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Part 1 – Background
"What the hell do you mean they're coming here?" my wife Melina screamed, furious as she re-read the email that I showed her, written by my sister. "How can she do this to us? We're supposed to leave tomorrow! Now what are we going to do?"
It was a hot June Saturday, and Melina was sitting in front of her desk in the little "sitting room" that adjoined our bedroom. I came up next to her and read the email over her shoulder. It went: "Our trip to Europe had to be moved up a week, and the boys will be coming home after finals, so we told them to stop at your house for the next couple of weeks. They'll be there later this afternoon. Thanks, Liz."
I had no answer for my wife. I was furious, also. My sister and I had never gotten along. She was eight years older than me, and always liked having a little brother only so that she could have someone to beat up. We were raised by strict, evangelical parents, and as we grew older, Liz became very rebellious, and was really wild as a teenager.
One glorious afternoon when our parents weren't home, my life changed. Liz had been charged to babysit me, which really grated on her since she'd just turned 18 and would rather be out with her girlfriends, and I didn't really need babysitting, anyway. Angry at our parents, she invited one of her classmates over. He was the high school varsity quarterback, and had a reputation with women. My sister told me to watch TV or find something to do, and took him to the basement. Of course I peeked, and received a first, unforgettable lesson on what sex was about. I didn't realize it at the time, but the seeds of voyeurism had been planted inside me that day.
My sister's hatred for me became unappeasable that evening when, at the dinner table in front of our parents, I asked Liz very loudly why she had let the varsity quarterback take her panties off and get on top of her in the basement that afternoon, and what were they doing. For two months, our parents' religious anger was vented upon her, and then it was confirmed that her stud friend had impregnated her, one of six girls he knocked up that school year. Of course, my parents blocked any attempt by her to have an abortion.
Shortly after giving birth to her first son, she met another man, a rather nerdish guy with a promising business career, and she suckered him into marrying her by getting pregnant again. She moved out, and over the years, I very rarely heard from my sister, except when she wished to impose upon me for something.
She and my wife Melina hated each other, also, adding to the crisis of the moment. Nearly two decades after she had left home, calling me a "little shit" on the way out, my sister was being herself again, making life hell for me and my wife.
As I listened to my wife's anger, I began feeling more miserable and angry with my sister. Melina and I were approaching our eighth wedding anniversary, and we were going on a camping vacation to celebrate, and also to possibly start a family.
"My god, she didn't even give us notice!" Melina railed. "They'll be here this afternoon!" Her gray eyes were blazing. "What the hell are we going to do about the vacation? We can't just leave those boys here alone!"
"Honey, we'll think of something." I said as I knelt on the floor in front of my wife. I'd rarely seen my quiet wife get this angry. She was wearing her favorite clothing for lounging around the house, a huge man's t-shirt, oversize xxx-large with a deep v-neck, and gym shorts. Despite my anger and the crisis, or perhaps in some unconscious response to it, I began getting aroused at the sight of my wife. I began caressing her thighs, but she pushed me back and stood up.
"Good God, stop that!" she ordered. She stalked into the bedroom and stopped. "God, I hate that bitch!" she yelled. I followed her in and hugged her from behind.
"Come on, honey. I'm furious, too. But it's not the boys' fault. Besides, we haven't seen them in years, and I'd rather see them without their bitch mother around." I said. I felt Melina relax a little in my arms, and was silent for several minutes. I wondered if she was thinking what I was: what the boys were like.
The last time we'd seen them, Todd, the older boy, had been a handsome, growing 14 year old, with smarts to match his looks and very outgoing personality. He had talked to Melina, very nicely, and I thought that she liked him despite his being my sister's son. He was 19 now, and had started college a year early. His brother Ned, a year younger, was scrawny, with big nerd glasses and a personality to match. Ned always struck me as a brilliant kid, but didn't appreciate being the kid everyone made fun of and bullied.
"She's your sister, so you make it up to me." Melina finally said, stunning me with a take-charge attitude she rarely displayed. I watched as she hooked her thumbs into her shorts and panties, pulling them down her legs, then stepping out of them and her wedge-heel sandals. She eased onto the bed, made a small mound of pillows, and laid her head on them as she lay on her back and spread her legs.
"Dive in, mister. Eat me." she demanded, and I wasted no time. Settling between her long, luscious legs, I first looked at her vulva. Her raven black pubic bush was very thick, outlining her labes. Her fingers separated the brown, crinkly folds, revealing the bright, angry pink walls of her cunt, glistening with wetness. I was amazed how wet Melina was. Maybe her anger was fueling her fires, but I wasn't going to question my luck. My tongue slid up her slit towards her clit. .
"Oh, yes." my wife said, almost dispassionately as I began to eat her delicious twat in earnest, looking up only once to see her watching me. She relaxed, enjoying my tongue working deeper into her cleft. Her feet began caressing my back and sides, which, as always, triggered the memories...
- - - - - - - - - -
Melina and I met in college, and it was love at first sight... for me, anyway. She was quiet, seemingly shy. She was also very determined and committed to her studies, not letting anything get in the way of her goals. Melina's father was English and her mother was of Italian and Greek heritage, and she got the best of all worlds. Her hair was raven black and lustrous, and she almost always had it in a tight, severe bun. She would "loosen up" by wearing it in a ponytail. Her skin wasn't pale but wasn't tanned, either (she never gets much of a tan).
She wasn't a blazing beauty, but "quietly" pretty. Her face was attractive, but not attention-getting. Behind the big glasses she wore while studying, her gray eyes were mesmerizing. They still seem to see right through me, blazing when angry, but warm and bright when she's in a romantic mood. Her mouth was small, framed by full, luscious lips. But she wore little makeup, and never accented her features.
Although she obviously had large breasts under the business suits, pantsuits, or tight sweaters she wore at school, what got my attention were her legs. Her ass was firm and tight, and her legs were dynamite, with trim thighs and shapely calves tapering to slender ankles. Her hands and feet were very shapely and elegant. Despite her 5'8" height, Melina always wore high heels, often stiletto heel pumps, but sometimes sandals or mules.
She was very athletic, and her body was very toned. I saw her working out at the school gymnasium once. Her back was very toned, and as she did push-ups the effect of her rippling deltoids and back muscles was quite strong on me. And on others, who watched her as I did. If she noticed the attention, she never acknowledged it. I found out later that she loved hiking, camping, rock climbing, and all outdoor sports, even hunting and shooting. She's a crack shot, and could and did beat the ROTC guys at rifle matches.
She seemed to be a loner, but there was something about Melina that attracted people to her. She was often asked for dates by other men, even some of the "big men on campus", the guys who seemed to get every girl. But Melina always turned them down. She was often seen with the most beautiful women on campus, however, seemingly the tag-along friend they liked to have. The women seemed as attracted to her as the men.
She sometimes double dated with her female friends, but never had a relationship, and most guys that I knew who had been lucky enough to take her out on a double date described her as an uninterested, cold fish with a veneer of ice. Despite that, they still would try to date her, but to no avail.
She rebuffed me the first time I asked her for a date, and I didn't want to scare her off, so I backed off. I dated other women, but always watched Melina, knowing deep in my heart that I had unrequited feelings for her. I'd speak to her every chance I got. She was polite, but never warm.
Things changed when Melina and I had a business class together. We lived in the same dorm, which had women on one side and men on the other. Before a test, I asked her if she would study with me in one of the dorm's study rooms, and she accepted. I didn't try anything then, as we worked very hard studying. I could tell she was driven, and I really had to work to keep up with her, not wanting to appear like I didn't know what I was doing. But it was hard, as the attraction to her was powerful, as if she radiated some aura that was irresistible.
At two a.m., after several hours of non-stop studying, I was exhausted and said I had to call a stop. Melina seemed unfazed, but said "Shall we meet here again tomorrow night?" I was elated inside, but the balloon burst when we found that all the study rooms were taken. Melina suggested she come to my dorm room and study, and I agreed.
The next day I cleaned up my dorm room like never before. I had no expectations of bedding Melina, but still I washed the bed linens and made up everything. Melina arrived with her books, dressed in her normal attire: a white button-down blouse, navy jacket and slacks. But instead of pumps, she wore navy sandals with thin straps and a 4-inch heel, which accented her pretty feet -- and made her my 6'0" height. She also had on a necklace I'd never seen her wearing, and I complimented her on it. I thought I saw a slight glimmer of warmth in her eyes, but soon we were studying hard, her sitting on the desk, and me on the bed.
At midnight, I was exhausted again. I asked Melina if she'd like a Coca-Cola and she accepted. I handed her one and then sat back on the bed. To my surprise, Melina got up from the desk, came to the bed, unfastened and slipped out of her high heel sandals, and sat cross legged on the bed right next to me. As we drank our cold beverages, we began a personal conversation, and she had me so absorbed that when I looked up it was dawn, 6 a.m. We went to breakfast at the dining hall.
We did well on the test, and got the only A's in the class. And we were meeting every day in my room, listening to music (we both loved jazz and the blues), drinking wine... and studying. But how to break through with her, I still didn't know, as my casual offers to do something together on the weekend were politely declined.
"Let me do it." I said one night, as she reached for her shoes, about to go back to her room. I reached down and got them, then put them on her pretty feet. She smiled at me, really smiled, for the first time. The next afternoon, as we talked, I became bold and began giving her a foot massage. Seeing a look of enjoyment on her face, those luscious lips slightly open, I couldn't resist, and kissed her. She was shocked for a second, but my second kiss was returned with a furious passion. We began dating that evening, going for a pizza and beer. We became inseparable and were soon engaged to be married. Some guys wondered how I'd done it. Others wondered why I bothered. But I was in heaven, and looking forward to my life with Melina.
Part 2 - The Prelude
"Oh, yes, lick me!" my wife gasped, which melded into my memories. Melina had insisted on waiting until our wedding night to lose her virginity, but we had oral sex frequently. Often, my giving her foot massages led to eating her wonderful pussy until she creamed in my face. In turn, Melina demonstrated her incredible oral talents by giving my six-inch cock one of her sensational, toe-curling blowjobs. She always swallowed every drop, saying she loved the taste of my semen. I didn't question the fact that she was so good at giving head, obviously practiced, but that is for another story.
Our wedding, at the end of our junior year in college, was small and quiet. Melina had almost no family. My sister took the opportunity to try to make things miserable for us, but I was so happy that nothing could ruin it for me. Melina, however, took exception to Liz's antics, and their hatred for each other soon became apparent. Fortunately, we didn't have to see my sister very much.
Melina became a CPA, as devoted to her work as she had been to her studies. I work with a small software company. Although she worked hard, long hours, our married life was great, with one exception: Melina cannot use the pill, and because we decided not to have children for a while, I'd never had sex with my wife without wearing a condom. Not once. Every time I tried, she rebuffed me. She always, always had condoms on hand, conjuring up like magic when a desire for spontaneous sex hit us.
It was frustrating, but sex with Melina was still wonderful. Her pussy is small and incredibly tight, gets very, very wet when she's aroused, and she has milked many loads from me even with the loss of feeling from wearing a condom. She puts the same energy and intensity into her lovemaking as everything else she does, and although our sex isn't as frequent as I'd like, it's explosive when Melina wants it.
This weekend was our eighth wedding anniversary. The past couple of years, our marriage had become a bit routine and drifting, and I was trying to find ways to put some new fire into it. We had also discussed starting a family, and this trip had seemed to be a good time to convince my wife that now was the time. I was excited to the point of anxious about the possibility of unprotected sex with my wife.
But it looked as if my wicked sister was destroying our plans.
"Oh yeah, that's good!" Melina gasped, as her hands grasped my head and pulled me into her steaming crotch. "Lick my clit! Harder! Do it!" she demanded as she gyrated her cunt onto my face. She'd be coming soon, and --
BEEP BEEP!
The blast of a car horn from close by shocked us. We heard the powerful engine of a car and went to the window. Looking outside, we saw an expensive convertible in our driveway, top down. Melina almost gasped when the driver got out. It was my older nephew, Todd. At nineteen, he was very tall, at least 6'4", and slim, with dark black hair. Even through his clothes, it was obvious that his body was well developed by exercise, practically chiseled out of rock. He didn't look like a nineteen-year-old teenager, but like a young man who owned the world.
His brother Ned got out of the passenger side. Ned was tall also, about six feet, but still skinny and awkward looking, and wearing a long-sleeve button down shirt despite the June heat. The nerd glasses were gone, but he still looked like an eighteen year old college geek. His hair was lighter than his brother's, a wispy light brown. He didn't move with the confidence that Todd did. They were half brothers, but as unalike as brothers could be, I thought to myself,
"Wash your face, and go let them in." Melina ordered, interrupting my thoughts, "and I'll put something on." I hurriedly washed up and went downstairs, only glimpsing Melina at the door to the closet. I was hoping she wasn't going to get angry again, since her near-climax had been interrupted.
"Hi, Uncle Donny!" Todd said as I let him and Ned inside, using the name "Donny" my sister called me, a name I loathed. "I'm really sorry about this situation." He began apologizing, but I had a sense that he was always in control of any situation he was in, and now was in control of this one... and of my house.
"Where is Aunt Melina?" Todd asked. As I went to call her name, my wife came down the stairs. She looked stunning. She had let her hair down, pulled back into a ponytail, and applied just the right amount of makeup. Her beige dress hugged her luscious curves tightly, and her wood-and-leather high heel mules shaped her legs to perfection. The boys' eyes lit up upon sight of her, as taken with her appearance as I was.
"Hello, boys." she said with a much brighter smile than I would've expected. In the heels, she was taller than everyone except Todd, and she looked up into his eyes as he approached her.
"Aunt Melina, I'm really sorry for all this." Todd said as he handed my wife a bundle of a dozen roses he'd been carrying. Melina smiled, and allowed him to kiss her cheek.
"I understand, Todd. It's not your fault." Melina said. "How are you, Ned?" she asked. With her heels on, she was actually looking down at him, and he seemed intimidated. "I'm okay." he quietly replied.
Melina glanced in my direction. "Honey, why don't you help the boys bring in their luggage while I find a vase for these roses?" Turning to Todd, she smiled. "Why don't you guys settle in, and I'll serve you some iced tea. It must've been hot on the road today." I felt slightly jealous at the smile my wife gave my handsome nephew, but was compelled to comply with her instructions.
After putting both guys' luggage in the one spare bedroom, Melina served the cold drinks as we sat down and talked. Todd soon had Melina engaged in nearly private conversation as they sat together on the couch, and that left me forced to talk with Ned. Unfortunately, his personality had not improved, and the conversation with the chemistry-major-going-on-mad-scientist was tedious. His project with a professor about research into certain drugs just didn't hold my interest.
I'd often glance towards Melina, but Todd had her undivided attention. I could sense the chemistry between them, and while it was uncomfortable to me, I found myself watching their interaction with interest. Strangely, I got the impression that Ned was watching them interact, also.
"Melina, what are we going to do about the boys' sleeping arrangements?" I asked Melina, to break her spell with Todd. Why I felt jealous, I didn't know.
"I don't know," she replied, her eyes boring into mine as she saw my recognition of her building chemistry with Todd, and upped the ante. "Besides, we still don't know what to do about the vacation." I felt myself wincing inside as Melina explained to the boys about our vacation plans. I said that we'd postpone our plans, but Todd insisted that we not. I didn't want to argue, but I expected that our plans were shot, and I let the matter drop.
"Guys, I really want to make it up to you for the way my mom sprang us on you like she did." Todd said. "We'd like to take you to dinner tonight, then maybe to a club for a while." I asked how the guys expected to get into a club at their ages, and Todd smiled as he told us that they both had fake I.D.s.
"They're essential at college." he told Melina, showing that self-confidence that was totally unexpected from a boy Todd's age. I began to wonder about how quickly kids grew up these days. My 29-year-old wife was clearly impressed by Todd, and was subtly responding to him not as an older aunt to a boy, but as a woman to a man that she liked.
"Dear, why don't we do that?" Melina said. I acquiesced, and Todd suggested we all go get dressed, nothing fancy, but nice enough for a night on the town. The boys went into the spare room as Melina led me to our room.
"Well, they seem nice enough." I said, but Melina didn't reply. She was fishing around in the closet. "Are you okay, honey?" I asked.



"Yes." she said. "And I'm sorry for acting like a bitch earlier. They are nice boys."
"Todd has really grown up." I said. "It's hard to believe he's still nineteen. I think he likes you." I watched out of the corner of my eye to see if Melina would react, but she didn't.
"Yes, he's a very handsome young man." she agreed as she reached into the closet. "There's something about Ned, too. Something underneath, that isn't what appears on the surface. I think he may be more interesting than we realize. Now hurry and get dressed, so you'll be out of my way."
"What about our vacation?" I asked, as I slipped on some slacks.
"We'll play it by ear." Melina said. "We can't leave them here, though. Now, get dressed." She disappeared into the bathroom, shutting the door quite firmly behind her.
After dressing, I returned downstairs, where the boys were waiting. Todd looked handsome in his clothing: light gray slacks and sports coat, and a black pullover shirt that outlined his developed physique. Ned wore slacks that were baggy, and the inevitable collared shirt under an ill-fitting sports coat.
"Ned made us drinks. I hope you don't mind." Todd said, indicating a glass in front of me, next to a glass of wine for Melina. Todd was sipping a drink, and Ned was drinking tea. My drink wasn't strong, but had a bit of bitterness.
"Not at all." I said. "And we might be waiting a while for Melina." An hour later, Melina joined us downstairs, and it was worth the long wait. She was gorgeous, as beautiful as I had ever seen her. Todd whistled upon sight of her. My wife had put her hair up, but elegantly, with trails of hair framing her face. Her light gray dress wasn't fancy, but showed off her cleavage, which was quite deep with the underwire bra she wore. The dress clung to her taut, tight belly, her hips and ass, and her slim thighs. Her stiletto high heel sandals were made of something clear, looking like glass, with thin soles and two thin, clear straps. The back of the dress was cut very low, and really showed off Melina's sexy, toned, almost muscular back. I'd never seen Melina wearing this dress or these shoes before, and I complimented her on her appearance.
"I was going to wear this for our anniversary dinner." Melina replied, then let her eyes drift to Todd as she continued, "but I thought I would wear it tonight to celebrate our dinner with the guys." I was jealous that I was going to have to share Melina looking like this with the boys, yet at the same time I felt a sense of pride that they were seeing her like this.
"How about a toast, to our lovely hostess." Todd said, handing her the glass of wine and raising his glass. We all clinked glasses and sipped, my glass and Todd's being virtually empty.
"Todd, why don't you escort Aunt Melina to the car." I heard a voice say, and was almost shocked to realize that Ned had spoken up. Strangely, I thought that was a good idea, also. Todd was glad to take the suggestion, and took control, as if Melina were his date.
Todd escorted Melina out the door to our SUV, ushering her into the back seat, and easing in beside her. Ned offered to drive, and I sat in the front seat. Looking over the neighborhood, I noticed storm clouds gathering at the horizon, but still a long way off.
Dinner was very pleasant, to my surprise. We were all still captivated by Melina's lovely appearance, which gathered appreciative looks from other patrons of the restaurant. The place that Todd had led us to was a nice steak and seafood restaurant, too expensive to be casual, but not enough to be overly formal and fancy.
Todd continued pouring on the charm, selecting a wine, then asking Melina if he could order for her. Amazingly, his order was something I knew she would love. He clearly knew what he was doing, and I wondered where nineteen-year-old boys learned things like this so quickly.
During dinner, Todd kept us all entertained with great conversation, although he seemed to direct it towards Melina. Even Ned seemed rapt with attention, although I was sure he'd heard the stories before, and was part of them at times. My anger at his mother made me want to dislike Todd but he was constantly amazing me with his confidence and poise. One glance at Melina showed me that she was totally taken in by him, and that a friendship was fast forming.
Ned leaned over towards me and whispered "I think we're third wheels on their date tonight. They look like the hot couple." I was stunned by Ned's remark, but my growing anger was soon replaced as another thought entered my head. I was actually imagining Todd and Melina on a dinner date, by themselves, without anyone else there. My mind was filled with the conversation that my wife and her young friend would have, as he courted her and attempted to seduce her with his charm, and her responding positively to him. Memories of my double-dates with Melina and her friends popped into my head, but I dismissed them as I returned to reality.
I felt someone watching me. Ned was glancing sideways in my direction, even as he pretended to look everywhere. I wondered if he was reading my mind. Then I became aware of the tightness in my pants: I had given myself a hard on, thinking of Melina and Todd. I tried to get my mind back in focus and my erection to go away, wondering how I could think of Melina with another man, especially a young boy like Todd. Even if he didn't seem so young, he was still a college teenager.
Melina did speak to Ned on several occasions, trying to draw him into her conversation, but Ned's replies were stilted and he always seemed to return it to Todd's control. After dinner we headed to a club. The clouds I had noticed earlier were a lot closer now, and it seemed as if we would have some weather by the time we left.
Todd again had the perfect sense of atmosphere. The club wasn't too trendy and too packed, but still had a great energy to it. Todd easily got by the bouncers at the door, but Ned was stopped and questioned. He deepened his voice as much as he could, and his story was good, but it took me vouching for Ned and some persuasive talk from my wife to finally get him in.
Once in the club, I figured that the boys would go off to find young women to dance and talk with, and I would have some time to talk with Melina privately, and maybe make something romantic of the evening.
"Aunt Melina, would you like to dance?" Todd asked, and Melina happily accepted. I was left with Ned, as he sat at the table with no apparent interest in finding any women more his age to talk with.
We watched Todd and Melina dance. My wife danced well, her movements athletic and graceful. She seemed to be enjoying her dance with my young nephew. We rarely went dancing, and she'd never mentioned liking it. I was mesmerized by her. I also realized that she was dancing with and for another man, and the thought made me both jealous and excited. My cock began to stir in my pants again.
A slow dance began. Todd took Melina into his arms, but kept them at a respectable level around her lovely back. However, Melina circled her arms around Todd's neck and held him close. They were whispering as they slowly moved together. I noticed that Melina's body was pressed against Todd's several times as they moved slowly to the music.
"They look great together, don't they?" Ned asked, watching them. I couldn't help but agree. Todd and Melina danced through several numbers, finishing with another close slow dance before finally returning to the table. Todd tried to sit down quickly, but was not quick enough, and I saw that the front of his pants had a large bulge in them. I complimented them both on their dancing skills, but Ned surprised me by joining in.
"You looked great together out there." Ned said. "Like you were a couple." I could almost feel Ned watching me with his peripheral vision to get my reaction. If Melina was shocked by Ned's remark, she didn't show it, replying that Todd was a great dance partner. After a few remarks about the club and the people there, I asked Melina to dance, and Todd went to find someone to dance with. Ned remained at the table.
"Honey, I didn't realize you danced so well." I complimented my wife, "We should go dancing more often."
"I've never really liked dancing before." Melina replied, "but I enjoyed dancing with Todd. How did I look?" She was fishing for compliments, a sign that she was feeling romantic. Moments like this often ended up with us having sex.
"You looked terrific." I said. A slow dance started, and I took my wife into my arms. Instead of wrapping her arms around my neck as she had Todd's, Melina rested her hands on my shoulders. However, as we moved, she slid forward just a bit, and her hip came directly into contact with my crotch.
"Mmm, you're excited aren't you?" Melina whispered. She'd felt my erection, which had grown as we talked of her and Todd together. I looked at her and saw the twinkle in her eye.
"It's the sight of you, honey." I replied. "I've never seen you looking so fabulous." My remarks were sincere, but I suddenly wanted to steer the conversation in a different direction. But Melina wouldn't let me off the hook. She circled her arms around my neck, pulling me to her. My crotch was pressed against her hip again.
"Dear, was Ned right about Todd and me? Did we look good together?" she asked, whispering softly into my ear. I felt my cock harden, felt the heat of it, and felt Melina pressing against it, gauging my reaction.
"Yes, you looked good together on the dance floor." I replied. "What do you think of Todd?"
"He certainly acts a lot older than his age." my wife replied. "I keep reminding myself that he's only nineteen. By the way, I could feel Todd's cock against my thigh, too. He's big. Really big." Then she quickly added "But he's been a perfect gentleman. You don't mind me dancing with him, do you?"
"No, of course not." I said. "It's just dancing. Besides, you're my girl." I leaned forward and kissed my wife's mouth, just a gentle peck. She returned it, and we shared several soft, lingering kisses, until the song ended. "By the way, I'm expecting you to finish what you started this afternoon." Melina said. "I've been feeling incredibly hot and itchy all day long."
I wanted to dance some more with my wife, but as soon as the music stopped, Melina was leading me by the hand off the floor and back to our table.
Fresh drinks were at our seats, but Todd was not there. I was disappointed. I'd hoped he'd seen me kiss Melina. Ned pointed him out. He was with another woman on the dance floor, an older woman with blonde hair and a nice, firm body.
"I don't think her husband appreciates her dancing with him, " Ned said, "but he hasn't stepped in yet." Her husband, a rather portly older man, was sitting and watching his wife with my nephew. I glanced at my wife. She was watching Todd.
"Looks like Todd found another woman." I whispered to Melina. "How about another dance?"
"No." Melina almost spat the word. "I just want to stay here and drink this for a moment." She took a long swallow of her drink. By the time Todd came back, she had finished it. Her eyes seemed to blaze again as Todd told us about the woman he'd been dancing with. Then he asked Melina to dance again. Their next dances seemed to be more intense, as if Melina were vying to keep Todd's undivided attention.
"They sure look hot together, don't they?" Ned asked. "I've seen him at clubs before. He usually has women competing to take him home and fuck him by now." I felt as if my brain were dulled by the alcohol I'd consumed, but his words triggered the response inside my head. I was suddenly seeing my wife in bed with my nephew on top of her, making love to her. The shock of the thought coursed through me, but the intensity of it made my cock rock-hard in an instant.
I tried to cool down, but as I watched Todd and Melina on the dance floor, I could not push the thought of this teen boy fucking my wife out of my mind. I finished my drink and drank some water, but the heat of the moment was overcoming me. I looked over at Ned, and while he was watching Todd and Melina gyrate to a fast song on the floor, I felt that he had me in his sights in the corner of his eye, testing the effects of his words upon me, like a battering ram on a door.
When they came back to the table, Melina asked Ned to dance with her. Todd was already off, dancing with the same woman from earlier in the evening. A slow dance started, and Todd and the woman were dancing close, whispering. Melina was seemingly leading Ned, in control. I could see her whispering to him and smiling, and she was pushing her thigh into his groin. He came back with a huge bulge in his pants, and was clearly relieved of his dancing burden.
The rest of the evening became hazy. I had not drunk much, but I didn't feel as if I were in control of myself. I remember watching one slow dance where Todd and Melina seemed distantly away on the far side. I thought I saw my nephew's hands caressing my wife's firm asscheeks through her dress, then reach up and caress the side of my wife's breast, and her gently but insistently stopping him. When they came back to the table, Ned suggested that it was time to go.
The air was heavy outside, and lighting flashes occasionally filled the sky, blinding me. Ned drove home, and I was relegated to the shotgun seat as Todd helped Melina into the back. My head began clearing when I heard Melina giggle in the back as Todd whispered something to her.
"My, you are a flirtatious young man, aren't you?" she giggled, then rested her head on my nephew's broad shoulder. Nothing more was said. Melina and Todd seemed to be dozing, and the streetlights were flashing irregularly in my eyes. I concentrated, trying to clear my head.
Back home, things seemed to be quiet inside as the storm outside began. Lightning flashes continued in the windows. It was two a.m., and I thought we'd all head to bed. Melina however, began asking the boys about the sleeping arrangements. Todd volunteered to sleep on the sofa-bed.
"I better go change clothes now, then." Todd decided, and went up to the spare bedroom. He came back wearing only gym shorts, and sat down on the couch beside Melina, who was admiring his slim, muscular body. Ned disappeared to make some drinks, and Melina decided to go change into something more comfortable. She went upstairs, unsteady with the alcohol she'd drunk all during the evening.
"Melina's a great dancer." Todd said to me. "I appreciate you letting me dance with her tonight."
"I think she enjoyed it very much." I replied. "She needed a night out like that. We appreciate you taking us out tonight."
"Sure thing. I was glad to take you guys out, after my mom fucked you over like she did." Todd's words were the first in a while that reminded me of my sister.
"Did she give you the money to take us out?" I asked, wondering if Liz had suggested the idea as a conciliatory gesture.
"Hell, no. She was only worried about catching that plane to France." Todd said. Was it just me, or did I detect a note of bitterness in his voice. "The money was mine. I've got a couple of business things going on at college."
"Good grief, Todd!" I exclaimed. "I think we keep forgetting you're still nineteen. You act far beyond your years."
"Well, I have had a lot of experiences." Todd said with a grin. "I've been--"
"I'd love to hear about your experiences." Melina said, as she came down the stairs. She was wearing a huge, oversize man's button-down collared shirt that would've been too big for me. She likes oversize shirts and t-shirts around the house, but I was shocked she put it on while we had company. The shirt hung halfway down her sleek thighs, and her breasts jiggled beneath it, unencumbered by a bra or bikini top. She was wearing a bikini bottom and her favorite 4-inch high black mules with a cushiony sole that she liked to wear around the house.
"Uh.. well..." Todd stumbled, unsure for the first time. His pants were beginning to bulge with an erection as Melina sat down beside him, crossing her legs in a way to give us both a great view. She was really giving off her aura of sexuality tonight, and Todd was as affected as I was. Ned returned with drinks.
"Come on, Todd, " Melina coaxed. "I know a handsome young man like you dates a lot of women. Mmm, this drink is strong!" She was sipping the drink Ned had given her. Mine was very strong, also, and I only pretended to sip it, trying to collect myself.
"Todd dates a lot of women." Ned said, "including older women like the one he was dancing with tonight."
"Ned!" Todd admonished. "Not in front of Aunt Melina." But I had the sense that Ned was saying that in front of me more than Melina. Was he trying to warn me? Or was he trying to encourage something?
"It's okay." Melina said, her words beginning to slur as she finished the drink. "Do you have a girlfriend?" she asked Todd, forgetting about me, forgetting about Ned, only conscious of the handsome young man sitting next to her, both wearing only a minimum of clothing. Ned went to get Melina another drink as Todd explained that he dated a lot of women and went to fraternity and sorority parties a lot, but didn't have a steady girlfriend. The tone of the conversation was turning sexual, but I felt unable to stop it. As I watched, I noticed Melina begin to nod off. She was passing out.
"Todd, I think Melina's out." I said to him. Just as he agreed, there was a burst of lightning. Suddenly, everything went dark.
The lights had gone out.
"Power failure" I mumbled. I got up and looked outside. It was inky black. All the streetlights were out, as were the lights in every house. I got some matches from a drawer and lit a big candle we keep for such incidents, and put it on the table. Melina was more deeply asleep. Ned came back from the kitchen with a flashlight.
"I'll carry Melina upstairs." Todd suggested, picking my wife up into his arms before I could protest. He led the way in the darkness, and I carried the candle upstairs as Ned headed off to his room. Todd deposited Melina onto the bed on her back. She mumbled once, but did not awaken.
"She is really beautiful." Todd whispered, looking at Melina in the candlelight. As he gazed along her long legs to her crotch, he said "You're a lucky man. I hope I find a wife with legs like those." Todd's brazenness in so openly discussing my wife with me was shocking to me, but I also enjoyed knowing that my wife still turned men's heads, even young studs like Todd who probably had women wrapped around his finger. Again I thought of the fantasy of him lying down on the bed beside her, and making love to her. But she was passed out.
"Thanks." I said. "I guess we better get some sleep." Todd took the hint, although I'm sure he wanted to stay. I heard more than saw Todd's form rustle out of the room. I lay down next to my wife's sleeping form, and blew out the candle.
Suddenly I awoke. The lamp in our bedroom was on. The power had returned. My watch said 4:15 a.m. Groggily, I got out of bed to go turn off the lights downstairs. When I got to the den, Todd was on his laptop computer, and was sipping a drink, apparently not at all tired, but buzzed.
"Hi, Uncle Don. What brings you down?" Todd said, a bit too loud.
"Shhh..." I said. "I'm just turning out the lights. When did they come on?"
"Just a few minutes ago." Todd said. "I'll help you." As I turned off the downstairs lights, Todd went upstairs and turned the bathroom light off, and the light in the spare room off, where Ned was asleep. As I got upstairs, he was in the doorway of my bedroom. Looking at Melina.
"Do you like what you see?" I asked, still groggy from alcohol. Why had I said that to Todd?
"Yes. She's gorgeous. You forgot to undress her. Would you like me to help?" he said, and entered the room.



"Don't wake her up." I said. Todd's shorts were tented at the sight of my unconscious wife on the bed, and I had an urge to tease him some more.
"Let me show you something." I whispered, getting onto the bed next to my wife. My heart was thumping in my chest as I began slowly unbuttoning Melina's shirt. When it fell open, I pulled the cloth away from her breasts, exposing them to my nephew's eyes.
"My God." Todd said. He came to the side of the bed, reached down, and gently squeezed Melina's left breast. She didn't move. He rubbed her teat a bit more, then rolled the areola in his strong fingers. Her nipples hardened, but I watched Melina's eyes. They didn't open, and her breath was still deep and slow and regular.
Without asking, Todd then reached down and began sliding Melina's bikini bottom out from under her ass. I didn't speak, scared to death that Melina might wake up, and also excited to watch this teen boy taking off her panties. It was like a fantasy movie, but I knew I'd have to stop it soon. If Melina woke up right now, she'd be furious with me.
Todd slid Melina's bikini down her legs, then off. When I saw her labes, I gasped. My wife's pubic hair has always been very thick and tightly bunched, and she kept it fairly trim. Even a few hours ago, when I had been eating her, it had not been trimmed. I suddenly understood why she'd taken so long to get ready this afternoon!
She had shaved most of it, her labes smooth, and very swollen. A "runway", a patch of thick hair was left above her pussy. So that was why she took so long to get dressed this afternoon!
Mesmerized by Melina's pussy, I'd forgotten about Todd. I looked up as he was taking her right foot into his hand. He removed the mule, then, to my shock, he began kissing Melina's foot. His mouth trailed down to her heel and he sucked it, then back up to her toes, sucking each one. Then he went to her other foot, orally worshipping it, also. He must've caught my gaze as I stared at him.
"She's been driving me crazy with these legs all night." Todd explained. He didn't apologize or stop, however. I made a "shh" sign with my finger over my lips, as I really didn't want Melina to awaken at this moment. My heart was in my throat. Todd took it as a sign to continue, however. As I watched, he slid his shorts over his ass and let them drop down his legs, and his cock sprang out. I gasped at the sight.
It was huge. It was the thickness that stunned me, which made it look not that long. As Todd began rubbing Melina's feet against his cock, I looked over at her face, panic-stricken. Melina was still fast asleep, and looking back to Todd, I saw that his cock was longer than my wife's sexy foot pressed against it. "My god, how big is that thing?" I asked.
"Nine inches." Todd replied, too wrapped up in his task to realize what he'd been asked, and who asked it. He'd answered automatically. Todd was pressing Melina's feet together, and pumping his cock between them. The huge helmet of his cockhead was pistoning back and forth, thrusting forward from her feet. His massive balls were swaying beneath his cock. One of his balls looked the size of both of mine.
I wanted to speak out, make him stop, but was scared of waking up Melina. One look on Todd's flushed face, also, showed me that he was too into it to stop. I couldn't breathe. It was all happening so fast. Control was totally lost.
"Geez, I've been wanting to fucking do this since I laid eyes on these legs." Todd gasped as he continued to use Melina's feet to masturbate himself, pumping his cock faster between them. Her legs were straight out, the insteps of her feet sandwiching Todd's huge organ. My own cock was aching, and I dared not touch it. Todd's cock was a deep red, almost purple, and the head seemed to swell right in front of my eyes. Two big, clear drops of fluid formed from his piss-slit, then dropped off onto the bed. Suddenly Todd gasped.
With a hard thrust of his ass, Todd climaxed. A long rope of milky-white jism jetted out over Melina's body. It landed on her exposed abdomen, her taut belly, and between her breasts. One huge glob floated up and splashed right onto the corner of my wife's mouth! Another long ribbon shot out, coating Melina's right hip and along the inside of her thigh. A couple of drops landed just over her pubic bush.
Several more bursts of semen coated Melina's legs and feet. Todd's load had been enormous, but I hardly noticed. I was watching her face. To my shock, when the glob of semen had hit her mouth, her tongue slid out and licked it up! The shock that she might be awake almost blinded me, but she didn't move any further, and her eyes remained closed.
Todd had staggered with the force of his climax, almost collapsing, but he regained himself. He began rubbing his jism into the skin of Melina's feet, and up her ankles and legs, making them glow in the lamplight. I finally came to my senses, and made a motion toward the door for Todd to leave.
"Thanks, Uncle Donny." he whispered as he pulled his pants up, tucking in his softening, but still huge cock. "That was really great! I don't know why, but I've been wanted to do that since Ned mentioned it this afternoon." He said no more, but staggered out, and I wondered if his climax or alcohol was contributing more to the effect.
I looked back at my wife. What had I done? I had to get her cleaned up. I rushed for a towel, soaked it in water, and began trying to clean up the mess. I cleaned Melina's feet, then up her legs, then started wiping up the big spots of Todd's semen that I could see. I was still unable to truly believe what I had let happen. The end of the bed had several heavy spots, and I tried to wipe them off. I could get it off her skin, but struggled with the drops on her shirt. As I wiped a drop off her neck, she mumbled, and I feared that she was waking up.
I turned off the lamp and lay back down next to her. The image of Todd fucking my wife's feet blasted through my head. I'd really screwed up, letting Todd do that, but it was done. And it had been the most exciting thing I'd witnessed since college days That image was shoved aside in my mind, replaced by the thought of Todd with Melina as I reached down and grabbed my cock out of my underwear. Thirty seconds later, my own geyser of sperm shot upwards, not nearly in the quantity or quality of Todd's blasts, but the intensity of the pleasure left me drained, and I fell asleep.
(To be continued...)
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Part 3 - The Wheel's First Turn
Dawn. 6 a.m. I awoke with a start, and looked around, not recognizing where I was. As I became aware of my surroundings, I realized I was at home, in my bed. Then I remembered the night before, and my soul filled with foreboding as I remembered that I had showed my passed out wife Melina’s body to my handsome nephew Todd. He had used Melina’s feet to masturbate to a huge climax, draining his big balls and leaving a messy load all over my sleeping, prostrate wife.
After watching that, then masturbating myself to a quick, explosive climax, I fell asleep. I began to dream. Some Voice in my head kept whispering that I wanted to see Melina and Todd having sex. The image of my lovely wife and my handsome nephew copulating was very intense in my mind, and I had to admit to myself that it would be very exciting. Then, still dreaming, I caught myself as jealousy welled up inside. How could I want my wife to succumb to someone else? Why would I want to see her with my nephew?
The Voice whispered again. It told me that I wanted to see them having sex more than anything, and that I would arrange it. I listened, seeing Melina and Todd dancing, as they had at the club just a few hours before. I relaxed, and the Voice whispered "very good", and faded away.
Waking up fast, I looked around. Melina was not in bed, nor in the room. A hangover was beginning to form in my head as I moved to the bathroom and took a long piss. Stepping into the shower, I noticed it was wet. Melina must've showered already. After a quick shower, I dressed and went downstairs.
My wife was cooking breakfast, looking refreshed and radiant. She showed no sign of having passed out from alcohol the night before. Her hair was in a long ponytail. She had on a hot pink swimsuit one-piece top and a red, silky wraparound skirt. And, inevitably, high heel mules with a cork wedge heel. I'd always wondered how she could walk in those heavy-looking shoes.
As I gazed at her pretty feet a moment, I remembered what Todd had done with them the night before. My reverie was interrupted by the sight of the young man himself, helping Melina set the table. As I entered the kitchen, my mind was exploding with questions. Did Melina know? Did Todd say something?
“Good morning, honey!” Melina said, with what was for her a bright smile. “Are you feeling okay after last night?”
"Yes," I replied, "but I better get some aspirin to make sure."
"Wait." said a voice behind me. Ned was just coming up. "Try this headache powder. It's better than the regular stuff." I watched as Ned got a glass, half filled it with water, and poured some powder from what looked like a chewing gum wrapper into the water. He handed it to me, and as I drank it down, he asked Todd if Todd wanted one. Todd agreed, and drained a glassful of the mixture.
Melina tried to refuse, saying she was fine, that she had worked out already this morning. Ned replied that his preparation was better than aspirin at keeping her from being sore, and she would feel more energetic. She dutifully drained her glass. Ned left the room, saying he was going to shower. He looked like he needed one, as he appeared to be drained of energy, sleepy and listless.
I watched my wife, waiting for some telltale sign that she was aware of the night before. She seemed her normal self, directing Todd how to set the table with her usual attention to detail. If anything, she seemed relaxed.
"Did you sleep well, honey?" I asked.
"Mmm, yes." Melina replied. "Like a baby. In fact, I think I slept better than I have in quite a while. It must have been all the alcohol at the club."
"What about you, Todd?" I asked, risking the question, thinking that not asking him would've been conspicuous. Todd acted as if nothing was amiss.
"Pretty good." my teenage nephew answered. "I woke up when the electricity came back on, then went back to sleep a few minutes later--"
"The electricity went out?" Melina asked? "I don't remember that. When? For how long?"
"It sure did, Aunt Melina. About 2 a.m., for a couple of hours." Todd replied. "I guess you'd just fallen asleep when the lights went out." Melina fell thoughtfully silent as Todd continued, "Anyway, I didn't wake up until Aunt Melina woke me up and asked if I wanted to work out with her."
"Ah." I said, feeling a strange, but enormous curiosity wash over me. "Did you accept her invitation? She usually wipes me out with her morning workouts."
"Yes, and I'm glad I did." Todd said. "She was almost able to keep up with me." He gave her a big grin, but she was putting food in a bowl and did not return it. "I did stop and watch her do pushups. You have a great back and shoulders, Aunt Melina." I agreed enthusiastically, noticing that my nephew had no problems complimenting my pretty wife right in front of me. I wondered how young men learned to be so aggressive and outgoing at such an age, and wished I had been that way when I was nineteen.
"Thank you, Todd." Melina replied, blushing a little, but otherwise giving no reaction to the compliment. "I was wondering why you stopped." Ned came back in, and we all sat down to breakfast.
As we ate, Melina was telling Todd and Ned how much she enjoyed her "date" with them the evening before. I was ravenous, feeling more starved than I could remember in a very long time. Todd was eating quickly, also, and didn't really pick up the conversation my wife was offering.
"I don't know why I'm so hungry." the handsome young man said. "For the last month, I've just been starving when I wake up." I said that I was also very hungry this morning.
Melina had put on her glasses and was reading the business section of the morning newspaper. Todd took the sports section that I would normally be reading, and Ned took some other section, leaving me the front page. The storm the night before had done considerable damage to areas of our neighboring counties. I glanced at my wife as I read, noticing how pretty she looked, enjoying the swell of her breasts underneath the clingy cloth of her top, and the deep cleavage. And I've always liked seeing her in the glasses. I felt a stirring in my loins, and felt that she knew I was watching her.
Not looking up from her paper, Melina said in her quiet, matter-of-fact voice, "Dear, I think we should not cancel our trip. We should take Todd and Ned camping with us." Todd glanced up, as did I, but Ned acted as if he had not heard a word.
"Sure, honey, but it's a one room cabin with one hideaway bed. Will we have enough room?" I asked.
"We'll work it out. I'll bring sheets and mats and we can all sleep on the floor, as if it were a tent." She began telling Todd and Ned about the place. Todd surprised me by actually appearing to be interested. As I watched Melina talk to him, I felt the same feeling from the night before: that this young college student, a mere teenager, was the man of the house, the owner and master of it; that Melina was a part of his world, not mine, and that I was the guest from the outside. He seemed to perfectly fit any situation he was in.
"Todd, do you think you can stand the boredom?" I asked, wanted to establish a friendly rapport with my nephew, wanting to bring him into our family circle despite the jealousy I felt of his presence and his rapport with my wife.
"Well, I'll try to put up with Aunt Melina." he replied with a mischievous grin, looking sideways in her direction.
"Why, Todd!" Aunt Melina responded with mock shock, barely looking up from her paper. "I'll bet y'all won't be able to keep up with me!" throwing the bit back at him. Was that a sexual suggestion, I thought to myself? I wondered if Todd got the same impression.
"I'll take you up on that challenge!" Todd replied. Again, I thought of this young stud making love to my wife. The desire to see it happen grew stronger. Melina looked up from her newspaper, her gray eyes meeting and holding Todd's for a long moment.

"You're on." she said quietly, then turned to me with a look of solicitous caring and asked, "Dear, how is your headache?"
"Great!" I said. "I feel fine. That powder of Ned's really worked."
"You're wonderful, Ned." Melina said as she got up from the table. My wife put her arm around my younger nephew and gently but warmly kissed his cheek. Ned blushed, mumbling that he was glad to help. I couldn't understand why he was so distant to Melina's attentions, both yesterday and today. In fact, despite Todd's overwhelming presence, Melina was paying Ned a lot of attention, but he was barely responding.
We all took Melina's cue of getting up to rise from the breakfast table and clean up. Afterwards, the boys went up to pack a couple of bags for the trip, and Melina led me by the hand into our bedroom.
Sitting on the bed in front of me, she drew me to her, my groin just inches from her lovely face. Her eyes, still framed by the glasses, were upturned and looking into mine. I looked down at her, trying with limited success not to divert my eyes and stare down her swimsuits at the gaping darkness between her breasts.
"Is it okay with you?" she asked, "Going up to the cabin with the boys?" Her hands were unfastening my pants.
"Sure, it's just going to be a...uhm... tight fit, with four of us in that small room." I said. Melina had my cock out and was stroking it. Pleasure swept through me as my member swelled to raging hardness and my pants and shorts slid down my quivering legs.
"Good. I'm looking forward to it." she said, in a flat, even voice. As if it were the next item on her business agenda, my wife opened her mouth and slid her lips over my cockhead. I groaned as my throbbing shaft disappeared into her warm, wet mouth, and yielded to the pleasure as she began to bob her head back and forth.
As she gave me head, Melina would occasionally let her mouth slip just off the end of my prickhead and whisper words to me. " Mmmmm, it'll be so much fun.... mmmmmph... I'm looking forward to spending some time with the boys up there."
"Oohhh!!!!" I gasped. My cock pulsed as an image filled my mind. "Are you going to spend time with Todd? Aah!..... I think he likes you... unnh..."
"Mmmm, do you want me to, darling?" she asked. "Do you.. mmmph ... want me to spend time with Todd? Would you like me to flirt with him?..mmmm... that makes you hot, doesn't it?" My cock had jolted with her words. Melina was capable of talking dirty, but did it so rarely that to hear her words were a total shock.
"Yeah... oh..... yeah...." I gasped. "If you want to, that is... ohhh... whatever you want to do." Melina teased me some more. She removed her mouth from my prick, stroking the length of it in her elegant, shapely hand as she battered me with her words.
"You like watching me flirt with guys, don't you dear? You always have, haven't you?" she asked, knowing the answer already, bringing back the college memories... memories I didn't care to remember at this moment. "And you liked watching Todd dance with me last night, didn't you?" The thought of Todd and Melina dancing together make my cock jump in my wife's hand. Her tongue returned to my cockhead, licking around the swollen helmet, then into my piss-slit, something she really liked doing to make me react.
"Yes!" I gasped that I did, admitting my deep desires under the duress of a hot blow job. "Now suck my cock, babe!" I gasped, trying to slide my tool into Melina's mouth, trying to regain control. What was going on in this household, anyway?
"Todd and I were flirting last night, dear. You liked that? Mmmm.... You want to see more, don't you? Don't you! Say the words!" Melina said, backing off, stroking my cock, looking into my eyes. I gazed back into hers, the gray eyes hypnotizing me again.
"Yes! I want you to spend time with Todd!" I admitted. Melina's mouth descended upon my cock, taking the full six-inch length. She sucked hard as she pulled her lips off, then back again, repeating the vacuuming sucking with her mouth. "I want to watch you with him-- uh, flirt with him!" I mumbled, hoping she hadn't caught the slip.
"Mmmm, he's really handsome, very virile, isn't he?" Melina said, in that same even, taunting voice. "Are you sure you want me to do this? There's no telling how far Todd may try to take things. He's a very aggressive young man. And I'm not a tease... you know that." Her mouth descended on my cock.
"Yes!... unh!... I want you to do this. Go...(gasp)... as far as you like. I... unh... trust you, baby!" I said. Her words, and her incredible sucking talents had me over the edge. It only took second, and I lost it. As I held her head tightly, I felt the jets of semen pulsing into my wife's mouth. Melina swirled my jism around her mouth, then swallowed it all.
"Mmm... wow, your sperm sure is bitter this morning." Melina said as she licked off the remnants from my cock, cleaning me up. "You're usually not this bitter. What did you have to drink last night?"
"Just the basics. Scotch and Amaretto, mostly." I said.
"You usually taste much sweeter after drinking Amaretto." Melina said. TMI, Melina, I thought to myself as she continued. "Now let's get packed and get the hell out of here." She was serious again. It was as if our conversation of her spending time with Todd had never taken place, as if the blowjob had never taken place. Now it was back to business. That was my wife.
Part 4 - The Setting
The lake spread before us as we crested the hill, shimmering in the sunlight. I felt refreshed already, even though I'd driven the three hours to get there.
Melina had inherited the land when her parents died. We had a nice dock and a concrete slab for the little cabin built professionally, but we built the cabin ourselves. It was one room, with the kitchen along the left side in an alcove with a small pantry room behind it with an old fashioned freezer box and the back door leading to the back porch, a dining area with a small table and four chairs near the front door, and a sofa against the far wall. A fireplace was in the right hand wall, built of stones. It was cozy, but with four people it would be a tight fit. An outhouse and an outdoor shower stall were a distance away along a trail.
On the way up, I'd driven and Melina sat in the shotgun seat. Todd was in the back behind me, and he leaned forward between the seats, talking to us, his position allowing him to make frequent eye contact with my wife. Ned slept for most of the trip.
Todd and Melina talked about college a lot for the first two hours, but as we neared our destination, Todd brought up his family for the first time. Melina and I tightened up, but Todd's revelations surprised us. And we saw, for the first time, the cracks that existed in my sister's family.
"Yeah, my mom is really bitchy. My dad, my stepdad, that is, is working himself half to death to keep up with her spending. They've had fights over it. She's been dragging him along for years now. He's so frickin' weak that he won't stand up to her."
"That's not true." Ned said angrily. He had been listening, apparently.
"Shut the fuck up, nimrod!" Todd growled at Ned, with a sudden ferocity that shocked Melina and me. "It is true. Your father's a weak piece of shit. Just like you are!"
"Boys!" Melina said, trying to calm them down. The tension in the back seat seemed to grow tangible as the brothers stared at each other with hatred. However, Ned couldn't withstand Todd's dominant stare, and finally turned and looked out the window. The tense atmosphere abated, replaced by a fragile calm.
"She's been having affairs, too. I've caught her a couple of times, and I don't think she cares if Dad finds out. She'll fuck anybody." Todd was holding nothing back. Although I thought Todd might be embellishing to make Ned angry, I was inwardly gleeful at hearing this news. Melina seemed openly shocked, however, her mouth gaping as she stared at Todd.
Todd continued. "She told us several weeks ago that we'd be staying with you guys after school was out. I know she hates you, and something seemed wrong, so I asked if you knew about it. She just said she'd make the arrangements. Then, a couple of days ago, the day before we're supposed to leave, I called her on the phone and asked her what time you were expecting us. She tells me that she hadn't emailed you yet, and that she would immediately."
"Harumph!" Melina grunted. "We got an email about two hours before you arrived." Hearing that, something in my brain began nagging me. I couldn't quite place it, and returned to listening to my nephew.
"I know." Todd said, looking at Melina and speaking directly to her, it seemed. "I'm sorry about that." I saw in the rear view mirror that he was glancing sideways at me. "Mom really hates you, Uncle Don."
"Yes, I know." I replied, somewhat dryly. "We've never gotten along."
"I don't know why, but she really hates your guts. She calls you her no-good, stupid bastard brother. Sometimes she says she has no brother, just a piece of shit pretending to be one."
"And that's some of her more tender phrases about me." I quipped.
"We don't care much for her, either, to be honest." Melina said. "I can only imagine what she calls me."
"Actually, she doesn't. At least, she never has in front of me. All she says to me is how could a beautiful woman like you marry a piece of crap like her no good bastard brother."
I was surprised to hear this, and I think Melina was, too.
"She, uh, also said something about Uncle Don not being able to satisfy you, and you deserving better in bed." Todd added.
"Geez. Well, she'll never know how good I've got it. Melina said, smiling at me, then turned to Todd. Well, Todd," Melina said, looking into my nephew's eyes. "I'm glad to see that you and Ned turned out to be a lot better than her."
"She's not that bad." Ned broke in, still looking out the window. "Todd's just mad at her because she made us come here."
"Shut up, birdbrain," Todd said venomously, "or I'll smack the shit out of you." Turning to Melina again, he said, "Yeah. I'm pretty disgusted with her, but not about being here. I'm glad I came." he said, looking into my wife's eyes again. "It's just the whole situation. She treats us all like shit, really. I think she only cares about herself."
"She cares about me." Ned said to Todd, "but I doubt she gives a rat's ass about you." Todd swept his arm as if to backslap Ned, but didn't make contact. Ned glared back at Todd, but said no more. I realized that young people today had no problems using foul language freely in front of others. And just a decade since Melina and I were their ages...
When we arrived, Todd and Ned helped me take everything inside as Melina began cleaning up the place, removing the dust and cobwebs. Todd and I pitched in as Ned worked in the kitchen, stocking the icebox with beers and soft drinks. Melina asked Ned to make her a drink, and soon we all had drinks in our hands. Ned was very good about making drinks, even though mine was a bit stronger than I really wanted.
As he handed Melina her drink, she kissed Ned on the cheek. I was surprised how much affection Melina was showing my younger, awkward nephew, and even more surprised that he wasn't returning it. Todd, by way of contrast, couldn't do enough to hold and keep my wife's attention, but Melina was being her normal cool, efficient and busy self, and their combined efforts produced quick results.
Once everything was cleaned up, we began putting out the mats on the floor. Ned was going to be next to the fireplace, then Todd, then Melina, then me against the far side wall.



"Unless I need to sleep between you two." Melina said playfully to Todd and Ned, who were still not talking to each other.
"Naah, we'll be okay." Todd replied, although Ned said nothing.
"Too bad." Melina said. "It might be fun sleeping between two handsome young men." I was wondering if Melina were serious, and taking our hot talk of this morning to heart. "What do you think, dear?" she asked me.
"Uh, sure, honey," I said, after a pause, "as long as they don't start fighting over you." My words had an intentional double meaning, and I looked at them to see if anyone picked up on it. Todd had the beginning of a grin, mixed with questioning. My wife didn't change expression, but had an unmistakable gleam in her eyes. Ned's eyes, however, still seemed dark and brooding.
"Melina, why don't you take the boys for a little tour?" I suggested. "I'm going to get a little sleep after driving all that way." I was suddenly tired. It was also an excuse for Melina to spend time with the boys, especially Todd. She agreed, but told us to go outside so she could change clothes. After a few minutes, she came out wearing a blue bikini one-piece and a blue, cyan and green print skirt, and high heel wedges with a wooden-looking sole and thin blue and green straps. Another pair of shoes I'd never seen before, and I was wondering how she planned to hike any distance in the high heels. However, before I could ask, a deep yawn overtook me. They left and I went inside. I settled down on my sleeping bag on the floor, and fell instantly asleep.
I seemed to be aware of a passage of time of dreamlessness, but then the dreams returned. And the Voice returned. The same Voice. The same Voice as the night before, again suggesting that I wanted to see Todd and Melina having sex.
I wanted to wake up, but couldn't seem to..... the Voice was asking me if I could see them making love.... at first, I felt as if I were shaking my head, no...... then I nodded as the image formed..... the Voice telling me to watch them..... asking if I was enjoying the sight of them together.... instructing me to revel in the sight of their twined bodies..... their coupled loins.... to feel the heat of their passion in my own loins.....
Finally the Voice drifted away.
I woke up with a start. By my watch it was four hours after I had fallen asleep. My cock had a dull ache, as if it had been very hard, then settled back down into a comfortable half-erection.
No one was in the cabin. Going out the back door, I saw Melina and Todd on the dock, sitting on folding chairs and talking. No sign of Ned.
I looked at my wife. Melina was sitting next to Todd, very close, her legs crossed, the skirt hiked up so that my young nephew could see plenty of smooth skin. They were talking. Todd was animated and smiling. Melina still looked businesslike, but relaxed, occasionally smiling. On occasion, her hand would touch his arm as she responded to something he said.
Maybe it was my dream still in my head, but I was enjoying the sight of my wife talking to this young man. They did look good, talking together, and I imagined them getting up and finding a quiet spot somewhere.... spreading a blanket... removing each other's clothes as they kissed deeply... settling down on the blanket... Melina lying back and spreading her long, lovely legs, Todd easing onto her between them... taking his cock and--
"Don! Come on down here!"
My wife's voice cut through the air, and my thoughts. Melina was waving happily to me, and I headed towards her.
"Where's Ned?" I asked as I approached.
"I thought he was up there with you." Melina replied. "We came inside for drinks a couple of hours ago, and Ned said he was going to stay and get some sleep."
"Well, he's not there." I said. "How are you two doing?"
"Great!" Melina said, giving me a knowing look and a bright smile, the brightest I'd seen in years from her. "I'm really glad we decided to come up here. I showed the guys around, then Todd and I came here. We're wondering what to do for supper, and what to do tomorrow."
"Tomorrow, I know what we're going to do." Todd said with a smile. "In the morning, Aunt Melina and I are going to work out, then go running, then have a swim race, then a canoe race. We'll see who keeps up with who."
"You're on." Melina replied, smiling this time, unlike earlier this morning. Breakfast. It seemed so far away. Such a long time ago.
"Now, let's go back and get ready for supper." Melina said, her business plan back in her head. "Don gets to show off his mastery of the grill. Come on, dear. Are you okay, dear? You seem distracted."
Part 5 - The Building Tension
The sunset was beautiful over the lake. Ned seemed in a better mood, having returned from some explorations of the higher ground along the road we came in on. I had cooked steaks on the grill on the back porch. Supper was jovial, with Todd easily leading the conversation. Again, I was ravenously hungry.
We then had drinks on the back porch, sitting in a semicircle. Melina was drinking very sweet fruit drinks, spiked with alcohol, and was getting buzzed. She was sitting in a chair between Todd and me, her legs crossed, her skirt flowing around them. All of us guys were taking in the sight of those gorgeous, toned, legs, especially her shapely calves and her feet, as we talked. I could almost feel her aura of sexuality. I could sense that Todd felt that attraction to her, also, and even Ned. We all wanted her.
She was supposed to be my mate, but I had competition tonight. And it felt like another man, a better man, was winning. The conversation had turned overtly sexual, with Todd telling stories about things that happened at his fraternity house, some of the parties, some dates that had gone awry. Melina listened with great interest, laughing with Todd, hanging on his every word.
She occasionally looked back towards me to see if I was watching her little show with him, but it wasn't just for show. She was sitting back in her chair just a bit, and had allowed her legs to relax and slide outward just slightly, still crossed. Todd wouldn't have noticed, but I did, and I knew it meant that my wife was very comfortable with Todd. I realized that he might have finally broken through her icy veneer.
As the dark of night swallowed us, Todd and I were getting drunk. Ned was also sipping a drink, but seemed okay. Melina got up to change clothes, telling us not to come inside, and she stumbled a bit as she headed indoors. Todd got up and went to the edge of the porch, facing away from us, and I could hear the stream of piss as he took a leak onto the ground below. It seemed to go on forever.
Melina came back with a lantern. She was dressed in the oversize v-neck t-shirt and gym shorts and the same heels. How she could walk around in the woods with those heels, even though they were thick wedges, was beyond me. She wasn't wearing a bra, and as she sat back down, her breasts jiggled under the shirt enticingly.
"You look good, Aunt Melina." Todd said, openly staring at my wife. "You look great without a bra." If I had not been getting drunk, I would've been shocked, but somehow it just wasn't surprising to hear Todd say that.
"Todd!" Melina gasped, then began giggling.
"Uncle Don is a lucky guy." Todd continued. "You really are hot, Aunt Melina. You try to hide it, but your face is beautiful, and you have an incredible body."
"Aw, Todd." Melina said, obviously warming up to the barrage of compliments Todd was giving her. "That's just the liquor talking. You've had your three drinks, and now you think I'm a fox. I'll be a dog again in the morning."
"You're an amazing woman. The girls I date in college can't hold a candle to you." Todd said.
"Why don't you ask Aunt Melina for a date, Todd?" Ned asked, his voice totally unexpected at this moment, and his words even more shocking, and cutting.
"Sounds good to me." Todd said, then laughed. "Uncle Don, can I take Aunt Melina out on a date?" Just as I was about to open my mouth, Melina suddenly stepped in, making sure to leave the question unanswered.
"Todd," she said, "you don't have to call me 'Aunt Melina'. I'm not that much older than you."
"I know." Todd said, his voice suddenly becoming low, and serious. "But there's something about it. I like calling you that." Todd and Melina looked at each other for a long moment. I felt that something was being shared between them, something I needed to stop. I felt like an outsider looking in. Jealousy began to creep into my soul again.
Trying to break the tangible sexuality between them, Melina finally said "Why don't you guys go inside and get ready for bed." No one moved. "It's getting late, guys. I'm going to the outhouse, and you guys should get ready for bed." This time, it was a command, and we all obeyed.
We got up and went inside and changed. I put on a t-shirt and gym shorts. Todd put on a very small set of gym shorts that did little to hide the large package underneath. His big, half-hard cock was outlined, and his enormous balls, as well. Todd remained shirtless, showing off his physique. Ned kept his blue jeans on, and there were items in the pockets. Not his "package", either, and I wondered why he didn't get more comfortable and remove them, or the jeans altogether.
Todd had returned to his half-drunk, gregarious self, and began telling some really dirty jokes. I was laughing almost uncontrollably. After several minutes, Melina came back inside and we all settled down on our sleeping bags, but we didn't go to sleep right away. Todd was lying on his back, not telling crude jokes anymore, but switching to more funny stories about his fraternity brothers' antics. He talked loudly, the alcohol having taken him. Melina was sitting up laughing along with him, her hands circling her legs that were pulled up to her chest. She frequently looked down at Todd's gym shorts.
"I'm going to get another drink. Anyone want something?" Melina asked, but stumbled as she tried to get up. Ned was already on his feet and moving to the pantry, just waving at her to remain where she was as he went by. Melina watched Ned as he walked by, gazing at his slim, almost non-existent ass as he walked by. I saw the wistful look on her face, and was surprised. Was that a residual reflection? I was amazed at her interest in Ned, especially with such a stud as Todd lying right next to her.
Suddenly, the lamp went out.
"Damn!" Melina said as we were plunged into darkness. "Well, it happens all the time up here." True enough, power failures were common up here. Within moments I had a flashlight, and had a big candle lit. It was the kind that has three wicks, and gives off good light, but our faces were still in shadow.
"Well, it's about time for bed, anyway." Melina said. "Oh, thank you Ned. You're so sweet." she said as Ned handed her a drink. She drank several large swallows as Todd asked me about bathing facilities. I told him I would show him in the morning. Melina set her drink aside, leaned over and kissed my cheek, then lay down.
"Don't I get a goodnight kiss?" Todd asked my wife as he lay on his back on his bedding.
"Todd! You are incorrigible!" Melina gasped, pretending shock. She playfully slapped his shoulder, but he didn't relent.
"You didn't tuck me in, either!" Todd said, drawing a laugh from me.
Again, Ned's voice unexpectedly cut in. "Uncle Don won't mind if you give Todd a kiss goodnight, Aunt Melina. Will you, Uncle Don?"
"It's up to Melina." I said, startled by Ned's words, not realizing what I had said. But the permission had been given. With that, my pretty wife leaned over and gave my handsome nephew a peck on the cheek.
"Aw, is that all?" Ned asked.
"Yes, sorry." Melina said, giggling. "That's it." She lay back onto her bag.
"Todd, you should give Aunt Melina a kiss goodnight and show her how it's done right." Ned suggested.
"Sure." Todd said, rising up and hovering over Melina. I was suddenly aware that he and Melina were both looking at me, for approval. My eyes found hers, and I could see the anticipation. She did not want me to stop it. I just nodded, wanting to see it myself. Then I just watched.
Melina licked her lips as Todd settled his chest over hers. He bent his head down and gently kissed her, barely touching his lips to hers. It was just a peck, testing her reaction. Then a second kiss, gentle but slightly deeper, which she returned as gently, letting their lips linger together for a few seconds. Then Todd slid his mouth fully onto Melina's and did not stop. Melina pushed her mouth against his in response, and the quiet room seemed to go completely silent as my handsome nephew and my lovely wife deeply kissed.
I was stunned, and mesmerized. For the first time since our college days, I was watching Melina being kissed by another man. My wife and a college teenager a decade her junior were making out in front of me. My cock was rock hard, and I felt as if both it and my head would explode from the intensity. And it was just a kiss.
They were drunk, I realized. But this was much more than a goodnight kiss. It was the culmination of a day of flirtation and desire. They had both wanted this, wanted it far more than even they may have realized.
Even by the dim light of the candle, I could tell that their tongues were twining. Melina's hand slid up Todd's neck, pulling his face into hers, hungrily sucking his tongue, kissing him with the full intensity and effort that she gave to anything she did. She was letting herself go, letting herself get into it, and just enjoying it. I heard a small moan escape my wife's throat and, among my other feelings in turmoil, I felt happy for Melina and glad she was able to experience and enjoy this moment.
It seemed like forever when my wife finally came to her senses, back to reality. She gently pushed Todd's shoulder up, and as their kiss broke her eyes bore into his.
"Okay, that's enough. Good night, Todd." she said. Todd eased off her and back onto his bag. Melina looked over at me with a guilty expression on her face and said "Sorry, honey."
"It's okay, sweetheart." I replied. It had been incredibly exciting to watch. I wanted to see them kiss again. I wanted to see more. "Now why don't you see if you've learned your lesson, and give Todd a goodnight kiss the right way." Todd agreed eagerly. Melina did not.
"You guys are impossible. Now go to sleep." She said. She finished off the drink that Ned had brought her. "Uggh! Ned, what did you do to this one?" She blew out the candle, plunging the room into darkness.
Part 6 - Youthful Aggression
Having slept several hours during the day, I slept lightly during the night, despite the drinking. I woke up, and with the combination of the unfamiliar location from my regular bed at home, the hardness of the floor, the heat of the night with no A.C., and a dull throbbing ache in my loins from watching Melina and Todd kiss, I didn't easily get back to sleep.
The room was still dark, but I knew that the power was on, because I could hear the icebox humming in the pantry. Looking over, I saw that everyone else was asleep. Then I felt more than saw Ned's form rise to a sitting position. He turned on the flashlight and pointed it to the ceiling, giving a little light. Then he reached over and shook Todd awake. It was easy to see why.
Melina was lying in a fetal position on her side, facing me, deeply asleep, snoring lightly. Her shirt had ridden up and her ass was exposed to the boys. I was amazed to see that she had no pants or panties on, and they could see her lovely, firm asscheeks easily.
"Touch her, Todd." Ned said. "See if she's awake." Ned pointed the flashlight right at Melina's ass. Melina didn't move.
Todd gently touched Melina's upturned hip. She didn't move. "She's out." the handsome teen said.
"Careful," I whispered, "she might wake up.
"She won't wake up." Ned said. I wish I could have been as sure as he was, but she wasn't waking up, so I just watched as Ned encouraged his brother. "Touch her, Todd."
Todd didn't immediately touch Melina. First, he slid his shorts down his legs and off. Totally naked, the stud then eased behind Melina. He looked at me and I nodded approval. My heart thumped in my chest, as it had the night before. But this time, I really wanted to see Todd playing with Melina's gorgeous body. My mind nagged at me that I should not be wanting to see this, but I knew I did. And I felt an erection stirring in my loins.
Todd slid his hand over Melina's hip, and along her belly. She didn't move at all. As Todd's hand moved under Melina's shirt, Ned came over and sat at the base of her bag, near her feet. He pointed the flashlight up the long length of her legs, illuminating her crotch, and Todd's cock as we intently watched Todd fondle my wife.
My cock was rock hard, but my throat was lumped with fear that Melina would wake up and see what was going on. I watched, only a foot away, as Todd reached Melina's breasts and began kneading them under her shirt. He kissed Melina's cheek, then her neck as his hands fondled her breasts, oblivious to the extreme danger of Melina waking up.
"Wow, look at that." Ned whispered. I rose up and saw what Ned was seeing. My wife's cuntlips were just visible from behind and below. Ned pointed at her crotch, a signal to his brother. In response, Todd took his huge, rock hard cock in his hand and slid the fat cockhead along Melina's asscheek. Again, I looked up to see if she was responding, and this time Todd looked also.
Seeing her lying still, Todd became even more bold. He slid his prick down to the crack of her ass, and pushed down slightly. I sat up and looked over her hip, and saw the huge helmet of Todd's cockhead sliding along my wife's cuntlips. He watched Melina's closed eye intently as his pole stroked back and forth along her slit, dryhumping her.
Convinced that my wife was truly passed out and was not going to wake up, Todd relaxed. He looked over at me and gave a brief smile as he began to lightly pump his hard ass. For a while he was content to let his cockhead rub along Melina's labes, but then I saw his prickhead, wet with my wife's juices, slide back and push against the brown, tightly closed bud of my wife's ass.
I made a sudden, involuntary "stop!" motion with my hand, stifling a cry that might have awakened Melina. Todd grinned and whispered "I'd never be able to get it in there." But he did back off, and sat up to a position sitting on his knees. He pushed his sleeping bag against Melina's, leaving no gap. Then he very carefully reached for my wife's slender ankle.
I thought we were about to have a repeat of the night before, where my nephew masturbated using my wife's feet, but Todd had other ideas this night. He slowly turned Melina onto her back. She was lying halfway on her bag and half on his.
Todd spread Melina's long legs. She was still breathing deeply, still asleep, apparently unaware of the change in her position. Ned pointed the flashlight right onto her cunt, and we all gasped at the shadowy beauty of the sight.
Melina was sopping wet. Her labes were swollen and fat, and her clit was peeking out above her slit. Three cocks in the room were throbbing hard at the sight.
"Go ahead, Todd, eat her pussy." Ned said as I looked up yet again to see if she was awake, never able to be sure. Ned moved sideways and redirected the flashlight upward so that the entire room was lit, if barely. Todd seemed dazed, and I could hear him breathing heavily. He moved forward, settling between my wife's long legs. I just stared, knowing what was about to happen, wanting to see it but not wanting to, and all desire to stop him drained from my body.
Todd's face was inches from my wife's pussy. He kissed her right thigh, and I looked at her face. No movement. Todd kissed her left thigh, trailing the kiss towards her crotch. Her breathing seemed to be deeper, but she didn't move.



I watched the young stud's tongue flash out and lick my wife's slit, a long lick from bottom to top, catching her clit at the end. Melina still didn't move. Another lick, deeper. Still no reaction. Her body was very relaxed. Todd went for it.
It was like a dream. I was watching a teen boy, who was my nephew, eat my wife's pussy. He had buried his face into her crotch, oblivious to everything except the delicious prize he was claiming. I could hear the smacks and slurps as Todd's tongue delved deep into Melina's cunt, tonguing her with long, searching strokes. Then his eased back and licked up her slit several times, long, slow licks that always ended by lashing over her clit.
I thought I heard Melina sigh, and looked up at her face. Her eyes were still closed, she was still out of it, but her breathing was a bit heavier. I looked over at Ned, who had moved around to Todd's sleeping bag to get a better view. His face was inches away from Melina's hip as he watched his brother eat out my wife. Ned had removed his shorts and was stroking his cock with his hand.
I was a bit shocked at the size of Ned's tool. It was big. While not as large as Todd's nine-incher, it was at least as thick than mine, and considerably longer. I was a bit embarrassed that this nerd teenager had much better endowment than I did.
Ned saw that I had seen him, and whispered "Take your dick out, Uncle Donny. Jack off while Todd eats Aunt Melina's pussy." I only put my finger to my lips in a "shhh" sign. I didn't want what was happening to stop, I definitely didn't want Melina to wake up, and I didn't want my inadequate endowment to be seen right now. But I was rubbing my hard shaft through my gym shorts.
Todd paused his oral assault upon my wife's pussy, replacing his tongue with his fingers. He explored her labes, then sank one finger knuckle-deep into her cunthole. He fingerfucked her for a moment, then tried to add a second finger. It was a tight fit, and Todd went slowly.
"Is she ready?" Ned asked, gazing at the sight of my wife's wet box being explored.
"Damn, she's tight." Todd whispered. "I don't think I can get my cock in there."
Their words stunned me. Up to now, this had been a game, a dangerous one, but it had not progressed to the point of fucking. Now the direction, and the intent, of the boys' desires and mission were plain.
I wanted to stop it. But I couldn't. When Todd sat up on his knees between Melina's legs, I could see his huge cock, rock-hard and ready, stretched out and hanging over her pubic bush and along her belly. I knew that it was terribly wrong, but the urge to see my nephew fuck my wife overwhelmed me.
Todd grabbed Melina's ankles again, slowly raising her long legs up and back, resting her pretty feet on his hard pecs on his chest. I couldn't see between their labes, but Ned got the flashlight and put it behind Todd. The beam of light went under Todd's ass and balls, and illuminated my wife's wet, defenseless cunt.
Todd eased his cock down to Melina's labes again. He began sliding his rigid pole back and forth along my wife's slit, again dryhumping her. Her cuntlips were peeled back, and his thick shaft was half buried as it sliced along her cleft, the cockhead and part of the shaft sliding roughly over her engorged clit. Soon his whole cock was wet and shiny in the eerie, shadowy light, smeared with Melina's joy juice.
Again I looked up at her. Melina was still unresponsive, her eyes closed, her arms limp at her sides. But her breathing was definitely heavier now, not as regular.
As Todd began stroking up, he would try to push his cockhead into Melina's small cunthole. Often it stuck, but then popped out and sliced up her slit, jarring her clit.
"Fuck her, Todd. Get your cock into her." Ned said, almost too loud. Ned was jacking off furiously as he watched. I caught myself vigorously rubbing my shaft through my gym shorts. It was aching. Then I realized what Ned had said.
"No. She's not on the pill." I said, suddenly worried that this had gone too far. Todd was not wearing a condom. Not only was I concerned about pregnancy, but for the first time I realized that this teen stud was in a position to fuck my wife bareback, something she'd never let me do. I was deeply jealous, miserable at the thought of that. I wanted to see Todd take Melina, but wanted to stop this whole thing immediately.
"I can't. She's too fucking tight." Todd said, to Ned. I looked up and could barely see in the dim light that Todd was licking and kissing my wife's feet. I heard more than saw him slide his hands down to her thighs and push her legs back until her knees were almost to her shoulders, exposing her cunt mound more fully to him. He shifted forward slightly, more on top of Melina, catching her legs under his arms. I could see her right knee bending and her calf hanging over his muscular arm, inches away from me. I couldn't see between their legs anymore, but Todd's long thrusts had shortened to nearly nothing.
Suddenly the lamp came on. Ned had plugged its cord back into the wall socket. As my eyes adjusted to the shock of light, my eyes involuntarily went to my wife's loins. I gasped at the sight.
My nephew's cockhead was pushing right into my wife's labes. I could see his cock, thick, reddish, swollen and hard, with large veins crisscrossing it, pulsing with desire to be inside Melina. Todd was pushing the massive helmet into Melina's hole until it stopped, not quite getting the crown all the way in, then pulling back out, repeating the motion.
"Easy, Todd." I whispered, scared to death that Melina would awaken, scared that this had gone too far already. "You better stop. If she wakes up, we're all dead."
Ned whispered "If she's not awake by now, she's not going to wake up. She's out."
Seeing my uncertain look, Todd added "It's okay, Uncle Don. I'm just playing a little bit. Do you want me to stop?" He continued to work the head around her labes, then pushing against the unyielding opening. Rotating his hips, Todd dryfucked Melina slowly with a few more strokes. He made sure that I had a good view of the whole thing. I knew if we went farther with this, he'd be no more than an animal hungry to mate, and I'd be unable to stop him.
"Watch this, Uncle Don. Then tell me if you want me to stop." Todd said, taking full advantage of my uncertainty, and asserting his dominance of us all. He raised up slightly, then let his cockhead settle into her slit again. Suddenly, the head disappeared, sheathed in Melina's hot tunnel.
I gasped, then quickly looked up at Melina. She was still unmoving and unresponsive, but little gasps were escaping her lips. Her mouth hung half-open. Her arms were still unmoving, and her legs were still hanging limply, supported by the strength of Todd's arms. When I looked down at her loins again, I saw that Todd was pumping slowly back and forth. He had not removed his cockhead once it penetrated Melina, and he was working the head in deeper. He began sliding back and forth again.
I was in shock at the sight. For all intents and purposes, Todd had penetrated Melina and was fucking her, even if with only a small portion of his cock. The intensity of the sight overcame me, and before I realized what I was doing, I had pushed my underwear down and was stroking my throbbing cock.
Todd noticed my action. "You like seeing this, don't you Uncle Don?" he said with a grin. Keeping my wife's legs hooked under his arms, he stretched out into a pushup position over her, resting his weight on his hands and knees. Ned was watching closely from the other side. I adjusted my position, getting close to their coupled loins, so that I could see it all close-up. Todd took my interest as a sign to go further.
Todd was still humping lightly, acting as if he wasn't going to penetrate any farther, but every few strokes he pushed harder, deeper, and penetrated farther, rotating his ass in tight circles to spread her clinging cuntwalls. Soon, he had more than half of his huge organ inside Melina's cunt.
"Doesn't that look hot, Uncle Don?" Ned said, taunting me. "Do you like seeing Todd's cock inside your wife?" I didn't answer. I just watched, my hand stroking my own cock.
"Damn, she's tight." Todd said, gasping, slowing down his strokes. His body was bathed in sweat. He pushed forward, withdrew, then pushed forward again. It didn't look as if he made any progress. I was still reeling in my thoughts, realizing that if Melina awakened now, being fucked by Todd, our marriage and my life would be over. And, for a moment's thrill, I was allowing him to do it!
I looked up at Melina. Her face was a mask of beauty, her mouth gaping open, but her eyes closed, her body unmoving. I took her hand in mine and squeezed, but felt no pressure in return. As my eyes came back to her loins, they widened in shock. I saw Todd's cock sinking into Melina's cunt, then could only see his loins settle onto hers. I blinked. Todd's balls were resting over her my wife's anal bud. He had penetrated her all the way!
I couldn't believe it. Melina had had taken every inch of him. My nephew's nine-inch cock was buried to the hilt inside my wife!
I was reeling from the shock as Todd slowly withdrew. I could see Melina's cuntlips clinging to his retreating shaft. They were stretched wide as I'd never seen before.
Todd slid back into Melina again, then began to steadily pump his cock in and out of her. He worked slowly, sliding almost all the way out, then back in. I heard Melina gasp a couple of times as he sank in.
"How is she, Todd?" Ned asked, still masturbating himself as he watched.
"Tight." Todd gasped. "Really tight, but very wet. God, she's so fucking wet!" My ears began working fully again. The sounds of steamy sex were filling the room as Melina's cunt slurped around Todd's pistoning prick. I could smell the musky odor of sex filling my nostrils.
I looked up and saw that Todd had lowered his chest onto Melina, and was kissing her neck and ear. Her legs were high in the air, her pretty feet almost straight up. Looking down, I could clearly see my nephew's huge, swollen member whipsawing in and out of my wife's stretched hole.
It was too much. The sights, the sounds, the smells, the intensity of what was happening... Sparks flew before my eyes and everything turned a dull red, and I barely realized that pulses of semen were jetting from my cock.
As I came to my senses, gasping, I saw I had coated my hand and sleeping bag with several shots of semen, not large in quantity despite the force of my orgasm.
Todd continued to fuck Melina, slowly, steadily. The sight of my beautiful, passed-out wife being taken, being fucked, by this handsome young man was so intense, so erotic, that my cock began growing hard again, immediately. Too late to stop it, I just watched through the long minutes of the mating taking place before me, stroking my cock and enjoying the sight, knowing I might never see this again.
Pangs of jealousy still tugged at my heartstrings, though dulled. I still felt the misery of seeing another man have unprotected sex with my wife, though I never had. Unprotected! The thought exploded in my brain. "Unprotected! Oh, God, I can't let Todd come inside Melina! I've got to stop him... I've got to say something before it's too late!" screamed my mind to me.
I heard Todd gasp and looked up. I could see that the teenage stud was close to coming. He was pumping harder, with shorter strokes, leaving more and more of his cock inside my wife on each stroke. His balls, low hanging before, were now tight against the base of his organ. With a shock, I realized what was going to happen. It WAS too late.
"Todd, pull out!" I gasped. I don't know if he heard me, but my nephew's response was to slide his hands down to Melina's ass, grip her globes in his muscular hands, and pull her tightly to him.
"UHHHH!!!!" Todd gasped loudly, his face just above Melina's. "UHH! OHH!" His body shivered, his muscles taut. I looked down. His ass was thrusting powerfully, barely retreating. I knew that my nephew was climaxing inside my wife, deep inside her. Her cervix was being coated with his life-giving, baby-making sperm. My cock twitched, and more little jets of semen burst from my cock, nothing to match Todd's, just enough to wet my fingers. I was actually climaxing at the sight of my nephew inseminating my wife!
"Oh, geez..." Ned gasped. A huge geyser of semen shot straight up into the air from his cock, a ribbon of thin, watery spunk, not the thick and creamy load like Todd's had been the night before. Looking back, I saw the first tricklings of white slime oozing from between Todd's cock and Melina's labes.
Todd collapsed onto Melina, letting her legs slip out from under his arms. They limply fell to the floor. Todd kissed Melina's neck, ear and cheek as he attempted to regain his breath. As he raised his head, he looked at me with a very knowing look. I couldn't tell if he felt guilt at having not pulled out, or if the look was one of triumph over me in having mated with my wife, taken her bareback, and seeded her, as I had never done.
"Oh my God. That was good. Really fucking good!" Todd gasped as he raised himself off Melina. Looking between their loins, his softening cock still buried in her cunt, Todd gave a couple of thrusts, then slid out. The sight was incredible.
His cock was coated with a mixture of their juices. Little clumps of semen formed on a few spots, and behind the head. He was shrinking rapidly, but I barely noticed. I was looking at my wife's freshly fucked cunt.
I'd never seen anything so hot, or so beautiful. Melina's womanhood was gaping, the angry pink walls coated with slime and juices, her cuntwalls distended and open. Semen leaked out of the bottom of the cave and down into her asscrack, but more, a lot more, remained behind, still deep inside. She was a mess. A well fucked, fertilized mess.
"Oh my God." I said, the full reality of what had taken place hitting me. "Shit, we've got to clean her up." Todd was lying on his bag, his hand caressing Melina's thigh.
"I'll do it." Todd gasped. "In a minute." He didn't move, his hands still stroking my wife's leg. Ned was already settling down onto his bag. I got up. I felt dizzy as I stumbled into the kitchen. I got a couple of paper towels and wet them down and returned. Todd was sitting up now, and as I moved to clean off Melina's labes, he took the paper towels out of my hands. He wiped down her thighs, pubic bush, around her labes, and along her asscrack, but there was still a huge load inside her, with only a small trickle seeping out.
"Lie down, Uncle Don. I'll get her cleaned up." Todd said. Ned reached over and pulled the lamp cord from the wall socket, and the room plunged into darkness again. The same darkness as before... but with everything different. Everything different. I didn't see Todd clean Melina up any further, but I did close my eyes for a moment.
Fear overtook me. How could Melina not realize in the morning what had happened? Was this the end of my life?
My eyes opened. I had fallen asleep. What time was it? Some time must have passed. I was about to raise my arm to look at my watch, but stopped. I had heard a noise next to me.
Looking over, I saw Melina, just inches from me, lying facing me in a fetal position. Her legs were curled high up. Todd was behind her, lying against her in a spoon position. I couldn't see anything, but I heard the slurping sound, followed by a squishing sound. Todd was barely moving, but the slurps coincided with each retreat of his hip, and the squish came with every push. Todd was fucking Melina again. His cock was pistoning inside her very wet, messy cunt.
I didn't move. I just listened, barely seeing out of half-lidded eyes. I could smell the musky stink of sex filling the air again. Melina was breathing deeply, evenly, as if peacefully asleep.
Finally, long moments later, I heard Todd grunt. He pushed his ass forward, getting deep into Melina. He was coming inside her again. My teen nephew was filling my wife with another load of his potent, virile sperm. There was nothing I could do now; the deed was done. Twice.
A minute later, I heard a rustle as Todd turned over onto his own bag. He was going to leave that load, that evidence inside Melina. He wasn't going to clean her up. My final thought was that I had to get up, get her cleaned up before she woke up and realized that she'd been....
(To be continued....)
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Part 7 - Morning
For the second dawn in a row, I awoke with a sense of foreboding. Looking around, I saw that Ned was asleep, but neither Todd nor Melina were present.
Getting up, I stepped through the pantry and back porch to the edge to answer the call of nature. The morning was beautiful. A little bit of fog over the lake, sunlight beginning to filter through the trees, birds chirping. The wonderful scenery of Nature assuaged some of the gnawing fear in my belly, but did not dispel it completely.
I was in the kitchen making coffee when I heard voices on the road out front. Looking out, I saw Melina and Todd breathing heavily, both wearing athletic gear. They must've just finished a run.
Todd said something to Melina about paying up their bet. She dropped into a pushup position and began slowly doing pushups. Todd crouched down, watching her. I saw that he was admiring Melina's toned back and shoulder muscles, which quivered with her exertions. Her back was very sexy, indeed, and I enjoyed the show as well as Todd. A moment later, she finished, and they came inside.
"Good morning." I said. Todd returned the greeting, but Melina barely did. Uh-oh. The fear knotted my stomach again, though I tried not to show it. She came into the kitchen.
"How are you? Have a good run?" I asked, tapping the coffee pot, as if it would make the thing work faster.
"Yes, it was good." she replied.
"Yeah, " Todd said from the other room, "but she lost to me and had to do pushups."
"That's what I get for giving you incentive like that." Melina said witheringly. "Maybe I should start trying that with Don here, to make him workout harder. Right, dear?" She pinched my side as she said it, as if to suggest I needed to lose weight."
"You'd kill me, but I'd do it to watch you do pushups." I said. Melina didn't react. I simply could not tell what her feelings were at the moment.
"Let me wake up Ned." Melina said to me, "and you can take them to the shower and show them how it works. With that, my wife went over to Ned's prostrate form. He was lying on his back. Melina straddled him, then sat down lightly on him, on his belly just above his groin.
"Wake up, sleepyhead." Melina coaxed Ned, leaning over and kissing his cheek. She let her breasts slide along his chest, then slightly wiggled back and forth, rubbing her nipples through the cloth of her athletic bra against his slender, hairless chest.
"Wha?" Ned said, waking up. Melina kissed his cheek again, then as he woke up, she pressed her lips to his.
"Good morning, handsome." she said. "Time for you to join us." She kissed his mouth again. Ned finally realized what was happening. His hands shot up, pushing Melina up. The movement was so sudden, involuntary, and unexpected that my wife gasped. She rose up off him, obviously not very happy at the "rejection."
"Oh..." Ned said, sitting up. "Sorry, Aunt Melina, I didn't realize what was happening."
"Yeah," Todd said in a sarcastic voice, "he's not used to being waked up by a beautiful woman kissing him. Are you, birdbrain?"
"Fuck off." Ned replied politely, looking around for his clothes.
"God damn, boy." Todd said. "A woman wakes you up by kissing you, and you push her off? Something is wrong with you."
As all this was going on, I was beginning to make breakfast. Melina came in. "I'll do that." she said. "You take the boys to the shower. And stay between them."
A few years back, I had built a shower stall. It wasn't much, with only two walls, concealing the view only from the lakeside, and a floor. There was an iron pot and a two-section fireplace. The pot could be placed in a circular depression, where propane gas flames would heat the bottom half of the pot, or wood could be used in a grate to the side. The water came from a pipe in the ground that tapped a spring, and the water could be directed to the pot, or straight to the shower (brrr!). Once the pot of water was heated, a wooden vat could be swung into place, and the pot tilted to fill it. Then the vat would be raised and swung over the stall by a system of levers and pulleys to provide hot shower water. The pot was big enough for two vats of showering I was happy with my little feat of engineering.
Todd said he wouldn't wait and would shower with cold water. He stepped naked into the stall and I lifted a cold vat of water above him. He lathered up, the ice-cold spring water apparently not bothering him a bit, as Ned and I got a propane gas fire going and began heating water in the pot. As Todd soaped up his genitals, his big cock and huge balls flopping around, I remembered what he had done to my wife the night before, and where that big cock had found its way.
After rinsing and finishing, Todd walked back toward the cabin. After a few minutes, I filled a vat of hot water for Ned. As he was soaping up, Melina walked up to us wearing a robe and cheap plastic high-heel slides that she could wear in the shower. No flat-heel shower shoes for my wife, of course.
"Mmm, looks good." Melina said to Ned, getting a full view of my naked, showering nephew's slender form, including his cock. "Can I get in with you, Ned?" She let the robe fall off her shoulders, showing off her most revealing two-piece bikini. It was beige, almost skin-color, and barely covered my wife's dark, erect nipples.
"Uh, I'm nearly finished." Ned said, furiously blushing, but his cock lengthening and bobbing. He very hastily washed off the soap and grabbed a towel. Drying off, he beat a hasty retreat to the cabin, mumbling his thanks to me for heating the water.
"I think Todd's right. Something is wrong with Ned." Melina said, as I lowered the vat to refill it with hot water. "Or is it me? Maybe he thinks I'm ugly."
"Harrumph! It couldn't be that, gorgeous." I said. I was going to say that Todd found her quite beautiful, but stopped myself. I got under the shower. Happily, Melina stepped in with me and put her arms around my neck.
"Mmmm, baby." she said, kissing my neck, then meeting my lips with hers. I kissed my wife hard, wrapping my arms around her, feeling intense love and passion for her. The fear returned inside my belly, wondering when, not if but when, she was going to confront me about the night before, then walk out of my life forever.
"I love you." I said, breaking the kiss. "Happy anniversary." I said, remembering suddenly that today was the day.
"Thank you, darling. I love you, too." she replied. "We really haven't gotten to spend much time together."
"I know," I said, as comfortingly as I could, "but it's okay. Maybe we can have some time today?"
"Well, possibly not." she said. "In fact, I have an extra anniversary present for you. I hope you'll like it." I felt Melina tense up slightly in my arms.
"What is it?" I said, almost shaking with trepidation.
"I just gave Todd an invitation to join me for a private picnic. Just him and I, the two of us. I'm going to spend some time alone with him. Is that something you'd like for me to do?" Melina said, her eyes searching mine for approval.
"That's a nice present." I said, and kissed mouth, then hugged her to me. Into her ear, I whispered "Are you going to do anything? Do I get to watch?"
Melina squeezed me, then reached up and turned the shower water on, soaking us both in the warm water. "Mmm, yes, we'll do something, but we'll be alone on the picnic. But only if its okay with you. Would you like to know what I'm going to do with Todd?"
"Tell me." I said, then took her into my arms again.
Melina took a deep breath, then said the words in a rush. "I'm going to give Todd a blow job. I really want to suck his cock." Her eyes looked into mine, both fearfully and expectantly. I answered by kissing her again.
"He's going to be a lucky young man today. I wish I could watch it." I said. "But, Melina, if you go farther with him I want to be around. I want to see it."
"I'm afraid we'll scare him off if you were there." she said. I almost laughed out loud at that one. Todd had no fear of doing anything to Melina in front of me. Could it be possible that my wife wasn't aware that he'd balled her just hours ago, right in front of me?
"Tell you what." Melina said. "No fucking, unless you're around. Should I ask him about that at the picnic? That you want to watch me and him together?"
"Why don't you?" I said. The shower water stopped. We quickly refilled it, got under the water, and showered off. I got out and was drying off as Melina took care of, shall we say, feminine hygiene. Then we headed back to the cabin. My cock was aching, and the fear had subsided.
Part 8 - Picnic
I watched Todd and Melina canoeing in the distance. Melina was wearing a brilliantly white, frilly button-down blouse that was tight against her breasts, and a brilliantly red skirt. She was wearing wedges again, with thin red straps, and the straps wrapped all the way up her calves to just under her knee. She could not look more sensuous if she tried. Todd was wearing a tight-fitting collared golf-shirt, and short pants. I figured he'd be trying to get out of them as soon as possible.
The picnic basket was in the canoe with them. After Melina had packed it, I slipped in a cooler with ice and one of the bottles of champagne that I had brought for our anniversary dinner this evening. I told her that this picnic was a moment for celebration, and I wanted her to enjoy it with Todd. She smiled and kissed my cheek and whispered that she loved me.
"Well, Ned, what are you going to do today?" I asked the teenager. I didn't particularly care to do anything with him, but felt the need to see that he wasn't bored.
"I dunno." Ned said. "I might do some reading, or sleeping. I'm still tired after last night, and Aunt Melina woke me up too damn early."
I tried engaging Ned in conversation about school, about life, about women, but his answers were stilted at best, and it was clear he wasn't in a talkative mood.
"Well, I'm going for a walk." I said. I left the cabin and walked up the road a bit, then onto a trail that led toward the top of the hill. I called it the "ridgeline" walk, and the views from there of the lake were usually very good.
Reaching one vantage point, I looked around the lake. I saw a couple of speedboats in the far distance, but knowing that they were prohibited in our area of the lake, I figured they wouldn't come much closer. I didn't see Todd and Melina's canoe anywhere, but didn't try to look for it.
I continued down the trail for another fifteen minutes, thinking I would soon cut across to another trail and back home. Just ahead was a meadow, a grassy field that I knew I could cut across. Just as I reached it, I stopped, then hunched down. I had not intended to come near them, but I saw Todd and Melina under a huge oak tree at the edge of the meadow on the far side. They were facing away from me, looking toward the lake. Not wanting them to know I was there, I stayed low.
- - - - - - - - - - - -
"Ah, it's a perfect day!" Melina said as she spread out the large picnic blanket onto the grass. The oak tree offered some shade from the sun. Melina sat down and dragged the basket onto the blanket. "Why don't you join me, Todd."
"Sure, love to." he replied, looking around at the scenery, at the lake in the distance. He pulled off his shirt, and sat down next to Melina. Inappropriately close, but she didn't object or move away. She was unpacking the food, which was mostly fruits like strawberries and grapes, and some sandwiches.
"What would you like, Todd?" Melina asked. "There's beer, some wine, and the champagne, which we should let chill a bit more first."
"Some of that fruit looks good." Todd replied. Melina took grape and put it against Todd's mouth. He opened his mouth and she inserted the grape. He closed his mouth on her fingers, sucking them as she slid them out. He reached for a grape, but she swatted his hand back.
"No, Todd. Let me." Melina said softly. "I'm here to serve you, today." Todd grinned, and allowed Melina to feed him the fruits and cheese bits. She eased up and sat on her knees behind his back, and began massaging his muscular shoulders, occasionally reaching around to feed him another piece of fruit.
"How's this, honey?" she asked.
"Great." he said, enjoying her hands massaging him. He noticed that her hands occasionally roamed his pecs and down his shoulders to his biceps.
"That feels great, Aunt Melina." he said as she massaged his muscles hard.
"Now why do you call me 'Aunt' Melina?" she asked playfully. "Am I that old to you?"
"Hell, no." Todd said. "I just like to call you that. It reminds me that you're my uncle's wife. And... well, I think it's just sexy as hell to call you that. It makes me hot."
"Mmm." she replied, kissing his neck. "Having thoughts of seducing your uncle's wife, are you?"
"Yes. Does that bother you? he asked.
"No. And I'm having some thoughts about you, as well, Todd." Melina replied. She stopped massaging him and came around to his left side.
"You wouldn't tease me, would you, Aunt Melina?" he queried.
"No, Todd, of course not." Melina gasped, stunned by the question. "I'm not a pricktease. I would promise something if I didn't intend to deliver upon it. And I would never start something with a man and not finish it."
"My mother is a pricktease." Todd said, venom in his voice. "She flirts with men in front of my stepdad, sometimes pretty heavily. Then she leaves them hanging. She been teasing me for years, too, letting me see glimpses of her naked, not closing the door when she knows I'm there at home."
"She's such a fucking bitch. I'm not like that, Todd." Melina said, pushing his chest to get him to lie back. Todd leaned back onto his elbows, letting Melina continue to feed him, noticing her hand caressing her chest after each piece. "And I certainly wouldn't pricktease you," Melina added, "because I'd be missing out, too!"
Todd grinned as Melina fed him a last piece of fruit, then suddenly pulled her into his arms. He rotated as she came down so that she was on her back and he was half over her. She knew what he was going to do, and this time did not resist or pull back. She put her arm up around his neck.
"I'm glad you accepted my invitation today, Todd." Melina said, licking her lips.
"So am I." the teen stud said, then kissed the older woman. She melted into him. They made out for long minutes, Todd's tongue sliding into Melina's mouth, seeking and exploring. She sucked on his tongue, twining hers around it.
Todd's hands explored Melina's body, caressing her legs as he eased her skirt up her thighs, then moving his hand to her breasts, squeezing them through her shirt. When he tried to get to her crotch, she gently pushed his hand away. For a while, that was enough, but the second time he tried, she pushed his hand away and broke the kiss.
"Mmm, no, Todd. Not yet." she said. She pushed him up. "Sit back, baby." she said. He sat back on his elbows again, and watched as she sat up on her knees, facing him. Melina took a banana and peeled it all the way down, then let it slide into her mouth as if it were a cock. She slid it in and out of her mouth, in imitation of a hot blowjob.
Todd watched, mesmerized, as Melina's tongue lashed the tip of the banana before her mouth plunged down upon it. As he watched her suck the banana, her left hand took a grape and fed it to him. After a couple of pieces of fruit, she slid her mouth down the banana again -- and bit down hard.
Todd gasped and jumped. Melina grinned as she began to chew the banana piece with slow, pronounced movements of her mouth. She fed her teen date more fruit as she took another banana bite, then another, consuming it.
When she was finished, Melina pushed Todd down to a lying position. She lay down alongside him, her head on his chest, her left leg over his, her thigh pushing into his groin. He put his arm around her.
"Todd, if I do something for you, will you promise me something?" Melina said, her hand sliding down Todd's abdomen to his crotch. The bulge in his pants was enormous.
"Sure, baby, anything." he replied, kissing her forehead.
"Todd, if you'll promise me you won't try to fuck me, I'll suck your cock." Melina offered. "I really want to give you head, Todd. But we have to wait before we can have intercourse until we get back, so Don can watch it."
"Is he into that? I had no idea you two were like that." Todd said.
"We're not. We've never done anything like this before. But promise me you won't fuck me."
"Sure, Aunt Melina. I promise I won't try to fuck you unless you ask me to." Todd rose up and stroked Melina's cheek, then kissed her mouth to seal the promise. She responded, returning the kiss warmly for a long moment.
"Mmm, okay. Let's get you out of those pants." Melina said, sitting up on her knees. Her hands deftly unbuttoned Todd's pants, and soon they had the obstructing material sliding down his legs and off, leaving the teen stud naked before her exploring eyes. As Todd's cock sprang into view, Melina moaned slightly, then reached down and wrapped her fingers around the base of it. Her hand looked small next to the huge piece of cockflesh as it became engorged with blood.
"What about you?" Todd asked as he lay back down. "I've been wanting to see those big tits of yours. Take off your blouse." He was trying to unbutton her blouse, but the angle was bad. She shooed his hand away.
"I'm here to serve you, remember?" she said. Letting go of Todd's cock, Melina began slowly unbuttoning her blouse. She slowly let the fabric slip off her shoulders as her hands opened the front wide open. Then, she reached for her bra, reaching into the valley between the globes and unfastening the catch. As the bra flew back, her hard nipples sprang into Todd's view.
"Oh my god." the handsome teenager gasped. His hand reached up and caressed her right breast, sliding up to her protruding nipple. Melina broke his grip by leaning down and grasping his cock in her hand, holding it straight up. Then Todd just watched as his uncle's wife opened her mouth and let it descend on his turgid meat.
"Ohhhhhhh....." Todd gasped as Melina's full lips slid over his taut shaft. Pleasure rocked through his loins at the sensational feeling of being enveloped in a woman's warm, wet mouth. She had taken about half his cock in the first descent, her lips stretched wide to accommodate his girth.
At first, there was nothing but silence as Melina's head slowly bobbed up and down on Todd's cock. Todd just watched, seeing her look up at him out of the corner of her eye a couple of times. Her hand gently caressed his nutsack, and the heat of her hand seemed to sear through his big testicles.
Melina's mouth slid lower, taking more of Todd's member into her mouth. He realized that she was going to try and deep throat him, something that was rare enough to be appreciated by the young stud. He felt more than saw her mouth descend to the base of his cock, her lips at the root of his shaft, and realized that she had done it. She slid up then back all the way down again.... once.... twice... three times... then slid back up again, sucking hard on the top half of his steaming cock, before sliding her mouth off.
"Mmm, Todd, I love it. I love the taste of your cock!" Melina exclaimed. A long thread of drool connected her lower lip to the tip of his prick. Her mouth descended upon him again, and she sucked hard for several long seconds. Todd felt the heat, and relaxed, trying not to get too into it, and therefore come too quickly.



Suddenly, Melina slid Todd's cock out of her mouth and stood up. She slid her skirt down her long, lovely legs and stepped out of it. She was wearing a red thong, the backside of which had disappeared deep into the crack of her firm, round ass. Todd was hoping that Melina had changed her mind, that she would fuck him. But Melina stepped between Todd's legs, then eased downward, obviously wanting to lie between his legs and face him as she fellated him.
"Mmm, Todd, I just love sucking your cock. It's so big and soooo tasty." Melina said, then let the head slip between her lips. She was slowly jacking the base with her right hand, and her left hand found his huge balls, fondling them. They made eye contact, realizing the fullness of the bond between them and what was happening there.
Melina took her mouth off Todd's cock, then slid her lips along the underside of his shaft to the base. Her tongue licked back up, following the thick vein in the center, then back down again. She kissed his right ball, then licked his nutsack, bathing it in her saliva, letting her tongue wash the underside as well as the top.
"Clean up good when you shower next, " Melina said, "and I'll toss your salad next time." With those words, she sucked the teen's big right ball into her mouth, enveloping it in the wet heat. She was gentle enough not to hurt him, but he could sense the urgency, and the pleasure she was getting from controlling him like this. Her mouth moved to the other ball, giving it the same loving care.
Melina returned her mouth to his cockhead, enveloping it again. She steadily sucked Todd's cock for several moments, keeping a solid, fixed eye contact with him. Finally, as she licked under the crown of his helmeted head, she spoke.
"Todd, I need to ask you something." she said, her hand gently jacking his cock, her tongue all over his shaft.
"Sure, baby. Anything." Todd said, stroking Melina's hair.
"Be honest with me, Todd. Promise?" she asked. He nodded.
"What exactly happened last night?". Her mouth descended on his meat again, but she could feel him losing hardness as the import of her question reached him.
"Uhh... what--"
"Todd." Melina said, her grip on his cock not letting up, still the slow jacking up and down, trying to keep the blood in his organ. "I want to know what happened last night. My pussy was sore as hell this morning, and there was cum in it and all over my pubes. Tell me what happened." The beautiful woman's tongue licked from the handsome teen's balls to his cockhead.
"Uhh, well... uhhh..." Todd stammered, shocked. He didn't know what to say. Melina rose up and lay next to him again, her left hand still stroking him, her bare breasts pressing into his chest, her eyes boring into him.
"It's okay, Todd." Melina said slowly, giving the pronunciation of each word special clarity. "Really. I would not be sucking your beautiful cock right now, much less be here with you, if it wasn't. I just need to know what happened. I need the truth. Please, Todd..."
Todd remained speechless, his face ashen.
"Did you fuck me last night, Todd?" Melina asked. Finally, the teen stud exhaled and admitted it.
"Yes, Aunt Melina. I fucked you last night."
Melina slid back down and took Todd's cock back into her mouth. It had lost most of its steam, it's power, and she had to suck hard to get it to come back to the rock-hard state of moments earlier.
"What happened? Tell me." she said. Melina sucked the handsome teenager's big cock as he admitted that he'd eaten her pussy, then mounted her and penetrated her.
"Did you use protection?" she asked.
"No, I fucked you bareback. And I came inside you. Twice." Todd said. The memory of inseminating Melina returned to his mind, and his cock hardened fully again. Melina sucked it wetly in silence for several moments.
"Did anyone else fuck me? Did my husband? Did Ned?" she asked.
"No. Just me."
"Did they know? Did they see it?"
"The first time, yes."
"My husband watched. He didn't try to stop you?" Melina said. This time, her hand had stopped, and her eyes were looking into his. Todd realized that he probably end the marriage, but it wasn't his intent to cause pain.
"He was drunk. He acted like he was drugged. He said a couple of times that I should stop, but I didn't." Todd admitted. "I don't think he could've stopped me if he tried, though. It was all me."
"And Ned?" Melina said. Her hand started jerking Todd again.
"He was egging me on, every step of the way."
"And neither of them tried to fuck me?"
"No. They both blew their loads watching me fuck you." Todd said, his command of the situation returning.
Melina eased up next to Todd again. "It's the truth? All of it?"
"Yes. I swear to God." he said, his eyes holding hers.
"Thank you, Todd." she said. She kissed his cheek "Thank you for telling me the truth. I want you to know that I'm not upset. I... I'm glad you fucked me. And I want you to fuck me again. Tonight. This time, I want to be awake for it. I want to feel you inside me, Todd. I want you to make love to me."
Todd took Melina's face in his hands and kissed her mouth. Their embrace was deep, tongue-twining, and long-lasting.
"Okay, let me finish you off." Melina said, breaking their kiss and crawling down between Todd's legs again, then added "I wouldn't want you to think I'm a tease."
"Maybe I should save it for tonight." he offered, as she felt her mouth descend on him again.
"No." Melina said. "I want you to come in my mouth. I want to taste you and swallow your cum. Then that part of you will be part of me forever."
Todd just lay back, enjoying the heavenly experience. Melina was taking a good six inches of his cock into her mouth, then sliding back up until just the head was in her mouth. She would vacuum her mouth of air and suck hard as she came up, then break the seal and descend on him again. He knew he wouldn't last long.
She was on her knees, her breasts pressed against his thighs. Then she pushed his legs apart further, and lay down on her chest and belly on the ground between his legs. Todd just lay back, letting the memory of the night before, fucking Melina, fill his thoughts. Occasionally he looked down the length of his body at the gorgeous woman sucking his prick. She was deeply into it, worshipping his throbbing member, sucking it, licking it, mouthing it, kissing it. Once, she looked up at him and they made eye contact. She smiled and winked at him, then continued sucking.
"You're amazing, Aunt Melina." Todd gasped. "God, you're an amazing woman." Her lips slid off his cock.
"I love you, Todd. Now I want you to come in my mouth." she responded. She began jacking harder, sucking harder, and her left index finger found its way up Todd's anal passage to his prostrate. A couple of rubs there, and it was all over.
"OH MY FUCKING GOD!" Todd shouted as stars exploded in his head. Jolt after jolt of teen jism sprayed into Melina's mouth, filling it quickly. She swallowed, clearing room for more, and her mouth was filled again. A trickle of cum seeped down his shaft, but Melina's tongue quickly lashed out and lapped it up.
Melina swirled Todd's warm, salty semen in her mouth, spreading it around, swallowing it little by little. Her mouth returned to his cock, licking it clean of his juices, taking in the last pulsing drops of his ejaculate.
"Oh God, oh my God." Todd gasped. He could not remember an orgasm as intense as the one Melina had given him.
He realized that she was lying by his side again, her head on his chest, the smell of her hair filling his nostrils. They lay there for a long time.
"Oh, thank you Todd. That was so wonderful." Melina said.
"You really love sucking cock, don't you, Aunt Melina."
"Mmmmm. Yes. I 've always loved it." Melina said. "Those women that don't like it, that won't suck their husbands, I'll never understand that."
"What about Uncle Don?" Todd asked. "Is he really cool with this? Is he going to be okay with us getting it on right in front of him?"
"Yes." Melina replied. "It'll be okay. Besides... if he didn't say anything after last night, then he'd damn well better not say anything tonight."
"I just don't want to fuck up your marriage." Todd said.
"Don't worry. I wouldn't be doing this if I thought it would. Don's been wanting to see something like this for a long time."
"Why haven't you before?"
"Because the right man hasn't come along." Melina said, sitting up. "Until now. Here, open this champagne."
Todd opened the bottle, the cork flying. Melina filled the glasses as the bubbly spilled out.
"I have a toast." Todd said. "To the most amazing woman I've ever met." The glasses clinked.
"You keep using that word 'amazing'." Melina teased. "I hope you'll find something else to describe me."
"Okay, here's another toast." Todd said, with a mischievous grin. "To the best cocksucker I've ever had." Melina laughed.
"I'll drink to that." Melina said brightly. "Am I really the best you've ever had?"
"By far." Todd said. "And I speak from a lot of experience."
"Mmmm, good. Okay, now I have a toast." Melina said. "To us." She looked into his eyes. "To the beginning of a beautiful, and what I hope will be productive relationship." The glasses clinked, then were drained. The word burned in Todd's mind, wondering how Melina could mean "productive." Maybe he was reading into it too much. Then again....
- - - - - - - - - - - - -
I watched Melina and Todd get up and get dressed. I hadn't been able to see much from where I was, but I knew I'd just watched Melina give Todd head. I'd heard his outburst, obviously as he climaxed.
Earlier, while watching my wife fellating my well-hung nephew, I'd caught a movement out of the corner of my eye. The lovers had been toward the right side of my vision, but as I looked back left, at the other side of the meadow, I saw someone. It was Ned. He was watching the whole thing, also. I doubt he could see me, unless he had looked for me.
As Todd and Melina began stirring, I looked over in Ned's direction, but the nerdy teenager had disappeared. I also needed to retreat and get back. Todd and Melina were packing up, but still drinking the champagne. They'd consumed nearly the entire bottle.
Rushing back along the trail, I got there in plenty of time. As I entered the cabin, I saw Ned fiddling with his luggage. I thought he was about to change clothes, and thought no more of it.
"Ah, there you are, Ned. What've you been up to?" I asked.
"Nothing. Just hanging around here. You want a drink?" he asked.
"No, not right now. Later, maybe." I said. No, I didn't need alcohol just yet, but after what I saw today, I knew I might want some liquor tonight.
I went onto the back porch with a book, and waited for the canoe to arrive with my wife and her new lover, my nephew.
Part 9 - The First Clues
The sun was hovering low over the lake, not quite touching it yet, but the shadows were lengthening. I sat on the back porch, looking but not seeing....
- - - - - - - - - -
Earlier, Melina and Todd had returned via their canoe. They were arm-in-arm as they came up the path to the cabin, and not too steadily. The champagne had a strong hold of them, and they were seriously buzzed. Melina didn't have a brilliant smile, but that quite smile of satisfaction that I've come to know over the years. Todd definitely looked satisfied, carrying the picnic basket in the hand that wasn't on Melina's hip.
As they approached the porch, I called out to them. "Hello! How was the picnic?"
"Great!" Melina said. As they came onto the porch, Melina said "Todd, would you take the basket inside? I need to talk to my husband for a minute. Alone."
"Sure." Todd said. To my surprise, Todd looked at me, and the look on his face had turned to one of concern. "See ya in a minute, Uncle Don."
Melina came over and straddled me, then sat in my lap facing me. Wrapping her arms around me, she hugged me. My arms enveloped her.
"I love you, darling." my wife whispered into my ear.
"I love you, too, honey." I replied. "How was the picnic?"
Melina took a big breath, then said "I did it, dear. I sucked your nephew's cock. He's huge. He came in my mouth, and I swallowed his spunk." The words had been spoken in a quiet rush, then she hesitated, waiting for my response.
"How are you feeling about it?" I asked. Melina brought her head back so that we were eye-to-eye, her arms still around my neck.
"I'm glad I did it." she said. "And there's more. I want to have sex with Todd, have intercourse, that is. I want to have him inside me tonight." Her eyes searched mine. "If you want to watch, you can. Todd doesn't mind. But I'm going to be with him, and have sex with him."
"Do you want me there?" I asked. "I'll clear out if you don't."
"No, I'd rather you be there. I'm doing this for you, as well as for myself. Honey..." she said, stumbling, "I just want you to know that I love you. When all this is over, and the boys go home, I'll still be with you, I'll still be your wife, and I want us to be together." A tear formed at the corner of her eye. I leaned forward and kissed it away, tasting the salty fluid on my tongue.
"I just want you to know that if you don't want me to do this, you have to tell me now." Melina continued. "You might see and hear some things tonight that you think are okay now, but you might not like later. So stop me unless you're absolutely sure you can handle it."
"What do you want to do, Melina?"
"I want to make love with Todd tonight. I want to be his wife tonight. Just for tonight."
"Then that is what I want you to do, Melina. I want you to be with Todd. And I want to watch it. I want to see every bit of it." I said, then hugged her tight to me. "I want you to do what you want. Act as if I'm not there. Do it for yourself, my love. And I'm going to watch. For myself."
"Okay, darling. I love you." she kissed my mouth. I could taste the champagne, but nothing else. She must've known what I was thinking.
"Don't worry, dear. I washed my mouth out with lots of champagne after I swallowed Todd's semen."
"You really like swallowing, don't you?" I asked, wondering why I didn't really realize that after all these years.
"Yes. I always have." Melina responded. "But--" She suddenly trailed off, thinking of something.
"What is it, honey?" I asked.
"I was just thinking. Remember the other day, before we came here, when I sucked you at the house?"
"Yes."
"I remember how bitter your sperm was."
"Yes, you even said something about it. Is that normal?"
"No. You're usually not. The thing is... Todd's sperm was pretty bitter today. And it was the same bitter taste as yours."
"Hmm. Well, dear, maybe it's something we ate. What about you?"
"Why don't you taste and find out?" Melina stood up, still straddling me.
"Did Todd fuck you today?"
"No. Have a taste."
I slid my hand under Melina's skirt and up along her leg, then let my finger slip up to her cunt. She was wet, still wet from her excitement during the picnic. I dipped my finger in, sliding it deep. Melina gasped. I fingerfucked her for a moment.
"Pull it out and taste it." she said. My very wet finger slid out from under her skirt. I slid it into my mouth.
"Mmm... hmm, yeah. You're kind of bitter, too. But not bad. Maybe I should try another sample." I said with a smile. Melina hitched up her skirt a little bit.
After another couple of tastes, she caught on to me and stopped me from having more.
"Yes, you're a little more bitter. Oh, well, it's probably something we ate or drank."
"I'm going to the bathroom." Melina said. "When I get back, let's get supper going."
- - - - - - - - - - - -
Bitter taste.
As the sun touched the horizon, a thought entered my mind. Just the beginning of one. I couldn't quite grasp it. Something had been nagging at me, nagging since the day before. When I tried to think about it, it stayed just outside my reach. I remembered my conversation with Todd...
- - - - - - - - - - - - -
"Okay!" Melina said, coming up the steps. It had been several minutes, and I'd been lost in thought. "Let's get supper going." she said.
"Okay. Melina, arrange it so I can talk to Todd a minute."
"Sure. About us?"
"No. Just keep Ned out of the way."
"Okay, it's arranged. You and Todd are going to be taking the firewood pot to the beach for our supper party down there."
Todd came out a moment later, and we transported the "firewood pot" to the beach. It was a four-foot diameter round metal plate, with a couple of iron bars welded to it below to form a base. We usually put wood on it to burn while on the "beach", the narrow strip of rocky, pebbly sand near the dock, along the lakeshore.
"How was the picnic, Todd?" I asked my nephew as we set the pot down.
"Great." Todd said, noncommittal.
"Did Melina leave you with anything for tonight, or did she drain you completely?" I asked, letting him know I knew.
"She told you?" he asked.
"She told me before you left to go on the picnic." I answered.
"Wow, cool. Yeah, she gave me the hottest fucking blowjob I have ever had. I'm serious, Uncle Don, you're one lucky guy."
"Thanks, yes I am." I said. "But--"
"Wait, there's one more thing." Todd said, quickly looking back toward the path and the cabin. "I need to let you know about this. Aunt Melina knows about last night." I guess I didn't cover the look of shock on my face. "She was blowing me, then all of a sudden she asks about it. She said she was sore, and she knew it was me, not you."
"I see."
"I didn't know what the fuck to say. She just came right out with it." Todd said earnestly. I was thinking what a great plan that was of Melina's, to get at the truth by giving my nephew head, then springing it on him. "I didn't tell her, but she made me admit it." Todd continued. "She asked if you and Ned had fucked her. I covered and said it was just me, that you had nothing to do with it."
"Oh, geez."
"Look, Uncle Don. I'm not trying to fuck up your marriage. If this is going to be a problem, I'll get the fuck away from here right now."
"It's okay, Todd.
"Did she say anything? That's what I figured she was going to talk about a minute ago. On the porch."
"No, she didn't say a word. Not about last night. Well, okay, let's not worry about it. Oh, by the way..."
Todd looked at me inquiringly.
"Todd, I need to get personal for a moment. Did you eat Melina's pussy today?"
"Uh, no. She wouldn't let me touch her. We made out and she gave me head."
"Last night, when you ate her out... how did she taste?"
"What do you mean?"
"Uh, did she taste sweet? Bitter?"
"Yeah, now that you mention it... she tasted sweet at first, I guess because she was drinking all those fruit drinks. But there was a real bitter aftertaste. Is that normal?"
"I don't know. Maybe it was something she ate."
"Why? Is everything okay?"
"Uh, yeah... yeah, everything is fine. Don't worry about it." I heard Melina's voice calling us, saving me from further explanation. "And Todd, treat Melina as a date tonight. I don't think she'll object if you try to get into her pants."
- - - - - - - - - - -
The sun was halfway over the horizon now. The thought finally formed in my head. I thought about the clues, leading me to it. Just then, Melina came outside.
"Is everything okay, dear?" she asked. "You're really lost in thought. Are you having second thoughts about tonight?"
"No, honey." I said. "No, I'm not. Melina--" I continued, as she began to turn away.
"Yes, dear?"
"Have you had anything to drink? I mean, since the champagne today?"
"No. Why?"
I stood up. "I'll tell you later. Right now, don't say anything, but..." I checked around. We were alone, but I still lowered my voice. "Don't drink anything that's not sealed. Don't drink anything Ned makes."



"Wha?... You think Ned's up to something?"
"I don't know. Let's talk later." I said. The back door had opened, and Todd and Ned were coming out with food for the supper, and a table. We headed down to set up for supper while Melina went in to quickly change.
Part 10 - Heavenly Night
It was the most wonderful and most painful night of my life. It was exhilarating, yet excruciating. I felt incredible pleasure, incredible happiness, and incredible jealousy and misery. The emotions of the night were almost too much, and are still almost too much to write about.
When Melina joined us on the beach, three guys' jaws hit the sand. My wife was wearing her red thong bikini bottom, and no skirt over it. A tiny, tiny matching red bikini top barely covered her heavily bouncing breasts. She was wearing the same thin-strappy wedge heels from earlier today, but had taken the straps off her legs. She had let her hair down and combed it out completely, wearing it that way in public for the first time that I could remember.
The sun was gone, but the fire was big and warm, giving off plenty of light. Todd had brought a big radio/CD player, so we had music. We cooked the chicken and venison that Melina had marinaded. Todd was flirting heavily with Melina, showing off for her as they set up the table and chairs. My wife responded to my nephew's advances, often touching his arm or even his muscular chest or abs as she spoke to him.
Melina also tried to bring Ned into the conversation, and he continued to try to find ways to back out. He would offer to make her a drink, or attempt to redirect her to Todd. Ned seemed ill at ease, and perhaps a bit frustrated at something. He sat down in his chair, which he'd separated a little distance from the others after Melina had set them up to be close together. Making it appear casual and accidental, Melina walked in front of Ned, then dropped something that was in her hand. She turned to face away from Ned, then slowly bent over at the waist to pick up the dropped object.
I'd never seen my wife act so wantonly open, nor show herself off like this. I felt my cock pulse and begin to harden. Ned was staring right between Melina's legs, and the view must've been awesome. Todd saw it, and softly said something like "Wow, what a sight!" but my awkward younger nephew said nothing, his face turning red.
I busied myself with the cooking, and finally had to shoo Melina and Todd away from "helping." I had them sit down and brought them wine in disposable cups. The wine was the cheap stuff that came in one of those boxes with a spicket. Melina sat down in her chair as I brought the wine to her. She sat facing the water and the fire. Todd quickly got moved his chair right next to my wife's, his right arm against her left. As Melina and my nephews talked quietly, I placed myself in the role of waiter to them. I found myself enjoying serving them, refilling their cups with wine, bringing them their food instead of them going through the line. Melina and Todd were quick to take advantage of my role, constantly asking me for little things here and there. After eating, I sat down in my chair, which faced sideways to the others, giving me a good view.
Melina's sexual aura was affecting us full force tonight, as she sat there, crossing and uncrossing her long, sensuous legs, giving both boys flirtatious looks and little smiles with her eyes. Even Ned was talking with her. I could sense that all of us wanted to be with Melina, to protect her and hold her, to be with her...
...and make love to her.
Melina had finally found a subject that had Ned's interest: photography. Ned was suggesting that he photograph Melina's legs, telling her that she could easily be a magazine ad model and make a lot of money. My wife blushed, thanking Ned, then he went further.
"I could also photograph you and Todd together." Ned said. "My art classes would love them. They'd be very sensuous." Todd readily agreed that it would be fun to do.
"Just how 'sensuous' are we talking about here?" Melina asked, her eyes looking playfully at Ned, to see how far she could take this conversation with him.
"As far as you'd like to go." Ned replied. "From clothed and just posing together, to kissing, to being nude together. Even having sex, if you like." The openness of Ned's conversation surprised me, but I enjoyed the effect it was having on Melina.
"Well, we wouldn't be going very far on camera." Melina said. "Certainly no sex. But, " she said, her eyes darting to Todd, "it certainly would be a lot of fun." Todd smiled warmly. Melina asked Ned if he seriously wanted to do it, and Ned said he would.
"I'll make a deal with you, Ned." Melina said, her eyes staring into his. "I'll pose with Todd for you, if you let him take pictures of you posing with me." She was really trying to draw the shy teen into her web, her sexual web, but Ned still wouldn't respond.
"Uhh, we'll... we'll have to see about that." Ned said. "Does anyone want a drink?" he asked, using his typical dodge. The rest of us said we were fine on drinks.
"Speaking of drinks, I have something for us." Melina said, standing up. "For a special occasion." Walking over to a cooler, she slightly spread her legs, then bent down and opened it, again giving us a good view of her swollen labes beneath her ass. The material of the thong was all but buried in her cuntslit. Melina took her time retrieving the bottle of champagne and four plastic champagne glasses from the cooler, then walked back sensuously to us.
"Gentlemen, " she announced, "we have something to celebrate. It's my and Don's wedding anniversary, and I want you guys to help us celebrate. Todd, will you open this?" I noticed she had not asked me to open it. Todd stood up and opened the bottle. The cork flew through the air and splashed into the water of the lake. Ned and I stood up and Melina passed around the glasses that Todd filled.
"I'd like to make a toast." I said, and everyone paused. "To the most wonderful wife a man could ever have. Not only is she beautiful, she's a wonderful friend, and everything I could ever dream of."
We clinked glasses and drank, then Melina offered her toast. "First, to my husband, for eight wonderful years, and for being so understanding." Understanding. That was one way of putting it. Melina's eyes, those wonderful, penetrating gray eyes, bored into mine as she continued, "And, also, to tonight. May it be the most pleasant, and productive night of our lives."
"I'll drink to that." Todd said as my mind contemplated my wife's carefully chosen words. Was she testing me again? Or did her words have a different meaning?
"I'd like to make a toast, also." Todd said. "To Uncle Don, for marrying Aunt Melina and giving me the most wonderful aunt a guy could have." His eyes found Melina's. "You're beautiful, sweet and caring, and I'll be lucky if I find a wife as special as you are."
"Aw, thank you, Todd." Melina said, obviously warmed by his words. We all drank.
"And, of course, " Todd said, in his teasing voice again, "your legs are to die for." I enthusiastically agreed as I refilled the glasses. Melina smiled and shook her hair back, enjoying the handsome teenager's compliment.
"Your turn, Ned." Melina said, turning to him.
"Uhh... " Ned paused, then a little smile formed on his face. It seemed sinister. "To... life-changing experiences." He said no more, and after a pause filled with confusion, we clinked glasses and drank again. Just what was that boy thinking? I wondered to myself.
Melina stepped to the CD player and inserted a disc. A slow instrumental began playing. It was a blues tune, a favorite of ours, but it seemed a little forlorn for the occasion. "Who wants to dance?" Melina asked.
"Go ahead, Todd." Ned said. "Dance with Aunt Melina."
"It's your anniversary, Uncle Don." Todd said.
"You go ahead, Todd. I enjoy watching you and Melina dance together." I said as I sat down. Todd didn't argue, and led Melina out in front of us and slid his arms around her waist. My wife's arms circled Todd's neck.
A heavy, almost tangible sexuality filled the air. My lovely wife was dancing with a very handsome young man, their arms wrapped around each other's fit, toned bodies. They would be fantastic lovers, I realized, and watching them together would be incredibly intense.
"I love looking up at my dance partner." I heard Melina say, deliberately loud enough for me to hear. "It's nice to dance with a taller man." Todd just smiled, and their faces came together, not in a kiss, but touching cheek-to-cheek. My nephew's hands were slowly exploring my wife's body, from her lower back down to the sexy curves of her ass and hips.
"They look good together, don't they?" Ned whispered to me, telling me my own thoughts. "Aren't they a really hot couple?" I nodded, watching them. Ned continued, "Maybe we should give them some room. She might go all the way with him." I suppressed a laugh. That's the frickin' plan, Ned! I wanted to shout.
"I daresay." I whispered back. "You saw it last night."
"I mean..." Ned started.
"I know what you mean." I said. "Ned, would you like more champagne?" I partly filled a fresh, plastic cup.
"I want some." Melina called out. I asked Todd if he also wanted some, and he said that he would share Melina's. He whispered something to Melina as I poured a cup nearly full, then handed it to her.
"Uncle Don," Todd called out, "here is how I share Melina's champagne." With that, Melina took a large swallow of champagne from the cup, then turned her face to Todd expectantly. Todd kissed my wife, their mouths mashing together. They kissed for a long moment, then Melina broke the kiss. Her eyes found mine as she took another big swallow, then she turned to Todd for another long, deep kiss. I became very aroused, watching them share their champagne so beautifully and erotically.
After a few moments, Melina and Todd stopped dancing and sat down. I handed Todd a cup, then partially filled Melina's. Todd had a huge erection under his pants, also.
"Fill that up, Don, and we can share it while you dance with me." my wife said, her eyes glowing. I did, and she stood up. Taking me by the hand, we stepped out and began dancing slowly. Melina drank a large swig then turned to me, her eyes at the level of mine. I leaned forward and kissed her, and the champagne sprayed into my mouth from hers. It was an incredibly arousing moment, and I pressed my mouth to hers, kissing her harder. I also realized that I was kissing her right after Todd had, but at this moment I didn't mind. I'm sure Melina didn't, either.
After sharing the cup of bubbly, which took several moments, we sat back down. Melina asked Ned to share the champagne with her, but he declined. Melina tried to insist and cajole Ned into it, but Ned said he didn't want the alcohol.
For a while, we sat and drank, until the bottle was nearly gone. We were all getting a buzz, except for Ned. Finally, Melina stood up and grabbed Ned's hand.
"Ned, you're going to dance with me, no matter what." she commanded. He didn't fight her, and they began to dance. Ned looked nervous, holding Melina stiffly. My wife put her arms around Ned's neck, and rested her cheek against his. I could tell that she was occasionally kissing his neck, trying to arouse him, and she was whispering something to him, as well. She pushed her leg against his, also. Ned didn't discontinue dancing, but he looked as if he were enduring an ordeal. Not long later, he stopped the charade, and led Melina back to the chairs. She was unsteady on her feet.
"I'll be back in a minute." Ned said. "I need to use the facilities." He disappeared into the darkness back towards the house. I was pouring more champagne near the table, Todd standing next to me. Melina came up between us, and put her arms around both of us.
"Guys, what is up with Ned? I've tried everything to get him interested. Todd, is Ned a virgin?"
"Oh, hell no!" Todd said. "I know he's fucked at least two women that I saw myself, and probably some others."
"You saw yourself?" Melina asked, interested.
"Yeah.", Todd replied. "One was a girl I was dating, and she fucked him on a dare. She said he knew what he was doing, too. The other was an ex- of mine that was mad with me. She was trying to make me mad, and set it up so I would walk in after class and catch her with him."
"Mmm, sounds like fun." Melina said. "How did you react?"
"Oh, I just said 'Hi, guys. I'll leave you two alone.', put my books down, watched him hump her a couple of times, then walked out. She was really furious with me after that!" Todd said, a grin forming on his face at the memory.
"I just don't get it." Melina said. "I told him while we were dancing that he could have sex with me tonight, and that I wanted him to fuck me. He just tensed up, and acted like he didn't want to touch me. Has he turned gay, Todd? Really, what do you think?"
"I don't know, Aunt Melina. But," Todd said, a smile breaking out on his handsome young face, "his loss is my gain." My wife's eyes met mine as he leaned over and kissed her cheek. Just then, Ned wandered back into the firelight.
"Come on guys!" Melina said, grabbing both our hands as a new CD began playing, this time a salsa tune. "I want both of you to dance with me. Ned! Come dance with us!" Ned waved us off and sat down.
Todd, Melina and I stepped in front of the fire and began dancing. The alcohol was taking us, and all of our movements were unsteady. Even Todd was swaying a good bit. I slid behind Melina, turning her to face Todd. She slid her hands around his neck and pushed her firm ass back into my groin. We sandwiched her for a moment, Todd's hands sliding down her hips.
I reached up and undid Melina's bikini top. She neither protested nor resisted as I pulled it away from her. I dropped it and slid my hands under her exposed breasts, cupping them and lifting them up. Her nipples hardened as they scraped Todd's hard chest.
"Oh, wow." Todd whispered as he looked down. I backed away from Melina slightly, letting go of her. She turned slightly and looked at Ned, making sure he got a very good look, then pulled Todd's face to hers and deeply kissed him. As my nephew's hands slid up my wife's body and began fondling her breasts, I reached down and cupped Melina's asscheeks in my hands, massaging the firm flesh. My cock was absolutely throbbing, and I allowed my groin to ease forward and dryhump her asscrack a couple of times.

Todd finally broke their kiss and leaned down and sucked Melina's left nipple into his mouth. Melina gasped at the touch, then moaned as Todd's mouth kissed and sucked her right nipple, beginning a pattern of alternating between them. Finally, my wife had had enough.
"Okay... okay, guys... let's go back to the house." she whispered, and we separated. Melina was shaking outwardly as hard as I was inwardly. Todd was in confident control. I quickly scooped up cups of lake water and put out the fire, which hissed angrily in protest before dying. Ned was packing everything up. We told him to leave it, and just bring the CD player and discs. Todd led Melina by the hand up the trail to the cabin, with Ned and I following.
Part 11 - Destiny Achieved
Once on the back porch, Melina said "You guys go inside. I'm going to get ready. Don let me have the car keys, I need to get something from the car." I handed her the keys and we guys went inside as Melina circled the cabin outside.
Once inside, I was surprised to see several candles lit, as well as the lamp and overhead light. We almost never used the overhead light, and the glare of the bulbs was very bright. I went to flip the switch off, when Ned stopped me.
"Leave that on, Uncle Donny." Ned said. "So we can see better." Todd grinned at that, and began stripping down to his pants. I also began taking off my clothing, but Ned didn't. There was a knock on the front door, and it opened to a lovely sight.
Melina walked into the room. Her hair was pulled back into a very tight ponytail. She was wearing filmy, beige robe that was almost material for stockings. It was see through, and it was hanging open at the front as well. My wife was wearing no panties, and her raven-black, neatly trimmed pubic bush was easily visible in the unfastened opening of the robe, which stopped right at her swollen labes.
Although Todd and Ned probably didn't look further down, my eyes traced down her long, luscious legs to her shapely, elegant feet, and I got a shock. My wife was wearing a pair of very high heel slides. The thin heels and very thin soles were dark gray. Three very thin black straps crossed her feet at her toes. They were custom made, and perfectly fit the sexy high arches of Melina's feet. These were Melina's "come fuck me" shoes. She'd had them custom-made as a birthday present for my viewing pleasure, and they were my favorites to see her in. She had never worn them anywhere but at the house to entice me into bed. Now she was wearing again... to entice another man into bed.
Melina had been watching Todd and Ned for their reaction, and as her eyes turned to mine she saw that I'd been looking at the heels. A faint smile flashed her recognition of what this meant for both of us.
"Why is the overhead light on?" Melina asked, breaking a moment of silence.
"To see you better." Todd replied. "Aunt Melina, you look absolutely amazing." He got up and slowly walked forward to her.
"There's that word again." Melina said. "Do you guys like what you see?"
"I know I do." Todd said. Stepping up to her, he slid his hands around her, and she responded by circling her arms around him. They kissed deeply, making out with almost furious passion as Todd's hands slid the robe off Melina, leaving my wife naked in my nephew's arms, except for the high heels. Melina broke the kiss and reached down and opened Todd's pants. She slid them part of the way down his muscular thighs, then let them drop.
I was awestruck, captivated by the scene unfolding before me. I had never been so aroused in my life, nor so jealous. I very deeply wanted to be the man holding Melina, kissing her neck as Todd was doing. I wanted to be the man making love to my wife. But it wasn't me. It was my nephew. A teenager. Another man. And I wanted to see him mating with my wife as much as my own desire to. Their bodies looked made for each other, firm and sculpted, and much more properly matched for the act that they were about to perform together.
"Ohhhh, Todd...." Melina moaned. "I want you to make love to me...uhhh... I want you to ball me in front of my husband and your brother." Her words seared through my soul. Todd whirled Melina around in a 180-degree turn, and was about to ease her down on the waiting sheets and sleeping bags on the floor.
"Wait." Melina said, "Stand there a moment." She knelt before Todd, her eyes at the level of his throbbing, rock-hard cock. Her hand reached up and took the base of the long, thick shaft. She jacked it twice, then slid her mouth over the swollen cockhead and began to suck him.
"Mmm, Todd..." Melina said, letting her lips and tongue slide up and down the underside of the veiny tool before her. "I just love the taste of your cock. I love sucking it." Her mouth slid over his cockhead again, and half of it slithered past her lips. Her other hand fondled and cupped Todd's enormous nutsack. "Mmmm, these balls are so big! Are they full, Todd? Do you have a big load for me, baby?" By this point, Todd needed little more stimulation. He was primed, and ready.
"Okay, baby, that's enough." he gasped. "I'm going to pop off if you keep doing that. Wordlessly, Melina eased down, lying back on the floor and spreading those wonderful, long legs. Todd sank to his knees between them and crawled up to her quim. Melina was already very wet, her labes swollen, her clit standing out proudly. It was just like last night, I thought to myself, except this time my wife was wide awake and eager to experience the pleasure that her capable teen lover was about to provide.



"Ohhhhh!!!!" Melina moaned as Todd's tongue slid over her. The eager young man wasted little time, and soon was lashing his tongue quickly over her labes, often circling her clit. I just watched, deeply fascinated at the sight of my wife being eaten by my nephew. Melina's hands were massaging her big breasts, one of them occasionally sliding through Todd's thick hair and pulling him harder into her groin. I wanted to slide my hand over and cup her breast, but something seemed to hold me back.
"Oh, thank you Ned, you're so sweet." Melina said, causing me to look up. As his brother ate my wife's pussy, Ned had come over and slid Melina's pillow under her head, then slid Todd's pillow to her hip. Todd reached out and took the pillow, and worked it under her quivering ass while he orally ministered to her.
My wife's legs began sliding back and up, opening herself up further to Todd, until her knees were almost at her breasts. Her elegantly flawless feet pointed upward, straining against the straps of her shoes, taut with lust.
"Oh, Todd, that is so wonderful, but you have to stop." Melina gasped. "I want you to make love to me, now, baby."
Todd said nothing, but he rose up and slid on his knees until his cock was over Melina's quim. He slid his hands over the backs of her thighs, then mounted her, sliding up onto her in a pushup position. As his mouth found hers, he eased his body onto her, his big cock pressed between their groins. They kissed deeply, grinding their loins and their bodies together in the heated dance as old as Time itself.
Breaking the kiss, Todd asked "Do you want me to put on a condom?"
"No, darling." Melina replied. "I want you to fuck me bareback." She pushed his head to her breast, and Todd took the hint, leaning over and kissing her nipples. Melina looked over at me, very deliberately. "I want to feel your bare skin when you slide that big cock inside me." Her words tore at my heart, and she rubbed the proverbial salt into the wound by taking Todd's head in her hands, looking into his eyes, and adding, "And I don't want you to pull out when you come, either, Todd. I want to feel you come inside me. I want every drop."
"Sure, babe. No way I'm going to pull out." Todd promised. I watched, stunned and breathless as my teen nephew rose up and reached between their hot, excited bodies for his cock. It was going to happen, they were finally going to do it! The thought just kept blasting through my mind, reaching into my soul: My wife is making love to another man. Melina is going to fuck another man's cock! And she's going to take HIM without a condom!
"Let me do that." she offered. Her elegant hand slid between them and found his hard cock. "Ohhhh, it's so hot!... here you go... ohhhhhh.... easy, Todd... Unh! EEEasy, there, honey!"
Everyone was looking between the lovers' legs as Todd's huge cockhead slid into Melina's small opening. As he pushed, it popped out again, and his hips quickly rose and descended, letting it slip back into place, aided by Melina's hand. I thought Todd would have to work it in... but he didn't.
I watched in stunned amazement as my nephew entered my wife. Todd's cock looked way too big to fit into Melina, but they watched together, holding hands, as my wife's sopping wet pussy opened itself up to take him in as he slowly slid his entire length down into her! I reeled at having watched the unbelievable. My wife had taken Todd's enormous manhood with one thrust!
"Ohhhh, Todddddd!!!" Melina moaned loudly as my nephew withdrew halfway and plunged back in to the hilt, balls-deep in ecstasy. Their eyes locked together as Todd began a slow, passionate rhythm, fucking Melina with long, deep strokes. I just watched, mesmerized by the site of their coupled loins. Her stretched cuntlips clung to his big cock as withdrew, only to fold back into her hole as he surged forward, his massive balls slapping her ass with each drive.
"Oh, Todd, it's going so deep! I've never felt so full!" Melina gasped. She began rotating her hips, trying to match Todd's powerful thrusts, but Todd's arms holding her legs back limited her movements. The handsome teenager realized what she was doing, and released her legs, sliding his chest onto hers and kissing her mouth. Melina wrapped her legs around Todd and began meeting his thrusts, humping herself up to meet his every descent, taking the full length of his meaty inches into her hot, wet depths.
Time seemed to slow down, and the world came to an eerie stop. I was barely aware that I was naked, and that my hand was masturbating my throbbing cock to the sight of my wife copulating with another man. The rutting couple fucked urgently, passionately, as if they were longtime lovers, meeting each other's thrusts with a natural rhythm as they writhed together in sinful coitus. They seemed meant to do this, destined to be together. It was beautiful to watch, but distantly painful.
As Todd kissed Melina's breasts, I noticed her looking off her left shoulder, in the other direction from me. Glancing over, I saw Ned, sitting on his knees, masturbating to the sight of his brother mating with his uncle's wife. Melina was taking in the sight of Ned's full size. I wondered what she was thinking about Ned's endowment, if she was as surprised as I had been the night before.
Todd may have seen Melina's look, or just might have wanted to change position, but he slid his hands under my wife's back, taking her head into his strong hands. Melina wrapped her arms tightly around her teen lover and they shared a deep, soul-searching kiss. The special kind of kiss that only lovers can have.
"Oh, Todd, I'm about to come... ohhhh!!" Melina gasped through the kiss. Todd responded by slamming his mouth tightly to hers. Melina was moaning and gasping into Todd's mouth. I saw her eyes open briefly, then roll up into her head as her body shivered. Todd jackhammered his cockmeat hard into her, the wet, lusty slaps of flesh-on-flesh echoing through the room. Finally, Melina's head fell back as she broke the kiss. She gasped, fighting for her breath. "Oh my God! Oh, God! Todd, oh Todd, that was so good."
"Did you like that, baby?" Todd asked.
"Oh yes... the way you sucked the air from my mouth... I couldn't breathe... oh, it was stunning!" Melina said. As I listened, and watched Todd's hard ass continue to steadily rise and fall as he pumped my wife's cunt with his huge cock, I realized that Melina was experiencing pleasures that I had not given her, or was unable to give her. I felt very happy for my wife that she was getting to experience this, despite a contradictory feeling of misery that a well-hung teenager was proving my inadequacy in lovemaking.
"Oh yeah, Aunt Melina." Todd said. "It's just the beginning, baby. There's a lot more pleasure for you, babe." He rose up into the pushup position again and began to fuck my wife with hard, powerful thrusts. Melina began moaning and gasping, her body writhing as the young stud poured it on. Their bodies were bathed in sweat as they furiously mated.
"Are you close, Todd?" Melina asked after a long moment, the only sounds being the slurps and squishes of my wife's dripping wet hole, and her deep, throaty moans. Todd merely nodded and grunted an assent. "Come with me, Todd. Let's come together. Come on, baby... ohhh... ohhh... oh, yes... oh, Todd!... fill me up, Todd.... come inside me, baby... oh, I love you Todd... oh, yes... oohhhhh.... oh yeah, come inside me, Todd!... ohhhh... OH MY GOD!... OHHHH!!!!!"
Todd fucked Melina through her orgasm, but he wasn't far behind. As my wife opened her eyes to watch him, he quickly pushed her legs back, her feet almost on his shoulders. As he had the night before, Todd's hands clutched my wife's ass, pulling him into her.
I knew what was about to happen as I watched him. He's going to come inside her! Another man is going to come inside my wife! The thought burned through my mind and my soul again and again. And I knew that it was the right thing to happen. It was right that Todd's semen be ejaculated against Melina's cervix, that his sperm have that first opportunity to fertilize my wife's waiting, receptive egg. It was the only possible ending of such a perfect mating of these wonderful bodies. I kept telling myself that, wanting to see it happen, but knowing that it was wrong, and that Todd was getting a chance that I'd not had in eight years of marriage.
"Oh yeah... oh Melina... I'm gonna come... I'm gonna come inside you baby... oh yeah, I love you, baby... oh yeah, oh FUCK... UHHHHH!!!!!" Todd gasped, letting it loose. His hard ass quivered as it pulsed inward. I could see his tight balls up against his groin and my wife assflesh. Melina gasped that she could feel his spurts, and I knew that Todd was doing it. He was coming inside my wife.
I was about to come, when I heard my wife say "Don't come, Don. Hold it back!" I opened my eyes to see my wife looking at me. I squeezed the base of my cock hard, barely stopping my orgasm. A dull pain welled inside me, a protest from my overheated prostate gland.
Todd was lying on Melina, kissing her neck and ear, whispering to her. My wife was catching her breath, a small, quiet smile on her face. Her hands slowly caressed Todd's back and sides, moving down to his asscheeks.
They stayed like that for long minutes, maybe a half hour. Finally, Todd rolled off Melina. She sat up on her elbows and looked between her legs. It was a mess, a beautiful mess, somehow more beautiful to me than it had been last night. Most of Todd's semen had oozed out by now, forming a wet spot on Melina's sheet and bag. My wife looked over at me with a shy smile, the look between us saying everything.
Melina sat up and bent over Todd's waist. She sucked his half-hard cock into her mouth, cleaning their combined juices, then sucking him for a moment to drain any remaining semen from his shriveled, once-mighty weapon of lust.
"Mmm, Ned, you didn't come." Melina said. "You have a really nice cock. Would you like me to suck it?"
"No," Ned said, "I'd rather watch you with Todd." Todd laughed out loud. Melina playfully tickled Todd's abs, then turned to me and crawled over to where I was.
"Honey, let me suck you for a moment." Her mouth descended onto my throbbing organ. Suddenly, I was aware of what she was doing, something she'd done many times. As her head bobbed up and down, a condom slowly unrolled onto my cock. Where that rubber had come from, how she'd gotten it into her hand, much less into her mouth, was totally beyond me. She had just performed a magic trick. This woman was a witch. A gray-eyed witch. And I loved her for it.
"Okay, dear," Melina said, her hand smoothing the condom down so that it snugly fit all the way down onto my hard meat, "why don't you get sloppy seconds while I get Todd hard again?" She turned away from me and crawled to Todd, her mouth engulfing his meat like a starved dog. Her luscious ass was in the air, her slick wet cunt gaping underneath, Todd's cum mingled with her juices.
I eased behind Melina and slipped my condom-covered cock into her sodden, saturated cunthole. It slid in easily, almost sucked in by her greedy cunt muscles. I began to fuck my wife, the sound of my groin slapping her ass filling the room. I had never fucked a sloppier, wetter pussy, not even during they halcyon days of college. Friction was hard to obtain, but it still felt really good. I could hear the slurps of Melina's quim, knowing that I was churning Todd's spermy load into a frothy lather.
"Harder, babe!" Melina ordered, slamming her ass back at me. I had not wanted to fuck her too hard, as she was taking Todd's cock into her mouth, but Melina made her desires plain. Suiting my deed to her words, I began slamming my prick into my wife, thrusting with all my power. "Oh yeah, that's the way to fuck me!" Melina gasped. Her mouth was still licking and sucking Todd's shaft. Todd was watching our coupling loins, and urging me to fuck Melina harder. Ned was lying back on his sleeping bag, looking disinterested and a bit uncomfortable.
My day of arousal, coupled with the intensity of the previous hour, caught up to me in a rush. My orgasm struck me like a bullet, my head exploding in a shower of fireworks. I was aware of my cock pulsing, shooting my seed into my wife only to have it captured by the rubber covering my cock. I felt myself falling back, felt my cock slip out of Melina as I collapsed.
The rest of the night seemed a blur. I remember watching Todd and Melina make love again. Unlike their first, urgent coupling, they took their time, and they took a long time. Todd steered Melina into several positions, first taking her dog style, followed by collapsing into a spoon position on their sides. Finally, Todd collapsed onto his back and Melina mounted him. She rode his huge pole, enjoying the freedom of her movements, looking incredibly beautiful. She climaxed at least twice, her loud moans cutting through my stupor of half-sleep.
Todd was spent by two huge orgasms that day. Melina finally let his cock slip out of her and collapsed onto him, letting his strong young arms hold her. I heard Melina ask Ned to turn out the lights. Ned did so, but left the candles burning. The last thing I remember was watching my wife cuddling with Todd on their bags. I began to dream. There was no Voice this time, just the images flashing before me of my wife and Todd making love, images burning into my soul.
(To be continued.)
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Part 12 - New Morning, New Life
I woke up at dawn. Looking around, I was not particularly surprised to see that neither Todd nor Melina were in the house. I quickly dressed and headed down to the beach to clean up the mess before the sheriff's boat patrol spotted it.
High clouds were beginning to move in, subduing the sun. I thought to myself as I walked to the beach that I needed to check a weather forecast. Arriving at the lake's edge, I saw that everything was as we'd left it the night before. There was some food in a cooler, but it was warm. Expecting it to be spoiled, I threw it into the lake for whatever creatures cared to eat it. The plastic and paper items were collected, and the trash bagged.
I thought about waking Ned to help me, but decided to let him sleep. I'd made a couple of trips, with only the table, chairs and fire pot being left. As I arrived at the beach, I saw Melina and Todd running up the dirt road trail that paralleled the shoreline. They were in athletic clothing, sweating from their run.
"Good morning." I said as they ran up to me and stopped. "Good run?"
"Yes." Melina gasped, still out of breath.
"Who won the pushup bet?" I asked. Melina groaned, making Todd laugh.
"We didn't bet this morning." Todd said. "And she whipped my ass this time."
"I can't believe you didn't keep up." Melina said. "I thought you were letting me win."
"No, " Todd replied, "but truth be told, you whipped me this morning because I had nothing left after last night."
"I can't imagine why." I said dryly, as I folded the table up.
"Is Ned awake?" Melina asked. I replied in the negative.
"You guys get the fire pot, then wash your hands. I'll get the table and chairs." Melina said. She burst ahead with the chairs and we met her coming back down the trail. "Don't wake Ned up yet." she said as she passed us. Once the pot was secured, we went inside and washed our hands at the sink. Melina came in.
"Watch this, guys." Melina whispered. My wife stripped naked, then slipped into her plastic high heel slides that she showered in. She quietly walked over to Ned's sleeping form. He was naked except for baggy basketball gym shorts. Melina eased to her knees between his legs, then lay down on top of him, pressing her breasts to his chest, and began kissing his neck.
"Wake up, sleepyhead." Aunt Melina said. Ned groaned as he began waking up. "At it again, Aunt Melina?"
"Mm-hmm." she replied. "Let's have a morning quickie." I just couldn't believe my wife, normally so solid, conservative, passive, now acting aggressively and seductively towards my younger nephew. She hadn't acted this way towards Todd, even.
"Come on, let me up." Ned said. He tried to push Melina up off him, but she had anticipated it, and he was unable to move her. He did manage to turn around onto his stomach, however.
"Wow, look at that birthmark." Melina said, as her finger traced along a patch of dark red skin on the small of Ned' back. It looked like an "X" with the center taken out, leaving the four arms. Melina began to lick it with her tongue.
"Good grief, are you a fucking queer, Ned?" Todd roared, using politically incorrect language to hurl an insult across to his brother as Ned squirmed beneath my wife.
"Fuck off, shithead." Ned replied.
"He's not gay, Todd." Melina said, her eyes suddenly flashing at a sudden thought. "Are you, Ned? I'll prove it." With a sudden effort, she rotated Ned's hips so that he was on his back again. He did not try to turn over again, resisting Melina no further. She slid down Ned's body until she was lying between his legs, as she had between Todd's legs the day before at the picnic. Her forearms kept Ned's legs pinned down as her hands pulled down his gym shorts, exposing his half-hard cock. Melina took Ned's organ into her hand and began to pump it.
I watched, barely breathing as I watched my wife's tongue dart out and lick Ned's piss-slit, then wetly kiss his cockhead. She licked the underside of the shaft from his big balls to the head. Despite himself, Ned's cock quickly bloomed into full erection. Melina's eyes sparkled as she licked up the shaft a second time, then slid her mouth over his cockhead and tried to swallow him whole.
"Mmmmm, so good!" Melina said. "Mmm, Ned, your cock is so tasty. And so big, too, honey. I never would've thought you had an eight inch cock." I had the impression that Melina had been longing for this moment. Why she wanted Ned's cock after receiving such pleasure from Todd, who was in every way superior to Ned, was beyond my understanding. But there she was, giving the slender, awkward teenager a morning blowjob. And she was loving it.
"Do you at least have a condom?" Ned asked. Although he had acquiesced to Melina's oral assault on his cock, he was still uncomfortable.
"No way, baby." Melina said. "I want your sperm. I want you to come in my mouth." Her mouth descended on his cock again, her lips wetly sliding up and down the long shaft. She added, almost as a threat, "Or would you rather me ride you and make you come in my pussy, Ned?"
"Ah, shit." Ned said, and lay back, giving in. For the next several moments, the room was quiet, except for the occasional slurp and some little sighs of contentment from Melina's mouth as she fellated Ned. She looked up at his face a couple of times, but he was just staring at the ceiling, occasionally exhaling as the pleasure of my wife's mouth on his cock coursed through his body.
Melina was lost, transported into another world, her eyes glassy as she enjoyed the act she was performing on my young nephew. She was on autopilot, her mouth gliding over the long shaft, taking his full eight inches into her throat on occasion. Her hands were exploring Ned's abdomen, groin, and occasionally cupping his balls. It seemed like a long time, but was still a shock to me when Ned suddenly gasped.
"Mmm... mmfff!" Melina moaned onto Ned's cock. His slender hips bucked forward as he climaxed. Melina was swallowing, trying to absorb the load, but a couple of trickles of Ned's semen escaped the corners of her mouth, sliding down the shaft. After greedily swallowing down his pulsing load, her mouth descended, taking up the escaping fluids. Finally, she licked and sucked down the outside of his shaft, cleaning up any remainder of the teen's orgasm. She continued to lick him for a long moment, unwilling to give up the prize she'd finally conquered.
"Mmmm, that was soooo good!" Melina said quietly. "Your sperm is so tasty, Ned." Ned managed to sit up and get out from under my wife. He fumbled for his clothes as Melina stroked his thigh. "Thank you, Ned. I really loved that."
"Yeah, sure. Whatever." Ned said, putting on his clothes. He quickly got up and dressed, then headed outside toward the shower. Todd, Melina and I all just stared at the door Ned had left through, unable to believe his reaction. Todd began laughing, uproariously, almost convulsed. It was infectious, and I began laughing also. Melina didn't. She just lay down onto Ned's sleeping bag, licking her lips, her hands unconsciously massaging her breasts as her legs rubbed together.
Part 13 - Winds of Change
Shower time. Ned had gotten there before us, and a pot of water was heated. He washed vigorously, soaping his genitals twice and rinsing them off, as if Melina were the carrier of some disease. He left quickly and wordlessly as Melina, Todd and I arrived. Todd's joviality at Ned had dissipated, and he was clearly angry at his brother again, not saying much.
The second vat of hot water was ready. "Go ahead and shower, Todd." Melina said. My nephew got under the shower, making sure to show off his cock and balls to Melina as he soaped up and washed. My wife was an attentive audience, enjoying the show. I filled the pot with water and lit the propane gas.
"I'll head back to the cabin." Todd said. "I'm going to go beat the shit out of that bastard." Todd said. "I don't know what the fuck his problem is, but I'm getting tired of his antics."
"Easy, sweetie. It's all right. Just leave him be." Melina told him, then turning to me, she said "Go ahead and shower, Don, then you can cook breakfast while I'm showering. I have some... extra cleanup to do." I nodded, understanding, and got under the water. The heat invigorated me, and I began to soap and scrub myself thoroughly.
"Don't worry." Todd said, kissing Melina's cheek. "I'm just going to talk to him."
"Keep an eye on him for me, Todd." I said as Todd turned to leave. He just nodded and stalked off down the trail. Melina stared at me. I felt uncomfortable, like a dog being watched. "Yes, honey?"
"Are you okay with everything?" Melina asked.
"Yes. Except, I don't understand Ned. How are you with it?"
"Good, but I wanted to ask you something else." she replied. After a pause, she asked "What did you mean yesterday about not drinking anything Ned makes?" I sighed, trying to marshal my thoughts.
"It's just a hunch, honey. Some strange things are going on." I said, as I stepped out of the shower and began drying off. "I'll tell you all about it later, but for now, do you think you can get Ned away from the house for a while?"
"God, I don't know. Right now, I think I'm the last person he wants to be around." she said, bitterly. "But, why?"
"Because I want to go through his stuff."
Melina gasped. "What are you looking for?"
"Something. Anything. Drugs, maybe. Something weird has been going on since the boys arrived. And when you talked about my semen being bitter, then Todd's, something clicked in my head. How was Ned, this morning, by the way?"
"Very tasty." Melina said. "No bitterness, either. Todd's cock wasn't that bitter either, last night, or..." she paused.
"Or..."
"This morning." Melina said, with a guilty look. "We... er, paused during our run, and I gave him head. That's why I won." I grinned. She added, "Todd definitely tasted better today than yesterday. Okay, I'll see if I can get Ned away from the house. Now you scoot and go cook breakfast."
"Okay. By the way, we might leave today, so prepare to pack." Not giving Melina time to respond, I headed down the trail.
As I approached the house, I heard the raised voices inside. Todd and Ned were arguing, furiously. I tried to catch the words as I walked up, but only heard Melina's name a couple of times. I knocked on the door, and entered. The boys shut up. Both their faces were beet red with furious anger.
"Guys, let's get breakfast going." I said. "And no fighting when Melina's around. I don't want her getting upset, and she gets upset when you guys start fighting."
"I'm not hungry." Ned said. Grabbing his schoolbook knapsack, Ned hustled out the door. A moment later, the door opened, but it was Melina that walked in. She looked refreshed, her wet hair combed back tightly into a ponytail. She threw on a t-shirt and gym shorts, with the inevitable wedge heels.
"Guys, why don't you go find Ned." I said. "I'm going to get a weather check. Melina, take your cell phone." Todd was reluctant to go, but Melina grabbed his hand and led him out the door.
I quickly moved over to Ned's belongings and began rummaging through them, searching every bag thoroughly. I also checked his dirty clothes bag. What I found shocked me. I found some small vials, and several small plastic bags, each with different colored pills. Some packets, looking like chewing gum wrappers, were also in a bag, and I remembered the headache powder Ned had given everyone back at our house. Then I found the little bound notebook. Opening it, I began reading.
Part 14 - A Plot Discovered
Todd and Melina came back into the cabin as I hurriedly packed belongings. After reading the notebook, I had called Melina on her cellphone. She said that Ned was working on his computer from a vantage point high on the ridgeline, and they couldn't approach him without being seen. He had also used his own cell phone for several minutes. I told her to come on back, and bring Todd with her.
"Todd, have you been hearing any voices in your head lately?" I asked. "In your dreams, perhaps? Or have you had weird dreams?"
Todd looked at me funny. "Lately? Fuck, I've been hearing that friggin' voice in my head for two months now! What the fuck is going on?"
"What did the voice in your head say?" I asked.
"That I wanted to--" Todd started, but paused.
"That you wanted to have sex with Melina?" I asked.
"Uh, yeah." Todd said. "Not that I needed the help wanting to make love with Aunt Melina." Melina smiled at Todd, but he was looking at me. "What's going on?"
"You need to look at this, Todd." I said, finally convinced that Todd was not part of this scheme. I showed him the pills and powders in Ned's possession, as well as the notebook and it's entries. He and Melina read it together as I watched out for Ned's possible return. The sky was growing cloudier, I noticed.
"Oh, shit." Todd said. "What the fuck has that bastard been up to?... Oh, fuck, I am going to kill that bastard... " He finished reading.
Ned's notebook detailed how he was going to give all of us drugs at various times, followed by notes on the observations of their effects once he'd administered them. The drugs apparently were research-grade drugs from his professor's projects, and some were designed to allow hypnotic suggestions to be delivered during sleep. Ned's writings said that he was going to "suggest" to Todd that Todd wanted to have sex with Melina, and impregnate her with his child. Each dose and hypnosis session was subsequently recorded every two days or so. The writings also said that I had been given suggestions to want to see Todd and Melina have sex.
"So that's why Ned didn't want to fuck me, and wanted a condom." Melina suggested. "His plan was for Todd to knock me up. But why?"
"It's more than that." I said. "Keep reading."
Ned's diary used very disparaging terms toward Todd and myself. It was clear that he hated us both. One entry stated that Melina was coming on to Ned. "I wish that bitch would stop fooling with me. I don't want to pollute myself by doing anything with that whore. M wouldn't like it if I got a disease from her."
"What? I have no diseases!" Melina exclaimed. "That sentence doesn't make sense!"
I said "There's no motive or reason for all this written anywhere in there, but read the last entry."
The recent entries at the end were chilling. Yesterday's had read "Will give Uncle Donny the big dose tomorrow, then suggest that he hates Todd for nailing Aunt Melina. Next week will give more. When we're back at their house, when the bitch says she's pregnant, I'll suggest that he kill Todd."
"Oh my fucking God." Melina said, obviously shocked.
"Read the last entry." I advised.
It said: They may be on to me. Nobody would drink anything last night. Felt like I was being watched. If they do it tonight, will make dvd for M in the morning and hide it where she said to.
"DVD? Ned hasn't talked to me about a DVD!" Melina said. Total confusion mixed with shock was all over her face, and Todd's.
"I know." I said. "Any ideas what we should do? Todd, who was that professor Ned was working with at school?"
"Dr. Heinz." Todd said. "Think we ought to call him?"
"If he knows about it, if this is illegal research on his part, he might cover things up." I said.
"I have an idea." Melina said. "Let me get my cellphone." She pulled her phone from the bag and walked into the kitchen and pantry. I heard her conversation.
"Yes... I know, it's been a very long time... yes, yes.. I'm sorry to be so abrupt but I have a real emergency here..." As she walked onto the back porch, I could only hear snippets. "yes... drugs... with Dr. Heinz.... okay.... yes... ok, I'll do it...."
A minute later, she came up to me. "I called Dr. Fredricson. She was my gynecologist and a professor at our school, and she's now at their school." she explained, referring to Todd and Ned's college. "She works with Dr. Heinz, and she said he reported some stolen drugs a couple of days ago. The police want to question Ned about it."
"Good." I said. "What do we need to do?"
"Right now, it's strictly a school police matter." Melina said. "Laura-- Dr. Fredricson, that is, wants us to get Ned onto campus so that they can take him into custody there." Melina went on to explain why it was better that way, instead of having police outside the school's jurisdiction handle it.
"Tell you what." I said to Todd and Melina. "Let's put this stuff back where it was. Get everything packed up. We're getting out of here. Todd, go get Ned. Don't let on that we're aware of anything. Tell him that bad weather is coming in, and we're getting out." Todd went outside and disappeared up the road.
Melina and I were packing the car with coolers of the remaining food when Todd and Ned came back, walking down the road to the house. "We're leaving?" Ned asked.
"Yep." I said. "Weather front is coming. It's going to be ugly. Pack your stuff." I followed Ned inside as Todd went around to lock up the fire pot and other stuff beneath the house. Ned quickly secured his belongings and, to my surprise, he took Todd's stuff as well as his own to the SUV. He took a long moment putting the bags away.
When Todd returned, I asked him "Todd, where did you and Ned get your luggage?"
"Our mother gave it to us, a few weeks before school ended." Todd replied. "So we could bring our stuff home."
I set the child safety lock on the back doors of the SUV so that they could only be opened from the outside. Melina had changed clothes, into a black pantsuit with a white sleeveless pullover blouse, and black high heel sandals. I secured the shower materials in their shed as everyone else finished packing everything. Locking all the doors, and we were soon on our way.
Part 15 - On Campus
We wondered how we might get Ned onto campus without him realizing we were taking him there. Their school was really out of the way from either our camping site or our home. Todd had the idea that he could just say he needed to pick something up, but it wasn't all that plausible.
Fortunately, Ned slept most of the way there. The rest of us were silent as we neared our destination. When Ned woke up, he was at first unfamiliar with the landscape. As we got close to the school, however, he realized where he was.
"Why are we at our school?" Ned asked. Todd gave his prepared answer, but as we feared, Ned didn't buy it.
"That's a crock, we could've done that when we were going back to our house." Ned said.
"Just shut the fuck up, pinhead. We're also taking Uncle Don and Aunt Melina on a tour of campus." Todd was trying to help, but just not doing well, mentioning the campus.
After a few moments, Ned must've figured it out. He asked if we could stop at a restroom for a moment, and I said we would but kept on driving unerringly toward the school campus. Ned tested the door, finding it locked, the window inoperative.
"Stop the car. Let me the fuck out of-- UHK!" Ned's sentence went unfinished as Todd's powerful arm shot out sideways, connecting solidly with his brother's jaw. Ned was stunned, but reached for his pocket. Todd grappled with him, striking him hard in the gut. By this time we arrived on the campus, and Melina directed me to the building to go to. A small gathering of people had assembled there, including two uniformed police officers. Ned struggled to get away, but Todd held him down. As we stopped the car, the door was opened from the outside, and the uniformed campus cops had Ned cuffed, stripped of his pocketknife, and whisked into their patrol car before we could hardly move.



The next few minutes were hectic. I helped a very attractive black-haired woman collect Ned's belongings. Although she wore plain clothes, a navy blue jacket and matching slacks, and a light blue pullover blouse, she was a police detective, and I saw her badge attached to her belt. She had a warrant to search Ned's belongings, and everyone else's as well. A blonde girl, probably a student, uniformed in the campus police attire, made the search under the older woman's supervision, and I helped her more easily find the drugs and notebook. The supervising policewoman checked Ned's CD case, and pointed out to the younger girl that some of the discs were unmarked, and should be checked out. They also found a couple of small video cameras. Hi tech stuff.
As she left, I noticed the other woman. She had immediately embraced Melina as my wife got out of the car. They hugged for a long moment, and even after breaking the hug, the woman kept her arm around my wife, asking if she was all right, telling her it was great to see her.
"Honey," Melina called out to me, "have you met Dr. Fredricson?"
- - - - - - - - - - - -
The clock read nearly five o'clock p.m. and we were all exhausted. The day had been filled with school police taking statements of all of us, separately and together. To my surprise, we stayed in Dr. Fredricson's offices, instead of going to the police station. A very young guy was taking my statements, probably a college kid working with the School Police. Todd was luckier; the blonde girl that had done the car search took his statement. He probably had her number and a dinner date planned already, I mused. Melina's interviews were done by the officer in charge of the investigation.
Around two o'clock, lunch had been brought to us. Todd and I attacked the food like the starving dogs that we were, but Melina ate nothing. She was calm, wearing the same veneer of ice she always carried on her face, but I could tell that the day's events had deeply shocked and hurt her.
As we ate, I looked at our host for what must've been the millionth time. Dr. Laura W. Fredricson was over six feet tall without heels, and her high heel pumps put her at Todd's height, if not more. Her face was not beautiful in the pretty sense, but was austere, regal, elegant, and very attractive to me. Her hair, as raven black as my wife's, was swept back tightly to a vertical bun. Her black pantsuit did nothing to hide her big breasts and her lovely, hourglass shape, and I could sense that under those pants and pumps were a pair of legs and feet that would put even my wife's to shame. She did not have that athletic edge that Melina possessed. She was all woman, and I was awestruck like never before since my marriage.
"Please, Don, call me Laura." she said, as Melina had introduced us after Ned had been driven away in a police car. "I've always wanted to meet the man who married Melina." As I shook her hand, I felt something inside me tingling all the way to my toes. I could see Melina looking like this woman as Melina got older and matured. Actually, I could only hope Melina would look like this.
She knew Todd, and I felt jealous when he kissed her hand instead of shaking it. Laura and Melina began a conversation and, as they talked, I noticed that they looked and acted so much alike that if I didn't know better, I would think they were relatives
Laura had introduced us to Dr. Heinz. Every stereotype one has ever heard about the short little Einstein-looking, Prussian-accented mad scientist fit this man to a "T". He was in his fifties or sixties, his unkempt hair and brush mustache sprinkled with gray and silver, and he spoke with a very thick Prussian accent.
During this lunch lull, Melina and Laura chatted like parakeets, catching up on old times. Laura had been a school gynecologist while Melina was at our school, and had ended up working with Laura for a while.
"Three years ago, I had a chance to come here." Laura said. "I've been studying human sexual behaviors and responses. Dr. Heinz has been working on the biochemical stimuli of emotions. He has some patents, and the drug companies have licensed some of his work for their pharmaceuticals."
"Yes." Dr. Heinz added, in his understandable but strange accent. "I have done experimental work with drugs designed to change the behaviors of people. The hypnotic inducing drugs, I have worked with, you understand. These are very powerful drugs, not ready for humans to take."
As his emotions took him, the professor's grammar began to fail him, and his hands were a flurry of motion. "In the wrong hands, they could very dangerous become. Young Ned was with my team working. He was a brilliant boy, just brilliant, but..." he let the sentence hang, then added "I am very grateful to you for calling Dr. Fredericson. My work, my reputation, would be... poof! destroyed! just like that, if you had not discovered him with my drugs."
The interrogations had been very thorough, almost brutal. And explicit. Nothing was held back as to the activities of the past few days. About half an hour after Ned's arrest, we had been introduced to the officer in charge of the investigation, the same one that had supervised the search of the car. A youngish man, perhaps our age, wearing a blue blazer and khaki pants came in with her.
"I'm Lieutenant Brittany Maxwell, in charge of the Vice Department of the Campus Police Department, and this is Agent Fred Dixon of the Food and Drug Administration." she began. "It's nice to meet you. Call me Britt." She shook hands with Melina and myself as we introduced ourselves. Melina told her to call us by our first names.
Turning to Todd, Britt said, with no small amount of cynicism in her voice, "Well, Todd, interesting to find you here. Why am I not surprised to see you involved in this?"
Todd grinned, "I'm totally innocent in this one, Captain."
"The school wants to make sure that you're okay." Laura said. "We're going to give you complete physicals in the morning. Is that good, Mr. Dixon?" The agent nodded. "I've booked you a room at the University Hotel, the best hotel in town. Todd, do you have a place to stay here?" Receiving his negative reply, Laura said "I'll get you a room, also."
"Make it adjoining to ours." Melina said. Laura assented. Agent Dixon excused himself and left the room.
"I'll have your bags delivered to your rooms." Lt. Maxwell said. "We searched them, as the warrant allowed, but found nothing that Ned might have hidden. Now, I must go and try to interrogate Ned."
"How is he?" Melina asked, concern in her voice.
"He's been taken to the Medical School hospital. I'll let you know as soon as I know something." The lovely policewoman got up to leave.
"I must ask each of you to give statements and answer some questions." she said, then added, in as quietly friendly a tone as possible. "Look, guys, we're aware of the very sexual nature of the past few days of your lives, including the fact that Todd and Melina have had sexual intercourse."
"I should further tell you, " Britt continued, "that since we've confined this to the School Police, and not beyond, I am in a position to be very discreet about matters, when the need arises. Part of my job is protecting the reputation of the School from needless scandal and humiliation. Although, of course, the law comes first." she added dryly. "Therefore, please be very open and candid, and leave out no details."
"If she had lighter hair, she'd be Greta Garbo." Melina remarked about Detective Britt Maxwell as she left the room.
During the interviews, Melina was completely calm and dispassionate as she very explicitly described the sexual actions of the past couple of days, from the bitter taste of my semen and Todd's semen, to every sexual encounter she had had with Todd, Ned and myself over the last couple of days. I felt myself blushing frequently during my questioning, and even Todd was uncomfortable. But Melina displayed an openness and candor that was unnerving. It was almost as if she had taken a dare from someone, and was now showing that someone up.
- - - - - - - - - - - -
My reverie was interrupted as, at five o'clock on the dot, Britt Maxwell came into Laura's office again, with Dr. Heinz following. "We've examined the evidence in Ned's bag, " the police detective began, "and we have had a chance to talk with him a little bit. Ned is a very troubled young man. We have him under mild sedation at Medical School Hospital, in the psychiatric ward." None of us showed surprise.
"Ned has admitted to using drugs on each of you." the pretty detective continued. "He wrote notes in his book that he wanted to induce Todd into seducing Melina, and for Don to accept it. He gave us no indication of his purpose in doing this."
A thought clicked in my head, but before I could speak, Lt. Maxwell said "Dr. Heinz?"
"Yes," the professor continued. "Miss Melina, here, was only given a basic sleeping agent on a couple of occasions, as far as we know. It is similar to date-rape drugs you may have on the news heard about. We expect no lasting side effects, however." He paused. "Unfortunately, the story for you gentlemen is that you both have been given hypno-induction drugs, designed to alter your emotional responses. As part of your physical exams, we would like to ask you questions to ascertain the permanence of the effects upon you."
"So this is an ongoing thing?" Melina asked.
"Yes." Laura interjected. "If you're willing, of course. The FDA disapproves of, shall we say, 'premature testing' of drugs on humans. However, since the damage is done, as long as we confine it to studying the effects on your health, they'll look the other way. Agent Dixon has effectively said as much."
"Fortunately," Dr. Heinz said, "it appears none of you were given the red pills. The plain red one induces great emotional stress on someone. The anger, the fury, yes? They seethe with anger; an adrenalin release makes them strong. The red with the pink stripe, though, allows them to receive a hypnotic suggestion, a suggestion of something to channel their anger against, yes? Very dangerous stuff, yes? I am fortunate that you were not given that one, although Ned had a few in his possession. It might have had disastrous results."
"Maybe," I said, "he was intending to give that one to me. The notebook said that he wanted to induce me to kill Todd."
"Yes, it could be." Dr. Heinz said. Melina moaned, in total shock.
Lt. Maxwell said. "Well, nothing there, but Ned is going to be charged with a long list of offenses, anyway. He won't be giving anyone anything for a long time."
"Wait." Melina said. "I don't want to charge Ned with anything. Let's get him some help, but I don't want to press charges."
"I'm sorry, but this has gone beyond your cases." Britt replied. " I'm in charge of sexual crimes here on campus. Right now, it's looking like at least three rape cases will be solved." She looked at Todd. "It looks like I've been suspecting the wrong brother."
Todd gave her a withering look in reply. "Told you." he said.
Laura said, "Looks like your days in the sex fraternity are catching up to you, Todd." Todd gave Laura a dark look.
Britt also gave Laura a sideways glance of disapproval, but seeing the hurt look on Melina's face, she turned to Dr. Heinz. "Dr. Heinz, I appreciate your being here, but there is no more need to waste your immensely valuable time, if you would like to go." Taking the hint, the professor waddled out of the room.
"I shouldn't do this," Britt said, "but let me show you something." As the police detective turned on a TV with DVD in the corner of the office, Todd and I admired her slender, athletic form. Like Melina, Britt was athletic. She was not nearly as tall as my wife, but was very shapely and "proportionate" in all the right places. I noticed the wedding rings on her finger.
The video came on. I recognized Todd on a bed with a very pretty blonde girl. Her body was magnificent, and she could've been a porno star or a club dancer. As she and Todd made out on the screen, Britt Maxwell spoke up.
"Todd, do you recognize this woman?" the policewoman asked.
"Uh, yeah. That's Kelly B--- . " Todd replied, a bit uncomfortable. I was barely listening as I watched the Todd on the screen kissing and licking the girl's very sexy feet.
"Where were you when this, er, incident was taped?" Britt asked.
"In her dorm room." Todd said. "Shit, I had no idea she recorded it."
"What can you tell me about her?" Britt said.
"Well, Ned asked her out. He really liked her." Todd said, rushing his words a bit. "She turned him down, and pretty much humiliated him. She's pretty full of herself, probably thought she was way above him."
"When did you ask her out?" Britt asked. "How long did you date her?"
"I didn't. I never asked her out." Todd replied. "She came onto me at a party, and asked me to come to her room. I fu-- uh, we had sex again a couple of days after this, but I never dated her in any sense of the word."
Just as the DVD showed Todd mounting and entering the girl, Britt Maxwell stopped it. "Todd, can you tell me the approximate date this was filmed?" Todd named a date from a few months back. "Thank you, Todd. Okay," she said, "now look at this tape."
The next disc displayed a darkened room, and showed a camera angle looking down on a bed, as if the camera were concealed in the light fixture on the ceiling. A couple of candles and some very strange lighting behind opaque walls illuminated the macabre scene of a metal bed with a thin mattress.
Occupying the bed was a slender man wearing a mask, on top of a female. She was face down, gagged, and her hands tied to the bed's headboard. I recognized her as Kelly, the girl Todd was balling in the earlier flick. As we watched, we could see that the slender, masked man was anally raping her. I looked over at Melina. My wife's hands were covering her face.
"Are you okay, Melina?" Britt asked. Melina shook her head. "What is it?" Britt pressed.
"That's... that's Ned." Melina said quietly, almost a whisper. My wife was struggling to fight back tears.
"How do you know?" the police detective asked.
"On his back. That birthmark." Melina said. "I saw it just today."
Britt Maxwell made a note of that in her little notebook, and stopped the tape. "Thank you for that." she said. "As you can see, Melina, we have a lot to talk to Ned about. This girl was abducted and brutally raped and beaten, just a couple of weeks after she filmed herself with Todd. We found underwear belonging to Todd, here, near the location where the girl was found. The DNA in the semen samples matched Todd only 80%. Until now, that has puzzled me."
"Lieutenant Maxwell," I said, "can you put the first tape back in?"
"Uh, why?" she asked. God, she must think I'm a perv, I realized. Todd was stifling a grin.
"I thought I noticed something." I said. Britt put the DVD in and started it.
"Lieutenant Maxwell," I said, "how did you get this tape?"
"It was in Ned's bag." she replied.
"Look at her eyes." I said, pointing to the screen. The girl was sucking Todd's enormous cock to hardness, but her eyes kept looking at the presumably hidden camera.
"Notice how she keeps looking at the camera, as if she intends to look at the viewer." I said.
"Well, I'll be..." Lt. Maxwell said. She fast-forwarded to another segment, where Todd was on top of Kelly, fucking her. As he kissed her neck, she kept looking at the camera with a nasty little smile, then moaning loudly.
"I think this girl might have sent Ned this, to humiliate him more." I said. "Not that it absolves Ned from blame for what he did, but it sure looks like she made this tape of her with Ned's brother in order to taunt him."
"You might be right." Britt said. "Well, she picked the wrong boy to pricktease."
"Lieutenant Maxwell..." Melina began.
"Please, Melina, call me Britt." the woman replied.
"Britt. Is it possible for me.. for us.. to see Ned.?"
The detective looked at Laura, who replied. "No, Melina, I'm sorry. We have him mildly sedated, and we're trying to keep him calm. Ned has both exhibited and mentioned a severe hatred for all three of you. He refers to you, Melina, as "the bitch", although he doesn't say much about you. However, his hatred for Todd is enormous, and he apparently has a hatred for Don, which I can't understand."
"I can." I said. "His mother."
"Ah, yes, of course." Laura said. "Britt, when you talk to Ned again, ask if his mother has been constantly referring to Don in a negative way."
"I can answer that." Todd said. "Hardly a day hasn't gone by for years that she hasn't brought up Uncle Don's name, with something ugly attached." Todd paused a moment, then asked, "Uh, should we call mom and dad about this?"
"No!" I said sharply.
Everyone looked at me in shock. "I was meaning to bring this up, Lieutenant. Todd, you may not like hearing this, but I believe your mother is a part of this."
"Why?" asked Britt.
"Todd, you told us that your parents had planned their European trip in advance, including the date they left, and told you two weeks before school was out that you'd come stay with us, right?"
"Yeah." Todd affirmed. He reiterated the story he'd told us on the way to the cabin.
"Well," I continued as he finished, "I received an email from his mother the day Todd and Ned arrived at our house. She sprang it on us that very day, telling us that her vacation had been suddenly moved up, which was why Todd and Ned had to come to our house. We'll have to get you a copy of the email."
"Ohhhh, I have that right here!" Melina said, with no small measure of bitterness in her voice. A piece of paper was produced from her handbag almost instantly. Lt. Maxwell read it.
"I don't see that this will prove anything." the police detective said. "However, we'll see what happens when we confront Ned with it. Okay, you can go to the hotel."
"We'll meet you at the hotel restaurant at 7:30 for dinner. On me." Laura said.
Part 16 - Todd's Secret Revealed
Our rooms at the hotel were adjoining, but with some conference in town, the only available rooms were two double beds instead of a kingsize. We opened the adjoining doors to Todd's room, allowing him access.
We all took long, hot showers, then dressed for dinner and joined Laura, Britt and Dr. Heinz. The meal was good, but we were very tired, and the conversation was mostly between the professors about hypnosis and the hypno-drugs we'd been given.
"But how did Ned make us do what we did?" I asked at one point.
Laura said "Ned probably accelerated your actions quite a bit with his drugs, and with alcohol, but it's unlikely that even these drugs could make someone do something they truly were against doing. What I'm saying is that Ned tapped into latent desires that each of you already had." It was shocking of me to hear that. Melina showed no emotion. She seemed spent.
After Dr. Heinz left for home, we went to the hotel bar for a drink. The women began talking immediately around a table, leaving Todd and me to fend for ourselves. We headed to the bar.
"I seem to keep apologizing for my family." Todd said. "I'm really sorry about all this."
"It's not your fault, Todd." I said, then added sarcastically, "Besides, you heard Dr. Laura. She said this was all our latent desires." Todd laughed.
"Don't let her catch you calling her 'Dr. Laura'." Todd warned. "You'll never live it down." He paused. "But she's right about one thing. I've had fantasies about Aunt Melina since I saw her five years ago. I've wanted to slap my mother every time she talks bad about her."
"Did you realize that Ned hated you so much?" I asked, wanting to change the subject.
"No, but I should have. The signs were there. I've never gotten along with his dad very well. His dad's a wimp. And I've bullied the crap out of Ned for years, as has everyone else. He was really abused at school. I was surprised that he roomed with me at college. Mom insisted on that, though, and he does everything Mom tells him like a good puppy dog."



"By the way, what is the 'sex fraternity' that Laura mentioned?" I asked, remembering something from a few hours before.
Todd laughed. "Let me tell you something, Uncle Don, and I'll make a short story long. You mentioned before how grown-up I seem to be for my age." He looked back at the women, but they were still talking, oblivious to us. "I've been sexually active for a long time. One of our neighbors, a friend of Mom's, took my cherry and showed me everything. When it got around how big my dick was, I didn't get too many girls in highs school, but I got a lot of older women."
He continued, obviously wanting to talk. Maybe it took the pain and shock of his family situation away.
"About a month after I got to college," Todd continued, "this great looking girl, a Senior, came onto me. I knew she had a boyfriend, so I was hesitant at first. I didn't want to get my ass kicked. She said it was all right, and we went back to my dorm room and fucked all night. She was a freak; we did everything. She was really smokin' hot, too, much hotter than the girl you saw on that tape today."
"The next morning, both she and her boyfriend show up at my door. I'm about to shit my pants, but he says it's cool, and he wants to talk about something else. She says it's okay, too. So I let them in and he starts telling me that she told him how big my dick was. He starts telling me this story that there is a fraternity of men on campus with big dicks. It's not an official fraternity, and they don't have a house. They call it Sigma Epsilon Chi, which spells "S.E.X." in Greek letters. They only meet for dinner and such, and they rent a house at the beach for spring break, this guy says. He invites me to a meeting, to be introduced and see if I want to be a part of it. But it's secret stuff, so I can't say anything."
"Well, Uncle Don, I'm thinking that this is some kind of total bullshit, and that I'm just a Freshman being set up for something. Then the girl opens the guy's pants and brings out his dick. It's as big as mine. She starts blowing him, right there in front of me. Well, I try to act cool. I get up and start feeling her up, and pretty soon we're all butt-naked, and he's banging her from behind while she's sucking my rod. It was my first threesome, and I was blown away, but I tried to act cool."
"We fucked around for a couple of hours, then after it was over, the guy says I'm pretty wide-open, and would be a great addition to their fraternity. So I meet these guys. There were six of us then; there's eight now. And not only are we going to some hot parties, we're banging the hottest babes on campus, and even some of these female professors."
"Some of the feminists on campus, though, don't really like us. So these guys told me who to watch out for, how not to be set up, and stuff. They'll try to accuse us of rape or some other crap, if they can. Lieutenant Maxwell, she and I have been sparring for a year and a half now. It's kind of a game between us. She tries to catch me doing something, I try to get into her pants."
"Any success?" I asked.
"Hell, no. She's happily married. And she knows what she's missing, so I guess she's really happily married."
"Why does she keep coming after you, if you're not doing anything?"
"Well, that's the other thing. You wondered how I had money, when I first got to your house? That car? Well, we S-E-X guys have a thing going. Women hire us as escorts. Gigolos, basically. And don't think you're weird watching Aunt Melina with me. There are guys who are paying me big bucks to bang their wives right in front of them. One guy pays me a thousand bucks every time I spend the night with his wife and he watches."
I was shocked by the information Todd was revealing, but it certainly explained a lot of things about him. Just at that time, the women got up and came over to us. Melina said it was time to go, and the other women said their goodbyes. Todd was flirtatious with Britt, who brushed him off with a half-humorous, half-sardonic remark. "God, what a woman!" Todd whispered sarcastically to me as she left.
Part 17 - Breakdown and Comfort
Getting back to our rooms, we were all really tired. Melina was just standing by the bed.
"Are you okay, honey?" I asked.
"I just keep thinking about Ned." she said. "I hope he'll be okay."
"That bastard." Todd said, ugliness in his voice. "I should've beaten the shit out of him. I still might go over there and do it."
"I'm sure he'll get the best help they can give him." I said to my wife. Melina nodded as tears began flowing down her face. All day she had held everything in, kept her emotions in check. Added to the intensity of the past couple of days, she couldn't keep up the pretense. I reached out and took her into my arms.
"Oh, baby, hold me." she gasped, her arms flinging around my neck. I held her as she began sobbing, whispering to her that everything was all right. A part of me felt great relief, and some pleasure, however. She had come to me for comfort, not to Todd.
For a long moment, I just held Melina, letting her cry. I looked up and saw that Todd was heading back to his room. I eased Melina back to the bed, the one closer to the window and farther from the door. We fell upon it, and I continued to hold her as she wept some more. I kissed her tears away on occasion, letting her cry her emotions out.
Long minutes later, the tears stopped. She turned to me and wrapped her arms around me. Her mouth met mine, and we shared a deep, long wonderful kiss.
"Make love to me." she whispered. I kissed her again, my hand beginning to remove her clothes. We stood up, working out of our clothes as our mouths met in hungry kisses. Falling to the bed naked, our kisses became more urgent as my fingers delved deep into Melina's wet pussy. Her fingers worked feverishly, unrolling the condom onto my turgid cock. I was about to slide down and eat her pussy, but she stopped me.
"Please, just take me now." Melina whimpered. She lay on her back, spreading her legs. I mounted my wife and eased my cockhead into her slit, then thrust forward.
"Oh, God!" we gasped together. The feeling of being inside my wife was incredible, as if I had not had sex with her in months or years. I began to pump my cock in and out of Melina, thrusting steadily. I lowered my mouth to her neck, kissing it, kissing her ear, smelling her perfume and her own womanly scent. I kept whispering "I love you!" as I fucked her faster, harder.
Melina lay underneath me, her legs lying flat and wide, taking my strokes but not trying to meet them. She was gasping and moaning "I love you! I love feeling you inside me!" into my ear as I was into hers. I barely heard the intensity of her moans increase, as my own orgasm was close.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a movement. I could see that Todd was standing in the doorway to his room, naked, stroking his huge, hard cock, masturbating to the sight of Melina and I making love. The beginnings of irritation formed in my head, irritation at Todd for intruding upon this most intimate of moments with my wife.
The sensation was lost, however, as I heard Melina gasp "I'm there!" I felt her cunt get very slick as it gushed liquids around my cock. I couldn't hold back, and I didn't try. The world turned red.
When I finally could see again, could sense again, I was gasping for breath, mouthing Melina's shoulder. My whole body was shaking. I finally rolled off of my wife, my limp cock falling out. Todd was no longer in the room. Melina snuggled into me.
"Thank you, darling." she whispered. "I needed that so much. I love you so much."
"I love you, too, Melina." I said, stroking her hair. "I've never loved you more than I do right now." She snuggled closer into me.
- - - - - - - - - -
It was late. About 11 p.m. The rooms were dark, as we had turned out the lights, leaving only the TV on. The curtains were drawn almost shut, with a gap allowing access to the narrow patio behind the room.
Melina sat on a chair on the patio. We were several stories up, near the top of the building, able to see most of the campus and the town. She was smoking a cigar, an indulgence she allowed herself on occasion. She was wearing her oversize t-shirt, gym shorts, and her favorite comfortable slides that she'd worn the night Todd and Ned arrived... the night that Todd had used her shapely feet to masturbate his cock to climax.
After a while, she stuck her head inside and asked Todd and I to join her. It was not hard to tear ourselves away from the baseball game on TV.
"Guys," she said, "I think you realize whose fault a lot of this is."
"Yeah." Todd said. "Mom's."
"Let's be fair, though." I said. "Melina, do you really believe Liz would want Todd to be killed?"
"No." Melina said. "But maybe her plan was for you to try to kill Todd, and he'd stop you, maybe having to kill you. At any rate, you go to jail or die, she gets revenge on you."
"That's pretty farfetched." I said. "I'm sorry, Melina, but I think Ned's up to his eyeballs in that one. However..."
I didn't come out of my reverie until Todd shook me on the shoulder. "Uncle Don?" he asked. They were both looking at me.
"Maybe you're right." I said to Melina. "There has to be something that we've missed."
"What she's done to Ned is enough for me." said Melina. "Maybe you should call her, Todd. Let's bring her here."
"I have a feeling you won't have to call her." I said, almost to myself.
"And do what?" Todd asked. Melina smiled. As wicked a smile as I have ever seen cross my wife's countenance.
"Revenge," Melina said flatly, "is a dish best served cold." Her voice dropped to a whisper as she outlined her plan. Todd was shocked, but the more he thought of it, the more he liked it. I was just plain shocked.
Part 18 - Sounds In The Dark
I woke up in the middle of the night as I felt Melina get out of bed. The curtain had been completely closed, and it was pitch black dark inside the room. A sudden flash of light blinded me as Melina turned on the bathroom light, then darkness enveloped me again as the door closed.
I was half-asleep when the light pierced the darkness again several minutes later, as Melina opened the door. I heard her yelp lightly. Todd was standing in the doorway, naked. Melina had only her t-shirt on, her "runway" pubic bush clearly visible beneath the hem.
"Hey, baby. How are you doing?" the teen stud quietly asked my wife.
"I'm good." she whispered, smiling. As if on cue, they melted into each other's arms, sharing a deep kiss. Just as Todd began removing her shirt, Melina reached back into the bathroom and flicked the switch, and total darkness reigned again.
I heard them kissing in the dark, the soft smacks of their lips, together with Melina's soft breaths of pleasure. After a moment, my wife whispered "Come over to the bed."
My ears strained for any sound. Several seconds later, I heard the bedsprings of the other bed, the bed between mine and the door, squeak in protest as the weight of their bodies descended upon it. Heavy breathing, laced with the soft smacks of kissing, were barely audible. My eyes strained to see, but in the total, inky blackness, I could make out nothing. I was confined to listening to the sounds of pleasure as my wife and my nephew began making love.
"I want to suck your cock." I barely heard Melina quietly whisper. There was a rustle of movement on the bed, then silence. For long seconds, I tried to hear something, anything. What was happening?
Then I heard it. A barely audible, wet sound. Occasionally I'd hear another, and another. They were the sounds of a big, teen cock being sucked by a woman's hungry mouth.
Suddenly, I jumped. A wet *pop* almost exploded in my ears. Melina had sucked Todd's cock hard, and let it pop out of her mouth. I heard her softly giggle, then several slurping sounds. Then the near silence of a quiet blowjob again.
My cock was aching. I wanted to reach down, touch it, masturbate to the sounds of delicious pleasure I was hearing in the other bed, not six feet away from me. But I didn't want them to know I was awake.
"Ohhhhh!" I heard Todd gasp. His breathing was growing heavier. "Unnhhh..." he moaned again. Again the *pop* sound, then Melina's "shhhhh..."
"I could suck your cock all night." Melina whispered. For several long minutes, that is apparently what she did, as the only sounds I heard were the occasional swallowing of spit as Melina gave Todd the best head she knew how to give. His occasional gasps of pleasure indicated her success in her task. For long minutes, silence.
Another rustle as someone changed position on the bed, followed by more quiet smacks. Were they kissing again? Was Todd sucking Melina's breasts, his tongue lashing her hard nipples?
"No, let me..." Melina whispered. "I want to ride you." Again a slight shuffle, then another wet sound. A different wet sound, followed by Melina's "ooohhhhhhhh..." Had she been penetrated? Todd gasped as more wet sounds, a barely audible squish and slurp, reached my ears. Melina must have just impaled herself on Todd's weapon of lust!
I still could not see a thing. I wanted so much to reach over and turn on the lamp, and watch the mating taking place. I remembered Todd's intrusion upon my moment with Melina earlier. It would serve him right. But then I realized that Melina might be enjoying this moment, mating in total darkness with another man. I remained frozen.
The heavy breathing became heavier, much more audible. Small gasps, grunts, groans, and moans, escaped their mouths as the unmistakable sound of flesh lightly slapping flesh became louder, regular, and intense. They were fucking. My wife and another man, a teenage boy, were fucking. And in the darkness just a few feet from me.
I couldn't stand it. I reached down and took my throbbing cock in my hand, and began to masturbate to the sounds of sex filling the room. The lovers were trying to be quiet, and perhaps that added to the intensity of their lovemaking. I heard more smacks, either of their mouths kissing each other, or one of them kissing the other's nipples, perhaps. My mind imagined the possibilities, which my eyes could not confirm.
The smell of sex, that musky, delicious aroma of coupled loins, reached my nostrils. I thought I could even smell their sweat as the rutting couple mated with desperate purpose. I wanted to groan, to join in their pleasure somehow, but it was their pleasure, and was to be denied to me.
After some moments, I heard Melina's gasps that I'd heard so often before, gasps that signalled her impending orgasm. She must've leaned over to kiss Todd, because all I heard was a muffled, deep moan. After several minutes of the same cycle repeated, I heard the same moan.
"Are you close?" I heard my wife whisper, at long last.
"Yes." Todd whispered back. "I want to be on top." Another shuffle of bodies, followed by Melina's deep moan. Perhaps Todd had penetrated her again. Soon the staccato rhythm of flesh on flesh reverberated in my burning ears. They were obviously kissing, as their moans were muted and drowned out in each other's throats.
Suddenly, a beautiful vision entered my mind. I was seeing Dr. Laura W. Fredricson, her magnificent body, the regal face. My cock throbbed hard, and as I listened to the sounds of my wife and her lover, my hand stroked my organ to climax with them.
I didn't have long to wait. I heard Todd gasp, more like a growl, and Melina's moan. The bedsprings grew louder in their protest of the abuse heaped upon them as the lovers' bodies slammed together repeatedly in quest of the ultimate pleasure a human can experience. Their gasps told me when they had reached that crest. I thought of Laura, of those sounds being hers as I fiercely thrust into her. I felt my cock twitch, felt the warm wetness covering my taut groin and abdomen. The room seemed to light up, but I still couldn't see....
Some time later, I became aware that Melina and Todd were kissing. I heard the telltale smacks of their mouths, Melina's moans interspersed with soft giggles, a muted whisper on occasion. They made out for some considerable time then fell silent, their breathing becoming deep and regular.
I lay there, contemplating what had happened, realizing that my wife was with another man, making love to another man, mating with another man. I knew I should be jealous, that I should stop this, but a voice deep inside me held me back... not the voice of induced hypnosis, but of my own thoughts.
And then, like a sudden blast, the answer came. I understood. I realized what was happening here, the entire plan.
- - - - - - - - - -
I did not sleep. I thought back over everything, and I was sure I was right. I saw what Ned had been doing, what his intent and purpose was. But now, I could see where Liz fit into the picture. I understood her plan, and what her goal was. A million thoughts raced through my mind in the darkness of that hotel room.
Finally, the light around the curtain grew a bit brighter. I cracked the curtain to see the first threads of dawn appearing over the horizon. It was time to prove or disprove my theory.
I pulled on a pair of gym shorts, heading towards Todd's room. As I passed the other bed, I could see Melina and Todd lying together. They were asleep in a spoon position, Melina's ass pressed tightly to Todd's muscled groin and abdomen. His arm was around her, holding her safely. I felt a sudden, deep jealousy at the sight. I wanted Melina in my arms. I wanted for me to be providing her security.
But, I had another mission, a much more important mission. Lives might be at stake.
Entering Todd's room, I went to his luggage, which was still in a heap between the beds. Taking the main suitcase, I searched around the edges. At the base, near the wheels used for toting it, I found the compartment. And inside, I found what I was looking for.
(To be continued...)
(For those of you, my dear readers, who wish to attempt to solve the mystery: you've seen all the clues, heard all the evidence. What do you think the Ultimate Twist will be? What is the Ultimate Plan, and how will it be foiled?)
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Part 19 - Legalities
I was in agony.
I had not worked out in several days, and it was showing. Sweat poured off of me. I looked at Todd and Melina, who seemed unfazed by their exertions.
We were in the hotel's gym room, putting their equipment to good use. Todd was using his workout to show off for Melina. My wife, however, was thoroughly into her workout with the intensity of effort she gives anything and everything that she does.
I had awakened Todd and Melina earlier as they slept in their spoon position. Melina reached back and stroked Todd's hair, then leaned her head back to let him kiss her. Her exposed neck looked graceful and sensuous as my teenage nephew gently kissed her lips, then kissed her more deeply. Just as he began to feel her up, however, Melina broke the kiss and slithered out of his arms.
"Let's go work out, boys." she said. Pinching my hip, she said "You definitely need to get down there with us."
And so here I was, half dead, as I watched my lovely wife work out, feeling somewhat ashamed that she was doing so much more than I was, but not ashamed enough to try harder.
After working out, we were showering, shaving, and other toiletries when the phone rang. Melina answered, then a moment later told us that Laura was meeting us in the dining room for breakfast at 7:00. Melina was wearing the same white pullover blouse and black slacks from yesterday, but she was wearing high-heel sandals with thin straps, showing off her feet. She also was wearing an appropriate amount of makeup, and she looked very good.
Dr. Laura Fredricson met us as promised. She looked stunning. She was wearing an off-white dress that clung to her sensational body. The hem only ran halfway down to her thighs. My prediction about her legs proved true. They were gorgeous, long and shapely. Laura was wearing a pair of high heel slides, the off-white color matching her dress. Her feet were every bit as elegant and sexy as Melina's, perhaps more so. I tried to think of anything I could to stop my stirring cock from becoming a raging erection. However, I followed Laura down the buffet line, and the sight of the clingy dress outlining her marvelous asscheeks was too much. I think she noticed my discomfort, also.
As we ate, I noticed that my wife was very hungry. She ate quite a bit from the buffet, and drank a lot of juices and water. During the breakfast, Laura outlined what our physicals would be like and what they were going to do. It was mostly blood work, but Laura was going to give Melina a full gynecological exam, and Todd and I were going to have to produce semen samples.
We arrived at Laura's office half an hour later, where Lieutenant Brittany Maxwell was waiting for us. The police detective also looked very good this morning. She was wearing a very light tan blouse and a darker tan skirt, and a pair of Candie's slides with a tan strap. Her legs were athletic, but I certainly would've had no problem staring at them for a while.
As we sat down, Britt's aide, the young guy who took my statements the day before, called her to the telephone. She flashed a smile and walked out of the room.
"I think she was smiling at you, Todd." my wife said to my nephew, perhaps teasing him.
"No, at you." Todd said. Melina looked as if Todd were teasing her back, so he added, "I'm pretty sure, and I think she dressed that way for your benefit, too." Melina's face showed surprise, then became thoughtful, but she registered no other emotion.
Britt came back in. "We've talked with Ned several times during the night, but we haven't gotten much further. At times he's cooperative, at times he gets very resistant."
"First: He readily admits to trying to create a scenario where Todd would have sex with Melina. First with Don's approval, then he was going to give Don one of those red pills, the anger pills, and hope that Don harmed Todd, or vice versa."
"Second: Todd, Ned really hates you. He babbled on for hours about how you were always verbally and physically abusing him at home, and that you would take girls away from him." Todd rolled his eyes. "I don't think you're actually to blame," Britt added, "as he said everyone at high school picked on him and beat him up."
"I think he's way exaggerating the physical abuse." Todd said. "But he was a scrawny geek in school, and sure, everyone picked on him. He brought a bit of it on himself, too."
"I understand," said Britt, "but I just don't understand why he snapped. We've taken blood samples to see if he's been taking drugs, but the prelims show nothing, and I suspect we won't find much of anything."
"Now," Britt continued, "comes the other part. I brought up the email you gave me, Melina. I also tried discussing Ned's mother with him, asking if she was involved in any way with his activities. Whenever I did, he became angry, glared at me, and wouldn't say anything. He did say once that she was the only person that loved him and wasn't mean to him, but when I came back to that, he clammed up again."
Suddenly, the door to Laura's office burst open. A tall, slender man walked in. He was wearing a dark gray suit, white shirt and silk tie, and carried a black briefcase. His black hair was slicked back, and his forced, set smile revealed brilliantly white teeth, almost too much so. He was handsome, but had a slick, oily look to him that bespoke of a snake-oil salesman.
We were all shocked by his entrance, but I whispered to Melina "I'll bet he's a lawyer."
Britt was already frowning at the man. Laura had risen at his entrance, angry that the privacy her closed office door entailed had been so abruptly and brutally breached. I thought I heard Todd slightly groan.
"My name is Charles Jefferson Worthingdon The Third," he announced, in a half-English accent, "of the Sommes, Worthingdon and Williams law firm."
Melina pinched my leg, and we both suppressed smiles as the shyster continued. "I am the family attorney of Ned and Todd's parents, and I am here representing the interests of young Ned and young Todd."
"Not my interests, Slick." said Todd.
"And just who has hired you to represent these interests?" said Detective Maxwell.
"The mother of these young men." said the shyster.
"Lieutenant Maxwell--" began Todd, but the lawyer interrupted him.
"Todd, I must instruct you to say no more at this time."
"Fuck off, Slick." Todd said, standing up to confront the man. Todd said his words slowly, with absolute clarity. "Lieutenant Maxwell, this man does not represent my interests. I will fully cooperate with you and answer any--"
"Todd, be silent." the man practically shouted.
"--questions that you may ask. I waive all rights to remain silent." Todd finished, ignoring Mr. Charles Jefferson Worthingdon The Third.
"Thank you, Todd." Lieutenant Maxwell said loudly and clearly. "I understand."
"Detective, you will ask Ned no further questions without me present." the lawyer said. "And I demand that you furnish me with all notes of any conversations with Ned and Todd to this point in time."
"You heard what Todd said, before these witnesses." Britt replied. "You don't represent him in any way."
"Furthermore," Laura interjected, "you'll make no demands of any kind in my office. Now get out, or I'll have you arrested for trespassing."
"Let's go to my office, Mr. Worthingdon The Third." Britt Maxwell said, mockingly. They left the room. Suddenly, Todd got up, walking about with his nose in the air.
"I'm Mr. Slob Worthlessdom The Third, asshole premiere." Todd said. We all began laughing. "I demand that you bow before me." Todd continued his antics, and had us near tears with laughter. Then Todd's humor abruptly left him.
"That bastard." Todd said. "How much do you think Mom's paying him for his services?"
"About a half hour, every so often?" I guessed. Laura looked shocked and Melina emitted a grunt, which for her passed as a short laugh.
"You catch on fast, Uncle Don." Todd said, with a huge grin on his face. "Ya know, I'm beginning to think you're not as dumb as Mom always said you were."
"Okay, let's get these physicals started." Laura said. "I have a clinic in this building. It's not really suited for this, but it'll do." She put on her lab coat over her dress. "Melina, shall we go now?"
Part 20 - The Physical
Laura was personally handling Melina's physical. A male nurse was assigned to me for my physical. Todd got a female nurse. She looked to be of Nordic extraction, with a plain face and light blonde hair. Todd has all the luck, I thought to myself.
The nurse told me to let him know when I had to piss, then began taking blood samples, blood pressure, all the height and weight measurements, all the while getting me to drink water. After a half hour, I told him I needed to go. He handed me a clear plastic cup, about the size of a small drink cup, which I went into the restroom and filled, then returned it to him. He poured the contents into a bottle, sealed it, and had me return the remainder to the bathroom. When I got back, he had another clear plastic cup waiting.
"This is for your semen sample." he said. "Dr. Fredricson said not to fill it until she arrived personally with some instructions. My part of the exam is over, so I'll run these to the hospital lab."
"Thanks." I said. I sat in the room in my paper apron for another half hour. Finally, Dr. Laura Fredricson entered. She was not wearing the lab coat. Looking at her magnificent legs, I didn't really notice that she locked the door.
"Hello, Don." she said. Her eyes were twinkling. "How was my nurse?"
"He was fine, I guess." I said.
"Good. He's fairly new, but promising." She picked up the cup. "Take off the napkin." she said. With some hesitation at disrobing in front of a woman that wasn't my wife, I stood and slid the paper off me. Laura looked me up-and-down as I stood naked before her.
"I always wanted to see what the man Melina married was like." Laura said in a low, husky voice. "You know, she was a student of mine when you were in school. She was very special to me, and I can see that she chose a good husband. I'm glad for that."
I thought that Dr. Fredricson would tell me to masturbate to climax and catch the semen in the cup. I was confused by her words, and my confusion grew as she stepped right in front of me, just inches away. With her high heels on, I had to look up to see into her eyes. They were dark and mysterious, but still had that twinkle in them. The smell of her perfume wafted into my nose, affecting me. Arousing me.
"It's time for your semen sample. I wanted you to wait, so that I could do it myself." I was shocked, and even more so when I felt Laura's warm hand close around my half-hard cock!
"Uhhh," I gasped, "uh.. ah..."
"Just relax." she said. Laura began to masturbate me in her long, elegant hand. Ripples of intense pleasure spread through my entire groin. My cock quickly grew fully hard, the skin stretched almost painfully taut.
"Not bad." Laura said. "Not bad at all. Nice and thick, and very, very hard. Melina must enjoy your cock." This was hardly professional conduct, but what was I going to do? "I'll tell you a secret, Don." Laura said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Size does matter, but hardness matters, also. A lot. Many women like a very hard cock. I know I do." Her hand was jacking me off with long strokes. The intense pleasure was rocking me, and I knew it wouldn't be long. For a moment, Laura watched my cock in her hand as she masturbated me, then she looked into my eyes.
"Think of something hot, Don." she said, her austere, regal face just inches from mine, her lips so inviting. "Think of a good fantasy."
"I don't need to." I said, finding my voice. "All I have to do... ohhh... is look at your legs and feet." Laura's face seemed to light up at the compliment. She backed off slightly, still holding my cock, posing her leg sexily.
"Do you like my legs? My feet?" she said huskily, the sexuality of her voice ringing in my ears.
"Ohhh, yeah. So gorgeous." I said. "I ...unh... don't think even my wife's are that fine. God, you're beautiful, Laura... ohhh... all of you."
"Mmm, you're very sweet." Laura said, nearing me again. "I'm going to ask Melina if I can borrow you for a night." Surely she was joking, but she moved her mouth forward, as if to kiss me. I felt her lips touch mine. The shock was overpowered by the thrill of tasting Laura for the first time.
I reached up with my left hand and slid it around Laura's neck to the back of her head. Gently pulling her to me, I kissed the beautiful, older woman firmly. She didn't resist. I slid my tongue into Laura's mouth, tasting her sweetness. A tingling wave of pleasure shot through my body, all the way through my groin, down to my toes. Kissing Melina was wonderful, but I had never felt this kind of sensation from a kiss before.
Laura continued stroking my cock, more urgently, as we made out for long minutes. Her mouth sucked on my tongue, as if trying to swallow it. As her left hand jacked me, her right hand was exploring my balls and groin area. My right hand had slid up to her left shoulder as we kissed, and I kept her pulled tightly to me.
"Mmmm," Laura moaned into my mouth, then pressed her lips harder against mine, letting her tongue circle mine in slow orbits. I didn't think it was possible to deepen a kiss, but renewed warmth and passion seared through my very soul. I felt my cock began to twitch. Laura broke the kiss and looked down, quickly finding the cup. Her hand began masturbating me harder and faster, until it was flying up and down my shaft so fast that I could barely see it.
With a gasp, I suddenly felt weak-kneed as my cock pulsed. A long ribbon of semen splattered against the side of the cup, followed by another. I held on to Laura, for support this time, as my balls emptied their contents. My load was enough to cover the bottom of the cup
"Oh my God." I gasped as I recovered. "That was the most intense kiss I've ever felt. Do you collect all your semen samples that way?"
"No." Laura said, with a smile, looking me straight in the eye. "You're the first I've ever done that with. Mmm, very nice sample." She moved to the table, poured some of the semen into a vial, and put some drops of liquid in with them. Then she put some plastic saran-wrap like stuff around the top of the cup, sealing the remainder of the sample inside.
"Get dressed." Laura said. As I quickly put on my clothes, she asked, "Shall we go see how the nurse is doing with Todd?"
A moment later we went down the hall and into a small, dark room. Laura slid a panel sideways a couple of inches. As I crowded against her, Laura pushed her ass back into my groin. Looking through the slit, we saw Todd sitting on the stool. The blonde girl was kneeling before him, sucking his huge, erect cock. She couldn't get much more than the head of his nine-inch monster into her mouth, but her hand stroked the long, thick shaft to add to his pleasure. Todd's tool was dark red and taut, an indicator that he was about to blow his load
"Damn, just as I feared." Laura whispered. "I told her not to suck him, just to masturbate him." Just then, we heard Todd moan faintly, then begin to climax into the cup. The girl jacked him off fiercely. Long, thick ropes of jism painted the sides of the cup. The quantity was much more than I had ejaculated just moments before. And Todd was not finished. I wondered if he was going to fill that cup to the brim!
As Laura stared at Todd's climax, I gently kissed her neck. She turned her face, and our lips met again. Finally she pushed against me, forcing me to give her room. She closed the panel. She kissed me once more, then backed away, saying "It's not the time for us yet, baby." As I followed her into the hallway, my mind was racing with confusion, some guilt, and also... hope.
I went to the bathroom and washed up, especially my face, looking for telltale signs of lipstick. There were none, and I was relieved. Despite the fact that Melina had enjoyed two young men beside myself over the last two days, I didn't know how she would feel about me making out with her gynecologist.
I found out when we arrived back at the office. Only Melina was there. My wife's gray eyes had a brilliant twinkle to them.
"Did you give the semen sample?" she asked as I sat down beside her.
"Yes, I did." I said.
"Did Dr. Fredricson take the sample?" Melina pressed. I felt myself blushing.
"She did, and very efficiently, too, I might add." I replied.
"I'll bet. With legs like hers, I'll bet it didn't take you long." Melina's voice was playful and mocking. I realized that she might have watched, just as Laura and I saw Todd have his sample taken.
"No, it didn't," I confess, then added, "and the kiss she laid on me didn't slow things down, either."
"That she laid on you?" Melina said. "That's not what I saw."
"Well, she did start it." I said, a bit sullenly.
Melina leaned over and kissed my cheek. "It's okay, sweetie. She told me she was going to do that. And besides, it was kind of exciting watching you with another woman."
"You liked it?" I asked, turning to her.
"Well," Melina said, her eyes looking at the ceiling playfully. "I was a bit jealous, too, so don't start thinking you have license or anything." Our eyes met, and we shared a laugh, Melina's more of a flirtatious giggle.
Part 21 - She Arrives
The clock read eleven a.m. It was getting hot and hazy outside. At that moment, the door to the office burst open, and she walked in.
My sister Elizabeth, eight years my senior, was wearing a black skirt and jacket with thin gray pinstripes, and apparently no blouse underneath. A gold necklace adorned her slender neck. Her thin brown hair was straight and a bit unkempt. She looked as if she'd been traveling. Sheer black stockings outlined her shapely, graceful legs, and her avant-garde fashion black pumps added a touch of severity.
She strode into the room as if she owned it, with a haughty sneer on her face. She was a very attractive woman for any age, and especially for the late thirties that she was. She was not tall, and her body was more compact, a shapely, sexy hourglass, with large breasts, a fairly trim tummy, slightly wide hips that signalled motherhood, a nice ass and the aforementioned shapely legs. The eyeglasses that she wore were thin wire ovals. One might have thought of her as a schoolteacher, or a secretary. I, of course, knew much better. And the look in her eye told me that she was looking to make things ugly.
Barely noticed behind her, the lawyer followed her into the room. Another man, an older version of Ned, also came in. He was Ned's father, Nathan. It had been a while since I had seen him. He was losing his light brown hair. His face looked haggard and drawn. Detective Maxwell brought up the rear. She had a gleam in her bright blue eyes, but I couldn't determine if it was anger or amusement.
"Hello, Todd." Liz said, leaning over and giving him a kiss on the cheek. Todd did not return the pleasantry. Nathan took up a position in the corner.



"Well, if it isn't my little shithead voyeur of a brother and his whore of a wife." Liz said, her eyes burning into me. I stared back, just as unyielding.
"Liz. What a surprise." I replied, my voice sarcastic and mocking. "I see that your language has not improved with your aging. No wonder you're having to cut vacation short to come bail out your son."
"I should have realized that leaving my sons with you was a mistake." Liz said, returning fire. "Being childless, you wouldn't know how to take care of them. Todd, Charles has told me that you have refused to listen to his instructions--"
"I take it," Laura said, rising for the second time from her chair with anger, "that you're Don's sister, Elizabeth?"
"I am." Liz said. "Although the title of 'Don's sister' is disgusting." Not giving Laura time to go further, Liz turned to Britt and said "What have you done with my son? I want to see him. Now."
"Your son, Madam," Brittany Maxwell said, her arms crossed in front of her "is under arrest, and has been submitted to the Medical School Hospital, where he will remain under observation. You will not be permitted to see him without a court order authorizing it." The detective added maliciously, "The earliest that will be is Monday morning."
"Is he okay? Is Ned all right?" I heard Nathan's voice venture forth, timidly, anxiously concerned about his son.
"Yes, sir, he is fine. He's resting under the doctor's care." Britt said, her voice less tense. "He is receiving the best medical care possible."
"He damn well better be." Liz growled. "Charles, are you protecting my son from this inept policewoman?" My sister was not making any friends with the local constabulary, I noted.
"I have advised the police that Ned is my client, and they may not interrogate him without me present. I have been in discussions with Detective Maxwell about the case. We should discuss it further in private, as soon as possible." Charles replied, his toothy smile set like a rock into his face. I could see why he and Liz would have an affair. They probably didn't make love; they just oozed together into one slimy ball.
"Good." Liz said. "I'm going to have your badge for this persecution of my son." Britt smirked, but said nothing.
"You've arrived here from France very quickly, Liz." I said, hurling the words at my sister, to get her attention. She turned to face me. "How did you hear of this 'unfortunate' situation so soon?" I asked.
"I received a phone call from a friend, and Nathan and I immediately took a flight back. Fortunately, one was available only an hour after the phone call. We've just arrived, and I'm tired. Nathan, go ahead and check us into the hotel." Nathan left quickly, obviously desirous to be out of the room as quickly as possible.
"Come, Charles, let's go. Todd, come with me."
"No." said Todd.
"What? What did you say?" Liz said.
"I'm not coming with you." Todd said.
"Son, come along. We have to talk." Liz ordered. Todd stood up, as if to obey.
"Mom, it would be a very good idea if you got out of here, right now. I'm not coming with you. I have nothing to say to you right now."
"Why--" Liz stopped, noticing me staring at her. "What are you looking at, dumbass?"
"You." I replied evenly. "I believe it's a very good idea to keep you firmly in my sight while you're anywhere around us." These words were the first to have an effect on my sister.
"Charles, let's go." Liz strode out, as regal as a queen, with the slimy lawyer oozing along behind her.
"Are you okay, Todd?" Melina asked solicitously. Todd had a look of disgust, sadness, anger, and pain all wrapped into one young face.
"I will be, Aunt Melina." he said. For the first time, Todd had slipped, lost control. Such was the awful effect that Liz had on everyone around her.
Part 22 - The Plot Revealed
We sat in our hotel room. It was almost 3 p.m.
We had gone over the plan for the last hour. Todd seemed unsure, but Melina kept him in line. Per the plan, Todd had called Liz on his cellphone and said that he was willing to talk to her in his room. She had agreed, saying she would be there at three o'clock.
"Gentlemen, to the success of our plan." Melina had said some minutes ago, handing us each a glass of champagne. We toasted and drank silently. Melina poured another round.
As we waited, I felt the anger inside me growing. Melina mentioned all the pain that Liz had caused us, caused Todd, caused Ned, caused everyone. Her voice seemed to drone on as I sat, the anger intensifying. Todd was even more agitated, needing no more encouragement to follow the plan. Melina kept telling him to control himself until Liz arrived.
Just after three, we heard the knock on Todd's door. I quickly secured myself behind the curtain. Melina shut the door between rooms, remaining in our room.
Todd let Liz in. He was wearing only gym shorts, as was I. She came in, swinging her large purse. She sat on the bed as Todd paced the room. The argument was not long in coming. Liz was furious, saying that Todd needed to stand with the family in their hour of need. Todd replied that Ned deserved what he was getting. Liz replied that it didn't matter. Ned needed his family. They must all stick together. Todd replied that he didn't feel like he wanted to be part of that family.
As they went round and round, Todd's anger increased. I was afraid he wouldn't stick to the plan. I wanted to jump out from behind the curtain, as my own anger boiled. But I held back.
Finally, Todd said the cue words. "I have to piss. I'll be back in a second." He went into the restroom, slamming the door hard and loudly behind him.
Liz sprang into action. Kneeling between the beds, she quickly hoisted Todd's main bag onto the bed. She felt for the compartment between the wheels. Finding it empty, she swore, then began unzipping the bag, feeling around inside the edges.
I stepped out of the curtains.
"What are you doing, Liz?" I asked. My sister looked up at me, her face showing nothing but pure fury and hatred, mirroring my own features.
"Spying on me, you little shit?" she charged venomously.
"It wouldn't be the first time I've spied on you, would it now?" I said, driving the verbal dagger into her and maliciously twisting it. The bitter hatred on Liz's face turned even uglier, if that were possible.
"You fucking little prick!" she yelled.
"So, Liz, what are you looking for? This?" I asked. I held up the flat jewel case containing the DVD.
"Why you-- Give me that!" Liz charged for it. In my fury, my hand swept out, backhanding her. I made solid connection with her cheek, and my blow sent her reeling to the bed.
Todd came out of the bathroom and Melina popped through the door. Liz looked around, in shock.
"You know what this is, don't you Liz?" I said, holding up the DVD, the venom in my voice a reflection of the rage inside me. "You had Ned make this."
"Why?" It was Melina's voice. I kept my eyes fixed on my sister, directing the answer to her.
"You were going to send this to Mom and Dad, weren't you Liz?" I said, the ultimate test of my theory. The look on Liz's face, the momentary shock of recognition, told me that I was right.
"Yessss..." I hissed. "You were going to send this to our parents. You fucking bitch!"
"What's on it?" Melina asked.
"The night before last, in the cabin." I replied. "Ned had hidden cameras around. Remember how he had the lights on, candles lit?" Melina's face darkened as she realized the plot. Todd's face was already a mask of pure wrath and loathing.
"She was going to send this to Mom and Dad. To make them feel the same way about you and me that they felt about her all those years ago, when she got pregnant with Todd. She wanted them to see Todd balling you, with me watching in the background. She wanted them to see our sinful ways."
I turned to Liz. "Of course, this might have given one or both of them heart attacks, but you didn't care about that, did you Liz? Only about your revenge, revenge for all the Bible verses they read you when they found out about your sinful ways." My words, and the reminders of religion, had the desired effect upon Liz, driving my sister to the level of rage I was feeling.
"You BASTARD!" Liz said, springing up and rushing me. She was not fast enough. Todd had moved like lightning. He had her in his grip, then threw her to the bed. Duct tape suddenly appeared, the sound of tape ripping filled the air. By the time I blinked twice, Liz had been trussed up, her hands taped behind her, her mouth covered with duct tape and stuffed with her son's underwear, which Todd had removed with unbelievable speed. Liz was on her shoulders and knees, her shapely ass high in the air. Todd stood naked by the bed, looking over at Melina.
Part 23 - Revenge, Dished Hot, Served Cold
My wife calmly approached the bed. She half lay down, so that her face was close to Liz's. Liz's face was beet red, and she appeared to be screaming into her gag.
"Well, Liz, it was bad enough having to listen to your insults all these years. But what I can't forgive is what you have done to Ned. That poor, sweet boy is now in a psycho ward because of your hatred. Worse, Ned tried to frame Todd for rape. Ned himself has raped several girls. That is really, really despicable."
"And, Liz," Melina said, venom in her voice, her gray eyes steely with indignation, and purpose, "I hold you personally responsible for that."
Liz had quieted down, and her eyes had widened in fear. She knew, as we all did, what Melina was going to say next.
"I think it's time that you experience what those poor girls had to endure. And who better to give you that experience than your own son... " Melina's face broke into a malicious smile, "...and your own brother." Melina said. She turned to Todd, putting her plan into final motion.
"Do her."
Todd leaned over his mother and ripped off her jacket, buttons popping and flying out. Liz was wearing only an underwire bra, which supported her large breasts. Todd quickly and expertly unsnapped the bra, and my sister's nipples came into view.
My sister struggled as her son stripped her. She was shaking, trembling with fear. As Todd ripped her skirt away, the odor of urine hit us. The crotch of her stockings was soaked. Liz was pissing on herself with fear.
"My God, Mom, you've pissed all over yourself! You're such a filthy whore!" Todd said angrily. The teen stud reached down and ripped a hole in the wet crotch, exposing his mother's cunt to our view.
Melina came over and handed me a dampened washcloth as Todd pushed Liz onto her side, then got on the bad and dragged her up to him, turning her further so that she was on her back.. He was sitting on her face, his massive low-hanging balls striking her forehead, his enormous cock lying over her nose and above her mouth, chin and neck.
I moved up and grabbed Liz's legs, pushing them back against heavy resistance. Todd reached over and grabbed his mother's ankles and yanked them back, spreading her legs wide. I used the washcloth to clean Liz's cunt, then knelt down.
"MMMMFffffff" I heard Liz scream into her gag as I began to eat my sister's pussy. The fury inside me still raged. I licked roughly at Liz's clit, then sucked it into my mouth hard, not quite biting. Liz squirmed, but her son's grip was too strong.
Despite the slight pissy taste, Liz's cunt actually tasted very good. As I continued to lick, probing her depths with my fingers, she began to get wet, purely as a defensive mechanism. I slurped up the juices and drove my tongue deep into her cunthole.
I could've continued eating Liz all day, but Melina tapped me on the shoulder. "I think she's ready now." my wife said. I stood up and backed away as Todd moved around. Melina and I watched the well-hung teen mount his mother.
"Yeah, did Uncle Don get you wet for me, Mom? Did you like feeling your brother's tongue on your slit, bitch?" Todd gasped. He was dryhumping Liz, the gyrations of his ass matching his mother's as she squirmed to avoid being impaled on his nine inch rod. Finally, Todd reached between them, forced the helmeted head of his cock into his mother's slit. He drove his ass forward, and began to commit rape.
"MMMMMMGGGGGG!" Liz screamed into her gag as she was brutally impaled by her son's throbbing weapon of lust. Todd buried his cock to the hilt in Liz's pussy, then withdrew and slammed in again. He began to fuck his mother with deep, powerful strokes, channelling all of the fury of his strong, teen body into every thrust.
"Oh yeah, Mom, take my cock!" Todd grunted. The room became filled with the wet smacks and slurps of Liz's cunt around Todd's pistoning prick, the slaps of his big balls on her sweet ass, and their groins slapping together. I was mesmerized, captivated by the sight, and I was enjoying it immensely. Liz's moans into her gag were muted, barely noticeable.
As we watched Todd fuck Liz, Melina was slowly stroking my cock. My wife kept whispering to me how much I needed to fuck my sister as Todd was doing, to avenge myself for all the years of Liz's torture. My mind was fogged with rage.
"I think this whore is liking this!" Todd gasped. He pulled out, grabbed Liz, and forced her over onto her hands and shoulders again. He slid behind her and sank his cock back into her sopping cunt, then began pumping in and out of his mother with a smooth, steady rhythm.
"Oh yeaahhhhh, that's good... god, that's good!" Todd hissed. Liz's moans into the gag softened slightly. The sound of Todd's taut abdomen and groin smacking his mother's fine ass with each hard stroke was sheer pleasure just to listen to. For the next several minutes, I heard Melina and myself encouraging Todd, urging him on.
Todd suddenly grunted "Uhh, I'm coming... can't hold back... gonna blow.. UHHH!!!" He slammed into his mother hard for several strokes, then grabbed her hips in his iron grip and pulled his mother's ass tightly to his groin. He was climaxing. Despite his orgasm this morning, he still shot a huge load of semen against Liz's cervix. They collapsed together, Todd on top of Liz, kissing her neck and back as he breathed heavily.
"Okay, Uncle Don, come get some sloppy seconds." Todd commanded as he got up off the bed. "You should be used to my sloppy seconds by now." he added, reminding me of the night in the cabin, a night that now seemed far away.
Eagerly I eased up behind my sister. My cock was aching painfully with the need and desire to fuck this bitch and obtain the relief of an orgasm deep inside her.
As my hands grasped Liz's hips, she began struggling fiercely. Todd came over onto the bed. He sat down on his mother's head again, his balls against the base of her neck, and held her hips in place as I walked my cock into her sperm-filled cunt.
"MMMGGGGG!" Liz screamed into her gag, furiously trying to free herself as my cock probed deep into her. I moaned, the feeling of my bare, unsheathed cock sliding into a hot, slick cunt for the first time in more than eight years overpowering me. It was wonderful, even if it was sloppy seconds, and even if it was my bitch sister's hole. I began to pump, slowly at first, marvelling in the sensations I had so nearly forgotten about. The slick wet heat seemed to deeply penetrate my skin, almost burning me. I leaned over Liz, my weight keeping her in place and allowing Todd to get off the bed. I whispered into my sister's ear as I balled her.
"How do you like your brother's cock inside your nasty hole, bitch? Huh?" I taunted Liz, my fury and hatred pounding in my head, even as ecstasy coursed through my loins. "Do you like feeling your little brother porking you with my dirty cock? Oh yeah, babe, it feels so nasty in there, with your own son's sperm already in there. Mmmmm".
I glanced back over my shoulder out of the corner of my eye, and I got a surprise. Melina was sitting in the chair again, but instead of watching us, she was sucking Todd's big cock! I saw my wife licking my nephew clean of my sister's juices and his remaining semen.
"Mmmm, very tasty." Melina said. She sucked and licked Todd's prick, cajoling it back to hardness. The sight of my wife fellating my handsome, young, better-hung nephew made me livid with jealousy. I began to slam my cock harder into my sister, driving myself into her with all the furious power I could muster. I heard Liz scream into her gag again and again.
The memory of watching Liz fuck that stud, Todd's father, in the basement suddenly filled my mind. I let the visions play in my head, now feeling for myself the hot, wet deliciousness that guy was feeling that day. The recollections of that first voyeuristic experience brought me to the height of ecstasy. I pumped furiously, climbing Liz all the way.
"I'm going to come in your cunt, Liz! I'm going to pump my cum into your filthy hole, you whore! You want it? Do you want to feel your brother's sperm splashing against your filthy cervix? Huh? Ohhhh... UHHH!!!!"
I just let it go, not trying to hold back. I came inside my sister's cunt. I felt my jets of semen blasting into her. Additionally, the furious energy drained from my body, seemingly following my seed deep into Liz's womanhood.
As I stroked a few last times, I looked down. I saw my sister's brown, tightly shut asshole. It looked so inviting, so delicious there, between Liz's sexy asscheeks. I realized that I was still hard, and that my erection was not going away. I knew what I wanted to do, and felt another, different surge of energy renewing inside my body.
"Melina, get me a rubber and some jelly." I said. Todd produced the jelly instantly, which I began smearing on Liz's asshole. Todd grinned as he realized what I was going to do.
Melina was kneeling on the floor beside me. I felt her suck my cock into her mouth, then lick up my sister's juices, my semen, and Todd's spunk that had leaked out onto my balls. After cleaning me thoroughly, Melina slid her mouth over my cockhead, and I felt the condom being orally rolled onto my meat. I was ready.
Liz realized what I was doing, and tried desperately to squirm away. Todd simply pushed her head into the bed with his hand, her cheek pressed deeply into the mattress. The pressure on her neck must have been excruciating, but I didn't care.
I pushed a jelly-coated finger into Liz's sphincter. A guttural, primal scream of pain erupted from my sister's throat, but was caught in the gag. I slid the finger in and out, working jelly into her tight asshole.
"Yeah, Uncle Don. Do it. Fuck Mom in the ass!" Todd said. His eyes were bright with lust, and the desire to see me take my sister's ass. I did not disappoint him. I moved my cockhead to my sister's anal bud.
The scream only seemed earsplitting in my mind. Liz's throaty sound of pain and anger was masked. I saw my cockhead press against the unyielding hole, then suddenly pop in! I pushed deeper, working my way inside, into my sister's bowels, until I had nearly my whole cock inside.
Pulling out, I began pumping back and forth. It was incredibly tight right at the ring guarding the entrance, then seemed to open up as I got deeper. Getting a good rhythm, I buttfucked Liz with all the power I could muster.
"God, that looks hot!" Melina said, intently watching me sodomize my sister. "Ohhhhh, wow." I was too intent on the pleasure I was feeling to really notice my wife, to see her absorbing every detail of what was happening, her eyes riveted to Liz's stretched, filled asshole.
Todd was stroking his cock, his furious eyes drinking in the sight. He was obviously enjoying the sight, and I knew that he wanted very much to follow me into his mother's hot little back passage. It would be soon, as I felt my nut rising.
"Turn her over", I said. Todd twisted Liz with harsh power, until she was lying on her back. I lifted my sister's limp legs, draped them over my shoulders, and mounted her. I found her anal opening again, gaping now, and slid my cock back inside. The angle was different, but the experience no less pleasurable.



I looked down into my sister's eyes. I felt the unappeasable hatred in them, the furious, impotent anger at her helplessness mixed in.
"How does that feel, Sis? How does your brother's cock feel inside your sweet ass?" I said to my sister. "How do you like being fucked by me, by your brother... yesss, that's right, that's ME fucking your hot little asshole, isn't it?" I taunted my sister with words, matching them to my strokes as I slid deep into Liz's back passage.
I leaned forward and sucked my sister's right nipple into my mouth, tasting her flesh, letting my tongue roll around it. I moved my mouth to the other nipple, sucking hard on it as if I could feed from it. As my mouth explored my sister's large breasts, I again remembered spying on Liz.
"Ohh, yeah.... Remember the day I watched you, Liz? Remember the day that stud fucked you, and conceived Todd?" Liz's eyes were flat with hatred, but she listened. "Yeah, it looked so good, watching that stud fuck you. I would think about that, about watching that, as I grew up. Oh yeah, I can see it now, even with my own cock up your ass, Sis. Yeah, take that cock, bitch! Take it like you took that stud's cock in the basement!" The taunting words had the added effect of bringing me to the brink again. I felt the pressure build up, and did not try to delay or hold back my orgasm.
"Unnh! Take it bitch! Take my cum!" I gasped. The pleasure was intense, although I did not have a lot of liquids to go with it. When I could feel myself back in reality, I was gasping for air.
I pulled out of my sister, and was almost hurled out of the way by Todd. His condom-covered cock was rock-hard and eager for action. He wasted no time mounting Liz, and pushing his cock into his mother's violated ass. Tears flowed from my sister's eyes as her son rammed his cockmeat into her stretched derriere. Her screams into her gag continued unabated, having never really stopped during her anal ordeal.
"Oh, that was so fucking hot to watch." Melina whispered to me. She was watching Todd now, who had developed his own steady rhythm of buttfucking his mother. After several minutes of pumping her in the face-to-face position, Todd rolled Liz over again and slid his meat back into upturned rear. After long moments of steady pumping, he suddenly pulled his cock out and ripped the condom off.
"AHHHHHHHHH!!!!" he groaned in pleasure as long ropes of thick jism decorated the sexy globes Liz's asscheeks and the small of her back. "OHHH, YEAAAHH!!!!" he exclaimed again.
Melina had collected my soiled, well-used and filled condom and placed it in a ziploc bag. She now reached over and secured Todd's rubber, adding it to her collection.
A silence filled the room as Liz was allowed to slump down onto the bed. She lay on her side, softly sobbing. Todd grabbed the washcloth I had used earlier and wiped off his cock, then wiped his spunk off his mother's ass.
"You know, Mom," the teenaged stud said, "you're a pretty good piece of ass, and you've always been a looker. I should've fucked your brains out a long time ago." Liz did not respond, but lay silently. Todd had returned to his playful self, his demeanor much more calm and relaxed. I also felt much more calm, less angry.
Todd was lying in a spoon position with Liz, pushing his groin against her ass. He had reached over her and was fondling his mother's breasts, but then allowed his hands to explore her body. His cock was hardening again, the vigor of youth recovering and recharging quickly despite his recent orgasm. The teen stud looked down between their bodies and slid his cock up into his mother's hands, which were still taped together. Instinctively, her hand closed on his organ. She did not try to let it go, but held it firmly in her hand as Todd kissed her neck.
"Hey, guys!" Todd called out to us. "I think I could go one more round here."
"Help yourself." Melina said. "But I have some stuff to do, so I'll leave you to it." My wife got up and walked slowly into the other room.
I watched. It lasted over half an hour, and was incredible to see.
At first, Todd slipped his cock into his mother's cunt from the spoon position. He pumped her slowly for a while, then rose up and turned Liz onto her back beneath him. She seemed almost cooperative, and made no sound.
Todd continued pumping Liz, but after a few moments he withdrew and got up. He found the jelly and smeared a large amount on his cock, then squeezed the tube right into Liz's cunthole.
"Ah, that's much better." Todd sighed as he re-entered Liz. His thrusts made much wetter sounds, and he moved much more easily. As I watched, Todd fucked his mother with a steady rhythm, pumping his cock with very long strokes, taking his time. His mouth often found Liz's breasts or her neck. It was as if he was giving her something to really remember him by.
Melina came back with some clothing, which she lay out on the other bed just as Todd was climaxing into his mother. She went through Liz's purse thoroughly while Todd lay in a heap on Liz, catching his breath. When he stood up, my wife knelt before my nephew and took his wet cock into her mouth, again cleaning it up of Todd and Liz's combined juices.
"Don, why don't you go take a shower real quick, hmm?" Melina said. I didn't want to leave, but Melina's eyes insisted.
When I returned a few minutes later, Todd and Melina were both kneeling at the base of the bed, deeply kissing. Their faces were slobbery wet, I noticed. Liz's legs were spread wide not far from them. She was not moving, just looking up at the ceiling.
"Okay," Melina said, "time to end this show. Todd, you know what to do." The handsome teenager nodded. Melina eased up onto the bed, her eyes the same level as Liz's, and just inches away.
"Here's the program, bitch." Melina said, quietly and evenly. "Todd is going to untie you, and let you out. There are some clothes here you can wear to get to your room. If you scream, Todd will kill you right here on this bed. If you say anything to anyone about this, I will swear before God and any court that we were in the other room, and that Todd was fucking me while my husband watched us. The police around here are already going to believe us over you, anyway. Now get out, you God-damned whore, and don't you ever bother any of us again."
I heard more than saw Melina hawk and spit. It hit Elizabeth in the face, between the cheekbone and right eye. My wife got up from the bed, led me into our room, and closed and locked the adjoining door on our side. Five minutes later, there was a knock on the door. Melina opened it. Todd was alone in his room.
Part 23 - Denouement
Supper at the hotel restaurant was absolutely delicious. Laura had joined us. Melina was as happy as I had seen her in months. She was almost jovial.
We headed to the bar and lounge, and found a table to sit around. It wasn't crowded at all. As we sipped our drinks, Laura revealed some early results of the tests.
"You're all in good health. It will take a while for the blood work to reveal any real issues of the drugs, but there are no obvious after-effects." Laura said.
"Now, for the 'other' results." Laura said, obviously meaning the semen samples. "Melina, you're just fine, no problems with your reproductive cycle that I can see. Don, your sperm count is slightly lower than average, but not drastically so. We will follow up and see if that is normal, or if the numbers improve over time. Todd, you're semen sample was above average. Way above average. I had to check it twice to be sure. Again, we want to follow up on that."
"So," Melina said. "You're telling me that my chances of getting pregnant with Todd child are much better than with Don or someone else, because of his, er-- virility?"
"Probably not." Laura said. Seeing the look on our faces, she continued. "Let me explain. First, Melina, you are not likely to become pregnant this cycle because it is very late in your cycle for impregnation. You're P-M-S-ing right now, in fact."
"Second, and more important, however is this: When Todd ejaculated into you, he released a huge biochemical mixture inside your system. Any waiting egg was more likely destroyed by that chemical barrage than fertilized." Laura turned to Todd. "This would be the case with any woman whom you've ejaculated inside of."
"In other words," Todd said, "there are no little Todds running around right now."
"Not likely, Todd, " Laura replied, "but there is another situation to think of."
She continued, "There is a theory, which I am an adherent of, and am trying to obtain supporting proof, that the sperm of different men compete with each other. They can recognize another man's sperm, and they will kill it. It's fairly complicated, biochemically, but if you, Todd, were to ejaculate inside someone, and another man had ejaculated or would later ejaculate inside the same woman, the ensuing 'sperm war' might allow you to not overpower the egg, and to fertilize it."
"Maybe that's how Todd's father, if Todd takes after him, impregnated Liz." I said. "Maybe she had intercourse with someone else soon before or after the guy."
"That's very likely." Laura said. "And from what I've seen of your sister, I'd put nothing past her. Nothing."
"So," Melina interjected, "why don't you and I go to the powder room, Laura, and you can tell me how to get my eggs properly fertilized." The women left together.
"Wow." Todd said. "They sure didn't teach us that stuff in Sex Ed in high school!" I grunted an agreement. The waiter brought us fresh drinks. "Er, I didn't order this." I said.
"It's the courtesy of the gentleman at the bar." the waiter said. Looking up, Todd and I saw Nathan, Ned's dad, approaching the table. Todd immediately assumed a hard look, but I was curious to hear what the guy had to say.
"Gentlemen, may I join you for a moment?" Nathan asked.
"Certainly." I said, quickly overriding anything Todd might've replied with.
Nathan sat down. He took a swallow of his drink, then another, apparently trying to marshal his thoughts.
"First, I want to apologize to both of you for Ned's actions." Nathan said. I could see that he was in pain. "I just cannot understand why he would do what he did."
"I don't think any of us do, to be honest." I said. "But it wasn't your fault."
"I should've seen his flaw." Nathan said. He exhaled. "Todd, I also have something to tell you, if I may see you privately for a moment."
"You can say it right here." Todd said. "You can say it in front of Uncle Don."
"Okay." Nathan said. "Since there is nothing I can do for Ned here, I'm going to be leaving tonight."
"Er... okay." Todd said. I was thinking the same thing: what are we missing, here? Why would the guy bother telling us this?
"I'm sorry," Nathan said, "I didn't mean it like that. Todd... I'm leaving for good, is what I mean. I'm leaving Elizabeth. I called a lawyer this afternoon, another lawyer, not that slimeball she sleeps with behind my back. I'm going home and starting divorce proceedings immediately."
"Oh." Todd said. "Does she know?"
"No. I haven't seen her since lunch." Nathan said. "Her luggage must still be in the car; it's not in the room. I've rented a car, and I am driving home."
We sat silently for a moment. Nathan took a swallow of his drink.
"I've been thinking about this for months. I should've done it years ago." Nathan said, a bit of warmth trickling into his voice. "Even on this vacation, she disappeared half the time, probably sleeping with some stranger. I'm in debt up to my eyeballs because of her, and this last incident is just the final straw."
"You don't have to explain to me." Todd said.
"I won't be at the house, but I am going to fight for it in court." Nathan continued. "You may continue to live there, and I'll do what I can to help you with college expenses, but I must warn you that there is not a lot there, if I'm to work out of this debt."
"Don't worry about that." Todd said.
"I know that you and I have never had a strong relationship, Todd. I know that I'm not your father. But if you ever need any help, you can call on me."
"Thanks." Todd said a bit shortly, considering the gesture Nathan was making.
Nathan took a long swallow of his drink, and turned to me. "I know that Liz really hates you, and I don't blame you if that feeling is mutual. But I want you to know that I've never felt the way about you or Melina that she does. I've never hated you at all."
I offered my hand, and the man shook it, as if it were a lifeline. "I understand, and it's the same with me." I said.
Nathan finished his drink. "Well, then, I'll say goodbye." I shook his hand again. "Good luck, Todd." he said. Todd shook the proffered hand politely.
Some time later, Melina and Laura returned. Laura said goodnight, giving me a kiss right on the mouth, which Melina teased me about all the way to the elevator.
Back in our room, Melina said "Come to the patio." She got a cigar and we all headed out. Once seated, and with the cigar lit, my wife asked, "How did you know about that DVD? And how did you know what Liz's plan was?"
"Ah, yes." I said. "Well, last night I woke up in the middle of the night and had an epiphany, from which I understood everything.
"Do you remember Ned's notebook entries? Something like 'Made the dvd for M and hid it.', and also 'M wouldn't be happy if I got a disease from her.'. I was as confused as you were for a while. Well, last night I realized that the 'M' did not stand for 'Melina', but stood for 'Mom'." A light of understanding went on in Melina's and Todd's eyes as I continued.
"First, let me take you back to while we were packing at the cabin. You had told me on the cellphone that Ned was working on his computer and had made a phone call. I suspected the phone call was to Liz. The email showed clearly that she had some complicity in this, even though I don't think she realized the direction Ned was taking, trying to kill Todd and such."
"Anyway, I realized in the dark last night that Ned had made something, probably a CD-ROM or DVD, and that he was going to hide it. He apparently suspected that we were onto him, and wanted to make sure this DVD wasn't found by us, or the police, but could be found by the right person, the person he was making it for. Obviously, Liz was the 'M' he was making the disc for, not you, Melina."
"But, I reasoned, if Ned did think we were onto him, where could he hide the disc? Earlier, I had asked Todd about his and Ned's luggage while we were packing. Sure enough, he said both sets were new, and a gift from his mother. So, I thought he might have been able to hide it in Todd's luggage."
"Wow." said Melina. "This is getting deep." Her cigar glowed in the dark as she took a big puff.
"And there was more." I said. "If there are secret compartments in the luggage of both boys, that would indicate that Liz and Ned had a pre-arranged plan between them."
"Maybe we should tell Lieutenant Maxwell about that. Maybe she can pin something on Liz from that."
"I doubt it," I said, "unless Ned or Liz confesses. Ned won't speak of his mother, now the lawyer's involved. And besides... I went and took the evidence myself. Todd's buddy 'Slick' will have a field day with that one." Todd laughed at my use of his nickname for the shyster.
"So, lying there in the dark last night, I wasn't certain, but was reasonably sure that there was a disc hidden somewhere in Todd's luggage, that Liz knew where to find it, and that she wanted it for some purpose."
I paused, catching my breath and taking a swallow of my Coca-Cola. The smoke from Melina's cigar wafted over to me.
"Go on." she said.
"Well, Ned's purpose of a physical blow up between myself and Todd might be good for him, but served Liz no purpose. What would her motive be? Her lodestone? Was she seeking to discredit me, or perhaps you, Melina, in some way? Well, even a disk of Melina and Todd fucking wouldn't be too much."
"And then, I thought of our parents, and everything made sense. Liz knew what Ned was up to, if not Ned's reasons. Liz knew if she sent our parents a disc of you and Todd having sex, with me watching and wanking to it, the disgrace to me would more than equal the disgrace to her when I snitched on her for fucking in the basement. Furthermore, and I don't know this, but maybe the shock of it would kill one or both of them, and Liz would lay claim to half the estate. The money which, I suspect, she needs right badly right about now."
"I got up before you two, and did a little search of Todd's luggage. It's a lot easier for me to find it, knowing generally what I was looking for, than for the police, who never thought to look where that DVD was hiding."
"Liz, of course, thought that she would make Todd come stay with her and Nathan, or at least have some chance to get to Todd's luggage. I figured that I might try to make it easy for her, since Todd wasn't cooperating," I said, looking over at Todd, who grinned back at me, "so, when Todd had Liz come up to the room, that is why I asked him to step into the bathroom for a moment and leave Liz alone. I wanted to make it really easy for her. Sure enough, she went right for the luggage and gave herself away. Then I suggested the reason, and her facial expression was enough for me."
"Good job." Melina said. She got up and kissed me on the cheek. "I'm glad I married such a brilliant man."
Part 24 - Curtain
At six a.m., a loud banging on the door awakened us.
I was lying on my back, my left arm around Melina. She was wearing her big t-shirt and nothing else. Her head was on my left shoulder, her chest and abdomen pressed to my side, her left leg over mine and between my legs.
Todd was in his room. After Melina had made it plain that there would be no sex, we watched some TV. Todd was lost in thought most of the evening, which didn't surprise me after all that had happened to him and his family in three short days. He finally went to his room to sleep.
I looked through the peephole to see the lovely countenance of Lieutenant Maxwell. As I opened the door, she asked, "Can we come in? I have some urgent news." The young blonde policewoman who had searched our car accompanied her. Also, an older man with a German Shepherd dog on a leash was there.
"Hold on." I said. "Melina, are you dressed."
"Yes." my wife replied. She had thrown on some gym shorts and slid her feet into her slides. She looked good, even in her just-awakened state, and Detective Maxwell was all but staring in admiration at her.
"Where's Todd?" Britt asked, just as Todd appeared in the doorway between rooms. He was wearing only his tight gym shorts, obviously on purpose to let Britt Maxwell get a good look at his "package." Both Britt and the younger woman noticed, very much so. The dog seemed unimpressed.
"I'm sorry to disturb you," Britt said, "but I have a couple of things. First, some very bad news: Ned has escaped from the hospital."
"Shit!" said Todd, "have you found him yet?"
"No." said Britt. He's disappeared completely. We've been searching for an hour, and I have APBs out for him."
"Is his mother aware of this?" I asked.
"She is gone, also." Britt said. "As is her husband."
"He's probably back at home by now." I said. "He told us last night that he was leaving."
"Check up on that. Call the local police there to check." Britt said to the uniformed girl, who hurried out the door.
"There is another matter." Britt said. "Professor Heinz did another inventory of the drugs Ned took, and two of the red pills are missing. We had the dog search Ned's belongings, but they are not there. We'd like to have the dog sniff your luggage, in case Ned hid the pills there. This is not under the previous warrant, however."



"No problem. By all means, check it out." Melina said, speaking up. The older man brought the dog into the room and gave a curt command. The dog sniffed around the luggage. He unerringly found Melina's medicine kit, but Britt's search of that turned up nothing but aspirins and Midol. After sniffing through my luggage, the dog was led to Todd's room, again with no results.
"Okay, I guess he lost them or has them hidden elsewhere." Britt said. "If you guys happen to find either of those pills, please give me a call."
"What about Ned?" Melina asked.
"I'm going to escort you to Laura's office on campus. You'll be served breakfast there. You will be able to go home today, so pack up. You'll be checking out."
After the detective and her entourage left, Todd said "I guess I better go find an apartment."
"No." Melina said. "You have to come with us to get your car, anyway. Stay with us a while."
- - - - - - - - - -
A few hours later, in Laura's office, Britt Maxwell came in with a report. "Liz and someone else left the country on a flight last night, around midnight. The last time we know for sure Ned was in the hospital was 10 p.m. He rigged it to look like he was asleep."
"Check up on that, Britt." I said. "I very much suspect some complicity within that hospital to spring him loose. He didn't just evade the nurses, orderlies, and security for all those hours."
Britt made a note in her notebook. "Okay. You've been right about everything else, Don, you're probably right about that, too. Want a job on the police force?"
"I'll keep it in mind." I replied.
"Meanwhile, the airline ticket, and the passport exhibited, said that Todd here was the one with Liz. Now that obviously can't be true, since you're sitting right in front of me."
"Yeah, and I don't even have a passport."
"Yes, you do." I said. "Although you don't know it. Liz probably used your birth certificate to get Ned a passport with your name and his picture. And on a college campus, fake I.D.s are the easiest thing in the world to get, n'est ce pas?" Turning to the detective, I said "I'd say this escape was planned, Britt. And you can charge Liz with something for that, at least."
"Maybe, maybe not." Britt said. "But that would explain why they got past airport security. Ned's name would've shown up as being under arrest, but Todd's wouldn't."
"You better call your parents." Melina suggested to me. "And break the news to them. All of it."
"Yeah." I said. "I should." I called my dad, and told him that we would be dropping by later in the day. I told him I'd explain then, but in the meantime, if they heard from Liz or Ned to call the police. Britt called the local police in my parents' town and gave them the APB, as well.
"Okay, you're free to go." Detective Maxwell said. "The dog didn't find the red pills in your car, either. I wish I knew where those things were. They could be dangerous."
"Don't worry about it." Melina said. "The professor may have miscounted. If not, I'm sure they've been destroyed by now, by the weather or something." Britt just shrugged her shoulders.
After Laura gave us appointments for our next checkups, in three weeks time, we said our goodbyes, complete with hugs for Melina from the ladies. We went outside, got into the SUV, and rolled out.
"So," I asked Melina in a knowing voice, as we pulled onto the main street, "you don't think those pills will be found?"
"Like I told the Lieutenant," Melina replied, "I feel sure that they were destroyed."
"Todd," I said, "did you feel a lot of anger yesterday while we were popping your mom?"
"Uh, sure did." Todd said. "But it went away after I came the second time."
"Yeah, I had the same thing happen to me, after my first climax." I said. "What about you, honey?"
"No, not me. I never felt angry." Melina replied. "Revenge is a dish best served cold."
Finis
While this story has concluded, I'm sure that these characters just might appear in future stories, if you, the readers, desire it.
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Part 1 - Visiting
The sun was setting over the town that bordered the western edge of the college campus and the first few drops of streetlights were beginning to glow as the two women sipped their after-dinner drinks and enjoyed the view. Melina and Laura were at Laura's house on the northeastern side of the ridge overlooking the east side of the campus, having just eaten dinner on the patio. The panoramic scene from this height was breathtaking. Melina took a drag from her cigar and sipped her single-malt Scotch, and let a little sigh of contentment escape her lips as she exhaled.
Dr. Laura Fredricson, one of the campus's most celebrated professors, sipped her cognac and glanced at Melina, admiring the younger woman's beauty. Melina was wearing her blue bikini and five-inch cork heel sandals with blue straps over her ankles and toes. The bikini was barely more than two triangles of cloth over her nipples and a thong bottom with a totally inadequate covering of her cuntal mound, as black pubic hairs peeked over the edges of the cloth.
Although she was 42, Laura was as strikingly beautiful as any younger woman. She wore a beige/nude bikini and, despite her height of slightly over six feet, she wore high heel slides of the same tone as the bikini, making her look unclothed from a distance. Her feminine elegance stood out in contrast to Melina's athleticism when they were together, though Laura always commanded a presence of austere elegance.
"So when is Don going to arrive?" Laura asked.
"Tomorrow morning." Melina answered. She, her husband Don, and his nephew Todd had medical appointments a couple of days away, and she had come a day earlier than her husband at Laura's invitation, giving the women a chance to catch up on the years of their lives since Melina had graduated college. "He has an interview with the Campus Police and the Town Police."
"Hmm, interesting. So... does that mean you two will be moving here?" Laura asked, with an air of expectation in her voice.
"I think so."
"And that means..."
"It means" Melina said, turning to Laura and smiling slightly, "that I am accepting your job offer."
"Good." Laura said. It was three weeks since the adventures of their last visit. Laura had phoned a couple of weeks ago and talked to Melina about becoming her assistant in her research work on sexual subjects. She had explained to Melina that the job might entail sexual contact with students, which didn't deter Melina one bit. As for Melina, her biggest sticking point was moving, especially as her husband had a job and might not want to move. By sheer coincidence, Lieutenant Britt Maxwell of the Campus Police had contacted Don and asked him to consider bringing his talents to the campus or town's police force in the I.T. department, and possibly as a detective.
"If Don gets the job, we'll definitely come over." Melina continued. "I was surprised how interested he was in the idea of working with the police."
"He did very well bringing out some issues in the case of his sister... Oh--- any word on her?" Laura asked.
"No." Melina said. "And it hasn't been for lack of trying on Don's part. As far as we know, though, she's still hiding in Europe somewhere. I was thinking that one reason he's interested in the police job is so that he can get better access to information on Liz's whereabouts. He really wants to catch her."
"Why? Is he afraid she'll come back and attack all of you?" Laura asked, a note of concern creeping into her voice.
"Yes, but I think it's more. When we went to tell his parents what had happened, his father almost collapsed. We rushed him to the ER, but they said he didn't have a heart attack or anything. But his health has begun going down, just in these last few weeks. And Don really holds that against Liz."
"That's too bad." Laura said. "What about Todd?"
"He's moved back here already. Found an apartment just off campus over there somewhere..." Melina pointed off to her left, towards the south side of the campus. "...and came over about a week ago."
"Oh? Didn't stay with you?" Laura asked, half teasing and half mocking. "You weren't putting out for him enough?"
"Are you kidding?" Melina said, pretending shock. "Todd and I fucked like rabbits for days after we got home. I think Don got a little tired of it, so I had to give him attention, too. It was great... but tiring."
"So tell me," Laura said, knowing it was time, having steered Melina into a happy sexual subject and off the pain caused by Liz, "does Don know? About you? About..."
"That I eat pussy better than he does?" Melina replied, finishing the sentence left hanging. "No, I've never told him. Of course, I haven't had any but him for all of our marriage until Todd and Ned came along last month."
"Why don't we go inside?" Laura offered. "It's getting dark out here."
The two women got up and went into Laura's house, carrying supper dishes. In the kitchen, as Melina set the dishes in the sink, she could feel Laura's eyes boring into her. Her cunt melted, moistening rapidly with memories of the past and anticipation of what was about to happen.
She turned, went straight up to Laura, gently pulled the older woman's head to hers and mashed her mouth against Laura's in a deep, wet kiss. Laura responded, sinking into the kiss as their arms wrapped around each other's in a warm, firm embrace. Their tongues twined as the heat of their passion mounted, desires held in check for weeks finally exploding in a rushing torrent.
"Mmm, I've been waiting for this for three weeks." Melina whispered as the kiss broke.
"I've been waiting for this for eight years." Laura replied huskily. Her words caused Melina to freeze for just one second, long enough for Laura to take the initiative and pull Melina to her for another kiss. Melina moaned in both lust and surprise as Laura's tongue slid deep into her mouth. Laura had a tongue that Gene Simmons would be envious of, Melina realized, her pussy gushing as the back of her mouth was explored by Laura's probing oral digit.
Twirling around as they kissed, the women staggered together a few steps onto the rich, plush carpet of the den before collapsing onto the floor. Laura mounted Melina, sliding between her legs, pressing the younger woman down with her weight as their tongues battled hotly over their joined lips. Laura slid her hands between their chests and clutched Melina's breasts under the blue bikini, causing Melina to moan into Laura's mouth. Laura slid her lips off of Melina's and along her jaw to her neck just under her left ear, nuzzling Melina's neck as she groped the younger woman's succulent breasts, pushing the bikini up and out of the way, exposing Melina's painfully swollen nipples. Laura pinched Melina's teats, rolling them roughly between her thumb and forefinger, making Melina gasp, as she slid her lips and tongue down Melina's neck to the top of her chest. She looked up and their eyes locked for a moment before Laura bent her head down and sucked Melina's right nipple into her mouth, lashing it hotly with her tongue.
"Ohhhhhh...." Melina gasped as shocks of pleasure rocketed from her nipple straight down to her clit. She let her head fall back and closed her eyes as Laura sucked her tits, alternating between the throbbing nipples that stood out in desperate desire for attention. Then she opened her eyes and looked down the length of her body. Laura was kissing her way down Melina's tummy, kissing and licking the horizontal creases of her hardened, taut abs.
"Let me take them off." Melina whispered as Laura's hungry mouth reached the hem of her bikini. Laura got up and repositioned herself as Melina raised her legs into the air, slid her bikini bottom up her legs and off her feet and threw it to the side. As Melina lowered her legs, she spread them wide, exposing the swollen labes of her cunt. She was sopping wet, and aching for the pleasure of being licked and sucked.
"Oh my God." Laura said, her voice even but quivering. "That is one gorgeous cunt bush." Melina's thatch of raven black hair, tightly bunched into a thick black carpet, was a triangle between her legs and rand down the sides of her cuntlips. Melina kept her bush trimmed and clean, but the contrast with her white skin and the way it framed her inviting womanhood was incredibly arousing.
Laura slid her hands under Melina's firm, trim thighs, gently pulling herself towards Melina's twat. Melina gasped as she felt Laura's lips kiss the inside of her right thigh, her tongue trailing up her tingling skin towards her sopping cuntal cleft, but skipping over and moving to kiss her left thigh. Laura continued her teasing licks and kisses, going all too slowly towards the sweet prize until Melina couldn't stand it.
 "Ohhh, eat me, Laura! Get your tongue into my fucking cunt!" Melina gasped as Laura stuck out her tongue, extending it several inches beyond her lips, touched just the tip to Melina's labes and slowly licked up along the length of her slit. Laura kissed and sucked on Melina's labes, making the younger woman groan, then stuck her tongue out and sank it as far as she could into Melina's cunthole.
"OH GOD!" Melina gasped. Shocks of pleasure ripped through her loins as Laura plastered her lips to Melina's pussy and let her tongue explore deeply along the sides of her vagina. Melina's hands instinctively went to the back of Laura's head, pushing the older woman's face more deeply into her gushing quim. Laura's tongue continued to explore Melina's vaginal walls as Melina's breath became shorter, a series of gasps. Then Laura slid her tongue up the top of Melina's pussy and over her cuntlips to the knob of her clitoris. As Laura licked Melina's clit, followed by a sucking kiss, Melina exploded!
"OH MY GOD!!" Melina yelled as she came hard, waves of ecstasy rippling up and down her spine, her loins exploding in lust. Laura did not let up, relentlessly sucking Melina's clit for another full minute as Melina's writhing became almost violent, her hands pulling Laura's face hard into her hair-fringed cunt.
Melina began to come down from the shock of orgasmic pleasure. Currents of electric pleasure continued to race along her slit and labes. Her cunt felt like molten lava as Laura continued to eat her out. After watching Laura feast on her labes for a moment, she let her head fall back, and suddenly, inexplicably, the memories flooded back to her.
Part 2 - Memories of the Past
She was in college. Melina saw herself, young, a bit nerdy, her body slender and firm, her legs beginning to acquire the loveliness. Her girlfriend, one of the most beautiful blondes on campus, who had spent the previous night in a sixty-nine on top of Melina, was walking her to the gynecology lab.
"You've got to meet her, and she wants to meet you. She's the best professor at the school and she wants to meet you." the blonde was saying. Soon Melina was being ushered into an office, a fairly small, typical office with a cheap oak desk, filing cabinets, papers all over the place. But none of that was registering with the college Junior: the woman rising from her chair behind the desk had her full, undivided attention.
"Hi Melina, I'm Laura Fredricson." the woman said, offering her hand. Melina shook it, mesmerized by the tall, handsome woman whose hair was even blacker than her own. She felt an instant connection with Laura Fredricson, which only grew as they began talking.
After some small chatter, Laura came to the point. "Melina, I'd like for you to do some work for me, crunching the numbers of the data I'm collecting, mostly. You'll get full course credits, of course, and even some research credits." Laura explained the nature of the research she was doing. Her girlfriend had said something about Dr. Fredricson doing research on sex and sexuality, but the research she was hearing about was more in line with basic psychology.
Melina took the position and worked with Laura for the remaining year and a half of her time on campus. Early in their working relationship, Laura began inviting Melina to her home, sharing dinners and girl talk. And it wasn't long before Laura had Melina in her arms, kissing her and making love to her. Melina responded; the intensity of her passion blossomed as the thirtysomething woman began showing her ways of giving and receiving lesbian pleasure that Melina had never known.
The work she was doing was fairly tedious, almost secretarial work in putting together sets of data for Laura to work with. But she didn't mind; she always enjoyed working with Laura, being around her.
Soon, she noticed that some of the hottest, most popular women on campus were pursuing her as their "friend"; these relationships always included lesbian sexual activity. She would tell Laura about her encounters, not realizing that Laura's gentle questions were actually deeply probing. She shared with Laura all the details of her relationships with other girls, her dates with other men, her growing relationship with Don, which would culminate in her marriage to him. Laura listened, the older sister Melina never had. She realized later that Laura was working with, talking to, and sleeping with these other women as well, but she felt no jealousy.
She had thought she would continue working for Laura after graduation, but "things" intervened. Her new husband had a job in another city, and Laura was preparing to take a position with a research firm. They kept in touch with letters and once-a-year phone calls for each other's birthdays, but after four years those became increasingly infrequent.
Her interest in women also dwindled, as she realized that sex with her husband gave her a deeper level of pleasure than any encounter with a woman. She never questioned her feelings, especially after making love with her husband's nephew Todd and sucking Todd's brother Ned's cock that once. Her love for men was only expanded by her recently-found sexual openness.
When the Todd and Ned incidents occurred the previous month, Laura had immediately come to Melina's mind when she needed someone to call. And since then, they had begun renewing their friendship. Now she was where she always thought she would be... working for Laura again, and in Laura's arms feeling the pleasures of hot lesbian sex.
-------------------------------------
Melina began coming back to the present, feeling the intensity in her pussy building up as Laura slid one, then two fingers into her cunt while sucking harder on her clit. The waves built up again until she felt the shock of ecstasy in release, her cunt gripping Laura's digits as her juices washed over them.
As she recovered from her orgasm, her breath coming in short, painful gasps. She felt and heard the rustle of Laura getting up. "Come on," the woman said, grabbing her hands and pulling her to her feet with unexpected strength, "let's go to my bedroom."
Once in the bedroom, Laura took off her shoes, and climbed onto the bed, settling comfortably onto her back and spreading her long, shapely legs. Laura's cuntbush was not as thick or heavy as her own. It was trimmed into a smaller triangle, almost a runway above her clit, and the labes on each side were shaved bare and smooth. Melina's mouth watered as she slid between Laura's legs. Looking up only briefly at the older woman, seeing the smoldering passion in Laura's eyes, she quickly slid her mouth onto Laura's cuntlips.
Like everything else she did, Melina ate Laura's pussy with intensity, passion, and skill. Her tongue, not as long as what Laura was blessed with, licked, lapped and slurped over Laura's outer labes, worked into her slit, then up to Laura's large clitoris, which she attacked with reckless abandon. Laura's writhing was hard to keep up with, so she grabbed Laura's asscheeks and held her firmly as she ate her out with almost vicious passion.
Long moments later, Laura got up and went to a drawer. "I have something for you, here." she said. At first, Melina thought Laura had pulled out a huge pink rubber dildo shaped like a long, thick cock, but then realized that there were straps attacked to the "balls" at the end of the dildo.
"Let me show you this." Laura said proudly. "I invented it a couple of years ago. See this?" She showed Melina a protrusion on the inside of the soft rubber plate that held the penis. It was a translucent green, looked like a dildo with succeeding bulges, and about six inches long. It wasn't as large as the rubber cock, which was about nine or ten inches long and very thick. "This goes inside your pussy. You're going to love it. But first... I'm going to do something I've wanted to do to you for a long, long time."
Melina smiled, remembering that in college she and Laura had played with dildoes, vibrators and other toys, but she wouldn't let Laura "fuck" her with a strap-on because she was a virgin, very tight, and a bit afraid. As she watched Laura step into the device, her juices flooded at both the memories and anticipation of what was about to come. She saw Laura fit the green dildo part to her cuntlips, then slide it deeply inside her hole as she fit the toy cock onto her groin and adjusted the straps on her back and thighs. "Are you ready to get fucked, Melina?" 
"Ohhhh, yes, baby! Come fuck me with that thing!" Melina gasped, laying back onto the bed. Laura approached the bed from the end. She grasped Melina's right foot, took off her shoe, and began sucking and licking her toes and heels. Then she did the same for the other foot.
 "Mmmm, wonderful feet. Does Don love your gorgeous feet, Melina?" Laura asked in a low, husky voice, then returned her mouth to Melina's big toes, which were pressed together.
"Oh yes.... and Todd loves them, too." Melina replied, enjoying the sensation of Laura's mouth washing down her feet.
"I don't blame them." Laura said, then reluctantly spread Melina's legs and began climbing between them. Nearly shaking with passion, Melina spread her legs wide as Laura climbed onto her, mounting her with the dildo pressed between their sweat-slicked abdomens. Laura kissed Melina's mouth, and as Melina returned the kiss with intensity, Laura raised her ass slightly, reached down and put the head of the lubed rubber cock into Melina's slit.
"OHHHH!!!!! OH MY GOD! GO EASY!" Melina cried out as she was penetrated. Laura had thrust about half the enormously long, thick tool into her cunt, and despite her wetness and the slick lube, the shock of being invaded by such a large weapon of lust was not purely pleasant. Laura eased her pace but relentlessly worked her ass up and down, sinking more and more of the rubber cock into Melina's cunt until it was buried balls-deep.
"Ohhhhhhhhh...." Melina gasped. "Oh God, that's good! Fuck me, Laura!" Melina looked into Laura's eyes, boring into them, then she grabbed Laura's ass and ordered "Fuck me like you've always wanted to! Come on, bitch, FUCK me!"
"Oh yeah, baby..." Laura said and began humping her ass up and down. She worked the big cock in and out of Melina's pussy, fucking her hard and deep as if she were a man, using her knees to get leverage as she powered the tool into Melina with relentless thrusts until their groins slapped together.
"Uhh... uhhh... uhhh... uhhh..." Melina gasped with each hard, deep stroke. Her head fell back and she closed her eyes, enjoying the feeling of being fucked. The sweet odor of Laura's perfume wafted into her nose along with the musky smells of their steaming wet cunts, the sounds of the smacks of Laura crashing into her filled her ears. She felt her passion rising, knowing that she was close to coming. She opened her eyes to see Laura looking intently at her face. Laura's own face was a mask of lust and hot, driving desire. Then Laura bent her head down and harshly sucked Melina's left nipple into her mouth, and the younger woman came apart at the seams.



"OH MY GOD, I'M COMING! UGGGHH!!!! UUUUHHH!! UHGGGGGGHHHH!!!!" Melina screamed as the intense pleasure rocked her. She felt her cunt clamping down hard onto the rubber cock that was violently probing her depths, then everything went gray with a few sparkles of light... When she could see again, straining to breathe, she realized that Laura was pressing her chest onto hers, their jiggling breasts mashing together, and that Laura was kissing and sucking on Melina's neck.
"Oh God! That was sooo good!" Melina gasped. Laura was still humping lightly but deeply into her. She let her hands run along Laura's sides down to her magnificent asscheeks, feeling Laura's glutes tighten as she thrust the toy cock into Melina's quim. Then, wordlessly, Laura raised herself up again and began increasing the pace, fucking Melina more violently, deeply, again. Rockets of pleasure built up in her loins again as Laura fucked her faster, faster, ever faster and harder. She looked into Laura's face and saw that her lover was about come... hard.
"OH GOD!" Laura screamed, her body shaking uncontrollably. Melina couldn't believe how strongly Laura was coming, especially considering that Laura was on the giving end of the fuck-toy. But that thought was blasted away as her own orgasm slammed into her. Again the gray mist overcame her in a cloud of burning ecstasy. She barely felt herself pushing back up into Laura, her own screams of pleasure sounding distant.
When she recovered, she felt Laura roll off of her after having collapsed. Laura was gasping and still shaking from her own heavy climax.  
"Wow, you sure came hard." Melina said, her voice barely above a whisper, or so it seemed.
"Yes, I did." Laura replied, gasping as she struggled to stand up on the floor at the end of the bed. "It's a good thing these walls are soundproof or we'd have the neighbors calling the cops." The mention of police brought a memory of her husband to Melina's mind, but she quickly dismissed it.
"Why did you come so hard? I was the one taking that big monster." Melina said. Laura smiled, almost wickedly. "You're about to find out." she said as she began taking off the device. The green dildo slid out of Laura's cunt with a wet "plop". "Here, it's your turn. Come put this on."
Laura helped Melina put the device on. Melina guided the green dildo into her cunt. It felt warm but hard inside her, but it seemed to fit remarkably well. After adjusting the straps, Laura began climbing onto the bed. "How do you want me, stud?" she asked.
"Missionary." Melina replied. "I have to get used to being the man." As Laura settled comfortably onto the bed, Melina grabbed a cushion and shoved it under Laura's ass. She then pulled Laura's legs up and together, pushing her exquisite feet together, and began sucking Laura's big toes.
"Mmmm, that feels SO good!" Laura said. "Do you like sucking my feet?" Melina didn't answer for a moment. She was letting her mouth glide along the instep of Laura's right foot, then deeply kissed her heel, sucking hard on Laura's flesh. Her tongue lashed over Laura's ankle, along the veins on the top of Laura's foot, then she did the same to Laura's left foot until both feet were shining wet with her saliva.
"Mmm, I've never really been into feet before, but I can see why Don and Todd like it." Melina said. "Don is going to go crazy over your feet, babe."
"Mmmm, that'd be nice." Laura said, then paused. "How would you feel about that, Melina?"
"About what?"
"About Don fucking me."
Melina eased onto Laura, mounting her, feeling Laura's legs spreading to give her access to the heavenly cunt between. "I would love to watch my husband fuck you, Laura. But right now, he's not here... and right now, *I* am going to fuck your brains out!" With that warning, Melina reached between them and slid the head of the rubber cock into Laura's slit. Laura reached down to help guide it. Then the two beautiful women held hands as Laura's pussy opened up to take the big rubber cock into her as Melina drove her hard asscheeks forward. She felt a slight shock as her groin slammed into Laura's: she had buried the cock into Laura's sopping wet cunt in one thrust!
"Okay, bitch, fuck me. Give it to me hard and deep!" Laura said, her hands gripping Melina's asscheeks and pulling them hard. Melina complied. She began thrusting the penis into Laura, getting used to the rhythm, going slow at first, then gradually speeding up as she became more confident with it.
"Oh yes, that's it! That's so good! Fuck me!" Laura gasped as her head fell back onto the pillow. As Melina began pumping harder, she noticed the tingle in her own cunt growing. It felt like the green dildo inside her cunt was warmer, was tingling as she fucked the big pink prick into Laura's steaming snatch. As she sped up, the tingle inside her own pussy got hotter, the pleasure much more intense.
Then she realized it... the green dildo was electified! A small current was running through her cuntal walls. The pleasure was amazing! She began to thrust into Laura harder... the pleasure became more intense. Soon she was fucking Laura as hard as she could, driving the older woman insane with ecstasy. As she heard Laura gasp in climax, her own orgasm tore through her pussy. Her cuntwalls clenched at the invading dildo, unable to compress the hardness of it, but that only served to heighten the intensity of her pleasure. When she could see clearly, she looked down at Laura, who was looking up at her, studying her face.
"Well... how do you like it?" Laura asked."
"Oh my god, what the fuck IS this thing?" Melina said, sliding the mammoth cock out of Laura and getting up to allow Laura to get up.
"It's a device I put together several years ago, with the help of Dr. Heinz's assistants." Laura replied.
"Are you going to market it? It'll make you a God damn fortune?"
"Oh hell no! If something went wrong and a woman got burned by the current, the lawsuit would be hell!" Laura said. "So I just keep it around for my use... and yours."
"Mmmm" Melina said, bending over and kissing Laura's mouth, letting Laura's tongue slide over hers, almost into her throat. "What other surprises do you have in store for me?
Part 3 - Interviews
Laura awakened just as the sun was rising. She went over to the window and looked out, seeing the first light of the day coming over the ridge of the hill. The ridge would delay the arrival of the sun, but she could see to the north of the campus as the light grew stronger.
Melina was not in the bedroom. Laura found her in the playroom on the bottom floor, the room that led to the patio. Melina was wearing a tight yoga outfit, sitting in a lotus position and meditating. Laura quietly came and sat behind her, admiring Melina's well-toned back and shoulder muscles.
Some minutes later, Melina said without looking around "Good morning. Sleep well?"
"Fantastic." Laura replied, faintly shocked that Melina knew she was there. "I'm sorry I disturbed you."
"You didn't." Melina replied. "Care to join me in my workout?"
"Sure" Laura said. For the next half hour, Melina led Laura through a grinding routine of gyrations. Both women groaned frequently as their bodies were stretched.
"Oh God, I'm sore." Melina said. "That Pink Prick of yours is harder than my husband's cock. It hurts to move!"
"Yeah, me too! And yes, I remember how hard Don's cock was when I jacked him off during the last exams."
"Are you going to do that again?" Melina asked with a wicked smile.
"Oh you bet I am." Laura said, then asked "Are you sure you don't mind?"
"No." Melina said, a bit dully. "I can hardly tell him not to fuck you when I'm fucking his nephew, can I?" Melina asked. The question was rhetorical, but Laura answered seriously.
"Oh, yes you could. You both have to find your limits and your comfort zone in doing this." Laura admonished. "And you need to know that I'm not going to fuck Don without you knowing about it and approving of it, Melina. I'm not a God cursed homewrecker."
"Aw, you're sweet." Melina said, then kissed Laura's mouth, their first contact of the morning. "But I'm serious: it's okay. I actually get turned on by the thought of watching Don fuck you, and I know he's hot to......"
-------------------------------------------
As my car rolled into the town from the south, the sun peeked out over the ridge line of the hills to the east of the campus. The shock of light was blinding at first, but I snapped my eyes back to the road.
My wife Melina had come the day before and was staying with Laura. I figured that they would go shopping today while I had my interviews with the Town Police.
As I pulled up to the station just before 8:00 am, I saw a flash of blue heading my way. It was Lieutenant Brittany M. Maxwell of the Campus Police, who had all but begged me to apply for the job.
"Don!" she exclaimed as I got out of the car. "It's great to see you again!" she said enthusiastically. She gave me a warm hug as I admired her beauty, even more than three weeks before when I'd first met her. Britt Maxwell had black hair as did my wife and Laura, and a lot more of it piled onto her head, and fashioned into a popular hairstyle over her shoulders. Her gray eyes sparkled brightly in the morning sunlight, reminding me of that comic strip "Brenda Starr" and leaving me wondering how a pair of eyes could literally twinkle like stars in the night sky. Her smallish mouth was adorned with bright red lipstick. She was wearing a navy-blue jacket and pants and a white blouse underneath -- rather warm for what was going to be a broiling hot summer day later this afternoon. She also wore matching navy-blue pumps with rounded toes and five-inch heels.
"How are you going to run to catch criminals in those heels?" I asked playfully. She laughed and said "You'd be surprised how fast I can run in heels. But you're right. I just want to look good introducing you."
We went inside, where the Town Police Chief and one of the police captains awaited us. The chief, whose was simply introduced to me as "Chief Griswold", was gray-haired, seemingly fatherly but with a hard edge to him. His almost-white mustache was large and curled, like an Italian caricature. The captain was introduced as Harold Malone.
"Great mustache, sir." I said after introductions, meaning to be simply complimentary.
"Kissing my ass already! That's a good start." The chief replied. At first I was put back, but then saw him start to smile and knew that I was being kidded already. Just then the door opened and another man walked into the room, somewhat to my surprise. He was the University Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal, Dexter Robinson, whom I had met a few weeks ago.
"Sorry I'm late" Commissioner Robinson said. "Glad you could come over, Don."
"Glad to be here." I said, puzzled at his appearance. He either felt my unspoken question or was prepared to answer anyway.
"I'm here to interview you for the University Police position of the I.T. Department Manager, the mirror-image of the Town Police position." Robinson said. Chief Griswold continued the story. "We thought it would be great if you could handle both jobs, as we believe you can. The University Police and the Town Police have had an adversarial relationship in the past, but we're trying to work together much more closely. For example, Detective Maxwell is in charge of the University Vice Squad, but has assisted us on a few cases." I glanced over at Britt, who was sitting next to me. Her face showed little, but I thought the glint of her eyes expressed irritation.
Sharing data resources is one of those ways. You'll be responsible for the IT and Data departments. The people there are good, you'll just be supervisory. And then there's the second thing."
"Oh?" I asked to fill the expected pause.
"Yes. Don, how would you feel about going through the six-week police academy? If you do, you'll be named a Detective on our Investigations force, and I suppose a part of Vice with the University Police." 
"Vice is the only official department the University Police has." Robinson explained. "The rest is academic, teaching, traffic control and stuff like that. You'd be a Detective with us, too, in Lieutenant Maxwell's Vice Department.
"Sounds good." I said. Britt and I smiled at each other.
The rest of the interview went well, with me discussion my previous I.T. security experience and other knowledge and experience I had gained in the last few years running my business. We all then headed to breakfast at the University Hotel restaurant, then came the reams of paperwork and background check paperwork and such. Tedious stuff. By the time I was done with all my interviews and paperwork, it was early afternoon.
"Want to go to lunch?" Britt asked when I went to her office at the University Police Headquarters. "Sure." I replied. As we headed towards the Mall district, Britt showed me about town, pointing out key features and road connections. The Town was populated by about 50,000 people, and of course more when school was in session.
"You're a done deal for the jobs." Britt said as we ate at a local restaurant that catered to the lunch crowd, "but you have one hurdle left. We're meeting the University president and his wife this evening."
"Oh?" I said.
"They're having a reception for the University Police brass. Not a lot of people, but you're invited so they president can meet you. He'll want to talk to you. Just remember this: loyalty to the University is his lodestone. That's what he values above all else."
"I see. I seem to remember something about that a few weeks ago." I said. "So... when they brought up your dual status this morning, you didn't seem all that happy about it."
"Oh, you noticed? I was trying to hide it." Britt said, merriment and anger in her eyes at the same time. "Well, the story is that the bastards in Town have been putting a glass ceiling on me for a while. I don't think they fully trust me. I'm a damn good cop, I do a great job, but they think I'm too loyal to the University."
"To their police?" I asked, misunderstanding.
"No... more like to the University itself. As you saw a few weeks ago, the president is very concerned about University image. He has some very rich Board Members even more concerned, and they put heat on him, and he in turn puts heat on me to keep things smooth and easy, and the University's reputation... unsullied."
"Surely you wouldn't break the law in doing that?" I asked. I thought I knew Britt better, that she was a solid, honest person as well as a good cop.
"Oh, no, and President Wellman knows it. I make damn sure he knows that. But I have been very discretionary about things, like football player arrests, keeping that stuff out of the papers and such."
She continued. "It used to be that the Town cops and the Uni police were outright hostile to each other. Town had a chief in the past that hated the school. He was always trying to arrest football players, fraternity students, and such, and he really hyped the publicity, made sure the Press really ginned it up. Naturally, we retaliated, sometimes with calling him, sometimes with our own leaks about his department's failures to solve crimes. It got to where he wouldn't share any info or transfer custody of prisoners. Naturally, we retaliated there, as well. Finally a couple of State legislators and the school's Board of Regents stepped in. The old Town chief was moved aside. They still keep me under wraps, but at least they took my suggestion to bring you in."
Part 4 - A Very Warm Reception
I pulled up to Laura's house at six o'clock. Britt pulled in behind me. Melina and Laura came out to greet us. After giving me a quick kiss on the lips, Melina and Britt re-introduced themselves with a hug while Laura and shared a warm hug and a wet kiss right on the mouth. After a few moments of chatter, I was grabbing my suitcase to take inside when the rumble of a powerful sport car filled the air. It was my nephew Todd, boring in and barely stopping in time to avoid plastering his car onto the back of Britt's.
"Hi Uncle Don, Aunt Melina" Todd said, getting out of the car. Handsome as ever, the nineteen-year-old stud exuded confidence and control. "Have a good trip? Hi, Laura.... hello, Captain Max." His greeting to Laura was warm, to Britt much less so.
"Todd." Britt said shortly, giving Todd something of a look between reproval and amusement.
"I came up to see if I could take everyone to dinner." Todd said. "Uh, of course you're invited too, Captain." he added, seemingly as an afterthought of studied politeness.
"Sorry, Todd." Britt said. "In fact, Don is my date tonight. We have a reception to attend." I explained to Melina and Laura about the University president's reception.
"Whew! Glad I don't have to go." said Laura. "Why don't you take your things in, Don, and get ready. Todd, you can have dinner with Melina and me here."
I took my luggage into the guest bedroom. I noticed Melina's suitcase... and that it was unopened. That seemed a bit odd. None of her makeup was unpacked in the bathroom, either. I didn't have time to elaborate on that, though, as I needed to dress for the reception. It was supposed to be "casual", and I was told that I was forbidden to wear a tie. I still put on my nicest sportcoat, slacks and button-down shirt for the occasion. I hoped that the reception would be indoors... it was still very, very hot outside.
Melina came into the room and asked how my trip was. We discussed our last 24 hours apart, with me discussing my interviews and she saying that she and Laura had had dinner last night, gone shopping today, and that if I was taking the police job, she would accept the position with Laura.
--------------------------
"Ah, good to meet you Don." President Wellman said, extending his hand. As I shook it, I sized him up. His hair was almost silver white, perhaps "intentionally" so. He seemed very vigorous for his age, which I guessed to be in his late sixties. Slender, seemingly well built, about 5'10" and having to look up to me and my 6'4" frame.
He introduced me to his wife Sally. Wow! Sally could have been in her sixties, but looked younger. Her light brown hair was straight and fell gently to her shoulders. The light blue dress she wore accented her shapely body, which was compact, the perfect hourglass shape, a trim ass, just the right amount of sauciness in her hips, and her breasts were big. Her calves were curvy and her feet looked good in the very strappy high heel sandals she wore. She was the very definition of "trophy wife." Her manner was elegant and warm, but also a bit formal, as if she knew the importance of her place, and the lesser importance of everyone else's. I also had a sense that she was hot, and could be a real Cougar in bed. I certainly wouldn't mind finding out how good she is in bed, I thought to myself.
I talked with a number of future colleagues in the University Police, as well as a couple of professors and a major from the Army ROTC program. The evening was light, a bit boring, as I had to tell my story several times over, but it went by well enough. About nine o'clock people began making their goodbyes and trickling out. I was about to look for Britt, but she came up to me. "President Wellman would like to talk with you for a moment in his study." she said quietly. "Good luck!" she whispered as I headed that way.
"Don, I've heard nothing but good things about you." Wellman said after I was seated in a comfortable leather easy chair to the side of his desk. He was in his desk chair but had pulled it over near to me. "And I really, really appreciate the discretion you showed in that er, incident we had a few weeks ago."



"I was glad that I could help out." I said.
"I think you'll do very well on the Town Force. Just between us, the chief's a good man, a really good man, but some of his underlings... well, his mustache has turned gray over just trying to stop the leaks to the press. And quite frankly, he needs some brains in that outfit. You're going to be a real asset to him."
"As to the Uni police," Wellman continued, "they're run pretty well, but that's not saying much. Robinson is there to look good and not much more, but he's a good man. The University Police is pretty small. It's mostly a teaching institution for people wanting to be in Law Enforcement for their careers. So they give a few traffic tickets, man the gates at football games, show a little bit of presence when needed."
"Of course, we have the normal school crimes, Fraternity crap and stuff. Drugs, prostitution. So Vice is really the Uni-police's only major division that actually does any police work. Now Miss Maxwell out there, she's a really sharp cop, and God have mercy on any man who commits rape on her campus! She's legendary for solving crimes I thought had no hope of solution. Makes the parents feel better about their daughters on campus, too."
"Yes, she's very good. I'm looking forward to working with her." I said, just to get a couple of words in and make this an actual conversation.
"Yes. But her best quality... is her discretion. She knows how to keep things in their place... in perspective. She's very loyal to the school, and I appreciate that. I admire loyalty in man... or woman."
"I agree." I said, reading between the lines.
"Good." Wellman said evenly. "I'm sure we can count on you."
"Of course, and you've already seen me prove it." I replied, then said, knowing it had to be said, "But of course I would never compromise my integrity nor that of the police force, nor allow anything... wrong or illegal to happen just in the interests of discretion, as I'm sure you understand."
"Good!" Wellman replied, more enthusiastically. "I think you are going to do well here, indeed! I already know that your integrity is impeccable... oh yes, I had you checked out thoroughly before I'd even let Robinson talk to you... and words just now show me you can stand up to me... or anyone... under pressure."
I had passed the test, I realized, as Wellman got up. "Okay, let's find our ladies, before my wife bores Miss Maxwell to death." We found the ladies talking in dining room about the china pattern of the dinner dishes. "Dear, I think Don here is going to be an excellent addition to our team. Why don't you chat with him and show him around the house. Miss Maxwell, could I trouble you to conduct a moment of business?"
"Certainly, sir." Britt said, following President Wellman to his study. Alice showed me several of the rooms around the house, then led me onto the balcony out back. The back yard stretched for a hundred yards, immaculate, two rows of hedges on either side of the property line hiding fences. At the far end was a little guest house or garage building.
"Beautiful home." I said.
"Yes." Sally said, "why don't you sit down?" she said, sitting on the couch near the door and patting the seat next to her. I sat down, trying not to sit inappropriately close, but Sally snuggled up next to me and curled her legs up under her.   "You're a handsome man." Sally said, shocking me with her touch as her hand ran through my hair. "Red hair... strawberry blonde. Very nice. It's been a while since I've had the pleasure of... getting to know... a handsome redhead."
"Uh..." I said, trying to keep my composure, "well, thank you. You're a very lovely woman yourself." I wasn't sure what was going on, but this hot Cougar was coming on to me and I wasn't really minding it.
"Don... " Sally said, her voice becoming husky, warm and inviting, "when my husband said you're part of the team, he meant a lot more that just an employee. We know that you and your wife are very... open... about things. We think you're going to fit right in, here."
I turned to look at Sally. "You're going to find out a lot of things go on behind the scenes on a school campus." she said. She moved forward, kissing my lips. "Just consider this one of the perks for being... on our team."
I didn't have to be invited twice. I took Sally into my arms as she kissed my mouth. Our tongues twined as we deeply kissed. Her taste was pleasant. My cock became rock hard; I had not had sex with Melina in several days. Sally's hands explored my crotch as I felt her breasts through the dress. I felt her open the zipper to my pants, reach in, and free my throbbing cock.
"Mmmm, nice. Thick, and very hard." Sally said. "Just what I heard." As she leaned over and I felt her hot breath on my cock head, I couldn't help but wonder how she had "heard" about my cock. But I didn't care at the moment. I gasped as the warmth of her lips enveloped the head of my cock. Sally moaned as I felt the warm wetness of her mouth enveloping my shaft. After taking half of my cock in, she slid back up, then her lips glided down until she had gobbled almost all of my pulsing length.
My breathing became heavy as the University president's wife's head bobbed up and down as she fellated my swollen organ. I was at full mast, the skin of my cockshaft taut and stretched as Sally slid her lips up and down my cock for several long, ecstatically agonizing minutes. She didn't apply any suction, just let her mouth glide up and down my length. I wasn't going to complain, though.
I let my hands roam over Sally's saucy body. up and down her back, then over her asscheek to the back of her thigh. I could barely see her in the darkness, but I didn't have to; I concentrated on her touch, the wetness of her mouth on my cock, and the smell of her perfume drifting into my nose with the slight breeze of the warm night air.
I thought about how old Sally was. As a teenager, I had had crushes on the older women of my neighborhood, and I still found mature women very appealing. Now Sally was making one of my dreams come true. My mind vaguely wondered if I'd ever get a chance to fuck her, or if she was going to make me come in her warm, wet mouth...
Suddenly, without warning, Sally's mouth came off my cock and she stood up. "I wasn't planning on this, but I need it." she breathed as she stepped out of her panties and hitched up her dress. She mounted me, and I felt a hand grasp my cock and fit it unerringly to her cuntlips. As I instinctively pushed my hips forward she let herself drop, and I felt no resistance, only slick wetness, until our groins met and she was fully impaled on my hard male meat.
"Oh, God!" she gasped. Sally immediately began rocking back and forth on my cock, riding me. As I began to move with her, she whispered "No. Just sit back and let me ride your cock." I obliged. Ride me she did, with a fervent intensity that was good, but seemed forced, as if she were performing a chore to drain my balls of their load. My hands were on her sides just above her hips, and I slid them up her back then tried to pull her to me for a kiss, but she stopped me.
"No kissing." she said, "Just lean back and let me ride you." I did, just relaxing and letting her do the work, but I let my hands explore her. I slid them over her big breasts, but through the cloth of her dress and bra it wasn't as much fun as kneading her bare tits would be.
Her thighs were straddling my sides and her feet were on my thighs just above my knees. I slid my hands down her thighs and calves to her feet, gently squeezing the tops of her feet through the straps of her high heel sandals. As I did, I noticed Sally's intensity beginning to increase. I felt her cuntwalls rippling up and down my cock. She was beginning to get into my fucking. I grabbed her asscheeks and gently kneaded them through her dress, then took her waist in my hands and began thrusting up into her while pulling her down onto me.
She came apart. This lovely older woman began to gasp. She suddenly grabbed the back of my neck and smashed her mouth onto mine. Taking the opportunity, I thrust my tongue as deep into her mouth as I could. I felt her pussy walls clamp down hard on my cock as she squealed into my mouth. The increased tightness of her climaxing cunt was too much. I tried desperately to hold on, but the tremors of that hot trophy wife vagina were too much.
"I'm going to come." I gasped as our kiss broke, warning her.
"Do it! Shoot it up into me!" she whispered. I stopped resisting and just let go, and within three clenching strokes of her cunt I was erupting. That familiar agonizing but relieving jolt of release raced through my loins and I shot what felt like a geyser of semen deep into Sally's quim, spurt after spurt of molten pleasure draining from my aching balls.
"Thank you." I gasped as she stood up and retrieved her panties. I was spent, and still in a bit of shock over what had happened.
"It... it was my pleasure. Believe me." Sally said. As she slid her panties up her legs, she added rather curtly "Just one thing. Not to be rude, but with the ladies around here, it's 'Don't call us, we'll call you.' Don't ever approach me for sex; I'll let you know what I want, when I want it."
"Yes ma'am." I replied, sounding meek in my tiredness.
"Come on, let's get back." I stood up and Sally watched as I refastened my pants. She took my arm as I escorted her back into the main room of the house, hoping I didn't look like a guy who'd just had his balls fucked off.
"Ah, there you are." President Wellman said, smiling as he came up to us. "Miss Maxwell is in the restroom. What do you think, dear?"
"I think Don is going to be an excellent member of the Team." Sally replied, still clutching my arm. "I'll go check on Brittany."
"Good." he said. As Sally walked away, Wellman said. "Good, you impressed her. She usually only fucks the football recruits and some of the well-hung guys on campus, like the friends of your young nephew Todd." My face must have given away my shock, as Wellman laughed. "Yes. I'm not stupid enough to think that a man as smart as you won't find out that a lot of the trophy wives around here are putting out like cheap street whores. And of course, girls are always wanting to get better grades, and know how to make that happen. But, as I said... I'm sure I can count on your... discretion."
"Certainly, Mr. President." I replied. A moment later, Britt and Sally walked back in. We made our goodbyes and got into Britt's car. "Let's go have a drink before going home." she said.
"So, is Sally a good fuck?" Britt asked. Sheesh, everyone here was so open about sexual discussion! but I answered that she was good for an older woman. "Nice." Britt said. I couldn't tell if the mockery in her voice was intended or not.
 "What about you? Was your meeting with Wellman more than meets the eye?" I asked. Britt laughed.
"Oh no, I'm a married woman." Britt said, her eyes somehow managing to twinkle in the semi-darkness. "Seriously, I don't let him into my pants, though it's not for lack of trying. We really did discuss police business. I updated him on some of my cases going on, and you'll find that you'll be doing a good bit of that, too."
Part 5 - Indiscretions
Todd was sitting between Melina and Laura on Laura's bed. All three of them were totally naked, except for the gray slides with thin straps that Melina was wearing. He was deeply kissing Melina's mouth, tasting her sweet lips, his tongue exploring hers as Laura's hands explored the ripples of the hard muscles of his arms and abdomen. As the kiss broke, he turned and pulled Laura's head to him, deeply kissing her mouth.
"Mmmm, you've been working out." Melina said, as one of her hands explored his pecs and the other gently squeezed his asscheek. Todd didn't answer, he was reveling in the surprise and pleasure of feeling Laura's long tongue snaking into his throat.
Suddenly, the women looked at each other, giggled, and pushed Todd back. He landed on his back. Melina hungrily pressed her breasts onto his chest and deeply kissed him again. He gasped into her mouth as Laura slid her mouth onto his rapidly hardening cock and began sucking him, lashing his shaft with her long tongue before engulfing almost all of his nine meaty inches into her hot, hungry mouth.
After a few moments, they switched, Laura giving Todd another tongue-twining kiss while Melina give his young, huge cock blisteringly hot head. Having learned just what the teen stud liked, Melina fellated Todd with gusto. It was impossible to know who was enjoying it more...
Just a few hours before, they had enjoyed a good dinner, the candles being the only light on the patio as they ate. Todd had caught Melina up on what he had been doing the last week, which was acquiring and moving into a small apartment and not much more. "Oh, I worked a couple of nights, but it's kind of slow. I have to go into the city to make more money. But you're going to work with Laura now? You do know what that means?"
"Oh yes... I'm probably going to be doing some fucking as part of the research." Melina replied, her voice playful and flirty. "But I'm sure Laura won't steer me wrong, and she'll only hook me up with hung guys like you."
"Oh, you won't get nearly as much sex as you think." Laura replied. "You're going to be doing more watching and note-taking than anything else, and of course meeting with me and going over data. The job is fun, but it is research."
"That's cool." Todd said. "But how is Uncle Don going to be about it? I thought he was getting a bit ticked off the last couple of days I was at your house. Is everything cool with him?"
"Oh, yes." Melina said. "And I don't think he was ticked off at you... or us. And I think he's going to get that cop job. He wouldn't tell me, but I think he was worried about his job back home. They're having layoffs."
"Oh." Todd said. "That's cool. I'm glad things are okay.... although I'll have to watch out... now my own uncle might have a legal interest in my... activities."
"Buddy, he could bust you any time." Laura interjected, the sharpness of her voice faintly shocking to her guests. "But I think he'll have other interests to keep him... busy."
"Oh?" Todd said. "What? as opposed to what?"
"He's not going to be interested in the SEX Fraternity, so you have nothing to worry about there." Laura said.
"That's good," Melina said, "because *I* am one in this family interested in the SEX Fraternity." The women's eyes met and they began giggling like school girls.
"Okay, why don't we change the subject." Todd said. "Besides, you don't need a fraternity. You've got the very best right here, right now."
"Ooooh, confident you are!" Melina said, teasingly, "But now you have two very hot ladies to satisfy. I'm not sure you're up to the task."
"Oh, ko!" Todd said, using a Japanese phrase. "That sounds like a challenge. Ladies, why don't we go inside and find out....."
-------------------------------------
"Here we are." Britt said as she pulled into the parking lot of the bar. To my surprise, she had not driven me back towards Laura's house, but in the completely opposite direction. We were in the northwest corner of town, about as far from the school as we could be without leaving town.
"This is the cop bar." she said. I followed her inside. It was actually a small restaurant for breakfast and lunch, with the big bar in back open for business in the evening. Police, Fire and EMT patches, memorabilia and photographs adorned the walls. "The neighborhoods that most of the public service guys live in are right around here. Britt said. "So this is where they hang out and drink." Britt first took me to meet the owner and bartender, telling him that I was the "new guy". He was an elderly man with a friendly manner but an eye that missed nothing.
"Good to have you in town, my friend." he said. "Your new friends are right over there." His head jerked to his right, my left, and Britt and I looked over. In the corner of bar at a table for six were three people. One was Chief Griswold. Britt introduced the other two.
Hugh Hewitt was about my age, a relatively young and new detective on the force. His hair was darker red than mind, more of an auburn color. He was handsome, slim but with broad shoulders, had a military air about him, and seemed to be a likable guy. My first impression of him was competence, persistence, and he could be a great leader of others.
Tanya Pearlman was an aspiring detective, and Chief Griswold said she had talent in the forensics area. I would never have guessed she was a cop... she was short, in good shape but not athletic like Melina, but her main feature was her face. She looked like a little angel, her cheeks bright and always rosy, and she always was smiling, even when not meaning to. Her eyes were warm and flirty, but very mischievous. She looked like the good girl next door gone slightly bad, sweet but a lot of trouble. Her abundant hair was light brown, almost blondish, and she had it styled in an old 1980s hairdo... was that trend coming back in? Of course I noticed her legs, which were nice and shapely.
I got to know my new colleagues over a couple of beers and the time began to fly by. When the barkeep finally threw us out, it was two o'clock in the morning.
-------------------------------------
Lying on his back, Todd had been enjoying the intense pleasure of the double-decker blow job he was receiving from these two incredibly beautiful women. Melina was fellating him, sucking his enormous cock deep into her throat with seeming ease, while Laura was washing his huge balls with long wet licks of her fabulous tongue.
"Okay, ladies, it's time to fuck!" the teen stud said, eager to bury his cock into a hot, wet pussy. "C'mon, Laura, let me get my tongue on your clit and get you wet."
"Don't mind if you do." Laura replied. She moved up so that she could lay her head on the pillow, and settled comfortably on her back. Todd eased between Laura's legs, pushing them up over his head. He twisted his body so that he was lying on his left hip, giving Melina continued access to his big cock.
"Ohhhh..." Laura moaned as Todd's tongue slashed up her slit to her bulging clit, then repeated the motion, going deeper each time, until his mouth was clamped to her quim. She was plenty wet, but Todd's saliva was washing down his tongue to get her really ready. After a moment, though, she realized Todd's rough lapping wasn't going to make her any hotter or wetter. She reached for a magnum condom and some lubricant on the side of the table, knowing that both contained powerful spermicides.
"I'm ready for you, big boy." Laura said huskily. "Melina, put this condom on Todd's big cock, then I'll put some of this lube on." Todd slid his cock out of Melina's mouth, hearing her moan "Awww...." upon losing her favorite man-toy. Melina unwrapped the condom, placed it into her mouth, then slid her lips back onto the head of Todd's prick. She slid her mouth up rapidly up and down the sides of his meat, unrolling the condom as she took it deeper into her hungry mouth. Finally, it was completely unrolled onto him, but a good inch or two remained unsheathed at the base.
Laura smeared a good coating of the lube onto his big condom-covered cock, making sure to get plenty on the exposed shaft near the base, then rubbed some lube into her pussylips. She then watched as the very young but very experienced nineteen-year-old boy fit the massive head of his cock to her opening, and pushed it inside.
"Oh God!" Laura moaned as Todd drove his meat into her, penetrating her deeply and sheathing his massive weapon of lust balls-deep into her with one powerful thrust. He pulled but quickly slid it back in as he settled in over her, and soon his ass was bobbing up and down gently as he fucked her steadily in a smooth, even rhythm



Melina watched Todd and Laura coupling with fascination and envy. The sights and sounds of his cock slicing in and out of Laura's stretched cunt were amazing. Her own cunt burned and yearned to be filled with that super-sized man-tool.
"Fuck, you've got one hell of a pussy, Laura!" Todd gasped. Laura's legs were spread wide and pulled back to her shoulders, her hands gently sliding along Todd's ribs and down his waist as he steadily pumped the older woman's cunt into a hot, creamy lather. She dug her heels into the backs of Todd's thighs, making him groan and drive harder into her. Todd was really deep inside her, his nine inches fully buried into her glorious cunt hole.
After several more moments of deep fucking, Todd slid almost all the way out of Laura then shoved it back in. He repeated the long, deep strokes several times, shoving his meat hard and deep into her. To Melina, the long strokes looked slow, but the friction was driving Laura crazy.
Laura felt her young lover bend his head and suck her long, hard right nipple into his mouth, sucking hard and gently biting it, then giving her left breast the same treatment. The biting was more painful than pleasurable, so she took his cheek in her hand and guided his face to hers for a warm kiss. Melina watched them fucking, letting her hand slide over Todd's hard ass and along the back of his thighs, not having any sense of time... it seemed like hours to her, but was just a few minutes, before Todd announced with a gasp that he was close.
"Pull out, baby." Laura said, then looked into Melina's eyes. "I know where you really want to shoot that big load!" Todd reluctantly slid his meat out of Laura's deliciously warm, wet hole as he watched Melina getting into place next to Laura.
"Just a minute." Laura said. "Let me get a washcloth." She stumbled into the bathroom, returning moments later with a sopping wet cloth. Todd slid the used magnum condom off of his huge, half-hard cock, and groaned as Laura began wiping his tool down, cleaning it off. She then took another tube of lubricant, this one without spermicide, and coated Todd's cock.
Laura noticed Melina's bright smile of happiness as her young nephew-in-law slid between her spread legs and onto her firm body. Todd's cock was rock-hard again in anticipation of fucking his uncle's gorgeous wife, and it unerringly found her slit of it's own accord, slicing into her with one long, hard thrust.
Laura watched. She knew that she was seeing more than just a raunchy fuck on her bed. She was watching a hot young couple making passionate love, their bodies gyrating in that timeless, urgent dance of deep pleasure... and affection. She watched as Todd's ass rapidly bobbed up and down, fucking Melina deep and hard. He had caught her legs over his arms and now draped them over his broad, muscular shoulders. Laura quickly got a cushion and helped Melina fit it under her upturned ass, then watched as Todd began balling Melina as if there were no tomorrow. As his mouth slammed into Melina's in a deep kiss, Laura slipped on a blue kimono and went out of the room. She wanted some wine...
---------------------------------
It was nearly three o'clock in the morning when Britt delivered me to Laura's house. I'd been up for 24 hours, and I was exhausted. As I was headed for the front door, I noticed a dim light in the room leading to the patio. Thinking that door might be unlocked, I went along the sidewalk and down the steps. The curtain was almost drawn on the door, but as I looked in I saw an incredible sight.
My wife was lying on the floor, naked except for some high-heel slides on her feet. Todd was on top of her, slamming his cock into my wife with hard, powerful strokes. Melina's legs and feet looked so fucking fantastic, and the sight of that young stud on top of her and his young cock thrusting into my wife again and again had my loins tingling with lust.
They had been kissing, but Todd broke it as his face scrunched up. I realized that he was climaxing, pumping his load deep into Melina, coating her cervix with his potent, virile load. As always, I felt deep jealousy, having myself never fucked Melina without wearing a condom, and never having pumped even one drop of semen into her sweet womanhood
Going back to the front door, I let myself in and crept upstairs. The door to Laura's bedroom was closed. I just went into the guest bedroom and lay down, thinking that I needed to undress before falling asl-----
------------------------------
"I have a question." Melina said, her voice somber. It was just past dawn, and Melina had found Laura on the patio, drinking coffee.
"Shoot." Laura replied, as Melina sat down next to her.
"When you told Todd that my husband would have other things to keep him interested,"Melina asked, in the tone of an interrogation, "what did you mean? In other words, why is he being hired by the Police here?"
Laura paused a moment, then exhaled. "Okay, let me say it this way: do you remember how Ned escaped last month?"
 "Hmm.... " Melina pondered. "I remember something about Liz getting him a passport using Todd's name."
"No, I mean before that." Laura replied. "Do you remember how he escaped from the hospital?"
"Not really." Melina replied.
"If you'll recall, Don told Britt Maxwell that he thought it was an inside job, that Ned had an accomplice." Laura paused, letting Melina absorb the information. "Well, it seems Don was right. There is a level of corruption somewhere, and it's infiltrated the University, and maybe the Police. That's why they're bringing in an outsider. They're not sure who to trust on the inside."
"Wow." Melina said, her voice trailing off. "Does that mean that Britt is a suspect?"   "I don't think so," Laura said, "but nobody is sure. Wellman, some of the Board, and my husband checked out Don, and now Wellman is bringing him in... by the way... don't tell Don I told you this. I'm not sure they want to tell him, or see if he starts figuring it out, and who the corrupt people are, without being told."
"Okay... say!" Melina said. "How do YOU know all this?"
Laura turned to Melina and let her eyes bore into the younger woman's, dominating Melina totally. "You're going to find that in my position here, a lot of information comes my way. It will come your way, also. I expect, of course, that you will be totally discreet and only tell me anything you learn that's... shall we say 'outside the box', yes?"
"Of course." Melina said, staring back into Laura's eyes, realizing that these waters were deeper than she'd originally imagined.
Finis
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Part 6 - Married Housing
"Okay, let me see if I get this straight." I said, still not comprehending. "You are buying this house from Laura. She's moving out, and us in. Where is she moving to?"
"She's always had a lease on one of the condos the University owns, so she can stay there." said my wife Melina. "She says she's going to find another house, but didn't tell me anything else."
It was Wednesday, less than a week after we'd come back to town for our check-up physicals. We were staying at Laura's. Melina had taken the job as Dr. Laura Fredricson's Research Assistant. The job paid more than both of mine put together. I was now a Detective on the Town Police Force, and Supervisor of the I.T./Computer/Communications Department. I also had a similar role on the University Police Force, though that didn't pay a heck of a lot, and I really was not expected to do much but check in on occasion.
Melina had made the deal to buy Laura's house on the hill to the northeast of campus with its nice views. I couldn't understand why Laura would want to part with it. "All she said was that she'd been there long enough, she wanted to get it off her hands and out of her name." Melina said.
"She's not planning to take a job somewhere else, is she?" I asked apprehensively. 
"No, I asked her that." Melina replied, the relief in her voice matching my own. "She said she'd retire here and probably die here. And I don't think she'd hire me and have me buy her house just so she could move away. Soo..... "Melina said, her voice seductive, "we're going to be packing up in the next few weeks." Her words triggered a memory that I needed to tell her something.
"Uh, that's what I need to talk to you about." I said, becoming nervous. "I'm leaving for the Police Academy on Sunday. For six weeks." The only thing about my new job was that I had to go through the Police Academy. At 28, I knew I could handle it, but I wasn't looking forward to the grind, nor the time away from family and friends.
"Aggh.... Shit! You bastard." my wife said, irritation in her voice. As I began explaining that it couldn't be helped, the anger on her face turned to the beginnings of a smile... a sardonic, almost malicious smile. I saw her reach for the button of her jeans shorts, cut off just below her ass. Her top was a flimsy shirt of thin material, with thin strings over her shoulders holding it up, nicely form-fitting and showing off her breasts and toned waist.
"Okay, you police dick." Melina spat as she slipped the pants and her panties off and sat down on the sofa, her legs spread wide. "Make it up to me. Get down here and eat my pussy!" I happily obliged. I quickly fell to my knees in front of my wife and slid my face right into her quim. The flaming pink folds of her sopping wet cunt were a shining beacon in the night forest of her thick black pubic bush. I let my tongue slide up the length of her slit, the first contact making her gasp, then went to work on eating her out.
"Ohhh, yes, that's good baby... yeah, just like that..." Melina said. I looked up along the length of her upper body and saw her eyes looking down at me from over her cloth-covered breasts. I stared back into her eyes as I stabbed my tongue into her vagina, licking deep, then let my mouth slide up to her clit, sucking it in hard as my tongue lashed it. Melina gasped but did not let her eyes waver from mine.
"C'mon, eat me out, Don. Eat that juicy slit! You know how I like it..." Melina said, evenly. I redoubled my efforts, knowing that she was enjoying it but wanting to make me work harder. Just one of our little games. I slurped up my wife's tangy pussy, letting myself drift into it and--
ZZZT ZZZT! BRRRIIIINNNGGG!!!!!
It was my cellphone, vibrating and ringing in my pants pocket. I backed out of my perch between my wife's legs and stood up to retrieve it.
"Hi, Laura." I said, so that Melina would know who I was talking to. She stood up and began leading me by the hand to our bedroom as I listened to Laura's request that I meet her in an hour in her office.
"I changed my mind" Melina said, sitting on the edge of the bed after I hung up. "I want you to fuck me." She opened my pants and slid them halfway down my thighs, then quickly slid the lube-slickened condom that she had magically produced over my already-hard cockshaft. She pushed herself onto the middle of the bed as I climbed onto her and mounted her. Her hand guided me into her and we groaned together as I pushed my full length into her sopping wet chamber of love.
"Oh yeah, baby, fuck me!" Melina gasped as we settled into a rhythm of fucking. I kept most of my cock buried in my wife's cunt, sliding just enough out to get a good hard shove back in and make her groan as she felt it. As we settled into a fairly fast pace, I was enjoying the feel of our half-clothed fuck. This kind of spontaneous fucking had all but disappeared from our marriage over the last few years.
"Yeah, you prick. Go to your police academy!" Melina said maliciously as she broke a kiss. "I'll just be here with Todd. I'll be fucking Todd while you're gone!" Her words had the desired effect. I groaned in arousal and began fucking my wife harder.
"Oh yeah, that makes you hot, doesn't it babe?" Melina whispered into my ear as I nuzzled her neck. "While you're sweating away at that academy, just remember that Todd's big, teen cock will be pumping my pussy! I want you to lie in your bed at night and think of how another man is fucking your wife!-- Unh! Yeah, that's it baby... ohhh.... yeah, fuck me... fuck me like you know that young stud is going to! Uhhh... oh yeah-- unnh......". Her words were turning her on as much as they were arousing me, not that it mattered. I was slamming my condom-sheathed cock into Melina with short but powerful thrusts, driving into her with an intensity of lust I had not felt for some time... but not for the reasons she was thinking...
I was not really thinking about Melina fucking Todd. The images in my mind were of myself... and beneath me was beautiful Laura Fredricson! I was seeing Laura's elegant, regal face, the long sallow cheeks, the sharp eagle nose, the clear gray eyes... I was smelling her perfume and her body... I was tasting her mouth and her neck. The thought of deeply fucking Laura was driving me to a hard fast cum, and Melina's shouts of "encouragement" into my ear barely registered. Sparks cascaded before my eyes for a moment, then I realized that I was gasping for air as my cock spurted into my wife, the semen caught by the thin latex that sheathed my throbbing rod.
As I finally came down from my climax and struggled to catch my breath, I saw Melina's face smiling up at me.
"I love you, baby." she said.
"I love you too, sweetheart." I said.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
"Hi, Don." Laura said, her eyes lighting up as I entered her office. As I returned her greeting, she got up and came around from behind her desk. She was wearing an off-white dress and matching off-white pumps with rounded toes and a five-inch heel, making her taller than me.
"I got a call from Leanne Gonzales, the real estate broker, and she wants to show us a house today." Laura said. "It's not listed yet and she's giving us first shot at it. I think you'll like it. I'll drive." And so we were off, rushing along before I could ask what was going on.
We got into Laura's silver Mercedes-Benz C-63 AMG and drove out. I reveled in the luxury of Laura's sedan as she headed north of the school, then turned onto a road that headed east. We began climbing up the hillside, curling southward. I saw the back of Laura's house beneath us as well as a couple of other homes. Then Laura veered left onto a fairly steep driveway, going above the road. We were near the top of the ridge line when we pulled up in front of a house. It looked deceptively like a ramshackle old cabin, but I could tell that it was actually well-built. It had a one-car garage on the near (right) side as we faced it, and porch that went left to a heavy door. An older Mercedes was already in the drive in front of the garage door.
We were met at the door by a red-headed woman in her early thirties. A breathtakingly lovely redhead. Laura introduced her as Leanne Gonzales. When I remarked that she looked much more Irish than Hispanic, she said that her husband was Cuban and that her maiden name of Quinlin was definitely from an old Irish O'Quinlin family.
Leanne was an extremely attractive woman. Her flaming red hair fell in gentle curls to her shoulders and down her back. She had big breasts which her olive green blouse and brown houndstooth jacket failed to hide. Her skirt matched her jacket. Her legs were firm, athletic like my wife Melina's, and shapely. Brown suede shoes with five inch heels only shaped her legs, feet and succulent ass that much more.
The veranda/foyer inside the door gave two choices; it was a split-level house going front to back. The lower section had an open floor plan with a couple of beams as columns demarcating a line between a living room toward the front and the wood-paneled den or "great room" in back. A huge lattice of ceiling-to-floor windows gave a breathtaking view from the back of the house over the valley containing the school. To the left was an alcove with a huge brown leather sofa, the only piece of furniture in the house. To the right was a fireplace built into the corner of the room at a 45-degree angle. To the left of the fireplace, between it and the windows, was a door leading to the back deck. To the right of the fireplace was the door to the breakfast room and kitchen.
The breakfast room also had an angled, smaller fireplace sharing the same flue as the bigger one in the great room. One felt that cooking was done there in ancient times, though this house was not very old. The room was bright and cheerful, with a door to the back deck which had a huge window, and windows on the back wall looking to the back and side of the house. The kitchen was not large. On the side wall (against the garage) was the refrigerator, some counter space, the gas stove with oven below and microwave above, more counter then the double sink with the dishwasher under the counter at the far end. There were some stairs on the right side which led up and left to the garage door, which was kind of strange. On the side wall against the greatroom was counter space with cabinets underneath, and a window to the greatroom with shutters that could be folded open.
"The kitchen isn't great, but at least there's counter space on both sides." I said. Laura agreed, knowing that I was the chef between us.
"Leanne, these views are stunning." Laura said, opening the door to the back deck. We went out. We were east of the school like Laura's house was, but unlike her view from the right (northeast), we were just left of the east-west alignment of the University far down below us. I could see the buildings of the town beyond it, and the roads leading out in several directions. Far in the distance, I saw a tiny movement; it was a train on the railroad tracks that were coming from the west and would turn south at the far end of town. There were no trees blocking our views.
"Sunsets are going to be awesome." I said. Laura agreed. Leanne was talking about the house and property lines on the hill side; our property went to the road's right-of-way as it snaked down beneath us.
"This room could be a bedroom or an office space." Leanne said as we began to look at the rest of the house. There was a room on the front corner the house, opposite corner of the fireplace. Adjoining it was a full bathroom that served that room and the rest of the lower floor. As she showed us the rooms, Leanne made sure to give me a good look at her ass and legs, then turned half-profile to give me a nice look at her big breasts as we talked. My loins stirred, idly thinking of fucking Leanne, though the sight of Laura was even finer.
 There's a drawback, I thought to myself as we had to go back to the split-level to climb the stairs. I forgot about that as I watched Leanne and Laura walk up the stairs, the sway of their glorious asses above their succulent legs providing a view as lovely as the windows, and providing a luscious distraction from any negatives of the house floor plan.
The master bedroom was in back. It had a huge lattice of windows directly above those of the great-room; from the outside it looked like one solid network of windows all the way up. There was no alcove to the left, but a door on the left side (away from the back wall) as we looked at it; the remaining space was perfect for a king-size bed. That door led to a huge walk-in closet, which ran the length of the wall behind the bedroom and above the alcove in the greatroom below.
On the right side, above the kitchen below, was the bathroom. Wow! On the far end was the toilet, in its own little room. On the near side wall, against the bedroom wall, was the vanity with two sinks and against the outside wall was a big jet-tub. A long narrow window ran the length of the tub, just below the ceiling. I saw the reason for the peculiar window shape as I looked out... the top of the garage was almost to the height of the window. A shower was in the corner, just opposite the door to the bedroom.
"This is an incredible bathroom for a house this size!" I exclaimed. Leanne showed us the other bedroom, above that office space of the first floor. It was very tiny; the roof slanted down from back to front, restricting the space towards the front of the house. A small bath with just a shower stall served the second bedroom.
Back downstairs, we began discussing price. I was surprised at the very reasonable price suggested by Leanne, but per my custom from past real estate transactions, I went 20% lower. Then Laura chimed in.
"Leanne," Laura said, "if you negotiate a really good price for my good friend Don, here, I would appreciate it very much. Don is very good at house buying, so all the commission will be yours alone, and... " She paused, for effect. "...if you take a much lower commission on this house, I'm sure that you'll receive a much better one on this other property I'll ask you to sell for me." Laura named the property, one of the better homes in one of the best neighborhoods in town. Leanne's eyes gleamed at the thought of getting that listing.
"I'm sure we can reach an excellent accommodation for you, Laura." the lovely redhead replied. We hastily put together some paperwork. I made the offer in the name of my newly-created LLC company, in which I had named Laura a 20% owner after she suggested the idea to me. As such, Laura was putting up 20% of the money from the sales of her other properties, and my money was coming from the sale of my businesses and the house in the old town where Melina and I were moving from.
Leanne called the offer in. "We'll know shortly. This house was put up by the family of a University Board member who recently died. Mr. Bonniker was a nice old man, but his family lives out in Arizona and they want to sell it very quickly."
Part 7 - The Rose's First Bloom
"Wow." I said, turning off my iPhone and putting it into my pocket. Laura and I were at a Thai restaurant. She was talking on her own iPhone, giving me a thumbs-up gesture as I heard her say "That's great, Leanne! Close by the end of August? Perfect! Yes, I'll call you tomorrow about listing the other house."
"We got it." Laura said, beaming. "They agreed to your terms with no fuss at all, since it was pure cash on the barrelhead-- what's the matter? Everything okay?"
"Yeah," I said, but my voice betrayed my uncertainty. I had just called Melina to invite her to join us but had been told shocking news, instead. "Melina's not coming... she's in her car, driving back home to start packing." I said.
"Oh... and this was unplanned?" Laura asked, seemingly nonchalant about it.
"Well, we hadn't talked about it, but I'm surprised she took off without saying anything first." I said. "I hope she's not really angry at me over the Academy". I told Laura about Melina's seeming anger when I had told her I had to go to the Police Academy.
"When are you going back home?" Laura asked.
 "Tomorrow, I guess. I do need to pack some things..." I said, my voice trailing off.
"Good." Laura replied. "Oh well, Melina missed out on some great food. Let's just enjoy the evening, okay?" The Thai food was indeed delicious, and Laura's company and conversation quickly had me forgetting about Melina's unexpected departure.
Leaving the restaurant, Laura began driving north, away from town. "I want to show you a little spot I like to go to." We drove a few miles, up to a large park near a lake. On one side was a small building with a long deck walk over the water going to a deck with a veranda near the middle of the lake. "That's the university's little guesthouse for VIPs. I call it 'the president's dacha'. But let's go over here."
We went the other way, down a trail to a spot with a couple of benches overlooking the lake. The sun had just set and the light was fading, but orange glows still shimmered over the water. We sat on a bench, my right hip and Laura's left hip pressing together. I had my arm around her back, gently hugging her to me. She crossed her right leg over her left, gently sliding her foot along the back of my calf.
For a few moments, I just admired her elegant, austere beauty as she looked out over the lake, lost in thought.
"So..." she finally said... "Ask."
"So you're a mind reader, in addition to your other... considerable... talents." I said, trying to sound complimentary. Laura looked up at me in the dimming light, smiling.
"We're connected that way." Laura said. "I think you can read my thoughts as I can feel what you're thinking." I realized to myself that it was true, that Laura and I were developing a bond, a closeness, that surpassed anything I'd experienced before.
"Okay... so why are you selling your houses? Why did you sell your house on the hill to Melina?" I asked.
"I want to get them out of my name." Laura said. "I've actually been thinking about it for a while." I waited for more, but Laura was going to make me ask.
"Okay, so why? What's the grand plan?" I asked. "Something to do with your husband?" I asked as the sudden insight hit my mind... maybe I was beginning to read Laura's thoughts.
"Yes." she replied, "he's getting near retirement from the military. And when that happens, that'll be that." Laura began telling me the full story, some of which I already knew, which I condense here.
Laura's husband was now a general in the military. She had met him when she was in college. He had been a captain in the ROTC program, ten years older than her. They had dated a few times, called it off, began dating again and with her giving him sex. As he was leaving for his next assignment, he had brought up the subject of marriage, but Laura had pointed out that she had graduate school to attend, and though she loved him and what he was doing, she didn't want to become a military wife.



They kept in touch, though, and when he was up for major "below the zone" (meaning up for an early promotion), his superiors told him that he would go much further if he were married. To his surprise, and Laura's, he was stationed near to where she was studying, and they were able to pick up their romance again. She began attending military functions with him, to the delight of his fellow officers. He had told her that the senior military brass still wanted married officers, despite reforms attempting to move away from that being a big factor. It was Laura who suggested that they could get married, but lead semi-separate lives. She was sure his superior officers would understand that she was pursuing her own career at universities while he pursued his around the world.
Laura and her husband had been married well over fifteen years, and he had risen rapidly through the ranks. She would fly to join him wherever he was, even overseas, when there was some function that required them to be seen together. She was happy with him and the sex was good... and they both knew that he was sinking his cock into those female junior officers and the wives of the male junior officers, while she was sexually sampling the young college talent on campus... and more than as part of her research on sexual subjects.
It was in Germany that Laura met Dr. Heinz and their professional collaboration began. With her and her husband's help, Dr. Heinz was able to emigrate to America. His radical work made a couple of schools a bit too warm to hold him, and she went along to his new schools. Finally, her current school was more than happy to have Dr. Heinz, since that means they would have Dr. Laura Fredricson of increasing celebrity in psychological, sexual, and academic circles.
"For the last few years," Laura said as the last of the colors drained from the lake with the fading light, "my husband and I have talked about our futures. Once he made general, we both realized that our marriage wasn't going to help his career further, but we've just not taken any action to legally separate and divorce. We still have fun together, and there's been no hurry. But now..." she paused, then continued, "it's just starting to be time. So I'm getting all the properties out of my name, and making things as clean as possible. I expect there'll be no problems, but with this economy it's also just time to simplify down."
I didn't ask any more questions. There was no need. I looked over at Laura, feeling sensations that I knew were wrong of a married man to feel, but knowing they were right. I leaned over and kissed Laura's cheek, gently. She turned her head to me and our mouths met. We embraced warmly, pulling into each other as our tongues twined. To my surprise, I felt Laura's long tongue slide deep into my mouth, literally down my throat. I pressed my mouth even harder to hers, letting my hand cup her big breast and gently squeeze it through her dress.
We made out and groped each other for what seemed hours. I tried to explore Laura's throat with my tongue, but couldn't match the abilities of her wonderful mouth-muscle. My cock was throbbing in my pants, and I felt Laura's hand explore it through my pants as my own hand slid along her thigh, trying to reach the piece of heaven between her legs... but she stopped me.
"Let's go back to the car." she whispered. We walked back, holding hands. When we got there, to my surprise Laura opened the back door. "Let's get in back." she said. Surprised, I complied, sliding into the spacious, leather covered back seat. Laura quickly joined me.
"Mmm, are we going to be like teenagers and fuck in the back of your new car?" I asked.
"Close." Laura said as our lips brushed. Her hands were opening my pants, then I felt her hand dip inside and grasp my cock. She managed to free it of the confines of my pants, and it stood out, hard and proud.
Without a word, Laura draped herself over my legs, her breasts pressing into my thigh. I felt her hot breath on my cock head, swiftly followed by her mouth sliding down my shaft.
"Unnh!" I gasped. The pleasure was incredible. Laura began sucking me, taking me deep into her mouth, then vacuuming the air out of her mouth as she slid her lips firmly up the sides of my aching shaft. Again and again, slowly but insistently, she bobbed her head up and down, sucking hard.
As shocks of intense pleasure rippled through my loins, I felt a new shock... the word that came to me and shocked me was "home"! Laura's mouth felt wonderful, the perfect heat around my throbbing shaft, using the perfect technique that I was loving as she fellated me. I moaned as I enjoyed the incredible pleasure of this gorgeous woman's mouth...
"Mmm, God I love your cock, Don!" Laura murmured. "It tastes so fucking... good!" she gasped as her mouth descended on me again. I idly wondered if she thought this was as special as I thought it was. After several more deep sucks, she kissed along the shaft, then lashed my cockhead with her tongue. Sliding down again, I felt her hand reach in and cup my big, swollen balls, then felt her tongue lash at them, licking over them and washing them down.
"Oh Laura, that's so fucking good." I said. "Better be careful or you'll make me cum, and I want to fuck you first."
"No, babe..." Laura said. Raising up, she looked at me in the darkness. "After you pass the police academy. When you get back, you can fuck me." Her hand was slowly but firmly jacking my cock as she spoke. "Just think of what's going to motivate you while you're there: think of the reward when you get back... you pass, you'll be fucking me. Whenever things get tough, think about this big, hard cock balls-deep in my pussy! Think about how it will feel to fuck me bareback, no condom... for those six weeks, I want you to think about what it's going to feel like to come inside me, to empty those big balls against my cervix... mmmmmf!!!!"
My hand had gently but firmly guided her head back down, and she had taken the hint and swallowed my meat again. Now she was bobbing her head rapidly up and down, still sucking hard. Her mouth was intensely hot, wet and wild. I could not believe how good this felt, how wonderful it was... and it was just a blow job! Was this just her talent in giving head? Or more?
"Oh God, Laura," I moaned, "it's never been this fucking good!"   "Mmm, for me either." Laura said. "This is the best tasting cock I've ever sucked! And it's so fucking hard!" She sucked some more. "Come in my mouth, Don. I have to taste you! I have to swallow your come." With that she sucked me into her throat and began sucking and jacking my cock with furious abandon. I couldn't have lasted long if I tried, but I didn't. I just let it go.
"UHHHH!.... I'M COMING!" I yelled out as the first thick spurt of semen exploded from my hard shaft. I heard Laura moan as she gulped it down, then more moans as she greedily gulped down each shot of my jism as I ejaculated into her mouth.
When it was over, Laura raised up and licked her lips. "Mmm, my God, was that good." I tried to kiss her, but she turned her head, and I kissed her cheek at the jawline.
"Thank you." I whispered into her ear, then kissed her again, nuzzling her neck.  
"Mmm, I've got to savor this." Laura said. I'd never heard or seen a woman react this way to me blasting my seed into her mouth. "Mmm, so tasty... "she glanced at me, then reached her hand out and took mine into it. "I'm serious, Don. I have never tasted a cock or semen that good. And I've sampled quite a few men in my time."
"I'm glad you like it." I said, "Your mouth is the best I've ever kissed or gotten head from... I can only imagine how good your pussy is going to be."
"In six weeks, darling. In six weeks." Laura said. Then she licked her lips again. "You know, what I like best about swallowing your cum?" I shook my head. "Now that part of you is a part of me. And every time I swallow your cum, it becomes a part of me. I like that." I just sat there, stunned into silence. God! what a magnificent woman!
She opened the door. "Now you have to drive home. Now, tonight. Melina will be mollified when she sees that you came straight home after her."
Part 8 - Full Blossom
It was now past the midpoint of August, and it wouldn't be long before school was back into session for the Fall Semester. The lazy heat of the quiet summer had exploded into the heat of a frenzy of activity all over the school and the town, which would only get crazier as the students began arriving.
I had just finished the Police Academy, passing in the upper third of the class. It had been physically rough, but I had learned a lot of new things, and I was ready and eager to begin work as a detective. But I was horny. Six weeks was a long time for a married man to go without sinking his cock into a tight, sweet pussy. I hoped that Melina would be equally hungry for sex, and that we would have a long, hard night together.
Melina had moved us into Laura's former house on the hill. Laura had stayed there also, for the first three weeks, then began spending more time in her condo and letting Melina get unpacked and settled in.
It was beginning to be late in the afternoon when I arrived at the house, and no one was home. I called Melina on her cell phone. They were in Laura's office. I'd barely started talking to Melina when she said "Just a second." I could almost feel Laura taking the cell phone out of Melina's hand.
"Get your ass down to the title company, pronto!" Laura almost screamed. "The paperwork is ready for you to sign now. Today." I hustled to get there before they closed for the day, but I made it. Laura was already there. It took another half hour to go through the paperwork, present my LLC paperwork and the checks, but at the end I was handed the keys to my new property, "The Cabin."
The afternoon sun was beginning its descent upon the town when we got back to Laura's office. Melina greeted me with a warm hug and a quick kiss. We talked about my experiences at the academy as well as some discussion of their work and the move. Melina made sure to inform me that I had a large "honey-do" list to make up for my being away while she was packing. She wasn't angry about it, at least I hoped not any more. Maybe she was just teasing me about it.
"I think Don was either lucky or a great planner." Laura said. "Getting out of the way while Melina packed was probably the smartest thing you could've done, Don." Melina whirled to face Laura, her face in not-too-amused shock. Laura smiled mischievously and I laughed, which did not lighten Melina's mood.
As we talked about the move and my upcoming job, Melina was stretching her lovely legs out, showing off their beauty from under her gray skirt. I felt the stirrings of arousal. "So what are we planning for tonight?" I asked. "A nice evening in our new home?"
"Actually, no. We have a couple of surprises for you." Melina replied, surprising me. "Todd wants me to come by his condo apartment. He said Britt Maxwell is going to be there. Those two are like oil and water, so I'm really curious to find out what's going on with them."
"Meanwhile," Laura said, "you and I can go up and see The Cabin." I glanced at Melina, who just smiled. Laura excused herself and headed to her private washroom, which left Melina and I alone to talk.
"You know, babe, it's been six weeks." I mentioned, taking Melina's hand into my own. "Are you sure you don't just want to come home with me right now?"
Melina's smile was lovely as she turned to look into my eyes. "That's one of the surprises that Laura and I have for you. You just go with her and.... let things happen." She mashed her lips to mine in a warm kiss. And we'll talk tomorrow morning."
My heart skipped a beat and blood surged into my cock as the ramifications of what my wife had just said fully hit me. Melina had just given me permission... hell, she had just told me to have sex with Laura!
"What about you?" I asked, gently kissing Melina's lips. "Staying with Todd tonight?"
"I don't know," Melina said as we parted and sat up straight, hearing Laura open the door. "I have no idea what's up with Britt Maxwell being there. But Todd said we'd have dinner at his place."
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
I put the key in the lock and turned it. The door swung opened and I felt a small thrill of entering a house for the first time as the owner.
Laura came in right behind me as I went down the steps and walked to the big window in the greatroom. She was dressed in an off-white, sleeveless dress and matching off white 5-inch-heel slides with one thin strap across the base of her toes. They were my favorite heels to see her wearing; her feet looked exquisitely elegant in them, and her legs and ass were devastatingly shapely. I felt my cock begin to throb as I admired Laura's body.
The sun was low over the town, heading towards the horizon. We went out onto the back deck. Laura had moved her patio furniture here already, a metal-mesh table (with foldable umbrella) and four metal-mesh chairs with thick seat cushions. After placing a bottle of unopened champagne and two glasses on the table, Laura stepped up beside me. I slid my arm around her waist, gently pressing her to my side and felt her arm encircling my waist, just above my ass. Arm-in-arm, we enjoyed the view for several moments, watching the sun sinking ever lower. This... was wonderful.
"Like it?" Laura said, breaking the spell.
"Oh yeah." I said, turning towards her and wrapping my arms firmly around her. "The view is lovely," I added, meaning her, "and the sunset isn't so bad, either." Laura smiled as her hands wrapped around my neck. Our lips met, first in a gentle kiss, then deeper. I pulled her more firmly into me, her breasts pressing against my chest. My heart was pounding as our tongues twined, the feel and taste of Laura's lips igniting passions within me that ran through my loins and even down my legs.
"Mmmmf" I said, breaking the kiss. "Let's go inside... and make love."
"Easy, tiger." Laura said. "Dinner will be here soon."  "I don't know if I can wait." I said, groaning as Laura felt my cock through my pants. "It's been six fucking weeks..."
"Mmm, I know, baby." Laura said. She sat down in a chair and began unbuckling my belt. "Tell you what... why don't I take that edge off, and get my pre-dinner appetizer?" Her elegant hand fished my rapidly hardening cock out of my pants. It stood out straight, very hard and throbbing, veins running along the taut skin of my shaft.
"Uhh!" I gasped as Laura's mouth slid over my prickhead. As she engulfed half of my seven-plus inches, my knees almost buckled with the pleasure. Laura began bobbing her head back and forth, sucking in my meat into the voracious vacuum of her hungry mouth again and again. I looked down into her eyes as she looked up into mine, and felt our souls locking together.
Laura fellated me for several minutes, occasionally licking up the shaft, her hands stroking me, cupping and gently kneading my balls, gripping my ass... it was just too much.
"Come for me, Don." Laura ordered. "Come in my mouth. Just let it go." As her mouth descended on me one last time, my hand gently gripped the back of her head and pulled her face into my crotch.
"UGGH! ACHK!!!!" I gasped as the first excruciatingly painful, ecstatic shot of semen fired out of my cock and filled Laura's mouth. My hand pushed down onto the table for support as my knees almost gave way. Waves of pleasure coursed through my body as pulses of liquid fire blasted from my weapon of lust into Laura's throat. I could hear her gulping, greedily swallowing my massive, thick load. Seconds later, it was all over.
"Oh my fucking God." I gasped, "That was too fucking awesome! My God, Laura, you're incredible!"
Laura smiled up at me. "Mmm, that was delicious. You had a really huge load built up. I liked that." She stood up. "Now you can have a couple of hours to recharge those balls. Here--" she said, handing me the bottle of champagne. "Open this and let's toast to our new house."
The cork flew out and landed somewhere in trees far below on the hill side. I poured, and the glasses clinked as we touched them together, then drank in celebration. I kissed Laura, the champagne not totally masking the salty taste of the semen I had just ejaculated into her mouth, but I didn't care.
"Okay, let's go fix supper." Laura said. We headed inside. Looking back, I saw the sun touch the horizon, beginning its nightly hiding trick.
Part 9 - Consummation
Dinner had been delicious. Steaks and salads and pasta. We ate out on the deck, watching the last of the sunset. We flirted throughout dinner, feeding each other bits of food, drinking champagne and kissing. After clearing the dishes, Laura and I sat on the sofa in the greatroom alcove with our after-dinner drinks. It was a new sofa, not the one that had been there when we looked at the house. The dark brown leather was soft and the cushions were thick. Perfect for sitting and talking, watching TV.... or fucking. And I was aching to fuck Laura. She had poured a couple of glasses of really good amaretto, and we talked as we drank.
As I finished off my drink, Laura said "I think it's time for your next surprise." She stood up and extended her hand. I took her hand in mine as I got up and we walked together towards the stairs. I could feel my heart pumping in my chest. My whole body was tingling. At long last, it was going to be now!
"How do you like it?" Laura asked as we entered the bedroom. One bedside lamp was on, revealing the brand-new king size bed, with turned-down sheets on it and a mass of pillows.
"Oh wow." I said.
"It's your housewarming gift." Laura said. "From me."
"Aw, thank you, sweetheart." I said. I took her in my arms and kissed her. "I suggest we break it in... right now." Laura kissed me, then gasped as I bent down and smoothly swept her off her feet into my arms. She laughed as I carried her to the bed. I gently deposited her onto the bed, then my body followed as I eased over her, covering her. I kissed Laura, hard, hungrily driving my tongue into her mouth, exploring it. She returned my kisses, her delicious mouth equally hungry. As my hands gently kneaded her breasts through the dress, she pushed up against my hands, eager to feel me groping her.
I was easily going to get lost in a dream world as I began making love to Laura. The sight, taste, feel and smell of her aroused passions and hungers I had not felt in years. I briefly thought of Melina, what she had been like in our early days of lovemaking, then let the thoughts go... I wanted to think of Laura, and concentrate fully on Laura alone.
She finally slid out from under me and stood up, tall and regal like a queen. I was going to stand up with her, but she stopped me with a hand gesture. "Just watch, darling." she said huskily as she reached up to the straps on her dress. I watched, my eyes drinking in the sight of her beauty. She eased the dress over her breasts, exposing her long, hard nipples, surrounded by the large, light brown rings of her areolas. I could see the veins crisscrossing along the flesh of her large, natural melons, my mouth watering to taste them.
The dress slid slowly down her body with a whisper until she let it go just above the line of her crotch, stepping out of it as it puddled around her feet. She was magnificent. The thick, trimmed triangle of her black pubic bush couldn't hide the angry pink of her swollen labes. Her womanly slit glistened with moisture and her clit peeked out above it, almost visibly pulsing.
Laura gracefully stepped forward, naked except for the high heels slides, and eased onto the bed. Slipping past me, she arranged herself on her back, one pillow under her ass and the small of her back while she rested her head on a couple more.  



"Your turn." she said simply. Taking my cue, I stood up at the end of the bed. I kept our eyes locked together as I slowly unbuttoned my shirt and removed it. I felt grateful that I was in decent shape: firm, not flabby, not exactly a fitness model but certainly nothing to be ashamed of. I probably needed lessons from my nephew Todd on being a male stripper, but I did know to turn my back to Laura as I unbuckled my belt and opened my pants. Sliding my pants and underwear down in one motion, I gave Laura a moment to look at my ass as I stepped out of my socks and shoes and pants. Then, naked, I turned around.
Laura's eyes gleamed as she took in the sight of my cock and balls. I was rock hard again, the skin of my cockshaft almost hurting with tautness. My balls were like rocks again. I eased onto the bed, sliding up between Laura's long, spread legs. Easing my body onto hers, I kissed her again. I began dryfucking her, lightly humping the long shaft of my meat along her soaking wet slit, but not trying to enter her. Not just yet.
"Mmm, babe, I've just got to taste you." I said. I began kissing my way down her neck, down her chest, kissing her breasts, sensing the ache of her teats as I sucked roughly on the distended nipples. I slowly, teasingly, worked my lips and tongue down Laura's firm abdomen with gentle kisses, sucks and nibbles until I felt the hair of her pubic bush brush against my lips. Then I settled down between Laura's legs, my hands guiding her thighs as she pulled her legs up and back.
Oh my God. Her cunt was gorgeous, beckoning me to taste it. I admired the glistening pink of her wet slit, wanting to just look at this sight forever, but too eager to taste it. I stuck out my tongue and took a long, sloowwwww lick along her slit, from the bottom to the top.
"OOOOHHHHHH!!!" Laura moaned loudly. She was obviously starved for my touch, almost beside herself with desire to feel me eat her pussy. I took another lick, a bit faster but deeper. Then I went to work.
My hungry mouth explored her labes with kisses and nibbles, then I plastered my mouth to her opening, letting my tongue sluice in and around the walls of her vagina. Laura was breathing harder and harder and I tasted her womanhood, eating it out for some minutes before making my final move.
I began licking her slit again, sometimes sucking her cuntlips into my mouth in a gentle but firm suck, but now I started making my way to her clit. My licks got higher and higher until I was lashing the firm little bud. I went to work on Laura's clit, licking it, sucking and kissing it. Two of my fingers were sliding into her cunthole, deeper and deeper until they were buried to the knuckles. I gently scratched the upper wall of Laura's vagina, the tips stroking her g-spot.
Laura was now moaning and gasping, her hands pushing my head into her loins, her legs pulled way back and shaking. She was coming apart at the seams and finally exploded.
"OH MY GOD!" I heard Laura yell as she drove her hips forward, slamming her cunt into my face. Her pussy juices gushed over my fingers as her vagina clamped down on them. Her body shook violently a couple of times, followed by a series of much gentler shivers. Finally her body collapsed as all the tension dropped out of her muscles.
"Oh my God. Don, that was so fucking good!" Laura whispered huskily. "Thank you so much!"
"My pleasure." I said, pleased that my efforts and technique had pleasured this heavenly angel. I dipped my head back down to continue giving Laura cunnilingus, but she gently pulled my head up. Understanding, I wordlessly moved up and mounted her.
It was time. Oh God, it was time!
I sucked Laura's left breast and then moved my mouth up to hers as I positioned myself just right. I felt her hand sliding between us, gripping my throbbing hard cockshaft. As our tongues battled in our deep kiss, I felt the warm wetness of her cunt kiss the head of my cock. I pushed gently forward, enveloping my manhood in that wonderful wet heat. Unerringly, my cock slid past Laura's guiding hand and began sinking into her pussy, gliding in on a thick layer of hot cunt oil until I felt our groins meet and my balls gently slap the skin just above her ass.
Oh my God. I was in. I was inside her! I was fucking Laura!
I felt almost like a virgin teenager, the wonderfulness of being buried balls-deep inside a woman intense, but being inside this woman overwhelming me. The pleasure of my body united with Laura's was even more delicious and intense than I had imagined it would be.
"Oh, Laura... oh, geez..." was all I could gasp. As I slid my cock out, then shoved it back in, I felt Laura push her cunt up to meet my stroke.
 "Oh yesssss.... it's soooo good." Laura whispered back, her eyes wet with lust and happiness as I looked into them. I began gently stroking in and out of her. Long, slow, deep strokes, enjoying the sensations of fucking a fantastically hot wet cunt, but reveling even more in the pleasure flooding my entire body as I made love to this woman!
As we began fucking, we became a tangle of bodies, arms and legs. Laura's legs were pulled back until her knees were almost against her shoulders. I felt her legs pressing against my sides, her feet in her high heels pressing against my asscheeks and the back of my thighs. I slid my arms under her shoulder blades, taking her beautiful head into my hands, kissing her deeply as she wrapped her arms around my neck and shoulders and back. We moaned into each other's mouths as I steadily pumped my aching, cock deep into Laura's womanhood again and again and again. I wanted to be inside her! With every stroke I tried to get even more of myself into herself.
Our coupling was deep and wet. My mouth slid along her neck and her jaw as I kissed her. At first I thought I was going to have to slow down... it was getting to be too much, too intense, and I didn't want to come within a few minutes and disappoint Laura. Then I realized that the blowjob she'd given me earlier really had taken the edge off. I began to get control.
I eased my hands back and raised up on them in a push-up position. I began thrusting into Laura with harder but still steady strokes, looking down at her beautiful face. She looked up at me, her mouth curling up into a gentle smile.
"Oh wow." she said quietly, almost in a whisper. "I didn't realize.... that it would be ... uhhhh.... this fucking good! Oh God, Don!"
"Me neither." I gasped. "Laura... I love you." The words had escaped my mouth before I realized what I had just said.
"I love you, too." Laura said. I felt her hands slide down my sides and grip my asscheeks as they steadily pistoned my cock into her. I leaned over, sucking her breasts, alternating between them, then moved my mouth to hers for yet another kiss. It turned into an open-mouth French kiss, soulful and exploring. We fucked for several long minutes, hard but steady. I was growing tired but at the same time filled with energy. I wanted this to go on forever... I would not have minded dying right at this moment, as long as that last moment was making love with this woman....
With motions beyond my conscious knowledge or decision, and moving in seemingly perfect sync with Laura, I slid one hand to catch her leg and pull it back, then the other. I felt her ankles and calves resting on my shoulders and I began the final drives into her pussy, pushing harder, deeper, faster into her upturned, totally exposed, open cunt!
"Oh yes!" Laura began gasping, louder. "Fuck me! Fuck me, Don! Fuck me fuck me fuck me!! OH GOD!" Her pussy clamped down hard on my cock, feeling as if it would violently expel my long, thick invader from the depths of her cunt. Laura was coming, coming hard. For a couple of moments, as I shoved my meat into her as hard as I could , she was nothing but a climaxing cunt. Hot and clenching cunt.
Finally, I felt Laura's cunt relax and I could begin stroking in and out again. Her body seemed to go limp underneath me, though her legs were still trapped over my shoulders and I didn't let them drop.
"Oh God." Laura said, her eyes closed. "Oh sweet fucking God." She was babbling, I realized as I began to pump harder and deeper into her. I felt the beginnings of my climax welling up. I fucked harder, concentrating on the building pain, my cock now jackhammering Laura's tight, deep, sweet, helpless cunt. I looked down at my lover's beautiful face, then the gray mist swirled in as the violent pain exploded in my loins.
"UNNH! AAAUGGGH!!!" I heard myself scream out. Oh my god, it was so good! My whole body shook violently as I spurted into Laura, jolt after jolt rocking my world. Oh geez, had I really died and was going to heaven? I managed to think to myself...
As I recovered I realized that I had collapsed onto Laura. Her legs were no longer trapped under my arms. I wrapped my arms around her shoulders, kissing her deeply as I felt her legs wrap around my waist in a tight, warm hug. I felt cold air on my back, then realized that we both were soaking wet, bathed in sweat.
"Laura..." I gasped....
"In Japan, they call it 'The Clouds and The Rain.'" Laura whispered, knowing my thoughts, my feelings. "They say that at the moment of climax, we are one with the gods." I nodded and kissed her.
"It's true." I gasped. "I think I just proved it..... Laura, I have never come like that before." I looked into her eyes, seeing the unspoken question. "Yes, I meant what I said, sweetheart." I continued. "I love you, Laura. I--" Her fingers on my lips stopped me.
"I love you too, darling." she said. "But it's not yet our time." I was puzzled what she meant, but didn't say anything as she mashed her lips onto mine in another deep kiss...
"One thing's for sure." I said, looking into her eyes. "Now that was the right way to break in a new house!" Laura burst out laughing as we hugged tightly, with the rest of the night before us.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
It was nearly dawn. The sun, which had waved goodbye to us the night before over the town to the west, was now behind the hill to the east. The light was just beginning to grow on the village and the school, still asleep before a new day of activity to come.
I sat in my robe on the deck and watched for a while, enjoying the view, remembering the incredible night before. Laura and I had made love again. We tried out our new jet tub, lighting candles in the bathroom. As we lay back, facing each other, Laura drank several glasses of champagne as I used my lips and tongue to suck, kiss and explore her exquisite, shapely feet. After several minutes of allowing me to indulge in the fetish of orally worshipping Laura's feet, Laura led me back to the bedroom.
After fellating me to rock-hardness, Laura got on top, riding me, using all of her vast experience to pleasure me as she reveled in the passionate joy of fucking my long hard cock. I mauled her breasts, kneading them, sucking her nipples whenever she leaned over and presented them to my mouth. She came twice, her body shuddering as her cunt clamped down hard on my meat, before finally coaxing another load out of my balls and up into her deep, wet quim.....
The daylight was growing strong as I went back inside to the kitchen to get a cup of coffee that I had started earlier. Laura was there, pouring two cups. She looked fantastic, wearing only a flimsy light blue robe and white slides... not the ones she wore last night. These were shiny plastic and bright white, five inch heels with a strap across her toes. The thin soles actually had rubber on the bottom for traction.
"Good morning." I said as I drank in the sight of Laura's beauty.
"Mmm, good morning to you, too." she said, picking up the cups of coffee and extending one to me. We kissed as I took my cup, then stared into each others eyes as we drank.
Laura leaned against the counter on the inside wall, letting her robe slip open to reveal the shapely length of her long legs and her crotch. Her black hair was tousled, her makeup all but gone, sleep still in her eyes... but she looked beautiful. "Did you sleep well?" she asked.
"Fantastic." I answered. "You?"
"Absolutely." she said, smiling. She glanced down at my crotch, noticing my hardening cock beginning to tent my robe. "Mmmm, didn't you get enough last night?" she asked, her eyes sparkling with amusement.
I walked up to her, within inches. "Last night was wonderful." I whispered, kissing her, then letting my mouth nuzzle her neck near her ear. "But I'll never get enough of you. I want more. Now."
Wordlessly, Laura slid the robe off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. I kicked it to the side as she eased her ass up onto the counter top. She brought her legs up until her feet rested on the edge of the countertop on either side of her pussy, framing it, the rubber of her shoes' soles keeping her feet in place and not slipping.
I eased my robe open and walked up to her, guiding my cock to the entrance of her womanhood. We watched together as I bent slightly, slid my cockhead in, then pushed the length of my meat into her until our pubic bushes mingled.
"Ohhhhhhh..... " Laura whispered. I began pumping, pistoning my ass back and forth, my hands gripping the counter on either side of her feet. The beautiful woman wrapped her arms around my neck, holding on as I fucked into her with hard, steady strokes. Our breathing was hot and heavy as we rutted lustily, copulating with joyful abandon.
Laura raised her head from watching our coupled loins and kissed my mouth hard. Her moans into my mouth spurred me on to keep fucking her. Finally, she eased her body back. I bent over and sucked her breasts, tonguing her big mams and kissing her hard nipples. Then I stood up, let my hands cup the sides of her ass on the counter, her feet pressing into my forearms, and I began fucking Laura with shorter, harder strokes, trying desperately to come again.
"Uhhh....uhhhh...uhh... OH GOD I'M COMING!" Laura shouted. Her warning was needless: I felt her cunt walls clamp down hard on my cock, seemingly trying to push my invading tool out of her depths. I jammed my loins against hers as hard as I could, keeping our bodies tightly coupled as the spasms of Laura's orgasm rocked through her.
After catching her breath, Laura again wrapped her arms around me. Knowing it was time, I gripped her asscheeks and pulled her off the counter. She let her legs unfold but did not resist as I eased her on her back onto the kitchen floor. I pushed her thighs back, capturing them under my arms as I mounted her in a push-up position. Sinking my cock back into her, I began ramming my meat deep into her sopping wet cunt, hard and fast. Our loving was urgent and violent as the slaps of our flesh filled the air.
I fucked and fucked and fucked into her, driving hard and deep, hearing her gasp and shout in ecstasy or pain or both until finally, finally my orgasm struck me. I felt myself jetting my jism into the beautiful woman beneath me. It wasn't nearly as hard a cum as I'd experienced the night before; I was spent.
I eased my body down onto Laura's. We kissed, and I felt her hands caressing my back and ass and arms as I caught my breath. As we looked into each other's eyes, we each spoke the same words simultaneously:
"I love you."
(to be continued)
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Part 10 - Let's Make A Deal
Todd was bored.
The day before, his Uncle Don and Aunt Melina had gone back home to pack and sell their house. He didn't have any work scheduled that night, nor any dates set up. Uncle Don was going to the Police Academy in just a few days, and Aunt Melina had said she'd call to hook up with him when she got back, but that was going to be at least a couple of weeks away.
He didn't have any work scheduled for the night, and the local bars were dead this time of year with school being out of session, so the prospects of getting some pussy that night looked as slim as his waist. The idea of a drink and masturbating his nine inch cock to a porn movie wasn't appealing, but maybe there was a book he could read and---
Knock knock knock!!!
The loud bang on his door startled Todd. He went to the door, warily, and saw through the little viewer that it was Detective Brittany Maxwell.
"Lieutenant Maxwell!-- uh, hello." he said as he opened the door, his face registering his shock at the unexpected sight of the pretty policewoman.
"Hi Todd. May I come in?" Britt asked. Todd hesitated, still very much on his guard. He and Britt had sparred in the past, in the kind of way that she had almost placed him under arrest several times. Britt understood.
"It's not about police business, Todd." Britt said, trying to sound reassuring. "Totally personal." Still wary, Todd backed up slightly, allowing Britt to enter his apartment.
The condo apartment was one room that went front-to-back, with the kitchen to the back left and a door to the one bedroom to the right. It was clean and nearly bare, with a couch and television set near the front, a desk and breakfast table in the back.
Todd took in the sight of Britt as she stood in the middle of the room. She was wearing a navy blue jacket and slacks and navy blue low-heel pumps, and a light blue button-down shirt beneath. He was wearing only gym shorts, but they were not loose enough to hide the considerable size of his "package."
"What can I do for you, Captain?" Todd asked, slightly sarcastic in calling her the rank they both knew she likely would never achieve in the police force.
 "Well, Todd, I have a request. A personal request." Britt said, locking her twinkling eyes with Todd's hard gaze. "I want you to do me a favor."
"Oh, what's that?" Todd said, crossing his arms in a near-confrontational pose, sure that this was another of Britt's head games, trying to entrap him into something.
"I want you to get me a date... with your Aunt Melina." Britt said. Todd gasped in shock. He could see in the woman's eyes that she was serious.
"You want me to hook you up with Melina?" he asked, not sure he had heard correctly.
"Yep. Think you can do that? Or is it too much of a challenge for you?" Britt said, trying to goad his competitive spirit into an agreement.
"Why can't--" Todd began to ask, then stopped. He realized the enormity of the opportunity he had here. "Uh, let me ask this..." he started, in the tone of a deal-maker, "what's in it for me? What do I get for helping you get into my auntie's panties?"
Britt smiled, knowing she would have to make this offer, but not minding it in the least. "Me." she replied.
"You?" Todd asked. Suspicion crept back into his mind.
"If you help me get my tongue on Melina's slit, then I'll let you fuck me, Todd." Britt offered. "You've been trying to get into my pants for a long time. Here's your chance."
"Hmmm," Todd said, sidling up to Britt and sliding his hand onto her waist. "I think we can work together on this." He bent down and kissed Britt's mouth. She returned it. Gently at first, but then the kiss became deeper as Todd's tongue invaded and explored her mouth. Britt began responding, kissing the teen stud back warmly, enjoying the feeling of their lips sliding along each other's as much as Todd was.
"Mmmm, that's enough." Britt said, breaking the kiss and gently pushing Todd away. "So we have a deal?"
"We have a deal." Todd said, his arms returning to encircle the older woman. "Why don't we go into the bedroom and you give me a ... 'down payment' on it?"
"Nope." Britt said. "The deal is, Melina and I tongue each other's cunts, and then I'll fuck you."
"How do you know she'll do it? She may not even be a lezzie." Todd said, though he knew full well that Melina was bisexual.
"Trust me, she's bi, at least. You just help me get in her pants and I'll... do the rest." Britt said, grinning.
Todd's grin matched hers. "All right. If it gets me into your pants, babe, I'll do it."
"Good." Britt said, then moved toward the door as if to leave.
"It might take a little bit of time," Todd said. "I'll call you when I have it set up."
Britt came back to him and, to his surprise, pulled his head to hers for another kiss. Their tongues twined hungrily as their arms wrapped together. They stood there, making out hotly for several minutes.
"Mmmmm," Todd said as they broke the kiss, "are you sure you don't want to get started with me now, Britt?"
Britt backed out of Todd's strong arms. "I'm sure. You know the deal: First Melina, then me."
As Britt left the apartment, she hurried to her car, increasing her pace. The kisses with that teen stud had inflamed her loins much more than she had thought they would. She knew if she didn't get away from here soon that she would go back... and that Todd would be plunging his huge cock into her sopping wet quim, and thus reap the rewards of fucking her without setting her up with Melina.
Todd had cut off asking the question, and had not realized the ramifications: Why couldn't Britt just arrange this herself, or with Melina's husband Don? Why come to Todd? Britt smiled as she remembered the answer: she wanted to sample Todd's cock as well as Melina's pussy, and she was "killing two birds with one stone."
Part 11 - Girl Talk
Author's note: This is happening concurrently with Don and Laura's evening at "The Cabin", as described in Interlude Ch. 2.
It was nearly ten o'clock in the evening as Detective Brittany Maxwell climbed the stairs to Todd's apartment again, the click of her 5-inch-high heels seemingly as loud as the crack of rifles. She realized that the loud drumbeat she was hearing was her heart pounding in her chest.
Six weeks after their last meeting and conversation, Todd had called that afternoon and told her to come by, that he had set things up. Britt felt her loins melt, her excitement grow, and her apprehension spread through her body as she listened to the young stud's words over the phone.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Brittany had realized she was a lesbian, or at least bisexual, during her first year of college. She still remembered the thrill, the taste and the tingle of the other girl's lips as the girl had suddenly kissed her mouth in the dorm bathroom during a dorm hall party. They had made out for a couple of minutes before the girl had asked her to come to the girl's room. Once there, after making out some more, Britt felt the pleasure of having her pussy eaten for the first time, and of tasting another woman's cunt as well.
For several days she wondered if she'd just been really drunk and susceptible to be seduced like that, but she also realized that she felt no shame and that she had enjoyed the sex tremendously. She hooked up with that girl again, then a small network of girls in her dorm.
Brittany also dated men, made out with them, and she gave several blowjobs while in school. She felt no conflict within herself; fortunately for her, she had read a paper recently published by a sex psychologist named Dr. Laura Fredricson. The paper had stated that 80% of homosexual women were actually bisexual, leading young Brittany to realize that enjoying both men and women was natural to her.
She gave up her virginity her Senior year. The guy had been handsome, but his penis was barely six inches long and he had had very little technique. A couple of other guys, including her future husband, had not been any bigger nor better, and she resigned herself to routine, boring sex as she became engaged and then married. She had not cheated on her husband with another man, but had indulged with a few women that came onto her over the past few years.
Her world had been rocked the moment she had met Melina, though she tried fiercely to hide it. She had been very busy with the case of Todd, Ned and the pills. She and Todd had sparred for a good while, and she knew how large his cock was. But Melina had some kind of sexual aura; Brittany could not get Todd's uncle's wife out of her head.
Brittany had liked and had come to respect Don during that case of the pills. So she was thrilled that her recommendation of him to the Town Police Force was acted upon. And her heart surged: she hoped against hope that she might get a shot with Melina... she had felt in her soul that Melina was also bisexual, and that neither Melina's husband nor Todd knew it. She could not have known how Todd knew...
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
The strength of her knock on the door to Todd's apartment opened it. Peering inside, Britt called out "Hello!".
"Come on in." she heard a voice say, faintly as if from a distance. Stepping in, Britt closed the door behind her.
"Anyone home?" she asked, seemingly to empty space. Britt was wearing a light blue one piece dress with an unnecessary navy blue belt which matched her high-heel navy blue Christian Louboutin pumps. She also wore bright red lipstick, fingernail and toenail polish, which only matched the dress in terms of a patriotic look. She almost gasped out loud when the woman entered the room from Todd's bedroom. It was Melina!
"Hello there." Melina said, her voice low and husky. She was wearing a sheer, see-thru blue negligee and dark blue sandals with 5-inch high heels, a thin y-strap over the ankles and three thin straps in a "love knot" over her toes. Melina's lipstick, fingernail and toenail polish were a dark, blood-red color. Melina's rock-hard nipples were clearly visible through the film of the negligee, and her thick dark pubic bush showed at the hem of the flimsy garmet. Britt's eyes widened at the lovely sight before her, then recovered.
 "Hi." Britt answered. She was frozen, immobilized, not quite knowing what to do next. "Is Todd here?"
"He'll be along later." Melina said, her eyes twinkling, though not as brightly as Britt's. "For now, it's just us girls. And..." she added, stepping slowly up to the lovely policewoman, "that'll give us all the time we need to get... acquainted." With that, Melina slipped her hand around the back of Britt's neck and gently but firmly pressed her mouth to Britt's in a warm kiss.
"Mmmm" Britt moaned as she tasted Melina's lips and felt the sensation of her mouth being invaded by the younger woman's probing tongue. Britt was 33 years old, four years older than Melina at 29 (and 5 years older than Don at 28). Melina was a little bit taller than Britt, but it wasn't long before the naturally dominant tendency in Britt overcame her initial shock and she began returning the kiss as her hands slid around Melina's waist. Melina allowed Britt to take control, wanted to be the submissive partner despite having needed to take the lead in the initial contact.
Breaking the kiss, Melina took Britt's hand in hers. "Let's go into the bedroom." she said. "We'll be much more comfortable in there."
The bedroom was clean, Britt noted. The queen size bed's sheets were turned down, and they were fresh and clean, to Britt's delight. A small shaded lamp and some candles provided the low, warm, romantic light that bathed the room. At the foot of the bed, Melina turned and deeply kissed Britt again for what seemed several long, lingering minutes.
Their hands were exploring each other. Britt found Melina's breasts under the filmy negligee and began gently cupping then kneading them in her strong hands as Melina's hands roamed Britt's ass then up her sides to her breasts under her dress.
"Ohhhh," Britt whispered as they broke the kiss. "I can't believe... I... that this is finally happen-- I mean..."
"I know." Melina replied, looking into Britt's eyes from only inches away. "I was so flattered that you wanted me... believe me, the feeling is mutual." They kissed again, then Melina backed off, her calves pressing into the end of the bed. She pulled the negligee over her head and stood before Britt's sparkling eyes as they drank in the sight of Melina's naked loveliness. Melina was about to ease herself onto the bed when Britt turned around and said "Unzip me, please?"
Melina complied, then Britt turned to face her, letting Melina slowly slide the dress off of her shoulders. To her surprise, Britt noticed that Melina's hands were trembling as the younger woman reached for the clasp of Britt's bra between her breasts and twisted it apart. The bra and dress fell to the floor simultaneously in proof of the Law of Gravity but Melina didn't notice; her eyes were transfixed on Brittany's breasts. Medium sized, the nipples strained upwards, bright reddish, mouthwatering...
"Suck them." Britt ordered as Melina cupped her tits. Melina bent her head down and heard Britt moan softly as her mouth kissed and then suckled Britt's left nipple. She began alternating between the older woman's breasts, feeling the pressure of Britt's hand on the back of her head as Britt pushed her tits into Melina's face.
"Mmmffff... uhhhh!" Melina gasped. Brittany had eased her and down and was sliding ha finger over Melina's soaking wet cuntlips. She gasped again as Britt's finger insistently probed into her vaginal opening, easing back and forth until the finger was buried fully to the knuckle into Melina's hot womanly wetness. After several probes, Britt added a second finger. They probed Melina's pussy walls, then found her G-spot and began rubbing insistently. Melina began gasping and breathing heavily as her juices washed Britt's knuckles.
After a moment of this digital stimulation, Britt suddenly pulled her fingers out of Melina's twat, making Melina gasp again at the unexpected loss of the wonderful invaders. Britt then stepped forward as she gently pushed Melina back, succeeding in making Melina fall back onto Todd's bed. Melina barely had time to scramble back when Britt eased onto the bed and covered Melina's body with her own, mashing her lips onto Melina's with deepening passion.
The two beautiful women kissed deeply for long moments as they explored each other's bodies, the heat between them rising as their breathing grew heavier. It was Britt who broke the kiss and began kissing her way down Melina's neck to her breasts. Gripping Melina's large mammaries in her hands, Britt hungrily devoured the rock-hard nipples, sucking hard on Melina's teats as her hands roughly kneaded the titflesh surrounding them.
"Ohhhh...." Melina exhaled as Britt finally began kissing and licking her way down Melina's washboard tummy, licking along her nicely defined abs as Melina tightened the muscles. Melina had noticed that while Britt's body wasn't as well defined, Britt was still in fantastic shape, active and strong.
Britt's mouth was making a slow, zig-zag trail towards Melina's crotch. As Britt's tongue felt the hairs of Melina's pubic bush, she settled between Melina's firm thighs and gently pushed them further apart. Taking the hint, Melina spread her legs wide, her knees bent and her feet pushing on the bed.
"I can't wait to taste your pussy, Melina." Britt said. "I've been dreaming of this since the moment I met you. I am really going to work your cunt over, baby."
"Mmmm, I'm gonna hold you to that, babe!" Melina replied. "Now get in there and eat me!" The permission obtained, Britt dove her head between Melina's legs and right into her pussy lips.
"OHH!!! NNGG!!!" Melina gasped out loud, her hands instinctively grabbing Britt's head and pulling it into her crotch as Britt's tongue slashed over her slit and straight up to her clit. The room was filled with moans, gasps and the slurping of Britt's mouth on Melina's wet pussy as she tongued, licked, kissed and sucked her labes, clit and vaginal rim.
"Ohhhh... Oh GOD! I'm coming!" Melina gasped. Britt immediately sucked Melina's clit into her mouth. Melina almost bounced off the bed. "OH MY GOD!!! OHH!! UNNH!!! UNNH!!! She felt like she was coming apart at the seams as the intense pleasure blasted up her spine and burst behind her eyelids.
"Oh yeahh... that rocked!" Melina gasped. "God, you're one hell of a pussy licker, Britt!" As Britt blushed and said thanks, Melina began sitting up. "Okay, now it's my turn. Lie down on your back."
Britt hastily complied, lying down in the center of the bed where Melina had just been lying. Her heart pounded as Melina sat on her knees between Britt's legs and pushed Britt's thighs up. Britt pulled her legs up and back, then let them fall back down as she spread them very wide. Melina bent down at the hips, still crouched on her knees, and dove into Britt's steaming snatch.
"Oh yes!" Britt moaned. It felt so fucking good! Feeling Melina's tongue lashing at her labes, going deeper, licking up to her clit, then sucking on her labes was pure heaven. She looked down, seeing Melina's beautiful face at the end of her "runway" pubic bush just over her labes. Melina looked angelic as she concentrated on the task of munching Britt's muff.
Things got a little hazy for Britt as the pleasure of being eaten washed over her. She felt the electric pleasure building up in her clit and into her vagina, which discharged with a powerful shock of orgasm when Melina's fingers dove deep into her pussy and rubbed her G-spot relentlessly. Then came a series of rolling, smaller orgasms, something that happened to Britt very infrequently.
She became aware of that Melina was shifting position, then the lights dimmed... it was Melina straddling her face, easing them into a sixty-nine position. "Oh yes, this is heaven." Britt said as she began tonguing Melina's quim.
"Mmmmmm, is sure is!" Melina replied, then dove back into her very pleasant task. Soon the women had clamped their mouths onto each other's pussies, their tongue darting in and out of each other's vagina's at the same pace. They giggled together, then Melina began licking Britt's slit and clit as Britt delved her tongue as deep as she could into Melina and licked the walls of her sopping wet cunt.
She lost track of time as they sixty-nined, thinking that a lot of time must've passed. She felt Melina ease up a bit, pressing her ass and cunt into Britt's face and cool air on her thighs where Melina's head had been. Then she felt the contact of skin again and the shock of her slit being roughly tongued again. She felt her clit being sucked, this time much more roughly than before.



What the fuck? Britt thought to herself, realizing that something was amiss, even as the pleasure of being eaten continued to wash over her. Just as she pushed up on Melina's ass and thighs, Melina brought herself off of Britt completely and sat on her knees near Britt's right hip. But Britt didn't see that... she was looking between her legs at the pair of eyes staring back into hers.
It was Todd! Todd was eating her pussy!
Part 12 - Dueling Bodies
"Todd!" Britt gasped. "Oh my God!" Todd was grinning as he planted his mouth to Britt's labes and tongued her cunthole. "Oh Geez!" Britt said again, her voice gasping again. She just watched, her eyes locked with Todd's as he sucked her quim. She could feel Melina's presence at her side, but in her shock had not looked at the other woman.
Britt's hands went to Todd's head. She gently pulled him into her, letting her hands run through his hair, which was mussed up into a messy "Bad Boy" look. She enjoyed the feeling of the teen stud licking her out, barely noticing that her legs were pulling up and back to give him easier access.
"Oh yeah, that is so beautiful." she heard Melina say. "Eat her pussy, Todd!" Todd was doing that, his face smeared with the wetness of Britt's juices as he hungrily feasted upon the tasty woman before him.
Finally, Todd pulled his face out of Britt's slit and stood up at the end of the bed. Britt and Melina both marveled at the sight of the handsome young teen, his chiseled physique, his handsome face and the "bad boy" hair. The rest of his body was completely shaven, the bareness of his skin making him look even younger than his nineteen years.
"Oh my god, what are you doing here, Todd?" Britt asked involuntarily.
"Well, Britt... can I call you Britt now?... I live here." Todd answered.
"I... I mean--" Britt started.  "You did promise to fuck him if you and I fucked." Melina said, unable to hide her own grin. "And I want to watch! Besides, I'm going to fulfill another of my favorite things to do in just a few minutes. Take off your pants, Todd. Can't you see this woman wants to get fucked?"
Britt's eyes hungrily devoured Todd's body as he lowered his gym shorts, revealing his huge cock. It was already hard, standing out menacingly, a weapon of lust ready to be used to satiate their mutual desires. Britt felt her wet cunt burning with raw desire, a desire for a man... for cock... that she had not felt in years.
Todd did not wait for an invitation; he climbed onto the bed between Brittany's spread legs and mounted her. His mouth mashed onto hers and they locked into a deep kiss. As their tongues twined, Britt tasted her own juices on Todd's lips and tongue, which only served to drive her lust for him even higher. She wrapped her arms tightly around the teen stud, pulling him into her as she sucked hard on his probing tongue.
Todd was dryhumping Britt, gently undulating his hard, muscular ass, sliding his long, thick cockshaft along her sopping wet slit. Britt felt herself pushing up to meet his strokes, pushing her labes against the pulsing shaft sliding along them. She wanted this young man, she wanted his big cock inside her, filling her. With a shock, Britt realized that she also wanted to be the one to pleasure him, she wanted to use her body to sastisfy this man's powerful lusts...
"Mmmm, you two look sooooo good together." Melina said. "Are you ready to take Todd's cock, Brittany?"
"Ohhhh yesssss!" Britt hissed, breaking their kiss, letting Todd's mouth explore her cheek and neck, nuzzling her. "I am so fucking ready!" With that, Melina bent over until her face was inches from Britt's. Todd raised his head, watching them.
"Have you ever cheated on your husband, Britt? With another man?" Melina asked, her eyes boring into Britt. They were connecting deeply, on a womanly level Britt had never felt before. She could see the lust in Melina's eyes that matched her own. Melina's voice was husky, almost an animal growl, "Have you ever... committed adultery... with a stud like Todd?"
"No." Britt said, "But I don't care. I want to... fuck Todd."
Melina gently kissed Brittany's lips. "It's going to be wonderful, baby. There is nothing like committing adultery, believe me. Just remember: Once he's in, you'll enjoy the sin!!"
 "Oh yesss...." Britt hissed, then turned to Todd, who was watching her. "Fuck me, Todd!" Britt gasped. "Get that big thing into me!"
"You want it, Britt? You want my big cock in you?" Todd whispered. He was enjoying his control over the lovely policewoman he'd sparred with for so long, but at the same time realizing that he was finally, at long last fulfilling his own deep desires to copulate with this beautiful woman.
"Yes! Yes, I want it, Todd!" Britt said. Todd raised up just enough to let Britt's hand reach between them and grab his cock. Just as Britt's fingers closed around the thick trunk of cockshaft near the base, she felt another hand. It was Melina, reaching under Todd's ass from behind, massaging his cock and big heavy balls. Britt felt Melina gently squeeze her hand then withdraw it.
"Put it in, babe." Todd said. "You know you want my big dick inside you, Britt! Put it in for me." Todd was trying to act as if he were in charge, in control, but in truth he was about to lose it; he wanted to bury his meat to the balls in Britt's cunt so badly he could hardly contain himself.
"Oh, yes I do want it!" Britt exclaimed as she used both hands to guide Todd's massive cockhead to her cuntal opening. As soon as the first contact was made, Todd pushed forward, but the head didn't catch and he slid roughly up her slit and over her clit. "Easy babe!" Britt admonished the teen stud. "And go easy with this thing. I've never had anything nearly this big."
Todd kept undulating his hips and ass, forcing Britt to concentrate on getting his cockhead into her. When she got it just into her opening again, Todd pushed forward, burying just the cockhead inside her. It didn't slip and he began to push forward. He was entering her! 
"UHHHHHhhhhhhh!!" Britt gasped as she felt Todd's thick cock stretching her cuntwalls as he drove his thick meaty inches into her. "Uhhhh!" She had never felt so full, and Todd only had half his prick inside her. He paused for a second, pulled back slightly, then drove forward again, this time sinking his entire length into the scalding wet depths of her cunt.
"Oh baby, you took it all!" Todd grunted, the pleasure for him as immense as it was for the beautiful woman beneath him. He rotated his hips as he ground his groin into Britt's, making her gasp. His ass rose and fell, and about half his cock glided out of Britt' clinging cunt before slicing wetly back in.
 They began a steady fuck rhythm as Todd's mouth explored Britt's mouth, her neck and occasionally her breasts. He was pushing in hard with every stroke, withdrawing gently then driving his member hard into Brittany again, enjoying the wetness, the heat and the feel of fucking, but more enjoying the feel of his loins united with this woman, now knowing Brittany Maxwell in that most special and intimate of ways.
"Ohhh, you're going so deep." Britt said after a few moments of fucking, as she wrapped her legs around Todd's waist, the backs of her high heels pushing into his muscular, pumping ass to incite him further.
"Feels good, baby." Todd replied. "You like feeling my big chubby balls-deep inside you?"
"Oh yessssssss!" Britt hissed, smiling up at the teen, her eyes sparkling with pleasure, but also merriment. "I think you like it, too, Todd. You really like getting in deep, don't you?" Todd didn't answer, but slammed his mouth back into Britt's in time with one of his driving cock-thrusts. He increased the tempo of his strokes, driving harder and faster into her.
Melina was watching from one side. The sight of two people coupling in front of her was intensely arousing. Their beautiful bodies were bathed in a sheen of sweat, glowing in the light as they fucked furiously. The sexual energy in the room was incredible, and as her fingers slid through her thick pubic bush and rubbed her clit, she reveled in it... in all of it.
She noticed that at first Todd had been fucking Britt hard, like he really wanted to give it to her, make her feel it, as if in revenge for their months of antagonism... but gradually his body rhythms changed and, unconsciously, his attitude. He was now fucking Britt to pleasure her and himself, to give her the joy of being filled with his huge male meat, and in return feel the ecstasy of copulating with her.
The rutting couple humped lustily, their desires for each other fueled by the long-simmering tensions between them. Britt was returning Todd's efforts, both physically and emotionally, in equal measure. She met his powerful thrusts with equal intensity, her tongue battling with his as they deeply French-kissed. In some ways, their contest was now in their coupling as they attempted to out-do each other and dominate each other... but they were also making passionate love, enjoying each other and each other's bodies, giving and taking pleasure in equal measure.
"UHHHH!" Britt yelled out as her orgasm struck her. It had been building, but the suddenness of the explosion of pleasure inside her surprised her. Her arms tightened around Todd, and so did her clenching cunt. To Todd's shock, it was too much...
"Oh baby, you are so fucking tight." Todd said as Britt tried to catch her breath. " My balls are like fucking rocks. I'm not gonna last very long this first time. I'm gonna come inside you, Britt, gonna fill you up!"
"Yes! Yes, come inside me!" Britt responded.
"Oh God, UGH! ACHHK!! UNNH! UHH! UHH! UUH!" Todd yelled out as is climax took him. He buried his meat into Britt's quim as the first spurt of thick, heavy semen jetted out of his cock and deep inside her. As jolt after jolt of sperm filled her, the ecstasy of release flooded Todd's senses. Spent, he collapsed onto Britt. He kissed her cheek as his left hand mauled her right breast.
After letting them cuddle silently for a few minutes, Melina softy said "Okay, Todd, get off of her. I want to clean her up."
"Whaa..." Britt said as Todd slid over her and onto the bed next to her. She saw Melina easing between her legs again.
"Mmmm, this is MY treat." Melina said, her voice happy. "I love eating a man's come from a woman's cunt. I can't get enough of this..." With that, Melina buried her face into Britt's freshly fucked pussy.
"Uhh! Easy, honey!" Britt gasped. "I'm really sensitive right now."
"I'm sorry." Melina apologized, "I'll be careful." She licked Britt's swollen labes as softly as she could, and the sigh from the older woman let her know she was getting it right. Soon her tongue was delving deeper into Britt's vagina. The taste of Britt's copious juices mixed with Todd's tangy jism was pure heaven for Melina's mouth. She sucked in and swallowed the thick globs of spunk that oozed onto her searching, swirling tongue, then greedily searched for more.
Todd didn't stay idle. Standing on his knees next to Britt's face, he gently held the back of her head with his left hand and guided his huge, half-hard cock, wet and shiny with their combined fluids, to Britt's mouth. As she enjoyed the taste of a young man's cunt-juice-coated meat in her mouth, she looked up at Todd, her eyes twinkling with pleasure. Todd briefly smiled back, but was concentrating on his cock sliding in and out of Britt's beautiful face. Britt felt Todd's meat hardening again, lengthening again. She was amazed that he was recharging again so quickly after such an intense climax.
Part of the reason Todd was becoming aroused again was the sight before him. Britt's legs were pulled back, her pretty feet in the high heel pumps high in the air, giving Melina total access to her slimy, sperm-filled cunt. Melina was noisily slurping away as if she were starving, her face smeared with juices, small noises of happiness coming from her mewling mouth as she ate out Britt's vagina.
Todd climbed off the bed and got behind Melina's upturned ass. There was enough room for him to mount her from behind, standing on his knees behind her. He brought the head of his cock to Melina's labes, letting it rub up and down her slick slit then finding the entrance to her womanhood and pushing his meat deep into it.
"Mmmmmmm!" Melina moaned into Britt's cunt as she was penetrated. Todd slid his meat deep into Melina and withdrew almost completely. He grasped Melina's waist, pulled her to him as he drove into her, felt his groin and balls smack Melina's groin and belly with loud thuds, then began fucking her hard and deep, pumping her with a steady rhythm, letting his teen energy flow into the heat of their fucking.
Britt sat up slightly, lowering her legs to the bed, angling slightly to one side as her left asscheek raised slightly off the bed, but not letting Melina lose contact with her juicy twat. As Britt put her hand on Melina's head and pulled her hard into her cum-soaked loins, she and Todd made eye contact. They began using Melina together, Todd fucking her hard from behind while Britt smeared her cunt over Melina's pretty face.
"Doesn't she have a beautiful back?" Todd asked. Britt looked down and understood what Todd was talking about. Melina's back and shoulder blades were well-toned, developed by years of exercise and yoga, and extremely sexy. Todd couldn't get enough of the sight of Melina's back. He loved fucking her like this so he could watch her back and shoulder muscles rippling. He grabbed her hips and began ramming his prick in harder.
 "Oh God, that's good!" Melina gasped. She hadn't heard what Todd had said, so she didn't know or care why what got Todd so aroused, but she loved it when he shoved his incredibly huge weapon of lust into her with deep, powerful thrusts. She felt the buildup of a hot orgasm inside her. The smell and taste of Britt's spermy pussy and the power of Todd's hard fucking made her explode.
"OH GOD!!! OH MY FUCKING GOD! FUCK ME TODD! FUCK ME!!!!!" Melina wailed as her body shook violently. Todd pushed into her hard; it felt like her strong cunt was going to push him out of her by force. "Huhh! Huhh! Huhh! Huhh!" Melina gasped as she shivered violently again, the force of her orgasm blasting her into a swirling cloud of pure ecstasy...
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Britt glanced at the bedside clock. It was nearly 2:00am. And the night was still young.
She had watched Todd's youthful body, beads of sweat rolling down his muscled chest and abdomen as he violently fucked Melina for several more minutes before climaxing deep inside her. Though spent, Melina had asked Britt if she'd like to try eating a cream-filled pussy. Brittany ate Melina's pussy as gently as she could, enjoying the unique and delicious taste. Melina relaxed as she was eaten, and Britt was happy to give the beautiful woman as much pleasure as she possibly could.
Some time later, Melina suggested giving Todd a double-decker blowjob. They took turns engulfing his hard cock, then Britt slid up to Todd, her body next to him as Melina settled between the teen's legs and began fellating him with intense passion. Britt and Todd began kissing, making out as they lay side-by-side. Todd gently kneaded Britt's breasts, occasionally bending his head and sucking her aching, sore nipples.
"I'm going to take a shower." Melina said, getting up from the bed, sensing that Todd and Britt wanted some time alone. "Why don't you ride Todd's cock, Britt?" Todd enthusiastically agreed. Britt did not.
"Mmm, I'd rather have you on top of me Todd." They got into position and Melina headed to the bathroom just as Todd's big cock slid into Britt.
"Mmm, I love it this way." Britt said, looking into Todd's eyes. "I like being beneath you, having you on top of me and taking me like this." Todd bent down and deeply kissed Britt's mouth.
"It's absolutely my pleasure. So... are we going to be friends? Or go back to being enemies tomorrow?" Todd whispered. He was fucking Britt gently, deeply but very slowly, and they were both really enjoying the slow pace of their coupling as they pillow-talked.
"Friends. For sure. Mmmmmm...." Britt said, kissing the teen's mouth warmly.
"Can I see you again?" Todd asked, wrapping his arms around her shoulders, taking her head in his hands, gently stroking her hair.
"Oooooh, Todd!" Britt said, her hands sliding under his arms and embracing him, her hands firmly pushing his shoulder blades to pull him into her. "Are you asking me for a date?" she said, smiling.
"Uhhh... aren't you a married woman? I meant to say... er, I meant to ask if you want to have sex again." Todd said. Britt giggled, then playfully kissed Todd's lips again.
"Sure." she said, "but I'll have to come up with some good things for you to do for me in trade." Todd grinned in reply.
"Sounds like a good deal." he said as he began stroking his meat into Britt with longer strokes, pulling out farther then slowly sinking back in until he was fully sheathed. He fucked her like this for long moments, deeply, sensuously...
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Six o'clock the next morning. It had been a heavenly night, but it was time to go, Brittany thought as she dressed rapidly. Melina and Todd were asleep on the bed.
As she applied her makeup at the bathroom vanity, one memory came to her amongst all the wonderful things that had happened the night before: she was remembering Todd ejaculating into her for the second time after their long, slow fuck, feeling his body shudder in climactic ecstasy as he pumped his semen deep inside her.
When she stepped into the main room, she saw Melina in the kitchen, wearing the negligee from the night before. Melina turned to her and smiled.
"Good morning." Melina said. "Coffee?"
"No, thanks. I've got to run. I'm on duty in an hour." Britt replied.
"Awww, okay." Melina said, walking up to her, taking her hands into her own. "We'll see each other again soon, I'm sure." They gently kissed, then Melina walked into the bedroom. After gathering her keys and purse, Britt took one last glance into the bedroom. Melina was lying on the bed, draped over the teen stud's abdomen, sucking his enormous cock. He was half hard and growing under Melina's oral encouragement. After watching that big tool disappear into Melina's beautiful face several times, Britt turned to go. Outside, the sun was just rising. It was going to be a wonderful day.....
Part 13 - The Lightness of Open Marriage
I got home about 11:00am. My wife Melina wasn't there; apparently I had arrived before she had. I spent the time getting some paperwork organized; I would be hard at work with the Town Police on Monday morning.
"Hi there! When did you get home?" I heard a cheery voice calling out. Melina had very quietly entered the house.
"Just a few minutes ago." I said. Melina was wearing workout clothes, a top that did nothing to hide her sexy back muscles and really outlined her big breasts, and tight-fitting gym pants that went just below her pants. "Been working out?"
"Yes." Melina said. "But the only gym in this town is God-awful. The men hanging out there just leer at the few of us women who dare show up."
"Why don't you start your own gym?" I said half-jokingly. To my surprise, Melina's gray eyes lit up. She came over and wrapped her arms around me.
"That's not a bad idea." she said. "I have such a smart husband." I didn't know if she was being sarcastic or not, but I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her mouth anyway.
"Did you have a good night last night?" I asked as we headed towards the stairs. Melina was imperceptibly guiding me towards the bedroom.



"Yes, and that's why I needed the workout, to loosen up. I'm sore." Melina replied. "How about you? How was your night with Laura?"
"Very good." I replied as we entered the bedroom.
"Oh, just 'very good'?" Melina asked playfully, looking over her shoulder at me. "You'll have to tell me about it. After I take my shower, though. Wha--" She had begun taking off her top but I stepped up behind her and took her into my arms.
The sight of Melina's shoulders and back had aroused me, even after my long hard night with Laura. I remembered Todd talking about her back so many times, and I had come to appreciate this aspect of Melina's beauty myself. I began nuzzling my wife's neck as I felt up her breasts. The taste of her sweat-salty skin mixed with the remnants of her perfume which wafted into my nose were a sexually intoxicating mix.
"Mmmm, take the shower later, babe." I said into her ear, "I've got something better for us to do right now."
Melina giggled "Didn't Laura give you enough last night? She swore she was going to wear you out!"
"She did." I replied, still kissing my wife's neck, one hand sliding down to Melina's crotch and squeezing it through her gym pants. "She busted my balls. But what kind of man would I be if I didn't get hot at the sight of my beautiful wife?"
"Ooo-kay," Melina said as I eased her top over her head. She turned around and kissed me as our hands worked her pants down over her ass and down her legs. Totally naked, Melina sat down at the end of the bed and began opening my pants. I took off my shirt as she fished out my cock and engulfed it into her warm, wet mouth. I stepped out of my pants and we were both totally naked, husband and wife about to have sex.
"Ohh!" I groaned as Melina's mouth slid up and down my shaft. Unbelievably, I was getting hard, even after the intense, ball-draining night of lovemaking with Laura just hours before.
"Mmm," Melina said, looking up into my eyes as she sucked and jacked my throbbing member, "Was this cock that I'm sucking in Laura's pussy last night? Did you put this prick into Laura's cunt? her mouth? Did you fuck another woman with this cock last night?"
"Uhhh... yesss...." I managed to gasp as I watched and felt my wife fellating me.
"Oh yeah?" Melina asked huskily, "Do you know how fucking hot that makes me Don? Sucking on your cock after you sank it into Laura's pussy?" Melina let her lips slide down the base of my shaft then kiss and suck on my poor, aching balls. "Did Laura's pussy juices soak this big cock, Don? Did Laura's juices wash down these balls?" 
"Unnh! God dammit, bitch!" I gasped, but Melina continued relentlessly.
"Did Laura drain these balls, Don? Did she leave me anything at all?......unnh.... oh yeah...." She sucked my cock deep and hard for a long moment, then licked over the head.
"DO you know how hot it makes me, thinking of you fucking her? Fucking Laura? God, she's so hot!" Melina's mouth descending hard on my cock, engulfing my entire shaft as she began sucking hard and deep, the intensity of her blowjob matching the intensity of her desires. In the pleasure of the moment, the meaning of her last sentence totally escaped me.
I still don't know how she does it, but even as she was sucking, I felt the condom being unrolled onto my cockshaft by her tongue as she fellated me. Almost like magic... actually it must BE magic, my cock was sheathed and ready to penetrate my wife's pussy.
"Do you want to eat my cunt, Don?" Melina asked. "It's still full of Todd's spunk. I haven't had a chance to clean it out." She was climbing back onto the bed, totally naked, not even any shoes on her feet.
"No, I think I'll fuck some sloppy seconds." I said, giving the answer she already knew I was going to make. "Get on your hands and knees, though. I'm going to fuck you like a dog!"
"Mmmm, yeah, do it! Fuck me like the bitch in heat I am!" Melina said, using the filthy words that I'd just restrained from using. She was totally hot. I eased behind her upturned ass, marveling at it's mouthwatering heart shape, her cunt open and sopping wet under the deep cleft separating the firm, round cheeks of her magnificent ass. I fit the head of my condom-sheathed cock to her slit and into her cunthole and drove forward as I grabbed her hips and pulled her to me. My cock slammed into my wife's deep cunt, our groins smashing together hard with a loud *smack!*
"Oh sweet God, that's so good!" Melina growled. I began a hard fast rhythm, gripping Melina's waist firmly right where her hips flared out and pulling her hard into me as I drove forward again and again and again. I fucked my wife hard, needing the violent thrusting to keep the intensity up, enjoying the pleasure of the sheer, raw fucking I was pumping into her.
"Oh yes, fuck me fuck me fuck me fuck me!" Melina gasped, working with me to slam herself back into me and meet my driving thrusts. She was really getting into it, and seconds later I felt the first of her orgasms, her cunt clamping down on me, her body shivering.
Sweat poured down my face and I could see her body glowing with perspiration as we ardently rutted together. The muscles of Melina's back rippled as she came. She was struggling to hold herself up on her elbows and knees. I bent over and began kissing and nibbling on her back, between her shoulder blades. Then I pushed forward, forcing Melina to collapse on her belly. I went with her, staying inside her and kept pushing my cock into her in this "snake" position, tremendously enjoying the feel of my groin pushing hard against the sweet cheeks of my wife's ass as I pumped away...
My climax was hard to reach, but once it started it was like a runaway freight train. "Uhhh, I'm coming!" I gasped, feeling the rising pain break into the ecstasy of release. I ejaculated what little semen I had left into the condom with a few short, stabbing thrusts into Melina's pussy, then collapsed on top of her.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
We were dozing, lying together on our sides in the "spooning" position, Melina's ass pressing gently into my groin, her back into my chest, my arm around her, holding her protectively, warmly, occasionally feeling her breast. My cock had long since deflated, but the condom still clung loosely to it. I began gently kissing my wife's neck and back until she stirred. She reached up and back with her hand and slid it around the back of my neck, then turned her head and joined her lips with mine in a deep kiss.
"Mmmmm" Melina said sleepily, "If spending the night with Laura makes you throw a fuck like that into me, I'm going to send you to her a lot more often." I said nothing as I kissed her again. We made out for a while, then Melina turned to face me. Still holding her in my arms, I french-kissed her, our tongues lazily twining.
"So...." Melina said, her eyes looking into mine. "What do you think about this open marriage thing we're apparently doing in spite of ourselves."
"Oh gosh.... I dunno...." I fell back, looking at the ceiling. Melina rested her head on my chest. "I think I'm liking it, so far." I finally said. "How about you?"
"It's good." she said. "but kind of scary, too." She looked up at me, her chin resting on my right nipple. I nodded, understanding completely. Melina continued, "There was I time I would've killed you if you'd slept with another woman behind my back. But I was really glad, and I was happy for you, that you got to sleep with Laura. And now.... well, next time you better let me watch you fuck Laura, especially if you want to watch me fuck some young stud again!" Her eyes glowed with amusement.
"Sounds like a good deal." I said, then kissed her. "Okay, let's go take that shower now..."
Finis
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Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
Part 1 - A Death In The Family
6:50am, Thursday morning. It was early September, just a few days past the Labor Day weekend. I was in the Major Crimes Department (MCD) room of the Town Police Headquarters, drinking my coffee as I read the morning newspaper. It was devoid of interest as far as local concerns. School had started back and the town had felt the impact of the rush of students coming in like a hurricane striking after a lazy, slow summer. Fortunately, MCD had nothing big going on, which allowed me to get more involved in the IT aspects of my job. Upgrades to the servers were already happening.
At that moment, Chief Griswold suddenly appeared in the doorway. "Come to my office." he said shortly, his voice not friendly as it usually was. I hurried behind him to his office. Inside was the Police Chaplain. "Close the door." he said as I entered. I did so, filled with foreboding at the very unusual nature of these proceedings. "Have a seat." I sat down in one chair in front of the desk as the chaplain sat in the other.
"I'm sorry to have to tell you this, Don." said the chief as he sat down behind his desk. "We just received a call that your father has passed away."
"How?" I asked involuntarily, naturally shocked by the news.
"It looks like he passed away peacefully in his sleep. They suspect a heart attack, but they're not sure." the chief said. "Your mother told the police there that you worked here, so they gave me the call for her."
The chief told me to take a few days off, which meant to get the hell out of there and go take care of my family needs. I called Melina on my cell phone, telling her to meet me at home. I called Todd as well, telling him to pack a bag and come over to our house. At home I told them the sad news. We packed some things and Todd rode with us as we headed out to my childhood hometown.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
The town of Apple Grove was a picturesque, quintessential small town of about 10,000 religious, self-reliant people. It was the perfect place for a stern, religious man like my father, but truth be told, I was happy to leave it for college. Though Melina and I visited my parents a few times a year, I felt like I hadn't been here in a very long time as I returned for my father's funeral.
It was nearly 11:00pm. We were just returning to my mother's house after the visitation, which some call the "wake". I had expected a busy time since we'd arrived the previous morning. However, we found that most of the arrangements had already been made by my father's former law firm -- he had been a lawyer and pretty much a one-man show in this town, then in the last few years he took on partners to which he sold out the practice -- and there was little for the family to do except to wearily accept the condolences of people I'd long since forgotten about, introduce my wife and nephew, and try not to show my boredom of repeating my life story a multitude of times.
"I need a drink." my mother said as we entered the house. "Who wants to join me?" I was in shock -- my mother, drinking? Melina was already enthusiastically accepting the offer, so I had no chance to say anything. We went into my dad's study. His desk was on the far side of the room, dominating it. My mom had a small, unobtrusive secretary-desk in the opposite corner. Like many families, the kitchen table served her when she needed more space.
Obeying Mom's command, Todd and I sat down in two chairs. Mom took out her keys, selected a small one and unlocked the bottom drawer of her desk, and proceeded to pulled out a bottle of Scotch, a bottle of Grey Goose vodka, and a bottle of Amaretto DiSaronno. Melina brought in four glasses from the kitchen, and with her back to us blocking our vision, poured me a "Godfather" (amaretto and Scotch), neat scotch for herself, a "Godmother" (vodka and amaretto) for Mom, and since Todd was nineteen I cannot discuss what he might have been drinking.
"Ah, that's good." Mom said, taking a long swig of her drink. She then peered over at me. "No, Don, your father never knew that I liked to have a drink every once in a while. Oh, I made sure he never found out."
My mother Phyllis was 22 when she had Elizabeth and 30 when I came along, making her 58 now. My father was eight years older than her, dying at age 66. Mom looked like an older version of my sister Elizabeth, with the same medium height, big breasts, and shapely legs, but her face had a hawkish sharpness whereas Elizabeth's face was (deceptively) softer. If I'd had to choose, I'd have said Elizabeth was the prettier woman, but Mom was indeed attractive. Her hair was originally brown, lighter than Elizabeth's, but now had plenty of gray, which actually looked very pleasing. Mom wore her hair straight and fairly short, cut to hang just above her shoulders. She wore wire-frame octagonal glasses, giving her the "schoolmarm" look.
Mom was in very good shape for her age, thanks to exercise, especially tennis and golf at the Country Club. She had very little fat on her shapely body, and I suspect she could keep up with much younger women. She had told Melina a few years ago that she had been inspired by Melina's fantastic physique to improve her own.
Mom was wearing all black: dress, stockings, and pumps. If it were not for the somber occasion and if she were smiling, she would look very seductive. For that matter, Melina was wearing a black dress, but sheer/nude stockings and low heel black pumps, not overly severe. And as my wife could make a burlap sack look hot on her luscious body, she certainly looked fine in her black clothes.
My father, whose name was Douglass, had been slender and bald on the top of his head, with hair still growing on the sides and back of his head. With his glasses and fairly tall height, he looked more like a school professor than the lawyer he was. He was also a deeply religious man, evangelical in his outlook. I could never tell if he was disappointed in me for not expressing the same levels of religious fervor that he did, but he had learned from the total failure of trying to pour the Gospel into an unwilling and rebellious Elizabeth to not be so driving of it with me. Good thing.
He had not only sold out his law practice, but had profited from other investments which enabled him to retire early, but he had not really discussed those investments with me. He only told me vaguely that Mom would be taken care of if he died first. But as executor of his will, I was soon to find out everything.
I attempted to cover up my surprise at seeing Mom drink, but I was clumsy in doing so. "Well, Mom, are there any more secrets we should know about now?" I immediately felt discomfort spread about the room as well as disapproval from Melina. But then Mom spoke.
"To be honest... yes, there are more secrets. And some things that you need to know, Don." Mom said. "But I think we'd better save those for tomorrow, after the funeral. It's at two o'clock. Meanwhile, Don and Todd, I've hardly had a chance to talk to either of you, and I want to hear how school is going for you, Todd, and hear about your new job, Don."
Todd and I discussed in vague terms what we were doing with our lives, obviously omitting those secrets of our own. Mom had talked to Melina privately and extensively on two occasions since we arrived, and I idly wondered what the "girl talk" was about.
I was beginning to feel tired, hoping that we could all go to bed soon. Melina and I were sleeping in my old room, which fortunately had a new queen size bed; while Todd was staying in his mother's old room. These rooms shared "Jack and Jill" bathrooms between them: separate washrooms and a common bathtub/shower. Elizabeth's room had been completely re-done: new bed, new paint, new furniture... it was a guest room now, with not a single trace of my sister's presence remaining.
I had also noticed, but only now thought seriously about it, that there were no pictures of Elizabeth anywhere. There had been in the past, on the walls, and in frames sitting on pieces of furniture. My boyhood pictures were still where they'd always been, including on my father's desk in this room. But it was as if all traces of my sister had been scrubbed from this house that was her childhood home.
It was close to midnight when Mom brought our general chatter to a close. We'd all had several drinks by now, and were feeling the effects. Mom asked Melina and Todd to return the glasses to the kitchen, and to speak with me alone. Once we were alone and the door shut, Mom got to the point.
"Son, have you heard anything about Elizabeth lately? About Ned?" she asked.
"No, Mom." I replied. "As far as I can tell, they're still in Europe somewhere. With this new police job I have access to more tools to try and find them."
Mom let out a sigh. "It's just as well that she's not here." she said, and for a moment I detected bitterness in her voice before she controlled it. "Although... your father would've forgiven her and welcomed her back if she'd walked in the house. Not me, though"
"Whaaa...." I said, totally shocked at this admission from my mother. She looked up at me sharply.
"I am convinced that your sister's actions were the main reason Douglass's health failed so rapidly these last few months. Oh, I know he was sick for some time -- he tried to hide it from me, but a wife knows -- but he was just fine until June."
"Yeah, Mom, I know." I said.
"No, you don't know." Mom said, her speech beginning to slur slightly. "Your father always had a remnant of hope that somehow Elizabeth would return to us, but I think it was more to relieve his feeling of having failed to raise her properly than out of real love for his daughter. And when he heard about the vile, wicked things she did last summer... he knew that he'd truly failed. That's what broke him, son."
"I understand, Mom." I said. "Look, it's really late. Why don't we talk more about it tomorrow, okay?" I helped Mom stand up and gently guided her up to the door of her room. I hugged her warmly, feeling her press her body into mine much harder than I'd felt her ever do before. We separated and I went into my room after her bedroom door closed.
Melina was lying on the bed, totally naked. She stood up and embraced me, kissing my mouth. I instantly knew from the slightly different taste of her what had happened as I'd talked to Mom.
"Geez, Melina, " I said, "Don't tell me you fucked Todd while I was talking to Mom."
"Almost." Melina replied, standing in front of me and massaging my shoulders in her strong hands. "Our goodnight kiss turned into a make-out session. I ended up sucking his cock a little bit... but just a little bit. He didn't come."
"You tease." I said, grinning. "Did you leave that boy with a hard-on, and now he has to take care of himself?" Served my bastard nephew right, I thought to myself... then wondered why such an evil thought had entered my head.
"Maybe." Melina said, smiling back at me, but mysteriously. "Meanwhile, why don't you get ready and let's hit the sack. I'm exhausted."
"Me, too."
Part 2 - Deep Shock
I was disoriented as I woke up. It was nearly pitch black, only the slightest trace of light from outside coming through the window. I sat up, wary and uneasy. I thought I had heard a strange noise, but maybe that was from my now-forgotten dream.
Melina was lying on the bed next to me, sound asleep. I got up and headed towards the bathroom. As I opened the door, I stopped. Another sound, this time unmistakeable. It sounded like it was coming from Elizabeth's old room. I went through the bathtub room of the Jack-and-Jill bathroom and into the vanity on that side. There were now unmistakeable noises coming from the bedroom. Peeking through the barely open door, I gasped aloud as my eyes took in the sight.
One small bedside lamp was on. I had a side view of the bed very near the door, and on it was my nephew Todd, naked, with a pair of slender, shapely female legs wrapped around his torso, her feet crossed above the small of his back. The muscular teen stud was pistoning his huge meat into the woman's cunt with powerful, purposeful strokes. Even as I looked down, I instinctively knew who she was.
It was my mother. My nephew was fucking his own grandmother!
I reeled in total, abject shock. I knew that Todd would fuck just about any woman that was breathing, but to see him on top of Mom, his hard muscular ass bobbing rapidly up and down as he plowed her cunt into a hot creamy lather, his mouth nuzzling her neck with hot kisses as he held her and pumped her, was beyond even the kinkiest of things I had ever imagined in my life.
Even though I had fucked my sister Elizabeth, and against her will at that, I had not thought of my mother in sexual terms. In addition, Mom had always been so prim and proper, always the seemingly religiously stern wife and mother... and now... now I could hardly believe that I was seeing her in this sexual way, committing incest with her own grandson. As I watched her, her head back and her chin up, her mouth hanging open and moaning in obviously joyful pleasure as she rutted hungrily with her handsome teen grandson, I realized I was seeing a pent-up explosion of intense sexual energy being released with vindictive purpose.
"Like that Grandma?--ow!!" Todd gasped as Mom dug her fingernails hard into his side.
 "Call me Phyllis like I told you to, boy." my mother grunted. "Now give it to me! Fuck me, you young hung stud--mmmmfff!" Todd cut off her dirty talk by slamming his mouth to hers, and I could see that he was working his tongue into his grandmother's mouth, exploring it as she greedily sucked on his probing oral muscle.
I just watched, reveling in the sight of their mating bodies, but not being aroused. As hot as the scene before me was, I still hadn't gotten past the fact that it was my mother being fucked by her grandson.
Mom's legs slid apart and off Todd's back, her knees still bent back and her feet pushing against the sides of Todd's powerful thighs and his hips as he fucked her with hard, short thrusts. His back and her legs glowed with a sheen of sweat. I couldn't see much of Todd's cock plunging in and out of Mom's cunt, but I knew that her vagina was being filled and stretched by the teen stud's incredibly huge cock.
Todd broke their kiss and leaned down and began sucking Mom's left nipple, then gave her other breast equal attention. As the boy alternated between her hard, straining nipples, I began seeing my mother sexually, as a woman, for the first time.
For a 58-year-old woman, Mom looked remarkably good. Her body was gloriously healthy, her legs and feet shapely, her abdomen firm though not a hardbody like Melina. Her arms were very slender, and her hands showed her age more than anything else. As the wet slurping sounds of Todd's big cock slicing in and out of Mom's sodden cunt assailed my ears and the smell of their fucking wafted into my nose, I felt my cock begin to stir and lengthen as the blood engorged it.
Suddenly I felt a hand on the small of my back, then Melina's head slid under my shoulder so that she could get a peek. My wife gasped audibly as eyes took in the sight of her mother-in-law getting fucked by the handsome teen stud. Fortunately, neither of them heard my wife, and together we watched as the lovers raced to their inevitable conclusion.
"Uhhh... not going to last too much longer inside you, Grandma-- Phyllis!" Todd gasped. "Your cunt is too fucking hot, Phyllis! I'm gonna come inside you soon." Todd raised up slightly, pushed Mom's legs back and hooked his arms under them. Her ankles were resting on the teen's broad, muscular shoulders as he settled over her in a push-up position. The young stud began fucking Mom with a renewed burst of raw power.
I could now see Todd's huge cock as it plunged in and out of my mother's cunt. As always, I was awestruck by the unbelievable length and thickness of my nephew's weapon of lust. Equally amazing was that my mother was taking every hard thrust of that massive thing into her snug womanhood, accommodating his meaty inches fully into her warm, wet depths.
I momentarily forgot who I was watching, and just enjoyed the sight of that big cock slicing in and out of a stretched pussy, hearing the staccato slaps of his loins against the back of her thighs and his enormous, low-hanging balls wetly smacking her ass.
Todd began fucking Mom even harder, with shorter, even more violent strokes. Melina and I both knew from experience that he was very close to climaxing, that soon he would be pumping his hot teen sperm into his grandmother's well-abused cunt. I idly wondered if Todd would pull out or if he'd hose her cunt walls with his hot lava, and I didn't have long to wait to find out: it happened. And he didn't pull out.
"Uh! UNNH!!" Todd gasped as he began climaxing. The young stud slammed deep into Mom, now just pushing his buried cock against her cuntlips as he ejaculated blast after blast of hot semen deep inside Mom's twat.
"Yes!" Mom gasped, "Come inside me, Todd! Fill me up! OHHH!!!!!" She was coming also, her body quivering as her gasps matched those of the boy on top of her coming inside her.
I had been mesmerized, but the spell broke as I felt a violent tug on my arm. Melina was pulling at me. She practically pulled me through the bathrooms and back into our bedroom.
"Lie down on the bed." my wife commanded. I barely had time to do so when Melina sprang on top of me. I felt the condom rapidly roll down my cockshaft, immediately followed by being engulfed in my wife's hot, clutching cunt. Melina slammed down so hard on my groin that it hurt, and then she began relentlessly pumping her pussy up and down my shaft.
"Oh God, that was so fucking hot!" Melina exclaimed. I was still reeling from it, and now Melina's obvious, intense arousal at the sight stunned me more. My erection was barely stable enough for Melina to slide up and down upon, and when I heard her gasp "C'mon Don, drive it up into me!" I knew I had to take quick action.
I suddenly rolled sideways, taking Melina to the bed beside me. I sidled up to her, my hand sliding over her cuntbush and driving two fingers into her sopping wet hole.
"You liked seeing that?" I asked my wife, then slammed my mouth onto hers. "You liked watching Todd fuck my mother?" My fingers were driving in and out of Melina's twat, scraping her upper vaginal wall in the search for her g-spot and rubbing over it.
"Oh God! Oh yes!" Melina gasp, pushing her pussy up against my fingers as I thrust them into her. I added a third finger, which was a tight fit, driving my hand hard and fast in and out of her quim as she gasped and shuddered... and came, hard.



"Unnnh!!! Oh yeahhhhhhh!!!" Melina cried out, obviously not caring if anyone heard her. Her body convulsed violently several times, then she began gasping for air as she came down from her climax. I began slowing down my hand thrusts until they became gentle but still deep thrusts. Finally Melina reached her hands up, wrapped them around my neck, and pulled my face down to hers for a long, deep kiss. I reveled in the taste of my wife's mouth as I kissed her passionately, our tongues sliding hotly against each other's then slowing to a much slower, lazier pace to match my hand's now barely-moving strokes into her pussy...
Part 3 - The Reverend Jonas Oldeeds
The next morning was Saturday. I woke up to the smell of bacon cooking for breakfast. I quickly showered, noticing that Todd had already been in the shower before me. I dressed, then woke Melina up so that she could get ready. Going downstairs, I found my mother and Todd cooking a big breakfast: eggs, bacon, pancakes. My mouth watered, though the memory of the night before flooded my mind as I entered the room.
"Good morning, Son." Mom said brightly, coming over and kissing my cheek. "Is Melina coming down?"
"Yes," I said, "she'll be here in a few minutes."
"Yes, women take longer to dress. You men just throw anything on and go with it." Mom said, in a remnant of her old, stern ways. "I'll be surprised if I can get Todd to wear decent clothes at all today." I could tell she was teasing Todd, and his grin showed that he knew it, too.
"Just for you, Grandma." Todd said, coming over and kissing her on the cheek. "I'll be a good boy today, just for you."
"Thank you, honey." Mom said just as Melina came in. My wife was dressed in a black dress, different from the previous day's dress. The clingy material did nothing to hide the lovely curves of her body. The hem was a proper length but still above the knee, which showed off her lovely legs sheathed in sheer black pantyhose. She wore very high heel matte black pumps which looked formal, but her sexual aura filled the room.
I had not come the night before, and I felt the stirrings of lust and desire. I wanted to fuck Melina right then and there.
After breakfast Mom dressed, also in black, with a veil over her hat. Her dress also showed off her big breasts and her legs, but her stockings were actually very tiny fishnets that looked sheer from a distance but was a sexy netting when viewed close-up. I found myself admiring my mother's legs, then wondered to myself what the hell I was thinking...
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Guests began arriving. I was touched at how many friends came up from Town. Laura was there, looking tall and elegant in black, with a veil net on her hat. Chief Griswold was there, as was Commissioner Dexter Robinson. Robinson was wearing his formal police uniform, the only one to do so. Tanya Perlman, Hugh Hewitt, and Cindy Ross from my team had come up, and of course Brittany Maxwell had made the journey with them.
After I made introductions of everyone to my mom, to my surprise she took Laura and Melina into the study for a private conversation, and it soon became apparent that it was going to take a while. So I sat around with my police friends. Todd had gone off somewhere, which was fine with me.
It was with a bit of fanfare that several big limousine SUVs rolled into the driveway. I realized who it was as everyone got out. From the middle vehicle a lovely blonde got out, followed by a handsome man in his forties, with a full head of black hair, and a semi-permanent soft smile on his face. He was the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds.
Oldeeds was a world-famous tele-evangelist. His career had begun when he was in his twenties, and I knew that my father had been one of his earliest supporters and benefactors. As the Oldeeds empire of inspirational books, tapes, CDs/DVDs, television shows, and appearances grew, he did not forget those who helped him in his beginning, and he remained in touch with my father for over 20 years. Now somewhere in his forties, he had an arena at his church that seated 15,000 people, always filled to capacity as his sermons broadcasted across the Nation and the World.
I knocked on the door to the study, poked my head inside, and told my mother he was here. She scowled, but told Laura and Melina that she would have to greet him.
I opened the door and allowed Rev. Oldeeds and his entourage into the house. Thankfully, my mother swiftly came up behind me just as Oldeeds was telling me how he remembered me as a teenager. She endured his rather prolonged verbal gestures of condolences, then asked me to introduce my wife and my friends to him. As I did, I noticed that his eyes wandered over the women's bodies, especially Melina's.
Almost everyone in my group was obviously impressed that the famous tele-evangelist was there, much less that he was a friend of my father's. Except Melina. I'd seen her like this on rare occasions. Her eyes looked like they could burn through something, and her mouth was set in a firm not-quite-smile, not-quite-frown. I knew it meant she was on a level of "alert" that she rarely went to, but I had no idea why. What I also could see was that Melina was not trying very hard to conceal her obvious contempt for Jonas Oldeeds, but if he noticed he didn't let on. He was too busy checking out her luscious legs.
"Don, I wonder if I might have a few words with you, alone." Oldeeds said after an appropriate amount of introductions and time for small talk. I told Mom that we'd be in the study for a few minutes, then I escorted him there. As I closed the door, he rather arrogantly took the seat behind my father's desk as if it were his, forcing me to take one of the other chairs.
"Don, I'm so sorry about your loss." he said. I acknowledged him politely, knowing that condolences were not the reason he wanted to talk to me. Thankfully, he did get right to the point.
"Don, your father was very kind to me in the early years of my career." Oldeeds said, his words flowing and smooth, his smile set. "He helped me financially in the beginning. What he might not have told you is that he was one of the original eight members of my Board of Trustees. Those eight men and I created a special trust fund for each of them. As you can understand, that fund has grown quite considerably over the years."
"I'm sure it has." I said. I don't know if he detected my slight note of sarcasm.
"Since your father has passed on, his trust fund will now begin making payments to your mother." Oldeeds continued, "I wanted to let you know that she will be well taken care of for the rest of her life. The fund is adequate to meet her needs no matter what the economy does, and they will be making monthly payments to her, beginning the first of next month. As you are the executor of your father's will, the paperwork for this will come your way, and monthly statements will come to you as well as to her."
"I see." I said. "I'm very grateful that she'll be taken care of so well." I said, mostly out of politeness, but glad for the news for my mother.
"Yes, your father was very good to me, and I always let him know that his family would never have to worry should something happen to him. He was a true man of the Lord."
"Thank you, sir." I said, somewhat wanting to end the conversation. The Rev. Oldeeds had never struck me as the true man of God he publicly showed himself to be, and I was eager to move on and greet other guests as they arrived.
"Well, that's all I wanted to tell you." he said. "By the way, I contacted your church's minister and he has been kind enough to allow me to say a few words at the funeral. If that is okay with you, that is."
"You'll have to check with my mother, but I'm sure it'll be okay." I said, knowing this was the politically correct answer all the way around.
"Oh-- by the way," Oldeeds said, as if it were a sudden thought, "I didn't see your sister Elizabeth when I came in. Is she here?"
"Uh, no, she's not." I said. "I don't think she'll be able to make it today." I volunteered no more information.
"Ah, that's unfortunate." Oldeeds said. He had not asked further about Elizabeth, which meant to me that he must already know something about the recent incidents with her. "She was such a sweet girl many years ago, very devoted to the Lord." the evangelist continued. "We spent a good bit of time studying the Bible. I was hoping to be able to see her again."
"Unfortunately, it doesn't look like that will be possible." I said, getting up from my chair to show that this line of conversation would be ending. "Why don't we rejoin the guests, Reverend? I'm sure they are eager to hear from a man of your stature."
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
We went to the church for the reception and family lunch. Most of the men of all ages were noticing Melina, which made me proud, and many tried to spend some time talking to her. Todd was running interference as her bodyguard whenever I had to tend to other guests, such as the old women who wanted to re-tell me every embarrassing story of my childhood. Laura spent quite a bit of time near me, and I found myself introducing her to people more than I was introducing my own wife.
I noticed that some of the conversations were about "that man in the military uniform." I made sure to spend some time talking to Commissioner Robinson in front of them.
"I appreciate you coming, Commissioner." I told him.
"Glad to do it." he said. "I'm sorry for your loss."
"Thank you. I'm curious, though -- why did you choose to wear your formal uniform?"
"Ah, son, I think you know." he said. I nodded. I did know. Commissioner Robinson was a black man, a rarity in the hamlet of Apple Grove, and the all the old, white friends of my parents were somewhat agog that one of "those people" was at my father's funeral. Wearing his formal uniform mitigated (considerably) some of the chatter about him by those old white ladies.
"Yes. I'm glad you came, though. These people in this God-forsaken town need a bit of a shake up." Commissioner Robinson smiled.
"Yes, and I think they're going to get one. Your nephew Todd is quite a sensation with some of the ladies here... and their husbands are none too amused."
I laughed, having observed the same thing myself. "Think we can sell the rights to a TV show?" I asked. "Already been done." Robinson replied wistfully. The commissioner and I continued to talk for a few more minutes until my mother came and got me to get ready to go into the church for the funeral.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
The funeral was somber and sad, as to be expected, but the preacher's words of remembrance of my father's life and good deeds were comforting to everyone, I think. As the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds got up to say a few inspirational words, a murmur of recognition went through the crowd. His words were indeed inspirational to the deeply religious audience.
Once back home, I talked some more with my police friends from Town and then they all left to go back home. Mom had disappeared into the study again with Laura and Melina, making me wonder what all that girl talk was about.
Todd had indeed spent some of his day talking with several of the married women of the church, especially the attractive MILFs. These women had noticed his considerable package in his pants, which he did not try to hide, and they'd flirted with him.
"Well, Todd," I asked when we were alone at the house, "did you get a date for tonight?" He laughed.
"No, Uncle Don. Not tonight." he replied. "Aunt Melina told me to hang out here.... No, I don't know why. But I did get a couple of phone numbers, and I might come up here next weekend." His voice dropped to a whisper. "You know Cheryl Starnes?" he said, mentioning a very attractive married woman that had been in Elizabeth's high school class.
"Yes." I said. "She's pretty hot."
"Yep. And she is hot for cock." Todd said, sure of himself. "She gave me her phone number and I'm definitely going to get nuts deep in her."
"Good luck." I said. "Make sure to tape it so I can watch."
"You are one dirty pervert, Uncle Don." Todd said. As I laughed, he then inexplicably said "but I wonder just how perverted you could really be." I was struck silent, suddenly remembering Todd fucking Mom the night before. I said nothing as Todd got up and walked out of the room.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Jonas Oldeeds came by the house again, saying goodbye to me and to Mom before moving out in his caravan. She was visibly relieved when he was gone. Melina also seemed to relax a bit after his departure. Laura and Melina had changed clothes to more comfortable wear and were cooking supper. As the sun was setting, I found myself alone in the study with Mom again.
"I'm so glad that son of a bitch Oldeeds is gone." Mom said suddenly. We had been talking about many of the people at the funeral and what they were doing with their lives. Meager stories, some of them. Small town stories that I was glad not to be living myself. Then she had blurted that out.
"Oh, why?" I asked, stunned by my mother's language.
"He's a real piece of crap." Mom said. "Your father just loved him when he was young. Helped him out financially, even when we really couldn't afford it. But that man is really a snake. He fucked me, you know."
"Whaaa..." I gasped, unable to believe what I had just heard... the word "fucked" as much as the content it represented.
"Yes. He'd been drinking, which your father seemed to overlook. Jonas was constantly making passes at me when your father wasn't looking. One time he just bent me over the table and fucked me-- oh, am I bothering you using the word 'fuck' in front of you?"
"Er, no Mom. I'm just surprised to hear you say it."
"Get used to it, honey. Anyway, the bastard fucked me. He fucked several other wives... and daughters... as well. I didn't tell Douglass about him taking me -- he probably wouldn't have believed me. But that was nothing, I didn't mind having a man fuck me, though it would've been hell if Douglass had caught us. But Elizabeth... that was different."
"What?!?!" I almost yelled. "Oldeeds molested Elizabeth?" It was one of those moments where you just know what you're hearing is true. I knew in my soul from some unknown answer from the Universe that it was true. And it explained why Oldeeds had asked about Elizabeth earlier today, and why he might have continuing interest in her.
My mother sighed. "I don't know, Son." she said. "I don't know, not for sure. But Douglass took Elizabeth several times to Oldeeds' church for bible camps, and Oldeeds and Elizabeth spent time alone-- way too much time alone-- supposedly studying the Bible together. Douglass was so blind he'd never dream of it, but I knew something was wrong... a mother knows. Elizabeth was already sexually active, and that's just the kind of thing she'd do to throw religion back in our faces. But I don't know for sure. I guess it's better that I don't."
I was in shock with this information. I knew Elizabeth was wild, but being molested by a preacher, even willingly, was not something a growing, developing girl should have had to endure.
I noticed my mother studying me. "You've turned out well, though, Don." she said. "You're handsome, you have good friends in that police unit, and Melina is a wonderful woman."
"Thank you, Mom." I said, but reeled in shock at her next words.
"Of course, Melina is not your true soulmate." Mom said. "Though she's here, too."
I guess my shock was obvious to Mom as she looked at me. "Yes, Son, I'm talking about Laura. The way you two looked at each other today was obvious to the world... well, to anyone paying attention..... yes, I could tell... who do you think you inherited your powers of observation from, hmmm?" I laughed nervously at that as Mom smiled defiantly.
Mom got up and stood over me. "I love you, Son." she said, then bent down to kiss me -- right on the mouth! I didn't move as Mom pressed her lips to mine for a long second. It was not the kiss of a mother... but of a lover.
"Come, Son, let's go help get dinner ready." I eagerly complied, not understanding what the heck was going on around me.
Part 4 - The Ultimate Perversion
Laura joined our table for dinner that night. We had plenty of food brought by friends from my parents' church, and both wine and stronger drinks were flowing frequently. My mother was sitting at the head of the table, with Laura to her left and Melina to her right. Somehow, I was seated next to Laura while Todd sat next to Melina. On a couple of occasions I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Todd's hand was wandering over to Melina's classically firm thigh and rubbing it. While I did not make such a pass at Laura, her voice was warm and husky as she talked to me.
As the evening wore on, I began to feel exhausted. The alcohol I had been drinking had the effect of making me sleepy. Strangely, I was also feeling aroused sexually, though I attributed that to not having climaxed in a few days. Todd was keeping Melina's attention... or was that the other way around... while my mother and Laura talked to me and to each other. I could barely keep up with the conversation, so I finally told Mom that I had to go to bed. Mom agreed, which caused everyone to get up and exchange hugs. I couldn't believe it when I saw the clock on the wall. It was nearly midnight.
I was aware of a woman's arm around my waist as we climbed the stairs. It was Laura. The beautiful professor escorted me into my room. As she began undoing my pants and untucking my shirt, I instinctively began kissing her neck, then moved to her mouth. She responded hotly, and our tongues battled lustily as we stripped each other naked.
Moments later I was lying on my bed. I still felt sleepy and a bit woozy, but my cock was rock-hard... so hard that it hurt. I felt Laura's hand gently jacking my swollen, aching member as she kissed my mouth again while climbing onto the bed with me.
Instead of mounting my cock and impaling her cunt onto it, however, Laura moved up and settled her sopping wet pussy onto my mouth. The tangy smell of her delicious cunt filled my nose as my tongue shot up and licked her labes. As my tongue found her hole she pushed down more firmly, so I let my tongue explore her cunt walls, tasting her sweet juices as she moaned in pleasure.
I didn't hear nor sense anyone else enter the room... until I felt someone else getting onto the bed with me and Laura. I couldn't see who it was, as my view was confined to looking straight up along Laura's torso and the bottoms of her big, heaving breasts. And then it happened... I felt a warm, smallish hand grasp my throbbing cock, followed by the delicious wetness of my prick slipping into a mouth.
I didn't stop eating Laura, even though my first instinct was to push her up and see who was sucking my dick. As the mouth slid slowly up and down my taut shaft, not sucking hard but just sliding up and down, I knew instinctively who it was. Finally, I had to see for myself and I gently pushed up on Laura's fine asscheeks. She cooperatively raised herself up off of me and I looked between her legs down to my loins.
Yes. It was her. It was my mother. My mother was sucking my cock.
My shock at the sight of my meat disappearing into my mother's face as she sucked me did nothing to diminish my near-painful erection. The pleasure of being fellated spread like wildfire throughout my whole body. As I watched Mom suck me, Laura climbed off of me and off the bed. She was on her knees next to the bed, whispering to me, asking if I liked feeling my mother's mouth on my cock. I didn't answer, but my heavy breathing gave away the pleasure I was feeling.



I dimly became aware that Melina and Todd were also in the room. Todd was sitting in his underwear, a chair near the bathroom door, and Melina was sitting on his legs. His hands were feeling up her ass and her tits, but my wife was mesmerized by the incestuous act she was witnessing on the bed.
Laura seemed ready to restrain me as Mom released my cock from her warm mouth and began moving up as if to sink her pussy down onto my straining member, but there was no need. I felt totally immobilized, unable to move or do anything but watch. It was as if I were detached from reality.
Indeed, Mom straddled me, her slender, firm thighs on either side of my hips. Her hand guided my cockhead to her swollen, wet pussy lips, and all of a sudden I felt my meat enveloped by that special warm wetness of a woman's vagina.
"Ohhhhh, yesssss!" Mom gasped as she sank down onto my cock, sheathing me fully into her sopping wet cunt. I realized as she began gently bouncing up and down on my turgid prick that she had generously lubricated her pussy so that my cock slid slickly and smoothly in and out of her as she rode me.
I was still in shock, but my cock simply would not lose its powerful erection. Mom rode me easily but hungrily, her moans of pleasure and the slick slaps of her ass onto my thighs as she slammed down onto me the only sounds in the room. I began getting dizzy, and realized that I wasn't breathing at all, and had to force myself to inhale and exhale.
"Does your mother's cunt feel good around your cock, honey?" Laura whispered into my ear. "Does she feel good fucking you?"
"Oh my God." I gasped. It was all I could say. This was so fucking perverted, so fucking weird! Although the feeling of fucking her pussy was intense and wonderful, the fact that this was my mother copulating with me was one of the freakiest feelings I'd ever felt. Just then my mother leaned over me, bringing her face close to mine.
"Do you know how long I've wanted to do this, Son?" she asked, gasping out the words as she struggled to keep her breath, all the time her hips sliding along my cock as her cuntwalls massaged my manhood relentlessly. "I... I would come into your room at night... while you were... *gasp*... asleep... and just watch you... *uh!*... I wanted to fuck you so bad then... I wanted to feel you inside me... oh god.... oh GOD I'M COMING! UUHHH!!!"
Her cunt clamped down hard on me, and it felt as if she were trying to violently expel my meat from its home in her honey hole. Instinctively I pushed up into her as hard as I can, which only made her gasp and moan even louder. Mom shivered violently for several more seconds, then collapsed down on top of me. I felt her mouth kissing my neck, then heard her whisper, almost inaudibly "Oh baby..."
A moment later she pushed herself up and began riding me again. "Oh yes... I wanted to come in here and fuck you, Son. But I knew that Douglass might catch me, and he'd never understand how I felt."
"Oh God, Mom... " I murmured. What was I supposed to say?
The world became a blur right about then. I don't remember everything. Jumbles of Laura's voice whispering in my ear, urging me on to fuck my mother, an occasional cheer or comment from Melina, and even Todd telling me to fuck the shit out of Mom. I heard my mother moan twice and felt her clamp down on me as she came again... and again.
I don't really remember it, but somehow I had rolled Mom and myself over and I found myself on top of her in the missionary position. I clutched Mom's ass in my hands, my mouth buried in her neck, nuzzling her as I began slamming my meat into her as hard as I could, not considering her age or stamina. She might have been 58 years old, but she was a hot, lusting woman, and she was fucking me back with everything she had.
And she was coming again. Mom came again, then moments later spasmed in climax yet again. She later told me that she was having multiple orgasms, her climaxes coming like waves, which she'd never come close to experiencing before, not even when Todd fucked her the previous night.
I remember looking down into my mother's face as I raised up into a pushup position, still relentlessly slamming my cock into her sodden depths. I saw the pure lust in her eyes, her incredibly hungry desire for sex and for my cock. I could see some of my sister Elizabeth in her face... I allowed myself to remember what I had done to Elizabeth several months before, feeling Elizabeth's exquisite pussy around my cock even as I sank into my mother's quim...
My cock was hurting. I just kept ramming it into Mom, the desperate need for release becoming ever more urgent. Muscles all over my body began to ache and threaten to cramp, but I drove on relentlessly until finally-- FINALLY the building pain/ecstasy of my rising orgasm built. Once it began, it built and crested quickly and powerfully, and I barely had time to announce it before it happened.
"I'm coming!-- OH FUCK, I'M COMING!!! UHHHHHH!!!!!!" I heard myself scream as the first jolt rocked me and the first thick gob of my pent-up semen burst into my mother's cunt. I vaguely remember thinking that I was shooting my wad into the cunt that gave birth to me, but the spasms of my ejaculation continued for what seemed endless moments until I was spent. Completely spent.
Having come, I rolled off my mother onto my back in my original position on the bed. I was gasping, struggling to catch my breath. I was as exhausted as I'd ever been. Mom rolled sideways and kissed my nipple, then settled her head onto me for a few moments.
Maybe I dozed, but when I opened my eyes my mother was sucking my cock again, cleaning off the remnants of our combined juices. I looked around. Todd and Melina were no longer in the room. Laura was still there by the side of the bed, watching. As I looked into her eyes she smiled, then bent over and kissed my mouth.
"Thank you for doing that." she whispered. I didn't understand, but another thought crowded into my head: my cock was still hard, not as painfully taut as before, but still hard and ready for more sex.
"Okay... what the fuck did you drug me with this time?" I asked, suddenly sure.
"Just a Viagra." Laura said.
"Just a Viagra?" I said, skeptical. "That's all?"
"Yep." Laura replied, her eyes showing her amusement. "One side effect is drowsiness, especially with alcohol. And it kept your cock hard while your mother rode you. Now... just relax and let both of us take care of you." I didn't respond, but just relaxed into the warmth of my mother giving me head as Laura climbed onto the bed with us...
Part 5 - Epilogue
I was in my father's study that morning, looking over all the paperwork. It was Sunday, and I needed the time to really get all these things in order. I would be executing my father's will the next morning as soon as the Courthouse opened for business.
My mother was wearing black but it was the only sign of anything somber in her. She looked happy, refreshed as she cooked breakfast for everyone, refusing any help. She greeted me brightly with a warm kiss to the mouth, then handed me a cup of coffee and shooed me out of the kitchen until breakfast was ready. She gave Todd similar treatment, though Melina was too fast for her and just took the coffee pot and some mugs into the den where we could all help ourselves.
About 11:00am there was a knock on the door. It was Mom. "Can I come in?" she said.
"Sure." I replied. It was obvious that she wanted to talk. She came over to the desk and leaned her firm ass against the edge. She was wearing some of Laura's perfume, which I liked, and she smelled good. But my raging hard-on from the previous night was not returning.
"I... I wanted to talk about last night." Mom said. "I... are you all right with what happened, Son?" She sounded apprehensive, but hopeful at the same time.
"Well, Mom," I began, faltered and paused, then continued, "I have to admit: it was weird. I'd never thought of you in sexual terms, even when I saw Todd fucking you the night before -- yes, Melina and I saw that. I'm not sure what to make of it."
"I understand." Mom said. She looked down at her feet for a few minutes, wiggling her pretty toes under the strap of the high heels slides she was wearing. "I should apologize-- it was selfish of me. I did what I wanted, and at your expense. And--"
"No, Mom." I interrupted. "Don't apologize. I don't regret it. And if it made you happy, then I'm happy. You deserved to do something for yourself...something selfish. If you don't regret it, I sure don't."
"You're sweet." Mom said, stroking my hair. Then she stood up and moved to straddle me. My mother eased herself down onto my lap, facing me. As I wrapped my arms around her back to hold her up, she bent down and kissed my mouth. I returned it, sliding my tongue forcefully into her mouth, probing, tasting her as a woman.
My mother and I made out for several long minutes. My cock was definitely getting hard again, and judging by my mother's squirming, she was getting hot as well. Wordlessly, I helped her to stand up, then I took her hand and led her to the sofa lined against the wall on the far side from the desk. I eased Mom down onto her back, not bothering to undress her, but just hitching up her skirt and sliding her panties off. I let her open my pants, then I pushed them and my underwear down my thighs, freeing my cock.
I eased down between my mother's spread legs, mounting her, and guided my cock to her cunthole. We looked into each other's eyes as I sank my meat down into her until our loins met, my balls slapping her "taint" as I sheathed myself fully. The heat of her wet twat enveloped me as I began pumping my ass up and down, fucking my mother with deep, steady strokes.
I fucked her. I fucked my mother.
I fucked her as a woman, not as a my mother. I felt the pleasure of her womanhood clutching me as I churned her cunt into a creamy lather. I fucked her selfishly, purely for my pleasure, driving into her relentlessly for the sake of the ecstasy of my own cock. Mom began coming again, spasms rocking her then rocking her again before she scarcely had time to catch her breath.
I slammed my mouth down onto hers, kissing her hard as I pumped her hard. I felt the pain of orgasm approaching and I did not hold back but let it rise and overwhelm me like a freight train roaring down out of the High Sierras. I felt the jolts that sent spurt after spurt after spurt of hot, heavy man-cream into the depths of my mother's well-fucked cunt.
As we caught our breath, I became aware that we were not alone in the room. Looking up over my shoulder, I saw Laura standing there, watching us. a soft smile of satisfaction on her lovely face.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
"Thank you again for doing that. You have no idea the good it's doing for your mom." Laura told me later that day, privately. "How was it, fucking your mother?"
"It was weird last night." I said. "I basically was thinking of fucking Elizabeth while I was fucking Mom. Today.... it was better. I guess." Laura smiled.  "Your mother has had the fantasy of fucking you for years." Laura said. "I guess I'm violating client privilege here, but I know you won't say anything." I nodded as she continued. "Melina brought me in to talk to your mother when I got here. We talked a lot about the past, her years with your father, some of the things that went on with Elizabeth, and then with you. Her desires for you were really strong. I might have been wrong for doing it, but I thought it was the right thing to do to have her fulfill her needs with you."
"And no thought about my feelings in this?" I asked, stating what I knew was hanging between us. Laura looked down for several seconds, then looked back into my eyes and continued.
"You're right, it was selfish. Of me, and of your mother. After Melina told me that you'd watched Todd fuck your mother, I thought you would be okay with it. Was I wrong?" It was my turn to pause, to think.
"No." I said, finally. "Not really. But if you hadn't slipped me the mickey, I don't know if I would've been able to perform.... but it's done now. No going back." I smiled at Laura, then took her into my arms. "Besides," I continued, "I'm going to hold this over you, and I am really going to enjoy having you make it up to me." Laura laughed, then kissed my lips. I kissed her back and soon we were in a deep embrace, making out like longtime lovers... like soulmates.
Finis
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Part 1 - New Characters, Battle Lines Drawn
The leaves were turning, and it was a beautiful Autumn. It was late September, and I had settled well into my new job with the Town Police. So far, I had concentrated mostly upon my duties as Supervisor of the IT/Data Department. It was a fairly efficient organization, though I noticed some threads of hostility running between certain members of the staff. This same division, which I was beginning to understand, ran through the entire department. Perhaps this was what the top brass wanted me to learn about when they brought me in?
The police headquarters was a new building. From the outside it looked like a trim, modern business building with rows of windows. Inside, however, it was completely compartmentalized. The front entrance faced east. To the right was the patrol officers' desk as well as the in-processing and jail areas. Arrested persons were brought in through an entrance on the right side of the building, and the building was designed to move them from point-to-point from booking to the jail cells in the back. A fenced in area in back allowed some outdoor recreation for those in the jail.
To the left of the building was the fenced-in, secure parking lot. Employees parked there and a door on the left side of the building gave access. A second reason for this area being fenced in and off-limits: somewhere under the ground ran the length of the 100-meter firing range, and by keeping the above-ground off limits, no one could dig down into the restricted range area. Theoretically.
On the left side of the building was Administration, the senior officers' and Prosecutor's offices, and the Chief's office in the back corner. In the center area, surrounded by hallways or offices, was a big auditorium/meeting room with rows of seats and a small stage. On the inside left, across the hall from the admin and seniors' offices, were two large rooms with many back-to-back desks. The front area was mainly Vice, the back area Major Crimes, which encompassed Homicide, Robbery, kidnappings, etc., and sometimes even white-collar crimes.
To the left of the lobby in front was the "public access" area. Interview rooms as well as the Media Officer and the press room were in this area. There was no access to the rest of the building from this area.
Behind the front desk in the lobby, was the limited-access areas of the building. In the center behind the lobby area was a small room adjoined to the front of the big auditorium/meeting room. This room had double reinforced-concrete walls, a metal door with a bulletproof glass window, big double-doors that were double bolted. Inside, a police officer was on duty at all times. A freight elevator was to the right, and stairs to the left. One had to have a special-access key card as well as one keypad code to open the door to the stairs or the elevator. The descending stairs had two right turns, making them easily defensible. At the bottom of the stairs was another door, requiring the key card and a different keypad access code. The freight elevator also could not open on the bottom floor without the key-card and the second code.
The reason for the security: the basement, which was completely underground, was the secure/restricted areas. One walked back (west) into a vestibule in the middle of the building which offered four choices: to the front left (of the building) was the Armory and the firing range. To the right was the Evidence room, which was compartmentalized into "weapons evidence", "drug evidence" and "other evidence". The back left room was the IT/Data department, which was mine. The back right room was called "The Dungeon" and other sundry names. Almost no one had ever been inside there. It was the Internal Affairs Department.
My office was in the very back left corner, beneath the chief's office as far as I could tell. The door's wall was at a 45 degree angle to the walls coming from the building wall, so it was more of a "home plate" shape than a square. Two cheap oak desks were squeezed into the room and I sat in the corner behind them, further squeezed off. But I wasn't complaining. It was my little kingdom.
Fortunately, the Major Crimes cubicle room upstairs (first floor, actually) had a desk next to the entrance door. It was not used by anyone, and therefore was used by everyone, but I was told that it was for my use if and when I needed it.
"Sorry, Don." Hugh Hewitt, my fellow redhead detective told me, in front of an assemblage of detectives. "It's all cluttered, but it's there." Hugh's hair was darker red than mine, almost auburn in color. Hugh was about my age. He had been a military officer and awarded the Purple Heart from combat in Iraq. He was solid, hard as nails when he needed to be. He was good and thorough as a detective, but he lacked that key trait of imagination when it came to solving investigations.
"That's fine." I replied. "As long as I get the chair." I affirmed my right to the chair by sitting down in it. Though the detectives in the Major Crimes Division/Unit (MCD or MCU, as it was alternatively called) were my equals, everyone knew that as a Supervisor, I held a de facto edge on them. I had to carefully mix in with them, not overly asserting myself, but still be in a leadership role. Whatta job, I thought to myself.
It was in that chair that I was sitting at 6:50am on this particular morning, talking to Detective Tanya Perlman. We were the only ones in the room at the moment. Tanya was short, about 5'4", shapely body, big breasted, and had a very cute face with cherubic, rosy cheekbones and a pretty smile. Her eyes, however, were mischievous, both promising and teasing. She had a big mane of light brown hair, and left it in styles more popular in the 1980s-- such as Farrah Fawcett's famous hair-- than today's styles, but she didn't care. She could've made a lot of money as a porn star, I thought idly to myself before rebuking myself. Tanya Perlman was cute, very friendly, but also a very sharp cop, and I had high hopes that she would be a really great detective.
"It's a weird relationship between the Town and County." Perlman was telling me, in the tone of a briefing. "The town has about 65,000 people and the outlying county has 55,000 for a total of about 120,000. Some years ago, the town and county services were merged, but not completely. The "Town Police" actually are now the all-County Police and have full jurisdiction over the entire county. However, the Town & County Council has 5 members from the town, 5 from the outlying county, and the Mayor, who is elected county-wide, is the moderator and tie-breaker vote if needed. He often IS needed."
"Is there a Sheriff's Department?" I asked.
"Technically, yes. The court bailiffs are deputy sheriffs. And if we had a Sheriff, he would be over the Chief of Police, as well. The Sheriff is an elected position, but the last sheriff died of a heart attack three years ago, and we've apparently seen fit not to have another one at this time..."
"What about the school?" I asked.
"The University is the property of the State. The Campus Police handles most stuff, especially stuff that comes under Vice. Lt. Maxwell handles that. If anything else big happens, though, like a murder, then the SBI, the State Bureau of Investigation, has jurisdiction, and they just love to come in and throw their weight around."
"Hmmm, so maybe that's where some of the Town vs. School rift came from?" I mused.  "Yeah, some." Tanya answered. "But some of the past problems were really between the school itself and some townspeople that don't really like the, shall we say 'decadence' that goes on on school campuses." Tanya was grinning as she said that. She then added "Do you think that's why you were hired? To run interference with the SBI?"
"Uh, probably not." I said. "So I guess the reasons for my being hired are the worst kept secret in town?"   "Not by a longshot," Tanya answered, smiling knowingly, "but your dual role is going to be interesting to watch. Some here think you have a lot of guts taking it. Some are betting the job will break you."
"Oh really?" I said.
"But I have a feeling you're going to handle it, and I'll be there handling it with you. By the way, I will find out everything about you..." Tanya said, getting up as if to leave but coming up near me and whispering "... including how good you are in bed." As I whirled around in shock, Tanya walked into the hall, and like the Cheshire Cat she was flashing me a lovely smile and then was gone from my sight.
I hardly had time to react when Prosecutor Paulina Patterson suddenly appeared in the doorway. "You. My office. NOW." she ordered, then stalked off. I got up and rushed to her office, which was in the area with the Chief and the senior officers.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Paulina Patterson, assistant district attorney (ADA) and prosecutor, was a black woman but very light-skinned, and she was probably about my age. She was average height, slender and attractive, showed her beautiful teeth when she flashed her lovely smile, and she wore her hair mostly in a tight bun similar to the way Melina wore hers. She was a brilliant lawyer, but was stuck in what the DA's office considered the dirty job, being the prosecutor at the police station. Her office was in our building while everyone else in the DA's office had their offices in the Courthouse complex. She resented it, but did her job with brilliance and efficiency, and her record of prosecutions was envied by far more experienced legal eagles.
Paulina's office had been the worst-equipped vis-a-vis the telephone and computer. I gained tremendous puppy points with her by personally upgrading her office with the latest technology. This, however, caused Captain Malone to become very angry.
Captain Harold Malone was turning out to be a major thorn. He had designs on the chief's chair, possibly the sheriff's post, and I began realizing that part of the old rifts involved him. It was not so much MCD vs. Vice, but those who were loyal to Malone vs. everyone else.
It took a visit to the chief's office to understand why Malone was angry about my upgrades to Prosecutor Patterson's office. "I could say that Malone is one of those guys who thinks a woman's place should be in the home." Griswold noted. "He'll quote you places in the Bible about it, though he's careful not to say too much around Cindy Ross." I laughed, but was struck silent as Griswold continued. "But the truth is worse: what is really going on with Malone and Patterson is that she's black. The Ku Klux Klan hardly exists anymore, and certainly not around here -- but if it did, Malone would be a candidate for the Grand Dragon."
"Racist, eh?" I murmured. "How does he tolerate Dexter Robinson?"
"Not well. Not well at all." the chief replied. "Though he's careful not to show his hand too much. He's be courteous as hell to Robinson in front of me or anyone else, but fortunately Robinson doesn't involve himself much in actual police work so I don't have to babysit that situation. By the way.... this is entirely between you and me. We have nothing formal on Malone, he's cunning and careful. This is 'off the record', solely for your ears alone."
"Gotcha. Thanks for the info." I said, then grinned as I added, "Hmmm... suddenly I seem to feel inspired to work even harder to upgrade Prosecutor Patterson's office."
Another clue, I thought to myself.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
"What the hell is this?" Prosecutor Patterson asked sharply as I sat down in the chair in front of her desk. A file of papers slid rapidly across her desk at me, flung by a snap of her slender wrist. I caught the file as it reached the edge of the desk and began examining it as she stared at me. I made an observation of her, as well.
"Looks like the Benson file." I said. "Loser running a numbers game, small-time petty thefts. We caught him with some stolen video games last week."
"Yes. You did." Patterson replied. "And just how did you get the idea that those stolen games were on him?"
"Uh... Myron ran some data that showed him to have a record in this kind of stuff, so Croyle and Ross asked him a few questions about his whereabouts. His alibi didn't hold up, so we got a warrant for his apartment and found the stolen goods there."
Myron was a geeky guy in my IT department. He rarely came out of the basement and just loved writing computer programs and searching for data. His programs found data from places he probably should not be getting data from, so I had to keep an eye on that, but otherwise he was a godsend as a data expert. He rarely forgot anything, and he was able to correlate records and data that seemed unrelated into packages of patterns. I thought he was as invaluable to the Town Police Force as any detective or officer when it came to solving crimes, but before I came along his talents had been suppressed by egotistical senior officers. I'd already put him in for a pay increase.
"So what am I supposed to do with this?" Paulina Patterson asked, again sharply. "The perp is whining that the questioning of him was done without due cause, and that the only reason he screwed up his story is because the detectives intimidated him."
"Paulina, it's a good case. The warrant was obtained, and legitimately. But if you think it's thin, then I suggest letting the grand jury bring the indictment, and if they don't just drop this. This guy will fuck up again and we'll be right there when he does." I then straightened up in my chair and asked her back, unexpectedly, "Well... did I pass?"
Paulina started visibly, her face shocked, then broke into a smile. "Yes, you passed. How did you know I was just testing you?"
I just smiled. "Trade secret." I answered. In truth, I had observed her attempts to hide the amused gleam in her eyes, and I had realized that she was testing me. I also knew that she did these tests on all new detectives coming in, but they never knew when it was a test and when they were about to get a serious dressing down for creating a legal loophole for the perp.
"You're the first to ever figure me out." Paulina said, easing back into her chair. "You are as good as the chief said you were. What other secrets are you finding out?"
"How's your new computer?" I asked, smiling. It was both a repartee to her probe for information and a message that I was now aware of the reasons behind Malone's dislike of her... and anyone on the outside would've been none the wiser. Paulina was sharp enough to figure it out. My question was also a reminder of appreciation and loyalty, and I wanted Prosecutor Patterson on my side. Besides... I wouldn't mind finding out just how good in bed she was.
"Well, you're right about this case. I'm going to go grand jury with it, but I think it'll sail through. So, refresh my memory." Paulina said, steering the conversation into safer channels. "Who were the officers on this case?"
"Croyle from Vice, and Ross from MCD. I'm not clear on why Ross was involved as this was clearly a Vice case. Besides, Croyle and Ross are such good friends." I said, the last part being filled with sarcasm.
"Yes, they're like oil and water, but they end up working together half the time." Patterson said.
Cindy Ross was a good detective on my MCD team. In her younger years in her early twenties, she had competed in those "Miss Physical America" bodybuilding competitions. I had seen some of her pictures from that time, showing her incredible Herculean physique with well-defined muscles on top of well-defined muscles. I found a certain sexiness about her and the other muscle women from those pics.
Today, in her late 20s, she had backed off that level hardness and she had slimmed down from the bulkiness of her competition years, but she was still extremely muscular. No man in the department could handle her physically, and on top of that she was proficient at the mixed martial arts which she practiced to keep limber. She had blonde hair, sometimes dyed platinum lightness, which she wore short and straight, and she had dual American/Canadian citizenship, having been born in the United States to Canadian parents.
Cindy was not beautiful in the feminine "pretty" sense, but there was an attractiveness about her that men liked. I would love to fuck Cindy Ross, knowing that if she crushed me between those powerful thighs of hers, it would be one heck of a way to go. But I also suspected that she "played for the other team."
Teresa Croyle was fairly short, her face was attractive but not beautiful, and she had blonde hair, darker blonde than Cindy's, which Teresa wore straight though the tips slightly curled at her shoulders. But her body! OMG... Teresa had one of the most perfect bodies a woman could have. Athletic and firm but not overly muscular, Teresa's body had that hourglass shape, mouthwatering ass, great shapely legs and feet (though not as luscious as Laura's). And her breasts.... big breasts, natural full melons that rode high on her chest and stood out proudly. "Built like a brick shit-house" came to mind, and I had thought of Teresa several times while I was fucking Melina or Laura and needed a "little boost."
The only problem with Teresa is that I had never seen her smile, and she seemed to have a permanent bitterness on her face which marred what otherwise could've been attractive. And the bitterness reflected her attitude: she was one of the most anti-social, unfriendly persons I had ever met. She was almost always formal when talking to me, but never any friendliness, and she made sure to cut short any paths of conversation that I or anyone tried in order to establish any rapport.
Her nickname was "Teresa Cunt." She had had some incidents where her temper and bitchiness came forth, causing disputes with other officers, especially other women. She and Cindy had sparred bitterly, though the viciousness of their animosity had abated over time. She was one hell of a good cop, but no one wanted to work with her, except Captain Malone and Steven Ikea, to whom she seemed loyal.
All police officers underwent psychological evaluations, but why she was such a bitch had so far eluded the several investigations of her that had taken place at Chief Griswold's request. Dr. Laura Fredricson was a volunteer on the committee of psychologists that did the examinations, but she had told me privately that there was nothing really wrong with Teresa -- she was just a bitch.
"Ah, yes, Teresa Cunt." Paulina Patterson said. "Yeah, I know, I shouldn't talk like that. But she is such a fucking bitch." I nodded in agreement. "She's good, though. I've never had a problem with any case she's brought in. She's on Malone and Ikea's side, of course. Figures."
"Yes." I said. "That Ikea is a real piece of work." With Paula letting down her guard and speaking so openly about Teresa Cunt, I allowed my observations of Ikea to come forth.



Steven Ikea was a senior detective, in a somewhat similar role to me in MCD though he had no formal supervisory status the way that I did with the IT Dept. He was Captain Malone's favorite. He was tall, with curly brown hair. Women were attracted to him at first, but he never seemed to keep a relationship, and the rumor was that he rarely had sex with them either.
My own observations was that Ikea was arrogant -- more arrogant than the Rev. Jonas Oldeeds, even more arrogant than Elizabeth's lawyer "Worthingdon The Third" had been. He was extremely full of himself, and had no problem letting everyone know that he was a legend -- in his own mind. His skills as a detective were adequate but unexceptional, but that didn't stop his massive ego and his driving ambition to achieve the Peter Principle.
But I had also noticed something else. Steven was religious... very much so. He could quote Scripture, and accurately, to the point that I figured he'd memorized the Bible. He often talked of the corruption in the world, from the prostitutes and drug pushers his department regularly busted to higher-level government officials. He was unceasing in talking of the sin and decadence that was occurring nightly on the University campus -- if only he knew what was going in just within my own family, or the "Sigma Epsilon Chi" (SEX) secret Fraternity that included my nephew Todd in its well-hung membership. He seemed to take particular delight in busting college students for drugs, prostitution, or even DUIs.
Why Steven had not entered the ministry and become pastor of a church somewhere, I didn't know... but I wish he had. As a detective on the Town Police Force, he was a hindrance and a jerk.
Within weeks of my arriving at the Police Department, I had a good idea of where the chess pieces were aligned. And I knew that Steven Ikea could easily become my biggest problem.
Part 2 - Sexual Gymnastics
"10:30? At night? That's pretty late, Melina." I said into my cell phone. My wife, however convinced me that she had good reasons for her request. She wanted me to see her new gym before the grand opening that weekend.
Melina had taken my advice to open a new fitness center. To my surprise, her active partner in the deal was Detective Cindy Ross. Cindy wanted a place for herself and others to seriously train for competitions. Melina's original idea was for a "women only" facility, where women could work out without being ogled and hit on by men. What they had come up with was a facility that had both women-only and co-ed areas, programs that included yoga, aerobics, Pilates and weight training classes, and top-of-the-line facilities and technology. The news of the gym's opening already was a sensation about town.
Melina gave me a lifetime membership as a gift for helping her with the building. It had been a strip mall project that had failed in this economy. I helped Melina and Cindy to buy the place, which required them to form an LLC company first, then negotiate prices, and then I helped them get business loans to finish the building, renovate the stores, and buy the equipment. They had already rented out spots to a Subway restaurant, an Thai restaurant, a sports equipment shop, and a Verizon Wireless outlet, and had other potential customers haggling over rent rates. I was very proud of my wife's work in getting all this done and in such a short time.
"Okay, dear, I'll come by at 10:30.... I love you, too, bye." I said as the cell phone connection ended.
"Was that Melina?" Britt Maxwell asked. I was in her office at the Campus Police Department on the University campus grounds. It was 5:30pm, and I had stopped in to check up on some things in the IT Department, and to chat with the lovely Lieutenant Maxwell.
"Yes. She wants to show me her new gym. She's really proud of it." I said.
"She should be." Britt said. "I'm very eager to start using the women-only area. That was a great idea. The Viscotti brothers aren't too happy about it. They're already seeing drops in attendance." The Viscotti brothers ran a gym in the district of Town that was a bit sleazy, the Warehouse District. It was more of a training gym for boxing and was pretty stark and lacked any kind of modern technology or comfort. Melina's new gym was at the north end of the Fairgrounds, much nearer the affluent sections of town to the north and northwest. There were other small gyms that dotted the town, but none of them were large with pool facilities like Melina's or the Viscotti's places.
The Fairgrounds were visible to the west of the Police Department building, and I could make out the corner of Melina's two-story gym building from the back windows. (Note to readers: this might be a clue in future stories :-) ).
"I'm surprised to hear that." I said. "They don't really serve the same clientele, do they?"
"No," Britt replied, "but the high school swim and dive team is switching to Melina's gym, and some of the amateur basketball leagues have also said they're going to use Melina's instead of Viscotti's. And of course, Cindy has those professional muscle people coming in, and we might even get to host one of their competitions here at the University."
"Cool." I said.
"Enough about that." Britt said, her eyes twinkling merrily as she smiled wickedly. "Let's discuss... what I wanted you to come here to discuss." I had no problem with that. She slid herself in her chair back from the desk as I came around and stood between her and the edge of the desk. I unbuckled my belt and unzipped my pants, and Britt's hands reached inside and pulled out my cock and balls. My cock was half-hard but rapidly filling to full hardness in anticipation of what was about to happen.
Britt wordlessly stuck out her tongue and washed my balls with a long, looping lick. We both knew not to say anything. Maybe we were paranoid, but many police department offices are bugged by Internal Affairs, and we didn't want to give them anything... juicy... to investigate.
Britt's tongue and lips continued to slide up my shaft to the big mushroom head, then opened her mouth and engulfed my prick, sliding her mouth snugly over the inches of my veiny shaft. She began to suck me with a fast, even rhythm as electric shocks of pleasure spread through my loins.
For years, my wife Melina had giving me a blow job every morning. She had heard that Jerri Hall had said that her relationship with Mick Jagger lasted so long because she gave him a blowjob every morning. So almost every morning for the years that Melina and I were married and woke up in the same bed, she fellated me and swallowed my semen when I came in her mouth.
But once Melina had started this gym project in addition to her work helping Laura, she had been working from 5:00am to midnight for days on end. She was using up a lot of energy in her incredible drive to get the gym open, and coupled with my sometimes irregular hours with the Police, our sex life had fallen off.
More than a week ago, Britt had had me close the door and shut the window blinds to her office, and then she had knelt on the floor and sucked my cock. I hadn't asked why she had suddenly done this, but had tremendously enjoyed the excellent head that my lovely colleague had given me. After I had come in her mouth, she had told me that she'd wanted to do that for weeks, and now that her marriage was disintegrating into separation and since she had cheated on her husband (she did not tell me who with), she thought that she would just let go and get a taste of me.
Today was the third time Britt had fellated me. As I watched my cock disappear into her lovely face again and again, feeling her hand stroke the base of my cock as she sucked the fore-end, I realized that I had not yet had the chance to fuck her. That would come in good time, I felt sure. Meantime, I just concentrated on the pleasure, the feeling and the sight of being sucked by such a lovely woman. I allowed my imagination to undress Britt, to think of how she might look naked. I thought of how it would feel to sink my cock into her pussy and pump her deep and hard, stroking until I felt my nut rise and...
"UNNH!" I gasped, unable to hold back. I was coming in Britt's mouth. She was greedily swallowing my load, gulping down each blast of cum that I ejaculated onto the back of her tongue and her throat. Agonizing rockets of pleasure burst through me, and I felt as if all my energy were being drained into Britt along with my semen...
Britt silently licked off my cock, then gently stuffed my rapidly shrinking cock back into my pants. I buckled up as she asked "If Melina is busy, what are your dinner plans?... Good, let's go try that new Italian place on Green Street..."
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
I arrived at the strip mall right at 10:30. The lighting in the parking lot was inadequate, and I made a note to get that improved. Even though this wasn't a bad section of town, I didn't want Melina nor her customers to feel unsafe.
On the left side was the sign "Town Fitness Centers" over a glass door with glass windows stretching out to both sides. I couldn't see inside, as the glass was covered with paper on the inside. Just as I approached the door, it opened and my smiling wife greeted me.
Melina looked hot, as usual. Her hair was in a tight bun, just the way I liked it best. She was wearing a very tight, form fitting, one-piece Lycra workout suit with tank-top straps over her shoulders and stirrups under her feet, which were encased in flat slippers.
"Mmm, you're looking good." I said as I entered. Melina just smiled as I kissed her.
"Thank you, dear." she said. "By the way, can you still install security gear?"
"Well, I gave up that business a while back, even before we moved here." I replied. "But I still have some vendor contacts, and I guess I could do the job here, for you, if that's what you want."
Melina smiled brightly. "That would be great. Of course, we'll pay you..." She turned her seductive look onto me as she continued "but I'm hoping that I can get a... wifely rate."
I laughed. "Of course... and I'll take out the difference... in trade." I said, wrapping my arms around her.
"Great." she said. "Now let me show you around before you start trying to fuck me right here on the floor." She took my hand and began leading me through the facility.
The fitness center was divided in two past the lobby. To the left of the lobby was a hall which ran the length of the front left of the building and had all the front windows. The rooms were for baby sitting children of various ages as well as a couple of offices, and these rooms did not connect to the gym behind.
There was a back wall on the left side of the lobby with a door, but the right side had no wall; it simply opened up into the co-ed exercise area behind it. I could see the gym equipment in the large area. The front windows to the outside allowed viewing into this room, with three stationary bikes just inside the window. When one went into the large room, it opened up to the right.
The ceiling was two stories high. On the right side were rooms on an upper and lower floor. The top floor was offices, where employees/trainers could sign up members and do paperwork. The bottom floor rooms were exercise studios. The last office space was the racquetball court, and it was high-ceilinged. Behind that, in the back right corner was the basketball court, a large room with the ceiling two floors above. Windows lined the top of the back wall, just below the ceiling. These windows could not be opened; they were panes of glass installed rigidly into the walls.
The front wall of the basketball court room stretched across to the center wall of the gym, which divided the co-ed and women-only areas. The locker room/bathroom doors were in this wall, women left and men right. Going through these rooms, once came into the pool room in back. The pool had lanes from front to rear, but they weren't that long. A jacuzzi was in the left corner. The back wall, like the basketball court back wall, had windows embedded just under the high ceiling.
"Now for the good stuff!" Melina said excitedly as we headed back towards the front. Back in the lobby, the door on the left side back wall had a sign that said "Women", as if it were a women's restroom. In fact, it was simply a narrow corridor that extended to the left, just long enough to obscure the view from the front lobby of anyone trying to look past the door. It opened up into an identical but mirror image space: a large exercise area full of gleaming equipment, offices on the second floor and exercise rooms on the bottom floor against the left-hand wall. The offices on the second floor had windows in their back walls, as that wall was the outside wall. There were no front windows, however, ensuring the privacy of the women working out inside. There was also no basketball court, and I soon found out why.
The pool in the back area was huge, fully Olympic-size and certified for competitions of any time. The deep end at left had diving boards and platforms, including one that reached nearly to the ceiling. Embedded windows lined the back wall high up near the ceiling. There were two jacuzzi's to the right side, one as a "waiting pool" for divers trying to stay warm as they waited their turn, and the other as a true hot tub.
As I looked around the room, Melina went over to the bank of switches and turned off all the lights except a few blue "night lights". The transformation was immediate: the room was bathed in an eerie blue light that reflected off the water and moved along the walls in waves and patches. The pool itself was lit, and the electric blue color of the water had a bright glow-in-the-dark effect, adding to the overall surreal atmosphere of the room.
I watched my wife as she walked to the shallow end of the pool near the steps. She began slowly taking off her workout suit. I just watched my wife's sexy striptease as her big breasts popped into view, then her taut abdomen. Her thick pubic bush came into view as the suit slid reluctantly over her the firm globes of her sweet ass. She peeled the suit down her legs and finally pulled it off, then stood naked before me.
"Wanna go skinny-dipping?" Melina asked, her voice low and husky. I began stripping off my clothes as Melina slowly descended the steps into the water. She didn't go very far, just waist-deep. She turned and watched me as I followed her path into the pool, slowly entering the surprisingly warm water, my cock hardening and bobbing in front of me. Melina drifted to the side of the pool to the right of the steps, nearest the back wall. I saw a mat laid out near there, and realized that my wife had been planning this seduction.
I approached Melina, slowly but unstoppably. She waited for me at the edge, her breathing shallow in anticipation, her eyes filled with lust. My eyes bore into hers as I stepped right into her. With the edge of the pool at her back she had no place to go, and I pressed my chest into hers. I bent my head down and kissed my wife, hard. My hands grasped her breasts and began roughly kneading them, making Melina moan into my mouth. Her hands slid down my abs to my loins. She began exploring my cock and balls with her hand.
As we made out, kissing deeply and lustily, I slid my right hand down Melina's taut, firm abdomen. Just as I felt her pubic hairs caress my fingers, I eased my lower body back just enough to give my hand room to find her cunt between her legs. I vigorously massaged her swelling labes with my fingers, then found her hole and sank my bird finger to the knuckle inside her wet quim.
"Mmmff!" Melina moaned into my mouth as her hand squeezed my cock harder. I left my finger buried in her snatch, but was careful not to move it around very much. Swimming pool water is actually not a very good lubricant. I then pulled my finger out of her pussy with one fast jerk, making Melina gasp. Before she had time to move, I gripped her asscheeks and pushed them up, bringing her out of the water. Realizing what I was doing, Melina helped by gripping the edge of the pool and pushing herself up.
She reached behind her and pulled the mat to the edge of the pool so that she could lay back on it. I pushed her thighs back as she spread her legs, and I pulled her ass to the very edge of the pool. Melina's wet pussy was right in front of me, and I was salivating with the anticipation of eating that sopping twat until my wife screamed with pleasure.
I did not waste time working my way up to eating her pussy, I just dove right in. I slid my tongue right along her slit, then pressed my mouth against her quim and let both my lips and tongue slither up and down her swollen labes.
"Oh God, YES!" Melina gasped loudly. Her voice echoed through the large room, adding to the surreal experience. I clamped my mouth down onto my wife's delicious, sopping wet cunt and drove my tongue into her vagina as far as I could, roughly licking the walls of her pulsing womanhood and sucking hard to create a vacuum.
After a few moments of that I began licking Melina's labes again, from bottom to top, rapidly and roughly. Melina was squirming, her hands running through my hair, pulling my face into her cunt mound, her feet sometimes coming down and striking my shoulder blades then kicking back up into the air. Her moans and gasps filled the pool room. I was letting my body semi-float in the water, enjoying being buoyed up as I tongued my wife's twat. Then I went for more.
"OH GOD!" Melina screamed as my tongue slithered up to her bulging, pulsing clit and sharply licked it. I sucked her clit into my mouth, sucking hard and rough, but not too rough, and kept sucking it until my lovely wife was gasping and quivering with uncontrollable ecstasy. The echoes of her first climax were still resonating on the high walls when her second one hit, then the third. I sucked her clit relentlessly, not giving her a moment respite, driving two fingers deep into her cunt while greedily sucking her clitty.
"Oh God, stop! I can't take any more!" Melina gasped after several hard orgasms ripped through her lovely body. "Get up and fuck me!" I exited the pool via the steps, letting Melina anticipate what was to come. She had turned the mat sideways, parallel to the pool, and was lying on her back on it, her luscious legs spread, her eyes watching my cock and balls as I walked up to her. As I eased down on top of her, she reached for my cock with her hands and I felt a condom being unrolled onto the length of my turgid shaft.
"Are you ever going to let me fuck you without a condom, baby?" I asked, not really angry but frustrated as always.
"Soon, baby... soon." Melina replied as she fit the head of my sheathed cock to her opening. I pushed in and felt my cock penetrate into her, then enjoyed the pleasure of feeling my cock drive balls-deep into my wife's steaming, tight snatch. "Oh yeah! that feels so fucking good!" As I began fucking her with a smooth but hard-driving rhythm, Melina gasped "Patience, honey! We'll start a family soon. I'm making Todd wear condoms right now, also.... unnh! oh yeah..... oh fuck me, Don...."
I fucked my wife hard and deep, buying my mouth into her neck and nuzzling her, then mauling her big breasts in my hands, my mouth going from nipple to nipple and roughly sucking the hard teats. I felt Melina's cunt clamp down hard on my cock as she climaxed, which urged me to drive even harder into her.
After her second climax, however, I began losing energy. I slowed my pace down. After the blow job I'd received from Britt earlier that day, I knew that I wasn't going to come soon; the urge just was not there. In addition, stroking Melina's tight twat wasn't the smooth, easy glide it had started out to be. So her next words did not surprise me.



"Are you close to coming?" Melina asked as I roughly pumped her.
"No, not really." I said.
"Pull out, baby." Melina begged. "I'm drying up. I don't have any lube with me, either." Maybe some water had gotten into her cunt, or maybe it was her several climaxes, but Melina's natural lubrication was not getting the job done.
I withdrew my cock from my wife's hot honey-hole and eased down beside her. We began making out as she took the condom off my now-flagging cock.  "Here, let me jack you off, baby." Melina offered, her hand gently stroking my prick. Her hand felt warm and good on my organ.
"That's okay, baby." I said. "I don't have to come now. Let me just hold you." Suiting the deed to the word, I held my wife, caressing her and kissing her lightly for long minutes.
Part 3 - Epilogue
"Can you do the same for me, for this office?" Laura asked me. Melina and I were sitting in her office on campus.
"Sure." I said. I had finished installing the security cameras and alarms in Melina's gym, and had also installed all their IT equipment: computers, servers, wi-fi access for customers and a private one for employees. Laura now wanted me to do the same for her office.
In installing Melina's equipment, I had installed data lines that sent backups to an offsite location. What Melina didn't know is that another such data line sent backup data, as well as what the cameras were showing, to some servers I had placed in The Cabin, my house on the hill. I had converted the nearly-useless storage space at the front of the upstairs/bedroom level to a little workroom with benches and cameras and my personal server. A false wall behind the bench had room for several servers as an extra backup. I knew that I shouldn't have done that, but my voyeuristic tendencies got the better of me.
Laura wanted better security for her office, but not too many cameras, and certainly not cameras in her sexual research areas. I wasn't going to try to sneak an extra data line into her set-up, though... something nagged at me that Laura would find out about it.
"Well, looks like I'm in the security business again." I said. Melina had rented me the small space where her L-shaped strip mall met at right angles. No one else could use the awkward space, so I put some servers in the back to service other customers and had a small counter with camera equipment in the front. A small sign on the door said "Open By Appointment Only" and gave my business cell number.
"Yes." Laura said. "You shouldn't have given up the one you already had." 
"Well, I wasn't too happy about the customers I began getting." I replied.
"Oh, come on." Laura said, seemingly jovially. "The Government is not that bad, and you did get paid on time, and well."  
"Yeah, I know..." I said, "and I didn't mind helping the local police. But when they guys coming in are obviously CIA front-men, and the cameras they wanted me to sell them were for domestic use... something just bothered me about that."
"I understand." Laura said. "But how did you know they were CIA?"
"They were... surprisingly... amateurish. Which is another thing that bothered me. I hope their overseas spy operations are much better than their equipment purchasing excursions."
"I'm sure they are." Laura replied drily. "Now... let's talk about something more important-- and a lot more fun. Melina says she wants to have a baby." Melina smiled, practically glowing at the thought. "We discussed your situation once before. So here's what we are going to do..."
Finis
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Part 1 - The Beginning

The filmy dress fell to the floor with a whisper, forming a puddle around her ankles at the foot of the bed. The tension in the bedroom intensified as she stepped forward, out of the circle of discarded cloth. A single lamp and many lit candles bathed the room in a warm warm glow of light, enhancing the vision that my stunned, disbelieving eyes were taking in as I admired her amazing, naked body.
She was wearing her silver-gray sandals, thin-soled with five-inch-high stiletto heels, thin straps across the base of her long toes, and a clear plastic, virtually invisible slingback strap that kept the shoes unmoving against her feet, as if molded to them. The sandals made her elegant feet and the shapely curves of her luscious calves look even more sensuously inviting. My chest tightened as I gazed up her long, classically slender thighs to the taut globes of her firm, mouthwatering asscheeks. The thick black hair of her pubic bush had been nicely trimmed. It contrasted with her smooth white skin outlining the brown-pink folds of her swollen cuntlips.
As I continued to admire her, I noticed that her tight, muscular abdomen was rippling with her shallow breathing, a sign that meant she was quivering with lust. Then I saw another, more obvious sign: the nipples of her large, natural breasts were hard points, jutting proudly out in desperate invitation to be sucked. Her raven hair was in its usual tight bun, exposing the slender lines of her neck, the shapely, well-developed muscles of her deltoids and back, and her thin, sinewy arms that hung at her sides. Her sensuous mouth was slightly open, her shapely, lipsticked lips dark red and shiny with gloss. Her gray eyes smoldered with passion.
Only after several seconds in the presence of this vision of beauty was I able to remember that this was my 29-year-old wife. We were in our bedroom, and Melina was standing naked at the foot of our marital bed. And she and I were not alone. I suddenly recaptured the realization that I was about to watch my wife make love on my bed-- with another man.
That other man was barely a man by age, but he was certainly more than man enough where it counted most. My handsome nineteen-year-old nephew Todd was standing in front of Melina, totally naked. His slender body seemed chiseled out of stone, every muscle worked and trained, but not to the point of bulkiness. His pectorals strained across his upper chest, and the "eight pack" of his abdomen looked like it could take a missile shot and win. His arms and legs were slim, but so well-developed that they gave him an aura of power and strength, impressive for any man, but incredible for a boy still in his teens. Without doubt, his body was the perfect compliment for Melina's. As they faced each other, I thought to myself that they were the perfect couple... especially for what was about to happen.
He had shaved off all of his body hair; even his pubic hair was shorn completely. His balls were huge, half again as large as my nutsack, hanging low between his sturdy legs, and it seemed very obvious this night that they were almost bursting with his life-giving sperm.
But the most really noticeable about Todd, the only thing one really could notice when he was naked, was his cock. Just half-hard now, his teen weapon of lust was enormous, and I knew that it would soon be at its full, throbbing length, seemingly ten full inches. It was beyond me how any woman could take such a large, thick penis into any orifice of her body, but I knew that Todd was sexually experienced far beyond his young age, that he'd deflowered more than his fair share of innocent girls, as well as scoring with many married women, including Melina. I was enviously in awe of Todd's huge prick, realizing fully that it was ready and eager to penetrate my darling wife's womanhood and again explore her most private depths.
Looking up, I noticed that they were embracing, Melina's grey eyes seeking acceptance and offering love as she gazed up into Todd's dark eyes. Just as her lips broke into a smile, the teen stud slid his mouth onto hers, the kiss gentle at first, then becoming deeper and more passionate.
Watching my wife being kissed by another man is one of the most arousing sights that my eyes have ever had the pleasure of witnessing, and the sight of her mouth meshing with this young stud's on this evening was especially wracking upon my soul. My cock was already rigid in my pants as I watched their arms slowly wrapping around each other, exploring each other's bodies as they began to make out.
It seemed like an eternity before their long, deep kiss ended and their lips broke apart. Todd bent down and sucked one of Melina's aching nipples into his mouth as he gently moved forward against her, imperceptibly moving her backwards. His mouth found the other nipple just as the back of her calves touched the bedspread.
The contact of the teen's mouth on her breast and her legs against the bed triggered a slight gasp from my wife. As Todd looked up, Melina's full lips found his neck and slid down his hard pec until she reached his nipple. She sucked it into her mouth, moaning, then moved to the other nipple before letting her mouth slide down the crease in Todd's "eight-pack" as her knees bent and her ass lowered itself to the bed. Once sitting upon it, she looked up at Todd, her gaze expectant but longing.
The teen stud moved forward, standing between my wife's spread legs, his massive cock mere inches from her lovely face. She looked up at him as her hands explored his taut groin, her eyes filled with more than just lust. Her hands slid over his thighs then came together and cupped his huge nutsack. Melina's gray eyes began to acquire that mischievous gleam as she gently kneaded his big balls but refused to touch his throbbing hard cock. Todd allowed her to tease him for a little while, but he began flexing his hips slightly forward, hinting his desire for my beautiful wife to take his size into her warm, hungry mouth. She declined to take the hint, and her glance at me showed me her real meaning in massaging Todd's balls: that was where the baby-makers were, the half-billion sperm that would soon be ejaculated against her eagerly waiting cervix and begin their journey to find and fertilize her waiting egg.
"Suck my cock, Melina." Todd ordered, finally having had enough. His voice was quiet but seemed loud and cutting as he unexpectedly spoke and broke the tension-filled silence of the room. "Suck my cock while your husband watches." my young nephew continued, peering at me out of the corner of his eye to judge the effect his words were having upon me. Melina's eyes flickered towards me for a second, also, but she then turned her full attention to her lover's impressive anatomy. Her right hand slid up and grasped his big, hard shaft, pulling the huge, helmeted head to her lips. She kissed his cockhead, then her tongue snaked out and licked around the crown twice. She gave his prickhead a second kiss, but this time slid her lips along his shaft, beginning to take more of him into her mouth.
Todd groaned as half of his penis disappeared past her lips then reappeared as she slid back. As Melina began to give Todd head in earnest, sucking him with immodest abandon, the teen stud began pushing his hips forward just a bit more aggressively. His right hand slid up along the side of her face and head until he was gently but firmly holding the back of her head. He began to take control, rhythmically pulling my wife's head towards him as he shoved his incredibly huge meat into her throat, fucking Melina's beautiful face with long, slow, deep thrusts until she was taking all but a couple of inches of him.
Melina submissively accepted Todd's control, letting her hands slide up the backs of his thighs to his hard, muscular ass, gently squeezing his buttcheeks and occasionally raking her fingernails along his sides. A couple of times she grabbed his ass hard when he tried to push his cock into her throat too deeply or too hard, but they were well-matched lovers and were very synchronized as Melina fellated Todd expertly, having been taught well by her mentor, the lovely Dr. Laura Fredricson.
I was in the far corner of the bedroom, off the left corner of the bed as one looked from the end of it, and behind Todd's left side. I glanced over to the other side of the room... where Laura herself was sitting.
She was sitting in an identical chair to mine but on the right side, near the bedroom door. She was wearing a salmon-colored sleeveless dress and nude/bone-colored high heel peep-toe pumps, her black hair in its typical bun. She was watching Todd and Melina with intense interest, but I could feel as well as see her presence and I knew that she was surreptitiously studying my responses and reactions to the experience of watching my wife with another man. And I also knew full well the other reason that Laura was here, why she wanted to be here...
Part 2 - The Puppeteer
"I've been researching this for several years." Laura said as the four of us sat on the patio of our house, which I called "Melina's house" since she had bought it from Laura. It was two weeks earlier, and we had just finished eating dinner and were sipping drinks on the patio overlooking the University and the Town. The leaves had turned colors and were beginning to drop, and as the sun set over the town the air was noticeably colder.
"Did you read the book I gave you?" I nodded, as did Melina. Todd looked blank, so Laura gave him a quick explanation. "There is a book called Sperm Wars by Dr. Robin Baker, who is from England. He hypothesizes that men's sperm compete to fertilize a woman's eggs, and that some sperm will kill another man's sperm to help their own win the battle. I'm an adherent of the biochemical part of his theories, and I've been working to confirm or disprove the assertions he makes in his book."
"And you guys are the perfect study for this." Laura continued. "The ordinary, average man will ejaculate around 150 million sperm in his first climax. I've checked Todd's numbers several times, and he's way over that. Todd, do you realize that when you come, your first load has over 450 million sperm? Almost half a billion!"
"I knew I was special." Todd said with a humorous grin, but I sensed that he was very pleased with that.
"It's not all good news, Todd." Laura continued, "Your massive loads kill off eggs rather than fertilize them; there's too much of a biochemical mixture going on, according to the research." Turning to Melina, Laura said, "With Todd's enormous ejaculate and Don's 'middling' loads, your best chance for impregnation is for both men to have intercourse with you. Todd's sperm will be reduced in number so that your egg is not destroyed before being fertilized. That gives you a better chance of being fertilized, and may the best sperm win!"
Everyone shifted in their chairs, some uncomfortably, some in eager anticipation. Melina had expressed increasingly strong interest in starting a family over the last few months, but Laura's findings of our sperm samples had suggested that it would be difficult for me or Todd to impregnate her alone. Laura's frank discussion of the issues was technical, but the way she discussed it was very arousing. She had a way of doing that.
"Whose sperm has the best chance of winning?" Melina asked, taking up the bit and matching Laura's conversation.
"Probably Todd's" Laura replied. "He's shooting a massive amount of semen with even his second loads." How did Laura know that? I wondered, but listened as she continued. "But don't count Don out, he has some strong swimmers too." That made me feel much better. "Considering the low number of them he's producing." That made me feel less better.
"So when can we make this happen?" Melina asked.
"You're just coming off your period, so probably in a couple of weeks." Laura replied. "I'll continue to check you every morning when you come into work, and when the time is right, we'll set it up."  "I'll need some advance notice," I said, speaking for the first time, "so I can make sure to not be on call."
 "Sure." Laura said. "So Don... are you comfortable with this? I won't even bother asking Todd." Todd grinned brightly, but Laura's eyes were boring into me, and I felt a warmth from them.
"Yes, I guess so." I said. No, I wasn't totally certain how I felt about all this... my wife being impregnated, very likely by another man. But at least I would get to have the experience of fucking my Melina's vagina "bareback", not using a condom, and pumping my full climax as deep inside her as I could get. Denial ain't just a river in Egypt, and after all these long years, that alone would be worth it all.
"So, that means that Don gets to fuck me without a condom?" Melina asked, her voice flat, her reptilian eyes not looking at me but boring into Laura. I got a hint that Melina wasn't that happy about it. All those years she'd denied me unprotected sex was, I thought, just to keep from getting pregnant. Now, for the very first time, something told me that there was another reason.

 "Absolutely." Laura replied, her eyes boring right back into my wife's. I had no idea what unspoken connection was going on between them, but there was something there.

Part 3 - The Mating
"How do you like watching your wife suck my cock, Uncle Don?" I heard Todd ask, breaking my reverie. He was still thrusting into Melina's mouth, but had turned his hips slightly to make damn sure I could easily see their oral liaison. "Doesn't it look great, seeing my big dick fucking your wife's face?" he continued, his words seeming to read my thoughts and brutally exposing them, and his eyes boring into me, dominating me totally. "Unnh... oh yeah, that feels great baby. Ohhhh...."
I didn't answer Todd as he turned back to give full attention to the sex act he was an intimate part of. I didn't need to answer. It did look great. It looked hot, sensuous, intense, and wonderful. I felt deeply jealous of what was happening, but even that was lost in the awe of watching this handsome young man and my wife making love.
I felt my wife's eyes on me as she finally slid her mouth completely off Todd's cock. Gripping it firmly, she licked along the underside of the shaft, down to his big balls, then back up, swirling her tongue around the head.
"Mmmm, it tastes great, too. I love sucking your cock, Todd." Melina said huskily, looking up at my nephew and rival, deliberately not looking at me to show her total submission to the other man.
Melina's mouth and expertise had done its job: Todd was rock-hard, his cock huge and throbbing. Melina released it from her grip and began scrambling back onto the bed until her head was on the pillows. Putting another pillow under her ass, I watched her lie on her back and spread her legs up and back in invitation to Todd.
It was an incredibly arousing sight, watching my wife pull her knees back into her shoulders, her lovely feet in the high heels in the air, offering herself in sexual submission to her young lover. Her clit and labes were engorged, swollen to the max, and her pink cunt gleamed brightly from between the womanly folds, obviously ready and eager to be used for their intended purpose of mating with a man. My cock throbbed, aching with desire, and I dared not touch it or rub it through my pants. It was exquisitely excruciating.
Todd climbed onto the bed and eased his muscular body onto Melina, mounting her. His mouth found hers in a deep, passionate kiss. His ass and hips flexed rhythmically as he dryhumped my wife, his shaft sliding along her trimmed pubic bush, his big balls resting on her swollen cuntlips, smearing his sperm-packed nutsack with her copious juices. His hands explored Melina's body, and I realized that his every action was just a little bit exaggerated, as if he were making a softcore porn video. Todd was performing as much as he was making love to Melina... and he was performing for my "benefit."
Todd worked his mouth over to Melina's left ear, nipping at her lobe, then kissing his way along her neck and jaw. He was easing his body down hers, and I thought it was to penetrate her, but instead he began sucking my wife's big tits. His tongue licked in large circles over her right breast, slowly zeroing in on her hard, swollen nipple. Melina gasped when his tongue finally, finally lashed over her teat before sucking it into his mouth and gently biting and licking it. He repeated the process for her left breast, then back and forth for what seemed a long time.
He then kissed and licked the skin of the deep cleft between Melina's big mammaries, then below it, his tongue lashing over her taut, firm abs as he unerringly headed toward the goal. Todd was going to eat my wife's pussy before he fucked her.
"Ohhhhhh...." Melina gasped as her teen lover's tongue slid up the length of her slit, flitting against her clit. Todd was settling down, lying on his stomach, his tongue expertly going to work on my wife's luscious womanhood. As he delved into her and the wet smacks of cunnilingus filled the room, my wife straightened her legs, her feet kicking high into the air and back over her head, kicking the wall above the headboard. My own cock throbbed relentlessly as I watched my wife's hands sliding over Todd's head as she pulled his face into her quim, letting her fingers slide through his full head of hair and muss it up. Her moans became more frequent and just a bit louder as Todd ate her.
"UNNH!!!" she gasped, unexpectedly. Todd had worked one of his fingers into Melina's cunthole, sinking it knuckle-deep as his tongue began lashing her clitoris, battering it with attention, as if it were trying to slide down her slit and he had to keep pushing it back up into place. After a few minutes, he worked a second finger into Melina's tight twat, trying to stretch it out to more easily absorb his huge teen meat.
"Mmm, babe, you're really tight." Todd said, his words echoing what I'd just been thinking about. "Are you going to be able to take me? take all of me?" He was teasing her, but his words were arousing her even more, if that were possible.
"You betcha." she replied. "I want every inch of that big thing inside me." In spite of the wanton invitation, the desperation of need in her voice, Todd went back to eating her pussy for just a bit longer, working her up to another height of sexual excitement.
Finally, he was ready. He pushed his body up, then mounted Melina again. As she reached for his cock to fit it into her labes, Todd suddenly turned his head and looked straight at me, a determined look in his eyes.
"I'm going to fuck your wife now, Uncle Don." Todd said, his voice low, husky, and somewhat menacing. "I'm going to come in your wife and knock her up, and you're going to watch me do it." With that, he turned his attention back to Melina, who was looking over at me, her eyes glazed with lust at Todd's commanding treatment of me. Todd broke her spell by kissing her mouth warmly, then he helped her help him to get his cockhead into her tight, wet hole.
I just watched, my heart pounding in my chest and my throbbing hurting cock about to burst in my pants as my teen nephew pushed forward and entered my wife. I couldn't see the penetration too clearly, but it looked as if he pushed about half of it in before withdrawing and thrusting again. To my amazement, in just a few seconds Todd was balls-deep, buried to the hilt in Melina's steaming snatch. Once again another man was fucking my wife, and once again I experienced the full gamut of emotions. No, it never gets any different, no matter how often I'd seen it. I experienced the range of emotions as fully as the first time Todd had penetrated Melina in that little cabin in the woods by the lake.



"OHHHHHHHH!!!!" Melina gasped loudly, accommodating Todd's size as he bottomed out. "Oh God, Todd, that feels so fucking good! Fuck me, Todd, fuck me with that big huge wonderful cock!" Her words, egging her young lover on, had the desired effect and Todd began to pump in and out of her with a steady rhythm, flexing his ass as his hips drove forward, his movements again seemingly exaggerated to give his viewing audience a better effect.
Todd began fucking Melina harder and faster, withdrawing less of his cock before slamming back in. The wet smacks of his balls against her luscious flesh echoed in the air, mixed with the kisses, grunts and groans of the hungrily rutting couple as they mated passionately.
I looked over at Laura for a moment. She was still watching intently, having not moved at all since she sat down. She glanced over my way and we made eye contact, and she smiled a very reassuring smile to me, knowing exactly what I needed at this moment. I turned back to Todd and Melina on the bed.
 Their coupling was deep, wet, and sensuous. My wife and my nephew were lovers in the truest sense, they were not just fucking but making love. I felt emotions of joy, arousal, pain and jealousy, all at the same time. I could hardly bear to watch that big cock slicing in and out of my beautiful wife, but at the same time could not tear my eyes away. As always, I wondered if this were normal, or if I was the sickest, most perverted deviant on the planet.
"Oh god... oh god yes... I'm almost there..." Melina began gasping as she began to come. "Oh yes, oh yes... OH YES!!! OH GOD!!!!!! UNNNH!!!! UNNNH!!!!! UGGGH!!!!!" My wife was climaxing, coming hard around Todd's huge cock. The teen stud had driven her to a massive orgasm, made all the more intense by the long wait of anticipation as well as the purpose for which she was mating with Todd. Todd drove hard into her through her gyrations as she shivered uncontrollably... though I had a sense that she was embellishing it a bit as well, for my benefit... and possibly for Laura's also.
"Oh God, that was so good." Melina finally gasped as she gulped in lungfuls of air. "Oh Todd, thank you so much. Oh God, you're so good... so good..."
"Thanks babe." Todd replied. "You deserve the best, and I'm here to give it to you." Todd looked back at me as he said the words, showing a cocky arrogance that I had more than once seen from him.
"Are you close, Todd?" Melina asked, getting his attention back to where she wanted it, fully on her. "Are you ready to come inside me?"   "Just a little bit more." Todd replied. He settled onto Melina, kissed her deeply, then began fucking her powerfully and fast. I thought he would just build up to his come, and I saw his nuts beginning to tighten in preparation for shooting his large sperm-filled load deep inside her. He fucked steadily in and out of her for several long minutes, the lovers deeply kissing as they hungrily mated, leading up to that moment they both so craved...
Suddenly, Todd pulled his cock out of Melina. She looked up, confused and wondering as my nephew got off the bed and walked up to me, stopping right in front of me, his huge cock jutting out proudly within inches of my face.

 "Look at it, Uncle Don!" Todd commanded. " Look at it! Look at the SIZE of that thing!" I could smell my wife's cuntjuices on his pulsing cock, could see the pre-cum dribbling out of the almost gaping slit on top of the head.
"You will never, ever be able to make love to Melina again without thinking of me. Without thinking of this!!" With the last emphasized word, Todd jutted his cock towards me, the tip almost hitting my forehead. I was in shock, feeling the humiliation of being totally dommed by my teen nephew in front of two women.
"I'm going to go back and fuck your wife, Uncle Don." Todd continued. "I'm going to come inside her. I'm going to knock up your wife right in front of you!" With that, Todd turned away and went back to the bed. I saw Melina looking at me, a smile on her face. It was a wicked smile, a smile of awe but of tremendous enjoyment at what her young lover had just done to her husband. As Todd mounted her again, she looked up at him, her eyes filled with a lust and desire for him, a look I had never seen from her before.
Wordlessly, Todd hooked his arms under Melina's legs and draped her sexy feet over his broad, powerful shoulders. He fit his cockhead back into her slit and pushed it in, balls-deep, with one powerful, driving thrust. The young stud began to confidently and vigorously fuck my wife with deep, hard strokes.
As if fucking a woman as beautiful as Melina wasn't enough, I watched as Todd turned his head and began kissing and sucking Melina's feet. I almost came on the spot at the sight of Todd sucking my wife's tasty toes into his mouth. The sight of this incredibly hung guy not only fucking my wife but tasting her sweet feet drove me almost nuts with both arousal and jealousy.
Melina did everything she could to egg Todd on, from matching his thrusts to massaging the bottom of his balls, her finger teasing the sphincter of his ass but not penetrating it. And her words. Her cutting, biting, words.
"Come inside me, Todd!" Melina begged. "Fill me up with your sperm! Knock me up, Todd! Make me pregnant in my husband's bed!!" It's a wonder I didn't come on the spot, but Todd did. With a groan, he sank his meat balls-deep into Melina and held it. "Come on, baby, shoot it into me! Oh God, I've just got to have your sperm, Todd! Ohhhh... OHHHH!!!"
"UUUHH!!!!!!!" my teen nephew loudly groaned, his ass twitching more than thrusting as he released his essence into my wife. I knew that he was shooting long, thick ropes of jism against the back wall of my wife's cunt, that his potent, virile semen was filling her and millions of sperm were actively seeking her waiting egg. The thought made me burn with jealousy but almost made me come with arousal.
As his powerful climax ebbed, Todd released Melina's legs and then collapsed on top of her, kissing her face and jaw. The lovers caressed each other as the teen's big cock, still deep inside my wife, began slowly deflating. Laura got up, grabbed a pillow off the floor and helped Melina to scoot it under her ass to raise her cunt higher and keep Todd's extramarital deposit inside her so that his sperm would be soaked up into her womb. Todd had eased his weight off Melina to help, and once the pillow was in place he withdrew his penis from her vagina. His teen meat was still huge, smeared with his spunk and her juices.
"Want to clean me up, Dr. Fredricson?" Todd offered. Laura smiled briefly then declined. Todd did not ask Melina, but simply moved up to her face and put his cockhead on her mouth. My wife willingly opened her mouth to take him in, sucking the juices off his meat and down her greedy throat.
After the cleaning was done, Todd lay down beside Melina and cuddled with her, talking quietly with her and stroking her hair. My jealousy increased; I wanted Todd to get off the bed so I could get on and fuck my wife. But it was long minutes later, and Todd and Melina were dozing, when Laura's voice filled the room.
"Okay guys, time for Don to have his turn." Laura said. Turning to me, she said "You poor man, you must have the bluest balls in the State by now." I could only groan in agreement as I stood up out of the chair. Todd got off the bed and said that he was going to get something to drink. He asked Melina if she wanted anything and she shook her head no. She was looking at me now as I began undressing. Todd left the room, and I realized that he had no intention of watching me fuck Melina as I had watched him copulate with her.
Part 4 - Fulfillment
Once naked, I got on the bed. Melina's cunt was a sloppy, spermy mess. Some of Todd's semen had oozed out over the last several minutes, forming a shiny white puddle on the pillow beneath. The smell was very strong, also, as I climbed onto Melina. She slid the extra pillow from underneath her and spread her legs wider to give me full access to her precious, beloved womanhood.
My bare cock was throbbing. I had to get it inside Melina before I lost it. My bare cock! I thought to myself. After so long, this was the moment I'd been waiting for...
Melina took hold of my cock and led it to her as I eased my weight onto her. I felt the wetness as my cockhead made contact with her labes, but it was the heat that sent a shock of sensation through me... the heat of Melina's pussy without a condom mitigating it! I thrust forward.
"Ohhhh yeaaahhhhh...." I gasped, totally involuntarily as I sank balls-deep into my wife with one thrust. The heat and wetness, the joyous feeling of that wonderful cunt on my bare cock was just indescribably incredible.
"You finally did it." Melina said, somewhat sardonically. "You finally got your bare cock into me. Does it feel as good as you hoped?"
"Ohgoddddd" I groaned. "Better than I hoped. It's so awesome! You're so awesome, baby! Oh, wow..."
I began pumping in and out, smoothly and rapidly, feeling the slickness of Melina's cunt and Todd's semen as I pumped her. The feeling was so hot, so incredible, that I knew I wasn't going to last more than a couple of minutes. Melina was not fucking me back, though. She was basically lying there, legs spread wide, taking my thrusts but actively meeting them, her hands on my hips but not moving or caressing me. But that was okay, it was just so good...
I tried to lean down and kiss my wife, despite her having just cleaned Todd's cock of semen and cuntjuice minutes before. But she turned her head. Melina would not allow me to kiss her mouth.
I could have gotten angry about it... my wife rejecting me and acting like a rag doll beneath me. But in that split-second I just let it go. This was what I wanted, I had reaped what I had sown. But I still had my chances to be the biological father of Melina's baby. I began scraping the sides of Melina's cunt as I pulled back, letting the underside of my cockhead scrape out my nephew's potent semen so that my sperm would have a better chance to compete.
I felt the eyes watching me. I looked back at Laura, who was sitting in her chair. Her look of intensity had changed. She wasn't just watching a sex act as a professor of the subject, she was watching her lover fuck another woman. Laura's eyes met mine and I could feel her pleasure at watching me, and I instinctively knew that it was me and not Melina she was watching so intently. I felt considerably better, not angry at Melina anymore, and decided to just enjoy this.
I began fucking Melina harder, more deeply. The sounds got wetter, louder, more squishy. I was churning Todd's cum and Melina's juices into a creamy lather with my hard steady fucking, and I'm sure Laura was getting good view of the frothy mess.
But after the long minutes of stimulation and now feeling the heat of my wife's cunt bareback for the first time, I was like a virgin kid getting his first piece of ass in the back of a car, and I wasn't going to last any longer. I looked down at my wife, seeing how beautiful she was as she looked between her legs, watching me thrust into her. She was still not grinding her hips to me as she normally did, but just watching our coupling. I saw her breasts jiggle as I thrust hard into her, and I lost it.
"I'm coming." I warned, and within a second I suited the word to the deed. The pain exploded as I felt the release. I felt my cock pulse, shooting my load into my wife depths to join Todd's in soaking down her sopping cunt. The pleasure was intense, but not overwhelming, and I wondered why.
Finally, I was done. Catching my breath, I slid my cock out of Melina and sat up on my knees just as Laura was there with the pillow again. Melina slid it under her and relaxed, letting my sperm soak into her for the next several minutes. Before I had a chance to move, Laura swiftly moved over and took my cock into her mouth, cleaning me of the combined juices of two men and one well-fucked woman. I groaned, the pleasure of Laura's warm mouth sucking my half-hard, hypersensitive cock sending small shocks up my spine. Laura fellated me for several minutes, restoring some life into my prick, then gave my cockhead a final kiss as she smiled up at me.
"How are you doing, babe?" Laura asked Melina, turning to her.
"I'm doing very well, darling." Melina replied as she stretched luxuriously, her clasped hand above her head making her big breasts stand up prominently. My cock got a little bit more life into it.
"Ready for round two?" Laura asked, her voice solicitous of Melina's comfort.
"Mmm hmmm" Melina only hummed dreamily in reply.
Part 5 - Second Verse, Worse Than The First?
About thirty minutes after my climax into Melina, it was time for her second insemination. Laura had said a second round, if Melina could handle it, would maximize the sperm inside her and increase her pregnancy chances. I wasn't about to argue with one of the world's leading academic experts on sex, but my sixth sense suggested she was having us do this just so she could watch more sex acts. Laura was in truth a dirty perv, and i loved her for it.
Todd was back in the bedroom. He was quiet, a bit strangely so for him. Melina had gone to the bathroom and cleaned up a bit, so her loins were not quite as messy as they had been. Laura had left the room, but returned shortly with bottles of Scotch, Amaretto and vodka. We made drinks as Laura moved my chair and her chair next to each other, and at the middle of the bed instead of the corners.
As if on cue, the room became almost eerily quiet again. Todd was lying on his back on the bed and Melina curled up next to him, her breasts pressing into his abs as she leaned over and began sucking his cock. I just watched her head bobbing up and down as that huge meat slid in and out of her lipsticked lips, enjoying the sight of my wife giving head to another man, enjoyably knowing how wonderful her mouth felt upon my own cock whenever she fellated me. The thoughts of some of the many excellent blowjobs Melina had given me were making my loins stir again in arousal.
Todd was enjoying being sucked, also. He was moaning occasionally as Melina fellated him. His hands began roaming over my wife's fine body, feeling her back, reaching under her and cupping her breast, down her back to her firm asscheeks.
"Do you know what I want to do to that ass?" Todd growled. It sounded more menacing than sexy. His hands squeezed her asscheeks harder, kneading them.
"Mmmf, knock me up and you can fuck that ass, Todd." Melina promised. "Once I have your baby, I'll take this monster cock balls-deep into my ass and you can fucking tear it up!" Her words had the desired effect; Todd was rock-hard again.
"Okay, babe, it's time for me to plow your filthy cunt again." Todd said, his words more aggressive, more filthy. "Get on your hands and knees, bitch. I'm going to fuck you like the bitch in heat that you are!"
"Ooooooh, yeah." Melina said, quickly assuming the position of rear entry submission. Her ass was facing Laura and I. It looked inviting, her cunt swollen, wet, messy and gaping. Todd quickly got behind her. He rubbed his cockhead along her slit a few times, then inserted the helmeted head into her labes. He paused for just a second as he gripped her waist just above the flare of her hips, and we all knew what he was gathering strength to do. Then, with all the power he could muster, the teen stud drove forward and rammed his cock nuts-deep into my wife!
*THUMP!!*
"UUHH!! Melina groaned as the wet smacking sound of Todd's groin slamming into Melina's asscheeks echoed throughout the room. Todd withdrew and then began thrusting into Melina with hard, fast strokes. The steady slaps of flesh on flesh filled the room as the teen stud pumped my gorgeous wife relentlessly.
"Uhhhh, ohh... oww! Todd, take it easy!" Melina gasped as Todd repeatedly thrust hard into her, his huge cockhead bumping the end of her vaginal channel. I glanced over at Laura, who was watching with increased intensity. She noticed my glance.
"I think he's trying to get off, and it's harder the second time around." she whispered to me. By now Todd was hunched over Melina, thrusting furiously with very short strokes.
"Take it, bitch! Take that cock!" Todd grunted as he fucked her harder. Melina was gasping, and I suspected she was not enjoying this nearly as much as the long, leisurely fucks she had enjoyed with Todd over the past few months.
"Take that meat, bitch! Take it!" Todd cried, his voice nearly a yell. Melina was falling forward until she was almost lying on her belly on the bed. Todd had descended right with her, maintaining his furious thrusting pace.
"Yeah, that's it, bitch, take my cock! You like that cock, bitch? You like being fucked by my big cock! You love it dontcha bitch?" Todd said, seemingly angrily, as he relentlessly fucked Melina's cunt into a steamy froth. Melina was looking up and back at him at times, anger gleaming in her eyes, occasionally wincing in pain.
I watched this near-violent fuck, thinking that I had seen this kind of anger in a man fucking a woman only once before... from my college roommate. I didn't want to think about him at the moment, but watching Todd fuck Melina so hard really reminded me of the past. I pushed the memories out of my mind, aided by Laura's hand gently grasping my wrist.
"Yeah, here it comes, bitch! I am really going to fill up your nasty cunt, whore! Gonna fill you up and knock you up, bitch!.... Take it, bitch!... Take it.... OHHH! AUUGHH!!!" Todd screamed out. Shoving his meat hard into Melina one last time, he convulsed, and I knew that he was pumping his second load of the night into my wife's well-fucked, fertile womanhood.
After a final couple of spasms, Todd stopped pumping into Melina. She fell to the bed, breathing heavily. Todd did not cuddle with her, but instead quickly disengaged, got off the bad and, acting as if he were in a daze, walked out of the room.
"You okay, baby?" I asked, easing up to the bed. Melina just nodded, then turned over. "Hand me that cushion, honey." she said, her eyes blank and devoid of emotion. Then she added, looking at Laura, saying with a devastating quietness, "You can tell that prick Todd that I'm no one's bitch, and I'm not a whore, especially his..."
-----------------------
Some minutes later, Melina looked at me, the fire returning to her eyes. "Come here, baby... you want some of this?" She spread her lovely legs, exposing her swollen, defiled, sperm-coated slit. Her pubic bush was matted with sperm, as well. Watching her spread wife and seeing her like this made my cock iron hard with desire. I climbed onto the bed and mounted her.
"Oh baby, I love you!" she said, kissing my mouth as she reached for my cock to insert me. I felt the warmth of her hand then the wet kiss of her labes on my cockhead. She inserted me and I pushed in, feeling the wet heat of her envelop my hard shaft as I sank in to the hilt.
"Oh yes... fuck me baby... fuck me! Oh yeah.... oh I love you baby!" Melina was saying as I steadily pumped her. Her legs wrapped around me, tightening as I thrust harder into her. "Oh I love you, baby! I'm sorry I was such a bitch to you! I love you!"
"I love you, too, baby!" I said, returning her kiss as she smashed her mouth into mine. We kissed as we fucked, my strokes rapid and short, keeping the length of my cock inside my wife's sodden hole. I allowed myself to enjoy the wet heat of Melina's pussy on my bare cock again as my tongue explored her mouth. All too soon I felt the pressure of my nut rising, and I knew I was going to come very soon.



"I'm coming baby." I said. "I'm going to come inside you. Ohhhhh...UUH!!!"
"Oh yes, do it Don! Come in me, shoot that nasty load up into me and knock me up!" Melina said, her voice adding to my pleasure as my spurts of semen jetted into her. I collapsed on top of her, and we uncoupled only after several minutes and long, deep kisses.
Part 6 - Lovers Come Together
I woke up, alone on the bed. Several hours had passed. I had fallen asleep. I got up, looking around the house for everyone else. Laura was asleep in the guest bedroom. As I got to the stairs and was about to descend, I could see through the darkness of the living room into the kitchen, which was illuminated by the moonlight streaming through the window.
Melina was standing at the counter, making a sandwich or something. I could see enough of her silhouette to see that she was nude except for her high heels slides. Just then, Todd walked into the kitchen. He came up behind her and put his hands on her waist.
"Hey baby." he whispered. "I'm sorry about earlier. Is everything okay?"
Melina turned to face him, sliding her arms up around his neck. "It's okay, baby. Everything's fine, just fine." They kissed deeply.
"I love you, baby." Todd said, his words stunning me, and burning into my soul.
"I love you too, darling." Melina replied. I watched as she moved the plate aside and eased herself onto the countertop. Todd helped her, then moved forward, his cock standing out hard and huge, ready to take her.
"Ohhh, baby, that is soooo.... fucking... goood! God! how I love your big cock, Todd!" Melina gasped as my stud teen nephew entered her and began slowly pumping her, taking his time and several strokes to fully sheath himself into my wife's tight, deep cunt.
Time seemed to stand still. My wife and another man, a teen boy, were kissing deeply as they fucked on the countertop. I watched them, amazed at what I was seeing, knowing that I was not just watching two people fucking.
Finally, Todd disengaged from Melina and she slid off the counter. Hand-in-hand, she led him into the living room. She lay down on her back on the floor in front of the sofa, spreading her legs in welcome to her muscular teen lover, her high-heels and toes pointing up into the air. Todd mounted her, and his cock unerringly found her cunt and slid into it as he lowered himself onto her.
"Ohhh, I love you, Todd!" Melina whispered, but loud enough to hear.
"I love you too, Melina." Todd said in a low voice. "I've always loved you." His words jarred me, and for the first time I understood the depths of this young man's feelings for this beautiful woman, not caring that she was his uncle's wife.
I watched, seeing and hearing and almost feeling their intensity. They were not fucking, they were not just mating... they were making love. A part of me felt deep jealousy, deep pain and anger, but another part of me felt incredibly hot and aroused watching these two people, these two bodies, copulating lustily in their sensuous act of love.
Just then, I felt a hand on my back and Laura came around to my side. She watched silently with me for a few moments, then took my hand as she turned away, leading me back into the guest bedroom.
"How did you feel, watching that?" Laura asked, as if she could read my deepest thoughts. I took her into my arms and kissed her, gently at first and then deeply, enjoying her wonderful mouth before answering her question.  
"Mixed emotions." I said. "I like watching them, but I feel jealous, too. And then again, I'd rather be here with you..." I kissed her mouth, "than be with my wife right now."
"Mmmm, that's nice." Laura said, her voice a whisper, her smile lovely. "And I've got another surprise for you."
"What's that?" I asked.
"I'm pregnant." Laura said. She smiled at my look of shock before continuing, "And I've only been having sex with one man since I came off the pill. You." She kissed me again.
"You mean..." I said, my words faltering, but indescribable joy racing through my head and chest, "it's mine? You're pregnant with my baby, sweetheart?"
"Mm hmm" Laura said as she nodded vigorously, her hands caressing my face and my chin. "I'm going to have your baby, my darling." As the wonderful totality of it hit me, I took Laura into my arms and hugged her tightly to me, her arms hugging me as strongly as mine were her.
"But..." I said, as we broke the hug. "You said my sperm alone--" I didn't get the sentence finished. Laura's smile was one of crafty cunning.
"Yes, I did say that." Laura said, "your count is a bit low, but I might have exaggerated how much."
"But why?" I asked.
"Let's just say..." Laura said, wrapping her arms around me again, "that Todd does have an over-quantity of sperm and both of you coming inside Melina will help her chances of being impregnated. But don't you think it was long past time you got to fuck your wife without a condom? She'd been torturing you long enough with that, so I basically tricked her into letting you have her bareback. Obviously that should remain our little secret, n'est pas , my darling?
"Yeah, but what about your baby?" I asked. I wanted to take Laura to the bed and make love to her right then and there, but she had insisted that she have no sex tonight.  
"Let's not tell anyone else just yet, okay?" Laura said. "Let's keep it our secret until we find out if Melina 'took'. Now, let's go see how our lovebirds are doing."
We snuck back into the hallway and looked down the stairs. Todd and Melina were still fucking, just as they had been when we left them. Todd was pumping with deep, long strokes, driving Melina crazy by moving his ass in tight circles, stirring her loins into a sopping wet pudding of pleasure. It would be long minutes, and Melina riding Todd hard and fast to bring him to climax, before they finished their incredibly intense act of love and passionate intimacy.
Part 7 - Successful Expectings
It was the Friday after Thanksgiving. I had turned 29 just a month before, Laura turning 43 just days later. It was cold outside at night now, so the four of us, Laura, Melina, Todd and myself, were sitting in the main room of The Cabin. It had turned dark outside as we finished dinner.
"It's time to celebrate, guys." Melina said, bringing out her bottle of champagne and four glasses. "Todd, will you do the honors?" Todd took the champagne bottle to the door and I heard it *pop* open, the cork flying somewhere down the hill. Melina was standing next to him and they quickly filled the four glasses with bubbly, then came back and sat on one of the sofas. Laura and I sat on the other.
"What's the occasion?" I asked. Laura looked knowingly at Melina.
"It's official: I'm pregnant!" Melina said breathlessly. "Here's to my new child, and to the father, whoever he may be." Her glance was at Todd as she said it. We all clinked our glasses and drank, then Melina turned and hurled her glass against the fireplace. The rest of us followed the tradition. Laura then produced four more glasses, plastic ones this time, from the table in the corner.
"Not too much, Melina." Laura said. I looked at the beautiful older woman, seeing the bloom in her cheeks even in the soft light, feeling as much as seeing her beauty of expectant motherhood. She saw my look, and I knew it was time.
"Laura," I said, "don't you have something that you would like to share with us?" My lover smiled shyly.
"Okay, yes I do." she said. "I'm pregnant, too."
"Oh my God!" Melina said, her face a mirror of shock as much as happiness. Todd got up and hugged Laura as he congratulated her. Melina noticed that I had not hugged Laura in congratulation, and she put it together.
"Waitaminnit..."Melina said, understanding dawning upon her face. "And who might the father be, Laura?" she asked, her eyes cutting a sideways, wondering-but-knowing look. In answer, I took Laura's hand in my own. She nodded in admission as she looked at Melina.
"Oh... wow. Well!... that's great!" Melina said, trying to sound happier than she was.
"But...what was that you were saying about Don having too little sperm to impregnate anyone?" 
"Well," Laura said, repeating the story she'd told me, "Todd still was shooting too much, so if my theory is right, you still needed both men for ideal pregnancy."
"Could Don have impregnated me alone?" Melina asked. Her face was a little more intense now.
"Maybe." Laura said, "and since he knocked me up, I guess the swimmers he is shooting are enough to get the job done."
"I see..." Melina said, and I knew in my soul that she had figured out the reason for Laura's plan in having me "help" Todd inseminate her: to have Melina accept my bare cock into her womanly depths.
"Well... here's to both of us, then." Melina said, her eyes laser beams at Laura. We all drank, but Laura was matching Melina's stare, their eyes boring into each others....
To be continued
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Part 8 - Sex In The Shadows
The lights were dim as the two young men walked through the hallway, the old, rickety boards creaking beneath their feet, and they could barely see. They were on the third floor of the brownstone in one of the poorest sections of the City, ninety minutes away from Town. They'd passed a few young people smoking pot on the stairs and along the hall, as well as some young black men in jackets serving as "security."
"She's really going to like you, Alex." the first young man said. He was smallish, short and slender, not muscular nor athletic. He had thin black hair, an unkempt beard, and his eyes betrayed that he was a drug addict.
"Are you going to fuck her?" the blonde young man asked. His name was Alex. He was huge, an incredible physical specimen. He stood 6'6" with broad shoulders and a powerfully hard physique. He had joined the Marine Corps at 17, and routinely went through brutal workouts. He had been assigned to a Marine Corps Supply Depot in southern Georgia, missing out on a combat assignment, then got busted for pot possession on top of a DUI where he'd run head-on into another car that contained a family of four. The youngest child had been paralyzed for life, and Alex had been drummed out of the Marine Corps with a dishonorable discharge, extremely lucky to not be serving prison time.
He was 20 years old, had a wild shock of dirty blonde hair on his head, and he had prominent cherubic cheeks which looked as if they were permanently blushing. He looked like a totally wild man. And in addition to his remarkable physique, he was truly blessed with an incredibly huge, thick, eleven inch cock.
The skinny man guiding him to meet the woman had said she could handle his enormous size. Many other woman and girls could not, and he enjoyed the rare opportunities to sink his meat fully, or near-fully into a sopping wet, accommodating vagina.
"No, I'm not going to fuck her." the skinny man said. "I just want to lick her pussy." That didn't make a lot of sense to Big Alex, but he would soon find out the reason as the two men went through the door on the left at the end of the hall.
It was a one room apartment, dingy, most of it occupied by a large bed. Lying on the bed was an attractive older woman, brown hair cut short and falling straight to her shoulders. She was naked except for high heel pumps, her legs spread wide and pulled up and back. Between her legs was a very pretty, much younger girl, totally naked with dirty blonde or light brown hair. The younger woman was deeply eating the woman's pussy, tonguing her slit with long licks.
Also in the room, at the far door that went into another room, were a young woman with long black hair, sitting nude on a chair, with black fingernails and eyeliner. A large muscular black man, fully clothes and wearing a jacket, stood ready to handle any trouble. And, almost unnoticed, a very young man, still a teenager, very slender with nerd glasses and wispy brown hair, stood at the doorway on the other side of the room.
The woman looked up as the two young men entered the room. "Is this the guy?" she asked.
"Yeah." the slender man said. "This is Alex. Alex, this is Elizabeth."
"Hi Alex." Elizabeth said, smiling, sitting up slightly and pulling the younger girl's head into her cunt to make sure she kept licking. Getting right down to business, she ordered "Get out of those clothes and let's see you naked."
She liked what she saw as the young Herculean man stripped naked. Muscular, handsome, young looking face. And when he dropped his pants and revealed his huge cock, Elizabeth's eyes turned glassy with lust and her smile widened.
"Ooooh, you are well hung." Elizabeth cooed. "Okay, Teddy, you did well. Clete, let's give Ted a freebie."
The black man Clete stepped up and pushed the younger girl out of the way, sending her sprawling. "Are you okay, Cyndy?" the other girl asked. Cyndy used a few curse words as she got up, slid her feet into her high heel pumps that were on the floor, and walked into the back room. "Get the fuck out of my way, Ned." Cyndy said to the young man as she brushed past him. Ned sneered at her as she walked by. Cyndi was a beautiful girl and was a stripper to make money for her drugs, but she was truly as dumb as a box of rocks. She had no time for little shits like Ned.
Clete took a small vial out of his pocket. He began gently doling out two small lines of coke on Elizabeth's outer labes. Teddy had his shirt off but his pants on, and eagerly dove between the older woman's legs. He began lapping Elizabeth's pussy, making sure his tongue got some of the white powder with each long loop of his oral digit. Alex watched, his cock lengthening and hardening.
"Mmm, big boy, come over here and let me suck that thing." Elizabeth said dreamily. Some of the cocaine was absorbing through her skin, and she had to be careful not to have too much in one night. But she forgot all about that as the young Adonis walked up to the side of the bed and slid his huge cockhead over her mouth.
"Mmmmf!" Elizabeth moaned as she kissed and licked the head of the young man's huge throbbing member, slightly jacking it in her left hand. "What a fantastic cock, Alex." She took it into her mouth and began to suck it, getting half of the monster into her mouth and down her throat.
The room was silent but for the slurps and smacks of the threesome having oral sex on the bed. Ned watched, partly disgusted, partly jealous. He wanted to be the one having his cock sucked by his mother. He wanted to be eating his mother's succulent pussy and then deeply fucking her. He knew his hated brother Todd had taken Elizabeth, had enjoyed her luscious body, and the jealousy fueled his raging hatred.
"Okay, Tim, that's enough for you." Elizabeth said. "Come on, Alex, get on top of me and fuck me with this big thing!" Tim had finished his "snack", and after several minutes of eating Elizabeth's delicious pussy, it was only upon her orders that he stopped and got off the bed, not waiting to be smacked out of the way by the big black man. Alex moved onto the bed and eased his huge, muscular body onto Elizabeth. Her hand guided his monstrous cock to her opening.
"Oh yesssss...." Elizabeth hissed as Alex gently pushed his meat into her, taking his time, knowing she would have to accommodate his size and that it would take time.
After a couple of minutes and several strokes, each one going deeper, Alex finally bottomed out. He was amazed that this woman had taken nearly every inch of his big cock, and it felt incredibly wonderful. He began to pump in and out of her, his hard ass bobbing slowly as he pistoned his meat into the woman's sopping wet vagina.
"Oh yeahhhhh...." Elizabeth moaned, her hands exploring her new young lover's rock hard abs and sides. "I really love your cock, baby! Fuck me, stud, fuck me with that big thing!" Ned watched as his mother spread her legs wider, sometimes wrapping one or both around the young stud's hips as he thrust into her with increasing speed and power.
He watched for several interminable minutes, seeing this young looking kid's eyes get wilder and wilder as he fucked Ned's mother deeper and harder, faster and with more male power, and seeing his mother's look of pleasure, then ecstasy as she climaxed around the blond stud's huge cuntsplitter. Finally, Ned could not watch any more, and he turned and went into the back room, his mind in turmoil and rage.
"Oh yeah, oh yeah, I'm gonna come baby!" Alex said, the first words he had spoken, his voice surprisingly high pitched.
"Oh yes, yes! Shoot that big load into me, stud!" Elizabeth said huskily, having come several times around the young stud's mammoth cock already. "Fill me up with it!" Alex suited her words to his deed, and began ejaculating into the wonderfully hot cunt he had so enjoyed fucking. Large spurts of thick, ropy jism spewed from his cock and into Elizabeth's vagina as Alex reached the crest. Finally, after pumping his full climax into the older woman, he returned her warm kiss. Their lusty kiss continued for several minutes until they finally disengaged.
"Okay," Elizabeth said shakily, sitting up on the bed. "It's time to go. Get dressed everyone."
Part 9 - Credentials
"I've got it. You were in the Army." Tanya Perlman said, her cute face beaming triumphantly. Everyone else looked surprised.
 "Yep." I said. "Military Police. It's about damn time at least one of my detectives figured that out."
It was the week before Christmas, and it was cold and snowing outside. We were throwing the official Christmas party of Melina and Cindy's gym, and it served as the unofficial party for me and my MCD friends. We were at "Melina's house", the house she'd bought from Laura.
Melina, Todd, Laura, Chief Griswold and his wife, some of the trainers at Melina's gym and some of Laura's graduate students were downstairs in the basement game room. But Tanya, myself, Cindy Ross, Britt Morgan, Myron Milton, ADA Paulina Patterson and Hugh Hewitt were sitting in a group in the living room, discussing a challenge I'd issued to them a week before.
There had been a serious discussion of how I had been able to be hired immediately into such a senior position on the Town & County Police Force, even after passing through the Police Academy. I told them to be detectives and find out how it was possible, but they could not ask Myron nor use his services. I was beginning to be disappointed that none of them could figure out such an easy task.
"Ah, shit, I should've figured that out." Hugh Hewitt said. He was a combat veteran and war hero. "You've been using those Airborne terms." I just smiled, remembering all the times I'd berated someone for "sitting on their fourth point of contact" during an investigation, a term used by paratroopers that means a person's butt. And yes, I'd noted that Hugh had not made even that most basic of observations.
"So Tanya," I said, "how did you figure it out?" Tanya had a lovely fourth point of contact, I thought to myself.
"For one thing, you still line up your belt buckle with your shirt seam and zipper. What Hugh calls the 'gig line'." Tanya said.
"You would notice his zipper." Paula said, grinning evilly as everyone laughed.
"You better believe I do." Tanya said, grinning back, not backing down a bit. "Well, Don, you do have 'military bearing'. I guess I didn't realize it until now because we're so used to seeing it in Hugh." Everyone murmured in agreement.
"So what's your military story?" Hugh said. "You never were in combat, were you?"
"No." I said, and then proceeded to explain. I had been in ROTC in college and was commissioned at the end of my Senior year into the Army Reserve. Melina had forbade me from being an active duty officer as she did not want to be an Army wife, and I didn't really care to pursue a full military career anyway. But I was commissioned into the Military Police, went to my Officer Basic and Advanced Courses at Ft. McClellan, Ala., receiving both military and police training for nearly half a year, and then was sent to Airborne School at Ft. Benning, Ga., as my reserve MP unit would be part of the XVIII Airborne Corps in time of war. I spent my obligation of six years as a Reservist, going to summer camps and monthly weekends, and "jumping out of perfectly good aircraft while in flight" once every three months, which was killer on my knees. All that... just to be a supervisor of C.I.D. agents, who were all warrant officers.
I had enjoyed my career and been promoted to Captain, but chose not to continue in the Reserve because of certain pressures to go in directions I didn't really want to go. Not to mention Melina not wanting me to be called up for combat duty, which I did not try to avoid but never was ordered to do.
"So," I said, concluding my story, "I did have some police and supervisory experience beforehand. But I'm not a hero like Hugh here. He went into combat for all of us."
"Hey, that doesn't matter." Hugh said. "You did your part for the Team, and it's great to have a brother-in-arms on the Police Force." We shook hands. If I didn't have his full respect before, I think I had it now.
"Yeah, but guys..." I said, in a manner of teaching, "this is something any of you could've looked up even without Myron. Our jobs, unfortunately, depend more on boring routines of examining data than being out in the field."
"You really know how to kill a party, don't you?" Cindy Ross said, jokingly but with some meaning behind it. "We're off duty. Let's go get some food." NO disagreement there as we all headed downstairs to join the rest of the group.
As people broke into small talk, I looked around. Tanya was talking to a muscular young man who had come to the party with Todd and was also a trainer at Melina's gym, and Tanya's eyes had that mischievous look that meant she was flirting strongly. Paula and Hugh were talking with the chief, getting some deserved and needed face time with him. I also noticed Britt Morgan and Cindy Ross talking in a corner, slightly separated from the rest of the group. I overheard Melina talking to Todd.
"Yeah, one of the guys, Tony, said you would really like this new guy." Todd was saying to my wife.
"Do I know Tony?" Melina asked. She had met a couple of Todd's fraternity-mates; they had been handsome, well-hung young gentlemen as Todd himself was, and they had known how to use their large penises to bring tremendous pleasure to her, or any other very lucky woman they chose to copulate with.
"I don't think so, he's only been with us for a few weeks. And this new guy, I've never met." meaning in the SEX fraternity.
"Okay, sounds like fun."
I moved on, chatting idly with some people, my mind wondering who I would be fucking tonight. I was feeling horny. Melina was looking very good tonight, but Laura was absolutely glowing, just beginning to show the bulge that betrayed her pregnancy... her pregnancy with my child. I felt my loins stir at the thought of both women, both pregnant, both beautiful mothers-to-be.
Additionally, I could sense an energy in the room, the energy of some young and very good looking women and men socializing as a prelude to some very good, hot sex that would be happening in the very near future...
------------------------------------
Once dressed, Elizabeth had to collect her entourage and go. It was time to put her plan into action, and she now had the final tool to do it: Alex and his incredibly huge cock.
She walked through the back room, accompanied by the other three that had been in the room, then down a hallway. She saw a young couple was fucking on the floor, the scrawny naked kid on top of a lovely girl. The boy was 18-year-old Ned, and he was lying on top of Cyndy. She was semi-conscious from the drugs she'd consumed, and Ned had taken advantage of her helpless state. He was thrusting his eight inch cock hard and deep into the girl's abused, sodden cunt, trying to get sexual relief from the tension of watching his mother fucking others but not him...
Elizabeth watched her son defile the young woman until he was just about to climax, then went up and kicked Ned in the ribs, hard, the toe of her pump digging into his flesh.
"UHH!" OW! What the fuck are you doing, Mom?" he said angrily.
"Get up, dipshit." Elizabeth ordered. Ned didn't move until Clete came up, very much wanting to enforce his mistress's orders and beat the shit out of the punk, but Ned scrambled up and away from them, his eight inches swinging wildly, his balls aching for unachieved release.
"Okay, let's get ready to go." Elizabeth said. "Tony, where are you?" A handsome young man, college age, came out of the shadows. "Tony, are you sure you can get her to the party?"
"Yes, ma'am." Tony said. He was muscular and handsome, a starter on the University varsity football team. And he was a member of the Sigma Epsilon Chi unofficial fraternity like Todd, his nine inch cock having been in many tight pussies, including Elizabeth's.
He had followed her instructions, talking to his friend Todd about getting Todd's aunt to come to a party to meet a well-hung man. He figured that this big young blonde was that man, but he had no idea why Elizabeth wanted him to talk to Todd or why she wanted Todd's aunt to meet the hung stud. Tony did not know that Elizabeth was Todd's mother. He did know that she was going to forgive most of his drug debt to her.
"Okay. Alex, come along." Elizabeth said, sliding her arm into his. The dumb blond stud followed quietly as he escorted his new mistress out of the door and the building.
Part 10 - The Party
Three days later...
It was 11:00pm and the party was just getting heated up. The house was just off the southeast side of the University campus, between the school and the rise to the long finger of the mountain ridge that ran north-south to the east of the school, the hill upon which The Cabin perched, far above. It was part of "fraternity row", but this fraternity had no greek letters on the front; this was a very private and unofficial club. It was the Sigma Epsilon Chi house.
Despite the cold outside, Melina had dressed to show off. Her pale yellow dress showed her arms, shoulders and as much of her large breasts as possible, and the hem didn't quite go to the knee, suggesting that it could be lifted up her sleek thighs by the right man. Her high heel wooden slides with the leather strap accented the dress as well as shaped her elegant legs and shapely ass. She had been a sensation when she came in, and many of the fraternity Members had made efforts to talk with her.
Todd had been keeping an eye on Melina, and he steered her over to Tony when he saw the football player arrive with another young man. Tony introduced the guy as Alex, and said he was part of the fraternity at another school and was visiting. After some talk, Tony said he wanted to introduce Alex to Melina. Not realizing what he was doing, Todd brought Melina over and introduced her to Tony.
It was some minutes later that Tony took Melina over and introduced her to Alex. The big blond kid already had several girls chatting with him, vying for his attention. He radiated a sexual magnetism that even the well-endowed studs of the fraternity could not match, and Melina was captivated by him and his boyish charm. Her eyes had already taken in the huge bulge on the inside of Alex's pants when she walked up to him, and when Tony had whispered that Alex was hung like no other man she'd ever seen, she wanted to find out for herself. She thought the kid was really cute, and while some of that was her liking of young teen men kicking in... some of it was her sheer physical desire to copulate with this physically cut and well-endowed young stud.
For Tony, it was "mission accomplished" in getting his ass out of the severe hole he was in.
As to Alex, his eyes had lit up when he saw the beautiful woman and been introduced to her, and he had no more interest in any other woman at the party. He didn't really understand why he'd been told to seduce this woman, but he was hot and eager to be with her and mate with her.



---------------------
Less than an hour later, Melina and Alex were in the best upstairs bedroom, making out passionately, their hands exploring each other. As his hands roamed her thighs, arms and torso, Alex reveled in how firm her marvelous body was. Some of the Marine Corps women he had fucked were athletic like Melina was, and he knew she would be as good or better in bed than they had been.
As the teen stud eased the straps of her dress over her shoulders and exposed her large breasts, Melina's hand were overtly feeling the large bulge in his pants. He was huge! Melina thought to herself. As their tongue's twined and the young stud's hands cupped and squeezed her breasts, Melina expertly undid the boy's pants and fished out his cock. It took some time and a bit of effort, as Alex was growing hard and his big snake was trapped.
"Oh my God, that is a really big cock." Melina said quietly as, once freed, Alex's big weapon of lust stood proudly straight up. Her hand was jacking it, slowly sliding up and down the bottom six inches of his shaft, which was barely more than half. Melina moaned as Alex kissed and nibbled at her neck and ear, the lust in his young loins growing.
"I've just got to taste this big thing, baby." Melina said. She bent over and licked the massive head, her tongue making slow circles around his it and then the shaft as she lowered her mouth until her lips were sliding along the big spongy helmet. She moaned as her mouth stretched wide to accommodate his thickness as she slid her mouth further down his hard shaft. She could only take in about seven or eight inches of the boy's meat before it rammed into her throat. She slid her mouth back off, her mouth an airtight vacuum, sucking hard on him as her lips and tongue slid wetly along the shaft, reluctantly giving up her prize... then taking him again deep into her face and repeating the process, going faster and faster until her head was bobbing over her new friend's young loins as she gave him head.
"Oh baby, that's good." Alex moaned. Melina's mouth was hot, wet and wild, better than any woman who had ever sucked him before, and he had plenty of examples to compare with. He hated to do this, but he had to do what his mistress had trained him to do and ordered him to do, with hot and heavy fucking as his reward. Like a good Marine, Alex complied with his orders.
"Hey baby, let's have some champagne." Alex said, trying to extricate his cock from Melina's hungry mouth.
"Baby, I'm pregnant, I can't have any alcohol." Melina said, her face in a playful pout. "And I'd much rather have this cock than champagne."
"Just one glass, baby." Alex insisted. "A toast to what I am going to do to you with this cock."
"Okay, I can drink to that." Melina said. Her loins were burning hot. As Alex poured two glasses from the already-opened bottle on the table near the door, Melina stripped naked and, wearing only her high heel slides, lay down on the bed. She did not see the young stud slip the capsule of powder into her drink.
Seeing the lovely woman stripped and on the bed, Alex began undressing before bringing the champagne glasses to her. Melina's eyes were heavy-lidded and intense with lust as she watched the stud reveal more of his rock-hard, chiseled body to her. Her loins pulsed with fire as she admired his asscheeks, and her longing grew when he turned around and that huge cock of his came back into view.
Bringing the glasses over, Alex sat on the side of the bed.
"To us." Melina said as their glasses clinked in toast.
"To some really hot fucking." Alex replied. He downed his glass. Melina drank one sip, then one larger swallow. Not really liking the taste, she put the glass on the bedside table, still half-full of champagne.
"Okay, stud." she said, spreading her legs. "Dive in here and get me wet so I can take that monster of yours balls-deep inside me."
---------------------
He had never felt such ecstasy.
Alex was on top of Melina, pumping his cock steadily in and out of her. He could not believe how deep she was, how snug. She was taking virtually every inch, only the last few millimeters needed him to push painfully into the back wall of her cunt to feel his big balls up against her labes. He fucked her steadily with long, deep strokes, slicing eight to nine inches of his monster in and out of her.
As to Melina, the boy's powerful fucking was driving her insane with sexual pleasure. Melina had come once as Alex worked his cock into her, taking several minutes and a lot of strokes, going deeper with each thrust, letting her get used to the sheer size of the monster meat invading her sweet wet depths. As he finally bottomed out, Melina kissed his mouth in a deep, soulful, tongue-twining kiss. I am a size queen for sure now, she thought to herself.
They coupled with intense, wet passion; two well-matched, physically fit bodies joined in the most pleasurable of unions, giving and receiving the ecstasy of sexual pleasure that rocked their bodies and souls. Melina was coming again and Alex was working hard to hold back, to not come, to delay his release and make this deliciously hot fuck last as long as possible.
He looked down at the beautiful woman he was mating with, having known her only a few hours, admiring her beauty. That loveliness was accented by her mouth shaped in a "oh" as she cooed her pleasure at being deeply fucked by such an enormous cock. The feelings the young man was having only added to the physical pleasure of fucking her. Then he noticed her wince.
"Uhh...." Melina moaned. Alex kept fucking her, thinking she was just enjoying the sex.
"Uh! Ah! Oh God.. get off me, it hurts!" Melina gasped, her face showing genuine pain. "AAHHH OH GOD IT HURTS IT HURTS! HELP ME!" Alex slid his cock out of her. He got of the bed, his mind a panic as Melina curled into a fetal position, her hands clutching her abdomen, clearly in tremendous pain.
"AGGH! Uhk!" Melina screamed... and then began convulsing.
"HELP!" Alex cried out. Grabbing his pants and putting them on, he rushed to the door. "HELP! She's having a seizure!"
People began rushing into the room. Todd drove through them like a bull, coming to Melina's side.
"Melina! What's wrong!" he asked, panic gripping him.
"It hurts! Help me Todd!" Melina gasped. Her body shook violently and her eyes rolled back into her head.
"CALL 9-1-1!!!" Todd screamed. Neither he nor anyone else noticed the huge blond kid rushing out of the house by the back door, his mind liquid with fear and panic.
Part 11 - On The Precipice
We were in the waiting room of the Emergency Ward of University Hospital. Laura was sitting next to me. It was 2:30am.
Todd's call had come to me while I happened to be at Police Headquarters, reading up on several area crimes and a big drug bust that had occurred in the last several days. His panicked words, telling me that my wife had been rushed to the hospital and that she was unconscious, sent chills down my spine. I called Laura Fredricson, who joined me at the hospital with her cellphone glued to her ear. It wasn't long before Lt. Britt Maxwell of the University Police as well as Tanya Perlman, Cindy Ross and Hugh Hewitt of my MCD unit were there as well, and of course my nephew Todd, who was pretty much a wreck, saying over and over that it was his fault.
I'd gotten the story from Todd, and upon Lt. Britt Maxwell's suggestion, Detective Tanya Perlman had immediately rushed to the scene to interview as many people as possible. She had called in a Crime Lab team, also upon Britt's suggestion. It wasn't clear yet that this was a crime, but both Britt and Tanya had good instincts, I thought, as I saw Tanya walking down the hall to meet us.
"How is she?" Tanya asked as she came up to us, and just as Todd's cellphone rang. The young man looked miserable as he walked down the hall a bit, talking on the phone.
"We don't know yet." I said. "The doctors are still with her in the trauma room."
"Let's go talk." Tanya said, but I told her that she could speak freely in front of all of us. Only Laura was not a police officer, and she was the unofficial police psychiatrist. "Okay, here's what I gathered. Melina was at the party at that house. By the time I got there, most of the kids had left, but of the ones still there, they only knew that Melina had been talking to a very large young man with blond hair and they had disappeared together about 11:30 to midnight. By large, I mean he was 6'6" tall, which is the average of the witnesses' guesses. Todd told us the kid's name was Alex, and that he'd introduced Melina to a guy named Tony, who is a University football player, and that Tony introduced them. The next thing anyone knows, they hear a woman screaming in pain, and when they got up there the kid was panicking and Melina was already in convulsions.
"My crime lab team found a bottle of champagne, one empty glass and one half-filled glass with lipstick on it; I'm thinking that Melina drank from that. The contents are being analyzed now, as well as fingerprints taken from the bottle and glasses.
  "You think this was a crime?" Laura asked, "That Melina was poisoned?"
"It's definitely a crime. I've seen this too many times." Lt. Britt Maxwell of the Campus Police. "Sounds exactly like one of these guys putting a date-rape drug in a girl's drink. Only this time Melina had a bad reaction to it."
"I agree." Tanya said. "Unless she ate or drank something that she was not supposed to and reacted to it, of course... but I think Lt. Maxwell is right." That got me to thinking, the wheels in my head turning.
At that moment a young blonde patrolwoman came up to Tanya and whispered something to her. Tanya called for Cindy and Hugh to come with her, and they all rushed out the door without answering my inquiry as to what had happened.
"My only question," I said, "is 'Why was a date-rape drug needed?' We all know Melina went to that party to meet those men and have sex with one or more of them. No need to date rape the willing, if you know what I mean."
"And besides..." I said, the gears in my head churning, "Those guys know her and none of them, especially Todd, would let her come to harm."
"You're right, Uncle Don." Todd said, returning to the room, having heard my last sentence. His face was ashen, and a mixture of agony and fury. "My buddies are really angry about this. We don't use these drugs, no matter what Captain Maxwell there says, and we don't need to rape women when they're begging us to fuck them."
"Yes, and that's why I don't think this is that simple a crime." I said, noting Britt's dark look at Todd over his last comment. I think she was angrier at him calling her "Captain" than anything else, though.
As if on cue in response to my thinking, the lead E.R. doctor came up to us. He was a handsome man in his late 30s or early 40s, almost stereotypical of doctor's one sees play-acted on television.
"I'm Doctor Morgan," he said, introducing himself. "We finally got her stabilized. She had a bad reaction to something, some hormonal compounds."
It was Laura, who was also a medical doctor, that spoke. "She can't take the pill, she's badly allergic to the hormones. And she's pregnant." At that remark, the doctor's sober look turned to one of pain.
He sighed and brought it on out. "I'm sorry, Don, but she was bleeding from her vagina when she was brought in. It wasn't just blood; she's lost the baby." I could hear the gasps and groans in the room. Todd put his face in his hands. "And we were damn close to losing her. I have to say, it looks like she took something poisonous. I've only seen reactions like this from kids who've eaten rat poison or something."
"As if she took a whole month's worth of birth control pills at once?" Laura asked, beginning to understand. Women's instinct, perhaps.
"More like a month's worth of morning-after pills, from the levels of hormones that were in her system." the doctor replied.
Just then a trauma room nurse ran up. "Doctor, we need you, stat!" The doctor rushed away with the nurse without looking back at us.
-----------------------
Some minutes later, my cellphone rang. It was Tanya Perlman. "No, I'll come down myself. Don't touch anything." I said into the phone. Looking up at the faces staring at me, I said "Someone called in that there was a body down by the trail pond near Fraternity Row. Perlman is there now. It's a young man, very large, blond hair. I'll be right back after I go check it out." I got up and turned to Laura. "Call me if anything develops." Her eyes met mine, and she nodded briefly.
At the crime scene I was admitted through the police cordon by uniformed officers. Crime scene investigators and my MCD team were looking around, a couple of of the coroner's office people looking at the body. Perlman waved me over and I carefully treaded down to the scene. A young blonde man was lying naked on his back, his eyes staring straight up, his very large cock still elongated. He was dead.
"We've taken a lot of samples, here." the Medical Examiner said. He had been a Combat Medic in the Army in wartime, and wore the Combat Medical Badge on his hat. He flicked on a flashlight that gave off a weird, almost blacklight glow. Several spots of liquid fluoresced a pale glowing green on the dead man's genitals, loins and abs. "He had been having sex and had just climaxed. We have some skin underneath his fingernails, also."
"Good work." I said. I looked at the wound that killed the boy. He had been shot in the forehead, and by a small-caliber weapon if I was reading that correctly. Something about it attracted my attention.
"Can you probe this wound for me, CMB?" I asked. The man's nickname was "CMB", after the aforementioned Combat Medical Badge he had earned and always wore on his hat.
The man took out a long, thin object, which looked like a very thin pencil. He probed into the wound with it. "I don't feel the bullet; it's probably penetrated well into the brain."
"If you can just show me the angle the bullet went in." I said, "that would be great." The man did so, letting the sliver of metal sit by itself.
"Check out this angle, Perlman." I said. "You can see that whoever shot him was standing or kneeling above his head." Tanya agreed, her interest enormous as I continued, "So a woman was riding this guy?"
"Looks like it." Tanya said.
"Well, while she was riding him, maybe right as he came, someone came up from this angle," I said, positioning myself just above at the top of the dead man's head, "probably knelt down, and fired right into the guy's head. My guess is a .22 long rifle or .22 magnum round. Since I don't see a dead woman around here, I'll guess that she is in league with the killer, and they left together."
"Damn, you're good." Tanya said, then added wistfully. "It's a shame, though... what a waste of a beautiful man..."
At that moment... my cellphone rang.
-------------------------------
6:00am. Dr. Morgan finally came back out of the trauma room. He looked utterly exhausted. He was accompanied by an older doctor, one of the head surgeons of the hospital, a former Navy doctor, and Dr. Morgan had called him in not long after I returned from the crime scene of the dead young man. It was the older man who spoke first.
"She's finally stable, but I have never seen anything like that in my 45 years of medical practice." he said. "I'm glad you called me in, Dr. Morgan. Nothing to impugn your medical abilities, but I am not sure either of us alone could have saved her." Dr. Morgan stated his total agreement.
"What happened?" Laura asked.
"Dr. Fredricson, I have never seen a person react to any drug for so long a time. We would get her stabilized, and then a few minutes later she would begin reacting again. We're not supposed to put more than so much--" he named a drug, an antidote for the hormones Melina was reacting to, Laura would tell me later, "... but we had to keep giving her doses to stop the reactions."
"Doctor," I said, "speaking as a non-medical outsider, that sounds like she had taken a time-release drug." Both doctors blinked, looked at each other, then Dr. Morgan said "You may well be right, Don. It did seem like that."
"Britt," I said, "would you call Tanya Perlman and ask her to tell the Crime Lab to expedite a search in the champagne for a drug that may have time-release compounds in them?" Britt's response was simply to open her cellphone and start dialing.
"How is my wife, Doctor?" I asked.
"Stable." Dr. Morgan said. "We're going to keep her here a while, though."
Part 12 - Truth and Betrayal
"Why in the hell did you do that, Ned?" Elizabeth asked her son furiously. "Why did you shoot that boy?"
Ned said nothing.
"For God's sake, Ned!" Elizabeth cried out. "I was sitting there fucking him and you just come up and blow his fucking brains out! What in the hell has gotten into you? We weren't supposed to kill anyone! At least not yet, and not Alex!"
"You were polluting yourself, Mom." Ned said, his voice strange. "He had just been fucking that bitch whore Melina, his cock was still polluted with her filthy juices, and then you took his cock into you. He was polluting you with that bitch's filth."
Elizabeth stared at her younger son, trying to fathom what the hell he was talking about, and beginning to see that Ned was more than a bit mentally deranged.
Ned was not finished. "You let him fuck you after polluting himself with that whore, but you won't fuck me." he whined insolently. "Why won't you fuck me, Mom? You fucked Todd! You keep telling me you'll fuck me but you never do."
Just then Clete, the big black bodyguard, came up and whispered something to Elizabeth. She got up and went into the other room, telling Clete to watch Ned and not let him out of the room. They were in the office area of an empty, abandoned house on the Southwest side of town, the poorest district in Town; in fact, in the whole county.
When Elizabeth returned, her eyes were ablaze with fury. She was accompanied by a young woman, a beautiful blonde with huge, high-riding tits, which were about to burst through the straining white cloth of the uniform of a nurse she was wearing. She also wore white stockings and white medical shoes, having just come off duty at the Hospital. Elizabeth was holding a file folder with papers stuffed into them.
"You. Fucking. Bastard." Elizabeth said to Ned. "Melina almost died."
"So what?" Ned said. "Too bad she didn't."
"You IDIOT!" Elizabeth screamed. "Your drug was supposed to make her MISCARRY my bastard brother's child! She wasn't supposed to fucking DIE!!!" Elizabeth was almost shaking. "Did you fucking KNOW that she was allergic to those drugs you put in that pill?"
"Yes I did." Ned said in the manner of standing up to her.
"You PRICK!..." Elizabeth said. "And now Nurse Anna tells me that she gave you copies of the tests Dr. Fredricson ran... did you know the baby was not my brother's, but your brother Todd's?"
"Yes, I knew that." Ned said sullenly, staring at Nurse Anna with hatred. Nurse Anna stared back, detesting the sight of the young punk Ned.
"YOU GOD DAMNED SON OF A BITCH!!!" Elizabeth screamed, as much in shock as in anger, not worrying about calling herself a bitch in cursing out her own son with that language. "YOU KILLED MY FUCKING GRANDCHILD, AND YOU FUCKING KNEW ABOUT IT?!?!?"
"Yes, Mother, I did." Ned said, speaking his words maliciously, using them like daggers hurled at his mother. "I knew it was Todd's baby, and that's why I wanted to destroy it. I killed that bastard Todd's baby growing in that whore's body. I'm glad I did it, too. My only regret is that she did not die. I don't know what went wrong, my drugs were meant to kill her as well as Todd's baby."



For a moment, Elizabeth literally could not see clearly, so overwhelmed was she by what she had just heard from this demon child in front of her. But then the anger cleared and she exhaled, regaining her composure.
"Clete," she said, the quietness of her voice devastating in the purpose behind it. "Don't kill him, but I want you to beat the living. god. damned. shit. out. of. that. bastard." Clete moved towards Ned.
"That's enough." Ned said. A revolver, .22 magnum caliber, had appeared in his hand. "Clete, get our guys and let's go. It's time to dissolve this merger."
To Elizabeth's shock, Clete silently but instantly turned and walked out the door.
"This is it, Mom." Ned said. "I'm outta here. I have no more need of you, but you do owe me a fuck... and one day I'm going to get it. I'm going to fuck you, Mother." Elizabeth was too much in shock at her son's betrayal to feel that genuine fear that women feel at the threat of being raped.
"So... I guess this is goodbye, Mom..." Ned said, raising the gun. "You treasonous bitch!" he snarled, aiming the weapon and firing.
A red dot appeared on the white cloth in the deep valley between the breasts of the nurse, dead center. As the red stain grew, the nurse crumpled to the ground, her eyes still wide and staring.
"Oh my God!" Elizabeth said, trying to catch the nurse and ease her to the ground. There was no hope of saving her; the young woman was dead before she reached the floor. When Elizabeth looked up, Ned was gone.
Going through the house, Elizabeth found that over half of her gang had departed with Ned. The full import of Ned's betrayal and his plans and actions were hitting her.
"Let's go." she said to the remainder, realizing she'd have to find out who was still loyal to her, but knowing she would have to worry about that later. "Before the police get here."
To Be Continued
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Part 13 - Getting To The Truth
"I can't believe it." Laura said, her eyes staring glassily out into space.
She was sitting in the waiting room of the hospital. It was 11:00am. Melina had awakened briefly around 8:00am, and Laura and I told her gently that she was okay and to get some rest. Heavily sedated, Melina drifted back into sleep.
I had just broken the news to Laura: A few minutes after seeing Melina, I received a call from Detective Cindy Ross. A call of "shots fired" had come in during the pre-dawn early morning hours at an abandoned house in the "Slums" district in the southwest part of Town. Responding officers had found a body in the house.
The deceased was a young woman, a nurse at the University, but I also knew that this woman had been working for Dr. Laura Fredricson in her medical clinic at her University offices, the clinic where Laura had extracted that semen sample from me so deliciously well. Still remembering that first kiss with Laura, I glanced at the crime scene, seeing that people had been in the house, but finding no real clues. I left the wrap-up to Detective Ross.
As Laura reacted to my news of the death of Nurse Anna, Cindy Ross appeared at the hospital, and after asking how Melina was, she informed us that this was a police inquiry, that she was there to ask Dr. Fredricson about the death of her assistant.
She answered Cindy's questions, saying that the girl had been bright, efficient, seemed to love her nursing job, had never had any problem with drugs or bad people that she (Laura) knew anything about. Cindy soon left, and Laura then told me a fascinating story.
"She must have been a spy inside my office." Laura said. "I knew her mother, who had been a high class prostitute in an eastern European country, before the Iron Curtain came down. I helped her emigrate to the West and she came over to America." That was one way to say it, I thought to myself as I listened.
"The mother really enjoyed making porn movies and was soon out in California. She was pretty famous as far as porn stars go." Laura named the porn star, and I readily knew the name. "She got pregnant not long after she got to California and had this girl, Anna. Their lives weren't all that great, but Anna managed to do okay and got into nursing school. Since I had known her mother, I let her get some extra work in at the clinic. Looks like she had the same... disposition... that her mother did, and she was spying on me."
"Anything sensitive?" I asked. "And anything to do with Melina?" I was already wondering if the murder of this nurse was connected with what I was certain was the attempted murder of my wife.
"Probably not." Laura said. "None of my clinic people have anything to do with Dr. Heinz and his work, which is what has to be kept under wraps. But she may have seen some of my sex research, and she very likely knew about all the pregnancy and paternity tests I did on Melina."
"Hmmm, speaking of Dr. Heinz..." I said absentmindedly. My cell phone rang, interrupting my reverie.
I took the call. As I hung up, I said "I am working for an excellent Police Force. They already have this kid Tony in custody."
I smiled. "Even better is the word going around that Cindy Ross might have been a bit, shall we say, 'forceful' in making the arrest." I asked Laura to call me if anything developed with Melina.
----------------------
"He's in Interrogation-One." Cindy said. "Hasn't said anything. After a couple of questions, he asked to call his coach and then said he wanted a lawyer."
Tanya was also in the MCD room. "Expedited report." she said. "Drugs were in the champagne glass Melina drank from. As you guessed, some of the compounds would break down into the hormones that Melina reacted to, making it a time-release compound. The Crime Lab has seen the hormones in drugs before, but have not seen them synthesized quite this way. That and the inert ingredients suggest that the drug was crudely prepared, that is, not professionally produced or from a normal research lab."
"And Don..." Tanya added, the tone of her voice forewarning me as she spoke. "If Melina had drunk that whole glass... she would be dead now."
"I see." I said, my voice grim, matching my mood. "You two, come with me."
Stopping by her office, I asked ADA Paulina Patterson to join us. We went through the labyrinth of the hallways of Police Headquarters to the interrogation rooms, which were between the jail area and the department area, with safeguards to prevent any perps from accessing our side from theirs.
I looked at the kid through the one-way mirror. The beginning of a welt on the cheek below his right eye had formed. "I see that this dipshit seems to have fallen down and hit his face. He needs to learn how to walk-- er, strut properly, eh Cindy? Maybe you can give him some pointers from your days in the Miss Physical America competitions, eh?"
"He certainly needs some-- er, instruction in complying with the Law." Cindy replied. Paulina's smile at that was full of sarcasm. I smiled at Cindy, one of support, then looked over the information on his file.
"Football player, hmm. Starter-- okay. Pro prospect-- hum!" I said as I read the file, saying the words out loud, hoping the Detectives would learn from what I was about to do. They were good detectives, but had had little experiential training from more senior officers. I intended to change that.
After a moment, I had my plan of action in my head. "Okay, let me take a shot at him. Tanya, you and Paulina come inside with me." When the women admonished me that he'd "lawyered up", I just smiled and said to 'watch and learn'.
"Hi Tony." I said as we entered the room and sat down in chairs opposite the kid. He looked at me a bit sneeringly.
"Do you know either of these two people, Tony?" I asked, showing him two pictures as I sat down on the other side of the table from him. The pictures were of Elizabeth and Ned, and I always carried them with me, though not for any reason resembling love of family.
Tony's eyes reacted; he knew them. But he didn't respond verbally to my question. "I want to make my phone call." he said instead. "I've already told her that I won't talk without my lawyer here with me." He was pointing at Tanya.
"How much are you into the woman for, Tony? Five thousand? Ten? More?"
"I. Want. A. Lawyer." Tony replied slowly, as if I were an uncomprehending child. But I had not asked that last question expecting an answer, but to let its import sink in. I felt like it was working.
"That's fine, Tony, and you can call your lawyer in just a few minutes." I said. "Though... you may not want to when I'm done. In fact... why don't *I* do the talking, and you'll please correct any errors that I make, okay?" Tony did not answer, but looked at me skeptically.
"So the witnesses say that you introduced the woman Melina to the now-dead-man Alex, is that right?" Todd did not react to my springing the info on him that Alex was dead. Either the detectives had already told him, or he knew some other way, I surmised.
"We have the lab tests that Melina was drugged, Tony. And since you introduced them, that's going to make you an accessory to attempted murder."
"Pul-eeze." Tony said. "Stop with the intimidation bullshit and let me call my lawyer or my coach. Once he and the University get through with you, you'll be lucky to find a job as a night watchman for a fruit stand on Main Street."
Paulina and Tanya had dark looks of anger at Tony's sneering remark, but I had to stifle a laugh. I loved this part of the Game, I had to admit to myself. "This kid must've gone to the same School of Asshole that Ikea did." I said to Paulina, making both ladies smile. Then I looked at him.
"Okay, buddy, if that's the way you want to play this game, we'll play it that way. I could arrest you, and the news of your arrest... on drug charges... will be heard by your parents. Think of how your mother would feel about that, young man." Tony looked uncomfortable, but rallied and challenged me.
"It won't work. I want a lawyer. NOW." he demanded.
I turned to Paulina. "Prosecutor, maybe it's not a crime to introduce two people to each other." I said with alacrity. Paulina simply listened to me, knowing that I was going somewhere with this, and she played along beautifully.
"Who is the head football coach of the University team? Harlan? Yes, Coach Harlan." I continued. "Prosecutor, why don't we call Coach Harlan and have him come pick up young Tony here. We'll release Tony to Coach Harlan's custody, pending further investigation into this case." Tony looked relieved. And then I hit him with a nuclear bomb.
"And as I investigate..." I said, looking straight into Tony's eyes, "I'll leak my police report to the Press. The report will prominently mention drug use at that party, Tony, and I won't be lying, will I? My leak might also mention the football team, Tony. And what do you think is going to happen then, buddy? Let me tell you: the Press will want to ask Coach Harlan some questions. They'll ask him if he's had you undergo any drug tests. If so, they'll ask for the results... and if not, they'll ask why not and ask if you're going to be tested, and how soon?" Tony's eyes began to show understanding. And concern.
"And then, Tony, your coach will either have to produce the tests, or have you take one, just to cover his own ass when the Press asks the NCAA if they're inquiring into it... or Coach Harlan will have to lie for you.
"Now which way do you think the Coach is going to go with that, Tony? Put his ass and his career on the line, just for one player, one single player? For you? Or... will he throw you to the dogs? You'll be finished, Tony. And you can kiss any shot of the pros, of the money to take care of your mother and to live well... you can kiss all that goodbye." I paused. Tony was trying to keep his veneer of dominance, but it was beginning to break down. "Okay, Prosecutor, let's call the coach."  
"Wait!" Tony said, his voice desperate. Sweat was beginning to form on his brow. "If I tell you what I know, what's in it for me?"
"Let's hear what you've got." I said. "If you play it straight with me, I'll do right by you. Now, from the start: do you know these two in the photos?"
"Yeah." Tony said. He was broken to my fist, to use falconry lingo. "I know 'em. Her name is Elizabeth and the guy is her son, his name is Ned. I'm in her clutches for over thirty thousand dollars."
"Thirty thousand?" Paulina said, totally in shock. "That is one hell of a lot of cocaine!" I was irritated that Paulina had stopped his talk, but I could understand her shock and her reason for asking the question.
"Not just coke." Tony said. "I... I've been using performance-enhancing drugs, too. The kid makes 'em for me and some of the other players on the team. So far, they've been completely undetected. That kid is good. But they're expensive."
"How did you meet these two?" I asked.
"The woman came up to me at a party. It was several months ago." I said. "We got to talking and she took me to her hotel room and we fu-- we had sex. After hooking up with her a couple of times, she told me she could help me enhance my performance on the field as well as in bed. That's when I met the kid."
"Interesting." I said. "Keep going."
"She told me that she would forgive almost all of my debt if I would just do a couple of things for her. One was to introduce that woman to Big Alex and facilitate them hooking up. The other was that if the kid did not put a knockout drug in her drink, that I was to give her the drug in a drink after they fu-- had sex."
"Do you have that drug now?" I asked.
"Yeah." Tony said. "The packet is still in my wallet. They took it from me when they brought me in here." Tanya was already up and moving out of the room before I could say anything, headed to the booking department where people's personal items were kept.
"So what happened next?" I asked.

 "Well, the woman... she was a nice lady, good looking, too. I don't know what was going on between her and Elizabeth, but she and Big Alex hooked up. Then she started screaming. When I looked in, she was going into some sort of fit and Alex was going crazy panicking. Other people were rushing into the room ahead of me, so I couldn't see much of what was going on.
"I was supposed to stay at the party then go home, but I got panicky. And when I saw Big Alex sneak out, I followed him. I followed him down the trail to the pond back behind the houses there. Elizabeth was waiting for him. I waited at the edge of the trees. She had Alex lie down and got on top of him and started riding him, fucking him. I thought that was real weird, but she was trying to calm him down." Tony looked at us conspiratorially. "That guy really was as dumb as a pet rock."
"So what happened then, Tony? Tell me what you saw next." I said.
"After a couple of minutes, Big Alex yelled he was coming. Right then, the kid, Ned, he came up to them, knelt down and shot Big Alex. Just shot him in the head. No reason to it." Even now, Tony's eyes looked panicked as he remembered. "I got real scared and ran away. I went back to my dorm room." As he finished, Tanya came back with a sealed packet in an evidence bag.
"Have you seen or had contact with either of them since?" I asked.
"No." replied Tony.
"Okay Prosecutor," I said, satisfied that I'd heard as much as I was going to get from Tony. "This witness was apparently just taking a nice walk when he came upon two people having sex, then one of them was murdered. This witness has been very helpful to us, and after he gives you his sworn, written affidavit of what he observed, we'll call his coach and release this citizen into the coach's custody."
I looked at Tony. "I will not be making any calls nor leaks to the Press, Tony, and you will only be contacted by me ever again if an innocent person is accused of committing the murder you witnessed. Of course we will keep and analyze this drug packet, conveniently forgetting where we found it. Prosecutor, if that's not good, you can give him a partial immunity in exchange for his statement."
"I'll do that now," Paulina said, "in case this ever becomes public later."
"And Tony," I said, "I am not doing you any favor at all by doing this. I would not be surprised if the two people in these pictures don't come looking for you one day, and you'll find that your debt is not forgiven, that they will be wanting their money." I got up and left the room, leaving Paula to handle the details.
"Why did you let him go?" Tanya asked when she got back from delivering the evidence to the crime lab for analysis. "He was part of an attempt to murder your wife!"
"Tanya, let me ask you this: what crime did he commit?"
"Conspiracy to commit murder!"
"He just introduced two people to each other. Is that a crime?"
"He had that drug packet in his wallet."
"Found on the sidewalk as he took a stroll towards the pond. Meant to give it to the cops but got scared when he witnessed the murder."
Tanya looked at me disbelievingly, and I explained. "We just don't have enough on him, and besides, he's the small fish. I got the truth I wanted out of him. And..." I finished, my eyes betraying my driving desire, "I want to land those two big fish...
"...and filet them."
Part 14 - Insemination With Intense Intent
Melina arrived home on Christmas Eve. She said she felt fine and wished we wouldn't dote on her. She went to work during the next week and worked out herself, as if to prove she was fine. But Laura was practically living with us, and I knew why: she was watching Melina for Melina's mental condition more than her physical health.
Melina had taken the loss of the baby hard, but Laura assured her she could get pregnant again. I kept Melina filled in on our search for Ned and Elizabeth; it was no longer just my search but an entire Police Force's mission, and my team spent every spare moment they could on it. It appeared the Elizabeth had somehow gotten out of the country and back to France again ("Just what good is our Homeland Security Department?" I overheard the Chief ask Captain Malone, who was being surprisingly helpful in the search for her), but Ned was believed to be in the area or possibly in the City. He was a wanted man, and he knew it.
All that aside, things started happening on New Year's Eve.
We attended a New Years Eve party at Melina and Cindy's gym, and I need not mention that Melina drank nothing but bottled water she herself had brought in. My police team was there, as was Britt Maxwell and a couple of Campus Police guys, college students. Paulina Patterson attended with her husband. No one seemed to notice nor care that she was black and he was white.
Todd was also there and, to my surprise, several of his SEX fraternity buddies had come with him. This was a surprise, as they rarely showed up as a group outside their frat house or at secret 'conclaves'. I did notice them get together with Melina in an office room for a private conversation, which lasted some minutes.
We counted down the seconds to the New Year. As everyone cheered, I saw Todd and Melina sharing a deep, wet kiss, oblivious to everyone else around us. But within seconds Laura Fredricson was in front of me, wrapping her arms around me and sinking her long tongue into my mouth. I kissed her back and we locked lips in a deep embrace for what seemed forever... and it was pure heaven.
Tanya had been kissing one of the SEX guys, but I did not see Britt Maxwell anywhere in the room. That question was "answered" about 10 minutes later when she came into the room with Cindy Ross... and both of them looked a bit flushed. I smiled inwardly, wondering where things were headed for those two....
-----------
Around 2:30am, Melina, being stone-cold sober, drove Laura's Mercedes-Benz home from the party. Todd was in the front seat with her, and I saw them holding hands. I was beyond caring, though, as Laura and I were sharing kisses and caresses.
Once at home, we were in the basement room. Melina and Todd were making out and groping each other as Laura and I did the same on the other sofa. Then Melina got up and took Todd's hand.
"Come on, Todd." she ordered. "You have work to do. We're not going to let your dogshit brother win. It's time for you to put another bun in my oven. Let's go upstairs."
Todd dutifully followed Melina upstairs. "See you in the morning, guys." Melina said to Laura and I, her voice very 'meaningful', as they passed us on the way out.
"She doesn't want me helping?" I asked.
"Oops. I think she figured me out." Laura said. She had been quite surprised by Melina's action, and Laura rarely was surprised by anything: normally it was almost as if she knew what was going to happen before it actually did, but not this time. "Looks like she's going to see if Todd can do the job alone."



"Can he?"
"If he only squirts into her once, then pulls out before shooting too much of his 'biochemical barrage' into her." Laura replied. "But I'm more worried about her trying to become pregnant so soon after losing the last baby."
"I understand." I said. "But if there's anything I've learned from over eight years of marriage to her, it's that once Melina makes up her mind, that's that. Besides," I said flirtatiously, "I know where I'd rather shoot my load, even if you are already pregnant. Are you ready to take the extramarital deposit, lady?"
"Mmmmm, I sure am." Laura said as she and I began undressing each other. Soon we were stripped naked, Laura's glorious body beneath me on the sofa. I was nuzzling her neck as her hand guided me to her hot, wet slit.
"Let's give those two a run for their money on who gives who the best fuck in this house tonight." I said, and with that I drove forward and sheathed my cock to the hilt inside Laura's sopping wet cunt.
"Ohhhhhhhh..." Laura cooed as my cock spread her slick cuntwalls and probed deep into her womanly depth. "It's no contest for me... I love you, Don... ohhhhh..."
-----------------------
Some time later, I woke up. I had fallen asleep with Laura in my arms. The clock said 4:00am.
I very quietly went upstairs towards the main bedroom, expecting to find Todd and Melina asleep. The door to the main bedroom was cracked and there was a dim light inside. I peeked in. Only one lamp was on, revealing the intense mating on the bed.
They were lying almost profile to my view. My teen nephew was on top of my beautiful wife, pistoning his big cock into her steadily with long, deep thrusts. Melina's legs were pulled back, her legs wrapped around her lover's slender, muscular body, the heels of her pretty, bare feet pressing into Todd's ass, which was bobbing up and down as he plunged into her again and again.
But it was their faces that surprised me. They were staring into each other's eyes with an incredible intensity, but it wasn't love nor lust. They were fucking, uniting their bodies with a driving purpose, and this was not just a coupling for pleasure but a task of impregnation to be completed in a relentless desire to bring a baby into this world to replace the one that two evil people had destroyed. I could feel the intensity myself, their energy was touching me outside the room as they silently, purposefully mated.
Melina let her legs drop to the bed, spread wide, and I could see that this was at least her second coupling with Todd: their loins were a creamy, frothy mess. Melina's thick pubic bush was matted down with the large portion of Todd's semen that he had coated it with. As Laura had predicted, he had not ejaculated his full load into my wife, but had pulled out and shot some of it onto her loins and belly, and she had spread it all through her cunt bush and over her labes.
My cock was iron hard as I watched my wife being deeply fucked on our marital bed with the goal of being inseminated, impregnated. I had to find relief, not only for my erection but from the intense energy in the room that was overwhelming me.
-----------------------
The weeks that followed were a whirlwind of activity. I was busy with police work. Vice had made good progress rounding up some of Elizabeth's drug gang and interdicting a couple of shipments, but no luck on getting her or Ned. The murder of Nurse Anna was officially attributed to Ned: the bullet that killed her was fired from the same gun as the bullet that killed Big Alex, both .22 Magnum caliber; he was now wanted for murder as well as rape and drug crimes, and the FBI had contacted us about beginning a nationwide search for the young thug.
At work, a very strange incident occurred. Having heard that Laura had laid a blistering midnight kiss upon me at the New Years Eve party, Teresa Croyle actually came up to me in the breakroom and snarled "But what about your wife?". She just shook her head when I told her that Melina and I had an open relationship, known today by it's new word "polyamory". To my total shock, Teresa said "My ex-husband and I had that once, and our marriage didn't survive it. I hope you and Melina don't hurt each other the way--" she cut herself off then, and I took the chance to show some compassion by telling Teresa that I appreciated her saying it.
I knew that Melina and Todd had been coupling at least every other day, sometimes every day, in their efforts to become pregnant again. However, I was not ready to just let things with Melina fall apart, and I hoped she wasn't either. I hoped to rekindle a flame with my wife by preparing a special evening for her on Valentines Day....
Part 15 - Valentine's Surprises
What is it they say about the "best laid plans?" Well, mine on February 14th didn't go so well. The florist totally fucked up on the delivery of roses I'd wanted sent to Melina at her gym. My I.T. team stared at me through the glass windows of my office as I chewed out the person on the line, probably looking as furiously angry as I felt. It took a while to calm down, and I wondered why I'd let myself get so angry. I just felt tense.
That evening, Melina herself shot a few more holes in my plans to share a one-on-one evening with her. She looked lovely in the salmon-pink dress and high heel nude pumps she was wearing as she told me she'd invited Todd and Laura to join our dinner, and that she had a special announcement for me. I tried hard to hide my complete disappointment at this unexpected new development.
At the dinner that evening, which otherwise was very pleasant, Todd was as confused as I was about having been invited, but Laura seemed a little sheepish and guilty as we ate.
After dinner, the mystery was quickly solved as Melina announced "I wanted to share the news with you guys on this occasion: I'm officially pregnant again!" She was beaming as she said it, very happy.
As Todd happily congratulated Melina and they hugged, I tried my best to feign happiness. But I did not feel it. Laura confirmed that her tests showed that Melina was pregnant, but she admonished that she had wanted Melina to wait a few months before trying for a baby again.
"It felt right to at least try to do it now." Melina said, then added flatly, "And not let those bastards beat us."
"I understand," Laura said, "but I'm thinking of the baby's best interests here, and revenge is not a good reason to risk problems by becoming pregnant again so soon. We're going to have to monitor this pregnancy very, very carefully."
"I have the best doctor in the world, don't I?" Melina said, looking hard at Laura. I could tell there was a more than just a little bit of tension between the two women, and it was the first time I'd ever seen such discord between them.
------------------------------
"So it bothers you?" Laura asked me an hour later that night. We were sitting on the sofa in the great room of The Cabin, and Laura was sucking my cock. Todd and Melina were obviously going to celebrate their pregnancy with a "long, hard night", so Laura suggested that she and I let them have their time and that she would have a special surprise for me.
I sighed. "In hindsight, yes." I said, dropping the facade of pretending to be unbothered. It is likely that my not-quite-throbbing-hard cock gave away my distraction. "At least... at least during the last pregnancy, there had been a shot that it was mine, you know? There was that chance. But now...." I shook my head. "No chance at all."
"I understand." Laura said, sucking my cock some more, then looking up at me again. "And if it makes you feel better, I think your wife was doing that as much to me as to you or the bad guys in your family. When I got pregnant by you, she realized that I might have not been accurate about how weak and low-count your sperm were, or that Todd couldn't knock her up himself. She wanted to show me up."
"And she did." I said. "And Todd obviously got the job done."
"Yes... I'll have to reconsider the theories I've been researching." Laura said, and I could tell that she was as surprised at Todd's success in impregnating Melina as anyone. She returned to sucking my cock, this time with more intensity until the old, familiar throbbing hardness returned to my weapon of lust.
Laura stood up then turned around. As she straddled me, she said "But you're going to be a daddy in a few months also, darling, and you and I have that. I can't wait to have your baby, Don." She kissed me. An incredible surge of both lust and love coursed through my body as we made out hotly, lustily.
"And now for my surprise for you, my handsome valentine." she whispered into my ear as she nibbled it. "Let me get the stuff."
She was gone for several minutes, including a trip to the bathroom. I went to the kitchen and fixed us some drinks, and when I got back I found that a plastic sheet had been unrolled on the floor in the middle of the den, and Laura had brought in some sex toys and several tubes of what turned out to be lubricant. Totally naked, Laura got onto her hands and knees on the plastic sheet and looked at me.
"I've never had a man up my little rectum before." she cooed. "Why don't you come over here and... pop... my anal cherry."
"Don't mind if I do." I said, approaching her. I found it hard to believe that celebrated sex professor Dr. Laura Fredricson was an anal virgin, but I wasn't going to argue. The thought of sodomizing this lovely woman's luscious ass had me throbbing with desire and certainly forgetting all my other concerns in the world.
"Do I need a condom?" I asked.
"No, baby." Laura said. "I've been cleaning out back there for the last few days, and just did it again a few minutes ago." She had given herself and enema so that her back passage was clean enough for my bare cock to take her. Although I'd fucked a woman in the ass before, I'd used a condom. I tried not to think about that previous experience from my college days as I knelt down behind Laura and her magnificent, heart-shaped ass, ready to take her completely.
I used the lubricant Laura had brought, and I used it very generously, as Laura's ass wasn't going to get slick like her vagina did. I spread a generous amount of the lube on my cock, then on my finger and the slender anal probe toy that Laura handed me and then went to work, preparing Laura's rectum to take my cock.
"Ready, babe?" I asked as I eased up behind Laura, her asscheeks lightly bumping my groin.
"Oh yes, darling. Do me!" the beautiful woman begged. I gripped my lube-coated cockshaft and fit the head to Laura's anal sphincter, then pushed in. The resistance was strong, but I drove past it until my cockhead popped past her anal ring and beyond. I was in!
"UUUH!!!" Laura gasped out. I ignored her initial cry of pain and gently but firmly pushed further in. I took my time; this was not the time to slam my cock in as hard as I could. I continued to apply pressure, then eased back and pushed forward again. Laura cried out several times as I probed more deeply into her anal cavity. After several strokes I pulled back and applied more lubricant to my cock, then bore into her again.
Once past the extremely tight ring of Laura's sphincter, her back chute opened up some. Her ass did not stretch like her vagina would, it was not as accommodating to my penetration. After several strokes, going deeper and longer with each one, I finally buried the entire length of my throbbing cock into her ass.
"There, babe," I said, "you buried it. You've got every inch of my cock in your sweet ass! How does it feel?"
"Ohhhh, it hurts," Laura whimpered, "but it's starting to feel better. Don't stop, darling, just take it slowly... oh yeah, fuck my ass, Don!" She was supporting her weight on her shoulders and head and I could tell she was reaching underneath to rub her clit as I pumped her rump with short but very deep strokes, leaving most of my meat buried in her tight sweet rectum, feeling the heat of her enveloping my invading member.
I sodomized Laura for several long minutes, slowly, deeply. Her previous cries of pain were slowly turning into moans of pleasure as she began to get used to it and even enjoy it.
"Is it feeling better, babe?" I asked, gripping her hips and pushing my groin into her asscheeks, enjoying the sensation of my cock buried deep in her bowels.
"Oh yeah.... oh yess.... it's starting to... starting to feel good.... really different but good..." Laura said, her mind lost in the mixture of pain and pleasure she was feeling. I just kept fucking her ass slowly, occasionally adding lube, not thrusting too hard in order to not injure her by tearing her anal passage.
The sensations were incredible for me. I could feel her sphincter gripping my cock and trying to reject it, feeling like a circle made with one's thumb and index finger sliding up and down the length of my cock while squeezing hard. The length of her anal passage beyond the entrance was not nearly as excruciatingly tight, but the sensations were completely different than being inside a vagina. I knew I could get to liking anal sex, especially with this wonderful woman that I was presently deeply buttfucking.
"Baby..." she moaned, "we've got to.... got to change positions.... my neck..." I immediately slid my cock out of her ass, telling her to lie on her side. Laura eased over with my help, lying on her left side, bringing her legs up and curling into a fetal position. I eased onto my left side behind her, squirted a huge glob of lube into her stretched rectum and coated my cock with even more lube, then eased my meat back into her ass.
"Oh yes, that's so fucking good," Laura moaned, still frigging her clit. "Is it good for you, darling?" she asked. Her face and shoulders were glowing, her whole body was bathed in sweat.
"Oh yes, baby, it feels so fucking good sodomizing your sweet ass." I said, intentionally using these filthy words with this elegant woman to highlight the gutter depravity of the decadent sex act we were performing, knowing that this would arouse Laura to new heights of sexual pleasure. I think it worked on her, but I know it worked on me. I felt my nut rising as I buttfucked her steadily. I was getting close.
"I'm getting close, baby." I said, my strokes getting shorter but harder, trying not to be too rough on Laura's ass but needing my release.
"Oh yes, Don, come in my ass. Shoot your load up into my ass!" Laura said. I felt her tighten her ass muscles as much as she could to increase the already tight pressure. It only took a look at her beautiful body and a memory of her in her flowing dress and sexy high heel sandals at dinner to make me come.
"UUHHHH!!!" I gasped, my vision blurring as my semen jetted down the length of my cock and into Laura's ass, filling her back passage with my man-cream. Several jolts followed, the shock of pleasure coursing through my spine to my body as I lustily fired my load into her bowels.
We were lying there, spooning, not saying anything but just catching our breath after such a deeply sensational, emotional sex experience. I finally eased my deflating cock out of Laura's ass, her sphincter ring releasing the head with a *pop*, as I caressed her hip and thigh. And then... I became aware of another presence in the room. Looking up, I saw Melina standing there at the edge of the room,.
She had what appeared to be a look of total shock on her lovely face. She'd obviously been watching us for several minutes. Laura must have felt my reaction to noticing Melina, and she looked up as well.
"Melina..." I said, then regained my composure and added, "Come on in and join us."
"I..." Melina started, "I came over to apologize for tonight. I was really bad to both of you. I... I'm sorry I interrupted you..." she turned to leave.
 "You don't have to go." I said, hoping she'd stay.
"No, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to butt in on you." she said, and I'm sure the pun was not intended. "I'll... I'll talk to you tomorrow. You two have a good night." With that, Melina turned and quickly left through the front door.
Some Valentine's Day, I thought to myself...
To Be Continued
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Part 16 - Darkness and Dawn
Cold. So cold.
I realized I was awake, and it was cold. I was cold. The only sensation I could feel at that moment was the cold.
I looked up at the faces hovering over me, blurred faces without form, the sounds they were making unintelligible. It took a moment for my eyes to clear and realize they were EMTs.
As my consciousness fully returned, so did the pain. The intense pain in my left side, the throbbing ache in the back of my head.
"Easy, Detective." one of the EMTs said. "Lie still. You're wounded."
"Wait..." I said as I remembered. I raised my head as much as I could, through the pain. I saw what I wanted to see. "Don't let that guy get away." I said, trying to point at the other person lying on the ground, surrounded by EMTs and two uniformed police officers.
"He's not going anywhere." Detective Cindy Ross said, coming into my view. "We've got him. Hugh and I are here and taking care of everything. You just relax, Don, okay?"
"The kids..." I asked.
"They're fine." Ross replied. "Okay guys, get him to the hospital."
As I felt myself being loaded onto the ambulance, my mind was in rewind, playing over the events that had led to this moment...
------------------------------
It was nearly a week after the murder of Nurse Anna, and there had not been a single lead on Ned nor Elizabeth's whereabouts. While it was likely Elizabeth had left town, I suspected that Ned was still in the area, and had put out bulletins to the Force to be on the lookout for him.
"Teresa made a great point," Cindy Ross said to me and Lt. Britt Maxwell that evening as we wound down and chatted at the Cop Bar after work, "but she doesn't want anyone in Vice knowing she said anything to us." This bothered me, as the intra-Force divisions leading to failures to communicate were hurting the Police Department, but I said nothing as I listened to Cindy.
Cindy continued "She said that you missed one obvious thing: that if Elizabeth and Ned are part of a drug ring, they must've had contacts, and they've had those contacts for some considerable time. Maybe even before your problems with them last summer."
"That *IS* a good point." I acknowledged. "Britt, was there ever any information that Ned was trafficking while he was in school last year?"
"No." Lt. Maxwell replied, "but who knows what drugs he was making behind Dr. Heinz's back, and he well could have been distributing during that time."
Britt frowned as she thought about it. "But I'll tell you this, Don: when I looked further into Ned's activities with those designer drugs back then, I got warned off, fast and hard. Everyone from President Wellman to FDA Agent Fred Dixon to Professor Fredricson made sure to let me know that the case was in, and I quote, 'higher hands', and that I need not waste my valuable time looking into it."
"And then yesterday, after the revelations about Tony and the performance-enhancing drugs (PEDs) that Ned was making came out, President Wellman invited me to lunch and made sure to mention that that case needed to be pursued 'in the quietest way possible.'"
"Sure," I said, "that's totally understandable: the President does not want his school's football team to come under NCAA scrutiny. That's the 'cash cow' around here. Oh well, I'm not interested in them; they'll likely have to come up with a new source for any PEDs they want to cheat with. I'm more interested in getting a murderer off the streets."
"You mean two murderers, don't you?" Cindy asked.
I looked at her. "I've been thinking about that. Elizabeth is certainly guilty of being part of all this, but I'm not sure she intended for any of these murders to happen. If we catch her, don't be surprised if she tries to cut a deal and puts it all on Ned." I got up. "And she may be telling the truth, if what I'm thinking is right."
Just then Officer Pete Feeley, a uniformed officer who strongly desired to become a Detective, came rushing in, still in his uniform. "Big one!" he said, stopping at our table. "Two children have been kidnapped. Separate incidents." We scrambled.
Part 17 - The Set-Up
7:00am the next morning, after a sleepless night, I turned on the TV to catch the morning news.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the attractive redheaded reporter almost shouted into the microphone from her position in front of the Government buildings in Town Square, where the Media usually delivered their reports. They had been banished from the grounds of Police Headquarters the instant I was hired onto the Force. It is possible that THAT might have been my first and only requirement made of them when I was offered the job.
"Channel Two News has learned that there has been a third kidnapping of a child. Eight-year-old Katie Gibson was taken from her mother at gunpoint last night outside the west end Target store. Little Rachel Fourier and young Alton Taylor were taken earlier in the day in two daring kidnappings made in broad daylight."
"Channel Two News has also learned that a ransom for the three has been delivered to the Police Department for all three children." How did THAT leak, I wondered as I watched Bettina Wurtzburg continue her report. "The ransom is for $200,000 total, and the kidnapper has made his identity known. His name is Bobby Joe Graves, who police say has a long criminal record. Channel Two News could only confirm that Graves has demanded that the ransom be delivered by a Town Police Officer, but has not given the location to deliver the ransom as of this morning. Channel Two News will break in with any developments in this serious case just as soon as we get the information. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." She was almost smiling as she delivered this devastating report, and I wondered if her glee came from knowing she was leaking police information, or having a big story to report... or the kidnappings themselves. With the Press, there was no telling.
Have I mentioned that I am NOT a fan of the Press?
-------------------------
"Don," Chief Griswold said solemnly, his face a mask of worry, "the kidnapper has demanded that you personally deliver the ransom."
We were sitting in the Chief's conference room. In addition to the Chief, myself, and my MCD team, Lt. Maxwell was there with State Bureau of Investigation (SBI) Agent Richard "Dick" Ferrell. The guy was a total asshole. He had dark brown hair that was thinning on the top of his head, and very large curly mustache, similar to Chief Griswold's but dark brown instead of nearly white like the chief's. I totally hated the guy, but he and the SBI had insisted he be the State's "liaison" to the kidnapping case. We knew what that meant: the State wanted to take all the credit if the case got solved. Of course, if it failed and went wrong, we local "hicks" would be assigned total blame.
"Why would Bobby Joe Graves ask for him by name?" Ferrell said, haughtily. "Does your detective have a past relationship with that turd?" I was caught thinking to myself that there WAS a bigger asshole than Steven Ikea in this County, and the bastard was sitting right here.
And Ferrell's insinuation did not escape my notice, either: the SBI was still very aggressively antagonistic to the Town & County Police Force, and my arrival had in no way mollified some of their local agents: they were scared to death of me, and everyone present knew it all too well. Ferrell's insinuation that I had some "relationship" with Graves was an all-but-open question if I was a "dirty" cop.
"Nope." I replied. "I've never even heard of Graves before these kidnappings. He's a small-time loser, never done anything of this magnitude before. Of course... I'm sure a special agent of your... distinction... understands the true nature of what is going on here." As I said it, Ferrell failed to hide his confusion as well as his contempt. He waited for me to continue, but I didn't, letting the sentence hang in the air, embarrassing him. It was as if everyone else knew the joke but he didn't.
Of course I knew that Graves was just a "front", that someone else was using Graves and these kidnappings to get to me. And it didn't take too much to realize who the hidden leader was. I was beginning to see a pattern in Ned: he liked to use others to do his dirty work for him, which made him actually committing two murders himself a bit confusing...
"All right, Don." the chief said, as a way of admonishing my mischief. He continued, "The parents of these kids don't have much money at all: they're absolutely not who our police psychologist would've expected to be potential kidnap victims. But one of the University trustees has... anonymously, as far as you all are concerned... agreed to put up the money for us to deliver. The bills will be marked and the bag bugged. Bobby Joe Graves is by no means the sharpest tool in the shed. We won't get the address to deliver the ransom until tomorrow morning."
"Damn." Britt Maxwell said. "Those poor kids must be terrified. I wish there were some way we could find them now."
"We're working on it." I said. "Speaking of which, I'm going to go do that right now. I'm sure Agent Ferrell has his own methods and will be following those." Not only had I taken a shot at Ferrell, but I'd deliberately left off the "Special" from "Special Agent".. an insult he noticed and made a mental note of.
Part 18 - Hospital Care
It was my third night in the hospital. I was still very groggy, going into and out of sleep for periods of time, losing track of day and night and the hours. Most of the pain had gone away, except when I tried to move. The doctors had said I was healing well and should be able to go home in as little as three more days. I didn't know whether to attribute that to the miracles of modern medicine or the impersonal cost cutting of the insurance company, but I'd be glad to get out of here nonetheless.
It was around 2:30 am, as near as I could tell from the clock-radio Melina had brought in and put on the bedside table for me. Although I was only consciously aware of it at irregular intervals, she had spent nearly all of the daylight hours here with me, and had only gone home to sleep during the night at my insistence when I was awake enough to tell her, with Laura supporting me and taking Melina home to get some rest. Laura had also spent many hours in the room, occasionally invoking her privilege as a doctor on staff at the hospital to check up on me. I realized that during those times when I was dreaming of Laura and smelling her perfume that she must have been in the hospital room with me.
My MCD team had also taken turns visiting and staying with me and the chief and his wife had stopped in a couple of times, and they all told me at times that I'd been awake and talking to them... and I had no memory of their visits nor the conversations at all. I later learned that I had asked several times if anyone else had been found in the burned out warehouse, and was assured that only two of Ned's perps were found, both injured.
I was in the security ward of the hospital even though the threat to me was considered diminished. Even so, I tensed up when I heard the door to my room open. A silhouette figure approached the bed, and I soon realized that it was one of the night duty nurses. I only knew her name as Nurse Jones. She was a black woman with a very pretty face, a firm shapely body and a saucy ass that I would love to ride. Was this a dream? Was she really here in the room?
"Oh, you're awake, baby?" she said very quietly as she stood next to the bed. Her perfume smelled good and her voice was husky, and I felt the stirrings in my loins as my cock began to swell. Yes, I was becoming sexually aroused, even here in the hospital. I was injured, not dead.
"Mmm, you're doing much better." Nurse Jones said, and I wondered why she was being so quiet, speaking in such low tones. It felt surreal, as if it was a dream.
"And you're doing just fine where it counts the most." she said, noting the bulge where my cock was tenting the sheet, her hand sliding carefully over my chest and abs to my loins. I was throbbing by now.
"You just relax, baby." she said, "and let Nurse Jones take care of your needs. I know just what to do to make you all better." I felt the sheet being pulled back, followed by my useless hospital gown, the cool air feeling cold. The cold didn't feel like a dream, I thought as Nurse Jones's warm dry hand take hold of my cock.
"Oh baby, that's a nice cock." Nurse Jones said quietly, but I detected the excitement in her voice.
"Ohhhhhhh...." I whispered as I felt her kiss the tip of my cockhead, then take my length into her hot, wet mouth, sliding her lips down my shaft nearly to the base then back up again, sucking hard as her lips clung tightly to my inches, never breaking contact.
"Mmm, so good baby." Nurse Jones whispered as her tongue circled my cockhead, her left hand massaging my aching, very full balls while her right hand gripped the base of my shaft and began pumping it. "Mmm, that is fine white cock, baby, and I love sucking it. Does that feel good, baby?" Not waiting for my answer, the beautiful black nurse swallowed my man-sausage and began giving me serious head, deeply sucking me as her hand stroked me harder.
"Oh God, that feels good!" I answered. "God damn, that's so good!" I had not had sex in days, and the shocks of pleasure racing through my loins and my spine were intense, competing well against the pain of breathing too hard and too deeply.
For the next several minutes the room was silent except for the occasionally slurp and kiss from Nurse Jones's mouth as she expertly fellated my cock. She was incredibly good, and I could tell that she was very aroused by her actions... and perhaps by the fact that she was a black woman sucking my white cock. The thought of our interracial liaison added to my excitement also; it felt great to have a black woman sucking my dick! The thoughts, coming after the spell of days without sex, soon built up and I felt my nut rising hard and fast.
"UHK! OH! UNH!" I gasped, trying to stifle my voice. Exquisitely pleasurable pain rocked my cock and balls, followed by the immense joy of release as the first huge spurt of my semen rocketed into Nurse Jones's throat. She moaned as jolt after jolt of my pent-up seed escaped from the prison of my balls and coated her throat.
My cock was still throbbing and pulsing when Nurse Jones licked up the last of my jism from my cock. She drank some water from the bottle on my bedside table, then used a washcloth to clean off my loins of the evidence of the fantastic oral sex she had given me.
"Mmmm, so tasty." she cooed. "You're one tasty white man, Detective Don. I'll be back for more of that." With that she was gone, silently walking out of the room, leaving me to wonder if that was reality or if it had been a dream within a wonderful dream...
Part 19 - The Trap
"I fully expect to hear from the kidnappers long before any official ransom message comes out." I told Cindy and Hugh in the MCD room after the meeting in the chief's office. "They want me to come alone, and here is what I think they'll try to do." And sure enough, they did what I expected them to do.
The train tracks that came out of the west and turned straight south at the northwest corner of town were essentially the western border of the town. Everything west of that was open, flat farmland. At 11:00pm, I received a phone call on my cell. The voice, which sounded like a man high on drugs trying to read a script, told me to go to a location in the better neighborhoods in the northern section of town.
"I expect them to tell me to drive south on one of the farm roads on the west side of the tracks, then I'll be told to come back into the town." I told them before leaving. "They're going to do this to make sure I'm not being followed by another car and that there is not anyone else in the car with me. I'll take one of the police SUVs, since the windows are bulletproof to small arms fire, in case they ambush me, but I don't expect it to go down there. You guys stay alert and in one of the four positions where we've staged cars."
"So how will we keep track of you?" Hugh asked.
"You can track the GPS and the radio on the police car." I said. "I'll also keep my police cellphone open and connected with you, and will tell you of any instructions or changes that happen." Our cellphones had special apps so that police could keep connected as if we were on a phone call.
"Won't they be concerned seeing you in a marked police car?" Cindy asked, pleasing me that she was astute enough to figure that out.
"Bobby Joe Graves is pretty stupid." Hugh said. "He probably won't even think of that."
The chief handed me the bag as I got into the SUV in the police dept. parking lot. "It's all real money, but half of it is marked and there are homing devices in the bag and one of the bundles of bills." he said. "Don, be careful." The man was clearly worried, and he shook my hand as if he were sending me into a combat situation from which he did not expect me to return alive...
-----------------------
I reached the first location and my personal cellphone rang. As expected, the voice told me to head down County Farm Road 5, which was through open fields headed straight south alongside the railroad tracks. Just as I approached a road that would turn east back into Town into the "Warehouse District", just north of the slums district in the southwest of town, the phone rang again and the voice said turn east onto that road. I did so, calling in my location on the police cellphone, receiving acknowledgement.
This was too easy, I thought, foreboding entering my soul for the first time as I came into town. They've got to have some trick up their sleeve, I realized, and just hoped I'd be able to handle it and get backup to the scene quickly. I was worried about the children; they would be hostages and possibly be used as human shields if there was any police action.
Coming up on the left was the Crawford Mattress factory, followed by the Ward Harvester plant. Ward Harvester didn't advertise it out loud, but they also made farm chemicals, including ammonium nitrate.
At that moment, a text message came up on my personal cell. It was not the same number of the phone calls, and it said simply "Ward, back entrance."
"HQ, this is Rover." I called into the police cellphone as I approached the back entrance of the plant, which was open. No one was at the guard gate. "HQ, Rover, I'm at Ward Harvester, back gate. How copy?"
 
There was no reply.
I looked down at the phone. There was no signal to it. I got onto the police radio that came with the car and attempted to call in. There was no response; only static greeted me. I told my location into both the cellphone and police radio mike, hoping that my message would get through even if their reply wasn't getting back to me.



There was a small building attached to the nearest warehouse, with one car parked in front, an old and beat-up sedan. There were lights inside, the only such lights within sight.
I didn't have time to retreat nor wait for backup. I went to the back of the SUV and got out an M-4 rifle, similar to what the Army special ops people used, in what civilians would call .223 caliber. I crept up to the car, finding it empty. Then I crept up to the door of the building nearby.
Looking inside, I saw to the left Ned and an unkempt looking young man, who I guessed was Bobby Joe Graves. Going to the left side of the door window, I peered to the right and saw an office with the lights on and what looked like an adult and the three kidnapped children.
In the back of the warehouse, beyond the circle of lights illuminating this front area, were pallets of bagged materials. My first thought was that they were bags of concrete powder, but I wasn't sure, and it didn't matter right now: I had to act now to rescue these children. Clicking the safety of my weapon off, I reached for the door.
WHAM!
All I saw was a bright flash behind my eyes and I lost control of my body. As I fell, I instinctively realized that I'd just been hit hard on the back of my head. As I felt two strong pair of hands gripping my arms and hoisting me up, I knew through the haze that I was captured.
Part 20 - Ned's Moment of Victory and Pleasure
I felt myself being sat down in a chair, with my hands duct-taped firmly behind me behind the chair backing. My shirt, as well as my protective vest, had been stripped off of me, and my gun and holster gear taken. I remember the M-4 dropping to the ground where I'd been hit from behind, and I mentally wondered if I could get away and back to it. As I looked up, I realized I'd been dragged into the building and down the hallway of the connecting warehouse to the left about 20 yards. I could make out the little office far down the hallway to my left, and the door to the outside not far from it. But attention was soon diverted.
"Ah, Uncle Don, welcome to the party!" Ned said, coming out of the shadows. The unkempt man was following, forcing along a woman whose hands were bound behind her and her mouth covered with duct tape. It was my sister Elizabeth!
"Now that we're all here for this touching family reunion," Ned said, "we can get started. Clete, welcome my uncle... properly."
With that, the big black man dressed in a leather jacket, heavy pants and military boots stepped in front of me. Rearing his arm back he drove his fist forward. I instinctively moved and the blow caught me on the side of the jaw near my ear. It was still enough to send me and the chair sprawling. I landed on my arms, my weight and the chair's back coming down on them, and it felt like my shoulder joints were going to pop out.
Clete and someone else came up and sat me back upright, then from my left side Clete delivered a hard, closed-fist punch to my side, connecting solidly with my ribs.
 "UHH!!!" I grunted, waiting for the next blow. But it did not come. Instead, Clete brought out a small thin syringe and injected the contents into my left shoulder.
Meanwhile, the unkempt man pushed Elizabeth hard from behind, sending her sprawling to the floor. The unkempt man then turned her over onto her back. She was wearing a simple blue and white print dress and no shoes.
"Now that I have your attention, Uncle Don," Ned said. "You get to watch. You like watching, don't you Uncle Don?" Ned knelt down on top of Elizabeth, straddling her at the waist. "You see, Uncle Don, my mother has been cock-teasing me. She's been promising me she would fuck me, but she never did. I really hate prick-teases, Uncle Don, don't you? Like your whore of a wife?"
I said nothing as Ned got up off of Elizabeth, but only for a second as he knelt further down between her shapely legs. She tried to keep them shut, but Ned pushed them apart, then up and back with a strength that seemed beyond his scrawny, slender body.
Just as Ned reached for his mother's panties, pulling them off, I saw out of the corner of my eye that Clete was about to punch me again. I jerked my head back and his blow only caught the tip of my chin, which I rolled with easily but Clete didn't. Off balance, he nearly fell down.
Regaining his balance, he snarled "You motherfucker.", not realizing how truthful his words were. He then drove his fist into my belly just under the ribs. Pain seared my insides and I gasped. I thought I was going to throw up, but somehow didn't.
"Enough of that, Clete." Ned said. "It's time for my little watcher Uncle to get a good eyeful of a woman being fucked. Isn't that right, Mom?" I watched as the teen thug slid my sister's panties down her legs, easily overcoming her attempts to resist and kick him. He hurled the panties at me as he leaned over and slapped Elizabeth's face, hard. She continued to kick at him until he slapped her again, even harder. The blow stunned her and she went limp.
Ned tore open the top of Elizabeth's dress, her lovely breasts spilling out. Ned kneaded them for a moment, then reached down to unfasten his pants. As he slid them down his toothpick thighs, his cock sprang out. It was long and hard, longer than mine for sure, a full eight inches in length, meaty and veiny with a large mushroom helmet. Drops of pre-cum leaked from the pulsing slit. Ned was rock-hard and ready to fuck.
"Oh yeah, Mom," Ned said, his voice menacing, "I am really going to enjoy this. And your brother gets to watch, too, like he did when you were a teenager fucking all of those boys. Isn't that right, Uncle Don? Well now, you can watch your sister getting fucked... getting fucked with THIS!"
Ned thrust his hips forward as he said it, displaying his big cock to make sure I saw it. He could not know that his action reminded me of his big brother Todd domming me when Todd had displayed his cock right in front of me before deeply fucking my wife Melina.
Despite the dire situation I was in, I felt the first stirrings of my own cock at the memory. And then I began to realize that the drug Clete had injected into me was some type of viagra on steroids: I was beginning to feel very sexually aroused, almost out of control with lusty desire. I took deep breaths to keep calm.
Ned said no more but mounted his mother, easing himself on top of her. I could see his naked, thin ass moving around in tight circles as he pushed his mother's legs up and back, trying to fit his cockhead into her slit. Elizabeth was not helping, trying to move to prevent being penetrated, sounds of anger coming from her duct-taped mouth. Ned then began dry-humping his mother, letting his shaft slide wetly up and down the length of her slit. His cock began shining with juices as Elizabeth's body betrayed her, getting wet defensively despite knowing she was about to be raped by her own son.
Everyone in the warehouse began watching. I realized that in addition to Clete and who I thought was Graves, there were at least two others in the shadows behind me. Additionally, the little office door opened and out walked a woman, wearing a leather outfit of a goth girl, her fingernails painted black and her lips coated with black glossy lipstick. My curiosity was aroused: why was this girl wearing a mask when the others weren't?
Much more importantly, I also saw the three kids sitting in chairs in the little office before the door closed on them.
"Oh yeah," Ned was groaning, "I am really going to fuck the shit out of you Mom. I am really going to give it to you, you fucking whore. Are you ready to give me what I need, Mom? Are you ready to give me the relief I need?" Elizabeth was making sounds into her gag, still trying to resist her son, but to no avail.
"OH MY GOD, YES!!" Ned shouted loudly as his cockhead sank into Elizabeth's slit, followed by his shaft as he drove it into his mother as hard as he could. I heard the wet slap of his groin on hers as he buried his meat balls-deep into her.
The well-hung teen began to fuck his mother steadily, hard and deep, fucking her for his personal enjoyment. After several moments of silently pumping her with deep, probing thrusts, Ned looked up at me.
"Want some of this, Uncle Don?" Ned asked derisively. "Would you like to fuck your sister when I'm through with her? She's hot, Uncle Donny, really hot!' Ned continued to fuck her as I felt my own desires raging for release, my cock throbbing and iron hard as I watched the obscene rape in front of me.
Ned stopped fucking Elizabeth for a moment and raised up. He took off his shirt then eased back down onto her and re-sheathed his straining, taut cock back into her violated, sodden hole. I saw the birthmark on his lower back, the "X" with the middle missing at the base of his spine.
Ned might have known what he had done putting the drug into me, but I don't know if he knew that Todd and I had totally enjoyed Elizabeth's body while taking her by force months before. He also didn't know that I was thinking of putting a bullet right into the center of that "X" on his back, possibly paralyzing him, making him impotent, forcing him to live as a cripple for the rest of his worthless life. That thought, as much as the memories of raping Elizabeth and the sight of Ned violating her now, fueled my desires of sexual lust. I knew I was drugged; I just didn't seem to care...
"Yeah, Uncle Don," Ned said, "I think I'm going to let you have some of this fine piece of ass... before I kill you." With those words Ned began to fuck Elizabeth harder, more brutally, with shorter harder strokes, really driving his ass forward as he buried his bone into her wet snatch. I knew that his threat was more than real, that he was going to leave several dead bodies here, including mine, if I did not find a way out of this mess.
"Oh yeah, I'm gonna come, Mother. I'm going to come in your filthy fucking CUNT!" Ned shouted. He began fucking her furiously, pushing her legs far up and back under his arms and chest as he banged his mother savagely.
"UUHHH! AAUUGHH!!!" Ned screamed out, artificially raising his voice so that I heard every word. But there was nothing artificial about his orgasm: he was pumping a massive load of semen into Elizabeth's defiled vagina.
"Oh God yeah." Ned said. "That was fucking good. That was the best piece of ass I've ever fucked. Are you ready for some sloppy seconds, Uncle Don?" I just knew that if they untied me at all, it would be their death sentence.
Ned was shaking a bit as he rolled off of his mother, releasing her legs. She lay flat on her back, not even trying to close her legs, a trickle of Ned's thick, creamy seminal fluids trickling out of her well-filled cunt. I was steeling myself, preparing for the hopeful eventuality that Ned would tell Clete to untie my hands, preparing to swing into personal combat action and take charge of this--
BOOM!!!!
I was momentarily stunned by the bright flash of light followed by the detonation of the flash-bang grenade. I barely had time to see Ned glance around in shock, then realize that we were under attack! Clete and Graves had taken off, the woman I'd seen was gone also. I realized that later though: time seemed to slow down as Ned quickly fished into the pocket of his pants. As a shadowy figure rushed to attack him, he pointed the gun at me, and fired.
"UUHH!!" I gasped. The fire in my left side burned with an intense hotness, followed by an onrush of incredible, debilitating pain. I knew I'd been hit. Ned did not get a chance for a second shot. As someone rushed up behind me and began cutting my bonds, I noted that a young man dressed in all black was hitting Ned, furiously driving his fists into Ned's belly, kneeing his balls, punching him hard in the face. It was a furious assault and it took me a moment to realize who it was.
It was Todd! Todd was beating the shit out of his brother Ned!
His mask had come off. As I felt my arms being freed and someone helping me up, I only noticed his all-black clothes and a full mask over his face. This other person was helping me towards the door as Todd continued to throw punch after punch into Ned. The teen who had been so haughty just a moment before was now bleeding from his broken nose and mouth, his eyes already beginning to show the bruises, and his chest and thin belly taking shot after shot.
I realized that Todd was trying to kill Ned, that he was going to leave Ned's lifeless body on the floor. But I didn't have time for that... the flash-bang grenades (there had been two of them but I hadn't realized it) had started a fire. And this place had potentially explosive or flammable chemicals!
"The kids!" I yelled. "We've got to get the kids!" I rushed towards the office, the pain in my side searing with each step. Throwing open the door, I found the three little children, terrified, huddling together.
"Kids!" I said, scooping up the youngest girl. "I'm a policeman. Come with me!" The other two clung to me as I carried the third one out and to the outside door. I saw shadowy figures in the distance and, praying that they were friends, told the kids to run to those people and get help. I then turned back into the building to get Todd and Ned. Just as I stepped in the door, I noticed that the flames were moving towards one of the pallets... then reached it.
Ka-BOOM!!!
It felt like a punch in the chest, taking my breath away. The explosion knocked me back out of the warehouse. I realized that I was lying on my back. I got up just as other people were coming towards me and rushed back inside.
Through the bright orange of the fire that was consuming the pallets in the warehouse, I saw Ned lying on the floor, face down, unconscious. There was no sign of any other person at all. Grabbing Ned by one arm, I drug him towards the door, the pain in my side increasing, and my strength starting to give out.
The next thing I knew, I was lying outside. The EMTs were attending to me, Cindy Ross was handling the case, Ned was captured and under arrest, and also receiving EMT treatment. The kids were okay, and had already been whisked away to the hospital for examinations and psychological comforting.
 The .22 magnum bullet Ned had fired at me had hit a rib on my left side, taking some skin and muscle meat and fracturing the rib. The wound was serious but not life-threatening as it was treated quickly, but it hurt.
God, how it hurt. I lay on the grass feeling the hurt. And the cold.
Part 21 - Heavenly Bedside Manner
It was the next night in the hospital. I was feeling much better, and knew I'd be going home in a couple of days. I was hoping that Nurse Jones would make another visit as I fell asleep. I woke up and knew instantly that the lovely black nurse was beside me. Her left hand was already stroking my cock, and her right hand my forehead.
"Hello, baby." she said huskily. "Are you ready for the rest of my therapy?"
"Yeah, baby." I whispered. I reached out, gently cupping her big breast still inside her nurse's dress. She moved away and seconds later I felt my cock being engulfed again in her warm, wet mouth.
"Mmmmmf" I gasped, quietly, then gave in to the wonderful sensations of getting my cock sucked by this woman's wonderful lips and tongue. I thought that she would again fellate me to completion, but this time Nurse Jones had other ideas.
"Now it's my turn to get some of that cock, baby." she said. "Your last load coated my tonsils, but this load is going to splash against my cervix." With that I heard the rustle of her dress as she dropped it to the floor. Her white stockings were held up by a garter, which I could only dimly see, and her tits were encased in a rather ordinary-looking bra.
Nurse Jones climbed carefully onto the bed, trying not to jar me nor hit my wounded side. Settling over me, she grabbed my cock and I felt the wet kiss of her cuntlips on the head.
"Yeah, baby, you just lie back and enjoy it. I'm gonna take a long hard ride..." she whispered as her cunt began sliding down my iron-hard cockshaft. I felt her weight press onto me as she took me balls-deep. Her hips ground around, helping my cock to churn her tight, wet cuntwalls. Then she began slowly riding up and down my shaft.
Oh God, it was pure heaven. Pure fucking heaven.
The fact that she was black and I was white only added to the tremendous pleasure we were both feeling. Almost as soon as she started riding my cock, I felt Nurse Jones's pussy tighten down as she gave a deep, guttural moan. Nurse Jones was climaxing. She was coming around my cock.
"Oh baby, that was so fucking good." she said. "I've never come that hard or that fast. Your cock does things to me, Don... so many wonderful things... uhhhhh!"
Three orgasms later, I could not take it anymore. I was shoving my meat up into her as hard as I could, considering my injuries. My orgasm overcame be almost before I realized it. I felt my cock throb and the pulses as my semen spurted into the lovely nurse's deepest cunt. I had no way of knowing what was happening one floor up, at the other end of the hospital...
---------------------------------
The nurse walked down the hall past the uniformed guards, flashing a badge as she entered the room. The guards hardly noticed; they were admiring her luscious body and legs in the tight white nurse dress.
It took only seconds for her to scan the room. Ned was lying on the bed. His face was bruised around his eyes, his broken nose set. He had suffered internal injuries as well as burns from the explosion. He had been near death when brought in, but was recovering well now.
The woman went to work quickly. Seeing one of Ned's wrists handcuffed to the rail of the bed, she quickly handcuffed the other one to the other rail. Then she took out a small syringe and injected Ned with it.
"Hello Ned." she said as he became fully awake. His eyes widened in shock, but his scream was silenced by the ball gag in his mouth, which was duct-taped shut just as he'd done to his mother Elizabeth.
"Yes, darling, it's me." Melina said. "I came to pay you a visit, dear... and to fulfill my own promise to myself. Remember our little camping trip?" Ned's eyes were still wide with shock, but then filled with confusion and uncertainty. He had no idea what Melina had in store for him, and he was not yet awake enough to feel fear at his helpless situation.
"Yes, dear, I promised that I was going to fuck your big cock, didn't I, Ned? Of course, I'm not a prick-tease, and I am going to make that promise come true now." Ned tried to move his arms, only to find himself cuffed down. He watched as Melina unzipped her nurse's uniform and slipped it off her magnificent body. Except for the stockings and garter, she was naked.
"Soooo, you think I'm a whore, Ned?" Melina asked. "What was that I heard... that you thought that poor boy you shot dead had 'polluted' himself by fucking me? Oh, but your cock is getting so hard, Ned. How can that be? Oh!-- that's right... I injected you with the same erection drug you injected my husband with in that warehouse several days ago.
Melina continued as Ned stopped struggling, exhausted from his effort. "Oh yes, Todd found the extra syringe when he took your clothes. You're lucky Ned; Todd was trying his best to kill you. I'm glad he didn't... wouldn't it be soooooo much better if I pollute your big cock with my pussy juice, while riding you? And you're going to come inside me, Ned..."
Her voice was loving and seductive as she said the words, masking the venom deep beneath them. She was climbing onto the bed, straddling Ned's now naked form. His cock was hard, responding to the drugs coursing through his system. Melina gripped the teen's cock and fit it into her cuntlips, then pushed down hard, engulfing Ned's meat in the wet depths of her hot womanhood.



"Ohhhhh, yes!" Melina gasped. "Oh that cock feels good!" She began riding Ned, not too hard but firmly up and down. Ned's attempts to resist only aided in their coupling as Melina rode him like the young bull he was.
Pleasure racked Melina's hot body, her nipples standing out like spikes as her first orgasm began to build inside her. Melina's secret desire for young men, for teen boys, was being fulfilled in fucking this young, barely-legal teenager. It did not matter to her that he was a dangerous criminal; she was fucking him, essentially raping him as he'd raped other women, "polluting" him by coupling with him here in this helpless state. In Melina's mind, this was the perfect first step of her revenge: corrupting Ned by his own standards, something he wouldn't be able to forget any time soon...
"Oh yeah, baby, I feel that nut rising." Melina gasped. "You're going to come inside me, aren't you Ned? You can't help yourself, you want to come inside my body, your cock wants to shoot your load deep inside my pussy, doesn't it Ned?"
Ned had stopped fighting, trying to lay perfectly still, but Melina's gyrations on top of him were plenty of stimulation for his throbbing cock which was now acting beyond his control.
"Oh yeah, do you feel my wet juices all over your cock, big boy?" Melina taunted. "Do you feel my juices 'polluting' that big cock of yours? Oh yeah, I'm gonna come... ohhh... OHH!!!!!" Melina gasped as her orgasm overwhelmed her. She gripped the handrails to hold on as she rode out the wave that crested within her.
As she caught her breath, she began grinding her saucy ass on Ned's loins. She felt his hard cock get even harder, noting that he was like Don in the category of having a big, very hard cock. As she felt him swell, she began bobbing her ass fast on his cock, driving him over the edge. She felt the pulses of his meat as he released his semen, his essence, into her.
Part 22 - Escape
"Don is going to have our asses for this." Cindy Ross said bitterly in the MCD room as I entered it. Tanya Perlman agreed.
"Not at all." I said as I walked in. "As cute as your asses are, I need them to solve some crimes."
"Welcome back." Tanya said, hugging me after I'd sat down. I was still tired and weak, but was filled with the energy of purpose. "And I'll be glad to give you a piece of my ass anytime." she whispered, too quietly for Cindy to hear.
"So, what happened?" I asked, blushing at Tanya's open flirtation.
Ned had escaped from University Hospital sometime the night before. I need not repeat in this family atmosphere the language I used upon hearing of my nephew's Houdini trick.
"The cameras have not been working well." Cindy Ross reported. "They were either out between 2 and 3 am a few nights ago... and in your room as well as Ned's... or the tapes were stolen and replaced with blank tapes. Only a couple of technicians and Internal Affairs from our police or the SBI have access to them. The technicians have checked out. I guess I.A. is investigating themselves..."
"..... frickin' circle jerk." she added at the end. I laughed until the pain caught up to me.  
"Ow, stop making me laugh, Cindy." I said in benign reprimand.
"Sorry." she replied. "So the cameras were a bit too conveniently out of service between 3 and 4 am last night. The two cops that were guarding his room are loyal to Ikea and Captain Malone, but they're not known to be dirty or bad cops in any way. They said that no one came in or out of that room between 2 and 4 am while they were on watch."
"And the tapes were working before then?"
"Yep, and only show Ned sleeping the whole time." Cindy replied. I just nodded.
"Anything you can think of?" Tanya asked as Hugh Hewitt, the Chief and, surprisingly, Captain Malone entered the room.
"You should be doing your thinking at home, young man." Chief Griswold said, kindness sneaking through his reproving voice.
"I'm fine, Chief." I said, then quickly continued before the Chief made a more direct point of ordering me back home, "And to answer your question, Cindy, I suspect that someone made a duplicate tape of Ned sleeping at some other time, substituted it in for one of the hours before the hours that the cameras weren't working, and Ned was already long gone before the timeframe of the out-of-service camera."
"How... how in the hell do you figure that?" Captain Malone asked, astonishment on his hard face.
"Your guys said no one came in or out at that time." I replied, looking him square in the eye. "So either they're lying, or they're telling the truth, and I have no reason to believe they're lying, do you?" Not expecting Malone to throw his own people under the bus, I continued. "When was the last time human eyes were on Ned?"
"10pm, last nurses' routine check." Cindy Ross said. "And right about that time there are late doctor's visits and orderlies in and out of the rooms."
"Oh, one more thing--" she said, remembering something. "A few days before... the duty guards, same two guys, said that a nurse went into Ned's room a little after 2am, one of the blank times on the cameras. Said she was really good looking and they didn't remember seeing her before. The only reason it came up was because after she left around 2:45am, the next duty nurse visited at 6:00am and found both of Ned's arms handcuffed to the bed... and only one is normal. I sent a sketch artist to see if the duty copys could remember anything about the woman. They could describe her body, but not her face very well... damn men, eyes wandering..."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said. "Well, I'm going to mosey very slowly over to the University Hospital's security offices and ask them to explain how Ned has been able to escape not once but twice from their security wards..."
Part 23 - Epilogue
"This Board of Inquiry has determined these things: that this detective did act in a manner that rescued three kidnapped children; that this detective was wounded by criminal gunfire during the rescue, as well as injuries sustained from other criminal actions; that this detective's actions in engaging the criminals without backup was necessary to the rescue of the kidnapped children. While several issues remain unexplained, this Board finds that this detective is entitled to be awarded the Purple Order, which is conferred upon Public Safety personnel who are wounded or injured in the line of duty. Further, this detective will be recommended by this Board of Inquiry to the Town & County Council for the Medal of Valor award for his actions putting himself in great danger while saving three young lives. This Board of Inquiry is hereby adjourned." With the bang of his gavel, the Public Safety Department official closed the meeting.
As I sat before the Board, wearing my formal police uniform, I barely heard the words. I was recalling the events leading to this Board.
I had told the Board as well as Internal Affairs everything that I could remember, excluding only Todd's name as Ned's assailant. I told them, fairly truthfully, that I had no idea who had come into the warehouse after I was captured, that I thought they were police officers and that I was too groggy from being drugged and beaten up to realize differently. I did tell them that Ned shot me in the side, and tried to describe the others in the room.
They were absolutely stunned at my story, disbelieving of some of it (and I couldn't blame them), but the children had all identified me as the man who came into the warehouse office, took them outside and told them to run to the other police officers that were just arriving.
Ned's gun had been found in the warehouse; it was damaged but was a .22 magnum caliber, and Ballistics was trying to match it to the bullets that murdered Nurse Anna and the young man Big Alex.
I found out that radio jamming equipment had been found on the Ward Harvester site, and that this equipment prevented me from being traced or my radios from working: my backup units had to work from my last known position once I'd disappeared, and that had taken time. That one got me and my team a stern "talking-to" from the Chief for not thinking of that possibility when I had gone out alone.
The equipment was identified by the FBI as being used by Russian drug traffickers, and that the Russian mob might have been working with Ned, Elizabeth or both in moving into Town, what with a receptive clientele in the University students.
The SBI was furious: the reports of my wounds while rescuing the children precluded them from jumping in and taking credit, and I loved that part of it. The Town & County Council of course made a big public deal of the rescue of the children, happily and all-too-publicly awarding me the Medal of Valor, the highest award of the Public Safety Department, encompassing the Police, Fire, EMS and Public Health Departments.
I felt embarrassed and not deserving of such a high honor, but even Captain Malone had said I deserved it. Only Steven Ikea had openly suggested that I was "reckless" in "charging" into the warehouse alone... of course I hadn't even made the charge: I got hit on the back of the head before I could do it!
And it had not been the police that came in and rescued me. I remembered what I knew to be true:
It was three days after my release from the hospital, and I was recovering at home, "Melina's house" as I called it. My wife had slept with me every night and had given me one of her excellent blowjobs every morning. This in spite of the fact that Melina had said that she'd had a conversation with the Day Duty Nurse, whose name I couldn't remember but she was white, a bit older than us, and looked just like "Nurse Ratchett" in the movie One Flew Over The Coo-coo's Nest.
Both Melina and "Nurse Ratchett" had referred to Nurse Jones as "that nigger nurse", and wondered why she'd spent so much time in my room on a couple of nights. I merely replied that I was too groggy and sedated to remember anything.
I knew that Melina was a racist, and while we never discussed it I knew that she would be furious if she knew I had fucked the beautiful black nurse.
I was sitting on the patio outside, wrapped up against the chilly air but enjoying the sun when Melina called out that I had a visitor. My nephew Todd appeared at the door and then came outside, grinning his normal, somewhat mischievous grin.   "Hi Uncle Don." Todd said. "Looks like you forgot to duck."
"True." I said. "Glad to see you, Todd." I meant the words: this was the first confirmation that he was okay.
"So, Todd, your unofficial frat buddies didn't come also? You guys have been such a good team the last few days." I said. Todd instantly figured out that I knew.
"Uh, they've scattered to the four winds, Uncle Don. Visiting families and all." he said nonchalantly, but his eyes betraying his concern.
"A very wise idea, I would say." I said. "By the way, you're sure wearing a lot more clothes than normal, and that hat does not hide the 'high-and-tight' haircut you've just received." I knew he was hiding burns and singed hair from the explosion.
"Not much gets past you, does it Uncle Don?"   
"I try." I replied. "But I owe you a debt, and your buddies also."
"No idea what you're talking about." Todd said, pointedly. "I'll let them know you're feeling better, though."
"Too bad Ned survived." I said.
"Yeah, damn the luck." Todd said wistfully. "Any word on Mom?"
I smiled. "I've never mentioned her presence there, Todd. To anyone." Todd winced; he had just given himself away.
"Okay, it was us. We told Melina that we owed it to her. All the guys love her, and you have no idea how pissed they were that Big Alex poisoned her, and at one of our events, too. And me, I did my best to kill Ned for making Melina lose the baby, and you can take me to jail for it but I'll never regret that.... only that I failed to wipe that bastard out."
He continued, "So we were watching you during your operation. All my guys here had alibis, we brought in some guys from another school that had military experience. Their equipment caught your signal despite the jamming. So we came after you, and just in time."
I knew that there was a LOT more to this than just a bunch of big-dicked young men playing commando, but I let Todd off the hook, knowing who had really had had my back. I said "But to answer your question, no, no word at all, no body found, no one brought to a hospital. Did your guys help her?"
"No. She was still lying on the floor when the explosion happened. A couple of my buddies carried me out, and we left Ned there. I didn't see Mom, though." He added, "I wouldn't have left her behind... just him, the bastard."
"I guess she got away." I said, my eyes wandering, my mind behind them still struggling to pierce the veil of all that was going on in this Town and this County. But I knew one day that I would solve it... and then I really would have earned that Medal of Valor....
Finis
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Part 1 - Prologue
The stud grunted as he pistoned his huge cockmeat in and out of the sopping cunt beneath him, driving into the mature blonde beauty again and again with powerful thrusts, withdrawing but a third of his ten inch length only to slam forward again until their pelvises smashed together.
Their mutual groans and gasps of pleasure mixed with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh and the squeaking of the bedsprings in protest of the abuse they were taking, betraying the hot desires the couple felt as they rutted lustily. They were fucking as if they instinctively knew it might be the last time they would ever copulate so lustily and become one with the gods again... and they were right.
The mixture of sounds masked the slight creak of the stairs in the hallway outside the bedroom as well as the bedroom door being slowly opened. They were too busy to notice: the young stud felt his nut rising, and having given the fifty-year-old woman beneath him at least two hard orgasms, he did not try to hold back the rushing torrent of deeply painful ecstasy that signaled his rapidly approaching climax. Sweat rolled off his back and temples as he pounded his beautiful, mature lover harder and harder, driving relentlessly to reach the crest and achieve the release his aching balls craved.
He grunted loudly as his cock began spurting his man-lava deep into the older woman's well-fucked vagina, his head thrown back in the throes of total ecstasy. The gray mist before his eyes suddenly flashed bright white, then... nothing.
He never heard the shotgun detonation just six inches from the back of his head.
The woman had been enjoying the sensation of the younger man coming inside her, feeling him empty his wet essence into the depths of her fiery loins when she suddenly was overwhelmed by the twin sensations of a ringing deafness and the heavy weight of her lover's body collapsing onto her, trapping her beneath him. Groggily confused, she looked over his right shoulder just in time to make out the hole that led down the barrel of the shotgun. The beginnings of her scream were lost in a white flash as the shotgun fired directly into her beautiful face.
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
I groaned as I felt Britt Maxwell's mouth engulf my cock, her lips sliding down the shaft to my aching balls. I sat back on the sofa of her apartment, enjoying the sensations of the blowjob the absolutely gorgeous policewoman was giving me.
It was about 11:30 pm on a beautiful early-Spring Friday night. My wife Melina and Dr. Laura Fredricson were at a symposium on sexual research in San Francisco, and Laura was giving one of the presentations. So I had asked Lieutenant Brittany Maxwell out for an evening of dinner and drinks, which she happily accepted. She looked lovely and incredibly hot in a white, frilly low-cut blouse and push-up bra that not only showed off her luscious breasts but promised their enjoyment later, and baggy white pants with stirrups with a navy blue belt and navy blue high heel pumps. After a great meal at one of the nicer restaurants in the affluent northwest section of Town, we went to a quiet bar for drinks and conversation.
Despite the chill in the air we sat outside on the balcony overlooking a small lake, enjoying some flirtatious talk. I admired Britt's shapely feet in the high heel pumps, her hourglass figure, her inviting breasts... but most of all the bright twinkle of her eyes, which outsparkled the glints of light from her wineglass.
The conversation turned to flirting and the beginnings of making love. As our light touching and gentle kisses began to turn into my nuzzling Britt's neck as she felt my cock through my pants, we knew we needed to get out of there, and Britt invited me back to her apartment. Though nothing was said, we both knew that we were going to spend the night making love, lustily copulating in deliciously sinful sexual pleasure...
As she leaned over my left leg to suck my cock, I felt Britt's breasts pressing through her blouse onto my thigh. I enjoyed the sensations of pleasure and warmth that shot up my spine from my turgid meat as she fellated my rock-hard cock, and I thought with great anticipation about taking Britt into the bedroom, stripping her naked, mounting her and sinking into her depths, and fucking her with raw lust and abandon. My cock throbbed in Britt's mouth as I admired her body, thinking of the enjoyment of sucking and tonguing her pretty feet that would be coming while fucking her. My balls began the first rumblings that would ultimately lead to a deep, satisfying climax, and---
*BRRRRINNNGGGG!!!!*
Shit. It was Britt's cell phone. Her mouth slid off my cock as her head jerked upright. I knew she had to answer it as it was her University Police phone. As she answered it, the lonely feeling of my wet cock waving in the air was supplanted by the feeling of my own cell phone vibrating in my pants pocket and then ringing.
On my phone was Detective Tanya Perlman. "There's been a double murder at the Heritage Condos" she reported. The Heritage Condos were among the most expensive properties in the county. Some of the University's benefactors, the rich alumni, owned condos there.
 "I'll be right there." I said after Tanya gave a few more details. Britt was finishing her call at the same time. "That was Dr. Wellman" she said, mentioning the name of the University president. "The wife of one of our Alumni Board members was murdered."
"Heritage Condos?" I asked. Britt nodded. "I just got the call, too." I said. "Let's go."
---------------------------
We drove together to the condos, which were just east of the twin buildings of the University Hotel and the Tower Condos. The Heritage Condos were just off the Campus property line, at the base of the hills upon which my home "The Cabin" was built. A blaze of blue lights from the police vehicles bathed the parking lot between two rows of condos.
We were admitted into the cordoned off area by Patrolman Pete Feeley. Feeley was young at age 24 or so, good natured, and he desperately wanted to be a Detective on the Police Force. "Can I go in with you guys?" he asked. "Maybe I can help."   "Not this one, Feeley." I said. "Too much politics, if I don't miss my guess." I liked Feeley, he was a good kid. But he hadn't really shown himself to be Detective material so far, and if my guess was right, this case was going to be out of his league, so sorry.
Lt. Maxwell and I approached the condo which was the scene of the crime, where another uniformed patrolmen let us into the residence. The door was on the left and admitted into a very large living room. A flight of stairs went up the left wall and across the back wall of the living room as a balcony. A door in the back wall of the living room led to the kitchen, and another door towards the right led to what appeared to be the dining room.
We came up to the back of the sofa upon which two men sat. One was University President Wellman. The other was a man with a chiseled, square face, a head full of iron gray hair, and a muscular compact body. His name was Joe Arruzio. He was staring blankly forward, a strong drink in his hand which he occasionally absentmindedly sipped.
"Joe, this is Lt. Maxwell of the University Police." Dr. Wellman said gently, by way of introduction. Britt sat down next to Arruzio as Dr. Wellman continued, "I asked her to come to help out because of her discretion."
"Hello, Mr. Arruzio. I'm sorry for your loss." Britt said, knowing that one of the murder victims was Arruzio's wife. "As Dr. Wellman said, I will try to keep things as private as possible for you." Britt introduced me, then asked "I'm sorry to have to ask you to repeat your story, but can you tell us what happened?"
Arruzio nodded then slowly spoke, as if in pain, but also carefully speaking his words: "I had finished up some business at my office in the city. I had planned to come here tomorrow for the Alumni Board meeting, and Marie-- my wife-- had come ahead of me today. I went to the bar in my office building for a drink, then decided to come on over tonight. When I got here, I found..." Arruzio looked up at the door at the end of the balcony above, in the right corner.
"What time did you arrive here?" Britt asked.
"About... about eleven o'clock."
"And when did you leave the bar?"
"About 9:30." Arruzio said. I noted that this would be correct, as it was about a 90 minute drive from the City to Town. The road was a double-lane but was heavily police-patrolled in the county between ours and the City's, so people had to be reasonable in their speeds.
"If you'll excuse me, I'd better go upstairs." I said, wanting to see the crime scene. I went up the stairs and around the length of the balcony. I stopped just outside the master bedroom door and looked around. I saw nothing of interest on the carpet of the hallway, no marks, no stains. The door was open and I saw no marks on it as I stepped into the doorway.
"Whaddya got, Perlman?" I asked gruffly as an introduction. "Bit of a delay in calling me, wasn't it?"
"You had a hot date and I didn't want to interrupt it." she replied. Tanya Perlman was standing on the far side of the bedroom next to the window, at the corner of the bed. She was dressed in a navy skirt and jacket and white, open-collar shirt, the suit molding to her slender but curvy body, and sheer navy stockings and matte navy mid-heel pumps. She smiled at me as if inviting me to come in and fuck her, or so it felt.
"Two dead, shotgun at close range." a male voice said in answer to my original question. A tall, lean man stood at the near side of the bed, wearing a lab coat over his button-down shirt and black slacks. I couldn't remember his name, Mark or Martin, but I knew he was the lead technician from the CSI/Coroner Department. The "head guy", as it were, and the way he acted sometimes, I wondered if he was a homosexual. A young woman, who was the girl that had helped Lt. Maxwell in my Todd/Ned incident some months back, was bagging a piece of evidence. Inga, I think her name was, or Ingrid...
"And watch your God damn step!" the labcoat man almost shouted. "There may be evidence on the floor." I was not looking at the floor, however. I was looking at the bed, and at a grisly crime scene.
A naked man was lying on top of a naked woman, both dead, obviously having been caught in flagrante delicto. The dead man was young, looked to be in his late twenties, and except for being dead he was in excellent physical condition: tall, lean, with well developed muscles. I noticed a birthmark on his right thigh; it seemed familiar but I couldn't remember why it should be. He was face-down so I didn't know if his facial features remained. The woman was older, low forties, perhaps. Her legs were shapely and her belly trim. Aside from seeing some blonde hairs on the woman, their heads were beyond description and it was pretty obvious what had happened. The woman's face, what was left of it, was beyond recognition.
"The guy is hung like a horse." Tanya Perlman said as I looked at their nearly-joined loins. The man's cock was still elongated, engorged with blood, and Tanya was right: he was extremely well-endowed. "Did you know that if a man dies while hard, his cock stays hard?" she continued, "Rasputin died that way; the Russians cut off his cock and preserved it in a jar."
"Yes, I knew that." I said witheringly, remembering the young stud that my sister had sent to attack Melina. And such sexual oddities about Rasputin were just the sort of thing Tanya Perlman would know and enjoy knowing, I thought to myself amusedly. "So who are these people?"
"Yes, isn't it huge? He had just climaxed, also." the CSI man said. "Oh-- she is... Marie Arruzio, wife of Joe Arruzio. He came home and found the bodies. Her age: 50. Don't know who the man is. Considerably younger, about 30-33 in age. No ID in his clothes."
"Hmm, both older than they look. How can we tell it's her?" I asked, seeing that there was no way this woman was identified by her face.
"Husband said those are her wedding rings on the fingers." Labcoat Man said. "Also gave us some birthmark and mole information which appears to be correct."
"How was the husband when you spoke with him?" I asked.
"Shell-shocked. Wouldn't you be?" Tanya said. "But he kept steady enough while I was talking with him."
"Murder weapon. Shotgun, you said. Did you find any weapons?" I asked.
"No weapons," Tanya said, "anywhere in the house."
"Yes, shotgun. Double-ought, you can see a couple here in the skin." Labcoat said, pointing out the evidence on the bodies. I wanted to feel sick, but I steeled my stomach. "I'd say two shells were discharged." Labcoat replied. "One round would not do this much damage to both of them."
"Well, the shells would tell us that." I said. "What gauge was it?"
"We haven't found any shells yet." Tanya Perlman said.
"What?" I almost yelled, even as I was falling to my knees. I looked under the dresser, under the bed, careful not to move the bedspread too much. I also looked for anything that would suggest where a shell might have fallen. There was nothing.
"No shells." I said, thinking furiously. "Now why in the hell..."
I was looking around the room. Nothing seemed amiss nor disturbed. The floor appeared to be absent of anything that might provide a clue. Nothing was in either of the small trash cans in the room. I wandered to the door that led to the bathroom. It was obvious the CSI team had already been through it, and I saw nothing of importance. A question to the others confirmed that.
"It looks like the closet is undisturbed, also." Tanya Perlman said, "but we need to ask Mr. Arruzio if anything is missing. I was going to ask him when I got here, but he's pretty fucked up right now." I was looking into the closet, which was almost filled with dresses and women's shoes, but only a couple of men's suits, three shirts, two neckties and two pairs of slacks.
"I can understand." I said. "So he found the bodies?" Tanya nodded.
"Yes, he did. So what do you think?" Tanya Perlman asked. I motioned with a shoulder shrug for her to follow me out of the bedroom. In the hall, I whispered "Don't mention the absent shells to the husband. So, what do you make of this floor?" I asked, indicating the hallway floor, and then pointing to the floor inside the room. Tanya just looked bewildered.
"Nothing was found on the floor, out her nor in there. Nothing really out of place anywhere."
"Bathroom clean? No smell of anything?"
"Nope." Then she caught on. "Should there be something?"
"Just that nobody has puked yet." I said. She still looked puzzled, so I asked "So what do you make of this case?"
"My first thought would be that the husband came in and found his wife in bed with another man, got a shotgun and blasted them." Tanya replied. "But that doesn't make sense, he would've had to hide the shotgun and if he did we'll find it soon enough. Also, he has an alibi, even though we need to check it out. But I know something is not making sense there."
"You're thinking in the right direction, but the problem..." I said, in the manner of instruction to a good student, "is that if he'd just walked in on them, they'd have known he was there and probably have gotten up...at least disconnected."
Tanya grinned and said "Well, as big as he was, maybe he couldn't get it out fast enough." And then it struck me that through all of that grisly mess, which I was having to resolve myself to not get sick, Tanya Perlman was not only unaffected, but making sexual comments about the dead man' sexual endowment.
"No..." I said, smiling at the joke, but staying serious and focused on the case, "somebody snuck up on them and shot them. Which of course means..." I let the sentence lap, expecting and hoping for Tanya to complete it.
"... that it's pre-meditated." Detective Perlman finished. I was pleased; she was fast and putting together things well.
"That's right." I continued. "They may not even have known what hit them. We're going to have to talk to residents in the area, see if they heard anything. Who responded to the call?"
"Patrolmen Rudistan and Morton." Tanya replied, mentioning the names of two relatively good officers on the Force. "Of course, Officer Feeley showed up very quickly after the call went out. I'll get all of them started on people hanging around now, and tomorrow have them knock on doors."
"Good." I said, continuing to be impressed by Tanya Perlman as a detective. "In the meantime, keep an eye on the CSI wannabees in there, make sure they don't fuck anything up. Christ..." I said, almost as an afterthought, "I'd almost rather have Feeley in there than those guys."
"They're not bad, they just need some organization and further training." Tanya said. Seeing the gleam in my eye at those words, she quickly added "Anything else I should be looking for?" She was eager to please and trying to learn, also, and I also knew she had asked for another reason. But time for that later: I decided to throw her a really juicy bone.
"Just the contents of the closet." I replied as I began heading down the hallway. Descending the stairs, I approached the trio still sitting on the sofa. I sat down in the chair next to the sofa, sideways to them. Introducing myself again, I said "Mr. Arruzio, I'm sorry for your loss, and I know how hard a time this is for you, but I need to ask you some questions so we can get started finding your wife's killer or killers."
Arruzio peered at me, his eyes focusing and momentarily steely. "I think I remember hearing of you. You're doing good things on the Police Force. How can I help you?"
"Sir, were you aware that your wife was having an affair?"
"No." Arruzio said, then paused. "No, not for sure. But I've been busy with work for the past few months, maybe too much so..."
"Were there any problems in your marriage? Any issues from you working too much? Any arguments at all?"
"No, we were fine. No fights at all. We both have busy lives, of course, but no real problems."
"I understand. Can you tell me what time you arrived here tonight?"  "About eleven o'clock or so."
Under my questioning, Mr. Arruzio went on to explain that he'd been working late on a business deal. He'd been expecting to meet some others but they cancelled at 8:30pm. He went down to the bar in his office's building for about an hour. While there, he decided to come on over to Town tonight instead of waiting until tomorrow. He tried to call his wife, but got no answer, and came on over anyway, only to find the crime scene.
"Just one more question, sir. When was the last time you talked with your wife?"
"Around eight o'clock. I told her that I was staying in town to finish the business deal. But when the guys cancelled on me, I went to the bar for a while and then decided to come on over."
Once I had Arruzio's story, I looked around the house, where other CSI/Coroner people were milling about. Nothing had been found, no weapons of any kind. Marie Arruzio's purse was found in the kitchen, her wallet inside it containing several hundred dollars in cash. There was no sign of forced entry to either the front or back doors, nor any ground floor windows.



I went out front. Most of the blue lights had been shut off, though the ambulance's red and white lights were still on, and the entrance to the condo complex was blocked by a patrol car. I talked to Patrolmen Morton and Rudistan. Both were friendly enough officers, both a bit out of shape. Micah Rudistan had a bit of a mischievous reputation and often got into minor trouble. Chet Morton was husky and often ended up being the foil of jokes.
They were competent, though: they and Feeley had already taken car tag numbers of every vehicle in the complex and along the adjoining roads, complete with their locations, and had already spoken to several people who had congregated as gawkers. No one had anything of much relevance. Upon questioning, some of the onlookers who lived in the area had heard what they described as a car backfiring or doors slamming at various times ranging from 8:30 to 10:30.
Just as I turned to go inside, Tanya Perlman met me at the door. "They're ready to take the bodies out." she said. Knowing what I had to do, I entered the living room again. "Mr. Arruzio, I don't think you can stay here tonight. Would you like one of my patrolmen to take you to the University Hotel?" I had to get him out of there before they brought the bodies out.
"No no no." President Wellman interjected. "You'll stay with me tonight, Joe." I nodded and Dr. Wellman and Britt Maxwell helped Mr. Arruzio out to Dr. Wellman's car. I cautioned Arruzio that he needed to stay in town, and asked Dr. Wellman to be in custody of him. Dr. Wellman understood, even if Arruzio was still in shock.
As they drove off, I heard the commotion. "Let me in! I have something to tell the detective!" I heard an old woman's voice yelling. Looking over towards the end of the building, I saw Patrolmen Morton and Rudistan restraining Old Mrs. Boddiker. Mrs. Boddiker was a homeless woman, so she claimed, often found begging for money and occasionally coming in to the police station to report some wild crime that we could never find to have actually occurred. I went over.
 "It's okay, guys." I said. "Mrs. Boddiker, what can you tell me?"
 "It was him, Detective. It was him." the old woman said emphatically.
"It was who, ma'am?"
"Why, it was Joe Arruzio! I saw him, he was here!"
"When was that, Mrs. Boddiker?" I asked. The patrolmen had looks on their faces of wondering why I was talking to this quack woman. I knew that was one reason I was a Supervisor and a Detective and they were still Patrolmen.
"It was at 9:28, Detective, to the minute. I looked at my watch right here." she held out her wrist to show a worn timepiece... which was displaying the correct time according to my own watch. "I saw Joe Arruzio in front of this building. He walked to his car, got in and drove away."
"I see." I said, taking notes on my notepad. "Did you see or hear anything else?"
"Why yes I did, sir. I heard two noises, like doors slamming. That's why I came around front from behind the building." When I asked why she was behind the building, she said she was looking through the garbage cans. I asked her if she heard any people arguing, and she said she had not, just the door slamming.
"But it was him Detective. It was Joe Arruzio! He was wearing a black turtleneck sweater and black pants, and he got in that car and drove off. It was him!"
I asked for the description of the car, and Mrs. Boddiker said it was an old car, dark color, and that was all she could make out of it. I asked if she had found anything in the trash that might be of use to our investigation; she had not. I thanked Mrs. Boddiker for her information and told Officer Feeley to walk with me as an excuse to get away from her.
"What did you think of that, Officer Feeley?" I asked the young patrolman.
"She sounds sure of herself." Officer Feeley replied, "but when I got here, Mr. Arruzio was telling Detective Perlman that he drove in from the City. He couldn't possibly have been here at that time if he was driving into Town."
"That's right." I said, but just as I was about to ask Feeley another question, I had to break it off because of who had just driven up: the Press.
The attractive redhead woman came hurrying up, with her cameraman in tow. Her name was Bettina Wurtzburg. She was the investigative reporter covering the Town and University police beats. She was short and in good shape. Her hair was light red, strawberry blonde. How she could run in high heels like she did I don't know, but she could cover ground with amazing speed. She had a way of showing up at exactly the wrong time. And this time she had me corralled. I just prayed to God that she had not overheard the conversation with Old Mrs. Boddiker or Officer Feeley.
"Detective, may I ask you a couple of questions?" Bettina said, deftly avoiding Officer Feeley, who was trying to protect me from her. I grudgingly allowed her to ask, knowing that her questions would let me know how much she knew.
"Is it true that Marie Arruzio has been found dead? How did she die?" Bettina asked, her second question assuming the answer to the first. She knew that much, I surmised.
"There has been a murder committed. The names of the deceased have not been released pending identification and notification of next of kin." I said.
"Was Joe Arruzio involved in the crime? Is he dead or wounded? Was anyone else involved?" Either she doesn't know about Arruzio or she's faking that. And she knows someone else is involved, I reasoned.  "We're still ascertaining the details. We'll have more information for you in the morning. If you'll excuse me..." I began walking off. Bettina Wurtzburg tried to follow, but this time Patrolman Chet Morton was an immovable mountain between us. Still, her cameraman got excellent film of two bodies covered in sheets being removed from Joe Arruzio's condo and loaded into the ambulance. That was not a good start to this case, and a reproach to my management of it.
Part 3 - The Alibi
"Okay, what do we have?" Chief Griswold gruffly asked.
We were in the conference room next to the chief's office. It was 6:30 am. Britt Maxwell and I had been up all night. At 4:00 am I had to make the call to bring Myron Milton, my IT data expert, into the office. I thought he'd be grumpy about it, but to the contrary he came in excited to be working on something *big* and got to work immediately after I briefed him.
Present at the morning meeting were the Chief, Tanya Perlman, Hugh Hewitt, Cindy Ross, myself, Britt Maxwell, but also Captain Harold Malone, Steve Ikea, Tim Geiger, and Teresa Croyle. Why the Chief had invited the Vice team in on a murder case I didn't understand, but they were there.
It was my place to speak, but I asked Tanya Perlman to give the details of the crime scene, which she did with thoroughness and efficiency. I then said that my IT team was gathering information on Marie Arruzio and Joe Arruzio such as financial records, credit card records, and other information that might be useful in giving clues to any possible motives for the crimes. The other man had not yet been identified. Myron was running all the car tags in the area to see if any of them might belong to the dead man.
"After this meeting, we're going to check out Arruzio's story. We'll have to go to the City to do that."
"That means you and Lt. Maxwell. You're the only State operatives here." Chief Griswold said. He was right. Although we were employed by the University, we technically could pretend to have State-wide authority, whereas the Town (and County) Force had no authority two counties over. We could ask the City Police for help, but everyone present, even Ikea, knew why that was something to be avoided unless we absolutely had to do it.
"If you run into anything, contact Ventura with the City Police." Robin Ventura was a city police officer, but more importantly to us she was the daughter of University Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson. She was the only person reasonably trustworthy that would work with us in a way we could get something done, and quickly.
"We don't need to contact her." Malone interjected, and I knew what his problem with Ventura was. She was black, and Malone had a problem with that. I moved quickly to steer the conversation away.
"We'll handle it, Chief." I said. "For now, we're just going to check and see how Arruzio's story checks out."
"Any ideas or theories right now?" the chief asked me.
"None," I replied, "until we identify the dead man and confirm Arruzio's alibi." Oops, I thought to myself, I'd just used the word "alibi". Hopefully no one caught my slip of the tongue.
"Shouldn't we arrest Joe Arruzio now?" Steve Ikea suddenly said. We all looked at him, some of us incredulously, some reverently.
"On what grounds?" the Chief asked.   "Suspicion of murder. He could be a flight risk. And he probably did it; it's just a matter of getting the corroborating evidence." Ikea said haughtily.
"And what makes you think he did it?" the Chief asked, his voice becoming withering.
"It's always the husband. That's what he says." Ikea said, pointing rudely at me. I exchanged a glance with Tanya Perlman; Ikea apparently had once heard me telling her that it's always the spouse... except that I had first said "According to Agatha Christie..." While the spouse was always an initial suspect, Ikea was jumping the gun like crazy on this one.
"We need evidence to get an arrest warrant first." Chief Griswold said. He then instructed us to follow up on Arruzio's story and any other information pertaining to him that might come up. He then instructed the Vice team to check for any drug-related issues the Arruzios might have had, and he also wanted the Vice team to "assist" us in identifying who the dead man was and then following up on anything that would explain the dead man's involvement... "beyond the obvious fact that he was fucking Marie Arruzio." the chief added drily.
-------------------------------
We were on the highway driving to the City. Hugh Hewitt was driving, having gotten some sleep the night before. Britt Maxwell was in the backseat and had fallen sound asleep within a few minutes of our car pulling out of the headquarters parking lot. Hugh and I had bantered about his date the night before; he had gotten some pussy from a hot married blonde.
"One big coitus interruptus!" Britt said from the backseat when Hugh asked how my date with Britt had gone (how did everyone know so much about that?). We all laughed, then talked a few minutes about the case before Britt fell asleep. I began looking at the newspapers I had picked up when Hugh stopped to get gas.
The Town and City papers had front page headlines about the murders. Marie Arruzio was a Socialite in the City as well as the wife of a well-known businessman and University patron, and the details of the murder were scant, especially in that they did not yet give details that she'd been murdered while being fucked by young man who was not her husband.
Another article from the City paper caught my eye, as an event had occurred in San Francisco, where Melina and Laura were. The article said that a Chinese diplomat had been murdered in the Chinatown district. He had been protected by bodyguards, but he had been shot by one well-placed bullet to the head. The police and the FBI were at a loss to understand how a sniper had been able to accomplish the feat, and the Chinese Government was raising a diplomatic stink over the incident.
I had a stopwatch running, timing the trip from the time we left Town until we arrived at the office building where Arruzio had been. I was assuming that the Saturday morning traffic would be similar to or lighter than Friday night traffic, and we had no delays. Sure enough, the time was just under 90 minutes. We also noted six highway patrol cars from either the State or a County. The road was indeed well-patrolled, and would've been even moreso on a Friday night where University students might be drinking and driving.
Arriving at the building in late morning, we expected the bar to be closed but were in luck that the restaurant manager was also the bartender the previous night and was there. We simply said we were the police investigating a murder, and asked if Joe Arruzio had been at the bar the night before.   "Oh yeah, he was here." the man said. "In fact, I've still got last night's security camera tape." He replayed it for us, and while the film quality was bad, it showed Joe Arruzio in a gray sweater and slacks, sitting at the bar with several people around, toasting something.
We asked if we could make a copy of the tape on equipment we had brought, admitting that we could not confiscate the tape without a warrant, but that we were just establishing Arruzio's whereabouts. The man said no problem. As the tape was being copied, we asked a few questions.
"Did Mr. Arruzio come into the bar often?" Britt Maxwell asked.
"No, he might come in once every four months or so, and usually with clients or business partners. That's why I noticed him last night. He came in alone, and he bought everyone a round."
"Did he say what he was celebrating?" I asked.
"No, he said something vague about business, but I didn't catch anything specific." The bartender verified the times, which matched with Arruzio: he'd come in about 8:30 that night and left about an hour later.
"Did he make any cell phone calls? or receive any?" I asked, seemingly as an afterthought.
"I think I saw him on his cell phone just before he left, but I don't really remember. Maybe the tape will show it." In fact, I had already noticed that the tape had shown that Arruzio had a phone to his ear just before leaving.
We thanked the man and got out of there with our copied tape. Having copied it while out of jurisdiction and leaving the original behind, it had ceased to be admissible evidence. But we weren't worried about that.
"Looks like Mr. Arruzio's alibi holds up." Britt Maxwell said as we drove out of the city. "There is no way he could've committed the murder at 9:30 or even 8:30 and been in the City. Looks like that old woman was wrong."
"Yep." I said. "At least 10 witnesses he was buying drinks for, and he's on tape. Everything checks out so far, right down to the cell phone calls... the... cell phone..."
I had fallen into a brown study of thought. I almost jumped out of my skin as Britt shook my shoulder. "You okay?" she asked?
"Uh, yeah... I just was trying to think of something." I said. Britt and Hugh asked what I was thinking about but I shrugged it off, saying I needed to be sure to have Myron verify the cell phone calls.
-------------------------
Police work is tedious. It is not the glamour of the television shows. Cases are not solved by exciting chases shooting at the bad guys, but by poring over reams of data and looking for anything out of place... not even knowing what "out of place" would be.
Such was the case when I arrived back in my office in the IT dungeon. Myron had been very good at collecting data, perhaps too good. He and I brought boxes of printed data up to the MCD room, and Hugh and I spent hours looking over data.
Joe Arruzio had called his wife about 8:00 pm, and the data showed the origination was from on the west side of the the City, which showed he was in the city at 8:00 pm. Meanwhile, Marie Arruzio had made a cell call to a prepaid cell phone immediately after receiving the call from her husband.
"So what this means," I told Teresa Croyle and Cindy Ross, who had joined us, "is that Marie Arruzio believed her husband was staying in the City. She called her lover to come over for sex, believing the coast was clear. So now I'm looking for a record of his attempted call when he was about to leave the bar. Hmm, there's one... but hmmm, it's incoming, not outgoing. Well, the tape did show Arruzio was on the phone about 9:25-9:30."
"What about 8:30?" Cindy asked. "Didn't Mr. Arruzio say he tried to call when his meeting was cancelled, but didn't connect?"
"Yep, and...." I said, looking at the data in that timeframe... "there it is. It connected, but for one minute. That's the minimum time recorded though, he may have gotten voicemail and hung up."
""He's still got a huge alibi here." Cindy said.
"Yep, gotta agree." I said. We turned to the financial records, which Myron had summarized for us. He came in with more data and I asked him to fill us in.
Joe Arruzio had done many deals of various types. Sometimes he financed deals, sometimes brokered deals for others. Most of his deals were related to real estate or construction projects. Most were successful, though he had had a few failures that had dented him pretty hard. But there was noting visibly out of the ordinary.
"Do we know what his latest deal is, and who he was doing business with, the guys that cancelled on him?" I asked. When Myron said no, I told Hugh that we, meaning he, needed to check on that.
"Now Marie Arruzio..." Myron said, relishing his words, "she's a lot more interesting. First, she comes from a very wealthy family and she has a trust fund. Fifty million dollars." We all sat up straight. "And before you ask, her husband cannot touch the trust fund and he wouldn't get it if she died. Now that she's dead, it's going to pay out dividends to several charities that she's listed in her will. Don't know what the will says, so don't know exactly who benefits."
"Principal can't be touched, though, except through special Court order and only for extreme hardship." I said, glancing at the data. "So nobody is getting a big windfall. What's next, Myron?"
 "Next are credit card records, and I got them going back 30 years. For most of their marriage, she spent money but not really big amounts. Clothes, shoes, some jewelry. A few vacation trips. Steady spending but nothing really huge, except... during the last four months." Myron handed us some printed data. "During the last four months she's been spending a lot more. She's also been transferring money out of her bank accounts and into other recently opened bank accounts. And one other thing: Most of her spending before the last few months had been in the City, at the same malls, same Nordstroms, same jewelry stores. The last few months, most of her spending has been here in Town; she's only gone to the City a few times."
"What about Joe? Has he been staying in the City, or here?" Hugh asked.
"The City!" a voice called out. It was Tanya Perlman, who had just walked into the room. As she walked up, she looked meaningfully at me. "That's what you meant by the contents of the closet, isn't it?"
I smiled. "Yes it is. Explain to them."
"Marie had a lot of clothes in the closet and in the dresser, as well as plenty of jewelry." Tanya said. "Joe had a couple of suits, a few shirts in the dresser. Almost nothing else. At first, I thought you meant he'd moved out and left her behind, but then I realized he never did live there, but she apparently took up residence. So they were pretty much living separately."
"Yes." I said. "And from what we just learned here, she's been living here the last four months. Now why is that?" Silence. "Anyone?" No one answered, so I finished. "I would guess her affair with this now dead man began about four months ago, and she's been living here to be around him." Everyone nodded, ahh'd and ooh'd over that deduction. Perhaps sarcastically, knowing these guys...
Part 4 - Desires Unleashed and Released
The 7:00 pm meeting in the Chief's office lasted two long, frustrating hours. First, when we confirmed Arruzio's alibi, Ikea was crestfallen. He kept bringing up points of contention that might have been valid if they hadn't been floundering and trying to twist facts to support a theory. We then had to go through the financial information in great detail in order to make the Chief and Captain Malone fully understand, and they seemed to be unswervingly refusing to understand.



Finally, the Chief broke up the meeting with new instructions: he wanted Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle to work together and begin interviewing friends of Marie Aruzzio. He wanted to know what she'd been doing the last 4-6 months, who she'd been spending time with, and what people knew about her affair with the dead man.
And speaking of the dead man, I was catching some heat: who the hell was that man and why hadn't I found out yet. Fortunately, Myron Milton and Lainie Evans came into the room. Lainie was a young woman, just out of college, that worked in IT. I suspected her of being secretly loyal to Ikea and Malone. She wore her long, long brown hair very straight, and she wore the most gaudy nerd glasses ever. Her body was voluptuous, not fat but voluptuous, certainly very fuckable though I suspected she was a virgin. She was quiet and nerdy, but sometimes her voice got harsh and controlling. So why was I keeping her in IT? She had potential... and she had an aura about her, somewhat like Melina... a sexual aura that I couldn't quite define but I'd actually thought about fucking geeky Lainie while having sex with Melina...
"Chief, we may have a lead on the man." Lainie announced, taking charge. "One of the cars parked in the complex hasn't been associated with anyone living there. It was about two buildings away from Mr. Arruzio's condo. ADA Paulina Patterson is going to get us a warrant to search that car."
"Excellent." the Chief said tiredly. "Don, you got good people down there." I heartily agreed.
-----------------------------------------------
We headed to the Cop Bar, as we affectionately called it, for a late supper. The barkeep there had a nice spread of food waiting for us, having received a phone call from Chief Griswold to put the dinner on his (the Chief's) tab. But as everyone else talked, I grew very tired. I had not slept in a couple of days. Britt was also tired, and when Tanya and Cindy started telling us to go get some sleep, we said our goodbyes.
"Let's go to my apartment." Britt said. "We have a date to finish." As tired as I was, I couldn't help but totally agree. Arriving at her place, the door had barely shut and she had just asked if I wanted something to drink when I grabbed her hand and pulled her to me.
"No, there's only one thing I want right now." I said hungrily. And what I was hungry for wasn't food. I pressed my lips to Britt's and pushed my tongue deep into her mouth, a prelude to another penetration that I was about to make happen.
Our arms wrapped tightly around each other as we deeply kissed, then our hands began to wander over each other. I was unfastening her belt and pulling her blouse over her shoulders as her hands deftly undid my belt and unzipped my pants, going directly for my throbbing cock.
Within moments my pants were puddled around my ankles and Britt was jacking my cock. Our tongues twined hotly as Britt's clothes also fell to the floor and my hands worked to unfasten her bra and release those gorgeous mammaries from their confinement. Britt began unfastening my shirt as she stepped out of shoes to release the stirrups of her pants.
"Do you want me to take off my heels?" she asked into my mouth as we rapidly stripped each other.
"No, leave 'em on." I grunted, then took her asscheeks into my hands and began squeezing them, mauling them in time to the thrusts of my tongue into her throat. I slid her soaked panties down her thighs until they fell free to the floor as she removed my shirt.
Now that we were naked, except for Britt's high heel pumps, I picked up the beautiful policewoman and carried her into her bedroom. It was small, lit by one lamp. I deposited Britt onto the bed and lay down beside her, my hand sliding down her taut belly to her pussy. Her pubic hair wasn't nearly as thick as the lush thickness of Melina or Laura's cunt bushes, and Britt had hers trimmed into a long rectangular "runway" just above the swollen labes of her cunt.
My fingers slid over her cuntal folds and penetrated into her hole. My mouth found the rock-hard nipple of her right breast and I sucked hard on it in time to sinking my bird finger to the hilt inside her sopping wetness. Britt gasped loudly, thrusting her groin up into my hand. As I moved my mouth to her left breasts, sucking hard on the inviting teat, I slid my finger out of her twat and began moving up as if to mount her. Sitting on my knees, I grabbed her asscheeks, my fingers digging into the firm flesh, and pulled her cunt up to my mouth. Britt pulled her legs back until her feet were over her shoulders.
"OH GOD!" the gorgeous black-haired bombshell screamed as my tongue slid roughly up the length of her slit. God! that tastes great! I thought to myself as I fastened my mouth to her labes and probed her vagina with my tongue. I sucked, munched and licked Britt's juicy, soaking wet quim like a starved beast, deep lust and passion beginning to overwhelm me.
 
"That's enough, Don... fuck me... FUCK ME!" Britt yelled out. She was ready: quivering lightly, not yet at orgasm, but desperate with need to be filled by a hard cock.
I eased her asscheeks back onto the bed and slid onto her, catching her legs under my arms to keep them spread wide and back. I mounted Britt, easing my weight down onto her as her hands slid between our sweat-soaked abs and grabbed my throbbing cock near the base. She guided my swollen cockhead into her slit and, unable to control myself, I thrust forward. My cock split her cuntwalls open and drove in until I was balls-deep. I was in!
"OH GOD!" Britt gasped as I sank all the way into her. I withdrew only partway and then thrust deep into her again, then repeated the motion until I was rapidly fucking her hard and deep. Britt was meeting my thrusts, our groins slamming together in raw lust. She craned her neck up at me and her lips found mine in a kiss. Answering, I slammed my mouth onto hers and pushed her head back onto the pillow, our kiss becoming a duel of tongues as I balled the incredibly beautiful woman will all the raw power I could muster.
It was simply a hard, lust-fueled fuck between two horny, in-shape people who badly needed the pent-up release. All the tensions of our jobs combined with the unrequited sexual desire between us were unleashed into each other as I savagely pumped my cockmeat into Britt's sodden cunt, my ass flexing rapidly up and down. She was matching me, her hands on my hips pulling me into her. We were gasping for air through our hot, deep kisses as we furiously mated.
"UHHH!" Britt groaned as I felt her cunt spasm and clutch hard at my invading cock. I pushed in even harder as she came, feeling my own climax rapidly approaching. I seemingly lost control of my body, slamming into the woman beneath me wildly, brutally, then I heard myself scream as intense, pleasurable pain squeezed my loins. I was coming inside her, spurt after potent spurt of semen jetting into the depths of her spasming pussy.
When I regained control of my senses, I was lying on top of Britt, my mouth kissing her neck and jaw. My cock was rapidly shrinking, and in incredible lassitude of deep pleasure overwhelmed me. I let Britt's legs escape the confines of my arms and she wrapped them tightly around me.
"Oh baby, that was so good... so fucking good."
To be continued...
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Part 5 - Ghost From The Past
The clock accusingly stated 6:00am as I entered Police Headquarters the next morning and went to the MCD room. I felt very good. An hour before, I had awakened to the very pleasurable sensation of Britt Maxwell sucking my cock. Once hard, she asked me to fuck her dog style.
I mounted her from behind, slicing my cock into her nasty wet cunt from behind, firmly holding her hips as I slammed my groin into her asscheeks with speed and raw, sexual power. It was a truly hot, deliciously sinful sight, watching Britt's swollen labes clinging tightly to my iron-hard shaft as I pulled out, then seeing them pushed inwards as I slammed forward back into her steaming snatch.
I began fucking Britt with a hard, fast rhythm. She didn't try to keep up, but just let me use her body for our mutual pleasure, letting me pull her waist to me as I drove forward, only to be stopped by my loins smashing into her lusciously sweet asscheeks. I admired Britt's beautiful body, her sleek back, her lustrous black hair, her beautiful face in profile as her right cheek was pressed into the mattress, eyes closed, the ecstasy she was feeling etched onto her features.
I tried hard to not get overheated, to let my nut rise slowly, and for a while succeeded. But Britt's tight, hot, sopping wet cunt was too much for me, and after about 10 minutes of steady, deep, hard fucking, I had to let go. I felt the release in my balls, then up my spine to my whole body as I erupted into Britt's climaxing cunt.
After cuddling Britt for a few minutes, I reluctantly left the warmth of her body and her bed. I showered and came on in to work, leaving her to take her time getting ready.
As usual, I examined the papers, the early Sunday editions, while half-listening to a small TV broadcasting the local news. The City papers were focusing upon the murder of the Chinese diplomat in San Francisco. The Chinese Government had suddenly shut up about it, and it was easy to see why: a couple of leaks suggested that the murdered diplomat might have actually been a high-ranking spy for the Red Chinese. I expected to read no more about it.
The local paper was more detailed about our local murders. The University Alumni Board meeting had been cancelled. There were some details about the crime scene which told me that someone was leaking information to the press. One thing the Press didn't know was the identity of the dead man, and they were taking their usual pot-shots at the Police Department for not having given them that info.
At that moment Patrolman Pete Feeley walked in. "Any news on the case?"
"Officer Feeley," I said, calling the patrolman by what had become his nickname, "if you can tell me how the Press could have known about Tiger Woods's infidelities so quickly, known what golf club his wife had beaten him and his car with, known all the porn starlets that Woods had been banging, knew what he had for dinner and what room he was in at his rehab place... yet they whine when they can't find out the name of our dead man while accusing US of 'withholding' the information from them... if you can tell me how that can be, I'll get you a promotion."
Did I mention that I am not a fan of the Press?
"Well, maybe they--" Feeley started, but stopped as the TV arrested our attention.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel 2 News!" the TV blared at me. Bettina Wurtzburg's face and light red hair, same color as mine, filled the screen. "Channel Two News has learned that the police have identified an automobile that might be involved in the double murder of socialite Marie Arruzio and an unknown man last night, and that a search warrant is being obtained. Channel 2 News has..." As I listened, incredulous then increasingly angry, Chief Griswold came up behind me.
"How the fuck did she find out about that?" he said, more rhetorically than anything else. "If I find out who the fucking leak is, I'm going to roast the bastard's head on a spit. Do you hear me, Feeley? On a spit!" The Chief rarely got angry, never cussed... except when discussing the issue of leaks to the Press.
"I'll talk to you later, Patrolman Feeley." I said, a direct hint to the young officer. He had not gotten the chief's hint; fortunately, he understood mine and quickly exited.
The Chief sat down in the chair next to me. "Anything new?"
"No," I said. "Myron was running data last night. The strange thing is that data on Joe
Arruzio before his college years is almost nothing. No high school listing yet, nothing before that. No birth certificate anywhere, at least not yet."
"They were paper back in his day, and mine. Nothing digital. But no high school --what does that suggest?" the Chief asked.
"Nothing yet, not for sure. But it's strange. I might go interview him with some questions about that, hit him with it, see what pops out."
"Well, be careful. He's not a suspect, and the University is going to be very protective about one of their Alumni Board members and largest contributors." the Chief admonished me. He was right; the politics of University and money were once again in play.
Everyone else on my team were coming in one-by-one. Only Tanya Perlman had not reported in yet, but I knew she'd already been here and had gone out on a mission with Patrolmen Morton and Rudistan. The Chief's meeting was for 8:00 am and we migrated into his conference room for it.
After hearing of Croyle and Ross's so-far unproductive interviews with friends of Marie Arruzio, Myron reported that he was delving into some of Joe Arruzio's past business deals; there was some sketchiness about where the money for some of them was coming from. But we'd have to get a warrant to "officially" get into the records of some of the City banks involved.
This brought about a sneering retort from Steven Ikea: if Joe Arruzio was cleared, why were we wasting our time delving into his past? This from the same guy who wanted to arrest Mr. Arruzio the day before. The Vice people all murmured agreement with him today, just as they had with his antipodal opinion then. So I opened my mouth.
"So, Ikea, you're absolutely sure Arruzio's story is air-tight?" I asked. Everyone looked at me strangely.
"Well, unless you think the guy flew like Superman from the City to the condo, killed his wife and the other man, then flew back, he's definitely in the clear." Ikea snorted. This would seem to be embarrassing to me, especially giving Ikea a shot like that. He looked at me with a condescending sneer, not realizing the trap he'd just fallen headlong into.
"Okay, if you say so." I said, then turned to Myron. "Myron, with the chief's permission, get Paulina to get a warrant for that financial info. We'll have to let City know we're going into their jurisdiction, but it can't be helped."
Ikea almost shouted out "Why bother? Mr. Arruzio is clear--"
"Shut up, Ikea." Chief Griswold ordered. "But he has a point. Why ARE we doing this?" The Chief had figured out where I was going with this, and threw me the line I needed with no one the wiser.
"Because it may give a clue to the murderer." I said, "Someone might have done this to get back at Joe Arruzio, and if there's some shady financial dealings going on, we need to know who might have had a motive to harm his wife." A murmur of understanding spread around the room and Ikea began to get red in the face. "We also need to find and interview the business partners he was supposed to meet Friday night, and find out why they cancelled on him--"
At that moment, Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson came into the conference room, accompanied by Detective Tanya Perlman. Paulina was wearing a trim tan business jacket and white blouse, and a tight-fitting tan skirt. She looked tight and fine to my lusting eyes...
"Why are you here?" Captain Malone openly asked, meaning it as a sneering insult towards the woman because she was black. Patterson ignored him.
"We obtained and executed the warrant on the car." she announced. "Detective Perlman?"
"We found a wallet in the car," Tanya said, taking up the bit, "and we've transmitted the information to the Coroner's office to confirm his identity. They'll make the public announcement of his name when they confirm it--"
"And that name damn well better not be reported by the Press before the Coroner's Office announces it!" Chief Griswold interjected with some feeling, then said to Tanya very sweetly "Sorry to interrupt, Miss Perlman. So who is the man?"
"His name is Jack Burke." Perlman replied. Myron got up, saying he'd start running data. Tanya handed him a slip of paper with more information as he passed by her.
"Who... who did you say?" Teresa Croyle asked sharply. Was that a look of shock on Teresa Cunt's normally bitter face?
"Jack Burke."
-----------------------------------------
I didn't hear anything else for several moments. In fact, Cindy Ross shook my arm to bring me out of my reverie. The Chief was closing the meeting, and I heard him tell Hewitt to accompany me to interview Arruzio. He told Croyle and Ross to check in with Myron and to begin checking up on Burke, meaning find out if anyone wanted to kill Burke, and why.
"Chief, can I see you in your office a moment?" I said. The chief nodded and I followed him into his office, closing the door behind me.
"Is Daniel Allgood here?" I asked, mentioning the name of the dreaded head of the Internal Affairs Department. Allgood was about my age but looked even younger. He had black hair, and he was very slender. He had a muscular physique, though, and was not bad looking though he wore black-framed glasses making him look nerdish. Some people called him "Clark Kent", the meek and mild alter ego of Superman, behind his back. He was in I.A. because he had exposed a police drug ring in another town a few years back, having turned down their substantial bribe offers, and had survived without flinching two attempts to murder him, shooting back and killing his attackers with cool, unerring accuracy.
He had a reputation as being somewhat cold and aloof, not wanting to involve himself with the rest of the Force that he was supposed to be watching over for integrity issues. He definitely did not trust anyone else. I'd only seen him a few times, and apart from perfunctory introductions, had not been able to engage him in conversation... talking to Teresa Cunt was easier by comparison.
"Allgood? I.A.?" the chief said, his eyebrows raising in true surprise, then dropping. "This isn't some shit about Ikea, is it?"
"No." I said, a bit surprised by the chief's use of the curse word. "It's about me." The gray eyebrows shot up again, even higher if that was possible, and of course he demanded that I explain.
"Jack Burke. I know him. He was my roommate in college." I said. "And I'm sure it's him. I saw a birthmark on his body Friday night. I didn't remember it at the time, but it was him." The chief said nothing but picked up the phone to make a call. He hung up as it was not being answered.
"Allgood usually doesn't come in on Sundays. He's not in his office. But I'm going to call him in right now. Meanwhile, you go check in with Myron until he gets here." Chief Griswold ordered.
I went downstairs. Teresa and Cindy were looking at some initial data that Myron had already produced. For some strange reason, Teresa's normally angry face showed a new emotion: misery.
  "Guy is a low-life loser." Ross said. "Got into big-time financial problems shortly after college... by the way, he went to the same college you did, Don... and he's been on and off the grid ever since. Had a couple of warrants out for him, but the charges were always dropped. The worst one was a rape charge while in college, but that was dropped too."
"Wow, here's something." Myron added. "Seems his parents were well-to-do but not really super-rich... hmmm, something not quite right there, looks like someone is hiding something..." Before I could ask what that was, Myron continued, "Ah! Burke has a younger brother, James, went by "Jimmy"... hmmm, nothing at all on the grid there. I mean nothing since his college days."
"Keep looking." I said, "and maybe this'll help: I'll bet this guy Jack Burke is a ladies' man, probably being kept by women, moving from mark to mark. Maybe Marie Arruzio was keeping him the last few months." Ross nodded in agreement; Teresa scowled but made a couple of notes.
Just then, the Chief called me into his office. When I got there, I.A. Detective Daniel Allgood was also in the room. "Okay, Don, explain to Detective Allgood your situation." Griswold ordered. I did so, explaining that Burke had been my roommate in college and that he knew my now-wife Melina, also.
"So the question is," Griswold said, "do I need to pull him off the case?"
Daniel thought a moment, then turned to me. "Where were you and your wife Friday night?"
"I was with Lt. Maxwell," I said. At this time, I wasn't worried what the I.A. guy thought of me dating the hot policewoman; if he didn't know by now that Melina and I had an open relationship, he wasn't doing his frickin' job. "Melina was and still is out of town. She and Dr. Fredricson are at some seminar in San Francisco." Allgood nodded.
"I know about your date with Lt. Maxwell. Too bad it got... interrupted." Allgood said, and with an absolutely straight face. My god, even the I.A. guy knew all about my interrupted date. "The good news is that you came to us with this information right away." he continued. Turning to the chief, he added, "I think it's okay if Don continues to work on the case. However, he has to have someone with him at all times on anything he does on this case outside the headquarters, and he needs to report to you anything he finds out immediately."
"Good." Griswold said gruffly. "You heard the man, Detective. Keep me informed of everything you do, every time you so much as take a piss. And always have Ross, Hewitt or Perlman with you while following leads. Now get the hell out of here and get to work." I got up and left, noticing that Allgood remained in the office.
Part 6 - Stolen Innocence
Our appointment with Joe Arruzio was at noon, and Lt. Maxwell would be going with Hewitt and myself. It was just as well, as I was not in the present. I went down into my office in the IT dungeon to deal with the memories. For a while, it was as if I was back in school, my old university far away from this school town, so vivid were those memories...
------------------
I had heard of him when he entered my dorm room as my roommate my Sophomore year of college. Jack Burke was a Junior, and by age two years older than me. He was tall and slender, very physically fit, with a full head of longish brown-black hair and a devilish smile. One got the impression he was always up to some practical joke, but there was also a more serious, darker side of him just behind the smiles and the facade.
He'd been described as something of a loner, but there was no doubt about it: Jack Burke was the campus stud. He had women fawning over him, and they were some of the most beautiful women on campus. As I would soon find out, Jack got a lot of pussy. Almost a night didn't go by that he was bringing a girl into our dorm room or he would not come home that evening. Most nights I offered to go to the study room and study while he fucked his always-beautiful date, but every once in a while he brought a girl in after I'd gone to bed, and I would listen, reveling in the glorious sounds of hot, passionate sex in the bed just a few feet from mine, remembering the time I'd watched my sister fuck that stud in the basement of our childhood home.
I fully understood the reason behind his incredible sexual aura: he was the extremely lucky owner of the most incredibly huge cock I'd ever seen up to that time. This guy literally would put John Holmes to shame. I only saw Jack's prick a few times, but once was when a blonde girl came into the room to visit him and gave him a steaming hot blowjob right there in front of me. Jack's penis was truly enormous; he said it was ten inches long, and it was as thick as my wrist.
Fortunately, Jack took a liking to me, and it wasn't too long before I became his "wingman" at bars. I learned some great practical lessons about human behavior, but even better: Jack made sure his roommate got laid. Maybe not as often as I'd like, but several lovely women were happy enough to suck and fuck the hell out of me just for a shot at Jack's tremendous weapon of lust. Of course I had other dates, as well, but nowhere near the level of Jack's super-hot campus babes.
But Jack also had a dark side: he had a particular lust for other men's wives. It was a game to him to seduce another man's wife, to entice her to betray her husband by copulating with Jack. Fucking another man's wife really turned Jack on, and he really brought it to another, higher level when he fucked another man's woman. He was extremely successful at it, shooting a lot of loads into a lot of married pussies... and of course he created enemies, some helpless to defy him but some that might cause him a lot of problems later on.
But worst of all was if a wife spurned Jack; he did not like hearing "no" for an answer. There were stories of Jack forcing himself onto women. And sometimes he made me go along with him on what he called "excursions", but those are dark stories for another time.
After such a hard-charging Sophomore year as the "wingman" for the campus stud, my life quietened down considerably my Junior year. I was busy with schoolwork and ROTC Summer Camp preparations. Jack was still my roommate in the dorm, but as often as not he was staying at an apartment off-campus. Rumors that he was part of some unofficial fraternity got around to me, but I never inquired to him about any of it; it was his business. I wasn't getting much pussy anymore, but then Melina entered my life and I began dating her.
I was reluctant when I had to introduce Melina to Jack, when he came into the dorm room unexpectedly while she and I were studying. If she knew him, she gave no indication at the time, but she was formal and cold, even by her standards, in reply to his attempt to turn on the charm. He left us alone fairly hastily... the first time reversing our roles; I usually was the one to leave him alone with a woman in the room.
"So," Melina said after Jack left, "that's the campus stud who you've been rooming with. He seems to be a womanizing jerk."
"Er, yeah, he's the campus stud, so I've been told." I replied. I'd told Melina who my roommate was, but not that he was the campus stud. "Why do you think he's such a jerk?"
"Uh... I can tell." Melina replied, somewhat haltingly. "He's an arrogant bastard and a very bad boy-- er, man. But enough about him and enough studying." My then-fiancee put her books to the side and began unzipping my pants. Knowing what was about to happen, I helped Melina by unbuckling my belt and opening my pants. She fished out my cock and immediately slurped it into her mouth.



I groaned as my fiancee began giving me incredibly intense head. My cock rapidly became rock-hard, throbbing in her mouth as her head bobbed up and down as she fellated me. As always, the pleasure burned like fire all over my loins as I felt Melina's lips sliding tightly up and down my taut shaft.
She was sucking my meat with what seemed to be much more intensity than before, and I knew that I wouldn't last too long, despite my efforts to hold back. But when I suddenly thought about how hot it would be if Jack walked back into the room right now and saw me getting head from my girl, I lost control. Pulse after pulse of orgasmic ecstasy rocked through my spine as I fired my load into Melina's mouth. She greedily gulped it down then continued licking, kissing and sucking my deflating organ as the relief and lassitude coursed through me.
"Your turn." Melina said, standing up and letting her panties drop to the floor, then laying down on the bed. I eased between her lovely legs and began the next hour's work of eating her pussy to hard wet climaxes on my tongue. Melina was very wet and came very easily, and she came several times. It took quite a while and a lot of very pleasant work to cool her fires that night.
-------------------------
I barely saw anything of Jack for months, but that March and early April, he began sleeping in the dorm room much more often, even hanging out there. I was surprised but didn't ask about it: I had learned that Jack often moved around from place to place and was hard to pin down to any one location. But it was annoying, especially when Melina was there. He did not excuse himself to leave very often, and would engage Melina in conversation, though her replies were short and formal.
One night we were going to leave the room when he asked us to hang around, pulling out bottles of wine. Not wanting to be rude, we stayed. Melina complimented Jack for having really good wine and not the cheap stuff we usually had to settle for. As we talked and listened to Melina's favorite jazz music, Jack led the conversation expertly. Although he was the perfect gentleman, I became annoyed and somewhat jealous of the attention my stud roommate was giving my fiancee. I chastised myself; it was harmless conversation, Melina was never very warm to Jack and he never seemed to be coming on to her.
After I walked Melina back to her dorm room that night, I returned to find that Jack had already gone to bed and the room dark. Slipping into my bed, I was turning over to fall asleep when Jack asked me a question. His voice was quiet, but it seemed to cut into my head.
"Hey Donny, why didn't you stay with Melina tonight?"
"Er..." I said, fumbling for an answer though I knew his question was impertinent, "her roommate's there."
"How come she didn't stay here, then? She never stays here, does she? Aren't you fucking her, Donny?"
To this day I hate being called "Donny". As to Jack's hard line of inquiry, I didn't know what to say. The rudeness of his question, as well as the brutally direct question that I was not having sex with my fiancee made me mute for a moment, and Jack noticed.  "We get it on." I said, knowing it was partially true, that we engaged in oral sex.
"Yeah, but why isn't she spending the night with you? A woman like that wants to be fucked, Donny. You ought to be hitting that stuff every single night." Jack said, his voice boring in on me.
"Jack, its none of your business. Melina and I are getting married at the end of the semester, we're engaged."
"Whatever you say." Jack said. "But you should be fucking Melina, no matter what she says. I can see it in her face that she wants to be fucked. Life's too short, man." In the silence as I pondered his words, he delivered the blow. "Want me to break her in for you?"
"For God's sake, Jack, shut the fuck up. She's my fiancee, for crying out loud." I was not afraid of Jack physically. But at this point, I was getting scared of the direction of this conversation. Without further word I turned over to go to sleep.
Jack didn't say any more, either, but the silence was as foreboding as his words. I knew in my soul that the campus stud was right, and that it was my fiancee he was correctly reading, even if Melina wasn't letting me fuck her.
The wine-and-music sessions happened a couple of other times, and then a third time on one Saturday night in mid-April. Jack had many bottles of wine ready and constantly kept our glasses full. As we got a good buzz, the conversation took a more intimate turn. Jack began talking about the girls he had been dating, some of the hottest women on campus... and it seemed that Melina knew those same girls very well, also. Then the conversation moved along to other subjects that they had in common.
They talked for what seemed hours as I felt like a "third wheel". My wine seemed to be strong as I drank more of it, and soon I was unable to keep my eyes open. When I woke up, it was morning. I was lying on the floor where I'd been sitting, Melina was curled up asleep on my bed, fully clothed, and Jack lying asleep on his bed... naked. His cock was half-hard and I wondered if Melina had seen it before she fell asleep...
After that, Melina was much friendlier with Jack, talking to him more warmly and more often. At first I didn't notice any real changes, but then it became too often that when Melina came to the room after her afternoon class, Jack was walking in with her. And while Melina and I were still dating, going out, there were times when I'd call her and she didn't answer, or times I would expect to see her and she wasn't around.
Worst of all, sometimes I would come in after class and find Jack and Melina there... and she was sitting beside him on his bed. Neither ever looked guilty or stressed at "getting caught", and they were always fully clothed, but I always had a premonition come to my head that Melina could be sucking Jack's huge cock. Though I brushed these filthy thoughts aside, I still felt deeply jealous that too much was happening between my fiancee and my stud roommate.
And then, as April turned to May, with only a few scant weeks to graduation... it happened.
I had been called in to work on a Friday night, which was a real rarity. I told Melina I'd be working until midnight, but by 7:30pm all the work I needed to do was completed, and the boss got tired of seeing me sitting there trying to "help" others do their jobs so he sent me home at 9:30. When I got to the dorm room, it was empty. I reached for the phone to call Melina, hoping it wasn't too late to go out.
Then I heard voices in the hallway, a man and a woman's, approaching the room. They sounded like Melina and Jack's voices, and they were laughing. Why I did it I still don't know, but a voice screamed in my head to hide. I slid into my closet and shut the door almost completely. Sure enough, just seconds later my fiancee entered the dorm room, followed by my roommate.
Melina looked incredibly hot. Her long black hair was in a ponytail, pulled back from her pretty face. She was wearing a light summer dress with a short skirt, no stockings and her sexiest pair of 5" high heel mules with only very thin crisscross straps really accenting her pretty feet. She often wore those shoes to get me aroused, and successfully every time, I might add.
They looked like they had been on a date together, and I knew in my soul that Melina had dressed so alluringly in order to impress Jack. My heart was thumping as she turned to face Jack as they stopped in the middle of the room... and then Jack moved up to Melina, slid his arms around her waist, and kissed her!
A deep clutching pain hit the pit of my stomach as I watched my fiancee melt into my handsome roommate's strong arms, wrap her arms around his neck and hungrily return his kiss. Even more shocking to me, I noticed that Jack's hands were active, sliding Melina's dress down her lovely body. Soon her large breasts were exposed, her nipples stiff and standing out like spikes. As Jack worked the dress down, Melina's quivering, firm torso appeared... and then that glorious, thick black cuntbush.
I barely noticed the dress slipping to the floor. My disbelieving eyes were too busy taking in the sight of my fiancee naked in front of another man, and her hands working his shirt off his muscular shoulders then dropping to his pants. Her fingers quickly unzipped his slacks and delved in, fishing out his cock. It was growing hard in her hands, and it was already huge and looking menacing. Melina gently jacked Jack's huge organ as he unbuckled his belt and opened his pants to let them fall to the floor next to her dress.
As I watched them finish undressing, deeply kissing throughout, I wondered if Melina and Jack had made love before, if Jack had already taken my beloved fiancee's precious virginity. They certainly seemed very comfortable and at ease with each other as Jack guided Melina back onto his bed, and she did not appear to be in any apprehension of the incredible size of Jack's monster cock.
As Melina sat on the bed, Jack stood before her and she did not have to be asked or told what to do next. She gently pulled him towards her by his enormous balls until his groin was within inches of her face. Licking her lips, Melina opened her mouth and sucked Jack's turgid prick into her mouth. Jack groaned as inch after inch of hard male meat slid past my fiancee's lips and over her tongue.
I was stunned to watch over half of my roommate's organ slide into Melina's hot mouth, and seeing her lips stretched to accommodate his massively thick size sent a shock down my spine... and it was then that I realized that my own cock was throbbing with arousal. Despite my jealous pain and fear of what I was seeing, I was intensely aroused!
"Oh my God, you suck cock so good!" Jack groaned as he gently thrust his meat into my fiancee's throat.
"I really love sucking your big cock, Jack." Melina replied as she slid her mouth down the length of his meat, then tongued the underside of his shaft back up to the huge helmeted head. Her tongue swirled over his prickhead and then she took him into her mouth again, swallowing much more than half of it this time as she took his size into her throat.
"Oh my god, Melina, you give the best head I've ever had." Jack said. "Oh my fucking GOD! UNNH!" Jack groaned.
"I'll bet you say that to all the girls that blow you." Melina said.
"Like hell I do." Jack said. "I'm not fucking kidding. Since the first time you sucked it, that mouth of yours is all I've thought about."
"Aww, that's sweet." Melina replied, enjoying stud's compliments. "The first time was fun, wasn't it?" she added, teasingly.
"Yeah,." Jack said. "right here in this room with your boyfriend passed out on the floor." Melina smiled and then began seriously sucking Jack's cock again as I realized in shock that my fiancee had given head to my well-hung roommate that night I passed out. How much further had they gone? That answer came in her stunning next sentence.
"But tonight you can have me, Jack... all of me. Will you do it? Before I lose my nerve?" I heard my fiancee ask my stud roommate, my stunned mind too much in shock to will my body to move.
"Sure baby." Jack said. "Anything you want. Just keep sucking my dick in that incredibly hot mouth of yours." Melina complied. She fellated Jack for several long minutes, taking nearly all of his amazing size down her throat several times. I just watched in stunned disbelief as my fiancee's head bobbed slowly up and down as she sucked Jack's cock.
Even with my foreboding at what was happening, I could not tear my eyes away from what I was watching. Seeing that huge, thick cock sliding past my fiancee's lips as he fucked her beautiful face was intensely arousing. The voyeur in me was winning over my emotions of jealousy and anger... my cock and my brain were throbbing as I watched Melina fellating the handsome campus stud with her usual intensity, giving it everything she had, often looking up at Jack's face to measure the pleasure she was giving him.
Jack was now fully aroused and eager for more, much more. He gently slid his prick out of my fiancee's hungry mouth, a trail of her spit connecting his cockhead to her lower lip before finally breaking, and gently pushed her back onto the bed. Melina slid her feet out of her high heel slides and eased herself up onto the bed, gloriously naked and lying back, ready to be taken by her well-hung lover.
I expected Jack to mount Melina and penetrate her, but he instead pushed her legs up and back and settled down below her loins, his face just above her thick pubic bush. Melina was looking down between her legs, her eyes intent, watching what my stud roommate was about to do to her.
"Ohhhhhh...." Melina moaned as Jack eased his mouth down right over her pussy and kissed her swollen cuntlips, then licked deeply along her entire slit, flicking her clit at the end and making her gasp. He licked again, going deeper, then sank his tongue into her tiny cunthole and clamped his mouth tightly onto her. His hands slid under the firm, round globes of her sweet asscheeks, gripping her as she began to undulate her hips and push her twat up into his face.
"Ohhh... oh yesss... oh..... oh, Jack... ohhhhh oh yesssss...." Melina moaned and cooed as Jack expertly ate her pussy for several minutes. My heart was thumping so hard in my chest that I was sure they could hear it. He was good, very good at eating pussy, and the results showed on my fiancee's face, scrunched up in ecstasy. I saw Melina's head fall back onto the pillow and heard her moan deeply. She moaned several more times as her hands slid through Jack's thick hair, silently urging him to continue.
"Uggh! Oh, Jack... UNNH! I'm coming!" Melina gasped suddenly. Her legs flew up into the air as Jack pulled her quim tightly into his face, not breaking the contact of his tongue in her cunthole as she thrashed in ecstasy. Her orgasm was intense but passed quickly. She lowered her legs down, letting her sexy feet slide back and forth over Jack's muscular shoulders and upper back. My taut cock throbbed painfully as my anguished heart raged in even greater pain... but not enough to make me move from my hiding spot as I watched this stud take my girl.
I noticed that my roommate now had two fingers probing my fiancee's tight, tiny cunthole as his tongue worked her clit relentlessly, slashing constantly at the swollen bud and making Melina gasp and cry out several times. My own cock was hurting, aching for action, and I wanted to leap out of the closet and stop them and take Melina myself... but I still did not move, staying immobile in jealous voyeurism and just watching.
Jack did move, however. He finally raised up and eased over Melina, mounting her. He was going to fuck her. My stud roommate was about to fuck my fiancee!
"Easy, Jack." Melina begged Jack, her words clear and cutting. "I'm a virgin, so please go slow and be careful, okay? I want you to pop my cherry, Jack, but please take it easy. Do it now before I lose my nerve, Jack, okay?" Her words shocked me; this was indeed their first time going all the way!
My stomach twisted in even more knots, if that was possible. I was about to watch this hung stud take my fiancee's virginity! No! Don't do it, Melina! my mind screamed.... but instead of rushing out to save her womanly honor, I sat frozen and had another incredible experience as a voyeur.
"It'll be okay, Melina." I heard Jack say, soothingly, gently kissing my fiancee's mouth. "I'll take it nice and slow. You'll love it, babe, you'll love having my cock inside you." The bastard, I thought to myself. He was usually much more aggressive, much more uncaring of the woman he was about to fuck, but he was being completely different with Melina, soothing and comforting her in preparation for penetrating her with his enormous size.
Jack reached over to the desk next to the bed and picked up something. I recognized it as a linen cloth, like a handkerchief but a bit heavier, and ease it under Melina's opening.
"Why don't you guide it in, babe..." Jack gently ordered as he brought Melina's hand to the huge cock lying on her belly. As her hand grasped his incredible weapon of lust, he raised his ass enough to allow the big cockhead to slide down along her sweet slit. Melina fit the huge helmet into her snug cuntlips and they watched, holding hands, as Jack pushed forward, easing his meat into her opening.
As he entered her, I almost fainted, realizing that I was not breathing as I watched those thick, meaty inches sliding slowly into my fiancee's hole. Jack got about a third of the way in and then stopped pushing further. He rotated his ass in tight circles, stretching Melina's cunt as she whimpered beneath him.
"Easy, Jack... eeeeeeasy..." Melina whimpered. Jack continued to stroke his cockhead in and out, letting my fiancee get used to being penetrated for the first time by a man's cock.
"Ready for more, Melina?" Jack asked.
"Yes, do it! Pop my cherry, Jack, please!" Melina gasped as Jack's ass muscles tightened and he pushed forward and down. He thrust forward hard several times, probing deeper into Melina's incredibly tight cunt. Suddenly Melina screamed out just as Jack's big cock sank down all the way into her! As his balls slapped her ass and came to rest, I gasped. He was in! Jack was balls-deep inside Melina! He had done it! My stud roommate had deflowered the young, lovely virgin!
I was reeling with emotion, pain and arousal and shock. I just watched as Jack slid his cock out of Melina, wiped off his cock and her cuntlips. He pushed the big prick back into her again, requiring several strokes to fully sheath himself inside her again, then pulled out and wiped their loins off. He repeated the procedure a third time before setting the cloth on the desk. I could see several stains of blood. My fiancee's virginal blood...
"How's that, babe?" Jack said, driving balls-deep and leaving his meat buried in Melina's deflowered snatch, letting her get used to it.
"Oh Jack... oh God... oh God... it's incredible, Jack!" Melina gasped. She raised her head to kiss Jack and their mouths mashed together in a deep, wet kiss that matched the full desire of their coupled loins. I felt like I was going to faint from the intensity, and when I finally told myself to breathe again and tore my eyes away from the cloth, Jack was slowly but steadily fucking Melina, his ass bobbing up and down as he thrust into her with a smooth, steady rhythm. To my shock, my fiancee was taking every inch of her new lover's huge tool each time he plunged down into her. Her legs were spread wide, held up by Jack's powerful forearms as he helped himself to her.
"Wow, baby, you're taking it all." Jack said, his voice sounding very impressed. "You're doing great, Melina! How does it feel? How does my cock feel inside you, babe?"
"Oh Jack, oh God, Jack..." Melina said... "oh God it's so good! It's heavenly, Jack. Oh God, please go slow... it still hurts... oh, oh, ohhhhh..."
Jack continued the even, steady pace of his thrusts into Melina as he bent his head down and deeply sucked the rock-hard nipple of her right breast, then her left. Then he slid his mouth onto hers and their tongues twined in a deep kiss as the rutting couple humped lustily on the squeaking bed. It did not take long for Melina to get completely into it; I realized that she was fucking Jack back as he pumped into her harder, his thrusts coming faster, deeper and more powerfully.
"God damn, you're so fucking tight." Jack gasped. "I'm not going to last too long fucking this tight, virgin cunt." The stud plowed my fiancee's furrow hard, deep and steady for several more minutes, both lovers gasping and grunting between deep kisses, the staccato slaps of their flesh against each other echoing in the room.



As he fucked her, Melina's legs slid back and wider open, then onto Jack's muscular shoulders, almost imperceptibly guided by him. I watched as he raised up and took Melina's shapely right foot into his hand and then begin sucking her toes and kissing and sucking her foot.
Watching Jack get to lick and suck those wonderful feet that I loved worshipping... it was too much for me. Jealousy raged through me, but the sight of that stud kissing and sucking Melina's feet combined with his hard, muscular ass bobbing lightly as he fucked her was mind-blowing... literally. I realized that I was climaxing as I felt the pulsing spurts of my semen blasting into my underwear and feeling the warm wetness of my own cum coating my groin and cock as it spasmed without me even touching it. I had just creamed my jeans while my fiancee was being fucked by another man just a few feet away from me...
Jack's deep groan brought me back into reality. I'd heard him groan like that before, and it meant that he was very close. He had released Melina's legs and slid his hands under her back, holding her and kissing her mouth and neck as he deeply plowed her cunt with hard, deep, powerful strokes.
"Here it comes, baby." Jack gasped at that moment. "I'm going to come. I can't hold back..."  
"Yes... oh, YES! Do it!" Melina exclaimed, wrapping her legs tightly around Jack's lower back, holding him inside her as he gasped loudly. He was coming. My roommate was pumping his full climax deep inside the unprotected pussy of the girl I loved. Jack was coming inside Melina, inseminating her!
As he finished, Jack collapsed on top of Melina, kissing her face and mouth as they struggled to catch their breath. When he finally slid off of her and his cock popped out of her freshly deflowered cunt, a big wad of his thick, heavy man-cream spilled out of her gaping hole and began slowly sliding down into the crack of her sweet ass. It was the most painful but at the same time the most incredibly hot, beautiful sight my eyes had ever seen.
I was still in total shock at having witnessed everything I had seen. Even as my heart and gut hurt with jealousy, my cock was still hurting with arousal, as if I had not come once already. The pain of the jealousy was now beginning to overtake the arousal as well, and I was feeling cramped from having not moved for so long. But Jack and Melina did not get off the bed nor have any inclination of being finished. They cuddled for a long time, sharing sweet nothings as Melina enjoyed post-coital pillow talk for the first time. Her hands were caressing her lover's hard body as his hands explored hers, and she was giving as much as receiving of every kiss.
For a young woman experiencing intercourse for the first time, Melina seemed to be very comfortable and in control. When the time was right, she kissed her way down Jack's muscular chest and over his washboard abs, down to his wet, sperm-coated cock. Taking his semi-hard meat back into her warm, wet mouth, Melina lovingly cleaned his cock and balls of their combined juices. Then she began deeply fellating him, preparing him for their next coupling. His cock grew back to its full enormous size quickly, and he was rock-hard and ready for more within minutes. I had to admire Jack's sexual stamina, despite the pain of realizing that it was my fiancee Melina who was making him so hotly aroused.
"Let's do it in another position." Jack commanded. I just watched as the handsome, hung stud positioned my beautiful fiancee on the bed in the dogstyle position, then eased behind her succulent ass. Melina looked back over her shoulder at Jack, and gut-wrenching pain tore at me as I saw the look of lust, love and anticipation in my fiancee's face as she smiled back at my roommate.
"Take me, Jack. Make love to me with that big cock, honey!" she begged. Watching Melina's face and hearing her gasp, I heard more than saw Jack's huge, hard meat slide up into her twat until he was buried to the hilt in her hot, wet, young womanly depths. He immediately and unceremoniously began fucking her in a smooth, steady rhythm, her firm, sweet asscheeks rippling as the stud's groin smacked into them with each deep thrust. His skillful manner of fucking was that of a man no longer deflowering a virgin, but copulating with an experienced, hot woman.
With the edge taken off, Jack deeply fucked Melina for what seemed an eternity. Though cramped and miserable, my cock started throbbing again. I watched the hot rutting couple lustily enjoy each other for several more minutes, and it was at this time I noticed Jack had a dark red birthmark on his right thigh, just below the hip.
"Oh Jack..." I heard Melina moan, over and over. She was totally into him, I realized, as I watched my fiancee's lovely, large breasts swaying back and forth as Jack pounded into her from the rear, her nipples elongated and hard with excitement and pleasure. It seemed like forever, many more minutes, with Melina coming hard around his big prick at least three times before Jack was fulfilled. Finally and with no warning, he grunted as he came, releasing his sperm deep inside Melina's well-fucked, no-longer-virginal pussy.
After another cuddle session, my fiancee finally, with great reluctance in her voice, told Jack it was time to go, that I would be off work soon. They got up and got dressed. When they were finished dressing, Melina wrapped her arms around Jack's neck, kissed him warmly, then said "Thank you for popping my cherry, Jack. I'm really glad you were my first."
Jack grinned. "It won't be our last time, babe. I've got a lot to show you." My stomach twisted into yet more knots as he deeply kissed my fiancee. After they left, I was finally able to get out of the closet.
Part 7 - An Early Twist Of Fate
Things deteriorated fairly rapidly after that. I saw Melina the next day and she acted as if nothing had happened in our lives. But I began seeing her less frequently, she was not at the dorm when I called, messages were left unanswered.
In mid-May, just a few weeks before graduation and our upcoming wedding, Melina cancelled a date with me for the first time since our engagement, saying that something had come up and nothing more. I had heard a few whispers that she and Jack had been seen together, including at parties late in the night.
In addition, a girl I knew, one of the campus's hottest beauties with pale white skin and a mane of black hair, came up to me. Her name was Ivy and she had dated Jack for a while some months before. She asked me what had happened between me and Melina, and when I asked why, she said Melina was not wearing the engagement ring I'd given her anymore, and that word was out that she was dating Jack and was going to marry him!
I told her that I had not heard any of that, and that as far as I knew nothing was wrong. Ivy seemed concerned about how I was doing, but I gamely covered up my misery. At that point we were in front of the Psychology Hall, where Melina had been working with a professor, and Ivy suddenly gave me a warm hug before quickly walking into the building.
The next day, a Thursday, I got a note from Melina, saying she wanted to meet me at 3:30 that Saturday and she'd come by my dorm room then. I knew in my soul that it was to give me the ring back and break off the engagement. But things took a strange turn of events.
Friday morning two officers of the University Police came to the door. When I answered it, they said "Jack Burke?" I said no, he was my roommate and he wasn't here. They demanded to come inside and look around; they told me that they had a warrant for Jack Burke's arrest on the charge of rape! I let them in and they looked through all our stuff, but took nothing. Telling me to call them if Jack came back to the room, the University Police officers left.
Later that afternoon, Jack burst into the room. He did not speak to me, but hastily grabbed his big suitcase, stuffed as much of his clothes as possible into it and then looked around frantically for something. I knew he wouldn't find what he was looking for. I'd taken the linen cloth with Melina's virginal blood, which Jack had secured in a zip-lock bag, and hidden it very well. Jack finally gave me one last look, saying nothing, grabbed his suitcase and ran out the door.
Melina came to see me Friday night, wearing my engagement ring. Her eyes were red from crying, but she said nothing of that, instead saying she was sorry for not giving me attention the last couple of weeks.   "I had to work some things out." she said, not realizing that I knew what she'd been working out... Jack's big cock. "But I hope that I'm still going to be your wife in a few weeks."
With those words Melina began undressing and soon was naked except for her high heel slides in front of me. She began taking off my clothes. Too shocked for words, I helped her help me undress. Melina knelt in front of me and began sucking my cock. It was then I realized she was using her mouth to unroll a condom onto my hardening cock.
"I can't take the pill, you know, so you have to wear this." she said. She had not asked that of Jack, I remembered, but said nothing. Once done, she lay down on my bed, wearing only the high heels and beckoned me to join her.
There was no more foreplay; I was incredibly aroused at the sight of this beautiful woman lying on her back before me. She pulled me onto her, squashing any idea of me eating her pussy. I groaned as the heat of her tight cunt enveloped my throbbing cock as she guided the condom-sheathed missile of lust into her womanly depths. I began pumping and soon was lost in the incredible pleasure of fucking Melina.
I began thrusting into my fiancee harder and deeper until we had a fast and furious rhythm going. I reveled in the feeling of her legs wrapped around me, occasionally feeling the heels of her slides digging into my thighs. The slight pain spurred me on to fuck her harder, but what really had me driving into her was the memory of my stud roommate Jack taking her virginity and fucking her like I'd never be able to.
All the time Melina had tears in her eyes, and she occasionally said "I am so sorry..." I said I wasn't sure what she meant, but I just kissed her and renewed my efforts to plow her cunt into a creamy lather. It didn't take but a few minutes for me to climax, the condom catching my ejaculate as my penis spurted in harsh pulses.
It had been our first time making love, consummating our relationship with full sexual intercourse. Melina kissed me as we cuddled, saying "I'm so sorry. I love you." I told her I loved her, and from then on we were inseparable again. Our wedding happened as if nothing had ever been wrong, only marred by my sister Elizabeth's antics. Over time, the pain of what Melina and Jack had done went away, and I didn't think of it very often.
I saw Ivy once more, at graduation. As we hugged, she whispered "I'm so glad you worked things out with Melina. You'll have such a great marriage. Good luck!" and then she was gone in the crowd.
I later learned that Ivy had gone to see Jack on Thursday night, gotten him to take her out and then fucked him. Then she cried "rape" and had the cops arrest him, which they did on Friday afternoon. Jack protested that he was being set up, but one of the school's professors came to the police station and offered Jack a "deal he couldn't refuse": stay in town and be charged with rape, or get the hell out of town and never be seen again. In addition, and of special importance, Jack was never to try to see Melina again. He took the choice to get out. Why Ivy did what she did, I don't know; we weren't particularly close friends. Only later did it dawn on me that she had not been alone in the effort to frame Jack.
Speaking of Jack, he had come straightaway from the police station to our dorm room to pack his clothes. Those few silent, wild moments were the last time I would see Jack Burke for nearly a decade... and the last time I saw him alive.
To be continued...
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Part 8 - Interview
My reverie was broken by a sharp knock on the door to my office. It was Hugh Hewitt. "Time to go." he said. I followed him upstairs, knowing I had to get my head back in the game.
We met Lt. Britt Maxwell upstairs. As we sped along to President Wellman's house, I told Britt and Hugh how I wanted the interview to go. I also told Britt that if President Wellman tried to hang around, I'd need her to get him out of the room somehow.
Once there, Sally Wellman let us in, giving Hugh and myself looks that bespoke a hungry Cougar on the prowl for young men for sex. We were shown into a den with sofas and chairs and President Wellman brought Joe Arruzio into the room. Arruzio looked much better than he had the night of his wife's murder, though he still looked solemn.
"Mr. Arruzio, thank you for meeting with us today." I said. "You remember Lieutenant Maxwell?" He nodded and I introduced Hugh. "This is my partner, Detective Hewitt."
"The war hero, right?" Arruzio said, then offered his hand to Hewitt. "It's an honor to meet you; I've heard about some of the things you did."
"Thank you, sir." Hewitt said, blushing at the praise. For myself, I was noting how adroitly Arruzio had steered the conversation into something less tense, and also potentially ingratiating himself with us. We sat down for the interview.
"Mr. Arruzio," Lt. Maxwell began, on cue, "we've checked your story and whereabouts during the time of the crimes, and everything checks out." Arruzio looked attentive but also relieved as Britt continued, "We still have to ask you some questions that you may find personal and probing, but it's to ascertain if you had or have any enemies that might have done this."
Arruzio nodded. "I understand. If there's anything I can do to help..."
"Thank you, sir." I said, picking up the bit. "First, you said that you were supposed to have a meeting with business partners, but that it was cancelled. Can you give us the names of those partners?"
"The only name I actually know is Jack King." Arruzio said. The others were part of his group and I hadn't met them before, and I never got their names. It was an initial contact meeting." I got the information of how to contact King.
Per our plan, Hugh Hewitt asked the next question: "Sir, we understand you were celebrating something and bought a round at the bar. Could you tell us more about that?"
Arruzio's face did not change as he said "Some other deals I had going were taking turns for the good. It was somewhat... spontaneous of me, I guess, to go to the bar and buy everyone a round, but I just felt good about it."
"I understand." I said, to ease any tensions that question might have brought. Then I hit him with the bomb: "Sir, can you tell me where you went to high school?"
"Why, er... Demetrius High School in--" Arruzio said, naming the town and state of that school. "Detective, do you really think someone from as far back as high school would hold such a grudge that he'd kill my wife now?"
"One never knows, sir." I said, "but we also have had some trouble identifying where you went to high school." As I expected, Arruzio was realizing that we'd been checking into his past, but he seemed unfazed. He got up, went to his briefcase and fished out a document.
"I can explain that." he said. "I was adopted as a baby, and don't remember anything about my real parents. Do you remember the Pressley bank fraud case about 30 years ago?" Britt and Hugh looked blank, but I remembered hearing of it, as my father had been legal counsel to the Apple Grove bank that was one of many that had been defrauded.
As I nodded, Arruzio looked at me and said "Pressley was my adopted father. The scandal happened when I was just graduating high school. That's when my mother told me that I was adopted, and gave me this copy of my original birth certificate. 'Arruzio' is my real birth name. My mother suggested that I take that name back, so to not be stained with any connections to my father."
Arruzio handed me the birth certificate. I looked at it, passed it to Lt. Maxwell, and wrote down the number and place it was issued as she examined it.
"Well, that makes sense." I said. "You don't think anyone from that time knows you're Pressley's adopted son, do you?"
"I seriously doubt it." Arruzio said.
"Sir, what about your own financial deals?" Hewitt asked, suddenly changing the direction of the conversation, as pre-planned. "Did any go bad, or perhaps good at someone else's expense? Was there anyone who might wish to harm you or your wife because of any of those deals?"
That led to a long discussion of some of Arruzio's deals. He spoke in fairly vague terms, and said several times he'd have to get information from files to get us details on the people involved.
After a few more questions to get some timeframes correct, we thanked Arruzio for his time, said our goodbye's and thanks to the Wellmans, and headed back to headquarters.
 "Crap." Britt said as we pulled out onto the road. "He might start hiding or destroying documents related to those deals. Did we make a mistake mentioning them instead of subpoenaing them?"
"No." I said, to Hugh's relief. "They don't matter." Seeing the looks of shock on their faces, I realized I'd said more than I'd intended. "Guys, Myron is going to find more on Arruzio's deals than Arruzio would be able to give us." I said, covering my tracks. They seemed mollified.
"What's next?" asked Hugh.
"Lunch." I said. "And then back to headquarters. I'm going to put Myron on the scent of one live birth certificate and certain adoption papers."
Part 9 - New Direction, New Suspects
"We've got something." Tanya Perlman stated, bursting into my office. Good thing for her that I wanted to fuck her; I excused her rudeness knowing she was excited and enthusiastic about something. "Possible place where Burke was living."
"Possible?" I asked witheringly. "We don't get things done with just 'possible' around here."
Tanya's look back was just as withering. "Well, what we do have is an apartment in the Central district... the rent was paid for every month for the past four months with a credit card paid for by Marie Arruzio, but using her maiden name from a bank account created... just four months ago."
"Okay, 'possible' is now looking 'promising'. Let's get a warrant." I said. Tanya was back to mischievously grinning again.
"ADA Patterson is already on it. The judge is pissed off he's having to work so hard on Sunday, but she'll probably have it for us by the time we get our stuff." Our "stuff" meant bulletproof vests. Hugh and Cindy were outside the door; they already had theirs on. It took just moments for Perlman and myself to put ours on and be ready to go.
Upstairs we were met in the hallway by Chief Griswold, Captain Harold Malone and Detective Teresa Croyle. Teresa had her vest on, also. "She's going with you." Malone said, almost maliciously.
"Okay, fine." I said, not arguing. "Perlman, you get to stay here. I don't need the whole frickin' Force for this." Perlman pouted as the rest of us left and got into a police van.
Moments later we were in the modest Central district, which was on the west side of the main north-south highway that split the Town to the west and University to the east. Some college students lived there but mostly it was average-income workers. There were a number of apartments. As we pulled up to the address, I noted that these apartments were not well-kept, on the lower end of the scale of the neighborhood.
We took up positions near the door. Hugh Hewitt would knock. To my surprise, Teresa Cunt was almost physically holding me back.
Hugh knocked and got no answer to his summons. He then tried a key that had been obtained from the dead man's personal effects. It opened the door.
 The apartment was still and nearly completely empty. Once cleared, we began looking around. Some utensils, dishes and cans of food were in the kitchen. A futon was in the bedroom, nothing more than a mattress, really. A few items of clothing, all in Jack Burke's size. But in a closet Hugh found some electronic equipment.
"Your specialty, Don." he said, knowing my experience with this stuff. Sure enough, I found the hidden cameras in various places in the room as well as several DVDs hidden behind the recorder in the closet.
"Not a particularly professional job." I remarked of the equipment. Everyone was around me, listening and looking. Teresa Croyle was especially watching me and it dawned on me that she'd been sent by Malone and the Chief to watch me. Understandable, but irritating. "Looks like this bozo was making porn films, with himself as the star." I said.
"How the heck would you know that?" Croyle asked. I thought I detected a note of real interest in her normally sneering voice.
"All the cameras are pointing at the bed." I said. "I think Burke was using a remote to film himself with various women. We'll take this stuff in for examination. Also the computer in the closet. Hugh, call in a Crime Lab team."
"And by the way, Teresa..." I added for her particular benefit, "Burke was a real ladies man, but a real sleazebag as well. Filming himself fucking women would be right up his alley." Croyle scowled mightily; she was more than a bit displeased with that remark.
----------------------------------------------
"Oh wow, mother lode." Myron exclaimed. "Mother fucking lode." He was examining the materials we'd brought in.
The DVDs were indeed porn tapes of Jack Burke having sex with several women on the bed in the apartment. They were crudely made, had poor lighting, but clearly showed him in sex acts with women.
The woman Jack was fucking in the DVD we were currently watching was known to us. She was Jeanine Olivet, wife of Timothy Olivet who was one of the wealthier people in town. Olivet ran a company in the industrial sector of town, and had done very well for himself.
I'd met him on a couple of occasions at functions given by President Wellman, who was hoping to get some contributions from the wealthy man. But Timothy Olivet was very much reclusive and did not want his name associated with any public works, though he agreed to privately and secretly donate to the University Hospital. Timothy Olivet was tall but slender, wispy brown hair, kind of geeky looking... in fact, now that I thought of it he really resembled my nephew Ned.
By way of contrast, Timothy Olivet's wife Jeanine was a gorgeous beauty of what appeared to be French extraction, with long dark brown hair, a medium frame, nice legs... overall a hot smoking body. Jeanine was very active in charity work and fundraisers, but made sure that her name was never attached up front to any of her work. All in all, they were a very quiet, private couple that seemed to want no publicity at all.
"Damn, Olivet sure outpunted his coverage, didn't he?" Hewitt said as he watched the tape of Jack Burke deeply fucking Jeanine Olivet in the dogstyle position.
"Turn that shit off." a voice growled from behind us. It was Police Chief Griswold. This man did NOT like coming downstairs to the Dungeons, so his appearance got our attention fast.
"Myron, you and Lainie are to review this material privately and report directly to me what you find. Do not pass 'Go', do not collect two hundred dollars." the Chief ordered, then addressed the rest of us: "Folks, this is some very sensitive stuff. We've got some of the town's so-called 'high class' women banging this guy and getting filmed. We may have some blackmail going on. Very sensitive stuff, people. And let me be abundantly clear: any leaks of any of this to the press, and may God have mercy on your soul when I'm through with you. Any questions?" Not a word was spoken in the silent room.
"Okay, what's on the computers, Myron?" the chief asked.
"Some porn, none of it with him in it. Emails, nothing that speaks out so far. Not much at all." Myron replied.
"Keep at it." the chief ordered. "And once again: no fucking leaks."
----------------------------------------------
"You need to see this." Myron said, handing me a DVD. I made two observations: that it was a copy of the evidence DVD that Myron had just burned off, and that Myron had a very serious, concerned look on his face. It was just two hours after Chief Griswold's visit to the I.T. dungeon, and from down here we could not tell that the sun was setting outside upon this very long day.
Putting the DVD in my "private" computer, the one not hooked up to anything so that not even I.A. knew what I was doing with it. I watched the video that had been recorded. It did not take long watching the rutting couple on the tape, hotly mating with fierce intensity, to understand why Myron was concerned and why he'd disobeyed the Chief's orders and showed it to me first. Popping the DVD out of the machine, I tried to hand it to Myron, but he wouldn't take it. "That's your private copy." he said.
"Okay." I replied, then got serious. "I have not seen this. You have not told me anything. Take the original to the Chief right now, immediately. When, not if but when he asks you if you've told me, you tell him only that you told me that you found something but that I sent you up to him per his directive. Capice?"
"Got it." he said and hustled out. I hid my copy of the DVD in the secret compartment of my personal bag, having learned that much from my hated big sister Elizabeth... and got ready for the shit to hit the fan. I though the Chief would call me into his office, but he did not. Instead, after an hour Myron came down, his face white as a sheet. "He's called I.A." were his only words.
I just nodded. "Play this one straight, Myron. No peeking into the IA computers, either." He nodded and left.
The video Myron had shown me had been made recently. It clearly showed Jack Burke having sexual intercourse... and the beautiful woman he was deeply and passionately fucking was my wife Melina.
Part 10 - Turning Up The Heat
I had taken my bag and personal computer home and not brought them back. When I arrived at 6:00 am the next morning, I knew it was going to be one of "those" Mondays, and having slept alone I had missed having any sex or the morning blowjob that I got from Melina every morning when she was at home with me.
I also knew the call to the chief's office would come, and it did. The chief told me shortly and crisply that I was still on the case but essentially confined to headquarters, and to send my people out for any field investigations. He also quietly but firmly advised me that it might be most very good that my conversations with my own wife be limited and guarded until she was interviewed when she got back.
It was 7:00am in the MCD room, and I had just let my team know what the situation with me was. Hugh Hewitt was sitting next to me at "my" desk, Tanya's cute butt sitting on the desk right in front of us. Ross was at her desk a few feet away.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel 2 News!" the redhead reporterette all but shouted into her microphone on the television screen, arresting all of our attention. The reporter was just a bit too eager, a bit too excited. "Channel Two News has learned that that the other victim of the Marie Arruzio murder case, Jack Burke, was a drifter who may have been having an affair with Mrs. Arruzio for several months. Additionally, Channel 2 News has learned that Mr. Burke may have been having extramarital affairs with other women in the area--"
"Jesus Christ," Hewitt said. "Chief's gonna have a heart attack over that."
"Yep. The Press is going to be all over it. It's all about sex to them now." I said. Just then, the most totally unexpected of events occurred: Steven Ikea strode casually into the MCD room, hands in his pockets as if taking a leisurely stroll.
"Heard you got suspended, Donny." Ikea said. The tension in the room instantly went to red-hot levels with my entire team.
"You heard wrong, Betta fish. Like always." I was somewhat glad Hewitt was between me and Ikea.
"Oh really. I also heard that Burke guy was banging your wife. Was that wrong?" Ikea queried. "Oh by the way, you still think Arruzio flew in from town and killed his wife?"
Ikea continued, almost becoming excited with his enjoyment of the situation. "You and Arruzio have something in common, you know: that guy was fucking both your wives under your noses. Maybe you can fly too, huh, hotshot?"
I grabbed Hewitt's forearm and held it to the desk, preempting him from getting up, knowing that I had just stopped the war hero from committing murder right here in this room. I don't think Ikea realized the danger he was putting himself in at this moment.
"Well, good luck using your crowbar to solve the case... from your desk." Ikea said sneeringly as he walked toward the other door to the hallway. He was passing by Cindy Ross's desk and I knew that not only was I too far away to stop her, but that she could snap his neck in a second if she so chose.
Fortunately, she stayed seated, despite Ikea continuing, "Well, I've got to go, field investigation of the case. Hold the fort down for me, Donny!" He exited the room and we heard him and Captain Malone laughing loudly in the hall.
Everyone in the room was angry and embarrassed for me. "Don't worry about that piece of dog shit." I said. To my team, it looked like I was holding my temper. In reality, I was struggling not to laugh out loud. The guy could not have set himself up to fall any better. "We'll have the last laugh on him."
Then I got serious. "But folks, before he or Wurtzburg do any more damage, we've got to get moving. Get your interviews with Burke's lady-friends done quickly, make damn sure the Press is not tailing you when you go see them. Move, people, move." Everyone scrambled to get out.
I went downstairs to the IT dungeon and begin poring over the data that I had asked Myron to obtain for me by "whatever means necessary." What that slug Ikea couldn't possibly know is that the solution to this case was in this data, not chasing ghosts with whatever his idea of "field investigation" was.
----------------------------------
It was 10:30am. Detectives Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle were headed to the far northwest part of town, the "rich section" as we called it. Indeed, the several gated communities of mansions near the Town's very high-end mall bespoke of the wealth of those that lived in this sector. The river ran off the hills through this sector and then along a southerly course to the west of town and railroad, and two golf courses had been built with communities around them up there. It was certainly nicer than Central district, the more industrial middle part of town, and the increasingly bad southwest sector.
Cindy was driving as Croyle reviewed her notes. "Olivet." Croyle stated flatly. "Timothy Olivet." She gave the address, though Ross knew well where she was going. "So what's all this crap with Steven and Don about?"



"Don't know, don't wanna know." Cindy replied.
Teresa noticed the edge to Cindy's voice, and changed the subject. "How's the gym business going?"
"Good." Ross said. "You should come in sometime. Lots of guys in the co-ed areas. They'd love your legs." They weren't the only ones. Cindy was sneaking peeks at Teresa's gorgeous, shapely legs every chance she could get. Teresa pretended not to notice the compliment, nor the reference to "guys" that meant Teresa was straight and only dated men... when she dated at all.
"When is Melina getting back in town?" Teresa asked, not realize the quicksands she was stepping into, not knowing the developments of the case.
"Soon, I hope." Ross said, thinking Croyle was fishing for information for the Malone side. After the incident with Ikea and Don this morning, Ross knew that a flare-up of some serious tensions was coming. "It's hard when she's out of town and I'm on a case like this."
"I know what you mean." Croyle said. She was silent for a few moments, then asked to Cindy's surprise "Ross, do you trust Don?"
"Hell yeah," Cindy replied. "Why?"
"Do you think I can trust him?" Croyle asked, "He thinks I'm on Captain Malone's side, on the 'other' side."
"You are on their side." Ross replied, rather directly. "Why, what's up?"
"I need to talk to Don." Teresa said. "But I can't just go and say anything."
Though not understanding any of Teresa Cunt's motives, Cindy Ross instinctively knew this was something she would be most very wise to facilitate. "I'll bring you to him when we get back to HQ." she offered. "And he'll listen to you. Just be damn sure to play straight with him and take his advice, whatever it is."
They flashed their badges to gain access to the most exclusive of the gated communities. Driving up to one of the mansions, the women got out of the car, walked to the big double front doors, and rang the bell. It was partially opened and a beautiful woman peered out.
"May I help you?" she asked tensely.
"I'm Detective Ross and this is Detective Croyle of the Town Police." Ross said rather harshly. "Is Mr. Timothy Olivet home?"
"No, he's not. May I ask why are you here?"
"We need to speak with Mr. Olivet, and with you also, Mrs. Olivet." said Detective Ross.
"How did you know who I am?" the woman asked suspiciously, not knowing that Ross had recently watched a video of this woman being lustily fucked by the late Jack Burke.
"May we come inside, Mrs. Olivet?" Croyle asked.
"Do you have a warrant?" Mrs. Olivet asked.
"No, we just want to ask you some routine questions." 
"I don't know anything about anything. Go away. Don't come back." With that, Jeanine Olivet slammed the door shut.
"Why of all the nerve!" Ross said. As she reached to bang on the door again, Croyle grabbed her wrist.
"No, let this go for now." she said. "Let's go back to headquarters."
Puzzled and still angry with Mrs. Olivet's rudeness, Cindy Ross grudgingly acquiesced.
---------------------------
"How in the heck did you know??" Myron asked as he came into my office, his eyes showing wonder and near-worship as he handed me a file folder with a sheaf of papers in it. "I guess that's why they pay you the big bucks."
"Yeah, big bucks." I said. "Riiiight. Whaddya got?"
"Arugula. Johnny Arugula" Myron said. The name rang no bells with me, so Myron continued. "Very low life. Tried to get connected some years ago in New York, but he's such a putz that they basically used him for small stuff and he never went anywhere. Moved to the City, just down the road from us, about a year ago. Nothing of interest, he's the smallest of potatoes."
"What about Marie Arruzio? Anything through that?"
"Again, I don't know how you do it... you told me exactly the right places to look. It's as you suggested: her trust funds can't be touched except by special Court order... but twice before they have been accessed by such special orders. The money borrowed against the trusts was repaid to the funds both times within one month. Then there was a third time money was borrowed, but I can't find a court order for it. That was repaid, also, but it was in two payments over two months. By the way, what I just told you has no documentation, if you know what I mean."
I did know: Myron had hacked bank computers to get the information; to get it legally, we'd need warrants. That was no problem for us to get at the right time, but for now it was just between me and Myron.
"Excellent work, Myron. Anything else?"
 "Just confirmation that she was indeed moving her money to bank accounts separately from her husband. I also think she may have been getting ready to file for divorce. That actually is a tip from a buddy of mine, so don't ask."
"I won't. By the way, have you told anyone else about Arugula?"
"Hell no. That's 'unconfirmed' material, also. You know the adoption people would string my ass up, and yours, if they knew we were looking at their records."
 "Noooo doubt about that. Don't say a single word to anyone about it, especially not Lainie or anyone else in I.T."
"Roger that. By the way, do you think this has something to do with Joe Arruzio? I mean, the guy can't fly..."
"I get enough of that shit from Ikea, Myron, don't you start with me."
As Myron opened the door and walked out, in walked Cindy Ross. But I was shocked by who entered with her: it was Teresa Cunt.
"Glad you're smiling. She needs to talk to you." Ross said, and I knew that this was intended as a voucher.
"Have a seat" I said to Teresa as Cindy left and closed the door. "What can I do for you?"
"I need your advice." Teresa said. She was nervous and clearly distrustful. Taking a breath, she plunged into her story. Not long into it, I stopped her.
"What we need to do, Teresa, is go see the Chief, right now. He'll call in Daniel Allgood of I.A." This was getting all too routine for me, but seeing Teresa's concern, I said "Don't worry, it'll be okay. This is partly ass-covering and partly keeping everything clean and clear."
We went up to the Chief's office and were immediately shown in by the secretary. The chief was surprised to see me enter his office with Teresa Croyle in tow, and his surprised look got even better when the first words from my mouth were "We're going to need Allgood again. You might as well install a hot line to his desk."
"Why?" Chief Griswold asked. I nodded to Teresa.
"I knew Jack Burke." she said, explaining that Burke had lived with Teresa and her then-husband some years ago, but after the time I'd known Burke in college. Author's note: see the separate story "Teresa's Polyamory Relationship" for the exciting details of this story. As Griswold picked up the phone to call Allgood, he said to me "Don't you have work to do?" I acted upon the dismissal and turned to leave. Just as I walked out, a young blonde patrolwoman brushed past me into the chief's office. "She just got back into town, Chief."
I paused in the doorway, having recognized the girl. Her name was "Inga", with a Nordic last name that constantly escaped me and I couldn't pronounce anyway, and she had been Lt. Britt Maxwell's assistant on the University Police during the trouble with Ned and Todd, my first introduction to this town. She'd also been helping the Coroner's office Friday night, and now she was a patrol officer on the beat.
The Chief noticed me stopping and said brusquely "Get going, Crowbar." As I hurried away, I heard the chief tell Patrolwoman Inga to get Detective Gayle Tunnin and get going immediately.
---------------------------
"I apologize for being dressed like this," Melina said, not sorry at all. "I just got home and out of the shower." Melina was dressed in her high heel slides that she wore around the house and her favorite thick housecoat, but underneath she was wearing a teddy that was see-through and left nothing to the imagination... and she was "carelessly" leaving the bathrobe open.
"We're sorry to have to bother you at this time, but unfortunately we have to move quickly in this investigation." Detective Gayle Tunnin said. Tunnin was nearly 40 years old, and she was a "big-boned" woman. She wasn't fat, but heavy-set and a bit fleshy. She was still in good enough shape to pass the police physicals and keep her status as a Detective. She was known for not playing the political games of the Police Force, but she had no idea who she was up against today. She was all-but-openly admiring the beautiful woman she had been sent to interrogate.
She, Tanya Perlman and Patrolwoman Inga were seated on the sofa and in a big chair; Melina was sitting in the chair most fully bathed in light. The other women didn't notice, but Tanya had learned to see that Melina had arranged this for full effect, making sure that her magnificent body was being shown off to the fullest and in the better light. And it was a very pleasing distraction.
"I understand." Melina said. "So how may I help you?" 
"Did you know Jack Burke?" Tunnin asked.   "Yes. He was my husband's roommate in college."
"How well did you know Mr. Burke in college?"  
"Very well. I dated him for a while. In fact," Melina said, pausing slight for effect, "Jack Burke was my first lover. He took my virginity." Perlman suppressed a smile, but Tunnin was unable to conceal her shock at Melina's directness. Inga's face remained totally passive.
"Er... I see." said Tunnin. "Did you continue your relationship with Mr. Burke after college?"
"Not until recently." Melina said. She was aware of everything that had happened and knew well that the Police were bound to find out her relationship with Jack, should they go looking in that direction. And it was now obvious that they had. "About three months ago, I ran into him in Town while I was shopping. We had lunch and then he invited me back to his apartment. We went there and made love."
"Can you tell me the date?" Tunnin asked, starting to realize she was being played and steeling herself against it. Melina named a date. "Did you see Mr. Burke again?"
"A couple of times", Melina said. "We only had sex two other times, that is. He was seeing other women, as well."
"Do you know who else he was seeing?" Tunnin asked flatly. "Did he say anything that might in any way have bearing upon this case?"
"No, I don't know who else he was dating." Melina said. "Jack called me those few times and we met and had sex." She paused, then continued, "There was one thing he said, though. He told me that he was dating a woman and that he was in love with her, and that he wanted to marry her once she was divorced."
"Marie Arruzio?" Tunnin asked, giving away too much. Melina replied that she had no idea, that Jack had never mentioned a name.
"Let's move on." Tanya Perlman interjected, deeply aware of Tunnin's mistake. "You were out of town Friday night?"
"Yes," Melina said. "I was in San Francisco with my boss, Dr. Laura Fredricson. She sent me back early and I got home just a while ago." The rest of the interview consisted of inconsequential questions and was soon wrapped up.
Part 11 - Fire In the Embers
"So Chief, what do you want me to do?" I asked Chief Griswold as I entered his office. I had just exited the chief's conference room after enduring a grueling interview with Daniel Allgood from I.A., occurring at the same time Melina was being interviewed. Few stones were left unturned as to my whereabouts Friday night, what I knew about Burke being in town the last few months (which I knew nothing about), and Burke's relationship with Melina both in college and in the past few months, and I held nothing back in my answers. One does NOT want the Internal Affairs department crawling around one's life, and while I knew it was the right thing to do and necessary, I still did not like any part of it.
"I want you to solve this case." Griswold answered. "Allgood just did his job, and I just covered my ass and yours having him grill you. So now that that's over, it's time for you to get me up to speed before the conference this evening. Please tell me you have something for me so I won't have to listen to Malone and that arrogant prick Ikea."
I told the chief what I had pieced together so far, and the direction of my thinking. I then added "The trouble is getting proof and a case for Patterson that will hold up before a jury. We're talking about rich people here who will be hiring high-priced lawyers and right now what I've got is as thin as an anorexic fashion model."
"By the way," I added. "I do not intend to bring this up in the conference tonight. We've got to find Arugula very quietly, and before the Press gets a word of it and blabs it all over Creation. And that means not letting the village idiots in Vice know anything."
"True," said the chief, "but right now those bastards of the Press are salivating over all the lurid details about Burke and the women. I've already gotten a call from Wellman; he wants Lt. Maxwell more involved in the case. Christ...." I could see the man was getting older by the minute. "This could turn into a real bloodbath for us."
I tried to ease the chief's mind. "Britt will be perfect for helping me find Arugula; she's State. And that'll mollify Wellman for a minute."
"Not long enough. Wellman is not the only call I've gotten." the chief said. "I've got three Town and County Council members and two University Regents who now know my name and phone number because they used it today. They don't say it, but I can tell in their voices: they're scared, Don. There's something big here, they know it and we don't. Get your proof as soon as frickin' possible."
------------------------------------
The 9:00pm conference was the perfect ending to a perfect Monday... sarcastically speaking. And it erupted quickly.
Lt. Britt Maxwell was in attendance, along with my team and the Vice detectives and Gayle Tunnin. Having warned my MCD detectives to not add anything to what I said in the meeting, a message they clearly understood, I discussed the consolidated reports of my detectives as well as some of the information gleaned from the data. None of the women we had identified on the DVDs with Burke, nearly all who were "trophy wives" of the town's elite, would answer any questions. I did throw in a bone about Marie Arruzio's finances and suggested that her motives may have been to divorce her husband Joe.
"Back to him again? Selling red capes again?" Ikea sneered. "Chief, I'll go interview those women. I'll get some answers out of them."
"NO!" the Chief nearly screamed. "Not only 'NO' but 'HELL NO!'" You'll do nothing of the kind!" We all knew what Ikea's methods would be: he'd threaten the women, tell them that he'd tell their husbands everything, maybe even tell them he would reveal their secrets to the Press. That's what he did in the drug cases, but those were low-lifes; these were the wives of the big shots.
"Why not, Chief?" Captain Malone growled, then pointed at me. "This piece of cow dung hasn't done shit. Hell, his own wife was fucking the dead man, maybe the murderer is right here in this room!" As the audible gasps echoed through the room, I again stopped Hugh Hewitt from getting up and murdering another police officer.
Chief Griswold spoke. "Malone, if you ever accuse another police officer of a crime without rock-solid proof, I will fire you on the spot." His voice was just a bit too even and too smooth, and everyone knew the line had just been crossed.
"We'll see about that." Malone threatened as he stood up. "And there's going to be a Sheriff election soon. Mighty soon. We'll see who fires who." Malone stalked out. The chief looked at Ikea, expecting him to follow his boss and mentor out the door, but Ikea just stared back at the chief with an arrogant smile on his face. The chief then brought the meeting to a close.
We filed out and the MCD team went into the MCD room. "I don't know how your keeping your cool through all that." Cindy Ross said to me. There was a murmur of agreement. "But I've got to say this: I teach mixed marital arts to the patrolmen and run them through P.T. in the mornings, and I hear them talk. This is not helping you in the Department, Don. If you don't stand up to Malone and Ikea, the Force will start thinking those bastards are correct."
I realized that Cindy's words were true: respect was an issue and Malone and Ikea were doing everything possible to erode mine within the Police Force. My own detectives were standing up for me, but I could sense they were getting demoralized and needed to see more from me, also.
 "Guys, all I can ask right now is that we work on this case and get it solved. Trust me, when the truth comes out, Ikea is going to look like the idiot he is. Malone is harder to deal with, but karma is going to be a bitch for him." I paused, feeling nothing from them.
"Okay, it's ten o'clock. You guys go home and get some sleep. Be ready to kick some ass tomorrow morning, because things are heating up big-time. Britt... let's go to your office on campus. I've got a State thing for us to look at."
As Britt drove us towards campus, I said "Let's go to Laura's office instead. That's the only damn place in this town that I know for sure is not bugged."
"How do you know she's there?" Britt asked, her eyes twinkling in the darkness.
"First, I have a key to her office so it doesn't matter if she's there; and second, she texted me an hour ago that she's there." I replied.
Part 12 - Oh yeah, Sex!
Arriving at Laura's office, a heavenly sight awaited me when I opened the unlocked door. Dr. Laura Fredricson was at her desk, and she stood up as we entered. After several days of a grueling case, the sight of this lovely woman was like seeing an angel from heaven. She was wearing a white dress with nearly invisible blue dots, a navy blue belt and navy blue 5" slides with thin criss-cross straps... easy to wear through the airport and excellent for shaping and showing off her magnificent legs and ass.
"Hi guys." Laura said brightly as we walked in. If she was surprised that I was not alone, she didn't show it.
"How was your trip?" I asked. letting her notice that my eyes were meaningfully wandering over her luscious body.
"Long. Tiring. Very successful." Laura said, pointedly glancing at my crotch in unspoken reply to my leering at her. "How's the case going?"
"I'm making progress, but it's about to get ugly." I said. "Oh, Britt, what I need to tell you: tomorrow morning Myron is going to meet you at the University Police station. He'll fill you in on the details, but we are looking for this man, Johnny Arugula." I gave her a folder with a few papers. "He is probably in the City, and not in this jurisdiction. It is imperative that we find him and get him into custody without the Press getting a whisper of it."
"Wilco." Britt said, then added as Laura walked up to us, "Well, I'll leave you two alone."
As Britt turned to go, Laura said, "Why don't you stay for a few minutes, Britt?" To consummate the invitation, Laura slid her mouth onto Britt's in a warm kiss that turned deep and steamy. My cock began getting hard as I watched these beautiful women kiss right in front of me.
"With an invitation like that, who can refuse?" Britt said. I wrapped my left arm around Britt's waist and pulled her against my left side. It was a warm, snug fit. Laura turned from Britt and kissed me on the mouth, her tongue twining around mine like a snake. I felt Britt's hand exploring my asscheeks. Breaking the kiss with Laura, I turned and kissed Britt deeply while Laura, standing right in front of me, unzipped my pants and began unbuttoning my shirt.
After Laura removed my shirt, I broke my kiss with Britt and moved behind Laura. As my arms slid around her waist and my hands unbuckled her belt, I gently kissed her just behind her left ear.



"Isn't she beautiful, Britt?" I asked as I let the belt fall to the floor, then unzipped the back of her dress and slid the cloth over her shoulders and down her arms. The dress followed, exposing Laura's breasts to Britt's twinkling, lust-filled eyes. Letting the dress fall to the floor, my hands slid down Laura's torso as Britt stepped up to us and cupped Laura's tits in her hands. As Britt licked Laura's hard nipples, my fingers found Laura's clit and cunthole. I slid the bird finger of my right hand knuckle-deep into Laura's steaming wet cunt as the fingers of my left hand explored her clit. Laura moaned as I kissed and nibbled her neck just behind her right ear as Britt worked her breasts.
Pulling away from me, Laura whirled around behind Britt and began disrobing the lovely policewoman. "Isn't she beautiful, Don?" Laura asked, her voice a husky whisper. "Would you like to fuck her again?"
"You know it." I replied. I moved up and hungrily kissed Britt on the mouth again, joining my tongue with hers as Laura completely undressed her. I knew that Laura was getting hot watching me kiss Britt and so I made it a deep wet one, and Britt returned the kiss with equally lusty desire.
I quickly dropped my pants and underwear and we all moved to one of the sofas, me naked and the women wearing only their heels. I sat down in the middle of the sofa and Britt sat on her legs on my left side. Laura went to her knees on the floor between my legs.
It is one of the great pleasures of life to me to be sharing deep, tongue-twining kisses with one woman while another woman is sucking or fucking my cock. And this time, after the stress of this day, it was especially intense. As I felt Laura's tongue circle my cockhead and then her mouth slide down the length of my shaft, I turned and kissed Britt as deeply as I possibly could, and she returned it with equal fervor. Time seemed to slow down as Laura began sucking my throbbing hard cock harder until she was deep-throating every inch of me.
"Mmmm, oh God! I've missed this cock!" Laura sighed as she planted wet kisses up and down the shaft of my manhood. Her tongue lashed at my balls and then she quickly slid her mouth back up the underside of my shaft and engulfed me fully again, making me groan into Britt's mouth.
"Like that cock, babe?" I asked as the kiss with Britt broke and we looked down to watch Laura fellate me. I could see the lust in the beautiful professor's eyes, and I was a bit surprised by its intensity. Without a word, Laura stood up and began climbing on to me, straddling me.
"UHH!!!" Laura gasped loudly as she impaled her sopping wet cunt onto my iron-hard pole. As she began rhythmically and rapidly moving her ass, I pushed hard into her to meet her semi-forward thrusts. "Oh fuck! how I have missed this cock! Oh God, it's been so fucking long! Oh baby fuck me!" Laura almost sobbed.
It had been less than a week since I had last made love to Laura, but she was acting as if she had not had sex in months or years. Even so, Britt and I went to work on Laura. My hands were holding Laura's waist as she fucked me, and as I lowered my head to suck her big left breast into my mouth, she turned her head to her right and met Britt's mouth as it came to hers. I heard more than saw their deep, wet kiss as my mouth sucked painfully hard on Laura's tit, my tongue lashing her erect nipple mercilessly.
Laura was moaning, almost whimpering. I heard her whimper into Britt's mouth just as her cunt clutched like a vise at my invading cock. It felt like her strong cunt muscles were trying to eject my cock, and I instinctively pushed in harder, trying to get into her even deeper. She rode me through her hard orgasm, and only after it was over did she break her kiss with Britt.
"Oh sweet Jesus, that was so fucking good!" Laura gasped. "I needed that so badly." She began getting up, and my wet cock felt the loneliness of the cold air of the room as she slid her vagina up off of it. "Britt, would you like to ride this beautiful cock? Why don't you ride him reverse cowgirl."
"Oh yes!" Britt said. She moved up and, with her feet planted on the floor, let me guide her hips as she gripped my meat and centered it to her cunthole. She did not stop descending and within a second my prick was buried to the hilt in Britt's hot wet slit. As Britt began a steady fucking motion above me, I reached around and began playing with her breasts. I could not see what Laura was doing, but it soon became very apparent where she was. I first felt her between my spread legs, then I felt her hot breath on my balls.
"Uggh!" Britt gasped. Laura had licked up from my nuts and along our churning organs until she lashed Britt's clit hard. Laura continued to lick our coupled loins for several long minutes of fucking. The pleasure was fantastic!
"Britt, did you take care of this cock while I was out of town? Did you service my man's needs?" Laura huskily asked Britt, still crouched between our legs as I fucked up into the lovely policewoman's steaming snatch.
"Yes," Britt gasped, "but... unnh... but not as much as I wanted to."
"Don, do you need to come?" Laura asked. When I said that I was close, Laura suggested we lie down on the sofa, and seconds later Britt was on her back with me on top of her, mounted and fucking her sweet pussy hard and deep.
"Come here!" I ordered Laura when her face appeared just inches away from ours. I grabbed the back of Laura's head and harshly pulled her mouth to mine, engaging the gorgeous woman in a deep, soul-shaking hard kiss, which Laura returned with equal hot fire. Our tongues battled fiercely as I pumped Britt's steaming twat into a sodden lather. Britt had wrapped her legs around my torso, her heels pushing into my pistoning asscheeks, her hands caressing or gripping my back and sides. Her fingernails dug into my ribs when she came, her cunt clamping down on me but not as fiercely as Laura's always did.
It only took a few more strokes.
"Uhh... UHHH!!!" I grunted then gasped out, releasing Laura's head from my grasp as my orgasm overtook me. I drove deep into Britt as jets of my boiling semen burst into her cunt, coating her cervix and vaginal walls with my pent-up load. Pulse after pulse of painful ecstasy coursed through my cock until I was spent.
"God, that looked good." Laura said quietly as I tried to catch my breath. As I dismounted Britt and sat up, Laura dove for my cock, licking up the globs of semen as well as Britt's juices. Then Laura had me stand up and took my place on the sofa. She began eating my cum out of Britt's pussy, her long tongue delving deep into the woman's well-fucked snatch. As Britt moaned and gasped, I straddled her head and dipped my semi-hard cock into her mouth. Britt sucked on the head of my cock for a moment, then I dipped down until my balls smashed into her face. Not one to resist the challenge, Britt sucked one ball then the other into her mouth, warmly lashing my scrotum with her tongue, and I noticed it was in time to Laura licking out her spermy slit.
Moments later, I was seated on the sofa again. Laura was riding me, my cock balls-deep in her honey hole, her big breasts mashing into my chest. The tops of her feet were on my thighs just above my knees; this was one of my favorite feelings when a woman was on top. My hands explored Laura's hips and flexing asscheeks, then slid down to her shapely feet.
My cock throbbed. I turned to my left, where Britt was right beside me again. I sucked the nipple of her right tit into my mouth; noticing that it was not as long or thick as Laura's teats, but very pleasant to suck. Laura bent over and sucked Britt's other tit into her mouth, but it was apparent that Laura was close to coming again. Within seconds I felt that delicious clampdown on my cock, and I began kissing Laura's neck as Britt pinched Laura's swollen nipples.
"Oh God, so good... so fucking good!" Laura moaned, nearly collapsing after her climax. She kissed my mouth again, deeply, and I let her insistent tongue probe practically into my throat. A moment later she broke the kiss and, knowing what she wanted, I turned to Britt and kissed her, sharing soft, wet make-out kisses with the lovely lieutenant as my lover Laura nuzzled my neck with almost sucking-hard kisses.
"I've got to go, guys." Britt said as she disengaged from us and got up. I wrapped my arms around Laura, holding the wonderful woman to me tightly, my cock still pumping up into her slowly but firmly. "I'll get back to you tomorrow with that info. I just nodded, and continued to hold Laura as we watched Britt get dressed. With a final smile and wave, Britt carefully opened the door to the office and then exited, her eyes twinkling brilliantly.
----------------------------------
It was just past midnight when I got home. Melina was in bed, asleep. I went into the bathroom and took a long, very hot shower, letting the heat wash away the stress of the day and add to the pleasing lassitude of my climax inside Laura's cunt just minutes before.
Once clean and feeling fresh, I climbed into bed with my wife. She was facing the edge of the bed, away from me. I felt her sweet, firm ass as I leaned over and kissed her cheek. She just sleepily murmured and I rolled back onto my back. I realized that I had left my police notebook in Laura's office. It should be okay, but I'd have to go and get it on my way to work in the morning. I also thought that I needed to send Melina some roses, and that I need to make a note of that before I fell asl---
To be continued...
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Part 1 - Picking Up The Revolver
The party was in full swing in the large conference room at Town Fitness Centers, Melina's gym. Officially it was a birthday celebration for a couple of the trainers that worked there, but it was also a St. Patrick's Day celebration. Winter had refused to release its grip upon us. We'd had a freak snowstorm, and now it was clear... but unseasonably cold.
Cindy Ross, Hugh Hewitt and Tanya Perlman were there as well as Lt. Britt Maxwell, Dr. Laura Fredricson, and Myron Milton from IT/Data. Somewhat to our surprise, Chief Griswold and his wife had come, also. Of course just about everyone who worked at Melina's gym had come to the party, though the facility was officially open at this hour. It was just past 11:30pm, and there actually were three people working out in the co-ed side.
The Vice Detectives had been invited, but Captain Harold Malone had called them in for a mission. Steven Ikea and his dingleberry Timothy Geiger would not have come anyway, but I suspected Teresa Croyle would rather have been here with us, despite her lousy attitude. I was brought out of my reverie by the chief walking up to me, his first chance to get away from his wife and others and speak with me privately.
"How are you feeling, Don?" the chief asked. "Fully recovered?"
"Absolutely." I said. "And cleared for field duty, as well."
"Good. But your limited duty has exposed the fact that we're beginning to be short-staffed, especially in MCD. We've got to talk about hiring or promoting some more people." the chief said. Although no one likes to "talk shop" at a party, we both knew that this time and location, away from the "Clubhouse" (as Police Headquarters was called), was ideal to talk about this type of confidential stuff.
"I agree, we're understaffed." I said. "And this would be a bigger party with some new people here." I added, grinning. The Chief gave a brief smile at my joke.
"But I agree." I continued. "And some of these guys are ready to be promoted. Tanya Perlman would be great for--"
*Bzzzzz... Brrriingggg*
It was Chief Griswold's "official" cell phone, upon which only duty-related calls would come. He stepped outside into the hallway and talked for a few minutes.
Stepping back inside, he called me and Cindy Ross to join him, and actually took us out the front door to the outside. The air was raw and cold, and our breath masked our faces.
  "That was Malone." the chief said. "Ikea just led a big drug bust. We've got several hundred pounds... yes, hundreds of pounds... of cocaine, but only managed to arrest two people."
I understood. Ikea would hold back and let lower ranking officers risk themselves, then come in and take the glory. I also suspected, and the chief confirmed with his next sentence, that Ikea had bungled something, and bigger fish had gotten away while only two lower-level perps had been caught.
After giving those couple of details, the chief continued. "There's more, though. Croyle was wounded. She's been taken to University Hospital."
 "Is she okay?" Cindy asked immediately, her face showing concern.
"I don't know." the chief replied, "but the wound was apparently not life-threatening. I'm going to go to the hospital. Do you two want to go?"
"Can I go with you?" Cindy again asked.
"Why don't you go with Don, and I'll take my wife home first. Don, tell the other officers, but ask them not to come to the hospital yet... they may not want to anyway." Cindy's face remained blank at that backhanded slap at Teresa.
"And Ross... don't annoy Croyle too much when you get there." the chief said.
Part 2 - Loading The evolver
Teresa Croyle, nicknamed "Teresa Cunt" behind her back, was not hurt badly. She'd been shot in the left hand and grazed on the shoulder, but fortunately no bones were broken.
I noticed a few things. First, when I told my MCD team and Britt Maxwell what had happened, everyone wanted to go to the hospital immediately. Considering Teresa Cunt's reputation as a bitch, I was surprised not so much that they were concerned, but at their level of concern. Per the Chief's instructions, I told them to wait.
Second, Cindy Ross did not wait, she was in the car with me driving to the hospital. Cindy Ross and Teresa were supposedly like oil and water, always arguing, but always seeming to work together. In fact, I had shocked the Chief, Captain Malone and Paulina Patterson (who did not like being in the same room with each other) by suggesting Ross & Croyle work together a lot more.
I had observed something they hadn't: Cindy and Teresa's seemingly insulting arguments were actually backhanded compliments of each other. No one denied that they worked extremely well together, and even Captain Malone was surprisingly very agreeable with it.
-------------------------
"You dumbass." Cindy was telling Teresa in the hospital room as the beautiful black woman Nurse Jones finished bandaging her hand. "Don't you know how to duck?" It sounded harsh, but both Teresa and I noted the deep concern in Cindy's voice.
"Didn't duck enough, I guess." Teresa replied. "Of course if you had actually been there doing some police work, I might not've gotten hit at all."
"Yeah, right. Always leading with your head in a gun battle." Cindy retorted. "But you're right: If I were there you'd be behind my hardbody ass." To most, that would've sounded like an insult, that Teresa would lag behind Cindy... but I realized that it was actually an admission that Cindy would go out of her way to protect Teresa, and I suspected I was the only one who caught it.
Their banter triggered me to have a thought. I went into the hallway and began asking a couple of the patrolmen waiting there about what had happened. They were loyal to Malone, Ikea and Vice and did not want to talk to me, but I managed to elicit the story that a couple of patrolmen on the raid had been caught in a crossfire and Croyle had drawn their fire away and basically saved their asses.
"Thanks, guys." I said. "If Ikea doesn't put Croyle in for a medal, I'm going to get statements from you and do it myself." The patrolmen looked at me a lot less harshly after I said that.
------------------------------
At 6:00am the next morning, Sunday, I walked into Police Headquarters as usual, and feeling very good. An hour before my throbbing cock was being deliciously sucked by my wife Melina. Her mouth was hot and wet and she was taking my length deep into her throat while her hand massaged my balls.
In addition to being our normal morning blowjob, this was Melina's "thank you" for the party as well as the expensive pearl necklace I'd given her. Our marriage had been a bit strained since the Christmas attack by Elizabeth and Ned.
On the surface, she seemed fine, but beneath the surface there was an edge to my wife that I'd not seen since just before our marriage. I was hoping the necklace would return some of the warmth to our relationship and that things would get much better.
The good news was that her pregnancy seemed to be going well in the early stages. I knew it was weird and perverted, but it really excited me to think that my wedded wife had been impregnated by another man and that she was carrying his child.
And as Melina's was going to town on my meat with unusual intensity, I sure wasn't complaining. My nut began to rise as I thought of how lovely Laura had looked at the party the night before. As my thoughts drifted to my baby growing inside Laura's magnificent, womanly body, I groaned as my climax overtook me. Despite my warning, Melina slid her mouth down my shaft and took my pulsing spurts of semen into her throat, greedily swallowing my entire load.
That memory was good, but once inside the police headquarters building, my lassitude vanished. There was some tremendous tension in the air, undefined but clearly there.
I went down to the patrolmen's break room to get coffee, to see if I could overhear anything, but the murmurs of the officers got even quieter when they saw me there.
Things began to get clearer when I wandered over to the interrogation rooms. These rooms were constructed so that there was not and never could be an unlocked passageway from the jail and booking side of headquarters to other parts of the building. One door had to be secured for the other one to open.
There was a rather large crowd of officers watching through the mirrored glass. Inside the interrogation room, Detective Steven Ikea was interrogating one of the arrested perps. The perp was young, in his early 20s, with dark hair and a hard face.
I was relieved to see two uniformed patrolmen also in the room: Detective Ikea was well-known for getting physical with drug punks to extract information on who they were working for. His methods were often effective but bordered upon police brutality.
As I walked up to the window, Captain Harold Malone looked balefully at me, unable to hide his sheer hatred of me. "What are you doing here?" he snarled. "This is not your case."
"How's Croyle?" I asked in reply, and everyone listening instantly became attentive.
"She's fine." Malone replied. The tension in the room was still there, and I was gaining the sense that it wasn't a me-vs-Malone or Vice-vs-MCD issue.
At that moment, everyone's attention was diverted to the interrogation room. Ikea was trying to browbeat the perp, and was making a show of shouting at him.
  "Great job on the bust." I said, hoping that might get Malone to speak a bit. "Who's Ikea's toy in there?"
"He's a Russian punk. We think he's been working for a drug ring syndicate around here. We interdicted a shipment last night." I suppressed a smile at Malone's use of the word "we", as if he'd personally been a part of it.
"Senior Detective Ikea led the raid, did a great job." Malone continued, and I felt the tension in the room tangibly rise again.
Meanwhile, in the interrogation room, Ikea thrust his face close to the Russian perp's face and began screaming at him some more. In reply, the Russian hawked and spat straight into Ikea's face.
"You fucking bastard!" Ikea yelled, then moved forward and punched the Russian hard in the mouth. The Russian, whose hands were handcuffed behind him, fell to the floor. One of the uniformed officers restrained Ikea while the other wrestled the Russian up and back into his chair.
"Get him out of there." Malone ordered. He meant Ikea. A Vice detective pressed a button, setting off a buzzer. Ikea instantly came to the door and into our hallway room.
"Not a word out of you." Malone said to me, his finger pointing at my face, then grabbed Ikea's elbow and rapidly led him down the hall and toward the Vice room. "Listen you, you know better than that shit..." I overheard the Captain admonishing the Detective.
I had no plans to say anything, as I would've done the same thing to a perp that spit in my face, and I was by no means alone in my thinking.
I headed back to MCD, carrying a now empty coffee cup in my hand. As I turned into the room I started, shocked at the sight in front of me: Cindy Ross was pouring coffee for herself... and Detective Teresa Croyle.
"She won't go home." Cindy said when she saw me, clearly exasperated. "She insisted on coming in."
"I understand how she feels." I said. I had endured the same admonitions to rest while I was recovering from being shot.
"Well, Croyle, are you okay for duty?" I asked. Teresa scowled at me.
"Hell yes. I'm just fine." She took her coffee cup and stalked out, heading back to the Vice office.
-------------------------------
"I'm going to go hide in the IT office." I announced an hour later. As if on cue, Chief Griswold entered the room.
"No, stay the hell out of the basement. The evidence room is going crazy over last night's haul. In fact, that's why I came to get you. Come to my office."
In the Chief's office were Paula Patterson and the Evidence Dept. Supervisor, an older man named Charlie who really could no longer serve any physically active position due to previous injuries, but also heavy drinking. He was clean now and did his job well. He always wore a gray baseball cap, indoors or outdoors, hot or cold, rain or shine.
"Our problem," Chief Griswold growled, his white mustache twitching, "is what the hell to do with all these drugs we confiscated. We don't have room in the entire basement, much less the evidence rooms, to keep the stuff."
"We don't have any secure warehouses? Nothing where we keep cars or weapons?" I asked.
"No." Charlie said. "We never expected a haul this large."
"Won't the DEA be coming into this, won't they take this shit off our hands?" I asked.
"I'm expecting their call any minute now." the chief replied. "But we will still have the burden of storing the evidence. Any ideas?"
"Just one." I said. "Hire a few semi trucks and park the the trailers in the restricted parking lot here at headquarters, and load the shit into them until we can destroy it."
"Yeah, that's one idea." the chief said. "Any others?"
"We can rent a fenced warehouse somewhere in the city." Paula said. "It'll have to be constantly guarded, though."
"Either way, we're talking a big expenditure of manpower." the chief said, more as a growl than anything else. "Alright, Charlie, come up with a solution for me."
---------------------------------
Tuesday morning, 7:30am. After listening to the morning news on the TV, I asked the team "Guys, is it just me or is there a lot of tension around the place today?"
"It's not just you." Hugh replied. "Nobody's saying anything to anybody. The patrolmen aren't saying much whenever I speak to them, either."
"I think I know what it is," Tanya said, "but I'm not sure. Ikea has been gloating about the bust. Around here and to the Media. He hasn't said a word about Teresa Cunt getting shot, though. A lot of guys are really upset about the way he's acting and taking the credit, some guys are saying he actually fucked it up and let some people get away, and some are saying Teresa's wound was his, Ikea's, fault."
"Well, I can do something about all that right now." I said, grinning. I stalked out the side entrance of the room and turned immediately into the Vice office next door, my team discreetly following.
Sure enough, when I entered the Vice room, Steven Ikea was in there bragging loudly about his role in leading the bust. The rest of the room was filled by detectives either bored with the story or glaring at Ikea. Teresa was not in the room.
"De-tec-tive Ikea." I said, interrupting his story. He scowled when he saw who it was. "Are you going to put Croyle in for a citation?"
Looking puzzled, Ikea sneered "Why?"
"Well for openers, she got shot saving two officers from getting blown away." I replied with alacrity.
"She did her job." Ikea said, his voice sneering and condescending. "She did what I expected her to do when I brought her on the mission, nothing more."
"Okay, just wanted to make sure. I'll put her in for it myself." I said, then walked out before anyone could say a word, leaving behind a wake of shifting emotions.
-----------------------
"What in the fuck are you doing?" Captain Harold Malone demanded. I was in the empty office next to Paula's, typing up the citation report for Teresa, having formally interviewed and received written statements from several officers at the scene.
"Writing up a citation for Detective Croyle, doing Ikea's job since he said he wasn't going to." I replied.
"That's my fucking job, dipshit." Malone growled. He was visibly angry, and not just at me doing the job, but the trap I'd sprung on Ikea. "Give me those goddamned affidavits." I handed him the folder containing all the information. Paula and Cindy Ross were in the anteroom, watching.
"I'll get Croyle her damned citation. You stay the fuck out of my business." Malone ordered, then strode out of the room. Paula and Cindy returned my grin as I came out of the office. We knew Malone would keep his word and get Teresa the citation, and we knew even more about the shifting morale and loyalty situation.
As the story spread around the building like wildfire, the atmosphere around the headquarters building improved tremendously. As did my stature.
Part 3 - An Offer To Be Refused
It was noon the next day, Wednesday. It was overcast and cold, and it looked like bad weather was trying to decide whether or not to come in and dump on us. "Board of Regents weather." Laura like to call it. "Can't decide what it wants to do."
I was sitting outside on the patio of a sandwich shop near the park in the center of town, having been at the nearby Courthouse complex during the morning. I wanted to feel the cold to help myself think more clearly. There was a lot to think about:
-- Neither the DEA, FBI nor the State had contacted our police department about the drug bust. This was disturbing, especially in light of the size of the haul.
-- Thinking of the size of the haul, it was clear that a junction point for a huge distribution network had been established.
-- The storage of the haul was not a solution that appealed to me: it was being stored in a rented warehouse, and while the facility was fenced, secured and guarded, it could still become a target.
-- Why doesn't our Police Department have a SWAT team?
-- Was Ikea and the Vice squad just lucky in interdicting a haul this size? Was this legitimate police work? Did someone tip off the cops, to get the police to do the dirty work of removing competition? Are there dirty cops in on all this?
Since beginning work with the Town & County Police, I'd begun to see the merest glimmers that something was not right about some of the drug busts that had gone down, but there was nothing I could point my finger at, at least not yet--
Just at that moment, my "spidey sense" told me to come back to the present. Just in time, too. I recognized the swarthy, overweight man who was approaching me, wearing sunglasses despite the overcast day. The eight men guarding him were trying to be unobtrusive, but were failing.
He came up to me and sat down at my table, not awaiting invitation. My hand was in my pocket... gripping my backup gun. I knew who he was. His name was Sergei Molotov. He was a Russian gangster, a higher-up in a big-time Russian-connected drug cartel... and one of the most brutal criminals known to law enforcement authorities.   
"I would speak with you, Detective." he said, his accent thick. I noted that despite the appearance of being overweight, Molotov was in good shape underneath the belly.
"So it would appear." I replied dryly. What about?"



"Your police department is holding two of my men." Molotov intoned. "I... would like them back."
"I'm sure you do." I said. "You can always post their bail." I knew that bail had been denied for these perps the day before, despite the stature and very high price of the lawyers representing the perps.
"You fill me with humor, Detective." Molotov said with joviality that fooled no one present. "However... I do not think you fully understand the gravity of the situation."
"Au contraire." I replied. "One of my fellow Detectives was shot by your perps. And the amount of cocaine seized could kill every person in this entire county, much less make them addicts. The DEA is going to be all over that haul, and wonder where it came from. Oh yes, Mr. Molotov, I fully understand."
"I will not waste any more of your immensely valuable time, nor mine." Molotov said, his voice lowering slightly. "I want to know the location where you are hiding those drugs, and I want my men freed and returned to me. I want you to tell me... now."
"You have got to be kidding." I said.
"I never make jokes." said Molotov. "I am offering you the opportunity to make a lot of money. This is a new police department for you; you have no loyalty to them, and they will never pay you what you can earn working with me on small occasions. Just some... advice, some information here and there, from time to time."
"You didn't hear me: You have got to be kidding."
Molotov frowned. "I was hoping to keep the conversation friendly. It appears that won't be possible. I leave the offer on the table, but I also will add that there will be much blood shed in this town if I do not get my drugs and my men back. And some of that blood might belong to people that you care for."
I stood up. "Get out of here, shit stain." I said, taking my gun out of my pocket and levelling it at him. "If I ever see you again, you will regret it... while you remain breathing, that is."
Molotov's eyes burned through his sunglasses. "I am sure that a detective with your powers of observation did not fail to notice that I did not come here alone."
"Yes, but can they kill me before I kill you? I'm willing to find out. Are you?" I said, completely unafraid, a surreal calm overtaking me.
Molotov got up slowly, making sure to not get any nearer to me. "You will regret the actions you have taken today." He began to walk away.
 
"I don't think so." I said. "In fact, I look forward to our next meeting." Molotov looked at me curiously; I don't think he'd ever been challenged in quite that way.
Only after Molotov and his men had left did I sit down, my quaking knees unable to hold me up any longer...
Part 4 - Spinning The Revolver Cylinder
I notified the Police Department of my encounter with Sergei Molotov. The chief called a meeting of the entire department in the large auditorium, where a briefing was given on Molotov, his known associates, and gave admonitions for everyone to be on full and heightened alert.
"I've called the DEA and the FBI, since they haven't called us yet." the chief said as he met with me alone an hour later. "I can't seem to get anything out of anyone. They say they'll call back, but I can tell they're bullshitting me."
"I may have an avenue into finding out why." I said. "But I really don't understand why they're not taking any interest in this at all."
"The only thing I can think of is that they've got a mole on the inside of the Molotov organization." the chief replied, "and despite the size of our bust, they don't want to move in and possibly compromise him or her. So do be careful about any digging you do."
-------------------------------
"Okay, I'll contact Fred Dixon." Laura said as we ate lunch together at a restaurant just across the street from Campus. "But he's just an FDA agent."
"Yeah, right." I said, letting Laura know that I wasn't that dumb, and that Dixon was not just a food inspector. "I just want to know why there's been zero interest from the Feds or State on one of the biggest drug busts in this entire nation in 20 years."
"I'll see what I can find out." Laura said. Her work with Dr. Heinz at the University brought her into contact with the FDA and Agent Dixon frequently... among others. If there was anything he or his fellow Federal agents knew, she was the only one in the County would be able to elicit anything.
"Be careful yourself." I admonished. "Molotov directly threatened me and 'the people I care about'. That means you, too."
"Gotcha." Laura replied. "But I can take care of myself. In the meantime..." she said, looking at her watch, "I've got to be getting back.
We got up to leave, paying the bill. As we approached the street to cross it, my heightened sense of alert caused me to look more sharply down the road--
--and there it was! The car was bearing down on us at high speed!
"Look out!" I yelled, grabbing Laura, tackling her, pulling her back almost into the restaurant. The car had swerved to hit us but missed by a couple of feet, taking out a couple of tables that fortunately were empty. I pulled out my gun as the driver screeched to a halt, and as he opened the door and aimed his gun I fired, striking him in the hand... which for me was a "miss." The gun fell to the ground and the driver pulled the door shut and screeched off. I could not get off another shot without risking the lives of others, but I did get the license plate.
An eye for an eye. His hand wounded in reply for Teresa's. But I had been shooting to kill. Damn... I "missed."
Fortunately, Laura was okay. I insisted upon escorting her to get checked out at University Hospital, and the report was that she and the baby were fine. Whew!
-----------------------
8:30pm. Hugh Hewitt and two buddies were walking out of the grocery store with items they had purchased for their party the next evening. The lot was about nearly full of cars, and Hugh had parked some distance away. As he approached his car, he noticed the van a few spaces down from it.
Hugh Hewitt was a combat veteran and decorated hero. His instincts had never left him since returning home. He always kept everything in his vision and knew just where exits and cover points were, no matter where he was.
It was these instincts that saved three lives. Out of the corner of his eye, Hugh saw the gun being aimed out of the driver's window of the van parked next to his car.
"Gun!" he yelled, dropping down immediately. His friends, also combat veterans, hit the deck immediately, as well, and the shot fired over their heads. Hugh had his gun out and fired at the van, but it was already moving, backing out. The driver then floored it and came right at the three men, but they were moving and rolling out of the way in plenty of time. Hugh got a partial plate as the van screeched around a corner and was gone.
-----------------------
12:06 am, early Saturday morning. Town Fitness Centers had closed at midnight, and only the owners were still there.
"Okay, any old business?" Melina asked, sitting behind her desk in her office at the gym. She was wearing a tank top, gym shorts and athletic shoes. And no bra.
"No." replied Cindy Ross, sitting on the edge of the desk, wearing her dark blue police jumpsuit. And no bra.
"Any new business?" Melina asked. 
"Just the financial report." Cindy said. Melina showed her the sheet of papers, filled with numbers. The club was doing well.
"I move we enter this financial report into the minutes." Cindy said.
"So done. Any other business?"
"I move we adjourn."
"Seconded and passed. This quarterly meeting of Town Fitness Centers LLC is hereby adjourned." said Melina. "Okay, that's out of the way. So what are you doing tomorrow night?" She meant that night, Saturday, not realizing the day change.
"I'm going to Hugh's party. Aren't you and Don coming?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, I think so." Melina said. "Think you're going to get a shot at me at midnight?" Her gray eyes were glowing. There was going to be the kissing ritual at midnight, as if it were New Year's Eve.
"I might have to get in line." Cindy said, getting off the desk. "So I guess I'd better get what I can right now." Melina swung her legs out from under the desk as Cindy approached her. The muscular blonde straddled the beautiful brunette's legs then eased down, sitting lightly on top of her.
Cindy lowered her mouth to Melina's as the women shared a gentle kiss, followed by a much deeper one. Melina's hands slid up the sides of Cindy's uniform until they were cupping her breasts as Cindy's hands explored Melina's large melons under her tank top.
"Mmm, you know what?" Cindy whispered as she nuzzled Melina's neck and earlobe. "I can't believe that your husband is the best detective I've ever seen... but he still doesn't know you're a lesbian."
"Bi." Melina answered as their mouths met in another wet, smacking kiss. "I go both ways."
"Nobody's perfect." Cindy smiled, then mashed her mouth to Melina's. The two women made out hotly, their hands exploring each other more fiercely. "You think maybe your husband does know?"
"Who knows?" Melina said. "But if he does, he's never said a word about it. Now shut the fuck up and kiss me!"
The women kissed deeply for long seconds as Cindy began working Melina's shirt up, and beginning to remove it.
*CLINK!*
"What the fuck?" Cindy said, hearing the noise outside in the main gym area. "Is anyone here?"
"Not supposed to be." Melina replied. Cindy got up as Melina opened the drawer to her desk and pulled out a .45 caliber pistol. Cindy already had her .40 caliber service weapon ready to go. The women swiftly went to the door and out on the balcony overlooking the gym.
Four men in masks were walking across the floor towards the stairs, guns drawn. One of them looked up and saw the women just as the women saw them.
"There they are!" the masked man shouted as he pointed his weapon at Cindy and fired. Cindy and Melina began firing back as the gunmen began pumping rounds out of their semi-automatic pistols. Cindy was crouching, but began moving forward as Melina stood stock still, firing.
"Unnh!" Cindy cried out as she was hit in the left shoulder. By this time, two men were falling dead and the other two had less than two seconds to live. Melina fired unerringly and then it was eerily quiet in the room, except for Cindy's groaning.
It all had happened in less than six seconds.
"Cindy! Are you okay?" Melina asked, rushing over to her business partner's side.
"Yeah, I think so." Cindy replied. She had her police radio out already, and was calling for paramedics and police.
-----------------------------
"So," Teresa said sarcastically, "who is the dumbass who can't duck now? Hmm?" They were in the same room at the University Hospital where Cindy had trash-talked her. Cindy was sitting on the bed, her shoulder bandaged.
"That would be me." Cindy said. "And where were you when all this excitement was going on? Hmmm?"
"Obviously not behind your hardbody butt, much less in front of you where I needed to be." Teresa said. "Damn good thing Melina was, though. From what I saw at the scene, I've never seen shooting like that before."
It was 3:00am, and Cindy had been extremely fortunate that her wound was superficial and didn't hit any bones or major blood vessels. She also seemed determined to one-up Teresa by getting up and getting back to work, but her wound was more serious than Teresa's.
"Easy, girl." Teresa said, helping Cindy up.
I piped in at that time. "Take it easy, Cindy. And you are off duty as of right now, whether your like it or not. So you relax."
Teresa had arrived nearly instantly at the gym after Cindy's call for help, had assisted Tanya in the investigation until C.S.I. arrived, then rode with Cindy and Melina in the ambulance to the hospital. I'd visited the crime scene, where Tanya Perlman was overseeing the investigation and collection of evidence, then came over to the hospital to check up on my detective and my wife.
"How is Melina?" Cindy said. "She wasn't hurt, was she?" 
"Not a scratch." Melina replied, walking up to us. "Can't say the same for the bastards that walked in on us, though. Who did I kill tonight, Don?" She asked the question impassively, as if having killed four evil men, leaving the world no poorer, had simply been the next item on her LLC meeting agenda.
The four dead men had already been identified as Russians, and underlings of Sergei Molotov. "Good thing those Russian pricks can't shoot worth a damn." I said. "Okay, Croyle, take her home." I told Teresa. "Make damn sure she gets some sleep, too." Teresa said she would. Melina and I left the hospital, walking arm in arm.
Back at home, Melina was in my arms as soon as we walked in the door. "I don't want to be alone tonight." she said, and I was definitely going to make sure she wasn't. We made out hotly for several minutes, but instead of taking her to the floor or couch, I picked up my wife and carried her upstairs to bed.
As we shared deep kisses, I didn't know it but I was about to experience fully what Cindy had hoped to have a few hours before. And this time there were no interruptions as Melina and I made love, working ourselves out of most of our clothes as we groped and kissed each other.
Some minutes later, as I thrust my condom-sheathed cock deeply into Melina with hard strokes, feeling her legs wrapped tightly around me, I began feeling angry. These Russian thugs of Molotov's had tried to murder my wife Melina, my lover Laura and one of my detectives today. I was less than appreciative. And I was going to get revenge.
"Ohhh, yeah baby, fuck me just like that... fuck me hard!" Melina gasped as I relentlessly pounded her, driving my meat into her with increasingly fierce anger. It wasn't long before my balls tightened and my cock exploded as I climaxed simultaneously with my wife's orgasm.
"Ooooh, that was so wonderful, baby." Melina whispered as we cuddled. As she drifted off to sleep, my mind was working. I had a plan and I was going to let Sergei Molotov know that he'd fucked with the wrong police detective. And what I had planned would hurt him far more than he would be able to hurt me...
To be continued
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Part 5 - Putting The Gun To The Head
"Amazing." Tanya said the next morning as she handed me her report. Cindy was sitting next to me in the MCD room, officially off duty pending the investigation of the incident. There was no question that it was a good shoot, but procedures took time, and besides: I wanted Cindy to be sitting on her lovely, hardbody butt and resting if she wouldn't take good advice and go back home to bed for a while.
"Wow, you're right." I said. The expedited report said that the four men had fired at least sixteen shots, only one of which had connected, that being to Cindy's shoulder. Cindy's weapon had been fired four times, two hitting two perps with non-fatal wounds and two missing hitting anyone. Melina had also fired four shots... and all four had found their marks unerringly and delivered immediate death to the four Russian perps.
"Cindy, you know what this means, don't you?" I said. "Range time, my friend."
"I hear ya." Cindy replied. "But good God, Melina's shooting was incredible. Can we recruit her onto the Force?"
"I suspect not." I said drily. My beeper went off; the chief was ready to see me for my requested private conversation in his office.
"Is this office bugged?" I asked as I sat down in his office, letting the chief know that I was not going to be explicit about what I was going to talk about.
"Probably." the chief replied, knowing that Internal Affairs very likely had bugged every room in the building. We just didn't know if and when they were listening in at any particular point in time. "But don't worry about it. What do you have for me?"
"So where did we put the evidence from the bust?" I asked.
  "In three warehouses. Most of it is in two of them, one has just a little bit. We are hoping that if anything leaks, it'll be the one that has the small amount." the chief replied.
"Who knows the locations?"
"Me, the Evidence Supervisor, Captain Charles, and ADA Patterson."
"Why Charles?" I asked.
"He has to assign patrolmen to guard the locations." Captain Leslie Charles was the captain of patrolmen and uniformed officers. He'd been a patrolman for years, eschewing promotions that would take him out of uniformed service. When the Town and County services had merged, the Captain of Patrolmen position had been created just for him. He was loved by his officers, tough but definitely keeping their interests and safety in his every thought. He was of direct English descent and had gray hair.
He would look at me balefully whenever I talked to him, and I knew he wasn't particularly happy with someone like me coming in as a Detective from the outside instead of working my way through the ranks. I'd worked hard to get in as good graces with him as possible, and made sure to ask his opinion of officers that were candidates for Detective and Supervisory positions so that we could monitor them for promotion. I think he appreciated that.
"Good enough." I said. "What I want to do is perhaps leak the third location, where there is not much stuff."
"To whom?" the chief asked.
"Malone and Ikea." I said. "Maybe even put them in charge of checking up on the security arrangements. If they don't leak it, someone in Vice will."
Chief Griswold looked hard at me, then smiled. "So you think we've got a leak in Vice, do you now?" I just nodded, but not saying that I suspected we had much, much more.
"Then I want to--" I told the chief the rest of my plan, couched in careful terms, saying nothing directly but knowing the chief would figure it out. He was more than a little bit unhappy with it, as I expected, but agreed to let me do it. The plan was set for Sunday night.
--------------------
"I talked to Dixon." Laura said Saturday afternoon when she stopped by Melina's house to dress for the party and go with us.
"What did he say?" I asked.
"Nothing." Laura replied. "In fact, he was very uncomfortable and evasive when I asked why the Feds haven't come in to clean up a huge drug bust. I've never seen him like that before."
 
"Oh really." I said, thinking. "You think he knows something? That they have something planned? Or are they trying to hide something."
"They're hiding something." Laura said. "I think so because Dixon normally would let me know if they're planning anything so that I can keep an eye on Dr. Heinz and his people and keep them out of the way of any... confusion."
"Well," I said, "if we'd stumbled on some sting operation of theirs, they would at least let the chief know, wouldn't they?"
"I don't know. But I have my own sources, babe, that normally tell me if something is going on anywhere around my 'turf'. But this time I am not hearing a damn thing."
"I think we will in the next couple of days." I said. I volunteered nothing further, and Laura did not ask. Hmmm, I thought to myself....
----------------------
The party was a hit. Hugh Hewitt and his roommates, both Army veterans, were throwing it in the rec room of their apartment complex. There was plenty of food, dancing, talk, and freely flowing drink. There were a lot of very pretty women there who were friends of Hugh and his buddies, and I suspected that their cocks had found their way into the pussies of some of those young women.
To my surprise, there were also a number of older people there, couples in their 30s and 40s. Hugh and his buddies seemed to know many of these wives. I had arrived with Melina, but only saw her sporadically as a lot of men were vying to talk or dance with her. Laura was "officially" with my nephew Todd, but of course Laura became my partner for the evening while Todd worked the room, knowing many of the women there already (no surprise to me), and of course ultimately working his way into being Melina's date for the evening.
A number of the older women flirted with me, sometimes even in front of Laura. A couple of these married women had had too much to drink, and I was shocked when both of them said a variation of "I've heard that you have a big, hard cock. Hard like... iron. I'd love to try it out sometime." I was rendered speechless, and as both women were good looking I wouldn't mind fulfilling their dreams... but how did they know about how hard my erect member was? Laura quickly asserted herself as my date before things could go further with any other women, though, and I didn't mind.
As midnight approached, I wondered who would pair off and share a kiss at midnight... and maybe a lot more afterwards. As the moment arrived, we counted down the seconds, cheered, and then there was a lot of kissing. Laura and I shared a warm kiss. Hugh was kissing one of the older women; I wasn't sure if she was married or not.
To my surprise Melina was not kissing Todd; in fact, she was kissing the younger brother of one of Hugh's roommates, a tall, handsome, well-built young man just a couple of years out of college. I never caught his name, but I heard someone call him "The Leader".
Speaking of Todd, out of the corner of my eye I saw the handsome young man in a deep kiss with a woman with a fantastic body. To my shock, I realized that it was... Teresa Cunt! She had actually come to the party, and she had been talking to Todd, Cindy and Melina quite a bit. Still scowling as always, but present and socializing. And now she was sharing a deep, tongue-twining kiss with my young nephew!
I knew Todd was good, but I to give him credit for being damn good if he could nail Teresa. I also felt a bit jealous, as I longed to deeply fuck her myself and it looked like my nephew was going to be the one to score with her. Oh well, I had Laura, and I deepened my kiss with her.
Where Cindy had gone to, I didn't know for ten more minutes, until she came out of the kitchen with a very pretty girl that looked a bit flushed. I wondered what had transpired in the kitchen at midnight, my loins warming at the thought... and also the thought of the next few hours with Laura, Melina and Todd at Melina's house...
---------------------
"Hugh, I need your help." I said. It was early Sunday morning. The first stage of the plan was in effect: the chief had just instructed Captain Malone and Detective Ikea to make sure the security at Warehouse #3 (as we called it) was good through the night. I fully expected Sergei Molotov to move quickly and try to recover some of his cocaine that very night.
"Hell yeah, I want a shot at those slugs." Hugh readily agreed, knowing what I was about to say. I told him the plan and he said we needed more people to make sure it went off smoothly. He suggested his two roommates, both with military experience, both on the police auxiliary already (which took care of legal issues)... and both who had been shot at by Molotov's thug the other night. I didn't want to take this outside the Force, but it made sense to have their experience, and Hugh assured me that they could be trusted. I told Hugh that if they did well, I'd try to get them full-time jobs on the Force... in a new SWAT team I was trying to organize.
We also were bringing along Tanya Perlman and two patrolmen that I'd come to trust, their names being Morton and Rudistan. I hoped they'd be acceptable for what we were doing.
At 8:00pm, Cindy and Teresa suddenly appeared in the MCD room.
"We want to go with you." Cindy said. Teresa nodded vigorously.
"You're both wounded." I replied, "and I want them taken alive, which means I don't want any overreactions."   
"You're wounded, too. And we won't kill them." Cindy said. "We're professionals." she added sullenly.
"No one is saying you're not." I said, then had an insight. "I'll tell you what: you can come along and stay outside, and warn us if anyone comes up once we're in, okay?" They agreed. "But you are NOT to engage anyone at any time, is that clear?" They weren't happy, but they agreed.
I also took the opportunity to ask Teresa something. "I noticed you spending some time with my nephew Todd on New Years Eve." I said, not mentioning that their time together was a passionate kiss. "Is he charming you as much as he does everyone else?"
To my surprise Teresa didn't scowl, but her face seemed to become a little sad. "He reminds of someone I used to know... reminds me a lot of him."
"Your ex-husband?" I asked. The question might not be appropriate, but I felt this was the best chance I'd ever had of getting this woman to open up.
"Oh no, not him." Teresa said, her voice trailing off. I left it alone, telling her to get a police radio and get ready for the mission.
At 9:00pm, I assembled the team in the parking lot. Despite the bitter cold, they stood and listened as I explained the plan. If they were shocked, they totally hid it, and they were eager for action.
We would not wear any police insignia nor openly show our badges; this operation was to be "unofficial." We would wear black jumpsuits with no name tags or insignia. We'd go in and nab any perps, but if Molotov himself showed up, we would not be making arrests. I ordered everyone not to kill anyone unless it was absolutely necessary, and I particularly wanted Molotov alive.
We entered the grounds of the warehouse from the rear. The chief had ordered security pulled off the site, saying that we'd moved what little evidence was there, which was almost true.
Around midnight, four large vans drove to the front of the warehouse, the perps having cut the chain to the front gate. As I hoped, Sergei Molotov had come personally.
"What idiots the police here are." Molotov said as his six man team exited the vehicles. Perhaps he'd forgotten what Cindy and Melina had done to four of his men in their botched gym raid. Let the fatass keep thinking we were stupid, I thought to myself.
They went inside. The lights were fully on, and there were a couple of pallets of evidence in the warehouse, but not much else... just a table and chair. The lights on and the lack of much stuff in the building should've been a dead giveaway. That's a clue, fuckheads! I thought to myself, but Molotov seemed oblivious that anything was wrong.
His loss. At my signal, we sprang upon them!
"GET YOUR HANDS UP!!!" Hugh screamed as we ran into the warehouse, guns drawn and levelled at the perps. We all started yelling "GET 'EM UP!" as the confused men complied. Within seconds they were all stripped of their weapons and were lying on the floor spread eagle, except Molotov.
Part 6 - Pulling The Trigger
I walked up to Molotov, wearing my favorite Tilley hat with my Airborne wings affixed to them. Normally I had my police badge on the hat as well, but had taken it off for this "extracurricular" exercise. I was carrying something else as well: a crowbar. It was a bit longer than normal, made of solid iron, and painted royal blue.
"Well, Mr. Molotov, perhaps we are not the idiots here." I said, keeping my voice quiet and smooth. "You walked right into the trap. I really am shocked that such an obvious ploy would fool such brilliant men as yourselves.
"Or maybe..." I added, using my words as a dagger, "maybe your best four men were the ones shot dead in my wife's gym the other night, yes?" Molotov's face switched from shock to furious anger.
"You son of a bitch." Molotov said. "My lawyer will have me out of your puny jails in a very short time, and then you will find out who is going to be shot dead!"
"Last time you said I didn't understand, Sergei." I said. Molotov's men were looking at us with unappeasable hatred in their eyes for me at the disrespect I'd just shown their leader in calling him by his first name, which he hated. And that was just the beginning.
"But it is you who now apparently does not understand. You are not under arrest right now. Your high-priced lawyers are nowhere near here.... and you won't be shooting anyone once I'm done with you."
"What, are you going to shoot me, here and now? And you call yourself a police officer?" Molotov said, but his voice was getting shakier.
"Police?" I said, pretending naivety as I walked around until I was behind his left flank. "What police? I see no police here." The gravity of Molotov's situation began to dawn on him.
"Why you..." Molotov said, beginning to turn to attack me. He was not fast enough.
*Thwack!*
I swung the crowbar as hard as I could and the length of it connected solidly with his back right at the shoulder blades. Molotov gasped and collapsed onto the table. As he tried to get up, Morton and Rudistan grabbed his arms and held him down.
"Okay, asshole." I said. "You tried to bribe me, then threatened me. Then you tried to kill my family and fellow officers. I don't appreciate that one bit, you piece of dog shit. So it's time to teach your stupid fat ass an unforgettable lesson."
*Thwack!*
Again I swung the iron crowbar as hard as I could, connecting with Molotov's back below where I'd hit him before, but not too low. I knew that these blows would cause his back to seize up and spasm sometime in the next half hour, and I was looking forward to seeing him in pain.
"I warned you before what would happen if I ever saw you again, shithead," I said, my voice measured, flat and level. "And you didn't listen, so I'll be more clear this time: if I ever do see you again, Sergei, you will either die fast when this crowbar connects with your head..." I gently laid the crowbar on his ear, letting the weight of it make the point, "... which will explode it like a ripe melon."
"Or..." I lowered the bar and laid it gently right over Molotov's kidneys. "... you'll die slowly and very painfully when I bust your kidneys." I saw real fear in Molotov's face for the first time.
I continued, letting the smoothness and quietness of my voice be as unnerving as the tapping of the crowbar on my palm as I spoke: "I suggest you get the hell out of town and never come back, Sergei. And if you even think of attacking my officers or any of our families again, I will rip your nuts out and feed them to you before I kill you. Capice?" Molotov said nothing.
"Stand him up." I ordered. The two patrolman complied, still holding the Russian mobster firmly. "Just to make sure I have your attention, Sergei."
*Thump!*
My army-boot kick to Molotov's balls was hard and vicious, and the steel-reinforced toe of the boot connected solidly. He collapsed in pain. Just then, my radio in my pocket came alive."
"Red alert!" the voice on the radio said. "Vans approaching. Holy shit.... it looks like the FBI, guys!" It was Cindy's voice.
"Let's go!" I ordered, directing my men out the back. Out back, we scooted to where we'd left our badges. I ordered everyone to put their badges back on, pinning my badge to my hat underneath the Airborne wings. Others put their badges back on or had them ready.
We made our way around towards the front. The FBI agents had just rushed in (their jackets had "FBI" written in large letters on the back), then I led my guys in behind them. Although we got there quickly, the FBI men already had the Russians on the ground and in handcuffs. They had not attempted to flee when my team scrambled out the back door. Odd...
"Freeze!" I ordered. The FBI agents turned their guns on us.
"Whoa! Hold it guys!" I ordered, pretending surprise, raising my gun to point at the ceiling. My men followed my action.
"FBI!" one agent said. "Drop your guns!"
"We're the Town & County Police." I said, not dropping my gun but lowering it. I held up my badge and ID card that I carried in my leather wallet. The Agents relaxed. One of them, obviously the lead Agent, showed his I.D. and I caught the name "Muscone."
"What are you guys doing here, Agent Muscone?" I asked.
"We're busting this bastard and his men for a lot of drug charges." the lead FBI agent said, coming closer to me. Muscone had dark hair, looked slightly overweight but was in good shape, and he was the very picture of what one would expect an FBI officer to look like.
"Why didn't you tell us about it?" I said, acting angry. "Like, er... we might have helped you instead of almost shooting you."
"Sorry boys, but I had orders to move fast and we didn't have time to ask for your help. We're taking these guys with us, and this evidence, also." Agent Muscone said.
"Ooooo-kay... Can we talk to them when you bring them to the station?" I asked, knowing that they weren't coming to the station.
"We'll see. Meantime, you boys better go, this is our bust."
Under normal circumstances, my detectives and men would've been shocked for me to acquiesce so willingly to the Feds' ordering us to leave like that. But I think my guys understood this time.
"Okay guys, let's go." I ordered, with a wink as my back was turned to the FBI men. As my people turned to leave, I said to the lead Agent "We'll be glad to help you in any way we can when you get them down to the station."
"Thank you." Agent Muscone said, then turned to his work as we left. "Geez, Sergei, what happened to you? You can't even stand up..." I heard him say as I exited the warehouse.



Part 7 - Unloading The Gun (Epilogue)
"Were those really FBI agents?" Morton asked. We were at the Irish Pub, which we called the Cop Bar, which the owner, a retired cop himself, had kept open for us upon a request from the chief.
"Yes." I said. "And they were NOT expecting company tonight."
"Are they going to bring those perps to the headquarters?" Hugh Hewitt asked.
"I seriously doubt that we will ever see those perps again, including Molotov." I replied. "And just so you know, the FBI was not in on our deal tonight."
I continued, a bit of anger in my voice as I mused. "Bunch of shitheads... they didn't contact us for a week, then thought they could sneak in, bust Molotov, and get out of town before we were any the wiser."
"Why?" Tanya Perlman asked. "Why not cooperate with us? Why all the secrecy?"
"I don't know." I said, "but I suspect one of two things. One is that they had a sting going or a mole inside Molotov's operation, and we accidentally stumbled on it. The other is that they're working with Molotov and again-- we stepped on their toes. Don't ask me which is right, as I have no clue at this time."
"What about the two guys we have?" Hugh asked.
"Oh, they're lawyered up." I said. "Ikea couldn't scare or beat a confession out of them; they're way too tough for him. I expect that the judge will be leaned upon to set bail for them, which will be paid... and then they'll be out and they also will disappear, never to be seen in this County again."
"I'm worried for you, though." Tanya said. "If the FBI lets Sergei go, even for a minute, he is really going to come after your ass after what you did to him tonight."
"We'll see." I said, smiling and brandishing the crowbar I'd used upon the Russian mobster's back. "There's plenty more where that came from for him. And next time I won't try to miss his kidneys. But I think we won't have to worry about Sergei Molotov or his gang again."
"I hope you're right." Tanya said. Then to my surprise, she took the crowbar from me. "But in the meantime, I think we have Don's nickname, boys."
She tapped me on the shoulder with the crowbar. "From henceforth, I dub thee 'The Iron Crowbar', and ye shall be known by that title forever.... the Crowbar for your expert use of this weapon..."
"And the 'iron' part?" Hugh's roommate's younger brother, the guy called "The Leader, asked with a grin.
"Oh, from what I hear from Professor Fredricson and some other ladies, the 'iron' part comes from being 'iron hard' where it counts the most." Tanya said, her cheeks a bit rosy.
Everyone laughed, and I knew I'd been tagged.  "Oh boy....." I said, and endured a few more moments of banter from the team.
"Now I want to talk to you guys about what this Police Force really needs... a SWAT team." Turning to Hugh and his friends, I asked "Are you Army combat vets interested in this?"
------------------------
I didn't tell anyone else all that I knew or had observed, to wit:
-- there was still the issue of the original bust. Tip? Insider?
-- I had guessed that the FBI would show up; my leak was for them just as much as for Molotov as bait. So who tipped off the Feds? And what was going on with their involvement?
-- The State authorities, from the Narcotics Task Force (the State-level version of the DEA) to the SBI, had yet to speak to us and it appeared they were still completely out of the loop. Were they really that incompetent? Or are they so damn good that they're bamboozling even me, if I do say so myself?
-- Would Molotov be back, wanting revenge for the crowbar welts I'd laid across his back? I suspected not, but I knew I'd just played a form of Russian Roulette... and that I would forever have to be on my guard against potential retaliation.
However, it appeared that my suppositions had been correct: Sergei Molotov disappeared off the face of the earth. In reply to the chief's inquiries, the formal reply came from the FBI office in the City, which was 90 minutes away... not our local Fed building office and not Washington, DC. It was an apology for the non-notice of the jurisdiction breach, and a comment that Molotov would be taken care of by the Feds.
Laura also got nothing from her contacts. Myron Milton's investigations through his computer wizardry had come up only with information that Molotov had asked for political asylum and was fully cooperating with Federal drug authorities after they threatened to deport him back to the Russian Federation. I didn't blame him; if he thought a crowbar across the back was bad, I'm sure he had even less desire to be on the business end of Vladimir Putin's brand of "justice"... not to mention what his fellow Russian mobsters might do to him.
The FBI came and picked up the rest of the cocaine from the bust, making the case Federal and telling us to close our involvement in it.
I was wrong about one thing: the FBI also took custody of the two men we had arrested; they were never released on bail. Meanwhile, the Media stopped reporting on the entire story, which had the pleasant side effect of robbing Steven Ikea of his glory in the continuing story.
Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle healed quickly and never lost work time, and they got their medals at the February 1st "Payday Activities" gathering of the entire Force in the large auditorium. They both received the Purple Order for being wounded in the line of duty (sort of a local version of a Purple Heart; I had one too), and Teresa received the heroism citation I'd nudged Malone into putting her in for. Of course Malone fucked it up somewhat by putting in Ikea for an even higher award, which was dispensed at the same time. Jeez...
And me... I had a lot more respect around the "clubhouse"... but I was not going to shake the nickname of the "Iron Crowbar" anytime soon, especially when it spread to the University campus thanks to their Campus Police Lieutenant... and of course one lovely Professor of Psychology who was carrying my baby...
Finis
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Part 13 - An Unexpected Event
4:00am, Tuesday morning. I groggily woke up the the incredibly pleasant sensation of my cock being sucked by my wife. Melina had awoken to the alarm and had rolled over and begun performing her "morning duty", as she called it.
After several moments of fellating me to hardness, she began sucking hard at the head of my cock while her hand vigorously jacked my cock. I didn't try to hold back as I could tell she wanted to finish me quickly, so I just let it go and came in Melina's mouth after a couple of minutes. As usual, she swallowed every drop of my semen.
"I've got to get to the gym." Melina said as she quickly dressed. "I'm sure we're unbelievably behind." I understood and dozed back off as she quickly left, not having to get up for another hour.
As I left for Police Headquarters at 6:00am, I stopped by Laura's office on the way to pick up my notebook. The building was empty and Laura's office door was locked, so I opened it with my key, thinking it was empty. To my shock, Laura was there, standing behind her desk. She obviously had gotten up as I jiggled the lock and then opened the door.
And she was not alone. A man sat on the other side of her desk in one of the chairs. He was tall and slender with a head full of ash-blonde hair with some gray mixed in; he looked fit and vigorous for a man in his late 50s or early 60s. I recognized him. He was Henry R. Wargrave, billionaire, alumnus of the University, rather mysterious, and the most influential Trustee and booster of the University.
"Uh, I'm sorry to barge in." I said. "I didn't know you were here, and I need to get my notebook." I hurriedly picked up said item from its perch on the table by the sofa... the sofa upon which I had fucked two beautiful women the night before.
"That's quite all right." Laura said, but made no move to introduce her guest. I hurried back out of the room, but my mind was blazing... not due to jealousy, but why Dr. Laura Fredricson needed to meet an alumnus and Trustee of the school at this hour of the morning. I also expected to feel some real heat from my lover for barging in like that, even if I had legitimately expected for no one to be in the office.
At 6:30am I walked into Police Headquarters and headed straight to the MCD room and turned on the TV. I grabbed the papers to start scanning headlines. I knew that I had exactly one half hour to get caught up. There was nothing new in the morning papers about the murders; that was good. There was no new information from Myron. I called Lt. Britt Maxwell at her University Police office and was pleased to hear her tell me that Myron had just gotten there and they were beginning their hunt for the elusive Johnny Arugula.
Part 14 - Media Matters
By 6:45am my entire team was in the MCD room, loading up on coffee at my suggestion. At 7:00am I was surprised to see ADA Paulina Patterson walk into the room, her face somber. Just as she stepped in the room, at the top of the hour the television newscast began, and was exactly what I expected but did not want to hear.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the redhead reporterette. She was attractive but she was wearing a bit more makeup today, I noticed, and her jacket was a bright red today. An attention-seeker with a big story today, I surmised with what might have been a groan if expressed out loud.
"Channel Two News has learned that several of the women that were dating Jack Burke in the weeks prior to his death will be questioned by Town & County Police. Warrants are being sought to compel these women to provide information to Assistant District Attorney Sanders--"
Sanders. He was an ADA like Paulina Patterson, but very much in with Malone and particularly Steven Ikea. I looked over at Paulina and got a confirmation look back: the bastards in the DA office were now sniffing around the case and would be shutting her down and pushing her to the back of the bus soon. And I use "back of the bus" in the very meaningful sense of which it was intended...
"Channel Two News has also learned that Timothy and Jeanine Olivet of--" Wurtzburg named the Olivet's address, "--will be asked by authorities to assist with the investigation." Oh crap, this bitch reporter just named two potential witnesses AND gave out their address. What the fuck was she doing?!?! I made a mental note to get the chief to call her editor and bitch... and it would be no problem getting the chief into a bitching mood. And it got worse.
"Channel 2 News has also learned" continued Bettina Wurtzburg, "that wealthy businessman and University Trustee Joe Arruzio, husband of socialite Marie Arruzio who was murdered Friday night, is not, I repeat not considered a suspect in this case. Police have confirmed that Mr. Arruzio was in the City at the approximate time of the murders and has been cleared of suspicion in his wife's death."
That was my leak; I wanted the Press to report that, but not what came next: "Police are still investigating to see if someone associated with Mr. Arruzio or his past business dealings might've held a grudge against Mr. Arruzio, a grudge that turned deadly, or perhaps there was another love affair that Mrs. Arruzio might have been having. This is Bettina Wurtzburg reporting for KXTC Channel 2 News." the reporter ended with a pleasant smile, as if enjoying the salacious details she was reporting.
The 9:00am conference was just MCD people; just myself, Ross, Hewitt, Perlman and the chief. As we assembled in the conference room, Tanya Perlman rushed in and turned on the TV. "They went into commercial saying that they would have something breaking in two minutes." she said.
"But they sure won't cut off their advertising to get their 'breaking news' out, I see." I said drily. I also realized that they were prepping the reporter for the camera. Sure enough, the anchor went to Bettina Wurtzburg, her makeup very fresh and her lipstick glossy.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel 2 News, with a breaking story. Channel Two News is investigating a story concerning the past life of Jack Burke, who was recently found murdered along with socialite Marie Arruzio, wife of wealthy University Trustee Joe Arruzio. Sources tell Channel Two News that Mr. Burke was arrested on a charge of rape just weeks before his college graduation, and while the charge was dropped, Mr. Burke left school and did not graduate, nor did he return to school later to finish and obtain his degree. Investigators are looking for one Ivy-- ", it was everything I could do not to bolt out of my chair, "--who filed the original rape charge and then dropped it. Investigators want to know if this woman might have any connection to the current case. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News."
"Damn leaks." the chief said as he walked into the room, his face reddening. "So what do you make of that last bit? I haven't heard anything about this woman."
"It's not a police leak." I told the chief, very certain. "Did you notice how Wurtzburg used the word 'investigators' instead of 'police' or 'authorities' when she spoke of that? I don't know who these 'investigators' are, but they're using Wurtzburg to try to flush out this woman, is my guess." I noted the murmur in the room; the amazement that I'd caught that and figured it out so fast, but I realized I'd said too much and that if any of these otherwise good detectives were my mother, they would realize that I knew way more about that than I was telling.
"Is this an angle we need to be working?" the chief asked.
"Not at this time." I said. "This murder is about Marie Arruzio, not Jack Burke. I'm hoping to hear from Myron soon about that." My team was looking at me; this time they were realizing that I knew more than I'd told them. The chief noticed it too, and got me off the hook.
"I'm not holding you to silence any longer. Go ahead and tell them," Chief Griswold ordered, but first admonished everyone that none of this could be discussed with anyone else out loud. I told them about Johnny Arugula and that I had reason to believe he was essential to this case. But just as I began to piece together the case, the TV blared out again.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the redhead reporter dictated into her microphone, this time from in front of the Courthouse. "Channel Two News has learned that warrants have been issued by the Court to search the home of Timothy and Jeanine Olivet, as well as to bring the Olivets to Police Headquarters for questioning. Channel Two News has a mobile camera on the way to the Olivet's home and will bring you live footage of any developments there!" Which meant, of course, that the Press would eagerly show this young couple being led out of their homes in handcuffs.
"Who the fuck is doing that?" growled the Chief. "Meeting's over!" He got up swiftly, went to the door, and pulled it open. To our shock, Captain Harold Malone was right outside. (Shit! I hope he didn't hear any of my discussion of Arugula! I thought.) Malone was standing with his feet slightly apart and his hands crossed in front of him, barricading our way, and he was smiling devilishly. I swiftly moved up to be in front of the Chief, just looking for an opportunity to start a fight with Malone.
"We're going to get this case solved, Chief, and it's our best detectives doing it while your guys are sitting in their chairs!" Malone said, joyfully but sneeringly. "My best man is bringing in the Olivets right now."
Part 15 - The Wrong Direction
Senior Detective Steven Ikea of the Vice Department knocked on the door of the Olivet home, with Vice detectives Teresa Croyle and Ted Geiger, four uniformed patrolmen and a gaggle of media cameras waiting breathlessly for the door to open.
It didn't.
More knocking and calls to "Open up!" worthy of the best television police dramas followed, but no answer. Ikea was asking two of the uniformed police to kick down the large, solid oak doors, when Teresa Cunt sneeringly suggested that he try the door to see if it was locked. Ikea gave Croyle a withering sneer in reply, but tried the lock.
It opened.
The police walked into the abandoned home, a beautiful mansion decorated simply but in nice Feng Shui style. Only the maid was home, a pretty, young Latina woman named Dolores, who Ikea wasted no time placing under arrest.
Once confirming that no one was home, Ikea called into headquarters to have an APB put out on the Olivets, that they were to be found at all costs. The Press, extremely disappointed by the failure to apprehend the wealthy couple in their luxurious home, began packing their mobile equipment away. As Croyle and Geiger and the uniformed police went to their cars, Bettina Wurtzburg stepped up to Ikea.
"Just a couple of questions for confirmation." Teresa Cunt vaguely heard Wurtzburg say to Ikea. Then, surprisingly, Bettina lowered her voice as if speaking confidentially. The reporterette talked to the arrogant detective for a few minutes, then Ikea came to the car. Teresa didn't know why, but her "spidey sense" told her that something important had just happened.
-----------------------------------
Sometimes in police work, things are quiet and move along routinely enough... and then there are the times that all hell breaks loose and everything happens all at once. This day was such a day.
First, personal business: once safely ensconced in my IT office, I placed two orders for a dozen red roses each, one to be delivered to my wife Melina at her gym; the other to Laura in her office. Laura called me first.
"That's sweet," she said as I apologized for the morning miscue. "I appreciate the roses, but you didn't have to go to all that trouble. I explained to my guest that you were discreet, and it's okay." I did note that Laura had just essentially told me to keep my mouth shut about the guest, which I had no problem doing. And then she continued, "Why don't we have lunch today and I'll share some juicy tidbits with you." I readily agreed, since I would be headed to the Campus anyway to check up on Britt and Myron's progress.
Melina called a half hour after my call from Laura, gushing about the flowers and how surprised she was to get them. After some typical hubby-wife love talk, she told me "I've got one great night planned for you, mister."
Second: Right at the moment I hung up the phone rang. It was the chief, letting me know that he and I were expected to be at an evening "reception" at the home of University President Wellman. There would be a few Town & County Council members present, as well as some of the University's Regents.
"This is where the cheeks get toasty." Chief Griswold said. "This is really a damage control meeting. The leaks are killing us."
Town, County -AND- University politics. *groan!*
I had Hewitt and Ross examining Marie Arruzio's bank records. Tanya Perlman was at the Coroner's Inquest, which would bring back the unsurprising verdict of willful murder. Tanya wouldn't admit it out loud, but she loved those grisly details. She had watched the autopsy of the two bodies while munching on a lollipop, then immediately went to lunch afterwards and ate heartily.
Speaking of lunch, I told my team I was going to the University campus to check on Myron and for them to go out for lunch while things were at a lull right now. At the University Police station, I found Lt. Britt Maxwell in my tiny IT office at the very far end of the hall. She was sitting next to Myron, who was working busily at the computer console. Britt's eyes were twinkling merrily as I walked in. "Whaddya got?" I asked them after the door shut.
"Notagoddamthingsir" mumbled Myron, not looking up from the screen, continuing to type furiously.
Britt added "Nothing we didn't already know. Nothing until New York, then the City, small time hood."
"I'm not surprised, but I'm more interested in where he is today. Anything at all?" I asked, as I watched Myron reach over for the telephone and begin dialing a number.
"Let's go get coffee while he's on the phone." said Lt. Maxwell. The breakroom was two doors down. Once there, she said "Nothing yet. The guy's popped up in some past drug investigations. Myron is tapping two sources he has in the City to see if we can get anything quietly." At that moment, the door flung open and Myron waved for us to come in.
"Finally!" he exclaimed, once we were inside. "I talked to a confidential friend in the City IT department, sort of my alter ego over there. He told me that the City Vice squad got interested in the murder case a couple of days ago. But first: I talked to 'someone else' over there." By 'someone else', Myron meant he did not intend to divulge this source, even to me. "This guy was undercover late Friday night. He reported that Arugula came into the bar he was at, half drunk, flush with money and buying people drinks and stuff. Said drunkenly that he was in the catbird seat and his ship had come in and all the other cliches. Didn't say what it was about."
Myron continued. "Now back to my IT guy: the City Police know this guy Arugula, but he's been so small that they don't really bother to keep track of him. But their Vice squad looked at him twice when a couple of drug deals went down. The times he's come up have been these dates." Myron handed me a small sheet of paper with two handwritten dates.
"Ah, the very times Arruzio was in financial trouble." I said. "It's a thin thread, but it's a place to start, so let's--" I was interrupted by Britt's cellphone ringing harshly. The speed with which she grabbed the phone and answered it showed me that it was of importance.
"Right." she said. "Keep him in the waiting room. When I call, show him into my office." Hanging up, Britt said "Agent Fred Dixon of the FDA is at the front desk. Wants to speak to me, knows you're here and wants to talk to you also."  "Myron, stay in this room and keep the door locked." I said, then added, having a sudden insight: "And run a LexisNexis search and see if Arugula's name comes up, especially in any offhand press reports."
Britt and I quickly snuck up to her office through the back hallway and arranged ourselves in seats. We wanted to get a psychological upper hand on Fred Dixon. When he walked into the office, he found us in chairs staring at him. I'd remembered him from the case with Todd and Ned that brought me to this town the first time. He was wearing khaki pants, and white button-down shirt and blue sports coat, exactly as he had the last time. He looked like he was in his mid-twenties, but was more likely at least my age. I think he was especially surprised to see me in the room instead of waiting elsewhere.
"What can we do for you, Agent Dixon?" Britt asked, her voice polite but extremely professional. Dixon peered at us a moment, then took a seat without being offered, attempting to gain a semblance of ascendancy.
"Thank you for skipping the unnecessary pleasantries." Dixon stated. "First, the DEA has asked me to pass along a message that they do not want to see University computers accessing their servers again." He looked meaningfully at me.
"I'll make sure they don't ever see such a thing again." I replied. Dixon grinned, realizing that I was in no way promising that their computers wouldn't be hacked again, just that they would not see it again.
"And second," Dixon said, "I'm here to give you a heads-up and ask for your cooperation. The State and Feds are looking into Johnny Arugula. The DEA would like to know why you're interested in him, in an idle sort of way. And the State Narcotics Task Force wants you to take a backseat and let them work on their drug cases about him."
Britt's face was a mask of worry as she looked over at me, totally giving away our interest in finding Arugula. So we were fucked on that one. Time to make lemonade out of lemons.
"Tell your fellow agents at the DEA" I said to Dixon, very sure of who he really was working for under the guise of being with the FDA, "that I'll be glad to hand over Arugula to them just as soon as I find him. But he is vital to my murder investigation and I fully intend to find him first." Dixon gave a visible start when I mentioned his DEA connection, then his face relaxed into passivity as he realized I might not be a dumb local hick.
"Okay. And the State?" 
"The SBI can go fuck themselves, as far as I am concerned." I said clearly. "If they fuck up this case, I will have their heads on spikes in front of the Press before they can turn around twice." Dixon grinned heartily; he had no love for the SBI, either. Britt's face looked fairly shocked, and I couldn't tell if it was at my language or at what I thought of the SBI.
"Fred," I continued, using his first name to try to get some friendly trust from him. "I need 48 hours."
"No can do." Dixon stated. "City, State and our guys are on the move. It's a race to get him now. The best I can do is get the DEA to let you talk to him, if we get to him first.



"All right, I would appreciate that." I said. Dixon got up, and after exchanging goodbyes, he walked out.
Once we were sure Dixon was gone, Britt and I went back to my office. When we opened the door, Myron was staring at his screen as if dumbstruck. "How in the hell did you know to ask for this?" he asked.
I looked over his shoulder. There were two past newspaper articles with Arugula's name, but they were not police news... they were reviews of theater plays in which Arugula had performed. Small parts, decent reviews for them. No photographs though, but that was okay.
I smiled. I had what I wanted.
Britt looked confused at my glee as I told Myron to shut down and head back to Town Police Headquarters, and to be damn careful about where his "unauthorized" investigations went, particularly if the DEA was associated in any way.
I asked Britt to contact Detective Robin Ventura with the city police to scour the artsy/theater people for Arugula, and said if nothing was heard by 5:00pm to call Fred Dixon and ask of him the same request. I then excused myself to meet Laura for lunch.
-------------------------------------
"First of all, don't apologize. In fact, I'm glad you walked in on us." Laura said as she and I dined on salads, sandwiches and coffee at the sandwich shop in the trendy shopping district in the north side of Town, across from the northernmost part of the University. "Gives me a chance to spill some beans."
We were seated outside on the back patio of the shop and enjoying the nice view of the small lake. There were few people remaining, as I'd arrived somewhat late.
"Don't let me stop you." I said, enjoying the scent of Laura's perfume wafting into my nose, and enjoying the sight of her lovely face sitting next to me. ""How's the baby doing, by the way?"
"Coming along nicely. Now let me tell you what I need to say: Mr. Wargrave was in my office for two reasons." Laura said. "The first was to discuss the leaks in this case and the University Regents' very deep concerns about the controversial publicity about the University and some of the town VIPs. You will hear a lot more about that tonight."
"Hoo boy, can't wait." I said witheringly. The coffee I was sipping was very rich, very good, I thought to myself.
"The other reason he was there," Laura continued. "Well, let's just say that billionaire Henry R. Wargrave has a little problem.... he can't get it up." I turned to look at Laura; she had my full attention.
"He's had E.D. for a couple of years now, and I've been working with him on it. I meet him every two weeks very early to avoid any possible publicity about it."  
"Interesting. But out of curiosity, why tell me about it?" I asked, genuinely puzzled. 
Laura smiled. "There's more... he's always been a leader, a very dominant man in the military and in his businesses. But the only way he gets 'excited' is when he's forced into submission or, shall we say, 'other' situations where he's dommed."
"The BDSM crowd." I said, understanding. Laura nodded. "So you get to play dominatrix?" I asked, knowing that it would not be Laura as the dominant player.
"Oh no," Laura replied, "I have another surrogate much more suited to that task. She's the very best. And the reason I am telling you now," she continued, "is because it will help you psychologically when you have any encounters of the University politics kind with him... and in that arena you will need all the help you can get."
Part 16 - Reception
Headed into President Wellman's home for the reception, I was escorted by the lovely Dr. Laura Fredricson. It was an event where spouses were brought along, but Melina had told me she would be unable to attend with me and suggested that Laura be my "date." Melina then said in a very sultry voice that she was going to make it up to me tonight.
My head was spinning from everything I'd learned today as well as the warning from Fred Dixon that the State and Feds were about to come in on the case, which would not only make success impossible but would simply explode all the drama, publicity and bad things going on with Malone and Ikea. But I had no time to worry, I had to really be on my toes for the next two hours.
The first part of the reception was small talk, though the Regents and Town & County Council persons I talked to were asking fairly probing questions about me personally and also about the case. To keep them from talking about the case, I actually answered much of the questions about my past life, making sure to embellish the successes of recent cases that I and my team had solved.
Surprisingly not present were Lt. Britt Maxwell and University Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Dexter Robinson. But I couldn't worry about them, I was too busy talking to those present. I noted some of them: Wellman, ADAs Patterson and Sanders, as well as District Attorney Gil Krasney, Town & County Council members Larry Vaughan and Malinda Adams, several University Regents including Henry R. Wargrave... and Michael Burke.
Burke was a white haired man that did not look his age in the mid 60s. He was a vigorous tennis player and had an almost overwhelming dominant presence -- and he was Jack Burke's father. I did not know that he was on the Board of Regents, and it turned out he had only just been nominated to be a Regent to replace the late Mr. Bonniker, from whose estate I had bought my home "The Cabin."
I first talked to Wargrave, apologizing for barging in on him that morning. "That's all right." he said affably. "Dr. Fredricson explained things to me. Fantastic woman, she is. She told me all about you and the fine work you've done for the police department."
I now understood why Laura had told me about Wargrave's issues; otherwise I might be struggling against his dominance. It was as if he was mentally, aurally reaching inside me to control me, and I felt the need to "resist" the dominance he exuded.
Wargrave went on to say he was concerned about the leaks. "Looks to me like the Press is getting 'a little too big for their britches', as my mother used to say, God rest her soul. What do you think, Don?" I didn't know what to say except that the Press loved salacious sexual details and were running with them, but that leaks were always an issue.
"Yes," said Wargrave, his voice dropping to a lower and more menacing tone, "something really needs to be done about those leaks. The Press bastards, especially that woman Wurtzburg, can't just be running loose and wild, telling slanderous stories. By the way, where is Detective Ikea? I hear he's been leading the charge to arrest some of our leading citizens--"
At that moment, most fortunately, Laura came up to us and took Wargrave away from me, saying she wanted him to talk to Chief Griswold.
I then found myself talking to Michael Burke. "I'm sorry for your loss, sir." I said without introducing myself first. "I'm doing everything I can to bring the criminals to justice." 
"Thank you son." he replied. "I'm sure you are." As he told me how he and his wife had just gotten into town, I was hoping that he would not remember me nor recognize who I was. I had never met him while Jack was my roommate in college, and I sure didn't want him realizing my identity from that time right now.
I also had this sense that he reminded me of someone. Definitely of his son Jack, of course, but he seemed to remind me of someone else, but I couldn't place it at the moment. My reverie was interrupted with his next, shocking words.
"We've always believed," Mr. Burke stated, "that the woman who accused my son of rape and ruined his life may have continued her grudge against him when the charges were dropped."
"Didn't she drop the charges?" I asked, perhaps too incisively, but Burke failed to notice... and I failed at the time to notice his use of the word 'we'.
  "Not really." he replied, "The school police dropped them, but after that Jack never stayed around any one place. He visited us at home only three times in nearly 10 years." Mr. Burke said. "I just can't help but wonder that if you find this woman, you'll have some answers to the murder of my son."
"That is an interesting thought, sir. Have you ever tried to find her in the past, sir?" I asked, not asking the question for any reasons he thought I might. It was becoming clear to me that Bettina Wurtzburg's announcement on TV that my college classmate Ivy was being sought was the result of this man's efforts. Michael Burke was behind it.
"Yes, I have to admit we hired private detectives to find the woman." Burke said flatly, then added as if in justification "I just wanted to know the truth about what happened between her and my son."
I didn't believe that for minute: I knew that 'the truth' was the furthest thing from Burke's mind if he ever found Ivy's whereabouts. 
"Did you ever find her?"
"No, there were some surprisingly strong roadblocks in our way. The school clammed up completely, which is why I contribute to this school instead of them. But I'll be damned if there wasn't something else... two of my private detectives quit the case, saying a Government agent had warned them off. After that we had to back off, and my wife was furious about that... but if you ever find that woman, you let me know."
"I'll have my people look into it." I told Burke, and I was not lying... though I had no intention of ever telling Michael Burke anything about Ivy.
At the right time, hostess Sally Wellman guided the spouses and non-essential persons towards the back patio and backyard. I admired the lovely older woman's body as she saucily strutted in front of me and out the door, remembering that pleasant evening when she had fucked me on that patio and I had shot my load up into her clutching cunt.
Bringing myself back to the present, I went into the library. The chief was already in there, looking miserable though he tried to hide it. I'm sure he was thinking of how wonderful retirement would be.
Once the door closed, the questions came fairly fast and furious, especially from the Regents and the Council members, who had been hammered by their wealthier constituents over the "brutal" use of police power in recent days. ADA Sanders took tremendous fire, and I made sure to let him endure every bit of it. However, after a while I knew it was my place and time to bring matters to a conclusion, so I finally tried to speak in a way to end the controversy.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I announced, "I share your concerns about the rumors as well as the treatment of some of our citizens by the press and misguided police officers. All I can tell you is this: the only way to stop the rumors and false investigations are to bring the actual criminals in this case to Justice, which means to a full conviction in a Court of Law. We are currently following leads to arrest those criminals and acquire the evidence needed to convict them. I'm sure you understand how harmful Press leaks have been, and how much more damaging they would be if our leads got out, so what I've told you to this point is all I can tell you now."
Somewhat to my surprise, this mollified most of the high-powered assemblage. It was Wargrave, not President Wellman, who spoke for them when he said "Detective, we have every confidence of your ability to solve this case as you did with those child kidnappings... and at great personal cost, I might add." The billionaire had just really given me a huge kudo there, ramping my esteem in front of the group.
"And we know that you have neatly and discreetly solved several cases in the past. The problem we have is Press attention and leaks. Get this case solved quickly so we can put the trouble to bed and get the Press off our backs and the backs of our citizens."
Then came the dissenting opinion from Town & County Councilwoman Malinda Adams. She was very slender and wore glasses that bespoke a strong prescription. Her thin, brown hair was cut fairly short and fell to all sides of her head evenly, except the bangs that were cut to expose her face. She looked a bit like my sister Elizabeth in the face, though her nose was a bit more hawkish... and Elizabeth had a much better looking body. Ms. Adams represented the district that contained the University and some of the poorer sections near it, and her politics were well matched to their views.
"I am sure," she stated, her voice sounding like something between purring and oily venom, "that you are doing all you can, Detective. But I am deeply disturbed by the reports of rough treatment of our citizens by Peace Officers."
One of Malinda Adams's quirks was that she always used the term 'Peace Officers' to describe the police, whom she seemed to virulently despise, always throwing roadblocks to our progress vis-a-vis the Council.
"We must be sure that our Peace Officers are following fully correct protocols and protecting the rights of the citizens, even those who are asked to assist in the investigation." she continued. That meant people like the Olivets, whom Ikea had been harassing. I felt a moment of pleasure that Malinda Adams found herself having to speak for the some of the wealthier citizens in the County, as it was clear she loathed those that had been prosperous in their lives.
Another round of murmuring talk ensued, and Mr. Wargrave had ADA Sanders in one corner. Sanders's face alternately looked fearful and like he wanted to cry... and I was most very glad that it was Sanders and not myself on the receiving end of what Wargrave was delivering.
The evening ended fairly soon afterwards. Laura and I were walking out right behind Chief Griswold and his wife, a very sweet lady who was his childhood sweetheart and his bride since her 18th birthday. Suddenly the chief turned, motioned Laura onward to join his wife, saying "One moment, Detective."
As we walked, the chief whispered "Mr. Wargrave was really asking me about press leaks, and about Ikea by name. Did you say anything to him?"
 
"No, of course not." I said, "but Mr. Wargrave asked me if Ikea was here."   
"Wargrave is a very powerful man, Don." the chief said, "very powerful. So watch out for him. But I think... it's about time that we set a little information trap for Ikea, and if he's the leak I'm going to throw him to the wolves no matter how much protection he has from Malone and Malinda Adams." This was the first I'd heard that Malinda Adams was part of the Malone/Ikea cabal, and it would be interesting to see if the chief could land Ikea as the leak.
Part 17 - Heavenly Evening...
"You did very well." Laura said as she drove us to Melina's house. "They're all very impressed with you, as well. That'll keep things calm until you can solve the case-- are you okay?"
"Yeah..." I said, almost absentmindedly, "but if these leads don't come through fast, it'll turn ugly." Then I added what I was really thinking: "And I've got this feeling... something is about to go very bad in all this."
"I sure hope not." Laura said. "I've never seen Wellman or the Regents as agitated as they are right now. And before you ask, I have no idea why." I smiled in the dark as Laura and I read each other's thoughts.
We drove up to Melina's house, and I deduced that Todd was there also. This was no great feat of detection: his car was parked in the driveway. We went inside. Sure enough, Todd and Melina were sitting on the living room couch. They had been making out, ending a warm kiss as we came in, but they were still fully dressed.
I felt some sense of disappointment. I really had not spent much time alone with Melina in the past weeks and months, and had been hoping that we would do so this evening. Seeing Todd there dashed those hopes. I am not sure what in my body language gave it away, but Laura quickly asked Todd to help her make drinks in the kitchen, giving Melina and I a moment to talk alone.
"Hi, cowboy." Melina said playfully as she came up to me. "How are you?"
"Good." I said, as we took each other into our arms and kissed. "And you?"
"Okay." she replied. "No morning sickness, either, thank God. The gym did fine without me; I don't know how Cindy did it-- everything okay?" 
"Just tired, I guess." I said. "And I was kind of hoping we'd spend some time alone. It's been a long time since we have."
"Aw, you're sweet." Melina said. "But I thought you'd enjoy an evening with the four of us, and besides, I haven't seen Todd in a while, either." By 'seen', Melina meant she had not fucked the young man whose baby she was carrying right now. "Would you like me to send them home?" my wife asked, almost as an afterthought.
"No, that's okay." I said, as Laura and Todd returned to the room. There was small talk as Todd sat down in his original position next to Melina. I took a chair on the other side, which surprised Laura. She ended up sitting on the other side of Todd.
"Everything okay, Uncle Don?" Todd said. I realized I had been staring at my handsome young nephew. Something was coming to my mind, and I suddenly realized what it was that I had noticed earlier at the reception.
"No, nothing." I said. "I'm just a bit tired tonight. I think I'll just sit here, enjoy this Scotch, and just watch." Todd grinned, Melina looked faintly amused, and Laura peered at me, trying to pierce the veil of my thoughts. I stared back until her eyes relented; she had failed to read me on this one.
"Okay, then, Uncle Don." Todd said, giving me a very meaningful glance as he took Melina in his arms and eased her down on the sofa until she was lying on her back with him on top of her. "Watch this."
And I did. I just watched, sipping my single malt Scotch, refilling it once, as Todd made love to both women. I watched him deeply kiss Melina, his hands exploring her body and almost imperceptibly removing her clothes as she and Laura slowly stripped him. Then he sat between the women, kissing one while the other sucked his incredibly huge, throbbing hard cock, his huge nutsack lying between his legs and being massaged by both women's hands.
I poured myself another Scotch as I watched Todd ease Melina down onto the sofa again. She was naked except for her high heels and a thin gold chain around her ankle. Todd mounted my wife and she guided his huge hard meat into her, both of them groaning as he entered her and sank balls-deep into her sopping wet twat. As they made love, slowly, languidly and passionately, I just watched, letting my thoughts and imagination wander.
Laura was naked, also, her hands caressing Todd's muscular back and ass, sometimes grabbing and fondling his swinging nutsack as he pumped Melina. Through the beginnings of hazy vision, I thought I saw Laura massaging Melina's big breasts. Certainly she was stroking both their faces and hair as the hot couple fornicated lustily, and only vaguely wondered what Melina felt about being touched by another woman. Certainly I would not have liked being touched that way by another man...
To my surprise, when Todd came he pulled completely out of Melina. Laura was on her knees on the floor, her back to me and her gorgeous ass gloriously displayed to me, but I was watching her take Todd's long, thick member into her mouth. Todd groaned as he held Laura's head and gently fucked her mouth, shooting thick spurts of hot, potent semen against the beautiful older woman's throat. Laura and Melina joined together to finish Todd off and clean him up.
All of that was on the edge of my conscious thoughts. Inside, I was mentally looking at the puzzle pieces of the case. Right now, I could only wait for developments... and hope that the foreboding I felt that something bad was descending upon us would not actually come to pass...
-------------------------------------
Detective Daniel Allgood of the Town & County Police Internal Affairs Department sat at his desk in his condo, sipping bourbon, one of several he had consumed over the last couple of hours. He was naked. His cock, nine long inches of pulsing hardness, was pointing straight up, taut with hardness. His cock was not as thick as Todd's or even mine, but it was extensive and curved with a big mushroom head on top.



He put the DVD in, and moved the mouse to click the button to play it. The screen filled with the image of a couple fucking hotly. Allgood gripped his long cock and began to stroke up and down, slowly at first, then in rhythm to the man on the screen's deep strokes into the woman.
"Oh, God," Allgood groaned as he stroked more furiously. "Oh, Melina..."
The tape was the one of the many made by Jack Burke, the one showing Melina and Jack making love. Allgood had copied this one secretly after it had been uploaded into the servers by Myron. Allgood stroked harder, the image of the gorgeous woman filling his eyes as well as his mind.
He stopped the tape and switched back to another file. This was the hospital tape he had purloined, the one showing Melina riding Ned's eight inch cock when Ned had been ever-so-briefly in custody. Allgood stroked his meat even harder as he watched Melina's beautiful ass bouncing up and down on the teen's cock.
"Oh Melina... Melina!" Allgood gasped as he climaxed, long ropes of milky jism shot into the air, landing on his belly, legs, the chair and the front of the desk. Several more bursts followed until Daniel was spent, an exhaustion filling his body even as the pain of his unrequited deep crush on Melina tore at his heart.
-------------------------------------
Tanya Perlman and Officer Pete Feeley were in the MCD room at Police Headquarters. They were going over Arruzio's financial records, with Tanya evaluating to see if Feeley would notice the obvious clues to the data she was carefully feeding him... and thinking of what had happened an hour before.
Officer Feeley had begged Tanya to let him help with the case, so she let him look at some data. About 8:00pm he had asked her if she'd like to go to dinner, his treat, and she accepted. They shared jokes and good natured ribbing, most of it absorbed by Officer Feeley, but also talked about their police careers and Feeley's hopes of becoming a Detective. On the way back, she'd had him park his car at the far end of the lot and told him to get in the back seat with her.
As he looked at the data, Pete Feeley was still reeling, remembering: in the backseat of the car, the lovely Detective Tanya Perlman had opened his pants and sucked his cock!
He was barely over five inches fully hard, but Tanya had not seemed to mind. He'd gasped at the wet heat of her mouth as she engulfed his rod, and groaned with pleasure as she sucked him hard and fast, jacking his shaft and fondling his balls to get him to a quick orgasm before they were discovered.
Pete had reeled with pleasure and, unable to hold back after two minutes of Tanya's sucking, he came hard. Tanya had greedily sucked down his load as he fired jet after jet of hot jism onto her tongue and into her throat.
"Earth to Feeley!" Tanya said, grinning. "You still with me here?" she asked, breaking Pete out of his reverie.
"Yeah," he said. "Where were we?" They continued examining the data and were still working at midnight when the phone rang. It was the on-duty Desk Sergeant.
Part 18 - ...Hellish Night
The call to my cellphone came just after one o'clock in the morning.
I was lying in bed in the guest room of Melina's house, Laura lying next to me. Todd and Melina must have gone to the main bedroom to sleep.
As I groggily woke up and groped for the phone, I thanked the Universe that I had stopped drinking after three shot-sized helpings of Scotch, and that I was still sober.
"Yeah?" I asked into the phone.
"It's Perlman. I'm at--" came the voice on the phone, giving her location, a warehouse in the Southwest bad section of town. "You better come down. We found Bettina Wurtzburg; she's been badly beaten. And raped."
To be continued...
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Part 18 - ...Hellish Night
"Whaddya got, Perlman?" I asked the cute Detective. Her cheeks were not rosy and she was not smiling. Patrolman Pete Feeley was with her, taking notes.
"The EMTs took Bettina to the hospital 15 minutes ago." Perlman said. "Whoever did this really worked her over. They beat the living shit out of her."
"What time did it happen?" I asked.
"About eleven o'clock, give or take a few minutes." Tanya replied.
"Who called it in?"
"Her cameraman, Scott Turnbull. He'd been tied up, got free and called 9-1-1."
"They didn't take his cell phone?" I asked, surprised.
"Nope, didn't take anything from Wurtzburg or her purse, either. But he did say more." Tanya started, but was interrupted by an overeager Officer Feeley.
"Yeah, he said that--" Feeley started, but Perlman stopped him.
"Shut up and let me talk!" Perlman ordered. Feeley complied, a bit of a hurt look upon his young face as Tanya continued, "Don, I can give you what he said, or let you talk to him yourself to see if the stories line up."
Tanya had just given the young police officer a lesson. I wondered if Feeley had absorbed it; his face looked blank.
"Just give me the bare bones synopsis."
Cameraman Turnbull had said that he and Wurtzburg had come here to talk to an anonymous source, and they'd used this location several times in the past. Several masked men had been hiding among the pallets of goods and had jumped them. Turnbull had been seized, tied up, and thrown to the ground on his stomach with one man sitting on him; the others grabbed Wurtzburg and her source "who he wouldn't name, of course".
They began beating Wurtzburg, then they stripped her, put her on the floor, and took turns raping her. The attackers not raping her at the time would occasionally kick her in the side or legs while shouting at her. The source they were meeting was a man, and another group of masked men carried him several feet away and began raping him in the ass.
"What happened to the source?" I asked. "Oh, never mind, he went here." I was already going to the back door, where I saw the dust was messed up with light footprints. Going out the door, I saw that there was a paved sidewalk that led to the parking lot, and an examination of the area gave no good clues. Officer Feeley had come out with me, and I asked him to examine the sidewalk and parking lot for anything that might be a clue. That would keep him occupied while I conferred with Detective Perlman.
"There's not much in the way of clues." Tanya reported when I came back in. "Some blood where Bettina Wurtzburg was lying; I'm betting that it'll be hers. We'll be wrapping up here soon. We've got another forensics team at the hospital to collect rape evidence." 
"Anyone handling that there?" I asked.  
"Detective Gayle Tunnin." Tanya replied. "You know her?"
"Barely. She's decent enough?" 
"Oh yeah, she's handled a number of rape cases; she's good with the victims. She was a nurse before becoming a cop." Perlman said by way of explanation.
"Well, nothing more to see here. Let's go to the hospital." I said.
-------------------------
We were in the secure ward of the hospital. It was now 3:00am Wednesday morning, about four hours after the attack.
I quietly entered Bettina Wurtzburg's room, where she had been moved to after being examined and evidence collected with the rape kit. It was a brutal sight.
Both of her eyes were blackened, one nearly shut, deep bruises that would only get worse in the next few hours. She had cuts on her face and head, her upper lip was busted and swollen, as was her nose. Her arms and legs and body had mottled deep bruises in many places, and of course her genitals had been damaged by the gang rape she had endured.
But she was lucky. She was alive, and the only bones broken were a couple of ribs. So far, the doctors had found no internal bleeding.
Detective Tunnin was in the room with her, and she looked exasperated. I did not need to be told why. I spoke to Bettina, telling her that I was sorry about this, then asked Detective Tunnin if I could speak to her in the hall.
"She won't say anything!" Tunnin almost shouted in the hallway once the door to the room closed. "She says she can't. She says she's protecting her source and that she can't say anything about anything!"
"Where's her cameraman?" I asked.
"He's in the waiting room, with one of your MCD detectives." Tunnin said, pointing down the hallway.
"First, take a breath." I said. Tunnin and I breathed a few deep breaths together until she was much calmer. "Okay, I'll speak to her and then leave her to you." I continued. "Don't ask about her source, get what you can about her attackers."
Back in Bettina's room, she looked up at me as I came in.
"Don't ask me anything." she said, her voice weak and broken. "I won't talk about my source."
"I'm not going to ask you about your source." I said, trying to keep my voice smooth and comforting. "But I hope you'll talk to Detective Tunnin about your attackers. You sure don't have any obligation to protect them, and talking about them won't oblige you to talk about your source, okay?"
"No, I can't." Wurtzburg said.   
"Just think about it." I said, then took my leave of them. I headed to the breakroom, where Cameraman Turnbull was talking with Detective Hugh Hewitt.
"Dude, I can't talk about it." Turnbull was saying to Hugh as I came in. Scott Turnbull was short, a bit roly-poly in body and face, and sported a goatee, the stereotype of an artsy painter. He always wore a military-style beret, usually a light blue one. I knew that he was a good chess player.
But he was tough, also; he'd been a combat cameraman and had seen plenty of war action while with Hugh Hewitt's unit, and he and Hugh knew each other very well. I suspect Hugh might have leaked to Turnbull a few things here and there, but Hugh was not stupid enough to give away any really important stuff.
"Hello, Scott." I said as Hugh introduced me to the cameraman.
"He says he can't talk about it, he has to protect their source." Hugh informed me.
 "I understand." I said. "Scott, I'll tell you this. I am not going to ask you about your source nor try to trick you into talking about the source. I just want to know about Ms. Wurtzburg's attackers, and there's no reason to protect them. From what you've seen tonight, and what condition she's in, I'm sure she and everyone will understand if you give us some help in getting the bastards that did this to her."
Turnbull hesitated, then agreed to talk to me. Under his questioning, I elicited the story:
They had arrived about 11:00pm to meet the source. Turnbull called the source "him" several times, giving away that it was a male. Turnbull said that he wasn't sure how many men total there were, but at least one man was sitting on him and four men were beating, kicking and raping Wurtzburg in front of him.
"Three of them were black, and one was white." Turnbull said, and said he could tell by the color of their asses and cocks as they fucked Bettina, though the wore masks. "The white guy was young, but seemed to be the leader of it. He raped her first. He was calling her all kinds of filthy names, and then while the other guys were raping her he was the one shouting in her ear and telling her to keep her fucking mouth shut and stop reporting on the Olivets."
"Oh, really?" I said. "Thanks for that clue. The white guy, he sounded young, you said?"
"Yes. He wasn't that big, either. I doubt he was more than 21-22 years old."
"Anything else about him?"  
"Oh... yeah. He had a tattoo or birthmark on the small of his back. I don't know why, but I really noticed it. It looked like a big "X" with the center missing."
"That's huge." I said. I knew now that my nephew Ned was one of the attackers!
"So it looks like they were telling her to stop the investigation of the Arruzio-Burke murder case?"
Turnbull hesitated, then said "Yeah, that's what the white guy was saying."
"Okay, Scott, once again I am not asking you to name the source or anything, but I need to know: what happened to him?"
"Three other guys took him towards the back, about 15-20 feet away from us. I couldn't see much of it, but two of the guys raped him in the ass. One was black, fairly light skinned, the other white. The white guy had a lot of hair on his ass and legs and the hair was dark. The black guy was taunting him too, saying a lot of things and calling him a lot of homosexual slurs."
 "They didn't do anything to you, though?"
"No. Just tied me up and held me down, but didn't do anything else. They pretty much ignored me and focused on the other two."
Once I had elicited all the information that I could get, and had a reasonably clear picture of the crime, it was time to confirm my suspicions with the last questions. I took out my cellphone and brought up a photograph.
"Is this the white guy with the birthmark?" I asked Turnbull, showing him the picture.
"Uh, looks a lot like him." Turnbull replied, surprise in his face. The picture was of my nephew Ned.
"And they didn't take your cellphone or hers, or anything else?"
"No... no, nothing of Bettina's or mine." Turnbull said, trying to conceal the features of his face that revealed he knew something.
"What about the source?"
"Well-- uh, I really can't say." Turnbull said, shakily. I looked quickly at Hugh, then back to Scott: it was time to hit Turnbull with the bombshell question for this case:
"Scott.... they took his gun, didn't they?"
Cameraman Turnbull's eyes widened like saucers as he stammered.
"You don't need to answer. I already know what I need to know. Thanks, Scott. The patrolman in the hallway will stay with you until you're released. Hewitt, come with me."
In the hallway, I filled in Hugh Hewitt. "The source was a cop and they took his gun. I think I know who it is, and this is our big chance to nail this source. But we've got to be careful about it, so don't say anything for now."
"Roger that, sir. How did you know, though? And whose picture did you show him?"
"Pure luck on the source." I replied. "As to the picture, it was my nephew Ned, who is already a very wanted criminal." I said no more about the source, but remembered how I knew: Teresa Croyle had mentioned to Cindy and then to me a piece of information about Bettina Wurtzburg talking guardedly with a certain police officer earlier that morning...
Going back to Bettina Wurtzburg's room, I showed her the picture of Ned. "Is this one of the perps?" Tears filled the redheaded woman's eyes but she said nothing else. She didn't need to.
I told her to get well soon, took Detective Tunnin outside and told her to get an APB on Ned out, and to add this rape case to the considerable list of charges for which he was wanted by law enforcement authorities.
Part 19 - Finding The Source
7:00am, still Wednesday morning, still felt like a Monday. I had had no sleep since being awakened by the one a.m. phone call, but I was running off 5-Hour-Energy drinks and an excitement I had not felt in some time.
The morning newscasts did not have Bettina Wurtzburg as the reporterette, but a very pretty dark-skinned girl, Arabic or Indian, with long, flowing black hair. She and her colleagues reported that Reporter Wurtzburg had been beaten but omitted details that she'd been raped. The other news stations reported only the beating, as well.
Yep, I thought... the Media loves telling every little detail about the rapes of housewives and businesswomen, revealing their names whenever they can get away with it. But when it came to one of their own, they were all about protection and omission of details.
Did I mention that I am NOT a fan of the Press?
The Chief called the meeting to order. "Where's Ikea?" he growled at Malone.
"Called in sick. He sounded god-awful on the phone when I talked to him." Malone replied.
I'll bet, I thought to myself, but it was a day's respite from the Olivets getting hounded and more bad reporting that would accompany Ikea's antics.
"All right, what do we have?" the Chief asked. "Tunnin?"
"Ms. Wurtzburg finally gave a few details of her attackers, which I've put in the report I gave all of you." Gayle Tunnin replied. I had previously told Hugh Hewitt to give the report of Turnbull's eyewitness report.
"So this is related to the Arruzio-Burke murder?" the Chief asked me. "And your nephew is involved?"
"It appears a related but side issue." I said. "This was a hired hit. I suspect my nephew Ned was the one hired to organize the attack."
"Any leads on who ordered the attack?" the chief asked.
"That sure was an interesting reception that we attended last night, wasn't it Chief?" I asked pointedly. He visibly started as if smacked in the face.
"Then we gotta get moving." the Chief said, breathlessly. "What's our next step?"
"I've got to check with contacts to see if there's any progress, and I've got to talk to my MCD team. I'm hoping we can clean the whole thing up by this time tomorrow."
The chief broke up the meeting without answering Captain Malone's questions of what was being withheld from him and his team.
-------------------------------
I went down to my office in the I.T. Department. I first brought in Cindy Ross. This was going to be delicate.
"Cindy, I'm just going to come right out with this: we are looking for a police officer's stolen gun. I need you to reach your LGBT contacts and see if you can get a lead on who the guys who raped the male source last night were. The source was a cop."
Cindy shifted in her chair uncomfortably. This was the first time I'd openly let on that I knew what we all knew, that Cindy Ross was a lesbian. She wasn't even AC/DC, just plain ol' DC. I did not care who she slept with, but she had kept it very quiet around the "Clubhouse", the colloquialism for the Police Force.
"And yes, we'll keep this behind closed doors and most very private." I continued, reassuring her that I was doing what I could to keep this between just us.
"Okay, I'll check." she replied, not bothering to try to deny that I knew what I knew. "But not from inside this building. I may need to take a long lunch."
"Don't blame you a bit. Go now, take all the time you need. And a near-future lunch will be on me, no matter what you turn up. Thanks, Cindy." I said. She took that as a dismissal, but I stopped her.
"One more thing." I said, then quietened my voice. "Would you be willing to go on a, shall we say, 'extracurricular' mission tonight?" That brought out more of a smile.
"You bet." she said, then headed out.
I contacted Myron, Lt. Britt Maxwell, Dr. Laura Fredricson (for her State-level contacts), and even called FDA Agent Fred Dixon directly. None had any information on Johnny Arugula. The City Police had put out an APB for him at midnight, but so far with no results.
But Myron did report one good tidbit: Marie Arruzio's family had owned a cabin on a lake in "Nextdoor County", the county between ours and the City, and that his sources said she was going to have her lawyer put it in the divorce papers for her to retain it. He gave me the address of the cabin.
Later Lt. Maxwell called. "President Wellman just called me. Joe Arruzio left this morning. He said he had to go back to the City to take care of some business, and execute his wife's will and such matters. Wellman couldn't get him to stay."
"Ah shit." I said. "Oh well, nothing we can do about it. Britt, would you call Robin Ventura with the City Police and see if she can get them to keep tabs on Arruzio for us?" Britt said that she would and hung up.
It was just past 9:00am. I called Melina's house and asked if Todd was still there. She said yes, and I said I'd be over there within half an hour to talk to him.
At the house, Todd and Melina were composed. I suspected they had been naked and fucking hotly when I called, and the phone call simply was to give them time to get dressed and composed.
"Todd, I need a favor." I asked. "Last night a reporter was raped and beaten."
"Yeah, I heard something about it on the radio. Raped, too?"
"Yes. What the Press is also not telling you is that the reporter was meeting a source, a male, and he was raped by a couple of guys, also. One of the reporter's attackers was your brother Ned." I reported.
"That slug..." Todd muttered.
"But more importantly: I think the source was a cop, and the perps took his gun. I'd like you to contact anyone at school you know who might have seen someone in the gay community with a gun or bragging about what happened last night."
"Sure, I can get that." Todd said. "I better get going, then." He kissed Melina on the mouth goodbye and was off in a flash.
"I think he is excited about playing detective." Melina said, a sly grin forming on her pretty face.
"By the way," she added, spreading her luscious legs, "you interrupted us when you called. Since I'm still unsatisfied and it's your fault... you got time to cool my fires?"
My wife's look of lust at me fueled my own fires and my cock became instantly iron hard. I got up, unbuckling my pants as I moved towards my wife. She sucked me long enough to orally unroll the condom fully onto my shaft, then lay back on the sofa. We were both clothed, but I hitched up her shirt and let my pants drop to my knees as I mounted her and drove my meat balls-deep into her scalding hot, sopping wet cunt.
I fucked Melina with long, hard thrusts, really concentrating on delivering the raw power of my manhood to the depths of her well-fucked vagina, and also taking special note of how it felt to have sex with this woman. Even after all those years of marriage and all that had gone on between us, it was still something special to copulate with Melina.
Our coupling was deep and wet, and very sensuous as we moved together like the longtime lovers we were. I saw Melina staring up at me as I fucked her, and I wondered if she was thinking and feeling the same things I was...
-------------------------------
By 4:00pm, I had two key pieces of information.
"Looks like Barry Bounel was part of it last night." Cindy reported in my office. Bounel was a campus drug-runner and big-time loser, and I was familiar with him. He was half-black, half-white, fitting the light-skinned black man that Cameraman Turnbull had described. He was often being talked to by the police for possible involvement with drug distribution, and he was known for having gay sex parties in various places around Town. Nothing ever stuck, though, and I wondered why...
Todd's story confirmed the reports. "There's a guy named Bounel, Barry Bounel." he said. "Some guys in the Tenderloin District saw him with a gun last night, and he was bragging that he'd taken it from a cop he'd worked over." The Tenderloin District was the area of town between the southwest bad areas and the southern tip of the University campus. It was the area where the strip clubs and prostitutes were, and I felt no surprise that my nephew Todd was familiar with it.



I immediately contacted Britt Maxwell, who sent two undercover plainclothes University detectives to find Bounel and keep tabs on him. At 8:00pm, we got word he was in his dorm room.
At 9:30pm one of the back rooms of the "Clubhouse" was full of MCD detectives putting on body armor. I had Hugh Hewitt, Cindy Ross and Pete Feeley with us. Patrolmen Morton and Rudistan were going with us to cover the hallway of the dorm. We were going in "sterile", no badges, no ranks. We were essentially invading the University, which was State property and jurisdiction. I had a University badge, but none of the other guys did.
I wore my Tilley hat with just the Airborne wings and my brown trenchcoat over a black jumpsuit, which was a one-piece outfit that allowed for freedom of movement. My "ninja" suit, I called it.
Hugh wore a black trenchcoat and a skull cap. Cindy was wearing her black jumpsuit with no police insignia and a black baseball cap. As we prepared, Teresa Croyle walked in.
"I want to go with you." she said. I led her into the small breakroom nearby.
"Have you said anything to Captain Malone or Ikea about this?"
"No." she said. "Ikea wasn't here all day. I don't trust Captain Malone very much anymore; it scares me when he has me lead drug busts."
"We can fix that later." I said, then leaned over the table, as if to speak confidentially, but also to make sure Teresa understood me clearly. "Teresa, do you understand what we are about to do? Do you understand the reason for this mission?"
"Yes, sir." Teresa said.
"And you're okay with it? Knowing that we are going to go recover a cop's gun, and what the consequences might be for him... and who that cop is?"
"I understand." Teresa said. "You can trust me, Don."
"I do trust you." I said. "And yes, I'm glad you're coming with us. Go get ready."
For the first time I saw the glimmer of a smile on Teresa Cunt's face. And she looked much lovelier for it.
Part 20 - Night of the Iron Crowbar
The police raid on the dorm was swift. After confirming from the University plainclothes that Bounel was still in his dorm room, we bounded up the side stairs to the sixth floor. It was a test of our shape and stamina, and I was pleased to see that everyone passed, even Morton, who was last to come up as our rear-guard, and so could lag behind a little bit.
At the door, I grabbed the handle. It was unlocked, so I didn't need my crowbar... for opening the door, anyway. Four of us, myself, Hugh, Cindy and Teresa, steeled ourselves, then sprang forward as I threw the door open.
"HANDS UP!" I yelled as we stormed the small dorm room. In the middle of the room, Barry Bounel was sitting on a chair, naked, his huge cock standing up hard and wet. Some skinny white boy with a beard was naked and kneeling on the floor in front of Bounel, and it was clear what they had just been doing. Teresa and Cindy had Skinny Beard cuffed and on the bed on the right, while Hugh and I aimed guns at Bounel's head.
"What the fuck is this?" Bounel angrily asked. His hair was cut very close to his head. He was tall and slender and well built and, as mentioned, had an impressively huge cock. I wondered if he'd been admitted to Todd's SEX fraternity.
"Sorry to interrupt your blowjob, Barry." I said. Turning to Cindy, I said, "Take that piece of shit into the hall and question him, then let him get dressed." Cindy and Teresa gathered Beard's clothes and took him naked out into the hall. After a few moments, Feeley took off his cuffs and let him get dressed, then ordered him to get the hell off the floor. A couple of kids looked out their door, and Feeley ordered them back inside.
With Cindy and Teresa back in the room, we handcuffed Bounel's hands behind the chair to immobilize him, having put the chair where he was facing his own side of the room, the left side. Cindy pointedly handed me a bathrobe, with which I covered Bounel from the frontside. I pulled up the other chair in the room and sat next to him.
"I won't waste your time or mine, Barry." I said. "I want the gun."
"I don't know what you're talking about." Bounel replied. "I want a lawyer."
"You're not under arrest, Barry." I admonished with a short laugh. "I have no desire to take you in. Give me what I want, and you're free to go."
Bounel said nothing.
"Listen, faggot," I said, intentionally using the derogatory language to assert authority over Bounel, "I know you raped that cop last night. We've got the semen samples." I said. Of course we didn't, but so what? I thought to myself. Bounel's eyes did not show surprise, but they hardened, as if he was realizing something.
"I got nothin' to say." Bounel said.
"Barry, Barry, Barry." I said, taking the crowbar out of my trenchcoat and lightly tapping Bounel on the knees with it.
"Oh shit." Bounel said, realizing who I was.
"That's right, Boy." I said, intentionally using that word which would be derogatory to a black man. "And I am not going to fool with you. But that's okay... you've already said all you need to, Barry." I added, having seen where his eyes looked when I mentioned the gun. It was under the mattress of his bed.
"Okay, search the drawers, and inside the mattress." I commanded my team. Hugh began searching the desk drawers. Cindy found a slit in the mattress. As she was putting her hand inside, I noticed a smile on Bounel's face. I cried out, but Teresa had noticed faster and was already moving.
"Don't!" we cried out together, with Teresa grabbing Cindy's wrist.
"Wha?" Cindy said, scowling a bit.
"Good job, Tango." I said, using the military radio call for the letter "T", which was Teresa's "name" on this mission. I was "Delta", Cindy was "Charlie", and Hugh was "Hotel". We wanted to give Bounel as little as possible about us.
I put on a heavy leather glove, and moved to the bed. Bounel was scowling this time. I carefully checked inside the mattress and felt an object. I gingerly pulled it out. It was four syringes in a plastic holder, the needles facing towards the opening in the mattress, a booby-trap. There were different colored drugs in the syringes.
"Gotta be careful with this fag." I said. I then explored further and sure enough, the Glock was right behind where the syringes had been. I brought out the gun and sealed it in an evidence bag. I sealed the syringes in another evidence bag.
Hugh found a big bag of cocaine and another set of four syringes in the drawers. Unfortunately he found nothing else, no contact names or anything. But time was growing short and we needed to move out.
"Okay, you bastard." I said. "I ought to to inject you with whatever's in these syringes, to find out what you intended for my associate here." Bounel looked frightened for a second before regaining his composure.
"Here's the deal, fag." I continued. We're going to leave you here. If you try to leave the room for ten minutes, we'll kill you. You know how much this crowbar would hurt if I cracked open your empty skull with it?
"And by the way, Barry: I suspect that word of this incident is going to get around. You're about to be missing a big bag of cocaine worth, I'd say, five-to-ten-thousand on the street. May I suggest that you leave town and never show your face here again. Your continued existence depends on it, because if I don't kill you, somebody else will."
Cindy unhandcuffed Bounel and hit him on the back of the head with the steel cuffs in retaliation for almost getting pricked with a syringe needle. We all quickly left the room, making our way down the hall and back down the stairs. We drove away quickly, stopping only to dump the bag of cocaine into a cistern that led to the river.
"Did we get what we needed?" Cindy asked. I was beaming as I held up the gun in the evidence bag.
"We sure as fuck did."
"One more thing." Cindy said, quietly, her eyes boring into me. "The term 'faggot'?" I knew she was reprimanding me for using that terminology in front of her.
"Sorry 'bout that." I said. "I'll be more circumspect-- the next time we're in a similar situation." Her glare in reply was half disapproving, half understanding the underlying humor of my remark.
Part 21 - Revenge Served, Ice Cold
At 1:00am, I got word from the University plainclothes that Bounel had rapidly left town not long after we left. I told them to stand down and go home, thanking them for their work. I had coffee and chocolate and doughnuts in the MCD room for my team. I sent them home but stayed in my I.T. office all night, guarding my valuable evidence.
------------------------------------
7:00am the next morning, Thursday, brought the quietest news reporting in days. I gave the bagged syringes to Tanya and asked her to have the Crime Lab "unofficially" analyze them. They did so, finding within 24 hours that a couple of the syringes contained cyanide compounds that might have been lethal if injected in any small amount, one contained ricin, a deadly poison in small amounts, and the fourth contained heroin. Now why did a loser like Bounel need heavy stuff like that? I mused to myself as I told Perlman to contact the FBI about the syringes, and to contact me personally about them for more information.
At 8:00 am the Detectives gathered in the Chief's conference room. I also had asked Daniel Allgood of Internal Affairs to join our meeting. An hour before, when the Chief had walked in, I asked him to make sure Detective Steven Ikea attended the 8:00am meeting. Ikea had called in sick again, but the Chief had called and told him to be there if he had to crawl in, and said he'd send patrolmen out to fetch Ikea and haul him in, if necessary.
When Ikea had come in shortly before 8:00am, attempting to use the least-used entrance to the building, he was wearing sunglasses that did not hide the bruises on his face and eyes, and he was walking rather gingerly.
For some reason, there were an abnormal number of uniformed officers walking the hallways, and Ikea's attempts to come in quietly and unobtrusively failed as officer after officer looked at him and rhetorically asked what had happened. When he came in and sat down, he winced as if sitting was painful.
"Okay," said the Chief, pointing at me. "What've you got?"
"I have the source of at least some of the leaks to Bettina Wurtzburg." I said with alacrity. "The source who was there when she was attacked, and who was raped in the ass and his gun taken."
"What the fuck?" Captain Malone said. "What bullshit is this?"
"Oh by the way, Detective Ikea," I said. "How did you get those bruises?"
"I got into a fight in a bar." Ikea said. "And it's none of your business."
"You, Steven? You? Mr. Bible-toter going to a bar, drinking and fighting? Curious. And how--"
"If you have a problem with my Detective, shit head," Captain Malone roared at me, "you come to me with it!"
"Why, I am doing so right now, Captain. You're sitting right here, aren't you?" I said.
"Malone, shut the fuck up." Chief Griswold ordered. "Detective?" There is no way the Chief would've let me continue with this, but I knew his hatred of leaks and leakers far outweighed his desire for professional police decorum between his detectives.
"You seem to have a hard time sitting down, Detective Ikea." I observed. "How's your ass feeling?"
"I don't need to hear this shit." Ikea said, attempting bravado. "Detective Allgood--"
"Ikea, that gun is not your service weapon. Where is your service weapon, Detective?" I asked, interrupting him. The room went dead silent.
"It's at home." Ikea finally said, after a long pause. "I forgot to bring it when the Chief ordered me to come in."
"Then Mr. Ikea," I explained, hardly able to keep from smiling broadly, "if your service weapon is at home, would you please explain how your service weapon is in this evidence bag at the same time?" I said, bringing out the Glock from under the table where I'd been hiding it.
"You son of a bitch!" Malone screamed, getting to his feet and reaching for his own gun to draw it out. "Give me that right now!" He was about to lunge for the bagged gun, but both Hugh Hewitt and I were standing up, with Hugh reaching for his own weapon. I put my hand on his shoulder and brandished... my crowbar. And oh! how I wanted to use it!
"Enough!" the Chief said, his voice not that loud, but carrying the room and causing us all to stand down.
"Totally goddamned unprofessional behavior! Don, give that to Allgood." the Chief instructed, meaning Ikea's bagged gun. I did so. "Malone, you and your boy get the hell out of here. Go back to Vice. We will have a long, long conversation later. Meanwhile, you MCD guys go back to your room. And stay the hell away from each other, or I am going to use that damn crowbar on ALL of you. Get your shit together, people, we're all supposed to be on the same goddamned team!" Ikea and Malone left, their faces beet red with furious anger. This could get ugly fast, I thought.
As MCD left, I saw Allgood hand Ikea's gun to the chief. I suspected that Ikea would get his gun back and this incident "forgotten", at least officially. The Chief was a good man, but he had a lot of political chainsaws to juggle, and I had just exposed and outed a detective with some serious political connections amongst the wealthy churchgoers of the Town. But I was not yet finished.
"One more thing. Come with me!" I said to the guys in MCD, waving for them to follow me. I stepped into the doorway of the Vice room, where Ikea, Malone and Geiger were talking angrily. A large contingent of the Town & County Police Force was in the hallway by now. When the Vice room occupants saw me, they stared. The look in Malone and Ikea's eyes were of unappeasable hatred for me.
"Oh Ikeeeea," I said, remembering that day Ikea had humiliated me in the MCD room. Karma is a bitch, payback is hell, and revenge is a dish best served cold, I remember Melina once saying. "I'm sure you're aware of that Bible verse?"
"What, fuckhead?" Ikea mumbled.
"Oh, what does it say," I said loudly, so that everyone could hear, "I think it goes: A man defiled by another man is forever unclean in the sight of God. Something like that. Yeah, even when your ass stops being sore, Steven, you will forever be unclean in the sight of God!" I turned to walk out. "Have a nice day."
I walked out into the hall to much laughter, leading the way back into the MCD next door. Cindy was walking with me, laughing. I put my arm around her, "How's that for revenge, my friend?" I asked.
"Damn good." she replied. "Damn good." I could tell how relieved she was at my vindication and retaliation against Ikea. Meanwhile, the MCD room filled up quickly, wanting to know details, but I had to clear them.
"All you uniformed guys had better get back to duty before Captain Charles catches you here!" Captain Leslie Charles was the Captain of the Uniformed Officers.
"Too late!" the man himself said, his deep voice booming as he came in the back door to MCD, the door near my desk. "Officers, get back to work." The room cleared quickly, officers chortling and telling the story as they went back to their stations and jobs.
Captain Charles looked at me balefully for a second, but as he turned to leave he gave me a huge smile. It was the first smile I'd ever seen from him, and it was shocking in the merriment it showed. The taciturn Captain Charles had loved the spectacle.
"Is there really a Bible verse like that?" Cindy asked after the room had cleared.
"No, not that I know of." I said, grinning, then leaned forward. "But I'll bet that fucker will be up all night looking for it." Everyone started laughing again.
Part 22 - The Saga Continues
If I thought that Ikea would lay low and keep out of the way, I was mistaken. I had hardly had time to digest lunch, which I had treated my MCD team to, when word came out that Timothy and Jeanine Olivet had been arrested upon returning to their home. Unfortunately the arresting patrolmen were loyal to Ikea, and he was waiting for them. The Olivets were separated and brought into separate interrogation rooms.
"We know that you are Jack Burke's brother, Timmy." Steven Ikea thundered as he interrogated Tim Olivet. It appeared that he had been doing some homework. In truth, Lainie Evans in I.T. had found out and told him before Myron had had a chance to tell me. "We know you're Michael and Eleanor Burke's son. We know you've been living under another name and hiding for years. Why have you been hiding, creep?"
"So what, asshole?" Olivet said firing back at Ikea.
"I'll tell you so what, moron." Ikea growled. "I think your brother came to town and began having an affair with your wife. I think you killed your brother when you had the chance. It's only a matter of time before we get the proof and put you away for life. Maybe even the syringe, mo-ron." Ikea threatened, meaning the death penalty.
"I didn't even know he was in town until I heard about his death on TV." Olivet said hotly.
"Yeah right. Your brother was fucking your wife, your brother recorded himself fucking your wife, and you killed your brother in revenge and to silence him!" Ikea shouted.
"Prove it, asshole."
Ikea began berating Tim Olivet, basically continuing to accuse him of the murder of Jack Burke and Marie Arruzio. Finally, Teresa Cunt stepped in.
"Steven, take a break. I'll talk to the guy." Ikea glared at her, but left the room.
"Okay, Tim." Teresa said. "He's off the handle. Why don't you tell me what happened?"
"I told you... I didn't even know Jack was in town until I heard he'd been murdered." Tim replied.
"So why did you leave town when you heard the news?" Teresa asked. "And why did you change your name and stay hidden all these years? Even if you're innocent, we need to know why."
"We were hiding from my brother and my parents." Tim said. "We didn't want them, especially my father, finding us." Tim then began telling his story of his past family life and problems with his family.
Author's note: For the many exciting sexual details of this story, please read "Big Brother In Every Way" when it is published, if it hasn't already been.
As he finished, Olivet said, "When we heard that Jack had been murdered here in Town, Jeanine and I decided to leave town in case someone would connect us to Jack, and then my parents would know who and where we were. But like I said, I didn't know Jack was here, I didn't know he was recently having sex with my wife."
-----------------------------
Steven Ikea was boiling. His body was still in pain from the attack he'd endured less than 48 hours before, that bastard Detective Don had humiliated him in front of virtually the entire Police Force and also had somehow recovered his gun, and he now had the Olivets in custody and they were clamming up.
He went into Jeanine Olivet's interrogation room. "All right, Mrs. Olivet. Why did you and your husband run away after finding out your lover Jack Burke had been murdered?"
"I want to see my husband." Jeanine Olivet replied. She was a beautiful woman, with very dark brown, almost black hair that she wore straight down almost to her waist. Her dress clung to and showed off her slender, perfectly shaped body, and her legs were dynamite. To say Tim Olivet had "outpunted his coverage" was an understatement.
"Not until I decide you can see him." Ikea said. "Now answer the question... why did you run away? And why were you hiding under assumed names for all these years?"
"I want a lawyer." Jeanine Olivet replied. "I will answer no questions without a lawyer present."
"You'll get a lawyer when I say you can have one." Ikea said menacingly. He began to browbeat the beautiful woman. "We know that you were having a sexual affair with Jack Burke, your husband's brother. How long were you fucking your brother in law, Mrs. Olivet?"



"I want a lawyer." Jeanine Olivet replied, her beautiful eyes blazing with hatred for Ikea.
"You killed Jack Burke, didn't you. Why? To keep your husband from finding out you were screwing his brother behind his back?"
"You're full of shit." Mrs. Olivet replied.
"Answer my questions, bitch!" Ikea roared, his face red with furious anger. "We know you were sleeping with your brother in law. Did you kill him, or your husband? Why did you kill Jack Burke, Mrs. Olivet? Tell me why you murdered your lover!"
"You go straight to hell! I want a lawyer, NOW!" Jeanine Olivet fired back, worn to anger herself.
"Listen, you bitch, I'm going to get the evidence and you and your husband are going to prison. For life. For LIFE, bitch!" Ikea leaned over her menacingly
Jeanine Olivet spat in Ikea's face, hitting him in the eye. I moved quickly, but only got there as Ikea hit Jeanine with a hard backhanded slap, knocking her to the floor.
 
"You fucking bitch." Ikea growled, moving in on her. "That's an assault on a police officer, and I'm taking off the gloves. You better confess or I'm going to beat the shit out of you, and I'll get away with it, too."
But he didn't get the chance. Like lightning I was in the room. I grabbed Ikea by the collar and pulled him out into the anteroom. Slamming Ikea against the wall, I punched my fist hard into his already-bruised face, then drove my knee as hard as I could into his balls. I moved in on Ikea as he collapsed, but just then the Chief walked in, followed by the young blonde officer, Patrolman Inga.
"That's enough, Crowbar." the Chief said to me, stopping me from doing what I really wanted to do, which was to finish off Ikea-- permanently.
Chief Griswold sent Patrolman Inga into the interrogation room to help Jeanine Olivet. He then turned to Croyle and Ross, who were standing behind me. "What happened here." Ross told him what had happened, that Ikea had hit Mrs. Olivet and threatened her, and I'd stepped in. Teresa just nodded when the Chief looked at her.
"This bastard assaulted me." Ikea said, getting slowly to his feet. "Arrest him! Tell them, Croyle!" But Teresa would not lie for him.
"Shut the fuck up, Ikea. You assaulted a witness." the Chief said, his face nearly purple. All this was killing him, I realized, and I had contributed to it with this morning's humiliation of Ikea.
The Chief continued, loudly, "Besides, I don't see any marks. Your face is already fucked up, so there's no evidence. And nobody saw anything. Why is anyone even in this area?" Officers took the hint; the hallway was clear within seconds.
"I'm getting tired of your shit, Ikea. You're on notice. You," the chief said, pointing at me, "come with me now."
"Detective," the Chief said, following me as I exited the anteroom, "you better get this case solved quickly. I can't cover for you, not after today." I gasped in surprise, looking at the Chief, but he continued, "Look, I know you were right to defend Mrs. Olivet, but it's starting to get ugly. Captain Malone outranks you and he has friends-- shit, we'll discuss all that later, but for now get the case solved, pronto!"
"You're right, we can't wait." I said. "We can't let Ikea arrest or harass anyone else. We've got to arrest the killer now, no matter what."
"Who? Who is it?" the Chief asked.
"Joe Arruzio, of course."
"WHAT? Doesn't he have an alibi?"
"I'll explain on the phone on the way!" I replied as I rushed down the hallway to MCD to gather the team.
Just then Lt. Britt Maxwell of the University Police rushed down the hall to meet us. Her words totally shocked me.
"I've just heard from the City Police. Joe Arruzio is dead!"
To be continued...
Dear Readers, you have now seen all the clues. Can you deduce who the killer is, and what really happened?
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Part 23 - The Solution
"No, that can't be!" I said, reeling with shock.
"They found his body just a few minutes ago, and said we should come quickly to examine it. They're willing to let us look at it after what you did to 'that asshole Ikea' this morning." Britt replied.
"How did they know about that so fast?" I wondered as we ran to the MCD room. "And why are they so happy about it?"
"Ikea's reputation precedes and follows him." Lt. Maxwell replied.
"Let's go, guys!" I shouted into the MCD room. "We're going to the City! I don't give a damn if you're not in jurisdiction, you're coming!" People scrambled.
We got into a big black police SUV, with me driving, accompanied by Cindy Ross, Hugh Hewitt, Britt Maxwell, Tanya Perlman and Teresa Croyle. She didn't even bother to ask, and just got in the vehicle with us.
I don't remember what speed I drove, but Hugh said I exceeded 140 miles per hour at some points. Our blue lights were flashing and our siren running, so the eight various patrol cars that we saw did not try to stop us, though most of them got on the radio and asked where the fire was. Hugh answered back, saying only that they had an emergency in the City.
We made record time, getting to the outskirts of the City in under 45 minutes. We got to the scene, an address on the west side of the City. It was an condo complex, fairly nice and upper-middle-class.
We were met at the scene by City Detective Robin Ventura and FDA Agent Fred Dixon. There were plenty of City CSI milling about, some of who knew Tanya Perlman and greeted her warmly.
I should mention that a "Detective" in the City was not as high a rank as in the Town & County Police Force, so Ventura was the equivalent of a Senior Patrolman in our police department.
I looked at the body, which was lying flat and face down. The back of the hair looked like Joe Arruzio, all right, and the body size was the same. His face had been blown away by a shotgun.
"Ten gauge." a City Detective said, a big burly black man that I did not know. "The shells are right there." He pointed at an expended shell four feet away.
"Keep that." I said. "How do you know this is Arruzio?"
 "Wallet was in his back pocket with his ID. His cell phone was in the front pocket, too." the City man said.
I looked at the hands, then to everyone's shock I rose up to my feet yelling "YES!!"
"What?" the City Detective said, stunned. Everyone else looked at me.
"No wedding ring!" I said. "Arruzio was wearing his when we interviewed him the other day. There is no wedding ring on his finger now, and if you look, there hasn't been one, ever. Even if Arruzio had removed his ring, there'd still be an indentation from all the years of wearing it!" I fairly shouted. "He missed that detail."
"So what are you saying?" City Detective Ventura asked.
"You guys will think I'm crazy, but I think I can prove it. This is not Joe Arruzio!"
"Who is it, then?" Tanya Perlman asked.
 
"Johnny Arugula... Joe Arruzio's identical twin brother!" I said.
That got the room buzzing with general shock. I asked the City CSI to make sure they got fingerprints and footprints of the dead man for later comparison to Joe Arruzio's, whose fingerprints were on file with the FBI.
"If they're twins, won't their fingerprints be the same?" someone asked.
"There are always slight differences, scarring from cuts and such." I answered. "It's DNA evidence that won't help us if they're identical twins."
"So if this is Arugula," Britt Maxwell said, "then where is Joe Arruzio?" That question brought a look of shock to my face.
"Robin, will you take a team to Arruzio's home here in the City 'burbs? I doubt he's there, but he might be. If he is, consider him armed and extremely dangerous." I said. "Okay, my team and any State people here, come with me!"
"Where to?" someone asked.
"Nextdoor County." I said. "Back towards where we came from.
We piled into our SUV and, followed by Dixon and the burly City Detective in Dixon's car, drove west, back along the highway towards Town. In the county between us, Nextdoor County as we called it, I turned hard right onto a road next to a big bright Chevron service station.
Going north, I took a fork in a road, and then finally along a poorly paved road, coming to a stop as we approached a house near the lake, which was on the other side of the hill.
Joe Arruzio's car was parked in front of the house.
"Anyone not have vests on?" I asked. Only the City Detective didn't, and Dixon quickly supplied him with one from his car. I noted the words "FBI" in large letters on that vest.
"Carefully now. This guy may be nuts and I don't know what he'll do." I said. "Hugh, lead the way." Boy! do I wish we had a full SWAT team, I thought to myself. That was coming, though, it was coming.
As we neared the house, Hugh crept up to the side and peered inside a window.
"He's in the front room." he reported when he got back.
"Any guns?" I asked. Hugh said he didn't see any, that Arruzio was just staring forward as if watching TV. He was facing the front door.
Cindy, Hugh, Teresa and I crept onto the old wooden porch, incredibly making virtually no noise. Or maybe I just didn't hear anything. With a nod, Hugh kicked in the door and rushed in, followed by us all.
"Stop!" Joe Arruzio ordered. We stopped dead in our tracks, our guns pointed at him. A revolver was in his right hand, the muzzle pressed to his own head just in front of his ear.
"Drop it, Joe." I ordered. "It's over."
"Yes, it is." Arruzio replied. "So... who figured it out?" Everyone else's glance at me gave him his answer.
"I congratulate you." Arruzio said, looking at me. "What gave me away?"
"You took the shotgun shells with you." I replied. Arruzio nodded slightly.
"I see. Well played, Detective, well played. You are everything Wellman said you were, and a hell of a lot more. A lot of people are going to be scared of you when they hear how you solved this case." Arruzio said with a slight nod to me.
"Come on Joe, put the gun down. It's time to go." I said wearily, knowing what Arruzio was going to do but trying to stop him anyway. Arruzio nodded to me with a brief smile.
"Again, I salute you." he said. Suddenly, my ears were ringing and the room seemed hazy. Joe Arruzio had pulled the trigger, committing suicide. He was dead.
Part 24 - The Explanation
The pool party at Melina's house was well attended. It was Friday afternoon and absolutely perfect weather. The Chief had given the entire Force the afternoon off, with the exception of essential duty personnel manning the desks and such, and those were rotating in short half-shifts to maximize their time off. He'd also called up the Police Auxiliary for a "training day" to patrol the streets. After the internecine battles between myself and Malone and Ikea, R&R seemed like a good morale booster, so thought the chief.
We were all out on the patio, some in the swimming pool, everyone wearing bikinis or swim gear. Cindy Ross looked HOT in a tiny peach bikini and clear plastic "hooker heel" slides, which she said she'd worn in her Miss Physical America competitions. Melina was wearing a true royal blue two-piece bikini and high heel Candies slides with a blue strap to match. Laura Fredricson was wearing a white one-piece bikini that did not leave much to the imagination and her 5-inch high heel white slides. Tanya Perlman was wearing a red flower-print two-piece bikini and heavy block-heel sandals. Britt Maxwell wore a black one-piece and high heel black pumps. Sally Wellman was wearing a white one-piece with some light green leaf pattern, and she was looking just as fine as any of the other lovely women there.
And then there was Teresa Croyle. O. M. G. She was wearing a beige one-piece and leather-strap Candies slides. Her body was absolutely magnificent, perfect hourglass figure with large natural breasts and a mouthwatering ass. It was all I could do not to get iron hard every time I saw her walk by.
Hugh Hewitt was wearing a near-thong, showing off his muscular body. I was not quite as revealing in my red swim trunks, and I wore my Tilley hat to keep the sun off my red head, but no shirt... and I caught people looking at the scarring on my left side where I had been shot weeks before. The Chief wore old-school swim trunks and a fishing hat with a bunch of hooks and flies in it, and an old fishing shirt. His wife had not come, as she was out of town visiting a relative. President Wellman had a remarkably fit body for his age, which he showed off with skimpy swim trunks. Fred Dixon didn't get the word: he was wearing short pants.
Paulina Patterson, Myron Milton, Lainie Evans, Captain Malone, Timothy Geiger and Gayle Tunnin had been invited but had not come. Paulina and her husband had another function to attend, and Myron and Lainie were flying to an I.T. conference in Orlando, Florida. I was supposed to go, but gave my slot to Lainie. Gayle Tunnin had volunteered to be on duty.
Officer Pete Feeley came in later in the afternoon, still wearing his duty uniform after we'd given him a shift in MCD for the day as a reward for his assistance in our "unofficial" activities.
The burgers and hot dogs that the Chief and I cooked on the grill were consumed, but it was the Chief's trout and catfish that had people declaring him the Town Champion of the grill. Drinks flowed freely all day, from hard lemonades to beer to, you got it, bourbon and Scotch. I noticed that Britt and Cindy talked a lot, but also noticed that Teresa and Melina talked for a long time together, their faces alternating between intensity and deep sadness. Something told me they were talking about the one thing they had in common: Jack Burke.
As darkness began to settle and the air got cooler, we all went inside, sitting in the basement room that led to the patio. Drinks were still being served and only Officer Feeley and Teresa Cunt did not partake of alcohol. Even the Chief was getting a buzz.
Finally, Cindy Ross could not take any more. "Okay, guys, it's long past time. I want to hear the story of how Don solved this case." Everyone else enthusiastically agreed and as the room grew quiet, I had the floor.
"First, let me tell what happened in chronological order, then how I resolved it." I began. I was sitting on the sofa, Laura on my right side and Lt. Maxwell on my left. Everyone else was on the other sofa, chairs, or standing.
"Joe Arruzio called his wife around 8:00pm and said he would be staying in the City. Marie immediately called Jack Burke and invited him to her condo, and he arrived shortly afterwards. At that same time, Arruzio's identical twin brother Johnny Arugula comes up to Arruzio's office. They both change clothes, Arugula into Joe's business suit and Joe into black clothing.
"Joe leaves right after that, no later than 8:05-8:10. At 8:30 Johnny Arugula makes a call on Joe's cellphone to Marie, which is not answered. Johnny then goes down to the bar at 8:30, spends nearly an hour buying a round for everyone and making sure he's seen and on camera at that time and for that duration. Johnny then gets a call around 9:30, from Joe on a burner phone. Joe has just killed Marie and Jack. So, guys... what happened next?"
Tanya Perlman replied, "They had to meet again, but I don't see how Joe went all the way back to the city and then back to Town."
"Yes, so how did that happen?" I asked. No one answered, and I sensed it was as much from wanting to hear my narrative as not figuring it out.
"Here's how." I continued. "Johnny leaves the bar and drives Joe's car west as Joe drives Johnny's car east. They meet halfway, likely at that Chevron gas station where the north turnoff is, change clothes again, then Joe drives his own car west to Town while Johnny drives his old car back to the City... with a lot of money in his pockets, I might add. Anyone at the Chevron station who saw a man in a suit and a man in dark clothes... didn't realize they'd changed clothes.
"Joe drives back to Town, 'finds' the bodies, calls the cops and starts drinking. Johnny, meanwhile, drives back to the City, goes to a bar and starts celebrating his good fortune. I'll get to that part later. Does everyone understand to this point?"
Everyone started talking at once, trying to ask questions, so I raised my hands, palms outward, to get them to slow back down.
"Okay, let me explain how I got to that." I said, "First, when I first got to the crime scene, I noticed two things. First, that no one had puked. Now I just don't see how anyone besides Tanya here..." I saw Tanya grin guiltily as I continued "...could have walked in on that scene, especially when it was his wife, and not gotten sick. Hell, I almost got sick. So that's not much, but I'm already wondering about Joe Arruzio's relationship with his wife, and how prepared he had been to 'discover' that scene.
"Then there was the missing shotgun shells. If this had been a pro hit, the killer would've left the shells, not bothered to find and retrieve them. On the flip side of the same coin, a pure amateur doing this would've fired and fled. Our killer did neither, but carefully retrieved the shells. I found this odd, and while Tanya and I had already discussed premeditation, this seemed to confirm it -AND- seemed to show that someone was trying to make things appear to be what they weren't... which is always a mistake in committing a crime.
"However... from the start Joe Arruzio had a story, an alibi. And it was a good one. But I later began seeing the tiniest of flaws in it: Joe's business meeting was cancelled, that was hardly a matter of celebration in a bar and buying a round. Our later investigations found nothing in business that went particularly well for Joe right at that time; in fact, quite the opposite. So why go to a bar, buy a round, and celebrate something? And why not go home immediately and celebrate with his wife?
"Of course, the answer is that he simply wanted to be seen and heard by a lot of people... and videotaped in a way to be obviously seen on the tape. In other words, he was actively establishing an alibi. So I had that in the back of my mind.
"And then came our first piece of good luck: Joe didn't count on Old Mrs. Boddiker seeing him.... or someone that looked a lot like him. He may have hoped that any neighbors seeing him from a distance would've been dismissed by the force of his alibi, that we'd think the witness must've been mistaken. But Mrs. Boddiker was close, and she had also heard the shots fired, though mistaking them as doors slamming.
"Hearing her story after hearing Arruzio's, I was presented with a contradiction, and by Natural Law contradictions cannot exist. As Ayn Rand wrote in her famous novel Atlas Shrugged, 'When you have a contradiction, check your premises. You will find one of them is wrong.'
"I began looking at other information. We had heresay evidence coming out that Marie Arruzio was intending to leave her husband, and that Jack Burke was her kept man; and we had Burke saying that he intended to settle down with a woman." I looked at Melina as I said that. "Now I don't know if Burke intended to stay with Marie, or if he'd just fleece her of her money, or if Marie was not the woman Burke intended to settle down with, but Marie certainly was preparing to get out of the marriage.
"And as we dug further, we found that Marie had a trust fund, which had been tapped into a few times. This was coincident to Joe having some financial issues, and also to some drug deals going down. I suspect that's how Joe financed his payback of the loans from his wife's account."
"But I thought he couldn't touch that money." the Chief said.
"True," I replied, "but I think he either got a corrupt judge to issue a Court order, or he forged the Court order. Likely the first two times was a judge and the last time he couldn't go to that well again, so he forged the documents needed.
"So I'm envisioning that Joe is having some financial problems just as he finds out his wife is starting to make preparations to leave him. And Marie would definitely find out about her trust fund being tapped into once the divorce got started. So we now have serious motive, even without the added fact that Marie was having an intense sexual relationship with Jack Burke."
"But when Jack Burke's affairs came out, you still didn't look at him... even with Arruzio's alibi?" Britt Maxwell asked.
"Ah yes, there's that alibi again. That was key. It had me wondering for a while, too. Of course I knew he'd established it on purpose, but how to break it?" I replied.
"But then I realized that it was the premise of the alibi itself, and not Old Mrs. Boddiker, that needed checking. I allowed myself to imagine a 'what if'...", I put my hands up and made quotations in the air as I said it.
"... as in' what if Joe went a lot further in creating that alibi for himself?' This is where most criminals trying to create alibis fuck up: something in their beautifully planned scheme goes off-kilter and the whole house of cards comes crashing down.
I have an old adage that 'Solving a case is a matter of knowing what the most important question is, and then answering it.' In this case, the question was 'Just how did Joe Arruzio manage to be in two places at once?' Does that not immediately suggest that there are somehow two Joe Arruzio's out there? It certainly requires imagination to this point, but I was willing to consider it, and in so doing consider what Joe's solution to the problem might be.
"So by now, with the added good fortune of not having really heard the clutter about Jack's various relationships..." I said, feeling the tension in the room from Melina, and from Teresa as well, "... I had already just about concluded that Joe Arruzio was our prime suspect."
"So you were already thinking it was him, from the start?" Hugh Hewitt asked, though I had just thoroughly explained that.
"Pretty much, though I did consider that it might be someone else, such as the Olivets or one of the women on one of the DVDs -- or one of their husbands. Boy! would that have been a lot of work to have to go through interviews with all of them!
"But to that point... I ran into some real hard questions. How would any of them know where Jack was at that time? Why would they kill him -AND- Mrs. Arruzio, when they could've just killed him in his own apartment? How could they have set up a plan to kill him and then act on it so precisely? And once again, we have Mrs. Boddiker.
"So no... I had motive for Marie's murder and just needed to show the opportunity. I just did not see any evidence or anything else pointing to Burke being the intended victim of the crime, at least not yet.
"But Burke's involvement did cause me to ask myself if Joe Arruzio had set up his wife's liaison with Jack Burke. If, I surmised, Joe had planned this ahead of time, then it fit well that he'd called her to lead her into thinking he wasn't coming home that night. She took the bait and immediately called Jack." I looked at Britt and Hugh. "That's what struck me while we were in the car coming home from the city... the first cellphone call was the set-up."



"Jack comes over, he and Marie are having sex, and really going at it..." I said, adding the salacious remark to needle everyone's sexual thoughts and fires, "and then the killer walks in... knowing what he is going to find and what he is going to do about it. Marie of course is not expecting her husband or anyone else.
"So as I looked at the whole case, it fit well.. if only we could break that damned alibi. I started putting myself in Joe's head, thinking of ways Joe could create a situation where he was in two places at once: someone on the videotape at the bar, and someone killing his wife. I suspected he'd kill his wife himself, not leaving that to the chance of failure by another.
"And this is where we got our second bit of luck: Joe Arruzio got too cute by half. He thought he was being clever when he had his name change and adoption story all ready to go. That story was true, but he made a huge mistake showing me that birth certificate. I don't think he counted on us digging that deep into it. Also, maybe he thought we would not think about or be able to get protected adoption papers.
"It looked like he was explaining away the problem of his childhood not seeming to exist, but he had let the cat out of the bag without realizing it... because as we looked further, that's where I found out that Joe Arruzio was one of twin boys and that his brother had been adopted by someone else. And even if they weren't identical twins, which they were, I now had someone who could possibly be on the tape portraying Joe while the real Joe was committing the crime. Last but not least, I also had the name of the brother: Johnny Arugula."
"And you didn't worry about this, shall we say, extracurricular investigation into adoption papers coming out during the trial, should you have arrested Arruzio?" the Chief growled.
"No." I replied, grinning. "I figured I'd cross that bridge when we came to it. And since you asked, we did come across Arugula's name in the Arruzio drug deals, so investigating him and then finding that he was Arruzio's twin would've probably happened anyway." The chief did not appear very mollified.
I continued, "Anyway, about this time, we were all distracted by the noise of Jack Burke and his relationships. That kept Steven Ikea out my way and on the wrong scent, but it put pressure on my building case, because I needed to find Johnny Arugula -but- had to be quiet about it so that Arruzio would not realize that I was onto him. If we could find Arugula, just the fact he looked like his twin brother would put a serious dent in the alibi, but I really was hoping we could find Arugula and get him to talk, to turn State's evidence and reveal the whole plot.
"But Johnny was not easy to find, and in fact we failed to find him in time, which was unfortunate for him. Meanwhile, we discovered that Arugula had done drug deals right about the time of his brother's financial problems... and on top of that, Arugula had been an actor in theater plays, meaning that he could easily cast a performance in a bar, portraying his brother on a videotape." 
"Oh, of course!" Britt Maxwell said. "So that is why you were so happy when Myron found those press reports. I was there and had no idea why that was important."
"Yes." I said. "It's easy to find things like that once one knows what to search for in the first place. That's our problem as police: we're asked to find the right clues while not even knowing what we're looking for nor if what we find is good or bad information. Just look at that whole sidebar with the Olivets..."
"I think it's damn fortunate for the Olivets that you solved this case when you did." Laura interjected. "I interviewed them yesterday, and there's some serious stuff there. It might have been too easy for Ikea and Sanders to convince a jury that either of them had cause to kill Jack Burke."
"Let me ask this." Tanya said. "Why did Joe kill Johnny? I was thinking it was to make it look like Joe was dead and so he could disappear into the ethers, but why did he feel he needed to do that, as he didn't know his alibi was broken yet?"
"Good question, very good question," I answered, "and to be honest I don't have an answer for that, as we never got to talk to either one of them. But I can guess this: Arugula was in a bad position; only he knew the truth and only he was a danger to Joe. Yet he was already shooting off his mouth about his good fortune... we know that from an informant... and it's possible that he could've asked for more money from Joe.
"Either way, Joe saw that his brother couldn't be trusted, and so he killed him also. He might have pre-planned to kill Johnny as soon as possible, and did so quickly after leaving President Wellman's home here in Town and driving back to the City.
"Of course, it might have been other reasons. They could've just had an argument and it escalated. Joe might have gotten wind and thought his alibi was breaking down, maybe heard a leak that we were looking for Arugula, and so he tried to fake his death, as you just said.. My gut suspicion is Arugula's big mouth or premeditation. Anything else?"
"Yes," Melina said, somberly. "Do you think Arruzio killed Jack on purpose also? Or was Jack just in the wrong place at the wrong time?"
"I have to believe that he meant to kill Jack as well as Marie." I said, and saw Melina's face fall. Teresa also looked down at the floor. "And the reason for this is his telling Marie he wasn't coming home, so that she would call Jack over that night. I think he wanted to kill them both, and set it up to make that happen. There may have even been a built-in back up plan: if caught, he could say he shot them in a fit of rage and avoid a more serious criminal charge. That's just a guess, but I think he wanted to kill his wife and her lover."
"How did Joe find out he had a twin brother if he was adopted as a baby?" Sally Wellman asked.
"I have no idea." I replied. "His adoptive mother might have told him, he might have stumbled onto it or found it through research at any time after learning of his original birth name. I really have no idea how long he knew his brother existed or if they knew each other... though Joe definitely knew Johnny when he was doing his shady financial deals and tapped into Marie's trust fund... because Johnny was arranging his drug deals for him."
"Was Jack Burke blackmailing any of the women he made tapes with?" Hugh Hewitt asked.
"None of them would talk to us, so I have no idea for sure. I think a lot of these wives were simply trying to keep their husbands from finding out that they were having sex with Jack Burke, and THAT was the reason they wouldn't speak with us, so we can't assume anything there. We never found any money caches or bank accounts or anything that might suggest Burke was bringing in money, so I tend to doubt it without something more coming in to confirm it." After a pause, I asked "Anything else?"
"Just one thing." Tanya said. "Bettina Wurtzburg." There was a general murmur at the mention of the brutally raped reporterette's name.
"Yes." I said, pausing a moment. "I don't want to sound callous, but that was probably a side issue to the Arruzio case. Someone overreacted to all the press publicity, or they thought something else might come out and wanted to stop it.
"The attack itself was a hired hit on Bettina and Ikea, and it looks like my nephew Ned is in the hit-for-hire business. I think Bettina was the target and Ikea was just the source; the perps didn't know who that source was until the attack.
"As to who ordered the attack," I added, my voice lowering and becoming harsh, "that is a loose end, but I'll be cleaning it up shortly." I looked straight at Laura Fredricson as I said it. She did not meet my glance, but stared uncomfortably at the floor.
"What about that Wurtzburg report about that girl named 'Ivy'?" Cindy Ross asked. "The one where you said it wasn't a police leak?" I loved Cindy Ross, but sometimes I wished she'd keep her damn mouth shut, I thought to myself.
"Yeah, that's another side issue, and not related to this case at all." I said. "And it's an area that would be a total waste of our time and resources to attempt to pursue." I looked hard at Cindy, but she just didn't take the hint.
"So you know what that's about?" she asked, persisting.
"No, Cindy, and I don't want to know what that was about." I said. "I'm not going to do someone else's dirty work for them, and neither should you." Cindy finally started getting the hint to drop that line of inquiry. I don't think anyone else in the room caught on, though I was deeply aware that two persons in the room besides myself knew that full story all too well.
*Brrrrinnngg!!!*
Teresa's cell phone rang and she answered it. "You'll have to excuse me. I need to go." she said, practically running out of the room.
"Me too." Officer Feeley said. "I'm returning to duty tonight." He made his goodbyes, then followed Teresa out the door.
"Yes, it's dark and about time for this old man to go home and hit the hay." Chief Griswold said, getting up. "I'll see everyone Monday morning." He came over and extended his hand to me, which I shook.
"Damn good work, Detective." Chief Griswold said. "I'm envisioning something also: a Lieutenant's bar... and in your very near future."
"Thank you, sir." I said, almost meekly, as everyone murmured assent. Wow, Lieutenant!
With the tension of the discussion of the case now fulfilled, the party began devolving into quiet conversations. Not surprisingly, a tremendous sexual tension was beginning to fill the air. Melina was the first to act. She got up and came up to me and took my hand to pull me up.
"I'm glad I married such a brilliant man." she declared. "I'm claiming wifely privilege, and delivering your well-deserved reward personally. Everyone please continue the party, and there are spare bedrooms for you." With that, my wife led me out of the room to the master bedroom.
"Well, so much for that." Laura said wistfully, and then walked up to Hugh. "Speaking of rewards, I've been wanting to reward this war hero for a while. Come on, soldier." Hugh quickly got up and followed Laura.
Things happened quickly after that. Tanya and President Wellman disappeared, then Sally Wellman straddled Fred Dixon, who was sitting in a chair. "I can't wait to find out how a young Federal agent lays pipe." she said huskily, lowering the straps of her bikini to reveal her breasts to him. As Dixon began sucking Sally Wellman's melons , Cindy wordlessly walked over to Britt and took her hand, leading her out the door leading to the upstairs bedrooms.
------------------------
Early the next morning, Saturday, I woke up. Melina was lying next to me in bed, sound asleep. I remembered the night before. Melina had fucked me about as passionately and hard as she ever had in our years of marriage after thanking me for finding Jack's killer and avenging his death. Those were the first words spoken of what hung silently between us, all that had happened with Jack Burke... both years before and in the last few months.
I got up out of bed and put on some jeans and a t-shirt. I quietly walked around the house, checking up. It was an interesting tour.
In the next bedroom, I quietly opened the door to find Cindy and Britt lying under the sheets, Britt spooned warmly in Cindy's embrace, both sleeping. I quietly closed the door and continued down the hall. What greeted me next was stunningly hot.
Tanya Perlman was lying on her back on the bed, her shapely legs wrapped tightly around President Wellman. He was on top of her, steadily pumping his large cock into her cunt with relentless, powerful thrusts. Tanya looked like she was about to come apart and just explode in orgasm as Wellman fucked her with deep intensity. He was aged but was still an impressive collection of muscles, and he had surprising stamina as he fucked the lovely younger woman into sheer ecstasy.
I watched Wellman tirelessly fuck Tanya for several minutes, realizing from the look in both of their eyes that there was something special going on between them. They were not fucking, they were making love. I tore my eyes away and moved on.
Sally Wellman and Fred Dixon had found a blanket and were wrapped up on a sofa together in the basement room. I wondered where Laura and Hugh were, and saw movement on the patio, outdoors. Looking out the basement door window, I saw Hugh lying on a poolside deck chair, with Laura on top of him. Both were naked in the chilly air, and she was vigorously riding him. I saw his big eight inch cock sliding wetly and deeply in and out of Laura's vagina, her cuntlips clinging to his organ as she slid up and down his length, her fine asscheeks loudly slapping his thighs each time she impaled herself on his turgid meat. Hugh was kneading and sucking Laura's big tits as they copulated.
The sight of beautiful Laura riding a big cock combined with the memory of Wellman and Tanya making deeply passionate love had me aroused. I returned to my bedroom. Melina was asleep, lying on her stomach with a pillow under her belly. Her luscious ass was raised slightly, mouthwatering, inviting. I was iron hard as I slid onto the bed and mounted my wife, lying on top of her, feeling her firm asscheeks pressing into my groin as my cockhead searched for her slit.
"Mmm, lemme sleep." Melina murmured. I said nothing but finally the head of my bare cock found its target, and I pushed down, sinking my meat into my wife's warm, wet cunt. She was wet enough and quickly lubricated even more as I began to gently pump in and out of her, again enjoying the feeling of her magnificent ass pressing into my abs and groin. God! it felt so good!
"Mmmf... sleep..." Melina mewled. I just continued pumping her, exulting in the heat and wetness of this rare bareback fuck of my wife's slick slit. I knew that she was pregnant and that my sperm would be of no value in fertilizing her eggs, but I thought about her getting knocked up, which led to thoughts of Laura being pregnant with my baby. As always, the thoughts added steam to my strides and I began to thrust more deeply and powerfully into Melina.
I fucked my wife for well over ten minutes in this position. She did not move much, but dozed as I enjoyed the pleasures of her pussy's tight fit around my hard male meat. I did not care if she moved around or not, but simply enjoyed the pleasure for myself, the pleasure of fucking a woman's cunt. God, life was good....
Finally, I felt my nut rise and the pain build. I began driving into Melina with shorter, faster thrusts, pushing my groin into the sweetness of her incredible asscheeks.
"Uhhhh..." I groaned as the first spurt of semen burst out of my cock and deep into my wife's sodden twat. I pushed hard into her asscheeks as my next pulses of ejaculate shot into her. Finally, I was spent, both mentally and physically, and I withdrew my cock from Melina's vagina and collapsed onto my back on the bed next to her.
After catching my breath and resting a few minutes... okay, half an hour... I got up and showered and went down to the kitchen to cook everyone breakfast. Laura was already there getting things started.
As Laura and I swiftly worked together to get the big breakfast prepared, I had no way of knowing at the time, but that wonderful coupling I'd just enjoyed minutes before would be the last time that Melina and I would have sexual intercourse as a married couple.
Part 25 - Tying Up Loose Ends
Oh, think that's the end of the story? Nope, not by a long shot. I had a loose end to tie up. And on Bettina Wurtzburg's behalf.
It was early Sunday morning, not quite 7:00am as the door to Laura Fredricson's office opened and Henry R. Wargrave stepped into the room.
"I came as soon as I got your message--" he said, then stopped short. It was not Laura but me sitting in her chair behind her desk. Comfortable chair, too, but I didn't have time to notice. I was dealing with a very, very dangerous adversary.
"Come in, Mr. Wargrave. Have a seat." I offered, my hand in my pocket. Wargrave slowly walked up to the desk and peered at me.
"It's a dangerous habit to finger loaded firearms in one's pocket." he said. I smiled, taking the gun out of my pocket and laying it on the side shelf of the desk next to the chair, my hand not drifting far from it.
"True enough." I said. I was dealing with a Master here, and I knew it. I was nowhere near this man's league, and even if he did have erectile disfunction, he was still a very powerful man... power I could feel reaching out to me across the desk. I was very glad I had the gun within reach. This was not a game for the weak.
"I was expecting to see Dr. Fredricson." Wargrave said. "She texted me to come."
"No, it was I that texted you." I replied. "We have a serious issue to discuss, Mr. Wargrave. Please, have a seat."
Wargrave complied, sitting in the chair opposite the desk. "Congratulations on solving the Arruzio case." he said. "I was shocked when I heard about Joe, but I was even more impressed how you unerringly drove to the Truth."
"Thank you." I said. "And that is what I want to talk to you about." I straightened up in my chair a little bit. "Mr. Wargrave, I really do not appreciate people ordering gang rape attacks on reporters and police officers in my Town. I do not appreciate it at all."
"Oh, you think I had something to do with that?" Wargrave replied, his eyes steely and cold. "I'd love to see you try to prove it."
"I'm sure I could find the evidence if I really needed to." I said. "The Government keeps a lot of phone records these days. One day all that is going to become public and then there'll be a huge scandal..."
After a pause, I then added, "But I am not interested in proving anything in Court, Mr. Wargrave. What's done is done, but having a female reporter raped is crossing the line. I don't want that line crossed again, or... I might just have to cross a few lines myself."
Wargrave's face hardened. "Do you have any idea just who you're talking to? Do you think your little crowbar is any match for what I can bring to the game?" I willed the spasm of fear down; I certainly did know that I was dealing with a billionaire, a man with deep connections in this Town, this University and, much worse, with elements of the Federal Government that I did not care to think about. Wargrave had made his billions in illegal arms trades on behalf of the Central Intelligence Agency. I was playing an extremely dangerous game, but I was willing to roll the dice and play it.
"I know who you are, Mr. Wargrave. Which is why we're having this friendly conversation in private and in the only room in this county that I am sure is not bugged, and not at the police station." I said.
"At the same time, I don't care who you are or about your billions or who you deal with. In this town...MY town, Mr. Wargrave... I don't expect to see people brutalized for just doing their jobs. It... irritates me." I stared flatly at Wargrave, hoping that he couldn't read the quaking fear in the pit of my stomach.
"You are a brave young man." Wargrave said, his head slightly nodding. "Okay, I hear you. I'll continue to protect the interests of this great University, but I'll acknowledge that it's your Town, and County, your rules, and will keep well within the lines... as long as you continue to do the excellent job you are doing, of course."
"I appreciate that." I had won, and had just been told to take my win and go home. But I wasn't done. "There is one other thing... the person who you hired for that attack. I want to find my young nephew Ned. Where can I find him?"
"Like I said," Wargrave said. "I did not hire him, and while I understand your desire to apprehend him, I cannot help you there." I knew he was telling the truth, that he must've used layers of intermediaries and that Ned was only the last in the line.



Damn, I thought, my mind wandering, if only slightly. Another great chance to find Ned possibly gone.
"Forget about that punk." Wargrave said, reading my thoughts. "He'll fuck up soon enough and you'll get him."
"He's not just a punk, Mr. Wargrave." I said, somberly. "He's a very dangerous threat... to you and your University... as well as to me. Exceptionally dangerous."
"Ah, the 'Moriarty' to your 'Sherlock', eh?" Mr. Wargrave said, smiling.
"You flatter the punk." I said. "And if memory serves me correctly, it was Professor Moriarty who warned Sherlock about loaded firearms in one's pocket."
Mr. Wargrave grinned, barely able to keep from laughing out loud. Then, just as quickly, the humor in his face vanished. He peered at me again, that penetrating glanced that seemed to reach deep inside me despite my defenses. "You know, son, this town is much too small for you. You need to get into the Big Game."
I laughed sardonically. "No thank you. I'm happy right where I am."
Wargrave remained serious. "The chair was held out for you once before, and the word 'no' is not in their lexicon."
"No idea what you're talking about."
"Ha!" Wargrave said, shifting comfortably in his chair, his short laugh full of sarcasm. "Then I'll refresh your memory. You say you know about me, but I also know who you are... Mr. J.D.T. of the C.I.A."
"I'm not with the Company!" I said sharply.
Wargrave smiled, a short thin smile that bore into me, having easily seen through my mistake. "Not yet. But you will be. As I said, they don't take 'no' for an answer. If they want you, they'll have you."
Wargrave stood up. "And they want you, son."
"Thank you for your time, Mr. Wargrave." I said, ever more glad that the gun was still within my reach. Wargrave nodded, then turned and left.
As the tension released, my body began shaking almost uncontrollably as I stood up, my hand quivering as I picked up my gun and holstered it. I had just survived the most physically dangerous moment of my life. And I had won. Well, I was letting myself think I had won, and so was Henry Wargrave...
---------------------------
"No!" Jeanine Olivet wailed. "I won't give it up!"
"It might be your baby, Tim." Laura added hopefully.
"No!" Olivet said sullenly. "It might be Jack's, it's likely that it is, and I don't want any part of any baby of his coming into this world!"
The Olivets were in Laura's office. It was Sunday afternoon. I was in one of the side rooms, listening in on the conversation with Laura's permission and at her request. Next to me was Nurse Jones, the beautiful black woman from University Hospital. Instead of her normal white attire, she was wearing a tight fitting gray uniform, so that that she could wear her gray high heel pumps that she knew I liked to see her in.
Jeanine Olivet was pregnant, and the timeframe for her conception was right smack-dab in the middle of the time she and Jack Burke had been lustily mating. She and her husband had argued almost violently over keeping the baby. Tim wanted no part of it, especially if it was Jack's child. Jeanine was determined to keep it, not saying out loud that in her deepest soul she wanted it to be Jack's baby and that she wanted to have Jack's child more than anything on earth.
"I'll tell you what." Laura offered. "We'll set up some paternity tests, and at least we'll know what we're dealing with. I don't want to see you make a bad decision and throw away your marriage over this." Olivet was sullen but nodded agreement. Jeanine was a bundle of nerves; she was between a rock and a hard place, loving her husband and not wanting to lose him, but completely unwilling to give up the child growing inside her.
Laura pressed a buzzer and Nurse Jones went into the office. Laura instructed Nurse Jones to take blood samples and cheek swabs from Tim, while she took Jeanine to the examination room to take samples that only a doctor could take. Laura was a degreed and board-certified medical doctor, and a good one in the areas of gynecology and psychiatry.
After the tests were done, Nurse Jones came back to me. I produced some samples. "Nurse, will you secretly add these three tests?" I asked, giving her a paper of instructions for what I wanted with the vials.
"What's in it for me?" the beautiful nurse said, her eyes boring into me, filled with lust.
"Let me see..." I said, taking her into my arms. "Maybe a long... hard... night." I then kissed Nurse Jones, our tongues twining deeply for a long moment. The nurse had to break the kiss.
"You make me too hot." she said. "I'm about to come... and just from a kiss. Okay, I'll do it. And then I'm going to fuck your brains out, baby."
I had three tests. The results, if what I expected them to be, would be shocking... and would change lives. And I would have no problem giving the beautiful black woman the delicious fucking that she was craving...
Part 26 - Epilogue
A week later, getting home from work, I entered the house, "Melina's house". I immediately felt that something was wrong. Going quietly up the stairs, I found her in the bedroom, sitting at the end of the bed.
She was wearing a frilly white blouse and black skirt and black high heel pumps. Her eyes displayed emotion, emotion that I rarely saw, though she had not been crying: her makeup was perfect.
"Hi Don." she said as I silently stepped into the room. "We need to talk."
"I know." I said. Knowing.
"I think it's time..." she started, then continued with a rush, "I... I want a divorce."
I just nodded. I had expected this for a while now.
"It... when Jack came to town and I saw him," Melina continued, obviously wanting to talk. "It... it brought up a lot of old feelings and memories, especially after I slept with him again. I don't know... maybe I should never have married you; it might have been better for you that way."
"No." I said, stepping closer to her but still maintaining a distance of a few feet. "I don't regret marrying you for one minute, and I never will."
Melina looked up at me. "I don't regret it either, not really... but being with you was never the same after being with Jack. I never wanted to hurt you or anything... well, even though he's gone now... it's not fair to you or right for me to pretend this marriage isn't over."
A tear was forming in her eye, and while I felt pain for her emotions, I knew deep down in my innermost soul that she was right. Even as my wife was speaking of divorce, I was already thinking of my future... with Laura. It may not have been "our time" before, but that was about to change, I realized. Whether or not that was part of Melina's decision, I didn't know.
"What are you going to do?" I asked. "Do you love Todd? Or someone else?"
Melina shook her head, getting to her feet. "I love Todd a lot, but I'm not *in* love with him... do you know what I mean?" I nodded as she continued. "I still love you, and I always will, but not the way I once did. I'm sorry."
"I understand, Melina. I really do." I said. "And we both have to do what is right for each of us."
"I have to say this." Melina said, getting it out before she stopped herself. "I've got to get it off my chest, even though it will hurt: I was in love with Jack. From the moment I met him. Back in school, I was going to break up with you and marry him, he'd asked me to. Then he got arrested for that rape charge and they ran him out of town...."
She paused for a long moment, as if remembering or realizing something, then caught herself and continued. "I never believed he committed that rape, but he ran away and left me behind. At least... at least you were still there for me.
"But when he came here a few months ago and I ran into him while shopping, I realized how I really felt, how I'd truly felt all these years. About him, and about you, and us. You've been there for me... but I'm sorry, it's not enough anymore."
"I know." And I knew there was more, but Melina apparently wasn't ready to talk about it. "And I'll still be there for you, even if we're not married anymore." I wanted to hug her, if only to say goodbye. But she ended the conversation her way, more brusquely.
"Thank you. Well, I'll let you pack what little stuff you have here. I'm sorry. For everything." She walked past me rapidly, her eyes fixed firmly downcast to the floor, and exited the room. The silence had never felt so empty.
-----------------------
"The tests you ordered, Professor." the college-aged girl said, laying down several folders on Laura's desk. She was one of Laura's graduate students.  "Thank you, dear." Laura replied. The first couple of folders clearly revealed the paternity of Jeanine Olivet's baby. "But what are these?" she asked herself as she opened one of the other two tests, tests that she had not ordered.
It soon became apparent that Don had put these tests in with hers, she reasoned. And there were only two extra folders, but three extra tests charged on the invoice: the folder for the third test was not in this batch. But Dr. Fredricson did not yet notice that... the conclusions of the tests in her possession were surprising enough.
In the first, Todd was with little doubt the biological son of Elizabeth and... Michael Burke.
"How did Don know to test for that?" she asked herself out loud, stunned. The second folder shocked her even more. She reached for the phone to call Don...
----------------------
Two days later, I was at the home of Jeanine Olivet. Her husband Timothy had moved out, partially to avoid the calls from his parents, but also to wait for the paternity test results, which Laura not yet revealed to him: it was 99% certain that Olivet's wife Jeanine had been impregnated by his brother Jack Burke.
She had called me on the phone and asked me to come visit her. The maid Dolores answered the door, smiling prettily at me as she admitted me. She was a lusciously cute Latina girl, and I felt the stirrings of desire in my loins.
Jeanine was in the living room, rising to meet me as I came in. She looked absolutely stunning. Her dark hair was combed straight and running down her back. Her lipstick was glossy and inviting her shapely mouth to be kissed. She was wearing a green dress, fashionable but not overly expensive, and it and the push-up bra made beacons of her large breasts. Sheer black pantyhose clung to her shapely legs down to her black, patent-leather, high-heel, closed-toe slingbacks. I was already getting half-hard from the sight of her, and the smell of her perfume.
"Thank you for coming, Don-- may I call you Don?" she said, emphatically huskily. "Can I offer you some coffee or tea?"
"No thank you, and please do call me Don. How can I help you?" I said politely.
"Call me Jeanine, then." she said. "I asked you to come over to personally thank you for coming to my rescue when that asshole was beating me up in your police station."
"I'm sorry about that." I said, "but it did give me an excuse to throw a few punches into his lousy face. Are you okay?"
"Of course." she said, smiling brightly. "And my baby is fine, also. And that's the reason I'm not suing that bastard, since it might come out that you beat the crap out of him."
"I appreciate that, but don't worry about it." I said. "You'd do me a great favor suing the living hell out of him, and he deserves it, too."
"Well, I'll think about it." she said demurely. "But I'd rather reward you another way. Come over here." she said. I walked over to the sofa as she sat down upon it. When I stopped too far away, she reached out for my hand and pulled me towards her... until I was standing right in front of her. Jeanine reached up and began undoing my belt buckle.
 "Take off your jacket, Don." she said. "You're going to be here for a few minutes." Jeanine unzipped my zipper and expertly fished my cock out of my pants. "Oh my, very nice." she said. Looking up into my eyes, the gorgeous woman pulled my hardening cock down as she opened her mouth wide.
"Unnnnh!" I gasped as her mouth closed on my meat, her lipsticked lips closing around the shaft near the base and sliding back up towards the crown. Her eyes bore into mine, then back down to her work as she sucked my cock back into her mouth and began giving me head.
Oh my fucking God! I was thinking. I'd had some tremendous blowjobs... most women's mouths were warm and wet but not all that different, though Laura and Melina had stood out for me. But neither of those women held a candle to Jeanine's oral talents. It was more than just physical, there was something about Jeanine that made getting head from her just damn good! Maybe French women do have something extra, something better, when it comes to sucking cock...
"Jesus Christ, that's good!" I said, my breathing becoming rapid and my cock aching with rock-hard tautness. Jeanine was working my cock in her mouth expertly, sliding her lips back and forth, but working her tongue as I'd rarely felt before. She deep-throated my length several times. Her eyes gleamed.
"Mmmm," she said, letting my cock pop out of her mouth. "I can see why you're called the 'Iron Crowbar'. I don't think I've ever sucked a cock as hard as this one." She went back to work, fellating me with incredible intensity until my knees were about to buckle.
 "By the way," she said, lashing my meat with her tongue between her words. "I heard that... you're getting a... divorce." How did she know that? I wondered, as the papers had not even been filed yet, and I'd told no one except Laura yet. Jeanine continued.
"I just passed... my bar exam... mmmff.... and I want you to be my first case. Pro bono. That's my real reward for your helping me. Would you like that?"
"Unnnh!!!" I gasped. "Hell yeah. Just keep sucking my cock like that!" My head went to the back of her head and I gently but firmly guided it back and forth as I fucked her beautiful face. Just as I was about to let go and come, she pulled back.
"Don't come yet, Don." she said as she pulled her panties down her lovely legs and off. "Climb on and fuck me."
I lowered my pants to my knees as I mounted her. She had hitched up her dress but was still clothed, but that didn't matter. I mounted her and her hand guided my cock right into her sopping wet pussy.
"Ohhhh!" she gasped. "Oh, that's so good... oh yeah..." she groaned as I began pumping my seven inches in and out of her with a hard but steady rhythm. "Ohhh, so nice and big!" she moaned again.
As for me, it felt great... though when it came to fucking, Jeanine was not in Laura's category or even Melina's, while Jeanine's mouth had been the best to ever envelop my throbbing meat.
But make no mistake... she was all woman and her cunt was hot and wet and clutching my cock. I was wondering to myself just how in the hell could Tim Olivet walk away from this? But I didn't care; his loss was my gain, and I began fucking his wife harder and faster, deeper and more passionately.
Out of the corner of my eye, over the back of the sofa, I noticed Dolores pretending to work but furtively watching and listening to me fuck her mistress. I made eye contact with the pretty maid and smiled at her. She smiled back, a pretty but shy smile, and kept on working, watching and listening. I heard Jeanine groan and moan, and felt her cunt spasm on my cock; she was coming, if seemingly mildly. Looking down at Jeanine's beauty and knowing the maid was watching added to my lust-fueled excitement and I felt my nut rising.
"Oh, I'm going to come soon, baby." I said. "Do you want me to come in your mouth or your cunt?" I asked, enjoying the incongruity of using such filthy language in this nice home with this beautiful, elegant lady... who was lying beneath me rutting on my cock like a cheap slut.
"My mouth." she said. "I want to swallow your cum." I pulled my cock out of Jeanine's slick cunt and moved up to her mouth. My balls struck her chin as I sank my cock into her waiting, open mouth. That special heat and wetness enveloped me... and took me over the edge.
"UUUHHHHH!! I'M COMING!!" I shouted as the first large spurt of pent-up semen rocketed out of my cock and splashed against the back of Jeanine's throat. She began gulping as more intense pulses followed. The spasms of my cock diminished fairly rapidly after the first couple, and I finished up, taking my cock and rubbing Jeanine's cheeks and glossy lips as her tongue worked to get the last of my ejaculate.
"Mmmmm, that was really delicious." Jeanine said. "Now... when do you want to get together to talk about the details of your divorce?"
Finis
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Part 1 - Prologue
The only light in the room were the candles he had lit, punctuated at times with flashes of lightning in the distance. The room was dark and quiet, except for the couple's heavy breathing, the squeaks of the bed, and the delicious staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as they mated with lust-filled abandoned.
Todd held the woman's hips as he pumped his huge meat in and out of her hot, sopping wet twat. They were fucking dogstyle. He looked down at the woman beneath him. Her body was incredibly fine, he thought as he admired her shapely back, her body tapering to a smaller waist before her hips expanded back into her marvelous, mouth-watering asscheeks. What a wonderfully magnificent hourglass shape... and what a fantastic, truly great ass! Todd thought as he vigorously buried his cockmeat to the hilt in eagerly receptive cunt, withdrew quickly and slammed forward again. He'd rarely felt asscheeks as sweet as this woman's against his taut, muscular groin.
And she was an incredibly hot fuck, too... she was pushing back to meet each deep thrust of his huge cock as he shoved it into her, her cunt greedily swallowing his thick, throbbing inches of hard male meat. No wonder Jack was tapping her for a year, Todd thought as he steadily and powerfully pumped her, fucking her tight wet cunt into a creamy lather.
The thought of Jack, who he now knew was his brother, saddened the young stud. We could've been a great team, Jack! Todd thought to the spirit of his brother in the Universe. I would've been your wingman any day, Jack. God, think of all the women we would've fucked! And to think I never knew... and grew up with that piece of dog shit Ned. God! what a waste! he thought as he began fucking the lovely woman beneath him harder. God, what an ass this babe has. I'll bet Uncle Don would love to fuck this ass, but she's giving it to me instead. Damn, Jack, you were tapping this every night...
She was taking every stroke of Todd's huge meat, pushing those magnificent asscheeks back to meet each of the teen stud's powerful thrusts, enjoying the feel of every inch of that huge cock invading her womanly depths to the hilt. She was comparing Todd, his cock, and his fucking, to her memories of the boy's brother Jack. Oh, those wonderful memories...
The woman was Police Detective Teresa Croyle, a.k.a. "Teresa Cunt".
As she took Todd's thrusts from behind, her head in the pillows on the bed, she was having her own conversation with Jack in her head. Oh Jack, why didn't you let me know you were in town? Why didn't you come to me instead of those other women? Jack, I would've loved you, loved you like I did when you were living with me and my husband... oh Jack, now you're gone and I can't even try to have your baby anymore, oh oh oh....
"I'm close, baby." Todd warned. "Do you want me to come inside you?"
"Oh yesss..... come inside me, stud! Shoot it up into me, all of it!" Teresa ordered. It only took a few strokes for Todd to comply.
"Oh yeah, oh YEAH!!! Unh, I'm coming baby." Todd gasped. "Oh.... OH GOD! UNNH! UUUUH!!!!" the young stud gasped as sank balls-deep into Teresa and his big load of hot, sticky semen jetted from his cock and into her deep, spasming cunt. She moaned as her orgasm overtook her, one of a wave of climaxes that Todd's huge cock and her memories of Jack had provided during this intense coupling with this young stud.. with Jack's younger brother...
As they collapsed to the bed, Todd took Teresa into his arms. She snuggled into him, her ass gently pressing into his groin, but beginning to return to the cold, aloof, unfeeling bitch she had been for so long.
"How was it, babe?" Todd asked.
Teresa turned around to face him, trying to make the uncaring attitude go away. She caressed Todd's youngish, handsome face. "It was good, babe... but I've got to be honest with you... you're not him. You're a great fuck and I really enjoy being with you, but you're not him and never will be."
"That's okay," Todd said, understanding, and feeling compassion for her. He could feel Teresa's loneliness, wondering what had caused it. "But I'm here when you need me. He'd want me to take care of you."
"And you do take care of me, in bed anyway." Teresa said, attempting a smile. Todd kissed her mouth, deeply and slid his body onto hers, hungry for another deeply passionate fuck, but he was remembering those shocking, life-changing moments from such a short time ago... unaware that his uncle was having the same thoughts of the same events at the same time in the middle of the night...
--------------------------------
Earlier that evening... as if denoting the time, at exactly 11:30pm a crack of lightning exploded nearby, followed by the sound of a transformer blowing echoing in the air. The power to the neighborhood went out, throwing the street into near-total darkness.
The rain poured down in sheets, heavy and unrelenting. Waves of rain and water moved sideways, pushed by the winds. Bursts of lightning lit up the sky with an eerie bluish light for the briefest of instants, followed by the loud claps of thunder.
The rain did not let up at all as the four men took advantage of the darkness to scurry to out of the apartment and to their cars. As three drove off, one man sat alone in his car, watching the apartment... and waiting.
Inside the apartment, candles illuminated the room, throwing eerie light and shadows across the two people still present.
"Yes, we have an agreement on that." said Kurchikov, his English good but his accent thick. He was a hard young Russian with black hair, sitting on the sofa. Already a promising chess master in Russia, he was also representing his Russian drug mob masters at this meeting. "Mr. Sergei Molotov wants revenge on him as much as you do. He will be well taken care of, I assure you."
"I'm glad to hear that." said the woman, standing on the other side of the coffee table in front of the sofa. Kurchikov admired the woman's legs, made more shapely by her high heel pumps. He felt the first stirrings of desire in his loins.
"It's very wet outside." Kurchikov said. "Why don't you stay here with me until the rain passes. Vodka?" He poured a shot from the bottle into one of two shot glasses on the table. Next to the glasses was Kurchikov's chess set, the pieces and board made of elegant, expensive woods.
"No thank you. And I'll just have to endure the rain. It's getting late and I must go." said the woman, tightening the belt of her raincoat. "I'll leave by the back door." With that, she turned and disappeared into the kitchen as Kurchikov downed a shot of premium Grey Goose vodka. French, not the Russian swill that he hated. He poured and drank another shot, looking at the chessboard and thinking of a sequence of moves from a recent game.
Suddenly, his head went up; he'd heard a sound in the kitchen of the door being opened and shut. Thinking that his recently departed guest had returned, he called out. There was no reply, but was that the faint sound of a drawer being opened?
"Who is there?" Kurchikov demanded as he got up and strode to the kitchen. "Why it's you-- UHHH!... AAAUGH!" The knife flashed out and took Kurchikov in the abdomen. It was quickly withdrawn and stabbed at him again, this time striking him in the chest, penetrating his lung. A third blow, savagely delivered, sliced into his aorta. Kurchikov was a dead man walking.
"AAAUGH! Ughglglgl" the Russian mobster gurgled, blood seeping out of his mouth as he turned and ran back into the living room. He had only seconds to act. His back shielded his movements from his attacker as he moved two chess pawns on the chess set.
That final act drained the last of his strength and he collapsed face down onto the floor next to the table and the chess set. He did not feel the killer grab his hair, lift his head, and slice his throat.
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
12:30am.
"Ohhhh, God." I gasped, sliding my hands under Tanya Perlman's shoulder blades and deeply kissing her. "That was incredible, babe." My cock was still pulsing, pumping the last vestiges of my full climax deep inside Tanya's wet, clutching cunt. I felt the aching tiredness and the pleasing lassitude as my body relaxed and wound down after our deep, hard fuck, which culminated our date for the evening.
We were in my bed in The Cabin. Laura had said she had to go to a meeting that was called on very short notice. She gave no details, but I saw the airline ticket she printed off the computer screen; she was flying to Washington, DC. Meanwhile, Melina had told me that she would be having a visitor at her house on the hill. I no longer lived there, so I wondered why she felt the need to tell me, but I didn't dwell on it. Melina and I were divorcing, she could do what she wanted -- and see whoever she wanted.
But it was all good for me, as Tanya Perlman had been aggressively flirting with me and coming on to me. So I told her my evening was free and asked (more like told) her to have dinner and drinks with me. She accepted, with both of us knowing full well where our evening would end up: in bed, fucking each others brains out.
"Mmm, that was great." Tanya said dreamily, her voice and eyes filled with pure lust as she wrapped her arms around my neck. "Not bad for a younger woman, eh?"
"Damn good for a woman of any age." I replied, kissing her again. Our tongues twined for a long moment. She tasted so good.
"I'm glad I was able to get your attention." Tanya said, her eyes gleaming with flirtatious, playful amusement. "From what I'm hearing, you've been showing a preference for tapping those older trophy wives out there. Not to mention your beautiful future wife."
"Well, you're the luscious exception, babe." I said, and to shut her up I began kissing her again. For some time I lay on top of her, cuddling with her and sharing deep kisses with her, my cock softening but still buried inside her sloppy, sperm-filled slot. "I'm just glad I could get you away from Dr. Wellman for an evening."
Tanya giggled. "It's nice to get some fresh... meat.. every once in a while." she said, her eyes flashing brilliant merriment. I shut her up with another deep kiss, feeling my loins beginning to stir for a second round, which would be a long, slow, luxurious fu--
Brrrrrrinnnggg!!!!!
Damn. The cellphone on the bedside rang loudly a second time.
"Oh well," Tanya said, grinning, "At least they let you get your rocks off this time." I laughed, knowing what she meant: on a few occasions the call had come during sex or during the foreplay as I was with a woman. Still lying fully on Tanya, I reached for the phone and answered it.
"It's murder, sir. Looks like someone butchered this guy." said the voice on the other end of the line, and somewhat unprofessionally. It was Officer Pete Feeley, giving the address of an apartment in the industrial sector of the city. Lower middle class, some students.
"Don't let CSI move anything until we get there." I said. Feeley didn't catch the "we", as he didn't know I had Tanya Perlman in my bed and was fucking her. Feeley had something of a crush on Perlman since she'd given him a couple of blowjobs in past weeks.
"Er, I haven't called them yet, sir." Feeley reported. "I wanted to give you the first look at the scene."
"You need to call them right away." I said, trying to keep my patience. Feeley was a good kid, but just trying too hard to please. As I hung up, I told Tanya what was going on.
"Looks like I get to investigate a scene with your cum dripping out of me." Tanya said obscenely, her face a big smile of malicious playfulness. I was long since used to her, so there was no longer any shock effect. Keeping my weight on her and not letting her up, I deeply kissed her mouth again, feeling her hotly return it and twine her tongue with mine...
--------------------------
We got there right at the same time the CSI people did, and Tanya took charge of them, holding them back so I could look at the scene.
"Patrolman Hicks, have you touched anything?" I asked.
"No sir, other than checking the body to make sure he was dead." Hicks replied. He had light brown hair, looked good in a police uniform, and was a competent but unimaginative officer.
"Feeley?"
"No sir, except for clearing the apartment and then checking the body. We couldn't see his slit throat until we lifted his head." Feeley replied as I put on latex gloves.
I examined the body. I understood what the officers were saying as I gently lifted the head. Only by lifting the head could I see the huge wound. A wallet was quickly found in the dead man's back pocket.
"Kurchikov." I said. "Vladimir Kurchikov. This is an international visitor's drivers license. We need to look for a passport, gentlemen."
"Did you wear gloves when you cleared the place?" I said. Clearing the place meant making sure someone, possibly armed, wasn't hiding inside the place the police officers had entered.
"Yes sir."
"Officer Feeley, evidence collection is time-sensitive. Never delay calling in a Crime Lab unit, even with the best of intentions, is that clear?"
"Yes sir."
"Okay, let me look around very quickly so we can let you CSI guys in." I said. I examined the room, noting that large splashes of blood were on the floor between the kitchen door and the body. It was lying next to the sofa and table in front of that sofa, feet facing the kitchen, head towards the front window. I got down on my knees and lowered my head to carpet level in several places, but saw no small objects and could discern no footprints.
The dining room table was to the left of the kitchen. I observed that a game of cards had been in progress, and the game and scorekeeping suggested it had been contract bridge. Several people had been smoking: the ashtray was full of cigarette butts.
"Perlman!" I said. "Make sure the CSI guys thoroughly check out these cigarettes. Brands, number of each brand, then bag 'em for DNA testing. There should be prints all over this table and the cards. Okay, I'm done here, the CSI can work with the body and in here. I'll look at the kitchen and bathroom now. And bring the dog in."
The dog was a drug sniffing dog. CSI teams had recently been bringing them to scenes to quickly check for drugs or bombs. I always liked meeting the K-9 Corps sergeants.
"Who is this?" I asked as the dog came into the living room.
"Sergeant Stonewall, sir." his handler said.
"Named after Stonewall Jackson?" I asked.
"Yes sir. General Jackson was an ancestor of mine." the man replied. Why was everyone calling me "sir", I suddenly wondered to myself.
"I see. Hi Stonewall! Ready to help us out?" I said, petting the dog, a handsome German Shepherd. He panted happily, looking eager to please and to get started. The trainer gave a command and the dog started sniffing. During his search of the house, Sergeant Stonewall found one small bag of cocaine in the heater outlet of the bedroom, a small stash of marijuana between the mattresses of the bed, probably for personal use. The dog really got excited in the kitchen, sniffing all around the table, though there were no drugs on it.
"Traces, sir." the handler said. "I'd suggest that there were drugs in appreciable quantity on this table in the recent past."
"Thanks." I said, continuing my own examination. The kitchen had yielded some items of interest. The backdoor was locked. A drawer under the countertop was half open, it was a drawer full of knives. The kitchen table's ashtray was also full of cigarettes and also a cigar butt.
Entering the bathroom, I saw only toilet items that made the deduction obvious that a man lived in this apartment. I saw nothing else, but inhaled-- and detected a distinct odor of perfume. I sniffed around, and the odor was a bit stronger, though faint, on the far wall.
"Perlman!" I yelled out. She hurried in. "Do you smell perfume?"
"Yes." she said, sniffing. I pointed at the far wall and she smelled it there, also. She immediately yelled for a Crime Scene team member to bring a dry cloth kit, and had the man wipe down the walls and bag the samples, hoping to get something.
"Okay, we have a woman's presence, and recently." I said. Just then the CSI team leader, a guy I called "Labcoat", called for us. We returned to the main room.
"We're about to turn over the body." he said. As he knelt near the head, I stopped him.
"Hold on." I said. "Let me look at this table more closely. Did you touch anything on it?"
"Not yet. I'm going to have a man dust those glasses and the bottle for fingerprints, so don't touch them." Labcoat said.
"What about the chess set? Did you touch it?" I asked, excitement growing inside me.
"No sir."
"Anyone in here touch this chess set? I really need to know!" I said loudly. Everyone looked at me funny, but all of them said they hadn't touched it.
"Feeley! Hicks!" the two officers came up from the front door. "Did either of you touch this chess set?" Both of them said no.
I called the CSI photographer over and instructed her to take pictures of that chess set being sure the photos clearly showed where every piece was. Then I told Labcoat and Perlman to note the square each piece was on, then dust the set for fingerprints.
"What do you see here, Feeley?" I asked the young officer. He wanted to be a Detective; it was time to see if he had what it took.
"Uh, a chess set, sir." Feeley replied. "Is there something in particular?"
"Look at it man, look at it!" I replied. Feeley looked, and Tanya also peered at it, knowing that my attention to it meant something.
There was blood on a couple of the pieces and drops on the board. Spatters of blood from wounds were on the edge of the board. The pieces were arranged as at the start of the game, but with one white pawn moved to the square "c4" and one black pawn moved to the square "b6", as so:



I had to work hard to hide my disappointment that Feeley didn't seem to catch on at all. Tanya's eyes gleamed a bit and she took a picture of the set with her iPhone camera as I looked around the front of the room and out the front window.
I strode to the back, where the CSI team had dusted the door for fingerprints. When they were done, I opened the door. Metal stairs descended to the ground from the left side of a metal landing. Everything was wet from the falling rain. I used a strong light to see if any traces were left, but there were none in the rain, and no footprints in the grass around the gravel walkway that led to where a car was parked.
Once inside, I found that they had turned the body over. A huge pool of blood was soaked into the carpet, and for the first time we could see several stab wounds.
"One of them got the aorta, from what I can see here." the Medical Examiner said. He had just arrived. I trusted his word; he was an expert, with years of training and experience in wounds, which included combat medicine during his stint in the military. He wore his Combat Medical Badge on his hat in a similar way that I wore my Airborne wings on mine.
"Okay, I'm done here." I said to Perlman after one last brief look around.
"Already?" said Tanya Perlman.
"Yep."
"Anything you can point out to us, sir? Feeley asked. He listened intently, but it was too late now; he had not done well in this opportunity.



"There were multiple people here, of several nationalities." I said. "At least four, maybe five, besides the dead man. One of them was a woman. They played contract bridge, and whoever was in dummy during a hand would come and talk to one person not playing, usually in the kitchen, but sometimes at the sofa. I suspect the dead man was the one not playing.
"There have been quantities of drugs here, and I suspect that drug deals have gone down here in the past. The dead man was stabbed somewhere around this door to the kitchen, stumbled back into the main room, leaned over the chessboard, and then fell down and died where he lay when we found him. I once again commend your attention to the chessboard, Feeley. The victim tried to leave us a message on it!"
As Feeley stared at the chess set, puzzled, I continued. "The killer very likely entered through the back door, got a knife from a kitchen drawer and stabbed our unfortunate chessplayer here. The killer then either exited through the back door, locking it on the way, or through the front door. Feeley, when you got here, was the front door locked or unlocked?"
"Uhhh..." Feeley said.
"Unlocked sir." said Patrolman Hicks, who had been listening to me (as had everyone in the room). "In fact, it was cracked, and I looked inside and saw the body lying there. That gave us probable cause to enter without a warrant."
"Indeed, yes. Thank you, Patrolman Hicks."
"Sir," said Officer Feeley, "how do you know all that?" I noticed Tanya behind Feeley, suppressing a laugh.
"Feeley, you have disappointed me." I said, perhaps a bit brutally. "You may have missed a chance at a Detective badge tonight. You have seen everything I have seen. You were even here before I was and saw the scene in pristine condition! So you tell me how I've come to those conclusions."
I actually didn't wait for Feeley to try. "Perlman," I said, "wrap things up here and see me at Headquarters in the morning."
"Yes sir." Perlman said, turning back to her work as I exited the scene. She looked over at Feeley; he looked stunned, and as if he was about to cry.
"Come on, Pete." she said, trying to distract him, feeling a bit sorry for him. "Help me get this finished." Like a lost puppy, Feeley complied.
Part 3 - Legacy And Consequences
Getting home to The Cabin, I showered and lay down to get a little sleep before morning. As I lay in bed, the memories came to me, suddenly and without reason...
It was a week after I had solved the Arruzio-Burke murders. Laura and I sat on the patio of The Cabin in the early evening. The view over the town and University was breathtaking.
Laura sighed. "The tests came back. Jeanine is carrying Jack's child."
"What are you going to do?" I asked.
"I thought about lying and telling them it was Tim's baby. But then I realized that he's gone. He just wouldn't believe it, and he's obsessed with Jeanine giving it up. She's just as obsessed with keeping it." Another sigh. "I think he's going to file for divorce."
"That's too bad." I said. "Has he no idea of the treasure he has?"
"He's blinded by some serious emotional pain." Laura said. "By the way, I saw the results of two of the three tests you added to mine. But what was the third one?"
As I looked at her in shock, she said "Don't blame Nurse Jones. One of the lab guys at the Hospital, a real idiot, sent me the results of two of the tests and a bill for three beyond the ones I'd asked for. Nurse Jones is very loyal to you; she wouldn't tell me what the third test was at all, and I think she enjoyed being defiant about it."
"So now you know about Todd and Ned?"
"Yes." the beautiful woman said, shifting her legs slightly. I was aching to fuck her. "So what do you want to do about it. Tell Todd?"
"Yes." I said, "I think we should... don't you?"
"Yes." Laura said, nodding. "And I'll handle it if you'd like me to." She then peered at me for a moment. I met her eyes, locking into them, letting her search for what she was seeking. She finally conceded.
"You're just not going to tell me what that third test was, are you?"
"Not yet." I said, wrapping my arms around her. "That will come in its due time. You'll just have to trust me on that one."
"Oooh, a man of mystery." Laura said. "I'll just have to find new ways to... motivate you to tell me." She kissed my mouth and fire spread throughout my body, all the way to my toes.
"Let's go inside... I want you to make love with me." she whispered. Taking me by the hand, she led me inside and to bed.
------------------------------------
"Thank you for coming." Laura said, sitting next to me on one of the sofas in her office. Michael and Eleanor Burke were sitting on the other couch, facing us. The two sofas faced each other, with Laura's desk at one end of them and a nice fireplace at the other. I was remembering the time that Melina and I had sat where the Burkes were sitting now... sitting on that sofa seems to be a place that changes peoples lives, I mused.
I took a moment to admire Eleanor Burke. She was a very attractive woman in my eyes. Her salt and pepper hair was styled combed sideways in a 1980s hairdo, but her saucy body was in good shape and she had a very nice pair of legs. She was very, very fuckable, I thought to myself.
"What did you want to see us about?" Mr. Burke asked. "Is this about Jimmy and Jeanine?"
"Part of it is, yes." she said. "I have been working with Tim and Jeanine, and we have run some medical tests. The findings caused me to run some more extended tests, the results which we felt we must share with you."
"What are those?" Eleanor Burke asked, her voice low, husky and sultry despite the concern in her voice. Laura looked at me.
I asked "First, I must ask you some questions, and I apologize in advance that they will be very personal. Please understand that the answers to your questions will not leave this room unless you want them to." They nodded as I continued, "I must ask you, were your sons artificially conceived?" The Burkes looked uncomfortable, but Mr. Burke finally answered.
"Yes, they were." he admitted. "We had procedures done for both of them. My sperm was plenty healthy but there was a problem in the way Eleanor absorbed..." he blushed as he stopped.
"I understand." Laura said, her voice comforting. "It is not uncommon at all. Don?"
"I have another personal question that I have to ask." I said. "Mr. Burke, about 20 years ago... did you know a young woman named Elizabeth--" I asked, naming my sister by her maiden name, hoping he wouldn't yet realize it was also my last name. Mr. Burke's eyes widened in shock.
"Er... yes, I did. Why?" he said.
"You lived in Apple Grove at the time?"
"No, I worked for a service company that had a client there, and I visited frequently, often staying weeks at a time. How do you know this?" Burke demanded.
"Mr. Burke, did you have a sexual relationship with Elizabeth?"
"What is the meaning of this? I can't answer that." he almost roared, his face red.
"I understand." I said, raising my hand to arrest his attention. "She was, shall we say, 'a bit young' at the time, but I'm really not worried about that. What you need to know is that we did several tests on her son Todd. Mr. Burke, Todd is Jack's brother... and your son."
"Oh my.... oh my God." Burke said. Mrs. Burke seemed shocked as well, and was peering hard at her husband. "We... we always thought that... that high school quarterback knocked her up." Mr. Burke said.
Mrs. Burke had taken her eyes off her husband and began peering at me, her eyes smart and cunning. "Come now, Detective. How would you know all this?" Laura and I exchanged a glance and she nodded.
"I am Elizabeth's younger brother, and Todd is my nephew. You have another son, Mr. Burke."
"Jesus Christ... so that is who you are..." Burke said, his soft voice betraying his total shock at the events happening to him at this moment. "I thought your name was familiar, but I thought it was just from reading the papers. So you're Douglass's boy? How's he doing?"
"Yes sir, I am his son. I'm sorry to say that he died some months ago." The Burkes expressed their sympathies, but I didn't have time for all that. I wanted to move on before Mr. Burke also remembered my name from college days.
"There's more." I said. "the reason we asked about the pregnancy procedures... Mr. Burke, Tim Olivet, or Jimmy as you knew him, is not your biological son, but he is Mrs. Burke's son." This was almost too much for them, I realized.
"How... how did that happen?" Mrs. Burke asked.
Laura said "We believe they may have injected the wrong semen sample, or that they used contaminated... er, previously used equipment. I am sorry to say that such carelessness is not at all uncommon."
"And there's even more." I said. "Elizabeth's younger son, Ned, is Tim's biological brother. Apparently Elizabeth's husband of that time was a sperm donor, and his sperm impregnated you, Mrs. Burke."
"How did you know to run those tests?" Mr. Burke asked.
It was Laura who answered him, a weird smile on her lovely face. "This man just solved your son's murder, so how easy was it for him to observe similarities between Tim and Ned as well as Todd and yourself and Todd and Jack... er, on the videotapes Jack made."
Nice going, Laura, you almost slipped there, I thought. But a deft recovery.
-----------------------------
Todd was in shock.
"Jack Burke was my brother? Mr. Burke is my father?" he asked, his voice trailing. He looked out the window of The Cabin overlooking the Town.
"Yes." I said. "And the Burkes want to meet you. I know it's awkward, Todd."
"Yeah, sure as hell is." he replied. "But yeah, I guess I'll meet them."
--------------------------------
Back in the present moment, I drifted to sleep, totally unaware of the life-changing events that were happening across Town...
The weather just would not relent. More sheets of rain continued to fall as the second wave of the storm passed through.
Tim Olivet sat in his office at his plant, the only light coming from the lights in the parking lot outside and the lightning. A half empty bottle of Scotch and an empty glass were on his desk in front of him. And also a gun, a .357 Smith and Wesson revolver, fully loaded. Though I only need one bullet, Olivet thought to himself.
Dr. Fredricson had tried to delay telling him the results of the pregnancy tests, but he had insisted, making an ugly scene in her office in front of Jeanine. If it had not been for that Police Detective there also, Tim might have lost control. And the news almost made him lose control again.
The baby was his hated big brother Jack's. Jeanine had refused to abort the evil progeny growing inside her. They had argued violently, several times, nearly coming to physical blows... but Olivet couldn't bring himself to harm his lovely wife, as much as she had betrayed him with the big brother that he hated even more now in death than in life.
To add to his pain, his parents had now found him after so many years; they would not leave him alone. And worse, they wanted him to "join" their "new" family... his father Michael, the bastard... had fathered a child with some slut girl nearly 20 years before. This new brother was embracing the Burke family, even taking their last name as his own, the father filing the papers adopting this new son. Jack's "successor".
Tim sat silently, long past the point of crying, of wailing, of the intense pain. It was a dull ache now. The Scotch had failed to make him drunk, had failed to ease the pain. He was sitting in the office of his business, the business he had put up for sale, the business he had built for the sake of his wife, to give her everything she could possibly want. But that was all over now. The one thing she had wanted, and that his reviled big brother had given her that he, Timmy, had not, was a baby.
He was preparing to leave town again, take yet another name, hide away again... and this time without his wife. He had filed for divorce. Dr. Fredricson had tried to talk him out of it, Jeanine had tried to persuade him not to, and she was contesting the divorce as fiercely as she could.
Sitting in his dark office, drinking the Scotch, he realized that there was only one way to truly get away, to truly be free, and to truly assuage his pain. He felt a joyous lassitude, almost sexual in its pleasure, as he nodded in acknowledgement that he was doing the right thing. He picked up the gun, looking at it a moment, then began raising it.
"Are you so eager to die?"
The sound of the voice calling out stopped Tim in his tracks. The light of the hallway outside left the figure in shadow in the doorway.
"Who in the fuck are you?" Tim said, suddenly feeling exhaustion, something that often happened to people attempting to commit suicide but suddenly being stopped.
The stranger walked into the room. He was slender and looked very young. A real nerd. Tim was somewhat athletic, though not nearly as much as his big brother Jack, and this kid was not athletic at all. But Tim realized that there was some kind of similarity between himself and this man, and their hair was very much alike: wispy and light brown.
"You'll know everything before I leave here tonight." the stranger said. Tim pointed the gun straight at the young intruder's face.
"Tell me now, or you won't leave this place... alive." Tim responded darkly.
"Here, look at this." The man tossed a file of papers onto the desk. Tim slowly pulled it to him and opened the file. The man leaned forward and snapped the desk lamp on, lighting the papers, but leaving his face still in shadow.
Tim read the contents. "Where the hell did you get this?"
"I have a friend that works at the University Hospital. My uncle actually had the test run along with the ones that confirmed that my brother Todd is Michael Burke's son. My friend managed to get me an extra copy before it was sent back to the bitch Fredricson.
"And this test?" Tim said, holding the top piece of paper.
"I don't know the 'how' or 'why' of it, but it shows that you and I have the same father, and it is not Michael Burke. Somehow, my father inseminated your mother, and here you are. You and I are brothers, through your mother."
Tim reeled in shock. "Am I Todd's brother, too?"
"No. You are not Michael Burke's biological son, and he is not Eleanor Burke's son."
"Who are you?"
The young man leaned down so that his face was visible in the light of the lamp desk.
"My name is Ned--" the young man introduced himself, then continued. "And I'm here to help you take revenge on these people who have caused you so much pain... so much pain. They have caused me great pain, also, especially Todd... and my God-damned uncle. Your brother beat you down mentally and physically, and your parents have pursued you relentlessly; my brother has beaten me down, though for the last time ever, and my uncle has pursued me just as relentlessly. I understand your pain, Tim. I can help you get the revenge you need."
"Why do you think I want revenge?" Tim said. "Why don't I just end it all here?" He put the gun to his temple.
"If that is what you want to do, do it." Ned replied. "But revenge first would be so much sweeter, and you'll get your wife back... if you want."
Tim slowly eased the gun down but did not set it on the desk. Lightning cracked outside, lighting up the room with an eerie glow.
"What do you have in mind... brother?"
To be continued...
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Part 4 - Police Auxiliary
At 6:00am the next morning I entered the MCD office in my dress uniform: dark blue jacket with a thin light blue stripe, called "piping", on the sleeve near the wrist; light blue shirt and black tie, dark blue pants with a thick light blue "piping" stripe down the sides. My gold badge was pinned over the left breast pocket on my chest, ribbons over the right breast pocket. My Supervisor bars, which looked like an Army Warrant Officer's bar with three black squares, adorned the epaulets on the shoulders of the jacket. The Medal of Valor hung by its red ribbon around my neck, and as always I felt guiltily uncomfortable while wearing it.
"You look good, Detective." the Chief said, coming up to me. He was wearing his dress uniform, same as mine but he had gold eagle "bird colonel" wings denoting his rank as Police Chief, and yellow piping on the jacket and pants. He also wore a Medal of Valor, the only other police officer that I knew of who had been awarded the highest honour of the Town & County Public Safety Department.
The chief had specifically ordered me to dress properly for today's ceremony, which I normally had nothing to do with, but he had not told me why.
"One day we're going to get those black squares out of that bar." the chief said, meaning making me a Lieutenant. "The Town & County Council has agreed to a re-write of the requirements, and we're working hard to get an exception for you immediately."
The current requirements to be a Lieutenant included being at least 30 years old, and I was months away from that. "We're close to being there, but a couple of Council members are opposed to what they say is promoting you 'too quickly'. That's B.S., of course. Just Malinda Adams and Captain Malone making trouble."
"Ah, politics." I sighed. "I understand..."
Today we were inaugurating several new members of the Police Auxiliary. These were volunteers who in times of need were called up to perform functions such as driving, traffic, sometimes foot- or bicycle patrols, and often helped on search-and-rescue missions.
Police Auxiliary volunteers who had been officers in the past, had completed the Police Academy, or had completed the Police Auxiliary Academy (a scaled down version of the Police Academy) were given the gold badge of a police officer with "Police Auxiliary" inscribed at the top. They could begin investigations and were authorized to carry weapons.
Auxiliary who had not had the experience or training received badges, but they were silver instead of gold, they could not carry arms unless they had a concealed carry permit obtained separately, and their duties were more limited, though useful. Non-trained PA wore a metal circle as their "rank", similar to ROTC officer ranks (and I suspect copied from ROTC) should they choose to wear a uniform. Trained PA wore two metal circles; and the Auxiliary Commander, who was required to be a former officer and whose command was mostly ceremonial and acted as an advisor to the Chief, wore a metal diamond.
"What do you have on that murder last night?" the chief asked.
"Perlman is going to give me a rundown when she gets here." I said. At 7:00am, Detective Tanya Perlman arrived.... wearing her formal attire. Her rank bar had two black boxes, noting the second Detective rank and informally called Senior Detective, and light blue piping like mine on the coat. She wore a dark blue skirt and black patent leather high heel pumps.
"Let me get a prelim report for you." she said as she sat down and made a phone call while looking at her computer screen. Meanwhile, Hugh Hewitt, Cindy Ross and Myron Milton arrived... all of them also in formal attire. Cindy wore pants instead of a skirt, her piping thinner than men's pants piping. Milton looked a bit gawky in his uniform. All three had bars with one black square; Hewitt and Ross as Detectives, and Milton as a ranking Senior Technician in the I.T. Department.
"Everyone in formal attire?" I asked. "C'mon Chief, whassup?" I asked.
"I want to support the Police Auxiliary today, and your team is helping me do it." the chief replied. But I could tell that everyone else knew something that I didn't.
"You've already said I'm not getting promoted, but it's me you're keeping something from."
"That's right." the chief said, smiling, almost wickedly. You'll find out soon, and I think you'll like the reason."
"Okay, here is what we have so far." Tanya Perlman said as she came up to the rest of us. "Oooh, Myron, you look hot in dress uniform! Trying to get all the women today?" Myron blushed but smiled at the compliment.
Tanya gave her report: "Our dead man is named Vladimir Kurchikov. Found his passport in a bedroom drawer. Russian Federation. Traveled frequently. Plays-- er, played high level chess, was an International Master and had 'norms' for his Grandmaster title, whatever that means."
"That means he's a damn good chessplayer." I said. "What else?"
"More interestingly: FBI files show very limited information, and it appears he is not a part of the Sergei Molotov mob. The FBI does think he might be running drugs as part of a European Cartel, but it's really small-time compared to other operations, and is active mostly in Europe."
"Which countries?" I asked.
"France, Russia, and recently England. Unconfirmed reports of activity in Spain and Italy. They may be trying to grow into something bigger and more important."
I thought for several seconds. "Tanya, is the Crime Lab running the tests on the perfume?"
"Yes, and they think they'll be able to identify the brand, but it might be a while." Tanya said.
"I'll help them: the perfume was--" I named the brand within the hearing of everyone present. "And I know this because it's my dear sister Elizabeth's favorite brand, and she's recently been suspected of making money involving herself in the drug trade. She might be this little gang's entry into America."
"Therefore, it was your sister at the apartment?" Cindy Ross asked. "And therefore she is not dead from that warehouse explosion, but is still around making trouble for us."
"Dunno." I said. "But it's possible. And I never thought she was dead."
"Crap." said the chief, muttering to himself, drawing all of us to look at him. He looked at us, then realized what he'd said. He pointed at me and said "That means this guy is going to be distracted by this." The chief might have forgotten that pursuing my socially unacceptable family members was one huge reason I took my job with the Police Force.
Chief Griswold looked at his watch. "Okay, be in the hallway in front of my office at 8:35 sharp, and we'll walk outside to the Police Auxiliary ceremony." He left, unable to suppress a grin. Just at that moment, we were joined by Lt. Brittany Maxwell of the University Campus Police. She was wearing her police uniform, also. Cindy Ross began filling her in on the details of our case, and I noticed the nature of the eye contact between them.
Something was up, and this one was apparently beyond my powers of deduction to solve. I'd just have to wait until they decided to spring the surprise upon me.
-----------------------------------
We were assembled in the hallway, chatting about various things, when out of the corner of my eye I saw a lovely older woman walking up the hall towards us. She was wearing a Police Auxiliary uniform, which was generally just like ours but had no "piping". She wasn't yet wearing her badge, which would be presented today.
The woman had light brown and gray hair in an simple, short, attractive style, straight down and curling slightly inward at the shoulders. She was shapely and very attractive, and she was also in good shape, especially for a woman her age. And then I did a double-take and gasped as it hit me.
It had taken me five full seconds to recognize my own mother.
My mom Phyllis grinned as she walked up to us. "Hi, Son." she said. "How do I look?"
"Mom... uh, you look great!" I said. I hugged her. "Police Auxiliary?" I asked. Everyone was watching us with suppressed, and sometimes not-so-suppressed grins. Then it dawned on me... the chief had me dress up to be here knowing that my mother was going to be here... and all of my team came in dress uniform also, and were here in the hall mostly to see my response to my mother's appearance.
"Yes, son, I decided to make myself useful and join the Auxiliary." my mom said. I noticed the two-circles insignia on her uniform, and my fingers went to them.
"Yep." Cindy said, noticing what had my attention. "She went through the Police Auxiliary Academy and passed everything. Passed the physical tests, passed the shooting tests... and darn well I might add... and even passed the defensive and combat driving courses."
"Wow!" I said. "I had no idea. Congratulations, Mom! But... you don't live here."
"We'll talk about that at lunch. Why, thanks for inviting me." my mother said. Just then Chief Griswold joined us from his office. "Good morning, Phyllis. Nice to see you again."
"Good morning, Chief." my mother said. "I hope my son is not causing you too much trouble around here." she added, glancing sideways at me. I had never before seen such a playful side to my mom. Some good changes had happened to her.
"Quite the opposite." the chief said, his mustache quivering merrily as his eyes twinkled. "Quite the opposite. It's time to go to the ceremony, shall we go?"
-----------------------------
The induction ceremony was over, with many pictures taken. Todd had come, wearing a suit and tie no less, and he was the sensation of every female member of the Town and County Police Force that was present... except Cindy Ross. Meanwhile, my team put me and my mother, and occasionally Todd, through a ringer of poses, since we were a mother-son duo wearing our dress police uniforms.
I endured it, then we went inside for the reception and refreshments in the main auditorium. I caught myself several times looking at my mother in her tight clingy skirt. Her ass looked great. I noticed a lot of other men throwing a few glances her way, also. Even at 58, my mom was a hottie.
I showed my mother around the police headquarters. Captain Charles, the captain of patrolmen, was as charming as I'd ever seen him before when I introduced him to my mom, and I suspected I might not see him that charming again without her around.
 We went into the MCD room, where Tanya was talking to Cindy and looking at a report that had just come over from the Crime Lab.
"What do we need a Crime Lab for, when we have Don?" Tanya asked. Then she saw me and my mom standing there. "You were right about the perfume. It was--" she named the brand.
My mom looked up at me immediately. "Son, that's--" My glance at her in reply arrested her thought.
"Yes, Mom, it is. Elizabeth's perfume." I said. The others were looking at us, wondering if my mother needed to be hearing this.
"And before you ask, I still don't know if it was her or not, but it could've been." I said. By now my mother's face had hardened. "What else do you have, Tanya?" 
"Uh, we can talk about it later." she said, not being sure of my mom's presence.
 
"You can say anything in front of our Police Auxiliary detective that you can say to me." I told her. Tanya smiled, relieved, and everyone else got less tense.
"Have a seat, Mom." I said. I was acting as if my mother being here was nothing but a Police Auxiliary volunteer being here, but inwardly I was totally conscious of her presence. My mom sat her lovely ass down in one of the chairs as Perlman began her report.
"Time of death: indeterminate. The M.E. says it was before midnight, but he's curiously vague about it. Said it could have been minutes to hours before we found it."
She switched papers and continued, "Okay, here's the autopsy report: the third stab wound cut the aorta and was the cause of death, so says the M.E. Not the decapitation." Tanya said. My mother showed no squeamishness at all, but curious interest as Tanya continued "The M.E. thinks Kurchikov saw his attacker, was stabbed, and fell backwards into the living room. The perp then turned him over and slit his throat."
"No, he didn't fall back, he deliberately went to the chess set. He then fell flat on his face and died." I said. "I have really got to talk to the M.E. about that one."
"Go for it. He hates being argued with." Tanya warned. "Meanwhile, no fingerprints on the murder weapon, which we found in the kitchen trash can. You never looked there, Don, what distracted you?"
"Gotta leave you guys something to do." I said, but Tanya was right, I had missed that... and I suspected thoughts of the perfume had distracted me.
"Did find other fingerprints around the place, especially at the card table, on the ash trays, some DNA on the cigarettes, but that'll take time to process. As in days to weeks. One thing, though.... neighbors said that there had been an argument in that apartment earlier that night, around 8:15, and two patrolmen came by to calm it down. No arrests made."
"Who were the officers?"
"Don't know." 
"Hugh, check the logs."
--------------------------------
At noon, the chief told me to take a long lunch with my mom. We went to the Soup and Sandwich place to the north of Town with the back patio on the lake, which was Laura's favorite lunch spot. Mom liked it, too.
"Okay, Mom." I said after we had ordered. "Tell me about joining the Auxiliary and your moving here, since you obviously are moving here."
"Obviously... if I'm going to be in the Auxiliary, it would be best if I did move here." Mom said, not the least fazed at my observation and deduction. I nodded.
She continued "I also want to be here with my family. Speaking of family, how is Todd doing with his new family?"
"Good." I said. "How much do you know about Michael Burke and Elizabeth?"   
"I didn't know, but I wasn't surprised." Mom said. "Michael Burke did a lot of business in Apple Grove during those years. I never really knew him, but Elizabeth was so wild that I'm sure it wasn't hard for them to meet.
"And if my observations are correct, he was just the type of man that would've bedded your sister. He's not a moral man at all... but now he's Todd's father, I guess. We always thought that quarterback boy that you saw her with knocked her up, but I guess that wasn't the case. How did YOU know to look for that, by the way?"
"Mannerisms." I replied. "They not only had a physical resemblance in their faces and bodies, but I realized when I saw Mr. Burke at a reception that his movements and mannerisms were a lot like Todd's."
"I see." Mom said. "And how is Melina doing? Is the baby coming along well?
"Yes... uh Mom, there's something I need to tell you." I said. The food came, and we waited until we were served and eating a few bites before I continued. "Mom, Melina and I are getting a divorce."
"Yes, I know." Mom said. "What you don't know, because I insisted that you not be told until I could tell you in person today, is that Laura and I have bought Melina's house from her. I'm going to live there, and Laura believes you and she may have to live there eventually, especially after she has your second child." It was obvious that Mom's vision was steps ahead of everyone else's, but I wondered if I could surprise her with one thing:
"Do you also know about Melina's baby?" I asked. "That I'm not the father?" This time, my mother looked blank. "Todd is the father of Melina's baby, Mom. It'll be your great-grandchild, not grandchild. Laura's baby is mine, of course."
"Ohhh..." Mom said, her voice trailing off. "That I did not know..." It was a few minutes later and I had eaten half my meal when she asked, somewhat incredulously, "Are Todd and Melina going to get married?"
"I don't know, but I don't think so." I said. "I have no idea what Melina is going to do. Do you know where she's going to live?"
"For now, in Laura's condo." Mom said. "She's still working for Laura. I enjoyed a nice day with them a few days ago when I got into town. They told me everything... except about the father of Melina's baby..."
She recovered, then added, "They also told me of the excellent police work you have been doing, and of course..." her eyes turned to me, mischievous, "they told me all about the 'Iron Crowbar'. I never knew you could be so... violent. Sounds like you have been making friends and influencing people, son." My mom's eyes twinkled mischievously as she said it.
"Heh. So when are you moving down?" I asked.
"That's in progress now."
Part 6 - Leads and Misdeeds
I returned from lunch feeling very good. Mom had gone to meet Melina at her gym. Words cannot express how pleased I was to see Tanya Perlman in the MCD room. Not because of her lovely figure, though that brought back a recent and very pleasant memory, but due to the book she was examining: it was a book of chess openings.
"Good lunch with your mom?" Tanya asked as I came up. "When is she moving down?"
"Great lunch." I said. "And she's already bought a house. Melina's, of all places. And how did you know she's moving down?"
Tanya grinned evilly at me. "You're not the only detective around here, mister. Anyone with bigger brains than a Betta fish or Steven Ikea can figure out that your mother would only join the Police Auxiliary, and go through the Academy course to boot, if she was moving down.
"Besides that," Tanya continued, "observant people realize that Laura is having her first baby, which is yours, and Melina will be having her baby, so your mom is coming down to help."
Tanya then whispered conspiratorially "That's what grandmothers do."
"You're right. Okay, did Hugh get anything in the logs about the earlier police call to that location?"
"He looked, but ran into something. Myron is downstairs working on it. It looks like the logs were tampered with. I.A. is on it, too, and agreed to let Myron try to recover the data for us in exchange for helping them find whoever messed with the logs."
 "Myron is becoming a negotiator. That's good." I said. "I'd sure love to promote him to I.T. Supervisor."
"When you get promoted?" Tanya asked, her sideways glance at me maliciously teasing.
"Yep. It's a done deal." I said. "If not to Lieutenant, then to MCD Supervisor."
"Ooooh, you'll be my boss." Tanya said. "And that means I'll be fucking the boss. That gets me hot!"
"And who said that I would be your boss?" I asked, my smile firm and set.
"Don't go there." Tanya said shortly, and more seriously.
"You deserve it. They need you."
"I'd rather be here, working with you and the team."
"You will be, more than you realize." I said.
--------------------------
"This is what I have, so far." Myron said, sitting at my desk in my IT office. Daniel Allgood sat next to him. "The logs are backed up every hour at the top of the hour. These logs were scrubbed before the backup could take place. Someone was right on top of it. The call came in at 8:10pm, and the contents scrubbed around 8:40pm. A police car was sent to respond to the call, but there is no police report. It wasn't scrubbed; it was never filed."



"Darn." I said. "Were there any police reports submitted last night?"
"Just the murder, for that location." Myron said. "There is one traffic ticket in that area, which was issued about 11:40pm. I've got a number, but not the details of it." Myron gave the ticket number and I called Hugh Hewitt and had him go to the Courthouse and look up that ticket.
"Any idea where the scrubbing came from?" Daniel Allgood asked. Myron turned the monitor so that Allgood could see it.
"Vice." I heard Allgood say. "One of the terminals in their office."
Myron nodded, "Yes... or a device was used to re-route the IPs through that terminal to mask the real location." Allgood questioned Myron at length on how something like that would be done, learning that it took a physical device attached to the wires or a program that ran through a browser if it were an Internet connection.
"Yes, but actually scrubbing the records takes knowledge and ability beyond scrambling the signal, right?" Allgood asked.
"It's apples-and-oranges, but scrubbing requires computer or database programming knowledge." Myron replied.
Allgood continued, his voice sounding solemn and very official, "Myron, who is capable of doing that?" Myron looked at me, concerned.
"Go ahead." I said, knowing what Myron was thinking.
"Detective Allgood," Myron said, "The only people I know for sure who have the know-how to do it are sitting in this room right now. Lainie may know also, but I'm not sure." Allgood gave a visible start.
"Myron," I said, "the backups cannot be scrubbed, is that correct?" I asked. Myron confirmed that was the case. I continued, "So whoever scrubbed the data knew it had to be done before the backup, right?" Myron and Allgood were staring at me. "Give me one second." I said, then went into a long thought. When I finally had marshaled my thoughts, both men were still staring at me.
"Okay, here's what I'm thinking, Daniel, and I.A. needs to understand fully what's happening here." I said. "First, anyone with knowledge of our computer systems and admin authorization to access them could scrub the records. Second, things get complicated here, and it's an 'either-or' scenario. Either one is bad."
"The first scenario, and IMHO the more likely one, is that a scrambling device was not used. Whoever scrubbed the records did so routinely, never dreaming that someone would be looking for that one specific log. That means they've been doing this before and are used to doing it... but the larger inference is that they had no idea that a murder was going to take place at that same location three hours later."
"Wow." Allgood asked. "What's the second scenario?"
"That they did know someone was going to be murdered there, and erased the logs for that reason." I said. Allgood blinked again as it hit him, as I continued "And that means that this murder was committed by dirty police officers or someone connected to dirty police officers."
"Jesus Christ.... I've got to talk to the Chief." Daniel Allgood said as he got up and left.
Once he was gone, Myron looked at me. "There is another way to find out which car was sent to the scene."
I smiled. "The GPS recorders?"
"Yep." Myron said. "I'm thinking that our scrubbers might not have remembered that our police cars have GPS devices, and that thatdata is stored as well, especially if they did not expect the murder to happen."
"Why are you wasting time telling me when you could be doing it?" I asked, smiling. Myron smiled in return.
"Way ahead of you. I'm not a dumb shit like Ikea." he said, handing me several pages stapled together. It showed a police car at the address of the murder, and right at 8:15pm until about 8:30pm. It had the Car number and the officers assigned to that car, and Myron had further ascertained that this car and these officers had visited that place several times in the past. One was a sergeant, the other a senior patrolman... and they were loyal to Malone and Ikea.
I sat back, and began to think. I don't remember how long it was, but it was a long time. When I finally came back to the real world, Myron was still typing at the computer and watching me.
"Playing chess in your mind?" he asked.
"In a manner of speaking." I replied. "Call Allgood on his cell, even if it interrupts his meeting with the Chief. Give him this info but don't give away that you got it from the GPS systems; let him think of that himself.
---------------------
"There you are. We were about to put out an APB on you!" Tanya said jovially when I returned to the MCD room around 6:30pm. "Hugh left a message. The ticket that was issued was actually a warning, but it was issued to a Jean-Paul Baptiste. He's a French national, here on a visa allegedly at some exchange program with the University. He gave a room number at the University Hotel as his address."
"He's one of our suspects at the scene. Let's pick him up and bring him in."
"Warrant is already issued and some of our guys are going to get him now." Cindy said.
Tanya hung up the phone. "That was the Crime Lab. We've got fingerprint IDs on four people from the crime scene. First is one of Her Majesty's subjects: name is Keith Dill-Worthing. He happens to be staying at one of the Weekly Economy Lodges on the South Highway. Second, is a Spaniard, Juan Gomez. He's got a criminal record, too. No local address for him. Third is an Italian, Vince Rossoliano, also no local address, and fourth is the aforementioned Baptiste."
"Let's make like cereal box prizes and collect the whole set." I said. "Let's get APBs out. They may be trying to flee. Get word to the airports, especially." Ross and Perlman hit the phones.
"And ladies, once you're done, go home and get some sleep. Once we have them, there are going to be long hours."
Part 7 - Night Moods
"It's a lovely place, son." my mother said.
I had been showing Mom around The Cabin after taking her to dinner. The sun had set and the last light of the evening glowed in the western sky as we watched from lattice of windows in the greatroom.
"Do you like the views, Mom?" meaning the beautiful panorama over the University and the Town.
"Yes... and I like the view in here, also. You look very handsome." my mother said, turning to me. "You've always looked good in a uniform." We were both still wearing our police dress uniforms.
 "You look good in one, too." I said. We soon found ourselves wrapped in each other's arms, our lips meeting in a deepening kiss.
 
"Let's go to the sofa." Mom said. I began taking off my jacket, but she stopped me. "Wait, Don." She led me to the sofa but did not sit down, turning around to face me.
"All I've thought about, all day," Mom said, "is wearing these uniforms while you fuck me." She opened my pants, fishing out my cock. I had just taken my Viagra, knowing what was coming. My cock hardened as my mother jacked it in her hand. Wordlessly, she took my organ into her warm, wet mouth.
"Mmmmmm," Mom moaned around my cock as she sucked me vigorously. "That's so good. To my shock, she extended her left arm sideways. There was a camera in her hand!
  "No, Mom." I said.
"I'll make sure not to get your face." Mom said, "But I want a picture of me sucking you like this." She took a couple of pictures, one of her looking at the camera with my cock in her mouth, the other with her eyes closed, deeply sucking me. I took the camera out of her hands and took a couple more shots as she lovingly fellated me, looking up into my eyes. Then I put the camera down on the table, out of the way.
"Sit down, son." Mom said as she got up. I did, lowering my pants and underwear to my knees. My cock was standing straight up. I loosened my jacket and unbuttoned the lower part of my uniform shirt.
Mom slid her panties down and off, then straddled me, positioning herself over me sitting on her knees. Grabbing my cock, she lowered herself down onto me, letting my cockhead penetrate her labes then pushing her cunt down onto my member until I she was fully impaled and I was fully sheathed.
"Oh yes..." Mom moaned as she rode me, fucking me slowly. She was looking down at me as I opened her uniform shirt and unhinged her bra from the front, releasing her breasts. I sucked her large melons, enjoying the firmness of her rubbery teats as my tongue lashed them. I drove my hips up to meet her downward thrusts, feeling my cock sink deep into the warm wetness of her motherly womanhood. I looked up into pretty face, seeing the intensity of her lust on her features.
"Oh GOD!" Mom gasped suddenly as her climax hit her without warning, her cunt clamping down hard on my cock. She rode me through her spasms of ecstasy, gasping, her face scrunched up.
"Oh...uh... GEEZ!!!" then just as suddenly her body released her from its orgasmic grip and she almost collapsed onto me, still impaled on my hard male meat.
---------------------------------
I was lying on my bed, upstairs in the bedroom, naked. My mother was still in the bathroom. We had just spent long minutes in the hot tub. I had indulged myself in my favorite fetish and licked, kissed and sucked my mother's pretty feet. They were very shapely, and she had not failed to exercise them with the rest of her body. I was pleasantly impressed with my mother's body, she had worked hard to keep it in excellent shape. She looked at least 15 years younger than her age, which was 58 years old.
My reverie was interrupted as she came out of the bathroom and turned off the light. The room was in total darkness, except for the moonlight streaming through the lattice of windows.
Mom stepped over to the window, her body glowing in the moonlight. Her hair fell gently to her shoulders, curling slightly inward at the tips. Her breasts stood out, large and proud, her teats hard and standing out like spikes.
As my eyes traced down her body, I looked at her ass. It was perfect, firm but not too hard, luscious and inviting. Her thighs were firm and her calves curved, both made more shapely by the high heel mules she was wearing.
God, she looks gorgeous! I thought to myself. She glanced over at me, a knowing, inviting glance. My mother was showing off for me, seducing me, enticing me. I felt a lump in my throat as my cock throbbed. I got of the bed to go to her. For the first time, I wanted her, not as my mother, but as a woman, as Phyllis.
Yes, for the first time I desired my mother as a woman. I desired her and I wanted her. I wanted to make love with my mother, to mate with her. I wanted to be with this woman, I wanted to fuck this woman's luscious body. I wanted to be with her.
I was iron hard, my cock painfully throbbing as I stepped up behind her, and it nestled into the crack of her ass and the small of her back as I slid my arms around her waist. My hands wandered up her body and cupping her breasts, my mouth kissing her shoulder, her neck and her ear.
"I love you Mom." I breathed, continuing to kiss her as I gently massaged her breasts. Her right hand reached up, caressed my cheek, then pulled my head into her neck and ear. She turned her head and looked up at me.
"The way I want you to love me?" she asked, anticipation in her eyes, her mouth slightly open, inviting.
"Yes." I said. Our mouths met, our tongues twining and sparring as we deeply, passionately kissed, my chest and abs pressing into her back, my cock sliding along her lower spine as I gently thrust at her. Soon we were lowering ourselves to the floor, slowly, until Mom was on her hands and knees with me behind her. I sat down on my knees and grabbed her hips just where they began to flare out into the cheeks of her lovely ass. My cock unerringly found her cunt hole without help, and as soon as the head slipped into her she pushed back on it.
"Uhhhh!" we gasped together as I felt myself being sheathed in my mother's vagina until I was balls-deep inside her, her cheeks grinding into my groin as our pelvises met. Gripping her hips, I began to fuck her, rocking her body back and forth, thrusting forward as I pulled her back with her helping. Soon we established a steady, deeply sensuous rhythm.
"Oh my god, Don, that feels so good. Fuck me, baby, fuck your mother with that big hard cock!" Mom mewled. I just pumped into her, the pleasure, the ecstasy racing through me, up my spine. It just felt so good, fucking this beautiful woman!
"Unnh, I love you baby." I said, calling her a womanly name instead of "mom". I felt the heat rising in my body, the heat of passionate loving. I began to fuck her deeper, harder, with more power and lust.
"I love you too, honey!" Mom groaned, letting her own deep pleasure fill her body. A part of me could sense her pleasure as well as my own, and I'm sure she could feel my ecstasy as well. We were beginning to connect on a level much deeper than just a physical mating or as mother and son.
We mated hotly, our rutting lustily. I took my mother into my arms, partially holding her up as my hands grasped and mauled her big breasts.
"Ohhhhh Mom, I love you so much, baby... God I love you..." I was fucking her harder, deeper, kissing her neck as my hands kneaded her breasts, pushing my cock into her, trying to get it deeper, deeper into her, getting more of myself deeper deeper into her...
*Chock!* *Chock!* *Chock*
The room filled with the wet slaps of my mother's asscheeks into my groin and thighs as she slammed her pussy back onto my cock, sounds matched only by our groans and heavy breathing. The intensity of our coupling echoed from the walls as our passion mounted. I constantly reminded myself that I was mating with my mother, that I was making love with my own mother, letting the deeply wrong sinfulness of our act add to the tremendous physical pleasure of copulating with this lovely woman.
It couldn't last forever, and after long moments of hard, deep, incredibly sensuous mating, I felt the beginnings of that painful ecstasy, of my balls tightening, all the tensions and pleasures and heat concentrating in my loins, becoming more intense with each deep thrust into my mother, growing hotter and hotter until it exploded in ecstatic release.
"Oh Mom... I'm coming! Oh GOD!! UNNHH!!!" I gasped out as the first huge spurt of semen fired down the length of my cock and blasted into my mother's vagina. Red and gray streaks of light flashed in my eyes as several more jolts of hot man-cream shot into the clutching wet heat of my mother's sodden cunt.
I suddenly realized that I was gasping for breath. I was clutching my mother to me, her sweat-soaked back pressed into my sweat-soaked chest, my hands grasping her breasts and her hands on mine, caressing them. I heard her own gasps for air; she had come when I had.
I kissed my mom on the neck, then at the base of her jaw. "Oh, thank you Mom. I love you, I love you so much..." 
"Oh baby..." was all she was able to say for several moments. I looked over her shoulder, through the window at the twinkling lights of the city far below...
--------------------------
"Mmmm, so nice..." Tanya purred as she licked Pete Feeley's cock. "I love sucking your cock, Pete." To emphasize her point, she engulfed Feeley's hard rod in her mouth. It did not matter to her that he was a very average five inches; she orally worshipped the young man's cock as if it were the last and best cock she would ever have.
She was sitting on her knees between his spread legs. They were in his bedroom in his small apartment. Pete had been leaving the station at the same time as Tanya, and he was surprised but thrilled when the lovely Detective turned her seductive eyes onto him and asked him if he wanted to go get something to eat with her.
He felt nervous but excited as they talked about their jobs and what he needed to do to become a detective. He tried to hide the raging hard-on in his pants, unable to control his desires for her, and he definitely felt it in his loins every time her eyes looked knowingly at his crotch.
Pete almost came in his pants when Tanya essentially invited herself to his apartment. While having a glass of wine (he had not screwed that up!), Tanya's hand was caressing Pete's leg, finding its way to his loins very quickly. Soon her mouth was engulfing his in a deep kiss. He felt like his whole body was on fire and his heart pounded in his chest as he made out with the beautiful young woman that he had so longed for for these many months.
"Let's go to bed and make love." Tanya had whispered to him. And now he was naked on his bed, with this naked goddess on her knees sucking his cock. He couldn't handle it.
"Oh no, I'm gonna-- uhk!... come!" Pete warned. Semen jetted out of his shaft in thick, violent spurts. Tanya had sucked his meat into her mouth to receive every drop of his jism into her throat, greedily swallowing his entire load.
"Mmm, that was sooooo good." Tanya said, her cheeks rosy and her eyes as seductive as Pete had ever seen them. She took a long swig of wine from the glass on the bedside table. "Now that we've taken the edge off your poor blue balls, we can take our time and fuck properly. Are you ready to eat my cunt, Pete?"
Eating Tanya's pussy was a dream for Pete as he licked the lovely woman's swollen labes. She was lying on her back, her legs spread wide, still wearing her black high heel pumps but nothing else. He was lying on his stomach between her legs, his tongue exploring her quim with licks and kisses. Tanya guided him to do what she wanted, making sure his tongue scraped over her clit regularly.
It was the first time Officer Pete Feeley had ever eaten pussy. He had had sexual intercourse with a few girls in high school and the junior college he attended, but they had not gone down on him or allowed him to tongue their slits. They were skanks compared to the goddess who's sweet, tasty vagina he was hungrily feasting upon now.
"Oh, that's so good, Pete... oh yeah, right there... oh yes, oh YES!" Tanya said, her sweet voice becoming louder and more shrill. She shook for a second and her cuntwalls clamped down on the two fingers Pete had pushed to the knuckles inside her.
"Oh, that was good, Pete." Tanya said as she caught her breath. "You made me come so good, baby." Pete was thrilled: he'd actually made Tanya come! His cock raged with hardness again.
"Okay, Pete, climb on and fuck me." Tanya invited him. Pete scrambled to mount the lovely policewoman. His first stabs at her cunt missed the mark, and Tanya suppressed her desire to laugh at his youthful overeagerness as she gripped his penis and fit it into her labes. Pete shoved forward and gasped as Tanya's heavenly heat enveloped his manhood. He was in! He was fucking her!
Even with one cum under his belt, Pete did not last long as he strongly and awkwardly fucked Tanya. Just as he began getting a smooth steady rhythm, she realized that his nut was rising and that he would come soon. She didn't mind; she was still feeling the pleasure of her climax around Pete's tongue and fingers, and she knew there would be other matings with Pete. She knew she could teach him and make him into a pussy-pleasing stud.
"I'm coming--- oh God!" Pete burst out just as his cock burst and his sperm jetted into Tanya's steaming wet cunt. Though it was his second load, his balls still delivered plenty of man-cream, filling Tanya's twat with his seed.
Later, as they cuddled in the afterglow of their sex, Tanya began to get up.
"I've got to go home." she said.
"No..." Pete said. "Stay here with me." He tried to gently ease her back onto the bed with him. Tanya turned to face him and looked him straight in the eyes.
"Pete, you're a great guy, and I really enjoyed fucking you tonight." she said. "But don't fall in love with me. I'm dating other guys, too, and I'm not ready to settle down with just one man. If you can handle that, we'll do this again. Are you okay with it?"



"I... I guess so." Pete said, his emotions falling several notches.
"Good." Tanya said. She gave him a quick kiss on the mouth. "And I definitely enjoyed it. I'll see you in the morning, okay?" She got up and began putting her clothes on, Pete's semen beginning to seep out and soak her panties...
--------------------------
I woke up at 4:00am. I was lying flat on my back. Mom was nestled next to me, her warm ass pressing into my left hip. I had been having a dream, and it had awakened me. I began thinking, knowing that the events of the previous day had exposed something, something wrong in the police department.
"Are you okay, Don?" my mother asked as she turned over to face me. Her breasts pressed into the side of my chest, her hard nipples poking at me, the warmth of her warming my loins. "What is it?"
I sighed. "There's something there, Mom. I'm seeing bits and pieces of it... but I just can't see the whole picture. It's like it's hanging above me but won't take shape, just scattered pieces... teasing me..."
"Just relax, honey. It'll come to you." Mom said. "And I'm here to help you find it."
"Is that why you joined the Police Auxiliary?" I asked.
"Of course, dear." Mom said, somewhat sleepily. I felt her left hand slide along my hip and over my cock. She grasped my half-hard meat in her small hand. It felt dry, but warm and pleasant. She began to gently pull and stroke my cock.
"Just relax and think about it, Son." Mom said, raising up, her nipples trailing over my abs. Then I felt the weight of her breasts on my upper groin and lower abs. "Think about it while I suck this big, hard cock of yours." She began licking my cock, then soon was engulfing it in her mouth. Heat and pleasure spread over my loins as my mother fellated me.
I took her advice, and as my body enjoyed the pleasures of my mother's mouth, I tried to let the answers come to me. There was organization in this, something corrupt, something sinister, but organized and able to hide in the shadows. Was this why I was here? Was I hired to expose and root out this corruption?
It could wait. "Mmmm." I moaned. "That feels so good, Mom".....
to be continued...
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Part 8 - Identification and Interrogation
At 5:00am I walked into Police Headquarters. I was freshly shaved and felt happy to be free of the formal uniform. I was wearing gray slacks, matching gray sport coat, and a black pullover mock turtleneck. My badge in it's leather holder was clipped to my belt. I knew my mom liked me in a uniform, but this felt better and allowed much more freedom of movement.
To my surprise, the Chief was in his office, and wasted no time calling me in.
"We have all four of your suspects in custody." the chief growled. "Baptiste has been arrested and booked. The other three were arrested at City International Airport, all of them trying to leave the country. Federal marshals are bringing them to us, and they should be here by nine o'clock."
"Great!" I said. "But that's not why you called me in here. And how long have you been here, by the way?" Only a couple of lamps lit the room; the overhead fluorescent light was turned off. It was not yet light outside.
"All night." the chief said. Sitting back in his chair, he started in. "I've had three meetings with Internal Affairs. Daniel Allgood interviewed the desk sergeant yesterday afternoon. The sergeant told us that Sergeant Carroll and Senior Patrolman Delmar had been sent to the location last night."
Sergeant Carroll was short and stocky, with auburn hair. He relentlessly worked his body into peak physical condition. He was a mean-spirited man who was driven to become a Vice Detective, and word was that he was Ikea's successor not only as a Detective but as the biggest asshole in the "clubhouse."
Patrolman Delmar had always seemed like a competent officer, but there was always this undercurrent that he couldn't be trusted, and that certainly he would throw anyone else under the bus to advance his own position.
"And why didn't they file a police report?" I asked.
"I'm getting there." said the Chief, and I felt his unspoken admonition for me to have patience. "Allgood thinks the desk sergeant is fine; he made the report, the one that got scrubbed, and he readily spoke what he knew. He didn't seem to realize there was a problem until we told him."
"The problem came with Sergeant Carroll. Allgood interviewed him with me, Captain Malone, and Captain Charles present. Carroll only gave the most minimal of answers, would never expand on them even when asked to. Delmar looked scared shitless, but wouldn't say anything when Carroll was in the room glaring at him.
"We separated them, and Delmar spoke a little bit. He admitted they'd gone to that location, that he'd talked to the guy who had lived there, finally remembered the name 'Kurchitov', which is close enough, and said there were several others in the apartment, but he couldn't see any of them.
"When we asked them about not filing the police report, Delmar said that Carroll told him that he, Carroll, would handle it. When we asked Carroll, he wouldn't answer. When I threatened to suspend him, do you know what he did?"
I shook my head, then the Chief answered with exasperation: "He invoked the Fifth! He asked for a lawyer!"
"Wow, just for that?" I asked, then a thought struck me. "Who was in the room interviewing him?"
"Allgood, Charles, Malone and me."
"And the Delmar interview?"
"Just Allgood and me. Malone and Charles stayed with Carroll during that time." the chief said, then continued the story. "So Carroll is suspended without pay pending an investigation, and Delmar suspended on half-pay."
"Where are they?"
"Released on their own recognizance." the Chief replied. "we can't hold them in protective custody just for not filing a police report. By the way, Allgood insisted that Myron no longer pursue the logs issue; I.A. will handle that themselves. Allgood was not really happy that Myron gave him the names of the officers before he had even interviewed the desk sergeant, and then Myron wouldn't say how he got the names other than vague and evasive answers. Allgood is pissed with you about that, also."
I smiled. "Hasn't Allgood figured out that we magicians don't tell our magic tricks?"
The Chief smiled back, but it was not a cheerful smile. "That man has no sense of humor. He needs to get laid. Even better, he needs to find a good woman and marry her." I guess my look of near-shock at the chief saying that was too clear, as he laughed sardonically. "So, Crowbar... tell me what you think of all this."
"I woke up an hour and a half ago thinking about it." I said. "What's clear is that Sergeant Carroll and perhaps Patrolman Delmar have been visiting that location for some time. That location has been a place where large quantities of drugs have passed through, so it's not hard to figure out that connection. What we don't know yet is if these cops are on the take and taking bribes, or if they're extorting from the drug-runners, or if there's a much deeper involvement. What we also don't know is if this is just Carroll and Delmar, or if they're part of something larger."
The chief had been watching me very carefully as I was talking. "That last part... do you think there might be more going on? Something involving other cops?"
"That's what woke me up this morning." I said. After a pause, I said, "I *do* think that there is... something... in this police department, but I can't define it. I thought it might be the racial issues, and there's no doubt Malone is the leader of that faction. But that's not illegal... well, it may be a civil rights issue, but it's not illegal... but beyond that, I'm just trying to see... it's like... it's as if I'm seeing pieces of a puzzle, but they're not connecting together..." I paused. "I just can't see it, not yet."
The chief just smiled, this one more encouraging. "You're doing fine. Meanwhile, you solve the chessplayer's murder and I.A. will handle the Carroll case. And Don... keep up the good work." he said. I knew he meant more than just the murder case and my work. And, for the first time... I began to get a glimmer of understanding of why he wanted to hire me into this Police Force.
------------------------------
At 6:45, I was in I.T., reading the information on our four arrested suspects. There wasn't much, but I did note that each had a chess rating in his own country, though none were particularly high. That was important, I thought to myself.
At 7:00 am, I went upstairs to MCD and turned on the TV. How could I not start my day without Bettina?
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the pretty redheaded reporter. I was actually happy to see Bettina back on the job after her brutal ordeal at the hands of my nephew Ned and his hired perps. I was not as happy to hear what she was saying.
"Channel Two News has learned that there have been arrests in the murder of Russian chess master Vladimir Kurchikov." Wurtzburg reported. "A French national, Jean-Paul Baptiste, was arrested late last night and is being questioned by police. There has been no official comment from the Police Department at this time.
"In another story, Channel Two News has learned that a Town & County police officer has been suspended without pay." As she named Sergeant Carroll, I gasped in shock. "Sergeant Carroll was suspended without pay for allegedly not filing a proper police report after a domestic disturbance the night before last. The Police Department has not confirmed nor had any comment on the investigation of Sergeant Carroll, which is being handled by the Internal Affairs Department."
My mind was in total turmoil. This was hugely instructive, but I struggled to see the context of it. I was interrupted from my reverie as Tanya Perlman, looking sweet in her blouse and skirt, came up to me with the chess book.
"That's the white pawn's move on Kurchikov's board." she said, pointing to the diagram. "But I haven't found the black pawn's position yet."
"Do you know chess notation?" I asked.
"Not really."
"Well, you are spot-on about the diagram and the picture. So..." I added, "based on this, which suspect do you want to interview today?"
Tanya looked at the page, puzzled for a moment, then she broke into a smile.
-------------------------
We began our interviews with the Frenchman Jean-Paul Baptiste. He had demanded a lawyer and representation of the French Consulate from the City when Hugh Hewitt tried to interview him upon his arrest the night before. He was left overnight in a holding cell to think about things.
Then I learned that as the Federal marshals brought the three prisoners from the airport, unfortunately in the same vehicle, they were followed by officials of the various consuls of their native nations. We were a local police department trying to solve a local murder, but now there were not only national but international implications. I just loooove my job...
Cindy Ross and I walked into the interrogation room. Baptiste was there with a representative of the French Consulate in the City. He was a slight, slender man with a very French goatee. His clothes were dirty and he absolutely could have used a hot shower and some deodorant. "I will not tell you anything. You are cretins, you police!"
"Monsieur Baptiste," I said, "Let me explain the picture to you. We have established proof that you were at the apartment of a man within minutes of the time that man was murdered. We also have others, and when one of them cuts a deal, you might well be getting the death penalty for the murder." I looked hard at him. "Now I suspect that you are not the guilty party, but I cannot prove that without some help."
Baptiste only would say "I will say nothing more."
That story was repeated with the other three.
Keith Dill-Worthing was a stereotypical Englishman, with a square face, brown hair and light skin, wearing a three-piece suit and expensive shoes. He also refused to say anything to me and Tanya Perlman, and haughtily demanded to be immediately released. His consular representative also protested Dill-Worthing's arrest, but said nothing more when ADA Paulina Patterson, who had just arrived, told him that she was going to expedite a grand jury to bring formal charges against Dill-Worthing. I gave my speech urging Dill-Worthing to cooperate before someone else cut a deal.
The Spaniard Juan Gomez was just sleazy. His black hair was greasy, his clothes unkempt, and his eyes shifty. He first tried to pretend he knew no English, and his consul representative stated he would not agree to accurately translate, but that got shot down when Patrolman Diana Torres, who I had asked to accompany myself and Tanya to the interview, began speaking directly to him in Spanish. With his attempt to use language as a barrier defeated, Gomez refused to speak further, and I had Patrolman Torres translate my little speech that I had given to Baptiste.
Finally we talked to Vince Rossoliano, a Sicilian and the perfect example of the stereotypical young mobster. He talked tough, but his consul representative quickly told him not to answer any questions. He actually seemed the most willing to talk after I gave my little speech.
Back in MCD, I told everyone "Let them stew awhile. One of them will see the light shortly."
------------------------
After going through security to get downstairs, I was just heading down the hall to the I.T. room when I saw Daniel Allgood come out of I.A. clutching a sheaf of papers, opened the I.T. door and yell "Not funny, Milton! I'll have your badge for this!" He could not retreat because I came up behind him.
"Bring it on, Allgood!" I heard Myron yell back. "If you're going to spy on me, expect more of that!"
"My office, Daniel." I said to the I.A. Detective, gently but firmly guiding him on into the I.T. room. "Myron, you stay put."
Once in my I.T. office, Daniel showed me some messages on his computer that had come from Myron...on the trace line I.A. was using to watch what Myron was doing. One said "Good morning, Danny!", another said "What do you want for breakfast?" and a third said "How do you like your coffee?"
I could not hold back, I began to laugh. Allgood got redder in the face.
"Come on, Daniel. This is what we nerds call 'humor' around here." I said.
Then I got serious. "I told Myron not to search further into the logs and to let your people handle it, as you requested. Did he disobey my orders?"
"Not that I can tell." Allgood admitted.
I bore down: "Then if you're going to spy on my man, expect things like this to happen to you. I might even suggest a couple of phrases myself for him to send. So how DO you like your coffee?" I was grinning.
Allgood did not smile, but he calmed down as I changed the subject. "Speaking of that, did you find any more log erasures?"
Allgood looked at me for a moment, considering something, then said, "Yeah, we think so. Some might be anomalies, but some look like the real thing."
"There is nobody in the State outside the FBI that would be better at helping you with that than that guy right out there." I said. "And you should use that resource instead of pissing him off and spying on him."
"I'll consider it." Allgood left the office and did not speak to Myron on the way out of the IT room. I came out and broke down laughing again, joined by Myron and Lainie...
Part 9 - Information By Degrees
"My client is prepared to assist you with your inquiries," the English lawyer for Keith Dill-Worthing said, "in exchange for full immunity from any prosecution."
"Tell us what you know, and then we'll see." Perlman said. I looked at Dill-Worthing, trying not to laugh as I remembered Tanya calling him "Dill Pickle" in the MCD room.
"Not good enough." the lawyer said. "We must have written immunity first."
"No deal, then." I said, getting up. As Tanya and I headed for the door, I said "Let us know when you're ready to talk. Time is growing short, and I'm talking to the others. And Dill-Worthing..." I said, my voice menacing, "since you've just wasted my time, I'm more likely to take one of their deals than anything with you. Think about it, buddy."
Tanya and I walked out of the room. As we exited through the door into the Department side (the other door went to the jail side, and perps were brought in through it), Cindy Ross came out of the second interrogation room. Seeing us, she motioned for us to come in.
Inside was the Sicilian, Vince Rossolimo, his consul rep with him. I refused his offer of a deal, but when I suggested he talk first and we'd consider immunity later, he agreed.
"Okay, here's what happened" he said, which I summarize here, cleaning up the vernacular.
There had been six people there, five men and one woman. Vince said he did not know the name of the woman, but she was an American, and it was the first time he'd seen her. The group was playing cards, contract bridge. Sometimes the person in dummy would play or talk chess with Kurchikov, as they all were amateur chess players.
Sometimes they got loud, and yes the police had come, as someone not minding their own business must have called the cops. The police had come that night somewhere in the 8:00pm timeframe. No, there had been no drugs at the party, nor any talk of drugs, they were just a group of friends that got together at times. They had all left around 11:00pm, maybe later, but at the same time. When he had left, Vince said, Vlad Kurchikov was alive and well.
"Vince," I said, "so far you've spoken the general truth... but I can't give you immunity with you leaving out so many details." I said. "We know there were drugs there, we have some of it in our evidence room."
"That's the story, Officer." Vince said.
I laughed. "Vince, if you really expect me to believe that there are six people of six different nationalities that just get together at times to play contract bridge, when we've found drugs, when we know drugs are dealt... and one of your group ends up dead... I was born at night, Vince, but not last night."
The others, except Dill-Worthing, also tried the same tactics with the same story: just friends playing cards, no talk of drugs, played bridge, got loud, cops came, and no one had seen the woman until that night. The Frenchman Baptiste did say that he remembered the woman's name as "Elizabeth", so I had one confirmed clue.
Back in the MCD, I said to Paulina and the detectives, "They're going to keep playing this game with us, giving us as little as they can until someone gets immunity."
"Who would you give immunity to, if we only give it to one person?" Paulina asked.  
"Vince Rossoliano." I said. "I think he is not the murderer, and would be the most convincing to a jury on the stand."  
"Oh, not the Englishman Dill-Worthing?" Paulina asked. I just looked at her, meaningfully.
Tanya piped in. "He's been the most arrogant and demanding, but also recalcitrant, of the group." she said. "I wouldn't give him a damn thing if he doesn't do a one-eighty."
"I'm tired of his attitude, also." I said. "But to be clear: Paulina, do NOT offer Keith Dill-Worthing immunity under any circumstances, for now."
"By the way," Paulina said, "How do we know they weren't all in the room when the murder happened, or that they all didn't participate in it?"
"I don't, not for sure." I said, "but I strongly believe that they did leave, then one of them came back and killed Kurchikov." 
"Why?" Paulina asked.
"First, I think they'd all be trying to finger each other if they knew who to finger. But all of them, except the murderer of course, weren't there... so they don't know what happened and they don't know what we know.
"Second, because of the most important clue that was left in the room: Kurchikov's dying message, telling us who his killer was. Isn't that right, Tanya?" I said, smiling at my best detective.
"Yes sir." she said, beaming. Paulina looked at both of us, totally confused.
Part 10 - Into Heaven's Passion: Ceremony of Acceptance
"Disrobe the Candidate!"
As The Leader's commanding voice echoed in the room precisely at midnight, two beautiful women, clad only in filmy dark blue negligees, came forward and eased the bathrobe off of Todd's muscular young shoulders. The room he was in was filled by eleven other young men, all dressed only in bathrobes or gym shorts. The fifteen women, all beautiful, all of various ages from 20 to 40, were dressed in Grecian tunics, Roman togas, or clothing fit for a BDSM party; every woman was wearing high heeled shoes or boots. No one in the darkened room was allowed to wear any underwear. Only candles lit the room, which had a small raised stage at one end.
The atmosphere was that of a ritual ceremony of a Secret Society, like the Freemasons... but vastly different as Todd stood naked before the assemblage, his huge penis hanging heavily in front of his large balls.
"Prepare the Candidate." The Leader ordered. A gorgeous woman, perhaps in her late twenties, with a long mane of strawberry blonde hair, came forward and knelt beside Todd. He turned so that he was in profile to the assemblage, and they watched with relish as the woman kissed the head of Todd's big cock and then opened her mouth to devour his massive man-snake.



Another woman started a stopwatch as the crowd murmured. The candidate had to withstand three minutes of the incredibly intense fellatio the woman was giving Todd's cock, but he only had those three minutes to become fully engorged to his longest possible length.
The group watched as the redhead hungrily sucked Todd's cock, beginning to "ooh" and "ahh" as he lengthened considerably. Soon the woman's head was slowly bobbing along the full length of Todd's huge penis. Only once did she release his organ and slide her tongue along the shaft, kissing his balls; she quickly absorbed his meaty inches back into her throat, fellating him as deeply and intensely as she could.
"Time." the woman with the stopwatch called out. The redhead slid her mouth off Todd's enormous cock, now shiny and wet with her saliva, standing out hard and proud. The audience applauded.
"Bring out the Instrument of Measurement." the Leader ordered. He was a young man in his early twenties, just a couple of years out of college. His own massive cock was half-hard from watching the obscene act of fellatio, but his knowledge of things to come added to his slowly growing excitement.
A beautiful woman at least in her late 30s, came into the room. Her hair was raven black and pulled back, held in place by a net. Her boots were soft black leather with block heels, the leather clinging to her shapely calves. Her thighs were encased in the black mesh of fishnet stockings, which were crotchless. She wore crisscross leather straps over her chest and torso, her large breasts totally exposed and sitting proudly on her chest, and at the collarbone a black cape was attached to the crisscross straps, which could wrap completely around her but at this time was hanging down off her back.
The Diva brought with her a long, flat metal rod, dull metallic silver in color, with black lines along one edge. It was a ruler, ordered and made to be meticulously exact to the tightest tolerances in measurement capacity.
"Measure the Candidate." The Leader ordered, the seeming quietness of his voice underlying and adding to the solemness and intense anticipation of the moment. The Diva took Todd's cock in her left hand and eased the ruler along the bottom edge of his shaft until it was firmly against his groin but not pressing into his flesh. She then measured Todd's cock from the top of his cock. Each time, the tip of Todd's huge organ exceeded the only line denoted with a number, which was marked "10".
"He passes." the Diva stated flatly. The crowd erupted into a huge cheer and prolonged applause. Todd stood before the crowd, his huge cock bobbing gently, accepting the well-deserved accolades.
"By affirmation of the tests given today," the Leader intoned as he read a script, "Todd Burke is awarded the 'Order of the Ten Inch Team' of the Sigma Epsilon Chi secret fraternity, together with all rights and privileges pertaining thereto." The rights and privileges were considerable, as Todd was going to find out in time. One of the other men came up behind Todd and fastened a necklace around his neck. It was a simple chain with a small pendant, with wreaths around the number "10" and a barely legible inscription. Outsiders would have no idea of its meaning, but every man in the room now wore such a pendant... and every man in the room was blessed with a penis measuring at least ten full inches in length.
The applause and talk ebbed as the Leader made one final command. "Todd, it is time to begin your initiation. Whom do you choose as your consort?" The initiation was that as Todd was now acknowledged to have a ten inch cock, he would now use it for the viewing pleasure of the members and their honored female guests... and use it to have sexual intercourse with a woman of his choosing.
He could choose any woman in the room to copulate with, but as was the norm he had already brought his chosen mate. Wordlessly, Todd pointed at a beautiful black-haired woman in a Grecian tunic at one side of the room. By tradition, two male members came and roughly grabbed the woman's arms. She pretended to resist, as was part of the ritual explained to her, as she was half-walked, half-dragged onto the stage, which was now illuminated by strong lights. Her tunic was roughly torn off her body and she stood naked by the bed on the stage next to Todd, facing him.
The woman was Melina. Todd had asked Melina to accompany him to the ceremony and participate with him in this portion of it, and Melina had been honored to be chosen to be Todd's consort and mate in this important moment of her young lover's life.
Although every woman in the room would've been glad to accommodate Todd's massive weapon of lust inside her womanly depths, they joined with the members in applauding Todd's excellent choice. Melina looked gorgeous. She was wearing very high stiletto heeled sandals with gold lame' straps crisscrossing her shapely feet and wrapping up her luscious, curvy calves, tied off just below her knees. Her black hair hung down her back, long, loose and straight. With the cloth of her tunic gone, she only wore the gold wristbands and a gold chain wrapping around her torso just over her hips, all giving her that most feminine of aspects: the look of being chained.
She lay back onto the soft bed, relaxing her head on the pillow as Todd eased onto the bed. The muscular young stud slid his strong hands under her sleek thighs and pushed them up and back, spreading them wide. Melina's fur-fringed cunt was glistening and plenty wet, but Todd performed the extremely pleasant ritual of preparation upon her, lowering his face to her slit. Melina moaned and the crowd cheered as Todd began hungrily and expertly eating her pussy, delving his tongue deep into her sodden hole, preparing her to receive his huge ten inch cock.
The assemblage watched with increasing excitement, admiring how great Todd and Melina looked together, a really beautiful couple looking as if they were longtime lovers and meant to be together. Melina looked so hot, and the assemblage admired her legs and feet in the air with Todd's head buried in her snatch. Men and women were beginning to pair off... the beautiful redhead that had sucked Todd was gently stroking her husband's cock, while the Diva and a gorgeous blonde were vying for the attentions of the handsome Leader.
They watched as Todd mounted Melina, hooking her legs under his powerful arms, totally exposing her to his lust-fueled desires. As Melina helped, pulling her own legs back and wider apart, her pretty feet high in the air and straining against the gold lame' straps of her high heels, Todd fit the huge head of his enormous cock into her swollen labes and pushed it in, then drove his hard ass forward and sank inch after thick, meaty inch into Melina's sopping wet snatch, burying his prick balls-deep into the beautiful woman with one long thrust!
Amazed, the audience broke out into a loud, lusty cheer, and began egging Todd on, encouraging him as he began plunging into Melina with repeated hard, driving thrusts. Soon the bed was ringed by the audience members, watching intently and cheering as the hot rutting couple humped lustily before their eyes. Their coupling was deep and wet; Melina was moaning as her body responded hotly to every powerful thrust of Todd's huge young cock. They were oblivious to the assemblage as their mouths met in a deep kiss, totally focused on each other and the intense pleasure they were giving to and receiving from each other. The wet smacks of flesh slapping flesh could easily be heard despite the cheers and noise of the others as they watched the passionate mating on the bed.
It did not take Todd long to reach his climax, driven by the stimulation of the evening as well as the protocols of the ritual. He did not try to hold back. As he neared the crest, he remembered that the ritual called for him to pull out and ejaculate into the air so that the assemblage could see his climax. With a final grunt, he jerked his ass back and up, freeing his cock from the warm wet confines of Melina's tight cunt. His first spurt of jism shot straight up into the air a good four feet, making a glittering arc that landed on Melina's shoulder and cheek. The crowd made a loud "oooh!" noise, totally impressed by the volume and power of Todd's tremendous discharge. A second huge spurt flew up then splattered across Melina's breasts. Several spurts followed, thick and creamy but not as forcefully ejected, coating Melina's quivering, firm abs.
As the crowd again erupted into loud, prolonged applause, several woman were not able to contain themselves and dove to the bed, licking up Todd's semen off of Melina's luscious body.
"Congratulations, Todd!" The Leader exclaimed. "You may now drink. Everyone else, get out of your fucking clothes and get this party started!" More cheers and acclaim as a champagne bottle was popped open. Drinks were poured for Todd and Melina, who toasted and drank. It was part of the ritual that they could not drink, though the others could, until after the consummation. As another bottle of cheap champagne was poured over Todd's sweat-soaked body, other couples began kissing and engaging in hotly lewd, lascivious acts of pleasure...
Part 11 - Into Hell's Heart
Timothy Olivet looked around the dank room. What the hell have I gotten myself into? he wondered to himself.
They were in a back office in the old factory building at the farthest end of his business property, near the railroad spur track. The gate had been unlocked, and people were furtively coming down the dark track and inside. In the room in front of this one, which led to the factory proper, several young men and women had set up a couple of tables. The leader of the group, a handsome young white man with blondish curly hair, was selling drugs in small packets to the people of various ages coming in. Two brutally large, muscular black men, both looking like black panthers in their garb, were the guards and couriers. Several girls were hanging around, most dressed up in some kind of punk garb or leather, and Tim had watched Ned and the other men fuck these women the past couple of nights.
Ned had told Tim that in order to gain revenge on his family, they must first lure in his mother Elizabeth, who had been Michael Burke's lover two decades before. She was making connections selling drugs, so Ned wanted to set up a fake drug ring to lure her around, then he'd cut a deal with her, and they'd move on to Tim's non-father, Michael Burke. In exchange, Tim would provide this back factory location as a safe place to conduct the sting operation.
It sure doesn't look like a fake operation, Tim thought. He was no longer scared, and there was a certain thrill of excitement in all of this, but the newness was wearing off and Tim didn't really like the criminal, dark elements. He was also becoming aware that Ned was genius-level brilliant, but was mentally deranged at times.
"Hey baby," the girl said walking up to him and sitting down in Tim's lap, grinding her asscheeks into his groin just a bit. "You feelin' okay? You wanna hit?" Her name was Kathy, she was pretty but dressed up as a Goth girl, which led to her nickname "Goth Girl Kathy". She was Ned's main girlfriend, as far as Tim could tell, but Ned hadn't minded when she flirted around with him... and had sucked his cock the night before and swallowed every drop of his load.
"No, I don't want a hit." Tim said.
"Smart man. Don't ever get into that stuff." she said.
"Kathy," Ned said, his voice unnervingly quiet as he watched the sales, "shut the fuck up."
"Why don't you come over here and fuck me, and I'll shut up then." Kathy said invitingly. "I need your cock."   
"Fuck my brother Tim there, Kathy. He hasn't been serviced properly, yet." Ned said.
"See, Timmy?" Kathy said, "I have to fuck you now. He told me to." She opened Tim's pants, bringing out his six inch penis. She didn't seem to think it was too small as she knelt down and began sucking it. Tim just sat there, letting her fellate him. It felt good, but he felt very detached from it; he desperately wished it was his wife Jeanine he was with, who would be sucking his cock...
He looked up and saw Ned taking off his shirt and saying "This should be good." Since taking the severe, nearly fatal beating at the hands of his hated big brother Todd, Ned had begun working out and bulking up. He was still very slender but much less scrawny than before.
"You look great, baby." Kathy said as she saw Ned shirtless.
"I didn't ask." Ned replied, still watching outside.
He was watching a woman coming up to the front of the line. She was older, in her late thirties or early forties. She was gorgeous, with blonde hair, a magnificent, saucy body, and she was dressed in a hot dress and heels as if she were going out to dinner and a club for the evening.
Ned also knew what was going to happen. When she got to the front of the line with a few dollars to pay for her hit, one of the black men watching came forward and took her arm.
  "You need to come this way." he said, his voice a deep baritone. "The man wants to talk to you." The woman looked shocked, though not particularly frightened. The man led her to the back room. She saw a Goth girl sucking some young man's cock in the far corner. But to the left, coming into view as the door closed, was "the man." It was Ned.
"Hey baby." Ned said. "So you couldn't stay clean, could you? So where's my money?"
"Look, Ned," she began, "I can't get it right now, I told you... my husband won't give it to me. He says that if I get back on drugs he'll divorce me! It's gonna take some time, Ned, please..."
"Take it easy, Margo." Ned said. "Come on over to the couch." He put out a line of coke. "I'll tell you what, this is a freebie. And I'll take 10% off your overall debt... if you can think of a way to pay in... trade." The woman was like a doe in the headlights of an oncoming semi. She reached for the straw. As she snorted the coke, Tim thought she was taking too much, too fast. But what did he know?
---------------------
"Hey Ned, I want to eat your cum out of her pussy." Kathy called out. She was riding Tim's cock, sliding her wet pussy up and down his six inch meat. Tim looked over at the other side of the room. Ned and the blonde Margo were naked except for her wearing her high heels, and he was on top of her, vigorously fucking her. Margo was moaning loudly as Ned fucked her with his big, thick eight inch cock.
"Oh that looks so fucking hot, doesn't it Tim?" Kathy said. Tim realized that Kathy really was into Ned, that she literally worshipped the guy even though he was a slimy slug.... and a very, very bad man.
Ned steadily fucked Margo, enjoying the feel of a trophy wife's tight married pussy. She was the wife of a fairly wealthy man in Town and she'd been hooked on cocaine for a while now. Ned didn't mind offering drugs for sex with these women; he'd get his money... eventually.
He was really enjoying plunging into the woman's tight, wet snatch. This was "prime pussy", a woman who would not have given him the time of day before she was ensnared by his drugs. The woman's pussy wasn't quite as fantastic as his mother's had been, though maybe it was his mother struggling as he raped her that added to his excitement. Ned thought again about Elizabeth and her wonderful cunt, his rising lust fueling his deeper, harder thrusts into the cocaine-drugged rich bitch beneath him.
Tim watched the coupling on the sofa, and he had to admit he was enjoying what he saw. He admired the woman's luscious legs in the air as Ned thrust deep and hard into her. She had a great body and a lovely face. The sight of Ned's big cock pumping in and out of that sweet cunt looked good, also. Tim felt a surge of lust coursing through him as he watched his slender brother fucking the woman with deep long strokes. The guy had cock that Tim envied, too.
"Oooh, that feels good." Kathy whispered as Tim thrust hard into her. "You like watching them, dontcha? Don't they look so hot, so beautiful, fucking together like that?"
"Yeah, baby, they do." Tim admitted.
"I like fucking you while watching Ned fuck other women." Kathy said. "You're hot, too." She kissed Tim hard on the mouth, then they both turned their heads to watch Ned pumping the beautiful trophy wife. Kathy squeezed her cunt on Tim's dick as hard as she could as she whispered in his ear.
They watched Ned fuck the gorgeous trophy wife for long minutes, noticing over time that the young thug was speeding up his thrusts, driving into the woman harder and harder. He was close. After several final violent strokes into Margo's well-fucked quim, Ned gasped and climaxed, emptying his balls deep into the married woman's steaming snatch.
As he finished, he noticed that she was falling asleep, virtually unconscious. He really didn't give a shit; he had used the slut's cunt for his personal pleasure. She was no more than a warm vagina for him to masturbate within and come inside of.
"Want some of this, Tim?" Ned offered as he dismounted, his long cock smeared with Margo's juices and his semen.
"Uhhh, I'm good here." Tim said as Kathy pumped her ass vigorously on his meat.
"Come get some of this." Ned said, more as an order this time. "That skank can't compare to this prime ass."
"Like hell I can't!" Kathy complained, but she was already getting off Tim, letting his cock slip out of her sopping wet slit.
Tim dutifully went over to Margo and mounted her. The woman moaned slightly as he eased his weight onto her and fit the head of his cock into the wetness between her swollen labes. He sank his hard cock balls-deep into her wet, messy cunthole, feeling the heat and that wetness of her-- and his brother's large deposit of semen.
"That's it, brother." Ned said as Tim began to fuck the woman vigorously. "Fuck the shit out of that whore." Tim admitted to himself that he was enjoying this sloppy wet fuck, admiring the sight of Margo's beauty and the feel of her sloppy cunt.
"Good shit, huh?" Ned said as Tim relentlessly pounded Margo's cunt into a creamy, frothy lather. Tim noted that Goth Girl Kathy was kneeling in front of Ned, licking and sucking the teen's cock and balls clean of the older woman's juices. The sight, along with the feel of the woman's used cunt and the wet smacking sounds from their coupled loins as he drove hard into her again and again were just too much.
"Uhhh!" Tim gasped as he felt his nut rise, then the painful pulses of his seed being ejaculated deep into Margo, joining Ned's load of semen. As he filled her with his potent load, he was thinking how Margo was high class... like his own wife Jeanine had been, until she'd whored herself with his hated big brother Jack. And now he had a new younger brother, ordering him around...
Dismounting the sleeping, unconscious woman, Tim barely got out of the way in time as Kathy dove between Margo's legs and started lapping Ned's cum out of the woman's dripping wet, slimy cunt. Ned was dressed and once again looking at the business. Tim went and sat in the corner again, his cock flaccid and wet.
Ned shook his head, thinking to himself, thinking of how he was going to fleece Tim of his business, and then kill Tim's wife... the wife was carrying his hated big brother Todd's big brother's baby. Did Tim want Jeanine to have an abortion? Ned thought to himself, silently laughing sardonically. Yeah, I'll kill off that bastard child for you, Tim. Just as soon as I get my hands on your fucking money.
"Hey, what's going on?" he heard Kathy say, panic in her voice. "Hey, Lady... wake up!" Ned went over. Margo was shaking, beginning to go into convulsions.
 "Shit!" Ned exclaimed, disgusted. "CLETE! Get in here!" One of the big black guards came in."



"Clete, get someone and take this bitch to the hospital. Leave her on the emergency room steps. Make sure you leave her purse with her." Ned ordered. Clete and a young man quickly had the convulsing, puking woman out the door. Tim heard a car drive off a moment later. He began to feel fear in the pit of his stomach, knowing now that he was in way over his head...
to be continued...
Dear Readers, you now have all the clues. Do you know who the killer of Vladimir Kurchikov is?
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Part 11 - The Final Break
6:45am. There had been no deals during the night. After dinner I had ordered that we cease and desist from any more talks with any of the perps or their lawyers, and made sure the four men were not in the same holding cells. Then I had gone home to The Cabin, but my mom wasn't there. She'd left for Apple Grove earlier in the day, to finish packing and take care of all the little details up there. It was strange being alone in bed, but it did have one benefit: I got some much needed sleep.
I could not say that about others at the headquarters: Teresa Croyle came into the MCD room, looking exhausted. She reported what had happened the night before. A woman had been brought to the Emergency Room entrance of University Hospital by a large black man.
After laying the woman on the gurney, the man disappeared. The E.R. Nurse, a pretty young Asian woman, had instructed the orderlies to rush the woman into a trauma room, then looked back to ask the man questions, but he was gone.
Meanwhile, the woman had heavily overdosed on cocaine, and she didn't make it. Her name was Margo Bailey, wife of Sean Bailey, who was the best sales agent for a pharmaceutical company. Teresa had had the sad duty of calling her husband, then later informing him of his wife's death.
"What's really ugly about this," Teresa said, her face an angry scowl, "is that Margo had a history of drug problems, and her husband had said he'd divorce her if she didn't clean up. Well, she DID finally get clean, and she had stayed clean for several months... but last night two of her 'girlfriends', and I use that term very loosely, took her out on the town... and they took her straight to the clubs where the drugs are sold. They said they left her talking to a young man, and the description of the guy is of someone well-known in Vice for bringing people to locations that have been set up to buy fixes."
"Those women," I said, "they just left her? They didn't try to help her at all, or look after her? Just threw her to the drug recruiter?" I asked, as Teresa handed me a small sheet of paper with those women's names.
"Yeah," Teresa replied, staring into space, her face dead to anything but Justice as she spoke. "Those fucking bitches just left her... maybe even took her there on purpose to set her up to get drugged, but of course they'll never admit to that..." Looking at Teresa "Cunt" Croyle, I knew it would be a bad day for those women if they ever ran afoul of the Law with Teresa anywhere nearby...
Waking up from her reverie, Teresa continued "That's not all. There was semen in the woman's vagina, pretty fresh, when she was brought in. They used a full rape kit, just in case. The Crime Lab's rape division has gotten into a habit of making an immediate comparison of raped and drugged women to a certain rapist, and the result will interest you."
She handed me the preliminary report, completed half an hour earlier. While it looked like two men had ejaculated inside the woman, one of those men who had deposited his semen into the her was pretty much without doubt my nephew Ned.
"The bastard's in town. Put out an APB in case he left town in the night." I said. Teresa replied that she had already done so.
It was 7:00am, and we knew what that meant: Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the reporterette began somberly reporting. "Margo Bailey, wife of wealthy BigPharmaCorp sales rep Sean Bailey, died last night at University Hospital of a severe cocaine overdose. Mrs. Bailey was out with friends last night, who lost track of her and had believed she had gone home. A few hours later she was brought to the hospital by an unknown Good Samaritan, but doctors were unable to save her. Mrs. Bailey is survived by--"
"Good Samaritan?" Teresa scowled.
"In other news," Bettina Wurtzburg reported through our TV, "the police department is interviewing four men in connection to the murder of Russian chess master Vladimir Kurchikov. Channel Two News has also confirmed that two police officers were called to that location earlier in the evening, where reports of shouting and fighting in that apartment were lodged by the neighbors. One of those police officers is reported to be Sergeant Carroll, who was suspended without pay for a violation of police policies. The Police Union representative has demanded Sergeant Carroll's immediate reinstatement--"
"They're throwing him to the wolves, you know." Teresa said. I whirled to look at her, realizing that I was receiving the answer to an earlier vague question.
"Is he dirty?" I asked.
"I don't know." Teresa said, "but that's the way things work around here. Giving the Press a story about a procedural issue is telling the world that he's finished."
I just nodded. So that was how "things" worked. This put an interesting new light on things.
At 8:00am sharp, ADA Paulina Patterson came into the MCD room. "This may be it-- Vince Rossoliano wants to talk to you.... without his lawyer."
---------------------------
"Go." Vince told his lawyer once we were in the interrogation room. "Get out."
"But... but.." the lawyer sputtered.
 
"GO!" Vince roared. "OUT!"
 
Once the lawyer is was gone, Vince said "If I tell you everything I know, is the immunity still on the table?"
"Here's the deal." Paulina stated, bringing out a document. "You tell us everything, sign it in writing, testify when we ask you to, for the Grand Jury or at the killer's trial, and you'll be given full immunity. You'll be deported after the trial, and if you enter the United States again the immunity will be voided. "
"Good enough." Vince said. "And I am only going to talk about this night and this murder, yes?" Paulina and I looked at each other, then agreed.
"You are right," Vince started, "we would meet from time to time to arrange our drug deals. This Town was convenient because Baptiste was a foreign exchange student here, Dill-Worthing's company has a branch here, Kurchikov could easily come from the City, where he teaches chess, and he leased this apartment where he could prepare for big chess matches, and Gomez... well, he likes the college girls and the prostitutes in your Tenderloin District."
"The woman?" I asked.
"I do not know much about her." Vince said. "Baptiste knew her in France; I believe they had a drug operation in Paris, and he wanted to bring her into our cartel as our American representative. Each of us has a country to grow our own businesses in, and Kurchikov would arrange drug shipments to each of us from time to time, using the chess tournaments he participated in as cover for his travels and deliveries. I had no problem with bringing in this woman, as it would mean less travel to America and I would still get a cut. Of course, my people would have to check her out."
"Did anyone oppose her inclusion?" I asked.
"Gomez was not sold on her, but I think he just wanted to fuck her first. Dill-Worthing had objections, and discussed them with Kurchikov. Let me explain: we would play bridge, and whoever was in dummy would talk in the kitchen with Kurchikov. He was our supplier of drugs; we each placed our orders with him. Kurchikov would balance the numbers, arrange shipments from one of us to another whenever we needed it. He was very good with numbers, very smooth.
"Sometimes we would get into arguments, we would get passionate. The redhead cop, the Sergeant, he would always respond if there was a problem. I do not know for sure, but I believe Kurchikov paid him to keep the Police Vice squad from coming after us. I say this because sometimes that cop would come around, and would talk to Kurchikov alone.
"What about the night of the murder." I asked. "What happened?" 
"It was a very typical night. We drank, we smoked, we played cards, Gomez cheated like hell at the cards, we argue, police come, we quiet down and start making our deals with Kurchikov, we talk about adding the woman as our partner. Then we all left, sometime after 11:00."
"And only one person opposed the inclusion of the woman." I said, to confirm what I was hearing.
"Ehh, we were all cautious, of course... but yes, Dill-Worthing was the only one strongly opposed. Kurchikov even suggested to me in private that she could be his replacement, if Dill-Worthing didn't like it."
"So you all left after eleven o'clock." I said. "Did you see everyone leave?" I asked.
"Except for the woman, we all left and went to our cars. Baptiste was in front of me, I followed him to the main road. He went to a strip club, I went to my hotel."
"So you didn't see Dill-Worthing leave?"
"He left with us, and his car was behind me, but I don't remember seeing his car follow me. I was not really paying attention."
After several more questions for clarification, I nodded to ADA Paulina Patterson, who signed the immunity agreement and gave it to Vince as his seething lawyer returned to the room.
Part 12 - The Party Never Stops... Nor Does The Sex!
As the sun was setting in the evening, Melina walked down the path by the lake with her date, her hand on his arm as he escorted her, the restaurant they had eaten at in the distance behind them. She was wearing a lemon-yellow dress with a white pattern imprinted on it, and very high heel white pumps. The young man she was with was in a suit and tie, looking very handsome to her as they walked and chatted lightly. He was "The Leader", the young man she'd met at Todd's celebration not long ago.
Sitting down on a bench and enjoying the lake view in the fading light, they chatted lightly for a while, mostly about some of his adventures with the Ten Inch Team and some of her work on sexual subjects with Dr. Laura Fredricson. The discussion of sex already had her loins melted, warm and wet, and she had noted the considerable bulge in her young date's pants. The talk ebbed as the couple began sharing kisses, light at first, then deeper and more passionate.
"So what's that saying? 'Your place or mine?'" the young man asked Melina as he kissed her neck and openly groped her breast.
 "Mine." she said. "I want you to take me in my own bed." They walked back to his car and drove toward the Tower Condos, a building next to the University Hotel and externally the twin of it, but with condo apartments. This one had been Laura's, and Melina had swapped Laura this condo for the house on the hill that Don's mother was going to live in.
Nearly an hour later, Melina was lying naked on her bed, enjoying the soft light of the room and the sight of the young man at the foot of the bed stripping naked. She admired his muscular, slender body as his eyes hungrily devoured her luscious nude beauty. He was more broad-shouldered than Todd but not taller (few men were), and he exuded a sense of male power and confidence that really turned Melina on and made her wet with desire.
 
His cock sprang into view, hard and long and thick, ten full inches of throbbing power, ready to fuck her into a frothy puddle of pure pleasure. As he eased onto the bed, he confidently, almost arrogantly spread her legs apart and settled between them. Not asking permission, he began kissing his way up her thighs to her sopping wet quim.
"Ohhhhhhh...." Melina moaned quietly as The Leader's tongue slid up her swollen labes and lashed at her clit. As the young stud began eating her pussy more deeply and in earnest, she let her memory float to that previously heavenly night...
...
She remembered Todd's initiation. After he had come and several women had used their tongues to clean her body and pussy of his semen, a full-blown orgy had begun. She remembered The Leader having his penis sucked to rock-hardness by a gorgeous natural redhead who was wearing wedding rings.
Then Todd had called the Leader over to the bed that she, Melina, was still lying on. Todd introduced her to him, then they began rudely talking in rather crude terms about her.
 
"She's a really hot fuck." Todd told The Leader. "Her cunt will suck the cum right out of your balls before you can stop yourself from coming."
"Sounds like a challenge." The Leader said. "She's definitely got the best legs and hottest ass in the room." Letting his eyes bore into Melina's, he asked, "Hey baby, how would you like to try a real cock instead of this kid's little thing?" His overwhelming sexual power reached out to her as, without waiting for her answer, The Leader eased down and mounted her.
"Oh God!" Melina gasped as The Leader began driving his huge cock into her already-fucked cunt. Pleasure rocketed through her body as she was stretched and filled with his hard male meat.
"Damn, gorgeous, you buried it." The Leader said. "You took me with just one thrust." He began pumping in and out of her with a slow steady rhythm, letting her get used to his size and begin matching his thrusts. He began speeding up, noting with pleasure that she was meeting and matching his strokes perfectly, speeding up right along with him, their loins smashing together as they began to fuck hotly.
As he relentlessly fucked her, Melina noted out of the corner of her eye that the gorgeous redhead was now sucking Todd's cock to hardness with lust-filled abandon. The Leader noticed Melina watching the other couple.
"That's Audrey Nethers." he whispered, his voice low so that only Melina could hear him. "She's married, and she is the best cocksucker I've ever encountered. Her husband is one of our members, but he couldn't be here tonight. She's a Libertine, also."
"What's a 'Libertine'?" Melina asked as she wrapped her legs tightly around The Leader to urge him to keep fucking her hard and steady.
"It's a Swinger group. There's two of them in the county, the Libertines and the Hedonists. Ask your boss Dr. Fredricson about it."
"How-- how did you know that I worked for her?" Melina asked, her eyes snapping onto The Leader's and boring into him.
"Todd told me when he said he was going to invite you to this initiation." The Leader said. "We had to be sure you weren't one of those people that want to fuck us over."
"I see." Melina answered shortly. "Well, I do want to fuck you over, until your balls are drained and screaming for mercy." Her wicked smile and the intensity of her eyes gave The Leader a sexual jolt. He quickly pulled out and straddled her chest, shoving his cock head into Melina's luscious mouth.
"Todd was right, you've made me come. I'm going to come, baby." he grunted. "I'm going to come in your mouth. UHH!!! Take it babe-- UHK!!! AHH!!!"
He shoved his cockhead practically into Melina's throat as she felt his huge organ throb and pulse. She gulped down the thick, relentless squirts of his hot jism as he ejaculated them into her mouth, struggling to stay ahead as he tried to fill her throat to overflowing. Pleasure rocked through her loins as she fingered her clit, the joy of having a virile man come in her mouth adding to her tremendous pleasure...
Later, once hard again, Todd had been slowly and deeply fucking Melina dogstyle. Several other men, many of whom she never got a name for, came up to her and fucked her face with their huge cocks. As she sucked their manhoods, she noted that some were thicker than others, but every cock was blessed with that long, ten inch length.
Melina reveled in the feelings overwhelming her, being fucked by a handsome young man while sucking other huge cocks. Each man was near the crest when he approached her, and she remembered swallowing several large loads, enjoying her meals of pure male protein. She also remembered being kissed by several women, feeling their tongues exploring her mouth and trying to lick out some of that cream.
She was exhausted after endless orgasms as the night's party neared its end. Most of the men and women were spent; they were lying around, watching Melina being fucked slowly and deeply by The Leader one last time. He was gentle with her, having really lubed up his cock and made sure she could handle one more fuck, and she knew he was doing this to show his stamina, his endurance that outlasted all of his male teammates. She knew that every man and woman in the room was admiring him for being the very best, sexually, and she was proud that it was her vagina servicing and pleasuring the young stud's cock in front of all these hot, sexual people.
It was after he came inside her, his load feeble compared to earlier ones, that he surprised her by quietly asking her for a date. She accepted on the spot, and made sure to give him her phone number while Todd was not watching...
...
The Leader was nuzzling her neck and grinding his meat into her well-filled cunt in the condo bedroom. He had come once, and this time they were simply enjoying a slow, deep fuck. The Leader still fucked her with raw, hard power. Melina realized that she was deeply enjoying this fuck, and that she was deeply enjoying being with this much younger man.
Her thoughts drifted to Todd. She thought of Todd's baby that she was carrying now, joy filling her whole being. But she also realized that while she loved Todd, she was not "in love" with him, not like she had been with Don... and with Jack... and she also knew that while she physically loved The Leader, she was not truly in love with him either...
As she felt The Leader ejaculate into the depths of her womanhood to end the consummation of their date, Melina wondered to the Universe who her true soulmate was, and where was he now....
Part 13 - The Solution
It was about 9:00pm and we had just returned from dinner. I had forbidden any talk about the case during dinner, which suited most of my team. But that had the lovely Paulina Patterson chafing, as she wanted to ask questions. And she hit me with the barrage as soon as we walked into the MCD room.
"So it's either the woman, who you think is your sister Elizabeth, or it's Keith Dill-Worthing." Paulina said. "Which one?"
Before I could answer, Paulina's cellphone rang. "Dill-Worthing. His lawyer is asking to see us." Paulina said. I asked her to come with me and Tanya.
In the interrogation room, the lawyer for Dill-Worthing said in a smooth and oily voice "My client has reconsidered, and wants to make a deal with you." His English client sat next to him.
"Oh really?" I said, my voice neither smooth nor oily, but very sarcastic in tone.
"Full immunity in exchange for his truthful statement and testimony." the lawyer offered, his voice intentionally toned to suggest he was doing us a huge favor. I knew otherwise.
"Let's hear it, then we'll consider it." I said. "And it damn well better be truthful." Dill-Worthing looked at the lawyer as if he did not want to do it, but the lawyer nodded.
"Okay," Dill-Worthing said. "this is what happened." His story was nearly identical to Vince's earlier in the day, but with two important exceptions: he did not mention the woman, and he said he had left and followed Vince down the road, but had turned off to go to his hotel.



"Okay, that's all I'm prepared to give you now unless you confirm the immunity." Dill-Worthing said.
"Tell me about the woman." I said.
"I don't know anything about her. Never saw her before that night."
"Why was she there?" I asked.
"I think she wanted to join our cartel." Dill-Worthing stated.
"How did you feel about that?" I said, staring at him. He looked at us, then his lawyer.
"Do I have the immunity?" he asked.
"No." I said, my voice controlled, but showing harshness at the edges. "You're not playing it straight with me. You know who she is, now tell me what you know."
Dill-Worthing remained silent, looking at the table. I looked at Paulina and Tanya, and we all began getting up as if to leave.
"All right, all right." Dill-Worthing said. "Her name is Elizabeth--" he said, giving my sister's name, "and yes, she wanted to be our American contact. Baptiste had worked with her in France and was vouching for her. That's all I really know about her."  
"How did you feel about her being part of the group?" I asked.
"I wanted to be... cautious... before admitting a new member." Dill-Worthing stated. "Now do I get the immunity, or not?"
"Are you kidding me?" I asked sarcastically, then regained control.
"No, Mr. Dill-Worthing, you do not get immunity at this time. You're holding back the truth, and I'm getting tired of it... and you." I said. His lawyer started all but screaming at me with insults, threats, accusations of broken promises.
"Okay here's the deal I will offer you, Dill-Worthing." I said, relishing every word. "You will make a statement of confession, which will then be put into writing. You will sign the confession and hand it to ADA Patterson here. In exchange, the DA's office will not seek the death penalty, and you will go to prison for the rest of your life."
"What?" Dill-Worthing said with pure, simple disbelief, involuntarily leaning forward as if to stand up. "You think I killed Kurchikov?" Then, as my words hit him, he leaned back, trying to recover his arrogance, and said "Prove it."
"I can and I will." I said. "Shall I tell you what happened, Mr. Dill-Worthing, and you'll please fill in any blank spots I might have left out." Paulina was looking at me as if I'd lost my mind, and Tanya Perlman was trying very hard not to break down laughing.
I began. "I know that you opposed the admission of the woman into your group; in fact, you became so vehement arguing about it that the police were called to the apartment. You argued with Kurchikov over it every time you were in dummy during the card games. The rest of them wanted to admit her, by the way. So Kurchikov tabled the discussion, but you overheard him telling the others during their private time that they could cut YOU out of the cartel and replace you with Elizabeth."
Dill-Worthing was staring at me. His eyes showed fear, and I knew that so far I was not missing the mark.
"You left with everyone else, but circled around back, putting on your gloves if you didn't already have them on. You saw the woman leave by the back way, so you decided to try the back door. You climbed the back stairs to the kitchen door, found it unlocked, and quietly re-entered the apartment.
"You snuck over to the drawer to get a big knife, but Kurchikov heard you opening the drawer, came to investigate the noise... and you met him right at the door and stabbed him. You got in three good shots at him before he stumbled backwards. He turned and fell face down near the table in front of the sofa and, not knowing he was already dead, you slit his throat.
"You then threw the knife in the kitchen trash, locked the back door, then went to the front door, being very careful not to step in the blood and create a more obvious crime scene. Once outside you hurried to your car and left.
"That is what happened, Mister Keith Dill-Worthing." I stated. "And if you don't confess to it by the time I leave this room, I will provide the District Attorney here with an ironclad case that will result in you being put to death by the State for the murder of Vladimir Kurchikov."
Dill-Worthing was still staring at me, the look of shock and fear on his face priceless.
"You'll never prove one word of that," the lawyer was gasping, "and I am going to have your badge for harassing my client like this!" But I wasn't listening. Dill-Worthing and I were having a staredown, and he knew that I was telling the truth. I decided to deliver the coup de grace.
"Mr. Dill-Worthing, I know that you also play tournament chess. You have a rating with the British Chess Federation. Nowhere near Kurchikov, of course, but you will recognize this." I said, throwing the photograph down as if it were a trump card. Dill-Worthing looked at it and his face sank. I had him.
 "No death penalty?" he asked when he looked back up. He silenced the protestations of his lawyer, who was trying hard to keep him from confessing.
"In exchange for a full confession and cooperation." Paulina said.
Dill-Worthing agreed. He wrote his confession, which was almost verbatim what I had told him, and signed it.
"Out of curiosity, why didn't you want Elizabeth in the cartel?" I asked him.
"Because the man I work with wanted her excluded." Dill-Worthing replied. "They had a falling out."
"Is this the man?" I asked. Dill-Worthing looked at the picture. It was Ned. Dill-Worthing looked up at me, his eyes wide and staring before hardening.
"If you know who that man is, Detective, you know that I will say nothing about him. Your State's method of executing me would preferable to what would happen to me if I answered your question. I suggest that you never speak his name or even think of him again, if you value your own life."
"He's already had his shot at me." I said as I got up to leave. "He won't get another."
Part 14 - Explanation and Loose Ends
"What was that photograph you showed him?" Tanya asked some minutes later. A rather large assemblage was in the MCD room and I was holding court, explaining the solution to the case.
"The chessboard, of course." I said. As everyone looked blank, I said "Of course that was the key to the whole case. Kurchikov had seconds to live and moved two pawns on his board. Fortunately, his killer did not see what he did."
"What was the significance of that?" Hugh Hewitt asked.
"It was a message from the grave. Kurchikov was trying to tell us who his killer was." I said. "Tanya, you got most of it."  
"The white pawn move was the first move of the 'English Opening' in chess.", Tanya replied. "I didn't get what the black pawn move was." 
"No, that's not as common as 1.c4, which is indeed the English Opening. The black move 1... b6 is called the 'English Defense' in some lines, though I'm not sure about that name as a response to 1.c4 on the white side. But Kurchikov wasn't worried about that. He just did what he could in his supreme moment of death."
"Wow. Your whole case was built on just that?" the Chief asked.
"No sir, but it made it easier for me." I replied, deciding not to admit the full truth. "It's much easier to find the solution once given an answer like that. But there was still plenty of evidence to show Dill-Worthing was the killer. And one of the others would've broken over time rather than face the death penalty."
"Of course, Dill-Worthing was an Englishman." I continued. "There are other chess openings, also: a French Defense, a Spanish Game, a Sicilian Defense as well as an Italian Game. There's no 'American' opening, if Elizabeth had done it, but I surmised as evidence came along that it was much more likely one of the men there, and it didn't really fit that Elizabeth would kill the man."
"Why is that?" asked Paulina Patterson.
"No offense to the women here, but it would take one hell of a strong woman, like Cindy Ross, to inflict those kind of knife wounds. Elizabeth would've shot the man with a gun, or tried to poison him. And the slit throat didn't fit Elizabeth, either. She hasn't shown extreme violent tendencies like that, at least not that I've seen.
"Last but not least," I added, "Elizabeth did not have any motive whatsoever to kill Kurchikov. In fact, she was about to be admitted into their cartel. For her to kill him at that time made no sense at all, so I was comfortable in looking elsewhere."
"And as I said," I continued, "I did have a chessboard screaming 'English' to me, so I zeroed in on Dill Pickle-- er Dill-Worthing rather quickly." Tanya couldn't hold it back; she began giggling.
"Seems to me like you guessed a lot." Vice Detective Timothy Geiger said. Geiger was Steven Ikea's dingleberry in the Vice Department. Ikea knew better than to show his face in this room at this or any time.
"Oh really?" I said, my voice cold and withering. "Everything was there in plain sight... except the smell of the perfume, and our noses led us to that. Detective Perlman caught on to that immediately. Sergeant Stonewall is an excellent drug dog and showed us that drugs had been in the apartment.
"It wasn't hard to see from the scoresheets that they were playing contract bridge, which meant that someone always was in dummy and not playing the hand, a perfect screen for rounds of drug negotiations. It took only the merest bit of research to discover the chess opening that Kurchikov put on his board, and that the other perps were also chessplayers."
"But yes, Mr. Geiger... I did use some imagination to connect the dots. That's just good police work. The key is to imagine correctly, of course... and your department's lack of imagination is why this drug operation has been going on under your noses in Vice for so long-- oh, leaving so soon?" Geiger was exiting the room as swiftly as he could get out.
"Enough of that, Crowbar." the Chief said. "Vice is a good outfit with some good people. You need to work with them rather than showing them up."
"Yes, sir." I said, chastised.
"Just one more question, speaking of some not-so-good people." Tanya said, rescuing me. "Where does Sergeant Carroll fit into this?"
I did not get the chance to answer the question. Cindy Ross came flying into the room, out of breath. Teresa Croyle was right behind her.
"I just had a contact from a source." she said as she regained her breath. "There's some activity in the back of one of Timothy Olivet's warehouses. A young man fitting the description of Ned was seen, and the source said that a drug sale was going down there last night, and they might be setting up for another one tonight."
"Move, people, move! Don, you're in command of the raid." the Chief ordered, but unnecessarily. We were scrambling rapidly to get our vest protection already...
...and everyone not named "Ikea" knew damn well that I was in charge.
Part 15 - Sacrifice and Final Peace
"Here, put this on." Ned said to his brother, Timothy Olivet. It was a crudely stamped out piece of metal with straps on it, meant to be bulletproof chest protection. Ned also was wearing one, but it was a better fit. "Put your shirt on over it."
"Why?" Olivet said.
"Because the police are coming, and you don't want to get shot dead when you demand to see their warrant if they try to come in."
Real fear welled up inside Tim. This was just too much.
"Let's just get out of here, then." Olivet said.
"It's too late." Ned replied, not revealing the real reason. "My scouts have spotted them coming this way. They'll be encircling us soon."
The real reason for Ned was that he intended to leave Olivet to confront the police, followed by a shot being fired that would draw a police fusillade killing Olivet, and only Olivet's will leaving everything to his wife stood in Ned's way. Let the police do the job for me, Ned thought. Of course, his wife will then be found dead also, and her will leaves the money to him... so the money will then come to his dear brother, me.
The police coming so quickly had changed Ned's plans and he had to speed them up. The metal vest would not stop the armor-piercing bullets the police would be firing into Olivet. But Timothy was showing weakness.
"No," Tim said. "We should go now, and hide before they get here. You can slip past them while they're searching the warehouse."
"SHUT THE FUCK UP!!!" Ned yelled, losing his patience, the sudden intensity of his scream shocking Tim.
Regaining his composure, Ned said more quietly, his voice very measured and controlling, "We are not running away. You are going to stop the police from entering the premises, and my people will be setting up the traps for them. I want my dear uncle dead before this night is over. Do you fucking understand?"
"No... no." Tim said. "This is crazy. No one has to die, here."
"You fucking wimp." Ned said. "Definitely not a man like your brother Jack was, were you?"
"You're one to talk, asshole! After the way your brother beat the shit out of you--" Tim replied hotly as Ned nodded to Clete.
"I guess... I will have to convince you." Ned said with studied quietness. "Clete, bring her in."
Clete was gone a moment, then appeared from around a corner, prodding Jeanine Olivet in front of him.
"Jeanine!" Tim said, running over to her. "Are you okay?" Clete came forward and shoved Tim back, hard, sending him sprawling several feet.
"You will now go outside and stop the police." Ned said. "They're already here. Jeanine will be safe as long as you do what I say."
"You... you bastard." Tim said.
"You're one to talk about 'bastards'... asshole." Ned replied.
--------------------------------
I had caught the last of the conversation between Ned and Tim Olivet as my team crept up to a side door to the large, empty room. Ned had observed some of our cars going to the gates, I surmised, but had not realized that a few of us had driven up in unmarked cars and already penetrated the property by a back gate.
The Enemy had Jeanine Olivet as a hostage. This was not going to be easy.
A voice came in on the radio. "Thermal imaging shows no one else in the building. Just you four and four perps in the main room."
"All right, guys, we're going in." I said. "Don't shoot unless they raise a gun. Let's get 'em. Hugh, go!"
Unfortunately, the distance was enough that Ned saw us spring into the room, and he was able to pull out a gun.
"Your bitch dies, brother!" Ned yelled, pointing the gun at Jeanine.
"NO!" Timothy Olivet screamed and lunged for his wife. He was in time to cover her body with his, his back to Ned as the gun fired twice. The bullets penetrated his back and ripped through his chest... and, ironically, were stopped by the underside of the metal armor before they could harm Jeanine.
  "TIM!" Jeanine screamed as Tim fell, slumping against her. As they both went down in a heap, we were raising our guns and firing at Ned, but the shots that hit him were stopped as his armor held. He jumped through the door as more bullets struck the wall. Clete tried to run around the corner from where he'd brought Jeanine, and Hugh and a patrolman tore off after him.
I threw open the door Ned had gone through and rushed through it. To my right, the hall dead-ended in another hallway, and I just saw Ned turning the corner to the left. I sprinted after him, rounding the corner...
... and I knew I had fucked up.
Time slowed down. I was able to clearly see that Ned was several yards away, his legs set apart in a firm stance, with his gun raised in a two-handed grip. I knew that he was drawing a bead and would fire, and that I would not have time to move out of the way. I was dead.
I felt something hit me in the hip, driving me sideways just as the gun fired. Ned missed!
I realized that I was being tackled by Cindy Ross, and even as I was striking the floor, I extended my arm and fired my gun. The bullet struck Ned's chest to the right of center, but his armor again saved his worthless life. The impact was enough to knock him back, preventing him from getting off another shot himself. As I aimed again, Ned took off running and my next shot also missed the mark.
Ned bolted through a door and Cindy and I went after him, but by the time we got to the door it was locked, and we knew that there was no way we'd get through it in time to find the young killer.
"All units. Ned may be leaving the building. Search every building! Cover the entire fence line!" I ordered into the radio. We began running back to the room where the Olivets were.
"Thank you, Cindy." I said as we hurried back down the hallway. "I fucked up, and you saved my butt that time."
"You know what this means, don't you?" she replied. "RANGE TIME, buddy!" I smiled bitterly, knowing how many times I'd said that to her. She was not all that amused as she said it, though.
"You got that right." I said as we entered the room. It was a tragic sight that greeted us.
--------------------
"Tim! Oh my god, Tim, I love you Tim, please don't die. " Jeanine cried as she cradled her husband, who was on his back looking up at her. "HELP! Somebody help!"
Teresa Croyle came up to them just as Tim looked up at Jeanine. "I... I love you... so much..." he said, managing to caress her cheek with his hand. Then the hand dropped and his head fell back. His eyes opaqued.
The EMT's arrived just as Cindy and I did. It was too late to do anything for Timothy Olivet. For him, the final peace of Death had come, ending all of his torment.
The EMTs tried to draw Jeanine away, but she would not move. "No, leave him alone!" Jeanine cried out, still cradling her husband in her arms. "Don't touch him! Don't touch him!" She just held him, sobbing. Teresa Croyle looked like she wanted to cry herself, as she tried to comfort Jeanine.
"What happened here?" the Chief asked as he came up with several uniformed patrolmen. I made sure that my voice was loud enough for everyone to hear.
"Ned tried to shoot Mrs. Olivet. Mr. Olivet took the bullets. He gave his life for hers."
And I wished that I could trade my life for his right now.
----------------------------
Some minutes later, I stood outside, watching the EMTs load the body of Tim Olivet into the ambulance. Teresa and Cindy were leading Mrs. Olivet away to another car.
Hugh Hewitt came up to me and the Chief, who was standing next to me. "We got the other guy." Hewitt said. "He gave up quickly enough, he wasn't armed. They're taking him to headquarters now."
I just nodded. "Any sign of Ned?" I asked, my mind a million miles away, the pain in my heart overwhelming me.
"Not yet." Hewitt said. "We're looking in all the buildings and around the fences."
They would not find him.
--------------------
3:00am.
I was sitting in the Commander's office, an empty room next to Paulina Patterson's office that was next to the Chief's office suite. I had been sitting there ever since we returned from the botched raid, sitting in the dark. Something about this office felt right to me, and I often used it for composing reports or just hiding when I didn't want to be found.
Right now, I didn't want to be found. I was feeling the pain of failure. And death on my hands.
I felt more than saw someone else in the darkness, seated in the chair by mine in front of the desk. I realized that the Chief had slipped in and was sitting next to me. I had no idea how long he'd been there, sitting with me.
"I fucked up." I said quietly. "I should've shot that son of a bitch before we charged into the room. I should've just blown his fucking ass away right then and there."
"You did the right thing." the Chief said.
"A man is dead because I fucked up." I said.
"You don't know that, kid. Knowing your nephew, the Olivets were going to be dead eventually, anyway. But you just don't know. You made all the right calls, except for chasing that bastard around the corner too fast."



"Might've been better if he'd gotten me, useless as I was tonight."
"Nonsense. Listen, kid, you learned something tonight. And you've learned that shit like this happens in police work. People who aren't supposed to die do, and people who should be exterminated somehow get away. We just have to deal with it, every day."
The chief shifted in his chair. "I've been dealing with this, and more, for too many years now."
I knew this man wanted to retire, but only if he could leave his police department clean and in good hands. I knew why I had been brought in, and I had begun to get an idea of what we were facing to clean out the Augean Stables that faced us.
"Chief... am I on the right track? Or am I fucking up again?" I asked. The chief knew what I was asking, and that it wasn't about this night.
"You're doing fine, Don. Just fine. Better than I could've possibly hoped. Now go home and get some sleep. I don't want to see you in this building until noon tomorrow at the earliest." He got up and left the total darkness of the office.
I did not move, but sat in that darkness until the light of dawn began showing up through the window.
Part 16 - Epilogue
We all raised our glasses in toast as we sat at the table on the patio of the Cop Bar, and saluted our newly promoted officer.
"Congratulations, Tanya!" I said. That morning, the chief and asked me to help him pin Supervisor bars on Tanya's uniform, naming her to the position of Supervisor of the Crime Lab Division and giving her the full rank and authority pertaining thereto. She had looked stoic throughout. Now, at the bar, her eyes bore into me.
"This is your fault." she said.
"Yes it is." I said, not backing down at all. "I pushed as hard as I could to get you into the post. And you absolutely deserve it. You've already been making the Crime Lab into the best in the State; now you're getting the title and pay to go along with it."
"Yes, you absolutely deserve it, so let me tell you to shut up one last time, since you outrank me now." Cindy Ross added. Everyone laughed.
"I know, and I'm sorta happy about it." Tanya said, then looked at Cindy with a mischievous smile. "Especially about outranking all of you."
"But I'm just going to miss you guys and miss solving cases." she added, her face turning sad.
"Girl, please." I said. "You're going to be first on the scenes, and you'll have have these cases solved before the rest of us can even drive to them. And then while your people do the tests, you'll be in the MCD with us solving those cases. I'll personally make sure of that. Remember, you're technically still a Detective, just with a Supervisor rank in another department. Like me."
Tanya brightened up considerably upon hearing it explained that way. She said "As long as you get your Lieutenant bar and can back up your words..."
"Yeah, when IS that going to happen?" asked Cindy. Hugh Hewitt nodded his agreement with the question.
"Soon, I guess." I said. "I think the Chief is trying to find a way to surprise me when he does it." I grinned. "And I'm trying not to let him get anything past me."
"Ha! He scored big on you with your mom." Hugh said, grinning himself. "You had absolutely no idea, did you?"
I had to laugh. "Yeah, you all got me good on that, and so did my mom. But she and I were sparring on things like that for years while I was growing up..."
-------------------------
The funeral of Timothy Olivet had been a somber, quiet service. Jeanine Olivet was there, dressed in a widow's black veils. Mrs. Eleanor Burke had come, though her husband had refused to.
I made myself go; I wanted to be made totally aware of what the cost of making a mistake would be, if only to make sure I never fucked up and caused an innocent life to end again. To my surprise, Todd showed up and hung around with me, not letting his presence be felt by the others.
Jeanine had already told me that she was selling the company and putting most of the money into a charitable trust, to help people get off drug addiction. She'd made the first installment to a drug addiction center at the University Hospital in the name of Margo Bailey.
Now, a couple of hours later, three women were sitting on a bench at a nearby park, watching the ducks on the water. Jeanine Olivet sat in the middle, with Teresa Croyle on her right side. Teresa was in a black dress with her brown high-heel slides that made her legs look so fantastic. Jeanine had on nude/tan Louboutin pumps. Melina had walked up to them and sat on Jeanine's left side, wearing a matching black dress and black pumps.
Their talk soon turned to the one thing they all had in common: Jack Burke. They each shared their stories of their liaisons with Jack, and lamented his passing. Teresa even rubbed Jeanine's belly, telling her to take care of Jack's child... for herself and the other two women, also. Melina agreed heartily.
"I'm going to name him for Jack when he's born." Jeanine said. "And I'm glad I have two soul-sisters here to help me with him."
"You'll be married again soon." Melina said.
"Yeah, I have this feeling that my true soulmate is here, somewhere. I even thought I felt his presence at the funeral, though I didn't see anyone that I could think of in those terms."
"That's funny...." Melina said. "Just the other night I was thinking of my soulmate, whoever he is, thinking that he's about to come into my life."
Teresa looked kind of sad as the other two looked towards her. Noticing their looks, she said simply "I'm not feeling a soulmate right now. Maybe I never will."
"Oh, you will." Jeanine said, putting her arm around Teresa. "And in the meantime, you've got an upcoming baby to be godmother to, if you'll do it." Teresa looked blank, stunned for a moment, then gave a brief smile and agreed.
"Okay, ladies." Jeanine said. "Let's go to my new law office and have a drink. Just one for us pregnant ladies, of course. We'll toast to Jack, and to our new soulmates, whoever and wherever they may be..."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
The man grunted as he thrust into the young woman beneath him, fucking her with raw power. Sweat trickled off his back and her legs as they copulated with deep intensity.
"Oh Jonas!" the eighteen year old beauty sighed, running her hands through the man's thick black hair as he pumped his cock into her virgin-tight cunt with merciless abandon, his thrusts getting harder and faster as he neared his climax. Even in the throes of lusty sex, he made sure to think of the sinful actions he was performing, acts of defiance of the spectacle that he had become in the eyes of the world.
The Reverend Jonas Oldeeds was considered the Nation's top tele-evangelist and seen by some as a near saint. But the Public did not know the man's truly dark side. He always enjoyed seducing young girls, girls that looked at him with eyes full of worship, taking advantage of their trust and love to bed them. He had popped many sweet young cherries in his years as a Messenger of the Lord God. And that was just the tip of the iceberg. The thoughts of his deeds and his true nature gave him a surge of sexual pleasure as he pounded his meat into the teen babe rutting beneath him.
Unknown to the young blonde girl, the physically fit tele-evangelist's gorgeous wife Vicki was secretly watching their intense coupling, fingering her sopping wet pussy as she enjoyed the site of her husband's cock sliding into the girl's tight cunt, seeing his balls swinging and thudding against the girl's ass as he fucked her in sinful adultery.
The beautiful blonde wife didn't feel jealous; indeed, she knew she'd be getting plenty of young college cock during the upcoming visit to the University and the hell hole of a town next to it. She also was thinking of her public image, of the sweet, loving wife totally devoted to her loving, incorruptible husband. The deeply sinful actions she and her husband enjoyed committing gave her a deep sexual thrill. Her reverie was broken by the harsh rasps of her husband's voice as he fucked the girl beneath him.
"Oh baby, do you feel it? Do you feel the Lord's spirit filling you as we make love? Do you feel the Lord's power flowing through you?" Oldeeds grunted, his voice in rhythm with his powerful, hungry thrusts.
"Oh yes... oh yes, Jonas! Oh YES!" the girl cried out as another orgasm exploded inside her. Her clamping cunt was too much for Oldeeds. He drove his meat as deep as he could into her teen pussy and began pumping his load against her cervix.
"Oh yes, take it! Take the Lord's offering into your sweet body!" Oldeeds gasped as the pleasure of his climax flooded up his back and through his whole body...
--------------------------
The girl had left some time ago, after Jonas Oldeeds had cuddled with her for long minutes, telling her that their mating had been the Lord's will. He was always amused at how these sweet young girls believed every word of it, that they would fuck like whores on his cock thinking they were feeling the blessings of God.
"So, was she as good as the last one?" Oldeeds heard his wife say, her voice a languid drawl, as he dried off after his shower and entered the bedroom of their luxurious home.
"She was okay." Oldeeds replied. "Like most of those young sluts." He came up to his wife and slid his arms around her waist. "Nothing compared to you, though, baby."
"Mmmm, I'll bet." the blonde replied as she shared kisses with her immensely wealthy husband. "So, why are we going to this hell hole of a town for a Revival for a few old ladies and a school Protestant student group?"
"Oh, there'll be tens of thousands at the football stadium service the last night of our trip, giving us generous donations." Oldeeds replied. "But it'll be good publicity to do the small appearance, too. And I've got some business in that Town I need to get done. Serious business, baby. Our little empire might depend on it."
"That important, huh?" Vicki Oldeeds said. "I guess I'll find a couple of college studs while you're preaching. I heard that benefactor of yours, the one that died, Douglass something-or-other, has a grandson at that school who has a really big cock."
"I heard that too." Oldeeds said. "And that reminds me, we've got to keep Douglass's son Don very close during this trip. His successes are starting to stir up talk in our 'professional' circles. Maybe you can... distract Don with your feminine charms?"
"Sure, baby." she replied, not really eager for the task, but willing to do whatever it took to help her husband's cause: their personal enrichment.
A thought occurred to her: "What about Don's sister, Elizabeth? Think you can find her and fuck her? Like you were fucking her under her daddy's nose all those years?"
"Baby, that's past history." Oldeeds said, maneuvering his wife towards the bed. "Let's just forget about the past and create some new sex memories..." Their kisses deepened as Oldeeds began removing his wife's clothing from her smoking hot body...
Part 2 - Promotion
"Congratulations!" the chief said as he handed me some papers in one of the small Lieutenant offices across the hall from MCD at six o'clock in the morning. "You are now officially the Supervisor of the Major Crimes Department."
It was actually a Lieutenant's position, and the Supervisor rank simply allowed me to fill the position with some semblance of authority. Tanya Perlman, also a Supervisor and too young to officially be a Lieutenant, had one of the other offices. We officially did not yet have any Lieutenants in the Detectives division.
"Thank you, sir." I said. "I'm still in charge of I.T., also?"
"Yes, for now at least. We're close on the Lieutenant bar for MCD, though." the Chief added. "Councilman Lewis is willing to take some bait offers. Adams is still against you, but she's nothing without help."
Councilman Reginald B. F. Lewis was a black man and a skilled politician who represented the mostly black areas of Town. He was sincerely concerned for the people of the district he represented, especially when it came to racial relations. Councilwoman Malinda Adams was virulent in her politics, and made her disdain for "peace officers", as she called the Police, well known.
"Uh oh, what's the bait?" I said, knowing. The Chief cut me no slack.
"Precincts, of course." Chief Griswold said, his voice a growl. I groaned, having put forth many a debate point for why this Town and County did not need police precincts, and that we did not need our Police Force divided. But Councilman Lewis did make some good points that a precinct primarily in his district and those around it would be helpful in relationships between blacks and police. Malinda Adams simply wanted to divide the Force and make it hard for us.
Ironically, it was Captain Harold Malone, who held considerable sway among some Council members, who was most stridently against precincts. I knew of course that Malone simply didn't want to do anything helpful for blacks or racial relations. He also wanted to keep his concentration of power within one Police station. And I also knew that he was working to force me under his control.
Captain Malone was technically over all Detectives. But when I had taken the job with the police, the "Powers That Be", the powerful people that had brought me in, had arranged that I would pretty much answer directly to the Chief, since the chain-of-command over I.T. was unclear, and since Malone pretty much paid attention only to Vice, leaving MCD somewhat rudderless. I had filled that void in MCD, but it was now chafing Malone. And Chief Griswold was putting me into a Lieutenant office just to chafe Malone even more.
"Don't worry, Don." the Chief said, his eyes twinkling a little bit and his big mustache quivering even as his voice maintained the growl. "Lewis thinks you're great, and he knows you're no friend of Malone. He just wants to talk about precincts in exchange for supporting your early promotion. It's all politics, and Lewis is good at politics."
Then the Chief brought up his next subject. "Keep thinking about more staffing for the MCD Department. Get with Captain Forsyth." I understood what he meant: with Tanya Perlman promoted already, and with my desire to also promote Cindy Ross as well as to get Hugh Hewitt leading a S.W.A.T. team, I knew we needed to bring in some more Detectives, either by promotion or hiring from the outside.
Douglas Forsyth was a longtime veteran of the Town Police Force, having served most of it in Personnel and Records, of which he was now Captain. He had brown hair and a somewhat sour disposition. Though seemingly fit enough and not fat, my observation of him was that one day he was going to have a massive heart attack.
I also didn't like him: he aspired to the Chief's office, was extremely political and would throw anyone under a bus to advance his own ambitions, and he would be strongly considered for Chief of Police when Chief Griswold retired... but in my opinion he had no "connection" with the men and women, the officers of the Police Force, and never tried to make such connections nor understanding of what police officers deal with on a daily basis. One consequence of his political games: he was called "Captain Brown Nose" behind his back.
It did not take long to move my few personal items from the basement IT office to the new one. I told Myron Milton to make as much use as he could of my old office, a hint that he needed to consider the I.T. Supervisor job. Once installed, I sat down in my new office, wondering just why a Lieutenant's office was so much smaller than my old one. At least I had a window, a small one, but a window nonetheless.
Looking out the window, I saw that the sun was just rising on a beautiful late Spring/early Summer Monday. School had let out for the semester the week before. Things were settling down quite nicely, except for my impending divorce, of course.
Even that was going as well as could be expected, with no contesting of property divisions, and my lovely lawyer Jeanine Olivet had told me that it might be only a matter of days before it was finalized. I had not seen Melina in some days, but Laura had more than filled that void in my life. I already was making payments at the jewelry store for the engagement ring I'd picked out for Laura.
I reached for the morning papers. The Town paper headline immediately caught my full attention. It said that the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds was coming to Town in two weeks to lead a "Spiritual Revival". That such a world-renowned tele-evangelist as Oldeeds was coming to our relatively small Town for such a relatively small event seemed very out of the ordinary to me. After a moment of thought, I reached for the phone and called Laura's office. She was already there.
"Good morning, darling." she said huskily and sweetly, perhaps thinking this would be a flirtatious personal call.
"Good morning, Professor." I said, letting her know that this wasn't ordinary. I could almost feel her coming to rapt attention on the other side of the line. "I need to ask you a rather professional question: Are you or your department doing anything in particular two weeks from now?"
"Uhh... why yes, we are." Laura replied. "Our series of symposiums is going to be here at the University.... why? Is there some kind of threat to the symposium?" Laura knew that some religious-based groups did not like the sexual research that she was doing, nor the seminars that were being held.
There had been no trouble in San Francisco, but the one at the University of Georgia had been marred by protests from religious groups, and the recent one scheduled for Salt Lake City at the University of Utah had been cancelled due to strong protests within the school and the city. Laura told me that she had never understood why they'd tried to schedule a symposium on sexual subjects in heavily-Mormon Utah, and was glad that one had been moved to Las Vegas: it had been much more fun during the evenings.
"Check the morning paper." I said in reply. Laura said she'd call me back. In the meantime, I read an online news service usually read only by police, and paid attention to the ongoing investigation of the strange murder of the wealthy gambling magnate and Korean national Soo-Yung Kim in Las Vegas. The FBI had been called in, and could not add any explanation to how the man was shot dead with one well-placed bullet to the head while standing on the balcony of a penthouse during a party.
The nearest tall building was about 800 yards away and the place Kim was shot was at a bad angle to it. That nearest building, the hotel where Laura and Melina were staying during the symposium that same weekend, was very secured. Even Hugh Hewitt, who said that only someone as well-trained as an Army sniper could've made that shot, was at a loss to explain how a military sniper rifle could've been sneaked into the building and extracted without getting caught.
And then there was the mysterious death of Professor Al-Saheem in Athens, Georgia. An autopsy had come out showing no evidence of poisoning, which had been the first thought of the authorities there. He was a guest speaker at Laura's symposium there, discussing Middle Eastern sexual habits and mores. I had drily remarked to Laura that his speech would be very short considering Islamic suppressions of women there.
Professor Al-Saheem had collapsed at the dinner banquet the last evening of the three-day seminar, and died at the hospital the next day. I'd heard the name of Professor Al-Saheem before; he'd caught some flak protesting the University of Georgia's mascot, which was a bulldog.
Apparently Islamists don't like dogs very much... and certainly UGA fans did not like their beloved mascot being besmirched. I thought to myself that I personally would rather face an entire army of Islamist terrorists than Georgia students and alumni angry at the insult to their mascot.
Still, something about these murders was bothering me... and I also wondered why I was noticing them in the first place. I had more than enough to deal with right here in this good ol' Town. And as if on cue, the phone rang.
"I see it." Laura said when I answered the phone. "Your friend Jonas Oldeeds is coming to town. Some coincidence, huh?"
 "My friend? I don't think so." I said, knowing Laura was teasing me, if a bit too roughly. "But you're right, it's not a coincidence."
-----------------------------
"How's the new office?" I heard that sweet but mischievous voice say.
It was Tanya Perlman. It was 9:00pm and she was checking in on me as she left her office right across the way from mine.
"Just fine." I said, glancing up at her, then doing a double take. "Wow, you look fine tonight. What's the occasion?" Tanya was wearing a tight, form-fitting black mock turtleneck blouse that really outlined her big, high-riding breasts and her tight body, a gray skirt that matched the gray jacket she had draped over her arm, no stockings and black pumps... much higher heels that she normally wore.
"Well..." Tanya said, entering the room.... and locking the door. As she approached my desk she said "I want to be the first woman to help you break in your new office... by fucking your brains out." She came around the side of the desk and stood between it and myself. Sitting down, I was inches from her torso... and her cunt, barely concealed by the skirt.
"Well, I think I can take you up on that offer." I said, standing up as Tanya perched her cute ass on the desk. "And as hot as you look," I said, sliding my arms around her waist and giving her mouth a deep, hard kiss, "I can't think of anyone I'd rather break in this office with, right now."
Our kissed deepened as Tanya's hands nimbly went for the zipper of my pants, opening them and fishing out my cock as it began to lengthen and harden. I was kissing her mouth and nuzzling her neck, enjoying the taste and smell of the lovely woman as our sexual temperatures soared quickly.
"You're hot tonight, baby." I said. "How long has it been since you've been fucked?"
"Days!" Tanya replied, her voice a mixture of need and exasperation. "I was going to call Pete Feeley if I didn't get some dick soon."
"I think you're sweet on that guy." I said, teasing her as I kissed her and roughly massaged her breasts through the blouse.
"He's better than nothing." she said, and I knew she was hiding deeper feelings. "But I want your big dick inside me right now, Don. Fuck me, baby!"
Tanya brought her legs up until her heels were planted on the desk right next to her pussy. She was wearing no panties, and it was a very easy, quick move for me to step up and, with her guiding my size, penetrate her and sheath my meat to the hilt in her soaking wet twat.
"Oh God damn, that's good!" she gasped. We continued to kiss and clutch at each other as I pumped her with short strokes, unable to get a real good rhythm going at this angle. After a couple of minutes, I slid my cock out of Tanya's cunt and sat down in the chair.
"Baby, this desk is never going to be this clean and free of papers again." I said in response to her confused look. "Why don't you lie back on it. I want to eat your pussy!"
Tanya wasted no time in complying. She lay back, lifting her luscious legs high up in the air and pulling them back. Still sitting in my chair, I eased forward and buried my face between the lovely policewoman's legs. Inhaling the musky scent of her womanhood, my cock throbbed as I eased between Tanya's legs and began licking.
"Oh sweet God!" Tanya gasped, trying to keep quiet, but unable to completely control herself. Her hands massaged her breasts through the blouse, then ran through my hair, then back up and down her body, often squeezing her own breasts.
For myself, it was heaven. Tanya's cunt was delicious; I knew she'd been eating lollipops and sweets all day, and the sweetness definitely enhanced the taste of her. Eating her cunt was like eating a sweet, juicy Georgia peach, I thought to myself as my tongue delved deep into her quim. Then I licked her slit and roughly tortured her clit as I drove one, then two fingers into her wet hole, making her moan.
After several moments of orally enjoying that truly delicious pussy, I stood up and guided my throbbing cock, achingly hard with desire, to Tanya's twat. Fitting the thick cockhead between her swollen labes, I drove forward, once again burying my hard male meat balls-deep inside her.
"Ohhhhh yesssssssss!" Tanya hissed as I plunged into her. "Oh yeah, fuck me with that big thing!" I guided Tanya's legs so that her ankles rested just over my shoulders. I did make sure to turn my head and get several tasty licks and kisses of her feet and ankles, taking off her shoes one at a time and sucking on her heels. Tonguing a woman's feet while fucking her was one of my hottest fetishes, and my cock was throbbing as I held Tanya's hips and vigorously fucked her.



Then I felt her lower her legs off her shoulders and try to sit up. I helped her, again pumping her from the high angle of standing in front of her as she sat on the edge of the desk.
"Oh God, that cock is so fucking hard!" Tanya said, breathing heavily, her eyes boring into mine. "I love your iron hard cock, Don! Unnh, uh.... oh, wait the fuck a minute!" Her look turned to one of inquiry and surprise.
She suddenly reached over and opened a drawer to my desk. Finding a ruler, she reached with her other and to grasp my cock, essentially pushing me out of her warm wet hole.
Slapping the ruler onto the top of my hard cock, Tanya said "That's what I thought... you DO feel bigger inside me... because you ARE. Don, your little iron crowbar has grown!"
"C'mon, that can't happen." I said, but as I looked down I got a shock: I had never been over seven inches, was slightly shorter than a full 'lucky 7' when I moved to this town... but the ruler clearly showed the tip of my cock well over the 7-inch mark... closer to 7 1/2!
"How can that be?" I asked, not complaining but wondering.
"I don't know, but I want you to keep fucking me with this thing!" Tanya said, grinning, pulling my cock back to her cunt. Together we re-sheathed my cock and continued making hot sweaty love until I erupted and shot my load deep into Tanya's quim.
The office was well broken-in.
-----------------------
Arriving home at The Cabin, Laura was there waiting for me. As she kissed me, she immediately knew what I'd been doing.
"Mmmm, you've been getting some pussy." she said huskily, kissing me more deeply and sliding her long tongue deep into my throat.
"Yes, Tanya wanted to help me break in my office properly. Who am I to say no?" I said.
With amazing athleticism, Laura knelt down, still on her feet with her legs bent almost double. She opened my pants and fished out my half-hard cock and engulfed it in her mouth.
"MMMMMmmmmmmm!" she moaned as she deeply sucked my cock. "God that tastes great! So this is how Tanya's pussy tastes on your big cock!" Laura continued to suck me hard, and I felt my erection growing despite the recent hard fucking Tanya had given it.
"Baby, I've got a question." I gasped as the beautiful professor sucked my meat and tongued my balls. "Tanya said she thought my cock was bigger, and when she measured it, it was nearly a half-inch bigger. What's up with that?" 
"Mmm, that's not a complaint, is it?" Laura said, not stopping her oral assault upon my meat and my balls.
"No, but could it be a side effect of the drugs I was injected with in the past?" Laura still sucked my meat, but much more slowly, apparently thinking about it.
"Well, we can measure you later when you get fully hard again, and make sure she measured correctly. And I can run some more tests. You probably are due a full workup, anyway. I'll call in Todd also." Laura said. "But in the meantime, I want my share of the action. Let's go to bed and fuck."
Part 3 - The Arrival
"He did what?" I asked, stunned.
"Captain Malone volunteered to personally oversee our security arrangements for Rev. Oldeeds's visit." Chief Griswold repeated. Seeing my look of absolutely speechless shock, he added "No, I don't know why, either, and he's going to lose a lot of sleep in the next few days, but he said he wanted to do it... and I just got out of the way and let him."
"Well... good." I said. "He can do that and I'll volunteer to do something far, far away from that mess." Then I noticed the Chief's eyes gleaming again and that all-too-familiar twitch of his big curly mustache.
"Sorry, Crowbar, but Rev. Oldeeds has asked for you personally to be involved with his entourage. He cites his long friendship with your late father and his admiration for your work since coming to work on the Police Force here." Chief Griswold said, his voice sounding sad and supportive, but his eyes giving away his amusement.
In reply, I used language that cannot be repeated here in this family environment.
Then I settled into a "brown study." The Chief was patient with my introspection, having seen it many times and knowing something good would come at the end.
"Chief..." I said... "let's think about this. Malone actually wants the security detail. That puts him into close contact with Oldeeds. On top of that, it's been nagging me for days why Oldeeds is even bothering to come to our good Town here. Even with the big rally in the football stadium, this man is, by far, too big for something like this."
"I couldn't agree more. Keep your eyes and ears peeled." Chief Griswold replied. "And by the way, I just love it when you start putting seemingly unrelated things like that together. No wonder you get the results you do."
"So what do I have to do now?" I asked.
"Nothing until his speech for the Ladies Auxiliary Saturday morning at the County Fairgrounds. Malone knows Oldeeds asked for your presence, but will probably have you guarding a water cooler by the railroad tracks or something. Meanwhile, all the real work is on him."
--------------------------------------
That Thursday, Town & County Police Captain Harold Malone escorted his wife Madelyn to the home in the most exclusive enclosed country-club neighborhood in the County, north-by-northwest of the Town. The Oldeeds entourage had rented the home for the full month, though they would only be staying a few days.
Harold Malone was a tough man who had seen the wars of the police beat and the streets. His face was square and chiseled, and his broad shoulders made him look larger than he actually was. In his mid-50s, age was just beginning to catch up to him.
His wife Madelyn, also in her mid-50s, had salt-and-pepper hair kept in a very severe style, combed sideways, but people didn't notice: she had a great, saucy body. She wore a bit too much makeup but her face was attractive. She was not in the super-hottie-MILF category that Sally Wellman and Eleanor Burke easily fit into, but Madelyn Malone's body was fine, with large natural breasts, an hourglass shape with that saucy round ass, and shapely legs.
The Oldeeds greeted the Malones as if they were old friends, and Harold Malone noticed Jonas Oldeeds giving Madelyn several good looks. After the right amount of small talk, Jonas Oldeeds invited Captain Malone into his private office for a discussion of security arrangements.
Once in the room, Malone noticed two men using electronic gadgetry. "No bugs." one man said as he finished his sweep. He "frisked" Malone with the wand, making sure Malone wasn't wired.
"Sorry for the intrusive security, Captain Malone." Oldeeds said. "I'm sure you understand the need to be careful, though."  
"I certainly do, Reverend." Malone replied. "Now how can I help you?" Both men knew what Malone meant: they were not meeting just to discuss measly police security details, which were beneath Oldeeds' consideration and singly in Malone's pervue. Still, Oldeeds was careful in his speech.
"I would like to make an arrangement with you." Oldeeds said. "I'd like one of my branches to have the exclusive access to bring my merchandise to the university market and the Tenderloin District. Perhaps the entire County. I understand that you, Captain Malone, are the sole arbiter of the county's markets."
"Well, sir," Malone said, beginning the negotiation, "I already have very good arrangements with another 'business group', and it does me no good to change partners right in the middle of the dance."
"I understand." Oldeeds said, his voice smooth and soothing. "But I can certainly make it worth your while. Very much so. I'm prepared to make you offers that my competitors could not possibly match."
Malone was wary. "You mentioned the Tenderloin District. Is 'product' all you plan to do business in?"
"Ah, very good question, very astute, Captain." Oldeeds said. "I like working with men who are not complete idiots, like that last bunch at Northwestern University. And yes, 'product' is actually an expansion of my original businesses."
Malone had to tread carefully; he'd heard very thin, vague rumors of some of the operations Oldeeds had been running in Texas... and into Mexico, and it wasn't drugs Oldeeds was interested in. Malone remembered the leering looks Oldeeds had just given his (Malone's) wife.
"I'll have to think about that." Malone replied. "By the way, I'm not sure why you even want to come anywhere around here. You've heard about that new whiz kid we've got. It won't be ten minutes before your operation hits his radar. It's all I can do to keep him distracted for my current partners."
"Oh yes, Don is the son of one of my earliest friends and benefactors, and his sister will always hold a special place in my heart." Oldeeds said. "Don't worry, I'll use Godfather Corleone's advice and keep my friends close and my enemies closer. Besides," Oldeeds grinned evilly. "I might even be able to bring young Don to our side, at least partially."
"You're kidding me." Malone said involuntarily, then recovered. "Did you not hear what the man did to Sergei Molotov... just for offering him a bribe?"
Oldeeds laughed, a hearty, rich, full laugh. "Oh yes, I heard. Wonderful! I loved every minute hearing that story."
"So how in the world do you expect to hook him?" Malone asked, genuinely curious.
"Ah, a fishing term is indeed the correct analogy, Captain. Every man can be hooked... by the right bait. I think I know the right bait to offer him." Oldeeds said, giving no further details.
"Let's rejoin our ladies, shall we?" Oldeeds said, getting up to indicate the interview was at an end. "You'll both stay for dinner of course? Perhaps I can arrange for you to sample one of my best 'products'."
"Yes... " Malone said, then made his own offer. "My wife is a big fan of yours... a very big fan. Perhaps you could spend some time with her. She loves... 'worshipping the Lord'."
--------------------------------
"Yes, I know just what you mean." Vicki Oldeeds was saying as she and Madelyn Malone sat on the sofa, sipping tea. "Those niggers are all about praising the Lord, but when it comes to giving money, they don't contribute a damn thing." She had found the older woman's "hot button" and was pushing it mightily.
"Yes." Madelyn Malone said. She was one of the most vicious racists in the country, much less the county. "The niggers are always making demands of our politicians, wanting to be given this and that, demanding everything but not giving a God damned thing in return. My poor husband is at his wits end trying to deal with their crap and their rhetoric."
"I quite understand. Your husband is such a good, generous man, such a servant of the good people of this county." Vicki continued.
"Why thank you, dear." Madelyn replied. "And you are so right: he has to deal with that nigger woman in the D.A.'s office, and I've even heard that the nigger councilman is going to force us to hire niggers on our detective force. Everything has just gone to hell in a handbasket."
"I'm sure that your husband and mine will find... mutually satisfactory arrangements about that. Oh-- hello dear, are you done?" Vicki said, noticing her husband and Malone coming into the room.
"For now." Oldeeds replied. "And the Malones will be joining us for dinner. It should be a... most pleasant evening." The Malones did not seem to notice the evil at the edge of the other couple's smiles.
------------------
"Mmm, baby, let me take care of this nice, big cock." the girl said, kneeling in front of Malone in one of the luxurious guest bedrooms. She was the eighteen-year-old blonde girl that Jonas had fucked just the other day, and she had felt so honored when he had asked her to do a special mission for the Lord and for him, Jonas. She had breathlessly complied.
Harold Malone groaned as the girl's mouth enveloped his six inch cock, her hands massaging his crinkly nut sack. Although not exceptionally long, Malone's cock was very thick, and he'd been called "Beer Can Malone" in his younger days.
The girl slid her mouth up and down the length of his thick shaft then lashed her tongue down its length and over his balls. "Mmmm, I've never sucked a policeman's cock before, Captain Malone. Are all policemen as big as you are?" Her compliments mixed with the scent of her perfume, Malone's favorite, had him feeling exceptionally good... almost as if he were high on something.
The pleasure of the girl's mouth spread through his loins like fire, burning to a crisp any thoughts of concern that Malone had. He idly wondered how Oldeeds had managed to transform this young girl into such a hot slut in just a few days, remembering Oldeeds telling him that he, Oldeeds, had popped this girl's cherry just a few days before. But she was sucking him like a pro now... and that's what she would become, a pro...
The young girl climbed onto the bed as Malone slid back and lay down flat, his cock standing straight up with taut tension. "I think I'm going to learn to like fucking police officers." she said. "I'm going to ride you, baby."
She mounted the older man, grabbed his meat and positioned it into her slit, then let her weight drop, sinking down and impaling her tight pussy onto the police captain's hard male meat. She began to ride him, vigorously pumping her ass up and down his rod.
Don and those young whippersnappers aren't the only people with open marriages in this county, Harold Malone thought to himself as he enjoyed the pleasure of being fucked by an eighteen-year-old girl. My wife and I were doing this long before they were a gleam in their daddies's eyes....
--------------
"It's so nice of you to make some time for me." Madelyn Malone said to Jonas Oldeeds as they stood close together in the master bedroom. "I've always wanted to worship the Lord with you." She felt mellow and good, and maybe just a bit too loose. Perhaps it was the wine they had been drinking with that delicious dinner...
"It's my pleasure, Madelyn." Jonas said, his arms slipping around the older woman. "I look forward to showing you the true goodness and power of the Lord." He kissed her mouth and she immediately responded, and their tongues twined hotly as Oldeeds hands slid up her body and unzipped her dress. As he slid the dress down, exposing her large, natural breasts, the kiss broke.
"Mmm, what a lovely creature of the Lord you are." Oldeeds said, his voice a hoarse whisper. "What beautiful... white... breasts." Oldeeds leaned down and sucked Madelyn's left nipple into his mouth, feeling it harden at the wet touch of his tongue. He sucked her breast for a moment, then turned to the other one and sucked it as her hands slid her dress down until it puddled around her shapely feet, still encased in high-heel closed-toe sandals.
"Mmmm, you're a good white man that knows just how to treat a lady." Madelyn said. "A true man of the Lord." By now the couple was feverishly kissing as they helped each other strip naked except for Madelyn keeping her heels on. She felt herself being maneuvered to the bed.
Falling onto the luxuriously comfortable mattress and the thick sheets, she eagerly dove for Oldeeds's throbbing hard cock. As she engulfed it into her mouth and fellated the famous evangelist, she thought of how it was really no larger than her husband's.
As Jonas' words of encouragement barely reached her ears and she concentrated on sucking the hell out of his manhood, her thoughts drifted to that detective Don, whom all the ladies about town were discussing as having a bigger cock... and the ability to use it well.
And then there was Don's young nephew Todd... now there was a handsome, well-hung young man! Every woman in the county wanted Todd's monster prick plowing their married pussies and filling them with his potent sperm.
I wonder what woman is going to land Todd? Madelyn idly thought as Oldeeds turned her onto her back and confidently mounted her. She thought that the tele-evangelist was in shape and good looking, and spread her legs to receive the Lord's blessing from His Messenger.
"Unnh!" they grunted together as Oldeeds penetrated Madelyn and buried the full length of his meat balls-deep into her sopping wet quim. As he began to fuck her with a smooth, steady rhythm, he was surprised at how vigorously she was fucking him back, especially at her age, and he increased the intensity and power of his thrusts.
"Yeah baby, you're one fine piece of white ass!" Oldeeds growled as he relentlessly plunged into her. "How does that big WHITE cock feel inside your hot WHITE cunt, baby?"
"Fuck me, white man! You know how a white woman wants her cock! Give it to me! Give me the Lord's full blessings!" She wrapped her shapely legs around Oldeeds's muscular waist, the heels of her feet digging into his ass to urge him on and give her a fuck worthy of the Fires of Hell.
Vicki Oldeeds watched in secret, her pussy wet as her finger probed deeply into it. This older woman was on fire! She was giving Jonas as good a fucking, maybe even better than those teen girls he would easily turn into whores.
She then thought of how Jonas was a racist like the Malones were, but she, Vicki, would have no problem taking a huge black cock into her tight little pussy and letting a black man come inside her. The thought of interracially cheating on her husband sent sparks of electricity up and down her spine as she climaxed around her fingers...
Part 4 - The Offer
It was eleven o'clock Saturday morning. The day was clear and beautiful, and would reach a perfect 72 degrees during the afternoon. I could feel the air of excitement and expectation, which had been building for days, and I was just going to be glad when it was all over and this Town would return to normal life.
The big tent awning was decorated with white balloons and ribbons. Members of the Ladies Auxiliary and the Wives Club were milling about, directed by University Trustee Myrtle L. James. Mrs. James had taught home economics at County High School for over thirty years, and she just loved staging events like these with the Ladies Auxiliary.
Despite her age, she was milling about in her fussy way, supervising the tents of food and the main tent, where people were setting up white wooden chairs facing the stage, the podium in the dead center of the stage at the very back of the tent.
Laura was a member of the Ladies Auxiliary, but had made it clear to them and to me that she would be "otherwise detained" and unavailable to help in any way. I knew that she detested Jonas Oldeeds.
Melina had also told Laura and myself that she was not going to be anywhere near the events, and that she planned to work at her fitness center that day. The amusing thing to me was that the building Town Fitness Centers was in was not that far away: it was on the edge of the Fairgrounds, at the very far north end, though several hundred yards away from where the Event tent had been set up.
Author's note: the following might be cluuuues... The podium in the tent faced south. Behind the podium, to the north, was the huge parking lot of grass, stretching several hundred yards. These were the County Fairgrounds. The railroad tracks were to the west, with 100 yards of flat grassland between them and the tent. The entire area had been cordoned off with metal barriers, ropes, barrels and cones. Captain Malone had the police controlling the parking entrances, only allowing entrance and exits at a few points. I had to commend Malone for his plan's orderliness.
A number of RVs were parked to the north side of the canopy tent, people who had driven in to see the Reverend Oldeeds. This area had electric hookups for those RVs, as it was used for County Fairs and other events. Also, RVs often parked there for University football games.



The back of the Police Headquarters was to the east of the tent. I could see the fenced-off area on the jail side, where inmates were taken to get some exercise, and the fenced-off parking lot was to the right side (left if one faced the front entrance of HQ) and around back. I saw the windows of the Chief's office and the conference rooms, then other offices and rooms as my eyes went left towards the jail side.
"Hi Don!" I heard a lovely woman's voice call out. Lovely, indeed! it was University Police Lieutenant Brittany Maxwell. She looked great in a navy blue jacket, white blouse and navy skirt, with sheer navy blue stockings and high heel pumps. Her eyes sparkled in the warm sunshine.
"Hi Britt. You look wonderful... as always!" I said as we hugged and kissed cheeks on both sides like French people do. "But isn't it warm for dark blue?"
I was wearing a white, short-sleeved, collared, button-down shirt with my police badge over the left pocket, Supervisor bars on the shoulder epaulets, and the small rectangles denoting the Medal of Valor and Purple Order over the right pocket, along with police blue slacks with black "piping" down the side, hoping the white would keep me cooler.
Normally only Lieutenants and above wore white shirts; all else wore light blue or the well-known traditional dark blue. But I was a Supervisor in a Lieutenant position, and no one was attempting to tell me I couldn't do it.
"It's still cold to me." Britt replied. "And I just got back from those Florida beaches!"
"I'm already warm. I'll be longing for a vacation to the Arctic Ocean soon. So how was your vacation?" I asked. After school let out, Britt had taken over a week of vacation and traveled to Florida. By sheer coincidence (not), Cindy Ross had also taken vacation at that time, and by sheer coincidence (not), had gone to the same destination. At any rate, I had not seen Britt in some days.
"Great!" Britt said. "By the way, congratulations on the promotion, but when are you going to get that Lieutenant bar?"
"Soon... probably at the same time you get your Captain bars." I said. "Especially if I have anything to do with it."
"Yeah, right." Britt said, somewhat bitterly. "If you can pull that one off, you are truly the Miracle Man around here."
"Have faith, my friend." I replied, smiling. "You should have more Faith. Let the Revvvrend Ollldeeeds bring you the faith you neeeed!" Britt laughed at my sarcasm. She had the same disdain for this spectacle that I did.
"Sir!" I heard a voice say from behind me. A uniformed officer came up to me. It was Patrolman Hicks. "Sir, Rev. Oldeeds has requested that you come to his RV."
"I'll be right there." I said. "Well, Britt, duty calls. I'll talk with you later."
I followed Patrolman Hicks to one of the RVs behind the tent. It was the set up as an office, not as living quarters: Oldeeds had a separate RV for himself and his wife to relax inside of. This RV was the height of business luxury on the inside, with all the amenities money could buy and stuff into an RV, all for the Reverend Oldeeds comfort in conducting his business activities.
A man was using electronic gadgetry that I immediately recognized as being listening-device-detection equipment. The little box began beeping wildly when it came near my police radio on my belt.
"Would you mind turning your radio off for just a few minutes?" Rev. Oldeeds requested. I spoke into the microphone that I was going "off radio" for a few minutes, and turned the radio off.
"Thank you, I appreciate it." Rev. Oldeeds said. "I'm sure you can understand that I have to be cautious. The Press is unrelenting and unscrupulous in what they will do to get some 'dirt' on a man in my position."
"I understand fully." I said. "How can I help you?"
"Please?" Oldeeds said, looking startled.
"Ah, I thought when you requested for me to come here, you had something to say." I said.
"Oh.... well yes, I certainly do want to discuss a few things with you." he said, a bit nonplussed at the perhaps inappropriate speed with which I had him come right to the point.
"First, I understand you've been doing very well with the police here. However, I have a very extensive operation throughout the nation, and even around the world. Security is a large, complex task...and I'm sure you have what it takes to help run it. I'd like for you to consider joining my team."
He has got to be kidding, I thought to myself, not letting myself show any surprise at his offer. I don't think Jonas Oldeeds realized that I knew quite a bit about him, from the things he did to my sister and mother to some of the sleazy operations he was alleged to be running. There was no way in Hell that I was going to go to work for this man.
"Well, sir, I appreciate you thinking of me." I replied. "But I have to tell you that I am very happy where I am, in this Town and with the Police Force here."
Oldeeds smile was set and firm. "I can certainly understand that. But I'll be blunt with you, Don: you're too big for this town. You need to get into the big game-- ah yes..." Oldeeds had seen my reaction, but misunderstood why.
He could not have known, so I thought, that I had recently heard those very words before... while verbally facing off in a professor's office with one of the most dangerous men in the entire world, a man that the Rev. Jonas Oldeeds was no match for.
"Yes... you have tremendous capabilities, untapped strengths." Oldeeds continued, thinking he might have caught my interest, using his well-worn spiel of personal development and self-confidence. "A man like you could go such a long, long way in an organization like mine."
I just smiled. "I do appreciate your kind words, Reverend. But really, I'm happy where I am for now."
Oldeeds was not a man that took being turned down very well. He played what he thought would be his trump card.
"Well, while you think about that, at least let me make you another offer: my organization is extensive, as I said. I have... resources... that I can use to help you find that rogue nephew of yours."
Okay, this time he had my attention.
"Of course, there is something I would want in return."
"What would that be, Reverend?"
"Your sister."
I guess my look of skepticism, perhaps of anger gave me away, as Oldeeds hastily continued. "I simply would want you to back off pursuing your sister, let her stay with me within my organization. I'd ask you to forgive her for her transgressions, which I'm sure were made in error and under duress.... and I'd keep her out of your way, completely out of your county, even your State.
"In return, I'll deliver that punk kid to you any way you like... on a silver platter, like the head of John the Baptist.... or even in very small boxes, like the Chinese would send their enemies home inside of." Jonas Oldeeds was known to be a connoisseur of Eastern cultures and traditions.
"I'll have to think about that one, Reverend." I said. "My sister is wanted for some very heinous crimes. I feel she is responsible for the death of your friend, my father." Oldeeds did not react at all to that; I wondered just how much he knew about my family situation. "And who's to say I won't find Ned myself?"
"Well, just think about it." Oldeeds said. "Letting your sister go in exchange for getting the bastard kid that put a bullet in your side. Sounds like a good trade to me, but it's your call."
This was not the discussion one would expect a man of the Lord to be having, and I'd heard as much as I needed to. "I'll consider it. In the meantime, Reverend, would you permit me to introduce a couple of people to you?"
"Why.... sure." Oldeeds said, again a bit startled at the way I had taken control of the conversation and ended it. I got up and opened the door to the RV and called for the two men outside to come in.
"Reverend, this is Detective Steven Ikea of our Vice squad. He's a man of the Lord and a fan of yours. And this..." I said, indicating an older man, tall with a beak nose and prim mouth, balding on top of his head but full-haired on the sides, "is Pastor Raymond Westboro. Pastor Westboro is a member of the Town & County Council, very influential in our politics here. And if you'll excuse me a moment, I need to check on the security arrangements with Captain Malone."
I quickly exited before Rev. Oldeeds could protest, already hearing the gushing praises of Steven Ikea. I had to pat myself on the back just a little bit: I had Ikea out of the way, had him fawning all over Oldeeds, and gotten myself out of Oldeeds's lair. And Oldeeds would have to listen to Ikea and not be able to talk politics with Pastor Westboro... which of course was one reason I had surmised Oldeeds had even come to this town. I wondered what the rest of the equation was...
Oops..... the only cloud to the silver lining was that Bettina Wurtzburg ambushed me with a live-to-camera interview as soon as I stepped out of the RV. Oh well, the devil or the deep blue sea, I thought to myself. Might as well throw Bettina a bone... speaking of that, I thought as I answered her first question, I'd sure like to give her my bone...
Part 5 - The Crime
"UHHH!!!" Jonas Oldeeds groaned as he came deep inside his wife after a hard, intense fuck. His semen flooded her womb as jolt after jolt coated her cervix.
As usual, the pleasure of his orgasm calmed any stress he had, and he had built up quite a bit of stress having to deal with those two Bible-thumpers that Don had saddled him with. The son of a bitch, Oldeeds thought, remembering Phyllis with sinister satisfaction. But that Don was indeed as crafty as Oldeeds had heard and been warned about.
"Mmmm, that was good, baby." Vicki Oldeeds said, glorying in her own deeply satisfying orgasm while taking her husband's hard thrusts into her womanhood. "You haven't fucked me that good in a loonnnng time."
"Yeah, it was good, baby." Oldeeds said, deeply kissing his wife before climbing off of her, his penis slipping out of her wet, cum-filled vagina. He wiped himself off with a wet towel, smoothed his hair into place, and began quickly dressing.
They were in the "living quarters" RV, and his first appearance would be in a few minutes under the big tent. The RV was sumptuous in its luxury, all the amenities possible were stuffed into the RV, all for the personal comfort of Reverend Oldeeds and his wife.
Just as a bullfighter would have sex with a lover just before facing the bull in the arena, Jonas Oldeeds always liked to fuck a woman just before going out and preaching to a crowd. The wealthy evangelist smirked as he thought of how every single time someone was watching him on TV or on his tapes or seeing him preaching to a crowd, that he had come inside a warm pussy just moment before.
"You're going to do great today, baby." Vicki said as she dressed, thinking of all the times she had accompanied her husband onto the stage, sitting to the side and watching, knowing that all those thousands of people in attendance didn't realize that her husband's semen was leaking out of her freshly fucked vagina and soaking her panties.
"Yes, it's going to be quite a weekend." Jonas said. "The Protestant Student Alliance that sponsored our visit to the University tonight and tomorrow will be the perfect stooges for our attack on that bitch Dr. Fredricson and her wicked, sinful sexual research. I intend to put one hell of a dent in her operations." Oldeeds smiled with pleasure at the thought of his plan of attack.
"And so far, my other business here is going well." he continued. "We can really expand our profits if we can get a foot in the door and a toe in the water with Captain Malone." He paused, then said, almost wistfully, "I just can't believe that Don didn't jump at my offer to give him Ned's head on a platter."
"I don't think he shares your feelings of caring towards his sister." Vicki replied. "Don't worry about him. I don't think he's the hot shit that people are making him out to be."
"Oh really? Woman's intuition?" Jonas asked. His wife smirked at him, and he continued "I guess we'll see. Okay, babe, are you ready to go out?"
-----------------------
After looking around the tent and speaking briefly with Captain Malone, I made my way to the south end of the tent, which would be at the end away from the podium. Lt. Britt Maxwell joined me there, standing just in front of a temporary metal box shed that housed some of the wiring for the speakers and lights.
Despite the daytime brightness, there were lights inside the tent to illuminate the Reverend Oldeeds as he was filmed by his video company's cameras. In addition, I don't think I'd ever seen as many mobile phones and tablets at the ready to photograph and perhaps videotape this spectacular visit from this most famous of religious men.
The parking lot was full of cars, there were several hundred people crowded into the tent, along the aisles and around the edges, most of them middle-age to elderly and middle-class. The whole area was being secured and law enforcement and event security placing themselves in their appropriate positions.
"Well, here goes nothing." I said to Britt as I made out the procession approaching the tent from the other side, knowing what to look for. Precisely at noon, Mrs. Oldeeds appeared on the stage, then a roar sounded as the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds appeared, flashing his toothy, reassuring smile. He waved at the crowd as his wife and other persons took seats on the folding chairs at the right of the stage, to Oldeeds's left as he was standing.
I watched as his security detail spread out, and then saw Steven Ikea standing just off the back of the stage, having been invited by Jonas Oldeeds to be present and nearby. Entirely too kind of the Reverend, I thought to myself, but maybe he and Ikea did hit it off after I introduced them and left quickly.
"I'm going over there to the command post." Britt said, wanting to get a bit closer and get a better look. The command post was to the right of the tent, near the closest entry/exit point to the Fairgrounds.
I felt the metal of the shed against my back as I rested against it, not really listening as Myrtle L. James introduced Jonas Oldeeds to the crowd, followed by a loud roar as the tele-evangelist came onto the stage to begin spiritually rallying his flock.
As Oldeeds was speaking, I felt an electrical energy around me, like a charged aura. I stood up and looked around briefly, wondering what the cause was. Then I suddenly felt as if my right shoulder was being jerked down by an unseen hand.
*SMACK!*
Just as my head moved sideways with my shoulder, I both felt and heard a loud impact on the metal shed just inches from my left ear. I let my body continue to fall as time seemed to slow down.
Looking onto the stage, it seemed as if the world was in slow motion. I saw an explosion of red right in the middle of the chest of Jonas Oldeeds's white shirt. He seemed to stumble forward, grabbing the podium to steady himself. As he stood back up, he looked down at his hands, seeing the blood smeared all over them.
I felt myself rising up and begin running towards the podium, everything still in slow motion and an eerie silence coming over me. I saw Oldeeds look to his left at his wife, his face a mask of pure shock and horror. Her face was beginning to show the horror of what she was witnessing as well. And then....
... the left side of Jonas Oldeeds's head exploded in a fountain of red and gray. Steven Ikea's face was a mask of sheer horror as he leaped forward to catch Oldeeds just as he fell, easing the stricken minister to the stage floor.
I remember running up to the stage, yelling "police officer!" as I pushed people out of the way. Just as I and several other police arrived at the stage, two EMTs in hospital scrubs appeared with unbelievable speed, carrying a stretcher onto the stage. They quickly put Oldeeds onto it and whisked him out of the tent and into the ambulance that had just driven up. Mrs. Oldeeds ran desperately to the ambulance as it was pulling out, and one EMT opened the passenger cab up front to allow her in.
Police allowed the ambulance to leave but no other vehicle or person. Captain Malone was screaming orders to secure the entire place, that no one and no vehicle was to be allowed to leave. The entire fairgrounds were locked down instantly.
Steven Ikea was nearly immobile, still on the stage. He was sobbing, tears streaming down his face as he looked at his shirt and hands heavily stained with Oldeeds's blood. It was just then I heard more about blood as I suddenly noticed a sting on my temple.
"You're bleeding, Don!" I heard a voice say. It was Lt. Britt Maxwell. She and Captain Malone rushed up to me. I had been grazed by the bullet that had smashed into the metal wall of the shed. Police immediately scrambled to where I had been standing to look for evidence while a paramedic examined my wound, which proved to be extremely superficial, barely breaking the skin.
But that was nothing. The Reverend Jonas Oldeeds had absorbed the full impact of two shots, the second one blowing his brains out of his head. He was pronounced dead-on-arrival in the Emergency Room at University Hospital.
To be continued...
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Part 6 - Youthful Pleasures
12:00 noon, Saturday.
"Mmmm, such a lovely, big cock." Laura mewled as she licked up the long, veiny nine-inch shaft of the youthful stud's penis. "I love sucking your cock, Mike." she said. Suiting her deed to her word, she engulfed his rod in her hungry mouth, sucking him deeply.
Mike was eighteen years old, and had enrolled early at the University on a football scholarship. He would be a Freshman in the fall. He was a quarterback, and slated to compete for the starting job. He was handsome, muscular, 6'5" tall, with brown hair that was cut fairly short.
He certainly knew his way around women, but had been amazed when this beautiful professor had not only asked him to come to her office, but had taken him into a little room fitted out as a bedroom and began making out with him. Their clothes came off quickly, except for Laura's high heel strappy sandals.
As Laura sucked Mike's meat, she made a mental note to tell Todd that this young man was indeed an excellent candidate for the SEX fraternity. His cock was definitely nine inches, and she could already tell he was going to be good in bed.
Mike moaned as he watched the beautiful woman, her knees under her between his legs as she knelt over his cock and sucked it. Her black hair was in a tight bun, her natural, big breasts were scraping the insides of his muscular thighs as she fellated him, her nipples rock hard. The teen stud had never felt such pleasure, having never had a girl or woman deep throat his entire penis as Laura was doing, swallowing every one of his meaty inches into her hungry throat.
"Oh my god, that's amazing!" Mike gasped. "You're amazing, Doctor!"
"Call me Laura, while we're alone together like this." the beautiful professor said. "And I'm going to show you a lot more amazing things." She began to climb onto him, ready to impale her sopping wet cunt onto the young stud's dick, when he suddenly grabbed her, whirled her around and she found herself lying on her back with him on top of her.
"Ooooh, I do like a confident man that does it like he wants." Laura said, appreciating the young man's confidence and initiative. After kissing her mouth, Mike began kissing his way down her chest, sucking her tits for a moment, then working his way down to her crotch.
"Oooohhhhh...." Laura moaned as Mike settled between her legs and began eating her pussy. He was good, definitely experienced, she thought as she allowed her mind to lose itself in the pleasure of her body.
As the boy hungrily ate her out, Laura thought of her husband Don. It was nearly noon, a beautiful Saturday, and he had to work that ridiculous event at the Fairgrounds. She remembered how two days earlier, she and her husband had talked...
"Are you going to be there?" Don had asked as they cuddled on the sofa at The Cabin after dinner.
 
"No way in hell I'm going to be anywhere near there." Laura replied.
"So," Don had said, teasingly, "going to find a young stud to fuck?"
"Mmm, I think you'd like me to do that." she had replied as they shared warm kisses. "Are you really okay with that?" She knew he was, but liked to tease him by asking him, forcing him to admit it.
"Mmm, absolutely." Don had replied. "My only regret is that I won't be able to watch you with your young stud."
"I'll make it up to you." Laura said, as she opened her lover's pants and reached her hand inside to fish out his cock. "First installment now...."
Back in the present, young Mike was mounting her. She gasped as the big cock penetrated her labes and began sinking slowly into her. Mike lightly humped his hard ass, working his cock into her as if she were a young virgin. Despite her extensive experience at being penetrated by big cocks, Laura's tight cunt still had to stretch to accommodate Mike's size.
"Ohhhhhhh yesssssss! Oh Mike, that feels so fucking good!" Laura gasped as Mike bottomed out inside her, his big balls resting against her ass-crack. "Fuck me with that big hard thing, baby!" Mike wasted no time complying with her request. He began fucking her with a deep, hard rhythm so normal for young men Mike's age.
"Uhhh, oh shit, I think I'm going to come." Mike said after only a minute of fucking.
"Yeah baby, come inside me and just keep fucking." Laura said, knowing Mike would stay hard. Ah, the perpetual hard-on of young men! Laura thought, loving every moment of it.
"Should I pull out?" Mike gasped, his nut beginning to rise.
 "No baby, I'm already pregnant." Laura replied.
"Shoot it up into me, stud! Give me every drop!
"Maybe after you have the baby, I can put the next bun in your oven. How about that, Laura? Want me to knock you up?"  
"I'll think about it." she replied, knowing Mike was really getting off at the thought and hot talk of impregnating her. Her own orgasm neared: knowing a man wanted to knock her up with his baby turned her on like few other things could. "Now come inside me, give me that sperm! I want your SPERM, Mike!" Her words had the desired effect.
"UUUUHH!!!!" Mike gasped hoarsely as his penis exploded, large spurts of thick, ropy jism blasting out of his rod and coating the beautiful older woman's cervix. Pulse after pulse of sheer ecstasy coursed through his young loins as he came inside Laura's clutching cunt.
"Keep fucking, Mike, keep pumping!" Laura ordered. Mike did so, and soon realized that his cock was staying hard.
"Oh god, it's never been this good!" he exclaimed. He slammed his mouth onto Laura's and they shared deep kisses as he plowed her pussy into a creamy, frothy lather.
The rutting couple was still humping steadily when the phone rang on the bedside table. It was a secondary number, private to Laura's office.
Who the hell was calling? Laura thought. She ignored the phone, pulling Mike's head to hers and kissing him hard to keep him going. He got the message and thrust hard and deep as their tongues twined.
 The phone rang at least sixteen more times. Whoever it was simply was not giving up.
"Just a fucking minute." Laura said to Mike, exasperated. She wrapped her legs around him to keep him on top of her as her long arm reached out for the phone.
"What the hell *IS* it?!?! I'm busy with a patient!" Laura practically screamed into the phone.
"I'm sorry, ma'am," said her grad assistant Connie Chen, a lovely Asian girl. "But Reverend Oldeeds was shot at the Fairgrounds! They're rushing him to the Hospital now!"
Despite the chill that rushed through Laura's spine as she heard the news, she said "I'm going to finish with this... patient. Do not call again until I'm done, Connie!" She hung up.
"Okay, Mike, keep fucking me." Laura said, turning back to the young man whose big cock was still buried balls-deep in her aching pussy. "I want you to come in my mouth this time. I want to swallow every drop of your hot cream..."
Part 7 - A Failure to Communicate
9:00 pm.
We assembled in "Classroom J", the second-largest meeting room in the Headquarters Building after the main large auditorium. The room had been swept for bugs at my request: I had learned from the late Jonas Oldeeds.
We were using the large space because it had a projector, a small stage and podium, and of course because it had long tables and chairs to fit the sheer number of people in the room: SBI agents, FBI agents, every detective and senior officer on the Police Force, as well as technicians from the Crime Lab. This one was big.
As I walked in, I noticed Steven Ikea sitting in the back. He still looked dazed at what had happened right in front of him, and was still reeling over the loss of the tele-evangelist that he had idolized.
It was amazing what Tanya Perlman's Crime Lab team had been able to do in the short amount of time. They had voluntarily received 50 video tapings from various people's mobile devices, and through a subpoena had gotten KXTC's footage. ADA Paula Patterson was giving a rundown of their actions.
 "No vehicles left the scene after the shooting. The police were that good and fast in locking the scene down. Every vehicle was searched before being allowed to leave." Patterson said. I noted she did not credit Captain Malone personally, who I had to admit deserved praise for his planning and leadership in making that happen. But the tensions (to say the least) between the black woman Patterson and the race-hater Malone were strongly in play at this moment.
Agent Carter Fischer of the SBI asked "Did anyone object to being searched?"
"Yes." replied Patterson. "Over 40 people refused to be searched or allow their vehicle to be searched without a warrant. Fortunately, Judge Folsom was on site. He set up a desk in the parking lot and just started issuing warrants. Warrant after warrant. No one had an excuse." Paulina Patterson was smiling broadly at that memory.
"As a result, every vehicle was searched. The Crime Lab, very efficiently run by Supervisor Perlman of the Town & County Police Force, found one cartridge in an RV. It had not been fired."
The acknowledgement of Tanya Perlman was well-deserved, but was also a clear shot at the SBI, whose attempts to interfere had nearly caused problems with evidence collection.
"Supervisor Perlman, would you like to continue from here with the evidence discussion?"
"Thank you, District Attorney Patterson." Tanya said, returning Paulina the favor of respect by leaving off the "Assistant" from Paulina's title. I loved it that my team was learning these little social tricks, which bonded us and really shoved our buttocks into the SBI's faces.
"The unfired cartridge was a 7mm-08 caliber." Tanya said. "This is a .308 necked down to a 7mm bullet. It's a hunting cartridge, but it's not common at all, and we rarely see it used in crimes."
"We found two bullet fragments, also." Tanya continued, looking oh-so-fuckable in her white blouse, blue skirt and high heel blue pumps. Why was I thinking of fucking this woman during the intensity of this crime investigation? I wondered to myself as I listened to Tanya's details.
"One bullet was found smashed into the wall of the metal shed where our MCD Supervisor was standing. It was a soft-nosed, jacketed bullet, and we recovered the base of it. We were able to measure that it's very likely a 7mm bullet. Further testing should be able to show if it is from the same lot as the unfired cartridge we found."
"The other bullet was the one that went through Jonas Oldeeds's chest." Tanya said, her voice crisp. "It struck the top edge of the podium and was found with a metal detector. It was on the ground in the middle of the tent. I don't understand how it did not hit any other person in the tent, but it fell to the ground between two rows of chairs. We will run comparisons against the other bullets... "she paused for effect.
"... but from our measurements we believe that this cartridge was not a 7-08, but a .308 caliber."
A murmur went up in the room as this fact was revealed, and then continued as Tanya said "The .308 caliber is well known as a sniper round, is very common and is often used in crimes. We will now see a 3D mock-up from our technical team."
Myron Milton took the stage. I noticed he seemed to be enjoying the limelight as he showed a short film.
"This is a computerized 3D composite taken from the video we found useful today. As you can see from this red line here," he said, stopping at a frame looking down from behind the podium where Oldeeds had been standing, "the first bullet struck at this angle and close to Don's head... too damn close for my comfort." The crowd murmured at just how lucky I had been to escape harm. They had no idea just how close, I mused.
"This yellow line is the bullet that hit Jonas Oldeeds in the back. It went through a lung, clipped his heart, exited just left of the sternum between two ribs, struck the podium and apparently tumbled up into the air and back down between a couple of rows of chairs in the middle of the tent."
"The third bullet struck Rev. Oldeeds solidly in the head. We hope that an autopsy will recover the bullet. It was from virtually the same direction as the second bullet, from what the computers can simulate."
An SBI agent piped up: "So the first shot was from a completely different angle. What conclusions do you draw from this?" It sounded almost as if it were a challenge.
"Don?" Myron offered. I got up and approached the podium...
-----------------------------
The nine hours between the murder of the Rev. Jonas Oldeeds and the present moment had been some of the most tense and chaotic in my personal memory.
Shortly after the murder, as Tanya Perlman's Crime Lab teams quickly and efficiently gathered evidence, the State Bureau of Investigation showed up. "Special" Agent Richard "Dick" Ferrell attempted to put himself in charge of the investigation. He began bossing people around, including Lt. Maxwell, who technically outranked him.
When she began yelling at him, he made physically threatening gestures towards her, which was a huge mistake. At that point I had one less T&C officer to work with, as Cindy Ross confronted Ferrell and openly challenged him to try to get physical with her. She and Britt stayed together and harassed Ferrell for the next hour.
And it only got worse: One of our guys was using a metal detector on the grounds of the tent, and was being harassed by SBI agents. When he found something, they tried to take it from him. Tanya Perlman went for her gun but didn't draw it as the SBI officers backed off.
And then Ferrell tried to confiscate our Crime Lab's collected evidence. The State Crime Lab people actually disregarded Ferrell's orders, out of what I was observing to be their increasing respect for Tanya Perlman... but also because a certain other Detective was now brandishing a blue crowbar in his hands, and no one present wanted to test my willingness to use it.
After 90 minutes of this crap, Ferrell and his fellow agents had become so distracting, and so inept, that I finally got on the podium, took the microphone that Oldeeds had been using when he was shot and was still turned on and working, and broadcast explicit orders to every Town & County Police Officer that they were to disregard and not follow any instruction by Dick Ferrell, and anyone obeying ANY order of Ferrell would be disciplined by losing pay and even rank.
Ferrell rushed the stage, and me, but stopped when Cindy Ross put her gun in Ferrell's ear. Damn... I loved Cindy Ross, but she took away my chance to use my crowbar and whip Ferrell's ass once and for all. Lt. Maxwell threatened to arrest him on the spot, not only for "assaulting" me, but for disobeying her orders as a superior officer. That created another shouting match.
The ensuing standoff was only brought to a peaceful conclusion when Detective Steven Ikea, still dazed and wearing a bloodstained shirt, stepped in and quietly told Ferrell that none of this was helping find the murderers of Jonas Oldeeds. I noted that Ikea and Ferrell at least knew each other and got along... no real surprise for birds of an asshole feather to stick together. Hmmm, was Ferrell also a religious nut like Ikea? Is that the cause of his tension? I wondered to myself.
And then the Deputy Director of the SBI himself came onto the scene and agreed with Chief Griswold to take Ferrell off the case and off site in exchange for us working with some of his other agents.
Chief Griswold told me to choose an SBI agent to work with. I chose a young man named Carter Fischer. He was about my age, late twenties to early thirties, had a full head of brown hair, and had seemed much more reasonable to work with in the short time I had to size up all the agents.
After that, things calmed down, though Ferrell remained on site. Tensions rose when the SBI tried again to confiscate our collected evidence, citing jurisdiction. That was stopped by an amazing turn of events.
To add to the direction of the day's "progress", Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI arrived with several FBI agents. He did not try to bully his way into the lead role, but told the Chief that he was sent to "assist" us, and that there was a Federal interest in the case due to investigations of Oldeeds's religious empire. He and his agents were professional, and did not hinder our team's progress.
But Ferrell turned nasty with Muscone at one point, and while Ferrell, a tall slender man, looked to be in better shape than the slightly husky Muscone, we found out differently. I admit that I started what happened next: As Ferrell berated Muscone, I noted the FBI agent's red face and pending explosion as I walked up to them.
"Would you like to borrow a crowbar, Agent Muscone?" I asked. It was my first contact with him on this day, and I remembered that he was the FBI agent that had come and rescued Sergei Molotov from my crowbar previously.
Muscone looked at me, a gleam in his small, dark eyes, and said "Thanks, but I don't need it." Then, with unbelievable speed, Muscone threw a right-hand haymaker and smashed his fist into Ferrell's jaw. He followed it up with several hard punches into Ferrell's gut, then a knee to the ribs. I could've sworn I heard a rib crack, and soon Ferrell was on his hands and knees, vomiting violently. Muscone then shoved Ferrell's head into his own vomit. "Fuck with the FBI again, you little shit, and I'll wipe your god-damned ass out, you understand me?"
No one had moved to help Ferrell, but Steven Ikea came over and helped Ferrell stand up, then escorted him away from us, getting him out of there before further damage happened. A good bit of tension left with Ferrell, but there was still that unease amongst the rest of us. The Chief looked apoplectic.
I looked around to see if the Press had gotten any of it, but they were being kept at bay and I could see no cameras in sight. Fortunately for us, Bettina Wurtzburg and her crew were at the hospital, trying to get information about Jonas Oldeeds's condition.
---------------------------------
At 3:00pm Chief Griswold called me into his small conference room, as some of us had returned to Headquarters. Present were SBI Agent Carter Fischer and FBI agent Jack Muscone.
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar!" Muscone said, getting up and shaking my hand as if I were his best friend. "I wish you could've seen Sergei in those hours after you whipped him. He could barely walk, his back seized up. I've never seen a hardened criminal like him look so defeated. You really put the psychological as well as physical beatdown on him."
"Glad to have been of service." I said nonchalantly. I took the time to size up Jack Muscone. For some reason unknown to me, and having no reason to do so, I felt that I liked Jack Muscone... that despite him being a Federal agent, he was someone I could reasonably trust.
Muscone was not particularly tall and looked up when he looked into my eyes, which I noted he had no problem doing. His eyes were small and dark, but very perceptive, I also noticed. He had black hair, and his lack of height made him look even more stout. But I knew he was athletic and in good physical condition after watching him give Ferrell that ass(hole)-whipping.



"I enjoyed what you did to Ferrell today, also." I said, returning his compliment.
 
"Yeah, I've known that asshole for a while. He's had it coming for some time. I figured you local guys would have no problem with me doing that." Muscone said. Turning to Carter Fischer, who had been sitting at the table looking very uncomfortable, Muscone said "Agent Fischer, please don't ever become a dick like Dick Ferrell. You'll make a lot more friends and get a lot more help by treating guys like this guy--" he was pointing at me "-- with well-deserved respect."
"Yes sir." Fischer said, rather meekly. He WAS learning, or else he was faking it very well.
"Okay guys." the Chief said. "I do want our various agencies here to get along. Agent Muscone, this is still our jurisdiction, but we're glad to have your help. Agent Fischer, we would like to work with your agency also, but I won't tolerate what Ferrell did to my officers today, is that clear?" Fischer nodded unhappily.
"Now, to start mending relations, I think you three guys should call each other by your first names." the Chief said. "Work as equals and partners, okay?"
"Good idea." Muscone said. "Don, I've heard a lot about your abilities and your rising star power, not only in this County but over in the City and in the State. What do you think of all this?"
"We'll know more if and when we get the bullets, but I believe the bullet that was shot at me did not come from the same place as the ones that struck Oldeeds."
"Two shooters?" Muscone said. "For real?"
"That's what I think, so far. The angle I was at compared to Oldeeds was really wide. It would be some ability for a sniper to shoot at me, then turn himself and his gun to shoot Oldeeds twice, and so quickly after the shot at me. By the way, that is NOT what I intend to tell other people, so you guys keep it quiet."
The Chief's face was ashen. "Don, do you think someone was explicitly targeting you?" Ah, the chief was catching on, I thought to myself with satisfaction.
"I don't know for sure yet." I said. "And I know of no connection between Oldeeds and myself that would have one person want to kill us both at the same time. But it's possible. "
"What about motive?" Jack Muscone said.
"I think you FBI guys are going to find out more at the national level than we can find here, my excellent I.T. staff notwithstanding." I said. Muscone was deeply aware of Myron Milton and how good he was at 'gathering' information.
"Think it's from within Rev. Oldeeds's organization? Or someone local here taking an opportunity?" Muscone said, pressing.
"At this point, we simply don't have data to make an educated guess from."
-------------------------------------------
"I think the conclusion is obvious." I said, on the stage of Classroom "J" with a totally captivated audience. "It is extremely likely that there were two shooters."
I wanted to keep some things out of the Press's and SBI's ears, though, so I continued: "I would have to say that the first shot missed Oldeeds and came near me. My guess is that his arm was disturbed when he fired, causing him to shoot way left of the target, and I happened to almost get in the way."
I continued, wanting to bring this conference to a close: "With the cooperation and great help of the FBI, we are working up a profile for Jonas Oldeeds, his enterprises, and looking for any reasons someone might want to kill Oldeeds. With their national resources, the FBI will likely be taking the lead on this part of the investigation, while we work at the Town & County level to find the killer or killers." I saw, out of the corner of my eye, the Chief frown at me for purposefully omitting the SBI; I knew I was due for a scolding.
"Sir!" Officer Pete Feeley said, his hand raised. How Feeley had gotten into this meeting I did not know, but I indulged the young policeman.
"Yes, Feeley?" 
"If no guns had been found in any cars, and only one cartridge or shell when there were two calibers fired, how and from where did the killers make these shots?" Feeley asked. Another murmur of quiet conversation ensued at the bringing up of this point.
"That is what we do as police officers." I said. "We have to determine that, and everything that happened this morning. Remember Lao Tzu's famous quote: 'Muddy water, let stand, becomes clear.'. As we gather and study the evidence, the answers will come..."
Part 8 - Winding It Down
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the lovely redhead reporter shouted into the microphone, reporting from near University Hospital. It was 11:00pm.
"The nation and indeed the world continue to pour in their condolences, still in shock at the assassination of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds today during a public appearance at the County Fairgrounds. Despite tight police security, Rev. Oldeeds was gunned down by assassins who remain at large."
Bettina was really taking shots at the police right now, I noted. We had been less than cooperative with her and the FBI had not helped her either, but we knew SBI leaks would be coming.
"Channel Two News has learned that the police have recovered bullets of two different calibers, suggesting multiple shooters. At least three shots were fired, two of them striking Rev. Oldeeds, one fatally. An autopsy will be performed in the morning to ascertain further evidence. The resources of the State Bureau of Investigation have been brought in to assist our local police in the investigation..."
There it is, I thought to myself. She's buttering them up in exchange for them leaking info to us. But what came next irritated me.
"... however, Channel Two News has learned that there has been a lack of cooperation between local and state investigators, which the SBI believes could have a detrimental effect upon their ongoing investigation." Bettina said, a malicious near-smile on her face as her voice turned to velvet.
Have I mentioned that I am not a fan of the Press?
"Channel Two News has also learned that Police Detective Donald--" I almost gasped as Bettina mentioned my name, "... was grazed by one of the bullets. He is of course the same detective who was grievously wounded in his daring rescue of three kidnapped children some months ago. He is said to not be seriously hurt, and is leading the local investigation of Rev. Oldeeds' murder."
Wow, was that actually some praise for me from Bettina?
"God damned leaks." the chief said quietly, having all but snuck into the MCD room behind us. Even Jack Muscone was startled at his voice. "Don, who? Ikea?" asked the Chief.
"Carter Fischer." I said, naming the SBI agent who was not currently in the room. "Ikea's still crying over Oldeeds's death. And Fischer has been believed to be a leaker in the past."
"Then why the hell did you choose him as our SBI liaison?" the chief asked, his face reddening even as he managed to keep his voice controlled.
  I shrugged. "He's the only half-decent asswipe among the current SBI bunch. And I was hoping to use him to leak stuff that I want to get out, whenever the time for that is."
"And Chief," I added, knowing this had to be said, "this case is too big; there are simply going to be leaks on this one. We're going to have the national press all over us tomorrow morning. Might as well just breathe and relax, sir."
"Yeah." said the chief, his voice turning to a tone of resignation. "At least I can do something about the quality of the SBI. I've been talking to the Director and Deputy Director..." He caught himself, then added "Well, we can talk more about that later."
Chief Griswold then raised his voice to make sure it was well heard within the room. "All of you: go home and get some sleep. That is not a request, ladies and gentlemen." The MCD room emptied.
"Where are you staying?" I asked Jack Muscone as we left the building. Tanya Perlman was walking with us.
"University Hotel." Jack replied. "Your future wife, Dr. Fredricson, was very helpful in getting my guys rooms there."
"Oh really? That was nice of her." I said. "And how do you know she's going to be my future wife?" Muscone just laughed.
"I think you know how." Muscone replied. He was right; I did know. Muscone continued: "Care to join me for a drink before heading home? What about you, Miss Perlman?"
-------
It was well past midnight when I arrived at The Cabin. Laura was reading a book, a very heavy psychology tome, but it was clear she had been waiting up for me.
"Would you like a drink?" was the first thing she said as she got up.
"No thanks. I had a couple with Tanya Perlman and Jack Muscone of the FBI at the University Hotel bar. By the way, do you know him?" 
"Not really, but I've heard of him." Laura said. "He's a really good FBI agent, from what I've been told. Was in the Missing Persons bureau for some time, then started working cases that have national scope. Why?"
"Just wondered. He said you helped get him and his agents room at the University Hotel."
"Yes, they all come to me for things like that... I did the same for you and Melina the first time you came here, remember?" I did remember, but didn't want to dwell on it at this moment.
"So, tell me what happened." Laura said as we settled down onto the sofa. I recounted the day from the moment of the murder onwards, not telling her about my meeting with Oldeeds and his offers. I made sure to fully recount the issues between our Police and the SBI, and also what Jack Muscone had done to Dick Ferrell.
"So where were you during all this exciting time?" I asked.
"I..." Laura said, her voice turning sexy as she turned towards me, "... was fucking a handsome young college Freshman with a really big cock.... big enough to be in Todd's fraternity."
"Mmmm." I said, getting interested. "Tell me all about it."
"First," Laura said, kissing where I had been grazed, "are you okay? This could have turned out to be a very tragic day if I'd lost you instead of that bastard Oldeeds."
"I'm fine." I said. "And well protected by the Universe. So what happened?"
Laura was now kissing the side of my face, down my jaw and nuzzling my neck. I let her, enjoying the feeling of being seduced as her left hand slid down to my crotch and began massaging my cock through my clothes.
Minutes later, the beautiful woman was straddling me, my pants open and her panties pushed to one side, and my cock buried inside her hot, wet cunt. As she recounted the lurid details of her fuck with young Mike, her cunt clutched at my cock as I pushed up into her. Though barely moving, we enjoyed our deeply sensuous coupling, our love for each other continuing to grow...
"He was... he was so... big!" Laura gasped as she ground her loins against mine, our pubic hairs mingling. "So young... just a... unnnh!... teenager.... oh yeah, it was sooooo hot!"
"Did he feel good inside you, baby?" I asked, my own cock throbbing, aching at the thought of my beloved Laura copulating with a hung, young stud. "Did his big cock stretch you and fill you up?"
"Oh yesssss..... oh God yessss!" Laura hissed. She continued to gyrate on my cock for a couple of moments then, unexpectedly, stood up and allowed my cock to slip out of her juicy hole.
"Let's go to the hot tub." Laura suggested, her voice sultry and promising. "My feet are tired; they need massaging." I knew what she meant, and I felt a jolt run through my cock: I was going to get to give Laura's shapely feet some hot foot worship!
---------------
In the semi-darkness of the bedroom, Michael Burke sat naked in the chair, his large cock throbbing and his body covered with sweat as he watched the rutting couple lustily fucking on his marital bed. Todd's enormous weapon of lust was thrusting deep and hard into Eleanor Burke's sodden cunt as the young stud fucked his new stepmother furiously in front of his father.
It had taken Todd less than three days to find out that Mrs. Burke and her son Jack had carried on an illicit, incestuous liaison, and Todd remembered his own sexual relationship with his mother Elizabeth... relationships that had caused both boys' younger brothers to seethe with jealousy.
Eleanor Burke was one hot piece of ass, Todd had realized. But he'd also realized that while his father was confident and bold in business and in public, in private Michael Burke was a very submissive man who enjoyed being cuckolded and seeing his wife deeply fucked by other men... he'd certainly watched Jack confidently fuck Eleanor and was pleased that Todd had so quickly seduced Michael's lovely MILF wife...
--------------
I sucked greedily on the heel of Laura's right foot as we lay in the hot water of the hot tub, my tongue circling her flesh. Then I licked, sucked and kissed my way up the inside of her foot to her big toe, admiring the high arch of her sexy peds as I sucked her big toe and then all of her long toes, one by one, two at a time, my mind and body lost in the ecstasy of it. Laura was just lying back, enjoying the sensations and fingering her clit. I moved to her other foot, giving it equal worship.
Some time later we were in bed. I was mounted on top of my wife in the missionary position, my hands sliding under her back and holding her shoulder blades as I deeply nuzzled her neck. Occasionally I would whisper to her how beautiful she was, how good she felt, how much I loved her and loved fucking her. Laura only moaned in reply, enjoying letting herself be deeply fucked by a man who deeply loved her.
It simply could not last forever, and I felt the pressure and pain growing as my nut was rising. As I groaned that I was about to come, Laura wrapped those long, luscious legs tightly around me. I reached the crest.
"UHHHH!!!! OH MY FUCKING GOD!" I screamed as I began to come, feeling the pulses deep within my loins as I shot spurt after spurt of hot creamy jism deep into the vagina of the woman I so deeply loved. I saw the gray mist and felt the pleasure that seemed reserved only for the gods.
It took a long time to come down off that orgasmic high. I finally rolled off Laura onto my back, then felt her turn and nestle herself into my side, her head on my left pectoral muscle and her hand caressing my abdomen and groin, deliberately and teasingly avoiding touching my cock.
In my bliss, I suddenly was transported to that moment at the Fairgrounds, remembering the feel of that electrical energy that had enveloped and then grabbed me, literally saving my life. I wondered what that phenomenon was, trying to concentrate on feeling that sensation again before I fell asl---
To be continued...



        Case of the Executed Evangelist Ch. 03

        Interviews continue; is Mrs. Oldeeds a whore and a suspect?

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/case-of-the-executed-evangelist-ch-03

Title: Case of the Executed Evangelist Ch. 03

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Erotic Couplings

Description: Interviews continue; is Mrs. Oldeeds a whore and a suspect?

Tags: hot wife, big cock, police drama, mystery, fellatio, blow job, adultery

Series: Case of the Executed Evangelist


The order of my stories to read is:
Todd & Melina series, Interludes 1-5, Sperm Wars series, Russian Roulette series, Case of the Murdered Lovers series, Case of the Murdered Chessplayer series.
Case of the Executed Evangelist series.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.

Part 9 - Accumulation of Evidence
6:00am Sunday morning. I sat in MCD rather than my new office, reading media reports and other information about the Oldeeds assassination... yes, the Press was already calling it an "assassination". I knew the National Press would soon be all over this, but Captain Forsyth, who generally handled press relations in addition to his personnel and records duties, had already executed what he'd rather too dramatically called "Emergency Plan B" to handle them.
Jack Muscone entered the building shortly afterwards, in the company of Tanya Perlman. I had left them together at the bar the night before, and it was no great feat of deduction on my part to see that she had slept with him.
"Nothing new, so far." I said. "Waiting for the autopsy to see if we can get a bullet from the head wound. By the way, Tanya..." I continued, "you did one hell of a job yesterday."
"She sure did." Jack Muscone said in agreement. "You guys really have your shit together around here. No wonder the SBI hates your guts so much. They usually expect to be called in to save the day because they think the locals are dumb fucks."
"This ain't TV." I said. "But we do have the trump card that the University Police run a Crime Lab, and so we're not dependent on the SBI's joke of a lab. Besides,..." I said, smiling, "we've got Tanya, and the SBI doesn't."
As Cindy Ross, Hugh Hewitt and others came in, I gave them a heads-up on what was going to be happening today. We were going to have to interview Mrs. Oldeeds, everyone in the Oldeeds entourage, any security personnel, probably have to talk to our own police officers to see what they'd observed.
"Cindy, would you get with Captain Charles and ask him very nicely for as much manpower as he can spare? Ask for Sergeants and Senior Patrolmen who are good at conducting professional but not-too-harsh interviews."
"Wilco." Cindy said as she quickly stalked out of the room to find Captain Charles. The reason I had sent Cindy instead of myself to see Captain Charles was because I wanted her to forge a working relationship with him. If I had my way, she'd be working with him a lot more... at a supervisory level.
At that moment I was called into Chief Griswold's office, and was asked to bring Jack Muscone with me.
"Don," Chief Griswold said we entered his office. "I'd like for you to work with Special Agent Muscone here. I'd like the two of you to re-examine the crime scene, see if you can tell where shooters might have perched themselves. There's not a fence post or splinter around there, much less a tree, but those gunshots came from somewhere."
"Yes sir." I said.
Chief Griswold said "Don, Jack Muscone here is a very experienced FBI agent. His record of finding missing persons is one of the best in the history of the FBI. You can learn a lot from this man." The chief was making it clear to me to not be big-headed and that being a student of an experienced agent could be a most very good thing. The chief was always teaching when he could, a habit I very much wanted to emulate. I agreed, of course.
"Yes sir, I'm glad for the opportunity."
"I'm not." Griswold said shortly. "I would have much preferred that Oldeeds had not gotten himself shot dead in my County. I don't need the national press sniffing around here. The University Trustees and the Council get very agitated when the Press comes around sniffing at our asses like dogs looking for mates." Jack Muscone burst out laughing at that one.
Back in the MCD room at 7:00am, we tuned in for our morning fix of Bettina.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" The lovely reporter looked great this morning, full of journalistic fire and energy. She was loving the spectacle, I realized to myself.
"Channel Two News has learned that the FBI has also joined the investigation of the assassination of famous tele-evangelist Jonas Oldeeds. The FBI's office in the City has released a statement that their participation in the investigation is to lend help to the State and local law enforcement authorities, and is not part of any other investigation of Jonas Oldeeds's religious empire. However, sources tell Channel Two News that there have been investigations in the past of Reverend Oldeeds, and that his murder might be linked to possible activities within his organization. Channel Two News will continue to bring you updates as we uncover any new details..."
"Wow." Muscone said. "I see why the Chief hates the Press around here. By the way, wasn't that the reporter who was beaten and raped during the Arruzio case that you solved?"
"Yes." I replied, wondering why an FBI agent like Muscone was so full of knowledge about this County's local crimes. "Wurtzburg is annoying, but she's a damn sight better reporter than some of the trash, especially those City jerk journalists that don't know their asses from a hole in the ground."
Muscone laughed, something I suspect he rarely did in the professional FBI setting. I had the feeling that he was enjoying hanging around with us and being part of this investigation. Cool beans, as I was beginning to like and respect him, as well.
-------------------------------
At 8:00am I was shocked to see who was standing before me in the MCD room.
"What can I do?" said a very somber Steven Ikea. I wondered if he'd been drinking the night before, but he seemed okay. "I want to help find the bastard that killed Rev. Oldeeds."
The room was virtually silent, as everyone present watched and wondered what I was going to do.
"You know what you can do?" I said. "Contact all of your religious friends, Pastor Westboro, other people of influence, and see if you can get any clue at all as to who might have wanted to kill Rev. Oldeeds, and why. And then check in with the SBI and see what they're finding out."
"And keep away from the Press." Chief Griswold said as he came up to us. Ikea glared at him, but walked off as if he had a purpose in life.
"You getting soft on him, Crowbar?" the Chief asked, the mustache twitching.
"Yeah, right." I said. "But seriously, if he comes up with something from his religious buddies, I won't have a problem giving him the credit for it." In truth, I was just getting Ikea out of the way, but it wouldn't hurt to see what he'd dig up.
"Yeah, you are getting soft." the Chief said, teasing me hard. I'd have to get him back for that, I thought amusedly, and my look at the chief silently transmitted that very thought.
------------------------
At 9:00 am, I found myself on the grassy plain of the Fairgrounds with Jack Muscone, two young FBI agents, Myron Milton and several Town Police officers, including Patrolmen Morton and Rudistan.
The roped-off crime scene of the tent and ancillary structures were still in place, but the field was empty of cars... except one RV. It was the RV in which the 7mm-08 cartridge had been found. It was about 40 yards away from the northern edge of the tent.
"So, Morton, how did you and Rudistan come across this RV as 'the one'?" I asked.
"Sir, as cars were searched and cleared, they would leave." Morton replied. "After a while it became apparent that this RV was sitting empty. Rudistan stood guard while I went to the judge and got a warrant. We picked the lock, not hard really, and it smelled of powder. We saw the unexpended round and immediately called in the Crime Lab."
"I see." I replied. "And I see from this Lab report that no fingerprints were found. Not on the cartridge, but also not anywhere in the RV. This RV was wiped totally clean."
"What about the license plate?" Muscone asked.
"The numbers were run, and according to this report that plate should be on a Cadillac Escalade in Southport, in the southern part of the State." I said. "The plate was reported stolen just a week ago."
"Professional hit job." Muscone said. "I'm assuming your Crime Lab tore this thing down to the bolts and rivets to see if a rifle is concealed anywhere in it?" Obviously that had not happened.
"No need, Agent Muscone." a voice behind us called out. Tanya Perlman walked up to us. "We had a dog sniff for explosives and gunpowder residues and another dog sniff for drugs... and he found the prescription morphine unerringly. But we also used sonar equipment to find any cavities. The rifle is not in the RV."
"Damn, you guys have sonar equipment?" Muscone said, obviously shocked that we'd made such expenditures. He apparently didn't realize just how beneficial it was to have a University in our town, complete with rich benefactors that like to keep their campus daughters safe and so help the Police Department with expenditures like that.
I didn't hear the rest of their conversation: I was inside the RV. The windows on the driver's side, the left, faced the tent. Once inside, I took up a position as I thought a sniper might if shooting through the driver's door window. I also did the same for the small windows on the left side of the RV.
"Okay, this window just behind the front driver's seat is the likeliest location. The window opens sideways and not more than a few inches. The shooter could rest the barrel on the windowsill and take aim, and likely would not be noticed. Myron!"
"Yes sir?" Milton replied.
"You got the computer with all the video and pics loaded onto it?"
"Yes sir."
"Let's go to the tent and look at it."
Once inside the tent, sitting on chairs in the front row to the right side (the podium's left), Milton asked me which pictures I wanted to see, as many had been taken from many places.
"Right up here, up front." I said. "Something that might show the RV in the background-- oh, you've already got it. You're reading my mind, Myron."
"Yes sir, you can see the front part of the RV in this still, taken from a videocamera."
"Yes, that window is visible from this seat. A sedan was parked next to it, not obstructing the view from those front windows." I said, then looked directly behind me. "Morton, Myron, what's significant about this seat?" I had deliberately sat in a particular chair, but neither man understood why.
"What's significant about this seat, Tanya?" I asked as she and Muscone walked up. Tanya looked in every direction for a moment, then her eyes brightened.
"Ohhhh, it's in the line of sight from that RV window and where you were standing when you got hit." Tanya replied. Muscone also looked around, his head swiveling, totally amazed.
"And that is why she's a Supervisor, gentlemen." I said. "Good job, Perlman. Damn good."
"She's going to be a 'Special Agent' soon." Jack Muscone said. "I'm going to steal her from you."
"Sorry, Jack." Tanya said, her blush showing that she was pleased nonetheless. "I'm happy right where I am, working for this guy." she finished, pointing at me.
"Don, you get all the girls." Jack said, pretending to sound miffed.
I grinned, then turned back to the photo on Myron's computer. "Myron, what is that white and blue car whose front is poking out from the other side of the RV?"
"Can't really tell, sir." Myron said. "I'll see if I can find a better image."
"Morton, do you remember what was parked next to the RV, on the other side of it?" I asked.
"There was nothing, sir." Morton replied. "Just a space in the grass. I thought it was probably a vehicle that had already pulled out."
"Myron, did we get any shots from that direction?" I asked, pointing forward, north towards the RV.
"Just a KXTC footage video." Myron said. "I'll bring it up." He did so and we watched the film.
"Freeze it there, Myron." I said. "This is ten minutes before Oldeeds was shot. And that forward leaning car is.... oh, it's an ambulance. There's a Police HERO unit parked right behind it at the rope line."
"Hmmm, the ambulance could be the one that took Oldeeds to the hospital." Muscone said.
"Likely it was." I said. "Oh well, it looks like we have the right RV for the shot on me." Just then Tanya's cellphone rang. After taking the call, her eyes gleamed as she announced the information she'd just received.
"That was the Medical Examiner. He did the autopsy at the hospital, and found a slug stuck to the inside of Oldeeds's skull just above the right ear. It stayed in the head and didn't go through. It was virtually intact, meaning it struck Oldeeds with low energy."
"Meaning it was a long, long range shot." I mused. "Okay Tanya, quit teasing us... we're on pins and needles about the caliber."
"7.62 NATO... the military version of the .308"
--------------------------------
Muscone was driving his Federal Government vehicle and I was in the passenger seat, headed for the only possible building to the north of the Fairgrounds that had any kind of visual on the targets: Town Fitness Centers. Detective Hugh Hewitt was with us, at Muscone's request. Muscone had shown himself to be an encyclopedia of Hugh's military and combat record.
As we left the Fairgrounds, I noticed Tanya continuing to look at the line of sight of the gunfire. Damn! I thought to myself, very impressed: I think she might actually figure it out before she's done! Meanwhile, there was business to take care of:
"Jack, I gotta let you know something before we get there." I said. "The co-owner of the fitness center and the one likely to be working here today is my wife Melina... soon to be my ex-wife just as soon as the ink dries on the divorce papers."
"Think that'll be a problem?" Muscone asked, not showing any surprise at my announcement of my relationship (or lack of it) with Melina.
"No, you just need to know going in. The divorce has been amicable, no violence... so far..."
Muscone grunted. "Wish I could say the same about my divorce. Anything but amicable. Wife moved 2000 miles away and took my kids."
"You ever get to see them?" I asked, knowing this was a soft spot for Muscone. 
"Yeah, at Christmas and for a couple of weeks in the summer."
We pulled into the parking lot. Every shop was closed, as it was Sunday morning. Even the fitness center was closed, with only two cars in front. Easy deduction to make as to who was inside.
The bell rang as we opened the door and went in, and I heard Melina's voice shout out from the women's side "We're closed!"
"It's me, Melina." I said, then led Muscone into the women's workout area. Melina was sitting on the floor near the back of the large open area, dressed in athletic workout clothing and painting some plywood boards from gray to black.
"Hi Don." she said brightly. "I'm just painting some false walls to construct temporary rooms for yoga classes."
"Hi Uncle Don." Todd said, sitting by another board and painting it. He was dressed in a t-shirt and gym shorts. "I'm helping Aunt Melina with arts and crafts today."
"So I've observed." I replied. "Melina, I'm afraid this is not a social call. You know Detective Hewitt. And this is Special Agent Jack Muscone of the FBI. Jack, this is Melina, and that is my nephew Todd."
"Hello, Mr. Muscone." Melina said. "I'd shake your hand but I've got paint all over mine."
"That's all right." Jack said. "And please, call me Jack." Melina nodded. "Hello, Todd." Muscone said.
"Agent Muscone." Todd said, nodding. "Hey, Hugh! How are you doing?"
"Good!" Hugh Hewitt said. "Trying to stay out of trouble and failing, of course."
As Hugh and Todd bantered, Jack Muscone turned to Melina.
"If you don't mind, we'd like to look around the place, to ascertain if it could possibly be a location where Rev. Oldeeds's killer fired from."
"No problem." Melina said. But all those windows--" she pointed at the windows just under the ceiling "-- are sealed and don't open."
"Can we look at the roof?" Muscone said.   
"Sure." Melina replied, leading the way to the stairs to the roof. Todd stayed behind upon my instruction to do so.
"Was anyone here yesterday, during the time of the shooting?"
"Just me." Melina said. "I was doing paperwork in my office. The gym was closed; hell, the entire Town was at the event."
Going up to the door to the roof, Jack Muscone glanced closely at it, then asked me if I saw anything. There was nothing to see. Going out onto the roof, we stood at the doorway, looking to see if there were any footprints or disturbances on the roof. Then we made our way carefully to near the edge facing the Fairgrounds. We could see the tent, a mere speck in the distance.
"800 yards." Muscone said, using a small laser rangefinder to obtain the distance. "Hugh?"
"Yep." Hewitt said. "That would be one hell of a shot, even for me with the best Army sniper rifle in the world." I wondered if Hugh realized he'd just given away some information about himself...
"And done twice within seconds." I added. I was examining the ledge at the edge of the roof. "I don't see any marks anywhere along here, or any scuffing. I don't think anyone's been on this roof since the building was built."
Back down at the second level, where Melina's office was, Muscone satisfied himself that her office window and the other office windows could not be opened. To the right of her office door was a fire escape door.
"Let me get the key and turn off the alarm." Melina said. Taking a key from her desk drawer, she cut off the alarm and opened the door. The small ledge balcony outside generally faced the Fairgrounds. The ladder that would swivel to the ground was up, and there was no way anyone from the ground outside could reach it. I noted the gray of the building walls, the ledge and the railing.
"An even tougher shot." Hugh pronounced.
"Yes, and anyone on this balcony could possibly be seen from the road." I said. "Damned dangerous to try shooting from here." We went back inside. After saying our goodbyes, we were driving back to Town to get some lunch.
"Well, that is the only possible place a sniper could've shot Oldeeds." Muscone said. "And I just don't see it. Besides, your wife was there. Oh-- why do you think your nephew is hanging around there today?"
I smiled as I answered that one. "Oh, he's trying to get some pussy."
 "Think he'll succeed?" Jack asked, a bit of a smirk on his face, as Hugh laughed in the back seat.
"Yep, he probably will." I replied. "Just as soon as she gets the work out of him that she wants done."
-----------------------------
2:00pm.
Vicki Oldeeds was lying naked on her bed, lying partially across the naked young man as she deeply sucked his huge cock. 
"Mmmm, Mike, what a great cock you have." she said between sucks, her left hand grasping the base of his nine inch rod and gently jacking it. "You have truly been blessed by the Lord, young man."
"Thank you, ma'am." Mike groaned. "Your mouth is a true gift from God."
It was just over 24 hours since witnessing the horrific event of her husband's murder. She was still in deep shock, and the grieving was building inside and would come, but for now her cunt was soaking wet and steaming hot, and she needed some good hard sex. She was used to being fucked twice, three times a day, and not always by her beloved husband.



The blonde's mouth glided up and down young Mike's throbbing shaft as he compared her techniques to Dr. Laura Fredricson's from the day before, finding both women to be excellent, accomplished cocksuckers. But Vicki Oldeeds's pussy was totally shaved and glowingly bare. She was one hot bitch, Mike thought.
"Mmmmm, so God damned good!" Vicki mewled as she continued to suck deeply on Mike's big cock. She could tell his nut was rising and that soon her mouth would be full of---
*KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!*
"Who is it? I told you I did not want to be disturbed!" Vicki yelled.
"I'm sorry, madam," said the butler of the house, an old gentleman with an aristocratic air about him, a servant of the Oldeeds for some years, "but the Police have arrived and wish to speak with you."
Damn! Vicki thought to herself. "Okay, tell them I'll be right there in a few minutes!" She then very quietly told young Mike to get dressed and accompany her downstairs. She quickly dressed in her black dress, veil and pumps, applied fresh makeup, and with Mike in tow, dressed in a suit and tie and carrying a large Bible and notebook, she went downstairs.
"Please excuse the delay." she said to the officers waiting in the sitting room of the rented mansion.
"We understand." said Detective Cindy Ross. "And we're very sorry for your loss."
"Thank you." Vicki replied. "This is my secretary, Mike. He's been a true gift from God these last couple of days. A wonderful young man of the Lord."
I'll bet, both Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle thought at the same time, both noticing the considerable size of young Mike's package underneath the crotch of his pants as they introduced themselves and took seats at Mrs. Oldeeds's invitation.
"I am sorry that we must speak to you about your husband's murder so soon after it occurred." Detective Teresa Croyle said, anything but sorry. She knew a whore and a lying con artist when she saw one, and Vicki Oldeeds was the very height of both, the piety of her and her husband's presentation of religion notwithstanding.
Continuing, Teresa asked "Are you aware of any threats to your husband in these last few days or weeks?"
"No, none at all." Vicki Oldeeds replied. "My husband was a very powerful man, so of course he had enemies, but I'm not aware of any specific threats."
"Did he have any arguments with anyone, any altercations, anything at all that would be considered out of the ordinary?"
"No, nothing at all that I saw or heard about."
"Was there any sudden changes in his actions, in his routines, in your lives together?" Teresa asked.
"No. Our lives are-- were-- very scripted, very scheduled, often down to the minute. The appointments with people were different, but the schedule and our daily routines were virtually always the same. And there had been nothing unusual at all, for weeks... months."
As Teresa asked questions, Cindy Ross was attempting to size up Mrs. Oldeeds. The widow's makeup was fresh and likely would've been freshened upon the arrival of the Police for an interview, she noted. But her eyes don't look to be red from crying. She's either not grieving yet... or she's not going to. The woman's eyes were sharp, skeptical and inquiring... very common when being interviewed by police... but is that a look of craftiness, of cunning? Is she thinking that all this is some sort of game?
"Can you tell us what your schedule was in coming to this Town for this trip? Was there anything unusual about this trip, different from others?" Teresa asked, trying a new line to reach the same desired result of her previous questions.
"Mike, do you have the schedule book?" Vicki called out to the handsome young man behind her.
"Yes ma'am, it's right here." he replied, handing her the appointment book.
"This is my schedule, not my husband's, but we're so often together that you can hardly tell them apart." Vicki Oldeeds said, handing Teresa the book.
At that moment, the butler brought in a young man in a suit and tie. "Ma'am, this gentleman is from the FBI, and would like to join this interview."
"Certainly." said Vicki Oldeeds. The young man introduced himself and sat down next to Teresa. What Vicki Oldeeds did not know was that his entrance after the policewomen's was planned in advance with them.
At Teresa's invitation, the Special Agent began asking some questions. "Did your husband have any business deals in the works recently?"
"Not that I'm aware of." replied Mrs. Oldeeds. Cindy was sure of it now; Vicki's eyes were almost jet, they were defensive, careful and cunning.... and contemptuous of the FBI agent.
"Nothing that might have caused someone to get angry, a deal that might have washed out leaving someone out to get revenge?"
"No, nothing of that sort at all. Jonas's business dealings and those of his Ministries were all smooth and orderly."
Knowing it was the right time, Cindy Ross came straight out with her question.
"I'm afraid we have to ask questions of this nature, Mrs. Oldeeds. How was your relationship with your husband? Any problems, any at all?"
"Why no, we were very much in love and things between us were the best they've ever been."
"No affairs by either of you, no jealous past lovers?" Cindy asked.
"I understand your need to ask that question." Mrs. Oldeeds said, a bit derisively. "But we were committed to each other, open and honest with each other about everything, both personal and business-wise."
"And that brings me to the next question I must ask." Cindy continued, showing no emotion nor surprise despite many interesting observations. "Do you inherit your husband's fortune upon his death?"
"Yes... and no." Mrs. Oldeeds replied. "I inherit our joint personal holdings, of course, but only part of the controlling interest of the company itself. Most of the Ministries' assets were not personally owned by Jonas, but by himself and his group of trustees as a separate entity. I believe your fellow Detective's father was one of Jonas's first trustees, and Jonas liked and always kept that arrangement.
The answer had been a bit too well prepared, too smoothly delivered, Cindy thought to herself. Mrs. Oldeeds was hiding something. And she had not explicitly denied that the Oldeeds were having extramarital sexual relations... of course everyone in Cindy's Police Department from Captain Malone to Don and Melina to half the Town Council and University Trustees had open marriages, and that was none of her business... but what did it mean for these 'Disciples of the Lord' to be so adulterous?
There were several more questions, but it was becoming obvious that Mrs. Oldeeds was shutting down, refusing to say much further about Oldeeds's businesses with the FBI agent present.
Part 10 - Badges
"Don, Brittany, get in here." Chief Griswold ordered, ushering us into his small conference room. It was 4:30pm. Inside the room were two men in expensive suits.
"Folks, this is the Director of the SBI, Jack Lewis, and the Deputy Director of the same, Tom Conlan." Griswold said. "Have a seat, please."
"First, I want to apologize for Agent Ferrell's actions yesterday." Director Lewis said. "Totally unprofessional, and I want to do what I can to prevent it from happening again... while at the same time keeping Ferrell working on cases. He's a good agent, even if he rubs you people in this county the wrong way."
I don't know if Britt's look or mine was the more skeptical, but the Director made haste to continue. "We've been talking with Chief Griswold today, and he has agreed to our potential solution. Did you know that we have an SBI Reserve?" Britt nodded affirmatively, but I had not heard of it.
The Deputy Director took up the discussion. "It's usually for early retirees from the SBI to work with us temporarily, and sometimes for contractors in our I.T. departments, stuff like that. But both of you pass all the requirements to be part of the SBI Reserve. You can only be active duty SBI for 30 days in a calendar year, then have to apply for 30 more days."
"You could be brought up temporarily by the Director, myself, or the Governor." the Deputy Director continued. "But you can also activate and deactivate yourselves by signing in to our website and 'clocking in', so to speak. There is the caveat that while you're active with the SBI, then by law you won't be active with your local law enforcement agencies, and the same law prevents you from being called up for a case within your own local jurisdictions."
"You'll both be Special Agents of the SBI Reserve." the Director said. "Lt. Maxwell, we'll have to run more paperwork through to get your rank up to where your current Campus Police rank and status is, but if you accept, we'll start that paperwork immediately."
"This is a great opportunity for you both." Chief Griswold said, making his desire for us to accept very plain.
"Where do I sign?" I said, hoping it didn't sound too sarcastic.
The Director swore us in, we signed a couple of pieces of paper, and the deputy director handed us our new SBI badges. Was it sheer coincidence that my badge number was exactly the same as my Town & County Police badge number, "1640"?
---------------------------
4:30pm. After watching Don and Lt. Maxwell get called into the chief's conference room, Cindy concentrated on getting her reports of interviews into the computer. The computer keyboards were clicking frantically throughout the entire Headquarters, trying to meet deadlines to get the material in so that Myron Milton could begin massaging the data and cross-referencing things. How that computer whiz had not been kidnapped by the FBI and CIA and made to work for them, Cindy did not know... and did not care to contemplate further...
After cross-checking with Teresa that their notes of their various interviews matched, Cindy Ross submitted her information. Then she began thinking about the things she had not put in the formal notes, but that she wanted to discuss with Don. It really was too bad that he could not have been at that interview, she thought. He would've nailed Vicki Oldeeds's sweet ass to the wall on a whole range of things...
---------------------------
"I'll take you two to dinner." Chief Griswold said as our talks with the SBI Directors ended. It was 6:00pm.
"How about you let me take all of you to dinner." Jack Muscone said as he walked up. "My expense account, your tax dollars doing you a little bit of good?"
"You don't have to ask twice." I said. "Chief, okay with you?"
"By all means, but I get to pick where we eat." the Chief replied, smiling.
I knew where that meant: the Cop Bar, which actually had great food. At dinner, the Chief told us how he had worked hard to arrange our SBI status. "This way you can just log in, deputize yourselves, and you can tell asswipes like Ferrell to beat his face. It also gives you a bit stronger access to University campus jurisdiction, Don, if ever there's a problem." 
"Sounds like a good deal." Muscone said. "Wouldn't mind getting you and Perlman into the FBI that way. I wonder if we could do something like that..." He lost himself in thought for a moment.
"Well," I said, "I only accepted this for two reasons: one, because Chief Griswold worked to get it for us; and two, because I don't think the SBI has realized what they have just done." I was grinning.
"Don't give yourself airs." Cindy Ross said, ever my foil if I started getting the big head about anything. Cindy had been invited to dinner with us, and at my and Britt's persuasion had come along.
"They're doing this all over the State with certain, very select local cops." Cindy continued. "My sister in Midtown was brought in three months ago, and I also heard that someone in Southport is in their Reserve club."
"I've heard that, too," Britt said, "but Don is right: there may be unintended consequences for them."
"For my part," I said, "I'm hoping that this really will mean some changes in the SBI and better working relationships with local LEOs. Chief, it's not just us that have problems with assholes like Ferrell. The SBI has built up quite a reputation: the City Police won't even talk to them anymore. Hopefully this Reserve plan will make things better."
"That's what I'm hoping, too." said the Chief, ever the diplomat. (Not.)
"By the way," Muscone said. "This is the best steak I've had in years. Really delicious food, here. Who the heck is the chef?"
Chief Griswold said "The Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar, is run by that old man at the bar. He's a friend of mine, and he was a military officer for years, then a Town Police officer. His son refused to go into the military or the police, and went out and became a trained chef. Worked in kitchens all over Europe and America, then came back here and opened the restaurant and bar with his father. You're right: the food here is terrific. Best kept secret in Town."
"We should call that TV show 'Diners, Drive-Ins & Dives'" I said. "Get Guy Fieri out here...." I could not hide my grin as I looked at the chief.
"Don't you dare." said the Chief, pointing his finger at me. "Not until I've departed this earth."
Part 11 - Brainstorming
The 9:00pm conference in "Classroom J" centered around one issue. Where was the rifle?
"I just don't understand how that rifle disappeared into thin air." Captain Harold Malone said. "We searched every vehicle that left very thoroughly. Dogs sniffed many vehicles. We made 35 arrests for pot possession and found 72 pistols, all legally owned and their owners permitted to carry concealed. Those old people do like to be armed, I guess. But that rifle has just disappeared."
"Don?" Chief Griswold said.  "All I can say at this moment is that these perps took the time and effort to put stolen license plates on the RV and wipe it down totally. This was a well planned, carefully orchestrated assassination plot." I said, trying hard to be and sound diplomatic. "And if it was planned that well, then the extraction of the rifle, or rifles, was very carefully thought out, and as such it was successfully executed despite our best vehicle search efforts."
"We're missing something here." the Chief said, stating the obvious. "Okay, let's hear the rundown of the interviews. Settle in for a long evening, people. Croyle and Ross, start us off."
Cindy Ross discussed her interviews with various Oldeeds' Empire people, including Mrs. Oldeeds, with Teresa Croyle occasionally filling in some details. Having read the transcripts of the submitted interviews, I had a couple of questions.
"Cindy," I said, "you and Teresa both noted that Mrs. Oldeeds mentioned that her husband's business dealings AND those of his company are doing well?"
"That's right." Cindy said.
"That suggests that there are personal businesses separate from company businesses." I said. "Did she speak in terms of separate businesses at any other time?" 
"That's why I wish you were at these interviews, Don." Cindy said. "She never said so explicitly..." Cindy looked at Teresa, who nodded agreement, "but some of the things she said could be construed that way."
"Make a note of that." I commented. "When, not 'if' but 'when' we talk to her again, let's bring that up and see if something shakes out."
  "Tell you what, guys." Jack Muscone said, breaking in. "Let my agents handle that. Our offices are working up some information on the Oldeeds's businesses, and we're going to be having some 'extended' conversations with Rev. Oldeeds's company officers... including his wife."
"Good idea, Agent Muscone. Don, you had another question?" the Chief said to me.
"Yes... Ross and Croyle, I'd like you to give us your impressions of Mrs. Oldeeds, her mannerisms, her actions and reactions, during the interview. Your professional opinion, your unprofessional opinion... anything stand out?"
"I'll go first." Cindy said, glad to have been asked that question. "I think Mrs. Oldeeds knew a lot more than she was telling us. She really shut down when Scott, the FBI agent who went with us, joined us and began asking questions about the businesses. She also might know if there was a threat to Mr. Oldeeds, but was not prepared to share that with us."
"Teresa?" I asked.
"This won't sound professional, but I have to say it." Teresa "Cunt" Croyle said. "As I told Cindy earlier today: I've worked in Vice departments here and elsewhere long enough that I know con artists and I know whores when I see them. Vicki Oldeeds is a con artist and a whore. In my opinion, she would do anything, and I mean anything for money, especially lots of it."
"You think she's a suspect?" the Chief asked.
"She cannot be ruled out. She couldn't have done it herself, of course; she was sitting on stage with all those people watching. But could she have hired someone?" Teresa replied.
"Muscone, that might be something else your Federal people will have to look into." said Chief Griswold.
After hearing from several other officers and FBI agents about their interviews, which were essentially inconsequential, the Chief took steps to wrap it up.
"Myron, correlate all of the information from the interviews." he said.
Myron got up and addressed the assemblage. "First, I appreciate your efforts to get your reports into the computers in a timely manner."
Wow, I thought, Myron was really taking leadership steps, complimenting people, making friends and influencing officers. I was proud of him.
He continued. "Second, not a single person in the Oldeeds entourage or company said anything about any problems, nor any reason that someone might want to shoot Rev. Oldeeds. They're either well-trained to not say anything, or there really is nothing at all to give us a clue who might have wanted to shoot Oldeeds. Furthermore, there is no evidence of any problems within the organization, nor grudges, and Rev. and Mrs. Oldeeds were said to be totally in love, had no problems or fights, or any of that sort of stuff."
"Okay Don, wrap this up now and tell us who did it and what he did with the gun." Chief Griswold said, unable to hide the gleam in his eye.
"Thanks for lowering the expectations so much, Chief." I replied, coming right back at him.
Everyone laughed, but then fell silent as I said, "As Myron summated, I don't think we're going to get anything from the Oldeeds people. The FBI are the guys who will, and who will have to, find any information on the company that might give us a lead there. What we do know is that there were two shooters firing two from different locations."
I paused, for the effect of the unexpected, then said "Detective Perlman! What did you think of the examination of the crime scene today?" I wanted to see if she had gotten it.
Tanya stood up. "I came to the conclusion that whoever fired from the RV was shooting at you, Don. Deliberately. At you, not at Rev. Oldeeds." she said. The room burst into a hum of discussion.
"I think you're right, Tanya." I said, taking back control. "So tell everyone why you came to that conclusion."
Tanya replied "I am not the best shooter in the world, but if I can't take a scoped rifle and hit a broad shouldered man wearing a white shirt in the back at 40 yards, then I need to turn in my service weapon. I don't see how in the world a shooter at Oldeeds from that range would have missed that badly. And the fact that the shooter almost did get you, Don... it just adds up. I think you were the target."
She had figured it out... and while I wanted to make sure she got credit for it, I had another reason for having her announce it.... it was imperative that certain people heard that it was someone besides myself that had figured that out. I knew where this was leading... it was only a matter of figuring out where the gun had walked away to, and finding the perp or perps that had shot at me.



"Hewitt!" the chief called out. "You're the weapons expert around here. Do you concur with Supervisor Perlman's analysis?"
"Yes sir, I do." said Hugh Hewitt.
"And the other shots? That killed Oldeeds?" the Chief asked. He liked to do this rapid-fire questioning in front of others, putting an officer under pressure to respond. It was based upon a method of getting results espoused by Microsoft founder Bill Gates, and it got good results. I was learning a lot today, I realized.
"No idea, sir." Hugh replied. "Either another rifle in the same RV, or another rifle in another vehicle that got around us. Maybe from much further back."
-------
"I am not the best shooter in the world..." Tanya had said, I remembered as I drifted off to sleep, Laura nestled by my side.
The best shooter in the world...
I lay there, hearing the silence, turning it over in my head. How, how did they get the rifle out of there?
I must have dozed off because the clock had changed to 3:10am when I looked at it.
And then I saw.
"Oh my God." I gasped, sitting straight up in the bed.
"Wha... what, what is it?" Laura said groggily?
"I know... I know what the answer is. I know how the gun was smuggled out of the Fairgrounds!" I said. I leaped out of bed and rushed into the walk-in closet and began getting dressed. Time was now of the essence I realized as I quickly kissed a stunned, confused Laura and rushed out of the house to my car...
To be continued...
Dear readers, have you determined from the clues just how the rifle was spirited out of the Fairgrounds?
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Part 12 - The Gun That Got Away
5:00am Monday morning.
We were in the main conference room. Present were a very sleepy and disgruntled ADA Paulina Patterson, Police Chief Griswold, Detectives Cindy Ross, Hugh Hewitt and Teresa Croyle, Senior Technician Myron Milton, Captain Harold Malone, Crime Lab Supervisor Tanya Perlman, University Police Lieutenant Brittany M. Maxwell, and FBI Special Agent Jack Muscone. And myself, of course, having called them all in.
"Thank you all for coming so quickly." I said. "Time is of the essence if we're to have any hope of recovering the rifle that was fired from the RV."
"We're obviously not sleeping on it, so don't keep us in suspense." Paulina Patterson said. "I've already called the Night Judge at the Courthouse to be on standby for warrants, so this better be damn good." I loved Paula's feisty attitude when she was sleep deprived.
"Well, obviously the rifle was smuggled out on the one vehicle that left the premises after the shooting." I said, seeing if any lights came on in any eyes. Maybe it was just too early in the morning, but none did.
"But... no vehicles did leave." Teresa Croyle said. "Captain Malone shut it down instantly." By her voice, I could tell that Teresa Cunt still had vestiges of loyalty to Malone, though she herself was a good and honest cop.
"Yes, he did." I replied, "but one vehicle did leave after the shooting: the ambulance that carried Jonas Oldeeds to the hospital!"
I counted fifteen seconds of frozen silence.
"Holy shit." Captain Malone gasped, the first words to break through the dumbfounded looks etched on everyone's faces. "You're saying the rifle was in the ambulance itself?"
"Yes." I said. "By Conan Doyle's Law, it's all that's remains, therefore it must be the truth."
I continued: "Myron and I have been here for the last hour looking at videotape. It's University Hospital ambulance number 375. There's a lot more to it, but for now we've got to try to find it and pray that the rifle was spirited out on that ambulance and that it might still be there. Paulina, call in for that warrant now, say probable cause is video evidence that I shall provide forthwith. Britt, call out your Campus Police and send them to the hospital for a search. You have jurisdiction, obviously."
 
"You're officially invited to the party, and if anyone whines about jurisdiction, just send them right along to me.... and let me borrow your crowbar." Britt Maxwell said, her eyes twinkling.
"No problem." I replied. "Hugh, Officer Pete Feeley has rounded up ten night shift uniformed officers. Take them to the hospital now, fuck the jurisdiction issues, and start looking for that ambulance, but you can't search it until Paulina says she has the warrant in hand. Tanya, did you call up a Crime Lab team?"
"Sure did, and the bomb-and-gunpowder-sniffing dog, Sergeant Seymour." Tanya replied.
"Excellent. Cindy, Teresa, we're going to go try and find two orderlies that were in that ambulance when it left. Some of Hugh's uniformed men can help once the ambulance is found. Myron has stills of their faces from the video that he has sent to our mobile phones."
 "No." said the Chief, stopping everyone for a second. He pointed at me. "YOU stay right here for a moment. You stay here too, Agent Muscone. The rest of you get out there and kick ass."
Everyone scrambled to leave except Paulina, who was sitting in her chair and calling the Court for the warrant. Myron, Captain Malone, and Jack Muscone also remained.
"Okay, explain everything to me from the top." Chief Griswold said.
"Okay, but first: Myron and I have been here for an hour, and he put together this video for me. Myron, send a copy to Paulina to forward to the judge for the warrant. Then play it here on the screen in this room."
Myron complied, and the video was from one of the front rows, slightly to the right of Oldeeds and facing Mrs. Oldeeds and the seated guests on the stage.
"Okay," I said, as Paulina, the Chief and Jack Muscone watched with great interest. "You can see right here where Oldeeds is being shot in the chest. There's the sudden bloodstain on his shirt... he looks left, at his wife.... takes the second shot to the head..." Paulina grimaced at the sight.
"Okay, there's Ikea catching Oldeeds and easing him to the floor... there's the doctor that came up to try to help.... ah, there it is, now the ambulance is driving up right behind the tent.... we can see right here the number "375", it's a University ambulance and not a Town & County EMS ambulance... we see these two orderlies come up, almost stumble as they stop short, then come over.... they reach down and put Oldeeds on the stretcher, and get him into the ambulance immediately, practically over the doctor's objections... and there they go out of the picture. Fortunately, the video quality was very good."
"Wow." said Jack Muscone. "But... but why do you think the rifle is in the ambulance? Were the shots fired from the ambulance?"
"Just one shot was fired from the RV." I said. "Myron, run file 2."
As the video came up, I explained. "This is a static camera on a pole to the west, or left of the tent, which would be to the stage's right. It doesn't show much of the tent, but it had a great view of the parking lot. Notice the front of the ambulance right behind the RV."
"First, there is fairly clearly no rifle shot from the ambulance. Second, we'll have to enhance the video, the quality was not great so I'd be surprised if we get smoke from the gunfire, but what's important here is that the ambulance is parked next to the RV.... okay, there's a bit of commotion around the edges of the tent, which is when Oldeeds was shot.... okay, here comes the ambulance... notice the unbelievable speed with which it responded!"
"They got a radio call immediately." the Chief said.
"From the reports submitted, which I re-checked," I said, "no one admits calling for the ambulance. No one. And it gets better. Myron, show the time-synchronized videos."
Another video came on, a split screen of the static camera and another one inside the tent.
"I believe this time sync is correct, and it shows that the ambulance began moving before Oldeeds's head shot." I said. "My opinion at this point is that no one knew enough to call for an ambulance. It came up of its own accord."
"What does that mean?" Jack Muscone said, his eyes showing sheer disbelief.
"I'm thinking that the shooter fired from the RV then bolted to the back of the ambulance, dropping the unfired cartridge in his haste. The fired shell was still in the bolt of the rifle, of course, so the perp did not look around and notice the unfired cartridge."
"But what about the second shot?" Chief Griswold asked, his voice not hiding his inability to fully grasp what he was hearing.
"There was no second shot from the RV, Chief." I said. "Now watch as the ambulance moves out immediately and is pulling up. I imagine the shooter is concealing the rifle during these few seconds. Out pops two orderlies, likely one of them being the shooter, as the ambulance driver was already behind the wheel... and there they go... they collect Oldeeds and whisk him off."
"I am truly stunned." Paulina said. Was that worship in her dark eyes? "Don, you are amazing."
I smiled. "There's more. Let's watch the first video again, shall we?" Myron started it up, the one from inside the tent. "Notice that the ambulance pulls up to the back of the tent, and that's where the exit is, so they were lining up and could get no closer.
"But watch the orderlies! They go towards the side of the tent, as if they were going to go around it.... they literally stumble and change direction, moving back to their right and sideways to the stage, where they look at each other... hesitate... then finally pick up Oldeeds and take him out of there. So... where were they originally going?"
They had no clue, so I said "Myron?"
"They were going to pick up your dead body, Don." he said.
"Yep." I confirmed. "Guys, this proves the RV shooter was gunning for me, not Oldeeds. The shooter fired, saw me fall, thought he'd gotten me. He and his partners drive the ambulance up and see a commotion, but they're planning to go get my carcass. They literally stumble onto Oldeeds, and they're stunned to find another body. Perhaps they know by now that I'm alive, but until they got to the tent... they had no idea that Jonas Oldeeds had also been shot.
Jack Muscone's small eyes were staring lasers at me. "Brother," he said, "if you had lived 400 years ago, they would be burning your ass at the stake right now."
"Who knows, maybe they did." I replied. Muscone still stared at me. Captain Malone just shook his head.
"You figured all of that out in less than two hours?" Muscone said, still stunned.
"Well, once I realized that there had been a vehicle that left the grounds and that the ambulance was that vehicle, everything else was easy to find. As James Clavell wrote in his book Sho-gun , "it is easy to find the solution, once given the answer."
"Get your butt down to the hospital." Chief Griswold ordered, simply unable to articulate any further words. Malone, Patterson and Muscone were likewise silent with shock, and admiration.
Part 13 - Arrests
As the quality of light began getting better in the dawn, I arrived with Myron in tow at University Hospital. As expected, the Hospital Administrator complained about jurisdiction until University Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Dexter Robinson showed up and threatened to arrest the Administrator if she continued to obstruct justice. Britt had called him "just in case", and rightly so.
"We found 375 in the back parking lot with other ambulances." Britt told me as I walked up. "The dog sniffed all of them, and got excited in 375. He found a concealed panel on the left side of the ambulance, but it was empty."
I saw the dog in the distance with his handler and walked over. I loved meeting the K-9 sergeants. "Hi, who is this?" I asked the handler.
"Sergeant Seymour, sir." the handler said. "He found a hiding place, but no rifle, I'm afraid." Sergeant Seymour was a German Shepherd, healthy and happy to be getting attention. He was our K-9 Corps' youngest dog.
"That's okay." I said. "Can I give him a treat?"
"Sure." the handler said, giving me a treat to give to Sergeant Seymour.
"Hi, Seymour!" I said, giving him the treat and patting his head. "You did a great job today, Seymour! You're a great dog!" Sergeant Seymour panted happily, his tail wagging mightily.
As I petted Seymour, I gave orders: "Myron, secure the ambulance's GPS, then get Britt's people to help and secure the radio transmissions to and from this ambulance on Saturday." I'd hardly finished as I watched Myron literally run towards the ambulance in question.
"Why the GPS and radio logs?" Britt asked.
"I suspect this vehicle left and went somewhere else after they brought Oldeeds in on it." I said. "They had to get rid of the rifle. They probably did so while taking it to be washed down."
"The Hospital has a contract with the County Maintenance facility, which is on the east side of the mountain ridge, near the cemetery." Britt said. If one went east, as towards the City, the Maintenance facility was just off the main highway. The cemetery was on a hill further southeast.
"We're lucky, Britt." I said. "I was worried that it was a fake ambulance and would have disappeared by now."
"No, the Hospital Staff would've immediately noticed that and called the police." Britt said. "They had a scandal about that some years ago, when a private company ambulance tried to charge the Hospital for patients that were never delivered. They've been very watchful and keep meticulous records now. No. 375 was logged in at 12:07pm, right after the shooting."
Just then Teresa Croyle walked up. "You called me?" she said shortly.
"Yes." I said. "Call Steven Ikea and bring him down. When you find the perps, let him personally make the arrests."
Teresa looked shocked, but got her cellphone out as she walked away towards the Hospital.
"Are you kidding?" Britt said.
"The man's beloved idol died in his arms." I said. That did not mollify Britt Maxwell, who continued to stare at me. But she asked nothing more.
------------------------------
At 7:30am I received some incredibly good news. The two orderlies had been arrested, one at the Hospital, another in his University dorm room, and the driver had been apprehended at his home. They all had been brought in and were being processed under freshly printed arrest warrants.
To say that the Headquarters was buzzing would be an understatement; word of my discovery followed by the arrests had spread like wildfire among the Force... and outside of it also.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the redhead reporter blared precisely at 7:00am. "Channel Two News is following the fast breaking story that arrests are being made in the murder of world-renowned minister Jonas Oldeeds!"
"We are just learning that search warrants as well as arrest warrants were issued and that an ambulance, believed to be the one that transported the late Rev. Oldeeds to the hospital, was impounded and is being searched by State and local crime lab teams. The search on University property is being headed by Campus Police Lieutenant Brittany Maxwell, and University Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson is also on the scene and is being apprised of the situation. Channel Two News will bring you any new fast breaking developments as they occur..."
The SBI, including Dick Ferrell, had stormed in moments later, and tried to take custody of the arrested suspects, but we were having none of that. Steven Ikea actually stood up to them and said that they were his busts (ah! good idea on my part to let him make the arrests, n'est pas?).
Then Britt Maxwell backed up Ikea by "suggesting" to Ferrell that he leave... and Cindy Ross was right behind her and extremely eager to start some trouble. Agent Carter Fischer was openly stunned at what had transpired in the last few hours, and as it sank in that we had succeeded where the SBI had utterly failed, the looks I received from him and other SBI agents at Headquarters would've been fatal if looks could kill.
I retreated to the empty office next to Paulina Patterson's, hiding away and letting all the processing and paperwork happen, mentally preparing for the questions I was going to ask the perps as I struggled to put the full picture of these events together. The door opened and Paulina Patterson walked in as I stared out the window.
"So," Paulina said, sitting in a chair on the other side of the desk, "why did these guys try to kill you? Is this your bad nephew at work again?"
"That's what I'm thinking about now." I said. "If it's what I think it is, we might have gotten Ned's moles in the Hospital. But the problem is... I'm not sure Ned just spontaneously did this...."
I felt as much as heard Paulina get out of her chair and come around to my side of the desk. She sat her gorgeous ass on the edge of the desk, "inappropriately" close to me. She was wearing a gray sweater and gray slacks and high heel gray pumps. Out of the corner of my eye I admired her shapely, pretty brown feet in the high heel pumps.
"That was an incredibly impressive thing you did this morning." Paulina said, her voice husky and warm. "I've never seen anything like it."
"Thanks." I said, looking up at her face. She was incredibly beautiful, and I felt my loins stirring not only at the physical sensations of her nearby, but of the intense sexual chemistry that was forming as our eyes locked.
It only lasted a few seconds, then Paulina stood up. "I'll see you in Interrogation-1." she said as she let her hand caress the back of my neck and my shoulder before turning away and leaving.
"Be there in a minute." I replied, still feeling the heat of that moment deep inside me.
Part 14 - The Interrogation
It was 1:30pm. All three suspects had immediately asked for lawyers upon being read their considerable rights, and early questioning had proved fruitless.
The driver was an older man, had white hair and a white beard, could be Santa Claus during Christmas festivities, and had not said a word except that he wanted a lawyer.
I immediately recognized one of the orderlies as "Skinny Beard" from the Barry Bounel raid during the Case of The Murdered Lovers, the guy who'd been sexually servicing Bounel when we raided his dorm room and recovered Steven Ikea's stolen gun. He was weak; I knew he would break quickly.
It was the last man that interested me. His name was "Gruff" for his raspy voice. His hair was cut short into a flat-top crew-cut, and his hair was white, dyed white as he was only in his late 30s or early 40s. He was short and slender. He was believed to be a homosexual, but more importantly he was regarded as being near-psychotic, though he'd passed every psychological test and was cleared to work at the Hospital.
I'd been reading up on him and trying to trace his hospital movements over the last several months. When I had finished my research, I was sure that we had just placed under arrest the "mole" that had been feeding my nephew Ned information from the hospital.
So here I was at 1:30pm, ready for mental and verbal battle. I entered Interrogation-2 alone, knowing that eyes were watching us through the one-way mirror and that we were being recorded.
Gruff was sitting at the table, his hands handcuffed in front of him. He had asked to speak to me, and me alone, and he had agreed to talk to me without his lawyer present, even signing the written waiver presented to him by Paulina.
"Well, well, well." Gruff said. "You're a lucky man, Detective Don. May I call you Don?" His voice was full of sarcasm.
 
"Whatever." I said. "It wasn't luck that you didn't kill me with that shot."
"I was talking about figuring us out." Gruff said. "But you have no idea how lucky you've been this last year." Gruff was playing psychological games with me, I noted. Nothing I couldn't handle, but why was he bothering?
"So, do you know this man, Gruff?" I asked, showing him the photo of Ned on my cell phone.
"Brother, you know I do." he said, and I could tell that the psychotic edge was showing up. "And you know I'm not going to say anything about that man. I don't want to end up shredded into little pieces. That is one fucked. up. dude. Just like you are, brother. It runs in the family, don't it?"
"What about the driver and the other orderly in the ambulance?" I asked. "They with him, also?
"Naw, the young guy is hooked on drugs, he has to be a male prostitute just to get his fixes. Your family man forgave him ten percent of his debt to ride in the ambulance with me and help pick up the body... and it was supposed to be your fucking body, Uncle Donald."



"And the driver?"
"Shit, Santa Claus? I dunno, maybe he is and maybe he isn't. But he'd better head to Punk City and sing like a canary if he wants to live. Witness protection is his destination, if I don't miss my guess. He's part of your syyssss-tem now."
"So you have been giving Ned information from the hospital." I said. "Including those paternity tests. And you're the one who helped him escape from the Hospital both times, aren't you?"
"Yeah, I wanted to get paid and not get found dead in a ditch, so I helped him escape. And yeah, those paternity tests were a shock to him, too." Gruff said. "I mean have you seen a cat that gets ambushed? Your boy jumped sideways just like a fucking cat when he saw those papers."
"So why would you or he want to kill Jonas Oldeeds." I asked.
"Oh, Detective, you bore me." Gruff said, his eyes gleaming. "You know I was shooting at your ass, which you call your head. I still don't know how I missed."
"If it's any consolation, you didn't." I replied, remembering the 'intervention' on my behalf that day. "So where is Ned now?"
"No idea, brother." Gruff said. "Memory does not serve me correctly at this time."
"Where is his mother?" I asked.
"How's your wound, brother?" Gruff replied. "Does it ache on cold days?"
"Nope. Thoughts of you in jail keep it from hurting and keep me warm at night. Do you know where his mother is, Gruff?"
"Oh seriously? If she ever shows her face in public anywhere on this planet, she's a dead bitch. That boy seriously wants to kill her, and he ain't gonna rape her first like he did the last time."
"What's he gonna do next, Gruff?"
"Does not compute. Memory failure on RAM chip 1."
I knew I wasn't going to get anything more from Gruff. I got up to leave.
"You have a nice day, brother." Gruff said. "And keep your eyes peeled."
I turned to face him. "Is that a threat?" I said, my voice menacing.
"No, brother. I had my shot. I'm out of the loop now, I'm part of your system, brother, the one you call 'hard time'. But he's still out there, brother. And so are the people protecting him."
I sat back down. I was now fully interested.
"Who are those people, Gruff?" I asked.
"System error. Blue Screen of Death if I respond."
"I can make your time much less hard, Gruff. Who's protecting him, and why?"
"Hear the words, brother." His voice slowed way down. "Ssssyyssstemmmmmm error."
And then I realized it, Gruff was giving me a clue. He would say no more, but that was a clue.
"You have a nice day too, Gruff." I said, getting up.
"Just one more thing." Gruff said. I turned and peered at him as he played his trump card in our little repartee. "Why did your wife fuck your nephew when he was in the hospital?"
"My wife?" I said, shocked.
"Oh, maybe it's ex-wife now, but she was hot to fuck your boy's big cock. She rode him like a whore on payday."
"Thanks for the info, Gruff." I turned and exited the room as Gruff grinned evilly at me. "And no, I have no clue about that."
------------------------
Once outside, I was virtually attacked by Paulina Patterson, Cindy Ross, and Captain Malone, who all had been watching and listening.
"He confessed to the attempt on you, Don." Paulina said. "But what was all that other stuff about?"
"Let's go to MCD." I said. Once there, we were joined by my entire MCD team, Jack Muscone, and the Chief.
"What was that paternity test shit about?", "What was that about Ned raping his mother?", "What is the 'mole' stuff about?" The questions came fast and furious and all at once. Finally I got a chance to speak.
"The paternity test stuff is something private with Dr. Fredricson, not related to any police investigation. The stuff about Ned's mother is not clear to me." Yeah, that was a lie: that night wasn't so hazy that I don't remember watching Ned rape Elizabeth.
Quickly moving on, I said "As to the mole: Gruff was Ned's mole in the hospital. I don't know if the other two are moles, but they're working with Ned.
"So why was the evangelist executed?" Malone asked.
"Right now, I have no clue." I said. And I wasn't lying: I didn't know 'why'.
----------------------------
What a lot of people don't know is that most GPS devices have memory and store recent places that the vehicle has been. The ambulance GPS showed the route the ambulance had taken on Saturday, as it had not been driven since being cleaned out, and Myron soon had the data in Tanya Perlman's hands. A Crime Lab team not only retraced the route, they went to two locations where the ambulance had stopped and found the stock of the disassembled rifle, covered with Gruff's fingerprints.
Further down the road, Sergeant Seymour found the rifle's bolt, which had been thrown out of the window of the moving vehicle. Damn good dog, he was!
But we never found the barrel. Even so, we had enough physical evidence that Gruff was bound over for trial with bail denied to him upon consideration that he was an extreme flight risk and a significant danger to the community.
Part 15 - Promotion, Redux
The National Media was agog at the news that arrests had been made, firing out stories that barely had resemblance to the truth of what happened. They were already beginning to move on... the FBI was expanding its investigation of Jonas Oldeeds's business activities, which interested the rabidly anti-Christian Press more than any solution to Oldeeds's murder discovered by some local hick cop.
Jack Muscone and his agents had left for the City that evening after dinner. As we shook hands and said goodbyes, he said he'd be back soon for wrap-up activities. "By the way, if you ever want a job with the FBI, let me know. I'll do whatever it takes to get you in."
"Thanks, but I'm very happy here." I said.
"I can tell... but just keep it in mind... for the day you may change your mind." Jack said, somewhat mysteriously and as a warning.
The SBI was furious again: Bettina Wurtzburg, who got the scoop and first reports of the arrests, told her viewers that I had been the one to crack the case leading to the finding of the evidence and the arrests, that the SBI had played no significant part in bringing the case to its successful close... and that a "shake-up in the internal structure of the SBI" was imminent.
Everyone wondered who'd leaked that to Bettina; had Ikea actually returned the favor I'd given him of making the arrests? For myself, I was wondering about something different: the Press was already saying the case was solved and closed. I knew that it was not, that there was a second shooter, and we were still working to find perps.
The next day was Tuesday, and the Town & County Council went into executive session at their meeting that evening. It lasted three hours, and I heard reports that it was bitterly contentious. But Chief Griswold was smiling when his cell phone rang, and smiling more brightly when the call ended. On Wednesday morning he made it his first order of business to instruct the MCD Department to be in formal uniforms on Thursday morning and report to the Courthouse Square at 9:00am sharp.
And on that Thursday morning, I became the youngest Lieutenant in the Town Police Force in 25 years as the Chief and my mom pinned silver bars upon my shoulders in the open-air ceremony on the Square. After accepting congratulations from the politicians and police officers that were present, Bettina Wurtzburg corralled me for a brief interview.
"She's hot for you, son." my mother said after the interview was over. "Did you see the way she was looking at you? She would fuck you right here in front of everyone if she could get away with it."
"You don't think that was a bit of acting for the TV cameras?" I asked.
"You might be right." Mom said. "but anyone watching on TV is going to see her looking at you with worship in her eyes. That will be very good for your stature in this Town." Before I could reply, Cindy Ross was walking quickly up to me.
"We've got to go." she said. We hustled into the police SUVs and sped over to Old Hall on the University Campus. Taking our seats inside the auditorium of the oldest building on campus, rich with history, we watched as more history was made: University President Wellman and University Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson pinned well-deserved and long-overdue Captain bars on the shoulders of Brittany M. Maxwell, the first woman to become a Captain in the history of the Campus Police.
At the reception after the ceremony, I congratulated Britt. Her eyes were sparkling more brightly than I'd ever seen before as she bore in on me.
"This was your doing, I understand." she said.
"I think Commissioner Robinson pushed pretty hard for it." I replied modestly.
"Uh huh." she replied. "You really are a miracle man, Don. I heard how you twisted some arms. I don't think anyone else could have gotten my promotion through." Then she added playfully "But I guess the Regents didn't want crowbars applied to their butts."
"They can't keep a good woman like you down, Britt." I replied, smiling. But Britt was right: while I had not threatened the Trustees in any way, I'd recommended Britt's promotion in the strongest allowable terms, and they weren't about to say 'no' , what with my recent success and with the National Press still in Town.
"I do appreciate it." said Britt.
"Well, it was you that pushed them to bring me in," I replied, "so I had to return the favor--"
"Well, congratulations Major!" a voice said behind me. It was my nephew Todd. He was in a suit and tie, had most of the women in the room mesmerized, and was sparring with Britt again.
"There is no 'major' in the Campus Police, Todd." Britt said, trying to make her voice withering but unable to hide the underlying playfulness. "Captain is the highest rank except for Commissioner. Now there's nobody stopping me from busting your ass if you step out of line."
"That'll never happen, Colonel. Congratulations to both of you." Todd said, then walked away to begin talking to a beautiful college girl and her equally lovely mother.
"What'll never happen?" I asked. "He won't step out of line? Or you'll never bust him for doing so?" Before Britt could answer, Laura stepped up to us. She was looking marvelous in her white dress with a black belt, and high heel black pumps.
"Congratulations, darling." Laura said, hugging Britt. "There's going to be a celebration dinner for both of you at President Wellman's home tonight. But afterwards, Britt, I'd like you to come home with us." Laura's eyes were on fire with seductive lust as she said, "I'm going to show both of you what a real celebration is."
"Mmmm, I can't wait." Britt replied seductively.
"Excuse me a moment." I said, separating myself from everyone. I then made a quick phone call to Headquarters, and made sure that Cindy Ross was put on duty for that evening. If she had wanted to celebrate with Britt tonight, she would think that duty had intervened instead of Laura. I liked covering all the bases.
Part 16 - A Proper Celebration
"Take that, you fucking bitch!" I snarled as I fit the head of my throbbing cock into the woman's slit and thrust as hard as I could, shoving the full length of my meat balls-deep into her cunt. My right hand held her arm against her back as I withdrew and violently thrust forward again, knowing that many more pressure on her twisted arm might break it. But I didn't care.
My left hand pushed against the small of her back, keeping her pressed flat against the surface of the desk. I was standing behind her, our feet on the floor, and I was fucking her with all the furious power I could muster. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the other woman watching us, a mixture of lust and vengeance in her eyes...
---------------------------
The promotion dinner at President Wellman's was a semi-formal affair, once again combining the odd partners of the Town & County Police with the University's elite. On the police side, the Chief and his wife were present, as were Captain Malone and his wife. Tanya Perlman had brought Pete Feeley as her date, and he seemed stunned by the spectacle and pageantry of it all.
Todd was there, in the company of Melina and his parents Michael and Eleanor Burke. My mother had also come and was charming the socks off of everyone in the room. I, of course, was with the lovely Dr. Laura Fredricson, who was showing off her considerable charms, and her pregnancy, in her beautiful black evening gown.
Jack Muscone had arrived with a lovely strawberry-blonde woman, who he introduced as FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer. She didn't look German, so I surmised that "Speer" was not her maiden name. I did observe that Laura and Jack were a bit formal during the introductions, and that they did not talk to each other very much.
The entire Town & County Council was present, even Malinda Adams, who had bitterly opposed my promotion. Pastor Raymond Westboro of the Council led a small gaggle that I observed to be the Town's "Religious Elite", which included Councilwoman Kelly Carnes and Councilman Thomas P. Cook.
The University side was composed of a large number of professors and their spouses or dates. It did not take me long to observe the tremendous brown-nosing and politicking going on amongst them, especially with the Trustees and President Wellman. University Commissioner Robinson had brought his daughter, City Detective Robin Ventura along, and I was glad to be able to talk with her for a few minutes, as I was considering asking her to join our Force as a Detective.
The Regents, a.k.a. the University Trustees, were there. Myrtle L. James was extremely effusive in her praise towards me for "solving" the Oldeeds crime. She and Beatrice S. York, also very religious and a fan of Oldeeds, had me trapped for too many minutes, until I was finally rescued from her by Sally Wellman bringing over Henry R. Wargrave and his wife for introductions, and adroitly moving the other ladies along.
"Don, this is my wife Lilly." Wargrave said. Lilly Wargrave was a stunningly lovely woman. Her hair was styled in a relatively short cut and was dyed blonde. She had deep, penetrating eyes. She was slender with smallish breasts, and as nearly as tall as Laura, who had come up to us and joined in our light conversation.
Sally Wellman was playing the perfect hostess, introducing people here and there to each other, looking terrific as always, her luscious body well toned by yoga and exercise at Melina's fitness center. At first she kept Britt and myself nearby to introduce people to us until the guests had all arrived.
But I did notice that there was one person Mrs. Wellman did not introduce me to, seemed to be making sure I had not contact with... someone who I could not believe was here. Vicki Oldeeds, widow of the late Rev. Jonas Oldeeds, was working the room, dressed in black but fully interacting with the "money" people.
"Well, Teresa," I said, "what do you think of that?" Teresa Croyle and Hugh Hewitt, still wearing their formal police uniforms, had come together as a matter of convenience.
"She's actually asking these people for donations to the Oldeeds charities." Teresa said, barely able to contain her disgust. "Her husband is dead less than a week, and that whore is harping for money." Hugh Hewitt's face showed a mixture disgust and humor at the spectacle.
"Now that is a cute couple." Teresa said, almost mockingly. She was looking at Tanya Perlman and Pete Feeley, Tanya intermingling with people, her cheeks rosy and her eyes bright as she enjoyed the social rituals... and Pete nearly a frozen statue by her side.
We heard the call to dinner and went outside, where many large round tables had been set up. The dinner was delicious. I was sitting between Laura and my mother at one of the head tables, joined by the Chief and his wife, and Tanya Perlman and Pete Feeley.
Also at my table were Town & County Council members Dagmar Schoen, a smoking-hot Teutonic, tall blonde trophy wife, and John "Jack" Colby, a slender, handsome, tough-looking rancher in the agricultural western part of the County. They were very much my allies on the Council, and I observed that though they were with their spouses, their furtive looks toward each other suggested extramarital carnal knowledge between them.
Britt was at the other head table with Commissioner Robinson and some Trustees and the Wellmans. Her table looked a bit less comfortable than ours. Jack Muscone and his lovely fellow agent had been seated there, also.
Melina was sitting with Cindy Ross at one of the other tables down the way, with Teresa Croyle, Hugh Hewitt and Jeanine Olivet and her law firm partners. Hoo boy, my divorce lawyer was breaking bread with my soon-to-be-ex-wife. I made myself not worry about it.
To my surprise, I saw Daniel Allgood of Internal Affairs, sitting at another table with Captain Malone and his wife Madelyn, chatting mostly with her. Steven Ikea was at their table, still looking like a lost puppy dog having witnessed the death of his idol Jonas Oldeeds.
"They didn't put this together in 3 days." I said to my mom in a low voice as we ate.
 "Obviously not, son." my mother replied. "They knew Miss Maxwell was going to be promoted and they simply anticipated that the Council would approve yours on Tuesday."
"Kind of a big spectacle for a couple of police promotions, don't you think?" I asked.
My mother smiled knowingly. "With these people, the politicians and money people, it's any excuse to throw a party and intermingle with each other. Even in a small town like Apple Grove, your father and I had to attend entirely too many of these events."
She paused, then added, "Don, you're reaching the point you have to play the political games at times. I know you hate it, and you should never give up your integrity, but get to know these people for the times you'll need to use them."
"And that's why you're here, Mom?" I asked, realizing that my mother was a lot better at "the Game" than she let on.
"Oh, I'm here being the proud mother of my wonderful son." she replied, teasing me.
As dessert concluded, President Wellman stepped up to the podium that had been placed on the second step of the stairs leading back into the house, near our tables.
"I want to thank everyone for coming today. This evening has been far too long in coming, and I am extremely happy to be able to host this celebration of the promotion of some wonderful law enforcement officers. I'd like to ask Chief Griswold to come forward and introduce our three promoted officers." A small gasp went out; who was the third?
"Thank you, President Wellman." the Chief said, his gruff voice carrying well over the sound system. "Of course we've had two promotions this past week, but I'd also like to acknowledge another promotion that occurred a few weeks ago. This lady has taken our Crime Lab and made it into an organization that I was proud to show off to the SBI and FBI these past few days. Her leadership made this recent crime much easier to solve. Would everyone please congratulate Detective Supervisor Tanya Perlman."
Tanya blushed as she stood up to the loud applause filling the air. She had not expected this, and neither had I: the Chief had gotten us again, and in a great way. Tanya deserved the acknowledgement.
My introduction was next. I felt a bit embarrassed hearing his praise of my heroism in being wounded while rescuing the children, and the rest of his words were a bit flowery, but I stood and accepted the applause for me. For a moment they would not let me sit back down, but finally the applause died down.
"And third, this lady has done an incredible job of keeping our University and its students safe while keeping order and handling cases under extremely stressful conditions..." the chief said as he introduced Britt Maxwell. I took note that the Town and Police applause (including my own) was loud and raucous... the University and State side much less so.



At the end, President Wellman asked everyone to stand up and drink a toast to the three of us. That essentially got the fun and drinking part of the party going.
"What Chief Griswold said is what I think your father would've said about you." my mother said to me. "Your father was very proud of you, and would be very proud of you if he were here today."
"Thanks, Mom." I said. And she was implicitly right about one thing: professionally speaking, Chief Griswold had become something of a father figure for me, as well as many others on our Force. I knew he wanted to retire, but I hoped that day would not be soon in coming.
"Here son, take this." my mother said. She dropped a small gray diamond-shaped pill in my hand.
"What is it?" I asked.
"It's like viagra, but better. I won't try to trick you into taking it." my mother said. "But Laura and I think it's time Vicki Oldeeds reaps the harvest of what her husband has sown, to use a Bible quotation." I took the pill. I did not need to be told what the plan was... it was long overdue and I was looking forward to implementing it. Looking around, I saw that Laura was listening to us. As I caught her eyes, she nodded, no smile on her features.
--------------
Thirty minutes later, as people were dancing and talking and laughing, my mother called me into the house.
"If you go into the President's personal study by his bedroom upstairs, she'll be there." Mom said. I went upstairs, making sure no one followed me or was watching as I stole into the private personal quarters of the University President and his hot Cougar wife.
Once inside, I made sure the surveillance equipment in the room was totally shut down. I knew how to do this -- because I had personally installed the equipment at the request of Dr. Wellman, upon Laura's recommendation. I also quickly checked for other devices with a small device that I had purloined from one of Oldeeds's security people; they were still looking for that missing device.
There was only one lamp light on, leaving the room in a soft, dim glow. I glanced around the room, seeing the heavy desk. It would suit my purpose. And it did not take long for the object of my purpose to arrive.
"Sooo... it's the great Detective Don." Vicky Oldeeds hissed as she came out of the shadows through the door that led to the bedroom. "All full of himself and thinking he's hot shit."
She had removed the veils, but the tight black dress she wore still showed off her slender, firm body.
"At least everyone else thinks so." Vicki said. I couldn't tell if she was drunk or not, but there was fire in her eyes... fires of evil. "But I see through you. You're as dumb a fuck as your daddy was. Jonas had your daddy wrapped around his little finger."
 "And my sister, too?" I asked, my voice low.
"Shut up about that." Vicki Oldeeds growled. "Your sister was a little whore. Seducing Jonas like that, corrupting him with her young body and her evil ways."
"And you are just as evil as her, you little bastard." Vicki spat. "And now you're getting promoted... promoted on my husband's dead body! May God damn you!" she said as she hurled herself towards me. Her attempt to slap me was blocked as I grabbed her wrist, then twisted her arm behind her back.
"Yeah, you bitch!" I said, "I'm being promoted for solving your husband's death. He got his ass blown away for his evil ways, and now it's time for you to get yours!" Still holding her arm twisted behind her back, I shoved Vicki face-down onto the desk, her breasts squashed against its surface. With the other hand I hitched up her skirt, ripped her panties apart, then began opening my pants.
"It's about fucking time you got what you deserve, bitch!" I snarled as I brought out my cock. It was iron hard and thick, and it was throbbing so hard that it hurt.
"Yeah, you're just a fucking whore for cock, Vicki!" I grunted as I slid the big cockhead up and down her swelling labes. "And I'm going to give it to you, bitch. I am really going to give it to you!"
Vicki struggled and demanded that I stop, calling me names but not screaming very loudly, I noted. I fit my cockhead into her cunthole and shoved forward.
"Take that, you fucking bitch!" I roared as I sank balls-deep into her. I was in! I was raping Mrs. Jonas Oldeeds!
Her cunt was surprisingly wet and I began a hard, driving rhythm, pounding my meat into her, feeling her asscheeks smashing into my hips as I shoved it into her with raw male power.
"It's about time you get what's coming to you, bitch!" I gasped hoarsely. "I'm going to give you what you need!!" My thrusts were relentless, violent, powerful. Intense pleasure and a hard, driving desire coursed through my burning loins.
Vicki was gasping and swearing, still trying to get away even as I put more pressure on her twisted arm, but she was not kicking at me as she stood on her legs and took my thrusts.
"This is for what your god-damned husband did to my mother and sister." I snarled at her, leaning over to make sure she heard my words. "It's for him raping my mother, and especially for him molesting my sister when she was a young, trusting girl." Fury overwhelmed me.
"And you know what else it's for, bitch?" I said, "It's for all those girls Jonas Oldeeds raped. It's for all those girls he sold into prostitution and slavery!"
  "Oh my god." Vicki gasped, the change in her body acknowledging her shock that I knew.  
Yes, I know, the thought of it making me thrust even more powerfully into Vicki Oldeeds's helpless, sodden cunt. I know that Jonas Oldeeds has been running a human trafficking ring for years, taking helpless young girls and forcing them into unspeakable horrors. It won't be long, Vicki, I thought. It won't be long until the FBI brings your husband's filthy ring down.
I happened to look up. My mother was watching from the shadows. The look of hatred on her face betrayed the disgust she felt for Vicki Oldeeds, and the gleam in her eye told me that she was enjoying me getting vengeance by raping Vicki in the same position that Jonas Oldeeds had fucked my mother years before.
"That's right, bitch. And now I'm going to come in you, and then you're going to get the hell out of here. You get out of my county... bitch... and... don't... ever... fucking... come... back... ohhh... unnnh... UHH!!!!!" Deeply painful ecstasy tore through my loins, the pulses hurting but joyful as my semen exploded out of my cock and into Vicki's well-fucked womanhood. I kept thrusting hard until the pulses died away.
"Get out of here, bitch. And get out of my County." I said again, catching my breath after pulling out of Vicki, putting up my male equipment, and zipping up my pants. Vicki had not moved, but as I backed away from her she slowly stood up, pulled her shredded panties back up and fixed her skirts.
"I'll see you in hell, you son of a bitch. And your mother, too." Vicki said, not looking towards my mom but knowing she was there. Seeing the look in my eyes as I was about to attack her again, Vicki Oldeeds turned and headed for the door.
Part 17 - Epilogue
At 6:00am the next morning, Jack Muscone and I entered the anteroom to the chief's office. "Go into my conference room" the chief said from the door to his office. We did so, and I got a shock. Standing alone in the room was a tall, broad-shouldered man with thinning gray hair. He had a strong air of command and leadership about him, a power which I could sense immediately.
"Thank you for coming, Lieutenant. Jack, would you go to the Chief's office? My assistant needs to tell you and the Chief some information, and I want to talk with Don." he said. Jack Muscone left the room, leaving me alone... with the Deputy Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.
"Congratulations on your promotion, Don." he said, not assuaging my foreboding at his presence. Taking a seat, he asked me to do the same. Once settled in our chairs, he said "Jack has told me all about you and your work on the Oldeeds murder. I've never seen him so impressed and speak in such glowing terms as he has about you. He told me that he'd offered you a job with us."
The Deputy Director bore in on me. "I want to reiterate that job offer, Lieutenant. I know you're happy where you are now, but there will come a day when you might see the need to join us. We'll be there for you when you need us. Just let us know."  
I realized that I was now in waters of depths far greater than a small town cop was normally subjected to. The murder of Jonas Oldeeds had torn the lid off Hell and allowed us to see things, deeply ugly things, that were playing out on a stage far higher than my own.
"Thank you, Director." I said. "I appreciate your kind offer, and I'll keep it in mind. For now, though, I truly am happy here."
"I understand. This police force is lucky to have you." the Director replied. "I'm going to call the others back in now." he said, reaching for a small keychain fob and pressing the button. "I think you're not going to like this news, but we have to bring it out."
 Oh shit, I thought to myself, trying to keep any emotion off my features. What's up now?
As the Chief, Jack Muscone and the other FBI agent came in, I noticed that Jack was red-faced and the Chief was somber while glancing at me for clues to my conversation with the Deputy Director.
"Tell him, Kurt." the Director instructed his agent.
"Lieutenant, the FBI is taking over the jurisdiction of the Oldeeds case. We are taking all three arrested men into Federal custody." He paused, then continued, "The driver of the ambulance, whose name is Keeler, has fully confessed to shooting Jonas Oldeeds while the man called Gruff was shooting at you."
I looked at him, then the Director, who was boring in on me. I glanced at Muscone, who was obviously not happy with it either.
"Did Keeler produce the weapon that killed Oldeeds?" I asked. "Because without that, it's impossible that he could've done it, you know."
"We have his confession," the agent said, "and that is all we need."
"Oh, come on!" Jack Muscone said, obviously wanting to get his frustration out. "There is no way that Keeler did this. The evidence is strongly against it. This case is still unsolved!"
"We hear you, Muscone." the Deputy Director said, boring in on his Special Agent in Charge. "This isn't from me, either. This is from the very highest levels. They consider this case solved and closed."
"Don," Muscone said. "I don't know what's going on here. This is not being done with my agreement."
"I understand, my friend." I said to Jack Muscone, then let my eyes bore into the Deputy Director's as I said "I definitely smell Washington politics, here."
"Lieutenant, you must understand that this is doing you and your Department a favor." the Director said. I peered at him. We understood each other. At least I think we did.
-------------------------
"This absolutely sucks." Jack Muscone said as he, the Chief and I ate breakfast at a local diner. "I don't know what's going on, but they know damn well Oldeeds wasn't shot from the ambulance! Don, what's going on?"  
"Well, from the local level here," I said, "it's obvious that some high-level politics has intervened. Wayyyy beyond my pay grade."
"Mine, too." said Muscone. "And the fact that the Deputy Director himself came down.... that's really, really big..."
"This driver, Keeler, or 'Santa Claus' as we were calling him, he's the key to the matter." I mused. "I would love to question him again... but I suspect we'll never see him again... ever."
"Why's that?" Jack said, very interested.
"I'm sure he didn't shoot Oldeeds. Not with a 7.62 NATO round from that close a range." I said. "So he's either being forced to confess, or he's 'confessing' voluntarily... which suggests he might have been an undercover agent himself and they're protecting him by coming up with this very, very thin cover."
"He's not with the FBI." Muscone said. "I'm pretty sure of that."
"I agree." I said. "But he still might have been a mole. Gruff kept saying Keeler was part of the 'system.' I think he meant it differently than just being arrested. Gruff also said that he thought Keeler would be in witness protection. He may have been right, or close to it."
"By the way..." I continued. "I don't think this was my nephew Ned's doing. Gruff was lying about Ned being involved. Gruff was Ned's mole, but was recruited by someone else for this mission."
Chief Griswold was beaming, almost laughing, but then turned serious. "Gentlemen, I think it'd be a good idea just to move on. The truth will come out eventually. Jack, you especially should not pursue it; I'd hate to see your career short-cut by stepping on higher-level toes."
"I understand, Chief. Maybe Don can kick their asses with his crowbar when he takes the FBI job we've offered him." Muscone said.
"Don't tempt me." I muttered.
"You can't have him until I retire." said the Chief. "Period." The Chief was looking at me, his eyes determined.
"Don't worry, Chief, I'm not going anywhere." I said. "I'm having way too much fun here. Besides... I still have some work to do in these here parts, some messes to clean up."
The chief was beaming again.
--------------------------------
"So, the FBI came in and took over." Laura said as we sat on the back deck of The Cabin, enjoying the view and the setting sun as we sipped glasses of her favorite wine.
"No, it wasn't like that." I said. "But it's over, for now."
"For now?" Laura asked acerbically. "I would suggest letting it go for now and for ever." I knew why she was saying that, and that ultimately she was right.
"I don't intend to pursue it, my dear." I said. "Unless they truly do try to put an innocent person to death for it. I'm suspecting they won't, though."
"We should let it go." Laura said. "It was the Lord's will. Yes, the Lord's will." she repeated as I looked at her very skeptically. Laura was not religious. "It was an Act of God, in my opinion. Oldeeds got what he had coming to him, and it was long overdue."
"Whatever you say, my love." I said. "An Act of God..."
Finis. .... for now.
The truth will come out in a future adventure, but the clues are there to determine who exterminated the Rev. Jonas Oldeeds... can you tell who it was, dear readers?
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Part 1 - The Sparks Fly
The eighteen year old boy grunted as he pistoned his large cock in and out of his mother's sopping wet cunt as she lay beneath him, driving relentlessly into her with raw sexual power. Her shapely legs were hooked under his strong arms as he plunged into her over and over in the push-up position, and her pretty feet in the high heel slides he liked to see her in were high in the air.
Marlena looked down between their legs, barely able to see in the dim light. The sight of her own son's penis pumping into her motherly vagina was an incredible turn-on for her, almost as intensely exciting as the feeling of his rock-hard young cock stretching her cuntwalls apart as he invaded her with the energy of youth and sexual passion.
In this position, the beautiful woman could only lie there on her back and take her son's powerful strokes as he deeply fucked her, but she didn't mind; in fact, she was in pure sexual heaven at this moment. She looked up into his face, her feelings of love and lust for her handsome, athletic young son growing every second as the rutting couple humped lustily in sinfully incestuous abandon.
"Kiss me, son." she whispered. Though the position was slightly awkward for doing so, and put pressure on her as she was practically bent double, the boy leaned down and pressed his mouth to hers. Their tongues twined in a deep, sensuous kiss, the teen's tongue straining to slide down her throat to her tonsils, her own tongue lashing and circling his. They kissed deeply for long moments, the boy knowing his mother loved being confidently, even forcefully kissed by him as much as she loved the steady fucking he was pumping into her with all of his youthful strength.
And now, she noted, Ryan's thrusts were getting shorter as he stayed deep inside her, their thick, raven-black pubic hairs intermingling as he neared the crest, ready to ejaculate his large load deep inside his mother's clutching cunt.
"Oh Mom!" Ryan groaned, finally breaking the long kiss. "Aren't you glad Dad has to travel a lot in his job?" He shoved his meat into his mother and twisted his muscular young ass in a tight circle, the grinding motion intensifying Marlena's deep pleasure as his words sank into her mind.
"Oh yes, son!" Marlena replied, knowing that her son enjoyed the words and thoughts of their incestuous deed as much as she did. "I love it that he's working his ass off while you're fucking his wife's ass off! Fuck me, Ryan! Fuck me like your father wishes he could!"
"Oh God, Mom, you are so fucking... hot!" Ryan gasped. "I'm going to come, Mom.... do you want me to pull out?" he asked, knowing the answer already.
"No baby!" Marlena gasped. "Don't pull out. Come inside me, baby! Come inside your mother's cunt, fill your mother up with your hot sperm!"
"Oh yeah... oh yeah... oh MOM!!!" Ryan cried out as the intensely painful pleasure of his orgasm overwhelmed his young loins and the first burst of his potent, virile semen blasted down his long shaft and into his mother's pussy, coating her cervix with his full load!
A yellow burst of sparks flew and the loud noise of an explosion filled the teen stud's ears as he ejaculated spurt after spurt of his male essence into his mother's vagina. Only as he began to catch his breath did he realize something was amiss.
"What was that?" Marlena asked, looking towards the window, where only the blue-white light of the moon now streamed in. "I think a transformer blew." 
"I thought that was my climax." Ryan gasped. "Was it a real explosion?"
"I don't know, I think so." his mother said.
"I'll go see." Ryan offered. The teen reluctantly pulled his still-throbbing meat from his mother's well-filled vagina, enjoying the sight of her spread legs and her thick pubic bush as he dismounted her and got off the bed. He went to the window and looked out.
"The power is off on the whole block." Ryan said.
"It's eerie." Marlena replied, the stillness of the night in the dark seeming to add to her sensations of having just been fucked, the wetness between her legs and the sight of her muscular naked son's ass as he looked out the window adding yet more.
"It must have been the transformer right across the street that exploded." Ryan said. "The one right in front of the Schelle's house." He was looking across the street, seeing nothing.
"Come on back to bed." Marlena said invitingly. "With the power out, I guess there's only one way for us to... entertain ourselves."
Ryan looked back at the bed. In the dim light he could see his mother stretched out luxuriously on his bed, her body magnificent, her face beautiful and framed by her black hair, the arches of her feet made even more shapely by the high heel slides. He loved fucking his mother, and he felt his youthful cock hardening, wanting more.
Just then he whirled back to the window as a movement caught his eye at the edge of his vision. Was that a black car that had just pulled out of the Schelle's driveway? He was only able to get a brief glimpse of it.
"What time is it?" Marlena asked, then looked at the bedside clock, which was battery-operated. It was 9:38pm.
"Come here, son." Marlena said, sitting up and swinging her legs over the side of the bed, her feet on the floor. "Let me get you ready for more."
Ryan walked away from the window and back to the bed until he was right in front of his mother, his hardening cock just inches from her lovely face. "Yeah, Mom, suck my cock."
Marlena did not reply but suited his order to her deed as her hand gripped the base of his cock and guided him into her hungry mouth. She heard and felt her son's moan as she began to deeply suck him. As he rapidly grew hard again and began fucking her lovely face, Marlena moaned, the thought that she was eagerly giving her teen son head while denying his father that pleasure only adding to her own nasty delight...
Part 2 - Dorm Room Daughter
"Oh God, YES! Fuck me with that monster!" the beautiful girl gasped before letting her mouth once again descend on the large man-meat in front of her. She was on her hands and knees, and the boy lying in front of her just watched as she vigorously sucked his cock, then he looked over her back as the other young stud plowed his monstrous ten inch cock in and out of the her sopping wet snatch.
"Damn, you are one hot bitch." the young man getting his cock sucked said. He was on the University football team and had an extremely powerful physique. They were in the other boy's dorm room on the campus.
He'd heard of this hot babe before: her name was Karen Warner, she was nineteen and one of the most drop-dead gorgeous young women on campus, and she had a reputation.... she was nicknamed Karen "Wild Child" Warner. She was so promiscuous that she had caught the attention of the sex psychology professor, Dr. Laura Fredricson, who had enrolled the girl in a study of the biochemistry and genetics of nymphomaniac women.
"Fuck her, Ted!" the football player said to the other guy, thinking of a different kind of 'biochemistry' that they boys were dumping into the girl. He had only met this guy when Karen Warner had literally picked up both of them up at a bar just off campus, asking them if they could handle fucking her in a threesome. They had both agreed, eager to fuck this gorgeous woman, and had gone to the other boy's room on the fourth floor of the main dorm.
The football player was fascinated at how the young woman was taking the hung boy's thrusts, accommodating his enormous size as he relentlessly plowed her cunt into a frothy lather.
The football player had already come inside the woman while young Ted watched and fucked Karen's face; now their positions were reversed and Ted was tearing that pussy up... which only made Karen beg for more. He looked down at her face as his hard penis disappeared into the girl's mouth... damn, she was beautiful! he thought. And she can suck a basketball through a garden hose. Unnnh....
"I'm going to come." Ted announced. "I'm going to fucking come in your tight little cunt, baby!"
"Yeah, give it to me, shoot that big load into me!" Karen begged, her voice husky and raw. She loved feeling men come inside her, flooding her womanhood with their hot seed...
-------------------
Time passed. Ted looked at the clock on his desk; it was nearly midnight. They'd been talking and drinking after the last round of sex, and Karen "Wild Child" Warner's thirst for sex had been unquenchable. He looked at the incredibly hot sight on his bed. Karen was lying on her back, the football player on top of her, fucking his big cock into her with all the athletic power he could muster.
Her long, beautiful legs were trapped under the guy's powerful chest, her ankles draped over his broad, muscular shoulders. Her black hair seemed to glow in the light as she cooed and moaned, obviously enjoying the brutally hard fucking the football player was throwing into her, seeming to feel no discomfort even when Ted had rammed his ten inch monster up into her.
Ted watched their coupled loins as they fucked, seeing her cuntlips cling to the thick cock slicing in and out of her, enjoying the sight of her totally shaved pussy being used as a pussy was meant to be used.
*HEY! HEY! YOU! YOU!*
The sound startled all of them. It was Karen's cell phone, sitting on the desk, the musical ringtone blaring, interrupting the sounds of pleasure that had filled the room.
"Let it go." Karen moaned. "Keep fucking me!" The young man complied, continuing his thrusts, but beginning to tire and lose power.
*HEY! HEY! YOU! YOU!*
The trio ignored the phone again, but moments later, it blared a third time, demanding to be acknowledged.
"For cryin' out loud!" Karen moaned. The football player took the opportunity to dismount the college beauty. She was far and away the best fuck he'd ever had, but not even he and this other super-well-hung guy could satisfy her sexual needs.
"What the fuck IS it?" Karen screamed into the phone as she answered it. The boys just watched her as her face changed from anger to shock.
"What the hell do you want, Seth!... Wha... What?! Oh my God! Dad's dead?" she gasped....
Part 3 - The 'Chelle Chelle' Crime Scene
"Whaddya got, Ross?" I asked as I walked up to the back of the house at 10:00pm. The house was in a district to the north of downtown, fairly affluent but not where the 'hot rich' that were further northwest lived. I vaguely remembered Laura telling me that a lot of University professors and employees lived in this area of Town.
A fire truck and two electrical trucks were in front of the house, as well as several police cars. There was no power in the neighborhood; portable klieg lights lit up the back yard and deck like a football stadium during a night game.
"Electrocution, sir." Detective Cindy Ross replied. I looked into the hot tub of the back deck, wherein a naked woman was lying dead. She was a "big girl", voluptuous and big-boned heavy, but her belly wasn't blatantly fat. Her hair was wet, but I could tell it was not black but a dark red or auburn color. A fleeting thought crossed my mind that Lainie of my I.T. department was going to end up 'big' like this if she let herself go. I let that thought go as I noticed the plugged-in radio 'boom box' in the hot tub with the dead woman.
"Stop calling me 'sir', Cindy. And you did not call me here because a radio fell into this woman's hot tub." I observed. "What's the full story? And... why is Croyle here?" I'd just noticed Teresa Croyle talking to some uniformed officers on the other side of the deck, nearly hidden around the other side of the house.
"One bite at a time: her name is Dr. Michelle Schelle, say that three times fast." Cindy replied. "She's 43 years old, married, no children, and she's a professor at the University. English Department. Nicknamed 'Chelle Chelle'. Say that three times fast. Yes, that actually came up on Myron's record search."
"Call in Captain Maxwell of the Campus Police." I said. "Let's get her in here so she'll be up to speed from the get-go if we need to talk to people on Campus."
"You talking about me?" said Cpt. Britt Maxwell as she came up to us. The house's garage was at the front left, but to the right side of the house there were two long strips of concrete that ran to the backyard, and a large concrete pad in the back right corner of the yard. Along with the deck and hot tub, most of the back yard was consumed. Britt had walked up that driveway, as I had.
"I called her when I called you and found out the victim's occupation." Cindy Ross said, a bit too smoothly.
"Good job, Cindy. Yes, Britt, we're talking about you in the most inappropriate terms possible." I said, teasing her. I knew that Cindy had not called Britt... they'd been together when the call came in to Cindy, and the story was cover. Their interrupted liaison was not my concern at this point in time, of course.
"And Teresa is here because of the pot sitting by the hot tub." Cindy continued, hoping to distract me from figuring out about her and Britt, which was way too late because I already knew. "You can see it right there, next to that big glass of wine. Apparently the woman was smoking the bong and drinking the wine. When the uniforms got here, they saw the pot and called in Croyle first, and she called me."
"I see." I said. I had already seen the marijuana, which is why I knew we might need Britt to talk to people on campus... about Dr. Schelle's drug use habits.
"Thank God they didn't call Ikea." I said, a bit of a slip on my part which caused Cindy to smile. "So start from the top, chronologically."
"Okay: the power company got an alarm of a major transformer blowout at 9:35pm. The transformer in front of this house was completely blown out, and it tripped a breaker at the substation, knocking out power to this entire area. The power company people got here along with some of our Town Police, and a neighbor said they heard something like a scream or yelp right at the time of the power outage. The police walked down the path and found the body. They didn't attempt to touch anything because they feared there might be a live wire somewhere, but the power company guys assured me that all power stopped when the transformer exploded. They also said that this was a 'no-shit' blowout." Cindy said.
"So why did you call me?" I asked.
"This one's right up your alley, Mr. Holmes." Cindy said, her voice level but the underlying teasing humor noticeable. "The plug-in that the radio is in was one of those breaker-types like those required in all kitchens and bathroom where there's water. You can see it there in the wall panel. The radio falling into the water would've tripped that, and then the breaker in the fuse box, and maybe then the main breaker to the house... but no way it blows the hell out of a transformer."
"And you're calling me 'Mr. Holmes', Sherlock?" I replied. Cindy almost successfully hid how pleased she was at the compliment in my return repartee. "So what did the power company peeps say about that?" She did not get a chance to answer.
"Lieutenant!" I heard a voice call out. It was Patrolman Rudistan, accompanied by a short heavy-set man in the uniform and safety vest of the electric power company. I went over to them and introduced myself to him.
I asked "Is there any way you can keep the power to this house off while getting the rest of the neighborhood back up?"
"Yes sir." the man said, then explained what they'd have to do. "But we can have everything else back on in about an hour."
"That'll be great." I said. I did not want citizens to be deprived of power overnight and be reporting that to their Town Council representatives. "By the way, what do you make of this outage?"
"Never seen anything like it, sir." the power company man said. "Except for lightning strikes, maybe. I've never seen anything pull this much juice that it actually tripped at the substation."
I thanked the power company man and returned to the deck, looking at the fatal scene.
"Does this woman have family?" I asked Cindy.
"Yes, her husband is Robert Schelle. He's 42 years old, they've been married about 20 years. He runs a consulting and contracting company, Schelle Electrical Engineering Services, 'S-E-E-S' for short."
"And where is he now?" I asked as I put on gloves and opened the doors underneath the hot tub.
"We're trying to find him. The cell phone number we have was not answered and I left a voicemail."
There was a small "shed" attached to the back corner of the house next to the path upon which I had walked up. The door was open and as I shined a flashlight in, I could see that the fusebox was inside... and there was scoring around the main fuse where it'd blown out from the shock. On the floor of the shed was a lawnmower, which I noted was run by electricity, not gasoline. Orange extension cords hung on the sides of the walls, and below the fuse box I noticed two electrical plug-in outlets. The acrid odor of an electrical short could still be smelled.
"If we weren't having decent weather," I said, as Cindy, Teresa and Britt gathered around me, "I'd say lightning struck this house or the transformer." And then my eyes fell on the concrete pad in the back yard. And I understood.
"Cindy, Teresa, put out the word. Everyone is to stop what they are doing and not touch anything! Is there a Crime Lab team here?" I asked.
"No." Cindy said. "Just a team from the Coroner's Office to handle the body."
"Call in a full Crime Lab team." I said, going into 'command' mode and giving crisp, clear orders. "Cindy, when they get here, have them check every one of these extension cords for exposed wiring. We've been walking up and down this path and have probably destroyed any evidence there, but look for anything that's been dropped or footprints that might have come from rubber-soled shoes. Look for tire tracks on this path leading up to the backyard, also.
"Teresa, I'd like you to take some of the uniformed guys here and start knocking on doors around here. I want to know if anyone saw any cars drive into this driveway or out of it. Anything out of the norm.
"Last, if we cannot contact the husband by midnight, put out an APB for him. We've absolutely got to find him ASAP."
"Okay boss, you gotta tell us what we're looking for here. What's going on?" Cindy said, trying hard to slow me down. Sometimes my mind ran ahead of everything and she was right that they needed to be brought up to speed.
"This wasn't an accident." I said. "If I'm right,...
"And you always are..." Cindy replied mischievously but witheringly as I paused. I just looked back at her as I finished:
"...then this wasn't an accident. It's murder."
Part 4 - The Anthony Warner Crime Scene
At 10:20 I received a call on my cell phone. It was Crime Lab Supervisor Tanya Perlman.
"The Crime Lab team is already here." I said as soon as I answered.




"I know." said Tanya, "and they want to start examining the body but I thought you might want to see it first."
"Uhh, where are you?" I asked, realizing that we were talking at cross-purposes.
"River Valley Country Club, covered parking deck." Tanya said. "One of the members, an Anthony Warner, was shot in his car."
"Oh, wow." I said. "We've got a two-fer going on. I'll be there right away." I said.
Just then Cindy Ross came up with a crime lab technician. "We've got something." she said. The technician showed me one of the orange electrical cords. The insulation had been stripped to the bare wires just below the female end of the cord, and it was discolored around that end.
"Bag it." I said. "That is likely our murder weapon. Cindy, tape off and preserve that little shed area; post guards if you need to. I want to look more closely at it, but we may need the light of day to see anything in there. And also, I've got to go: there's been another murder in town. You're in charge here, and I'll try to get back as soon as I can."
"Another murder?" Cindy replied. "Hell of a Thursday night, already."
--------------------
"Whaddya got, Nash?" I asked as I walked up to the crime scene at 10:30. Our newest hire, Detective Martin Nash, was next to the car, an expensive Mercedes. Martin Nash was in his early 30s, about 5'10", slender, dark brown hair, his face slightly dimpled but otherwise handsome. He was dressed in a well-fitting suit and simply had the look of a quiet, competent law enforcement agent. His actions so far had borne out the look, and I hoped that with more time and experience his imagination and problem-solving abilities would come through.
"Dead man is Anthony Warner." Nash replied, quietly but confidently and firmly. "He's 48 years old, married, two kids in college. He's the CEO of DynaCorp, fairly big company in town, they do manufacturing consulting. His company's board was meeting here tonight... I'm told he has board meetings here fairly often so they can eat dinner. He's a member here at the Club."
"And one of the better-paying ones." I said. "This roofed parking area is reserved parking, and Warner's place here is close to the walk to the clubhouse. Takes hefty donations as well as dues to get one of these slots." The parking lot was to the left, almost hidden as one came to the large open parking space in front of the clubhouse. A separate side door and canopied walk led to the covered parking lot to keep those wealthy members dry as they went to their cars. "Sorry to interrupt you, Martin. What else?"
"There was a dinner and board meeting tonight." Nash replied. It lasted until nearly 10:00pm, then broke up after some chit-chatting. Mr. Warner was the only one of the board members parked in this lot; the others went out the front door to the main parking lot."
"Exactly how close to ten p.m. when the meeting ended?" I asked.
"Within five minutes of ten." Nash replied.
"Who discovered the crime?"
"Employee at the club. Looked out the window and saw the headlights of the car were on. Five minutes later, the car was still there with the headlights on, so he went out to check, and found Mr. Warner slumped over his car and lots of blood on the head, neck and back of the shirt. He ran back inside and they called us at 10:10pm."
I looked around, gathering the full scene into my mind. Hugh Hewitt was also at the scene, as was Tanya Perlman. And... oops... an agent of the State Bureau of Investigation, the SBI.
His name was Ted Crenshaw. His hair looked like he used black shoe polish on both ends of him, or else that was a badly-fitting toupee. But he seemed to be decent enough, not the asshole that Dick Ferrell or Steven Ikea liked to be. Ted Crenshaw was in his mid- to late-thirties and had been in the City Police Force for several years. I was really hoping he was a product of the SBI's recent attempts to have better relationships with local constabularies.
"Agent Crenshaw, what brings you here?" I asked as I glanced at the crime scene.
"Hello to you too, Lieutenant. I got a call from a club member. Your guys were already here and Detective Perlman threatened to whip my ass if I tried to call in a State Crime Lab team." Crenshaw said, his smile set and forced.
I laughed, but noted the tension. "Yes, it would be smart to let Supervisor Perlman and her Crime Lab teams do the job. So, is this Mr. Warner's Mercedes?"
"Yes." said Martin Nash. "Looks like he got in the car, was turning the ignition on but did not actually crank it, and at that moment he was shot in the back of the head. The Lab guys have dusted the back door and inside the back seat for prints already."
I looked in the back seat, as the left rear door was open, and Detective Nash said that it was open when he arrived at the scene. He'd felt for a pulse from the dead man and found none; that was the only contact with the car by the police until the Crime Lab team got there.
The car was new and clean. I sat down on the seat, which had been covered by a plastic tarp and looked forward. I could see the back of the dead man's head as he was slumped forward over the steering wheel, his black, gently curling hair matted with bloodstains. Peering closely and shining my light onto the wounds, I could see the small bullet holes. There were four of them.
"Small caliber weapon." I said. "Agent Crenshaw, you worked Organized Crime when you were with the City Police, didn't you?"
"Sure did." he replied, not outwardly showing any sign of wondering how I knew that.
"Take a look and see if you're thinking what I'm thinking." I said. Agent Crenshaw peered into the car. It did not take him long.
"Mob hit, I'd say." Crenshaw said. ".22 long rifle caliber, probably a revolver."
"Exactly." I said, then turned to my team. "You guys see something like this before?" All of them shook their heads no, so I asked Crenshaw to explain.
Crenshaw gave a good lecture: "One of the most common types of professional mob executions is for someone to wait in the backseat of a car or come up and get in just as the driver is getting in, then shoot the victim in the back of the head with a small-caliber pistol like a .22 long rifle, hopefully timing it with the cranking of the car. Not much noise, happens very fast, usually no one sees anything. In this case, it looks like the shots were fired before the victim actually cranked the car." He continued with a few examples from his past experiences.
"Is there anything that you could say is out of the ordinary about this particular shooting, Agent Crenshaw?" Martin Nash asked.
"Come to think of it..." Crenshaw replied, "four shots is a lot. Usually it's just one or two... bang-bang... and then the killer is gone. Also, this is a pretty quiet place, not like a parking lot in a mall with traffic. So the shots might have been more easily heard."
"What does that tell you, Martin?" I asked, immediately putting him to the test.
"Amateur trying to make it look like a pro hit?" Martin ventured. Tanya nodded.
"Totally agree." I said. Martin had passed my quick test. "Okay, I'll back out of the way and let the forensics people get to work. Have the grounds been secured?"
Detective Nash replied "The clubhouse area, this parking lot and the other parking lot have been secured. But there's a golf course behind the clubhouse and that's a lot of ground."
"That sucks. Any record of entries and exits?" I asked.
Tanya replied quickly "Officer Feeley is at the guardhouse up front. He's getting that information now."
Just then Officer Pete Feeley arrived. I did not fail to notice how he looked at Tanya Perlman as he walked up.
"Lieutenant, I've got all the names of everyone who went in or out of the gate for the last 24 hours, and they've secured the video footage for the last 24 hours for us, also." Officer Feeley said. He was extremely efficient in gathering evidence and information, I thought, but just did not have the imagination needed to bring the fruit of solving a case from that data.
He continued: "Most of the DynaCorp board members had left already, but one, the Vice Chairman, is still here. He wants to go home, so I told him you'd be here as soon as possible."
"Okay, good job." I said. "Feeley, make sure you get any video of any surveillance inside the clubhouse and around the grounds, too. Call in for a warrant if you need to."
"Yes sir." Feeley said, then stalked off.
"Martin, Hugh, go inside and conduct the interview with the board member who is here, then let him go home... unless he confesses to the murder, of course." I said. "Ted, let's you and I walk our way back along the path Mr. Warner came out."
There was not much to see, especially in the dark. As I returned to the car, I said to Tanya Perlman "This is going to be tough at night, but see if there are any paths leading away from here to the back of the clubhouse or onto the golf course, and see if you can find something... anything. We'll wait until dawn to really search the grounds, but try the cart paths. Damn.... really sucks having to do this at night, and with another murder sucking up half my manpower."
"That's why they pay you the big bucks, Lieutenant." Tanya replied, needling me hard. I love my team, I love my team, I love my team, I kept reminding myself...
My cellphone rang. It was Cindy Ross. "The husband just got back home, and we may have a neighbor that witnessed a car leaving."
"I'll be right there." I replied. "Don't let the husband into the house until I get there."
Part 5 - The Electric Company
At 11:05pm, I pulled up to the Schelle residence in my black Police SUV, which the Chief insisted I drive because the glass was bulletproof and because of the potential threats against me by Ned as well as the Sergei Molotov gang. One good thing was that it had a portable computer inside, as did many squad cars, and I was able to read Myron's quick research on the husband before getting out of the car.
Robert Schelle was an electrical engineer and was the owner of S.E.E.S., LLC., a consulting engineering firm. His current major client was Ward Harvester... that gave me a shudder as I thought of what had transpired there those months ago. Meanwhile, Schelle's business was small and unspectacular, only a few other employees, and Myron had added a note to the file saying he was digging further into their finances.
As I got out of the car, Cindy Ross came hurrying up to me.
"Across the street neighbor's kid may have seen something." Ross informed me. "I told them you might want to talk to them when you got here and they've been waiting up. Kid is very excited about meeting the 'Iron Crowbar', by the way."
I went with Ross to the house across the street, which appeared from the outside to be a bit bigger and nicer than the Schelle's. A young man opened the door at our knock, dressed in a bathrobe and Crocs.
"Oh wow, the Iron Crowbar!" the kid exclaimed as I was introduced to him.
  "Hi Ryan." I said. "You're on the football team at Town High, aren't you?" I asked.
"Yes sir!" Ryan said, clearly impressed. "First string!"
"You're a Senior there?" I asked.
"Yes sir." he replied. Just then his mother walked up, who Cindy introduced to me as Marlena. She was wearing a heavy bathrobe also, and high heel slides. Even through the bathrobe I could tell she had nice breasts and one hell of a hot MILF body. Her legs and feet were gorgeous, and in spite of myself I felt a stirring in my loins.
"I won't waste much of your time, so you can get to bed." I said. "Thanks for waiting up for me. Ryan, we can talk on the front porch here." We stepped outside. "Now tell me what you saw."
"Well, sir, I saw sparks and light and heard a sound, and it must've been the transformer across the street. I looked out the window and saw the power was out everywhere. I was turning back when I thought I saw out of the corner of my eye a car pull out of the Schelle's RV driveway and go that way." He pointed to his right.
"Did you get a license plate?" I asked.
"No sir, sorry." Ryan said. "In fact.... I don't think it had a license plate, like one of those new cars with temp tags or something."
"That's an important clue, Ryan." I said in my most complimentary voice, then turned to face the house. "So which window did you see this from?" Ryan pointed to the upstairs window in the middle of the house.
"That's my bedroom, sir." he said. Out of the corner of my eye I was observing Marlena, Ryan's mom. She was a hottie and her legs were en fuego in the high heels, but my observations were more professional. She was definitely staring at Ryan and myself with concern... and I was sure there was more to it than just motherly love for a son.
"Ryan, I need to make sure of this: did you see this car pull out immediately after the transformer blew?"
"Uhhh, well..." Ryan said, hesitating. "It might have been a minute later. I was sort of looking out the window and my mom shouted something to me, and I might have seen it looking out a second time. I... it's kinda hard to remember exactly."
"That's fine, Ryan, people rarely remember the tiny stuff like that. But you've been very helpful tonight, and I want to thank you for your information." I said. Turning to his mother, I asked "Ma'am, is your husband at home? Did he see anything?
"No, sir, he's away on a business trip." she said, naming the company he worked for. I thanked her and headed back across the street.
"So Ross, what did you observe of them?" I said.
"Nothing out of the ordinary." Ross said. "So what did I miss?"
"Two things caught my curiosity." I said. "Did you hear Ryan affirm that he's on the football team? And do you think he's a good looking young man?"
"Yes, I heard, and he's not bad looking." Cindy said. "Of course I see things like that about the way you do."
"Yeah." I replied. "So this good looking kid, who I also happen to know is pretty popular in school, isn't out with friends or on a hot date on a Friday night?"
"With his father out of town," Cindy said, "he may have been asked to stay at home."
"True enough. Good thought." I said, then continued. "Secondly, did you observe how his mother was dressed?"
"Yes, and there is something amiss there, but I'm not sure what it is." Cindy replied.
"She's wearing a bathrobe as if she was in bed, but her high heels are not slippers... they're meant to be worn with dressy clothes." I said. "I might be totally off-base, but I think she's been wearing those heels all night."
"Oh my goodness." Cindy said, making the connection. "I think you're having dirty thoughts again. Have you been hanging out with that sex professor in spite of my warnings?"
"You betcha." I replied, grinning, my heart warmed by the thought of Laura.
"So what does this mean?" Cindy asked. "Do you think he really saw something?"
 
"Yes." I said, "but that's why I asked so specifically about the time. Someone took the time to put the damaged extension cord back into the closet. So the car didn't leave within seconds of the transformer blowout, which we may take as the time of death. Young Ryan probably looked out, talked to his mom and maybe she looked out the window, then he looked again and happened to catch the car driving away."
"What do you make of the car having no plates?"
"Rental. Okay, here's what we're going to do with Mr. Schelle..."
------------------------------
 
Robert Schelle was 5'9" or so in height, fairly slender and in decently good shape, especially for his 42 years of age. He had chestnut brown hair which right now was cut fairly short, and he had a scruff of facial shrubbery that showed he was trying to grow (or re-grow I suspected) his beard. He came across to me as someone who liked the outdoors but was not rugged. He seemed rather milquetoast to me as I was introduced to him.
"Thank you for waiting for me to get here, Mr. Schelle. I'm very sorry for your loss." I said, throwing the standard line out to a spouse of a recently deceased crime victim.
"Do you have any idea what happened? Was it some kind of accident?" Robert Schelle said. He was trying to implant that idea into my head immediately, I noticed.
"We have no real idea yet, sir. With your permission of course, I would like to go into the house with you and have you check to see if anything is missing."
"I can go do that now."  "I'd like to come inside with you, if I may."
"Uhh... don't you need a warrant for that?" Schelle asked. Most police officers would immediately consider that to be suspicious, but I knew that the man's wife was a University professor and might have no love for the police, and that more and more people were cautious of police...and I couldn't say I blamed them.
"Well, we certainly could get a warrant, Mr. Schelle." I said. "And if we find anything that we might have to take as evidence, then I certainly would get a warrant just to keep things clean and on the level. But I just want you to see if anything is missing, and I just want to get an idea of your wife's way of living."
Schelle considered it, then finally said "Okay, let's go." We entered his home through the front door. The kitchen and back door to the deck were in back, the small dining room to the front right. To the front left was a large den.
"No, I seriously doubt that anything was stolen." I said to Cindy Ross as we entered the room. There was a full 55" plasma TV screen on the far wall, several devices to play movies in both tape and DVD format, and a full sound system. The brown leather sofa was heavy and comfy, and several blankets were strewn about it. A laptop computer was on the table next to the sofa.
"Is this your wife, Mr. Schelle?" Cindy asked, looking at pictures over the fireplace mantle, as I'd previously instructed her to do. I looked at the picture as Robert Schelle confirmed that it was. It showed the Schelles at various vacation spots, on hiking and canoeing trips. What was amazing was that Michelle Schelle, while still voluptuous and curvy, was once in excellent physical shape. She had let herself go a bit in the last few years.
"Yes." Robert Schelle said in answer to Cindy's question. "She and I were very active years ago, but the last few years she lost interest as she pursued her work interests."
"Where is your RV, Mr. Schelle?" I asked, purposefully in a sudden manner as I looked at the tapes and DVDs stored on shelves near the electronic equipment.
"Uh, I sold it about four months ago." Schelle replied. "We weren't using it much anymore, so I took a friend up on an offer to buy it from me. How did you know I used to have one?"
"Oh, the driveway and parking spot in the backyard. Oh-- I see you like old movies." I said. "Casablanca.... some Alfred Hitchcock thrillers..."
"My wife used to like those." Schelle said. "But like everything else, since she really threw herself into her work the last couple of years, she didn't watch them much any more."
"Did your wife keep an office here at home?"
"Yes, she turned the sitting room in the master bedroom into her office." Schelle said. I was familiar with sitting rooms inside bedrooms; Melina had liked the sitting room in our house in Midtown before we moved up here. We headed upstairs to the bedrooms.
The master bedroom was composed, with only a dress lying on the bed as a display of any untidiness. I surmised that Mrs. Schelle had undressed to prepare for her hot tub session.
"Did your wife use the hot tub often, Mr. Schelle?" I asked, ever changing the subject, trying to keep him from guessing the direction of my questions and thus be able to throw a prepared answer.
"Every Friday night." Mr. Schelle said. "With or without me."
We turned right to enter the sitting room, which actually was another bedroom joined by a walk-through closet. It was indeed Mrs. Schelle's retreat. The desk was littered with papers. There was a relatively small flat-screen TV and DVD player, and I noted on the desk that there were several DVDs, all with home-made labels.



*BUZZ BUZZ BUZZ!
It was Mr. Schelle's cell phone, which he drew out of the left pocket of his pants. I looked around as he talked.
"Thank you for calling." he said. "I appreciate it... yes... look, I'm talking with the police right now... can I call you back?... I appreciate you calling." He hung up. "That was a friend of mine, just heard about Michelle."
"News travels fast." I replied. "By the way, what are these?" I asked, pointing to the DVDs on his dead wife's desk.
"Taped speeches and practice dissertations of her students." Mr. Schelle said. "She spent considerable time watching them."
"Was she popular with her students?" I asked.
"Yes, she had several grad students working for her and they'd come here from time to time. They all seemed to like her a lot."
"No enemies that you can think of?"
"No, no one."
"How was your relationship with your wife, sir?" I asked. Cindy was watching and listening carefully as we headed back downstairs and outside.
"It was fine." Schelle said. "Like I said before, she'd been really busy with work the last several months, but we had no real problems."
"No fights, no arguments, no money problems?" I said, my eyes boring into his.
"No sir, nothing to speak of. Of course, who hasn't got money troubles in today's economy, but we were doing okay." he replied, matching my glance, a bit too studied and forced.
"Where were you tonight, Mr. Schelle? My officers tell me you didn't get here until about 10:45."
"Yes, I was at a meeting with some clients." Schelle said. "It went from about 7:30 to about 9:45. I had some problems with my tire having low air, so I put some air in the tire with the hand pump, then stopped and checked it a couple of times on the way to make sure it was okay, and pumped it up a second time." Schelle gave me the names of his clients and the people that were there.
"Thank you for your time, Mr. Schelle. I'm told by the power company that there is a small but real danger of a possible fire after such a huge electric shock. I'm sure as an electrical engineer you understand that. So I'd like you to pack a quick bag and stay at the University Hotel tonight, and we'll pick you up in the morning."
"Er, uh, yes. Er, sure." Schelle said. He seemed to be discomfited by that. But there was no way I was allowing him to stay here while this residence was still a crime scene.
Part 6 - Family Ties
"Mr. Warner's wife and sister are here." Martin Nash told me as I entered the MCD room at Headquarters at midnight. "They're in Interrogation-Alpha."
There were two sets of interrogation rooms in HQ, each with the safety system that forbade doors to both sides be opened at once. The rooms used to interrogate perps were in the booking and holding-cell area, numbered "1", "2", "3", and were painted cold jail gray. The rooms where citizens were brought in were near the front "public" section, which also contained the Media briefing room. These were lettered "A", "B", "C" and were nicely painted and wood paneled. "Alpha" was the military word to designate the letter "A".
"They came here?" I asked.
"Yes, sir. It seems they thought Hugh and I were a bit young, so they said, and they asked for a sergeant." Nash said, a hint of a bemused smile on his face.
"Not knowing that Detectives around here are already higher level than sergeants. Oh well, I can give them a full Lieutenant. Come with me." I said.
------------------
"You're a Lieutenant?! At your age?!?!" Mrs. Anthony Warner asked, openly shocked.
"Yes ma'am." I said. "And you should see the Captain of the University Police."
"You must be the youngest police department in the country!" Mrs. Warner said. I didn't acknowledge that we indeed had a young police force, with many senior positions filled by able but young officers. In the meantime I observed her and her companion.
Karla Warner was an attractive woman of 36. She had raven black hair combed back into a rather old-school style. She had rather square shoulders and a belly that was losing its previous trimness. I noted that her arms and legs looked to be toned and strong, as if she worked out quite a bit.
Katherine Warner Wilson was the deceased's sister. She was very slender, what I'd call "willowy" with thin arms and legs, but she had a nice figure and she wore her light brown hair straight. She had a pretty, open face with large ovals for her eyes and mouth. Her nose was slender and looked long on her face. She didn't look a lot like her brother, I noted, but then again I don't look a lot like my sister Elizabeth... thank goodness for Elizabeth.
"So my detectives found you at the Ladies Auxiliary gathering?" I asked.
"Yes." said Karla Warner, the wife. "We'd been there all evening, and were helping to clean up."
"And you were there particularly between 10:00 and 10:30pm? Both of you together?"
"Yes." said Karla.
"Tell me about your husband, please."
Karla Warner said that her husband was an aggressive man who had built up his company, DynaCorp, from a small floundering entity into a large, successful concern. He and Karla had been married for nearly fifteen years, and he'd formally adopted her two children, Seth and Karen, upon marrying her.
"Did Mr. Warner have any enemies that you know of? Anyone in business or his personal life that might want to kill him?" I asked.
Mrs. Warner considered for a moment before answering. "I think I should tell you this, since you'll find out anyway: my husband was a very competitive man, both in business and in his personal life. He loved playing tennis and golf, but increasingly had trouble finding others to play with because he was so competitive with them; he didn't know what a 'friendly' game was and so alienated a lot of people. I don't know that anyone would want to kill him over that, but he did get into arguments with people over small things in tennis matches and such."
"He was like that in business also?" I asked. 
"Oh yes, very much so." she replied. "He wanted to buy out Mr. Olivet's business after Mr. Olivet died, but he pushed Mrs. Olivet so hard on it that she went in another direction. He was pretty upset about that."
"Do either of you work in his company?" Martin Nash asked.
"I did some sales work with my husband from time to time," Karla Warner replied, "but I mostly spent my time raising the children."
"And you, Mrs. Wilson?" Nash said, pressing the up-to-now silent, reticent Katherine.
"I'm on the DynaCorp board." she replied. "I've been with the company since Anthony bought it. I've been the Marketing Coordinator for several years."
"Were there any problems between either of you and Mr. Warner?" Nash asked. Both women said that there were not.
"No arguments, no money problems, no affairs?" Nash pressed.
"No." Karla Warner said. "No money problems, and I haven't dated another man since Anthony asked me out the first time. He was very kind to me, as well as to my two children."
In response to our glance at her, Katherine Wilson said "No. No problems with him."
"He never complained about anyone you were dating or anything?" Nash asked Katherine.
"No, I don't date very many men since my divorce some years ago; I've been too busy with the job. Anthony was very demanding at work. He was fair, but he asked a lot of his people."
"Anyone at work that might resent that? Or business associate, or competitor? Anyone with any reason to take action against him?" Martin Nash asked. I liked the way he was probing Katherine Wilson to get some truth out of her.
"No, not that I can think of." Mrs. Wilson replied.
"What about the two of you... are you friends with each other?" I asked. Karla Warner's face showed no change, but Katherine Wilson's lit up.
"Yes, Katherine and I have been best friends since we met, through Anthony of course." Karla replied. "We do many things together, especially with my children having grown up and her divorce setting her free.
I then threw this incisive question, very hard: "Mrs. Wilson, it is our understanding that your brother was conducting a meeting of the DynaCorp Board tonight. Were you not at this meeting?"
Katherine Wilson's mouth fell open in total shock. "What?... I... I had no idea there was a board meeting tonight." She looked at Karla, her eyes flashing, then regained her composure. Karla had not lost her composure the way her sister-in-law had; her eyes did not show the same level of shock. Either she is good at keeping her emotions, I thought, or she knows something.
"So you didn't know that there was a meeting, nor what it might have been about?"
"No. This... this is the first I'm hearing of anything like that." Mrs. Wilson replied. There was anger as well as bewilderment in her eyes.
Just then the door on the public side to the room opened, and the desk sergeant looked in.
"Sorry sir, but there's a young lady out here who is nearly hysterical, and claims to be Mrs. Warner's daughter--" At that moment, Karen Warner burst past the desk sergeant.
"Mom! Is it true? Is Dad dead?" she squealed, her tear-stained face a mask of shock and horror.
"Yes, dear, I'm afraid so." Mrs. Warner replied, getting up and taking her daughter into her arms and hugging her.
As they cried and shared this most painful of moments, I said to the desk sergeant "Show them out when they're ready, Sergeant. Ladies, we're finished here if you'd like to go home. I'll contact you tomorrow with any new information we obtain."
"Thank you, Lieutenant." Katherine Wilson said. Nash and I had to exit out the public side since the door to the rest of headquarters wouldn't open, and we went around through the lobby.
"So Nash," I said as we headed to the MCD room. "What did you think of those ladies?"
"I was surprised you didn't push harder about Mrs. Wilson not being at the board meeting." Nash said.
"Ah, good observation." I said. "Teachable moment: I intend to find out through other means what the board meeting was about, and then I'll come back to her later when I know something." Nash nodded, understanding my reasoning. "What else did you notice?" I asked.
"Mrs. Warner was definitely the stronger of the two. She was in control. Mrs. Wilson constantly was looking to her for support, if not actual answers."
"Excellent!" I said. "Anything further you can extrapolate from that?"
"No... did I miss anything?" Nash asked, concerned.
"No, but think more about it tonight. They're an interesting... couple." I replied, giving Nash about as strong a clue as I could without outright saying anything. "I think we should really look into them and their relationships with Mr. Warner."
"Yes, sir, but they seem to have an alibi for the time Mr. Warner was murdered."
 "True, but you know what I think of alibis. We'll confirm their stories tomorrow, but they could always have hired someone." 
"I guess my job tomorrow will be those confirmations?" Nash said.
"Yes, but I want to go with you when we talk with Myrtle L. James, head of the Ladies Auxiliary. She's a powerful woman in this town, a member of the University Board of Regents. She's someone you should get to know, and I'll introduce you to her."
"Thank you, sir." Martin said.
"Stop calling me 'sir'." I said. "And go home and get some sleep. You too, Ross." I said to Cindy as she tried to sneak up behind me.
"Practice what you preach, brother." she replied. "Go home and get some sleep... or watch an old movie or something."
"An old movie..." I said, then became lost in thought.
"Uh oh, look at it, Martin: I've seen that look before." Cindy said. "Penny for your thoughts, Don?"
I broke out of the reverie. "Just that I like your idea about watching an old movie... I think I will indeed go do that. Good night, Cindy. Night, Martin. Great job today." I said as I walked out the door.
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Stand By For NEWS!
My mind was too energized and I only got a couple of hours of sleep before going back down to Headquarters at 5:00am Friday morning... but it was not the crimes that had me on an adrenalin rush. But more on that later.
I began digesting data from the overnight crime scene reports, and I began the "whiteboards": the MCD room (and the Vice room as well) had large, moveable whiteboards, upon which we posted photos and made notes of the cases as we worked on them. I also emailed instructions to MCD Detectives for them to work on the next morning, and I made my "to do" list of the things I needed to accomplish today.
At 6:00am the Chief called me into his office and I briefed him on both cases. I also asked that our 7:30am conference have all Detectives in and we talk both cases at the same time. That way if an officer became ill or -- perish forbid -- something happened, then we could bring others up to speed much faster. The chief agreed.
You know what 7:00am brings: Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the lovely redhead reporterette exclaimed. "Not one but two murders in Town last night have our Police Force stretched to the limit in their investigations! Channel Two News has learned that Mr. Anthony Warner, CEO of DynaCorp, was found dead in his car at the River Valley Country Club last night just after 10:00pm. He appears to have been murdered, but Town Police have not confirmed the details of how Mr. Warner was killed, citing their desire to wait for the upcoming Medical Examiner's autopsy, and the Coroner's Department has also declined to give us a statement. Channel Two News has also learned that Mr. Warner's widow, Karla Warner, and his sister, Katherine Warner Wilson, were interviewed by police officers at the Headquarters building very late last night."
Geez, Bettina, you make it sound like we hauled them in and tortured them, I thought.
"In an unrelated event, a power outage in the Kensington subdivision in the north part of Town led to the discovery of the body of Dr. Michelle Schelle, a University English professor. Sources close to the investigation have told Channel Two News that Police consider Dr. Schelle's death by electrocution in her hot tub to be suspicious. The police have not confirmed that, nor have they confirmed that the electrical shock to the hot tub was the reason for the localized power outage, but sources tell Channel Two News that a search of the Schelle home was conducted, and that police interrogated the deceased's husband, Robert Schelle, an electrical engineer and owner of S.E.E.S., LLC., an electrical consulting firm."
Way to go, Bettina, I thought. Just throw the poor bastard under the bus and raise suspicions about him, even though he appears to have an alibi. Now everyone will wonder if he did it, and if he didn't... how the hell does he get his reputation back, since I doubt 'Channel Two News' is going to do a damn thing to redeem him...
Have I mentioned that I am anything but a fan of the Press?
Bettina was not finished. "Although stretched by a shortage of Detective manpower, the MCD's recently promoted Lieutenant, Donald--"
Yeah, butter me up, Bettina, I thought as she clearly stated my name...
"-- is said to be handling both cases, giving us some hope that both will be resolved soon. Channel Two News will bring you more information just as soon as it becomes available to us. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, reporting for KXTC..."
Sheesh, I thought to myself. As I looked around the MCD room, I noted that Cindy Ross, Martin Nash, Hugh Hewitt and Teresa Croyle had quietly come into the room, making a game of sneaking in on me. They were drinking coffee as they watched the news, and at least Cindy Ross was smart enough to have my coffee mug full.
"You heard her, Lieutenant." Cindy said, her voice full of sarcasm as she handed me the mug of steaming coffee, the elixir of Life. "You give us hope." She knew as I did what Bettina was trying to do, and she was having fun with it... and me.
"She gives me heartburn." I replied, my voice a grumble. The coffee tasted very good in spite of it.
"She gives me ulcers." the Chief said, coming into the MCD room, "Don, you're off the cases."
"What!" I said, whirling around in my swivel chair.
"I want you to work full time on discovering who the hell is giving that woman all that information!" said the Chief. "I want to know how in the hell she is getting so much stuff so soon after it's happened. You give me hope, Lieutenant!"
Then the chief broke into a grin. "I'm just kidding. Solve these damn cases first. You do give me hope on that!" Everyone else laughed, especially at my shock and having fallen for the Chief's ruse.
I just love my police buddies, I just love my police buddies, I just love my police buddies...
Part 8 - Acquisition of Information
The 7:30am meeting was a re-hash of what we knew, but it served the purposes of getting the chief up to speed and cross-informing the teams. I gave instructions to each team to verify the alibis and try to get any information as to who might have motives to kill these people. I asked Cpt. Maxwell to have her Campus Police cadets work with her to interview Dr. Schelle's grad students and other professors that knew her; it would be good training for them to work with her.
"What are you going to do?" Chief Griswold asked me.
"I am going to go interview an extremely confidential source within the University's Department of Psychology." I said. Everyone laughed, knowing that my extremely confidential source was my beloved Dr. Laura Fredricson.
"And I am also going to talk to another extremely confidential source to get some info on what the DynaCorp board was meeting about. Oh, that reminds me, Paula..." I said to ADA Paulina Patterson, who had joined our meeting in progress, "I suspect we're going to have to get a warrant to get the DynaCorp board's minutes, of last night's meeting as well as previous ones, and the financial records of the company. Might as well make it a broad warrant for everything DynaCorp-related. The Vice Chairman, Old Mr. Willoughby, was much less than cooperative when Martin and Hugh interviewed him last night."
"Tell me about that." said the Chief.
"Sir," said Martin Nash, "he was nice enough, but said he couldn't talk about the Board meeting because it was confidential and also an executive session about employees."
"He wouldn't say anything at all." Hugh Hewitt added. "Wouldn't talk about Warner, or who might have wanted to kill him. Willoughby would not even tell us who was at the meeting, nor any noticeable absences."
"And I think we know the reason why." I said. "Anthony Warner's sister is on the board, but apparently was not invited to the meeting, nor did she know about it. That's why I'm going to go 'backchannel' and try to get a hold of what happened in the meeting."
"Go to it." the chief said. "And everyone... you guys did great work last night. All of you. Two murders in two different areas at the same time... and it's not like we have the manpower of the City Police. Keep at it, and let me know what I can do to help."
"Dinner at The Steakhouse, tab paid?" Cindy chimed in. The Steakhouse was best but also the most exclusive steakhouse restaurant in the County, and very expensive. Everyone laughed.
"Solve this case, Ross, and dinner's on me." the Chief said. Everyone cheered.
Just then my cell phone buzzed. I answered it, knowing it was important.
"That was Tanya Perlman." I said as I hung up. "They've found something at the Country Club. Martin, Hugh, you're with me."
------------------------
The car had already been removed to the Police impound yard when I arrived at the covered parking lot. Tanya Perlman and Pete Feeley were there, and it was obvious they'd been up all night.
"As you can see in the daylight," Tanya said, "there's a little cart path from here to the back of the building. Get in this golf cart, and I'll drive you." Pete Feeley stood on the back of the cart as Tanya drove me along the path. Martin and Hugh followed in a second golf cart provided to us by the Club.
"Okay, it goes around the side of the clubhouse here," Tanya said, "and you can see where golf players can load their carts. The path to the first tee of the course goes off to the right, and the practice range is right in front of us. But what's not easy to see is this path to the left." Tanya took the turn which led to the far end of the practice area. At the very far end, over a hundred yards later, I could see the fence that marked the property border. Nets kept golf balls from going off the property.
We drove past the practice range and Tanya resumed her demonstration. "Okay, the path slants to the right here, back towards the course over there. This is a maintenance path, and not used very much. But if go over here," she continued, suiting the deed to her words as we veered left onto the soft pine straw under the tall pine trees, "you can see as we approach the fence there is some brush here. And that's where we found this."
We drove up and saw Crime Lab personnel on the other side of a thicket of bushes. A golf cart had been well hidden there, and the Lab team were dusting for prints, finding none.
"Over here," Tanya continued, leading us to the fence, "you can see the fence is breached. It's been cut, and someone pushed their way out."
I examined the cut fencing closely, noting it had been held together by a metal clip after being cut, but the clip was on the ground.
"What do you make of this, Officer Feeley?" I asked, testing the young officer as I pointed to the cut links of metal. He wanted to be a Detective, let's see if he was able to detect what I had observed.
"Looks like someone cut the fence and escaped through here to the neighborhood out there. It's not a gated community, so a car could've been parked here."
"Yes, very good, Feeley, but what do you make of this metal, of the cut in the fencing?" I said. Feeley didn't see it.
"Martin, Hugh? What do you think?" I asked. The Detectives came over and looked.
"That cut doesn't look very fresh." Martin Nash said. "Looks like someone came along earlier, as in days ago, cut the fence, used that metal clip to hold it together, then came through here last night after murdering Mr. Warner."
"Exactly." I said. "Excellent, Martin." I was impressed with him. I noticed that Pete Feeley still looked blank, and Tanya Perlman looked a little downcast: she knew Pete had failed that test.
"And this fence cut days ago tells us?" I asked, letting the sentence hang.
"Preparation of the objective." Hugh Hewitt said, using somewhat military language. "This was done in accordance with a plan created days in advance, which was to murder Mr. Warner here at this location."
"Yes." I said. "And that means that the killer not only planned to strike here, but he knew these grounds well enough to plan his escape location, navigate the grounds at night, -AND- he knew Warner's schedule, that Warner would be here in the near future."
I turned to my Detectives: "Hugh, Martin, go on back and go to DynaCorp. You guys!" I said, getting the Lab Team's attention. "How long have you been on duty?"
"We came on duty this morning." the chief technician replied. "We got called out here just a little while ago."
"Good enough, keep at it. You two..." I said, pointing fingers at Pete and Tanya. "You've been up all night. I can tell. Go home. Go directly home, do not pass 'Go', do not collect two hundred dollars. If I see you at work before 3:00pm I will fire both your asses. Move out."
No, I couldn't fire them, but the message was clear. And the Crime Lab noticed that I was taking care of my people. Always a good thing to take care of one's good people.
-------------------------
I had appointments with Myrtle L. James at 10:30am and with Laura for lunch at noon. I left the River Valley Country Club and at 8:45 arrived at the Country Breakfast Diner, located on the west side of town, just south of the Fairgrounds. The diner had the reputation of being the best breakfast in town, and many of the farmers with farms west of the railroad tracks and the river came here, as did all the old geezers... and businessmen savvy enough to know they might pick up some good "scoop" here.
Upon entering, I was greeted with a surprising number of congratulations from people over my recent promotion. I knew I had to spend time showing my appreciation, so it took a couple of minutes of shaking hands to get to my destination. I felt like a politician as I waded along the full tables, but it was a real politician I was here to see.
John "Jack" Colby was was a member of the Town & County Council, from one of the County districts. He was no-nonsense, only ran for office to try and bring some common sense to that political body, and didn't brook stupidity very well. He had been one of my staunchest allies from the beginning, pushing hard for my hiring and for my early promotion to Lieutenant.
He was tall, slender, definitely a ranchhand in his dress, looks and demeanor. Ranching was his hobby; he'd made a lot of money over the years in cattle futures and business deals, and he was semi-retired at age 50. I knew that he owned this diner and that he owned The Steakhouse restaurant as well, which explained the excellent quality of both.
His mustache was large, like Chief Griswold's, but his was still brown and not grayed like the long-suffering police chief's. But the most surprising aspect of Mr. Colby was the shock at first of hearing the deep baritone voice that seemed to boom from his not-so-large body.
"Well, if it ain't the Iron Crowbar." he said, as if surprised, greeting me as I came up to the table. "Congratulations on your promotion, young man. Have a seat, have a seat." I took the seat after shaking his hand.
"If you don't start calling me 'Jack', I'm going to take that crowbar from you and use it on you." he said after I called him 'sir'. I acquiesced as the waitress, a heavy-set friendly woman, set a delicious breakfast of eggs, grits, biscuits and gravy, bacon, and coffee in front of me. "Compliments of me." said Jack Colby.
"Thank you, Jack. I'm afraid I'm here on official business, and asking for a favor." I said.
"Is it about Warner?" he asked. As I nodded, he said. "I figured you might come over. That's why I told Mabel that we were expecting you, and to have your breakfast ready to go. What can I do for you?"
"I understand you are on the DynaCorp board?" I asked.
"Yep. I'm not involved with it much, but after those Enron laws were passed, Anthony Warner asked me to be an outside member of his board. He's an ass sometimes, but he's a good businessman and we'd done deals before, so we sat on each other's boards."
"Were you at last night's board meeting?" I asked.
"Sure was. You here on background?" Jack Colby asked, knowing what was coming.
"Yes." I said. "My officers talked to the Vice Chairman, Mr. Willoughby, last night. He wouldn't talk to us without a warrant. Of course I'll go through official channels and get the warrant to get the minutes and financial stuff, but--"
"But you wouldn't mind hearing something unofficially from me." Colby said, his deep voice rich and resonant in its amusement. "No wonder you get the results you do... you get the answers before doing anything. You sure you haven't been taking lessons from Bettina Wurtzburg?"
I laughed, knowing I was being tested. "Well, I don't go on TV blabbing what I find out and making the Chief have heart attacks." I said. Colby nodded, understanding fully what I was saying... about my ability to keep secrets as well as about the Chief.
"Well, as long as it stays in the background, I'll tell you what you want to know. Willoughby is a frickin' idiot, and so are the in-house lawyers. Yeah, we all know you need a warrant, we all know you'll get one, but they'll try to waste your valuable time. What exactly do you want to know about?" 
"What was last night's meeting about, and who was there and not there." I said. Colby again understood.
"Who was not there is who you are interested in." he replied. "Katherine Warner Wilson, the dead man's sister, was not in attendance, nor was Beatrice York." 
"The University Regent? She's on the Board?" I asked. Beatrice S. York was one of the religious types, friend of Pastor Westboro and Steven Ikea.
"Yep." Colby replied. "Anthony Warner was a fierce competitor and a hard man, definitely a dick at times, but he was an honest and fair man, gave to various church charities around here, and Beatrice York has been a benefactor of his for years. Careful you don't step on her toes."
"I appreciate that." I said. "So the meeting was about Katherine Wilson, I gather?"
"You do." said Colby. "Basically Warner called the meeting, and only the five Board members who attended were informed about it. Beatrice York may have known, but she was being honored at another function. And the reason for the meeting was that Anthony Warner wanted to remove his sister from the Board and fire her from his company. He gave us his reasons, they were sound, and we voted unanimously to do so."
"Think she might've known about it?" I asked.
"I don't know, but my guess is that she didn't."
"What about Warner's wife, Karla? She and Katherine Wilson are BFFs."
"Again, no idea, but I doubt it." 
"How about the finances of the company? Anything I should know there?"
"Company was doing okay, they're sound financially. Willoughby is a decent CPA and the books are good. But you know how this economy is, and Anthony Warner wasn't happy with status quo. He thought his sister's marketing campaigns had lost their edge and he wanted to make a change, and he didn't let blood get in the way of making a business decision. I have to say, I think he was doing the right thing: she couldn't hold up to the pressure he had begun putting her under."
"Any fights between Anthony and his wife or his sister?" I asked.
"Not that I know of. Wife didn't do much with the business, just kept her nose in it enough to keep abreast of what was going on. The sister never argued with her brother; he was too overpowering and she's not all that strong-willed."
"Thank you, Mr. Colby, and thank you for the breakfast." I said, preparing to get up.
"Before you go, how about some information in return?" Jack Colby asked. As I sat back into my chair, he asked, "Tell me how things are going in the Police Department. The Chief thinks there are moles in it. Have you rooted any out?"
"Well, Sergeant Carroll and Patrolman Delmar have found it necessary to find jobs in other police departments far away from here. Right now I can see the spine of the problem, the outline of it, but I haven't gotten my head fully around it yet. I thought there might be a drug ring connection, but I haven't gotten a thread to pull on, so far."



"Let me just say this, on background, friend to friend." Colby said, his voice as low and quiet as he could get it. "There's an election for Sheriff next year, and certain 'unfavorable' elements intend to run for the post, and they have some strong support on the Council and with the Regents. If they win, Griswold is finished, you probably are, too, and God knows how corrupt the Police Force might become. As I see it, you've got about one year to get the Police Department cleaned out."
"Anything you can tell me, any guidance?" I asked.
 "Nope, that's why you're here. I wish I did know, so I could help you with it. But it's you that have the digging tools, and you're going to have to dig deep to root this one out. We're confident you can get it done... as long as you don't keep getting shot, of course."
"I hear ya on that." I answered.
"And while I'm at it." Colby said. "I want you to consider running for Sheriff yourself."
"Yikes." I said. "I'm happy right where I am. I don't want the top paper-pusher job, at least not for a couple of decades."
"Then get crackin' on rooting out the bad seed in the Department." Colby said. "We are counting on you."
At that moment, my cellphone rang. It was Martin Nash, asking if I could stop by DynaCorp's headquarters.
"Speaking of getting cracking, I've got two murders to solve. Seems the DynaCorp lawyers are not letting my investigators talk to anyone nor look at files. If you'll excuse me..." I said, getting up.
"Let's go over there." Jack Colby said. "I'll take care of that asshole."
-------
"I am telling you to cooperate with these officers." Jack Colby said. I just listened, my crowbar in my hands. I'd brought it inside, knowing I might have need of it.
"They have to have a warrant, Mr. Colby," said the in-house counsel, some young jerk about my age named Sommes. I wondered if he was related to the "Sommes" firm of that jerk Worthingdon the Third that had represented Elizabeth when Ned was first arrested.
"And I don't give a damn if you're a Board member. Unless you're the CEO, I refuse to allow anyone to talk to the police, nor can they see our papers without a warrant.
"It's okay, Mr. Colby." I said, just as Jack Colby was about to get physical with the legal beagle. "I'm on the phone with the ADA now. What's that you say, Ms. Patterson?... We have probable cause now because the CEO is dead?.... and the warrant is being faxed to Headquarters now to seize all files and papers? Thank you!"
"Hugh, Martin, start seizing the files now." I instructed. "Lock down the building; no one leaves without being interviewed. Call Headquarters, tell a Sergeant to bring the warrant and at least 25 uniformed officers. I'm going to crawl so far up DynaCorp's butt this morning, they'll be shitting police blue for a week."
"You can't touch a God-damn thing without a warrant in my hand first." roared the lawyer, of whom I'd had enough.
"Mr. Colby, let's discuss this with the lawyer in this room here." I said, indicating a very small office nearby.
"No problem." Mr. Colby said.
"Get your fucking hands off me!" the lawyer shouted as I grabbed him and shoved him violently into the room. Jack Colby slammed the door behind us, with only the three of us in the room.
"Fuck you, you piece of dog shit." I said. "I don't think you understand the situation. The CEO of this company is dead, and I'm not going to let a piss-ant piece of dogshit lawyer tell me I can't do my job."
"You son of a bitch!" the lawyer roared, trying to get past me and outside. "I'll have your fucking badge for this! I'm going to sue you to death!"
The crowbar flashed as I swung it for Sommes's midsection and it solidly connected. Then I pushed the bastard backwards, slamming him into the wall. Attacking him fiercely, I drove my fist into his solar plexus again, then as he doubled over I drove my knee up hard into his ribs. When he collapsed to his knees, I delivered a short but hard blow with the crowbar between his shoulder blades, enough to collapse him but not hurt him as badly as I tried to hurt Sergei Molotov. Then I put my foot on the back of his neck when he was lying on the floor.
"You go ahead and sue, dipshit." I said. "Mr. Colby here is a witness that will testify that I didn't touch you. Who's a jury of good citizens in this County going to believe, dipshit? A good, upstanding rancher and citizen of the County, and a Councilman? Or a slimy piece of dog excrement lawyer whose daddy's company chases ambulances and defends the slimiest criminals in our custody? Huh?"
 
"That's right." said Mr. Colby. "The police officer didn't touch you."
"Now you stay in this room, dipshit," I ordered, "and if you come out before I tell you to, I'll break your fucking skull with this crowbar, you hear? Or better yet, I'll arrest you for obstruction of justice and put you in the holding cells with some of the County's most hardened criminals, the one's your daddy's firm has been fucking over all these years."
Sommes said nothing. We exited the room.
"Thank you, Mr. Colby." I said. I was totally in his power and debt, but that was okay; if I had not beaten the shit out of Sommes, Colby would have... and it wouldn't be the first time Colby had solved a problem with sheer physical power, I knew.
"You're quite welcome. I loved it." Colby replied, saying he'd stay and make sure the lawyer remained imprisoned in the little room until we were done.
I went to Mr. Warner's office, where Hugh and Martin were with a lovely woman.
"Lieutenant, this is Ms. Gayle Roberts, Mr. Warner's administrative assistant." Hugh said, introducing me to her as well. "She asked to speak to you specifically."
"I'm glad she did." I said, trying to put on my most charming voice. "Hello, Ms. Roberts" I said, very charmed myself. As I shook her hand I made sure to take it in mine and slightly pull her towards me. I had felt a connection with Gayle Roberts immediately as our eyes locked. She had light brown or dirty blonde hair, short and in a mane of tight curls. She was nearing 40, I guessed, but was still extremely attractive, her jaw angling sharply into a dimpled chin, her eyes warm and inviting, her mouth rather small but luscious.
"It's an honor to meet you, and call me Gayle, please." she said.
 "Thank you, and please call me Don." I said. "Let's sit here on the couch and talk a moment. Hugh, Martin, go make a special effort to meet Mr. Jack Colby out in the main hallway. He's a County Councilman, someone you should get to know." They left.
As we sat down, I noticed and admired Gayle's figure: a very nice hourglass shape, saucy ass and drop-dead gorgeous legs. She was wearing a black dress, mourning the death of her boss, sheer stockings and very high-heel black Louboutin pumps. She made sure to show off her legs as we sat and talk, her body language and her eyes very flirtatious with me.
I knew in my soul that one day soon I was going to fuck this woman. But for now I had to concentrate on the task at hand. I interviewed her, giving the details here for the sake of brevity:
 
Ms. Roberts had enjoyed working for Mr. Warner. He could be demanding and the hours long, but he paid her very well and gave her time to spend with her young daughter and always bought the daughter birthday and Christmas presents. No, she had never been married, she said. She did not know of anyone who hated Mr. Warner enough to kill him, though many of his business deals had been rough-and-tumble, cutthroat with winners and losers instead of win-win situations.
As far as Gayle Roberts knew, Mr. Warner's family relationships were fine, though he'd become increasingly unhappy with his sister Katherine's work in the Marketing Department the last few months. She would've been willing to have sex with Mr. Warner, but he never came onto her, Ms. Roberts, nor initiated sexual contact with her or anyone else. He was pretty straightlaced, didn't drink or smoke, and worked hard at his businesses.
 
"Thank you, Gayle." I said, getting up to go.
"My pleasure, Don." she replied. "And I'll see you at your party tonight."
"Oh!-- are you coming?" I said.
"Oh yes, Dr. Fredricson is a friend of mine, and she recently me to come work for her when her previous assistant moved to Washington, D.C. I wasn't going to accept, as I was very happy working here for Anthony..." Her eyes welled up with tears.
"I understand, and I'm sorry about what has happened. As to Dr. Fredricson, I hope you'll accept her offer." I said. "And I look forward to seeing you tonight, as well."
-----------------------------
My officers spent the entire morning interviewing everyone, and the bottom line was essentially the same story, though the manager of the finance department said that he thought Warner and Board Vice Chair Willoughby didn't get along very well.
"Martin, what did you find out from the books?" I asked when I saw him again. Jack Colby had come with him to Mr. Warner's office. My search had revealed nothing. Hugh was "babysitting" the lawyer... and I suspected the lawyer might find out that I'm a wimp compared to the war veteran when it comes to taking shit from dirtbags.
"I looked at Mr. Warner's appointment book over the last several months, as you asked me to in the email." Martin said. "We collected the book with the other materials when the warrant was issued. One thing I noticed is that over the last two months, he's had several appointments with lawyers, not his in-house counsel but outside lawyers."
"I don't blame him; his in-house counsel is dog shit. What were the names of the firms?"
"Lowe, Ball & Lynch was one; and Effim, Goode & Hart was the other.
"Lowball & Lynch deals with businesses, acquisitions, split-ups, etc." I said. "And F'em Good and Hard is the Town's prominent men's divorce law firm, the arch-rival of the new Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Cheatham and Howe.... hmm, that's very interesting. Did you guys get anything else from the staff people that worked closely with him every day?"
"Only that Anthony Warner thought business was slipping and was really pushing everyone hard. They thought he had a lot on his mind but didn't understand why, as business was just fine."
Upon leaving, we collected Hugh. "I hope you didn't leave a mark on the guy." I said.
"I didn't, but he puked up his breakfast." Hugh said.
Part 9 - Air-tight Alibis
"It was such a nice event." Myrtle L. James said quietly as we sat at a table in the Ladies Auxiliary Fellowship Hall. "Beatrice York has done so much for the community, and it was such a thrill to be able to honor her last night. We had--"
Detective Martin Nash and I endured Mrs. James's soliloquy. I had warned him in advance to be extremely polite to the elderly lady, knowing this would be a test of our patience. I had introduced him to her, hoping he would begin to cultivate political allies, and Nash was quietly charming with the old lady -- who happened to be a very powerful University Regent.
When she finally paused, we were able to ask a question. "Were Mrs. Warner and Mrs. Wilson at the event?" Nash asked.
"Yes, they were here. Very charming ladies, especially Katherine Wilson, she's very lovely." Myrtle James said. "Karla Warner is a very... strong woman, though nice enough. I really think Ms. Wilson would've been lost after her divorce if it were not for her sister-in-law's strength. That was quite a bad time for her--"
We endured another few moments of inconsequential talk before I began to assert myself.
"Mrs. James, can you tell us if you remember the ladies being here from about 9:50 to 10:30?"
"Let me see... I remember seeing them in the greeting line and being seated for dinner. The presentation and Mrs. York's remarks went to about ten o'clock. I was at the head table on stage, but I assume they were in the audience." That wasn't much, I thought, but Mrs. James was not finished.
"But I can tell you this, very accurately: just moments after the presentation ended, maybe at five to ten minutes past ten, Mrs. Warner came out of the restroom and crashed right into a waiter carrying a tray of water pitchers. Of course it was an accident, but the poor lady was just so embarrassed, her face was red and she was so frazzled about it. We all looked over at her, and Katherine Wilson rushed right over to her from her seat in the audience. Some of the other ladies also went over to help. So embarrassing... and then to find out just a short time later that her husband was dead... how very sad." Mrs. James's eyes stared out as she became introspective.
"And this was at 10:05, you said?" I asked, attempting to pin the time down.
"Very close to it. As you know, I try to keep a tight timetable at these meetings. My late husband worked for the railroad, you know, and I'm afraid his promptness wore off on me." Myrtle L. James replied.
"That is very helpful." I said. "Just one more question and we'll stop taking up your valuable time: did Mrs. Warner get a lot of water on her dress when she ran into the waiter?"
"Not that I could see." said Mrs. James, looking surprised at the question... as did Detective Nash. "She might have gotten a little bit, but she ran into the boy's left side and the tray, and the pitchers flew off to the right, so I don't think either of them got very wet."
"Thank you so much, Mrs. James." I said. We made our goodbyes and left hastily before Mrs. James thought of another story to tell us.
"Why were you interested in whether or not Mrs. Warner's dress got wet?" Martin asked.
"Just a passing thought." I replied. "What do you think?"
"It looks like those women have alibis." Martin Nash said. "It couldn't have been better timed when Mrs. Warner ran into that waiter. Of course, I guess they could have twins like that Arruzio case you solved."
"Always possible, but I doubt we'd be so lucky." I said. "Okay, Martin, social introductions with Mrs. James, Mr. Colby and the power-players are over. Meet up with Hugh Hewitt, find out where Martin's kids are, and interview them for their whereabouts. Do it as a team, don't split up. They're probably at home with their mother; don't let the mother be present when talking to them."
"On my way."
-----------------------------
"Thank you for meeting with us, Mr. Ward." Detective Cindy Ross said. She was actually wearing plainclothes, a white blouse sleeveless blouse that showed off her strong arms, a gray skirt and mid-heel black pumps, showing off her still-muscular but shapely legs. Detective Teresa Croyle was with her, dressed in an off-white dress and high heel sandals, her legs looking smoking hot. They were at the Ward Harvester plant to confirm Mr. Schelle's presence there the night before.
"So that Detective of yours that blew up my warehouse didn't come?" Ward said sourly, clearly not happy to be talking to the police, however attractive the women were. Both detectives frowned.
"Mr. Ward, our Detective almost lost his life rescuing three children that were being held hostage in your warehouse." Cindy Ross said, her indignation showing clearly. "Perhaps we should inquire why the criminals thought they were safe in using your property?"
 "All I know is that I'm having to rebuild my warehouse because your SWAT team came charging in and started a fire." Ward said, holding his ground.
"Mr. Ward, the Town & County Police don't even have a SWAT Team." Teresa Croyle said. "As you found out when you unsuccessfully tried to sue the Public Safety Department."
"Good thing your detective sent you women instead of coming himself. I wouldn't say a word to him." Mr. Ward replied.
"What have you got against him?" Cindy said, her eyes boring hard into the man.
Ward turned and returned her stare, looking hard into her eyes. "Marie Arruzio was my sister, and your detective's college roommate was having sexual intercourse with her when she took a shotgun blast to her face from her husband who was driven mad by her cheating. Your de-tec-tive has been nothing but trouble and cost for me since he came to Town. I can't stand the sound of his name, and quite frankly ladies, I regret that he did not die in the explosion of my warehouse."
Teresa Croyle interjected, mostly in order to keep Cindy Ross from perpetrating another crime on this particular property. "We're not here about that, Mr. Ward. We'd like to ask you some questions about last night, if we can put the past behind us?"
"Okay, what do you want?" Ward said, sour as ever. He was not a strong man, Cindy Ross noted, but he sure had hostility for Don, and Cindy couldn't understand why.
"We understand you had a meeting with Mr. Robert Schelle last night?" Cindy said.
"Yes, he was part of the group we met with." Ward said. "He was brought in as a consultant by the company that will be installing new CNC machines in the new building."
"When did the meeting start and end?" Teresa asked.
"It began at 7:30." Ward said. "I left at 8:20 or so, so I don't know what time they finished. My project manager, Mr. Burleson, was with them."
"Can we see him now?" Teresa asked.
"I'll call him up here." Mr. Ward said, picking up the telephone and issuing instructions for Mr. Burleson to come to his office. Within moment a large, bearded heavy-set man came to the door.
"You wanted to see me, Mr. Ward?" he asked, his eyes on the women's legs.
"Yes, Tom, these women are with the police."
"What can I do for you?" Burleson asked.
"Have a seat, please." Cindy said, directing him to the sofa to her right. "You were in a meeting with Robert Schelle last night?"
"Yeah, he was part of the group I was meeting with. CNC Solutions is the company name. Bill Conlan is the head guy, and he'd brought in Schelle." 
"What time was the meeting? When did it end?" 
"Started at, oh, 7:30 or so." Burleson said.
"Finished up about 10:00."
"And Mr. Schelle was here until that time?"
"Well, let me rephrase." Burleson said. "The meeting was wrapping up about 9:45 and we were just shooting the bull as we put up the architectural plans and papers and stuff. Schelle said he had to leave and headed on out, that was about 9:45 to 9:50 or so. I talked with Conlan until 10:00 and we walked out together."
"I see." said Cindy Ross. "So to clarify, Schelle was definitely here until 9:45."
"Yeah, I'd say that's about right. By the way, you mind telling me what this is about?"
"In a moment." Cindy said. "Just one more question: how was Mr. Schelle acting last night? Anything unusual? Mr. Ward, did you notice anything?"
"No." said Ward. "Nothing struck me."
"Me neither." said Burleson.
"Thank you both." Cindy said. "We're just verifying Mr. Schelle's whereabouts. His wife was killed in a hot tub accident last night."
"Oh yeah, I heard about that on the radio." Burleson said. "Poor guy."
"Why do you say that?" Cindy asked, as if idly curious.
"I heard some rumors that he's had trouble keeping clients in this economy." Burleson said. "And now his wife passes away? Gotta be tough for the guy."
---------------------------
"Well, that's that." Cindy said to me in the MCD room at 11:30am. They'd just interviewed Bill Conlan. "Conlan was sure it was almost 9:50 when Schelle left the meeting. That means that Robert Schelle is in the clear as far as being the killer on the scene of his wife's death."
"We did learn one thing, though." Teresa said. "Conlan said that the quality of Schelle's work had been dropping the last 4 months or so, and that he, Conlan, was considering dropping Schelle from any new jobs that came in."
"I know how much you hate alibis, Don," Cindy said. "But this one looks pretty strong."
"Yeah," Teresa said. "He looks guilty as hell in every other aspect, including that second plug-in. He's an electrical engineer, he could easily have done that. Blatantly obvious... except that there were eyeballs on him when his wife got fried."



Teresa was referring to the Crime Lab's technician's finding this morning that the second plug-in outlet in the shed under the fuse box was wired past the main and delivered 220 volts like a laundry dryer... but the outlet was for a regular 110-volt. The work on that rigging seemed to have been done fairly recently, according to the Crime Lab technician. It meant that whoever had dropped that stripped extension cord into the hot tub water was bringing tremendous electrical power that not only utterly destroyed Dr. Schelle but pulled so much juice that it waxed the transformer on the pole out front... and it meant that the set-up definitely showed some pre-meditation on someone's part.
"Yes." I said. "Myron pulled up Schelle's financial information. Schelle's company had been having a tough time with money. His wife was paying all their personal bills. I suspect he sold his RV just to get money and pay company bills."
"Think they were fighting over that, over money?" Cindy asked.
"Dunno." I said, "but we're going to have to do some old-fashioned leg work and dig hard to find other suspects. And pursuant to that, I think I'll go find out more about Dr. 'Chelle Chelle' from my secret Source, over lunch."
"Tell Laura we said hello." Cindy said. "So what do you want us to do?"
"Who's running data on this case? Myron? Lainie?" 
"Sonali." Cindy said, naming a lovely young Indian woman that we had hired a few months before. Just the thought of her made my loins stir with desire...and I noted how Cindy's eyes had lit up as she'd said the girl's name.
"Get with her. See if anything pops out that might give us a lead to a suspect." I said. "This one is going to be hard, I'm afraid." As Teresa walked out, Cindy stopped me.
"Can I talk to you a minute before you go? Privately? Very privately?" Cindy asked.
"Sure. Walk me to my car." I said. Once outside, Cindy started talking in a low voice.
"I need to tell you about the other case, about Karla Warner and Katherine Wilson." she said. "They're lesbians. I know because I've dated both of them."
"Hmm, that confirms a thought I had. When did you date them? And did either of them know that you were dating the other one?" I asked.
"I don't think either one knew about me dating the other, not for sure. I dated Karla about three years ago and Katherine two years ago." Cindy said. "And I'd bet dollars to doughnuts that they're having a relationship with each other."
"I won't bet against you." I replied. "We may be able to use that, and soon. Keep out of their sight for now."
As I got into my Police SUV, I said "Thanks for the info, Cindy. And enjoy your lunch..."
----------------------
"First, let me tell you about Karen Warner, whose father was also murdered last night." Laura Fredricson said as we ate lunch outside on the back porch at her favorite Soup and Salad restaurant, enjoying its lakeside views.
"Karen is a very beautiful young woman, and she is one of the most promiscuous women on campus, one of the most promiscuous women I've ever met, period. I enrolled her in a study of nymphomaniacal women. She tells me that she has sex at least three times a day, usually with three different men."
"Oh really?" I said. "Chip off the old block?"
"Genetics is part of the study, so I can't reveal anything confidential like that." Laura said. "Why, do you know something?"
"Only that Karla Warner had her son at age 16 and her daughter at age 17." I replied. "Doesn't take much for the simple ol' police officer to consider the hereditary aspects of Karen's behavior."
"Hmm, true enough." Laura said, laughing at my self-deprecation. "Anyway, you wanted to talk about Dr. Schelle. I knew 'Chelle Chelle' fairly well. She had been studying Old English sexual stories and came to me asking if I had any information on sexual habits and mores of those time periods. I'm more of a present-day sexual studies researcher, so I didn't have much, but we had a good number of conversations and I did a little bit of research with her.
"Was she respected on campus?"
"Oh yes. In fact, she was up for tenure, and while the official announcements have not been made, I just happen to know that she was going to get the English Department's tenure slot."  
"That's big, isn't it?"
"You better believe it. Tenure is everything to us in Academia. I could not possibly study nor teach what I do if I didn't have tenure; the religious nutballs like Beatrice S. York and Myrtle L. James would run me out of town on a rail. And in fields like English, History, Liberal Arts... in this economy, it's even more important to be tenured when the job cuts start coming."
"Religious nutballs? You and my dad would not have gotten along." I said, grinning.
"Your mother loves me, though. Thank goodness, since her grandchild is kicking me from inside right now." Laura replied right back. "Anyway, Michelle was about to get tenure, and so she would've been secure in her job. There is one other thing, too-- ah, here comes Captain Maxwell, good afternoon Captain! Please join us." Brittany Maxwell looked good in her navy-blue-with-white-pinstripes dress and high heel navy pumps as she walked up to us.
"Thank you." said Britt, sitting down. "I knew Don was here, so I thought I'd come over and fill him in, if that's okay."
"By all means." I said. "And you can talk in front of Laura, she's very good at keeping secrets." That got me a glance of reproach from the woman carrying my child, while Britt's eyes sparkled merrily.
"Dr. Schelle was apparently liked by her students and respected by her colleagues," Britt said, in the tone of a report, "but it wasn't universal. Some colleagues called her 'Moosechelle' behind her back when she started gaining weight, and the nickname stuck. Also, she's up for tenure and so are some other professors, and that's the kind of thing that can create tension even among friends."
"Any comments on her relationship with her husband?" I asked.
"One of her colleagues, a professor of Pre-Law English named Paul Berkshire, said that he'd known the Schelle's for a number of years and that they all did a lot of camping, hiking and outdoors stuff with a group of people. But for the last couple of years Michelle had apparently lost interest... and Robert had a way of coming on to some of the women, so they began squeezing him out of their outings."
"Did anything at all come up that anyone else besides the husband might want to do this woman harm?" I asked. "Robert Schelle's alibi looks air-tight right now."
Britt responded "I'd have to ask Laura here if the tenure competition would be sufficient grounds to murder someone. That's all I can think of at this point. And before you ask, I did attempt to ascertain where her competitors might have been last night around the time of Michelle's death. One of them was with his wife at a restaurant, two of them were at social parties, and four of them said they were at home. Think I need to dig into those?"
"Not yet." I said. "I don't want to start pissing off half the campus personnel before there's any other data that might give us something. Britt, I appreciate everything. I'll drive Laura back to her office, and I'll see you at the afternoon pow-wow at HQ." We made our goodbyes and left.
On the way, I said "What was the other thing you were going to tell me? From your reaction to Britt's comment about Robert chasing women, I figured it might be something you wanted to tell me privately."
"You noticed that?" Laura said, smiling. "I've really got to guard myself better. But yes, I wanted to tell you this: First of all, several years ago, about four to six years ago, Michelle was very open sexually and was a very hot fuck. Some women, but mostly men. The SEX Fraternity studs at that time really liked her and dated her a lot, similar to how they've been dating Melina these past few months. Sometimes they dated Michelle with her husband around and sometimes not. Then she started throwing herself into her work, going for tenure, and she began gaining weight."
Laura continued. "Secondly, do you remember the Libertines, the swingers group we've talked about?"
"Yes." I replied. "You said we might could join them after we're married."
"Yes." Laura replied. "And what I also know is that the Schelles were candidates to join them two years ago, before you and Melina moved here. I checked with a couple of people, and the word was that they liked Michelle but she started letting herself go physically and got out of shape. They also thought Robert Schelle was a little too eager, too hungry for sex, and this is a group where friendship and sensuous good times are as important or more important than the sex. Members soft-swap more than hard-swap."
Soft-swapping was where two couples or a group get together but either have no contact or just light contact like kissing and fondling, and only spouses have sex. Hard swapping was actual swapping of partners and sexual intercourse with persons other than one's spouse.
"I see." I said. "So Robert is sex-starved and his wife began getting big, started concentrating on her work, and it's likely their sex life went way down..."
As we pulled into the faculty parking lot of Laura's building, I saw her car, a Mercedes. And a thought struck me. Hard.
"Darling, what is it? What's wrong?" Laura asked, breaking me out of my reverie.
"Laura... your car has a safety alarm system, doesn't it?" I asked. "It alerts you if someone were, say, hiding in the backseat when you came up to it?"
"Why yes, it does." Laura replied. "It's on the car fob with the key. I have to press the button to deactivate it as well as unlock the doors. But... why?" 
"Anthony Warner's car was a similar model to yours." I said. "I'm going to confirm if it has that same safety system. If it does, that means that the perp either could not have been hiding in the car waiting for him, or..."
As I thought about that, my cellphone rang at that moment. It was Detective Martin Nash.
"We've got a real problem with both the Warner kids." he reported.
----------------------------
Back at Headquarters, the clock was showing 1:15pm as Martin filled me in.
"We simply could not get Mrs. Warner to leave the room and let us talk to her daughter. When we insisted, the mother told her daughter to demand a lawyer, which the girl immediately did. The son, Seth, was willing to talk alone, but when we talked to him he said he was out but wouldn't say where or give us anything. Finally, he said he wanted a lawyer, also. I told them to have their lawyers meet us at the station, and we brought them in. The mother and daughter are in Interrogation-Alpha with their lawyer, and the son is in Interrogation-Bravo. He's once again not hasty about getting a lawyer but won't say anything."
"All right." I said. "Who's the lawyer with the women?"
"Jeanine Olivet." Nash said.
"What the hell?" I said, surprised. "She's a divorce attorney." In fact, she was my divorce attorney, but I saw no reason to tell Martin that. Nash only shrugged in reply to my comment.
"All right, let's let the ladies stew for a few minutes and talk to the son." I said. We entered Interrogation-B and I introduced myself to Seth Warner, offering my condolences upon his family loss. He was a good looking kid, 20 years old, in shape with wavy dark-brown-to-black hair. I felt an aura about the young man, an aura I'd only felt around Todd and a few other guys... a sexual aura. This young man was getting a lot of pussy.
"Seth, I really need to know where you were last night around 10:00pm, when your father was killed." I said. "The sooner I can eliminate you as a possible suspect, the better off we all are."
"Yes sir, I understand." Seth said. He was well-mannered and respectful. "And I didn't kill my father, but I just can't talk about where I was." His eyes were pleading, and I immediately knew what was going on. I turned to Martin.
"Martin, I think that I'd like to take Seth outside for a stroll, get a little fresh air." I said. "Come on, Seth, let's go outside." Martin looked a bit confused, but wisely said nothing. He stayed inside while I walked with Seth out the front door and down the sidewalk towards the public parking lot to the right of the front of the building.
"Okay Seth, we're outside, no microphones listening to us, just you and me." I said. "I suspect you were with a woman last night, and you're doing the chivalrous thing by not telling us who she is. I perfectly understand that Seth." Seth looked nervous as hell.
"I can keep things quiet, Seth." I said. "You tell me who she is, I check things out very discreetly, and no one else but my boss, the Chief of Police, will ever know. I won't even write it down. On the other hand, if I can't clear you of involvement in your father's murder, then I have to get public about it, and I sure as hell don't want to do that."
"Yeah, I understand, but..." Seth said. He was clearly torn up. "Are you sure you can keep it secret?"
"Yes." I said. "We police have confidential sources and informants just like the Press. I have a lot of latitude in what I don't include in a written report. I just want to find your father's killer or killers, Seth. Help me out here, buddy."
"All right." Seth said. "I was with Shayla Belle. She's married, and her husband has threatened to divorce her if he catches her cheating again. She's a great lady, and I don't want to get her in trouble..."
"I understand perfectly, Seth. Trust me, I know what to do, and it'll be all good. Meanwhile, let me ask: how were your relations with your father?"
"Good." Seth said. "He was beginning to teach me about the company, and I was going to have a leading role after I graduated."
"What about your mother and sister?"  "My mom and dad got along fine; I never saw any problems between them. Karen?" Seth paused. "I think my dad didn't think much of the way she slept around so much, and she pouted a lot because he wouldn't buy her a car, but other than that there were no problems between them."
"Thanks, Seth. You can go. I'll go back inside." I said.
---------------------
"I apologize for keeping you ladies waiting." I said as I entered Interrogation-A with Detective Teresa Croyle. Cindy was waiting behind the mirrored glass, but I did not want Mrs. Warner to see Cindy yet. "It's good to see you again, Mrs. Olivet." I said as I shook hands with Jeanine Olivet, who was looking fine as her pregnancy developed, her long dark hair combed straight down her sides and back.
"And you, Lieutenant. Oh yes, congratulations on your promotion." Jeanine said. She was sitting to Karen Warner's left and Karla Warner was sitting to her daughter's right side.
"Thank you." I said, sitting down. I looked at Karen Warner for a second. She was a very beautiful girl, and I could see her resemblance to both Seth and her mother... and someone else... but I couldn't quite place it.
I introduced myself to Karen. "I'm very sorry for your loss. I need to ask you a few questions." I then turned to her mother. "Mrs. Warner, would you please excuse us?" I said politely.
"No, I will not. I am staying here with my daughter." Karla Warner said flatly. I should've interviewed the girl last night, I thought to myself. But she was hysterical last night, I reminded myself. As to Mrs. Warner, I decided not to play around.
"Counselor Olivet, would you please inform Mrs. Warner that her daughter is of age and that you will adequately represent Karen's interests here." I said, acknowledging Karen with a nod of the head. "And tell Mrs. Warner that if she does not leave my interrogation room immediately, I will be forced to place her under arrest."
"On what charge?" Karla Warner demanded angrily as Karen's eyes widened.
"Obstruction of Justice, Mrs. Warner." I said. "You are impeding my investigation into your husband's murder. If you do not leave now, Detective Croyle will arrest you and take you through the booking process on the other side of the building while I talk to your daughter and her lawyer."
"It's okay, Karla." Jeanine Olivet said in her most reassuring voice. Mrs. Warner glared angrily at me, but finally got up and left, escorted by Detective Croyle. After the door closed, Cindy Ross came in from the secure side and sat to my left. I introduced her to the ladies across the table.
"Karen, I just need to ask you a few questions." I said, trying to keep my voice smooth and friendly, as the girl was glaring at me.
"Why should I talk to you?" Karen replied, her voice hostile and confrontational.
"We just need to know where you were last night, especially around the time your father was killed. It's basic procedure."
"I was having sex." Karen replied, trying to create shock value. "I was fucking two men. Real men, not like you."
"Care to give us the names of those two real men, so we can verify your story?" I asked, unperturbed. Cindy just glanced at me before turning back to Karen, who looked at Jeanine, who nodded. The young beauty then gave the names, which Cindy wrote down.
"I was fucking them in Ted's dorm room." Karen said, her eyes boring into me.
"What did your father think about you dating two men at once?" I asked.
"Oh I 'date' a lot more than just those two men." Karen said. "I fuck a lot of men. I like sex, a lot."
"So I've heard." I said. "You're working with Dr. Laura Fredricson, I understand."
"Been checking up on me?" Karen said. "Yeah, I'm working with Laura. She's a great woman. She's sure as hell out of your league, Lieutenant."
I didn't even flinch. "No doubt about that, Miss Warner. Laura Fredricson is definitely out of my league. Wouldn't you agree, Detective Ross?"
"Stoppit." Cindy said, trying mightily to keep a straight face. Jeanine Olivet could not keep her face straight; she had to cover her mouth with her hand to suppress a giggle. Karen's expression changed from derision to confusion, wondering what the joke was.
"Miss Warner, did your father know about your promiscuity? How did he feel about it?"
"My stepfather didn't know. He was all about his business."
"Did you love your stepfather, Karen?" I asked. "Or did you fight with him? What about your brother and your mother? How did they get along with your dad?"
"Me? I loved my stepdad, he was good to me. My brother's always been too busy getting married pussy to argue with his dad." Karen said. "And my mother and father didn't fight in front of me, if they did at all."
"Thank you, Miss Warner." I said. "That's all I have. Detective Ross, do you have any questions?"
"Karen, do you know anyone, anyone at all, who might have wanted to murder your father?"
"He was a hard businessman." Karen replied. "I'm sure he made enemies, but I didn't know, or care, anything about his business."
"What about his employees? His board members?" Cindy inquired.
"That old coot Willoughby kept making passes at me whenever he saw me, and I sure wouldn't trust him with my books like Dad did, but other than that I don't know of anyone."
"Did your father seem worried or distracted the last few weeks or months? Did he say anything to you or maybe your mom about business problems or anything else?" Cindy asked, pressing.
"No. I never saw him act strangely. And it's been a very long time since I've heard him talk business with Mom."
After we wrapped up and excused her, Karen left the interrogation room, but Jeanine remained behind a moment. "Did you get the FedEx package?" she asked me. The package had contained my divorce papers.
"Yes." I said. "Are you coming to the party tonight?" I asked.
"Sorry, I can't." Jeanine replied. "But I wish I could... she's so out of your league, you know." She giggled as Cindy and I grinned.



"By the way," I said to Jeanine, "why did Mrs. Warner pick you to come here today? You're a divorce attorney, not a criminal defense legal beagle."
"I... I shouldn't tell you this." Jeanine Olivet said. "But Mrs. Warner has consulted me twice in the last couple of weeks, and I guess I was the only lawyer in her speed dial. I can't tell you any more, the ol' lawyer-client privilege, ya know."
"I understand. Thanks, Jeanine." I said, my mind in deep thought until Cindy broke me out of it as Jeanine left. Once the door closed, we were able to go through the other door to the hallway towards the MCD room.
"Gonna be at the party, Cindy?" I asked.
"Wouldn't miss it for the world." Cindy replied. "By the way, do you regard it as suspicious that Mrs. Warner wouldn't leave her daughter's side and let us question Karen separately?"
"Not really." I replied. "Karla still sees Karen as her little girl, needing motherly protection from big bad police wolves. I'm much more interested in how Karen emphasized that Warner was her stepfather.
"Of course," I continued, a huge grin on my face, "from what we just saw, Karen can hold her own. She's out of her mom's league..."
"Stoppit, stoppit, stoppit!" Cindy cried out as we both broke down laughing in the hallway, officers looking at us as if we'd lost our minds.
------------------
"Oh, this should be fun!" my mother Phyllis said as I called her to Police Auxiliary duty and asked her to verify Seth's alibi, which she did. She then came to the Headquarters to fill me in. We talked in the Chief's office so that Chief Griswold could hear my mother's story also.
"Yes, son, I went to Shayla Belle's home." Mom said. "I had met her before at one of the Ladies Auxiliary meetings. She invited me into the house, and I did explain right off the top that I had to speak to her confidentially of a very private matter. At that, she suggested we drive around in my car and not talk at home."
"Once in the car, she said she was afraid her husband had bugged her house. She then said she knew why I had come to see her on behalf of the police, and asked if I had to make anything public. I said that I would be discreet and would only tell you in order to prove that young Seth did not kill his father."
"Shayla Belle told me that her husband had caught her cheating in the past, and that he threatened to divorce her if he ever caught her again. Since then, he'd hired private detectives to watch her at times and she thought the house was bugged. She said if she had any money of her own, she'd divorce 'the bastard' -- those were her words."
"But yes, son, she did confirm that she and young Seth were having sex from about 8:00pm to well 11:00pm. Her husband was out of town. She said that Seth was a wonderful young man, that she liked him a lot in addition to him being good in bed. She said he was...'worth the risk'... of getting caught with. "
"So she confirms the alibi." I said. "That's great. You're a great detective, Mom!"
"Yes, my son had to inherit his abilities from somewhere, Chief Griswold." my mother said, looking at the Chief, who just smiled under his mustaches. "Now I have to go help finish the arrangements for your party tonight, Don."
Part 10 - Prequel To A Party
"I heard you've been beating people up." said Steven Ikea as he strolled into the MCD room at 3:55pm.
"Would you like to join the list of people I've beaten up, Ikea? Oh that's right... you're already on the list, aren't you?" I replied.
"That lawyer Sommes from DynaCorp is about to bury your ass in legal shit, buddy." Ikea said, his voice haughty.
"Sommes? Who's that? Only lawyer I can think of right now is Jeanine Olivet." I said, deeply aware that Ikea was attempting to trap me on Sommes's behalf. The mention of Mrs. Olivet was to let Ikea know she could still sue him or throw him to the wolves for physically attacking her during questioning.
"Guys, we have a meeting." I said, getting out of my chair. "Ikea, if you'd like another demonstration of getting the shit beat out of you, just let me know, anytime, anyplace."
"Bring it on, buddy." Ikea said, his body posture one of confrontation as Teresa Croyle hurried into the room to grab him. "Remember, neither you nor your crowbar can outrun a bullet--hey!" He was interrupted as Teresa grabbed him and literally began pulling him out of the room.
"What the fuck are you trying to do?" Teresa said to Ikea as she got him out of there and back to the Vice room.
"Never seen him like that." Cindy said as we headed to the conference room. "Why does he think he can be so arrogant like that? What's he know that we don't?"
"Not a damn thing." I said. "He's trying to start trouble on behalf of his benefactors. You're seeing a proxy fight between Town & County Council members."
It was precisely 4:00pm as we gathered in the main conference room for the afternoon meeting.
"Some dipshit lawyer named Sommes went to D.A. Krasney about a couple of officers beating the shit out of him this morning at DynaCorp. A blue crowbar was mentioned." Chief Griswold growled. "Fortunately, the D.A. does not like Mr. Sommes, they go way back... and the D.A. told Sommes to eat shit and die, and he did use those exact words."
"Then Sommes tried to call Internal Affairs, but Lieutenant Allgood is out of the office, having given his staff a well-earned early start on the weekend at noon today. So this lawyer is going to find out about crossing Town & County Law if he goes one mile per hour over the speed limit. All that being said, I do not want to hear any more reports of crowbar abuse by unnamed police officers. Do I make myself clear, Lieutenant?" 
"You do, sir." I replied, knowing that the Chief had just admonished me and covered his legal ass at the same time... but he had also enhanced my reputation with the crowbar, and the word would travel 'unofficially' amongst not only the Police Force, but also throughout legal circles in the County. Good.
The chief hurriedly moved people through their reports, then said "Anyone have anything new?"
"I have just one question, for Tanya." I said. "Tanya, confirm for me the safety system on Mr. Warner's car. If anyone was in the locked car as he approached it, doesn't he get a warning beep or light on his car key buttons?"
Tanya consulted her notes. "Yes, that's true.... oh wait!" Her eyes glowed as she looked at me, having caught on. "Damn, Don, I see what you're getting at! That has to suggest that its not likely the perp was hiding in the car, or Mr. Warner would've known something was up."
"Yep, but there is of course one other possibility." I said. Even Tanya didn't catch on, so all I said was "It could also be that the system was somehow defeated."
"I'll check on that." Tanya said, making a note. Everyone else looked blank, except Cindy Ross, who was staring at me.
"Don, put this together for me so we can get out of here and get ready for your party tonight." Chief Griswold said.
"First, the Schelle case." I began. "Everything in the world would point to the husband. The electrical set-up, the frayed extension cord, Mr. Schelle is an electrical engineer and could make that set-up. Then we have Mr. Schelle's increasingly bad finances, his wife getting tenure, and their deteriorating marriage. By the way, folks, the tenure thing is still not announced, so don't say anything to anyone about it."
"She's dead, so it doesn't really matter anymore." Britt Maxwell correctly pointed out. "And President Wellman is going to go ahead and make the tenure announcements today, if he hasn't already, in order to pre-empt any leaks that might come out. But how do you know their marriage was going bad?"
"He's been sleeping on the sofa in his living room for months, while his wife stayed upstairs in her office and slept in the bed." I said. "That was obvious from our walk-through the night of the murder."
"You know," Martin Nash said, "I wonder if Robert thought Michelle was going to divorce him. Once she got tenure, she sure didn't need him or his money, but he sure needed hers."
"Good thought, Nash." the Chief said. "These cross-current meetings are doing us some good, Don. The problem of course, as I understand it, is that he has an alibi. You think he hired someone to kill his wife, Don?"
"We'll have to find it and prove it." I said. "And so far, everything suggests that every dime he had to his name was tied into his business, trying to save it. How is he going to pay someone a hundred grand to kill his wife for him?"
"Keep digging into his finances, Sonali." the Chief said to the lovely Indian computer analyst, who was sitting next to Myron. This was her first big conference, and she was wide-eyed as the Chief continued. "Okay, what about the Warner murder? Do I need to mention that I'm getting a little heat from powerful people about this one?"
"No sir, you do not. I'm getting it too." I said. "And once again, our two best suspects, his wife and his sister, have alibis. Ditto that for the Warner kids. The Board Vice Chairman, Mr. Willoughby, his name has popped up a couple of times, but eyeballs were on him continuously during the time of the murder".
"Myron is going to have to melt the ethernet trying to find something plausible for this one. So far, we haven't traced anything to suggest a payment for a hired hit. Mrs. Wilson was being cut out of her husband's company, and she has no real money of her own; she was basically living off her brother since her divorce. Mrs. Warner was even more financially dependent upon her husband. We're going to have to start looking into Willoughby and other business associates, and that's going to be a bear."
"How do we know the son has an alibi?" asked Cindy Ross. I love Cindy, but she definitely can ask the wrong thing at the wrong time.
"You can rely upon my word and my discretion for that." said the Chief, the only person beside myself and my mother who knew the truth about trophy wife Shayla Belle. "There are times that discretion is needed, and I'll be the judge of that. This is one of those times, but we've ruled out young Seth as the killer. Is that understood?"
"Yes sir." replied Cindy, not mollified at all, but unable to say any more about it.
"Okay," said the Chief, "where do we go from here, Don?"
"To my party." I said. "I have some instructions for Myron and Sonali here to make some data searches, but there really is little else we can do right now, today."
Cindy Ross whirled and was peering at me. "Don, do you know something that we don't?"
"Nope, you've seen or have been informed about everything I have." I replied.
"Okay guys, check in with the Desk Sergeant in the morning." Chief Griswold said. "Don, you get until noon, I expect you're going to have a long, hard night tonight." Everyone laughed at that. "I'll see you all at the party. Detective Ross, would you come to my office now, please?"
Uh oh, I thought. Cindy's face showed no emotion nor surprise.
------------------------
Downstairs in the I.T. 'Dungeon', I told Myron and Sonali and our other new I.T. whiz, a goth girl named Mary, what I'd like their computer data searches to be about.
"Are you kidding me?" Myron said.
"Nope, I want you guys to see if you can find a connection between those two people. Any connection that ties them together, even if it's a shared cab ride. If we make that connection, we have a good chance to bring the killers in both these murders to justice."
I told them to say nothing to anyone about the nature of the instructions and their searches unless something popped up, whereupon they were to tell me first.
"See you all at the party." I said as I left the I.T. room.
------------------------
"Have a seat please, Miss Ross." the Chief said as they entered his office. Once they were seated, the Chief got started.
"First, I want to apologize if it seemed like I came down heavy-handed on you about Seth Warner's alibi. I can assure you that we did check him and his alibi out, and also that there is a very real need to keep the information confidential, like a Press source. So I wanted to shut down talk of that, and I hope you understand that."
"I understand, sir." Cindy replied.
"The second thing was your last comment to Don." the Chief continued. "I understand your concern, that Don knows something and isn't telling us, and we're wasting time searching for something we needn't be. Believe me, I have had that conversation with him on more than one occasion."
"What he told me, and I generally agree with, is that if he talks about one of his, as he said in his own words 'hair brained ideas' without anything to back it up, some of you might try to investigate and prove or disprove his thesis, and end up truly wasting your time if he's wrong, -OR- information might leak out before he has a chance to consolidate what he has, which would let a perp know that the Iron Crowbar is after him or her."
"Don does work very hard to make sure you do not waste your time. He does let me know what he's thinking, which he should, and he lets you guys know as soon as he has something solid. Good or good?"
"Good enough, sir. Thank you for telling me." Cindy said.
"I'll tell you this, also, and off the record." the Chief said. "He thinks extremely highly of you, more than anyone else in the entire Detective branch of the Force. He intends to bring you upwards with him, and he intends to break you through some of the glass ceilings that you are having to endure, if you know what I mean." 
"Uh, yes sir." Cindy said.
"Trust him, Cindy." the Chief said. "When I'm finally able to retire, I know that this Police Force will be in good hands. His... and yours, as well. Now get out of my office. See you at the party."
"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir." Cindy said, acting upon the Chief's dismissal.
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Springing The Surprise
"The ink is dry."
As I drove home after the afternoon conference with the Chief, I remembered that text message. I had received it from Jeanine Olivet, Esq., my lovely divorce lawyer, nearly two weeks before. The message was telling me that my divorce from Melina had been finalized, and that moment was the first time it really hit me that I was a single man again.
But not for long, I thought to myself as I read the text, and then slipped the wedding ring off my finger. It resisted my efforts to pull it off... nearly 10 years is a long time, I thought. I didn't know why I'd not taken the ring off already; Melina had taken hers off, and her wedding band now adorned the middle toe of her right foot. Nope, no idea why she chose to do that.
I recall how that day I had made a phone call to Elsie Gringer. She was Bettina Wurtzburg's aunt, and she was the social queen of the Jet-Set in this Town. Her official business was catering, and she had the best wedding arrangement business in the State. She also wrote the gossip and Society columns in the local paper and the paper's online site. And she was a good friend of Laura Fredricson.
And the only way I could get her to keep the party I wanted to throw a secret... was to have Elsie arrange it herself. Quite the racket Elsie had going, there...
The day was finally here, and Chief Griswold had moved the conference up an hour so that we could go get ready for the party, which would be tonight at the River Valley Country Club... yes, where the murder of Anthony Warner had occurred just the night before.
Part 12 - At First Sight
The well-toned, platinum-blonde policewoman made her way up the stairs just as a couple came out of her co-owner's office. It was Thursday, just hours before the Schelle and Warner murders were committed, but she could not know that. She was looking forward to a good, hard workout.
Entering the small space, she said "How's it going, Melina?"
Melina was looking gorgeous today, Cindy Ross noted. Melina's raven black hair was pulled back away from her face and into a tight bun, as usual. Her cheeks were rosy, probably from the pregnancy, Cindy thought. She still looked trim and fit in her tight-fitting gym clothes, only the beginnings of a paunch replacing her tight abs giving away the secret that she was carrying a baby. She had the aura, Cindy thought.
"Great!" Melina replied. "Just signed up another couple. Cal and Drusilla Romano."
"Good." Cindy said. "you're really kicking ass."
"You've been doing well for us, also. So how are things going with Britt?" Melina asked Cindy as the blonde sat down in a chair at the side of the desk.
"Good." Cindy replied. "We're talking about getting an apartment together."
"Ooooo... so is she 'the one'?" Melina asked mischievously.
"No, I don't think so." Cindy said. "We're more like 'friends with benefits', and we're sharing an apartment for more practical reasons, such as cutting down expenses."
Cindy then added "But I don't think she's 'the one'. She definitely likes men, too, and tries to drag your ex-hubby into bed whenever she can."
Melina smiled, a tight, brief smile. "Laura has been researching Dr. Robin Baker's book Sperm Wars. In the book, he claims that 80% of homosexuals are actually bisexual, and that particularly holds for women. He says that a woman will often break off a relationship with another woman because she's starting one with a man. Laura thinks that claim is pretty accurate from the data she's getting."
"I'm definitely one of the 20%." Cindy replied.
"That's the men's loss. Have you ever been with a man?" Melina asked, sensing the time was right to ask such a personal question.
"Oh yeah, when I was in high school." Cindy said. "I did it because it was what was done. Slept with a couple of guys. They were okay guys, but it just didn't feel right when they were touching me or kissing me, and I didn't get much out of the sex. Don't get me wrong, they didn't force themselves on me or anything, but I didn't like it."
"I thought something was wrong with me," Cindy continued, "but then this drop-dead gorgeous Pakistani girl kissed me on the mouth at a party... and I just thought 'Oh my God -- I'm home!' She took me home that night, and after I ate her pussy I never looked back."
Melina had become introspective as Cindy talked. "What's the matter?" Cindy asked.
"Oh... nothing." Melina replied, breaking out of her reverie. "I was just wondering if I would ever find my true love, my soulmate."
"Any regrets on divorcing Don?"
"No... Don's a good guy and I loved him, still do in many ways... but like you said about the guys you were with, things weren't right any more. And he won't admit it, but once he laid eyes on Laura, I think he was gone... head-over-heels in love with her. Every time I saw them together, I could tell they were true soulmates."
"I'm sorry." Cindy said, thinking Melina was feeling pain.
"Oh, don't be." Melina replied. "I'm not sorry at all, if they're happy together. But... my own search continues."
"I hear ya." Cindy said, getting up. The women walked out of the office onto the balcony overlooking the gym. A number of people were working out, but it wasn't the heavy time that would come when people got off work and dropped in to work out.
Melina looked towards the back, where a man was working out on a rowing machine. He was wearing blue gym shorts and a gray sweatshirt with "T.C.P.D." on it. He had black hair combed sideways and glasses. He looked like Clark Kent from the Superman comics, she thought, but damn, he's handsome!
"Cindy..." Melina said. "Who is that?"
Cindy followed her glance. "Oh, that's Lieutenant Allgood." Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. "He's the head of the Internal Affairs Department of the Police Force. I generally don't talk with him much."
"What's his first name?" Melina said. Cindy did a double-take: Melina was mesmerized.
"Daniel." Cindy replied.
"I want to meet him." Melina said. She bolted back into the office. Cindy looked into the doorway, watching papers fly as Melina searched for something. "Don't we have a coupon for a free service or something? Ah-- here it is!"
Cindy barely had time to get out of the doorway before Melina charged through, that familiar fire in her eyes when she was determined and on a mission. Melina trotted down the stairs to the main floor and approached Daniel Allgood as he worked out.
------------------------
Daniel Allgood thought he was seeing a vision from Heaven approaching as Melina walked up to him. It was as if she were surrounded by an aura glowing behind her.
Daniel had had a very deep crush on Melina from the first time he'd seen her. Though she was married at the time, he was totally smitten by her, and hardly an hour went by that a thought of her didn't pop up in his head.
He had even taken the extreme risk to his promising police career by sneaking a copy of the DVD of Jack Burke fucking her... and the other secret tape he'd acquired, of her fucking a restrained Ned in the hospital, which even her husband had apparently not known about.
He didn't question the weirdnesses in her relationships, but had stroked his nine inch cock many times to those tapes, desperately wishing that it was him that was deeply fucking her to her utter satisfaction...
And now, she was walking up to him. That face, that mouth, those gorgeous legs...
"Hi. I'm Melina, one of the owners of the gym." the lovely angel said to him, and he realized he was gawking like a schoolboy at her.
"Uh... hi. I'm Daniel." he replied, shaking her hand. The physical contact was electric to him.
"You're with the Police Force, aren't you?" Melina asked.
"Uh, yeah." Daniel said, not wishing to talk about the particular branch of the Force he was a part of.
"Well, I just wanted to give you this coupon, for one of our free services." Melina said, handing him the piece of paper. "We have some special classes, or you can use it for a free session with one of our physical trainers, or for a massage. In fact..." Melina added flirtatiously, "I'll be glad to give you the massage myself, though I'm not one of the trained masseurs."
"That sounds interesting." Daniel replied, feeling the heat in his face from the blushing that was starting up. Why was he so tongue-tied in front of this woman that he'd so longed to meet? he thought to himself.
"Well, I'll let you get back to your workout." Melina said.
"Uh, Melina," Daniel said, finally getting his voice. "When you get off work today, would... er, would you like to get a cup of coffee?"
He saw the lovely woman smile, a brilliant, beautiful smile that had not been seen on her face in ages.
"I'd love to. Thank you so much!" she said. "Tell you what, you finish up your workout, and I'll go put on some better clothes and go with you whenever you're ready."
--------------------------
They talked for hours, as if they'd been best friends forever... they were becoming best friends right there at the little table in front of the coffee shop downtown, near the courthouse square.
Melina had put on the black dress and high-heel black pumps she kept at the gym "just in case"... and this had definitely been a situation for "just in case." She felt her heart beating furiously, as if she were a schoolgirl in love for the first time. She did not realize that she was doing every flirtatious thing, leaning in towards Daniel as she spoke, crossing her gorgeous legs as she listened to him, hoping he'd notice.
And yes, he had noticed. Daniel's heart was thumping also, that special tightness in his chest, almost pain but wonderful. He thought she'd be bored with his story: average at school, entering the Midtown Police Force, but she was fascinated when he told her about his breaking up a drug ring within their police department and among their politicians, the bribery attempts giving way to assassination attempts that wounded but did not kill him, then his coming to Internal Affairs in this Town.
The sun was getting low in the western sky when they looked up and realized what time it was. Daniel suggested they go get something to eat, and Melina eagerly and happily agreed, saying she was hungry for a pizza right now. After another hour and a half of eating and conversation, they emerged from the pizzeria to the twilight, as the sun had set.
"Let's go for a drive." Melina said.
Daniel agreed. "There's a place I'd like to show you." he said. Even though he had only met this woman hours ago, he wanted to share his dreams and plans with her.
They drove north, not taking the main road as it curved west, but going straight for the hills that slanted from the northwest to the southeast. Melina saw Promontory Point to her right, which was the highest spot on the ridge, and where the teenagers went to make out... and fuck.
But Daniel did not go there; he went further north, past the police training facility and gun range on their left, at the base of the hills, then winding up the ridge.
Coming to a fenced, gated area, Daniel pressed a button on what looked like a garage-door opener. The gate swung open and they drove in. Just a bit farther along the path, they stopped at a cleared off space.
"I own this." Daniel said. "And I want to build a house here. I've been living in the house I inherited from my parents, but I just love it up here."
The view was stunning. The lights of the town twinkled in the far distance to the south. Melina could make out drops of light along the ridge to her left, which were the few homes built up upon the hillsides. She slid her left hand between Daniel's side and his right arm, taking it as if he were escorting her.
"It's beautiful." she said.
"It's even more beautiful with you here." Daniel said, thinking it was corny and cheesy, but he didn't know what else to say. It didn't matter; Melina's heart fluttered as he turned to face her. Don't ask, just do it! she silently begged. She was not disappointed as Daniel leaned into her and kissed her mouth. She was already moist between her legs, but she felt herself melt and go wet, really wet as fire spread through her whole body... and just from this man's kiss.
For Daniel, he could barely contain himself. His cock was throbbing, his whole body felt like it was on fire as he tasted Melina's luscious, sweet lips for the first time. She seemed to suck his tongue into her mouth, and her tongue twined with his as her hands came up around his shoulders and neck. He wrapped his arms around her, feeling the firmness of her body as he pulled her into him... and feeling her yielding acceptance as he kissed her harder, more deeply.
It was just a kiss, and their first kiss... but a shared fire had been ignited between them, in their hearts and their very souls.
Melina felt weak-kneed, she didn't think she could remain standing. She wanted to slip to the ground, lie back and spread her legs in welcome... but she also somehow knew that she needed to hold back, and hold him back. She wanted Daniel, wanted him inside her, but she wasn't a whore and couldn't act like one... this was much too worthy a man for that!
"Let's get back in the car." she suggested as they broke the last of their long series of kisses. "Backseat."
Daniel was stunned. Did this lovely woman want him to fuck her? He was desperate to do that, but he also knew that she was much too special for something casual... and he knew he had to play it cool, be patient, not rush it. He didn't just want to fuck Melina... he wanted to make her his... forever.
Once in the backseat of the car, they made out like teenagers for several more long minutes, then Melina broke the kiss.
"Daniel..." she said. "before we go any farther... I need to tell you something. It wouldn't be right if I don't tell you, and now, before things get out of hand."
"Sure, babe." Daniel said. "It's okay; you can tell me anything."
"I need you to know... that I'm pregnant." Melina said. Although knowing she had to tell him, inside she was frightened that she might push him away just as things between them were igniting like a wildfire consuming dry tinder.
"I know." Daniel said. "Your husband... ex-husband, told everyone at the Headquarters."
"There's more to it." Melina said. She paused, then started in. "Don and I had an 'open' relationship for a while. The baby... isn't his."
"I knew about the open marriage." Daniel said. "I had to do an I.A. investigation when Jack Burke was murdered, since Don was his college roommate. But whose baby is it? Burke's?"
Don't I wish, Melina thought to herself. "No, I'm not far enough along. The father is Don's nephew Todd."
"Ah... I see." Daniel said. They were silent for a moment, then Daniel said "I'm glad you trusted me enough to tell me. It doesn't bother me... as long as you're in my arms from now on." Melina smiled as Daniel took her into his arms, relief and joy flooding her as he deeply kissed her again.
----------------------
"Mmm, those are beautiful breasts." Daniel said. They were still making out in the backseat of Daniel's car, and he had felt her up then lowered her dress straps, exposing her breasts. His mouth had felt so good on her nipples as he kissed and sucked them, her teats hardening into rubbery spikes for his tongue to lash.
"Easy there, tiger." she said as he tried to slide his hand up her thigh to her sopping wet cunt. "Too early for that. I don't want you to think I'm a bad girl that puts out on a first date."
"I understand. And you are not a slut. You're definitely a lady." Daniel said. His own cock was aching, and Melina had noticed the bulge in his pants. She let her hand rest on his crotch, feeling his throbbing manhood through the cloth of his pants.
"Oooh, did I do this to you?" she asked teasingly.
"Can't help it." Daniel said. "You the most beautiful, sexiest woman I've ever met." Crap, I'm being corny again, he thought. But he needn't have worried.
"Well, one thing I am not, is a tease." Melina said as she unzipped his pants and reached in to fish out his cock. "Let me take care of this beautiful cock, baby."
His cock sprang out, almost hitting in the face. He was huge! she thought to herself, glorying in the sight and feel of his meat in her hand. His penis was sticking straight up, rock-hard, criss-cross veins wrapping around the shaft leading to the large, circumcised mushroom head.
"Oh my!" Melina gasped, her voice an excited whisper. "What a wonderful cock!" She quickly leaned over and kissed the large cockhead, letting her tongue swirl over it. "So big..." she mewled.
She then engulfed Daniel's turgid meat into her mouth. She slid her lips tightly over the shaft as the head and shaft of his meat slid over her tongue and into her throat. Melina's cunt pulsed as she tasted Daniel for the first time, almost coming without being touched.
"Mmmmmm...." Melina moaned, hearing Daniel's groan of pleasure at the same time. She began giving him the best head she knew how to give, sliding her mouth rapidly up and down his shaft as her hand explored the base of his meat and his large balls, which were already tight and ready to deliver a huge load of his potent sperm.
As she sucked Daniel, Melina was thinking back to the time when she'd first sucked Jack Burke's huge weapon of lust, how excited she had felt at taking Burke into her mouth while her fiancé lay asleep on the floor. She remember how much she had wanted to please and impress Jack as she fellated him... and she realized that she wanted more than anything, more than that time with Jack, she wanted to please this man she was with right now. She desperately wanted Daniel to feel pleasure delivered by her mouth, and ultimately by her body.
As to Daniel, he was feeling desperation, also... the desperation of trying to hold back, to make this incredibly intense blowjob last. He was certainly no virgin, but he'd never felt pleasure like this from a fuck, much less a blowjob. The pleasure he felt was not just physical, he realized as his hand slid over her well-toned back and down to her firm ass, then back up. What he feeling for Melina was much more than physical lust... he was deeply, hopelessly, unreservedly in love with this woman.
"Uhh... I'm getting close." he warned.
"Let it go, baby." Melina said, briefly letting his cock pop out of her mouth. "Come inside my mouth. I want to taste you and swallow every drop of your load." With that she descended upon him, again sliding her lips over his cockhead and down his meat, her hand jacking the base of his dick to bring him off. And did she ever succeed.
"OH GOD!!!! AWK!!! UHH!!!" Daniel gasped as he climaxed, firing spurt after thick, heavy spurt of his semen into Melina's hungry mouth. She gulped his man-juice down her throat and sucked hard, greedy for more. As the pulses began to die down, Daniel said "Oh god, I love you Melina!"




"I love you too, Daniel." she said, licking up the last drops of sperm from his pulsing cock, swirling her tongue around her mouth to make sure she swallowed every last bit of his essence.
They settled down, her head resting on his shoulder as he held her. Looking out the window of the car in the darkness they could see the occasional flash of blue lights, not realizing that it was Melina's ex-husband driving like a madman from one murder scene to another...
------------------
He walked her into the lobby of the Tower Condos, where she lived. She wouldn't let him escort her into the elevator.
"Can I see you again?" he asked, feeling clumsy.
"Of course." she said. "Come to the gym for your special treat, and then we'll go out to dinner."
"Bring nice clothes." he said. "I'm going to take you to someplace special." Melina smiled warmly at him as they shared a final kiss before ever so reluctantly going their separate ways.
As she got into bed, Melina felt her heart soaring, feeling the pure joy inside her body as she remembered her day with Daniel. She had never felt this way before, she realized. That Daniel Allgood is one special, special man, she thought as she turned over and fell asl---
Part 13 - The Proposal
"This is such a nice party." Laura said as we talked and surveyed the crowd of guests. "So what is the occasion?"
Is it possible? She doesn't know? I've achieved surprise? I thought to myself as I answered.
"Well, it's part for my promotion and partly for my divorce coming through." I said. "And I know you like parties like this, so I wanted you to have a good time with me."
"Aw, you're sweet." Laura said, kissing me lightly.
No, I don't think she has any idea that this is going to be the most memorable Friday night of our lives, I thought to myself...
-------------------------------
The party was indeed a strange mixture of police, politicians and academic types. Tanya Perlman and Pete Feeley had come as a couple, and I could easily see what was growing between them. Hugh Hewitt had brought Patrolwoman Inga, the blonde that always seemed to show up at interesting times, such as when we brought Ned to campus to be arrested for the first time, then during the Arruzio murder case.
Cindy Ross and Britt Maxwell had come in... but as a foursome with two guys who were ostensibly their dates. One was the young man I knew as "The Leader", and the other was one of Hugh's good friends that I was hoping would be on the new SWAT team I was still trying to get the Town & County Council to form.
I was surprised when Todd came in with his date: it was Teresa "Cunt" Croyle. I'd seen them share a kiss before, but I'd really expected Todd to bring Melina. My ex-wife had been invited, as Laura's co-workers were, but Elsie Gringer had admitted that it had been a mistake on her part. Apparently the gaffe was not going to be a problem, as Melina didn't arrive.
Chief Griswold had brought his wife. District Attorney Gil Krasney was present, with his girlfriend, and ADA Paulina Patterson had brought her husband. He was white and she was black, which caused a few people to stare. Myron Milton had brought Goth Girl Mary Mahoney, who looked pretty hot in the black leotard pants with stirrups and high heel black pumps. That Myron was doing well if he was banging that babe, I thought to myself.
Then I got a big surprise. Martin Nash came in with a lovely redheaded woman, and I recognized her. She was Sandra Speer, the FBI agent who had attended my promotion party at the Wellmans with Jack Muscone. Now why was Martin dating an FBI agent? I wondered to myself. Speaking of that, Jack Muscone also came all the way from the City to the party, in the company of a tall black-haired woman coincidentally named Elizabeth.
And speaking of the Wellmans, they were there, as well as Dr. Paul Berkshire and his wife, and several other professors from several of the colleges and schools that made up the University, most of them knowing Laura very well. I did note that Clarissa Meadows, a gorgeous woman with pale white skin, black hair with one curl on forehead, had arrived. She and her husband were the headmasters of the private boys' school in the County, and I'd heard rumors that she was the headmistress to the boys in very sexual ways, as well.
Of course, Bettina Wurtzburg and her husband arrived, introduced to me by her aunt, Elsie Gringer. Her husband excused himself quickly and headed for the bar, and I did not fail to notice a certain estrangement between them. His loss, I thought: Bettina looked lovely in her tight, clingy dress and high heel sandals. I didn't get to see her legs and feet on TV that much; they were very shapely and sexy. I took Bettina's hand as she was introduced and ever so slightly pulled her towards me, it was a gesture of flirtation and she got it. Her eyes sparkled; she was eating it up.
"Of course," I said, "everything here is off the record." as our eyes locked.
"Oh certainly." said Bettina. "And I'm very glad to be able to talk to you in this social setting. We're going to be thrown together a lot for a long time, Don, and I hope we can get to know each other much better personally." Her voice was smooth and languid, very sensual, and I enjoyed the little game we were playing.
"Of course I don't agree to everything being off the record." Elsie said. "In fact, I intend to write a wonderful column about this marvelous event."
"I understand." I said, "but what's privately said here stays here, n'est pas?"
------------------------------
"I wanted to apologize to you for what I said in the meeting this afternoon." Cindy said.
"No need to apologize, my friend." I replied. "You're not the first to ask that." 
"I could've handled it better, though." Cindy admitted.
"Well," I said, "I for one do not want to talk shop at a party. Especially this party."
"I'll drink to that." Cindy said, and we clinked our glasses of champagne. Just then, my mother Phyllis joined us. She looked lovely in a clingy blue and white dress and high heel navy-blue Louboutin pumps.
"What do you think of that group, Son? Cindy?" she asked. The group was John "Jack" Colby, fellow County Councilwoman Dagmar Schoen, and their spouses.
"Pretty clear Jack and Dagmar are having an affair." I said. "But do you think the spouses know? Are they part of the swinging set?"
"Oh no, son, of course not." my mother immediately replied. "Jack and Dagmar hide it very well, but the spouses are so uncomfortable. I think one if not both of them suspect the affair, but it is just that: an affair."
Cindy laughed. "Don, I think your mom is the 'Mycroft' to your 'Sherlock'. She sees farther than you do."
"I have no illusions about that, my friend." I said, then added teasingly, "That's why she's my favorite Police Auxiliary detective!"
As Cindy laughed, Todd came up to us, accompanied by the young man known as The Leader. Todd introduced The Leader to my mother, and I could tell in his eyes that he definitely liked what he saw in Phyllis as a woman... and that my mother was equally attracted to him!
"Uncle Don, can I speak to you a moment?" Todd said as the Leader engaged my mom in conversation.
"Sure." I said, excusing myself from the group, seeing Cindy wander off to talk with Teresa. Once alone, Todd spoke to me in a quiet tone.
"Uncle Don, I asked Melina to come to this with me." Todd said. "She said she had received an invitation but had something else to do. It wouldn't be inappropriate if she came, would it?"
"Uh, no, as far as I'm concerned." I said. "Everything good between you two?"
"I... I don't know." Todd said. "She's been kind of distant, lately."
--------------------------
Dr. Paul Berkshire and his wife came up to Laura and me. She was a plain woman, decent looking but not my type. I suspected they'd both be much more comfortable in jeans and Birkenstocks. As we talked with them, I learned something new about Laura: she loved the outdoors.
"Darling, we should join the Berkshire's group for one of their camping outings." Laura said to me, starting a discussion about their group and outdoor activities. While Melina and I had enjoyed camping trips (and I remembered that fateful one to her little cabin on the lake), I had had no idea that Laura was a fan.
"Oh yes, I love camping." Laura said when we were alone again. "Melina and I were talking about dragging you and Todd out into the woods for a weekend."
"I'm all for that." I said. "I just didn't see the celebrated Professor Fredricson as a rugged outdoors-woman." Laura laughed.
Just then, Gayle Roberts came up to us. She still wore black, though a more elegant black dress and very high heel pumps that really shaped her lovely legs. I again felt the warm sexual connection between us as our eyes met.
"Darling," Laura said, "Gayle accepted my offer to be my administrative assistant this afternoon."
  "That's great." I said. "I met Ms. Roberts today, under unfortunate circumstances."
"Yes." said Gayle, "and I enjoyed the stories going around about the unfortunate accident that happened to Mr. Sommes. He is such a jerk. I don't think he's going to be employed there much longer, if Mr. Colby has his way."
"I wouldn't be a bit surprised." I said, then whispered to Laura "I'll tell you about that later." Laura just nodded knowingly.
"Gayle, I'm looking forward to having you over to our home and getting to know you much, much better." Laura said. It was almost a seductive flirtation, and Gayle's eyes looked warm as she smiled. Was my lovely Laura trying to set something up here, I wondered?
----------------------------
I rang my champagne glass with a spoon to get everyone's attention at the proper time, as instructed by Elsie Gringer. Laura was by my side.
"Everyone," I said, "I'd like to thank you all for coming to this very special occasion. First, I'd like to congratulate some new members of our police family. They just graduated from the Police Academy." I stated the names of Hugh's friends. All the police people and politicians clapped; the response of the Academics was less enthusiastic.
"Dr. Wellman, would you like to announce something?" I asked.
"I've asked Dr. Fredricson to make the announcement of this wonderful news." University President Wellman said with a set smile on his face.
"The awards for tenure were announced today," Laura said, "and I'm pleased to announce that the English Department's tenure is going to... Dr. Paul Berkshire."
The Academics clapped, some more happily than others, while the police and politician side clapped politely. Dr. Berkshire apparently did not realize that the glances at him from all of my Detectives were because his award of the tenure was the one that had been going to Dr. Michelle Schelle... and that that made him a suspect in the eyes of Law Enforcement.
"Okay," I said as the applause died down, slipping my hand gently around Laura's waist, "now it's time for the real reason for this evening's celebration. As you know, I came to this town about a year ago, and I had the honor and pleasure of having the most wonderful, lovely woman I've ever met come into my life. In the year that has followed, I've come to fall very much in love with her."
I turned to Laura as everyone became still. I took her hands in mine. "Laura, I love you, I adore you, and I don't care to even consider the rest of my life without you at my side with me." I bent down to one knee before her as I pulled the small box out of my pocket and opened it, presenting the sparkling diamond ring.
"Laura, will you marry me?"
I saw the tears spring into her eyes as her hand went to her mouth to hold back the gasp. "Oh!" she said before regaining her composure.
"Yes, darling, of course yes!" she managed to gasp. My heart soared at the words, and I felt happier than I ever had in my life, even more than when Melina had accepted my proposal years earlier. Everyone clapped and cheered as I rose to my feet, placed my diamond engagement ring on Laura's finger, and shared with her a hard kiss.
"A toast!" cried out Dr. Wellman, raising his glass of champagne. "To the happy couple! May their lives together be happy, prosperous, and glorious!"
"Hear hear!" everyone shouted in unison as we all quaffed our champagne.
The rest of the evening was a blur, but I do remember one moment as my police friends toasted us, Cindy said "She's out of your league, Don, but you got her anyway."
"Stoppit." I replied, just as Cindy had told me earlier today as we remembered Karen Warner's attempted insult. "But you're right: she's mine and I'm very happy for that."
"Yep, you outpunted your coverage, Don!" Hugh said, the alcohol beginning to take him.
The Chief's cheeks were rosy under his mustache due to the champagne, and he simply told Laura "Teach this guy how to duck. I want him to come home to you and your children every night."
"No one wants that more than I do." replied Laura. "I'll watch over him." Despite the alcohol in my system, I knew what she meant... and that she wasn't kidding.
I danced with my fiancee, feeling lighter than air. As we danced, doing a lot of kissing and cuddling, she admitted that I had totally surprised her.
"Yes, darling, I admit, you totally surprised me." she said. "And hiring Elsie was your best stroke; I wondered why she wasn't telling me anything like she usually does." she admitted.
"Mmmm, I think my best strokes are going to come later tonight, when we're at home alone." I said. I was eagerly anticipating a long, hard night with my fiancee... not realizing that another couple had a head start on us...
Part 14 - The Night Of Loving Dangerously
Friday afternoon at 2:30pm, Daniel Allgood arrived at Town Fitness Centers. After a half hour workout, he had an appointment with the masseuse, compliments of Melina. His mind was still reeling at what had happened to him the day and night before, which was the best day of his life... and he hoped tonight would be even better. With the chief's permission, he'd given the I.A. Department the afternoon off at 12:00 noon, getting out of there himself and making his preparations for his date with Melina that night.
The masseuse was excellent. It was a full body massage, sometimes relaxing, sometimes a bit painful as she expertly worked out sore spots. Once she had done most of his body, he was dimly aware that someone else was entering the room, and the masseuse left.
"Hi, handsome." Melina said quietly. "I'm going to finish your massage... properly."
"Mmm, sounds good." Daniel said. He was lying on his stomach, Melina at his side. He watched as she pulled her gym shirt up and over her head, revealing her large natural breasts.
"Please tell me that you don't do this for any other of your customers." Daniel asked, a look of worry on his face even as he admired the beautiful woman and her luscious tits.
"Of course not." Melina said. "Only for you, baby. Only for you. Turn over onto your back." Daniel did so, the small towel over his loins not hiding his growing erection.
"Oh, you don't need this." Melina said, removing the towel and tossing it aside. She poured some oil on his abdomen, tracing the lines of his six-pack with her finger then rubbing the oil all over his chest and abs and down to his groin. She worked the oil into Daniel's skin, first massaging his pectoral muscles, then his abs, rubbing her hands all over them appreciatively. Then she worked his groin muscles and upper legs, deliberately avoiding for a few moments her ultimate objective.
"Mmmm, such a handsome, well developed body." Melina cooed as she massaged her special client. "You're in great shape, Daniel."
"Thanks, babe." Daniel said. "Nothing compared to yours, though. You're gorgeous."
"Aww, you're sweet." Melina said, her hands once again easing over his abs to his loins. She finally cupped his large balls in her right hand, very gently working them until they were slick with oil. Then her left hand grasped his cock at the base.
"Ohhhh...." Daniel gasped quietly. Melina began stroking his cock as his meat lengthened to its fullest, taut with hardness and lusty desire for her. She stroked him several times, slowly, firmly, pushing blood up into his cockhead until it was purple and appeared to be near bursting.
Then she smoothly bent over and let her open mouth descend upon his manhood, taking almost all of it into her hungry throat.
"Oh geez!" Daniel gasped as Melina's lips slid up his shaft, sucking as hard and deep on it as she could. She lowered her face again, taking the meaty inches past her tongue and down her throat, before slowly hard-sucking again as she came back up. Soon she had a slow, steady rhythm going, fellating Daniel with feelings of lust and love coursing through her.
She cupped her breasts and brought them over his cock, then eased his meat into the deep valley between her big natural mammaries. Daniel began lightly humping his ass, tit-fucking Melina, his oil-coated cock sliding smoothly along her chest. After a couple of minutes, she backed off completely.
Daniel looked up, wondering where she had gone, and his eyes took in the most erotic of sights: Melina was slowly pushing her tight gym shorts over her luscious ass and down her shapely legs. She stood before him for a second, completely naked, and the sight of her was pure heaven for him.
"I can't wait any longer, Daniel." Melina said, her voice low and husky as she began climbing onto the table and onto him. "I've got to ride you, baby. I've got to have your big cock inside me!"
"Be my guest." Daniel said. Melina was crouched over him, her feet pressing into his hips. She reached down and grasped his long, thick cock and guided the head into her soaking wet slit. Then she eased her weight down and the cockhead penetrated, followed by inch after inch of hard male meat until their pelvises ground together, the joyous shock of pleasure racing through both of them as they realized they were united. He was inside her!
"Oh God, yes!!!" Melina squealed as she ground her hips, fully impaled on Daniel's prick. She settled her legs down, her calves on the table running alongside his muscular thighs, her bare feet pressing against him and almost under his thighs.
"Oh Melina! Baby, baby..." was all Daniel could utter as they began moving slowly, rhythmically together, their motions naturally timed and complimentary as if they were longtime lovers.
Melina began riding Daniel, working her hips and ass, desperate to bring him pleasure as well as receive her own. Daniel was going deeper than Ned did the night she rode him in that hospital bed, and while Todd and The Leader and the other brothers of the SEX Fraternity had bigger cocks, none had ever felt so joyously good inside her tight, clutching cunt!
"Oh baby..." Melina gasped as she rode Daniel hard. "Oh baby, I love you!" She did love him, she realized. She looked down at him, her eyes locking with his, realizing that their souls as well as their bodies were uniting in love, joy and ecstasy as they hotly mated.
The only sounds for long minutes were the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as the rutting couple lustily fucked on the massage table. Melina was slamming her ass down hard as she impaled herself again and again on Daniel's throbbing, powerful cock, the building intensity of her orgasm rising swiftly and then overtaking her.
"Oh, Oh GOD! UHK!" she almost screamed, then realized she had to be quiet here in this small room in the back of her gym. Daniel felt her cunt clutching savagely at him; it felt as if she were going to forcibly expel his length from her depths, and he pushed up hard into her in response. That set her off again, and Melina collapsed onto him, her breasts squashed into his chest.



Daniel took the lead, easing Melina up enough to gain leverage, then lifting her up. Despite her post-orgasmic bliss, she realized what she was doing and eased down to her feet on the floor. He got up and led her to a mat on the floor and eased her onto it on her back.
Melina spread her beautiful legs in hot welcome as Daniel slithered between them and mounted her. He quickly slid his cock along her slit, finding the hole and pushing his prickhead in, then slamming his ass forward.
"UHH!" Melina gasped. "Oh GOD! that is so fucking GOOD!" she exclaimed as she was filled with cock. Daniel quickly slid his arms under her legs, catching them, her knees hooked over his strong biceps as he began plowing her furrow. He began fucking her steadily, hard... deep... thrusting again and again... balls-deep into her, his balls thudding against her taint wetly as he drove his ass down and buried his prickmeat into her tight, sopping wet hole over and over and over...
Their mouths met in a deep, hard kiss, their tongues twining hotly as they lustily mated with every bit of energy they could muster. Melina reveled in her pleasure as she lay there, unable to really do anything but kiss Daniel as hard as she could and take his manly thrusts. The fire in her loins burned hotter and hotter until she was unable to hold back, and the dam burst in a shower of pleasurable power.
"Oh God, UNNGH!" she gasped, her cunt clamping down hard on him again as she climaxed. He felt the tension of her body as she came, then the sudden surrender and total relaxation as her bliss overwhelmed her. He admired her face; she was just so damn beautiful! he thought to himself. Her breasts were bouncing and jiggling like jello as he pumped her relentlessly.
There was no way he could keep this up. He felt his nut rising. His balls were like rocks, tight and ready to release his seed. The intensity built and built, rising and rising with each thrust... higher and higher and higher... then he climbed her all the way and exploded.
"I'm going to come.. OH GODDAMN I'M FUCKING COMING!" Daniel yelled as the first huge spurt of semen rocketed down his cock and burst into Melina's clutching cunt. "UHH! I'M COMING IN YOUR GOD DAMN CUNT!!" he screamed as his second blast jetting out and filled the back of her womanhood. Pulse after pulse of sheer pleasure raced through his loins like an electric current as he shot every drop of his load into his sweet Melina's pussy. Never had he felt such ecstasy, such sheer joy!
"Oh baby..." the moaned together, then smiled together. Their next kiss was deep, sensuous and loving, and it lasted a long, long time.
Some time later, as they were dressing, Daniel said "I'm going to take you to Peter's Restaurant for dinner; it's really great French food--"
"Oh?" Melina said, her eyes mischievous as she looked up at him. She slid her arms around his neck, then made a play on an old saw: "So now that you've fucked me, you think you can just take me out to dinner, huh?"
Daniel laughed, in a way he rarely had in his life before. It was going to be a great, great night... and just the beginning of a wonderful relationship...
Part 15 - The Long Hard Night, Continued
"Mmmm, you sure can pick 'em, darling." Laura grunted, her Texas drawl coming through as I drove my meat into her with smooth steady thrusts. We were home at The Cabin, only the light of candles illuminating the bedroom. I was on top of my fiancee, lying with my weight on her, pumping her hard and steady, keeping most of my cock deep inside her and bobbing my ass up and down to piston within her. She liked it this way.
"Mmmf! What... what do you mean, babe?" I said. Was she talking about the ring?
"Gayle Roberts." Laura replied. "She is one smoking hot woman. You are going to love fucking her."
"Well you... picked her as your secretary." I said, not slowing my thrusts. Thinking of Gayle Roberts and her shapely legs gave me a boost.
"Yes, but I could feel... oh yeah, keep doing that..." she said as I began nuzzling her slender neck, smelling her as I tasted her with my kisses, "... I could feel the electricity between you and her... between all three of us..."
"The only woman I want to be fucking right now is you, baby." I grunted, thrusting hard into Laura to emphasize the point.
"I want you to fuck her." Laura said. "And I want to watch."
I raised up on my arms so that we could make eye contact.
"Oh yes, darling." Laura said. "Some guys like to watch their wives fucking other men, and I know you like watching me getting filled by a big cock... but some of us women like to watch our husbands fuck other women... oh yeah, that's good, fuck it in there, darling... oh yeah, I can't wait to watch your cock sliding in and out of Gayle's cunt... my tongue tasting your cum from her after you come inside her... ohhhh yes!... oh yeah, oh God, here it comes... OH OH OH!!!"
I felt Laura's cunt clamp down on me as she came, the thoughts in her head of me fucking Gayle Roberts, and perhaps other women, helping her to reach the crest.
"Yeah, baby, it's going to be good... watching each other fuck as we fuck another couple." I said. "I can't wait to see you fucking some of those young college studs, too... then fucking you myself, getting sloppy seconds.. oh yeah... oh yeah here it comes, baby, Oh God, OH LAURA I LOVE YOU!!!!" Sparks flew around a gray swirling mist as my orgasm overtook me, the intensity of the pleasure unbelievable. No matter how many other women I fucked, none could ever compare to climaxing inside my darling Laura.
As we came down from our bliss, cuddling and kissing and sweet-talking, I realized that I had it all... a gorgeous woman carrying my child and about to become my wife, a relationship that was trusting and loving, but also allowing us to experience the pleasures of the flesh... a great job working with great people in this great Town...
And now my fiancee was actually asking me to fuck another woman... I was totally willing to be monogamous, to be with only Laura, it would be more than enough to fulfill my life... but she was not only willing but wanted our open lifestyle... and I realized that this is what we were... we simply could not have it any other way...
-----------------------
"You feel it too, don't you?" Laura whispered, unexpectedly coming up behind me as I stared out the window at the Town in the distance below.
"What?" I said.
"The Town... you can feel the sexual aura in this town, can't you?"
"Yes." I said, simply.
"I feel it too." Laura said, her voice quiet but penetrating my head... and my heart. "The sexual energy in this town, it's unlike any I've felt before. That's why I love it here. We can be part of it, fully embrace it and let it envelop us like a warm blanket..."
I turned to her, taking her into my arms, the smell of her perfume wafting into my nose, the sight of her eyes locking with mine sending a chill of pleasure down my spine.
"Let's add to the sexual energy now." I said. "Let's go back to bed."
-----------------------------
"Unnnh! Uhhh! Oh yeah! OH YES!" Teresa Croyle gasped as her climax tore through her magnificent body. She was on her shoulders and knees, her cheek pressed to the bed. Todd was behind her, fucking her with incredible power and stamina. Several orgasms had burst through her like waves as the young stud pumped his huge meat in and out of her sopping wet cunt.
"God, Todd, what's gotten into you, baby? You are really fucking the shit out of me!" she said.
"Am I hurting you baby?" Todd asked.
"No, keep going, I love it." Teresa said. Todd complied, slamming the full length of his prick balls-deep into her before withdrawing it with lightning speed and driving it back in again. The anger that was driving him was welling up again as he thought about it...
He had invited Melina to his uncle's party. He had wanted to give her a ring and ask her to marry him, encroaching on his uncle's plans, making it his night, too. But Melina had not come with him, and he had not heard from her in several days.
His best laid plans had come crashing down, and while Teresa was a dynamite fuck, his love and passion for Melina, which had burned through him constantly and deeply from the day he'd kissed her when he was a teenager on that visit years and years ago, kissing her while his mother and uncle sparred outside not knowing what was going on between Todd and his uncle's beautiful wife...
And now... now he had this feeling of foreboding that he just could not shake. Something was not going right. Something was out of his control. He didn't even understand why he felt it, but he knew this intuition was correct...
"OH YES! FUCK ME, TODD!" Teresa gasped out again as Todd plunged into her from the rear yet again, his orgasm nearing but staying just out of his desperate reach as he thought of Melina yet again...
---------------------
"Oh yes... oh yess......" Phyllis moaned as the young stud wildly fucked her as he reached his climax. The Leader groaned as his release blasted through him, feeling his cock pulse as he jetted his massive load into the lovely 58-year-old woman's steaming hot, wet snatch. He could not remember the last time he'd had such intense, mind-blowing sex with any woman.
He'd asked Phyllis if he could give her a ride home, and she had eagerly accepted. The sexual tension between them, despite the age difference, was hot and building with each moment during the party. He had danced with her, enjoying the feel of her in his arms, the way she moved, the sound of her voice.
Once at her home, she had invited him in for a "nightcap", and he had eagerly accepted. He had made love to her, kissing her as their touches turned to hot groping. This woman may have been a mature babe, but she was incredibly hot and ready for sex.
He had taken it easy at first, sinking his huge ten inch cock into her slowly and carefully. She had accommodated his length and thickness incredibly well, and had fucked him back with all the intensity that he had poured into his driving thrusts. He felt her shapely legs wrapped around him as he plunged into her over and over again, enjoying the pleasures of this older woman in ways he never thought he would have...
"Oh God, baby." he gasped as his climax subsided, trying to catch his breath. "That was the most incredible fuck I have ever had. Jesus Christ, you're magnificent!"
"Mmmm, thank you honey." she said as her hands caressed him and she nestled into his side. "You're fantastic, also. I've never had a cock that big, and God! do you know how to use that thing!"
"Can I see you again, Phyllis? Take you out to dinner? Like, on a date?" The Leader asked.
"Of course." the mature beauty replied, inwardly smiling at the stud's youth. "But we're not finished with tonight yet. Now lie back and let me suck this big cock for awhile..."
------------------------------------------
Yes, I thought, looking out the window of the bedroom of The Cabin at 3:00am, trying to feel those currents, that sexual aura that enveloped this Town. I looked back at Laura, who was finally asleep, looking beautiful and peaceful, like an angel. My angel.
I turned back to the window and looked down at the University and the Town beyond it. Somewhere in the distance I caught the flash of a blue light; it was a police car. I thought about the two cases, knowing that the answer was right there in front of me. I let everything sift through my mind until the pattern I was seeking finally began to form, links of a chain beginning to connect, to come together...
All I need is evidence, I thought to myself. All I need is that one connection....
To be continued
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Part 16 - Burners
At 10:00am Saturday morning I entered the I.T. "Dungeon" in the basement of Police Headquarters. Myron Milton was there, and sitting next to him... very close to him... was Mary Mahoney, the Goth girl that had been in Vice but now was in I.T.
"Did you have a good night last night?" Mary asked, smiling, her eyes boring into mine.
"I sure did." I said. "And it's obvious you two did, also."
"You bet we did." Mary said, her hand caressing Myron's back as he typed. Good! I thought, I'm glad the nerd man Myron's getting laid, and Mary was not a bad looking girl by any means.
"This girl is good." Myron said, obviously impressed with Mary, his comment meaning she was good in more than one way. "She's been writing algorithms I never dreamed about." he added, fooling no one present.
"Well, Mary," I said, "You must be good if you've impressed Myron, here."
"He's impressed me, too, haven't you Miltie?" Mary said, slanting her eyes towards Myron, who was blushing furiously.
Mary looked like a wild and crazy goth girl, but I knew she'd been a good undercover officer in Midtown's Vice department -- despite her efforts to stand out, she seemed to just blend in. I also knew she was fearless, and did not mind saying inappropriate things in the presence of the ol' MCD Lieutenant.
"I call him 'Miltie' because he's equipped like Milton Berle. You know about him, Lieutenant?" she said.
"Yes, I do." I said, smiling. I knew that the late comedian Milton Berle was reputed to have an eleven inch penis; Tanya Perlman had made sure to gift me with that information. Apparently our resident I.T. geek Myron had a surprisingly considerable package, as well. But we needed to get down to the brass tacks of police business, so I said "But I'm more interested in any data that you've found."
"Nothing yet." Myron said. "I've expanded the two names to the seven you gave me, and just can't make any strong connection anywhere. We did find one thing, though... a car was rented in Katherine Wilson's name on the afternoon of the murder." Mary handed me the sheet of paper with that information. "Do you think it means anything?"
"I'll ask the questions, here." I said. I didn't mind Myron asking some questions, but I didn't want him to get too nosy and thus be biased in his information searches. "I don't want you to get biased in your information searches." I told him.
"Roger that." Myron said. "The in-law ladies were at the Ladies Auxiliary dinner at the time of Mr. Warner's murder, and that's a pretty good distance from River Valley Country Club. Furthermore, no rental cars entered or left the Country Club, according to their records. So we don't see any connection there."
"I called the auto shop near that rental place." Mary said. "Karla Warner took her car in for service that afternoon, so it's likely she rented the car. When I asked the desk person if she had come in alone, he said 'yes', then got suspicious as to who I was. So she rented it in her sister's name, but I don't know why."
"Me neither. I'll ask them about it." I said. "Good work. Keep at it." I got up to go, but had a sudden insight and whirled around to them.
"Oh--" I said, "I'm sure you've checked the phone records?"
"First thing." Myron said. "No calls between your persons of interest, no calls to the same places at all."
"I'm not surprised." I said. "But I want you to check on something, to the extent you're able. Can you identify if a phone is a 'burner' phone?"
"Uh yes," Myron said, "but we might have to cross a few lines to do it."
Burner phones were the name of phones that were pre-paid or under phony names. Drug dealers and organized crime figures often used them to conduct their illegal businesses. I recalled how the hit on Anthony Warner was made to look 'professional'.
And Myron's reference to crossing a few lines meant that he'd might have to hack into some computers to get the codes. The Federal Government's NSA was known to be able to tell which phones were which, but they were reluctant to share their information unless a Federal government agency was involved in the investigation... and that wasn't the case here.
"Do it." I told Myron. "My responsibility. Check for burner phones being used at the nearest cell towers of the victims' homes, the victims' places of work, and also the people whose names I gave you. And if the Federales inquire about it, say that DynaCorp had contracts with the U.S. military, which is true, and we're just checking for suspects along that angle.
"But can we use that excuse for both murders?" Mary asked as she typed, her fingers flying on the keyboard, an algorithm to search for the information already forming on the screen.
"Absolutely. Just don't mention the other murder. Myron, fill Mary in on what's going on. You're right-- this girl is good." I said as I noted the elegance of her program even as she typed it at lightning speed. Mary smiled at the compliment and kept on typing.
"Great work, guys. Keep it up." I said again, as I walked out.
------------------------------
"Misssss Ross, we have work to do." I hissed as I entered the MCD room. Cindy did not move out of her chair as she drank coffee and read the paper, her feet propped up on her desk. Teresa was using the computer to get some information on a drug perp, and only glanced up at me as she typed.
I called to the Uniformed Officers Desk and requested that Patrolwoman Diana Torres come to MCD. Torres was aware of Cindy's orientation. She came in within a minute, and I spoke to her and Cindy:
"I would like you two to come with me to interview Karla Warner and Katherine Wilson. It's about time we got the truth out of them, the whole truth."
"It would be my pleasure." Cindy said dramatically, matching my own voice and mood as she threw down her paper. "What's the plan?"
As I told them, I noted that Diana's eyes looked excited; she was happy to be part of my investigation. She did not know that if I had my way, she would soon be part of my MCD Detective team...
---------------------------
"Thank you for taking the time to talk to us today." I said. Diana Torres and I were in Katherine Wilson's apartment, a small but adequate one-bedroom floor plan in the district just south of the downtown area, not far from DynaCorp's headquarters. Anthony Warner's administrative assistant, Gayle Roberts, also had an apartment in this gated complex.
"How can we help you?" Katherine Wilson asked. We sat in chairs we had pulled up and the ladies were seated on the sofa opposite us, their black dresses showing off their nice legs, both wearing high heel black pumps. Karla Warner said nothing; her eyes still looked daggers at me after the confrontation over her daughter the day before.
"First, I have to ask this question: now that Mr. Warner has passed away, what is going to happen to the company?" I asked.
"Anthony had 80% of the shares." Katherine replied. "The other 20% belonged to the other board members, in varying amounts. I had about 5%. But upon Anthony's death, his shares were split equally between Karla, myself, Karen and Seth, and I had to give up any other shares I owned."
"So the entire family benefited equally, no one more than another." I said.
"You make it sound like there's something sinister in it." Karla Warner said, her voice icy and accusing.
"By no means, but we have to ascertain who might have had a motive to kill your husband, Mrs. Warner." I replied, unperturbed at her hostility. "In fact, the arrangement Mrs. Wilson has described is much less sinister than if either of you inherited the entire company alone." They did not notice that I had raised my pen up at an odd angle as I spoke. It was a signal.
"By the way... oh, thank you Detective Ross." I said as Cindy came into the room and handed me a folded piece of paper as if it were a note. She looked meaningfully at them, as I had instructed her to. Both women practically jumped out of their skins when they recognized her.
"Ah, I see both of you know Detective Ross." I said enthusiastically. The women looked at her, then they looked at each other... and reacted, their eyes even more uncomfortable.
"Thank you, Miss Ross." As Cindy left the room, Diana Torres took up a position several feet away, just watching. I bored in on the two women.
"Okay ladies," I said. "It's time we get to the truth: are the two of you having a sexual relationship... with each other?"
"Why, you--" Katherine Wilson started, pretending indignation, but was stopped by Karla Warner's hand being placed over hers on her lap.
"It's okay, Katherine." Mrs. Warner said, and I knew that she was smart and cunning enough to know the game I was playing. "Yes, Lieutenant, we are lovers."
"For how long?" I asked.
"Since the time we met, when Anthony introduced us right after he began dating me." Karla Warner replied. "It was love at first sight for both of us, and we have been in a relationship ever since."
"Good enough." I said, trying to keep my voice soft. "Did your husband know of your relationship?" 
"If he did," Karla said, "he never said a word to me. I tend to doubt that he knew; he's the kind of man that would've confronted one or the other of us if he found out."
"Did your husband know, Mrs. Wilson? Was your relationship with your sister-in-law the reason for your divorce?" I asked, trying to get Katherine to respond instead of acquiescing to the dominant Karla Warner.
"Yes, and no." Katherine said. "My husband was a lying sack of shit, a real dirtbag. He was verbally abusive and an alcoholic. That's why I turned to Karla; she was there for me..." Her hand clutched Karla's and they briefly smiled at each other. "But to answer your question, he called me a dyke a couple of times, so I think he knew."
"Did he ever physically abuse you?" I asked.
"Only once, at the end." Katherine replied. "He slapped me. I ran out and went straight to Anthony and Karla. Anthony took a couple of his workers and went over there. I don't know what happened, but David never came near me again. He ended up leaving town pretty soon after. Anthony got me this apartment the next day, and also called the lawyers to start the divorce proceedings."
"You're not the only one with a crowbar in this Town, Lieutenant." Karla Warner said venomously.
"No doubt about that. Mrs. Wilson, do you think your ex-husband might've come back and killed your brother?" I asked, somewhat brutally.
"I... I don't know." Katherine said.
"Her ex-husband was a weak man." Karla said. "I don't think he had the balls to do something like that. And he's been gone for years. Anthony kept a watch on him for a while when David moved to the City, to make sure he didn't try to come back to Katherine, but he never did... and eventually we lost track of him."
"Thank you, ladies." I said. "I have just a couple more questions: Mrs. Wilson, we have a record of a car being rented by you on the afternoon of the murder. Why did you rent that car?"
"I can answer that." Mrs. Warner said, stepping in very quickly. "My car is in the shop, and we rented that car in order to get around and go to the Ladies Auxiliary dinner for Mrs. York."
"And you did not use Mrs. Wilson's car?" I said.
"Her car was stolen three weeks ago." Karla said. "The insurance company is being damned slow about things, so we haven't gotten her a new one yet."
"I see." I said. I did not need to pursue the matter further, I had seen what I had expected to see: shock on Katherine Wilson's face. She had not known that the rented car was in her name.
"Mrs. Wilson, during the course of our investigation, we have discovered that the reason for the board meeting your brother called was for the purpose of removing you from the Board of DynaCorp. Are you aware of that?"
"I am now." Katherine Wilson said, near tears. "The lawyer... the in-house counsel... called me late yesterday afternoon and informed me that I'd been fired and removed from the Board."
"Sommes?" I asked.
"Yes." Karla Warner replied, her eyes flashing anger. "The bastard didn't even offer condolences over Anthony's death before telling Katherine that. He said Willoughby ordered him to make the call. Needless to say, however, that lawyer is now seeking employment elsewhere. I fired him within ten minutes of hearing what he'd done to Katherine. And I'll deal with Willoughby next."
"I don't blame you a bit." I said, my sentiment very genuine. "Lawyers are totally heartless bastards." The women could not have known I was thinking of my father at that time, though he truly wasn't a heartless man... just a naive and too-trusting man.
"I have just one more question: did either of you know a Robert or Michelle Schelle?" I watched their faces carefully.
"No." said Katherine Wilson, quickly. She was telling the truth, as far as I could tell.
"No, I don't, but I've heard the name... oh, wasn't she killed in her hot tub around the same time my husband was murdered?" Karla Warner said. Her eyes had turned inquiring and suspicious, and she definitely was suspicious of me... but there had been no initial reaction to the mention of their names.
"That is true." I said. "I just wanted to make sure we don't have someone with a reason to have killed both your husband and Mrs. Schelle, but it looks like the deaths are unrelated."
------------------------
"So, ladies, tell me your impressions." I said. We'd driven up to the front office building of the apartment complex and were sitting on benches outside.
"I didn't see too much of it." Cindy replied. "But they reacted when they saw me, and then looked at each other. I don't think either of them knew the other had dated me, but realized it at that moment."
"I agree." I said. "That'll be one conversation-starter between them. Diana?" 
"I tried to watch them as you asked me to." the pretty Hispanic policewoman said. "But Mrs. Warner, she's very good at keeping her feelings off of her face. Ms. Wilson, she was an open book, I'd say she looked... very confused the whole time."
"Very good." I said. "I agree with you. Did you notice their reactions when I mentioned the car being rented in Katherine's name?"
"Oh yes." Diana said. "Ms. Wilson had this 'what the hell?' look on her face."
"Exactly." I replied. "That'll be another talking point between them... maybe.
"Think we need to look into Willoughby?" Cindy asked. "He ordered the legal beagle to treat Mrs. Wilson like that, and he was uncooperative with Hugh and Martin the night of the murder. He was at the scene, maybe there's something there?"
"No, not for the murder... though I suspect we'll be hearing Willoughby's name again soon, but it will be from our friends in Vice or from the FBI." I said. "Great job today, ladies. You can head on back. Keep looking into the Schelle case. I want to know everything about Robert Schelle, where he's been the past four months, what he ate for dinner, who he associated with, everything he's purchased with a credit card, and so on."
"Wilco." Cindy replied. "And you?"
"I have one other errand to do around here before I head back." I said.
"Can I ask you a question, Lieutenant?" Diana said. Cindy tried hard to keep her eyes from rolling, not at Diana wanting to ask, but at my response of "Sure, you may ask..." as I sat back down.
"Weren't both those women at the Ladies Club event?" Diana asked. "Don't they have an alibi for Mr. Warner's murder? And there appears to be no motive for Mrs. Warner at all. I know you hate alibis, but I don't understand where this was all going..."
"Diana," Cindy interjected before I could respond. "Welcome to Town & County MCD under the direction of Lieutenant Donald--" she said, using my name. "You will find that he often forgets to tell us What. He's. Thinking." She looked at me severely, unafraid of challenging me on this.
"Diana," I said, by way of explanation, "you will also find that I sometimes have 'hair brained' ideas, and I only don't mention them so that you guys won't waste your time trying to prove or disprove them before I have reason to think I may or may not be right. Imagination is a great thing, and I encourage you both to develop yours, but I also have to be careful about things, and about too much theorizing without facts to back me up."
Diana nodded, but I saw Cindy react slightly as I said it, though she had hidden it as well as she could. I now understood the reason of her being called into the Chief's office the day before, and the likely one-way conversation from the Chief at that 'meeting'. That was okay, it was all good.
"But your question is fair, Torres." I said. "And while both women may have alibis that show they were not personally involved in Mr. Warner's murder, I still have not cleared them in my mind of possible involvement."
Part 17 - Afternoon Quickie, Hot Raw Sex!
"It's so nice of you to come, Lieutenant." Gayle Roberts said as I entered her apartment, an exact duplicate of the floor plan of Katherine Wilson's rooms.
"Thank you for having me over." I replied. The sexual tension between us was already there, already tangible. Gayle was wearing an off-white sundress with a flowing skirt and very high heel nude/bone colored sandals with two thin straps over her toes and one very thin strap higher up holding the them in place, the high arches molding to her elegant, shapely feet. Her legs as well as her feet were magnificent, and I felt myself hardening in my pants at the sight of her. She had put on just the right amount of makeup and styled her hair just so; I knew she'd anticipated my visit long before I placed the phone call a couple of hours beforehand.
"My sister took my daughter out shopping, so I'm here alone." Gayle said, a clear signal and invitation for me to seduce her. And I intended to.
"I just have a couple of questions." I said as we sat down on the sofa, very close to each other. Gayle crossed her legs in a way to let her dangling foot caress my lower leg. "Did any of the Warner's know Robert or Michelle Schelle?"
"The name... sounds familiar," Gayle said, "but I don't know why. I don't think Anthony knew them professionally, and I don't remember their names on invitation lists when Anthony or Karla hosted parties."
"The name is probably familiar to you because you heard it on TV." I said. I was disappointed that there had been no link that Gayle could remember, but I intended to assuage my disappointment. My hand was now on her leg, gently massaging her slim thigh through the dress.
"I see." said Gayle. "I hope your next questions are much more...personal." Her eyes were boring into mine and her mouth was slightly open as her hand slid over my shoulder. Our mouths met and pressed together tightly in a hot kiss, our tongue instantly twining and battling.
"Yes..." I whispered, just breaking the kiss, our lips still practically touching. "Deep... probing.. questions..." Our mouths slammed back together as we hungrily made out, our hands feeling each other up, exploring.



"Let's go to my bedroom." Gayle said, breaking the kiss. We got up and she led me into her bedroom, which was simply but nicely decorated in a way that matched the golden-beige color of the walls. The sun shining into the back window added to the shimmering gold effect.
Gayle stopped at the corner of her bed and turned to face me. I stepped up to her and bent down and deeply kissed her mouth again. As out tongue battled again, I slid my hands over her shoulders, easing her dress straps down her arms, beginning to undress her. Sliding my hands down her back, I unzipped her dress and let it slip down her legs into a puddle around her feet.
"Leave your high heels on." I ordered as I admired her body, now naked except for panties and the shoes. "Now lie back." I guided her to the edge of the bed and she eased down onto it. I reached under her succulent ass as her legs rose into the air and pulled her to the edge of the bed so that I could kneel on the floor and eat her. But first I gripped her panties and began sliding them up her smooth, shapely legs. After sliding them over her feet I threw them to the floor, discarding the last vestiges protecting her honor.
I took Gayle's feet into my hands and guided first one foot then the other to my mouth. I kissed and tongued the sides of her feet and her heels, the pleasure of orally worshiping her feet making my cock throb with intense desire. But I didn't keep that up long and quickly kissed and licked my way down her legs. My hands spread her thighs apart, exposing her wet pussy to my lusting eyes. Wasting no more time, I sank down to my knees on the floor, leaned forward, and began eating Gayle's steaming wet snatch.
"OHHHH!" Gayle moaned as my tongue contacted her slit and slowly but roughly pushed upwards to her clit. "Oh, that feels so good..." she mewled as I licked her again, then began working my tongue deeper into her cunthole. I clamped my mouth over her labes as I tried to push my tongue as deep into her pussy as I could, kissing and munching, sometimes grunting or moaning to let those added vibrations flow through her loins.
Gayle was already sopping wet, her labes swollen and ready. As I worked a finger into her cunt and let my tongue lap upwards and lash her engorged clit, she put her hands on my head and began trying to pull me up.
"Oh Don, I'm ready for you." she gasped. "I need your big cock inside me. Fuck me now, baby, put your cock in me!"
I stood up as she eased back onto the bed, her head on the pillows. I began to undress. I took off my gun holster strap and my jacket and put them on the nearby chair. Then I quickly peeled out of my pullover mock turtleneck shirt and slacks. Gayle's eyes were glazed with lust as she watched me lower my underwear and saw my cock pop free. I was iron hard with desire for her, feeling huge and thick, my cock bobbing stiffly out in front of me.
"Are you ready, baby?" I asked huskily as I moved to the bed.
"Oh yes, baby." she replied. "Come get on top of me and give me every bit of that thing!" I suited words to my deeds and climbed onto the bed with her, mounting her as she pulled her knees up and back, spreading her legs in wanton invitation to mate. She grasped my cock and swiftly brought it to her slit, inserting the head into her wet hole. I pushed forward.
"Oh God, that is so GOOD!" Gayle cried out as I slid into her as if we were tailor-made for each other, burying my meat balls-deep inside her hot, clutching cunt. I began fucking her hard, immediately pumping in and out of her with hot physical lust. And Gayle was giving every bit as good as she got, pushing her cunt up to meet each of my driving, downward thrusts, her legs enveloping my thighs and her hands clutching at my sides as I plunged into her again and again.
Her cunt clutched at my cock as my balls pressed against her taint, massaging my meat in its firm embrace, trying to crush my shaft and dominate my manhood with her womanly sheath. I flexed my cock and pushed in even harder, battling her tightness as we rutted heatedly.
"God damn, baby!" I grunted. "That is one hot tight pussy! You're hot as hell for my cock, arentcha Gayle? Yeah, take that cock, baby, take it deep inside you babe!" I plowed Gayle hard, feeling my nut already beginning to rise as our lust consumed us.
"Oh God, I love your cock, Don!" Gayle gasped, sweat already forming on her brow and between her breasts. "Your cock is so fucking hard! It feels like a fucking iron rod inside me, harder than my vibrator!" She pulled my face down to hers and our lips smashed together, an almost painfully hard kiss that matched the nearly brutal fucking that we were giving each other.
"Not going to last long fucking this sweet cunt, baby." I gasped, steadily plowing Gayle's furrow with fast, hard strokes. "You're just too fucking good."
"Don't worry about it, just come inside me whenever you're ready." Gayle said. "Just don't pull out!"
"Are you on the pill, baby?" I asked.
"No, I'm not on the pill, but don't you dare pull out. Come inside me, Don, give me every fucking drop of your cum!" Gayle begged. She wrapped her legs tightly around me, imprisoning me.
"You got it, baby." I grunted. "I'm not going to pull out, I'm going to come deep inside your nasty wet cunt, babe! I'm gonna fill your pussy up.. with... my cum... oh...unnnh... OH GOD, UHHHH!!!" I cried out as I exploded. The deep pain of ecstasy pulsed through my loins and I felt spurt after spurt of my potent semen being ejaculated into the depths of Gayle's steaming womanhood. I felt her clutching even tighter around my cock, almost pushing me out with its intensity, and I shoved my loins forward to stay buried inside her as deep as I could while I delivered my hot payload of virile sperm deep inside the luscious older woman...
---------------------------
Our second mating was much more loving, more relaxed as we took our time and fucked deeply and passionately. I mounted Gayle's sweet ass from the rear and fucked her dogstyle for a long time, admiring her back as her head was pushed into the pillows, deeply enjoying the feeling of her succulent asscheeks thudding into my groin. We collapsed into a "top-load" position, with me plowing down into her cunt as she lay on her tummy, only a cushion under her belly helping to arch her butt upwards as her pussy received my thrusts.
Then she turned onto her back and I sat over her loins, my cock buried in her as I took off her heels and used my lips and tongue to kiss, lick and suck her gorgeous, shapely feet. Her calves, ankles and feet were as lovely as a woman's could get, I thought to myself as I sucked her toes into my mouth and really kissed her heels hard before letting my lips slide along the sides of her feet. I don't know if she got anything out of it, but she said she could tell that I was really getting off on it, and of course I was... I don't mind admitting that I have a hot fetish for women's beautiful feet.
After the pleasurable moments of worshipping Gayle's sweet feet, I eased down onto her, sucking her breasts then lowering my weight onto her and nuzzling her neck, thrusting deep and hard again as we hurtled to my second climax... and for her at least a fifth orgasm.
As we cuddled, our pillow talk was of me asking questions and Gayle giving me info about DynaCorp, information that surprised and shocked me.
 "So Seth and his stepfather worked very closely together?" I said, holding Gayle in my arms and cuddling with her as our naked bodies pressed together and our hands caressed and explored each other.
"Oh yes, I think Anthony was going to bring his son into the company pretty soon." Gayle replied. "But then a few weeks ago, Anthony changed. That's when he started calling the outside lawyers and working harder. Seth didn't come into the office at all the last few weeks..." I lay there, listening, not telling Gayle that I understood the reasons for all that. I also was sure Seth did not murder his father.
After Gayle and I showered together, sharing deep kisses as the warm water coursed over our bodes, we got dressed. "Will I see you again?" the lovely older woman asked.
"Of course." I said. "I'm going to take you somewhere nice for dinner, too. And I'm sure my fiancee has plans for both of us." I added, both of us knowing full well that Laura was more than just approving of my liaison with Gayle.
Gayle smiled. "You're right, I think she does. You're a lucky man: beautiful wife-to-be, baby on the way, and an open relationship... that's why I never married. I was engaged once, but he couldn't handle it that I wanted sex with other men too."
And women, I thought to myself, very sure about the lengths of Gayle's openness. But that was for another time.
"His loss." I said, taking Gayle into my arms for a last kiss. "And yes, I am lucky, and I intend to be lucky with you a lot more often."
I kissed Gayle, deeply and passionately, and she returned it just as warmly. After a long lusty and loving kiss, I reluctantly left Gayle's company, having to get back to the business of bringing murderers to Justice.
Part 18 - A Cell Phone Call
Before getting back to Headquarters, I stopped by the Schelle's home. Robert Schelle was there, packing up his late wife's effects in her office. But boxes were all over the house, and it wasn't hard to deduce that he was packing everything. There was still no power to the house: Schelle had not fixed the fusebox nor had someone else do it.
"I'm going to send all this back to the University." Schelle said. "Michelle's students will sort it all out."
"Looks like you're planning to move." I said.
"I'll probably have to soon." Schelle said. "I know you cops have been looking into our finances, so I won't pretend that I'm going to be able to keep the house."
"You didn't have life insurance on each other?" I asked.
"No." Schelle said as he threw papers and DVDs into boxes. "We both had jobs and didn't have kids, so we never thought much about it. By the way, I'm sure you've also heard that I've been fired from the Ward Harvester contract. Seems Mr. Ward doesn't like the Police on his property, and having two of your officers asking about me made him angry. He called Conlan, Conlan fired me. So I've got nothing."
"I'm sorry to hear that. Pretty damn heartless of them, if you ask me." I said. Cindy and Teresa had told me about Mr. Ward's deep hatred of me, but I couldn't dwell on that now. "Where are you going to go?"
"To the City. Maybe then to California." Schelle said. "I'll try to find some work somewhere. So, Lieutenant, what brings you here?"
"Just a couple of questions." I said. "First, were you the one that rigged that electrical system behind your house, and if so, why?"  
"Yeah, that was me. I'm sure you realize it." said Schelle. "I was doing an experiment with my RV, trying to upgrade the power to it in order to put more appliances in. If it had worked, I was going to patent the appliances and try to sell them to RV companies."
"When did you rig the wiring? And why didn't you undo it when you were done with your tests, or at least when you sold the RV?" I asked.
"I rigged it about a year ago." Schelle said. "I just forgot about it and didn't think I needed to disconnect it." He paused for effect, then added: "With perfect 20/20 hindsight, I wish I had now, of course. So what was your other question?" He was trying to move this along, and move me along out of his way.
"Just this: did you know Anthony or Katherine Warner of DynaCorp?"
"No, I don't remember ever meeting them." Schelle said, continuing to pack a box with papers.
"You didn't try to get any business with them, as the company does manufacturing consulting? They might could've used your skills." I said.
"I think we may have contacted the company some time ago. I would've had one of my employees do it; he would call all the major businesses around here to drum up work for us. But Mr. Warner was the CEO there, wasn't he? I would likely not have talked to him at all, even if I went over there. I'd have met project managers and such, not the brass."
"So you never met Mr. Warner, nor his wife, not even socially?"
"No, sir." Schelle replied. Just then his cellphone started buzzing. He fished it out of the right pocket of his jeans and answered it.
"Lieutenant, it's for you. It's Detective Ross." Schelle said, handing me the phone.
"Yes, Ross?" I said into the phone. "Yes... yeah, my cellphone died, I've got to recharge it. What's up?.... Okay, I'll be right there." I hung up the phone and handed it back to Schelle.
"Thank you, and thank you for your time, Mr. Schelle." I said, turning to leave.
"Any word on what happened to my wife?" Schelle asked. "This... surely it was just an accident...."
I turned to face him. "Mr. Schelle, I would say it is most very lucky for you, damned lucky, that you had eyeballs on you at the time of your wife's death. I think we both know full well that you would be under considerable suspicion if it were not for that alibi. Be very careful where you step, Mr. Schelle, and make sure not to leave town without letting the Police Department know. Good day."
I left behind a man with a look of considerable fear on his face.
------------------------
I had to make one more brief stop.
"So Mrs. Warner crashed into you right here." I said. The waiter from the evening of the York recognition dinner confirmed it. He was a young man, college student, barely 18 years old.
"I just have one question." I said. "It was pretty late to be putting fresh water on the tables, wasn't it? The evening was almost over."
"Yes sir." the waiter said. "In fact, it was ironically Mrs. Warner who asked me to take a tray of water pitchers to some of the back tables. And then she collided with me as I brought them out. Crazy, huh?"
"Yep." I said. "Crazy." Crazy like a fox, I thought to myself as I suppressed my burning excitement.
Part 19 - An Arrest
"Yes, honey, I did fuck her." I said into my cell phone as I drove back to Headquarters. Laura was at the other end of the line.
"I am soaking wet just thinking about it." my fiancee told me. "I can't wait for you to get home tonight, darling."
"Me neither, honey, but it might be a long night. We're going to crack the cases, both murders, and make arrests." I said. "But there's one other thing I need you to do for me, and on as expedited a basis as possible. A paternity test..."
--------------------------
Walking back into Headquarters, I was met by Cindy Ross in the hall. "Did you get what you wanted?" she asked.
"Sure did. Thanks for making the call." I said. My cell phone battery stays well-charged; the call was a total ruse to gauge Mr. Schelle's actions.
"Chief said he wanted to see you as soon as you came in." Cindy said. I headed to the corner office suite, where the Chief's secretary immediately ushered me into his office. To my surprise, Chief Griswold was not alone. Sitting in one of the chairs in front of the desk was John "Jack" Colby.
"Chief, Mr. Colby." I said as a hello as the Chief pointed for me to sit in the chair next to Colby.
"Don, there's just one question that I can't figure out, and I want you to help me with it." Chief Griswold growled. "Why in the heck did you see fit to use your crowbar on that lawyer Sommes? By that, I mean that you could've handled him without the crowbar, and you didn't even need to bust his chops; you could've just arrested him." The chief leaned forward, as if wanting me to share a secret with him, and said quietly "So what's really up with that?"
"You're right." I said. "Mr. Colby, I'm going to have to break a confidence."
"I've already told him." said Colby. The Chief confirmed it. I felt huge relief at that.
"Yes, sir." I said. "I told Mr. Colby in the car on the way to DynaCorp yesterday morning that I was going to do that, and why. I am very sure that Sommes and Willoughby have conspired to embezzle money from DynaCorp. I've already suggested to Mr. Colby places he and the Board can look to start tracing the embezzlement."
"Yep." said Colby. "Beatrice York and I have already started looking into it. I was going to call the FBI to look into it, since there are military contracts involved, but Mrs. Warner fired Sommes yesterday and I don't know why. So I came down here to see what you guys wanted to do."
"From what Mrs. Warner said today, she fired him for reasons not related to the finances." I said. "But one of the two reasons I roughed the lawyer up is because I wanted him to go to the D.A. I knew Krasney and Sommes hate each other's guts: I've been reviewing old Town and County cases to familiarize myself with any perps that might return and start repeating themselves. There was a case about five years ago, when Krasney was an ADA, where he and Sommes tangled. So D.A. Krasney tells Sommes to shove it. Internal Affairs had the day off, but it looks to Sommes like they're ignoring him, and that he's about to have the entire Police Force and Justice System of the County coming down on him like a ton of bricks.
"And the reason he would think that is this: Hugh Hewitt didn't touch Sommes. Sommes puked that morning because of what Hewitt told him... that Willoughby was going to protect himself by throwing Sommes to the dogs, i.e. to us. So when Sommes got fired, I'm hoping that he believed that Willoughby was behind it, and that his own ass is going to be in a sling. So his next visit to the police should be to offer to turn State's evidence on Willoughby in exchange for a deal. I wouldn't be surprised if he doesn't turn himself in within 24 hours."
"God damn! This guy *is* good!" Colby burst out, grinning. The Chief was also grinning merrily under his mustaches.
"You took a big risk with that, Don. We could've gotten him without the theatrics." the Chief said in admonition. "Of course, I can see that you also took the opportunity to have every Legal Eagle in the State scared shitless of you, and now they will be."
"There was one other reason... the people who Sommes and Willoughby are working with." I said, informing them of their partners in crime. "Jack Muscone of the FBI told me that they've been looking into someone at DynaCorp possibly giving military secrets to foreign agents. I looked at Willoughby's and Sommes's appointment books, and there are interesting trips to San Francisco as well as some gaps. So we think the traitors are possibly Sommes and Willoughby... and that is the other reason I put the crowbar to the man: I don't like traitors to my beloved Constitution of the United States." I said the last bit with a bit of passion.
"Don't blame you, I don't either. Well, come with me." the Chief said, getting up. Colby and I followed. Colby couldn't hide the amused smile on his face, so I knew something was up.
We walked down the hallways to the Interrogation rooms, the ones where perps were interviewed. Coming to the window of Interrogation-2, I looked in. Since Vice handled most white-collar crimes that did not involve physical harm to persons, I saw ADA Sanders, Detective Teresa Croyle and Senior Patrolman Christopher Purvis interviewing someone. Purvis was being considered for promotion to Detective in Vice.
The man being interviewed was Sommes. He had already turned himself in.
"Sommes called me a couple of hours ago." Colby said. "He was begging for his life, literally. He was crying. I told him to get the papers he would need and I went and got him and brought him here."
"Darn, I was wrong." I said, grinning. "I thought he'd just come down himself. So you made the bust, Mr. Colby. You beat me bad on that one."
"Shit!" Colby said, still grinning himself. "I got nuthin' on yer ass. I gotta get a crowbar now, just to protect myself from you."



"Certainly not necessary." I replied, then turned to the Chief. "What about Willoughby?"
"Warrant is issued." Chief Griswold replied. "Ikea is making the bust, but I forced him to take Hewitt along. That should be amusing."
It was not long before Willoughby was in Interrogation-1, having been formally charged, processed and booked. His lawyer, an elderly man with hard features that I did not know, was with him. Even Ikea's methods of interrogating perps failed to move the man; it quickly became clear that Willoughby was adamantly denying being involved in the murder of Anthony Warner.
As we watched the interrogation, the Chief whispered, "Do you think they might have murdered Warner because he found out about the treason?"
"No." I said. "Warner would've called the FBI already if he'd found out, and Muscone said they learned about the treason from another source. He wouldn't tell me who that source was, but he doesn't have to; I'm not as dumb as I may look."
"And to think you're mother is even better than you at observation and deduction." the Chief said. "Jesus I almost feel sorry for the punks infiltrating the Police Force when the two of you start wiping them out..."
I just smiled. The Chief and I agreed not to bring up the treason issue with the other Detectives unless Willoughby or Sommes brought it up under questioning: the FBI would be coming in for that in the near future, and we didn't want to spoil their case. So nothing about that would be mentioned.
Part 20 - The Winding Road
At the 5:00pm meeting with the Chief, only myself, Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, Martin Nash, and Hugh Hewitt attended, it being Saturday after all. Teresa informed us that Willoughby was cooperative enough on the embezzlement charges in order to get a reduced sentence, but most importantly to me: he was strongly denying that he had anything to do with Warner's murder.
"Don, you think Willoughby or Sommes are involved in the murder?" the chief asked. All eyes were on me.
"I'm having a hard time seeing it from the logic point of view." I said. "In fact, Warner's death was the worst possible thing that could've happened to them: only his death had the police crawling all over DynaCorp."
"Wasn't Warner meeting with outside lawyers that specialize in corporate breakups?" Martin Nash observed. "Maybe Warner got wind of the embezzling and was talking to the outside lawyers to cut Willoughby out of the company"
"Good observation, Martin." I said. "Really good. And you might well be right about that. I'd been thinking that Warner made those consultations in preparation for removing his sister from the board... but you might be right."
"But to bust my own theory, we get to the alibis." Nash said. "Sommes was not in the Board meeting, but was waiting outside with a couple of other aides to Board members, and of course Warner was in with the Board. When they came out, Warner went his own way and back towards the exit to his car, and no one went with him. Sommes talked to Willoughby, then Sommes walked out to the main parking lot with others. Willoughby remained inside, but was never unattended."
"What about a hired hit?" the Chief asked.
"If they've been embezzling," Cindy said, "then they may have associates in Organized Crime. They could've hired a hit man to kill Warner."
"We have nothing at all there." I said. "Myron has found nothing in data searches. I've contacted some people in the City, including Robin Ventura of the City Police, Ted Crenshaw of the SBI, and Jack Muscone of the FBI. They quietly asked around, and are not getting any word that anyone made a hired hit on Warner."
"Also, I need to say this." I said. "I know we have to go where the facts and the evidence lead us. But my instincts are entirely against Willoughby and Sommes being involved in the murder. It would be the worst possible 'solution' for them, even if Warner had found them out. Why bother hiding a golf cart near the fence, and cutting the fence? That's a badly unnecessary finesse. No, I think the killer actually did leave the scene in that golf cart, indicating that this was a pre-planned murder with thought given all the way through to the getaway phase."
"And let's put ourselves in Willoughby and Sommes's place: even if you hired a hit, would any of you want Warner to be murdered at a time and place where you are in his physical vicinity? Wouldn't you want to be halfway across town.... halfway...."
"Uh oh, there he goes again." said Cindy as I fell into deep introspection. When I came out of it, I stood up and went to the large map of the Town & County that was on the wall.
"River Valley Golf Club is here, to the northwest, near the wealthier neighborhoods in town." I said. "Ward Harvester is down here to the west, in the industrial district, but County Farm Road 5 is a quick and straight shot between them, as we all know all too well." We knew that from personal experience, remembering my fateful drive along that road before the near-fatal confrontation with Ned at Ward Harvester.
"The Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse is here, just north of downtown." I said, pointing out the location. "Not far at all from the Kensington suburbs, though a bit of a distance on busy streets to get up to River Valley. That's a big-time piece of the puzzle, though it's no proof of anything."
No one in the room said a word, they were trying to follow my train of thought as it left the station.
"Oh, and just one other thing." I said, sitting back down. "Remember that the perp either had to time his movements precisely with Warner's so that he was opening the back door just as Warner was cranking the car, -OR- he had to be waiting in the backseat."
  "But that's not possible, there was that security system." Hugh said.
"No, it's possible..." I said. "if the system were turned off. And the likeliest explanation of that is that the killer had the spare set of keys to Warner's car."
"If that's like most families, that would mean Mrs. Warner had those keys." the Chief said. "But there's her alibi again."
"Agreed. Karla Warner absolutely did not kill her husband herself." I said. "But I believe the killer was lying in wait in the backseat and therefore did have the keys."
"So what does that mean?" Hugh Hewitt said.
"That I need some evidence... Dammit! I need some evidence!" I said.
"Bingo, Boss!" said Myron Milton as he burst through the door, Goth Girl Mary in tow. "I think we've got what you need."
"Miss Mahoney, is that any way for a police officer to dress in these Headquarters?" the Chief growled. Mary was wearing goth makeup a tight black t-shirt that underscored how big and luscious her breasts were, black leather pants that molded her her lovely legs all the way down to her slender ankles, and very high heel black patent-leather pumps. She looked extremely hot. I could also tell the Chief was not as serious as he sounded.
"Chief, I'm in the Dungeon all day." Mary said, completely unafraid. "Besides, if it gets this guy motivated, isn't it worth it?" General laughter was not successfully repressed, and little by little everyone began laughing, even the Chief.
"And this guy is good, too." Mary said, pointing at Myron. Yes, that was Myron-worship in her eyes.
"Whaddya got, Milton?" the Chief asked.
"Don asked me to get info on burner phones and their locations the night of the murders. We found two numbers of interest." Myron said, handing me the numbers that were listed on a sheet of paper so I could write them down. "The nearest tower for Number 1 is the Kensington subdivision, but Thursday night that number pinged off of the tower nearest The River Valley Golf Club. Number 2 has pinged around the area where DynaCorp is located, then it pinged off a downtown cell near the Ladies Clubhouse, then pinged... in Kensington."
"Is that what you need, Don?" the Chief asked.
"It's close enough." I said. "We're going to have to do a little trickeration to get some people to talk or confess, but I think my theory has facts behind it now.
"So why don't you share your theory with all of us... especially Miss Ross." the Chief said, an amused gleam in his eyes.
"Yes, please!" said Cindy Ross, her eyes boring into me.
"Okay.... have you guys ever seen the Alfred Hitchcock movie Strangers On A Train?"
To be continued.
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Part 21 - Plan of Action
"Okay, does everyone understand what we're going to do?" I asked. Everyone was looking at me, dumbfounded, still trying to grasp the theory I had told them.
"Put it into effect." the Chief ordered, breaking the silence. "And let's get going. Move, people, move."
We all went down to the I.T. room. Myron had the lights dimmed to almost off, so that we could all see the screens more easily.
"All right, here goes nothing." I said, picking up a phone and dialing Robert Schelle's cell phone number.
"Hello Mr. Schelle," I said, identifying myself. "Yes, I'm calling to tell you that we may have a break in our investigation of the death of your wife.... yes, sir, one of your neighbors had a security camera that caught a car leaving your RV driveway right at the time of the crime, and we'd like you to come to the station and see if you can identify her.... yes, that's right, I said 'her', it's a woman... how about tomorrow morning, 10:00am? That'll be great... thank you Mr. Schelle. Good night."
We all watched Myron's screen. It did not take long.
"There it is, burner phone number one!" Myron said. "Kensington cell tower!"
A moment later he added "Burner phone two, near Katherine Wilson's apartment complex!"
Picking up the phone, I called the Chief's office and asked him to go ahead and call the D.A. for warrants. Then I picked up what looked like a green telephone handset but was actually a hookup to the police radio system.
"Okay Cindy, Tanya, go!" I ordered.
------------------------
"Who the hell is that?" Karla Warner asked, scowling at the harsh knock on the door. She released Katherine Wilson from her embrace, their lips smeared with their lipstick after their several minutes of deeply kissing.
After arranging their opened dresses to look presentable, Katherine Wilson went to the door of her apartment. It was the Police. She opened the door.
"Mrs. Wilson, Mrs. Warner," Detective Cindy Ross said imperiously, "I'm going to have to ask you both to come to Police Headquarters and answer a few questions."
"Are we under arrest?" Karla Warner said.
"We can play it that way if you want to, Mrs. Warner, but you're coming to the station one way or another." Cindy Ross replied. Two female uniformed officers came in to escort the women to police cars. Tanya Perlman darted into the apartment and confiscated both women's purses.
"What the hell are you doing with my purse?" Karla Warner shouted, her face crimson with anger.
"Evidence, Mrs. Warner." Supervisor Perlman stated. "We'll return it to you at the station."
--------------------
"Mr. Schelle, I'm Detective Martin Nash and this is Detective Hewitt. We need you to come down to the station with us."
"Uh, sure, give me a second." said Robert Schelle, attempting to retreat back into his house. Nash stopped him from closing the door.
"We need you to come right now." said Nash.
"Wait, am I under arrest?" Schelle asked, beginning to show anger. "Do you have a warrant for my arrest?"
"You're not under arrest yet, Mr. Schelle, but you will come with us now. If we need to place you under arrest, we can do so." Nash said.
"I want a lawyer first." Schelle demanded.
"You can call your lawyer at the station." Nash said. Hewitt moved in on Schelle, who decided that discretion was the better part of valor, and did not resist as he was led to the squad car outside by the larger, stronger man Hugh Hewitt.
-----------------------------------
"Let's take Mrs. Warner first, shall we?" I said to Cindy Ross. We entered Interrogation-B. Tanya Perlman came in behind us, with Mrs. Warner's purse.
"What the hell is going on?" Karla Warner demanded. "Why have I been brought to the police station? Where is Katherine? I want to call a lawyer,... lawyers for both of us, right now!"
"Take it easy, Mrs. Warner." I said. "In fact, allow me to make the call." I dialed a number from the police phone on the wall. A cell phone inside Mrs. Warner's purse went off. Tanya Perlman fished it out.
"Is that your cellphone, Mrs. Warner?" I asked, my voice cold.
"Yes it is." Mrs. Warner said. "What the hell is this about?" I did not reply; I was dialing a second number...
-----------------------------------
Some ten minutes later, I entered Interrogation-A with Detective Nash. Tanya Perlman also came into the room.
"Mr. Schelle, we've brought you here to ask a few more questions about the murder." I said.
"What about it?" Schelle said.
"We're trying to ascertain your whereabouts at the time of the murder." I said.
"I... we've been through this. I was in the meeting with Conlan at Ward Harvester when my wife was killed." Schelle said.
"Ah, forgive me, I'm so sorry Mr. Schelle for not making myself clear." I said, trying not to break into a smile or laugh, "I was not referring to your wife's death. Mr. Schelle... where were you at 10:05pm... when Mr. Anthony Warner was shot dead in his car?"
"What the hell are you talking about?" Schelle said, getting up. "I'm getting the hell out of here!"
*BRRRINGGG! BRRRINNGG! BRRRING!*
"Not so fast, Mr. Schelle." I said. "Is that your cell phone?"
"Yeah..." Schelle said, reaching into his right-hand pocket and taking out the cell phone. Looking at it, he said "It says 'Blocked'".
"That is what you may expect to see when a Police telephone calls yours." I replied. "Just place that cell phone on the table, if you will. Thank you. "Now--"
*BRRRINGGG! BRRRINNGG! BRRRING!*
"Is that your cellphone, Mr. Schelle?" I asked again, having dialed a second number.
Schelle turned pale. "Uh no, it's right there on the table." he said. The ringing phone continued.
"Surely it's the phone in your pocket, Mr. Schelle?" I said. "Why don't you take it out?" He didn't move. "Or I can have my officers forcibly remove it from your pocket, Mr. Schelle."
Schelle finally reached into his left pocket and extracted a small cell phone.
"Detective Perlman, secure that burner phone. Take both those cell phones into evidence. Note the numbers." I said. Tanya did so. We now had both burner phones with the numbers Myron had discovered... and found in the respective possessions of Robert Schelle and Karla Warner!
"Okay, Mr. Schelle, you should be able to see now that we know everything. So once more from the top... sit down, Mr. Schelle, sit down." I said, sitting down myself. "There you go. Now... where were you at 10:05pm?" 
"I told you this before: I was driving home." Schelle stammered.
"Yes, with the tire low on air." I said. "I remember that story. The problem is, it won't pass muster. You have no alibi at 10:05 because you were at the River Valley Country Club, where you lay in the back seat of Mr. Anthony Warner's car, and then shot him to death when he got in."
"What!" Schelle said. "You will never prove that."
"I think I will." I said. "I know that you and Karla Warner conspired to kill each other's spouses. You got the idea from one of your favorite movies: Alfred Hitchcock's Strangers On A Train, which I saw in your home the night of the murders. You set up the electricity and extension cord so that she could drop it into the hot tub while you were in your meeting, then you hustled over and shot her husband while she was creating a diversion at the Ladies Auxiliary dinner.
Schelle said nothing. The look on his face was simple disbelief, fear, and not knowing what to do or say next.
"Come now, Mr. Schelle," I continued, "we are talking about a death penalty case if you don't start cooperating. How did you and Karla Warner meet and form this little scheme of yours?"
"I... I want a lawyer." Schelle said. "I've got rights."
"Yes, you have rights." I said. "You've got lots of rights. In fact, you've got so many rights that sometimes I count them all, just to make myself feel crazy."
I continued, leaning in on him. "But right now what you've got is a world of shit, Robert. Do you think Karla Warner is going to go down alone, do you think she's going to take the fall for you? Think about it, buddy, while I arrange for you to call your lawyer... though I don't think you can afford to pay for one good enough to save you from the syringe." I said.
I got up and exited into the Headquarters area. Cindy was waiting in the anteroom.
"Karla Warner hasn't said a word since the burner phone in her purse went off, except to demand a lawyer." Cindy said.
"Okay, it's time to take them into booking." I said. "Do you have the pager?"
"Sure do. When you beep it, I'll bring her out."
I re-entered Schelle's room. "Mr. Robert Schelle, I am placing you under arrest for suspicion of the murder of Anthony Warner, and conspiracy to commit the murder of your wife, Michelle Schelle. Nash, read the citizen his considerable rights." Nash did so as Patrolman Morton handcuffed Schelle's hands behind his back. As I opened the door to the public side, I pressed the pager.
Schelle stepped out into the hallway at exactly the same time Karla Warner did. They looked at each other, shock on their faces, and Schelle nearly jumped out of his skin. It was Karla Warner who burst forward.
"Don't say one word to them, not one god-damned word, you hear!" she shouted into Schelle's face. Cindy began pushing her forward past him and Karla turned and screamed over her shoulder "They can't prove a god damned thing; don't say one fucking word!"
I don't know why everyone was looking at me. I was just grinning.
Part 22 - Confession Is Good For The Soul
In Interrogation-C, a room I rarely visited as it was only used when "A" and "B" were full, Katherine Wilson was sitting alone. We had left her alone in the room for as long as possible. Now it was time to work on her. I entered the room from the headquarters side with Detective Cindy Ross and Patrolman Diana Torres. Torres stood off to the side and watched as Cindy and I sat at the table facing Katherine.
"Katherine," I said, "you were at the Ladies Auxiliary dinner the night your brother was murdered, weren't you?"
"Yes, Karla and I were both there." Katherine said.
"Were you there the entire time, Katherine?" Cindy asked, keeping her voice as soft and friendly as she could.
"Yes... yes! We've told you this already." Katherine said. Her eyes were near to tears, her face looked panicked, almost like an animal caught in a cage.
"Katherine," I said, playing the role of 'bad cop", "Karla wasn't there the entire time, was she?"
"I... yes, of course she was there." Katherine said.
"The whole time? You can testify you were in sight of her the entire time?" I said.
"I..."
"Katherine," Cindy said, her voice soft and pleading and helpful, "you need to tell us what happened." Katherine's eyes looked to Cindy for support and guidance, but she still held back. "If you didn't do anything wrong, you shouldn't take the fall for this."
"Katherine," I said, boring in on her, "Karla rented that car in your name. Your name, Katherine! And that car was spotted by a neighbor driving away from Michelle Schelle's home when she was murdered."
"What?" Katherine said. "I... we had nothing to do with any of that! I thought you were talking about Anthony's murder..."
"Katherine..." I said. "You've been deceived, tricked by Karla Warner. She left the dinner for a while, didn't she? She drove the car, rented in your name, to Dr. Schelle's home and threw a live wire into the woman's hot tub. Now I don't think you had anything to do with that, Katherine, but the car at the scene was rented in your name."
Tears were flowing down Katherine's cheeks.
"Katherine," Cindy said, "Karla left the dinner for a while, didn't she? Come on, tell us what you know. Where was Karla at 9:30?"
"I...." Katherine said. "She... she went to the restroom for a few minutes. That's all. I'm sure someone saw her in the hallway or the restroom."
"Katherine," I said. "I know what happened. Karla left, telling you she was going to the restroom. She was gone at least 20 minutes. After a while, you grew concerned. You went to the restroom to see if she was all right... but she wasn't there, was she, Katherine?"
I bore down, hard. "You waited for a long time, wondering where she was. You only saw her again when she crashed into that waiter, isn't that right, Katherine?"
Katherine looked at me, her eyes huge, like a doe at bay. She was a lovely woman, but total fear was now etched upon her face.
"Come on, Katherine!" I commanded. "Karla Warner is setting you up, don't you understand? She rented that car in your name! She's been cheating on you, having affairs! And why do you think your brother was cutting you out of the company, eh?"
Katherine looked at Cindy. "Help me..." she whispered. "I don't know what to do, please... help me."
"You have to tell us the truth." Cindy said with as much compassion as her ability to commit deception would permit.
Katherine Wilson began sobbing. And she broke.
"No... she wasn't there the whole time." Katherine admitted, the words coming between sobs. "She... it was as you said, she went to the restroom and I didn't see her again until she ran into the waiter. Oh God... oh Karla I'm sorry... I'm sorry..." She buried her hands in her arms, the choking sobs coming unabated.
--------------------------------
I strode into Interrogation-2, painted cold jail gray, on the other side of the Headquarters from the public interrogation rooms. Robert Schelle was sitting at the table. He still looked like a frightened rabbit, but he now had a resigned look on his face. Entering the room with me was Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson.
"Okay, Robert, your rights have been read to you." I said, making sure the videocamera's taping the session got that. "I think you understand that we have sufficient evidence to place you in the vicinity of Anthony Warner's murder, and at the time of it. What's more, Karla Warner has been arrested, and if she cuts a deal with the D.A.'s office before you do, you are looking at the death penalty. She'll have no qualms about throwing you under the bus to save her ass-- er, save herself."
"I understand." Schelle said. "I know now that she never loved me. I'll tell you what you want to know." He looked at me. "I never should've let you into my house. You figured it out when you saw the movie, didn't you?"
"No, Robert, the movie only showed me that you got the idea from it. I began getting the idea that your wife's and Mr. Warner's murders were connected when I visited his crime scene. It was all your idea, wasn't it?"
"Not really." Schelle said. "It was Karla that kept talking about how great things would be for us if we were free from our spouses. I knew Michelle was going to divorce me, and I suggested Karla divorce her husband, but she said she'd lose her company and her money.
He paused, then added "She also said that the only way I could save my company was to avoid divorce, otherwise Michelle and her lawyers would lay claim to it. Everything I had worked for, gone, just like that. That's when I thought of the plan."
"So Karla really wanted you to keep your company, didn't she?" I asked.
"I..." Schelle paused for a moment, then said "Now that you mention it, she did keep saying how important it was that we keep the company in my name, and that she'd help me rebuild it."
"Why do you suppose that was, Robert? What about your struggling company was so interesting to Karla Warner?"
"I have no idea."
-------------------
"You can save yourself from the death penalty, Karla." Cindy Ross said. She, Martin Nash and Paulina Patterson were interviewing Karla Warner in Interrogation-1 as I watched through the one-way mirror. "Just work with us. You can save Katherine. You'll get to see pictures of your grandchildren. But right now you are looking at a one-way ticket to Death Row."
Nothing fazed the woman. All she said was "I wish to confer with my lawyer privately for a few moments." Everyone but Karla and her lawyer got up and walked into the anteroom where I was.
I had a sense of foreboding, that there was more to this legal pow-wow than just her legal options... Karla Warner was up to something, I could just feel it.
--------------------
It was nearly 2:00am when I got back home to The Cabin. A lovely sight greeted me there, and my cock sprang to instant throbbing hardness.
Blankets were spread on the floor in front of the fireplace in the greatroom. Laura and I often fucked on the floor or the sofa or wherever we were when the mood hit us... and it often did. But this time, we had a guest. It was Gayle Roberts.
Both women were naked except for Laura wearing her white high-heel slides and Gayle wearing bone-color sandals with thin straps, different from the ones she'd worn when I'd fucked her at her apartment. Laura was between Gayle's legs, eating Gayle's pussy, Laura's long tongue penetrating deeply into Gayle's hole and licking and lashing all over the beautiful woman's swollen labes.
 "Hi darling, welcome home." Laura said, looking up. "I'm just enjoying this delicious late-night snack. Want to join us?"
"You bet your sweet ass I do." I said. I came up to Gayle's feet as Laura got out of the way. Gayle and I locked eyes as I stood over her and began undressing, slowly enough to make a show of it for both ladies. Laura was beautiful, as always, but I was concentrating on Gayle. She was lying on her back looking up at me, her legs spread obscenely, her feet in the high heels on the floor. My cock sprang out, hard and ready, and both women's eyes smoldered with lust and desire matching my own.
Naked, I moved to my knees between Gayle's legs, but before I mounted her I pulled Laura up to me and deeply kissed her mouth. I could feel more than see Gayle's eyes watching us as I deeply kissed my fiancee, tasting Gayle's sweet cunt juices on Laura's lips and tongue.
Breaking the kiss with Laura, I turned my attention and lust-fueled desires onto Gayle. I mounted her, hooking her legs under my arms. I felt powerful as I leaned over and deeply kissed Gayle's sweet mouth, twining my tongue with hers. I felt her reach between us and take my cock and fit it to her cuntlips. She was hot, wet and ready. I drove forward, burying the full length of my meat nuts-deep into Gayle's lovely cunt...
Part 23 - The Solution
It was Sunday evening, and we were gathered at The Steakhouse, in a private back room. The Chief had kept his promise and arranged dinner with the restaurant owner, John "Jack" Colby. I did not know, nor care to know, what financial arrangement had occurred between them, but I suspected Colby was going to try to conveniently forget to send a bill; such were police perks in this Town, for right or wrong.
Present were: the Chief, myself, Captain Brittany Maxwell, Detectives Cindy Ross, Martin Nash, Hugh Hewitt, Teresa Croyle, Tanya Perlman, Technicians Myron Milton, Mary Mahoney, and Sonali, Police Auxiliary members Laura Fredricson and my mother Phyllis, and Patrolmen Diana Torres, Pete Feeley and Christopher Purvis. I'd invited SBI Agent Ted Crenshaw in an effort to forge better relations, but he had been called to a case in the City.



Dinner was delicious; The Steakhouse truly had the best steaks in the State, much less the County, and the sides, salads and drinks were great, also.
After dinner, we formed our chairs into a circle so that I could tell how I solved the case: of course that was what everyone was waiting to hear.
"First, I'll tell you what happened, then how I came to the conclusions I did." I said. "Let's start with DynaCorp. Anthony Warner thought his business was slipping, and that might partly have been due to Willoughby and Sommes embezzling from him. We now know that Willoughby and Sommes had been embezzling from the company for some time, but we have also learned that they were stealing some of the information from the military contracts and selling that information to Chinese agents.
"Their main contact, a Chinese spy posing as a diplomat, was shot dead in San Francisco some months ago." I said. Author's note: See the Case of The Murdered Lovers, Ch.01 for the discussion of that murder. "After their contact was assassinated, Willoughby and Sommes got nervous and scaled back what they were doing... but the Feds, the FBI and the CIA, were already looking into it, and I suspect there was, and maybe still is, a CIA mole deep inside the company that was trying to root out the spies. I'm sure that treason charges will be coming against Sommes and Willoughby soon. And I certainly did not mind applying my crowbar to a piece-of-crap traitor."
"You knew he was a traitor then, at that time?" John 'Jack' Colby asked. He had joined us for the discussion after personally serving drinks and making bottles available for refills.
"I had a good inkling of it, but let's save that for another time." I said. Laura hid it well but I could see her discomfort, so I began to close this line of discussion. "Now that I've told you all that... forget every word of it! It matters very little in these murder cases." I said. There was a bit of laughter and a general buzz as I sipped my single-malt Scotch.
"About six months ago," I continued, "Karla Warner arranged to meet Robert Schelle, ostensibly on DynaCorp business. Karla Warner was much more involved in the business than she'd let on to us. She also had become aware that Anthony Warner was planning to divorce her as well as remove Katherine Warner Wilson from his company. She consulted divorce attorneys in the weeks leading to the murders.
"Karla did not meet Robert at the DynaCorp offices, but she did make the deliberate effort to meet him, and she began seducing him. Robert Schelle was a very sex-hungry man and was easily enticed into her bed. While Karla had to be careful about cheating on her husband as well as her lover Katherine Wilson, she was very experienced at adultery and took the normal precautions.
"It was Robert Schelle who was suspicious to the point of paranoia about being spied upon, especially by the Government. He told us that all those movies were favorites of his wife, but that was a lie: he himself loved all those movies and watched them unceasingly while his wife worked in her upstairs office. Theirs was a totally estranged marriage.
"Anyhoo, Robert and Karla began using burner phones to communicate. When they met for sex in cheap hotels nowhere near where either lived, they began talking about their spouses, whom they each hated. In my opinion it was Karla that steered Robert into the idea of murdering them. It was Robert's idea to murder each other's spouses, which he got from the Hitchcock movie Strangers On A Train.
They planned it fairly meticulously: Robert stripped the extension cord wiring and installed the high-voltage current outlet so that Karla could simply put it in the hot tub and fry Michelle. Robert also cut the hole in the Country Club fence to gain entrance, scout the grounds, then he fastened the fence up until he needed it that night. But it was Karla who visited the Club earlier that day and hid a golf cart near the site of the breach in the fence.
"Also, and this is one of the most important aspects of the case; I cannot stress it enough: Karla had to give Robert her spare set of keys to Anthony's car, so that Robert could disable the security system and hide in the back seat. It was when I realized that Karla had given the murderer the keys to Anthony's car that I began really getting my ducks in a row on both crimes.
"It also helped steer me to Karla rather than Katherine as the main suspect... Katherine likely would not have had keys to Anthony's car, especially since she wasn't driving it after her own car was stolen. If Karla were innocent, it would really be a risk for Katherine to take the keys and have Karla notice them missing. Last but not least, Karla was by far the more dominant and decisive of the two. So I felt comfortable looking much more closely at Karla in the early going.
"Question!" said Tanya Perlman, her cheeks rosy with interest as well as alcohol. "Why did Karla Warner single out Robert Schelle, clearly with a murderous intent? Why him?"
"Ahh, very good question." I said. "And so far we have no answer at all. Karla Warner hasn't said anything at all, and we have so far come up with absolutely no prior connection between Karla Warner and either Robert or Michelle Schelle. But she did seduce Robert with the intent of using him and/or his company in some way to gain full control of DynaCorp."
"I'll say more on this in a minute. Back to the murders." I said. "I was also going to say that the 'mob hit' was yet another example of Robert watching too many movies, but it might have worked if they had not been so sloppy in their execution of the crimes, nor trying to do them both in one night and having to meet rigid timetables for their alibis.
"Well, it all came to fruition last Thursday. Robert had a meeting that he knew would go late. Karla was going to be at the dinner, but was sure she could slip out the back unnoticed for half an hour in the middle of it; indeed, she got the schedule from Myrtle L. James, who runs her meetings as timely as a railroad.
"So while Robert was still at his meeting, Karla slipped out of her gathering, needing to worry only about Katherine Wilson, who worshipped the very ground Karla walked on. Karla drove to the Schelle's residence, which was not far away, found the extension cord that Robert had left ready for her, and threw it into the water, killing Michelle Schelle within seconds. Then she pushed the radio into the water to make it look like that was the culprit, put the extension cord back into the shed, and drove away."
"Question: why leave the extension cord there?" Britt Maxwell asked. "Why not take it with her and throw it in a garbage can somewhere."
"That's a good question, and I thought a lot about that very point." I said. "My guess is that Karla was on a tight timetable, needed to get back, and didn't have time to fool with looking for a trash can along the way. She was hustling as it was: she was said to be red-faced from embarrassment when she ran into the waiter... but it's more likely she was red-faced from the excitement of having just murdered someone plus having to hustle so quickly to get back to the Clubhouse.
"In addition to all that, she couldn't be seen with the cord; that would be a dead giveaway. Yet again, if the cord were found anywhere between the house and the Ladies Clubhouse, it conceivably could point back to her."
"And speaking of her red face and excitement, Tanya, I think she got a big thrill out of murdering Michelle Schelle, who was as far as we know a total stranger to her. Karla Warner has some demons deep inside her, I suspect, and killing someone gave her a rush. Did she plan to kill anyone before Robert came up with the idea of swapping spouses for murder? I don't know, but I suspect she loved the idea when it came up."
I paused, then continued: "As to the extension cord, I also think that Robert wanted her to leave the cord there. He had it set up so completely to look like he was the guilty party... but then he'd have an alibi of the highest order, leaving us utterly confounded. I think he might have wanted that cord left there to be found just to play us.
"And that's an idiot mistake when the Iron Crowbar is anywhere around." Cindy said. Despite the cheer of agreement, I knew that her remark was partly complimentary and partly needling. I love my team, I love my team, I love my team...
I continued, noticing my mother beaming at Cindy's compliment. "So Karla heads back to the Ladies Club, gets the waiter to bring a tray of waters, then crashes into him within moments of 10:00pm, giving herself her own alibi, any excuse if her dress had gotten wet at the Schelle's, and for her red face... if she even thought of that aspect.
"Meanwhile, Robert has left the meeting and hurries to the subdivision near the River Valley Golf Course. He goes through the fence, drives the cart to the back of the clubhouse, then gets into Anthony Warner's car and waits. This part was dangerous, as he might have been seen, but even more, the timing had to be good and he was hoping Warner would not be too late."
"Wow, what if that meeting had ended earlier?" Martin Nash mused, "and Warner had left already?"
"I asked Schelle about that." I said. "He said that if he had missed Warner at the clubhouse, he was going to try again at Warner's house that night, having a pass to enter the gated subdivision as well the codes to disable the home alarm and the house keys, all from Karla. And that brings up a second key point: Karla had to use the burner phone to call Schelle and see if the crime had gone off as planned. She knew she could not go home until it was completed. That is one reason she was still at the Ladies Club when you guys found her.
"But more importantly, I just happened to be in Robert Schelle's presence when she called, and I saw him take the phone out of his left pocket. Later, I would observe him take his cellphone out of his right pocket... he kept them separated. I knew then I had something in my theory.
"So, Warner obligingly comes out right after 10:00pm, Schelle shoots him then runs off to the golf cart and out through the fence. Not a bad plan at that point."
"So now let me tell you how I came to the conclusions I did." I said. "First, I have to admit that I had an advantage over all of you... I was the only person to visit both crime scenes that night and the next morning."
"Hell, no wonder you get all the wins." the Chief growled. Everyone laughed out loud.
"I admit it." I said, smiling. "But by going to both places, I noticed that both seemed to be staged events, as if they were both part of some play-acting happening at the same time."  
"Aren't all murders staged?" asked Officer Pete Feeley, somewhat out of turn. It was an interesting point, though.
"In some way, yes." I said, "but this was different; follow me here. The Schelle incident was made to look like an accident, then as we found evidence of murder it all pointed to the husband... except, so sorry, he had an alibi. Then the Warner incident, staged to look like a pro hit, but then as we dig we find the likeliest top culprits, the wife and the sister have an alibi, so sorry.
"I was first struck by the RV pad in the Schelle backyard. That is what led me to begin looking for extension cord hookups from the house to a previously existing RV. And that led me to seeing that there was a power source that could deliver deadly voltage to the hot tub, certainly far more than that silly little boom box radio! And that led me to realizing that Dr. Schelle had been murdered.
"And at the Warner murder, I saw instantly what would've had to happen to make that 'pro hit' a reality... and that it truly wasn't realistic. Certainly that was not a hired hit, and the staging of it to look like one eliminated motives such as robbery. Certainly the knowledge of Anthony Warner and his movements that were needed to hit him right at that time was too much to be by a total and complete stranger on an off-chance or random shooting.
"Anyway, and perhaps because of the similarities in the crimes in my mind, I found myself looking at these two seemingly unrelated crimes as indeed related, and I set about on a hair-brained chase in trying to find a connection between the Warners and the Schelles. But there was none that was obvious until Myron came up with the burner phones, and we were able to establish those.
"I'm surprised they didn't change burner phones a few times." Laura said.
"Actually, I think they did." I said. "The records for the two numbers we found them with were recent and spotty. Myron felt like he had at least four more numbers from a few months ago and a few weeks ago, but those numbers haven't been used for a while. Any other questions?"
"I've got more questions in my mind than I can handle right now." admitted Martin Nash, "but the one burning at me right now is the motive for killing Mr. Warner. I can see the motive for Michelle Schelle, but why did Mrs. Warner think that killing Mr. Warner was the best thing to do?"
"That's one for pondering and discussing... good excuse for another Scotch!" I said, pouring another one into my glass. Others followed my example and refreshed their own drinks.
Recharged and re-fortified, I continued. "I can say this: the Warner side of the equation is indeed much more complicated than the Schelle side. I think Robert Schelle just basically snapped; his wife treated him like crap for the last couple of years, no sex between them and he being a very horny man, then her stringing him along on barely enough money to live while he struggled like hell, unsuccessfully, to save his fading company. Schelle also said that Karla told him that Michelle was getting tenure and divorcing him, but how she knew, I have no idea."
"If I may, son," my mother Phyllis interjected. "I would venture a guess that Dr. Schelle visited the same divorce attorneys that Mrs. Warner did. That new Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Cheatham and Howe has been getting quite a bit of business from unhappy women in this Town. While I doubt Mrs. Olivet nor her partners would say anything, there are eyes and ears in every office filled with workers. It is likely that Dr. Schelle told her lawyer that she was getting tenure... oh, I'm sorry Laura, but things like that are among the worst-kept secrets on a University campus... and thus the knowledge went to Karla and ironically right back to Dr. Schelle's own husband."
"I think I'm going to promote Phyllis to Captain." Chief Griswold said, his cheeks rosy. He'd been enjoying some select bourbons over the course of the evening. "Especially since she's the only one with any hope of keeping the Iron Crowbar under wraps, since I know he'll mind his mama." Everyone laughed again.
"I think you may well be right, Mom." I said. "As to the Warners... Anthony Warner visited lawyers dedicated to company acquisitions and split-ups. He wanted to buy Tim Olivet's company, he wanted his sister out of his company, he might have found out about Willoughby and Sommes and was going to kick them to the kerb. Which one? Who can tell, except that Warner was looking for legal advice outside his company, not from within it."
Martin Nash said "He did visit divorce attorneys, and it's likely he did so with the idea of divorcing his wife Karla. Maybe he thought she was in league with Willoughby and Sommes?"
"Nooooo, I don't think so, from what I saw and heard." I said. "Karla Warner had no love lost for Willoughby nor Sommes. I suspect Occam's Razor is the answer, the simplest solution: Warner found out that his wife and his sister were lovers, and he moved to eradicate both of them from his company and his life."
"But why kill him?" Nash asked, persisting, probably for his own thoughts more than anything else. "Surely not for divorce? After all, she could've fought him for half the company, and Courts don't look at lesbianism the way they once would have."
"But she was cheating on him with men also. He likely could've won, and he had the financial resources to take her to the cleaners. I also suspect he may have had some kind of trump card over her" I said.
"Another reason she may have resorted to murder is because of Katherine... she may have discovered his plans to cut Katherine out of DynaCorp, and I'm sure cutting her lover out of his company made Karla very angry at her husband. She's as in love with Katherine as Katherine is with her."
"Of course, Anthony was a fairly religious man-- uhhh...." I stopped a moment as the thought hit me.
"Here we go again." said Cindy, seeing that look on my face again. I came out of the reverie within a moment, though.
"Sorry about that." I said. "Another wild-ass, hair-brained thought on something entirely unrelated. Anyway, Warner was a religious man and might not have handled his wife and sister being lesbian lovers too well. But I don't insist upon it."
"All right, folks." the Chief said. "It's past my bedtime, so it's past your bedtimes. See you tomorrow morning at 6:00am. Clean up any paperwork on these cases so I can close the files by the end of the day. Don't worry about Willoughby and Sommes, the FBI has already informed us they want to speak with them, and they'll likely take them into federal custody soon."
As the gathering broke up, Cindy approached me. "Maybe we can talk more about this tomorrow?" she asked. "I've got some questions about Willoughby and Sommes, but I got the impression you didn't want to talk about it here in front of everyone."
Fantastic, I thought to myself. This woman was learning fast, both in her seeking the answers and in her discretion.
"Yes," I replied. "Maybe not tomorrow, but I'll be glad to talk with you about it soon. That's a promise." Cindy nodded and wished Laura and myself goodnight as we walked out together.
As I drove Laura's Mercedes back towards The Cabin, I asked her "Did you order the paternity tests I asked about?"
"Sure did." she replied. "Probably be Tuesday at the earliest, maybe Wednesday."
"Good." I said, "If I'm right, then that may be the real reason Warner started laying the divorce groundwork...
Part 24 - Unholy Unions
The young man slammed his big cock down into the beautiful woman beneath him. Her slender arms were wrapped around his neck as they deeply kissed, and her luscious, shapely legs were squeezing his sides like a vise as she climaxed deeply around his pistoning prick.
"Oh God, Seth, that was so good.... so good." the woman moaned as she recovered from her orgasm, shivering in delight. "You are one hell of a stud!"
"You're one hell of a woman, Aunt Katherine." Seth gasped, returning the favor as he pumped his lovely aunt, nuzzling her neck as his hard ass bobbed up and down, his prick slicing rapidly in and out of her.
"Oh yeah, baby... so good." Katherine said. "Just like our plan."
"Yeah, I know." Seth said, grinning, slowing down his thrusts as he looked into Katherine's eyes. She smiled back, a wicked smile.
"Yes, it was unfortunate that Karla chose to murder your stepfather like she did." Katherine said, not feeling unfortunate at all. "And now she's in the pokey, and the company is that much closer to being... ours." She kisses Seth, hard.
"And the best part is..." she continued, "is that idiot detective thinking he knows what is going on." She laughed, an evil cackle filling the bedroom.
"Well, he did solve the two murders. Glad he didn't look further." Seth said cautiously.
"Yeah," she continued, "the mighty 'Iron Crowbar' has no fucking idea that it was you who told your dad about Mom cheating with Robert Schelle, and also told him about Willoughby and Sommes embezzling from him."
"You were brilliant too, Aunt Katherine." Seth said. "You had your own car stolen so that Mom would rent another one, and you suggested she rent it in your name. She took one for you when you denied knowing that right in front of her. Then while she was gone, you made sure some of the other ladies noticed she was gone, pretending concern...



"Yes," Katherine mused, "and I liked your idea of seducing Shayla Belle, and making sure to be with her on the night of the murders." Katherine said. "The cops are thinking that you're being chivalrous, protecting her, and they just left you completely alone."
"It was you who realized that Mom and that Schelle bozo were going to act on Thursday night. Or did you suggest it?" Seth said.
"Oh no, Karla thinks I'm clueless and knew nothing about any of it. And then the crying and sobbing while I ratted Karla out to that hick detective and that fucking dyke bitch I dated a couple of years ago... they were totally fooled. But it's all good: Schelle is in the pokey, ratting on your mom. You're mom is in the pokey, and soon we'll control her shares of the company."
"Yeah, baby, yeah." Seth said. "Speaking of 'pokey', I'm going to pokey you some more and then come inside you. Maybe this will be the load that knocks you up, Aunt Katherine?"
"Mmmm, I hope so, baby." Katherine replied. "I've been waiting so long to have your baby... oh fuck me Seth, fuck me--"
"Yeah! Fuck her Seth!" shouted a voice as the bedroom door flew open. Karen Warner stood in the doorway, seeing her brother on top of her aunt, seeing their loins joined in unholy, incestuous union.
"Keep fucking her, Seth!" Karen ordered her brother, who had stopped and looked totally stunned. She approached the bed. "Fuck your aunt! Fuck him back, Aunt Katherine!"
Seth recovered from the shock of his sister bursting in on them. She was wearing a white blouse, tight blue jeans, and high heel pumps, looking hot and beautiful, the smell of her perfume giving him an extra charge. He began fucking his luscious, willowy aunt even harder.
"Let me help you come, big brother." Karen said. "And I do mean big, don't I, brother? What a nice cock. You're a lucky bitch, Aunt Katherine, lucky to be getting all that hot cock to yourself." Karen took some of the lube from the bedside table and coated the index finger of her left hand.
"UHH!" Seth gasped as he felt his sister probe his tight anal sphincter, then begin sliding the lubed finger in. "What the fuck are you DOING, Sis?"
"Gonna make you come, stud." Karen said. "Gonna make you blow your big load hard into Aunt Katherine and get her nice and knocked up." Karen began massaging her brother's prostate from deep within his ass, a trick learned from the hottest sex professor in the nation. "I can't wait to see her belly swelling with your baby."
"Uhh, Uhhh, OH UNNHH!! UHHH!!!!" Seth cried out as he began climaxing. Spurt after spurt of potent, virile semen blasted into his aunt's fertile womanhood as he ejaculated. Karen slid her finger out of her brother's butt as he collapsed onto Katherine, sharing kisses with the lovely older woman.
"When you're finished cuddling, get dressed." Karen ordered, her voice cutting through their heavy breathing. "Come into the living room, we've got some shit to discuss."
------------------------
In the living room, the couple sat down in chairs opposite the sofa, upon which Karen was lounging as if she didn't have a care in the world. She did sit up as they sat down.
"Okay, guys, here's the story." Karen said, her beautiful face glowing, but her eyes sharp with evil intent. "Mom just signed a full power of attorney and a proxy for me to totally control her shares of DynaCorp. Here's a copy of the original document."
Seth and Katherine were totally shocked as Karen continued: "I have control of 40% of the company. Either you can work with me separately, or together, but you better decide soon, because if I fuck the men on the board until their cocks fall off, and they give me 51%, you're both toast."
Seth and Katherine looked at each other, their plans shot to hell. "What... what do you have in mind?" Seth asked.
----------------------------
"Thank you for coming today." Laura said as she seated herself opposite of Seth and Karen Warner on the sofas in her plush, comfortable office. It was Wednesday morning.
Laura continued as pre-planned. "I have something that I really need to show you both. Don, would you come out please?"
I came into Laura's office from the door that led to the back room and the labs, again noting how lives would change on these sofas that faced each other. I was not surprised at what happened next.
"You son of a BITCH!" Karen Warner shouted as she saw me, getting up and running hard at me. She tried to slap me but I was too fast. I had her wrapped up and practically threw her back into her brother's arms.
"You bastard!" Karen screamed as she tried to fight out of Seth's grip, but failing. He was trying to calm her down but she was having none of it. "You tricked my aunt into betraying my mother! You deceived her and tricked her! I'm going to wipe you out, you motherfucking prick!"
"Karen!" Laura ordered, her commanding voice filling the room. "Sit back down! Now!" The girl stopped struggling and Seth led her back to the sofa.
"I didn't trick your aunt, Karen, and I think we all know it." I said. "In fact, she thought she was putting on a really great act, crying and sobbing as she threw her sister-in-law and lover to the dogs. She's not a very good actress, though. Neither are you, for that matter. I did enjoy the spectacle, but I was ready for it and that's why you didn't get to slap me like you wanted to."
"And while we're at it," I said, "I also know that Seth is the one who told his father about his mother having affairs, including with your Aunt Katherine as well as Robert Schelle, and that was why your father was going to divorce your mother... well, that's why you think he was going to divorce her. Then the two of you would be his sole heirs. But that plan got fucked up, didn't it, when your mother got wind of his divorce plans as well as him kicking Katherine to the kerb. She and Robert Schelle created a scheme and killed their spouses."
The Warner siblings were dead silent. Seth had a dumb look of shock on his face, but I noticed a new emotion on Karen's face: respect.
"You will never prove one word of that, Lieutenant." she said, quietly but firmly, a gleam in her lovely eyes. I noticed Laura watching intently, hiding a bemused smile at my repartee with the lovely young woman.
"I don't intend to. I've already proved the murders, and Schelle has cooperated with us. Karla is also beginning to cooperate... to save Katherine." I said.
"But you're right:" I continued, "there is absolutely nothing I can even arrest either of you on. And I'm certainly not going to waste the tax dollars of the good People of this County by having you brought to a trial I could not possibly win."
"You... you said the reason we 'think' Dad was going to divorce Mom." Karen continued, practically not indulging in her legal victory. "So what's the real reason?" I looked over at Laura.
"That's why I asked you here today." Laura said. "Do either of you know who your father is, your biological father?"
"No." said Karen. Seth shook his head.
"I ran these tests from the blood samples you gave me during the study, Karen, and Seth was kind enough to let me take a cheek swab for his DNA." Laura continued. "I ran them against samples taken at the Hospital of a man who was murdered in this town just a few weeks ago, a very famous man."
"You... you mean..." Karen stammered.
"Yes." Laura stated. "Karen, you and Seth are the biological children of the late Reverend Jonas Oldeeds." The kids looked a bit blank, but otherwise not particularly perturbed.
"And that was a big part of the reason for your father divorcing your mother." I said. "Oldeeds impregnated your mother twice years ago. Your father was very religious in his younger days and not only was an Oldeeds follower, he agreed to marry your mother and raise the two of you as his own because he knew who your father was and at the time wanted to help him and protect him. Your father is by no means the only person fooled by Oldeeds." I thought of my own father as I said that last bit.
"Then when the Oldeeds planned visit to this Town was announced, some other things happened. Oldeeds made a move on a company your father wanted to buy, and when your father investigated what was going on, he found out some news about Oldeeds and his empire; he found out that Oldeeds was involved in human trafficking of young women. Your father was incensed, and was going to divorce your mother and cut all three of you out of his will. Then he found out about your mother and Katherine being lovers, and he cut his sister out too... a bit unfairly, if you ask me."
"Well, we certainly didn't know any of that stuff with Oldeeds." Karen said.
"Maybe you did, maybe you didn't." I said. "But as I said, I couldn't do anything about it even if I wanted to. But I'm trying to help you here by giving you this information." 
"How so?" Seth asked.
"I just told you: you are biological children of the very wealthy Jonas Oldeeds. You have every right to sue his estate for mucho dinero."
"Which you obviously want us to do." Karen said perceptively. "Why?"
"Let's just say that I am not a fan of the Reverend Oldeeds nor his whore of a wife. You deserve that money as much as his wife does." I stated.
"Yeah," Karen said, her eyes shrewd and cunning like her mother's eyes had been. "I'll find out the real reason someday. There's got to be someone with your powers, someone I can use against you. Author's note: that's a clue for the future, peeps! But... I have to admit, you're not a stupid as you look."
"I'll take that as a compliment." I said, making a mental note of her threat, wondering who she might try to use against me. I then got up and went to Laura's desk. I picked up a picture, then showed it to Karen. "Nice picture. You like it?"
Karen looked, then frowned. The picture was of me and Laura on the day I was promoted to Lieutenant, me in full uniform and the Medal of Valor, Laura's hands on my chest as I held her in one arm, obviously a couple in love posing for a picture together.
"Well I'll be damned." Karen said. "So that's why Mrs. Olivet was laughing when I said that. And the engagement ring on her finger right now, too?"
I just smiled.
"Well, congratulations." Karen said, her voice withering and not happy at all. "Come on, Seth, we'll be going now. Dr. Fredricson, I'm out of your program. I won't be returning to school. And I'll see you soon, Lieutenant... in hell."
"You have a nice day too, Miss Warner." I said. "I for one hope that I never have a professional reason to ever see you again."
Seth looked blank and confused, but Karen knew full well the intent of my admonition. But she said nothing as she walked out the door.
"Okay, how did you know all that about Seth?" Laura asked. I came over to her and took her into my arms.
"Like my mother said the other day, offices have eyes and ears." I said, then kissed Laura's cheek and nuzzled her neck.
"And I do believe it was you who suggested I sleep with Mr. Warner's personal administrative assistant." I whispered.
"Mmm, good man." Laura said. Our lips met in a warm kiss and fire spread through my chest and down to my loins. "I'll be sure to tell Gayle not to give away my secrets when you're fucking her in the future."
"No worries, babe." I said, knowing full well that Gayle had given me all that information... because Laura had told her to...
Part 25 - Epilogue
Saturday morning, 7:00am. A beautiful sunrise, and beautiful Bettina on the TV screen.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg at the anchor desk of KXTC Channel Two News!" she said from the TV studios. "Let's go straight to national reporter Priya Ajmani for some breaking news!"
"This is Priya Ajmani, KXTC Channel Two News!" the drop-dead-gorgeous Indian woman said into her microphone. "Channel Two News is following the breaking story that Karen and Seth Warner, adopted children of the recently murdered Anthony Warner, have filed an inheritance claim against the estate of the late Rev. Jonas Oldeeds. They claim to be Rev. Oldeeds' love children after he had an affair with their mother years ago. Their mother, Mrs. Karla Warner, was arrested in connection with the murders of Dr. Michelle Schelle of the University as well as her own husband..."
"Wow." Cindy Ross said as we watched together.
"Was that 'wow' about the story or about that beautiful Indian reporterette?" I asked. We were alone in the room.
"Both." Cindy said.
"I don't blame you a bit on that one." I said, smiling.
"When is Laura's baby due?" Cindy asked, wanting to change the subject.
"In about a month." I said. "We're going to get married next weekend at the Justice of the Peace. Laura is insisting on it. Shortest engagement in County history, I'd imagine.
"Ha!" Cindy replied. "Do you realize how many slugs meet at the House of the Rising Sun, get 'engaged' overnight, married at the J.P. the next morning?"
"No, but I'm sure Tanya could tell us." I replied as the lovely Crime Lab Supervisor tried to sneak up behind me. "Isn't that right, Detective Perlman?"
"No," Tanya replied, not letting anything show that I'd caught her, but knowing full well. "But I can tell you all about the wickedly delicious, sinfully adulterous sex they're having."
"By the way," Tanya added. "The front desk asked me to tell you that the Chief called and said he'd see you at 10:00 this morning.
"The Chief is off this morning." Cindy said.
"That's right." I said, "but you and I are going to see him at his house, Cindy. And before you ask, you'll find out why when we get there."
Finis ... for now.
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Part 1 - The Bigger Picture
It was going to be a warm Saturday afternoon, I thought, as Cindy Ross and I drove east out of town and past the finger of the mountain ridge upon which my home was built. The July 4th holiday wasn't too far off either, but all the fireworks seemed to be happening today.
Driving further east along the main highway that ultimately led to the City, we saw Cemetery Hill to our south. Before reaching Nextdoor County, I turned north on a small, poorly paved road, County Road 1. After going a distance north, I turned right onto a dirt driveway that led to a modest brick ranch-style house.
"He's at the dock." Mrs. Griswold said as she came out to greet us. "You can just go on around back. Would you like something to drink before you go?"
Armed with bottled waters, we walked down the path to the dock. The Chief's house was on a lot on a large lake, which straddled our County and Nextdoor County. It was on the other side of the lake where we had caught up to Joe Arruzio, who chose suicide over arrest for his wife and Jack Burke's murders.
The lake had been built experimentally decades ago with the purpose of being a reservoir, but that had not worked out sufficiently, and both our County and Nextdoor County developed other water sources. The lake now had fish, and I knew it was the Chief's favorite place to relax.
Cindy was wearing a white sleeveless blouse, blue slacks and high heel slides, and a baseball cap. I was wearing a white golf shirt and blue slacks and my full-brim Tilley hat as we approached the dock, where the Chief was sitting. He hailed us as we came up to him. After some small chatter, the Chief got started.
"First, Cindy, I need to tell you this." said the Chief. "I told Don to bring along the one person he trusted the most, and here you are. I happen to agree with his choice." Cindy looked back at me. I just nodded.
I said "You said you wanted to talk more about the Willoughby-Sommes situation. What were you thinking about?"
"They were up to something." Cindy said. "So I did some digging. I was going to work with Sonali, but for some reason I've come to think that I don't really trust her, and then Myron and his goth girlfriend Mary said they'd help me. Seems they were looking into the same things I wanted to."
"Good. And very smart on Sonali." I said. "She is definitely going to be with Vice and not MCD. So what did you find?"
Cindy continued. "While we were researching Willoughby and Sommes during the Warner murder investigation, we were able to get a thread that they wanted to buy Tim Olivet's company. They'd formed a holding company, called DynaDynamics, to make the bid. Warner found out and tried to buy Olivet's company himself, possibly to head them off. Jeanine Olivet went in an entirely different direction. But the DynaDynamics holding company's name came up again when I began searching another direction."
"Which is?" I asked as she paused.
"Mr. Ward, of Ward Harvester." Cindy replied. "I started looking hard into him after he made it extremely clear that he hates your guts, and I couldn't understand why. And then he got Robert Schelle fired just because we police came around asking about Schelle."
Cindy went on, getting to her point: "I ran some computer searches after Teresa and I interviewed him, and while his main farming equipment business seems legit enough, it's clear he's been doing some stuff on the side."
"The ammonium nitrate?" I asked.
"Yes." Cindy said, nodding. "Since the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995, that stuff is strongly regulated and kept track of. But it seems that his incoming materials have exceeded what he's sold that has records. So then I begin to find out that Ward was not only into ammonium nitrate, he's found it lucrative to get into other chemicals... chemicals that explode with big booms. They keep it under wraps, but Ward Harvester produces plastic explosives and even thermite. They sell to mining companies, mostly, and even to the guys who produce the Mythbusters television show. But once again, it looks like there's a bit more being produced than sold."
"That's true. And some of it blew up just as I was walking into the building." I said, somewhat drily. "So where did this lead you?"
Cindy continued. "Ward has a company called Ward Dynamics... and Ward Dynamics is listed as the majority partner of DynaDynamics."
"So when you put this together, what does it mean to you?" I asked. Cindy was doing great, I thought to myself; it was now time to help her go from data acquisition to the imagination that would make her a great detective.
She said "Obviously Mr. Ward is in with Willoughby and Sommes to buy Olivet's company. And while Willoughby and Sommes did some other crimes, I didn't find a connection with any of that to Ward. So I'm not sure even if anything illegal has happened here, but it's fishy."
"Did you look into Olivet's company at all?" I asked.
"Just the basic stuff." Cindy replied. "Tim Olivet did some metallurgical manufacturing, but he also did some chemical production. Mostly acids that are used in metalwork, but also basic compounds that were then bought by major drug companies like BigPharmaCorp to make pharmaceuticals. He had several manufacturing patents and product patents, and Jeanine Olivet is auctioning off licenses on the patents to the highest bidder, one at a time. She's going to make a fortune for her charity on that."
"So that's what I wanted to ask you about." Cindy said. "I've got this little mudball of muck, but I'm not sure what to make of it, if anything."
"Excellent work, Ross." the Chief said. "Don, it's time to fill her in on the details she doesn't know."
"Yes sir, I agree." I said. "But first: I have to have your promise to never divulge what you are being told today. Not to anyone. Not to your best friends, not to Teresa Croyle, not to Britt Maxwell, not to your lovers, not to your sister, not even to Melina nor anywhere within hearing of my fiancee Laura. Even people you trust or think you can trust cannot be told even one word about this, or it could be fatal to all of us, okay?"
"Gotcha. I promise." Cindy said.
"Thank you." I said. "Do you remember a little over a year ago, when I first came to this Town?"
"I remember you coming for your interview." Cindy said. "I know you were here before that, but that was something on the University side, and they made efforts not to share anything with us. To this day Britt won't say anything about it."
"That's good of her, but let me fill you in on the details, beginning at the beginning." I said. "My nephew Ned was one of those genius prodigies as a kid, especially in chemistry and biochemistry. He was admitted to the University early and began working with a professor named Heinz on research into experimental drugs. Ned then went rogue. At first no one realized that he was using his knowledge and genius to make some drugs on the side that he did not report nor make notes about. And his attempt to use some of both Heinz's and his own drugs on Melina, Todd and myself during our camping trip last year was the first time he tried those drugs on other people."
"When Melina, Todd and I first came here, it was to deliver the young criminal into State custody. Fortunately we were not harmed, but at the time I was totally unaware of what was going on with him and with Dr. Heinz, so we brought him here. If I knew then what I know now, Ned's body would've been found floating in the lake where we were camping, but that's spilt milk. I'm sure the Chief didn't hear that." I said in needling fashion.
"Didn't hear what?" the Chief answered idly, not flinching a bit.
"Thank you, sir. Anyway, Ned later prepared the drugs that nearly killed Melina and made her lose her first baby. But he also was making a play for Olivet's company, and by the twisted route of trying to murder Olivet's wife and making himself heir to the company by later killing his brother Olivet. We know how that turned out." I said with no small amount of asperity in my voice.
"So we now have Ned as well as Ward, Willoughby and Sommes interested in Olivet's company... or more specifically, something that Olivet created or discovered that they want."
"I'm with you so far." Cindy said.
"What you also don't know is the level of the Federal Government's involvement." I said. "The C.I.A. has been known to work with Universities and their professors on secret research projects. Sometimes it's math professors and mathematical models, sometimes chemistry or pharmacy college professors on chemical or drug research. It's likely that the project Dr. Heinz and Ned were working on was being funded by the Government."
"Ohhhh, and Willoughby and Sommes were stealing military secrets from DynaCorp." Cindy said.
"Yes, but don't jump too far ahead. Yes, Willoughby and Sommes caused the CIA and FBI to begin investigating DynaCorp. But the bigger question is who was behind Ward and the DynaCorp boys going after Olivet's company."
"Cindy, at this point let me tell you this: if something happens to me and the Chief, which is why we're telling you all this, there is one man you can trust that you should contact... if he does not contact you first. That man is Jack Muscone of the FBI."
"Agent Muscone is investigating these issues at the Federal level, and cannot tell me everything he's doing or finding out, but I occasionally get some info from him on the side. He's been digging really deep into the Oldeeds Religious Empire since Oldeeds' murder.
"They have found what I knew a little about already: that Jonas Oldeeds was running a human trafficking operation across national borders, importing young girls and some boys and selling them into sexual slavery and prostitution. He then began working with the CIA to smuggle drugs along his operational lines, ostensibly to help the CIA catch drug runners, but actually to help them raise money for black operations. The CIA has been doing things like that for decades, of course."
"Human trafficking?" Cindy asked, astonished.
"The drugs." I replied. "Oldeeds was doing the sex trafficking."
"And Rev. Oldeeds was here just a few weeks ago." Cindy said.
"And he didn't leave alive." I said. "But more on that later; the key point right now is that Oldeeds can be added to the list of those interested in Olivet's company and whatever little secret Tim Olivet possessed. Muscone and I are pretty sure that Oldeeds was working with Willoughby and Sommes. I talked to Jack yesterday and he doesn't see a link between Ward and Oldeeds... which means that it's all the more likely they were working together, but through intermediaries."
"So Anthony Warner learned about Willoughby and Sommes embezzling from him, investigated and found that Oldeeds was behind them, and that set Warner off. He'd been an Oldeeds disciple and felt betrayed... to the point that Warner went after his own wife and her children, who were fathered by Oldeeds years ago. Warner also went after his sister who was his wife's lover. Then he went after Willoughby and Sommes by trying to buy out Olivet's company and break them off. Yet he was murdered because some videophile watched an old Hitchcock movie, and by sheer coincidence."
"Wow." Cindy said. "And that opened all this up by accident?" I nodded.
"How do you keep all this stuff straight in your head?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, it gets better." I said, then continued. "Warner did not do all his stuff by himself." I continued. "He brought in the FBI immediately when he found out about Willoughby and Sommes. And whether the FBI wanted it to happen or not, the CIA came into the picture."
"It was the CIA who was behind Warner's attempt to purchase Olivet's company, ostensibly to block Ward/Oldeeds from getting it. So we now have Ward/Oldeeds, we have Ned, and we have Warner & the CIA, all interested in poor Tim Olivet's company, and the 'why' of it I don't know but am glancing into it on the side... if perps would just give us a break and stop murdering people and give us time to look into it."
The Chief laughed at that one.
"You have questions." I said, observing Cindy's face.
"God, do I ever." Cindy said. "I don't think I'm stupid, but I sure feel stupid right now."
"Don't." I admonished. "Our profession is served by observation, deduction and the third key ingredient: knowledge. You could not possibly know some of this stuff. I'm still putting puzzle pieces together. So what are your questions?"
"Any connections to Sergei Molotov or that dead chess player Kurchikov?" she asked.
"Not that I know of." I said. "Those were pretty straightforward drug cases."
Cindy said "I remember Karla Warner wanting Robert Schelle to keep his company. Do you think they were going to use it to compete for Mr. Olivet's business?"
"Hmmm," I said. "I hadn't really thought of that. It's possible."
"Looks like you got one over on the Iron Crowbar, Miss Ross." the Chief said, not successfully hiding a smile under his mustaches.
"Hardly, sir." Cindy replied, smiling at the compliment. "My next thought is... did the CIA assassinate Jonas Oldeeds?" Damn, she's more astute than I'd hoped for, I thought happily.
I replied "Let's just say this: their presence can be felt in that case, and that bullet that wandered in my direction may have been a present from one of their agents. But I doubt they wanted Oldeeds dead: some of them were working with him and some of his trafficking operations, ostensibly as a drug sting but in truth to raise money for black ops.
"Also, sometimes the CIA's left hand does not know what its right hand is doing. But my suspicion is that the killing of Oldeeds was a rogue killing for personal reasons, and not a professional hit desired or approved by anyone within the Company. That can wait, though, until we get through this other stuff."
"Was it the CIA that got you out of Ward Harvester alive?" Cindy asked. Damn, she could indeed go at times where I did not care for her to go, I thought to myself.
"No, I don't think so." I said. "My memory of that night is hazy, though."
"Harrumph." said the Chief, keeping his gaze firmly fixed over the lake. Cindy just looked at him quizzically, then her eyes cut to me.
"There is one other thing." I said. "And this is something you should forget unless and until somebody succeeds in taking me out: there is one man in this County who has long had an association with the CIA. He is far and away the most dangerous man in the country, much less our County, and I'm telling you this just so you can avoid him and not cross him.
"His name is Henry R. Wargrave, the billionaire who is a University Trustee. He made his billions in arms trades, much of it in association with the CIA. Whatever you do, do not fuck with him, cross him, or let him find out that you know anything at all."
"Gotcha." Cindy said. "Wow, I had no idea all this was going on in this little town. So Chief," she said, turning to Chief Griswold as he picked up a fishing rod. "Is this why you brought Don into the Police Force here?" I knew by the question that there was an edge to Cindy, that she had long wondered why I had been brought in and was favored by the brass, and that her thoughts had not necessarily been in my favor.
"No." said the Chief. "All that shit rolled in here despite Don, though he did bring Ned here to be placed under arrest. Don is here for another reason, which is why I wanted him to bring you out here today; you're going to be helping him on this: There are some bad people in my Police Department, Miss Ross, and I want those bad seeds weeded out of my Department before I retire. Now that they've announced a Sheriff election next year, it becomes doubly important for you two to make this happen before the wrong person is elected sheriff."
"Any ideas on who we're looking for?" Cindy asked.
"Not quite yet." I said. "But here's one thing I'm willing to bet on now: whoever is the ringleader will run for Sheriff next year."
"And you'll run against him, or her?" the Chief asked, his voice giving away his desire for me to do just that.
"I have a much better idea than that." I said. The Chief nearly broke his neck, so hard did he whirl to look at me, utter shock on his face. I did not elaborate further, despite entreaties for me to do so.
"That'll come in due time, Chief. Okay Cindy, here's the scoop on what we're going to do within the Department." I said. "No insult to Internal Affairs, but they can't deal with it by themselves..."
After I told them my plan, Cindy said "Oh yeah, we need to talk to Tanya ASAP. About those drugs we found on Bounel."
"Okay" I said. "Let's go talk to Tanya. Chief?"
"I didn't hear a word of that. Y'all go fishing for crooks while I go fishing for dinner." Chief Griswold said, preparing to cast a line with the fishing pole he'd just picked up. We made our goodbyes and left.
"I don't want him to retire." Cindy said as we drove back to Town, meaning the Chief.
"I'd rather have him retired and alive than work and fret himself into his grave." I replied.
"I hear you." said Cindy. "By the way, what's up with Melina?"
"What do you mean?" I asked. 
"She's been walking on air this past week... she's absolutely glowing. I don't think it's her pregnancy, either." Cindy replied. "It's like she met someone and fell head over heels in love with him. But Teresa told me that your nephew Todd hasn't seen Melina for days, and he isn't happy about it."
"I know nothing of it." I said. "And it's not my business any more, either. I'll leave you and Teresa to sleuthing in that department."
"We'll just have to call in your mom for that." Cindy replied, barely hiding a grin. "It's amazing how she can tell who is having affairs with whom."
"That comes from living for years in a small town like Apple Grove." I said. "There's more 'human nature' happening in those friendly confines than bigger towns like ours here..."
Part 2 - Medical Studies
"Come in, Christina." Tanya Perlman ordered.
We were in the Crime Lab building, which was on the lot next door to Police Headquarters, to the left as one faced the front entrance, just South as the crow flies. The building shared the secured parking lot with Headquarters. It was also the Coroner's office and was where Medical Examiners performed autopsies and stored human bodies.
We were in what passed for a conference room, next to Tanya's office which she tried to use as little as possible. Inside were myself and Cindy Ross.
Christina Cho was a gorgeous Asian woman. Her blue-black hair was extremely long and lustrous. She was very slender, a bit tall for an Asian woman, and her legs and feet were very shapely. Her face not only had the high cheekbones and slanted eyes of Asian women, but was full of sharp angular lines all over. Her lips were full, shapely and inviting.



I only had one thought as I looked at Christina Cho: I wanted to fuck her face. I wanted to feel her giving me head, and I could sense it would be one incredibly hot blowjob. I also suspected that she was the kind of woman that loathed and spurned all sex, like many Asian women seemed to be.
"Come in, Miss Cho." I said as she appeared in the doorway, my hand pointing toward a chair and inviting her to sit. "Please, have a seat. Supervisor Perlman says you have a story you'd like to share with us."
Tanya's face was dark and not happy; she was angry about what she'd learned. I'd suggested beforehand that I would try to be as nice and pleasant as possible so that we could get the full story out of Christina. She was an excellent lab technician, her only drawback being that she simply would not take up the leadership roles that both Tanya and I were really hoping she would.
"Well, sir..." Christina started, then faltered.
"Tell him!" Tanya ordered, her frustration beginning to show.
"Miss Cho, just start at the beginning and tell me the whole story." I said.
"Okay," Christina said. "I graduated from school in California a few years ago." She named the school; it was one of the finest research institutions in the Nation. "I had been working with Dr. Bradford Mays, and when I left to come here, he asked me to send any samples that were unusual. Nothing that would harm a case, of course, just unusual forensic things after the cases were over. He asks all the students that work with him to do the same."
"And so you've been sending some small portions of samples to him from our crime lab from time to time?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Christina said, her face a mask of worry.
"I see." I said. "So why is this coming to light now?"
"Dr. Mays would always send back anything unusual that he found from whatever we sent him, so that we could use that information to do our jobs better. Sort of a payback for sending him things.
"I sent him a little bit of those drugs you found in that Bounel raid, the one that we officially don't know anything about. He emailed back asking for more information, a lot more information on where and how we got those samples, what we knew about them, stuff like that. I was worried about giving that kind of information to him."
"And that's when you informed Detective Perlman?" I asked.
"Uh, no sir." Christina said, her face flushed. "She came to me, asking about it. I didn't try to hide anything once she asked."
"I see." I said. "So did Dr. Mays tell you anything about those samples?"
"Here's the email he sent." she said. I read it. The ricin vial was just that: ricin. But the heroin and other drug vials had some other compounds in them as well... synthetic compounds that Dr. Mays said had other uses. One of the compounds would cause excruciating pain if administered in even the smallest amounts to areas of the body where there were nerve endings...meaning anywhere on the body, especially under the skin. The second compound was the antidote to the first, to stop the interaction of the first drug and also stop the excruciating pain.
"What in the hell was Bounel doing with sophisticated shit like this?" I asked aloud, though to myself. I went into a brown study for a moment. Cindy was wise enough to not make a crack about it.
"So Christina," I said at last, after my introspection, "I understand from this that the heroin and other drugs were mainly to mask the presence of these synthetic drugs?"
"That's what Dr. Mays suggested." Christina said.
"Well, this is certainly a potential problem, Christina." I said. "But in some ways fortunate. On the bad side: Although you may have waited until a case was over, if something happened and we had to re-try it on appeal, we'd be in a world of hurt because of potentially tainted evidence. On the good side: we'd have never known about these synthetic drugs if you hadn't have sent the samples from the vials.
"Okay," I continued. "Right now what I need from you, Christina, is a list of everything you sent to Dr. Mays. It's important that you remember everything and leave nothing out, just in case this comes up in a future case. Go do that now, while I talk to these Detectives."
Christina fled the room.
"How did you find out, Tanya?" I asked as she sat her lovely butt down in the chair Christina had just vacated.
"Agent Richard Ferrell of the SBI contacted me." Tanya said, practically hurling a letter at me. "He's now with the SBI Narcotics Task Force. As you can see, he asked for the Bounel samples. He wants all of it, both sets of vials."
"Shit..." I said, "... and I can see in this letter that he's making threats if you don't send them to him. And... oh my... he says to send them directly to him and not let anyone else... 'particularly your MCD Lieutenant'... know about it. So nice of him to think of me so specifically, wouldn't you say?"
"That son of a bitch." Cindy said quietly.
"Yes, that boy is due for a spanking," I said, "and I have just the tool to deliver him one."
I went into orders mode: "Tanya, you are to confiscate those samples. I want you to put one set of the vials in an empty gun case, yes a gun case, then put that in an evidence folder, seal it up, and bring it to me. I'm going to bury it so deep in the evidence room at Headquarters that they'll never find it. Then I want you to put the other set under classification and in the most secure storage you have in this facility. Tell no one else what you did.
"And when, not if but WHEN Dick Ferrell contacts you again, you are to reply that you immediately informed your MCD Lieutenant of his 'request', and that he must speak to me directly about it for any further information."
"Yes sir." Tanya said. "What about Christina."
"A little leadership lesson for you two ladies: I will not contradict you nor help her against you in your presence, that would be undermining you as her supervisor, which is very very bad. What I suggest is that you tell her that due to her excellent service, you're just going to give her a verbal warning and forget about this as long as she continues to deliver excellent service to this Police Department. I am going to call her back in and tell her a couple of things. Go give her the ass chewing now, then bring her back in."
While Tanya was gone, I looked at Cindy. "Want to have some fun helping me give a dirty SBI agent a beatdown?"
"People are trying to kill you and you just throw gasoline on the fire." Cindy replied, her voice one of concern. I understood what she meant. Just then, Christina came back in with Tanya. Christina's face was very red and she looked like a frightened rabbit at bay.
"Okay, Christina," I said, "I have to say this. I understand about Dr. Mays and his research. My own future wife is a research professor, so I'm actually sympathetic to what he's trying to do. However, we have to be extremely careful and particular where evidence is concerned. So before you ever send anything to Dr. Mays again, you must first get Supervisor Perlman's permission, and I would imagine she'll clear it with me first. I'm not against helping out research professors if it makes our jobs easier to do, but for the sake of evidence and the Law we have to make sure we do it right, okay?"
"Yes sir." Christina said, immense relief on her face that she wasn't getting fired.
------------------------
"Yeah, go on in." the Evidence Supervisor said from underneath his gray baseball cap. The Evidence Room was actually three separate rooms. One had drug evidence, the second had weapons evidence, and the third was for all other evidence. The rooms were in the secure basement of Headquarters, and where one went back left to I.T., back right to Internal Affairs, and front left to the Armory and shooting range, the Evidence rooms were front right.
The evidence bag was sealed with a written admonition to contact me personally before breaking the seal. Inside was a pistol case, not containing a firearm but one of the sets of vials from the Bounel raid. There was no guarantee that they were perfectly safe here, but this was about as good a dodge and secure a place to hide this important stuff from the agents that would be trying by hook or by crook to get them from us. I hoped they'd think the vials were in the drug evidence room.
Part 3 - Ladies In Love
"Oh my god, it was so wonderful!" Melina said.
It was mid-afternoon, and she and Laura were sitting on one of the sofa's in Laura's office. Melina's legs were curled up under her and Laura was on Melina's left side, cradling the younger woman.
"Daniel is just so... amazing!" Melina said, her eyes dreamy. "We just talk like we've been best friends forever, and then when he makes love to me... oh geez, I couldn't stop coming last night! He had me screaming as he ate me out, and then he fucked me half the night. He came inside me three times, Laura!"
"Did you wake him up with a great blowjob?" Laura asked.
"Oh, of course." Melina said. "I drained his balls and swallowed every drop. And sucking Daniel is... different... than any other guy I've ever sucked. I just wanted his cock more than anything, and wanted him to really feel pleasure from me... does that make sense?"
"Oh yes." Laura said. "Melina, you are a woman in love."
"Yeah..." Melina said, then her eyes dropped... a flash of light had arrested her attention. She took her right hand and held Laura's left hand up.
"Ohhh, does this mean..." Melina said, not finishing the sentence. She was looking at Laura's engagement ring.
"Yes." Laura said. "That's what last week's party was about. I have to admit, he totally surprised me."
"Oh, congratulations!" Melina said, hugging the older woman. "I really am happy for both of you."
"Thank you, darling." Laura replied. "I wondered why you didn't come to the party until you told me about Daniel. Oh-- did you tell him about your pregnancy, about the baby?"
"Yes." Melina said. "I did that right away, on our first date. He seems to be okay with it all." Melina's face seemed to darken a bit, and she looked wistful. Laura knew something wasn't quite right.
"Everything okay?" she asked.
"Yeah... yeah." Melina said. "It's all good."
"Does Todd know... about Daniel?"
"Not yet." Melina said. "I'm going to have to tell him, but I haven't seen him in over a week. Between working here and at the gym, I've been busy as hell."
"Speaking of work, how do you like my new administrative assistant Gayle?" Laura asked, changing the subject, knowing it wasn't just Todd that in Melina's mind, disturbing her.
"She seems good, very competent with the paperwork." Melina replied. "I think she's perfect for your group here: she looks like she has nothing but sex on her mind all the time."
Laura laughed. "I think you're right. She's a perfect fit... just like you are." She leaned over and pressed her lips to Melina's, gently at first, then harder, their kiss deepening as their arms entwined...
Some time later, Laura said to Melina. "Get packing and give Daniel a quick call that you're going with me to the symposium this week. It's in California, at--" she named the institution, which was Christina Cho's alma mater. "We've kept public info about it under wraps after what happened to Rev. Oldeeds during the time of the symposium we had here. Pack all of the things you'll need."
 "On my way." Melina said, getting up and heading out the door.
Part 4 - Legal Pursuits
It was the next day, Sunday morning, nearing 11:00am as I pulled up to Jeanine Olivet's new home. It was smaller than the mansion she and her late husband Timothy had shared, but was still in an exclusive, gated community to the northwest of town, and it was rumored that Mrs. Olivet was a damn good golf player on the excellent course around which the community was built.
"Por favor, come in Lieutenant." the lovely maid Dolores said in response to my knock on the door. She was wearing the ubiquitous black maid's outfit with white apron, with a very short skirt, and her luscious, shapely legs were accented by very high heel black pumps. "Mrs. Olivet will be here in a few moments; she had to step out on an errand. Would you like some coffee or tea?"
"Mmm, that's quite all right." I said. "I can think of something else I want, though." I slipped my arms around the Latina girl's waist, gently pulling her to me. "Something a lot hotter."
I kissed Dolores, gently at first, then forcing my tongue into her mouth and probing it. The lovely Latina maid did not resist at all; she slid her arms up my chest and around my neck as she returned the kiss, twining her tongue around mine as the kiss deepened. As I kissed her my hands roamed over her back and sides and to her ass. Slipping them under her skirt, my hands felt her bare asscheeks; she was not wearing panties. My cock began throbbing with iron hardness.
I eased Dolores back onto the sofa until she was lying on her back. She watched as I removed my sportscoat and gun holster and put them to the side, then eased down on top of her, pressing my mouth to her's again in another deep kiss. My hands felt her breasts under her maid suit, they were fairly large but nice and firm. Then I slid my hand to her thigh, rubbing it as I gently eased her legs apart and let my fingers slide up to her pussy.
She was sopping wet. One finger went in easily, sliding knuckle-deep. A second finger was a very tight fit and Dolores groaned into my mouth. Continuing to kiss her, I reached down to unbuckle my pants but her hands beat me to it as she opened them and released my cock from its confines. We needed no further foreplay. I fit the head of my cock into her slit and I drove forward.
"OH DIOS!" Dolores cried out as I sank my cock balls-deep into her with just one thrust, sliding smoothly in on a slick layer of hot Latina cunt oil. I immediately pulled almost all the way out then drove back in, fully sheathing my cock in the tight, wet heat of her scalding, sopping wet cunt.
My mouth nuzzled her neck and jaw up to her ear as I established a fast, steady rhythm of fucking. Dolores pulled her legs up and back, I could feel her calves along the sides of my back and the backs of her feet in the high heels pressing into my ass and hips. Dolores's cunt was nice and tight, an extreme pleasure to fuck.
And fuck her I did. I drove my hard meat into her with driving thrusts, feeling my balls slap wetly against her flesh, tasting her with my mouth. My lust was fueled by the feeling of her shapely legs pressing against my sides and her hands clutching at my asscheeks as she tried to meet my relentlessly powerful strokes into her hot, wet depths. I thought about how good it would be to come inside this woman, to inseminate her with my seed...
As I copulated with the maid Dolores, I thought of the other Latina women I'd had intercourse with, one in my high school days, a girl named Rosa who was a "big" voluptuous girl that gave meaning to that Spinal Tap song verse "the bigger the cushion, the sweeter the pushin' ", and a lovely woman with a tight, fine body in college named Lorena. The memory of those matings only added to my pleasure as I steadily and deeply pumped Dolores on her mistress's sofa.
"Oh si, oh si..." Dolores moaned as I took her, fucking her with raw abandon. I felt her tight cunt clutching at me, then clamp down hard as she gasped in my ear. She said several things in Spanish as she climaxed. I continued to pump, beginning to feel my own nut rising, wanting to ejaculate my full load deep into her sopping wet Latina pussy.
I felt the presence of someone else and looked up. Jeanine Olivet was watching us. She was wearing a green dress, sheer black pantyhose and patent-leather black high heel slingback shoes. She looked damn hot herself. We made eye contact as I fucked her maid, not breaking my strokes. Then Dolores became aware of Jeanine's presence.
"Mon Dios!" Dolores said, trying to push me off her. "Oh ma'am, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry..."
"It's quite all right, Dolores." Jeanine said reassuringly. I would've kept going, but Dolores was clearly distressed, so I dismounted her, my hard, wet cock bobbing in front of me.
"Be a good girl, Dolores, and clean off Don's big cock." Jeanine ordered. The maid was blushing furiously, but leaned over and sucked my cock into her mouth, slurping and licking it for a moment, cleaning it of its heavy coating of cunt juices.
"I... I'm so sorry, ma'am." Dolores stammered, getting up and straightening up her maid dress.   "It's quite fine, Dolores." Jeanine said, a mischievous smile on her lovely face. "I don't blame you a bit, and I know that this virile man seduced you and made love to you. And..." Jeanine added, as Dolores continued to stammer, "Don is going to fuck me next." The pretty Latina maid's face and even her body was crimson with embarrassment.
"Dolores, why don't you take the day off, with pay." Jeanine offered. "I won't need you again until tomorrow morning for breakfast, okay?"
"Yes ma'am. Thank you, ma'am." Dolores said, taking the opportunity to quickly flee. Once she was gone, Jeanine smiled at me.
"I hope you saved some for me." Jeanine said as I approached her and brazenly took her into my arms as I had done her maid some minutes before.
"I sure did." I said. I began kissing the drop-dead gorgeous Jeanine Olivet, tasting her sweetness. I felt her hand reach down and grasp the shaft of my cock, gently stroking me. I was iron hard, throbbing with desire to fuck this gorgeous woman and empty my balls into her.
"Whey don't we go... talk.. where we'll be much more comfortable." the lovely woman offered. I grabbed my coat and gun, and we headed towards her bedroom.
--------------------------------
"Sooooooo," Jeanine said as we cuddled, lying naked in the sheets of her bed, enjoying the afterglow of our deep, intense climaxes. "Why did you come visit me? What did you want to talk about?"
We had enjoyed an hour of hot, sweaty, intensely physical fucking. After we made out and slipped each other's clothes off, Jeanine had asked me to shoot my first load into her mouth, as I was already hot and charged up from fucking Dolores. As Jeanine began sucking my meat, I reveled in the pleasure, thinking again that not even Laura nor Melina had ever sucked my cock this deliciously well; Jeanine's mouth was simply the best my cock had ever experienced. I could not hold off and I erupted like a volcano, my man-lava spewing into her throat. She swallowed every drop, sucking hard to draw out even more.
As I recharged, I ate Jeanine's pussy. I buried my face in her muff, tonguing, licking and sucking at her labes and clit, sinking my tongue as far into her wet, musky hole as I could, then later sinking in two fingers as my tongue lashed repeatedly at her clit. She shivered in orgasm, her cuntwalls tightening around my fingers. She finally had to push me away, and as I was iron hard again, I simply mounted the brunette beauty without asking permission, controlling her and the developing 'situation'.
Our coupling was deep, wet, and sensuous; the kind of coupling where lovers try to give as much pleasure as they get, getting as physically nasty as we could while sharing and seeking intense emotional pleasure with each other. The staccato slaps of flesh on flesh rang through the room as we humped almost violently, rutting hotly as if this were our last fuck on this earth.
Jeanine came twice, very hard both times. Her second time was too much for me, and I discharged my second load deep inside her vagina, disappointingly aware that she was already pregnant and my seed useless. As I rolled off her onto my back, she rolled onto her side and we cuddled.



"You're one hell of a fuck." Jeanine said. "And you know something? You felt like you were bigger inside me than the last time we fucked."
"Oh really?" I said, remembering how Tanya Perlman had also made that 'observation' of my size.
"Yeah." Jeanine said. "Did you grow another half inch?"
"I don't know." I said as I nuzzled her neck.. "Maybe I just got a little deeper in that tight little pussy of yours."
"Maybe." Jeanine replied. "I am a size queen, though... I have to admit, I like the really big ones, like Jack's was."
"Have you met my nephew Todd, who is also Jack's younger brother?" I asked. "Todd has a cock that just might make you forget about Jack."
"I heard about that... that Dr. Fredricson ran a paternity test and that Todd is a Burke." Jeanine said. "You'll have to introduce me to him. If he's as good as you -AND- his cock is as big as Jack's, I'll be in seventh heaven."
"I'll see what I can do to arrange for you to meet him." I said. "But you might be catching him on the rebound, if what I'm hearing is right. But that's not why I came here today."
"Sooooooo, why did you come visit me? What did you want to talk about?" she said, her hand idly rubbing where I had been wounded on my left side. What was it about that damned scar that attracted people? I wondered.
This was going to be some unusual pillow talk. I realized as I started.
"I wanted to ask you about your late husband's company, and who you sold it to. And more importantly, who wanted to buy it from you?" I said. Jeanine rolled onto her back, her left side still pressing into my right side.
"Let me see." she said. "I sold most of the assets to a company called Acme Consolidated."
"Acme, like the Road Runner-Coyote cartoons?"
"Yeah." Jeanine replied, giggling at the thought of the cartoons. "There really is a company by that name. Two in the northern part of the State, in fact: Acme Consolidated and Acme Distributors. As to who wanted to buy it, I had a bunch of offers. My partner in the law firm, Tina Felton, she handled the legal work for me; that stuff was more in her line and it cleared me from having to be my own lawyer."
She continued. "What we did was to sell the company, it's machinery and products, to Acme Consolidated. There were four patents that were used together to make products that BigPharmaCorp would buy; we licensed those to BigPharmaCorp as one set, and for a huge amount of money plus royalties. The rest of the patents, I basically licensed to the highest bidder. Acme bought two licenses, another metallurgical company bought three more. All the royalties go to the charities I've set up."
"Anyone cut out of the bidding, or lost out?" I asked.
"Oh yes." Jeanine replied. "Anthony Warner, who was murdered recently and whose wife I was representing in your interrogation room, he was really working me hard. Another company, called DynaDynamics, was also bidding, and I didn't like the characters behind them. Tina Felton researched them and found some problems.
"So Warner..." I asked, "why did you not go with him?"
"He was pushing way too hard." Jeanine replied. "When I finally broke it off, he got mad. He warned me that DynaDynamics was a dirty company and that I shouldn't do business with them. What I didn't tell him is that I also broke it off when his wife began consulting me about possible divorce scenarios. Tina and I thought it'd be best if we just dropped him."
"But he said nothing about Acme?"
"No."
"What did your research find on them?"
"Just that they're a holding company for several businesses along the same kind of things Tim's company was doing. They seemed a decent fit, and we couldn't find anything wrong with them. Mr. Henry Wargrave, the University Regent, is one of the board members, and everyone at the University says he's a very great man."
"I see." I said, not letting on that she had just given me a huge clue. "How did they feel about you licensing the patents separately?"
"Not particularly happy about it, so they lowered their bid." Jeanine replied. "It was still good and I took it."
"Did a company called Schelle Electrical Engineering Services, or S.E.E.S., contact you or bid on the company?" I asked.
"No." Jeanine said. "Don't recall hearing that name. So... what's this all about? I didn't screw anything up, did I?"
"No, not that I can tell." I said. It wasn't the full truth, but I didn't want to distress the lovely woman lying in bed with me at that moment. "I'm just tying up some loose ends from the Warner murder case." I said nonchalantly.
"You did a great job with that one." Jeanine replied. "In fact... it gets me hot thinking of how you handled Karen Warner." Jeanine rolled over and began mounting me, sitting up over my cock. Grasping it in her hand, she guided my swollen cockhead to her parted, pouty pussy lips.
"Oh God, yes!" she gasped as she sank her full weight down on my shaft, impaling her sopping wet cunt onto my throbbing meat. "I am going to give you one hell of a ride, even if you are too small for me." She grinned as she teased me.
"Well's see about that!" I said, grabbing her hips and surging upwards to meet her downward plunge. As our loins smacked together we both grunted, beginning another intensely physical round of hot fucking.
"Think you can convince your partner Tina to talk to me?" I asked.
"I'll tell her to talk to you and to waive privacy... oh that feels so good inside me... but... oh yeah... I don't think she's... unnh... going to fuck you like I'm fucking you now." Jeanine said, her face a mask of sexual pleasure as she slammed her hips down and impaled herself on my 'other' iron crowbar again and again....
Part 5 - Data And News
At 6:00am Monday morning I went down to the I.T. Dungeon. I saw Myron Milton in my old office, sitting at the desk. With the lights in the main room dimmed, he did not see me come towards the office.
Peeking in before knocking, I saw that Goth Girl Mary was on her knees in front of Myron. She was sucking his huge cock, and it was indeed huge. Her mouth slid up and down his long rod, which looked slender because of it's immense length but was still thick and meaty. Whoever woulda thunk that a nerd like Myron had such an incredible cock?
I sat down at a terminal and began a search for some data, letting them finish. When I heard Myron groan I looked back into the office and saw spurts of semen escaping Mary's mouth in spite of her efforts to swallow up every drop of his cum. Just as she finished licking up the leftovers, I entered the office without knocking.
"Okay, guys, you really need to take care of that before coming in to work in the morning." I said with mock asperity. "This is a police station, not the Tenderloin District."
"I'm sorry, Lieutenant." Myron said apologetically as he put his penis into his pants and zipped up.
"Mmmm, I'm not." Mary said unabashedly. "I love sucking Miltie's cock. Want me to suck yours, Lieutenant?"
"No, Mary. Let's talk some serious business here." I said, getting to the point. "Myron, do we still have the papers and downloaded data from Tim Olivet's business that we took under warrant when he was killed?"
"You'll have to check with Evidence on the papers." Myron said, "But I think we gave most of that stuff back. I still have the downloaded data, though."
I said "Good. First, I want you to check and see if anyone has accessed that data since the time of the Olivet murder. By 'anyone', I mean from the outside as well as the inside. Anyone at all. Second, I want you to classify that data and fully protect it, with only myself or yourself able to access it."
"Okay, the records have not been accessed by anyone." Myron said. "Mary, run a routine to see if any hackers came in and looked at it." Mary left the room quickly, probably realizing that her flippant remarks to the MCD Lieutenant were less wise than humorous. After a few seconds of Myron locking the office computer, he and I also went into the main room.
"Nope, no encroachment of the Olivet records at all." Mary said after a moment.
"Good!" I breathed. "Okay guys, classify it, encrypt it, protect it. I'll be in the office here... looking for data, not getting head." Myron blushed and Mary giggled as she grinned evilly at me.
Although my college degree was in Chemistry and I understood the nature of the work being done at Olivet's company, I did not see anything out of the ordinary, no new work being done that might be of interest to anyone.
A check with the Evidence Supervisor revealed that most of the physical papers we'd obtained were no longer in our possession. Most of those papers were of a financial nature, but I was downcast, thinking that something likely slipped by us.
---------------------------
Wednesday morning brought some interesting news.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" hailed the lovely redhead reporterette precisely at 7:00am. My MCD team was in the room, drinking coffee, eating the doughnuts that I had brought in for them, and watching.
"We now take you to the national news desk, and reporter Priya Anjali!" said Bettina. The TV screen switched to the gorgeous Indian woman. Cindy's eyes as well as my own were glued to the screen.
"This is Priya Anjali reporting for KXTC Channel Two News." said Priya Anjali. "We are following the breaking story of the murder of a prestigious research professor at--" she named the school "-- University. Dr. Bradford Mays was found on his back porch, shot dead with one bullet to the head!"
I bolted upright in my chair as I listened to Priya continue: "Dr. Mays was one of the nation's most esteemed medical and drug research professors, contributing many new insights to trauma work by EMTs as well as autopsies by medical examiners. Neither local nor California state investigators have discovered any motive for the crime. Police are mystified as to where a sniper could have shot Dr. Mays from, as his home is in a gated subdivision and surrounded by many other homes, and no one reported any strangers in the area at the approximate time of the shooting..."
I immediately texted Tanya to break the news to Christina Cho if the lovely lab assistant didn't already know, and texted a further warning that their lives were potentially at risk so to keep their eyes peeled. I then turned to Cindy Ross.
"Cindy, put out an APB on Barry Bounel."
"Sure, but why?" she replied, turning to her computer to input the instructions.
"His life is in extreme danger right now if we don't find him before Dr. Mays's killers do." Cindy nodded. Everyone else in the room looked at me funny.
-----------------------------
"So Steven, ready to help me get one over on that punk MCD detective?" SBI Agent Dick Ferrell said to Steven Ikea at 8:00am Wednesday as they drank coffee in the Vice room.
"I sure am." Ikea said. "And I hope he gives us a reason to beat the fear of God into him."
"Your chief is going to see us at 9:00am." Ferrell said. "Once we demand and obtain the drug samples that shit-eater got from Bounel, illegally I might add, we're going to bring it out in public and in your Internal Affairs Department about where he got the samples. The Feds will be all over his ass, and he can't take his puny little crowbar with him to jail."
"Don't get too cocky." Ikea said, lowering his voice. "Remember that the police here protect their own. They're not going to throw him to the wolves without pushback. That's why I'm here, to bring my guys and my influences into it."
"I hear you." said Ferrell. "But the most important thing is to get those samples. It came down from on high, and I'm talking about Midtown." Midtown was the capitol of the State, and it was also where SBI's highest headquarters was situated. "From what I'm hearing, they're under tremendous pressure to get those samples."
Teresa Croyle entered the Vice room, seeing the two assholes talking together. "Plotting again, boys?" she said, making her lack of respect for either of them totally clear.
"Watch yourself, Croyle." Ikea said. "One more citizen complaint about you and you're ass is grass."
"And then what, asshole?" Teresa shot back, her voice withering and cutting. "You better watch out for your own ass before it gets raped again. And Captain Malone is still on vacation; he's not here to save your hide if you piss Don off again."
"It's time for our meeting with the Chief." Ferrell said to Ikea. "We don't have time for the little shits around here." he continued, his eyes boring into Teresa's.
-------------------------------
When the Chief called for me, I was well ready, having been pre-informed of who had all but demanded a meeting with him before. I brought my crowbar with me, knowing... and admittedly, hoping... that I might need to use it.
Inside the office, the Chief was sitting behind his desk, his face red with anger. SBI Agent Dick Ferrell was seated in the chair in front of the desk at left, flanked by Senior Detective Steven Ikea.
"What can I do for you, Chief?" I said.
Chief Griswold growled, "This asshole is demanding that you-- and he mentioned you by name, Don-- that you turn in some drug samples he believes were taken during some raid upon one Barry Bounel on the University campus."
"Oh really?" I said. "Under what authority and what warrant?" I asked, no small amount of sarcasm in my voice.
"Under the authority of the State Bureau of Investigation, dirtbag." Ferrell said. "And I don't need a warrant. I want those drug samples, and I want them now."
"No warrant, no service." I said, turning to the Chief. "Chief, are you aware of this threatening letter to our Crime Lab Supervisor?" I handed him a copy of Ferrell's letter to Tanya. It was damning.
"So I heard." said the Chief, "And this little epistle definitely sounds like a threat upon a Town & County Police Officer, Ferrell. We don't brook that shit here. Don, I see that she immediately told you about it, isn't that right?"
"Yes sir, that is correct." I said, then turned to Ferrell, tapping the crowbar into my left palm. "Asshole, do you really think you're going to get anywhere trying to go behind my back and threatening my subordinates? And do you really think I give a shit about your meaningless demands, the theatrics of bringing in your faggot lapdog here notwithstanding?" Ikea's face darkened at my insinuation that he was a homosexual.
Ferrell shot up out of his chair. "Listen you god-damned punk, you bring me those samples and you bring them right now, or the SBI is going to be crawling up your ass so far that you won't be able to shit for a month! I am going to barbecue your ass, Lieutenant, and your Crime Lab Supervisor's and your Chief's as well."
"You threaten me, Ferrell," said the Chief as he stood up, the menace in his voice unlike any I'd ever heard before, "and before I'm through you'll be praying to whatever God you consider holy that you'd never heard my name before. I'll rip you a new ass before Don even gets to use his crowbar on you."
The tension in the room was tremendous. "My apologies to you, Chief." Ferrell said, his voice showing he didn't mean it, "but you'd better tell this bastard to give me those drug samples, or he'll be wallowing in I.A. and SBI shit until he drowns."
"Wow, Ferrell, you're really showing how scared you are. Who's got you all shook up like that?" I said, noting what I saw in the asshole agent's face. Ferrell said nothing, his face showing absolute fury but also shock and fear. Someone was threatening him, someone with enough clout to induce that fear and make it stick, I was sure.
"No answer?" I continued. "Okay, but you're starting to bore me, Ferrell. Why don't you go give Ikea here that reach-around you promised him for daring to even come into this room with me. You'll get better results doing that than getting any drug samples from me at all."
"Listen, motherfucker, you bring me those samples... or else--" Ferrell started, wagging his finger at me. He was in great danger right now.
"Or what, dipshit?" I replied, readying, keeping my voice deliberately soft and understated, knowing it would enrage Ferrell even more. "You want to try to get physical with me to get them? Bring it on, I'd love the opportunity to spank your ass until you can't sit down again, asshole."
"Are you threatening me, boy?" Ferrell said loudly, squaring up to me. "You threatening an SBI agent? That's a felony, boy."
"No, that's not a threat." I said, squaring up to him and taking a two-hand stance with the crowbar, ready to hit Ferrell in the head with it with all my power. "Its a prediction... and you know it."
In the instant of silence in the room, we heard the Chief's secretary outside saying "Stop, you can't go in there! Wait!--" The door burst open and in walked... Henry R. Wargrave.
I immediately understood why Ferrell was so scared that he was willing to confront me.
Wargrave was followed by SBI Agent Ted Orosco. Orosco had black hair, combed meticulously neatly over to one side. I gauged his age to be low-30s. He was stocky and looked a bit chubby but was in shape, and was very short. He was one of the SBI officers brought in from Midtown to our area to try to help forge better relations with us as well as the City Police, and he was known to be methodical and relentless in his pursuits of criminals. That he was with Wargrave shocked me; was Orosco on the take? I wondered.
It was the tall, handsome, ash-blonde Wargrave who spoke. "Chief, I'm so sorry to barge in on you like this."
"Martha, it's okay." the Chief said to the secretary, who was standing at the door with a look of fury on her face. "What can I help you with, Mr. Wargrave?" The Chief looked immensely relieved that the fires that were spiraling out of control had been doused.
"I just came by to speak with Agent Ferrell here. He may have become overzealous in the performance if his duties." said Wargrave, his voice smooth and comforting, but his presence dominating the room. "I apologize if he has bothered you or your MCD Lieutenant in any way. Don, please forgive the man, he knows not what he does, as the Bible says."
"You're here just in time, Mr. Wargrave." I said, not trying to hide the anger on my face, though Mr. Wargrave had misinterpreted it... I was more angry that I had been stopped from using the Iron Crowbar than from anything the turd Ferrell had said.
"Come along, Agent Ferrell." Wargrave ordered, turning to leave. Ferrell wasted no time in complying. Steven Ikea remained in the room, as did Agent Orosco.
"What are you still doing in here, Ikea?" the Chief growled, sitting down. It was meant as a dismissal, but Ikea stood his ground.
"I'm here to get those drug samples, Chief." Ikea said. "Your MCD boy is going to produce them one way or another. This is not going away."
"Yes it is." the Chief said simply. "And you're going away, too... right now. Get out of my office, Ikea. And if I see you speaking to that asshole Ferrell again, I'll fire your ass, no matter what the cost. Now get!"
Ikea glared at the Chief then at me, but as I took a step with the intention of violently enforcing the Chief's dismissal, Ikea rapidly left the office.
"Sit down, Crowbar; have a seat Agent Orosco." the Chief said. We sat down. "Now what in the hell is going on here?"
"Sir, I apologize on behalf of the SBI." Orosco said. "Ferrell claims that there were some drug samples obtained in an illegal raid upon University property. All he's talked about for days is getting those samples back. I can tell you this: it's not the SBI doing this. I've spoken to the Deputy Director of the SBI as well as the chief of the Narcotics Task Force. This is not the SBI's doing in any way. Ferrell is acting alone."



"Any idea who is behind him on this?" I asked.
"No, Lieutenant." Orosco replied. "But the SBI's Internal Affairs has been looking into Ferrell. He's been acting strangely the past few weeks."
"Good luck with that." I said. "By the way, did you come here with Mr. Wargrave?"
"Oh no." said Agent Orosco. "I just happened to walk in right behind him. Was that really the billionaire Henry Wargrave?" I noted the tinge of awe in the SBI agent's voice.
"Sure was." I said. Orosco seemed honest in his answers, but I was not totally convinced, at least not yet. And after some further but innocuous pleasantries, the Chief dismissed Orosco. Once alone in the room, the Chief looked at me.
"Were they trying to bait you into something?" the Chief asked.
"Yes and no, sir." I said. "Sure Ikea and Ferrell are always looking to start shit with me as well as trying to get something over me. But Ferrell really did want those drugs, and he showed some fear about not getting them. He was clearly desperate if he was trying to browbeat Tanya into giving them to him and he didn't want me to know he wanted them. Then he realizes he has to go through me, so he comes to you and is actually prepared to confront me over them. That bespeaks desperation more than sanity."
I then told the Chief about the situation with Tanya, Christina and Dr. Mays, including a full report on the true nature of the synthetic drugs we'd captured. "Dr. Mays has been murdered; it was on TV this morning. I'm betting Mays was the leak to someone who wants those drugs."
"Your nephew involved in this?"
"It's unlikely, sir. Ned would be making more drugs like this, not worried about obtaining the previous set. No sir, this has Federal Government fingerprints on it."
"Think you need to talk to Muscone about it?"
"Why yes, he certainly does." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone as he strode into the chief's office, having been admitted by the secretary after asking properly. "I see I got here just a bit late for the party..."
Part 6 - Sparring Partners
"I heard there was some excitement at Police Headquarters yesterday." Laura said as we sipped drinks on the back porch of The Cabin on Thursday at sunset. She had just returned from her symposium. I was sipping single-malt Scotch while Laura sipped club soda. The view was lovely; the view of the pregnant woman was even lovelier. Then she messed it up by talking 'shop'.
"You heard correctly." I said, then sipped my drink.
After a pause, Laura said, "Well?" After another sip of my drink without speaking, she said "You're not going to tell me about it?"
"Not much to tell." I said. "SBI Agent Ferrell had his panties in a wad, and made the very brave gesture of confronting me and the Chief about it with his dingleberry Ikea in tow. Your friend and patient Mr. Wargrave came in, and he saved Ferrell's ass from getting spanked black and blue by an iron crowbar."
"What was the fight about?" Laura said. I knew why she was probing. I loved this woman, but I wasn't going to play some games.
"Nothing." I said. "What happens in the Chief's office stays in the Chief's office."
"I see." Laura said, knowing that in spite of our relationship, I wasn't going to tell her about this one. "But it had to be serious; Chief Griswold put out an alert to the entire Police Force and the University Police to be cautious about being observed or watched, and to be on heightened alert overall when approached. Then he calls me and tells me to be careful, and to watch over you, too."
Boy, she was pressing hard, I realized. Surely she already knew...
"I couldn't have a better looking babysitter." I said. "Do you really not know what it was about?"
"No, I really don't." Laura replied, then added "I've been out of town for a few days, as you know. I heard a rumor that some drugs were confiscated, but that's all I could find out. Any relation to that?"
I peered hard at my fiancee. "You really don't know, do you?" I said, thinking aloud.
"No, darling, I really don't." Laura said, her eyes locking with mine. "But what I did hear was that Agent Ferrell has been instructed not to show his butt in this County again, lest it have that crowbar you mentioned applied to his ass. He's going to be working out of the City, or maybe Midtown."
"Good." I said. "Can we get Ikea transferred, also?" I wasn't really paying attention to Laura, my mind was blazing... if she really didn't know about the drugs, then they didn't come from her friend Dr. Heinz's projects. And if Bounel wasn't part of a chain that stole them from Heinz, where DID he get them from? I wondered. And to whom was he to deliver them?
All this, unless Laura was lying, of course, but she didn't seem to be...
"No such luck, he's all yours." Laura said. seeing that I was thinking about things. "You know, you really have people talking about that crowbar; I'm surprised how far your reputation has reached."
"Mm-hmm." I replied, smiling. "Especially when one sexy professor of psychology keeps bringing it up in all the right places." Think-time was over, and my 'little head' was taking over my thinking: I wanted to fuck my future wife.
"Can't imagine who that would be." Laura said drily. "But you and your Iron Crowbar notwithstanding, Ferrell is lucky to be alive, to be honest with you."
"I know." I said, slipping up. "Did Mr. Wargrave tell you about his visit to our humble Headquarters?"
"What happens in my office, stays in my office." Laura replied, her voice smoothly casual.
"Touché!" I said, grinning, acknowledging her victory. We clinked our glasses, understanding each other.
"Okay, let's talk about our wedding plans." Laura said. "I've got the guest list done, invitations out, the Justice of The Peace has agreed to the date, and we're-- what?"
"We can talk about that later." I said, getting up. "It'll be good pillow talk... but first, I haven't had you in days, and I'm going to correct that situation right now." I took my beautiful fiancee's hand and we walked back inside...
To be continued.
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Part 1 - The Christmas Eve Party
The multicolored lights gave the room a festive glow as we gathered on the Saturday before Christmas at my mom's home, the one formerly owned by Laura and then Melina, which my mom had begun calling "the Mountain Nest." My mother was hosting, helped by her young friend and secret lover, the young stud known as The Leader. Laura and I were helping to host.
All of my detectives were here: Cindy Ross, Angela Harlan and Hugh Hewitt as a couple, Martin Nash and FBI Agent Sandra Speer as a couple, Tanya Perlman and Pete Feeley as a couple. The Chief and his wife were there as well as Captain Malone and his wife. Most of the Vice detectives were there, the only exception being Steven Ikea.
Britt Morgan, SBI Agents Ted Crenshaw and Carter Fischer with their dates, and Jack Muscone were also in attendance. Of course my mom was hosting, helped by her young friend and secret lover, the young stud known as The Leader. The new SWAT team's member also were present, many of them war buddies of Hugh Hewitt.
Most of the big news centered around the diamond ring on Tanya Perlman's finger; Pete Feeley had summoned the gumption to ask her to marry him... and to the stunned surprise of a large number of people, Tanya had accepted. I wondered how that was going to turn out. Tanya had one hell of a libido; and while Pete was a good guy and decent looking, he would not be mistaken for stud material.
However, there was a slight pall over the evening, a certain foreboding... Teresa Cunt was here, under duress and upon my and Captain Malone's direct orders to attend. She stayed apart from everyone, occasionally looking out the windows that overlooked the Town in the valley below.
The highlight of the evening was supposed to be a Secret Santa gift opening amongst the detectives. The FBI agents had also brought some gifts to each other to open at the same time. As it neared the time to start, Cindy went to get Teresa... and things got heated fast.
"I don't get it, what the hell is with you?" Cindy was asking, almost screaming. The two women often argued, but it was normally friendly, but this time Teresa was having none of it.
"None of your god-damned business!" Teresa said. "Just leave me the fuck alone!" And this was how she treated her friends.
Cindy Ross was a pretty woman in her late twenties with platinum blonde hair. She was a rugged Canadian woman with dual Canada/US citizenship. She had been a participant in those "Miss Physical America" contests, and had been built to a muscular level that many male bodybuilders would envy to be. After retiring and joining the Police Force, she had stopped the bodybuilding in favor of mixed martial arts, but still was well toned.
Teresa's face was usually scowling but she was attractive, with dark-blonde or very light brown hair that framed her face nicely. It was her body that was magnificent; nice large breasts, a lovely hourglass shape, a firm, mouthwatering, heart-shaped ass, and legs and feet that could be a magazine model's.
Despite Cindy's sheer strength and power, it was my wife Laura who more effectively moved Teresa, by using persuasion.
"Come with me, my dear." Laura said, guiding Teresa back into the main room where we all were. "It won't be too much longer for you." Teresa allowed herself to be persuaded, though her eyes were still dark and full of anger.
"I just don't get her." Cindy said, exasperated, and I could tell that she cared for Teresa far more than their arguing would suggest.
"Patience, my friend." I said, a line I'd said to Detective Ross many, many times. "The truth shall come out. Tonight." I thought back to how this all got started, nearly two weeks ago...
Part 2 - The Problem
"I just can't do anything for her anymore." Captain Malone said, his voice full of exasperation.
It was Wednesday afternoon, exactly two weeks before Christmas. I was sitting in the Chief's office with the Chief and Captain Malone. We were trying to solve a real crisis on our hands: what to do about Detective Teresa Croyle, a.k.a. "Teresa Cunt."
For reasons no one could quite understand, she responded to a car crash where the perp was well over the legal alcohol limit. With Christmas right around the corner, there were many parties going on. The Police Force set up DUI checkpoints (the only time of year we really did so), but this guy had run past our checkpoint and a few streets later plowed into a vehicle containing a family of four.
When Teresa got to the crime scene, the guy was arrogantly saying he couldn't be arrested, because he was a State Senator's son. He did not seem to care that he had just killed three people in the car crash, two of them being children, literally saying that they didn't matter because he, the perp, was a Senator's son.
Teresa had gone off on him and beaten the living shit out of the guy, sans crowbar or any other weapon, before anyone could stop her... and none of the other police officers there really wanted to stop her. But now the guy was now threatening to sue the Police Department, and his father was making waves about bringing the State in to make a criminal investigation against her.
I had nothing but empathy for Teresa Croyle, but with all of the political pressure being brought down on her, I couldn't see anything we could do for her.
"I don't care what she did to him, we are prosecuting that bastard to the fullest extent of the Law." I said.
"I'm with you on that, Don, and so is Paulina Patterson." said the Chief. "But Krasney is wavering. This loser's name is Dean Allen; his father is the State Senator, Nathan Allen."
"I hope your contacts are better than mine about wanting to oppose Allen on this. He's really pushing for his son to get off." Captain Malone said.
"What about the Press? How are they covering it?" I asked.
"Bettina Wurtzburg ran with the story, and also wouldn't shut down after the pressure came down on the TV station. They finally had to force her to go on vacation when Senator Allen contacted the FCC to begin investigating the station. The bastard is really pushing hard to save his son's neck." Chief Griswold said.
"Wow." I said, then fell into a 'brown study' as the Captain and Chief talked about Teresa.
"She's on desk duty now, pending an investigation." Malone said. "But I've already personally gotten calls from three Town & County Council members, Malinda Adams, Kelly Carnes, and J.P. Goldman. They're asking why she hasn't been suspended without pay and criminally charged yet. I don't know why Goldman called, but I can hold them off only for so long. When, not if but when they start pressing, there's not much I can do."
I have to say this much about Captain Malone, despite my dislike of him: he has done a very good job of bringing along some officers that otherwise would not have had a chance, and making something out of them. For all Ikea's faults and arrogance, he'd learned well from his Captain and made many drug busts, as well as gleaning information from suspects. And Teresa Croyle was so hated and not wanted by everyone that she'd been in danger of being fired just a few years before, but Captain Malone had taken her under his wing and made her into one of the best Detectives on the Force, her bitchiness notwithstanding.
And now Malone was struggling to save his Detective, when letting her be thrown to the wolves would've been the easy and politically expedient thing to do.
"I would imagine State Senator Allen, the DUI punk's father, has been talking to Goldman." I said.
"I'm just at the end of my rope on this." said Captain Malone, "I don't understand the 'why' of it. I've tried to leave Croyle alone about it, but then shit keeps cropping up. Croyle has undergone multiple psychological evaluations. She passes every one of them, easily. Most of the time, she's just fine, but then something sets her off and she goes off on someone, like she did with this Allen punk."
"Doesn't she volunteer for duty every Christmas?" I asked.
"Yes." said Malone, looking surprised at the question. "She's not religious, so she works so others can be off duty."
"And they are DUI perps?" I asked.
"Come to think of it, yes they are." Malone said.
"And Christmas is the only time of year that she gets this way and starts beating up perps?"
"Yeah, now that you mention it, you're right about that, too." Malone said. "Though I have to watch her in August, too, she gets moody a couple of weeks before school starts." 
"Think there's something in that, Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"Yes." I said. "And we have got to find out the reason behind her issues." It was clear to the Chief that I was trying to think of something even as I was talking to them.
"I don't know if that will save her, though." said the Chief. "We are really, really behind the eight-ball on this one. What you and Captain Malone don't know is that I not only got calls from those three Councilmen and -women, I've been contacted by the Mayor, our Internal Affairs, and the SBI. State Senator Allen has contacted all of them, and he is making as big a stink of this as he possibly can." said the Chief.
"In addition," the Chief continued, his voice grave, "the mayor informed me that the DUI suspect Dean Allen has retained the law firm of Chase, Lynch & Berry."
"Oh Jesus." said Captain Malone. I knew how he felt. The Chase, Lynch & Berry law firm's legal beagles were the worst ambulance-chasers in the State, but worse was that they loved to take cases against the Police Department, often doing them pro bono for clients that accused us of abusing them. They even offered the lawyer Sommes, who had committed treason against the United States, free legal representation if only he would sue me for using my iron crowbar on him.
Sommes instead cut a deal with the Feds to avoid the death penalty for treason; he was now in their custody and well away from the friendly confines of my County. And when when the Chief and I began publicly, meaning in the Media, discussing how Chase, Lynch & Berry wanted to help traitors, they shut up for a while. But now they would be back on this punk Dean Allen's behalf, and I'm sure they were considering it to be a very merry Christmas.
"How long do I have, Chief?" I asked.
The Chief stood up. "You have through the weekend, Crowbar. I'm going to have to suspend her Monday morning."
"Yes sir." I said, also getting up. "I better get my ass moving then."
Part 3 - The Search For The Real Teresa Croyle
"What do you mean you have nothing, Myron?" I asked.
We were sitting in my little I.T. office in the University Campus Police headquarters. I did not want Myron doing his computer researches where Internal Affairs could sneak a peak.
Myron Milton was a youngish, really nerdy-looking guy, and he was a sheer genius with computers and data acquisition. The raise and Christmas bonuses I'd gotten him, as well as his Goth girlfriend Mary, also a computer genius, were the main reasons the FBI and CIA could not persuade him to leave us and provide his considerable talents to them.
"I'm tryin' to tell ya." Myron said. "Teresa's married name is 'Croyle'. She got married a year after graduating school, divorced about three years later, came here soon after that. All of her police applications and records simply have her as 'Teresa Croyle', not even putting down a middle initial. And I don't know her maiden name, so I don't even know where to start looking for records at her school."
"That's what I have to get: her maiden name. What about her marriage license?" I said, "What about her DMV records when she changed the name after she got married?"
"I don't know where she got her marriage license; it likely was just paper and not computer-recorded, either. I tried the DMV route... either she applied for a new license without using a name change as a reason, or..."
"Or?" I said.
"Or she's using a false name." Myron said, his face a mask of worry.
"Shit, we're trying to help her and we may end up fucking her over even worse." I said. "Well, I don't know--" I stopped, having a 'reverie' moment as I went into deep thought. Myron waited patiently, having seen this look from me before.
Awaking from my thoughts, I got up."Myron, stay here until I call and release you." I said. "I'm going to go check with a confidential source in the Psychology Department on something."
"Tell your wife hello for me." Myron said, knowing who my confidential source was.
--------------------------
I may have been a little presumptuous in barging in on my wife in her office at the University. Fortunately, Laura was alone in the room, but she still looked at me a bit darkly.
"In a hurry?" she said acerbically.
"I'm sorry." I said, knowing I'd screwed up, but coming on inside anyway.
"Let me guess: Teresa Cunt." Laura said as she pointed at the chair in front of her desk as an invitation for me to sit down.
"I see you've added mind reading to your considerable talents." I said.
"Not really." Laura replied. "I heard about her beating up that piece of crap Dean Allen. I failed the punk out of my psychology class some years ago and his Senator daddy tried to have me fired. He got pushed back hard on that, and not just by the School, but he's not a forgiving man."
"Yeah, he's pulling every string he's got on this one... trying to distract from the fact that his son slaughtered a mother and her two children just before Christmas." I said.
"Yes. Also, your Police Chief and one Detective Goodwin of your Internal Affairs called me just a short while ago. They wanted what I had on Teresa, and also were trying to find out what her maiden name was."
"What did you tell them?"
"That all my information from my police psychological examinations of her were in the files that they should already have obtained, and that I had no clue what her maiden name was, as she never mentioned it and I never asked. I also said that any further information beyond what was in the police files was protected by psychiatrist-client privilege, though I don't think there's much there to protect." Laura replied.
"Whew, good." I said. "But there is one thing that you know, because you mentioned it to me before. So I hope you'll break confidence and share with your beloved husband the name of Teresa's husband that was on the letters he sent to you."
"Oh... yeah, that's right, I forgot about those." Laura said. "The husband wrote me after hearing about Jack Burke's murder. There was nothing in them that helped me figure out Teresa, though."
Laura got up we went downstairs into a basement filing room, which was doubly locked and had a secure alarm known only to Laura, with a sealed envelope in the Campus Police station containing the fail-safe way in should something happen to my wife.
"Ah yes, here is the letter." Laura said, handing it to me.
---------------------
"Yep, you're right." Myron said to me. I was back in the Campus Police I.T. office with him.
I had told Myron to search records as if 'Croyle' were Teresa's maiden name, not married name... her husband's name had been "Easton Windham." Just as Laura had not formally changed her name after marrying me, which made sense what with her published works, research grants and general celebrity, Teresa had never taken her husband's name.
"Teresa entered college under the last name 'Croyle' and graduated under that name. Her first drivers license was obtained at age 17, also under the name 'Croyle'. But here's what's interesting: I can't find a birth record, nor any school records, nor any Lexus-Nexus records of a Teresa Croyle in the State that she got the drivers license from."
"And before you ask, I abused the privilege and snuck a peak at that State's adoption records from my 'clean' computer there. There is no adoption record that matches Teresa nor the timeframe around her age." Myron said. That computer had software that no respectable computer programmer nor police officer would every be caught with... which was the key, of course, not getting caught.
"Excellent work." I said. "Anything else on any other Croyles?"
"There was a Jonathan and Beatrice Croyle in the town where Teresa got her first drivers license. But they had no children, and their tax records show no dependent children at any time."
"What town was this?" I asked. Myron showed me the screen with the info and I wrote the town's name down. It was a long way from where we were now.
"Can I ask you a question, Lieutenant?" Myron asked. When I nodded he continued, "Why not get Cindy Ross or your nephew Todd to just ask her? Cindy's her friend and Todd has been fucking her on occasion."
"How did you know Todd has been fucking Teresa?" I asked.
"You don't want to know." Myron said. Normally that would work with me, but not this time.
"We're talking about my blood kin here, Myron. How did you find out?"
"I peeked in on Internal Affairs." Myron admitted. "I got tired of them peeking in on me, and was trying to find out why they were bothering me. That tidbit came up."
"Geez, Myron, you're going to get us both fired." I said, grinning as I got up to leave.
"I can think of worse fates to befall us." Myron replied. He was right.
"To answer your question: I'm sure Teresa would not only not talk to either of them, she'd get upset with them for daring to ask. I've noticed that she seems willing to go down for this rather than fight for herself. She's willing to give up her career to keep whatever secret she's been hiding.
"That won't last long when the Iron Crowbar is on her case." Myron said. I smiled and sent him home for the night.
--------------------
The roses I brought home to my wife mollified her irritation at me. After feeding the baby and putting her down, we began making out under the mistletoe... without worrying about if a mistletoe was really there.
"I've got to leave in the morning." I said. "I'm flying to what we believe is Teresa's hometown.
"Think the secret is there?"
"Yep. Teresa took the name 'Croyle' around the age of 16 or 17, though she was not formally adopted. I still don't know her maiden name, nor what happened."
"Think you can save her if you find out?"
"No... but you can, if you know the right questions to ask."
Part 3 - Secrets of a Small Town
Teresa's hometown was small and picturesque, but beginning to fade. It was early Thursday afternoon, and I had through Sunday to get everything I needed. When I visited the school, they recognized her but did not really want to cooperate with me; I was out of even State jurisdiction.
Stymied, I was about to leave the school office, trying to figure out how to get what I needed, when Father Christmas brought me an early present: FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone entered the office.
"Hi Don." Jack said, enjoying the look of shock on my face. "Merry Christmas!"
"Jack! What are you doing here?"
"Helping you out." Jack Muscone said. He then turned to the principle and showed his badge and ID. "This man is trying to help out one of his police officers, the lady he was asking you about. I'm asking the same questions. I can get a warrant, or I can owe you a favor, which would you prefer?"



"I can't give you formal records without the warrant." the Principal said. "But I might can give you something better." The Principal called for Mildred, one of the teachers who had been there for forty years and never forgot a student's name nor any mischief a student perpetrated in their time. Indeed, she was more valuable than any paper record could be.
We spent 30 instructive minutes with Mildred. At the end of that time, we knew Teresa's name as well as her full story that I needed.
As we were leaving the school, I told Jack that there was one thing I still needed to do.
"The newspaper office? Why?" Muscone asked. He looked a bit uncomfortable.
"I need to get a Christmas present."
"A Christmas present? What the--" Muscone said as he got in my rented car with me. As we headed to the newspaper office, I told him what I wanted to find. He seemed relieved, but still uncomfortable. Jack Muscone was not all that great at hiding his inner thoughts and feelings, though very good at reading those of others.
Typical of most small-town newspapers, it was very small and most of the stories in its meager pages were about upcoming Christmas pageants, shows and charity drives.
"We lost a lot of our microfiche in a fire at the old courthouse building a couple of years ago." the editor of the paper told us. At first I was disappointed, but then had an insight.
"Do you keep separate files of your photographs, perhaps the negatives?"
"Oh... yes, we might still have some of those in the timeframe you're interested in." The editor allowed us into a room chock-full of filing cabinets and stacked papers, but fortunately everything was fairly well organized and labeled.
"August?" Jack inquired as I began looking through photographs. "I thought all this happened around Christmas."
"It did." I said, "but something happened in August, also, and I'm hoping there's a record of it. By the way Jack... tell me again why you're here?"
"As I said," Jack replied, "I'm just helping you out on this."
"And why are you helping me on this?" I asked. He knew what I was driving at. He closed the door to the room and came up to me, speaking softly.
"Among other reasons, neither I nor my FBI Agents like that bastard Nathan Allen very much. Your D.A. might or might not know know that Senator Allen would call in favors from those that wanted his political help: he would force them to have their teenage daughters meet the Senator in hotel rooms in order to get their help... or worse, to avoid being crushed by him."
"Oh really?" I said.
"And Senator Allen's name came up in a recent investigation of a certain murdered tele-evangelist."
"Jack, you fill me with interest." I said, looking up at him. "This might be what we need to save Teresa's career.
"Just don't step on our investigation." Jack said.
"I won't. And I'm really going to owe you one for this. And as part payback... I don't know what the other reason is, that you're doing this for, the real reason... and I won't ask. Ah, here's the photo I was hoping to find."
I took out the 10" x 8" black and white photograph and showed it to Jack Muscone. "You know," he said, "my FBI guys can get that colorized for you."
We obtained the editor's permission to take the photograph with us for duplication, as there were no negatives of it, promising to send it back by the end of the year, a promise we kept.
Oh, what a wonderful Christmas gift this was going to be, I thought to myself.
Part 4 - The Loose Ends
It was Saturday morning. I looked at the two sofas facing each other in Laura's office. I thought about the lives that had changed on these sofas, the secrets that had been revealed, some privately, some not so much. And in ten minutes, Teresa Croyle and Dr. Laura Fredricson were going to sit on those couches and more lives were going to change. Hopefully for the much, much better.
---------------------
On Monday morning, the head of the Internal Affairs division of the Town & County Police, Lieutenant Daniel Allgood, informed the Police Chief, the Police Union, the Mayor & Council, the District Attorney's office and the State Bureau of Investigation that Teresa Croyle was being suspended with half-pay. He further informed them that he was working with new evidence, and that he was taking charge of the investigation and would brook no interference in his work until it was completed.
The Police Chief and Police Union president backed up the I.A. head's announcement with all the political power and pull that they could muster, with considerable help from Town & County Councilman John "Jack" Colby and Councilwoman Dagmar Schoen.  
"How long have we bought ourselves?" I asked Chief Griswold. Christmas was just days away.
"Through the Holidays." the Chief replied. "Certainly nobody wants to fool with this right now. But after the college national championship football game? Shit's not only going to hit the fan, it's going to splatter all over the damn place."
"Well, it's going to go down Christmas Eve." I said. "You're coming to my party?"
"I wouldn't miss this one for the world."
Part 5 - The Truth Revealed
I came out of my thoughts hearing the laughter of the crowd as people opened their Secret Santa presents. Some were gag gifts, some were pretty nice.
Teresa was sitting with Laura on one of the sofas, Teresa silently enduring the festivities. After the last presents were opened, I took a gift-wrapped package from under the sofa and handed it to Cindy. She was the only person besides Jack Muscone, Laura, and myself that knew what was inside. I sat back in my chair to their left side.
"Merry Christmas, Teresa." Cindy said. "We got something special for you."
"But... I didn't get anyone anything." Teresa said.
"I know." I said. "But you deserve this one."
"I don't believe in Christmas." Teresa said. "I don't deserve any gift." She looked miserable as well as frustrated and angry. She wouldn't take the package. "I'm not going to open it!"
"Teresa." Laura said softly, putting her hand on Teresa's, preventing her from getting up. "It's time."
"No... noooo." Teresa said, looking at Laura, her face a mask of a cornered, scared rabbit.
"It's time for you to tell your story, Teresa." Laura said. Her voice was hypnotic in its effect; my wife was a master not only of gleaning the truth from patients, but directing them to her goal.
Cindy was sitting on her knees on the floor in front of Teresa, like a samurai of ancient Japan. "Yes, tell us." she said. The women's eyes locked for a long moment, then Teresa lowered her eyes.
"Tell us what happened on that Christmas Eve, dear." Laura said, her voice soothing and coaxing.
"I... I was sixteen years old." Teresa said. Once she started, the words flowed.
"I had a sister, she was two years older than me. Her name was Alexis." Teresa said.
"And your father?" Laura said.
"My father... he loved Alexis. Our mom died in childbirth with me, I never knew her. Alexis, she looked like our mom. He always praised everything she did. But he never forgave me for my mom dying when I was born. Nothing I did was ever good enough."
Tears were in Teresa's eyes as she spoke, but she held it together.
"My sister tried to make up for it. She would tell me when I did good, and helped me with homework and took me shopping when I needed clothes beyond her hand-me-downs, since our father never bought me anything.
"Tell them about the race. The race in August." Laura said.
"There was a big town festival in August, and there was a two-man race. Alexis wanted me to race as her partner, even though I was just sixteen. So we trained for it, and we actually won the race. The newspaper took our picture with our gold medals, and Alexis was telling everyone how I was the reason we won."
"But our father, he wouldn't say a word to me about it. He congratulated Alexis and told her how great she did, but even when she told him that I was the reason we won, he wouldn't say anything to or about me about it."
"What happened Christmas Eve, Teresa?" Laura asked. The room was dead silent. Nothing moved. I'm not even sure anyone was breathing.
"Alexis usually took me with her to her friends' parties." Teresa said. "But this time she wouldn't let me go. I don't know why, maybe she had a premonition. I remember being pissed off about it and didn't even tell her goodbye." Tears spilled down Teresa's cheeks.
"We got the phone call at ten p.m. Alexis and a friend were driving home, Alexis was in the passenger seat. Some... some drunk son of a bitch crossed the centerline and smashed head-on into them. I found out later that the other girl died on impact, but Alexis didn't. Her body was mangled by what was left of the car, but she didn't die immediately."
Quiet groans could be heard in the room, but it became silent again as Teresa continued, her voice barely a thread.
"My father and I rushed to the hospital. In a few minutes, a doctor came out and told us that both girls had died. We were sitting there and I was crying and he was crying. I tried to give him a hug to comfort him, but he just looked at me."
"I remember his eyes, they were so full of pain, and hate. He just glared at me, and then he said: 'Why couldn't it have been you?'"
Another groan went through the room. Cindy was staring at Teresa, tears flowing from her eyes. Others were in tears also, and despite already knowing the story my own vision was a little blurry.
Teresa continued. "My father just got up and walked down the hall. I was in total shock and didn't try to follow him. I sat there alone for two hours, and then this policewoman came up to me and asked if I were her sister. She said she was at the scene, and that Alexis was conscious for a moment and she said 'Tell my sister I love her.'. Then she closed her eyes and never regained consciousness."
"I asked the policewoman where my father had gone, and she said he'd left the building two hours ago. She gave me a ride home. She had been so helpful to me, and that was the first time I thought about being a policewoman myself."
"When we got to my house, there were fire trucks there. My father was sitting in the front yard, with a blanket over his shoulders, tears streaming down his face. The house was on fire; it was completely burned up. My father had come home and set the house on fire, pouring gasoline into my room and Alexis's room and throwing a match."
"There was nothing left. Our medals from the race were gone, the scrapbooks, not even a photograph was left. I did not have one thing left to remind me of my sister. I could've forgiven my father for what he said to me, but I didn't forgive him for that. The police stopped me when I attacked him. I wanted to kill him. After that, I just remember crying a lot while that policewoman stayed with me."
"My father was committed to Shady Acres-- that's the mental institution there. I never tried to see him again. My mother's sister, who my father hated and I never saw, claimed me and I lived with her and her husband until I went to college. Their last name was 'Croyle', and I just used that name; I don't ever want to be known by my father's name again."
Teresa sat there, tears flowing, her eyes staring into space. At that moment, something happened that I would always like to remember: Cindy Ross stood up, pulled Teresa up and hugged her. Everyone just watched as they cried together. I knew that while Teresa had lost one sister, she had a new one tonight.
"You're going to make me cry." said Cindy, knowing she was far past that stage. "Here, you have to open this." She handed her the package. Teresa sat back down next to Laura amongst a chorus of encouragement to open her gift.
"Oh my God." Teresa said as the paper fell away. Inside were two copies of the photograph I'd obtained, colorized by the FBI and framed. They showed two teenage girls, Teresa and Alexis, happy and smiling, arm in arm as they showed off their medals after winning the race. It was the picture that had been published in the local paper.
"How... how did you get this?" Teresa asked, unable to move.
"Don't look at me. That's the guy who made this happen." Cindy said, pointing squarely at me.
Teresa stood up and I met her halfway for a hug. As I held up the sobbing girl, I said "Remember, Teresa, you have a family now. We're your family, and we'll always have your back."
Everyone came up to hug Teresa. People talked in quiet voices. Teresa would start crying every time she saw the pictures of her and her late sister, and she and Cindy sat arm-in-arm for a while as Teresa finally was able to talk about Alexis, no longer needing to keep the secret inside.
Part 6 - Epilogue
"It's getting cold out here." Laura said, draping a blanket over my shoulders. It was below 30 degrees and I was not wearing a coat over my shirt as I stood on the patio overlooking the vista. Christmas lights intermingled with the regular lights of the Town.
"Teresa's asleep in the guest room." Laura said. "I gave her a sedative. Cindy's asleep in there, too; she won't leave Teresa alone. Come on in soon, you'll catch your death of cold, as your mother would say."
"I will." I said, but she knew I wouldn't be in for a while; that was why she wrapped me in the blanket.
Why couldn't it have been you?
A few words, spoken in anguish and hatred by a man driven insane... a few words that destroyed what was left of a family. I couldn't get the words out of my head as I stood on the patio deck, looking out over the vista, the sparking lights of Christmas mingled with the normal drops of light of the Town.
I thought of my own family... of my father constantly preaching the Gospel to my sister Elizabeth, of her rebellion, of the strife between her and me... I thought of my sister in the hands of that molester, the tele-evangelist Jonas Oldeeds, of her later actions that now had her in the State Women's Prison.
Could the past be forgiven? I wondered. It was Christmas, could I start anew with my own sister before it was too late?
--------------------------------
The day after Christmas I went first thing to one of the stores downtown, one that sold candy and chocolates. They were having a sale of Christmas candies, and fortunately had a box left of a certain brand.
I remembered that my sister Elizabeth liked this brand of candy when she was a teenager. I did not know if she still liked it, but it was worth a shot. I wrapped up the box and Fed-Ex'd it to Elizabeth with a card that said simply "Merry Christmas" and signed my name. I didn't know if there would even be a response, but that didn't matter. And I felt better once the package was on the way.
-------------------------------
It was January 31st, nearly noon. Teresa was sitting in front of my desk in my office. The other detectives had just given her her farewell party, complete with gag gifts. Teresa started her new job the next day, February 1st.
"Midtown, Internal Affairs." I said. "I don't envy you that. All those frickin' politicians down there..."
"I know." Teresa said. "It'll be all right. Cindy's sister Molly put me in for the job, but I was still surprised that they hired me. Were you behind it?"
"No, that was Molly, Captain Malone and Daniel Allgood pulling those strings." I said. "I think they also did it to spit in the face of Senator Allen. He's becoming a vastly unpopular man around these parts."
"I know." Teresa said. "The guy whose family Dean Allen wiped out is still upset about the charges being reduced. It wasn't worth saving me to let that bastard get away with murder, you know." 
"I know." I said, "and it wasn't my doing. But I told the man who'd lost his family what I'll tell you: the wheels of Justice may turn slowly, but they do turn. Dean Allen has three murders to pay for... and he will." My face may have masked my cold determination. Teresa changed the subject.
"The bastard that killed Alexis also pled down." Teresa said, bitterness crossing her face. "He had been a cop, a dirty cop. Then he was killed a few years later but the crime was never solved."
"His brother, stepbrother actually, killed him after he caused the death of an FBI agent." I said. "Don't ask how I know, but if you ever find out, just remember that his brother chose Justice over blood."
"Wow." Teresa said, then peered at me. "You know, it's a wonder that you're still alive, Don."
"What do you mean?"
"You've come in here and really stepped on some toes, some powerful toes that don't like you and don't want you cleaning up anything."
"That's nothing." I said. "You have no idea. But you be careful, too... Midtown I.A. is going to push your limits. But you only have to be there for a while. You'll be back here in time for the Sheriff Election in November."
"I dunno." Teresa said, knowing my words to be true. "Think the good guys will win."
"Of course." I said, standing up. Teresa stood up and I hugged her goodbye. She headed out the building to her car as I watched through the office window, a gaggle of detectives escorting her. After a round of hugs, the last being with Cindy Ross, Teresa drove away.
A few moments later, Cindy Ross came into my office. I was still looking out the window.
"Yeah, I never got to fuck her either." Cindy said as she sat down. She meant it as a joke, but only partially so. She was already feeling lonely at the loss of her friend, I realized.
"Oh well, she thinks of you as her big sister, her new big sister." I said.
"I know, and I'm fine with that." Cindy said. "I just hate it that she has to leave, now that things with her were getting so much better and she was so much happier.
"She'll be back." I said. "It's only a matter of time."
Finis
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Part 7 - Wedding Bells
It was Saturday, July 20th. We were at the reception hall on the small lake which Laura called the "president's dacha". A walkway bridge over the water led to an island that was composed of a roofed veranda. There I stood with the Justice of the Peace, my best man Chief Griswold and groomsmen Todd, Jack Muscone, and Hugh Hewitt, along with bridesmaids Britt Maxwell, my mother and, to my surprise, Tanya Perlman, all the women looking hot in salmon pink dresses and salmon colored, very high heel strappy sandals.
But my breath was taken away as first the Matron of Honor, my ex-wife Melina, also in a salmon pink dress came down the bridge path, strewing rose petals, followed by the loveliest bride in the world, my beloved Laura. She was wearing an off white dress, not a full wedding gown but more like her bridesmaids' sleeveless dresses, and high heel sandals whose design was identical to the bridesmaids, except for their off-white color. Her black hair was styled like that of a Grecian goddess... and a goddess she truly was.
The curve of her belly betraying her late-term pregnancy did not in any way diminish the beauty of my gorgeous bride. Her luscious legs and shapely feet competed with her radiant face for my attention as she slowly walked down the bridge "aisle" to the veranda. My heart and penis were both full of desire for her, though I managed to keep my penis somewhat under control.
Only the wedding party was inside the veranda, filling it. The other guests watched from the shore, just in front of the reception hall. Laura and I exchanged wedding vows, which were the normal ones except we both insisted that the other not say "forsaking all others." Some might not understand, but Laura and I had no qualms about either of us having sex with others; indeed, it was a hot and spicy part of our relationship and our marriage. I don't know if anyone else noticed the omission as we said our "I do"s, and then my favorite part: "You may kiss the bride." I did so with gusto and did not mind everyone watching me share a tongue twining kiss with my wife. OMG... my wife! I thought... finally, Laura Fredricson was officially, legally and spiritually my lawfully wedded wife!
The reception in the reception hall was not meant to be particularly long, but seemed to drag on forever. We took the requisite pictures with the wedding party, the cake, Melina catching the garter fairly easily. She was escorted by Daniel Allgood, and Todd did not look particularly happy about it. He tried to talk to Melina a couple of times, but she told him she'd have to talk to him later, and someone else would then whisk her away, be it my mother, Daniel or Laura herself. I suggested to Todd that he talk with Britt and some of the other lovely ladies from the University, and he made an effort to do so. I noticed a couple of female professors, definitely hot MILFs, trying hard to flirt with Todd, and I hoped his cock would find its way deep into their pussies. He seemed to be a bit polite and formal, though.
I couldn't help any of that; I was the happiest man in the world at the moment. Even so, after the first dance with my wife, she danced with a young Army Captain that she knew. His name was Jim, he'd graduated from this University and was commissioned through its ROTC program, and he'd already done a tour of combat duty in Afghanistan as well as worked for Laura's husband before the general had retired. He had "strawberry blonde" hair, very light red, lighter than myself, definitely much lighter than Hugh's darker red hair coloring. Laura seemed to have a thing for blonde or redheaded men. Lucky for me that I was one of them, I thought.
I saw Pete Feeley and Tanya Perlman together, noticing the eye contact between them, which she was not giving even President Wellman, who had been her lover for quite some time. I wondered if I'd be attending another wedding in the near future... besides Melina and Daniel's, of course. I was quite sure of that one, and so was my mother...
----------------------------------
We had decided not to go on a honeymoon until after the baby was born, but I had reserved the penthouse honeymoon suite at one of the high-rise hotels in the City. We drove over late that afternoon.
We had dinner at one of the City's best steakhouses, and I noticed that Laura was as famished as I was, especially since she was eating for two. We then went to a theatre play, which was a mystery play with a plot that was too thin and too easy to figure out. I thought to myself that the writers should spend some time looking at my case files if they wanted some real material.
Laura and I then spent the next several hours in our suite consummating our marriage. After my third orgasm had essentially wiped me out, we took a hot bath together then went out on the balcony. The night view of the city from up high was magnificent.
"You see that building?" Laura said, pointing at an even taller high rise in the near distance in front of us. "Henry Wargrave's offices are on the top floor of that building. He has a helipad on the roof with direct access to the office."
"Interesting." I said, not really interested in anything at the moment except my wife's lovely body in her nightgown. "Have you been there before?"
"Yes." she said. "Twice. Once with President Wellman when Mr. Wargrave wrote us a big check for my psychological research. The other time... well, I can't talk about that, it was a, shall we say, 'professional' visit."
"Viagra delivery?" I said jokingly.
"No, not that kind of 'professional'." Laura replied. She turned to me and slid her arms around my neck. "But speaking of viagra, I better get you one: I am a bride not yet satisfied." She kissed my mouth warmly.
"Well, I have work to do, then." I said. We went back to bed, from which we did not leave until late the next morning.
Part 8 - Now Hiring
6:00am, Thursday, August 1st. Hugh Hewitt walked into Headquarters and down the hall toward the MCD room. His dark red hair had been shorn into a military-style haircut the day before. He was feeling good: that trophy wife Shayla Belle had been one hell of a fuck the night before, he thought. She had taken his eight inches in every hole and come back for seconds and thirds... and fourths, exhausting him.
Too bad he had to leave and go home lest her husband catch them together. he thought to himself as he turned into the MCD room. He noticed that Cindy was finishing rearranging desks, moving the heavy furniture with seemingly effortless ease.
"What's up, Cindy?" he asked.
"New people." Cindy said. "Two coming in today. Don wanted you and me to rearrange the room to fit them as well as some more over time, but as you can see, I got bored and just did it myself."
"Cool." Hugh said. "Since you've saved me the work, I'll make your coffee." He poured two cups, fixing Cindy's just the way she liked it.
"Ahhh, that's good." Cindy said, sipping her coffee as she and Hugh sat down in chairs at the back end of the room, farthest from the door near the Vice room. "You make it the way I like it better than I do, Hugh."
"I aim to please." Hugh said, sipping his own coffee. "But I'm not surprised you like military-grade coffee. So who are our new victims-- I mean, detectives?"
"I don't know." Cindy said, smiling at the joke. "I think Diana Torres and Christopher Purvis are being promoted from the uniform ranks. Don said we're going to have two hires from the outside, but he didn't give any details... typical."
"They probably told him not to say anything." Hugh said. "The brass likes to keep things quiet until--"
Just then a tall, black-haired woman entered the room, looking around as she came up to them. "Can we help you?" Cindy asked, wondering how a stranger was managing to just saunter into this room, much less an allegedly-secure police station.
"Hi." said the woman. Her voice was low and husky, almost whispery though it carried well enough. "I'm Angela Harlan. Today's my first day here." She handed Cindy the papers in her hand, showing that she was indeed the new hire.
"Oh! Well then, welcome." Cindy said. "I'm Cindy Ross and this is Hugh Hewitt. Grab some coffee there and pull up a chair."
Hugh was transfixed. This vision of loveliness to his eyes was tall, her black hair falling in gentle waves to her shoulders. Her face was full of sharp angles but was attractive. She was slender and in excellent physical shape. Her breasts were not particularly large, but stood proudly and firmly on her chest. Her abs were tight and her legs were like slender tubes, firm and shapely, though they seemed slightly bowlegged. She was wearing a black pantsuit jacket and pants, and and open-collar white shirt with navy-blue stripes.
She looked to be in her early thirties, Hugh and Cindy both thought. The only strange feature were her eyes. They were dark, and there just seemed to be something odd when one looked into them....
"So, are you related to Coach Harlan at the University?" Hugh asked, trying to strike up a conversation with his new colleague.
"Yes, he's my first cousin. Our dad's are brothers." Angela replied, letting her eyes lock with his. Was that a connection the stud war hero was feeling?
"Where are you from? Texas?" Cindy asked, noting the other woman's accent as well as the beginnings of her connection with Hugh.
"Sure am." Angela replied, naming a police department in the Dallas/Ft. Worth area. "I spent the last five years in Homicide there. Brian, my cousin, suggested that I apply here when he heard you were hiring."
"So, how is Hugh's coffee?" Cindy said, noting Angela's reaction.
"Strong. Just the way I like it." Angela said, her slight grimace showing she was being polite.
"Kissing up to me already." Hugh said with a grin.
"If she likes that coffee, she'll fit in around here just perfectly." Tanya Perlman said as she entered the room with a playful grin. She then introduced herself and the four detectives fluttered like parakeets for a while.
At 7:00am everyone fell silent as the news came onto the TV screens. Of course that meant Bettina was on the air!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the lovely redhead reporterette shouted into her microphone. "Channel Two News has learned that Police have no suspects in the shootings that erupted last weekend in the Southwest district of Town. Captain Harold Malone of the Police Department Vice Squad has stated that he does not believe that the shootings were part of a drug war or of any new drug gangs attempting to set themselves up for illicit business in Town, but the SBI Narcotics Task Force believes otherwise, saying that drug gangs are always trying to move into new territories and that the University represents lucrative grounds for new drug sales.
"In other news, Senior Detective Steven Ikea said that rumors of a Government cover-up in the murder of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds are just that: rumors. Detective Ikea continues to pursue leads in the murder of the Rev. Oldeeds, saying that the men previously arrested in the case are only a part of the overall story."
"Sheesh, quoting Ikea?" Cindy Ross said with deep disdain. "Might as well quote Howdy Doody."
Bettina was continuing on the screen: "Last but not least, the University has denied reports from the SBI that experimental drugs were stolen from a research project within the University. Campus Police Captain Brittany M. Maxwell has categorically denied the SBI's report that Town Police confiscated vials of drugs in a raid upon an unnamed drug distributor, and she further states that there are no reports of missing experimental drugs since a University student was arrested over a year ago. That student escaped University police custody and has so far totally eluded discovery by law enforcement authorities. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News."
"Wow." Angela Harlan said. "All that is going on right now?
"Slow news day." Tanya Perlman said. "Bettina made it sound like a big deal, but that was a big balloon of hot air. Get used to it, Angela."
"Whatever you do," Cindy Ross said, "don't ever be someone the Chief thinks is leaking to the Media."
"I hear ya." Angela said, still staring at the TV screen as the weather report was being delivered.
----------------------------------
"And this is Leonard R. Sharples." said Captain Malone. The Detective Force, MCD and Vice, were assembled in the large auditorium room. Malone was on the floor in front of the stage, introducing the new people. I was sitting on the edge of the stage to one side.
Leonard R. Sharples was a character. He was white, appeared to be in his upper 30s or lower 40s. Oddly, he wore a light brown raincoat, even indoors, into which he could put in a liner to make it a heavier trenchcoat for the winter. He had a fedora hat like the Press of the 1950s comic books always wore. He was short, rather portly, dark haired and had what looked like mere slits for eyes, though he did not look Asian in any way. His cheeks were large, and he had what attempted to be a big mustache, but failed in comparison to Police Chief Griswold's or County Councilman John "Jack" Colby's. He was definitely an 'Inspector Clouseau' type.
Another odd thing about him... he insisted on being called "Sergeant", as if it were his first name, introducing himself as "Sergeant Sharples" to everyone. Of course, the Detectives in this Police Force outranked Sergeants, but that did not seem to faze the man even after Captain Malone brusquely informed him of that fact.
I had looked over his qualifications again as Captain Malone introduced him to everyone. I had no problem hiring Angela Harlan; she had a solid record with a couple of Homicide divisions in Texas cities about our size, one of them being in the DFW area. But there were strangenesses about Sharples' resume. He was coming to us from Midtown, where his record appeared to be brilliant but spotty. He'd been in several departments over the last 10 years in our State and our neighboring states, moving from job to job every two to three years, every place showing similar records: some brilliant successes but otherwise very mundane. Before that, he'd spent several years in a Louisiana police department, which slightly raised my hackles: I'm not exactly the most trusting person of Louisiana Law Enforcement, especially around New Orleans.
I was not impressed with Sharples during the interview processes. Angela Harlan's twang was obviously a Texas drawl... and I was familiar with Laura's, as my new wife was originally from the Lone Star State. But Sharples talked slow as if he wasn't all that bright... but it also seemed to be deliberate... as if he wanted people to underestimate him.
Captain Malone had brought him in with some good recommendations from the Midtown Police. It looked to me like they were buttering our noodle about him and passing him off on us. I'd recommended against immediately hiring him, but Malone and Captain Forsyth of Personnel had lobbied for him, and since it was the Vice position I lost on that one.
"Detectives, there is one other thing." Malone announced. "Our Detective Force needs to be more well-rounded, and to that aim we are going to be doing cross-training between Vice and MCD, and also some cross-pairings so you can work better together and learn from each other. We think it's worked well with Ross and Croyle, and we intend to expand it."
I just listened, wanting to laugh at how Captain Malone was taking credit for what had been my idea to have those two work together, and not just for reasons of cross-training.
Captain Malone continued: "Torres, you're in MCD and Purvis, you're in Vice, but you'll go in the same class to Detective School and will be working with Detectives from both branches. In spite of past frictions, I expect you people to work together a lot better than we have been in the past. Lieutenant, do you have anything to add?"
"Yes I do." I said, standing up. "I fully concur with Captain Malone on this. We need better cross-training and we need to work together better. I said 'working together', not necessarily 'liking each other'. I don't expect you guys to start have dinner with each other or go to bed together every night..." There was some tepid laughter at that.
"...but we have to work together, and I'm sure you'll make every effort to do so in a professional manner. Captain?"
"See?" Captain Malone said, pointing at me. "This guy can be politically correct when he has to be." he continued, giving what for him was a grin as he needled me. Everyone laughed as I rolled my eyes and smiled.
"That's it, folks." the Captain said. "Promotions and medal ceremonies in an hour. Either be there or make yourselves scarce."
----------------------------
"Pete, stop worrying about it." Tanya said. She was talking to Pete Feeley in the breakroom nearest the MCD room. "You've been on the February track all along."
While there were occasional exceptions, our Police Force made promotions every February 1st and August 1st, and often our new hires started on those dates as well. Pete Feeley's dreams of becoming a Detective on this day had been dashed, as his time and grade had him on the track to be considered the next February. He'd not shown any particular promise that would've caused me to advise advancing him "below the zone", i.e. promote him early.
"Yeah, I know." Pete said, "I was just hoping I might get a shot. Is the Lieutenant mad at me?"
"No, silly." Tanya said, smiling playfully at him. "But again, you just need to relax. Why don't you and I have dinner tonight, and then I'll rock your world all night long and make you forget about being a detective anywhere. When I'm done with you tonight, mister, you're going to be too exhausted to search for clues anywhere outside my bedroom!"
"Mmmm, sounds good." Pete said. "Well, I guess I better go, medal ceremonies coming up. Are you coming?"
"No, I've got to talk to our Lieutenant." Tanya replied.
---------------------------
"Hi Don." Tanya said, coming to her little Lieutenant office across from mine just as I was coming into mine. The narrow corridor was barely big enough for us to walk side-by-side. "Hey, can I come into your office a minute?"
"Sure." I said. Once inside, I said "So how is Christina doing?"
"Still upset about Dr. Mays's death." Tanya replied. "She felt like it was her fault because she sent those chemicals from the Bounel raid to him in the first place."
"Well, it wasn't her fault that he was shot dead. It was Dr. Mays's own actions: Jack Muscone of the FBI told me that Mays was going to sell those chemicals to some people that were either foreign agents or Organized Crime. He was a bad boy, from what we're learning. By the way, you can't tell Christina any of that, so she's just going to have to get over it on her own."



"I hear you." Tanya said. "But she's not the reason I wanted to talk to you. It's about Pete Feeley."
"Upset about not getting a Detective badge this go-round?" I asked. Tanya nodded.
"Yeah, he's taking it a lot more personally and a lot harder than he should." she said. "I was wondering if you could talk to him, to motivate him a little bit."
"Let's talk seriously about this, Tanya." I said. "I did consider Pete for promotion below the zone, but I've got some concerns. He's still very young, and he hasn't yet shown a lot of imagination. He'll be going to the State's Advanced Criminology Course, a.k.a. Detective School, in a couple of months. We'll see how he does there."
"Is that the new course you designed for them?" Tanya asked.
"Yep. After I blew through their old one and then started pointing out the fallacies, they got pissed and challenged me to do better. So I did. The Director of the SBI and the Governor personally passed off on it, so they're implementing my new material."
"Good." Tanya said. "The old one wasn't worth shit."
"Actually, Tanya, I was going to ask you to talk to Pete about going through the Uniform Leadership track. He did well at the Advanced Academy course, youngest ever to pass in the top 10%. He would do very well there, and he'd be a Sergeant in no time flat."
"Already done that. I've talked to him several times about it." Tanya said. "And it's not encouraging: Pete is dead set on being a Detective. Doesn't care about the rest of it."
"Would a promotion to corporal if he takes the uniform track help?" I asked.
"I don't think so." Tanya replied. "This is TMI, but my pillow talk with Pete is talking about our careers, and I've told him time and again to go for his sergeant stripes and let the Detective rank come in time... but to no avail. By the way, when it comes to work he practically worships you." She paused, then added a bit sarcastically: "In a platonic way, of course."
"Sheesh." I said. "Well, he better be worshipping that tasty pussy of yours and not worry about me." I grinned as the memories of my cock being sheathed in Tanya's sweet cunt came swimming into my mind. Tanya grinned, getting up.
"Well, let's let you have a taste of me right now--"
*KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK!*
I just raised my eyebrows knowingly as Tanya sat back down, grinning wickedly.
"Come in." I said. It was Cindy Ross.
"Oh, sorry to bother you." she said, about to withdraw and close the door again.
"No, it's all right, Cindy, come on in." I said. The small room was now crowded with three persons inside, but having two lovely ladies in front of me was not a problem for my eyes. After Cindy closed the door, I said "Sit down and tell me what you came here to tell me. You're among friends."
"Thanks." Cindy said, understanding the full meaning of my last comment.
"We were just talking about putting Pete Feeley on the fast track to Sergeant." I said. "What do you think of that?"
"Fine with me." Cindy said. "But does he want that? All I ever hear from him is about becoming a Detective. And speaking of 'sergeants', what do you think of our new addition, Sergeant Sharples?"
"That guy is weird." Tanya said, answering before I could say anything. "And I just don't get why he wants to be thought of as a sergeant. Nothing against our sergeants, but they're ranked below Detectives here."
"Yeah." I said. "Keep this in this room, folks, but I voted against his hiring. I was outvoted. Why do you bring him up, Cindy?" I asked, knowing that she had a reason for bringing up his name.
"Teresa called my sister Molly Evans on the Midtown Police Force after we met the guy this morning." Cindy said, "Molly told Teresa that Sharples had solved a number of cases and made a lot of drug busts, but Internal Affairs there had started looking into him upon request by an SBI agent, Ted Orosco. Right about that time and by sheer coincidence, our Department contacted them about hiring Sharples and they sang his praises."
"Yep, they buttered our noodle, and we blindly unloaded their problem from them." I said. "Well, Cindy, tell Teresa to keep both eyes peeled around the guy. By the way, how do the two of you like Angela Harlan?"
"She seems fine." Cindy said. "She's done mostly homicides, so she'll have to expand her horizons."
"There's something about her eyes." Tanya said, almost introspectively. "Something wrong. But I can't place my finger on it."
"Yeah, I noticed that too." I said, also as an absentminded afterthought. "Oh well, show her the ropes. Y'all get out of here, I have to get caught up with all this sucky paperwork."
As they were walking out the door I said, "Oh, Cindy, can you stay a moment?" Tanya went on out and Cindy came back in, closing the door and sitting down.
"I'm going to get improperly personal and intrusive." I said. "Why is Teresa calling your sister instead of you calling your sister?" Cindy got the point of my inquiry.
She exhaled and then said "Let's just say that my family did not take too well to my... sexual orientation. Molly is a damn good cop, as good as you, I daresay. And she's incorruptible; she's been offered bribes by politicians several times and she not only refused but either reported them or busted their chops like you did on Sergei Molotov."
"I should send her a crowbar." I said.
"And she would love it." Cindy replied, then continued. "Thing is, she was pissed when she found out I'm a lesbian, and I got pissed that she didn't accept it and accept me as I am."
"Sorry to hear that." I said. "She's older than you?"
"Yes. She's your age, maybe a year older."
"I see. I've heard that she's good. She was put on the SBI Reserve program at the same time Britt Maxwell and I were. As to your family issues, maybe y'all can find a way to bridge the gap. Your problems are nothing compared to me and my sister." I paused, then added. "And I'm not any the better for that."
"I understand." Cindy said, understanding that I'd let more show than I would to any other people.
As she got up to go, she said, "By the way, my apologies for interrupting you just as you were about to get a hot piece of ass." She was trying to hide a grin.
"Ah, good." I said, actually pleased by the remark. "You are getting better at observation and deduction. Now get your hardbody butt out of here and start training Detective Harlan. Just don't be TOO hard on her the first day...."
Part 9- New Girl In Town
"C'mon Lenny, you're wasting my time." I said.
It was almost 1:00pm the same day, August 1st. I was in Interrogation-2 with Detectives Purvis and Geiger, who'd not gotten anything out of this suspect. Sergeant Sharples was also in the room, but to this point had just been sitting off to the side, observing.
Lenny had long hair, was dirty, unkempt and smelly, and was a well-known drug distributor. The Vice Detectives had surprised me by actually requesting that I work the suspect over so that they could learn something. Well I'll be darned, I thought to myself, this cross-training program might really work, after all! Then I found out that it was Sharples that had suggested it, so that he could observe how *I* operate. Hmmm.... but enough of that in my head, I had to interview a suspect:
"We know it was you who hit that boy on the head and took those drugs." I said to Lenny, who disgusted me. He was filth, pure trash. "It was witnessed, we've got a lineup all warmed up and ready to go. You know you did it, Lenny. You know it, I know, these guys know it; hell, it's unanimous, buddy."
"I ain't the one." Lenny said. "You picked up the wrong guy." I could tell by his eyes he was lying.
"Lenny, we can make this so easy for you." I said, getting to my real reason for wanting to interview this piece of shit Lenny. "You tell me why the Beanstalk Gang has such exclusive access to the drug trade in this town, tell me why and how any competition is being 'dissuaded' from working in this Town, and I'll have a good word with the D.A.'s office about greatly reducing your sentence."
"You're in fantasy-land, Lightwork Man." Lenny said, the term 'lightwork' being a play off my rank of Lieutenant, and a sneering insult that Lieutenants did higher officers' 'lightwork'. In the Army, that was true; in the Police Force, it was anything but true.
Lenny had more to say. "You're full of shit about the Beanstalks being the only game in town. Others are moving in, getting their piece of the pie."
"Wanna tell me who those people are, Lenny?" I asked, having gotten him to admit that there were other people moving into Town for the purpose of selling drugs.
"Yeah, right." Lenny said. "I'm not even sure who they are. Crips, Bloods, who knows?"
"Oh, those gangbangers have long since tried to move in, and they got their asses carved like a Thanksgiving roast. Funny how everyone comes over all dead or gets caught as soon as they bring in so much as a kilo of coke, Lenny. Except the Beanstalks, at least for now." I said. "Now why don't you tell me why that is."
"You're outta yer tree." Lenny said. "I'm done talking. I want a lawyer."
"Sure thing, sleazeball." I said. "But I'll tell you this--"
Just then Cindy Ross burst into the room.
"Lieutenant, we just got the call. It's time." I knew what she meant, but took a few seconds to clean up the mess of this piece of filth Lenny in front of me.
"Lenny, if you haven't confessed to these officers by the time I get back," I said, getting up, "then I'm going to let it be known on the street that you're the guy who took that kilo of cocaine from the only game in Town, the Beanstalk Gang. You know what's going to happen to you when they find out about that, don't you Lenny? They're not going to bother asking if it's true or not; they'll just cut you up into pieces and worry about it later. Think about it, Lenny." Lenny looked fearful as I left the room... he knew that I wouldn't be lying, that he indeed had been the one who 'borrowed' the coke from one of the most brutal gangs that still had the temerity to operate in my County.
I exited the room and ran at the top of my speed down the hall to MCD. Cindy and Tanya were there. "She's already at the hospital." Cindy said. "I'll drive you." Angela Harlan was watching from the door to the MCD room, totally unaware of what was happening.
"Like hell you will, you drive too slow!" I shouted as I sprinted to the exit that led to the parking lot. Tanya was barely in time to get into the passenger seat with me as I tore out, leaving Cindy behind to catch up later. Once on the streets, I turned on the blue lights and sirens and drove as fast as I could across town to campus, noticing that Tanya's knuckles were white as she held on.
"Are we going to get in trouble for using the lights and siren for non-official purposes?" Tanya asked, perhaps rhetorically.
"Hell, what good are they if I can't use 'em?" I asked. "And who's going to turn me in?"
"Not me." Tanya said. "But all those crashed cars you're leaving in our wake might bring some complaints about police driving habits."
"Fuck 'em, this is more important." I said. I knew there were no accidents, but was too nervous to absorb Tanya's teasing at the moment. Fortunately we arrived at University Hospital within a minute.
We rushed into the hospital and I bounded up the stairs to the floor where deliveries were made, checking in with the desk nurse. Tanya had decided to take the elevator.
"You're just in time, Lieutenant." the nurse said. "She's been taken into the delivery room. Come in here." She led me to a small room where I was outfitted with scrubs over my clothes, gloves, a hat and a mask. I felt like I was going into surgery as the operating doctor.
We walked through a labyrinth of corridors, my heart pounding in my chest. Entering a room, I saw my wife Laura lying on the table, her legs spread and strapped into the metal stirrups that extended from the end of the bed. Laura was sweating profusely, and I heard her scream.
"Hi honey." Laura said to me, then another scream. "Aauuugh!" she yelled as the doctor said "Push!" I had my iPhone out, videotaping. I could see the head of the baby showing as Laura grimaced and pushed again. Indeed I had just made it in time... time which seemed to slow down as I watched the doctor finally be able to grip the head and ultimately to pull the baby out of my wife's vagina.
As the doctor quickly secured the umbilical cord, cutting it, the next sound that reached my ears was the most welcome to any new parent: the baby cried... and loudly.
"It's a girl." the head nurse said. Tears began flowing from my eyes... I was the proud father of a new baby daughter!
"Oh honey, I love you." I said, kissing Laura on the forehead as she gasped to catch her breath. I could not stop the tears flowing from my eyes, and Laura's eyes were overflowing as well.
Nurses were still working between Laura's legs to clean up the ejecta, and other nurses and the doctor were cleaning up the baby and examining her on a cold metal plate a couple of feet away.
Newborn babies are not the cute little things one sees on TV. She was a mess, with a very red face, pointed skull that would round out with time, no hair on her head, her arms just unwinding and her tiny legs still bent almost double. She looked more like a big red raisin than a person.
My little girl continued to announce her presence to the world in the strongest and loudest possible terms for a couple of moments as the measurements were made.
"Seven pounds, no ounces." one nurse said. Laura was grasping my hand.
"What is her name?" another nurse asked as she filled out the paperwork.
"Carole." Laura said. "C-a-r-o-l-e. Carole Diana. Oh honey, I can't believe it! Oh, just look at her..."
Finally, after several more minutes, the head nurse put a pink toboggan on my daughter's head, wrapped her in a linen cloth, and handed her to me. I was amazed at how tiny she was, how light she felt in my arms. I had never felt happier. Wow, I was holding a baby that was just a few minutes old! And she was mine!
After a moment, I turned and gently handed the baby to her mother. "Just lie her down, belly to belly." the nurse said. Laura did so, gently stroking our daughter's back. Carole had stopped crying and was now lying there peacefully, probably asleep as her little eyes were closed.
"Oh my God." I said, silently thanking God and the Universe for the successful and healthy arrival of our new child...
-----------------------
Long moments later I made my way out into the waiting room as Laura and Carole were wheeled into a hospital room. The delivery had gone well for Laura, she had no problems so far.
Cindy, Tanya, Hugh, and the Chief were waiting. The Chief had permitted no more to come. Of course my mother and Todd were also there.
I tried to make my voice sound like a good John Wayne imitation. "There's a new girl in town, pardners..." Then I was overcome by emotion again and my voice broke; I couldn't finish the sentence. My mom was hugging me as my friends congratulated me.
-----------------------
The next day I handed out over two hundred pink candy cigars at the Police Headquarters and at the University Campus Police headquarters. I also handed out a few real cigars: to the Chief, to Todd, to Britt Maxwell, to University President Wellman, who came in with his wife to visit Laura... and a couple to Melina, who I knew enjoyed a good cigar.
Part 10- A Young Heart Broken
"Hi Todd." Melina said. It was Friday, August 2nd, and she had been helping Phyllis with last minute preparations for the baby's arrival after mom and daughter's discharge from the hospital, which was expected to happen the next morning. When Todd walked in, Phyllis left her grandson and former daughter-in-law alone, knowing that this conversation was needed.
"Hey, baby." Todd said. "I haven't heard from you in days, and then Grandma called and said come over. What's up?"
"I know, I've been really busy. And we do need to talk." Melina said. "Let's go sit down."
They went down through the basement game room and onto the porch, overlooking the University and the Town behind it. Melina sat down in one of the patio chairs, beckoning Todd to sit in the one next to her.
"Todd, it's like this." Melina said. "I've met a guy, we've begun dating, and it's getting serious. I... I'm not going to be dating you or anyone else right now, maybe forever."
Though he had suspected this, Todd had deliberately refused to consciously consider that Melina was dating another man and would reject him. Her words now slammed into his chest like a jackhammer or his Uncle Don's crowbar.
"But..." Todd said, stammering, groping for words. "But... what about our baby? I mean, I want to be part of his or her life, and part of your life."
"I know," Melina said, "and you'll be the baby's father and part of his life. It's a boy, by the way, I had them tell me."
"Wow, a boy." Todd said, momentarily letting the joy of knowing he was going to have a son ease the pain of Melina's words... but the reality soon had to be dealt with.
"Does this guy you're dating... does he know about the baby and that it's mine?" Todd asked. His mind was in turmoil; he could barely speak.
"Yes, he knows everything." Melina said. "He understands that you're the father and you want to be part of the baby's life. And you'll be part of my life, too... but as friends. I can't give you any more than that."
"I understand." Todd said, not understanding, his eyes looking over the vista.
"I'm sorry if I've hurt you." Melina said. "I never meant for any of this to happen; hell, I never thought your uncle Don and I wouldn't be married anymore. It's just been a... a whirlwind."
"Yeah, I know what you mean." Todd said, the misery beginning to clutch at his heart. 
"I'll always love you, just not the way you were hoping for." Melina said. She kissed the young stud's cheek. "I'm going to go back inside and finish helping your grandmother. I'll see you in a little bit." She walked back inside, leaving Todd on the patio.
It took a long time for him to work through his memories, his shattered hopes and dreams. He remembered how he'd fallen in love with Melina when he was only thirteen, remembered how he'd felt for her when he'd finally made love to her on that camping trip over a year ago... then his god-damned brother had drugged them all... then suddenly she was here, in this Town, in Todd's grasp, especially when his Uncle Don had fallen hard for Dr. Laura Fredricson. It all was going so beautifully well... but now something had happened... suddenly... and *POOF* it was all over, just like that?
----------------------------
"Oh my," said Phyllis, as she watched Todd go around to his car, then heard it drive away. "I hope he'll be okay."
"Me, too." Melina said. "But it had to be done."
"I know, dear." Phyllis said. "I remember when I had to break up with Bob Thornton after I agreed to marry Douglass. I don't think Bobby ever got over it."
"What happened to him?" Melina asked.
"He joined the Marines, went to Viet Nam. He was badly wounded, twice, was awarded the Navy Cross for heroism. Came home, got married, but he began drinking and became an alcoholic. Drank himself to death within fifteen years. I always thought the war had finally killed him, but his mother always blamed me for it all."
"I hope Todd won't do anything like that, or do anything rash." Melina said.
"Me neither." Phyllis replied. "But Todd's got a better head on him than Bobby Thornton ever did."
------------------------
I got the call at 1:00am.
I headed down to the "Sachsenhausen" district. This area was in Town, but right across the main north-south street from the University, and many bars, restaurants and sandwich shoppes lined the streets. Because it was similar to the way many bars lined the streets of the Sachsenhausen district in Frankfurt, Germany, it had somehow and aptly acquired the same name. Further west and south the streets got uglier as one entered the "Tenderloin" District, where the prostitutes and drug dealers plied their trades.



A police car was parked in front of one of the drinking establishments, and I went inside. Wading through the crowd to the back patio, I asked a waitress to bring me a pitcher of ice water to the back patio.
"What's going on here, guys?" I said. Patrolmen Morton and Rudistan were standing over a nearly unconscious young man... it was my nephew Todd. I recognized the young woman who was kneeling, helping him to sit up. It was Teresa Croyle, who was off-duty.. she had been the one to call me, not the police officers.
"Uh, hello Lieutenant." said Patrolman Rudistan. "What brings you here?
"Yeah, whatthehellyoudoinghereUncleDonny?" Todd said as he recognized me, his speech slurred.
"This is my nephew, Rudistan." I said. "Lucky for him."
"He's been drinking heavily all night." the waitress said as she brought the pitcher to me. "Got belligerent when we refused to serve him any more. He still managed to get someone to get him another pitcher of beer. He almost broke that table, but then tripped and collapsed. He comes here a lot, but I've never seen him like this."
"Thanks." I said, taking the pitcher of water in my hands. It was very, very cold. "When did you guys get here?"
"Someone out front waved us in as we were driving by." said Rudistan. "Said a guy was ripped and yelling and flopping around. We came in here and found him, with Detective Croyle helping him."
"I see. Thanks for calling me, Teresa." I said. "Okay guys, I'll take charge of my nephew here." I turned my attention to the young drunk man. "Okay, Todd, get up, we're leaving."
"Hell no." Todd said, quietly but drunkenly. "I want another drink."
"You've had enough, buddy." I said, reaching for his arm.
"Fuck you!" Todd said. His feeble attempt to take a swing at me was an epic fail.
I threw the pitcher of water into Todd's face, as I had intended to from the first moment. As he gasped and sputtered, I slapped him.
"Wake up, Todd! Wake the fuck up!" I yelled into his face. He shook his head, and I could tell his eyes were clearing.
"Oh Jesus, Uncle Don, what the hell did you do that for?" Todd said, still drunkenly but a lot more alert than he had just been. When the crowd heard him call me 'Uncle Don', their near anger at my 'police brutality' died down.
"Get your ass up, kid. I'm taking you home." I said. I needed the help of the two patrolmen to get Todd onto his feet. Teresa led the way through the bar and we got Todd into my police SUV.
On the way to The Cabin, Todd kept muttering "She broke up with me, Uncle Don... she broke up with me."
"Yeah, well, you're not the first one she's broken up with." I said. I figured that it was Melina, and that she'd told Todd she was dating someone else. Todd was the last to know, I realized.
"Yeah, but... it's my baby, Uncle Don... why is she doing this to me?"
"I don't know, Todd, but we'll talk about it in the morning, when you're sober. A. Lot. More. Sober." I replied. Todd was already starting to doze off, making it a bit easier and quieter for me.
Todd slept it off on the patio lounge chair on my back patio, covered with a thin blanket. I didn't want him inside when he puked his guts out at some point... the mess would be easier to clean up from the faux stone deck.
Part 11- On The Rebound
"Oh, she is just so precious!" Jeanine Olivet said as she held Carole. "Such a sweet little girl!"
It was a hot Saturday night, two weeks after Carole had been born. We were in the basement game room of my mom's home, the "Mountain Nest", and we'd invited Jeanine over with an express purpose -- to meet Todd, who had grudgingly accepted the dinner invitation. He was still not over the shock of losing Melina, but Laura and my mother hoped to change that, and soon.
"When is your baby due?" my mother asked.
"Early October." Jeanine replied. "I can't wait."
Carole began to cry. "That's her 'hungry' cry." I said. "Laura, do you want me to give her a bottle?"
"No, I'll take her upstairs." Laura said, intending to breastfeed our baby daughter. Jeanine handed Carole over and Laura took the baby upstairs.
"Mom, why don't I help you with the supper dishes." I said, which would leave Jeanine and Todd alone.
"So..." Jeanine said as she sat down next to Todd, her left hip pressing against his right hip, "... this side of your family is very nice."
"Yeah, at least Uncle Don and my grandmother are." Todd replied. "Can't say the same about my mother and my brother, though."
"Let's not talk about that bastard." Jeanine said, her face darkening at the thought of the murderer of her husband. "Let's talk about your other brother and his family. How are things going with the Burkes?"
"It's just pure strange," Todd said, "but we've settled in with it pretty well." He did not mention that he had been fucking his stepmother in front of his father almost every evening that he spent in their home. "And my father is beginning to teach me about his business. After I graduate, I'll be working with him, and when I turn twenty-one next year I'll be able to start getting stock options in the company."
"That sounds good." Jeanine said. "I have to say, though... in many ways you're not like Jack, and you're certainly your own man... but in some ways you're a lot like him."
"Hopefully his better qualities." Todd said. "I never knew him, though."
"Well, definitely the same in one area." Jeanine said huskily as she began rubbing Todd's crotch through his blue jeans. His cock was hard and thick, outlined against his pants as it ran down his right thigh. Jeanine's hand rubbed up and down the outline of the strained jeans. "You're very well hung, Todd."
"Uh, think they're going to come back?" Todd asked, concerned about getting caught.
"I don't think so." Jeanine said playfully as her hands began to undo the hung stud's pants. She quickly freed Todd's huge organ from the confines of the pants. He was already hard, his ten inch cock standing stiffly upwards.
"Mmmmm, you've definitely got it where it counts, Todd." Jeanine said. She leaned over and kissed the crown of his turgid meat, then let her tongue lick around the sensitive perimeter of the head.
"Mmmm, so tasty!" Jeanine mewled. She opened her mouth and let her lips slide tightly over his cockhead and down the shaft. She took well over half his size down her greedy throat, then suctioned the air out of her mouth as she slid back up, the vacuum effect making Todd groan with pleasure. Within moments, the beautiful woman was fellating the young stud, her mouth bobbing up and down as she sucked his meat with all of the talent and skills she possessed.
"Oh God, that's good!" Todd whispered. The pleasure of the blowjob Jeanine was giving him was incredibly intense. He settled back, no longer worrying if his family came back downstairs. He began lightly hunching his ass up, driving his cock up to meet Jeanine's face descending upon his manhood.
Jeanine was certainly a beautiful woman, Todd thought to himself as she deeply fellated him. In addition to all those good looks, she was smart, charming and well-mannered. She was the perfect age, about Melina's age... Melina...
Todd thought of the blowjobs Melina had given him, all of those blissful times when she had sucked his meat and swallowed his massive loads. To his shock, Todd was realizing that this blowjob from Jeanine was even better than anything Melina had ever given him... hell, this was the best blowjob he'd ever had!
The heat, suction and tongue-work that Jeanine was giving him was incredible. That old phrase "suck a golf ball through a garden hose" came back to him... it felt as if Jeanine was going to suck his huge balls out of his nutsack and right up his cockshaft! Even the blowjobs his own mother had given him couldn't match the pleasure of Jeanine's hot, wild and hungry mouth!
"Oh God, that is incredible!" Todd said. After several more long moments of Jeanine giving him head, the young stud felt his nut rising, knowing that he was not going to last much longer. He did not stop the building pressure in his loins, letting the intense, pain-filled ecstasy overcome him. He felt the woman's warm hand rapidly jacking the base of his cock to help him along. And then it finally happened!
"Oh God, I'm coming.. uhhh! OH GOD!" Todd gasped loudly. The first jolt of hot, thick semen propelled down the long length of his shaft and jetted into Jeanine's throat. She gulped as she swallowed it and the next hot blast. The third blast filled her mouth around his shaft with hot, salty semen and she worked her throat to swallow the pulses that followed. Finally, she managed to get it all, and allowed her mouth to slide off of his still-pulsing shaft.
"Oh baby, that was tasty!" Jeanine said. "I have never enjoyed sucking a cock like I enjoyed sucking yours, Todd. Damn, even Jack wasn't that fucking good!"
Todd smiled inwardly, enjoying being compared favorably to the legendary stud that was his late brother. He thought about how lucky Jack had been to fuck this woman... and impregnate her.
"So," he said, "you're going to have my brother's baby... I'll be an uncle."
"And after I have his baby, I'm going to have yours, Todd." Jeanine said, quite certain of their mutual destiny.
"Works for me." he said, beginning to zip up his pants as Jeanine finished kissing and licking it.
"Why don't we make our excuses to your family and go back to my place?" Jeanine said.
------------------------
Dinner at the Cop Bar had been really good, Angela Harlan thought. She and Hugh Hewitt were sitting at a small table, having talked for hours as they ate pizza and drank beer, a natural easiness in their conversation underscoring the growing connection between them.
"Any boyfriends?" he had asked her at one point. "Did you leave some guy behind in Texas?"
"No." Angela said. "I was dating this one guy... he was an Army officer. He deployed to Afghanistan a couple of years ago. About one year ago, he stopped calling, stopped writing, stopped emailing... he just disappeared."
"Killed in action?" Hugh asked, knowing it was the wrong thing to say but at the same time the inevitable conclusion.
"No." Angela said. "I checked, he wasn't killed. I began asking the Army about him, and at first they told me he was in the field on missions. But after a while, they just told me that he was on missions they couldn't discuss and that they wouldn't respond to me anymore. I got word from the wife of another officer that he had completely disappeared and they thought he was working for the CIA, and that he wasn't in Afghanistan any longer."
"Wow, that's hard." Hugh said. "Mostly the not knowing."
"Yeah." Angela said. "But over time I knew I had to forget about him and just continue with my life. And about that time my police department had me investigating a serial killer in the area."
"Did you catch him?" Hugh asked.
"No." Angela said. "The killings were sporadic, but after a while there were none, so we thought maybe he'd stopped or moved on. Then I heard about this job."
"Well, I'm glad you did." Hugh said, "I mean, I'm glad you heard about this job and came here."
"Me too." Angela said, smiling at the war hero. "And it looks like I'm just irresistibly attracted to Army guys... handsome... Army guys. What do you say we continue this... conversation... at my place?"
"Thought you'd never ask." Hugh said. They got up to leave.
-------------------------------
"Ohhhhh! God, you're going so deep!" Jeanine gasped. "I've never had a cock get that deep inside me!"
She was lying on her bed with Todd lying on top of her, slowly but relentlessly driving his huge cock up into her well-filled, sopping wet cunt. Todd was in a pushup position over her, not putting any weight on her pregnant bell, shoving his meat up into her again and again.
Her pussy felt absolutely exquisite, the young stud thought as he pistoned his ass up and down, pumping his long shaft in and out of her wickedly slick cunt again and again. Jeanine was just as good as Melina, and Jeanine's mouth was even hotter... He tried to forget about Melina; that was his past, he realized. Even if he didn't consciously admit it, his innermost soul knew that he was now with the right woman... his woman...
Boy! Todd thought, it's going to be one hell of a moment when I bring Jeanine to 'meet' my new parents, the Burkes...
------------------------------
I groaned as the heat of my mother's mouth enveloping my cock spread through my loins like fire. Mom was on her knees in front of me as I sat on the sofa in the main room, and she was sucking my throbbing hard cock with deep, wet passion. Laura was on her knees next to me, on my right side, and I had been sharing deep, tongue-twining kisses with my wife as my fingers probed deeply into her soaking wet twat.
It was one of my favorite sensations: deeply kissing one woman's mouth while another woman's mouth or tongue enveloped my cock. I reveled in the sensations.
"Mmmm," Laura said as she broke our kiss, "I just love watching your mother suck your cock, darling. And I can't wait to watch you fuck your mother. Mmmm, I just love being married to a... mother... fucker." Laura said the last words with relish.
"Mmm," I said, "and I love sucking these big, milk-filled tits." I said, suiting my action to the words. I sucked Laura's breasts, the warm milk filling my mouth. I knew that they'd have more milk and that we had bottles, so I wasn't stealing Carole's next meal. But it was a very hot sensation to suck Laura's milky breasts, and my cock throbbed in my mother's mouth.
"Okay, son." Mom said. "It's time for you to bury this iron crowbar balls-deep into my cunt. We all got up to change positions. Mom laid down on her back on the sofa and I mounted her. I felt Mom reach between us and grab my cock, then guide it to her wet honey-hole. I drove forward and sheathed my full length into my mother's sopping cunt, my ears hearing both of us groan at the same time. As I picked up the rhythm and began steadily fucking my mother, I looked up at Laura, who was watching with fervent interest.
"So ladies, do you think your matchmaking worked?" I asked as I plowed my mother's cunt-furrow with short, deep strokes, keeping most of my cock buried inside her.
"Oh yes, son, I think it's going to work out perfectly." my mother said. "They could hardly wait to get out of here and go fuck their brains out."
Laura laughed. "I think you're right. Todd may be on the rebound, but Jeanine was the perfect woman to make him forget about Melina. I have to commend you for an excellent job on that, Phyllis."
"I'm enjoying my reward for it, too!" Phyllis said. "Come on, son, fuck me harder! Show your beautiful wife how good you are at fucking your own mother!"
It was another long, hard night in the ol' Town....
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Sister Dearest
"Okay, take a deep breath, and go to Interrogation-1. Do not pass 'Go', do not collect two hundred dollars." Cindy Ross said as I entered the Headquarters hallway leading to the MCD room after lunch. Entirely too many people were in the MCD room, obviously waiting for my arrival.
It was the Monday after the weekend of introducing Todd to Jeanine, a little over two weeks after the birth of my daughter, and I was still floating on air at being a father. Laura and Carole (and I) were still staying with my mom at the "Mountain Nest" and my mother was fussing over both of them, as grandmothers are wont to do. It was a quiet time as far as police work was concerned, so I'd taken a few extra minutes to spend with my new daughter.
"What's up?" I asked, instantly knowing that something big had happened.
"You'll see when you get there. C'mon, let's go." Cindy said, escorting me down the hallways. I knew something really was up: the other detectives and uniformed officers were anything but discreet in following us down to the interrogation rooms. Arriving at the one-way mirror that looked into Interrogation-1, I peered inside... and got the biggest shock of my life.
"She came in while you were at lunch. She turned herself in." Cindy said. "Just like that." she continued as I looked at her in shock.
Paulina Patterson, Teresa Croyle and Martin Nash were inside, interviewing the suspect who was talking to them without a lawyer present. My eyes literally burned at the sight.
The woman being questioned... was my sister Elizabeth!
"Oh. My. God." I said, my voice barely a whisper. I could feel everyone watching me, and quickly regained any composure that I might have lost.
"Has she said why she turned herself in?" I asked.
"No." Cindy said. "She's been singing like a canary about everything, from her drug connections to everything that happened with Ned. She confirmed what you'd guessed about Ned murdering Big Alex and Nurse Anya, and she's giving Teresa every drug-related name she knows about. But the 'why' of it? She said she'd tell the reason to you and you alone when you got here."
"Well, perish forbid that I interrupt them right now." I said, controlling my burning desire to go in and find out what the hell was going on. "When she's done talking and they're done, come get me."
I noticed the large number of detectives and officers waiting in the hallway outside the anteroom Cindy and I were in, and I addressed them. "I am sure that you guys have a lot more to do than standing here watching a suspect get interrogated. Get back to work, folks, before Captain Charles comes looking for you."
"Too late." Captain Leslie Charles said. He was part of the group watching me! "But the Lieutenant is right, the party's over." As the crowd dispersed, Captain Charles said to me "I've gotta hand it to you, we were betting you'd fall down with shock on seeing who was in there."
"I almost did." I said. I saw Angela Harlan watching me. "Well, Detective Harlan, welcome to my version of the 'Family Feud'. Pray that your family never comes to this."
"Yeah." Detective Harlan replied simply, still looking at me in uncomprehending wonder.
--------------------------------------------
An hour later, I was summoned by ADA Paulina Patterson from my seat in the unused commander's office next to hers. I had spent the time marshaling my thoughts and memories in preparation for the confrontation that was soon to happen. And now it was time.
Paulina escorted me to the anteroom, where Cindy and Teresa were watching. The room was empty except for Elizabeth.
"Can't take any crowbars in there." Cindy said, a bit unnecessarily.
"No problem." I said. "I'm just curious why she's here." I looked over my sister through the one-way glass. She was wearing a dark suit, similar to the one she'd worn the day over a year ago when she'd first confronted me and my family in Laura's office on my first visit to this Town. Her magnificent legs looked hot and shapely in the sheer black stockings and black high heel pumps she was wearing. She certainly looked none the worse for wear, increasing my curiosity as to why she was turning herself in.
Well, I thought to myself, only one way to find out. I opened the door and entered the room, alone.
"Well, if it isn't my dear brother." said Elizabeth as she looked up, her eyes roving over me. "I have to admit, you're looking very good. Police work suits you. You always did look good in a uniform, I have to admit."
I was wearing my white collared shirt and tie, with soft shoulder epaulets denoting my Lieutenant rank, my badge over the left pocket and two rectangles denoting the Medal of Valor and Purple Order over my right pocket, above my nameplate, as well as blue pants with light blue piping down the side. Elizabeth had seen me in my military uniform when I'd been commissioned, I recalled.
"You're looking pretty good yourself," I said, sitting down, "especially for someone who's been on the run. So, without further ado, why are we talking face to face in my interrogation room?"
"Ah no pleasantries? Not even going to tell me how the family is doing? How's your ex-wife? Still fucking around on you?" 
I did not care to play games with my older sister, but was swept up by her verbal attack. "I doubt you care about the family, with the possible exception of Todd, who is doing just fine. Your other son had best never find himself my presence again... or you won't have a second son any longer."
I did not know why I had just said that to my sister, who was by no means my friend. It was the first time I'd really let slip my intentions of what I intended to do to Ned if I ever found him. I wondered if Teresa and Cindy were listening in and had heard it... and if it had been recorded.
"Yes, so I've heard." Elizabeth said, her eyes becoming a bit darker. "I thought he'd blown you away in that warehouse. You were extremely lucky to have survived that."
"Speaking of that, how did you survive it?" I asked.
"I remember seeing you rescue those children, then I got up and ran. Someone was beating the shit out of Ned, someone with a mask on. I don't think either of them saw me get up and go. Then the explosion happened as I was running. I was thrown through the air and slid a long way along the floor, which was slick.
I was near a door to the outside, got my tied hands in front of me, and went out the door. I hid in some bushes near the fence line while your very inept police department tended to you and Ned, then made it to the other end of the building and out of an unlocked gate while the fire department tended to the fire. Then I called Jean-Paul Baptiste, whom you managed to arrest when Mr. Kurchikov was murdered, and he got me out of the country."
"I see." I said, knowing that Elizabeth had already confessed to Paulina and Teresa about her involvement with the Kurchikov gang and that, like I'd surmised, she'd left him alive before he was murdered by Dill-Worthing.
"So," I said, "you said you would tell only me why you turned yourself in. And here I am."
"Oh I do have you on pins and needles about that, don't I?" my sister replied, her voice mocking. "The fact is, little brother, that despite your many brilliant successes you've been too inept to capture my wayward son. It is no secret to anyone that he is looking for me with the intent to kill me. He even put a mob contract out on me, the little shit. And so the only place I might possibly be safe is, ironically enough, inside my little brother's jails."
"And you think you'll be safe inside my jail, or in State Prison?" I said, no small amount of sarcasm in my voice, matching my sister's, continuing a sparring that had gone on for many, many years.
Elizabeth shrugged her shoulders. "I don't know... but I'll take my chances here, inside your syssssss-temmmmm, rather than out there... until you get a brain and actually catch my son."
I didn't really hear what Elizabeth was saying... the way she had said "syssssss-temmmmm" had me thinking furiously.
"Do you know a man called 'Gruff'?" I asked. Elizabeth smiled, a wicked, sarcastic smile.
"Of course I do." she said, leaning back in her chair and crossing her shapely legs to get me to notice them. I definitely noticed, though I listened intently. "He's the one who helped Ned escape when you first brought him back to the campus. I take it he helped Ned escape the second time, also?" I did not acknowledge the question, much less answer it. Elizabeth continued "I believe Mr. Gruff is still with that cult group in the next county South of here. But he's not what, nor who, you think he is."
"Do you have any idea where Ned is now?" I asked.
"No." Elizabeth said. "Like I told your police friends in here earlier, none of whom you've had sex with yet even though that black D.A. woman wants you very badly, I don't have the slightest hint where Ned is. If I did, of course, I wouldn't be sitting here having this detestable chat with you, little brother. And it's not like I nor my associates haven't been looking hard for him. Very hard, I'd say. But Ned has hidden himself very, very well."
"No doubt about that." I said. While I believed Ned was still somewhere in the area, there had been not one sign of him, nor any sighting.
I changed the subject. "By the way, your friend Gruff was on the scene when the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds was blown away. Know anything about that?"
Elizabeth's face fell at the mention of the late pastor's name, anger flaring up in her eyes. "No." she said, her voice as dark and menacing as I'd ever heard it. "And may God have mercy on the soul of whoever killed Jonas if I find out who it was."
"So you didn't have him killed?" I asked, simply to needle my sister, to get deep into her head. It worked.
"Hell no." she said bitterly, then added. "I loved that man. I begged him to take my virginity, which he was happy to do, of course." She peered at me, as if doing so would help her words penetrate my veneer of defenses.
"That's right little brother, Jonas Oldeeds deflowered me and it was sheer heaven every single time he fucked my brains out. I was fucking him for years, right under our daddy's nose. Daddy was real idiot, wasn't he brother?" She was beginning to rant, and the last line was retaliatory strike at me in exchange for my hit about Oldeeds to her. I knew the pain I'd caused her outweighed any she'd caused me, and my face gave nothing away.
"Maybe Ned killed the Reverend Oldeeds." I said, knowing it wasn't true.
"I tend to doubt it. He had no real reason to, as far as I know." Elizabeth said, then added: "And besides... It's not Ned's way." She peered at me and then added "But I think you know that."
I looked at Elizabeth for a moment, realizing that she knew something and that I wasn't going to get it from her. There was nothing in her eyes.
"If it's any consolation to you," I said, "I think Jonas Oldeeds still had feelings for you, even on the very day he died. He spoke about you to me that morning." Elizabeth looked at me sharply, unable to know of my conversation with the Reverend just moments before his brutal death.
I changed the subject. "And, speaking of your prodigal son, I'd better get to looking for him. Do you want to see Todd or Mom?"
"Todd, sure. Mother? She's here in Town? No thanks. I don't care to see her at all."
"As you wish. I'll let Todd know, but I don't know if he'll want to visit you." I said, getting up.
"Wait...." Elizabeth said softly, causing me to turn back towards her. She was peering hard at me through her glasses. "Mother's in town, you said... ah yes... the baby did come, didn't it? Ah, yes, your eyes lit up. You can't hide how happy you are to be a father."
She sat back in her chair and again crossed her legs in manner of showing them off to me. She relaxed, her eyes not quite as mocking as they'd been during the interview. "So, do I have a nephew or a niece?"
"Niece." I said, knowing that she was right, that I was not hiding my joy at all. I got out my iPhone and brought up an image, a picture I'd taken of Carole just a couple of days before, and showed it to my sister.
"Awww..." Elizabeth said as she looked at it. For the first time in my life, I saw something in my sister's eyes, something I suspected she rarely experienced: tenderness, maybe even love.
"Good thing she takes after her mother." Elizabeth said, taking another little shot at me to cover up her tenderness for the baby. "By the way, you'd better be damn careful. Ned would not hesitate to try to get to you through your daughter."
"I know." I said. "We'll keep her safe."
"I hope so." Elizabeth replied as I exited the room.
-----------------------------
"And that's the story." I said as I ate a late supper at my mother's house. Laura was breastfeeding our daughter while I spoke mostly to my mother and to Melina, who was visiting us. "Elizabeth is now in custody. Do you want to see her, Mom?"
"No, son, no I do not." Mom said, emphatically. I detected some unpleasant feelings behind her voice. "I don't care if she's my daughter, her actions drove my husband into the grave." Melina nodded, understanding, taking Phyllis's hand into her own to give sympathetic support.
"Excuse me, I have to make a quick phone call." I said. I left the women and went downstairs into the game room. I called Todd on my cellphone. I could hear a woman moaning in the background.
"Sorry to interrupt you, Todd, but your mother turned herself in today." I said. "Yes, you heard me correctly." After briefly giving him details, I said "She said she would like to see you, if you want to see her."
"Yeah, I guess I'll go see her in the morning." Todd said. "Maybe she'll tell me where Ned is, if she knows."
"Maybe, but I suspect she doesn't know." I said. "We'll be transferring her to County Lockup, probably after lunch, so definitely visit in the morning."
As I hung up, I had an eerie feeling... I felt as if I was being watched. I turned around, but saw no one, but felt as if someone had snuck back up the stairs. Had someone in the house listened to me talking to Todd?
Part 13 - The Family Ties That Bind
It was 9:30am Tuesday morning.
Laura and Melina were going to fly to Miami early this evening for another of Laura's sex symposiums. Hell, I thought to myself as I headed to Interrogation-1, they just had a symposium in California. But it was summer and the Nation's college campuses were running slow, so it was a good time to pack a few of them in, I was guessing to myself.
My mother would be taking care of Carole, and told me to take a night off. I had a date with Brittany Maxwell; we had not had a long, hard night together for quite a while, and I was looking forward to an extremely pleasurable evening. But that had to wait, something important was about to happen in the here and now that required my full and undivided attention.
A flaw of our Police Headquarters is that there are no real visitation rooms with glass partitions where an arrested perp can be visited by family. Lawyers talk to their clients in the interrogation rooms. Therefore I had to stretch the rules a bit to allow my nephew Todd to visit his mother in Interrogation-1, and of course I listened in from behind the one-way glass.
"Hi son." Elizabeth said as Todd sat down. "You look well... except that you look like you've had a recent tragedy. Pet dog die or something?"
"No." Todd said. "Melina dumped me. She's carrying my baby, but she began dating another man."
"Oh...." Elizabeth said, understanding flooding her face as she put the puzzle pieces together. "Was... was the other baby yours, also?"
"Yes it was, Mother." Todd said, his eyes boring into hers.
"Jesus..." Elizabeth said. "I had no idea. So your brother killed your baby." 
"And damned near killed Melina, also." Todd said.
"Yes, I know about that." Elizabeth said. She was trying hard to put a look of concern and sadness on her face. I don't know if Todd was falling for it; I sure wasn't.
"Any idea where my little brother is, Mom?" Todd asked.
"No." Elizabeth said. "If I did, I wouldn't be sitting here in your uncle's jails. So... Melina dumped him, and now has dumped you too. That woman..."
"Let's just not talk about her, Mother." Todd said.
"Well, she's carrying my grandchild, you said." Elizabeth said, letting her eyes bore into her son's.
"Yes, she is."
"What about you, Todd?" Elizabeth said, trying to sound more friendly and upbeat. "You have a new family now, since you found out who your real father is. How is Michael?" 
"He's doing okay." Todd said woodenly. "Everything's been strange, but it's getting better now. It's like a soap opera: their first son was murdered-- Uncle Don solved that case, by the way-- but their younger son's wife was knocked up by the older son, who is my brother. So I guess I'm going to be an uncle soon, too." 
"Well, that's nice. Have you met the mother of the baby... oh, I see that you have, and she's quite a special lady, am I right?"
"You know, you're like Uncle Don, Mom: you both can read minds."
"Pul-eeze don't say I'm like my brother in any way, Todd." Elizabeth said with some asperity. "But it's not hard to see your face light up when I mentioned this woman."
"Well, you're right, Jeanine's a great lady. She's a lawyer, too." Todd said, his eyes lighting up even more.
"Very nice." Elizabeth said, with a half smile on her face. "I heard that Ned murdered Tim Olivet. He's the second son, isn't he?"
"Yes." Todd replied. "Yet another reason I want to find my little brother."
"Sad." Elizabeth said. "So who was the first son, your half-brother?"
"Jack. Jack Burke." Todd said. The name caused Elizabeth to sit back, a look of shock crossing her face before she fell into a reverie.
"Jack Burke." she said. "Now there is a name I have not heard in a long, long time."
"You knew him?" Todd said, peering at his mother.
"No, at least I don't think so." Elizabeth replied, and it was obvious to me that she was lying. "But I've heard that name from somewhere, a long time ago. Did your Uncle Don know him?"
"He may have." Todd said. "Melina knew him also."
"I see." Elizabeth said, still looking introspective. "Anyway, enough of that. I'm glad you're doing well, Todd, and that you've got friends and family. I can't say the same for myself; you are the only family I consider myself to have anymore."
"Uncle Don's not a bad guy at all, Mom." Todd said, perhaps with a bit of intent to rile up his mother. "You should let the past go, let bygones with him be bygones. He could help you, and help keep you much safer than you would be without his help."



"Yeah, right." Elizabeth said. "The hatred between your uncle and myself is mutual, Todd. And don't worry, I'll be quite safe without his help."
"By the way..." Elizabeth continued, "I will not be giving you the same advice concerning your little brother. Not only had you better find him, but you'd better do a better job than that bungled mess you made in letting him get away that night at Ward Harvester." Ah, I thought to myself, she did know it was Todd that beat Ned up that night. Todd said nothing; his eyes barely flickered.
"But enough of that crap," Elizabeth said, her voice commanding, "we don't have much time, here. Forget about Melina, she's not worthy of you, son. Maybe this Jeanine lady will be. But watch out for Melina, there's a dangerous side to her if you cross her. And don't ever trust your Uncle Don, even if you think he's a good guy."
"You're wrong about him, Mother." Todd said. "And he's a happily re-married father now. And Mother... I would be very, very upset if anything at all happened to my baby cousin." I realized that Todd had just warned his mother on my behalf, but I was left wondering why.
"I would be equally as upset." Elizabeth replied. "But you watch out for yourself and your loved ones, Todd." Her voice dropped and I could barely hear what she said through the microphones. "Ned wants to kill Uncle Don first, but he's gunning for you also, Todd. His plan always was to kill your loved ones to cause you pain before killing you. I didn't know Melina was carrying your child, Todd, but Ned did, and he killed the baby to cause you pain and anguish."
Todd's face was dark as Elizabeth continued. "And if you love your Uncle Don so much, then you'd better watch over him as well as your baby cousin. Your uncle and his crowbar won't help you if he's dead, Todd. You keep watch, you hear?"
"I understand." Todd said. Just then the far door to Interrogation-1 opened and Detective Teresa Croyle walked in.
"Time's up, Todd." she said. "Sorry, but you've got to go."
"Oh wow, you've been banging her?" Elizabeth said, a look of something like admiration on her face. "Not bad, son, not bad at all." Teresa scowled at my sister as Todd stood up. Elizabeth sat back and crossed her legs for effect, something between a smirk and a smile on her face.
"Just one more thing, Mother." Todd said, bending over the table, his fists resting on the table-top and holding him up, his eyes lasers as they bored through his mother's. "When I catch Ned, before I kill him I'm going to find out the truth from him about Melina's first baby. You'd better pray to God that you didn't have anything to do with it."
"I didn't, son, I swear it." Elizabeth said, looking right back into Todd's eyes. But she couldn't fool me. Lying bitch, I thought to myself.
"I sure hope not." Todd said, then turned and stalked out of the room without looking back.
As Teresa turned to follow, Elizabeth said, her voice cutting and mocking, "So, Detective Croyle... you like my son's big dick, do you? As much as you liked Jack Burke's?"
"Why you--" Teresa said, then caught herself and smiled maliciously. "I think I'm beginning to see what your brother sees in you.... and he's right." She walked out with great dignity, leaving Elizabeth scowling.
Bravo, Teresa! I thought to myself, smiling broadly as I watched Elizabeth be escorted back to her cell, taking one last look at her luscious legs. Now how did Elizabeth know about Teresa and Jack Burke? I wondered to myself. Another puzzle piece to put in its place...
Part 14 - The Assassin's Creed
The sniper looked through the scope of the high-powered rifle. The crosshairs were on the police van that was about to take the prisoner to the County jail. This would be the only chance the assassin had to take this prisoner out.
C'mon, the assassin thought, seeing the group leave the jail side of Police Headquarters, give me a shot here.... dammit, that Detective Don is in front of her... okay, they're turning to get into the van... dammit, he got between her and me again!... goddammit, I'm trying to kill this guy's sister and he gets in the fucking way!... I could shoot him right in the back, in the "T.C.P.D." lettering on his kevlar vest... he's looking over his shoulder, right towards here... ah shit, she's in the van... now he's in the van, still between her and me... they're driving off... damn! lost my chance!
The sniper continued to look ruefully through the scope as the van drove away, then finally stood down and left the perch, cleaning up the "nest" that had been built to protect from being seen from the street. Then the observation penetrated the sniper's mind: Detective Don was wearing a bulletproof vest! Did he know? Did he know I was here and trying to shoot his sister? The sniper quickly finished the work and left the scene.
---------------------------
It was uncomfortably tight in the van. Elizabeth was sitting between me and Hugh Hewitt. All of us had body armor on; Elizabeth's was concealed under her county prison orange jump suit. The jump suit was at least one size too small for her, and her curves filled it out nicely. Only my sister could make the jump suit look hot, I thought amusedly.
"So you think someone was going to try to kill me out there?" Elizabeth said.
"I'm sure of it." I said, then lowering my voice to a whisper, I said into my sister's ear "And if I'm right, it's the same person who murdered Jonas Oldeeds."
"Oh shit." Elizabeth said. "So it's not Ned trying to kill me today?" I noted to myself that my sister seemed sure Ned wasn't involved in the Oldeeds assassination. Wonder why she's so sure? I thought to myself.
"Oh, let's have no delusions that he might be trying to kill you, too." I said out loud. "You really better have a plan in prison; he'll try to get in there and get to you."
"I can handle myself." Elizabeth said. "But you'd better get him before he gets you. And Todd had better watch out, too. Ned was starting to get a little crazy, even for what he normally was. There's no telling what he might do to get at you and Todd."
"Good." I said, looking forward. "That's when he'll make a mistake, and I'll get him." I felt Elizabeth peering at me, as if trying to read my mind.
Fortunately, the van could pull inside the County Jail building, as well as into the Courthouse complex in Town, so we didn't have to worry about a sniper.
------------------------
"Your Honor, we recommend that there be no bail set for this defendant." I heard ADA Paulina Patterson say. "In addition to her being an extreme flight risk, having previously escaped law enforcement and gotten out of the country on multiple occasions, this defendant turned herself in partially because her own life is in danger from other criminals not yet apprehended."
"Defense counsel?" said the Judge presiding over the arraignment and bail hearing. Elizabeth had pled 'not guilty', but that was just to get time for the Prosecutor and defense attorneys to get together and hammer out her plea deal.
Worthingdon The Third of the Sommes, Worthingdon and Williams Law Firm stood up, his voice smooth and as oily as his hair as he spoke. "Your honor, I must accede to the wishes of my client; therefore, I reluctantly concur with the prosecution that no bail be set at this time. I ask that my client receive protective custody while in jail awaiting further legal action."
"Granted." the judge said. "Bail is denied at this time. The Sheriff's Department and County Jail will provide protective custody for this defendant." Elizabeth was escorted out of the room. It would be the last time I would see her for several months.
Part 15 - Co-Workers Getting Along Well
"Ohhhhh.... mmmmmm.... oh yeah...... oh baby..... mmmmmm...." the woman moaned, her voice a husky whisper as the young man's tongue delved deep into her sopping honey hole, his mouth sucking on her swollen labes.
"Oh baby, you eat pussy so good..." Angela Harlan moaned. Hugh Hewitt just moaned into her cunt as he feasted upon it. He was face-deep in the lovely woman and was eating her out with gusto, enjoying the taste of her juices and the feeling of her firm thighs against his face and her feet caressing his back.
"Oh God... OH GOD!!!" Angela cried out, her voice still husky and low but much louder as she climaxed hard, her juices squirting onto Hugh's probing tongue as he pressed his mouth ever harder into her juicy quim. Angela's body shivered as her orgasm crashed through her like a wave, finally settling down enough for her to be able to move and take charge again.
"Okay, stud, it's time to fuck me." she said, her hands helping by pulling at Hugh's shoulders. The young stud eased up and slid up her firm body. He mounted her as she grabbed his throbbing hard cock and guided him into her ready, eager hole.
"Oh God!" she gasped as Hugh groaned as he sank his full eight-inch length into her. His balls smacked her taint as their loins merged, then he quickly pulled back and shoved his meat into her again. Soon they were fucking in a deep, steady rhythm.
"Ohhhhh, yeah... sink that big thing into me!" the lovely brunette moaned. "Oh yeah, you're going so deep!... yeah, fuck me with that big cock, baby!"
Angela moaned again as Hugh relentlessly thrust his meaty inches nuts-deep into her clutching, soaking wet cunt, her hands roaming over the war hero's muscular frame as he lay on top of her, his hands clutching at firm asscheeks as he pistoned his ass up and down rapidly.
After another moment of vigorous fucking, Hugh eased up into a pushup position and began to fuck Angela with slower, longer thrusts, still sheathing the full length of his meat into her eagerly receptive hole. His dark red pubic hairs mingled with her deep black cuntbush as he ground his loins against hers. She moaned in pleasure, pushing herself up to him, and soon the room was filled with the staccato smacks of flesh on flesh as they lustily mated.
Sinking to his elbows, Hugh cupped Angela's breasts and bent his head down to suck them, first one hard nipple then the other, looping his tongue around the areolas before lashing her distended teats.
"Mmmm, nice firm breasts." he moaned as he kneaded her smallish breasts in his strong hands. "I love sucking these tits."
"Yeah, baby, suck 'em." Angela encouraged him, letting her hands roam up and down his sides, occasionally digging the heels of her bare feet into the backs of his thighs to keep his thrusts going. Hugh got the message, driving his cockmeat deep inside her with ruthless power.
Angela let her hands roam over Hugh's war wounds, the scarring and indentations a reminder of a much less pleasant time in his life. He was now reaping the heavenly rewards, fucking Angela's cunt with full appreciation of the pleasure and joy of being alive and mating with a beautiful, lusting woman.
"I'm getting close, babe." Hugh said, his voice barely more than a hoarse whisper, warning his lover of his impending ejaculation.
"Come inside me, stud, give me every fucking drop!" Angela replied, her voice husky and desperate. The lovers urgently fucked into each other until Hugh could no longer hold back. He reached the crest.
"OH GOD! AWK!! UNNH!!!.... oh God yes.... oh.... oh yessss...." Hugh gasped and grunted as he fired jet after jet of potent, virile semen deep into Angela burning hot cunt. Her two earlier orgasms had paved the way for her stud's insemination, and now his loins were throbbing and pulsing as they delivered the wet batter of life into her.
Finally the couple disengaged their loins and fell together in a sweaty heap.
"Glad you moved up here?" Hugh whispered teasingly.
"Ohhhh, yeahhhh." Angela whispered back, sliding her hands around Hugh' neck and pulling him into her for a deep, tongue-twining kiss.
Afterwards, lying together in the lassitude of post-coital bliss, Angela said "I have to say, it's been pretty exciting since I've arrived. Our Lieutenant's wife has a baby, his sister turns herself in, and the Vice squad is about to tear itself apart."
"Yeah." Hugh said agreeably. "That's Ikea for you. That guy is toxic; I have no idea how he is still on this Police Force."
"I don't think he will be much longer." Angela said. "I heard someone say he's angling for a job with the SBI."
"I hope he gets it," Hugh said, "and that he leaves us the hell alone."
"When I first got here, I thought he was cute, but after talking to him for five minutes, I was totally turned off." Angela said. "So.... what would've happened to him if he'd been in your unit in Iraq or Afghanistan?"
"He'd have gotten a bullet in the back of his head." Hugh said. "Or maybe a rocket up his ass."
Angela giggled at the thought of a rocket being fired up Ikea's rear end. "That would be funny. So, tell me again about all the fucking that is going on in the Department. Not all of the excitement is on the streets, but under the sheets..."
"I'd rather suck your tits." Hugh said, again cupping one in his hand and lowering his head. "I can't get over how good these tits feel. I've never felt a better pair, so nice and firm, mmmmmm...."
Angela allowed her lover to maul her breasts with his hands and his tongue, enjoying the pleasure that rolled through her body. She felt one of Hugh's hands sliding down her belly, his fingers exploring her and getting her ready for another round of hot fucking. She moaned, thinking not only of the sex, but of all the excitement that she sensed was coming to her new police department. It was going to be one hell of a ride, she thought to herself as Hugh's fingers slid over her throbbing clit...
---------------------------------
"Oh God! that's so fucking good!" Britt Maxwell groaned. "Jesus, Don, it's just been too fucking long since we did this."
I ground my loins against the gorgeous, raven-haired policewoman, balls-deep in the ecstasy of her tight, wet, scorching hot cunt. "You got that right." I said. "I've missed your sweet pussy... Captain."
"Oh, stop it." Britt said, playfully slapping my ass. I responded by easing my cock almost completely out of her clutching cunt, then driving down into her with all of the male power that I could muster.
"Oh GOD yes!" Britt gasped, then began groaning and moaning as I began a steady rhythm of deep, hard fucking. I felt Britt wrap her gorgeous legs around me as I nuzzled her neck, kissing her sweet, fragrant flesh.
"Geez, Britt, you are one special lady." I whispered into her ear, and felt her cunt clutch at my cock in response.
"And you're one special man." she replied, turning her face to me. I kissed her mouth deeply, our tongues battling as our loins merged with wet, thudding slaps. "And God! you're cock is so fucking hard! I love getting fucked by this thing! Keep plowing me with your big, nasty, hard cock, Don!"
I raised up a bit and began fucking Britt hard, deep and steady, watching her writhing beneath me, admiring the beauty of her gorgeous face framed by the thick mane of raven-black hair, seeing her breasts bouncing and jiggling with each powerful stroke of my cock into her sodden quim, feeling the heat and tightness of her marvelous womanhood enveloping me with each plunge into her smoking hot body. The feeling of her shapely legs wrapped tightly around my sides, lower back and ass only added to my pleasure, and I knew that my first release would be soon.
"Not gonna last too long, baby." I grunted. "You're pussy is too hot and tight. I'm gonna have to come soon."
"Oh yes, baby, come inside me!" Britt begged. "Fill me up with your hot sperm!" Our loins smacked together loudly as we mated hotly. I felt my nut rising, the intensely painful pleasure of building sexual pleasure, screaming for release. And then I screamed as the dam burst.
"I'm coming... OH GOD!!! UHHH!!!!" I gasped loudly as the first jolt rocketed through my loins and the first massive spurt of semen fired from my iron-hard cock and deep into Britt's fiery hole. It was followed by more blasts of hot jism, coating her cervix with life-giving man-cream. Finally, I was spent.
"So, Laura and Melina went where?" Britt asked as we cuddled warmly together.
"Miami." I said. "Another one of their symposiums, she said. Hell, I ought to go to one of those and see just what the hell they talk about."
Britt giggled. "Oh, I'm sure it's all pure dry academia, same as any speech at this great University." Her voice was full of sarcasm.
"Yeah," I said, "but I'll be happier when she's home. Carole will be, too."
"Oh, she'll be back soon." Britt said. "But meanwhile, I'm taking advantage of her absence by doing my best to fuck your balls off."
"Oh yeah?" I said, my voice the sound of a challenge. "Then you better get to work."
"So had you." Britt replied as her hand began jacking my half-hard meat. "I haven't come yet." I knew that was going to change, as our next fuck was going to be long, deep and passionate now that our first mating had taken the edge off of my almost-painful sexual need...
Part 16 - A Stroke of Luck
"I've got some great news for you." It was Jeanine Olivet on my cellphone. It was Thursday morning.
((Author's note: This occurs chronologically after events you will read about in Interlude 9. I placed it here due to story length considerations.))
"You and Todd? That was fast." I said, teasing her. She laughed.
"Well, that has started off very well, and I appreciate your family arranging for me to meet him." she said. "But I think you'll find this news even better. I'm not going to tell you on the phone, so come up to my office as soon as you can get here."
"On my way now."
------------------------------------
At the offices of the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Cheatham and Howe, I was escorted by Jeanine Olivet and her partner Tina Felton to a storage room. Inside were boxes of papers.
Tina Felton was a brunette, fairly short, slender, a shapely body, relatively big-breasted, and a very nice pair of legs and feet (though not as hot as Jeanine's nor my sister Elizabeth's). She could've been anywhere in age from mid-thirties to a vigorous early-forties. She was certainly fuckable, though not as deliciously hot as Jeanine. I only idly wondered what she'd be like in bed.
It was Tina that spoke the most, though Jeanine was in the storage room with us.
Tina started things off with the explanation: "When the Police Department returned all of the files from the Olivet company they collected under warrant, they returned them to Mrs. Olivet here at the law firm instead of Mr. Olivet's business. We did not realize the mistake until just now. The company's new owners, Acme Distributors, called and asked if there were any other papers, that some seemed missing, and we checked and found out what had happened."
"Please tell me..." I said, "...that you have not informed Acme of this find just yet."
"You are correct, sir." Jeanine said. "I'm going to have to give them to Acme, but Tina and I are conveniently looking the other way for a couple of days so that you can look through them."
"Unfortunately, we cannot allow you to take the papers with you." Tina Felton said. "But you can look through them until Monday morning. We'll have to tell Acme about these papers then."
The task of looking through or copying the papers seemed Herculean, but then I had an insight and asked "Do you guys have one of those newfangled copy machines that saves the copies digitally instead of paper copies?"
"Yes." Jeanine said. "But Tina's going to make you rent it."
"That will be fine." I said. "And do you mind if a couple of police officers are here overnight doing copy work?"
"No, we don't." Jeanine said, rather emphatically. "I'll stay here myself if need be, Tina."



"You're killing me, Jeanine." Tina said. "But okay."
The digital copier was portable, so we moved it into the storage room. I had Myron Milton come over with a computer and set it up so that the downloads would go into the computer and be transmitted to the secure servers of Police Headquarters. I also called Personnel & Records and asked the Supervisor, a woman named Harlow, to send shifts of officers to copy the data. They were all there within an hour and the copy work began. I was pleased to see that the officers and the operation were most efficient, and all of the Olivet company data was on Police Department secure servers within 30 hours.
"The NSA has nothing on you guys." Tina Felton had said drily on Thursday afternoon as she watched the copying operation. And when we were done on Friday, she had her IT specialists make sure that Myron didn't leave any connections to that copier. Can't say I blamed her: I would've done the same thing... and I wouldn't have minded if Myron had indeed left a little backdoor to the digital copier.
All that was the easy part. I had a lot of work to do, personally going through these reams of data. It was going to be a busy but tedious weekend...
To be continued...
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Part 17 - The Morning Routine
The day started quietly, anyway. It was Wednesday morning, 6:30 am, and the MCD team was filtering in. Cindy and I were there first, and we were already enjoying our large mugs of coffee by the time Martin Nash, Diana Torres and Tanya Perlman came in. A few minutes later Angela Harlan and Hugh Hewitt walked in together, and it was not hard to observe and deduce from the furtive looks they gave each other and the rest of us that they'd spent the previous night together.
At 7:00am, our attention was firmly fixed upon the lovely redhead on our TV screens. As ever, it was time for Bettina!
"This is Betting Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! The whole town has been rocked by the stunning news of the arrest of Elizabeth--" she named my sister as the screen showed Elizabeth being loaded into the van, with me next to her. I felt sure that if I had not been standing exactly where I was, they would've had footage of an extraordinary event. I listened as Bettina continued.
"Wanted on felony drug and other charges, she surrendered to Authorities and is being held without bail. Sources tell Channel Two News that a plea deal is being worked out, but Police are not commenting on her possible reasons for turning herself in. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News. Let's go straight to Priya Ajmani at the national desk."
"Thank you, Bettina!" the gorgeous Indian woman said, standing in front of the Federal building downtown, as if that would make her information more relevant and important. "Channel Two News has learned that the diplomatic conference of OAS nations in Miami is scheduled to begin on time, despite security concerns voiced by several of the participating nations. The Venezuelan and Ecuadorian diplomats have complained formally that security around the hotels and meeting areas are extremely lax. The Homeland Security Department has issued a statement that while they believe security is more than adequate, they are providing additional security for any diplomats that request it. This is Priya Ajmani, KXTC Channel Two News National Desk."
"And now let's go to Tim Dawdle for sports." the desk announcer said. A thin man with curly black hair, glasses, wearing an ill-fitting suit, who obviously had never played a day of competitive sports in his life, came onto the screen. Though seemingly live, it was obviously a previously recorded story from the University football stadium. Dawdle looked like a 'millennial pajama boy' as he spoke into the microphone.
"The University expects a big year on the football field, and Coach Brian Harlan will have to work hard to earn his large salary with the schedule he'll be facing." Dawdle said, his voice nearly a sneer as the TV showed scenes of college players practicing. "Coach Harlan says he's hopeful for a great season, mentioning that he expects big contributions from Tony-" mentioning the name of the kid who had witnessed Ned murdering Big Alex, the kid who I knew was supplying performance-enhancing drugs to other players,"--, as well as from Heisman Trophy candidate Nick Eastwood at quarterback, and from Jefferson Jackson at tight end."
Dawdle's finish was outrageous: "These and the other players are receiving generous scholarships from the University that pay their tuition, board and books, and it's time for them to step up and give back for all that they've been given. And with wealthy alumni giving generous contributions to the University, they're expecting for these players and coaches to contribute to a championship season... and the School's bottom line. This is Tim Dawdle for KXTC Channel Two Sports."
"That fucking pantywaist asshole!" Angela exploded, clearly pissed off at the insinuations of the little wussy's sneering sports report, especially towards her cousin, the head football coach. There was a general murmur of agreement. It was the first burst of emotion that we'd seen from Detective Harlan, and it was totally understandable.
"Totally agree." I said. "Somebody turn that shit off."
Have I mentioned that I am not exactly a fan of the Press?
Part 18 - Speed Trap
"We have your slug Bounel here." City Detective Robin Ventura informed me over the phone later that afternoon. "He's nervous, though. He's trying to fight to stay here instead of going to your County."
"Well, he doesn't have much choice about that." I said. "We'll be there inside two hours to pick him up."
"Be careful, Don." Robin said. "I've got a nasty feeling about this one."
"Me too." I said. Hanging up the phone, I got up from my office desk and went down the halls to the MCD room.
"Who wants to volunteer for a very dangerous prisoner transfer?" I asked. As I expected, Hugh Hewitt's hand shot up immediately. Everyone else just looked at me quizzically.
"City picked up Barry Bounel." I said. "We're going to bring him over here. Nobody besides Hugh?"
"I'll go." said Cindy. "Maybe I'll get the chance to soften him up for your interrogation."
"You just might, but we have to get him here alive first. Hugh, go to the Armory and check out an M-4." I said, referring to the military "assault" rifle.
"Wow, this really is a big one!" Hugh said as he quickly exited. I went to the Chief's office, into which I was immediately admitted.
"Ventura called. Bounel's in the City Jail. We're going to transfer him. Can you implement Plan Bravo?" I said.
"Sure." said the Chief. "I'll notify the Courthouse. Think there might be a problem?"
"I sure as hell do." I said. "And sir, you might want to have our officers watch out for suspicious activity around these Headquarters, as well."
"I'm already doing that." the Chief said. "People might not notice it, but our police have been patrolling the area around here more frequently than some of the hot spots around Town..."
-----------------------
It was just past the middle of August. The University would soon come back into session for the Autumn semester, but the Town had not yet awakened from the seasonal siesta it enjoyed during the summer 'down time'.
I'd had a long conversation with FBI Agent Jack Muscone just a few days before. The SBI had dropped the investigation of Dick Ferrell and had also stopped discussing the drugs that we'd taken from Bounel. Only Steven Ikea was continuing to be a problem; in fact, Captain Malone had had to take him into a room for a private "conversation". It was the first time I'd ever seen a problem between Malone and Ikea. I understood why Ikea was really itching to bust my chops over the Bounel raid; my curiosity was raised as to why Malone was seemingly taking my side. I suspected he wanted things to quieten down, but I didn't know why.
Muscone had told me that Dr. Mays in California had put the drugs up for sale on the international black market but had been murdered before he could actually make a sale. The samples in Dr. Mays's possession, as well as a lot of other stuff, had been confiscated by the U.S. DEA. Then Muscone had said that Fred Dixon of the FDA/DEA was looking for Barry Bounel. Muscone suggested that others might be looking for Bounel as well, with the intention of doing Bounel great harm. So far, no one was outwardly worrying about the Town & County Police nor our samples of the drugs anymore.
"One other thing." Muscone said. "I tried to find out what happened to that guy 'Skinny Beard', who was arrested after the Oldeeds murder, since you wanted to talk to him. He has totally disappeared, and I was warned off of further inquiry about him. I do know that he is not in police custody in any jurisdiction in the Nation, nor is he in the FBI's custody. Looks like Witness Protection to me."
"No," I said. "He's rogue. Either he gave your sister organization the slip and got clean away, and they're embarrassed because they can't find him now -OR- something 'wet' happened to the creep. But it doesn't matter anymore: Skinny Beard is also useless to me now; it's Bounel we need to talk to. He's the only one who can give me the next link in the chain."
"Which he'll try like hell not to do. That guy is the biggest liar outside of Washington, D.C." said Muscone. "Even if you get him, you can't trust a damn thing he says."
"Vee hav vays too make him speek der trooth." I said in my best imitation of a wartime German accent. "I vill conveence heem too tawk."
"Just don't leave a mark." Muscone said. "That punk Ikea is starting to make waves that even I'm hearing about: he's gunning for you, and telling people to look for blue paint chips on perps that get beat up. I am not shitting you on that."
"Thanks for the heads-up." I said. After the call was completed, I thought long and hard about what to do with Ikea. He needed another comeuppance, big-time.
-----------------------
As we drove to the City, I told Hugh and Cindy that I thought someone might try to interfere with the transfer of Bounel to our County.
"What are we going to do with him?" Cindy asked. "We can't arrest him for the drugs; we took those from him without a warrant."
"I know." I said. "I just need to talk to him, trick the truth out of his lying half-breed ass, then we'll let him go. We might have to help him escape, too."
"What the fuck?" Hugh said. "I'm carrying all this firepower and now you're saying we're going to let him go?"
"Yep." I said. "We need to find out what the bastard knows about those drugs we took from him. If he cooperates, we'll try to get him out of the State-- alive. If not... we'll just let him go and he'll be dead in an hour."
"What's this all about?" Hugh asked. I could feel as well as see Cindy's eyes looking at me in the rear-view mirror.
"Those drugs we confiscated... they were stolen from a research lab." I said, not telling the full truth to Hugh. "There are some no-shit bad people trying to get at them. They can't get them from us, since they're either destroyed or hidden amongst all the drugs in the Evidence rooms, but if we can find out who wanted them, we can hit the perps hard and make them... unwilling to do further business in our County. Either way, we just need to wrap up the loose threads."
--------------------
"Aw shit, not him again." Bounel said as he caught sight of me by the van in the basement of the City Jail.
"Come on, Bounel." I said. "Get your fucking ass into my van."
"Man, I ain't going nowhere with you, dickhead." Bounel replied. He struggled against the City Police Officers escorting him, actually trying to go back inside the jail!
"Bounel, listen to me." I said. "Your life is in extreme danger right now. I'm not fucking around with you. If we don't get your sorry ass to safety, and damn soon, you won't live to see tomorrow morning's sunrise. You will die in the City jail tonight if you don't come with us. Now get your punk ass into my van if you want to live."
Bounel looked at me, skepticism and hatred in his dark eyes. "Fuck you, asshole." he said. But he'd stopped struggling.
"Charlie, get the bastard in the backseat and sit next to him. Keep him cuffed. If he tries to fuck around, shoot him." I said. Cindy Ross was "Charlie", Hugh was "Hotel" and I was "Delta" for this mission.
"Want me to drive, Delta?" Hugh offered.
"Negative." I said. "I've taken the defensive and combat driving courses, and neither of you have yet, at least not with the police. I gotta drive this one. Hotel, you ride shotgun, and have the M-4 ready. Charlie, you have your weapon locked and loaded and out of its holster, also."
"Roger that." both said at the same time.
Driving back out of the City, we took the four-lane, divided highway back towards our County. I remembered the times I'd made this drive in the Arruzio case... the Arruzio case...
"That's it!" I said out loud, remembering what I needed to about the original raid on the Bounel dorm room. Then I realized the mistake I'd made in making the outburst out loud.
"What?" Cindy said.
"Nothing." I said. "I'll tell you after we interrogate the halfbreed here."
"Fuck you, cracker." Bounel said. "I'm not saying a god-damned thing to you, and I don't give a shit if you brought your crowbar or not."
-----------------------
"Oh shit. Here it is." I said, the quietness of my voice contrasting with the deep rush of excitement... and fear... that I felt.
We were in Nextdoor County, the county next to ours and between us and the City. Ahead of me was what looked like a two-car crash on the right side of the road. As we approached, a man with brown hair and mustache and a brown suit began waving his hands to get our attention... and get us to stop. There was a bright red spot on his forehead and a trickle of red down the side of his face.
"What are you doing?" Hugh said as he realized I was actually speeding up.
"Lock and load, Hotel. This is an ambush." I said. I pushed the accelerator as hard as I could to the floor, pressing even harder to coax more speed out of the engine.
 "What the fuck are you doing?" Bounel said, moving around in his seat.
"Shut the fuck up and sit still, Bounel, if you want to live past the next two minutes." I roared. The man at the car accident began running out into the road as we approached. I swerved to the left side, almost going off the road into the median to avoid him as he literally tried to throw himself in front of me. The police van whisked by him with just inches to spare; the guy almost was caught by the right side mirror and the rear bumper.
As I looked in the door mirror at the guy we were leaving in our wake, he had his hands up in a "What the fuck, we need help here!" gesture. He was acting the part all the way through, I noted.
I tuned the police radio to Nextdoor County's police channel, then grabbed the mike. "This is University Police officer Delta." I said into the mike.
"Go ahead, Officer Delta." came back a scratchy voice.
"There's an accident westbound on the main highway near mile marker 13." I said. "Looks like a two-car crash. Please send out an EMS unit or police."
"Roger that. Any injuries?"
"Can't tell at this time; we're westbound with a prisoner transfer and cannot stop."
"Roger that. Ambulance is dispatched."
I continued to drive as fast as I could, and as soon as a hill took me out of the sight of the accident, I turned on my blue lights and siren. I was going over 90 miles per hour.
"You don't think that was real?" Hugh asked.
"Oh hell no." I said. "Dollars to doughnuts the University Police calls us and tells us the other county calls them and says their ambulance can't find an accident."
-----------------------
Just as I was pulling into town, shutting off the siren and lights, I got a call on my cellphone. It was the Chief.
"Stay off the police radio and go straight to the Courthouse complex." the Chief growled. "We've got two bogeys watching Headquarters. Black cars. God, they're idiots -- like we can't read the US Government car tags on the back of the cars."
"Roger that, Chief. Don't approach the bogeys... we don't want them to know that we know they're there, at least not yet." I said. The chief agreed and hung up the phone.
The Police Headquarters had a flaw: there was no garage to drive into, and we'd have to transfer Bounel from the van, meaning we'd have to be outside, even if just for a few seconds. Anyone watching would see us, and since the Oldeeds assassination I had a most very healthy fear of snipers...
Part 19 - The Bounel Inquisition
We drove into the garage that led to the basement of the County Courthouse. This was how perps were transferred from the County Jail to be taken to the courtrooms for their trials. Once inside, the Deputies disappeared, leaving us alone to take Bounel down a basement corridor.
"In here." I said, guiding my little party into a side room. It was not meant to be an interrogation room, but it would do. We sat Bounel down in a chair. I took the other chair as Cindy stood right behind Bounel, and Hugh took up a post near the door, his M-4 at the ready.
"Listen, asshole," Barry said, frustration in his voice, "you said you'd stay the fuck away from me after you raided my dorm room. What's up your ass now?"
"Barry, I'm trying to save your fucking worthless life." I said. "I didn't even bring the crowbar today... I don't need it. If I want you fucked up, I'm just going to take you outside and let you go. You'll be standing right out there in the street, and I doubt you'll have time to even figure out where to take a shit before someone makes halfbreed swiss cheese out of you..."
---------------------
It took a very long time... hours of sparring with Bounel to get the simplest story. In fact, I was the one who broke first.
I had already once told Cindy to take Bounel to be released outside. Bounel didn't get to the door before he said "All right, I'll talk to you."
But then he lied, dodged, and didn't make hardly one true statement. I had rarely encountered anyone who would lie as often and consistently as Barry Bounel...no Washington politician had anything on this guy.
Finally, I'd had enough. "Take him out of here, Charlie. Take him outside and let him go. Don't bring him back even if he says to. I'm done with him, I'm tired of him lying every time he opens his halfbreed potty mouth. You're free to go, Barry. Get out of my sight." Turning away as Cindy took him out the door, I took out my cell phone and said to Hugh "I'm going to order pizzas to deliver to the station. What do you want on yours, Hotel?"
They almost got to the outside door. I don't know what snapped in Bounel's head, except maybe some sixth sense that his death awaited him outside. "Okay, I'll talk to him." 
"You heard him, Barry, he's done with you. You're out the door." said Cindy. "I'm not taking you back in there." Bounel began trying to pull away and walk back, but Cindy was much stronger and she began violently pushing him to the door.
"No, wait, I'll talk to him! I'll tell him what he wants to know!" Bounel said desperately.
"I told you, he's done." Cindy said, but she pretended to let Bounel tear himself away from her grip. He rushed back towards the interrogation room. Hugh and I were walking down the corridor, heading back to the van.
"Okay, I'll talk, what do you want to know?" Bounel said.
"The phone number of your next of kin." I said, walking past him. As he gaped at me, I said over my shoulder "I told you, Bounel, I'm tired of your shit and I'm done with you."
"C'mon man, I'm serious!" Bounel cried out. He was sweating profusely and clearly desperate. "I'll tell you what you fucking want to know!"
I turned around and looked at him for a moment as Cindy came up to us. "The next time a lie comes out of your filthy mouth, Bounel, it's all over for you." I said. "Get your halfbreed faggot ass back in there." Bounel silently complied, going back into the room.



-----------------------
It still took a long time to get the truth that I needed out of Bounel, and it was dark by the time we were leaving. Cindy and Hugh left, driving the van back to Police Headquarters as if nothing had happened. I took Bounel through a labyrinth of hallways to the cafeteria service exit in back of the Courthouse building, swiftly getting him into a car that was being driven by, at my request, Officer Pete Feeley. Our eyes were watchful, and fortunately it appeared that we had not been observed and were not being followed.
We drove wordlessly north to the main road, then west along that main road for miles. It was all flat farmland on the west side of the railroad tracks and the river. Finally, almost at the County and State line, we pulled into what looked like a fenced-in junkyard. It was the police impound yard.
"Yes sir," the night manager of the impound yard said to me as Feeley removed Bounel's handcuffs. "Chevy Impala. Owner died in prison about six months ago, and he had no next of kin. We're gonna auction it at the beginning of the month."
"I'll save you the trouble. Just put in the paperwork that the car is being used for undercover work, and I'll handle the rest." I said. Taking the keys, I tossed them at Bounel.
"All right Barry, there's your ride. I suggest you head west, out of my County and the State. Drive straight to California, to San Francisco, ditch the car there, and make yourself disappear among your fellow fags out there. I know that I'll never see you again, Barry, because if you show your halfbreed ass in this State again, you'll be dead before I even find out about it.
"Fuck you too, bitch." Bounel said, angry to the last. He got into the old Impala and screeched out, heading west. I'd done all I could for him.
Part 20 - Puzzle Pieces
"So, Feeley, what are you going to do?" I asked as we drove back to Town.
"I'm going to Detective School." Feeley said. "I'll go to the Advanced Course also, but I want to stay on the Detective track. Tanya-- er, Supervisor Perlman said I should go for the leadership track and become a Sergeant, but..." he paused.
"She might be right." I said. "We need good leaders more than anything else, and you've got the potential for it. Immediate promotion to Corporal, consideration for Sergeant below the zone..." I said.
"But sir..." Feeley said, "I've always wanted to be a Detective... since I was a kid, it's all I ever wanted. When me and my best friend Marty were in the fifth grade, he said he wanted to be a Paramedic and I said I wanted to be a Detective. Well, he's an EMT now, and I'm going to be a Detective, no matter what it takes."
"Well, Feeley, that attitude just might get you there, in time." I said, "But don't rule out the Sergeant path. Hell, I wanted to be an astronaut when I was a kid, then I was going to be a scientist, an astronomer. Then I somehow ended up in ROTC, then at Airborne School jumping out of perfectly good aircraft while in flight, and now I'm here... but it's where I'm supposed to be. I never saw it coming, but it's where I'm supposed to be. You gotta be where you're supposed to be, Feeley, even if it sneaks up on you."
"Yes sir." Feeley said. "But being a Detective is where I'm supposed to be."
I chose not to debate that point at this moment. "Okay... speaking of good things happening, how are things going with Miss Perlman?" I asked, changing the subject. Even in the dark, I could see Feeley's face light up...
-----------------------
Walking into the MCD room, I saw Cindy and Hugh talking with Angela Harlan. Cpt. Britt Maxwell of the University Police was also there, and she was looking incredibly hot and fine. She had been meeting Detective Harlan while waiting for us to get back.
"I made you guys some supper." Angela said as she picked up a plate half-filled with sandwiches and offered me to take one. Cindy and Hugh were already eating, and I didn't blame them.
"Thanks, Angela." I said. "Feeley, you want some chow?"
"Yes sir." Feeley said, gratefully accepting a sandwich half.
"Is the Chief still here?" I asked.
"I'm not sure, sir." Angela said. "He did say for you to go to his office when you got here, that was about an hour ago."
The room became uncomfortably quiet. Cindy was staring up at Angela. Hugh had an "oh shit!" look on his face while standing behind her. Britt was admiring a spider web on the ceiling. Feeley looked inquisitive.
"Sir," Cindy said, "I'll get her squared away on that."
"She's new," I said, "don't be too harsh." Turning to my new detective, I began instructing her. "Angela, there's two things you should strive to do while with our Department: first, always know if the Chief is here and if I'm here, and if you're working with Vice, if Captain Malone is here. I never go home until the Chief does, unless he specifically tells me to. Second, if the Chief ever tells you he wants me to come to his office, I should not even make it completely through the door before you've told me. Good or good?"
"Yes, sir." Angela said, her voice showing her chagrin.
"You guys can go home." I said. "See you tomorrow. Angela, study those procedures. Cindy, test her on them."
"I'm doing that with her, sir." Hugh said. I just nodded as I turned to leave the room.
"Before you go--" Britt Maxwell said.
"Come with me." I said, trying to wolf down my sandwich.
Going into the Chief's anteroom, Britt said "I got a call from the Nextdoor County Police today. They said that a University Police Officer named Delta had called and reported an accident on the main highway, but that when they went to find it they found nothing at all. They said it was definitely a police radio that called it in. I told them I'd check on it and get back to them."
"Yeah, that was me." I said. "Tell them that Officer Delta did make that call, and that he thinks the cars in the accident might have left the scene, but that Officer Delta has no idea why they'd do that. By the way, come on inside with us, just let me finish this sandwich..."
----------------------
"Damn, I fucked up." Angela said, her husky voice barely a whisper.
"Don't worry about it." Hugh said, trying to be comforting. "He's just molding you like he has the rest of us. But definitely tell him if the chief wants to see him. Ditto that for any of us."
"Is he going to take that food into the chief's office?" Angela said.
"Probably not." Cindy said. "Beyond what Don just told you, remember this: the Chief loves that man as if he were the Chief's own son. Don can do what he wants, but he's careful to show the Chief the respect he deserves."
Just then the Chief's voice came across the hall. "Dammit Crowbar, bring that food on in here instead of trying to swallow it in one gulp! Let's go, son!"
Everyone looked at each other.
"Ooo-kay, even Don can fuck up." Cindy said. "Well, I heard the man tell me to go home, and I'm scootin' before he changes his mind."
The room emptied.
-------------------------
Entering the Chief's office, I saw Jack Muscone sitting in the chair next to the one intended for me. The chief bade Britt Maxwell and me to sit down as he took his chair behind his desk.
"Captain Maxwell." Jack Muscone said, very surprised to see her enter the office. "How much do you know about all this?"
"Most of it." Britt replied. "Dr. Fredricson told me most of it at the time Ned stole some of those drugs, back when Don and Melina came to Town for the first time. It is of course my business to not know too much about it, but it hasn't been hard to figure out.
"She's good. We can trust her." the Chief said, vouching for Britt. And that was a first: it was the first time a Town & County Police Officer besides myself had shown trust in University Police Captain Britt Maxwell. It did not go unnoticed by either Britt or myself as our eyes met briefly.
"So, Crowbar, how did it go?" the Chief asked, pretending not to see the look between Britt and myself.
"It damn near didn't." I said. "I have never seen a man so committed to lying as Barry Bounel was. But I finally got what I wanted out of the dipshit." I told them the story, which for brevity's sake I'll make a synopsis of here:
Bounel finally admitted that he'd received the two sets of syringes of drugs on the Friday night before we raided him... the night that Jack Burke and Marie Arruzio were murdered by Joe Arruzio. They (the drugs) were delivered to him by Skinny Beard, who said that someone would come to Bounel's room within 48 hours with a paper grocery sack. The person would say "I'm the jackrabbit, do you have something for me?" Bounel would receive the sack, which would have a sum of money amounting to the low five-figures, he would give the person the two sets of syringes, and the money was his (Bounel's) to keep for his trouble. Bounel did not know if the person would be a man or woman, though they talked in terms of it being a man. Skinny Beard had said that the vials contained deadly poisons, so Bounel should be careful with the syringes, but Bounel did not know anything else about the stuff. After sexually servicing Bounel, Skinny Beard left.
However, the pick-up person never showed up by the time Bounel was hired by Ned to go on the excursion to bring some pain to Bettina Wurtzburg and her informant, and it had been well over 48 hours. Bounel said that Ned had been the one to hire him for the Wurtzburg/informant attack, and didn't think the job was related to the drugs; Ned never mentioned the drugs nor the 'jackrabbit' code-word, he only offered Barry the chance to acquire a cop's gun and "get some fresh cherry ass" from the cop, and Barry had eagerly accepted the job. After stealing the gun, Barry had decided to use one of the sets of syringes to booby-trap the weapon in its hideaway location.
Skinny Beard was not supposed to come back until after the drugs had been transferred, and nothing was said when he did come back on Wednesday to service Bounel sexually. That's when we burst into the room on the raid and took the two sets of syringe vials as well as Bounel's big bag of cocaine.
Bounel said that after our raid he had hidden out in the City but had encountered no problems until just a couple of days before his arrest on the APB that I had put out for him. He said someone in a car fired at him and/or his group of about 8 people that were just hanging out. It was impossible to know at the time that he was the specific target, but after that he got wary and noticed strange cars driving around, apparently looking for him. He went deeper underground after that, but was betrayed by an informant to the City cops.
"So everyone was looking for him." Jack Muscone said. "If he didn't have the stuff, what did they want from him?"
"The same thing I did." I said, "the identity of the person that was going to pick up the drugs from him. They had no way of knowing if they had been delivered. They already had Skinny Beard and he'd told them he delivered the vials to Bounel. Only when Dr. Mays got a sample and started asking questions did they find out the drugs were in police custody."
"Who is 'they'?" asked the Chief.
"Take your pick, sir." I said. "Criminals, foreign spies, DEA, CIA, maybe even the FBI, Jack?"
"Could well be, though I doubt it. We generally don't step on each other's toes like the CIA does at times." Jack Muscone said, enjoying the opportunity to take a dig at the clandestine service.
"By the way," he continued, "when the FBI took custody of Santa Claus, Skinny Beard and Gruff, they turned them over to the Federal Marshals soon afterwards. That speaks of Witness Protection. All three vanished, but then I got an interesting little tidbit that the Marshals had given Santa Claus and Skinny Beard to someone else's custody, and had lost track of Gruff."
"Santa Claus, a.k.a. Keeler, is a 'wet boy' with the CIA, I'm as sure of that as I can reasonably be." I said. A 'wet boy' was an assassin, as everyone in the room knew.
"Gruff probably went back to the organization that he's been a part of for a while, which I don't think is part of this case at all." I continued. "That leaves Skinny Beard."
"What do you think happened to him?" the Chief asked.
"He was part of those drug projects that Dr. Heinz and my wife had been working on." I said. "Ned was part of that group, too... and went rogue. I suspect Skinny Beard went rogue, too; perhaps with Ned, perhaps not. But unless he got away from them, I suspect a sinister result for Skinny Beard."
"Okay, it's getting late, Crowbar, and my dinner is still in the food warmer at home." said the Chief. "So who was supposed to receive the syringes from Bounel?"
"Well," I said, "since the pickup was not made, it suggests that something happened to the 'jackrabbit', the person who was supposed to make the pickup.
((Dear Readers, you may wish to pause here and try to determine who the intended recipient of the syringes was, and why the pickup didn't happen. Continue reading for the answer.))
"You think the intended recipient was killed?" Jack asked.
"Yes, I do. And on that Friday night, two persons were murdered, and the third was held up for a while, then shot himself just after we made the Bounel raid."
"Jack Burke and the Arruzios..." mused the Chief. "So it was one of them?"
"I think it very likely." I said. "And the reason I think so traces back to some other things that happened recently--"
"The Arruzios?" Jack Muscone interrupted, flabbergasted, finally finding his voice. "You have got to be kidding, here." said Muscone. "Wasn't that just a domestic situation? Do you really think they were involved in all this?"
"Well, let me tell you the things you couldn't possibly know, Jack." I replied. "For one thing, when we recently solved the 'Swap' cases, two of my officers interviewed one Mr. Ward, of the Ward Harvester company. They found Ward to be full of hatred for me, particularly over the case of the 'Murdered Lovers'...he even told my officers that Marie Ward Arruzio was his sister."
"Oh. Ohhhhhhhhh..." said Jack Muscone, beginning to understand.
"Yep." I said. "He made an enormously huge mistake there, telling us that. We also know that Ward was interested in something at Tim Olivet's company, and now we have a possible link, through his sister, of wanting to get to these drugs from Dr. Heinz's labs. Ward keeps showing up on my radar as a 'person of interest', and not just because his building exploded in my face."
I continued: "I suspect that Ward is very upset with me not so much because his sister died, but because my raid on Bounel screwed up his plans to obtain the drugs. His original courier was dead, and before he could set up another pickup, I was in there recovering Ikea's gun and I just happened upon the syringe vials... and took them.
"Good grief." Muscone said.
"Yep." I said, understanding. "All of this, from the murder of his sister to the raid, was purely coincidental, but it all hit Ward like a punch in the gut. It was extraordinarily bad luck for Ward, but it does explain more rationally why he would hate my guts."
"So which one was it? The courier. Jack Burke?" asked the Chief, totally absorbed, having completely forgotten about his waiting supper.
"Well, we can make cases for and against any of the three." I said. "Let's take Joe Arruzio first. On the 'pro' side is that he was a University Regent and likely had some knowledge of the black ops research going on in Dr. Heinz's laboratories. He also had made drug deals in the past, and he needed money. On the 'con' side is that it doesn't fit his modus operandi very well. Also, when he left Dr. Wellman's house, he went back to the City instead of trying to make the pickup of the drugs.
"If you put yourself in his place and consider his actions, you'd see that if he were the guy, he likely would've gone to make that pickup no matter what, especially before we realized he'd left the Wellmans' home. And of course, if he'd made the pickup, the drugs would've been gone long before I got there.
"Last, but certainly not least: I doubt he would've murdered his wife and her lover at that particular time if he knew he had that drug pickup to make. Wow, think of the problems he would've been creating for himself..." I shook my head. "No, I ruled out Joe pretty quickly."
"Now, we can look at Marie Arruzio and Jack Burke. Marie was going to divorce her husband and may have wanted a bit more money. Though she was loaded, the money was in trust and only came to her in relatively small amounts at a time; she spent some of her husband's money and needed that income to be replaced.
"Also, she was Ward's sister, and he might have offered her money to make the simple pickup and get the vials to him. It is not clear to me if Marie and her brother were on good terms or not, but it hardly mattered when she came over all dead. On the 'con' side for Marie is that she was a very well-known, attractive and noticeable woman and would very likely be observed and remembered going into a University dorm for any reason.
"That leaves Jack Burke. On the 'pro' side would be that he was constantly in need of money. The word 'jackrabbit' would make one think of Jack Burke, n'est pas? And he may have been the courier for Marie; she would have him pick up the stuff, she'd pay him some extra cash, then she'd get the vials to her brother. She'd also be in his power, and that might have led to something wet happening to Jack Burke at a later point in time.
"On the 'con' side for Jack is that he never tried to acquire a lot of money. He could've gone home to his parents, they had cash. And Jack is the kind of guy who would've figured out something was going on and done something dumb, like take those vials for himself or even take the sack of money and disappear without making the pickup. Jack was a most untrustworthy servant for an errand of this nature. And there's another reason, related to his past, that makes me think he wouldn't go anywhere near those drugs nor that research operation. In any case--"
"Are you talking about that rape accusation against him?" Britt Maxwell asked. She did not like rapists.
"Not directly, Britt, though that past situation definitely affected Burke for the rest of his life." I said, not wanting to discuss that particular subject. "I think he had some fears of some people that kept him lying low all those years, but that's beyond the scope of this, in my opinion. And for all those reasons, I think Marie Ward Arruzio was the 'jackrabbit', and that her brother would've been the 'bunny hole' that those drugs would've disappeared into."
"Excuse me." Jack said, getting out his cell phone. "I need to make sure the stake is arranged for you to be burned at tonight. This is ridiculous how you're figuring this out." He was teasing me, of course... I think.
"So who tried to ambush you in Nextdoor County today?" the Chief asked.
"The same people that wanted the drugs, that put pressure on an SBI agent to get them, and then wanted the information out of Bounel." I said.
"Criminals, then, right?" Britt said. "Surely the CIA is not going to murder police officers just to get at Bounel?"
"You think that?" I said, skepticism and sarcasm dripping from my voice. "That makes one of us." Britt looked absolutely shocked, and I could tell that another thought had struck her.
Part 21 - A Matter of Evidence
At 2:00am early the next Saturday morning, I received a phone call from the Duty Sergeant to come down to Headquarters quickly. I did so and was directed to the secure basement area.
"He's in the Drug Evidence Room. The Chief is on his way in." Patrolman Morton said, leading me into that very chamber. Inside were the Evidence Room Supervisor, wearing his gray baseball cap, Daniel Allgood of Internal Affairs, Patrolman Rudistan, and Detective Teresa Croyle.



A man dressed in a Town & County Police Officer's uniform was lying on the floor, dead. He was not an officer with our Department and had no identity upon him. He was fairly young, tall and slender, muscular, and had black hair and swarthy features.
"Look at his badge, Lieutenant." Teresa said. I knelt next to the body, noticing a peculiar odor around the dead man's face. I peered at the badge over his left breast pocket. It was obviously an imitation; our real badges are plated with real gold, and this one looked like that cheap imitation stuff they make high school class rings out of.
I saw what Teresa was getting at: on the top of the circular wreath was the word 'Lieutenant', and the number under the five-pointed star was my own: 1640.
"Oh, that's cute." I said, having to smile at the cheek of it all. "That's definitely a message to me. Hmm, I smell almonds even more strongly here... yes, he took cyanide, didn't he? By the way, who found the body?" 
"He was alive when we detected him." Daniel Allgood said. "Our camera monitors in I.A. saw him in the Drug Evidence room, looking all over the place for something. We activated the door lock so he couldn't get out while Croyle assembled a team to take him down. As soon as we ordered him over the speakers to lie down with his hands spread above his head, his hand went to his mouth then his mouth foamed up. Classic cyanide suicide."
"Yep." I said. "First, anyone who has never smelled it before, smell around his lips now. That's what cyanide suicide smells like." Several people were doing that just as the Chief walked in.
"Geez, Crowbar," he said, "I love it when you train people, but sniffing dead people?"
"Well, it is my body, sir, according to that fake badge." I replied, a perfect comeback, startling the Chief.
After looking at the fake badge, the Chief said "Come on up to my office, Crowbar. You too, Allgood. Croyle, finish this up and have the body taken to the Crime Lab morgue for identification."  I piped up and said "Teresa, go to the crime lab with the EMTs that take the body there. Have whoever is on duty immediately make a double set of fingerprints and footprints and DNA samples. Process one set normally, but keep the other set separate; in fact, you can bring the second set here and ask I.A. to secure it."
"Why do we need to do that, Lieutenant?" the Chief asked.
"Because if I'm right, this body is going to disappear completely before eight o'clock this morning."
Part 22 - Wrap-Up
The early light of pre-dawn was just beginning to color the sky as I looked over the school and town from the patio of the "Mountain Nest". The view was fantastic, though I liked the higher view from "The Cabin" even better. Turning to look over my shoulder, I could see my home on the mountainside well above me.
I detected a movement at the door and looked on back. Laura was just coming outside. She looked good, dressed in a tight, form-fitting navy blue dress with a white blouse underneath, sheer stockings and high heel matte navy blue pumps. Since the birth of the baby she'd worked out to get back in shape, and had easily done so. Even though I had come in my wife's mouth just half an hour before, I felt the stirrings of desire for her and would've taken her back inside for a hot, quick fuck... but we had serious business to attend to.
"Ready to go?" I asked. Laura nodded. She was nervous, I could tell. Understandable, considering all of our discussions when I returned from Headquarters that left few stones unturned and made for little sleep.
"How's Carole?" I asked.
"Your mom's feeding her a bottle now." Laura said as we headed around to the cars. "She slept well last night, too."
"Good." I said. We got into our cars and drove down the road and to the University. Parking at Laura's normal parking space at the school, we did not head into her building but the one next to it. An older building on campus, it had once been the Chemistry building and was now the Pharmacy School. Laura unlocked a back door and we went in, immediately turning into a stairwell and going downstairs to the basement. Downstairs there was a long corridor hallway, but we only went a few feet to a locked, unmarked door.
Laura unlocked and opened the door and we went in. There was a mop and bucket and some paper supplies in the small room, but there was a metal door in the back wall with the words "Cleaning Chemicals" and a hazmat diamond on it. There was no keyhole to unlock the door I noticed. How to get in?
Laura opened a hidden panel next to the door. She had to swipe an access card as well as punch in a number code to open the metal door. Inside the next small room were a few bottles of Clorox, ammonia, and phosphate cleaning solutions; I knew that mixing those chemicals would produce a deadly gas, but that was not what was on my mind at the moment.
In the back wall of the room was an elevator. Laura swiped her card over the reader and the doors opened. Inside the elevator, Laura had to punch in a different number code. The elevator doors closed and the elevator began moving... downwards!
It was not a long ride. The elevator opened into a dark corridor which paralleled the basement corridor above. There were doors down the hall to the left and at the end. Laura went for the door to the left.
Inside was a large chemical laboratory: three long rows of benches with drawers, shelves in the middle, and assembled chemical glassware. Computer stations and instrumentation were in several places on the countertops. Three fume hoods lined the far wall. In the far back corner to my left I could see a sealed fume hood with glove inserts that one had to use to avoid contact with whatever was inside.
There were cabinets lining the other walls, including metal ones that housed chemicals and equipment. As I looked around, I felt like I had confirmation of my theory...
To our right as we entered was a door that lead to an office. Behind the desk was the frazzled, eccentric looking Dr. Heinz. There was a college-age girl in the room also, an Asian woman that I recognized as one of Laura's students in her clinic. I couldn't remember her name, maybe it was 'Connie' or something like that?
"Ah my dear Dr. Fredricson!" Dr. Heinz said. "And your most fortunate new husband, yes? How are you young man? Looking very fit you are, yes?"
"Yes, Dr. Heinz, thank you." I said, observing him as I shook his hand.
"Ah, I must congratulate you on your new baby. Wunderbar! And no after-effects of the drugs, no? It was... over a year ago?"
"No after-effects, so far." Laura said. "Though Don says he's been told his penis has gotten larger."
Dr. Heinz rattled off a spate of German, which I was barely able to understand but realized it meant something like "Did you test for this? Did you study it?" Laura's reply in perfect high German brought a laugh to both of them, and she told me the conversation, ending with "I told him that I study your penis very frequently."
I blushed. Then Laura said to me: "Well, Don, I'm sure you've figured out by now what this is."
"Yes." I said. "A research lab funded by the Central Intelligence Agency, in which Dr. Heinz and his associates do top-secret drug research overseen by you." The night before I had told Laura what I knew, that she was one of the highest-level officers in the CIA's Directorate of Science and Technology, and that she was overseeing research projects at the University in addition to her own sexual psychology research 'aboveground'.
"Yes." Laura said. "The research here is partly our own, but partly funded by the Agency."
"Yes, and while you and Dr. Heinz are pure researchers and do your sexual drug researches on your own, the Company wants results-- something they can use for applications in their work." I said.
"Yes, unfortunately that's the case." Laura said as we went into Dr. Heinz's office and sat down. I noticed a smaller room off to the right, which would correspond to the door at the end of the hallway. There was a small metal bed in the room with a sheet and thin blanket over it, and a door in the back wall leading to a bathroom.
"You live here, Dr. Heinz?" I asked.
"Oh, not officially." Dr. Heinz replied. "But so many times I have so excited become by my research that I stay here for many hours at a time, yes?"
"So I had them put in a bed for him." Laura said. "He still has to go upstairs to eat, though. Which he does not do enough." she added severely, looking at Dr. Heinz. I noticed that her admonition contained concern for the elderly doctor's health.
"What can I say?" Dr. Heinz said, spreading his hands in resignation. "With the work, I lose track of the time, you zee..."
When Laura asked Connie to leave the room, Dr. Heinz said he would start her on a project. They went into the lab and the girl began working on a chemical process as Dr. Heinz gave her some instructions.
"Does she work for the Company?" I asked.
"Yes." Laura said. "Except for you right now, anyone that can come in here works for the CIA in some capacity. And before you ask, Ned was contracted when he came to the school. The top brass really liked what he was doing. He was a real genius and impressed everyone with his work. When he went rogue and stole those sexual and emotion-inducing drugs, they were besides themselves."
"So how is it you're allowing me to see this?" I asked.
"Like you said last night, we have to destroy those drugs you found in the Bounel raid, and it's best to do it here. The ricin would be a danger if not properly destroyed, and we have the means to do it here and not risk public exposure. And, of course, to show you that I trust you." she replied. I understood fully what she meant by the last sentence.
Laura continued: "I'm putting in my paperwork that you've agreed to maintain secrecy under penalty of the law, and I'll have you sign a paper to that effect. But now they'll know that you know everything, so I won't have to keep playing stupid games with them."
Just then Dr. Heinz re-entered the office. "So, Dr. Fredricson, you wanted to discuss some other drugs that young Ned took?"
"Yes." Laura said. "Don has a theory about what happened." They both looked at me.
"First a question or two." I said. "Did this man ever work here?" I showed them the official police mug shot of Skinny Beard that the Town & County Police had taken upon his arrest, which I had downloaded into my iPhone. The mug shot was the only known picture of Skinny Beard and the only confirmation that the man had ever existed.
"Ah yes, he came here from time to time. He was an agent, he had identification, yes? He said he was here to take papers, reports and such, to Langley." Dr. Heinz said. "He did work with young Ned so he understood the chemical researches."
"I never knew him nor talked to him." Laura said. "He slipped by me. That means he was already an agent and had credentials to get down here, but he avoided me. With all that has gone on, we now know why."
"Yes, we do." I said. "Next, I understand that your research, even the Government secret research, has only been about sexual drugs, maybe some emotion-inducing or mind-altering drugs?"
"Ja, das ist richtig." Dr. Heinz said. "The drugs, they are not powerful. Not like the LSD experiments years ago. We hoped to find clinical applications to help psychologically... how do you say, the 'deranged' individuals recover from their illnesses, ja? I also work with Dr. Fredricson to find the drugs that affect sexual centers of the brain as well as the sexual organs."
"So you do not and did not work with drugs that could induce pain, that could be used to torture people in interrogations?" I asked.
"Nein, nein! Dr. Heinz answered with some feeling. "Never the harmful drugs were allowed here!"
"That's true." Laura said. "Although the Agency would love to have stuff like that, it's not what we did here at all."
"And they never tried to induce you to go in that direction?" I asked.
"No." Laura said. "They were interested in the hypnotic effects of some of the emotion-inducing drugs. They also were interested in sexual stimulants as well as drugs to suppress sexual desires, so that agents in the field would be less... distracted... by the temptations of the flesh. Most of the research here was at a very basic psychological level. Often our work was taken to other labs, which I can't even discuss out loud, for further work in making applications out of the research."
"When Ned was here," I asked. "Did he ever work outside your authority, or with anyone else?"
"Not that we know of, except for your friend Skinny Beard here." Laura said. "But when we discussed it last year, we realized that Ned might have been contacted by someone else within the Agency without us knowing about it and that he did work for them."
"I see. Well, that's what I'm thinking, too." I said. "My theory goes like this: Ned made these pain-inducing drugs and the antidotes for them, as well as some deadly chemicals. He might have done it on his own, but I suspect it was at the request of someone you two didn't know about, either an outside agent or more likely someone not in the Company but with an association to it. Skinny Beard was an integral part of that."
I continued: "Ned made the drugs, put them in the two sets of syringe vials, and then hid them here, probably in the back of one of the cabinets where it wouldn't be noticed but someone else could get to them if need be. He left no notes of his work, as it was outside the pervue of anything you were legitimately doing.
"Then Ned came on that family trip with us. He had his own personal agenda, of course, which we are now all too familiar with. Because he was arrested, he could never get back down here. So Skinny Beard came down and got the vials, but not for Ned... he acquired them for someone else, who was going to either sell them back to the Agency or to the highest bidder.
"These drugs induce pain, and it's obvious they were created to be used to torture individuals, then end the pain once the tortured person had confessed if they wanted to keep that person alive." I explained further. "And that is why so many people have become interested in them. Ned knows how to make more, so he didn't need to arrange for someone to get them out of this laboratory, nor did he need to send people into my evidence rooms at Headquarters to find them. That same someone tried to ambush police officers on a prisoner transfer, and then had someone actually attempt to get into the evidence room... but that person had to commit suicide when caught, and that shows the desperation of our unknown perp to get at them."
"So what do we have to do now?" Laura asked.
"Destroy the drugs." I said. I took out the small box I had carried with me. Inside were two sets of vials, one nearly empty, the other full. The near-empty set had come from the Crime Lab.
We went into the main lab and to the back corner where the sealed hood was. Connie put the sample vials and some clorox into the airlock, and upon request I was allowed to put my hands into the gloves and do the destruction work myself. A bunsen burner was lit and the chemicals drained out of the vials and into a metal cup. I then heated up the vial and the chemicals inside the cup caught fire and burned. I then charred the edges of the cup to burn out any residue. Next, I filled the syringes with the clorox and shot the liquid through the needles, then burned up the syringe plungers, charred out the inner portions of the glass vials, then heated the syringe needles until they were glowing red-hot.
"Very thorough." Laura said drily as she watched.
"You betcha." I replied. As I finished, I said "Why don't we take Dr. Heinz and his lovely assistant to breakfast?"
"Good idea." Laura said.
As we were leaving the restaurant after a delicious breakfast, I slipped something into Dr. Heinz's hand as I shook it.
"Was ist das? he asked, then caught his breath as he beheld the ancient coin. He was still for a long moment, unable to speak. Laura and Connie just watched with quizzical amazement.
"One of the women you helped escape the Nazis was my mother's grandmother." I whispered. "This was the only thing of value she escaped with."
"Yes, I remember. I was just a young boy then." Dr. Heinz said. He'd actually been a teenager. "But I am filled with happiness to know that her great-grandson is fighting the Evil now." He tried to give the coin back and I tried not to take it.
"Bitte, you must keep this." he said. "I am an old man now, and when the battle becomes hard, you will look at this to remember the Evil that you are fighting, ja?. The Evil today is just as potent and strong as what we faced in those dark times..."
I allowed him to persuade me.
Part 23 - Vanishing Act
It was nearly 9:00am as Laura and I got back to her office. She sat at her desk and got onto her computer, rapidly typing while I sat on one of the sofas and sent emails from my iPhone.
"Okay," she said, "I've just informed my superiors both openly and through the backchannels that we have destroyed the drugs and they no longer exist."
"And I've told the same thing to the Chief and to Jack Muscone." I said, "Of course I omitted any reference to any Government agencies you might be associated with, as this is not the most secure of cellphones. And hopefully the right words poured into the wrong ears will get the message out, and we won't have to worry about any of this any more."
"You won't." Laura said. "I can't say the same thing myself."
"What do you think is going to happen?" I asked, glancing over at my wife.
"I don't know." Laura said, sitting back in her comfortable chair. "I've already told them that I'm not leaving this University for another Company assignment; in fact, I'm about ready to retire from the Agency. Nearly 28 years is more than enough. Dr. Wellman knows about the projects and the money that the University gets from them, but he's already told me I can stay here forever even if they close down the projects."
"Well," I said, "the project might be getting shut down anyway. You know Dr. Heinz is sick, don't you?"
"Was it that noticeable?" Laura said, looking at me. As I nodded, she said, "Yes, and he's not helping by working as hard as he does. I don't know how long he has left, maybe a year if we're lucky." Sadness was written all over my wife's face as she became introspective. "So, quite the coincidence that your great-grandmother was one of those he saved--"
"We are about to have a visitor." I said, peering at the office door.
"How do you know?" Laura asked.
"I heard his phone ring in the hallway." I said. "Mine will be ringing shortly, also." A second later we heard a knock on the door.
"Come in." Laura said. The door opened and in walked... Henry R. Wargrave.
"Why Mr. Wargrave," Laura said, "I didn't know we had an appointment today."
"Oh, we don't." said Wargrave. "But I was in the vicinity, saw both your cars in the parking lot, and I couldn't resist coming in to wish the proud new parents my congratulations." Of course that was not the reason he was here, I knew.
"Very kind of you." I said, a bit shortly perhaps. "And fortunate that you were in the area, also."
*BRING! BRING! BRING!*
"I believe that is for you, Lieutenant." said Wargrave as my phone buzzed in my hand. He sat down in the chair in front of Laura's desk as she watched us both warily. I answered the phone.
"Hello, Perlman." I said, not even giving her the chance to say anything. "Don't tell me, let me guess. It's gone."
"Yes, it is. You were a bit early in your guess, though." Tanya said. "It took them until 8:45, but the body disappeared."



"And the details are?" I asked, not one bit surprised to be hearing this.
"Here's what happened." she replied, knowing I'd rather hear the chronological version to answer the not-yet-asked questions. "Christina Cho had taken the samples and gave one set to Teresa like you asked. Christina and I were processing the other set. Patrolman Johnson, a new rookie, was stationed in the room with us. CMB was coming in to do the preliminary autopsy but wasn't here yet."
She continued: "Christina and I were at the desk in the office next to the autopsy room, transmitting the fingerprints to the FBI for identification. There's a window looking into the autopsy room and I saw Patrolman Johnson nearly collapse. He got sick and began vomiting into a trash can. We helped him to the bathroom and when we got back, the body was gone, and so were the first set of samples we'd taken."
"How is Johnson now?" I asked.
"He's at University Hospital being checked out, but seems to have gotten over the heaves. Another patrolman stayed there with him." Tanya replied.
"Did you smell anything in the air, or feel sick yourself?" I asked.
"No, just smelled puke." Tanya said. "I took a sample of it from the trash can, to test for any drugs or poisons."
"You're awesome, Tanya, but you can spare me the details of that part of it. I'm busy at the moment, but I'll be there shortly." I said, then hung up.
"Dear me, Mr. Holmes, dear me." said Wargrave, in the form of a quotation.
"I trust that my officer will be okay?" I asked, not amused.
"I'm sure he'll make a full and speedy recovery." said Wargrave. "Cleanup means leaving no further messes behind."
"Speaking of cleanup," Laura interjected, not liking to be losing control while in her own office, and not fooling with word games, "the stolen drugs have been destroyed completely. My husband was extremely efficient. Even the syringes and glassware were burned out. I wouldn't have thought to do that, but he did. Not a molecule left of them."
"Well!" said Henry Wargrave with mock enthusiasm, "that's very good news, wouldn't you say, Lieutenant? After all, no more evidence of any illegal police raids, so that imbecile Detective Ikea won't be chirping about you anymore."
"We do agree on something, Mr. Wargrave." I said. "That Ikea is indeed an imbecile. But I'm sure that he remains the least of my worries." I said. "In fact, I can now just go back to the simple police business of finding criminals and keeping all the children, including mine, safe from harm."
"Yes, and I'm sure no children are in any danger, especially yours." said Wargrave. He was basically saying in response to my words that he was not a threat to my daughter. I relaxed somewhat.
Wargrave continued: "But what about the person to whom the hideous Mr. Bounel was to deliver those vials? Surely you'll pursue those culprits." He was watching me closely but was distracted by Laura's voice cutting through the air that was thick with tension.
"With the samples destroyed, why would anyone care about that?" Laura said.
"Indeed." I added. "The pickup wasn't made in a timely manner, so that person must've lost interest. Of course, it was the merest dumb luck that my rogue nephew hired Bounel to help with that very stupid attack upon Betting Wurtzburg, leading to Bounel stealing a cop's gun, leading to an... interdiction of that most hideous person. That attack on Ms. Wurtzburg really has turned out to be a very stupid thing to have done, wouldn't you say, Mr. Wargrave? Karma, neh?" I drove the verbal knife deep and twisted it; Mr. Wargrave's own actions had set in motion the dominos that interrupted the transfer of those drugs.
"I couldn't agree with you more, Lieutenant." Mr. Wargrave said, not totally able to hide the anger in his eyes. "But you are right about your pursuit of murderers, particularly your own young nephew. I hope your sister was able to give you information about her rogue son's whereabouts. I must admit that the young man has managed to hide himself more effectively than even my best private investigators can handle."
"And why would you be looking for him?" I asked, knowing Wargrave was not making a mistake in letting me know that.
"Why, to help you, of course." Wargrave said. "The 'punk', as you like to call him, is definitely a threat to good order and standing around these parts. He's become a threat to my University's interests, as well as those of your Town and County. I would love more than anything to deliver him to your doorstep. Do you want him alive or dead?"
"I appreciate the help." I said. "And 'confirmed dead' would be fine with me."
"Strong sentiments, there." Wargrave said, concealing a smile. He stood up. "Unfortunately, I must run. Congratulations again on the new baby, Lieutenant, Doctor."
"Congratulations are in order for you also, Mr. Wargrave." I said as he was turning to go. "Upon Acme's acquisition of the Olivet company."
Wargrave's eyes flashed irritation but he swiftly recovered. "Well, I'm barely more than a board member and consultant to that firm." he said, "But I'm sure they'll find the acquisition... profitable." Not waiting for further conversation, Wargrave exited the room.
"In some ways," Laura said, "I'm glad I was here to watch that... on the other hand, part of me wishes I didn't. Was that a threat to our daughter that I heard?"
"I don't think so." I said, still looking at the closed door Wargrave had just closed behind him. "If I thought it had been, he would not have left this room alive, no matter the consequences."
"You're right, and it might not have been you that killed him." Laura replied. I knew that my wife was not a woman to be fucked with, and a threat to our daughter was something neither of us would tolerate.
"So why did he come here?" Laura asked.
"To find out who Bounel was supposed to deliver the samples to." I replied. "He still doesn't know, and he'd like to know who his competition was. And I was tempted to tell him, but for now can't see the good that would come of that."
Part 24 - Epilogue
"Where to from here?" Cindy Ross asked, sipping her wine.
It was late Saturday afternoon and I'd just gotten home from hours of study of the Olivet data. The sun was still high, but beginning to lower itself over the Town.
Laura and I had invited Cindy Ross to have dinner with us, and Cindy and I were sitting on the back deck of The Cabin. Cindy was wearing a basic clingy dress and high heel sandals, and she looked smoking hot.
"I don't know." I said, sipping my single-malt Scotch. I was also holding Carole, who was peacefully sleeping. Holding my daughter after a long day of work made me feel very good about life, no matter what the news of the day had been.
The tests for poisons in Patrolman Johnson's system would come back negative. Attempts to identify the dead man with the second set of DNA samples as well as the fingerprint and footprint evidence also failed. How the body was removed and by whom remains unsolved.
With the drug samples destroyed, everyone seemed to breathe easier. Laura reported that the CIA was "satisfied" with the conclusion, which was confirmed by Jack Muscone. I also heard from several sources that the pressure on the SBI and Agent Ferrell to obtain the drugs had gone away. Steven Ikea tried to make some continued noise but was told to shut up by his political benefactors.
What no one else knew is that both sets of vials had not been destroyed: I never removed the set that I had hidden in the Weapons Evidence room. I made up four vials with colored water in them. I knew that one day I might need the vials as a trump card against some very powerful people with very ugly intentions.
"I'm still looking at the Olivet data." I said. "Did you find out anything new about Ward of Ward Harvester?"
"No." Cindy said. "Ward beat down our attempt to get warrants to look at his financial records and phone records. What he didn't know was that the FBI did get federal warrants, and Martin Nash's girlfriend, FBI Agent Sandra Speer, let me look at what they had... but there wasn't anything we could use. I did see one interesting tidbit, though: there was one phone call to Ward's personal cell phone from Karen Warner, the daughter of the guy who was murdered several weeks ago."
"So I checked around," Cindy continued, "and sure enough, Ward and Karen Warner had lunch together some days ago. But aside from that being a curiosity, I'm not sure what good it does us."
"Hmmm, interesting." I mused, mostly to myself. "For now, though, it's just something to catalogue in the back of our minds as we await further developments."
"Did Ned really put out a mob hit on his own mother?" Cindy asked suddenly.
"Not formally." I said. "But he put out word to the underworld that he'd pay handsomely in money and drugs and drug synthesis if Elizabeth showed up dead. Most criminals don't care and wouldn't waste the effort, but there are a few that might. At any rate, it was enough to spook Elizabeth into turning herself in."
"I still don't get why she thinks turning herself in is the safest thing to do." Cindy said.
"She doesn't." I replied. "Elizabeth is up to something, but the only way to find out what that is, is to let it play itself out."
"Hmmm... Oh, I did have one question." Cindy said. "You didn't tell Hugh the whole story when we were going to pick up Bounel. Do you trust him?"
"Oh yes." I said. "I trust everyone I work with... unless and until they give me a reason not to. But to answer your question fully, I've only told you and the Chief the full story about all of this, and that is a positive reflection upon my trust in you, not a negative reflection on anyone else. The less others know, the fewer leaks we have, however unintentional."
"I appreciate the trust." Cindy said. "Speaking of which... Teresa's in trouble again. Ikea tried to assign her to security for the 10K race this coming weekend. She declined with the words 'fuck off and die'. Ikea then tried to front her and get physical, and Teresa's reply was to attempt to spit in Ikea's face. She missed, and Sergeant Sharples got between them and calmed everything down before they came to blows, but Ikea's working Malone like crazy trying to get her in trouble."
"I thought she only popped off around Christmas time." I said.
"True enough. Captain Malone has been patient with her, but he had to chew her out for that one." Cindy said. "She still refused to do security for the race, but Captain Malone didn't push her on that. I wish I could figure out what's inside her head and help her."
"Yeah, I know. Speaking of Malone, his attitude towards Ikea has sure changed." I said. "They used to be peas in a pod. Now Malone seems to be losing control of his 'boy'."
"You're right." Cindy said. "Teresa says even Timothy Geiger, who used to be Ikea's lapdog, is avoiding him, and that Ikea is out of favor with Malone. Not sure why, though. And Ikea's increasing arrogance, especially in trying to go after you, shows me he's got someone behind him much more powerful than Captain Malone."
"Good observation." I replied. "But Malone is hamstrung. If he runs for Sheriff next year, as he's threatened repeatedly to do, he'll need Ikea's religious backers as a constituent group. Politics are such amusing fun, n'est pas?"
We were interrupted by Laura calling us in to supper.
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - The Party
The gentle slurps and smacks of their deep, tongue-twining kiss could be heard in the small room, an office fixed up to be a makeshift bedroom.
The drop-dead beautiful woman was in her late thirties. Her hair was naturally auburn, but she applied coloring to make it a lighter shade of red. She was barely 5'2" in height, and wore very high heels, the only clothing that would be left on her smoking hot body when her young lover was through undressing her as they kissed hotly.
Her body was in fantastic shape, toned and muscular like an athlete or a dancer. Her legs were sensational, slim thighs, shapely calves tapering to slender ankles and elegant, sexy feet. Her hands were also exquisite, and the diamond of her engagement ring sparkled as the gold of her wedding band shone lustrously. Her breasts were large, accented by 'artificial means'.
The young man with her was a University football player. His name was Jefferson Davis Jackson, "Jeff" for short. He was 6'4" tall with light brown hair. His body looked as if it were chiseled out of rock, toned by brutal workouts, football practices, and performance-enhancing drugs. His balls were large and his penis was huge; he wondered how the smallish woman was able to take his full length every time he sank it into her.
"Mmmm, baby, why don't you drink this champagne down while I sit on the bed and suck your big cock, okay?" the woman said, handing the handsome stud a full glass of bubbly while sitting her melt-in-your-mouth, heart-shaped ass onto the edge of the bed and sliding her full, pouty lips over his throbbing weapon of lust. The boy enjoyed the sight of his large white cock fucking the woman's gorgeous face, her full lips stretching to accommodate his girth, her large eyes looking up at him submissively as she deep-throated him with ease. She was one of the most beautiful of the trophy wives that the rich alumni brought to these parties for the players to fuck, and the boy intended to take plenty of pleasure from her.
"Ohhhhhhh... Janet, you give the best god-damn head I have ever had, baby." he said between long swigs of champagne.
"Aww, thank you, Jeff. I love sucking your cock. It's so big and thick." Janet replied, smiling sweetly up at her young stud before licking up and down his veiny cockshaft and sucking on his big, low-hanging balls. She absolutely loved fucking these young college boys, and this was her second lover this evening. He was one of her absolute favorites, and she couldn't wait to get him inside her and feel him deeply fucking her.
"Is that good champagne?" she asked. She stood up, took the container and poured him another full glass. "Drink up, baby, and then you can fuck me."
Jeff watched as the gorgeous woman laid back on the bed, barely more than one of those steel dorm beds with a mattress on it, brought in specially for this evening and these events. He quaffed his drink, then joined the woman on the bed, pushing her legs up and back and hooking them over his rock-hard, muscular arms. Janet reached down and grabbed something else of his that was rock hard, and guided his big, ready penis to the gaping slit of her swollen vagina.
"Oh God!" she gasped as the boy drove his ass forward and sank his long, thick meat balls deep into her sopping wet cunt.
"Jeez, baby, your cunt is so fucking wet!" the boy gasped. "That must have been one big load he shot up into you!"
"Oh yeah, baby, it was." Janet said. "I know how much you like sloppy seconds, and fucking a nasty, well-filled pussy!"
"Yeah baby, you know I like that." the boy said as he began pistoning in and out of the married woman's cum-filled pussy with hard, driving strokes. He didn't mind at all that he was getting some sloppy seconds; that, and the lube she'd applied, made her pussy wet and slick for his thick length, and he was able to fuck her easily.
The rutting couple lustily mated for several long minutes, with the woman's high-heeled feet resting on his broad upper arms. The boy often liked to suck her toes and heels, but in this case he just wanted to fuck her and work out the large nut that had been building inside him for a couple of days. He had not had sex nor come in four days, since fucking that beautiful co-ed, practically date-raping her, though she had been leading him on.
What was that girl's name, Candy? he thought to himself. It made him even hotter to know that she was the girlfriend of some geeky guy, in fact the guy who was the waiter serving drinks here at this party. He loved fucking other guys' women, enjoying their helplessness as he exerted his male dominance and power.
"Oh God, Jeff!" Janet gasped as she writhed hotly beneath the boy. "You really have one hell of a fantasy going tonight, dontcha? You are really fucking the Jesus shit out of me!"
"It's because you're so fucking beautiful and hot, baby." he said smoothly. "And you're hot wet pussy is about to make me come."
 
"Oh yeah, baby, do it. Come inside me, baby." Janet invited, realizing that the stud was about to climb her all the way and get his nut inside her.
"Oh yeah, here it comes, baby!" Jeff gasped. Dizziness overwhelmed him as pulse after pulse of his rod shot wad after wad of thick, ropy jism into Janet's hot, clenching cunt, mixing with her previous young lover's sperm in a potent baby-making mix. The boy gasped, trying to catch his breath as his mind fogged. His hands clutched at the woman, his fingernails digging into her soft, supple skin.
"Oh honey, that was good, the best ever." the woman gasped as the boy collapsed his full weight down onto her. She endured it, catching her breath for a few seconds, before saying "Okay honey, lift up a little bit."
Jeff didn't move.
Janet was a strong woman, but as she pushed up hard she was only able to get the heavy, muscular young man to roll off to the side. With no room on the little bed, he fell onto his back onto the floor. Looking down at his open, glazed eyes, the woman was shocked to see that he wasn't moving nor breathing.
"Hey, are you all right?" she said, reaching down and shaking him. No response. As she realized what was happening, she began to panic. Feeling for a pulse and finding none, she screamed for help...
-------------------------
The Country Club was not like the Heritage Cloisters Club; this was a simple building with a meeting area, like a Kiwanis Clubhouse, and some smaller rooms down one side, which tonight were being used as bedrooms by the Alumni's wives to sexually service the football players.
Outside was a pool and area for grilling food with picnic tables and canopies. The semi-public golf course, which could not be seen in the darkness, stretched behind the clubhouse. Due to agricultural chemicals draining into the big creek, or small river, that wound through the course and was used to irrigate it, the course was one of the finest in the State.
The party was being attended by 20 influential University alumni, six wives, and 14 football players. Of course no coaches or other University officials were at this most "unofficial" of events.
Tom Riordan, whose wife Janet was vigorously copulating with Jeff Jackson, approached the younger University alumnus.
"Hi Phillip." he said. "This is your first 'private' alumni-player party, isn't it?"
"Yes, sir, it is." Phillip said. He'd made a fortune in a computer programming company when he'd sold out to a much bigger competitor, and he'd made his first large contribution to the school just a couple of months before.
"Great, and please, call me Tom. We're all equals here; we're not the really bigshot donors like Henry Wargrave or J.P. Goldman." Tom said. "Did you bring the hundreds like I asked you to?"
"Yes, two thousand dollars." Phillip said.
"Good, me too." Tom said. "Three kids are finishing up fucking our wives, we're just waiting for them now. Once they're done, we're going to finish the evening off."
"What will we do?" Phillip asked naively.
Tom spoke as if making a military action report, but softening his voice: "Everyone will say their goodbyes, then we're going to send the all the players inside the clubhouse and close the door. Then we alumni are going to throw the green dollar bills into the swimming pool, and then leave. Only the players will be here, and after we all leave they can come out and get the money out of the pool. They'll probably make their freshmen jump in the pool and retrieve the bills, then they evenly split the money."
"Wow, you don't have a problem with your wife having sex with the players?" Phillip asked, unable to get over the shock of what this party was about, not even yet comprehending about the verboten money payments.
"Are you kidding?" Tom said. "My wife Janet absolutely loves these events, she can't wait for the next one to come around. And the other wives that are here, they are here to get fucked by these athletes, it's their joy in life, and the boys love fucking them. What college-age guy wouldn't love to fuck the shit out of a hot trophy wife like Janet or those other women?"
"And the husbands are good with it also." Tom continued. "Janet and I are swingers, and some of the other couples have open marriages. Phillip, you'd be surprised how many couples in our County are swinging and swapping."
"Wow." said Phillip. "I guess I've got a lot to learn about things."
Tom guffawed. "Oh yes, and just wait until you're invited to one of University President Wellman's 'private' parties. His wife is the hottest-- oh, what's the matter dear?"
Janet Riordan was at the entrance to the clubhouse, furiously waving to get her husband's attention. "Tom, come here, quickly!" she said, trying to keep her voice low.
"What is it dear? And why aren't you dressed?" Tom asked innocently.
"WOULD YOU COME HERE, GOD DAMN YOU??!?!" Janet screamed, near hysteria, her face red and furious with anger as well as panic. Almost everyone looked over at her.
"Dammit, Janet, what the hell do you want?" Tom said, angry at being spoken to by his wife that way, and especially in public. He was walking toward the door when Janet stepped outside, naked and only covered in the front by the towel she was holding to her breasts, grabbed his arm and began violently pulling him into the clubhouse.
"Jesus Christ, bitch, what the fuck is wrong with you?" Tom Riordan said angrily.
"God dammit Tom, you are such a fucking ass! Jeff is dead!" Janet yelled, trying to pull Tom to the back rooms. "He collapsed and he's not breathing! Would you fucking COME ON, Dickhead?!?!?"
Tom Riordan gasped as he heard the words. He turned to Phillip, who had followed him into the clubhouse main room, and said "Get Dr. Keene to come in here. Keep everyone else out, especially the players." Tom continued following Janet into her room. Jeff Jackson was lying on the floor on his back, his eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling.
Phillip and Dr. Keene quickly arrived. The doctor knelt by the body and checked for a pulse, then maneuvered the athlete's head up and back and checked for breathing. He then checked the kid's eyes before turning back to the door, where several alumni had gathered, including the other wives that had heard the commotion.
"He's dead."
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
At four o'clock in the morning I got the phone call. It was Tanya Perlman.
"We've got a dead body on County Road 2. Naked young man, maybe a college kid." she reported. "Crime Lab is on the way."
"I'll be right there." I said. I hustled to get dressed, putting on a regular shirt, "heavy" work slacks, and my "heavy shoes", which weren't quite boots but were good for walking around in the outdoors and around outdoor crime scenes.
It was early Saturday morning near the end of August. The University would be coming back into session in a week. The dorms were opening Monday morning and students would be coming in. The first football game of the season was an away game this year, but was one week from today, next Saturday. The Town was bracing for the onrush of tens of thousands of students, and it always amazed me how the Town seemed to open up and flourish like a budding flower in the Spring. I was a relative newcomer, still not used to the shock of the transition.
County Road 2 ran east-west just inside the County's southern border. Coltrane County was to the south on the way towards Midtown and the central part of the State. The road was little more than a farm road, barely adequately paved and very rarely used by anyone or anything except local farmers and their vehicles and equipment. I think I might have driven on it one time before.
Coltrane County to our south was very rural and agricultural and had only three items of interest. The first was Lake Ocheekobee Golf and Country Club, which sported an excellent golf course. The second was a piece of property on the River that ran from our County, a property which was owned and occupied by a group known as "The Vision." They called themselves a "self-help" organization, and had seminars all over the country, complete with fire walks. But the headquarters of "The Vision" in Coltrane County was like a fortress, surrounded with fences and armed security, and some said that it was actually some kind of cult.
The third was that the State Hospital for Mental Diseases, a very nice name for the State Insane Asylum, was in Coltrane County, more on the northeastern side and nearer Nextdoor County than ours. "The Asylum", as we called it, was where seriously ill mental patients were taken, and one side of it was the prison for persons in the State found "guilty but insane." It was a forbidding place, a hospital that no one of sound mind ever wanted to see.
None of that mattered to me at the moment as I headed down the main South Road, out of Town and through the small hamlet of Junction Station. As I neared the county line I turned left on to County Road 2. About three miles later I came upon the flashing lights of the police cars and EMS ambulance.
Detectives Martin Nash and Diana Torres were at the scene, as well as Tanya Perlman, her Crime Lab team, two EMTs and three uniformed officers. One was Pete Feeley, one was the rookie Patrolman Johnson, and the third was Patrolman Hicks.
"My goodness, it's a Detective convention. Martin, Diana." I said in greeting as I walked up, the meaning of my words being that it was unusual to have three Detectives on the scene (besides myself), and so quickly. "Whaddya got, Perlman?"
"And good morning to you too, Lieutenant." Tanya said. "This is a strange one, right up your alley."
A dirt farm road going north-south crossed County Road 2 just a few meters down from where we were. The County Line was literally three feet south of County Road 2, so the southbound dirt road immediately went into Coltrane County, and the northbound road went towards the farmhouses of this land's owners, about a mile away and slightly uphill of us.
There was an irrigation ditch that paralleled the dirt road, to the left (west) side. It became a culvert, a wider and deeper hole, right near the road. Peering into the hole, I saw by the klieg lights set up to illuminate it that a body of a young man was lying on his left side. He was white, naked, and I could not see any blood. I did notice that his penis was elongated and large.
"Lieutenant, why are all of your crime victims dying while having sex?" Tanya Perlman asked me, obviously messing with me.
"I see it, Perlman." I replied, needling her back. "And it seeeeeems to be par-for-the-course for your County, which I've come to know and love. What did your lab people find?"
"Very little, so far." Tanya said. "No marks on him. Patrolmen Hicks and Johnson were the first here, and Hicks went down to check the body to see if he was alive or dead while Johnson looked around for tire prints, footprints and clothing. He secured off the southbound dirt road because there are tire prints there, but that's all we found."
"Patrolman Johnson," I said. "Did you go into Coltrane County?"
"I might have shined my light into it, but didn't go very far." Patrolman Johnson said. As I looked down the road I could see his footprints at the edge going as far as my light could see.
"I made sure no tracks were where I stepped." Johnson said.
"Good job, Johnson." I said, walking back towards the crime scene where the body was. "Nothing around the culvert here?"
"No sir." Johnson said. "Nothing discernible that I could make out. Hicks also tried to look before he stepped when he went down into the culvert."
"I didn't see anything, sir." said Hicks. "I tried to be careful, but I thought I had to check to make sure the guy wasn't alive."
"You absolutely did the right thing. Both of you. Good job." I said. "Okay, Tanya, if the Crime Lab is done, let's get the guy out of there so you can examine him up here."
The process was laborious, and with everyone including myself helping, we managed to get the 240 pounds of dead young man out of the ditch.
"Not a mark anywhere, Lieutenant." one of the EMTs said. I noted by his rank that he was a full Paramedic, the EMS's equivalent of a sergeant rank in the Police Force. Of course they had to be qualified by education and certifications as well as time and grade in the EMS service.
"Any idea what killed him, Paramedic?" I asked.
"No sir." he said. "I see some bruises here and there on his arms and legs, but they don't look fresh, nor do they look all that harmful to his life."
An insight occurred to me. "You know, I wonder if he's a football player." I said. "That would explain him having some bruises, as well as his athletic muscular development. The University football team has just broken their summer camp and the season starts next weekend. Martin, that might be a shortcut to identifying him: check with the University Police when we get back to Town and have them ascertain if there are any missing University athletes."
"Yes sir." Martin Nash said. He took a photograph of the dead man with his cellphone and transmitted it to Headquarters with a message to begin attempting to identify the body. Ah, the wonders of modern technology.
Speaking of which, I used my own cellphone to make a phone call to Britt Maxwell of the University Police, rousing her out of bed and asking her to come to the scene with her SBI Reserve badge in her possession.
Tanya Perlman was in the ditch, which was much taller than she was. I carefully made my way down into the ditch and began looking for clues.
"Not a damn thing." Tanya said. "No blood, no scraps of cloth..."
"That's curious." I said, looking at the indentation where the young man had impacted the soft soil. I pointed to it. "He landed exactly as we found him. No movement, no scratching at the dirt, no attempt to get up. That means that he was already dead when he was thrown into this ditch. Oh, and that reminds me..."
I climbed out of the culvert as Pete Feeley helped Tanya to get back topside. It was still dark but the first glimmers of dawn were appearing in the eastern sky.



"Everyone, just how did the Police learn about the existence of this body in the ditch?" I asked loudly.
"I can answer that." a voice called out. It was Mr. Colburn, who was the owner of the farm to the north. He had been standing by the ambulance, watching us. "I saw some lights when I came out of my house up there. I got my binoculars to see what was going on, and I saw car lights and flashlights. I thought it was kids messing around or possibly a drug deal going down, so I called the police. I came down after the first police car came up, to tell them what I saw."
"I appreciate that, sir." I said. "Hicks, Johnson, see anything?"
"No sir." said Hicks. "We were lucky to stumble onto the body. We parked here at the intersection and started looking around, and I just happened to shine my light down into the culvert, and the flash of white skin caught my eye."
"Yes." I said. "Lucky. Very lucky to come across that. Mr. Colburn, I appreciate your help, and you can head home now, if you don't mind. Paramedics, would you go ahead and take the body to the police morgue? Ask them to get fingerprints and start trying to find the body immediately, and report their findings to Detective Nash, who is now in charge of the case, whether he realizes it or not." I looked towards Martin, who did not allow his facial expression to change as he nodded acknowledgment of my assignment.
"Tanya, did your crime lab team get the tire prints off the dirt road?" I asked.
"They're doing it now." she said. I looked over where a woman was laying out the plaster to get the tire impression; she had already taken pictures in infrared as well as visible light. Ah, technology...
Just then a car pulled up. It was Britt Maxwell.
"Torres, keep working with Nash; this'll be excellent practical experience for you." I said as Britt approached us. "And now I want you all to look the other way while Captain Maxwell and I take a little stroll into Coltrane County."
As Britt and I started down the road, I heard Tanya behind me say "Congratulations, Martin! That's a big deal, getting assigned a case like this..."
Part 3 - The First Roadblocks
As we walked down the dirt road, I filled Britt in on the situation, ending with "I wanted you to come with me because we're State-level, and if the Coltrane County Sheriff Department comes up to see what we're doing, we'll need to have our SBI badges."
"They'll still be pissed." Britt said. "They hate our guts, or I should say your guts, meaning the Town & County Police."
"Why is that?" I said as I examined tire tracks along the road.
"They're small, rural, ten thousand people in their county, tops." Britt replied. "They don't have the resources we do..." she paused, then added to tease me, "... and they don't have the Iron Crowbar."
"They have me right now." I said. "Keep watch in that irrigation ditch."
"What are we looking for?" she asked.
"The dead man's clothes." I replied.
We had walked about half a mile, I turned and looked back: the blue lights of our own police cars were barely visible in the distance. I could actually see the road without my flashlight, as the breaking dawn was gathering strength.
I stopped, seeing a lot of tire tracks, some in circular patterns, only one set heading north. I also saw a lot of footprints leading to the ditch. As I looked up, I heard Britt call out "Here's something!"
In the ditch was a red golf/polo shirt, white khaki short pants and tennis shoes. Very casual wear. I quickly looked around for marks and saw some light footprints. I also saw indentations to the side of the wadded clothing in the ditch, which was wet and muddy.
"Britt, who can we call in to come examine and bag these clothes without getting the SBI all involved?" I asked as I descended into the ditch to look at the clothes. I noticed that the clothing was not deeply stained, meaning that they had not been on the body, but thrown separately into the ditch. I also noticed that the deep indentation next to the clothes looked as if a body had been thrown there. There were boot marks around the indentation, as well, though the prints were only partial.
"Maybe call in some Campus Police guys." Britt said. "But except for me, they'd be out of jurisdiction here, also."
"Oh shit." I said as I saw headlights of cars approaching from the South. "Here they come. Not much time." I quickly took pictures and examined the clothing. There was no identification, no wallet. I made it out of the ditch just as two Coltrane County sheriff vehicles pulled up. On seeing us, they turned on their blue lights and shined strong light into our faces.
"And just who might you be?" the Sheriff said, getting out of the first car. He was a bit overweight but not all that much, and his mustache had gray flecking. I knew that from previously meeting him, though; I couldn't really see more than his silhouette right now.
A deputy got out of the first car, also. He was young, clean shaven, just a bit too fresh-faced, but I knew he was no green rookie. Two other deputies got out of the second car but stayed behind the opened doors, in combat preparatory stances.
"We're SBI, Sheriff." I said in my most commanding voice. Britt and I held up our SBI badges with our left hands, keeping our right hands free if we had to draw guns. With Coltrane County Law Enforcement, one was best advised to be prepared for anything.
The Sheriff and Deputy took their hands off their holstered guns but the other two behind them did not relax their stances nor come out from behind their car doors.
"We're investigating a murder that took place up the road, just across the County line. It looks like these are the dead man's clothes." I said.
"Is that right?" the Sheriff said laconically. "And you did not have the courtesy to call me before coming into my county, eh?"
"We just found the body, didn't even have time to call you." I said.
"Sheriff, do you mind if we have a closer look at those clothes?" Britt asked.
"Why yes, I do mind." said the Sheriff, his voice a whisper but with a foreboding menace behind it. "Deputy Strait, call in for our own forensics team to come out at eight o'clock." Deputy Strait went to the car and got on the radio.
"Come on, Sheriff, you know time is of the essence--" Britt started, but I tapped her shoulder to hush her up. The Sheriff had squared up, a feigned look of indignation on his face.
"You fucking bitch, you don't tell me to 'come on' in my county, do you fucking understand me? I just said that MY people will examine this evidence, and I'll do it on my own goddamned time, you hear me, bitch?" he said, his voice a harsh rasp. He went over and looked in the ditch as the morning light grew stronger. I noticed him looking over the ground.
"Sheriff, is there any reason why you would not want to help us solve a murder? I asked.
"You think you State people can just walk into my county without telling me and do whatever the goddamn hell you please? Huh?" I noticed that the Sheriff was pacing in a way to deliberately trample over the footprints on the road, totally destroying them as evidence.
"Don't answer him, Captain." I said. "Let's get out of here." I turned and began walking back up the road, north to home. Thankfully, Britt came right along with me.
"Hey! Did I say you could fucking leave?" the Sheriff roared. I stopped and looked back, my hand hovering over my gun.
"What are you going to do, Sheriff? Shoot us in the back?" I asked, my voice cold and confrontational.
"I goddamn well might." the Sheriff said, his hand going for his gun.
"Before you do something stupid," I said, my voice stopping him, "you better understand that there are several cars of police just over the county line. They will hear the shots and come right on in here to find out what the shots were about. And if they find us dead they'll blow your asses away without bothering to say a word. They'll chase you into town and kill you in front of everyone that might be there watching. It's your call, Sheriff, if you want to die today."
After a long second of silence, pregnant with tension, I said "C'mon, Captain, let's go."
We turned and began walking north again. The Sheriff did not try to stop us, but I knew they were following in their cars at a distance. We made it back to our side of the county line, where the forensics teams were wrapping up, mostly taking photographs of markings as the light got better.
To everyone's shock, the Coltrane County Sheriff had his three deputies stand side-by-side in a row, three feet inside the county line on his side, holding shotguns at "port arms". The Sheriff stood by them with his arms crossed.
"Make damn sure you don't cross the County line, shitheads." the Sheriff said when we looked over at them. My guys looked over at me with "What the hell?" looks.
I went to my SUV and placed a cellphone call to Hugh Hewitt, telling him to assemble four of his "better trained" guys, meaning the new officers we were going to make into a SWAT team as soon as the politicians let us. I told him to have them come wearing "heavy gear", meaning full bulletproof riot gear, and to bring loaded shotguns.
They got there within fifteen minutes, and I had them stand off with the Coltrane County deputies, standing on the edge of County Road 2, facing the enemy deputies with my guys' shotguns at "port arms". I gave my guys orders, well within the hearing of everyone, that if the Coltrane County deputies even pointed their guns across the county line, that our guys were to blow them away, to kill them without a second thought nor the least compunction.
"My guys are wearing bulletproof gear, Sheriff." I said. "Yours are looking mighty puny in their bare shirts. And by the way, Sheriff... your lack of cooperation will be made known to the SBI and the FBI as well. I think a State audit of every aspect of your County, from the Water Works to the dogcatcher records, is in order, whaddya say?"
"Go fuck yourself, Mr. Iron Crowbar... yeah, I know who the fuck you are." the Sheriff said. "And bring your auditors on, they won't find jack shit wrong in my county. They know better."
The Sheriff did not remove his deputies until the last of my team had packed up and left for home.
Part 4 - It's In The Bag
I was in the MCD room by 7:00am, drinking a delicious and nutritious Carnation chocolate milkshake and watching the morning news. No way I'd miss a day without seeing the lovely Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead reporter, standing on County Road 2 not far from where the crime scene was. "Channel Two News has learned that a dead body was found in a culvert just down the road from our position here. The victim is described as a young white male. He was found without any clothes, and he had no ID on him. Police say that there was no blood or signs of violence, but that foul play has not yet been ruled out at this early stage of the investigation..."
The rest of Bettina's report was inconsequential, but my attention was arrested by something else Bettina said: "Let's go straight to the national desk and Priya Ajmani, with an update on the drug shootout in Miami!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the gorgeous Indian woman. "This is Priya Ajmani, KXTC Channel Two News! The FBI has updated us on the shootout in Miami a couple of weeks ago that left six people dead and two seriously wounded. One of those killed was a junior diplomat from the Venezuelan delegation, who was attending the OAS diplomatic conference. The Venezuelan Government has accused the United States of lax security, but the State Department has reiterated that the diplomat had left the security zones around the hotel and conference center, and was associating at two o'clock in the morning with well-known drug runners. A quantity of drugs as well as guns and other weapons was found at the scene. It appears that there was a falling out between the gangs making the deal, and in the exchange of gunfire the Venezuelan diplomat was shot a total of eight times..."
As I wondered to myself if the Miami Police would bother checking the calibers of the bullets that struck the sleazebag Venezuelan diplomat, I saw the Chief walk down the hall and into his office. I followed him to report on the situation here at home, making sure to bring along a cup of coffee for him.
"So you lined up four of our guys right up against theirs, eh?" the Chief said after I'd finished my report, smiling as he sat down and drank his coffee. "Shit, their sheriff down there is a real idiot and a dickhead, too. He's on the take, dirty as hell. You're lucky that he didn't shoot you in the back when you walked away from him. So you watched him stepping on footprint evidence on purpose, eh?"
"Yes sir," I said, "and I don't know how we're going to get those clothes now."
"Well," the Chief said, "we may can simply formally request the evidence from their evidence team, but their guys aren't Detective Perlman or her team. They're so bad that it'll be useless, you won't find anything but their contamination."
"Yeah, I know." I said, frustrated. "And how to investigate that spot without bringing in the SBI, that's what I don't know how to do."
"I'll be honest with you, kid," Chief Griswold said, unconsciously calling me 'kid' whenever he had something to teach me, "a case that straddles a county line like this almost has to have the SBI brought in, especially when dealing with a piece of shit like that bozo in Coltrane County."
"So who can we bring in that we can halfway trust?" I asked. "Ted Crenshaw? Carter Fischer?"
"I'd say Ted Orosco if he wasn't in Midtown." the Chief said, "but I'll tell you what, let me work up through some channels to see what I can do about it."
--------------------------
At 9:00am, Martin Nash came into the Chief's office with me to give his first report.
"First of all, the M.E. found skin under the victim's fingernails, and some bodily fluids from around and just inside the tip of his penis." Martin Nash said. "Tanya-- Detective Perlman is very excited about the possibility of DNA evidence of the woman she believes he was having sex with when he died."
"That's good news." I said. "Any idea of who he is?"
"Not yet. Fingerprints turned up negative." Nash said. "Not surprising: he's young, probably hasn't been arrested or anything like that. No missing persons reports have been filed with us, the University Police or the State for this area, nor the FBI. I've talked with Captain Maxwell, and she's got her people working to see if the guy comes up as a University student."
"Did you contact the Athletic Department?" I asked.
"I placed a call, but there's no one there nor in the coaches' offices. Captain Maxwell said she'd handle contacting them from this point on."
"Any ideas about what happened, Crowbar?" the Chief asked.
"No sir." I said. "I'm eagerly awaiting the toxicology report. Detective Perlman said she'd try to have a preliminary report by noon. Alcohol poisoning, drugs, something party-related is my first thought. Martin, any ideas?"
"Totally agree with you." Martin Nash said. "I think identifying the guy is going to be the toughest part. Once we have that, we'll find out if he overdosed at a party or something."
"So why dump the body in a ditch on County Road 2?" the Chief asked astutely.
"More than that, Chief..." I said. "Why was the body moved into our County after being dumped in Coltrane County?"
"What?" said the Chief. Martin Nash peered at me also.
"The body was dumped in the ditch in Coltrane County and the victim's clothes thrown in the ditch with him." I said. "I believe someone then moved the body into our County, leaving the clothes behind. There were a ton of tracks leading up the dirt road to the spot the clothes were found... but only one set of tracks coming on up across the County line."
"Why in the fuck would someone want to do that?" the Chief said.
I shrugged. "No idea yet."
---------------------------------
At noon the Chief called me into his office.
"I have Deputy Strait of Coltrane County on the line." he said. "He's on speaker. Go ahead, Deputy Strait!"
"Chief, I was wondering if you could send your Lieutenant Crowbar guy down to our town of Buford?" said Deputy Strait.
"And why?" asked the Chief.
"We'd like his help to investigate a serious incident. Our sheriff was found dead in the seat of his car a few minutes ago."
----------------------------
I had Cindy Ross and Hugh Hewitt come with me, both wearing their heavier bulletproof vests, as my bodyguards. I also wore my light body armor under my uniform shirt. I was carrying my blue crowbar while Cindy had a police baton and Hugh kept his hands free and ready to employ his holstered guns.
"Sheriff Strait," I said, giving the deputy the title as if he were in charge now, "what happened here?" I was looking at the body of the Sheriff, sitting in the driver seat of his car as if he were ready to pull out of the parking lot. He was wearing his sunglasses and had his seat belt on.
"First, Lieutenant," said Strait, very wisely, "I want to tell you how sorry I am about what happened this morning. We deputies were just following orders."
"I'm sure." I said. "I hope that you or whoever the next sheriff is won't be such an asshole."
"Yessir, I agree with you." Strait said. He reminded me of Officer Pete Feeley: young, eager to please, maybe too much so, and desiring to be something he was not ready to be.
"Who found him?" I asked.
"I did." said Strait.
"What did he do and where did he go from the time you guys left the county line this morning until you found the body?" I asked.
"We came back here, and he was in his office all morning." Strait said. "I know he called our State Representative and State Senator to complain about you, and then he closed the door and made a lot more calls, but I don't know who to. Then he said he was going to go out, didn't say where, and went to his car. I looked out a few minutes later and he was still sitting there, so I went to see if he needed anything."
I had my magnifying glass out as Strait talked. It was rectangular instead of circular. I examined the dead Sheriff's neck at the collar-line of his shirt, and saw what I expected to see.
"Strait, take a look at this." I said. Strait looked with the magnifying glass. "See that tiny red speck on his neck, here on the back left side just at the shirt collar line? I think that's where a syringe needle was stuck into his neck, and he was injected with something. You guys!" I said, pointing to the other deputies. "Come look at this. Ross, Hewitt, you take a look too."
As everyone took turns examining the tiny red dot with the glass, I said "Sheriff Strait, I'd suggest that you tell your medical examiner to do a full toxicology workup on the body. Better yet, you may want to call in the SBI or FBI and ask them to assist with the forensics."
"Yessir, but what happened?" Strait asked.
"I think when your Sheriff got into the car, someone very quickly came up to him, put a gun to his temple and told him not to move, then injected him with the drug. It's fast acting, and the perp may have stayed a few seconds holding the Sheriff at gunpoint before running away. I'd suggest you have your guys canvas the area and see if any unusual persons were seen in the parking lot or at the car window when the Sheriff got in."
"Could the perp have been in the car, waiting for him?" Cindy asked.
"Maybe," I said, "but you'd think the perp would then have the Sheriff drive off a ways before injecting him. Also, there is a plexiglass shield between the front and back seats, so if the Sheriff was injected through the window in the middle of the plexiglass, I'd expect the injection to take place on the right side of the neck instead of where it is at on the left side."



Everyone nodded agreement.
"So, Strait," I said. "What happened to the clothes in the ditch from this morning?"
"The Sheriff bagged them and put them in the trunk of the car." Strait said.
"Did he take the evidence into the station?" I asked.
"Uh..." Strait said.
"No." said one of the other deputies. "When we got back he started barking orders for us to do things. I forgot about the clothes, but now that you mention it, so did he. He never came back and got the clothes, either." The other deputies all agreed.
"So, let's open the trunk and see if the clothes are still there." I said. "Where are the keys?"
"Uh, if they're not in the car with the sheriff..." Strait said. The keys were not in the ignition nor in the dead Sheriff's hand or pocket.
"Well, if you guys don't mind," I said, "I'll just try this key." I quickly and deftly snapped open the trunk of the car with my crowbar.
The bag was there, but it was empty. The clothes were gone. Unprintable curses flooded through my mind, though I remained outwardly silent.
"Okay, Strait." I said. "There's not much more here for me to look at."
"Thanks for coming, in spite of this morning." said Strait.
"Well... hopefully our counties won't have issues like that again." I said. "See if you can find those clothes, and let me know if you do."
Just then my cellphone rang. It was Detective Martin Nash. "We've got a positive ID on the guy." he reported.
I did not speak the entire drive back to Town. Hugh drove and Cindy sat in the backseat while I rode shotgun, totally lost in deep thought. Once at the Station and alone in the parking lot, I got on my cellphone to Tanya Perlman.
"Tanya, have Christina Cho do her magic and take triple samples of all evidence, especially for toxicology." I said. "Send one set to the University's Crime Lab immediately for confirmation workup. Classify and secure the third set-- stop asking why, I'll tell you later..."
----------------------------
I entered the Chief's conference room just as Nash was telling the Chief and Captain Harold Malone the details.
"The guy's name is Jeff Jackson." Nash said. "He's--"
"Is that Jefferson Davis Jackson?" Captain Malone asked, interrupting.
"Yes sir, that's his full name." said Nash. Malone groaned.
"Jesus... I know his parents very well." Malone said, shaking his head sadly. "Chief, I'll call them myself and tell them."
"Sure thing." said the Chief. "Nash, tell me about him."
"Football player, 20 years old, redshirt Sophomore but the starting tight end for the team." Nash said.
"How was he identified?" asked the Chief.
"Didn't take fifteen minutes for students on campus to recognize him, then the Campus Police ran the name through the DMV." Nash said. "Definitely our guy."
"Good work, and give the Campus Police our thanks." the Chief said. "Malone, go call the parents, they'll have to identify the body at the morgue." Captain Malone left, his mood somber.
"So, Crowbar," the Chief said, "what did you find out about the dead Coltrane County sheriff?"
"He was injected with a drug, poisoned." I said. "Deputy Strait said he's calling in the SBI; this case is too much for him and his people. Strait appears to be honest, though too young and woefully inexperienced."
The Chief nodded. "Any thoughts? Motive? Was that murder related to our dead student?"
I looked the Chief hard in the eyes. "Yes sir, I believe it's related. The victim's-- the student's clothes are missing. I think someone killed the Sheriff to get the clothes out of his car. And Chief, they left the evidence bag while taking the clothes. That was an intentional message, perhaps for me."
"I'll take your word for that, but only you would notice and see it that way. But why would someone want to take the clothes at all?"
"Cleanup. I can tell you this, Chief: This is not some simple death from drinking too much at a party..."
Part 5 - More Obstacle Courses
At 9:00pm the meeting in the main conference room was convened. Captain Malone, myself, Britt Maxwell, Martin Nash, Diana Torres, Tanya Perlman and Cindy Ross were "invited", meaning expected, to attend by the Chief.
"Jeff's parents will be here tomorrow morning." Captain Malone said. "They did not take it well. Lieutenant, I want you to personally conduct their interview. And show them a lot of respect."
"Will do." I said, still in thought.
"Perlman?" the Chief said brusquely.
"Early toxicology shows that he had consumed some alcohol but was not even legally drunk. There are some medications in his system, including Viagra, but nothing illegal so far. Right now this could be anything from some kind of natural causes, such as a heart attack, or some drug reaction to medication. We just don't know enough yet."
"That's good work so far, Perlman." the Chief said. "Captain Maxwell, what did you get?"
"I interviewed all of the coaching staff." she said. "They said that there were no football team functions scheduled last night, no formal events, no sanctioned parties, no parties that they knew about. There's no curfew on the team this weekend and there wasn't one last night; in that, they're pretty much free to act like any other students on campus. They also all said that they knew of no one who might want to harm Jackson when I asked them, and they were surprised by that question and the idea that it might even be murder. Word has gotten around that he wasn't violently killed."
"Interesting." I said. "Tanya, once we get more info, look to see if he had some medical condition. The coaches might have known something but hid it so that the kid could play football. And please don't anyone tell Angela Harlan what I just said about her cousin. I'm not accusing anyone of anything just yet."
Tanya nodded and made notes as Britt Maxwell continued: "Speaking of Coach Harlan, he said he'd ask the team if anyone was with Jackson last night, and have them get in touch with me if they could shed any light on the situation. But that was as far as it went. He was reticent to go any further, and when I asked if I could address a team meeting, he got vague and made no promises."
"Crowbar, fill everyone in on what happened in Buford today." the Chief said. I did so.
"I don't mean this as a reproach." said Captain Malone, meaning it as a reproach, "but would those clothes have been found by the Coltrane County sheriff if you and Cpt. Maxwell had not gone onto their side this morning?"
"Yes, they would have been found." I said. "I think we were actually just in time to see the clothes. I suspect the Sheriff was called in by someone to go secure that scene... and that he was expecting to find the body as well as the clothes. The body was dumped there, I saw the indentation where it impacted. Then someone moved the body, but not the clothes, into our County and made enough noise and light that Mr. Coburn saw them."
"For me," Martin Nash said, "the question now is 'Where was the crime committed, in other words, where did he die?' If we could find a crime scene, it may go a long way to answering our questions."
"Coltrane County." I said, very sure. "It happened in Coltrane County."
"How can you tell that?" Cindy Ross asked, ever my foil and challenging me.
"Tire tracks." I said. "One set came up the dirt road into our county. They did not return. Multiple cars had come up to where the body was dumped with the clothes in Coltrane County. Most went back in the direction from which they came. One set of tire tracks went north, and there was no return set of tracks nor second set of tracks.
"Ergo, I think one car came north after picking up the body from the ditch in Coltrane County, drove over the county line, dumped the body, then drove east on County Road 2 and hooked up with a main road somewhere. The only other alternative would be that someone drove a long way south, or a long way east and south, to get to a point where they could circle back north. Now why the hell would they do that? So I surmise that the crime happened south of the two crime scenes."
"Damn, you're good." Britt Maxwell murmured.
"Could it have been drunk, scared kids riding around, not knowing what to do?" asked Captain Malone.
"Captain, I have reason to believe that this is not just some group of drunk, partying kids, at least not as far as dumping the body. This was the work of some cool and desperate people, and people that have someone else cleaning up behind them."
"How can you tell that?" asked Martin Nash.
"The death of the Coltrane County Sheriff shows us that." I said. "Let's look at it this way, without going into the weeds on 'whys' and 'wherefores': this kid is with a group of people and dies. They're panicking, not knowing what to do. They decide to dump his body in a ditch on a dirt farm road, then return the way they came That is just panic action, so far."
"Along comes a second group in one car, and we can surmise there's at least two persons since they moved a heavy body, and they move the body north into our county. That requires logical thought and intent, with some purpose behind it."
"Then the Coltrane County Sheriff is killed, and the clothes are removed from the evidence bag, which is left behind while the clothes were taken. Obviously that is well thought out. Same group of people? Maybe, but I'm inclined to believe the cleanup is being done by someone who is experienced and good at cleaning up messes." I said no more, even though a certain name was glaring in my brain like a neon sign.
"Okay, guys," the Chief said. "Now it's time for me to tell you the bad news. As soon as the news came out that this kid was a football player, my telephone exploded like a nuclear bomb. My hand is sore from having to hold that telephone receiver all frickin' day long. One call was from State Senator Nathan Allen, who is a total asshole, saying he got a call from the Coltrane County Sheriff as well as the State Senator for Buford and Coltrane County, both complaining about our guys. When I suggested he re-check with that sheriff-- as that sheriff had just been found dead-- the State Senator dropped the phone and I haven't heard from him since.
"Still, this thing is going to get very political, very quickly. Perlman, I know how driven you are and that you do this anyway, but I need you to work your team's asses off overnight to get as much data as you can before even more calls start coming into me tomorrow morning."
"Yes sir." Tanya said. "We're on it already."
"Okay, if that's it--" the Chief said, starting to get up.
"Sir..." Diana Torres said, then faltered before gathering her courage. "I... I know I'm a new Detective, but... why would someone dump a body, then move it and dump it again like that?"
"Detective Torres," the Chief said, smiling benignly, "that is why you are in this meeting: to get experience like this. Crowbar, I've been around a lot longer than Miss Torres and I'd love to hear an explanation for that, also."
"I only have one guess." I said. "And that is all it is, a pure guess: I think the first group of people that dumped the body, and the clothes, made sure they didn't cross the county line. But then someone else came along and moved the body but not the clothes, and that was on purpose: I think they did so because they wanted the body found in our County, which is the official crime scene, but left the clothes in Coltrane County to show us the body had been there first."
"And that means that someone wanted us, the Town & County Police, to be the ones with jurisdiction and working on this case, while some wanted anything but that. And that's yet another reason I agree with the Chief that this thing is gonna get political and just a little bit ugly before all is said and done."
"By which time more will have been said than done." said the Chief, one of his favorite quips. "Crowbar, your guesses are as good as most people's facts; I think you're spot-on about that reasoning. 
The Chief continued: "Ladies and gentlemen, you never cease to amaze me with the great work you do. Go home and get some sleep. See you at six o'clock tomorrow morning."
---------------------------
"So, Angela, what are the Police saying about my player's death?" Brian Harlan asked his cousin as he poured some wine into her glass. 
"They don't have much data yet." Detective Angela Harlan replied. "They're waiting for the autopsy and toxicology report. They had me working on a drug case with Teresa Cunt... that's her nickname behind her back, she's bitchy but a good detective.
"Speaking of good detectives, what about that Lieutenant... Donald--" Coach Harlan asked, perhaps a bit too incisively.
"I've been here less than a month," Angela said, "and I can tell you right now that he is far and away the best detective I have ever seen. Every time he looks at me, I feel like he can see right through me, that he knows every secret I've ever had."
"So you think he'll get to the bottom of Jeff's death?" Harlan said.
"Oh yeah." Angela said, excitement rising in her voice. "Hugh was telling me that Don just looked at that dead sheriff for one minute and had figured out what very likely happened, and found where that sheriff had been injected with a tiny little syringe. And Martin was telling me that Don already has figured out that the body was dumped in one place, then moved and dumped in another."
"Wow." Harlan said, trying to think as he considered the situation. "And he has jurisdiction in the case? How does that work, especially if there was something happening in the other county?"
"Jeff's body was found in our County." Angela said. "Our police chief has jurisdiction. He could call in the SBI to assist, turn the case over to them, or let us, his detectives, handle it. He is most likely going to let Don and Martin handle it; the SBI may be a good organization in other parts of the State, but up here they are pathetic."
"Don't worry, Cousin." Angela said, her husky voice sounding sexy and seductive. "I'm sure that if anything comes up to cause you a problem, something else will come along... to distract us..." She raised her glass of wine as if making a toast.
Harlan peered at his cousin but was unable to fathom her. "I hope you're right... I hope you're right." was all he was able to say.
---------------------------
"Were you good for Mommy today? Did you behave for your mommy?" I asked my daughter as I held her and fed her the bottle. I tried to talk in my regular voice instead of a falsetto baby-talk voice so that Carole would learn my voice better. Her eyes were looking up at me as she consumed the contents of the bottle, but I don't know if she was old enough to really see me very well.
"She was a very good girl today." Laura said as handed me a cloth for burping Carole, then prepared for bed. She was wearing a shimmering light blue teddy, no panties, and still wearing her high heel navy blue slides with thin straps, a clear signal that she wanted to be fucked tonight. And I was more than ready to service her.
We were in the main bedroom of The Cabin. I was sitting in the rocking chair in the back corner of the room, next to the crib. I watched my wife prancing around as I put the cloth on my shoulder and burped Carole. She was a good girl and did not spit up very much. I wiped her mouth with the cloth as she began moving her arms and legs around.
"Okay Carole, it's time for bed." I said, holding her a moment before getting up to put her in her crib. I thought that I was seeing something of a smile on her little face, though that may have been wishful thinking. I noticed as I lay her down on her back in the crib that she was beginning to grow hair on her once-bald head; she was going to be a raven-haired brunette like her mama.
"We need to talk about getting a baby-sitting maid." Laura said. "She can stay with Carole at your mother's house during the day, and help your mom with housework and stuff like that, and also stay in the crib room behind my office while I'm working."
"Sounds good to me." I said as I undressed. "But you don't want her staying here?"
"I had the impression that you didn't want too many other people up here." Laura said.
"Well, it'd probably be okay." I said. "And we can't impose upon my mom too much, no matter how much she says she wants to babysit and have us over there."
"You're right." Laura said, lying back on the bed and spreading her long, luscious leg after kicking off her shoes. "Why don't you come over here and get your late-night snack?"
"Don't mind if i do." I said and walked to the bed. I dove in between my wife's legs and began kissing her inner thighs. That didn't last long, as Laura very much wanted my tongue on her slit, and her hand was guiding my face into her sopping, fur-lined labes. I began to eat my wife's pussy, enjoying the sounds of her deep moans a I delighted in the taste of her womanhood.
"Mmm, you must've had a good day at work." I said as I came up for air between licks and laps.
"It was okay, pretty routine." Laura said, her voice nearly a whisper as she pulled her legs up and back even more, exposing her quim to my tongue's heated assault.
"What's got you so hot then, babe? New boyfriend?" I teased.
"No, just seeing you when you're on a big case." Laura admitted. "You really turn me on when you're 'in the zone' like you get on big cases..." A part of me wondered if that was true, or if she was holding back something. She sure wasn't holding back on how hot and horny she was.
I continued to eat my wife's pussy, delving my tongue deeper into her hot hole, slurping on her cunt like it was a big, juicy peach. I moaned into her pussy, letting the vibrations of my voice add to her pleasure, and I was rewarded with gushes of her tangy juices.
After long minutes of deeply eating Laura's pussy, bringing her to two very hard orgasms, she finally invited-- well, begged-- me to mount her and fuck her. As I rose to mount here, she opened the package and took out the condom. We were going to start trying to have another baby, but Laura wanted her body to recover from Carole and go through a full monthly cycle, so I had to wear a rubber during intercourse.
"It's only for a few more weeks." Laura said as she unrolled the condom down my throbbing, iron-hard shaft. I didn't say anything as I guided my cock into her swollen labes and penetrated her, then shoved my full length balls-deep into her hot quim.
"Oh GOD that feels so GOOD!" she gasped loudly. I began a fast, hard rhythm of fucking my wife, nuzzling her neck as I powered my meat into her with urgent, powerful thrusts.
I felt Laura's cunt clutch powerfully at me and I drove into her, feeling as if her cunt wanted to expel my cock and working hard not to be released. Laura was gasping and moaning as she came and I rode her through her orgasm, feeding her cock with all of the strength I could muster.
It was a pleasure to hotly fuck my wife. As always, I made sure to notice the smells and sounds and the touch of her, always grateful to be copulating with this incredibly hot, wonderful woman.
"Oh Laura... oh God, I love you baby!" I said as I clutched her and drove my cock into her with almost painful desire.
"Oh darling, I love you so much!" Laura said, "Now fuck me like you mean it!" As her voice and clutching hands urged me on, I fucked my wife with all the male power I could muster.
Laura's second deep orgasm wasn't long in coming, and after it exploded through her I felt my nut rising. The pressure was rising, beginning to build up in my cock and loins, demanding to be released. I continued to piston my cock furiously in and out of Laura, her loins humping up to meet my every thrust until, with a loud gasp of ecstatic pain, the dam burst. My mind fogged as my cock exploded, the pulses of my release rocketing through my cock as my semen filled the tip of the confining condom...



Long minutes later, as we were cuddling, Laura said "So you're still on this case of this football player?"
"For now." I said. "I'm afraid that the politics are going to get ugly, though, since he's on the football team. I'm hoping that it's some kind of natural causes or accident and we can find out what happened and close the case, but..." I paused, thinking.
"But...?" Laura queried, to make me finish.
"But I don't think it's that simple." I said. "And I think this kid was murdered."
To be continued...
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Part 6 - The Insurmountable Wall
At 6:00am the next morning, Sunday, I walked into the MCD room. Martin Nash had beaten me in, which pleased me greatly. As I poured a cup of coffee, I asked him if anything had developed overnight.
"Toxicology and the preliminary autopsy report." he said, handing me the file folder. "Tanya is over there driving them like racehorses, and she's still there; she didn't go home last night."
"Good." I said as I read the report. "She knows how urgent this is." There was some alcohol in the blood and in the victim's stomach, but hardly enough to even give the kid a buzz, much less kill him. There were no illegal drugs like marijuana, cocaine or ecstasy in his system.
The report also named a prescription drug in the boy's system, which was used to regulate irregular heartbeats. There were also traces of another drug, possibly a residue of a performance-enhancing drug, which was being analyzed further. The level of these drugs were pretty high, as if he had just taken them.
The preliminary autopsy had ruled out any violence or trauma, and there had been no internal bleeding. It appeared that the young man's heart had stopped, perhaps the result of a heart attack, though the effect of the drugs on the heart had not been ruled out.
"Lieutenant, can I ask a question?" Martin said, and I knew what it would be.
"You want to know what the urgency is about?" I replied. I looked around as he nodded, then said "Just between you, me, and these here desktops: this is going to become a very political case because the victim is on the University football team. So we have to get our shit together and get as much data as we possibly can as soon as we can, because when the Chief's phone starts ringing off the hook, it's going to get deep and muddy around here."
Just then Diana Torres, Hugh Hewitt, and Angela Harlan came in. Cindy Ross strode in five minutes later, looking unhappy.
"Why the long face, my friend?" I asked Cindy.
"I realized it last night." she said sulkily. "What's going to happen this morning." I knew exactly what she meant and I just nodded to her.
"What's going to happen?" Angela asked.
"We'll burn that bridge when we get to it." I said. "Meantime Angela, I have to tell you that because your cousin is the football coach at the university, and because our dead man was on the football team, we have to be careful about what you do on this case. My temptation is to keep you off the case, but that is hardly fair to you and there might be ways you can be helpful. But we'll see how things go this morning."
"Yes sir." Angela said. "But I'm a professional; you can trust me no matter who my relatives are."
"I do trust you, we all do." I said. "It's more about appearances than anything else, especially with a rabidly anti-School, anti-Football, and anti-Police Media around here."
"I understand, sir." Angela said.
"I just hope Captain Malone brings in the parents early enough for you to interview them." Cindy said. The others looked quizzically at us.
"Cindy, pour yourself a cup of coffee and don't worry about it until it happens." I said. "And someone turn on the TV; it's almost seven o'clock."
"I'm on it." said Tanya Perlman as she entered the room and headed to the TV. She looked exhausted.
"Cindy, a cup o' joe for our Crime Lab Supervisor. She's done yeoman's work staying up all night to get these reports in." I said. Cindy brought two mugs over, giving one to Tanya as we settled in for our daily dose of Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! Channel Two News has learned that the body of a young University student yesterday morning is that of varsity football player Jefferson Davis Jackson. Jackson was a redshirt Sophomore and slated to be the starting tight end for the University football team in this upcoming season. The University and Athletic Department have released statements of condolences, but no official of the University nor member of the coaching staff would agree to an on-camera interview with Channel Two News as they await the results of an autopsy.
The lovely redhead reporter continued, her face almost a smile as she released the sad details of Jackson's death. "Meanwhile, the Police Department has also not released any new information on the passing of Jeff Jackson after confirming his identity. The Police Department has declined to say whether or not foul play might be involved in the young athlete's untimely death.
"Meanwhile, the office of State Senator Nathan Allen has issued a statement saying that the Town & County Police are incapable of handling this task, and he is demanding that the State Bureau of Investigation take the lead in solving the case."
"Bit early to be saying that, isn't he?" Martin Nash said indignantly. I put my fingers over my mouth in a "hush" sign; I wanted to hear more of Bettina.
The redhead reporterette continued: "In other news, citizens of Coltrane County are mourning the death of their beloved Sheriff --" Bettina said, naming the dirty asshole who was anything but beloved. "His death is being ruled a heart attack by the Coltrane County Medical Examiner's office, despite information from sources to Channel Two News that the Sheriff may have been injected with a drug that stopped his heart.
"The Coltrane County Sheriff's Department also denied that there was a confrontation with Town & County Police at the border of the counties at the time the body of Jeff Jackson was found, saying that they were then and are now prepared to assist the SBI in any investigation within or pertaining to Coltrane County. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News; as always, we will break in with any new developments as we learn them."
"They'll work with the SBI but not us." Martin Nash said. He was beginning to understand how the politics worked and how Bettina nuanced her words.
"Yep." I said. "The Media is helping this State Senator and the SBI lay the groundwork for-- " I didn't get a chance to finish. Captain Harold Malone had entered the MCD room, a rare occurrence.
"The parents are here." Malone said. "They're waiting in the front lobby."
"Martin, you're with me." I said. We followed Captain Malone into the lobby, where a couple in their early 50s awaited us. The woman had been crying and was red-eyed. She had reddish-blonde hair, dyed, was of medium build, decent figure. The man looked fairly distinguished, letting some gray hair mix with his darker brown-black hair. He was tall, about 5'10", and had been an athlete in the past though his body was beginning to show the signs of age.
"This is Doug and Roberta Jackson." Captain Malone said, then introduced me and Detective Nash. "I've asked Don here to speak with you."
"Do you know what happened to our son?" Roberta Jackson said, her voice nearly breaking.
"Why don't we go in here?" I said, leading the way to Interrogation-A from the lobby side. I asked the Jacksons to be seated and Nash and I took seats on the "police side" of the table. Captain Malone sat by Mrs. Jackson.
"First of all, Mr. and Mrs. Jackson, I want to say how sorry I am for your loss." I said. "I know this is a shocking and terrible time for you, and I'm also sorry that in order to find out what happened to your son, we're going to have to ask some questions that might be painful."
"We understand." said Mr. Jackson. "How can we help?"
"First of all, did Jeff have any medical problems?"
"Yes, he did." said Mr. Jackson. "When he was about 13 and tried out for Junior High football, the doctors thought he might have a valve issue with his heart. We did a bunch of tests and they monitored him, and there seemed to be no real issue. They also said he'd grow out of it, and he did. We continued having him checked regularly, but he played football in junior high and high school with no problems.
Mr. Jackson continued: "Then when he was offered the football scholarship to the University, they ran more tests. Jeff didn't have the valve problem anymore, but he did have occurrences of a slightly irregular heartbeat, which led to blood pressure swings. In addition, the doctors thought he might have early signs of Type II diabetes, but they thought his athletic regimen and diet would keep that under control. He's been taking medicine to keep his heartbeat and blood pressure stable, and he's had no problems." He named the medications Jeff had been taking, and Martin and I both wrote them down.
"Thank you, sir." I said. "Did Jeff do a lot of partying? Did he stay out very late at night?"
"Sure, he did his fair share," said Mr. Jackson, "but he never stayed out really late, and he never drove drunk or anything."
"Do either of you know of anyone that might want to hurt Jeff in any way?" I asked. The question was routine, but I noticed the parents glance at each other.
"Anything? If you know something, I really need to know about it." I said, trying to sound smooth and friendly but commanding at the same time.
"Well, let me say it this way." Mr. Jackson said. "He didn't have any real enemies that we knew of, but... last year around Christmas we heard from some friends whose son also was in school here that Jeff started dating this girl, and her ex-boyfriend was ticked off about it. I didn't get all the details, but there might have been some confrontation over it."
"Do you know the girl's name or the ex-boyfriend's?" I asked. Both parents shook their heads no.
"Who was the friend and the friend's son, from whom you learned this?" I asked.
Mr. Jackson gave me the names, but then said "Our friend's son is no longer here at school, and the whole family moved away to California this past Spring. They never gave us a way to contact them and we've fallen completely out of touch with them." He gave me the last phone number he had, which was in his cell phone.
"Thank you, Mr. Jackson." I said. "I just have one more line of questioning, and please don't misunderstand where I'm going with it: your son's full name was Jefferson Davis Jackson. Was he named after the president of the Confederacy?"
Mr. Jackson hesitated and then said "Yes sir, he was."
"The reason I ask is that of course there are black athletes on his team, and if they knew his full name they might not like it. Do you know if Jeff ever had any problems over that, if anyone ever gave him a hard time about his name?"
"I never heard of any problem." said Mr. Jackson, "And I don't think Jeff ever really advertised his full name, though certainly he nor we were ever ashamed about it."
"Certainly, sir," I said, "but I have to ask just in case it might have been an issue and caused someone to want to cause him trouble."
"I understand," said Mr. Jackson, "but again, Jeff never said anything about any trouble with ni- *ahem* er, with other players."
"Thank you both." I said. "Detective Nash is the lead investigator into your son's death. Detective Nash, do you have any questions?"
"Just one, and let me also say how sorry I am for your loss." Nash said. "Did Jeff have a serious girlfriend, or did he date a lot?" Excellent, I thought to myself: Nash had picked up on that.
His mother spoke up for the first time: "Jeff was very popular with girls. He never had one single girlfriend while in high school, but several girls were always coming over to see him or go to parties with him. If he had a serious girlfriend in college, he never said anything to me." Mr. Jackson also shook his head.
"Thank you ma'am." Nash said.
"Lieutenant, I asked earlier if you have any idea what happened to my son." Mrs. Jackson said, her eyes boring into me. "Do you?"
"Not yet, ma'am." I said. "There was no violence to his body and no illegal drugs in his system. He may have just had a heart attack, but we can't totally rule out foul play at this time."
"Thank you, Lieutenant." Captain Malone said, endeavoring to bring the interviews to an end. "I'll let you guys get back to work now, and I'll take the parents over to the 'other' building." I knew what he meant: the parents had to go identify the body.
"Certainly." I said. "Again, I'm sorry for your loss, and we'll let you know more as soon as we find out anything."
------------------------------
8:30am Sunday morning is not a time I wanted to be in action, driving to the University's athletic dorm with Martin Nash. But necessity dictated fast movement.
"We've got to act quickly." I said. "You weren't here when we once interrogated a football player named Tony. He was supplying PEDs to the team at the time, which he bought from my nephew Ned and my sister Elizabeth. I want to talk with him and see if he knows anything about where Jeff Jackson was Friday night."
"Think he'll tell you?" Martin asked.
"If we frame the questions in the right way."
"So you're a Campus Police cop now?" Martin asked. He had noticed that I had clipped my Campus Police badge very prominently to the lapel of my sportscoat.
"Yep, I'm legitimate Law Enforcement on campus. You, not so much, so you'll just be my bodyguard."
"As if you need one." Martin said as we pulled into the parking lot of the athlete's dorm. I flashed my badge as we went by the front desk, where some punk kid was on duty. We went down the hall to the far end stairs and ascended to the third floor. Coming out of the stairwell, there was a study room to the left. Three doors down to the right, I stopped and knocked. The door was opened by a teen athlete, who was Tony's roommate. Tony was in bed, just waking up.
"Get up, Tony." I commanded. "Let's go talk."
"Wha-- what the fuck!" Tony said as he woke up. When he saw who I was, he got angry. "You said you were going to stay the fuck away from me!"
"And I have." I said. "Now put on a pair of pants and let's go talk in the study room at the end of the hall."
"I don't have anything to say to you." Tony sneered.
"You do if you want to play football this year." I said. "I just want to talk, Tony. Down the hall. Let's go."
"Shit." Tony said. "Cal, call the coach and tell them this fucking cop is bugging me."
"I wouldn't do that if I were you, Cal." I said. "I just want to talk to this guy, not get him in trouble. You call the coach, and I'll be forced to arrest both of you."
"Wait until I get back before calling, Cal." Tony said. Much wiser, I thought to myself.
In the study room, Tony and I sat at one small round table while Martin Nash stood guard at the door.
"Tony, you know Jeff Jackson was found dead Friday night." I said.
"Yeah, what about it?"
"Do you know what he was doing that night? Did he go to a party or anything?" I asked.
"I have no idea." Tony said. "I didn't hang out with the guy. And why are you bugging me about it? You said you'd leave my ass alone last time you dragged me to your police station."
"Yes, I did, Tony," I said, "and this isn't about that. You're not in trouble, here, bud. But there appeared to be PED residues in Jackson's system when he was found dead, and last I heard you were the go-to guy for PEDs around here."
"Look, man," Tony said, sounding a bit desperate. "After all that shit went down with Big Alex and my supplier, I stopped doing or spreading that PED shit. I walked away cold; someone else handles that, and I don't know who it is, and don't wanna know. I really don't know anything about any of this."
"How about a name of someone who can tell me about Jeff Jackson and his whereabouts Friday night. I don't really care about the PEDs, I just want to find out what happened to your teammate." I said.
"You might want to talk to Teddy Franklin." Tony said, his voice dropping to nearly a whisper. "He's the H-back in our multiple sets, and he practiced and worked out with Jeff a lot. I think they partied a lot together, too, shared women and all that."
"What's his room number?"
"He doesn't live in this dorm." Tony said. "He lives in the Old Dorm. He's in ROTC as well as on the football team, so he was in front of the line to get one of the big rooms there." Tony gave me the room number.
"Thanks." I said. "Just one more question... did your supplier, Ned, did he ever come back and visit you?"
Tony didn't speak for a second, then realized that it would be better to tell me. With a sigh he said "Yeah. Just two weeks ago. I was walking back to the locker room after practice and he came up to me. He was wearing the same golf shirt and athletic pants that our trainers wear, looked as if he were one of 'em. He told me to keep walking and he walked with me.
"He said he was pissed and that I still owed him his money. I got my hackles up and told him that he wasn't getting any money from me, that I didn't have it, and that my football buddies would rip his ass apart if something happened to me. He told me to calm down and then said that all he wanted me to do was to take him to see Coach Harlan and introduce him, and that all of my debt would be forgiven, every dime, and that I'd never see him again."
"What did you do?" I asked.
"Took him to see Coach Harlan in the Coach's office. I left them alone. Coach later asked how I knew the guy and I told him the kid had paid me to introduce them. I don't know if the coach believed me, but he said that he didn't want to see that kid again and that I was to report it if I saw him again on campus."
Just then there was a banging on the door. One of the assistant coaches was at the door, in the company of the punk who had been at the front desk.
"Let him in, Martin." I said.
"Hey, what's going on here?" the coach asked. "Cops can't talk to our guys without talking to us first--"
As I stood up, the coach stared at me, gaping. "Don? My God, Don is that you?"
"How are you, Coach?" I said, offering my hand, but that wasn't enough. The Coach grabbed me in a bear hug as if I were his long-lost son. I hugged him back.
"How the hell are you, son? Haven't seen you since you graduated and got your commission!"
"Martin, this is Coach Marshall, Erskine "Iron Man" Marshall." I said, introducing Martin Nash to him. "He's the weight training coach, and was in that same job at my school when I was there. He volunteered to weight train the ROTC cadets as his contribution to the military services, and my God! did he torture us for a year, getting us ready for camp!"
"Yeah, I was the 'Iron Man', and now this guy is the 'Iron Crowbar', go figure. Yeah, I heard about that, Don. Been meaning to get in touch with you, but we're so busy." Coach Marshall said. He was almost a "Mr. Clean" lookalike, with his bald head and well-built body, but he was older, was not very tall, and his blue eyes were piercing.
"Right back at you." I said. "I can't seem to get past the Campus Police station when I visit campus."
"Or the Psychology Department, so I've heard." Marshall said, laughing. "Martin, I'm sure you know that this guy is one hell of a cop. I knew he was going to be one hell of an officer, too. If Tony here would work out as hard as Don did, Tony would be a Heisman Trophy candidate-- hey, Tony's not in any trouble here, is he?"



"Oh no, Coach, I was just informally asking him a few questions to try to get to the bottom of Jeff Jackson's death." I said, covering for Tony.
"Okay, but really, I can't let you talk to him any more without going through channels."
Marshall said. "You know the drill with the protocols and all."
"Yeah, I know. Thanks, Coach, and here's my number." I said, giving the Coach my card. "Let's get in touch when you can, though I know you're busy this time of season."
"Sure thing, Don." the Coach said. "You two just head down the stairs and out, and it'll be like you were never here. Tony, this is the first time I've ever seen you in a study room..." I heard him say as Martin and I scooted past the punk kid, glaring hard at him along the way, and down the staircase. The punk glared back, and I made a mental note to find out a lot more about him.
The University's main square, or quad, was surrounded by buildings that included the Psychology building, Pharmacy building, Chemistry building, etc. on the north side and English, Literature, Fine Arts, History, etc. on the south side. There was a fence and gate that opened to the main north-south road and was the official entrance, as it was when the University was started more than 150 years before. The Town was on the other side of the road and my home "The Cabin" hovered on the mountain to the east, high over the University, just barely south of an east-west line bisecting the main quad.
Just north of that ring of buildings was another ring around a grassy quad, which were all dorms. The Old Dorm was at the west end, a fence and small strip of ground separating it from the main road, while the "New Dorm", which was the second-oldest dorm and an exact duplicate of Old Dorm, was on the far opposite side: at the base of the mountain that rose up east of campus. My mother's house was on that mountain almost straight above the dorm. The Old Dorm's front facade looked like the front of The Alamo, but was old red brick in color.
Nash and I again ignored the front desk girls, except for me making sure they saw my Campus Police badge. On the second floor near the center of the dorm, whose back window would overlook the main road and not the quad, was Teddy Franklin's room.
The door opened to our knock, and a drop-dead gorgeous blonde co-ed appeared. She was naked, with only a towel barely covering her large breasts and her loins.
"Hi guys, what can I do for you?" she asked, her playfulness reminding me of Tanya Perlman.
"Is Teddy Franklin here?" I asked.
"I'm sorry, he went out a few minutes ago." the girl said. "Would you like to leave me a message for him?"
Nash was about to give her a card, but I stopped him. "We'll catch up to him." I said. "Thank you, miss." Urging Nash along, we left.
As we walked back to the car, Nash said "Whew! Glad I have a girlfriend."
"I hear ya." I said. "Football players get all the girls."
"Why not give our number and have him call?" Nash asked.
"Because he won't." I said. "And if he knows the police are looking for him, he might bug out, especially if he knows anything about Jeff Jackson."
"So how do we find him and talk to him?" Martin said. Just then my cellphone went off.
"Yes, Chief?" I said, answering it. "Yes sir." I said woodenly upon hearing his orders for me and Nash to return to Headquarters immediately.
"Well, this is it." I said after hanging up.
"What do you mean?"
"You'll see when we get there." I said, no small amount of frustration in my voice.
----------------------
When we entered the Headquarters building, we both immediately felt the tension, which could be cut with a knife. Entering the MCD room, we found all of the MCD and Vice Detectives except Steven Ikea and Sergeant Sharples sitting and chatting. Sharples was on leave, attending the funeral of a relative.
While the others were talking, Cindy Ross was at her desk, silently sulking, and nobody in their right mind had any desire to go near her, not even her friend Teresa "Cunt" Croyle. Britt Maxwell was also in the room, talking to Tanya Perlman and Angela Harlan.
I did what any good MCD Lieutenant would do: I walked through the gaggle straight to Cindy Ross. I never said I was in my right mind, did I?
"What's going on, my friend?" I asked.
"Captain Maxwell did not come here alone; she was accompanied by Commissioner Robinson." Cindy said, looking up at me from under her eyelids without raising her head. "The Chief has told us to all wait in here and will speak to us when he gets out of his meeting."
"And who is in the meeting?" I asked.
It was Britt Maxwell that answered. "Chief Griswold, Commissioner Robinson, and SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan." Commissioner Robinson was the Campus Police Commissioner. Just then, the Chief's secretary, Martha, appeared at the back door.
"The Chief has asked for all of you to go to Classroom J." Martha announced, as if we were to head to the receiving line of one of University President Wellman's receptions. We all trudged out and down the hall to Classroom J. Once there, as everyone took seats, I went to the front and said what had to be said.
"Before the Chief gets here, guys," I said, "I want to say something. I have a good idea what's going to happen, and I think you do, too. I want all of you to remember who you are and who we are, and act like the professional police officers that we are, okay?"
There was a grumbling of acquiescence.
"Here comes the Chief. Get on your feet and show respect as he comes in." I said. I moved quickly next to a seat up front. The chief came in and looked around as we stood at attention, as if he were a military commander.
"Take seats, please." the Chief said when he got to the podium in front, not allowing himself to be fazed at our formality. After we sat down, he addressed us.
"After due consideration and discussions with other law enforcement officials, I have decided that we are going to turn jurisdiction of the Jefferson Jackson case over to the State Bureau of Investigation--"
The groan in the room was audible and stopped the Chief mid-sentence. He glared over the room and continued. "We will give the SBI copies of our notes of the case, copies of our forensics data and one set of samples. We will cooperate with them in any way they need-- when they ask. Unless and until they do ask, none of you are investigate the Jackson case any further. Captain Malone is assisting the parents of the late Mr. Jackson, who are his personal friends, so he may continue to act in that capacity. I expect everyone to abide by this decision with your usual professionalism and-- Miss Ross, do you have something to say?" The Chief had seen that Cindy, while silent, was deeply red faced and her eyes flashing fire.
Teresa Croyle was not able to stop Cindy from standing up and coming to attention, not facing the Chief but facing forward. "Yes sir. With all due respect sir, there is no way that this case gets solved or resolved without him--" she was pointing at me, "and without this team getting the job done. The SBI can't find water in a swimming pool, sir. By law, it's your call on who has jurisdiction, sir, and I request that you reconsider and let us retain jurisdiction over this case."
"Thank you, Miss Ross. Have a seat." the Chief said. I could just feel the tension in everyone's minds and souls. Teresa looked at Cindy as if lightning was going to come down and strike Cindy into ashes as the Chief said "Folks, I'm not going to explain myself in making this decision, but I will make two comments: first, I have complete faith and trust in each and every one of your abilities to do your jobs, and my decision is in no way a negative reflection on any of you... quite the opposite, in fact.
"Second, there's an old saying that 'the higher up the flagpole you go, the farther your ass sticks out'. One day some of you, and especially this Lieutenant in front of you, is going to come to understand the meaning of those words. Until then, it's my ass at the top of the flagpole. And while you won't understand, I've made this decision partially to help and to protect all of you."
"Okay, folks," the Chief said, letting his voice melt into a friendlier, quieter tone. "It's Sunday. Go home, get some rest, and come back tomorrow ready to solve new problems. Crowbar, Perlman, Captain Maxwell, please come to my small conference room. The rest of you are dismissed."
Everyone got up and begin filing out. As Cindy came by me, I whispered to her to wait in MCD for me, and she nodded.
-----------------------
"Okay Perlman," the Chief said, once we were in the conference room, "have Technician Cho do her magic and make sure we keep some sample."
"Already covered, sir." Perlman said. Commissioner Robinson was also in the room, his face inscrutable.
"Don, I want to be doubly clear that neither you nor MCD are to work on this case unless asked by the SBI." said the Chief. "Captain Maxwell, I can't order you to not pursue the case--"
"I can." said Commissioner Robinson as he looked out the window. He then turned and let his eyes set upon Britt. "And I do. We're off the case as well, Captain." I realized that that little repartee had been staged between the two men.
"Yes sir." Britt said, the air going out of her sails as it had the rest of us.
"Lieutenant, stay here." the Chief said. "The rest of you can go." I asked Tanya to wait in her office in this building until I was out. She nodded. Everyone else left, leaving me alone with Chief Griswold. It was silent for a long moment.
"So, Crowbar, nothing to say?" the Chief finally said.
"No sir." I said, perhaps a bit flatly. "You've made your decision and you have your reasons."
"Very professional of you." Chief Griswold said. "I appreciate it, though part of me wishes you'd be screaming at me right now. I can tell you're pissed. Was that you that set up that little attention spectacle when I came into Classroom J?"
"Yes sir." I said. "That was an attention-getter... pun not intended."
"Just wait until you're in the Chief's chair." the Chief said.
"That's why I don't want that chair for another 20 years." I replied. The Chief peered at me.
"What do you want, Crowbar?" the Chief asked openly for the first time. "Ultimately, I mean?"
"To solve cases, and to clean up the dirt not only in this Police Department... but in this whole County."
"Ambitious task, but I'm with you on that. By the way... does Miss Ross need further instruction in professionalism?" the Chief asked.
"No sir." I said. "I'll talk to her."
Part 7 - Transition
I entered the MCD room several minutes later. Cindy Ross was sitting at her desk, Teresa on the other side of it, neither saying anything. When I walked in, Teresa excused herself and left. I pulled up a chair next to Cindy's and sat down.
"So, how much trouble am I in?" she asked, looking ahead.
"None." I said. "None at all. The Chief was not happy about that, of course, but nothing is going to come of it. If he changes his mind and puts something in your file, I'll take it right back out."
I continued: "I might... suggest... that you take stuff like that private, even if given that opportunity to speak like that. You could probably have gone into the Chief's office and cussed him out and chewed his ass up one side and down the other... as long as it was in private. Don't do that now, of course." Cindy smiled at the last comment.
"I guess I should go apologize." she said.
"No, just let it go." I said. "The Chief let you speak intentionally, to fulfill several purposes, one of which is this conversation we are having right now. As the posters say, 'Keep Calm And Carry On'."
"Well, I guess we're off the case." Cindy said.
"Yep." I said, "but along the way I developed a few sidelines that we can look into. Care to join me, partner?"
Cindy finally smiled for real. "Sure thing... partner."
-----------------------
Tanya was in her little office across from mine when I came and got her. "Let's take a stroll to the Crime Lab Building." I said. The Crime Lab Building and Morgue was across the secure parking lot, within the fences so that it was protected. It was a walk of 120 meters over pavement. That was good: no bugs, I had checked.
As we walked along I asked quietly, "Have you started running a DNA test on the material found under Jackson's fingernails and on his cock?"
"Yes." Tanya said, smiling. "I 'milked' his cock and got some residue out. Semen, but maybe there'll be enough other stuff to go along with the skin under his fingernails, and that it's the woman's DNA... assuming it's a woman."
"I think we can safely deduce that Jackson was straight and that he was fucking a woman." I said. "Do you have enough sample to give some to the SBI?"
"No." Tanya said.
"Then don't give it to them, don't give them notes that mention the material. Keep running the test. We'll have to give the SBI a copy of the results when the tests are done, but we can burn that bridge when we come to it."
"Roger that, boss." Tanya said. "By the way, how does the Chief know about Christina's magic?"
"Because I told him." I said. "One does not keep secrets from one's boss, especially the Chief of Police, and most especially that man."
"What do you think of him giving up the case to the SBI?" Tanya said, her face showing doubtfulness. "That's totally unlike him."
"To a point, yes." I said. "But he's getting old, near retirement, we have some serious issues within the Department that I'm looking at-- by the way, don't say anything about that to anyone-- and I think the Chief is truly trying to protect us from our own ability to solve the case. If I'm right, there's stuff relating back to the football team... and God have mercy on the soul of anyone who causes a problem for that sacred cow for the School and this County."
"Never seen the Chief back down to the University before, no matter what. Justice has always come first." Tanya said, sadness in her voice.
"And it will continue to. He hasn't given up. Don't judge him too harshly." I said, smiling as we neared the Lab Building.
-------------------------------------
"I'm really sorry about how all this went down." Ted Crenshaw said as I handed him a file containing copies of my notes of the Jackson case. Crenshaw had been the SBI agent that had worked with us on the Anthony Warner "Swap" murders.
It was Monday morning, about 9:00am. SBI agents were crawling around our Headquarters and the Crime Lab building, really enjoying adding verbal insults to my people as they collected copies of data. The normally quiet and professional Martin Nash had been irritated enough to tell one SBI agent to "mind your manners" when the guy arrogantly told Nash outright that the Town & County Police weren't good enough to handle the case. The guy backed off when he looked over his shoulder and found Cindy Ross staring at him, ready to start a fight and administer some serious pain.
The people collecting info from the Crime Lab respected Tanya Perlman enough to not cause trouble with her, fortunately for all. It is possible that Officer Pete Feeley and two other uniformed policemen with bulletproof vests, guns, and wielding heavy police batons kept things quiet and professional over there, as well.
"Yeah, "I said to Crenshaw, "and your people here aren't helping with their jabs at my guys." I said. "I will be remembering this."
"Look, Don," Crenshaw said, trying hard to keep things good between us, "they sent me over because I've got a decent relationship with you guys. I told my guys to keep their mouths shut, which they are not doing. Let me handle them; there will be some reprimands in some files."
"All right." I said. "By the way, if you're in charge, are you going to ask me for 'assistance with your inquiries'?"
Crenshaw looked around, then lowered his voice and sat down on the edge of the desk behind which I was seated. "I'm not in charge, I'm not even on this case; they sent me here because I'm one of the few SBI agents you won't immediately beat the shit out of with your crowbar. They're scared shitless of you, Don, not only because of the crowbar but because of your ability to solve cases."
"And one more thing..." Crenshaw continued, looking around again to make sure he wasn't heard. "Don, I was given orders in very explicit terms that neither I nor anyone here was to ask nor give any hint of asking any of you for any help at all. That may be why some of our guys are acting like dickheads, kind of as cover so they don't say the wrong words. But the bottom line is that the brass really put the fear of God in us. Just between us... I don't think the brass wants this case solved."
"Or they want it solved in a way that does not reflect badly in any way on the University, and especially not the football program, no matter where the Truth may lead them." I replied quietly. "And Ted, it may really have just been a heart attack, and some people panicked and dumped the body. But look around and tell me if you think this reaction is for that."
"Speaking of the Truth..." Crenshaw said, "The truth is that I'll be glad to hand this data over and get the hell away from this case. It's toxic, pure poison." I wondered if he realized how truthful his words were...
------------------------------
Coach Erskine "Iron Man" Marshall entered Head Coach Brian Harlan's office at 10:00am. "You wanted to see me, Coach?"
"Yeah, come on in, have a seat." Harlan said.
"What's up?" Marshall asked.
"I'll get right to it." Harlan said. "I heard that you interrupted a cop talking to Tony--, and that you knew the cop really well."
"Yeah, sure." Marshall said. "He was an ROTC cadet at the previous school at I was at. I weight-trained the cadets there like I do here. He was a really good cadet, and a good officer too, from what I heard."
"So what was he talking to Tony about?" Harlan asked.
"I don't know, they stopped talking when I went into the room. I told Don he couldn't talk to any players without coming through us coaches, and Don and his fellow officer left. You'll have to ask Tony what they were talking about."
"I already have, it was about Jeff Jackson's death. Tony didn't know anything." Harlan said, then let his eyes bore into Marshall's. "Look, Iron Man, I'm going to be very blunt, here. I don't want you talking to that cop while they're investigating Jeff Jackson, even if he's your friend. And if you see him trying to talk to any of our players, I need to know that immediately."
"Sure." said Marshall. "Er, is there a problem, Coach?" He asked, a sense of foreboding suddenly enveloping him.
"The SBI is taking over the Jackson investigation, which makes me feel a lot better." Harlan said. "I don't trust the Town & County Police, even with my cousin being hired there... hell, I feel worse with her there than not. But I just want them at a distance from us, until the SBI rightfully finds that Jackson died of natural causes or something like that."
"Okay, Coach." Marshall said.
"See you at practice." Harlan said as a dismissal. Marshall left. The back door to the coach's office opened and Coach Willy "Speedy" Gonzales walked in. He was the wide receivers coach, and a former semi-pro receiver. He was slender with light brown skin, black hair and a mustache, and his eyes were dark and cunning, especially when narrowed into slits. He also was the guy handling getting and distributing PEDs and other drugs to players who could be trusted to keep their mouths shut.
"What do you think, Speedy?" Harlan said.
"He's too honest. And he's a friend of the most honest and powerful cop on the Town Police Force, who is a Campus cop also? I don't like that mix at all, Coach."



"Me neither." said Coach Harlan, his voice a drawl. "Speedy, if something happens and this Jackson investigation goes against us or gets out of hand, I want you to make sure that Marshall takes the fall, understand? In fact, lay the groundwork with Ferrell now."
"Yes sir, Coach, yes sir. It'll be my pleasure..."
Part 8 - The Shadow Investigation
At 1:00pm I headed for Town Fitness Centers.
To my great fortune, an inquiry to my nephew Todd revealed that he was a friend of Teddy Franklin, who was a member of the unofficial SEX Fraternity. Todd had contacted Teddy on my behalf, and asked Teddy to meet us at the gym.
I went to the men's locker room and put on a swimsuit and headed into the sauna. It was not particularly hot. A few minutes later, Todd and another college age boy entered the sauna. Teddy Franklin had a full head of brown hair, was tall, slender and handsome. No wonder he had a hot blonde co-ed naked in his room, I thought to myself. He also had a quiet demeanor.
After introducing us, Todd got up and left.
"You sure nobody is going to come in and see us talking?" Teddy asked, nervous. "The coaches really drilled it into us not to talk to the police."
"We're not talking, this is totally unofficial and off the record." I said. "There won't be a note of it in existence, and nobody will know we even spoke. As to anyone coming in here? When Todd went out he secured the room, and no one else will be coming into here until we leave. One of the co-owners of this gym is my partner on the Police Force, the other is my former wife and we're on good terms."
"Yes, I've had the pleasure of meeting Melina. Okay, what can I help you with?" Teddy asked, relaxing.
"Jeff Jackson. What can you tell me about him?"
"Not a whole lot." Teddy said. "I didn't hang out with him very much. In fact, I often hang out with ROTC buddies or Todd and his friends more than other football players."
"Your unofficial fraternity has better parties, I take it?" I asked, smiling.
"The women are a whole lot classier than the football parties." Teddy said, grinning. "Which reminds me, I think Jeff may have gone to one of those unofficial alumni parties Friday night. None of the guys that went are saying a word. I'm guessing it was due to Jeff's death. The team is circling the wagons."
"I've heard a little about these parties, but tell me more." I said. "Fill me in on the inside scoop."
"Okay, usually a group of 10-20 players meet somewhere off campus. One of those big vans or small buses comes and picks us up."
"University buses?"
"I don't know, they're not marked."
"Who organizes the groups and arranges the meetings?'
"Usually a couple of Seniors on the team organize it. It's always players only. They try to make sure every player that wants to go gets at least one party a year, but some get extra of course. Nick Eastwood, the quarterback, he's on all the trips. Jeff liked them, also." Teddy said.
"And you went with Jeff to this party?"
"No, not this one, but I went on one with him last Spring, during Spring football practice." Teddy said. "What happens is we get on the buses and we can't see out and they tell us not to look out. We end up at some country club somewhere with a pool in warm weather, or some big house or chateau with an indoor pool in the winter. There are a lot of alumni at the party, and some of them bring their wives, who flirt with us."
"We talk football with the alumni, and players that want to can go with one of the wives, usually inside the club or into a bedroom somewhere, and we fuck the wives. I remember the first time I ever did it with a wife, she was hot but I was scared shitless that her husband would walk in. She told me that her husband knew, that he wanted me to fuck her, that he got off on it as much as she did, and that it was a perk for being a good football player for the school. I'm sure we're not the only school doing this shit."
"Not by a longshot." I agreed. "So players bang the wives and have a good time, maybe some booze, maybe some drugs?"
"No drugs, nobody plays that shit. These are pretty big-money alumni, so they're not going to risk that stuff. But there are beers and drinks, and the guys who want to fuck the wives do so while the rest socialize. At the end of the evening, the alumni tell us goodbye and we go inside the clubhouse or into another room in the chateau. The alumni throw money into the swimming pool, and then they all leave. We come out, get the money out of the pool. At all of the parties I've been to, we split the cash evenly, and any left over gets donated to a school charity."
"So you can't see where you're being taken to for these parties?" I asked.
"No, but we've figured it out." Teddy said. "Most of the summer ones are at the Lake Ocheekobee Country Club. I think it's south of here."
"In Coltrane County?"
"No idea."
"Sort of a dingy clubhouse with a big meeting room, couple of small offices to the side, sort of like an American Legion?"
"Yeah, that's a pretty good description." Teddy said. "And yeah, it's sort of like the American Legion where I played Little League baseball."
"Cool. That's a lot of help." I said. "So, do you know if Jeff Jackson had a girlfriend?"  "He played the field, a lot." Teddy said. "I heard rumors that he liked seducing other guys' girlfriends."
"Just one more question: did he ever have any racial issues with the black players?"
"No, nothing like that. He was pretty cool, bantered with the black players, but then we all do that. I heard him use the n-word a couple of times, but not like he was some kind of Klansman or anything."
"Okay, Teddy, you've been a tremendous help." I said. "By the way, if the SBI talks to you: don't lie to them, but be very choosy in what you say."
"I hear you." Teddy said. "Word is out big-time that they don't want to find anything wrong so they can call it a heart attack and let this die out."
"What do you think?" I asked.
"Maybe it was, but too much cover-up for me. Coaches are nervous. Hey, Don, can I ask a favor in return for this information?"
"Sure, and I'll do it if I can."
"Look... I'm a good football player, but I didn't make first string because the guy ahead of me is using performance enhancing drugs, boosters. I was offered the stuff but I didn't take it; I was afraid it would fuck up my ROTC and Army career, and I don't take shit like that anyway."
"You're right, it would, and I'm glad you didn't fuck up that way." I said.
"Look, I love the University, and I love football. There are a lot of good players. I don't want to fuck up the program or embarrass the School, but if I say anything about the PEDs out loud, the NCAA will come down on us like a ton of bricks, and I'll probably end up with you investigating my murder. But if there is some way you can fuck up the guys doing the PEDs and the guy distributing them without hurting the football program, I'd appreciate that."
"Who's the distributor? One of the players?" I asked.
"No. The Wide Receivers Coach. His name is Gonzales and we call him 'Speedy Gonzales'. He's a bad cat."
"Does Coach Harlan know about it? The other coaches?"
"I don't think the others do, but they'd look the other way on purpose. The strength coach, 'Iron Man' Marshall, he doesn't know; he tells us never to use that stuff and he'd beat the shit out of anyone trying to distribute the drugs. Harlan? He probably knows, he's aware of all the dirty stuff going on with alumni and recruiting, but he makes sure to keep himself away from it all."
"I'll see what I can do, Teddy. Thanks for the info. You go ahead and leave first." I said. Teddy got up and left, and I followed several minutes later after sifting the information that I had through my mind.
As I walked through the main gym, I saw Melina showing Cindy something in a big notebook. They looked up as I approached.
"Hi Don." Melina said. "I heard about your case being taken away. Daniel told me, said the whole Department is demoralized."
"Hi Beautiful." I said. "Yes, it's all part of the job."
"Well, did our sauna make you feel better?" Melina asked.
"Much better." I said. Cindy couldn't hide a smile.
-------------------------
"So much for my first case." Martin Nash said ruefully, meaning the first case in which he'd been named lead investigator. He was sitting in my office, and it was 3:00pm. I had wanted to visit Coach Harlan on a "side" issue, but he was involved in practices. I figured I'd ambush him the next morning.
"Yeah, but knowing the perps in this Town, you'll have another case, and soon." I said. "So what did you want to see me about?"
"Well, I did a routine check on Jeff Jackson's parents," said Nash, "to see if they had any enemies that might want to get to them through their son."
"And of course you started this before we had to drop the case." I said. "I'm sure that's what happened, isn't that right?" I was steering Nash into an ass-covering excuse, and he caught on.
"Yes sir, of course." Nash said, something resembling what was for him a smile crossing his face. "I came across something, so the FBI ran a check. Here is what they just sent me."
"Before I open this, let me see what the vibe says." I intoned, letting my fingers rub the dossier on my desk in a circle. "I see.... I see a white supremacy group... I see the Jackson's associated with it... and someone else, another couple..." I opened my eyes and grinned. "Am I right?"
Nash smiled but I didn't quite get a laugh out of him. "Yes sir. You heard their comments, too, I take it?"
"Yeah," I said, "and naming their kid after Jefferson Davis is a pretty big neon red light. I don't know if Jeff was as racist as them, but it's an angle."
"Yes sir," said Nash,"but it's the other couple mentioned that shocked me."
"I can guess that, too." I said. "Captain Harold Malone had no sooner told us that the parents of the dead man were his close personal friends than I realized that we would find hardcore racists. And I'll bet this file says that Malone and his wife are friends of the Jacksons in association with the White Supremacists."
"You already knew?" Nash said, peering at me.
"Yeah, but he keeps it pretty well hidden around the clubhouse here." I said. "Let's keep this quiet and this file well-hidden for now, okay? It's not against the law to be a racist, only to act upon it, and Malone hasn't done anything. The less he knows what we know, the better. We'll stir that pot when the time comes, but it's not that time now."
"Yes sir." Nash said. "What do you want me to do now?"
"We're prohibited from investigating the Jackson case directly," I said, "but there are myriad side issues that can be looked into while we have some quiet time. Seems the criminals of our fair Town are staying quiet, perhaps anticipating the beginning of football season Saturday. If you're willing, we're going to start looking into some things. I want you to get with Myron Milton and try to get anything you can on these two people." I gave him a list with two names on it. "If the Chief or the SBI asks why you were looking into these guys, you tell them to come and ask me, and that it's about my dear nephew Ned."
"On my way."
Part 9 - Playing The Game
The sun had just set and Coach Erskine "Iron Man" Marshall was walking off the practice fields towards the coaches' offices for the post-practice review.
It had been a disturbing day. SBI Agents had talked to all of the coaches, but one of the Agents talking to him had been very harsh. That agent's name was Ferrell, he was really arrogant, rude and condescending, and he'd asked Marshall repeatedly if Marshall had distributed drugs or PEDs to players, or knew anyone that did. The questions weren't disturbing so much as Agent Ferrell's attitude towards Marshall, as if he, Marshall were lying in his answers. And Marshall had come to find out that none of the other coaches had been asked about drugs at all, and that their interviews had been five minutes max while Ferrell had grilled Marshall for almost 30 minutes.
On top of that, the other coaches, especially Head Coach Harlan and receivers Coach Gonzales had really given Marshall the cold shoulder treatment, and he'd seen those coaches talking and glancing his, Marshall's, way several times.
The coach's sense of foreboding mixed with his general unhappiness with this job. It had been a mistake to leave his old job for this one, despite making more money and the potential to be upgraded to a position coach. In addition--
Perhaps it was paranoia, but Coach Marshall felt as if someone was coming up behind him. Regular students as well as football players used this walkway, so when he turned around he was not surprised to see the shadow of a tall, black haired young man coming up behind him.
"Hi Coach." the kid said. All of a sudden, the kid stumbled. Coach Marshall grabbed him just as he grasped the coach's shoulders to avoid fall, and together they got the student upright again.
"Sorry about that, Coach." the young man said as he moved along, walking at a fast pace.
"Quite all right..." the Coach said. It had been dark, but there had been something familiar about that tall, slender, black-haired student. Then the coach realized that something was amiss, the kid's hand had gone into the coaches pants pocket for a second. He reached down into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper.
Once he got to the coaches' offices, he went into his own tiny office and read the note. It was typed, and it read: "You are being watched by the SBI on campus and at your house. Fifteen minutes after going to your house, turn out all lights, go out the backdoor and through your back neighbor's yard to Cone Street. An old green car driven by a woman will be waiting for you. Go with her and she will explain everything."
This was crazy, Coach Marshall thought, but then he saw the signature. It said "Trigon Rules The Night."
A flash of a memory flooded the coach's mind as he recalled that "Trigon" was an ROTC squad at his old school that played the Opposing Force in field exercises... and that Don had been a part of it. No one on this campus could possibly know that, and would not know if they saw the message... this was from Don.
The post-practice session was mostly talking about the aftermath of Jeff Jackson's passing, and not one word was addressed his way. Coach Harlan let everyone go at 11:00pm. Driving to his modest residence, he noticed a car that seemed to be mimicking his route at a distance behind him.
Part 10 - Sloppy Seconds
"Oh yeah! Fuck me Pete!" Tanya gasped. She was sitting on the edge of her desk in her tiny Headquarters office, and Pete Feeley was standing in front of her, jamming his five inch cock up into her oozing wet twat. It was 9:30pm, and she had called him into the office just minutes before with the full intent of fucking him on her desk.
"Yeah, you love those sloppy seconds, don't you baby?" Tanya asked. Pete knew she would fuck another man then have him come and fuck her while full of the other man's come. He didn't like it that she was fucking other men, but she'd found a hot button of his in that he got off like gangbusters when fucking her cream-filled cunt.
Pete was stroking in hard then trying to scrape the other man's semen out of Tanya's vagina as he pulled his cockhead out of her. The sensations made Tanya's pussy burn with hot fire; she absolutely loved fucking Pete like this.
"Wanna know who's cum you're squishing into my pussy?" Tanya asked, her voice playful but filled with deep lust. "Wanna know who's sloppy seconds you're fucking? 
"No." Pete said, "I just want to fuck you, baby."
"It's Hicks's sperm, baby... Patrolman Hicks fucked me just minutes before I called you in here." Tanya whispered conspiratorially. Pete had seen him walking down the hall looking satisfied. "Now fuck his sperm into a hot creamy lather and add your own big load to his, baby..." she said.
"It's... hard getting into you at this angle." Pete said. Tanya laid back onto her back on the desk. As Pete pulled her to the very edge of the desk and slammed his meat into her again, she groaned in pleasure.
The couple fucked hard and fast for another minute, Pete finally getting deep into Tanya and getting the stimulation he needed to get his rocks off. With a loud groan, he finally shot his load, which was not as big as Patrolman Hicks' had been, Tanya realized. Still, she loved the look on Pete's face when he came inside her.
"Mmm, baby, that was fantastic." Tanya said, sitting back up and kissing Pete's mouth. Just then her phone rang. "Pull your pants up." Pete did so as Tanya picked up the telephone receiver.
"Perlman.... oh, hi.... yes... you do?... positive results?... yeah, great! No, I'll come by and get our copies right now, okay?... Be there in a few. Bye."
"That was the University's Crime Lab." she said. "They have their reports ready for pickup. Let's go get them now; I don't want to wait until morning."
"I'll take you in the black patrol car." Pete said. The black patrol car was a nearly unmarked police car with no lights on top but imbedded into the car's frame. It was used for speed traps, but was useful at night for not being easily detected as a cop car.
They went to the University's Crime Lab, which was in the University Hospital's morgue in the basement. The lab technician gave them copies of the reports, having Tanya sign for them for chain-of-custody reasons that would hold up in Court.
On the way back, Pete Feeley said "I think we're being followed."
Tanya looked into her rear-view mirror on the passenger side. "You're right. Good catch. Want to lose them or interdict them?"
"You good for a shootout?" Pete said.
"Yep, I've got my vest on." Tanya said.
"Me too." Pete said. Just before getting to the road in front of the Police Station, Pete suddenly wheeled the car around in a 180 degree turn, as he had learned at police "defensive driving" school. Turning on his blue lights and bright flashing strobe lights, he revved the engine and hurtled right at the car that had been following them.
But the other car was quick to catch on. It was black, and the driver sped up and passed right by Feeley's car, forcing him to turn around again. By the time he was able to follow, the other car was gone.
"Damn!" Pete said.
"Let's go to Headquarters." Tanya said. "We've got to get these reports into the computers ASAP."
Part 11 - Trigon Rules The Night
Coach Erskine Marshall decided to follow the instructions in the note. He went out the backdoor and to the fence between his and his backyard neighbor's house. It was nearly midnight.
The neighbor's dog came up, barking once, but calmed down after recognizing its neighbor, the coach. The dog did not impede Marshall's progress as the coach easily scaled the fence and quietly slipped through the yard to Cone Street. Down the road to his right, about 20 yards away, was an old green car, it's lights off. A platinum blonde woman was in the driver's seat.
As he came up to the car, the woman said, "Coach Marshall, let's go. Quickly, please." He got in and the woman immediately started the car off and drove down the road, making sure not to go anywhere near Pine Street, the street the coach's house was on.
---------------------
"Did you hear a dog bark?" Dick Ferrell said, peering into the darkness. He was sitting in the driver's seat of the car and watching Coach Marshall's house. One front bedroom light was still on.
"Yeah, probably at some cat." Steven Ikea said. He was sitting in the passenger seat of the car. In clear violation of the Town & County Police Chief's orders, Ikea was helping Ferrell with the case, but for his own reasons.



"I can't wait to bust this guy for drug distribution." Ikea said. "He's a buddy of that bastard De-tec-tive Don. I can't wait to shove it in Loo-tenant Don's filthy face when I tell him I've arrested his buddy on drug charges."
"Yeah." Ferrell said. "Neither one of them have any idea what's about to hit 'em. We're gonna take a shit on your chief's reputation, too."
"Fuck him." Ikea said. "Won't be long before the SBI brings me on, and then we can really go to town on 'em. The Lord's Justice will flow like a river and wash away the iniquities of those sinful bastards."
"Hmmm, dog stopped barking, and I'm not hearing anything else." Ferrell said. "Wonder if the prick has gone to bed?..."
--------------------
"Coach, my name is Detective Cindy Ross with the Town & County Police. Your friend Don asked me to pick you up. The SBI has been following you." Cindy said as she drove a circuitous route through the streets of the Town.
"What's this all about?" the coach asked.
"He'll tell you when we get to our destination." Cindy said. "He thinks you may be in danger."
"From what?" Marshall asked, looking at the mirror to see if they were being followed. They weren't.
"I have no idea." Cindy said. "It is one of my Lieutenant's quirks and perks not to share information until he's ready. We'll both probably find out when we get there."
It was not long before they came to the backside of a strip mall on the west side of town. Cindy turned into the service alley behind the strip mall, which was pitch black with no lighting, and stopped in front of a door near the far end of the building.
"Here we are." Cindy said, getting out of the car. She took out a key and unlocked the metal door, ushering Coach Marshall inside. They went through a dimly lighted weight room and emerged in the darkened large gym area. They were in Town Fitness Centers.
"I co-own this place." Cindy said, leading Coach Marshall to the stairs accessing the offices on the second floor. "The SBI may be watching out front, but I have the keys to the back door, of course."
She led the way upstairs to a darkened office and extended her hand, indicating that Marshall was to go inside. He could not see inside, but stepped over the threshold.
"Trigon rules the Night!"
The voice was mine. I snapped on the lamp.
"Don!" Coach Marshall said. "What's going on?"
"Thank you for trusting me and my fellow Detective." I said. "Have a seat, please. Cindy, get your hardbody butt in here, too."
Marshall took his seat on the couch on the side wall. I was in a matching chair at a right angle to him. Cindy sat in a chair next to the door.
"Coach, we don't have a lot of time, and you need some sleep." I said. "First let me ask, how do you like your current job and this team?"
"Funny," Marshall said, "I was just thinking about that when your messenger bumped into me and put the note in my pocket. That was a neat trick, by the way. But to answer your question: I'm miserable here, and it hasn't worked out. Coach Harlan is not the man of integrity that Coach Richmond is at your school."
Marshall added, looking wistfully ahead. "We never did get our house sold after I took this job. My wife left and took the kids back to that house in our old town. The guy that owns the house I'm renting, he refuses to take rent, and some alumnus is paying the rent, so I could walk away any time.
"I called Coach Richmond, and he said he hasn't filled my old slot there, and he'll have me back... but I'm contractually obligated to stay here at least through this season. I'm going to follow my wife back home as soon as this season is over... but maybe even sooner if things keep going the way they are."
"How's that?" I asked.
"Harlan was very upset that I knew you when I broke up your talk with Tony." Marshall said. "And since then he's really given me the cold shoulder. It's just a weird vibe, you know what I mean?"
"I sure do." I said. "And you're right to have that vibe. Were you interviewed by the SBI?"
"Yeah, and boy! was that weird!" Marshall exclaimed. "This guy Ferrell, he's a real fucking asshole-- oh, excuse my language, but he is a jerk-- he was asking me about PEDs and if I had distributed them. Not a thing about Jackson, just about drugs. I find out later that no other coaches were asked about PEDs at all."
I looked meaningfully over at Cindy, who acknowledged my look right back, then I turned to the coach and said "You're right about Agent Ferrell. He is with the SBI's Narcotics Task Force. He is one of the biggest assholes I have ever met, and don't excuse my language: it fits. I have watched police officers have to put a gun to that man's head, and an FBI agent beat the living shit out of Ferrell right in front of me. He is that much of a prick."
I continued. "Let me explain from the beginning: several months ago, I found out that a young man, my nephew Ned who has turned into a murdering psychopath, was supplying PED's to some of the football team's students. That's a long story for later, but Ned was interdicted and moved on. I've more recently learned that Coach Gonzales has become the supplier of PEDs to the football players that choose to use them."
"Jesus Christ." said Marshall. "I had no idea."
"I know, which is why I'm talking to you about it now." I said. "Jeff Jackson's death has the potential to bring unwanted scrutiny upon the University and its football program. Now I don't want anything to happen to the University; hell, my wife is a professor here and I know the School is the lifeblood of this really great Town, but all this stuff swirling around could cause something to come out that a great many politicians, wealthy alumni, and others don't want to have happen."
"The problem is, Coach..." I said, "I believe that if something comes out, if the shit hits the fan, then Coach Harlan and "Speedy" Gonzales are going to put the blame on you. They and Agent Ferrell are laying the groundwork right now to make you the sole scapegoat of anything that comes out, especially related to the PEDs."
"Oh my God." Marshall said. "What should I do? Resign now?"
"They'll use that to make it seem even more that you're guilty and that you're resigning to weasel out of blame." I said. "No, but I have an idea, Coach... if you're willing to do a couple of things to help me..."
--------------------------------------
As we wrapped up our conversation, my cell phone rang. It was Tanya Perlman. "I'll be there in half an hour." I said. "Okay guys, let's head out." We went out through the same back door Cindy and Marshall and entered through. There were other cars in sight.
"Cindy, drive that undercover car back home. I'll pick you up in the morning at your place. Thanks for all your work tonight."
"No problem." Cindy said. After she'd backed out and left, the tail end of my police SUV could be seen at the corner of the building. Marshall and I headed to it.
"Okay, Coach," I said, "sit in the backseat, and you might have to lay down for a few minutes."
I headed around the side of Town Fitness Centers, which wasn't really a road, seeing the fire escape above me that led to the exit door next to Melina's office. Pulling into the parking lot, I saw what I expected to see: across the road was a black car, attempting to be hidden in the grass by a gravel inlet drive.
I drove to the edge of the parking lot, then turned on my blue lights and the bright searchlight attached to the driver's door. I shined the searchlight right at the car, seeing two men squint as the light hit their eyes.
As I pulled out onto the road, I shouted, "Have a good night, SBI!" Then I shut off all the lights and drove down the road towards Town.
"Are you always this confrontational?" Coach Marshall said as he lay across the back seat of the SUV.
"Ah, you wouldn't have it any other way, Coach." I replied with a grin.
Part 12 - Fall of the Cards
"I think they were SBI, but at the same time they knew exactly what to do in that situation." Tanya said. "That was a very good, professional driver." Tanya said. Pete and Tanya were sitting in my office at Headquarters, and it looked as cramped as it felt.
"I'd tend to agree that they were SBI, except that the SBI doesn't have a combat driver's course nor special training for their agents." I said. "Meanwhile, one of their cars was watching Town Fitness Centers, and I lit them up with my searchlight a little while ago. They're watching us... very closely."
"Why?" asked Feeley.
"Tanya?" I asked.
"Obviously they're making damn sure we're not doing anything related to the Jackson death." Tanya said. "But what an expense of manpower."
"Exactly. Very good!" I said. As Pete and Tanya both looked at me inquiringly, I explained: "What they're doing is that they'll charge surveillance of us to the Jackson case and say it's their investigation of it. Actually not a bad way to cover up that they're not doing a damn thing on this case. So, Tanya, tell me about these University lab results."
"Same drugs we found... but a bit higher level than we found. Certainly well within acceptable ranges of difference, but those prescription drugs are there. Besides Viagra and the heart rate medication, the third drug is some kind of booster: not really a performance-enhancer, it's stronger, almost like one of those drugs that horse racers use illegally to 'juice' their horses during races."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said. "Okay you guys, watch this." I picked up the phone and called the copy room of the local paper, the Town & County Examiner.
"Hi Julie, this is Walter with KXTC." I said, making my voice sound "light" as if I were a gay man. I'd done this before with this person named Julie; she believed I worked with the TV station. "Just wondering what your morning lead is going to be.... oh my gosh, you are so kidding me... for real?... they know that already... I'll have to get with my boss and make sure we get that... thank you so much, Julie."
"Won't she know who's calling?" Tanya asked.
"It'll say 'Blocked'." I said. "And KXTC phones say the same thing; they block their numbers as well.
"Why did you do that?" Pete Feeley asked.
"To learn what I just learned: the Examiner is going to run the story tomorrow morning that the SBI Crime Lab found no drugs in their samples of Jeff Jackson's blood." Tanya looked shocked, while Pete seemed to just absorb the information.
I said. "Okay guys, you two go home and get some sleep or fuck your brains out--" I noticed Tanya and Pete glance at each other. "Oh, never mind, you've already been fucking your brains out. Get out of my office. See you in the morning." Tanya was giggling and Pete's face was crimson with blushing as they left.
I smiled broadly. Everything was going to be just fine...
To be continued...
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Part 13 - Re-Insertion
"Don, there is an assistant football coach sleeping on our couch." Laura said, waking me up. "Why is there an assistant football coach sleeping on our couch?" Her voice was a falsetto, and dripping with sarcasm.
We were on the back deck of The Cabin. It was now Tuesday morning. I had brought Coach Marshall home with me and let him sleep on the couch. I went to the back deck and lay down on the long patio lounge chair, covering myself with a blanket as I thought about the case and my plans. I had allowed myself to fall asleep; I often liked to doze out here on the deck at night during the warm summer months.
"That would be because I haven't been able to get him back into his house yet without the SBI seeing him." I said as I woke up and stretched. "What time is it?"
"Almost five." Laura said. "Wanna wake Carole up before I feed her?"
"Sure." I said. Going upstairs to the bedroom, I picked Carole up out of her crib. She woke up as I talked to her, telling her what a pretty baby she was. She cooed for a couple of minutes, moving her arms and legs like the little fussbudget she was upon being awakened. Then she realized it was breakfast-time, and the "hungry cry" started.
"I'll feed her up here." Laura said. "You get ready and get the Coach back home."
"I'll tell you more about this later." I said, answering her silent wondering as I handed the baby to her.
I did not bother to shower or change clothes; I would do that at the Station. I woke Marshall up and snuck him into the SUV. It was still dark and the gloaming dawn was not quite yet threatening us.
I picked up Cindy at her apartment and we headed north to the subdivision where Coach Marshall lived. Driving up Pine Street, upon which the coach lived, I told him what to do when I distracted the SBI... whose car I could see parked across the street from his house. I pulled up right alongside, seeing Agent Ferrell in the car, and someone else lying asleep in the backseat that I could not identify.
*Woop WOOP!! Woop WOOP!!*
The noise of my police SUV siren blasted through the air for a second as I shined my searchlight into the face of Agent Ferrell.
"Rise and shine, Ferrell! Let's go, up and at 'em!" I shouted. "It's a whole new day!"
"Turn that god-damned light out of my eyes, you son of a bitch." Ferrell gasped as the noises and light hit him all at once.
"C'mon Ferrell, let's go!" I said joyfully. "We're burning daylight, time to make hay as the sun starts shinin'!!"
"Go fuck yourself, dickhead." Ferrell said. "Get the fuck out of here before I shoot your ass."
"I wish you'd try, Ferrell." I said, my voice low and cold as I turned off the searchlight. "I'd love the chance to blow your ass away." I drove on off, leaving the stunned asshole agent blinking.
Steven Ikea sat up in the backseat. "Jesus what a fucking prick he is. God's judgment upon him will surely be severe."
"Yeah..." Ferrell said. He looked up and saw Coach Marshall getting into his car and cranking it. "Shit, Marshall's on the move. He got out the door to his car." Cranking his car, the Agent moved into the street to follow the coach as he drove back to the practice fields.
----------------------
"That was a nice trick." Cindy said as we drove to Headquarters. "While you were shining that light in Ferrell's face, the coach slipped out the door on my side and ran to the backyard of his house, came out the other side and got in his car. Won't those guys realize what happened?"
"Not immediately." I said. "Ferrell is an idiot. Did you see who was in the backseat?"
"Couldn't tell... kept his face down." Cindy replied.
 "Hmmm...." I said.
----------------------
The Chief came into the MCD room at 6:30, and the reception for him was rather cool, as the Detectives present only murmured a "good morning" in reply to his. I could tell that this affected him as he silently signaled for me to follow him into his office.
"First, Captain Malone has gone to the funeral of Jefferson Jackson and is helping out the poor kid's parents with arrangements and such. So you're in charge of all Detectives while he's gone." the Chief said. "Don't let all that power go to your head."
"Darn, you never let me have any fun, Chief." I said, smiling.
"Yeah right. In fact, I heard you had some fun last night." the Chief said. "I don't know what the fuck you're doing, but lighting up the SBI car that was watching the gym is not exactly what I'd call professional behavior."
"Yes sir." I said, and then was unable to stop myself: I added, "Chief, is it professional behavior for the SBI to be watching us, the local police, instead of working on the Jackson case like they're supposed to be doing?" Now THAT question was unprofessional, and I expected the Chief to let me have it in no uncertain terms.
Chief Griswold did glare at me, but answered "No, it is not, and I'm already sorry I turned the case over to them. You'd think the media would be happy I did that, but I'm hearing that they're going to run a hit piece... on me. On ME, Lieutenant."
"May I speak freely, sir?" I asked. The chief blinked. To ask to speak freely meant that I wanted to say something improper for the protocol of our respective ranks, and that if he allowed me to say it there would be no repercussions. This was something I did only on the most rare of occasions.
"By all means." the Chief said, sitting back in his chair.
"You're going to be even more upset in a few minutes, sir." I said. "I'm expecting the news report to tell the world that the SBI lab found no drugs or alcohol in Jackson's system, which of course is not what our lab..." I placed the file folder on the chief's desk ..." nor the University's lab found. They're whitewashing it, Chief, and yes, the Press is eagerly going to try to slam you as being responsible for letting the SBI whitewash it."
The chief looked at the University report until I said, "Let's go watch the news, sir." We headed to MCD, which was full of detectives as well as Tanya and Pete.
Of course, 7:00am brought the morning newscast, and I could not wait to see Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead reporterette. She was looking especially pretty today, practically glowing. I wondered if she'd lightened her hair color just a bit.
"Channel Two News has learned that the preliminary toxicology report and preliminary autopsy performed by the SBI Crime Lab shows that there were no drugs and no alcohol in Jeff Jackson's system at the time of his unfortunate death. The SBI's medical examiner has issued a statement that he is prepared to rule Jackson's death as being due to natural causes, that Jackson suffered a heart attack sometime late Friday night."
Eyes turned to the Chief, who was red-faced as he gaped at the TV set. Bettina continued: "When asked by Channel Two News reporters how Mr. Jackson ended up in a culvert at the southern County Line, SBI Public Relations Director Michael Horner said the SBI was continuing to look into the case, but that they believe Jackson was partying with friends when he had a heart attack, and that his friends panicked and left him in that ditch. The SBI says that after interviewing the football players and coaches, they do not believe any players were involved in the placement of the body in the culvert. We now go to Tim Dawdle, Channel Two Sports. What have you got, Tim?"
Tim Dawdle came onto the screen, his curly black hair looking oily above his thick black-rimmed glasses, looking like the worthless young "millennial" punk that he was. "This is Tim Dawdle, KXTC Channel Two Sports. As the SBI successfully closes the case of the unfortunate death of Jeff Jackson, many questions remain. Did Jeff Jackson have a heart condition that led to his heart failure? If so, did Head Coach Brian Harlan know about this condition, but concealed it in order to have the star player on the field? Did the coach put this boy's life in danger just to win a few football games?"
"That son of a--" Detective Angela Harlan said, her face as red as the chief's. I patted her shoulder to quieten her down.
"In addition, we have to wonder here at KXTC Channel Two Sports why Town & County Police Chief Griswold turned jurisdiction of this case over to the SBI. While we can certainly agree that the SBI is much better equipped and their agents much more competent in solving criminal cases, we have to wonder if Chief Griswold caved in to pressure from University officials and other... politicians... to give up jurisdiction of the case. Certainly the football program is a huge money-making machine for the University and for the County, but does Chief Griswold not have the spine to investigate a case like this himself? We will continue to follow this important case as the football team prepares to take the field and play in memory of their fallen comrade, Jeff Jackson."
"I think I'm going to puke." said Martin Nash, his face almost green with sickness.
"That son of a bitch." the Chief said under his breath. "I'll show that pajama-boy punk what a spine is about." He left the room and we heard him shouting in the hallway. "Martha, get me Dexter Robinson on the phone!"
"Don, are you okay?" Cindy asked. I was smiling and fist-pumping.
"Guys....don't you see?" I asked, genuinely surprised that they did not realize what was about to happen. "This is the best thing that could possibly have happened!" When I could see that none of them had a clue, I just said "Okay, you'll see as events unfold. Meantime, load up on coffee, get your paperwork done..." I headed out the door, but turned back.
"and be prepared to be re-assigned to the Jeff Jackson case!"
Part 14 - Blackmail Rejected
"Oh yes, fuck me!" the beautiful young woman gasped. "Shove that big cock deep inside me!" The man drove forward, burying his long, very thick cock balls-deep into her tight, sopping wet snatch.
The girl was the drop-dead-gorgeous Karen Warner. She was lying on her back on Coach Harlan's desk, wearing a University cheerleader's outfit, athletic shoes and no panties. Coach Harlan was standing at the edge of his desk, his athletic pants around his knees as he pistoned his meat in and out of the gorgeous young woman.
"God damn, you are the hottest fuck I've ever had!" Coach Harlan snarled as he tightened his grip on her hips and slammed into her even harder. No matter how hard he delivered his thrusts, Karen took them with pure lust and demanded more. He'd never met a woman this insatiable, and he had seduced and deeply fucked many luscious young college cuties in his years of college coaching.
The office filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as the rutting couple lustily mated with raw abandon. The loud, wet squishes of Karen's juicy cunt as Harlan's cock sliced nuts-deep into her echoed around the walls. Karen moaned in pure pleasure as the older man fucked her with all the power he could muster, and it still seemed like it wasn't enough.
"Unnnh!" the coach groaned as he felt the young woman's cunt clutch powerfully at his cock as her loins rippled in orgasm. Waves of pleasure had been rocking the girl's world for several minutes, and it was all the coach could do to keep from coming as he steadily pumped her. But it was a battle he was destined to lose, and he felt the tremendously pressure building, as well as pain... was climaxing supposed to hurt more as one got older? the coach thought as he felt his nut rise.
"Gonna come..." he groaned, but could say no more as his impatient cock spewed the first large wad of his heavy sperm deep into Karen's quim, followed by two more bursts, then a couple of greatly diminished trickles. Along with the pleasing lassitude of his release, the lingering slight pain continued.
"What's the matter, Coach?" Karen said, noting the grimace on Harlan's face.
"It hurts when I come." he said.
"You better see a doctor." she said. "Get that checked out." She pushed herself up to a sitting position as the coach released her shapely legs from the confinement of his muscular arms.
"Yeah, I should--" He was interrupted by his phone buzzing; it was his administrative assistant.
"Coach, there is a Campus Police Officer here to see you." the secretary said. "A Lieutenant--"
"Shit." breathed the coach. "Karen, go out that back door."
"Bye, baby." she said, giving him a quick kiss on the mouth as she hopped off the desk and exited out the side door.
------------------------
I walked into Coach Harlan's office and my nose immediately told me that sex with a woman had been going on moments before. My eyes saw a clear spot in the middle of the coach's desk, many plaques, medals and citations on the walls of the office and in the glass-windowed cabinet on the far side. Behind the desk was a large photo of Coach Harlan's team when he played college football, a team that had won a National Championship.
"Have a seat, Lieutenant." the coach said, sitting down in his chair behind his desk. I observed him. He was wearing athletic clothing (duh) and his face looked a bit flushed. As his rump hit the chair I caught the merest grimace on his face.
"Lieutenant," he started, "I thought that you local police were taken off the case."
"Coach, I'm not here about the Jackson case." I said. "I'm here about another very urgent matter. Do you know who this person is?" I held up my iPhone, the picture of Ned filling the screen.
"Uhh..." the coach said, "I really think I should not be talking to you without a lawyer present."
"Coach, look." I said, trying to sound persuasive. "I'm not here to get you in any trouble. Let me further say that I have no desire at all to bring any problems to this University or to your football program. My wife is a professor at this School and I know the importance of the School and the athletic programs to my Town."
"I'm glad to hear that." the coach said, though his face looked unmoved.
"This guy here," I said, speaking of Ned, "has murdered several people, kidnapped little children, and has made and sold some extremely harmful drugs... and I'm not talking about puny stuff like cocaine or weed, either. I know that he was making and selling PEDs to some of your players last year-- now you might not have known about that, and I am not the least bit interested if you knew or not. But he is a very dangerous person, and if my information is correct that he was here and talking to you, you yourself might be in danger. No matter what, I need to get this killer off the streets, and I want your help to do it."
"Ah shit..." the Coach said, his face a reflection of the dilemma he was in. "Look, it's not that I don't want to help you find that bag of shit," he meant Ned when he said that, "but I really cannot say anything to any cop with this Jackson case over our heads right now. So I have to reiterate that I want a lawy--"
The front door to the coach's office had opened and I felt as much as saw someone come in. It was Karen Warner. She was not wearing the cheerleader outfit, but a very tight, clingy dress and high heel sandals that shaped and showed off her lovely feet, legs and ass.
"Go ahead, Coach..." she said as she shut the door and leaned against it. "Tell the Lieutenant what he needs to know. I'm sure he'll understand if you only discuss 'hypothetical' situations that never actually happened."
I looked at the coach as he considered, then said "Speaking purely hypothetically?"
"Absolutely." I said.
"Okay," said Coach Harlan, "if hypothetically that young punk came into this office a few weeks ago and demanded blackmail money or he'd expose the use of PEDs on my football team, I would've thrown his ass out immediately and told him never to come back. Hypothetically, of course."
I nodded as Coach Harlan continued "And hypothetically, if that punk were to into this office last Sunday afternoon and say I needed to wise up and give him cash or other players like Jeff Jackson would end up dead, then hypothetically I would have punched the punk bastard in the mouth as hard as I could, knocking him across the floor and halfway unconscious, and then I would hypothetically have told him to get out of my office, and that if he ever was seen on campus again I would have my players beat the shit out of him until he was dead."
"And hypothetically," I said, "he would run out the door with his bloody nose."
"He might hypothetically say 'You'll be sorry for this.' as he left." Harlan said.
"I don't suppose you've discussed this hypothetical situation with the SBI?" I asked.
"Hell no." Harlan said. "You think I'm that stupid?"
"No, Coach." I said. "I don't think you're stupid at all, but I do need to tell you this: this guy Ned has committed murder before and would have no compunction about doing so again. I will discreetly get a photo of him to you so that you can show all of your coaches and members of the sports teams, and if any of them see this guy, you need to call me immediately. Don't fuck around with him; he is a fucking rattlesnake, except you won't hear a rattle before he strikes."
"Coach Harlan can take care of himself." said Karen Warner, her voice cutting through the air. "I think it's time for you to get out of here and start searching for that punk." I marveled at how this nineteen-year-old girl was taking command and ordering both me and the coach around.
As I got up, I said, "Oh, I apologize for breaking up your sexual tryst a few minutes ago." The coach blinked and Karen looked daggers at me as she opened the door for me.
"By the way, Coach," I said as I got to the door, "this girl really is out of your league." I grinned as I exited, noticing out of the corner of my eyes that Karen was rolling her eyes as she threw the door shut behind me.
-------------------------------
"Jesus Christ." Harlan said. "What the fuck are we going to do now?"
"Take it easy, baby." Karen said, coming over to Harlan as he sat in his chair. She climbed onto him, straddling him, her feet resting on the inside of his muscular thighs. "It's all good. Now why don't you fuck me again..." she said as their lips met in a deep, hungry kiss.
"Before we do, I have to make a phone call." Harlan said. "That bastard Lieutenant is going to wish he never came in here and insulting us with his insinuations..."
--------------------------------
As I got back to my car, I silently reproached myself for going alone to talk to Harlan. If Karen Warner had had a gun, she would have had the drop on me and easily could have shot me dead before I knew she was there. I resolved to have 'protection' at all times, in the form of a fellow Detective...
Part 15 - Stepping Out of Bounds
It was just after 11:00am when I returned to Headquarters. I stopped at the duty desk and had the Desk Sergeant put out an APB on my nephew Ned, which stated that he had been sighted on the University Campus within the last 48 hours. Taking a printed copy of that, I walked down the hall, and was met by Angela Harlan.



"Lieutenant, the Chief said he wanted to see you the minute you came in." she said, having learned and not even let me get TO the door before telling me.
"Thank you, Angela." I said, and strode to the Chief's office suite. In the anteroom, his assistant Martha looked at me and spoke in the tone of a warning: "He's not a happy man, Lieutenant."
"Thank you Martha." I said as she pointed to the door, inviting me to go in. Once inside the Chief's office, I saw him at his desk, writing something. On the sofa to one side of the desk was University Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson, looking severely at me. I stood between the two chairs in front of his desk, as if at attention, but looking at him.
Looking up briefly from his papers, the Chief said "Stand at ease, Lieutenant." I clasped my hands behind my back, noting that the Chief had not invited me to sit down. I was in trouble.
"Lieutenant," the Chief said after a few seconds, his eyes on the papers on his desk, "I thought my instructions, which I stated at least twice, were extremely clear: that you were not to work on the Jackson case."
"Yes sir, they were."
"Then why were you in Coach Harlan's office this morning, interrogating him?" The Chief looked up from under his eyelids without raising his head. "And don't even try to bullshit me that you weren't talking about the case."
It was clear that Harlan had made some calls and had lied about the nature of our conversation. Something I would remember for the future. But right now I had to choose my words carefully and make sure that the first words I said stopped the Chief from his plan of interrupting me with a severe ass-chewing, if not more.
"Ned, sir. My nephew Ned." I said, and it worked. The Chief opened his mouth but arrested himself, gaping up at me.
"I was interviewing Coach Harlan about Ned being in his office less than 48 hours ago." I said, handing him the APB. "I just put this APB out. Ned is in the area, sir."
"So you weren't talking about the Jackson case, but..." the Chief said, then broke down. "Shit, sit down, Crowbar. I can't stay mad at you even when I try."
I sat down and Dexter Robinson came over and sat in the chair next to me as the Chief said "State Senator Nathan Allen and SBI Deputy Director Conlan both called me and said Harlan complained to them that you were in his office talking about the Jackson case."
"No sir, it was about Ned, I didn't even bring up Jackson in any way." I said.
"Lying motherfuckers." the Chief said under his breath. "I apologize, Crowbar. I should've known to trust you and not that lying sack of shit Nathan Allen. Okay, so how did you know to even ask about Ned?"
"I developed some information before your moratorium that Ned was blackmailing Coach Harlan and first visited the coach a few weeks ago." I said, which was true as football player Tony had told me that. I decided not to mention my conversation with Teddy Franklin, for obvious reasons.
"Coach Harlan told me in an 'off the record' way that Ned had returned Sunday and demanded more blackmail money." I continued.
"What's he blackmailing the coach over?" Commissioner Robinson asked.
"PED use by the football team." I said. "Then Ned tried to imply that he was behind the Jackson death, and Coach Harlan punched him in the face and threw him out."
"Do.. do you think Ned was behind Jeff Jackson's death? We're not even sure it's a murder, by the way." the Chief said.
"I think it was murder, sir." I said, "But... if you ask me if Ned was behind it, I don't have any idea... yet." I said. The 'yet' was meant to get the Chief's attention that I understood, and it did. He glared up at me, but then his glance softened.
"All right." he said. "Dexter, I can't hide a damn thing from this guy. Don, Dexter and I haven't decided officially yet, but we're going to start pushing back against the SBI, particularly about the lab results. I am not going to let my people be made fools of and lied about. Now get out of here and see if you can get a lead on your punk nephew. I'm going to call Conlan and smooth things over with him, but as far as I'm concerned Nathan Allen can stew in his own farts."
"Yes sir." I said.
----------------------------
"So, what is your dream scenario?" Paulina Patterson asked.
She was sitting behind her desk, leaning back in the chair with her feet propped up on the desk. I was sitting in front of the desk, leaning back myself, facing sideways to her. Only that desk stood in the way of the sexual tension between us. Paulina was wearing a salmon jacket and pants, salmon high heel pumps and a white blouse unbuttoned halfway down her chest.
Her breasts and ass nicely filled out the suit, and it was all I could do to resist the deep temptations to take her and fuck her right this minute. I suspected she felt the same way from the looks she was giving me. Her eyes bore into me, signaling her desire to take my white cock deep inside her black vagina...and to host my seed in the depths of her womanhood.
Alas, we had business to do. "My dream scenario would be to be to have a warrant to access the phone records of all the coaches on Friday night and Saturday morning. I would also like to have records of University alumni and benefactors, especially the big one."
Paulina shook her head. "No way Mr. Wargrave would allow any phones in his own name to be accessed like that." She was right, I realized.
"Well, coaches, players, alumni in the area, maybe the Lake Ocheekobee Country Club." I said.
"So you think it happened there?" Paulina asked. I nodded. "Well, I'll just say this." she continued. "It's a sensitive time for all of us. Not only can you not help on the case, but we've been told we can't request any warrants on this case unless the SBI asks for them. So far, they have not requested one single warrant for anything."
"As to the phone records," she said, "even should you develop probable cause, we're going to have to be a lot more specific in the persons whose records we ask for."
"What about that other warrant I asked you for? The sting operation." I said.
"I took your advice and didn't present that one to Judge Folsom, but to Judge Watts. He approved it with surprisingly little discussion." Paulina said. "I think he's beginning to get pissed at all the political crap that's going on. He did say to carefully document each and every step of the operation..."
-----------------------
"Cindy, how's your golf game?" I asked at 12:30. As I expected, she glanced up at me with that strange and inquiring look on her face.
"Okay, I guess." she said, leaving off the 'Why?' for the moment, but looking at me with the question clearly in mind.
"Britt and I think you should come with us and get a round in." I said. Britt Maxwell was right behind me and we were both dressed for golf. "We were thinking about the Lake Ocheekobee Golf Course. I hear it's in excellent shape this time of year."
"Well, in that case, count me in." Cindy said, fully understanding.
----------------------
"They're booked full for today." Britt said after checking with the desk. "I told them we'd wait for a little while to see if there was a cancellation and get something to eat at the bar."
"Excellent." I said. I was hoping that would be the case. We sat at a table in the bar and lounge area. It was the main room of the Country Club, with cheap wood paneling from the 1970s, and adorned with pictures of the course and past players and Club presidents on the walls. Surprisingly, we were the only ones eating. We could see through the sliding glass doors the swimming pool area, where some mothers tanned while their kids splashed in the pool. Behind the pool were the tennis courts, which were not being used at this moment.
A young man, college-aged, was behind the counter of the bar. He had black hair, was of medium height and slender. The name on his nameplate was "Tommy". After observing him, I told the ladies I'd talk to him first, and then Britt would come over in a few minutes and flirt with him for follow up.
"Hi there." I said as I came up to the counter and sat down. "How's business? I'm a little surprised no one else is here."
"Oh, business is good." the kid said. "Golfers are all out playing, and the mother's usually don't buy anything when they have kids here. It's the hot part of the day, but we'll have a rush later this afternoon."
"I see." I said. "By the way, Tommy, my name is Don." I said, introducing myself. "I'm surprised how clean this place is, wasn't there a party Friday night?"
"Uh, yeah." Tommy said. "I helped work it, but, er... I really can't say more about it."
"Ohhhhh... yeah." I said, as if I'd made a huge mistake. "Yeah, I understand. I shouldn't have brought it up. Alumni, football players... my mistake, sorry about that."
"That's all right." Tommy said. "You obviously know. You weren't here?"
"No, I had another function to attend." I said. "Oh by the way, is that a rune on your necklace?" I was changing the subject to keep Tommy off guard.
"Yeah." Tommy said. "I went to some of the seminars run by The Vision. Their national headquarters is right up the road. I went to one of their summer camps, and they gave us the rune when we completed it."
"I see." I said. "Very nice. So," I dropped my voice as I spoke, "the Friday party, it went well?"
"Uh, well, there was a problem." the kid said. "I was outside and something happened in one of the back rooms. A woman came out, naked except for a towel, and when her husband wouldn't go inside with her she screamed at him, really making a scene. A few minutes later some alumni came back outside and hustled all the players back onto their buses, then told me to go home and not say anything-- you know, I really shouldn't say anything else."
"That's okay," I said quietly. "I heard about the football player that died, that it was here, but I understand if they told you to keep it quiet."
"I never saw anything that happened inside," the kid said, " but they watched me leave and go home."
"Where's home?" I asked.
"Oh, I'm a student at the University. I live in New Dorm on campus."
"You didn't recognize any of the players or alumni, did you?" I said. "Sure don't want their names getting out."
"Nick Eastwood, the quarterback of the football team, he was here, and Jeff Jackson, the starting tight end, were the only ones I recognized." he said.
"What did you serve at the party?" I asked. "Food-wise, drink-wise?"
"Sandwiches, chicken fingers, stuff like that. But I wasn't in charge of the food, I was in charge of making up the bowl of punch." Tommy said. "No, no alcohol was in it, people had to add that themselves to suit their tastes. I just make up several gallons of the punch all at once, then poured them into the punch bowl to keep it filled as the night went on."
"So it was all the same batch of punch?" I asked.
"Yes sir."
"Did they drink a lot of the punch?" I asked.
"Pretty good bit, they always do." he said. "And some of them do spike it."
I had given Britt a signal, which Tommy couldn't see, to come join me.
"Hi handsome," she said. "So you're a university student?"
"Yeah." Tommy said. "You know, you look familiar, have we met?"
"No, I don't think so," Britt said, "but were you working one of these parties I came to?" I got up and returned to the table with Cindy as Britt continued to talk to Tommy.
"Ah, I may have been." Tommy said. "You were probably... entertaining one of the football players, so I didn't get a chance to speak to you. Too bad, I'd have loved to get your number."
"Oh, I'll bet you say that to all the ladies." Britt said. "But aren't they busy with the players?"
"Sure, but sometimes I get in a word with them, and sometimes I get a date." Tommy said. "So, what do you say, want to get together for a drink sometime?"
"Oh, maybe." Britt said. Just then a very pretty college-age girl came into the room, wearing a light yellow golf shirt, light yellow tight short pants, and athletic shoes. I saw irritation flash in her eyes as she saw Tommy flirting with Britt at the bar, but she composed herself and walked up.
"I'm sorry, ma'am, but all of our reservations have checked in." she said. "It will be at least an hour."
"That's okay," I said, walking back up. "And your name is..."
"I'm Candy." the pretty girl said. Her hair was dark, her mouth luscious. Her eyes were brown and normally should be bright... but I felt as I looked into them that there was a shadow behind them.
"So you two are dating, I see?" I said.
They both gaped, then Tommy said "How did you know that?"
"Oh, it's easy to spot young love this time of year." I said, then to Britt "Isn't that right, my dear?"
"Oh absolutely." Britt said, "And you're such a gorgeous couple."
"Aw, thank you." Candy said sweetly and happily, relaxing a bit now that her claim to her man was no longer being challenged by the beautiful Britt Maxwell.
"Ah, I see by your runes that you've been to a couple of The Vision's camps." I said to Candy. "Is that where you two met?"
"Yes, it is." Candy said.
"Are you a student at the University, also?" I asked.
"Yes, but I'm on an internship with The Vision for this coming semester." Candy said. Was that just the slightest frown on her face as she said that? I wondered as she continued. "Helps with school expenses. I'm staying at their headquarters in one of their dorm rooms, so it's a much closer drive to get here."
"I see." I said, thinking of an exit strategy, but I was saved when a very tall young black man came in.
"Sir, we just had a cancellation." he said. "I can fit the three of you in now."
"Great!" I said. "Would you excuse us?"
We really had brought clubs and we played nine holes. The golf course was excellent, in as great a shape as we'd heard it was. And despite her modesty of her abilities, Cindy Ross smoked Britt and myself like cheap cigars with her play.
Part 16 - Reversal of Fortune
At 6:00pm a large number of Detectives assembled in the MCD room to watch the news. I had forewarned everyone to expect something big.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" cried the reporterette at the top of the hour, looking as fresh and energetic as if she'd taken a two week vacation. "We have bombshell revelations tonight in the death of Jefferson Jackson! Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Crime Lab results showed prescription medications and alcohol in Jackson's system, and that a confirmation test run by the University Police's Training Crime Lab also showed these drugs! This completely contradicts a report from the SBI crime lab that there were no drugs or alcohol in Jackson's system at the time of his death.
"Town & County Police Chief Griswold and University Police Commissioner Robinson issued a joint statement supporting their labs' findings. Chief Griswold issued a statement saying 'The chain of custody of the samples, including those distributed to the University and the SBI, will stand up in any court of law. Furthermore, I have full confidence in the laboratory work and results of my Force as well as the University's, and that the results of our tests are valid. As the SBI's results are the ones that are different, I believe that any discrepancies and errors must lie with the SBI and that any questions pertaining to their erroneous results should be directed to the SBI.'"
"Commissioner Robinson suggested in a statement that the FBI should be brought in to examine the procedures used by the SBI, and that he would be willing to have his labs undergo the same examination by the FBI, so confident is he that his labs do correct and good work."
Bettina continued, a bright smile on her face... this was a BIG story, and she knew it: "Asked why their results are not in line with the other labs, the SBI has been scrambling, putting out several different statements. Agent Richard Ferrell of the SBI Narcotics Task Force suggested that the Town & County Police provided the SBI with contaminated or false sample, but this was contradicted by SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan, who is presently in the County overseeing the Jackson investigation.
"Deputy Director Conlan said that he does not dispute the results of the other labs nor the samples given to the SBI, and that he is investigating the matter further but will not issue any further statements until his internal investigation is complete. The supervisor of the SBI Crime Lab has declined to give a statement, nor would he appear for an on-camera interview with Channel Two News.
"The drugs in the lab tests appear to be prescription drugs, and all tests confirm that there were no illegal drugs in Jeff Jackson's system, ruling that out as a cause of death. However, Channel Two News has learned that Jefferson Jackson was monitored as a youth for potential heart problems, though years of examinations pronounced him fit to play sports. We will break in with any new information. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
Everyone was clapping and cheering as the newscast went forward. Just then, Chief Griswold appeared at the back door to the MCD room. "All Detectives, Classroom J. Five minutes."
As we scrambled and got down to Classroom J, my personal cell phone rang. It was my wife Laura.
"You and I have been invited to a small reception at Dr. Wellman's home tonight." Laura said. "The Chief and his wife will be there, as will Deputy Director Conlan and your friend Henry R. Wargrave and his wife."
"Ah, fun fun." I said, knowing exactly what this was going to be about.
"Darling.... they are pissed." Laura warned me. "I'm wearing what I wore to work today, but you might want to wear something that throws your two medals in their faces." By that, Laura meant I should wear a uniform where the rectangle ribbons representing the Medal of Valor and Purple Order were prominently displayed.
"Wilco. Thanks, honey, we've got a big meeting, so I've got to go. By the way, can you do one more thing for me?..."
----------------------
Walking into Classroom J with Captain Malone, the Chief's voice boomed out. "The duty desk just gave me a message that some activity has been spotted in the area where Jefferson Jackson's body was found. Senior Detective Ikea, I want you and Detective Harlan to drive down there and check it out. It may be nothing, it may be sightseers trying to see where the body was found, or it may be some drug deal going down."
Captain Malone added "Have a car with two uniformed officers follow you. We've had reports of drugs being brought over the County line down there. If you find anything going on, call for backup, you hear?"
"Yes sir." Steven Ikea said. He moved out swiftly enough, but Angela Harlan followed a bit more slowly, surprised that she'd been assigned to go, and not wanting to miss this meeting.
"Go ahead, Angela." I said, to get her moving; I was now on a tight timetable. "I'll fill you in on this meeting later." She scooted out.
"Secure that door." the Chief said as he took the podium to a silent, totally attentive audience.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, if I were perfect, I would run for God." Chief Griswold started. "But I am not perfect, and that was shown to me the other day. I made a very grave mistake in giving up jurisdiction of the Jackson case to the SBI." Not a soul moved or drew breath.
"I thought that I was doing what was in your best interests." the Chief continued, "However, you have been subjected to totally unwarranted jeers and attacks by an SBI that, as Miss Ross so astutely put it, 'can't find water in a swimming pool'. And their incompetence has been clearly shown in their worthless lab work. They have smeared our good reputations while showing that their own reputation is one of worthless incompetence."



"So I apologize to each and every one of you for my mistake, and for you having to endure the consequences of that mistake. I also owe the parents of Jefferson Jackson an apology for allowing the investigation of their son's death to be run so poorly, and I want you, Captain Malone, to convey that apology to them on my behalf." Malone nodded.
"Folks, I cannot undo the damage and take back jurisdiction from the SBI. But I can release you from the moratoriums of not working on the case. Provided that you not interfere with the SBI's investigation, and provided that you share any information you find with your superior officers and with me, which will be shared with the SBI in as timely a manner as possible, you may now investigate leads pertaining to the Jackson case. Okay, that's all, I know you have work to finish up, and the Iron Crowbar and I must now endure the wrath of that news report you just saw tonight."
"Everyone, stay here." I said as Griswold and Malone left the room. Once they were gone, I addressed the group, as was my duty.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said, "when I was in the Army, there was an old adage that a general never publicly apologizes for a mistake. What Chief Griswold did tonight to openly admit a mistake and apologize for it was not only an act of courage on his part, but it shows how much he has our backs. Every decision he makes, and there are many big ones, are with you in mind. He isn't perfect, none of us are, but he is behind us all the way, no matter what appearances are. And he just showed you how much he respects each and every one of you by apologizing to you the way he just did. I hope you understand what it took for him to do that, and he did it because he respects you."
"I'll just finish up with this: I don't know how long we will have Chief Griswold with us, he's nearing a well-deserved retirement. I am afraid that some of you will not realize just how lucky we are to have that man as our chief until he has retired and is no longer working with us. Please bear that in mind tonight and every day as you continue your duties in the incredibly wonderful and professional manner that you always do. MCD, you're dismissed. Vice, check with Captain Malone before bugging out."
----------------------------------
"So why do you think they sent me along with you on this ride?" Angela Harlan asked as Steven Ikea drove down the main highway towards County Road 2, just trying to start a conversation on what had been a silent ride to this point.
"I don't know." Ikea said, "but I just follow the Captain's orders. Why do you think they did?"
"Because I'm the football coach's cousin." Angela said. Ikea nodded; he had not thought of that, though it was obvious to Angela from the moment she was assigned the case.
"How does that make you feel?" Ikea asked. He was realizing he might have an inroad into 'turning' Detective Harlan to his side. He'd love to get her in Vice and that weirdo Sergeant Sharples out of Vice.
"It's understandable." Angela said. "I've been here less than a month and my cousin is the head football coach."
"Yeah, but if they hired you, they should trust you." Ikea said. "If they don't, then maybe you should come over to Vice, we're a rock-solid group."
"Oh really?" Angela said. That had not been what she had observed. "What kind of guy is Captain Malone?"
"He's good, damn good." Ikea said. "And he trusts, trains, and takes care of his people, too. He always has my back."
"What about you, Steven?" Angela asked, deciding to probe Ikea hard, "You haven't been promoted yet, and Don was promoted ahead of you."
"I can't help it if Loo-tenant Don is the Chief's favorite." Ikea said. "Captain Malone is working on getting me my rightful promotion. It won't be long before God's Justice is meted out to those who have been given more than they deserve, and those of us that deserve better receive His blessings."
"I'll tell you this, Harlan." Ikea said. "I've heard you were a good Detective in Texas, and I think you could have a real future with us. But next year, it gets dicey. There's going to be a Sheriff election as well as the Town & County Council up for re-elections. I'm hearing that some of them want Loo-tenant Don to run against Captain Malone. If Malone wins, you could go a long way with us. If Don wins, then you'll be sitting at the same desk for a long, long time."
"I'll make a bet with you, Steven: that Don won't run. Whaddya say?"
"Betting is a sin." Ikea said. "But you might be right, I don't insist upon it. Just keep in mind that you want to get on the right side of things now, before all the fun begins. Wait until too late, and if you're on the wrong side, it'll be ugly."
"I'll keep that in mind." Angela said, as Ikea turned onto County Road 2.
"By the way, are you close with your cousin, the football coach?" Ikea asked.
"We get along. Why?" Angela asked.
"I'm sure he's a good man." Ikea said. "But some SBI agents that are my friends have told me privately that while they think your cousin is a good man, at least one of his coaches may be giving some players drugs. You might want to let your cousin know and to keep his eyes peeled."
"Any idea who the bad coach is?" Harlan asked.
"The strength and conditioning coach. Marshall." Ikea said. "Keep this under your hat, as a measure of our mutual trust, that a warrant will be coming out for a search for PEDs soon."
"Thanks for the info." Angela said. "Here's where the body was found, you can see the police tape."
Ikea stopped the car. There was no one around. Getting out of the car, they looked around for fresh tire prints or footprints. The two uniformed officers that had been following them also looked around, finding nothing.
"Red herring." Angela said.
"Looks like a false report, anyway." said Ikea. "I don't think Captain Malone would send me on a wild goose chase." Angela said nothing.
------------------------
Part 17 - Standing Ground
Going into University President Wellman's home with our wives, Chief Griswold and I were dressed in our "duty dress" uniforms; navy blue pants with piping down the side, the Chief's yellow and mine light blue, white shirts and black ties, and navy blue uniform jackets with our badges over the left breast above the pocket and the metal-outlined ribbons of the Medals of Valor and Purple Orders, upon which we'd both been bestowed, over our nameplates.
The reception consisted of the Wellmans as hosts, myself, my wife Laura, Chief Griswold and his wife, Commissioner Robinson and Cpt. Britt Maxwell, Mr. and Mrs. Henry R. Wargrave, Mayor Larry Vaughn and his wife, and, to the surprise of most, Lieutenant Daniel Allgood and his lovely girlfriend Melina.
Commissioner Robinson was a widower, so it was natural that he and the unattached Britt Maxwell attend together. They both wore their Campus Police uniforms, having been forewarned by Laura. Daniel Allgood also wore his "duty dress" uniform.
No one from the SBI was present; Deputy Director Conlan had sent his regrets. No one present had any problem with that.
After some minutes of small talk, Sally Wellman took the wives into another room, where they would flutter like parakeets about something or other until our business was done. The rest of us went into what was called the library. I'd been in this room before with politicos breathing down my neck, and was prepared for this evening as well.
"You know, Henry," Dr. Wellman said, "I feel improperly dressed around all these police uniforms. We need to design suits of our own to match them."
"Yes, Dr. Wellman, but they've earned those uniforms... and the medals on them." Henry Wargrave said. I knew there was an underlying message in that praise, but didn't care to parse it with Mr. Wargrave now; he was too dangerous a man to fuck with, and his intent would become clear in time.
No one quite knew why Daniel Allgood was there as I made the point of introducing him to those who didn't know him. I waxed poetic on his story with the Midtown Police, of refusing bribes and evading assassination attempts, leading to high-level medals, accolades and ultimately the I.A. job with us and his subsequent promotion. Daniel blushed as he accepted the praise of the University representatives Wellman and Wargrave... he wasn't sure why he was here, either.
"It's my job to keep an eye on this guy." he said, meaning me. "Fortunately, it's not too hard of a job."
"Just keep him intact." Mr. Wargrave said. "He keeps getting in front of speeding bullets, and he is not faster than them." Hmm, another little message for me?
We sat down in a circle of chairs that had been placed for us, President Wellman at the left from the view of the door. To my surprise, I was asked to sit to his immediate right while Henry Wargrave sat to his left. The Chief was next to me, followed by Britt Maxwell, Commissioner Robinson and finally Daniel Allgood.
"Gentlemen," Dr. Wellman said, "I appreciate you coming tonight. I was hoping that Mr. Conlan would also be here, so that we could work out ways for the SBI and the local police departments to work better together. The Media has had a field day, an absolute orgy over these reports of the differing lab results. While I understand your desire not to be made fools of, Chief, Commissioner, we just cannot have that kind of issue in public. It undermines the trust of the people in the SBI as well as all of you."
"It also causes the University's alumni and friends to become very agitated." said Henry Wargrave. "They are deeply concerned that unwanted attention could be detrimental to the University. We all regret and mourn young Jeff Jackson's death, but rumors that it is something that it's really not are harmful and cannot be easily dispelled. I'm sure you understand, Don?"
That was my opening, it was my turn now. And I did what I needed to do.
"Mr. President," I said, addressing Dr. Wellman more directly than just to the group. "I want you to know that I have come to love this Town and County since coming here a year ago. In addition, I have no desire to see any harm come to the University nor its athletic programs. I am extremely fortunate to be married to one of the School's most celebrated professors, and I also understand the importance and value of the University and its athletic programs to the Town and County." Wellman nodded.
I continued. "Having said that... last Sunday I had to speak with a woman who drove through the night to get here and whose eyes were red from crying because her 20-year-old son was found dead and dumped in a ditch. The University and its football program will continue on no matter what, but Jeff Jackson's life will not continue. It is my job and my duty to seek justice for Jeff Jackson, and to be able to tell his grieving parents what happened to end their son's life. It does not matter to me what else happens, I will not back down from the pursuit of the Truth."
President Wellman stood up and offered his hand. I stood up and shook it. "I agree with you, young man, and you have my total support on that, no matter what the results may be."
Henry Wargrave also stood up and shook my hand, but I knew that Dr. Wellman's gesture and words and been sincere, but Wargrave's were much less so.
After some more talk about how to deal with the Media, the reception began to disperse. As we were in the hallway waiting for our wives, Commissioner Robinson surprised me by coming alongside me and putting his arm around me.
"Son," he said quietly, "what you did in there was the best thing in the world, and not because of this case, but for the future. You just may have saved this Town and County from years of corruption going forward. You are the man to fight this battle, and now everyone is totally sure of it."
"Thank you, Commissioner." I said, knowing that Dexter Robinson's vision had been as far as mine.
Part 18 - Taking Sides
The evening was not over. Back at Headquarters the Chief convened a meeting in the main conference room that consisted of Cindy Ross, Martin Nash, Tanya Perlman, Britt Maxwell, and myself. Pizzas had been brought in, courtesy of the Chief, and eagerly consumed.
"I just have two things tonight." said the Chief. "First of all, there is no doubt in my mind that the SBI is going to retaliate for what happened today. When SBI DD Conlan doesn't even bother to show up to a reception given by the University President... well, you don't need the Iron Crowbar to know something is going to go down."
"Second, and speaking of the Iron Crowbar, Don, I want you to give this trusted group whatever info you have and whatever you're theorizing, whether or not we yet have facts to back the theories up."
"Martin," I asked, "did you and the I.T. techs get those cameras installed?"
"Yes sir." said Detective Nash. "They're transmitting data to Myron right now."
"Fantastic." I said. "First, everyone, Martin and I have already taken steps for what I think the SBI's retaliation will be. If they do what I expect, then I am going to snare them in a trap and then I will hang them by their balls. So don't worry or panic about anything you hear happening tomorrow."
"Second, this is what I believe happened timeline-wise, based upon scraps of discussions, with little evidence to back it up, but here goes: On Friday night, Jefferson Jackson was one of about a dozen or more football players to attend a secret party with University alumni at the Lake Ocheekobee Country Club in Coltrane County. This is the kind of party where money changes hands, and where the wives of the alumni give sex to the players. This happens at every major university in the Nation, and it is what it is. However, last Friday night while at this party, Jeff Jackson was having sex with a woman and something happened, and Jeff Jackson died.
"It may have been just a heart attack, though I have some reason to believe foul play." I continued. "At any rate, the alumni there panicked. They got the players on the buses that brought them and sent them on their way, then sent the club's waiters home. After that, some of the alumni took Jackson's body and clothes and dumped them in the ditch in Coltrane County. Then, some time after that, someone else came along and moved the body into our County. That move was observed by Mr. Colburn, who called the police and we found the body. Meanwhile, the Coltrane County Sheriff was called in to find the body, only to find it had been moved... and out of his jurisdiction.
"This created a dilemma for those alumni. I believe they called in someone who attempted to clean up the problem, someone who's thugs ended up murdering the Coltrane County Sheriff to get Jackson's clothes. This 'Mr. Cleanup' also had to get us off the case, and to that end worked with alumni and University officials and politicians to have the case taken over by the SBI.
"In their zeal to get this case cleaned up, the elements of the SBI assigned to make this problem go away probably didn't even bother to run the samples we sent them, but just declared nothing was found. However, that caused a backlash when our lab results and the University's results came up positive for prescription drugs and alcohol. And now, by not simply dealing with the evidence and the facts, these guys have even bigger problems on their hands."
"I have discovered that my psychopath nephew Ned has been seen on the University campus in the last couple of days, and I've put out an APB to be on the lookout for him. I don't know for sure if he is involved in Jackson's death, but he was attempting to conduct a blackmailing operation over the death, an attempt which was rebuffed. That tells me that Ned is not only still in this area, but that he needs money. Hopefully these facts will guide us to finding out where he is... and bringing him to Justice."
No one in the room misunderstood what I meant by bringing Ned 'Justice'... and that it did not mean simply arresting him.
"As to getting proof for any of this, that is what I intend to work on tomorrow morning, along with making sure the SBI doesn't try to save their own useless reputations by destroying the reputations of innocent persons. Chief?"
 
"All right, folks, no questions." said the Chief. "Be here tomorrow morning ready to kick some ass tomorrow. We'll be playing it by ear, and I'd rather you be doing that after getting some sleep."
---------------------------
It was well after midnight when I trudged back to The Cabin. Laura was still awake, wearing a hot peach teddy and reading a book in bed by lamplight. As I began to undress, I went over to the crib and looked at Carole, who was sleeping peacefully. Once again, I thanked God and the Universe that her mother and I had conceived such a wondrous and wonderful little being.
Laura was watching me as I admired my daughter and then turned to her.
"Hi Beautiful. You waited up?" I asked.
"Yes." she replied. "I thought we might talk for a few minutes... and that you might need a release after such a hard day."
"I certainly could." I said, stripping naked, letting Laura watch me. She lay back and spread her legs as I approached the bed. Easing onto it, I mounted my beautiful wife, leaving her teddy on. I began dryhumping her as we shared kisses, sliding my hardening cock up and down her wet slit.
"Mmmm, that feels good." she said. As I gently pistoned my cock back and forth, letting the shaft slide along her slit, wetting my cock down as it grew longer, thicker and harder, she asked, "What I wanted to know was, why did you ask me to have Daniel and Melina invited to Wellman's reception?"
I slid my hands under Laura's shoulders as I settled into a smooth rhythm of dryfucking, enjoying the feeling of her labes sliding along her slit but not penetrating her. This teasing kind of sex really made my wife hot and I enjoyed doing it to her. I kissed her mouth deeply, then nuzzled her neck.
"Oh yeah," I whispered into her ear as I nuzzled her neck. "First, I wanted Melina to meet some of the ladies. I'm sure you enjoyed introducing her."
"Oh yes, I did." Laura replied as I felt her hands sliding through the hair on the back of my head. We kissed again as I dryhumped her harder, feeling her legs spread a little bit more then wrap around me.
"I also wanted Daniel to get used to these receptions." I said. "He's going to be moving up with us over time, and I want them to get to know him."
"Oh, is that all?" Laura said, knowing there was more. We continued to make out, the heat of our shared kisses as I continued dryhumping her making me rabid with lust. My desire to penetrate my wife was intense, but I resisted as I continued to talk.
"No." I said. "I also wanted Daniel to hear my little speech to Wellman and Wargrave. Allgood now knows where I stand on things and that I'm willing to stand up to even the Big Boys. He's going to need to know that, especially when he has to take sides in the coming year."
"What do you mean?" Laura asked, pushing her loins up to meet my strokes as I dryhumped her even harder. She knew what I meant, but wanted me to say it.
"Daniel is a good guy and I think he's an honest cop, but he's been friendly with Malone and Ikea, too." I said. "But playing neutral or in the middle won't cut it, and if he knows where I am on things, I'm hoping he'll work with us and see the other side for what it is. Ummm, that's good..."
"Ohhhhh!" Laura gasped as I slid my cockhead down and sank it balls-deep into her soaking wet cunt. I stroked in and out of her several times until she told me to pull out.
"Turn over onto your back and let me suck you off." she said. "I'm not yet ready to have you start coming inside me."
I rolled off of Laura onto my back on my side of the bed. Laura turned and bent over and slid her mouth down my cock. I groaned as she began sucking me hard and deep, using her hand to pump the base of my shaft. It did not take very long before I erupted.



"Oh God!" I gasped as spurt after spurt of hot semen fired from my aching rod. Laura greedily swallowed every drop, then used her lips and tongue to clean me up completely.
"Mmm, that was delicious." she moaned as she kissed my belly, then rolled back onto her side of the bed. She turned out the lamp, the darkness suddenly engulfing us. I cuddled up to her.
"What about you, do I need to take care of your needs?"
"I'm good; I came three times frigging myself waiting for you." she said, her voice getting sleepy. I let myself relax and my mind emptied as I fell asl--
To be continued...
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Part 19 - Carnations
At promptly 6:00am Wednesday morning, I arrived at Police Headquarters. To my surprise, the MCD room was already full of Detectives. Angela Harlan met me in the hallway to tell me the Chief wanted to see me in his office. I buzzed through MCD, grabbing my cup and pouring coffee before heading to the Chief's office. Yes, morning coffee trumps going to the Chief's office, and even the Chief would agree.
When I entered the office, the Chief was standing behind his desk. In the exact middle of the desk was a large arrangement of carnations and other flowers in a vase.
"Crowbar, I have a mystery here that I need you to solve." Chief Griswold said. "I want to know who sent these flowers." I looked at the card, which said simply "We love you, Chief!" with no names listed.
"Chief, I can honestly say that I was not a part of this, and I wish I had been." I said. "I can also say that it is very likely that this case will never be solved, but I have a strong suspicion that certain Detectives are the culprits. I likewise suspect that I will never get straight answers out of any of them."
"I agree," said the Chief, "but if you do find out, tell them I appreciate it." I could see on the Chief's face a happiness that I had not seen since he'd found a way to promote me to Lieutenant early, and that there was some emotion behind his eyes as well.
 "Yes sir." I said. "If there is nothing else, I'll go work on this case right now." The chief nodded and waved me out of the room.
"Okay, guys," I said as I re-entered the MCD room. "The chief is grateful. However, I wish you'd have let me know what you were going to do so I could contribute to the Chief's flowers." My team began looking at each other somewhat sheepishly and furtively.
"Lieutenant," Cindy Ross declared with a gleam in her eye, "by your statement, I deduce that you have not yet been to your own office this morning."
Her words struck me. I excused myself and went to my little office. Sure enough, in the exact middle of the desk was an arrangement of carnations and other flowers, just like the Chief's. The card said "We love you, Iron Crowbar!"
It took an effort to keep my eyes from welling up as I thought 'I love my team, I love my team, I love my team...'. No, really, I love my team...
Part 20 - Traitors and Snares
At 7:00am, we gathered in the MCD room to watch the news. The Chief and even Captain Malone were in the room, wanting to hear what was next. The broadcast started up, and that of course meant Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News. We have breaking news in the Jefferson Jackson case, and we are bringing you an exclusive interview with Special Agent Richard Ferrell of the SBI from just an hour ago. Roll tape!"
A tape of Bettina interviewing Dick Ferrell in the darkness in front of one of the University buildings came on.
"Holy shit!" I exclaimed as I saw who was standing next to Ferrell and Bettina. I lunged for the remote and hit the DVR "Record" button. The "REC" letters appeared, and I knew I was taping something I very much wanted:
The person standing next to Ferrell was Detective Steven Ikea.
"Chief!" I exclaimed, "why is Ikea working with Ferrell? What's up with that? Why does HE get to work on the case?" I said with feigned anger. "Captain Malone, what's up with this?"
"What the fuck is that prick doing there?" the Chief spluttered, his face crimson with anger. Malone said nothing but just shook his head, not looking very pleased.
"Agent Ferrell," Betting was asking, "What new information do you have for us?"
"Ms. Wurtzburg, the SBI is conducting a raid upon the offices of one of the University assistant coaches with a warrant obtained overnight. As you know, Jeff Jackson was found with a small dose of performance-enhancing drugs in his system. The SBI has found evidence of performance-enhancing drugs in the possession of one of the University assistant coaches. We are also currently applying for a warrant to make an arrest in the case."
Bettina came back on, live. "Channel Two News has learned that SBI agents are at the home of Strength and Conditioning Coach Erskine Marshall with a warrant for his arrest, but they have found the home empty-- what's that? Ladies and gentlemen, what you are now seeing is live from Town & County Police Headquarters! The local police have already arrested Coach Marshall, and he is being brought into the Station now!"
The scene showed Marshall being brought into the front door of Police Headquarters by Patrolmen Pete Feeley, Micah Rudistan and Chet Morton. Anyone with the brains of a Betta fish knows that arrested perps are always brought into the right side entrance (north side of the building) for booking and processing, but the Press didn't seem to figure it out as their cameras fought to get as close into Marshall's face as possible, and Morton and Feeley were taking delight in forcefully pushing the cameramen back.
"Well, they wasted no time." I said. "Good thing we didn't either. Excuse me, folks, I have work to do." I said as Bettina continued to broadcast that the SBI believed Marshall was involved in giving PEDs to players.
The Chief had followed me down the hall. "Crowbar, this is going to spatter shit all over the place! What's going on?"
"Come on, Chief, I'll show you." I said. I went to Interrogation-A, where the three officers had Coach Marshall.
"Hi Coach." I said as we entered. "This is Police Chief Griswold, he'll be your host today during your stay in our fine Headquarters."
"Hello, Chief." Marshall said as he shook the Chief's hand. "Thank God you've got this guy working for you."
"I daresay." said the Chief. "What's up, Crowbar?"
"Let's go downstairs, quickly. Feeley, Morton, Rudistan, we'll take it from here. Thanks for your help this morning. Go get breakfast and keep your receipts; it's on me."
I led Marshall and the Chief through the security system to the basement and into the I.T. room, which contained only Myron Milton. We went into my old I.T. office, whereupon I lowered and shut the blinds so that no one could see inside.
"Coach, you're going to have to stay here for most of the day. Myron will take you to the restroom nearby if you need to go, and we'll bring you some food." I said. "Myron, do we have what we need?"
"Yes sir, we do!" Myron said. "Come look at this."
We gathered around Myron's computer screen as he played back the camera footage. The cameras were in Coach Marshall's office, installed by Martin Nash and an I.T. technician under the authority of the warrant Paulina Patterson had obtained from Judge Watts for me. The video showed Coach Willy "Speedy" Gonzales planting syringes in a filing cabinet and then a drawer in the desk.
"Now watch what happens at 6:00am." Myron said. As we watched, the time-stamped video showed SBI Agent Dick Ferrell and Detective Steven Ikea with two other SBI agents enter the office, go right to the drawers where the syringes had been secreted, "find" the syringes, then bag them as evidence. Ferrell and Ikea were grinning, laughing and giving each other high-fives and fist bumps.
"Damn, Crowbar, you got 'em." Chief Griswold said. "You got those two motherfuckers cold."
"Better yet, I've got Gonzales planting evidence." I said. "Let's go see if Paulina has come in yet, so she can get us an arrest warrant for 'Speedy' Gonzales."
------------------------
Agent Dick Ferrell and Steven Ikea entered the front door of Police Headquarters at 8:00am. Both were absolutely furious. They were met in the front hallway by me, holding a weapon at 'port arms'. That weapon, of course, was a blue crowbar, and it was crying out to be used. Behind me were Cindy Ross and Hugh Hewitt, wearing their bulletproof vests, and several well-armed and protected uniformed policemen also ready and spoiling for a fight.
"Where the fuck is Marshall?" Ferrell screamed. "You bring him to me right now."
"And if I don't?" I thundered back.
"You son of a bitch, I'll have your god-damned ass hanging from the University bell tower before I'm done if you don't bring Marshall to me right this fucking minute."
"Ferrell, why don't you just try to come and take him from me." I said, tapping the crowbar into my left palm. "Please, just try."
I thought he was going to do it and I'd have my chance, but Ikea put his hand on Ferrell's shoulder and whispered something to him.
"We'll be back." Ferrell said. He turned and left. Ikea remained.
"Ikea, what the hell are you doing helping that prick?" asked the Chief, his voice menacing.
"I'm bringing justice to a drug-peddler, Chief." Ikea said. "And if you don't give him to the SBI immediately, you won't be Chief of Police here much longer." A murmur of anger broke out from the other officers in the hallway.
"Why you fucking bastard--" the Chief started, but I held him back. The Chief managed to say "Ikea, you're suspended as of right now. Turn in your badge and your gun to the front desk."
Ikea simply turned and walked out the front door, still armed. "Let him go, Chief." I said. "His day is coming."
-----------------------------
At 9:00am, Paulina Patterson called from the Courthouse, telling me that the warrants for the arrest of Gonzales had been issued, and that the warrant for Marshall's arrest had been cancelled.
However, eight SBI agents headed by Dick Ferrell invaded our headquarters. Though ADA Patterson told them that the Marshall arrest warrant was no longer valid, Ferrell handed her a piece of paper.
"That's a Federal warrant, Bitch, not one from your corrupt County." Ferrell said. "Marshall is going down for drug distribution, and there's not a damn thing you can do to stop me. Now I demand that you turn him over to my custody immediately!"
"We'll see about stopping this warrant." Paulina said, heading back down to her office. Ferrell gave orders to search the Headquarters for Marshall. Marshall was not found. But when Ferrell and his agents wanted to go into the secure basement area, he was stymied.
"I demand that you take us down there immediately." yelled Ferrell in the anteroom, in front of the secure door that led downstairs."
"No." said the Chief, appearing in the room with Hugh Hewitt and his future-SWAT-team buddies, in full riot gear. "And you don't make demands in my building, Ferrell. Officers, escort all of these SBI agents out the front door. If they resist, shoot them."
The heavily armed officers moved in on the SBI agents. Despite my prayers, the agents did not resist and were escorted out of the building without incident.
At 10:30 Paulina announced that the Federal warrant for Marshall was rescinded. I suggested to the Chief that Marshall remain in our I.T. area until the Press could report on his innocence. I got on my cellphone and made a call.
"Hello, Ms. Wurtzburg!" I said. "Yes, I'm fine... yes, the baby is doing very well, thank you. Listen, I have a scoop for you... oh yes..."
---------------------------
Just after 10:30, Coaches Brian Harlan and Gonzales arrived at headquarters, accompanied by Detective Angela Harlan. She had persuaded them to come in quietly, before the Press could find them.
Gonzales was sitting at the table in Interrogation-A, Harlan to his left. I was on the other side of the table with Martin Nash standing behind me and Patrolman Morton in the corner behind Gonzales. First, I read both coaches their considerable and numerous Miranda rights.
"Gentlemen," I said, "let's watch a little TV." I turned to my left, where the TV set flickered on. The video of Gonzales planting the syringes in Marshall's office played on the screen. Gonzales showed no emotion, but Harlan's face fell as he brought his left hand to his forehead.
"Am I free to go?" inquired Gonzales, the cheek of his defiance stunning everyone in the room.
"Hell no, you are not free to go, Speedy." I said, disbelief in my voice. "As you can see, we have video evidence that you planted those syringes with the intent of helping the SBI frame Coach Marshall. You're facing years of hard time, Speedy."
"You won't touch me and you know it." Gonzales said. "If you do, the NCAA will come in and investigate the football program, and you know the big shots won't have that. They'll protect me and you better back off. The football program is more important than you and your puny crowbar, Detective."
"You think I won't touch you?" I said, rising to my feet, letting anger whip through my voice. "The other day I had to talk to a woman whose eyes were red from crying because her 20-year-old son had been found dead in a ditch, and you think I give a shit about you being a football coach, you son of a bitch!?!?!" I roared.
"Do you really think being a football coach is going to save you from being prosecuted and imprisoned for 10 to 20 years, you sick sack of dog shit?" I continued to yell. Gonzales looked at me defiantly, trying hard not to break, but realizing that he was well and truly fucked; his gambit had not worked. Harlan looked like he was about to get sick.
"Jesus Christ Almighty!" I breathed as I began walking around the table until I was at Gonzales's side. I leaned over until I was close to his ear and said in a much quieter but more menacing voice. "Speedy, the football program will still be here, NCAA or not, and whether or not you're a coach or in State Prison getting your ass gang-raped every night. And that IS what will happen to you, Speedy; those prison boys are going to lick their chops to make your their bitch... every single night." Gonzales just looked forward, unmoved.
"I want a lawyer." he said formally and woodenly. "I will say nothing more without legal representation."
"Lieutenant," Harlan said, his voice about to break, "can I speak to you privately for a moment?"
"Detective, am I free to go?" asked Gonzales, unbelievably.
"No, you are not free to go, Speedy." I said.
"Then I am held against my will? I am being kidnapped?" Gonzales asked.
"No, dog shit, you are under arrest." I said. "Under an arrest warrant issued this morning, for the crime of planting evidence in an attempt to incriminate an innocent man. Morton, re-read this piece of dog shit his rights and cuff his hands behind him, but stay in here with him until I get back from talking to Coach Harlan. Martin, Coach Harlan, let's go out here."
I led the way out the entrance to the lobby, then turned and led the two men to Interrogation-B next door. Once inside, I told Martin to make sure the cameras and microphones were turned off.
"Okay, Coach, what did you want to talk to me about?" I said.
"I believed you when you said yesterday that you don't want to hurt the University or the athletic program." Harlan said. "So there has got to be a way for us to resolve this without it blowing up in our faces."
"There is." I said. "But only if you do it my way, exactly as I tell you. These are my terms..."
---------------------------
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the lovely redhead reporterette said as the noon news broadcast started. "Channel Two News has been following the fast-paced developments of this morning in order to bring them to you. Coach Erskine Marshall has been cleared of all earlier charges and suspicion of involvement in distributing drugs to University athletes. Here is SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan's statement just a half hour ago."
Film footage of Conlan was shown. Standing next to him was State Senator Nathan Allen, looking sullen but trying to put the best face on these developments that did not help him at all. "The SBI acted upon good faith information, but new evidence was developed that exonerates Coach Marshall completely. On behalf of the SBI, I apologize for this mistake, and I am glad to report that we were able to exonerate Coach Marshall before more serious mistakes were made."
"Sir, will the SBI agents responsible for these mistakes be disciplined?" a reporter asked.
"We will review procedures and protocols with all of our agents." Conlan said. "The agents involved in this situation were acting in good faith, and while there will be a review of their actions, there is no reason to bring further punishment to them at this time."
"Allow me to say something, Mr. Conlan." Senator Allen said, his voice the perfect stereotype of a slimy, sleazy, crooked politician. "Ladies and gentlemen, I want to reiterate my full faith in the abilities of the State Bureau of Investigation and their excellent, extremely competent agents. I've had the pleasure of watching them in their investigations the last few days, and despite smears against their integrity they have performed their duties marvelously. You may have full trust in the competence and abilities of the SBI as they complete their investigations of the unfortunate student's death."
The TV switched back to Bettina, who was interviewing Chief Griswold outside the Courthouse. "Chief, when will Coach Marshall be released from custody?"
"Bettina, he never was under arrest nor in custody." the Chief said. "Our Major Crimes Division had the evidence of his innocence early this morning, evidence that we provided to the SBI and to the Courts just as soon as we physically could get it to them. Coach Marshall agreed to come into Headquarters for his own protection until we could provide the evidence of his exoneration to the other agencies and get the warrants for his arrest cancelled. Coach Marshall is meeting with Coach Harlan now, and will be making a statement later this afternoon..."
The afternoon radio broadcasts all over the State and even some national outlets carried the story of the exoneration of Coach Erskine "Iron Man" Marshall. That was one beast destroyed, I thought to myself. Now for the next step.
Part 21 - Leads and Misdeeds
It was SBI Special Agent Ted Crenshaw that was dispatched as the goodwill ambassador to me. But I was more surprised to see Deputy Director Conlan come into the Headquarters with Crenshaw.
"Okay, Crowbar, you've gotta give me something." Crenshaw said after the four of us went into the Chief's small conference room. "The SBI has to save face, here. The press is buzzing, the politicos and the wealthy alumni are howling."
"Lieutenant, we've truly got to find a way to mend fences and work together." Conlan said. "Ferrell and his buddies have friends, Senator Allen and other State legislators are fully behind him. But we also have a lot of good agents, and overall we're a good organization. Certainly not perfect, but we also don't need the Public distrusting us."
"Crowbar, they do have a point." Chief Griswold said. "And Senator Allen is working like hell to fuck us over. Mr. Conlan needs help warding off Allen and his cabal."
"And I agree with Director Conlan, sir." I said. "We do need to calm these waters down, now that the frame-up of Coach Marshall has been averted."




"I go by 'Deputy', not 'Director'." said Conlan. "The Director gets pissed when anyone but himself gets called 'Director'."
"Oh really?" I said. "I'll keep that in mind."
"Crowbarrrr...." the chief said in admonition.
"Sorry sir." I said, not sorry at all. "Okay, Ted, I can give you this much. If you follow this advice, you will find something. If not, I can't help you much more. You should look into the girls that Jefferson Jackson was dating, and I use the term 'dating' loosely. You should also look into other students whose girlfriends were being seduced by Jefferson Jackson, students who might hold grudges that the guy was banging their girlfriends."
"All right, I'll let them know." Crenshaw said.
"Not Ferrell." I said. "Look into it yourself or have other reliable agents look into it. Ferrell will fuck it up like everything else he's touched so far."
"Here's one more idea, Deputy Conlan: bring up a couple of your SBI reservists to work with us on the case. They won't be nearly as tainted by hostilities as your regular agents."
"Good idea." Conlan said. "You know, Jack Lewis, the SBI director, was talking about disbanding the Reserve program. He says he doesn't see the value in it, but so far I've convinced him to keep it. Maybe this'll be a big feather in it's cap..."
----------------------
Later that afternoon I was in the office of Coach Harlan. This time Martin Nash had my back vis-a-vis the door. Coach Harlan was not there, but quarterback Nick Eastwood was, and Harlan had asked Nick to answer our questions as part of my deal with him.
Eastwood had dark blonde hair, a tough but handsome looking face, was at 6'4" as tall as me, and very athletic and muscular. He also had that 'aura' that my nephew Todd and some of the well-hung studs had, an aura of sexual virility and male power. Nick Eastwood was getting a lot of pussy.
"Did the SBI talk to you, Nick?" I asked.
"If that's what you want to call it." Nick said. "They hardly asked us anything. Mostly asked if we knew if Jeff had any kind of medical issues."
"Do you know if he did?"
"He was on medication for an irregular heartbeat, but the doctors kept a good watch on him and he seemed okay."
"Were you friends with him?" I asked.
"Yeah, he and I and a couple of other guys hung out a lot." Nick said.
"You went to a party last Friday night?" I asked. For the first time, Nick faltered and didn't answer. "Nick I already know the details about the nature of these parties. I'm not trying to get you in trouble; I just need to find out what happened to Jeff."
"Yeah, I was there." said Nick. When I asked him what happened, Nick said "We were hanging out with some of the alumni, you know, shootin' the shit, just waiting for the end of the evening. I fucked one of the wives, then she took Jeff into the back room. Some time later she came to the door, naked but holding a towel to her chest, screaming for her husband to come inside. He finally did.
"A few minutes later, one of the alumni came out, handed me a wad of cash that they usually throw into the pool, and told us to get onto the buses and go back home immediately. Jeff wasn't with us when we got on the bus and left, so we knew something was up with him. We didn't know he was dead until the next day, though."
"So they got all of you out of there, none of the players helped move Jeff's body?" I asked.
"That's right, they shuttled us all home, except for Jeff, and we went along with it. I divided the cash between everyone like we always do, and we went home and to bed like we were told to."
"Nick, I need the name of the woman that you and Jeff were with, and her husband."
Nick looked distraught, not wanting to give up the name of the woman and her husband, but he finally did.
------------------------
Arriving back at Headquarters, Martin and I were barely inside when Tanya Perlman came rushing up, her cheeks rosy with excitement.
"You will never believe what happened!" she exclaimed.
"My own counsel will I keep," I said, "on what I decide to believe. What is it?"
"We actually got a positive DNA match for the woman Jeff Jackson was banging!"
"Let me guess." I said. "Janet Riordan."
"How..." Tanya gasped, shocked. "How did you know?" She was miffed that I had stolen her thunder. Behind me, I heard Martin Nash laugh; I'd finally gotten a chuckle out of the guy.
I grinned. "Martin and I just found out the name after developing another lead."
"You pricks!" Tanya said, pretending to slap at me and Martin... but she was grinning again.
"Seriously, that's great that you got a DNA match." I said as we walked to MCD. "How?"
"Seems that she and her husband are swingers. You wouldn't know anything about that" Tanya said, keeping her face straight at that lie, but her eyes twinkling merrily. "Some years ago, there was a paternity issue with her youngest child. Four guys were possible as the biological father and they needed to know which one it was for medical reasons. She gave her own blood and DNA samples as part of the test, and the University Hospital kept the samples for legal reasons. And so the match came up."
"That is fantastic." I said. "We are finally moving forward with this thing. Martin, let's go visit the Riordans. Where do they live, Tanya?"
"Nextdoor County."
But our luck ran out, as the Riordans were not at home when we arrived. We'd have to try again the next day.
---------------------------
At 6:00pm the final cards in the saga of Coach Erskine "Iron Man" Marshall were played out.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News. Channel Two News has learned that Coach Erskine Marshall has resigned as an assistant coach with the University in order to be with his family in their time of need during a medical emergency. Let's roll the tape of the press conference from an hour ago."
The tape showed Coaches Marshall and Harlan behind a table, with a University team logo curtain behind them. Coach Marshall was speaking.
"I'm saddened that I will have to be leaving this University," Marshall said, "and it's doubly unfortunate that all this excitement happened this morning to interfere with the announcement. I definitely want to thank the Town & County Police for their incredible police work in keeping me from being falsely charged, especially Lieutenant Don--."
After saying my name, Coach Marshall continued: "I need to be with my family, and I hope you'll give us the privacy we need in this medical crisis." Marshall declined to give further details about the medical emergency, and reiterated his request that his family be left in privacy.
"In this unfortunate time for Coach Marshall and his family," Coach Harlan said, his face somber and his voice wooden, "the University President and I have chosen to release Coach Harlan from his contract. While this is an unusual step just days before the beginning of the season, we believe it's only fair to Coach Marshall to be able to take a job with another school closer to home."
"I don't know if I'll be able to get a job immediately." said Coach Marshall in response to a question. "But I appreciate the gesture by Coach Harlan, and I wish this University and the football team well."
Coach Harlan said "The commandant of the Army ROTC program has asked me to thank Coach Marshall for his work with the ROTC cadets while he was here. Coach Marshall generously gave his time to help physically prepare our future officers, and the ROTC program is saddened not to have his continued help going forward."
I had said my goodbyes to Coach Marshall earlier. Part of the deal was that he would be released from his contract. He did not announce it, but he already had the offer from Coach Richmond to return to my alma mater and take his old job back, which would be kept quiet until next Spring. Also part of the deal was that everyone would pretend to be nice about it and hope the Press swallowed it. And then came the last part of the deal:
Bettina was back on the screen. "Channel Two News has also learned that Coach Willy Gonzales, the wide receivers coach, has resigned from the team for personal reasons. Coach Harlan has not yet made a statement on the resignation of Coach Martinez, but we will bring any more information to you as we get it. Tim, what do you have?"
"This is Tim Dawdle, KXTC Channel Two Sports, reporting from the practice fields on the University campus. The University has been rocked by the resignations of not one but two assistant coaches, and so close to the beginning of the season. While all University coaches and officials deny these resignations have anything to do with the death of Jefferson Davis Jackson, the timing certainly is inauspicious for Coach Harlan and his program. The NCAA has stated that they have no intention of pursuing an investigation of PED use by University athletes, but in light of these resignations and the ongoing investigation of Jackson's death, perhaps they should reconsider. There is clearly something not right about Coach Harlan's football program. This is Tim Dawdle, Channel Two Sports, with a comment."
"Geez, I hate that son of a bitch." Angela Harlan said.
"That makes two of us." I said.
"Three." said Martin Nash, standing behind us.
Have I mentioned that I am not exactly a fan of the Press... and that I might not be alone in those sentiments?
"Wonder who had the clout to keep the NCAA at bay? I'm stunned they're not all over this like flies on a cow patty." Angela the Texas detective wondered aloud. I did not answer, though I knew that one billionaire University alumnus named Henry R. Wargrave was more than powerful enough to break the NCAA to his fist, to use falconry lingo.
Part 22 - Conspiracies
"Coach, you handled all of that very well." President Wellman said. "Would you like a drink?"
"Scotch, please." Coach Brian Harlan said. "Neat."
"I'll pour you a double." Wellman said. "You could probably use it. Hank, can I pour something for you?"
"Bourbon and spring water, thank you." said Henry R. Wargrave.
The three men were in the President's office on the University campus. Coach Harlan practically gulped down his drink. It had been a rough few days for him. First, one of his best players had died, then the SBI had been crawling around. Worst of all, that bastard Lieutenant from the local Police Force had terrorized him and Coach Gonzales into a hideous deal in which he was losing his loyal wide receivers coach, and was lucky to escape with his own scalp. Agent Ferrell and Detective Ikea had been worse than useless after they were supposed to be helping him and working with him.
"Hank, are you worried about our local Lieutenant after his comments last night?" Wellman asked.
"No, Sidney." Wargrave replied. The two good friends were on a first name basis. "I think Don is simply an honest man, but he is certainly not a man to be fucked with. He does have that one quality that sets him apart from most others: unpredictability.
Wargrave continued: "I did have to fire some of my 'researchers' today... I should've been well informed that Don and Coach Marshall knew each other from Don's ROTC days. It was a grievous error for Ferrell and Ikea to try to pin the PEDs on Marshall. Of course the 'Iron Crowbar' would be loyal to his old coach the 'Iron Man', and I must admit that his anticipation of their actions and his efforts to exonerate Coach Marshall were most enjoyable to watch."
"Mr. Wargrave, I really appreciate you being able to placate the NCAA and keep them off our back."
"Oh, I can't claim credit for that." Mr. Wargrave said, outright lying. "The NCAA has no interest in exposing PED usage in their member Institutions, and especially don't want to seem to be bringing a hammer down right after your player died. They might ask a question or two after all the excitement has died down, but I think they have little interest in trying to dig up any dirt."
Wargrave continued, his voice grave and ominous: "I will say that one day they're going to find out about an assistant coach sodomizing little boys in the showers at one of the biggest-name schools in the Nation; when that becomes public, you really will see the NCAA bring the hammer down."
"Jesus." said Coach Harlan.
"Help yourself to another drink, Coach." Wellman offered. As Harlan went for another double scotch, Wellman said "I must admit, Hank, that I am really disappointed in the SBI's handling of this. They truly 'screwed the pooch' on this one. No sooner did we convince Chief Griswold to let the SBI handle it than the SBI doesn't even bother to run lab results and then announces no findings. That really pissed off the Chief, and now he's unleashed the Iron Crowbar."
"I could not agree with you more, Sidney." Wargrave said, his voice smooth and soothing. "Of course the SBI Crime Lab's director has been fired, and behind the scenes he was told to take it like a man or be criminally prosecuted. Now they're talking about offering Town & County's Crime Lab Supervisor Perlman the SBI job."
The words struck Wellman hard; Tanya Perlman was his lover. He listened through his shock as Wargrave continued: "That's all we need, one of the Iron Crowbar's closest associates in charge of the SBI Crime Lab. But she is excellent, and I can understand the political and public good of such a move."
"What about Ferrell and Ikea?" asked Coach Harlan. "I was told they're the best and that they'd help me out, but they've been nothing but a disaster so far."
"Ferrell is very secure in the SBI." Wargrave said, looking at Coach Harlan meaningfully. "He is a most valuable asset within that organization. He is going nowhere. But Ikea? He's an idiot and a religious nutball, a real kook. He'd be a virgin, except that he has hired prostitutes, and after fucking them and coming, he starts shouting for the Lord to save their from their sins."
Coach Harlan and Professor Wellman laughed.
"But yes," Wargrave said, "Ikea has become more of a hindrance than an asset to some of my associates. He does have friends, but he's going to have to be moved along." He took out his cell phone and began dialing a number...
-------------------------
"Ohhhhh..." the college-aged girl moaned as she was penetrated by her lover's cock. He began pistoning his six inch meat in and out of her tight hole. "Oh, Tommy, that's so good..."
"I love you, Candy." the boy gasped as he fucked the lovely girl beneath him. They were engaged to be married and he was blessing his luck that he was going to be fucking a woman as hot as this for the rest of his life.
"I love you too, Tommy!" Candy squealed. It felt good to have a cock pumping in and out of her tight young hole, stretching her vaginal walls apart as it filled her only to be withdrawn... only to fill her again in ecstasy.
Tommy has snuck into Candy's room at The Vision's dormitory for the purpose of engaging in hot, sweaty sex with her. They tried to be quiet to avoid being detected, but the room was still filled with the grunts, gasps and smacks of a young couple lustily fucking as they rutted hotly.
Candy looked up into the handsome young face of her lover Tommy, her feelings for him only adding to the pleasure of being fucked by him. She squeezed her cunt around his hard, pistoning shaft and pushed her ass up to meet each of his thrusts as he plunged into her again and again.
Suddenly... her mind was filled with a memory... she was seeing another young man on top of her. It was like a dream, she couldn't quite see who the stud was, but his cock was much larger than Tommy's and he was stretching her pussy painfully as he rammed it balls-deep into her... who was this guy?.... it's like a dream but it's like it really happened... oh what happened to me, why can't I remember this? Candy wondered silently as she absorbed Tommy's increasingly hard, desperate thrusts.
"Oh, gonna come soon." Tommy said, interrupting Candy's thoughts. "Can't hold back." Fucking the sexy beauty was just too much for him, especially as he had not released his pent-up desires in days.
"Go ahead and come, baby," Candy said, "we'll make it last longer the second time." No sooner were the words out of her mouth than she felt Tommy's body shiver as he began pumping his semen into her.
As the couple recovered, there was a loud knock on the door.
"Oh no!" Candy said. She quickly put on her pajamas and a robe and answered the door, with Tommy standing behind the door.
"Candy and Tommy," the man said, "he wants to see you." The man at the door was a senior executive and teacher with The Vision. But the 'he' meant the revered man at the very top.
Tommy came out from hiding and both lovers quickly dressed. The executive and two other man escorted the two to the top floor of one of the towers that looked like turrets from the outside. The glass-windowed office with views overlooking the river was spacious and beautiful, but also Spartan in the furniture's appearance.
It was dark and they could see little as the three men left them. Then, out of the shadows, the gravelly, raspy voice spoke to them. They could not really see his face, only the glint of his whitish hair gave away his presence.
"Ah, my dear Candy, and my young friend Tommy, it's so good to see you both."
"Sir, I'm sorry about sneaking in--" Tommy started.
"Oh, pshaw, that's nothing." the voice said. "A young couple in love, such a beautiful thing, I understand how that is. And I'm especially to see Candy so sexually active after her recent encounter... oh well, never mind that, let me just say that neither of you are in trouble; in fact, I asked my executive to invite you here because you have both been extremely loyal and worked so hard for me, and you've helped so many lives.
"Thank you, sir." Candy said, relieved not to be in deep trouble. "That's very kind of you to say."
"It's late, but if both of you will go with my assistant, you'll both be treated to one of our wonderful massage therapies. I find them very relaxing, and I hope you'll enjoy them."
The two young people gushed their thanks to the the great man who was the founder and leader of The Vision, then went with a pretty lady dressed as a nurse through a different door than they entered. Once in the spa, they were put in separate rooms. After a massage and a warm drink, they were told to lie on their backs and relax. Sparkling, psychedelic lights came on as soothing music played softly, then became just a bit louder as a voice began speaking to them.
They had no way of knowing that the hypnotic drugs in the warm drink were nearly the same that Don and Todd had been subjected to on a camping trip many months before...
Part 23 - The Lord's Wrath Descends
"Chief, I'm fed up. It's time for him to go."
I could not believe what I was hearing. I never thought I would be hearing Captain Harold Malone say the words I had just heard as we sat in the Chief's office.
No, the Captain was not talking about me. He was actually talking about Steven Ikea.
"I can tolerate the guy working with the SBI, but to try to frame a man that volunteered his time to work with Army cadets?" Malone growled. "That's just too much for me."
"He's already suspended." Chief Griswold said. "It won't take much to fire him, and I'm very strongly leaning that way. Are you good with that, Captain?"
"Yes sir, I am." Malone said. He pointed his thumb at me. "And if you're good with letting this former Army cadet have a shot at him first, I'm good with that, too."
I was wary, but I could see the Chief was very happy about this turn of events, and that he was going to take advantage of this huge opportunity to rid himself and this Police Force of a real problem. But all he said was: "You know, I think you guys might want to work on personnel performance evaluations together tonight."



"I'll text him now." Malone said, "I'll tell him I can get him out of the suspension but to come by here tonight.
------------------------
At 10:30pm Steven Ikea entered the front door of Police Headquarters. He attempted to walk through the front desk security, but the Duty Sergeant stopped him. The Duty Sergeant was loyal to Malone, so Ikea was surprised.
"Sir, you have to leave your service weapon and any other guns here." the Duty Sergeant said.
"What?" Ikea said, feigning anger.
"Sorry sir." the Sergeant said, then looked around to make sure they were alone. He whispered "I'll give it back to you when you leave, okay? But the Captain needs to see you and you can't take your gun inside. Strict orders."
"All right." Ikea said, relinquishing his arms, not realizing that the 'strict orders' could only mean a trap for him. He also did not notice that he had not been asked for his badge, which would've been the more correct action, and he did not observe the Sergeant press a button on the duty desk.
Captain Malone, the Chief, and I were in the Chief's conference room. At the sound of the chime on Malone's beeper, the Chief got up and went back to his office. Malone got up and went into the hallway.
"There you are, buddy." Malone said. I could hear him talking in a low voice to Ikea. "Look, I think I can get you off this suspension in the morning, but we are going to have to be careful and really play it straight, okay?" Ikea nodded.
"Let's go into the conference room-- oh, you know what?" Malone said. "I left my notebook in the men's bathroom right down the hall. Would you go get it for me while I grab some paperwork? Meet me back in my office."
Steven Ikea went the short distance down the hall. As soon as he went into the bathroom, I came flying down the hall after him. I was dressed in all black, in my "ninja suit", which allowed for comfortable freedom of movement, and heavy black boots with steel toes. Cindy Ross also came out of MCD, she had the key to lock the bathroom door.
Only one light in the bathroom was on, and Myron Milton had sabotaged the feeds from every camera and microphone in the building, making sure that any tracing of it would look like it was from Ikea's terminal in Vice.
Ikea looked around the bathroom and did not see a notebook anywhere. At the far end he was turning around when the door opened, and I entered the room. As the door closed behind me and the sound of the bolt moving to lock the door echoed, Ikea realized what was about to happen.
"What the fuck are you doing here, shithead?" Ikea said.
"I'm about to take a shit... on you, faggot." I said, using the homosexual slur to constantly remind Ikea of what Barry Bounel did to him. "We've got you on tape. You and Ferrell tried to frame a friend of mine... an innocent man, a good man who volunteers his time to work with military cadets. And you are going to pay for that, you son of a whore."
"That man was evil, he deserved to go to jail for his crimes!" Ikea said, a strange fire lighting his eyes. "And you did the bidding of Satan in helping him escape God's punishment, you bastard."
"But you are not going to escape God's punishment now, asshole." I said.
"It is you who will feel the wrath of the Fist of God. I'm out of here." Ikea said. "He tried to brush past me, but the door was locked. As he tried to open it, I grabbed his collar and violently threw him back into the bathroom.
"What the fuck are you doing, you Satanist bastard?" he said. I charged him. Ikea had had police personal combat training, but it was no match for what Cindy had been teaching me. I parried his defensive thrust and my right hand haymaker caught the side of his face. A second blow to the face stunned Ikea. I then reared back and with all the power and hatred I could muster, I hit Ikea in the nose as hard as I could.
*WHAM!*
It felt good, feeling the tissues give way before my hard, driving fist as the blow solidly landed. Ikea fell on his back to the floor, but tried to crawl away and get up. I let him, but just as he got to his feet I swung with another ferocious blast, catching him on the left side of the mouth. His whole face turned violently to the side with the force of the blow, and I saw spittle and blood fly out. No teeth came out, but by now there was blood coming from his face and nose.
Another blow to the belly doubled him over, then a punch to the kidneys as he fell. I then began kicking him in the ribs and belly. He was able to get into a fetal position to protect his underbelly, but I felt and heard the ribs crunch as one hard kick landed. I then kicked his legs apart and smashed my boot down into his groin.
"Aauuughh!" he screamed in pain. I delivered another kick to the ribs, and then went for the coup de grace to his head. I had not noticed the door being unlocked and opened. Someone in black and wearing a full black face mask grabbed me and pulled me out of the room, and as my haze of combat fury cleared I saw the person lock the door.
Cindy Ross took off the mask. "Beating his ass is one thing, but killing him is another." she whispered. She was right, and probably had just saved his life and saved me from a serious crime. I hurried back to the conference room and put my sportscoat on over the black shirt.
----------------------
Lieutenant Daniel Allgood was sitting in his dark office in Internal Affairs. Melina was visiting Laura tonight, and he had the problem that all of his cameras and microphones in the building were not working. They were motion-sensitive and started recording if someone entered an area after-hours, just to make sure there was nothing wrong happening. He was tracing the source of the problem to Vice, when he got a call.
"Sir, it's the desk sergeant." came the voice over the phone. "Someone is in Men's Bathroom 2, banging on the door. It's been locked and we don't have the key."
"Okay, I'll get it." Allgood said. Internal Affairs had a spare set of master keys. He grabbed the correct set and went upstairs. He heard a pounding on the door, and as it opened, a bloodied Steven Ikea more fell than walked out.
"What the hell happened, Ikea?" Daniel asked. Cindy Ross came up the hallway and stopped to 'help'.
"That bastard Don--" Ikea gasped. "It was him."
Daniel looked at Cindy, who said "Last I saw, the Lieutenant was in the Chief's conference room with Captain Malone and the Chief. 
Ikea took off for the conference room, though it was more stumbling along with Daniel's help, followed by Cindy. When they got the conference room, there was I at the far side, Captain Malone sitting next to me and between me and the door, and the Chief on the other side... not at the head of the table where he normally would sit.
"There he is, there's the bastard that ambushed me in the bathroom." Ikea said, pointing at me. I could see by the better light that I'd fucked him up even worse than I'd thought. Both eyes were blackening, his lip and nose were bleeding and the top of his shirt was bloody.
"Chief, Ikea says Don did this to him." said Allgood.
"I don't know how, Crowbar was in here for all of the last hour with Captain Malone, doing personnel reviews. The reviews are late and I won't let either of them go home until they're done." said the Chief.
"Don was here the whole time?" Allgood asked.
"I was in and out of here, but Captain Malone: weren't you both in here the whole time?" the Chief asked.
"Yes, Chief." Malone said. "Don has been in here with me for at least an hour."
It was one of the most beautiful sights of my entire life, and I wish I could have taken a picture of it. As Captain Malone said the words, the look on Ikea's face was priceless. As he realized he was being betrayed and thrown to the dogs, Ikea looked at Malone with a facial expression of hatred that I have rarely observed on a human countenance.
"You...you... Captain... you sent me into the bathroom..."
"Not me." said Captain Malone. "Don, was I in here the whole time, too?"
"Yes, Captain." I said, my eyes boring into Ikea's. His face now registered simple shock.
"Allgood, Ikea was suspended by me earlier today." said the Chief. "Escort him to the front door please. Leave instructions with all entrances that Ikea is not permitted within these Headquarters again pending further review of his status, which I doubt will be that of a Town & County Police Officer for much longer. Ross, you go with them and make sure there's no trouble." Cindy was along for the ride as the bouncer, if needed.
Once they'd left, Malone turned to me. "My God, and that was without the crowbar?"
"That piece of pig shit did not deserve the honor of the crowbar." I replied.
-------------------------
The very best hotel in the County was the University Hotel on the south edge of campus. After that came the brand-name, high-quality hotels near the big high-end shopping mall on the Northwest side of Town, near the main road leading to the west. But on the road leading south past the University and towards Coltrane County were the largest congregation of sleeping establishments, known as Hotel Row.
Hotel Row, always booked solid for home football games, featured hotels of good quality with decent prices on the right (east) side of the north-south road, and somewhat less quality on the left (west) side of the highway. And getting near town, towards the infamous Tenderloin District, the hotels got seedier and less well-kept.
It was at the Sunrise Hotel, an establishment that was decent for football fans to rent but a bit on the cheap side, that Steven Ikea and Dick Ferrell arrived at just before 12:00 midnight. After parking, they walked along the outside walkway to room 201 at the far end of the building, and knocked on the door.
An SBI agent opened the door and admitted them. Sitting at the table by the window was Jack Lewis, Director of the State Bureau of Investigation. Next to him was State Senator Nathan Allen. A bottle of bourbon and two half-filled glasses were on the table.
"Come in, gentlemen, come in." said Jack Lewis.
"My god, son, what happened to you?" Nathan Allen said as he saw Ikea's face and the blood-soaked shirt."
"Had to bust a perp." Ikea said. "You should see the other guy."
"Jesus." said Lewis as he turned around and saw it. "No bust could've been worth that... have a seat on the bed, guys. Detective Ikea, I had Ferrell bring you over so that we could discuss some things. I've heard that the Town Police Force has treated you badly. I'd like to reiterate an earlier job offer with the SBI, and bring you on right now. You'll be working with Ferrell in Narcotics. But more importantly, we are going to take down that bastard Griswold and that frickin' punk Lieutenant Crowbar of his. When the day comes, we'll stand aside and let you use that shit eater's own crowbar against him. Whaddya say?"
Ikea nodded, his eyes barely working. "I'd like that, sir."
"Excellent." said State Senator Allen. "You're going to rise quickly and go a long way with the SBI. Let me be the first to address you as "Special Agent Ikea."
"Thank you, Senator." Ikea said, weakly shaking the Senator's outstretched hand.
"Okay, here's a computer, you need to email your resignation in quickly, before midnight. Say that it's effective at midnight tonight." said Lewis.
Ikea did so, then signed some papers Ferrell handed him as Director Lewis talked. "Okay, just hold this Gideon's Bible from the hotel room and raise your right hand." The stroke of midnight sounded as Ikea took the oath from Director Lewis. Ferrell handed Ikea his new badge.
"Ferrell, get some towels and help clean this man up." Senator Allen said. "Then both of you come have a drink. We've got a lot of things to discuss, and it'll be morning soon."
As Ferrell was letting the water get hot to soak the towels, Steven Ikea held his Town & County badge in his hand. He swore to himself that he would pin it onto Harold Malone's dead body before things were finally settled between them.
To be continued...
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Part 24 - Following The Yellow Brick Road
6:00am Thursday morning. I sipped my morning coffee in the MCD room as I read the Town & County Examiner, the local newspaper (and I use the term "news"-paper loosely), pleased to see that the articles about Coach Marshall were fairly accurate and that they were leaving him alone for the most part. I saw that they weren't pursuing the Coach Gonzales story at all-- and then I realized that this must be because something was being done to keep the Press muzzled. That suggested powerful influences.
"Lieutenant, I may have something for you." Martin Nash asked, coming into the room wearing his ubiquitous suit and tie.
"Good. Whaddya got?"
"I've been doing some data research with Myron." Martin said. "A couple of things popped up. First, you remember about the parents talking about some trouble with Jeff Jackson seducing some other boy's girlfriend?"
"Sure do." I said.
Nash said "Well it looks like girl's boyfriend was from your old hometown of Apple Grove. Kid by the name of Kip Starnes."
"Yes, his mother Cheryl is about my sister's age." I said. "So what happened?"
"It's sketchy, but the Jacksons moved to a town not too far from Apple Grove." Nash said. "The Starnes and the Jacksons became acquaintances and often saw each other through the social events of others. Anyway, this past summer there was apparently some friction between the families that led to a police report being filed. I'm trying to get details now."
"Contact an officer on the Apple Grove Police Force, a Leanne Wisocky." I said. "She's a couple of years older than me. But no matter what you find, I can tell you this: yesterday, I gave Crenshaw of the SBI a hint to go look into the situation. I suspect that you or he will find out that Jackson seduced Kip Starnes's girlfriend, and that it led to problems between Kip and Jeff, which led to their families becoming strained."
"I saw some bits and pieces about that." Nash said. "I was reading some of the SBI's filed reports on the case, to which I've been given some access by going in a roundabout manner."
"I don't think Sandra Speer of the FBI is going to appreciate being called a 'roundabout manner'." I said, teasing Martin by naming his girlfriend. Martin smiled wryly as I continued: "That reminds me, we haven't heard a word from Jack Muscone lately. I wonder what he's up to." 
"Sandra said he's in Miami, been there a couple of weeks." Martin said. "Something about a diplomatic conference down there, then a big all-out gang shooting that got a diplomat killed."
"I see." I said. "Well, get with Crenshaw about Kip Starnes... prod him a bit if he needs it. So what was the second thing?"
"It's also about Jackson's parents." Nash said. "I told you before about their connections to a White Supremacy group. Well, seems their names came up in connection with an FBI investigation of a group called 'Superior Bloodlines.' This group is really quiet and under the radar, but their cat got out of the bag when one of their members tried to acquire enough ammonium nitrate to get Homeland Security's attention. They traced the money the guy was buying the stuff with to a 501(c)3 group that's a front, then got the 'Superior Bloodlines' name from a mole that penetrated the group."
"Uhhh..." I said, putting it together in my mind even as I asked, "... and just who did this cat try to buy the ammonium nitrate from?"
"Your personal favorite." Martin said, needling me. "Ward Harvester. And before you ask, Ward's name did not come up in association with 'Superior Bloodlines', but the FBI is looking into more of his transactions."
"Good." I said. "Though I doubt they'll find anything if they hadn't already after the Swap murder case. In any case, do not tell the SBI about this unless they specifically ask you about it. I don't want to step on the FBI's investigation, and we're not here to do the SBI's work for them."
------------------------
7:00am sharp, and you know what that means. It is very rare for Bettina Wurtzburg to tell us something about our police department before we know it. This morning was one of those rare moments:
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead reporter into her microphone from outside the State Office Building on the Town Square, where State and SBI offices were housed. She looked good in her dark blue dress, which was tight enough to make her breasts strain against the fabric. Mmm Mmm Good, I thought to myself... then came the shock.
"Channel Two News has learned that Senior Detective Steven Ikea of the Town & County Police has resigned from the Force as of midnight last night, in order to take a position with the State Bureau of Investigation's highly respected Narcotics Task Force!"
A huge roar went up, complete with shouting and clapping. No, it wasn't MCD: my guys were just staring at each other in shocked silence and wonder.
It was the Vice Division that was cheering so happily.
Bettina continued: "There will be a press conference here at the State Building at nine o'clock, where Director Jack Lewis will introduce his newest agent. Director Lewis has already released a short press statement, saying that the hiring of Agent Ikea away from the Town & County Police will only strengthen the already considerable abilities of the SBI NTF. The Town & County Police have not yet issued a statement, but this can only be a huge blow to their Vice Squad, which will struggle to maintain its war on drugs without Senior Detective Ikea's skill and leadership."
"Pul-eeze!" I said sarcastically. "I'll take one Teresa Croyle over ten Ikeas."
"Hear hear." agreed Cindy Ross.
The TV continued with Bettina saying "We now go to Tim Dawdle, Channel Two Sports. Tim!"
"Thank you, Bettina," said the pajama-boy puke Dawdle, "and that is indeed really big news. In Sports, Channel Two News will cover this morning's press conference by Head Football Coach Brian Harlan. Coach Harlan has a lot of questions to answer, and reporters will be asking about PED use by the football team and a potential cover-up of that, as well as the death of Jefferson Jackson, a crime that the local police forces are unable to handle. We will bring you any new information, including our coverage of the highly anticipated press conference with Coach Harlan. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Tim, we really look forward to your incisive questions for Coach Harlan." Bettina said as I prevented a very red-faced Angela Harlan from throwing a paperweight at the TV. "In other news, the SBI is working on the case of Jefferson Jackson's untimely death, and sources close to the investigation have told Channel Two News that Kip Starnes of Apple Grove,--" As Bettina named the state, Martin and I exchanged a glance, "--is a person of interest. Starnes is a backup player on the University team, and the SBI wishes to talk to him about his past relationship with Jackson as well as a possible relationship between Jackson and Starnes' girlfriend, one Abby Winters, also of the Apple Grove area. Channel Two News will of course bring you any new information in the case. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
The chatter was interrupted by the singing of two Vice Detectives and several Uniformed police officers coming into our room, singing loudly "Ding dong, the witch is dead! Which old witch, the wicked witch! Ding dong, the wicked witch is dead!..." This performance draw laughs and cheers until the Chief came into the room.
"What the hell is going on?" Chief Griswold thundered. "This is a police station, not a Broadway theater!" Everyone grew suddenly silent, but then the Chief grinned and said "Crowbar, Nash and Ross, come to the main conference room. The rest of you... enjoy the performance of our Vice theater company here, then get to work!"
Everyone cheered but grew quiet again as the Chief continued, just a touch of venom in his voice: "I would say that Vice is a man short, but that would be saying that Ikea is a man... which is in considerable question." Laughter and general happiness ensued as years of tension were released in one morning...
-------------------
At 8:30am a group of us entered the main conference room for a meeting with the SBI reservists that had been called up. The Chief, Captain Malone, myself, Martin Nash, Tanya Perlman, Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle and Tim Geiger were in attendance. SBI Deputy Director (DD) Conlan and Agent Ted Crenshaw were also present.
"I'm sure you're all shocked about the announcement this morning regarding Mr. Ikea." Conlan said. "Just between us, and this will stay in this room, I was just as surprised as anyone. I had no idea that was going to happen."
"I had no idea this was coming either," said Ted Crenshaw, "and I dare say that not many of our agents in Town knew about this.
"Well, we're sure not complaining about it." said Teresa Croyle with an alacrity not heard from her in some considerable time. Captain Malone's facial expression did not change, but I could see that he did not disagree with Teresa's sentiment. My, how things had changed! I thought.
"Well, it complicates things." DD Conlan said. "I'm hoping calling up these police officers for some SBI Reserve duty will be helpful to the Reserve program. I don't think Director Lewis likes the program, and his hiring of Ikea the way he did is part of the problem. So you guys need to do a great job and work well together, as I believe the Reserve Program will be a true asset to the State. Let me introduce the new reservists." As he introduced them, I made observations.
Theodore Washington was a Detective on the Southport Police Force. He was black and what my mother would call "movie star handsome". He was about 5'8", slender to medium build, and carried a confidence about him that some would call a swagger. He had graduated first in his class at the Police Academy and the Academy Advanced Course, one of only three persons to ever do that (and I was certainly not one of them).
Molly Evans was perhaps an inch taller than Cindy Ross, and she had platinum blonde hair, though she wore it in a different style than Cindy. She was what one might call a tomboy, with a muscular-looking frame, broad strong shoulders, just like Cindy... but where Cindy had bulked up for her competitions, Molly stayed feminine. She wore pants, but I was curious to see her legs, and I suspected they were at least as good looking as Cindy's.
The comparison to Cindy was more than just idle... Molly Evans was Cindy Ross's older sister. Sitting in the same room, one could tell the differences between them: Molly's face and nose were slightly longer, for example; but at the same time one could clearly see the very strong family resemblance.
However, as Molly was introduced, Cindy made no facial change, and I realized she was working hard not to give Molly any special acknowledgement on her facial features. Ditto that for Molly.
"Crowbar, I want you and Crenshaw to work with Detective Washington, here." said the Chief. "I've read great things about his work in Southport, but he's still a young whippersnapper that could use your guidance. Detective Evans, you can work with Croyle and Ross."
"Just don't get between them when they start bickering." said Captain Malone, a hint of a smile on his hardened facial features. "You might not realize it, but a lot of work gets done when it looks like they're fighting."
"Chief," I said, "with respect, I'd like to suggest that Detective Evans work with me and Crenshaw at first today, and that Detective Washington work with Cindy and Teresa... the reason being that Detective Evans---"
"Please, call me Molly, okay?" Molly said.
"Certainly, thank you Molly." I said, smiling. "Anyway, she and I have corresponded on some issues concerning a certain psychopath killer, and I also have it on good authority that she's turned down some politicians' bribes with beatdowns, which makes her an excellent candidate to be awarded an iron crowbar." Molly blushed modestly as Tanya and Martin "ooh-d and ahh-d". I was hoping that would get Cindy to smile a bit, but it did not; Ross's countenance remained unchanged and the tension inside her did not relax.
"I totally agree, Chief," piped up Cindy, with some intent in her voice. "And Theo and I went through the Police Academy Advanced Course together, so I need to get him right and get all that bad training out of him."
Everyone laughed, but Molly peered across the table at Cindy.
"Don't be fooled, Chief," Tanya said, the sparkle of mischief burning brightly in her eyes, "Don just wants to get to know the new lady better."
"You get all the girls, Crowbar." the Chief said, smiling, but then became serious. "Okay, but I want you all working together and getting to know each other while you guys are here. Tanya, work with Don's team; Martin, work with Cindy's. Geiger, hold down the fort in Vice, get Angie Harlan and Diana Torres if you need any help in there. Anything else, Tom?"
"No, Chief." said Conlan. "I have a feeling this is going to work out even better than I thought."
"Oh, it's nine o'clock." the Chief said. "Turn on the TV. And let's meet back here at 10:00 with your teams' action plans."
---------------------
The SBI press conference at 9:00am was broadcast live as SBI Director Lewis introduced his new agent Steven Ikea, with State Senator Nathan Allen standing prominently next to them and Agent Ferrell more modestly placed behind the group. As we watched, I was wondering why Senator Allen wanted to be seen at this event and so prominently, and also why Director Lewis was making such a big show of hiring a new agent.
Everyone else was wondering about Ikea. He was wearing sunglasses, not taking them off even when he spoke for a moment at the microphone, and several of my Detectives noted that he looked like he was wearing a lot of makeup. I only smiled as Cindy and I looked at each other, both of us knowing what facial damage that Ikea was concealing... and I have to confess that I was very happy to have been the one that administered that damage.
Part 25 - SBI-Failure-Style Interrogation
"So what's the plan, Don?" Tanya asked me. We were sitting in the Chief's conference room. As Martin Nash brought his team up to speed on the Jackson case in the main conference room, I'd just done the same with my team, adding a few details of Ned's appearance on Campus days before. That led to a more detailed discussion of Ned and his heinous crime spree.
Molly's perfume wafted into my nose as we talked, and it was not clear to me why I was noticing it so much... and thought it smelled good and was perfect for her. She carried herself very well, in a very professional manner, but for some reason I could just sense the woman beneath the professional shell. It surprised me that of all the women I knew and came into contact with, it was Molly who was making such a strong sexual impression with me... she had the "aura", just as Laura and Melina did. I tried to clear my mind of such thoughts, as we had a job to do.
I noticed Molly sneaking glances at me from time to time also, and I figured she was observing and sizing me up the way I was doing to her. Tanya also had visually evaluated Molly, Theo Washington and Ted Crenshaw, but Crenshaw seemed like most agents and officers: he didn't seem to be using the powers of observation and deduction so crucial to our work.
"Our plan is to interview Janet Riordan this morning. She and her husband, wealthy University alumni and donor Tom Riordan, live in Nextdoor County, on the big lake near where we interdicted Joe Arruzio, as Tanya might remember." I said.
"I read about that." Molly said, looking at (and seemingly through) me. "That was great work you did solving that case."
"On behalf of my excellent team, thank you." I replied. "Anyway, I very strongly suspect she knows something of value, and while four agents of the law ganging up on her might be overkill, it might also shake something out of her."
-------------------
"Our plan is to interview Kip Starnes, as well as any other names that pop up vis-a-vis girlfriends seduced by Jeff Jackson." said Martin Nash. "Agent Crenshaw has already been following that angle. We're also going to interview some players and others to see if there were any racial problems on the team, especially with Jefferson Davis Jackson."
"Any comments?" asked the Chief, primarily aiming the question at me.
"Just a couple, sir." I said. "Martin, don't forget that the team is flying out of town tomorrow for their away game on Saturday, and they're practically on lockdown already today. Get what you need very quickly, as the coaches are already frazzled, pissed at us, and really under a lot of pressure right now. Don't make their jobs worse with our interference. Second, I don't blame you for looking, but concentrate on the girlfriends and jealous guys. I just have not picked up any racial issues to this point."
"True," Theo Washington said, "but since I'm here, I might can get something from the 'brothers' that none of you can get." I couldn't deny that point.
--------------------------
I was driving towards Nextdoor County with Molly Evans riding "shotgun" in my Police SUV. Tanya and Ted Crenshaw were following us in her unmarked police car. We had no sooner started our ride when Molly came right out with it:
"Okay, Don, why didn't you want Cindy and me to work together today? The real reason?" she asked, trying to spring it on me. I smiled; I liked the way this woman worked, and it was similar to my own style.
I gave my already-considered answer: "First, I think you are both professionals and would've handled working together in a professional manner. Having said that, I think it is very important for this SBI Reserve program to work. I am part of it, and I think it's vital that it work if the SBI is to be made into a competent organization. To be blunt and up front with it, I could not help but notice that there is some strain between you and your sister, and I already know that there has been strain there. So... I suggested that you work with me instead, at least today."
"Well, you're right about that." Molly said. "How much do you know about our rift?"
"Well, I know about Cindy's... orientation," I said, "and I know that it is the basis for the problem. I will tell you this, it's not nearly the problem I have with my sister." I told my story of Elizabeth to Molly, then added "I think you guys are a lot closer than I ever was with my sister, so I think... and hope... you and Cindy can work it out and be as close as you were when you were younger... if I don't miss my guess."
"Wow." Molly said. "It's true; you do see everything. Are you really psychic, or just guessing lucky?" I noted the grin Molly was trying to hide in asking that. We were connecting well.
"Who knows?" I said. "The FBI is already threatening to burn me at the stake."



"What else has Cindy told you, especially about me?" Molly asked.
"She didn't tell me how good looking you are." I said. "I'll have to reprimand her for that. She has told me, and I also heard it elsewhere, about you making sure that people who attempt to bribe you understand the folly of doing so. I really do want to give you a crowbar for just those occasions."
Molly replied wistfully "I'd love to do to Senator Nathan Allen what you did to Sergei Molotov. That bastard is as dirty as they come, and if half the stories of what he does to teen girls are true, then he deserves to be beaten to a pulp and then cut into tiny pieces."
"I'm with you on that." I said. "That bastard has really been hammering the Town & County Police lately, and I'm not sure why... then again..." Molly got to experience my reverie for the first time. "Oh well, we'll worry about him at the proper time." I finally said.
Molly said "Well, I'm glad you did get me to work with you, Don. I've been looking forward to it." She then looked at me, studying me. "In fact, I'll make a prediction right now... that you and I are going to have sex, and lots of it."
"Er, you do know that I am a married man?" I said, not allowing myself to be shocked by Molly's words, having been well-insulated by months of working with Tanya Perlman. "Does that change your thinking?"
"You have an open marriage with your wife, the most celebrated and knowledgeable sex professor on the planet." Molly said. "And yes, you and I are going to have sex."
"Well, I certainly hope you're prediction comes true." I said, realizing that Molly had been studying up on me. "Just make sure Cindy doesn't beat ME up with a crowbar when we do hook up..."
--------------
The Riordan home was large and luxurious from the outside. There were large back windows overlooking the lake, a four-car garage, and the two stories likely contained at least six bedrooms. As the four of us approached the large front doors, I observed the excellent gardening and trimming work, but got a sense of sterility without personality.
The door opened and a middle-aged woman with graying hair opened it. When I identified us as the Police and that we wished to speak to Mr. and Mrs. Riordan on a matter of vital importance, she frowned but admitted us into the foyer. Leaving us there, she went to fetch Mrs. Riordan, saying that Mr. Riordan was away from home on a business trip. I knew what that trip was; Mr. Riordan was already headed to the location of the University's away game, and would be drinking and partying from tonight through the game's conclusion.
Mrs. Janet Riordan came into the foyer and introduced herself. She asked us to step into the little sitting room just off the foyer. As we went in, I observed Janet Riordan. She was dressed in a white dress with black and red flower prints. The dress clung to her luscious body, showing off her cleavage and her marvelous ass. Her body was firm and toned, and that perfect hourglass shape. Her very high heel red pumps accented the dress as well as making her calves and ass that much more shapely. She was definitely a hot trophy wife.
I also observed the house, the parts I'd seen to this point, and felt the same impressions as those from the outside: the house was perfectly appointed, nice and correct furniture, fairly luxurious chairs and couches and such... but completely without personality. Perhaps other rooms were more warm and inviting, but Mrs. Riordan clearly did not want us in any but the smallest portions of her home.
"Mrs. Riordan," I said, after introducing the rest of my group, "I appreciate you giving us a few moments of your time. We're here investigating the unfortunate death of Jeff Jackson, who was a football player at the University. Did--"
"Ah yes," Mrs. Riordan said, interrupting me, perhaps on purpose. "We heard about that. It's very sad. By the way, I'm surprised that you have four agents here just to question li'l ol' me. And you're not all State agents, are you? I certainly have heard of you, sir. You're the talk of our neighboring county and we've certainly heard about you over here." She was pointing at and looking at me.
"I am working with the SBI in a State capacity, ma'am." I said, letting my eyes lock with hers in a contest of wills, which I was determined to win. "As to Mr. Jackson: did you and your husband know him?"
"Oh yes, we'd met him." Janet replied. I could see that behind her large, pretty eyes was a certain foreboding and caution, definitely a calculated mistrust of us. She had not liked it that I brushed aside her inquisition of my bona fides in Nextdoor County and moved so abruptly and directly to the point.
"My husband is a benefactor of the athletic programs, one of their most devoted boosters. We've met many of the young athletes." Janet Riordan added.
"I see." I said. "And you met these athletes at parties, at University functions?"
"Of course, Lieutenant." Janet Riordan said, with something of smirk on her face.
"Did you ever meet Jeff Jackson's parents?" I asked, hoping to throw her off guard by going in a different direction.
"Yes, I think I met them a couple of years ago." Janet replied, her eyes shifting, looking upwards for the first time as she thought about it. "During a recruiting function in a town out of State named Apple Grove. Disgusting little place."
"Isn't it, though?" I immediately replied agreeably. Molly Evans was looking indignant on my behalf, and she reminded me very much of her sister Cindy Ross at that moment. Tanya Ross was suppressing a laugh, knowing what I was doing.
"Oh you've been there?" Janet Riordan asked, trying to throw me off guard. I was beginning to enjoy our little cat-and-mouse repartee, and I wondered if she knew that Apple Grove was my boyhood hometown.
"Yes, I've passed through there a couple of times. Not a decent restaurant anywhere near there." I said. "Just a couple more questions so that we can stop taking up your immensely valuable time, Mrs. Riordan. Do you know of anyone, anyone at all, who might have reason to harm Jeff Jackson?"
"No, I don't. He seemed to be a very nice young man when I met him." Janet replied.
"And my final question," I asked, and the question surprised everyone: "That's a very interesting rune necklace you're wearing, with those three runes. Is that from The Vision's camps?"
"Er... why, yes, it is." Janet said, getting flustered for the first time. "Are you familiar with them?"
"I've seen them before," I said, "and was just curious. What do the runes mean?"
"There are three of them." Janet replied. "One is for the Empowerment Camp, that's a confidence-building camp; one's the Enlightenment Camp, that's more of a spiritual, 'higher self' camp, it was my favorite; and the third is the Leadership Camp. I attended them some ten years ago."
"Very interesting." I said. "Thank you for explaining that. Do you still have contact with The Vision, take any of their seminars?"
"I think I've taken every seminar they've offered. Now I volunteer to work at some of their weekend seminars and the camps. It's a lot of fun, and is a good way of giving back and helping others find their own enlightenment." Janet's eyes were glowing as she spoke of The Vision and her work with them; she clearly was 'hooked' by whatever it was they were offering.
"Does anyone else have any questions?" I asked... a question I would come to regret.
"I do." said Ted Crenshaw, and I could tell he was trying to portray himself as at least my equal in talking to witnesses... and that he was going to fuck it up. "Mrs. Riordan, you mentioned that you've met Jeff Jackson at parties. Did you see him at any recent parties?"
"My husband and I don't have too much to do with the players once they're recruited, Agent Crenshaw." Janet said. "There are NCAA rules about contacts with them." I noticed that it wasn't a denial; Janet Riordan was smart enough not to outright lie to police, I realized.
"Are you sure, Mrs. Riordan?" Crenshaw continued, his voice harsh and imperious, "Are you sure that you did not see Mr. Jackson at a party this past weekend?"
Janet Riordan's beautiful face assumed a dark, almost ugly countenance. Her eyes became reptilian, almost casting lightning bolts at Crenshaw. And as I feared, Crenshaw had blown it.
"I will answer no more questions without the presence and advice of counsel. You need to leave my home immediately. All of you, go. Grace!" she called out. Her secretary arrived instantly. "Show these police agents to the door." Janet Riordan walked out the door into the main room as the secretary brusquely shuttled us out the front door.
Outside the house, as we were about to get into our cars, I said quietly to Molly, but where the others could hear: "It's like that children's game of hot-and-cold: we were 'warm' in there."  "Well, she lawyered up." Molly said. "So that's that for now."
"Yes, that's true." I said. "Tanya, why don't you take Molly and Ted down to the crime scene and show them around. Then drive into Coltrane County, since your vehicle is unmarked, and quickly visit the Lake Ocheekobee Country Club with these questions." I handed her a piece of paper.
"Then drive on into Buford, and Molly, if you will get affidavits from the sheriff deputies there about the needle mark they saw on the Sheriff's neck, I would appreciate it. They might balk, but just don't mess with them and dictate terms, and you'll get the affidavits.
"After that, there's a great little diner in the downtown district." I said, naming the place. "Have lunch on me, and I'll meet you there by 2:00pm, and we'll head to our next phase."
"Aren't you coming with us?" Molly asked.
"No, I have an errand to run in Hillside first." I said, naming the county seat of Nextdoor County. "I'll take the road from there to Buford and catch up to you. Oh, and Tanya, instruct Agent Crenshaw on good interrogation techniques."
"With pleasure." Tanya said, the sarcasm dripping from her voice.
The others left and I followed them out the Riordan's driveway. They turned right onto the highway back towards Town, while I turned left. But once they were out of sight I turned around and headed back to the Riordan home.
----------------------
As they drove down the road towards the crime scene, Molly said "Well, Ted, you blew that one."
"Me?" said Crenshaw, sounding offended. "What did I do?"
"Don had the right idea." Tanya said. "He had Janet Riordan admitting that she knew Jeff Jackson. I'm sure you noticed the way he changed the subject around, circling back to the objective--"
"Yes, and that was really good." Molly said. "I learned a lot just from those few moments."
Tanya picked it back up: "Then you came along, Ted, with a jackhammer and started asking her about the party this last weekend, and she immediately asked for a lawyer."
"I was trying to shake something out of her by surprising her with it." Crenshaw said, his voice defensive and a bit angry.
"She's not a mafia don, Ted." Molly said, and as Crenshaw whirled in surprise to look at her, she continued. "Yes, I know about your experience in the City. But you can see that your tactic totally failed."
"Not only that, Ted," Tanya said, a tinge of anger coloring her voice for the first time, "you totally gave away what we know about that party, about Jackson at that party, and about her at that party. Now she knows that we know, and that may have destroyed any hope of getting a conviction."
"A conviction for what?" Crenshaw said, totally uncomprehending.
"Murder." Tanya said, having long since understood the sequence that Don had uncovered.
"Ohhhhhh...." Molly said, putting it together in her own head. "I'm beginning to see where Don was going with all this."
"You are good, Molly." Tanya said. "I see why Don thinks so highly of you." The women began to talk shop while Crenshaw sulked, still completely not understanding.
Part 26 - Iron-Crowbar-Style Interrogation
"Hello, Grace." I said as the secretary opened the door just a foot when I rang the bell. "I need to speak with you just a moment." I took her hand and gently pulled her outside, and she came along. "This will only take a moment." I said. I then slipped behind her and through the cracked door, shutting and locking it before she could step back inside. As I walked into the house, I heard the banging outside, hoping and expecting that she had no cell phone and no key to the house.
"What the hell are you doing in here, Lieutenant?" Janet Riordan thundered as I walked into the back den. The large windows overlooking the lake were impressive, reminding me of my own views from The Cabin.
"I came to speak with you, Janet." I said. "And please call me Don." 
"I can think of a few other names I'm about to call you." said Janet, her eyes dark and angry. "Now get the hell out of my house."
"Oh Janet," I said, as I approached her, standing before her and towering over her small frame with my height, "I just wanted to ask you about how it felt to fuck Jeff Jackson."
"What?" Janet said.
"I want to know..." I said, my eyes boring into hers. "Did he feel you up, did he feel your big tits... like this?" I reached out and began massaging Janet's large breasts through the confining cloth of her dress. She was not wearing a bra.
Janet stepped back but I followed and resumed massaging her breasts, cupping them. They felt nice, even through the cloth of her dress. "Did Jeff like your big breasts, Janet?" I asked.
"You bastard, you stop that right now." Janet said, but she didn't mean it... she wasn't trying to step out of my grasp at all.
"Did Jeff kiss you, Janet, did he feel your body while kissing you and whispering to you?" I asked, again suiting the word to the deed. I began nuzzling Janet's neck as I slid my hands over her waist and down to her firm, bubblicious asscheeks. Mmm, they felt so good in my hands. The taste and smell of her was intoxicating; Janet was all woman.
I guided Janet down onto the comfortable sofa that faced the back windows and eased myself on top of her, continuing to nuzzle her neck as I began sliding her skirt up. It wasn't long before I was rubbing her crotch. Janet was already getting wet.
"Mmmm, nice wet pussy, Janet." I said. "Did Jeff like your hot wet pussy, Janet?" Janet was breathing hard into my ear and I felt her hand almost imperceptibly begin sliding along my sides in exploration.
I noticed out of the corner of my eye that the secretary Grace was coming around to the back patio. I quickly got off Janet and pulled her up.
"Did Jeff take you to another room, a private room, where he could fuck you, Janet?" I asked. She did not answer, but looked at me, her eyes more like a doe at bay than an angry woman. Wordlessly, she took my hand and led me to the stairs.
We ascended the stairs and went into the master bedroom. Like every room in the house, it was well-apportioned, luxurious, comfortable... and totally devoid of personality. Anyone could be living in this home, I noted, but decided for the moment to concentrate on the beautiful woman in front of me... a woman that I was about to fuck, and regardless of whether or not she gave me her permission.
"Did Jeff lie you back on the bed like this?" I said roughly as I pushed her back onto the bed. She allowed herself to fall on her back, her eyes a mixture of anger and pure lust. I quickly climbed between her legs, and as my hands slid her skirt up to her waist, I brought my mouth to her pouty pussy. She was not wearing panties.
"Mmmmm....." Janet moaned as my tongue licked up and down her slit. She was already wet, but my oral ministrations had her juicing up even more quickly. She moaned as my tongue flicked over her clit.
She was delicious. I licked my tongue down her slit again and found her cunt hole. She moaned as I stabbed my oral digit into her wet pussy, then licked her labes roughly, wetting them down with her own juices and my saliva.
"Did Jeff eat your pussy like this?" I asked, my voice a husky whisper. "Or were you already full of another man's come, Janet? Did Jeff get sloppy seconds?"
I knew that her mind would be in turmoil, that she was wondering if I knew everything.... and that was why she would not stop me as I rose up, unfastened my pants and freed my cock. I slid the condom onto my cock with great speed, then eased onto the bed and mounted the gorgeous redhead.
"Did Jeff fuck you, Janet?" I asked as I fit the head of my cock to her pussy. "Did he fuck you like this?"
"Unnnh!" Janet moaned as I penetrated and shoved my meat balls-deep into her sopping quim. She was not particularly tight, and as I began pumping in and out of her I could tell that she was an extremely experienced woman that had fucked many very large cocks. Janet Riordan was a true hot MILF and trophy wife: she was getting a lot of cock.
But the fact that she was not tight did not mean she didn't feel great. Janet was a tremendously hot woman, a total pleasure to fuck. I felt her beginning to respond to my thrusts as I ground down harder into her, then began thrusting into her with deeper, harder strokes.
"Oh yeah." Janet groaned as I fucked her hard and deep, rapidly pistoning my throbbing cock in and out of her with tremendous speed. The condom somewhat dulled the pleasure I was feeling, but the heat of her twat enveloped my shaft with each driving thrust, and the feeling of her body responding to me increased my lusty desires.
"God, you are so fucking hard!" Janet gasped, speaking out for the first time. "No wonder they call you the Iron Crowbar, this thing of your is hard as iron."
"Like that hard cock baby?" I said, egging her on. "You like it when I fuck you with my cock?" I was sure liking it.
"Bastard." she replied. "You're still a son of a bitch, but don't stop fucking me now. Oh God, oh Don, you're going so deep... oh, I like it when a man gets deep inside me, oh yes...." Janet gasped. I felt her cunt clutch at me and wondered if that was an orgasm or if she were just trying to milk my cock to bring me off faster.
I sucked Janet's large breasts, my tongue circling the areola and then harshly flicking her erect nipples as my hands roughly cupped and massaged her large mammaries. Janet groaned and began driving herself up to meet my thrusts. She was beginning to really get into the sex in spite of it being forced upon her by me.
"Did Jeff get deep inside you, Janet?" I asked, whispering into her ear. "Did he get balls-deep into you with his big cock?" I buried my meat into her slit and ground our loins together, my balls bouncing against her asscheeks.
"You know I fucked him years ago when he was a recruit... he was just a high school Senior when he plowed my cunt the first time." Janet said, her eyes smoldering with lust as she remembered. "And yes, Don, even as a kid his cock was bigger than yours." If she was trying to insult me, it didn't work; the image of well-hung young man fucking this beautiful woman's brains out just made me all the hotter.
"Did he fuck you hard and deep like this?" I asked, my voice a gasp as I began to pump my cockmeat into Janet as hard and fast as I could. I felt her hands clutch my asscheeks as I drove them down, piledriving my cock into Janet's sopping wet pussy.
"Oh yeah, fuck me just like that... hard and deep!" Janet whispered. "Oh, so deep..."
As I nuzzled Janet's neck, smelling her and tasting her as I fucked her, my mind suddenly went to Molly Evans, thinking of her tomboyish beauty mixed with her feminine smell. I fantasized about fucking Molly as I pumped into Janet, and it was not long before I reached the crest.
"Oh God-- AWK! UGH!" I gasped as I climaxed, the condom catching my spurts of hot semen as my pulsing cock fired my load uselessly into the tip. The intense pain-pleasure of my release enveloped me, and as I recovered I looked down to see Janet looking up at me. The anger was gone, though replaced by a look that resembled contempt.



"Well, Don," she said, breathing heavily, "your methods of interrogation have not worked. I've admitted nothing."
"Well, we'll just have to have a few more hours of interrogation until you talk." I said, a grin forming on my face. Janet finally smiled, a very pretty, radiant smile that made her face glow and warmed my loins again.
"Let's get out of these clothes first." she said. "I want to feel your body on mine." I kissed her deeply and she returned it hotly and fully for the first time. We shared deep, wet kisses as we stood up and stripped naked. Janet slipped into her peep-toe pumps that were on the floor at the end of the bed, and the sight of her shapely legs and feet aroused me.
I lay back on the bed and Janet settled in next to me, leaning over to suck my cock. The beautiful trophy wife began giving me head, sucking my cock to harden it back up. Her mouth was hot, wet and wild, and her incredible oral talent and experience had me hard in no time.
I slipped on another condom and mounted her. We took our time, and our coupling was slow, deep and wet. Our kisses were hungry and seeking as we mated passionately, the heat of Janet's body against mine increasing my fires of lust...
Once it was over and we dressed, and I made sure to take the condoms with me so that there was no heavy evidence of what I'd just done to Janet Riordan.
"Au revoir, Don." she said as she let me out the front door, her face barely concealing her lust as she looked at me. "I'm sure we're going to be meeting again soon."
"I certainly hope so." I said, walking out the door, ignoring the furious look upon Grace's face as the thoroughly peeved administrative assistant stood by the door waiting to get back in.
---------------------------
((Author's note: it is possible that the following information is a CLUE for future stories. Hope you're enjoying it, and we return you to your regularly scheduled mystery.))
I drove towards Buford on State Highway 142, which slanted southwest from the main road between our Town and the City towards Buford in Coltrane County. On the way down, I saw the signs that said "No stopping! Vehicles may not stop for next 5 miles. Keep driving."
I was approaching the State Asylum. The signs and stopping prohibitions were to keep people from helping Asylum inmates escape by providing them with a ride. Needless to say, this once was a problem until the 'no stopping' rule was put in place, and I knew the road here was carefully monitored.
This road went closer by the Asylum than the road from my County to Buford and on to Midtown. As I drove by, I glanced over at the forbidding gray buildings behind the fence. It looked more like a prison than a Mental Hospital from here, and that is truly what it was.
As I passed, I felt a sense of foreboding, that something was not right here... that there was something vitally important to me happening here, in this Asylum, and that I needed to investigate it. I put that thought into a compartment of my mind as I headed on, concentrating on the Jeff Jackson case.
Part 27 - The Vision
After meeting my colleagues at the Diner and finding they agreed with my assessment of the quality of the food there, I told them what our next plan of action would be: we would stop by the headquarters of The Vision as we headed back up the main highway towards home.
"What do you hope to find there?" Molly asked as I observed Crenshaw's peevish silence.
"Oh, I'm basically just going to leave my calling card." I said. "I do want to know if Jeff Jackson ever had anything to do with them, but I don't expect to find out a lot."
Molly insisted on picking up the lunch tab, saying she could expense it. We headed back north out of town. I saw the 'No Stopping' signs as we passed by the Asylum; it was much farther away from this road, but could be clearly seen in the distance as there was not a single tree blocking our view, and that was on purpose.
I was driving with Agent Crenshaw this time, and the ladies were following in Tanya's car, and I was listening to his diatribe.
 
"I don't see that I did anything wrong," Crenshaw said, "but they really hammered me over it."
"Ted, I know you're a good Agent, especially in the areas of Organized Crime and Drug Trafficking, but let me ask you a question." I said. "Did you learn something from that incident today?"
"I....." Crenshaw said, about to defend himself, but then he had to honestly assess the question. "Yeah, I guess I did." he conceded begrudgingly.
"That's what this SBI Reserve and exchange program is about." I said, bringing Crenshaw back to the lure, to use falconry lingo. "There's a lot to be learned from the local guys about a lot of things. Spend fifteen minutes with Tanya Perlman on a crime scene and you will be overwhelmed by what she is capable of finding."
"Oh I know about that." Crenshaw said. "That's why the SBI wants to hire her to run the State Crime Lab after they fire the bozo there now. He's going to take the fall for that humiliating fiasco, and they'd love to steal her from you." He then asked, a bit too shrewdly, "Think they'll succeed?"
"I don't know." I said. "It's up to her if she wants to pursue something like that. Ah, here we are." I said, turning left onto a small road.
As we drove up the road, I noticed the cameras, concealed in things like birdhouses on poles and what looked like a scarecrow overlooking a farm of very meager growth. We were being watched all the way to the gate.
At the gate, I introduced myself with my badge, and asked if I might have a few minutes time with the leadership that was here at headquarters. They radioed in as they took our license plates, then waved us through with the instructions to stay on the road until we got to the front door, whereupon someone would greet us.
"Hi there." said a handsome, tall man in his early 40s as we arrived. "My name is Dennis Cole, I'm one of the five senior trainers here at The Vision. Welcome to our World Headquarters. How can I help you?"
"Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Cole." I said, shaking his hand and introducing my fellow agents and detectives. Mr. Cole led us inside, past the front desk and around to an open area with chairs and couches.
"We can sit here, though..." Dennis Cole said, as if it were a sudden thought. "Would you like me to give you a short tour of the place first?"
"We'd like to ask a few--" Crenshaw started, but Molly interrupted and overstepped him immediately.
"That would be very nice, Mr. Cole." Molly said firmly. "We'd appreciate seeing your lovely facility here." Crenshaw looked peeved again as Dennis took us around. It was mostly seminar rooms on this ground floor, but the hallway was against the outer wall, and had a nice view to the outside grounds behind the facility.
"Yes, Lieutenant," Dennis said, in answer to my query, "the river is visible from here, though it's a much better view from one of our observation windows on the upper floors... yes, the dorms are in the other building, and I'm afraid those are off limits, and they are people's homes while they stay with us... yes, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart is our leader, but I'm afraid he is not here today, he's preparing a new advanced course seminar."
We'd gone around in a near circle and were near the front desk from the other side. The windows overlooked the front drive and I could see our vehicles. The doors to the inside room revealed a large room with many young people inside at tables. Most were dressed in blue shirts with "The Vision" and their logo over their hearts, while some were obviously tourists or customers.
"Dennis," I said, "if you don't mind, I'd like to speak to some of your young friends here. Detective Evans, would you mind taking charge of the interview with Mr. Cole?"
"Certainly, Lieutenant." Molly said, right on cue. I was really beginning to like her.
I went into the room and sat at a small table with a young man who looked a bit nerdish. He had me place my hands on what looked like a crystal half dome in the middle of the table. A thin white current of lightning went from my hands to the core of the dome.
"Okay, just concentrate on your inner self and breathe." he said. I went along. He asked questions about where my tension spots in my life were, and I thought it best not to mention that a dead body and a murder were the answers to some of these questions. He also asked about my spirituality, though not asking direct religious questions. My father would've been apoplectic at this... and my sister Elizabeth would've loved doing this just to piss him off.
After the questions, the young man moved into the sales pitch. I had to admit he did a reasonably good job with it. He suggested the Enlightenment Camp and their spiritual seminars, not suggesting the full "Total Growth" package just yet, saying that I was already confident and empowered. Fancy that, I thought, remembering what I had forcefully done to Janet Riordan just hours before.
"Well, thank you for speaking with me." I said, showing him my SBI badge. "I don't think I'll be able to purchase anything today and I've got to catch up to my colleagues, but thanks for an enlightening experience." I bolted the room before had a chance to escort me or assign me an escort.
Seeing my group and Dennis talking in the open space with chairs, I snuck over to one of the elevators and punched in a keycode. It worked, as I knew that brand's master keycode from my days selling security equipment.
Riding up the elevator to the top floor, I prepared myself mentally, getting 'into the zone', so to speak. I knew that if things went well, I would be meeting a most formidable antagonist, not quite the level of Henry Wargrave, but still a most very powerful man.
I exited the elevator into a beautiful top floor room. The furniture was white and light blue, as was the carpet. The room was round, completely enclosed with glass windows giving a 360 degree view. I could see the river as I looked over the desk at the end of the room. I noticed and the chair behind the desk, turned to face the glass...
... then I noticed movement as the chair turned slowly. A older man, slender and dressed in what was a simple white pajama-like shirt and pants as well as flip-flops, the clothing trimmed in a light blue American Indian design, that of the Echeconnee, if memory served me correctly. His shock of dyed-white hair was a 'blaze' of white fire from his head. He grinned at me as he stood up.
"Gruff?!?!" I said, amazed, then realized my mistake. "No... not Gruff. You're taller than he is."
"Ah, Lieutenant!" the man said. "It's so good to finally meet you. I've been looking forward to making your acquaintance for some time. Yes, I've kept track of your marvelous successes in the County to our north."
"Dr. Eckhart, I presume." I said, shaking the hand he offered me as he came up to me. I was in the presence of the legendary P. Harvey Eckhart, who was to seminars, self-help and enlightenment that Rev. Jonas Oldeeds had been to tele-evangelism and mobile Christianity. I noted a rune on a string around his neck; it was unlike the previous three runes I had seen before.
"Yes, my friend. Call me Harvey, may I call you Don? Or you can call me 'Gruff" and I will call you 'Crowbar', as your police chief does. Congratulations on the birth of your new daughter, I know you're just ecstatic to be a father. Have a seat, have a seat." he said, leading me to two very comfortable sofas in the middle of the room, the carpet upon which they were situated being very thick and comfortable to walk on.
"Yes, I have been a-mazed at how you have solved some very tough crimes, and you are cleaning out that Police Department very nicely." Eckhart said. "I don't know yet how you did it, but you got that imbecilic Mr. Ikea out of there. Very smart, very astute."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "I'm sure you're immensely busy and I don't want to take up too much of your time---"
"Oh, pshaw, we have all the time you need, young man." Eckhart said. "As I said, I've been looking forward to meeting you. I think we'll be meeting again, and perhaps we can help each other... oh no, this is not a Sergei Molotov speech, I'm not trying to bribe you, and I certainly do not want to know what an Iron Crowbar beatdown feels like. But I know that you are battling some pretty bad people, and there may come a time when I can help you. And there may be times you can help me, fully within the law and ethics, of course."
"Certainly, Harvey." I said. "And to start, obviously you and one Mr. Gruff had some kind of association; he's your twin... ah, he had plastic surgery to look like you... now why would you have him do that?"
"Ah, you are indeed as perceptive as I have heard." said Eckhart. "Wonderful! And to answer you, I had five men have surgery to look more exactly like me. At one time it was necessary, as there were threats upon my life as well as an FBI investigation... oh, what your friend Jack Muscone would give to be here with you right now! Fortunately none of my decoys came to harm, I didn't come to harm, and the threat dissipated when my enemies realized there were too many of me to track down... but not too many of them!"
That a man could induce five other men to have plastic surgery to look like him was impressive and bespoke of this man's power as well as his ability to persuade. I kept my senses on the fullest possible alert.
"This is not why I came to visit." I said, "but I get the sense that you didn't mourn very long when Jonas Oldeeds was gunned down."
P. Harvey Eckhart smiled, a mysterious smile full of appreciation for me... and of hatred for Jonas Oldeeds. "Your senses serve you well, young man. Jonas Oldeeds was a hideous man, a vile, evil creature that deserved the extermination he received. If you ever find out who killed him, Lieutenant, be sure to give the assassin my deepest heartfelt thanks."
"You don't know who killed him?" I asked, somewhat skeptical. I knew that a man like Eckhart knew a lot of things.
"No, indeed I don't." Eckhart said, then peered at me. "You know... I believe that you... and possibly FBI Agent Jack Muscone... are the only two people who might know who the killer of Jonas Oldeeds was."
"Besides the killer himself." I said. Eckhart looked at me, a sharp sideways glance.
"Like I said..." he murmured. Was that a clue he was giving me? I wondered. Alas, I had too little time to ponder it.
"Mr. Eckhart, was a young man named Jefferson Jackson associated with The Vision in any way?"
"Yes and no." Eckhart said. "Let me explain: his parents took my "Total Growth" package some years ago, it must be... almost ten years ago now, just as I was beginning to grow so large that I could not handle the whole thing myself. The Jacksons were, and are, wonderful people, and I remember Jeff Jackson as a boy when they brought him to some of the seminars. It was so... sad... hearing of his unfortunate death."
"Yes." I said. "It was. So Jeff had no association with you on his own, nor recently?"
"No, none at all." Eckhart said.
"That is an interesting rune around your neck." I said. "It's unlike the ones I've seen, such as the ones Janet Riordan wears."
"Ah, Janet is a lovely, lovely woman." Eckhart said. "She's come such a long way, and she is a very enlightened woman now. I will also tell you that she came to accept her sexuality much more fully while working with us. Your wife, the lovely professor at the University, would say Janet was a 'nymphomaniac', and she was a professional sex worker until we helped her lose the guilt and learn to enjoy her life and herself for what she truly is."
"As to this rune," Eckhart said, "it is called 'the fourth rune' by our members. I only give them to a few most special friends, such as my chief trainer Mr. Cole, who is probably unable to stall your fellow detectives much longer. Come over here, if you will."
Eckhart led the way to his desk. Behind the desk, on two posts between the windows, hung two 'fourth runes' from small hooks.
"One of these, Don," Eckhart said, "is going to be yours one day, after you come to accept me as a friend and we work together much more closely. You will know the right time, as will I when I award it to you."
"Well, uh, thanks, Mr. Eckhart, but I'm not seeing myself at any of your camps any time soon."
"We shall see." said Mr. Eckhart. "And this other rune... it is going to be for someone you know, someone you know quite well. It will be accepted... when it is the right time, of course."
At that moment, the elevator opened and two rather burly men in suits appeared, obviously part of the Eckhart security staff which had utterly failed as I breached them and made it to the man's office.
"Ah Don, I have to go, but it's been so wonderful getting to know you today." Eckhart said, coming around the desk and shaking my hand. "Why don't you take the elevator and join your friends, while my friends here and I conclude some business."
"It was indeed good to meet you, Dr. Eckhart." I said. "And thank you for your time and help."
--------------------------
Back in the lobby, my three colleagues stared at me as I got off the elevator.
"What happened?" said Tanya.
"Oh, I found enlightenment." I said, smiling as we exited the building. "With one Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. Let's head home. Molly, ride with me and I'll tell you all about it. Tanya will just have to wait. She can spend the time trying to get Ted to ask her for a date."
"You're a bad man, Lieutenant. You need more than just enlightenment." Tanya said, feigning pouting before grinning.
------------------------
As the elevator doors closed, a virtually-concealed door opened on the other side of the office. The click of high heels echoed through the room as the woman came up to Eckhart.
"You were right, my dear, he's every bit as impressive as you said he would be." Eckhart said, his eyes still watching the closed elevator doors.
"Yes, he is." the woman replied softly. "Do you really think he knows who killed Jonas Oldeeds?"
"He was inscrutable, I simply could not tell." Eckhart said. "I don't even know who it was. But if there is one man on earth, besides the killer himself, that knows who did me the immense favor of exterminating Oldeeds, it is the Iron Crowbar..."
Part 28 - Consolidation Of The Objective
At 4:00pm, Tanya Perlman and I headed to a meeting with my confidential source in the University's Psychology Department, that being my lovely wife Laura. Molly Evans and Ted Crenshaw had to attend a meeting with DD Conlan.
Entering Laura's office (after knocking, of course), we found her seated at her desk. On one of the two sofas, his back to us but standing as we entered, was a tall man in his late 40s to early 50s, very distinguished looking with a little bit of gray just beginning to work into his black hair. Tanya's eyes lit up a the sight of him; she was impressed.
"Don, Tanya," Laura said in introduction, "this is Dr. Richard Searles, the chief cardiologist on the staff at University Hospital. Laura introduced us to the renowned heart surgery doctor and we sat on the other sofa facing him.
"I asked Dr. Searles to discuss with you about the drugs found in Jefferson Jackson's body." Laura said. "I'm not nearly as experienced in these medications as he is, and he was kind enough to come over today."
"I really appreciate it, Doctor." I said. "Your help will be invaluable to us."
"I'm glad to help." Dr. Searles said, "though I think Dr. Fredricson is far too modest in describing her considerable medical abilities and knowledge of medications." I don't know if that was a compliment or a bit of a dig at Laura, whose knowledge of experimental drugs was immense, not to mention the nature of her 'underground' work.



"Doctor," I said, "Jeff Jackson was found with three drugs in his system, as well as a small amount of alcohol. One of the drugs was viagra, one was his medication to regulate his heart rate." I handed him the sheets of paper from the toxicology reports. "I can hardly pronounce some of these names, and won't try. The third drug is some kind of booster, stronger than the PEDs Jackson had been taking, but similar to them in composition. Can you tell us more about their interactions?"
Dr. Searles read over the report with considerable interest. "Hmmm, very interesting. Did he take these drugs all at one time?"
"Pretty close." I said. "I'm thinking he took the viagra himself, anticipating a night of several sexual encounters. The others may have been taken by him, or perhaps given to him without his knowledge."
"He had erectile problems?" Dr. Searles said.
"Uh, no sir." I said. "Doctor, we find there is quite a black market in viagra amongst the college set. Kids take it to be able to perform for hours during parties."
Laura added from behind her desk, "The porn industry also has a black market for it. The male porn stars use it to, shall we say, 'keep going' during hours of shooting their films."
"Well, I wouldn't know much about that." Dr. Searles said. "But as I look at these drugs, let me just say this: the prescription drug he was taking absolutely should not have been taken with this booster drug. I agree that it's similar to performance enhancers, but much stronger. The chemical composition is very similar, but the effect of this booster are stronger and more immediate."
"In the case of this person," Dr. Searles continued, "if he took the drugs at the same time, they could cause an adverse reaction to his heart. If taken at different times, when they're both not at their strongest in his system, then the effect probably would be less noticeable and certainly less dangerous to his life."
"Does the viagra enhance the interactions?" Tanya asked.
"Yes, Detective, it sure does." Dr. Searles said. "It looks like, as you said, Lieutenant, that Mr. Jackson here took the viagra, then strong doses of the other two drugs were ingested at the same time. The effect of all three could easily have had the effect of stopping his heart or dropping his blood pressure to such a low point that he went into shock and his heart then stopped."
"I can see him taking the viagra, maybe his medication, but would he take that booster at the same time, or any PED right then?" Tanya asked.
"No, he didn't take the booster himself, and probably takes his medication in the morning, so he likely would not have taken it then." I said. "Doctor, if these two drugs were mixed into a drink, could it have brought harm to anyone that drank it, not just Jeff Jackson?
"Yes, if they were administered together, anyone taking them might have suffered a heart stoppage or blood pressure drop." said Dr. Searles. "But I also have to say this: if you mixed these drugs in one drink, especially in an alcohol drink, they would interact beforehand and chemically change enough the the efficacy is reduced, in other words the drugs would be less effective and I would not expect the person to have that heart stoppage. It's only in the bloodstream where they all act on the heart at the same time that there's a problem."
"So they should be administered separately and not mixed in order to have the most powerful effect?" I asked and Dr. Searles nodded.
"Now that IS interesting." I said. After saying our goodbyes to Dr. Searles, Tanya and Laura settled for chatting with each other about sexual matters as I fell deep into one of my thought-trances for several long minutes.
-------------------
At 5:55pm we convened in the main conference room to watch the News then have our conference. Present were: Chief Griswold, myself, Martin Nash, Molly Evans, Cindy Ross, Theo Washington, Tanya Perlman, Ted Crenshaw and Teresa Croyle.
To our shock, Deputy Director Conlan came in, accompanied by SBI Director Jack Lewis. Lewis insisted on taking the Chief's chair at the end of the table, which the Chief acquiesced to, though with a red face. I offered the Chief my chair at the other end of the table, but the Chief bade me to sit down and took a chair between me and Cindy Ross to my right. Director Lewis then began taking charge, trying to throw his weight around.
At 6:00pm, those not familiar with her were introduced to a heavy dose of Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead reporterette on the TV screen. "In earlier reports today, Channel Two News brought reports that the State Medical Examiner's office was prepared to declare that Jefferson Jackson's death was by natural causes, that he suffered a heart attack, and that the SBI was prepared to close the case."
"However, Channel Two News has more recently learned that the SBI interviewed University student Kip Starnes today in their offices in the State Building just off the Town Square, unhindered by the presence of the local police force. Sources close to the investigation have told Channel Two News that Jefferson Jackson, the young man found dead early last Saturday morning in a ditch in the southern part of the County, had dated Kip Starnes' girlfriend, and that Starnes and Jackson had a physical confrontation over the incident. Starnes' girlfriend, one Abby Winters, has admitted that she had a relationship with Jackson while dating Starnes. The SBI considers Kip Starnes a person of interest in the death of Jeff Jackson. We now go to Tim Dawdle, Channel Two Sports. What have you got, Tim?" 
"This is Tim Dawdle, Channel Two Sports. Today Coach Brian Harlan gave his Thursday press conference, the last before the University's season opener on Saturday. Coach Harlan was asked repeatedly about the use of PEDs by his football team, especially by reporters from Channel Two News. Despite our reporters' fearless questions, Coach Harlan refused to give any straight answers, finally walking out of the press conference to avoid having to tell the truth about PED use by his team. Let's go to the tape."
The tape showed Coach Harlan being interviewed. It was badly edited, cutting back and forth, clearly intentionally edited to make the Coach look bad. The coach at first said the issues of PEDs had been addressed, then began asking if anyone had questions about the game. Those questions were edited out, making it look like the only questions were about PEDs.
Have I mentioned that I have a deep hatred of certain members of the Press?
"Somebody go give Angela Harlan some Ritalin." I said. "She's going to go bonkers over that one. I'm pretty close to it, myself."
"Oh I'm just fine." Angela said, her voice husky, walking into the room. "But I think I'll sit in here with you so you can babysit me before I do something regrettable."
"Yes, come on in, and sit here by me." I said, indicating the empty chair I had just pulled up to my left side.
"What about Kip Starnes?" the Chief asked.
"Another innocent man we've got to save from being lynched." I said.
Director Lewis spoke up. "No, he may well not be innocent. Let me tell you about that situation. Jackson seduced Starnes' girlfriend and had sex with her. He might even have impregnated her, though she won't admit it. Starnes confronted Jackson about it in the football locker room, accused Jackson of raping her. What ensued was basically a Fight Club, where Jackson beat the living crap out of Starnes in front of everyone."
Deputy Director Conlan took up the bit, relishing his words as he spoke them: "From what I hear, it was a real beatdown... like the one Steven Ikea got from an unknown source recently." That was Conlan's shot at Lewis; I could tell these two men deeply hated each other. Lewis was totally aware; his glance at Conlan was full of hatred and fury.
Lewis took back over. "I don't know about Agent Ikea, who is already proving to be a strong asset on his first day of work with us. Anyone who did engage him in personal combat is wanted by the SBI, and that person will be fully prosecuted." Director Lewis looked straight at me, and I deliberately yawned.
Lewis's words got him some glares that matched his at me, but he pretended he did not see them as he continued: "Starnes not only nearly died from that beating, Jackson allegedly was standing over him, telling Starnes that he, Jackson, would bang any girlfriend Starnes ever had any time he damned well pleased. So while we haven't proved Starnes retaliated by murdering Jackson, he's certainly a suspect until something shows otherwise."
"Crowbar?.... Crowbar?" the Chief said, looking at me.
"He's in the zone, Chief." Cindy Ross said. She was right; I was in a deep, deep reverie. It was five minutes before I came out of it, during which time the meeting continued.
"Nothing." Martin Nash said, replying to the Chief's question. "We didn't get anything. The SBI beat us to Kip Starnes; as you heard, they've questioned him where we can't get to him, and they're making a point about keeping him away from us." Nash had no fear of saying that in front of SBI Director Lewis.
"I talked to several of the black players." Theo Washington said. "They were pretty open and honest with me, despite the coaches telling them not to talk to us. None of them had a problem with Jeff Jackson. They knew about his full name, but he'd told them his parents had named him that when he was too young to complain about it, and he never showed any racist attitudes himself, though he never hung around them as friends, either. But there's nothing at all in the racial angles or anything involving his parents' racial issues that we could find."
"Well, at least we've eliminated that angle." said the Chief. "Good work, Theo. By the way, is that your brother that was just hired in our District Attorney's office?"
"Yes, Chief." Theo said. "Franklin Washington. He's younger than me. He may dress better, but I'm the better looking guy." Everyone laughed (except me, I didn't realize I'd heard it until later).
"That's great." said the Chief. "Crenshaw, I heard your team didn't do so well today, either. Janet Riordan lawyered up. What happened?"
"I can answer that." I said, saving Crenshaw as I came out of my reverie, my thoughts thoroughly marshaled and ready to go. "Janet Riordan was absolutely correct to invoke her rights, if what I am thinking is true." 
"Which is?" asked Director Lewis.
"That Jefferson Davis Jackson was murdered, and was murdered with premeditated intent. I think I know what happened that night, how the murder was done, and who it was committed by. This is what happened..."
To be continued...
Dear Readers, you have the clues to solve the Case of The Murdered Football Player. What do you think happened, and who murdered Jefferson Davis Jackson?
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Part 29 - The Answer
It was about 6:30pm, still Thursday evening, and we were still in our meeting. I was about to reveal the answer to who killed Jefferson Davis Jackson. All eyes were on me as I began my narrative.
"Teresa," I said, "take Angela Harlan and Hugh Hewitt and bring these two people into protective custody." I said. I gave Teresa a name with two slips of paper. Also on the paper, but not read out loud was a message to not let the SBI know what was happening until we had the two in custody.
"Wilco." Detective Croyle said as she and Angela Harlan got up and left before SBI Director Jack Lewis could stop them.
"First, everyone," I said. "I need to say that I have virtually no proof of any of this that will fly with a Grand Jury, much less a trial Jury. Unless someone confesses or we find some evidence that I don't suspect exists, we'll never bring the murderers to Justice."
"Murderers? Plural?" said Director Lewis.
"Yes." I said. "Here is what happened chronologically, and then I'll tell how I reached the conclusions. Jefferson Davis Jackson was one of fourteen football players to attend an unofficial, in fact secret alumni/player party at the Lake Ocheekobee Country Club last Friday night. Jackson was having sexual intercourse with a woman named Janet Riordan, wife of University alumni and booster Tom Riordan, who may have been an organizer of the party.
"During sexual intercourse, Jefferson Davis died--"
"How do you know it was during sex?" Director Lewis demanded to know. I just looked at Tanya.
"Director Lewis," Tanya said, enjoying the moment, "any good medical examiner knows that when a man dies during sex, his penis remains elongated, i.e. 'hard', and does not shrivel up as would happen after climax and the recovery period. Mr. Jackson's penis was still elongated when we found his body, meaning he was still in the act of sexual intercourse when he died. In fact, he was in the act of climaxing, which probably strained his heart to the point of the heart attack."
"Thank you, Supervisor Perlman." I said. "And we saw that before in the case of the Jack Burke/Marie Arruzio murders, which was solved without SBI assistance."
"Crowbarrrr..." I heard the Chief very quietly growl.
"Yes sir." I said, acknowledging the chastisement. "Anyway, Jefferson Davis died during intercourse. Janet Riordan went and got her husband, who did not go very quickly, and Janet had to scream and yell at her husband to get him to move. Once Jackson was found dead, the alumni were panicking."
"How... how do you know this?" Director Lewis sputtered, the shock evident on his face.
"Mr. Lewis," I said, wearily and a bit testy at the same time, "If you will allow me to complete my narrative, all of your questions will be answered in due time. I'll put it all together in a very nice package for you, with a bow on top, if you'll allow me to finish, please." I continued as Lewis sat back in his chair, his face changing from amazement to skepticism as I continued.
"Some of them finally took charge enough to organize the group. They got the players onto their buses and on their way home, admonishing them to say nothing about any party or any problems. They knew enough to keep quiet when the police came around."
"Meanwhile," I said, "the alumni had a 240 pound dead body to deal with. Most of these alumni are not young and strong, so it took an effort to get Jackson into a Club tablecloth, load him into the trunk of a car, and away from the Club.
"At the same time, some alumni were calling someone else to help 'clean up' in the aftermath. Mr. Cleanup advised the group to make sure to throw the body in a ditch in Coltrane County, to make sure that our County didn't get jurisdiction. And that's exactly what they did: they dumped the body in a ditch half a mile south of the County Line.
"They dumped the clothes with the body, and someone took the Club tablecloth back to the club before the next morning." I continued. "Meanwhile, someone, perhaps two in the group -OR- a second set of people, did an extraordinary thing: they secured Jeff Jackson's body, brought it up the dirt road and over the County Line, and dumped it in the culvert where we found it... and it became the jurisdiction of our County."
"Cleanup Man, whoever he is, does not know this, and calls the Sheriff of Coltrane County to go 'find' the body. He gets there as some of us are investigating, and finds the body has been moved, but the clothes had not been. He is later murdered by someone in order to get those clothes."
"He was not murdered!" Director Lewis said angrily. "My agents investigated and found that he died of natural causes."
"Director Lewis, your agents can't find water in a swimming pool!" I thundered back, whipped to anger by the arrogant and in-my-mind dirty SBI Director. "Your agents don't even run tests on samples provided to them. You have dirty agents, and you and they bend like willows before political pressure. The Coltrane County Sheriff was murdered, and by a lethal injection with a syringe. I have five, count them five witnesses besides myself that have already provided sworn written affidavits of their observations of the syringe mark, affidavits given to an SBI Reserve officer who has proven herself beyond corruption several times over. I'll be glad to put that up against your filthy agents' excuse for an investigation any day of the week, Director Lewis!"
I stood up and leaned over the table as I stared into Director Lewis's hate-filled eyes, thinking of Ferrell and Ikea. "In addition, Director Lewis, I have proof that at least one of your agents deliberately conspired to plant evidence, tamper with an investigation, and frame an innocent man."
"Bullshit, boy!" Director Lewis finally thundered back, protecting Ferrell and Ikea as if his life depended on it-- and maybe it did! I realized, but didn't release the anger from my face as Lewis shakily continued. "You better mind your fucking manners before you come around telling ME that MY agents are dirty, and accusing some damn good agents of being dirty... and you're a fucking hypocrite: you go around beating up people with that fucking crowbar. You better show me some respect, little boy, or I'll have you put in your place so fucking fast it'll make your head spin clear into the next State!"
"I've got proof of what I just said." I replied back, lowering my voice just to make it sound more menacing. "And if you think your Lab was embarrassed before by not running samples, just wait until I prove that you're trying to cover up the murder, yes murder of Jefferson Jackson. No, Mr. Lewis, I have absolutely NO respect for you, and if you keep your shit up I'll bury you in that shit. If you really want to fuck with me, Lewis... bring it on!
All eyes were on the Director, who stared malevolently at me. Finally, the Chief broke in, pulling me back to my chair.
"Easy, Crowbar." he said. He then turned to Director Lewis. "I'll have you know right now, Director Lewis, that my Lieutenant is right about everything he has said, and I'll back him up 100%. And you may find that while you have that alcoholic rapist Nathan Allen on your side, I've got people on my side you can't even dream about. Now get the fuck out of my Headquarters. I might even suggest you begin considering what to put in your letter of resignation."
Lewis was gaping at the Chief as everyone present realized they were watching a truly epic political showdown literally for the control of Law Enforcement in the whole State.
"Nash, Ross, escort Director Lewis out of my Headquarters." Chief Griswold ordered when Lewis didn't move.
"I'll have your ass strung up with barbed wire for this, Griswold." Lewis snarled as he got up. He hurried out before Nash and Ross could get to him.
"Martin, Cindy, you can sit back down." the Chief said. Everyone started breathing again and were beginning to murmur when the Chief broke in again. "Okay guys, pipe down. Conlan, you've got a real fight on your hands with Lewis. Meanwhile, the rest of us have work to do. Crowbar, I believe you were saying something about a murder."
"Yes." I said, calming myself down and getting my train of thoughts back onto the tracks. "Now where was I? Oh yes... the Cleanup Man comes in, gets the clothes, then goes to work to get the jurisdiction of the case turned over to the SBI, where it can be dealt with in a way that does not bring harm to the football team. State Senator Nathan Allen is brought in, as are the SBI leadership and others in an effort to get that jurisdiction away from us."
"Let me say at this time that covering for the football team has been the lodestone of every action of these alumni, the cleanup man, the SBI, and a number of politicians. Sure, every school that plays major football has some dirt, but I noticed the extraordinary lengths being gone to in order to protect this University's program, and I realized that something else was not right."
"Anyway, the football team really had nothing to worry about... except that I found out that my murdering psychopath nephew Ned was blackmailing the head coach. The coaches overreacted, a couple of them consorted with two extremely dirty SBI Agents to frame an innocent man, and that led to me getting a bit angry about it all."
"But now, let's go back and discuss just how Jefferson Jackson was killed." I continued. "There are two drugs, one of which is a prescription medication Jackson is taking. This medication would not be particularly harmful to a healthy person that ingested a one-time dose. So this medication was put into the punch being served at the party, possibly by the waiter in charge of keeping the punch bowl filled, and the medication was in large enough quantity that an interaction with a second drug would kill Jackson."
"That leaves the second drug to be administered, as well as viagra. Jackson himself likely took the viagra so that he would perform well sexually with Janet Riordan and perhaps other women later that evening. The second drug had to be administered specifically to him, so that no one else is harmed by ingesting both drugs."
"So I suspect that Jackson was given a separate drink by Janet Riordan as they prepared to have sex, and that the combination of drugs as well as Jackson reaching his climax acted to induce what looked like a heart attack and a death by natural causes. Any toxicology report will suggest his own prescription medication, and perhaps the viagra and a PED he had been taking, though in large quantity. Certainly hardly enough with his history to suggest murder."
"I would also add that whoever spiked the punch with the medication might not even have realized that he had done so. He might have been given the liquid to put into the punch not knowing what it is, or someone else might have spiked it. I suspect that he did do it, and possibly unknowingly."
"Wow, so who the hell do we charge in this case?" Tanya Perlman asked, having caught on to the issues at hand.
"That's just it, Tanya: who can we charge? This thing was very carefully planned, and very well orchestrated. Janet Riordan had to have been complicit; only she could assure that only Jefferson Jackson got the second drug. But unless we can show she also spiked the punch with the first drug, what has she really done? A good defense lawyer will shred the hell out of all of this. Our only chance is for someone to confess to something."
"And that is what the SBI absolutely does not want." said Deputy Director Conlan. "They're going to come out with a natural causes verdict and try to bury this thing. They've already been humiliated enough, and no matter what Lewis says, he's been hurt politically by all of this in a very big way. You saw how upset he just got. I suspect that it's just as much that you, Lieutenant, know so much as it is about protecting his dirty agents. And by the way, I for one am glad you dressed him down like you did. I love the SBI, and if we're to have any hope of cleaning this shit up, we're going to need more of that. A lot more."
"Lieutenant, do you think your nephew Ned was involved in the murder?" Martin Nash asked.
"Not really, but I have to say this." I said, "There is an organization behind the people that I suspect committed the crime. This organization has possibly worked with Ned before, and obtained some of Ned's drug recipes. It possibly could be that Ned synthesized that booster that was given to Jackson in exchange for Jackson being killed so that Ned could blackmail Coach Harlan. However, I have absolutely no proof."
"Why Jefferson Jackson?" Cindy Ross asked. "Why was he specifically targeted?"
"What a great question." I said. "We have means, we have opportunity. But motive? For all of this? That's a lot harder. I can say this much... Jackson's medical condition and the medications he was taking made him ideal for the method of killing him."
"Beyond that..." I continued, shrugging my shoulders and hands, "...we have Ned's blackmail motive, but this was one big operation just to get some money off a football coach, and to be honest, it's a lot more than Ned working alone. If anyone has an idea, I'll hear it gladly."
"How about this?" said Martin Nash. "Someone wants to hurt the football program, maybe expose the PEDs, maybe someone has a grudge against a coach, and of course there are people who simply hate the athletic programs and the money they generate. So they kill one of the team's best players in a way that might expose the PED use."
"And moving the body?" Theo Washington asked. "How does that fit in?"
"That's a point." Martin said.
"Actually," I said, "it fits in pretty well, and that's a good idea you have there, Martin. Whoever moved the body did so because they wanted it to be in our jurisdiction. The panicking alumni were told to leave it in Coltrane County because the Law Enforcement there is under-equipped to handle that case, and it would quickly go to the SBI... where Mr. Cleanup wanted it to be. But someone, and perhaps it was the original killers, didn't want that to happen. So they play along, and then come back and move the body later."
"Wow." said the Chief. "This leaves about 20 alumni, 13 players and six or so wives that we're going to have to identify and then determine who was doing what."
"Chief, I think we can narrow it down." I said. "I don't think any of the alumni moved the body, and the players had been sent home in one group on the bus."
"Why do you say that?" asked Molly Evans.
"Because, as Tanya will tell you, it took about six of us to get that heavy body out of that culvert last Saturday morning, and some of us were fairly strong men." I replied. "Whoever came to get that body and moved it were by definition strong men, at least two and maybe three in number. Most of the alumni are fairly elderly, and I'm not trying to be sexist when I say that the only women that would be moving that body would be Cindy and some of her competition friends... in their peak of condition."
"So," I continued, "hurting the football program is a motive, blackmail is a motive. Any other ideas?"
"How about embarrassing the SBI?" Ted Crenshaw said. "If so, it certainly has worked. We are completely torn apart as an organization."
"Could be." Martin Nash said. "I'm hearing that the FBI might move in and investigate the SBI top-to-bottom. That will be one ugly mess."
"It certainly passes muster as an idea." I said. "I'll add it to the list. And I'll add this to the list, as well: Jackson was specifically chosen because of his parents being associated with a race-hatred group. Somebody might have wanted that exposed, or wanted revenge, who knows?"
"Okay guys, let's introduce our SBI Reserve friends to the Cop Bar." said the Chief. "It's suppertime, and no more about this case until we get back here, be it later tonight or in the morning."
Part 29 - Sisters
The Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar, was packed. The Chief and DD Conlan stayed inside and talked at a table with the Fire Chief, while most of us Detectives went outside and commandeered all of the patio deck seating. I was at my usual seat at the back table on the patio, with Tanya, Paulina Patterson, Theo Washington, and his brother Franklin. Hugh Hewitt and Angela Harlan were at the next table with Molly and Teresa. Cindy Ross was choosing not to sit anywhere around Molly, and she was with Ted Crenshaw, Martin Nash, and Diana Torres.
"We've brought Tommy and Candy in, under a material witness and protective custody warrant." Paulina said. Those were the two names on the list I'd given Teresa, knowing that we had to get to them before the SBI did. "They're at the station, and no one will get past Morton and Rudistan, who are looking after them."
"Excellent." I said. "Tommy may have been the one who put the medication in the punch. If someone asked him to do it, I want to know who."
"It's been a crazy day over at the Courthouse." Paulina said. "Franklin, you never had any idea it'd be like this, did you?"
"I'm wondering what I walked into." Franklin said. He looked a lot like his brother, almost as if they were twins. Only when sitting together like they were now could one tell any difference between them.
"Me too, bro." Theo said. "I'd heard about the Iron Crowbar down in Southport, but actually watching you work? That was a thing of beauty you did to Lewis, man."
"Yeah, I'm making friends and influencing people again, eh Tanya?" I said with a grin.
"I think Cindy wants to to kill you, because she thinks someone else is going to do it and she wants to make it less painful for you." Tanya replied.
"Speaking of Cindy," I said, "I'd love to find a way to get her and her sister to reconcile. My conversation with Molly did not work, at least not to this point."
"Yeah, that's going to be a tough one." Tanya said.
--------------
"Hi Cindy." I said, pulling up to her table as Crenshaw and Tanya moved inside to the bar. Martin and Diana had been called back to Headquarters. "Talked to Molly much today?"
"Nope." Cindy said. "You've been keeping her busy."
"Well, she's not that busy now." I said. "Why don't you buy her a beer and y'all have a chat?"
"I... I wouldn't know what to say." Cindy said.
"Well, you know my problems with my sister, and they are far worse than yours." I said. "I suspect you and Molly were good friends growing up, and you can be again. Just go talk about it."
"I know you're right." Cindy said. "But until she can accept me for what I am, there's not a lot to discuss."
"I think she does accept you for what you are, Cindy." I said, "And what she wants to accept you for is her sister, regardless of who you're sleeping with."
"I don't think so." Cindy said.
"Well," I said, keeping my voice low enough to only be heard by her, "I'm going to be completely out of line with you again, because your my friend and partner. What I think you really want from her isn't acceptance of you as a lesbian, but acceptance of homosexuality in general. And that's asking more than you should at this point."



I continued: "For example, there are a lot of men who are simply physically repulsed by male homosexuality, and all the religious excuses, political correctness, and the media shoving it down our throats as a political issue will never change that; they're going to abhor it at a physical level. If you just accept Molly accepting you as you are, you two can be great friends again. But you have to meet her halfway, and that's the halfway point."
"We'll see." Cindy said, and I sensed she did not want to talk about this any more. Fortunately, both our cell phones went off at the same time.
"Headquarters." I said. "Morton says we need to head back immediately."
"Ditto here, but it's Martin calling me." Cindy said. Paulina and Franklin Washington met us at the door, having gotten the same calls.
-----------------------
"Tommy confessed, and wants to formally confess." Martin Nash said as we entered Police Headquarters. "He told Morton and Rudistan that he did it as they were eating supper in the breakroom. They took him to Interrogation-1 and called me. Candy is in Interrogation-A with Diana Torres and a policewoman. She suddenly started confirming Tommy's story, just clear out of the blue started talking about it."
"Oh shit." I said. "And it's gonna hit the fan big-time. Okay, I'll talk to Tommy. Paulina, you and Cindy get Candy's formal statement. Make damn sure to read her her rights with the videocameras rolling.
I walked with ADA Washington and Martin Nash to Interrogation-1. We went inside. Tommy was seated at the table, and Patrolmen Morton and Rudistan were standing near the perp-side entrance.
"Hi Tommy." I said. "Remember me?"
"You're the golf player I talked to the other day." Tommy said.
"That's right." I said. "I have to ask you some questions, but first I'm going to read this to you. Martin, are the camera's rolling?"
"Yes sir." Martin said as he seated himself beside me.
I read Tommy his rights from the card, then asked if he understood what I was telling him and what his rights were.
"Yes sir, I do." Tommy said. "I waive my right to an attorney and to my Fifth Amendment rights. I want to tell you what happened."
"Go ahead." I said.
Tommy began a narrative, saying in clear, measured tones that he had poured both medications into a container of champagne and taken it to Jeff Jackson's makeshift bedroom. He said that Jeff and Janet were making out in the room, and that Jeff drank the champagne but Janet did not.
"Tommy," I said, "you are sure you mixed the drugs together in the champagne?"
"Yes sir." Tommy said flatly.
"Tommy, are you sure that you saw Janet Riordan and Jeff Jackson together in that room? Did you see them having sex?" ADA Washington asked.
"They were kissing." Tommy said, his voice even. 
 "Tommy," I said, "did you put any medications or drugs in the punch bowl that you served everyone?
"I... I don't remember.. doing that." Tommy said. His voice had become confused, but also as if he were trying to remember a memorized lesson... or he was trying to remember something else that was now blocked.
"Tommy," I said, "can you tell me why you put those drugs in Jeff's drink?"
"I wanted to kill him." Tommy said. "And I did. I killed Jefferson Jackson."
"Why did you do that, Tommy?" ADA Washington asked.
"He was fucking Candy." Tommy said. "I walked into my dorm room, and they were on the bed. He was fucking her. I tried to get him off, but he shoved me down and then left."
"Tommy, how many times did you see Jeff and Candy having sex?"
"Just that once." Tommy said.
I had an insight. "Was Jackson raping Candy, Tommy? Was he forcing her?"
"He... uh..." Tommy stammered, his eyes all confused, then said again in a flat, robotic monotone. "Jeff Jackson was having sex with Candy. He was fucking her. I tried to get him off, but he shoved me down and then left."
I glanced at Franklin and Martin. Then Tommy said, more forcefully, "Sir, I did it. I killed Jeff Jackson. I want to confess to his murder. I want to plead guilty to murdering him. I killed Jeff Jackson, sir."
"Okay, Tommy." I said, "Tell you what, I want you to stay here for a minute. If you need water or a Coca-Cola, one of these patrolmen will get you something." I nodded at Morton and Rudistan, who acknowledged it, then I brought Franklin and Martin out into the anteroom on the HQ side.
"Guys," I said, "the story won't hold. I had the University Hospital's most esteemed cardiologist tell me that mixing the drugs in solution before digesting them diminished the effect to non-lethal levels. So what Tommy is saying seems thin."
"I don't know what to tell you." ADA Washington said. "He's trying to confess as hard as he can. Why would he confess, why would he want to, especially with a story that doesn't seem right?"
"I don't know." I said. "It's almost like he's been brainwash-- oh holy shit!"
"What?" both men said at once.
"Brainwashed.... hypnotized." I said. "He and Candy and Janet Riordan all have been members of The Vision. They do a lot of hypnotherapy and shit like that. I wonder..." I went into a reverie.
"Don... Don..." Martin said.
Franklin added "Sorry to break you out of it, but we've got a guy confessing in there. And unless you have some miracle way of showing that The Vision fucked with his head, then that's what's going down."
"Yeah, I know." I said.
"But we do have one good thing from that confession." Franklin Washington said, smiling. "He saw Janet Riordan and Jeff Jackson together on Friday night. Once that's in writing and he signs it, it's probable cause to pick her up on a warrant for questioning."
"Franklin," I said, letting a smile cross my features. "I am beginning to like you already."
-------------------------
"Candy admitted that she and Jeff Jackson had sex," Paulina Patterson said, "but it's weird. She's talking in some kind of monotone, like she's repeating something she was told to memorize."
"Let me ask her a question." I said. Paulina and I re-entered the interrogation room.
"Hi Candy, do you remember me?" I asked.
"Yes sir, you were playing golf at the club with her." Candy said, motioning towards Cindy Ross.
"That's right." I said. "Candy, I just have one question: did Jeff Jackson rape you? Did he force you to have sex?"
"He... he..." Candy said, her eyes glazed. Finally she said, her voice a flat monotone. "Jeff and I were having sex. Tommy came in and got mad. He said he was going to kill Jeff."
"Did Jeff rape you, Candy?" I repeated. The women in the room looked at me harshly, but I stood my ground.
"He... he..." Candy repeated, "Jeff and I were having sex. Tommy came in and got mad. He said he was going to kill Jeff."
I tried another tack. "Candy, do you love Tommy?"
"Oh yes, very much." Candy said, showing the first bit of emotion all evening. "We're going to get married."
"So Candy, if you love Tommy, why did you have sex with Jeff?" I asked. "I don't understand that."
"I... I..." Candy said, again becoming confused, then dropping into her flat, monotonous voice "Jeff and I had sex. Tommy came in and got mad. He said he was going to kill Jeff..."
-------------------------
We reconvened in the main conference room. The Chief, myself, Tanya Perlman, Cindy Ross, Molly Evans and the Washington brothers were with us.
"They've been hypnotized." I said. "Tommy's voice is a monotone, he repeats sentences exactly. Ditto that for Candy: her sentences are completely flat, a monotone. Not a speck of emotion in what either of them are saying, either, except for questions that are really off the mark that they can answer without being 'on script', so to speak."
"Good luck proving she's saying that under hypnosis." Paulina said. "Right now, she corroborates Tommy's confession fully."
"Yep." I said. "And a good defense lawyer is going to slice up his confession -AND- her corroboration like a Thanksgiving roast."
"Maybe." Paulina said. "I'm going to have to talk to D.A. Krasney about it. It'll be his call on what to do. He might let you get a psychiatrist to work with them and see if they can be broken out of the hypnosis story. Anyone you know who is good at that?"
"I've heard a rumor that the University Psychology Department has one of the very best in the world at that kind of stuff." I said. "And she's on the Police Auxiliary, as luck would have it. I hear she's good looking, too."
"She's out of your league, buddy." Cindy said, making me laugh. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Molly looking confused.
"By the way, Cindy," I said, "I have the answer to your earlier question: I believe Jackson was singled out to be murdered because certain people, and the organization behind them, wanted revenge for the forcible rape of their friend Candy. I also believe that Jackson forcibly raped Kip Starnes's girlfriend Abby, and that the SBI knows this from talking to Starnes and his girlfriend... and that the SBI is concealing this from us. But revenge for rape is the motive for murdering Jefferson Davis Jackson."
----------------------
It was quiet at 11:00pm at Headquarters. Cindy had told Molly about the 'out of her league' joke, and I thought that was going to lead to them having a serious conversation to work things out... but they started bickering, and Cindy reported to me that she was going home and then did so. Theo Washington was staying with his brother Franklin, and they had left together an hour before.
I'd received a text from Laura that she and Carole were at my mother's, and that I'd have The Cabin to myself for the evening.
That left me with Tanya, Molly, Ted Crenshaw, and the Chief in the MCD room, a great audience for Bettina:
"This is Betting Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the indefatigable reporterette. She was going at it non-stop, and looked as fresh and lovely as she had early this morning. "Channel Two News has learned that the State Coroner's office and the County Coroner have released a joint statement that Jefferson Jackson died of natural causes, that he died of a heart attack that may have been abetted by his own taking of his prescription medications in an unauthorized manner. The SBI intends to close the Jackson case as a death by natural causes, and will find that there was no foul play in his passing."
"As part of that finding, the SBI says that young Kip Starnes is no longer a person of interest in the death of Jefferson Jackson. Starnes and his lawyer issued a statement saying that they are considering legal action against the State for harassment and slander from investigational malfeasance."
"In other news, Channel Two News has learned that SBI Director Jack Lewis is proposing to the Governor that the SBI Reserve Program be discontinued, and that all SBI Reservists be decommissioned as Agents. This program has been highly popular in the City as well as many counties across the State, and the City Mayor has issued a statement giving his support for the Reserve program to continue. The Governor's Office has not made any comment on this issue as of this time. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
"Chief," I said, "when the news of Tommy's confession to Jackson's murder hits the airwaves in the morning, can I be the one to personally tell Director Lewis about it?"
"Sorry, son," the Chief said, patting me on the shoulder, "you may not. I am pulling rank here, and reserving that pleasure totally for myself." We all laughed.
"Folks, go home and go to bed, it's late." Chief Griswold ordered. "Great, great work by all of you today."
Part 30 - Sex Prophecy Fulfilled
I escorted Molly Evans to the University Hotel, where she was staying. We had a drink at the bar as we talked about the day. We did not talk about her issues with her sister, though we agreed that Cindy was a fantastic and professional Detective who had found her home with us, the Town & County Police Force.
Despite avoiding any personal topics in our conversation, the sexual energy between us was electric. Every time our eyes met, I could feel my desire for Molly spread through my whole body. So when we'd finally finished our drinks and had had enough unspoken anticipation, it was was no surprise when Molly agreed to let me escort her up to her room.
"Would you like to come inside, for a nightcap?" Molly asked at the door to her room on the third floor. We stepped inside. As soon as the door slammed shut behind me, Molly turned to face me, her unspoken lust and permission readily readable in her blue eyes.
Without a word I stepped up to her and we fell into an embrace, our mouths meeting hungrily as we wrapped our arms around each other. Our tongues did sexual battle inside her mouth as the heat of the moment ignited into a roaring flame of passion. Our hands began undressing each other, unbuttoning buttons and unzipping zippers, letting clothes fall to the floor as we explored each other with our hands, our tongues still twined in our deep, wet kiss.
Finally, I broke the kiss as I removed Molly's bra, letting her fine breasts spring free. They were not huge but plenty large, and they stood up proudly on her firm chest. I stepped out of my pants as Molly lay back onto the bed and watched me remove my shorts, her eyes smoldering as she watched my iron hard cock pop into view. Not only my cock was raging hard: my balls were like rocks.
Before joining Molly on the bed I reached down and hooked my fingers into her lace panties. I slid them off, deliberately just a little bit more slowly than she anticipated, letting my hands and the panties slide over the skin of her firm, shapely legs. Then I climbed onto the bed on top of her, our mouths joining together again in a deep, hungry kiss.
My mouth slowly trailed kisses down her jaw and neck, then down the valley between her breasts. Then I raised my head and sucked first one hard teat into my mouth, my tongue circling her areola before flicking the hard nub as my lips sucked hard around it; then the other tit, giving it the same treatment. Molly moaned as I sucked her breasts, my hands cupping and kneading them as my tongue began a slow journey down her firm abdomen. Her abs were not as well-toned as Cindy's, not a "six pack", but still Molly was firm and in great shape.
As my tongue explored Molly's belly, I thought about Cindy, wondering if her hot hardbody would be like her sister's. The thought of Cindy only added to my sexual lust as my mouth unerringly continued towards it's ultimate goal of her sister Molly's sopping wet pussy.
"Oh yes, oh baby," Molly moaned as I kissed the insides of her thighs, teasing her as I got closer and closer to her swollen, soaked labes. Molly was wet, smoking hot, and ready to go: she had obviously been aroused for some time, desiring to spread her legs for me and take the length of my manhood into her luscious womanhood. And I was nearly ready to make that happen.
"Ohhhhhh!!!!!" Molly moaned deeply as my tongue made first contact with her slit, slowly licking right up the middle between her labes, from the bottom of her hole to her clit. I licked again and again, angling along one side of her labes and then the other, making the blonde beauty moan and squirm. My tongue delved more deeply into her cunthole until my mouth was pressed tight against her, sucking and munching as my tongue explored her hot, tangy honey-hole.
"Oh jeeez, that's good!" Molly gasped as my tongue began flicking her swollen clit as first one then two fingers probed into her cunthole, searching for her g-spot. Suddenly I felt a gusher of liquid over my fingers as Molly climaxed, her cuntwalls tightening on my fingers as she gasped and groaned, her face scrunched up in painful pleasure.
"Oh baby, that's enough!" Molly gasped, pulling me up to mount her. "I need you inside me so bad, baby. I've been waiting for this moment for days! Fuck me, Don, get that cock of yours inside me!"
My mouth slammed into Molly's again in another deep kiss, then I slid further up until our loins were aligned perfectly. Her hands were guiding me but in truth we needed no help as my cockhead found her slit unerringly. Sensing her desire, I did not tease Molly but shoved my ass forward, driving my meat balls-deep into her tight quim with one hard thrust!
"Oh GOD YES!" Molly cried out. "That feels so fucking good!" And it felt great for me, too. The heat of her cunthole seared through my throbbing hard cock as I slid out about halfway and then shoved it back inside her again.
"Oh God, oh Molly!" was all I could gasp as we began a hard rhythm of fucking. Molly was shoving her loins at mine with each stroke, her hands and body urging me to fuck her faster and harder. It was clear to me that she did not want to take it slow and easy, Molly wanted to be fucked with brutal fury, and she intended to fuck me back with equal violent lust.
The hotel room quickly filled with the loud smacks and slurps of hot fucking as Molly and I mated with nearly desperate intensity. We were driving at each other, clawing at each other, kissing each other wherever our lips could land. I slid my hands under her body, clutching at her fine ass as I drove harder and harder into her. At this pace, we knew neither of us could last. I was hoping that I could bring Molly off before I came...
"AH! AUUGGGH!!!" I heard Molly scream into my ear as I felt her cunt clutch down on me with incredible power. It felt like she was trying to expel my cock from her cunt... which caused me to push even harder into her... which brought yet more deep pleasure to us both. I felt the tremendously painful ecstasy of my nut rising, the pressure building suddenly and rapidly, and I did not try to fight it.
I gasped as I felt my cock firing spurts of thick semen deep into Molly's pussy, pulling her tightly to me to get my sperm as deep and effectively into her as I possibly could. I was coming, I was coming inside Molly! my brain told me, the joy of inseminating this hot, beautiful woman consuming the gray fog in my mind...
----------------------------
The bedside clock read 4:30am as I woke up. I was lying on my back and Molly was pressed into my side, her head resting on my chest as she slept peacefully.
Our second fuck had been longer, steadier, and more deeply pleasurable. After a half-hour rest and pillow talk as we sipped on our drinks, Molly took my cock into her warm, wet mouth for the first time, coaxing me into iron-hardness again, and a very easy task, I might add. Molly's mouth was excellent, and she enjoyed deep-throating me several times as her hands massaged my aching balls.
We experimented with her on top, riding me to her first orgasm, then a deep, wet dogstyle fuck. The feeling of Molly's firm asscheeks smacking into my loins as I held her waist and thrust deeply into her cunt was staggeringly good, as good as fucking Laura or Melina that way. I climaxed into Molly that way, then we collapsed on the bed, still joined, and rolled over for a nice 'spoon' fuck to finish up as my cock slowly lost its rigidity.
Now, in the darkness, with only the sounds of the air conditioner and our breathing filling the air, I remembered that night in this same hotel when I figured out Elizabeth's plan for Todd, Melina and myself ((Author's note: see 'Todd & Melina, Ch. 4' to refresh your memories on that night.)), and I began to put new puzzle pieces together in my mind. I was not thinking of the particular case of Jeff Jackson, but of the much larger picture, even letting my mind roam into the past to see what once had been unrelated threads now fall neatly into their place...
"Mmmm, Don?" Molly whispered as she woke up. She raised her head from my chest and whispered into my ear from an inch away "I love you, Don." 
"I love you too, Molly." I said. And while I deeply loved my wife Laura and would always go back to her, I knew that Molly was a special lady that would always have a place in my heart, just as Laura had special places for other men, and maybe women, in her heart.



"Let me thank you for tonight, Don." Molly said as she began shifting her position, intending to go down on me. "I think I'm pregnant, and my dream of having your baby is going to come true. And I want to thank you for being the father of my child, Don... I want you to come in my mouth this time, Don. I want to swallow your cum."
"Mmmm, sure baby." I said. I moaned as I felt Molly's mouth descend on my hardening shaft, just relaxing and enjoying the hot pleasure of being fellated by the lovely blonde policewoman, not even worrying about her words of possibly being impregnated by me...
Part 31 - Morning Wrap
When Molly and I walked into MCD together at 6:00am Friday morning, Cindy Ross was already there, drinking coffee at her desk and reading the news online. Her glance at us told her everything, and her facial expression told me everything.
Tanya Perlman was also there, and poured Molly and myself coffee as she said "You were right about the SBI concealing the information that Kip Starnes's girlfriend Abby Winters told them. She told them right away that Jackson raped her, and they actually told her that he didn't and for her not to say anything else about it."
"How did you find out?" I asked.
"Ted Crenshaw found out for me." Tanya said. "Of course the blowjob I gave him helped persuade him. I do have one question: what does your wife say about average penis size?"
"She says that five inches is average." I said. "Why?"
"Pete is five inches." Tanya said, "and of course larger size runs in your family, if you and Todd are any indicator... so I found one of the shorter ones... much shorter one... that is keeping the average where it is, attached to Ted Crenshaw."
"I'll be sure to tell my wife... for her research, of course." I said.
Molly went over to Cindy and asked "Is this the normal conversation around here?"
Cindy replied without looking up: "Sister, this is nothing. Just wait until Hugh gets here. He and Tanya will have a contest to see who can make Martin blush the most."
I love my team, I love my team, I thought to myself as I drank my coffee...
----------------------------
The 7:00am broadcast was a thing of beauty, and not just because of Bettina's beautiful face:
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! Channel Two News has learned of another bombshell in the case of the death of Jefferson Jackson! Just hours after the SBI declared the case closed and the death by natural causes, one Tommy--" she named the kid's full name "-- voluntarily confessed to Town & County Police that he had murdered Jackson by spiking the football player's drink at a party. Chief Griswold of the Town & County Police issued a statement that the suspect insisted upon confessing to the crime, and the local police are now investigating further to corroborate the information given by the suspect."
"Channel Two News has learned that the suspect confessed that Jefferson Jackson was having sex with the suspect's fiancee, who has given a statement confirming her affair with Jackson, and that this might have been the motive for the murder of Jackson."
Bettina continued: "Because of irregularities in the suspect's confession, the District Attorney's office is proceeding with caution and asking local police to confirm the suspect's story. District Attorney Gil Krasney has not given a statement yet, but he is expected to later this morning."
"Who the hell leaked all that to her?" the Chief asked as he walked into the room. "Crowbar, that's your next assignment."
"Already solved, sir." I said. Everyone looked at me in amazement, except the one person who was the leak...
"Come to my office." said the Chief. "Ross, Perlman, both of you as well."
-------------------
"So, how did you find out that Jackson raped those women?" the Chief said after we were seated in his office.
"I deduced it more than discovered it, sir." I said. "Jackson's parents mentioned a rift between families, then we had the story of Starnes confronting Jackson in the locker room, accusing him of rape. And despite what Tommy and Candy have allegedly confessed to, I remember seeing something in her eyes haunting her when we talked to them at Lake Ocheekobee Country Club. It fit, and quite frankly is the best and only real reason why Jackson would be singled out for death."
"Interesting." the Chief said. "And that reminds me... in all my years of law enforcement I have never so much as seen, much less been asked to approve an expense from two officers for playing golf. Only you two could actually do that and make it work." He meant me and Cindy Ross. Tanya was not totally successful in suppressing a giggle.
"But did you approve it, sir?" I asked.
"Yeah... but only because I wanted to watch Payroll go ape-shit over it." the Chief replied, a merry grin beneath his twitching mustaches.
"I think you're going to be even happier this morning, Chief... when Jack Lewis gets the news of Tommy's confession. He's going to really go ape-shit, as will Nathan Allen."
"Harummph!" the Chief said. "And that's why I called you in... we have an appointment with District Attorney Krasney at 10:00am sharp... in Judge Folsom's chambers. That means you too, Perlman. You and Ross can head back to MCD; I need a word with Don a moment."
After the ladies left, the Chief said to me "Okay, so who is the leak?"
"Why Chief, it's easy to deduce." I said, smiling. "Jack Lewis can't go ape-shit if Bettina doesn't announce the information to the world... so I daresay the leaker was the person in that room this morning who hates leaks the most."
The Chief's sideways look at me might have been a murder weapon if looks could kill, but his next expression was one of resignation.
"Can't keep a damn thing from you. Get back to MCD and prepare for the meeting with the D.A. You'll need to be well prepared and on your toes for it."
-----------------------------
Theo and Franklin Washington came in at 8:30am, both looking downcast. "The Riordans are out of state right now, attending the University's away game."
"That's okay." I said. "They're both going to invoke the minute we talk to them. But we can force them to do that when they get home."
"Something else about it." Theo said. "We contacted the Nextdoor County Police and asked them to watch for their return and let us know... and their Chief himself got on the phone. He dressed us down like dogs, then said we were to leave the Riordans alone."
"Oh really?" said Chief Griswold as he came into the room. "I know their chief, he's a good man. I think I'll give him a call, and see what's going on."
"No!" I said suddenly, then realized everyone was looking at me. "Sorry, Chief. I just realized why he was like that. If you don't mind, let me handle it Monday."
Part 32 - Sisters, Redux
Just before leaving for our meeting with the Judge and D.A., I strode into Vice and to Teresa Cunt's desk.
"Teresa," I said, "I have tried and I have failed. I don't know how to get Cindy and Molly talking."
"That's because you're a man, and men aren't worth a shit about things like that." Teresa Cunt said, very much enjoying her words. The other Vice detectives in the room were looking at her in utter shock.
"Go to your meeting, Lieutenant. I'll take care of it." Teresa said. I quickly left.
-------------------------------
Cindy and Molly were on opposite sides of MCD as they got their paperwork in order to close the Case of the Murdered Football Player. Teresa came into the room and came up to Molly, who was near the front door, closest to the door to Vice.
"Molly, can I ask you a question?" Teresa asked Molly quietly as she pulled up a chair next to her.
"Sure, go ahead." Molly said, her face a mask of inquiry.
"Molly... if a drunk driver crossed the centerline and wiped Cindy out, how would you feel?" Teresa asked, her eyes boring into Molly's.
"Wha... what? How could you ask something like that." Molly replied, shocked and indignant.
"I'm serious." Teresa said. "If a drunk driver killed your sister, or if she died today, how would you feel? What would you desperately wish you'd have said to her that you didn't say?"
Molly's eyes burned right back into Teresa's, who only nodded when she saw that Molly had seen the light. "Go talk to her now." Teresa said.
Molly nodded and got up and went over to Cindy. "Can we talk?" Molly asked her younger sister. The two blonde tomboy policewomen left by the back door and headed for the conference room.
My work here is done, Teresa thought to herself, and Don owes me a big one.
---------------------------
District Attorney Gil Krasney was a tall, thin man with a full head of wavy dark brown hair that he kept fairly long and combed straight back. He had a long nose and dark, piercing eyes. He was a good District Attorney that delegated cases well and had his ADAs' backs, but he didn't like losing cases so we had to be on our toes with him. In addition, he was an elected official and very tuned to the political landscape regarding his office and his cases.
Judge Folsom was a middle age man beginning to put on weight and his hair was beginning to gray... what hair he still had left, that is. His face was roundish, showing that weight was going to be a problem for him in the coming years. He was a decent judge, but tended to a bit skeptical and untrusting of the Police.
Also at the meeting this morning were ADAs Paulina Patterson and Franklin Washington, myself, Chief Griswold and SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan. Director Jack Lewis had made a point to refuse to attend, citing a meeting with the Governor in Midtown at the same time.
"Don't get me wrong, Lieutenant," said Judge Folsom, "I understand that Dr. Searles and Dr. Fredricson will both give affidavits that if the drugs were mixed beforehand, their efficacy diminishes, and that that will make the kid's confession practically worthless. But it's still a confession, and this kid is already begging to plead guilty. So what is it you want me to do?"
"Don't accept the guilty plea, Your Honor." I said. "If the District Attorney will ask for a psychological evaluation, and let the psychologists try to break the hypnosis I think the kid was put under, as well as do that for his fiancee, we might can get to the truth."
"Krasney?" the Judge said.
"Lieutenant, you said you do think this kid administered part of the drugs, is that right?" D.A. Krasney asked me, pointedly.
"Yes, sir, but I can't prove it." I said.
"You don't need to, the kid confessed to it." Krasney said.
"Yes sir, but we're getting circular here: he also 'confessed' to mixing the drugs beforehand, and therefore that should not have killed Jackson." I replied. "What I can't prove is what happened: that the kid, wittingly or not, on his own or under hypnotic suggestion, administered the first part of the drug in the punch; and that Janet Riordan administered the second drug, likewise on her own or under suggestion."
"And she's technically already lawyered up, and she and her husband very likely will do so again when we bring them in under the material witness warrants, and I can't even make a case for a criminal arrest warrant based upon what we have... or more accurately, don't have." added Paulina Patterson.
"Krasney, if you're willing to ask for the psychological eval, I'll back that up." the Judge said, a technical victory for the ol' Iron Crowbar.
"With respect, Your Honor," said Krasney, "if the psychologists do find that Tommy was acting under hypnosis, or that his girlfriend was likewise giving her statement under such hypnosis, it'll probably shred the case altogether and no one will pay for Jackson's death."
"Likewise with respect, Your Honor," I said, "it's the same circle: the confession he gave will be shredded at trial, even if a Grand Jury or the D.A. brings charges. And if we put Kip Starnes' girlfriend Abby Winters on the stand, she'll testify under oath that Jackson forcibly raped her, which will cast doubt on Tommy and Candy's statements to this point. At least with the psychologists, we might find out the truth..."
----------------------------
It was early afternoon when I got back to Headquarters. It warmed my heart to see Cindy and Molly sitting side-by-side, discussing something... and I could tell they'd both had some emotional moments in the last few hours.
"How did you do it?" I asked Teresa in the Vice room. She just gave me what passed for a smile for her.
"Girl power." she said. "You wouldn't understand."
"Well, just one last thing to do to keep them close." I said.
"What's that?" Teresa asked.
"Alcohol, to cement it. Let's take them to the Cop Bar tonight."
"No argument from me on that." Teresa said. "I need some 'cementing' myself."
----------------------------
The 6:00pm news was chock-full of good stuff from the lovely Bettina:
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! Channel Two News has learned that the District Attorney's office has called for a psychological evaluation of young Tommy--" she named our confession wannabee. "The District Attorney is not satisfied that he is of sound enough mind to rationally confess to the murder of Jefferson Jackson."
"Meanwhile, the State Bureau of Investigation has formally closed the Jackson investigation, brushing off questions that they withheld information from local law enforcement concerning the case. Director Jack Lewis was especially harsh in his statement that the Town & County Police, especially Chief Griswold, were more harmful than helpful in the investigation.
"Chief Griswold replied by a formal statement that he had never seen such incompetence as the SBI's handling of the case, citing a laundry list of problems including the failure to run samples and failure to make available important information. Chief Griswold even went so far as to suggest the Governor ask for Director Lewis's resignation from the SBI."
"Oooo-wee!" I exclaimed as we crowded around the MCD television to watch. Everyone laughed, more at me than at the TV.
"And speaking of the SBI," Bettina continued "while the Governor has given no comment on the status of Director Jack Lewis, he has issued a statement on the SBI Reserve program. The Governor expressed his strong confidence in the program and his happiness with the results of it so far, and he says that the call-up model might be used more widely, especially if cuts are made to the current numbers of full-time agents. The Governor was quick to say that the Narcotics Task Force would not be reduced, compromised, nor affected in any way by the Reserve Program or agent cutbacks."
--------------------------
"And then... Cindy gets on the sled and starts down, but it starts spinning... she's just flying down the hill, all arms and legs and spinning out of control all the way down..." Molly said between laughs, with Cindy beside her laughing hard. They were both heavily intoxicated already. "And then she crashes at the bottom... we all go running down to see if she's alright, and she just gets up and says 'Can I do it again?'"
We all laughed at the story of six-year-old Cindy's fearless sledding down the mountain. Cindy and Molly had taken the back table on the patio of the Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar, joined by Teresa, Tanya and Angela. I was very happy to see the bonding between the sisters: they had truly found a way to make amends earlier, and I'd bought Teresa a beer for her role in it.
Hugh, Martin, Sandra Speer, Daniel Allgood and Theo Washington were at the table nearest the entrance to the building. Laura, Britt Morgan, Melina and Gayle Roberts were at a table near the front of the deck, partially obscured by the building and large, heavy shrubbery.
I was sitting alone at the table nearest the locked gate where steps led down towards the parking lot, wearing my Tilley hat with full-brim, and somewhat disappointed that no one noticed the body armor I was wearing beneath my shirt and sportscoat. I was watching Jack Muscone, who had just gotten back into town, trying to compete with Ben Crenshaw and Pete Feeley for Tanya's attention. With great amusement I watched as Crenshaw and then Muscone capitulate. Muscone came over to me and sat in the chair to my left. I noticed that Jack was wearing light body armor under his clothes, as well.
"Don, I just don't know what she sees in that guy." Jack said.
"She likes your dick, Jack, but she's in love with Pete." I said. "And if there is one thing I've learned about life, it is to never, ever question the course of true love."
"Yeah, good point." Jack said.
"So where've you been, Jack?" I asked. "The State has just about torn itself apart, especially the SBI, and you weren't here to watch the fun."
"I know, I miss all the good parties." Jack said. "I was in Miami. I was having to look into that mess about the Venezuelan diplomat getting shot in that gang-war drug-shooting. The guy was part of it, but the Venezuelans are raising holy hell about it anyway."
"Just call him a spy... like the Chinese diplomat killed in San Francisco some months ago." I said. "The Red Chinese government clammed up as soon as the State Department came out with that."
"Yeah, I know, I was there--" Jack said, then stopped himself as if he'd said too much. "What do you know about that?" he asked in a way of distracting me.
"Just what I read in the papers and on the police blogs." I said. "Similar M.O. to Dr. Benjamin Mays, too. Did you check that one out, too?"
"You're starting to know too much again." said Jack. "Keep it up and we're going to force you to join the FBI just to slap a confidentiality agreement onto you."
"Heh!" I said. "Speaking of that, there may be a way I can help you guys out from time to time--"
*RATTA TATTA RATTA TATTA TATTA*
Splinters sprayed from the building above the door line as machine gun bullets plowed into the walls. Everyone hit the ground, some screaming. I turned as I went down, seeing a car with three thugs at the far end of the parking lot firing out of the windows of the car.
It was a surreal moment for me... the screams seemed to fade to a near quietness. I could see very clearly the men firing, the bursts of light from their guns. I was on my feet, over the fence, my gun out and firing back at them, walking towards them in this seemingly unfeeling alternate universe.
The car pulled out and screeched off, but I could see that my shots shattered the back window and passenger side front and back windows as they pulled away. Damn good shooting, I thought, even for myself.
The noise and light and smells came back to me all at once as Jack Muscone ran up to me, gun drawn. I stopped him, saying "they're gone", and heard him ask if I was all right.
"Yeah, yeah, I'm fine." I said. A large number of cops were surrounding me now. My shirt was ripped in two places where bullets had penetrated; my armor had held, I had not even felt the impacts when they happened, but the pain growing in my chest was about to amend that.
But the pain was held by by something else I'd seen just as I was jumping the gate to go after the perps. Literally everything was imprinted on my memory, and I had noticed that Cindy had tackled Molly and laid down on top of her; hopefully whatever problems they had were now past them and they would be good friends as well as sisters going forward.
"Jesus, Don, are you okay?," someone said, "you could've been killed going after them like that." I realized that it was my wife Laura, and she was trying to see if I was injured. Her quick examination showed that no blood had been drawn.
Pete Feeley came up and gave me my hat, which had come off my head... a bullet had gone through the top, right next to the Airborne wings I had affixed to the hat.



"My hat." I said ruefully as I looked at it. "Now this fucking pisses me off!" That brought some laughter and some gasps of disbelief.
"Okay, folks, start collecting evidence." I said, as the weariness of my post-surreality high began overtaking me. "Perlman, you're in charge of this investigation, not just the crime scene but the whole damn thing. The first thing I need is bullet calibers and shell manufacturers, that'll tell us something about who's shooting at us." 
"Yes sir." Tanya said, taking charge. "Pete, let's start getting statements from people on the patio. Let's get a crime lab out here, Teresa. Cindy, Molly, see if anyone's been hurt. Theo, Martin, call the hospitals and clinics around here, alert them to a possible gunshot victim if Don's shooting was good..."
Jack Muscone whispered to me "Don, any idea who the hell did this?"
  I was still coming off my unreality high, but I was able to say in a faraway voice "No, but three groups of suspects come to mind, someone who wanted to scare us, send us a warning, but not kill us... we'd be dead if they'd aimed worth a shit."
"Three suspects?" Jack said. Tanya had paused from order-giving to listen.
"Yeah... first, the dirty agents of the SBI, particularly certain elements of the Narcotics Task Force; second, someone from The Vision, who in my opinion was behind the murder of Jeff Jackson; and third...
"... Mr. Cleanup."
Part 33 - Police-capades
On the next Monday, Janet and Tom Riordan voluntarily came to Police Headquarters in the company of their lawyers to answer to the material witness warrants that were out for them.
Janet looked hot in a silver-gray blouse and black skirt and black high heel pumps. Her lawyer was a very high priced older man from the law firm of Chase, Lynch and Berry, and I found out soon enough that The Vision was paying for his services.
Tom's lawyer was actually a University Law School professor named John D. Clifford, who was asked to help by a billionaire University alumnus whose requests one does not refuse.
As expected, both invoked their 5th Amendment rights and refused to answer questions, and we had to let them go as we did not intend to arrest either of them. The Chief was watching Janet's "interrogation" with me behind the one-way glass of Interrogation-1.
On the way out, I made a point of being in the hallway. "Au revoir, Mrs. Riordan." I said. "I'm certain I'll be seeing you again, and soon."
"I certainly hope so, Mr. Iron Crowbar." Janet Riordan said, her eyes sparkling and a mischievous smile on her face as she passed by me. Her husband's look at me as he passed by a few seconds later was filled with venom.
After they left, I suggested to the Chief that we visit the Nextdoor County Police Department, where he could have lunch with his friend and their chief, while I consulted with one of their detectives over the Janet Riordan case. He agreed readily enough.
-----------------------
"Griswold, you old coot, you're still alive, much less police chief?" the Nextdoor County Police Chief said as he shook hands and hugged Chief Griswold.
"You slimy rascal," Griswold fired back, "when you are my age, look this good you will not, hmm?"
After their bantering and Griswold introducing me, we went into the Chief's office. The office, and the building, were much older and not as nice as our relatively new Headquarters facility, and I reminded myself to be grateful for what our Town & County had.
The other chief said in reply to a question "Yes, I got that message about wanting us to watch for the Riordans, but I didn't understand it, they're fine, upstanding people. What was up with that?"
"Oh, we need to talk to them as possible witnesses in that football player case." Chief Griswold replied. "They actually came in voluntarily this morning. In fact, that's why Don is here... Don, what did you want to ask the Chief about?"
"Yes, sir, I'd like to have one of your detectives consult with me on some side issues of the case." I said as I handed the NCPD Chief a slip of paper with a name on it. The chief looked up from under his eyebrows at my chief.
"Damn, Griswold, this guy is every bit as good as I've heard." he said, picking up the phone. "Ask J.R. Dixon to come in here, please."
A moment later the side door to the Chief's office opened. Griswold gaped in surprise.
"Chief Griswold," I said, "let me introduce you to Nextdoor County Vice Detective J.R. Dixon, a.k.a. Janet Riordan.
"Well, look what the cat drug in." Janet said, her lovely hands on her hips as she stood in the doorway, her eyes full of contempt and amusement as they bored into me. If she'd been surprised at seeing us, she didn't show it; she was good, damn good, I thought to myself. She was dressed the same as earlier this morning... except affixed to her belt was a badge of the Nextdoor County Police.
-------------------------
The chiefs were off to lunch as Janet and I sat and talked in a spot near the big lake, spreading a blanket and sitting on it and enjoying the beautiful weather. The sexual tension between us was very strong.
"So, how did you know I'm a cop?" Janet asked.
"Well," I said, "I know that you and your husband have children, but when we visited your nice home on the lake, there was not only no sign of any children at all, there was no personality in that house at all. Ergo, you may own the house, but it's not where you live on an everyday basis. Sure enough, your husband does own that house, and you and he use it to entertain other alumni... and perhaps for some of your swinger parties."
"True enough, but how does that link me to being a cop?" Janet says, "My two identities have been kept secret from each other for years."
"Well, hardly... Dixon is your maiden name. Anyway, you were working in the sex industry under an alias when The Vision people found you. They helped you to get out of the sex industry, and you became a Vice cop and began helping take drug dealers off the streets, drug dealers who were getting women on drugs and turning them to prostitution. And when your DNA came up on Jeff Jackson's body, I had my I.T. whiz run some research on you, and found one "J.R. Dixon" had been to the Police Academy, etc.
"I realized you were specifically with the Nextdoor County Police when they wouldn't help us keep an eye out for you... they're not dirty like Coltrane County, so the only logical answer was that either you or your husband was known to them and protected by them... and so from there came to see you today. The only question that remains is: are you a mole for the police within The Vision, or are you The Vision's mole within the NCPD?"
Janet took a device out of her purse and scanned me. "You're not wearing a wire, but turn off your cell phone." she said. I did so. The device she used was similar to the one Jonas Oldeeds had, which I'd purloined. The obvious deduction was big-time money, and that meant...
"Ah, never mind." I said. "You're The Vision's mole in the PD."
"Well, just so we're clear," Janet said, smiling, "I made sure they knew that I would never do anything to bring harm to any of my fellow officers, nor other police officers. That got sorely tested when you came along and had your way with me in my own bed."
She continued: "But The Vision understands my position, and while I'm grateful to them for saving me from a very ugly past life, Harvey only asks for information from time to time... the kind of information that only the police can provide. The Vision truly is not harmful, like the FBI thinks it is."
"I doubt Jeff Jackson would agree with your assessment." I said.
"I'm not going to say anything about that, not on the record, off the record, or playing games like 'hypotheticals', and so on." Janet said. "But that racist Jefferson Davis Jackson won't be raping that sweet young girl Candy or any other girl ever again."
Janet then said, lowering her voice, which penetrated with chilling intensity: "Don, the Vision is a great organization that has helped so many people in so many wonderful ways... but we're not about to let anyone destroy that, nor us, especially not the pathetic FBI. Mr. Eckhart is a wonderful man, and a powerful man. He knows a lot of things, and makes it his business to know what is going on around him and in this world. He is incredibly loyal to his friends, to those who help him; and he can likewise be very... problematic for those who cause him or his friends pain. He thinks very highly of you, Don, and he has for a very long time. Stay in his good graces, Don."
"A long time?..." I asked, then fell into a reverie. But Janet brought me back.
"Let me tell you something." Janet said, lowering her voice even more, her eyes boring into mine like fire. "We own Nextdoor County. We own Coltrane County. We own a bunch of local, town or county police in this State and a lot of other States. We own a third of the SBI, and our enemies own another third. But we don't own your County, Don. We can't seem to get in. And don't give yourself airs, it's not the Iron Crowbar that's in our way... it's someone else, someone with an iron grip on that County that even you have not yet perceived."
"Oh really?" I said.
"Well, maybe you have. Enough of that." Janet said, reaching over and unbuckling my pants. "It's time for me to get what I came out here for. I want your cock deep inside me, and your sperm searching for my waiting eggs..."
After pulling my cock free of my pants, helped by me lowering them down my legs, Janet sucked me voraciously for a few seconds until I was iron hard, then she straddled me. We both moaned as Janet impaled her sopping wet cunt onto the full length of my little 'iron crowbar' and began giving me one hell of a hot fucking...
Part 34 - Epilogue
The University won their game the next day, Saturday, in not only an upset win but a 35-0 rout. The players were clearly motivated by and playing for their fallen comrade Jefferson Davis Jackson.
Neither Dr. Laura Fredricson nor other eminent psychiatrists could break the hypnotic spell Tommy and Candy were under, though they were able to give affidavits that Tommy and Candy had been brainwashed and their statements were of unreliable value.
Still, lawyers for both of them, provided by P. Harvey Eckhart's 'The Vision', made mincemeat of the prosecution when D.A. Krasney took it to trial. Paulina Patterson told me that jurors had actually erupted into fisticuffs during their deliberations, but after the 7-5 hung jury verdict, Krasney opted not to have a re-trial and thus let the case fade away for the time being.
All of that was in the future. On this day, just hours after my lunch fuck with Janet Riordan, I arrived home at The Cabin, instinctively feeling and knowing that something was wrong. A motorcycle was parked against the garage wall near the steps to the front door. Instead of going into the house, I went along the narrow walkway around the garage to the back deck. Someone, an older man, was sitting on one of the chairs, enjoying the afternoon view. The white shock of hair told me who it was.
"Ah, it's a lovely view, Don." said P. Harvey Eckhart. "I've been enjoying it while waiting for you."
"How are you, Dr. Eckhart?" I said politely.
"Pshaw, son, I've told you to call me Harvey; now indulge an old man, will you?"
"I'm tempted every time I see you to call you 'Gruff'." I said, smiling. "Getting to 'Harvey' is going to take time."
"Har!" said Eckhart. "And I don't need to ask you to sit down on your own deck behind your own home, but do so, please."
I sat in the iron-weave love seat that Laura and I usually sat together upon, next to Eckhart in his own chair that went with the metal mesh table. He was wearing a black sportscoat and slacks, a light blue shirt, and comfortable black shoes, almost slippers.
"So... Harvey... to what do I owe the pleasure?" I asked. "Is this a follow-up to my visit with Janet Riordan today?"
"Janet says she enjoys you." Eckhart says. "She and others have told me that your penis size is, and to quote her, 'more than adequate'. That's good, it's a curse upon a man that has a small shaft. Ted Crenshaw, Steven Ikea, Jack Lewis, always trying to compensate for their small shafts."
"You should probably be having this conversation with my wife, for the sake of her research." I said.
"Ha! Yes, your wife is a lovely woman." Eckhart said. "She really is out of your league, as that Warner girl said, and you are indeed a fortunate man to have won her heart as totally as you have. But I'm not here about her. I wanted to tell you a couple of things, and tell them to your face."
"First, I reiterate that The Vision is an organization for good, and that I want to help you in any way I can in the upcoming turmoil you're about to have in your life. I can be of great value to you."
"But will the price of that be too high for me?"
"That is for you to evaluate." said Eckhart. "The second reason I came here was about that shooting at the Irish Pub the other night. That was not me, nor anyone associated with The Vision."
"I believe that." I said sincerely. "As you probably know, a body was found with window glass and a bullet from my gun in his head. He was a low-life drug addict, probably doing that job for his next fix. You use a much higher class of people in your work, Harvey. Even Gruff was higher than that dirtbag."
"I appreciate that you've made that observation." Eckhart said. "Now I just have one question that is really annoying me: this is a lovely home, but why do you have bulletproof glass in those windows, and of such high quality? That was certainly no cheap job, and even your wife likely does not need that kind of protection."
"I don't know." I said. "It was there when I bought the place. One of the previous owners must've installed it, but I have to say I'm glad to have it with my rogue nephew hanging around.... oh, by the way, Harvey, if you truly want to be on my good side, let me know where he is as soon as you find out... even if he has given you some of his drug recipes in the past, I will be in your debt if you deliver him to me... and I'll be your enemy forever if you don't."
  "I would love to help you in that direction." said Eckhart. "It wasn't me that had any association with him, though I make it a point not to know what some of my underlings and their intermediaries do. I'm sure you understand. Of course I've been looking for your nephew, too, and he is surprisingly hard to find. Wherever he has hidden himself, it is a wonderful hiding place, I must admit."
He got up. "Well, Don, I'll come visit you here this time next year. It's going to be quite a year for you, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." I said, very sure.
"I'm glad you realize that. I just wish that... someone else realized it. Oh well, au revoir, my young friend."
"Before you go," I said, "allow me to compliment you on an excellent plan. Hypnotizing Candy and Tommy to ease their pain of Jackson raping her is probably not kosher, but having Tommy 'confess' to Jackson's murder, then having your lawyers ready to go to save him, that's definitely a excellent piece of work. Very well done, and not a damn thing I can do about it."
"Obviously I will never admit to myself nor my organization being responsible for any such things," Eckhart said, "but I share your appreciation for that plan, and I hope you share my concern for the feelings of my young disciples Tommy and Candy. Wonderful young kids, they don't deserve for their lives to be filled with pain and anguish."
"I'm sure." I said.
"Again, au revoir, my young friend." Eckhart said. "I'll be speaking with you again soon, I'm sure."
"Auf wiedersehen." I said as he ambled off. A moment later I heard the roar of the motorcycle as Eckhart descended the mountain road with unbelievable speed, way too fast for any measure of safety.
A moment later the back door opened and Laura joined me in our seat. She had brought me a single-malt Scotch and wine for herself.
"I heard that Tanya Perlman turned down the offer to be head of the State Crime Lab." Laura said, deliberately not bringing up P. Harvey Eckhart's presence on our back deck.
"Yes, she did." I said. "She was polite enough, but said she wanted to remain a Detective here. Then, of course, she came back to me and complained yet again that she wants to be solving cases with us, so I promised that I would get her more street time that way."
"What I heard," said Laura, "is that she wanted to stay here to continue working with you. And I certainly can't blame her for that."
I said nothing as I took a sip of my Scotch. Mmmm, one of the good things in life.
"So," Laura said, after a few minutes of reflection, "that was a very interesting moment with Dr. Eckhart."
"Yes." I said. "P. Harvey Eckhart is to spiritual self-help what Jonas Oldeeds was to tele-evangelism. Both created huge empires... and both are snakes in the grass. But Eckhart is sure that this next year is going to be... interesting for me."
"Yes." said Laura. "Some people think he's psychic. Do you believe in psychics, darling?"
"I don't know." I said. "Sometimes I think you're reading my mind."
"Mmm, and I feel the same about you at times." Laura said. "So what am I thinking right now?"
"That we should go inside and make love before the baby wakes up."
"Ooooh, you are a mindreader!" Laura said, then pulled me to her for a deep kiss. We got up and headed inside, my cock already throbbing with lust for my beautiful wife...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - The Dinner Party
"This is going to be awkward, you know." Jeanine Olivet said as they drove down the road to one of the nicer homes in the northwest sector of the Town, outside the city limits in one of the best subdivisions.
"I agree." said Todd. "But Eleanor likes you, and wants to see you as part of the family again."
It was Saturday evening. Todd's uncle had just been involved in solving the murder of a University football player, and the team had won their first game of the season 35-0 in an upset and emotional win for their fallen teammate. Todd liked to go to away games, but had not gone to this one, instead bringing the new love of his life to meet his new 'parents'.
And Jeanine was looking smoking hot in her clingy red dress and nude-color strappy high-heel sandals which showed off her legs to magnificent effect. Todd felt the stirring in his loins as he thought about his lover's warm wet mouth and the fantastic blowjobs she delivered.
For her part, Jeanine was admiring her young stud as they drove along. His black hair was styled rather neatly and professionally and he was wearing a button-down blue shirt and black slacks for this dinner occasion. Jeanine felt her loins melting as she saw the bulge in Todd's pants, remembering how deliciously pleasant it felt to be penetrated and stretched by Todd's ten-inch Weapon of Lust. Despite their age differences, Todd's maturity for his age and their intense sexual compatibility made them excellent partners.
"I knew them early on, but I never really was part of that family." Jeanine said. "Tim and I went away before we got married; he even insisted we change our name to my French grandmother's maiden name to keep his father or brother from finding us. My affair with Jack a few months ago was kept well-hidden, and his parents only came here after his death."
"Add to it that my piece-of-crap brother murdered your husband." Todd said. "Eleanor treats me well, very well, but I think there's something behind her eyes, haunting her about all that... by the way, she doesn't hold any of what happened to Tim against you; I'm sure of that."
---
"Michael, I have never seen you so nervous." Eleanor Burke said as she took a plate from her husband as they set the table. Eleanor Burke had a lovely body, especially for her age. Toned by yoga, her legs were firm and shapely, her ass saucy and her hips and torso forming that perfect hourglass shape that her form-fitting navy blue and white dress was deliciously showing off. Her hands and feet were exquisite, and her 'old school' white high heel pumps with the blue cap toes shaped her feet, legs and ass even more wonderfully.
"Are you sure you're okay with all this, dear?" Michael Burke replied as he admired his wife's lovely figure. The normally confident, in-control man had never been faced with a situation that was so much of a soap opera: his newfound 'love child' son Todd was now dating the woman that had been married to his second son... who wasn't really his son... and who had been murdered by Todd's younger brother Ned. In addition, Jeanine was also carrying the baby of Michael's other son, Jack, who had also been murdered in this Town.
Michael was more worried about the stress on his wife Eleanor than his own state of mind. She seemed to take everything well, even Jimmy's sacrificing himself for his wife, but she was obsessed now at finding out what happened to Jack, and who was responsible for the false rape accusation against him.
"Yes, dear." Eleanor replied. "I talked to poor Jeanine at Jimmy's funeral. She's a very sweet lady, and none of what happened was her fault. Isn't it ironic, though... that Todd and Jeanine would find each other. How strange Destiny can be."
"Indeed." said her husband. He did not believe in destiny, karma, nor coincidences, and he had much foreboding about what continued to swirl around him.
---
They were in the den having small talk, which had been a bit awkward. After pouring drinks for everyone, with club soda for the heavily pregnant Jeanine, Michael Burke came to the point.
"Let's not beat around the bush here, folks." he said. "I know that things are awkward after all that has happened over the years, as well as the last few months. But I hope that our new family here can start fresh and that the future will be bright and happy."
"I'll drink to that." Jeanine said, clinking her glass with Mr. Burke's. Everyone else clinked in toast as a lot of the pressure left them, and they drank to a new future.
As they sat and talked about innocuous things, Jeanine noticed Todd admiring Eleanor's shapely legs. The older woman certainly was very attractive, Jeanine thought, knowing that Todd had bedded plenty of middle-aged women in his young lifetime. The thought of Todd fucking Eleanor flashed through the younger woman's mind, and her loins melted at the thoughts of forbidden lust.
The conversation turned to Todd's uncle solving those several crimes that led to the knowledge of Todd's parentage coming out, and what might have happened to Jack in his years since leaving college. As the Burkes filled in Jeanine on what they knew, Todd began to reflect on his new life...
Part 2 - The Beginnings
It was just a few months before, late in the previous Spring and before the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds had made his fatal trip to Town. Todd had been living with his 'new parents', as he called them, getting to know them.
He had found Eleanor Burke to be flirting with him almost since the day he met her. She began wearing tighter and sexier dresses, showing a lot more of her shapely legs and wearing high heels more often, and she spoke to him in a sultry voice, though not overly provocative. And there was no doubt that she was a 'hottie' as far as mature women were concern, in fact she was hot as far as any women were concerned. His huge cock ached with desire to be driven balls-deep into Eleanor's slick cunt. Todd felt sure this woman could handle his size and his raw, male power.
He remembered the day he'd had come into the kitchen as Eleanor was finishing putting away dishes. He came up behind her and slid his hands around her waist, drawing her to him in a warm hug.
"Ewww!" she mewled in surprise as she felt the huge bulge in Todd's groin pushing against her asscrack through his jeans and her dress. Looking to see who it was, she found herself staring straight into Todd's young, lust-filled eyes, and she knew what was about to happen between them... something she had yearned for from the moment she'd met her son Jack's younger half-brother.
"Mmm, Todd!" she said, "I didn't hear you come in." As Todd began kissing her neck from behind, little shocks of lust began spreading through her whole body. Her pussy instantly melted and became sopping wet... a special wetness that she had not felt in many years.
"Dad's not home yet." Todd whispered, his voice husky and raw with sexual desire. "Why don't you and I have a little fun right now?"
"Mmm, ohhhh... what do you have in mind, Todd?" Eleanor asked, her voice teasing but also husky with need.
Todd's hand took Eleanor's face and turned her towards him as she reached up behind her and took his head in her hand. He kissed her mouth, first gently then more deeply and hungrily, pressing his loins into her ass through their clothing even more firmly. As their tongues twined, Eleanor felt Todd's hands lifting her skirt.
"Mmm, you naughty boy." Eleanor whispered. She felt the young stud's strong hands sliding her panties down her legs. A second later they fell to the floor, puddled around her high heel pumps. She stepped out of them as she felt Todd pushing her forward and down.
"Let me show you just how naughty I can get, babe." Todd said as the sounds of his belt being unbuckled and his pants sliding down came to Eleanor's ears. She could not see his loins but felt his huge size as his rock-hard cock slid under her asscheeks and along her labes. Todd began undulating his hips, letting his cock slide back and forth along Eleanor's swollen slit but making no move to enter her yet as he kissed her neck and his hands massaged her breasts through her dress.
Todd was almost overcome with hot, raw desire. He had always enjoyed fucking older women, and Eleanor was an incredibly hot trophy-wife, mature MILF. His cock throbbed, painful with tautness, and he knew he had to get his dick inside her quickly.
"God, you're so fucking hot!" Todd whispered into Eleanor's ear as he grasped the long shaft of his meat and fit the head to her labes. "I'm going to give you what you need, baby... I am really going to give it to you!"
"Oh yes, Todd, do it, give it to me- OH MY GOD!" Eleanor gasped as Todd's large cockhead slid into her tight hole, stretching it. Todd was pushing steadily inward, and despite the slick wetness of her cunt, it resisted the thick tool's powerful invasion but to no avail. Todd withdrew then drove forward again, and Eleanor gasped as the young stud's ten-inch cock filled her completely and bumped against the back wall of her vagina.
"Oh God, that is so fucking hot!" Todd gasped. Eleanor's cunt was warm and so wonderfully wet! he thought, but she was also surprisingly tight. His cock fit like a glove inside her deep sheath.
"Oh God, Todd, oh you're going so fucking deep!" Eleanor gasped as Todd slowly began moving his hips, pumping his meat in and out of her. "Oh yes, fuck me, Todd, fuck me... oh yes... oh yeah..."
The kitchen was filled with the wet slaps of Todd's groin smacking into Eleanor's asscheeks as he picked up the steady rhythm of fucking her hard and deep. Intense pleasure rocketed through both of them as they met their deepest needs and fantasies about each other.
Todd looked over his mother's back, seeing the back of her head, the frosted hair, her lovely shape. His hands moved up to her breasts, clutching at them. He wanted more... he wanted to see Eleanor's face and breasts as he fucked her.
"Ohhh... wha?" Eleanor gasped as Todd slid his meat completely out of her cunt. The emptiness cried out to be filled again, she wanted that young cock back inside her!
"Turn around, baby." Todd said as he pulled his shirt off and his pants down, stripping completely naked. Eleanor complied, realizing what Todd wanted to do with her. She quickly stripped, letting her dress puddle on the floor, then allowing Todd to move her onto the kitchen counter, feeling the cold hardness of it under her ass as she perched herself on the edge. Todd was between her legs, his hands grasping the counter to keep her from slipping.
His mouth met hers in a deep, tongue-twining kiss as she grasped his prick and guided it back to her sweet honey-hole. As the enormous cockhead snuggled into her labes, the young stud pushed forward, and the both groaned as he buried his meat nuts-deep into her sopping wet quim.
As he pumped the older woman relentlessly, Todd enjoyed the sight in front of him. Eleanor's face was lovely, even lovelier as the ecstasy of being deeply fucked became etched upon her features. Her lips were full and inviting, and her breasts bounced gently on her chest, her nipples rock-hard and standing out like spikes.
Todd leaned over and Eleanor's face rose to meet his as their mouths locked into a deep, hungry kiss. They made out as he fucked her steadily, both enjoying the illicit, adulterous sex that they were having with each other. Todd pressed his mouth harder onto Eleanor's as he felt her mouth sucking on his tongue. He was remembering the times he'd fucked Melina on the kitchen counter, and he'd had Jeanine that way too. The pleasures of those memories only added to the intense pleasure he was feeling now fucking this mature hottie, and he began to fuck her relentlessly harder as they continued to deeply kiss.
"Mmm, that's soooo good!" Eleanor gasped when Todd finally broke the kiss and moved his head down. He lashed at her left nipple, circling it with this hard tongue before locking his lips onto her teat and sucking it hard. After a moment his mouth moved to her right breast, sucking that teat the same way. Pleasure was mounting in Eleanor's loins fast, and she knew she'd come soon.
"Oh God, I'm going to come... oh yes, OH YES!" Eleanor cried out as an explosion of pleasure crashed through her. She didn't hear Todd gasp that he was right behind her, but she felt his huge cock pushing hard into her clutching cunt and vibrating inside her... he was coming, shooting his wad, pumping an enormous load of hot semen deep inside her...
---
An hour later, they were in her bedroom. Todd was lying on top of Eleanor, his hands under her shoulder blades as he held her, their mouths deeply kissing. He was grinding his huge meat in and out of her, keeping it buried and withdrawing only an inch or two before sinking into her again.
They took their time, making hot, sweaty love, Eleanor enjoying having her mouth penetrated by Todd's tongue almost as much as feeling his big cock penetrate her well-fucked vagina.
"Oh Todd..." Eleanor whispered, "you're every bit as good as Jack was."
"Mmmm, did you fuck your Jack, Eleanor?" Todd asked, his voice husky to add to the raw sensuous nature of their conversation, "Did you fuck your own son?"
"Ohhhh yes, yes I did." Eleanor said. "Jack practically raped me the first time, he just took me, he didn't even ask. Your father got so hot watching that he came in his pants."
"Oh, does Dad like watching you get fucked?" Todd asked.
"Only when it was Jack." Eleanor said. "I didn't cheat on Michael with anyone else. Jimmy... wanted to fuck me, but he wasn't a man like Jack was. And you're... oh that feels so good... you're just like Jack, Todd, maybe even better."
"You liked fucking Jack?" Todd said, getting Eleanor to bring up those old memories, which would enhance the sexual pleasure that he, Todd, was giving her now.
"Oh yessss..." Eleanor moaned. "Jack, there was something about him... women couldn't say 'no', and I couldn't say 'no' to him either. He was demonic in bed, he lived to fuck women... You're not like him that way, Todd... you're one hell of a fuck, but not the demon he was..."
"I'll try to be more demonic." Todd joked as he began plowing Eleanor's furrow harder, driving into her with more raw, male power.
"No... you don't need to do that, you're a man already." Eleanor said. "Jack had a dark side, a side you don't need and should stay away from. Now let's stop talking and start fucking..." Todd suited her request to his deed and began fucking her even harder, bringing her to two hard, crashing orgasms before he finally got his second nut and squirted his second huge load deep inside her...
---
Part 3 - The Paper Trail
Dinner was delicious, and Mrs. Burke gave much of the credit to Todd, who said that his Uncle Don had given him some cooking lessons, and that Uncle Don was great with a grill and campfire cooking on camping trips.
Jeanine had permitted herself one glass of wine with the meal, and it was very good wine. She told everyone that after her baby was born, she'd host a family party if the Burkes promised to bring a bottle of that particular vintage.
"I always wanted to become a lawyer." Jeanine said in reply to her mother-in-law's question. "For the first few years of Tim starting his company I was busy helping him, but once it was established I had more free time. And with a University Law School right here in Town, I applied and got in. I met Virginia and Tina at various functions, and we formed the partnership, and it's been great so far."
"I have to ask," said Michael Burke, "why you chose to break up Jimmy's company rather than sell it whole. I certainly would've bought it, and others wanted to, as well."
"It worked out better that way for the charitable trusts we'd set up." Jeanine answered, politely avoiding parts of her real reasons: she didn't want Tim's estranged father to have any part of Tim's business, knowing he'd have never wanted nor allowed that. "It was strange, though, how many different companies and people were interested. It was as if Tim had some big secret that everyone wanted to get, but I don't think there really was anything there."
"Someone knew something." Todd said, no one paying particular notice of his knowledge and interest in the situation. "Maybe there was a spy within the plant, but word got out that he had some secret process for something."
"Did the police find anything in the papers when Jimmy was killed?" asked Michael Burke, not only giving away his desire to learn more, but being a bit insensitive in asking so abruptly and directly.
"Not that I know of." said Jeanine, not telling how Todd's uncle had acquired all of the papers and was still examining them...
---
"Good grief, this is like looking for a needle in a haystack." I said, rubbing my eyes. It was nearly midnight in mid-August, just days after acquiring the tremendous amounts of data from Tim Olivet's company. Everything from production orders to sales to paychecks issued by a third-party vendor were included, and I was using every moment of spare time to try and find something, anything, that pointed to the secret that was causing everyone to want to buy the late owner's company. I feared that Olivet's secret might have gone to his grave with him.
I was in my old I.T. office downstairs in the secure 'dungeon'. Myron Milton was using it more and more frequently, and I was working hard on getting him more seniority, but that was now shaping into a new 'political' battle that would affect all of I.T., so I left it sleeping for now.
So I was surprised to see our new Detective, Angela Harlan, coming into the I.T. room and to the office door. I bade her to enter when she knocked.
"Hi sir." she said. "I heard you were down here, so I thought I was come see if I could help."
"Stop calling me 'sir', Angela." I said, "at least when we're officially off duty like we are now."
"Sorry, sir- er, Don. Heck, I can't help it." Angela said. "I know you're young for a Lieutenant, but it's still a high-level rank where I come from."
"Yes, you're right. It's hard for me to get used to. Sometimes I prefer the days of being just one of the guys." I said. "So how are you liking your new job here?"
"It's good." Angela said. "I'm looking for stuff to do, though, and I've been familiarizing myself with the cases regarding your sister and nephew, especially him. Can I ask you some questions?"
"Sure." I said, "What about him are you trying to figure out?"
"Where he is now." Harlan replied. "He's hiding himself very well."
"Yes... very good that you're thinking of that." I said. "I've racked my brains out trying to figure it out. What are you guessing?"



"He may be laying low somewhere in the City." Angela replied. "He has to have access to food, so maybe someone is bringing him groceries, or he's ordering a hell of a lot of pizza and Chinese takeout." I smiled at her semi-joke as she continued "But from what I'm thinking about his psychology, he's not the type to be dependent on anyone else for very long, and with the Federal Government offering rewards for his arrest, he would likely be betrayed pretty quickly."
"You're right," I said, "and I'll add these things: Ned has to have access to money, which he can do to some extent through internet access. But he's either he's working through previous stashes, or he'll be running out of money soon if he's not able to get around and get paid for drugs or jobs such as raping reporters and whatnot. And he needs communications access, be it the internet and emails, or cellphones."
I continued "He also has to have access to travel. If he's in the City, he has to have some way of getting here, as he keeps showing up around here from time to time. Too much travel and he could easily get caught in a traffic stop or DUI checkpoint, and he certainly can't fly unless he has some tremendous fake IDs. So overall he has to stay well hidden but be able to move around, have access to food and shelter, yet stay completely hidden in this increasingly open, camera-observed, cellphone- and RFID-chip-tracing world."
"The one thing I thought of," Angela said, "is that he's like a secret agent in another country and they've found him out and are looking for him, but he has no way of being extracted. And to that extent he must have safehouses. Perhaps some gangbangers are helping him in exchange for drug manufacturing?"
"That's a good analogy," I said, "except that Ned is moving around, and very effectively, I might add. And you're right, he probably has people helping him... but I'd guess that either they don't know who he is, or he's paying them well to keep their mouths shut. I think it's likely the former, as your idea of betraying him for reward money would be very tempting... and he knows that. So... where would you hide if you were Ned, Angela?"
"In the basement of the Police Station." Angela joked, grinning. "Who knows what Allgood has hiding in Internal Affairs right under your nose."
"You've got a good point there, but I didn't quite catch how you think he has mobility from here." I replied, smiling at the joke.
I continued: "I'll say this much: I did think that he might have been hiding at University Hospital. He was able to escape there twice, he knew some people in there, it'd be a great place to get some of the raw materials he needed for his drug synthesis as well as obtaining syringes and the like. I checked it out, and I have friends there not to mention my own wife on Staff there, so I know he's not there. But something like that is indeed a good thought."
"So is that what you're working on now?" Angela asked.
"No." I replied. "And what I'm working on here may not even involve breaking of the law, which is why I'm working on it in off duty time. Did you read up on our recent case of Ned murdering Mr. Tim Olivet?"  "Yeah, that was so sad for his poor wife." Angela said.
"Yes." I replied. "Several of our recent cases have coalesced around Mr. Olivet's company, and some secret that he apparently died with that made several other companies want to buy his company from his wife. She sold it in bits and pieces, but I'm just trying to find out what the secret was that had everyone so interested. Seems I'm the only person in this County that doesn't know."
"If no crime was committed, how did you get the warrant for that information?"
"We did have a warrant for a lot of when when he died, and Mrs. Olivet was kind enough to give her consent for us to look at all of it." I said.
"So, what's it all about? Maybe I can help." Angela said, her voice hopeful at having something to do.
Uh oh, I thought to myself, this is not stuff I want others to know about, not even my own detectives. Fortunately, I was saved as Cindy Ross came to the door.
"Lieutenant, can I borrow your protege here? We're going to assist Vice on a stakeout." Cindy said. My stare of skepticism gave away my unspoken question of why two MCD Detectives were doing Vice stakeouts. Cross-training was one thing, but if Malone was trying to stick my people on drudgery like stakeouts, which junior officers should be doing, then there would be a problem.
"Strictly observation and training for Detective Harlan." Cindy said. "Part of our cross-over training, also. We expect no arrests nor action, just some intel-gathering."
"Okay, fine." I said, looking back at my computer screen. "Let me know what information you get. And don't let Malone trap you into stakeouts for any length of time."
"We won't." Cindy replied as the women left. Two hours after they'd gone, I found myself staring almost blindly at a payment for 'services rendered' on the computer screen... then it hit me... there were several of these to "Olivet"... why is he paying himself? I asked.
Then I realized... that the name wasn't 'Olivet'. It was a different spelling, but similar. I began to look at the pay stubs for that person. It was not an employee but a contractor, and not from the regular company records, but apparently from Tim Olivet personally. I searched but could find no other mentions of that person's name in any of the records and information I possessed.
But the name was familiar, and I began putting together some pieces as I made a note to go visit that person, and very soon...
Part 4 - Searching For Answers
"Todd? Still with us?" Eleanor Burke said. They were finishing up dinner and Todd had gone into a 'reverie'... something he might have inherited from his uncle and maternal grandmother as wheels of thought turned within his head.
"Yes, Mom, still here." Todd said. He often called Eleanor 'Mom', although Elizabeth was very much his real mother to him.
Todd continued "I was just thinking of that secret Tim might have had. Jeanine, you never had any idea at all what it was?"
"See, even my boyfriend is caught up in the secret." Jeanine said jokingly. "But no, and I'm not even sure there was a secret at all. Tim never mentioned anything, and we did talk about his work from time to time. There were no new patent applications, and the current ones had been known about for several years. The research staff said there was nothing particularly new or exciting that they were working on, though I have to admit I didn't talk to every single one of them."
"I know you sold the company, but if there is anything you'd like me or my research people to look at, we might be able to help." Michael Burke said.
"Yes, most of it is sold off, and I appreciate the offer but it won't be necessary." Jeanine said. "Tim's research staff told me what they knew, and there was nothing new that they were aware of. Todd's uncle was a chemistry major in college, and he said that the papers he looked over when Tim was killed showed nothing of significance, either. To be honest, I'm over and past all of that: the company is sold, and I'm just looking forward to my legal career and Todd's future."
"I hope that future will be with my company." Michael Burke said. "And it might well be his one day in the future."
"There are some aspects of the company that I like." Todd said. "The sales aspect and traveling for that might be fun. I'll leave the number-crunching to the CPAs and lawyers like Jeanine here." His grin gave away that he was teasing Jeanine, and her grin back showed her understanding of it. What she was not understanding was why Todd was interested in the travel aspects of the job...
---
As Todd and Eleanor cleaned the dishes, he was recounting to Eleanor how he'd been introduced to Jeanine and how they'd hit it off from the first moment. Eleanor was happy to hear that; Todd had taken losing that woman Melina very hard, and Eleanor thought Jeanine would be a much better woman for her stepson.
"Jeanine has always been a fit for this family." Eleanor said. "I was hoping Jack would take her away from Jimmy and Jack would marry her. But Jack didn't settle down, and Jeanine went away with Jimmy. He didn't want any part of us... I think Jimmy knew that we thought Jack was the better man all the way around."
"Well, Mom," Todd said, "I think it worked out. Especially since I got into your pants."
"Mmmm, you got that right." Eleanor said. Both of them began thinking of the past few months...
About two weeks after their first passionate coupling, Todd was on top of Eleanor on his bed in his bedroom. They were making love, and Eleanor was especially hot, squirming her saucy ass underneath him. At one point their gasps and the smacks of their lovemaking subsided... and Todd heard another noise.
Looking over his shoulder, he got a huge surprise: his father Michael was sitting in the chair in the corner of the room, naked. Michael was stroking his cock, a slender but large nine inch prick that was standing out hard as a spike. Michael's face was red and he was barely breathing as he watched the intense, adulterous copulation on the bed.
"Hi Dad." Todd said, not letting his surprise show, and taking command of the situation. "Like watching me fuck your wife?"
"Yeah... yes, son, fuck her. I want to... keep watching... Fuck her, Todd, give it to her!" Michael Burke said. He was a handsome man with white hair, his body still slender, fit, very much in shape. Despite some heart problems, he loved playing tennis. Todd could see where he'd inherited his penis size from: Michael Burke's cock was not as large as Todd's, and Jack's had been bigger also, but it was still a very impressive nine-inch length.
Todd began fucking Eleanor even harder. "Come on, Todd, show my husband how a real man fucks me! Show him what real fucking is all about!" Her words were derisive and Todd instantly deduced that the man he'd watched in business be dominant and strong was in fact a submissive to his wife at home. Todd groaned as he plowed Eleanor harder, the pleasure of the sex mingling with the rush in his mind that he was going to take advantage of this situation... even as he fucked the lovely mature woman beneath him, his mind was already planning on how to dominate both of them.
But it was going to be a challenge... the excitement of fucking his father's wife in front of his father was more intense than Todd realized, and he soon felt his nut rising uncontrollably... he was about to come! He didn't try to stop it but just let it happen, groaning as he felt his semen blast into Eleanor's well-fucked, sopping cunt. His load was huge and messy, and it took a full minute before he finally finished his release.
 
"Todd, go get us a drink." Eleanor said. "I'll have some vermouth, make something for yourself." Todd felt Eleanor's will, and realized she was trying to dominate him as she did her husband.
"What about Dad?" he said as he disengaged.
"He's going to have a different drink. Now go." Eleanor said. Todd understood and left the room; he had no desire to watch what his stepmother was going to make her husband do, that she was going to have Michael orally clean up her semen-filled pussy, and that it was something Michael loved doing. Todd thought such a thing was sickening, even his Uncle Don, who enjoyed watching, didn't stoop to that level.
Todd was glad to be out of the room. He wondered if Eleanor had been truthful when she told him Jack was the only man with whom Eleanor had cheated. Certainly the husband and wife had an understanding that he was just beginning to learn...
---
As Todd and Eleanor finished the dishes in the kitchen, Jeanine was left alone with Michael Burke. Jeanine wasn't afraid of him, but Tim's dislike and fear of him had worn off on her over time, and she was wary. Todd had told her about Michael Burke's submissiveness in the bedroom, which she could scarcely believe at this moment as she felt Michael's strength and power.
"I have to say, Jeanine," Michael Burke started as he sat down in a chair opposite of her on the sofa, "that while I know it's very awkward, I'm glad you're here with us, and I hope that you'll let Eleanor and I become part of your family again if your relationship with Todd goes where I think it will."
"That's very kind of you, Mr. Burke." Jeanine said.
"Please, call me Michael." Burke said. Then after a pause, as if he was considering something, he asked "What do you know about our son Jack, beyond your own relationship with him?"
"To be honest, nothing." Jeanine said. "My few contacts with Jack were purely sexual. We never talked about him or anything to do with your family."
"I understand." said Michael. "The reason I ask... you probably don't know that when Jack was at college, in fact he was near graduation... well, he was accused of rape by a woman there."
"Todd mentioned that, but he doesn't know anything about it either." Jeanine replied.
"The charges were dropped," said Burke, "but Jack was hounded out of school by one of the professors there. His leaving college and disappearing devastated Eleanor and myself, but especially Eleanor."
"I'm sorry to hear that." Jeanine said politely, wondering what the point was that Mr. Burke was attempting to make. "Didn't Jack visit you a few times, didn't he say anything to you at all?"
"He visited us three times after dropping out of school, never staying more than an afternoon. He never would say what happened nor what he was doing with his life." Burke said. "The... stress on Eleanor has been tremendous. She was so happy and relieved, as I was, when we heard that you were pregnant with Jack's child, which solved one of her great fears in the latter years of our lives."
After another pause, in which Jeanine did not help Michael Burke to bridge, he said "After Jack was killed, I spoke with Todd's uncle, that Detective they promoted early to Lieutenant. I told him about the woman, whose name was Ivy, that had falsely accused my son of rape. I was hoping the Detective would purse that line, but he never did. Can't say I blame him, as he's been an extremely busy man the last few months."
"Yes, he has." Jeanine said.
"What I'm getting to, I guess," said Burke, "is that for Eleanor's sake I'd like to find that woman Ivy and find out why she accused my son, and who was really behind his persecution. You're a lawyer, and a rapidly rising one in this Town. You'll hear things and maybe even get to look into things. I'd be more than a little bit grateful if you find out anything about Ivy and who was behind her, and if you let me know what you find."
"I think you overestimate my circle of influence." Jeanine said. "However, if I do hear anything, I'll be sure to let you know." Her face did not betray that she had no intentions of telling this man any such thing: if this man's son Tim had been so scared of him that he had worked his entire life to hide from his father, there was no telling what this woman Ivy's fate would be if Michael Burke found her.
And, of course, Jeanine simply wasn't interested in what had happened to Jack Burke in college.
"Thank you, dear- why there you are, Eleanor!" he said as his wife and son came back into the room with a chocolate cake. "My, this looks delicious!"
---
I arrived home after my marathon data session, warming a bottle up and taking it upstairs. It was just past 2:00am as I undressed. Just then my two-week-old daughter Carole began to wake up and fidget, still learning how to move her arms and legs.
"Hi there, Fussbudget." I said quietly to Carole as I picked her up out of her crib and sat down with her. She began her 'hungry' cry, but before she could get really loud I had the bottle ready to go and put the nipple into her mouth.
"Mmm, what time is it?" Laura asked sleepily as she awakened.
"Two o'clock." I said. "Go back to sleep. I'm feeding Carole."
"Make sure to change her diaper..." Laura mumbled as she fell back to sleep. She needed some rest and I was happy to take care of the baby and let mom get some sleep.
As I fed Carole, I thought in my mind about the secret Tim Olivet had died with... and possibly for. I was realizing that it wasn't a chemical process or a drug process that everyone was after, though they may have thought it was. Certainly Ned, a master drug synthesizer even for his young age, did not need to make an elaborate plan to get the secret from Olivet... he could've taken one look at any papers and then made the drugs himself.
And Olivet's specialty had not been drugs or anything beyond base chemicals... in fact, chemicals used in his metallurgical processes. And that is where the secret had to be, I thought as I looked into my daughter's eyes, seeing her look up at me while continuing her feast of warm milk.
Several minutes later, after the requisite burping and diaper change, I put Carole back into her crib and lay down on the bed next to Laura, my mind still at work. Now what metals secret could Olivet and a contractor working for him have found? Hmm, Olivet did do some metals sales to semiconductor companies... could it be some sort of new etching process... perhaps very tiny nano-etching... oh, that has to be it! They found a new nanotechnology process!
No wonder everyone from Ned to Anthony Warner to Thaddeus Ward to the CIA to the Red Chinese to Henry R. Wargrave was interested! A new nanotechnology or nano-etching process that solved some current problems would be worth billions!
I fell asleep, washing my mind of all of that for the next few hours. I would have to prove my thesis... and I thought I knew exactly where to look.
Part 5 - Ghost of Burkes Past
"Oh God, oh yes, OH YES!!" Jeanine cried out. She was riding Todd, impaling her burning hot cunt onto her young lover's huge, hard male meat, deliberately allowing herself to be noisy so that the Burkes could hear them making love. It was late, and Todd and Jeanine were staying at the Burke's home in the luxurious guest bedroom.
"Yeah, Beautiful, ride that meat! Ride me hard!" Todd said loudly. It was a vision of loveliness above him. Jeanine's face was beautiful, framed by her long black hair. Her breasts were very large, ready for motherhood. Even the swell of her belly with his late brother's child was exciting to Todd as he felt Jeanine grind her pussy hard on his meat.
Jeanine climaxed hard and nearly collapsed. Todd eased her over onto the bed. She lay sideways as he sat on his knees and mounted her, fucking her 'sideways'. Jeanine moaned and groaned as Todd relentlessly pumped her, just relaxing and enjoying being fucked by this young man who was every bit as good as Jack was, something she never thought she'd find. Like brother like brother, she thought to herself.
Todd did not come, and after a few minutes he simply stopped and withdrew his cock. Jeanine dreamily asked him to lie down and cuddle with her, and they began sharing warm kisses as they lay side-by-side.
"Honey, what do you know of Jack's past?" Jeanine asked Todd as they cuddled.
"Nothing, really." Todd said quietly. "I'd heard of him because he was a legend in the S-E-X Fraternity and it's Ten-Inch-Team that I told you about, but beyond that, nothing. Melina said that something happened to him in school, that he was accused of rape while she was dating him. The charges were dropped, but Jack disappeared.
"Your parents are very interested in what happened." Jeanine said. "Both of them mentioned that to me, and mentioned a girl named Ivy. They want to find her really bad."
"Yeah I know, they've told me in the past. Uncle Don said Mr. Burke mentioned it to him, but Uncle Don has no interest at all in helping to find the woman. Can't say I blame him: without her, Uncle Don would've lost Melina and that would've changed all our lives."



"What about you?" Jeanine asked.
"No, I'm not really interested in finding some girl whose accusation might have been accurate." Todd said. "Jack was a legend in bed, and I'm proud to be his brother in that capacity, but I'm hearing that he wasn't a very good man overall."
"So you think he really raped that girl?" Jeanine asked.
"Maybe." Todd said. "Somebody might have paid her off to drop the case, then had Jack disappear. Or it could really have been a set-up, like Michael and Eleanor think."
"So why would he never come back? Why would he hide?" Jeanine asked. "Why did he become a drifter for nearly a decade?"
"I don't know." Todd said. "And I don't care. It's you and me, and you're in my arms now, baby, and that's all that matters." He eased up and turned her onto her back so that he could mount her and sink his huge cock into her again.
"Mmmm," the lovely woman moaned. "I can't fight such a... persuasive argument as that... ohhhhh, oh yeah that feels so good!" she moaned as Todd entered her and sank balls-deep into her, again sitting on his knees to keep the pressure off the baby. Her gorgeous legs were pressed against his chest, her shapely feet resting on his shoulders. Todd knew he'd be licking and sucking those feet as he approached his climax. It was heaven to him. Life was good.
---
"Mmmm, that's good Michael. Keep eating my pussy just like that!" Eleanor Burke quietly moaned. She was lying naked on her bed with her husband between her legs, face-deep in her sopping wet cunt.
"Yes, Eleanor." Michael said as he tongued her slit.
"You bastard!" Eleanor said. Grabbing him by the hair she pulled his head up and slapped him in the face. Hard.
"You know what your position is when our clothes are off." Eleanor hissed. "And even if your son and our daughter-in-law are in the guest room fucking their brains out, you know what is expected of you!"
"Yes, Madame, I'm sorry." Michael said as Eleanor shoved his face back into her pussy.
"Did you speak to her about that bitch woman Ivy like I told you to?" Eleanor asked harshly.
"Yes ma'am." her husband replied.
"Good." Eleanor said. "Maybe Jeanine will be able to get some answers for us. Certainly Todd's uncle hasn't been worth shit to us."
"Maybe-" Michael started to say.
"Shut the fuck up and get your face in there and start eating my pussy." Eleanor commanded, pulling her husband's head hard into her quim and grinding her pudenda into his face with gusto. "Come on, you wimp. Eat my pussy like you've got a pair!"...
Part 6 - A (N)arrow Flight Away
A few nights after discovering the information in the Olivet data, I was able to pursue my theory of Tim Olivet's secret.
The Armory and Range are in the basement, to the front left whereas I.T. is in back left. The 100-meter course stretches below the secure parking lot above, and there were 8 lanes. At the far end, to the left of the gun range, is an archery range that goes 50 meters downrange. Heavy bulletproof glass provided a safe wall between the archery range and the gun range, and there were several target blocks inside for an archer to shoot at while inside.
It was in the archery range at 11:00pm that I found our young new Police Scientist, Barry Oliver. Just out of graduate school, he'd been a gem of a find by Tanya Perlman a couple of months before, though I knew he'd approached her with a strong desire to work for the Police.
Barry was shooting arrows with unbelievable ease, precision and accuracy. He was not a large man, just under six feet in height and slender. Compound bows take some strength to operate, and while Barry looked like he didn't have it, my observations of his shooting showed that he did.
"Lieutenant!" he said, practically coming to attention as I entered the range.
"At ease." I said instinctively, then added "Keep going. Don't let me interrupt you."
Barry shot off three arrows in quick succession with unbelievable speed, each hitting the center of the target thirty yards away in the bullseye and a tight group. I had rarely seen such good shooting.
"Great shooting." I said as Barry retrieved the ten arrows he'd sent downrange.
"Thanks." he said.
"Mind if I try a shot?" I asked. Barry handed me the compound bow and an arrow. As I pulled back I was amazed at how heavy the pull was; it took quite some strength. Barry's strength has fooled me, I thought as I let the arrow fly. I hit the target block 30 yards away, though not dead center.
"Not bad." Barry said.
"How long have you been shooting?" I asked.
"Years." Barry said. "My dad and I go bowhunting every year, and we've been doing that since I was 12 years old."
"You're damn good." I said. "That setting gives the arrow a lot of power, but it was hard to pull back. No way I could do that three-shot volley like you did so accurately."
"Yes sir, I've gotten pretty good with it over time," Barry said honestly, "but it doesn't get me a badge. I get to qualify on the gun range after I attend the Police Academy this fall."
"Oh, you haven't done that already?" I asked, knowing that he hadn't.
"No sir." he said. "I'm officially a Consultant now, working in the Lab."
"Speaking of your office in the Lab, let's go there now." I said. "No, you're not in any trouble; I just want to talk to you where it's reasonably safe and quiet."
--
I used the device I'd purloined from the late Rev. Jonas Oldeeds's security officer to check for bugs around Barry's desk, which was in the Crime Lab building on the other side of the secure parking lot. There were no bugs. I had Barry sit down at his desk and brought up a chair next to it.
"Barry," I said, "I need to talk to you about something important, but something that you and I need to keep in total secrecy, just between you, me, and the test tubes here."
"Yes sir." Barry said.
"Barry, did you work for Tim Olivet before he died?" I asked, scrutinizing his face. His eyes lit up, first with surprise, then fear, then resignation.
"I guess you know that I did." Barry said. "What do you know?"
I said "I know that a lot of people tried to buy the man's company because they thought some new secret process would be part of the deal. Something new that they believed Olivet had invented or discovered. Something so great that everyone from the Federal Government to foreign spies to criminal organizations wanted to get a hold of it."
I continued "I also believe that they're not sure exactly what it was. They also haven't realized that Olivet was working with someone else, a contract researcher. I believe the researcher took every scrap of paper on a project, a nanotechnology project, after Olivet was murdered, and that this researcher has hidden the papers well."
"And," I finished, "I believe that you are that researcher, Barry."
Barry didn't answer for a few moments. His face was a mask of worry.
"Barry," I asked, "I'm on your side. But I need to know: has the CIA tried to recruit you at any time in the past?"
"Yes sir." Barry said. "Relentlessly. When I was in college and began showing promise in chemical and metallurgical research, they came around and offered me a job working for them while I finished my degree. Even offered to pay for the rest of my schooling. I told them that I did not want any part of the CIA, ever. I guess I'm one of those anti-Government types, at least on the Federal level."
I nodded as Barry continued, "I told them not only 'no' but 'hell no!', but they wouldn't take 'no' for an answer. They hounded me for two years. I began concentrating in police science, as I was interested in that, and they still bothered me. I actually went to Court where I lived and asked for a restraining order against them. The judge wouldn't issue one but they finally left me alone."
"I came here, hoping I was throwing them off the trail by leaving no forwarding addresses. I don't use credit cards and I'm almost completely off the grid." Barry continued. "I began working for Tim Olivet and we agreed that he would pay me from a dummy corporation so that no one would immediately find me."
"Unfortunately," Barry said, "it didn't work. A CIA guy, a young guy, college student around here, contacted me one day when I was having lunch on the Town Square. He said that the CIA was still interested in having me work with them. I told him to go to hell and leave me alone, that I would commit suicide before agreeing to work for the CIA. He seemed to get the message and left."
"Did he know, or seem to know, that you were working with Olivet?"
"No, he didn't say anything about that; in fact, he said that there were some chemistry research projects at this University that I could work on. I already know about two of them, one under the Pharmacy Building and another under the Biology Building. The pharmacy one is okay, your wi-" Barry stopped.
"My wife is overseeing that one." I said, finishing the sentence for him. "And the one under the Biology Building is of a nature that no sane or decent person should ever be working on. My wife won't have anything to do with that one, and I may just move in and shut it down one of these days."
"Yes sir, it seems you know everything about that." Barry said. "But you don't seem to be working with them talking to me now."
"I'm not." I said. "And Barry, the CIA tried to recruit me when I was in college and when I was in the Army, and they tried to get me to sell security products to them before I moved here and became a policeman. I told them 'hell no!' too... and in much stronger language."
Barry grinned as I asked "And you were working on nanotechnology when Olivet died? You took the papers and hid them?"
"Yes sir." Barry said. "But I won't say where, not even to you, Lieutenant."
"If I gave you my word that I won't tell anyone, not even my wife, and that the papers are yours and safe with you," I said, "would you at least satisfy my need to understand it? Tim Olivet died over it and you're in danger, Barry. If I found you, eventually the dogs of the CIA or someone else much worse might find you. Certainly I'm going to expedite your entry into the Police Academy and get you gun-qualified so that you can shoot the bastards if they come after you, and your arrows are better than a crowbar, as well. But I need you to trust me, also."
Barry considered my words, then said "Okay, come over here." He led me to a shelf that was next to the wall, open to both sides, with boxes of glassware on the shelves. "This shelf slides into the wall to give extra room if needed. These screws down here and up there..." he pointed at some screws near the very top and bottom of the shelving... "keep the shelf from sliding all the way out."
"But if you take out those screws," he said, suiting his action to the words, "then it comes out about a foot farther, and Voila!." Several holders were screwed into the shelf, and in those holders were file folders filled with sheafs of papers.
"All the research notes I had are in here." Barry said. "We found a process to etch a metal board at virtually the atomic level, and do it with precision, accuracy and consistency. Semiconductors could be etched at a level almost undreamed of now. Supercomputing would ramp up to incredible levels, new technologies from micro-cameras to surgical tools to, unfortunately, weapons would be possible. I've still got work to do on it, but with all the heat on the company after Tim died, I'm going to lay low and keep it hidden for a while, then come out with it when I can safely do so."
"Good idea." I said. "Go ahead and fix the shelf back. It's a good hiding place. I certainly won't say a word about it unless you ask me to. In the meantime, you're right to be very careful. I want you to tell me if anyone contacts you about this. If someone contacts you about anything out of the ordinary, please let me know. I also want you to take precautions: if someone tries to kidnap you, try to find a way to let us trace you."
"So how did you find me, Lieutenant?" Barry asked.
"Detective work." I said. "I think the only reason you haven't been found is because your pay stubs have 'Oliver' on them, and everyone else misread them as 'Olivet', as I originally did. All that paperwork is now in the hands of the new owners of Olivet's company, Acme. And the man behind them is exceptionally dangerous. Be careful and always be on your guard, Barry. Try not to be anywhere alone, if you can help it."
"Yes sir. Thank you, sir." Barry said, and as I turned to go, he called out "Lieutenant, there is one thing I need to tell you."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Tim Olivet was a good man. He was a friend to me, and he was a decent person that didn't like the Government any more than I do, and apparently as you don't. One reason I took this job here with the police was to find the bastard that killed him. I know he's your nephew, but if I find him before you do, you're only going to find his dead body. You can fire me for saying that, but that's my intent."
I just nodded. "If you do find him before I do and he comes over confirmed dead... you'll have nothing but my total gratitude for it... and I'll even make damn sure you get a medal." Leaving Barry behind, I walked out of the building.
Part 7 - Shovel-Ready: Digging For Information
"I don't know what's going on, but I thought I'd better tell you." Jeanine Olivet Burke said to me.
We were in the basement room of my mom's house, the "Mountain Nest." It was mid-September, during a lull between cases. Todd, Laura and my mother were outside on the patio with Carole, enjoying the afternoon sun.
Jeanine and Todd had just married. It was a small ceremony, attended mostly by family and Jeanine's legal partners. I was a bit surprised by the speed in which Todd had decided to marry Jeanine, but I wasn't complaining: they were well-matched. I think my mother was a bit miffed that they didn't have a bigger wedding, but grandmothers are like that.
"So what happened?" I asked.
"I got this call from Mr. Coleman, of the Lowe, Ball & Lynch Law Firm." Jeanine started.
"Business attorneys, if memory serves me correctly." I said.
"And it always does." Jeanine replied. "Mr. Coleman is the firm's 'worm', the guy who annoys and irritates people, getting under their skin until they give up the information he wants. He called me a couple of days ago on behalf of Acme Consolidated. He asked if we'd turned all the papers of the company over to Acme."
"I replied that we had given them everything they were entitled to, but of course the papers related to patents licensed by other companies wouldn't be shared with them. Mr. Coleman said he wasn't talking about that, but that he was looking for the basic papers of the company, such as personnel records and pay stubs."
"Ahhh, interesting." I said. "Did you send him everything?"
"As far as I know." Jeanine said. "Payroll was outsourced to ADP, of course. But here's the rest of the story: when I told him that, he got testy with me. He said that he believed that Acme had not been given all of the paperwork to which they were entitled, and that some of the pay records appeared to be missing. I put Tina Felton on the line at that time, and she told him in no uncertain terms that he'd gotten everything he was supposed to get, and that the records had been meticulously organized and grouped, so payroll was all in one batch."
"By the way," Jeanine continued, "apparently when you police copied the records, your guys organized them. They were a big mess before."
"Yes, I think some of my guys are too efficient by half." I said. "What about contract workers, 1099 workers and such?" I asked. "Did Tim have any other corporations from which he might have paid contractors?" I knew the answer but was asking just to see what Jeanine knew.
"I'm not sure." said Jeanine. "I don't think Tim was trying to hide anything from me, but he might have set up a dummy corp for research work, to keep what he was doing secret. If he did, he didn't siphon off much money to them. Do you have any ideas about any of it?"
"Oh yes." I replied. "They're looking for someone. They think your husband had separately and secretly employed someone doing research for him, and are looking for pay records. So the worm met his match with you and Tina, eh?"
"It got pretty ugly for a few moments, there." Jeanine said. "The guy was threatening to sue us, and Tina told him to bring it on and get ready for one hell of a counter-suit. After that the guy eased up a bit. Tina said she thought she heard someone in the background telling the guy to back off."
"Ah, so someone is pulling the guy's string." I said. "Thanks for telling me this, Jeanine."
"So, did you ever find out anything at all?" Jeanine said, peering at me.
"As long as I don't tell you, you have 'plausible deniability'." I said, half joking. Jeanine didn't appear to be amused, so I continued, "If they haven't found anything from the records by now, I doubt they're going to. They obviously haven't found anything because they're calling you in the belief there is more data. That actually speaks of desperation on their part."
"I agree... but that did not answer my question." Jeanine said. "You don't have to tell me if you think it's important not to, but I would like to know at some point in time. I want to know why I had to bury my first husband."
"I hear you." I said. "And I'll tell you in due time. I do think the situation is still fluid and potentially dangerous, so what you don't know may keep you... and your upcoming baby... safe."
Just then the others came back inside. Todd asked Jeanine "Did you tell him about Ivy?"
"Not yet." Jeanine said. "Don, that's the other thing I wanted to ask you about. Todd's parents, the Burkes, have asked us both about some girl Jack knew in college, named 'Ivy'. They believe she framed Jack for rape."
I made a studied effort not to react nor to look at Laura, though I could feel that both she and my mother were listening intently.
"Yes, Mr. Burke spoke to me about that." I said. "It was months ago, when he first moved to this Town."
"Uncle Don," said Todd, "we're wondering what to do or say about it. I really don't care about what happened in your college days, but they're pretty intent on finding out about this woman, and they think you might know something or be able to help them find this woman."
"I have less than zero interest in finding that woman, nor helping your parents find her." I said. "In fact, I don't want to have to investigate any more murders than I need to, and if they found her, I might end up being... 'professionally' involved."
"They say they just want to find out the truth of what happened with Jack." Jeanine said.
"Tell me, both of you." I said. "What do you think their reaction would be if they found her? Do you think they really just want to talk to her? Just find out what happened, when they openly have said they think she set their son up?"
"He's got a point there, babe." Todd said to his new wife. Jeanine was more skeptical.
---
It was late that night, and the air was getting cold as I stood on the deck of The Cabin. Cold, just the way I liked it. Laura, not so much, but I heard her come outside.
"Carole's asleep." she said.
"Good." I said, my mind adrift.
"Penny for your thoughts." Laura said, coming up next to me and putting her arm around my waist, a gesture I reciprocated.
"Oh, just looking at this beautiful view... and the view of the Town, too." I said, complimenting my lovely wife.
"Mm-hmm." Laura said. "You've been pretty quiet since we got home. Something you and Jeanine talked about while we were out on the patio?"
 
"No," I said, "it's more about what they said about the Burkes still looking for that girl Ivy. That was a long time in the past, but I'm concerned about their zeal to find her. I'm hoping I don't have to do anything about it." I then looked directly at Laura. "I'm sure you agree."



"One hundred percent." Laura said. "But you have plenty else to worry about around here. I wouldn't worry about any of that if I were you. I'm sure that if they haven't found that girl by now, they never will."
"I hope you're right." I said. "I hope you're right."
---
A few days later, Laura and I were invited to University President Wellman's home for a reception for the University Hospital's medical staff, of which my lovely wife was a member. I remembered some of the doctors from my stay at University Hospital months before after the ordeal Ned put me through at the Ward Harvester plant. Cpt. Britt Maxwell was also there, and I talked with her for awhile.
I remembered Dr. Richard Searles from his consultation with us in the Jefferson Jackson murder case. He introduced us to his wife Gloria, who had a private practice in the wealthiest part of the County, just northeast of Town.
Gloria was a stunningly beautiful woman. She was fairly short, her black hair cut very short, which suited her very well. Her face was simply drop-dead gorgeous, with sensuous eyes, a small but sexy mouth. Her body was slender and perfectly proportioned, her breasts relatively large and her ass scrumptious. But it was her legs that captivated me: they were perfect, shapely and sexy, and her feet looked luscious in the high heel pumps she was wearing.
Unfortunately, Dr. Gloria Searles was very religious and didn't seem to think much of Laura nor what my wife was a professor of at the University. I saw that she was conversing with people like Pastor Westboro and Kelly Carnes, both deeply religious Puritans as well. I didn't get to talk to Gloria too much, unfortunately.
But I did have a conversation with someone else, a conversation I was not seeking. As people were talking on the back lawn of President's home, Henry R. Wargrave and his wife approached Laura and myself. After the merest attention to the necessary niceties, Wargrave asked me if he could speak with me for a moment, and his wife was a little too quick to draw Laura away from me.
"Come this way." Wargrave said. About halfway down the grass alley between the President's Home and the guesthouse at the very end of the yard, there was a gate cut into the hedge on the left side. Wargrave led me through that gate and down a path towards the river. The sun was just setting but there was still some light.
There was a sundial at the end of the path, which was perched on a rise that sloped down from that point towards the river. As I looked over the pretty scene, I could see at the river's edge in the distance a burly man, who had a heavy beard under his fishing hat, casting a fishing line into the water.
Further to my left, which was South, I could see the lights of the BigPharmaCorp plant on the other side of the river, and further south from there I could make out the lights of Crown Chemicals, also on the other side of the river. To the north, the other side of the river was composed of carefully laid out rows of vegetable crops on the vast, flat farmlands. Way further north were lights from the Water Works as well as some homes on the finger of the ridge that cut northwest.
"Lovely view from here." Wargrave said. We were alone, unless one considered the fisherman at the river. I was armed, but I was very nervous; there were too many places where a sniper could be perched.
"Yes, it is." I said. "What can I do for you, Mr. Wargrave?" I asked, to get this meeting overwith as soon as possible.
"As you know," Wargrave said, looking out over the river as he spoke, "I'm on the board of Acme Consolidated. We recently purchased the majority portions of the unfortunate Tim Olivet's company."
"Yes, so I heard." I said. "I believe you once mentioned something about being 'just' an advisor to them."  
"Yes, that's true." Wargrave said, not too happy of my reminding him of that. "What I need to discuss with you is that I know that the Police collected all the papers of the company as evidence when Mr. Olivet was murdered." Wargrave said. "It seems that we're missing some of the papers. Mrs. Olivet, who I believe recently married your nephew, says that she turned over all the papers to us, and I'm sure she turned over everything of which she was aware."
"I'm sure she did, though I understand she sold the company piecemeal, and some papers probably went to other companies to whom she licensed patents and processes." I replied.
"Yes, I'm sure." said Wargrave. "But what I'd like is to ask a favor of you, and you probably know that I can repay favors in huge ways. I'd like for your Police Department to allow a couple of my people to view the papers- the ones we're entitled to, of course- and check to see if some papers were lost."
It did not take much deduction for me to realize that Wargrave was going down a path of near-desperation to find out the secret for which Tim Olivet died... and a secret to which in my opinion Wargrave was not entitled. My response was easy:
"Mr. Wargrave," I said, "we gave all the papers we took as evidence back to Mrs. Olivet. I can check and see if any were accidentally held in our evidence rooms, but I'm pretty sure they all went back."
"Nothing digital we can look at?" Wargrave said. His directness was amazing, the bravado masking the desperation. I was extremely glad to be ahead of him and ahead of the game on this one.
"No sir, that would absolutely violate Police Department protocols and policies." I said. "It would probably require the consent of the entire Town & County Council -and- a Court order."
"I understand." Wargrave said. I wasn't too surprised that he didn't let that stop him. "Of course, I know your position in the Police Department is a very high one, and you're still overseeing the I.T. department. As I said before, I'd consider it an extraordinary favor to me, and one I'd remember to repay in big multiples in the future."
"As much as I'd like to help," I said, lying through my teeth on that one, "there really isn't much I can do. We gave back all the papers, and any little bit of data that might in our computers would need that Council consent and Court order for releasing evidence, especially in a murder case that remains open. We haven't caught the perp who murdered Olivet... yet... and until we do, it's still active evidence."
"I understand." said Wargrave, clearly irritated. I was looking up and down the river as the last of the light faded. The burly, bearded fisherman was still there, but it looked as if he was putting up his gear. I saw no one else.
"Well, thank you for your time, Lieutenant." Wargrave said. "We should head back to the party before President Wellman sends out a posse for us." He turned to go, and I followed him along the path back to the gate where we had entered.
Some minutes later, after I'd found my wife and rescued her from the extremely boring grandmother of one of the staff doctors, we spoke with Britt Maxwell.
"Did you see it all?" I asked.
"Sure did." Britt said. "I didn't see anyone else, except a fisherman by the river. I think you were safe."
"Thanks for watching my back." I told Britt. "One can never be too careful with that man."
"I totally agree." Britt said. "What did he want?"
"He actually had the brazenness to ask to see the Olivet company evidence we'd collected." I replied.
"Wow." said Laura. "Not like him to show his cards like that. They must be really desperate."
"Yep." I said... not reacting to the significance of Laura's use of the word 'they'. She had slipped.
Part 8 - Epilogue
On October 15th, Jeanine gave birth to a baby boy, both mother and baby doing extremely well. Jeanine named the baby 'Jack', after his biological father, and I hoped this 'Jack Burke' would be better than the last one was. Todd would begin the process of formally adopting the baby, which would not be complete until Todd was 21 years old the next May.
The Burkes seemed very happy with their new grandchild when I visited the hospital later that day. They were cordial enough to me, but I seemed to sense that they were eying me warily.
What I did not know was what had occurred just the day before.
---
"We really appreciate you seeing us today." said Michael Burke as their host handed him his drink. Eleanor Burke was given her drink and their host had them seated in front of the beautiful mahogany desk in his study.
"What can I do for you?" their host asked as he sat down behind the desk. The office was sparsely furnished, but what was there was of the very best quality, from the desk and chairs, to the bookcases built into the side walls and the paintings placed in the correct places. A large window dominated the wall behind the desk, and the Burkes could not know that it was the highest grade bulletproof glass, able to withstand a machine gun. The window also served to cast the host in shadow, and his guests in the light... a lesson learned from the master criminal of criminals, Professor Moriarty.
The office was next to the luxurious home in the wealthiest district of the County, but separated from it. It served as the host's workplace when he was in the County and not at his regular office high atop a skyscraper in the City.
"We're at the end of our rope, and we need your help." Michael Burke said. He told the story of his son being framed for rape while in college by a girl named 'Ivy', and of the futile efforts to find her.
"We just want to find out what happened to our son." Burke said. "We even talked to the Police Lieutenant, and we know he knew Jack in college, but Don doesn't seem interested in helping us find out anything."
"Oh, so Don is involved in this?" their host said. Their host was Henry R. Wargrave, and he was now very interested.
"Yes." Eleanor Burke said, becoming aware that Wargrave's interest in helping them, if such interest existed, would be because of Todd's uncle. "We're not sure exactly what their connection is, but our private investigators found out that Don and his ex-wife Melina may have known Jack during that time."
"From what you told me," said Wargrave, "apparently this girl cried 'rape', but the charges were dropped. And someone else was behind your son leaving school and disappearing."
"Yes, that's right." Eleanor said.
"And your investigators could find nothing on that?" Wargrave asked. "Sounds like they took your money for nothing. So... what do you want me to do if I find this girl? Or would you rather have me find out the entire story for you?"
"Mr. Wargrave-" started Michael Burke.
"Please, call me Henry." Wargrave said. "We're friends here."
"Thank you, Henry... Yes, if you could find out what happened, we'd be very grateful." Michael said. Wargrave noted his sincere interest, but saw something darker, much darker, in Eleanor's eyes as they bored into him. Wargrave felt that Eleanor was a dominant woman, and had long observed that she was dominant over her husband despite his outward actions. Despite his erectile dysfunction, he felt a slight stirring in his loins as he admired the beautiful mature woman in front of him... he could sense the dangerous edge to her.
"I'll tell you what." said Wargrave. "I'll look into the matter for you. To be honest, there might not be much to find, so I don't want you to get your hopes up too much... but I'll see what I can find out about your son."
After the Burkes had left, Wargrave sat at his desk, thinking. He had a sixth sense when big things would come his way, be it an arms deal going good or bad, or other business deals coming to him... and he was having that feeling now that there was something big about this... and it might be just what he needed to gain leverage over the one man in this world he'd come to be concerned about... the Iron Crowbar.
Finis.
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Part 1 - The Crime Scene
"Looks cultish to me, Lieutenant." Tanya Perlman stated.
It was 8:00am on Tuesday morning. It was near the end of September, the air was getting cooler at night, the leaves were beginning to turn colors, and the University football team was 4-0... as was the team from my own alma mater within the same conference. Laura and I had been feverishly but pleasurably at work the last two weeks trying to make a new baby.
But I had no time to think about any of that at the moment. We were standing in one of the older warehouses of my least favorite place in the County: The Ward Harvester Company. And one of the strangest crime scenes I'd ever witnessed was in front of me.
I was looking at the body of a heavy-set, bearded man, sitting in a small metal folding chair, his hands handcuffed behind him. His pants and underwear were puddled around his ankles, his genitals exposed. The back of his skull was crushed in by a blow from a heavy object, probably a baseball bat. There was plenty of blood around the crime scene, indicating that the man had met his fate right here at this location. Lipstick had been smeared on his mouth and around his genitals, though none was on his still-semi-erect penis.
"CMB estimates the time of death from 10:00pm to 1:00am, probably around 11:30 to midnight. And you'll note that the man's penis is still enlarged." Tanya said. "Looks like he climaxed just before he was killed- oh wait! Hey Barry! make sure to get extra blood samples, this guy may have been drugged." Barry Oliver, our young new Police Scientist, nodded as he brought a kit out of his bag."
"Why do you say that, Tanya?" I asked as Cindy Ross and Angela Harlan came up to us, knowing the answer but wanting the other ladies to hear it.
"He climaxed, but is still hard." Tanya said. "That bespeaks some Viagra-like drug that kept him hard after climax. Barry is great about identifying drug compounds."
"Sounds reasonable." I said. "Any other DNA we can get?"
"We've taken samples." Tanya said. "Can't say for sure, but it looks like vaginal secretions, suggesting a woman. We're going to have to run everything and see what we get. No chess sets or old movies around to give you any clues, I'm afraid."
"So who is this guy?" I asked, ignoring Tanya's remark about clues from previous cases.
"His name is Tom Burleson." Tanya reported. "He's a Plant Manager here, one of Ward's top guys. Cindy remembers interviewing him last summer during the Swap murders, as we've come to call that case."
"What do we know about him so far?" I said.
"Divorced years ago, no children. Has a younger brother whose security company works for Crown Chemicals across the river, that's the only family we know of. Lives in an apartment complex not far from here."
Just then Officer Pete Feeley came up. "Lieutenant, we found something." He led me about 10 yards away. On the floor was a riding crop and a whip.
"Hmmm, no chess sets, but clues nonetheless." I said, teasing Tanya back for her earlier ribbing of me. But she wasn't listening:
"Wow, BDSM stuff!" Tanya said. The excitement in her voice seemed more sexual than evidence-based.
"I don't need to tell you: photographs, prints, the works." I said. "Oh, and Tanya, did you notice those handcuffs our victim was secured with?
"They're chrome-plated, very shiny... and very expensive. Definitely not standard police issue." Tanya replied.
"Exactly. Not police issue, but something the connoisseur of BDSM might have." I said. "As you said, definitely cultish. Now I need to call ADA Patterson."
I walked away from everyone else a distance so that I would not be overheard. I dialed ADA Paulina Patterson's cell phone. "Paulina, there's been a murder at Ward Harvester. I'd like to take this opportunity to see if we can get a warrant to get all of Ward's business records and files. Think you can swing that?"
"I'll try." said Paulina. "I'll go to Judge Watts first; Folsom has been really bitchy about warrants lately."
After hanging up I went back towards the crime scene, seeing that Angela Harlan had joined Tanya in the examination of it. "Angela says she had some experience with serial killings and thinks this might be the work of one." Tanya reported.
"Okay Harlan, what can you tell me about this?" I asked.
Detective Angela Harlan replied in her gravelly, husky voice: "I worked on a couple of serial killings at my last job, in Texas. The M.O. sounded like a serial killer who we thought was a woman. Three men were found tied or handcuffed to chairs with their brains beaten out."
"Any BDSM stuff in that?" I asked.
"No sir." Harlan replied. "I don't recall anything like that, though I didn't see every crime scene personally. We called the 'Black Widow'- oh, that reminds me: Tanya, would you check the man's penis for markings?" 
Detective Perlman put on a fresh set of latex gloves and went over to the body. She grabbed the dead man's penis and lifted it up.
"Oh, you're right, Angela!" Tanya exclaimed. "There's a drawing here on his balls." We all came over and looked. The drawing was two red triangles outlined in black, the apexes touching each other in an hourglass shape.
"Red hourglass." I said. "The marking of a black widow spider. Same calling card as your previous cases, Angela?"
"Yes sir," Angela replied, "except the triangles were painted in various areas: one on the back of the guy's neck, the other on the guy's belly above his penis."
"Angela, see if you can pull up any files or notes for all of us to look at on your previous cases." I said. "Also, check the databases for any other similar killings, and contact Jack Muscone of the FBI or one of his team members to see if they have any information on this. Detective Perlman is in charge of this case, but I want you to work closely with her on it. Last but not least, work on the BDSM angle... it may not be your serial killer but a copycat associated with the BDSM crowd in town."
I left Tanya and Angela to talk as they examined the red triangle hourglass, bidding Cindy to walk with me. I was carrying my iron crowbar, and Cindy had a police billy stick in her hand, though she was in plain clothes. When we were alone out of earshot, I said "We also need to look into any angles regarding Ward and his behind-the-scenes business dealings. I'd like you to get with Myron Milton and see what you can dig up... and I need not mention that anything you find comes to me first and very quietly."
"Yes sir." Cindy said, then looking behind me said "Uh oh, speak of the devil."
"WHAT IN THE HELL ARE YOU GOD DAMNED POLICE DOING IN MY WAREHOUSE?"
I whirled around. The high-pitched voice was from Mr. Ward himself. He was ambling towards us, wearing a trenchcoat and fedora hat. The man accompanying him was bespectacled, had graying hair, and was wearing a five-thousand-dollar suit. I deduced that he was Ward's lawyer.
"We are investigating a murder on your property, Mr. Ward." Cindy Ross said, walking towards them as I circled around from the side. "And I'd suggest you take a more respectful tone."
"You don't tell me what tone to take on my property, young lady." Ward said, his voice a sneer. "Do you have warrants to be here?"
"I think the dead body of your manager suffices as probable cause, Mr. Ward." said Cindy. "Of course, you can check with your legal beagle here about that."
"It's a god damn good thing that Lieutenant of yours isn't here." Ward said. "Or I'd shove his crowbar right up his ass." Cindy just glanced at me as I came up behind Ward.
"I'm right here, Ward, crowbar and all." I said, my voice low and menacing. "And I'd love to see you try to shove this here crowbar or anything else up my ass. I suspect you won't survive the attempt."
Ward had whirled around to face me as I spoke, his face a mask of pure hatred. At only 5'6" or so, he had to look way up into my eyes, as I stood at a full 6'4" tall.
"Oh Jesus Christ, the shit eater is here, too." Ward said, trying not to show any fear in facing me down. "Get the fuck off my property, you bastard! Now."
"Sorry, Ward, that's not how it works." I said. "I'm here investigating the murder of your plant manager on your property. And as you're the owner, you're my number one suspect right now."
"I don't give a shit who is dead or where he's dead, you get your fucking ass off my property right now, or I'll have your badge and everything you ever thought you owned in your life, you miserable sack of dog shit." Ward said, his voice ugly and shrill.
"Detective Ross," I said, "place Thaddeus Ward under arrest, read him his considerable rights, and take him to Headquarters and book him. Fingerprints, DNA sample, the works." Cindy smiled maliciously and approached Ward with handcuffs ready.
"You can't do that!" the lawyer spluttered. "On what charge are you arresting my client?"
"Obstruction of justice, interfering with a police officer in the course of my duties, threatening a police officer with bodily harm... and if I get a mind for it, suspicion of murder in the death of his plant manager."
"You can't do that, you piece of shit!" Ward screamed. "I haven't killed anybody, this is my property and I can tell you to fuck off any time I damn well please! Now you-"
Ward's tirade was interrupted by the lawyer, who put his hand on Ward's shoulder and whispered something to him.
"Okay, I guess you can be here at the scene, but you can't go anywhere else on the property!" Ward said.
"My client is not obstructing you." said the lawyer. "You can do your work."
"Detective Ross, you heard me." I said. "What are you waiting for? Arrest Ward, read him his rights, take him to Headquarters and book him."
"I protest this!" screamed the lawyer as Ward looked on in total shock. "He hasn't done anything! You can't arrest him-"
I got right in the lawyer's face, inches away, toe-to-toe, keeping my voice level but very menacing: "Listen you bag of dog shit, your client is under arrest. I was not negotiating, I am arresting his sorry ass for the crimes I stated. He's going to jail, he will be booked and his fingerprints and DNA taken! I suggest that you do your fucking job and start working on his bail, but if you try to stop me from doing my job, as he has, I'll arrest your slimy ass and throw you in jail, too... and the perps in my jails would just love seeing some legal asshole in a five-thousand dollar suit come into their cells. They'll tear you a new ass in seconds!"
I turned to Cindy. "What ARE you waiting for, Detective? Get going! Arrest Ward!"
"With pleasure, Lieutenant." Cindy said, quickly spinning Ward around and deftly cuffing his hands before he realized what was happening. "Thaddeus Ward, you are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent..."
Part 2 - Media Matters
"Okay, ladies and gentlemen, what are we covering? Bettina, you're first."
Katherine Woodburn sat at the end of the long table in the conference room of KXTC News, looking at her reporters and editors. She was the executive producer at KXTC, and she was also owner, publisher and Editor-In-Chief of the newspaper, the Town & County Examiner. She was in her early 50s, with dyed blonde hair that didn't hide the beginnings of graying. She was attractive, sporting big breasts, an hourglass shape, nice legs and feet, especially when she wore high heel pumps. She was always wearing a business suit, was absolutely ruthless about schedules, deadlines and getting scoops, and had no scruples about invading people's privacy or rights in order to get a juicy story full of dirt.
Bettina Wurtzburg was seated near the center of the table at one side. "I'm getting the details of the murder at Ward Harvester. They found the body of a plant manager this morning. The police are doing their initial investigation right now, and we have a couple of 'cubs' on the scene."
A 'cub' was a very junior reporter that basically observed a crime scene or situation when more senior reporters couldn't be there. The senior reporter would, of course, take all the credit when he or she arrived at the scene to report the story.
"I will begin getting more information as soon as this meeting is over. I'm hearing that they actually arrested the owner, Mr. Ward, when he created a scene." finished Bettina.
"Yes, check into that, and see what we can do to help Mr. Ward get his story out about police abuse." said Woodburn. "Priya?"
The lovely Indian woman Priya Ajmani said "We are getting some new information about the FBI's ongoing investigation of the Rev. Jonas Oldeeds' murder. We finally found out that the lead investigator is Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone from the City. We are arranging an interview now."
"You'll never get that interview." Katherine said sharply. "And I want you to begin developing another angle to the story while you work on getting something from Muscone: I want a big story on why the FBI is unable to find out anything about the murder of Jonas Oldeeds. It's been months- months!- and the FBI is sitting on their asses." Priya nodded her full understanding.
After going around the table, Katherine Woodburn said "Okay, if there's nothing else-" 
"Er, ma'am?" Tim Dawdle said from near the far end, raising his hand. His black curly hair looked oily and unwashed, his pimply face not hidden by the thick, black-plastic-framed glasses he wore. He was the stereotypical "pajama boy" millennial that, like so many people in their twenties, looked absolutely worthless.
"What the hell is it, Dawdle?" Katherine Woodburn said, near exploding. "You're a sportscaster, not an investigative reporter."
"But ma'am, I'm working on a bombshell piece about PEDs in the University's athletic programs, and Coach Harlan's efforts to cover it up." Dawdle said. "I'd like to run a nightly series of stories on it as the information comes out from my confidential sources."
Katherine sighed. "Okay, Dawdle and Wurtzburg, come to my office. Everyone else, get out there and get me some fucking stories. Do you really mean to tell me that there have not been any drug-related crimes since Ikea went to the SBI?"
"No ma'am, nothing big at all." said Bettina Wurtzburg, other reporters murmuring their agreement. "It's been amazingly quiet for weeks."
"My office, Wurtzburg." Katherine said.
----
"Sit down." Katherine ordered as she took her own seat behind her desk in her surprisingly small office. She had a much nicer office in the newspaper's building next door to the television station. Bettina and Dawdle sat down.
"All right, Tim, let me explain how this works." Katherine said. "We don't run piecemeal stories on something like the football team's PED use. If you try, you'll get shut down in no time, you'll have some bad people really breathing down your neck, and I'll be getting phone calls from every rich alumni and politician in the State. I really don't need that, I have enough problems as it is."
"What you do, Tim," she continued, "is to get your information, get your ducks in a row on it like never before, then bring it to me for clearance. If it's dynamite, if it's a nuclear bomb, I'll have no problem running it and running Coach Harlan out on a rail. However... it had better be dynamite and lead to some arrests or mass firings, because if it's anything short of a nuclear bomb, they will come down on both of us like a ton of bricks, do you understand?"
"Yes ma'am." Dawdle said miserably. "Thank you, ma'am."
"Bettina, I want you to watchdog Dawdle on this. I can't have this sniveling pajama boy fuck this up, especially if it's a real story there. Don't worry, Timmy, it'll be your story if you can get it, but you'd better not fuck it up."
"Yes ma'am." Dawdle said, sounding and looking like a whipped puppy dog, absorbing the abusive insults of the famed Editor with nary a whimper of self-esteem that any real man would have.
"Bettina," said Katherine Woodburn, turning her attention totally to the lovely redhead reporterette, "we have got to get more information out of the Police Department. You need to develop new sources and get more. Griswold is a piece of shit and easily fooled, so what's the problem?"
"Ma'am, with respect, we all know who the problem is." Bettina replied. "The Iron Crowbar."
"Oh for God's sake... do they really fear one man who beat up a drug punk with a crowbar that much?" Katherine asked, unable to believe it.
"Ma'am, it's not fear, it's loyalty. They love that man." Bettina said. "They love the Chief, but they know the Iron Crowbar is the real deal. And if he runs for Sheriff like the Big Boyz and Big Girlz in this County want him to, then we're really going to have problems developing sources within the entire Public Safety Department."
"I know." said Woodburn. "Okay, I need stories. I have no problem destroying Harlan and the football team, but it has to be 100% solid. Now get out there and get me the story on that dead body at Ward Harvester, and see if you can scoop something before our vaunted Police Department finds it."
Part 3 - Legal Procedures
"Come to my office." Paulina Patterson said into the phone. I was in the I.T. office in the basement when she called me.
It was 10:00am. Ward had been processed, fingerprinted and cheek-swabbed despite vociferous protests from himself and his lawyer, and within fifteen minutes of booking had been released on his own recognizance by Judge Folsom, who simply called from the Courthouse. I figured that Paula was calling me in for the CYA spanking for what I'd done this morning.
However, when I got to her office, her face was somber, not angry. I instantly realized that it was bad news.
"Come on in and close the door." she said. I did so, then sat down at her unspoken invitation.
"I'll get right to it." Paulina said. "I went to Judge Watts as soon as I got your call... but someone had already beaten us to the punch. Judge Folsom has seniority, and he pulled rank. He'd already told Watts that only he, Folsom, could issue warrants concerning the Burleson murder and Ward Harvester, and that if Watts issued a warrant he'd be disciplined and referred to the State Legislature for impeachment."
"Wow." I said with a whistle of disbelief. "That's a heavy threat Folsom is dealing to Watts. It's like crushing a nut with a triphammer."
"Yes, but the nut is very effectively crushed, all the same." Paulina replied, then continued: "Both Folsom and D.A. Krasney were called by State Senator Nathan Allen, Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes and Councilman Pastor Raymond Westboro, all demanding that the most stringent application of the law be applied to any 'probable cause' concerning Ward Harvester's records."
"What it amounts to," Paula summed up, is that Ward's lawyer is in our faces, he's calling the big shots to back him up, and our warrant for the business records have been denied for the moment, pending you bringing something that will constitute 'probable cause' much better than what we have now."



"I see, said the blind man." I quipped. "Paulina, do you think Folsom is dirty?"
"No," said Paulina, "but he's very attuned to the political situation. He has his eye on higher-level judgeships, maybe the State Supreme Court, and he doesn't want to offend anyone like Senator Allen who might make or break him for a higher position."
"Hmmm, so I'll need to check for connections between Ward and Goldman and Westboro." I said out loud before I realized it.
"Yes," said Paulina, "but they do have a point. I understand your attempt to take advantage of this opportunity to look into Ward's dealings. But remember, the FBI did get his records and found nothing."
"So they say. They also didn't know how and where to look." I said.
"Well, develop something that connects Burleson's murder to Ward himself or to the business, and I'll get you your warrant, if I have to put a gun to Folsom's head to get it." Paulina said. "By the way, what do you think of this Burleson murder, so far?"
"Too early to tell." I said. "Angela Harlan has an idea that it resembled some previous serial killings she once investigated, and she may well be right. She and Lainie are working up a data set for me, as well as data on Burleson and his personal situation such as finances, etc. Cindy and Myron are looking into Burleson for connections to Ward's business dealings that we already know about and can look into. We're also going to have to search Burleson's home, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera."
"Those warrants are already on the way." Paulina stated. "So you think Ward was involved somehow? He certainly had a problem with you guys being there this morning."
"I don't know, but don't let his tirade cloud your thinking." I replied. "He hates the police in general, he really hates me specifically, and I think he just gets naturally agitated and lashes out when things are going badly for him."
"Speaking of which," Paulina said, trying but failing to suppress a grin, "did you really have to arrest him? His lawyer is howling about it and State Senator Allen is whining. No worries there, the arrest was legit, but was it necessary?"
"Yep." I said, grinning myself at that memory. "For all their screaming, neither Ward nor his lawyer formally objected to us acquiring a DNA sample from him, and now I have the man's DNA as well as fingerprints on record and in the database... for the future if not the present. And I obviously also have let Ward know that saying he will shove something up my ass without him being able to back it up... well, there's plenty of room in my jails for him to reconsider his words, for a few hours at least."
"You really are going to get me in trouble one of these days." Paulina said, her beautiful face radiant with her bright smile. "But I have to admit I love it when you do things like that. Just be careful and don't step over the line: they're watching us on this one."
"Yes, they are- hey!" I said, then fell into a momentary reverie. A moment later, I said "Paulina, I called you before Ward even appeared at the crime scene in his plant... but he already had a lawyer with him, and Judge Folsom already had been alerted and taken over the warrants! Not to mention the political forces were already called up and marshaled. That means someone knew something about this murder, and possibly before the Police were even on the scene."
Paulina replied "Yes, I realized that, also. While I'd expect someone at Ward's would've called him as soon as the body was found, giving him time to spring in action and get his lawyer working and making the calls to the big heavies around here, it definitely is interesting that they circled the wagons PDQ..."
----
"What have we got?" the Chief asked. He was in a sour mood, which made the air in the room thick with tension.
It was the 4:00pm conference. Angela Harlan, Cindy Ross, Tanya Perlman, Hugh Hewitt, Lainie Everett, Myron Milton and myself were in attendance.
Angela Harlan began the report: "Mr. Burleson was plant manager during the evening shift, which is 2nd shift, last night at Ward Harvester. He and the other three shift managers rotate those shifts on a monthly basis, and whoever is not on a shift works in the front office with production and material orders."
"Several workers and the night shift manager said that during the shift change, which happens at 11:00pm, Burleson commented that he was going to check on the new building's progress, then on some of the raw materials they'd need the next morning, then he would head on home. Those raw materials are stored in the warehouse where he was found the next morning."
"Nobody on third shift found him?" the Chief asked.
"No, the night shift did a limited production run and had the raw materials they needed," Angela said, "so nobody went over there during the night. The night shift manager said that since Burleson didn't call back in about anything, he assumed that everything was fine."
"So nobody noticed any strange noises or odd groups of people walking around?" Cindy asked.
"Not that anyone is telling us, so far." Angela said. "A couple of third shift workers said that some lights were on in the office areas during the night, where Mr. Ward's and the various managers' offices are, and they're usually off... but they didn't think much of it, believing someone simply didn't turn out the lights."
"And they're not looking for anything out of the ordinary, so nothing really catches their eye." the Chief said. "What about security?"
"There is none, since they don't take deliveries or have trucks leave during the evening or night shifts. That gate is locked but not monitored." replied Angela. "The parking lot for employees is gated, but the guardhouse is unstaffed. Employees enter and exit through the front building, which connects to the employee locker rooms. Security cameras are in the locker rooms, but the one at the front desk hasn't been working for months."
"Shit, place like that with ammonium nitrate, and no security?" the Chief asked, disbelieving.
"Kind of convenient, wouldn't you say, Chief?" I asked, acid in my voice, "Especially if something criminal is going on around there. Certainly some perps felt it was okay to hide three kidnapped children in one of his warehouses. By they way... Angela, did anyone say if Burleson was acting strangely, or if he had any problems that he'd mentioned?"
"Not a thing." Angela replied. "All he talked about, besides work, was fishing. No arguments with anyone that anyone I talked to could remember, certainly not recently. No complaints about money or anything like that. Additionally, I found out that Burleson would occasionally go to a nearby bar and drink with other workers, but never heavily, nor did he get into fights. Just a regular run-of-the-mill plant worker, from what everyone says."
"Patrolmen Feeley, Rudistan, Morton and myself searched his apartment, also." said Tanya Perlman. "There was absolutely nothing there. Fishing magazines, boat magazines, some miscellaneous books, mostly on fishing. Nothing on BDSM, nothing on any explosives or anything that might be suspicious. We confiscated his personal computer, but there's nothing of interest on it. Mostly URLs for fishing sites and chat rooms. Some porn, but no heavy kink or BDSM. As Angela said, just a run-of-the-mill blue collar guy, from the looks of it all."
Cindy Ross then gave her part: "I looked into Burleson's brother and their relationship. The brother runs a security firm whose only client is Crown Chemicals, which is across the river. Burleson and his brother had no problems with each other but weren't particularly close, didn't socialize or hang out with each other much. As to Crown Chemicals and Ward Harvester, they have no dealings with each other whatsoever; they're in different chemical sectors, so to speak. If there's any link there, such as industrial espionage, we'll have to dig deep to find it. We're looking to see if there is any money flow that is suspicious or unaccounted for. But so far, and like Angela and Tanya said, this guy seems to have led a life devoted to fishing and not a whole lot more."
"Keep at it folks, there has to be something there that made this man a victim of a murder." Chief Griswold said. "You'll have to expand your inquiries to any of his friends and other relatives that you can find. Keep looking to see if he had any weird hobbies that most people didn't know about, or a secret double life... something connected to the BDSM crowd. Okay, Perlman, what did the Crime Lab have to say?"
"Toxicology found drugs in the man's system." Tanya reported. "Further tests are being done, but it looks like he was shot full of something that kept his penis hard. But it was also a deadly poison... if the blow to the head didn't kill him, the poison certainly would have. The coroner will have to decide which was actually the cause of death."
"Are the drugs in his system similar to what my nephew Ned has been known to make?" I asked Tanya.
"We're doing comparison tests." said Tanya, "and the preliminary tests suggest that it may be similar, possibly a variant of what we've known Ned to produce in the past. What he injected into you during your ordeal in Ward's warehouse wasn't a deadly poison, since you're obviously still here with us, but the sexual arousal drug elements appear to be similar."
"Still here by the hair of your frickin' chinny-chin-chin, I might add." said Chief Griswold, not meaning to be humorous but getting some laughs at that anyway.
"Yes sir, I do seem to remember that part of it." I said ruefully, then continued with some instructions: "Tanya, get our new police scientist Barry Oliver up to speed on Ned and his drugs. Barry is young, but from what I've seen and what you've told me, he is to police science what Myron here is to computers and digital information. Get Barry everything you can, and tell him to become an expert on all drugs and forensics that are Ned-related. We're going to need him in our battle to bring Ned to Justice, as well as this and other cases." Tanya nodded as she made a note of my instruction.
"Think Ned's involved, Crowbar?" the Chief asked.
"Don't know yet, sir." I said. "But Ned's M.O. is to get other people to do his dirty work for him. Even though he's personally killed at least three people that we know of (Big Alex, Nurse Anya and Tim Olivet), his psychological profile suggests he likes to sit back and let others do the dirty work, with him helping and guiding. He likes to be the man behind the curtain, pulling the strings, not the man up front and exposed. So maybe he had some people go after Burleson on his behalf. The question, of course, is 'why'."
"So why would Ned involve himself in something like this?" the Chief asked.
"Chief, there are two angles here that we're looking at." I said. "One is the serial killer angle that Perlman and Harlan will talk about in a minute. The other is that it's related to Thaddeus Ward of Ward Harvester. That man has been known to have some shady dealings in the past, and I'm trying to follow up on that. If Ned's involved, I'd suspect it's from that angle, not the serial killer angle."
I added: "And of course, Ned certainly could've cooked up some drugs for someone else to use, and not be otherwise involved. There may be no real connection at all. His drug recipes are starting to get around... 'The Vision' has them, and the CIA likely does, as well."
The Chief turned to Tanya. "Anything on that aforementioned serial killing angle, Perlman?"
"Sir, Detective Harlan is all over that, as well as her groundwork today. Angela?" Tanya said, doing an excellent job of getting Angela into the conversation and complimenting her like a good leader should.
"It's very possible, Chief." said Angela, her voice husky. "The hourglass marking was on two of the bodies of the serial killings in Texas that I helped investigate. And the three people down there were killed by blows to the back of the head after having forced sex. Furthermore, they were all tied to chairs. The BDSM objects we found in this case were not part of the other cases, so that's something new and different. Martin Nash contacted Lindy Linares of the FBI, she's part of Jack Muscone's team, and we're hoping she'll have something for us soon."
"Good. At least we can trust him and his team. Crowbar, is anyone checking up on the BDSM angle?" the Chief asked. "For all we know, this might be very much related to that crowd."
"Not yet, sir," I said, " but it's certainly something we're going to look into."
"Chief," said Tanya Perlman, rescuing me, "we're trying to trace manufacturers of the stuff we found at the crime scene. When we get something, we'll see which of the several BDSM crowds on campus or in Town might be connected."
"All right." said the Chief. "My gut says the BDSM angle is something we need to look hard into, much harder than we have to this point. If you get bored looking into Ward's business activities, Crowbar, check into that." I was a bit shocked: the chief's words were unmistakably sarcastic, and appeared to be a clear reproach towards me.
"Sir," I said, "I really think the BDSM items were planted and are a blind to lead us away from the truth, whatever that may be."
"That could be, but you'll have to convince me in order to eliminate it as a possibility. Okay, everyone who is not a Lieutenant get out of here and get back to work or go home." said the Chief. The room cleared until only he and myself were left.
"Don, I need to say something to you." Chief Griswold said, a bit formally and stiffly. "I know you've been working on the Ward Harvester angle with regard to possible criminal activity. And who knows, maybe this murder of his plant manager ties into it. I'm not the fool those KXTC idiots think I am; it's as obvious to me as to you that Ward made damn sure his first order of business was to throw shields up around his business and to keep you from getting at his business records. But at the same time, don't you start focusing on this to the point you overlook another angle. I expected to hear more on the BDSM angle today."
"Yes sir." I said. No point in arguing with my boss at this point; I'd just made my point, and it had made absolutely no effect on him.
"By the way," said the Chief, "and purely for my own curiosity: why Perlman and Harlan on this?"
"Sir," I said, "my own feeling is that the serial killer angle is correct, though of course I have no proof of that yet, nor why Burleson would be a target. Harlan says she has experience with serial killer cases, and she's certainly identified this as a possible link to someone known in law enforcement as the 'Black Widow'; I've independently confirmed her research, and Jack Muscone and his FBI team are indeed helping us out with that."
"And Perlman: because she was getting restless, and this is a good case for her to be in charge of. If our new police scientist works out in the Crime Lab, I hope to get Tanya a lot more street time being the Detective she wants to be, and is very good at being."
Part 4 - The Goth-Pajama Boy Connection
"Dawdle, my man expects results." said the Goth woman as she sat across from him at the small table, rings of cigarette smoke hovering above her.
It was lunchtime, and they were in a sandwich and coffee shop between the University and the Downtown district. It was fairly popular with University students and the Goth crowd as it had wi-fi access and good coffee. However, at lunch they served sandwiches and salads with heavy amounts of vinegar and vinegar-based dressings, and the acidic odor was overpowering. Tim Dawdle felt sick to his stomach from the odors, and also from what he was being told.
Since the Goth and B&D crowds hung out around here, the people at the small table were not worth noticing. Dawdle was a pajama-boy punk with curly black hair and thick black-rimmed glasses; people didn't like looking at him any longer than they had to. The Goth woman to Dawdle's left had dirty blonde hair and a skanky appearance.
But it was the dark-haired woman opposite him, dressed in Goth appearance and her hair partially dyed blue, that gave Dawdle chills. She was well-known as 'Goth Girl Kathy', and she was known to be the girlfriend of an extremely dangerous, murderous criminal named Ned. For this woman to be talking to Dawdle, and in a manner suggesting displeasure with him, was extremely unappealing for the punk pajama-boy reporter.
"I understand." Dawdle said. "I'm still acting on the information your man gave me, checking the names of the PED users and peddlers on the football team. But I have to get a solid story that my editor, the big boss, will run with; she's told me it has to be one big story and very solid. I need time to put that together."
"You need to speed it up." said Goth Girl Kathy. "If the football season ends before you're ready to go with your story, my man is going to be very pissed. He wants Coach Harlan brought down in the prime-time of the season."
With desperation showing in his puny voice, Dawdle said "Tell him that I'm working as fast as I can, and thank him again for his information."
Kathy took a long drag on her cigarette, then blew the smoke straight into Dawdle's face. "My man does not want thanks, he wants results. Get them for him, Dawdle, or he might just decide that you make a better story than Coach Harlan does." She noticed the perspiration on the pajama-boy's brow; he was sweating in pure fear, she realized. Good, she thought, people should fear my man.
Kathy got up to go. "Gwen, take Dawdle here back to his car and give him a blow job. Make him come in your mouth." The skank blonde just nodded as Kathy turned to Dawdle. "Coach Harlan's head on a spike, Dawdle. Make it happen, and quickly. You're on the clock, and this is your two-minute warning."
Part 5 - Digital Research
While police work has moments of excitement and moments of sheer terror, the truth is that for the most part it's boring and mundane, looking for needles in haystacks and not knowing if one is even in the right haystack. That is what was happening in the I.T. dungeon during the evening. Fortunately for me, my bloodhounds of I.T. loved doing this work, and for the small price of buying them several pizzas, they produced tremendous data by 10:00pm.
The Chief came down to the I.T. rooms, something he did not commonly do, and hosted a meeting attended by myself, Tanya Perlman, Angela Harlan, Hugh Hewitt, Myron Milton, Goth Girl Mary Mahoney, and Lainie Everett.
"First, about Burleson, our victim." said Myron. "He was well paid by Mr. Ward and received occasional bonuses. I have marked the bonus deposits, and I'm looking for a correlation with the Ward records we have. I took the liberty of sending that information to Agent Muscone's team in the FBI, since they acquired a lot more records from Ward Harvester and are better equipped to spot any coincidences."
"Just don't send them too much, and make sure your Lieutenant knows about it." said the Chief. "Any connection to the deceased's brother and Crown Chemicals?
"No sir." Myron replied. "We're only able to get limited information on the brother, since he's not yet considered a suspect and we have no warrant, but from what I can tell there has been no untoward sums of money coming to the brother and no substantial contacts between Burleson and his brother and brother's family."
"As to Burleson himself," Myron continued, "there's nothing at all to indicate why he was murdered. No outstanding warrants, no outstanding complaints against him, no real debt that would be a problem for him. His credit card records are completely boring except that he has a big boat and fishing hobby. He has a boat that he takes out on Reservoir Lake, which straddles our County and Nextdoor County, the same lake you live on, Chief. He also does a lot of fishing at the River from the riverbanks at nearby parks, and the only trips he's made in years are to South Florida and to California, where he chartered boats for deep sea fishing. Again, no debts to speak of."



"The guy was making plenty of money, but he didn't bother to buy a house." I said. "I don't know if that is because he wanted to remain flexible vis-a-vis a possible future home on the water, or if he's putting money up somewhere we haven't found yet."
Lainie then gave her report. Her long brown hair was combed straight down her back and just about reached her waist. She peered from behind her fluorescent green eyeglasses as she spoke. Lainie was a nerdy geek-girl and her body was just beginning to show it could become overweight, but she had the "aura" and I remembered how I had taken her virginity and fucked her brainy brains out. But that was a story for another time...
"I've checked on the serial killer known as 'The Black Widow'." Lainie said. "As Detective Harlan told us, there were three cases in the DFW area. My research also came up with two cases in Houston, both very similar to ours, one in St. Louis, Missouri, and one in the City, just to our east."
Lainie continued: "All of the cases had the red hourglass drawn on the victims' bodies, and some had the hourglass surrounded by a black circle with 8 legs, more fully resembling a spider. All of the victims were males in their 30s or 40s and are white males, but their marital and financial statuses vary; there seems to be no real pattern that has been identified, so far."
"Were they all killed the same way?" the Chief asked.
"Yes sir," said Lainie, "they all were found tied to chairs, they all had been poisoned, though by different drugs at times, and they all had been forced to engage in sexual intercourse and were hit hard on the head right when they climaxed or right after they climaxed."
"She mates and she kills." I murmured. Angela Harlan murmured agreement.
"So there's no correlation between the victims, or any to this victim?" Angela Harlan asked.
"No ma'am." said Lainie. "At least not that we've found so far, but we're just beginning to gather extensive data on Mr. Burleson, much less the rest of them."
"Crowbar," the Chief said, "I expect you're going to look at this data on these guys for anything that pops out, any similarities?"
"Yes sir." I said. "Lainie, please send this information to Jack Muscone and his team, also. And ask if anyone else in the FBI might've started an investigation into the 'Black Widow', or if this is just coming to light for them as well. "
"Mahoney, anything on the B&D angle?" the Chief growled.
"No, Chief." said Goth Girl Mary. "So far there has been no connection between Mr. Burleson and any BDSM clubs in the County or the State. There are only a few around here, and they're in the Tenderloin District except for one very exclusive club that operates somewhere else, and I don't know where that is. There are several in the City, also, but our victim virtually never went to the City, except to go to the airport and catch flights to Florida or California. Mr. Burleson never dropped a credit card anywhere that might be related to BDSM... unless Bass Pro Shops has something going on that I don't know about."
We all laughed... except the Chief, who turned a dour eye upon Goth Girl Mary. "All right, Mahoney, keep searching. For that matter, we've got the names of the people Burleson supervised and the other shift managers he worked with. Check and see if any of them, including Mr. Ward, show any connection with a BDSM angle- Hewitt! Why are you here?"
"Uh, just helping out where I can, Chief," said Hugh, "and I'm giving Angela a ride home when we're done here tonight."
"Fer cryin' out loud." mumbled the Chief. "Just don't get in their way. Perlman, anything new about those B&D devices found on the crime scene?"
"No sir." said Tanya Perlman. "They're standard toys, which can be bought in any costume shop or adult toy shop... except for the handcuffs. Those were expensive, and only sold in a few places. That exclusive high-end club Mary mentioned is probably the only group around here that would have those."
"But where were they made?" asked the Chief with some impatience. "If they're that uncommon, then it should be easy to trace manufacturers."
"No sir." said Tanya. "this level of chrome plating was done in small lots, essentially by hand. Literally anyone from any auto body shop to the high schools' vocational shops could've done it, but it's a near-handmade job."
"All right then," said the Chief, "looks like this high-end BDSM club is our best bet." I peered at the Chief as he stood up. Saying no more, Chief Griswold stalked out of the room. After a few minutes, I told the I.T. staff to go home and get some sleep, and Goth Girl Mary, Angela, Tanya and Hugh joined me in the MCD room, gathering their things before we all left.
"Wow, wonder what has the Chief so upset?" Tanya asked, thinking aloud.
"I take it..." Angela Harlan said, her voice careful, "... that that is not normal behavior for the Chief?" Everyone looked at me.
"Maybe he's worried about what the Press is going to do with the story, but there does seem to be an edge to him on this BDSM thing." I said. "Soooo... the best way to take care of this angle is to investigate it. I'll find out who and where that exclusive BDSM club is. Mary, are you up to some undercover work?"
"No sir." Mary said. "I was 'made' by the Beanstalk Gang, they know I'm a cop. I'm worthless for undercover work now. So I'm sticking with Miltie and I.T."
"I'll do it, Don." said Tanya. "But how are you going to find out about this club? There's nothing on them in all the ethernet. I checked."
"I have a highly confidential source deep within the University's Department of Psychology, who knows many things about sexual matters. She's good looking, too." I said, utilizing the same old joke again.
"She certainly is. Tell your wife hello for us." said Tanya, grinning.
Part 6 - The Club
At 7:00am the next morning, an overcast Wednesday, it was all about Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead reporterette as she stood just outside the gates of Ward Harvester. "Channel Two News has learned that the Police are following a lead in the murder of Ward Harvester Plant Manager Tom Burleson, who was found dead here at the plant yesterday morning. Among the evidence collected at the scene were several objects which point to a possible link with the Fetish and BDSM crowds that infest the Tenderloin District. Police have not yet found any link between the victim and groups that practice deviant BDSM behavior, but sources tell Channel Two News that possible links are being actively investigated at this time. The Police would not confirm that the FBI has been contacted to help in this investigation, but the SBI has stated that they have not been contacted at all regarding this case."
"And it will remain that way." I said out loud, to no one in particular as Bettina handed over the broadcast to Tim Dawdle.
"This is Tim Dawdle, KXTC Channel Two Sports. The NCAA and several of the major Conferences will begin a series of meetings in the City this week and weekend, which we will be covering. While the NCAA and participating Conferences are saying that these meetings are routine, it is highly unusual for them to be held during the football season. Channel Two Sports will bring you all the information as soon as we get it."
"In other news, your University football team is on the road again this weekend, putting their 4-0 record on the line. Coach Harlan and his new staff have been extremely fortunate so far, but the oddsmakers are against them continuing their streak as they plunge into the meat of their schedule in October. This is Tim Dawdle, Channel Two Sports..."
"Wow, no mention of PEDs?" Angela Harlan inquired, puzzled. "What, did they pay the bastard off?"
"That's a good point that he didn't even mention it." I said. "He'd been saying something about it almost every day. I doubt he's been muzzled... hmmm, you know, it may be he's found something and is holding back to build a big story to spring on us. Knowing the Press around here, I wouldn't bet against that."
"Fucking little prick." I heard Angela whisper under her breath, saying it about Dawdle.
-----
At 9:30pm, I gave Tanya Perlman final instructions before heading to the BDSM club known as "Lashes and Lace". It was in what looked like an office building just South of the University and on the East Road that led to Nextdoor County and the City. Laura had obtained the information for me, as well as an "invitation" pass for Tanya to enter the club. But all my wife knew was that it was run by a woman named Rita, and we knew nothing further about her nor any of the members.
"Tanya," I said, "you'll probably be on your own in there, and you can't take a gun inside. You're wired, but if the signal gets blocked we won't be able to listen in. Just ask around the bar if Burleson comes in the place. Sit around and listen to the talk, don't pick up too many men while you're in there." Tanya grinned at that one as I continued, "If there's any trouble at all, use the safe word into the wire, and also speed dial my cell phone immediately if you're able, and we'll come running in."
Cindy, Hugh and I were in an unmarked SUV in a parking lot near the office building's parking lot. Angela Harlan had wanted to come, but I told her to stay and headquarters and complete a full report on the serial killings of the 'Black Widow.'
"On my way." Tanya said. She was wearing a very tight black leather outfit with leather boots and a headband/tiara around her head, which is where the wire was. Her legs and ass looked scrumptious as she scooted out of the SUV and headed to the building.
----
Once admitted to the secret back room, Tanya observed that it looked like a pretty classy bar. Most of the clientele at the bar and tables were couples dressed nicely for an evening on the town. There were also a number of people in leather outfits like hers, but no one outrageously flashy or trashy.
At the bar, she asked for a club soda, then looked around. She noticed some people in more traditional B&D gear enter through a side door and then disappear into what looked like a private room with its own tables and a bar in the back. She couldn't see much through the door from where she was, and resolved to go look into the room a bit later.
"Hey there," Tanya said to the bartender, a very tall, slender young man with black hair. He had rings of black makeup around his eyes but no further strangenesses. "Does a Tom Burleson come in here? I was told to look him up when I got here."
"Oh, who told you that?" the young man asked in a lilting voice.
"Friend of mine, who suggested I come here." Tanya said, her eyes flirtatious.
"I'll ask around." said the bartender. "If he's around, I'll send him to you."
----
"Nothing so far." Cindy said as we all listened in on the wire, which was working well. "Just sounds like any old bar scene."
"Yeah." I said. "Keep your ears peeled, though. Tanya asked a couple of people about Tom. If anyone knows something, they might make contact soon..."
----
Tanya looked around the bar again, and was about to start walking around the half-filled room when a tall woman came out of the back room. The woman was blonde, her hair cut with straight bangs across her forehead just above her eyes, and with a ponytail in back. She was nearly as tall as Don's wife Laura, Tanya noted, and well over six feet in the very high heel salmon pumps she was wearing. The woman was further dressed in a silver-pink waitress dress and white lace socks. Though her costume suggested she was submissive, she was still a very tall, dominating sight. Her body was in magnificent shape, a perfect hourglass with big breasts, nice firm ass, and toned but sexy long legs.
The woman approached the bar and eased up next to Tanya, who noted that the couple in the seats next to her had quickly left them to make room for the lovely woman.
"I heard you're looking for Tom." the woman said to Tanya.
"Yeah." Tanya replied, smiling. "You know him?"
"No, not personally," said the woman, "but I know someone who can help you find him. Let's go into the back room; the bartender there knows everyone better than this guy in the public room here."
"Sure, thanks." said Tanya. She followed the woman into the back room, which was almost completely empty except for two couples, men and women dressed in leather very typical of the B&D crowd: the woman looked like dominatrixes, and the men were bald and their muscular chests were bare with only a leather net adorning them.
At the far end of the bar, the woman turned around to face Tanya, who did not notice that the curtain had been pulled over the door to the room to ensure privacy. Suddenly the couples got up and surrounded Tanya, and three more large men, masked, also came into the room from another door hidden in the far side wall. Tanya looked around, letting nervousness show, but willing down fear.
"We know who you are. Cop." the blonde woman said. "And we know why you're here."
"What are you talking about?" Tanya said. I-"
"It's okay. Cop." the woman said. "We don't want to hurt you or impede you. But what I do want is for your boss to come in here. I want to meet the Iron Crowbar. Now no more playing around; I know what play-acting is, I see it every night around here. Call the Iron Crowbar in here, I want to meet him."
Tanya realized that her cover was blown, the game was up, and she had no choice. She reached for her cell phone...
----
"Oh shit, Lieutenant, what are we going to do?" Cindy said.
"It's all right." I said. "I'm going to go in. You two stay here and listen in. If Tanya calls for help, come running. But unless she does, don't come in or try anything. I'll be okay."
Just then my cellphone rang. It was Tanya. "Yes, I know. Tell them I'll be right in." I said. I handed Cindy my holstered gun, then took my blue crowbar with me as I got out of the SUV. "Remember guys, don't do anything rash or show force; it'll be all right."
I was wearing my Tilley hat and a trenchcoat over my sportscoat and slacks and black pullover shirt as I headed for the front door, thinking only of how to get my officer out of this potentially bad situation before Cindy's patience snapped and she and Hugh rushed the place...
----
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar himself." the blonde woman said as I was escorted to the back room by a lovely, thin college-age girl in leather... and followed by a large, muscular man behind me. They had not attempted to take the crowbar from me, but the woman had simply said "Lieutenant, please come this way." and I followed.
I walked up to the bar, where Tanya was sitting. "You okay?" I asked.
"Just fine." Tanya said. "They say they just want to talk to you."
"You have me, then." I said. "What can I do for you?"
"Hello. Cop. Your detective can stay, or she may go." the blonde woman said. Tanya immediately said she was staying with me, and the woman nodded.
"They're loyal to you. Cop. That's good. But let's get down to business." the blonde woman said. "First of all, I have neglected to introduce myself. My name is Rita. I am the owner of this club. I know why you sent your detective in here. We have no desire to harm or bother either of you, but I do have a message for you: you're on the wrong track, neither I nor anyone in my club had anything to do with that man's death."
"I'd love to agree with you." I said, sitting down on a stool at the bar and placing the crowbar upon the expensive mahogany wood of the bar. "But there were a few... items... found near the body. Any idea why those were planted there?"
"You're good. Cop." said Rita, her eyes boring into me, but showing no malice. "Yes, I imagine those items were planted. We do have some chrome handcuffs, and occasionally a set disappears. But I do not condone any real violence that might cause someone to be harmed. There's a difference between B&D role play and actual violence and harm. Anyone who crosses the line in my clubs will find themselves on the outside looking in, without a friend in the world, in a place where they don't want to be. But this man who was killed was not a member here, nor of any other club in the County. I know that for a fact. Cop. He was not killed by our people."
"Do you have any idea who might have killed him, targeted him, or acquired the stuff to plant on his dead body?" I asked. "The stuff is easy enough to get, but someone put it there with the idea for us to target you. My chief really suspects the BDSM crowd's involvement."
"Ah, Chief Griswold." Rita said, with a slight cackle. "He's an old... Cop. Yes, that old man doesn't like me very much."
"What, are you his daughter gone bad or something?" I asked. Rita smiled, a bit maliciously as she came up right next to me. I could smell her perfume and whatever breath mint she'd taken.
She smelled as tasty as she looked, and I felt the first slight stirrings of my cock hardening. Yes, even on a dangerous job with myself and another detective in potential trouble, my untroubled cock was feeling the first stirrings of sexual pleasure.
"Not a bad guess. Cop. Not bad at all." Rita said softly into my ear. "Not quite right, but fairly close. But that doesn't matter now. I want you to tell your Chief that I have control of my people, and we are not the ones."
"Tell you what." I said, pretending to negotiate but knowing I really didn't have much to negotiate with. "I'll be glad to do that, but I need your help to find whoever killed the man, and tried to set up your crowd in the process. Any information you can get me, any direction to start looking, and I'll be grateful to you. I might be able to help you out sometime, in return."
Rita smiled. "I'm sure we'll be meeting again. Cop." She came around right in front of me. "And you have a deal. I'll find what I can and send it to you. And to consummate that deal..."
The blonde turned to Tanya. "I'm glad you stayed. Cop. I want you to... watch." With that, Rita slowly reached for my pants and began unzipping them, then opened the catch and fished out my cock. I didn't move, but just sat back as Rita slowly jacked my cock to raging hardness.
"Mmm, very nice." Rita said. "Nice and thick, but very hard. Hard indeed. As nice and hard as I've heard." I did not have time to contemplate where Rita had heard about my cock, as I watched... and felt... her lean over and kiss my cockhead. Then she slid her lips over my meat and down the shaft until the full length was buried in her hot, wet throat!
"Oh Geez!" I gasped as Rita began giving me head, sliding her mouth up and down my shaft as her hands gently played with my balls or held on for balance. It felt incredibly hot and good as she fellated me.
Tanya was watching closely, grinning like a Cheshire Cat, and the others in the room also watched their leader suck my cock with raw abandon. The room was silent but tense with sexual atmosphere as Rita expertly serviced me. Pleasure rocketed through my shaft and balls and seemingly up into my back. I felt the pressure beginning to build and knew I wouldn't last too long... and that I shouldn't.
"Yes, come in my mouth. Cop." Rita said as her hand jacked my rod furiously, "I want to swallow every drop of your hot load!" With that, her mouth sank onto my cock again and she applied furious suction as her full, lipsticked lips slid heavily up and down. It took only a few seconds of that for me to reach the crest.
"Uh! Awk!" I gasped as the first thick wad of hot jism fired out of my throbbing member and against the back of Rita's throat. The second shot was less powerful and filled her mouth around my cockhead. Spurt after spurt followed until I was spent, and Rita quickly milked out the last of my load.



"Mmmm, that was quite tasty." Rita said, taking a drink from her glass on the bar. "I've never sucked off a cop's cock before." She pretended to assist as I tucked my shirt back into my pants and zipped up.
"Call Hotel and tell him to pull the car around front." I said to Tanya, who complied. "Okay, Rita, I'd appreciate any help you can give me in finding the killer or killers."
"I'll send you something soon. You two have a good evening. Cop." Rita said. I picked up the crowbar and no one impeded us as we walked back into the public bar and out the front door.
Climbing into the SUV, Tanya finally exploded with merriment. "Do you guys know what just happened?" She began regaling Cindy and Hugh with the story.
"Jesus, Don." Cindy said. "It's not like you guys weren't in a dangerous situation or anything."  
"That's why I went along." I said. "Didn't want to put my fellow officer in danger, did I?"
"Think they'll send you any information?" asked Hugh.
"I hope so." I said.
Part 7 - Puzzle Pieces
Thursday morning at 8:00am sharp, Jack Muscone and his team came to our Headquarters, bearing gifts of doughnuts and assistance in the case. We met in the main conference room, and present were the Chief, myself, Cindy Ross, Tanya Perlman, Angela Harlan, Martin Nash, and FBI Special Agents Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar, and Lindy Linares. Eduardo was a thin Latino man who had been in the military's Special Forces (Green Berets). He seemed friendly enough, but had a tough edge to him. Lindy Linares was white, fairly short, not fat but potentially "big boned". Her hair was very black, very thick, and very curly. She was in her 30s, and I wouldn't have minded a roll in the hay with her.
Also in the room were my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson and Dr. Bonnie Karpathian. Dr. Karpathian was a professor in Laura's Psychology Department, and her specialty was serial killers and serial abnormal behavior in general. She had worked with the FBI on many occasions. She was a bit taller than Lindy Linares, but also had very thick, very black, very curly hair. No, they weren't related... except for their curly hair styles.
"I first want to reiterate to my team that we are here entirely to assist the local police on this case, not to take it over." said Jack Muscone. "This is your big chance to work with the Iron Crowbar, guys, until I can find a way to kidnap him and make him an FBI agent."
"Not while I'm Chief of this Police Force," Chief Griswold said gravely but with a smile on his face. "But I'm glad you're all here. So what can you tell us about this killer?"
"Lindy is our specialist on serial criminals." said Jack. "She's worked with Dr. Karpathian, also. What can you tell us, ladies?"
Lindy went first. "I've looked at all the information that Detective Harlan sent, and I called Texas, St. Louis, and the City Police about their cases. They were all surprised to learn that this killer might be operating in multiple places, which means they didn't try to find out in the first place. That's good and bad, the good part being that this information is not widely disseminated."
She continued: "The standout features of similarity are the hourglass drawing, the victims tied to a chair and forced into sex, and a drug injection of some kind. In addition, all the victims had their heads crushed in by ferocious blows."
Martin Nash said "Doesn't that tell us that there are at least two killers working here?"
"Yes, we believe so." said Lindy. "The woman has sex with the male victims, but it is someone else, likely someone far stronger, who hits them on the head. Usually it's one blow, and the person must be strong to deliver that much damage with one swing. Could it be the woman? Possibly, but we're working on the hypothesis that she has a man helping her."
"And the weapon?" the Chief asked.
"The Texas people think a solid aluminum baseball bat was used." said Agent Linares. "I don't disagree with that."
"That would be consistent with what killed Burleson." Tanya said. "CMB- that's our medical examiner's nickname- said he thought it was a metal bat that had absolutely no 'give' to it, and delivered a crushing blow."
"What is interesting are the differences in the killings." Laura said. "Dr. Karpathian, would you like to comment here?"
"Thanks, and everyone please call me Bonnie." Dr. Karpathian said. Laura had told me she was a vivacious woman who took over any room with her presence, and I was agreeing as I observed her.
"Most serial killers use the same methods of killing, and very exactly." Bonnie continued. "Their victims also are very often similar or have very similar characteristics, something that binds or groups them. In the case of this 'Black Widow', the methods of killing are similar, but often just a bit different. The hourglass markings are always exactly alike, but the spider drawings are often different sizes and in different places, if they're there at all. Also, the victims don't fit any particular pattern, at least not that we've found yet. They're all males, but they range by age, looks, incomes, family status, and so on. Nothing to grasp here."
"So you think this may not be a serial killer in the classical sense?" Jack Muscone asked.
"I wouldn't go that far just yet." Bonnie replied. "It may be this particular killer's method to deliberately slightly alter things, doing that on purpose as part of his or her handiwork. That would be somewhat new, but still consistent with the general theory."
"Don, any ideas?" Jack asked.
I said "First, let me ask this: don't serial killers normally act alone?"
"Yes." said Bonnie Karpathian, "and 90% of them are males, so if a woman is involved here, it's a fairly rare thing. Also, the vast majority of the male serial killers are white men. But you're right, Don, it's not common for serial killers to work in teams. They almost always act alone."
"Interesting." I said. "Just one more thing: I read over Detective Harlan's report, and by the way Angela, it was an excellent report, well done!" I said, being sure to publicly praise my Detective for her good work.
Angela blushed as I continued, "I would like you FBI guys to use your greater resources to see if the victims were similar not necessarily to each other, but in that there was some reason for them to be singled out for death. By that, I mean if the 'Black Widow' is a contract killer and these victims had reason to have a price on their head, then that would be their reason for being targeted. Or perhaps there are unrelated but big stories around each of the victims that drew the Black Widow's attention to them."
"Ah, so you think the Black Widow might be a contract killer using serial killings as a cover?" Martin Nash astutely asked, having picked up my reasoning before the others did.
"That's one working hypothesis I have." I said. "Especially with a team of at least two persons working together."
"Those are good thoughts." Lindy Linares said as she made a note. "I'll dig into that."
"You think Burleson had a price on his head, Crowbar?" Chief Griswold asked.
"I don't know." I said. "Jack, you guys looked into Ward Harvester some months ago. Anything?"
"No, not on the surface." said Muscone. "His records and his books are clean, but that just means he may be good at whatever he's trying to hide. He certainly has a way of showing up whenever we look into things around here, especially at companies that are doing work that involves military secrets or new technologies, be it research drugs or whatever manufacturing secret that died with that Tim Olivet fellow."
"Yes." I said. "And I'm wondering if Burleson either had some knowledge of this, or else he found out something he wasn't supposed to know, and this 'Black Widow' was contracted to kill him in her and/or his unique style or styles."
"But if Ward was behind it," Martin Nash asked, "would he want it to be done on his own property? I'd think he'd want it done elsewhere, especially after what happened to Don there and with you FBI guys all over him."
"Ward strikes me as a man who thinks he can't be touched." I said. "The morning of the murder, he was ripping into the police to the point that I was compelled to place him under arrest. Now who in their right mind provokes police while they're investigating a murder on his property?"
"I do want to ask these professors of psychology, both in serial killings and sexual matters," Chief Griswold said, "if they think the BDSM objects that were on the crime scene had anything to do with the murder."
"From my husband's experience with the undercover operation at Lashes & Lace," Dr. Laura Fredricson said, "I'd have to say 'no'. My sense is that those items were planted and are meant to throw you off the trail. BDSM materials have not been found at any other crime scene where this killer was believed to be involved. There is a sexual component of these killings, but it's more along the 'she mates and she kills' theme, to steal Don's phrase."
"I agree, but even so," I said, "I'm hoping that the B&D peeps will be able to find out something and give us a lead. I think they want to help us, if for no other reason than to get us off their backs."
"Doubt they'll be good for anything." growled the Chief, which drew several looks of shock his way. 
Dr. Bonnie Karpathian said "As we discussed earlier, this particular killer might leave deliberate differences at each crime scene, and those items might have been to fulfill that. I agree with Laura that BDSM is not an integral part of this murder, unless it's a copycat killing."
FBI Special Agent Lindy Linares reacted quite strongly to that: "Bonnie, I would be shocked if this is a copycat killer. The 'Black Widow' cases we're studying haven't even been linked together by the FBI or local agencies until now, and certainly never by the Media. There's no information out there for a copycat to copy."
"Excellent point, Lindy." said Jack Muscone. "Okay, guys, I'll have my team gather data. We're here to help through next week if you need us, as well."
---
"Damn, this is good food!" Jack Muscone said as he and I ate lunch at the Cop Bar. "My favorite reason to visit you guys!"
"So Jack," I said, ambushing him as he enjoyed his delicious cheeseburger, "here for all of next week, eh?" Jack smiled, knowing I'd figured out that he and his team were here for a reason, and that I wanted him to tell me what that reason was.
"Yeah." Jack said. "Don, the truth of the matter is that this 'Black Widow' murder is potentially stepping on my team's investigation. What I told you in the meeting was true: Ward is technically as clean as a whistle. But we have gathered information that two possible things are happening."
Jack took another bite of his burger and took his time enjoying it, deliberately slowing down telling me the information he had. But I knew I could outwait him. Finally he wiped his mouth with a napkin and began speaking.
"The first thing is something you already stumbled onto when that football player got killed: there's a White Supremacy group out there called 'Superior Bloodlines'. They're not your white-trash, motorcycle-gang type of white supremacy group, they're not the stereotypical Southern rednecks. These are guys who are in big businesses, wear five-thousand-dollar suits, and who stay under the radar. They are powerful people."
"Anyway, we think Ward of Ward Harvester has an association with them." Jack continued. "We think he is making extra ammonium nitrate and other explosives 'off the books' and selling it to this group. They sell most of it to raise money, but they're keeping some of it, somewhere. Homeland Security wants to know for sure; they're very nervous about Thaddeus Ward."
"And the second thing?" I asked.
"This is what I may need your help on." Muscone replied. "As we've investigated Ward as well as the late Anthony Warner's DynaCorp, we're finding a shadowy group of figures around Ward. We've been trying to watch Karen Warner, the adopted daughter of Anthony Warner, but she is a slick one. She is onto us, and leads us in circles just to watch us spin. Her real father, as you know, is the late Reverend Jonas Oldeeds, and she's trying to work herself into his empire."
"Yes, you're right, she's young, but she's got the potential to become a female 'Moriarty'." I said, referring to the arch-criminal in Conan Doyle's Sherlock Holmes stories.
"Yeah." said Jack. "And if she's helping Ward, it's no wonder we can't get near him. She's too damn good. She needs a good spanking, perhaps by an iron crowbar."
"I suspect I'll be running into her quite a few more times before all is said and done." I said. "So is that why you're in Town for the week?"
"Yeah, that and some more leads into Jonas Oldeeds that have led us back to here... to the University, specifically. I can't say any more about that to you right now, though."
"Let me guess, then." I said. "Henry Wargrave's connections to the University, to the Oldeeds Empire, and their joint ventures of smuggling of guns in the Western Hemisphere."
Jack Muscone just stared at me for at least 30 seconds. I just finished my own cheeseburger. It was indeed delicious.
"Damn, the Chief is right: can't keep anyfuckingthing from you." Jack finally said, though I noticed the relief in his face as he thought I didn't know the full story. "What do you know about Wargrave?"
"Only that he is probably the most dangerous man in the world right now, at least among non-big-banksters." I said. "His only weakness, at least that I've found to this point, is his love for the University and its football program. He's been connected to the CIA for years now, but he's also gone rogue a number of times, and he has no compunction about breaking national and international laws to enrich himself through the arms trade."
"And by the way," I added, "I was just being kind to you so that you wouldn't have a heart attack if I mentioned the rest of the story: that you're also investigating Wargrave's connection to a CIA group that may be doing things not authorized by the Agency itself, particularly involving acquiring Ned's drug recipes and Tim Olivet's secret, whatever that may be."
After another thirty second staredown, this time with no relief showing on Muscone's face, all he could think of to say was "I'm surprised you're alive. He and they probably know that you know."
"Oh, of course he knows I know about his own connection to the CIA... and that my wife knows, as well. But he thinks I'm like Sherlock Holmes... I'm harmless to him unless and until I cross his path. I've confronted him once already, on a small matter related to the deaths of Marie Arruzio and Jack Burke. We agreed that the Town is mine and the University is his, and we keep that uneasy truce." I said.
"And he does know one other thing," I said, my voice growing cold, "if he fucks with me or my family, I'll simply kill him. In cold blood, if need be. And if he gets me first, then Laura and some of my new friends in this Town will avenge me. It's as simple as that."
"Glad I'm on your side." Jack Muscone said. "You're generally correct, though: the CIA works as a bunch of independent units. One might not know what another is doing. One of these units may have gone out of bounds, but the rest of the Agency doesn't know it. Your wife likely doesn't know anything about this, so keep it between us, huh?"
I nodded as Jack continued "We're not even sure anything is wrong, and we don't want to step on anything legitimate. That's what the top brass wants me and my team to glance into. It's really nothing more than that."
"I hear ya." I said.
"And your lunch is courtesy of the Federal Government; I'll expense it. I'll say it's your last meal before you're burned at the stake."
"Mmm, barbecue." I joked, grinning as we got up to leave. "About time I get something for my tax dollars..."
To be continued...
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Part 8 - Last Will And Testament
After getting back to Headquarters from lunch with Jack Muscone Thursday afternoon, Paulina Patterson called me into the Chief's conference room. Inside were Paulina, Jeanine Olivet Burke, Esq., of the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Cheatham and Howe, and her partner Virginia Madison, Esq.
Jeanine, now my niece-in-law, was very heavily pregnant, and she was due to deliver Jack Burke's baby at any time now. But I was observing her lovely partner.
Virginia was a short, lithe redhead. Her hair was cut fairly short and combed straight out. Her magnificent body was incredibly toned to the point of muscular. She might have been a gymnast in her younger years. She was definitely a hottie.
When Cindy Ross came in at my request, Virginia almost squealed "Are you the one from the Miss Physical America competitions?"
"That's right." Cindy said.
"Oh, I'm so glad to meet you!" Virginia gushed, shaking Cindy's hand vigorously. "I was such a big fan of yours... still am, of course. Oh wow, I can hardly believe it!... you're such an inspiration to me!"
"That's very kind of you." Cindy said, blushing, her face turning almost as red as Virginia's hair.
"Ladies, what can we do for you?" I asked.
"Several months ago, Tom Burleson came to me and wanted me to write up his will. I did so, and probated it yesterday-" Virginia said.
"I thought you ladies were divorce attorneys." I said, interrupting.
"We are." said Jeanine Olivet. "But we've begun branching into other things, slowly and usually for people we know well. Go ahead, Virginia."
"Tom Burleson came to me and said he didn't want to use other law firms because they were part of what he called the 'good ole boy' network. And he's right about that." Virginia Madison said. "As to the will itself, there were some peculiar instructions in it. Among them was that if Burleson met a fate other than natural causes within five years, I was to give the police this." Virginia handed me a key. It was to a safety deposit box.
"The box is at Second National Bank." Virginia said. Second National was the second largest bank in the County and region, behind the J.P. Goldman Bank.
"Which was not Burleson's normal bank, if memory serves me correctly." I said. "Paulina, just to keep things very straight, we need to get a warrant before opening the box." I said.
"Already taken care of." Virginia said. "I took the liberty this morning, using the will as the reason. Judge Watts signed off on it. Of course I need to be present with you when the box is opened."
"Who was the beneficiary of the will?" I asked.
"Tom's brother and his family received some of the inheritance, but a big chunk of it went to a Wildlife Charity devoted to the cause of preserving fishing." Virginia replied.
---
Inside the Second National Bank's safe deposit box vault, I opened the box with Cindy, Virginia and Paulina looking on. Inside were some old coins, exactly $20,000 in cash, a fake passport and fake New York State drivers license, and a sheaf of papers.
"Oh wow... gold mine." I said to Cindy a few moments later as we looked at the papers. They were production forms from Ward Harvester, showing the amounts of ingredients to form lots of batches of ammonium nitrate as well as explosive compounds and base chemicals for other explosive compounds. "Paulina, we have probable cause."
"What do you mean?" the lovely black ADA asked.
"My degree is in chemistry." I said. "I can tell that these work orders are to make lots of compounds. Everything is typed, but you can see here that the amounts are upped by either 10% or 20%, and those are written in hand on the side of the typed numbers. I'm thinking that these are the extra amounts of these products Ward was making on the side."
"Wouldn't they have shown up in the FBI's evidence?" Paulina asked.
"No." I said. "I imagine the typed orders are what are on file. Burleson or someone else substituted the extra amounts, then those papers with the handwritten amounts were supposed to disappear. My guess is that Burleson, and possibly the other shift managers, would make the extra amounts then destroy the paperwork... but Burleson decided to keep a copy of some of the papers, either as protection for himself, or perhaps he was blackmailing Ward. Probably the former: if Ward were being blackmailed, he would not have allowed Burleson to keep it up very long, and Burleson would've died a long time ago. As it is, there are at least 30 work orders and pallet bagging records for various compounds here."
Cindy said "So Burleson was being paid extra by Ward to make these batches on the sly, and he kept these sheets for protection along with this cash so he could disappear quickly if he needed to. Perhaps Ward found out he was keeping this and had him killed for it?"
"Good thought." I said. "But I'm not sure Burleson personally committed any serious crime. So why someone felt the need to kill him is still up in the air. And Martin's objection still holds: why would Ward have Burleson killed at the Ward plant?"
"Got me stumped there." Cindy admitted.
"Me, too." I said, then continued: "Cindy, call Tanya Perlman and have her take a team and go through Burleson's apartment again, but this time use sonar on the walls, tear out the heating vents, look for cracks in the flooring, and otherwise look very hard everywhere for more cash and more papers."
"Paulina, go ahead and secure these papers, and use them as you see fit to get warrants. In fact... call Jack Muscone, and together with him get a Federal warrant to get everything, and I mean everything on Ward Harvester. Whatever y'all need to do, get those warrants. I want that information, especially on the production work orders."
Cindy and Paulina were already scattering as I put the box back into it's place in the vault and bagged the money and coins, giving Virginia an evidence receipt for them. "Virginia, thank you very much."
"Mmm, I can see that you are a man that takes charge." Virginia said. "I like that in a man."
---
Later that day, Tanya Perlman called me. "We found $20,000 in two bundles hidden inside hidden holes in the walls of Burleson's apartment, as well as a fake passport and fake California drivers license with Burleson's picture on them. He was ready to make a hasty exit if he needed to."
"Any packed bags or indications that he was about to make that hasty exit?" I asked.
"No, nothing like that." Tanya said. "Looks like whoever killed him got him by surprise."
Part 9 - All The University's Men
It was Friday morning and the large gathering of Media at the luxury Singletree Inn and Suites in the City showed that an important event was happening there. Security tried to keep the reporters off the officials as they came out of their morning meetings to go to another room for a sumptuous lunch.
Tim Dawdle and his cameraman tried hard to get into the throng to an official that Dawdle knew. "Sir, can you tell us if the NCAA is going to investigate the University for PED use? Sir, why is the NCAA not investigating this issue?"
"Tim," the man said, "you already know that we've already investigated those rumors and have closed our investigation. We're satisfied with the University's cooperation and response."
"Sir, that's not a denial, and I can provide the proof you need to open an investigation. So what can you tell- Uhk!" Dawdle said as a security guard roughly shoved him back, striking the pajama-boy punk in the neck, and obviously enjoying using physical force on such a puny little twerp. The official took the opportunity to hurry along.
It was a similar story with the Conference officials that he tried to interview, and it appeared that Dawdle was at a total dead end. But finally, as the afternoon meetings were in progress, the Deputy Commissioner of the Conference texted Dawdle and granted an off-camera interview in the Deputy Commissioner's suite at 5:45pm... and told Dawdle to bring any information that he had. Finally, a break! Dawdle thought to himself.
---
"Okay, Dawdle, this interview is either off the record or deep background." the Deputy Commissioner said.
"Deep background, and thank you for seeing me." Dawdle said. "I want to ask why there's no investigation of the University's athletic program despite widespread PED use."
"Well, the NCAA tells me they looked into it and have found nothing worth a full investigation." the DC said.
"But sir," Dawdle persisted, "isn't Coach Gonzales's leaving under suspicious circumstances worth looking into?"
"I'd have to say that we did contact the school about it." the DC said. "We also contacted the local police there after that player died. There's nothing we can pin on the University concerning the coach's decision to leave nor the death of that unfortunate player."
"You also have to understand this, Dawdle," the DC said, getting tired of having to look at the pajama-boy punk's face, "we can't just waltz into a school and start throwing our weight around, nor can the NCAA. We don't have subpoena power, we're not the police. We can investigate to some extent, and the University was very cooperative with us and with the NCAA. There's just nothing there."
"But sir, there is a lot there, and I have proof of it." Dawdle said.
"Proof?" the other man said.
"Yes, sir." Dawdle said. "At least enough for me to go with a full story when I've finished developing it, fully sourced and confirmed. That should be enough for the NCAA to at least look into the University. Look, here's a copy of what I have, at least enough names and events that should be enough for you to get started looking." Dawdle handed the official a sheaf of papers.
"Okay, Tim, I'll tell you what." the DC said, taking the papers. "I'll start an informal look into it and see if your info holds up. If it does, and it's enough to investigate further, I will."
"It's more than enough, sir." Dawdle said. Just two things: First, will you let me know first of anything you find out?"
"Of course, Tim." the man said.
"And second, do you know how long your investigation will be? Do you think you'll have something by the end of November?"
"Tim, you know these things take time." the DC said. "It'll take me a month at least to get a preliminary report, and then we'd have to go to the NCAA to even start a bigger investigation if something illegal or improper is found. We're probably talking next Spring or even summer camp for the full investigation to produce results. I know you Media guys need your stories and need them yesterday, but these things go at a slower pace than some of us would like."
"I understand, sir. Please let me know what you find." Dawdle said, knowing that he'd have to run with his story without the help of the Conference official. All the better, he thought, Ms. Woodburn would love to run a story of the Conference sitting on this explosive information...
---
"You did what?" Katherine Woodburn exploded, a look of disgust and disbelief on her attractive face.
"Ma'am, I didn't know what else to do." whined Dawdle. "There's no way they'd start an investigation if I didn't give them some proof of the need for one."
"Tim..." Woodburn said, but then caught herself, reminding herself to calm down and get control before she went off on this stupid punk of a pajama-boy cub reporter.
"Tim, do you realize that you've given them what we have? That they now know what we know?" Katherine asked, keeping her voice fairly calm. "Please, please tell them that you didn't give them everything you have."
"No ma'am." Tim said, untruthfully. "And I'm still developing a couple of new leads, if I can find Coach Gonzales."
"Tim," said Katherine Woodburn, "the problem is that the Conference official tricked you into revealing your information, and I sincerely hope that you were not stupid enough to actually expect that the Conference official would really investigate your leads. What he probably did was give Dr. Wellman, the University president, the information at the ballgame, or at least told Wellman what was going on. And by now Wellman has told Coach Harlan, who can make preparations against your information."
Tim's face fell as he realized how badly he had been duped, and it was Bettina Wurtzburg, sitting in on the meeting, who tried to rescue the pajama boy.
"Ms. Woodburn," said Bettina, making her voice as smooth and persuasive as she could, "there is a silver lining to this: the Conference now cannot say that they didn't know, because Tim will say he gave them leads. Now if they don't do anything, we've got a huge story based on that."
"That's true, but it's really nothing compared to the damage done." said Katherine Woodburn. "Well, one thing is for sure, we're going to have to go with this sooner rather than later. Get the hell out of here and get this story wrapped up."
As the reporters scurried out, Tim Dawdle tried hard to hide his enthusiasm by pretending shame and humiliation. It was going exactly as the Goth Girl had said it would, that the actions that 'her man' had devised for him to take were working: he had given the Conference man the information, told Woodburn what he'd done, and Woodburn was now having to move up the schedule to get the story out. Just what was required of Dawdle by the Goth Girl's man.
Also, the Conference and University were working together to cover up the mess, which Dawdle would now expose...
---
It was Monday afternoon, and the University's stunning upset win had the Town and County buzzing. At 5-0, people were actually getting excited about a run at a title. But not everyone was celebrating nor happy, including at the University President's office.
"I had a disturbing visit while at the game." University President Sidney Wellman said to his two guests as he poured them drinks. "The Conference Commissioner brought his Deputy to see me. Seems the Deputy had a visit from a sports reporter here at KXTC during the NCAA and Conference seminars last week. The reporter is that punk Dawdle, and it's about PEDs."
"Him again?" Coach Harlan replied. "I thought we were done with that punk and those issues."
"No, Coach, we're not. And it's serious." Wellman replied.
"How serious, Sidney?" asked the other guest in the room.
"Very." Wellman said. "The Deputy Commissioner was given some papers amassed by Dawdle. Names of players that might have taken PEDs, information on Coach Speedy Gonzales before he left, including his arrest, release and immunity agreement; and what public information the Police had about that killer, that student Ned, possibly selling PEDs to some of the University athletes. Fortunately, that information is scant, but the Deputy Commissioner said it might be enough for Dawdle to go public with a big story if he adds just a few more pieces."
"Jesus." said Coach Harlan, looking visibly distressed.
"Calm yourself, Coach." the other man said. "Sidney, did the Commissioner share with you what Dawdle has?"
"Yes, Hank, and here's a copy of it." Wellman replied, handing a folder with papers to the other man: billionaire alumnus Henry R. Wargrave. Wargrave looked over the material, then handed it to Coach Harlan.
"It does look serious." Wargrave said. "Coach, you need to jump on this and isolate those named players. If any reporters come around, they should shove them away. If police, the Conference or the NCAA come around, they need to not answer questions without legal representation and you being informed first. I don't need to tell you to make sure their drug tests are as current as they need to be."
"We've got their clean tests on record." Coach Harlan said.
"Coach, thank you for coming by." President Wellman said, attempting to dismiss the coach from the office. "I know you need to get back to preparing your team for the next game. But I know the one after that is going to be the big one, against Coach Richmond's team. Great victory last Saturday, as well."
"Yes, it was a great win." Wargrave said, shaking the coach's hand as they all stood up. "And I'll give you some incentive... after this next game, your opponent is that police Lieutenant's alma mater, and I know you'd like to beat his school down."
"Yes sir, Mr. Wargrave." Coach Harlan said. "And it's where Coach Marshall came from and went back to. I'd really like to spank 'em, but they're a good team, too. This week we should win easily enough, but against the Wildcats we're going to have to have our best game if we're going to win." The coach said his goodbyes and left.
"So, Hank, what do we need to do?" Wellman asked. "The Commissioner said they could stall an investigation for months, well into next year if need be... but if that little faggot Dawdle comes out with a big story and it generates interest, they might have to act sooner just to cover their asses."
"I understand." said Wargrave. "I'll contact some friends and make sure everything stays nice and calm, and I'll see what I can do about that out-of-control reporter."
"We need to be careful about that." Wellman said, not fearing to call down his extremely wealthy and powerful friend. "That Bettina Wurtzburg rape did us no real favors. We were damned lucky that the Iron Crowbar got to Arruzio before that got worse."
"Yes, I remember that." said Wargrave, a bit of anger flashing in his blue eyes under his ash-blonde hair. "Don't worry, Sidney, I'll make sure the University's prestigious reputation remains unsullied."
"You always do, my friend." Wellman replied, his smile firm and set. "You always do."
---
"That bad, huh?" Angela Harlan said.
"Yeah, that's what Wellman said." Coach Brian Harlan said. The cousins were at his apartment, sharing a carafe of wine as he told her about the seriousness of the Dawdle situation.
"What are you planning to do?"
"The other guy in the room, the big alumnus whose name I dare not mention," said Brian Harlan, "he said he was going to take care of things. Of course he said that the last time this came up... but it was your Lieutenant who actually took care of things, though in a way that seriously compromised me."
"So it's this pantywaist reporter Dawdle that's the problem?" Angela said. "I never did like that little twit on TV."
"Yeah. Anything you can do about it?"
"Well, I'm relatively new to the Police Force, but I might can have some officers pull him over every hour for going one mile over the speed limit." Angela said. "But obviously I can't do anything that comes back to me... then we're both in trouble."
"Yeah. We've got to find a way to make that little faggot drop the whole thing and leave us the hell alone." Coach Harlan said, his voice low but anger whipping through every word. "Let me know if you come up with any ideas."
"Don't worry, cousin." Angela said, her voice soft, husky and soothing as she laid back on the sofa and stretched. "If your big-time alumnus doesn't come through, we'll get something done."



Brian looked at his cousin through the alcoholic fog from the wine. She looked good, damn good, in the tight blue jeans and loose blouse she was wearing.
"I hope you're right, baby." he said...
Part 10 - Clues and Leads
On Monday morning the Town & County Police descended upon Ward Harvester.
Over the weekend, Jack Muscone, myself and Detective Julie Newton of the Vice Department had pored over the data obtained from Ward Harvester by Federal Court warrant. Julie Newton was an accountant, a CPA, and she was the one who followed the money in big-money crimes such as money laundering, RICO violations, drug money, and anything requiring her abacus of a mind. She was to finance and numbers what Myron was to data and Barry Oliver was to police science, and I felt grateful as always to have such good people working on my Police Force.
Julie was slender, lithe like Virginia Madison but not as toned; in fact, she was not strong at all. She had qualified with a gun, so she was entitled to be the full Detective that she was (as was Myron Milton, upon my insistence he qualify with a gun), but she was normally found at her desk and computer.
"Okay, so let's look at lot GA-101 here." I said as we examined the papers. "It's one of the batches Burleson created extra amounts for. The official file shows only the typed amount, not the handwritten extra. So that confirms that Burleson kept this extra sheet, and that it is 'off the record', so to speak."
"Here's where the bags and pallets were filled." said Julie, handing me another piece of paper. "The official paper shows the standard amount for one of their pallets, but Tom's extra sheet from the safe deposit box shows the extra bags. Then the official truck manifest shows where the normal amount was loaded, but there's nothing corresponding to the extra bags anywhere."
"That's where they went off-the-record -OR- where Burleson's involvement ended and someone else picked it up. It's the same with batch GA-113 here, also." I said.
There were many more examples of that, and it was enough for Paulina to get warrants to bring in the other plant managers and office brass for questioning, and for us to question every worker at the plant. But every one of the top brass, from Ward to the VPs to the plant managers, immediately asked for lawyers and, upon the advice of those legal beagles provided by Ward Harvester Company, refused to answer any questions.
For speed, I had four teams of two conducting interviews of all the other employees. Angela and Hugh were one team, Tanya and Pete Feeley a second team, Cindy and Teresa (of course) were a third team, and Martin Nash and Diana Torres the fourth team. An FBI agent was present at each interrogation.
Alas, none knew anything. They just followed orders, put the amounts in that they were told to, bagged what they were told to, moved pallets as they were told to. No one remembered any extra bags being accumulated, though there were always extra bags, damaged bags, or bags that failed quality control from time to time.
"That may be how they moved the extra bags out of the way." I said. "The shift manager says that, say, sixteen bags are taken away for quality control purposes, or having failed QC, then those bags go off on a separate truck somewhere. Way too easy to do."
"Well," Jack Muscone replied, "thanks to Burleson, we now have an idea of how the extra stuff was made. I'll keep my guys digging harder on the distribution. If anything comes up regarding the murder, I'll call you right in." I agreed, as there was little more we could do at the moment.
----
The package had arrived at Police Headquarters late that afternoon, addressed to me. It was a manila folder, sealed shut. Later that night I took it to my tiny MCD Lieutenant's office and opened it in Cindy Ross's presence.
Rita had enclosed a note, some photos, and what looked like financial records. The note read: "We've checked with all the BDSM crowds as well as some contacts in the black criminal community led by that rapper 'T-Square'. The handcuffs were made in the City, and were ordered by a tall black-haired woman wearing glasses and heavy makeup. There is a picture in the envelope of a man who picked up the handcuffs and also bought the riding crop in an Adult Toys store in the County. As the picture shows, he's black-haired, burly, has a thin beard and goatee."
"Also, there are some pictures of the owner of the company where the guy was murdered, Mr. Ward, in the company of a woman named "Wild Child". Her real name is Karen Warner, and she and Mr. Ward have some kind of operation going on. Perhaps your victim found something out. Good luck, and I've asked your wife to come visit us and bring you as my special guest."
"They came through for us, Cindy." I said, feeling very vindicated. "They came through. That is very, very helpful information." I said. "Let's take it to the Chief, then once he's seen it, I want you to start looking for these guys in the pictures as well as the woman... and Cindy, not a word of this to anyone else, even in the Department, especially not to our fellow Detectives. I'll tell Tanya once you've found something, if you do find something."
"Cool beans." said Cindy. "Can I ask you a question?" As I nodded, Cindy asked, "How in the world did they get that information and get a picture of the goatee guy?"
I smiled. "Because Rita is the one who sold him the BDSM objects.
"What? How in the hell do you know that?"
"Cindy, you were listening in when I went into the Club, weren't you?" I asked. Cindy nodded as I continued: "Do you remember when Rita mentioned that chrome handcuffs would occasionally disappear? Now how did she know to mention handcuffs as one of the objects at the crime scene? We never mentioned them... yet she knew what the objects were before we told her anything at all about them."
"Ho-leee shit!" said Cindy as I enjoyed the look of the truth dawning on her face. "Then why aren't we arresting her right now?"
"For what? She didn't know the stuff was going to be planted at a murder scene."
"How do you know that?" Cindy said argumentatively. "If she withheld the information of her knowledge of the objects, she might know all about the murder, for all we know."
I exhaled. "Well, you may be right, but I'm thinking she didn't know, at least not beforehand. She's given us what she knows here, and I'm thinking that she wants us to solve the murder so that there'll be no doubt she and her people weren't involved. You can arrest her, haul her in and interrogate her, if you wish. You'll do us tremendous damage if you do, but I won't stop you."
"Thanks for nothing. Yeah, I guess you're right, we can't do that now." Cindy said, realizing where I was coming from even if she didn't like it. She then asked "So, are you going to go visit the Club again?"
"Of course." I said, "And I hope to catch her off-guard and maybe get more information out of her. If she's involved with the murder, we'll land her soon enough." I hoped that would be enough to mollify Cindy for the time being...
---
"I think we have something." Special Agent Lindy Linares of the FBI said the next day, Tuesday morning, as we talked in the conference room. "All but one of the victims of the 'Black Widow' had either a connection to a bank or a problem with a bank." She showed us case notes of data. "And all of the banks had or have a connection to J.P. Goldman and his bank here in your Town."
J.P. Goldman was the richest man in the County, or second-richest if one counted Henry R. Wargrave as a County resident. He was the representative of the richest section of the County on the Town & County Council, and he was also a University Regent/Trustee. He owned the J.P. Goldman bank, the largest and most powerful bank in the County and a rising presence in the State. He also separately owned or co-owned banks in other areas of the country, though keeping them separate to avoid breaking banking laws.
"And the only one that we haven't found a connection with is our current victim, Tom Burleson." said Lindy.
"So, the Black Widow doesn't like banks or bankers." I said. "Definitely begins to fit the patterns you've told us about. What about Thaddeus Ward? Is he connected to Goldman?"
"He does business with their bank, but I see no other connection between them. Goldman is a member of the Kiwanis Club, the American Legion, and the County High School booster club. He also sponsors Little League teams and one of the Boy Scout troops, while Ward has no civic ties to the community at all."
"So this connection to J.P. Goldman?" I asked.
Lindy replied. "It's thin, but the victims in the DFW region were one man who was a vice president at a mid-size bank there, while another apparently had litigation against that same bank. J.P. Goldman Bank had been a financial backer of the deal that was under litigation. The victim in St. Louis was a banker who actually did business with the J.P. Goldman bank here in Town, and had visited here several times over the last 10 years."
"Tell you what." I said. "See if a particular Goldman bank officer besides Goldman himself has a connection with these banks. And that's great work, Lindy."
"Good enough for you to buy me a drink?" Lindy asked flirtatiously, looking up at me with a hopeful expression.
"Sure." I said. Lindy was certainly a decent looking woman...
---
Mr. J.P. Goldman was an elderly man but his eyes were bright and vigorous and he was still spry and active. He had agreed to see me in his office at the bank.
"Thank you for seeing me, sir." I said as I was seated before him.
"Glad to help, son." Mr. Goldman said. "I'm hearing great things about your work in the Police Department. Are you going to run for Sheriff like some of my Council colleagues want you to do?"
"Sir, I'm just trying to solve one case at a time on behalf of this County and its good citizens." I replied. "And that's why I'm here: about the death of Tom Burleson."
"What can I help you with?" asked Goldman.
"We know that he did his banking with your firm here." I said. "I was wondering if you know of any problems he had with the bank?"
"None that I knew of, and I make sure to be told if a customer has a problem with us so that I can fix it." Goldman said with a note of pride. "Customer service is very, very important, and if a customer has a problem, I personally see to it that it gets resolved."
"Yes sir." I said. "Did Mr. Burleson come to your bank and ask about other business, maybe getting a big loan for a new business or anything like that?"
"No, again nothing that I know of, but I'll check with my loan officers and get word back to you... in fact, hold on one second..." Mr. Goldman picked up the phone and called for someone to come in. "I've asked Selena Steele and Bradley Hazelton to come up. She's Edward Steele's daughter, and she's one of my vice presidents, my right-hand man... well, woman. Edward is a Town & County Council member along with me, of course. Bradley is one of my loan officers."
A lovely black-haired woman in her early 30s came into the room. She was about 5'5" tall, her black hair was long and lustrous, her lips were full and inviting, almost 'porn star' lips. She had a great figure, shapely legs and feet in the high heel pumps she was wearing, and while her face and body screamed "porn star", she had a helpful but commanding bearing that bespoke a high-level bank officer.
Bradley Hazelton came in a moment later. He was young, mid-20s, with a full head of brown hair and too set a smile. It occurred to me that I was looking at an up-and-coming politician, that he'd be running for Mayor or the Council before too long. No, I realized... and then realized that I was feeling a sense of foreboding about this man.
After introducing us, I asked them about Tom Burleson. Selena said that he had gotten a loan for his boat, which was being paid in a timely manner, and his death insurance in the loan would pay that off. Other than that, he'd made no loan applications and his banking was simply a checking account that was in good standing.
"Ms. Steele, do you help Mr. Goldman run any of his other banks out of state?" I asked suddenly, as if it were an afterthought.
"Please, call me Selena, and I do sometimes travel on Mr. Goldman's behalf." Selena said. "I am curious as to why you want to know that."
"Just for this: perhaps you can tell me if any of those banks ever did business with Mr. Burleson, his employer Mr. Ward, or Ward Harvester that you know of?" 
"Not that I know of." said Selena.
"Mr. Hazelton?" I asked. "What about you? Did you know Mr. Burleson? Do you travel to other banks for Mr. Goldman, where you might've picked up on something?"
"I never met Mr. Burleson." Hazelton said. "And I sometimes travel to the City on Mr. Goldman's behalf, but nowhere else."
"Anything about Ward Harvester?" I prodded. Hazelton simply shook his head 'no'.
"I can't recall that, either." said J.P. Goldman. "Lieutenant, do you think there's a connection between Mr. Burleson or Mr. Ward and my other enterprises?"
"Not that I can tell, sir," I said, "but I have to eliminate the possibilities. I'd like to thank you all for your time today." I made my goodbyes and left, not asking about any serial killers or the 'Black Widow' name: plenty of time to flesh that out. But I still felt that I had touched upon something important. I was 'warm' as the children say in the hot-and-cold game they play...
Part 11 - A Special Celebration
"Guess what, darling?" Laura said when I got home. It was Tuesday, a week after the Burleson murder. I could tell what the news was by the excitement that she was trying hard to hide.
"We're pregnant." I replied, sliding my arms around Laura's hips and bringing her body to mine.
"How did you know?" Laura said as we hugged warmly.
"I've been watching the bloom in your cheeks for a week now." I said, holding my wife in my arms, not ever wanting to let go. "Not to mention the receipt for the home pregnancy test that dropped out of your sweater pocket onto the kitchen floor the other day."
Laura laughed. "I should've known you'd observe and deduce it. Are you happy?"
 
"I'm so happy I can't stand it. I love you so much!" I said, kissing my wife hard. After a long moment I broke the kiss and said "Let's go celebrate. Speaking of babies, where's Carole?"
"Your mom is babysitting her." Laura said. "I told your mom that you and I'd be celebrating. By the way, she also observed that I was pregnant; she even told me before I skipped my period that I needed to get a pregnancy test."
"Now you know how it was for me growing up." I said. "Nothing gets past my mom. So where do you want to go celebrate?"
"I have a very special idea." Laura said, her eyes sparkling. "Lashes & Lace."
"What? The B&D club?" I asked. Laura could not know that my grin was from remembering my earlier conversation with Cindy and the 'invitation' from Rita that had accompanied her information.
"Yep." Laura replied. "Rita invited us. I bought us both face masks and togas. It's Toga Night. We're going into what Rita calls the 'first level'. That's where most of the fun happens. We wear masks like an 'Eyes Wide Shut' party, and we'll be seeing and doing some verrrrrry interesting things..."
---
"Why hello, you two." said Rita as Laura and I came up to a door in the back bar area. We had arrived in Laura's car and parked behind the building, which was fenced-off, blocked off from outside viewers, and patrolled by Rita's security people. Entering from a back door, we were escorted to where Rita was.
Rita and Laura did the "double cheek kiss" greeting and Rita then warmly hugged me. She told us to put on our masks, which we did. Laura's mask was gold and ornate, with decorations on each side. My mask was simple but large enough to cover not only around my eyes but over part of my cheeks and temples. It was colored blue, the same color of blue as my infamous crowbar.
Laura and I were wearing kimonos over our costumes. Rita led us inside the door, behind which was a small landing that immediately turned into stairs going down and to the right, along the wall. At the bottom we turned right again.
"Okay, time to take off the kimonos and reveal your 'uniforms' for the evening." Rita said. We took off the kimonos to reveal that we were wearing togas: we had come as Hercules and Hyppolita. Laura was wearing very-high-heel gold lame' sandals with straps that criss-crossed up her legs, while I was wearing black military boots, as had been recommended to me. Underwear was verboten, and Laura's big breasts were practically falling out of her toga... and at her height and with her high heels, many people found their faces staring right into my wife's luscious mammaries.
We went into the Club that was underneath the rooms above. It looked like a ballroom, with a big wooden-floored open space in the middle. A slightly raised stage was to the right. To the left was a small alcove with a bed inside, which was Rita's "throne room". Other little alcove rooms lined that wall, but they were secreted behind a wall that made a little hallway. On the far side was some BDSM equipment, a big "X"-cross device that someone could be tied to, and a couple of large cages big enough to imprison a human being, but none of them were being used.
"That's just for show." said Rita, observing my glance at the equipment. "The real stuff is downstairs in the Second Level. I might never let you go down there. Cop."
"How 'bout we forget that I'm a cop, just for tonight?" I said. "Let's just enjoy a good evening, okay?"
Rita grinned and emitted her mirthless cackle. "No way. Cop. I don't distrust you, Don, but not one moment will go by that I won't remember who you are."
"But yes, let's have a good evening. Laura has a surprise for you, Don, so you'll be my consort for the evening while watching your lovely wife perform as the object of several well-hung men's attention." I looked at Laura, who smiled and nodded. I nodded back, accepting the conditions for the evening: Laura was going to get fucked, and I was going to watch!
There were at least 30 people in the room, all dressed in either togas or more typical B&D leather strappings. No one was having sex yet; most were drinking and talking socially. But I did notice that some of the men and women were beginning to flirt, some beginning to make out.
I noticed a group of eight men on the far side. They all wore black silk masks, as if they were the 'executioners', and were young and muscular. I suspected that they were well-hung, and that at least some of them were friends of Todd as members of that SEX fraternity. A memory flashed through my mind: were any of them part of the group that had saved my life at the Ward Harvester building?
"Let's take our places." Rita said. "Don, you're in my bed with me. Laura is going to be... well taken care of."
The bed in Rita's alcove was very comfortable, and the sheets were clean and fresh, I was happy to note. We sipped drinks as lovely woman with long, straight, dark red hair approached the center of the ballroom floor. She was wearing a leather dress with a very short skirt and black, high heel, single strap slides. Her legs were fantastic, shapely calves rising to slender tubes for her thighs and a tight, heart-shaped, bubble-butt ass.
Two long tables were brought out, then covered with mats for some comfort and then sheets. At that point Laura and the redhead woman approached the makeshift beds, Laura lying on the one closer to me, her right side to me and Rita, while the redhead lay back on the one to Laura's left side.
"Mmmm, this is going to be sooooo hot." Rita whispered. I felt her grasp my cock, which was rapidly hardening as I watched the eight masked men approach the two women. Their cocks were now exposed, and they all were indeed extremely huge.



One young man was hovering over my wife's head while another eased between her legs. Two men similarly straddled the redhead. The men between the women's legs began dryfucking the women, sliding their thick, long shafts along their captive ladies' slits. I heard the redhead moan, then my wife. By now everyone in the room was watching the spectacle in front of them.
"Mmm, doesn't that look hot?" Rita said. "You're so lucky, Don, you get to watch your wife getting gangbanged by these hot studs!"
"And while I'm fucking your beautiful brains out, baby." I whispered huskily into Rita's ear. My hands were mauling Rita's big breasts through her flimsy toga as I planted hard kisses on her neck and jaw. Things were heating up fast as I slid my hand up Rita's firm thigh to her pussy, my finger penetrating her gaping labes. Rita was sopping wet.
"Unnnnnnnh!"
The long, low moan was not from Rita but from Laura. One of the well-hung men had unrolled a magnum condom onto his huge shaft, lubed it up from the generous supply being held by a woman 'servant', and then slid his meat balls-deep into my wife. I watched as the man at Laura's head was sliding his huge tool into her mouth as the other young stud began a smooth, steady fucking rhythm.
"Oh geez," I moaned, my own cock hard and throbbing.
"You like that?" Rita asked, her eyes looking malicious as she peered into mine. "Why don't you watch while I suck your cock again. Cop." With that, Rita bent over and slid her mouth over my iron-hard shaft. Her mouth was hot, wet and wild as she applied deep, hard suction as she pulled her lips up my shaft. It was the technique Laura liked to use on me, and I wondered if my wife had taught Rita this method of giving hot head.
Pleasure rocked through me as I watched the two women in the center of the room being deeply fucked. I began noticing the pattern. When the young man fucking Laura couldn't hold back, he moved to the redhead, stripping his condom along the way, then began fucking the redhead and coming inside her. The man who had been fucking my wife's face moved to Laura's cunt, put on a condom and lubed it up, then shoved his meat into Laura as the man who the redhead had been sucking moved to Laura's mouth. Then a new man moved up and eased his meat into the redhead's mouth.
Watching this steaming hot rotation as my wife and the redhead were gangbanged in front of me was intensely arousing for me. Seeing the women's legs high in the air, especially my lovely wife's luscious gams, made me hot for more intense sex.
"Okay, baby, I'm going to fuck you now." I growled as I eased Rita's mouth off my cock and pushed her back onto her bed. She did not resist as I mounted her, and her moan of pleasure as I slammed my bare cock balls-deep into her steaming hot quim was matched by my own gasp of pleasure.
I began fucking Rita in a hard, smooth rhythm. Her pussy was hot, deep and tight. She was a magnificent fuck. She was undulating her ass and hips to meet each of my powerful thrusts, her cunt absorbing my cockmeat as I thrust into her again and again.
Our mouths met in a deep, tongue-twining, toe-curling kiss as we rutted hotly, blissfully not quite aware that at least ten other couples were fucking hotly as they watched the spectacular twin gangbang in the middle of the room. I was watching out of the corner of my eye even as I pumped Rita's sweet cunt.
"Don't come, baby." Rita said. "You're the grand finale. After all those men get sated and come in the redhead, you're going to finish your wife off and come in her."
"That'll be my second load of the night, then." I growled, plowing Rita's furrow with raw male power. "I'm going to drop my first load into your nasty cunt, babe." I began fucking Rita harder, driving towards my own climax. Rita's pussy was spasming around my pistoning prick in hot response.
"Oh baby... oh yeah..." Rita grunted as I fucked her deep and hard in the missionary position, feeling her legs sliding up and down my sides, sometimes wrapping around me. "Unngh! Uggh!... No wonder... they call you the ... Iron Crowbar... your god-damned cock... is like a fucking... iron bar inside me... oh God, you're so fucking... hard! Oh yes, OH YES!!..."
Rita came hard, and her clamping, clutching cock was too much for me. Driving into her with all my strength, I began climaxing, pumping my load deep into her sopping wet vagina. A gray mist swirled around my eyes as the intensely agonizing ecstasy of my release overwhelmed me...
---
I was gently fucking Rita in a "spoon" position, both of us lying on our left sides as we watched the gangbang in front of us. Rita often leaned her head back so that we could share deep, wet kisses, our tongues battling inside each other's mouths for sexual supremacy.
The gangbang had been going on for some time, and the redhead's cunt was slimy and messy with the large number of incredibly huge loads that had been shot into her sloppy quim. Laura was also a mess, the lubricant the men had been constantly applying now almost gushing out of her well-used and abused pussy. Both women's cuntlips were gaping, confirming the rough use they'd taken for what seemed like hours.
Finally, it was time. Rita ordered me to walk down to the dais upon which my wife was lying, and finish her. I got up and made my way through the throng. As I eased up between my wife's legs, she looked up at me with a look of pure, deep lust. I eased my bare cock into the slimy mess of her cunt. The feeling was warm and wet, but also loose to the point of near frictionless, and I wondered if I would be able to get my nut. I began pumping Laura harder, seeing the last of the eight men finally empty his balls into the redhead to finish her off for the evening.
I thought of the times I'd fucked Laura in the past, the times I'd fucked Melina, thinking of as many hot sex scenes I'd been a part of or had watched, trying desperately to get my rocks off. I barely heard the loud smacks as my thighs slapped Laura's asscheeks as I rapidly fucked my wife. I barely heard the chants of the onlookers, urging me on to reach the crest. Finally, I felt my nut rise and with a loud scream of agony, I fired my load into Laura's snatch.
"UUUHH!!" I gasped out. I almost blacked out from the agonizing pleasure of climax, not really seeing nor hearing nor remembering for a moment. I do remember hearing loud applause, as if it were far away, not realizing it had been for my performance in fucking my wife to a hot creampie climax.
When I finally recovered, I realized that a beautiful blonde woman was cleaning up my loins, licking off the mixture of juices and lubricants. I saw Rita between Laura's legs, lapping up the mess as two other women were hungrily eating out the redhead that had been fucked to exhaustion...
---
It was 5:00am and Laura and I had joined Rita at a diner just north of the University for breakfast. We'd showered and cleaned up at the club. Laura was near exhaustion, barely able to sit down, but she had been famished so we were eating on the way home.
After we'd talked about the gangbang and the pleasures of the evening, Rita said something cryptic, and a bit chilling: "I figured you'd realize that it was me who sold that BDSM paraphernalia, Don. I had no idea what that was about... No, I have no idea who the people were that bought the stuff. But I'll tell you this: I just run a BDSM club, I'm not trying to be anything more than I am, I'm not trying to be the 'big leagues' in the town's sex industry. But after this murder came up, I realized that something big is going on. And here I am having breakfast with two of the biggest, most powerful people in the County. It's kind of scary..."
"What do you think is going to happen?" I asked. "You're not implicated in the murder, nor anything else, as far as I'm aware."
"I can take care of myself," Rita said, "but I think it's time for a short vacation. I'm going to let some of my friends run the club for a couple of weeks and just get out of Dodge for a while."
Neither Laura nor I could persuade Rita to tell me what was bothering her, but she caught my eyes as I observed her. "Yes. Cop. All this is much bigger than you've been able to see thus far. You'll get there, but it's big. Bigger than you're letting yourself see..."
Part 12 - Third Weekend In October
On October 15th my nephew Todd's wife Jeanine delivered a healthy baby boy, mother and son coming out of the delivery just fine. Jeanine was going to name the baby 'Jack' after his biological father, and Todd had not objected. I hoped that this new edition of 'Jack Burke' would be a much better one than his father had been...
---
It was the Monday before the third weekend of October. As the MCD detectives filtered into the room and began consuming coffee, all of the talk was about the now 6-0 University football team. Almost everyone was excited, except one certain Lieutenant who was known to wield a blue crowbar.
"We'll see how much longer you're celebrating." I said. "You're coming up against a real team next." The next game was an away game... at MY school, also 6-0. I might work in this County, and my wife might be a professor at this University, but I was still loyal to my own School... and so was my ex-wife Melina.
"We'll take care of that lightwork, Lieutenant." Cindy Ross said, fully aware of who her University (the local one) was playing against.
"Sounds like a bet is in order, Detective Ross." I said. "Loser buys the winner dinner at The Steakhouse?"
"You're on!" Cindy said, and we shook hands on it.
"You're betting against MY cousin's football team, Lieutenant?" Angela Harlan said with mock anger.
"You betcha, Angela." I said. "I hope MY team beats your cousin's team up one side and down the other. I'll root for your team in all the other games, though."
"You bum." Angela said, giving what was for her a grin.
"That's nicer than what my wife called me." I said jokingly. It was now 7:00am, and time for Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! There have been no new developments in the Tom Burleson murder case, though the local Police have been cooperating with the FBI to develop leads that suggest a nationally-known serial killer may have visited our County. But for the big news of the week, let's go to Chuck Pringle at the Sports Desk! Chuck, what have you got for us?"
"Thanks, Bettina!" Chuck Pringle said as he came onto the screen. He had a full head of dark hair that was beginning to gray, and he had played football at one of the Conference schools years before. He was much better at sportscasting than the repugnant pajama-boy Tim Dawdle. "It's a big week for the University as they face a big conference rival in a showdown of undefeated teams! Coach Brian Harlan is optimistic but very cautious going into this week against one of the teams expected to compete for the conference crown..."
"I wonder what happened to Dawdle?" Cindy Ross said. "Did they finally get rid of that twerp?"
"I dunno," I said, "but I have a bad feeling about it. I wonder what the punk is doing behind the scenes while Pringle here fills in." I felt eyes upon me and glanced over my shoulder. Angela Harlan was looking straight at me, her face showing worry as she considered my words...
---
Finally, the day was here! It was the third weekend of October, and so far we'd had no more breaks in the Burleson murder mystery. The DNA evidence said that a woman had been present, but was too inconclusive to be of further value.
But right now, no one's attention was on police work. The University was playing my old School in a showdown with Conference and National title implications!
I was at the "Mountain Nest", my mom's home, in the basement game room. Watching the game with me were Teresa Croyle, Cindy Ross, Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, Daniel Allgood and my very pregnant ex-wife Melina, my wife Laura, and my mother Phyllis. My daughter Carole was there, also, but she seemed to prefer sleeping through the game rather than watching it.
My school was nicknamed the "Wildcats", and our colors were red jerseys with black trim with gold pants, a gold helmet with the School's letter in a football oval (something like the San Francisco 49ers) and a red stripe with black trim in the center of the helmet.
The local University is named the "Bulldogs". They'd once been the "Indians", but were forced to change it due to political correctness. Their colors were royal blue with silver trim, and as the visiting team they were wearing white jerseys with silver pants. Their helmets were silver with a royal blue "U" (like Miami of Florida's).
I was wearing the red jersey of the Wildcats, as was Melina, and my mother was wearing a red golf shirt which her large breasts strained and stretched, which Cindy took many opportunities to observe. Speaking of Cindy: she, Laura and Daniel were wearing the royal blue of the Bulldogs, which was Laura's employer and Daniel and Cindy's alma mater.
Jack Muscone and Martin Nash were neutral; Jack was simply enjoying a relaxing day off work. Martin's school wasn't in our conference, so he had no skin in the game. Teresa also didn't much care for either team, as her School was in another Conference in another part of the country.
Teresa had been feeding Carole and holding her for most of the day. Unbelievable how the bitchy Teresa "Cunt" became so much more warm and caring while attending a baby, I thought.
As we watched the game, we had no idea of the momentous events going on that would shape our lives...
---
"All right, Tim, show me what you have. All of it." Katherine Woodburn said.
They were in Katherine's office at KXTC television studios, the home of Channel Two News. Katherine and Tim Dawdle were in the room with Bettina Wurtzburg, and Dawdle was outlining his explosive story of PEDs at the University and the cover-up of them. Katherine examined the material for a considerable time, making sure that everything was well-sourced, backed up, and the story was rock-solid. It was.
"And Ferrell and Ikea are already looking into it?" Katherine said.
"Yes ma'am." Dawdle said. "Their statement and the documents opening the case are embargoed until Monday morning, but Ferrell said that SBI Director Jack Lewis has signed off on it."
"Wow, Tim, this is... truly great stuff." said Woodburn, fire flashing in her eyes. "You have totally exceeded my expectations. If Brian Harlan survives this, it will be because he made a pact with the devil."
"Yes ma'am." Dawdle said simply, hiding his excitement and having a story that would bring a lot of pain to a lot of people that he hated.
"Bettina, did you look at this? Is it good?" asked Woodburn.
"Yes ma'am, it's really good. No one can save that bastard Harlan and some of the alumni when this comes out." Bettina said, remembering also the school alumnus that she and Detective Don both thought was behind her brutal rape and beating. She intended to follow up Dawdle's story with one much more explosive and damaging to certain University alumni...
After more thought, Katherine Woodburn gave her instructions. "Okay, I want you to go with this Monday morning. Bettina, work with Tim and his cameraman. Get the scripts written and to me tonight. Get as much as you can shot to tape while everyone is out of town this weekend at the game. And lay the groundwork for even more explosive stories!"
Katherine continued: "So Tim, you tried to get more out of the Conference officials?"
"Yes, ma'am." Dawdle said. "I've called the Deputy Commissioner back three times, and he gives me the same line that he's just started to look into it. When I asked him to give us an on-camera interview, he refused, as did every other Conference and NCAA compliance official that we contacted."
"I want you to work that up." Woodburn said. "Make it a big part of the story, as big or bigger than Coach Harlan's cover-up; heck, this could be a two-tier story. I really want you to embellish the NCAA and Conference's refusals to look into this... that could make this story go national. This is your big chance, Timmy, don't blow it."
"Yes, ma'am." Dawdle said, his heart surging. A *national* story!
"Get out of here and get to work. Get me those scripts tonight." Katherine Woodburn said. The reporters quickly left her office.
Katherine Woodburn sat back, a satisfied feeling filling her. It would get political and ugly, but this was her big chance to really take a shot at the University and take the arrogant bastards that fueled the football program down a few notches. And her best source ever, Steven Ikea, would be able to get some revenge for the shabby treatment he received after finding PEDs once before in a coach's office.
And after that... she could concentrate on bringing down the Iron Crowbar and making sure the right man won the Sheriff election next year. But how to bring down the Iron Crowbar, that was the problem. He'd outsmarted the SBI on trying to frame Coach Marshall for PEDs, and every criminal in the State feared being whipped by his blue crowbar if they came up against him physically. He'd rescued those children after being shot, and survived the subsequent explosion of that warehouse. And it only added to his legend that he'd pursued three people shooting at the Irish Pub one night, literally walking up to them as they were firing, and killing one of the perps.
It would be no easy task to crack the Iron Crowbar, but she felt it could be done. Now just how to go about it...
---
"Trust me, this is for the best." Agent Dick Ferrell said to Vince Rossoliano as they ate lunch at the best little Italian restaurant in the City, watching with everyone else the big game on the television sets. "Tell your boss that I've got it covered. We open the case, but we let it linger and nothing gets solved for months, years, if ever. And if something else comes out, we've covered our own asses at the SBI by at least having opened the case."
"Why even give that little shit Dawdle the time of day?" asked Rossoliano.
"If we ignore him, then he might go somewhere else. We're stalling him, just like the Conference deputy official is. Like I said, tell your boss to have some faith." said Ferrell.
"After that last fiasco trying to frame Coach Marshall, my boss doesn't have much faith in you, nor your cocksucking lapdog Ikea." said Rossoliano. "I have to go report in to him and then get out of here. I'm not even supposed to be back in the country. I'll tell the boss, but you better know what you're doing this time, Ferrell. You know what the man is capable of."
Ferrell shuddered slightly, knowing indeed what the man at the top and holding both their chains was capable of. Still, he had confidence in his plan...
---
"And that will do it." the TV announcer said. "The Bulldogs' dream of an improbable championship season comes to an end as the Wildcats take the 28-0 win at home..."
Melina and I were high-fiving while Daniel and Cindy groaned. It had not even been a contest, our Wildcats had dominated every phase of the game for the whole game.
Just then Teresa's phone rang. "Gotta go, we're going to move on a big drug bust." she said as she handed Carole to me and quickly left.
"Good luck!" I called out to Teresa's back, then turned my attention to my baby daughter.
"Hi, Carole!" I said, very enthusiastically. "You get to wear a red jersey all week long, how do you like that?" Carole smiled brightly and giggled and cooed. Her mother was much less amused at having lost that little side bet...
Part 13 - The Breaking Story
I walked into Police Headquarters at 6:00am on Monday following the third weekend of October. I was in a very good mood. I could not say the same for most of the officers on the Police Force, especially the MCD room. My peace offering of a couple dozen doughnuts was accepted somewhat begrudgingly, but accepted nonetheless as Teresa Croyle came into the MCD room.



"We made a major drug bust Saturday night." Teresa reported. "Sergeant Sharples developed the leads and led the raid. We got a big score of cocaine, amphetamines, and synthetic marijuana."
"That's great, Teresa!" I said. "So Sharples found out about it?" I was not quite believing of it, but maybe Sharples was better than we realized.
"Yeah, but it was strange." Teresa said. "After we'd arrested about fifteen guys, one of them, who we think was the leader, tried to attack Sharples. Guy named Lenny. He's filthy, long haired."
"I know that bastard." I said, remembering my interview with him on the day my daughter was born.
Teresa continued: "Well, Lenny began cursing and spitting at Sharples, saying Sharples had betrayed him and the gang. Tried to go after Sharples even though he was being restrained."
"Interesting." I said. "Did Sharples do any undercover work with the guy?"
"Maybe, but we don't know for sure." Teresa said. "Sharples didn't say much until he was giving the information to Captain Malone, and as far as I know he only told Captain Malone how he'd uncovered it."
I pondered that, but as it was 7:00am we tuned in for Bettina, expecting to hear a story about the big, successful Police drug bust.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead reporter. She was looking very fine for any hour, but especially for the early morning. "We now bring you a KXTC exclusive in a just-breaking report! Let's go now to Tim Dawdle with the story!"
"This is Tim Dawdle, KXTC Channel Two Sports, with a breaking story!" said the pajama-boy punk, his oily hair and nerd face with thick black glasses especially repelling as he stood with the University football stadium in the background. "The State Bureau of Investigation's Narcotics Task Force has agreed to open an investigation of the University's athletic program for the distribution and use of performance-enhancing drugs, or P-E-Ds, based upon evidence provided by my exhaustive investigative report of Coach Brian Harlan's program."
"The Town & County Examiner will be running my story in print today, and KXTC Channel Two News has the first exclusive on this fast-breaking story." Dawdle continued, clearly excited. "The SBI is investigating the extensive use of PED's and Coach Brian Harlan's knowledge of the distribution of those drugs by one of his former coaches. Special Agent Richard Ferrell of the SBI's Narcotics Task Force will be leading the way in the investigation, the results which we will be bringing to you."
"Tonight on our 6:00pm broadcast, Channel Two News will bring you the results of our in-depth investigation not only into the PED use by the University and Coach Harlan's lawless, wild-west athletic program, but the cover-up in collusion with the NCAA and the Conference. We'll reveal why the NCAA and the Conference is turning a blind eye to the University football team's PED use, and why they declined to seriously investigate the University's football program even after the death of a football player last August. This is Tim Dawdle with the investigative report for KXTC Channel Two News!"
"Ho-lee shit." Cindy whispered in the utterly quiet room. I glanced at Angela Harlan. She was speechless, but fury was written all over her angular but pretty face.
"Thank you, Tim, this is huge information!" Bettina said, her smile radiant: she was enjoying this. "In other news, the Police Vice Department made several arrests in a drug bust over the weekend. Captain Harold Malone stated that Detective Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples did an excellent job in uncovering and busting the drug perps as they tried to move into our County. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News, and we'll bring you any new developments of the University's PED cover-up scandal as they break."
"Shit." said Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle, "We make a massive drug bust and get barely a line on the news about it."
"Life isn't fair, Teresa." I said. "And it's about to get a whole lot more unfair for a lot of college football players."
"This is going to get very ugly." Cindy said. "KXTC not only attacked the football program, but the Conference and the NCAA for looking the other way. Whether they did or not, they now have to investigate the program just to cover their asses. God damn that little bastard Dawdle!"
"Not to mention trying to tie Jackson's death to the cover-up." I said. "That is really going to make it ugly with the Public... and it may become an issue for the Police Force here."
"I wonder if Dawdle's drivers' license is expired, if his insurance is up-to-date, if his car tag is good." Officer Pete Feeley said. "It might take several traffic stops to find out."
"No!" I said, then pointed at Feeley. "And put out the word, Feeley: this Department is not to touch nor harass that man unless he actually commits a crime. I don't want to give the bastard Press any excuse of a story that the Police is being used by University Alumni to harass Tim Dawdle. Do I make myself clear, Patrolman Feeley?"
"Yes sir." Pete Feeley said, disappointed but understanding.
"And that goes for everyone else, too." I said. "All right guys, we have crimes to solve. I'm going to go talk to the Chief and Captain Charles and make sure nobody starts getting any ideas of going after Dawdle." As I left the MCD room I felt eyes upon me. I looked back and saw Angela Harlan looking at me. Her eyes were inscrutable.
---
"We're going to have to endure a full investigation." said University President Sidney Wellman to Henry R. Wargrave as they ate lunch in Wargrave's dining room in his lakeside home near the City. "I got a call from the Conference Commissioner this morning; they're going to let the Press know that they've just opened an investigation, but that Dawdle went too quickly with the story before they had time to actually investigate, and that Dawdle has hindered their investigation by coming out with the story."
"They're covering their asses." Wargrave said. "The NCAA is not so fortunate; they're saying their previous investigation yielded nothing, but they're really being hounded by the Press now, especially about young Jefferson Jackson's death."
"What if they talk to the local police?" Wellman asked. "And what about the SBI?
"I've been assured that Ferrell is going to let the investigation linger to the point it dies away." Wargrave said. "Ferrell's logic was not sound in my mind, but I can understand it from the SBI's point of view, especially if they have to cover their asses."
"The real wild card here is the local police." Wargrave continued. "The Iron Crowbar knows about it, and he gave Gonzales and Harlan partial immunity in exchange for admitting they tried to frame Coach Marshall. Don also has video evidence of Ferrell and Ikea's involvement in that frame-up, and he is holding it over them in exchange for them not investigating him or talking to him about the PED issue."
"That'll sure keep the SBI at bay, but it'll be mighty thin if the NCAA comes around." Wellman said. "It'll look even more like a cover-up. And sure, Don has every right to tell the NCAA to piss off, but what about Ikea? He's bitter as hell against the local Police, and would love to shove a red hot poker up the football team's collective ass. And his benefactors are anti-University religious nuts like Pastor Westboro and Kelly Carnes."
"It's definitely a problem," said Henry Wargrave, "but the one thing we must be sure to do is not overreact in haste, and subsequently make things worse. Call Coach Harlan and tell him not to cancel his press conference today, and to be sure to use all the proper phrases. In the meantime..." He did not speak for a moment.
"In the meantime?" Wellman finally asked.
"In the meantime, I'll try to figure out what we can do." said Wargrave.
---
"Oh my God, it was awful." said Brian Harlan as his cousin Angela poured him a large glass of wine. "Those god-damned reporters were relentless. I just wanted to jump off the podium and punch that little faggot Dawdle in the nose."
"Yeah," said Angela, who had been present at the conference as 'security' for the coach, "it made me sick watching and listening to the other reporters tell Dawdle what a great thing he did breaking that story."
"Well, President Wellman called me a few minutes ago." Harlan said. "He said I did well, totally denying the allegations, bringing up the past exonerations. He also said I don't have to do any more press conferences, citing media frenzy."
"So, you can tell me like you can tell no one else: how bad is it really?" Angela asked.
"Bad, but it depends." Harlan said. "Our fear is that the Press will somehow dig up your Lieutenant's secret deal with me and Gonzales, or that he knew his criminal nephew had been selling PEDs to some of the players last year. Either of those could be blown up and break the whole thing wide open."
"Don has already told us that if the NCAA or any Press ask, we're to say that we're investigating murders committed by his nephew Ned, and in light of that ongoing investigation we can't comment. The Police Press Office stated that also. So he and we are covered." Angela said helpfully.
"Yeah, Mr. Warg- er, our big alumnus told me that." Harlan said. "But I think the only thing that'll make this thing go away is for Dawdle to go away, and for the Press to be diverted..."
Part 14 - Night Of The Black Widow
At 11:00pm on Wednesday night I got the call. It was Tanya Perlman.
"The Black Widow has struck again, Lieutenant." she said, giving the location, a seedy apartment complex in one of the lower income areas of Town south of Downtown.
"Okay, I'll be right there." I said, glancing over at Laura, who was watching and listening as she breast-fed Carole.
"There's more, Lieutenant..." and Laura watched the shock grow in my eyes as Perlman said "The victim is Tim Dawdle. He's dead."
To be continued...
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Part 14 - Night Of The Black Widow
Entering the apartment, I saw Tanya Perlman and the Crime Lab team at work gathering evidence, and the medical examiner "CMB" looking over the body. The body was seated in a small metal chair, his hands tied behind him with rope, his pants puddled around his ankles. The back of his head was bashed in, making the face barely recognizable, but the oily black hair and the glasses on the floor a few feet away made the identification fairly obvious. A huge black circle with four legs coming out each side was painted on the punk's skinny chest, and the hourglass of two red triangles outlined with white were in the middle of the circle.
"Dawdle's wallet and ID were in his pants pocket." Tanya said. "However, his cell phone has not been found in the room, and may have been taken. This is not where he lives, and this apartment is unrented. Looks like he was brought here, but the neighbors claim to have seen nothing at all."
"Who called it in?" I asked.
"Neighbor below." Tanya said. "They heard some noises like people stomping on the floor for a while, but it then stopped. Then, at about 10:30, some blood came dripping through the ceiling and they called 9-1-1. We're keeping them away from any phones, and I've ordered that the police radio not be used at all so that the Press doesn't get wind of it."
"Bless you for that one, Tanya." I said. "I owe you a big beer for that. Aw, Jesus..."
Everyone looked at me, so I finished the thought out loud: "Whoever did this did us no favors at all; the Press will say this is a cover-up for the football PED story he was reporting on, and now the whole Black Widow story might get out."
"That's why they pay you the big bucks, Lieutenant." Tanya said. Her crime team laughed. I was much less amused.
"So what happened here?" I asked as I examined the body closely. "Either the blow that killed him wasn't enough to knock him over, or they put his body back upright."
"We're swabbing for DNA around his genitals." Tanya said. "He definitely was brought off before he was killed."
"So what was used to make the spider markings?"
"Some kind of actor's makeup for the black stuff. The white outline of the triangles is also some kind of grease paint, but the red appears to be lipstick. Sure used a lot of it." Tanya replied.
"CMB, any idea what made these abrasions on Dawdle's forehead and cheeks?" I asked.
"Not sure yet." CMB said. "Looks like they roughed him up before they whacked him."
"We've taken blood samples, but don't know yet if they drugged him." Tanya said.
"Hmm," I said, looking at the floor a few feet in front of where the chair and body were facing. "There are some blood smears on the carpet here. I wonder if they match the abrasions on his face and head? Guys, mark these stains on the carpet, photograph them and then sample them."
As the crime lab members did so, I had an insight. "Has anyone tried to lift the victim out of the chair yet?" A chorus of "no"s hit me. "Can a couple of you lift him up enough that I can see what's on the chair?"
By now Tanya and her crime teams had learned not to question the ol' Lieutenant's seemingly strange requests. A couple of officers raised up the body by the armpits.
"Wow, there are liquids on the chair." Tanya said.
"Let's get him off there." I said. The victim was untied and his body carefully laid to the side on its side. I examined the top of the chair as Barry Oliver collected samples of the fluids.
"Semen and blood." Tanya said. "By the way, when a victim dies, he usually loses control of his bowels. We should be finding shit there, not semen and blood."
"Yep," I said, "and if you look at the punk's asshole, it's clear that he has been raped. My guess is that the perps tied his hands behind him, put him face-down and ass-up on the floor and sodomized him... that's where he got the face and head abrasions from as they forced his head into the carpet while raping him, and that's why his blood is on the carpet there. Anyway, after he was raped, he was placed in the chair, tied to it, and then he was injected with drugs and someone went to work on his genitals to make him climax before killing him."
"None of the other Black Widow victims were sodomized." said Tanya. "Does that mean it's a copycat?"
"If it is, then my job just got twice as hard," I said, "as it means there's a huge leak in either the Police Department or the FBI."
Just then Angela Harlan and Hugh Hewitt came to the door. "Hi guys, can we help?" Angela asked.
"Take a look, but don't get in the lab guys' way." I said. "What are you two doing here, by the way?" I asked.
"Saw the police cars out front and came in to help." Angela said.
"There's been nothing on the police radio about this at all, by the way." Hugh said.
"And I want it to stay that way." I said. "I don't want the Press here at all."
Unfortunately, my desires were unfulfilled as Bettina Wurtzburg and her cameraman Scott Turnbull showed up just fifteen minutes later. Senior Patrolmen Rudistan and Morton held her back, but I knew I had to speak to her about it. So I went down and asked Bettina to come with me, off camera, and we went a little ways off but within the police cordon.
"Bettina, I'm going to tell you what happened, but it's embargoed for two hours, and you'll see why when I tell you." I said. Bettina reluctantly agreed.
"The dead man inside there is Tim Dawdle." I said. As the shock hit Bettina I said "I'm going to have to interview you now, as an associate of the deceased. Can you tell me the last time you talked to him?"
"To- tonight, at about 8:00." Bettina said, her face totally blank except for the shock. "We'd just wrapped up the post-action meeting for the 6:00pm broadcast. He got a phone call while he was calling sources within the NCAA about their part in the PED cover-up- oh my god, he's dead? Don, what happened to him? Was he murdered? Who did this to him?"
"Two hours, Bettina." I said. "Yes, he was murdered, by a blow to the back of the head. Let my crime lab finish their work. And let me get you and your cameraman some coffee while you wait."
Two hours later... to the exact minute... Bettina went into action. The camera filmed the body being removed, which I didn't particularly mind. Bettina was on the phone, calling her editor and breaking the news story, then filming her segment and an interview with me. I consented to the interview in an effort to prevent details about the Black Widow from coming out, only saying that the victim had been killed by a blow to the back of the head, and that we'd know more when the Crime Lab's report came out.
---
At 6:00am that morning, Thursday, there was a full meeting in Classroom J of Police Headquarters. Jack Muscone's FBI team was present, as well as my entire MCD team and Teresa Croyle from Vice. Captain Brittany Maxwell of the University Police was also there, at my invitation.
"The liquids on the victim's penis was saliva." reported Tanya Perlman, who had not slept the night before, and neither had I. "And preliminary tests suggest it was a male. We are also working up DNA samples from the semen that was left on the chair and in Dawdle's ass. Maybe two or three guys in the room with him."
"No sign of a woman?" the Chief asked.
"There was lipstick on Dawdle's neck right at the shoulder." Tanya said. "It had been covered with blood from the blow to the back of the head, but some lipstick was left and I'm praying for some extra skin cells. Anyway, it might have been a woman that left the kiss mark, but she did not see fit to perform oral or vaginal sex upon him."
"Poison?" I asked.
"Yep, he'd been injected, and it looks like the same stuff that was injected into Burleson."
"Crowbar, any ideas?" asked the Chief.
"I've already left instructions for the Lab to compare any DNA to the rape of Bettina Wurtzburg, and see if it's the same thugs." I replied. "Not sure if it's the same people, and we never got any samples from Ikea when he was raped there, but we might get lucky and get a match. It's just a hunch, but this case reminds me of that one, except that Bettina lived while Dawdle died."
"So you don't think this was related to the Black Widow killings?" Jack Muscone asked.
"Oh yes, I very much do think it's the Black Widow." I said. "If the tests confirm the poison was the same as Burleson, then I'm going to work the angle that it's the same set of killers. I don't think these sophisticated drugs are that prevalent or easy to come by." 
"That's a good point." said the Chief. "So are you saying the Black Widow was related to the Wurtzburg rape?"
"No, Chief, and let me try to explain more clearly." I said, realizing that I had done an exceptionally poor job of expressing what I was actually thinking.
I began: "Bettina was attacked as she met her source, who was Ikea, and that was a hired hit meant to intimidate her into backing off reports that were a problem for wealthy University alumni in the Murdered Lovers case."
I continued: "The Dawdle crime scene shows two distinct phases. The first was similar to Wurtzburg in that Dawdle was tortured and sodomized, possibly over the PED stories he reported.
"Then the second phase was tying him to the chair, making him sexually climax, and then killing him by a blow to the head along with an injection of poison drugs. That's the Black Widow angle, her motif.
"The only reason I think this is related to the Wurtzburg attack is that some of the same perps might have been hired for both. We know my nephew Ned was involved in Bettina's attack. Maybe he was involved in this one, also. But then again, maybe not."
"So do you think the perps did a copycat of the Black Widow killings?" asked FBI Agent Lindy Linares.
Boy! did I fuck this up, I thought to myself as I said, "No, I think this is not a copycat killing... it's the Black Widow, but she and her perps wanted to make it look like it was a copycat killing, hence the differences in the sexual acts upon Dawdle."
"This might sound weird," Angela Harlan said, "but if I recall, the other men that have been murdered were decent or even good-looking and were heterosexuals as far as we know. But Dawdle is a pretty sickening little twit to look at; maybe the Black Widow had him sodomized by other men because she didn't want to touch him, or maybe because she knew he's a fag."
"But he's not... er, wasn't a homosexual." Cindy Ross said, and I noted the underlying anger in her eyes at Angela's use of the word 'fag' as Cindy continued: "Lainie already has worked up some data, and I asked her to look specifically into that. Dawdle was not a part of the gay scene in this Town." No one said out loud that Cindy Ross would have more knowledge of that than she was prepared to tell out loud, though everyone knew.
"It's likely he was raped for the same reason Ikea was." I said. "To humiliate and punish him. To send a message- Oh! it's nearly seven o'clock. Let's see what Bettina has to say."
---
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." said the lovely reporterette, though much more somberly than normal. "Last night the body of my colleague Tim Dawdle was found here at the Pine Cone Apartments. Tim was murdered by what the medical examiner has called a blow to the back of the head with a heavy, blunt instrument. No other details have been given. We now go to a taped interview with Police Lieutenant Don-"
"Why the hell did you give her an interview, Don?" the Chief asked as everyone watched.
"I gave it so that I could keep details about the Black Widow from becoming public for as long as possible." I said. The Chief just nodded, still frowning.
Once my taped interview was over, Bettina was back on. "Although police have not yet found any suspects or motive in the murder of reporter Tim Dawdle, it is well known that he had recently broken a huge story about PED use in the University football program, and a potential cover-up by the University, the NCAA and the Conference. I can assure you that Channel Two News will be vigorously following the investigation of the murder of Tim Dawdle, and relentlessly inquiring as to who might have committed this horrible act, and why. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News."
---
"Fun fun, we get to go interview reporters at KXTC." I said to Cindy, Teresa, Martin Nash and Diana Torres. "I expect them to be hostile to us and to not say anything, but we will appeal to their professional association with the victim and guilt to get them to talk."
Arriving at the KXTC headquarters, we found that Katherine Woodburn was in her office with Bettina Wurtzburg. At first, she refused to give consent for her people to be interviewed.
"Lieutenant, you know the protections of the Press prohibit us from talking about any of this." Woodburn tried.
I tried a new tactic. I pulled a small chair up next to Ms. Woodburn's, behind her desk, and sat down. She looked deeply offended, which is what I hoped to see.
"Ms. Woodburn," I said, keeping my voice quiet and even, just a tiny bit too quiet and even, "your journalistic protections apply to sources, not to reporters themselves. Dawdle was your reporters' colleague, and we need any information we can get to try to find his killers. There may even be a connection between those perps and the ones that attacked Ms. Wurtzburg here a few months ago. All I want is to bring the killers to Justice, and to bring Justice to whoever is behind those killers. Now I fail to understand why what I want is not exactly the same thing that you want for your employee."
"You police need to be out there looking for killers and not harassing my reporters." Ms. Woodburn said, showing some anger and dislike of the police.
"Oh for God's sake, Katherine!" Bettina said, exasperated. "Let them talk to our people and let us help them find whoever killed Tim! Don, I'll help you no matter what Ms. Woodburn says. I imagine plenty of others will, as well." Katherine Woodburn gaped at Bettina, but said nothing else.
"So, Ms. Woodburn, what will it be?" I asked, relaxing back into my chair, still using that quiet voice. "Subpoenas all around, and you looking bad if you fight them publicly? Or some cooperation on your part... just questions about Dawdle, not your stories."
 
Katherine Woodburn looked ill-at-ease, but reluctantly consented to interviews with the reporters, but only with KXTC lawyers present.
To my great surprise, most of the reporters were actually helpful and willingly answered our questions. Unfortunately, not much was learned. Tim Dawdle was disliked by just about every one of his colleagues, most of whom considered him nearly worthless as a reporter. No one had had enough conversations with him to know much about him, and nobody really had seemed to care about his existence.
---
At the 4:00pm meeting in Classroom J, a lot of information was put out.
Myron Milton went first with the digital data. "As you know, Tim Dawdle was a reporter for KXTC. He has been a reporter of some kind since graduating from the University of Georgia Journalism School. Their Journalism School is one of the best: it gives out the Peabody Awards, which are just behind the Pulitzer Prize in prestige. Probably that is the only reason why Dawdle has been able to secure any jobs at all, and he bounced around from place to place, several jobs in a short amount of time, most recently coming to KXTC as a sports reporter."
Myron continued "Dawdle had school loan debt but nothing else of significance. One credit card, not a very high limit, and only half-maxed out. No large amounts of money anywhere, no unusual deposits of money into his accounts. He liked to look at porn, heterosexual porn, and a good bit of that was found on his computer at home. Other than that, nothing of interest at all. Neither his personal nor work-related emails showed any threats against him, even though he was carrying on an investigation into the University football team that was becoming an embarrassment to them."
More Myron: "His cellphone was not found on his person, but I traced the number given to me by the two reporters that had his number in their cellphones. His calls mostly were to other reporters, to order pizza, stuff like that. I suspect he may have had a burner phone to use with sources and contacts of that nature.
"However, one call from a burner phone came to his regular cellphone around 8:00pm, the time Bettina Wurtzburg said she last saw him. The burner phone pinged a cell tower near the apartment where he was found, and currently is not pinging at all, which suggests it has been destroyed or disposed of."
Goth Girl Mary Mahoney picked up the thread. "We found no connection between Dawdle and Tom Burleson or any of the other 'Black Widow' murder victims, nor any connection between Dawdle and Mr. Ward or Ward Harvester. However, I did find one report from an undercover police officer, who obtained a surveillance photograph of Dawdle at lunch in a Downtown sandwich bistro with a woman named 'Goth Girl Kathy'-"
"Ah, any association with the BDSM crowd?" the Chief asked, butting in. "For that matter, did Dawdle have any association with them?" The Chief was just not going to let that go, I realized as I butted in myself.
"Goth Girl Kathy has no association that we know of with the BDSM crowd, Chief." I said firmly. "But she's known to be a very close associate of my nephew Ned." The Chief knew this; I was stunned at how he'd jumped at the name vis-a-vis any kind of BDSM angle.
"Yes sir, that's right." Mary said. "Vice was watching her in the hope of her leading us to Ned and/or his drugs... and of course, they want to beat the Iron Crowbar to capturing Ned just for the sake of doing so." There was a murmur about that, and I nodded in acknowledgement. Then we noticed the Chief's icy stare at us all, which shut all noise down. He bade Mary to continue.
"It never panned out." she said. "Neither she nor Tim Dawdle had any association with BDSM that we know of, though Kathy could've had associations we don't know about. Dawdle was too well known as a reporter, they would've shunned him. He was more in with the punk crowd, but even they didn't like him very much."
Tanya then gave her report. "The blow to the head killed Dawdle, a blow delivered by a solid object such as a baseball bat. Very similar injuries to Tom Burleson there. The drug he was injected with is identical, exactly identical in every respect, to that used on Tom Burleson.
"Dawdle was anally raped multiple times by at least two different men." Tanya continued. "It was saliva that we found on his penis and genitals, and I'm certain enough that it was a male to tell you that now. The lipstick kiss on Dawdle's shoulder was likely done by a woman wearing black lipstick, but there's not enough to make a DNA match."
"All right, Crowbar, wrap this up with a bow." the Chief said wearily.



"Dawdle was last seen around 8:00pm at KXTC's offices." I said. "He left after getting a phone call, which we now know was from a burner phone. After that, there is nothing on him: his car does not have GPS, and it was nowhere in the area of the apartment complex. We've put out an APB to watch for the car. The couple in the apartment below the crime scene said that they started hearing the loud bumping noises in the apartment above around 9:15, but there may have been activity there before then. For the blood to get to the apartment below by 10:30 suggests that the death blow was administered some amount of time before that, as we have to give some time for the blood to seep through the floor cracks and down through the ceiling below."
"Suspects?" the Chief asked brusquely.
"My nephew Ned has shown up as an associate of a Dawdle associate, but the crime scene suggests the Black Widow has struck again. This also is supporting my idea that the Black Widow may be a contract killer, and was hired to kill Dawdle. As to who is ultimately behind killing Dawdle, he'd pissed off plenty of people related to the University and its football team, though killing Dawdle is about the absolutely fucking stupidest thing they could've done over that matter."
"Yes, but how do you really feel about that, Lieutenant?" Cindy quipped. The room broke into laughter, which I joined.
"If criminals weren't stupid, our jobs would be a lot harder." the Chief said. "Okay, everyone not named 'Lieutenant' is excused. Jack, I'd like you to come with me to my conference room, also." Muscone nodded his agreement.
Part 15 - Suspects and Alibis
"We're doing what?" Dr. Wellman asked, his face a mask of astonishment. It was 5:30pm the same Thursday afternoon.
"You and I are going to Police Headquarters and talk with Chief Griswold and the Iron Crowbar." Henry Wargrave said. "They can't come here, and this is a professional inquiry by them. I think we should go, because we might can influence them on how to handle the case."
---
At 7:30pm the Chief brought me and Jack Muscone into his small Conference room. Also attending was our Press Relations officer, Lt. Scott Peterson.
The Chief had already told me who else was coming, so I was not surprised that Dr. Wellman and Henry Wargrave were already in the room. Dr. Wellman was sipping on a bottled water while Henry Wargrave drank coffee.
"Thank you for coming, gentlemen." Chief Griswold said as the meeting started. "You know my Lieutenant, and you may know Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI.
"Ah yes," said Henry Wargrave, "I met you at the Lieutenant's promotion party." He shook hands with Muscone, as did Wellman.
"The reason for this meeting," Chief Griswold said, "is to discuss the situation pertaining to the Tim Dawdle murder. Obviously we have an investigation to do, but we realize the sensitivity to the University, as Dawdle was doing hit pieces on the school."
"Yes," Dr. Wellman said, "and we're eager to cooperate with your investigation. Certainly whoever killed Dawdle did us no favors at all. The Press is already suggesting that we murdered him to shut him up. This will likely force the NCAA and the Conference to act, and the SBI has made rumblings about expanding the investigation they recently opened."
"We can keep the SBI out of it." I said. "And one way of doing that is by formally asking the FBI to help, which we did this afternoon. This needs to stay in this room, but we are investigating the Dawdle murder in conjunction with the recent murder of Tom Burleson. There have been similarities between the crimes, and Special Agent Muscone's team was already called in to help on the Burleson case. Lt. Peterson will be giving a press briefing and statement that the FBI is working with us. That alone will keep the SBI out."
"Excellent." said Wargrave, his eyes looking more amused than anything else.
"First," I said, "I have to confirm your whereabouts last night. Dr. Wellman, you were holding a reception at your home?"
"Yes I was, and it was unfortunate that you and your lovely wife were unable to come. If you had, I'd have the perfect alibi." Dr. Wellman said, grinning at his own joke as he continued: "Ironically it was for our Journalism School, and for two of our alumni that were nominated for Peabody and Pulitzer awards. Mr. Wargrave and his wife were there, as well as Tom Riordan and his wife, Mr. J.P. Goldman, Mr. Truelove, Pastor Westboro, Mr. John Colby and his wife, Dagmar Schoen and her husband..."
"Yes sir," I said, "and your office was kind enough to send me the guest list. Was Coach Harlan there?"
"No, none of the coaches were." Wellman said. Wargrave nodded.
"Having confirmed that, we are here to discuss how to proceed from here." I said. "Of course our investigation will go where it takes us, but we'd like to know your plans, especially vis-a-vis the Press, so that we don't trip on each other."
"I've already told Coach Harlan to not give any more press conferences." said Dr. Wellman. "I put out a notice that the Athletic Department is off limits during the current SBI investigation, which will proceed with glacial smoothness, I am sure. The Press is howling about that, but they can howl at me all they want; it's Coach Harlan that we're trying to provide relief for, so that he may complete the season without further distraction."
"I was thinking of offering a reward." said Henry Wargrave. "A reward for information leading to the arrest and conviction of whoever murdered Tim Dawdle. That might help to show that at least this alumnus is serious about finding Dawdle's killer, and that we had no desire for this to happen."
"Lt. Peterson, will you work with Mr. Wargrave on that?" asked the Chief. Lt. Peterson agreed.
"As to Coach Harlan," I said, "I will interview him in the morning, and hopefully he is going to give us an excellent alibi. If he does, we can put that out to the public also."
"I do need for you gentlemen to not to talk to KXTC reporters." I said. "I am working with Bettina Wurtzburg, and doing so in order to quell their nosing into the wrong things, as well as keeping them from screwing up my murder investigations. If she comes to you asking for 'confirmation' of anything at all, kindly direct her right back to me."
---
"Good morning, Coach. Thank you for coming here." I said as Coach Harlan came into Interrogation-A.
"Geez, I hate it every time I have to talk to you." said Harlan. "But President Wellman asked me to come down and answer your questions."
"I hope that this time our talk will be productive and good for you." I said. "First, I have to ask you where you were Wednesday night between 8:00 and 11:00pm?"
"I was having dinner at my house with my cousin Angela, your detective." Harlan said. "At least from seven-thirty until ten, ten-thirty or so."
"Should be easy for me to confirm that." I said. "So you weren't in your offices, or with your coaches? It's football season, after all."
"We have an open date this Saturday." Harlan said. "So I'm making sure the players and coaches have some time off, and the coaches can have dinner with their families. Won't happen again until December, so I tell them to enjoy this week."
"I fully understand." I said. "Thank you for your time, Coach. By the way..." I said, as if it were a sudden thought, "did you ever meet with Tim Dawdle or be interviewed by him?"
"Only during press conferences." Harlan said. "Never one-on-one. That punk really disgusted me, and I don't mind saying it out loud."
"Did you ever know a man named Tom Burleson?" I asked, watching the Coach's eyes. Was that a bit of shock that I saw in there?
"Uh... no, not that I can recall." said the Coach, then after a pause: "The name sounds familiar, but I can't remember meeting him."
"You may have heard the name on television." I said. "Have you ever met Thaddeus Ward, of Ward Harvester?" Again, that same shock in the Coach's eyes...
"Uh, no, not that I recall, unless he's one of our boosters at a football-related function. There are so many of those that I can hardly keep up with the names."
"I understand." I said. "Thank you for your time, Coach, and I hope to be able to deflect further unwanted Press attention from you."
---
"Yes, that's right." Angela Harlan said. "I had dinner with Brian Wednesday night at his place. We often get together for dinner when we can."
"That's good." I said. "You just confirmed the best alibi he could possibly have."
---
"Hugh," I said, interviewing him separately from and out of earshot of Angela, "you and Angela came up to the crime scene Wednesday together. Were you together all evening?"
"Oh no," Hugh said, "she called me up to go to a late movie and I picked her up right before we got to the crime scene. She said she'd had dinner with her cousin, the football coach, earlier that evening."
"Well, that confirms that." I said, the last question I had being answered.
Part 16 - Texas Women (Don't Stay Lonely Long)
"So what is this charity event that we're going to?" Laura asked as I zipped up her dress, an off-white gown with sequined ribbons of brown swirling around it. She also wore high heel strappy tan sandals. She looked fabulous, as always.
"One of Hugh's buddies is doing it for the Wounded Warrior Project." I said. "They invited us, and I thought this would be a nice occasion that did not involve the University and it's alumni. I also think Wounded Warrior Project is a great cause, and I'm happy to support it."
"Me, too." Laura said. "And I'm certainly glad to go along and let my husband show me off. You look handsome, as well." I was wearing a black tuxedo, which I rarely got to do.
It was Friday night, and I was looking forward to a fun evening. We picked up my mother, who was wearing a lovely blue gown, and her young friend, the guy we called "The Leader." I knew that this young man was dating (and fucking) my mother, and I certainly had no problems with it, though I wondered what the sensation might be when they appeared in public together for the first time. Cindy and Teresa were keeping Carole for us at my mom's house.
At the River Valley Country Club we ran into Hugh Hewitt and Angela Harlan, looking good together as a couple, not to mention being all dressed up. Angela looked a bit uneasy in her lovely dress, but after my mother and wife got through "Ooh"- and "Ahh"-ing her, she felt a lot better. Daniel Allgood and Melina were also there, Melina looking very pregnant but still simply stunning in her shimmering red dress. Daniel looked very statesmanlike, like Clark Kent in a tuxedo.
Hugh and I were talking for a moment when we took notice of a lovely black-haired woman crossing the floor of the Country Club's ballroom. "Who is that?" Hugh asked, transfixed.
"That's Selena Steele." I replied. "She's the daughter of Town Councilman Edward R. Steele and works for J.P. Goldman Bank."
"I'd better go find Angela," Hugh said, "before I get into trouble." I could understand; Selena was a gorgeous woman. I went to find my own gorgeous wife.
---
"Ah, Dr. Fredricson, I've heard so much about you." Selena Steele said, as she was introduced to my wife. It turned out that Selena was the date and co-host of the young man who was hosting this event. He was an Army buddy of Hugh Hewitt's, they had seen combat together, and Hugh had introduced me to him, and he had introduced Selena to Laura, Hugh and Angela. Selena's co-worker Bradley Hazelton had also walked up with them, and had been introduced all the way around.
"Why thank you, Selena, I've been wanting to meet you, also. J.P. says he cannot run the bank without you." Laura said.
"He's much too kind... Angela, is that you?" Selena said with studied politeness. "Why it's been such a long time."
"Yes, it has." Angela replied, looking strained again. "Hugh, Selena and I were in college together in Texas."
"Ah, is that right?" Hugh said. "Another Texas lady, eh?" 
"Make that three of you." I said. "Laura is originally from Texas, also." Selena's eyes lit up at that and began a conversation with my wife about their Texas origins as we guys took the opportunity to refresh our drinks.
"Texas women's reunion tonight." said Hugh. "I didn't know your wife was from Texas, Lieutenant."
"Originally she was." I said. "She moved out when she was in her teens. So Selena is from Texas also?"
"Yes she is." said Hugh's buddy, Selena's date. He and Selena were friends but not seriously dating, I had been told. "I think I heard that she worked at banks in Houston and Dallas before coming up here to the City, then to our County when J.P. Goldman brought her in."
"That's correct." said Bradley Hazelton. "I heard that Mr. Goldman worked hard to recruit her to his bank. Her family lives here. Mr. Steele is a Council Member with Mr. Goldman, which made it easier to recruit her, and it's paid off: she's done a lot of big-money deals for Mr. Goldman."
"Hmmm..." I said. "Did she live in St. Louis?"
"Not that I know of." said Bradley. "She goes there a lot, though, on bank business for Mr. Goldman."
"Oh really? Very interesting." I said. I don't know if Hugh was picking it up, but the other men could not possibly know that I was asking about the various cities that had been struck by the Black Widow.
As Laura and I watched Selena run the silent auction and raffle giveaway, I whispered to my wife "Honey, can you talk with Selena Steele as much as possible and find out about her past? Where she's lived and gone to, et cetera?"
"Sure, she and I are having lunch tomorrow." Laura said.
And as we danced in the latter portion of the evening, I noticed Hugh stealing glances Selena's way, and Selena stealing a few at both Hugh and 'The Leader.' I told Laura that I wanted to have once dance with my mother, and 'The Leader' danced with Laura while I danced with my mom.
"Selena and Angela don't seem to like each other." I whispered to my mother as we danced together.
"Yes, I noticed some tension in them, also." Phyllis said. "I overheard each of them telling Laura at different times that they were in school together. Angela said that Selena was an 'uppity bitch', to use her exact words, and Selena said that Angela was a tomboy... and she didn't mean to be polite in saying that. She said she wasn't surprised that Angela had become a 'cop', again using her exact words."
"Oh really?" I said.  I seemed to be saying that a lot.
"It's funny how women are, though." my mother said. "Despite their apparent dislike for each other, they went to the restroom together and Angela helped Selena with her hair to get Selena ready for hosting the silent auction."
"Yep, no figuring out women." I said teasingly. My mother pinched me as I continued "I can't believe Selena's not married yet." I said. "I remember that old country song, 'Texas Women Don't Stay Lonely Long.'"
"Well, son, that is certainly true with your lovely wife as well as Melina, who, if I recall, grew up in Texas also."
"Melina was there as a young child, but her family moved when she was four or five." I said. "Funny though, in the years we were married she never wanted to talk about her young childhood very much."
"Well, Selena has her pick of young men," my mom said, "and she's been giving your friend Hugh quite a few looks tonight. If I don't miss my guess, they're going to be meeting again, and soon."
"And you never miss your guess, Mom." I said, laughing. "Wonder what Angela will say if she catches Hugh with Selena? That's all I need in my MCD Department."
"Oh, Angela wouldn't like that at all." Phyllis said. "In fact..."
My mom went into a reverie as I led her along in our dance... yes, I inherited the trait of the thought-trance. When it was over, Mom finally blinked her eyes and said "Son, do watch out for your Detective Harlan if Hugh does cheat on her... I believe that Miss Harlan is capable of being a very mean woman..."
"And Selena?" I asked.
"Oh yes, she can be very vicious also." my mom said. I pondered her words as the evening closed out.
---
My mother and her date were not yet home when Laura and I got to the "Mountain Nest" to pick up Carole. I found Cindy there alone, holding the baby.
"Teresa got called in for another drug raid." Cindy said. "So Carole and I are now good friends, aren't we Carole?" Carole cooed happily.
"Thanks for giving up your evening to stay with her." I said.
"No problem." Cindy said, "But be forewarned: I said something about getting Carole a Christmas present, and Teresa got moody after that. I was glad when she got called in. I wish I knew what it was about her and Christmas."
"I'm sure we'll find out in time." Laura said as Cindy handed Carole to her. "Do we need to give you a ride home, Cindy?"
"No thank you, I have my car. I'll see you Monday morning, Don." Cindy said. "I've got some stuff on the Burleson case to look at, maybe we can talk about it then?"
"Sure." I said. We got in our cars and went our separate ways.
---
"You haven't said much about the Dawdle murder." Laura said as we got ready for bed.
"Not much to say about it." I said. "Why? What have you been hearing?" I asked as I watched my wife strip naked and then put on her sheer light blue teddy and navy high heel slides. I felt my cock just beginning to ache as I admired my wife's lovely body.
"Only that it is very widely believed that Dawdle was murdered over his investigation into the University football team." Laura said. "Britt Maxwell told me privately about the similarities between the Burleson and Dawdle cases, but most people don't know that, and neither does the Press, at least not yet."
"Yet?" I asked.
"Britt said that KXTC has filed FOIA requests with the University Police as well as the Town & County Police for information regarding the Burleson, Dawdle, and Jefferson Jackson murders, the latter particularly related to your involvement with it and the PEDs. The University has so far turned down the requests, citing ongoing investigations. What did your Department say?"
"Officially, I don't know anything about the requests, since they pertain to me directly." I said. "But the Chief ordered that the requests be refused, on the same grounds of ongoing investigations into Ned's capital crimes."
"So what do you think?" Laura said as we lay down on the bed, cuddling.
"I think... that I came home with the best looking Texas woman at the party." I said.
"Mmm, I'm glad you did." Laura said, taking my cock in her hand and stroking it gently. The feeling was electric and raced through my loins. "But what do you think of the murders? Am I going to have to hold this little iron crowbar hostage until you tell me?"
"Mmm, keep doing that and you can keep it hostage all you want." I said as Laura bent over and began kissing and licking my cockhead. "But if I haven't talked about it, it's because there is so little to talk about. We really don't have too many clues. My own suspicion is that this 'Black Widow' is a murder-for-hire specialist, and uses the serial killer persona to mask his or her crimes."
"Bonnie Karpathian is beginning to think the same thing." Laura said as she continued to stroke my cock. "She and Lindy Linares have been heavily researching the past cases. They're going to come to you with information sometime early next week."
"I'm looking forward to that." I said. "I'm looking even more forward to fucking you right now." I said as I slid my hand down Laura's belly to her pussy. Our mouths met in a deep, tongue-twining kiss as she continue to jack my prick. I let my fingers slide into her thick black pubic bush, teasing around her labes before finally sliding up and down her slit. Two fingers slid easily into her vagina; my wife was sopping wet and ready for some seriously hot sex!



As I began kissing my way down her breasts and abdomen, Laura moaned "Let's do a soixante-neuf." I rolled over onto my back, my head at the end of the bed. Laura rolled over on top of me, her head near the headboard and pillows. My wife sat on her knees as she straddled me, then lowered her pussy right onto my face as she leaned over and grasped my throbbing cock.
Laura settled her pussy onto my face with just the right amount of pressure. I licked along her slit from her clit to her taint, then began licking, kissing and sucking on her labes, occasionally delving my tongue into her honey hole. I also made sure to kiss and suck the insides of her thighs and her glorious asscheeks, and occasionally let my tongue wander up to the tight sphincter of her ass hole.
Meanwhile, Laura began sucking my cock. Her right hand gripped and massaged my balls as her tongue slid up and down my shaft, followed by kisses along the veins of my iron hard member. Finally, she kissed the head and then took my meat into her mouth, sliding her lips down to the base of my shaft before sucking the air out of her mouth as she slid back up. The suction was tremendous and made my cock even more painfully taut. I moaned into her cunt.
We orally serviced each other for long minutes. Laura was already soaking wet, her juices near-gushing onto my tongue as she undulated her hips and ass, sliding her slit up and down my nose at times. She continued her deep sucking of my meat, taking her time to speed up. Her tease was excruciating, but the pleasure rocking my loins was immense.
"Mmmmmm... mmmmmf!" Laura moaned through her mouthful of cock as I felt her labes twitch. A gush of her musky liquids gushed onto my tongue just as I probed her cunthole. My wife was coming around my cock. A second later she shoved her quim onto my face and gushed again as my tongue probed deeper into her sodden hole.
Although my cock was throbbing, I wasn't quite ready to come yet... but I really wanted to sink my meat into my wife's vagina. Laura always seemed to sense when the time was right, though maybe it was my tongue working its way back up to her twitching asshole that clued her in. She rolled off of me and I quickly scurried around and slid between her spread legs.
"Keep those high heels on, baby." I said as I lowered myself onto Laura and kissed her mouth.
"I'm always afraid I'll scratch or stab you with them." Laura whispered through our kisses.
"That's okay, let 'em." I said. "I want to feel those legs wrapped around me and the backs of those heels on my ass and thighs while I'm fucking your sexy brains out!" My cock was sliding along her labes, teasing her, and then I dipped down just as she did. As we came together, my throbbing, iron-hard cock found her dripping went cunt and I slid balls-deep into my wife.
"Uhhhh!" we moaned together as our groins smacked together and my balls wetly slapped her taint just below where her cuntlips merged together. I began pumping in and out of Laura in a smooth steady rhythm, not hard and fast, but at a speed we both enjoyed when we were making love. I looked down at Laura, enjoying the sight of her lovely face in ecstasy as my cock plowed in and out of her hot furrow, seeing her big breasts jiggle under the blue nightie.
She opened her eyes and looked into mine, and I fucked her steadily that way for minutes, our eyes locked together. It was times like these that I felt the deep love and passion for my wife entirely, my heart thumping with joy.
"I love you, Laura!" I gasped as we copulated sensuously.
"I love you too, Don!" she replied, her voice barely a gasp. "Oh God, I so love it when you're nuts-deep inside me like this... so hard and throbbing. Don't ever stop making love to me like this, darling. Don't ever stop loving me!"
"I won't." I promised. I leaned down and kissed Laura's mouth, our tongues instantly battling inside her mouth. Then I eased my full weight onto her, fucking her with harder strokes, keeping most of my cock inside her and battering her labes with what remained outside. The loud slaps of my balls against her asscheeks echoed through the room. I began nuzzling and kissing Laura's neck, along her jawline and near her ear like she liked.
I slid my cock out of her then sank it all the way back in again, making Laura moan. I did this several times, then the next time allowed my cock head to gently push against the tight star of her anal bud. She reacted to that.
"Oh no, baby, not there..." Laura moaned. "I'm not prepared for you there." I sank my meat back into Laura's cunt, driving it balls-deep in one solid thrust.
"Guess what, baby?" I said, "Lindy Linares offered me her ass. She likes getting buttfucked."
"Go for it, darling." Laura replied, not the least bit fazed. "Oooh that's hot, thinking of you fucking her in the ass..." Laura was imagining what it would be like to see me hook up with Lindy; I knew my wife got off hotly watching me fuck other women, just as I enjoyed watching her fuck young men.
"Baby, did you see anyone else at the reception you liked?" Laura asked, her eyes mere slits as she watched me. "What about Selena Steele? Wasn't she fucking hot?"
"Oh yeah, baby, she was hot... but nowhere near as hot as you." I replied, meaning it. "I thought my mom looked really hot tonight, too."
"Oh yes, darling, your mother looked gorgeous." my wife agreed. "She is really enjoying her young male friends, but it's you that she wants. You need... oh that's good!... you need to fuck her more often, she needs her son's big hard cock!... oh yes!" I felt Laura orgasm, her cunt clutching at my cock as she thought about me fucking my lovely mother Phyllis.
"How about you, baby?" I asked. "Did you enjoy seeing those handsome young men?"
"Ohhhhh yes, they're so fucking hot!" Laura moaned again. "Now that I'm pregnant, I can take them bareback while you watch... would you like that, Don? Would you like watching those handsome studs fuck me bareback with their big cocks?"
"Oh yeah, you know I would... oh yeah, now you've got me close, I'm not going to be able to hold back..."
"Let it go, darling, come inside me! Shoot your load deep inside me... UNNNH!!"...
---
Angela looked up into her lover Hugh's face as he pumped his eight inch cock relentlessly in and out of her hot, tight twat. He seemed to be looking at the wall above the headboard of the bed... except that his eyes were closed. He was really concentrating on this hard, deep fuck, she thought.
He'd been like this since they'd arrived home. He'd practically assaulted her once they got into her apartment, slipping her dress off of her as they shared deep, hungry kisses. As they went into the bedroom he'd ordered her to leave her dressy high heels on as he practically ripped his own clothes off. Then he'd dived between her legs and began eating her out, face-deep in intense pleasure, his mouth sucking and kissing and licking and exploring her labes until she was sopping wet and ready to accommodate his size.
She didn't even need to suck him: he was throbbing hard and ready to go, his cock taut at its full eight inches, bobbing up and down with harsh eagerness to penetrate her and lustily pump her cunt into a creamy lather...
"Oh that's good, baby!" Angela said, urging Hugh on. She could feel that his nut was rising, that he would be coming inside her and shooting his large load into her womanly depths. Hugh's balls were large and very full of cum, and they were overstimulated from smacking Angela's ass as he pistoned his big cockmeat in and out of her.
Then Hugh lowered his head and began sucking one of her firm breasts, something he often did to help him reach the crest as he climbed her all the way. He alternated nipples, his tongue harshly lashing the hard buds, adding to her pleasure. Angela had already come once due to the powerful fucking Hugh was throwing into her, and she thought she might reach another as he climaxed. She just relaxed and let it happen, and indeed she felt the fires of orgasm sear her loins and up her lower back just as Hugh's cock began violently spurting hot man-lava into her clutching quim.
Hugh collapsed onto Angela, nuzzling her neck as he tried to regain his breath. Thoughts were still floating in his head, and he knew that he probably would get hard again in a few minutes. He rolled off Angela, staring at the ceiling as his breath and heartbeat slowly calmed.
Angela also looked up at the ceiling, and then realized that Hugh might have been fantasizing about something else as he fucked her. She rolled onto him, throwing one leg over his muscular abs as she half-mounted him.
"You were sure hot for it tonight, Hugh." she said in her seductive, husky voice. "That must've been some hot fantasy, huh?"
"It's because of how hot you looked tonight, baby." Hugh said, his eyes still closed.
"Uh-huh." Angela said. "Well, you better not be thinking of that skank whore, Selena Steele."
"Naaah... but what's up about her? You really don't like her, do you?" Hugh asked, opening his eyes and looking up into Angela's. He could see the fire there.
"Hell no." Angela replied, some venom in her voice. "She's a dirty bitch that will do anything to get ahead, even murder. She'll do anything at all for what she wants, and what she wants is control. So, I hope you weren't fantasizing about her tonight."
"No baby, it's all you." Hugh said. It was an outright lie. He'd been thinking of Selena and how hot the beautiful banker woman had looked at the reception. He had been dreaming that he was plowing Selena's hot furrow even as he'd pumped his meat into Angela.
Angela noted that Hugh's cock was growing again. She fully mounted him as she said "Hugh, do you know what I'd do to you if I caught you with that nasty whore? I'd better not catch you so much as looking at her, much less being with her."
"Easy babe, don't sweat it." Hugh said, concerned about Angela's demeanor.
"And let me show you what the best really is... who the best really is." Angela reached down between loins and grasped Hugh's nearly-fully-hard erection and fit it to her sperm-slicked labes. "This is the very best, Hugh, and it's all yours... as long as you're not messing around with that nasty whore."
"Uhh!" Hugh moaned as Angela impaled the full length of his hard male meat into her spermy cunt. "Only you baby, only you... you're the best and you know it babe..."
Part 17 - Speculation
It took a long, long time... but Tanya Perlman finally and totally got one over on me. And she made damn sure to do it in front of as many of my peers as possible.
It was 8:00am Monday morning, and I vaguely noticed that a lot of detectives, both Vice and MCD, were gathering in the MCD room. Then Captain Charles and Captain Malone also walked in. Then the Chief came and got me and we went into the room. I knew something was up, but my birthday was tomorrow, the next day. Laura's birthday present for me was memberships for both of us at 'Lashes & Lace'.
As Cindy had me sit down at her desk, ostensibly to show me something, Tanya came bursting into the room. "Lieutenant, we have a break in the Dawdle case." she said, her eyes twinkling mightily with suppressed excitement. "We have a DNA match to one of the men that worked him over. You'll never guess who it is."
Having not the slightest clue, I simply said "I won't even try to guess, then. Who is it?"
"Remember the guy who was servicing Bounel when you raided him?" Tanya said, "And the guy who helped try to kill you at the Fairgrounds during the Oldeeds rally? Yep, it was him... the DNA matched the guy you call 'Skinny Beard'!
I can only imagine what the look of shock on my face was like, but it evoked a roomful of laughter.
When I finally recovered, all I could say was "So he is alive, eh?" I don't think my fellow Detectives had any idea of the true enormity of that information.
"And in Town." Tanya said. "I'm about to put out an APB on him."
"Hold on." I said, recovering my wits. "Let's talk about it before we do that..."
---
In the Chief's conference room were the Chief, me, Cindy Ross, Captain Malone and Tanya Perlman.
"Okay, why not put out an APB on this guy?" Malone asked, somewhat accusingly.
"Mostly because I'm not sure I want every law enforcement agency in the State to know about this guy, especially the SBI." I replied.
"If he's getting away while we're sitting here, that won't do us much good." Malone pointed out, and somewhat rightly.
"I don't disagree, Captain," I said, "but Dawdle's murder was nearly a week ago. This guy is either still here or long gone by now, I'd guess. But he's a potential link to finding my nephew Ned, as well as to Ward Harvester. If we put out an APB, both Skinny Beard and Ned may find out about it, and then they both go deeper into hiding, and it puts Ward further on his guard. I'd like to have our guys and the University Campus Police look for him locally before getting out the bullhorn."
"I can see both sides of this. so I'll tell you what," said Chief Griswold, "I'll have Captain Charles put out the word to our Uniformed Officers to go looking for this guy. We'll have to send the guy's mugshot out, but we do need to look for him. Captain Malone, have your Vice Detectives touch base with their various contacts and see if the guy has been seen in the last week. If we don't have any leads on him by 4:00pm tomorrow, we'll put out the full APB."
---
"You wanted to talk to me about the Burleson case?" I asked Cindy. We were sitting in the empty office next to Paulina Patterson's. I'd already asked the Chief if I could move into this office, but he said 'no' because Captain Malone would bitch about it, and rightly so.
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "I've been thinking about why he was murdered, and I've got a couple of ideas I wanted to run through you."
"Shoot." I said.
"First," said Cindy, "I thought about the angle that Burleson was helping Ward make extra materials, that were being sold off-the books. Now what he was doing wasn't strictly illegal, but he may know that it's not exactly kosher. No reason to kill Burleson unless he was trying to blackmail Ward, or asked for more money. Ward was paying him extra already though. So I'm thinking he stumbled onto something, something else about Ward that he wasn't supposed to know, and that is what got him killed."
"I totally agree with you." I said. "What was your second idea?"
"I was thinking about all the crap that went on with DataDynamics, Anthony Warner's company. I was thinking that Burleson was being paid by someone else to spy on Ward, possibly to get his processes for making his products. Ward finds out, has Burleson killed for it."
"That is also a very good thought." I said. "So what was he stealing from Ward, and to whom was he selling it?"
"I have no idea." Cindy replied. "I went through all the records we got by warrant, and also contacted the Patent Office. Ward holds no patents, his processes are generally known and he didn't even invent the ones for the explosive compounds. Ward also has almost no research going on. The chemicals aren't even his biggest business; farm equipment manufacturing is what he mostly does."
"True." I said. "The equipment is Ward's bread and butter. The chemicals are just a front, of course, for his manufacture of the extra materials that he's selling on the black market." 
"So where am I going wrong?" Cindy asked.
"You're not." I replied. "In fact, you may well be on the right track with either or both of your ideas. I will say that I like the first idea better than the second, but won't exclude either possibility."
"Doesn't fit into the Dawdle murder in any way, though." Cindy said.
"You're right, and I'm thinking of those two murders as separate cases, done for entirely separate reasons."
"Why was Dawdle killed, then?" Cindy asked.
"Because of his investigation into the University for PEDs." I replied. "I can't think of any other reason. And that case is so different from all the others, I have to think the Black Widow made a special deviation for it."
"Where do I go from here?" Cindy asked.
"Get with the FBI." I said. "Burleson had fake California and New York IDs. California, I can understand: he could get down there, charter a boat, divert it to Mexico and disappear. New York is not so obvious to me. See if he has any connections, any family, any reason that he'd disappear to New York."
Cindy left the room, and I went into a deep think. I knew that Cindy was right about Burleson working for someone... I was remembering a heavy-set, bearded man fishing nearby as I talked around a sundial with an extremely dangerous adversary. (Author's note: See Interlude 10 for that.) That fisherman had been the adversary's bodyguard, even as I had had someone watching over me...
Part 18 - Special Delivery
At 3:00am on November 4th, the phone at The Cabin rang. Fortunately it was not a call from Police Headquarters... and it was to Laura's cell phone, not mine: Melina was going into labor. My wife rushed to University Hospital to meet Melina there.
Two hours later, as I was getting up and getting ready for work, my own cellphone rang. It was my nephew Todd, informing me that he was the (biological) father of a healthy baby boy!
I called the Duty Desk at Headquarters and had them leave a note for the Chief that I'd be late, and why, and then I headed to the hospital. I expected a joyous scene at the hospital, and certainly the baby was healthy and exhibited strong lungs when he cried... that had to be a family trait.
But I quickly noticed that there was a bit of tension in the room as Daniel Allgood and Todd were both there... but there was something else. I soon found the answer from my mother, who was now the hottest great-grandmother in the County.
"The baby has been named 'Errol Douglass'." my mother said. "'Errol' was my father's name and 'Douglass' was both your father and his father's name. But the last name is becoming an issue. Todd wanted it to be 'Burke', as he is the father, but Daniel wanted it to be 'Allgood', as he intends to formally adopt the baby."
"Ooooh, that's not going to go very well." I said.
"Yes." Mom said. "The hospital is giving them 72 hours to figure it out; they'll have to file the birth certificate within that time. What would you suggest we do, Don?"
"I think I'll go speak to the lovely mother and see what she has to say." I said. Suiting the deed to the word, I quickly went up to Melina's room. She and the nurse were alone with the baby. The nurse was the white-supremacist woman I call "Nurse Ratchett" because she looks so much like the Nurse from that movie 'One Flew Over The Coo-coo's Nest'. She tried to shoo me out, but Melina said it was okay, and I assured them I'd have to go to work very soon. I met my grand-nephew for the first time, holding him for a moment while I talked to Melina.
"My mom said there's a bit of an issue with the name." I said. "Any idea what you want to do about that?"
Melina was almost glassy-eyed as I spoke to her. While Melina has never been 'Miss Congeniality Sunshine', neither has she normally been 'Teresa Cunt'. But she seemed almost depressed, and I had never, ever seen her like this before.
"I don't know." Melina said, her voice barely audible and flat. "Todd is the father, but Daniel and I are going to raise him. What do you think I should do, Don?"
"Name him after me, of course." I said, smiling. Melina didn't respond, her eyes barely flickered.
"I'm just kidding." I said. Then I had an insight. I'll never know why... but I said it with absolute certainty, knowing it was the right thing to say: "For now, just name him after his biological father. If and when Daniel adopts him, the name will change anyway. By the way, I'd suggest you name him 'Douglass Errol'. He doesn't want to be 'E.D.' when he's a teenager."



"Good point. Okay, I'll take your advice and do that." Melina said. I handed the baby to Nurse Ratchett, who was going doing some tests on him, as well as her desire to get me out of there so Melina could get some rest. I congratulated Melina again, then left the room and went and found the two men, who were now in the waiting room with my mother. Jeanine Olivet Burke had also arrived, and was telling them she had no idea what to do legally.
"Uncle Don," Todd said, "Grandma said she told you about the name issue. What should we do?"
"I just talked to Melina and met my new grand-nephew." I said. "Congratulations to all of us, by the way. I suggested that Melina name the baby after Todd for now, as he's the biological father. Daniel, if and when you adopt the baby, the name will change then, so for now it's 'no harm no foul'."
"That sounds like the best solution, for now." my mother said. Daniel didn't seem to be happy about it, but nodded in acquiescence. And for the record, that is what Melina did: two hours later, the Certificate of Live Birth was filed for Douglass Errol Burke.
"I'll walk you out." Jeanine said as I made my goodbyes. As we walked to the elevator, Jeanine started right in: "Todd wants at least some custody of the baby," she said, "and he wants to fight any adoption of the baby by Daniel."
"What's the law on that?" I asked.
"I'll have to research it, but while Todd is under 21 it's an uphill battle."
"Even though he's a father already?" I asked. Well, sort of, I thought to myself.
"I'm telling ya, Don, 'Days of Our Lives' is contacting us about script rights over all this." Jeanine joked. "I really don't know, though I think Todd has every chance of retaining some custody rights. I'm just afraid it'll get ugly, and none of us wants that."
"I agree." I said. "Do me a favor, Jeanine, and let me know how things are going as they progress. Especially if I need to keep Todd in line."
---
Later that day, Laura discussed Melina's condition with me. I had given her my observations of my former wife earlier that morning.
"First of all," Laura said, "Melina is not doing very well making breast milk for the baby. She's producing almost none. That's not a problem in that we can bottle-feed the baby, but Melina's not taking that well."
"In addition," my wife said, "I think she's nearly at a state of postpartum depression. I'm concerned about how she's been since the birth. She's fairly despondent, and she's not responding to the baby the way I'd expect a new mother to."
"Hmmm," I said, "do you think the friction between Todd and Daniel have anything to do with it?"
"Maybe." said Laura. "There's no actual friction between them, but Todd being the biological father, and asserting some of his rights as such, may be a problem."
Part 19 - Her Fatal Mistake
It was New Year's Eve, and Laura and I were attending the party at University President Wellman's home. It was mostly University people, but Britt Maxwell and Campus Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson were there, giving me outlets of conversation. Britt was worried about the impending fate of Teresa Croyle, with whom Cindy Ross was staying. I told them not to worry, that several people had Teresa's interests at heart, the Thin Blue Line would circle the wagons around our fellow officer, and she'd land on her feet.
The party began breaking up shortly after midnight. Of course Laura and I had shared a warm kiss to ring in the New Year, and Daniel and Melina had done likewise. But just as we were about to leave, I received a call on my police cellphone. It was Angela Harlan, who had drawn the short stick to be on call that night.
"Lieutenant, it looks like the Black Widow has struck again." Harlan said. She gave the address: it was the J.P. Goldman Bank!
To be continued...
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Part 19 - Her Fatal Mistake
It was New Year's Eve, and Laura and I were attending the party at University President Wellman's home. It was mostly University people, but Cpt. Britt Maxwell and Campus Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson were there, giving me outlets of conversation. Britt was worried about the impending fate of Teresa Croyle, with whom Cindy Ross was staying. I told them not to worry, that several people had Teresa's interests at heart, the Thin Blue Line would circle the wagons around our fellow officer, and she's land on her feet.
The party began breaking up shortly after midnight. Of course Laura and I had shared a warm kiss to ring in the New Year, and Daniel and Melina had done likewise with each other. But just as we were about to leave, I received a call on my police cellphone. It was Angela Harlan, who had drawn the short stick to be on call that night.
"Lieutenant, it looks like the Black Widow has struck again." Harlan said. She gave the address: it was the J.P. Goldman Bank!
I told her I'd be right there, and to not put anything out on the police radio.
"Always on duty." President Wellman said in sympathy as Laura and I hastily made our goodbyes. My wife drove me to Police Headquarters and dropped me off by my Police SUV, which I drove to the location.
I was admitted into the bank by Patrolman Rudistan, who was always in a cheerful if not mischievous mood. In one of the back office rooms I found Detective Angela Harlan, Patrolmen Morton and Feeley, and Detective Tanya Perlman and her Crime Lab team.
"Some way to ring in the New Year, huh?" said Tanya as I entered.
"You betcha." I replied. "Okay, Harlan, from the beginning, what's going on here?" I asked as I took in the scene. A youngish man was tied to the chair that belonged to the desk in front of it and him. His expensive suit jacket and shirt were opened, his expensive suit pants and underwear pulled down to his ankles. His penis was half-hard and the wetness of his climax smeared his loins. The back of his head was beaten in by what appeared to be multiple savage blows.
On his abdomen were two red triangles outlined in white, joined at their apexes into an hourglass: the Black Widow had struck again.
"This is Bradley Hazelton." Angela said in her husky voice. "He's a loan officer here at the J.P. Goldman Bank, but this is not his office; this room is apparently a generic office where bankers talk to clients."
"Who found him?" I asked. "By that I mean: how did we discover this crime in a closed bank on New Year's Eve?"
Angela replied "He was supposed to take his girlfriend to a New Year's party thrown by her company at River Valley Country Club. She said that he'd called and said he was running late from work and that he'd meet her at the party, so she went there alone. He never showed up at the party and never answered his cellphone, so she got worried and called the police to see if there'd been any traffic accidents involving him, that he was missing."
"You talked to the girlfriend?" I asked.
"No sir," said Angela, "that was what the Duty Desk Sergeant told me. Anyway, when she called, the duty desk put out a radio call to be on the lookout for him or his car. Rudistan and Morton drove by the bank, saw his car, found the bank doors locked and called in to Headquarters. The Desk Sergeant called me, I called the contact number for the bank at Headquarters, which was their Vice President Selena Steele. She never answered, so I called the second number, which was Vice President Stanley Wells. He came over and unlocked the doors for us, and once inside we found the body. I called for the Crime Lab, then called you."
"Thank you for not using police radio once you found this." I said. "Tanya, anything?"
"Yep, we may have a break." Tanya said. "Several long black hairs, many with roots, around the guy's loins and in his hands. He may have clutched at her hair before being subdued. In any case, it looks good for getting some DNA."
"He sustained multiple blows to the head." said the crime scene man I called 'Labcoat' because I never saw him not wearing one. His voice was almost lilting as he spoke. "I'm not sure yet if this was a baseball bat or another object, though. And you can see the mark on his shoulder: he was injected with something."
"Looks like our Black Widow is back, and has chosen to settle down in my Town and County, Detective Harlan." I said. "That may prove to be a fatal mistake on her part... fatal for her, if I have anything to do with it."
"Yes sir." was all Angela said.
---
On the morning of January 2nd, we met in Classroom J. All of the FBI team was present, including Martin Nash's girlfriend Sandra Speer, and all of the MCD Detectives were present, along with Captain Malone and Detective Julie Newton of Vice.
Tanya Perlman was wearing a diamond ring as she got up to give the autopsy and toxicology report. On Christmas Day, Pete Feeley had asked Tanya to marry him... and she had said 'yes'. We were all a bit surprised at this, but I was very happy for both of them and hoped they'd be happy together... whatever the sexual arrangement between the nymphomaniacal Tanya and her future husband would be.
Tanya reported "He was definitely injected with the same drugs given to Burleson and Dawdle. We recovered hairs that are now undergoing DNA testing, and we should get preliminary results in a day or two. This is the biggest break we've had so far, and I would suggest getting DNA samples of any women whose names turn up in this case.
"Hazelton had blows to the head, but 'CMB', the medical examiner, thinks the poison in the drugs may have killed him first, because the person striking his head had a difficult time landing solid blows from the angle behind the desk, and there were several of them, not just the usual one major fatal blow."
"Which tells us that he was placed or forced to sit in the chair behind the desk and not moved away from the desk." I said.
"It might also suggest that the Black Widow herself administered the blows." said Lindy Linares. "She might have worked alone on this one, and it took several blows to do significant damage."
"Oooh... very nice point, Agent Linares!" I said. That was a great observation on her part, and I had no problem acknowledging it. "Myron, what did you come up with?"
"We have nothing." said Myron Milton, who had worked all day on the case with Martin Nash on New Years Day. "The bank's various cameras were either turned off or disabled. Their daytime cameras behind the teller windows are normally turned to a "motion sensor" mode after the bank is closed for the day, meaning they begin recording if motion is detected. For some reason they were never turned on after hours on this night. The other cameras that are normally operating full-time were deactivated."
"In addition," said Martin Nash, "both the front and back doors were locked, and there are literally no other exits from the building.
"Inside job." said Angela.
"Maybe not, Angela." I said. "The dead man's keys as well as his cellphone were missing. The criminals might well have used his keys to lock the door behind them when they left. In addition, the cameras could be deactivated by anyone with security systems knowledge, and since apparently the dead man never left the back area, the systems likely weren't even activated."
"What else do we know about the victim?" asked Chief Griswold.
"He's been an employee at the J.P. Goldman Bank since he graduated college four years ago. And by the way, he went to your school, Lieutenant. He's a Wildcat." said Myron.
"The only good Wildcat is a- oops." Cindy started, but my embellished stare at her quieted her down, though there was some laughter from others.
Myron was grinning as he continued: "He's been a junior VP and loan officer for the past year, which has been tough sledding with the economy and housing markets the way they are. He was engaged to be married two years ago, but his fiancee broke it off. He's got some credit card debt, two cards, one maxed out, the other nearly so. Owns an expensive car, had a big monthly payment and a lot of paying off still to do on the note."
Martin Nash then said "Detective Perlman, Officer Feeley, and I searched Hazelton's home yesterday. He was living in a three-bedroom house that he was renting from J.P. Goldman Bank. Had several expensive suits, two sets of golf clubs, plenty of furniture, big-screen TV and game console. He was living beyond his means, if you ask me. Also, there were several bottles of hard liquor around the house, and a couple of empty bottles in the trash can."
"He wasn't intoxicated when he was found dead," Tanya said, "but CMB suspects Hazelton drank. We're running some extra tests to check into that."
"Agent Linares? Black Widow?" asked the Chief.
"Yes, Chief, absolutely." Lindy Linares replied. "This fits the pattern very nicely after the Dawdle deviation. Drugged, forced to have sex to climax, beaten over the head, banker associated with J.P. Goldman Bank. Like I said earlier, the only difference here is that the woman may have acted alone instead of with a male confederate. As to the victim, I'd like to know a lot more about his relationship with Mr. Goldman and other officers of the bank."
"We'll get that for you." Chief Griswold responded. "Anyone else have any comment?"
"Sir," said Angela Harlan, "I just want to say that I still think there's a possibility of an inside job. I think we should really pay attention to the dead man's work associates and his history with them, as well as possible links to the Black Widow's previous victims. With your permission, sir, I'd like to interview the bank officers and work with the FBI on the past relationships."
"That's up to the Iron Crowbar." said the Chief. "Don?"
"I think it'd be great if Detective Harlan works with Agent Linares and the FBI team." I said. "However, on this case I'm going to take the lead personally, especially in talking to the bank people. The reason is that J.P. Goldman is the only man who is both a Town & County Councilman and a University Regent, and he's very well-connected to a lot of important people. He is one of what we call the 'Big Boyz', if you all get my meaning. And if we're going to tread these political waters, I want my ass to be the one sticking out, not my team's."
"And that is why this man is a Lieutenant already." said Chief Griswold. "That is what leadership is all about, people. Okay, Don, go to it, and keep me well informed at all times; you're right, this is a sticky situation. Detective Harlan, liaison with the FBI for us. Detective Ross, work with Don and keep him in line for me."
I noticed two things as I left: Angela Harlan looked annoyed, and Hugh Hewitt looked very uncomfortable.
Part 20 - Interviews and Suspicions
"Thank you for seeing us, Mr. Goldman." I said after we'd been ushered into the banker's office. "This is my partner, Detective Ross."
"Very nice to meet you, Detective Ross." said Goldman as he shook her hand. "You're doing a great job running that gym up there, too. Really nice place, makes even an old man like me want to work out."
"Thank you, sir." said Cindy, smiling politely. "I'm sorry for the loss of your bank officer."
"Yes, it's very sad." Goldman said. "Such a young man, just beginning his life and career. I know you're going to have to ask me and my employees a lot of questions, and I've told them already to cooperate with you in every way possible. I've also told them what I'll tell you now: I'm going to have a lawyer present at all of the interviews, just to make sure the bank isn't compromised. I'm sure you understand."
"Yes sir, I do." I said. "And I'm glad you're doing that, as it will help us out as well. Would you like to call in your lawyer now, so we can go ahead and interview you?"
---
"It's nice to see you again, Lieutenant." Selena Steele said as we sat down in J.P. Goldman's conference room, which he'd made available to us. The bank's lawyer was settled in for a long day of monitoring our interviews, and we'd conducted several already. "I wish it was under better circumstances."
"As do I." I said, then introduced Cindy, whose eyes showed a liking for Selena's good looks.
"First of all, Miss Steele, would be willing to give a cheek swab for your DNA?"
The lawyer said out loud "Miss Steele, it's my duty to advise you that you are not required to give a DNA sample without a court order."
"That's okay." Selena said. "I have nothing to hide. I'm willing to give the sample." Cindy Ross produced a tube which contained what looked like a big Q-tip. She quickly swabbed the inside of Selena's mouth, then put the Q-tip back in the tube and sealed it. Selena, Cindy and I all initialed it.
"Thank you." I said. "Miss Steele, how well did you know Bradley Hazelton?"
"Pretty well." Selena said. "He worked with me a lot this last year."
"Did you go on trips together, on bank business?" I asked.
"On a couple of occasions." Selena said. "Mr. Goldman asked me to take him to St. Louis to get to know our business associates there, and we were planning for Bradley to go on other introduction trips next- er, this year."
"So was Mr. Hazelton being groomed to take over some of your duties?" I asked.
"Yes and no." Selena said, her eyes sharp, having understood the underlying intent of my question. "I definitely want to cut back on some of my travel, and have been planning to have several of my officers take over those duties so that I could take on new duties for Mr. Goldman."
"So Mr. Goldman was planning on promoting you?" I asked.
Selena looked at the lawyer, who just nodded. "We don't want this to get out, but I am on track to become Chief Operating Officer within the year."
"I see." I said. "Did you like Bradley Hazelton, as a person? How did others like him?"
"Everyone liked him fine." said Selena. "He was nice enough. It really hurt him when his fiancee broke up with him, though. He became more distant after that. He was nice, polite, cordial, but he became less open, less...trusting, I guess is the word."
"He was dating someone, wasn't he?" I asked. "His girlfriend called in the missing person report that led us to finding him."
"I... I don't know." said Selena, looking surprised and confused. "I had no idea he was dating anyone lately."
"Do you know of anyone who wanted to harm Mr. Hazelton?" I asked.
"No, not at all."
"Just one more question, Ms. Steele: where were you on New Year's Eve?"
"The bank didn't have a party that night, so I went to The Cattleman's Club for a couple of drinks, then home for the balance of the night." Selena replied. The Cattleman's Club was an upscale but comfortable bar and grill not far from the River Valley Golf Club, owned and operated by my friend John "Jack" Colby. Laura and I had gone there with friends on a number of occasions.
"About what time did you leave?" I asked.
"About 9:30 or so, maybe 10:00." Selena said.
"Were you alone at home, or with someone?" I asked.
"Uh..." Selena said haltingly, and a blush began to form on her cheeks. "I was... with someone... he stayed the night."
"Would you give us the name of who you were with, please?" I asked.
"Er... uh... it was a man." said Selena. "And it's a situation where discretion is required. I don't think I can give you his name at this time."
"Miss Steele," I said, my voice rather commanding, "if someone can verify your whereabouts at the time your business associate was murdered, it would be very helpful to you and to us. I must insist on you giving us his name."
Selena Steele looked over at the lawyer, who leaned over and whispered something to her. "I must decline to answer that question, and in doing so my lawyer advises me that I cannot answer any further questions."
"Okay, if that's the way you want to play it, Ms. Steele." I said. "That will conclude our interview, then. I once again advise you that it would be in your best interests to tell us who you were with at the time Bradley Hazelton was murdered."
"If you'll excuse me..." Selena Steele said, getting up. Without further word, she left the room.
"I need to call Myron." I said to Cindy as we took a break from questioning...
---
"You were right, Lieutenant." said Myron Milton. "It's just as you said when you called in."
We were in the 4:00pm meeting in the Chief's conference room. In addition to Myron and myself, present at the meeting were Cindy Ross, Chief Griswold, Lindy Linares and Jack Muscone. I'd asked that this information be kept on the down-low, and the Chief had agreed.
"The call to the Desk on New Year's Eve was from a burner phone." Myron said. "It was used three times that day. Two calls to Hazelton's cellphone number, and once to the Police Station. And no, it's not the same burner phone used to contact Tim Dawdle on the night he died."
"That figures." I said. "When every bank employee said that they were surprised to hear that Hazelton had a girlfriend, I began wondering who she was. I called Martin Nash and talked to Officer Feeley, both confirmed there were no signs of a woman living in Hazelton's house."
"When Myron told me what he'd found, I called the Sergeant who'd been on duty that night." said Chief Griswold. "He said the woman's voice was youngish, scratchy, and high-pitched. 'Whiney' was a word he used, as well."
"Selena Steele's voice is as smooth as cream." said Cindy Ross.
"Why would someone call the police and fake being the guy's girlfriend?" asked Jack Muscone.
"So that we'd find the body that night." I said. "The bank was closed New Year's Day. Someone wanted the body to be found that night, not long after he'd been killed. The Black Widow wanted her handiwork found, and quickly. Now why did she want that?..."
"Okay, let's take it from the top." the Chief said. "Crowbar, what did you get from the interviews?"
I said "Everyone said that Bradley Hazelton was a nice guy, a decent guy, but after his fiancee broke up with him two years ago, he became more reserved. Nothing else bad said about him, no one ever smelled alcohol on his breath, though some had noticed mouthwash on occasion. Mr. Goldman was very happy with Bradley's work and had been giving him more responsibilities. He was on his way to a decent career, from all accounts."
"There was only one strangeness during the day." I continued. "Selena Steele was essentially his boss. She answered all our questions until I asked where she was the night of the murder. She said she was with someone, but refused to give his name... to the point she invoked and refused to answer any more questions."
"Very suspicious." Jack Muscone said.
"What's really strange is that she very willingly gave the DNA sample." I said. "She said she wouldn't give the man's name because of discretion on his behalf, so she may just be covering up for a married man."



"And at the risk of her own neck." said Cindy. "She really got flustered when you asked that question about who she was with. Must be a hell of a guy for her to be willing to be suspected of murder over."
"Maybe J.P. Goldman himself?" Jack Muscone suggested.
"What was your impression of Ms. Steele, Detective Ross?" asked the Chief.
"Sharp, savvy businesswoman, which makes her invoking over what was probably a good alibi for her all the more strange." replied Cindy. "And that's another thing: she's on track to be promoted to be a 'C-level' officer of the bank. Mr. Goldman confirmed it. She has no reason to kill Hazelton, it's not like he was going to take her place and her be cut out. She is a strong-willed woman, though, so I'm not saying she's incapable of committing murder. I'm not seeing motive for her, though."
"Maybe he found out something about her." Muscone said. "Something that would derail her career."
"Yeah, but this is one of several serial killings." I replied. "What was her motive for killing Dawdle and Burleson?... well, to answer my own question, we're surmising that Burleson also found out something he wasn't supposed to know, which got him killed."
"And Dawdle is the exception to the Black Widow's m.o." said Lindy Linares. "After my day with Angela Harlan, I'm about to the point that I believe the Black Widow might've indeed been a contract hire to take Dawdle out over the University PED scandal."
"What happened with that?" I asked, my spidey-sense tingling.
"We looked back on all the other cases to see if Selena Steele could physically have been involved, meaning being at the locations of the crimes." Lindy said. "With the exception of the very first one, in which no hourglass was on the body, Ms. Steele was within a two hour drive of where each victim was found."
"In addition," said Lindy, breaking the dead silence of the room, "I'm going over FBI interviews of people related to all of the past cases, and I called today to get our agents to re-interview some of them... with Selena Steele's name specifically in mind."
"All circumstantial." observed Cindy Ross. "But damning, all the same."
"Yep." I said. "Well, I guess we'll know more when the DNA report comes out."
Part 21 - Getting A Piece of Ass
With Laura busy with a Ladies Auxiliary function, I accepted an invitation to join Martin Nash, his girlfriend Sandra Speer, and Lindy Linares for dinner. It was a very pleasant evening, and we made a point to not talk about the current Black Widow case.
I took many opportunities to observe Lindy. She was wearing a black dress with what looked like a black-and-white horizontally-striped blouse which was actually sewn into the dress. She was wearing block-high-heel boots made of soft black leather, which clung to her shapely calves. Her body was becoming voluptuous, not fat by any means as she exercised to keep in good physical condition, but she was curvy in all the right places.
Her face was sweet under her mane of very curly black hair, her lips full and inviting, looking excellent for kissing or for sucking my throbbing hard cock. Her breasts were large, and I thought that they would be nice, ripe melons which I would enjoy sucking.
But her favorite feature was her ass, which she made efforts to show off, and had been teasing me with it for weeks. It was a nice bubble-butt, firm but just slightly plump, looking nice in the tight skirt of her dress, curving like an hourglass to a more slender waist that would give a powerful pair of hands an excellent grip in pulling that ass into a muscular groin.
And I knew that I was going to fuck that luscious ass this night.
---
"We're at the Huntington Extended Stay Motel up near the Mall." Lindy said as I gave her a ride home. It was the nicest extended-stay place in Town, having been converted and renovated from one bedroom apartments several years before, and the FBI was saving money by renting a couple of rooms at a special monthly rate. There was a nice living room with a sofa (which had a hideaway bed), an easy chair, a TV chained into a wall cabinet, and a desk and chair, not unlike any hotel room. A kitchenette was off to the left and there was a sliding glass door that led to a small patio. To the right was a bedroom suite with a nice queen-size bed.
Lindy poured us some wine and we sat down on the sofa, but we did not waste much time talking. It was very obvious what we both wanted... each other's bodies. I kissed her mouth as we melted into each other's arms, and I was right- her lips were excellent for kissing. Our tongues twined as I slid my lips along hers, enjoying the taste and feel of those soft, full lips. Mmmm...
We made out like sex-starved teenagers for long minutes, our hands gently exploring each other's bodies, but teasing each other by not directly going for each other's 'naughty parts'. It was Lindy who finally broke.
"Mmm...," she breathed between kisses, "why don't we... mmm... why don't... *smack*... we get ready, hmm? Why don't you... *smack*... make us some drinks and get out of your clothes while I go into the bathroom and get ready. There's a housecoat for you on the desk."
I knew what Lindy meant by going to the bathroom and getting ready, especially for what we were going to do. She went into the bedroom and closed the door. I went in the kitchen and made some drinks. She apparently liked Amaretto. I made a 'Godfather' for myself, an Amaretto and Scotch; and a 'Godmother' for Lindy, which was Amaretto and vodka.
I then texted Laura that I was with Lindy and what we were about to do. My wife texted back to have a good evening and feel free to stay all night.
I was standing in front of the bedroom door when it opened, wearing only the white, thick-cloth housecoat when Lindy opened the door. She was wearing a flower-print, silk kimono that was more of a nightgown than a dress, and five inch high heel black slides, which really molded to her shapely feet. My cock began to harden and throb at the sight of her ass, legs and feet, shaped so beautifully by her high heel shoes.
"Mmm, you look lovely." I said as I handed Lindy her drink.
"Thank you." she said. "You'll look a lot better without this on." Her free hand was trying to remove my housecoat. I helped her and stood naked before her. We clinked glasses and drank, then she turned and I followed her into the bedroom.
---
Lindy's pussy was hot, wet and wild. She was shoving her hips up to meet each of my powerful thrusts as I drove hard and deep into her sopping wet quim, her moans of pleasure echoing in the room as I roughly kissed and nuzzled her neck and jaw.
Lindy was really into the sex. She had sucked my cock like a starved whore, sliding those full lips up and down my shaft with ferocious abandon. She moaned as I slid my hand through her curly hair and began pushing on the back of her head, dominating her somewhat as I 'forced' her to suck my turgid meat; she really enjoyed me taking control.
I let my hands explore her soft, supple body as she fellated me. She moaned and sucked harder as I began clutching her asscheeks, then slid a finger onto her asshole. It was then that I realized what her preparations had been... she had cleaned her bowels out with an enema, then used a dildo on her ass and inserted a lot of lubricant.
She would not let me eat her cunt; in fact, she was hoping to go straight to anal sex. She had put some extra sheets on the floor, then several towels. It was not the softest place to have sex, but would do.
But first, there was no way I was not going to get to know the feeling of Lindy's cunt clutching my throbbing cock. I exercised my intention to sample her pussy by rolling her onto her back, mounting her, and taking her... and damn! that cunt felt good!
Her cunt was slick and very wet, the softness of her labes and cuntwalls massaging my prick like a warm, velvet glove. I felt Lindy's cunt clutch hard at me as she experienced a deep, violent orgasm, then a couple of moments later she almost screamed as another hot climax tore through her womanhood.
Finally, it was time. I got off of Lindy, withdrawing my throbbing, iron-hard cock from her sopping cunt. My cock was bobbing in the air with hardness, taut with desire and wet with a thick coating of Lindy's cuntal juices. She immediately got down onto her hands and knees on the towels on the floor, her head and shoulders to the floor and her succulent ass high in the air. Her invitation was unmistakable... she wanted me to buttfuck her!
"OH MY FUCKING GOD!" Lindy exclaimed as I eased behind Lindy and fit the head of my bare cock to her gaping anal bud, then drove forward.
"Oh God, that is so fucking GOOD!!" Lindy grunted happily as I withdrew and then buried my meat to the hilt inside the burning heat of her ass again. Her sphincter was tight, then her back passage opened up as I sank deeper inside it. My balls were slapping the underside of her pussylips.
Slipping into Lindy's fine ass was as easy as catching crabs at a junkie convention. I began to sodomize the lovely FBI agent, not too violently but firmly, feeling my cock slide along her well-lubed back channel. I reached over and took the tube of lube and put even more of the slimy, slippery stuff on my cockshaft, then began fucking Lindy's ass in earnest.
"Oh Jesus, that is so fucking good!" Lindy gasped again. Her hand was frigging her clit, and I felt her orgasm again as I enjoyed the pleasure of shoving my incredibly hard cock into her ass until she grunted with a mixture of pain and ecstasy.
"Oh God, Don, this is the best I've ever had." Lindy admitted. "Oh God, your cock is so fucking hard! I've never had a cock this hard before... and it's so fucking big, too! Oh Don, don't ever stop fucking me with that hard cock!"
---
After buttfucking Lindy from the rear, we changed positions. Lindy turned over onto her back and I mounted her, coming in low and slipping my little 'iron crowbar' deep into her ass again. Lindy's ankles were draped over her shoulders as I pistoned my meat into her ass, her feet still in the high heel slides, and I did not waste the opportunity to kiss, lick and suck her ankles and the heels of her sexy feet.
My pleasure began fast overcoming me and I felt my nut rising, followed by that familiar agony of ecstasy as my load spurted deep into Lindy's bowels. When I finally was able to see and breathe again, we disengaged.
---
We took a long, hot shower together, making sure to get my cock really clean after having been inside Lindy's back passage. Her preparation had been good, and my dick was virtually unsoiled. But a good cleaning and some Neosporin squeezed into the little hole at the apex of my cockhead was indicated, and done.
Later that night we had vaginal sex again, lying like spoons, then me hovering over Lindy and sitting on my knees as she lay on her side. I filled her well-fucked cunt with my second load of the night, and then collapsed onto the bed, wiped out. We slept deeply in each other's arms until just before dawn...
Part 22 - The Bettina Bombshell
The next morning, the MCD team loaded up on coffee as we turned on the television. In some ways I was disappointed that no one seemed to deduce that Lindy and I had slept together the night before. We'd come into the Station together, and Lindy was walking saucily down the hall, as her ass was understandably a bit sore after the pounding I'd given it as I sodomized her. She and I had been talking fairly flirtatiously, but 'in a professional manner' of course, as we drank our coffee. Maybe Cindy noticed, but she didn't give any sign of it. I was sure no one else was the wiser.
It was 7:00am and time for Bettina. Little did we know that the lovely redheaded reporterette was about to hit us with one of the biggest bombshells of her career.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! Channel Two News has learned new details of the murders and Police investigations of banker Bradley Hazelton, Ward Harvester Plant Manager Tom Burleson, and my KXTC colleague Tim Dawdle. Channel Two News has learned from several sources that the deaths are related, and are the work of a serial killer known to Police and the FBI as the 'Black Widow'. The victims were all drugged and forced to have sex, then their skulls were crushed in by blows to the head. The local Police Force would not confirm that they have obtained DNA evidence of the Black Widow, nor that they are near an arrest in the serial killings."
Bettina was not finished: "The FBI would not confirm that the Black Widow has also committed serial murders in Texas and Missouri. The motives for the crimes here and in the other States are not yet known, but all of the victims are men and most of them worked with or had an association with banking institutions in the area where they were killed. As always, we will bring you new information as soon as we get it. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News."
"I swear to God I am going to kill whoever leaked that when I find the bastard." said Chief Griswold, who had come into the room with Lt. Scott Peterson, the Police Force Media Relations Officer."
"You'll have to get in line and pick a number, Chief." I said, feeling as angry as I ever had been... while not under the influence of Ned's drugs. "Scott, how long has she known?"
"I began getting calls from her and from the Examiner around seven o'clock p.m. last night." said Peterson. "Bettina has just about everything, from the BDSM items planted at the Burleson scene to what happened to Dawdle before they finished him off."
"How did she get the information? Phone call? Email?" Martin Nash asked.
"I asked that, and she told me that she got an anonymous email with the details, and she called her confidential sources to confirm the information." said Peterson.
"Crowbar, Peterson, let's go to my office." said the Chief. He then had to reach down and shake me; I was deep in one of my reveries. There was something important, something I was missing. Alas, it eluded me; I simply could not grasp what it was.
Part 23 - Guilt And Innocence
On the next Monday at 8:00am, the Chief called me and ADA Paulina Patterson into his small conference room, which he had swept for bugs just minutes before. Tanya Perlman was there. We all sat down and received the news, which I had expected.
"The DNA tests on the hairs we found on Hazelton came back last night." said Tanya. "It's a 99.9% match with Selena Steele."
"That's conclusive." said the Chief. "Is the acquisition and chain of custody on the evidence good?"
"Rock solid." said Tanya.
"Then that's that." said the Chief. "Paulina?"
"I'll get with D.A. Krasney and go to Judge Folsom for an arrest warrant." said Paulina Patterson. Don, who do you want to send to make the arrest? We need to act fast before the Press gets wind of it." I didn't answer, I was lost in thought.
"Crowbar... Crowbar? You okay?" asked the Chief, peering at me.
"No sir." I said. "I'm missing something, but this just is not right."
"Don," said the Chief, " I value your hunches as much as most people's facts. But a 99.9% match on DNA is a pretty solid fact."
"Yes sir, it is." I said, trying to think. "It will certainly get this woman convicted by a jury, and likely the death penalty. And it's just a little too... convenient."
"Well, if it's not Selena Steele, how did her hair get on the victim's body?" asked Tanya.
"Planted." I replied.
"No, what I mean is 'How were the hairs obtained?'" Tanya asked, her voice getting a bit derisive. "I seriously doubt Selena Steele just handed someone some of her hairs to plant on the body."
"Don, you're going to need another of your miracles to show me Selena Steele is innocent." Paulina said.
"Will you give me one hour before going for the warrant?" I asked Paulina.
"Don," Chief Griswold said, "you know how bad the Press leaks have become. We can't afford even one hour of this information being in existence. And if Selena gets word of this and tries to run..."
"Selena won't run. And I'll make the arrest myself." I said, "Just stay here, Paulina, and give me one hour, okay? Call the FBI for a consultation or whatever, but give me that hour... please!"
"All right, but you'd better be right." said Paulina, her face showing severe doubt as well as displeasure.
With that, I got up and left the Chief's office. I went into MCD, where Cindy, Martin, Hugh, Angela, and Diana Torres were talking. I played my gambit, speaking to the MCD Detectives, instinctively knowing that this was the only thing I could do but it was the right thing to do:
"Ladies and gentlemen, let me have your attention for a moment. DNA evidence found at the Hazelton crime scene matches Selena Steele." I said, making sure my words were clear, precise and well-heard. "Paulina is talking to the FBI, and then she'll go to the Courthouse and secure the arrest warrant. It will be a death penalty trial for Selena Steele."
I looked over the Detectives as I continued: "Ross, Hewitt, I want the two of you to go with me to make the arrest, so stay here and be ready. The rest of you also stay here. In this room. No phone calls, not one frickin' word to anybody until the arrest is made; the chief will have a heart attack if there are any more leaks to the Press. Am I clear?"
"Yes sir." came one large chorus. I left the room and went into the unused Commander's office next to Paulina's office. I had to think... and to pray for a miracle.
---
That miracle came just under one hour later. Paulina came in and told me to come with her to the Chief's office. Once we got there, I felt an enormous sense of relief. Sitting in front of the Chief's desk was Tanya Perlman... and Detective Hugh Hewitt.
"Tell the Lieutenant and the ADA what you just told me, Hewitt." said the Chief.
"On New Year's Eve," Hugh said. "Selena Steele was with me. We met for drinks at the Cattleman's Club, then went to her place. I spent the night there, we were together all night."
"Why didn't you say something earlier?" growled the Chief.
"I'm dating Angela." said Hugh, his voice nearly desperate. "We have a pretty good thing going. I didn't want her to know I slept with Selena. But Selena couldn't have killed Hazelton, and no matter what happens with Angela, I'll swear in Court that Selena was with me all evening and all night. I can't let her go down for something she didn't do."
"How long have you been seeing Selena?" I asked.
"We've hooked up three times." said Hugh. "She invited me to the Cattleman's Club for a drink the weekend before Thanksgiving and we ended up going to her place. Then we met again a couple of weeks before Christmas. Angela was on duty, and on call New Year's Eve. I'm not really dating Selena, we just get together and have a good time."
"Son," said the Chief in the tone of a strong measure of fatherly advice, "I'd suggest you learn to keep it to one woman, or at least don't go sneaking behind her back cheating on her. But in this case, it's damn fortunate you were with Ms. Steele that night... or else she would've been looking at the death penalty."
"What do we do now?" asked Paulina. "If the Press gets hold of that DNA report, Selena Steele is going to get lynched by them."
"There's one other thing we have to do," I said, "and it is absolutely imperative that we keep Hugh's secret. Not because of his relationship with Angela, but because the Black Widow thinks she's succeeded in framing an innocent woman. This may be our chance to flush the real killer out, but absolutely no one else should know about this yet, not even the other Detectives in the MCD room, so sorry."
"Agreed." said the Chief. "And that has just become my order to you Detectives. I can't order you, Paulina, but I'm sure you can see the value of keeping this quiet."



"Certainly, Chief." said Paulina.
"What now, Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"Paulina, take Hugh's sworn deposition right now, here in this room." I said. "After that, Hugh, if anyone asks what you were doing in here, tell them you were getting the Chief and me up to speed on your SWAT team formation. After giving your sworn statement, I want you to go get the officers that we're going to put on the SWAT team and all of you go to the outdoor range. If any other police are there, kick them out, tell them to call the Chief if you need to. Then close the range and stay there. Get in some shooting if you want to, but just stay there, locked away, for the rest of the day."
"As for me, I'm going to go visit Selena Steele, and I'll take Cindy Ross with me. I intend to get Selena to tell me the truth about New Year's Eve. And then I'm going to watch for the Black Widow."
"I still don't see how the Black Widow got hold of Selena's hair. So what's this all about?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"I don't know for sure," I said, "but it's clear that the Black Widow is trying to frame Selena. Additionally, the Black Widow became so desperate that she revealed to Bettina Wurtzburg the information about the three killings in our County. She gave Bettina just about everything about the crimes, which of course is all we have-"
"What? You think the Black Widow herself was the leak?" asked Tanya.
"I sure as hell do." I said.
---
As Cindy and I drove to J.P. Goldman Bank where Selena Steele was, she asked out of the blue "So did Hugh confess to being with Selena on New Year's Eve?"
"Yep," I said, "and you are not to say one word about it to anyone, not even the other MCD Detectives, nor Teresa nor your sister. Is that clear?"
"Crystal." Cindy replied. "But you're not asking me how I know?"
"Nope." I said. "I'm sure my mother told you to watch for Hugh hooking up with Selena, because if Angela ever finds out it's going to be hell in my MCD room, and my mother still believes she has to protect her little boy from big bad MCD-drama wolves."
Cindy laughed. "Yes, she did tell me that." She had that 'can't get anything by him' look on her face as she continued: "And after your speech this morning, Hugh looked like he wanted to throw up or cry. And when he said he was going to the restroom, I figured he was making a beeline to the Chief's office to confess he was with Selena at the time of the murder."
"You might make a good Detective yet, Miss Ross." I said.
"Stoppit." Cindy replied. "Well, here we are at the bank."
---
We were in Mr. Goldman's conference room again, with the Goldman lawyer present.
"Miss Steele," I said, "I'm going to read you your Constitutional rights." I did so, then asked if she understood her rights, and she said she did.
"Miss Steele," I said, "DNA evidence has come back with certainty that your hairs were found on the dead body of Bradley Hazelton."
"What?!?! How can that be?" Selena asked, then peered at me. "Is this some sort of trick?"
"Not at all, Ms. Steele." I said, pulling out a folder and showing her the report. "The hairs found on the victim near his loins and in his hand are matched to you with a certainty that will have you convicted by any jury on earth." Selena handed the lawyer the report. He examined it and told Selena that it was conclusive and solid as evidence.
"How?..." Selena said, tears forming in her eyes. "I swear to God, I didn't do it."
"Then Selena," I said, leaning forward and keeping my voice conspiratorially low, "you need to tell me the name of the person you were with on New Year's Eve. It is your only chance to save yourself from the death penalty... yes, Selena, this evidence is enough not only to convict you but for you to be executed for a crime you did not commit."
"I... I..." said Selena before turning to the lawyer. "What can I do?"
"Detectives, I need a moment alone with my client." the lawyer said. We left the room until we were asked back in five minutes later.
Once we were seated again, Selena asked "Is there any way we can keep this secret? Just between the two of you and me?"
"Maybe." I said. "I'll have to let the Police Chief know, and above all else we'll have to convince the District Attorney of your innocence. But it's absolutely in our interest to keep the information quiet- so that we can trap the person trying to frame you. I would also suggest that if you want to keep it secret, you ask your lawyer here to leave and just tell the two of us. No offense intended, of course."
"Yes... yes." Selena said. She turned to the lawyer and asked him to go, which he did without protest.
"The man's name is... Hugh Hewitt. He's one of your detectives." Selena said. "He and I were together at the bar New Year's Eve, and then he came home with me and we were together all night."
"How long have you been dating Hugh?" I asked, my eyes boring into her to mask any sign that I already knew and was ecstatic to be hearing her confirm the information.
"We're not dating, he's dating that tomboy harpy Angela Harlan." Selena said. "New Year's Eve was the third time Hugh and I met and had sex. He's good in bed, but that's all we have between us."
"You'll be happy to know, Ms. Steele," I said, "that Hugh was not going to let you take the fall. He was discreet, but he's given a sworn affidavit that you and he were together the night of the Hazelton murder. You have confirmed what he said, though you'll have to sign a sworn statement also, which Detective Ross here is writing right now for you to sign. Also, we need you to keep this a secret, because we believe we can flush out the real killer. Now I need to ask you some further questions..."
Part 24 - Speculation, Redux
"Well, your reputation just shot up again." said Teresa Croyle several nights later. She and Cindy were dinner guests of Laura, Carole and myself at The Cabin. It was too cold to sit outside with the baby, so we were in the main room. And despite there being three women in the room, it was me holding my little girl... with absolutely no intention of relinquishing this most pleasant of duties.
"I'm not worried about that." I said. "But Selena Steele was literally one hour away from the death penalty, and I'm glad we could save her."
"I'm just glad the Chief and ADA Patterson trusted you." said Cindy. "By all rights, Paulina should've gone for that warrant immediately."
None of the Detectives had said much when Cindy and I had returned from our visit to Selena Steele without having made an arrest. The Chief told everyone that Selena Steele had a possible alibi that was being checked out, and he also said that FBI was taking over the Black Widow case. That was true, that the FBI was handling it on a national level... but Cindy and I were still secretly working on it with no one else knowing, as we feared a leak or mole within our own Police Force.
The Press never got wind of the DNA report, which Tanya and Barry Oliver conspired to bury. To mollify Bettina, I gave her a comprehensive sit-down interview about the Black Widow case, saying that it was now in the hands of the FBI.
We had other things to worry about, as well. Senator Nathan Allen was making noises again about taking action against Teresa for beating up his drunk son at a DUI checkpoint, but other politicians had suggested he shut his mouth, all the while working to get Teresa another police job by February 1st.
Senator Allen's poll numbers had taken a beating as well after the Press reported on the sweetheart deal he pulled to get his son out of vehicular homicide charges... yeah, reporting on that might have been my deal with Bettina in exchange for the Black Widow interview.
"So, do you have any idea who the Black Widow is?" Teresa asked.
"No." I said. "I'm still trying to put the pieces together, and there are so frickin' many of them. But one thing is for sure, I think she's still around... and right under our noses." Indeed, I could sense the dark clouds swirling, and I just needed to pierce through them to see the light and solve the case. The clouds tried to take shape, they were trying to show me the image of the deadly woman and her evil rampage. The piece of the puzzle I needed was right in front of me, if only I wasn't too slow...
Part 25 - Rejection
February 1st. Teresa had gone to her new job in Midtown the day before. I arrived in the MCD room at 6:00am, and there was already a buzz around "the clubhouse", as Police HQ was called. Promotions were announced on February 1st and August 1st, and today was the big day. But even bigger on this day, we were announcing the selection of those uniformed personnel who would be placed on track to become Detectives.
"Good morning!" Tanya Perlman greeted me, her face glowing, her cheeks rosy. She was anticipating the announcements as much as anyone else.
"Good morning, Detective Perlman." I said, somewhat formally. "Come to my office." Once there, I bound her to silence for a few more hours, then told her the selections... including the names of those who didn't make it.
"I'm going to tell him before the announcements are made." I told Tanya. "He deserves at least that much. It's really going to hurt him, but it can't be helped."
"I appreciate you doing that." Tanya replied. Her cheeks were no longer rosy.
----
"Come on in here." I said at 7:30, entering the Chief's conference room. Patrolman Pete Feeley strode in, along with Detective Cindy Ross, who sat unobtrusively to one side. Feeley's face was a portrait of barely restrained excitement, and had been so since he'd walked into the building half an hour before.
"I wanted to talk to you before the announcements come out." I said to Feeley after we'd sat down at the table. After a pause, I said "I'll just come right out with it, Feeley: you're not on the Detective list. You didn't make it this time."
"Wh...wha..." Feeley stammered, his face now a mirror of shock. "Wh...what do you mean I didn't make it?" The young man's face began to look as if he were going to cry as the import of my words fully registered with him. "Wh... what did I do wrong? What made you decide this?"
"Feeley, you didn't do anything 'wrong'." I said. "And it's not just my decision." I felt bad at these cop-out words; it really wasn't just my decision, but making excuses like that was not the mark of a good leader. "You're a good police officer and you still have a great career ahead of you with the Force. You're definitely on track to become a Sergeant early, which is pretty rare around here. You've got a great career ahead of you."
"But... but what can I do to become a Detective? Even a Detective Apprentice..." Feeley said, groping for words.
"You can try to make it in the next cycle, Feeley." I said.
"But... but that could be two more years!" Feeley exclaimed, emotion beginning to overcome him.
"That might be," I replied, and as I was trying to keep this hard moment as positive as I could for the young man, I continued: "And in the meantime, you keep sharpening your skills, and you keep being the best officer you can be. The Uniform track is wide open for you, Feeley. Captain Charles is ready to pin Corporal stripes on you today."
Feeley didn't say anything more. His eyes glazed a bit, and I realized that he was now internalizing and attempting to come to grips with what he considered to be the greatest failure of his young life. I knew there was nothing more I could say to help him.
"Okay, Feeley, I've talked to Captain Charles and let him know I was going to break this to you early. You can-"
I was interrupted by the door opening. Chief Griswold entered the room.
"Peter Feeley, you're being promoted to Corporal today. Make sure your uniform looks damn sharp this morning. I expect you to present yourself as the leader you are, is that clear?"
"Uh... yes, Chief." Feeley said. He was about to get up but then remembered his manners and forced himself to remain seated.
"You're dismissed." the Chief growled. I nodded and Feeley got up and left, his look and bearing betraying his sheer misery.
"Crowbar, come to my office, but give me five minutes."
"Yes sir." I said. As the door closed, I caught Cindy's look.
"Well, Detective Ross," I said, "that goes under the heading 'hard parts of the job'."
"You did all you could to make it easier for him." Cindy replied. "It was nice of you to tell him early."
"Yeah." I said. "I know how much he wanted it and how hard he was trying. Maybe too hard."
"He is right, though." Cindy observed. "He's probably got at least two years before he can be up for it again. Think he'll make it then?"
"Between you, me, and the lamppost... no." I said. "You've watched him all these months like I have." Cindy nodded as I continued "I wasn't going to force him to go through the promotion ceremony and take the Corporal stripes, but the Chief changed my suppositions."
"Pete looked absolutely devastated." Cindy said. "Maybe we should send him to the counselors instead of the ceremony. I hope he'll take things better than he looked when he left."
"Yep, me too." I replied. "All right, I'll go check in with the Chief, and then we can go announce who the new Detective track candidates are going to be."
---
The Chief waved me into his office as I approached the open door. "Rudistan and Morton are being promoted to Senior Patrolman today. They both asked for you to pin their new stripes on. You willing to do that?"
"Absolutely, sir." I said. "And if Feeley wants, I'll do his, too, though he may want Tanya to do it. By the way, Chief, thanks for stepping in there and giving him the kick in the pants."
"Sometimes you gotta give a guy a little push." Chief Griswold said. "Feeley is disappointed now, but he'll get over it, and he'll grow into those Corporal stripes, then the Sergeant stripes that will quickly follow. But what I called you in here about was to tell you that we're meeting Jack Muscone and his team this afternoon. They want to re-hash the Black Widow case with us..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, the clues are all there. Do you know who the Black Widow is? Who killed Tom Burleson, Tim Dawdle, and Bradley Hazelton? And how did the Black Widow so nearly successfully frame Selena Steele?
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Part 26 - In The Line Of Duty
"Officer down! Officer down!" came the call on the police radio. The voice belonged to Detective Cindy Ross. It was 10:05 pm on the night of February 3d.
I felt sick to my stomach as I turned on the blue lights and siren of my police SUV to rush to the address. Something beyond instinct was telling me who was dead. It is possible that I went more than a bit too fast over the steeply graded narrow road leading from my home to Town, and definitely some cars had to quickly move to get out of my way as I blasted through the streets.
I called Cindy on my cell phone. She responded within seconds. Upon my question, she told me who the dead police officer was. My hunch was right. I felt even worse.
Cindy continued. "Looks like the work of the Black Widow." She followed up with a graphic description of the crime scene. I reached for the Pepto-Bismol that I always carried, and drank several large swigs. Then I got back on the cellphone and issued instructions to Cindy.
"... those are my direct orders. How copy?" I said.
"Loud and clear. Wilco." Cindy replied.
When I got to the location in the Warehouse District on the middle-west side of town, I got out of my SUV, blue crowbar in hand. Looking around, I saw what I needed to see: Tanya Perlman and Cindy Ross were next to a police car while Crime Lab personnel took equipment inside. Tanya was boiling with anger, and Cindy had some extra help in the form of Senior Patrolman Morton to assist in restraining the smaller fireball of a woman. As I walked up to them, they looked up at me.
"Don, what in the hell is going on?" Tanya said, her voice furious with anger and accusatory. "Cindy said you've ordered her to keep me from going in. Why the hell won't you let me go in?"
"Because, Tanya..." I said, the effort of speaking being almost more than I could bear, but making sure I looked her squarely in the eyes...
"... it's Pete Feeley in there."
"What???" Tanya roared at the name of the police officer to whom she was engaged to be married. She again tried to tear off for the building, but it was an attempt only in her mind, as Ross and Morton had her well restrained. "Let me go!" Tanya screamed.
"Tanya, calm down. Tanya!" I said. Finally my voice cut through Tanya's haze. I could see in her eyes that the shock was starting to set in." I sat down beside her.
"Don..." she said, looking at me, her mind making a feeble attempt not to be affected by what I had just told her. "I've got to go in, I've got to help solve this, find out who the bastard is that did this! Why won't you let me go in?"
"Because, Tanya," I said quietly but firmly. "I don't want what's in there... to be your last memory of him."
"Oh..." Tanya said... and then it hit her fully. "Oh my God, Pete!" Her hands covered her face as she began to sob. She fell into my arms and cried as I held her.
"Tanya, we'll handle it, and I want to catch the bastard as much as you do." I said, finally prying her arms from around me. "You just sit back on this one; you're off the case. Cindy, take her home. Stay with her."
"No..." Tanya said, then added, "we should go to Pete's mother's house. I should be the one to tell her."
I just nodded to Cindy, who led the sobbing young woman away to her car. Words cannot describe the pain that I was feeling at that moment. Being shot by Ned had been less painful.
"Geez, Lieutenant." Patrolman Morton said. "I don't envy you your job in times like that. I don't think I could've handled it that well."
"Yep, that's the part of this job that absolutely sucks." I said. "Take charge of security around here, Chet. If the Press shows up, keep them out and let me know immediately." I said. Martin Nash walked up as I struggled to get ahold of my emotions. "Martin, take charge of this crime scene." I said. "I'll be there in a minute."
"Yes sir." he said solemnly as he continued walking towards the building. I took a moment to compose myself, then followed him. Once inside, I thanked God for having the foresight to keep Tanya away from the scene that filled my eyes.
It was carnage. A nearly naked man lay sideways on the floor, still tied to the chair upon which he had been sitting, his hands manacled behind the chair, his legs strapped to the legs of the chair. His head was in a pool of blood. The back of his head gave testimony to the fact that he'd received a tremendously powerful, concentrated blow with a heavy object.
His police uniform shirt was unbuttoned and pulled off his shoulders, only the sleeves on the arms keeping it in place. His pants, socks, shoes and underwear were on the floor several feet away.
The Crime Lab team was working in utter silence. The Medical Examiner, whose nickname was "CMB", was making notes and asking the Police Photographer to take pictures at certain angles. The poor photographer looked like she wanted to be sick. I knew how she felt.
It was then I saw the bucket with the trash liner... several of the battle-hardened Crime Lab personnel had not been able to hold their food down. The knowledge that the body had once been their fellow police officer contributed to their queasiness. While I began examining the crime scene, the photographer couldn't take any more, and rushed to the bucket.
Despite that, I was somewhat pleased to notice that the Crime Lab teams were becoming well-trained and were meticulous in their searches. The flip side of that coin was that they were leaving traces of where they walked, so any previous footprints were being obliterated. I hoped and fully expected that they'd made notes of anything they'd seen before walking anywhere.
Detective Diana Torres raced to the bucket a minute later. When she came back up to me, she said "Sorry, sir."
"Don't apologize." I said. "I totally understand." And I did. My own emotions were a huge jumble.
"Okay, let's see what we can discover." I said. I began looking around the warehouse for clues. "Where is Feeley's gun?" I asked.
"No one's found it yet." Martin Nash said. "The perps may have taken it. Come over here for one second."
Coming to the body, I saw CMB taking the fluoroscope out. He illuminated the groin area of the body as well as the floor in the area. Drops of liquid glowed a bright green.
"Yep." CMB said in reply to my look. "Had sex, got his rocks off before he was killed."
"And he was killed right after he came." I said. "He didn't get flaccid yet." This little anatomical tidbit was turning up in way too many of my cases, I noted with sardonic displeasure. "So yes, the woman fucked him, then somebody behind him crushed his head in. Multiple perps. Did the Black Widow leave her calling card?"
"Yep." CMB said. "Two-triangle hourglass. On the underside of his penis and his balls. Done hastily, I might add."
"Injected with poison?" I asked.
"You can see the mark on his shoulder." CMB replied, pointing it out to me.
"Alright, full blood workup, compare to the drugs used in her previouus crimes."
"Yes, Lieutenant." CMB said as he began closely examining the groin area, not giving me any grief like he often did at other crime scenes. "Maybe there's something that got caught by the paint in this hourglass drawing..."
Other technicians began shining lights, looking for anything in the area. Seeing them struggle to get it together, I did what had to be done.
"Everyone, give me your attention for a moment." I said. When they all looked at me, I said "Guys, I know how hard this is for you. This is our fellow Town & County Police Officer. For us to get Justice for Pete Feeley, I know you'll rise up and do the best job you have ever done. You are all great professionals, and I'm counting on you. I want the bitch that did this, and we are going to get her come hell or high water. Okay, let's go to work." My words worked, they all redoubled their efforts, and a semblance of energy began filling the room.
I did not examine the immediate area around the body; a set of footprints off to the right near the door where we'd entered had raised my curiosity. After glancing around with my flashlight, I called Martin Nash over.
"Okay, Martin," I said as he came up to me, "it looks like Feeley came in the door here and was ambushed. Now if he were brandishing his gun and was hit from behind, he may have slung his gun to the right, here, near these pallets. They searched for it, but may not have found it." I began looking around the pallets, lying down on my chest and flashing light beneath the pallets. A glint under one of them caught my eye.
"What do we have here?" I asked aloud as I eased my crowbar under the pallet and pulled it sideways. A second later, a firearm appeared from under the pallet.
"It's Feeley's gun." I said. "Bag it as evidence. Martin, if nothing else, it shows Feeley came in here expecting to find a crime. And that means this is an LOD investigation."
"Yes sir." Nash said, getting my meaning. 'LOD' meant 'line of duty'. There had not been a police officer killed in the line of duty in the Town or County for over 30 years.
At that time, Angela Harlan and Hugh Hewitt came to the warehouse door. "What happened here?-- oh my God!" Angela said. "Is that one of our guys?"
"Yes." I said. "Pete Feeley."
"Oh, Jesus." said Hugh, pain written on his face. "What the hell happened?"
"The Black Widow happened to him." I said. "Why don't you guys either head home or help with crowd control if the Press shows up. We've got it covered in here."
After ten more minutes of examining as much as I could, I went outside, asking the Police Photographer to walk with me. She was a Korean-American woman, not particularly pretty, but very competent, and she looked at me with almost-innocent eyes.
"I need to make myself as perfectly clear as possible." I said in a firm tone. "You are to transfer your digital pictures to a jump drive only. Your photographic film should be developed and the prints and negatives put under seal in my name. You are to give the jump drive and the photos to me and me alone. Above all else, Detective Tanya Perlman is to never see these photographs, no matter how hard she tries."
"Yes sir," said the woman, "but why not let her see the pics? She's our best crime scene investigator."
"Because the dead police officer was her fiancé." I replied.
"Oh. Ohhhhhhh..." the woman said as the shock of my words hit her. She then said with alacrity "Yes sir, I'll follow your instructions exactly."
"Thank you. Carry on." I said. At that moment, I heard the screech of tires as a KXTC news van almost hurtled through the gates of the fence and the police barricade there. As Bettina Wurtzburg and her cameraman got out and tried to rush through, they were thrown back very roughly by Chet Morton and Hugh Hewitt.
"What the hell?" said Bettina, her face showing shock.
"Don't try to come through here again." Hugh Hewitt warned, menace in his voice.
"What is going on in there, Detective? Oh Lieutenant! Don!" Bettina called out, seeing me approach. "What's happened here, Lieutenant?" She and the cameraman tried to push through to get to me, and Hugh pushed them back, literally shoving the cameraman to the ground.
"Jesus Christ, Hugh!" yelled Bettina, "Don, what is with these guys?"
"Bettina," I said, brandishing the crowbar, "now is not the time to fuck with the Town & County Police." Bettina must've sensed what had happened, or perhaps the look on my face scared her. She stopped trying to get in and became quiet.
"Hewitt, if any reporters come past the fence," I ordered, "arrest them and take them to jail. If they resist arrest, shoot them." I noticed Bettina's look of shock as I turned away.
I went back to the crime scene; I did not trust myself to remain under control at the moment. And most of that anger was directed at my own self. My failure to find and capture the Black Widow, my failure to see clues that were within my grasp had led to the death of a promising young police officer and the grief of those that had loved him.
When the EMTs came and removed him, all of the officers present stopped and saluted as the shrouded body of Police Corporal Peter Feeley was wheeled past them. It was then that Bettina Wurtzburg's eyes confirmed what she had sensed earlier: the Police had lost one of their own; the Thin Blue Line was that much thinner.
Part 27 - Seduction
On the night of February 2d, Police Corporal Pete Feeley sat at the bar, pounding down beers and shots of liquor, numb to all feeling. Chief Griswold had told him in no uncertain terms that he was to accept the honor of Corporal stripes and be the leader the Chief expected him to be. Though miserable, he followed his Chief's orders and endured the promotion ceremony and the congratulations of other uniformed officers that he had not really wanted.
Feeley had gone through his duties like an automaton, not feeling anything. That night he had barely spoken to Tanya, who had tried to make him feel better, but not even her presence was touching him.
As he drained his beer, he was about to ask for another when a black-haired woman sat down next to him. Despite his haze, he recognized her. "Buy you a drink, Pete?" the woman said.
Pete did not know how long they talked as he practically sobbed his story with the woman sympathizing. The next thing he knew, he was in her apartment and in her bed, and she was riding his cock, impaling her sopping wet vagina onto his hard cock again and again. Pete tried to wonder how he was able to stay hard, especially as drunk as he was, but he was able to work through two orgasms before finally passing out.
-------------------
"How are you feeling, Corporal?" asked Captain Leslie Charles.
"My head is killing me, sir." Feeley replied. It was the next morning, February 3d, and Feeley had barely made it on time after waking up alone in the woman's apartment. It did not dawn on him that the apartment was virtually empty except for the bed.
In spite of the pain of his hangover, he went to the Police Headquarters gym, where he showered, shaved, dressed and reported to Captain Charles for his assignment.
"It's worth it, if you got all that mental shit out of your system. Here, drink this." Captain Charles said, feeling sympathy for the kid. He told Feeley the story that he also had wanted to be a Detective and had never made it. His own desire to be a police officer overcame his disappointment, and he rose through the ranks of Uniformed leadership, realizing over time that he did not need to be a Detective to make an impact on people's lives as a policeman. He hoped Feeley would take that same course.
"Thank you, sir." said Feeley, the medicine making him feel better, but the Captain's words not assuaging him.
"I have a mission for you, Corporal." Captain Charles said. "I want you to prepare a training schedule for our new officers that just came on. The template is in the computer." He was hoping that getting Feeley into the routine of his new leadership role would get Feeley 'over the hump' and back to his old self.
Feeley was working on that task when one of his fellow policewomen came up to him. "Hi Pete," she said. "How are you feeling?"
"Hello." Pete said. "Okay, I guess."
"You should've gotten a Detective slot," the policewoman said. "You're as good as any of them that were promoted or hired."
"Yeah, I know, but what can I do?" Feeley said. "It's done."
"Well, maybe not." the policewoman said, lowering her voice. "Look, they've developed a lead in Vice about a drug shipment coming in, maybe tonight. Why don't you interdict it, call in the backup, make the bust? Hell, that idiot Sharples pulls that shit all the time, and he's nowhere near as good as you. They'll see they made a mistake and get you into the Detective track immediately."
"You think so?" Pete said, feeling skeptical at the plan, but his desperation winning over his better judgment.
"Sure," she said, "just don't tell anyone until you call for backup. It'll be your bust."
--------------------
"Pete didn't come home last night." Tanya said, concern on her face. "And he had a huge hangover this morning. I tried to talk to him, but he said he had something to do and said he'd talk to me later. Then he just walked away from me."
"How was he the night before?" I asked.
"Numb." Tanya said. "I just tried to be there for him, but he was just numb to everything."
"Well, maybe he'll snap out of it soon." I said. "And when he does, he'll appreciate you being there for him. He's a damned lucky man to have you."
"I'm feeling the same way about him." Tanya said. "It's funny how it's worked out, but now I'm going to be spending the rest of my life with him, and I'm really happy about it."
"Never question the course of true love." I said, happy for Tanya's happiness. "And when it comes, embrace it."
--------------------
"This is Officer Feeley." came the voice over the police radio. "I'm observing two suspects at--" he gave the address at the warehouse. "Looks like they're about to move a shipment of drugs. Send backup, I'm going in."
Feeley crept to the door and looked in. The tip was spot-on, he was just in time to interdict a drug bust. Only two perps, he could hold them until backup arrived. He moved towards the door--
*WHAM!!!*
Pete's last memory was more like a dream. He felt himself having sex, seeing Tanya Perlman above him, riding him as she did every night in their bed. He was feeling the wet heat of her pussy, seeing her beauty as they made love, seeing her look down at him and smile, telling him she had just come. He felt his own orgasm rising, then exploding into Tanya's luscious body... and then, with a bright flash of light, it was all no more...
Part 28 - Requiem For The Fallen
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" I barely heard the reporter shout as I absently watched the 7:00am newscast. I had not slept, I was exhausted, but I was driven to carry on as I listened to Bettina's words: "Channel Two News has learned that Police Corporal Peter Feeley was killed last night while attempting to make drug arrests in the Warehouse District. Corporal Feeley was found dead at the scene by officers that he had called in for backup. Police are not confirming that he is the latest victim of the Black Widow, the serial killer who forces her victims to have sex before killing them.
"The Police are currently making a line-of-duty investigation, and if it is determined that Corporal Feeley died in the line of duty, it will be the first such death in the Town or County's Police Force in over thirty years. Corporal Feeley is survived by his mother--"
"Crowbar, how long have you been here?" It was Chief Griswold asking me that; he'd come into the MCD room.
"All night, sir." I said.
"I'm going to send you home after the morning meeting." the Chief said. "You need to get a few hours sleep."



----------------------
February 5th arrived and we had a full morning meeting at 8:00am in Classroom J. Jack Muscone's FBI team had arrived, and the Chief had instructed all of his Captains as well as all Detectives be present at the meeting.
The day before had been evidence-gathering and data-sifting. I had refused to go home despite the Chief's orders, but had not done anything but listen to various reports and try to put together the pieces in my mind.
Tanya Perlman had insisted on attending the meeting, though Barry Oliver gave the autopsy and toxicology report. He brought no pictures to the meeting, and I had been told that he and Myron Milton had foiled three attempts by Tanya to access the digital information stored in the computers. The Chief then intervened by assigning Tanya to the duty of officially attending Pete's mother, who was overcome with grief at the loss of her young son, and that was enough to keep Tanya busy for a few days.
"The drugs injected were the same as the previous Black Widow murders here in Town." said Barry Oliver. "CMB thinks he was ambushed and hit on the head when he entered the warehouse, and then he was fatally hit by what is likely a solid aluminum bat after being drugged and made to climax."
"The duty desk said that Feeley called in a request for backup." the Chief said. "Yet by the time officers arrived on the scene, he was dead. What happened there?"
Captain Charles, head of the Uniformed Police answered: "The gate was locked when the backup units arrived, but Feeley's patrol car was inside the gates. We think the perps locked the gate when they ambushed him. It took several minutes to cut through the chains and get in, which was apparently enough time for the perps to kill Feeley and get away."
"How did they get away?" the Chief asked. "Wasn't the place surrounded?"
"Not completely, sir." Charles said. "The property abuts another property on its backside, and there are gaps in the fences in a few places. If they left on foot and dispersed, there was just too much ground for us to cover."
"What about his partner?" asked the Chief. "Why wasn't he patrolling with a partner?"
"He wasn't assigned to any routine patrols, Chief." replied Charles, whose face showed his own pain. "And since he'd just been promoted, he hadn't been assigned a new partner yet. His old partner was Patrolman Hicks, who was promoted to Senior Patrolman himself on the first of the month. Hicks was at home, and said Feeley never contacted him about going on a mission. We're not sure why Feeley was where he was when we found him."
"Crowbar?" the Chief said to me, having seen my eyes light up with a thought.
"Very well planned, down to the last details of escaping." I said, my voice hollow, as if I were talking to myself. "Pete was ambushed. This wasn't a drug operation; it was a scheme designed to lure in and murder a police officer. My question is why was Pete Feeley targeted?"
"Maybe he wasn't, but was just unlucky enough to be the first to arrive." said the Chief. "Which brings up that question again: what was Feeley doing at that location in the first place?" The old man was trying hard to understand the failings that led to his officer being killed, I realized.
"Chief," said Captain Malone, "we've had some reports of possible drug shipments running through that warehouse in past months, though nothing recently."
"Do you think Feeley might have seen some of those reports, drove by the place and saw something?" Angela Harlan asked. Why she was speaking up, I didn't know, but it was an interesting question...
...too interesting by half, I realized to myself, feeling the blood rush to my head...
"Maybe." Captain Malone was saying in reply to Angela's comment. "Feeley had clearance to access most of our basic information, and he did call in on the radio that he thought a drug shipment was taking place."
"Whether or not he saw the reports," I said, speaking mostly to myself and rambling, "he was lured in, ambushed, and murdered... he had a reason for being at that location at that time, and he saw what appeared to be a drug operation, not realizing it was a trap... he's not the impulsive risk-taker type, he was always by-the-book, but this time he didn't wait for backup... he said on the radio that he saw two suspects, and he was thinking that he could take the two of them and hold them until backup arrived at the gates he thought were open, but had been chained shut behind him. Oh shit.... I hope he wasn't trying to impress us into thinking he should've been promoted to Detective... geez..."
Seeing that I was off to the (mental) races, the Chief said "Well, I think that's all we're going to get from this meeting. I want everyone to hear this very clearly: no Detective is to attempt to effect an arrest without uniformed police officers on the scene backing you up. If Feeley was set up, someone might try to set you up, too. From now on it is by-the-book, follow-the-numbers, color-within-the-lines. Any Detective that disobeys this order will not be a Detective any longer. Do I make myself clear, people?"
"Yes sir!" came a chorus.
"All right, no excuses." growled the Chief. "You've been told. Now get out of here, go find clues to what happened... and get yourselves ready for the funeral." The room emptied.
When I came out of my reverie, I was alone in Classroom J... except for Tanya Perlman, who was silently watching me with abnormal intensity.
----------------------
The Town & County Council met in special session to accept the expedited report of the Board of Inquiry, which found that Police Corporal Pete Feeley had died in the line of duty. His mother would receive a pension for the rest of her life, which would not ease her grief but would help her live comfortably, as Pete had always tried to do for her.
In addition, Corporal Pete Feeley was given a funeral procession through Town before being carried to his final resting place at the cemetery. Councilman Jack Colby provided two horses to pull an open carriage upon which the U.S.-flag-draped coffin rested. The Chief asked me to walk in the front line with himself, Captain Malone and Captain Charles, and of course we were wearing our formal uniforms. The chief was at the right side of the line, per protocol, while I had the far left as the junior officer. Other police officers marched behind the four of us, followed by the family, including Tanya, in cars.
Thousands of townspeople lined the streets to honor the fallen officer, which made me appreciate the Town and County that we had chosen to serve. These were good people, and they understood what Pete Feeley had done for them. It was up to us, his fellow officers, to avenge him and to bring Justice and Peace to the County. That was my mission, I thought with a righteous determination I had never before felt with such a level of intensity...
Part 29 - Realization
It was the night after the funeral, and I was sitting alone in The Cabin, looking out the large windows in the main room that overlooked the deck and the twinkling lights of the Town behind it. Laura and Carole were at the 'Mountain Nest', and I'd come up here to have some solitude, and to think. The swirling clouds were just beginning to form, to take shape-- and then it hit me.
I saw who the Black Widow was, who she must be. I didn't yet understand fully the 'why' of it, but I was seeing the 'what' and the 'how'. The betrayal was immense and brutal. And then I realized that the answers had been there all along, right in front of me, and I had failed to see them in time to save Pete Feeley's life.
I remembered the night Tim Olivet was murdered, sacrificing himself for his wife, dying because of my mistakes. And now Pete Feeley's blood was on my hands, at least in my own mind. I began to cry...
Someone was approaching me in the dark. I realized that it was my mother from her perfume. I felt as much as saw her bring a chair next to mine.
"It's my fault, Mom." I said. "Pete Feeley is dead because I just wouldn't see the truth."
"Nonsense, Son." my mother said. "Pete Feeley was murdered by an evil, vicious woman. If you could have been in time, you would have been in time. Don't berate yourself for the past. If you see the answer now, then act on it and avenge young Officer Feeley."
I said nothing, even though my mother's words made me feel better. I was not going to let my failure be washed away with excuses, but I realized that the best thing I could do now was bring this killer to Justice.
"So, Don, tell me what you're thinking." my mom said.
I told her who I thought it was and my reasoning for it.
My mother said "Now that you're telling me this, I realize that I missed something that I should have seen, as well."
"What's that?" I asked.
"How Selena Steele's hair arrived on young Bradley Hazelton's body." my mother said, telling me her observations and deductions. And I saw the ramifications of what she was saying...
-------------------------
"My God, did you see the look in the Lieutenant's eyes?" said Angela Harlan in the MCD room the next morning, the day after the funeral. The Headquarters was still a somber place.
"Yeah, I sure did." Hugh said. "I've never seen him look so cold before."
"Or determined." said Cindy Ross. "I think he's going after Pete's killer, and God have mercy on that person's soul if Don finds him or her before the rest of us do." She got up and left the room; I had just come to the door and beckoned her to follow me.
------------------------
"What?" Cindy exclaimed. "Are you serious?" The Chief had no words; he just gaped at me, open-mouthed with shock. The three of us and Paulina Patterson were sitting in the Chief's conference room, which I'd swept for bugs before inviting them in.
"Dead serious." I said, knowing that my eyes betrayed that my emotions were dead to all but Justice. I explained my chain of reasoning to a totally attentive audience.
"We still have work to do in order to get proof and bring this bitch to Justice." I said.
"Yeah, we don't have enough for a warrant yet." Paulina said. "Do you think we ought to hand this one off to the FBI?"
"No, but we do need to involve Curly Goodwin." I said. James "Curly" Goodwin was second-in-command of Internal Affairs, and if I had my way he'd be taking over I.A. soon, because Daniel Allgood would be moving on to better things, much better things. "Here's my plan of action..."
Part 30 - Building The Case
An hour later I went to the Federal Office Building, which was located on the Town Square. I was admitted into the FBI's office suite, which few people realized even existed in the building. I found Lindy Linares working at a computer station.
"I was sorry to hear about your officer." she said as I came up to her.
"Thanks." I replied. "Lindy, I need your help: you remember how you compiled data that showed Selena Steele was in the vicinity of all the crime victims, save one?"
"Yes I do." Lindy replied. "I thought for sure she was 'the one'."
"Yes... can you do that for me again, but this time look for this person?" I asked, handing Lindy a slip of paper with a name on it. Agent Linares's eyes widened in shock as she read it. She looked up at me, seeing the coldness of my eyes, and understood that I was not joking. And then her eyes showed understanding as she grasped the truth.
"I'll start that up right now." she said.
----------------------
"Well, look what the cat drug in." said Janet Riordan, teasing me as I came into her office at the Nextdoor County Police Station.
"Hi, J.R." I said, using the name she was known by at the station: J.R. Dixon. "I need a favor, which I'll repay by taking you out to lunch. I'd like for you to introduce me to your Department's best sketch artist."
"You guys don't have one?" Janet asked, disbelieving.
"Sure we do, but I have real reason that I don't want to use them." I said.
"I dunno, you may owe me more than just a lunch." said Janet, smiling her beautiful smile. "Let's go see Ted."
After Janet introduced me to Ted and asked him to help me, I explained what I wanted. I showed Ted a photograph of a woman, and asked him to sketch what she'd look like with sunglasses and heavy makeup, as if trying to disguise herself. By the time I returned, having taken Janet to lunch followed by an hour of sex at her home, Ted had drawn an excellent image for me.
------------------------
Laura looked good in her Police Auxiliary uniform, which she was entitled to wear as the Police Department's volunteer psychiatrist. She had also qualified with a gun (and very well, I might add), and so was able to go with me on this official mission at the Tower Condos, the twin building of the University Hotel.
We knocked on the door, which opened to reveal... Rita, the masterful woman that ran Lashes & Lace.
 "I usually don't see visitors here. Cop." Rita said warily.
"Unfortunately, Rita, this is official police business." I said. "May we come in?" Rita admitted us to her very nice apartment, with a lovely view looking north over the University. I would've taken the time to enjoy the view, but I still felt the coldness as I focused on my mission. Pete Feeley's killer was still out there.
"Okay, what is this about? Cop." asked Rita as she sat down on the sofa and indicated for me to sit next to her.
"First, I'd like for you to give Dr. Fredricson a cheek swab for DNA purposes. This is to eliminate you as a suspect, but you are not required to give it." I said.
"Oh, what the hell." Rita said. "You'd get it one way or another. Cop." To my surprise, Rita took the tube from Laura's hand and did her own cheek swab.
"Thanks, Rita." I said. "Now I just have a couple of questions for you. When you said the woman to whom your chrome handcuffs were sold was disguised, I had these pictures drawn up." I handed Rita the first drawing; it was Selena Steele, drawn up by our Department's best sketch artist to be disguised by glasses and heavy makeup.
"Looks fairly close, but her hair is too straight. The woman I told you about had some curl in her hair, it was more wavy." Rita replied.
"Okay, take a look at this one." I said, handing her the drawing of my suspect that was done by the Nextdoor County artist.
"Oh yeah, that's a lot closer." said Rita, staring at the drawing with recognition. "A... lot... closer... I'd say it was her."
I looked at Laura, then turned to Rita and said "Thank you, Rita. You've been more than helpful."
"Good, and good luck catching the bitch. Cop. I heard what happened to Tanya Perlman's boyfriend. Neither of them deserved that." said Rita, her eyes looking far off. After a moment she recovered and said "Now the next time you want to see me... Cop... both of you come to the Club and have some fucking fun with us..."
------------------------
Detective Leonard "Sergeant" Sharples was surprised to see Detective Angela Harlan typing furiously at the computer on the desk that had been Teresa Croyle's as he entered the nearly empty Vice room.
"Hello, Angela, what's up?"
"Oh, hi Sergeant, I'm just using one of your computers to check up on something."
"Anything I can help you with?" Sharples said, sitting down next to her.
Angela continued typing as she said, "Did you know that the Crime Lab came up with a DNA result which proved that hairs found on Bradley Hazelton's body were Selena Steele's?
"First I'm hearing of it." said Sharples, in his normal lazy drawl. "But I have to admit that I've had nothing to do with investigating those murders."
"I hear ya." said Angela. "Anyway, I've always wondered why she wasn't arrested. I was wondering if J.P. Goldman or her father Edward Steele had intervened on her behalf."
"Ah, nice juicy scandal." said Sharples as he leaned back in his chair, looking even more fat and out of shape than usual. Sharples liked juicy scandals.
"Well, it may not be that." Angela said. "Patterson has a sworn deposition entered, but it's password-protected. If I can just get into it..."
"Here', let me help you with that." said Sharples. Angela let him 'drive' the keyboard, and Sharples had the file opened within a minute.
"Wow, you're good!" Angela said.
"Don't tell anybody." said Sharples. "I don't want them to know."
"Your secret is safe with me-- what the..." Angela said as she read the deposition. "Fuck! That son of a bitch!"
"What is it?" Sharples asked as Angela closed the file and rebooted the computer, her face crimson.
"Tell you later, I gotta go." said Angela as she fled the room.
-----------------------
At 5:30, Lindy Linares and Jack Muscone appeared at Police Headquarters. Once in the Chief's conference room, Lindy said "You were right, Don. Your suspect was within an hour's drive of every one of the Black Widow killings at the time of the crimes."
"What does this mean?" asked Jack Muscone, wanting to hear me say it.
"It means the Black Widow was stalking Selena Steele, then tried to set up and frame Steele for murder." I said. "It also means we are close to an arrest warrant."
"We can't get one now?" Lindy asked.
"Not yet." I said. "I want to do just one more thing before we ask Paulina to go to the judge for a warrant..."
Part 31 - Coach's Corner
"Once again, I'm having to talk to you." said Coach Brian Harlan, whom I'd 'encouraged' to visit the Police Station again. The appearance of Pete Feeley's friends Senior Patrolmen Morton and Rudistan at the coach's doorstep might have aided my persuasion after he saw the look on their faces. It was 6:30pm and we were in Interrogation-A. "Bad things always happen to me when I have to talk to you, Lieutenant. You are a Bad Buddha for me."
"And it's not going to get any better, Coach." I said. Cindy Ross was in the room with me, and Morton and Rudistan were guarding the doors to the room so that no one else could enter. Chief Griswold, Paulina Patterson, D.A. Krasney, Jack Muscone, and Lindy Linares were in the anteroom, watching through the one-way mirror. I also knew that James "Curly" Goodwin of I.A. was watching on video from his office in the I.A. area downstairs.
"Laaaaaaast... October, I believe it was..." I said, as if searching for a memory, "on the night of Tim Dawdle's murder, you said that you and your cousin Angela had dinner together."  "That's right." Harlan said.
"Coach... that's not true, is it?" I said, looking straight into Harlan's eyes. I saw the fear and shock well up as I said it. "You did not have dinner with your cousin that night, you were alone, weren't you?"
"What? You're kidding me, right?" Harlan gasped.
"No, I'm not kidding you, Coach." I said. "Neither you nor your cousin have an alibi for the time of Tim Dawdle's murder. You were not together. It is obvious that Dawdle's investigation was hurting you and your football program. Dawdle had to die to ease the pressure. So he was executed."
"You'll never prove a word of that. Angela and I were having dinner together. Just try and prove otherwise." Harlan said angrily.
"I will." I said. "I also have the proof that your cousin, Angela Harlan, murdered Bradley Hazelton, as well as a man in St. Louis, Missouri... their Crime Lab got enough DNA of the Black Widow that we should make an airtight match when we compare it to hers. Yes, Coach, your cousin Angela is the Black Widow, and you are aiding and abetting murder by giving a false alibi for her."
Harlan looked at me, his eyes trying to determine if I were serious or bluffing. I quickly shot down any hopes he had: "You know I'm not bluffing here, Harlan. This is your last chance."
Harlan's eyes became jet and determined as he said "Lieutenant, if you think I'm going to turn on my blood kin, then you are sadly, sadly mistaken." He sat back in his chair. "I now invoke my Fifth Amendment rights. I will answer no more questions from the Police or any law enforcement agency from this time forward. I want a lawyer, now, and I want legal representation at any time I am questioned by law enforcement authorities. Either arrest me now or escort me to the front door so that I can leave."



"So be it." I said, getting up. "Consider yourself under arrest. Stay right here. Get comfortable." I told Senior Patrolman Morton to read Harlan his rights, process him through booking, take him to Interrogation-1 on the 'perp' side of Headquarters, and to provide Harlan with a phone so he could call his lawyer.
Then Cindy and I went into the anteroom. The others were headed to the Conference room already, and Curly Goodwin was coming upstairs and met us as we walked down to join them.
In the conference room, I said "Mr. Krasney, would you go ahead and get the warrant for her arrest? We can hold Brian Harlan here overnight, but we have to get Angela into custody before she finds out what we know and skips town." Krasney nodded to Paulina, who had her cellphone out and was speed-dialing the Courthouse.
"Martin," I said to Detective Nash, "we're also going to get a warrant for Angela's apartment. One thing in particular that you are searching for is hair brushes. Look for hair brushes everywhere, the one she used to comb Selena Steele's hair may be hidden away."
"Yes sir." Nash said, not questioning my instruction at all. Cindy did, of course.
"Hair brush?" Cindy asked.
"Yep. If we get that hair brush, we're halfway home to a conviction. St. Louis might have to provide the other half, unless the coach does the unexpected and turns on his blood kin." I said. "Okay, Cindy, explanations later: get your heavy gear on, we're going on a takedown mission. Where's Hugh?"
"He's off duty, and we haven't been able to get in touch with him." Martin Nash said.
"Shit." I said. "Martin, keep trying to reach Hugh. I just hope he's not with Angela right now. Okay guys, let's go."
"I'm coming, too!"
The voice behind us was Tanya Perlman. She had her heavy bulletproof gear and was dressed in a tactical uniform that allowed freedom of movement.
"All right, Perlman." I said. "And if it's peaceful, you get to make the arrest... IF it's peaceful." Everyone scrambled to get their gear and get ready.
I felt a hand clutch my bicep. It was the Chief practically dragging me back into the conference room.
"Are you certain about bringing Perlman, Don?" he asked.
I looked the Chief in the eye. "Dead certain, Chief." He said no more but waved me on to get ready.
Part 32 - Near Miss
"Hi Hugh, let's go get some late-night pizza." said Angela Harlan when Hugh opened his apartment door.
"Okay." said Hugh. They got into Angela's car, her driving.
"Where have you been these days?" Angela asked.
"The Chief has me doing all this SWAT stuff." Hugh said. "He says he wants every 'i' dotted and 't' crossed when we go to the Council for final approval. If you ask me, it's all busy work, but orders are orders. What about you?"
"It's all about Feeley's murder in MCD." Angela said. "Cindy says she's never seen the Iron Crowbar so cold and determined."
"Yeah, Pete's murder really hit him hard. He feels like he could've stopped it." Hugh said.
"Really?" Angela said, her husky voice sharp and incisive. "Does he have any clue who the Black Widow is, if it's not Selena Steele?"
"I don't know. " said Hugh. "Don doesn't tell us everything he's thinking of-- hey! where are we going?" He realized they were driving into the Warehouse District."
"I want to check something out on the way." Angela said. "I want to see if the warehouse where Feeley was killed is being used again."
"No way." said Hugh. "That place has been compromised, they'll avoid it like the plague."
"That's just it." said Angela, "logically they'll think it's safe precisely because we think they won't come back."
They drove up to the front gate, which was wide open. Angela drove onto the site and up to the door of the warehouse... the door that had proved fatal to Pete Feeley.
"Angela," Hugh said, "the Chief told us we can't be doing this without backup."
"We're not trying to arrest anyone, we're just looking around. There's a light on inside the warehouse. If we see anyone, we'll call for backup and wait."
Before he could stop her, Angela had scurried out of the car. Hugh was feeling extremely unwilling to be doing this, but felt he had no choice as Angela went to the door and peered inside. He got out of the car and followed her as she went inside.
There was a light on in the middle of the warehouse, beaming down a circle of light. Angela darted into the building before Hugh had any chance to stop her. As he stepped through the door, his war-honed instincts told him to duck!-- and the plywood beam just grazed the top of his head as he whirled.
"AMBUSH!" Hugh yelled in warning to Angela as he turned to face his opponent. He parried the next blow, then was spun around by a second man who grabbed him from behind. Using the military personal combat tactics he'd mastered and used all too many times, he threw the man over his shoulder as the first man rushed him again. Hugh again avoided the rush, spinning and pushing the man on by him. Hugh went for his gun as the two men prepared to attack him again--
*ZZZZZZZT!!!*
The TASER prods embedded into Hugh's back and 50,000 volts of electricity seared through him. He began falling, totally helpless. Angela Harlan had used the TASER on Hugh and was fiercely continuing to pour the juice into him, a slight smell of burning flesh wafting up into the air.
Finally the two men managed to get Hugh's hands handcuffed behind him, and half carried, half dragged him to the metal chair directly under the cone of light.
--------------------
When Hugh opened his eyes, he felt the agony of his muscles having been TASERed. He realized that his shirt had been pulled over his arms, which were pulled over the back of the chair and that he was handcuffed to the chair. His pants and underwear were puddled at his ankles, which were also bound with an electric extension cord.
"You idiot." said the husky voice as Hugh's vision cleared. Angela was standing in front of him, totally naked except for high heel black pumps. Her body looked magnificent, like a goddess in the strange light, her firm breasts standing proudly on her chest, the slight quiver of her taut abs betraying her excitement.
"Give him a full dose." Angela instructed one of her helpers, a slightly overweight man with a thin beard and goatee. Skinny Beard injected the contents of the syringe into Hugh's shoulder. Burning heat seared at the spot of the entry, then began spreading as the drugs entered his bloodstream.
"I just can't believe you, Hugh." Angela said in a mock 'hurt' voice. "Why in the world would you fuck that whore Selena Steele? Wasn't this enough for you?" Angela said, pointing to her own luscious body. She cupped her firm breasts in her hands, massaging them she stood over Hugh. "You were tapping this every night if you wanted, Hugh. And you could've been having me every night from now on... but what did you do but go and fuck that skank whore Selena Steele!"
Hugh was trying to concentrate through the grogginess of the drug as well as having been TASERed and subdued. He'd endured hardships and extreme dangers in Afghanistan, but never had he been so near death than he was at this moment. He tried to speak, but couldn't; his mouth had been duck-taped shut.
"Oh, Goddammit, I was so close, so fucking close!" Angela wailed, looking to the sky. "I had that bitch going down, she was going to get the death penalty! But no, Hugh, you had to go and fucking cheat on me with that bitch! You fucking ruined everything!"
Angela peered down at Hugh, then began pacing in front of him, the clicking of her high heel pumps echoing through the warehouse.
"I have to admit, Hugh," said Angela, strutting in front of the war hero. "You're pretty damn good in bed. Really good. We could've been something together. Oh look, your cock is getting hard."
Angela leaned over and began stroking Hugh's big cock, her other hand massaging his large, full balls. Her breasts were right in his face, tantalizingly close but untouchable. She continued to massage his cock and play with him as she tormented him with her words. "Yeah, this cock liked my tight little pussy, didn't it? And all you had to do is be faithful to it, Hugh, and you'd be getting this all the time. All you wanted. But now..."
Angela straddled Hugh, then grabbed his throbbing hard eight inch cock. As she lowered herself onto it, she said "Let's have one more time, for old times sake, huh? One final time, eh?" With that, Angela began riding Hugh's cock, impaling her sopping wet cunt onto his weapon of lust, taking him balls-deep, clutching at his cock as she slowly eased up, then slamming her cunt back down onto him again.
The warehouse filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as Angela's asscheeks pounded into Hugh's thighs each time she dropped her full weight onto him. The other men began to become aroused as the watched Angela fuck the muscular young man. They both wanted her, but at the same time knew the fatal consequences of mating with this woman.
Skinny Beard headed towards the door to be on the lookout while the other man, bigger and stronger, wielded a solid aluminum baseball bat. He would soon be swinging it with all of his power at the softball that was the back of Hugh Hewitt's head.
The pleasure of the sex rocketed through Hugh's loins Angela rode him hard. He could feel that she was about to come. He worked hard to deaden his own sensations, trying desperately not to climax, trying to work his bonds but to no avail.
"Oh God, oh God, oh UNNH!!!!" Angela moaned loudly as she climaxed. A puddle of wetness smeared Hugh's groin as her cunt clutched hard at his cock. Her whole body shook with pleasure as her climax raced up her spine.
"Oh baby, that was good." Angela said, gasping. "That was a damn good cum. So... where should I paint the hourglass on you, baby? How about a really big one, all over your chest and abdomen, so that they'll admire your entire body while looking at it... oh yeah, it's so unfortunate that this magnificent body is going to go to waste, but that's what happens when you cheat on me with that whore Selena Steele!"
Angela began bouncing up and down on Hugh's cock again. If she came again, great, but she was now trying to bring Hugh off and so complete her deadly mission...
----------------------
"Harlan is not at her apartment, repeat, not at her apartment." said Martin Nash into my cellphone. I was driving towards there with my partner, Detective Cindy Ross, in the passenger seat. Other police cars were headed to Brian Harlan's home to see if she'd gone there.
"Have you contacted Hewitt yet?" I asked. Nash replied that he'd been unable to get in touch with Hugh.
"Damn." I said. "I've got a bad feeling that she's got him somewhere."
"This is just a hunch, but let's try the same warehouse where Pete was killed." Cindy said. "Angela uses convoluted logic sometimes: she'll think that will be the last place we'd look for."
"I'm willing to try it." I said, turning down a street to head south to the Warehouse District. "And let me try this." I said. I activated a program on the dashboard computer in my Police SUV and punched in several numbers.
"What's that?" Cindy asked.
"Tracking device. There's one in all of our police issue gun holsters. That's a secret you should keep and guard with your life, by the way." I said, noticing the shocked look on Cindy's face. "I'm punching in Hugh's code now."
Soon I had a faint beep on the computer GPS map. "Yep, Warehouse District. You may have hit the jackpot, Cindy." I got on the police radio and called for all units to head straight to the warehouse where Pete had been killed. As we neared the location, I called for all cars to cut their sirens, so that it was only blue lights flashing as we entered the grounds of the warehouse.
-------------------
Skinny Beard heard the sirens in the distance, then suddenly a silence. He realized what was happening: the police were onto them! He knew that he had little time to act, and he did. No one else saw him slip into the darkness of the warehouse to a back door.
He made no attempt to inform his cohorts of the impending danger to them; instead he brutally betrayed them by sneaking out and leaving them behind. Truly there was no honor among thieves...
Soon he was on the street, hurrying away from the crime scene. Only two patrol cars whizzed by him, and he was not noticed.
------------------
Pulling right up to the door next to Angela Harlan's car, I quickly jumped out and went to the door, gun drawn, Cindy right with me. The next car that pulled up was Patrolman Rudistan with Tanya Perlman in the car, followed by three more vehicles.
We crept inside, walking rapidly but carefully towards the circle of light. I could hear voices, moans in the distance. Rounding a stacked pallet of bags, I saw in the distance Angela Harlan, naked, riding Hugh Hewitt's cock. He was bound to the chair he was sitting on. Behind him and to his left, a large man swung a baseball bat back, ready to strike Hewitt on the head.
"He's close... come on Hugh, come inside me!" Angela yelled. "Work that nut out, boy, get that nut!" Hugh desperately tried to keep from coming but it was too late, he felt the spurts of hot semen fire from his cock and deep into Angela's cunt.
"Yeah, there it is!" Angela yelled. She nodded at the big man, who readied. He knew that as soon as she disengaged and stood up, he would swing.
"POLICE! FREEZE!" I yelled as I rushed them, the others coming with me. The man looked at us, then began to swing his bat, trying to kill Hugh before we could get to him. But our bullets traveled faster as we opened fire.
Angela had stood up, Hugh's semen dripping out of her freshly fucked cunt. Though she made no moves, several of the the fusillade of bullets struck her. Forensics later would tell us the man was struck 23 times by police gunfire, and Angela seven. Of those seven, one was from Cindy's gun... the other six from Tanya Perlman's.
"CEASE FIRE, CEASE FIRE!" I ordered. There was moment of silence, no movement, then everything burst into a chaos of movement and sound.
Rudistan unhandcuffed Hugh as Dr. Heinz and Dr. Laura Fredricson reached him with an EMT team. Dr. Heinz injected a syringe full of a clear liquid into Hugh's neck.
"This is the antidote to the poison, but vee must hurry him to da hospital, ja?" Dr. Heinz said.
"Yes we must." Laura replied, then gave orders to the EMTs: "Get him to University Hospital, stat. I'll ride with him. Call on the radio that we'll need whole blood and plasma for blood transfusions."
I watched as Hugh was put on the gurney and whisked out of the warehouse. Looking over, I saw Cindy holding Tanya Perlman back, off to one side. A circle of police officers surrounded Angela Harlan. She was lying on her back, still alive, though barely. I went through the cordon and knelt beside her. She looked up at me and tried to grasp at my shirt.
"Under... under my desk drawer." she gasped, then added with her final, supreme effort, "Tell Brian... I love him..." I nodded as I saw the light going out of Angela's eyes. Then they opaqued, staring sightlessly up at the ceiling.
The Black Widow was dead.
Part 33 - Solution
Most desks have drawers with open holes to the next drawer down, but Angela had put some stiff cardboard under the top left drawer and concealed a manila envelope there. Inside was a jump drive and some papers.
Some were notes detailing her stalking of Selena Steele, but not her reasons for doing so. There were also several lists of names of people we found to be bank officers, possible targets for the Black Widow. The only reference to Tom Burleson was one sheet of paper with his name on it and a scribbled, cryptic message: "found out about the four."
"Well, Jack," I said to Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, "I don't know what this 'Four' is about, but I suspect Ward and Angela Harlan were a part of it. Maybe Karen Warner, also?"
"Why don't we question them about it?" Jack asked, not really meaning it.
"Nooooo," I said, "let's just keep this little secret under our hats for a while, and observe them..."
-------------------
One letter was addressed to 'Brian Harlan's attorney'. In it, Angela Harlan wrote a full confession to the murder of Tim Dawdle, stating that her cousin had no knowledge of her actions and lied about her being with him because she told him she was meeting a married man for sex.
"So, do we charge Brian Harlan?" asked Paulina. "He lied to police, and he might have known about it, no matter what she writes from the grave."
"I don't know." I said. "His lawyer will have a field day with all of this. He'll never be convicted of accessory. What's he going to get for lying to police, a fine? Probation?"
"He has no priors, so likely that's all he'll get... if that." Paulina said.
"I'll talk to the Powers-That-Be at the University, and see if they want to retain this scumbag as their head coach. If they do, we might as well drop it, it'll be fruitless to pursue...
------------------------
"Hugh is making a full recovery." Laura informed the group of us in the back room of the Irish Pub as she walked in to join us. "Last night we had to give him a pint of whole blood and several plasmas, but we got him stabilized. He's improved all through the day, and he's doing much better now." A cheer and applause filled the room.
The antidote Dr. Heinz gave Hugh stopped the poison from killing him, but had the side effect of thickening Hugh's blood. To say the stuff was experimental was an understatement, but I was glad Heinz disregarded the FDA regulations and saved my officer's life. The blood and plasma transfusions thinned Hugh's blood as it was filtered.
"Great work, Doctor. Thank you." I said, kissing my wife on the cheek. "Have a seat with us."
"Okay, Don, tell us how you figured it out." Cindy said as we settled into our chairs.
"I almost didn't." I said. "I was culpably slow. I simply forgot objectivity and refused to consider that a police officer might be the criminal."
"I think we're all guilty of that." said Martin Nash.
"Yeah, but the clues were staring me in the face." I said. "For starters, I should've seen it when Angela first said she'd investigated the Texas cases. Curious that she was in the area for those, then she's moved up to this County and the Black Widow appears here at the same time."
"Easy to see with perfect 20/20 hindsight, and as you said, suspecting a fellow police officer is not the first thought any of us would've had. So when did you start catching on." Detective Ross asked. A persistent one, is my friend Cindy.
"I'm getting there. Another clue I should've seen was what the FBI guys were calling the 'Dawdle deviation'." I said. "My contract killer idea was wrong, and shows the failure of theorizing before having adequate facts. But the Dawdle case was such a deviation from all of the other Black Widow killings that I should've seen the deviation itself as the clue. The murder scene had the same motifs, so it was obvious it was the same person... but the killing was done for totally different reasons than any of the other murders. The reason? Dawdle was going after Coach Harlan. Now who was in Texas at the time of those killings, then up here -AND- with a motive to kill her cousin's persecutor? In a case that otherwise did not fit the pattern?"
"Again, perfect 20/20 hindsight." said Laura, taking up Cindy's cause.
"Yes, but it was slapping me in the face and I just didn't catch on." I said. "I will say this, though: I think Selena Steele won the lottery the night she picked up Hugh at that bar and took him home on New Year's Eve. If she hadn't, she might have been facing a death penalty trial, which is what Angela had been working for, and for several years. And we never would've solved this case."



I paused, then said "And that is where Angela made her first huge mistake: her intended patsy had an actual alibi that Angela wasn't counting on... and even worse, the alibi for Selena was Angela's own boyfriend, Hugh. I think that riled Angela up really, really bad, and that is why she tried to kill Hugh. But that was Angela's fatal mistake... fatal for her."
After a moment, seeing the impatient look on my partner's face, I said "But as to latching onto Angela as the culprit, Cindy... I think it started when we were in the conference room after Feeley's death. I remember Angela saying something about 'maybe Feeley drove by'. Well, how would she know that or even think that? I think that was when Angela Harlan first really entered my mind as a suspect.
"As I thought about it, going further back, it was Angela that came out with the idea that the Black Widow was so repulsed by Dawdle that she had several men rape Dawdle and work him over instead of the woman fucking him. And I realized later that she was telling the truth about how she felt. She really hated Dawdle from the first day she saw him on TV, and she really wanted to make him suffer for putting her cousin through the public ordeal of the investigation into the football program."
"So the night after Feeley's funeral, I started thinking about it from the angle of Angela's involvement. I knew that Angela and Selena knew each other, they were both from Texas, they didn't like each other much. But enough to commit serial murders and frame Selena for murder?"
"Channeling backwards, if Selena had an alibi, then the hairs with her DNA were planted. And it would've had to be someone who had access to her hair. Now that gets a lot tougher to figure out. And then my own mother reminded me that she saw Angela helping Selena get ready to host the silent auction by helping her with her hair. Turns out, Angela had brought a new comb in hopes she might get a chance to brush Selena's hair, which is why she offered to help Selena get ready."
"Of course, I should've realized the connection the moment the hairs were found on the body and we found out that a fake girlfriend had made the call. The killer needed for the body to be found so that the hairs could be found and analyzed for DNA immediately. If I'd seen that like I should've... maybe Pete would be alive today."
Tanya Perlman had heard enough of my self-recriminations. She came over to me and got in my face. "Don, if I ever, ever hear you blame yourself again, I am going to take that crowbar away from you and beat the living hell out of you with it! You're not perfect, and you did what you could. You avenged Pete! He loved you and I love you, and it's not your fault!"
With that, Tanya hugged me fiercely for a moment, to a chorus of "That's right." As Tanya released me, I just raised my eyebrows in a gesture of resignation and said "Yes ma'am." Laura helped Tanya to sit down next to her and hugged her.
"She's right, stop beating yourself up." said Chief Griswold in his most fatherly growl from the far end of the table. "So you were saying?"
"On top of all that, Angela was the detective that responded to Hazelton's death that night, and she made damn sure the hairs were found. Anyway, once I realized that Angela had indeed had access to Selena's hair, thanks to my mom, the rest started falling into place.
"I asked Lindy Linares to check if Angela was a possibility for all of the Black Widow killings, and of course Angela was. The St. Louis Police finally told the FBI that they had some DNA evidence, so I was hoping that would connect Angela to the crime there, and it looks like it will beyond a shadow of a doubt.
"Last, I probably should've noted Angela's enthusiasm at the Burleson case when she brought up the Black Widow as the killer in the first place." I said. "But we had no prior knowledge of the Black Widow then, and there were other possible reasons for his killing."
"Why was Burleson killed?" asked Martin Nash.
I replied "First let me say that the Dawdle murder was obvious; she was trying to protect her cousin, the football coach, though killing Dawdle was not really going to help him vis-a-vis the investigation. Trying to kill Hugh is obvious, too, and ties into the murders of the bankers: that was all about Selena Steele."
"But Feeley and Burleson... not so much. The papers Angela left behind mentioned something about Burleson finding out something he wasn't supposed to, and either Angela might have been involved in whatever he found out -OR- she was hired to kill Burleson. I suspect the former, and I'm working with the FBI on that angle, so I can't and won't say more for now."
"And Pete?" Tanya asked.
"I really have no idea; she left no note about Pete." I said. "If I had to guess, she was trying to get our undivided attention by killing a police officer. Maybe she was mad at me for not arresting Selena Steele. Well... she got our undivided attention, all right."
"Bonnie Karpathian and I have a theory of why she killed Pete," said Laura, "and it's ugly: I think she saw Pete having a bad time after not being selected for Detective, and she preyed upon him. Just pure evil, kicking a man while he was down, and enjoying bringing pain to the rest of us in the process. She was truly a hate-filled bitch."
My wife's words caused several moments of contemplation in the group. Tanya somehow held herself together.
"Where did Angela get the drugs she used on her victims?" Martin Nash asked, breaking the silence. "Your bad nephew?"
"She used different drugs at different times." I said. "Her Texas victims had something more like Viagra dissolved into a solution mixed with the poisons. But the crimes up here had research-level drugs, and various agencies of the Federal Government are following up on that. And of course Ned might be the source, but it's very possible he's not involved at all; in fact, some evidence suggests that Ned wanted the University PED scandal to come out, so it wasn't in his interests to kill Dawdle at that particular time."
I glanced at Cindy out of the corner of my eye and was pleased to see that her face did not give away that she and I had surmised that Mr. Ward or one of the other 'industrial secrets' players might have been involved with Angela and provided her those drugs. We weren't ready to tell anyone else about any of that just yet.
"Why did she try to frame Selena Steele?" Britt Maxwell asked.
Laura answered "I talked to Selena this morning. She's pretty shaken up that someone would kill several people just to try to frame her for murder. She said that she and Angela knew each other in college and that they didn't like each other then. There was apparently a pretty strong rivalry between them, perhaps competitions over men, though Selena doesn't remember anything in particular that might've gotten Angela riled up. I think Bonnie Karpathian and Lindy Linares are going to follow up and try to research it, so we'll have to wait for what they find."
The Chief broke in to stop the Q&A: "Folks, any more questions can wait for the coffee klatch tomorrow morning. I'm calling it a night, and I'd like for you guys to go home and get some sleep, too. Lieutenant, no matter how you feel now, you did one hell of a job figuring it out, and you saved one officer's life and who knows how many more people in the future." There was a general acclaim of agreement, which I did not share. I had been culpably slow...
"And folks," added the Chief, getting somber and serious, "when a police officer goes bad like this, it rips the fabric of trust in all of us. We're a family here, and we're going to have to pull together as a family. We lost one of our own, and by the hand of one of our own. It's going to take time for these wounds to heal, but we will heal as a family. Keep your faith in each other, people, it's what keeps us going out there." I can't speak for anyone else, but I felt tremendous comfort in the Chief's badly needed words.
Part 34 - Epilogue
"Don, I cannot say how much I appreciate you coming to us before taking action." Dr. Wellman said. Cpt. Britt Maxwell and I were in his office on the University campus. Henry R. Wargrave and Tom Riordan, big University boosters, were sitting unobtrusively to one side, but I was very aware of their presence.
"Certainly, Mr. President." I said. "May I ask what you've decided?"
"Our problem is the PED investigation that is still ongoing." said President Wellman. "We could fire Coach Harlan if you bring charges against him... but if we fire him now, it'll look like we're acknowledging the cover-up of the PEDs. It opens up cans of worms. We're going to give him one more season, but I think everyone knows that unless he wins the national championship, it'll be his last with us."
I understood the logic, even if I didn't really agree with it. But in a way, it made my job easier, I thought. Bringing Brian Harlan to trial and getting a conviction would've been an extraordinarily difficult task.
"That is," continued Dr. Wellman, "if he doesn't fuck up and do something stupid before the end of next season. Furthermore, Don... if he's fired there's no telling how he'll react. He might cut a deal with the NCAA or the Conference to get back at us. And you've already seen what he tried to do to you after his cousin died."
I certainly did see it. I had told Brian Harlan that his cousin was dead, and I kept my promise to her and told him her last words. Even as I did so, I saw the burning hatred building in his eyes... for me.
A full Board of Inquiry into the shooting death of his cousin by police officers had been convened at the request (more like demand) of Coach Brian Harlan, who was joined and supported in his statements by State Senator Nathan Allen, T&C Councilman Pastor Raymond Westboro and T&C Councilwoman Malinda Adams.
Someone had revealed to them that I had taken Tanya Perlman on the raid to take down the Black Widow, and while the Board had exonerated every police officer, calling it a good shoot, they had put me through some very serious questions as to why I'd allowed Perlman to go. Of course I stated that Perlman was an exceptional Detective and that she had shown no signs of anything that would cause me to not take her along, but the Board was questioning my judgement. And to be honest, I hadn't put up a stronger defense before the Board, though I could have.
Brian Harlan was hammering me personally in the Media and before the Board, accusing me of being responsible for his cousin's death. He said that he believed my decision to include Perlman on that raid led directly to his cousin's death. Pastor Westboro added that my arrival in the County had led to more murders and more violence... sort of the equivalent of blaming The Batman's existence for The Joker's murderous sprees.
I took umbrage with that and let Pastor Westboro know it, but it was my bringing up that I could always resign from the Police Force if the Council was unhappy with my work and decisions that suddenly got the Board to back off. Despite the loud objections of Westboro and Adams on the Council, and Harlan with the media, I was simply lightly reprimanded with no further punishment.
I remember locking eyes with Brian Harlan as I left the Council chambers after their meeting to discuss the Board's findings. If he thought I was a 'Bad Buddha' to him before, the ungrateful bastard was about to find out the true meaning of having the Iron Crowbar as a mortal enemy...
I put Brian Harlan out of my mind for the time being. His time would come...
"Okay, Mr. President," I told Dr. Wellman, "I'll let you and the Regents handle it. I have three years before the Statute of Limitations runs out on the crimes I can charge Harlan with. I do respectfully suggest you upgrade your coaching staff before that time." Wellman nodded, and it was left at that.
---------------------
Back at Headquarters, Tanya Perlman came up to me. "How did it go?"
"Okay." I said. "I did have to pull the trump card and suggest I might resign, which I didn't think the majority of the Council wanted at this moment in time. But the bright side is that I now know who some of the vultures who are after me are."
"I'm sorry you had to go through it on my account." Tanya said. "But I appreciate you taking me that night."
"Believe me, my friend," I said, peering at her, "it was my pleasure to do so, and I have absolutely no regrets about it." I began feeling happier as I considered the ramifications of my observations of Tanya Perlman's too-rosy cheeks...
"By the way," Tanya said, "I want you to have this." She handed me a gold Police badge, 'the Shield' as we called them. On top it said 'Corporal' and the number on the badge was now-eternally Pete Feeley's.
"Tanya, I can't take this--" I began, but she cut me off.
"I have his 'Patrolman' badge." she said. "That's how I knew him... how I loved him. I know he'd want you to have this badge, though. He worshipped you and he wanted to be like you. If for no other reason, take it to remind yourself that all of us look up to you."
I allowed myself to be persuaded even as tremendous emotions coursed through my soul. I had Pete's badge framed and put it on the wall near my desk... to remind me of the consequences of failure, and of my obligations to those who serve for and with me...
---------------------
"Damn sad, losing Angela." said Thaddeus Ward from behind his desk in his office at Ward Harvester. It was 3:00am, and the night shift had been released early with full pay and told to vacate the premises.
"Yes, it was." said Karen "Wild Child" Warner, her tight blue jeans rubbing her pussy lips as she shifted on the sofa and crossed her legs, making her very horny. "She was tremendously valuable to us."
"No doubt." said Ward. "She handled Burleson quite efficiently when he found out about us. I was afraid that it would lead to problems for her... and it did, unfortunately. What about her cousin, Brian?" asked Ward. "Is he an asset or a liability?"
"He's brought us a lot of contacts, through meeting football boosters throughout the State and this region of the country." said Karen, not mentioning her intense sexual liaisons with the coach. "And he is really bitter at the Iron Crowbar over the death of his cousin."
"I can understand anyone who has a hatred of that son of a bitch, the Iron Crowbar." said Ward, his voice full of bitterness and hatred. "I wish to God he'd died in that warehouse explosion."
"It wasn't his day to die-- ah, hello Coach!" said Karen Warner as Brian Harlan entered the office, looking miserable and exhausted.
"Jesus, Coach, you need some rest!" said Ward.
"Yes sir, I do." said Harlan. "But I'll sleep when that god-damned police lieutenant is dead. That look he gave me when the Council cleared him... God, the arrogance! Speaking of which, what are we going to do about him? Wellman and Wargrave are almost fighting over who gets to suck that bastard's dick first."
"Well, since we're a group of Four," said Karen Warner, "we have the sad duty of replacing your cousin, Brian. We need someone who is at the Iron Crowbar's intellectual level, someone who can compete with him and defeat him in mental combat."
"And who do you have in mind for that, young lady?" said Thad Ward, admiring Karen's beauty and her gleaming eyes, always appreciative of her mental abilities at such a young age. It was admiration more as a father than in a sexual way.
Karen went to the side door of the office and opened it. The men gasped as they recognized the woman who stepped into the room.
"Gentlemen," said Karen, "allow me to introduce you to the woman who is going to take down and destroy the Iron Crowbar. His own sister!"
"Yes, I have to be back in my cell by first call at dawn." said Elizabeth. "So we don't have much time. Let me offer you a plan to destroy my little brother, in exchange for membership in this wonderful group, of course."
The others smiled.
---------------------
Two weeks later I entered the main conference room. Hugh Hewitt was already inside, sitting in a chair, his head bowed.
"I fucked up." Hugh said, not raising his head, knowing this meeting was to determine his fate and future.
"Yes... you fucked up." I said, sitting down. After a pause, in which Hugh finally looked up at me, I said "There's no way out of it: you're going to be demoted, and no longer part of the Detective units."
Hugh nodded, misery in his eyes as I continued: "The Chief is going to unilaterally demote you to Senior Sergeant, as demoted Detectives can't be demoted further in one move." Senior Sergeant was like an Army Staff Sergeant, with an insignia of three chevron stripes and one rocker underneath. It was about as high a uniform rank as was realistically possible in the Police Force of this day.
"Of course," I said, "you have the right to request of Board of Inquiry and a full hearing, but I suspect you'd much prefer the Chief's unilateral action." A Board of Inquiry hearing was like a military court-martial, whereas the Chief's action would be non-judicial punishment, like an Army 'Article 15' or Navy 'Captain's Mast'.
I said "Fortunately, the Chief has a strong belief in not wasting talent and resources, a belief I fully share. So he was amenable to my solution for you, which I actually think is a silver lining to this cloud: You'll be demoted to Senior Sergeant. There are going to be two SWAT teams, you will be in charge of one of them. Eventually, you may likely be in charge of the whole SWAT Squad."
Hugh's eyes brightened as he realized that this was indeed a silver lining to the cloud hanging over him. It worked out for everyone: I thought that he was a reliable man but not the most imaginative Detective; and his past experience, training and associations with the men we'd hired for SWAT would serve him and the Force very well in his leadership capacity there.
"Thank you, sir." he said. No more needed to be said. I dismissed him, happy to have the SWAT team well underway; the Chief and I would be going to the full Town & County Council for formal approval of it next week.
I also had a sixth sense that the Game was about to turn... and get much, much bigger. Everything that I was here for, that I was brought in to do, was about to happen. It was time...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - The Black Badge
"Don, have you ever heard of a 'Black Badge'?" Paulina Patterson asked as I strode into the MCD room. Cindy Ross and Martin Nash were also in the room. It was a beautiful mid-February day, sunny but very cold. Just the way I liked it.
"Is this some kind of trick question?" I asked as I sat down. "Our newly-forming SWAT team will have black badges on their combat-ready uniforms so that bright metal won't become a target, but other that that I have no idea what you're talking about."
"It's not a trick question." Cindy said. "Martin heard about 'black badges' a couple of weeks ago, said an informant said something about a 'Black Badge' gang when Sergeant Sharples asked the perp about it. But the reason I ask is because we have a perp in Interrogation-1, some real low-life, and when Martin and I began talking to him he said he was one of 'us', that he was part of the 'Black Badge'. We realized something was up, so we tried to play along, but I think he got suspicious and said he wouldn't talk anymore without his lawyer present."
"Hmm, who was in the room at the time?"
"Me, Martin, and Patrolman Gunn. Gunn insisted on staying in the room and said he was there on Captain Malone's personal orders. And since a uniformed officer has to be present at all interrogations - thanks to Ikea's strong-arm tactics in the past - and we couldn't find Morton, Rudistan or Hicks right away, so we couldn't make Gunn leave."
"Oh, shit." I said. Patrolman Tommy Gunn (yes, that's his name) was a mean-spirited cop who looked English with sparse hair and a jaw that angled to a sharp chin. He seemed to just blend into the Force, his facial features almost nothing in a crowd.
But he hadn't disappeared from my radar, and I'd had my eye on him as a possible mole or dirty cop for whatever organization that appeared to be infesting the Department. "So Gunn said that Captain Malone personally told him to stay on duty there?"
"Yes sir." Martin Nash said. "We took the low-life back to a holding cell, and McGhillie and Johnson are holding the line there for us. Morton and Rudistan are coming back in from their patrol, as well." Martin Nash said.
"Good. All right, here's what I want to do." I said. "First, I need my brown trenchcoat and glasses..."
--
I entered Interrogation-1 from the "front side", the perp side from where a lawyer would be expected to enter. I did not look like a policeman in any way. I was wearing a fedora hat like the Press wears in the comic books, a heavy trenchcoat over what looked like a suit, and heavy gold rimmed glasses that no one else knew were plain glass and had no prescription. I walked in with what looked like a legal portfolio full of papers, borrowed from Paulina.
The perp was already there. He was white, his dirty blonde hair stringy and unkempt. He was young, early twenties, and he looked like he was by no means the sharpest tool in the shed. Something about his face and hair reminded me of "Big Alex", the well-hung young stud that was murdered by Ned ((Author's note: see 'Sperm Wars: Elizabeth Strikes Back!' for more on Big Alex)), but this man was not nearly as physically large as Alex.
"Hi buddy." I said as I sat down beside him, knowing that Cindy, Martin and Paulina were watching from the other side of the one-way mirror. "Have they treated you well?"
"Uh yeah, sure." the guy said. "Uh, you're not our normal lawyer."
"He's busy." I said. "Patrolman, you can wait outside." 
"No sir." Patrolman Gunn said, his voice quiet but menacing, and certainly challenging. "I'll stay right here. You should have no problem with that, should you?"
"It's okay." the perp said as I glared through the glasses at Gunn. "He can stay."
"All right." I said, wondering if Gunn had recognized me yet. I lowered my voice into a conspiratorial whisper. "The reason I'm here, buddy, is that the word is out that you've broken the honor of the Badge."
"I'd never do that!" the perp exclaimed. I cautioned him to keep his voice down by putting my finger over my lips, then glancing pointedly at Patrolman Tommy Gunn.
"The Badge was the biggest honor of my life. I'd never break that!" the perp said, whispering but very agitated.
"That's the word I'm getting from the punks in the holding cell." I whispered. "That's the word I hear, friend."
"I'm not just a Friend, I'm an Associate!" the perp whispered a bit too loudly, still a bit agitated.
"Okay, okay. Listen, buddy, I'll tell you what." I said. "I'll spread the word that you're good and didn't break the honor of the Badge. Stay here for a minute, I'll be back."
I had given a signal by tapping my pen on the table a certain way. Senior Patrolmen Morton and Rudistan came into the room from the police side as I got up. We were not going to leave Gunn alone with this perp in any universe that was reality-based, so Morton was going to stay in the room with them.
Rudistan and I exited back into the perp side and went down the hall towards the front of the Headquarters building. At the desk where arrested suspects had to turn in their personal belongings, I had Rudistan go back inside and retrieve the perp's bag of stuff, not asking the Duty officer to do it.
I examined the wallet that had been taken from the perp. Inside were a few dollars, a drivers license and a couple of worn business cards. I took photos with my iPhone of the cards, then felt around the wallet and felt something hard. It was not difficult to find the hidden compartment. From there I extracted a small, black metal disk which looked like a policeman's badge.
The Town & County Public Safety badges, worn by Police, Fire, EMTs, Deputies and Court personnel, were a gold five-pointed star with a wreath circle around the outer edge, and the Public Safety Department's Great Seal in the middle. By way of contrast, New York City police badges are a 'sunburst' formation of rays coming out from a center circle, and this badge from the perp's wallet looked more like that, except it was not gold but nearly solid black with gray lettering, and a perfect circle of sunburst rays.
I took pictures of the Black Badge, noting that the Seal in the center denoted a closed fist with lightning bolts emitting from it. The inscription "Order of the Black Badge" was printed across the top of the inner circle in gray, barely legible. The word "Associate" was printed on the bottom portion of the circle.
I said to Rudistan "If I didn't know better, I'd think this was some sort of silly child's game run by people who had not grown up and had too much time on their hands. But badges like these cost $50-100 or more to make, so this isn't playing around."
"Yes sir." replied Rudistan, "I'll be on the lookout for more of those."
I placed the Black Badge back in the wallet where I'd found it. I instructed Rudistan to make sure that this particular perp was well-guarded, as his life might be in danger. Then I went around to the front lobby of the Headquarters and made my way back to MCD.
"Excellent work!" Paulina said as she and the Detectives entered the room to join me. "But what does it all mean?
"I don't know." I said. "But this may be the break I've been waiting for to find the moles inside the Police Force. I left the Badge in the guy's wallet so that hopefully this gang won't be tipped off that we're onto them. Guys, let's not say anything to anyone about this. Especially not to anyone in Vice, and double-especially not to Sharples."
Part 2 - Valentine's Day Matings
"Hell of a time to go give a speech somewhere." I said, needling my wife as she packed her suitcase. "So much for my Valentine's Day plans for you... especially the hours of steamy sex I was going to throw into you."
"Yes, darling," said Laura, "and I'm looking forward to getting my brains absolutely fucked out by you when I get home. But I hope you really didn't have plans for us; this has been on my schedule for weeks."
"I know." I said. "So why Denver in the winter?"
"Because the National Association of Sex Psychology has members that like to go skiing." Laura replied. "They'll go to Vail and ski during the day, drink in the bars at night. By the way, Michelle Schelle, the woman who was murdered in your 'Swap' case, she attended this event every year until she fell out of shape. She used to love skiing."
"I remember something about her being an English professor that studied sexual literature of the past, so why was she in a Sex Psychology association?" I asked.
"She was interested in the psychology of sex in olden times, which led to the writing of the literature she studied." Laura said. "I have to admit, I'm curious about it also, though my research doesn't go there."
"So what else do you do at this event?" I asked. "Gonna pick up any hot young studs off
the slopes while you're there?" I asked suggestively.
"That'd be nice, but the Association members will go ski and then come hear my speech that evening after dinner. Then we'll hang around the hotel bar, drink a lot- except for me since I'm pregnant- and shoot the shit. But as to me getting picked up? I seriously doubt it." Laura said.
She continued: "Melina is coming with me, she's my right-hand-woman giving presentations these days. And just between us, I'm going to be observing her a lot in a setting away from home. Daniel's concerned that she doesn't seem to give the baby enough attention. He says she even has slept through the baby's crying in the night a couple of times."
"Unusual for a mother, if you're any indicator." I said. "Think there's a problem?"
"I don't know." Laura said, "But in the meantime, I probably won't be picking up any college studs. Enough of those around here trying to get into my pants. You know Nick Eastwood, the varsity quarterback, he's made a point to run into me twice in the last couple of weeks. Even asked me if he could buy me coffee."
"Gonna accept?" I asked. "You have my encouragement to do so. I hear he's hung like a horse. You like those young, tall, light-haired men." Nick was a dirty blonde, and my hair is strawberry blonde, a.k.a. light red, so it wasn't hard to deduce Laura's likes in men.
"Well!" Laura said, somewhat playfully but also sarcastically, "since I have your permission, I just might go for it. And speaking of 'going for it', I think your Valentine's Day plans are going to be very, very good. I hear that Cindy's sister Molly has to burn some vacation time or lose it, so she's going to take a couple days and come up to visit... visit her sister, that is. Of course, she may want to spend some time with you, too."
"I'll be sure to satisfy her... requests." I said, grinning. Laura didn't know that I already knew, but my wife had set it up for me to get laid by Cindy's lovely sister.
--
"Ohhhhhhhhh!" Molly moaned as she undulated her hips as my throbbing, iron-hard cock drove up into her. The lovely platinum blonde and I were totally naked, and she was sitting on top of me on the sofa in The Cabin, her tight, wet cunt impaled on my hard male meat. She had just climaxed after riding me, and I was still moving my hips with hers to keep my cock pumping in and out of her steaming hot twat.
While Cindy had nice sized breasts, from what I'd observed from her competition photographs, Molly's were a bit larger as I was observing them with my eyes and mouth. They were totally natural but big melons, with large, light pink nipples. I tremendously enjoyed sucking Molly's teats as I fucked her. I let my mouth slide up to her neck, which I would nuzzle as she moaned while fucking me. Our mouths frequently met in deep, tongue-twining kisses that seared my soul to the core. Molly was one absolutely delicious fuck, and while I would sometimes wonder if Cindy was this good in bed, Molly was becoming something special to me.
"Oh God, Don, that's so fucking good..." Molly gasped as I nibbled at her ear, feeling her cunt clamp down hard on my cock as another of her mini-orgasms rippled through her. "Oh, how I've missed you... and that beautiful hard dick of yours! God, I've missed having this thing inside me!" We kissed deeply again.
"It's all yours, baby." I said, breaking the kiss and moving down to suck her breasts again, letting my hands clutch her asscheeks then slide over her thighs and down her calves...
 "Ohhh, I like it when you massage my feet like that." said Molly. She was sitting on me in a way that allowed the tops of her sweet feet to rest on top of my thighs, and I immensely enjoyed the feeling of that. I'd been letting my hands hold and rub and massage her feet several times, and she seemed to enjoy it as much as I was.
"I love your sexy feet, baby." I whispered into her ear. "I love everything about you."
"I love you, Don." Molly said, her eyes boring into mine as she said it before plastering a hard, deep kiss onto my very willing mouth. "I want you to come inside me, Don. I'm fertile, and I want you to come inside me and knock me up... I want to have your baby, Don!"
I didn't say anything, but let my eyes lock with hers. We continued our hard, deep fuck, staring into each other's eyes as Molly rocked her sweet ass on top of me, trying to rock my world... and succeeding. I felt my nut rising, and began pushing up harder into her to meet her downward thrusts. I heard her moan as my orgasm overtook me, the painful ecstasy of the release overwhelming me. My eyes clenched shut as I blasted my hot seed deep into the blonde beauty's climaxing cunt.
"Mmm, this is one fantastic Valentine's Day." I said, relaxing after my climax. Molly was still on top of my, our loins still coupled, her head lying on my shoulder and her big breasts pressed against my hard chest as we breathed deeply in post-coital bliss. I was remembering the Valentine's Day just one year before, the emotionally disastrous night in the company of Laura, Todd and Melina. What a difference a year makes! I thought. I'm the father of a beautiful baby girl, I have the most wonderful wife a man could ask for, and I'm making love with another incredibly hot woman that I very much respect and feel for...
"Yes, it is." Molly said. She had told me that she had her ex-husband had separated some years before, after a Valentine's Day fight that had nearly turned physically violent. "We're making some really good memories."
"I hope we're making a lot more than that." I said. Molly knew what I meant. She wanted a baby, and I really wanted to put a bun in her oven. With that thought, I took Molly's face in my hands and brought her mouth to mine in a deep kiss. Our tongues did pleasurable battle as we made out hotly for long minutes.
I picked Molly up and carried her upstairs, to my marital bed. We spent almost all of our time there for the rest of the weekend...
--
Monday morning, Molly and I went into Headquarters together at 6:00am. As we entered the MCD room, we found only Cindy Ross present. She took one look at us and pretended to scowl.
"Young lady, you were out very, very late last night." Cindy said to her sister Molly. "I'm going to have to let our parents know that you've been a very, very bad girl."
"Yes indeed, I was as naughty as I could get." Molly replied cooly as she accepted the cup of coffee Cindy was offering her. "Just don't tell anyone that I was fucking a married man." Cindy had to grin at that one.
As other Detectives came in, they greeted Molly warmly and soon the discussion was about what was going on in Midtown. The State Legislature was in session, and already some brutal political battles were underway. Of course all conversation ceased at 7:00am... the only person speaking to us then was Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead reporterette. "State Senator Nathan Allen formally announced his campaign for re-election to the State Senate yesterday. Senator Allen's poll numbers have dropped considerably since his son received a sweetheart legal deal after a vehicular homicide that left a mother and two children dead, but he says he remains confident that he will win in spite of what could be strong primary and general election challenges."
"God! I hate that son of a bitch!" exclaimed Molly. "He's the dirtiest motherfucker in the Legislature. Don, why haven't you pinned something on him and busted his ass?"
"Patience, my dear." I replied. "The Wheels of Justice turn slowly, but they do turn." The truth was that I'd been looking very hard into Senator Allen, whose name was constantly coming up in my researches of other criminals and issues, such as Ward of Ward Harvester. I really wanted to bust his chops for driving Teresa Croyle out of my Department when all she did was give the bastard's son Dean the ass-whipping Dean so richly deserved.
But so far there had not been anything I could pin on Senator Nathan Allen. He was extremely well-connected and powerful, too much so for just a State legislator. It would take some doing to break Nathan Allen, but I intended to do so...
Part 3 - Blasts From The Past
At 6:15am on a Tuesday morning some days later in February that promised more cold but clear weather, I was drinking a very tasty cup of coffee and chatting with Detective Cindy Ross when I was called into the Chief's office. Chief Griswold and FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone were waiting for me.
"Hi Jack." I said. "How was Colorado?"
"Good." Jack said. "Denver is a nice city, but I had no chance to get any skiing in. I was working the whole time."
"That's too bad." I said. "Chief, what can I do for you?"
"Crowbar," said the Chief, "do you remember Sergeant Carroll?"
(Author's note: See The Case of the Murdered Chessplayer Ch. 03 to refresh your memories on Sgt. Carroll.)
"Sure." I said. "He became a problem during the Kurchikov case. That was nearly a year ago. What about him?"
The Chief nodded to Muscone, who replied "Carroll found a police job in Colorado, but he was fired a few months ago, in early November. He immediately found work with a police department in Arizona, a Phoenix area suburb town. He disappeared from there some days ago; the last time he was seen was on Valentine's Day."
"Was he fired?" I asked.
"No, he simply disappeared." Muscone said. "The local police there notified the FBI and DEA, along with State authorities in Arizona. They were originally concerned he might have been kidnapped by a drug cartel."
"Any reports of Carroll being involved in drugs, in Colorado or Arizona?" I asked... and then noted a slight gleam in Jack Muscone's small, dark eyes.
"He got the attention of the Internal Affairs Department of his Police Force in Colorado." Muscone said. "He was making contacts with local drug distributors out there. Rather than watch him, turn him, or sting him, they just fired him. But there was nothing at all in Arizona to do with drugs." I could tell he was holding something back, and I thought I knew what it was.



"But perhaps something else that you haven't told me yet." I said, then straightened up and said formally: "Chief, I would suspect that Carroll became involved in this 'Superior Bloodlines' white supremacy group Agent Muscone has been investigating. Someone was investigating and came across the connection, then tipped off Agent Muscone, who is hoping to surprise me with this information." I then peered knowingly at Muscone. "Am I right, Jack?"
Muscone and the Chief just looked at each other with looks that said "Can't get anything by this man." Then the Chief started laughing. "That's going to be one mighty tasty beer you buy me, Muscone." he said, his mustaches quivering with merriment.
"Ha!" I said, grinning. "Chief, do you mean to tell me that Jack Muscone actually bet against me?"
"Damn," said Jack Muscone, pretending to look at his cellphone, "I don't know what the delay is in the FBI filling my requisition for a stake to burn you at. Here, I have some notes, emails and other information for you to read." Jack passed his notebook computer over to me.
"If memory serves me correctly," I said as I began to peruse the material, "Carroll was working with Patrolman Delmar. What about him?"
The Chief replied "He found a job with a Sheriff's Department in northern California. Napa Valley area, I think."
 "That's correct." Muscone said. "Our agents out there went to see him. He said he'd had no contact with Carroll since leaving here, and he's had no contact with anyone here. He was eager to put the past behind him and continue his law enforcement career out there."
"I'm not surprised to hear that. So Carroll disappeared." I said. "Hmmm, some very strange things here, especially about this Colorado situation. So Jack, how did the Superior Bloodlines connection come up?"
"There are some groups in the border States that are militia types. They watch for illegal aliens crossing the border and report the crossings to the Border Patrol. Years ago, the Border Patrol would go out there and interdict the illegals, but in the last few years the Federal Government has made a studious point to ignore these groups and their information.
"To make a long story short, one of the groups is believed to be secretly funded by Superior Bloodlines through intermediary groups, and Carroll was seen having breakfast with a couple of their people. So when my team got the tip about that, we started looking into it."
"I guess I should be careful about which FBI agents I eat breakfast with." I said, needling Jack. "So do you think Carroll came to harm?"
"We don't know." said Muscone. "The DEA has had no reports of kidnappings or ransoms demanded, and no dead bodies found recently that matched Carroll in any way. He's pretty distinctive with that stocky body and dark red hair of his."
"Not to mention his butt-ugly face." I said. "So, you think maybe he's doing something for Superior Bloodlines? Or..." I suddenly went into a reverie, my eyes staring upwards.
"No..." I said, coming out of it. "He's in trouble, big trouble. Like you said, Jack, the way he left the Colorado job... that doesn't appear to be normal. He makes drug contacts and then POOF!, he just gets fired and practically shipped down to Arizona. And then he comes up with this supremacy group, then POOF!, he vanishes..."
"What are you thinking, Crowbar?" the Chief asked, his eyes peering and inquisitive.
"I could be wrong..." I said, still introspective, "but it strikes me that maybe Carroll wasn't just fired. Maybe they caught him in Colorado and offered him a deal... to go undercover and penetrate this Superior Bloodlines group... or... oh yeah... yeah... maybe he's already in the group, and the FBI turned him into a double agent, sent him down to Arizona..." I was rambling, my eyes still looking at the ceiling as thoughts flashed through my mind.
Then I came to. "Well, it's nearly 7:00am." I said. "Chief, mind if we go watch Bettina? Care to join us?"
"You go ahead." the Chief said. "Bless that young lady, but I get ulcers every time I hear her on the news. By the way, Jack... I think that's two beers you owe me." Jack just grimaced, though good-naturedly, of course.
--
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead reporterette. "With only one week left in February, there has still not been any formal announcements in the election for Sheriff; however, Channel Two News has learned that this could change shortly, as the staff at County Democrat Headquarters has suddenly spiked in activity. Sources tell Channel Two News that the spike in activity may be related to an upcoming announcement for the Sheriff position. There has not been a Sheriff in the County in over three years. Let's now go to Chuck Pringle at the Sports desk. Chuck!"
"This is Chuck Pringle, KXTC Channel Two Sports." said the sportscaster, his full head of hair becoming slightly more gray by the month, if I am any observer of people (and I am). This was clearly a taped commentary, I realized as I listened: "Channel Two Sports has learned that the investigation into the University over PED use by the NCAA is over, and their report is expected within days. Sources tell Channel Two Sports that there may have been individual students using performance-enhancing drugs, but they've found nothing to suggest widespread issues at the institutional level, and that a one-year probation and reduction of two scholarships is likely all the University will receive as punishment. Sources also tell Channel Two Sports that the NCAA will be particularly harsh in their report regarding the total lack of cooperation by the Town & County Police in getting to the truth of this health and safety problem."
"And that's an understatement." I said, to no one in particular. In fact, I'd been particularly confrontational with the jerks the NCAA sent to interview me, especially when they 'demanded' that I cooperate and threatened legal action against me if I didn't. I need not tell what my reply might have been, as it may have involved a blue-colored object.
After that, a Court Order forbade the NCAA from speaking to the Town & County Police again, upon the grounds the NCAA was interfering with murder investigations, particularly murders committed by my rogue nephew Ned. The NCAA was extremely upset that the Wheels of Justice superseded their arrogant sense of self-importance.
"Thank you for that report, Chuck." Bettina said on the television, as if she were talking to Chuck live. "In a related story, on tonight's six o'clock broadcast we'll have Coach Brian Harlan's comments on the Board of Inquiry report that cleared police officers of any wrongdoing in the shooting death of his cousin, Police Detective Angela Harlan. While recent DNA evidence from St. Louis has confirmed that Detective Harlan was the serial killer known to local police and the FBI as the 'Black Widow', Coach Harlan still is calling for the SBI to investigate Town & County Police procedures as they were executed in the raid that killed his cousin. Now let's go to Priya Ajmani at the National Desk. Priya?"
"Thank you Bettina!" said the lovely Indian reporterette. I noticed Cindy begin to pay serious attention to the television screen as Priya continued: "Channel Two News has learned that there are no new leads in the assassination of a high-ranking employee of the U.S. Mint in Denver, Colorado. The employee was an accountant for the Federal Reserve, and traveled frequently between Denver and New York, where the New York Federal Reserve Bank is located.
"As you know, Bettina, the United States stores its gold in three places: the New York Federal Reserve Bank; Ft. Knox, Kentucky; and the Denver Mint; therefore, this crime is of particular interest to the Federal Government. The FBI says they have no leads, and are still trying to understand how the assassin was able to kill the Federal Reserve employee with one shot to the head, which occurred in front of over one hundred witnesses during a FED seminar in a secure hotel banquet room."
"Geez, Jack," I said, "how did you pull off that shot?" I was needling him, as he'd been in Denver at the time. He smiled, but then got serious.
"I'd like to know myself." Muscone said. "That's why I was there: I was investigating the shooting. No shot heard, no noise, guy just drops dead and then was found to have a .22LR slug in his head."
--
"What the heck is going on?" I asked as I walked around to the back patio of the 'Mountain Nest' after coming home from work. I heard the sound of a miter saw and observed workmen bringing plywood into the basement game room from outside. Laura and my mother were watching the construction. Laura looked exceptionally hot in her dress under her coat, and I especially enjoyed seeing her wearing her black boots with block heels. The soft leather of the boots molded to her shapely calves.
"Don, don't you remember our discussing having to move back in here when the baby comes?" asked Laura. I had forgotten about those conversations, and they'd been rather vague. "We're converting the basement to a mother-in-law apartment, literally, for your mom Phyllis. She'll have the privacy of the downstairs while the rest of us will live upstairs."
"I really don't need the full house space." my mother said. "The basement will be perfect for me. And I won't have to travel too far to see my grandchildren, but I'll have some private space I can retreat to when I need to."
"We really need to do this, Don." Laura said, seeing the expression on my face. "You've admitted The Cabin is too small to raise two children, and I need the space here to entertain as part of my duties with the University."
"I understand, and I don't disagree." I said. "But what about The Cabin?"
"You can still do work out of there, and I'm sure we'll be sneaking up there for some 'alone time'." Laura said. "And besides, as the children get older, you and I will need to go there if we're going to participate in the hot swinging activities that we've discussed."
"I see." I said. I knew this day had been coming. I loved The Cabin, and loved the view from up there, but I knew Laura had always loved living here in the Mountain Nest and wanted to return. Oh well... marriages are compromises, I realized...
I was given a quick tour of the basement, trying to stay out of the workmen's way. The big game room would be Mom's living room. The unfinished area, which had been a large closet of sorts, was being converted to a small kitchen. The unfinished room to the side, which had been used as a workshop and hobby room, was being converted into a bedroom. The potty happened to be in just the right place that the other wall was opened up and a sink and shower could be installed. It was going to be nice.
"They'll be done within a month." Laura said. "They said two weeks, but I'm not foolish enough to believe they're going to be working every minute of every day. Let's go upstairs for a moment."
We went up the outside steps to the kitchen, which would be the only way to the patio from the main house. Laura explained that the door to the indoor stairs to the basement would have deadbolts on both sides, mostly to keep the children from invading their grandmother's personal space as the kids got older. Laura took me upstairs to the master bedroom.
"Well, welcome back home." I said. "I know you've always loved this bedroom."
My wife went and closed the door to the bedroom, then came up to me, wrapped her arms around my neck, and kissed me... deeply.
"Yes, and I want you to promise me something." she said. "I want this to be our marital room and our marital bed, and let's promise each other to never bring any other people in here for sex. We can swing at The Cabin or in any of the other rooms here, but let this room be just for us."
"Sure thing." I said, "And let's break it in right now." I eased Laura back to the king-sized bed, which had been hers for years. I tackled her onto the bed and mounted her, opening my pants as she hitched the skirt of her dress up. No foreplay was needed; we were aroused and hot for each other.
Seconds later we groaned together as she guided my throbbing cock into her sopping wet slit, and I began fucking her with hard, steady thrusts. I felt the block heels of her boots pressing against the back of my thighs and my ass as Laura wrapped her luscious legs around me, keeping me trapped inside her as we rutted lustily on our exclusively marital bed.
We shared deep, passionate kisses as we hotly mated with a hard, driving rhythm, the only other sounds being our gasps of "I love you!" between kisses. I felt my nut rising powerfully, ready and eager to shoot my hot load deep into my wife's burning twat...
Part 4 - Along Racial Lines
"We the Jury find the defendant... Not Guilty." the forewoman said to the Court, reading from the script. It was February 22d.
Assistant District Attorney Sanders and his young assistant prosecutor grimaced in anger, their heads bowed as the verdict was read. The nineteen-year-old black man who had just been acquitted of drug possession and distribution charges was hugging his lawyers and his mother as the judge, who looked as peeved and unhappy as the ADA, went through the rituals with the jury in the process of concluding this tribunal of Justice.
As he collected his belongings, ADA Sanders looked back over the crowd. Then his eyes locked with mine. I'd been sitting in the back of the Court, watching the proceedings, knowing that the correct verdict had been reached. This young man had been innocent, and while I did not (yet) throw police officers under the bus for possibly planting evidence against the kid, I had helped the defense lawyers with information that helped to acquit the defendant.
ADA Sanders glared at me, his face growing redder and more furious with anger with each passing second. Then he grabbed his stuff and rushed out the side door of the Court used by prosecutors.
--
"Crowbar, be sure to wear a 'duty dress' uniform today." my cellphone growled at me at 5:00am the next morning. The voice was actually Chief Griswold's. "We're going to be going to D.A. Krasney's office at 8:00am, and we're going to look sharp as hell when we do."
A 'duty dress' uniform was just short of a formal dress uniform. 'Duty dress' consisted of a white shirt and black necktie, a dark blue Police jacket with my badge over the left pocket and the metal-framed red and purple squares denoting the Medal of Valor and Purple Order over my right pocket and nametag. The silver bars of a Lieutenant adorned the epaulets of the jacket near the shoulders. Light blue piping circled the sleeves a couple of inches above the wrist. The pants were the same dark blue with light blue piping along the side. The Chief wanted me to look sharp, and I could guess the reason.
--
"So Lieutenant, is it true that you helped the defense counsel with this case?" asked District Attorney Gil Krasney, trying hard to make the glare in his eyes meaningful. I was having none of it.
"You better believe it, Mr. Krasney." I replied, looking the D.A. square in the eyes. I was standing in front of his desk, the Chief next to me. We had not been invited to sit down, and Krasney was acting pissed at us. So I stood up straight and let my eyes bore into his. "The man was innocent."
"Like hell, he was!" shouted Assistant District Attorney Sanders, who was to my left and Krasney's right. He was red-faced with anger over the verdict, and I suspected he'd stayed angry all through the previous night.
"Sanders!" Krasney barked, as if to a misbehaving dog. "Lighten up. I'll handle this." He exhaled, then realized Sanders had screwed up the semblance of a dressing-down, so he said "Sit down, all of you, please." We did so.
"Okay Don, here's the problem..." said Krasney, which irritated me. Krasney was not my superior, as the D.A.'s office held no real power over the police department, and he was also not my friend; ergo, his use of my first name was inappropriate. If Krasney noted my irritation, he did not show it. "The Police are supposed to help the prosecutors, not the defense lawyers. If you had a problem with the case, you should've brought it to the attention of ADA Sanders, and not gone around his back to help the defense."
"I did contact ADA Sanders, Mr. Krasney." I said. "Twice. He ignored me both times, leaving me no choice but to give the Defense some pointers on the blatant inconsistencies of Brody and Gunn's work, not to mention Sanders' own botched up persecution- er, prosecution of a completely innocent man.
"Furthermore, Mr. Krasney, I do not agree with you at all that I'm obligated to help the Prosecution only. If a man is innocent and I can prove it, I will do so. I am on the side of Justice, Mr. Krasney, not just the side of the Prosecution."
Not only had I helped the defense, I'd practically engineered it. Nathaniel Jones's case had been assigned to Dexter Epstein, the least experienced and least competent public defender in the County legal system. I had talked to Jeanine Olivet Burke, Esq., who took over the case for Jones pro bono after hearing just a few words out of my mouth about the case.
Jeanine had proceeded to rip Sanders to shreds, legally that is, including forcing him to reveal information that had been hidden during discovery, and she lodged one ethics complaint against him for that. Then she'd ripped the two officers that made the bust and testified against Jones: Sergeant Brody and Patrolman Tommy Gunn... the same Tommy Gunn who kept showing up on my radar. By the time Jeanine was done, the jury was ready to acquit -AND- recommended an investigation of the Police Department for the shoddy policework exhibited by Brody and Gunn. Internal Affairs had been contacted.
"You idiot, I ignored you because we had a good case against Jones!" Sanders shouted, at the edge of losing restraint. "I know a hell of a lot more about prosecuting crimes than you do, asshole-." He rose out of his chair and stepped towards me, as if he were going to physically assault me. Of course I rose up to meet the threat.
"Sanders! Sit the fuck down! Now!" Krasney barked again, half-rising from his own chair behind his desk. "Lieutenant, please... have a seat. Come on now, gentlemen, this is ridiculous."
"What's ridiculous, Mr. Krasney, is this so-called police officer helping the other side." hissed Sanders. "Jones? He's a low-life from the Streets. Crime is in his blood. If he didn't go to jail for this crime, he will for the next one! What was the point of fucking up my prosecution now?"
"Are you out of your tree?" I said, stunned at what I'd just heard from a Town & County Assistant District Attorney. "This kid has never been arrested before, much less had priors. He's worked his ass off just to take care of his mother and sister, and go to Community College. He's a good kid in every way. How can you even sit there and say he's a bad kid?" Sanders lost control.
"Because he's just a god-damn, two-bit nigger!! There's not one god-damn bit of good in him at all!" Sanders yelled at me.
I did stand up at that, staring at Sanders in total shock, and also righteous anger. Sanders' face bore an ugly countenance, full of furious hatred. Krasney was gaping in utter shock, while the Chief was watching me to make sure I didn't do anything he would regret later.
"Well..." I said in a quiet voice, breaking the tension-filled silence, "I guess we now know the real reason you tried to frame that kid."
"Now hold on, Lieutenant!" Krasney said. "My ADA didn't try to frame anyone. It may have been a bad case, but it's not a dirty one. Sanders's remarks are inappropriate, but-"
The Chief stood up, stopping me from saying- or doing- anything else. "Don, don't let me get to the door before you. Let's go." To the D.A., he said "Gil, this meeting is over. I'd suggest you have an extremely thorough conversation with your employee here."



"I'm sorry, Chief." said Krasney. "I apologize for what just happened here. Sanders?" ADA Sanders did not take the obvious hint. He just looked back at Krasney, refusing to apologize for his statement, similar to the way Steven Ikea would look at me and the Chief in the days of his arrogance while on the Force. Then I realized that the Chief was all but pushing me out the door of the office...
--
"Crowbar... Crowbar?" the Chief asked as I drove him back to Headquarters in my SUV. "You okay?"
"Yeah..." I said absentmindedly, then came fully back and remembered my manners. "Uh... yes sir, yes sir I'm fine."
"All right... tell me." the Chief said.
"With your permission, Chief, I'm going to do a little digging with Myron..." I said, then after a pause. "...into the Town & County Court records."
"By all means," the Chief said, knowing what I was getting at, "by all means. And direct any flak you get to me personally." In all the excitement, I failed to take full note of the Chief's total lack of surprise at any of what had transpired.
Part 5- The First Loose Thread
Late that afternoon, Lieutenant Daniel Allgood of the Internal Affairs Department entered the I.T. dungeon. "Myron, what the hell are you doing getting into Court documents- oh, Don, I didn't realize you were doing this."
"Come on in, Daniel." I said. "Take a seat. You need to hear this." I was sitting next to Myron, directing his computer researches.
The I.T. area was undergoing a renovation, which was partially modeled on the Internal Affairs set-up. Instead of one big room, the door from the outside led to hallways going left or right. The left hallway opened up into an open area with a mid-size conference table. Offices ringed the walls, the biggest in the back right (as one entered the room) belonging to Myron, with Lainie, Sonali and Goth Girl Mary taking three of the other five. One was also assigned to "The Abacus", a.k.a. Vice Detective Julie Newton, though she preferred to work upstairs in the Vice room.
The other 2/3ds of I.T., including the big office in the back corner, were going to the real I.T. guys, the ones who installed computers and software, ran lines, maintained the servers, etc. Technically, they were my guys as I was still I.T. Supervisor. But the Chief had fresh ideas about that...
The 'offices' were more like metal ceiling-to-floor cubicle walls with frosted glass, so that no one could see what was on the computer screens from outside. Myron and I were seated at the conference table, working from his 17" screen notebook computer.
"We got a call that the Police Department was accessing Court records." said Daniel as he sat down. "They tried to block it off, but it was a SuperUser and they couldn't. I thought it was Myron peeking where he doesn't belong..."
"And you now see that it's me peeking where I very much do belong." I replied. "And by the way, these are not classified records at all, so I don't know why the Courthouse is upset we're accessing them.
"They just thought it was someone hacking into their computers." Daniel said. "So what are you looking for?"
"I'm looking at several things." I said, not saying out loud that I didn't quite accept Lt. Allgood's explanation. "First, bail settings for drug crimes. Second, the Nathaniel Jones case that just ended."
"What's the deal about the bail settings?" Daniel asked out of simple curiosity.
I spoke as if lecturing an Academy class: "Generally, our four Superior Court judges, Folsom, Watts, Stone and Nance, won't give bail for higher-level drug crimes, such as major distribution or if the perp is sufficiently high within a suspected organization. If they do, the perps pay the bail out of pocket then disappear forever. However, there have been little spikes of bails being set for some perps, eight of them so far in the past five years, and yes they do skip bail and run."
"Which judge?" Daniel asked.
"Looks like Judge J.B. Stone on most of them, but Harry 'Spud' Nance on one." I said. "And the interesting thing is that until a year ago, the bails favored people I happen to know were connected to the chessplayer Kurchikov that got himself killed. After Kurchikov died, the last three times were for some of the couriers for the Beanstalk Gang."
"So what's the significance of that?" Daniel asked.
"Not sure yet." I said, not quite fully truthfully. "I'm just filing that information away for the time being. Now I'm checking the Jones case, which might come within your realm, Daniel... Sergeant Brody and Patrolman Gunn are involved."
"Say no more." Daniel said. "I've opened a file on Brody after the Jones acquittal. Of course you've had me watching Gunn for a while now. But so far we have nothing really bad on either of them."
"Yeah, I know." I said, then decided to conclude the discussion with the Internal Affairs supervisor. "Well, we'll be wrapping this up soon, Daniel. Why don't you head on home? After all, you've got the second-most-beautiful woman in the County waiting for you?"
"I understand your bias for your own wife." Daniel said, grinning as he got up to leave. "But I think mine is Number One. I'll let the Courthouse know that everything is resolved about accessing the records."
-
Stepping into the anteroom of the Chief's office, I saw the door open and District Attorney Gil Krasney walk out, obviously having had a conference with Chief Griswold. They shook hands and Krasney stepped up to me.
"Lieutenant, I want to apologize again for what happened this morning." Krasney said, shaking my hand, though admittedly my part of the handshake wasn't particularly firm. "It was totally out of line, as I was explaining to the Chief."
"I understand, Mr. Krasney." I said. "If I may ask, what are you going to do with Sanders?" The question was not really appropriate to ask, but I suspected I could get away with it, and I did.
"For starters, I'm keeping him away from you." Krasney said, cracking a half-smile at his attempt at a joke. "But seriously, he knows he fucked up and that such attitudes are for the past. He's not a bad ADA; he's gotten some good drug convictions. But I'll be keeping my eye on him." With that, Krasney exited the room, eager to get out of that conversation.
"Guys, let's go into the conference room." Chief Griswold said, meaning his little conference room next to his office. He and I went inside, followed by my partner Detective Cindy Ross, whom I'd asked to attend, as always.
They watched me sweep for bugs, and I found none. As I did that, Chief Griswold said "Krasney was really playing the 'humble pie' game. I don't know if he's serious or if he's just covering his political potato, but he seems to want to make amends with us."
"Yet Sanders is still working for him." I noted as I finished my sweep.
"True, but Sanders has a few connections of his own." replied the Chief. "Krasney can't risk firing him, even if he wants to... and of course he may not really want to. Have a seat, Crowbar. So what did you find out today?"
"Several things, Chief." I said. "Two seemingly unrelated things, but I think we might finally be getting onto something." I told him about the bails, then explained to get Cindy as well as the Chief up to speed.
"As you both know, we've long suspected there are some bad cops within the Force." I said, drawing nods from them. "Well, I think that, at long last, we might have a thread to grasp on this group of bad seeds."
I began to explain: "ADA Paulina Patterson rarely handles the drug cases in Court; ADA Sanders does. He normally asks for no bails and the judges deny bail, but on every occasion where a bail was set, it was because he asked for it. The bails were very high, sometimes ten million dollars but more often one million. Even so, the bails were paid in full and then the perps skipped. That's money for the County coffers, but it happens only rarely, hardly enough to notice a pattern unless one is looking for it.
"Part of that pattern is that Judge J.B. Stone was the judge that set those bails in almost every case. Furthermore, this generosity was extended to only one drug gang at a time; in other words, one gang was getting exclusive help while other gangs' perps were being thrown in jail with no bail."
"Nothing even actionable, so far." Cindy said. I often wondered if she did this to needle me or push me along, but I was grateful for having her as a foil to keep me on the right path.
"True." I said. "Now part 2, and be patient with me, Partner: I looked at the Nathaniel Jones trial with fresh eyes after Sanders's little racist slip this morning. I never could understand why this kid Jones was in trouble in the first place, as he was a good young man and a good example for others. Well, we knew that the worst public defender, Dexter Epstein, was assigned to him, but what's interesting is this: normally there is a rotation of names, and the judge calls out the name at the top of the list... but for the Jones trial, Epstein was assigned out of his normal turn.
"Now that is big." said the Chief. "It's abnormal and against protocols and procedures. The Legal Beagles go ape over that stuff. Judge Nance handles assignments, doesn't he?"
"Yes sir." I said, looking meaningfully at the Chief. "Of course Sanders was the prosecutor and the judge was J.B. Stone... the same judge who set bail for those drug perps at Sanders's request... and Stone looked very unhappy himself when Jones was acquitted. And as I thought about it, both Sanders and Stone were pissed when Jeanine Burke became Jones's legal counsel; they knew she was going to shred the prosecution's case and get Nathaniel acquitted."
"So, to play connect-the-dots: Last year during the Kurchikov murder case, we found out about Sergeant Carroll and Patrolman Delmar and their connection to Kurchikov and possibly to his drug ring. Well, they were kicked to the kerb, and it looks like Brody and Gunn filled the void. Brody and Gunn work with Vice and Captain Malone the way Morton and Rudistan practically belong to us in MCD."
"And Brody and Gunn were the cops that busted Nathaniel Jones and testified against him." Cindy said. "I always wondered if they planted evidence on that kid, and Paulina was furious about the lack of probable cause when they stopped him and searched his vehicle without a warrant. But Sanders told her to mind her own business, and Krasney didn't do anything about it when she complained."
"Yes." I said. "I'm not convinced Krasney is part of this, though, especially after Sanders' little comment this morning. Maybe Krasney is starting to realize what's going on around him, and he's feeling some heat. But Sanders is hip-deep in this shit.
"As to the Police Department, neither I nor Internal Affairs have found any other patterns on potentially dirty cops... except Gunn and now Brody. And Gunn was also assigned to stay with that punk we arrested and found with that black badge."
"Okay, Don, tie it up with a bow for an old man." Chief Griswold said.
"This is just a forming theory, so far, but it appears that it's only a couple of cops at a time that come out of the woodwork as bad seeds. I'm beginning to think that we've had problems finding the dirty cops because the ringleader only works with a couple at any given time. It's kind of like Star Wars, when there were only two Sith Lords at any one time."
"Star Wars..." Cindy said, "Chief, the next thing he'll be telling us is that he watches old Hitchcock movies." The Chief laughed heartily at that one, and also at my withering look towards Cindy. Damn good thing she was such a good looking woman in my eyes, and that her sister was my lover...
"I don't care where his insights come from, Cindy." said the Chief. "As long as the Iron Crowbar gets the results. Okay, even I can figure out from here that we need to watch Brody and Gunn. Have you told Allgood about this, Don?"
"I've mentioned the bails to him, and he knows I was looking at the particulars of the Jones trial," I said, "but I haven't told him the full story yet. And Chief, I suggest that we don't, at least not yet. Let's keep this between the three of us for now. Not that I don't trust Daniel, but the fewer leaks, the better."
"I'm in full agreement with that." Chief Griswold said, then exhaled and said "I also need to say this, Don: Daniel Allgood is a decent man and a good cop in I.A., but he and Harold Malone have been fairly good friends for quite a while. Be careful what you tell him or let him know. I don't think Daniel is dirty, but he might simply refuse to believe that Malone is bad. I've sometimes wondered about Malone and his methods, but it's hard for me even now to really think he's that dirty. And Cindy, this moratorium applies to Teresa Croyle, also. Don't mention any of this to her."
"Yes sir." I said as Cindy nodded. "Just one final thing: I expect to be contacted about that little dustup with Sanders in Krasney's office this morning. Some serious people were and are very pissed off that Jones wasn't convicted. I think they're going to contact me, to gauge where I stand if not to steer me away from sticking my nose in that business."
"I have just one question: Why?" Cindy asked. "Why did they go so hard after that kid, when he's actually a good kid?"
"That's exactly the point, Cindy." I said. "They went after him because he is good, and sets a good example. They don't want an example or image of a black kid working hard and succeeding and making it out of the political 'plantation' they've kept blacks on for years."
"Geez... the bastards." Cindy muttered. I knew that she was not unfamiliar with discrimination issues, having known a few herself.
"Anyway," I said, "I expect to be contacted... and if I'm right, it'll be the ringleader himself or herself that makes that contact."
Part 6 - First Contact
That contact did not take long. In fact it came the next morning. But first came 7:00am, and therefore first came Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redhead. "Channel Two News has learned that Town & County Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis has asked for appellate reviews of several cases over the last three years in which young black men without previous records may have been illegally detained, searched, and found in possession of drugs. This follows the acquittal of Nathaniel Jones just two days ago after a case that District Attorney Krasney is now admitting should never have been tried. Influential leaders of the black community are following Councilman Lewis's lead in asking for more information from the Police and the District Attorney's Office."
"In other news, Phil Kearns, who lost his wife and two children when a legally intoxicated Dean Allen plowed into their car last December, has now filed a lawsuit against Dean Allen, seeking damages believed to be in the millions of dollars. In addition, Kearns and his legal team filed an ethics complaint against State Senator Nathan Allen, father of Dean Allen, alleging that Senator Allen used his political influence to get vastly reduced charges for his son in a plea deal, and Kearns' lawyer did suggest that the ethics complaint is a first step towards a lawsuit against Senator Allen. Now let's go to Chuck Pringle at the Sports Desk. Chuck?"
"Thank you, Bettina!" Pringle said. It was obviously another taped delivery of the news, unlike Bettina's live broadcasts. "Chief Griswold strongly defended his Police Department after the NCAA's accusations that the Police withheld information from them in the investigation into P.E.D. use by University football players. Chief Griswold stated that ongoing murder investigations, including that of industrialist Timothy Olivet, was hindered by the NCAA in their, and I quote, 'unholy zeal', close quote, to obtain information related to the crimes.
"Chief Griswold went on to say that the NCAA apparently does not care if murderers go free. Additionally, Griswold has publicly called upon the State Legislature to pass a law requiring the NCAA to meet the standard of due process of law before being able to investigate any school in the State or place any school in the State on probation. This ugly war of words will have little effect on the final NCAA report and the University's very mild punishment, but it will leave deep scars and rifts going forward."
Okay, I still hate the Press... but today was a rare exception.
--
At 8:30am I was working in the unused office next to Paulina's when Captain Harold Malone walked in and closed the door behind him.
 
"Whatcha doing in here?" he asked casually... just a touch too casually. The first thought to enter my mind was that he was irritated that I was using the "big" office and that I'd been angling to get it for myself, and he was just going to harass me about it.
"Paperwork." I said. "This office is bigger than yours and mine put together, and the desk is not cluttered with crap. I'm just wrapping up some stuff on the Black Widow case, and I'm writing up a posthumous award for Feeley."
"Which award?" asked Malone.
"Police Cross." I said. Except for the Medal of Valor, the Distinguished Police Cross and the Fire Department's Distinguished Fire Cross were the highest awards in the Town & County Public Safety Department. After that came the Distinguished Service Award, Police Medal/Fire Medal, and then the Star of Gallantry.
Malone sat down in the chair facing the desk as he said, "I mean no disrespect for the dead, but isn't the Cross a bit too much in Feeley's circumstance?" 
"Sure, but you know how it works, Captain..." I said, "Ask for the highest award and get what you want after the Council reduces it. I'm hoping for a Police Medal for Feeley."
"He'll get a Star, as well as the Purple Order, of course." Malone said, meaning the Star of Gallantry, and I suspected he was right. Then he got down to business. "What I came to talk to you about was what happened with Sanders."
Trying hard to keep my face straight and calm, I put the paperwork down and turned in the chair to face Malone, giving him my full attention.
"I'll be the first to admit, mind you," said Malone, "that Sanders was over the top in his language. His emotions overcame him."
Malone leaned in and lowered his voice in a semi-privacy, semi-conspiratorial manner. "But there are a lot of people who think he was essentially correct, and that the Jones boy was no good. A lot of people were ticked off about his acquittal."
"He was innocent." I simply said.
"Maybe he was... maybe he was." said Malone, leaning back in his chair, seeming to be searching for words. "But some people were pissed off that the Olivet woman defended the guy, and pro bono at that. And I've heard some choice words from certain circles, political circles, about you helping the defense shatter Sanders's prosecution."
"Which wasn't hard to shatter. It was lame." I said. "Surely Sanders had more and better cases to prosecute, instead of wasting his time with that one?"
"Not my call." said Malone. "Not really yours, either. I understand you stepping in if the man is truly innocent... but be careful of exactly what you're stepping into. Some people... and some very powerful people beyond the likes of you and me, I daresay... did not like what happened. Just look at what Councilman Lewis is doing now, going to those appeals courts about past convictions, good convictions. It's stirred up a hornet's nest, it's increased the already tremendous tension between the Police and the Black Community, and we don't need any of that... especially with all the elections coming up this year."
"So what are you trying to tell me, Captain?" I asked, growing weary of this. I had heard all that I needed to hear.



"Just giving you some friendly advice." Malone said. "Just advice from a man who has been around this County for a long, long time. You're an excellent cop, Lieutenant, but you're still new here; you're still pissing Midtown water."
I did not respond to the joke, and I realized Malone was studying me as I was studying him; he was trying to get clues to how to proceed with me. He finally decided to just get to the core of the matter. "You can pretend to be colorblind if you want, Lieutenant... but not everyone sees things that way. Systems have their place, people have their place, and that goes for this County, too. Make sure you understand the ways of things, the waves of the sea, before you start rocking the boat."
"I'll keep that in mind." I said as Malone got up.
"Good. By the way, I'll go now and write a testimonial for you to put in that file for Feeley's award. It might help get him a Police Medal" Malone said as he turned to go.
--
"So it is Captain Malone." Cindy said. She and I were talking with the Chief in his office. I had just reported the conversation with Malone that had occurred just over an hour before. "I'm glad Teresa's not here now. He's like a second father to her... well, first father. Her real dad was a worthless piece of shit."
"Looks like it is Malone, though." I said. "He was damned careful in what he said, but he was the contact, and therefore he's the leader."
"Damn," said the Chief. "I didn't want to believe it. Hell, I refused to believe it, but it just makes too much sense, now that I look back." After a pause, the Chief asked, "So Crowbar, let me get this straight... are we talking about Malone being the leader of a drug ring? Or a white supremacy ring in the County?"
I said, "Chief, if my hunch is right, then it'd be more accurate to say that Captain Malone is not leading a drug ring himself, but is brokering who can sell drugs in the County. Malone takes payment from one gang, then uses police officers, without most of them knowing it, as 'enforcers' to interdict any other gangs that try to set up here. They think they're busting drug crimes and don't realize it's to help one specific gang have exclusive distribution and sales rights, so to speak."
I continued: "If you look at all the drug busts that Ikea led, that Teresa led... and I did look at them... not a single one of them was against Kurchikov's outfit nor the Beanstalk Gang. Always other gangs, like Sergei Molotov's group. Before I ever laid a crowbar on him, he was being interdicted by police... he didn't make the right deal with the right guy, then he tried to come to me with a bribe to get around 'the system', as it's been set up."
"Makes sense." said the Chief.
"As to the white supremacy stuff?" I wondered aloud, "I don't know if it's related, or if it's a ring, or if it's just a small cabal of race-haters using the Justice System to suppress blacks, but I wouldn't be surprised if Malone were involved in that, as well."
"Also, Chief," I said, "Remember how I was surprised when Malone volunteered for security for Jonas Oldeeds? I don't think I'm surprised anymore... that gave Malone and Oldeeds many opportunities to talk together and make deals."
"What?!?!" asked the Chief, his eyes blinking rapidly. Then he said, "Crowbar, do you think Malone was involved in the shootings? Of you or Oldeeds?"
"No sir." I said firmly. "If Malone was striking deals with Oldeeds, maybe to distribute drugs, then killing Oldeeds was the last thing he would try to do. And I'm sure the attempt to assassinate li'l ol' me was not by anyone in the local constabulary."
"So what do I do about this guy? He's a Captain in the Police Force, he's been here for years... and he's also extremely well-connected politically. I can't do anything about him without some serious proof to back it up." the Chief asked.
"You won't have to do anything, Chief." Cindy piped up. "I remember when we were at your house by the lake last summer... Don said that the ringleader would run for Sheriff. If Don is right, and he always seems to be... " Cindy glanced sideways at me to see if that affected me; I did not bother to react for her as she finished. "... then Captain Malone is going to run for Sheriff."
"Nice observation, Cindy." said the Chief, his voice sounding impressed and happy.
"She just might become a good Detective yet, Chief." I said, needling her back for her little dig at me, but extremely pleased at her remembering and putting that together.
"Stoppit..." Cindy replied, inwardly pleased herself.
Part 7 - Affairs of Internal Affairs
"Don, can you come down to my office for a minute?" Lieutenant Daniel Allgood asked on the telephone. I concealed my shock and said I'd be down there immediately. I hurried through the security to get to the basement, then went to the door of Internal Affairs, which Allgood himself opened for me.
The I.A. rooms were the most secret in the entire Headquarters. Virtually no one except I.A. personnel were allowed inside; it was a considerable exception that I was in here now. As I.A. reported straight to the County Inspector General, even Chief Griswold didn't really have jurisdiction here.
The door led to two halls, one going to the left, the other to the right. They hallways ran almost all the way to the walls at the end, then opened. Daniel led me along the right-side wall, then we turned left and down a carpeted walkway. To my left were the long rows of a cubicle farm with 5-ft. high walls. The computer monitors were either red or green bordered, indicating I.A.-classified stuff was on the screen. I knew it'd be a cold day in hell before I saw a red-bordered screen. I did not see anyone; they were either not there or hunched down in their cubicles so I couldn't see them. I had no idea how many people worked in here nor, for the most part, who they were.
The carpeted walkway led to Daniel's office in the back corner, the mirror-image of my old I.T. office. Going inside, Daniel asked me to sit down. I was remembering my only other time in this room...
--
It was a mid-September Thursday night, before the Black Widow struck her first victim. Daniel had brought me into the I.A. rooms for the first time, showed me a little bit about the security of the monitors and such, then led me to his own office. The monitor was green-framed, meaning there was nothing important on it at the moment.
"Don, I just wanted to tell you that I'm going to ask Melina to marry me tomorrow night." Daniel said.
"Well, congratulations, that's great!" I said. "But... why tell me?"
"Well," Daniel said, "she has no father to ask permission from, though that's an outdated ritual, I guess. And since Melina works with your wife, and with your Detective at the gym, I just thought it'd be best to give you a heads-up."
"Well, I appreciate it," I said, trying to understand the nature of Daniel's gesture. "Certainly you don't need my permission, though. I'm remarried, and Melina can do what she likes. We're just friends now."
"I know." Daniel said. "I'm not sure why, but I thought it'd be good to tell you."
"All I can say is: congratulations to you both." I said. "I know she's very much in love with you, and that you've loved her since the day you saw her... oh yes, of course I noticed, so did my mom... and I hope you'll be happy together. I guess this is where I'm supposed to say 'Make sure you make her happy, or you'll be dealing with the crowbar!'... but I know I won't need to say that."
Daniel laughed briefly. It was only later that I learned, or thought I'd learned why he'd talked to me. While Daniel and Melina's wedding in early October was small, it was at the same place Laura and I had exchanged our vows, the little veranda on the lake behind the "president's dacha". And the shocking thing was that they wanted me to give away the bride.
"Now let me see if I get this straight." I said to Melina and Laura as they ganged up on me about it. "You want me to give my ex-wife away in her wedding ceremony? That cannot be 'normal'." Melina and I had not had much of a ceremony at all; this was a special occasion for her, and I had no problems not being a part of it.
"So what's 'normal' in this County, darling?" Laura asked. "We're all still like family around here." You have no idea, Laura, I thought to myself, and never mind that Melina is now carrying my nephew's child but is going to marry another man, and Todd then went and found someone else but still has that look in his eye when he sees Melina. What is 'normal', indeed?...
But I just let all that go and agreed to do it. And so I gave away the bride, though without any words to speak at the ceremony. Daniel and his parents were happy, Melina was beautiful and happy, and Laura was very happy with me... and did me a few sexual favors that I don't think I can mention in this family environment. ;-)
--
Coming back to the present, Daniel's words shocked me.
"I want to get some information to you and the Chief about this 'Black Badge' business. I happened to overhear some of you talking about it, and I want to touch base with you before taking it upstairs, especially on how we should proceed with this..."
When he finished, I asked if he'd be willing to come upstairs and tell us this information in the Chief's conference room...
--
"Okay, Daniel, what do you have for us?" Chief Griswold asked. James "Curly" Goodwin, Cindy Ross, Martin Nash, Paulina Patterson and myself were also in the Chief's small conference room, which I need not even say had been swept for bugs.
"I know that you guys found that black badge on that low-life guy a few days ago." Daniel said.
"Before you start, fill me in on the low-life, Lieutenant." said the Chief. I called upon Martin Nash to do the honors.
"Here's what I found out about him." Martin Nash said, having been forewarned by me that he'd be asked to share his findings about the perp at this meeting. "His street name is 'Blondie', though he hates it. He's an auto mechanic; graduated from Town High's vocational school program, then enlisted in the Army and was a mechanic there. He got caught smuggling drugs in cars, and then he punched out the Army officer who caught him."
"That's a no-no." I said, the humor being in how blatantly obvious my statement was, not to mention my status as a former Army Reserve officer.
"Yes sir." replied Nash, keeping a straight face, knowing I was trying to needle him. "He did two years at Leavenworth then was dishonorably discharged. Vice thought he'd been picked up by the Beanstalk Gang, but it appears now he is not in with them. He hasn't been seen by any of our CIs since we picked him up and found the black badge in his wallet."
For those who don't know, a 'CI' is a 'confidential informant, essentially spies in the criminal world that are helping the police. Meanwhile, the Chief turned back to Allgood.
"Here's what I've got on this, and please don't tell anyone else in the Department about it, nor that I gave it to you." said Allgood.
"In exchange, I'll ask you to please not mention any of this to anyone outside this room" I said. "Especially not to the Detectives in Vice... nor their leadership."
"Agreed." said Daniel, showing no emotion. "Okay, there have been four uniformed officers that I.A. knows had discussed a 'Black Badge' gang: Carroll, Delmar, Brody and Jeremy Hatch."
 "Do I even know Hatch?" Cindy asked.
"Probably not." I said. "He just made Patrolman. Low end grades at the Police Academy, barely qualified with a gun. His nickname behind his back is 'Fumblebutt'. He does mostly Courthouse duty, serving warrants, courier for papers, and such stuff... and come to think of it, that'd be an ideal place to have a mole..."
"So Gunn has never mentioned anything about a Black Badge?" the Chief asked, trying to keep the meeting moving along.
"No sir." said Daniel Allgood. "Not a word, but he doesn't say much to anyone, anyway. He is one mean little man, and he's not well liked; most other officers avoid contact with him. The only other person I've come across that has mentioned a Black Badge is Detective Sharples in Vice. He was going around the hallways, asking a few guys about it, and he's also asked a few suspects about it during interrogations."
"I was at one of those." said Martin Nash. "That was when we first glommed onto it."
"First I'm hearing of this, about Sharples, that is." said the Chief. "In what context did Sharples bring it up?"
"Asking about its existence." said Daniel. "He may be pursuing leads on it himself, but I'd think he would've told Captain Malone and you, Chief."
"So give us the rest of it." said the Chief, not saying any more about Sharples nor Malone, but obviously making a mental note of it, as I did.
"There's not a lot else. I've put together a bit of information on this Black Badge gang, if you can call it that." said Allgood. "It seems that there are members within the Police Force, but also outside of it. And the leaders are likely on the outside, and are not just gang members; there may be some higher level guys in this thing. Now I have no idea who those people might be, and that's why I'm telling you this stuff now: it's you guys who will have to run with the ball from here and dig up more dirt."
"Which we can certainly do." I said. "Thanks for telling us this, Daniel."
"Yes, thank you, Daniel." said the Chief. "Okay, everyone, Detective Goodwin is taking the lead on the I.A.'s investigation of this. Lt. Allgood is recusing himself due to a family issue, and I can understand that. Unless there is something else, everyone but Crowbar One and Crowbar Two, that being Don and Cindy, head on out." Everyone headed out.
"So what do you think?" asked the Chief when it was just the three of us in the room.
"I think Cindy is a great Crowbar Two." I replied. Cindy blushed, but smiled at that. "Seriously though, I don't know yet what to make of it, but I do need to make some preparations. I have a feeling that these guys aren't going to let the grass grow under their feet. Here's what I want to do, Chief..."
Part 8 - Opening Strategy
"So, how was your day?" Melina asked as Daniel came inside the door of their home.
"It was okay. It's a lot better now." Daniel said, taking his wife into his arms. They shared a warm kiss. "What's for dinner?"
"Baked chicken and mixed veggies." Melina said. "So how is work these days?"
"Not bad." Daniel said, sitting down on the sofa in the great room, Melina sitting down by him and curling up to his right side. The smell of her perfume wafted into his nose, and he felt his cock beginning to stir. "There's been a lot of fallout after that Nathaniel Jones acquittal."
"Oh that." Melina said, her face a sneer. "Yeah, a lot of people were talking about it in the gym today. We don't have too many niggers come to the gym, usually that Assistant D.A. is the only one, but today we had several... and they were really happy about that verdict, saying that the guy had 'beaten the Man'. Everyone else either didn't know about it or didn't much care about the verdict."
Daniel was used to his wife using the 'n-word'; Melina made no attempt to hide her hatred of Blacks in his presence in the privacy of their home. He said "Well, the D.A.'s office is extremely pissed off at Don for helping the defense."
"He helped them? Why?" Melina asked.
"He knew the guy was innocent," Daniel replied, "and he didn't let them lynch this kid. And on this one Don was right; they never should've brought that kid to trial."
"Niggers are all the same." Melina said. "Don may think he helped that cat, but he'll turn right around and bite the hand that helped him."
"Don doesn't care about that, he just respects the law." Daniel said, not caring to discuss the Nathaniel Jones case any longer. "Well... no need to worry about the minorities tonight." Daniel said as he eased his arm over Melina's shoulders and gently pulled to into his side... then realized that something was amiss. "So- where's the baby?"
"He's visiting his biological father and his step-mommy." Melina said. "So it's just the two of us tonight... and I intend to take advantage of that." She kissed her husband's cheek, then began nuzzling his neck.
"Ohhh, that's good baby." Daniel said. "Let's eat first, though. I'm starved... for food. Then we'll satisfy our real hungers, yes?"
Daniel did not understand it; Melina was letting Todd and Jeanine keep little Doug more and more often. He knew that Melina loved her child, but couldn't understand why she didn't want him here every minute of the day. He'd have to call Laura Fredricson again...
--
"Senator, I'm trying to tell you," said the lawyer, "this thing is nothing. We can put it off for months and months."
"Yeah, until just before November." said Nathan Allen. "That's all I need. You want a drink?" They were in the study of Nathan Allen's home, which was the best home in the neighborhood next to River Valley Golf Club.
"No thank you, Senator, I have to go." said the lawyer. "But don't worry about Kearns. He and his lawyers are just fishing. It's just politically motivated." It wasn't, but the lawyer wanted to reassure his politically important client.
"Yeah? What about his suit against Dean? Dragging that crap up again? Can that son of a bitch hurt my boy?" Allen said as he took a long swig of bourbon.
"Don't worry about it. We're going to throw Kearns in a ditch and shovel so much shit on him he'll wish to God he'd never heard your name." the lawyer said, hiding the truth that he knew, that the lawsuit against Dean Allen was going to be absolutely devastating.
"Well, you better make damn sure that this Kearns dipshit drops these lawsuits, ya hear? Okay, thank you for coming by, I appreciate it and all the good work you do. Let me show you to the door. I know you need to get back to Mildred and the kids." Allen said, showing his mercurial temperament; one moment spitting fire, the next being your buddy the local politician with your best interests at heart.
-
Some moments later, Sen. Allen's next guest arrived.
"So where the hell is that bitch that assaulted my son?" demanded Allen. "Is she out of the State yet?"
"She's no longer with the Town & County Police." said the guest, then added what he knew to be a lie: "I heard that she went back to her old hometown, where she grew up, and got a job with the police there. That's a long ways away."
"Well, if that bitch shows her face in this State again, she'll have to deal with the full political might of Senator Nathan Allen." Allen said, referring to himself in the third person. "I will crush her. By the way, that guy at Ward Harvester, Conlan... is he related to the Conlan in the SBI?"
"They're brothers."
"That's what I was afraid of." Allen said. "The Conlan at Ward Harvester wants me to help him with some regulations so he can get into business for himself. He has a lovely daughter... lovely girl... and he knows the price of my help. But if his brother is the SBI, that could be a set-up."
"I wouldn't be surprised if it was. Listen, Nathan, the reason I'm here is because of what happened after the Nathaniel Jones trial."
"Yeah, the nigger got off, so what? You want a drink?" Allen poured himself another one, a large one.
"No thank you." said the guest. "The problem is that it opened a few cans of worms in the Police Department. The Iron Crowbar is now aware of the existence of the Black Badge gang."
"Well shit, so what?" sneered Allen. "A few low-lifers get little toy badges, think they're part of something great, then work like dogs for us. Hell, if it's a problem, shut the fucking program down."
"That'll take time." said the guest. "Some of the guys are embedded too deep; we'll have to replace them or work them back out."



"Okay... well, then..." said Allen, shrugging and making hand gestures, sipping his drink at intervals, "let's... send a warning to whoever might give us a problem. Say that someone broke the honor of the badge, make an example of 'em."
"Yes, we can do that."
"Oh... wait, you mentioned that Nathaniel Jones trial." Allen said. "That's the one that divorce lawyer suddenly barged into, defended the little shit for nothing?"
"Yes, Senator, that's the one."
"And she's married to the Iron Crowbar's nephew, isn't that right?" Allen said.
"Yes sir." the guest said. "All the more reason to stay way away from that."
"Oh, are you kidding me?" Allen said. "No, we're going to send that crowbar-slinging bastard a message."
"It's his family, sir, and we don't want to go there."
"Like hell, we don't!" Allen said. "That bastard tried to put my boy in prison- PRISON!- and then tried to help that Bitch with a Badge who assaulted my son. He fucked with my family, it's time to show him that fucking with Senator Allen is a huge mistake. I want you to send a little message... nothing TOO rough, but something that will get the Iron Crowbar's attention."
"You're on your own with that one, Senator. I won't have anything to do with it. But I'm sure that if you go through with it, that you'll get the Iron Crowbar's... full attention." said the guest, knowing that Senator Nathan Allen had just stepped into a minefield...
To be continued...
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Part 9 - The Crime Scene
February 29th. Leap year. At 9:05am, I pulled up to the address given me, a warehouse that was at the west end of the Warehouse District, near the road that led to the farms and ranches on the west side of the railroad tracks and river. This warehouse was part of a defunct meat packing plant.
Police Senior Sergeant Hugh Hewitt was riding with me, and we discussed the new SWAT team. The Council had approved it! Of course Malinda Adams had fought viciously against it, but Kelly Carnes and Pastor Westboro were won over when the Chief went into a closed-door, off-the-record session to tell them the horrors of untrained police forces that had necessitated and led to an awarding of a Medal of Valor... his, not mine.
It was overcast but not raining as I noticed the Crime Lab team standing outside the door with uniformed officers. "She said she wanted us to wait until you got here, Lieutenant." said 'Labcoat'. I knew who 'she' was.
Entering the large, empty warehouse, I noticed light filtering in from slats and skylights high above me, made visible by the dust particles floating in the air. One such beam of light was bathing Supervisor Tanya Perlman as she looked upwards at the objects before her, framed in their own beam of light.
As I approached, I observed what Tanya was looking at. This had been an old meat-packing warehouse, and large tenterhooks hung from crossbeams above. Two dead men were now hanging by two of those huge hooks, which had been driven through their upper backs and out their chests. They were naked and their hands were manacled behind them with what looked like piano wire. Their mouths were taped shut, and I could see that their penises had been cut off. My hunch was right: the first examination by 'CMB' revealed that their cut-off cocks had been stuffed into their mouths and their mouths taped shut.
In addition, they had been the recipients of the infamous 'Colombian Necktie'... their throats slit and their tongues pulled down and out through the slits. And they had been disemboweled, cut open from their groins to their sternums.
"Wow, and I thought the Black Widow left gruesome crime scenes." I said, barely able to look at the scene. Tanya seemed unaffected; in fact, I was seeing the first gleam in her eye since Pete had died, adding to the rosiness of her cheeks.
"Yes sir." she said. "This obviously didn't happen here. There's almost no blood on the floor."
"Who called it in?"
"The Duty Desk got a tip." replied Tanya. "They said someone called in that there were bodies at this location. When the Desk Sergeant asked who it was, the guy said he 'didn't want to get involved' and hung up. Patrolmen McGhillie and Johnson investigated and found the bodies. They called me, and I talked to the Desk Sergeant as I drove here. By the way... haven't you recognized those faces yet?"
At that, I peered harder at the faces. Recognition was difficult, but then it hit me. One of the victims was Sergeant Carroll. The other was 'Blondie', the kid who had been in possession of the black badge.
"Oh my, this is big... the party's just getting started now." I said. "Tanya, as part of the lab tests, run a DNA comparison on the blonde low-life to 'Big Alex', the kid who my nephew Ned murdered. I once had a hunch that they might be related. Let's see if they are."
"I won't bet against you, Lieutenant." Tanya said. "Shall I call in the Lab Team?"
"First, I want to bring Hewitt in." I said. I called on the radio for Hewitt and any combat veterans of Iraq or Afghanistan to come inside. Hugh and one of the uniformed men came up to us within a minute.
"Jeez..." said Hugh, who was on light duty, still not fully recovered from his ordeal at the hands (and pussy) of the Black Widow. He grimaced, not really one for grisly crime scenes like Tanya was. The other officer also looked like he didn't want any part of this.
"Gentlemen," I said, "I hope this doesn't bring flashbacks to you, but are any of these wounds like what you saw in Iraq?"
"I never saw anything like this." said the uniformed officer.
"I did." said Hugh. "A couple of guys got captured by the Muslim terrorists. They cut off their cocks and stuffed them into their mouths, then disemboweled them. Didn't do that to the throat, though, or hang them on meathooks."
"Thanks, Hugh. You guys can go." I said. "Send the Lab team in."
As the team worked and I looked around, I noticed the trashbag-lined, plastic office trash can that was set up, as always. But only one person needed to use it: Tanya Perlman. This was different; Tanya never got sick. She had been known to finish breakfast and coffee at crime scenes, and suck lollipops or ice cream bars while watching autopsies.
"Sorry, Lieutenant, it must be something I ate." as she came up to me after getting sick in the trash can.
"It's not food poisoning, Tanya, now is it?" I said. "Sure you don't have something you want to tell me?"
She looked at me sharply as I got out my cellphone. "I'm calling an excellent doctor to schedule an appointment for you to see her this afternoon. She's good-looking, too."
"I'm fine, Don. I appreciate it, but I don't need to see a doctor, especially your wife." Tanya said. I did not bother to reply. When Laura answered the phone, I told her that I wanted to send Tanya over for an appointment in the afternoon. Laura cleared 2:00pm immediately.
"Okay," I said, "two o'clock, Dr. Fredricson's office. Be there. That's not a request." I said. "Especially after I pulled strings to get you the appointment. Good thing I have some influence with this excellent doctor."
Part 10 - Correlations
The 4:00pm meeting in the main Conference room was attended by the Chief, myself, Tanya Perlman, Daniel Allgood, Cindy Ross, Martin Nash, Diana Torres, Theo Washington, and the FBI's Jack Muscone, Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar and Lindy Linares. Lindy gave me a very warm smile when she saw me, which I returned as the pleasant memory of what we'd done together came back to my mind.
Tanya had just made it in time after going to her doctor's appointment with my wife. She confirmed the identities of the victims as Sergeant Carroll and the young man known on the streets as 'Blondie'. "We're still waiting for toxicology, so nothing on alcohol, drugs or poisoning yet. Their bodies were essentially drained of blood, so we're having to analyze tissue samples to get these results, hence the delay. CMB thinks they were killed sometime the night before, around midnight, give or take two hours."
She continued: "An autopsy will have to confirm all this, but CMB and I agreed that they were alive when their penises were cut off and taped into their mouths, and they likely were disemboweled alive. The hara-kiri is what killed them, of course. The Colombian neckties were administered after death, and of course they were dead when they were brought to the warehouse and hung on the meathooks."
"Geez." said Martin Nash. "Why the overkill?"
Special Agent Eduardo Escobar, an FBI expert on drug trafficking, spoke up. "The Colombian necktie is meant to intimidate and cause fear. It may be a message for... or from... the living drug traffickers that these men were associated with."
"The penis thing is meant to psychologically humiliate and insult the victim." said Lindy Linares. "It might suggest that they were punishing these two men for some infraction of their criminal code."
"Crowbar, you're looking thoughtful down there." the Chief said. He always sat at the head of the table, near the door, while I sat at the other end.
"I'm just absorbing the information right now, Chief." I said. "What we do know is that the victims were brought to that warehouse dead and naked. There were no clothes found, there was not much blood at the scene, not many tracks or footprints. They came, hung up the bodies, and left."
I continued: "The call came in to us right at 8:00am, which happens to be during shift change. Myron says the caller used a burner phone to give the anonymous tip."
"Why did they do that?" asked Jack Malone.
"The call, the timing, or using a burner phone?" I asked, not clear on Jack's question.
"Oh sorry, the call." Jack clarified. "Why not call earlier? For that matter, why did they call at all?"
"Good questions. Let me think about that." I said, then continued with my report. "Speaking of that warehouse, it's part of a property that was once owned by T&C Councilman John Colby while he ran his beef cattle farms. Stating the obvious, it was a beef processing plant. Colby sold the plant to a concern called King & Ebenezer Food Industries about three years ago, but they went into bankruptcy reorganization and dropped the property as part of the settlement. The J.P. Goldman bank owns it now, and hasn't found a buyer in the two years they've owned it."
"Jack?" the Chief said, "FBI hearing anything about this?"
"Not a word, so far." Muscone said. "It's early days yet, but no chatter about it that we're picking up."
"Okay, Crowbar," said the Chief, "if you don't have the answers already, do you at least have the questions?" He was needling me; I'd once said that the most important thing was to find the right question to ask, and then answer it.
"Just a few." I said. "First, assuming he was not killed elsewhere, why did Sergeant Carroll come back to this County? And if he was killed elsewhere, why was he brought back to this County? Second, what was the message the killers were trying to deliver, if any? Third, where did the killing take place? I'm hoping to hear that someone has called in having found a huge pool of blood somewhere, but no such luck so far. And last, as we discussed, why the anonymous tip?"
"And by the way, Martin, to answer your question," I added, "the overkill was partially to send a message, but also to confuse us. Too many mixtures of style here. They either want us to think this was done by pure amateurs that just did everything they ever read about and could think of to do, or they want us to be scattered and stretched thin, searching along many different false lines. Either one is a blind, and I'm not concerned about that minutiae. I'm looking at the 'why', not the 'how'. And that tells me that this was done with intent and purpose, and by one group of criminals that these men had been associated with."
"Black Badge gang?" asked Diana Torres, which got her some nasty looks from her fellow Detectives, as if she'd said too much in front of the FBI agents.
"Mmmmm...mmmmay-be...." I said, looking at the ceiling and thinking as I spoke. "I was thinking along different lines but maybe they're... connected... hmmm..." I went into a reverie. "Yeah... could it be..." When I came out of the thought-trance, I realized that eleven pairs of eyes were watching me intently.
"Thanks, Detective Torres." I said. "You gave me an interesting line of thought to consider." Diana looked much less uncomfortable, but no less confused than anyone else.
"Which, I'm sure, you'll now share with all of us." said Cindy Ross, no small amount of acid in her voice.
 "Rosssss..." admonished the Chief.
"I know there's stuff about this that hasn't been shared and it's not up to me to decide to share it, Cindy." I said.
"It's okay, Don," said Jack Muscone, rescuing me from the wrath of my partner, "I told the Deputy Director that I might be discussing more of this case with you guys, and now is the time to do it, so let me fill you guys in on some of this.
"This is your murder case, but what you don't know is that my team has been investigating the disappearance of Sergeant Carroll for several weeks now. We believe he may have been involved with a race-hatred organization. And after that acquittal of that black man in this County recently, some activity began showing up in the organization we're watching. That's all I can tell you for now. I don't know if this organization is behind these killings, but if they are and I find out, I'll let you know immediately."
"Thanks, Jack." said the Chief. "And the Black Badge comment refers to the fact that the other man found hanging alongside Carroll was arrested some days ago, and not being the sharpest tool in the shed, he admitted to us about being part of a Black Badge organization... complete with a real black badge in his wallet. And I'm betting that Don just started correlating those things in his head."
"That's about the gist of it, sir." I said, my eyes still introspective. "We have two lines going: white supremacy group, drug gang. And they keep finding reasons to intertwine. Keep this under your hats, people, but we can add to it that Ward of Ward Harvester was found to be making extra explosives that might have been shipped to the supremacy group... so I'm starting to wonder if we've just stumbled onto a BFD."
"What's a 'BFD'?" asked Sandra Speer.
"A 'big frickin' deal'." said Theo Washington. "Looks like I walked into this party just in time."
"Exactly." I said. "And we're happy to have you here at the party, Theo. This just might crack a lot of things we've been pursuing wide open."
"We're ready to help you with anything you need." said Jack Muscone. "Oh, by the way... what about the SBI?"
"Shhh!!!!" I admonished. "Speak not of those hideous fools!"
"So far, nothing from them." said the Chief. "And as far as I'm concerned, it can stay that way. As long as I'm Chief, this Police Force's policy is one of non-communication with the SBI, especially its Narcotics Task Force. Certain SBI Reservists excluded, of course. Anything else?"
"Just this." I said, having just had an insight. "Jack, to answer your question: they called in the tip because they wanted us to find the bodies. Not much good for their purposes if the bodies are left hanging for a year in a completely abandoned warehouse. And that suggests they're sending a message and needed that message to get out. As to the time of the call, I'm not sure, but I think it's not a coincidence it was called in right at shift change."
"Okay, people, start data-mining and number-crunching." the Chief said, wrapping up the meeting. "Please do take advantage of Special Agent Muscone's offer of help."
--------------------
It was sunset, the light fading as I reached Cemetery Hill and made my way to the graveside of Corporal Pete Feeley, carrying a small bouquet of flowers. Cemetery Hill is more of a north-south ridge, and Pete was buried on the South end, in a place of honor amongst other police, fire and military personnel who had passed on.
I was not surprised to see who was standing at Feeley's grave as I approached. It was Tanya Perlman.
"You were right." Tanya said as I stepped up beside her and placed the bouquet against the headstone. "Dr. Fredricson confirmed it: I'm pregnant."
"Good." I said, solemnly, but also happy for Tanya. "Congratulations."
"I... I was just up here telling Pete." Tanya said. "Telling him that he's going to be a father. I just... I just wish he could've known before he..." She did not finish the sentence.
"I'm sure he knows." I said, somehow sure. "And I'm sure he's watching over you and his child right now."
"It is his, by the way." Tanya said, as if I'd asked. "I didn't sleep with anyone else after he asked me to marry him."
"Well, you be sure to do what's needed to bring that child into the world safely, healthy and happy." I said. "And you're not going on any more bullet-flying missions, either." I wanted to make sure this baby happened almost as much as Tanya herself did.
"Thanks, Don." Tanya said, understanding me completely.
"Okay, I'm going to go catch some criminals." I said. "You take care, and I'll see you tomorrow."
"I'll come with you." Tanya said. "Let's go mete out some Justice. For Pete." We walked down the slope back to our cars as the sun set upon this day.
-------------------
"Yes, she's six weeks along." said Laura as we ate supper. "Thanks for sending her to me. After I told her she was pregnant, we had a good long talk. It was... an emotional time. It was good, she needed it."
"That's good." I said. "So you think she's doing okay now?"
"Oh yes." said Laura. "Losing Pete was tough for her, but she's pulling through just fine. I hate to say this, but I think you taking her on that mission and letting her blow away Angela Harlan was the best thing that could've happened. She got some closure out of that."
"I think we all did." I said. "It was worth the Council's formal asschewing."
"And you were lucky that was all you got. By the way," Laura said. "I haven't noticed anyone following me, and I've been watching over my shoulder for nearly three decades now."
"I called you about being careful as a precaution, though I know you always are." I replied. "I'm very concerned about what's going on with these murders and this Black Badge gang... this is a 'BFD', and I think they're playing for keeps."
Part 11 - The Opening Salvo
March 1st. I was driving in my SUV through the Downtown district, listening to "Channel 5" on the police radio. I had told my team put their radios on Channel 5, which was automatically encrypted and decrypted on those radios that had the same key. Multiple groups could use the channel with different keys, and only messages with the key one had would come through. Sophisticated technology that many other police departments could only dream about having.
I had placed Rudistan and Morton on "mobile stakeout", and had even asked Detectives Diana Torres and Theo Washington do some riding around. That way, I explained to them, Theo could get to know the layout of the town, and both of them would be helping with the case.
And the people we were staking out were Sergeant Brody and Patrolman Tommy Gunn. We were following them discreetly in unmarked cars. This was what Internal Affairs should be doing, but I did not trust them to respond to trouble with the speed I would need. I had been getting a very bad vibe about what Brody and Gunn might try to do next, especially after the phone call I'd gotten a couple of days before.
Jeanine had called me on the phone and told me she thought she was being followed around by a police car. I called Todd and asked him if he'd noticed a police car following him, with Jeanine or alone, and he said "Now that you mention it, I have seen a cop car behind me several times."
That evening I went to visit them. I held the two babies as I discussed with them that it was possible a couple of rogue cops were watching them, especially after Jeanine had defended that black kid and won his acquittal. "Whatever you do," I said, "if the cops stop you, cooperate with them. Even if they get rough or aggressive with you, don't try to fight back. Todd, be sure to drive Jeanine wherever she needs to go; don't let her go anywhere alone. Last, but not least, if you're stopped by the cops, any cops that aren't me personally, then speed-dial me on the phone and tell me where you are... then leave the line open so I can hear what's going on as I come to you. And if you have a camera in the car so you can videotape the stop, by all means use it."



The day before, Feb. 29th, I had asked Morton and Rudistan to shadow Brody and Gunn, using unmarked cars and in plain clothes. As they were now Senior Patrolmen, they could be in plainclothes for missions. And Torres and Washington also took spells following the rogue cops at intervals.
"They are definitely following your nephew's wife." Torres reported. "Gunn sat in the parking lot of her law firm for hours, as well. I wonder if they have the room bugged." I texted Jeanine and said her office might be bugged, so be careful what she said. She and her partners had the place swept for devices, but found none... but as soon as they did that, Gunn drove away from the parking lot. Coincidence? You make the call.
So this morning we repeated the 'mobile stakeout', and Cindy and I did some driving around as well. This also gave us a chance to talk about the ongoing case and try to collate everything into a more understandable situation--
*BZZZ! BZZZ! BZZZ!*
It was my cellphone, and it was Jeanine. "They just turned on their blue lights. They're pulling us over." She gave the address, an east-west street just south of the Courthouse Square and just a block from us. I hit the button to record the sounds that came through. At the same time, 'Channel 5' lit up with traffic as Morton and Rudistan both called it in.
"Cameras rolling!" I ordered as we sped to the scene, blue lights flashing. As we pulled up, Cindy was activating the inboard camera, which recorded what we were seeing: Brody had Todd against the side of Todd's car and had just punched him in the stomach. On the other side, Gunn was groping Jeanine, openly mauling her breasts then reaching under her skirt.
Three police cars screeched onto the scene and cops swarmed, removing Brody and Gunn from Todd and Jeanine, and quickly subduing the bad cops, handcuffing them. Officers scrambled to stop citizens who were watching, to get their statements.
----------------------
"Okay, let's watch some TV." I said. We had Brody and Gunn in Interrogation-1, with me and Martin Nash sitting on the other side of the table. Morton, Hicks and Rudistan were also inside the room, and I knew the Chief and others were watching through the one-way looking glass. "We've got four police videos, including your own, one open cellphone audio, and several witnesses on the street that used mobile phones and recorded this. In addition, the store where you stopped the Burkes had a camera that caught everything."
Seeing their looks of confusion as I showed them the tape from their own car's videocamera, I felt the need to explain: "Yeah, I know, you guys tried to disable your camera. But I've got 'people', gentlemen, and one of them activated your camera by remote access. Tough break, guys, I know." I said mockingly. Myron Milton and Goth Girl Mary Mahoney had done the honors of activating the camera.
"And all this video shows you pulling the Burkes out of their car at gunpoint as if they were drug felons, then Brody here hits Todd in the stomach and yells 'That was resisting arrest!', then he punches Todd in the face and yells 'That was assaulting a police officer!'... though Todd never threw a punch. Oh, and here we have Patrolman Gunn sexually assaulting Mrs. Burke."
"I was searching her for weapons after she threatened me." said Gunn flatly, looking at me with unappeasable hatred in his eyes.
"Bullshit." I said. "Our cameras and her cellphone were picking up the sound, and she said nothing at any time. And if you really think the jury is going to see that as anything but a sexual assault, Gunn, then you truly are even dumber than you look."
"That little punk did resist arrest." said Brody, taking up Gunn's bit. "You can hear him shouting."
"He was shouting 'leave her alone!' when Gunn began sexually assaulting his wife. But he still didn't throw a punch. You don't have a leg to stand on, Brody. Anything either of you want to say before I smile for the camera and re-read you your considerable rights?" Neither spoke, so I read them their rights from the script on the card.
"I'm not talking. I want a lawyer." said Brody. Gunn said nothing, and would not even speak to acknowledge when I asked him if he understood his rights.
"So be it. By the way... that was my nephew and his wife you assaulted." I said. Brody went pale, Gunn made no flicker of caring.
"So, gentlemen, who hired you?" I asked. "You don't want to take the fall and the ass-whipping for this. Just tell me who had you assault my family and let them take the fall." I was met with only silence. "What? Nothing? O-kayyyy...."
Just then, Paulina Patterson came in through the HQ-side door. Her intentions were good; her timing, not so much.
"It's official: Jeanine Olivet filed attempted rape charges against Gunn, and they both filed police brutality charges." Paulina said. "You can book 'em for that." She was about to sit down when, to our shock, Gunn spoke up.
"Get out of here, nigger!" he ordered. "We don't need this god-damned nigger in the room! Get her out, now!"
"Why you--" Paulina was about to say, but Gunn stood up and spit in her face. Morton and Rudistan were about to interdict him but he sat back down. That didn't save him; the senior patrolmen violently threw both men to the floor and handcuffed their hands behind their backs before returning them to their chairs.
"Paulina, why don't you go clean up?" I suggested. "And flip the light switch off as you go out." Paulina nodded and left. Nash left with her. My words were code for her to turn off the videocameras to Interrogation-1, which she did. Daniel Allgood stood in the anteroom and watched her do it, not saying a word. Neither he nor the Chief, who was also watching, tried to turn the cameras back on, even though they knew what was coming.
"Hicks, Morton," I said, "take Gunn to Punk City Holding. I'm going to ask Sergeant Brody here a couple more questions." I said. That was an area where perps were detained in individual cells, which were very small, where they were protected from the general population of the holding cells. I knew these guys would need life-saving protection while in my jails.
It was now just the three of us in the room. "Rudistan, a spider is building a web up in that corner there. What species is that?"
"Why I don't know, Lieutenant, let me take a moment to look." Rudistan said, playing along perfectly. He turned his back fully to us, looking at the wall--
***WHAM!!!***
Using every technique I'd learned and possessed in using my full weight and power to throw a punch, I slammed my fist into Sergeant Brody's mouth as hard as I possibly could. He fell to the floor, and as he tried to lift up I drove my foot into his face with a vicious martial-arts-style kick. As he fell flat, I slammed my foot down again... right into his groin. He screamed in pain.
I knelt down and took his collars into my fists, pressing my knuckles into his neck to partially cut off the blood flow. "You god-damned son of a bitch! That was just an eye-for-an-eye for what you did to my nephew. Get this straight, shithead: if you ever... and I mean EVER!!... touch my family again, I'll smash your head into a bloody fucking pulp, do you understand?... I SAID DO YOU UNDERSTAND, YOU FUCKING PUNK?!?!
"Yeah, yeah, I hear ya." Brody finally acknowledged. He was near to passing out. I released him and stood up.
"Not sure what species that spider is." said Rudistan as he turned back around. Just then the Chief walked into the room, followed by Martin Nash.
"You're killing me, Crowbar." he said. "Let's clean this mess up."
"Yes sir." I said. "Rudistan, would you and Nash take Brody to Punk City Holding? Make sure he's at the very end of the hallway."
As they were about to escort Brody to his cell, he turned around and half-said, half-gurgled "Why didn't you hit Gunn like that?"
I smiled... a smile no one wants to see. "An eye for an eye, Brody. You just punched a kid. Gunn attempted to commit rape." Brody's face changed to one of horror, understanding.
---------------------
"Okay, we've got their clothes here." said Rudistan, bringing two plastic tupperware tubs to Interrogation-1. I'd had Brody and Gunn be fully processed, which meant them stripping down and having to wear orange jump suits. Tanya Perlman and Martin Nash were also in the room. And during the time it took to process the perps, the Chief gave me his official CYA asschewing for assaulting Brody.
"I know it was your family, and I would've done the same thing." Chief Griswold said, "But one day I won't be here to back you up. You need to learn restraint, young man."
"Yes sir." I said. "Chief, I need to say this: the assault on my family wasn't a whim, but an intentional attack on me through them. And what I did was my 'reply', so to speak. Like it or not, sir, if I'm right... then this is a war, the war we've talked about that's been on the horizon for some time."
"I hear you, and I agree." said the Chief. "But start setting a better example for the other officers. Now I know you have something in mind for Gunn, but you're on your own with that. Make sure I'm nowhere around or I'll have to discipline you."
"Yes sir." I said, understanding where he was coming from. The Chief then joined me as I headed back to Interrogation-1 to examine the rogue cops' clothing.
"Okay, Gunn was in uniform, so I'd expect to find it in his wallet." I noted that Gunn's wallet had nothing of interest, but then felt the hard round object, which I extracted. It was a badge, saying 'Order Of The Black Badge'. It was just like the other one we'd found on 'Blondie', except this one said 'Inner Circle' instead of 'Associate'.
"Okay," I said as the others examined the little black shield. "Brody was in plainclothes, so he may not just hide his in his wallet. Hmmm, no, nothing there... hmmm, his belt was large and thick, let's look at it." I took the black leather belt and began feeling the upper edge. I came upon an opening and thankfully looked before putting my hand inside... there was a stiletto knife, so thin that the high-quality steel actually curved with the belt.
"That's another charge we can add, Chief." I said as he whistled as he examined the knife. "It's unlawful for a policeman to carry something like this while on duty." I continued to feel around the belt and found another compartment... and another Black Badge. This one said "Trusted Associate".
"Tanya, bag 'em and tag 'em; they're evidence." I said. "Full chain of custody for both badges as well as the knife, and secure the badges in the Crime Lab's vault for now."
"You don't want to leave the badges alone so the gang doesn't know we're onto them?" Martin Nash asked.
"No need. They know." I said. "I think they found out about Blondie's slip of the tongue, and they butchered him for it. I'm sure they've also noticed that we were watching Brody and Gunn; how else were we able to move so fast and catch them and video them assaulting two good citizens? So go ahead and take the badges into evidence, Tanya."
"So what does this all mean?" asked Martin Nash.
Tanya said "Don and Micah filed sworn affidavits with Paula about the Badge they found on Blondie, along with the pictures they took of it. So we now have some connection between these two bad apples and the murder of Blondie."
"It also means we are holding two members of the Black Badge gang, and it looks like Gunn might be a higher-up in the organization." I said.
------------------
"Chief, it was just a misunderstanding." said Captain Harold Malone. "Yeah, maybe they got too aggressive. But they didn't know the kid was the Iron Crowbar's family. He took a fair shot at Brody in reply, and I don't understand why you can't just let 'em go and suspend them prior to a hearing."
"They're in jail for their own protection, Harold." Chief Griswold said, not revealing the real reason. "And they'll stay there for now, definitely until their arraignment. Crowbar's nephew and niece-in-law filed formal charges, so there's no way I can treat this as an internal event, even if I wanted to."
"I'm just telling ya, Chief," Malone said, getting up though he had not been dismissed from the Chief's office and presence yet, "these are good guys and I want 'em back."
"I've noted that, Captain." said Griswold. "Don't count on getting them back, though. They're in 'heap bigger trouble' than just punching a kid and assaulting his wife. I'd suggest you let this one go."
"We'll see about that." Malone said. No further words were uttered as he exited the Chief's office.
Part 12 - Revenge In The Night
Sitting alone in the far-end cell of the protective-custody holding area, known as 'Punk City Holding', Sergeant Brody was sleeping fitfully on the cot. His mouth still hurt from the blow the Iron Crowbar had delivered to him; it was amazing that he'd lost no teeth from the sucker-punch. He half-dreamed, half-remembered this most awful of days...
----------------
His lawyer had arrived that afternoon, an older, slender man with graying hair on both sides and a bald top. The lawyer had reeked of big money, and had told him to answer no questions. That had not stopped the Iron Crowbar from speaking.
"Brody, this is your only chance to save yourself." the Lieutenant had warned him. "You know what happens to ex-cops in prison... and if Gunn makes a deal first... oh geez, is it going to get ugly for you. Oh... yeah, I forgot to mention... the Black Badge gang... they might fear you talking, and want to take you out. So talking is your only chance."
"Lieutenant, my client has invoked." said the lawyer. "If you say any more, it'll be harassing my client. By the way, Lieutenant, how did my client sustain those injuries to his face?"
"Must've tripped and fallen." said the Iron Crowbar with a straight face, and Brody knew there'd be no repercussions. In fact, Brody was scared that if someone else went for the Lieutenant's family, then he, Brody, would face the retaliation. And then there was what the Iron Crowbar had said about an 'eye for an eye' for Gunn...
The lawyer had told him in a private conference that the Police must've been following him and Gunn in order to get so much video evidence of the stop they'd made. The lawyer had said that Brody needed to keep very quiet, watch his back, and the lawyer's benefactors would make this all go away.
-------------------
Brody was awakened by the door to the protective-custody cellblock being opened. He had no sense of time, but felt like it was about 2:00am. He was almost right, within a few minutes. He tried to look out his cell, but all he could see was a partial view of a uniformed police officer escorting a very large man to a holding cell closer to the door. Being placed at the very end of the cellblock, as instructed by the Iron Crowbar, the officers did not pass by Brody.
"Okay," he heard one of the uniformed cops saying quietly, "That cell has a water leak. We'll have to put him in here with Gunn." The big man was known as 'The Rodrigo-san'. He was part-Asian, part-Hispanic, and huge. Despite his large girth, he was nimble and quick and well-versed in the martial arts. Not even the Iron Crowbar or Detective Ross would want to fight this man in personal combat.
They opened the cell and put The Rodrigo-san inside with Gunn. As the cop closed the door, he whispered to the big man: "fresh cherry cop ass". Rodrigo-san got the hint. He was a known associate of Barry Bounel, and like Bounel, The Rodrigo-san was a homosexual.
---------------------
For the next twenty minutes, Sergeant Brody endured the screams.
Tommy Gunn was a mean man and a street-fighter, but he was no match for The Rodrigo-san. He was subdued easily, then had to endure the deep humiliation as well as the intense pain of being anally raped by the huge criminal. He was reduced to a screaming, crying pulp. He heard Brody's screams for someone to come help, matching his own, but those pleas went unanswered.
Thirty minutes later, the uniformed officers came and got The Rodrigo-san, who was by now fully satiated and had left Gunn lying on the floor like a rag doll.
-----------------------
By the way... did I, the Iron Crowbar, mention that I do have and sometimes wear the standard dark blue uniform of the Uniformed Police? An eye for an eye, Patrolman Gunn, an eye for an eye. And Brody all but shitting in his pants with fear...
Part 13 - The Canary That Didn't Sing
March 2d. On the 7:00am broadcast, Bettina said nothing at all about the arrest of the two dirty cops, which surprised me. It said nothing more about the Carroll/Blondie murders, having not said much in the reporting of the crime the day before. No news of any racial issues surrounding the trial, nothing from Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, nothing about anything the SBI was doing.
Bettina actually talked about... a Dog Show that was coming to the City this weekend. Now I love dogs, but could not comprehend how that was the big news of the day: a Dog Show ninety miles away.
Have I mentioned that I am not a fan of the Press, my love of dogs notwithstanding?
At 8:00am, as I was seriously crunching some data, Paulina Patterson came into my little Lieutenant's office.
"Brody wants to talk. He's been all but crying like a baby, and he says he wants to talk and cooperate."
"And Gunn?"
"Not saying a word. Literally." Paulina said. "By the way, there was some blood on the floor and his jump suit was bloody in the ass. I don't know what happened to him, but he's almost completely shut down."
"Oh really..." I said, feigning surprise. "So where's Brody?"
"Interrogation-2" Paulina said. "His lawyer also just got here."
"Let's go!" I said. Stopping by to get Cindy and Martin from MCD, we hurried down to the Interrogation rooms.
"Ohhhh, noooooo" I moaned upon entering the anteroom to Interrogation-2. Sitting inside I-2 with the perp and his lawyer... was Captain Harold Malone.
"Cindy, go get the chief, quick!" I said. I waited for a few moments, hoping to listen in on their conversation, but none of them said a word: they were waiting for us. After a spell, I said "Martin, come inside with me." We went inside. "Captain Malone, what brings you in here?" I asked pointedly.
"I came to find out why this bastard betrayed my Vice Department and my Police Force." Malone said. "I'm sure you have no problem with me being here during your interrogation... Lieutenant!" Pulling rank around here wasn't going to work unless one could back it up.
"Yes I do have a problem with it." I said, giving Malone a withering... and challenging... look. "This is my bust and my perp, you can arrange to talk to him later."
"Well, you're going to have to take me down to get me out of here." said Malone, still seated.
"That can be arranged." I said. "In fact, I have just the crowbar to pry your ass out of that chair. Let me step in here and get it." I'd left the blue crowbar in the anteroom, per usual. And I did fully intend to use the crowbar on Malone.
"Won't be necessary." said Chief Griswold, coming into the room as I turned to the door. "Captain, let's go, get out of here."
"Yes sir." Malone said complacently, getting up and walking past me and out of the room. When the door closed, I looked at Brody. "So I hear you wanted to talk to me."
"I changed my mind." said Brody. He looked scared still, but his resolve was hardened. "I'm not going to talk to you at all." The lawyer smiled at me, his eyes showing his utter contempt and what he thought was his victory over me. I simply left the room.
The Chief's door was closed; he had Malone inside with Captain Charles as a witness, and was cursing Malone out. Reports were that Malone didn't argue and pretty much took it, but held his ground calmly. Something was up about that.



"I'm going to go work out." I told Cindy and Martin. "I've got to let off some steam before I hurt somebody." They understood. I went to the gym. It is possible that a once-in-good-condition punching bag in the facility was badly damaged during my hour-long workout...
-------------------
I had Myron work in my little Lieutenant's office, gathering and crunching the data. We were in my office because Julie Newton of Vice had suddenly started working much more often in her cubicle in the dungeon, and I needed a greater degree of privacy on this one.
"After we discovered the missing logs in the Carroll/Delmar case while working on the Murdered Chessplayer case," Myron said, "both I.T. and Internal Affairs secretly set up systems where all entries were immediately backed up to a temporary server, which would be checked against the main backup and discrepancies noted before being recycled and the space reused. So now log entries cannot be eradicated without us seeing it immediately. Even so, I've found no instances where Gunn and Brody's logs were altered."
"That's not a surprise." I said. "After Carroll and Delmar, they stopped making any police reports or log entries. They stopped using calls to the Station as cover for their visits to places."
"Yes sir." said Myron. "Here's the deal, though: we and I.A. also started backing up the GPS logs immediately, so we have those. And Brody and Gunn made a lot of visits to places in various places that have no matching log entries. Most of the stops were in the Tenderloin District, a few in the Warehouse District and... get this, sir... some of those were at the abandoned King & Ebenezer Food Industries plant where Carroll and the other guy were found."
"Good work." I said. "Myron, I know you always come to me first with anything you find, and I appreciate it. My question is: do you know if I.A. knows about this? This is at least partially their arena."
"The connection to the murder location makes it yours and mine, as well as theirs." said Myron. "But to answer your question: they haven't talked to me, so I don't know what they know." said Myron. "In fact, I've been expecting Lt. Allgood to come in and try to shut me down, but I haven't seen him nor heard from him for days. I figured you'd cleared it with him."
"No..." I said, beginning to be lost in thought. Finally, I said "Myron, put together a file with everything you have on Brody and Gunn, and I need it now. I'm going to the Chief; this one is over my head."
-----------------------
"Brody and Gunn are up for arraignment in the morning." I told the Chief. "Paulina is going to ask the judge to deny bail. I checked the Court calendar, the judge should be Nance or Folsom, so we might get to keep these guys for another night or two."
"Good." said the Chief. "By the way, Crowbar, have you considered what will happen if they do get bail? If they don't get ankle monitored, they'll run... and even with an ankle monitor, we might find them hanging from a meathook like we found Carroll and that other lowlife."
"Yes sir, I have made plans for that eventuality." I said, smiling. "And there's not a god-damned thing Captain Malone can do about it."
"That's my Iron Crowbar!" the Chief said, beaming from behind his mustaches. "So, what are you going to do?"
I told him my plan, then continued: "Chief, I know you stay out of I.A.'s way, and so do I... but we really need to know if they knew what was going on, and for how long."
"So what would you do if you were sitting in this chair, Crowbar?" asked the Chief. His question was testing me, but also preparing me for the day he hoped would come: that I would one day be Chief of Police. I knew I was not ready for that.
"I don't know, sir." I said. "Maybe bring Allgood in here and grill him, even though he's recused himself... perhaps because he's recused himself? Or maybe speak to the Inspector General, ask him if he'd ask I.A. to 'cooperate' with us on this investigation as our paths may be crossing and we don't want to step on each other's toes, etc."
The Inspector General was the Town & County Public Safety Department's position for things like Internal Affairs. The Police, Fire, EMT and Public Health Department's Internal Affairs people reported to the I.G., not the Department heads. Admittedly, the Police I.A. was the only truly organized unit, and often the Police I.A. liaisoned with other Departments to provide manpower for Internal investigations. The I.G. was technically below the Sheriff in rank, as the Sheriff was the Public Safety Officer and in charge of all the Departments, but the I.G. was equivalent rank to the Police and Fire Chiefs, and reported directly to the Council.
"I'm going to talk to Allgood myself before going over his head." said Chief Griswold. "And I'm going to ask what you want to know, which is what I want to know: how long have they known about Brody and Gunn, who else do they know about, and why have I not heard more about what they do know? Allgood doesn't answer directly to me, but I'm still Chief of this Police Force, I have the right to know, and I expect him to keep me in the loop."
Chief Griswold continued: "As you know, Daniel Allgood has been on leave the last two days, working on that family matter. But I'll call him on his cellphone and tell him to be ready for a meeting at 10:00am tomorrow morning-- er, you do know about that family matter, don't you Don?" he asked, seeing the puzzled look on my face.
"No sir." I said. "I wasn't aware of any problem. Not that it's any of my business."
"I thought you knew." said Griswold. He then leaned forward and whispered "Talk to your wife. Don't mention my name as your 'source', if you don't mind..."
Part 14 - A Secret From The Past
Daniel Allgood sat down on the sofa in the late afternoon, sipping a bourbon and Coca-Cola. Melina came into the room and sat down beside him, her legs curled under her, attending him as she liked to do.
"Honey, we have to talk." Daniel said. "The Chief called me and said I'm needed at a meeting tomorrow morning. It's about those two dirty cops, and even though I recused myself from that investigation, I'm pretty sure where the Chief is going to go with the meeting."
"Where's that?" Melina asked, already knowing the answer.
"About the racial issues in the Department." Daniel said. "The ones I've been overlooking."
"I see." said Melina, her face scowling slightly. "Well, you gotta do what you gotta do, the niggers be damned."
Daniel said, knowing it had to be said, "Melina, you know that I'm not for or against them as individuals. It's just when they start into the 'group politics' and the White People's rights start being trampled in the name of a false 'equality' that I get upset. But there's some stuff going on within the Police Department and the Court system, and it's coming out into the open. I can't hold back on it any longer."
"I know, honey." Melina said. "And 'they' can do whatever they want, I just wish they'd do it somewhere I'm not. I just don't want to see another nigger for as long as I live. Maybe impossible, but that's what I'd be happy with."
Daniel knew this was the right time to ask. "Honey, why do you hate blacks so much?"
Melina sighed as she looked forward, her eyes becoming jet. "I've never discussed this with anyone before, not even Laura or Don when I was married to him." She took a long swig of her drink, then continued. "My real parents died when I was a baby; I never knew them. My adopted parents and I moved around a bit. We were living in Tennessee, near Oak Ridge when I was ten years old."
"One day, four niggers broke into our house while my dad was gone. One of them grabbed me while the others grabbed my mother and started ripping her clothes off. They threatened to harm me if she didn't submit to them, but she fought them as hard as she could anyway. It wasn't enough; the overpowered her, and then they... they took turns raping her on the floor while the fourth one made me watch and taunted me.
Tears were streaming down Melina's cheeks as she continued: "I can still remember how they smelled... how their filthy, sweaty arms felt as they held me off the floor. I was screaming as loud as I could and trying to fight to get loose, telling them to leave my mother alone. One of them laughed and said I had more fight than my mother... by then, she was half unconscious from being hit and raped six times. Then the fourth nigger handed me to another one and took his turn... raping my mom. He slapped her face as hard as she could; she was bleeding from her nose and not moving. I... I try not to think about it, but sometimes I have nightmares, remembering watching that son of a bitch..."
"They didn't harm me physically, but threw me down hard on the floor as they left. I crawled to my mom and she was still alive. I called 9-1-1 and the paramedics got there just in time: I found out later that my mom was bleeding inside, and would've bled out if they'd been just a few minutes later."
"Oh honey, I'm so sorry." Daniel said, hugging Melina in his arms.
"Ever since then, I've practiced martial arts, I've practiced shooting guns and bow-and-arrows to be the very best I can be, and I swore that neither I nor my loved ones would ever endure pain at the hands of niggers again if I could do anything at all about it." Melina said.
"And I've hated niggers, all niggers, ever since that day. I don't see a difference from one to the next: every nigger is a rapist, every nigger beat my mother nearly to death. That may not be right, but that is how I feel. Like I said, put me somewhere where I'll never see another nigger again, and I'll be happy."
"You never told Don about any of this?" Daniel asked.
Melina then said, "When I was married to Don, I knew he didn't have a racist bone in his body. He'd play chess with some of the black guys, never used racist language. I never said anything, nor did he, during the years of our marriage; we both knew what each other was about and just didn't discuss it.
"But then... when he was in the hospital after being shot, one of the nurses, the one Don calls 'Nurse Ratchett', she told me that she suspected that nigger Nurse Jones snuck into Don's room and had sex with him. Don says he doesn't remember anything, but I knew he knew more than he was saying... I could tell. And that was one big, big reason that we divorced. It might have happened anyway; he was in love with Laura from the minute he saw her, and I didn't mind that... but I didn't feel quite the same way about him after that hospital stay."
Melina then looked at Daniel and said "Honey, you do what you need to do. I know both you and Don are good men, and doing what's best for the 'good Citizens of the County', as Don would say. And I love you and will keep on loving you, no matter what, unless you sleep with a black woman."
"You know I'd never sleep with a black woman when I can come home to you." Daniel said. "But Melina... I love you, and I appreciate you telling me all this. I know it was hard, but I'm glad you trusted me and talked to me about it..." The kiss they shared was long, deep, and full of emotion.
"Make love to me, Daniel." Melina whispered. "I need you... I need you right now, baby..." She was already opening her husband's pants, her hand fishing inside for his large cock.
It was difficult for Daniel. He loved his wife and would always get hotly aroused, his nine inch cock hard and throbbing, whenever they began having sex. But now his mind was blazing with what Melina had just told him. He was feeling pain, pain on her behalf, at what she'd just told him... my God! that had to be so horrible to watch! he thought.
Melina's mouth and hands were hard at work, trying to bring life to Daniel's cock. The physical pleasure of her mouth on him was enough to get him half-hard, but not as fully, throbbing hard that he would need to be to get him meat balls-deep inside her.
"Hey baby, let me eat your pussy for a while." Daniel said. Melina lay back on the sofa and Daniel dove in between his wife's luscious legs, licking deeper and deeper into her slit. She was getting wetter and hotter and Daniel used his lips, tongue and fingers to arouse her and bring her pleasure. He settled in for a long session of muff-diving...
------------------
After giving Melina two orgasms, Daniel finally raised up and took her into his arms, cuddling with her. She did not say anything more about having him penetrate her, probably realizing that he needed the time to mentally digest what she'd told him. And it was confirmed when Daniel asked "So how are you feeling... about our talk with Laura today?"
------------------------
I stepped onto the patio of the 'Mountain Nest', bringing with me two drinks: one neat Scotch for myself, and one 'Godfather', a Scotch and Amaretto, for Laura. She had asked for the strong drink.
"How was your day today, honey?" I asked.
"Rough." she said, staring forward, looking over the view of the Town as the sun was lowering.
"Daniel and Melina? Wanna clue me in on the details?"
Laura looked sharply at me. "Yes. Today has been probably the hardest day of my life. Not the worst, but the hardest. How much do you know?"
I said "Only that we just arrested two dirty cops who may be connected with a double murder, we may have a drug ring within the Force -and- we have a brewing race issue as well, situations that are screaming for Internal Affairs involvement.... and while Daniel recused himself from the investigation of the dirty cops, he's still not there, he's taking a couple of days off. Doesn't take much to figure out something is going on, but I don't know the full story. Care to enlighten me?"
Laura took a long swallow of her drink, then said "If I haven't told you this, it's not because I was trying to hide it from you. I know you're very busy and I didn't want you to be worried about this, also. And of course it is also was a professional situation for me, as well as a very personal one."
"Well, you know I'll respect your professional privacy if you need to keep it." I said.
"I know, and I appreciate it. But no, you need to know." Laura said. "It's about Melina, it's about Todd, it's about the baby. You mentioned right after she delivered the baby that she didn't seem to be acting normal. And you were right. She was having postpartum depression. I was hoping she'd snap out of it; most new mothers do, especially with treatment. But Melina didn't."
Laura went on, the words gushing: "I watched her during our Denver trip, and she seemed normal, which for her is being quiet but sometimes being extremely active and single-minded when focused on something she wants done." I nodded as Laura continued: "But it's when she's around the baby that things were getting dicey. I think she loves the baby, but she was all but rejecting it. Her breasts are not making milk, even with medication I gave her. She's not responding when the baby cries, which is why either Todd's stepmother, your mother or Daniel is staying with her at all times when the baby is there. She's been letting the baby stay with Todd and Jeanine more and more. They certainly don't mind, though it essentially means they're dealing with two babies at once, and they're both young and busy."
"I see." said the blind man (me).
"Daniel came to me some days ago to discuss the situation." Laura said. "I've been watching since, and have had some talks with Melina, first alone, then her and Daniel together. My concerns were confirmed when I actually suggested that Todd and Jeanine take custody of little Doug. Melina didn't make any objection to it; in fact, I think Daniel was more unhappy about it."
"So I talked to Jeanine and Todd, who not only were agreeable but actually want to take custody. Jeanine's going to do the paperwork, and it'll be formally filed on Todd's 21st birthday in May. Melina will have virtually unlimited visitation rights.
"Now the problem is that, for reasons I cannot discuss with you Don, we cannot have Melina have any paperwork that says she has any kind of psychological problem. Just for openers, Melina could no longer work with me if any Court judged her as mentally deficient in any way."
"I understand." I said, fully understanding far more than my wife realized. "But does she have a problem?" I was shocked to be hearing all this. I'd been married to Melina for over eight years; to be hearing of this without a clue beforehand was stunning.
"I don't think she is mentally ill or has a real problem." Laura replied. "She was never abusive to the child, she loves the child, but she's also essentially rejected it. It may be that after she met Daniel and fell for him, she was inwardly embarrassed about being pregnant with Todd's child. There have been studies on postpartum depression and the like, and I've called some people I know who specialize in it far more than I do, just so I can try to understand it myself."
"The bottom line and the trick is that we're going to have to give Jeanine and Todd custody, and Jeanine may adopt Doug formally, while at the same time not saying anything about any problems Melina has been having. Jeanine has agreed to this. Todd basically is going along with whatever his wife said."
"Todd wants that baby a lot more than he's letting on." I said. "He's playing it quiet and careful, but I'm sure he's ecstatic to be getting custody of Doug."
"Well, I'm going to have to pull some tremendous strings and call in some heavy favors to get this through without upsetting the applecart." Laura said. "I've already called Judge Watts; he's the only one halfway trustworthy."
"Let me know if I can help." I said. "Oderwise, I'll stay in the deep background on it. Now speaking of babies... how is our second one coming along inside there?" I rubbed my wife's tummy as I said it.
*BRRRING!!! BRRRING!!! BRRRING!!!*
It was my cellphone... and it spelled trouble.
Part 15 - Vices of Vice
Captain's offices are larger than the tiny Lieutenant offices, but not as large as Paulina's nor the empty one beside hers. In Captain Malone's office, the blinds were shut tight so that no one could see the lewd and lascivious actions taking place as the Police Force underwent the afternoon shift change.
"Ohhh, that's so fucking good." Captain Malone groaned. "You have one hell of a hot mouth, babe!" He was sitting in his desk chair. Julie Newton was kneeling to his left side, her mouth sliding hotly up and down his thick shaft.
The slender young woman looked almost waifish next to the larger man. She was wearing a shimmering purple blouse that was open to reveal her firm breasts, a white skirt, white pantyhose and black high heel pumps. She was going to town on Malone's meat, really getting into the act she was performing upon her boss.
"Mmmmm!" Julie moaned as she fellated the older man's cock, sliding her lips down his shaft, stretching them to accommodate his girth as she deep throated him and took every one of his six inches into her face. It did not take too much of this intense oral action for Malone to feel the first rumbling in his loins.
"Easy, baby, you're going to make me shoot off early if you keep doing that." he gasped. Julie stood up, eased her skirt down her legs, letting it fall to the floor. Then she went to the edge of the desk in front of him and sat down on it. She pulled her legs up so that her high-heeled feet were on the desk next to her soaking wet pussy, her cuntlips gaping in desperate anticipation to receive his fuck-tool.
"Come and get it, Captain." Julie offered. Malone felt his cock throb a little extra at the sight of his wanton Detective's lewd pose. She wanted to mate! and he intended to fulfill her desires.



Malone stood and stepped up to the plate. He grasped the desk and bent his knees slightly. His cock found Julie's cunt unerringly and he drove forward, sheathing his meat to the hilt into the hot wet depths of her.
"Oh baby!" Julie exclaimed, trying to keep her voice down. "Oh yeah, fuck me, Captain, fuck me with that big dick!" Harold Malone responded as he began pistoning his prick in and out of her slick hole with increasing speed and power, enjoying the pleasure of fucking his subordinate's sweet pussy.
As he pressed forward, Julie pressed her chest into him, knowing that Malone enjoyed this position and these sensations as they rutted hotly on the desk. She looked up at him, her face a mask of wanton lust and anticipation as he smashed his mouth onto hers. He always loved how she sucked hard on his tongue, and he enjoyed her eagerness to sexually service and please him. She had been putty in his hands from the first time he'd seduced her just after she began working for Vice.
Malone picked the slender girl up as if her weight were negligible, still keeping their loins locked together, and walked her to the couch. He eased her down and put his weight on her, continuing to fuck her. She spread her legs to give him total access to her womanhood and he took advantage, shoving his throbbing meat deep inside her, his thrusts becoming shorter and deeper as they both watched between their legs at their merged organs of lust.
After a couple of minutes of furious fucking, Malone couldn't handle it anymore... and feeling Julie's cunt clench hard on his rod drove him over the edge. He climbed her all the way, reaching the crest in an explosion of intense pleasure.
"UHH!!!" was all he said as he fired long streams of thick, ropy jism into Julie's sodden cunt, filling her with his male seed. He still had it, he could still shoot a big load and fill a beautiful woman up, he thought proudly to himself. After another deep kiss, Malone slid his juice-soaked cock out of Julie's spermy cunt and dismounted her.
"Mmmm, that was great." Julie Newton said. "I love it when you fuck me like that, Captain."
"You're a great piece of ass, too, Julie." the Captain said, knowing she liked his words and his way of treating her like a piece of meat, to be used for his sexual pleasure. "But it's getting time for you to go. You've got a mission, an important one."
"Yes sir." Julie said as she quickly dressed, enjoying the feeling of Malone's semen in her vagina, and her excitement growing in eager anticipation of her next assignment.
Part 16 - The Bailout
It was 6:30pm and I was at the Courthouse. ADA Paulina Patterson and DA Gil Krasney were with me in the hallway, outside the courtroom.
"I don't know who ordered it." said Paulina. "Sr. Patrolman Rudistan saw a couple of other Uniforms taking Brody and Gunn to the transfer truck." The transfer truck was the armored truck we used to transport perps to the Courthouse for arraignment, then to the County Jail near the main highway north of town. The Police Headquarters was equipped only with holding cells, meant to be used only for short periods.
"Rudistan asked what was going on, and the two guys said they were ordered to put the guys in the truck." continued Paulina. "He called me immediately, and I called you, Don."
"Yes, I'd told Rudistan to call you first if something like this happened. Who were the officers?"
"Smith and Wesson" Paulina said with a straight face.
"Har!" I said, enjoying the humor of it: "Smith and Wesson taking Tommy Gunn to the Courthouse." Neither Krasney nor Paulina smiled at the joke, so I asked "Er, which 'Smith'? We have four."
"Patrolman Billy Smith, the rookie." Paulina said. "And Senior Patrolman Ben Wesson."
"Ah, the alcoholic. That guy has been on the precipice of getting fired for months, but Captain Malone insists on keeping him around." I said, wondering if we were hearing the names of the next two dirty cops to come to the fore as the next 'Sith Lords'.
Just then, ADA Sanders approached the Courtroom. Krasney stopped him. "What's going on in there, Sanders?" the District Attorney demanded.
"I have to go in now, Mr. Krasney. Judge Stone wants to get the bail hearing going now." said Sanders, trying to evade Krasney and pass through the door.
"Hold it, Sanders." Krasney said, physically stopping Sanders from entering the Courtroom. "Did you order Brody and Gunn be brought here?"
"Why, yes sir." said Sanders. "Their lawyer is demanding an immediate hearing and Judge Stone agreed. He told me to bring them over immediately."
"Excuse us, Lieutenant." said Krasney. "Patterson, you and I will personally handle this. Sanders, stay the hell out of the room. Lieutenant, if he tries to go in, do whatever you need to do to stop him."
"With great pleasure, Mr. District Attorney." I said, my eyes boring into Sanders. Sanders glared at me but did not win the staredown; he got the hint and walked off. I made a quick phone call, and then slipped into the back of the Courtroom. I nodded in greeting to the Deputies who were at the door, and watched the proceedings...
----------------------
"Mr. Krasney, I did not expect to see you at a bail hearing." said Judge Stone, obviously displeased. He had just called the Brody/Gunn case, and I saw the two officers in regular clothing standing beside their balding lawyer at the defense table. "Where is Mr. Sanders? I thought he was handling this."
"I'm taking this one myself, Your Honor." replied Krasney. "This is an important one."
"How so?" said Judge Stone. I observed that the jurist was trying hard to keep his anger off his face, and was not fully succeeding.
"Your Honor, it's imperative that bail be denied for these two defendants. Miss Patterson?" Krasney said, turning to Paulina to continue.
"Your Honor, these defendants pose an extreme flight risk and a danger to the community--" began Paula, but the Judge made a point to interrupt her.
"These are police officers." said Judge Stone. "They've been serving the community."
"Your honor," said Paulina, "they're now suspended police officers pending their trial. They have been charged with serious crimes, including abuse of their police authority, assaulting two citizens in police custody, and attempted rape." Technically, Todd and Jeanine were considered 'in custody' when they were stopped by Brody and Gunn, and the assault on them was while in the custody of the police officers. The charge was more serious than simply one of assault. The rape charge was the one filed by Jeanine.
"In addition, Your Honor," Paulina continued, "as police officers charged with crimes, there is a considerable danger to their lives if they are not kept in protective custody." Judge Stone was not even listening to her; he was looking down and reading something on his desk. Judge Stone was an older man with graying hair; he was not handsome and his face had what looked like a permanent sneer on it.
"Defense counsel?" was all he said when Paulina finished, as he made a point to diminish her words by not even acknowledging them.
"Your Honor," said the lawyer, seeming to relish his words and this proceeding, "my clients are not a flight risk. They have substantial ties to the Community as well as good police records. We respectfully do not agree with the risk assessment to them, and would ask Your Honor to consider that they may be in greater danger while in police custody. They deserve to be released upon their own recognizance."
"Your Honor," Paulina quickly said at the slightest pause, "Mr. Gunn has no ties to the community whatsoever, having only been with the local Police Force for a year. Mr. Brody has no family in the area, as well. Both should be considered extreme flight risks, and we ask that bail be denied."
"No, no, I'm going to set bail for these officers." said Judge Stone, seeming to make an intentional message by calling them 'officers', I noted. "Bail will be set at ten thousand dollars for each. This hearing is--"
"Your Honor!" broke in D.A. Krasney. Stone looked up at him, clearly unhappy with being interrupted. "Can we at least get an order to require them to wear ankle monitors?" asked Krasney.
"I don't think that's necessary, Mr. Krasney. Both you and your amateur assistant there have totally failed to show me why these officers shouldn't get bail, much less be subjected to monitoring." said Judge Stone, really rubbing it into the prosecutors' faces. "It is my opinion from this bench, Mr. Krasney, that monitoring is not required. Bail at ten thousand each, and I expect not to hear of any police department harassment of these men. This hearing is adjourned!"
Stone banged the gavel and got up and left the Courtroom. To my surprise, Judge Nance then walked in, sat down behind the bench, and had the bailiff call the next case.
--------------------------
"So Judge Stone wasn't even the normal judge tonight," I said in the hallway to Krasney and Paulina, "he just stepped in for that one hearing."
"Looks like it." said Krasney. "And he obviously was hell-bent on giving them bail--"
Just then, Brody and Krasney came down the hallway. I'd find out later that persons claiming to be family and friends of Brody and Gunn already had $10,000 in cash, and had paid their bail immediately.
"Well, Lieutenant," Brody said to me sneeringly, "I guess I'll be seeing you again soon." He and the lawyer grinned as they headed for the front door of the Courthouse. Gunn said nothing, just glared hatefully at me and then Paulina before following the others outside. The two prosecutors looked angry and defeated. Not the ol' Iron Crowbar, though.
"Guys, why don't we step outside." I said. "I suspect the view of the Courthouse Square is going to get mighty interesting in a few seconds." Their looks of defeated anger changed to wonder as they followed me out the door.
-------------------
The motorcycle sped through the streets, weaving between cars and occasionally drawing car horn blasts from angered motorists. The cyclist was dressed in all black leather, with a black motorcycle helmet and dark face shielding. The semi-automatic .22LR pistol was lodged in a holster inside the rider's leather jacked, ready to be pulled out instantly and used instantly.
Bursting onto the streets of the Courthouse square, the motorcycle was speeding along, towards the three men at the bottom of the Courthouse steps. The rider readied, mentally preparing to stop and reach for the pistol-- Suddenly, a big black SUV shot in front of the motorcycle! The rider had to swerve hard to avoid being hit!
Two big black vans joined the black SUV in pulling up to the three men, blue and red lights flashing in the grilles and windows and bumpers. Jack Muscone, Eduardo Escobar and several other FBI agents burst out of the cars, semi-automatic guns brandished, shouting "FBI!". They quickly slammed Brody and Gunn against the side of one of the vans, then cuffed their hands behind them!
"What the hell is going on here?" demanded the lawyer, who had not been touched. Jack Muscone approached him and handed him a piece of paper.
"FBI." Muscone said. "This is a federal warrant for the arrest of Brody and Gunn. We're taking them into Federal custody, right now."
"Where are you going?" yelled the lawyer as the FBI men shoved the arrested rogue cops into the vans, separating them from each other.
"We're taking them to the Federal Building in the City." Muscone said. "You can ride with me if you like." The lawyer and Escobar got into the backseat of Jack's SUV as Muscone took the wheel. The three black vehicles sped off, and it was suddenly as if they'd never been there.
"Well, I'll be damned..." D.A. Krasney said, still staring at the spot in shock and wonder. Paulina Patterson was looking at me, her eyes and smile sparkling and beautiful: she'd figured it out, and knew exactly who had been behind this most timely of Federal arrests.
I was not watching the arrests; my attention had for some reason been diverted to a motorcycle that had been approaching at speed from our right. I saw it get cut off by the FBI vans, then stop. The motorcyclist had watched the arrest, then turned around and sped off. I was sure that I needed to know more about who that motorcyclist was...
To be continued...
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Part 17 - At The Federal Level
Cindy and I had been watching Muscone and Sandra Speer interrogate the suspects. When we arrived in the City, Lindy Linares had escorted us to the anteroom of the FBI's interrogation room, where Jack Muscone was just beginning to work on Sergeant Brody.
When the lawyer had objected to the FBI's jurisdiction of the case, I heard Jack say as I listened in, "Here's the deal: the man Carroll who was found dead in your County was reported missing in Arizona. That means crossing State lines, it means Federal jurisdiction. Your Town & County Police shared with the FBI information from your patrol car's GPS that you'd visited that meat plant the night before the bodies were found-"
"Purely coincidental and circumstantial, Agent Muscone." said the lawyer. "Do you really think this is going to hold up in a hearing, much less a trial?"
"In addition," Muscone continued, unfazed, "Black Badges were found on your clothing at the time of your arrests; matching a Black Badge once found on the other man found dead on Carroll. Circumstantial? Maybe, but there are just too many coincidences. Juries aren't stupid, Sergeant Brody." Muscone noticed, as I did, that Brody's face was showing turmoil.
"Brody," said Muscone, "I would suggest you cut a deal and talk."
"Agent Muscone, this is harassment." the lawyer said. "My client has invoked, and this continued inquisition is a violation of his rights."
"Brody, it's not your legal beagle's call, it's yours." Muscone said. "Think hard about this; you know what's waiting for you on the outside if and when you're bailed out of our custody."
"Look..." said Brody, "can I get... I want immunity."
"I can't authorize that, but I'll get the U.S. Attorney in here right now to talk to you about that." Muscone said, rising from his chair.
"Say nothing more, Sergeant Brody!" the lawyer practically screamed. "Agent Muscone, I want to speak to my client, alone. Now!"
"Okay." Muscone said, "but Brody, once I walk out of this room, you have no prayer of a deal." Muscone turned to the door.
"Wait!" said Brody. The lawyer tried to hush him up, but Brody turned on the lawyer and shouted "Shut the fuck up!"
"Well, I can hardly continue to represent you if you don't do what I say." said the lawyer, his words sounding much more like a threat than any attempt to help his client. "You need my representation to have any chance against these Government agents."
"Then you don't represent me anymore. Go." said Brody. When the lawyer didn't move, Brody said, "You heard me, get out!"
"Do you realize what you're saying here?" the lawyer said, his voice menacing. "Do you fully understand what you are doing, Mr. Brody?"
"Get. Out. Go talk to Gunn." Brody said. The lawyer finally got out, a viciously angry look on his face. Muscone called for the U.S. Attorney, and soon a youngish, handsome black man entered the room. However, the negotiations soon broke down: Brody wanted immunity in exchange for full disclosure, the U.S. Attorney and Muscone said Brody was looking at a plea deal at best if he cooperated. Even with that, the U.S. Attorney said, they had to have something first from Brody, but he said he had to have immunity and wouldn't say anything without it...
--
"We can hold them for 72 hours before we have to arraign them." Jack Muscone said as he entered the anteroom of the interrogation room at the Federal Building in the City. It was 1:30am, the early morning of March 3d. "Our judge might be more amenable to no bail, but it's iffy; he just might turn around and defer to your local court's jurisdiction."
I'd just watched the black U.S. Attorney enter Gunn's interrogation room, where Brody's wily attorney had gone after Brody kicked him out, and then watched Gunn say "I'm not talking to this nigger." and literally turn his back to the U.S. Attorney and FBI Agent. The U.S. Attorney simply said "No deal for him at any time." and walked out.
I said "Gunn is a hopeless case; we couldn't waterboard the truth out of that prick. Keep working on Brody. That lawyer belongs to the organization these guys were working for; I suspect his organization will abandon Brody to his fate once the lawyer reports on what happened today. When Brody realizes that, he might come to his senses and work with you."
Part 18 - Internal Affairs of Internal Affairs
March 3d. A bright, sunny Wednesday. The weather picked me up despite having had less than two hours sleep after returning from the City the night before. I'd sent Cindy into the unused Commander's office next to Paulina's to get some extra sleep. For once, she had not argued with me, and she went to take her nap.
Once again, there had been absolutely nothing from Bettina Wurtzburg; in fact she was not on this morning, and her fill-in said she was taking a well-deserved vacation day. Yeah right, I thought to myself.
At 8:00am, there was a knock on the door to my little Lieutenant's office, and upon my "Come in!" the door opened to reveal a very large man with long gray hair and a full beard and mustache of dark and light gray. I suspected he was in much better shape than his girth would seem to indicate.
"Lieutenant, may I have a few moments of your time in the main Conference room?" the man asked.
"Do I know you?" I asked.
"Oh, no sir, we've never met. My name is Sergeant Bill Hanson. I'm with Internal Affairs."
"Oh, okay, sure, let's go to the conference room." I said. It was not unusual that I had not met this Internal Affairs officer; one could go a decade and not ever meet some of the I.A. people. I also knew this wasn't about me: a Sergeant cannot investigate a Lieutenant. Once inside the conference room, Sgt. Hanson sat down at the end of the table, with me to his right at the first chair to the side.
"First," said Sgt. Hanson, "I'm glad to finally meet you, so I can congratulate you on the Medal of Valor. That was a mighty brave thing you did."
"Thank you." I said. "How long have you been in I.A.?"
"I've been here three years." said Hanson, his voice deep and resonant. "I did Vice and Stakeouts for years with the City Police. Busted a dirty cop drug ring, and so got migrated over here, but I'm not complaining; I love it in this Police Department. And speaking of dirty cop rings, that's what I wanted to discuss with you."
"How can I help you, Sergeant?" I asked.
"It's about this Brody/Gunn business." said Sgt. Hanson. "We were not aware until recently of their possible involvement with this Badge gang, but we've known all along that they're racists, and that there are racists all over the Department. The thing is, it's not illegal to be a racist as long as one doesn't violate someone else's civil rights by discriminating against them. And some of the racism goes very high in the Force, so we have to be careful about what we do."
"I see." I said, starting to get the pattern, but waiting for Hanson to finish.
"Lt. Allgood is going to be meeting the Chief at 10:00am." Sgt. Hanson said. "They're going to be discussing it, and plotting a course of action. So what I wanted to ask beforehand is what you know about any race-related issues and how you might proceed going forward."
"Before I answer," I said, "let me ask a question: How aware of Brody and Gunn's dirty dealings as Internal Affairs been? And don't tell me you can't answer; you're here to gauge my reaction to Lt. Allgood and Internal Affairs holding back information for some considerable time, and you want to see where I stand. I'll tell you, but first you tell me what I need to know."
Sgt. Hanson laughed. "No wonder you made Lieutenant so fast. I've heard you were really good. Okay, you're right: Allgood wanted me to feel you out. He's concerned his reputation will take a hit, though it shouldn't; he hasn't withheld anything except some racial feelings of some people."
"Fair enough." I said. So Brody/Gunn?"
"We had inklings about Gunn. Lt. Allgood said you gave him the leads on the guy. But we never could find anything serious. We'd do spot-check tails, follow them both around on occasion, but we couldn't do that full-time. They may have been onto us as it was. Until they attacked your nephew and his wife, which was a damned stupid thing to do, there was little we could do."
"Any idea who was protecting them, giving them info to keep them safe from you?"
"That's the higher-up guy we're aware of, but that'll have to be between Lt. Allgood and the Chief, if not the Inspector General."
"Well," I said, "my answer to you is that at ten o'clock I'm expecting to be called into that meeting with the Chief and Allgood. I like Allgood, I think he's an honest man, but he needs to come correct on what he knows."
----
The Chief had been talking to Daniel Allgood already when the door to his conference room opened and he told me and Cindy Ross to come inside. The Chief was sitting at the head of the table, and to his right was Allgood. To Allgood's right was Detective James "Curly" Goodwin, 2nd-in-command of I.A. But it was the man to the Chief's left whose presence shocked me. It was Inspector General Horace S. Wellman.
Yes, Wellman. Horace was the younger brother of University President Sidney P. Wellman, and where the elder man had frosted his gray hair even more silver-white, Horace's hair was dyed solid black. He had that same almost-sinister grin as his elder brother, and their faces might be mistaken for identical twins if one didn't know better. But I also knew that while the brothers were cordial, there was a distance between them. Horace Wellman was a man of unimpeachable integrity, while Dr. Sidney Wellman was... well, let's just say he does what he has to do to serve his University.
IG Wellman was wearing a Sheriff's Department uniform with a 'bird colonel' insignia on the shoulders, though it was gold while Chief Griswold's was silver. They were technically of identical rank in the Public Safety Department, but everyone knew that this was the Chief's Police Force but IG Wellman was the independent overseer of Internal Affairs.
IG Wellman was surprised to see Cindy, who had taken a seat beside him, while I sat beside Goodwin. "I mean no offense, Chief, but did you want Detective Ross here, also?"
"Lieutenant?" the Chief replied simply.
"Yes, Inspector." I said, calling him by his spoken title per protocol. "Detective Ross is my partner, and she has impeccable integrity, certainly more than me."
"Well, with that endorsement, welcome, Detective Ross." said IG Wellman. Cindy nodded but said nothing as IG Wellman continued "By the way, Lieutenant, that was a brilliant move on your part to have the FBI arrest those twerps just as soon as Judge Stone gave them bail. The Chief has not stopped laughing all morning long." I looked at the Chief; his mustaches were still quivering with barely restrained merriment.
"That was you?" Curly Goodwin asked, his face a mirror of shock. I gave him a sarcastic look.
"Of course." I said. "The Black Badge gang is going to have to work harder than that to get by me. It was obvious they'd try a trick like that to get these guys out of our hands... and I daresay the FBI saved their lives, but that's for another time."
"Okay, Don, Cindy, to get you two up to speed." Chief Griswold said, "I have told Daniel that while he and I have a good relationship and have worked well together, and while I've given him plenty of leeway to run I.A. as he sees fit, the time has now come that he needs to share some information that he otherwise might have been sitting on. Mind you, his sitting on the info is not a problem, he has not been withholding anything he shouldn't have, but since I need to know now, we're now here. Inspector Wellman is also here because some of this information involves someone of a higher rank than Lt. Allgood. You get one guess who that is, Crowbar, don't blow it."
"If it's not Captain Malone, I'll turn in my crowbar." I said.
"As usual, you're on the ball." said the Chief. "Daniel?"
Lt. Allgood began his staggering report: "We've known for some time that Captain Malone is racist. This has shown up on a few occasions, such as refusing to hire or promote black candidates to Vice; and also some remarks made to and about ADA Paulina Patterson, for which she filed formal complaints with us. Fortunately for him, Captain Malone made no explicit use of racial words, just made his disdain of ADA Patterson clear. I will admit that my way of handling Patterson's complaints were to tell Captain Malone to be more circumspect in his dealings with her, and let it go at that.
"However, more recently we have learned from the FBI that Captain Malone and his wife Madelyn are members of several nationally-known white supremacy groups, and his wife is especially active and much more extremely racist than he is. The Malones go on vacation to Alabama or Tennessee once every year, and that vacation coincides with meetings and rallies of some of these white supremacist groups.
"None of this is illegal, as far as we in I.A. can tell. However, we've been researching some leads along parallel lines to the MCD Department about this so-called 'Black Badge' gang. While there was no overt connection between Captain Malone and Sergeants Carroll and Brody and Patrolmen Delmar and Gunn, we are about to begin an operation to investigate Captain Malone, and see if we can't find some links. We've heard some reports and complaints from time to time about Captain Malone ordering drug stings and raids based on some information, but then ignoring completely other developed drug intelligence and simply not acting on it-"
"Allow me to interrupt you here one second, Daniel" said Inspector General Wellman. "Don, I believe you have some information on this?"
"Sir," I said, "a good analogy would be that I have a few pieces of the puzzle, and while I can see the picture on the box, that doesn't count: we have to put the actual puzzle together. What I have is basically a theory based upon some thin and very circumstantial evidence."
"Noted, but let's hear it." Wellman said.
"I think Malone is careful to the extreme, so careful that he has yet to even be thought about in terms of criminal activity. I think he doesn't deal in drugs himself, never gets near nor touches the stuff, never talks directly to the gangs. But I think he's the spider in the center of the web that controls the flow of drugs into this County. One gang pays him, and pays him well, to have exclusive distribution rights, so to speak. Other gangs that move in without his blessing find themselves on the business end of police raids and interdictions. The Vice Department is being used as a tool by Harold Malone to enforce his will upon the drug gangs."
"I am also not sure that this Black Badge business is Malone, or if it's drug or racial things." I said. "But I have noted that Carroll and Delmar wouldn't speak when we caught them- while Malone was present during questioning. And Brody was about to talk, we had him about to spill it all... but he clammed up when Malone simply went into the room and stared at him. I think this shows Malone works with just a few people at a time, his intermediaries, and it may be that one set of his intermediaries doesn't even know about the other set or sets. Getting proof of this is going to require some serious, serious data analysis as well as developing leads, and on top of that we're going to have to get someone to talk."
"Last, but not least," I said, "as soon as he finds out the Inspector General is investigating him... and that will happen pretty quickly, gentlemen, no offense intended... then Malone will announce his candidacy for Sheriff and take a leave of absence from the Force. Anything that comes out about him after that will draw accusations of being politically motivated, and of using the Police for political purposes."
"We'll burn that bridge when we come to it." said Chief Griswold. "Meanwhile, Daniel, Curly, I want you I.A. guys to work more closely with Don and Cindy than you normally would, keep them in the loop. They can help you tremendously.
"Don, have any leads for us? Any place to start looking?" Daniel Allgood asked.
"Sure do." I said. "Officer Billy Smith and Senior Patrolman Wesson. They brought Brody and Gunn to the Courthouse. May be nothing, or they may be the next two 'Sith Lords' for Malone."
Part 19 - Pursuing Leads
The Country Breakfast Diner, run by Jack Colby, also served a delicious buffet lunch. As the six of us returned from lunch there, I was met in MCD by Myron Milton and Goth Girl Mary. I had Cindy come with me as we headed to Classroom 'E', which was much smaller than Classroom J. The main conference room was being used, and there was a secure ethernet hookup for Myron's laptop in Classroom E.
"I got footage from all the cameras in the area, the traffic cameras, the Courthouse security cameras, and the restaurants on the South side of the Square." said Myron. "Special Agent Muscone also had his people send me the footage from the Federal Building. Here's what I have of that motorcyclist."
I watched several minutes of footage as Myron spoke: "It's not a very big motorcycle, maybe a Honda. We got some views of the license plate, but it's been coated with something that causes glare and the cameras can't read the number. Any actual person could read the plate if standing behind it, but the cameras don't do well with it. That's a pretty sophisticated trick. I sent a couple of the best frames to the FBI and asked them to see if they could make something of it."
"Good." I said. "So, this person on the bike... not a big person. Slender man or maybe a woman."
"Possibly." said Myron. "Here's something interesting, though. This shot was taken by the camera on the traffic light at the northeast corner of the square. It was activated when the FBI ran the red light to get to the perps. Look at that bulge under the jacket, center of the chest."
"Oooh, yes..." I said. "Cindy, check this out: if I don't miss my guess, that's a concealed gun. Proves nothing, but it's good enough for my mind that this very likely was an assassin who was going to shoot Brody and Gunn right there on the Courthouse steps. Okay, great work, guys!" I said, beginning to get up.
"Oh, we have more, Lieutenant." said Mary. "Patrolman Tommy Gunn? 'Tommy Gunn' is not his real name!"
"What? Really?" I asked, sitting back down.
"We ran the fingerprints through the FBI database. Two other names came up with these prints, in addition to 'Tommy Gunn' when his prints were taken at the Police Academy. These prints match arrest records." I looked at the information, the pictures from the arrests were indeed our race-hater Tommy Gunn.
"They didn't catch it at the Academy?" I asked, befuddled.
"Don, it's an open secret that they don't run the prints." said Cindy. "They take 'em and file 'em, and send a copy to the FBI database, but that's all."



"Okay, I see." I said, making a note in my notebook. "And that's something else to be fixed around here. What about Brody?"
"Seems to be the real deal." Myron said. "No priors on those fingerprints, either. Came up with a Dishonorable from the Navy, though, under the name Brody."
"Hmmm," I said, "so Gunn is- hey, Mary, get Officer Billy Smith and Senior Patrolman Ben Wesson's prints, then run them through the FBI database."
It took a few minutes, but Wesson came back under another name, with an arrest for burglary of a pharmacy. The only prints the FBI had at all for Billy Smith had been submitted by our Police Academy... but Mary soon found that no records for Smith existed at all prior to just before his application to the Police Academy.
"Check his records, they're likely forged." I said. "I don't even need to tell you to keep this quiet. I'll have you send this to Internal Affairs, but not until I've talked to the Chief first, so be on standby. And guys... that was fantastic work. You two are the very best. C'mon, Cindy!" We hustled to the Chief's office, leaving behind two people happy to have been recognized for their efforts.
--
"Good grief, Crowbar... and this is what you accomplish without getting any sleep?" growled Chief Griswold.
I was in the Chief's office with Cindy Ross, and we had just gotten the Chief up to date on the motorcycle assassin possibility as well as the records of Brody, Gunn, Smith and Wesson.
"By no means alone, Chief. I have an excellent team." I said.
"You sure as hell do, and speaking of that team: Ross! if you were police chief," asked the Chief, "what would you do now?"
"Looks like I've been passed over for promotion, Cindy." I quipped.
"You're going to be Sheriff." the Chief fired back. Old man still got game, I thought to myself as the Chief said "Cindy?"
"Chief, I'd consider giving these guys some line to run with, then reel them in when they snarl it up." said Detective Ross.
"See, Crowbar?" said the Chief, "this Detective knows how to talk to me in my language: fishing! That's a good idea, Cindy. Let's get this to I.A. so they can start tailing these guys and see what contacts they make that they shouldn't be making."
---
"Just got a preliminary report." Tanya Perlman reported over the telephone. "You were right about 'Big Alex' and 'Blondie' being related. They're not blood-brothers, but they have a lot of what are called DNA 'markers' in common. They're likely cousins. Don't know if this will help you in your case in any way, though."
No, I thought as I thanked Tanya and hung up the phone, there's probably no further connection. But I was pleased that my hunch was right...
---
The sun was just setting as we looked over the scene of the future construction. Laura and I were taking Daniel and Melina out to dinner, and Daniel had first wanted to show us his lot on the mountainside that he and Melina were in the planning stages of building.
"Very nice view." I said. I could see the town below, a different angle than The Cabin or the Mountain Nest, more to the north-by-northeast of Town. I could see the highway and train tracks coming in from the west, then both curving South to bypass the town as the road into town broke off and headed east. I could see the dark, twisting ribbon that was the River, and I let my eyes follow it upriver, to the north.
"So that's the police outdoor gun range." I said, pointing to a few lights at the base of the mountain at an angle to our right as we looked at it."
"Yes." said Daniel. "And over there, to its west, by the river over there is the North Water Works complex." He was pointing at a cluster of lights that illuminated a gray building and two circular tanks.
"And just to the south of the Water Works is the Fire Academy." I said. "They must be doing a drill, it's lit up."
"Yes." said Daniel. "It's usually dark there. What they do is have the high schools' vocational programs come out and build a framework of a house or building on the Fire Academy site. Sometimes even the bricklayers build a wall or two. They'll build two houses, sell one for charity and ship it off, then the other one gets set on fire for training for the Fire Department. Sometimes they have to go into the burning structure and retrieve test dummies, and then they practice techniques of putting out the fires. Since it's near the river, they can practice taking water straight out of the river as well as from the hydrants."
"Cool beans." I said. "I'm going to talk to the Fire Department about letting our SWAT team use the buildings for urban warfare training before they set them on fire. I think they'll be agreeable to it, though they likely won't let us bring any ammo, even blanks, onto the site. Well, it's a great view from here, Daniel, but let's head on to dinner."
I was on fumes, having gotten little sleep the night before, hence my suggestion to carry on to dinner. Some would think dinner with one's ex-wife would not be a good thing, but it was a very pleasant evening, and I was happy to see Melina so happy when she was with her new husband...
Part 20 - Political Persuasions
"Thank you, thank you for calling." Senator Nathan Allen said before hanging up the phone. He was in his office in Town, which was in the State Building on the north side of the Courthouse Square, right next to the Federal Building. The sun had set; it was now the night of March 3d.
"Who was that?" asked Congressman Condor, who had seen the expression on his fellow politician's face upon receiving what looked like disturbing news.
"Doesn't matter who it was." said Senator Allen dismissively, his brow furrowed as he tried to think. "What matters is what he said: the County Inspector General is about to open a secret investigation into Captain Malone. You want a drink?" Condor declined as Allen poured himself a large bourbon out of his 'cheap' decanter on the side table.
United States Representative Gerald A. Condor (Democrat),was the Member of Congress from the 1st District of the State, which covered Town & County as well as Coltrane County and Nextdoor County, i.e. the northwest sector of the State. He had a head full of medium to light brown hair, was clean shaven, in his early fifties but very fit and vigorous with handsome good looks.
He had a forced, set smile that made him seem like he was your best buddy, and serving you specially in Congress, but he definitely was more interested in his personal enrichment than in his constituents. The 'dirt' on him was that his interns were almost exclusively females, and he was alleged to have sampled some of their sexual talents and sated his considerable sexual appetite with them.
"Is that bad?" Condor asked.
"Not really, but it'll force us to speed up our timetable." replied Allen. "My God, the mess this fucking Police Lieutenant is making!"
"The Iron Crowbar has certainly made a meteoric rise in the Force." Condor said. "I think I'm going to ask him to come around the office, meet him and get to know him."
"Be my guest." Allen said, understanding. "But be careful. This guy always seems to be a step ahead of us. I've even heard that some people think he's psychic, like that bastard Eckhart that runs that 'Vision' cult in Coltrane County. Whatever it is, I'm beginning to see that Mr. Iron Crowbar is as dangerous as a rattlesnake."
"No wonder the FBI has been encouraging me to talk to him about coming on board at the Federal level."
"That'd be wonderful." said Allen. "As long as he gets the hell out of this County and this State. Well, Gerald, I better head home before the missus gets antsy. I'm looking forward to our mutual cooperation in each other's campaigns."
"As am I, Nathan, as am I." said Condor as they shook hands, not meaning it. Polls were showing that Nathan Allen's name was increasingly toxic, and Condor didn't want anything to disturb what should be an easy re-election to the U.S. House of Representatives...
---
"You have a guest in your study." Mrs. Allen informed her husband as he entered their home. She was blonde, lithe, and seemingly the perfect politicians wife: silent, supporting. Only her eyes showed the years of strain having to live this life with this man.
Going into his study, Senator Allen saw his guest sitting and waiting in one of the chairs in front of his desk. "Ah, why didn't you come by my office?" Allen asked, trying to sound jovial. "Want a drink?" Allen poured himself a large one.
"No thank you, and I thought it best not to be seen at your office." said the guest. "I'll get right to the point: you were warned about attacking the Iron Crowbar's family. Now he's a mad hornet, ready to sting the shit out of anything that moves. We've lost Brody and Gunn; the FBI arrested them yesterday, and after all that effort we went through to get those slugs bailed out and back in our hands! And now the Inspector General is going to look into our man on the Police Force, Captain Malone. This is becoming a disaster of unmitigated proportions, Senator."
"Well hell, I thought you guys had planned for that contingency for a long time." snorted Allen. "So now Malone takes the next step in the overall plan and we start ratcheting down the other stuff."
"That's the point, Senator: we didn't want to have to dismantle what was a really excellent operation here in the County. It was all going really smoothly, that imbecile Griswold didn't have a fucking clue what's been going on under his nose. But now the Iron Crowbar is here, and he's already taking retaliation over the attack on his family. Whoever suggested to you to do that was very, very stupid." the guest said, knowing full well that it was Allen's rash decision that had put them in this predicament.
"Okay, okay," Allen said, feigning resignation, "We were wrong about going after his family. We failed. I failed. I'm not sure why, but our plan failed. Tell you what, I'll step back and let you and your people handle it, okay?"
"Senator... it's not that easy." said the guest. "Don't get me wrong; you definitely should step back, concentrate on your election, and let us handle these issues as they crop up. But now we have to save Malone. He's the linchpin of our plans; we cannot afford any more problems. Yes, we're going to step up the timetable... and we don't want you to be active in helping him, no matter how much you think it's for the good. Your poll numbers suck, Senator, and we're having to work harder than we want to make sure you get re-elected."
"Okay, I hear you." said Allen. "Speaking of that, what are we doing about Kearns?" he asked as the guest turned to go, naming the man who was suing Nathan's son.
The guest turned back to face Allen and said "Kearns is your problem, Senator. We are not going to get involved in that. He's all yours, resolve that problem as you see fit."
Senator Allen smiled, thinking of the ways he could use his political power to crush Phil Kearns, as the guest turned and left the room...
---
"Yes sir, I understand." said Captain Harold Malone into the cell phone. "Thank you for calling." He was in the den of his comfortably furnished home, and had been reading a book before turning in for the night, when the phone had interrupted him.
He went up to the bedroom. "Madelyn, I just received a phone call. Things are going to have to move faster than we anticipated. Be ready for an announcement, probably the day after tomorrow."
"Okay, dear." the hot mature wife said. She was wearing a loose gown and high heels. She cupped one of her large breasts in offering. "Come to bed dear, wouldn't you like to suck on these for a while?"
"I would love to, dear," Captain Malone said, smiling, "but it's going to have to wait for a few minutes. I need to go for a quick ride. I'll be back in 30 minutes to an hour."
"Mmmm, you better hurry." said Madelyn, not questioning why her husband had to leave so late in the evening. She knew he'd be back soon, and that he'd plow her hot furrow into a creamy lather to make up for having to leave.
Malone went into his garage and mounted his favored motorcycle, then sped out into the streets at a fast pace. It was a powerful Harley-Davidson, and Harold Malone enjoyed long rides on it. Unfortunately, this ride was for business.
He had left his personal and police cellphones at home, and was carrying only a burner phone that was shut off and sealed in a lined box to prevent any signals from entering or exiting. He knew that he could not risk having the burner phone ping a cell tower anywhere near his home. As he rode through the streets, he remembered how the Iron Crowbar had solved those twin, seemingly unconnected murders by tricking the perps into using burner phones near their locations...
He approached a parking lot that was near the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse, just north of the Courthouse Square. Riding along the edge of the parking lot, he eased the bike into a copse of trees. An old railroad siding went east-west along the back end of the parking lot and Malone stopped near it. This was one of the few areas in Town known to be "dead/live": there were no cameras observing the area, but there was cellphone reception.
Malone took the burner phone out of it's container, powered it up, and made a phone call. "Yes, it's me. Tell Smith and Wesson to go dormant... yes, totally dormant... no, no more call-ups for now. Wait for my instructions, and wait for the big announcement... probably the day after tomorrow... okay, let them know."
As Malone got back onto the road, he began feeling horny in anticipation of the fuck he was going to throw into his wife when he got home...
Part 21 - Invasions of Privacy
"Okay, ladies and gentlemen, great workout this morning!" said Coach Erskine 'Iron Man' Marshall. "Captain, they're yours."
As the Cadet Captain had the ROTC Juniors fall in for the morning run after going through the Iron Man's workout routine, an older man in an Army uniform came up to Coach Marshall.
"Ah, good morning, Colonel." said the Coach, shaking the ROTC Commandant's hand as he joked "I didn't know you were here, or I'd have put you through the workout, also."
"I would've enjoyed it, too." said the Colonel. He had been in the 82d Airborne Division until his 24 consecutive years of being on active jump status was ended by damage from a hip injury. The injury also had ended his dream of being the Commander of the 82d Airborne Division, a 2-star-general post. At that point he took this 3-year ROTC command as a last stop before retirement. "Erk, I'm glad you're back with us. You're doing a fabulous job getting our guys ready for camp."
"It's always a pleasure to work with them." said Coach Marshall.
"Do you have a moment, Coach?" asked the Colonel, "I need to talk with you for a minute."
"Sure, let's go into the locker room." said Marshall. He led the way inside and the men seated themselves on benches between the rows of lockers.
"What I wanted to tell you is that we received a phone call asking about one of our former cadets, one Donald-" the colonel said. "He's a police officer up where you were last Fall, isn't he?" 
"Yes he is." Marshall said. "And he's doing a hell of a job up there. Already promoted to Police Lieutenant and he's barely 30 years old."
"That's the strange thing." said the colonel. "The people calling said they were a recruiting service, and were verifying his resume for a new job he'd applied for. When the ladies in the office told me about it, I thought it was very strange."
"It does sound strange, I don't know why Don would be looking for another job." said Marshall. "What did you tell them?"
"That's where it gets even more interesting." the colonel replied. "As per policy, my secretary told them we'd have to verify the information and call them back, and asked for their number. At that point, they said they would call back later and hung up. The caller-ID said they were a company called Adler Staffing Solutions. Anyway, I know you're still in touch with the guy up there; you may want to give him a call and let him know something strange is going on."
"Thanks, Colonel, I'll sure do that." said Marshall.
---
"Hi Coach!" I said, answering my cellphone as I sat in the MCD room, discussing the Carroll/Blondie murders with my Detectives. After preliminary niceties, Coach Marshall recounted his conversation with the ROTC commandant.
"Thanks for letting me know, Coach." I said. After a few more pleasantries, we hung up.
"Everything okay?" asked Tanya Perlman. She was getting her sharp eye and quick wits back, and had observed my face during my phone conversation.
"I'm not sure." I said. "Excuse me for a moment." I headed to my tiny Lieutenant's office and dialed my wife Laura on my personal cellphone.
"Hello, Darling." I heard her say. "It's funny you called, I was literally picking up the phone to call you. I had an interesting phone call from-"
"Laura," I said, intentionally interrupting her, "let me come to your office. Let's not talk on the phone. I'll be right over."
--
Fifteen minutes later I entered my wife's office. To my surprise, Captain Britt Maxwell of the Campus Police was there, looking as beautiful as ever.
"Britt was just telling me something that is very much along the same lines as what I called you about." said Laura.
"I suspect it's the same thing or similar to what I was going to talk to you about." I said. "So who wants to go first."
"I will." said Laura. "As you know, I used to work at the University from which you and Melina graduated, Don. I came here a year after you graduated and left. One of my fellow professors of Psychology down there gave me a call this morning. She said that both the Psychology Department and the school's Records Department had received phone calls trying to verify my employment there. The callers said they were a recruiting company called 'Adler Staffing Solutions' calling to verify my resume as I was applying for a new position... which is crap."
"I got a call from Coach Marshall," I said, "who got a tip that the ROTC Department down there got a similar call about me... same recruiting company saying I was applying for a new job. Britt?"
"Guy who works in your school's Campus Police went through the Academy with me." said Britt. "He called and said that the Campus Police had been contacted by someone alleging to be the City District Attorney's Office, asking about you, Don. They asked for your address at the college."
"Did the Campus Police there give out my info?" I asked.
"No, they said they had no way to verify addresses of students who had already graduated." Britt replied. "But it gets better: the caller then they asked about Jack Burke and the rape case, saying he'd been busted and was awaiting trial in the City, and they were checking on the previous charges."
"Jack Burke is awaiting trial, eh?" I said. "I don't think an earthly Jury is going to be hearing that case... and I doubt Todd and Jeanine's baby son is going to be found guilty of anything like that for years, at least."
"There's more." said Britt, eager to move past any discussion of my nephew Todd. "In spite of what was said about your address, the caller still asked if your school's Campus Police had an address or any information for an Ivy-" I could not help my eyes shooting up to stare at Britt as she said the name, but I made sure not to look over at Laura. "They said they wanted to contact her about the Burke rape charge."
"Britt..." I said, my voice slow and introspective as the little gears in my mind started turning, "When you get back to your office, will you call and ask your friend in their Campus PD to call the Housing Department there and see if there has been any inquiries about me, Jack Burke or this Ivy person?"



"I can do that right now." said Britt, getting out her cellphone, not getting my hint.
"Britt," I said, "Why don't you do it from the privacy of your office... while I talk with my wife, here. You can call me or text me what you find out."
"I... oh." Britt said, finally getting it. "Okay, I'll see you guys later." I think she was miffed, but it couldn't be helped. After she left, Laura was about to speak, but I silently cautioned her and then swept the room for bugs. There were none, as Laura frequently checked.
"What do you think, darling?" Laura asked as I pulled one of the chairs in front of Laura's desk around behind it, and sat down next to her where we could talk quietly. "Think the Burkes are trying to find out about Jack and Ivy again?" 
"Maybe," I said, "but they did this stuff years ago, then had P.I.s investigating it... who got kicked to the kerb if my memory serves me correctly. So why would they be trying again?"
"You're not convinced it's the Burkes, are you?" Laura said, her powers of observation of her husband not being too shabby.
"I don't know... I don't know..." I said. Then I came back to life. "I think I'll head back to the Station. I'm sure you have a few phone calls to make."
"You betcha." Laura said as we stood up. We said goodbye with a warm, deep kiss, then I most very reluctantly left my wife's office and went back to work.
---
"I don't want to complain, but it's strange." I heard Vice Detective (J.G.) Christopher Purvis say as I entered the MCD room at 2:00pm after several instructive hours on the phone and computer in my tiny Lieutenant's office.
"Hey, Lieutenant, you're just in time to hear this." said Martin Nash. Cindy Ross was also in the room. Martin said "Chris, tell the Lieutenant what you told us." as I pulled up a chair and joined them.
"I was telling them that Captain Malone has the blinds drawn in his office, and we can't see in, which is rare." Purvis said, and I observed his hair, which was dyed black. "Every time one of us goes to talk to him, he says through the door that he'll come see us in the Vice room in a few minutes... and he does, which is not normal for him; normally he calls us into his office. He's been on the phone all day in his office, as well."
"He's a busy man." I said.
"It gets better, Don." said Cindy, her use of my first name being an admonition that more 'facts' were coming my way.
Purvis stated "At 11:30 Captain Malone had Julie Newton round up all the Vice Detectives and Uniforms that work with Vice, and he took us all to lunch at The Steakhouse. He paid for the whole thing and only said that he appreciated all the good work we were doing and had been doing for such a long time for him. Hell, I got the feeling it was a farewell lunch, but he didn't say anything about leaving."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said. "Well, like you said, if you're getting a free lunch, don't complain. Of course, Purvis, now I'm mad at you."
"Uh, why sir?" said Purvis, a look of shock and fear crossing his face.
Grinning, I said "Now Detective Ross and the MCD team here will be wondering why I'm not taking them to The Steakhouse for lunch. You're killing my wallet, Purvis."
"I told you he's a mind-reader, guys." said Cindy, needling me back. "He just read mine." I joined the laughter at that.
"So where is Captain Malone now?" I asked.
"Said he's going to be doing some paperwork all afternoon." said Purvis. "He went to Lt. Harlow's office and hasn't been seen since."
At 5:00pm the Chief left and suggested that I also head on out for the day. As I was about to leave, my curiosity got the better of me. I went by Captain Malone's office. I knocked lightly on the door, but received no response.
The door was locked, but the Chief had given me a master key that opened all the offices in case of emergency. Captain Malone also had one.
I invaded Captain Malone's privacy and opened the door to his office and peeked in. While the furniture was there, and paperwork was still on the desk, all of Captain Malone's personal effects, the plaques, the pictures, etc... were gone. The room looked sterile and barren.
---
"Katherine, I simply don't understand." Bettina Wurtzburg said as she stood in front of her boss's desk at KXTC Headquarters. "These are good, solid, well-resourced stories of the Police Department investigating two of their own potentially dirty cops, including those cops' possible involvement in the murders of those two men found at the meat packing plant and their being arrested by the FBI. Why are you killing my stories, Katherine?"
Katherine Woodburn look at her employee with burning eyes and said angrily "I've already told you, Ms. Wurtzburg, those stories are not in the public interest at this time. Publishing stories about an Internal Affairs investigation might be detrimental to the Police Department and its officers at this time."
"What? Are you kidding?" Bettina slammed back, unafraid. "Come on, Ms. Woodburn, this is hot stuff. You've never had any problem taking shots at the Police Department before, and the only officers it's detrimental to are the dirty ones! What gives now?"
"Ms. Wurtzburg," Woodburn said, her voice ice-cold, "if you are unhappy with my decisions as owner and Editor-In-Chief, you may feel free to resign and find employment elsewhere." Katherine sat back, looking at the ceiling, and said in a musing voice "I was about to give you a really juicy one: Harold Malone is going to announce his candidacy for Sheriff tomorrow at noon. But I'm beginning to wonder if I should..."
"I'll be happy to hand you my resignation any time you like, you only have to ask for it." said Bettina, calling Katherine's bluff. Bettina knew that she, Bettina, was the trusted news source of the People of this Town and County; that she, Bettina, was the name and face of KXTC Channel Two News; and that she, Bettina, had all the best sources. She could easily take all that to the competition, KSTD... who called themselves 'The Standard' but everyone else called them 'Sexually Transmitted Diseases'.
No, Bettina didn't want to work for KSTD, they were beneath KXTC in news quality. They ran their morning reports at 8:00am so that they could listen to Bettina's breaking news at 7:00am and then get in the game and air the news themselves. But Bettina was furious that her stories were being squashed; she had no desire to give her best efforts only to have her stories kicked to the kerb. KXTC was not that special...
"Okay, Bettina." said Katherine, yielding. "You're running with the Malone announcement. It's embargoed until he actually makes the announcement at noon, but you can begin getting 'deep background' now. And Bettina... you may be my best reporter, but don't push too hard. No one is inexpendable. When I tell you a story line is dead, it is dead, is that clear?"
"Yes, Ms. Woodburn." Bettina said, remaining formal in the name use, beginning to wonder what Katherine Woodburn's true motivations were in killing those really good stories...
---
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am on March 5th. "A press conference has been called for 12:00 noon in the Courthouse Square by officials of the County Democrat Party. Channel Two News has learned that we could very well have our first announcement in the race for Sheriff, which will be an important and closely watched contest with huge implications for all of the branches of the Public Safety Department. The newly-elected Sheriff will be overseeing the Police, Fire, EMT and Public Health Departments..."
All during the morning, the entire Police Department was buzzing. Vice Detectives had been spreading the word all over the place that Captain Harold Malone had not come into the Station this morning. The Chief had not said a word about it, and when I had told him that Malone had cleaned out his office of his personal effects, he simply said "We'll see when the time comes."
---
It was high noon... and every member of the entire Town & County Police Force was glued to the nearest television set.
And the rumors were confirmed: we watched as Police Captain Harold Malone formally announced his candidacy for Town & County Sheriff. He promised a law and order campaign and to make the Town & County safer for "good citizens and children". Maybe I was trying too hard to read between the lines and hear 'code words'.
To my surprise, Malone was running as a Democrat, and we now saw the reason for the County Democrat Party's activity that Bettina had reported upon a while back. Not so surprising was seeing Pastor Raymond Westboro on the stage with Malone, giving Malone his heartiest endorsement. My only surprise was that Senator Nathan Allen wasn't there, hogging the microphone. I did not know that Allen had been asked to stay away.
U.S. Congressman Condor was there, though he did not speak. I knew he was in town: he'd called and asked me to come by his local office at 2:00pm.
"Well, there you go." I said to Cindy as we watched the announcement together in the MCD room. "You were right, he jumped right into the race as soon as things got a little warm for him."
"I think you predicted it first." Cindy said. "But you can buy me lunch, anyway." I agreed to that deal and we left to go eat.
The first call I got after the announcement was from Bettina Wurtzburg, asking for my personal reaction to the news of Malone's announcement. I did not go there; I replied that she should call the Police Press Relations Office for their official statement, if there was one. Then I began getting other calls... begging me to run for Sheriff against Malone. Let the record show that the first call came from Councilman John "Jack" Colby.
---
"Come in, come in!" said Congressman Gerald A. Condor. I entered his office in the Federal building on the Courthouse Square. Cindy had come with me, and was visiting the FBI offices in the same building.
"Can I offer you some coffee or some water?" Condor asked. I politely declined, trying to be patient but hoping I could get out of here and back to my duties soon as I looked around the room. Condor's office was not as large as I thought it would be, but was nicely and professionally appointed, with the flags of the USA, the State, and the U.S. House of Representatives behind the desk.
After having me sit at a small table, Condor sat down next to me and said "I appreciate you coming today, Lieutenant. I've been wanting to meet you; I've been hearing over and over again about the tremendous job you're doing with the Police. The way you solved the Warner case was amazing! And the Arruzio murder... unbelievable. Joe Arruzio was a friend of mine... terrible about that, but you honed in unerringly upon the truth."
"You're too kind, Congressman. So what can I do for you?" I asked.
"I know you're busy, but I have to be getting back to Washington and I simply wanted to meet you before I go. I'm sure we'll be seeing more of each other at social functions as your career progresses. Oh, and I do want to mention that some of my friends in the FBI in Washington have taken notice of your work and expressed a strong interest in having you come to work with them. I'm not a 'cattle prod' kind of guy like Jack Colby, but if there's anything I can do to gently persuade you to consider working for the FBI, I'll certainly try it."
"I'm sure I'll be working with the FBI on many occasions, Congressman, just not for them." I replied. "I'm quite happy right where I am, doing what I'm doing."
"Of course." said Condor, getting up. I stood up also as he said "Well, I should let you get back to those things you are doing, and doing so well." Then he added, pretending it was an afterthought, "By the way, Captain Malone was legendary in the State for his contributions to the War on Drugs. We've been fortunate that he has been able to staunch the flow of drugs so effectively. Now that he has declared his candidacy for Sheriff, what do you think Chief Griswold will do with the Vice Division?"
He was probing, I realized, but my answer was easy enough: "Congressman, it's only been a couple of hours since the announcement. I have no idea yet what the Chief will do." With that, I excused myself and headed back to Headquarters, still wondering what Condor's real reason for calling me to his office was. The ways of politicians were still a mystery to me, and one I didn't really care to learn to understand...
Part 23 - The New Office
On Saturday, Laura was pissed. She'd been called to a Monday meeting in Washington, D.C., and she was less than pleased at the extremely short notice she'd been given. She said she'd be back Tuesday, and that my mom was taking care of Carole while I was at work.
---
Every Detective and a number of Uniformed police officers were instructed to attend the Chief's meeting in Classroom J the next Monday morning at 8:00am, and we all made sure to be in attendance. I had no clue what this meeting was about; the Chief had said we'd find out what it was about when we got there. The tables had been removed and adult-sized individual school desks brought in for a series of classes, and we were milling about to find out which ones suited and fit us best as we chirped like parakeets about the Malone announcement the previous Friday.
"So what's this about?" asked Cpt. Britt Maxwell as she came into the room. "Chief said to come over for an important meeting."
"Don's the Detective around here." said Martin Nash, needling me. "Lieutenant?"
"I'm clueless." I said, as I took a seat in the middle of the room. "No data yet."
"I'm betting it's about what's happening in Vice after Captain Malone announced for Sheriff." said Theo Washington, our newest MCD Detective, whom I had hired from the Southport Police... and over their strenuous attempts to keep him. He'd agreed to give up his SBI Reserve commission, as there were already two SBI Reservists in this County (myself and Britt).
"Could be." said Tanya Perlman. She was still not totally her perky self after the loss of her fiancé Pete Feeley, but with work and her pregnancy, she was getting better day by day. "He had to take a leave of absence from the Force to run for Sheriff, from which he likely won't return... win or lose."
"Why do you say that?" asked Martin Nash.
Tanya replied "If he wins, he's Sheriff. If he loses... I don't think he'll take it well."
"Who is he going to lose to?" Tim Geiger of Vice asked. Suddenly, as if on cue, everyone looked hard at me right at the same time.
"Noooooo." I said emphatically. "Folks, you're not getting rid of me that easily." I said.
"We'll see about that." quipped the Chief as he entered the room. He went to the podium and wasted no time getting started. "Ladies and gentlemen, as you know, Captain Malone has declared his candidacy for Sheriff. By law, he is required to take a leave of absence from the Police Force, and he has done just that. Therefore, I have a void to fill in the Detective leadership, and I intend to fill it right now... with the man we've come to know and love as the 'Iron Crowbar'. He is now officially in charge of both the MCD and Vice Departments!"
Loud applause filled my ears, causing me to blush. I appreciated my colleagues respect for me in their cheering, but it was also humbling.
As the applause abated, the Chief continued, "Now there is no way in hell the Council is going to promote him to Captain for the next six years-"
"Then he'd better run for Sheriff now!" called out a voice, which I later found out was the ever-mischievous Micah Rudistan. Everyone laughed and a few cheered, even as I shook my head and mouthed the word 'noooo'.
"Good grief, I might not have a Police Department left after this election cycle." the Chief said jokingly. "Okay, folks, let's get serious. Don, you are now in charge of the Detectives, all of them, MCD and Vice and any others that pop up around here. You're going to be overworked, underpaid and get no sleep. I guess having a baby was training for you there." More laughter. "You guys in Vice, I expect you to work with the Lieutenant and make it a smooth transition all the way around. Oh, one more thing. Don! catch!"
Chief Griswold tossed something towards me, silvery metal slivers of light flashing through the air. I caught it and saw in my hand two keys on a small ring. I realized what they were: the keys to the office next to Paulina's!
"Congratulations, Crowbar." the Chief said. "Okay, everyone, get back to work. Don, come to my office, we have a LOT to talk about..."
---
After lunch with the Chief and Captain Charles, I moved my things into my new office. The desk was simple and not ornate, but very solid; I loved it. The window behind the desk ran the length of the wall and had Levelor blinds as well as simple drapes and a flimsy curtain across it. The view faced South and was mostly of the secure parking lot. I loved it.
The door entered from the front right side (my left as I looked at it from behind the desk), and the top half of the front wall was windows with blinds on them. Under the front window, facing the desk was a sofa, which I discovered had a hide-away bed. There were also two chairs in front of the desk, which would get a lot of use over time. I loved it.
The first objects to be put on the desk were two pictures: one of me and Laura, identical to the one I'd shown Karen Warner in Laura's office; and one of my daughter Carole smiling happily.
Finally! this office was mine! I thought exultantly. It felt absolutely right, even though I had no idea why. But it was mine now, and I was not giving it up. And I had no way of knowing at the time that it would be my office home and I wouldn't be giving it up for the next seventeen years...
---
The sun had set and it was now dark outside. I closed the blinds to the window as a precaution; I'd been bringing up some pretty sensitive data on my computer screen on the desk. With Laura out of town, I was delaying going home, enjoying the feeling of the new officer for a little bit longer.
I heard a soft knock at the door and it opened before I could invite the person inside. The 'intruder' was Paulina Patterson. She was looking drop-dead gorgeous in a tan high-necked blouse, a purplish-multicolor-patterned skirt, and nude/tan very-high-heel Louboutin pumps that matched the tan of her blouse. The colors went well with her light brown skin, and I allowed my eyes to drink in her shapely legs leading up to her mouthwatering, almost-plump ass.
Her legs were long for her body and made her look even taller than her medium height at 5'8" tall. And the thought of how that luscious ass was going to feel made my cock begin to throb with anticipation as Paulina wordlessly closed the blinds of the window next to the door that looked into the anteroom. I could feel the sexual tension coming out of her and filling the room.
"How's the new office?" she asked, her eyes burning and her voice husky as she came around behind the desk. I backed my chair up slightly, to give her room to lean her succulent ass against the edge of the desk right in front of me.
"It's good." I said, keeping my voice low as our eyes locked, letting the sexual tension between us build. "But it needs to be... broken in."
"Mmm, and that's why I'm here." said Paulina, her smile radiant. "I'm going to help you break it in."
I stood up, sliding my hands over her hips, feeling them curve into her much smaller waist. Paulina's hands slid over my shoulders and around my neck as she tilted her head to me, inviting me to kiss her glossy, lipsticked lips. I did.
"Mmmmm," we both moaned into each other's mouths as our lips pressed together. It was our first kiss, but I knew it would not be our last. I slid my tongue into Paulina's mouth, tasting her tongue as it entwined with mine. I let my tongue slide around in a big circle, exploring her mouth, enjoying the feeling and the taste of her as our kiss deepened.



"Mmmm, baby, I've wanted you for so long..." I whispered moments later as I let my mouth separate from hers just long enough to begin kissing an nibbling at Paulina's cheek and along her neck and jaw to just under her ear.
 "Ohhhh, me too, Don, oh my god how I've wanted you too..." Paulina said, her voice betraying her desperation to make love with me and be deeply fucked by me. After more making out, with our hands exploring each other, I guided Paulina back to the edge of the desk and sat down in the chair in front of her.
"Well, let me see what you have to offer." I said. Still sitting in the chair, I eased between her legs. Paulina got the hint and raised her legs, then let herself lie back onto the desk as she draped those long, sexy legs over my back. My head was nearly imprisoned between her firm thighs, but I turned and kissed along each thigh as I her fingers slowly hitched her skirt up until it was bunched over her quivering abdomen, revealing her silk tan panties.
I did not remove Paulina's panties, but kissed her pussy right through the soft cloth of them. I kissed her thighs again as I rubbed the fabric of the panties into her cuntlips, up and down along her slit, making her moan as I wetted down those panties with Paulina's musky, womanly scent. After more kissing through them, getting them really wet with her juices, I finally eased them up her thighs. She gripped the sides of them and slid them up her legs and off. I pushed on her thighs to keep her legs up and back as I eased forward, admiring the beauty of her pink cunt outlined by the dark brown of her swollen labes.
"Oh God!" Paulina gasped as I slid my tongue over her slit. I began tonguing her harder, deeper along her slit. Her taste was surprisingly sweet and not pissy; I realized she'd prepped herself for this before coming into the office. I began licking more deeply until my mouth was pressed into her labes and my tongue exploring her cunthole, preparing her to take every inch of my throbbing hard cock.
"Oh sweet Jesus!" Paulina gasped again as my tongue slid up and lashed at her erect clit. Two fingers explored her cunt, stretching the tight hole as I feasted on her clit, driving her crazy with pleasure. I felt her cunt contract on my fingers and juices gushing over them: Paulina was coming, experiencing her first orgasm already! I resolved to give her plenty more.
"Oh Don, that's so good... let's... let's swap places." Paulina said, her breath coming in gasps. I stood up and helped her up, and we began slowly undressing each other. Paulina's breasts were lovely, big dark nipples surrounded by lighter brown skin. I tasted them as I guided her to the chair, sitting my hard ass onto the edge of the desk. Now both naked, except for Paulina wearing her high heels, she was sitting in front of me kissing and licking my hard member, throbbing with desire.
"Mmmm!" I gasped as Paulina slid her hot mouth over my meat. She began fellating me, sliding her hungry mouth up and down my thick shaft, taking almost all of my inches into her throat. I humped my ass lightly as she sucked me, not really fucking her face but letting her take the lead and take my inches as she wanted to.
Paulina was an excellent cocksucker, but I could see by the look of famished desire in her eyes that she was enjoying giving me head as much as I was receiving it. I felt the rumblings of pleasure stirring up in my balls and knew I had to stop her oral assault on my meat if I was to retain control of myself.
"Mmmm, baby, that was great!" I said. "I've gotta stop you, you're going to make me come too fast. Sit on the edge of the desk, baby."
"Oh yes, baby," Paulina said as she sat on the edge of the desk and let me hook her legs over my strong arms, "put that big hard cock inside me! Make love to me, Don... OHHHH!!"
My cockhead quickly found her hole and sank into her, followed by the rest of my throbbing hard shaft until my white cock was buried to the hilt inside Paulina's back cunt. I began pumping in and out of her with short strokes, keeping most of my meat buried in the sopping wet heat of her womanhood. Our chests were pressed together, and I could feel her hard nipples poking at my chest as we began hungrily making love, our bodies rutting together in deep pleasure.
"Oh Don, oh Don... it's so good..." Paulina moaned. She turned her face up to me and I kissed her again, the intense pleasure rocking both of us.
I fucked Paulina on the desk for a few minutes, wordlessly driving my meat into her as we got used to each other, our grinding loins soon becoming one in rhythm, as if we were longtime lovers.
"Oh God, you are so fucking hard, Don." Paulina said. "I've never had a cock this hard inside me... oh God, now I see why they really call you the Iron Crowbar... oh God, it's so good... oh god oh god OH MY GOD, UNNNHHH!!" I felt Paulina's cunt clench down on my cock as she came, the wet liquids of her honey hole gushing onto my invading meat and down the crack of her sweet ass to the desk.
"I'm gonna carry you to the sofa, baby." I said. "And then I'm going to fuck your beautiful brains out!" I lifted Paulina up, my hands gripping that sweet, luscious black ass of hers and carried her to the sofa, easing her down onto it and mounting her again, then sliding my cock back into her pussy. Paulina draped one leg over the back of the sofa, the other onto the floor as I began fucking her harder and deeper, intending to really give her one hell of a hard rogering...
--
"I'm keeping those." I said, taking Paulina's panties from her and putting them into the desk drawer. "I want those as a souvenir of what we just did."
"Mmmm, did we ever." Paulina said as we melted into another warm kiss. I had fucked her relentlessly on the sofa, driving her to another hard orgasm before feeling my own nut rise. I worked that nut out and rammed my cock balls-deep into her as I came, spewing my boiling load of cock-cream into her spasming pussy. The intense pleasure of my release took my breath away, which took several minutes to regain as Paulina and I kissed and shared sweet nothings.
"Why don't we go back to my house?" I invited Paulina. She readily agreed as we quickly dressed. I told her that I thought we could make it to the parking lot before anyone saw my cum running down her legs, which made her giggle. But we did make it, and I drove her in my Police SUV to The Cabin.
---
"Mmmm, that's so gooooood..." Paulina moaned as I stroked my meat in and out of her. I was on top of her in the missionary position, and she had her long legs wrapped around me. Most of the time, our mouths were locked in deep, tongue-twining kisses as we made love, enjoying the feel and heat of each other as we passionately mated.
My cock had rejuvenated quickly as I admired the sight of Paulina's naked black body as we undressed in the bedroom, her ass and legs made even more shapely by the high heel pumps she was wearing. We wasted little time pulling the sheets back and getting into bed.
"Oh, Don... oh god, Don..." Paulina moaned as I nuzzled her neck while continuing to steadily plow her cunt into a steamy lather. "Don... does it make you hotter knowing that I'm black?"
"It makes me hot knowing you're one of the most beautiful women I've ever known." I said, which was true; this woman was gorgeous, no matter what her skin color was. I looked into Paulina's eyes and admitted "But it does give me a little extra jolt seeing the contrast of your beautiful brown skin against my white skin as we fuck..."
"Me, too." said Paulina, her eyes misty and full of lust. "I love having your big hard white cock inside my black cunt. I want you to be my master, Don, I want to be your nigger... I want to be your house nigger and have you fuck me like you own me... ohhhhh... Say it Don, call me your house nigger..."
"You're too good for that, baby," I said, completely unwilling to say that, "you're nobody's slave... I'm your lover, Paulina, not your master..."
"I love you, Don." Paulina gasped. "I love feeling your cracker cock plunging into my nigger cunt... oh God, Don, I love fucking a hot white man like you... it really makes me hot... you know I'm married to a white man, don't you?"
"Of course." I said, having met Paulina's husband on several occasions. Paulina had told me that she'd called him before coming into my office, that she'd told him she was going to fuck me and might spend the night with me, and she and he had been talking about her having an encounter with me for quite a while. She and her husband had an open marriage, just as Laura and I did.
"I love fucking white men because they're white." Paulina said. "I love seeing that big white cock sliding into my black body... and I've wanted your white cock ever since I met you, Don... oh God, Don, I love you... take me right here in your marital bed, Don... do whatever you want with me, but just keep fucking me forever...
She was into it, I realized, and then I thought of something to make both of us even hotter. First, I whispered for her to take off her shoes, which she did. I reached down, contorting my body in order to reach the sheets. Once I grasped them, I pulled them up over our bodies. We were now rutting beneath the sheets.
"Mmmm, now we really are making love in my marital bed." I said, kissing her as I slowly pumped her. Again, most of my cock was buried in her, and I was moving my hips just enough to let a little bit come out then sink back in. We both moaned as we shared a deep, long kiss...
"Mmmm, what's your wife going to say when she finds out you fucked me in her bed?" Paulina asked dreamily as we humped under the sheets.
"She'll get off on it, as she always does." I said. "She'll probably be pissed that she didn't get to watch."
"Mmm, so you two really do have that kind of marriage." Paulina said. "My husband would love to watch you fuck me, too... we'll have to, shall we say, socialize together one night..."
"Mmmm, can't wait for that." I said as we continued to make love under the sheets, reveling in the violation of the marital bed as we mated in adulterously sinful interracial passion...
To be continued...
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Part 24 - Who Let The Dogs Out
Paulina Patterson and I walked into Police Headquarters together shortly before 6:00am. After sleeping together with her in my arms all night, she gave me an excellent blowjob and swallowed my entire load before we showered together. I had to give her a pair of Laura's panties in exchange for her pair in my desk... which would soon be transferred to a ziplock bag and kept as a very precious souvenir of our first interracial coupling.
We walked into MCD together to get coffee. Only Tanya Perlman was in the room, and her eyes lit up with sparkling pleasure as she saw us and grinned. I saw her mouth "Oh wow!" at me as Paulina poured her coffee, and I couldn't help smiling back. When Paulina headed across the hall to her office, I sat down next to Tanya.
"You nailed her, didn't you?" Tanya whispered excitedly. "You finally tapped that hot piece of black ass! C'mon, you did, didn't you?"
"Now Tanya, you know I don't kiss and tell." I said.
"Bullshit." Tanya said, as happy as I'd seen her since Pete died. "Nice going! Captain Malone would have a heart attack if he knew."
"He doesn't. And she helped me break in the new office last night." I said, which was kissing and telling, and it made Tanya's eyes sparkle and her cheeks get even rosier.
"Aw, I was gonna do that." Tanya said, pretending to pout, but unable to hide her cute grin.
"So how are you doing? How's the pregnancy coming along?"
"Not bad." Tanya said. "Not too much morning sickness."
"Good." I said, just as Cindy Ross walked into the room. As she poured herself a cup of coffee, she studied us.
"Okay, what's up?" Cindy said. "It's great seeing you look this way again, Tanya, but what's up?"
Tanya circled the fingers of her left hand and began sliding her right index finger in and out of the space, the gesture of fucking. "This guy and Paulina." Tanya said. "Last night." I blushed and took another sip of my coffee, knowing that word of my sexual conquest of the lovely black ADA would be all over the Station within hours.
"I'm delighted to see our Lieutenant is committed to racial diversity." Cindy said in a totally deadpan voice as she sat down at her desk to begin perusing the online police news services, trying to hide a grin.
---
Of course 7:00am meant another day with Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely reporterette on TV, looking a bit happier and more vigorous than in the previous couple of weeks. "Channel Two News has learned that the two suspended Town & County Police Officers were denied bail by a Federal judge after being arrested on Federal charges. For more on this, let's go to Priya Ajmani at the National desk. Priya!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the lovely Indian woman, drawing Cindy's total attention. "Channel Two News has learned that a Federal judge denied a request by the Town & County Court to return suspended officers Brody and Gunn to this County, stating that they can be transported for any hearings and trials, but must remain in Federal custody at all times."
"I need to call Muscone." I said to Cindy as we listened. "There's something not right about this being reported like this."
"In another developing national news story," Priya continued, "the Director of the CIA is expected to testify in a closed-door hearing before Congress today on CIA research projects, including the alleged use of dogs in experiments. Channel Two News has been following the story of huge student protests at Northwestern University after a report was leaked that the CIA was going to move a project that used brutal experiments on helpless dogs to the Northwestern campus. The CIA has denied the reports of the move to Northwestern, but will neither confirm nor deny that they do not use innocent puppies in their research projects. This is Priya Ajmani for Channel Two News at the National desk."
Now I understood why Laura had been summoned to Washington, and I felt bad for her. She would never allow such treatment of dogs in any projects she oversaw, and now someone had leaked that other elements of the CIA might be conducting those brutal experiments. I felt like there was some hidden purpose and intention in letting that story leak, also...
Part 25 - Who Let The Dogs In
Laura returned to the "Mountain Nest" Tuesday night, and mother and baby daughter were very happy to see each other.
"It was rough." said Laura of her trip to Washington. "There was the dog experiment issue. I used more curse words in one day than I have in the last ten years in chewing their asses over that, and I pissed some of them off. Also, I spoke to the DDI himself; they won't let me retire for at least another year, and they won't let me quit because I know too much. But they're scaling back my responsibilities, and hopefully I'll be out of the loop before too long."
"Good." I said. "I don't know if Carole or I will be happier to have you at home full time, but happy we will be."
"As will I. By the way," Laura said, "this thing about Sergeant Carroll and the Black Badge gang has the attention of people in Washington. I had several FBI people trying to talk to me about it. I don't know why they're so interested, but it is starting to look like the 'BFD' you claimed it to be..."
---
That Tuesday evening, I got a call from Jack Muscone in the City. "Your County made a second attempt to get these guys back." Jack said. "They tried to go to an appellate judge to overturn our Federal judge's ruling. It was turned back and our judge is angry about it. I remember you saying that when they start trying stuff to really watch out for these guys, so I've heightened security here. In addition, my boss has authorized me to expense lodging for you and Ross for a couple of days if you want to come over."
"We'll be right there." I said, knowing something was up. I called the Chief and then called Cindy, and within an hour she and I were driving to the City.
Once there, we went into Jack Muscone's office. "Gunn hasn't said a word, and he likely won't. We brought him into the interrogation room and the only words out of his mouth was 'Where's my lawyer?' then he starts saying we're violating his rights by denying him his lawyer."
"Yeah, cry me a river." I said. "What about Brody?"
"Oh, he's an interesting one." Muscone said. "He has not had a lawyer visit him, nor has he asked for once since Gunn's beagle dropped Brody the other day. He still won't say anything, but I think he's thinking about it."
---
Early the next morning, Wednesday, an FBI Agent brought a tray of food towards Brody's cell. She was young, slender, lithe, with curly black hair. Her suit was gray with an open, big-collared electric blue blouse. The suit hid the fact that her body was well-toned and that she was practiced in the martial arts.
"Breakfast, Brody!" the woman said, putting the tray in the slot of the door. There was a plate of eggs and bacon and a bottled vegetable juice drink. "Enjoy- uff! she gasped as she was slammed into the wall next to the cell. Sandra Speer and Eduardo Escobar were trying to put cuffs on her as Jack Muscone grabbed the tray of food.
"Not yet, Brody." said Muscone. "This might be poisoned." He turned away and two technicians immediately bagged the food for testing.
Suddenly, the woman broke free from the two FBI Agents. Her martial arts skilled came into display as she chopped Speer hard over the kidney, knocking the redheaded agent down. The woman then slammed a punch into Escobar's chest, stunning him and knocking him to the ground. She made a move to attack the technicians and get to the food, but was too late: Cindy Ross jumped in her way.
It was not even a contest: I just watched as Cindy parried three blows, then delivered a smashing blow to the woman's face. Cindy then exercised a maneuver that had the woman face-down on the ground in the blink of an eye, her arm twisted behind her back. A second blink of the eye had the woman's hands cuffed behind her back.
"Damn, Ross!" said Muscone as his Agents picked themselves up, groaning in pain. "I've never seen anything like that! I should hire you instead of the Iron Crowbar, here."
"You could do worse, but I'm not giving her up." I said. "Good work, Ross." The woman was glaring at Cindy as Jack ordered several other agents who had come in to take the woman into the Interrogation room. The technicians left to test the food.
--- 
"Here you go, Brody." I said, bringing some McDonald's breakfast to him. "That stuff that woman brought would likely have killed you."
"Oh it's you." said Brody. "How do I know this stuff won't kill me just as dead?"
"You want me to sample it before you eat it?" I said.
"Sure, taste the coffee." Brody said. I did so, and he then took a drink himself.
"Brody," I said, "you need to wise up. That was an attempt to kill you. If you don't cooperate soon, the next attempt might succeed. I can't stay over here in the City forever."
"Yeah... well how do I know that whole fucking thing wasn't staged, huh? I wouldn't put it past you and these Feds to try to trick me like that."
"That's a point, Brody, a genuine point." I said. "Of course, if it was a trick, then nothing you say would be admissible, and we don't want that. The FBI isn't into these local hick tricks, either. But if you want to believe it's a trick, then go ahead. But think about it, Brody... I'm not going to be here more than 24 hours longer... that's all the time you have left."
---
"I want my lawyer." the woman said as Speer and Muscone sat opposite her in the interrogation room. Her hands were still handcuffed behind her, and she had been relieved of her badge, gun and cellphone. She had been thoroughly searched with detectors; she did not have a black badge on her person. "I will say nothing without my lawyer present, and I refuse to answer any of your questions at any time." Cindy and I were watching through the one-way mirror.
"I don't think you understand." said Muscone. "This one may not reach the court system; I'm thinking of calling Homeland Security and giving you to them. You'll just disappear, and they will get the truth out of you."
"Go ahead, 'disappear' me, then." the woman said, using the word as a verb. "But you better do it fast... oh, too late already." The woman smirked, her face showing utter contempt for Jack Muscone.
Lindy Linares had knocked on the door, and made the hand signal for the agents to come out to talk to her. Two FBI agents went inside to stay with the woman.
"Gunn's lawyer showed up at the front desk." Lindy told Jack and Sandra in the hallway. "He said he is representing her-" Lindy pointed to the woman in the interrogation room- "and demands to be brought up to her immediately."
Jack nodded and came into the one-way-mirror room where Cindy and I (and Eduardo) were. "What do you think? Gunn's lawyer is claiming to be her lawyer."
"No surprise at all." I said. "He's working for the organization that owns Brody and Gunn, and when Brody told him to shove off, the organization took action against him with her. What's the story on her, by the way?"
"She's an FBI agent, and we have no idea how or why she turned. After Quantico she was in Birmingham for a year, then came here to the City. Works mostly on drug cases. She grew up in the Plains States after her father retired from the Army."
"Hmmm, Birmingham, then drug cases." I said. "Check and see what she did in college, if she was some kind of activist. I'm wondering if she entered Quantico with the intention of being a mole for someone. Well, unless you really do want to 'disappear' her, you better get the legal beagle up here before he starts calling the Press to come over..."
---
Late that afternoon, Jack got the report from the technicians. "The drink had been replaced with water, and there was a shitload of cyanide in it. One swallow would've killed Brody instantly. Also, the food had both a poison-" Jack named the poison, which had a long, unpronounceable name- "and it also had finely ground glass."
"Ouch!" I said, then explained to the group. "Hugh Hewitt told me that while he was in Iraq, sometimes Iraqi children would offer soldiers cups of tea to drink. The tea had ground glass in it that would rip the soldiers' stomachs and intestines up, and they had some deaths from internal bleeding. Looks like that's what they wanted here: if Brody had eaten any of that food, the glass would make cuts in his stomach, and the poison would go into the cuts and into the bloodstream... killing Brody quickly. Damn, these guys are playing for keeps!"
"And this is the second time that Iraqi terrorist techniques are showing up." said Cindy. "Carroll and Blondie's bodies were ripped apart by methods Hugh said were used in Iraq."
"True." I said. "Sounds like military combat veterans are involved. Good observation, Cindy."
"Shall I go tell Mr. Brody what he narrowly missed?" Muscone asked. "Thanks to you, by the way, Don... you told us to watch for someone trying to bring in food that wasn't the normal routine here."
"Sure, let him know." I replied. "Tell him in as gory detail as you possibly can what would've happened to him."
---
That evening, Jack's team took Cindy and me to The City Tavern. It was a bit nicer than the Cop Bar in our County, but was comfortable and relaxing, and it had decent food.
"This is our version of your Cop Bar." said Jack. He'd brought his girlfriend Elizabeth, a woman about his age with black curly hair. Her legs weren't as hot as Laura's or Cindy's, though. Martin Nash had also come over from the County at our request, and was sitting with his girlfriend Sandra. Lindy Linares sat next to me, and I'd squeezed her thigh under the table a couple of times. I noticed Cindy Ross and our young waitress making a lot of eye contact, as well.
"So, Don, we heard that Malone is running for Sheriff over there." said Sandra Speer. "Are you going to run against him?"
"Oh hell no." I said. "Why in the world would I want to take the paper-pusher job when I'm having more fun actually working on cases?"
"So who's going to run against him?" Jack asked. "I think I can say in present company that if he becomes Sheriff, it's going to get ugly in that County."
"You guys worry too much." I said simply.
"That means that Don has a plan," said Cindy, who then let her eyes bore into me as she said in a very emphatic voice "which of course he is not sharing with us."
"Well, I've gotta lay the groundwork first, Cindy." I said.
"Well, I hope Malone wins." said Jack. As we stared at him, he said "If he does, I'm going to hire all three of you into the FBI here."
"It's State Senator Nathan Allen I'd really like to see defeated." said Cindy, and I knew why: he'd run her soul-sister Teresa Croyle out of the County. "If half of what my sister Molly says about him is true, then he is the worst criminal since the Nazis. But nobody will run against him, and I have no idea why."
"Yeah, his name keeps coming up in our investigations, too." said Jack. "Look guys, I'm going to tell you some stuff, here, but you need to keep it under your hats. Nathan Allen is extremely well connected, far more than a State Senator should be. We would've thought he'd run for a higher office, or for US Congress, but he seems to be content where he is, and we think we know why. Any guesses, Crowbar?"
"Yes, but the world is not ready for that." I said, meaning that I did not want to speak in front of everyone about it.
"Well, let me tell you, Cindy and Martin what is going to happen in your County." said Jack. "On Election Day, several precincts will be ordered by some Court to stay open late. Whatever amount Nathan Allen is behind will be erased as the polls stay open for as long as they need them to. As soon as they have enough for Allen to win, the polls will be closed. That is the kind of clout that is behind State Senator Nathan Allen."
"What can we do about that?" Cindy asked.
"Not a damn thing, unless we can get the Media to investigate and report on it." I said. "And I suspect they're part of the subterfuge. However... the parties involved may have exposed themselves with that Nathaniel Jones case. Now I know who to watch, and they probably know I'm watching."
"Well, I for one think we should talk about much more pleasant things." said Jack's girlfriend Liz. There was a general chorus of agreement.
--
As we talked, I very quietly told Cindy to secretly dial my number. When the phone rang, I took it as if I was talking to someone, then told everyone I needed to check in with my Headquarters for a moment. I asked Cindy to come with me.
"I wanted to tell you what I'm guessing about Allen without the others, particularly Martin, hearing it." I said when we were alone at the other end of the restaurant.
"Okay." said Cindy. "Shoot."
"Nathan Allen is where he is because of Jonas Oldeeds. It's all about the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds." I said, naming the late tele-evangelist who had died in front of me. "Allen was on his payroll. Oldeeds was into human trafficking, and Allen was paying Oldeeds some considerable money to have underage girls delivered to him, Allen, for sex. Allen would use a girl then have the black rapper 'T-Square' deliver the girl to one of his pimps for prostitution, and Allen would get kickbacks."
Cindy looked at me in shock, and a great amount of disgust, as I continued: "Also, Allen was supposed to pave the way for Oldeeds to bring drugs into the County and northwest part of the State... but there they both failed. Oldeeds came to the County to seal the deal, but Allen hadn't laid the groundwork with Malone, who we now understand controls access to the County. Malone and Oldeeds did meet, but then Oldeeds got shot dead so everything fell apart. Allen still has drug connections, though, and of course he's still raping underage girls as payment for doing political favors."
"Jesus Christ, Don," said Cindy, "you know all this and haven't said a word?" She was staring icily at me.
"I don't know any of this, and I sure as hell can't prove a word of it, at least not yet." I said. "And everything I just said comes from stuff you also know. We know Oldeeds trafficked in underage girls, and we know from what Molly said that Nathan Allen likes underage girls. I just worked it backwards from there. Then we gets tidbits from punks we interrogate, and so on and so forth. Don't be upset, Cindy. I'm telling you now."
"Okay, okay." Cindy said. "it just shocks me when you come out with this shit like this." At that point I noticed her observing our waitress. Cindy excused herself and went to the bathroom and I returned to our table. I noticed later that Cindy didn't immediately rejoin us, but took the opportunity to talk to the waitress alone.
"So," said Martin Nash a bit later as the FBI agents talked about the rogue agent in their office, "what's next for us?"



"Well, I'm hoping Brody breaks before we have to go home tomorrow." I said. "If he doesn't, then we will likely never solve the Carroll/Blondie murders."
---
The rest of my evening was very pleasant. Lindy Linares accompanied me to my hotel room and little time was wasted in making out, getting naked, and having some really hot, sweaty sex. Then we got in the bathtub, where I put on a condom and then deeply fucked Lindy's tight, sweet ass, to her great enjoyment. It was hot and intense anal sex, and it required some cleanup, which is why we did it in the bathtub in the first place. After that we got into bed, where I lustily pumped Lindy's pussy and came deep inside her before falling peacefully asleep as we spooned.
The next morning, I heard Cindy Ross letting someone out of her room. It was our waitress from the night before; she and Cindy had hooked up and had a hot night together. As a result, Cindy was much refreshed and happier.
"You must've slept well." I said to Cindy as we met for breakfast.
"I definitely had a good night, as you did." she replied.
"Good. And congratulations, that girl was hot." I said.
"She's a college student at City College." Cindy replied. "She's studying physical therapy. I might hire her after she graduates."
---
"Nothing new on our rogue agent." Jack Muscone said when we got to his office. "We're going to charge her with attempted murder and a host of other charges, maybe even treason if we can get the U.S. Attorney to go for it. But there's nothing in her records, no unusual money flow, nothing."
"There is one line you can look for." said Cindy. "Her knowledge of the martial arts was far greater than one would expect of an FBI agent, no offense intended. She was obviously exceptionally well trained, and that either came from years of study at martial arts schools, or she was trained as an agent by someone, foreign or domestic, who includes such training in their routine."
"That's a good point." said Muscone. "Don, I think she got one on you there."
"Yep. She's a damn good Detective." I said. "And to reclaim my honor, here's something else to look for: her father had been in the Army, you said? Check up on him, thoroughly. He might've been an agent and she was following in his footsteps. That would explain her being able to have years of martial arts training."
"Damn, you two are good." Jack said. "I really am going to break the law and force you into working for the FBI."
"And here's yet more." I said. "Cindy, where else have you seen a slender, lithe person that had ideas of being an assassin?"
"Oh! the motorcyclist!" Cindy said, remembering.
"Oh yeah..." said Jack. "Myron sent some photos to try to get the plate numbers, but we had no luck. Think it's this same woman?"
"You can see if she was accounted for at that same time." I said. "But it's certainly a possibility."
Part 26 - The First Break
"He wants to talk." Lindy Linares said. It was nearly noon, and I was about to tell Cindy to get ready to leave for home. Martin Nash wanted to stay in the City with Sandra over the weekend, and I'd approved that request.
I hurried to the Interrogation rooms, to find that Muscone and the U.S. Attorney were already there and talking to Brody.
"Okay, guys," Brody said. "I'm ready to talk. But you've got to give me something. Without immunity, I'm dead no matter what jail you send me to."
"We understand that." said the U.S. Attorney. "What I'm prepared to offer you is immunity -and- witness protection, in exchange for your statements here on both the County and the Federal situations, and your testimony in Court when we ask for it."
"Let me get Don in here." said Jack. He waved for me to come in the room, which I did.
---
"Where do you want me to begin?" Brody asked.
"The Black Badges." I replied. "You're a 'Trusted Associate', Gunn is 'Inner Circle'. What's that all about? Tell us what you know about the Black Badge gang."
"Basically, there's a group of us. I don't know who the others are, except for Gunn of course." said Brody. "We're told to meet at some location, which always changes, and we wear black clothing and black masks. I have no idea who the others are. The leaders of the group are called 'Masters' and 'Grandmasters', and the very top guy is called the 'Bodymaster'. I'm not even supposed to know about him; I just overheard that once, and kept my damn mouth shut about it."
He continued: "I've heard the 'Inner Circle' are guys who have gone the extra mile and done things, and are really trusted. Sort of like 'made men' in the Mafia. They may know who each other is in their Circle, and who the leaders are. Gunn might know, but I'm betting he hasn't said two words to you since you arrested him."
  "Don't worry about him." I said. "So is this a drug-related group, or a white-supremacy group?"
Brody looked very uncomfortable, even scared, but finally got it together. "I'll say this: it's all white people. Now I've never been a racist, never really cared about it, I'm good with the black officers as much as the white ones. We're all 'blue', eh? Now Gunn... he's a piece of work, a real nutjob about race; he may be in the Klan or something. He would talk to me about militia groups and race wars while we were on patrols. I just told him I was too old to get into that kind of stuff."
"And drugs?" I asked, prodding him along.
"I don't have anything to do with drugs, nor distribution." Brody said. "But the organization makes money in drugs."
"Tell us exactly what you do, what you were doing with or for this Black Badge gang." I said. "Extortion? Using the police to help move drugs along?"
"Not quite, but you're close to the mark, Lieutenant." Brody said. "We would go on visits to certain places at certain times. We'd been told we'd be receiving some packages. We'd be given wrapped-up boxes, not too big but fairly heavy for their size. I figured they might be packed with money, but it wasn't my job to ask. We'd then take the packages to different locations, usually in the Warehouse District, and leave them where we were told to. It was all on our routine patrol, and we were told to never make a log entry or inform the Duty Desk."
"Tell us the whole story, Brody." I said. "I'm believing that you gave some instructions when you picked up the packages, that you talked to the people you were doing business with. Who were those people, and what were you saying to them?"
"Yeah, you do know." said Brody, as much to himself as to me. "Gunn would do the talking if we were talking to white guys, and I talked to them if they were black. We'd ask about shipments of drugs, how much had passed through, when the next shipment was. Most often, I'd be told the answers were written in notes inside the packages, but sometimes they'd tell me something like 'Next Tuesday at the normal location'."
"And they were the Beanstalk Gang?"
"That, I don't know. Never saw any identifying marks. They were gangbangers, but covered up any tats or insignia."
"How did you get paid?" I asked.
"Usually once a month, we'd pick up boxes and either a box or an envelope would have our first names on it. We kept the one with our name; the money was inside. Usually a couple thousand a month, sometimes more if things had gone well the last month."
"Who was your contact within the Police Department?" I asked.
"Gunn was mine." Brody said. "He gave me instructions. I don't know who he was talking to, but my guess was that he didn't know. He'd get instructions on a burner phone, probably from a burner phone."
"Okay, Carroll and the guy we call 'Blondie'." I said. "You were at the scene of the crime sometime the night before. Did you kill them? "
"No." said Brody. "I did not kill anyone, ever. We were called on the burner phone and told to go there, that some people would show up and we were there to divert any other police that came. It was really dark that night, and no one else showed up. A couple of cars came along, black Buick sedans, and some of our guys were there, wearing black masks. They showed their black badges, as we did. I think Gunn knew who they were, they might have all been Inner Circle.
"Anyway, they had two bodies all wrapped up, one in the trunk of each car. They took the bodies inside. I never even went inside, just stayed on guard outside. The bodies were left inside, and the next thing I heard was the official radio calls the next morning when the bodies were found."
"You have no idea where, how or why they were killed?"
"Where, no. How... well, I read the police report and autopsy of what they did to them. Why, not really sure, but I'm betting they betrayed the group in some way... and I'll get the same treatment if they ever get ahold of me."
"Did you know Sergeant Carroll when he was here?" I asked.
"Yeah, I knew him." said Brody. "I had no idea he was doing things like what we were doing until the night he was killed. At the time he was on the Force, I had been recruited but was told to lie low and be dormant. 'Dormant' was the word they used. Once every three months or so, Gunn and I'd find envelopes in our car as we were about to go on patrol. It was usually two or three hundred dollars. We began to be more involved about five months ago, about the time the Black Widow butchered that Dawdle punk."
"When and how were you recruited?" I asked.
For brevity, I will condense Brody's statement: Three years before, and before I arrived in the County, Brody and Gunn were approached by a man in a business suit, who told them he knew they'd had some trouble within the police department. He said he'd pay them, and well, for doing certain small things, nothing that would get them in any trouble even if they got found out. Gunn was all for it, and Brody went along. They wore masks as instructed to the meeting, and were told the details and that they could stay or go without harm, but if they stayed, they were bound to the Black Badge.
They went through an initiation, which was taking a blood oath and some incantations, but nothing really weird. They also had a couple of training sessions, again with everyone wearing masks. Brody thought Gunn was already in the group, as he was very comfortable and enthusiastic about it already, and was made Brody's contact and leader within the group. Of course, Gunn being in the 'Inner Circle' well ahead of Brody was another sign. No, they'd never seen that man in the business suit before or since.
"Who gave the orders to go after my nephew and his wife?" I asked, unable to hold back any longer.
"I swear to God, I didn't know he was your family or I'd never have touched him." Brody said. "You got me back fair and square on that, and no hard feelings from me on it. The truth is that I don't know, but it was kind of weird. Gunn actually said he'd never gotten an instruction like that before. He didn't like it, either- not because it was your family, and I don't think he knew it was, either- but because it was really overt. And sure enough, we got cold-busted on it."
"What about Captain Malone?" I asked. "You clammed up after he came into Interrogation-2 back at HQ. Obviously you know something about him to have done that. Is he your boss? What's his hold on you?"
"I never had any contact with him except normal stuff, seeing him in the hall, getting assignments to help the Vice Squad. He never once said a thing to me that was out of the norm. But when he came in that room and just sat down with us, I knew in my soul what the deal was, that he was there to make sure I stayed silent. There's nothing I can give you that would hold up in Court about him, but it was pretty much the unspoken word that Malone was the bad ass man."
Brody had nothing else of consequence to tell us, and the rest of the interview consisted of Jack Muscone asking questions about the national level case. Brody had no knowledge of anything outside the County, had not been out of the County on Badge business, had not known anything about Carroll outside the County, and didn't even know the Black Badge extended outside the County... if it did at all.
Part 27 - Assessment
"Thoughts?" Jack Muscone asked. We were seated at a conference table in a glass-enclosed room near Muscone's office. "Everyone else gets their shot before the Iron Crowbar tells us what's really going on."
"You're starting to sound like my Chief." I warned Muscone. He didn't bat an eyelash as he gestured towards Sandra Speer.
"My only thought was that we didn't seem to get a lot from Brody, considering we're giving him immunity and witness protection." Sandra said.
"Oh, we got a treasure trove out of him." I said, unable to hold back. "And I suspect Jack can use this to work on Gunn, right Jack?"
"That's how it works." Muscone said. "We use the lower-level guys to try to get to the upper-level guys. We'll try to use what we have to pry something more out of Gunn. Okay, anyone else?"
"Just that we're still not really sure if this is drug-related or race-related." said Martin Nash. "And Brody couldn't tell us if the organization was local or part of a bigger outfit."
No one else spoke, so Muscone handed the floor to me.
"A couple of questions first." I said. "Jack, they're using metal scanners for anyone coming in the building. Can we make sure Gunn's lawyer goes through the most sensitive setting of that? Check everywhere, including his belt, to make sure HE doesn't have a Black Badge."
"Will do." said Jack. "So, your thoughts on Brody?"
"I think he gave us everything he knows." I said. "But it's clear that this Black Badge gang is extremely careful so that they can't be betrayed by one man. And that went double for Malone; he's virtually untouchable. Also, Brody may not realize it, or maybe he does, but it's pretty clear that he and Gunn were made expendable. They didn't have masks but the perps did when they brought the bodies to the warehouse. So they were known. And then they were sent on the mission to assault Todd and Jeanine, and whoever sent them on that did so knowing Brody and Gunn were being thrown to the lions."
"Now that you mention that," said Cindy, "I thought it was interesting that Brody and Gunn knew the assault assignment was 'weird', to use his term. Makes me wonder if the assignment was not given by their normal leaders, but someone else."
"Very good thought." I said. "And Brody and Gunn were burned in the process of that assignment. Either someone thought it was really important to piss me off by attacking my family, or..." I went into a reverie.
"Here we go again." said Cindy.
"No, nothing like that." I said, sensitive to Cindy's sensitivity. "It just struck me that someone lashed out at me and burned these guys because they didn't think it through. In other words, they did something stupid out of desperation. So now I'm asking who might've gotten desperate. Certainly not Malone, he's still cool as a cucumber, right on plan with his run for Sheriff..."
After a moment, I continued. "Anyway, a few more points: this recruiter is obviously not from the local area, but brought in to recruit. They don't see him again after that first contact. That suggests that the overall organization is larger than just the local County group. The initiation is an oath and simple incantations, nothing elaborate, so Brody said. Sounds like something put together hastily, apparently by guys with too much time on their hands, giving them toy badges, giving them titles like 'Trusted Associate' and 'Inner Circle' to gain their loyalty... and it works! But all-in-all, it's just one faction of a drug ring, I suspect."
"That sounds good." said Jack Muscone. "Well, I know you and Cindy need to get back home, Don. Martin is staying with us and we'll take care of him for you. So say your goodbyes now, and then Don and Cindy come into my office for just one more thing before you go."
After handshakes and hugs and goodbyes, Cindy and I went into Jack's office, where Jack said "I didn't know if Martin knew anything, and I haven't told anyone but Lindy this. I know you know about Henry Wargrave, Cindy."
"Yes." said Cindy.
"Well, I just wanted to report on what I've found. Unless Don already knows and wants to tell you." Jack said, trying to be humorous.
"You're getting me in trouble with my partner here." I said flatly. "I don't know anything, but I can guess."
"And that guess is?" Jack said.
"That you found what I found: that Wargrave and Oldeeds did some gun-running, but Wargrave soon backed away from that." I said. "Wargrave probably found out about the human trafficking Oldeeds did, and Wargrave wanted absolutely no part of that. So he broke off further deals with Oldeeds, including not participating when Oldeeds started to add drug-running to his repertoire."
"That's strange." Cindy said. "I'd have figured a man like Wargrave would have no problems at all smuggling humans."
"From what I've gathered," I said, "Wargrave is still connected with at least one CIA cell, maybe more. He'll run guns for them to arm some little rebel faction in a South American jungle, maybe some money laundering, maybe even a few drug shipments here and there... but neither he nor the Agency, at least most of the Company, wants any part of human trafficking, especially the sex slave trade."
"That's about the size of it." Jack said. "I've also found that Wargrave and Oldeeds might have been competitors instead of allies over the Warner DynaCorp situation. We're trying to find other areas where they butted heads, but it's slow going. Wargrave is well insulated, and as you said he still works with the CIA on stuff overseas. Hell, I don't really want to even know about that stuff."
"I hear you." I said. "I don't think he has any involvement with this present business, though. I hope it stays that way..."
--
We were driving silently on the highway towards home when Cindy asked "You still don't trust Martin with all this stuff?"
"I trust him, but it's good policy to just keep things to a minimum." I said. "I tell you everything so that if they take me out, you and the Team will be able to continue going after them. Besides... I'm surprised you haven't figured Martin out, yet."
Cindy peered at me for a moment, then looked out the window and mused, "That was a lot of fun, working with Jack and the FBI guys. I never thought about doing anything but working with the local Police, but I could see myself working with them a lot more... don't get me wrong, I'd still rather be working with you and the MCD guys..."
"I know what you mean." I said. "I like working with them, too. Of course, not all FBI agents are as competent, nor as agreeable to work with locals like us. And of course," I added, grinning, "you don't always get to take down a perp like you did that bitch in there."
"Yeah, that was fun... I wish we could get Teresa back." Cindy said.
"Well, you might get your wish, and fairly soon." I said.
"Uh oh, something else you know that I don't?" she said. I think she was teasing me, at least I hoped so.
"Only that Teresa was sent away for career protection... she did beat that punk up... and also for her physical safety. Until the threat is neutralized..."
"Senator Allen? I'll go kill him right now if you'll bring Teresa back." Cindy promised.
"Now now," I said. "just have patience about that."
Then Cindy peered at me, and whether or not she meant to, she hit me with the bombshell clear out of the blue: "What you said about Oldeeds has me thinking: you know who killed him, don't you?"
I made sure to meet Cindy's eyes as I said "Yes, I do. Or I'm pretty sure I do. And no, I'm not going to tell you nor anyone else until it's the right time to do so... and that time may never come." I turned my eyes back to the road.



"Why not?" Cindy said. "Whoever did it, he broke the law, right?"
"Cindy, I have a theory." I said. "I don't ask you to accept it or share it, but I believe that there is sometimes a difference between the Law and true Justice. The Reverend Jonas Oldeeds was an evil man, a truly and deeply evil man. What happened to him was Justice, and I may just choose that over the Law."
"Besides..." I said. "I don't have proof yet. Gotta have some proof before I act further on that."
Nothing else was said on the journey home, as Cindy fully contemplated my words... all of them.
Part 28 - The Ides of March
March 15th. The Ides of March. The day upon which Julius Caesar was so famously assassinated. And the day that I, the Iron Crowbar, would be marked for death...
The Friday before, the Chief had called me into his office. "I just got word from the FBI, not Muscone's group but someone else I know, that a hit was put out on you. You need to be exceptionally careful, Don."
"Agent Fred Dixon?" I asked, thinking it was the DEA agent that posed as an FDA agent.
"No." said the Chief. "And Dixon wouldn't confirm anything. That's not like him at all, either, so my hackles are up about it. But there's no doubt that you're in danger."
"I hear you." I said. "But I can't let something like that stop me from my work."
"No, you can't." said the Chief. "And this is by no means the first time we've had something like this happen. Just be careful, take a partner with you on all police business, look over your shoulder and see what's gaining on you. In the meantime, there are some things we can do to help protect you. The Force received a donation of $10,000 to make you some bulletproof clothing. You'll go to Gill & Taylor's Tailor Shop just south of the Square and have three suits made. One medium gray like you like, one black, and one a Police uniform jacket and pants."
These suits would have light woven-fabric armor in their lining, I knew. President Reagan had been wearing such a suit when he was shot in 1981, but was unlucky in that he was waving to people and the bullet struck him just above the armor, in the armpit area of the suit. Moral of the story: I won't be waving to people too much, and definitely not as a candidate for Sheriff...
---
I took lunch on March 15th and went to the tailor shop, where I was carefully measured for the new suits. I didn't know who had made the donation, but I wasn't going to be ungrateful.
As I stepped out of the tailor shop and began walking down the street, I had a sensation... it was like the sensation I'd had at the Fairgrounds when a bullet should've struck me in the head but barely missed... a electrical aura surrounding me, and then my eyes being directed unstoppably to a reflection in a car window next to me. It showed what was happening, and I realized I was seeing someone behind me pulling a gun out from under his jacket and cocking it!
Time slowed down, and everything seemed to be in slow motion. In one smooth motion, I turned as I drew out my Beretta .40 caliber handgun from it's holster, and in one motion clicked off the safety and fired two shots right into the perp's chest. He was slow, way too slow: his gun fired harmlessly well over my head.
The perp was dead where he landed as I called in on my police radio. This kid looked young, maybe eighteen or nineteen, and he looked unkempt and scruffy. I was still not hearing anything as I felt around his belt and in his wallet for a Black Badge; there was none.
The Crime Lab made their investigation, video from the surrounding stores and streets was obtained, I was interviewed by Sgt. Hanson of Internal Affairs right there on the scene. It would be considered a 'good shoot', I knew, but that is not what I was concerned about.
Then Bettina Wurtzburg showed up, somehow got past the Uniformed policemen creating a cordon around the area, shoved a camera in my face and yelled "Lieutenant, you just shot a teenager, how does that make you feel? Lieutenant, how do you feel about that? How can you shoot a teenage boy?"
How do I feel? How can I do it? I thought to myself in my own little world. I'll tell you the secret of what I feel and how I do it, of how every cop on the Thin Blue Line does it: we have someone behind us, in our minds. Maybe it's family, maybe it's our spouse, maybe it's our best friend, but it doesn't matter, we always have someone we love 'behind us' in our minds, something personal worth fighting for, worth dying for if need be. So when you ask me how can I do it? It's simple.
I think of Laura, and Carole. The rest is easy.
Part 29 - St. Patrick's Day
It was a big evening at the Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar on March 17th, St. Patrick's Day. I'd made a point to wear a green shirt with an orange t-shirt beneath it. In the Irish flag, the Green was for St. Patrick and the Catholics, the Orange was for the Protestants, so I paid respects to my Protestant heritage.
A lot of people had wanted to buy me a drink after the assassination attempt, and of course I had to begin declining or I would be seeing double if I drank all the free green beer. However, when the lovely redhead Bettina Wurtzburg showed up at my table wearing green, and offered to buy me a drink... that one I accepted.
We went outside on the patio. It was cold outside, but I knew that Bettina wanted to talk to me, and it was very noisy inside. So we took chairs to the patio and sat down in the front part behind the big bushes that blocked any wind.
"Completely off the record, yes?" I said.
"Absolutely." said Bettina. "I actually wanted to tell you something, rather than ask about anything."
"Okay, shoot." I said. Okay, maybe not the best choice of words, there...
"Katherine Woodburn has been killing a lot of my stories, especially those about the Police Department and the I.A. investigation of those two suspended officers. She's even killing my story of the FBI arresting them, as well as the assassination attempt by that agent on Sergeant Brody."
I made sure not to let my face show anything, even though I was shocked that she knew so much on the Brody situation. I also sat stone-faced in spite of wondering why Bettina was choosing to tell me all this.
"I finally stumbled across a source who told me what was going on." Bettina continued. "Katherine has been working hand-in-glove with the County Democrat Party on behalf of Harold Malone. Behind the scenes, of course, but it's a completely coordinated effort. I don't know why, but Katherine is fully behind Malone, not a shred of objectivity in her actions about it, either."
"No surprise there." I said. "You guys in the Press work with the Democrats at every level: local and national."
"You won't believe it, but I do try to be an objective reporter." said Bettina, and while I surmised that she believed that in her own mind, I knew that the Press was deeply biased and anything but objective. "But beyond that, what Katherine is doing is not normal. I've never seen anyone so openly helping one candidate. It borders on violation of FEC laws."
Bettina continued: "Look, the reason I'm telling you all this, is because if you're going to run for Sheriff, and I hope you will, then you'd better announce fast. Katherine and the pols are working hard right now to cement Malone's candidacy, and they're doing opposition research on you and anyone else they think is going to run. They intend to cut you off at the knees right out of the gate, if they can."
"Well, this is off the record, but I am not planning to run." I said.
"Even if you don't... surely the Iron Crowbar has a plan?" Bettina prodded.
"Don't I always, my friend?" I said, smiling, but would say no more... and I was observing Bettina's eyes and a little light that had just turned on inside them.
"Okay, at least let this question be on deep background." Bettina said. "Who tried to kill you two days ago, and why?"
"Deep background: it was someone who was desperate to keep me from finding out something. I suspect it's related to these dirty cops whose stories your editor is killing. Of course, they're being killed because Woodburn doesn't want them to be a potential problem for Malone. You might try looking hard into any connection between those two and Malone, and if you get a thread leading to him, pull it with everything you have. If Woodburn kills it, get it to me and I'll find a way to get it out there."
I didn't tell Bettina that the kid who tried to kill me was nineteen, a drug addict deeply in debt to the Beanstalk Gang, and was apparently hired to kill me either by the Beanstalk Gang, who had had Malone's exclusivity to operate in the County -or- by someone else who knew I was getting close to something... maybe messing with their plans to install Malone as Sheriff. I wasn't sure, though.
"Thanks." said Bettina. "If you do run, I want the first exclusive interview."
"If I run, you will be the first to know and the first to get the interview." I promised. Bettina's look at me was something between humor and daggers; she knew I meant it when I said I wasn't running.
Part 30 - Politics (Not) As Usual
I knew that Bettina was right: I needed to go ahead and get the wheels in motion. The next day I visited the person who I thought would be the ideal candidate for Sheriff. My observations and hunches were right: he was completely agreeable to doing it.
(Dear readers, you may wish to pause and guess who the candidate for Sheriff will be...)
Before I could call Jack Colby to arrange a meeting with the Powers-That-Be, he called me and asked me to stand ready to be at a meeting on March 22d at the University President's home to discuss the issue of Sheriff. I knew that they were going to prod me into running, and I intended to show my cards then as well as introduce some drama into their lives.
---
On March 22d, President Wellman hosted the following persons at a 6:00pm reception: Town Councilpersons John "Jack" Colby, Dagmar Schoen, J.P. Goldman, Ian McGhillie (father of Patrolman McGhillie), Edward R. Steele (father of Selena Steele), University Regents Henry R. Wargrave, Michael Burke, Harold S. Truelove, and Austin R. Murphy. Regent Beatrice S. York was also present, but as representation for the County Republican Party.
Truelove was a businessman and I knew Murphy was a military veteran and friend of Wargrave. Ian McGhillie owned and ran the golf course on the east side of the ridge that I lived on, not too far from the Chief's residence.
Also present were Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, Police Chief Griswold, Fire Chief Eugene Gillem (who planned to retire when Griswold retired), University Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Dexter Robinson, Dr. Bonnie Karpathian, representing the University Faculty Council, ...
... and of course, Mayor Lawrence "Larry" P. Vaughan, the People's Choice. Mayor Vaughan had a head full of salt and pepper hair, was a consummate politician, very smooth talker, and a good consensus-builder. And if he had any dirtiness or skeletons in the closet, he'd easily evaded my efforts to find them. Oh yes, I'd checked out every single one of these people.
I made a point to call in and say I'd be late, and asked Chief Griswold to go ahead and get everyone assembled. So when I arrived with my candidate at 6:30pm, they'd already gone through their pleasantries and small talk.
When I came into the room, I was forced to go around the circle and shake everyone's hand. Murmurs of congratulation... and relief... for avoiding the assassination attempt to praises for solving the Black Widow case were spoken. Finally, we sat back down.
"I'll get right to it." said Jack Colby in his deep voice, taking over the agenda. "We're here to begin planning your candidacy for Sheriff against Malone. As you can see by the form of my sentence, we are not taking 'no' for an answer."
I smiled as I said "As Coach Corso says on the Saturday morning college football show: 'Not so fast, my friend!'. While I appreciate your desire for me to run, I must say that I am anything but an ideal candidate. I've only been in this Town a little under two years. There are some rumors about me beating up a drug lord with a crowbar, and while that rumor serves me well within the Police Force and amongst the criminal elements, it's not something one can exactly run a political campaign upon." There was general laughter, but it was of a nervous variety.
"In addition," I said, "while I love my wife and am very proud of her accomplishments with the University, the fact that she studies sexual matters can and will be used against me by elements of the County, particularly the very religious elements." I saw Beatrice York frowning; she was one of those religious types, though she'd been persuaded by others to accept my candidacy. "Also," I added, "while my wife would look lovely before the cameras and on stages, I have a face made for radio and a voice made for newspaper."
"Oh I totally disagree with that." said Dagmar Schoen. "And regardless of all that you've said, your record of success within the Police Department shines brightly and will be what stands out in this campaign."
"I appreciate that, ma'am," I said, "but political campaigns can be funny animals, and won't turn on things you might think they would. In addition, I have a Press Corps that is rabidly against me, and precisely because of my success. Last, but not least, I must address the fact that I'd be running against Captain Harold Malone. He's a longtimer here, he's had a strong record of drug interdiction in this County. That will at least equalize my successes."
I continued: "And while I know there are a great many things we could put out there about Malone, for me to do so would invite attacks by the Press and the Democrats of dirty campaigning, using Police knowledge for political purposes, and, once again, hypocrisy, as my own... hypothetical... use of crowbars to pry out criminals would come out."
"I think you overestimate the bad and underestimate the good." said Henry R. Wargrave. Why he was so stridently supporting me, I didn't know, but there he was... and a powerful political ally he would be. "You have a good military reserve record, which Malone can't match. Believe me, any dirt thrown on you will come back onto Malone ten times over. While Malone may have powerful people on his side... so do we, Lieutenant... so do we."
"Yes sir." I said. "But the military reserve record won't matter, especially to certain segments of the County population." Everyone nodded, knowing what I was talking about. "But your comments fit perfectly into my own ideas, Mr. Wargrave. What if you had a candidate for Sheriff who had an impeccable, unimpeachable reputation, who looks good in front of the camera, who I believe would enjoy the campaigning for the office as well as running the Sheriff Department and the Public Service Department, and who has the second-best-looking wife in the County... after my own, of course?"
"Ahhhh..." said Henry Wargrave, the only person to catch on. The rest sat dumbfounded, wondering what I had in mind. I stood up and went to the door and opened it.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, allow me to present the next Town & County Sheriff!" I enjoyed the gasps as Lt. Daniel Allgood stepped into the room. "Lieutenant Daniel Allgood!"
"Ah yes, well thought out, Don... well thought out." said Henry Wargrave. The billionaire actually did look impressed.
"If you'll excuse me," I said, "I'll step outside and let you talk with Lt. Allgood here. I've already talked to him, and he is willing to take on this burden, if you're willing to support his candidacy." With that, I left the room. Chief Griswold also excused himself, saying he knew Daniel's measure and would support him.
As we waited outside, I noted the Chief trying to keep a straight face, but his twitching mustaches gave him away.
"Whaddya think, Chief?" I said.
"I never would've thought of Allgood." said the Chief, as much to himself as to me. "I knew you had something in mind, but I had no idea... and Wargrave was right... this was one well-thought-out chess move. Excellent, Crowbar!" That was extremely high praise from a man not easily given to offer it.
And certainly, it was a good move. While Daniel did not have the name recognition I had in the County, he had grown up here (and he and Melina were living in his deceased parents' house while building a new home on the mountainside), he was of impeccable reputation and integrity, and he had a lovely wife who was a business owner in the community with no negatives for enemies to attack.
And it would leave me free to do what was needed to make sure Harold Malone's less-than-upright reputation became public, which I could not risk doing if I were running myself. As the Chief and I re-entered the room to help begin planning a new political career, I silently thought to myself that there was no way I was going to allow Harold Malone to gain ascendancy over my Police Force.
----
On March 29th on the Courthouse steps, with his lovely wife Melina at his side, and also flanked by Jack Colby, Dagmar Schoen, J.P. Goldman(!), and Edward R. Steele, Daniel Allgood announced that he was taking a leave of absence from the Town & County Police Force to throw his hat into the ring for the office of Sheriff. He promised a candidacy and tenure of integrity and equal application of the Law for all Citizens, as well to maintain the already-high standard of professionalism and service of the Public Safety Department.
--
"Oh my God, are you kidding me?" gasped Harold Malone as he watched Allgood's speech on TV in his campaign headquarters. "Allgood?!?! It's not going to be the Iron Crowbar?!?!?"
"This is great!" said one junior campaign staff member. "There's no way you can lose now, Mr. Malone!"
"Are fucking kidding me?" said Malone, staring malevolently at the young staffer. "This wasn't in the script at all! Oh, shit..." The staffer simply could not understand Malone's reaction.
Malone understood all too well. The Iron Crowbar had just outsmarted every one of these so-called geniuses who had assured him, Malone, that everything was in the bag...
--
"I don't understand why you are so upset." said Senator Nathan Allen to his guest as he poured himself a stiff drink. "You want a drink?"
"No, Senator." said the guest, who was growing impatient. "And let me explain why this is very bad for Malone. We were counting on the Iron Crowbar to run against him. We spent over a million dollars on opposition research on him and others, we had a line of attack, counterattack, and defense all ready to go against anything he could throw at us. But no one even thought about this guy Allgood. We can't attack him... for Christ's sake, he was running Internal Affairs at the Police Department! We don't know a damn thing about him, except all the good things that made him I.A. material. He's incorruptible, he has a beautiful family with no baggage like the Iron Crowbar's wife... Jesus... maybe I will take a drink, Senator."
Senator Allen poured his guest a drink and redoubled his own. "Name recognition, my friend. Name recognition. Nobody knows who Allgood is. Coverage at KXTC is all but bottled up, and nobody watches KSTD."
"Don't you understand, Senator?- oh, never mind." the guest said.
--
Daniel's early speeches were well-received by the political and Press punditry, as well as the Citizens to whom he spoke... but KXTC did not even show them on their broadcasts; Katherine Woodburn had disallowed coverage, only allowing Bettina Wurtzburg to mention the candidacy with no 'elaboration'. KSTD ran full coverage, and despite my attempts to get Bettina the first interview with Daniel, that went instead to KSTD.



The morning after Allgood's announcement, the Town & County Examiner, owned by Katherine Woodburn, formally endorsed Harold Malone for Sheriff with a glowing testimonial, as well as something just short of libel in attacking Daniel Allgood. Coverage of Malone's campaign would be constant and complimentary, while what little coverage of Allgood would be spun as negatively as Woodburn's capacity for deceit could muster. In fact, over time County Republicans would file two lawsuits and an FEC complaint against KXTC for violations of the law in unbalanced coverage, but it would take a Crowbar to pry her out of her biased coverage... an Iron Crowbar...
Part 31 - Sex Scandal on the Campaign Trail
"Mmmmm, Cowboy... I wanna be your Cowgirl." Melina whispered to her husband as she knelt before him and began opening his blue jeans to reveal his huge, hardening, nine inch cock.
Jack Colby had arranged a speech for Daniel at the Farmer's Market, in which Colby had given his endorsement to Allgood's candidacy for Sheriff. Colby also gave Daniel and Melina perfectly-fitting cowboy hats. They were not the cheap kind but very real and high-quality Stetson hats, white in color. Daniel and Melina were dressed in western shirts and jeans, and Daniel looked so good in his hat that the cowboy hat would become his staple during the campaign. I had taken a picture of Daniel and Melina in their hats, and I had it blown up to bigger sized and framed, and sent it to them.
Now they'd arrived home after a long day of campaigning. Melina had been horny as hell all day after admiring how her husband looked in his hat and jeans, and she could not wait to get to his cock now that they were alone. She did not even give him a chance to sit down as she knelt in front of him and opened the zipper to his jeans.
"Mmm, honey," she said huskily, "you looked so hot up there giving your speech... all those women looking at you and wanting this big package of yours... but it's mine..." Melina fished her husband's cock out of his pants, feeling it throb in her hand as she jacked it to its full nine-inch length.
"Oh yeah, baby, I'm gonna suck your balls right out of your nutsack! Let me show you what a good cowgirl does for her cowboy!" Melina said. She then slid her mouth over Daniel's huge cockhead, sliding her lips wetly down the shaft until she had all but two inches buried into her throat.
"Oh God! that is so fucking good!" Daniel gasped as he gently grabbed the back of his wife's head and began pulling her face into his groin as he shoved his hips forward. "Yeah, suck that cock, baby! Suck it hard!"
He began pistoning his hips as he fucked his wife's mouth, sinking his fat cockhead into her throat with each thrust. The both unbuttoned their shirts, Daniel admiring Melina's big breasts, her taut nipples and her firm abdomen as she admired his hard body, his well-developed pecs and his 'six-pack' abs that they'd worked together to produce.
Melina really enjoyed being used by her husband, letting Daniel fuck her face with his huge meat. When he was rock-hard and throbbing with desire, she finally broke free and lay down on the floor. Together they worked her jeans off her long, shapely legs. Daniel was almost like a starved animal as he mounted Melina, dryfucking her sopping wet slit with long strokes.
"Put it in me, baby, don't make me wait!" Melina begged, her eyes betraying her desperation to have her husband's cock nuts-deep inside her, wanting to feel every inch of him sheathed in her as he took her, wanting him to take her as a real man takes his woman. And he did not disappoint; he raised up slightly, letting his cockhead sink into her labes, and with her hand guiding and steadying his weapon of lust, he drove his hips forward and sank every last inch into her tight, soaking wet, scalding hot cunt!
They began a hard fast rhythm of fucking. Daniel's jeans were lowered down his thighs to just above his knees, and he was literally on his toes as he powered his meat in and out of his beautiful wife's eagerly receptive hole. Her legs were pulled back and spread wide in accommodation, and she dug her heels into his ass and the backs of his thighs to urge him on and fuck her even more furiously.
"Oh God, it's so good!" Melina mewled. "I love you baby, I love you so much! Fuck me baby, fuck me hard and deep!"
"Oh baby, I love you!" Daniel gasped. "I just hope the Press doesn't catch us! What would they say if they caught me, a married man, fucking a hot, beautiful woman like you?! What kind of scandal would they make of that?"
"They'd say only a real man like you could fuck a woman like me!" Melina said. "And they'd say you're the only real man that can be Sheriff! Now show me how a real cowboy fucks his cowgirl, you fucking stud!"
They shared deep hot kisses as Daniel settled his weight onto Melina, continuing to fuck her with deep, hard, stabbing thrusts. He was nuzzling her neck and hearing her moans as her climax crashed through her loins, feeling her cunt clutch at him. He could not hold back and didn't try.
"Oh God, baby, I'm gonna come, I'm gonna shoot my load deep into your hot cunt, baby!" he gasped as long streams of thick, ropy jism splashed against the back walls of her cunt, ready to be soaked up by her cervix.
"Oh my goodness, what will the Press say when they find out about this?" Daniel whispered as he nuzzled his wife's neck.
"It'll be a scandal." Melina said, giggling. "Man having an affair with his wife during the campaign, sneaking away and fucking her on the floor between campaign events. The Public will talk about it non-stop." As they relaxed, sharing kisses and loving pillow talk, Daniel's potent, virile sperm began its search to conquer Melina's fertile, waiting egg...
To be continued.
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Part 32 - Meanwhile, Back To The Investigation
The memo came out at 8:00am three days after Daniel Allgood's announcement, stating that Steven Ikea was returning to the Town & County Police Force, would be promoted to Lieutenant, and would be taking over the Vice Squad. 
Rarely have I seen the level of gloom such as that which overcame both MCD and Vice. I heard everything from promises to resign, to threats to go on strike to threats of doing Ikea bodily harm if he showed up. Such was the poisonous effect of the name 'Steven Ikea'.
It was only when Tanya Perlman popped into MCD a half hour later and was handed the memo for her evaluation, did the truth come out.
"It's April Fool's Day, guys." Tanya said. "This has gotta be a hoax." I was disappointed that no one else figured it out... and I realized I really needed to get Tanya back into MCD and utilize her talents more... her police talents, of course...
The atmosphere in the Headquarters improved immediately. I was accosted as the perpetrator of that hoax, but pled innocence. It was only when Cindy and I went to the Chief's office and saw his mustaches twitching as he failed to hide his merriment that we discovered the prankster. And they say Chief Griswold has no sense of humor...
----
It was the next day and no April Fool's joke when Jack Muscone of the FBI called me from the City and reported that the young female agent we had captured had committed suicide.
"She was brought into Court for her arraignment without handcuffs, per procedure. As soon as she was free, she attacked her guards then went for a deputy's gun. She fired at four people, including the judge, then put the gun to her own head and killed herself." Jack reported. "Fortunately for us, no one else was seriously wounded, though the deputy was shot in the hand."
"Did you find out anything else about her?" I asked.
"Only that you might have been right about her entering the FBI as a mole from the start." Jack said, then stated: "We found several extra sets of IDs in her apartment, and one of those was the owner of a bank account at her college where a pretty good bit of money had been deposited. We haven't yet traced where the money came from, but it's a pretty clear bet she was working for someone even before coming into the FBI. Any ideas, Don?"
"Birmingham." I replied. "Either she's an agent of a foreign government, or a domestic group you've been watching..." I was not specific, as we were not on secure phones.
"Why would she kill herself?" Muscone asked. "That's pretty extreme." It was a good question, and one that would require some serious thought...
---
The next Monday morning I entered Classroom 'E', which was fast becoming the home of MCD meetings as it was behind the MCD room via a side hallway. Vice was using Classroom 'C', which was just down the hallway. Inside Classroom 'E' sat Detectives Martin Nash, Theo Washington and Diana Torres.
Martin opened the meeting with his progress report. "We've been looking for any reports of large blood spots where Carroll and that other guy might have been killed. It's well over a month since the killings now, but we started two weeks ago. Patrolmen Morton, Rudistan, McGhillie and Johnson have been really working it on their patrols, asking people about it. We also have been able to get a look inside a lot of businesses by going with the Public Health Department officials on so-called 'routine' health inspections. They've been very cooperative lately, and I'm not sure why."
I answered: "That's because the newly-elected Sheriff will be overseeing the Public Health Department, which the Council in their infinite wisdom placed under Public Safety. So I'm thinking they want to get some puppy points with the Sheriff by working with the Police. But I digress... you were saying, Martin?"
"Yes, sir," Martin said, continuing his report, "we've gone in many places asking about blood from animal slaughters. That's the narrative we created. But no one has seen anything unusual at all. The only operating animal processing plants are south of here, in or near Junction Station. No one there reported anything out of the ordinary, nor any trespassers."
Junction Station was once a town but was now barely more than a small collection of buildings on one street which now housed one restaurant, an antique shop and a pottery-making business. It was near the main road that led South to Coltrane County. You'd miss it if you blinked.
"You've done very good work canvassing the area." I said. "Anything else any of you might have learned from all this?"
"Just this." said Theo Washington. "I went with the officers to the predominately black areas in the southwest part of town. They don't fully know me or trust me, but they're happy to see a black Detective on the Force. They know Captain Malone was a racist and that he was keeping blacks from rising in the Force. The jury's still out on you, Lieutenant, but you got some points helping acquit Nathaniel Jones."
"What's the vibe in those areas?" I asked.
"A lot of tension." Theo replied. "It's more than just the County, of course, and it's not yet what I'd call a boiling point, but there's a lot of tension with this Sheriff election, and with the overall Court system after the Jones case. Reginald B.F. Lewis and Malinda Adams are trying hard to stir up a hornet's nest for their election purposes. Part of their problem is that Malone's running as a Democrat, and a lot of blacks may sit out the election, as they won't vote for a Republican either, no matter who it is. Lewis and Adams are both running unopposed, but other Democrats might get hurt if blacks sit out of this Election."
"Thanks for that info." I said. "Now guys, I want to show you one of what Detective Ross would call 'my little tricks'. I want all of you to put yourself in the minds of the murderers of Carroll and Blondie. Think to yourselves where you would go to kill them and hide a large amount of blood that was released when they were killed. We know they were transported to the King & Ebenezer Food Industries site, so where would you do the killings?" After a few minutes of such 'meditation', they gave their ideas.
Diana Torres started. "I'm thinking somewhere out on the farms, where they wouldn't be seen and the blood would be soaked into the ground.
"The only thing that comes to my mind," said Martin Nash, "is that it's some place where water can be used to clean up the mess, especially blood in the cars that transported the bodies to King & Ebenezer. Maybe a car wash."
"Hey, what about the County Maintenance Facility?" Theo said as the thought hit him. "They have washing facilities there. Captain Malone could get access to it, as well."
"Not bad, all of you." I said. "As to the farms, isolated areas would be good, but the farmers are always on the lookout for strange cars passing on their lands. Remember how quickly a farmer spotted activity that led us to Jefferson Jackson's body? They also look for animal signs, and likely would've noticed a disturbance in their crops or any large amount of blood. But it's an idea, and a good one, Diana, and I'm not discounting it."
"As to the car wash idea, it's good too." I said. "Yes, someplace where water could be used to wash away evidence of the really gruesome crimes committed. But let's go further: the County Maintenance Facility runs 24 hours and people are all over the place. The Water Works facility is in constant operation and is also constantly guarded at all times. If the crimes were committed in this County, it'd have to be in a place where the victims' screams weren't heard. So I'm looking for a place that is not in a population center, not routinely used or guarded all night, has water that can be used to wash down the crime scene..."
I then told them my idea. They agreed with me that it was a very likely place...
----
"Well, this office is a damn sight better than your last one." Sgt. Bill Hanson said as he entered my office. Sitting down at my invitation, he said "I had to pry myself in and out of that little one with a shoehorn."
"Yes, it's definitely more roomy." I said, not saying that those offices were not built for men as large as Sgt. Hanson. "What can I do for you?"
"I just came up to let you know what we're doing in I.A." Sgt. Hanson said. "With Lt. Allgood running for Sheriff, Detective Curly Goodwin is taking over. Allgood was pretty good, but Goodwin is the real deal. He's already making things better 'down there'."
"Good." I said. "And I think Allgood is going to be an ideal Sheriff. So tell me what you came up to talk about - Smith and Wesson."
Sgt. Hanson showed no shock that I'd guessed the reason for his contact with me. "Yes, and getting right to it: we've been watching them very closely, as well as Officer Jeremy Hatch, but so far we're not getting anything. We've followed them via their GPS recorders, we've examined all of their logs, and we've had people following them on their patrols almost daily. They're as clean as anybody else right now. In fact, we're suspicious that they may be onto us."
"I'm not surprised to hear that they may have gone dormant again." I said. "With Malone running for Sheriff, they may have been told to lay low. By the way, how are things in Vice without Malone, so far?"
"The team is doing okay. You're not inserting yourself there too fast, so they're not too agitated. We in I.A. have about come to the determination that Sharples is a nutjob, but other than that they're doing okay. What I am worried about is that they may not be developing leads like they used to, what with Malone's influence missing, and drug pushers might start trying to come back into the County."
I thought about that one. Whether or not Sergeant Hanson's comment were a reproach to me or not, I knew that I needed to really get going with Vice. Malone might still be controlling drug access to the County, but without actually being in charge of Vice, his grip might soften...
Part 33 - Deal With The Devil
Henry R. Wargrave looked out the windows of his penthouse office in the City, enjoying the spectacular views as he waited for his next guest. Normally, he did not wait for guests, but this one was important and special.
He had been going over the data that his small army of private investigators had uncovered about Michael and Eleanor Burke's son Jack. He read with great interest about Jack Burke's exploits in college, the incident with the girl Ivy, and his subsequent years of living off the grid in a desperate attempt to hide from certain people.
The only disappointment: it had been impossible to trace the girl Ivy; it was if she had vanished off the face of the earth. Wargrave knew he had more work to do, work that would take a different level of investigation. But he was by now very curious to uncover the whole story, especially as it involved his young nemesis, the Iron Crowbar.
"Mr. Wargrave," said his secretary, an extremely elegant, attractive brunette in her thirties, "Mr. King is here."
"Send him right in." said Wargrave. As the man came in, Wargrave shook his hand, "Jack King, it's been way too long! How are you, my friend?"
"Good, good." Jack King said. "And yes, it's been way too long. It's good to see you again, Henry. You're looking very well, very fit."
"Can I offer you some coffee, or water?" Henry Wargrave asked, guiding his guest to the comfortable sofa and chairs.
"Just some water, thank you." said King. After they were seated, Wargrave asked "How is your father doing? I haven't seen Conrad in way too long."
"He's fine, just turned 80, but still in good shape and good spirits." said King. "But of course he's not getting any younger. He's been staying in warmer states like Florida and Texas the last few years. He was visiting with President Bush, the elder one, in Houston a couple of months ago. By the way, he spoke of you the other day. He's really proud of you, as always."
Jack King's father Conrad had been Henry Wargrave's mentor for years, helping Wargrave make the CIA and national and international contacts Wargrave needed and used to build his businesses. As powerful and connected as Wargrave was, Conrad had been so in the era before him. Conrad King was indeed one of the most powerful men in the world, though he had begun to unwind and seek simple retirement and rest as he aged.
"He's like a second father to me." Henry said. "I really should go visit him, if you think he wouldn't mind."
"He'd love to see you." Jack King said. King was in his early 50s with a head full of iron-gray hair and a strong, chiseled face. He'd built up a big distribution and trucking business, was a strong friend of the Unions even though he was an owner of businesses. No law enforcement agency had ever gotten so much as a whiff of the drug and stolen goods distribution rackets that his businesses were merely fronts for, which had made him very wealthy.
"It was a shame about Arruzio." Wargrave said, very subtly putting himself at an advantage to King with the comment.
"Yes," King said, becoming a bit introspective. "I had an appointment with him the night he went over and killed his wife and that stud she was banging. I always wonder if I'd insisted on keeping the appointment, would he have not done what he did, and would he be alive now..."
(Author's note: see 'The Case of the Murdered Lovers, Ch. 03' to refresh your memories of Jack King and Joe Arruzio.)
"I've always believed he would've killed them anyway, or at least her." said Wargrave. "I've only recently found out who tipped him off that his wife was having an affair, and why."
"Yeah, he and I only did a few deals together when he needed money, but they were good deals for both of us." said King. "And that's why I came to see you today, Henry. I may need your help, or at least your advice. I know you didn't move drugs around very much unless it was in association with the other things you were moving, but one of my operations is being pinched."
"Let me guess." said Wargrave. "Over around the University and its County."
"Exactly." said King. "Looks like the police caught on to the Black Badge scheme there. Such a nice little program, made some real lowballs feel important, and they're motivated a lot more than that black rapper's trash. As you know, we've got similar programs in other places, though by different names."
King continued: "But this is the first time we've ever had the police catch on. Who in the hell do they have working there that is so damn good? And our police contact there is running for Sheriff now, of all things. I sure hope he wins or we're going to have to rebuild... and the University, those kids are such a great market for my product. I don't want to lose anything there."
"I understand totally." Wargrave said. "And the guy who is catching on is the guy who put that crowbar to Sergei Molotov's back. He has become quite the concern for the criminal elements in my University's county."
"Him? Really?" said King. "And he's the guy that caught up to Joe Arruzio, as well? I'm surprised he's still allowed to operate there."
"He's survived two assassination attempts- no, nothing to do with me," Wargrave said seeing King peer at him. "He hasn't really crossed me yet, though he rather brazenly confronted me once over a small issue. So, Jack, what can I do to help you?"
"A couple of cops that got busted." said King. "I still am not sure what was going on with that... they made some traffic stop of a couple of kids, things got out of hand, and the next thing I know, Internal Affairs is looking at our police contact. But what I really need is for these two cops to be sprung from Federal custody. What would it cost me for your help doing that?"
"Oh, not much." said Wargrave. "Seeing as you're my friend and the son of my mentor, I think that if I heard that you gave the University a generous donation, I might be able to talk to a couple of people here in the City... in the Federal judicial branch."
"How generous are we talking?" asked King.
"Somewhere in the low-to-mid seven figures." replied Wargrave. "And of course, I might ask you for a favor in return one day."
"How about a nice endowment for the University's... Chemistry department, perhaps?" King said, thinking of the chemicals he distributed and sold, which ensnared so many people into addiction.
"Sounds great. President Wellman will be ecstatic. I'll let him know. And you will get a lot of very positive publicity and feedback." said Wargrave.
Part 34 - The Mother-In-Law Apartment
"Another trip?" I asked Laura, watching my now-obviously-pregnant wife packing her suitcase on Friday night as I held an attentive Carole.
"Yes." Laura said. "But it's the last one. I'm going into 'baby mode' after this one. And it's just to the City. We're only 90 miles away, but my schedule is packed so I'm going to stay at the hotel tomorrow night and return late Sunday night."
"You said 'we'? Melina is going?"
"Yep." Laura replied. "It'll give her a small break from the campaign trail with Daniel, though she's enjoyed doing all that so far. I'm really amazed how much both of them are loving it. How'd you know they'd take to it so well?"
"Oh, just a few simple observations. I only had eight years of observing Melina, though, so I wasn't too sure." I said with a wee bit of humorous sarcasm.
"So, what are you going to do this weekend, besides work?" Laura asked.
"Spend it with Mom." I said. "She wants to show off her new M-I-L apartment."
"She wants more than that." Laura replied. "Her young studs have been finding other girlfriends lately, so she hasn't been laid in a while. And she wants you, anyway. I'd better find you drained and exhausted when I get back Sunday night."
--
"Mmm, Mom, you look great." I said as I admired my mother's figure in the late afternoon sun on the back deck of the 'Mountain Nest', quickly popping one of Laura's 'gray viagra' pills into my mouth and swallowing it, as my wife had instructed.
For a sixty-year-old woman, my mother Phyllis looked much more like she was in her 40s. Her hair was frosted and fashioned simply, hanging straight down to just above her shoulders. She had been working out and doing yoga at Cindy and Melina's gym, and with Cindy as her personal trainer my mother was looking firm and fit. Her tight, clingy blue dress hugged her curves, showing off her luscious hourglass shape and her large breasts.
Her legs were very shapely, as she had made sure not to over-tone them. Her thighs were just beginning to show some weight, but her calves were as shapely and sexy as almost any woman's. They curved smoothly down to almost-too-thin ankles and her elegant, shapely feet. Mom was wearing very high heel clear-acrylic slides with clear plastic straps. I later found out Cindy had gotten them for her, as those "hooker heels" were what the Miss Physical America competition women wore. I thought that my mother could easily compete in the "Senior" division, if they had one, but Mom was not interested in bulking up or becoming too much of a hardbody.



"Why thank you, Son." Mom said as she walked up to me. "I've really worked on my body all Spring, so that you can use it for your sexual pleasure." She almost didn't stop as she came up to me, and I felt her hands sliding up my chest as our blue eyes locked together. "I want you to use this body all night long until you can't take anymore pleasure from it. It's my motherly duty to my son." She was really pouring it on thick, and I was loving it: my cock was beginning to lengthen and throb in my pants.
Mom pulled me down and our mouths met in a hot, hungry kiss. It was a kiss of lovers, not of a mother and son, and my mother was already well 'into it' as she slammed her lips against mine and slid her tongue over mine and halfway to my throat.
"Let's go inside." I said, thinking that this overt sexual display outside might not be as private as we'd like.
"Yes, let's get supper started." Mom said. "You can cook steaks on the outdoor grill and I'll make the pasta and salad." I followed her into her kitchen, which was small but efficient.
"Okay, let me get a bowl and- oooh, son, what are you doing?" Mom said. I'd come up behind her and pressed my bulge into the crack of her asscheeks from behind as my hands slid onto her hips and up the curve of her waist.
"Mmmm, Mom, I don't think I can wait to get a little piece of your ass right now." I breathed into her ear. My hands moved up to cup her breasts under her dress, making her moan.
"Let's get these panties off." I said, reaching under her dress and sliding my hands slowly up her thighs to the flimsy material of her blue lace panties. Throwing her dress up over her ass, I knelt behind my mother and as the panties slid down, I kissed the backs of Mom's thighs, working my way up to her labes. She was already becoming hotly aroused and very wet, and I heard her moan and grip the countertop as I licked up and down her swollen, parted cuntlips.
"Oh geez, that's good!" my mother gasped as I flicked my tongue over her labes, occasionally kissing along them, then kissing her firm, sweet asscheeks. Finally, my throbbing cock could take no more. I stood up behind my mother, keeping her trapped against the counter, and opened my pants, letting them fall. I pushed my underwear halfway down my thighs then gripped my aching, hard cock and fit the head to my mother's cunt from the rear.
"Oh Jesus Fucking Christ!" my mother exclaimed as I sank my cock into her, pulling out then thrusting again, burying my full length into her sopping wet depths. I gripped her hips as I began to pump her hard. The angle wasn't bad, I only had to bend my knees a little bit as Mom was wearing those 'hooker heels'. But after a few minutes I let my cock slide all the way out of her.
"Turn around, Mom." I said. She did so, and knowing what I wanted, hopped onto the countertop. I slid my hands under her sweet thighs and she moved forward, letting some of her weight rest on my arms as she positioned her pussy right on the edge of the counter. Her hand grabbed my hard male meat and guided me into her, and we deeply kissed as I began fucking my mother with a deep, hard rhythm.
"Oh yeah, Mom, that's good!" I gasped between kisses. I began nuzzling her neck, smelling her and her perfume... and I noticed it was different. Instead of what she normally wore, she was wearing the same sweet-smelling brand that my sister Elizabeth always wore.
"Mmm, Mom, you changed perfumes?" I asked, still nuzzling at her neck as I drove my meat into her.
"Ohhhhh... yes, Son... I know you like how sweet this brand smells... ohhh... do you like... do you like it, baby?... oh, that's so good!" Mom said as she gasped in pleasure at being fucked by her son's throbbing hard cock.
"Mmmm, yeah, it's nice." I said, not saying that it made me think of Elizabeth, of my sister's hot body and shapely legs...
After a minute, I was close to coming, and my mother sensed it. "Take it out, son, don't come in my pussy; I want you to eat me later." I slid my cock out and backed off a pace, letting Mom slide off the counter. She immediately slid down in front of me, her knees bent, and I wondered how she and Laura were able to have such flexibility. I didn't complain: my mother sucked my cock into her hungry mouth, devouring it, and began furiously sucking and jacking my cock. It did not take any time at all to come.
"Ohhhh! OH GOD! UHK!" I cried out as I released a huge load into my mother's mouth, jet after jet of salty hot cum spraying into her throat. Mom greedily sucked it all out, swallowed everything I shot into her throat and tried to suck even more out of my balls.
---
The movie we were watching was a softcore 'B-grade' flick, in which a beautiful 'good girl' married woman was being seduced by a younger, handsome bad man. The woman was blonde and lovely, a cross between the BDSM woman Rita and Katherine Warner Wilson. The flick was 'romantic', but it was also very erotic and nearly hardcore, so my mother and I were seeing a lot of flesh as the young man seduced the beautiful housewife. They only showed from the waist up, but it was obvious that the woman had succumbed and was being deeply and adulterously fucked by her handsome young lover.
"Do you like my feet, Son?" my mother asked, stretching out her left leg and arching her foot in the high heel slide. She was openly flirting with me. We'd been kissing and feeling each other up while the movie was going on, like teenagers on a hot date.
"Mmmm, gorgeous." I said. "I'm going to enjoy sucking on those feet while I fuck your brains out, Mom." I bent down and kissed my mother's upturned mouth as her hand slid over my cock and gently pumped it. We were halfway undressed, and I was feeling my mother's breasts, which I'd caused to pop out of her dress by pulling the material down to her waist. It wouldn't be long before we went into the bedroom...
---
"Mmmmmm" I moaned as I clamped my mouth to my mother's pussy, letting my tongue sink into her cunthole as deeply as I could get it, the vibration of my moan adding to her pleasure. Mom's legs were pulled up and back, giving me plenty of access to her tangy, hot pussy. I wetted her down, knowing that her own lube was going to dry up before too long; Mom could cheat her age in the gym, but there were just some things she couldn't get around.
"Here, son, add this." my mom said, giving me a bottle of lubricant. It was cherry-flavored, and as I squirted some into her slit, I coated my tongue with it and then administered the lube by sticking my tongue into my mother's hole again. The cherry flavor mixed well with the taste of pussy, and I began eating my mother with gusto until she came hard.
"Ohhh, son, that's so nice..." my mom said. I then squirted some more lube into my mom's hole and then slid two fingers deep inside her, really working the lubricant deep into her twat, gently 'scratching' the sides of her cunt with my fingertips to enhance her pleasure. It worked: my mother came again, very hard.
"I'm going to fuck you now, Mom." I said. "I'm going to fuck my own mother's pussy and come inside it!" I was mounting her, guiding my cock to her labes. I easily found her gaping hole and thrust my cock inside it, entering my mother with one smooth, deep stroke. The lube and my mother's juices worked well together, and my cock was sliding easily along her tight cuntwalls as I pistoned my hips to work my meat in and out of her.
"Ohhhhhh..." my mother moaned, gripping my asscheeks in her hands, taking my full length and pushing her hips to meet mine every time I drove down into her. I fucked my mother relentlessly, fueled by the medication as well as the simple nastiness of it: I was fucking my own mother! I drove into her like a man was supposed to drive into a woman while fucking her, taking her and using her, but knowing that I was giving her pleasure as she accommodated my size and my powerful male thrusts.
After Mom came, her body shaking in orgasm, I slowed it down a bit. I sat back on my legs, still pumping into her, and grabbed my mother's ankles, pulling her feet to my shoulders. I licked and kissed the tops of her feet and her heels, but did not let her shoes come off, then kissed along her ankles and calves. As I expected, it did not take long for my nut to ruse. My mother felt it, also.
"Don't come in my cunt, son." Mom said. "Don't waste that sweet sperm, that precious load of you. Come in my mouth and let me swallow your essence, son..." I was close, almost too far, but just at the last second I pulled out, knee-walked up until I was straddling my mother's big breasts, then grabbed her head and shoved my cock into her mouth.
"OH MY FUCKING GOD!" I screamed as the intensely painful pleasure of my orgasm rocked my loins and up my back. I felt the fires of release even as the power seemed to drain from my body, all shooting into my mother's mouth with my semen. Jolt after jolt fired through me as I drained my balls into my mother's mouth. Finally I climbed off of her.
"Why don't you get us some champagne from the kitchen?" Mom said.
"No need, Mom." I said, still trying to catch my breath. "I brought this bottle on ice here." I quickly poured a couple of glasses, and my mother and I drank to the deeply sinful act of pleasure we had just done with each other, reveling in the wickedness of it...
---
I woke up. It was 4:30 in the morning. I often woke about this time, but this time it was different. I felt my mother's lips on my dick, sucking me, trying to bring life and hardness into my used and abused cockmeat. I felt the pleasure of my loins stirring, but I also felt my sleepiness overtake me again.
As I felt my mother suck me, I began having... dreams... no... more like... memories...no... hallucinations?... for a moment I was in a meadow that I'd never seen before, my cock being sucked by a beautiful blonde woman in her thirties, a woman I'd never known before. Then it became an older woman sucking me, and I realized it was Marie Arruzio sucking my cock, looking into my eyes as she fellated my length. I'd never know Marie when she was alive, so how was it I was feeling her sucking my meat as if it had happened? Then the woman sucking me changed several more times, to a young woman I'd dated in college, then Melina, and then it was Laura fellating me in her incredibly talented way... 
Soon I realized that it was my mother sucking my cock again, in her bed in the early morning hours. I rolled her off of me, still in a semiconscious state, then I mounted her and slid my cock into her. I took my mother into my arms, letting my hands slide under her shoulder blades and pulling her to me, feeling her kiss my neck and shoulder as I began fucking her with deep, short, hard strokes.
Suddenly, I felt like I was in a dark cave, with fire swirling around me. I didn't feel the flames, but I was fucking a woman underneath me as those flames swirled around, bathing the room in an eerie red light. I looked down and saw that the woman I was fucking was Dr. Gloria Searles, the gorgeous doctor I'd met recently. (Author's Note: Interlude 10).
I was making love to Gloria, the pleasure in my loins increasing to levels I'd rarely experienced before. I looked down into her beautiful face, seeing her look of pleasure. I felt myself kissing her, the taste and feel of her soft mouth the best I'd ever known. I was making love to Gloria, building and building... and then the woman changed again... I smelled the perfume and as I looked down I saw that I was fucking my sister Elizabeth!... her beautiful body was grinding into me as I fucked her, her lovely breasts bouncing, her luscious legs wrapped tightly around me. I felt my nut rising as I dream-fucked my sister, giving it to her as hard as I could, then a flash of light blinding me as I came hard, my semen pumping into her, flooding her womb again and again and again...
When I finally came to, gasping, totally drained, I realized I was in my mother's room, in her bed, in her arms and collapsed on top of her. I rolled off of her, still trying to catch my breath. She rolled with me, sliding one sexy leg over my torso and caressing my chest before lying her head on it.
"That was intense fuck, son." Mom said. "You really had one hell of a fantasy going."
"It was... strange... like a dream..." I said. I resolved to myself to ask about these drugs Laura was giving me... was this a side-effect of the powerful prescription?
Part 35 - Affairs of Church and State
No one can fault Daniel Allgood for lack of courage. On Sunday, he went to the Town A.M.E. Church, which was all-black. Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis had made the invitation, but only after Daniel passed muster with the Reverend Joseph E. Williams, the wizened and aging pastor who was revered by his community and had seen the civil rights wars from the front lines.
And things did not go well at first, as Daniel had to explain that his wife was not with him because she was on a business trip which couldn't be helped. That didn't go over all that well, but Daniel made no excuses for the tensions between police and the black community, and took the issues head-on, and that got him their attention. Daniel did not pretend that the issues weren't large, but he said he would do what he could and all he could to make a difference. He also told the congregation how things were getting better, as the Nathaniel Jones case had shown, and promised to work even more with Councilman Lewis and black leaders like Reverend Williams to ensure equal application of the law.
By the end of the day, the crowd had warmed to him, but there was no guarantee they'd vote for him. The deck was still stacked against him, Reverend Williams told him privately, but he had not hurt himself at all by visiting them. When Daniel asked what kind of reception Harold Malone was going to get when he visited, the Reverend Williams and Councilman Lewis stared at him, then told him that Malone had declined to commit to speak at the church... or any other black church in the Town or County.
Both KSTD and KXTC reporters and cameras were at the church, and the KSTD reporter interviewed many people and recorded the surprisingly enthusiastic comments for candidate Allgood. The KXTC reporter was not enthusiastic at all; she knew, as her mentor Bettina Wurtzburg knew, that Katherine Woodburn would kill the story, as it would be too positive for Harold Malone's opponent.
---
While Daniel Allgood made his foray into the black community, Pastor Westboro was introducing Harold Malone at the Town First Baptist Church, the largest church in the County and all-white. Malone introduced his wife Madelyn, then gave the crowd the red meat they wanted to hear: Malone would keep the citizens of the County safe from 'undesirable elements', and he'd make sure the 'good order' of the Town and County was maintained.
---
"How in the hell did that happen?" a furious Katherine Woodburn screamed. KXTC's six o'clock news had just run a piece showing black churchgoers enthusiastic about Daniel Allgood, and some positive comments from Reverend Williams and Councilman Lewis about Allgood's integrity and outreach to the black community.
"Sorry, ma'am." said one of the engineers. "There was a mix-up in the order the tapes were played." It had not been a mix-up, but an intentional effort to avoid an FEC investigation of KXTC, an attempt to save Katherine Woodburn from herself.
"Why in the fucking hell was that tape even with the others? Why was it even loaded at all? Did you idiots not understand my fucking orders that only Harold Malone is to receive positive coverage?!?!" Woodburn yelled, her face nearly purple with fury. Everyone stared at her: she had essentially just broken election coverage laws with that public statement. So much for trying to save her ass...
"You." she said, pointing at the engineer who had answered her. "You're fired. Get the hell out of here, you fucking idiot."
There was silence in the room. The engineer got up, waved to his former co-workers and brushed past Woodburn. Then, to her horror, every engineer in the room got up and followed the man out, and no other engineer would come in to work. They essentially were going on strike, and they would not return until Woodburn apologized and reinstated the fired engineer.
Part 36 - Crisis In The City
On Sunday morning I got the call from Jack Muscone, half-begging and half-demanding I come to the City immediately. Chief Griswold's call came seconds later, asking me to assist Muscone and his team for the next couple of days. I knew it was desperately important: an FBI helicopter was already landing at the local County airfield, which is along the highway that goes west out of Town. Cindy came along with me, of course, and we were flown to FBI Headquarters in the City. We were quickly ushered to Jack Malone's office. The look on his face was grave.
Jack began, his voice almost surreal, "Last night, Federal Judge Tomlinson was shot dead in his chambers in the Federal Courthouse. That building is very secure, camera-covered, but someone knew enough to deactivate the cameras leading to the Judge's chambers. He was shot twice in the head with a .22 magnum caliber pistol. We found the expended shells; there were no fingerprints at all."
"Sorry to hear this, Jack," I said, but why call us local guys in from across the State?"
"Because Tomlinson was very likely on the take." Muscone replied. "We'd been watching him for some time, but it was hard to get anything solid on him. And before you ask, yes we can handle judges on the take. The reason I asked you guys to come over is because Tomlinson was about to override Judge Francis, who was handling the hearings by your County ADA Sanders to get Brody and Gunn back into your County's custody. We believe Tomlinson was going to order them returned to your County for a myriad of hearings set up by one of your local judges."
"I see." I said. "Well, if you'll let me borrow a computer, I need to deputize myself into the SBI. I need some jurisdiction."
---
Although I questioned the other Federal judges alongside Jack Muscone, especially talking to Judge Francis, we got nowhere. I un-deputized myself from the SBI as we were flown home. Once there, Cindy offered to buy me dinner at the all-night diner near the University campus. The food was on the greasy side... but greasy food and coffee really hit the spot to satisfy my ravenous appetite.
"I want to run something by you, Don." Cindy said, keeping her voice low and nearly drowned-out by the buzz of other conversations. "Jack Muscone was in the City and involved in the Brody/Gunn case when this dirty Federal judge was shot. He was in Denver at or very near the time of the shooting of that Federal Reserve accountant. He was in Miami when all that shit went down about that diplomat being killed. I checked... he was there at the time, not afterwards."
"Yes." I said. "Did you also check Dr. Benjamin Mays in California, the Red Chinese diplomat in San Francisco, and the Korean magnate in Las Vegas?"
Cindy just stared at me. "I guess I better start looking at those. But that begs the question even harder: do you think this is a coincidence? or are we trusting Jack Muscone far more than we should?"
"So what do you want to do?" I asked Cindy, not answering her question.
"You didn't answer my question... but what I want to do is 'nothing'." Cindy said. "I want you to reassure me everything is okay here. I feel like I'm in way over my head and I'm drowning."
"Well, I certainly would never do anything to let you drown or get hurt, my friend." I said. "Right now, there is indeed nothing we could really do. You might want to try your hand at sneaky data-mining. Make damn sure you don't get my Department in trouble by getting caught, though."



---
"The symposium went very well." Laura said. "The speaker was really good, and everyone fussed over me since I'm pregnant. I didn't have to do a thing but sit there, eat the food, and enjoy the presentation."
"How was Melina?" I asked.
"She's doing better." Laura said. "She actually wants to visit her baby, though she says she knows she's not ready to take over motherly duties. She's loving the campaign trail, though she says she doesn't like having to visit the black community."
"Speaking of that, Daniel made some good inroads there." I said. "Got good media coverage, impressed the black community leaders. But he still way behind the power curve in the polls. He needs to make gains."
"So, my darling husband," said Laura, coming up to me and sliding her arms around my neck. "Are you regretting your decision to have him run instead of yourself?"
"Not a bit." I said, kissing my wife. "I much prefer to be solving cases. In fact, I was in the City just today, courtesy of the FBI, helping investigate the murder of a Federal judge over there."
"I heard that on the news this morning." Laura said. "Why did the FBI want you to help them, other than your obvious abilities to solve what they can't?" She was taking a dig at the FBI with that, typical of a CIA high-level agent.
"Because it's related to the Brody/Gunn case." I said. "In fact..." I went into a reverie. "In fact... this might just help us solve this frickin' Black Badge case... if they'll let me- ohhhhhh!" Laura had slid her body down, bending her legs as her hands opened my pants, and I groaned as the pleasure of my cock sliding into her hungry mouth enveloped me. I was suddenly lost to all attempts at rational thought...
----
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the redhead reporterette to wake us up on the following Tuesday morning. "There are no new leads in the murder of a Federal judge in the City Saturday night. The FBI is investigating and is taking a strong interest in the case, as they suspect the murdered judge was being threatened by organized criminal elements."
"In other news, we are obligated to report that the Federal Elections Commission has received complaints of biased coverage of the County Sheriff Election by KXTC Channel Two News. Channel Two News has responded to the complaints, and we can assure you that you are getting the best coverage of all sides from all sides here at KXTC Channel Two News. Now let's go to Chuck Pringle for the baseball report..."
Part 37 - Increased Duties
Since taking over Vice from Captain Malone, I'd attempted to get a handle on the Department. However, I found it rough going.
First, I'd been given some files of Vice cases by Lainie, Sonali and Julie Newton, but I had to secretly ask Myron and Goth Girl Mary to make sure they weren't holding out on me... and it turns out they were. Several drug cases had been 'accidentally' left out, and each Detective claimed that they thought someone else was handling that.
Second, Vice did not come in as early as MCD; they were often out later at night, and so often did not straggle in until 8:00am or even later. They also had the habit of watching KSTD instead of KXTC, and they did not even have a common coffeemaker in the room.
So when I would go into Vice and try to just chat with them, as I did every morning with MCD, I felt something of a wall between me and the Detectives of the unit. They would stay at their desks, acting as if I wasn't even there. All I got out of it was the knowledge that the KSTD reporters were nowhere near the quality of Bettina Wurtzburg.
But I had to do something, even if it meant shaking some things up and knocking some heads together. I called Detective (J.G.) Christopher Purvis into the office. Purvis dyed his hair black, would one day need (and use) a toupee, and was extremely straightlaced to the point of strange; other Detectives called him 'Christopher Pervert' behind his back.
"Captain Malone handled his Detectives separately." said Purvis. "If he needed to talk to one of us, he'd call us into his office. He almost never came into the Vice room like you go into MCD."
"Don't you guys collaborate on cases?" I asked.
"Not the way you guys in MCD do." Purvis answered. "We talk to each other when we need information, stuff like that. But we're dealing with confidential informants and other contacts, and Captain Malone wanted us to keep to our own cases to keep stuff like that from getting out."
"I can understand that aspect of it." I said. "But I get a real sense that there is no esprit-de-corps among you guys, no sense of cohesion at all."
"You can add to it that Steven Ikea was a total asshole," Purvis added, "Geiger was his lapdog but is now a lost lapdog, Teresa 'Cunt' was a damn good cop but a real bitch to work with, Sharples is a nutjob and we have no idea what's going on in his head, Julie Newton is a nice girl but she's an accountant. We call her 'The Abacus', and she not much for chit-chat. And I'm just a J.G., I've barely begun learning the ropes around there."
"Okay, Chris, work more with Geiger: you and he are the core of the Vice Squad. Thanks for talking with me. You can go." I said as a dismissal, then stopped him as he got up. "By the way, do not ever again let me hear you say you are 'just' a J.G. You're a Detective with the Town & County Police Vice Squad, and I expect you to be one with pride and reflective of the trust placed in you. Am I clear?"
"Uh, yes sir." Purvis said. It'd take him a few minutes to figure out that I'd just given him the kick in the pants to boost his self-esteem...
---
"I dunno, it's going to be tough." I said to Cindy Ross as we shared a pitcher of beer and chips and salsa at the Cop Bar that afternoon. "I understand Captain Malone's style of leadership, but it's not mine. And I'd really like to develop better cohesion in there. They've got a bunch of cases going, and if they worked together they'd find that many of them are correlated and they could work together and make busts a lot more efficiently."
"That's true." said Cindy. "Teresa used to do a lot of that, though she didn't let on because Ikea worked so hard to take all the glory. Malone also seemed to set up little fiefdoms in there, probably to mask the crap he was doing."
"Yeah, that was my thought too." I said. "I think Tanya was right that Malone will never return, so I'm thinking of bringing in some new people and using them as a core to make a more cohesive unit. And also working more with the MCD people. Cross-training might help develop better relationships."
"Yeah, that might be okay." Cindy replied. "And you're going to bring in a few more people into MCD, too, aren't you?"
"Possibly." I said. "I'm also thinking of bringing Tanya back just as soon as she gets Barry Oliver up to speed in the Crime Lab."
"Lieutenant... may I speak frankly?" Cindy asked. It was not common of her to ask that.
"By all means." I replied.
"Don, we're not nearly as big as the City Police or even Midtown's Force, but the MCD and Vice Departments are pretty big operations; they were never meant to be directly run by one person. I know you're a great cop, a great leader and a great organizer, but even you have only so many hours in a day. You're trying too hard to run two departments directly, and it's not meant to be that way. There is supposed to be one Captain who has Lieutenants or Supervisors actually running each department, like it was when you just ran MCD and Malone ran Vice for the Chief. I'm not sure why the Chief gave you both departments, but you need to either run them from more of a distance -or- you need to go through subordinate leadership."
"Yes, you're right." I said, knowing Cindy's words were absolutely correct, and I appreciated her frankness in letting me know my own limits. "I can't run Vice and MCD the way I lead MCD. I also understand the Chief's decision, as there is no one truly ready or able to take Vice and run with it. I do have some ideas how I'm going to solve this issue, but that will take time, and I can't let Vice falter until those bricks are cemented into place."
---
"Well, Lieutenant, it's like this," said Superintendent Davies of the Town & County Fire Department, "we'll be glad to give you guys a couple of days to practice in the frame houses before we set them on fire, but we can't let you have any ammunition out here, not even blanks. If a round was dropped and went off during the fire while we were training, one of our guys could get hurt."
We were at the Fire Academy Range. SWAT Sergeant Hugh Hewitt was with me, surveying the grounds. Superintendent Davies was in charge of the Fire Academy grounds as well as Fire Station No. 3, which served the wealthy northwestern areas of Town and the nearby County land. 'Superintendent' was a rank, higher than Captain, like an Army Major, and Superintendents were in command of fire stations and their equipment, including their fire engines and EMS vehicles.
"Sir," asked Hewitt, "I understand that position, but of course these guys are in danger anyway when they go into the burning structure, aren't they?"
"Not as much as you think." said Davies, "We minimize the risk. We set the building on fire and then immediately send the people in. The idea is to create the fear factor and have the real-fire experience... but the fire really hasn't gotten going yet and the structure isn't too compromised. We've never had one collapse on anyone. Once they get the test dummies out and the fire gets going, we work on putting it out."
"I can understand that, sir." I said. "We would not have any ammo out here; we'd just want to practice maneuver and close-quarters battle, not actual shooting." I'd been looking around the place, and the other men did not realize that my interest was not in SWAT training...
Part 38 - Taxed To The Limit
For most people, April 15th means Tax Day. For me, it additionally meant a meeting, also attended by Jack Muscone, DA Gil Krasney, and the Chief. And I don't think I've ever seen Chief Griswold so ticked off. To say we were being mentally taxed to our limits would be an understatement.
"Come on, Gil." Griswold said to DA Krasney as we sat in the Chief's small conference room. "Your ADA Sanders has been working like hell to get Brody and Gunn out of Federal custody and back here, and for what? So he can get them released on a joke bail? And then get them killed? Haven't you even investigated this guy, or gone to the Inspector General about him?"
"You know how it is, Chief." Krasney shot back. "You had to keep Malone on the Force all this time, I have to keep Sanders. Neither of us are involved, and neither of us can do a damn thing about."
"What I know," said Chief Griswold, "is that Judge Stone is helping the process. He's going to schedule hearings for these two every day. They'll be for five fucking minutes each, and for procedures that you usually get through in ten minutes total, but Stone has said that he'll have those two back here no matter what it takes. I've already called the Governor and two members of the State Supreme Court about him, but in the meantime, you're the only one who can stop this shit."
"There's not a damn thing I can do." said Krasney, beginning to become defiant. "You're not up for election, Griswold; I am. Malone and his people are playing for keeps, and if I'm not re-elected, then I'm absolutely no good in stopping them."
"You can intervene and stop this charade right now." said Jack Muscone, who was sitting on the other side of the table. "Judge Francis won't say a word, but we're sure he's being threatened. Their marked card, Judge Tomlinson, was shot dead, though we have no idea how or why, and now they're leaning on Francis. They want those two guys back, and you're telling me you can do nothing?" Muscone squared up and played his ace. "Do we need a full and formal FBI investigation into this County's government and judicial system, Mr. Krasney?"
"You can do that if you like, Agent Muscone." said Krasney, unafraid. "But if you do, you'll rip up everything your friend here has been working to do. Isn't that right, Lieutenant?" I said nothing, so Krasney turned to the Chief. "After all, Griswold... isn't this why you brought the Iron Crowbar into the Force?"
"Don," said Chief Griswold, "exchange that crowbar for a shovel and dig us out of this."
"No problem." I said. "Mr. Krasney, I would recommend you go straight from here to the Inspector General's office about Sanders. Do not pass 'Go', do not collect two hundred dollars. If you don't, then someone in the future will say you're in league with him, and you know what that will mean to your career in this County. I'd suggest you go right now to the IG, so thank you for coming down to chat with us, and I would not want to waste another minute of your immensely valuable time." It was a dismissal, and Krasney took the hint and left. I could only pray that he would go to the IG about Sanders.
"Okay, Crowbar," said the Chief, "what next? Krasney is the only one who can legally intervene to stop Stone and Sanders."
"He's helpless and he knows it. We all know it. Hell, it's unanimous." I said, my voice introspective. I was in this surreal zone, knowing every step of the way, but somehow unable to just say it. "Yes, they're going to get Brody and Gunn, and they're going to kill them and leave their bodies hanging for us to find."
"Aw, c'mon... besides, we can keep Brody." Muscone said. "The U.S. Attorney already has a deal with him."
"Sanders is going to appeal that, and Stone will support him." I replied, my voice still distant as I struggled to put the puzzle pieces together in my mind. "They'll say Brody has no deal with the County. They can lock that up for the next ten years in Court appeals, and it only takes one Federal judge to agree with them and Brody is toast. And in the meantime, the longer Brody is in anyone's prison, be it Federal or local, and not in Witness Protection, he likelier he'll be murdered. That's why they're leaning on Judge Francis, threatening his life and his family. No, we have to do something else, something far more drastic."
"So what do you have in mind?" the Chief asked, seeing and understanding the look on my face.
"I suggest... that we let 'em win. That we let them bail out Brody and Gunn." I said. To my own surprise, neither man was very shocked at my statement.
"I think I see where you're going with this." said Muscone. "But once they're out of our hands, they could be killed within minutes."
"Yes." I said. "It is an extreme risk and I cannot guarantee we can keep Brody and Gunn alive. But it may be our only chance to catch these bastards out in the open, actually committing crimes. The key is exposing them, making them known, hopefully arresting them and shutting them down. It does involve extreme danger for Brody and Gunn."
I told them my plan. I gave them all the details and possible issues. I answered their questions. And at the conclusion, I said:
"I'll take a potty break and let you guys decide. It's y'all's call."
To be continued.
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Part 39 - Aunt Crowbar 2
On the morning of April 19th, I was embroiled in ritual combat, deflecting ever-harsher blows from one stalwart opponent.
Cindy and I were working out in the police gymnasium's boxing ring, and we were not playing around. We were using crowbars... certainly not my blue one, but plain and simple black crowbars bought from the hardware store. We fenced with them while wearing football helmets and pads, face guards, eye protection and some body padding, but landing a blow could still hurt.
Needless to say, my martial arts and personal combat skills had been greatly improved by the workouts with Cindy. The workouts also had earned her the name 'Crowbar 2' around Headquarters, as sometimes officers would watch us in battle.
Today, however, I was ever on the defensive. Cindy was apparently mad at something, and she was really letting me have it. Finally I broke down, deflecting one move but unable to deflect the next blow that whacked hard into my right hip!
"Aaauuugh!" I gasped out, going down to my knees.
"You all right?" Cindy asked, backing off and breaking off the engagement.
 
"Good Godamighty, that hurt!" I said, slowly getting back to my feet and throwing my black crowbar down in surrender. "Damn, girl, what's got you fired up today?"
"Well, that's what you get for knocking up my sister!" Cindy replied, her face a mixture of pretend anger, concern and amusement.
"Whaaa..." I said. I saw Cindy's face react to what must've been the shock on mine.
"Oops." Cindy said. "I thought she'd told you by now. Ah geez, I've fucked it up now."
"My hip, yes." I said, limping a bit as the pain continued. "As to Molly, she's coming up tomorrow and visiting, and now I know why. I'll pretend to be surprised... if I can walk, that is."
"I would say I'm sorry, but since you impregnated my sister and corrupted her morals, I think I'm happy I did that." Cindy said, her wickedly sarcastic sense of humor returning.
"That makes one of us." I replied, my sense of humor yielding to the pain.
Part 40 - The King's Gambit
In chess, a 'gambit' is a seeming sacrifice of material in the opening to gain back an even greater advantage over time. That is what I was thinking of as I watched Jack Muscone prepare Sergeant Brody to be released.
On April 20th, the Court proceedings had gone exactly as we expected. The U.S. Attorney had put up only token resistance to Gunn's expensive lawyer's demands that Brody and Gunn be returned to the custody of the County courts. One wrinkle developed when Brody called out that the attorney representing Gunn was not representing him, and that he, Brody, wanted different representation. The judge brought in a public defender, which only delayed the proceedings for one hour and did not alter the course of those proceedings one iota. During that interval hour, Brody said that he'd done that just to piss off that attorney, and I daresay it worked.
The judge also discounted Brody's immunity deal, saying the County court system would have to approve it and release Brody into Federal custody via a new hearing. Until then, Brody and Gunn were to be transported back to our County for further legal actions.
"This would never hold up under appeal." said Cindy Ross to me as we left the Courtroom. She was fully aware of what was going on.
"Probably not." I said. "But it's the only way to keep Judge Francis alive and maybe keep Brody and Gunn alive.
Back at the FBI building, Brody and Gunn were given their clothes back so that they could be dressed before being transported to the County. What they did not know was that Jack Muscone's friends at Homeland Security had secretly embedded no less than six tracking devices in their shirts, pants, belts, jackets and shoes.
Gunn did not know of the tracking devices, and he'd been given no clue to what was going on. He and his wily lawyer had been chirping about the ease of their 'victory', not knowing it was a calculated retreat on our part. But Brody had been told some of it, and Muscone explained to him that he (Brody) needed to do one more thing: take what looked like a medicine capsule when it became obvious that the Black Badge people were coming for him. Inside the capsule was a tracking device, and Brody had only the time that it took the capsule to work through his system, probably 12-18 hours, for us to be able to track him with it.
Brody had agreed to do it for (his words) the 'Thin Blue Line', the same Line which he'd betrayed by his actions. But I wasn't worried about that; he was helping us now at great risk to his own life. I prepped him on as many scenarios as I could in the limited time we had.
The defendants were brought straight to the Courthouse, the vehicles driving into the basement garages to protect them from possible snipers. We awaited them upstairs...
--------------------
"All rise! Court is now in session, the Honorable J.B. Stone presiding!" intoned the Bailiff. Judge Stone entered the chamber and took his seat at the Bench, bidding everyone to be seated. The case of Brody and Gunn was called up for a re-hearing of their bond. To the surprise of no one present, Stone stated that the previous bond was still valid "in spite of the interference of corrupt agencies", and that Brody and Gunn were to be released with Federal-court-mandated ankle bracelet monitoring devices worn at all times.
"Well, that's that." D.A. Krasney stated to me, Paulina and Cindy in his office after the hearing. "They're pretty much on their own now."
"When do you think the gang will make their move?" Paulina asked me.
"Tonight, after dark." I said.
"You're taking a real gamble here, Lieutenant." said Krasney. "This could really blow up in your face."
"If you have a better idea, Mr. Krasney," I replied, "I'll be delighted to hear it. But they're absolutely dead and the gang gets away scot-free if we don't try this or something like it."
"Ladies, would you give the Lieutenant and me a moment alone, please?" Krasney asked. The women looked surprised but responded to my reassuring nod and left the office.
"Lieutenant," Krasney said, "I just wanted to tell you that I did as you suggested and went to the Inspector General about Sanders. They're going to open an investigation on him.
"I'm glad to hear that, sir." I said. "But get ready for a challenge to your office; I'd expect Sanders will follow Malone's example."
"I'm already hearing rumblings of that." said Krasney.
"You'll kick his ass, Mr. Krasney." I said. "That is, if I don't physically kick it first..."
--------------------
As Cindy and I left the D.A.'s offices area, she said "I think you're doing the right thing. This is the only way we can keep any measure of control of the situation."
"Yep." I said. "You're catching on fast. It's all about attempting to control the events that happen. But it's still extremely risky for Brody and Gunn."
"Let's just hope the gang does what you think they're going to do-- oh, hello Molly!" Cindy said. We had just observed the lovely platinum blonde woman walking down the hall to meet us. As Molly approached, I observed the gleam in her eye and her rosy cheeks.
"Hi guys!" Molly said, hugging Cindy and then giving me a very warm hug. "The guys at Headquarters said you were down here. What's up?"
"What's up is that you two can go to lunch, and I'll head back to make sure everything is set up with Hugh and the SWAT team." Cindy said, quickly dismissing herself from our presence.
"Check in with Myron and let me know what our little test subjects are doing." I said as Cindy walked away. She gave a thumbs-up in reply.
--------------------
As Molly and I walked along the Courthouse Square, she said "You've got a limp, what happened?"
"Your sister happened." I said. "We were exercising, fencing with crowbars, and she got one over on me. Those crowbars hurt like hell, you know."
"I hope I never find out." Molly said. "And I would imagine that Sergei Molotov and that traitor Sommes are feeling no sympathy for you right now.
We arrived at our intended destination. Sitting down at an outdoor table of one of the bistros near the Courthouse Square, Molly peered at me then said, "Yes, you know, don't you?... she told you, didn't she?"
"Not on purpose." I said, realizing that Molly knew that I knew. "But I would have to be getting mighty dull not to have figured it out."
"So, is she happy about it?" Molly asked.
"Why do you think I'm limping right now?" I replied. Molly burst out laughing at that one.
"Well, are you happy?" Molly asked.
"Very happy and very excited." I said. "So what are your plans? Have you bought a house yet? You know I want to help with that, and everything else." 
"I've got my eye on a house that I want you to come down and look at this weekend, if you can." Molly said. "I actually put in an initial offer for it, just so the agent will hold it. I think it's perfect, it's got a sitting room off the master bedroom...
-----------------
"UNNNH!!!!" I gasped as my cock erupted, shooting what seemed like a gallon of hot cum from my balls deep into Molly's cunt. The sperm would find their quest fruitless, as Molly was already pregnant with my child, but the pleasure of the release into the lovely woman's hot, tight pussy was deeply intense.
"Mmmm, baby, that was good!" Molly mewled as her legs slowly unwound and slid down my sides. She had wrapped them tightly around me as I reached my climax and ejaculated my load into her.
We had come to The Cabin after lunch, and of course we'd headed straight to the bedroom for two hours of passionate, sweaty lovemaking... our way of celebrating having made a baby together. Now our pillow-talk consisted of talking about our police case and what was going to happen tonight.
"I'll deputize myself into the SBI and help you guys, if you like." Molly said. "Double pay, too."
"No way, you're pregnant!" I said. "But you can deputize yourself and help us monitor the two guys-- speaking of which, I'd better call in and check on them."
"I'll take a shower while you do that." Molly said. I called Headquarters.
"They're still in their houses." Myron said. "Their ankle monitors haven't moved, but that means nothing; they could fake those signals and get out. But we've got a Homeland Security guy and the FBI's Lindy Linares here, and we're watching the other devices... they're still at home."
"Cool beans." I said. "I'll be in shortly."
As Molly came out of the shower, wrapped only in a towel, I took her into my arms and kissed her. "Mmmm, you look good enough to eat." I said. I began guiding her towards the bed, intending to do just that.
"Easy, tiger." Molly said. "I'm all cleaned up now."
"Tell you what, lie back on the bed." I said. Molly did so. I then took her sexy feet in my hands, put them together, and began sliding my still-hard cock between them.
"Oooh, that's nice." Molly said as I used her feet to masturbate my cock, which began throbbing with hardness.
"Yeah, it feels great." I said. "You're feet and legs are sexy as hell, and the rest of you is damn hot, too!" I was letting my eyes take in the sight of Molly lying on the bed, her big breasts gently heaving and jiggling. I began to pump my meat harder between her sweet feet.
"Mmmm, I'd bet you'd love to do this to Cindy." Molly said, sexually teasing me.
"Damn straight I would." I said. Cindy's legs and feet were gorgeous, accented by her workouts for her Miss Physical America competitions. I'd often dreamed of kissing, licking and sucking Cindy's feet, but I knew I wasn't playing on her team, so to speak. I'd have to be satisfied with her sister Molly's hot feet, I realized, and that was no problem at all...
But I could fantasize about Cindy and I did, but that soon gave way of fantasizing about Molly and Laura and Melina's hot feet. Mmmm, so many beautiful women.... it was not long before I felt the burning in my loins intensifying as Molly worked her feet over my cock and balls...
Part 41 - The Gambit Accepted
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the lovely redhead reporterette blared into the microphone as the 6:00pm newscast started. "The County political scene was taken by surprise as Assistant District Attorney Sanders confirmed that he will be challenging his boss, Gil Krasney, for the District Attorney's office. Sanders has been endorsed by Harold Malone, who was quick to say that he and Sanders would form a formidable law-and-order team in the County. Sanders was also endorsed by Pastor Raymond Westboro and Councilwoman Malinda Adams, but neither Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis nor Councilwoman Kelly Carnes have decided upon an endorsement in the D.A. race..."
----------------------
As darkness approached, so did my nervousness. I had several unmarked police vehicles along the route I expected the perps to take, as well as the SWAT team ready to go near where I thought their destination would be... a place they likely used in the murders of Carroll and Blondie.
The wait was not as long as I thought it'd be in coming. At 10:30pm my cellphone rang. It was Senior Patrolman Rudistan, reporting that a car was coming up to Brody's home. I immediately texted Brody the words "Swallow it now.", meaning to swallow the transmitter capsule we'd given him. He texted back "Done", and I hoped he'd destroyed the cellphone immediately as I'd advised him to do...
I then got a call from Martin Nash, who was watching Gunn. A vehicle was pulling into his apartment complex and headed to Gunn's residence.
Using "Channel 5" encrypted radio in our vehicles, we were able to communicate as units followed the two vehicles. They were headed to the north part of town, and not to my surprise headed to a strip mall, parking behind it. I realized they were going to use one of the empty stores.
"All units, stand by." I ordered. "This is not, repeat NOT their final destination." I was already figuring out what they intended to do.
---------------------
"Okay, guys, strip down naked." ordered the black-clothed, hooded leader of the group. Only Gunn and Brody were not masked. "They may have planted bugs on your clothes. Put these on. Leave your wristwatches, any cell phones, and any jewelry you had on in the City, too." There were two sets of black shirts, black pants and black slip-on shoes for the two men. Once the change of clothes was complete, they did not return to their original cars, but got into two black vans and pulled out onto the highway."
--------------------
"What the hell?" the Homeland Security man said at Headquarters as only Brody's swallowed transmitter began moving. "Why are the rest of the transmitters staying put?"
"They must've had them change clothes." said SBI Reserve Agent Molly Evans. She and Lindy Linares were completely unimpressed with the Homeland Security agent, and their admiration for the Iron Crowbar had increased: he'd predicted that the perps might try something like this.
"I just hope they don't have devices that can detect Brody's tummy transmitter." Lindy Linares said."
-------------------
The two vans rumbled through the opened gate in the fence, which was then closed but not locked behind them. They pulled up onto the concrete tarmac in front of a concrete mini-tower and a half-built wooden structure. They were at the Fire Academy Range, where plenty of water sprayed through fire hoses would wash away evidence of any crimes. Carroll and Blondie had met their destiny here, and most brutally, and not a speck of blood remained to be found afterwards.
It was very dark, only the lights of the vehicles bringing any illumination to the area. The vans emptied, and Brody and Gunn were ushered into the lights. Just then they saw a limousine pull up, and a very well-dressed man exit the rear of the long vehicle. They recognized him as a man they'd only seen one time: he had been their recruiter into the Black Badge.
"Good evening, gentlemen." the man said, his voice smooth and even. "I'm glad we were able to get you out of Federal custody." Brody and Gunn were aware that the other black-clad men were behind them with guns as the man spoke, and they both knew there was nothing that they could do at this point.
"I'm sorry that things have reached this point." the man said. "You've both been good soldiers for us, but you've been compromised and your identities known."
"C'mon man," Gunn said, knowing it was unlikely he'd be spared but trying anyway, and being sure to sound confident and not scared, "I've been loyal to you all the way. I took one in the ass for the team. You can still use me."
"We're aware of your loyalty, Mr. Gunn, and we indeed are appreciative of it." the man said, a sad smile on his face. "And we took that into consideration when discussing your value to us. Unfortunately, and I am very sad to have to say this, just the fact that you are compromised makes your further ability to serve our organization impossible."
"However," the man continued, "I can assure you that you will not be treated in the same way that the traitor Brody here will be treated. You will get to watch what happens to him, which will be what happened to the traitors Carroll and Blondie. But I again assure you, Mr. Gunn, that your death will be completely painless, and your body will not be desecrated."
The man stepped up to Brody, within just a few feet. "I cannot make the same promise to you, Brody. I intend for you to feel every little bit of what's coming to you for your treason in cooperating with the Feds and with the Town & County Police. You will be seriously regretting that the Iron Crowbar didn't kill you by the time we finish with you, you son. of. a. bitch. Okay guys, grab him--"
"POLICE! FREEZE!!! DROP YOUR WEAPONS!!!"
A blaze of light struck the men as the big lights ringing the range suddenly came on. The heavily armed, helmeted, and armor-protected Town & County Police SWAT team was rushing up to them, their assault rifles pointed and ready to fire. The black clad men did not even have time to raise their weapons in the chaotic explosion of light and sound.
The limo driver tried to drive off, but was quickly cut off by two police SUVs. Within seconds, every perp was on the ground, handcuffed, surrounded by SWAT team and other combat-ready police officers. An FBI vehicle roared up to them, and FBI agents scooped up Brody and whisked him off: he would be taken back to the City and, after testifying against the others, would be taken into Witness Protection.
Then everyone watched as the tall figure approached from the shadows, limping slightly on a sore hip, a full-brim Tilley hat, adorned with Airborne wings and a Town & County Police Badge, on his head, his right hand tapping a blue crowbar into the palm of his left hand. He'd been the one to hit the big lights, and this was his victory lap. He came up to the handcuffed group, looking them over as they stared at him. "Ho-lee shit!" I heard one of them gasp.



"Well, gentlemen, it looks like we just caught you red-handed, and about to commit murder in my County." I said to them. "It really pisses me off when you think you can get away with murder in my County." The fear I saw in the perps' eyes pleased me.
Then I looked at my own group, consisting of the best of the Town & County Police. "Good work, everyone!" I said. "Excellent job by all of you. Take these bastards to County Lockup. We'll process and interview them there." The perps were taken to the County Jail, which was just on the other side of the River from the Fire Academy. No need to pollute my Headquarters' jails with this trash.
Part 42 - Identification and Interrogation
"Fingerprints: nothing." Tanya Perlman was saying at midnight. "We took a cheek swab for DNA, but I'm betting if he doesn't even have a set of prints on record with the FBI, the DNA won't be much, either."
We'd commandeered the front part of the County Jail, where processing and interrogations were set up to take place. Before the merger, it had been the County Police Headquarters in addition to the Jail, and so we were able to get the perps right into custody there, which meant not having to transfer them at risk to their lives, and we still had facilities for interviewing them.
Officer Billy Smith and Sr. Patrolman Ben Wesson were among the twelve black-clad perps, all of whom had Black Badges on their persons. Smith's said 'Friend', Wesson's said 'Trusted Friend'. Some said 'Associate', one (besides Brody) said 'Trusted Associate'.
Officer Billy Hatcher was NOT one of them; was it possible he was innocent of all this? One of the other perps was a Fireman in the Fire Department. The other perps were familiar to our Vice Squad as low-life drug runners for the Beanstalk Gang, the rapper 'T-Square's underground drug ring, and small-time theft rings.
That left one limo driver, who did not have a Black Badge and seemed to be dazed by all that was happening, and one middle-aged man wearing a very expensive suit and high-quality Rolex watch, a Black Badge that said 'Master', but with no ID on his person at all. The limo was rented, and I suspected we'd have to work through three or more false front companies to get to the real owner of the vehicle. When asked, the man said only that his name was 'John Doe', and he would simply ask for a lawyer in response to any other question. Tanya had just reported 'no joy' on fingerprints as ID for the guy.
"You know, he looks a bit familiar to me." I said to Cindy and Molly, who were observing him with me behind the one-way glass of the interrogation room. "I wonder if his name has come up before... oh, that's it. Okay, Tanya, come in with me." Going inside, I sat down opposite the man, who smiled benignly and pleasantly.
"So, sir, you don't wish to give us your name?" I asked.
"As I said," the man said smoothly and slowly, giving emphasis to each word, "my name is John Doe. I would like legal representation, please, and I'd like a phone to call my lawyer."
"Well," I said, trying to hide a smile, "we can hardly furnish representation or a phone to someone whose name we don't know."
"Come now, Lieutenant." the man said. He knew who I was, I surmised from his uttering my rank. "You can and should provide me with legal representation or the means to contact my lawyer right now."
"Detective," I said, looking at Tanya Perlman, "I'd like for you to bring in a cell phone for our friend here to call his attorney. While you're doing so, look up the records of the DMV and other sources, including the newspaper Lexus-Nexus search, for one 'Jack King'. I'll be surprised if we don't find a photograph that does justice for Mr. King here."
The man's face was no longer smiling as he stared at me. "I cannot recall us ever having met." the man said, his voice much less pleasant than before.
"No, we haven't." I said. "But I remember doing some research during the Joe Arruzio murder case. You were supposed to have an appointment with him the night he went and did something wet to his wife and her lover. I remember seeing your picture then. Hard to believe you've never been fingerprinted in your life, Mr. King."
"I see." the man said, nodding at his own thoughts. "I was warned about you... the man who whipped Sergei Molotov with a crowbar. I was wondering if Vladimir Putin would send you a medal or send assassins after you for that. Indeed, you are as formidable as I was told."
"You're too kind." I said. "So how did you get mixed up in these 'Black Badge' childhood games, here?"
King smiled, not falling for my attempt to get him to talk. "I do believe I've asked for legal representation. I'll decline to say anything further until that representation arrives."
Just then Jack Muscone entered the room. "Agent Muscone, meet Mr. Jack King." I said. "Mr. King has invoked and wants legal counsel, which I daresay is his absolute wisest course of action at this point."
"Ah, that's too bad." said Muscone. "I was hoping to enjoy a pleasant conversation with him about some of the Federal charges we'll be bringing against him."
"And with what am I being charged?" asked King, his smile firm and set, as if he were not in any trouble at all.
"For openers, murder and attempted murder, as well as conspiracy to commit murder and attempted murder." I said. "We had the Fire Academy wired for sound; we could hear what the crickets were talking about. We've got you bragging about what you did to Carroll and Blondie and what you were about to do to Brody and Gunn."
"So you knew we were using the Fire Academy." King said. "Impressive. I do believe what one of my colleagues said about you: that you are psychic like that Eckhart cult fellow."
"Again, you're too kind." I said. "I can also predict something else for you: a death penalty trial, but then they'll take death off the table in exchange for your cooperation."
"And once the FBI starts digging into your businesses, King," said Jack Muscone, "I'm sure a host of drug charges and other Federal charges will be added to your one-way ticket to a Federal Supermax prison...
------------------
The biggest problem about hiring low-lifes is that once caught, they talked freely and openly about everything Black-Badge-Gang related. They were essentially moles within their various crime rings or the Police Force, and delivered information to their leaders. They tried to finger each other for the Carroll/Blondie murders, but there was enough evidence that all of them were there for a nice murder conspiracy charge that would stick pretty well. We would not be seeing these perps on our streets for many, many years.
Even Tommy Gunn had a change of heart: after seeing that he was going to be murdered by the gang, however humanely, he turned State's evidence and revealed all he knew, including the names of the other members of the 'Inner Circle', which included several mid-level lieutenants of the Beanstalk Gang, a shift manager at Ward Harvester, and a couple of truck drivers that would smuggle their goods from time to time. The FBI cleaned up a large haul based upon the information.
However, Tommy Gunn would not admit to any connection with Harold Malone, saying only that he never received any order from Malone that was in any way outside the bounds of the law. He said he got orders through emails from an intermediary. Myron Milton's research was unable to lead us to any solid human beings that had sent those emails. The higher-ups were only partially wiped out... so far.
-------------------
"King, let me add one more thing." I said to King some days later as his lawyer... the same wily lawyer with hair on both sides but not the top of his head... sat next to him, harassing and haranguing me constantly. "What you did to Carroll and Blondie and was going to happen to Brody and Gunn... is going to happen to you. I'd suggest you talk if you want to live. You know I'm not kidding, here."
"Lieutenant, I know that you do not fear Death. You've shown it, you've proved it." King said, smiling that same, calm smile, and after telling his lawyer to stop badgering him about not talking, he continued "I've always known that the consequences of failure would be full, and final. Joe Arruzio knew it, and he did what he had to do when you caught up to him. I'm at peace with my fate and my future."
"Joe Arruzio didn't have to do what he did." I said. "And you don't have to die to protect other, evil men, letting them live and enjoy life while you rot in the grave. Think about it, King."
"I already have." said King. "Lieutenant, you think you've done something big here, but you've barely scratched the surface. This is something much bigger than you, run by people much, much bigger than you."
"Like your father?" I shot back.
King smiled a short, brief, unpleasant smile. "My father is a great man, but what I am talking about is much more than any one man, no matter how great those men and women are. You are but a puny ant to them, a mere speck of dust."
"And they go on living the high life while you rot in Supermax... or a grave." I said, getting up to go. "So long, Mr. King. I don't envy you."
"If I were to say something, it would only be: 'Dear me, Mr. Holmes, dear me'." King said. I turned to face him, totally shocked and frozen in place. He just nodded at me. "That's all I'll say. Farewell, Lieutenant, and may the living God have mercy upon your soul."
I didn't really hear the lawyer yelling at me to get out, that the interview was over. I simply walked out, knowing that Jack King had just given me the one huge clue I needed to continue my pursuit of the Evil that was corrupting my County.
--------------------
Approaching The Cabin at lunchtime on April 21st, I noticed the small red and black motorcycle parked next to the garage. It was not the same one that had careened through Town streets to kill two perps, and I knew who it belonged to. I headed around to the back. Yep, there was Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and leader of 'The Vision', hair dyed almost bright white, sitting in one of the table chairs, enjoying the view.
"Splendid job you did on that case, young man." said Eckhart as I approached. "Absolutely amazing work. I must say, that SWAT team you created is already working like a cohesive, seasoned unit."
"I think their mutual combat experience in Iraq and Afghanistan is not hurting their teamwork." I said. "What brings you to my humble abode, Harvey?"
"Thank you for not making me browbeat you about proper name use." Harvey said. "I came to enjoy the view for a moment, and to mention some information that might, unofficially anyway, wrap up a few threads on this Badge case of yours."
"I appreciate it." I said, then noticed Eckhart glancing back at the windows of the house. "Ah, Harvey, still wondering about those windows?"
As Eckhart nodded, amusement in his eyes, I said "It seems that Old Mr. Bonniker, who lived here before me, had some trouble with environmentalist terrorists at his chemical plant. He had the glass put in as a precaution following the trouble at the plant."
"Ah, I remember that." said Eckhart. "And that does make sense, now that you mention it. Another case solved by the Iron Crowbar."
"You were saying about loose threads?" I asked.
"Yes... first of all, the attack on your young nephew and his lovely wife was ordered by a diseased, deranged man with limited connections to this gang. He pulled strings to get that done, Brody and Gunn were sacrificed to make it happen, and now it's led to the destruction of their gang. They are not happy with this man, and he may find himself a man without friend or favors before long."
"Senator Nathan Allen." I said, seeing the light that P. Harvey Eckhart was shining onto the path.
"Yes." said the white-haired man. "They're going to have to totally rig the election to get him back in office, and unfortunately for some of the powers-that-be in the County and State, it is going to be necessary to have him in the Legislature. What's going on there is beyond your imagination, my boy."
"I dunno, I can imagine a lot." I said. "So, what else can I do for you, Harvey? You didn't come here just play connect-the-dots on a wrapped-up case, did you?"
P. Harvey Eckhart laughed, his dog-bark-growl of a laugh. "Excellent. I came here to let you know that something else is going on, something of which you need to be aware, which could bring danger to you and your family. Someone has been inquiring about your college days, especially about a young friend of yours, the one who was caught in bed with that woman and murdered with her by her husband."
"Jack Burke? Yes, I'd heard about some P.I.s snooping around my past and about him."
"Yes, that is the young man." Eckhart said. "One of your enemies has been inquiring very hard about Burke and some of his associates, and what he was doing when he left your School. That's been some time ago, but I am seeing that it's something that could be potentially harmful to you... and your family. Do be careful, son, do be careful."
"I will. Thank you for telling me." I said.
"My pleasure." said Eckhart, who began getting up to go. "I must be off, but let me reiterate that anytime you need my help, feel free to give me a call; I am at your service any time. And I do think you might want to avail yourself of that offer of help, and fairly soon."
"As long as the price is not too high." I said.
"That will be for you to judge." said Eckhart. "For now, au revoir, and congratulations again on solving that very difficult case." A moment later, I heard the motorcycle screaming as it sped down the road at unbelievable speed.
Part 43 - Solution and Wrap Up
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely reporter precisely at 7:00am on April 22d. "The Town and County are still buzzing over the daring raid that led to the arrest of an entire gang of criminals known as the 'Black Badge' gang. International businessman Jack King, son of the retired tycoon Conrad King, was at the scene of the raid and was arrested along with several rogue Police Force officers and a number of high-level drug pushers in the County. While the FBI has made several arrests on Federal charges in connection with this case, the Deputy Director of the FBI issued a statement giving full credit for this case to the Town & County Police's own Lieutenant Donald--"
A cheer went through the MCD room as both MCD and Vice Detectives gathered to watch and applaud me, which caused me to blush as Bettina continued, "--who has added yet another difficult case to his already large number of successes. District Attorney Krasney and Daniel Allgood, candidate for Sheriff, issued statements praising the Lieutenant and the Police Force, followed by a similar statement of praise from the campaign office of Harold Malone."
--------------------
"You did it, son." Chief Griswold said, patting me on the back. "You actually did it, and nobody got killed in the process. Damn fine work!" We were in the back room of The Steakhouse on the night of April 22d, where the owner John "Jack" Colby had insisted up us coming to celebrate the successful case. We had already eaten, and The Chief was already working on sampling some select bourbons, while I tried a couple of single malt Scotch varieties.
"I have a really great team around me." I said. "They made it happen."
"I have a great team around me, too," said the Chief, "and mine includes you right where you belong: right at the top."
Suddenly the ring of a spoon against a glass filled the air, quieting everyone. Jack Muscone stood up and said, "Ladies and gentlemen, I just want to be the first to raise a toast to the man who brought this case to such a successful conclusion, the Iron Crowbar." Everyone stood up and clapped for me, and I was finally made to stand up and accept the toast. As they sat down, I remained standing.
"Folks, despite the public accolades for me," I said, "I know full well that I did not do this alone. You all had a hand in it, you all did great work, and you all are part of the success, so I'm here to raise a toast for all of you and your hard work."
"Hear hear." said the Chief, as we all drank and applauded.
"Okay," Cindy Ross called out, "it wouldn't be a victory party without me asking Don how he solved the case. C'mon Don, quit holding out on us!" A chorus of agreement rose up.
"I'm not kidding when I say this case was a group effort with a group solution." I said. "But to wrap it up, let me go through what happened, and then how we got here."
"First, we've been hunting around for dirty dogs in the Police Force for some time. Little clues came up here and there, but we got a real break when that low-life Blondie was arrested and began talking about the Black Badge without any prompting. Blondie was as sharp as a marble, and he paid for his mistake with his life.
"Second, and I believe Jack Muscone has authorized me to talk about this," I said, seeing Jack nod, knowing where I was going, "our old friend Sergeant Carroll's name popped up again. He had been caught trying to set up a ring similar to what was going on here... a couple of cops at a time acting as brokers of the drug trade in his county. He was found out rather quickly, and it also came up that he was an associate in a white-supremacy group.
"The FBI and local police in Colorado gave Carroll a choice: become a double-agent and work with the Feds, or go to prison. Carroll pretended to go along, but he thought he was a lot smarter than he really was. He went to Arizona at the Feds direction, but as soon as he hooked up with the white-supremacy group in question, he told them that he'd been forced to be a double agent, and was hoping they'd get him out of the mess or that he could pass along false information to the Government on their behalf.
"Unfortunately for Carroll, when someone becomes exposed and therefore useless to this group, they simply get rid of the person. Carroll didn't realize that he'd signed his own death warrant by trying to be loyal to this group that doesn't seem to take loyalty into account, and telling them that he'd been exposed.
"So what they did was tell Carroll to come here, back to this County, and hook up with a couple of his old Black Badge gang buddies, who happened to be Brody and Gunn. He did, and then the whole gang went out and picked up Blondie on the way, who Gunn had told them had betrayed the Black Badge to 'a reporter disguised as a lawyer', but was really me disguised as a lawyer. Gunn was totally shocked when I told him during his interrogation that that had been me."
"You missed your calling." Martin Nash said, evoking laughter. "You should've been in theater."
"I think I'm happier where I am now." I said. "Anyway, Carroll and Blondie were taken to the Fire Academy Range, where they were tortured and murdered. It seemed that a couple of the gang members as well as Jack King had had experience in Iraq, and had heard of the methods of torture used there. They had the means at the Fire Academy Range to wash away all the blood and gore, and even took the cars back there to be washed out after delivering the bodies to the meat packing plant.
"Speaking of which, they took the bodies to the meat packing plant... by the way, the 'King' in 'King & Ebenezer' is not Jack King... and they hung them up there and left, sending our Duty Desk a message in the morning at a time where it was unlikely Brody and Gunn would be called upon to be the first investigators. In all that, they showed attention to detail, and to that point our chances of solving this case were slim and none.
"What also was going on was a drug and stolen goods trade by one Jack King, under the guise of legitimate businesses. He was behind the drug deals that Joe Arruzio did from time to time before Marie Arruzio and Jack Burke were murdered. King was well connected, and used his connections in this County to help implement his gang. He'd been using variations of the Black Badge in other places, not getting too large anywhere at any one time, keeping the police presence to only two at any one time while recruiting dormant officers for the future -- I'll get back to that in a minute-- and working with contacts already in the County to get around some obstacles and flourish.



"Let me also say that I was badly distracted by the white-supremacy angle. First, we had Carroll's possible involvement with them, and then we had the Jones acquittal. But in truth, the Black Badge gang was never really about racial issues; in fact, some of their members were black. It was just a group of low-lifes that were penetrating the underpinnings of various crime gangs as well as the police. Because of the knowledge they'd gain, the leaders could coordinate a cohesive plan of action to either move their own drugs or stolen merchandise, interdict others when they felt like it, and at times broker and control the flow of illegal goods."
"So who was behind all this?" Jack Colby asked in his deep voice. "Anyone higher up in the Police Department that might be running for higher office now?"
"Mr. Colby," I said, "it would be utter slander for me to suggest without proof that any such person committed any such crimes. Rest assured I am still on the lookout for connections, though. I will also say this: it is apparent that other persons of influence might have been involved... and that is what led to the cracking of this case, to wit:
"As I was saying, I was distracted by the race angle, but it led me to predicting and interdicting the attack on my nephew and his wife. That gave us Brody and Gunn, and from there everything flowed rather smoothly. But it was actually a stroke of bad luck for King and the whole gang. One of the contacts, who I believe but cannot prove is a State-level politician that we all know and hate very much, apparently wanted to teach me a lesson by attacking my family. I think he's going to seriously regret that action, but let's leave that for now.
"Once I had Brody and Gunn in my sights, just about everything fell into place of its own accord. I knew the gang would try to silence them, so as soon as I saw the bail process being rigged to spring them, I arranged with our friends of the FBI to quickly make an arrest on Federal charges.
"In the City, Brody began to figure out that his usefulness was ended and that he'd be terminated like Carroll and Blondie were. It took some time, but he figured out that talking would be best, and he did talk to us in exchange for immunity and witness protection, which has been provided."
"Question:" said Martin Nash, "was that woman, the rogue FBI agent, part of the gang?"
"No." I said. "I'm guessing she was associated with the White Supremacy group that Carroll was in and then ran afoul of. They had their local person here try to wipe out Brody and Gunn with a drive-by shooting from a motorcycle. When that failed they had their mole in the City's FBI office sacrifice herself for the cause. Some cause that must be, especially to burn a deep mole like that..."
Jack Muscone intervened, "I can't tell you guys everything about that, but it's only fair to tell you that it's something huge, a national-level thing that you might just be hearing talked about on TV in the near future."
"They'll just make it part of Daniel Allgood's campaign, and then KXTC won't cover it." the Chief quipped, drawing laughter. "So what else, Crowbar. Tell us what led to that spectacular raid."
"Yes..." I said, "First, I have to say that Martin, Diana and Theo did a lot of work to find the site, and their work was not in vain. As we talked about their investigations, it came to me that the Fire Academy Range had everything they could want: isolation, darkness at night, ability to wash away blood and other stuff, and easy access. One thing I learned well and did not forget from the Black Widow case was the possibility of an inside job. One of the gang was indeed a Fireman in the Fire Department, who had managed to get a second set of keys to the Academy's gates. The place was very useful to the criminals.
"Second, I knew that Brody and Gunn did not have long to live if we let them wallow in our custody or Federal custody. It was a huge gambit, but letting the corrupted bail process work itself out and letting Brody and Gunn go free seemed to be the only chance to get at the gang.
"The Feds helped to put trackers on the clothing of the two men, but I anticipated the gang might make them change clothes, especially since there was a military presence that we knew about from the torture and murder methods. Again they paid attention to detail on some things but not others: they never checked to see if Brody or Gunn had swallowed a transmitter. Brody did do that, and that worked very well... saved his life, too.
"I had unmarked police and FBI vehicles along the route to the Fire Academy, and also some cars ringed around Gunn and Brody's homes. If they'd gone in another direction, we could've swung vehicles around to pursue."
"Why didn't they drive around zig-zag to elude followers?" Diana Torres asked.
"I think that if they'd known enough to do that, they'd have known not to take Brody and Gunn anywhere to kill them in the first place. They thought they were safe, they thought we had no idea of what was going on, and they especially did not know that we were all but waiting for them at the Fire Academy Range. So they essentially drove straight there, stopping off at an unused mall store to change their clothes, which was really their only precaution."
"I'm surprised they didn't wait another day or two." said FBI Agent Escobar. "Why did you think they'd act so fast?"
"Put yourself in their shoes." I said. "You've got two guys who might bolt and run, or the Feds might pick them up again on a new warrant, or anything else that might happen. No, they simply wanted them dead and then the gang could go dormant for a while. I guessed that they'd move quickly... in fact, they were about three hours ahead of what I figured they'd do.
"And of course, that was the big risk of this whole plan: they might have just walked in, shot those men in the head, and then been gone, though we had plans to move in and arrest them if they came out of the house without Brody or Gunn. They also could've shot them dead in the cars once they picked them up, but I was counting on them repeating a plan that had worked once before, and sure enough, they repeated themselves."
"So you got the Courts to go along and release the guys?" Britt Maxwell asked. She'd been relatively silent as she sat next to Cindy during the evening.
"No." said Jack Muscone. "We considered that, but instead just asked the U.S. Attorney to not put up a fight and let what was going to happen, happen. It also had the side effect of getting Judge Francis out of being blackmailed. He's going to work with us if he's ever contacted again by them, so maybe we can flush them out. He's also putting in for retirement, which will end his involvement in any issues in the future."
"What about Judge Tomlinson?" Cindy asked. "Who shot him dead?"
"I'm also looking forward to the Iron Crowbar's explanation of that." Jack Muscone said, very pointedly.
"Thanks, put it all on me." I mock-complained, to laughter. "But seriously, it's almost like the case of Jonas Oldeeds, where that killer may not have been in league with the ones who tried to kill me--" I trailed off as the reverie hit, and I let it. I was deep in thought, realizing a serious clue there...
"Well, he's gone... we can go back to drinking." Cindy said, meaning it as a joke, but everyone still watched me until I came out and saw them staring at me.
"It's nothing guys." I said, outright lying. "I was just realizing that Judge Tomlinson's killing might really be a huge coincidence. Can't get enough of those for ol' Dame Agatha Christie, can we Cindy?"
"Yeah, right." Cindy said. "By the way, you said you'd come back to using two cops at a time..."
"Ah yes." I said. "That's another reason we had a problem finding the deep moles. Only two were active at a time and sometimes none of them were active. And there may be more of them, though I'm believing that they were nearing the end of the line on their recruiting, and we didn't give them new recruiting opportunities."
"All right, no more questions now." said the Chief. "I'm going home and hitting the sack; I'd suggest you all get some sleep, too. Everyone get your final reports in by noon. Meanwhile, I'll be writing up about fifteen Police Commendation Medals for you guys, and a Star for the Lieutenant. Have a good night..."
------------------
Laura sat down next to Molly, who had been afraid to talk to my wife during the evening. "Honey I know that my husband is the father of your baby, and I've long known you and he have been trying to make one. I want you to know how happy I am for you having this baby. If there's anything I can do to help you, please do give me a call."
"I was afraid you might be mad." said Molly. "I can't think of many wives who'd be happy their husbands knocked up another woman."
"Well, he's gone and knocked me up too..." Laura said, trying to be humorous, her own pregnancy very obvious. "Seriously, our relationship is just that strong, and maybe there's some Mormon in our family histories about multiple wives, but I'm excited for you."
After Laura left to find me, Cindy said to Molly "I'm excited and happy for you, too, but if any husband of mine impregnated another woman, I'd be pissed."
"Don't take this the wrong way, Sis," Molly said, "but I'm not foreseeing you having a husband to get pissed at, as much as I'm hoping for that to happen."
"Fair point, fair point." Cindy said, knowing that Molly's comment was as close to 'acceptance' as she was going to get from her sister. "By the way, I haven't had the chance to ask: How's Teresa doing in Midtown?"
"Good." Molly said. "She's already uncovered three officers on the take, all getting money from... guess who?"
"Nathan Allen." Cindy said.
"Yep." Molly said. "Teresa thinks Allen has some links to the Director of the SBI, the guy who hired Ikea away from you and keeps Dick Ferrell out of hot water. It'd be nice if we can get something and put that bastard Allen away..."
"Yeah, it sure as hell would..."
--------------------
"Just one small question." Jack Muscone said to me as Laura talked to Molly, "I heard you say that their 'local person' was the motorcycle assassin. I had forgotten to tell you that our rogue agent was here in the City at that time, no way she could've been the motorcyclist. So how did you know, and who do you think it is?"
"I knew because I'd asked Martin Nash to follow up on that while he stayed with you guys in the City, and he did and he told me." I said. "And I'm not sure who the motorcyclist is. Technically, no crime was committed, except reckless driving of a motorcycle. We'll just have to keep our eyes and ears peeled for that one..."
Part 44 - Epilogue
"Ah, Conrad, it's so good to see you again." said Henry Wargrave, as the old man greeted him at his (Conrad King's) mansion in West Palm Beach, Florida.
"Likewise, my young friend. Come in, come in." King escorted Wargrave to the back porch of the mansion, with its beautiful views of the beach and the ocean.
After they were seated and drinks served, Wargrave said "I am so sorry to hear about what happened to your son Jack, Conrad. I had no earthly idea he'd personally go to that scene and end up being caught by the police raid."
"Thank you, Henry." said Conrad. "It was indeed a blow, and I have no idea why my son was stupid enough to do that himself, either. But he was caught fair and square by good police work. They did what they were supposed to do and arrested him."
"Any chance he'll get out of this?"
"No." said the old man. "He's headed for a Federal Supermax prison. He's been told to cooperate with authorities, and he knows what he can talk about and what he's to keep his mouth shut about. But being in Supermax is actually a good thing. I think we can get him out of the country within a year. Of course he can never come back to the United States. But don't you worry, my young friend, we'll take care of that, and nobody blames you for any of it."
"Thank you, sir." said Wargrave, sipping on his single-malt Scotch. It was a rare and excellent brand.
"However, I can tell you this." said Conrad King. "We had that County marked for our operations, but it's pretty clear that their Police are just a little too good up there. That young man, the Iron Crowbar, he's as good as we thought he'd be when we tried to get him into the CIA while he was in college."
"He kicked Sergei Molotov to the kerb, and now he's busted your son's gang." said Wargrave. "Are you going to do anything to him?"
"Oh, nooooo..." said King. "No no no. He's just a good cop doing a good job. And I'm hoping that one day yet we can bring him into the fold, have him working with us. You once told me you told him he needs to get into the bigger Game, and you were right... by the way, we tried again to recruit him while he was in the Army Reserve, but he resisted."
King continued "But now... he's married to one of the highest CIA officers in the Company... she's a really great lady, too... and maybe we can get him in, even if he won't be doing anything like you're doing. But just having that brain of his would be immensely valuable to us, and he could rise to great, great heights."
"Sounds good." Wargrave said. "So you want me to stay out of his way?"
"Certainly." said Conrad King. "But you do have a few things that need taking care of, Henry. Dr. Fredricson has shown loyalty to her husband over the Company... that's laudable, and we understand... but we're going to have to shift our operations up there and begin diminishing her role. She wants to retire anyway, so that should work out, but we have to shut down that project in their Biology hole-- the truth about the dogs has come out, and the Public is aware-- and we need to transfer leadership of the Heinz projects.
"And then there's that real problem brewing up there... that Senator Allen. He's always been trying to play the big Game, thinking he's something... but in truth he is a little piece of shit that has caused us great harm in that County, and now he's fucked up and really created some issues for us up there."
"I'll handle him." said Wargrave, trying to soothe the agitated old man. "By the way, what about the Oldeeds Empire, that situation?"
"I think it'll handle itself, of course..." said Conrad King, who then peered at Wargrave. "Don't you?"
------------------
"I can assure you, Senator, that the Kearns case going forward is nothing. You have years ahead of you on that."
"And his case against my son? By the way, do you want a drink?" Nathan Allen asked as he poured himself a stiff bourbon. He and his lawyer were in his office at his home, and the day's news had not been good: the Iron Crowbar had defeated the Black Badge gang.
"No thank you." said Allen's lawyer. "And we're working to get that extended, and we'll ultimately sabotage it."
"Well, you're not doing a very good job there." Allen replied as he gulped his bourbon. "Judge Watts got assigned to Kearns' lawsuit against Dean, and he is making a point to push it. He had publicly objected when Stone gave Dean the plea deal, and now that nigger judge is trying to make trouble for my boy."
"Senator, just let us handle it, it will all be all right." the lawyer said. "It's actually good that Watts has the case; we're going to force him to recuse himself based upon those previous public statements, and that'll drag the case out even longer."
"Buddy, you better be right. Okay, thanks for all your work on it. Give me a call tomorrow." Allen said. He escorted the lawyer out, then went to pour himself another one.
It had been an absolutely hideous past few days. The Black Badge gang was now gone, utterly decimated by the Iron Crowbar. He had gone up and arrested them all in one place, almost as if he knew ahead of time where they'd be. The praise for that man by people, by the other candidates, had been sickening; in fact, he was the only County candidate that had not put out a statement praising the Iron Crowbar, and he'd left instructions with his campaign to not put out any such statement.
But worse, while he knew he was personally insulated from being connected to the gang, he knew that his use of them in the attack on the man's nephew and niece-in-law had ultimately led to the gang's defeat. He knew there were some powerful people upset with him, and he expected to hear from them. The fact that he had not heard from them at all yet was even more worrisome.
"Well, Senator," he heard the woman say, her voice cold and cutting, "Don't you think you'd better set a better example for your constituents and not drink so much?"
"Why... it is you. Elizabeth, isn't it?" Allen said. "Yes, I enjoy a drink now and then, it's good for the soul. Would you like one?" He poured himself a double; this woman's presence in his home was more than just bad news.
"No thank you, Senator." Elizabeth said as she walked towards the desk. Allen admired her body in the tight dress, the large breasts, hourglass shape, nice ass and those luscious, luscious legs. The Iron Crowbar's sister was one smoking hot bitch, he thought. He understood why Jonas Oldeeds had been totally infatuated with her.
"How'd you get here?" Allen said. "Aren't you supposed to still be in jail?"
"State Women's Prison is an even bigger joke than your poll numbers right now, Senator." Elizabeth said. "And that is why I'm here. You need my help, and very, very seriously."
"And why would you help me?" Senator Allen said.
"Because you have the power to give me something I want, in exchange for me helping you get some of what you want." Elizabeth said. "I want you to exert your influences on your connections that have influence on the Governor, and I want him to commute my sentence to time served in exchange for helping the SBI's Narcotics Task Force with their many unsolved cases. What I really want is a pardon, but I'm not going to try for too much at once."
"That's sound." said Allen, drinking a large swallow of bourbon. "So what am I going to get in exchange for this?"
"I know that you were a good friend of my beloved Jonas Oldeeds." Elizabeth said. "So I'm here to give you some information that you can pass on to his wife and his organization, especially about the CIA mole that has penetrated deep within them. And I do mean 'penetrated' very exactly."
"Why don't you pass that information along yourself?" Allen asked, partly out of curiosity, and partly out of fear of being ensnared by this woman, whose reputation was as powerful as her younger brother's, at least in the Criminal Underworld.
"Senator, you are beginning to irritate me." Elizabeth said. "If I go to them, they'll be grateful to me, and nothing will come of it. If you go to them, they'll be grateful to you and will be willing to help you out when you need it. And brother, you are soon about to need it."
Allen said nothing as Elizabeth poured him another stiff drink and handed it to him. "And furthermore, you get my help against my baby brother. When he comes against you... and Senator, he is indeed intending to come up against you... then you are going to want my help to soundly defeat him." 
"Aw hell," Allen said, "I can have that bastard killed anytime I want, and they'll never trace it to me. They can bury him next to that little shit... Feeley, I think his name was... and give him a fancy funeral and he'll still be dead."
"Are you the one that tried having that low-life shoot him?" Elizabeth said. "How'd that work out for ya?"
"That wasn't me, I swear to God!" Allen cried out.
"My baby brother has survived three, count them three attempts on his life." Elizabeth said. "One by my son at Ward Harvester; one on the day Jonas died, and at the same Fairgrounds; and third, that joke attempt in Town in front of the tailor shop. And you think you're going to get the drop on him? I'll put my money on my brother on that one."



"Tell you what." Allen said. "I'll see about getting your sentence commuted. And then if I need your help, I'll ask for it."
"It'll be on my terms, Senator, never forget that." Elizabeth said, turning for the door.
"You better get back into the jail before they miss you." Allen said.
"Oh, I've got time." Elizabeth said. "And I have a meeting to go to, with my associates. They'll be watching you too, Senator, and they know how tenuous your position is right now. Best you start making friends like them and me, while you still can."
With that, Elizabeth left the room and Nathan Allen scurried to pour himself another drink...
Finis.



        A Case of Revenge Ch. 01

        Steamy sex in this sequel to the Black Badge series.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/a-case-of-revenge-ch-01

Title: A Case of Revenge Ch. 01

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Group Sex

Description: Steamy sex in this sequel to the Black Badge series.

Tags: hot wife, big cock, mystery, police drama, crime drama, shared wife, sloppy seconds, impregnation, watching

Series: A Case of Revenge


The chronological order of my stories is as follows:
Todd & Melina series, Interludes 1-5, Sperm Wars series, Russian Roulette series, Case of the Murdered Lovers series, Case of the Murdered Chessplayer series, The Swap series, Interludes 6-10, Case of the Black Widow series, Teresa's Christmas Story, Case of the Black Badge series.
A Case of Revenge, Ch. 1
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, extreme language, and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial or racist language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.

*****
Part 1 - Dominance and Submission
It was late April, and I was driving my Police SUV towards Midtown on Friday afternoon after solving the Black Badge case. I'd invited Cindy to come with me, ostensibly to see her sister and to give her opinion on the house Molly was planning to buy, but more so that Cindy could spend some time with her good buddy Teresa Croyle.
"So, did you ever figure out who'd been investigating you and your college days?" Cindy asked. It was a two hour drive to Midtown, and we had some time to talk 'shop' that we really couldn't talk about elsewhere.
"No, but I have my suspicions." I said. "Todd's new family, the Burkes, have long wanted to know what happened to their son Jack, who was also Teresa's lover some years ago. But this time it seemed like a much more well-populated and well-financed investigation. So either someone is doing this for the Burkes, or for himself."
"Hmmm, that leaves two trains of thought." said Cindy. "Nathan Allen and Henry Wargrave."
"Allen isn't all that rich, though he gets to spend a lot of State tax dollars on parties and bourbon." I replied. "I'd say it's Wargrave, but it's not clear to me why, nor why he'd want to help the Burkes."
"Business arrangements?" Cindy offered as a possibility.
"None that I know of." I replied. As we passed The Asylum in Coltrane County on our way to Buford and on down to Midtown, my mind was flooded with memories of the last two months, and my increasing involvement with the Burkes...
---
"Oh yes! Fuck me, Don! Fuck me!" Eleanor Burke screamed out as I relentlessly pumped my meat in and out of her. "Oh God, it's so fucking good! Fuck me, show my husband how a real man fucks a woman!"
"Yeah, give it to her, Uncle Don!" Todd snarled as he watched me fuck his stepmother. "Fuck that bitch's brains out! Are you watching, Dad? Are you watching this man fuck your wife?" Todd was yelling the words at his father Michael, who was sitting naked in the chair at the foot of the bed, watching between my legs as my cock drove in and out of his wife again and again.
We were in Eleanor's marital bed in the Burke's home. It was back in January, while I was still working on the Black Widow case. Todd had invited me over to fuck Eleanor and make Michael watch. He'd told me all about Eleanor's dominance of her husband.
I began fucking Eleanor even harder as she climaxed hard around my pistoning cock. Eleanor was one incredibly hot fuck! For a while she'd met my thrusts as I pounded her pretty pink pussy, and then she'd wrapped her shapely legs around me, trapping me in their grip.
I looked back at her husband as I fucked her. Michael Burke was watching, his jaw sagging as he watched another man's cock pump his wife's pussy. His eyes had a strange look: a mixture of arousal, excitement, but also pain and sadness. He was a cuckold and he knew it, but he also felt helpless.
I gripped Eleanor's hips, turning slightly onto my right side and pulling up her leg to give her husband a better look. "Look at it, Michael!" I roared, "Look at that cock fucking your wife!" Michael stared at our joined loins, unable to tear his eyes away from the sight of the adulterous copulation in front of him.
"I'm fucking your wife, Michael... your wife!" I snarled at the older man. I was feeling a power, an energy surge through me, a god-like power making me want to dominate the woman I was fucking as well as the wimp cuckold that her husband was. "God, it feels so good to fuck your wife, Michael! Are you watching, Michael? Are you watching me fuck your wife like you can't, you worthless piece of crap?"
I heard my nephew Todd taking up the bit as I eased back over, fully mounted onto Eleanor in the good ol' missionary position. Todd was relentlessly and ruthlessly taunting his father, demanding that Michael watch Eleanor being taken as I slid my hands under the lovely trophy wife's succulent ass, gripping her soft asscheeks. I was close to coming, and began that final drive to get my nut and spew my semen deep inside her. I deeply kissed Eleanor's mouth, her tongue twining with mine as she returned the kiss, then I began nuzzling her neck, knowing what she was looking at.
Todd was also naked, and his body was a specimen of a 20-year-old Adonis. He was naked, his body hair completely saved even as the black hair on his head had gotten long and thicker. He was watching me copulate with Eleanor with an intense stare, and he was aroused. His ten inch cock stood straight up, rock hard and throbbing, barely curving at all. Pre-cum oozed from his piss-slit as his prick pulsed, and he was eagerly awaiting my finish so that he could sink that huge weapon of lust into his stepmother's filthy sperm-filled cunt and fuck her brains out in front of her husband, his father.
"Yeah, Uncle Don, fuck her hard and deep!" Todd practically shouted at me. "Get your nut inside that bitch! Fill her up while her husband watches!" It didn't take long; I was powering my cock into Eleanor vigorously, my knees off the bed as my feet gained leverage to savagely fuck her. The pain began rising, intensifying, and then with a flash of gray light it burst.
"UUUNGH! AAAUGH!" I gasped out as I fired my first wad of cock-cream into Eleanor's clutching cunt. Burst after burst of jism followed as I emptied my aching balls into the older woman's steaming twat. Along with the release came a huge drain of energy, wiping me out...
--
I sat in another chair at the side of the bed, sipping my single-malt Scotch as I watched. After I'd come inside Eleanor and rolled off her her, I'd staggered to the chair and sat down. Eleanor immediately sat up and extended her hand to grip Todd's huge cock and pull him to the edge. She leaned over and her mouth engulfed his meaty inches.
"Mmmm," she moaned, "Michael, your son's cock is so big, soooo much tastier than yours." Eleanor said as she fellated Todd. "My god, what a great young cock! Are you watching me suck your son's cock, Michael?" Eleanor said, her eyes a mixture of playfulness but also a serious dominance. I could see in Eleanor's eyes a potential to administer real sexual pain to her husband, and perhaps others. And she was into it now.
Eleanor lay back as Todd eased onto the bed and between his stepmother's legs. He began to dryhump Eleanor, making her moan as he teased her, letting his huge cockhead jab her clit as his long, thick shaft slid between the folds of her cunt, getting wetter and wetter with the mixture of lubricant, her juices and my semen.
"Gee Uncle Don, usually you're getting my sloppy seconds." Todd called out like a rude child. "Now I'm gonna get your sloppy seconds. Dad, are you watching? Are you watching me fucking your wife's sloppy wet hole? Don't you wish it was you fucking this hot, slick cunt, Dad?"
With that, Todd turned his full attention to Eleanor. They both looked between their legs as Todd undulated his hips, letting his cock dip down and ease into her hole. Then he slowly pushed forward, easing in and out with short strokes before finally sinking the final four inches into his stepmother with long deep thrust. Eleanor moaned as she was filled, her head falling back to the pillows as she pulled her legs up and back, then wrapped them around Todd's muscular torso.
I just watched. Todd was fucking Eleanor with what seemed to be an easy, lazy, languorous motion, but in reality was powerful and nearly violent. I had watched the young stud fuck a number of times, including the times he had mated with my then-wife Melina, and it was obvious that this young man was a very experienced, very good lover.
His motions and undulations as he thrust his hard ass forward, impaling Eleanor onto his throbbing hard male meat, reminded me of the times in college, watching Eleanor's son Jack fucking a seemingly endless stream of hot women. Todd had told me and Laura of Eleanor's confession that Jack had seduced and mated with his mother for years, a liaison that had added to Jack's brother Jimmy's misery and desire to break totally away from the Burke family. How odd Destiny is! I thought, as the flow of personal history played through my mind even as my eyes enjoyed the sight of the muscular young stud copulating with the beautiful older woman...
--
There were other evenings, as well. I remember Eleanor sucking Todd's huge cock as I fucked her sweet pussy from the rear, the sounds of her sweet cheeks slapping my groin filling the air. Eleanor also would try to suck my dick as Todd fucked her, but he was too powerful and she would yield to him every time, unable to do anything but succumb to his male power and vicious fucking.
I was surprised at how I totally lost respect for Michael Burke. Taunting him was not just role-play; I'd really wanted to humiliate him even as I fucked his wife's cunt into a creamy lather. I remember speaking words meant to cause vicious humiliation and pain to the man, pain far deeper than just sexual dominance of his wife. He absorbed it all, that mixture of sexual arousal and humiliation in his eyes the entire time. Todd was even more cruel in his words, though there was never any physical abuse of the man. I asked Todd how that made him feel, and he said he knew he was in charge and dominant. When I asked Laura about it, I found myself practically becoming a subject of one of her studies... and speaking of that...
---
"Well, everything's fine." Laura had said just the day before as she finished my examination in her little clinic next to her office. "Your penis is still the same size, 7.5 inches, though barely that. No physical side-effects of the drugs Ned gave you, nor the 'gray viagras' that I've given you."
When I'd told Laura of the dream-hallucinations I'd had while fucking my mother, she had scheduled physicals for me and for Todd, ostensibly under the same project of the drugs Ned had given us nearly two years before. Todd had come up clean and healthy, as well. Laura also commented that Todd's loads were still huge, and he was pumping nearly half a billion sperm each time he ejaculated into a woman. For most men, 100-150 million sperm was normal. Mine was still on the slightly low side, but as I'd proved twice with Laura and once with Molly, I was perfectly capable of siring children.
Laura talked to me extensively about the dreams, but was careful not to say or make note of anything that could potentially cause me a problem with my police career, particularly the part about carrying arms in the line of duty. She told me that Todd had not reported any intense dreams like the one's I'd had, but he wasn't taking the 'gray pills', either. I began to wonder why Laura was even having me take those...
---
Cindy and I were staying with her sister Molly. We drove to Molly's Police Precinct building, which was in the nicer suburb areas north of town, where I could park my T&C Police SUV in the protected parking lot. Once that was done, Molly drove us to her house to drop our luggage and freshen up, and then we went to pick up Teresa Croyle and have dinner.
I observed Teresa as she and Molly talked about some of the things going on in Midtown, mostly about the criminal exploits of Senator Nathan Allen. Teresa had been careful not to let Allen see her, but she'd exposed three dirty cops that he'd been associating with, and then Molly had begun trying to set up a bribery sting operation. But so far, Senator Allen had been very wily, and while he had been pissed at his three marked cards in the MPD being found out, there was nothing to touch him directly.
After we'd eaten and were finishing off our drinks and dessert, I whispered to Cindy to take Molly, and only Molly, to powder their cute noses. When Teresa was about to go with them, I stopped her and asked her to stay.
"How are you liking it down here, Teresa?" I asked quietly.
"It's okay, but I liked it up there a lot better." Teresa said. I'd observed that while she was putting a game face on it, she was out of her comfort zone here in Midtown.
"Teresa, I'm going to quickly ask you a question, and I need your most very honest answer." I said. "Do you want to come back to our Police Force?"
Teresa glared into my eyes for a second, then picked up on what I was trying to get at. "Yes, yes I would."
"I need to be sure you're sure." I said. "If you want to come back, I will start the groundwork to bring you back in, that bastard Allen's meddling notwithstanding. But don't let me start doing that only to have you back out..."
"Oh, I won't back out." Teresa said. "When do you think this'll happen?"
"August 1st." I said. "By the way, I understand you and Cindy are running in our County's July 4th Team Triathlon as a team?" 
"Yes, we are." Teresa said. "We haven't said anything to anybody, though. How'd you know?"
I just smiled. "You need to win it. And when you do, here's the first step in getting you back..."
Part 2 - Company Sex
"Come on in, Mike." Laura said as the handsome young man entered her office. As he approached her, she remembered the extremely pleasurable sex she was having with him the day Jonas Oldeeds was exterminated. He was also a CIA mole inside the Oldeeds' organization, having become Vicki Oldeeds' personal assistant, his duties mostly being to fuck Vicki with his huge, nearly ten inch cock.
"How are you?" she said as they melted into each other's arms. Mike kissed her hard and deep, shoving his tongue into her mouth, feeling her pussy melt into wetness in anticipation of what she was about to do with the handsome young stud.
"Good, but I've missed you." Mike said. "I've thought about you a lot."
"Let's go to my little bedroom." Laura said, meaning the bedroom set up next to her office to observe couples making love as part of her research. Once inside the room, the young stud began kissing the beautiful older woman, their tongues and lips moving together as their hands pawed at each other.
"Do they know you're up here?" Laura asked as she allowed Mike to pull the straps of her dress down and expose her large, milky breasts.
"They're in Midtown. I told them I was visiting college friends from up here, and I just came from seeing them. I snuck over to report to you... and of course to have some fun."
"Mmmm, I'm glad you did." Laura said as the young stud began kissing her neck, his hands deftly working to remove her dress until it dropped to the floor, leaving the beautiful professor naked except for her high heel gold lamé sandals. She had removed her underwear in lusty anticipation of young Mike's arrival...
---
"Mmmmm, so tasty!" Laura said. She was lying on her side as Mike lay flat on his back. She eased her mouth back onto his cockhead, swirling her tongue then slid her lips down the throbbing hard, thick shaft. She sucked the young's stud mammoth meat with famished lust, enjoying the taste and feel of his cock in her mouth as she fellated him. She also knew that Mike was loving it, barely able to hold back, and that he'd becoming apart at the seams soon if she didn't ease back...
---
"Mmmmmm...unnnnh!" Laura gasped. They were lying on their left sides, Mike behind Laura, fucking her in a "spoon" position. Mike held her right leg high up as he pistoned his massive meat into her with smooth, steady thrusts. The positioned helped keep his weight off of her pregnant belly, and also kept his thrusts from being too deep or painful. He also was roughly rubbing her clit, sending shocks of pleasure that added to her bliss in being sensuously fucked by a young man and that incredibly wonderful, big cock of his.
Laura reached up over her shoulder and pulled Mike's head down to her for a deep, wet kiss that matched their deep, wet coupling, knowing that this position also allowed for the hidden cameras to get clear views of their coupled loins. Laura knew that her husband would really enjoy the DVD of this mating, and seeing her pussy being impaled by the boy's huge meat.
"I'm getting close..." Mike groaned. "Where... unnh... where do you want me to come?"
"In my mouth, baby." Laura said. "I want to swallow every drop of that creamy load." After another minute of hard thrusting, Mike suddenly pulled his prick out of Laura's steaming twat, jumped up and straddled her lovely face. He practically jammed his cockhead into her mouth and an instant later began ejaculating wad after large wad of semen onto her tongue and down her throat.
---
After a couple of glasses of champagne and some cuddling, Laura and Mike's pillow-talk turned to business as Mike began reporting on the Oldeeds' Empire.
"Since Jonas died last year, Vicki has been working on maintaining the Empire." Mike said. "She's also trying to slowly dismantle the human trafficking operation and replace it with straight drugs, especially opium and heroin from the Far East. They don't say much in front of me, but I get snippets here and there."
Mike continued: "I don't know what it's all about, but Vicki and some of the hierarchy have come to Midtown, and I suspect it's for meetings with politicians. I did overhear that they're going to come up here to the University, allegedly for a rally for some of the young preachers trying to carry on Jonas's work, but I think Vicki wants to meet some contacts here about the operations."
"Hmmm, interesting." Laura said. "I'll start having people work on it right away. You have all their cellphone numbers and emails so we can start tracing them?"
"Yep, all that's in the envelope I gave you when I came in, the one you locked in your desk." Mike said.
"You be careful, Mike." Laura said. "If you think they're getting wind of you, get out of there, fast! We've got other sources, so you don't have to risk it all."
"I hear you." Mike said. He began nuzzling Laura's neck, gently kissing her. His hand moved to the swell of her belly, rubbing it. "So, baby, what do you say to letting me put the next bun in your oven after you have this baby?"
"Mmmm, so you want to knock me up, eh?" Laura said, turning to face her young lover, smiling beautifully and lustily at him, then sharing kisses with him as they began heating up for their next round of hot sex.
"Yeah, baby, that's all I think about." Mike said. "When I'm fucking that bitch Vicki, I'm thinking of you the whole time. I'd really love for you to have my baby, Laura."
"Mmmmm..." Laura moaned into their deep kiss. "Well, stud, I'll think about that. In the meantime, why don't you demonstrate your babymaking... techniques... to me now, hmmm?"
Mike complied until they were both exhausted with pleasure.
----
"Oh, there you are, Mike." Vicki Oldeeds said as Mike entered her hotel room, carrying his large Bible as always. Two recording devices were secreted inside it. "How was your trip? Your friends doing well?"
"It was good, and yes, they're doing well, they'll be graduating in May." Mike said as he looked down, seeing the plastic sheeting on the floor. He tried to hide the chill of fear that raced down his back.



Vicki saw that Mike was looking at the plastic on the floor. "Oh, don't worry about that shit." she said. "They were doing some work on light fixtures in the ceiling."
"Oh, okay." said Mike, trying to play it cool. "Er, I need to go to my room for a moment and get something. I'll be back in one second." He turned to the door and opened it, and stopped: two armed security men were at the door, blocking his way.
Part 3 - Home Sweet Home, Again
It was 7:00am the next morning, Saturday. Molly was in her thick white bathrobe, just about to start making coffee, when I came up behind her and began kissing and nuzzling her neck. My cock was throbbing; Molly had not yet been taught that I'd been given a morning blowjob almost every morning for the last decade.
"Don!" Molly said playfully as my hands slid her bathrobe over her shoulders, exposing her large breasts and hard nipples. "What are you doing? Cindy might come out any minute!"
"Let her." I said, not stopping. My hands were sliding down to Molly's pussy, exploring her womanhood and getting her hotly aroused.
She let the robe fall to the floor, turned around and hopped onto the countertop. Her hands slid my shirt off my chest and arms as I loosed my pants, letting them drop along my legs into a puddle below my knees. I firmly gripped the countertop under her legs, which she stuck into the air, and her hand guided my meat into her sopping cunt.
---
Cindy was about to open the door to the guest bedroom when she heard the noise outside. Silently cracking the door barely enough to see out, she peeked out. The kitchen was completely visible, and the sight she saw both deeply shocked and intensely aroused her.
She watched as Don was fucking his cock into Molly's pussy on the countertop. Everyone knew Don had big balls; Cindy could now see that was literally true. And his ass was not bad looking... for a man's, Cindy thought.
Her shock came from seeing her sister being fucked. Molly looked really hot, her legs looked really good hooked over Don's arms. Cindy could see the look of lust on Molly's face as she pulled Don's face to hers and hungrily kissed him.
As she watched the couple fornicating in the kitchen, Cindy slid first one finger then two into her dripping wet cunt. She fingered herself hotly, letting her fingers rub roughly over the top wall of her vagina, seeking her 'g-spot'. Intense sexual arousal flooded her body as she watched Don's cock sinking into and out of Molly's steaming wet cunt again and again, letting her fingers drive in and out of her own pussy in rhythm to the rutting couple's lusty humping in front of her.
"Ohhh, I'm gonna come." she head Don gasp. "Where do you want it?"
"My cunt. Come inside my cunt." Molly ordered, her breathlessness revealing her near-orgasmic ecstasy. Cindy heard Molly gasp and Don groaned, realizing that Molly's orgasm had triggered Don's. Cindy watched, realizing that Don was ejaculating his sperm deep inside Molly's womanhood, and that Molly already being pregnant was the only reason those sperm flowing inside Molly's pussy would not find an egg to fertilize...
---
At 9:00am we were driving through the streets of a decent neighborhood north of Midtown. I recognized those streets, having lived in this town for eight years. As Molly continued driving, I realized that the streets were very familiar; we must be near where Melina and I used to live, I reasoned.
It got even more incredible as we turned into the streets of my old neighborhood. And then Molly turned into a driveway of a split-level house, where a car was already parked and a redheaded real estate agent was waiting for us.
No... it couldn't be, I thought as I looked at the window above the garage, knowing the bedroom behind the panes of glass. Yes, it was...
"This is Patricia Quinlin." Molly said, introducing me to a smoking-hot redhead with magnificent legs.
"Are you Leanne Quinlin Gonzalez's sister?" I asked.
"Oh yes, I am!" said Patricia. "Do you know her?"
"She sold me a house up in my home County." I said. "So, tell me about this one."
Patricia showed us through the house, the kitchen on the left side, the stairs to the upstairs to the right. The master bedroom was in front instead of the normal behind, and had a little sitting room on the far side, with the window overlooking the driveway. The memories came flooding back.
"I really like this sitting room." said Molly as I observed that there was new carpeting installed everywhere.
"So did the next-to-last owner's wife." I said. Cindy peered at me as we continued to look around, with me pointing out little things like where the stairs to the attic were, what the basement was like without us having seen it. I continued "Patricia, who owned this house previously?"
"I think they were a lobbying company." Patricia said. "They bought it from the previous owner, who moved out of town. They used it for a while as a temporary place for their executives to stay while they were here, probably while having meetings with the State politicians. But then their CEO and other officials got busted for bribery, and the company went bankrupt. The J.P. Goldman Bank of Midtown acquired it on the Courthouse steps."
"J.P. Goldman Bank, eh?" I inquired, my heart surging. "Did they change out the hot water heater? The old one was getting to be a maintenance problem." I wondered if anyone would notice...
"Yes, they did... the bank did. All new A.C., heating, hot water tank." Patricia said.
"Wait just a frickin' minute..." Cindy said, peering at me, the look of understanding on her face growing. "No, it can't be."
"Good job, Cindy." I said, trying not to laugh. "Mom would be proud of you."
"What are you two talking about?" asked Molly.
"This was Don's house! He and Melina lived here when they lived in Midtown." Cindy replied, then looked at me. "It was, wasn't it?"
"Oh my God!" Molly exclaimed.
"Yep." I said. "Melina also loved that little sitting room. She's having one put into the house she and Daniel are building." I was looking at that sitting room, remembering the day and the moment Todd and Ned had driven up, watching through the window as they got out of Todd's expensive car...
"Oh, you lived here before?" said Patricia.
"Yes." I said. "And in this house. I would never have believed it was on sale again, much less that Molly would've found it. Patricia, is this house a short sale?"
"No, it's a bankruptcy acquisition." Patricia said. "Molly's last offer is going to be rejected, I can tell already, so if you make one together, I can submit it."
"Let me go to the car and then meet you guys in the kitchen." I said. I went outside and got my briefcase, then returned to the kitchen, where the ladies were gathered, all agog that I had once owned the very house that Molly had discovered.
"So Molly," I said, "is this the house you want?"
"I love it. But if you're not okay with it, we can move on and find another." Molly said.
"I'm great with it: I liked this house when I was here before, and it'll be even better with you as the occupant." I said, smiling at Molly. "Okay, Patricia, I'm just filling in the details of the contract. My offer will not be rejected." I said, getting a sheaf of papers out of the briefcase and filling in some numbers.
"Well, I have to submit it to the bank." said Patricia.
"I know." I said. "Here is a card with J.P. Goldman's personal number on it, as well as the number of his highest vice president and de facto operations officer, Selena Steele. Call them directly with this contract, and they'll not only verify the cash is in my account for this cash-on-the-barrelhead offer, but they'll approve this deal the moment you give them my name... before they even hear the offer. Why don't you call them now and see if I'm right?"
Leanne was skeptical, but called the number and got Selena Steele, the woman the Black Widow had failed to destroy because I was just a step ahead of the game... and admittedly due to some sheer luck, as well. A moment later, Leanne handed me the phone.
"Is that really you, Don?" I heard Selena's voice ask.
"Sure is, my friend." I said. "I want this house."
"Consider it yours." Selena said. "Put the real estate agent back on the line."
As Patricia talked to Selena on the phone, I said to Molly "It's a done deal. We may can even close by May 15th." Closing would actually be on May 31st, as it took some extra time to do the legal paperwork for Molly and I to own it 50-50...
Part 4 - Reserve Actions
"Never ceases to amaze me." Cindy said as we were driving to Molly's precinct. Molly had been called in and asked to bring us along. "Molly happens to find and fall in love with the one house that Don and Melina lived in for eight years.
"Sure that's not going to be any problem for memories for you?" Molly asked again. I assured her that it would not be a problem, and that she (Molly) and I would be making some great new memories. Cindy smirked at that one.
---
"This is Lieutenant Moynahan." Molly said, introducing Cindy and myself to her boss. The Midtown Force was large enough to have groupings of officers instead of the more general designation like we had in the T&C Police. Lieutenant Sean "Cav" Moynahan had been in the 1st Cavalry in the Army and was a grizzled police veteran. His brown hair was cut very short, like a flattop except that there wasn't a lot on top to begin with.
"Glad you guys are down here. Call me 'Cav', Don." said Moynahan. "I'm glad you're down here. I'd like to ask you to deputize yourself as SBI Reserve and help us out. A body just washed up on the riverbank. Detective Ross, we'd love to have you help as an observer, professional courtesy and all that."
Cindy nodded as I deputized myself with my 'SBI' app on my iPhone (they seem to have an app for everything, don't they? There's even a Literotica app! :o) ). We were then introduced to Molly's team.
Detective Frank Soltis was Molly's partner. He was a good detective and a master-level chessplayer. He had black hair and a British-looking face (like Patrolman Tommy Gunn, but more decent looking).
Unlike the TCPD, the rank of Detective was not that high, like a very Senior Patrolman, and beneath Sergeants. So Midtown Police Sergeant Wes "Coldiron" Masters outranked the Detectives in his team. He wore a dark blue 'street' police uniform but with a thin black leather belt as a sash over the right shoulder to left hip.
He was in his low 30s, but his hair was already grayish, and he had it cut high and tight, similar to Lt. Moynahan's flattop. He was extremely straight-laced, exceptionally dedicated to the law, and probably should be heading the I.A. Department; hence, the nickname "Coldiron" behind his back.
"An honor to meet you, Lieutenant. I've heard about some of your successes in your County." Sgt. Masters said to me as he firmly shook my hand, and firmly took charge of the situation. "Let's go to the crime scene now, the Coroner's team is wrapping up. Lieutenant, if you'll ride with me, Detectives Evans and Soltis can bring Detective Ross in their squad car."
On the way to the crime scene, which was on the east bank of the River and not far from the more exclusive hotels in the area, Sergeant Masters showed why he was called 'Coldiron' as he spoke in his smooth, almost-quiet voice: "Respectfully but frankly, Lieutenant, we do things by the book down here. I've heard about your crowbar, but please don't beat anybody up while you're here. Doesn't work so well around here, with al the Media and politicians trying to start something just to have an issue to scream about."
"Okay, I won't beat anybody up." I said. "So tell me, what kind of detectives are Evans and Soltis?"
"Both very good." Masters replied in his clipped and fast way of talking. "I've heard Ross is very good, and her sister is one of my best people. She's pregnant now, so we're going to lose her on some field duty. Soltis is good, but not imaginative. He's reliable, tireless and sometimes shows brilliance, but his chessplaying ability has not evolved into what we'd hoped as a Detective. By the way, where does Ross rank by our system?"
"Probably about where you are, Sergeant-level, supervisory." I said. "She's a Senior Detective, almost a Supervisor in Major Crimes. Our Detectives are above Uniformed Sergeants in our County."
"Out of curiosity, why'd you do it that way?" Masters asked.
"Our Town and County merged their police forces, and that's what came out in the wash." I said. "Two-track system, one towards Detective, one towards higher Uniformed service. We're smaller than you guys are, so it just evolved that way, but it works pretty well."
We arrived at the scene. "They've taken the body to the morgue, Sergeant." one man called out.
"That's okay, we'll see it there." Sergeant Masters said. "Lieutenant, we found a body of a naked man, young, in very good shape, brown hair. Shot once in the chest with a large-caliber round, maybe .45-Colt; then twice in the head with .22 long rifle, it looked like to me."
"Fresh, not in the water a long time?" I asked. I was looking at the river flows. A bridge spanned the river just north of where we were on the marshy, muddy bank. Molly and Cindy came up with Detective Soltis.
"Maybe overnight." said Sergeant Masters.
I said "Looks like if a body was put in the water up near the hotels there, it'd skirt along the shore, through that 'chute' where the bridge pilings are, then it'd slide on up to the bank. Who found it?"
"There's a Riverwalk along the river behind all the luxury hotels, and paths lead from it to the bridge here. Some jogger this morning happened to look down from the bridge and saw it, came down and checked to make sure he was dead, then ran to the nearest hotel and had them call us."
"Okay." I said. "Anything you've observed, Sergeant?" I'd heard that 'Coldiron' Masters was something like myself in observation and deduction.
"At the time I saw the body, I noticed the execution-style head shots then how young he was. We'll have to see what toxicology comes up with, if he was drinking or at a party. The first shot to the chest probably incapacitated him, then the two shots to the head finished him off or were just to make sure."
"I think you're right about the shots." I replied. "First one is a big, slow caliber so it didn't exit the body, then the small caliber shots to the head to make sure, as you said."
---
At the morgue, we looked upon the body of the handsome young man whose life had been prematurely snuffed out. Of course, Cindy's first observation was of his male anatomy.
"Too bad Tanya's not here." Cindy said. "Guy was well-hung."
"Yep." I said, explaining to Masters and Soltis about my Crime Lab Supervisor's various observations on penis length at time-of-death. Sergeant Masters looked offended, as if we were sharing too much information with him as I said "You know, his face looks familiar. Any of you ever see this guy before?"
"Oh, wait!" Cindy said, peering at the man. She took out her iPhone and took a picture of his face from just above, then looked at the picture. "Yeah, I think this is the guy who was Vicki Oldeeds' assistant when Teresa and I interviewed her last year. Mike Something-Or-Other. He carried around a big Bible and was her personal assistant, and Teresa and I thought he was banging her."
"Is that the Reverend who was assassinated in your County? His wife?" Sgt. Masters asked.
"Yes, it is." I said. "Cindy, email that to Teresa and see if she recognizes him. Send me a copy of the pic, also."
When Cindy sent me the pic via email, I forwarded it to my wife Laura. A moment later a phone call arrived at my cell.
"Oh my God, what's going on down there?" Laura practically wailed into the phone. "I just saw him yesterday!"
"He washed up by the river this morning, dear." I said. "Anything you can tell me?"
"Not over the phone." Laura said. She said she'd send me a secure email, but she did give me the young man's full name, which I passed on to Sergeant Masters. Teresa had texted Cindy that she thought it was the same young man, as well.
"Wow, you guys get fast results." Masters said, a tinge of jealousy in his voice. "But you've saved us a lot of time." Masters got on the phone to get people going on checking out young Mike.
I turned to the Medical Examiner, an older man. "Anything you can tell us?"
"Not yet." the man said. "I think he was wrapped in plastic and taken to the river and dumped. See how his hair has so much blood? Looks like the blood pool was contained, absorbed by the hair, and he washed up on shore before it all washed out."
"Good observation." I said. "Definitely looks like a professional job by people who have killed before."
"We've wiped the body for fibers, but with him being in the river, I'm not hopeful." said the M.E. Tanya Perlman and 'CMB' would never have been so negative, I thought.
"Any ideas, Lieutenant?" Sergeant Masters said.
"I'm sure you've thought of this, but I'd send people out to hit the trash cans up and down the Riverwalk area, as well as the hotels. Maybe you'll find the plastic sheeting they used to transport the body. Also, any cameras you have of people on the Riverwalk last night... not necessarily who did it, but others that might have seen something strange, then go after them to get eyewitness statements. Last, I know this is a political town, as ours is a University town, but see if anybody 'special' is here this weekend, definitely including anyone associated with the late Reverend Jonas Oldeeds."
---
When we got back to the Precinct, Lt. Moynahan called me into his office while Sgt. Masters got the others going on data acquisition. Cindy helped by getting onto her computer and hooking up with our systems to get information on Vicki Oldeeds and her assistant Mike from our case the year before.
"We have a positive ID on the body, and it's lucky you guys were here to help us get onto that so quickly." Cav said. "Anything else?"
"He was up in my County yesterday." I said. "I'm waiting for a report on that from my source up there. And by the way, if it's what I think it is, don't be shocked to see elements of the Federal Government in here soon."
"You're kidding." Cav said. I assured him I wasn't. Just then Sgt. Masters knocked on the door and Cav invited him inside.
"Lieutenant, you were right." Masters said in that flat, even, clipped, fast voice. "Mrs. Jonas Oldeeds and some of her people are in town, at the Hyatt Hotel, and our deceased victim did work for her and was part of the entourage. Want to come interview them with us?"
"No, she knows me and my presence might surprise her and cause her to clam up." I said, avoiding telling the real reason. "Ditto that for Cindy. Molly and Frank can get that done."
Masters did not seem to like me using people's first names. "I'll take Detectives Evans and Soltis with me, then."
"Meanwhile, Sergeant," I said... if the man wanted formality, I could give it to him, in spades, "I have information that he was up at the University yesterday. I'll follow up and let you know what was going on up there."
---
"What?!" Vicki Oldeeds said, a look of shock on her already unhappy face. "Mike is... dead?"
"Yes, ma'am." said Sergeant Masters, leading the interrogation, with Molly Evans assisting and watching.
"Oh my... oh my God!" Mrs. Oldeeds said, looking at the floor, then looking up and asking "How? What happened? Was he killed in a car wreck?"
"No ma'am." said Masters. "He was murdered. He was shot dead and his body dumped in the river. We found it this morning." Masters had a rather brutal style, which often jolted his interviewees. Sometimes it worked.



Molly noticed Vicki's eyes going from Masters to hers, back and forth, but more often to her, as if studying her. "I'm sorry, Detective..."
"Evans." Molly said.
"Yes, Detective Evans." said Vicki. "You look familiar to me, have we met before?" Molly played it cool, shaking her head, realizing the woman was observant enough to see the resemblance to Cindy in Molly's face. She was a smart, tough adversary, Molly surmised.
"No ma'am, we have not." Molly said, then to change the subject, "Mrs. Oldeeds, can you tell us the last time you saw Mike?"
"Uh... yesterday, yesterday morning." Vicki said. Molly watched her, becoming more convinced every minute that Mrs. Oldeeds was not telling the truth. She wished Don could be here to observe the woman; he'd be seeing right through her. She continued to observe as Vicki continued "He... he asked for the day off so that he could visit some friends at the University, and he left about ten o'clock. That's the last I saw or heard from him."
"No texts? No phone calls?" Sgt. Masters asked.
"No, none at all." Vicki said. "I... didn't really think anything of it before now, before you got here. I thought he was still up there visiting his friends."
"Do you know who those friends are?" Sgt. Masters asked.
"No... no, he didn't mention any names." Vicki said. "He said they were graduating in May, but that was all."
Interviews with other members of the Oldeeds contingent yielded nothing, everyone's story was the same.
---
"Well, one thing she's lying about," said Cindy Ross, "Mike shows up on the Hyatt's front lobby camera about eight o'clock in the evening, and in the elevator, getting off on the floor the Oldeeds group had rooms on. The cameras of the hallway were inoperative, however, and Mike never re-entered his own hotel room by using his key."
"How did you get that footage?" asked Lt. Moynahan, very impressed.
"Uh, I asked your I.T. data guy to get it from the hotel." Cindy replied. "Don't you normally get the footage as quickly as possible?"
"Of course we do." said Sergeant Masters, obviously miffed at Cindy's question.
"Actually, Sergeant," said Cav Moynahan, "we could probably do things like that more quickly. Learn from our friends in our fellow departments, that's what the SBI Reserve program is about."
"Yes sir." said Masters, his face showing nothing, but I sensed some anger and frustration within him.
"The one other thing I have," I said, "is that he was on campus of the University yesterday afternoon. My wife is a professor there, she knows him, and she said she saw him yesterday. She said he left for Midtown late that afternoon, which with a two-hour drive and possible stops would put him in Midtown at seven to eight p.m." I did not divulge that Laura had told me she'd spent several pleasant hours fucking young Mike, nor that he was a young CIA operative on assignment inside the Oldeeds' empire. It was pretty obvious to me that Mike's cover had been blown, and Vicki Oldeeds had had him murdered.
"Guys, we need to get a warrant and get Vicki Oldeeds and her entourage in the house immediately." I said. "Before they skip town."
"A warrant will take two hours." said Masters. Perhaps my look of utter shock caused his next statement. "It doesn't take that long for you guys?"
"Uh, no." I said. "We call an ADA and unless a judge has a problem with the probable cause, we get what we need in minutes."
"Call the Courthouse, Wes." Lt. Moynahan said. "Get the warrant based upon the conflicting testimony of Mrs. Oldeeds to what these cameras show."
Part 5 - Federal Takeover
"I don't know what the delay is." Cindy said as she, Molly and I ate sandwiches Cindy had grabbed at a sandwich shop a few minutes before. "We'd have a warrant and a crowbar stuck up the perp's ass by this amount of time."
Molly laughed at that. "Sergeant Masters is absolutely by-the-book." she said. "He hasn't cultivated the relationships you have with Paulina and Vice had with Sanders. He actually types up the warrant request, prints it, has a courier take it to the Courthouse, who then waits and brings it back. You guys just say 'Hey, Paulina!' and magic just seems to happen for you."
"Yep, Paulina is great about that." I said. Just then, Lt. Moynahan came and asked us to come into his office, which was even bigger than mine back at my HQ.
As I walked into the room, I saw two men. You know how it is when you get an 'epiphany', when you suddenly get a vibe and just know something? Well, I had that vibe about the man sitting down. His face was a bit pudgy, hair only on the sides, something of a mustache and goatee. He was in his 40s at least, but looked overweight and more like he was in his 50s.
And my vibe was that this man was a danger and an enemy, an even greater threat than Wargrave, though I'd never seen nor met this man before... that I could remember.
"Lieutenant, I'm Joseph Corrigan, a Deputy Director of the CIA's Directorate of Science and Technology, same general level as your wife, but with a different group. My friends call me Jody. I do not consider you one of them." the man said, not offering to shake hands and not getting up out of his chair."
"Well then, the feeling is mutual." I said. "Why am I not surprised to see you here today?"
"Allow me to introduce FBI Special Agent In Charge Lester Craig." said Corrigan.
"Call me 'Les'." said the FBI agent, who was younger, tall, slender, his brown hair styled in a military haircut. He did offer his hand, which I shook. "Jack Muscone is a friend of mine, he's told me a lot about you, Don, if I may call you Don."
"By all mean, Les." I said. "Good to meet you."
"We're federalizing your case." said Director Corrigan. "Special Agent Craig is going to be taking over the investigation into the murder of this young man Mike. I was just telling Lt. Moynahan and his team that the victim was working with the CIA and we're treating this at a very high level."
"Our Police Chief has agreed to let them have it, too," said Lt. Moynahan, showing no emotion, "so we're standing down."
"Anything you can tell us that might help us?" asked Agent Craig. Molly was looking at the bulge in his pants, which had me wondering if Les Craig was well-hung.
"Well, you know about the Oldeeds association." I said. "I think they found out he was a mole and they whacked him last night."
"They also skipped town just as soon as we left their hotel rooms." said 'Coldiron' Masters. "We're not sure if they went to the City or to the University."
"The City." I said, feeling very sure.
"How can you be sure of that?" Corrigan asked, derision in his voice.
"Simple." I said, again not revealing everything I knew. "Jonas Oldeeds was murdered up there in my County. I doubt Vicki is going to want to go there right now. If she had business in the City, that's where she went. Alternatively, the City International Airport is also there, if she means to put some distance between herself and you guys here."
Something in the way Corrigan was looking at me bothered me. It was almost as if he were smirking at me, as if he knew something I didn't. I knew I'd have to think about that one while I drove home...
--
"Okay, guys," I said to the Midtown team after the Federales had left. "Before I de-commission myself, why don't I take you guys to dinner on the SBI's tab?"
"I'm going to have dinner with a friend." Cindy said. "You guys go on ahead."
"Tell her 'hello' for me." I said, knowing who Cindy's friend was. Teresa Croyle, being in the Midtown Police Internal Affairs Department, would not be able to associate with the rest of Molly's team, per protocol. Teresa really shouldn't even be talking to Molly, but they risked it from time to time. Of course nobody would have a problem with Cindy and Teresa talking... and if they did, it would be most very good for that 'nobody' to choose not to have the guts to say anything...
At dinner, I insisted that since I was paying for it, I wanted everyone to drop ranks, at least with me, and talk like normal people. That made Sgt. Masters uncomfortable, but it lightened the conversation. Then Masters lamented that they didn't even get the warrant to bring in Vicki Oldeeds as a material witness.
"Don't blame yourself." I said. "The Feds shut that down very quickly. They wanted this case solely in their hands."
"Don, I want to say something." Cav Moynahan said. "You, and Detect- er, Molly, too, are exactly what the SBI Reserve is supposed to be about, and I've already sent Deputy Director Conlan and Governor Jared my most glowing report of your helping us. I'm glad you didn't come in here bowling us over. Those bastards on the regular SBI... God! what assholes. We're almost at the point we don't talk to them anymore."
"We're already past that." I replied. "As is the City."
"True enough. Anyway, I'd like you to give us any advice you can on how we can make our operations better. I'm sure all my guys understand that any such advice is to help, not to criticize."
"I do have one question: do you guys go to one ADA for warrants, or do you have to just try to grab any of a number of them?"
"We have one guy that is our regular for this precinct." Wes Masters said.
"Get to know that guy, personally, and a lot better." I said. "Then when you call him up or email him, he'll want to get the job done for you as quickly as he can. I don't know how good he is, and if he's not good, go shopping for a new ADA to befriend. But make it where a simple email or phone call will get that warrant process started right away. Other than that, you may be different from us in some respects, but you're fine, as far as I'm concerned."
---
After dinner, Molly and I went back to her apartment.
"Molly," I said, "I've got to get back home, I need to leave now. This dead guy is going to be an issue up there."
"I understand." Molly said.
I called Cindy. "Cindy, I've got to go home now. Can you come with me, or do you want to stay down here and hitch a ride with someone later?"
"I'll stay." said Cindy, her voice a bit blurry already. "Teresa and I are downing shots and shooting the shit."
"Alright, see you at home." I said. I hung up then gave Molly a passionate kiss goodbye. "I'll see you soon." I said. "We'll have a new house to move into."
"Out with the old, in with the new... which is same as the old." Molly joked.
---
It was late when I got home to the Mountain Nest. Laura and my mother were there, and somewhat to my surprise, Jack Muscone was also there.
"Honey, are you okay?" I asked as my wife and I hugged each other tightly. I could tell that it was a lot more emotional for her than she was wanting to let on. 
"I will be." Laura said. "It's just... just so shocking. Such a young man, full of life."
"Son, I'll be going downstairs, and to bed." my mother said. "Carole's asleep, and there's hot water for green tea if any of you want some." We said our goodnights and my mom left.
"So, Jack," I said, sitting down by Laura on the sofa as he sat down in the easy chair to the side, "tell me about Les Craig."
"Good guy, good agent." Jack said. "He's young, but rising fast. He was on my Missing Person's team for a couple of years, then got a promotion."
"He's working with this Director Corrigan of the CIA?" I asked. My peripheral vision caught the looks on Laura's face as well as Jack's; a look of disgust. So they hated the man, too, I thought to myself.
"No." said Jack. "Les is assigned to Southport, overlooking the river and rail shipping going on down there. He came up to Midtown simply because Corrigan asked him to, to give some jurisdictional presence."
"So where does Mike fit into all this?" I asked.
"I'm- I was his handler, though he doesn't- didn't directly work for me." Laura said, near tears. "He was a good kid, but a bit young. Training since he was sixteen, and really promising, but he needed more time, I thought. They sent him into the Oldeeds organization anyway, and he'd been inside for well over a year. He was never supposed to get heavy into anything and to walk out the minute there was any problem..." Laura struggled to regain her emotions. I hugged her and held her in my arms.
"He was keeping my team in the loop on Vicki Oldeeds, too." said Jack Muscone. I knew that there was much more to it, and another reason for Jack Muscone's presence here, but I decided to stay silent for now.
"Well, guys, I'll head on out now." Jack said. "I'm staying at our FBI apartment here in town. I'll come by and see you tomorrow, Don."
"Thanks for coming by, Jack." Laura said, hugging him. He shook hands with me and left.
"Any clues to what happened in Midtown?" Laura asked me as we sat down again.
"Well, he came up here, and he might have been spotted by someone who told Vicki Oldeeds." I said. "I suspect that he was totally ambushed, shot dead, and dumped before he even realized he was in trouble."
"That's what hurts." Laura said. "He came up, visited his friends for real, then came by my office and gave his report. Oh God, if someone saw him coming to see me and put it together..."
"Keep your eyes peeled." I said. "They may be watching your office, or there might be a mole in there somewhere."
"That's all I fucking need." Laura said. "Now I'm not sure who to trust."
"So what did Mike tell you while you were fucking his brains out, if you don't mind my asking." I said.
"It was good sex, too. I recorded it so you could watch." Laura said. "Afterwards, he said the Oldeeds' people were on the move, that something was going on, but they were being tight-lipped and he wasn't overhearing nearly as much as he used to."
"Sounds like they got suspicious of him." I said. "They may have had someone follow him up here, and when he went into your building, they just assumed he was a mole and murdered him first and asked questions later. That... yeah, that's the likely course of events..."
I went into a reverie for a moment, then as I came out, I said "So he said the Oldeeds Gang is on the move? Hmmmm... Well, that'll keep. You must be exhausted, honey. Let's go on up to bed."
"Good idea." Laura said. "I'm glad you came on home; I need you to hold me tonight."
"That's why I came back..."
---
"So you found the mole in your gang." Senator Nathan Allen said to his guest as he poured himself a large bourbon. "You want a drink?"
"No thank you." said Vicki Oldeeds. They were in Allen's private study in his home.
"Well, give me a little credit." Allen said. "I saw that Mike kid and called your security man immediately."
"Pul-eeze, Senator." Vicki said. "First of all: yes, you called my security man... but it wasn't you that actually saw Mike entering the University's Psychology Building, which is infested with CIA operatives. Someone else told us that. Second, your call to my security man has probably been spotted by the CIA and FBI who took the case over from the local Midtown hicks. And if they can trace Mike's killing to me, they won't come trying to arrest me and put me on trial. They'll take revenge, their way. You didn't help yourself or anyone else calling my security man like that."
"Aw, it'll blow over." Allen said, taking a large swig of his drink. "They don't have anything to touch you with, at least I hope not. You did avoid all the cameras, didn't you?"
"Of course." the beautiful blonde trophy wife said, lying through her teeth. "Though one of the idiots forgot to erase the tape of Mike coming into the front entrance. That's a typical 'Nathan Allen' bonehead move."
"Now just a minute, young lady!" Allen said. "There's no need to be making insults like that. I've been around a long time, and in the State Senate a long time. I'm not an idiot, and I have been extremely helpful to Jonas and now to you."
"That's why I came by, Senator." Vicki Oldeeds said, knowing her personal bodyguard was just outside the door, and that she was armed herself. "I came to tell you that we will not be moving forward with you in our arrangements. We've made other plans."
"What? Aw, c'mon." said Allen. "Sure you don't want a drink?" he asked as he poured himself another large one, trying to hide his growing frustration... and fear.
"You've made a lot of mistakes lately, Senator. You're slipping." Vicky said. "First was getting emotionally involved and going after that bitch cop who beat up your son. If you'd let that go, then quietly handled your son's vehicular homicide case, you wouldn't be doing so badly in the polls. Second-"
"Look, that was family." said Allen. "That bitch fucked up my boy."
"Second, Senator," said Vicki, not bothering to acknowledge the half-drunk Nathan Allen, "your emotional response in attacking the Iron Crowbar's family brought down the Black Badge gang and damn near tore out the heart of everything we were setting up in this County! I was hoping to piggyback on that, get my people in here. Now, because of you, my efforts to re-route Jonas's empire is in danger, the CIA and FBI are all over us like white on rice, and we're having to rebuild from the ruins where before we were starting to make some headway. If Malone doesn't win the Sheriff race, we're done, at least in this State, and if he does win, our negotiations with him are set back... thanks to you, Nathan Allen."
"Look," said Allen, trying and barely succeeding in controlling his fury at being cut down by this bitch in his own home, "I've got some serious connections, and I can still get you in this County if you want it. And if you want the Iron Crowbar's head on a platter, like that of John The Baptist, I'll deliver that, too."
"It's unreasonable sentences like that last one that caused us to decide to go forward without you, Senator." the lovely blonde said. She was growing weary, both mentally and physically, it had been a traumatic past 30 hours for her. "Guess who was in Midtown today, working with the locals on the murder? The Iron Crowbar. He's already on top of us, and if it wasn't for the CIA and FBI coming in and taking the case for themselves, I might already be under arrest and getting raped in his jail cells. Okay... I've got to meet my plane at the County Airport and get the hell out of here. So long, Senator."
"I'm telling you, I can make it all good." said Nathan Allen, trying to hold Vicki Oldeeds, and hold the rapidly-shredding deal in place. "I was a friend to your husband for many years. No matter who wins the Sheriff and D.A. elections, I'll have my networks and my people. But I'm telling you, young lady... don't burn your bridges. It's much better to have Senator Nathan Allen as a friend, than as an antagonist. By the time you learn that, the train will have done run, to coin a phrase."
Vicky laughed out loud. "Senator, you weren't a friend to my husband, you were a client. He took your money and gave you girls to fuck. Any connections you had, he was laying others elsewhere, pun not intended. He didn't need you!"
"And I have not forgotten, Senator..." Vicki said venomously, beginning to rant, "I have not forgotten that he had to come down to this County last year to try to arrange a deal with Malone... a deal you were to have secured by the time he got here. And because you failed, Senator, my husband had to come here and he was shot dead in front of me. Senator... you want to talk about burning bridges? You've burned a lot of them already... and quite frankly, you're lucky to be alive. Goodbye, Senator."
Vicki Oldeeds strode out the door with a great deal of what she considered dignity, leaving Senator Nathan Allen feeling very alone... and very scared. All of his deals, all of his connections were dropping, and he was even facing electoral defeat without a serious rigging of the Election.



He poured himself another drink and tried to think. He realized that he was being painted into a corner, and it would take drastic measures and bold action to rebuild the Nathan Allen empire... and to take his revenge upon those who had betrayed him, as well as those who had dared to do anything to his son. He and his son were above the law, and it was way past time the local cops understood that...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Revelations Of The Past
"Ah Michael, Eleanor, please... come in!" encouraged Henry R. Wargrave as the Burkes entered his private office next to his home. "Can my wife get you anything? Coffee? Tea?"
"Just water, thank you." said Eleanor Burke, very much in charge. It was May 10th, a beautiful Spring day outside.
"I have some in here already, Lilly." said Wargrave to his slender, pretty wife. "Thank you." Lilly took the hint and left to return to the main house.
Wargrave had the Burkes sit in chairs placed in front of his desk, then walked behind the desk and sat down in his chair. "I asked you to come by today," he said, "because my report on your son Jack Burke is finally complete." He held up a bound folder of medium thickness.
Seeing the light in their eyes, especially Eleanor's, Wargrave said, "I must tell you, it was extremely difficult to get a lot of this information. Your son went off the grid for long periods, and he hid himself very, very well. But I do think we have most of the answers that you seek."
"That girl Ivy?" Michael Burke asked.
Wargrave said "She was especially hard to find. She was taken into Witness Protection, which in and of itself says a lot. But I want to encourage you both to look seriously at this report. You may find that this girl Ivy is not the problem nor the reason for your son's life of torment that you think she was."
Wargrave was gently trying to steer the Burkes into a certain line of thinking. He was using them, very subtly guiding their actions as he had done to many others over a lifetime of working to get his way on whatever he wanted to have his way upon. He stood up and handed Mrs. Burke the report.
"Feel free to call me with any questions." Wargrave said, experimenting with a dismissal.
"Henry, I cannot thank you enough for this." said Eleanor Burke, trying to keep her hands from shaking as she held the report.
"Believe me, Mrs. Burke, the pleasure is all mine." Wargrave said. "All mine."
---
"Honey, is everything okay?" Michael asked his wife. She was at her desk, reading the report word-by-word; it was her second read-through. It was late at night, and Michael was ready to go to bed. He had not liked the look on Eleanor's face as he watched her read the report. Her face had barely changed, but the light in her eyes seemed to turn a strange color. Maybe it was just his imagination.
"No, Michael, everything is not all right, and after you read this, you'll see why." Eleanor Burke said. "Read it. Every word. Before you go to bed."
The report was brutally straightforward and did not attempt to sugarcoat the truth. It began with Jack Burke's college career. As a Freshman, he seduced several female teachers and professors on the campus, which got one of them fired after other students complained she'd given him an 'A' in her English class though he did no work nor took tests. Those students that complained were then found savagely beaten nearly to death, though none could identify Jack as their attacker.
Jack Burke also was part of a secret fraternity composed of well-endowed men. He partied and hung out with the other young men of the fraternity, indulging in orgies and sex parties several times a week. He was getting a tremendous amount of pussy, fucking the University's most beautiful co-eds and having them come back begging him for more of his huge penis. He was arrested a couple of times for disorderly conduct, one of those times being a plea-deal down from a situation where he was groping a man's wife and then savagely beat the husband in front of the wife when the husband confronted him. Witnesses reported that the woman was laughing at and taunting her husband during the incident.
Then the report got worse: there had been a series of rapes in a 20-mile area surrounding Burke's University town, nearly always of a wife/girlfriend raped in front of her husband/boyfriend, who was forced to watch and was taunted during the ordeal. There were always two men involved in the rapes, with one man meeting the same general description being described as the leader, while the descriptions of the second man were constantly changing, suggesting to the police that one man was recruiting different helpers for different rape excursions. In addition, the testimony of the raped women and the husbands or boyfriends forced to watch had another peculiarity, which potentially related to Jack Burke: the leader rapist had an exceptionally large penis.
During his Senior year, Jack Burke had been seen dating an older woman with glasses, brown hair, a lovely hourglass figure, and really hot legs. This woman may have had drug distribution connections, but she apparently did not attempt to drag Jack into those rackets, and the authorities never determined her name. But after dating this woman for a couple of months, Jack then began living in his dorm room more frequently again. The name of Jack's roommate brought a shock to Eleanor and Michael Burke: it was the same man who was now a young Lieutenant in the Town & County Police Force, whose nickname was the 'Iron Crowbar'.
"Oh my god." Michael Burke said to his wife, who was still awake and watching him read. "I don't remember Jack ever mentioning his roommate's name, but it is the same man who is Todd's uncle..."
"Yes, Michael." said Eleanor, her eyes burning. "Don knew all along, even when you'd asked him to look into it. He knew, Michael! Keep reading."
The report continued that Jack Burke had begun dating a beautiful young woman with black hair, and that he was totally smitten with her. He'd even asked her to marry him, according to the statements of several of Jack's well-hung friends on the campus, and they had sex at least twice a day, every day. Jack's friends wondered if that woman would calm Jack down, or if he'd corrupt her with drugs as he had other women, though he himself never did any drugs beyond marijuana.
As it turned out, neither happened: it was right at that time that a woman Jack had partied with and fucked several times, the woman named Ivy, apparently slept with him and then went to the police, claiming Jack had raped her. Because Jack had been a suspect in the rape cases before, the police believed her story and quickly went to work. Forensic evidence was quickly and easily obtained with a rape kit at the University's Infirmary. The Campus Police there obtained a warrant for Jack's arrest, but it was the town's police that arrested Jack at an off-campus apartment.
Then the story took a turn. The girl Ivy had been working with a professor in the Psychology Department. The professor, who was also the wife of a high-level Army officer who would become a general officer, went to the Police Station and had a conversation with Burke, threatening him and demanding he leave town, and that he never again attempt to contact the woman he'd asked to marry him. Burke did leave town, not speaking to the young woman, who went on to marry Burke's college roommate. The girl Ivy withdrew the charges, and the case against Burke collapsed and was not pursued further.
At this point, following Jack's story got much harder, according to the report. The professor apparently had used contacts of her Army husband to keep tabs on Jack, saying he'd possibly been recruited as a spy for a foreign government. The FBI watched him for a couple of years before considering him to be harmless and dropping him from their 'active' lists of possible spies.
According to FBI surveillance, Jack had made appearances at parties thrown by friends and members of the secret fraternity he was a part of, but almost never around the town or campus of his school. There was one incident shortly after he'd been run out of school and town, however, where the older woman he'd been dating showed up at one of the parties and went with Jack to a back room, from which a vicious argument could be heard.
According to witnesses, the woman claimed that Jack had not done what he'd promised about something to do with his college roommate, and Jack said he'd done what he could. Then the woman began screaming and threatening to kill Jack. Neighbors had called the police about the noise from the party, and when they arrived, Jack had bolted through the window and into the woods behind the house, with the woman screaming after him that she'd find him. The witnesses interviewed for the report said that they never saw nor heard from Jack Burke again. Again, the FBI had not been able to identify the woman.
At this point, the professor that had chased Jack off was at another school, and was spending much of her time on a sabbatical to Europe, causing her to cease keeping tabs on Jack. Jack's story picked up again about two years later. He'd been working for a chemical company, analyzing samples for the research group. Some of the research disappeared from the lab, and Jack had disappeared at the same time. He had not used the name Jack Burke while employed there; fingerprint identification had proved his existence there. The police believed that Jack stole the research data, and the FBI attempted to revive their overwatch of him, but he'd slipped off the grid.
Some months later, Jack was believed to be living with a couple named Windham, or at least that was the husband's name. He lived with them for about a year, and people in the apartment complex readily remembered him as "Jack", saying that he was a nice enough guy but always seemed to be looking over his shoulder or scanning the any crowd or group he was a part of. Jack then disappeared completely, and Windham and his wife had no idea where Jack had gone off to. The FBI appeared in the town about two weeks later, asking about Jack, but the trail had gone cold. How the FBI had known to pursue Jack in that town in the first place was not known. As a side note, Windham was a professional photographer, and his wife went into the Police Academy shortly after Jack disappeared, and the couple divorced about eight months after Jack left.
Jack Burke was identified two years later, again by fingerprints, after working under an assumed name at another chemical plant. Though no research had disappeared, another company filed for a process patent just days before Jack's company filed a patent for the same process, and Jack was once again believed to have been involved in industrial espionage. The FBI again attempted to pick up his trail, but to no avail.
Jack Burke was believed to have been living with couples or women during the intervals where he was unable to be found. He possibly worked on oil rigs in Texas and Oklahoma. There was one police report in Texas where a man whose description matched Jack was shot at in a drive-by shooting while working on a oil drilling site. The man was unharmed. The police caught the shooters, and the report of one Officer Angela Harlan stated that they'd admitted being hired to shoot at the guy to scare him into paying a debt he owed, but would say nothing further about who had hired them... even when offered total immunity! When police went to talk to Jack a second time, he had disappeared from that job, that oil drilling site, and was not seen again in Texas.
Burke then showed up again, in the local Town and County. He worked a couple of low-paying jobs, but might have begun working for a drug ring at the time he was killed. He had been having sexual affairs with several women, including his brother's wife, the black-haired woman he'd wanted to marry back in college, as well as a number of other trophy wives in the County. He had filmed many of his sex sessions, and it was surmised by Police that he did so for his own protection rather than blackmail, as he never attempted to extort money from any of the women.
Then the story ended with a shocker. The professor that had threatened Jack at his school had since taken a full professorship at the local University. She had contacted the FBI about Jack's presence in the County, and they put him under surveillance. Their report at the time stated that while under surveillance, Jack had had sexual relationships with one Jeanine Olivet and one Marie Arruzio. Only days before Jack was killed, this professor had a private meeting with University Regent Jack Arruzio.
The professor's name, the report stated in conclusion, was Dr. Laura W. Fredricson.
"I don't believe it." Michael Burke said, feeling his whole body shaking. "How could Wargrave get this much stuff? It reads like a dime novel!"
"I believe it." Eleanor said, her eyes unfocused, beginning to rant. "It's mostly from FBI and police reports, which Henry Wargrave could all too easily obtain. But that doesn't matter Michael: it was Laura Fredricson who lied about our son being a rapist and drove him away from school. It was Laura Fredricson who lied to the FBI about our son being a spy and drove him away from several jobs. It was Laura Fredricson who told Joe Arruzio about our son's affair with Marie, and who knows what lies she told Joe to drive him mad enough to kill them. And now Laura Fredricson is married to Jack's college roommate. Do you really wish me to believe that all this is just a set of coincidence after coincidence?"
---
"Hi Grandma!" Todd said cheerfully as Phyllis came into his and Jeanine's house. It was May 12th.
"Hello, dear." said Phyllis, giving Todd a kiss. It was meant for his cheek, but Todd turned and made it a full open-mouthed kiss. Phyllis returned the kiss and made out with her grandson for several minutes.
"So, Todd," Phyllis said, breaking the kiss, then sitting down after picking up Todd's baby son Doug and holding him, "you said you wanted to talk to me."
"Yeah." Todd said. "My parents... my dad and stepmom, the Burkes... are acting strange." Todd then recounted how the Burkes were holding whispered conversations, were exhausted from lack of sleep, and would stop talking when he entered the room. In addition, his father Michael had asked him a couple of times about his Uncle Don, and if Todd knew anything about Don's college days.
"I told them that I hardly knew Uncle Don in those days because my mom and he were estranged, and that I was only about 8 years old at the time." Todd said. "It's really weird."
"Hmmm, very interesting." Phyllis said. "Did any event happen that you know of that would cause them to have such mood changes?"
"All I know is that I keep hearing them say 'the report said...' whenever they think I'm not in hearing distance. I don't know what that report is, but they don't talk about it when I come into the room."
"And you're getting a strange vibe about it, aren't you dear?" Phyllis asked her grandson. Phyllis was getting a vibe about it herself.
"Yeah, Grandma, now that you mention it, it's... strange."
"Todd, if the Burkes were going to hide a report, where would they hide it?"
"My dad has a safe behind a portrait in the den." Todd said. "And Mom- er, Eleanor has a safe in the wall by her desk, behind what looks like a heating vent."
"Do you think you can get into those safes and bring me any reports you find in there?" Phyllis asked.
"I can get in the safes, but I wouldn't want to take anything out where they might find something is missing." Todd replied. "I'd rather take you into the house and we can look in the safes while there."
---
"Easy, peasy." said Todd as he typed in the digital code to his stepmother's safe, getting it on the second try. He'd brought Phyllis into the house in the morning after learning that his parents were going to take an overnight trip to visit 'a friend.' He did not know that they were going to the City to meet someone and put the wheels in motion to breach the Federal Witness Protection program.
"Nice work, Todd." Phyllis said. "Looks like you've done that type of work before."
"You're a riot, Grandma." Todd replied. "Hmmm, here's a report bound in a gray cover, says it's about Jack Burke." He handed it to Phyllis who began reading.
She was still reading an hour and a half later, as Todd watched to make sure the Burkes didn't come home. When she was done, she went into a long think.
Part 7 - All Smiles At The Range
Foster's Indoor Gun Range was a surprisingly busy place on May 15th. In the instructional area, a young man was guiding Eleanor Burke.
"I've had this gun for years." Eleanor said, displaying her Taurus .38 Special 5-shot revolver. "It's time I learned how to properly shoot it. Do you think I'll be able to control it, though?"
"That's a very nice gun for you." the man said. "See these little holes next to the end of the barrel? Those are called 'ports', and will help the gun stay steady when you shoot it. Also, remember that if you're being attacked, you're going to be full of adrenalin and you won't feel a thing shooting the gun... but that's also why practice is important, it'll help you maintain control even when you're frightened."
Going to the range, the man went through the basics with Eleanor.
"Okay, just aim at that target." said the young man. The target was a silhouette of a man, and it was about seven yards away. "You want your hand pressure on the front and back of the handle, not the sides. Feel the pressure on the front and back. Okay, cock the hammer... okay, pull the trigger smoothly. It should be a surprise when the gun goes off."
*POW!*
"Not bad." said the trainer. Eleanor had barely hit the paper. "Okay, fire another shot. Smooth trigger pull, let it be a surprise..."
Eleanor fired all five shots, the last two double-action (not cocking the hammer). Her aim was getting better and better. She went through a second set of five shots, then a third. After that, the instructor left her to finish out the box.
--
Phyllis had watched Eleanor Burke practice, feeling a certain foreboding. Eleanor seemed to have a reason for her shooting practice, and her eyes showed a deep purpose as she intensely worked on her aim. Soon Eleanor was finished, and put the gun back into her black and white purse.
Moments later, Melina and Cindy came in, keeping their appointment to shoot with Phyllis. When Melina saw Eleanor, she quickly ducked down as if she was tying her shoe, and fumbled with it until Eleanor had walked by and was gone. If Eleanor had noticed the other women, her eyes did not even flicker over it.
"What was that shoe-tying routine about, Melina?" Cindy asked.
"That was Eleanor Burke, Todd's stepmother." Melina said. "I'm not sure why, but I didn't want her to see me and recognize me here."
"I think you acted very wisely." said Phyllis. "Okay ladies, let's see if this old woman can give you a run for your money on the range. I have to re-qualify, so I need the practice, as well."
Phyllis shot very well at her targets at ten and 25 yards, and would've easily qualified if it'd been her actual trials. Cindy also did well, shooting a nice center of mass.



"Remember that Mel Gibson movie 'Lethal Weapon', guys?" Melina asked. When the other ladies said they did, Melina began whistling as she moved her target downrange, at least 50 yards away.
Other people in the room stopped to watch as Melina picked up her gun and fired eight rounds in quick succession. Whistling as she reeled the target back in, she had perfectly duplicated the feat from the movie: the shots formed a perfect Smiley face in the center of the round target.
"Why that's very nice, dear." Phyllis said, impressed.
"If you didn't have a gun in your hand, I'd spank you for being a showoff." Cindy said.
"Oooh, is that a promise?" Melina said, grinning at Cindy.
"Why you naughty girls!" Phyllis said in mock shock. "Why don't we go have some lunch. I need to talk to you ladies about what I think is a serious situation coming."
Just then, Cindy's cell phone rang. "Duty calls." she said, hanging up. "Your son wants me to come back to the Station, pronto. I'll have to take a raincheck for lunch."
"I'll talk to you soon, Cindy." Phyllis said. "Melina, let's you and I go to lunch. We need to have a nice conversation..."
---
"Thank you so much for coming to lunch with me, Melina." Phyllis said. "You're looking very well, very beautiful. How is the campaign trail?"
"Thanks, Phyllis." Melina replied. "You're looking great yourself. The campaign trail has been a lot more fun than I would've realized, and Daniel is loving it. How Don knew we'd like it so much, I'll never know... but he was right. How are things with you?"
"Oh, quite good." said Phyllis. "Between babysitting stints and Police Auxiliary fun, I go to the Women's Club and the Ladies Auxiliary and listen to all the juicy gossip. Very good information, at times."
"Are you sure you're just listening?" Melina said, teasing Phyllis.
"Why Melina! As if I'd repeat gossip!" Phyllis said with a grin, then got serious. "I need to get right to the point here, and I'm afraid it might be stressful for you. I would never ask if this was not extremely important right now. Would you please tell me about your relationship with Jack Burke and my son, while in college and then in this town."
"Uhhh... oh, wow." Melina said. "I wasn't expecting that one."
"Yes, and again I am so sorry to have to ask." Phyllis said. "But you'll have to trust me that I have very good and very important reason for asking, so important that lives might be at stake... and I don't want to have to ask my son."
"Okay." Melina said, not questioning her ex-mother-in-law's desire to know; she knew Phyllis didn't play around and was asking for a reason. She began telling the story from her unique perspective...
Part 8 - The Politics of Control
"I'm going to have a drink." said Senator Nathan Allen in his Midtown office. As he poured himself a large gin and tonic, he asked "Anyone else want one?"
"Thank you sir, but I'm on duty." said said SBI Agent Richard "Dick" Ferrell. The deeply religious Evangelical Agent Steven Ikea also declined, being a teetotaler and considering the consumption of alcohol sinful and a harbinger of evil.
"I'll just have the club soda part." said SBI Director Jack Lewis as he shuffled papers on the table. Soon the four men were sitting around the conference table. It was 1:00pm on May 15th.
"Gentlemen, I thank you for coming over today." said Senator Allen in his almost-whiny politician's voice. "We've got several issues to discuss. First, Jack, will you update me on 'Operation Restoration', please?"
"Sure, Nathan, and let me explain it in some detail to Dick and Steven here." replied Lewis, who then began speaking as if lecturing. "As you know, we have 96 counties in the State, and then there's the City... which is an 'independent' entity, practically a sovereign state unto themselves. A few years ago, a number of us began a program to make the SBI the premiere law enforcement agency in the State. With our greater resources, training and quality agents, we felt then as we feel today that we could do a much better job of solving crimes than the local county and town police departments. We didn't say that out loud, of course, but that was the gist of it."
"And we rightfully take the credit for our superior abilities and efforts." said Dick Ferrell.
"Well, of course. And cases that the locals would've fucked up and lost, we'd successfully handle, and of course we should get the credit for that." replied Director Lewis. "Anyway, the Legislature managed to push through a couple of laws concerning jurisdiction and handling of cases, including turning them over to the SBI from local authorities, though getting that legislation through was tough going with a lot of resistance."
"The problem was that some of our agents did not do a very good job interacting with local authorities." continued Lewis. "Some of them were alienated, and even though we were much better equipped to solve nearly all of the cases, they refused our offers of our talents.
"Southport has a lot of Federal presence due to the boat and rail shipping there; they push us around a lot," continued Lewis, and every man was aware but did not say out loud that the Feds were doing to the SBI what the SBI wanted to do to the rest of the counties in the State- push them around, "and the City was antagonistic to us immediately.
"Things got to the point that their Police Commissioner, Whitney 'Buck' Savage, actually told his officers that any SBI agents who came into the City should be immediately arrested... or shot dead. As we were trying to smooth that over, we had that fiasco over the Jefferson Jackson death, where our crime lab made some horrific mistakes. As a result, Town & County Police Chief Griswold has made it his Department's policy to not cooperate with us.
"Due to all that, our reputation became so bad, thanks to a rabid and badly misinformed Press, that many other jurisdictions began rejecting our help. The Midtown Police have begun communicating with us that our presence and help is not welcome, and they've begun devoting resources to a crime lab of their own."
"Here's an example of the problem." said Senator Allen. "Take my district: I think Griswold's personal jealousy over Agent Ikea's abilities no longer being available to him is the reason for his bad attitude, but he's been fighting us hard all the way. Now Coltrane County has few resources and are almost forced to come to us, and with the State Asylum there we have a strong foothold. But Nextdoor County just contracted with Griswold's police force for his crime lab to run their tests. And while the University Police's program is under the State, they've contracted with the County in a cooperation program which essentially cuts out the State Crime Lab."
"Exactly." said Director Lewis. "To continue: Griswold, City Mayor Lucian Phelps, SBI Deputy Director Conlan and others have Governor Jared's ear. I've done all I can to get Conlan fired, but my friend the Governor simply won't let me do the right thing in that regard. Griswold, Phelps and Conlan came up with that SBI Reserve program, and Senator Allen, myself and others went along with it primarily to help the SBI's reputation and to possibly recruit some new Agents away from the local forces when the time was right.
"Unfortunately, it all backfired." continued Lewis. "The Reserve program has worked too well, and now nearly half the State wants the SBI to be cut back severely, to be only a supporting entity for the locals to use like prostitutes and then discard when they're done, and the locals take all the credit. The City's legislative delegation has even called for the total dismantling of the SBI. While no one else wanted to totally shut us down, the Legislature fought over the issue. No bills were passed, and everything is status quo for the moment."
"We originally had counted on Harold Malone winning the Sheriff race in my County." Senator Allen said, observing the look of hatred and disgust appearing on Ikea's face at the mention of Malone's name. "That was back when you were still with them, Agent Ikea, and we thought that with Malone winning the Sheriff race, he and you would be very cooperative with the SBI and set the example for other jurisdictions."
"I have to say, Senator," Ikea said, "I'm much happier here working with the SBI and these excellent agents rather than that scum in that police department."
"Oh, don't get me wrong, son, we're delighted to have you here with us in the SBI," Allen replied as he poured himself another large gin and tonic, "but we were also counting on Malone defeating the Iron Crowbar in the race up there. Once Malone won Sheriff, the CIA or FBI would come in and hire away that hotshot Lieutenant, and that would have left you to be in a high place, maybe even police chief after Malone humiliated and fired Griswold."
"However," continued Allen, "our plan suffered a setback. That hotshot young Lieutenant didn't run for Sheriff; he comes up with another man, the Internal Affairs Lieutenant, and plays the Republicans up there to accept Allgood. Malone is now telling me that he thinks the Iron Crowbar is going to ambush him, Malone, somehow, and that it might make the race much, much tougher. Thank God we have Katherine Woodburn of KXTC on our side!"
"Your re-election is important also, Senator." said Director Lewis. "We're going to need you in the State Senate next year. You've done the Lord's work for us, Nathan, but the future of the SBI is going to be at stake, and we need every soldier at the front lines."
"And I'm ready to lead that fight. We'll talk about that in a moment." said Allen. "Anyway, 'Operation Restoration' is a plan by those of us on Director Lewis's side to basically ram SBI leadership down the throats of local jurisdictions. They don't know what's best for them, we know better, and if they act like spoiled children we'll have to spank them and take control whether they like it or not."
"The Narcotics Task Force would be excellent for that." said Agent Dick Ferrell enthusiastically.
"Exactly, Ferrell." said Director Lewis. "But let me lay out the bigger picture: the City is probably lost to us; they're semi-sovereign in this State, and they have resources that at least match ours. We're willing to lose that battle to win all the others, though. And it has to start in Senator Allen's home district, especially in doing something about that piece of dog shit Griswold and his little pitbull with a crowbar."
"So we have a couple of inroads," said Nathan Allen, "and you, Agent Ikea will be our point man on one of them. We know you've been working in your spare time on the death of our great friend, The Reverend Jonas Oldeeds. I know you genuinely want to find his killer and administer Justice, and I feel exactly the same way: Jonas was a good friend to me for years."
"Yes sir." said Ikea, listening attentively. "He was an icon, and a hero to me."
"But we can kill two birds with one stone, there." Allen said. "We can have you and a small army of our agents, sniffing around -AND- have the Press hammering Griswold and his little pitbull for not solving that case of national and international importance."
"Our other inroad is drug interdiction, and that's right up your alley, Dick." said Director Lewis to Ferrell. "I'm getting some reports that with Harold Malone running for Sheriff, the Vice Squad up there is falling behind the power curve; seems the Iron Crowbar is either not interested or can't handle the job. If Malone wins Sheriff, all will be good again up there, but in the meantime we're going to be adding our weight to exposing the Town & County's lack of ability, and they'll be feeling the pain of you shoving red hot pokers- er, crowbars, right up their asses."
"I'm loving it." said Ferrell. Ikea looked a bit more skeptical... or maybe he was having memories of Barry Bounel shoving something up his ass.
"If I may just say one thing," said Ikea, "I think we need to move fast on any plans we make. Our enemies are powerful and abundant, and they will not be letting the grass grow under their feet in trying to pre-empt anything we try to do."
"That's an excellent point, Steven." said Senator Allen. "We're going to be making some things pop within a week. Okay, let's move on to our next issue: that little shit Phil Kearns is making things tough on my boy with his lawsuit. I would like to ask you guys to help me out on that. Not only do we need to find something on that bastard, but I want to make sure that Agent Ikea's buddy, Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle, is totally neutralized as a threat to my boy. Totally neutralized."
"She's no buddy of mine." said Ikea. "But she's long gone. I haven't even seen her in the County in months, and I've been keeping an eye out."
"Dick, Steven, why don't you two guys take a quick break and let me talk to the Senator here." said Director Lewis. Allen looked surprised as the two agents left the room.
"Nathan, what I need to tell you," Lewis said quietly, "is that some of our mutual friends have- 'suggested' to me that we not involve ourselves in the Kearns matter. We stand ready to support you in whatever move you want to make, but we can't do it for you, and we absolutely can't have the name of the SBI involved with the name 'Kearns' in any way. Our friends are concerned that it could hurt us. And I don't mind telling you that it's something you need to take care of, and take care of it completely. The Press is hammering you with it every time the Court issues a new ruling or statement on it. Your election is at stake, and I've already said how vital it is to have you with us next January."
"All the more reason I need your help on this matter." said Allen, becoming irritated and frustrated. He poured himself another gin and tonic. "If he ends up dead, that Wurtzburg bitch will be all over it like a fly on a cow patty. My other options are limited, though. I do have one idea, but it crosses county lines, and so I will need your boys Ferrell and Ikea to help me out on one part of it." Allen began telling Lewis his plan...
"All right, all right." said Director Lewis. "I'll see if I can swing it to give you that much help..."
---
"You wanted to speak to me again, Senator?" Steven Ikea said as he re-entered Allen's office.
"Yes, son, and privately." said Allen. He'd texted Ikea to come back to the office after Jack Lewis had left. They sat down at the round table again, Allen pouring himself another drink before beginning.
"Steven, I think you and I could find some things to cooperate on that would be helpful to both of us as well as greatly satisfying to you." said Allen. "I know Malone really betrayed you, he really threw you under the bus. I know you want to get him back and I don't blame you one fucking bit."
Ikea's eyes were jet and full of righteous anger and hatred. Allen knew he had his fish landed.
"What we can do, Steven, is destroy Harold Malone. He wins the Sheriff race, is installed, and then we hit him with a barrage of information I have about his many contacts and friendships with white supremacists. You'll lead that charge, doing it in the Lord's name, bringing righteousness to your County. And by the time it's done, Malone will have to resign the Sheriff position, or he'll be kicked out and maybe even arrested and jailed... and they might not fill the Sheriff position again for years.
"But before then, Steven, because Malone will have won the Sheriff slot, Griswold and his little redheaded cocksucker will have left. I'll make sure that you are hired back in... definitely as a Captain, and after some maneuvering you will be Police Chief Steven Ikea! How do you like the sound of that, son?"
Ikea chose his words carefully. "It sounds good, Senator, but what's in it for you?"
Allen laughed. "What's in it for me is a lot more security than I'm feeling right now. Our mutual cooperation in the County will be good for both of us. And one benefit to me is that I can bring some of my friends in the Oldeeds Ministries to the County, where you and I can keep them safe as they continue the work of the Lord that Jonas was doing before he was so brutally struck down by Satan's forces."
"Yeah, I can see that." said Ikea. "And they need help; they had a CIA mole penetrating them. Young guy, but he was a contact of that bitch Laura Fredricson."
"Ah," said Allen, asking out of simple curiosity, "how much do you know about that?"
Ikea could not hide a smirk. "Quite a lot, Senator. I know that Dr. Fredricson is a CIA operative, and apparently a pretty high-level one, at that. That young guy, the CIA mole in Vicki Oldeeds' personal staff... it was me who exposed him. Yes, Senator, I'm the one who spotted that prick visiting Fredricson and told Vicki Oldeeds about him!."
Enjoying the look of shock on Allen's face, Ikea felt the righteous anger whipping through him as he said, almost chanted "I've been working with them ever since Jonas died, working to find the Spawn of Satan that struck down that great man as he did the Lord's work! That bitch Fredricson might have been behind it, and I will find that out. In the meantime, Satan's agent within Vicki's inner circle is now burning in hell fire for all eternity!
"That FBI bastard Muscone, he's not hanging around the County just because of the good food at the local restaurants, and I'll see the day that he pays for his iniquities. I've got my eye on them, Senator, and when the time is ready... I'm going to smite them down with the Power of the Lord... I am His instrument, I am his Fist of Jusss-tice! And then... the Iron Crowbar is going to find himself burning in hell fire with the rest of the demons for ALL Eternity as the Lord's Justice catches up to him and his wicked ways!..."
Allen listened, realizing that Ikea was not the dumbass everyone thought he was. Religious nutball, yes. But also a vicious and smart attack dog to be used upon their mutual enemies in the County. It was going to be one hell of a hot summer in the County, Allen mused as he listened and drank his gin, one hell of a hot summer...
Ikea finally paused to catch his breath, knowing that he did not need the worthless Nathan Allen, and that Allen was desperate because he knew he was becoming totally inconsequential. But I can use him. Best not to waste this resource until he exhausts his usefulness...
Part 9 - The Business of Control
While Nathan Allen was meeting with the dirty SBI agents on May 15th, at the same time Karla Warner was being escorted by a female guard down the hall of the State Women's Prison. She was wearing her gray prison uniform that was essentially a dress, and some asshole had given her a size too small, making the gray cloth cling to her firm, hot body. She was also wearing gray slip-on sneakers issued by the prison.
She had no idea why she was being taken down this hallway, which was an area she'd never been in before. It was in the guarded areas, but locked away from the rest of the prison.
"All right, ma'am, I can only give you one hour." the guard said to the woman inside the darkened room as the door was opened. The woman inside the room acknowledged it as Karla entered, and the door closed behind her. The room looked like a library study, with a soft lamp illuminating the room. There was a plush, comfortable sofa on the left side and a table and chair on the right.
But Karla didn't notice that; it was the woman lying on the sofa, her legs spread obscenely, that had Karla's full attention. The woman was also wearing a clingy prison gray uniform that showed off the curves of her luscious body. Those spread legs of hers were gorgeous, as well. Her brown hair was cut and styled straight down the sides of her head, her bangs cut straight across her forehead above her glasses. The woman looked familiar to Karla, very familiar, but she couldn't quite place her...



"Hello, Karla." said the woman. "It is Karla Warner, isn't it?" As Karla nodded, not being able to speak, the woman said "My name is Elizabeth. And you may have heard of me before. It is my disgusting, hated little brother that is responsible for you being in these jails with me." Elizabeth smiled softly as the light of understanding flooded Karla's face. "Come sit down, I want to talk to you."
Karla sat down on the sofa as Elizabeth eased up enough to give the other woman some room. Karla could see up Elizabeth's skirt, and she caught the faint scent of womanhood as she saw Elizabeth's distended pussy lips: Liz had been masturbating before Karla arrived.
"Mmm, I see you're looking at my pussy." Elizabeth said. "Would you like a taste?" She spread her legs wider and hitched up her skirt, showing her glowing, beautiful pussy to the other woman. Karla felt a surge of lust in her body. That was an 'eating pussy', and Karla did indeed want to taste it.
Wordlessly she knelt over and eased between Elizabeth's knees. She kissed her way down the other woman's trim thighs, then shuddered as her tongue licked Liz's cuntal labes from bottom to top.
"Mmm, that tastes soooooo good!" Karla gasped as Elizabeth moaned. Karla had not had a good pussy since she was arrested, and without Katherine Wilson's womanhood to feast upon, Karla had felt deprived. The woman in the jail were skanks; she not only didn't care to eat their pussies, she didn't want them tonguing hers, either. Some of the female guards, and even a couple of the male guards had looked decent enough to her, but so far she'd had no sexual liaisons. She'd become a better fighter though, in denying her cunt to the 'Boss Bitch' of her cellblock.
Karla began tonguing Liz's slit steadily, going deeper and deeper. Elizabeth moaned as she enjoyed the pleasure of the other woman's soft, experienced tongue lapping at her labes.
"Ohhh, keep on doing that while I tell you why I wanted to talk to you." Liz said, spreading her legs even further, putting one on the back rest of the sofa and the other stretched out over the floor. "I want you to help me do some things, in exchange for getting you out of prison, reuniting with Katherine, if that's what you want, and helping me to avenge yourself upon my asshole little brother."
"Mmmm, that might be good." Karla said as she continued to feast on the other woman's delicious cunt meat. She felt Elizabeth responding to her expert cuntlapping, the other woman beginning to undulate her hips and ass as she grinded her twat against Karla's hot sucking mouth.
Elizabeth brought her hand behind Karla's head and gently pulled the dark haired woman's face deeper and harder into her sopping quim, gently but firmly encouraging Karla to eat her pussy harder. In spite of the pleasure she was feeling in her loins, however, Elizabeth had to get down to business.
"What I wanted to talk to you about, Karla," said Elizabeth as she watched the oral sex happening between her lovely legs, "is your late husband Anthony Warner's company, DynaCorp." She felt Karla tense up a bit as she continued. "I know about the 20% divisions in the company, and what I want you to do is convince your family members to sell out to a certain new company."
"Why should I do that? And to what company?" Karla asked.
"If you do, I'll make sure you get a piece of the new company, a significant piece of it." Liz said. "And as I said, you'll be walking free of this prison, and you'll be able to enjoy revenge upon my little brother for putting you here. As to the company, I'll let you know the name after it gets enacted by my partners."
"What do I have to do?" Karla asked after a moment of hungrily munching on Liz's muff.
"First, you have to now change places with me and let me eat your pussy..." Liz said. She had Karla lay down on the sofa and then dove in. Liz much preferred men, and preferred cocks, large cocks, slicing in and out of her snug, wet pussy. But she remembered how, years before, Vicki Oldeeds would eat Jonas's cum out of her pussy, and it ended up being a soixante-neuf until Jonas was hard and ready for more...
"All you need to do," Elizabeth said as she tongued Karla's box, making the other woman moan deeply, "is convince your family to sell to my people. I'm sure you hold sway with your daughter and with Katherine, and they'll convince your son... even though you won't need him if the three of you collaborate."
"Mmmm... keep eating me like that, and you'll have a deal... oohhhhhhh..." Karla moaned, settling into the pleasure of lesbian sex. What Elizabeth didn't know was that her plans fit right into Karla's... and those of Karla's biological father, Conrad King...
--
As Eleanor Burke went shopping at the upscale mall northwest of Town, she had an odd feeling that she was being followed. She took a couple of unnecessary turns along the streets, but didn't see anyone obviously tailing her. At the mall, she was wary but saw no one that stood out. There were a couple of old homeless women sitting on a bench outside, but they were twittering like parakeets, paying no attention to Mrs. Burke.
She saw the same old women in the park near the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse when she went there to meet Myrtle L. James about an upcoming party at the clubhouse, but shook off her feeling of paranoia. She did remain watchful that she was not followed.
Part 10 - Company Business
"Honey, you're eight months pregnant." I said. "I'm sure Dr. Wellman will understand if you skip this one."
It was May 20th. Laura and I had been invited to yet another reception by University President Wellman. As Department Head of the Psychology Department, Laura received invitations to most of Dr. Wellman's events, and we routinely attended them. But Laura wasn't particularly happy about going to this one, so I was encouraging her to bail out.
"I would love to skip this one, especially this one," said Laura, "but I think this one is important for us to attend, especially for you to attend with me. Don't ask; I'll tell you after we get back home."
---
"I'm delighted to introduce Dr. Bartholomew Scott as our newest Professor in the Pharmacy School." said Dr. Wellman before the assembled throng of Academia and one police officer (me). "Dr. Scott is a preeminent pharmacist and a longtime master drug compounder... that is legal, Lieutenant, by the way..."
There was general laughter at the joke and Dr. Wellman continued, naming a couple of pharmaceutical companies Dr. Scott had worked for, then saying "Dr. Scott holds or has held six pharmaceutical drug patents as well as two chemical process patents. Our University is greatly enhanced by the addition of Dr. Scott to our Faculty, would you please give him a warm reception."
As the room applauded, I studied Dr. Bartholomew Scott. He was about 5'9" tall, with black hair, a big bald spot up top. He had a beard and mustache, finely trimmed, some flecks of gray. He looked like a cross between V. I. Lenin and the former NFL players-turned-options-brokers, the Najarian brothers. I estimated him to be about Laura's age, early-to-mid-40s.
"I'm delighted to join this Faculty." said Dr. Scott. "After my years of working in the private sector, I'm looking forward to teaching, to sharing knowledge with the next generation of pharmacists and biochemists..."
After the speeches, Mrs. Wellman performed her hostess duties by introducing Laura and myself to Dr. Scott. To my surprise (not), my wife and Dr. Scott seemed to already know each other, and their handshake was the barest minimum of necessary politeness.
Shaking my hand, Dr. Scott peered at me and said "Ah yes, I've heard a couple of things about you here and there. Everyone is impressed with the job you've done for the Police Force here." As I politely acknowledged his praise, a strange thought occurred to me: many men to whom I was introduced with made a point of saying that my best accomplishment was catching the lovely Dr. Fredricson's eye, and I would wholeheartedly agree with that. But not Dr. Scott...
---
Back home, after checking in on Carole and saying goodnight to my mom, I went into the master bedroom with Laura. As we prepared for bed, my wife finally told me what it was all about.
"As you know, I'm in charge of the Heinz projects as part of the CIA Directorate of Science and Technology," my wife explained, "and you also understand that I'm in charge of a group, a 'cell', doing some other CIA business in the area when it needs doing. Handling agents like Mike was such a task."
"No less than a Deputy Director you are, if memory serves me correctly." I said.
"And it does." Laura replied. "Well, Bartholomew Scott is the right-hand-man of my equivalent in another cell. That cell ran that filthy project under the Biology Building, and now Scott is here to essentially take over the Heinz project. Dr. Heinz is not well, he's deteriorating, and Scott is going to have to pick his brain to the extent he can to continue the project once Dr. Heinz is..." Laura didn't finish the sentence; she did not need to.
"And what does this mean for you?" I asked.
"Simply that I'm being phased out, which is fine with me." Laura said. "However, I was hoping for the projects to be taken over by my protégés in my own group or by another group."
I suddenly had an insight. "Does one Joseph 'Jody' Corrigan" lead Scott's cell?"
Laura stared at me, then remembered. "Oh yes, he shut down Mike's murder investigation in Midtown. I'm not supposed to say, but to answer your question: yes, he's the one."
"Figures." I said. "I had a bad vibe about that man the second I saw him."
"And well you should." Laura said. "I can't tell you any more; in fact, you already know much more than you're supposed to."
"Well!" I said, taking my wife into my arms. "I guess you will have to find new ways to... purchase my silence."
And yowza! did she ever... :-)
Part 11 - Company Vengeance Business
At the same time on the night of May 20th, Vicki Oldeeds prepared for bed in her suite in the next-to-top floor of the University Hotel. Tomorrow morning she would be holding the press conference to offer one million dollars for information leading to the arrest and conviction of her husband's murderer. This was going to be orchestrated with SBI Agent Steven Ikea's call for the SBI to take over the investigation, as the Town & County Police had utterly failed to produce results.
This was the nicest suite of hotel rooms in the County, and this floor was supposed to have extra security, but for some reason Vicki was very uncomfortable as she turned out the lights. She looked out the window, seeing the University spread out before her, the mountainside rising to her right, and the twinkling lights of the Town to the left. Everything seemed unusually still. She tried to shrug off the feeling as she slipped under the covers of the bed...
As she awoke, she barely had time to make out the presence of the intruder in the room before feeling a gloved hand clamp over her mouth. There were two of them, wearing black hoods with swimming goggles underneath to protect their eyes, long sleeve black silk shirts, and leather black pants with plastic black zippers that allowed them to completely free their large cocks and balls.
As one man held Vicki, keeping his hand clamped over her mouth, the other man quickly tore off the bedsheets , grabbed Vicki's legs, and slid her panties down her legs. Vicki fought hard but was unable to stop her panties from being removed. Then she watched as the man balled up her panties and stuck them to a large strip of duck tape.
"HELP! Awk-" she managed to scream out when the first man removed his hand and the second man quickly stuffed her panties into her mouth then taped her mouth shut. Another layer of duck tape was added.
"Okay, you bitch." one of the men hissed quietly, intentionally keeping his voice low and husky. "You murdered our of our guys, so now we're going to get some payback. Okay, dude, let's give it to her."
The larger man turned Vicki to one side, holding her arms, then positioned himself so that her head was in his lap and his knees were pressing onto her shoulders, holding her down very painfully. The man's hands had grabbed her legs, gripping her ankles and pulling them back to his chest, exposing the blonde's totally defenseless cunt.
Vicki's struggles were in vain as she watched the other man unzip his pants and free his cock and balls. He gently stroked his cock to make it harden, and soon it was at it's full length. He was huge, Vicki could see. In fact, he was a full nine inches in length.
"Alright, dude, put that big fucking cock in this whore's cunt." the first man, the man holding Vicki down, whispered. Vicki and the man watched as the other man began rolling a magnum condom down the length of his turgid shaft. Then he lubed it up.
"Is the bitch wet?" asked the first man.
"Dry as dust." the other man said. "Worthless skank pussy." He took a bottle of lubricant and squeezed a large glob into Vicki's cunt, then inserted a gloved finger into the woman's hole and spread the slimy fluid around.
Vicki moaned slightly as she was penetrated, renewing her efforts to tear her legs free of the man holding them. But he was simply too strong, and she was helpless against his male power.
"Okay, hold the cunt's legs." said the second man as he mounted Vicki. She tried to move her hips to keep him from getting into her, but he was way too experienced fucking women to be deterred. A second later his huge cockhead found her slit and he shoved forward, brutally driving every inch deep into Vicki's womanhood, defiling her. Vicky screamed into her gag as she was penetrated and taken. The man began thrusting into her with short stabbing strokes, fucking her hard and deep.
"There you go, dude. Fuck that shit." said the first man, pressing his knees down onto the joints of Vicki's shoulders in an effort to cause her more pain in addition to what his buddy, now Vicki's rapist, was delivering to her. "You feel that, Bitch? You FEEL that big cock in your cunt, you fucking whore?"
The man raping Vicki said to her, his mouth just inches from her ear, "This is what you get for murdering our buddy Mike. I'm gonna make you feel every inch of this cock before we kill you. Do you FEEL it, bitch? Do you FEEL what's coming to you? This is all you're good for, you worthless skank whore! You're nothing but a fucking piece of cunt for us to use."
"Yeah, make her feel it." the first man said. "Make her feel every bit of it before we slice her up into little pieces."
Vicki's pussy had been lubing up some, in sheer, physical self-defense, but it was as if her whole body went dry and cold when she heard their murderous threats. The blonde trophy wife began struggling harder, more fiercely, trying to make as much noise as she could. The bedsprings creaked louder in protest of the violent, brutal fucking the man was pumping into the woman. The man raping her felt her reaction at the words spoken of what they were going to do to finish her.
"Yeah, bitch, that's right: we're going to kill you! We're going to slice you up into little ribbons for killing Mike. Yeah, take that cock, you whore!" the man raping Vicki grunted, being careful not to get too loud, lest someone hear them and be warned.
"How is that cunt, dude?" the first man asked.
"This skank ain't shit." said the rapist. "Goddamn worthless. World won't be any worse off when we kill this bitch. Oh yeah, I'm getting close. You want some of this shit, brother?"
"Yeah, dude." the larger man said. They switched, the rapist taking the position of holding Vicki down. He had put his cock back in his pants, and Vicki could feel his meat pressing against the back of her head as she watched the other man open his pants. She screamed into her gag as she saw what came out.
If the first man had been large, the second man was even larger! He was an inch longer and what looked like a lot thicker: the first rapist had been as thick as her wrist, but this guy was as thick as a man's wrist. He rolled the condom onto his prick. It was a very tight fit, and even the magnum cock left a couple of inches of cockshaft exposed at the base, just above his mammoth balls.
"Oh yeahhhhhh..." the big man moaned as he mounted Vicki and slammed his huge weapon of lust into her sloppy, defiled hole. He began thrusting hard into her. The first rapist had been painful for Vicki, but it was nothing compared to the sheer physical torture of this man's penis invading her. Just the sheer size and thickness was enough to stretch her painfully, and she was unable to accommodate both his size and the brutal intensity of his invasive thrusts. On top of that, his cockhead pounding past her cervix and smashing into the back wall of her vagina was also deeply painful. Vicki began sobbing and moaning in pain.
"Oh yeah, you're right, dude, this cunt ain't worth shit." the big man grunted as he raped Vicki as brutally as he could. He had to be careful: penetrating too far into her could be more painful for him than for her if he tried to jam his cock in to the hilt with too much force. As he fucked her, he felt the wet heat of her cunt against his thrusting shaft, and the first tremors of his impending orgasm. Just a couple more thrusts and-
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Mrs. Oldeeds, are you all right? Is everything okay in there? Mrs. Oldeeds?" called the voice on the other side of the locked door.
---
The Rev. Robert Patterson was walking down the corridor to his room. He was not related to ADA Paulina Patterson, unless her ancestors had been slaves of his ancestors. He was white, with hair that was brown, much lighter than Jonas Oldeeds's black hair had been.
He was Jonas Oldeeds's best protégé, aged only 29 but growing in both spirituality, maturity, and that ability to be ice-cold to some instances of immorality. He'd fucked Vicki Oldeeds with his eight inch cock in front of Jonas several times, and he and Jonas and other candidate ministers and male staff had on occasion sampled Jonas's 'merchandise' of kidnapped girls in brutal rape orgies. The Lord had been good to Robert Patterson for putting him in the presence of the great Minister Jonas Oldeeds.
As he passed Vicki's room, he heard squeaks of the bed, unusually loud, he thought. He pressed his ear to the door and heard what sounded like two men talking in low tones, and moans from Vicki that sounded unnatural. He knocked on the door to check...
The security guard at the elevator saw what Robert was doing and came down the hall to help.
---
Hearing the knock on the door, the two masked 'ninjas' quickly taped Vicki's hands and ankles together. As he put his cock back into his pants, the bigger man looked at it and got a shock: his condom was wrapped in a ring at the base of his cock; it had broken while raping Vicki!
There was nothing to be done and no time to kill Vicki. The two men hurried to the patio and climbed down to the patio of the room on the floor below, which was empty. They quickly went down the hallway to the east end of the building.
---
After unbinding Vicki Oldeeds and taking the duct tape off her mouth, the horrified men of her staff rushed to call Hotel Security and an ambulance, but Vicki stopped them.
"Wait!" she ordered, still trying to catch her breath, still in shock from her ordeal. "Not the County Police or EMTs. Call the Campus Police."
Part 12 - Police Business
Captain Britt Maxwell of the University Campus Police watched her Crime Lab team collect evidence. All of the bedding had been bagged, other fiber samples taken, a rape kit used on Vicki Oldeeds, who was then transported to University Hospital for further medical attention. Her one I.T. guy had, with the help of Hotel Security, secured all video and data evidence.



Back at her office at 1:00am, she got the first piece of bad news.
"Ma'am, it would appear these ninja-wannabees climbed down to the floor below Mrs. Oldeeds's room." said the pretty blonde Scandinavian woman. She was Detective Inga Gunddottar, having come back to the Campus Police after a stint with the TCPD as a patrolwoman. She'd been Britt's right-hand-woman while a student, and now as a young Detective.
"The cameras on that floor were rigged to re-record an empty hallway for several hours beforehand. Our I.T. guy wants to contact the TCPD's Myron Milton, to see how the criminals did that. It was a very sophisticated setup." continued Inga.
"Not yet." said Britt. "Mrs. Oldeeds doesn't want them involved if at all possible, and I have to say I agree with her on this one... at least for now. Anything else?"
"A housekeeping passkey was used to access the east stairwell, but the cameras in the stairwell show no one going up or down. The equipment is working fine, ma'am, so I cannot understand this."
"Oh, shit." Britt said, then after a pause continued: "No, they wouldn't show up, Inga. Don't ask why not. What I do need you to do is ask the people at the Tower Condos next door to the University Hotel for all of their video footage up to the present time. Tell our officers to extend their watch of the area to include the Tower Condos."
Inga left to fulfill her orders as Britt allowed her memory to flow: Fifteen years before, the University Hotel and the Tower Condos had originally been built by the University, but they were luxury dorms at the time, and the dorm fees were higher than the other dorms. The experiment was nearly a disaster: students would tear up rooms, costing the School a lot of money in maintenance and repair, and it got where the dorms were not filled as students did not want to pay the premium prices, apartments being available in Town for much cheaper rates.
So the University converted the dorm nearest the north-south highway into the University Hotel, and that had been a smash hit and big money-maker since. The University still owned the Hotel and it was on Campus property; therefore, it was on State property and under Britt's jurisdiction, not the County's.
The Tower Condos next door had been sold off, the money used to convert the University Hotel to a hotel. The Condos were then renovated by Acme Contractors, a wholly owned subsidiary of Acme Consolidated... which meant Henry R. Wargrave was behind it... and then sold as condos, again successfully.
At the time of the construction, a Town Police Lieutenant named Griswold had given the School and builders an idea: in the event criminals attempted to take hostages, or if there were a fire or other problem, a secret second set of stairwells was built in the east stairwells of the University Hotel and west stairs of the Tower Condos. Anyone who on rare occasion used those stairwells would see the gray metal doors on each floor going seemingly to the outside wall of the building, not knowing that those doors led to a twin set of stairs. And the big secret, known only to a few people, was that an underground corridor connected the buildings, and was accessible only from within the secret stairwells.
These two rapists had somehow known about the secret stairwells, had used them, and likely had left via the Condos. Britt knew in her soul that now-Chief Griswold would not be involved with this, and she did not know if the Iron Crowbar was even privy to the secret. But someone was, and the sophistication of the camera sabotage showed that these were no ordinary rapists that had attacked the wealthy Mrs. Jonas Oldeeds. Britt decided not to share this case with the TCPD, at least not yet. She proceeded to give instructions to her officers and lab team to keep this one tightly under wraps...
---
The two men did indeed use the underground tunnel, which was surprisingly clean and free of dust, to go to the Tower Condos. They went up the secret stairs and to the floor where an apartment had been made available to them. They knew they might have to stay here for as long as 24 hours, until the hubbub died down.
As they cleaned up and changed clothes, one of the young men said "Dude, my condom broke while I was fucking the bitch. You might want to stay away from me for a while after we get out of here. If they get a DNA match, I'll take the hit; you just stay away."
"Aw, man..." said the other man. "Well, maybe they won't find anything. I'll let the boss know if anything does happen..." The revenge upon Mrs. Oldeeds for Mike's murder had not been fully administered, and now one of them might have been compromised in the process of delivering their brand of Justice...
To be continued.



        A Case of Revenge Ch. 03

        Eleanor Burke makes her move!

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/a-case-of-revenge-ch-03

Title: A Case of Revenge Ch. 03

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Non-Erotic

Description: Eleanor Burke makes her move!

Tags: hot wife, big cock, police drama, crime drama, mystery

Series: A Case of Revenge


A Case Of Revenge, Ch. 3
by The WifeWatchman
The chronological order of my stories is as follows:
Todd & Melina series, Interludes 1-5, Sperm Wars series, Russian Roulette series, Case of the Murdered Lovers series, Case of the Murdered Chessplayer series, The Swap series, Interludes 6-10, Case of the Black Widow series, Teresa's Christmas Story, Case of the Black Badge series.
A Case of Revenge, Ch. 1-3
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, extreme language, and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial or racist language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.

Part 13 - Deadly Vengeance Business
It was the last weekend in May, and the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse was filled with the chatter of women who had come for Dr. Laura Fredricson's baby shower. Laura and a number of other women were at the front table, where Laura would soon be opening gifts. As the crowd milled about, Eleanor Burke went to her black and white purse in the back left corner of the room, her mind closed and focused completely upon her one goal: revenge.
Reaching into her purse, she took out her revolver and swiftly put it into a little pocket in her dress. She then walked towards the front, moving steadily but swiftly, the ghost of her son Jack seeming to walk along with her.
Coming up the aisle to within three feet of Laura, with an internal exultation of the vengeance soaring in her soul, Eleanor drew the gun out of her pocket, aimed it right at Laura's chest, and fired.
--------------------
Some days before, on May 22d, Phyllis had invited Detective Cindy Ross for tea and a chat on the back patio of the Mountain Nest.
"Thank you so much for coming, dear." said Phyllis as she poured Cindy some jasmine tea.
"Nice view from here." Cindy said. She was also remembering the Christmas Eve party that had taken place here, and the transformation of her life and that of her friend Teresa's that had taken place, thanks to this older woman's son.
"Yes, it is." said Phyllis. "Unfortunately, what I must talk to you about will not match the beauty of the view. I need your help. It's about Eleanor Burke, and her son Jack."
"Is that the guy who was murdered with Marie Arruzio?" asked Cindy. "And he was Teresa's boyfriend some years ago, and I think he knew Melina, too."
"Yes," replied Phyllis, "and 'knew' in the Biblical sense would be the correct word about his relationship with these women. What you may not know however, was that young Jack was set up and framed for rape while in college, which set in motion a decade of events that I'm afraid are about to culminate in an Act of Vengeance."
Cindy thought about it, as she realized Phyllis wanted her to, then said, "So you think Eleanor Burke is going after someone... you saw her at the range, practicing shooting."
"Yes, very insightful of you there, my dear." said Phyllis. "Yes, I fear that Mrs. Burke might try to do something we all will regret later."
"Can't we get some kind of restraining order against her? Get the judge to confiscate her gun?"
"What gun?" Phyllis said. "It's not registered, no record of its purchase. That doesn't mean it's illegal for her to have it, as in this State and many others guns are not required to be registered, and private sales require no records. But we can't get any kind of order from a Court without probable cause."
"Yeah." said Cindy. "I heard Don once say the worst part about the job is that we can't stop crimes in advance, we can only act after the crime is committed."
"Yes." said Phyllis, "But we can be vigilant, and move in to stop the crime as it happens, but before she can do any damage."
"How are we going to do that?" Cindy asked, being the foil to the mom as she was often to the son. "We can't follow her around, and if she sees us she'll be on guard. How can we watch her every second of the day?"
"My dear," said Phyllis, "you have not yet asked the most pertinent question of all."
Cindy thought about it, then realized Phyllis's goal. "Ohhhhh.... who is Eleanor's intended victim?"
"Splendid! Exactly." said Phyllis, proud of her student as she subtly trained and guided her. "And I happen to know that the intended victim will be at my daughter-in-law's baby shower in a few days. I fully expect Mrs. Burke to attempt something very sinister there. But we will be watching. Here is what I need you to do, though..."
-------------------
Upon seeing the purse that Eleanor Burke had come to the baby shower with, Phyllis quickly walked to her car and got an identical one from the trunk. She felt so fortunate that the woman that sold purses at the high-end mall in the northwest of Town had loaned her the four styles of purses that Phyllis had observed Eleanor Burke to carry over the last number of days. Of course Eleanor Burke had not seen Phyllis following her, because Phyllis was not what one would expect to see when being followed by the Auxiliary Policewoman. But more on that later...
Walking back into the Ladies Clubhouse, Phyllis noted that Cindy had engaged Mrs. Burke in conversation. Most of the women here, regardless of age, were wearing clingy dresses which showed off some very lovely women's bodies. Cindy, however, looked just a little bulky in her light blue shirt and navy blue pants and jacket. The jacket must be very warm, Phyllis noted, but it was important.
With Eleanor distracted, Phyllis quickly swapped her purse for the one Eleanor had left in her chair at the back corner table. Walking a few feet away, Phyllis quickly searched the purse, finding the gun. She emptied it of cartridges, putting the shells in the pocket of her own dress. Making sure there were no more cartridges, Phyllis then switched the purses back, no one the wiser, the bullets going into her own purse.
--------------------
*Click! Click! Click!*
As Eleanor repeatedly pulled the trigger, only the sound of the hammer falling was made, as the gun was empty. Even so, as Eleanor had pulled the trigger the first time, Cindy Ross's body was already blocking the shot, and Cindy's body armor under her shirt would've absorbed the gunfire that fortunately didn't happen.
Melina has seen the flash of the gun just as Eleanor had pulled it out, and she had instinctively placed her body right in front of Laura's, somehow knowing who the target was going to be. Then Melina watched as her former mother-in-law tackled a screaming, shrieking Eleanor Burke to the ground, with Cindy falling on both of them and securing the gun.
Then chaos erupted for a couple of minutes. It was a party of all women. And all of them decided to start shrieking and crying right at the same moment.
-------------------
"I don't care what you say, Lewis." growled Chief Griswold into the phone as I sat in his office listening, less than half an hour after the attempted murder of my wife. "I'm calling up two SBI Reservists, but if you or your filth show up in my County, you're dead. If the Iron Crowbar doesn't get to you, I'll kill you myself!"
Then the Chief had made four more phone calls in my presence: one to the Governor, which was immediately taken; one to Deputy Director Tom Conlan, to let him know what Director Lewis was trying to do; one to Molly Evans; and one to Robin Ventura of the City Police, who had been selected for the Reserve commission, and who had surprisingly accepted, the first thawing of relations between the City and State agencies in a long, long time. It did not hurt my feelings that Detective Ventura was also the daughter of University Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Dexter Robinson.
The problem with this case was that the intended victim was the wife of a Town & County Police Lieutenant, that being Laura as my wife. I was deemed to be too close to the victim to be objective, and that was an absolutely correct assessment. But SBI Director Lewis, who somehow got wind of this within minutes of it happening, had demanded that Chief Griswold turn over the entire case to the SBI, as he claimed no one in the TCPD could be objective. To say the Chief had shot that down with the verbal equivalent of a Vulcan anti-aircraft gun would be an understatement.
---------------------
It was nearing suppertime. Phyllis and Cindy had given their depositions to Molly and Robin, and Police officers had finished taking statements from every person at the baby shower. Needless to say, the party had been ruined, and Laura would be opening the presents later and sending thank-you notes.
After being taken to University Hospital and checked out, Laura came by the Headquarters, gave her statement, then stayed in my office with me. She'd been apprised of Phyllis's knowledge of the situation. Warrants had been procured for the gray-bound report compiled for the Burkes, and Todd had produced it from Eleanor's safe. Michael Burke came to the Station with Todd and was in Interrogation-A, not yet formally under arrest. Needless to say, Eleanor was in Interrogation-1 on the perp side, having been arrested.
When the report came in, the Chief ordered it be brought into his office, where he breached protocol by letting me read it (but not take it out of the room). I was now fully aware of the Jack Burke story. And I became aware of one thing that was in the report... and one thing that wasn't.
"I always had the idea that you were the professor that chased Jack away." I said to Laura in my office. "I knew Melina was working for you in college to make extra money. Too bad we never met back then."
"It wasn't our time yet." Laura said. "I knew of you as Melina's boyfriend, then fiancé. I saw that Jack was leading Melina down a dark path. Thank God she didn't try any drugs while she was... dating Jack. Amazing how things can come so close to going one way, then fate intervenes and things go completely down a different path.
"Psychologists will be coming in to evaluate Eleanor Burke." I said. "But they can't be ours nor from the University because of your involvement."
"Yes, she's in for a tough time, I'm afraid." Laura said. "I don't really feel any ill-will towards her, and I had no idea she had developed such hatred for me."
I said "She's obsessed over what happened to Jack for years, and that report does its best to make her believe that you were behind everything that happened to him. Heck, I'm considering this to be attempted murder, but by someone else using Eleanor Burke as a pawn and a weapon."
"If that's true, you'll have to let me handle it at the Federal level." Laura said.
"What about Ivy?" I asked. "We're already getting stories from Robin Ventura's police friends that the Burkes were there a few days ago, and trying to get information from the Federal Witness Protection Program-- about Ivy. Michael Burke is not under arrest yet, and neither Todd nor I think he had any knowledge of what Eleanor was going to do. But is he a danger to Ivy?"
"I know you won't like hearing this, darling, but I have to say it again: leave that to me and to the Federal level. Ivy is safe, and the Federal Marshals are making a decision on whether or not to tell her about this."
-----------------
I did listen and watch the interrogation of Michael Burke from the anteroom of Interrogation-A. The once-healthy, once-vigorous man looked absolutely shattered by the events of the day. Todd was staying in the room with him for support, and Jeanine Burke had come down to represent Michael, though he was cooperative and answered every question. I began to see from his story that the long years of not knowing what happened to their son had taken a huge toll on the Burkes.
"I don't think he's involved." I heard the Chief say to Martin Nash and Robin Ventura. They agreed with him. "Did Eleanor say anything that would implicate Michael?"
"No sir." said Robin. "But she's pretty much babbling incoherently right now."
"All right." said the Chief. "I'll check with Paulina. Unless she objects, we can release Michael Burke into his son and daughter-in-law's custody."
That only left one thing to do. The ol' Iron Crowbar had not been dulled by these events to the point that he did not see the plan that had occurred...
-------------------
"The Lieutenant wants to see you two in his office." Tanya Perlman said to the two women as afternoon gave way to evening. "And he is not a very happy camper right now."
The two women were Cindy and Phyllis, who were in the anteroom of Interrogation-1, listening and watching as a psychologist talked to Eleanor Burke, with SBI Reservist Molly Evans and Detective Martin Nash also in the room. Nash was considered independent and objective enough to participate in the investigation, so said Deputy Director Conlan of the SBI over the vociferous objections of Director Lewis. Governor Jared had stepped in and muzzled Lewis; such was the power of Chief Griswold's connections, I noted happily.
-----------------
"Ladies, I am more than a little displeased about what I'm hearing about the two of you allowing that woman to go so far as getting shots off. You put my wife in danger." I said, standing at the side of my desk and glaring down at the women sitting on the sofa by the door.
"Son, you know that--" my mother started.
"First, mother," I said, intentionally interrupting my mother, "this is not a mother-son conversation. It is a Police Lieutenant to Auxiliary Policewoman conversation." My mother's eyes flashed fire; my eyes matched hers, not backing down an inch. Cindy just looked at the floor.
"Yes, sir." Phyllis said, a bit of sarcasm in her voice, but she knew not to push me. "What I wanted to say was that you know that the Police can't do anything until the crime is attempted; we were helpless before then."
"You should've told me what you were planning. Especially you, Detective Ross." I said.
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "I'm sorry I didn't. I should have." She was taking the high road, knowing that she was in 'deep kimchi' with me. She'd been sitting silently, leaning forward nervously. My mother was practically defiant.
"Don't blame her, son." said Phyllis. "I told her not to say anything, and we both knew that if you knew about it, you wouldn't let us do our plan."
"You're damn right, I wouldn't!" I near-shouted, the dam about to break upon my restraint. I took a breath to calm down. "That was my wife that gun was aimed at, ladies! If Eleanor had had another gun on her person, or one extra bullet to put in the gun.... if you'd been one fraction of a second slower in covering her, Cindy, then Melina would be dead-- yes, I heard that Melina put herself in front of Laura, too-- and Laura might be dead as well. Ladies, I am...." I stopped, again trying to regain control.
"But we weren't too slow, son." my mother said. "And we caught her in the act after neutralizing the real threat. We couldn't watch Eleanor every day from now on. We had to do this."
"No, no you didn't." I said, knowing that my mother's plan had been brilliantly conceived though exceptionally dangerous, and only the knowledge that it was my own wife that had been in danger causing me to be so angry.
"First of all, if you had told me, I might have let Laura make the choice to do it, but she should've been aware of the threat to her person.
"And second... Detective Ross, you are wayyyy too valuable to me to be so willing to take a bullet like that, even if you had body armor on... one extra bullet, one shot high that hits you in the head, and..." I just stopped. Cindy was trying to hide a smile that I'd let on that I cared as much as I did.
"It is both your good fortunes that I'm off this case completely." I said. "I would imagine that the Chief will have similar words to mine when he talks to you about this. All right, get out of my office until my heart rate gets back down. Scoot!" They scooted, even my mother knowing it was time to high-tail it out of there. As they got up, I said "One more thing, Detective Ross... she may be my mother, but until she becomes Chief of Police and outranks my ass, remind yourself of your chain-of-command in situations like these."
"Yes sir." Cindy said, not seeing the twinkle in my mother's eyes, as my mother had understood the underlying forgiveness in those comments.
---------------------
I did not get a chance to speak to Eleanor Burke. She was quickly declared unfit to stand trial due to mental incompetence, and she was committed to the State Asylum for further evaluation and treatment.
I'm not sure what happened in the Chief's meeting with my mother and Detective Ross, but no formal written reprimands were placed into their files. I suspect the Chief considered his verbal spanking enough after I'd gotten through with them, and that he'd 'let them off with a warning', so to speak.
Part 14 - Better Business (State) Bureau
On the morning of May 27th, the full DNA report of the samples recovered at the Vicki Oldeeds crime scene, including what was taken from her raped vagina, was handed to Britt Maxwell on a jump drive.  "Did you look at this?" Britt asked the girl.
"No ma'am." the girl said. "There was a match in the database, but the name is encoded, and only you can decode it."
"Thank you." Britt said, dismissing the girl. She plugged the jump drive into her computer and ran the program to examine the evidence. The original evidence was still in the University Campus Police system and in the physical evidence room; this was a digital copy of the tests run. She entered the password to decode the names involved.
"Oh, shit." she muttered to herself, letting her fall back into the comfort of her chair. "Oh my fucking God."
The 'standard' test for the last year was to see if the psychopath Ned was involved, and Ned's DNA profile had garnered an 80% match. That wasn't enough, and it triggered an automatic comparison to the State and Federal databases, and a 99.9% match had been obtained.
Britt was remembering the years of legal and police battles with this guy, how she never was able to get him for his sexual improprieties... but she had him now. The victory was not a happy one for her, though; indeed, it was empty and hollow. She now wondered what she should do, as this was going to affect her relationship with people she'd really come to know and love.
The 99.9% match to Vicki's rapist was to Don's nephew, Todd.
------------------------
News travels fast. Within one hour of Britt receiving the test, a visitor appeared in her office. It was Dr. Laura Fredricson. The two women were close friends, to the point they'd had MFF threesomes with Laura's husband Don. Little did Britt know that was about to change.
"Hi, Laura!" said Britt as the other woman walked in. "Have a seat! How are you and the baby? Recovered from that sneak attack on you?" She was trying to be jovial, but Laura had a strange, serious look on her face.
"We're just fine." said Laura, sitting down. "And the baby should be arriving in mid-June. But the reason I am here is not social, Captain Maxwell. It's professional... and it's about my 'other' profession."
"How can I help you?" said Britt, becoming wary.
"I know that you have just received some data in the case of Mrs. Jonas Oldeeds." said Laura. "I need for you to turn over to me all of your reports and all of your evidence from that case."



"What?" Britt said. "Don't tell me Don already knows and sent you to do this--"
"I'm not acting on my husband's behalf." Laura said. "He has no idea of any of this, and I want it to stay that way. There are some things that neither you nor he knows, Captain, things that I cannot discuss with you. But I need those samples."
Britt Maxwell was a beautiful woman and she was also a very sharp cookie. Laura's formality was unnerving. Britt knew something was up about this, something very dangerous, and she knew she's better be careful.
"Why should I give you the evidence?" Britt asked, her brow furrowing. "Especially if you're not going to tell me anything about it!"
"It's a national security matter." Laura said, which was half true. It was a CIA matter, though the security of the Nation would not depend on this case. "You know the Oldeeds Empire is being investigated by the FBI."
"Hold on, Laura," Britt said, "Vicki Oldeeds was the victim here, not the culprit. And I don't see how a rape case is involved in that."
"You'll just have to trust me on that. It involves the murder of a CIA agent, believed to be by Vicki Oldeeds. I'm taking this case to the Federal level." Laura said flatly, her eyes boring into Britt's. Britt suddenly realized what she needed to do.
"Sorry, Laura, I can't do that." Britt said. "I can hold off taking this up for a prosecution, I can bury it for a while for the sake of your investigation--"
"Are you going to give me the evidence, or not?" asked Laura, cutting off all further conversation.
"No." said Britt. "And I'm going to make sure to keep a couple extra copies of it in safe places. To protect myself, of course. I don't know what's going on with you, Laura, but if something happens to me, the shit will hit the fan in the Media -and- the SBI, and that genie can never be re-corked in the bottle once that happens."
"I see." Laura said. She stood up with surprising agility, considering she was heavily pregnant. "I'm sorry you feel that way, Captain Maxwell. I certainly will remember this... lack of cooperation." As she walked out the door, Laura said, her eyes jet and near anger, Goodbye, Captain."
----------------------
Cultivating friendships and loyalties is always a good thing. It paid off in spades for me when Tanya Perlman came to the open door of my office and knocked at 10:00am the morning of May 27th. "Can I come in?" she asked.
I observed the look on her face and a little well of fear went through me. "Is the baby all right? Is something wrong?"
"Oh! Oh, no..." Tanya said, smiling as I waved her in. "No, nothing's wrong. In fact, I found out it's going to be a boy. Maybe Pete's son will follow him into the Police Force one day."
"Yes, or maybe even higher things." I said as I watched Tanya close the door. "So what's up? Have a seat."
Tanya sat down. "I have a friend in the Campus Police Crime Lab, several of them, but this one and I, er, share information from time to time."
"I understand." I said. Tanya was telling me she had a source for whom she was a source at times, and for her to reveal this must mean something big was up.
"You know that Vicki Oldeeds rape case they've been working on?" Tanya said. I nodded. "Well, the rapists were reported to be very well-hung, which is why my friend was talking to me about it all this time. Apparently one of the rapists' condom ruptured, and some semen was recovered in Mrs. Oldeeds's vagina. Well, the full DNA report came back, and there was a match."
"Ned?" I asked, that always being my first thought.
"No." Tanya said, then got up, came around the desk and whispered into my ear. "It was your other nephew, Todd."
I stared at Tanya in shock, realizing that this was not a joke on her part. She was watching me for my reaction, as well. After a minute of staring forward, I looked at her. "Can you get me a confirmation, unofficially?"
"I'll try," said Tanya, "but Captain Maxwell ordered the evidence to be sealed and the database files encrypted. I don't know if Britt is covering for Todd or what, but she knows."
"Wowwww...." I said. "Well, she hasn't said a word to me, at least not yet."
"That's not all." Tanya said. "Your wife came to the Campus Police station a couple of hours ago and had a private talk with Captain Maxwell. Dr. Fredricson left with a very angry face, and Captain Maxwell shut her office door and hasn't come out since."
"Oh, shit, I hope Laura's not trying to intervene on my behalf-- oh, wait, she's not...." I said, then went into a reverie. Puzzle pieces flew in my brain, and I'm not sure how long it was before I came back to reality, with Tanya still sitting in the chair in front of my desk, carefully studying me.
"Friend to friend," Tanya said as she saw me come back, "what are you going to do?"
"Not a damn thing." I said. "Todd may be my nephew, but if he did this, he did it. I just don't understand the 'why' of it all. Well, until Britt says something, let's just keep this one between us."
"No problem." Tanya said. "I'm sorry."
"Me too." I said. "But I appreciate you telling me, friend to friend."
"So can you owe me one? Like getting me back into MCD?" Tanya asked, her eyes giving away her humorous intent at the question. 
"Not while you're pregnant." I said. "When I see and hear Baby Feeley in this world screaming his little lungs out, we'll work on it then..."
-----------------
At 1:00pm I was called in for my appointment with the Chief, to discuss the Vice Squad situation.
"I freely admit, Chief," I said, "that I've learned a lot about leadership and grown up a lot in dealing with the Vice situation. And I don't think I've done the best job in handling it all."
"That's why I threw all that weight on you." said Chief Griswold. "I wanted to see how you handled things when you were really overloaded. So what did you learn and how are you handling it?"
"First, that I need to assign leaders to MCD and to Vice, then let them run their shows and I just lead the leaders and delegate through them." I said.
"Excellent." said the Chief. "So what's your plan for implementing that?"
"There lies the rub." I said. "I have a plan, but one part of it is going to take some time, the Vice part. There are some okay people in there, but Malone has left me a group of individuals, not a cohesive team. We need new hires after losing Ikea and Croyle, and so I can make inroads there. But there's no person there now who can really take over the Vice leadership role." I told the Chief my idea, and who I wanted to bring into the fold. He wholeheartedly agreed, and also agreed that the time lapse until that could happen was a bit of a problem.
"So I'll have to keep having a direct influence there." I said. "Now MCD is overflowing with leaders. I could put Cindy or Martin in the role right now, or even bring Tanya Perlman back and put her in charge. I thought of having Martin go work in Vice and keep it from falling apart, but I don't know if he wants to do that."
"Another thing you don't want to do, kid," said the Chief as he went into fatherly teaching mode, "is to give someone something and then have to take it back. Martin's a good kid, but if you put him in the leadership role in Vice, you'll have to leave him there. If you take him back out of that, it'll plant a seed of resentment, even if he swears up and down it's not the case."
"Yes sir, I agree." I said. "So the plans are laid out, but we'll have to plod along."
"I think you're doing fine." the Chief said. 
"Chief, may I speak freely?" I asked.
"By all means."
"I need a favor."
"Oh really?" the Chief said, surprised, his face lighting up a bit. "How can I help?"
I told the Chief of the situation with Todd, Britt and my wife, and my solution for all of it.
"So, what if Captain Maxwell brings charges against Todd?" the Chief asked, studying me carefully. This was a test of my integrity, I well knew, just as Tanya had knowingly tested it earlier today.
"Then it's a good thing that his wife is a lawyer." I said. "He's responsible for his actions, and I won't be the one who can or will help him on that. However, no matter what Britt does, I need to help her get out of the pickle she's inadvertently put herself in with my wife. I know what I want to do, and I've been wanting to do this for some time, but I'll need your help to do it."
"You've got it." said the Chief. "Get out of here and go solve crimes while I make four phone calls." I got out. The Chief made four phone calls.
-----------------------
At 3:30pm on the same May 27th, an exhausted Britt Maxwell heard her phone buzz. It was the Campus Police switchboard.
"I can't take any calls right now." Britt said.
"But ma'am, it's the Governor." the switchboard operator said.
"The Governor of what?" asked Britt, not comprehending.
"Uh, the State, ma'am. It's Governor Jared."
"Oh!" Britt said, and wondered if this was Laura's opening salvo to crush her, Britt, after this morning's disastrous conversation. Well, only one way to find out. She picked up the phone.
"Governor? Yes sir, how are you..."
-------------------
"You alright, babe?" Cindy asked her roommate after observing the look on Britt's face when she came in the door.
"Oh God, what a day this has been." Britt said. Cindy put aside her light reading and sat up on the sofa to give Britt room to sit down. The 'light reading' was sheafs of papers that included police reports and materials from the Eleanor Burke case. Don seemed to already know every bit of it, while Cindy worked hard to catch up.
"So tell me about it." said Cindy.
"Cindy..." Britt said. "There's something I need to ask you first, and I'll understand if you refuse."
"What?"
"You know the Vicki Oldeeds rape case?" Britt asked.
"Yeah." replied Cindy. "Nobody knew she was in town, and the rape has been kept completely out of the Media. How that happened, I'll never know."
"Me neither," said Britt, "but here's the problem. One of the rapists was identified as Don's nephew Todd. Positive match on the DNA test."
"Geez!" Cindy gasped, shocked. "Does Don know yet?"
"I don't know." Britt said. "I haven't talked to him, but you know how he seems to know everything before anyone else does. But I do know this: Laura Fredricson came to me this morning and demanded I turn over all the evidence to her. Do you know that she's a high level officer in the CIA?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "Don told me, and told me to keep it a secret, even though it's not that well-kept a secret."
"Well, I didn't give Laura the evidence, and she walked away pissed." Britt said. "And I'm scared of what might happen to me. This is the fucking CIA we're talking about; they make people disappear!
"If something does happen to me, I want to give you this jump drive with all the information on the case. I don't want you to use it or look at it unless something does happen to me, though. If you don't want to take this, I'll understand."
"Of course I will." said Cindy, knowing full well the dangers of doing so.
"Oh, thank you, you're the best." Britt said. The women hugged each other tightly. Cindy could tell Britt needed a friend... and a drink. She promptly made a couple, taking the jump drive and hiding it first.
"I've also hidden a couple of other jump drives in a couple of places, including a safe deposit box, and instructions sealed with my lawyer." said Britt. "I have no idea what's going on with all this; it's too big for me. What do you think I should do now?"
"You want the truth?" Cindy asked.
"Of course." Britt said.
Cindy replied "My advice is to go to Don, tell him everything, and totally trust what he says and does."
"Really?" Britt said. "I mean... I trust him, but we're talking his nephew and his wife, here."
"Yep." Cindy said. "He has ways of making things right. I watched him play with Ferrell and Ikea like toys when they tried to set up Coach Marshall, and he saved Selena Steele from Angela Harlan when nobody else on the planet could have. By the way, are you going to prosecute Todd?"
"I don't know." Britt said. "I didn't see how I couldn't go forward with it. Then again, while I don't know why Todd did what he did, I do know Vicki Oldeeds is one evil bitch. A lot of people want to know what happened with that Mike kid, some say Vicki had him murdered. And Todd isn't that asshole kid anymore; he has a wife and effectively has two children now."
"Yeah, something's up with all of that Oldeeds business. And it's way above my pay grade." said Cindy. "All the more reason to go talk to Don, pronto."
"In the morning." Britt said, snuggling into Cindy. "Right now I feel a lot more protected while in your arms... by the way, there's something else I need to tell you, and it's another reason I'm holding back on the rape case: Governor Jared called me this afternoon..."
-------------
Britt and I sat in the main room of The Cabin, side-by-side on the sofa. It was May 28th and I had taken an early lunch to meet her there after she called me first thing in the morning.
I was reading the report of the DNA results. "Yep, pretty conclusive." I said. "So, let's get down to brass tacks: I heard my wife visited you about these results." I said.
"You know?" Britt asked. "Did she tell you last night?"
"No." I said. "And she made a point to not say much, then she went to bed early, claiming late pregnancy stresses. She's not the forgiving type when she feels betrayed, though. I'm sorry to hear of this, and I want you to know that you're still my friend no matter what."
"Aw, that's sweet." Britt said. "And I appreciate it. So, what do you advise me to do?"
"First, how did your conversation with the Governor go yesterday?" I asked.
Britt stared at me, then caught on. "So it was you that set all that up?"
"Of course." I said. "And we'd discussed variations of the theme several times, you and I. Listen, the war drums are beating at the State level. We need good guys in place. You're the 'bestest' good guy we've got, and I need you in the right place. So what did you tell the Governor?"
"That I needed a day to think about it." said Britt.
"Then I suggest you call the Governor and accept his most very generous offer." I said, smiling. "Do it today girl, do it today."
"Yeah, okay, I will." Britt said. Then I saw the beginnings of tears in her eyes. I asked her if she was okay.
"Yeah..." she said, "it's just that... well, I'll have to move to the City. I'm going to miss you, and Cindy, and Tanya and all the guys with the Campus Police, and all the fun we've had solving cases."
"Don't worry." I said, putting my arm around her. "We'll still be seeing you. And you're going to be doing some much, much greater things...."
--------------------
The sun was lowering as I sat and enjoyed the view from the back deck of The Cabin. I heard Laura's car arrive, then her high heels clicking on the walkway as she came around back.
"Hello, honey." I said. "I've got you some fruit drinks in the ice chest here." Laura was not drinking alcohol as the baby's delivery time was nearing, and I respected that by not drinking any alcohol, either.
"Hello, dear." Laura said. "Why did you ask me to come up here before going home?
"I just wanted to sit and enjoy this view with the most beautiful, wonderful woman in the world." I said. "That being you, of course." Laura sat down in the love seat next to me.
"I know you miss being here all the time." Laura said.
"Naah, it's not that." I said. "Did you hear the news about our friend Britt Maxwell?"
"We need to talk." Laura said. "I'm afraid that Britt Maxwell is not as trustworthy as you'd like to believe. So... what do you know?"
"Me? Not much." I said. "I'm just the local constable trying to keep things smooth and easy in my County. I will say this, though. You're my wife and I love you and my two babies more than anything else in the world. And Todd is my nephew and I love him, too. And Britt, she's a friend of mine and a good cop."
"Your friend, not mine." Laura said. I saw the signs of irritation in her eyes, and decided to pre-empt a marital argument.
"Oh, but didn't you hear?" I said. "Britt accepted a new job with the SBI. She's moved to the City. She's a full Inspector; that's a higher rank than Captain, and only the Directors are any higher than that. It's part to help the strained relations between the City and the SBI, but what they didn't tell us is that Britt is secretly in charge of Internal Affairs of the SBI, she's really running that whole I.A. show. She's going after slugs like Ferrell and Ikea, and she left behind cases with the Campus Police... totally left them behind.
"Oh really?" Laura said, totally surprised. "When did this happen?"
"Tomorrow morning." I said. "Oh, I'm sorry dear, did I mix up my tenses?"
Laura gave me a smile that was half appreciation, half irritation. "And you put all that together?"
"Who me? I'm just a local cop on the beat." I said. "I believe Chief Griswold might've had a word with the Governor. Those two are like brothers, apparently."
"Yes, they are." Laura said. "And who put that whole idea and plan together for the Chief and the Governor? A brilliant plan, I might add."
"Local cop on the beat has time to think about how to make things better. And better they shall be." I said, then rubbed Laura's tummy. "So... how's Carole's little sibling doing in there?"
"The sooner he's out of there, the better-- oh, damn, I just gave it away." Laura said. My eyes lit up. It was going to be a boy...
Part 15 - Completed Business
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the reporter at 7:00am. It was May 29th, and Bettina was looking gorgeous. She always looked just a bit hotter when she had a juicy story. And she had a big one today.
"Governor Jared is holding a press conference in the City today at 10:00am, which his press office has said is to make a major announcement about the State Bureau of Investigation. While the Governor's office did not not give details, Channel Two News has learned and confirmed from multiple sources that University Campus Police Captain Brittany M. Maxwell has resigned her post in order to take a very senior position with the SBI in the City, which includes the rank of Inspector. Sources tell Channel Two News that Inspector Maxwell will be a bridge in the relations between the City and the SBI, which had become severely strained over the last few years."
"Aw man, she's leaving?" Tanya asked. There was a general air of sadness that we were losing a buddy.
"Yep." Cindy said. "Now I gotta find a new roommate."
"I hope you guys are happy for her." I said. "This is a huge promotion, a great opportunity for her, and I for one am glad she's doing it even though we'll miss her."
"Yes sir." said Martin Nash. "I'm sure we all feel like that. So who's replacing her with the Campus Police?"
"Hmmm, I better think about that one..." I said. That drew stares from a lot of Detectives, especially the ones in Vice that had been watching the news with us. They were beginning to realize that chess pieces do no move in and of their own accord...
------------------
I watched the news conference. Britt looked great in her navy suit and skirt with gray pinstripes and a light gray blouse. The Governor was there, as was the Mayor of the City, the Police Chief (or was it Commissioner?) of the City, and SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan. Surprisingly, also there was University Campus Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson, in full uniform regalia.



The Media asked about the absence of Director Jack Lewis. The Governor replied that Director Lewis was detained by previous appointments, but that he fully supported the action appointing Inspector Maxwell to her new duties. The Governor's words fooled no one who heard them.
When Dexter Robinson was asked to speak, he told of how wonderful it had been to watch 'Miss Maxwell' grow with the Campus Police, and that he was going to miss her greatly. But he was 'tickled pink' that she was getting this opportunity, that she deserved it, and that he wished her nothing but the very best. Britt couldn't hold back a tear as she hugged him...
-------------------
The piece d'resistance of my plan was fulfilled at 3:00pm that day.
"Crowbar One and Crowbar Two!" the Chief practically shouted into the MCD room. "Main Conference room. Yesterday." Cindy and I hustled into the room. Inside was SBI Deputy Director Conlan. He had papers on the table in front of him, and an SBI Reserve badge. Also in the room was Molly Evans, who was beaming.
"Guys, to make a long story short:" said DD Conlan, "With her promotion to Inspector in the SBI, Britt Maxwell can no longer be a Reservist in the same SBI, so her slot becomes vacant. This leaves a gap to fill in this region. I am going to fill that gap right now, if Detective Ross would be so kind as to accept the appointment." Cindy looked totally surprised.
"We're not taking 'no' for an answer." I said. "That's why Molly is here; she's going to beat you up if you don't accept... Partner." Molly grinned as she let her eyes bore into her sister's.
"In that case, I guess I'd better accept." Cindy said. smiling shyly. Deputy Conlan had her sign the appropriate paperwork, administered to her the oath of office, and handed her the Reserve badge. I could see that Cindy was inwardly very pleased with all this, though she tried not to show it.
"Oh, by the way, Lieutenant," Conlan said, drawing out more paperwork. "You need to sign this paperwork." I did so, was administered the oath of office, and given my new SBI Reserve Badge, which gave me full Lieutenant rank during those times I was deputized into State service. Only SBI Captains, Inspectors and Directors would outrank me.
"Still my boss, no matter where I go." mused Cindy.
"I hope that's not a complaint; you have the best boss anyone could possibly have." Molly chastised.
"NO doubt about that." Cindy said agreeably.
"Thanks, guys." said the Chief. "You guys can head back to MCD now."
After walking the short distance down the hall to MCD, I intentionally held back to let Cindy walk into the room first. She was met with a full room of Detectives and Uniformed officers, applauding and cheering her for her SBI appointment, making her blush furiously.
Those Reserve appointments were becoming badges of honor around the State, I realized as the others made Cindy cut the cake that had been brought in for her. For a half hour we partied and forgot about the toils and drudgery of police work. We had no idea of the bombshells that were about to hit us...
Part 16 - Business Transfers
"I'm going home."
The words were spoken by Michael Burke as he sat on the sofa at Todd and Jeanine's home, holding his baby grandson Jack after dinner.
Earlier in the day, Michael had called Todd and Jeanine into his office. As Todd was now 21 years old, Michael was signing over the bulk of his company to his only remaining son. Todd was receiving 60% of the company, with Jeanine getting 20% and Michael retaining 20%, which would be split between his grandsons Jack and Doug upon his passing. After signing the paperwork, Jeanine invited Michael to dinner at their home.
"Oh, that's so sad." Jeanine said. "You're going to miss the babies growing up."
Michael smiled briefly. "I'll be visiting fairly often, I'm sure, and you can come visit me at the lake house I've bought on Lake Amengi-Nunagan. I'm sure you and Todd will have questions as you learn the ropes of the business, even though I have full confidence in your abilities to run it. Your mind for business is years ahead of your age, Todd."
"Thanks, Dad." Todd said. He could see that the ordeal of his father's wife's attempt to murder Todd's uncle's wife, as well as all the truths that had come out about Jack, had worn the man down. He definitely needed rest.
"I... I should never have come to this town." Michael Burke said. "It's been nothing but a disaster."
"That's not quite true, Mr. Burke." said Jeanine. "You found a son you didn't know you had, you have two grandchildren now."
"Yes, that's true." said Michael. "But I just wonder if we'd stayed where we came from, if things would've been different. Poor Eleanor... I had no idea she'd go off like that and..."
"Dad," asked Todd, "can I ask you something? You've wanted to know the truth about Jack for years. Now you know. Mom acted on what she learned.. how do you really feel about it all?"
"That's a good question." said Michael. "I've long wondered what I'd do if and when I learned the truth about Jack. Now that I know... well, what Eleanor did wouldn't have brought Jack back. Your uncle is a good man, Todd, and for my wife to try to kill his wife like that... that is not what I wanted, Todd, it's not what I wanted... it doesn't bring Jack back..."
------------------
"I just don't know what to do, Lieutenant." Seth said. "I feel totally boxed out."
It was now dark on the night of May 29th as I spoke with young Seth Warner in the greatroom of The Cabin. Cindy was in the TV room in the front part of the house, pretending to watch TV but listening to our conversation as we sat on the sofa.
Seth had approached Laura's administrative assistant, the lovely Gayle Roberts, who had been his father's secretary and also Seth's lover. Seth needed advice, badly. Gayle had talked to Laura, who had immediately suggested that Seth talk to me.
I was totally fascinated by what Seth had told me. He recounted how his sister had confronted him and his Aunt Katherine Wilson, saying that she intended to sell their late father's company DynaCorp to another company. To Seth's utter shock, Katherine was going along with Karen Warner, who had her mother's proxy for voting shares. It also was Karla who had convinced both Karen and Katherine to sell to this company.
"I have no idea who they are." said Seth. "They're a totally new start-up. Their name is 'Boxall Holdings, LLC', and they're incorporated in Nevada, which means I can't get any of their shareholder names; Nevada laws are the worst about that. They have no other holdings that I can see; in fact, they're a brand new startup."
"Curious." I said. "And your sister just sprang the whole thing on you, with the votes from your mother and aunt?" Gayle Roberts had told me that Seth and his Aunt Katherine were having a sexual relationship; it surprised me that Katherine was betraying him for her sister-in-law and lover Karla Warner, who was now in State Women's Prison.
"So what can I do, Don?" asked Seth. "I don't want to sell Dad's company. I mean, money's not an issue since we got that big settlement from Jonas Oldeeds's wife, but I wanted to run that company. Some exciting things were going on there."
"Seth," I asked, trying to choose my words carefully, "was there anything in DynaCorp that was really big? Anything new coming out?"
"No, sir." said Seth. "We were just fulfilling our Government contracts, and I was trying to generate new clients for our existing products. The travel was the fun part of it all." I don't know why, but those words resonated with me. Now who else wanted to be a part of a business because of the travel part of the job? I left that for the moment.
"Well, Seth," I said, "I don't see if there is much you can do. You can probably put up a legal fight for a while, but if you don't get your aunt to turn back to your side, there's not much to be done. You can take the money and start a new company, of course..."
"Yeah." said Seth. "I could do that."
As Seth spoke, my 'spidey-sense' started to tingle. I picked up a device from the table. It looked like a TV remote, but actually controlled the dimmer switch to the lights in the room, which I had installed some time before. I could use the remote to dim the lights or turn them off. Without warning, I hit the 'off button', plunging the house into darkness, and I peered at the lattice of windows to the back deck.
A shadowy figure was pressed against the windows, peering in at us!
"Ross! Watch Seth!" I yelled as I rushed to the door and tore it open. The figure had fled instantly after realizing the lights had been cut. As I rushed onto the deck, I heard the crashing of a person rushing down the side of the mountain... a treacherous thing to do, especially at night.
That did not stop me from jumping the walkway rail and sliding down the mountain after the culprit. Even though I controlled the slide to some point, it was steep. Loose rocks further made it a perilous journey. I slid most of the way on my fourth point of contact (a little Airborne lingo for one's derriere).
As I got to the road below the house, I listened intently. I could hear no one, nothing at all. The perp must be running down the road, and my chances of catching him or her was minimal.
A minute later the headlights of my Police SUV came down the road to my right side, the blindingly bright flashing blue lights giving an eerie hue to the road and landscape. Cindy was driving with Seth in the passenger seat. I got in the backseat and had Cindy drive down the road until it curled around the mountain, then had her go back. There was no sign of the spy.
Back at The Cabin, I told Seth to be very careful and watch his back. He left for home in his car, agreeing to come by the Police Headquarters the next morning.
"Any ideas on who that was?" Cindy asked.
"The person was slender, not too large." I said. "Maybe a woman or a small man."
"Oooh... motorcyclist." Cindy offered.
"Could be." I said. "But what would a potential assassin want with Seth Warner?"
It was a question I would ponder through a sleepless night.
To be continued.
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Part? - The Embodiment of Evil
"Well, you did say you were willing to sacrifice the City." said State Senator Nathan Allen to SBI Director Jack Lewis at 8:30pm on May 29th, as the light outside began to grow dim. They were in Allen's Midtown office. "You want a drink, Jack?"
"Yeah, don't mind if I do." said Lewis. Allen poured two large bourbons, added some water to Lewis's and handed it to him.
"Thanks." said Lewis, taking a swig. "Mmmm, that's good. Yeah, I did say we'd sacrifice control of the City, but I wasn't expecting Maxwell from the University to be made an Inspector and sent there."
"Sounds like someone pried that position open with a 'crowbar', if you get my drift." said Senator Allen. "She's one of his right-hand men- well, women. But you can keep her under control, right Jack?"
"Oh, it's much more than that, Nathan." said Lewis. "She doesn't answer to me, she answers straight to the Governor himself. You know what that means... the State Board of Conduct & Review is no longer the watchdog over us... they've created an Internal Affairs within the SBI, and she's running it."
"Ah, so what?" Allen said, finishing off his bourbon and pouring himself another. "We just be a little more careful, act right, keep up appearances." He was making hand gestures again as he drank. "Maxwell may find covering an entire State of agents to be a tough job."
"Well, it'll be much easier if Conlan, Griswold and Phelps have their way." said Director Lewis. "They want to gut the SBI. Griswold played it pretty well bringing in a couple of Reservists in order to keep me from going in there and taking over that Eleanor Burke investigation. That would've been the perfect example case for us, but the bastard turned it around."
"So we work around that County." said Allen, still making arm gestures as he paced and sipped (more like gulped) his drink. "We're basing in Coltrane County pretty nicely right now, and in Madison County where the State Women's prison is. We just control the rural counties, then work into the higher population zones."
"I do have some good news." Lewis said. "Did you hear that Vicki Oldeeds was raped up in Griswold's county a few days ago?"
"No, you're kidding." said Senator Allen, feigning total surprise. "When was she even up there?"
"Right after that kid was murdered here in Midtown." said Lewis. "Seems they had a DNA match on one of the rapists, but then the evidence was locked down. I heard the Federal Government moved in on the case, and with Maxwell moving out of there, it's probably going to languish."
"So why is that good news?" asked Allen.
"Because Agent Ikea is going to go look into that for us, and if he can find a cover-up, or if he can expose something they don't want known, it'll be a big coup for us." replied Lewis.
"Good enough." Allen said. "In fact, having Ikea and maybe Ferrell up there can kill two birds with one stone. That piece of shit Kearns is making progress in his lawsuit against my son. We can't stop it from being heard in the August-September timeframe, and that's going to be deadly for Dean as well as my campaign. But I do understand that if Kearns becomes... unable... to stand in capacity as a plaintiff, the judge will have no choice but to continue the case into next year, maybe even drop it altogether."
"Nathan, you know as well as I do if anything happens to Kearns, the Iron Crowbar is going to be bashing heads first and asking questions later. He's getting tired of your antics."
"Oh, there's nothing he can do about this one." Allen said, beginning to laugh. "Haw haw haw haw! this one is going to be priceless, PRICELESS!" He noticed Lewis staring up at him. "And it happens tomorrow night. So Jack, want another drink?"
---
At 9:00pm on May 30th, SBI Agents Richard "Dick" Ferrell and Steven "Asshole" Ikea approached the modest house of widower Phil Kearns. They were followed by several heavily armed and protected SBI agents and two men in green hospital scrubs that looked like hospital orderlies more than EMTs.
When Ferrell knocked on the door, Kearns answered.
"Phil Kearns?" asked Ferrell, formally.
"Who wants to know?" Kearns answered.
"We have a warrant to take you into custody and commit you to the State Asylum." said Ferrell. The warrant was issued without probable cause by a deeply corrupt State Court judge in Coltrane County... not even the current jurisdiction. "Take him, boys."
The heavily armed men moved in on Kearns, violently pulling him out of the house and into the yard, where they handcuffed him. He was roughly pulled up, and as the orderlies escorted him to the waiting ambulance, Senator Nathan Allen appeared out of the shadows.
"This is what you get for fucking with my boy, Kearns." Allen said. "You're going to the funny farm, boy, and you'll never get out of there."
"Your son killed my family, you son of a bitch!" Kearns snarled, trying to lunge at Allen.
"Listen you little shit, you're about to disappear forever." Allen said. "You don't seem to get it that I'm a State Senator and you are an absolutely worthless piece of dog shit. You think you can come up against my boy and win? Guys, soften the prick up before you take him in, let him know the error of his ways."
One agent moved in and punched the defenseless Kearns hard in the stomach. Another came up and belted Kearns hard in the face. Then the orderlies moved in and dragged Kearns to the waiting ambulance. Climbing in with the abused man, the orderlies shut the door and the ambulance took off for the State Asylum in Coltrane County.
Senator Allen was laughing heartily. "Ha ha ha ha, aw ha ha ha ha... good work, boys, great work."
As the men put away their gear, got in their cars and left, Steven Ikea was still staring introspectively at the ambulance that had left.
"What is it?" Ferrell asked as Ikea finally joined him in the car.
"One of those orderlies..." Ikea said. "I'm sure I've seen the guy somewhere before..."
----
It was 9:00am on May 31st. Molly and I were in the office of a real estate attorney. Selena Steele arrived a couple of moments later. As she hugged me, she whispered "The things I do for you, getting out of bed at 6:00am to get here for this."
"I do appreciate it." I said, introducing Selena to Molly, to the real estate agent Patricia Quinlin, and to the lawyer handling the paperwork.
It did not take long for Molly and I to go through and sign the paperwork as 50-50 partners in the house. Selena issued a big check to the lawyer, a cashiers check from my account. The lawyer in turn issued checks to Patricia and a check back to Selena's bank for the purchase. Patricia handed Molly the keys to our new house, and we were done. If my police career didn't work out, I could always start one in real estate, I thought to myself.
---
Half an hour later, Molly unlocked the door of the house and I swept her up and carried her into it. I didn't stumble, which was a very good sign.
There was already furniture in the house: a table and chairs in the kitchen/breakfast room space, a sofa and chair in front of the fireplace in the main room, and a bed in the master bedroom.
 "Patricia gave me the keys yesterday, even though we hadn't signed." Molly said. "So I moved a couple of things over... soooo... let's go upstairs and break in this house properly..."
---
We were lying naked together on the bed after making hot, passionate, sweaty love in the same bedroom where I'd spent eight years fucking my then-wife Melina. This time, with Molly, I'd pumped her bareback, driving my unprotected cock into her sopping wet slot and spewing my hot load of cum deep into Molly's sweet hole.
*BRINNGG! BRINNGG! BRINNGG!*
It was my cellphone. I'd taken the day off from work at Police Headquarters, so I wondered what possible emergency would have them call me. I was surprised to see that it was from Jack Muscone. And my shock increased when he told me what had happened.
"They did what?!?!" I asked, stunned. After Jack told me, I said "I'll be back up there in a couple of hours." Hanging up the phone, I looked at Molly.
"Trouble?" she asked.
"And then some." I said. "You know how Phil Kearns has been suing Nathan Allen's son over the DUI vehicular homicide that killed Kearns' family?"
"The one on Christmas Eve that got Teresa in trouble?"
"Yeah." I said. "The SBI raided Kearns' home last night and dragged him off. Muscone got a tip about it from an FBI informant. Kearns was incarcerated in the State Asylum. Supposedly the SBI got a warrant from a State judge, but we can't get details right now."
"Want me to go up there with you?" Molly asked.
"Tell you what." I said. "Contact Teresa, tell her what happened. Then you guys start working contacts in the State Court system to find out who issued the warrant. I'm sorry, babe, but we're not going to be able to celebrate the house like I wanted to."
"Duty calls, as my sister would say." Molly said, then grinned as she said "And at least we got the best parts of the celebration in before they called you."
---
Nathan Allen was truly the Embodiment of Evil, I thought as I burned the blue lights and reached speeds on the highway that generally should be reserved for the German Autobahn. I made two phone calls as I came back, one to Jeanine Olivet Burke, Esq., and one to my wife.
When I got back to Headquarters, I found that Jack Muscone, Paulina Patterson and the Chief waiting for me in the Chief's small conference room. "So, where do we stand?" I asked Paulina after Jack Muscone confirmed the details of what had happened, adding that Nathan Allen was at the scene and had ordered agents to physically abuse Kearns before putting him into the ambulance.
"We're struggling to find the warrant that this was done under." Paulina replied. "Ferrell and Ikea served the warrant and made the arrest, but after filing their electronic reports, we can't seem to find them. Director Jack Lewis's office is also not answering any calls, and Deputy Director Conlan has no knowledge of it at all."
"Why did Ferrell and Ikea bother to post reports?" I asked.
"To get the overtime pay." replied Paulina. "I've also talked to Judge Watts, with DA Krasney in the room. Watts is furious. He and Judge Folsom are meeting right now."
Jack Muscone said "The Federal judge for this district has also been contacted. He's ready to back us up just as soon as we can find out what happened and lay it all out."
Part 17 - Hurry Up and Wait
At 8:00pm, Detective Leonard R. "Sergeant" Sharples came to my office, seeking permission to interdict a drug shipment he'd stumbled upon. He showed me notes and intel from CIs that led to knowledge of the place and time of the shipment.
That wasn't the problem: I thoroughly scolded him for not coming to me sooner, and his reply was that he didn't want any leaks... to which I replied that a private conversation between him and me in a room swept for bugs wouldn't be a candidate for leaks.
So now I was in a dilemma; do I say 'no go' and let a possible drug shipment go? Or say 'go' and possibly someone gets hurt due to lack of preparation?
I called in Hugh Hewitt, who said his SWAT team was familiar with that building in the Tenderloin District and could take down the operation. I told Hewitt to ready four members of his team, and get four uniformed officers that worked with Vice armored and equipped for a takedown, and then I told Sharples to coordinate with Hewitt. With something resembling acid in my mouth, I gave the 'go' to the operation. So this was what 'Command' felt like, I briefly thought to myself...
---
At 10:30pm, the Chief, Jack Muscone and I were invited to the Courthouse and the chambers of Judge Folsom. Going in, we found ADA Patterson, DA Krasney, Judge Rodney K. Watts and Judge Patrick R. Folsom. Paulina started things off with her report.
"A warrant to commit Phil Kearns for psychiatric evaluation at the State Asylum was issued by a State judge in Coltrane County." Paulina said. "The only shred of 'probable cause' for it was one of the psychologists at the State Asylum signing off on 'observations' of Kearns, not saying who made those observations or where, and not giving any real details. When we contacted that judge, he got belligerent, telling us to mind our own business and stick to our County. When I told him that the warrant had been executed in our County, he simply said that Kearns was 'down here now and he'll stay here', and he hung up the phone on me, and wouldn't pick up on any more calls made."
Judge Folsom spoke up. "Ladies and gentlemen, Rodney or I can issue a warrant overturning that warrant and ordering the release of Mr. Kearns on the grounds that the original warrant is not based upon sufficient evidence. We're all State Superior Court judges, so our warrants can and do reach across County lines. And I've been talking to Agent Muscone and the Federal Judge; they're ready to back our warrant with a matching warrant. That'll bring in the Feds if you need them.
"The problem is actually finding and retrieving Mr. Kearns. You can go down there to the Asylum and serve the warrant, but it might be hell trying to actually get him out if they deny he's there... which has happened before, I might add."
"Get us the legal cover," I said, "and I have just the tools to pry him out of their hands." I said.
---
4:00am, the morning of June 1st. I was still working in my office when I saw Hugh and his SWAT team buddies pass by in the hall. I brought a pot of coffee to the room where the SWAT team gear was kept, and poured them cups as they put their stuff away.
"So guys, tell me what happened." I said. 
"It was a bolo." Hugh said. "Nobody was there. After securing the building, we had Sergeant Stonewall come in." Sergeant Stonewall was the K-9 Corps best drug dog. "He got real excited in places, and his handler said drugs very likely were there before, but we missed 'em this time."
"What was Sharples like?" I asked.
"He kinda sat back and let all of us make the raid." Hugh said. "He was disappointed we didn't find anything."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "Listen, guys, intensify your training. We might have a tough one coming up in the next few days. An extraction from the State Mental Asylum. Be ready."
"You gotta be insane wanting to go in there!" said one of the SWAT team members. We all broke down laughing at that. I realized just how exhausted I was.
I returned to my office and took out a burner phone from my desk drawer. Dialing the number, I stated that I needed to know something. After stating what that was, I hung up, hoping to get an answer soon.
---
The hurry-up-and-wait mentality can happen in Police Departments as well as the Army. I was hamstrung as I waited for the judges and lawyers to work through the hurdles to get a warrant to release Kearns. Bettina's newscast had made no mention of the Kearns incident, only talking about some appearance that Harold Malone had made on the campaign trail for Sheriff.
I was pleased when I head Bettina say that Daniel Allgood was making up ground on Malone, especially after it'd been reported that Allgood's wife had bravely stepped in front of the intended target of Eleanor Burke's murderous assault. Melina was definitely an asset to her husband in the race.
At 9:45am on June 1st, I was called by Jeanine Burke and asked to be at the Courthouse by 10:00am. Stepping into Folsom's courtroom, I was just in time to hear Jeanine's petition of the court to be appointed Phil Kearns' legal representation in the matter of the warrants, and that she would be taking this case pro bono.
"I object, Your Honor, I must strenuously object." said the lawyer on the other side. I recognized him as being Senator Nathan Allen's personal and family lawyer. "Kearns already has legal representation in his lawsuit, but where are they? This woman has not even consulted with Kearns, what gives her any right to represent his interests?"
"Mr. Garner, I am really, really tired of your antics." said Judge Folsom. "I'm granting Ms. Burke's petition to represent Mr. Kearns' interests pro bono in this, his time of need. Furthermore, the warrant will go forward." 
"Your Honor, I really must object, and I move that this be stayed until the Appellate Court can rule on my motions that you've denied to this point."
"Objection overruled, and your motion is denied." said Judge Folsom. "And Mr. Garner, you keep this up and I'll rescind your status as an Officer of the Court and have you up for disbarment."
As Jeanine walked down the aisle to meet me in the hallway, Garner caught up to her. "I don't know what game you're playing, bitch, but you just stepped in it."
Jeanine turned around. "Is that a threat, Mr. Garner?"
"It damn well is. Senator Allen put Kearns away, and if you come up against him he'll crush you like a- wha?" Garner's sentence was cut off when I placed myself in his path and he ran headlong into me.
"So you're threatening my niece-in-law, Mr. Garner?" I asked, my voice low and unnervingly calm and even, my crowbar out and ready for use. "You and Nathan Allen coming up against my family again?"
"Er, no." said Garner, his face having gone pale at seeing what confronted him. "No such thing at all. I haven't said a word. I'm leaving. Goodbye." Garner practically ran out of the Courthouse.
---
"I'm done, Senator." said the lawyer. "You told me to threaten that bitch lawyer, and there was the Iron Crowbar, claiming her as family and making it clear he was going to totally fuck me up with that crowbar of his, maybe even kill me. I'm done. I'm dropping you as my client. I'll send you the remaining paperwork and my bill."
"You fucking coward!" shouted Nathan Allen. "You're scared of that police punk?"
"You bet I am!" replied the lawyer. "And I suggest you develop a healthy fear of him also. You've stepped deep into this one, Allen. You're on your own." The lawyer quickly exited the room. There was nothing Senator Allen could do that would be worse than what the Iron Crowbar would do to him, the lawyer thought to himself. And Allen is about to find that out for himself...
Part 18 - Pry Him Out
On June 1st at 1:00pm, Judge Folsom's warrant to release Phil Kearns was matched with a Federal warrant. Jack Muscone escorted me to the Asylum to get Kearns released. We also had eight Federal officers in heavy SWAT gear in case we ran into trouble. And it was good that we had them.
"No." said the man at the front desk. "We will not release Kearns unless the Court and judge that actually issued his detention warrant rescinds it. Your warrant is worthless paper, as far as I'm concerned."
"Dipshit, that's a Federal warrant." Jack Muscone snarled at the orderly. "Is Kearns here?"
"I refuse to verify if he's here or not." the sniveling bastard replied. "And you can stuff your Federal Government piece of paper up your fat ass."



"All right, you're under arrest." Muscone said. But as he moved towards the orderly, four uniformed State Asylum security guards moved forward, brandishing semi-automatic assault rifles. The eight Federal agents then moved in to protect Muscone. It was a standoff, and getting more tense by the minute.
"Hold on, Jack." I said, then turned to the orderly. "Would you please ask the Warden to come speak with us."
"I will do no such thing." the orderly replied. "The Warden is busy and has neither the time nor need to speak with trash like you. Now get off Asylum property or our guards will remove you, and if you resist, they'll kill you."
"Yeah, right. Let's go, Jack." I said. As we left, Jack was boiling mad, and I asked him to take a breath.
"We can't let them push us around like that!" Jack said as we walked to our cars outside.
"And we won't, but we can't do anything right now." I said. "We have to know where Kearns is when we raid the place, or they might kill him."
"Yeah you have a point." Muscone said. "I'm going to head straight back to the City from here and consult with my people in Washington... and pick up a few more friends along the way. I'll be back tonight."
As I got into my Police SUV and turned onto the road, a flash of white hair popped up in the back seat. It was Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and leader of 'The Vision', hitching a ride.
"How are you, my young friend Donald?" Eckhart said jovially, as if his presence in the car was the most natural thing. "I was wondering if you could drop me off at my Headquarters just up ahead."
"Sure thing, Harvey." I said. "I take it you got my call."
"Yes." said Eckhart, throwing an envelope onto the passenger front seat.
"So what's it going to cost me?" I asked.
"Oh, this ride back to my offices will do." said Eckhart. "Oh, and I must congratulate you on handling that situation between your wife and the adorable Inspector Maxwell so efficiently. That was quite a possible problem for you."
"And thank you for the warning about the threat to my family. Mrs. Burke did turn out to be a danger." I replied.
"As part payment for the information in that envelope, would you mind terribly telling me how you stopped Mrs. Burke?" asked Eckhart.
"You really don't know?" I said, then recovered. "To tell you the truth, Harvey, I didn't figure it out. My mother did. It was all her plan."
"Ah, so that's where your tremendous abilities sprouted from!" said Eckhart. "Wonderful! Ah, here's the turn to my place. Oh, just one other... small thing. When you make your raid into the Asylum, there will be a couple of bottles of a certain experimental drug in the same room in which you'll find Mr. Kearns. I'd be ever so grateful if, in payment for that information, you'd bring those bottles and give them to me."
"What are they?" I asked. Eckhart told me. Okay, nothing too bad. I agreed.
I drove Eckhart to the front door of the World Headquarters of The Vision. His security people looked totally shocked when their great leader sprang out from my vehicle. I politely declined his invitation to come inside for tea and headed home.
Once back in my office I looked at the contents of the envelope. As I'd asked, Harvey Eckhart had given me the exact location of Phil Kearns inside the Asylum, complete with schedules and possible scenarios. I texted Jack Muscone.
---
At 4:00am on June 2nd, we made the raid. I deputized myself into the SBI, and Jack Muscone essentially deputized my SWAT team into 'Federal assistance', as he called it. I did not really care about the legal niceties at this moment. We were going into combat.
The Asylum is composed of the front building and offices, then behind it to the north, stretching east and west, was the main dormitory. The left (west) side was the prison side, while the east side was where people 'voluntarily' were receiving 'treatment'.
Jack Muscone had his team as well as 60 Federal Marshals and FBI agents in heavy armor, and I had my eight SWAT team members... mostly for my own personal protection.
"Okay, here's the plan." I told everyone. Twenty FBI agents would storm the front building, grabbing every file they could find per a freshly printed Federal warrant. Twenty others would assault the dorm from the front building. The last twenty and the rest of us were going to breach the back fence near the entrance to the east wing of the dorm, hit the dorm more quickly and get Kearns out. All-in-all, we would extract six men: Mr. Kearns and five others that Eckhart had alerted me had been kidnapped and imprisoned illegally in the Asylum.
---
"MOVE! MOVE! MOVE!!" I yelled as my team ascended the stairs to the third floor. We'd breached the fence just as Muscone led the raid on the front building. Sporadic gunfire was heard, but most of the guards conceded in the face of the overwhelming Federal and State force.
The room I was headed for was locked, but Hugh and another man battered it down. The orderly inside was quickly forced to give up and was thrown to the ground.
"Nobody's here." one man said. "It's empty." I looked around. The room had what looked like a dentist chair in the middle, but the purposes for which it was used were far more sinister and caused far more pain than any dentist could dish out.
"Wait... do you hear something?" I asked. A cabinet on the left side of the room was locked, and I thought i heard scraping. The blue crowbar came out and I pried open the locked door. Stuffed into the bottom section of the cabinet, his mouth duct-taped, his ankles duct-taped and his hands manacled with one of those plastic ties, was Phil Kearns.
As the men helped Mr. Kearns out and freed him, I went to a cabinet and removed two large bottles of a bluish liquid. I told two SWAT agents to duct-tape the tops to seal them. Mr. Kearns could not walk without help. Grabbing a wheelchair, I sat Mr. Kearns in it and put the two bottles beside him, one on each side.
"We have Kearns. Extracting him now." I said into my police radio. "Okay guys, let's go." I said to the team. But just as I was about to wheel Kearns out the door, the tingling sensation of danger that I sometimes got hit me full force and I stopped. SWAT team members actually banged into each other and my backside.
"Hold on." I said. I peered out the door. Suddenly an orderly peered from around the corner, wearing green scrubs and a black silk cowl that masked his face. He fired a volley with a submachine gun at me. The bullets whizzed past as I felt myself being pulled back into the room just in time.
"Get back, Lieutenant!" Sergeant Hugh Hewitt ordered. He and four of his team sprang out into the hall, firing at the corner of the hallway from which the orderly had fired. They pursued the orderly, but he was gone. I was still feeling that aura of sensation, my mind knowing that something about that orderly was important. But I couldn't worry about it at this moment; I had a citizen to extract and protect.
"Group up, guys, let's get Kearns out of here!" I ordered. We rushed Kearns down to our cars, got him into an ambulance which drove away quickly. I put the bottles of liquid into my SUV as I heard the call on the radio that the other men we were looking for had been extracted. Jack Muscone called for the general retreat, and we all drove away, back to my County. We were not pursued.
Part 19 - Aftermath of Torture
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! Channel Two News has learned that the FBI and elements of the SBI conducted a heavily armed raid upon the State Asylum, rescuing Mr. Phil Kearns and five other men from illegal imprisonment there! Details are rapidly pouring in, but the case of the Bryant Brothers, two contractors who disappeared two years ago after reporting for a job at the Asylum, is now solved as the brothers were found illegally imprisoned at the Asylum. Three other men who also had been kidnapped and incarcerated there were freed.
"Four Asylum orderlies resisted the raiders and were wounded, as were three Asylum security guards. None of the nearly seventy law enforcement agents that participated in the raid were injured. The FBI was acting under several Federal and State Court-issued warrants for the release of these men. Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI has confirmed that the raid became necessary when the Asylum refused to release Mr. Kearns into his custody earlier that afternoon.
"The FBI is not giving details of how they came to know where the men were, but sources tell KXTC news that the raid was conducted with surgical precision, which suggests the raiders knew where the victims were. Channel Two News has also been told that the County's own Lieutenant Donald-" I winced as she said my name; I was hoping my part in this would go unnoticed, "- was the actual leader in the raid to free Mr. Kearns. Channel Two News will break in with details as we get them, including the Governor's statement, which will be issued in one hour, at 8:00am. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
--
It was pandemonium in the County, with local, State, and even National Media pouring into Town for more information. Lt. Scott Peterson, the Police Force's Media Relations man, had to implement what he called 'Plan Bravo' for handling large press attention to big-deal cases. This was more than that; it was a 'BFD' case. Midtown was similarly assaulted by the media, and Coltrane County was swarming with reporters. In opening a can of whoop-ass on the Asylum and Nathan Allen, we had just opened a can of worms on one of the biggest stories to hit the State in years.
I was at University Hospital, where Mr. Kearns and the other man had been taken. All of the other men were reporting how they'd been doing work at the Asylum when they were grabbed and imprisoned as patients in the room, and of the torture and psychological experiments done on them while they were there.
Kearns had been worked over very brutally during his three days of imprisonment, and injected with myriad drugs. He was struggling to remember what had happened when I went in to visit. Laura Fredricson was there as well as two other psychiatrists, one being Dr. Bonnie Karpathian. The other was named Dr. Tom Yates. He had dark brown hair in a style resembling Scooby Doo's friend Shaggy, though Yates sported a mustache and beard that made him look a bit more scholarly.
Laura said with some disparagement that Dr. Yates had graduated from my School and was a psychology professor with her when she was there. "Wildcats rule!" Yates said in reply to the introduction. "I think I like this guy already." I told Laura as I shook hands with Dr. Yates.
Dr. Yates was a preeminent psychiatrist in retrieving memories of patients that had lost them or had been drugged, and he was doing yeoman's work in getting Kearns to remember.
"He still doesn't remember much about being arrested." Laura said. "He got hit on the head at that time, which might've killed his short-term memory on that. He does remember a lot of being in the hospital and what they did to him. As to what you want, a connection to Nathan Allen... we don't have that yet. And Don... there's one more thing, something all of these men have told us.
Their stories were the same: among the atrocities at the Asylum was that, after dark, every woman imprisoned in the facility was being raped, every night. Literally every woman was used for the sexual pleasure of the male guards, orderlies and some male patients during the hours of darkness when the powers of Evil were exalted. Any women that became pregnant were given forced abortions. When Kearns talked of it, he began sobbing uncontrollably, saying how the screams of some of the women could be heard for hours...
---
"What can we do about these women in the Asylum?" I said, my mind still reeling over what I'd learned . I was in the Chief's office with him, SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan, and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone.
"Kid, this is a very important lesson for you." Chief Griswold said, trying to teach me something. "I know you want to charge in there and stop it; we all do. But unfortunately, we can only do so much, and unfortunately there are some things that are beyond your and my capacities to accomplish in our positions. You are not 'Superman' from the comic books; you are a human being doing all you can."
"Don, the Chief is right." said Muscone. "He's talked to the Governor and I've talked to my superiors at the Bureau. They're working on it. But on the flip side of the coin, the Asylum beefed up security and brought in nearly 100 State Troopers with SWAT training, ostensibly to help the guards keep prisoners from escaping, but actually to oppose any future raids by us. So we won't be going in there again any time soon."
"I understand." I said. "But it sucks. It sucks like hell. By the way, why in the world did the Asylum kidnap those contractors on their site and keep them?"
"Money." said DD Conlan. "My people have been investigating, and some serious ugly stuff is going to come out about the Asylum in this election year. But to answer your question: the Asylum gets money from the Legislature based solely upon the number of people that it has incarcerated, with some extra money for any new people brought in there. A couple of State Board of Accounting people go through, count the people there, and send their report. By kidnapping and holding these extra people, the Asylum gets extra money for them. And there is not one shred of accountability of the patients, either. Before your raid, we had no idea that anyone other than Mr. Kearns had been put there illegally. By the way, Don, how did you find out about that?"
"Confidential source." I said. "I can't tell you even if I wanted to. But it looks like a couple of the guys we rescued were hidden away there by other State Senators, in the same manner that Nathan Allen put Kearns away. Don't know if anything can be proved, but I'm sure they're worried."
"Speaking of Allen, no one can find him right now." said DD Conlan. "His office in Midtown says he's in this County doing campaign work. His office here says he's in Midtown, 'taking care of important State business'. He's not at his home, and his wife says she doesn't know where he is."
"Just one other question." I said. "Is anyone at all pursuing Nathan Allen, Steven Ikea, Dick Ferrell, and the judge who issued the warrant to arrest Kearns?"
"The Governor and some very high-level Legislators and State Supreme Court members are looking into the Coltrane County judge." said the Chief. "That's another one that's above our pay grade, Crowbar." I nodded in acquiescence.
"As to Ferrell and Ikea," DD Conlan said, "those slippery little eels are swimming away scot-free. We questioned them at length, and we made sure to read them their rights and offer them legal representation. They waived and answered all our questions. The problem is that they technically did nothing wrong and they know it. Their stories match. They say they served a warrant that they had no reason to believe was not legitimate."
"And nobody will admit Nathan Allen's presence at Kearns' arrest, despite my evidence to the contrary." said Jack Muscone. "Our only chance to truly connect him is through the Coltrane County judge... and I don't need to tell you what I think of our chances there."
---
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 6:00pm from in front of the State Building on the Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News has learned that Governor Jared has already moved to appoint an Independent Select Commission to investigate the State Asylum. The Commission will investigate the finances and procedures of the Asylum, as well as allegations of systematic torture and even rape of the inmates there. The Governor has appointed newly hired SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell to lead the Commission's investigation of the Asylum."
"Channel Two News has also learned that the Warden of the State Asylum and several other officials and psychologists working there have disappeared. The SBI and FBI have issued warrants for their arrests, and they ask for the Public's help in locating these people. Meanwhile, the Governor says that an interim Warden will be appointed, who will answer to the Independent Select Commission as well as to the Governor himself.
"Polls show that voters are responding positively to Governor Jared's quick actions in appointing the Select Panel, as well as his recent appointment of Inspector Maxwell to the SBI. The same cannot be said of Senator Nathan Allen's polls, which have fallen to his baseline of 41%. In the Sheriff's race, longtime Police Captain Harold Malone continues to enjoy an eight point lead over the little-known upstart Daniel Allgood.
"Last, but certainly not least, Vicki Oldeeds, wife of the late Rev. Jonas Oldeeds who was brutally murdered in this County a year ago, will be making a public appearance here over the weekend. She will be offering a one million dollar reward for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the murderer of her husband. Mrs. Oldeeds has also issued a statement stating that the Town & County Police Department have utterly failed to find her husband's killer due to total incompetence. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
---
In Room 201 of the Sunrise Hotel, one of the hotel establishments on the road south out of Town, Senator Nathan Allen poured the remainder of the bourbon from the bottle into his drink up, then used the remote to click off the television after listening to Bettina's broadcast.
The SBI had gotten a pass: Ikea and Ferrell's assistance in incarcerating Kearns had been exonerated, but Director Lewis had told Allen that the agents were 'off limits' until the furor over the Asylum died down. In addition, no one seemed to be bringing up Nathan Allen's name in association with any of this, which was fortunate.
"Ah shit, I'm out of bourbon." Allen said. "Could it get any worse?" Just then there was a knock on the door. Allen opened it to find Rev. Robert Patterson, Jonas Oldeeds' disciple, at the door.
"Mind if I chat with you for a moment, Senator?" Patterson said in his friendly, easygoing manner. "By the way, I brought you a new bottle of bourbon." He extended the brown paper bag.
"Ah, the 101-proof stuff." Nathan said, admitting the younger man into the room. "Just what I need. Can I pour you some?"
"No thanks, I'm driving." said Patterson, sitting himself into the chair between the door and the little round table. Allen sat in the far side chair, sipping his fresh, and very strong, drink.
"What can I do for you, Robert?" asked Allen.
"I just wanted to have a moment to chat with you privately, and this might be my only chance." said Reverend Patterson. "Vicki came back to town for her reward speech, and we're going to be speaking at First Baptist, to remember Jonas and to support Harold Malone for Sheriff."
"Well, I'm sorry I can't be there." said Allen. "I'm afraid I'm going to be busy." he continued, not fooling Patterson a bit.
"I quite understand, Senator, you're a busy man." Patterson replied drily. "But I need to tell you some things. First, Jonas Oldeeds was a dear friend of mine, my mentor, like a father to me. He was grooming me not only to assist with and ultimately help run his Ministries, but with... the back side of the business, if you get my drift, Senator."
"I do." said Allen. "Jonas must've trusted you very much."
"Yes, we were very close." said Patterson. "Then poor Jonas was shot dead in this accursed Town, and things started unraveling. Vicki is trying to take us in other directions, directions that neither I nor my colleague Pastor Fred Bundy want to go. We liked what Jonas was doing, and we want to continue it, but Vicki is shutting us down. Senator, how long has it been since you've had some of our fresh young merchandise?"



"Too long, my friend, way too long." said Nathan Allen.
"I've heard you had some setbacks, Nathan." the younger man said. "You need to get laid, and then we can work together continuing Jonas's great work. We're going to need you going forward, Nathan, and as soon as we cut Vicki out of the loop, you'll be riding with us on the Glory Train to great new heights."
"Sounds good. Sounds wonderful, in fact." Nathan Allen said. This was the best news he'd had in ages. "But let me ask this. I have a problem, a very bad problem. His name is Kearns, and he's suing my boy, won't let my boy alone. My latest effort to stop him failed badly. What can you do to help me?"
"Don't worry." said Reverend Patterson. "Our attorneys are good, unlike that piece of shit you had before. We'll take care of it from a legal end. Now you're going to have to be patient, just as Job was, and let the work of the Lord come through for you, but we'll get it done, okay?"
"I do believe you were sent to me today as a blessing." said Nathan Allen.
---
At 8:00pm I was on fumes, but trying to press forward, trying to get everything processed in my mind, everything from Eleanor Burke to Phil Kearns to Nathan Allen. That's when Chief Griswold came into my office, Cindy Ross in tow.
The Chief extended his arm, pointed at me and spake his commands: "You. Go home. Go to bed. Sleep. Now. Detective Ross, escort the Lieutenant to the door."
I did not resist those orders, especially with my partner standing there all too eager to use my own crowbar on me if I did try to resist. I went home, whereupon Laura helped enforce the Chief's orders and firmly guided me into the bedroom. I barely remember getting undressed, and as soon as my head hit the pillow, I was asl-
---
Part 20 - Descent into Nightfall
It was 11:00pm and an uneasy stillness enveloped the State Hospital for Mental Diseases, much better known as the State Asylum. On the prisoner side of the facility, Eleanor Burke was groggily helped into her bed. She could not know that every patient's food was impregnated with sedative drugs.
The days and nights had been a nightmare for Eleanor. During the day there were 'evaluations' of her mental acuity, and once a week it seemed that a real psychologist was talking to her about her attempt to murder the professor that had tormented her son Jack. But more often than not, she found the orderlies forcing her to take pills, sometimes injections, and she was in a drugged state more often than not. Since the raid by the FBI, not a night had gone by that she had not been sedated in some way.
Now lying in the present time, whatever that was, she was barely aware of the young man that came into her locked room some minutes later. Eleanor was one of the 'lucky' women at the facility; this young man had 'claimed' her as his property. As such, he was the only man that fucked her at night. He was muscular, young with a full head of longish brown hair. His cock was large and thick, and even if she was not drugged, Eleanor would've enjoyed being fucked by it.
Tonight was a bit different, Eleanor realized. She was not as sleepy and unresponsive as she often was, and her hips were moving to meet each of her stud's thrusts as he pumped into her. She felt the pleasures of being fucked racing through her loins, causing her to moan. It wasn't long before the young man moaned into her ear that he was coming. He ejaculated a huge load of hot sperm deep into Eleanor's well-fucked vagina.
As the young man got off of her, she became aware that another man was in the room. This guy was young, fairly tall and very slender. She realized that he was stripping naked. A moment later she felt his weight on top of her, then the pleasurable pressure of his long, thick cock spreading her vaginal walls as he entered her and sank his eight inch meat balls-deep inside her.
This new man began fucking her with a hard, deep, steady rhythm. Pleasure spread like fire through her loins and her lower body. It was as if this man were the Devil himself, and that the act of fucking him was bringing unholy, sinful pleasure to her body. She reached up and grabbed his hard asscheeks, massaging them in her hands as the young stud fucked her steadily, relentlessly, unceasingly. A hard orgasm crashed through her body, followed moments later by a second one.
"Eleanor," she heard the young man whisper, "do you want to get out of here?" She was not sure she had heard him correctly, through the haze of the drugs and her own sexual pleasure.
"Wha?!?" she moaned.
"I said, 'Do you want to get out of here'?" the young man repeated. "Do you want to help me avenge your son? Do you want me to help you destroy our enemies as they destroyed your son?"
"Ohhhh, yessss..." Eleanor hissed. The young man didn't know if that was a response to his offer or her orgasm, as he felt her quaking cunt clamp down hard on his pistoning prick as he drove deep inside her again and again and again...
"How... how are you going to get me out of here?" Eleanor whispered.
"Leave that to me." the young man said. "It'll be in a couple of days. If someone comes for you and says 'Jack sent me', you'll know to go with him or her. Unnh... I'm getting close, baby... oh God your pussy is so hot and fine... oh, uh... UHHH!!" The young stud drove hard into Eleanor, his cock throbbing as jolt after jolt of his seed fired into her vagina, mixing with the other man's to create a sloppy mess between Eleanor's legs.
Eleanor lay on the bed, gasping for breath from what had to have been her fourth orgasm. As she looked at the young man dressing, unable to see his face clearly, a moonbeam suddenly flashed into the room through a clear spot in the painted-over glass of the window high overhead. It was eerie in that it lighted the man's lower back, and Eleanor saw a dark spot in the shape of what looked like an "X"...
Part 21 - The Meetings
The next morning, June 3d, I felt refreshed by my hours of sleep despite the overcast weather conditions. The Chief had ordered me to take the morning off and to not be seen anywhere near Headquarters until noon. That made my task easier; I had a delivery to make.
I knew I could not go back to Coltrane County while the Media was rabidly scouring for any story. And then the problem was solved for me when I got a text saying 'Promontory Point', and named a time.
Promontory Point is the highest point of the mountain ridge upon which my home was built. It was north of my home and northeast of town, but not as far north as Daniel and Melina's new house site. There was a small park and picnic tables there, but it was mostly known as where high school kids went to 'park', i.e. to have sex in their cars. Steven Ikea routinely went up there to make arrests when he was with the Force.
When I arrived, I noted the limousine, with the driver still in his seat, and likely a security man in the back seat. Looking over to a bench situated to see the wonderful view of the Town from high above, I saw the shock of white hair and the man's back as he sat and admired that view.
I was carrying one of those small collapsible ice chests, which contained two bottles of bluish liquid. I sat down next to Eckhart without invitation, putting the container on the ground between us.
"Lovely view, though I like the one from your home better." growled Eckhart in his unique voice. "Excellent job on that raid, young man. Better than I expected. I suspect you planned and led it; Jack Muscone is a battering ram, while you are a surgeon."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "I'm grateful for the information that led to the release of six imprisoned men."
"As am I, my friend, as am I." said Eckhart. "It's fortunate, though, that you weren't shot. From what I heard, if you'd rushed out of that room after securing Mr. Kearns, that orderly would've mowed you down." I had to work hard not to let my face show my surprise that Harvey knew so much about that.
"Yes, fortunate I was." I said, using Jedi Master Yoda grammar. "Know all about it, you do."
"Yes, my young friend, I know a great many things." Eckhart said, allowing himself to smile at my grammar humor. "It's my business to know things, I need to know things. Yes, I just told you one of my weaknesses, but it's true. Information is true power, Donald, and that is something I beg of you to remember."
"Thank you, I will." I said. "Well, Harvey, I need to go. Thank you for all your help."
"And you for yours. By the way, I'll just congratulate you in advance." Harvey said. I knew that he was talking about the birth of my baby, due in a couple of weeks.
I got up and walked back to my car, knowing that in a few minutes Harvey would return to his luxury, bulletproof limousine, carrying a flexible ice chest containing two bottles of a bluish liquid...
---
At 10:00am on the morning of June 4th, I was talking with Cindy in my office when the Duty Desk Sergeant actually came to the door. I waved him in.
"Sir, Senator Nathan Allen's assistant called from his office here in Town. She said that you are 'instructed' to come to his office at 11:00am. Those were her exact words."
"That asshole-" Cindy said, but I stopped her.
"Thanks, Sergeant." I said, dismissing him. I was about to dismiss it; I had no desire to meet Nathan Allen at this time. But then something hit me...
"Don... Don?..." Cindy was saying as I awakened from my reverie. "Surely you're not going."
"No." I said. "We are going."
"You're kidding!" Cindy exclaimed.
"Easy, my friend." I said, smiling mysteriously. "This might be the best opportunity I've had in a long, long time."
--
"Come on, Don, why are you walking so slow?" Cindy said impatiently as we walked up towards the entrance of the State Building. I was noticing the finer details, like where all the cameras were, the security system to gain entrance, the Security forces present. I noticed two old women sitting on a bench in the grassy area that was the Square. One of them was Old Mrs. Boddiker, who'd seen Joe Arruzio on the night he murdered his wife and Jack Burke. I didn't recognize the other old woman, who seemed to be a friend of Old Mrs. Boddiker.
The entrance to the State building had metal detectors, like an airport. Normally we police just flash our badges and walk around it, but not today.
"Lieutenant, Senator Allen has ordered you to appear in his office without weapons, and, so sorry, that is the way you will appear." the head security man said.
"To hell with that." I said quietly, turning around and about to leave. No way on God's green earth was I relinquishing my arms. Just then a man in an ill-fitting suit called out from the other side of the security.
"It's okay, let them in." the man said. He was a bit burly and looked as if he wished he had a crowbar so that he could do some damage. Cindy and I walked inside, both fully armed with guns, and were escorted to the outer office of Senator Allen. He became impatient with my slow pace of walking as I observed everything in my path.
"The Senator will see the Lieutenant alone." said the security man to Cindy, his voice condescending. I handed Cindy my crowbar and told her to not hesitate to use it if she needed to, then walked into the office alone.
"Well, there you are." said Nathan Allen, sitting behind his desk, sipping a drink, pretending to look out the window. He did not get up to greet me, nor did he offer me a drink. As he played out his little charade, I observed everything about his office... as did the tiny camera in the button of my jacket.
"You've caused quite a lot of excitement around here, boy." said Nathan Allen. "Quite a lot." He slowly turned in his chair to face me, leaning back, not inviting me to sit down. "So you think you did something cute getting that shit Kearns out of the Asylum, eh?
"What do want, Senator?"
"I'll tell you what I want when I'm good and ready, boy." said Senator Allen, gulping his drink. "And just so we're clear, I don't give a shit if you're wearing a wire or trying to entrap me. You'll never touch me, cop."
"I'll be on my way, then." I said, turning to the door.
"I ordered you in here," said Senator Allen, knowing he'd taxed my patience to its limit and needed to get on with it, "to ask you a question: do you consider family important, Lieutenant?"
"And your point is?" I asked.
"My point is that I consider my family important, and I consider the legacy I leave to my boy important." Allen said. "I doubt you'd let anything harm your family... hell, what am I talking about, two dirty cops nearly got murdered after fucking with your family... and I won't let anything... or anyone... harm my boy, you hear?"
"And why tell me this, Senator?" I asked.
"Just to let you know." said Senator Allen. "Kearns? He'd better learn manners, and if that last example didn't teach him manners, the next one certainly will. Detective Croyle? She thinks she's some kind of hotshot in Midtown with their Internal Affairs, but she can't hide from Senator Nathan Allen. She damn well better never been seen in this County again, and she'll be leaving the State soon, if she knows what's good for her.
Seeing that my look was one of boredom instead of the anger he was trying to elicit, the Senator tried harder to get to me: "And I'd suggest you remember to do your duties well within the lines of propriety, Lieutenant. The State Legislature controls the budgets of all the county police departments, what with the way they divvy up money and all that. It'd be a shame if your Police Force were lacking in funds."
I'd long since lost any interest in why Allen was playing this game, so I simply said "Then you need to get back to that work, Senator, and I'll get back to mine: law enforcement, putting criminals in jail... including dirty politicians." I again turned to go.
"You watch yourself, boy!" Nathan Allen hissed at me. "You think this is your County, you fucking slug? No, little man, it's my County. I am above your law, you little punk cop. You'd best remember that."
I turned and walked up to Allen's desk, getting closer to him. He was leaning over his desk, his hands supporting him. I made several observations as I leaned over slightly and whispered with unnerving, flat calmness.
"What I do remember, Senator, is a man who spent days in an Asylum while his wife and two children lie dead in their graves... because of you and your son, Senator. May I suggest that you consider retirement, before the voters of your district decide it for you. May I suggest you retire for your son's sake, Senator.
"But if you want to keep on thinking it's your County, Senator, you go right ahead and do so. If you think you or your son is above the law, keep on trodding down that path. You will trip up, Senator... and then the inside of one jail cell can be your county domain, Senator... or your son's. Just keep on thinking about that. Have a nice day, Senator."
Allen's face was red, nearly purple, leading me to more observations as he huffed "You come up against Senator Nathan Allen, you're going to lose! You'll never put me in jaiI, you bastard! You hear me, boy? Never!" I didn't bother to reply as I walked out of the office.
But I knew in my soul that Senator Allen was right: I would never see him in a jail cell.
---
"So why did you go to Senator Allen's office, Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"Reconnaissance, Chief," I replied, smiling. "Reconnaissance. I now know his office's layout, and to think he himself invited me in to see it." The Chief just nodded and smiled himself.
Part 22 - Continuity of the Line
D-Day, the Sixth of June. While my thoughts on this day were always of those who had sacrificed so much so long ago on the beaches of Normandy, June 6th was about to become a day far more important for me personally to remember.
At 2:00am Laura woke me up. "Would you get me a towel?" she asked.
"Sure." I said sleepily. I went to the bathroom and got a towel and brought it to her.
"Honey," Laura said, "are you awake? Did you just understand what I asked for?"
Then it hit me, and I was fully awake. Laura had asked for a towel because her water had broken. The baby was coming!
I don't know why it is, but this former Army officer and now Police Lieutenant, able to lead in danger and under fire, turned into a jelly-kneed incompetent when faced with the impending birth of his baby. "Uh, okay, uh, I gotta get dressed, we gotta get dressed..." I was walking back and forth, trying to find clothes, nearly hyperventilating...
"Take a breath, darling." Laura admonished. Easy for her to say, she was already getting her clothes on as I ran around like a chicken with my head cut off...
---
At 4:30 in the morning, I watched as Laura delivered a smallish but healthy baby boy. He had come two weeks early, but was still six pounds, four ounces. His lungs certainly worked well as his cries filled the room. I felt the tears rolling down my cheeks: I was the proud father of a baby boy!
After the ritual cleaning and initial checks, the nurse handed my son to me. I couldn't believe how light he was, how tiny. But he was mine, my little boy!
I handed the baby to Laura with the nurses help, letting mother and son get to know each other for the first time. "What's his name?" the nurse asked. Laura just looked at me.
"James David." I said. James, after myself. And David... well, that's a story for another time...
---
At 6:00am, as Laura and little 'Jim' were taken to her hospital room, I headed to the waiting room to find Todd and Jeanine, Cindy, my mother, and the Chief waiting for me.
"It... it's a boy, Mom." I said. "It's a boy." My mother hugged me and we cried together, both knowing that this meant her husband and my father's name and line would continue for another generation.
Even the Chief was emotional as everyone gave me hugs. "There is nothing, nothing, like having a son, Don." he said. I knew he and his wife had had a male child, but knew nothing about his son.
"Welcome to the club." Todd said as he hugged me. After hugging Jeanine and Cindy, I began passing out the cigars. Real cigars. No candy cigars for the birth of my first son. Later that day I would visit Headquarters and pass out over 250 real cigars with little blue ribbons tied to them.
Later that evening, as Laura slept, I got to hold little Jim for a few minutes. As I looked at his tiny face, scrunched up in peaceful sleep, I knew I had a lot of work to do to make the world better when I left it to him. No, I might not be Superman and I couldn't do it all, but I knew that I was put in place to do a lot of good, and I silently promised my sleeping son that I would do so...
To be continued.
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Part 23 - The Crime Scene
At 6:00am on June 15th, I received a call on my cellphone just as I entered the Headquarters.
"Lieutenant, this is Deputy Strait in Coltrane County." said the voice on the other line. "My Sheriff is asking if you'd deputize yourself into the SBI and come down and help us. Two EMTs have been murdered on the Nextdoor County Highway near the Asylum."
"EMTs?" I asked, shocked. "Who'd want to kill EMTs?"
"That's what we're hoping you can help us with." Deputy Strait said. I replied that I and another SBI Reservist would be there as fast as we could. I went and got Cindy, who was just making coffee, and asked her to deputize herself and come with me. We changed clothes for an outdoor crime scene, and headed out to Coltrane County.
---
The Nextdoor County Highway, State Route 142, traveled southwest-to-northeast from Buford, the seat of Coltrane County; to Hillside, seat of Nextdoor County. I cut over on some farm roads and we came up upon the flashing lights of vehicles. The sun was now up, so we could see fairly well. We were permitted through a roadblock cutting off the section of the highway where the crime scene was, and I thought that I just might have to be impressed by Coltrane County Law's efficiency.
It was 6:30 am when we arrived, and Cindy and I were wearing identical black mock-turtleneck pullover shirts with sewn-in SBI Reserve badges on the front-left and "SBI" in big letters on the back, black 'parachute pants', and black military-style boots. We looked good. Damn good.
"Thanks for coming, guys!" said Deputy Strait. "Congratulations, Detective Ross, on the SBI appointment. Sheriff, Detective Ross is a 'boner-fied' celebrity from those Miss Physical America competitions. She was really great in those." Deputy Strait was young and a bit too talkative and overeager. I could also tell that he was attracted to Cindy, but he didn't realize she didn't play on his team.
By way of contrast, the new Sheriff of Coltrane County, Sheriff Sorrells, was a somewhat overweight man with an easygoing demeanor. Stereotypical rural sheriff. "Pleased to meet y'all." drawled Sheriff Sorrells. "If you can shed some light on this one, I'll be grateful. Just what the hell this is about, I don't understand."
An ambulance was parked by the side of the road. Two EMTs were lying on the road, one near the front of the ambulance, the other near the open back doors. The one near the front was a young black man, lean, clean shaven and possibly ex-military, and the one in back was also youngish, white, a bit overweight, with black hair and a thin beard and connecting sideburns. No, not Skinny Beard, this guy was younger.
Both had been shot in the head, execution-style, with a small caliber firearm. Professional-looking, all the way, I thought to myself.
"So how were you alerted to this crime?" I asked as I examined the bodies. The men had been shot in the back of their heads, execution-style. I also noted some burns on the neck of the white guy, likely cigarette burns. 
"Guy who works at the Asylum left for home and came up on this scene. He called the Asylum for help, and they called us." said Sheriff Sorrells. "Let me give you a little background: ambulances or police cars bring patients into the Asylum at night, so the patients can't see the lay of the land and try to escape-"
"Kinda like Parris Island; the Marine Corps brings their recruits in at night." interrupted Deputy Strait, a bit too eagerly.
"Sounds like a good plan." I said, trying to cover for Deputy Strait's impetuousness.
"Yeah, you may have heard of that raid on the Asylum by the FBI a couple of weeks ago." said the Sheriff. "One reason that worked so well was because the Asylum guards thought the cars were patients being brought in.
"Anyway, this ambulance brought in a patient about 2:00am. At 5:15, just as dawn was breaking, they left the Asylum, headed towards Nextdoor County. They radioed in to the Asylum that there was a car crash inside the 'no-stop' zone and that they were going to stop to help, and asked for backup. We have a County Police car at the Asylum strictly to enforce that 'no-stop' zone, and they were dispatched. They found the ambulance here, just as it is now. We've verified that these EMTs were the ones that brought that ambulance in and took it out, and they've been working for Nextdoor County for a little while now."
I was noticing the tire marks in the road as well as on the curbside near where the ambulance had stopped. Deputy Strait said that they'd already taken photos and tire impressions.
"Okay, it does look like they stopped to help an accident scene." I said, pointing things out to Cindy and the others in a manner of teaching. "Cars off to the side, ambulance parks in a way to protect the scene from other cars coming up. That's standard, and it confirms in my mind that these are real EMT drivers. So who was in the ambulance? Just these two dead guys?"
"As far as we know." said the Sheriff. "The Asylum said that no patient was being taken out of the place, and they didn't say anyone else was aboard."
I looked around the back of the ambulance. "Anything missing from back here that you can tell?" I asked.
"No, not that we know of." said Deputy Strait. "No obvious empty shelves, everything seems to be in its place, though I'm no expert."
I looked up the road, towards the southwest. The road gently but steadily moved uphill for quite a distance. "Deputy, how far would you guys say it is to the top of the hill? Cindy, your guess too." I asked.
"I'd say about half a mile." Strait said. Cindy agreed.
I handed Cindy the keys to my T&C Police SUV. "Cindy, I want you to drive slowly up this hill, taking note of the mileage. I'm going to stand on the running board and look at the road, so drive very slowly, okay?"
"Roger that." Cindy said.
"Deputy Straight, would you like to ride with us?" I offered.
"Yes sir!" exclaimed Strait. He climbed onto the running board behind me and we held on for dear life as Cindy drove slowly up the road. The light was getting better and better as we completed the trip. I noticed tire tracks, hoping they weren't all police cars overran other tracks.
"Wow, 0.7 miles." said Cindy as she parked at the top of the hill. "More than we thought." A Coltrane County Police car was stationed here, diverting motorists onto a dirt farm road going east, where they could pick up a farm road going north and get back to the highway past the point of the accident.
I began looking around, explaining to Cindy and Deputy Strait what I was looking at. "Okay, ambulance came up this road. Let's say they got right here to the top. Yeah, it's a ways, but you can see the cars in the distance, see their lights. Dawn was breaking, so there was probably just enough light to see the cars of the accident as they topped this hill."
"Let's just use our imaginations." I continued. "Let's say the ambulance saw the accident down below, stopped for a minute, then continued on down. They got to the scene, got out to help, and they were murdered. Now why would someone want them dead? Meanwhile, staying up here, let's look to see if they let someone out... ah yes, here you go, Strait!"
I pointed out to Strait and the other County Policeman the set of footprints. The men were impressed. "How'd you know to find those?" Strait asked. I said I'd tell him everything in a few minutes.
Cindy looked at the tracks and said "They're fresh. Looks like sneakers, and just the type of sneakers orderlies might wear at the Asylum."
"Yes." I said. "I'd say someone got out of the ambulance here and fled into the farmed field here. Probably ran to this dirt road everyone's detouring on, likely was picked up a distance down the way. Cindy, why don't you and this officer follow those tracks. I'll sit here and compare notes with Deputy Strait.
When we were alone, I asked Strait "Tell me about this new Sheriff, Sorrells is his name?."
"Yes, sir. He's great, he's like night-and-day compared to our old Sheriff. We're doing things better in every respect." said Deputy Strait, his fresh young face striving to be helpful.
"Yes, I noticed the efficiency of securing this crime scene. Is Sorrells honest? A good man?"
"As far as I know." said Strait. "This whole county is corrupt to the core, from our State Senator Allen to the County Commission to the Buford Town Council, so I don't think Sorrells is clean or he wouldn't have gotten the job. But I think he's okay, and he did let me call you, so that's a good thing."
"Yes it is. Thanks, Strait. Now let me stand here and think for a moment." I went into a reverie. I was thinking about an orderly that took shots at me during the Asylum raid, sensing the link between that incident and this crime here. I thought about what was going on at the Asylum, the total lack of accountability and control there. And then I remembered something, another road ambush that had failed, whereas this one had succeeded...
Some minutes later, Cindy and the officer returned. "Tracks led to the dirt road, there's spots of them here and there, but where that bridge crosses that irrigation canal, the farm road starts and there's no more prints." Cindy reported.
"Great job, guys." I said. "Let's rejoin the sheriff at the scene."
When we got back, the Crime Lab team, such as it was, were loading the bodies into vehicles to transport back to the morgue, and another EMT was going to drive the impounded ambulance back to the Coltrane County Police Department. I filled in the Sheriff on the found tracks. As the others left, the Sheriff asked "Anything you can tell us, Lieutenant?"
"First, I'd like to ask what you guys think. Anyone?"
"All I can think of is highway robbers." said the Sheriff. "But they didn't take anything when they could've taken the ambulance itself. And then again, you found tracks up there, so I'm still forming an opinion."
"Very good. Strait?" I asked.
"I don't know, sir, but the way they were shot suggests whoever stopped them meant to shoot them." said Strait.
"Excellent, Strait!" I said. "That's a great observation. Ross?"
"I'd have to say they were helping someone escape from the Asylum." Cindy said. "They let that person off at the top of the hill. Maybe the cars then chased and flagged down the ambulance, and shot the men to cover their trail. Now your turn, Don."
"Sheriff, how are your relations with the people at the Asylum?" I asked.
"Okay, though they're wary after that FBI raid." Sorrells said. "Strait, you're in pretty good with them, aren't you?"
"Yes sir." Strait said. "Some of them graduated high school with me."
I said "Strait, I'm going to email you a photograph of a known criminal. I'd like you to ask your friends at the Asylum if that man was an employee there. He might have been an orderly; I doubt he was patient, but if he wasn't an employee he might've posed as a patient." As I talked, I emailed Strait the photograph. He brought it up on his iPhone. Cindy saw it and gasped, then looked up at me.
"Yep." I said to Cindy, just nodding. "Strait, I also need for you to ask if anyone else was on the ambulance when it left, if the EMTs were giving an orderly a ride, for example. But check and make very sure it was either just these two dead men or if there were more persons aboard. Next: Detective Ross, do you remember the Bounel transfer?" I asked.
"Yeah... oh, yeah!" she said as she caught on. The Sheriff look mystified.
I said "Sheriff, a few months ago Ross and I transferred a prisoner from the City to our County. Along the way, there was a two-car accident on the road, and they tried hard to flag us down. We did not stop, as we were transferring the prisoner, but I radioed in for an ambulance to go there. When they got there just a few minutes later, they found nothing, nothing at all."
"Okay." said the Sheriff, trying to connect the dots in his head. "So what does that have to do with this crime?"
"I think the same thing happened here, and maybe by the same perps." I said. "To start from the beginning: I think the ambulance came out of the Asylum with a passenger in the back, an orderly who works there, whom the drivers knew and were helping. When they got to the top of that hill, they saw the accident scene here. They stopped, let their passenger out, then called in on the radio as they slowly approached the accident with lights flashing. The flashing lights would also help hide any view of the passenger escaping in the dim light.
"But once they got here, they were ambushed, and the people in the cars held them at gunpoint. I believe the perps were looking for the passenger. Not finding him, they tortured at least one of the EMTs with cigarette burns to get the info on the passenger, and I don't know how successful they were.
"Then they shot both EMTs dead and left their bodies here on the road as they drove away. One car came back up the hill and looked for the passenger. I have no idea if they found him, but I suspect not. The other car headed north, maybe to try to cut off the passenger by circling around."
"Well, Strait, you were right about this guy." said the Sheriff. "He's every bit as good as you said he'd be. Good job, Lieutenant. What you say certainly ties in with everything we've observed. Strait, take two deputies with you and go talk to the Asylum people. Lieutenant, I've just got one question: Do you know who the passenger was?"
"Sheriff, do you remember three murders in my County over the last two years by a young psychopath who also was a drug maker?"
"Vaguely." the Sheriff said. "I haven't been here that long, of course."
"I'll email you some reports." I said. "And I emailed you the picture I emailed Strait. This guy is armed, exceptionally dangerous, and if you catch up to him, please let me know immediately."
----
"Wow, I don't believe it." said the Chief two hours later as he, Cindy and I sat in his office. Deputy Strait had emailed that the Asylum confirmed that the man in the picture was an orderly there, and that he'd hitched a ride on the ambulance to get back into town.
"Yep." I said. "It makes sense. I was wondering how my nephew Ned was able to hide so well and yet have access to food. He was in the Asylum, as an employee. He apparently practically lived there, staying overnight every night, eating in the mess hall with the other staff and patients. Damn, that was a good hiding place!" I said, more than a little impressed with Ned's ingenuity.
"Yes, and he could get in and out with the ambulances, and no one the wiser." said Cindy. Just then Martin Nash peeked into the door and the Chief invited him in. He handed me a folder with some papers.
"You were right, Lieutenant." Nash said. "FBI facial recognition program came up with the Asylum ID." I could see it was my nephew's picture as I looked at it, hearing Nash continue: "He went by the name of 'Donald Kyle Irons' while there. Most of the other employees called him Kyle."
"Heh!" Cindy said. "The 'Donald' and 'Irons' are clearly shots at you, Don."
"Yep." I said. "Cute, verrry cute. Wonder where the 'Kyle' comes from? Hmm, says here in the file that he's been with the Asylum a little under two years. Probably forged paperwork, but we've recently found out how lax the Asylum is about their paperwork. If memory serves me correctly, after we brought Ned here to be arrested, Elizabeth got him out of the country to France. Looks like he came back about three months later, and took a job there."
I continued: "Says here he was hourly, paid just for the time he worked. He also took chunks of time off, saying he had to take care of his mother and uncle, who were in poor health. No doubt about that, though his bedside manner sucks." There may have been some sarcasm in my voice about that. "Strait said the other people there said he was there most of the time but occasionally took stretches of time off."
"Well, Crowbar," said the Chief, "it looks like you've stumbled upon Ned. Maybe we can get on his scent soon. But what about the two dead EMTs? How do they tie in?"
"If I may, Chief," Martin Nash spoke up, "It looks like those guys were dirty. Lot of money in their bank accounts, much more than normal EMTs. The black guy was a military man, honorably discharged. Got the EMT job straight out of the military, but the City Police had been watching him as a possible gangbanger. He fell off their radar though. The white guy had been an EMT in the past, but was fired from three jobs, twice for stealing drugs from ambulances, and once for general reasons of lateness, untidiness in appearance, and such. He's currently unemployed, so we think he was in with Ned."
"Who's 'we'?" Cindy asked. I love Cindy Ross, but sometimes she just asks that one question she shouldn't.
"Oh... myself and Sandra Speer." said Nash, blushing slightly. "She helped me compile this data."
"Good job, Martin." said the Chief, diverting the line the conversation was taking. "Alright, so they were dirty, helping Ned get in and out of the Funny Farm. So what was this ambush about, Crowbar?"
"I'm not sure." I said, my eyes boring into the Chief. He got the hint.
"Okay," said the Chief, "Don, Cindy, did you get any breakfast?" Cindy and I shook our heads 'no'. "Okay, I'll take you two to the Country Breakfast Diner now. Martin, keep up the good work with that data."
--
"Okay, sorry about asking that question in 'mixed company'." said the Chief as we ate our late breakfast. "So what is the ambush about?"
"As the two of you know," I said, "Ned worked under that CIA project that my wife and Dr. Heinz are overseeing. Once he went bad, he was not part of that project anymore. However, I believe that there is another group of CIA peeps with projects that want to bring Ned in... even by force. They want him to make drugs for them and their CIA applications."
"Were they the same group that tried to ambush us over Bounel?" Cindy asked.
"I think so." I said. "Same type of motif. They set it up to take Ned when he left the Asylum. After the FBI's raid there, these guys knew their chance to take Ned was diminished. So they lay in wait for him. When the ambulance came over the hill, I think they realized what was going down, just as I'd anticipated it in our Bounel transfer. They let Ned out, then went down to the accident scene. I'm sure the bastards in the cars were furious Ned wasn't there, and they tortured the two men before killing them."
"Do they want to kill Ned?" the Chief asked.
"No, they want to use him. If they catch him, though, he'll be a 'meth lab slave' to them. He knows it, too, so he's not playing their game. He knew what went down this morning, and I'm sure he's having to hide again."
"Think he'll go back to the Asylum?" Cindy asked.
"No, that's blown for him now." I said. "I think he's in our County now, and he may be poised to strike. We've gotta keep our eyes peeled, hard. And..." I paused, in a reverie. The Chief recharged his coffee mug, and Cindy was kind enough to feed her face and wait on me.



When I came back, I said "It just hit me that this group just made their move, too. It's about to hit the fan, and I'm going to have to make some moves of my own now. The time has come..."
---
"Can we take a walk?" Tanya Perlman asked me in the early afternoon of June 15th.
"Sure." I said. "But let me drive you to The Cabin." I drove Tanya up to The Cabin, and we sat on the back deck. 
"You know that Dr. Wellman and I are lovers?" asked Tanya. I nodded. "Well, he and I started up our relationship again in mid-March, and I see him once a week. Yesterday he told me some stuff, and he actually asked me to tell you about it." She began telling me the story...
---
"You have got to be kidding." Dr. Wellman said. He and Henry Wargrave were meeting with Dr. Bartholomew Scott.
"Mr. President, I truly believe Dr. Fredricson needs to go." said Scott. "She's in the works to retire from the Company, she just had her second child. She's out of our projects-"
"Let me see if I can get this across to you." said Dr. Wellman, with some emphasis, not letting Scott finish. "First of all, Dr. Fredricson has tenure. Second of all, she brings more grant money into this University than almost anyone, with the possible exception of Mr. Wargrave here, and that's even without your Government projects. She is respected and celebrated as a professor here, and- 
"That's part of the issue." said Scott. "The nature of her research is deviant sexual behaviors. It's controversial at best, and a big negative at worst. The money she brings in can be made up, especially by my people. We're looking to bring in more projects."
"Okay, Bartholomew, let me try to be clear one last time." said Wellman, who was getting irritated. "The culture today is far more accepting of her research than a few decades ago. Her research is groundbreaking, she gets published practically every week, certainly once a month. Controversial? Sure, but that's a good thing publicity-wise, and don't even try to tell me otherwise.
"Furthermore, I've told her she can stay here as the Department Head of the Psychology Department until the very day she dies, and that had better be decades from now. Last but not least, her husband is the best police officer in the State, and the parents like that; it makes them feel a lot safer about their daughters on our Campus while in the Iron Crowbar's county. No, Dr. Scott, and this is my final word, Dr. Fredricson is going nowhere."
"I respectfully think you're making a mistake." said Scott. "With Vicki Oldeeds in town, stirring up trouble, who knows what kind of scandal could happen."
"Bartholomew," said Wargrave, "I have to agree with Dr. Wellman about Dr. Fredricson's value to this University, the projects notwithstanding. Let's just table this discussion for now."
"I'm afraid that's not possible to do, Mr. Wargrave." Bartholomew Scott said, standing up to the billionaire. "My associates are very concerned about the situation. If the issue of Jonas Oldeeds' murder came out, it would be devastating for this University, as well as your precious Iron Crowbar. I don't know why you think he's so great when he is nothing but a puny ant. Now my people are ready to begin making moves, Mr. Wargrave, and you know that. It's time to weed out the trash and take care of the problems in this County. We're long overdue moving in and setting up here."
"I'm done here." said Wellman. He got up and walked out of the room.
"Bartholomew," said Wargrave, "You're becoming rash. You need to play the game much more quietly and patiently. This is not the way to do this."
"Look, we are making our move. Our window to get 'Mad Scientist' back into the fold is closing." said Scott, using his CIA cell's code name for Ned. "If we don't do it soon, we might miss our chance. I might also add that the mad scramble for some of the companies and technologies here is heating up. I don't know where the competition is coming from, but someone is moving on DynaCorp and we're still trying to find Olivet's secret. You know as well as I do what the stakes are for us, Henry."
"My name is 'Mr. Wargrave' to you, punk." Henry R. Wargrave stated, his face showing his displeasure at this little bastard's arrogance in using his own first name to him. "I suggest you learn your place. I call the shots here at the University, not you, and not Jody Corrigan."
"Well then, Mr. Wargrave, let me make things clearer for you." said Scott with an incredible show of bravado. "We love having you as a partner. But Corrigan calls the shots and you know it. Are you with us or not?"
Wargrave didn't answer. He simply got up and walked out, also. Scott just smiled, unafraid.
--
"What do you make of it?" Tanya asked.
"Thanks for telling me, Tanya." I said. "It means it's time for me to start making some moves and get this shit squared away. As soon as Pete's baby is born, you're back to solving crimes in my MCD unit. At your discretion, tell Wellman I'm on this shit about Dr. Scott."
Part 24 - Ultimate Revenge: The Rev. Jonas Oldeeds Solution
(Author's note: Please review 'The Case of the Murdered Lovers' Ch. 06 for a refresher of the three paternity tests. You may also wish to review all chapters of 'The Case of the Executed Evangelist' before continuing.)
June 22d. It was going to be one heck of a day in my life. The time had come, the time I had foreseen a year before, just not knowing when... and now I knew that today was that ultimate moment.
I heard the click of Laura's heels as she came onto the back deck of The Cabin in the early afternoon. I felt the briefcase between my ankles, all too aware of its presence.
"Back up here again?" Laura asked.
"It's a good place to talk where no one can hear us." I said. "And it's a good place to think... especially about all the unsolved problems we have around here."
"My goodness, what have you left unsolved, darling?" Laura said as she sat down by me in the love seat. "You've kicked Sergei Molotov to the kerb, you interdicted the Black Badge drug gang and rooted out the moles in your Police Department, you took care of the Kurchikov murder and drug ring, and I might add that your sister is now in State Prison where she most certainly belongs. You've almost completely cleaned up the PED problem in the University's athletic department, and you managed to catch Angela Harlan in the most brilliant manner that I've ever seen, if I do say so myself as your wife. What's left to solve?"
"Jonas Oldeeds." I replied, looking forward out over the town and letting my peripheral vision notice the slight changes in Laura's eyes and face. "The murder of Jonas Oldeeds is still open. And with all the crap going on with Vicki Oldeeds and Bartholomew Scott, I think it's finally getting time to finally clear the air about that one."
Laura paled just a little bit as I said that, and she replied "You essentially took care of the Vicki Oldeeds problem... twice... and I can handle Bartholomew Scott, who has already pissed off the University's president and our wealthiest, biggest donor. Besides, do you really have any idea who shot Jonas Oldeeds? You keep saying it wasn't the same team of 'wet boys' that tried to kill you."
"No, it's not the same person. Those losers that tried to kill me, who were associated with Bartholomew Scott, by the way, were dog crap compared to the tremendous abilities of Oldeeds' executioner."
Laura tried one last tactic: "Well, we did agree to agree that it was an Act of God, right? Certainly it was God's Justice, n'est pas?"
"No doubt about that." I said, watching the horizon, seeing a train just coming into view on the tracks from the West.
"Whoever did it, did us a huge favor, so let's just leave it at that... it was an Act of God." Laura insisted.
"Mmm hmm." I said. Yeah, Laura, I thought to myself, I'm sure I could press you, my darling wife, and you'd tell me the truth about what is going on in the CIA, of Dr. Scott's rogue group, the internecine battle going on. And if I pressed you, beloved mother of my children, you'd admit that the Oldeeds Empire is on the move and poised to help the rogue group gain ascendency in the Agency.
But it's time to get real, Laura. If I could defeat the Black Widow, don't you think I could tell who it was that murdered Oldeeds, and how? If you want to tell me that the execution of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds was an Act of God, by all means, tell me so. I'll love you and our children until the End of Time, my darling. But I know. I know the truth. It was not an Act of God. It was an Act of Melina.
Yes.
She was the best crack shot since the days of college. She could and did shoot a smiley-face at 50 yards at the range. She blew away four of Sergei Molotov's creeps in her gym without the blink of an eyelash. She's a 'wet boy' for the CIA, and I know about all that, also: she blew away the traitor Dr. Mays, she blew away the Chinese spy, she killed the Islamist terror-sympathizer, she waxed the Venezuelan drug distributor, she blew away the South Korean magnate and the traitor who was a mole within the Federal Reserve... all who were in league with this rogue CIA group you're fighting. She took out the dirty judge in the City. Why Oldeeds? I don't know. But it could only have been Melina from the emergency stairwell of her gym, which overlooked the Fairgrounds. She would've shot Elizabeth if I had let her. Eight hundred yards is nothing for her.
"Let it go, darling." Laura said, reading my mind.
"Not possible, my love." I said. Melina herself was walking up to us. She took a seat in one of the chairs next to us. She was wearing an off-white dress identical to Laura's, but was wearing high-heel black slides.
"Laura, it's obvious Don knows." Melina said. "And we need his help."
"Melina..." Laura said, trying to hold it together. "There's so much you don't know, either."
"Well, then, sweetheart," I said to Laura. "it's time to get all of our secrets out, n'est pas? I reached for the briefcase, and opened it.
"What are you talking about?" Laura asked, her face changing to shock as I handed the paperwork to Melina. I looked back at my wife, knowing that this was right, no matter how pissed Laura would be at me.
"The third paternity test." I said, my eyes locking with Laura's. After a second of recognition, my wife reached across me and tried to grab the report, but it was too late; Melina wasn't about to give those pieces of paper up as she read them, the look of understanding and shock growing on her face.
I stood up and walked back inside the house, leaving the two women to come to grips with the knowledge that they were full-blood sisters...
Part 25 - Truth and Love
At the same time, Cindy Ross approached the door to the basement of the "Mountain Nest". Phyllis answered her knock and said "I've been expecting you, my dear. Please, come in."
"Why have you been expecting me?" asked Cindy.
"I've observed over the last few weeks that you've become more stressed." said Phyllis. "And I suspect it's over the same things bothering my son and his wife, though neither will say anything about it."
"I doubt Don knows about this." Cindy said as she sat down at Phyllis's invitation.
"Why don't you tell me all about it," Phyllis said, "and we'll find a solution together."
Cindy did not know why she had come to trust Don's mother about these things, but she was very aware that Phyllis's insights were at least equal to Don's, if not better, and that Phyllis could help where Don might not be able to. And Phyllis's solution in capturing Eleanor Burke was still a 'thing of beauty' in Cindy's mind, despite the asschewing she'd gotten from Don about it.
"Well, I did mention this to Don once." Cindy said. "He told me to explore it on my own time, and I got the feeling he was two steps ahead of me. It's about Jack Muscone." Cindy then explained how Jack was at every location of various murders, such as the Red Chinese spy in San Francisco, the South Korean magnate in Las Vegas, a Federal Reserve accountant in Denver, and so on.
"But as I checked airline records," Cindy said, "two more names popped out as being at all those locations and in Athens, Georgia when an Islamic professor was poisoned.
"Ah, let me guess:" said Phyllis. "A certain Professor of Psychology and Sexual Studies and her lovely assistant... who was once my daughter-in-law."
"How'd you know?" Cindy asked, astonished.
"I didn't." said Phyllis. "But you're here talking to me because you feel like you can't talk to my son. And who is the only person you feel you cannot talk to Don about? His wife, of course, and that's very understandable. And of course Melina goes on these trips when Laura does, so it's not too great a feat of logic to guess their names."
"Yes, you are indeed 'Mycroft' to Don's 'Sherlock'." said Cindy. "The problem is that Melina is my partner in the gym and she's the wife of the guy we want to win the Sheriff's race. Vicki Oldeeds made an appearance in Town, and the Vice Squad's confidential informants lit up like Christmas trees with information about the contacts the Oldeeds Organization were quietly making. And one thing they're working hard on... is who killed Jonas Oldeeds."
"Say no more." said Phyllis. "I think we both know where this is heading. So allow me to suggest some potential solutions to you..."
---
I sat alone on one of the sofas in the greatroom of The Cabin for a very long time as Melina and Laura talked. Finally, I saw them stand up, hug each other, and come inside.
"How you knew, I'll never understand." said Melina as the two women stood before me, side-by-side. "But now we're going to find out if you can handle two sisters at one time." At that, I watched as both women began stripping, removing their dresses. Once naked except for their high-heels, the two gorgeous beauties approached me.
"You, sir, are badly overdressed." Laura said as the women eased down beside me, Laura on my left, Melina on my right. I was a bit shocked at their reaction; I was half-expecting them to gang up and whip my ass.
"We have some celebrating to do," said Melina, "and we know just the way to do that." With that, my ex-wife placed her hand on my cheek, turned me to face her, and pressed her lips against mine in a warm kiss.
Fire flew through my soul as the familiar taste and feel of Melina's mouth on mine coursed through me, the memories flooding me as well as the warmth and pleasure of the kiss. I'd not really forgotten just how good Melina's kisses were, but this was one hot reminder.
At the same time, Laura was unbuckling my pants, and I eased my ass up to let her slide my pants and underwear down my legs as my tongue twined hotly with Melina's. Some part of my mind was shrieking 'This is crazy!!' but I chose not to listen to it and submitted to the sexual charms of these incredibly hot women.
"Mmmm!" I moaned into Melina's mouth as the warm, wet sensation of Laura's mouth engulfing my throbbing cock flowed through my loins. This was one of my favorite sensations of all time: kissing one woman while being fucked or sucked by another beautiful babe.
Laura got Melina's attention to come share my throbbing meat. "Mmm, come taste this, darling." I heard my wife say. Looking down, I saw as I felt Melina kiss my balls while Laura sucked just the swollen head of my cock, then Melina began licking and kissing up my shaft as Laura relinquished my Weapon of Lust to her sister's hot, hungry mouth.
Laura then sat up and held her face up within inches of mine. I got the hint and kissed my wife's mouth, driving my tongue over hers. I felt Laura's tongue wrap around mine as our mouths pressed in a hot, hard kiss. I slid my left hand behind Laura's back and pulled her to me, feeling her large breasts and steel-hard nipples pressing into my left side. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Laura's left hand caressing the top of Melina's head as my ex-wife deep-throated my cock, taking all of it into her face and sucking as hard as she could as her lips slid up my taut, throbbing shaft.
After long minutes of making out with Laura while Melina sucked my cock, my wife kissed her way down my body back to my prick. I felt Melina suck one of my aching balls into her warm mouth, sucking gently but firmly as Laura's mouth slid down my throbbing cockshaft, devouring my male meat as if she were a starved prostitute on payday. The beautiful women were giving me one hell of a double-decker blowjob, and soon their lips were sliding up and down my shaft simultaneously. This was pure heaven.
I noticed that they were increasingly sucking or kissing my cock right where each other's mouths were. And soon my surprised eyes witnessed their lips lock in a wet lesbian kiss. It was the first time I'd ever seen Melina do anything like this with another woman, and the initial shock gave way to a sensation that I should've known for years, known all along that my ex-wife was a hotly bisexual woman...
---
On the sheet covering the floor of the main room in front of the sofas, I was lying on top of Melina. My bare cock was slicing in and out of her tight wet cunt as I fucked my ex-wife with all the power I could muster. Melina was resting on Laura's thighs, and all I had to do was raise my head in order to suck my wife's luscious, heavy, milk-filled breasts, which I eagerly did on several occasions.
"Unnnh, uhhh, I'm getting close..." I gasped as I pumped Melina ferociously. I felt her wrap her lovely legs tightly around me, her heels pressing into my ass to urge me on. "OH GOD!! UHHH!!" I exclaimed as the intensely wonderful pain built up and then exploded, my cock firing long, thick ribbons of hot, ropy jism deep into her clutching cunt.
"You must be pregnant." I whispered to Melina as we cuddled.
"Yes, I am. How did you know?" she asked as her hands caressed me.
"You let me fuck you bareback and then let me come in you." I said as I nuzzled her neck.
"Get off, I want to eat her pussy." Laura commanded as Melina and I struggled to catch our breaths. I managed to roll off, and just watched as Laura practically dove into Melina's spermy snatch and began licking deeply into her sopping wet hole.
"Mmmmf!" I heard Laura moan. She withdrew her head for just a second, and I saw that her lips were glossy with my semen and her sister's juices. "This is so fucking delicious." Laura mewled, then dove face-deep into Melina's cunt again. I managed to get up and sit on my knees over Melina's head. I grabbed her lovely legs and pulled them back, giving Laura better, deeper access to Melina's quim. I let the tip of my half-hard cock rub Melina's mouth and chin. She got the hint and began licking and sucking my cockhead as I brought first one sexy foot and then the other to my mouth.
It'd been some time since I'd had the pleasure of kissing, licking and tonguing Melina's elegantly shapely feet, and I indulged, letting my tongue lick along the veins on the tops of her feet, sucking her toes and especially enjoying the heels of her feet, which I orally worshipped with intense passion. I felt my cock stirring, getting harder, longer and thicker.
"Oh that looks good!" Laura said. She'd looked up over Melina's body and saw me teabagging my ex-wife, dipping my nuts onto her mouth and feeling her tongue lash them and suck one at a time into her mouth...
---
The sun was getting redder and lower in the sky as Laura turned and mounted Melina in a soixante-neuf, their tongues finding and pleasuring each other's pussies. I watched until my aching nuts and throbbing cock could take no more, then eased up behind my wife's gorgeous, upturned ass. The mouthwatering heart shape of Laura's derriere filled my eyes as I dipped and let my cockhead catch her swollen cuntlips. Melina helped fit it in and I drove forward, hearing as well as feeling the intense heat of Laura's sopping cunt.



I began fucking my wife with long, deep strokes. And as I fucked her, I realized that as good as Melina was, fucking Laura was the absolute most intense, most special and most wonderful feeling in the whole world; nothing could compare to making love to and fucking the woman I truly most deeply loved.
I began sliding my meat out of Laura's cunt and into Melina's mouth, letting my ex-wife taste her sister's juices coating my meat mixed with the flavors of my own throbbing member. When Melina was orgasming, I'd fuck Laura, and when Laura was coming I'd shove it into her as hard as I could until she screamed. I could feel Melina's tongue licking my balls and the connection where my cockshaft was sliding along Laura's stretched, penetrated cuntlips. I felt my climax welling up inside me, the tightness then the pain followed by the mind-blowing release...
---
It was some time later, the sun nearly set. The three of us were sitting on the floor, our backs resting against the couch that was back against the wall. I was between the women, their bodies pressed up to mine. We were still naked, except for Laura still wearing her high heels, sipping wine.
"Okay, Don," said Melina, "how did you know Laura and I were sisters?"
"I first realized it when we first came here, delivering Ned to the police." I replied. "I remember seeing Laura for the first time and thinking how great it would be if you looked like that when you reached her age. And then it hit my subconscious that you would look like that. Over time, as I watched you both, I idly wondered if you weren't somehow related, and when the opportunity to test my theory came up, I took it."
"Three tests, three home runs." Laura said. "But now I have to ask... why did you reveal this to us now? Especially the part about Jonas Oldeeds... couldn't you have let that sleeping dog lie?"
"No... I had to act now." I said. "I'm very afraid of what this Bartholomew Scott is doing. He tried to get you fired, Laura- oh yes..." I had noted my wife's eyes flash fire as I'd said that; she was surprised- and angry.
"And with Ned somewhere in the area, and Scott and his rogue CIA cell trying to find him, I suspect some serious shit is going to go down." I said. "So I wanted everything out in the open for the time it all goes down. No secrets... well, until Melina tells me exactly why she blew Oldeeds away. I understand the others, but why him?"
"First, how did you know it was me?" Melina inquired.
"Oh, that was too easy." I said. "I knew for sure when we came to your gym the day after the shooting. You and Todd were painting those boards from gray to black, and you were a bit hasty in explaining what you were doing with them. I realized that you'd been on the fire escape balcony, and those boards were shielding you; anyone in the road would hopefully have the optical illusion at that far angle that they were seeing the gray wall of the building. Not too shabby an idea, and it worked, but that had to be the only place the shots could've come from, and you were the only person I knew of in the State, much less the County, that could pull off that shot... and twice at such speed."
"And you didn't say anything?" Melina asked.
"Why should I?" I said. "Oldeeds had that coming, and I certainly lost no sleep over his death... not to mention you're my ex-wife and I still love you, though in a different way than when we were married. Of course... I didn't let you shoot my sister; she's a reprehensible woman, but she's still my blood kin."
"Oh, you knew I was there?" Melina said, this time really surprised.
"And watching us through the sights of your rifle. Why do you think I was wearing armor?" I asked. "Imagine how many ex-wives would've loved to have had their ex-husbands in their sights like that..." Both women laughed at that. "Okay, so why did you shoot the bastard?"
Melina shifted slightly and I noticed her eyes getting a faraway look as she stared forward, toward the fireplace and the kitchen door. It was Laura that began.
"Our parents, our birth parents," Laura said, "were CIA agents themselves, in the days the Iron Curtain was still up and the Cold War was going on. They were in East Germany and were betrayed to the East German Stasi. Dr. Heinz tried to hide them and help them get out, but they were found... and they were executed."
"I was 13 at the time, and Melina was just a few months old." Laura continued. "She never really knew her birth parents. I was taken care of by a woman, now an older woman, who trains agents at Langley and other secret locations. Her name is so highly classified that I cannot speak it out loud, and won't, of course.
"Anyway, a couple of years later I found out that a very young Jonas Oldeeds, who at the time was working with his uncle's relatively small ministry, was beginning his underage-girl-trafficking business. I joined the CIA to attempt to infiltrate his ring. I was already interested in sexual studies, and wasn't exactly a virginal innocent girl even then. And the CIA put me through some, shall we say, rigorous training that every agent that goes out of country must go through. But I never could get the goods on him, and then other agents took over... agents that were murdered by Oldeeds."
Melina then joined in. "I was adopted by another couple. They'd been friends of my birth parents and promised to take care of me if something happened to them, to my parents. They adopted me formally and I lived with them."
"They were the agents Laura just mentioned." Melina continued. "Someone, and I think it was Jonas Oldeeds or his thugs, sent four niggers to rape my mother in front of me, and they nearly killed her. And then, when I was sixteen, Oldeeds had my parents assassinated. In cold blood. When I heard that story of young Mike being killed, possibly by Vicki Oldeeds, it sounded a lot like the way my parents were ambushed and murdered. And it was obvious that it was Oldeeds behind it."
Melina said "I swore revenge on the bastard, but he kept out of the way, often going overseas on missionary tours and such. He also had bodyguards and kept himself well protected; he was no fool in knowing that he was being hunted."
Laura said "It was at that time I contacted her and recruited her, telling her we could help her find and kill Oldeeds in exchange for her doing 'wet jobs' for us. At first she didn't want to do it, but then she came to college where I was, and began working with me in my sexual studies. I knew what a great shot she was, and in doing psychological work with her I saw that she was very capable of being a 'wet boy' for the Company. But then she met you, Don, and that made my recruiting of her much more difficult."
Melina chimed in "After we got married and you were doing your stints of military training, Laura convinced me to at least train for the job. I didn't have to go through all the shit she did, I was not really meant to be a full-time agent or such, just a deeply buried mole, so to speak, that would do wet jobs from time to time."
"Did you know Melina was your sister?" I asked Laura.
"Yes, but not right away." Laura said. "I found out a few years later, after Melina had settled down with you and was pretty much out of my life. What happened was that after a couple of missions while you were on Reserve training, I discontinued being Melina's handler. We drifted apart and talked less and less, and of course I took my professorial 'sabbatical' to Europe with my first husband while he was assigned to NATO. I did several missions in Europe, and also brought Dr. Heinz and Nurse Anya's mother out of Europe and back to the States."
Laura added "I did consider telling Melina about our birth parents, and probably would have at some point in time. But I was in a real dilemma about it: she considered her adoptive parents as her 'real' parents, she never knew her birth parents nor me as her sister. So I just let things go for the time being..."
Melina said "And then all this stuff with Todd and Ned began happening, and I called Laura when we needed advice on handling that situation... and here is what it has come to."
"So that's why you looked at Oldeeds the way you did at my father's funeral." I said, remembering.
"Yes," Melina said, "that's what got me back on Oldeeds's trail. The Company had decided not to have the energy to pursue him; I think there are some bad people in the Agency trying to work with Oldeeds, but I was having none of that shit. I wanted to find a way to kill him in Apple Grove, but I had no real chance."
"I have to admit stopping her, too." said Laura. "And neither I nor the Company authorized the hit on Jonas. That was her own doing, not that I'm complaining."
"No, there was no way in hell that Jonas Oldeeds was going to survive me, especially when he came to this Town." Melina said, her eyes jet with the intensity of her purpose. "I wasn't going to let him leave alive, even if I had to die... as long as he died first, and by my hand. I swear to God I felt my adopted parents on the balcony with me when I fired the shots."
In the lull that followed, as it grew dark in the unlighted room, I said "Well, let's go take a shower together and then we'll all go and tell Daniel that he has a new sister-in-law..."
To be continued.
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Part 26 - Escape
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" came the familiar voice of the beautiful redhead at 7:00am. It was the morning of June 23d. "Channel Two News has learned that there has been an escape from the State Asylum overnight. Three women are reported to be missing, and have not been found anywhere on the grounds of the facility. The names of the women are Gloria Cagle, Tammi Edmonds, and Eleanor Burke!"
Everyone in the room bolted upright as Eleanor's name was mentioned. Bettina continued with her report: "Eleanor Burke was incarcerated in the Asylum just a few weeks ago, after her attempt to assassinate noted University professor Dr. Laura Fredricson. Gloria Cagle was committed to the Asylum six months ago, and Tammi Edmonds has been inside the facility for over three years. Authorities are trying to determine how the women escaped, and also if Cagle and Edmonds were women who were 'disappeared' into the Asylum and their records conveniently lost..."
--------------------------
At 10:00am the Chief called me into his office. "I just got off the phone with Tom Conlan." he said. "The three women got out the same way your nephew did. This time it was a minivan that left just after midnight, supposedly taking several employees back to Buford after the evening shift. The three women were in the back of the van, as if they were employees. They weren't in the prison garb they normally have to wear, but regular clothes."
"Damn, you'd think the Asylum would figure it out after the Ned escape." I said.
"Yeah, Conlan is pissed, and so is the Governor." said the Chief. "Apparently the employees on the inside have no desire to change their ways, and it's going to be a while before the mess can truly be cleaned up. They've got some new people that they're working into the place, but it's like Hercules and the Augean Stables and it's moving slowly. But Conlan says the Governor has authorized him to post agents just outside the facility on the roads, and to check every single car going in or out."
"Not that anyone wants to hear it, but I've got a better idea." I said. "Send all of the women to State Women's Prison, put them in the isolation ward until a hospital can be built for them. Then the Asylum can become a men's prison and mental hospital."
"I'll tell the Governor your suggestion when he calls me back. But all that's not why I called you in here, Crowbar." said the Chief. "First, I wanted to tell you that the description of the driver of the minivan was that of a slender young man with wispy brown hair and glasses. Since there are new people there, they only recognized him after they were shown a picture of Ned. Secondly, I want to hear your views on these three women that just escaped and what's going on with this thing."
"Someone broke them out." I said. "The question is, who broke them out and why these three? Here's what I have on them so far:
"Gloria Cagle is 33 years old, white with brown-black hair. She's been a prostitute and stripper in the Tenderloin District since she was eighteen, if not longer. She's managed to hang around in that industry because she had a smoking hot body and is still popular at the strip club she works at, or worked at until she was committed to the Asylum. She does some drugs, and is known as the mistress of a black man named 'T-Mac', who is one of the lieutenants of the rapper and gang leader 'T-Square'. The unofficial word is that 'T-Mac' likes Gloria because she gives great head, so he's been keeping her, and she appears with him at the clubs he frequents."
"I'm not even going to ask how you find out little tidbits like that," said the Chief. "but I wonder about their relevance. So why is she in the Asylum?"
"There is relevance, and I will show it shortly, sir." I said. "It's not as unimportant as you might think. Anyway, she was in the Asylum because late last year Sergeant Sharples and Tim Geiger of Vice noticed she was attending a lot of high school and even junior high school basketball games, and she was meeting with the players. They thought she might be trying to sell drugs at the events or to the players for 'T-Mac', but then it was discovered that she was meeting the all-too-young players to entice them into bed, and apparently very successfully. That got her arrested and charged with several crimes, including contributing to the delinquency of minors, and it got her a psychological examination and a ticket to the Asylum."
"Tammi Edmonds is white with dirty blonde hair that she dyes lighter, and she is in her late 30s to early 40s, we're not exactly sure. She's very short and slight. She was also a prostitute and was considered low-end and low-class, really really skank stuff. She finally got to where she'd hang out at fraternity parties and pull a train almost every night, just to get food, a shower and a little bit of money from the fraternity members.
"The interesting thing is that she was not known to use drugs, which is why her entry into the Asylum was strange: apparently three years ago she went on a bender, was picked up by police, and was mistakenly diagnosed to have psychological problems. She was sent to the Asylum, and she is one of those that might have been swallowed up by the broken system. Her family reported her missing about three months after she was committed to the Asylum, but the police never made the connection."
"Or she was sent there by someone like Nathan Allen did Kearns." said the Chief, astutely making the connection.
"Yes sir, that's very possible." I said. "It's also possible some fraternity punk drugged her and left her to be found by the police, maybe even helped the police find her and take her away."
I continued: "The relevance about Gloria, Chief, is that I'm trying to determine the reason that those three, and only those three, were broken out of the Asylum, and your information about Ned being the driver gave me an important clue. I think Gloria might have been sprung by 'T-Mac'. He could have wanted her rescued, and saw the opportunity to pay someone to get her out. Again, she must have one hell of a mouth if that's true."
"Stop that." said the Chief. "So you think Eleanor Burke's husband paid to get her released? What about Tammi Edmonds?"
"No data at all yet on Tammi." I said. "I was speculating that her family heard of the Asylum problems in the news, investigated and found her there, and paid to have her brought out. But that's sheer speculation, I have no data to support it.
"As to Eleanor, what you might not know is that after bequeathing his company to Todd and Jeanine Burke, Michael Burke retired and went out of state to a home on Lake Avengi-Nunagan. Nice area up in the mountains, but what Todd told me was that Michael's personal secretary resigned from the company and apparently is now living with Mr. Burke up there, and Mr. Burke asked Jeanine to start up divorce papers from Eleanor. So I don't think he's the one that wanted Eleanor out."
"Your wife knows Eleanor has escaped?" the Chief asked.
"Yep. I called her when I heard Bettina's news report." I said. "The Campus Police are watching the Psychology Building and escorting her around on campus, which is irritating the shit out of her. She's keeping the kids in the nursery room behind her office, and God have mercy on anyone that tries to get to them by going through their mother. By the way, Cindy called my mother, so she's aware also."
"So," I finished, "I think Ned took money from 'T-Mac' and maybe from the Edmonds family... I suspect he needs some operating cash pretty badly right now."
"Make sense." said the Chief. "but why Eleanor, if Michael is not paying him? Surely your nephew Todd is not paying Ned to spring Eleanor?"
"Noooooooo, I think we can safely rule that out." I said, wondering if the Chief was needling me or not. "As to why? I'm not really sure, though I think it's for Ned's purposes rather than Eleanor's. I'm not convinced Eleanor broke out to take another shot at my wife, though it's possible. As you said, she's Todd's stepmother, and Ned is the one who broke her out. Not too hard to connect some dots here. I think Ned is going to try some trick using Eleanor."
"That's all we fucking need." the Chief said. "You're not the only one that's worried about what your bastard nephew might do, especially after he kidnapped three children just to get a shot at you, which fortunately failed. The Council is on pins and needles about Ned, especially with this being an Election year."
"Yes sir," I said, "and they have every right and reason to be scared."
Part 26 -New Campus Police
"Well, Don, you can either resign or I'll have to fire you."
Those words were spoken to me by Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Dexter Robinson on the morning of June 25th. It wasn't nearly as badly as it sounded.
"The official line is that our I.T. services are being brought into the overall University campus computers system, and that system is served by a private firm contracted to handle the job. So your position is being phased out." said Commissioner Robinson.
"How's the security on the new system?" I asked.
"Not as bad as I originally thought." said Robinson. "These guys have had military contracts and done FBI work; they have security clearances as opposed to just background checks. Furthermore, the professors around here are more secretive about their work than the Government; if that system weren't secure, they wouldn't accept it."
"Well, sounds like my usefulness is at an end." I said, not really sorry about it. I'd done my job as I.T. chief of the Campus Police to the best of my (considerable) abilities, but it was getting tougher to find the time to do it. The Campus Police now had good equipment and good servers, they'd be in good hands, and I could concentrate on Town & County Police matters. The Council was also 'allowing' me to push for more County jurisdiction on campus, and while I legally could not be an SBI Reservist inside my own County, that didn't stop me from playing one on TV, so to speak.
"So," I said, "what's the unofficial story?" I asked, knowing there was one.
"Political move by the SBI and by Professor Bartholomew Scott." said Robinson. "Scott brought it up to some of the Regents, behind Dr. Wellman's back, I might add. They agreed your position was superfluous. And SBI Director Jack Lewis was pushing hard with legislators in the State, saying that was an area we could save lots and lots of money by eliminating your position. I know you know there's about to be a full-blown war in Midtown over the SBI; they gave Lewis this piece of candy to keep him in line until the next session of the Legislature."
"So what helps you?" I asked. "Resignation?"
"That would keep it tidy for both of us." Robinson said. I quickly wrote a note on my iPad and sent it though the 'cloud' to his printer, then signed the written copy.
"It is with the greatest reluctance that I accept this, but not until July 1st." said Robinson. "Chief Griswold has agreed to make a couple of hours available to you every afternoon until then to transition with the new IT guys. Just between you, me and the lamppost, they know you're an ex-military man that can be trusted, and you'll be given a stipend by the University as a consultant to them. They will teach you what they're doing so that you can... fill in and help out... on an 'as needed' basis, of course."
Commissioner Robinson had just told me that he'd arranged for me to have 'backdoor' access to the University's computers. For that, I was grateful.
"By the way, our new Lieutenant wants you to drop in before you leave." said Robinson. That brought up a flashback of a memory...
-----------------------
"Thanks for coming, Don." said University President Wellman as I entered his office on the morning of June 3d, just after I'd met Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart on Promontory Point. Also in the room was Commissioner Robinson, who robustly shook hands with me. He was wearing his 'duty dress' uniform, looking very sharp as always. I was actually in plainclothes on this day, though I'd gotten into the habit of wearing uniforms that showed off my Lieutenant rank... which saved time on questions when people saw the silver bars on such a young man's shoulders.
"We'd like you to look over these candidates to fill Cpt. Maxwell's spot. The candidate will be brought in as a Lieutenant." said Commissioner Robinson. He handed me six folders and I began looking through them.
"Hmmm, no, that one's an SBI mole." I said, handing one folder back to Robinson, who looked as if it were a rattlesnake about to bite him. The person inside was just as insidious; in fact, I'd rather deal with a real rattlesnake than that person.
"Oh wow... Harlow? Lt. Harlow from Town & County PD?" I asked as I examined another file.
"Yes, she applied for the job." said Wellman. "Of course you're keeping it in confidence that she applied and is being considered, but she's one of the choices we wanted your opinion on." Wellman was saying he didn't want any retaliation against Harlow for applying. I didn't play those games, so they had nothing to worry about on that score.
"She's in Personnel and Records." I said. "Does a good job there, but not the slightest bit of field experience. Why does she want this job?"
"Maybe money, or a shot at Captain." said Robinson. "We thought she was impressive in the interview, but as you said, no field experience. We're concerned about that aspect of it, especially when it comes to teaching cadet officers."
"What about these others?" asked Dr. Wellman.
"Hmm, I don't know this guy, but his record doesn't look impressive.... oh... now this one... oh yeah...." I realized that the men were staring at me; I'd been thinking internally for a moment. "Yes. Yes, I think this one is your choice, gentlemen." I said, handing the Commissioner the folder.
"Why do you think he wants to give up his current slot?" asked Robinson, peering just a little too hard at me.
"Looks like he wants to teach, from what I'm reading here." I said. "And he'd have to get a position like this one to do that. There's also been some changes in the department he is in now; he may just feel it's time to move on to new pastures. If it were my call, he'd be your man. I have a good feeling about it..."
----------------
Back to the present, I knocked on the door of the office that was once Britt Maxwell's.
"Come in!" I heard, and entered the room. Campus Police Lieutenant Bill Hanson, formerly of the Town & County Police Internal Affairs Department, eased his bulky frame out of the chair behind the desk with surprising spryness to greet me.
"Hi, Bill." I said. "How's the new job?"
"Wonderful!" said Hanson. "I always wanted to teach, and it's really fun watching these cadet police officers learn. I have to teach at the Police Academy also, but its a cross worth bearing." He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial near-whisper. "Actually, I love teaching there, too, but don't tell anybody."
"I won't." I said, laughing as I sat down. "I'm hearing you're doing well here in Captain Maxwell's old job, also."
"She ran a tight ship, really great, and it's not hard at all to keep things going." Lt. Hanson said, returning to his seat.
I said "I never did ask, but I was curious: why did you leave I.A. with us? You seemed happy there."
"Oh, I was. That was a good job, but I always wanted to teach." said Hanson. "I couldn't come out of I.A. and take a Technical Sergeant teaching job; I.A. rules forbade me from taking another job in the TCPD unless it was the Chief or Deputy Chief job, so when this slot came open, I went for it."
A Technical Sergeant rank in the TCPD was a three-chevron-two-rockers rank, like that of a Sergeant First Class in the Army. Such ranks were only given to Senior Sergeants nearing retirement or Police Academy teachers, and was pretty much ceremonial and a rank given in exchange for teaching younger officers from one's vast amount of experience. We had no Technical Sergeants on the Force at this time.
"A little bird told me that you gave me a positive review; I appreciate that." Hanson said.
"Oh, I think it's a great fit for you." I said. "Though Curly Goodwin is pissed off that he's lost you."
"Curly is a good man, but his sphincter is as tight as a Navy Petty Officer's." said Hanson. For some reason, I was reminded of Detective Sergeant Wes "Coldiron" Masters of the Midtown Police Department.
"So the Commissioner said you wanted me to drop in." I said. "What can I help you with?"
"It seems that one SBI Agent Steven Ikea is trying to make trouble for us." Hanson began. "Let me start at the beginning: The SBI sent a letter 'requesting' copies of the case files of the recent Vicki Oldeeds rape case. I brought it to Commissioner Robinson, who took it and me to see Dr. Wellman. They wrote a letter and jointly signed it, stating that the SBI's intrusion into that case was unneeded, unwarranted, and unwelcome, and that they, the SBI were to stay out of it."
"Well, that didn't go over well at all, and the next thing I know, Agent Ikea is standing in front of my desk with a Court warrant, demanding all of our evidence, including the forensic data and semen samples found at the scene. Well, the warrant was legitimate, not that Asylum bullshit stuff, so we provided the materials for him."
I felt a small knot in my stomach as I asked as nonchalantly as I could "So what happened?"
"A couple of days ago the SBI lab informed us that the forensic samples were spiked with clorox and were therefore destroyed." said Lt. Hanson. "Ikea accused us of damaging the samples, which our lab and of course this Campus Police Department strongly denied. The Court got involved and demanded a full investigation and explanation, and the SBI was about to go public to the Media with their accusation.
"However, the University's legal counsel, one of the lawyers at the University Law School, a Dr. John D. Clifford, wrote and filed a legal opinion with the Court that the evidence chain-of-custody was good... until the point in time that Ikea took it without signing for it or keeping controls over it. So it technically is all on him. The SBI backed off on the war of words, and of course they held back from going to the Press. But Ikea is still upset and is calling for an investigation of us."
"To be led by the SBI's new Inspector, one Britt Maxwell." I said, mostly to myself, seeing the pattern. "Oh... that's right, she was sitting at this desk just weeks ago, could hardly be fair and impartial, so Ikea can try to worm in here with someone else, and thus undermine Inspector Maxwell within the SBI, as well as gain ascendancy over you guys here on campus. Yes, I'm beginning to see the pattern, here..."
"You think Ikea spiked the samples, just to do that?" Hanson asked, astonished.



"Maybe, but maybe not." I said. "Ikea was a big fan and supporter of Jonas Oldeeds; I suspect he really wanted to find out who raped Mrs. Oldeeds. He's not really one for political intrigue, either. Talk about straightlaced with a tight sphincter!"
"Except when he was beating the shit out of handcuffed drug perps in your interrogation rooms. But I have to say this: I never was that good at the politics of it all, myself." said Lt. Hanson, "Word is that you are the bee's knees on stuff like that, not to mention what Allgood thought you did to Ikea at Headquarters that night. So what do we do with the bozo?"
"Ahhhh...." I said. "Bill, let me show you some footage... of planted evidence in the Athletic Department offices..."
As Bill Hanson watched the evidence tape of Ikea and Ferrell 'finding' the planted evidence, I took the time to think about it. So Ikea wants some vengeance, eh? I thought. With the upcoming showdown with Ned looming, the last thing I needed was to have to deal with 'the SBI's (least) finest'...
Part 27 - Judgement Day
The next day, June 26th, I was sitting on the back deck of The Cabin as the sun was lowering over the Town and the western farms across the River and the train tracks. Somewhat to my surprise, Chief Griswold had said he wanted to come up to see me and talk in a place of privacy after work, so I had invited him up. After pouring him a glass of his favorite bourbon, and a single-malt Scotch for myself, we began our discussion.
"The Governor wants to meet you." said Griswold. "We'll go down there soon, probably in August. He's a good friend of mine, and actually believes all the good things I've told him about you. You need to meet him and get on his good side... for the time after I'm retired or gone."
"Hopefully that won't be for a long time." I said, meaning it.
The Chief replied "We may both be somewhere else if Allgood doesn't start making some inroads, which is another thing I wanted to tell you about." said the Chief. "His campaign is doing well, he does well in his speeches and people like him, he's getting money pretty decently... but Katherine Woodburn at KXTC is still actively working against him, despite the Federal Elections Commission opening an investigation of her. She won't allow pro-Allgood ads, either, and said she'll do jail time before she does anything to help Allgood."
"I don't suppose shutting down KXTC is possible?" I asked, hopeful but not really hopeful.
"Not at our level." the Chief replied. "But if you were to... find a way to help Ms. Woodburn see the light to a level playing field, I'm sure many good people would be... grateful." The Chief had just given me his green light to do things police officers aren't supposed to do, and Myron, Mary and I were pretty good with computers. But I held off thinking of that as the Chief continued.
"ADA Sanders is not getting any traction in his campaign against Krasney." he said. "Word I'm hearing is that he's got a bead on the Deputy D.A. of Coltrane County. That's basically second-in-command down there. On top of that, the dirty Superior Court judge in Coltrane County was offered retirement in lieu of impeachment over the warrant that put Kearns in the Asylum. I tried to get the Governor to pursue the judge, but he's hoping this can go away quietly."
"Please reassure me about the Governor, Chief." I said pointedly.
"He's a good man, Don." the Chief said. "But he is a politician. He's not up for re-election this year, and I don't think he's going to run again, but he has his Party to think about, and every State Representative is up for re-election, and half the State Senators, including our own beloved Allen, though Allen is on the other Party's payroll. So don't judge the Governor too harshly."
"So what's going on with the judge?" I asked, to steer the conversation back to the subject.
"Well, that judge is retiring, and State Law allows his position to be filled by a Select Commission appointed by the Governor for the remainder of the judge's term. So guess who is going to be appointed to fill out the term?"
"Paulina Patterson?" I said, joking. The Chief almost choked on his swallow of bourbon, so hard was he laughing.
"Don't do that to me." Griswold said when he finally got his breath. "No, the Governor will tell the Commission to transfer J.B. Stone from our judicial circuit to Coltrane County's, which is legal to do for the short term. Then we'll get the true interim... probably one of our County Court judges. The bottom line on all this, Don, is that if Daniel wins the Sheriff race, Krasney wins the DA race and Sanders leaves, we're halfway home to getting the white supremacists out before a race riot happens."
"Maybe, but there's still work to do there." I said. "But this isn't why you wanted to talk to me away from the office and someplace private."
"True enough." said the Chief. "What I wanted to tell you, and get your reaction on, is that I've been talked to, and it really has been mostly one-way conversations, about your nephew Ned. The Council has authorized the full SWAT team to be on full stand-by if Ned is seen or found. The Council is not very interested in his capture, if you get my drift."
"The Council shares my sentiments." I said.
"Yes, and obviously none of this can be said out loud." said the Chief, his voice so low I had to strain to hear it. "I know he's your blood kin, but I suspect you won't hesitate to protect the good citizens of this County by whatever means necessary... and I'm quietly getting that out to the entire Force. The Council wants me to make sure that you are good with this, Crowbar. If not, I'll ground you and put Ross or Nash on it until Ned is found and put down."
"No need for that, Chief." I said. "I think you know that if I find him first, I intend to save the taxpayers the expense of a trial."
"Good." said the Chief. "You know, we haven't had something like this happen since that serial rapist and murderer about 30 years ago..." I just listened and absorbed the information that flowed from the Chief as he gave his invaluable lessons in the form of County police history...
Part 28 - Orgy of Business
"Are you good with this, Seth? Is this what you want to do?" asked Jeanine Olivet Burke, Esq.
"It sure is." replied Seth Warner. It was the night of June 26th, and they were in the den of Todd and Jeanine's new home, which was in a gated community near the River Valley Country Club. It had a basement apartment that Michael Burke would stay in when he visited, and the den had a pool table, which Todd and his friends liked a lot. Jeanine liked it too... when she was lying on it while Todd fucked her.
"Okay, then." said Tina Felton as she organized the papers on the table she was sitting at. These were legal documents to begin Seth's process of suing his sister Karen and mother Karla to prevent the sale of Dynacorp to Boxall Holdings, LLC.
Just then Todd's grandmother Phyllis came into the room, holding Todd's little son Doug. Phyllis looked very hot in her tight blouse, tight jeans skirt that only went a third way down her sleek thighs, and very high heel wooden mules with a single brown leather strap. She looked good enough to eat, and all of the young men in the room were thinking of how they wanted to do just that.
"Little Jack fell right asleep, but Doug here is a bit cranky. I think his tummy is upset." the hot mature woman said as she sat down and began burping Doug, being sure to put a towel on her shoulder.
Also in the room was Teddy Franklin, who had become better friends with Todd in the last few months. They'd performed their 'duties' in the SEX Fraternity, that of fucking beautiful women in hot orgies, and Todd was bringing Teddy into Burke Enterprises to learn as well as help out.
"I'm so grateful to you for helping us." said Jeanine to Phyllis. "You're a wonder with the babies, they just love you and never cry when you're around."
"They're very precious, and I love helping with them." said Phyllis. "But please don't let me stop your work. It's very important, isn't it?"
The question was not idle, and everyone was remembering the past couple of weeks...
---------------------------
"I just don't know." Katherine Warner Wilson had said in Jeanine's law office back then. "I want to help Seth, but we're just 40%. Karen has Karla's proxy, and Karen will, excuse my language, but she will fuck those minority board holders until they either die or vote her way."
"Katherine, it's like I told you," said Seth, his voice near pleading, "if we sue to break Karen's proxy of Mom's shares, then you and I stand to get two-thirds of them. That's all we need."
It had been an ugly time. Karen Warner, Seth's beautiful sister, had laid down terms to Seth and Katherine. Seth could hardly believe it, but was even more shocked as Katherine had wavered and not committed to siding with him. Even hours of deep, passionate sex had not swerved Katherine his way.
Then Jeanine had asked them both to come in for a second round of discussions. Katherine had remained uncommitted, not wavering, seemingly emotional and near tears in her inability to decide. What Katherine did not know was that Jeanine had set up secret videocameras to tape Katherine. And the next day, Jeanine brought Seth back in... alone. When he got there, he was surprised to find a very attractive older woman with gorgeous legs in the office.
"Seth, this is Phyllis. She's my husband's grandmother, and the Iron Crowbar's mother, which means she's the only person who can keep the Iron Crowbar under control." said Jeanine in introduction. Seth smiled as the woman sat down next to him; he felt an attraction to her. She was a hot older woman, and Seth felt his loins stirring as he smelled her perfume.
He barely heard Jeanine say "Phyllis has made some observations of Katherine on the videotape we made during our last conference."
"Yes, indeed I have." said Phyllis. "Let's bring that out and look at it, shall we dear?"
As they watched the video, Phyllis began pointing out many things about Katherine's posture, facial expressions and eye movements. "You can see here, the way she shifts her eyes, I think she's lying when she says she wants to support your case... her posture here gets very defensive, very withdrawn, I'd have to say she's feeling that she's on the spot... oh my, look at that... when Karla Warner's name is mentioned... oh my..."
At the end of the video session, Phyllis turned to Seth. "I'm sorry to say, my young friend, that Katherine Wilson is not worthy of your trust. I believe she's lying to you and that she has no intention to support your case. I think she is supporting Karla Warner, who has given her proxy to your sister..."
------------------------
Back in the present, Seth said "Where do I sign?"
Tina Felton led him through the paperwork. "I'll file this tomorrow morning. Just to re-iterate, what we are doing is suing to stop the sale of DynaCorp to Boxall Holdings. As part of it, we're going to try to break the proxy Karen Warner has that controls her mother's shares."
"What are our chances of success?" Todd asked.
"To be totally truthful, I'm not optimistic." said Tina. "This is a long shot at best, and it's basically a delaying tactic. Depending on the judge and his or her acceptance of various motions, this could give us anywhere from six months to a year. Just thank whatever God you believe in that Judge Stone is on the Coltrane County bench now, and won't be hearing the case."
"I can't believe your sister is acting like such a bitch, Seth." said Teddy.
"I would say she just wants the money," said Seth, "but I worked with the Board to offer to buy her out completely. She wouldn't budge an inch; she says she wants it sold completely. I can't imagine why, I had no idea she hated the company that much."
"Any idea who 'Boxall Holdings' is, Ms. Felton?" Phyllis asked politely.
"Please, call me Tina," said Tina, "and it looks like they're held by another LLC, which would take even more time and effort to penetrate. They're wrapped in hoops of legal steel, and quite frankly it's overkill, if you ask me."
"Well, my dear, is it not obvious what is happening?" said Phyllis. Everyone suddenly focused completely upon her, as if knowing they were about to hear something very important.
"Obviously Miss Karen is being led to sell her father's company, and with Katherine Wilson so strongly on their side, it would suggest that the real power behind this is Karla Warner, who is in State Women's Prison if memory serves me correctly..." said Phyllis. "And then this Boxall company is trying just a bit too hard to keep itself a secret. I asked my son to do a little bit of police research on them, and they're really holding nothing of importance, except a lot of cash to buy DynaCorp. Very interesting, that."
"It's amazing where the police can go that we can't." said Tina Felton, with the merest hint of asperity.
"Oh, I didn't ask Don to investigate in any official sort of way, of course." said Phyllis conspiratorially. "He was wondering out loud how the CIA felt about the potential sale, as the CIA has contracts with DynaCorp. Ms. Felton-- er, Tina, you should perhaps explore that angle while attempting to stop the sale."
"I already have." said Tina. "I contacted the Directorate of Science and Technology, and their spokesperson got back to me in 24 hours. They say they are reviewing the sale, but have no objections at this time."
"Hmm, wonder which branch that is?" Todd asked, more to himself than anyone else, then caught himself. "Well, er, uh, I guess it doesn't matter, does it?"
Phyllis was peering at Todd, then her eyes relaxed. "Oh, but I think it matters quite a bit, Todd.... in fact, I think I will have to mention that to your uncle-- oh, there he goes..." Little Doug had spit up, but once done, he became much less uncomfortable and cranky. "Ah yes, little Doug, you feel so much better, don't you? Let me just put him to bed now." Phyllis exited the room, carrying the baby.
"I think it's about time for me to go home and hit the hay." said Tina Felton. "I've got six cases to docket tomorrow morning, including this one." Jeanine escorted Tina to the door, leaving the guys to talk quietly for several moments. Then Jeanine and Phyllis came back into the basement den.
"Okay, gentlemen," said Jeanine, carrying a bottle of wine. "Let's drop the cares of the world and relax and have a good time, yes?"
As the wine was consumed, the conversation became much racier and more sexual. Jeanine was openly flirting with Seth as Teddy sat close to Phyllis and began whispering to her, causing the mature beauty to giggle.
"Mmm, Seth, I've heard that you have a really big cock." said Jeanine. "Let's see if that's true." She reached for Seth's pants and began to open them.
"It's cool, dude." Todd said as he noted Seth's look of shock. "You need to get busy and fuck my wife, right now."
"Uh, sure, no problem." Seth said. "You've got a beautiful wife, Todd--- ohhhhh...." Seth's comment was cut off as he felt Jeanine pull his huge, hardening meat out of his pants and engulf it in her warm, wet mouth. She began sucking his meat voraciously as Seth's organ grew to its full, throbbing nine inches in length.
Meanwhile, Todd was fooling around with Jeanine's privates, sliding his hands up her dress and feeling her cunt through her panties. Jeanine just moaned as she felt her husband play with her, but she continued sucking Seth's big tubesteak.
"Let's get naked, guys." Jeanine suggested, then almost gasped as she looked over at the other sofa. "Geez, guys, look at that!" she whispered.
Teddy was deeply kissing Phyllis, his tongue buried in her throat, but the even more obscene sight was Teddy's muscular hands manipulating Phyllis's cunt. He had two fingers buried in her hole and his thumb was roughly massaging her engorged clit as they made out like sex-starved teenagers.
After a moment of watching Teddy seduce Phyllis, Jeanine turned her attention back to Seth and began fellating him in earnest, sucking his huge meat deep and hard. Meanwhile, Todd was easing Jeanine's clothes off until she was naked except for her high heel pumps...
---------------------
The room was filled with the sounds of slapping flesh and the moans of young, well-hung men and the older, beautiful women they were fucking. Teddy was on top of Phyllis, either deeply kissing her or nuzzling her neck as he relentlessly pumped his huge cock in and out of her sopping wet cunt, aided by plenty of lubricant.
Jeanine was on her hands and knees on the sofa, with Seth behind her, fucking her as hard and deep as he could, his groin hotly smacking the luscious cheeks of her mouthwatering ass, and Todd gently pumping his own massive meat in and out of her hungry mouth.
The maid Dolores walked into the room. "Madam, the babies are sleeping and I-- oh Dios! I am so sorry..." she tried to retreat, but Todd called out for her to wait. He took the lovely Latina maid's hand and brought her back into the room and began undressing her. Jeanine just watched as Dolores got comfortable on the floor and Todd dove face-deep into the maid's quim, eating out her juicy cunt-taco. Moments later, Todd raised up and mounted Dolores, and her moans filled the air as the young stud began fucking her with long, smooth, steady strokes, matching what Seth was doing to Jeanine and Teddy was doing to Phyllis...
Part 29 - Campaign Reform
On the morning of June 27th, State Senator Nathan Allen met with his campaign team in his office in Town. The news was not good for Allen.
"Your polls are at 39%, Senator." said his campaign manager, a man in his late 30s that looked much younger, with curly black hair and wearing an ill-fitting suit. "You're at your absolute base. The Kearns incident is killing you; people are believing that you tried to have him committed to the Asylum for personal reasons. People still believe your son committed murder in that DUI car crash last December and that you used your influence to get him out of jail time."
"Son, you're supposed to tell me something positive here." said Allen in a manner of half-joke, half-chastisement. "What do we have going for us?"
"Katherine Woodburn of KXTC has been talking to us about a plan to rehabilitate your image." said another youngish man, who would be nearly indistinguishable from the first man except his curly hair was much lighter brown. "She can run pieces on the money you've brought into your district, on your programs for the poor, especially Blacks, and you can piggyback Harold Malone's law-and-order record, though his campaign has basically said he won't be appearing with you while your poll numbers are so bad."
"She also is planing to run some pieces to refute the allegations that you were behind the Kearns incident." said the first man, the campaign manager. "I'm dicey on that, though... people still sympathize with him after his family was killed by your son, and Ms. Woodburn has absolutely no sense of public sentiment about things like that."
"That's hard to believe, considering she's such a successful media mogul." said the brown-haired man."
"She used to be." said the campaign manager. "Now she's just a jaded, bitter hack. At least she's one of us, a Democrat. If she weren't on our side, the DUI incident would be fatal to the Senator--"
"Alright guys, don't mention to me or in my presence again about my son's incident last year. Now... what about my opponent?" asked Allen. "What are we doing to smear the shit out of that son of a bitch? Anyone want a drink?" Allen poured himself a large bourbon, though everyone else politely declined.
A youngish woman with glasses spoke up. Her hair was dirty blonde and short, and simply hung from her head straight down all around. Her hair looked dirty and lifeless, and her face looked plain and devoid of passion for anything but hatred of anything Republican. She was the 'Queen of Opposition Research' at Allen Campaign Headquarters.



"As you all know, our opponent is a man named John Cummings." said the woman. "He's thirty-three, married, two children, and he and his wife are also Senator Allen's competition in the insurance sales business in this Town. He was wounded in Iraq years ago and was awarded a Bronze Star. Right now we have nothing on him, not even a traffic ticket. We're looking at creating some stories that he was a racist while in the Army, and that his medals weren't actually earned but given for his unit massacring innocent civilians in Iraqi villages."
"Jesus Christ, are you kidding?" asked the older man in the room, who was Allen's chief campaign finance man. He knew all the tricks of laundering money, and took good care of himself as well as Senator Nathan Allen when it came to money. "Is that true? Did he really massacre people?"
"It doesn't matter." the woman said. "It'll tie up the son of a bitch and his campaign in denying it, and people will think about it no matter what the truth is. The People are smart enough to know that our soldiers committed many acts of rape, torture and massacre against the helpless natives of Iraq, and they don't want killers like that representing them in the State Senate."
An air of disbelief filled the room as the woman continued, her voice squealing with the passion of her hatred: "Besides, Cummings is a Republican, which is worse than being a killer. Republicans are so fucking weak they won't even fight back when we spit in their faces. We put out the stories, and they'll spend more time crying and apologizing for their war crimes than running against Senator Allen's good name and record."
"Heh heh, I love it!" exclaimed Allen as he quaffed his drink and refilled his glass. "But we do have to be careful and not go too far; there's too many people that still respect the military. Just look at the reception that punk cop, what was his name, Feeley?... that Feeley got at his funeral when he was killed in the line of duty. And the goddamned Iron Crowbar has been worshipped in this town ever since he got a Medal of Valor for rescuing those kids. No, we have to be careful about that."
"Damn right we do." said the older man. "If you smear the man's military record and they DO show you're lying, then our campaign is over."
"Well, Horace, we need to do something to attack that prick Cummings." Nathan Allen testily replied. "Maybe we can put out the word that his wife has been having affairs and -- oh, hello son, come on in."
Dean Allen had appeared at the door. He was fortunate that he looked more like his mother than his father. His nose was longer than Nathan's, and his brown hair was not as gently curly as the Senator's graying hair.
"Son, I need you to sit in on this meeting." said Nathan Allen. "Guys, I expect Dean will succeed me as State Senator, and that you all will give him the same effort and devotion you've given me."
No one said anything. Dean Allen was almost as much an asshole as Steven Ikea, and Dean was a smug, arrogant brat on top of that, always name-dropping his father's name and position. He had not lost a minute of sleep in the knowledge that his drunk driving had caused the deaths of three persons, two of them children. The campaign staff knew that Dean would never be elected, at least not in this district.
"Pour yourself a drink, Dean." Nathan Allen said, oblivious to the air of tension in the room. Dean poured himself a stiff bourbon. Like father, like son. "How's business in the City?"
"Good." said Dean. He was running a City office of the Allen & Allen Insurance Companies for his father, barely eaking out a break-even living. He was far more interested in politics. "I did come to tell you that there's a lot of buzz in the City over the hiring of that SBI Inspector Maxwell. They're telling me she's contacting that bitch in Midtown I.A. about you, Dad." None of the campaign staff had the temerity to remind Dean that the 'bitch in Midtown I.A.' had beaten the shit out of Dean Allen.
"We'll talk about that later, Dean." said Nathan Allen, his voice reprimanding. "Okay guys, work up some campaign spots, radio and TV. Run them by Katherine Woodburn and the lawyers. We'll meet again in a couple of days."
When they were gone, Nathan Allen turned to his son. "Boy, don't you ever bring up stuff like that in front of the campaign people again! You've got to keep stuff like that separated if you're going to be the next State Senator from the 1st District of this State."
"Yes sir." Dean said, letting the reprimand roll off him. He refilled both his and his father's glasses with bourbon. "What I did come to tell you was that I was contacted while in the City. They're worried that the FBI and the TCPD are going to be watching the election too closely for them to be able to do what they need to do. They also say that if you go down any further in the polls, there will be nothing they can do to save you."
"Don't worry about that, son." Nathan Allen said. "In fact... this election will be a good learning experience for you. Do you really think that the fucking 'People' actually elect their politicians? No son, politics is about control, at every level from a City Council to the U.S. Congress. The 'People' don't matter son... they just don't matter..."
-----------------------
"No, Ms. Woodburn, I'm simply not going to do that." The words came out of Betting Wurtzburg's mouth.
"Why not?" asked Katherine Woodburn venomously.
"None of this is true." Bettina said. "I am not going to tell people that Senator Nathan Allen did not try to have Phil Kearns committed to the Asylum, I am not going to lie and say that Kearns is some kind of psychotic freak, and I'm not going to do a damn thing to try to make people forget or deny that Dean Allen didn't murder two little girls by plowing his car into them!"
Katherine Woodburn sighed. "I should fire you right now."
"If you do," said Bettina, unafraid, "I'll be on KSTD and many other media outlets telling them that you fired me for not aiding and abetting Senator Allen, that you're lying on Allen's behalf, and I'll testify before the FEC that you've deliberately violated the law and ordered others to violate the law on several occasions. And I won't be the only one: the engineers are still pissed at you and ready to walk off or go on strike, and there's no telling how many people will cooperate with the FEC--"
"Okay, okay, I get the fucking point." said Katherine. "What about Harold Malone? What are your plans to cover him?"
"I'll be covering him at the race on July 4th, including an interview." said Bettina.
"Good. Get out of here." said Woodburn. As Bettina turned to go, the KXTC editor called out "Miss Wurtzburg!"
"Yes?" Bettina said, turning around.
"Polish up your resume." threatened Katherine. "After the election, I'm going to fire you. And Ms. Wurtzburg... if Harold Malone loses the Sheriff's race, you're through."
Bettina wordlessly turned and walked out the door, not realizing immediately that when Woodburn had said she' be 'through', she didn't mean just firing the redhead reporterette...
Part 30 - Company Capers
At 6:00am on the morning of June 28th the Duty Desk Sergeant rushed into the MCD room and announced "Sir! They need you in the Crime Lab building, stat! It was broken into last night!"
Cindy and I rushed over, finding Tanya Perlman, Christina Cho, two lab technicians and two uniformed officers at the scene. The Lab was a mess. All of the desks had been ransacked, files and papers taken out of desks and thrown everywhere. Some lab glassware had been broken on the floor as drawers were emptied. To my vast surprises, Tanya reported that all of the computers were still there, and no major or expensive pieces of lab equipment were gone.
"Almost all of our evidence work is backed up." said Tanya, to my enormous relief. "So there should be no cases that have to be dismissed because of this. I've called Paulina Patterson and she'll be here shortly."
"Who was the last person to leave last night, and when?" I asked.
"It was me, sir." said Christina Cho. "I was running some research tests with Vice Detective Julie Newton on marking money in a way that criminals who stole it could be identified by the chemicals. We left about 10:00pm last night when our last tests finished up."
"I can't wait to hear about those test results, Technician Cho," I said, "but it'll have to wait. Did you set the alarms?"
"Yes sir." said Christina.
"Well, then Miss Perlman, that bears the question 'Why didn't the alarms go off?' I don't understand why the Duty Desk didn't get an alarm." I asked.
"I don't know why not, either." said Tanya. "We'll check the logs for entries and exits; maybe someone hid inside here until we left."
"In any case, it looks like either an inside job, or a job at a very scary high level." I said. "Remember that bozo who committed suicide in our evidence rooms, and was wearing a shield with my number on it? I still wonder how the bastard got in..."
A second later, I said "Cindy, contact Internal Affairs. They need to investigate this entire matter very deeply. I cannot understand why there was no alarm. I don't understand how they got into this secure facility undetected, and I don't understand how they had time to ransack the place like this."
"Yes, sir." said Cindy. "Does anyone have any idea what the intruders might have been looking for?"
"No idea." said Tanya. "The evidence areas are secure and weren't bothered, as far as we can tell. It'll take some time after cleaning all this mess up to determine what, if anything, is missing from our desks."
"Where are the rest of the staff?" I asked. "Perlman, I need for everyone who works here to be accounted for. Immediately and completely. Oh shit!---"
"What?" said Tanya, Cindy and Christina simultaneously, as one voice.
"Barry. Oh my God..." I said, then recovered from my shock. "Barry Oliver. Where is he?"
"He's due in at 8:00am." said Tanya. "I'll call him now." She dialed his number, but it was clear she wasn't getting a reply. "It went to voicemail." Tanya said, then began leaving a message. I did not waste further time. I grabbed my police radio.
"Break break break! Alert alert alert!" I called in, my words being the radio code to receive a message of extreme importance. After identifying myself, I said "I need a heavily armed and armored unit at the home of Police Scientist Barry Oliver immediately. Top priority! Repeat: heavily armed and armored response team to the home of Barry Oliver. Dispatch, look up the address and relay it to responding officers immediately. How copy?" The Duty Desk replied they'd received and understood, and were acting on the orders.
"Cindy, let's get over there-- where'd she go? Tanya, let me know anything you find." I said, then rushed out. Cindy had already run out, and my own Police SUV met me in the parking lot before I could get halfway back to the HQ building. Damn, Cindy not only was strong, she was fast!
"That was fast!" I said as I climbed into the passenger seat.
"I've been training for the July 4th triathlon." Cindy replied as she tore out of the parking lot, blue lights and sirens blazing.
We got to Barry Oliver's condo within minutes. Two uniformed police officers were already there, but they only had light armor vests under their uniform shirts, so they had waited, which was the correct thing to do.
"It's the 2nd floor door on the left, and it's cracked open." said Patrolman McGhillie. "We waited, as you called for heavier armor, and it's obvious something is going on."
"You did right." I replied. "Where is that armored team?-- oh, here they come." I met the four officers as they screeched up. They weren't full SWAT, but had better protection that the vests most officers wore, and were helmeted.
"Okay guys, the door to Oliver's apartment is cracked open." I said. "I don't need a Rambo-style military operation here, just lead the way in, okay?" They complied, moving as a fairly well-trained team in approach to the door, then to each side of it, before quickly entering and clearing the apartment. I was thinking of how the Town & County Council had no idea that I'd been arranging for extra training of our guys, since it didn't cost any extra to assign them to 'patrol' the Police Academy range for a couple of hours every so often. It was paying off now.
"Lieutenant, it's clear!" called out one of the men as other residents began peeping out. I hustled up to the door as the officer said "Place has been ransacked. No one is here."
I felt sick to my stomach as I entered. Barry Oliver's apartment had been all but destroyed. Books and papers littered the floor. Every piece of furniture was overturned. Gaping holes were in the walls where the perps thought a hiding place might be. The bedroom, kitchen and 2nd bedroom, which Oliver used as a computer room and storage area, were all totally ransacked. His computer was missing.
"Oh Jesus." I whispered, mostly to myself. "Oh my fucking God." I had rarely felt this badly. I realized that someone had found out Oliver's secret, and they'd come after him and his papers... and we'd had warning...
------------------------
The Monday after my son had been born I was meeting with Tanya Perlman and Barry Oliver at the Crime Lab building in the late afternoon. I was understandably eager to wrap up the meeting and get home, as Laura and little Jim had come home the day before.
"Okay, guys," I said, "Tanya, you'll be coming back to MCD after your baby is born. Is Barry ready to take leadership of the Crime Lab?"
"Sir," said Barry, "We've been talking about it. I don't think I'm fully ready for this opportunity, and besides... well, to speak frankly, sir, I'd rather run tests in the lab and work on the research than be the Supervisor of it all. I can lead, sir, but doing so would take me away from what I'm best at and love doing."
"And I know exactly how he feels about that." Tanya said, her eyes boring into me.
"Okay, okay, I get the message." I said, mostly to Tanya. "I'm in the same boat: it's harder and harder to just go places and solve the crimes when I have to manage MCD and Vice. So I'm not unaware nor uncaring of how both of you feel. But I do need some leadership in this Crime Lab. Who do you two suggest? Cho?"
Tanya's face looked a little sad as she said "Don, I don't think Christina has leadership inside her. She's a great technician, knows what's going on with the tests, knows when something's not right, and she's the hot shit on the witness stand for us. But she does what she's told, when she's told, how she's told. Rarely takes the initiative without asking, she always comes to me for permission for even obvious follow-up testing. She also has little imagination outside of her immediate world." Barry concurred.
"What about CMB?" I asked, naming the medical examiner.
"Nooooooo." said Tanya. "That guy is too full of himself as it is. He's good at what he does now, but if you put him in charge, you won't have a team for him to lead; they'd likely all quit." Barry concurred.
"Damn, I'd hate to have to have an outside search." I said.
"I have an idea." said Barry Oliver. "There's a professor at the University, his name is Dr. Lawrence Woodrow. He got B.S. degrees from your school, Don, in Chemistry and Physics, then went to Medical School and graduated. Then the First Gulf War started and he volunteered for the Army Reserve and was an Army doctor in the 2697th M.A.S.H., which is a big unit, not like the TV field version. When he came home, he got bored with his medical practice, and also was involved in some legal issues, not against him but a colleague, so he went to Law School."
Barry continued: "I know he is interested in working with us because I met him on campus about three months ago, and when I told him I worked with the Crime Lab he asked if there was a way he could volunteer to help there."
"I'll contact him." I said. "All right, I want to go home and see my new baby, so if there's nothing else--"
"Uh sir," said Tanya, "Barry has something he needs to tell you."
"No, no, it's nothing, it's so small..." protested Barry.
"There is no such thing as 'so small', Barry." I said. "What is it?"
"Well," said Barry, "this morning I noticed a car following me. Silver Honda Accord, nothing out of the ordinary, but he made two turns along with me. So I did what you said and made a couple of turns against the grain of coming here to the Lab. He went straight instead of turning with me the second time I turned left, so it might have been a coincidence."
"Like hell it is." I said. "Barry, keep watch. And keep that alert button I gave you on your person at all times. Do not hesitate to use it for the slightest issue." The button was like a 'Life Alert' button, but transmitted to the Duty Desk and to my cell phone. It also had a GPS in it.
"Yes sir."
-------------------------
The next morning, Barry Oliver came to my office just after I arrived at 6:45am. I invited him in and bade him to sit down.
"How's your new baby, sir?" Barry asked politely.
"Words cannot express how I feel when I sit there and hold my son and he looks up at me." I said. "But that's not why you're here. What's up?"
"I think I was followed again." said Barry. Upon my request, he explained: "I saw another car following me, this time a Jeep Liberty. I turned against the grain again and he didn't turn with me, just kept going. What's weird is that a brown car, older car, was then following me, but kept going when I turned. I thought I had shaken all followers... when there was that Jeep Liberty again. It turned onto the road behind me and followed me almost all the way to Headquarters."
"Shit." I said. "They're definitely following you, and in multiple cars. They know what they're doing, too, though you were sharp to catch the Liberty following you the second time. Probably a three car rotation..."
"Do you think someone has found out about... well, you know..." Barry asked.
"I don't know, Barry, but keep extra alert. Don't go anywhere alone if you can help it. Call for help if you even feel a tingle in your spine. Call me personally if you need to, and don't worry, I won't hold it against you if it's a false alarm. Hmmm..."
----------------------
My mind came back to the Present as I was watching the Crime Lab scene look for clues in Barry's apartment. I heard voices outside. "You can't go past the tape, this is a police crime scene." I heard Patrolman McGhillie say.
"I am the Police. And that's my apartment up there." I heard a voice say, and immense relief flooded through my whole body. The voice was Barry Oliver's.
I went onto the walkway outside the apartment door and saw McGillie and Oliver. Barry was carrying his computer, which added to my relief. "It's okay, Roy," I said to McGhillie, "he's one of us."
When Barry came up and saw the devastation, he turned to me and said "Lieutenant, we need to talk."
We went to my SUV, which was running to keep the battery, which ran the computer and police radios going, charged up. It had the added benefit that the air conditioner was going, keeping the inside cool.
I told Barry that I wanted Cindy to listen in, and that he could trust her. She sat in the back seat as Barry sat in the 'shotgun' seat and told his story. It was amazing.
"Last night I received a visitor at my door. He said he was a professor at the University. His name was Bartholomew Scott." Barry said. "He said that he knew I'd been working with Tim Olivet, and that he intended for me to tell him what Olivet's secret was."
"Why didn't you use the button I gave you?" I asked.
"I did." Barry replied. "But I think he was jamming the signal. My cellphone also had no signal, and the TV reception went out."



"Damn, that's some serious fucking jamming." I said.
"Ward-Harvester-level jamming." Cindy said, reminding me of that fateful night in which I'd almost died.
"Good point, Cindy." I said. "So what happened, Barry?"
"I told him to get out." Barry said. "I drew my gun from my pocket, which I always keep, and told him to get out immediately or I'd shoot him. He said four men were waiting outside and that I was going to go with him, but if I shot him they'd just kill me. I replied that I was willing to die and would shoot him first. I pointed the gun at him and I really was about to pull the trigger when he said "Okay, I'll go, but this is not the last time you'll see me."
"So he saw in your face that you really were about to shoot him, and he left." I said. "He really takes things up to the edge, doesn't he? But don't let me stop you, Barry: so then what?"
"I'd been prepared for something like this." Barry said. "I called a friend of mine. He was a student here, graduated in May. He came and got me and drove me to his house, making damn sure we weren't followed. I stayed with him; he lives in a gated community in the better part of town. I tried your button again, but it still didn't work."
"Want to tell me who your Samaritan buddy is?" I asked.
"I will if you order me to, but I'd rather you not." Barry said.
"Good enough." I said, not needing to know that badly. "But you were lucky Barry. Cindy, this guy Scott is moving rapidly and aggressively. We're going to have to watch out for him."
"Roger that." Cindy replied, fully aware of the dangers presented by one Bartholomew Scott.
"Barry, not only was your apartment destroyed, but our Crime Lab was broken into. I'll clear the building so you can check and see if your hidden papers are okay, but until then, there is some serious danger to you at present. You won't like this, but you will be getting police protection 24/7. Someone will be with you at all times. You can stay with me if you like, but until your place is fixed back up, you have to stay with at least one police officer. You will be watched even if you're having sex."
"He can stay with me." Cindy said. "I haven't found a roommate yet."
"That'll work, too." I said, not mentioning that I did not expect any sex between Barry and Cindy. "Barry, you are to be armed and stay armed at all times during the light of day and dark of night. Bartholomew Scott is with the CIA, and with a group within the CIA that is potentially very dangerous to you and others. They will not hesitate to make you disappear if they can."
"Fuck that." Barry said. "They'll never get me alive."
"But I want you alive and working in my Crime Lab and then whatever else you want to do." I said. "I have a feeling things are coming to a head with Bartholomew Scott and his group, and very soon....
"Very soon." I said as my mind slipped into a thought-trance...
Part 31 - Epilogue
In the dim light, Eleanor Burke watched as Ned fucked his girlfriend, the woman known as 'Goth Girl Kathy'. They were in the storage room above the garage of Kathy's mother's home. Neither Kathy's mother nor Kathy's younger sister Becca had any idea that their home was harboring a three-time killer and a woman who had attempted murder.
Kathy had been bringing them food, and she stayed with Eleanor during the times Ned was away. He was very good at disguises, and she knew he would not be discovered by the local Police as he made visits to the library to contact associates by email. She was surprised that the young man had created such a net of criminals ready to go to work for him at his beck and call.
Ned had fucked Eleanor several times while Kathy was away. Eleanor felt filthy every time Ned blasted his seed into her cunt or mouth, but she had no choice; until she could get away safely as he'd promised her, and preferably with some of the stash of money Ned had hidden around here somewhere, she was dependent upon him.
She had listened to Ned and Kathy discussing his plans for his family. "It seems my mother has aligned herself with a group of people. I'm not sure what they're doing, but I'll find out... and when I do, I'll intercept my mother on one of her little escape visits and she will submit to my control." Eleanor heard Ned say.
"What about your uncle?" Kathy said. "If he catches you, I don't think he's just going to arrest you. He's going to take his crowbar and literally beat you to death."
"Don't worry about my shit-eating uncle." said Ned venomously. "My plans for him will be happening soon... but not until I have my-- er, our escape plans in place."
"And your brother Todd?" Kathy asked. Eleanor realized Kathy was asking just to rile up Ned and get him talking and ranting.
"Oh, it'll be my life's greatest moment to watch his face as I kill his family in front of him... his uncle, his wife, our grandmother, our bitch mother... and best of all, his child. I'm going to kill Todd's baby in front of him before I kill him. Oh, don't worry, Eleanor, your grandson will be fine, and reunited with you soon..." Ned said, peering at Eleanor out of the side of his eyes as he spoke the last part.
"It'll be A Case of Revenge... the perfect Revenge..." Ned said, more to himself than the women, his face seeming to glow, his eyes burning with pure Evil...
Finis. ... for now.
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Part 1 - Heroism and Sacrifice
"Officer down! Officer down! Two wounded, need EMTs to the scene, stat!"
I heard the call on the radio even as I was looking ahead of me, held down by Micah Rudistan and Martin Nash's full weight, unable to help. Cindy Ross was lying on the floor of the gymnasium, unconscious and badly wounded, her body covering that of a SWAT team member that had been shot in the leg. She had rushed forward to cover and save him and had been hit herself multiple times. Automatic weapons fire was coming from the balcony on the far side of the gym, and my SWAT team's fire was not adequate in stopping the perps from continuing to shoot at the exposed officers.
Time seemed to slow down and everything was in slow motion. I saw four persons dressed in all black, heavily armored with black motorcycle helmets and face shields run past us into the arena and begin firing at the perps. They had military Squad Automatic Weapons, 'SAWs', and began pouring a huge amount of fire into the perps' positions.
A rifle clattered to the floor of the gym on the far side, followed by a perp that had been hit multiple times by our four friends. As they continued firing, I ordered Rudistan to get off of me, but I saw Hugh Hewitt and one of his SWAT team rush out and pull Cindy and the other wounded officer back into the safety of the hallway where we were. I then noticed that all firing had stopped as someone gave a 'cease fire' order. The remaining perps had vanished. The four people in the helmets with the heavy firepower seemed to blend into the chaos of officers, then they were simply not there anymore.
Finally able to get up, I ordered that a perimeter be established to find the perps. EMTs were treating the wounded SWAT team man, while a doctor and other EMTs were cutting off Cindy's body armor and uniform shirt. Three bullets had penetrated the armor and penetrated her chest.
"Sucking chest wound." said the doctor as he put a piece of sterilized plastic on one wound to arrest the damage. After the immediate work, the EMTs got Cindy onto a stretcher and to an ambulance, which rushed her to University Hospital.
"Hewitt, report." I said as officers began sorting out the chaos and beginning to process the crime scene.
"The perp on the other side is dead." Hewitt said. "We've taken up his weapon. Two wounded on our side. Ross looked badly hurt. I think our SWAT guy is going to be okay, though."
I looked at my watch. It was nearly midnight, the night of July 5th about to turn into the morning of July 6th.
"Who were those four guys in the heavy armor and motorcycle helmets?" I asked. "They saved our asses, but where did you guys get SAWs and that kind of armor?"
Hugh and the other SWAT team members looked at each other for a moment, then looked around as if to find the four. Then Hugh said "Lieutenant, I don't know who they were. They weren't my guys."
I just gaped at them in disbelief...
--
The anonymous tip had come in at 3:00pm that afternoon from a Confidential Informant to one of the Vice Squad uniformed Sergeants. It had said that my nephew Ned was going to be selling drugs at the Olivet site's gymnasium.
While he had been alive, Tim Olivet had built a basketball/volleyball gymnasium on the edge of his property. It could be accessed from outside the fences and also from the plant side. He'd built it for charity: underprivileged children and various boys and girls clubs were invited to use the facility for sports activities, and it was very popular with the Townspeople.
The seating to the gym was accessed by a balcony that went around to the top of the wooden seats that could be pushed in. In that, the gym was like any high school gymnasium. There was a front lobby hallway where two doors accessed the gym floor, and from there one accessed the balcony that lead to the seats' top rows. There was a rear hallway, again with two doors accessing the gym, which went to locker rooms, but there was no balcony access from the backside. There were seats at the end of the gym, rarely used, with narrow paths for players to use to get to the playing floor from the doors.
After getting the tip, I had my departments scramble to confirm it. In the early evening hours, it was independently confirmed that Ned would be at the gymnasium. Finally, we had the bastard! I thought to myself.
'Operation Ned' was put into effect. The full eight-man SWAT team readied their best weapons and heaviest armor for the assault. Police in plain clothes were sent to observe the gymnasium. Many other officers were also prepared, wearing armor, police helmets and armed with M-4 rifles.
The word was that Ned was going to set up tables on the gym floor, and customers would come in through one front lobby door, buy drugs, then exit the other door. My plan was to come in from behind, through the locker rooms and hallway, and take Ned and any of his cohorts down.
Chief Griswold had injured his ankle while watching the July 4th triathlon that Cindy and Teresa had won in amazing fashion, so he was restricted to Headquarters for this mission. Before we left for the Olivet site just after dark, he addressed the assemblage, telling us to be careful, watch out for each other, and let our good training guide us. Then I gave the order to go, and led my troops into battle.
--
We were on essential radio silence as we approached the Olivet site. The main gate was on the west side, we used the southeast gate that was the 'back' of the property. Once inside, we left our cars near the entrance. A perimeter was set up around the property's fence as well as to the outside of the gymnasium, everyone hidden to avoid detection. The strike team moved in on the gymnasium.
Once there, it was a waiting game. I could see through the doorway that a couple of plastic long picnic tables had been set up. There were two men in the gym, talking quietly, which gave us no chance to go into the playing area and look around, nor to take positions under the seats.
We waited. Finally, at about 11:30pm, a radio message came into my earpiece: cars were pulling up to the front doors. The spotters then said that people were coming into the gym. And a moment later, I saw several people walk in, some with guns drawn. They looked around, then looked back towards the door. And then Ned walked in.
I tried to stop my heart from racing. There he was. We had him.
In my excitement, I failed to notice that neither Ned nor his team were really setting up anything. Ned was looking around warily, as was his team. It was as if he was waiting for someone. He looked at his watch several times as the minutes droned on.
Standing back from the doors so as not to be heard, I very quietly said into my radio "Cut off the front doors." It was the signal for the hidden front door team to get in place to prevent Ned and his cohorts from escaping. Just as my SWAT team had been informed, those officers had been given 'shoot-to-kill' orders regarding Ned, though we'd try to leave his associates alive if possible.
I hand-signaled my team to get ready and they lined up at the entrance doors. The narrow 'chute' was not ideal, but with speed and surprise we should have the advantage.
Just as I was about to give the order, I heard Ned say "Hell, they're not here. Are they even coming? Let's go, guys." Seeing as they were turning to leave, I yelled "GO!" My team rushed forward, led by the SWAT team. Then everything turned to hell in a handbasket.
It was an ambush.
As the SWAT team came out into the open, several heavily armed men suddenly sprang up from the balcony and along the upper seats on each side. They began shooting semi-automatic rifles at my people, and I had a brief second to see that they had some serious military firepower.
"AMBUSH!" I yelled as loud as I could, holding my radio mike open for all to hear. "PULL BACK! BACK! BACK! BACK!" The SWAT team began retreating even as they were firing back at their ambushers. I saw that Ned had rushed headlong for the front doors as the firefight started, but I could not shoot at him because the SWAT team was trying to pull back through the doors.
Then one of SWAT team man went down. I saw the spray out of the back of his leg: a bullet had gone clean through his thigh. As I rushed forward to help him, I felt myself being shoved to the ground. Hugh Hewitt and Cindy went forward past me, I'm not sure which one pushed me down.
Then Cindy went forward, kneeling between the down man and the fire, shooting at the men on the balcony. Our fire was coming from the doors, but wasn't enough as the ambushers trained their weapons onto Cindy and began firing. She seemed to be holding out, but then collapsed as she was hit, and I could see that she had intentionally fallen onto the SWAT officer to cover him as she fell, still trying to save her fellow officer(s) to the last.
Again I tried to rush forward, but that was a dream: I was being tackled again, and this time Rudistan put his full considerable weight on top of me and Martin Nash was helping. They fully intended that I was not going to die in the line of duty tonight; as our four unknown helpers suddenly rushed passed me and saved the day, my aching heart wondered if Cindy had just made the supreme sacrifice...
Part 2 - Chaos and Darkness
At about 12:30am, I arrived at University Hospital and went to the waiting room on the floor where the Trauma Center was. Cindy had been rushed into surgery. I found Chief Griswold already there; he'd rushed to the hospital as soon as the words 'Officer Down' had hit the airwaves.
Captain Leslie Charles was also there: it was his son that had been hit in the leg.
"Charles is going to be okay." Griswold told me. "Bullet went clean through the leg, but no major blood vessels hit, nor was the bone. It's going to hurt a lot for a while, though."
"And Cindy?" I asked, barely able to speak the words.
"Don't know yet. They rushed her in fast, and I didn't like the looks on their faces." the Chief replied.
I took out my cell phone and called Molly in Midtown, telling her what had happened, and asking her to pick up Teresa and get up here as fast as they could. Other people began trickling in, first Martin Nash, then Laura, then almost all of the rest of the MCD team as well as Julie Newton and Timothy Geiger of Vice.
I talked with the Chief about the raid, telling his what had happened, what had gone wrong. I mentioned the four black-clad gunmen that had come in and saved us, and said that nobody knew who they were. Laura said she had no knowledge of any Federal agents ready to help us, and I believed her. As we talked, Senior Patrolmen Rudistan and Morton came up to us, long looks on their faces.
"Sir," said Rudistan, being the bravest and not letting bad news get worse with age, "the bastard got away." He then reported that Ned and his henchmen had come out of the gym with guns blazing, and while none of our guys had been hit, the covering fire had enabled Ned to get in one of the cars and get away. Two henchmen had died when police returned fire, but the other cars also got away, covering for Ned. Some police cars gave chase, but Ned's car was gone and one of the Sergeants had called off the chase as the bad guys were firing at the cop cars while driving through Town, creating considerable risk to the populace. I could understand that.
"Ned has to be somewhere," I said, "he could not have gotten far." I knew APBs were out on the car and police were crawling all over Town and the County like fire ants from a disturbed mound. Moments later, a call came in to Rudistan's police radio that Ned's car had been found, abandoned, just south of the Courthouse Square. But despite an intense
and motivated manhunt, my bastard nephew was not to be found this night.
"What do you think, Crowbar?" the Chief asked, prodding me to start talking and let things flow so that I could put the puzzle pieces together. But I was too worried about Cindy.
"I can't think right now, Chief." I said, looking towards the doors of the Trauma Center. "It's going to take some time to process all of this one."
"I understand." the Chief said, patting me on the knee. "Just relax. All we can do is wait, now."
We waited. Every time the intercom came on, calling a doctor or for something to come to Trauma Center, we all jumped out of our skins, and we prayed that no doctor would come walking slowly out of there towards us...
--
At 1:30, I got a call from Hugh Hewitt, asking me to come down to the Armory at Headquarters. I headed over.
I found Hugh and four SWAT team members in the armory, looking at the disassembled pieces of the ambusher's rifle they'd recovered from the scene. After telling them that their buddy Charles was out of danger, I listened to the report as Hewitt talked.
"Sir, this recoil spring here is much stronger than an ordinary M-4." Hewitt said. And if you look at the chamber and barrel, you can see it's built stronger than the ordinary military rifle. Also, look at these bullets... these pointed tips. These bullets are packed with powder that would damage an ordinary rifle."
"So what does this mean?" I asked.
Hugh said "Sir, when I was in Special Ops, this shit was classified. Only a few people even had these kind of rifles and bullets. They're meant to penetrate body armor. The bullets are 'cop-killer' bullets, and illegal for ordinary citizens or even police officers to have. Of course we'll bag these as evidence so we don't get busted. But the bottom line, Lieutenant, is that whoever ambushed us had access to some extremely powerful and limited special hardware."
"Sir, let me show you this." said the SWAT team member who was the brother of the young man known as 'The Leader'. It was Cindy's armored vest. "She took eight hits to the vest. Five of them didn't penetrate but three did. She also had on a thigh plate, and at the sharp angle two bullets bounced off like bouncing off water, and also didn't pierce her vest. But seeing what kind of bullets these were, she was lucky that only three got through. She should be dead, and so should several of us that took hits. They meant to kill us, Lieutenant. That much is for sure."
I just nodded. The first puzzle pieces were falling into place in my mind. As I drove back to the hospital I finally allowed my mind to roam... and I began to see clearly the 'what' and the 'how' and the 'why' of everything that had happened in that gymnasium...
--
When I got back to the Hospital, the Chief met me in the hallway. "Not the best time and place to discuss this, but I suspect it fits in with what's going on." Griswold said, his own considerable abilities to put puzzle pieces together being exposed. "Internal Affairs reported yesterday afternoon on the Crime Lab break-in. Technician Cho did use her exit code to set the alarm, as she should have. However, someone came in and defeated the system. They did not punch in a code but defeated it electronically. So that's why there were no alarms."
"Yes sir, that bespeaks high level stuff, just like when that guy was caught in our Evidence rooms." I said, "And yes, it does fit into this. I think I've got a handle on what's going on- oh, hello Molly."
Molly and Teresa had arrived. As they hugged me and then lots of other people, I shook hands with the third person that walked in: Detective Sergeant Wes "Coldiron" Masters of the Midtown Police Force.
"What brings you here, Sergeant?" I asked.
"I drove Detectives Evans and Croyle up here." Masters replied. "No way I was going to let either of them drive." I thanked Masters for that; this was a man that took care of his people, something to take note of.
People were chatting, Molly with me and Chief Griswold, the MCD detectives already starting to make notes for their reports. To my surprise, Captain Charles and Sgt. Masters were engaged in conversation and seemed to really be hitting it off.
Teresa sat by herself, her eyes downcast, but that did not last long. Laura sat down next to her and talked with her. Teresa did not demand to be left alone, but allowed herself to be talked to, and soon Laura was giving her a well-needed hug and comforting her like no one else in the room could.
At 3:00am, Tanya Perlman arrived, having led the processing of the crime scene. She had managed to recover one of the perps' unfired cartridges, and she showed it to all of us, saying that it was a cop-killer bullet. "They meant to kill people, Lieutenant." she said. "People wearing armor. I don't think this was a drug set-up. They meant to kill us, and probably you were the primary target, Lieutenant."
"I agree about the ambush, but I'm not sure that I nor anyone else was a specific target. I think they just wanted to shoot at police officers." I said. Even as I sat there and tried not to think, more puzzle pieces were edging into my consciousness from the edges, demanding to be put in their proper place.
I looked over at Laura. My wife was beginning to understand as she looked at the cop-killer bullet. "Excuse me for a moment." she said, getting up to leave. When she did not return for some minutes, I went looking for her.
The waiting room was in the corner of the hospital, where the left-side "L" shape was (the overall hospital was like a letter "I"). The Trauma Center was straight ahead, and I went to the side, down the leg of the building towards the front, the Town. The first hospital room down that hall was empty and the door was cracked open. I looked inside to see my wife standing in the darkness, looking out the window. As I came in and approached, I could see tears streaming down her face.
"This is not my Agency." she whispered as I came up behind her and put my arms around her. "This is not the Company that I've loved and worked for for all of these years." she said, almost sobbing.
"I know, sweetheart, I know." I said. "It's not your fault. I know who's behind it."
"And it was you they were after tonight, wasn't it?" Laura said, her voice barely above a whisper. "And Cindy jumped ahead of you. Martin told me that they had to tackle you to keep you from going out there..."
"Yes, you're right, they held me back." I said, letting myself acknowledge that my team did everything to keep me safe, all of them knowing that I would have gone out there first and taken those bullets that Cindy did if they had not restrained me... and if I could, I'd trade places with Cindy right now.
"I am going to kill those bastards." Laura said. "I don't care anymore; they've crossed the line."
"How about you let me take care of this one, honey." I said, knowing what I was going to do.
"You can't." Laura said. "It's over your head. If you kill any of them, we both will be killed in retaliation. This isn't about the law, this is an internecine CIA war."



"I'm not going to kill anyone, not just yet." I said. "But leave it to me."
"And if Cindy dies?" Laura asked.
"Then we're back to you killing them." I said. "But only if you get to them before I do."
--
It was nearly 4:30am when I noticed a doctor come out of the Trauma Center, and go the other way towards the breakroom. An orderly in scrubs tried to stop me as I went down after him, but I held up my badge and glared at him; he did not try to stop me though he verbally protested.
The old man looked up at me as I entered the breakroom after him. He was making coffee.
"Admiral, it is you." I said, having recognized him. Dr. Leonard R. Cordell (Admiral, USN, Ret.) had been a legendary surgeon in the war zones, having saved countless soldiers who otherwise would never have survived their wounds. He also had exposed an illegal CIA operation, which made him deeply unpopular with the Company. He'd retired from active Navy service, but he loathed the CIA to this day, and had given lectures on the dangers the Agency posed to the American People.
"I don't want your wife to see me here." he said. "I know she's not one of the bad ones, but I still don't want her knowing I'm here."
"I'll make damn sure she doesn't." I said. "And I'm grateful to you for coming here and helping with my officer."
"I was glad to do it. Dr. Morgan called me when he saw the extent of your Detective's injuries." the Admiral replied. "And it's not over; it's going to be touch-and-go for a couple of days. To be blunt, it's her incredible physique and conditioning that saved her. If it had been you or me or almost anyone else, I wouldn't have even had a chance to operate; she'd have been dead on arrival." Seeing the look on my face, Dr. Cordell continued "But she's stabilized now. We got the bullets and cloth fragments out and stopped the bleeding. If there's no new internal bleeding or any deep infections, I think she has a chance."
Relief flooded through me upon hearing those words, even though Cindy was not yet out of danger. "Thank you again, Admiral." I said, shaking his hand. "I'll go distract them while you go somewhere else."
As I walked back down the hall to the waiting room, I was met by Dr. Morgan, who I remembered had been on the trauma team that had saved Melina's life many months ago. He had now worked to save Cindy.
"How is she, Doctor?" I asked.
"We were lucky to have some help, Lieutenant." Dr. Morgan said.
"I know about the Admiral, and that you can't say anything about him being there. Don't worry about that. How's my officer?"
"The bullets that got through her armor tumbled, causing some damage. One went through a lung, the other into her chest cavity. It must've been the Hand of God that kept any major blood vessels from getting hit. We've got her in a medically-induced coma now. If she makes it through the next 24-48 hours, she might have a chance. I'm worried about renewed internal bleeding, though. It's going to be a tough couple of days for her."
"Thanks, Doctor, for everything." I said. "And tell your staff how grateful I am to all you of you for your work. She only has a chance because of you guys."
"It's what we're here to do, Lieutenant." Dr. Morgan replied. "And we're going to do all we can for her.
After telling everyone in the waiting room what I'd just been told, I went looking for Laura. She was in that same hospital room, and I knew she wasn't alone. I set my face and emotions for what had to be done next, and walked in. In the room with Laura was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, and they'd been talking.
"Oh, no..." Laura said, seeing the somber look on my face.
"Oh! No, Cindy is coming out of surgery and seems stable right now." I said. Laura's face turned to one of immense relief. "But the three of us need to talk, right now." Jack and Laura looked at each other as I sat down.
"I know that the two of you have been working together on stopping this rogue CIA cell." I said, laying the cards on the table. "I know that Jody Corrigan is in charge of it, that Dr. Bartholomew Scott is his right-hand man and leading the point on what's going on, and that Henry R. Wargrave is in league with them in some way. Scott has been a bull in a china shop; he threatened my police scientist with kidnapping and utterly destroyed the man's apartment, his people ransacked my Crime Lab, and now I have one of my best police officers and best friends lying in this hospital, fighting for her life. I've held back to let you guys shut this operation down, but I am not going to sit back any longer-"
"Don-" Jack Muscone started, but I stopped him.
"This is not a discussion, Jack, this is a statement." I said. "I'm going after Bartholomew Scott. I am going run him out of town on a rail... well, on a crowbar. You two can do what you have to, the Agency and the FBI can do what they need to, but I'm not having any more of this shit happen to my officers. Scott is done. If he's not out of my County in 24 hours, he is a dead man."
I got up and walked out. I left the Hospital and went to my destination, the Pharmacy building. Getting in with a master key that I'd plain stolen and duplicated from the Campus Police, I went to one of the offices and got to work, doing what I had to do...
--
"Fuck, they almost got me that time." Ned said. He was back in his hiding place above the garage of Goth Girl Kathy's mother's home. Eleanor Burke just watched as Kathy sucked Ned's cock, which was hard and throbbing.
"Ah, such is life!" Ned said, his blood still pumping from the excitement of the near-catch. "God, that was exciting!"
"How can you be so hard after something like that?" Eleanor Burke said.
"Ah, dear Eleanor, don't you remember how you felt when you were about to kill the bitch Fredricson?" Ned asked. "That excitement, that craving for action? God it makes me horny. Keep sucking me, bitch."
"Mmmm, I love it when you get all hot, Ned." Kathy said as her tongue licked up and down Ned's thick, hard shaft. "It's going to feel real good when you fuck my brains out with this thing."
"Are you wet, babe?" Ned asked.
"I'm soaking wet for your cock, Ned." mewled Kathy.
"Then climb on." said Ned. Kathy stood up, stripped completely naked, then straddled Ned. He grabbed her hips to guide her, easing her down as she held his eight inch cock with one hand and slowly lowered herself, impaling her pussy onto his thick, hard meat until he was fully buried inside her snatch.
Kathy began grinding against Ned as he slightly spread his legs, putting the tops of Kathy's feet on his things and massaging her feet. Some traits, including an appreciation for sexy feet, ran in Ned's family. He began sucking Kathy's nipples, her long teats hard with desire, as his hands mauled and massaged her large breasts.
Eleanor watched the evil young man being fucked by the sweet young Goth bitch, seeing that huge cock sliding up into her body as Kathy rocked herself on it. The soft, wet smacks of flesh-on-flesh echoed in the dark room as they rutting couple fucked lustily.
"Yeah, those bastards think that little show will help them?" Ned said, mostly to himself. "They're total fucking idiots. They've got no chance with me."
"Ooooh, I feel your big cock pulsing in me." said Kathy as she enjoyed fucking the big meat that was throbbing and jabbing deep inside her. "Keep thinking those thoughts and keep fucking me, baby."
"You are a tight, sweet fuck, bitch." Ned said. He thought about Kathy's lovely mother and beautiful younger daughter. He wouldn't mind fucking the shit out of either of them, and by force if necessary. The thought made him throb and he fucked up into Kathy as she grinded her cunt onto him, making both of them groan.
Some minutes later, Ned felt himself near coming. He saw Eleanor watching him fuck Kathy, and new desires entered his mind and body Wordlessly, he eased Kathy off of him, feeling the cool air on his cock as it slid completely out of the young woman's burning snatch.
"Are you wet, Eleanor?" Ned asked. She was, which was fortunate. Ned was mounting her, and she dutifully lay back and spread her legs to accommodate him.
"Unnh!" she moaned as Ned penetrated her, shoving his meat balls-deep into her. He began fucking Eleanor with a hard, steady, deep rhythm, his balls smacking against her taint as he buried his prick to the hilt inside her sopping womanhood. He looked over at Kathy as he fucked Eleanor, seeing the hot Goth Girl stabbing her fingers into her pussy as she watched Ned's ass bobbing and that birthmark of his as he pistoned in and out of Eleanor.
The obscene fucking continued for several moments until Ned could take nor more of it. "Oh yeah, I'm getting close... oh yeah, OH YEAH!" he gasped, unable to keep quiet as jet after jet of thick, ropy semen blasted into Eleanor's well-fucked cunt.
He tried to kiss Eleanor, but she turned her face, beginning to feel the filth and humiliation of having to sexually submit to this killer. Ned snickered as he nuzzled the older woman' neck, whispering to her what a hot, filthy fuck she was. After a few minutes of post-coital enjoyment, Ned dismounted Eleanor and went back in his original position with his back against the old couch, relaxing. Kathy swooped down on his cock with her mouth, sucking it deeply, cleaning off the combined sexual juices of the recent fuckings.
Oh yeah, life was good, Ned thought. And it's about to get better for me, and much, much worse for dear old Uncle Donny...
Part 3 - Cowardice and Ultimatum
***WHAM!!***
I'd raised my blue crowbar above my head with both hands, then slammed it down as hard as I could onto the center of the desk. It broke in half and collapsed, all of the papers and other items sliding down into a puddle in the middle. Behind the desk, Dr. Bartholomew Scott cringed in his chair.
It was 8:05am and Dr. Scott and his secretary had just arrived. I followed him into his office just as he had seated himself, and I got his undivided attention with the crowbar to his desk. Now for him.
"You son of a bitch!" I roared, stepping over the broken desk and right in front of Scott, my crowbar raised to deliver another blow. "You think I'm some stupid idiot? You think I don't see what you were doing?"
"What the fuck are you talking about?" Scott said, still scared but trying to regain his mental faculties.
"That little ambush you staged last night." I hissed. "You were trying to get Ned to come into your little fold, you were supposed to meet him, but you tipped us off and then ambushed us when we came for him. You were trying to make him think you were on his side, that he can trust you... by killing cops! See Ned? See how we took on the cops to protect you Ned?" I was near ranting. "We confiscated one of your weapons and the ammo... stuff only special ops people like your CIA bastards can have. I know you're behind it like you were behind trying to kidnap Barry Oliver."
"You're crazy." Scott said, but I had already seen in his eyes that I was right and had correctly guessed his plans.
"Here's the bottom line, you son of a bitch." I snarled. "You have 24 hours to resign and get out of town. If I see you in this County again, ever, after this time tomorrow morning, I will kill you. I don't care what the cost will be, I'll go down for murder if I have to. But if I see you again after 24 hours, you're dead."
I then hovered over Scott, getting close, letting my voice quieten but in doing so be more menacing. "And you'd better pray to God that my officer doesn't die. If she does, there is no place anywhere on this earth, above it, or underneath it, where you can hide that I won't find you and kill you. If she dies, you die."
I took the gun that was secreted under his desk and pocketed it as I stood upright. "Twenty four hours, Scott." I said, then backed out of the office, keeping him in my sight. I exited the office and closed the door.
Lt. Bill Hanson of the Campus Police had Scott's assistant, one Sarah Collins, at gunpoint, the barrel of his service weapon just inches from her head. Sarah had a frazzle of light brown, curly hair on her head. She wasn't bad looking, a bit on the voluptuous side, but wasn't spectacular either.
"Let's go." I said, holding my crowbar ready. As Hanson holstered his gun, Sarah Collins quickly reached under her desk.
***WHAP!!***
My crowbar came down hard on the back of her hand, and the gun she was drawing clattered to the floor and slid out from under her desk.
"OW! Goddammit!" Sarah screamed as, with lightning quickness, I had shoved her onto her desk, wrenching her arm hard behind her. I handcuffed her.
"Secure that firearm, Bill." I ordered as Bartholomew Scott opened the door to his office and looked out. "Sarah Collins, you are under arrest for unlawful possession of a firearm on Campus, and the attempted murder of a Town & County Police Officer."
"What the fuck is going on here?" Scott roared.
"Your assistant cunt is now in custody, Scott." I said as Lt. Hanson led the cursing woman out of the room. I turned to Scott one last time. "Twenty-four hours, Scott. Your clock is ticking."
--
"I want this woman released into my custody immediately, Chief Griswold." said Joseph "Jody" Corrigan, sitting in Interrogation-A, Chief Griswold on the other side. I stood behind the Chief, my arms crossed, my eyes boring into Corrigan.
He had come into the building with a lawyer in tow, demanding to be taken to the Chief's office. Instead, due to my pre-warning to the Duty Desk, he was shown into Interrogation-A and then made to wait for the Chief. Once the Chief and I condescended to come to Interrogation-A ourselves, his efforts to have the discussion moved to another room was curtly denied by the Chief. Then he was forced to send the lawyer out of the room in order to be able to say what he wanted to... perhaps not realizing our video-recorders were running and we were getting every second on tape.
"She attempted to murder a Town & County Police Lieutenant." said Griswold. "And that same Lieutenant says her boss is the reason my Detective is lying in the hospital, nearly dead. It's a huge understatement to say that we don't appreciate that shit around here, Corrigan, even if you are in the CIA... hell, especially since you are CIA."
"I don't think you understand the situation." said Corrigan. "You're asking for a serious scandal to befall your Town and your University here." He was groping for something, anything at all, to put himself at advantage. This meeting was not going very well at all; usually police forces were all too eager to comply with the orders of a high-ranking CIA officer.
"Crowbar, you have a response to that?" Griswold said, his eyes boring in on Corrigan.
"Yeah... bring it on, Jody." I said, remembering what he'd said to me in Midtown about his name. "By the way, I'm called the 'Iron Crowbar' by my friends. I don't consider you to be one of them. And I'm coming for you and your criminal agents, Jody."
Corrigan's eyes were smoldering with hatred as he got up. "You will regret this, Griswold. You will regret it."
"If my Detective dies," said Griswold, "you won't live long enough to regret it. Get out of my County. Don't come back, if you value your life."
--
"Your Honor, we ask that bail be denied this defendant." said Paulina Patterson at the bail hearing that afternoon, July 6th. "She is an exceptional flight risk. She is an agent of the Central Intelligence Agency, and if she is allowed out on bail she will never return to this County to face these attempted murder charges."
"What?!" exploded Judge Rodney K. Watts. "Defense counsel, is that true?"
"I am not permitted to answer that question, your Honor." said the defense counsel.
"Are you an employee of the Federal Government, counselor?" Watts demanded. Silence. "I'll ask one more time, are you an employee of the Federal Government, counselor? Or would you prefer to go to jail yourself for Contempt of Court?"
"Yes I am, your honor. I am a U.S. Attorney here to defend Miss Collins from police abuse." the defense counsel said. "The arresting officer damaged my client's hand in making the arrest. She needs medical attention, and I fear for her safety in the custody of this County's police. I ask that she be released on her own recognizance immediately."
"Yeah, right." said Judge Watts. "Federal government asshole lawyer walking into my Courtroom with this crap... I don't know what the hell is going on here, but yes, Ms. Patterson, bail absolutely is denied." said Watts. "And furthermore, this defendant is to be ankle-monitored while being held in jail, she is to be kept in solitary confinement, and she is to be guarded at all times. And I'd better not hear of any attempts to break this defendant out of custody. Get her medical attention... but in her jail cell." He was as angry as anyone when I'd broken all rules and secretly met with him in his chambers, telling him more of the story than most people knew.
"Don't worry, we'll have a Federal judge crushing these bastards." whispered the judge to Sarah Collins.
But the Federal Court also denied bail. Jack Muscone had apparently been motivated to act after seeing my determination in the hospital, and he had beaten them to the punch. He unrolled the first part of his case against the rogue CIA group, of which Collins was a part. He was asking for indictments against Bartholomew Scott and Sarah Collins and eight others, under a classified seal. The Federal judge not only wouldn't grant injunctive relief to the CIA, but ordered the agent Collins be kept in local custody as the Federal case was made.
--
"So what do you want me to do?" Bartholomew Scott said to the two men as they huddled with him in the plush office. "I say that I stay here and we tell the Iron Crowbar to shove his crowbar up his ass!"
"Scott, I warned you." said the host of the meeting. "I told you that you were moving too fast and too directly. I wish to God that Barry Oliver had just shot you dead, then we wouldn't be in this fucking mess. You damn near killed a Town & County Police Officer, for God's sake."
"Come on, Henry." said Jody Corrigan to his host, Henry R. Wargrave. "Scott is on the right path. Yes, he went a bit fast trying to secure Barry Oliver, but I approved the plan to draw the 'Mad Scientist' into the fold, and it almost worked. It's a shame the guys didn't kill that bastard Crowbar guy, and I really don't give a shit that one of his detectives got shot up."
"Are you as stupid as this bozo is?" gasped Wargrave to Corrigan, speaking detrimentally of Bartholomew Scott. "Do you not get it, Jody? Muscone is moving against you! He's seeking indictments! He has more than I realized, and now your rash actions have forced his hand. It's over, Jody, our cell is through. All of my years of work getting that cell going, getting you people into place... and now it's over because of Scott's stupidity."
"Bullshit, Henry-" started Corrigan.
"You want bullshit, Corrigan?" Wargrave stated, worn to anger with the sheer incompetence surrounding him. "You'll be getting a call within two hours from the Director, after the White House has called him. You think I'm fucking with you?"
Corrigan made his wisest move of the day: he shut his mouth.
"Scott, you don't have a lot of time left." Wargrave said. "I suggest you get that resignation sent to Dr. Wellman and be on your way by nightfall. I wouldn't even wait until morning if the Iron Crowbar were coming for my ass."
"Which he will be, when he finds out your involvement with us." Scott retorted.
Wargrave laughed, a deep hearty laugh like he had not had in ages. "Oh that is good, I have to admit." Then the humor vanished. "Scott, the Iron Crowbar already knows more than you do about your own operation. You set the rattlesnake off when you nearly killed his partner in the Police Force, and may God have mercy on your soul if she dies. I'd suggest you get out of town, and right now, Scott. Corrigan, it'd be a good idea if you left too. I'll clean up the mess you're leaving here."



"What about Collins?" said Scott. "We can't leave a soldier behind on the battlefield!"
"I'll take care of it." said Wargrave. "Now both of you: Get. The. Fuck. Out."
"Dammit, Wargrave, we can't just shut down!" cried Corrigan. "There's too much at stake-"
"Yes you can, at least in this County. Your operation is finished." said Wargrave. "Now go!"
Part 4 - Meditation and Healing
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead reporterette at 7:00am on July 7th. "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI is seeking indictments of several rogue CIA agents! Let's go to Priya Ajmani at the National desk. Priya!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the lovely Indian woman, who was standing in front of the Federal offices of the County as if that would make her story any more or less worth anything. "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI has moved to shut down a cell of rogue CIA agents that have been operating in the United States and abroad. The CIA has disavowed this cell, stating that their actions were without the authorization of the Director or the top leadership, and that they had acted outside the law and would be disciplined internally by the CIA as well as through the Federal Court system. No names have been released, and the White House has issued a statement saying that the President has been informed and is monitoring the situation. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thanks, Priya." said Bettina. "Meanwhile, Town & County Police Detective Cindy Ross remains in critical condition at University Hospital after being badly wounded in a raid intended to arrest three-time murderer Ned-"
I listened to see just how accurate this would be. Would Bettina attack the police, or actually tell the truth? She continued: "Police spokesman Lt. Scott Peterson said the criminals used illegal cop-killer bullets, and while Detective Ross was wearing body armor, these bullets managed to overcome the protection and wound Detective Ross. The shooting comes just one day after Detective Ross and her partner Teresa Croyle won the County Triathlon on July 4th. Let's now go to our newest reporter, Diane Williams, for an update. Diane?"
Diane Williams was a 'decided' blonde (she decided, and by how much), and she had a condescending way of talking, as if speaking to young dumb children. Come to think of it, I thought, most of her viewership probably fit into that category. I also knew that Diane had been hired from a station in the City to possibly replace Bettina, as I was aware of the deep divides within KXTC.
"Thank you, Bettina." said Williams. "Channel Two News has learned from several sources that Detective Ross's actions saved the life of at least one other police officer, and that the Town & County Council has convened a Board of Inquiry to determine exactly what happened during the raid. The State Bureau of Investigation has called for their own investigation into the incident, but the Governor has ordered the SBI to remain uninvolved. Bettina?"
"Thank you, Diane, and welcome to the Channel Two News team. In a University-related story, Dr. Bartholomew Scott submitted his resignation as a Professor of Pharmacy last night, which was reluctantly accepted by University President Dr. Sidney P. Wellman. Dr. Scott cited health issues within his family back east, and leaves after only a few months at our University. This is Bettina Wurtzburg for KXTC Channel Two News, and we will break in with any new developments in these recent cases."
Wow, no attack, I thought to myself. Who called Katherine Woodburn's dogs off?
--
At 8:00am that morning, Captain Charles brought Sergeant Wes "Coldiron" Masters to Headquarters, having had the Midtown officer stay with him the previous night.
"I'm going to give him the grand tour." said Captain Charles to the Chief in his office, with me present. "Is it okay if we take him downstairs?"
"By all means." said Chief Griswold, still hobbling and so staying seated behind his desk as much as possible. As an aside, the Chief had ordered that all but 'family' leave the Hospital and get back to work, that Cindy would recover, or not, without us hovering in the waiting room. When I replied that the Chief himself had said we were all a family, and so we all were refusing to go home, he said "I did say that, didn't I? But I mean immediate family: Evans and Croyle. The rest of you scoot, go home and clean up and they'll let you know if anything happens." I think it meant a lot to Teresa when the Chief called her Cindy's 'family'.
"I'll be heading home right after this." said Masters. "Detective Evans said she'd arrange to be taken back home, though it won't be for some time until her sister is more fully recovered."
"We'll take care of it." I said. Molly and Teresa had already been told they could stay at The Cabin while here in Town. "And come by my office before you go, if you don't mind."
Once the tour was done, Masters came into my office and sat down at my invitation. "Nice office." he said.
"Yes, it's above my pay grade, but I stole the keys to it." I said. "How do you like our operation?"
"Looks good. Different than ours in some ways, of course, but I got some ideas to take back home." replied Masters. "I like the security of your basement areas. But I'm most impressed with the camaraderie among your teams. I guess Detective Ross being wounded really has everyone hanging together."
"That's true." I said. "By the way, if you're in no hurry to get home, stick around with us for a while and swap some notes with my guys." Masters did just that, and I introduced him to the MCD team and had him work with them for the day. By the end of the day, when he did head home, he seemed to be much more considerably at ease than he normally was.
My reasons for doing this weren't idle. Like any decent chess player, I was looking far into the future. And if Cindy survived, I knew some good changes would be coming our Department's way...
--
"Well, that's that." said Dr. Wellman as he poured club soda for Henry R. Wargrave in his University office. "Dr. Scott has resigned and left. And he left in a big hurry."
"Yes, he did." said Wargrave. "I get the feeling you are less than upset about that."
"I usually do a much, much better job picking professors for my School." said Wellman. "Though this was one of those where I was persuaded to take the man because of the 'extra' duties he was doing. He did have impressive credentials, though."
"He got a little too big for his britches, Sidney, as my mother used to say about me when I was a kid." Wargrave replied. Wellman laughed.
"You still are too big for your britches, Hank." the University president said, needling his friend. "You just have the money now to go along with it."
"Yes, that's true." Wargrave said, allowing his friend to tease him. "But to get serious, things around here have gotten too hot to keep the operation going. My God, of all the people to get hurt, they had to shoot the Iron Crowbar's most trusted associate. Jesus! he's going to be a bear to deal with now."
"And she'd just won that triathlon. The whole Town is on pins and needles about it, Hank. And they are demanding answers for what happened. The Town & County Council is being besieged about it." said Wellman. "Yes, as much as I liked having the money for the School, I think it's best if you close up shop and lay low for a while..."
--
At 4:00am on the morning of July 9th, I was feeding my baby son a bottle. As he looked up at me with his blue eyes, I felt huge gratitude to be alive and be holding him. Finally, the bottle was finished and the burping and diaper-changing done, and I lay little Jim back down in his crib.
Laura was asleep, exhausted. The calls from Washington, D.C. had been constant, and often at unpleasant hours. This rogue-agent business was causing her grief.
Just then I felt a strong 'premonition', or 'vibe'. I felt that Cindy needed my help, her energy was flagging. I didn't question what I felt, but I quickly got dressed.
"Where you going?" Laura sleepily asked as she woke up. "I haven't given you your morning blowjob yet."
"That's okay, sweetheart." I said. "We'll make up for it. You get some rest. I'm going to the hospital before I go to the Station."
At the hospital, I was surprised to find my mother Phyllis sitting with Molly in the waiting room. "We just got here, son." said Phyllis. "Molly stayed with me last night."
"Good," I said, "I'm glad you're getting to know each other." Considering that Molly was carrying my mother's grandson, this was a good thing.
"Tell you guys what." I said. "I'm going to go make Teresa go to breakfast with you, so make sure she eats, okay?" I then headed to Cindy's ICU room just down the hall. The nurses were not amused at my presence, but knew better than to protest.
Teresa was half-asleep in a chair next to Cindy's bed. Cindy still had a breathing tube and IV tubes sticking out of her. No one had been able to make Teresa leave the room, much less go home. She woke up as I came in.
"Hey, Teresa," I said, "you need to go get something to eat. I'll stay here for a couple of hours, and my mom and Molly will take you to eat and get a shower."
"I take it that's not a request." Teresa said as she woke fully up.
"I'm delighted to see we understand each other." I said. "Now scoot. I'll call you if anything at all happens."
Once Teresa was gone, I got very close to Cindy's ear and whispered to her that I was here, that I wanted her to get well, and quickly, that I needed her help to put away the bad guys. I still felt she was at low energy. The instruments showed her pulse to be weak.
Some will say what I did next was crazy or weird. I sat down and began meditating. I let my mind drift, go deep, trying to feel the Life energies around me and Cindy, and to let energy flow to her. I could sense her presence as my head began rolling uncontrollably, I could feel her energy and it was indeed very low. She was letting go.
Then suddenly, I felt an almost blinding energy come in, and a bright light surround us. This powerful energy felt very strong and uplifting, and it was a healing power of great strength. I basked in the energy, then tried to send it towards Cindy, feeling her receiving it. Was this the end of it all? I wondered. I began to come out of my meditative trance. I opened my eyes. Cindy's pulse was much stronger, her heartbeat more regular. Everything seemed better. And then I looked over to my right.
Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and leader of The Vision, was sitting in the chair next to mine.
He was still meditating, and I knew that the energy I'd felt had been from him. His years of training had allowed him to harness his energies much more than my meager attempts had allowed me to harness mine. I just sat there, watching and waiting, wondering if Eckhart was truly the psychic that some said he was.
A few moments later, Eckhart opened his eyes. "Ah, hello my young friend Donald. I see that you felt what I did, that Miss Ross needed our help."
"Yes..." I said. "Oh yes."
"I think your premonition was correct. But I'm happy to say that she is now doing much better." said Eckhart. "I think she's going to make it, my friend." Enormous relief flooded my soul. I knew Eckhart was right.
"Yes, my friend, she's chosen to stay with us... with you." Eckhart whispered. "I'll be going now, before my presence causes the Hospital a commotion." Almost as quickly and as silently as he'd arrived, Harvey Eckhart vanished.
Part 5 - Life And Death
A few hours later, Cindy opened her eyes. Teresa was looking at her.
"Don't try to move." Teresa said. "You're in the hospital. You still have a breathing tube in you. Just relax and let it work for you. Easy, relax..." Cindy stopped trying to struggle against the breathing tube. Her eyes were locked with Teresa's, and no further communication was needed.
"I'll give you the 'forgot-to-duck' speech later." Teresa said. "You just concentrate on getting your hardbody butt out of this bed, okay?" Cindy tried to smile at that one.
I came up and said "Glad to see you back, partner. I'm going to go get the doctor. Don't beat up Teresa while I'm gone, okay?" I think I saw the light in my partner's eyes get a little bit brighter.
Moments later, doctors and nurses were swarming. "I don't know how she came out of that medically induced coma," one doctor told me later, "but she's doing much, much better now."
I didn't say anything. Doctors don't want to believe in the power of meditation.
--
In those same pre-dawn hours, Henry R. Wargrave was doing what he did best: cleaning up after a mess. For hours now, workers had packed up every scrap of paper, equipment and glassware that was in the secret labs under the Pharmacy building. It was an empty, lifeless shell... and that left just one more shell to take life from...
Dr. Heinz was lying on his bed in his makeshift bedroom. He had watched the dismantling of his laboratories, the taking of his papers, the removal of his life's scientific work. He was in pain; he was in the last stages of cancer and would soon die, anyway.
As the last of the workers finished up, Wargrave came to his bedside and sat down. "I'm sorry, Dr. Heinz, but you won't be leaving this room." Wargrave held what looked like a flask that normally held saké, the national wine of Japan... but the contents were not something anyone would want to drink.
"I don't get to see Laura one last time?" the old man asked. "Not one last phone call to say goodbye to her?"
"No. I'm sorry." said Wargrave, feeling genuinely sorry for the old man, but knowing he could not allow that contact. "Now, you can drink this, and go out the way the great Socrates did, or I can shoot you. I'll make it painless, but it's your choice."
"Give me the flask." Heinz said. He drank the potion. "Ah, you put it in mint julep. That was nice of you."
Wargrave waited and watched as Heinz said "My legs are numb, I cannot feel them... ah, no more pain, it feels so good to have no more pain."
"It won't be long, Doctor." Wargrave said. "When it reaches your heart, you'll go to sleep."
"Yes, it's happening now." Heinz said, his voice drifting. "Ah, the Light, it's so beautiful... God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob... ah, my Lord Jesus... He is coming, He has come for me! He is here!" Heinz smiled, a smile of supreme joy. Wargrave just watched, not understanding. After a moment he realized that Heinz was staring sightlessly into space. He felt for the old man's pulse; there was none. Dr. Heinz was dead.
If any man deserved eternal rest and joy for a job well done on earth, it was Heinz. He had saved many Jews from the Nazis. He had saved many Jews from death while working behind the Iron Curtain. He had saved many others and helped them to Freedom in the West. Despite all Wargrave's money and power, Wargrave could never hope for his soul to equal the soul that had just left the disease-racked body of the old man; that soul was now sitting at the right hand of God...
--
There was joy in Town & County Police Headquarters the afternoon of July 9th when it was announced that Detective Ross was awake. She was not completely out of the woods yet, but everyone knew that her odds were much more in her favor now. Bettina had even broken into the soap operas to announce the news, and the entire Town and County seemed much happier.
The doctors had thrown everyone out of the hospital, except Teresa, Molly... and Molly and Cindy's parents. They'd come down from Canada. Relations between them and Cindy had been strained (at best) for years over Cindy's sexual orientation, but that was forgotten for the moment when they saw their daughter bravely clinging to life after having bravely nearly sacrificed it. Cindy seemed happy to see them, also.
The Chief and I had reinforced the instructions to the Force to not tire Cindy out by visiting, and to let her rest and get better. She still needed lots of rest.
--
"Hello, honey." I said as I entered Laura's office in the University Psychology building late that afternoon. "Why did you need me to come down?" My wife had called and asked me to come to her office, claiming it was urgent.
"I can't get hold of Dr. Heinz." said Laura. "He's not answering is cell phone nor any of his office phones. Some of his 'aboveground' students went to his home, but he wasn't there, either."
"Did you try the, er, other place?" I asked, and Laura knew I was intimating the secret underground laboratory.
"Yes, and that's the thing, Don, that's why I called you: I can't get down there. The code has been changed, and I can't access the elevator."
"Ohhhhhh, shit." I said, fully understanding. Laura understood, also. "Okay, let me call Cindy- dammit, I mean let me call... Tanya Perlman to back us up, then we'll try to get down there."
Tanya arrived within a few moments. I instructed her to wait for us in the hallway of the Pharmacy Building, in front of the door that led to the secret basement, telling her that if we weren't back in half an hour or if she didn't hear from us, to bring heaven and earth to dig us out of the basement passage that was below us. Her eyes sparkled as she realized something big was going on.
Going in, Laura's card worked to get us to the back room and the elevator, but the elevator would not respond to her numeral entry. "Let me try." I said, punching in a code. The elevator shut and began moving down.
"How did you do that?" Laura asked.
"Manufacturers' code." I said. "I used to sell these security devices, remember? Well, to keep from getting sued, they install an ultimate fail-safe code in addition to the one the customers ask for. I've always remembered those codes. Most customers don't realize those codes exist, and leave them in place. Seems the Company even forgot about it, or didn't know."
"Good thing you didn't turn to a life of crime, what with all that knowledge." Laura joked as we got off the elevator. She didn't know how right she was, I mused. I also did not tell her that that was how I'd gotten to P. Harvey Eckhart's luxurious suite when I'd been at The Vision's World Headquarters.
Just as we stepped off, the light in the elevator went off; it was totally dead. "How are we going to get out of here?" Laura asked nervously.
"Secret Passage to the Conservatory." I said, half joking. "I'm sure there's a back way out of here." We went down the dark hallway. An eerie blue light was coming out of the lab door. When we looked in, we got a shock: everything was gone. Every cabinet, every piece of equipment. The lab benches, the shelves and cabinets, had been taken down and removed. Only floor remained. One of the fume hoods remained against the back wall; there had been four fume hoods before. That hood was the source of the blue light, the only light in the room.
I heard Laura cry out. She had found Dr. Heinz. She was sitting in the chair next to the bed, holding his wrist. "He's gone." she said, trying to hold herself together.
"I'll give you a minute and look around." I said. The back office was totally empty; every desk taken, every scrap of paper. "I'm surprised they didn't buff wax the frickin' floor." I said to myself as I looked at the far wall. I moved to it and began feeling around. I had to reach up high, but I felt a latch and engaged it. the wall panel came loose and I swung it open. Behind the wall was another elevator, with a dim light.
"Laura, let's go!" I called out, running back to the little bedroom. Laura came out of her moment of mourning as I quickly wrapped Heinz's body in the blanket beneath him and hauled him over my shoulder. We made our way to the elevator, stepping inside. I entered the manufacturers' code. To our relief, the elevator doors closed and begin going up!



The doors on the other side of the elevator opened into a dark space when it stopped. Laura and I stepped out with Heinz's body, and the doors closed, leaving us in near-pitch blackness. The elevator's light had gone out; it, too, was dead. Laura got a strong flashlight out of her purse.
"Some kind of maintenance room." she said. We could hear the machinery of the air conditioning unit.
"I see a crack of light over there." I said, pointing forward. We made our way to it. It was a metal double door that, fortunately, opened from the inside. Going out, we saw some steps that led up to ground level, outside the Pharmacy Building.
Putting Dr. Heinz's mortal remains down, I got on the radio and called Tanya to come around to the other side of the Pharmacy Building. When she arrived, wondering how we got there, all I did was tell her who Dr. Heinz was, and to do a quick toxicology on him. She called the EMTs to transport Dr. Heinz to the morgue.
--
"It is just so sad." said Dr. Wellman. He and his wife Sally had come to the Mountain Nest to see Laura after hearing the news of Dr. Heinz's death. "His students are devastated. I'm pretty devastated by it myself. And I know he was like a father to you, Laura."
"Yes, sir, he was." Laura replied. Also in the room were Jack Muscone and his girlfriend Elizabeth. They'd come from the City to pursue the legal case against the rogue CIA agents, including the recalcitrant bitch being held in my jails.
At that moment, my mother came into the room with little Jim. Everyone 'ooh'ed and 'ahh'ed over him, and then, knowing it was the correct thing to do, Sally Wellman and Jack's girlfriend went with Phyllis to see Carole in the other room.
"So they cleaned out the lab?" Wellman quietly asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "Totally. And I'm not sure Dr. Heinz died of natural causes. I'm having my Crime Lab do a toxicology screen. I'll know more tomorrow."
"Wow, I didn't think Bartholomew Scott could make something like that happen that quickly." Jack Muscone said.
"I don't think Scott was the one behind this." I replied. "Jody Corrigan, maybe, but I think someone else came in and cleaned this up."
"By the way," Jack Muscone asked. "Any idea who those four shooters were that came in with the heavy firepower and saved you?"
"No." I said. "I figured it was Laura's or your guys, but you're both denying it. Whoever they were, I owe 'em a case of beer." I did not mention that I'd thought about just that... the identities of those guys. I did think that it was very possible they were the same guys or from the same group that had saved me from Ned at Ward Harvester. I had guardian angels, and was grateful for it.
"Okay, I'm beside myself wanting to know," Jack Muscone said, his small eyes getting as close to twinkling as they could, "how in the hell did you do that to Scott's desk?" Everyone looked at me, also wanting to know how I'd destroyed Scott's desk with one blow.
"Oh, you can't expect a magician to tell all his secrets." I replied. Neither Muscone nor Dr. Wellman would let me get away with that. "Okay, I'll tell you." I said. "I went from the hospital to the Pharmacy building and broke into Scott's office. I sawed the wooden desk from underneath until it was barely holding on, then cleaned up the sawdust. So when I popped in the next morning and hit the desk with the crowbar, Shazam! I figured I'd get the bastard's attention."
"You got that, all right." said Dr. Wellman. "He sent his resignation that night and I haven't heard from him nor seen him since. The desk is still there, by the way, still split in two. Whom do I bill for that mess, Lieutenant?" I hoped he was kidding.
"Just get whoever cleaned out the basement lab to clean that up." I said. "I have never seen a place made so empty so quickly, since they obviously had to work in night-time hours only."
"That's true." said Wellman. "I talked to Mr. Wargrave today, and he was totally shocked by the news, though I know he'd given money grants to some of those projects as well as the aboveground ones..."
Wellman caught himself and quickly moved to change the subject. "Okay, Laura, Dr. Heinz's students know you're going to take over what projects he had left, and at least get them to their advanced degrees before shutting it all down. I'll let you handle all that, and I appreciate you doing that extra work."
"Thank you, sir, I'm glad to do it." Laura said. "By the way, Don is doing all the funeral arrangements."
"Ah, that's good." said Dr. Wellman. At that moment, Mrs. Wellman, Elizabeth, and my mother showed back up, and the Wellman and Muscone parties made their goodbyes. It was late and Laura was barely hanging on. After checking up on a sleeping Carole in her crib, we went to the master bedroom, where little Jim was sleeping in his crib.
Laura was just standing there. I took her into my arms and she finally broke down and began crying. I held her for a very long time as she let it all out...
--
Supervisor Tanya Perlman came to my office the next morning. With her was Dr. Lawrence Woodrow, whom Tanya had called in to consult upon Barry Oliver's advice. He introduced himself by saying "Go Wildcats!" as he shook my hand. "Go Wildcats!" I replied; I liked him already. We made a few moments of small-talk about our mutual Chemistry degrees from our School before getting down to business.
"Hemlock." Tanya said. "I've never seen it before, but it's hemlock, the same stuff they gave Socrates to drink to complete his death sentence."
"I haven't seen this in years, myself." said Dr. Woodrow. "And that time was almost by accident; I just happened to be in the right time and place in Prague when someone committed suicide by it."
"Any signs of trauma or force on the body?" I asked.
"No sir." Tanya said. "But CMB said Dr. Heinz was almost dead of cancer as it was. He may have just decided to end his life."
"Not from what I know of that man." I said. "He was no quitter." There was no doubt in my mind that the destruction of that secret lab had included the destruction of Dr. Heinz's mind and body...
"Dr. Woodrow, I can't think you enough for consulting with us on this." I said.
"Lieutenant, it was fun." Dr. Woodrow said. "Although the occasion is sad, I really enjoyed working with Supervisor Perlman, and I hope I can work with your Crime Lab again."
"I'm sure we'll find opportunities to do just that." I said. I just love it when things fall into place. And a call to Molly confirmed that Cindy was getting better and better...
Part 6 - Plotting and Planning
"You're covering the death of some old Jew?" Katherine Woodburn said to Bettina Wurtzburg and Diane Williams, who were standing before her desk.
 
"He wasn't Jewish," countered Bettina, "but he saved a lot of them from the Holocaust. He was a hero for us behind the Iron Curtain, as well. The Israeli Knesset made a proclamation honoring him."
"So fucking what?" said Katherine Woodburn witheringly.
"University President Wellman has called and asked us to mention Dr. Heinz on our broadcast." said Diane Williams in her soothing but 'you-are-a-dumb-shit' voice. "But if you like, we can cover Daniel Allgood's campaign comments upon Cindy Ross's bravery." Woodburn grimaced; Diane Williams was not working out as well as she'd hoped, and she was proving as disloyal as Bettina.
"Okay, go with the Heinz story, but keep your comments brief." said Katherine. "We don't need to be praising some fucking Jew on this good station. Make sure you get something good about Harold Malone into your broadcasts as well." she called out to the backs of her reporters as they left the office.
Outside, Bettina said "Well, Diane, I think you might be blowing it in your opportunity to replace me here."
"I don't care." said the blonde reporterette. "I'm already sorry I left my last job for this. The pay raise isn't worth it. That woman is going to get this place shut down."
"I think there's a few things we can do." said Bettina. "Meanwhile, I have a couple of good stories for us to pursue, if you want to help me..."
--
State Bureau of Investigation Agents Richard "Dick" Ferrell and Steven "Ass" Ikea walked into the lobby of the Marriott Grande Hotel in the City and to the elevator that went to the suites on the upper floors. They had to show their badges to the security people, but their names were on the list to be admitted.
"What's this about?" asked Ikea as the rode up the elevator to the 18th floor.
"I'm not sure." said Ferrell as he watched the numbers tick up. "Director Lewis told us to go to Room 1822 and meet with a VIP who would explain things to us."
They knocked on the door to Room 1822. The door was opened by a short, husky man with a thin mustache and goatee beard, wearing a suit that did not adequately hide the firepower underneath the jacket. This man was security.
"Come in, gentlemen." said the security man. "Make yourselves at home. My boss will be in to talk with you very shortly. Can I offer you a drink, some water, green tea perhaps?" Both men declined. The security man left for a moment as the two agents looked around the room. There was money in this, Ikea had decided. Ferrell observed the sterility of the room; they were meeting someone in a 'neutral location', a place where none of his secrets could be given away. Likewise, anyone seeing them walk in would not know who they were meeting.
They did not have long to wait. The security man was back out within five minutes, and asked them to come into the back room. It was a makeshift office.
"Gentlemen, thanks for coming." said the man behind the desk. Both men recognized him. He was the billionaire Henry R. Wargrave. Wargrave had not gotten up to shake hands with them. He instead waved at the seats in front of the desk. "Please, be seated."
"Josh, hand them the files, please." Wargrave instructed the security man, who took two files from the edge of the desk and handed one to each agent. "As you gentlemen can see, this is a bit of information I put together. It seems that several enemies of our nation have been assassinated by a hit team. I have been able to show that there are only three people who took airplane flights to all of these places in the timeframe of the assassinations.
"One of them is an FBI agent, who I am sure you recognize, Agent Ferrell. I believe he beat the living shit out of you during the Jonas Oldeeds murder investigation." said Wargrave. Ferrell looked up at Wargrave over his eyelids, not raising his head, not liking having that hideous memory brought out so strongly.
"Another is one of the highest level CIA operatives in the country today." continued Wargrave. "I am sure you recognize her as the wife of a man who whipped you very badly a couple of times, Agent Ikea." Ikea nodded, his face a grimace.
"The third is the assistant of the second person, they flew to each of these places together." said Wargrave, then paused.
After looking at the materials, it was Agent Ikea that spoke up. "Mr. Wargrave, if I may ask, just what is it you'd like us to do with this information?"
"Agent Ikea, there is one other assassination that occurred, and in the same town where all of these three people were on that same day. Perhaps it will occur to you." said Wargrave. Ferrell looked stumped, but Ikea's eyes shot up.
"Jonas Oldeeds!..." Ikea said, his voice barely more than a whisper.
"Yes, Mr. Ikea." said Wargrave. "While I doubt Agent Muscone is the murderer, Dr. Fredricson is authorized by the CIA to lead what I call 'wet' teams. And her assistant, now Mrs. Daniel Allgood, is far and away the best marksman- er, -woman in the State, and among the very best in the country."
"I can see the great opportunity here, Mr. Wargrave," said Dick Ferrell, trying to assert himself into the conversation, "but where do you want us to take this?"
"Keep watching them while they're in our State." said Wargrave. "I suspect there is going to be an opportunity to catch Mrs. Allgood with her favorite sniper rifle... and you will spring in with a warrant to confiscate that rifle. Ballistics will very likely match the bullet that exploded the Reverend Oldeeds's head, and you will then be able to bring the Reverend's killer to Justice... and in a way, I might add, that will bring great pain to your buddy with the crowbar and his FBI friend."
Ikea's eyes sparkled at this most pleasant but unexpected opportunity. "I can't thank you enough for this information, Mr. Wargrave. I don't want to seem to be looking a gift horse in the mouth, but... why are you doing this for us?"
"Mr. Ikea," said Wargrave, "do you remember when Captain Malone let you down, threw you to the dogs and let the Iron Crowbar beat the living shit out of you? It really felt like you had the rug pulled out from under you, and by someone you trusted." Ikea nodded, his face a mask of hatred as Wargrave continued "Well let me just say that I feel your pain; I've had a similar experience, and I want to administer some payback. You get your Reverend's killer, you both look like the best agents this side of Elliot Ness for solving the Oldeeds case, humiliating Muscone in the process, and bringing pain to the Iron Crowbar and his family. What more could one do with such a few simple strokes?"
Wargrave moved to close the meeting. "Gentlemen, if you will just leave those files on the desk, Josh will escort you to the door. Have a good day, and best of luck in solving the Oldeeds case."
The agents left. "We'll have to recreate those airline records," said Ferrell, "but that'll be easy enough, and then we have several judges we can go to which can help us out. Director Lewis is going to be ecstatic about this. It'll bring 'Operation Restoration' a huge boost."
"Yes." said Ikea. He was much more thoughtful. He wanted to find the killer of Oldeeds badly, and this might be his inroad with the Oldeeds Ministries... but he still had deep concerns about Henry R. Wargrave's true motives. He had no illusions about someone like himself playing in that man's circles, unlike that idiot the Iron Crowbar...
Part 7 - The Hope
Dr. Heinz's funeral was held in the University Chapel. I was pleasantly surprised at how many people came. Dr. Wellman and his wife were there, of course. Dr. Heinz's students had come, many professors of the Psychology, Chemistry, and Biology Departments and their spouses attended. Martin Nash came with his girlfriend Sandra Speer; in fact, Jack Muscone's entire team and many other FBI agents were in attendance. And there was international representation: the German Government had sent a representative from their consulate in the City.
But the biggest surprise for me was when a distinguished older man came up to me and introduced himself. He was the Israeli Ambassador to the United Nations, and he spoke during the funeral: "On behalf of the Prime Minister and the People of Israel, I wish to express the condolences of Israel upon the passing of our good friend." he intoned before giving an account of the many lives Dr. Heinz had saved over the years, many who had emigrated to Israel, many who now had children, grandchildren,... great-grandchildren.
Laura had said she didn't think Heinz was ethnically Jewish, and he'd accepted Christianity when he came to America. The Presbyterian minister who Dr. Heinz had been friends with for years gave the eulogy.
I was dressed 'to the nines' in my most formal police uniform. Medals instead of ribbons, the Medal of Valor around my neck. The University ROTC Ranger Company had asked to be pallbearers for Dr. Heinz before I could even approach them (had Laura contacted them?), and of course I accepted their offer. Dr. Heinz's coffin was draped with an American flag: he had died a CIA officer after years of service to his adopted Nation.
I'd had no trouble getting the Town & County Council to allow Dr. Heinz to be buried in the hero's area of Cemetery Hill, in a place of honor not far from where Officer Pete Feeley's grave was. Dr. Heinz's grave site faced East, the only death request he was known to have made.
The Cadet Rangers ceremoniously folded the American flag and handed it to me, and I presented it to Laura, who was as close to family as the old man had. My wife was wearing all black, with a lace veil. Tears streamed down her face under the veil as she accepted the flag. I didn't know it at the time, but that flag would remain in Laura's office until she would retire, many years into the future.
The saddest yet most uplifting part for me was when the Israeli ambassador and his entourage asked me to stand with them as they sang the 'Hatikva', the eons-old anthem of Jewish hope and Israel's national anthem. I felt very honored as they sang...
Kol ʻod balevav penimah
Nefesh Yehudi Homiyah
I could not hold back tears, knowing that one of the people Dr. Heinz had saved was my great-grandmother. Without him, I was not even here...
Ulfa'atey Mizrakh Kadimah
ʻAyin letzion Tzofiyah
Dr. Heinz was at Home, his eternal Home... even so, I vowed that he would be avenged here on this earth. It was a dark night now... but with Cindy recovering, there would be a new dawn, I promised myself...
ʻOd lo avdah tikvatenu
Hatikvah bat shnot alpayim
Lihyot am chofshi be'artzenu
Eretz Tziyon v'Yerushalayim
--
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Opening a Media Can of...
On July 19th, Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle sat in Cindy's hospital room and watched the special TV broadcast. The show was called 'Channel Two Magazine with Bettina Wurtzburg', and was a half-hour primetime show.
Cindy had been making remarkable progress in her recovery, and was starting to bitch about things. Nurse Jones, the lovely black nurse that I had enjoyed several pleasurable sexual encounters with, had adopted Cindy as her special patient, and would fuss over her when Cindy tried to do to much. Cindy was irritated until I told her to just roll with it, that it was Nurse Jones's way of showing she how much she cared.
Seeing how Cindy was doing, the doctors were discussing letting her go home in a few more days, especially as she was getting restless and ornery, but they also didn't want her moving around a lot: her lung still needed healing time.
We'd been forewarned what the last segment of Bettina's TV magazine show would be about: Teresa Croyle. Bettina went through the story of Teresa's race with her sister Alexis, then her sister's death at the hands of a drunk driver, showing images of Alexis's gravesite, which Bettina had had to travel many miles to acquire. The reporterette glossed over Teresa's father's insanity.
There were clips of the Chief, of me, and especially of Harold Malone talking about Teresa's excellent police work in the Town & County Police Vice Squad, of her being wounded in making a drug raid, of her many successful arrests. But Bettina didn't gloss over what she reported next: "Detective Croyle was accused of assaulting a man in police custody last Christmas Eve. Dean Allen was drunk and had plowed into a car, killing a mother and her two children..." The screen showed that mother and two young children, then their graves.
The TV report continued: "Dean Allen's father, State Senator Nathan Allen, not only arranged for his son to receive a sweetheart plea deal and escape jail time, he forced Detective Croyle's resignation and banishment from the Town & County Police. She now works with another police department in the State. Phil Kearns, whose family was wiped out by Dean Allen, filed suit against the younger Allen... but then found himself kidnapped and incarcerated in the State Asylum on what has been determined to be an illegal warrant. He was only freed by an FBI raid on that facility several weeks ago. Local Police and the FBI believe Senator Allen was involved in the illegal warrant that had Kearns incarcerated."
Bettina ended with an absolutely devastating editorial comment: "So while Phil Kearns recovers from undeserved torture at the State Asylum and continues to cope with the death of his entire family, and while the Town & County Police have been denied the services of Detective Teresa Croyle, Dean Allen goes free... virtually unpunished for killing three people while drunk. And Senator Nathan Allen continues spending your tax dollars as a State Senator. One truly wonders where the Justice is in that. This is Bettina Wurtzburg for Channel Two Magazine. Good night."
--------------------------
I entered Cindy's room moments later. "Good evening, ladies." I said as they tried to wipe away the evidence of tears shed over the last half hour.
"Was this your doing?" asked Teresa, her eyes boring into me.
"You better believe it was." I said, having no problem taking ownership of making that happen.
"Why?" Cindy asked, challenging me even while being laid up in a hospital bed. No bullets could take out her guts, I happily thought.
"Well," I said, "it goes like this: I need a leader for the Vice Squad, and the one I want by August 1st is sitting in this room right now. But in order to get Teresa reinstated, I need the Council to back me. In order to do that, I need the good People of the Town and County to let the Council know their views. To make sure those views are positive, I asked Bettina to make a few comments about Teresa's life and career, and I might have suggested mentioning the Allens as part of it. As you can see, my reasons are totally self-serving, purely selfish." My last comment fooled no one present.
"How in the world did Bettina get that by Katherine Woodburn?" Cindy asked, even as she was beginning to fall asleep.
"Woodburn is in Washington, D.C., meeting with the Democrat National Committee and other Media editors and publishers, to map campaign strategy in several States." I said. "Bettina went by the adage 'It's easier to get forgiveness than permission.'."
One look at Cindy showed me it was time to leave and let her sleep. I left her with her bodyguard and best buddy, and went to call Bettina and congratulate her on an outstanding news show...
--------------------------
Dr. Wellman and Henry Wargrave had watched the TV special from the superlative comfort of Wargrave's study in his home, sipping rare and fine whiskeys as they viewed the broadcast.
"Very nice story." said Dr. Wellman.
"They left the most important name off the closing credits." said Wargrave, almost laughing with delight as he saw through the whole plan.
"Who's that?" asked Wellman.
"That story has 'Iron Crowbar' written all over it, in everything but a glowing neon sign." said Wargrave. "I'm not sure what he thinks he's doing, but it's going to be fun to watch Senator Allen whine about it for the next few days..."
------------------------
"Katherine, what the hell is going on?" screamed Senator Nathan Allen into the phone. "You're in Washington?... Listen, did you even see it before it aired? Do you realize the damage it's doing to me?.... Good for Harold Malone? Fine, but what about what your bitch reporter said about me and my boy?... Wait, don't you dare hang up..." Allen looked at his cell phone. "Goddammit, she hung up. She hung up!" he growled.
The several members of Allen's campaign staff, who had been called into his home for an emergency meeting just one hour after Bettina's broadcast, had sat silently through the phone call.
"I'm not sure anyone even watched that show, Senator." said his curly-black-haired campaign manager, trying to be positive.
"People will see just how biased it is." said the Queen of Opposition Research. "They'll know that this is a media collaboration with the Republicans and that it's full of lies."
"We're running some polls now, Senator, and will run some tomorrow." said the curly-brown-haired campaign staffer. "We'll know if there is any damage soon." He did not mention that it would be hard to further erode the reputation of Senator Nathan Allen.
--------------------------
"Allegations that I was involved in sending Phil Kearns to the Asylum are totally ridiculous." said Sen. Allen to KXTC blonde reporterette Diane Williams in a spot interview the next day. "And that policewoman did assault my son while he was handcuffed and helpless, and she should've been prosecuted for her crimes instead of being allowed to resign from the force. The name of Teresa Croyle remains a stain on the good names of those wearing the blue uniforms of those who protect and serve our County..."
Diane Williams nodded as Allen spoke, getting the footage that Katherine Woodburn had ordered her to get, but knowing that this was not going to help the Senator's cause...
------------------------
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely reporterette on the morning of July 22d. Channel Two News polling has shown that Senator Nathan Allen's poll numbers have dropped to a staggering low of 34% over the weekend. Our report on Detective Teresa Croyle attained the highest ratings that program has ever had, and Townspeople are responding very favorably about her... and are increasingly angry at the Allens. Town & County Councilman John Colby has told Channel Two News that he has been inundated with calls and email contacts by citizens, requesting both the reinstatement of Detective Croyle to the Police Force and investigations into Senator Allen and his son Dean."
After a few more comments, Bettina then said "In much happier news, Detective Cindy Ross was released from University Hospital last night, and is continuing her recovery at home. Her doctors are absolutely stunned at how rapidly she has been able to recover from injuries that they said very likely should have been fatal. Police spokesman Lt. Scott Peterson has stated that Detective Ross will not return to active duty until she completes further rehab. Everyone at Channel Two News joins in the good wishes for Detective Ross to continue to make a full recovery. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
-----------------------
"That was a stroke of sheer genius, that news story." said Town & County Councilman John "Jack" Colby as he and I ate breakfast at his Country Breakfast Restaurant the next morning, July 23d. "Not only myself, but the Mayor and other Council members have been inundated with calls from Townspeople, demanding that we get Detective Croyle back to your Police Department."
"So, do I have my Vice Squad Lieutenant on August 1st?" I asked.
"You sure do." Colby said. "The Mayor has already been making the phone calls. He did get one from Senator Allen in protest, but not even Malinda Adams will speak to the Senator right now. I don't know how Allen thinks he can win in November."
"Too easily: they intend to rig the election for him." I said, then shoved a large scoop of eggs into my mouth.
"You're fucking kidding me." Colby said, letting his baritone voice get a bit too loud.
"Don't worry about it." I said after swallowing the eggs. "The Force is going to be with us on that."
"I probably don't want to know what you have in mind." said Colby, very perceptively understanding. "And by the way, I don't know how you got Bettina to do that hit piece on Allen, but you hit another home run, Mr. Crowbar.
How did I get Bettina to do it? It was easy enough: I simply asked her to. I gave her the information about Teresa, worked with her to produce the story. And what did she ask in return?
Well, let's just say that we ended our last session of discussion with her sliding her hand into my crotch and feeling up my cock and balls. "One day I'm going to get the payment from you that I want." she said, her eyes boring lustily into mine. Then she walked away. leaving me very aroused. Let's just say that Laura got royally fucked that night.
As Colby and I continued to talk, my police cellphone began ringing. When I answered it, I got a huge shock.
"What?!?!" I gasped into the cell phone. "Yes, I'll be right there." I hung up the phone.
"I have to go." I said to Jack Colby. "The Station just called. Eleanor Burke wants to turn herself in."
As I sped to Headquarters, I realized fully that this was be the opening move in Ned's great chess game against me. It was starting... the Game was on.
Part 8 - Ned Takes Action
I was wearing my "black" police uniform, which the SWAT team normally wore, and of course I had on armor under the shirt. The shirt was black and made of a lightweight "rip-stop" cloth with the cloth TCPD badge sewn into the shirt above the left pocket in metallic gold thread, and my name embroidered on a strip of black cloth over the right pocket, very similar to a military name tag. Then came black pants and the black military boots I'd worn through Airborne School-- those were not standard police uniform, but no one had the guts to tell me I couldn't wear them. Last but not least came the heavy-duty utility belt which held my holstered gun, handcuffs and radio, And, of course, my full-brim Tilley hat was on my head.
I approached the center of the carefully-mowed grass park that was Courthouse Square. There was Eleanor Burke, sitting alone on the bench in front of the statue of the great President of the United States, one of the Founding Fathers, for whom our County was named. The streets around the square had been closed off, and a cordon of police officers ringed the square on the other side of those streets.
Eleanor Burke had called the station and said she wanted to turn herself in, but only to me personally. The Chief had not liked her terms that I come get her in the park, but I'd agreed to them.
"Thank you for coming, Lieutenant." said Eleanor as I stopped in front of her. The day was slightly overcast but with no real threat of bad weather. I could almost hear the tension and silence in the air as nearly all of the on-duty Police Force watched from the distance. "Won't you sit down?"
"It's not safe for either of us here." I said. "Why don't we go to the Station and talk there."
"Because I'm not going to hand you this gun in my pocket until we've talked." said Eleanor. I could see that she was holding a .38 caliber snub-nosed revolver, very similar to the one she used to try to kill my wife. I sat down.
"Okay, what do you want to talk about?" I said, wanting to get this overwith, not knowing if Ned had snipers in any of the buildings around us.
"Only two things." replied Eleanor. "First, I'm sure you hate me for trying to kill your wife. It was nothing personal to you, and upon reflection I have come to regret doing it. I won't ask your forgiveness, but I'm glad for your child's sake that I did not succeed."
"And next?" I said, not caring to discuss that situation any further.
"If I turn myself in now, will you promise to not send me back to the Asylum?" Eleanor said. "I am of plenty sound mind, but I would rather shoot myself here and now than go back to that living hell. And if you make that promise, I'll give you a report of things going on there that will stagger your mind."
"You've got a deal on that." I said. I'd long since talked with Paulina and the Chief, and also gotten DA Krasney's approval that we hold Eleanor in our jails and not let the State have her back in any way, at least until she'd been tried in our Courtrooms.
Eleanor took the gun out of her pocket and, holding it in a way she could not fire it, handed it to me. I did not handcuff her until I'd walked with her to the edge of the Courthouse Square nearest the City Hall side, and then I instructed Rudistan and Morton to handcuff her with her hands in front of her. They whisked her off to Headquarters.
While there, Eleanor gave statements to Inspector Britt Maxwell, who had come into Town for the purpose of interviewing Mrs. Burke, of her experiences and observations of what had gone on at The Asylum, adding to the considerable evidence being collected to bring some serious charges against a lot of State Asylum people.
She also discussed in very calm and rational terms how Ned had broken her out of the Asylum. She said she had had no idea of where she'd been held by Ned, and had managed to get out of his car when they were driving someplace. She had run away and Ned and his girlfriend had not been able to catch her.
I knew there was something wrong with the escape-from-Ned part of the story. It was firmly in my mind that Ned had let Eleanor escape on purpose, or more likely had actually released her with instructions to turn herself in. Dr. Bonnie Karpathian would report that Eleanor appeared to have symptoms of Stockholm Syndrome, where a captive begins identifying with and supporting his or her captor(s). I just had to let the story play out, and I knew it wouldn't be long.
-----------------------------
"Okay, Dolores," Jeanine said, "we're taking Doug to the doctor." It was the early afternoon of July 24th.
"Yes, ma'am," replied the lovely maid, "I will stay here and watch over Jack."
The observers watched as Jeanine and Todd got into the car with little Doug, hearing Todd say "Aunt Laura got us an appointment at the University clinic, so they're waiting for us." They drove off.
Dolores almost jumped out of her skin when the doorbell rang. She went to the front door and saw a young man with wispy brown hair, wearing a FedEx uniform. When she opened the door to take the package, two burly men and a woman dressed in Goth clothing suddenly burst through the door, grabbing Dolores.
"Go get Todd's baby." said Ned as the men held down the struggling Dolores. She was hurling insults in Spanish at her attackers, but said in English as she viciously fought her captors "You leave that baby alone! Leave him alone!"
Ned came up and kicked Dolores hard in the side, in the ribs, making her groan in pain and begin crying. "Shut up, bitch." he said. "I'm here for Todd's baby, and I'm going to take him."
A moment later, Goth Girl Kathy came into the room, holding a baby in her arms. "Is this him, Ned?" she asked, knowing that Ned did not mind his name being used; the Police needed to know who they were dealing with on this one. "He's the only baby here. I guess they took the other one with them."
"Good enough, we'll take him." Ned said, then looked down at the pretty Latina maid still being held down. His cock began getting hard.
"Okay guys, lay her flat and hold her arms." Ned ordered. "I'm going to get some Spic cunt." He opened his pants and lowered them halfway down his thighs, then reached down and tore Dolores's panties off of her before violently throwing her legs apart and kneeling between them.
"Yeah, this is going to be some good skank Spic cunt." Ned snarled as he stroked his cock where Dolores could see it. He applied some lubricant he'd brought to his hand, then smeared it all over his hard, thick, eight-inch shaft, then took more lube and smeared it on the maid's exposed labes. Smearing more lube on his fingers, he plunged them roughly into Dolores's twat, roughly scraping the sides of her cunt as he got the lube up into her.
"Come on, Ned, they might come back home soon." Kathy said as she held little Jack.
"We've got plenty of time, bitch. Okay, hold her tight, guys, I'm going in." Ned said. "He mounted Dolores and brutally plunged forward, driving his meat deep into her resisting, tight cunt. The sound of her scream followed by her cursing in Spanish added to the young rapist's intense pleasure.
Dolores tried to fight her attackers off, but Ned drove a hard closed-fist punch into the side of her face that stunned her. An open-handed hard slap to the side of her head made her ears ring. Ned began fucking her harder, thrusting steadily but brutally. He was very much enjoying raping this young Latina woman, just as he'd enjoyed raping so many other women before, including his own mother.
The thought of Elizabeth, of what he'd done to his mother while making his uncle watch, flooded Ned's mind. It was one of his favorite memories, and he allowed himself to re-experience it as he raped the brown-skinned woman beneath him. It was not long before he felt his nut rise as he steadily fucked her with surprising stamina and power.
"Oh yeah, oh YEAH! OHH UHHH!!!!" Ned gasped out as he climaxed. After letting a couple of spurts shoot deep into Dolores's ravaged cunt, Ned pulled his large cock out and began jetting onto her belly, making sure to get some on her clothing.



Once finished, Ned asked the other two men if they wanted to fuck Dolores. They knew it was not really a request, and took turns violating the abused maid. When they were done, Ned told them to raise her into a sitting position. He carefully drove his fist into Dolores's face, hitting her on the mouth and nose, places that would bleed more and bruise more easily. Finally, after another couple of brutal kicks into her ribs, Ned ordered the retreat and the perps left.
-------------------------
"Yes, he'll feel much better after we give him this medicine." Jeanine said as she put the key in the lock. "Hey... the door's unlocked." she said. She opened it and went into the house, followed by Todd carrying young Doug. "OH MY GOD!" Jeanine screamed as she saw the unconscious form of Dolores on the floor.
"Here, hold Doug." Todd said, handing his wife the baby. He quickly knelt and felt for a pulse. "She's alive. Shit, I'll call 9-1-1-- oh Geez, where's Jack?"
 Jeanine flew down the hallway to the babies' room then screamed "Todd! Jack's not here! Oh my God, Jack's gone! Oh my God!" Panic began setting in and Todd had the double duty of calming Jeanine down while calling for an ambulance for Dolores.
Part 9 - Tensions Running High
"She was beaten pretty badly, but I think she's going to make it." said Dr. Morgan at University Hospital, speaking of Dolores. The sun was beginning to set as the afternoon had given way to evening.
"Can we talk to her?" I asked. "A baby has been kidnapped. We need to know anything she can tell us, so don't give us the 'doctor boilerplate'."
Dr. Morgan sighed, knowing that I'd just pre-empted the standard bullshit doctors give about patients needing rest. "Okay, but make it very quick. She's been in and out the last hour."
I went into the room. Todd and Jeanine were sitting in chairs and Dolores was in the hospital bed, an IV in her arm. Dolores's eyes were open, though she looked groggy.
"Dolores, can you hear me?" I asked.
"Don... Don... they took Jack..." Dolores gasped, tears in her eyes.
"Who? Do you know who it was?" I asked.
"One of them... the leader... the woman called him 'Ned'." Dolores said.
"Wispy brown hair, thin?" I asked. Dolores nodded.
"Woman dressed in black, in Goth stuff?" I asked. Dolores nodded.
"Did they say anything about a ransom when they took the baby?" I asked.
"No... he just said he was taking Todd's baby... I tried to stop them... oh Dios! I could not stop them--" Dolores said, becoming agitated.
"Shhhhhh! Shh! Shh! Shh!" I said, calming Dolores down. "You could not have stopped all of them. Don't worry, I'm going to get Jack back, okay? I'm going to get him back. You just get better, okay? I need you to testify against the bastard when I bring him in, okay? Will you get better for me so you can do that?" Dolores nodded. I motioned for Jeanine and Todd to come outside.
In the waiting room, I said to them "I think Ned took the wrong baby. He wanted to take Doug. By the way, where is Doug?"
"Aunt Laura has him." said Todd. "She and Grandma have him and Carole and Jim at the Psychology Building, and a lot of cops around the place."
"That's as safe a place as they can be in this County." I said. "Okay, we're not going to publicly state they got the wrong baby, so if you hear something on the news, don't worry about it. We're going to get little Jack back."
"He... he's all alone out there." said Jeanine, trying hard not to break down.
"There was a woman with the group that invaded your home." I said. "I'm hoping that she has enough maternal instincts to take care of little Jack. And Ned isn't going to hurt the baby, at least not yet. He's using Jack as a pawn, to get at me. And when he tries, I'm going to get the baby back safe and sound. Ned won't be so safe and sound when I'm done, though."
I went to the Psychology Building. Laura had the three kids in the nursery behind her office. My mother Phyllis was there, and both women were armed. To my surprise, Melina was also there, holding her biological son, Doug.
"Any news?" Laura asked.
"It's Ned, all right." I said. "And all we can do right now is wait for him to contact us, unless we get a huge break. I'm pretty sure he's going to want me personally to do something. It's like the last time he kidnapped those kids... just to get a shot at me, the bastard. Okay ladies, you're safe here. I've got to go to work."
It was then that Melina said, trying to be complimentary, "Don, I appreciate you working as hard to save Jack as you would Doug."
Something struck me wrong with that. "Why wouldn't I?" I asked my ex-wife, somewhat confrontationally.
"I...I mean... since he's Jack Burke's baby..." Melina said, then realized her error.
"I don't care who's baby it is... it's a baby that needs my help, and it's my job to save him. I'd do no differently for any baby than if it were my own." I then stalked out of the room.
Behind me, Melina said "Damn... I didn't mean for it to come out like that... I need to apologize to Don..."
"I understand, dear." said Phyllis soothingly. "Everyone is just tense right now."
Laura was less forgiving. "Yes, you do need to apologize to him, but don't worry about that now. He's got a lot on his mind." She paused, thinking of the enormous pressure on her husband's shoulders at this moment. "Geez, how does he hold up like he does?"
------------------------
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg with breaking news!" said the lovely redhead reporterette. "The Town & County Police have just confirmed that the main suspect in the kidnapping of Todd and Jeanine Burke's son Doug Burke is none other than Todd Burke's brother, Ned--". I watched, knowing that we were telling the Media and thus the world the lie that Doug had been the one taken. I could only hope Ned didn't find out that he'd taken the wrong baby, and preemptively kill little Jack.
"This is the same man who kidnapped three children in an attempt to assassinate his uncle, now Police Lieutenant Donald--" Bettina continued. "Ned has also committed three murders in the County over the last two years, and is believed to have run drugs in the area. He had been hiding in the State Asylum as an employee, using the name 'Donald Kyle Irons', until recent events exposed his presence there. So far there has been no contact from this killer to the Police, nor has the family been called..."
"You know, Ned," Goth Girl Kathy said as she fed Jack a bottle, "they've got it wrong. You didn't take your brother's kid, you got the other one."
Ned came over and peered at little Jack, seeing the embroidered 'Jack' on the baby's bib, which he'd been wearing when he was captured. "I see." Ned said. "So I suppose I should just kill this baby now?"
"No, leave him alone!" Kathy said defiantly, holding onto Jack a little harder. "Besides, you need him for your plan."
"Yes, you're right." Ned said, his voice eerie. "In fact... it's a good thing for him that he's the wrong kid... I was going to kill him in front of my dear brother Todd, but since he's not Todd's son, there's no reason to kill him at all. I hope you appreciate my letting him live, Kathy."
"I do, honey." Kathy said. "You're the best."
Part 10 - Contacts
At 4:00pm the next day, July 25th, an email arrived in my police email box. It was a video from Ned. After having it checked thoroughly for viruses and finding none, I played it in the MCD room, with a very attentive audience of the Chief, Jack Muscone, his team, and my MCD Detectives.
Ned's face filled the screen. It was an amateur film, poorly made. There was a sheet hung up as a backdrop behind Ned so that we could gather no clues to his whereabouts by analyzing his surroundings.
"What I want," said my disgusting nephew, "is the return of Eleanor Burke. I'm sure you remember the warehouse at Ward Harvester, dear Uncle Donny?" Ned's voice was mocking, insulting, as he spoke. "Well, they're just finishing with the new building on that site. That is where you will bring Eleanor, Uncle Donny. Twenty-four hours from now, at 4:00pm. Come in through the backside truck entrances.
"You can bring one, and only one, female EMT to take Jack Burke's child to safety once the swap has been made. Oh yes, I know which baby I have, and I'd rather see the child of your college roommate, the stud that seduced your fiancée, live... though I won't be saying the same for my dear brother Todd's filthy progeny."
Ned's words were a huge clue to me about something else I'd long suspected, but I let that go and concentrated on the present danger as Ned continued: "In addition, I want unfettered access to the County Airport. A plane will be waiting for me there to take me away from here. I'd better not see a single cop at Ward Harvester, except for you, dear Uncle, or else the baby dies.
"If anyone at all gets in my way as we go to the airport, Eleanor will die and so will the innocent citizens who right now are sitting on a bomb and don't even know it. I'll give the bomb's location once I'm safely out of the County."
"It's been a fun repartée these last couple of years, Uncle Donny, but the game is over. See you tomorrow!" The picture faded to black.
"I suspect there's no bomb." I said. "That's just a ruse for Ned to keep himself safe."
"Why the EMT?" asked Jack Muscone. "Why can't you just bring the baby out?"
"Because Ned plans to kill me." I said. "He's apparently decided to let the baby live, but all of this is to get me there so he can kill me."
"Then you're not going." said the Chief.
"With all due respect, Chief... bullshit!" I said, looking my boss dead in the eye. "There's no way I'm letting anyone else go and risk the baby's life, and there's no way I'm letting anyone else take the risk for me. I could never live with myself if I did."
"I understand." said the Chief. "But I'm not letting you throw away your life, even for a baby's. We'll find another way."
"Damn straight, we will, Chief." I said. "It won't be me dying tomorrow afternoon."
"Ah, you have a plan." said Tanya Perlman. I was glad that at least one person had the brains to figure it out, I thought rather curtly.
"That's right." I said. "And I'll tell y'all about it tomorrow morning. We have until early afternoon to get ready." Little did I know...
-----------
At 5:00pm, I was in the nursery behind my wife's office. Carole had been so happy to see me when I walked in that all I was hearing was "da-da!" for several minutes. No matter what chaos was going on in the world, I hit the 'pause' button to hold my daughter and feel the love.
Todd and Jeanine were there, as well as Daniel and Melina, and there was a touch of tension in the air beyond the tension of a kidnapped child. Melina then got a phone call on her cell and went outside to take it.
"Todd, let's talk outside a minute." I said. My mother was observing us from under her eyelids as we went into Laura's office. I took Todd into the clinic areas on the other side of the office.
"Todd, I need you to contact your buddies, the one's that saved me at Ward Harvester, the ones that saved us in that raid that wounded Cindy a few weeks ago."
"What are you talking about, Uncle Don?" Todd replied, feigning uncomprehending astonishment. He was not a good actor.
"Don't play fucking games with me, Todd." I said, bearing down on my nephew, needing to break him to my fist, and fast. "I know what the fuck has been going on, and I need your friends now more than ever, if we're going to get your brother's son back alive."
Todd paused, then realized his best course of action was to trust his ol' Uncle Don. "Okay, Uncle Don, what do you need?" I spent the next few minutes telling him...
----------------------
"You son of a bitch!" Melina whispered angrily into her cellphone. She was just outside the Psychology Building, trying to not let the policeman at the door hear her. The person on the other end of the line... was Ned.
"Yes, I am that." said Ned, laughing. "My dear Melina, if you want your lover Jack Burke's baby back alive, then you will do what I tell you. You will take that rifle that you used to shoot Jonas Oldeeds... oh yes, I know all about that, dear Aunt Melina... and you will shoot your ex-husband, my dear Uncle Donny, tomorrow afternoon. There's a little balcony to the air conditioning units on the southeast corner of the building that will serve nicely for you to put a 7.62 NATO round in his back."
"There is no way in hell I'm doing that, you fucking prick." Melina hissed.
"Ah, you'll regret those words... when you're holding your husband Daniel's dead body. I'll have him shot dead right in front of you, bitch. Now you know what you have to do. If you don't, Jack Burke's baby dies, your husband dies, your sister Laura dies. All because you wouldn't do the right thing and put a bullet in dear Uncle Donny's back..."
-----------------------
We were still in the nursery, and I was talking to Daniel about how the Sheriff campaign was going when Melina finally returned to the room. She was working hard to appear normal, but I could tell something was amiss. And her usually-pale skin was even more pale: she was white as a ghost, to coin a phrase. I saw that my mother had noticed it also, and was peering hard at Melina.
"Daniel," said Melina, "I think we need to go."
"Hey, let me have a few words with him first." I said. "Daniel, let's talk out here."
Once in the clinic area, I told Daniel that something had happened to cause Melina to be different, and that I didn't expect her to tell him or anyone else about it. "I think it was that phone call." I said. "Listen, Daniel, I need you to trust me on this one. I need you to trust me to handle the Ned situation all the way through to the end." Daniel just nodded, and I began telling him what I suspected and what I needed him to do...
----------------------
"It's big." said Agent Dick Ferrell on the phone. "I just got word that something's going down with the Iron Crowbar's nephew and that kidnapping. This may be our chance."
"Yes, I've gotten similar word." said Agent Steven Ikea, who was in the County. "Bring a team on up here. It's going down tomorrow, and we're going to have our chance to strike."
Part 11 - Preparation
We did not want leaks to the Press, nor to possibly rogue police officers. In the Chief's conference room were the Chief, myself, Jack Muscone, Captain Charles, Hugh Hewitt and Martin Nash. We formed plans that Cpt. Charles would give to teams of uniformed men the next day. Nash was leading the overall effort, while Hewitt had his instructions for the SWAT team. We had maps of Ward Harvester on the table, and I was pointing out where we'd secrete units and their vehicles until I was inside and occupying Ned's attention.
I had privately given Hewitt some extra information, that we'd be getting some secret help. I might have mentioned black-clad, motorcycle-helmeted, high-firepower persons that preferred to stay anonymous.
The EMT to come with me was easily solved. Detective Apprentice Diana Torres had begged me to let her do it. "I can wear an EMT uniform over my armor vest." she said. "Your nephew won't know the difference. Please, let me do it."
"Thank you, Detective Torres." I said. "I'd be honored to have you with me tomorrow. Go home now and get some sleep." I was already writing in my mind the request for a Police Commendation Medal for Torres.
At 10:00pm, all the preps were done. I asked everyone to go on home and come back, and to clear the Headquarters of all but the most very essential personnel.
"We have to be careful about that." Chief Griswold said. "We've gotten tips that CIA operatives are going to try to get Sarah Collins out of here, by armed invasion if necessary."
"We'll leave her guards, in fact, we'll triple them." I said. "I just need Sergeant Thompson to be at the Duty Desk tonight." Sergeant Thomas was a very tall, very athletic, very big black man whom I trusted, especially to keep his mouth shut. And I would need that tonight. "By the way, Chief, we'll burn the Sarah Collins bridge when we get to it."
Last, I went into my office and pulled out the burner phone. I called the number and left my message...
--------------------------
An hour later, the Headquarters was nearly empty, as the Chief had given orders to clear it. Senior Patrolman Micah Rudistan and I went into the holding cells containing Eleanor Burke, which were not the ones where Sarah Collins was being held in confinement and isolation under heavy guard.
"Come with me, Eleanor." I said. I escorted the lovely Cougar up the hallway to the door that perps were normally brought into. The Duty Desk sergeant had to clear us to go out, and I'd pre-arranged with him to let me take Eleanor out, telling him I'd have her back by dawn.
As we drove down the road South and out of town, Eleanor finally spoke up. "You're not taking me back to that Asylum, are you?"
"No, we're not going that far." I said.
"So where are you taking me?" 
"To see a friend." I said. I told Eleanor that Ned had demanded that we trade her for the kidnapped baby that was her grandson, but that I wanted her to meet a friend first.
"I'm willing to be traded for Jack's child." Eleanor said. "You don't need to do anything else."
"I prefer saving both of you." I said. Eleanor looked sharply at me but said nothing.
Driving in silence, we entered Coltrane County. I kept my eyes peeled for Coltrane County Police patrols; meeting up with one of those might harm my plans. Fortunately, there were none before I turned right onto a familiar small road. Soon we were at our destination: the World Headquarters of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's 'The Vision'.
The young man Tommy, who had figured prominently the year before in the murder of Jefferson Jackson, met us at the car. "Mrs. Burke, Lieutenant, if you would come this way, Dr. Eckhart is looking forward to receiving you." I took my briefcase out of the SUV and we followed him inside. We were taken to the elevator that went straight up to Eckhart's luxurious office. When we got off the elevator, the office was in nearly complete darkness.
"Ah, my young friend, there you are." the voice said, seeming to come out of nowhere. Then I saw the flash of white hair as Harvey Eckhart come around the corner from a hallway on the other side, with several of his young acolytes, including Tommy's girlfriend Candy.
"Mrs. Burke, how nice to meet you." said Eckhart politely. "If you will go with my young friends here, they will show you to a room where we give a relaxing massage. You'll be in very good hands, I assure you."
Eleanor looked at me and I nodded to her. I unhandcuffed her and she was led away to what I surmised were the therapy rooms not far away.
"Thank you for helping me, Dr. Eckhart." I said. "But is there enough time?"
"I'm glad to be of service." Eckhart said. "Such a nasty business, kidnapping poor children and babies. Definitely time to end this farce that your nephew is creating. And yes... while we will have to administer some strong drugs that will have Mrs. Burke groggy for some time, her depleted condition will make her more pliable for the treatment. Now, I must ask... what are the trigger words you'd like to use?"
"I was remembering some of the old Mission: Impossible television shows." I said. "And there was that one episode where the words into the control chamber were 'January, Suborbital, Denomination'. Let's use those words."
"Ah, excellent choice. I enjoyed those shows, also." praised Eckhart. "Now, for the one thing that is obviously on your mind: your end of the bargain."
"Yes." I said simply.
"What I want, young Donald," said Eckhart, "is everything you have on one Mister Henry R. Wargrave."



I opened my briefcase and took out a thick file folder that contained a sheaf of papers, wrapped in rubber bands. "Somehow that was the first thing that came to my mind that you'd want."
"And they call me psychic?" said Eckhart, smiling. He took the papers to his desk, flipped on a small desk lamp that gave an eerie blue light, and began examining the papers. How he was reading them in the semi-darkness, I did not know.
"Oh, if you practice with this light and let your mind flow," said Eckhart as if he were reading my thoughts, "then you'd be able to read by this lamp also, young Donald.... now yes, I've seen all this... and this... not much original here."
"I would imagine you've seen everything I could possibly obtain," I said, "except my own personal notes, which are included with those papers."
"Yes, that's likely true." Eckhart said, "but-- oh wait, I haven't seen this. So Wargrave broke off with Oldeeds, did he? Hmmm, and that nasty little rogue CIA cell that your friend Muscone is breaking up, that was his doing. I knew some of that, but not to this extent... Ah, and your notes here are quite interesting." Eckhart read for a few minutes, then asked suddenly and quickly "Tell me, Donald, what is Wargrave going to do next?"
"He's cleaning up the mess left by Jody Corrigan's rogue cell." I said promptly, not really consciously thinking about it. "He's already cleaned out the University projects and left Dr. Heinz dead, so the next thing to do is... kill off the rogue cell people that can finger him."
"Yes, good!" Eckhart said sharply. "And who will that include?"
"The people that tried to kill me?"
"Yes. Good!" Eckhart replied again. "Don't worry, I have Mr. Gruff fully protected, but there is one more loose thread, is there not?" And then it hit me. The killer of Jonas Oldeeds. I said nothing as thoughts tore through my mind.
"Yes, she wasn't part of Corrigan's rogue outfit that tried to eliminate you, but Wargrave doesn't know that." Eckhart said.
"He's going to try to kill her?" I gasped.
"No, no." said Eckhart. "He's going to do much worse... he is going to set it up for her to be arrested by the State Bureau of Investigation, by having them find the rifle she used to kill that spawn of Satan that was Oldeeds."
"Damn, as if I don't have enough to worry about, already." I said, understanding.
"True, and there is nothing you can do for now about this." Eckhart said. "But you're now on guard against Wargrave. By the way, he hates your lovely wife immeasurably. Guard her and your children well, young Donald. Now, why don't you sit down on the couch over there, and contemplate what we've learned tonight...
I looked out the window. The ground seemed an eerie gray color, but I could see the darker ribbon of the River in the distance. Thoughts were racing through my head, tormenting me as I tried to grasp and make sense of them, trying to see where to go next...
---------------------
Not long before dawn, Eleanor was returned to me. P. Harvey Eckhart warned me to not say the trigger words in her presence until the moment they were needed. Eleanor indeed looked glassy-eyed and groggy.
We made our way down to the lobby and I got her into my car, driving back into my County without incident. I got her returned to her cell and went back to my office on the other side of the building, looking outside.
It was dawn, and I watched as objects outside began becoming visible, then brighter as the light strengthened. In a while, I could see over the enclosed parking lot, making out the Fairgrounds to my right, and buildings of Town across the street to my left. By the dawn's early light, I saw an American Flag lazily waving in the breeze in front of one of those buildings. It was the beginning of July 26th, and I tried not to let it occur to me that this might be the last dawn that I would ever see.
Part 12 - The Wait
At 10:00am I was awakened from a catnap in my office by my cellphone ringing. It was my wife Laura, asking me to come to her office. When I got there, I found that everything with the kids were fine. It was my wife that looked dazed.
"I've been ordered to go to Washington. Now. Right now!" she said, showing me the email from her direct boss. "They've already booked my flight from the City, and are sending a limo to drive me to the City."
"Did you confirm this?" I asked.
"Yes, I called him after I got the email. It's genuine, it's a direct order, it was coded correctly and everything. Whatever it is, it's big, but...
"But what?" I asked.
"How in the hell can they ask me to leave now, with your confrontation with Ned today and our children in danger?"
"When do you have to leave here?" I asked.
"Within the hour." Laura said. "Don, there's no way in hell I'm going to go, with what's going on!"
"Honey," I said. "I think you should go."
"What?!" Laura exclaimed.
"Look, if you go you'll be out of the way of any danger." I said. "The kids are well-guarded, they'll be all right. And there's nothing you can do about the Ned situation, either."
"But Don, this might be the last time--" she did not finish the sentence. Her hand went to her mouth as the tears burst from her eyes. I took my wife into my arms and hugged her, a hug she returned with desperate tightness. I knew what my wife was feeling, and I was feeling those same fears myself.
"It's going to be all right, honey." I said. "C'mon, let's go into the bedroom and talk." We went to Laura's bedroom next to her clinic, where couples would make love for her research. We spent the next hour together, but not talking and not for research. We made love. And we fucked as if we did not know if we'd ever be doing this again with each other...
---------------------------
Laura hugged the kids goodbye and left to go pack. I called Jack Muscone on the cell phone. He was at Police Headquarters, and I gave him the 'red alert' code. "I need you to follow my wife on the way to the City." I said. "She may be in great danger." I told Jack I'd call him again when he was on the way.
Minutes later, Laura came back and the limo arrived to take her to City International Airport. I kissed Laura goodbye and made her get in the limo, and watched as the limo drove south towards the road that led to the City. Jack Muscone called a few minutes later.
"Okay, I'm tailing the limo." said Jack. "What's up?"
"Laura always booked her own flights to Washington, but this time they booked it for her." I said. I then told him what I further suspected and what I wanted him to do in his capacity as an FBI Special Agent In Charge.
He called me back 30 minutes later. "I've got my whole team ready, and a few more people that want to help. They'll meet us at the airport..."
After hanging up the cell phone, I went to the nursery and played with my daughter, then held my son for a while. My mother was watching me as I watched my son, and I think she knew well what was going through my mind at the time. Finally, I kissed his little forehead, kissed my daughter and hugged and kissed my mom. It was time to go to Headquarters.
--------------------------
The Chief treated me to lunch at the Cop Bar at 1:00pm, where I ate one of those delicious double-cheeseburgers that Jack Muscone would make excuses to come to Town for. I could tell that Chief Griswold was very worried about what was going down. I tried not to show my own worry, letting myself breathe, just enjoying the food and the Town and the day.
It was getting hot when we got back to Headquarters. I called Todd, who assured me that everything was fine. I called Daniel Allgood, who assured me that everything was fine. I went over plans with the SWAT team, who assured me that everything was fine. I listened as Captain Charles explained to Uniformed teams what they'd be doing, after ordering them to not touch their cellphones from that moment until after the mission was over. Captain Charles assured me that everything was fine.
I tried to get in another catnap, but sleep simply would not come. I checked in my mind over every parameter I could think of. The rest of the Force all left me alone, knowing that I was preparing for what might be my supreme mission and moment.
-------------------------
Molly Evans and Teresa Croyle entered the nursery behind Laura's office. "Thank you both so much for coming." Phyllis said. "I know you'll both defend these children with your lives if need be."
"You betcha." Molly said. "But what's this all about?"
"Unfortunately I can't explain right now, but I have to go out for a while." Phyllis said. "I told the Duty Desk to call your numbers after Don makes the exchange so that you'll know everything's all right. Au revoir, ladies, and thank you so much again."
With that, Phyllis scooted quickly out of the office. She got in her car and called Cindy Ross to make sure Cindy was at home. Cindy had tried to visit Headquarters a couple of times, much to her Lieutenant's and her Chief's dismay, which was verbally expressed to her in language that should not be repeated here in this family environment.
"Hello, dear, how are you feeling?" Phyllis asked Cindy when she got to Cindy's apartment.
"Good!" Cindy said. "Bored! Cooped up! Ready to do something!"
Phyllis replied "I really hate having to ask you to do this, and you must promise not to overtax yourself, but I need help and you're just the one to do this with me."
"Does your son know about this?" Cindy asked. "Am I going to get fired for it?"
"No, dear. If--" Phyllis paused, then said "when Don survives the baby exchange for Eleanor, he might get ticked at you, but this one is going to be all me. I just need a little bit of help from you. Now here's what we need to do..."
-------------------------
I dressed in my "black" uniform, which allowed ease of movement, allowed body armor under the shirt, and looked good. If I were going to die in the line of duty today, I was going to look damn good doing it, I thought to myself.
Over it, I was wearing a light rain jacket. It was red, with a huge oval University of Georgia "G" logo on the back, and a smaller one centered on the front. Under the jacket was another layer of armor. When Tanya Perlman had asked me why I'd picked that jacket, I said the contrast of the white background of the oval football-"G" and the red jacket made better contrast that my other choice, a blue jacket with a Florida Gator head logo. "I need that letter as a target." I said. "I can't armor-plate my head."
I went to the Chief's office. "It's 'Go' time, sir." I said.
"Daniel Allgood borrowed my Police SUV, in case you see it." said the Chief. "I don't know why you wanted him to use it, but he's using it."
"Thanks, Chief." I said, not telling him the reason Daniel would need that vehicle.
"You know, this reminds me of that night you went to Ward Harvester to rescue those kids." the Chief said. "Come back in better shape this time, okay?" He offered his hand, and I shook it.
"Wilco." I said. Then realizing that a handshake wasn't enough, the Chief gave me a hug, which I returned as a Brother-In-Arms.
Thankfully, the wait was over. It was time.
-------------------------
At 2:00pm, Laura sat down in her seat on the plane. At least they'd been kind enough to buy me a first-class ticket, she thought to herself. She was beset with worry, not knowing what was going on with Don, and knowing she'd have no cellphone access while the plane was in flight.
Suddenly, she heard the voice of the flight attendant on the intercom. "Ladies and gentlemen, would you please exit the plane in an orderly fashion? Please exit the plane, and our staff will direct you from the waiting room.
As Laura got off the plane, carrying her purse, walking in the line of passengers, she felt her left arm being grabbed. Looking to her side, it was Jack Muscone. He pulled her out of the line and had her come with him.
"Jack! What's going on?" Laura asked as Muscone took her through a door that led to the outside. They walked down the stairs to the tarmac, and Jack led Laura to a waiting black car. He had her get inside, then joined her. As the car pulled out and headed to an access gate leading to the parking lots and the highway, the FBI agent filled his CIA counterpart in on the details.
"There is a bomb aboard that plane." Jack Muscone said. "Your husband told me to have the plane searched, and sure enough my guys found the bomb in one of the cargo holds. My guys defused it, and are bringing it back to your County, again per your husband's request."
"How did he know?" Laura asked, stunned.
"He told me he wasn't sure, but he had a good idea about it." Jack replied. "He said he found out that you might become a target of Corrigan's group, and your sister Melina might be a target as well. He sent me after you."
"The... the bomb... they were going to kill all those people, just to get at me?" Laura asked, half to herself, stunned and angry.
"Looks like it." Muscone said. "I called your boss in Washington as I drove behind your vehicle bringing you to the airport. We had you covered the entire way, by the way. Your boss said he'd ordered you to a meeting, a meeting of several high-level people including Corrigan, but that he did not get your ticket for you, and he was shocked when I told him that your ticket had been procured for you by his office. He's looking into that, and I told him that I suspected Corrigan and Bartholomew Scott."
"They were going to kill all those people, just to kill me..." Laura said again. Jack Muscone allowed her to come to grips with that as they sped west along the highway...
Part 13 - The Final Confrontation
I pulled my SUV up behind the new building of Ward Harvester, which had been built on the site where the building had been that had exploded with Ned and myself in it. I did not appreciate my nephew's sense of history and nostalgia on this site selection.
It was almost 4:00pm. The sun was in its afternoon westerly drop towards the horizon, but it was still plenty light as Eleanor Burke and I made our way up some steps and through the one open trucking bay door. I slipped a little something into the pocket of her dress before we went in.
We were entering from the South side; on that explosive night before I'd entered from the north side. I assumed Ned would come in from that side, but would not know until we got inside. Diana Torres, also armored, was wearing an EMT uniform and light jacket, as well as what looked like a bicycle helmet, but was actually light armor for the head. She stayed at the door that we had entered, waiting for my signal.
The building was nearly empty, like a warehouse; the equipment had not yet been fully installed. I looked around. I could see where air conditioning units and fans were on the sides of the building, very near the ceilings. Balconies to service the equipment would be outside, not really visible to me, but would be perfect sniper perches. There might be snipers hiding behind the pallets at the far end of the building to my left, but I thought it was likelier that they were up high.
And then I saw them. Ned and Goth Girl Kathy walked into the room from the other side, with Kathy carrying little Jack Burke in her arms. He was fidgeting and she was shushing him as Ned strolled forward, his eyes set firmly upon me. My own eyes were firmly set on him.
I noticed he had a tiny clear plastic earpiece: he was in communication with confederates somewhere. He was wearing crude body armor, not much better than he'd worn the night he'd shot Tim Olivet in the back and murdered him.
"Well, well, well." Ned said laconically. "If it isn't my dear Uncle Donny. How do you like my choice of location, Uncle Donny?"
I said nothing, just staring at Ned, 'feeling' more than seeing Eleanor at my left side. I didn't 'feel' any other movement around the building.
"Yes, Uncle Donny, you almost died here last time, and so did I, yes, so did I." Ned said, vigorously nodding his head. "So it's appropriate we meet here again...", he said, then added with emphatic menace, "...and this time for the last time. Don't you agree?"
"Is the baby okay?" I asked, to get this on and overwith.
"He's great." Kathy said in her too-loud, annoying voice. "I hope I have one just like him."
"Okay, where's the EMT I told you to bring?" Ned asked. I turned and motioned for Diana Torres to come in. "When she gets up here, Eleanor will come over here and Kathy will give the EMT the baby. You, Uncle Donny... don't you dare move." And it went just like that. Kathy stepped forward to my right and handed Diana Torres the baby as I motioned for Eleanor to go stand with Ned, which she did.
When Diana had the baby, she did what I had told her to do: she clutched the baby into her chest and hustled back to the truck bay door, disappearing with the child outside. I knew a couple of EMT trucks were sneaking into the Ward property right now, as well as a large contingent of Town & County's Finest. My duty to the Citizens of my county was done. It was now time for my duty to myself.
"If that's all, I'll be going." I said, acting as if I were about to leave.
"Why, Uncle Donny!" Ned said loudly, mockingly, "Leaving so soon? But we haven't even had a chance to have a nice little family chat, catch up on old times, you know?" If I needed further proof that my nephew was insane, I had it now.
"Okay guys, now." said Ned, then continued, pretending to be miffed: "Now Uncle Donny, you didn't really think that I was just going to let you walk out of here, did you?" He chuckled, a sinister laugh. "Look at your chest."
I looked down. Five little laser beam circles were glowing inside the UGA "G" logo in the center of my chest.
"They're on your back, too." said Ned, an insidiously evil grin creeping onto his face.
----------------------------
Daniel Allgood climbed the stairs to the A/C service balcony at the southeast corner of the building. Just inside, lying prone, wearing black, was his wife Melina. She was aiming her rifle right at Don's back, and had trained her laser on the "G" on his back when she saw the other one light up.
"Don't do this, Melina." Daniel whispered.
"I... I have to." whispered Melina, barely audible, tears in her eyes. "Ned will kill the babies, he'll kill you, he'll kill Laura."
"Melina, don't do this." said Daniel. "Don sent me up here after you. He knew Ned would try this. Trust Don, Melina. Come on, let's go."
Melina glanced over at her husband, seeing his eyes, knowing he was right. She nodded, engaged the safety, and followed Daniel out and down the ladder to the ground.
"Okay, I've got the Chief's car here; he let me borrow it." said Daniel. "We'll put the rifle in the back until we can drive it out of here." He opened the back of the Chief's SUV and Melina set the rifle down in the back and covered it with the blanket inside. Daniel locked the SUV door. "We can't drive out of here yet, not until it's over."
------------------------------
"Not much movement over there." said Steven Ikea, watching from a distance with high-power binoculars. "They're keeping the cop cars hidden in warehouses on the adjacent properties. Don just went in... oh wait, Allgood and his wife are coming down a ladder... oh this is it, Dick! She has a rifle! I think this is it!"
"Okay, I'll call in to activate the warrant." said Ferrell, also watching with high-power binoculars. "And I'll get the teams ready. They've got a lot of guns but so do we."
"She just put the rifle in the Chief's SUV." reported Ikea. "How long until that warrant gets activated?"
"A few minutes. They'll call with the time." said Ferrell. The warrant had been printed out, with only the date and time needing to be filled in. "But we can't go in before they do that prisoner exchange for that baby. If we go in before then, it'll go to shit for them, and then it'll go to shit for us. Patience, brother. Have the patience of Job..."



------------------------------
"North side secured." said the voice into Todd's earpiece. "I'm listening in." The guy talking had just slit the throat of a rogue CIA agent who was aiming a high-powered rifle at Don. All five perps on the north side had been taken out, replaced by Todd's guys. When Ned's call came, it was Todd's people that trained the lasers on Don's chest, guided by the first man that was 'listening in'.
Todd had his silencer-equipped .22LR pistol in the rogue CIA agent's ear. They were in the A/C balcony on the southwest side. "Get your finger off that trigger, or I'll shoot you."
"Fuck you. Do it then." the agent, a professional 'wet boy', said. He began to squeeze the trigger...
----------------------
"Can I just say one thing?" I said, much to Ned's surprise, even as the red dots danced on my chest.
"What's that?" Ned said, his face skeptical. I raised my voice and spoke loudly.
"January..."
"Hey!" said Kathy, quickly realizing something was up.
"Suborbital..."
"What the fuck?" Ned said, still peering at me in skeptical wonder.
"DENOMINATION!"
At the last word, Eleanor reached into her pocket and whipped out the .38 Special revolver I'd placed there before we'd come in, the one she'd had when I'd arrested her. She aimed and began firing rapidly at Ned, who was a foot away from her. The first bullet struck him in the side, getting between the crude front and back plates of armor he was wearing and going into his chest cavity. The second struck him higher in the side, ripping through both lungs and his heart, what little heart the bastard had.
As he fell, Eleanor kept the gun trained on his side and kept firing. The third bullet struck Ned in the neck, ripping blood vessels and smashing through a neck vertebra and his spinal cord. The fourth struck him in the jaw, and the fifth in the temple, just in front of the ear, making liquid of what had once been a great brain.
All of that happened within three seconds. And Ned was dead before his crumpling body even hit the floor.
POW!
At the same time Eleanor was pumping rounds into Ned, a bullet struck me in the back, right in the middle of the "G" logo. The armor held but the impact threw me forward to the ground. And it hurt. God damn! how it hurt! I would find out later that Todd's perp had fired, then Todd had shot the man in the ear, killing him and leaving the body there on the landing.
"NO!!!!" screamed Goth Girl Kathy, lunging for Eleanor. Lying on the floor, I looked up to see Eleanor still firing the gun, hearing the empty clicks, then Kathy tackling the older woman. The gun went clattering across the floor. But it was too late.
"NED!!! Oh God, Ned!!" Kathy screamed as she knelt over the body of my nephew. Seeing that it was too late, she lay her head down on his chest and began sobbing uncontrollably. She looked over at me. "He's dead... you killed him... you killed him, you son of a bitch!" Then her head collapsed on his unmoving chest again.
I painfully picked myself up off the floor and stood watching as police officers poured into the building. The gun was secured and Eleanor Burke was swiftly carried away, out of the building. They were going to grab Kathy, but I stopped them, letting her cry over Ned's lifeless body. I stood inside the rapidly forming circle of police, watching silently, my mind filled wit the words of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle from his novel The Hound of the Baskervilles:
"Evil indeed is the man who has not one woman to mourn him."
Part 14 - The New Threat
After a few minutes, a still-sobbing Goth Girl Kathy was led away by two policewomen. To this day I do not know how it was done, but the five dead snipers' bodies disappeared, along with the living bodies of the secret commandos that had saved my bacon.
EMTs had tried to examine me; I waved them off and ordered them to leave me alone, that I was fine. The EMTs that came to Ned's side found that he was well past the need of their services. Tanya Perlman and her Crime Lab team had shown up, and for the next 30 minutes it was like a disturbed ant bed, with police and other people crawling all over the place.
Bettina Wurtzburg and her camera crew were being held well outside the gates of Ward Harvester. To my great surprise, old man Ward did not show up, nor did any of his people: we'd ordered the plant closed and temporarily abandoned after Ned had sent his video to me with the location of the swap.
The first persons I saw come in along with the police were Daniel and Melina Allgood. They looked very relieved to see me. I just gave them a wry smile, half a wink and a 'thumbs up' sign. I could see by the look on Melina's face that she had just gone through some intensely emotional times.
Then Todd came up, having snuck down off the landing, no one the wiser to his part in this drama. He said that Jeanine had little Jack, and the EMTs were checking out the baby. As I hugged him, I whispered "Thanks, bud. And give your buddies my thanks."
"They were glad to help." Todd said quietly. "And it absolutely was worth it." I looked to see where Todd was looking. He was watching the EMTs place Ned's body on a gurney, to remove it to the morgue.
Then a remarkable event occurred. As the gurney went past us, Todd stopped it. He pulled the body-bag tarp off of his brother's face, exposing it, and he looked down a second at it... and then I heard as well as saw Todd 'hawk and spit' right into Ned's dead face.
"You god-damned bastard!" Todd hissed. "You cost me everything! Everything!!" Todd then turned away, letting the EMTs take Ned's carcass out of the building. I went over and patted Todd on the shoulder, not asking what he meant by those words. Time enough for that later. There was pain still here now, pain that not even Ned's death would take away.
A few minutes later, my greatest worry dissipated. My wife Laura came into the building with Jack Muscone. As she and I saw each other, she began running to me, and we fell into each other's arms. I could feel my wife's body shaking, racked with silent sobs as she held on to me. By no means was I the only one to endure an emotional ordeal this day.
Everyone waited for Laura and I to finish our hug and our emotional moment, then Jack Muscone came up to me and shook my hand as if I were a returning long-lost brother. "It was a near thing." he said, and I knew it was not about Ned's near-success in killing me.
"Thank you, brother." I said, hugging him. Muscone wasn't much for that stuff, so it was a brief hug. He began filling me in on finding the bomb, and his team had brought it back to the County.
Chief Griswold came up and shook my hand, a smile of great relief somewhere under those huge handlebar mustaches of his. He told me that the 'other operation' had been successfully completed, as well, adding to my relief.
Then we heard yelling from outside. Officers began screaming for us to come out.
The truck dock was paved for a good 30 yards, and on the far edge of that the Police Chief's SUV was parked. As I moved towards it I saw what the commotion was about: ten vehicles were approaching, flashing lights in their grilles indicating they were law enforcement.
They hurtled in, almost hitting several officers, and came right up to where the Chief's SUV was parked. The doors to the lead car opened, revealing SBI Agents Richard Ferrell and Steven Ikea. The other cars emptied of agents, all carrying considerable firepower.
SBI Director Jack Lewis was among the agents, in his trenchcoat and hat even in this hot weather. Deputy Director Tom Conlan was not among the group, which did not surprise me. I knew what was going on here, and these bastards could go fuck themselves!
"Surround them!" I ordered my officers. "Shoot them if they move or shoot!" I then began making my way to the front of the groups in their stand-off, right at the back of the Chief's SUV. It was Steven Ikea's face that was full of glee, and I expected him to be the first to speak. I was right. He spoke loudly.
"This is a warrant to search this vehicle... for the rifle that assassinated the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds!"
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Battle Lines
I was rocked inside, total shock in my soul. I had fucked up. I had not seen it all the way through. I had correctly guessed that Melina had been blackmailed by Ned into being one of my would-be assassins. I'd sent her husband after her to dissuade her, and he had been successful in doing so. I'd asked the Chief to loan Daniel the Chief's SUV, so that Daniel could get Melina and her rifle out of here, but somehow... somehow... Steven Ikea had gotten onto it and now had a warrant to search the car. Oh, shit! Fuck me!
Maybe this guy is just a bit smarter than I thought he was, I thought to myself, my mind desperately searching for a solution. Naah, he's an idiot, someone else is behind this- oh, of course... Of course.
"You're out of your tree, Ikea." roared the Chief, who had come up to the front right behind me. He had no idea of what was going on.
"It's a legitimate warrant, Griswold." called out SBI Director Jack Lewis, enjoying the moment almost as much as Ikea was. "And we are not leaving until that vehicle is searched."
Griswold looked at me, as if to ask what to do. I was trying hard to keep all emotion off my face, which wasn't hard if I let my exhaustion from this day come out a little bit.
I concentrated on my peripheral vision. I saw the SWAT team standing off with the SBI, their weapons pointed at the State agents. One word to fire, one little misstep, and a lot of people would be wiped out. I didn't really want that. Some of those guys were just following orders.
I saw Melina and Daniel, standing behind the crowd of police that had their guns trained on the SBI. Daniel had a scared look on his face. Melina just looked blank, a face I remember seeing back when we'd first brought Ned to this Town to be arrested. Whatever her emotions were, she was not showing them on her lovely face.
And then I saw, wearing a SWAT uniform and black baseball cap, her platinum blonde hair tied up under the cap, one Detective Cindy Ross. A bolt-action hunting rifle was held to her back by the sling on her shoulder, as if she'd walked out of the field after a day of deer hunting.
I made a mental note to reprimand the living hell out of her for being here when she was supposed to be resting and recovering from her ordeal earlier in the month, but I knew I had a much worse and more dangerous situation in front of me.
And then the miracle happened.
My mother Phyllis came out from the group, wearing her Police Auxiliary uniform. "Why Agent Ikea, by all means. Please do go ahead and execute your warrant and search that vehicle now!" She took the warrant from Ikea's hand and handed him the keys to the car. I'd later find out she'd picked Daniel's pocket of those keys without him even knowing.
As Phyllis looked at the warrant, she glanced over at me and winked. Despite my fear, I decided to trust my mother. All my life she seemed to know something that I didn't. I sure hoped that was the case today.
Ikea opened up the back of the SUV and searched. He found a shotgun, which he handed to Ferrell. Ikea then ran to all the other doors, opening them, frantically searching for the rifle that had killed Oldeeds, which would have Melina's fingerprints all over it, the rifle whose ballistics would match the bullet recovered from Oldeeds's head. After a thorough search, throwing radio equipment and everything else to the ground, Ikea stood behind the SUV, a look of shock on his face.
There was no rifle. It was gone.
"Oh good grief, Ikea!" I shouted so that everyone could hear, grabbing the shotgun out of Ferrell's hand, taking him totally by surprise. "Do you mean to tell me that this shotgun killed Jonas Oldeeds at a range of several hundred yards?" My officers laughed. The SBI agents were silent, their faces stone-cold with hatred.
"Hey Chief!" I yelled as I emptied the shotgun of its shells, "maybe you ought to load this thing with rock salt, and we can shoot a couple of charges up Ikea's ass!... just like Barry Bounel did, eh, Steven?"
"You fucking son of a bitch." Ikea breathed. Then he turned toward Phyllis, who was standing a few yards to my left. "This is your doing, you bitch!" He stepped forward and swung his left hand, punching my mother in the face!
A gasp erupted from every other officer on the scene... except me. I was yelling "Hey, you son of a bitch! That's my mother!" Needless to say, I attacked Ikea.
He tried to whirl and hit me with his right hand and fist, but the blow went past my head and I grabbed his arm and twisted it backward, forcing Ikea to his knees. As he dropped, I slammed my foot onto the back of his thigh near his hip, hoping to dislocate it.
"AAUUUGHH!" Ikea roared in pain. I continued twisting his arm back as I took him down, trying to tear it out of his shoulder socket. I drove my knee into his back, and then began hitting him in the face and back of the head with my fist, whaling away at him.
"You fucking piece of shit, I'll KILL you for hitting my mom!" I yelled as I drove blow after blow at Ikea. The SBI had trained their guns on me, but my officers had trained their weapons on the SBI. Carnage and bloodshed was about to happen.
Then Senior Patrolman Micah Rudistan jumped forward, putting his back between me and the SBI guns. He grabbed me in a full-Nelson and dragged me off of Ikea, moving me back towards my guys. The next thing I heard and saw was my mother in my face, yelling "Don! It's okay! I'm all right! Don, relax, calm down!" I finally caught my breath and let the fury inside me die down. Rudistan released me and I hugged my mom, asking if she was really okay.
Ikea was still on the ground, with serious hip and shoulder injuries that would require surgery to fix. The standoff was still going on.
"I am ordering every Town & County Police Officer to lower your weapons. I am placing your Chief and his bastard Lieutenant under arrest!" called out Director Lewis. No one moved.
"No you're not, Lewis." Chief Griswold replied. "No more of your shit. Your agent assaulted an Auxiliary Policewoman; he hit a woman, for crying out loud." An angry murmur rumbled through the TCPD. No one moved.
"Okay, SWAT Team!" growled Chief Griswold. "Take aim at the SBI agents. When I get to 'three', any agent still holding a firearm is to be shot dead. No further warning, no excuses. SBI agents, drop your weapons by the count of three, or you will be shot dead. One!"
"You wouldn't." hissed Director Lewis.
"Two!" Griswold shouted ignoring Lewis. The SWAT Team and other officers readied to shoot: they intended to carry it out.
"Okay, okay!" Lewis said. "All right guys, let's go. Back to your cars."
"NO!" yelled Griswold. "Those weren't my orders. Men, take aim! Thr-"
Weapons clattered to the concrete. Some SBI agent, possibly Ted Crenshaw, had given a signal for them to drop their weapons, and they did, to the great relief of everyone... except SBI Director Jack Lewis and me. Lewis would not have minded dying if it meant Chief Griswold would be imprisoned, and I was still angry at the physical assault upon my mother.
"Okay, frisk them and take all their weapons, every one." ordered Griswold. "Get some crates!" I don't know who in the Police Department carries crates around, but four were produced almost immediately. Chief Griswold ordered that all the SBI's ammunition be put into two of the crates, and they were rapidly filled. The guns were placed in other two crates. Most of the SBI agents had second weapons hidden on their persons, mostly in ankle holsters. That was illegal, by the way, but no matter for now: those weapons were now confiscated by the TCPD.
Dick Ferrell and other agents moved to help Ikea. "We need EMTs." Ferrell ordered. "And we need to get him to the hospital."
I said in a voice loud enough to be well-heard: "No EMT from this County is to help any SBI agent in any way! And Ferrell, Ikea will receive no help from University Hospital. Take him there and I'll follow you and finish the job on him... and you. Get that piece of dog shit out of my County. Do it today, Ferrell, do it today!" Ferrell looked at me in disbelief, then hatred, but I was beyond caring.
"Director Lewis!" called out Chief Griswold as he rubbed it in. "On behalf of the Town & County, I thank you for the SBI's contribution to the TCPD's ammunition cache. We'll be sure to get a lot of range practice with this ammo!"
I laughed, feeling more exhausted as the Chief continued; "Rudistan! You're in charge. Escort these SBI agents to the Nextdoor County Line. Not Coltrane County. Nextdoor County. You can return their weapons when they cross the County line. Stay at the County line, set up a road checkpoint if you need to. If any SBI Agent not named 'Crowbar' tries to cross back into this County, shoot him dead with no compunction. Are my orders clear, Rudistan?"
"Yes sir!" Rudistan shouted, happily taking the lead. "Okay guys, let's go. SBI Agents, get in your cars. Anyone who deviates from following my car will be stopped and you'll be shot dead." I watched, eerily fascinated as the car line was formed and then moved out. The SBI's weapons were thrown across the border into the dirt, and the agents scrambled to determine whose was whose as they collected their weapons. They left the county line without further incident.
Part 16 - The Party Never Stops...
It was 8:00pm and the sun was setting. It had been an incredible day.
I was at Headquarters, lying on the table of the small infirmary room that someone had had the foresight to put into the building's plans when construction started. Usually it was unstaffed, but today an EMT and my wife were administering an IV to me. The armored jacket I'd worn had been hot and, without realizing it, I'd sweated myself into dehydration. I had nearly collapsed at 7:30pm., when I finally allowed myself to relax, and all the tension of the Ned confrontation and then the SBI confrontation had abated.
Cindy Ross and my mother had vanished as the Chief had given stand-down orders and we began winding down from the Ned operation. Laura told me that she'd checked out Phyllis, who was fine though she might have some bruising from where Ikea had struck her under the eye. The Media was furious that we would not give them any information about anything that had happened, especially the altercation with the SBI.
I did get to my mother by cell phone at 6:00pm. Turns out she was back at the Psychology Building nursery, taking care of kids. She said she was fine, and she thanked me for taking up for her against the bully Ikea. I told her that I still had a couple of things to do that required her help. Then I made one more phone call to put a long-conceived plan into action.
Back to the present: The Chief came in to see me, and it was the first time I'd seen him in hours, as we'd both been busy. "Beautifully done, kid. The baby is okay. No one else was hurt... except Ikea, of course. Don't worry, scores of witnesses saw him hit your mother and you defend your mother. I'll make damn sure you have no issues over that."
The Chief continued: "Eleanor Burke is in Interrogation-1. She remembers everything up to the moment she began shooting, but doesn't remember anything about shooting Ned. She doesn't remember being tackled by Goth Girl Kathy, and only remembers being taken out of the building by policewomen. Any reason you can think of for that?"
"I think my own memory might be hazy about a couple of seconds there, Chief." I said. Then Griswold asked the EMT to step outside for a moment, leaving me and Laura alone with the Chief. He shut the door to the little infirmary room, then began telling us what had happened while I was at Ward Harvester.
"Commissioner Robinson and I took your advice." Griswold said. "We transferred Sarah Collins to the Campus Police jail this morning. There are only two cells there, and they're just temporary holding cells until they can get their prisoners to us here or to County Lockup. Then Robinson had his people lock up and secure everything of value, especially computers, then abandon the Campus Police building. Sure enough, while you were confronting your nephew, an armed, eight-man assault team invaded the building and took Sarah Collins with them."
"Anyone hurt?" I asked.
"No. And they didn't do too much damage to the Campus Police building, either." said Chief Griswold.
"What's this all about?" Laura inquired.
"Bartholomew Scott." I said, looking meaningfully up at her from my reclining position on the table. "I knew that they would not leave Sarah Collins behind. I got word that Scott's agents were preparing for a full assault on Police Headquarters to get her out, and that would've meant the deaths of a hundred police officers, at least-"
"Yes, dear," I said in response to the look on my wife's face, "Bartholomew Scott has no scruples, he would've gladly had hundreds of people killed just to get one criminal out of jail. So I asked the Chief to consider transferring her 'temporarily', citing the understaffed nature of the HQ building while we were all out surrounding Ward Harvester and a few of us inside there.
"When they came for Collins, they found an abandoned Campus Police building and I wonder if they've figured out the ruse yet. I figured if they destroyed the building, then Henry Wargrave would cough up the funds to rebuild it. As it is, nobody got killed."
"But that bitch Collins got away." Laura said.
"Not for long, my dear." I said. "Not for long. We still have work to do this night."
"What do you mean?" Laura asked.
"Ned expected a plane ride out of here." I said. "Scott and Corrigan's CIA cell was going to take Ned, Sarah Collins, and their rogue agent hit teams out of here. Well, Collins was there, but six of their agents died at Ward Harvester by the hands of my unknown buddies."
Chief Griswold said "Jack Muscone and I had FBI Agents and our police go to the airport to interdict any flights trying to get out, especially after Ned was killed and the baby recovered. But there were none. I suspect they were monitoring our activity and called off the flight. We also have roadblocks on all roads leading out of the County, besides the one Rudistan set up for the SBI." He laughed at the memory of what he'd done to Jack Lewis and the SBI.
"So what do you think will happen?" Laura asked, looking at the Chief, but knowing I'd be the one to answer.
"I think they'll fly the plane in later tonight." I said. "Quick pickup. No telling where they're hiding now, but they'll come out, and we'll be waiting for them. Laura, they tried to kill you today. Would you like a little piece of payback?"
"I sure as hell would." Laura said. "They were going to kill over two hundred people on that plane, just to get to me. You're right about Scott: he's a psychopath. And he's mine."
---
They were in the CEO's room of Acme Consolidated, the office in which Ned had first visited Tim Olivet when Olivet owned that company. Henry R. Wargrave sat behind the desk. At the little conference table were Jody Corrigan, Bartholomew Scott, and Sarah Collins, finishing up the Chinese take-out that Wargrave had ordered for them. It was 10:30 on the same night of July 26th.
"I can't believe how easy it was for the guys to break me out of that jail." said Collins, bringing up the subject for the first time.
"It was easy enough, but I didn't understand why they took you from the Town & County Police Headquarters to the Campus Police jail." said Bartholomew Scott. Jody Corrigan said nothing, his head downcast.
It had been a rough day for the CIA officer. He had approved Scott's plan to extricate Ned from the grip of the Iron Crowbar by having some of their now-defunct cell's snipers murder the Iron Crowbar. He still did not understand who it was that had so neatly snuck up on his snipers like ninja, slit their throats, and save the Iron Crowbar's life.
Then Ned had been shot by Eleanor Burke; Corrigan had not even considered that possibility. He'd expected the Iron Crowbar to do something 'active', but that fucking police Lieutenant must've been the luckiest man alive that Eleanor Burke had been able to act as she did.
"How did she get the gun, Jody?" asked the voice, which cut through his thoughts like a hot knife. It was Wargrave, who'd been watching Jody, knowing his thoughts as he thought them.
"I have no idea, Henry." said Corrigan. "Unless that bastard Lieutenant gave it to her before they went in."
"Yes. That must be it." said Wargrave. "The Iron Crowbar planned it very well, to a level of detail that you didn't even consider. And Miss Collins... don't get too excited about your escape. They knew Scott's storm-troops were coming after you. They put you in that tiny Campus headquarters and abandoned the building. They let you get away in order to save lives that would've been lost with a full-on assault." Wargrave then mused, more to himself, "Damned if that Iron Crowbar doesn't see everything a step ahead of us."
"The plane is going to touch down at 11:00pm." said Corrigan. "It's time to go." Everyone stood up. Jody Corrigan went up to Henry Wargrave and said "I might not be seeing you again for some time, Henry. We've had a lot of good times over the years, and I thank you for all you did for us, for me, in that time."
Henry Wargrave shook Corrigan's hand. Despite his irritation at Corrigan, he did acknowledge that they indeed had shared 30 years of collaboration on many CIA projects, as well as 'off the record' projects that had made them tremendously wealthy.
Sarah Collins came up to Wargrave. "Thank you for breaking me out." she said. Wargrave shook her hand politely.
 Then Bartholomew Scott came up, hand extended. "Mr. Wargrave..." he said. Wargrave stared at Scott, not shaking the proffered hand. The air was filled with uncomfortable tension.
"Let's go, Scott." said Corrigan, trying to save his subordinate from further humiliation. They left the office. Henry R. Wargrave turned out the lights but did not leave. He sat in the darkness, going over in his mind what had gone so horribly wrong. It wasn't just Scott's incompetence, though that exacerbated the destruction of decades of work. No, Wargrave realized he'd come up against someone who was his intellectual equal, a foeman worthy of his steel...
Part 17 - Nightfall of Evil
County Airport was to the north-by-northwest of town, just on the west side of the River that flowed northwest at the base of the mountain range before peeling off to run directly south along the west side of Town. The airport was relatively big compared to small airports, due to the number of private jets that would come in for University football games, but it was nowhere near a commercial airport, even a smaller one such as Daytona Beach, Florida.



I was pretty much running on fumes, but after a '5-hour Energy' and some good food, I was ready to finish out the night's work. I was now in plainclothes, wearing the jacket that had been made for me some time before, the one with the very light armor sewn into it.
Just before 11:00pm, we received word from a patrol car hiding near the highway that led west out of town that a large stretch limo with Government tags had crossed the river and was headed to the Airport. Laura, myself and Jack Muscone scrambled to go. Laura rode with me in my Police SUV, while Jack and a couple of FBI agents followed at a distance... we weren't sure where those eight rogue agents were, the ones that broke Sarah Collins out of jail.
The limo had been stopped just inside the Airport entrance by TCPD officers, as ordered. Bartholomew Scott was arguing almost violently with them when I pulled up.
"Okay, Johnson," I said, "let them pull up just up to the left here." I said.
"What are you doing here?" Scott demanded of me. At that time, Jody Corrigan, Sarah Collins and two men clad in black 'ninja suits' got out of the limo, prompting Laura to get out of the SUV. I had myself, her, and two cops; Corrigan had himself, Scott, Collins, and two others. The odds were in my favor, I thought to myself amusedly.
The limo was directed about ten yards to the left of the entrance. There was some kind of wooden shack structure at the fence, perhaps housing an electrical or gas device that served the airport. It was relatively dark there, the lights of the front gate lighting most of the area.
"Yes, Lieutenant, what are you doing here?" Corrigan asked with a mere hint more politeness than the asshole psychopath Bartholomew Scott.
"I've got something in the back of this SUV you need to take with you." I said. "A reminder of your total failure today." I led the way to the back of the SUV. The bomb that had been placed on the plane Laura was to have taken to Washington was now sitting in the back of my SUV.
"I see." said Corrigan. "I'm surprised, Lieutenant... I'd have thought you'd want to use this as evidence, or that your Fire Department's E.O.D. team would've destroyed it by now." While the police had the SWAT team, the Fire Department had been privileged with an E.O.D. team, and the Public Health Department a highly skilled HazMat team. That's how the politicians worked to spread the wealth around.
"No, I want you to take this shit and get it out of my County." I said. Corrigan turned to his two black-clad agents.
"Make sure there are no trick detonation devices on this thing." he ordered. The agents checked it thoroughly.
"Sir, the arming device has been defused." one of them said. "Looks like the FBI's work, from what I've seen in the past."
"Is it safe to transport?" Corrigan asked. He was assured that it was. "Okay, put it in the trunk of the limo." he said. "After we take off, you can drive the car out to one of the farms and detonate the fucker." The men put the bomb in the trunk of the limo.
Just then we heard the motors of a plane. It was a small but expensive aircraft. It circled once, then came in for a landing. As we watched, Patrolman Johnson called out to me: "Lieutenant! The tower says that plane just landed without getting clearance!"
"We don't need your filthy clearance to land a plane." said Scott boastfully. He was standing by the limo, next to the driver's door. Collins was on the other side of the limo, near the right rear door, while Corrigan was at the very rear of the vehicle. The plane had taxied in, and was sitting near the parking slots, obviously waiting to pick up Corrigan and his crew.
"Well, Lieutenant," said Corrigan, "this is au revoir for now. The next time I see you will be on much more favorable terms for me. Goodbye, Dr. Fredricson."
"See you around, dickhead." said Scott, his voice loud and gloating, finally getting a chance to take a shot at me. "Maybe next time I'll have the chance to shove that crowbar so far up your ass you'll be shitting nails for a week."
At that moment, I reached under my jacket, took out my personal weapon, a Beretta 96 Brigadier Border Marshal, a powerful .40 S&W caliber semi-automatic handgun. It had a laser sight built in, which I flicked on. The red dot was lighting up Bartholomew Scott's face.
"I told you..." I said to Scott, "... that if I ever saw you in this County again, I would kill you."
"You bastard, are you kidding me?!" said Scott, looking surprised but not really shocked nor fearful.
"Lieutenant, what the hell are you doing?" cried out Corrigan in disbelief. Sarah Collins' eyes were wide, also. The two black-clad agents were about to go for guns, but Corrigan signaled for them to stop, as my Patrolmen were about to draw their own weapons to protect me.
In reply, I clicked the safety off and took careful aim. Just as I was about to pull the trigger, I felt my wife's hand on my arm at the top of my elbow, pushing down.
"No, dear." she said. "Don't. You can't." Tension in the agents subsided.
"But I can!" Laura shouted.
With lightning speed, she drew her .357 magnum revolver out of her pocket. It too had a laser sight. Hardly before I could blink, I saw a red dot on Scott's face, followed by a deafening noise, followed by two more. Scott's face and neck exploded in a shower of red. He fell backwards, then lay still, not moving. Bartholomew Scott was dead, liquidated by CIA officer Laura Fredricson.
The two agents went for their guns but I was faster. My arm came up across Laura's body and I fired two fast shots, each perp getting one square in the chest. My firearm's expanding bullets ripped them apart and they fell dead.
"Jesus, Fredricson!" shouted Corrigan. "What in the FUCK are you doing?!?!" Laura had whirled and had her gun aimed at Corrigan, while my laser dot lit up Sarah Collins, who was wise enough not try to withdraw a gun on me a second time. Her eyes and mine remained locked, and I could see the hatred and unspoken promise of vengeance in hers.
"I told you before, you prick." Laura said. "My family comes first. Scott tried to murder my husband and his fellow police officers, and would've allowed hundreds more to die. I was authorized by the Director of the CIA himself, in writing, to eliminate that psychotic bastard. Would you like to be next, Jody?" Apparently my wife knew the man's button, too, and she pushed it.
"Oh, Jesus." said Corrigan, exhaling loudly. There was a driver in the limo. Corrigan told him and Sarah to get the bodies and load them into the limo. Once that was done, Sarah Collins got in the front seat with the driver, having given me one last look, that unspoken promise to have vengeance on me still in her eyes as Corrigan said "You will regret this, Fredricson."
"I don't think so." replied Laura as Corrigan got into the front seat of the limo. It began driving across the parking lots and grass strip to the waiting plane.
Just as the car neared the plane, I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye, coming from behind that little wooden shed by the fence. I was about to swing my gun over, but recognized that it was my ex-wife Melina!
She was dressed in all black, a 'ninja suit' like the two dead agents had been wearing. She was wearing her black hair long, letting it flow behind her back. She looked hot (yes, I was thinking that even in these tense moments). She held up a small device, a black box with a red button on it. She pressed the button.
*BOOM!*... *KA-BLOOOM!!*
The limo exploded in a flash of bright white, followed by an even larger explosion. The vehicle disintegrated into shards of flying metal that were blasted into the air. I instinctively jumped in front of Laura to cover her. The two police officers hit the deck. Melina had not moved.
The plane began moving. I noticed Melina had something in her hand. It was an M79 grenade launcher, the stand-alone equivalent of the M203 grenade launcher.
"Let me see that!" I yelled, taking it from her. It was loaded. I pointed the device at the nose of the plane and pulled the trigger.
POOMP!... *BOOM!!*
I'd hit the plane directly. Even as the first grenade was traveling to the target, I quickly opened the breech and inserted the next grenade, then fired it also.
POOMP!... *BOOM!*
The plane had been moving forward by inertia, but my second direct hit obliterated it as the grenade exploded the gas tanks.
"Good shooting!" said Melina, very impressed. Such a compliment from the best marksman I'd ever known was very appreciated.
"Thanks." I said. "I learned something at Officer's Basic Course." Indeed... at Military Police OBC at Ft. McClellan, Alabama, I'd fired an M203 practice grenade that went into the target armored personnel carrier, coating the insides with orange paint, whereas most of my classmates hit the side of the APC or missed. My ROTC instructor, a highly decorated Viet Nam veteran, had taught me a novel way of shooting: point, click, and let the Spirit guide me in my aim. It sure worked.
Just then, Jack Muscone pulled on up. He'd been watching from a distance. "Jesus Christ, Don!" he said. "You've pretty much ended my case against the bastards!"
"Hope that's not a complaint." I said. "Jack, you want to take over the formal processing of this, federalize it?"
 "That would be prudent, wouldn't it?" Jack said.
"Consider it yours, compliments of me on behalf of my Chief." I said, then turned to go. "Come on, Melina. You have one final task for tonight." I said. Melina came along with Laura and myself, not knowing what it was about... but about to know soon enough.
Part 18 - Removing All Traces
I drove Laura and Melina to Town High School. It was dark, of course, but there were cars near a back building. I went there.
Town High School has an excellent Vocational Department. They would build two houses a year at the Fire Academy Range, had a full auto body repair shop, a photography lab of very high quality, and they also had some serious shop, metalworking, and forging equipment.
The lights were on in the building. The teacher, a man named Dwight, was there. He had longish brown hair combed straight, a beard and mustache. He was a 'good ole boy', though slender in build. With him was young Ryan, who I had met in investigating the death of Michelle Schelle in the 'Swap' case, the young man who had the pleasure of fucking his very beautiful mother from time to time, lucky guy!
"Good to see you again, Don!" Dwight said. "The furnace is just about ready. It'll melt iron, steel, just about anything except tungsten at this temperature. We've already melted some iron pieces in it, so you'll have enough to pour these ingots. Going to melt your crowbar down?"
"Nooooo, not that." I said. "Just something that needs to disappear forever." I saw two boxes, one an 18" x 18" square, filled with clay dirt, the other much longer and thinner, also filled with clay. Metal would be poured into the cavities at the ends of the boxes, which had been formed to the desired shape by putting wax molds inside the clay, then heating the boxes until the wax melted out. The liquid metal would then take those shapes as it was poured into the boxes.
"Well, I'm going to go on home, the wife is waiting up for me." said Dwight. "Ryan here is very good at this; he'll help you the rest of the way." He turned and left.
"What's going on?" Melina asked.
"Where's your rifle?" I asked her quietly. Melina's face froze, as did Laura's.
"I... I don't know." said Melina. "I put it in the back of the SUV, and I thought that bastard Ikea had it dead to rights."
"So did I." I said. "Fortunately for all of us, there is someone who saw much farther than I did." I raised my voice. "Mom?! I know you're here! Come on out!"
My mother came out from behind a half-opened door. To my surprise, Cindy Ross came out with her, still dressed in the SWAT uniform. Cindy was holding Melina's sniper rifle, sans scope, in both hands.
When I'd seen Cindy at Ward Harvester, I didn't realize then but realized now that she'd had the rifle all along, and was 'hiding in plain sight' with it. I now knew why my mother had so eagerly allowed Ikea to search the SUV, as well. I had to admit that my mother's plan was brilliant and beautiful, though it could have erupted into carnage if someone on either side had pulled a trigger. I decided to think about that later, and take care of business at hand now.
"Nice rifle, partner." Cindy said to her business partner Melina. She became a drill sergeant and hurled the weapon at Melina, who caught it just before it would have smashed into her face. With speed almost too fast to see, Melina had instinctively opened the bolt and eyeballed the chamber, clearing the weapon.
"Destroy it." Cindy ordered.
"Yes." I said. "You have to destroy it."
"I know." Melina said as she looked at the rifle nostalgically. "You were a good one, my friend." she said. Then she removed the bolt and moved to the furnace. Ryan lifted the lid with a pulley system and Melina threw the bolt into the white-orange insides. She then unscrewed the plastic stock and handgrip. As Ryan opened the furnace lid again, she thrust the receiver assembly into the molten metal inside.
"That long box is mine." said Cindy to me, seeing my eyeing it. "I asked my buddy Ryan here to help me out with a special project."
"I see." I said. The other box was my request; I was going to give out little trapezoid-square paperweights of metal to commemorate this day. "I did not ask Cindy what her project was, playing a mind game with her, knowing that she wanted to tell me that I'd find out about it later, but by not asking I didn't give her the chance. That little mystery would be solved later, I knew.
After a few more minutes to let the heat rise again, Melina inserted the barrel of the rifle into the furnace. As it melted, any remaining evidence that could tie her to the execution of the evil Reverend Jonas Oldeeds melted with it. Melina would be forever safe unless she confessed to the crime.
"Okay guys, I'll handle it from here and give you your shapes in a couple of days." Ryan said.
I took a hard look at Cindy. She was gamely trying to stand with us, but I could tell she was flagging and absolutely exhausted. I turned to my mother. "Mom, take Cindy to the hospital. Right now. Make sure she hasn't hurt herself and there's no internal bleeding." 
"I'm okay, Don." Cindy said.
"Good!" I replied. "That means the doctors will find you that way at the hospital. Now get moving. Mom, take her now."
"He's right, dear." said Phyllis to Cindy. "I'll take you there now." Cindy did not argue with my mother, learning a lesson that I'd been thoroughly taught all my life...
----
After taking Laura and Melina back to the Psychology Building so that Laura could take our children home. "Darling, we will need to talk, and soon." my wife said on the way. I pretty much understood why, but we'd have to burn that bridge later.
I drove to the Airport. When I got to there, I observed many police cars and a couple of Media people, but they were being held at bay by Muscone and his team of FBI agents. They tried to stop me, but Muscone saw me and told his peeps to let me through. He was leaning against the side of the hood of his car, watching the proceedings. I eased myself next to him, our heads at the same height since the car hood slope was lower where I was. The Fire Department had arrived and were just foaming down the burning car and plane.
"I told them to let the fires burn for a while to consume the fuel." Jack Muscone said. "And of course to make evidence collection... easier." I knew what he meant; the more evidence destroyed, the easier his investigation was going to be. This was one where nobody really wanted to know the truth about anything.
"Sounds good." I said.
"By the way," said Jack, "I know your nephew was a bad man, but he was still your blood kin. My condolences."
"Thanks." I said. "And thanks again for saving my wife."
"No problem." Jack said. "I don't know how you figure things out like you do, but you just prevented the deaths of many innocents, as well as destroyed a really bad group of people that had subverted the CIA. And for that, a Nation that won't ever really know what was going on is grateful to you. And I for one hope that I'll get to work with you again, many more times."
"Yes." I said. "I'm sure we will, my friend. And the sun will rise tomorrow on a world that is a little better off, I think." We said no more as we watched the 'investigation' proceed.
Part 19 - Aftermath
On the morning of July 28th, only three weeks after being shot and badly wounded, Detective Cindy Ross returned to the MCD room. She was greeted with tremendous applause and much well-wishing. I'd relented and allowed her to return to light duty, extremely light duty, after she'd told me she was coming back and I'd have to physically throw her out if I didn't want her there. I decided that it would be better if she were at Headquarters, under my control... and not in league with my mother on any more "brilliant" schemes in the near future (!).
When my mother had taken her to the hospital, they'd kept her overnight and given her an IV, but examinations showed no renewed bleeding or serious issues. So they released her the next afternoon.
The three of us were alone in my office as they explained about the rifle. "When Melina put the rifle in the back of the SUV, your mom and I were watching. I'm not sure how your mom knew something was going to happen, though."
 
"Oh, I just happened to keep my eyes and ears open around Town." Phyllis said. "I knew that nasty man Ikea was up to something; he and that equally disgusting partner of his had been following Daniel and Melina around. Then I saw how she looked when she got that phone call, I know you saw that too, son. So Cindy and I snuck into the Ward Harvester grounds."
"Sure enough," said Cindy, "your mom spotted Ikea and Ferrell watching Ward Harvester from a distance. After Melina put the rifle in the car, we saw them leave their observation site, so I snuck up to the left rear door with an extra car key, went in and got the rifle. From then on, it was a matter of keeping the rifle with me, and I just blended in with the SWAT Team after everything went down inside. If Ikea had seen the gun, I'd have killed him before giving it up."
"Well, you two got one over on me, there." I said, grinning. "I really thought I was going to have to kill him when he pulled the rifle out of that car. In some ways, it's too bad I didn't get to..."
"Nonsense, son." said Phyllis. "It was worth taking the hit to watch you destroy that man, but it's best you didn't kill him. Unfortunately, what your Chief did to the SBI is not going to go unnoticed, nor unpunished."
"Yeah... you're right." I said, worried for Chief Griswold.
----
Did I need to worry, though? I was in MCD, talking with everyone about the new hires and promotions coming on August 1st, having given out the metal ingots that Dwight and Ryan had made for me. The Council had unanimously approved the appointment of Teresa Croyle to head the Vice Squad, complete with a promotion to Lieutenant. She had resigned from the Midtown Police I.A., and was already moving into Cindy's apartment for the time being.
At that moment, Chief Griswold and Paulina Patterson came into MCD. The Chief had a huge smile on his face under his mustaches, which were twitching. He was grinning as merrily as I'd ever seen him... even more than when he got me the early promotion to Lieutenant. However, neither he nor Paulina, who had a beautiful smile on her lovely face, would tell us what was making him so happy. "I'll let you know in a few days." he said. Paulina nodded in agreement, enjoying knowing something I didn't know.



"Maybe they're going to make you Captain." Cindy said.
"No." I replied. "I'm not old enough. I have to be 36 to become a Captain, and the Council has made it abundantly clear that I won't be promoted again until I met the age requirements for any future position-" I stopped. No, could it be? Naah... then again...
----
"I know my guys had defused that bomb." said Jack Muscone as we ate lunch at the Cop Bar on the same July 28th. Jack loved the double cheeseburgers at the Cop Bar. "So I don't understand how it was detonated."
"I'm not sure," I said, "but Melina- or Laura or one her agents- somehow put another explosive device in that Government limo. Possibly the spare tire was anything but. The first explosion detonated the bomb that your guys deactivated."
"That's what a couple of my forensics guys concluded after they examined what was left of that limo." said Jack. "That was one hell of an explosion. We found bits and pieces of Jody Corrigan, Sarah Collins, Bartholomew Scott and two guys we can't identify, even with our classified database. And just so you know, they all officially died in that explosion, so no one except your officers know that your wife shot up Scott and you took out those two ninja-wannabees."
"Doesn't bother me." I said. "The officers were sworn to secrecy by the FBI, and my wife had authorization to wax Scott. It's all good, and since it's federalized and classified now; I don't even have to file a police report." 'No paperwork' was best news of the day, I thought to myself.
----
"The one thing I want to know," said Tanya Perlman in the MCD room, toying with her metal ingot as the Detectives discussed the case while I was lunching with Muscone, "is how Don had any idea that Eleanor was going to shoot Ned. And how did she get the gun?- oh... never mind, he gave her the gun... but how did Don know she'd shoot Ned and not him?"
"Let me just 'suggest' this." Cindy Ross said, pun fully intended. "Remember the case of the murdered football player, Jefferson Jackson?"
"Yes, but what does that have to do with this?" Tanya asked, her sweet face looking puzzled. Cindy just looked at her, letting Tanya think about it.
"Ohhhhh..." Tanya said. "Tommy and Candy!"
"I see what you're getting at." Martin Nash said, also beginning to understand. "Those kids were hypnotized. So maybe Eleanor was hypnotized also, for lack of a better word. Don must've said something to trigger Eleanor to shoot Ned, and she did. He couldn't get close to Ned, and he was being watched, but she got right up to him and let him have it."
"You guys are good." I said, walking into the room, having heard the last part of the conversation. "But of course there is no way I could or would ever admit to being responsible... for such a brilliant piece of work."
Everyone grinned and nodded in understanding. But in my mind a question loomed: How had Cindy suggested it as knowingly as she did?...
----
Somewhat to my surprise, on the 27th the morgue reported that Ned's body had been claimed. I soon found out by who, and why. Ned's father Nathan, whom I'd called earlier that morning, the day after Ned's death, had come down. He had not wasted any time.
Nathan had worked himself out of the debt Elizabeth had put him in, and he'd remarried. His wife was a bit plain, but very nice, and I could tell by observing them that they were well-matched, and this woman was certainly better for him than my sister Elizabeth had been.
"I'm going to take him back to where he grew up, bury him there." Nathan said. "I still blame myself for a lot of his failure. I think he was in a lot of mental and emotional pain and I'm...well, I'm glad that he's at peace now... at least I hope he is."
"I understand." I said. "Listen, I want to take you to see someone who has asked to meet you." We got into my Police SUV and I drove to the home of Jeanine and Todd Burke.
-----
"I never knew him. I never knew I had another son until it was... too late to meet him." Nathan said, sitting by Jeanine on the sofa as she showed Nathan pictures of his biological son Timothy Olivet.
"He was a good man." said Jeanine. "He built his company, and he did a lot of charity work even though he tried to keep his name out of the papers so his parents... the Burkes... wouldn't find him."
Todd had been polite but not exactly friendly to his former stepfather when we'd arrived, and he was now talking with me and Nathan's wife.
"Todd, do you want to come to the funeral?" I asked my nephew.
"No." Todd said. "I... I think I'm going to go to State Women's Prison and tell Mom. It'd be better if she heard it from me." I understood, and it was a mature choice by the young man. I was proud of him.
"For what it's worth, tell your mother I said hello." I replied.
"Getting soft on her, Uncle Don?" Todd said, ribbing me.
"Naaah..." I said. "But to tell you the truth, I'm trying to not hate her. We'll probably never be friends, but after hearing Teresa's story last Christmas, I realized that I don't have to keep up the hate..."
Meanwhile, Jeanine took a framed photo of Timothy Olivet. The photo had been taken at an event honoring Tim for several generous charity contributions. "I hope you'll accept this." Jeanine said. "I know you didn't know him, but you'd have been proud of him."
"I am proud of him." Nathan said. "Thank you for sharing these pictures and stories with me. Can we visit his grave before I leave to go home?" 
"Sure..."
Part 20 - Rest
Just after noon on July 29th, Todd was speaking to his mother through the glass wall that separated them State Women's Prison.
"Ned is dead, Mom." said Todd. "He kidnapped Jack Burke's baby, thinking it was your grandson, and was trying to flush out Uncle Don. But Uncle Don beat him, and Eleanor Burke shot Ned dead."
"I see." said Elizabeth, her voice flat and metallic. "And the baby is all right?"
"Yes, Mom." Todd said. "Not that you care, but Uncle Don is okay, too. He was shot in the back by a sniper, but his armored vest held. He told me to tell you 'hello', by the way."
"Thank you for coming here to tell, me Todd." Elizabeth said. After some more small talk until their time was ended, Todd left. Elizabeth was escorted back to her sell. A part of her was not unhappy that Ned was dead, but she still remembered the little baby boy that would crawl around the house or pull on her skirts as he tried to walk. Despite all the bad that had happened, she shed a few tears as a mom mourning the loss of a son. But not many: she cleared her mind and continued to consider her plans for her dear younger brother...
----
On the late afternoon of that same July 29th, I was looking over the cemetery where Ned had been laid to rest. It was a downhill slope to a stream, then up a hill on the other side. Ned was buried on the hill on the other side.
Laura did not accompany me, as she still had had to go to Washington for that meeting. This time she not only booked her own flight, she abruptly changed it just before she was to leave. She would bill the taxpayers for the cost of the change, but she wasn't taking any chances.
To my surprise, Melina had told me she wanted to go to Ned's funeral. She'd never hated Ned, and I remembered how she'd acted at the lake, trying to get him to have sex with her, then feeling bad for him once he was hospitalized after we brought him back. I don't know what she saw in him. I hadn't understood what Goth Girl Kathy had seen in him, either.
Melina and Daniel drove me up in their car, giving me a chance to talk to them about the campaign and upcoming election. I was happy to hear how enthusiastic both of them were, and how much fun they said they were having on the campaign trail. I was glad my idea to run Daniel instead of myself was working out.
I sat with Nathan and his wife at the funeral. There were some people about Ned's age, who had known him in school. People from Nathan's church acted as pallbearers. Many of the people there had no idea of Ned's criminal record, and they only remembered the skinny, introspective kid they'd known in the years of his youth.
Now, I was standing on the little roadway, having said goodbye to Nathan and his wife. A big black car had driven up, and Jack Muscone and another man had gotten out of it, watching the funeral from a distance from beside the car. After the rituals were concluded, I went up to meet them, again sensing the power and mastery of the man with Jack. He was the Deputy Director of the FBI, the man I'd met back in Town before.
I introduced Daniel and Melina to him, and he was polite but soon came to business, saying to them "Would you two mind either leading us or following us back to your town? I'd like for Don here to ride with me. We have something of urgency to discuss. Agent Muscone can ride with you, if you like, and I'll pick him up in Town."
I got into the backseat of the big black car, the Director on the other side. The cushions of the car were plush and very comfortable; I want seats like this in my Police SUV, I thought to myself.
As we drove back, the Director got to the point, explaining the situation. I totally agreed with him and gave my own suggestion for solving the problem. He gave a brief, pursed smile as he agreed, getting what he wanted out of the bargain: me.
Part 22 - Epilogue
The sun was setting on the evening of July 30th as I sat on the back patio of The Mountain Nest, looking at the Town. I was finally starting to catch up on sleep and feeling physically good again after the last several days of chaos and no sleep.
Laura was coming to sit next to me, having just arrived back from her meeting. She had a sheaf of papers with her. I handed her a glass of wine as she sat down, and she drank half of it in one gulp.
"Easy, girl." I said. "Do much more of that and I'll take advantage of you in your drunken condition."
"Sounds good, but we have to talk about something first." Laura replied. "Read this." I read the document she gave to me.
"Basically, Don, you know too much." Laura said. "The Agency is not going to accept just a non-disclosure agreement. They basically told me in no uncertain terms that you have to be brought into the fold. If you don't join the CIA, they might just kill us both."
"No, they're not going to do that." I said. "And as I've said many times over the last decade, I am never joining the CIA."
"Honey..." Laura said. "I know of your aversion to them, and sometimes I don't blame you. The way some of them have been acting lately would never have been tolerated before. But they're serious... you have to do something, and they want you on the inside. You won't have to do much, just some analysis while you're here doing your police job."
"Nope." I said. "I've already made other arrangements." By now Laura was beginning to figure me out.
"Okay, what is it?" she said. In reply, I opened my hand to reveal an FBI badge.
"Jack and his boss got to me first." I said. "They've hired me as an FBI consultant. I'm still with the Police Force here, I'm under the same security terms as I would be under the CIA, I get to help solve crimes in a much more similar way to what I do in the County, and best of all... I insisted upon a non-compete clause, so the CIA can't hire me now, even if they want to."
"Ohhhhh!" Laura groaned. "You didn't." I couldn't tell if she was kidding or not. She threw up her hands in mock disgust. "So now I'm sleeping with the enemy... the FBI."
"Well," I said, "the way I see it, you and I can begin work on better FBI-CIA relations... in fact, why don't we go to bed and begin working on those better relations right now..."
"Well, in the interest of better relations, how can I say no to that?" Laura said. We got up and walked hand-in-hand back inside...
Finis. ... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue: Badges and Promotions
(Author's note: a lot of this chapter is laying groundwork, like an interlude, so please bear with it. Thanks in advance.
On the afternoon of July 31st, I was called into the Chief's office. As soon as I walked in, he said "Tomorrow, I need to see you in your very best uniform. Formal. Medals instead of ribbons. Medal of Valor shined up and looking good around your neck. Shaved and looking sharp. Just so you know, I'll be dressed the same way myself."
"Yes sir." I said. "Sounds like a special occasion."
"Sure is." Griswold replied. "And allow me to suggest that you take some time and practice fastening the clasp on the Medal of Valor. Practice a lot more than you think you need to."
"Ahhhhh..." I said, realizing why the Chief had told me to do that.
"Yes." he replied, smiling under his mustaches. "I'm so excited that I'm beside myself over it. It's going to be a wonderful day. I had two items of business with the Council over the last couple of days, and both came through."
"Excellent! So what else?" I asked. "The Council passed the new rank structure last night with nary a peep. I still have to be 36 years old to be a Captain, though."
"The good news is that they passed brevetting." replied the Chief. 'Brevetting' was promoting someone to higher rank than their pay grade, ahead of the zone, so to speak. For example, the legendary General Custer was brevetted a general during the Civil War... then had to go back being a Captain after the Civil War. Also, sometimes an Army Major taking a battalion command would be brevetted to Lieutenant Colonel, to have rank and authority equal to other battalion commanders in the same brigade. But he'd be paid like a Major until he was eligible to actually be promoted to the higher rank.
Brevetting in our Police Force would allow some authority to be given to outstanding officers that only lacked the right birthdate to be promoted. I had pushed for it, and I had plans... not for myself, but for others.
"No, you are not being brevetted to Captain." said the Chief. I could tell by the twinkle in his eyes that something was up. "And it's a damn good thing they passed the new ordinance: it's official, I'm going to be retiring at the end of the year. December 31st."
I groaned. I knew this was coming. The Chief's little incident of disarming the SBI agents had not gone over well with half of the State's legislators and other officials, while the other half supported what he did and pushed back on his behalf. But it was a spark to potentially ignite the festering war that was being fought politically. The Governor was the Chief's close personal friend, but his (the Governor's) only solution was to tell everyone that Chief Griswold would be retiring by the end of the year, allowing the furor to die down.
I knew that the Chief was contemplating retirement, anyway. But now it was official, and I felt like I was losing my dad... not my biological father, but someone much closer.
"I was going to retire anyway." the Chief said. "But now it's official and the papers have gone in. The Council 'reluctantly' accepted my retirement during their executive session meeting last night. But I don't feel bad about it now... I don' t have to worry, anymore."
"What do you mean, sir?" I asked, seeing the gleam in the Chief's eyes getting brighter, and his mustaches starting to twitch.
"Let me give you a brief bit of history, Don." the Chief said, leaning back in his chair and giving a classroom-style lecture. "When the County and Town governments merged some years ago, there was a lot of angst over how the new Police Department would be merged. As a result, we got a rank structure more suited for the military, with formalized ranks that most police departments don't have."
The Chief continued: "In making the ranks, they provided for two equivalent positions that have never been filled: Deputy Chief, and Commander. The Deputy Chief is like the Executive Officer, the XO, all about beans and bullets; while the Commander is like the Operations Officer or S-3, and directs the troops."
"Yes sir, I understand." I said. "And since we don't have them, I stole one of their offices."
"Yes, yes you did." replied the Chief. "But here's the fun part of the story: Paulina brought something to my attention, so I had her re-examine the original law and codicils passed by the Council. As you know, they put age requirements on senior-level Sergeants and all Lieutenants and Captains.
"However, they overlooked something: for some reason they forgot to put any age requirements on the Commander position! Paulina and I had this confirmed by DA Krasney, and the Council asked for and received an opinion from Judge Watts. It's solid: there is no age requirement to be a Commander, and I can nominate anyone I want to that post and rank."
It hit me. "So that's why you and Paulina were smiling the other day..." I whispered. The Chief smiled.
"Yes." replied the Chief, "I went to them with a request, more like a demand, and after getting Judge Watts' opinion, they approved my request before rewriting the overall law, though Reginald B.F. Lewis brought up precincts again. Don't fret on that, the good news is that now you really are entitled to that office you are in." The Chief stood up and extended his hand. "Congratulations, Commander!"
I stood up and shook the Chief's hand, totally surprised. I was now going to be the No. 2 man in the Town & County Police Force. In the event of the loss of the Chief by resignation, retirement or less fortunate ways, it was the Commander, not the Deputy Chief, that took charge. Was I ready for this? I briefly thought to myself.
The Chief did not let go of my hand, holding it firmly. "Don, I know I can now retire and let go, knowing that I am leaving my Police Force in the very best possible hands. I know you'll take care of those great people that have chosen to serve our Town & County."
"Yes sir, I promise that I will." I said. We both were trying not to have tears in our eyes.
----
The morning of August 1st dawned bright and clear. It was going to be a beautiful day. Rain had passed through the night before, and we were getting somewhat cooler temperatures than normal. Fine by me.
The first words out of the Chief's mouth to me when he saw me was "Did you practice?"
"Yes sir." I said. "For nearly an hour, with Laura. She feels very decorated now."
The Chief chuckled. "Give her my appreciation for her contribution to the cause." he said, his eyes twinkling.
I did not have to wear my uniform jacket nor the Medal of Valor while inside and until the ceremonies started, so I left them in my office. However, Tanya Perlman, her pregnancy now showing well, did not miss that I had the yellow 'piping' of the Command Group down the sides of my blue pants instead of light blue, which was worn by Captains, Lieutenants and below. Her eyes sparkled as she grinned at me, but she did not say anything. Somewhat to my dismay, either no one else noticed (for a while) or just didn't say anything. Maybe they were used to me being 'out of the box'.
I heard applause in Vice as Teresa Croyle reported for duty, with light blue piping on her jacket sleeves, but nothing on her skirt as no piping was worn on policewomen's skirts. Cindy Ross came in, looking very sharp also, but wearing pants as she always did... and people did notice her light blue piping.
Then the new Detectives began trickling in. Let's meet them, shall we:
In Vice:
Julie "The Abacus" Newton was staying in her grade and position for now.
Leonard "Sergeant" Sharples was certainly not getting a promotion at this time, nor any other if I could help it.
Lieutenant Teresa Croyle was returning, assuming the leadership of the Vice Squad.
E.J. Jefferson was an athletic black man, about 6'0" in height, with broad shoulders. He was politically very Conservative, a seeming rarity for a black man. He was very straight-laced. He was being promoted from the uniformed ranks, and he said that his name came from his family perhaps being slaves of the family for whom the County was named.
Christopher Purvis was being promoted to full Detective from Detective J.G.
John "Grubby" Paul was being promoted from the uniformed ranks, having done much undercover work with the Force as a Sergeant. He looked really grubby even when cleaned up, hence the nickname. Women flocked to him, though.
And then there was Joanne Cummings. She was blonde and very beautiful, having participated in beauty pageants at the highest levels. She liked hunting and had been shown in magazines in camouflage, posing with a Boone & Crockett buck that she'd harvested. She also was very smart, which I hoped would translate to police and street smarts. She was coming in as a Detective (J.G.).
In MCD:
Diana Torres was being promoted to full Detective from Detective Apprentice.
Lorena Rose was coming in as a Detective (J.G.). She was young, very hot, and energetic, with brown hair and a smoking hot, fit body. She would be a firecracker.
Claire Michaels was older than me, in her thirties, and was coming in as a Senior Detective from Los Angeles. She was hot, too, with a fine body and wavy brown hair. I'd noticed Hugh Hewitt taking a really good second look at her when he saw her.
Detective (J.G.) Ted "Teddy" Parker was youngish, kind of milquetoast, but very bright.
Martin Nash was getting a second 'black box', i.e. a promotion to Senior Detective.
And of course, Theodore "Theo" Washington, whose brother was an ADA in DA Krasney's office, who was remaining in his current grade and position.
Per usual, I went into Vice and handed everyone the plastic sleeves with their new badges and ranks. The badges were to be worn going into the ceremony, and the ranks affixed during the ceremony. Then I headed to MCD. I handed Diana Torres the first plastic sleeve containing her new badge and rank, and she blushed and squealed with happiness. I handed Martin Nash his new rank (his badge remained the same), then handed the new people their badges and ranks. When I was done, there was one plastic bag left in my hand.
"Lieutenant," said Cindy Ross, "we're going to have to assign desks to these new guys."
"You're right." I said. "And that is now your job, Supervisor Ross!" I extended my hand, holding out the last plastic sleeve. Cindy blushed as everyone clapped as she took the sleeve. I might have forgotten to mention to Cindy that she was being promoted. Maybe just to surprise her.
"Okay guys, start looking at desks and deciding which ones to beg Miss Ross to give you." I said. "Cindy, you need to come with me to the Chief's office.
My mother was in the Chief's office, wearing her formal Police Auxiliary uniform. When Cindy and I got there, the Chief explained the situation:
"Miss Ross, you are not old enough to be promoted directly to Lieutenant." Griswold growled. "However, under the recently passed ordinance, what we are going to do is brevet you to Lieutenant. Congratulations!" Cindy blushed again, and I knew she'd be blushing more before this day was over.
The Chief had to swear in Cindy as a Supervisor first. That normally happened during the formal ceremonies, but Cindy would be brevetted then. So the Chief swore her in, and my mom and I pinned the Supervisor ranks on her shoulders.
"Now, take 'em off. Bag 'em and hold on to them." I said. "Here's your Lieutenant badge and rank." The badge said 'Lieutenant (B)', but the authority was the same.
"Now Teresa won't outrank you." I said. That got one of the biggest smiles from Cindy Ross that I had ever seen. My mother giggled at it.
There was a knock on the door, and Tanya Perlman was admitted. "Perlman, congratulations!" the Chief said as I handed her a plastic sleeve containing a Lieutenant's badge and the silver bars of rank. "Crowbar, explain everything."
"You're not taking over MCD until your baby is born." I said. "But we're promoting you now. After your baby is born and you return to duty, it will be as MCD leader. Cindy is going to run MCD until then, after which I will have special duties for her, which I'll discuss later."
"Well, Tanya, we better start cussin' out Don now, since we're the same rank as him for the time being." Cindy said, teasing me.
"Er, no... we're not." Tanya said, her finger pointing at and almost touching the yellow piping on my pants.
Cindy gave a look that said 'whaa???' as it struck her. "What to?"
"Commander." I said.
"Oh my God, congratulations!" Cindy said, giving me a warm hug. As she released me, she said, "Geez, still my boss!"
"Yep." I said. "And we're going to be having more fun than ever."
----
Only one other note: in the Patrolman ranks, the Patrolman rank looks like a private-first-class, a connected chevron and rocker, but with military-police pistols in the space between them. Higher ranks lose the pistols, but an interesting tradition happened:
When the Town and County merged, the new Senior Patrolman ranks were meant to look like Army Specialist badges: chevrons pointed down, rockers over the top. Senior Patrolman would have one chevron with two rockers, then one chevron with three rockers to denote pay grades.
The uniforms were taken to a seamstress to have the ranks sewn on for Merger Day. But she made a mistake: she sewed every rank on upside down, with one chevron pointing up instead of down, and the two and three rockers below.
It looked strange, but everyone liked it and insisted on keeping it that way. And six months later, the Council passed the first codicil to the Merger ordinance, formalizing the way the ranks were worn.
I was proud to personally pin upon Senior Patrolman Micah Rudistan the chevron-three rockers rank. He'd be a Sergeant soon, if I had anything to do with it.
Part 2 - Honor and Valor
The ceremonies began at 9:00am, a bit earlier than normal because we had a lot of them; we were catching up from past months and years of having people working in jobs higher than their normal grade.
After the uniformed officers received their promotions and medals/ribbons, the Detectives were promoted, and then my three Lieutenants. Someone began calling the three women "Crowbar's Angels", a name that would stick to them.
Last was my promotion to Commander, the first in Town & County history. It surprised nearly everyone, but I received hearty applause as Laura and my mom pinned the ranks on my shoulders. They were silver oak leaf clusters, what an Army Lieutenant Colonel (or Navy Commander) would wear.
Then the Chief announced that there was going to be another ceremony in the Courthouse Square, on the steps of City Hall at 1:00pm, and that every officer not on a mission needed to be in attendance. That got everyone buzzing.
"I think it's the Police Cross for Lieutenant Ross." I heard Micah Rudistan say to some other officers. Other guesses were the Police Medal for Ross, Police Medals for me and Ross, and so on. Whenever I was asked, I just smiled and said "We'll have to see when we get there." Then I would go pose for pictures with Laura or my mom.
----
At 1:00pm there were a large number of people in Courthouse Square. The Media was there, and Bettina Wurtzburg and Diane Williams were all over the place getting spot interviews. I indulged Bettina for one, she congratulated me on my promotion and I said it was a great honor and I was proud to serve the Town & County. Then Bettina interviewed my mom, who said she was very proud of her son.
Benches for the Police Force were set up in the middle, facing the microphones at the top of the City Hall steps, and the Fire Department, EMTs and Public Health Departments also had benches to either side. They'd also been asked to attend in as large and formal numbers as possible. It was an impressive array of uniforms and medals.
The Town & County Council were sitting in seats behind the podium. So was Congressman Gerald A. Condor and other politicians. Harold Malone and Daniel Allgood and their wives were in the audience below, and I actually saw them shake hands and greet each other at least politely, probably disappointing the Media. The only politician not here... was State Senator Nathan Allen.
Lt. Scott Peterson asked me and Cindy to please take seats with Chief Griswold behind the podium. Cindy was very surprised. "What is going on?" she asked me.
"This is the only way I can keep you on light duty and out of trouble." I quipped. That got me a bit of a reproving look, but Cindy could get me to say no more.
The Mayor began the proceedings by welcoming everyone, greeting the Town & County Council, then he gave the podium to Police Chief Griswold.
"It's my great honor to be here today," said the Chief, "to recognize a very special police officer, whose service and sacrifice in the line of duty has far exceeded anything we've had a right to ask." He then read the Council's proclamation, which stated in flowery language that Lieutenant Cindy Ross was the first woman in Town or County history to be awarded...
...the Medal of Valor.
Cindy was shocked, and blushing furiously as she was asked to come to the podium, then Chief Griswold said "Commander, would you please do the honors?" I took the Medal of Valor that was in its box, feeling the heaviness of it, seeing the bright red ribbon and the gold-star-and-wreath ornate medal underneath.
As I draped it around Cindy's neck, I realized why the Chief had ordered me to practice: my hands were shaking, and I did not want to fuck this up. Fortunately, I got it right and correctly clasped the ribbon as the Courthouse Square erupted in applause, especially from the Police Force sitting in the bleachers in front of us.
I patted Cindy on the shoulders and whispered "You deserve this!" then moved myself back as far as I could. This was my partner's day.
-----
Cindy was becoming tired, I could tell. She had had to endure dozens of pictures, and then people and the Press wanted pictures of her with me and the Chief, the three people wearing Medals of Valor at the same time. I finally broke the throng by saying that Lieutenant Ross is still on light duty and was being ordered to get some rest, and I led her to a waiting patrol car, which took her back to Headquarters.
Back at the Station, Cindy continued to be congratulated, but at least she was able to be sitting down. It was pretty much a party day in the Detective Division.
-----
I had ordered Cindy to go home at 4:00pm, seeing that she was worn out physically. Of course, she instead followed me into my office.
"Can I ask you a question, Lieut-, er, Commander?" she said.



"Certainly." I said as I unclasped my Medal of Valor and gently put it on the desk.
"I... I don't feel I deserve this." Cindy said, holding her Medal in her hand, the ribbon still around her neck. "How did you deal with it?"
"I know how you feel." I said. "I've never quite felt I deserved mine. But I just tell myself that I wear it in honor of all those wearing the Shield, putting it all on the line every day for the Citizens, and I tell myself that I need to earn it every day, in everything I do."
"I'll try to live up to it, also." Cindy said. "But still... I didn't do anything others haven't done, certainly not what you did or the Chief did..."
"Let me stop you right there." I said. "I saw what you did with my own beady little eyeballs. You acted, you went forward, you were prepared to sacrifice yourself to save a fellow officer and the mission. Whatever else you think, don't try to tell me you don't deserve it, because you absolutely do. And I made damn sure the Council understood that, too."
I then picked up the phone and called Teresa Croyle into my office. "Lieutenant Croyle, welcome back! Your first assignment is to take Lieutenant Ross home, right now. And when you get home, see to it that she actually goes to bed and gets some rest. Go. Move. Get out of my office."
"Yes, Commander. With pleasure." Teresa said gruffly, scowling at Cindy but in a loving way. "Let's go, Miss M-O-V."
It was good to have Teresa back, all my chess pieces in place, and Cindy receiving the award she so richly deserved. The only bad part was the Chief retiring. But in the overall, this has been a great day.
Oh yes... it was also my daughter Carole's first birthday. I told all of my Detectives to go home unless they were on a mission, and I headed out myself. The evening was going to be great, also.
Part 3 - It Begins
On the following Monday morning, the Chief called for an 8:00am meeting of all Detectives in Classroom J. He had me attend, as well as Lt. Scott Peterson of Media Relations, Lt. "Curly" Goodwin of I.A., Captain Charles of Uniformed Officers, and now-Captain Harlow of Personnel & Records. I'd encouraged her promotion when I found out she'd been looking at the Campus Police and other jobs. She'd been doing a Captain's job for some time as a Lieutenant, and she was an excellent administrator. She was now happy.
Once we all assembled, the Chief made sure the door was closed, then took a chair and placed it on the podium and sat down to address us.
"There are two things I need to discuss with you." said the Chief. "The first thing is something I want you to hear from me first, rather than from the rumor mill out there. I am retiring at the end of the year." There was a large groan in the room. "I appreciate it, folks, but it's way past my bedtime in that regard. I do appreciate all the work you have done for me, especially Leslie Charles with his fellow Uniformed officers."
The 'fellow' was the Chief's tribute to Charles, who always considered himself one of the 'Boys in Blue' and treated the uniformed officers as if they were his own sons and daughters. Charles did not fail to notice, and was pleased.
"The second thing is about our new Commander." said Griswold. For some reason the room got very still and quiet as the Chief began his storytelling style: "When Don first got here, he was a Detective and 'one of the guys', so to speak. When he showed his capabilities and I promoted him to Lieutenant, there was still an informality and friendship between him and you Detectives."
"I let that go because he's so baby-faced..." there was general laughter... "and it was his style of leadership. But all that changed yesterday. This is going to be worse for him than it will be for you, and he is going to have to adapt to this also: he is no longer one of you. He is not your equal: he is now your leader, your boss. Now that doesn't mean he's not a friend and that he doesn't love you anymore, because he does. But he is at a different level now. You've given me respect as Chief of Police, which I appreciate but also which the office deserves. You must now respect the Commander for what he is and for the office of tremendous responsibility that he now holds."
"For you Captains and Lieutenants, this is not a normal situation, and having someone younger than you and at the same rank or beneath you in rank two days ago now outranking you might be strange, if not difficult. But I know you are professionals and will handle it, and you'll work just as hard for the Commander as you have for me. Okay, that's all I've got. Don, do you want to talk to them?"
"Yes sir." I said. The Chief left and I took his seat on the podium. "Captains and Lieutenants Peterson and Goodwin, you can go; I'll talk to you later. I need to address the Detectives right now." The dismissed officers left.
"Guys, the Chief is right." I said. "I was informal in my leadership in MCD, and that'll have to change now. You now have some excellent Lieutenants leading your departments, and they're your bosses and you go to them for anything of a professional nature. However, if there is something of a personal nature, or a problem you have that you need to talk to me about, my door is always open to you. And it's not like you can't speak to me in the hallway, either. But I'll tell you something I learned in the Army: I would treat a superior officer as if his first name was 'Sir'. 'Good morning, sir.', et cetera. My first name is now 'Commander'. And the Chief is right: I'm hating this as much as anyone; you've been my friends, and you still are."
"One last thing: you now have new leaders in your departments, and I'll leave it to them to decide their styles of leadership. They may be more or less formal than I was, and it's your job to adapt. Okay, any questions?"
Julie Newton raised her hand. "Commander, what happens when Captain Malone comes back?" Laughter began slowly, then got stronger, with me included in it.
"Well, Detective Newton," I said, "we'll burn that bridge when we come to it. If he wins the Sheriff race, it's a moot point; he's the boss of all of us. If he loses and he does come back, we'll see what happens."
----
After dismissing everyone, I had not even made it down the hallway when Detective Martin Nash came flying out of MCD towards me. "Commander, can you come in here?"
Inside the MCD room, sitting on Cindy's old desk and leaning against the wall was a large painting, 4x3 feet, in an ornate frame. It was an oil painting of very high quality, not something cheap. The plate at the bottom said "The Fall of Troy", and the painting depicted that battle, with the Trojan Horse breaching the wall in the upper left, and Greeks ransacking the town and killing people.
Disturbing to me was what was painted in the bottom portion of the picture. It very explicitly showed two Trojan women, one black haired and one blonde, being raped by Greek soldiers; and just to the right of that, soldiers were spearing little babies to death. I understood. I understood the meaning, and the threat.
You see, my name is Troy. James Donald Troy.
And the sender was saying that the 'Fall of Troy' meant the fall of me.
"There was a note with it." Tanya Perlman said, having already bagged the note as evidence. I read the note, which said "Congratulations, Commander Troy!", followed by these four words:
"crossed path,
incommoded,
seriously inconvenienced,
hampered,
positive danger."
"What the hell does that mean?" asked Theo Washington as I smiled at the note, almost laughing.
"It's for me, and it's a threat." I said. "The name of the painting says it all. The person who sent this is letting me know that he is going to take me down, and harm my family in the process."
"Torres, can I borrow your computer?" asked Tanya Perlman, not waiting for an answer and sitting at Diana's desk. She began typing furiously as everyone watched. Finally, she looked up and said "Moriarty."
"Yes." I said. The words were from Moriarty's quote to Sherlock Holmes in Conan Doyle's The Final Problem:
"You crossed my path on the 4th of January,' said he. 'On the 23d you incommoded me; by the middle of February I was seriously inconvenienced by you; at the end of March I was absolutely hampered in my plans; and now, at the close of April, I find myself placed in such a position through your continual persecution that I am in positive danger of losing my liberty. The situation is becoming an impossible one."
"So what does this mean?" asked Claire Michaels.
"It means..." I said, picking up the painting, "that I need to take this to my office and make some phone calls. Meanwhile, you guys get settled in. After lunch I'm going to begin hitting you with some serious training."
"Do you want the lab to dust that for prints or anything?" Tanya asked, not quite having released her Crime Lab associations and way of thinking yet.
"No." I said. "I'll call Christina to bring IR and UV lights to see if there is any secret writing on them, but I expect we won't find any fingerprints on it, except mine now."
"How did it get in here?" asked Lorena Rose.
"That..." I said, "is something you guys can work on." With that, I took the painting and retreated to my office.
After I left, Claire Michaels turned to Cindy Ross. "He knows something. Does he always keep things to himself like that?"
"Oh yes." Cindy replied. "Get used to it." She saw Tanya's disapproving look. "But in his defense, he's a lot better about it now than he used to be."
-----
Meanwhile, once alone in my office, I called Laura on her cellphone. When she answered, I asked "Are the kids with you?"
"Yes." my wife replied. "Why?"
"I've got a red alert." I said. "You and the kids might be in danger. Call my mom and ask her to come guard them, bring a couple of campus cops to guard the doors, then come down here to my office and I'll show you."
Laura arrived within half an hour. I told her the story of the painting just appearing in the MCD room, and the note that had come with it. When I showed her the painting, particularly the title and the depictions at the bottom, she gasped in shock and anger. "Who sent this?"
"I don't know for sure, but if I had only one guess..." I said, "...it would be our good buddy Henry R. Wargrave."
Part 4 - Office Management
On the main floor of Police Headquarters, the Chief's suite is in the back left corner, southwest as the crow flies. The main conference room stretches along the back hall next to it, then a suite of two offices meant to be for ADAs. To the side hall, left of the Chief's suite, are the Commander's offices, one of which Paulina Patterson had occupied, the other being mine.
Moving down the hall, to the left of my offices were two Captain's offices with an anteroom for an administrative assistant. To the left of those were two suites of Lieutenant and Supervisor offices, eight tiny little offices in all, one that had been mine, one that was still Tanya's, with Teresa Croyle taking over the one I'd had.
The Captain's offices were not quite as long as mine, and they would be as deep as mine except that someone decided to carve in side doors, requiring a little "L" shape. So the doors were to the left or right, with Levelor-blinded windows facing front.
The right side office was Harold Malone's, and would not be cleaned out until he formally resigned from the Police Force. The left side office was empty. It was into the left office that I led Cindy Ross and Tanya Perlman that afternoon after getting back from lunch with Laura.
The door coming into the left side office gave way to a desk against the right side wall. A love seat sofa was under the inside window, and there was just enough room between the love seat and the desk for a guest to sit down. The back windows looked to the outside.
"Tanya," I said, have a seat on the couch. Cindy, sit behind your new desk." Cindy gaped as I handed her the keys to the office.
"Oh my God!" exclaimed Tanya, and I understood the humor beneath her comment. "What's this all about, Don?"
"It's 'Commander' now, so sorry." I corrected her, hating doing that but knowing I had to. "At least in public and here at the station. But here's the story." I took the small chair to the side of the desk to address both ladies.
"This stays between the three of us right now." I said. "After you have your baby, Perlman, you'll be in charge of MCD, and you'll continue to have your lovely Lieutenant office."
"Happy happy, joy joy." Tanya said with something of a groan.
"I empathize." I said. "But the question is what to do with Lt. Ross once she comes off light duty." I looked severely at Cindy. "Which won't be for quite a while if you continue to strain yourself."
"Noted, sir." said Cindy, and it was not an approving acknowledgement, I could tell.
"And again, just between the three of us... the Chief and I do not expect that Malone will be returning. Don't tell Teresa, but even if he loses he won't be back, especially after what's going to happen to him during the campaign."
"Oooooh, you do have something up your sleeve!" Tanya said, her eyes sparkling.
"We'll talk about that later." I said. "But the bottom line is that I'm going to need a Captain over all the Detectives. There is no way either the Chief or I will incite the Council's wrath by trying to brevet you to Captain, Cindy, but you can be put in the position as a Lieutenant."
I continued: "And since it's regulation that every officer except the Chief have a formal partner, you're still my partner, Cindy. Croyle and Perlman are formally partners. And by the way, Perlman, you and Croyle are going to have to decide who is partners with who in your squads."
"So Cindy, you'll be my liaison to the MCD and Vice Squads, though I'll have a lot of direct contact with all three of you." I said. "This is the only solution I can figure out for having three Lieutenants in my Detective ranks, and I hope you'll be satisfied with it."
"Crowbar's Angels, we are." replied Tanya, ever playful.
"Geez, that is going to stick, isn't it?" I said, pretending to groan about it.
"It's a done deal, Commander." Cindy Ross replied. "A done deal."
"Cindy, your only job is to move into this office. Take your time, no heavy stuff, get help if you need it. Go home by 3:00pm or I will have you carried out. Clear?"
"Crystal." replied Cindy.
"By the way," I said. "I have to go get the ADA offices on the other side of the Conference Room cleaned up. They wanted my office back, and technically it was theirs, but they've decided it's not worth getting a crowbar shoved up their Ikeas." Both women laughed at my new word for 'asshole'. "So that office is now officially mine forever. Meanwhile, we're going to have a new ADA replacing Sanders, she'll be working with Vice, and she'll have an office here like Paulina does. I don't know her, but I hear she's damn good with drug cases in Court."
"And the second ADA office?" Tanya asked, and I saw the underlying motive.
"Don't get ideas, Tanya." I said. "It's going to be generic use for other ADAs that come by here. In his infinite wisdom, Krasney wants his people to work more closely with us, and that'll include them making more visits here than us going to the Courthouse complex. I can see the good in it, but I'm not sure I want a bunch of legal beagles lapping around my Headquarters..."
----
Okay, do you want old people paired with new?" Cindy asked me, "or are you okay with past teams sticking together?" Cindy, Tanya and Teresa were meeting with me in my office. I had requisitioned three very comfortable office chairs, knowing that 'Crowbar's Angels' would be using them a lot over the next few months and years.
"Depends." I said. "Let's hear what you've got. Teresa?"
Croyle responded. "Okay, I'm thinking Geiger and Cummings, even though he gets an uncontrollable hard-on whenever he's around her." The room erupted in laughter, then Croyle continued. "I was thinking Jefferson and Purvis. They're both straight-laced types. That'd leave Julie Newton and 'Grubby' Paul."
"And Sharples?" I asked.
Teresa looked straight at me. "Leave that fat ass dangling. In fact, I'm going to request you remove him from the Vice Squad."
"As much as I'd like to do that," I said, "the Union would give us holy hell if we did. And unfortunately, you have to give Sharples a partner. Julie Newton never goes into the field, she's an accounting and computer geek."
"Then Sharples with Paul? Naaah." said Teresa, thinking to herself. "Okay, Geiger and Sharples, Cummings and Purvis, Jefferson and Paul. The new people are together, but they're my new core, anyway."
"I'll go with that, but monitor them to see if any of the new people start flagging." I said. "But I like your thinking: new people together, being molded by you into a great new squad. Okay Cindy, Tanya."
"Martin Nash has worked very well with Diana Torres." Cindy said, "but Nash has also worked well with Theo Washington. I was thinking Nash and Torres, and Washington with Teddy Parker, at least until we find out how good Parker is." I nodded in agreement.
"That leaves Claire Michaels and Lorena Rose." said Tanya. "Rose is a very energetic, go-get-'em type of girl, but she's going to need to be harnessed, if I don't miss my guess. We're thinking that Claire's experience might be helpful there, and I'll be watching her a lot myself."
"That just leaves Newton." said Teresa. "Lainie and Sonali are technically partners, Myron and Mary are partners... as well as one hell of a hot item in the bedroom, if I don't miss my guess."
"Your powers of observation improved remarkably while you were in Midtown." I complimented.
"Knowing that bastard Nathan Allen was trying to have me assassinated is what did that." Teresa said, and I knew she wasn't kidding. "Okay, Newton..." she said, trying to change the subject back to the original.
"List her with Sonali and Lainie as a group of three." I said. "That's a temporary fix, but it's a fix for now."
-----
'Just between the three of us' didn't last long. The next morning, Tuesday, the Chief told me that the Detectives were buzzing about Lt. Ross's new office and what it might mean. And considering that despite her advance pregnancy, Tanya Perlman had joined me in putting the Detectives through some grueling training about crime scenes, it made sense to tell the Detectives what was going on. So I had everyone come to Classroom J. As they all came in, Cindy brought along a long, huge wad of newspaper. Wassup wit dat? I wondered.
"... and that's the plan, people." I said, wrapping up the explanation of the rank structure as well as assigning the partnerships. "I'll still monitor your training and I might show up at a crime scene or two, but I'm also now in charge of the Uniformed Police and Internal Affairs personnel, so I'm delegating the Detectives to Lieutenant Ross. And that brings me to the next thing. Lieutenant Ross, would you please come up here?" Cindy came forward, that look of 'what the hell are you up to?' on her ruggedly attractive face.
I brought out my blue crowbar. "I hope this will become a new tradition, that the person in charge of the Detectives will hold and use this with distinction. I relinquish it and the honored titles it brings to you. Lieutenant Ross, you are now the Iron Crowbar!"
I had decided to do this because I did not need my previous reputation any more, Cindy deserved it, and also to start a new tradition.
"Aww, I can't take this!" Cindy protested as everyone clapped, but I insisted. She surprised me by giving me a warm hug, and I realized that this meant a lot to her, more than the other honors she'd received. Then she pretended to swing the crowbar at my rear end, making everyone laugh.



"Just one thing, guys." Cindy said. "Teresa, will you bring me that package?" Teresa brought up the long wad of newspaper. Cindy reached into the cavity at the end of it.
"This was my arts and crafts from the other night at the high school." Cindy said. "It seems that one Mycroft Holmes figured out what you might do, and she had me make this." Cindy pulled out a crowbar, just slightly longer and thicker than the blue one. It was painted solid red, one of the colors of my School. On one end was etched 'I C 2'.
"There will always be only one true Iron Crowbar, and that is the original." Cindy said, handing me the red crowbar.
"Can't get past my mom, eh?" I whispered to Cindy. She just nodded as as we crossed crowbars like swords. Then I heard an "Ahem!' from the back. It was the Chief, who had snuck in to watch the proceedings.
"Okay, everyone, there is breakfast in the main conference room for all of you." said the Chief. "After you eat, Crowbar 1 and Crowbar 2 report to my office."
As we went down the hall, I examined my new crowbar. It felt 'just right' in my hands. And I really liked that it had been made from the metal that had been used to smite down the evil Reverend Jonas Oldeeds. I wondered who the first person to be on the receiving end of my wrath with this crowbar would be. Turns out, I did not have long to find out.
Part 5 - Dog Abuse
Would you like to know how to really infuriate the Iron Crowbar? Just abuse a dog or cat in my presence.
On the night of August 8th, I was called to a home in a lower-middle-income neighborhood just south of the Downtown district. I noted some trash on the lawn as I went up the walkway. It was just two steps up to the front porch, then into the home.
There was a rancid smell inside, and the home was filthy. I saw Cindy Ross, Claire Michaels and Lorena Rose. They all looked disgusted and sick.
"Backyard." I heard Ross say. I went out there, where two Animal Control officers from the Public Health Department were. They were wearing black shirts with "ANIMAL CONTROL" on the back, khaki tan pants, and they had badges just like ours, except they had the Public Health seal in the center of their badges, while Police, Fire and EMT had a common Public Safety seal in ours.
"Twenty dogs in very bad shape." said the woman I was talking to. I saw the dogs, who were sitting in baskets with towels on the bottoms, being examined by the A.C. officers. One little creature, wobbling and barely able to walk, sniffed at me and then licked my hand. I tried to fight back tears, but did not fight the anger that was welling inside of me. "I think we can save some of them, but we'll see."
"Do what you can." I said. "And you know how evidence works." The woman nodded. I headed back to the house.
"Where is the son of a bitch?" I asked.
"Bedroom." said Claire Michaels. "By the way, Commander, his name is Bryan Thatcher. Low life, has sold drugs in the past."
"Dunno what the kennel is about, but we have him on animal cruelty charges at the least." said Cindy Ross, peering at my face, noting my mood. "And before you ask, neighbors have called in the past about crying dogs, but when we got four complaints at the same time, Rudistan and Morton came to check it out, then called us in."
"I'm going to go spot-interview this suspect." I said, the look on my face leaving no doubt as to my intentions. "Leave us alone unless and until I call for you."
I went into the bedroom, where the perp was handcuffed and sitting on the bed, with Rudistan guarding him. I closed the door behind me. Bryan Thatcher had brown hair, mustache and beard, was ruggedly handsome, slender, muscular. He was wearing a wife-beater t-shirt, short jeans pants, and flip flop shoes.
"Do you want to take a walk, Rudistan, get some fresh air?"
"Hell no, sir." Rudistan said. "I'm here to help. This guy already resisted arrest once. I get the feeling he'll do it again."
"Man, I didn't resist arrest." the man said. "You fucking cops ain't got no warrant to be here. This is bullshit."
"No doubt about that." I said. Holding the red crowbar with both hands, I jabbed my right hand forward, the crowbar levering and smashing the left side of Thatcher's face...
---
"What was that?" Detective Lorena Rose said, hearing Thatcher scream out. "Do they need help?"
Cindy Ross grabbed Rose by the collar. "Don't you dare go in there unless told to." she ordered. Lorena looked shocked, then looked at Claire Michaels, who also had a stern look on her face.
---
"Aauuuugh!" cried out Thatcher as my red crowbar crashed onto the bottoms of his feet. Even through the flip flops, that one hurt.
*THWACK!* The red crowbar came down onto the backs of his thighs.
*THWACK!* A powerful blow to his asscheeks, right on the glutes.
*THWACK!* My most savage blow, right on the back beneath the shoulder blades, where the push-up muscles were. I was remembering that poor little dog that licked me as I hit Thatcher as hard as I could, even harder than I hit Sergei Molotov all those months ago.
"Okay, boss, that's plenty." said Rudistan, knowing just when enough was enough. He practically picked Thatcher up off the floor. "Stand still, fucker!" he said, then rammed his knee into Thatcher's crotch. As Thatcher doubled over in pain, I stood him up and Rudistan delivered a staggering closed-fist punch to the midsection. Thatcher doubled over, then vomited. I pushed Thatcher down again, shoving his face into his own puke.
"You fucking dog abuser." I said. "I'm going to be damn sure the general prison populace knows what you did to those dogs when you get to prison. Okay, Sarge, let's go." Rudistan and I had made sure not to use each other's real ranks and names around Thatcher. The bastard continued to resist arrest by lying prone and motionless, until I asked him if walking was preferable to more crowbar treatment. He got up.
We opened the door and pushed Thatcher forward. "He resisted arrest." I said, seeing the look on Lorena Rose's face. I began to wonder if she was going to work out as a TCPD Detective.
"I'll help you with this perp, Patrolman." said Cindy. As they took Thatcher out to the front porch, Cindy was right behind him. Just as he got to the steps to the walkway, she gave him an imperceptible push. It wasn't steep, but it was enough to send Thatcher sprawling. He landed hard on his right cheek, almost knocked unconscious by the blow.
"Damn, the shit can't even walk. Tripped on his own feet!" said Rudistan loudly. Thatcher was then taken to Headquarters for processing.
The red crowbar was broken in, 'blooded'. But not even that could assuage the pain in those dogs' eyes... nor my own.
Part 6- Police Abuse?
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redhead at 7:00am the next morning. "Channel Two News is following up on the arrest of Bryan Thatcher for animal abuse last Friday night. Thatcher's lawyer is complaining that the police severely beat up Thatcher, which differs from the police reports that he resisted arrest and tripped on his own feet. Thatcher's lawyer, provided pro bono by the law firm of Chase, Berry & Lynch, is demanding an investigation of Commander Donald Troy by the State Bureau of Investigation."
"Meanwhile, the Public Health Department has stated that while 12 of the abused dogs found in Thatcher's kennel can be saved, eight of them had to be put down, so severely were they injured and malnourished." The screen showed pictures of Animal Control officers holding abused dogs. That would go over 'well' with the People; no repercussions to my Police Department, I knew. "Police Chief Griswold has stated that he has never seen such a case of abuse of animals, and DA Krasney says he will be pushing for the maximum punishment under the law. Judge Rodney K. Watts has denied Thatcher bail, which is being appealed to higher courts by Thatcher's furious attorneys..."
-----
"My fucking God, people." said Katherine Woodburn at the morning meeting of KXTC. "This was a... a huge chance to show the police abuse of Thatcher... did you see how fucked up his face was, and the bruises on his back?... and instead you show the fucking dogs. Nice going, Bettina." It was not a compliment and Bettina knew it, but she did not care. Woodburn looked around, seeing that the faces around the table had anger etched upon them... not at Bettina, but at her. She had completely lost her employees' loyalty and support over the last few months.
"All right, what are you people doing on the campaigns?" Woodburn asked. "Once August is over, it's going to really get hot in these races, so get ready. So, who wants to start?"
"Daniel Allgood has cut Harold Malone's lead down to 4-5 points." said Diane Williams. "Malone is going to be running some new ads and doing a whirlwind appearance blitz."
"Can we get him to comment on the police abuse of Thatcher?" Katherine Woodburn asked.
"He did." said Williams. "He said the Police showed remarkable restraint in arresting Thatcher after they'd seen those dogs. Malone loves dogs himself."
"Oh Jesus Christ..." said Woodburn. "All right, what about Nathan Allen's campaign?"
"They've gone into bunker mentality mode." said Bettina. "Nathan Allen was the only major politician in the area to not attend Lieutenant Ross's Medal of Valor presentation, and KSTD reported on that. KSTD is also showing Daniel Allgood footage, and their ratings are increasing."
"I don't give a shit." said Woodburn, burning with hatred for Bettina Wurtzburg for bringing that up. "None of you are to report on Daniel Allgood nor his race for Sheriff at all. The only way I'd better hear his name is if he is arrested for abusing dogs. Does everyone understand?"
Apparently they did. Everyone got up and left the room, though they had not been dismissed.
----
The sun was low in the sky on August 13th, nearly touching the northwest horizon. Bettina Wurtzburg and I were sitting on the patio of the Mountain Nest, watching the sunset and our Town as we sipped our drinks. Bettina's aunt, the gossip columnist and Society reporter Elsie Gringer, was inside with Laura and my mother. I had noticed that my mother and Elsie were getting along very well, fluttering like parakeets about gossip that I could not understand how they had come to learn.
"Your mom is great." Bettina said. "My aunt loves her. Don't tell anyone I told you this, but your mom has been a source for my aunt more than a few times. I don't know how your mom finds out that stuff, but I can't get her to give me anything juicy on you." I knew the lovely redhead was teasing me, at least about my mom dishing out dirt on me. And tonight's dinner was agreed to be totally off the record.
"My mom lived in the small town of Apple Grove for years." I said. "Women there develop skills that city women can only dream about when it comes to knowing what there is to know and juicy gossip." Bettina laughed. I suspected this was her first pleasant evening in some time. "So, what do you want to talk with me about?"
"First, congratulations again on the promotion." Bettina said. "Katherine Woodburn about had a heart attack when she heard that."
"Nathan Allen about had a worse one when he found out we'd re-hired Teresa Croyle." I said. Allen had been vociferous in his comments and threats to the Council, and I knew he was trying to get the SBI and lawyers to investigate Croyle for her attack on Dean Allen. But that was a ship that had done sailed, and Allen was told 'no joy' on it. It did not help Allen that Judge Rodney K. Watts was the judge who reviewed the case. He was no friend of the Allens.
"Yes." said Bettina. "But that is not why I'm here. Don, it's getting ugly at KXTC, and I'm not sure what to do. I used to love my job, I used to love going in and reporting stories and working with those really good people. I know you're not a fan of the Press..." (Bettina was spot-on about that, I thought to myself) "... but I love my job like you love yours. But now... Katherine has turned it into a war zone. She's gone all-in for Harold Malone, and she would be trying to save Nathan Allen except that no reporter will speak favorably of him on camera."
"So, are you telling me this just to vent?" I asked. "Or do you want me to do something about it?"
"Can you do anything?" Bettina asked, hopeful.
"There's a couple of things I might try." I said. "Let me ask this: if Katherine Woodburn were away, who would run the place?"
"Probably her vice editor, Burt West." Bettina said. "He's an efficient manager, but we'd run rings around him. I'd be the one to keep things in line for him, should I choose to do so."
"Get ready to choose to do so." I said.
----
"I'm just not sure what to do." said Lorena Rose at the Cop Bar on the same evening while Phyllis, Laura and I entertained Bettina and her aunt. "They kept telling us at the Academy, if we spotted any police abuse, to go to I.A. about it."
"Did you actually see any abuse... of the perp?" Claire Michaels asked.
"No." said Rose. "But I'm not stupid."
"Good." said Claire. "Then don't be stupid about this. You saw those poor dogs, I saw you crying about them. I had a good cry when I got home, too. Even the Commander was affected. He had a couple of shots of Scotch in his office when he got back. If the Commander and Rudistan hadn't have done something to that perp, I would have. Don merely pulled rank, as I see it."
Claire continued: "Here's the bottom line, Lorena. There is no business, no corporate business or government job, where you don't run into some line-crossing. And with the Police, you know we circle the wagons, protect and care for our own, watch each other's backs. Sometimes some rather, shall we say 'rough', arrests happen. We don't destroy the careers of brilliant police officers that have been awarded the highest decorations for something like that."
"I guess you're right." Lorena Rose said, finishing her beer.
"I'll tell you something else, something I saw on the streets of L.A." Claire said. "We're bound to a certain extent by our own agreement and desire to follow the law and do the right thing. The criminals know this, and take advantage of it... and us. Some day, you're going to find yourself in a situation where you're going to have to something they don't discuss at the Academy, or someone will have to do something for you. In time, you'll learn what's truly right and wrong, and you have to hope you don't get murdered finding out. Just keep that in mind. You have a brilliant career ahead of you. You have two of the best teachers you could have in Troy and Perlman; they are why I came here. You're still in 'learn' mode, kid."
"Don't rock the boat, huh?" Lorena said, half sarcastically.
"No, I'm not telling you that." Claire said, trying to hide her irritation. "But there's a lot you can learn from others that will make you better. Learn from those that have been there, and those that have the experience."
Claire finished her beer, wondering if her attempts to teach the fiery young Detective would work out...
Part 7- First Trespass of the Dark Side
August 14th. It was 10:00pm and Katherine Woodburn was finishing up editing a story for the newspaper. Her red grease pencil was warm with use as she made furious slashes, then wrote something on the side.
"Jesus, what else do I have to do to help Harold Malone?" she said out loud.
"You might try going to work for the Democrat Party." the voice called out. A tall man wearing a light raincoat over his suit, a full-brim hat, and holding a long red crowbar came into the office from the shadows of the door.
"Who the fuck- oh. Shit, what the fuck are you doing here?" Katherine exclaimed angrily. Her hand reached under the desk to press a button, then returned to where I could see it.
I came up to the desk, grabbed a small chair and sat it down right next to Katherine behind her desk. I sat down, uncomfortably and inappropriately close to her.
"I'm here to help you, Katherine." I said. "I'm here to help you make a choice."
"You're full of shit. If you don't have a fucking warrant, get the fuck out!" Woodburn nearly screamed.
"I can certainly get a warrant." I said. "See that gentleman at the door?" I pointed to the shadowy figure in the doorway. "That is Agent Fred Dixon of the Federal Elections Commission. He's here to arrest you. But that's my last resort; I'd sure rather play it another way, and I'm sure you would, too."
"I have no interest in dealing with you and your little red crowbar." said Katherine. "Get out, now."
"I was sorry to hear about what happened to you." I said, ignoring her. "That you were stopped by the police on your way home... that a drug dog alerted when brought to sniff your car... that a bag of cocaine large enough to have you charged for distribution of cocaine was found hidden in your car, then secreted bags of ecstasy were found-"
"I've heard all these threats before, by much better and more powerful men than you, Mr. Iron Crowbar." hissed Katherine. 'You're really clutching at straws, here."
"Yes, but once you're arrested, then others will take over operation of your station. They'll begin doing fair and balanced coverage of the election, which is all that I want to see. Fair coverage for both sides, and you can keep running your station to your heart's content. Keep up the shit, and off to jail you go."
"Bryan Thatcher." Katherine said. "Name ring a bell? You're going to get your bell rung by his lawyers and the SBI when they're done, and I'll be helping them all the way. You're not a good cop. You're a dirty bastard."
"Nice try." I said. "The public has seen those pictures of those poor dogs. The DA is mad at me, but only because he is worried about finding an impartial jury that didn't see those pictures on your newscasts.
"Now like I said, Katherine... go work with the DNC, become a political activist, whatever you want to do. But resign and sell KXTC, or on the third day it will be sold from under you after you're arrested. It's your choice. Oh, and yes... I am the dirtiest... and I have not even begun yet."
I got up and left. After I did, Katherine rushed to check the audio recording equipment she'd turned on when I'd come in. Unfortunately for her, it was all white noise.
"Damn!" Katherine swore under her breath.
"Oh, by the way," I said, returning to the room, standing in front of her desk, exhibiting a little electronic device in my hand. "This is a fun little device. Your microphones can't record shit while this is on. Time's a'wastin', Katherine. Make your choices." I left again, this time for good.
To be continued...
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Part 6 - Shot Across The Bow
August 22d. Laura and I arrived at Dr. Wellman's home for the reception and dinner. The honored guests tonight were two of my Lieutenants, Teresa Croyle and Cindy Ross. Of course, Cindy would be getting further recognition for being awarded the Medal of Valor. I was wearing plainclothes, a dark gray suit and red tie (Go Wildcats!), and Laura looked mighty fine in an off-white sleeveless dress, blue belt and matching blue high-heel pumps. She wasn't too enamored of the my tie, but was complimentary of the rest of me.
Tanya Perlman was there, and I noticed her and Dr. Wellman exchanging glances while Sally Wellman was busy hostessing. Dr. Wellman also showed a bit of acid wit when he told me he'd invited Senator Nathan Allen to come and celebrate the return of the County's prodigal daughter, Teresa Croyle. I could not help having a hearty laugh at that one.
Round tables had been set up in the backyard for dinner. It was not as large an event as the last promotion party for Tanya, Britt Maxwell and myself, and in that respect it was actually a bit more relaxed, intimate, and fun. Laura and I were sitting with Chief Griswold and his wife, John "Jack" Colby and his wife, and Campus Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson and his daughter Robin Ventura, who was visiting from the City.
I noticed that Harold Malone and his wife were sitting with Congressman Gerald A. Condor and his guest (wife?), as well as a couple of professors and their spouses. Daniel and Melina Allgood were seated with Councilman and Regent J.P. Goldman and his wife, Selena Steele and her date, and Councilwoman Dagmar Schoen and her husband. Todd and Jeanine Burke were in attendance, and somehow were sitting at the University President's table with the Wellmans. I was surprised to see Todd and Dr. Wellman talking so amiably.
Teresa was at President's table, along with her official escort Seth Warner. Tanya Perlman was Cindy's invited guest, and so was sitting at the University President's table, which Sally Wellman seemed to be only tolerating. Oooh, trouble in paradise! I wickedly thought to myself. Cindy was wearing a peach-orange sleeveless dress and high heel slides, and she looked delicious. I was wondering just how long it would be before the right person swept her off her feet.
And... oh yes... Mr. Henry R. Wargrave and his wife Lilly were there. They was sitting at a table with Tom and Janet Riordan (with Janet giving me some meaningfully lusty looks when she could get away with it), University Regent Austin R. Murphy and his wife, Regent Myrtle L. James (who was fluttering like a parakeet with Mrs. Wargrave), and a very elderly man that I had never met before, who Wargrave was talking with a lot.
Other tables had some of our fellow Detectives (not all were able to attend) as well as some professors and their spouses. After a delicious dinner, Dr. Wellman got going with the ceremonials. I had told him that I did not want to be recognized this evening, as it was for Cindy and Teresa. But the good University President got around that one:
"Ladies and gentlemen, this outstanding police officer threatened me with arrest if I tried to include him for recognition tonight, and then his boss, the Police Chief, threatened me with arrest if I didn't. So since I'm going to jail tonight, one way or the other..." there was some laughter at that... "then let it be having recognized Commander Donald Troy upon his well-earned promotion." I acknowledged the standing ovation, with a humorously evil look Dr. Wellman's way. He just 'replied' with that sinister looking grin of his.
Dr. Wellman then introduced Teresa, welcoming her back to the Town and County and its Police Force, and recognizing her promotion. There was good applause for her, but perhaps not quite as much as it should have been: some of the Democrats and the professors were choosing to remember how she beat up Dean Allen.
Then Cindy was recognized, and I am very happy to say that the applause for her was loud, strong and prolonged. She blushed furiously as the applause continued in waves as the crowd would just not stop. Finally, she just sat down and the crowd got the hint. She was still not fully recovered, still tiring fairly easily.
-------------------------
After dinner there was still mingling and socializing. I was a bit surprised when Henry Wargrave shepherded his table's people towards me right during the moment Laura had gone to 'powder her nose'.
"You remember my wife Lilly?" Wargrave said, and I started my game: I took Lilly's hand more as if to kiss it than shake it, and made a point to say "You look very lovely tonight, Mrs. Wargrave." as I pulled her slightly towards me. She was indeed looking good in a green-blue dress and high heels that really showed off her reddish hair and her smoking-hot legs. And she definitely enjoyed my flirtation. Henry, not so much, I could tell. Good.
"And you know the Riordans?" Wargrave said. Tom Riordan shook my hand with what could only be described as 'minimum politeness', but Janet was enthusiastic as I said "It's a pleasure to see you again, Mrs. Riordan.", to which she replied "It certainly is, Commander." Tom Riordan was nearly red faced as he watched.
"And saving the very best for last, this is Mr. Conrad King." Wargrave said as the others receded into the background.
"Why Mr. King," I said, shaking his hand. "I'm honored that a man of your stature would come to such a humble occasion as this one."
"Hardly humble, and it's my pleasure, Commander." said King in his old but smooth voice. "I happened to be in town visiting the Wargraves, and Dr. Wellman was kind enough to invite me. You have some excellent officers on your Force, and you're pretty good too, from what I hear." As I thanked him, he hit me with the bombshell: "I saw that firsthand when you broke up the Black Badge gang. You are the man who arrested my son."
"Er... uh..." I stammered. I certainly wasn't going to apologize, but what to say? He had me off guard, for sure.
"Oh, it's quite all right, son," said King, "you were only doing your job, and quite well, I might add. My son did some very bad things, as your nephew did some very bad things, but you did the right thing on both occasions and did your job. Yes, it's bad when family members go bad, Commander, and I know as you do that it hurts, but I was glad to see that baby recovered unharmed and you along with him."
"Thank you, Mr. King." I said, having no idea what to say next, nor how to change the subject. And Wargrave seemed to be enjoying my discomfiture. At that moment, Sally Wellman rescued me by bringing up some Regents to meet Wargrave and Mr. King. I excused myself.
Some minutes later, as darkness settled in, I told Cindy that as she was guest of honor, people were waiting for her to leave as their cue to do so, and that she needed to go home and rest, as well. So she and Tanya made their goodbyes to the Wellmans.
I was still waiting for Laura, who was talking with Sally Wellman and some other women, when Henry Wargrave appeared near me.
"Mr. King is impressed by you." said Wargrave. "He really hit you with a shot, there, and you rolled quite well with it."
"Yes." I said, then took my own shot. "I was so sorry, Mr. Wargrave, to hear that Acme Media Group lost out in its bid to purchase KXTC. I know wealthy persons like yourselves are building media assets, and losing KXTC must be quite a blow."
"Yes, that was disappointing." said Wargrave, looking just a bit skeptical, wondering where I was going in bringing this up. "But you win some, lose some..."
"I heard that your bid was beaten, then when you upped it, it was beaten again." I said. "Someone clipped you on that one, sir." Wargrave looked uncomfortable, and then I turned to almost 'front' him and looked him dead in they eye as I said "Does that put us at seriously inconvenienced yet, Mr. Wargrave?"
Wargrave's face went from polite social chatter to a frown. He knew what I was saying, and he knew that not only was I telling him that I had rigged the bidding against him, I was also replying to the threat in that painting and note that I was sure he was behind. His eyes tonight confirmed it for me.
"By no means, Mr. Holmes." said Wargrave, his reply a direct confirmation and renewal of the painting's threats. "Not even close. If you'll excuse me..." Wargrave walked away from me without shaking hands or further conversation. I worked hard to keep a grin and chuckle off my face. I saw Laura looking over at me: it was time to go rescue her from those ladies.
"Mrs. Wellman, ladies," I said, coming to the group, "I'm sorry, but I am going to have to take this lovely woman away from you, and we're going to have to make our goodbyes. Thank you for a lovely evening and for the recognition for my officers, Mrs. Wellman..." Laura looked relieved and grateful to me for that.
-------------------------
"I avoided them tonight." Laura said as we drove home to the Mountain Nest. "I thought of Dr. Heinz when I saw Henry Wargrave. I don't know how you were able to keep calm around him."
"Well, first I flirted with his wife right in front of him." I said.
"Did he notice?" Laura asked, smiling.
"Oh yes." I said. "She was loving it, and I don't think he liked it. And you know he can't keep her satisfied at home..."
"I can almost physically see and hear the ideas forming in your head, darling." Laura said. "I saw you and Henry talking alone, also. What was that about?" After I informed her, she frowned. "Dear, don't forget that Henry Wargrave is a billionaire, and he didn't get to where he is by falling for little Jedi mind tricks like you're playing, trying to rile him up into something rash."
"Your only mistake is that I'm trying to play tricks." I said. "It's 'game on' now, though."
"You do like to play it the direct and confrontational way, don't you, darling?" Laura said. "May I suggest you worry about the November Elections instead?"
"Oh, I've already started working on that, too." I said, remembering...
-------------------------
My little shot at Wargrave had stemmed from events the week before. Two days (on the 'third day') after I visited Katherine Woodburn, she was arrested by Federal Elections Commission Agent Fred Dixon (no relation to Janet Dixon Riordan, by the way), and made to take a very public and humiliating 'perp walk' before a gaggle of Media. They were a cannibalistic bunch: they were loving the spectacle of the fall from grace of one of their own.
For some, Justice travels at a glacial pace, but not when this kind of money and political power is involved. Faced with some serious charges, Katherine cut a very quick deal with the U.S. Attorneys: she would immediately sell Woodburn Media Group, which included KXTC and the Town & County Examiner newspaper at auction, and the Feds would drop their charges against her and the station. She would not admit guilt, but she would never be permitted to own a media company of any kind again.
The auction was interesting. Acme Media Group, which was controlled by Wargrave, put in a strong bid, but it was then matched and just beaten by a bid from BOW Communications Group, which was owned by a newly formed conglomerate named BOW Companies Group. Acme improved its bid, but was just outbid a second time, followed by a third round of the same. Acme backed off, as the price was getting a bit rich vs. the actual value of the properties.
A man in his early thirties was brought in to be publisher. He had been a media relations man at DynaCorp, the firm owned by the late Anthony Warner, and whose sale had been stayed by a judge pending a hearing on the lawsuit filed by Seth Warner against his sister Karen, and before that he'd been in the Media and Marketing Department of... Burke Enterprises, now run by my nephew Todd. It is not hard to connect the dots here, people.
Burt West was named Editor-In-Chief of the Town & County Examiner, while Bettina Wurtzburg was named Senior Managing Editor at KXTC. For the first time, KXTC viewers began seeing coverage of Sheriff candidate Daniel Allgood and his very pretty wife Melina. Polling showed her ratings to be extremely favorable. I could certainly understand why.
Diane Williams found herself being offered a job by one of the National networks, which she quickly accepted.
Part 7 - Partnerships
August 23d. Despite my promotion, there is one tradition that I had refused to give up: drinking coffee with the MCD Detectives and our 7:00am standing date with Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the visibly happier redheaded reporterette. "Channel Two News Polling has discovered that Harold Malone holds a slim 3 point lead over Daniel Allgood in the race for Sheriff, coming within the margin of error. The race is tightening as both candidates plan to make a blitz of appearances over the Labor Day weekend. And speaking of that weekend, we go to Chuck Pringle for a Sports update. Chuck!"
"Thank you Bettina!" said Pringle, this segment not live but taped, "The University's football squad is wrapping up summer camp work as the players look forward to the upcoming first game of the season! Coach Brian Harlan's squad is hopeful for a good year, but experts have them in the middle of the pack at best in Conference standings predictions..."
Hey, Chuck! I thought to myself humorously. Mention who's on top of those lists: my Wildcats, Chuck! Hmmm, have I mentioned that I still have a dislike for the Press? How dare they support the local team instead of my Wildcats? Wassup wit dat, huh?
----------------------------
At 8:00am a tornado swept through Police Headquarters.
No, not a weather event, but the new Assistant District Attorney. Her name was Jenna Stiles. She had red hair, a bit darker than mine or Bettina's, and Jenna's was possibly dyed a bit darker than natural. She was medium height with a fairly slender, in-shape body, decent breasts, decent ass. I couldn't see her legs, she was wearing a brownish-gray suit pants that matched her jacket, and a true blue blouse with a big collar. She was wearing what looked like medium-heel leather boots, except they only went up to her ankles. It would be politically incorrect for me to make an observation of her sexual orientation depending solely on how she was dressed.
As she came down the hall, she was firing orders at her assistant, a youngish man with curly hair and glasses. He wasn't quite as bad as the late Tim Dawdle, but he looked like he was mushy enough to have been squeezed out of a tube of toothpaste. She went into her office, the one on the left of two that composed the suite next to and to the right of the main conference room. Yeah, say that three times fast. :-)
I let her sit down at her desk before I came up to the door, hearing her firing off orders, "Okay, tell Mr. Krasney that the motions have been filed on the 'Dirty Lenny' drug case, I've filed all of our motions in the Taitz appeal, and don't you knock before coming in? Oh.... sorry Commander, I didn't realize it was you." I was standing at the door, my hand raised and just about to knock.
I knocked on the door with three sharp raps, anyway. "Yes I do, given a chance. You must be A.D.A. Stiles." I said. She raised herself out of her chair to shake hands with me, then I continued "When you're ready to take a breath and get some coffee, I'll take you over to meet the Detectives." I meant right now and she knew it, so she told her assistant Gordon, who insisted it be pronounced "Gor-DON" to get her legal papers unpacked, and she came with me.
I introduced her to Martin Nash, Diana Torres, and Tanya Perlman, whose eyes were twinkling as she made observations of the new ADA. Teddy Parker poured Jenna some coffee, and everyone chatted for a couple of minutes about Jenna's assignment of working with Vice, to which I was about to take her. And then Cindy Ross walked in.
"ADA Jenna Stiles, this is Lieutenant Cindy Ross." I said in introduction... and then observed that fireworks were happening.
Upon seeing Jenna, Cindy had openly just stared at her, speechless. I then noticed that Jenna's reaction was the same. Finally, Cindy extended her hand and said in an almost dreamlike state, "It's very nice to meet you."
"Likewise." said Jenna, shaking her hand just a bit slowly and prolonged in timing. "I've heard so much about you, Lieutenant Ross."
"Please, call me Cindy," said Ross, "and I hope you didn't believe a word you've heard so far." Jenna smiled at that.
"I was just taking ADA Stiles to meet the Vice Detectives." I said to Cindy, cueing it up nicely for her. She took the opportunity.
"Commander, I'm sure you're very busy." Cindy offered, not taking her eyes off of Jenna's. "Why don't I take Ms. Stiles to meet the Vice Detectives, then show her around the place?"
"By all means. I'll talk to you both later." I said. Cindy led Jenna out the door towards Vice.
"Ooooo-WEE!" exclaimed Tanya Perlman as she did fist pumps. "Did you see that?"
"I sure did." I said, a wry grin on my features.
"Oh, that's so fantastic!" Tanya said, her own face beaming.
"I saw that, too, but what's going on with it?" asked Martin Nash, showing a hint of naivety.
I replied "If any of you are ever asked if people really do fall in love at first sight... well, you can say they do because you just saw proof of it. Y'all carry on; I'll go let the Chief know about the redheaded tornado that just blew through here and swept my Lieutenant off her feet." Tanya giggled at that, her cheeks rosy.
It would no longer be politically incorrect to deduce Jenna Stiles's sexual orientation, I thought to myself as I went to the Chief's office.
------------------------------
"Commander, I'm surprised how well-trained they are on evidence collection." said Jenna Stiles as she met with me, Cindy, Teresa, and Paulina Patterson in Classroom 'E'.
"That would be Ms. Patterson's doing." I said. "She's raked me over the coals on it, too." Paulina smiled as I said that.
"I'm sure you'll train them even more than I have." said Paulina, with a modesty that fooled no one present. "And you'll have to keep after them, especially when I'm not here."
"What do you mean, 'not here'?" queried Cindy.
Paulina looked over at me, and I nodded as if giving permission, then Paulina spoke: "DA Krasney wants me to start trying more cases in the Courts. He's assigned me an office at the Courthouse and wants me spending more time over there."
"That's great!" said Cindy, then seeing the strange look on Paulina's face, continued "That's... what you ADAs want, right? It's like a promotion, isn't it?"
"Yes." said Paulina. "But I've come to love it here, working with you guys."



"You'll still be around." I said. "The Chief and I talked to Krasney. You're keeping your office here, Paulina, which is one reason Jenna got the other one instead of yours. Jenna also is going to have Sanders' old office at the Courthouse."
"Total waste of Police Headquarters resources, if you ask me, though I'm happy I get to hang around here some of the time." said Paulina. "By the way, are they going to have a Deputy Chief anytime soon?"
"No." I said, "not while Chief Griswold is still here."
"I guess you're the Deputy Chief, aren't you Don?" asked Jenna.
"No, not at all." I said. "First of all, as Commander I'm already second-in-command after the Chief. A Deputy Chief would be equal to me in rank, but not in command of people, and the Chief has told the Council that there is no need for a Deputy Chief while he's here doing the admin stuff himself.
"After Griswold leaves, we'll have to see what happens in the Chief position. The Sheriff election will go a long way to determining what happens there. And let's just say Allgood wins and I'm still here. There will be a new Chief, and it won't be me, as I've already told the Council myself. And the new Chief will determine if he wants a Deputy Chief, and who that might be."
"Why don't you want the Chief's job?" asked Paulina. "There's no doubt in my mind the Council will give it to you if you wanted it."
"Because if I'm Chief, I can't do what I like doing: solving crimes. It's bad enough where I am now, but at least I can still help out here and there." I said, my words fooling no one: they all knew I fully intended to make sure crimes didn't go unsolved for lack of observation, deduction and knowledge. "But the Chief's job is administrative and political. Not my cup of tea at all. I'm very happy where I am now."
-----------------------------
Later that afternoon, Lt. Teresa Croyle came to my office. "Commander, can I take a couple hours off? I think I need to find a new place to live, pronto."
"And why would that be, Lieutenant?" I asked, knowing already.
"I'm observing that Cindy is going to want a new roommate, and very soon." replied Teresa.
"Observant indeed, you are." I said. "Any ideas for a roommate for you?"
"No sir." Teresa said. "I think I want to live by myself for a while, if I can find a place cheap enough."
"There is a subdivision of duplexes and quads not far from the Post Office, just north of Courthouse Square." I suggested. "They're in pretty good shape and cheap, two-bedrooms for $700 or less a month. Check there." Teresa did, and would have a place by September 1st.
------------------------------------
I was now having to deal with a new crisis. Barry Oliver had come into my office just as Teresa was leaving. Barry made sure to observe Teresa's fine ass as she walked out before sitting down at my invitation.
"I'm sorry, Commander, but I have to leave." said Barry. "I'm here to submit my resignation." He put a signed letter on my desk, which I examined.
"I am sorry to hear that, Barry, though I'm happy for you and your future." I said. "So you're getting your patents processed?"
"Thank you, sir." Barry said. "Yes, Todd Burke's wife Jeanine has filed the applications already."
"That divorce firm is sure branching out. Now it's patent law." I said, talking more to myself than to Barry. "So what are you doing about getting or starting a company to manufacture your new processes?"
"Oh, you don't know?" Barry asked, looking astonished. My blank look was his answer, so he said "Your nephew Todd, Seth Warner and I formed a company. We called it 'BOW Companies Group'. The 'BOW' is for 'Burke-Oliver-Warner'. If Seth can get control of DynaCorp, he's going to roll it into BOW. Todd is going to roll Burke Industries into it as a wholly-owned subsidiary, as well."
"And BOW Communications Group, that bought KXTC?" I asked.
"That's ours, too." said Oliver.
"Well, I'll be damned!" I said, smiling. "You young whippersnappers are really on the ball, arentcha?" Barry just smiled, then I continued. "Barry, what about the CIA and your problems with them? Once you file for the patents, they'll know what's up."
"Yes sir, I've talked to Seth about that." said Oliver. "His father's company had CIA contracts, and he said they were no problem for him. And after you took down that rogue cell, Commander, I got a phone call from the CIA Director himself, apologizing for what that rogue group did to me and my apartment. They're paying to fix the apartment, and he's promised I'll be left alone. He said to tell you or your wife if I was ever bothered again. On top of that, Seth says he thinks he can get the CIA to award us contracts, and lucrative ones, if they want to use our processes. At least we'll be getting paid."
"Okay, sounds good to me." I said. "So you won't be able to work with us in the Crime Lab at all? I'm going to miss your expertise."
"I'll miss it too, sir." said Barry, "But it's not fair to you guys for me to try to do it part-time. I'm going to be way too busy with the new company. Once I get started, maybe my new company can collaborate with your Crime Lab on forensic research."
"I look forward to that." I said. "And in this letter of resignation, you've suggested bringing on Dr. Lawrence? I happen to agree with that, too." After that I stood up, as did Barry, and we made our goodbyes. I told him Tanya and I would take him to lunch soon, trying to hide my chagrin at losing a really top-notch police scientist...
I began thinking about things as I sat alone in my office. Of course I already knew what Barry had told me, though I'd feigned surprise: how else could I have known how to rig it so that the right company beat out Wargrave for KXTC?
But I also could see the shape of what was developing with BOW Enterprises and BOW Companies Group. I knew that even with Todd as my nephew, maybe because he was my nephew, I needed to keep my eye on that developing situation.
---------------------------
"Not a bad place." said Jenna Stiles as she looked around Cindy's apartment after they'd gone to dinner at the Cop Bar, where Jenna had expressed pleasant and much surprise at how good the food was. "Ever thought about getting a condo?"
"Sure, but this has been cheap and convenient." Cindy said. "Until Britt moved out and went to the City, that is." Cindy told Jenna the story of Britt's SBI appointment; well, most of it.
"I see." said Jenna. "And Teresa is staying with you now?"
"Temporarily." Cindy replied. "She told me today that she's looking for a new place. She's the kind that prefers to live by herself than have a roommate."
"You two are close, aren't you? I can tell..." Jenna said, and Cindy knew what was really being asked.
"Teresa and I have become like sisters." Cindy replied. "In some ways Teresa is more my sister than my blood sister Molly is. But she dates only men... nobody's perfect, I guess." Jenna smiled at that one.
"So..." Jenna said, "you don't have anyone special in your life right now?"
"Yes... I do now." said Cindy, taking Jenna's hand. They both knew where this was going, and neither wanted to waste time. Their lips met in a warm kiss... followed by a much deeper, more passionate one, a kiss that expressed the building tension between them all day long. Soon, they were stripping off each other's clothes as they made their way to Cindy's bedroom.
It was the fiery redhead who was the aggressor, and Cindy willingly submitted to Jenna's oral assault. The platinum blonde hardbody babe lay back on her bed, on her back, and spread her legs as she felt Jenna ease onto the bed next to her. Jenna's hand slid down Cindy's taut, hard abs to the wispy fringes of her very light-colored pubic hairs, then down to Cindy's swollen labes.
"Mmmmmfff..." Cindy moaned into the deep kiss Jenna as giving her, sucking the hot redhead prosecutor's tongue and Jenna probed Cindy's mouth, their lips sliding hotly against each other's. Both women were sopping wet with desire, and the both knew that this was more than just a physical coupling that was about to happen.
-------------------------
Cindy's firm, shapely legs were pulled back almost to her abs. Jenna was lying between her legs, her mouth planted firmly on Cindy's labes, Jenna's tongue sliding deeply in and out of Cindy's wet pussy, scraping along the top and sides of her cuntwalls as Jenna ate her new lover's pussy like a starving woman.
For herself, Cindy was in a dream state. She had never felt such pleasure; there was something about the way Jenna was making love to her that was different, better than any other woman she'd ever had sex with. And then it hit Cindy... she realized what the difference was... she and Jenna were making love, not just fucking.
Even as she ate Cindy's delicious, sweet pussy, Jenna was running her hands over Cindy's abs, her large breasts, along her hard thighs. At one point, she cupped the glutes of Cindy's hardbody ass in her hands, pulling the younger woman's pussy up into her face.
"Oh.... ohhhhh... OH GOD!" Cindy gasped as her first hard climax hit her. Her hand came down on the back of Jenna's red head and shoved it harder into her quim as the muscular platinum blonde grinded her pudenda against the older woman's face. Jenna lapped up Cindy's gushing cuntal juices as Cindy shivered violently through her intense orgasm.
Once that was over, Jenna straddled Cindy and lowered her pussy onto Cindy's face in a hot soixante-neuf. The room filled with moans and smacks of lesbian pleasure as the lovers consummated their new relationship...
Part 8 - Politics and Payback
"There is no way in hell I'm doing that." said State Senator Nathan Allen. He was in his Midtown office with two other State Senators and U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor. It was the morning of August 24th.
State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone represented the Southport area. He'd been a feared Union Boss of the Southport Longshoremen's Labor Union, also having strong Organized Crime ties. For reasons no one could figure out, he'd dropped everything two years before and had himself appointed State Senator. He had a chiseled face that showed the toughness he'd acquired as a Union man. He'd acquired the name 'Coffin' because his father owned a Funeral Home, and in his earlier years he would 'persuade' criminals to his way of thinking by showing them a coffin and mentioning that if the one they were seeing didn't fit, he'd find one that did.
Also in the room was State Sen. Richard Langdon, from Madison County, the home of State Women's prison to the east of Midtown. He was tall, lanky, and looked like a professor or teacher of very high mind. He was indeed smart, but brutal underneath: among his several crime rings was one that forced inmates of State's Women Prison into prostitution; they were forced to turn tricks, to perform sexual favors for Langdon's clients and friends, and of course for his personal enrichment. More chillingly, if one could guess which of the three Senators in the room was responsible for the most deaths of other people, it would not be Nathan Allen nor 'Coffin' Cerone... Langdon had them both beat by a considerable margin.
"Nathan, your numbers are in the tank." said Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, sounding much more smooth and pleasant than his face would suggest. "If the primary season weren't already over, the State Democrat Party would be finding someone to run against you. As it is, we don't think you can win, and we don't need that Republican extremist, that makes the TEA Party look like the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, defeating you and taking your place in the State Senate."
"Senator Cerone is right, Allen." said Langdon. He looked like he'd be the smooth negotiator, yet his voice was harsh and demanding. "We're asking you to take one for the Party, step down, and let's get someone else in there before it's too late. After Labor Day, it might just not matter."
"Gentlemen, you worry too much. Does anyone want a drink?" Allen said as he poured himself a large Canadian whiskey. Everyone else declined, though Condor and Cerone looked longingly at the bottle. "Things are being put into place that will assure my victory in November. My opponent is a radical Conservative whom the People will reject. We'll soon be playing the 'race card' against John Cummings as well as Daniel Allgood in the Sheriff's race in my County. That'll get the black vote out in large numbers, crushing the TEA Party's candidate and putting both me and Harold Malone where we rightly need to be to continue the work that we will be doing with you gentlemen."
"Nathan," said Gerald Condor, "that's why I'm here. If you won't take good advice from me, from the guy in your District that knows what is going on there, then I don't know what else to do. You're losing, Nathan. You're losing, you may take Harold Malone down with you, and you may hurt the Party in other ways, as well. The race card won't work against Daniel Allgood; if anything, it might hurt Harold Malone more. And blacks see your son getting off for that car accident as a negative... it reminds them that they don't get special treatment in Courts like your son did."
"Gentlemen, I appreciate you coming here today, but I again suggest you relax. It's all under control. Things are in place." said Allen. "Now I'm sorry gentlemen, but in the course of this pleasant conversation, I'm neglecting duties elsewhere that I must tend to. Thanks so much for coming by." It was a dismissal, and Nathan Allen stood up. The other three men remained seated for a long moment, staring at him. "Well, gentlemen, I must go, so you can let yourselves out. Please help yourselves to a drink before you go, if you like." Allen made motions as if to leave himself.
The other men got up, but none would shake Allen's outstretched hand. "Allen, I strongly suggest you reconsider." Langdon said chillingly. "The State Party has made their decision. They're going to cut off funds to your campaign. You'll receive no help. We might even run someone as an independent to save the seat. Take 24 hours and reconsider, Allen. Let me hear from you tomorrow, or else we might have go in... other directions." It was a threat, and Langdon did not just mean replacing Nathan Allen on the ballot.
"My answer will be the same tomorrow that it is today." said Allen. "And after I win, tell your State Party people that Nathan Allen remembers his friends and those who stood by him... and those who didn't." Cerone and Langdon didn't even look back as they left, but Gerald Condor did, giving Allen a look as if he, Condor, was watching a favored dog pass away in front of him. He turned and left.
------------------------------------
The morning of August 24th saw me driving Chief Griswold to Midtown. We were wearing suits and ties, something the Chief rarely did; he usually wore a light blue police shirt and police pants, sometimes open-collared, sometimes with a tie and Police "duty dress" jacket.
We discussed the meeting earlier that morning. At 8:00am we'd had a meeting at Police Headquarters with SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan and SBI Agent Ted Crenshaw. Upon coming in, Crenshaw immediately apologized for being part of the Ikea/Ferrell raid on the Chief's SUV at Ward Harvester. "I had no idea what was going on there." said Crenshaw. "Neither did almost all of the agents. A lot of them made formal complaints to Inspector Maxwell's office about it. Others are looking into getting legal representation and suing, saying they were misled by Lewis, Ikea and Ferrell."
"I saw that you're the one who signaled your agents to drop their weapons." I said, choosing to be diplomatic. "You saved a lot of lives."
"Yes, you did." said Griswold. "If they hadn't, I would've had my officers shoot every one of you dead."
"That's why we're here." said Conlan. "That got too close to the edge, gentlemen. Now you guys should know by now that I'm on your side, that I'm fighting hard to keep the SBI out of corruption and possibly being dissolved by the Legislature. It can be a good organization and I want it to be, but I need your help. The Reserve Program is going extremely well. But I'll be blunt, Chief, what you did didn't help our situation."
"Yes, I know." said Griswold, obviously still pissed off about the whole thing. "And I'm paying for it by being asked to retire, which I did. All I can say is that you guys won't have me to worry about anymore, but this guy upgraded his crowbar from blue to red, and you'll be dealing with him from now on."
"For my part, guys," I said, "I want to work with you and help, but with Lewis as Director, I just don't see us winning without having to destroy the SBI underneath him. Let me ask you all a question, including you, Chief: Does Lewis have something on the Governor? By that I mean does Lewis have something that is keeping him from being fired like he long since should have been?" Crenshaw looked blank, but Conlan and Griswold's faces were open books to me.
"He probably does, Crowbar." said the Chief, and I could tell he was couching his words and being very careful in what he said. "There is almost no politician alive that doesn't have some dirt or a skeleton in a closet somewhere. The Governor knows how to play the game: he has dirt on Lewis, Lewis has dirt on him, it's one big dirty circle down there in Midtown."
"True enough." said Conlan. "Lewis has been trying to get dirt on me for years, and I have a few things on him, but they're not big enough things to get him taken down. We both have strong allies in the Legislature and the SBI, not to mention other agencies and groups. Of course, none of us have an ally as good looking as your wife, Commander." I smiled at the compliment to Laura, and Conlan was spot-on that I had powerful allies myself.
"I'll just add this one thing, gentlemen." added Conlan. "If you ask me, the whole crux of the SBI's existence and the direction it'll take depends on one State Senate seat, from right here in the 1st State Senate District. If Nathan Allen is defeated, we are golden. But if he survives, we're toast, literally. It's that close. And we have word that he is going to have some tremendous help from National groups as well as others, and he intends to go dirty and make it a race war in your County."
"Leave that to me." I said. "When the time comes, I'll handle it." That got me looks of astonishment from Conlan, Crenshaw... and Chief Griswold. 
------------------------------
"Governor, this is my ace in the hole, Commander Donald Troy. Donald, Governor Val Jared."
"Great to finally meet you, Commander." said the Governor. We'd just been shown into the Governor's office in the State Capitol building, where the Governor was receiving us. Governor Valnius Jared, Republican, Governor of the State, was tall, almost my height, handsome, with a full head of now silver-gray hair. He looked distinguished, the perfect politician or businessman for the television cameras. He could be smooth and friendly, but he could also be a tough leader.
"Have a seat at the table, gentlemen." the Governor offered, extending his hand to where a light lunch had been set out for us. This was politics all the way, and I decided to have some fun playing the game.
"Commander, I don't think it's too much to say that you are the reason our SBI Reserve Program is such a huge success." said the Governor after some small talk. "More and more counties are warming up to it. And that brings me to a subject that I want some input from you about. It's going to be a big fight in the Legislature, and even I can't tell what will happen... but if it were solely up to you, what would you do about the SBI? I'd like your frank, open and serious opinion."



This was a rare opportunity to give some real input that might do some good, I realized, and I'd be a fool to fuck it up. But I also had to be circumspect and careful with my language. "Governor, I appreciate you asking me. My idea of an ideal SBI is one where a core of good agents is augmented by the Reserve program, and that the focus and emphasis be on support services, such as laboratory services for counties that can't afford their own, for confirmation analysis and such stuff. For liaisons in cross-county investigations and operations, but not coming in like bulls in china shops and running roughshod over the local LEOs."
"And I apologize in advance if I go too far in saying this," I continued, "but there are bad apples that need to be weeded out in order to make the SBI a healthy crime-fighting unit. Knowing Inspector Maxwell as I do," (that was namedropping) "she'll be doing a great job cleaning up the trash. I also believe that if Tom Conlan were the Director of the SBI, that would go a long way to making the SBI a premiere law enforcement organization that would be envied across the Nation, much less the State."
"I appreciate your views," said Governor Jared, "and I agree with your general ideas of the direction for the SBI. And I couldn't agree more about the outstanding job Inspector Maxwell is doing; we narrowly avoided political disaster by having her take over the investigation of the State Asylum."
"As to personnel, Commander, I know you're not one of those that like to play the political horse-trading game. In that, you're a lot like your Chief, here, for whom I have the utmost respect." Griswold 'harrumph!'ed at that, as only a close personal friend could, as the Governor continued "I can only tell you that personnel are part of the horse-trading game here in the Capitol. Give some, take some..."
"Yes sir, I understand," I said, playing that game just a bit myself, "and you are correct that such games are beyond my pay grade."
"I am happy to say," said the Governor, smiling in a sneaky 'gotcha' way, "that both of you are about to be on the receiving end of some politics in a few minutes. There's no way I'm going to let either of you get away without getting a photo-op to make myself look good. Commander, you'll be receiving the Governor's Citation of Honor for your rescue of that baby from that disgusting kidnapper and murderer; and Chief, you'll be getting the Governor's Proclamation of Thanks for your years of Law Enforcement service."
"I knew it!" growled the Chief. "I knew you'd pull a stunt like that on me! Okay, you got me, but only because I want to be in the picture with the Iron Crowbar, too!" Both men laughed at that, while I shook my head in mock helplessness.
Some minutes later, we were ushered into a hallway of the State Capitol, where a crush of media took what seemed like a million pictures of us, and KXTC and other Media cameras rolled as the Governor honored both myself and the Chief with very nicely framed proclamations. The Citation of Honor was no laughing matter, and even carried with it a ribbon that could be worn on my uniform with the TCPD ones or an SBI uniform, if I had one.
Waiting for us was Midtown Police Detective Molly Evans and Detective Sergeant Wes "Coldiron" Masters, who had come to witness the awards.
----------------------------------
"Chief, if you'll drive my SUV home," I said, after we both had lunch with Molly and Sgt. Masters, "I'm going to get Detective Evans to drive me home." Chief Griswold knew what was happening: payback against Ikea and Ferrell, our first retaliatory response in the SBI wars, as well as some other things needing doing in the near future. He knew we were not driving directly to the County. Molly was driving me to the City.
Molly and I chatted about many things, including Molly's pregnancy during the over-90-minute drive from Midtown to the City on the major Interstate highway. When we got to the City, Molly drove towards the State Office Building, which was next to, and a twin building with, the Federal Office Building where Jack Muscone's and his team were based. Going in, we presented our badges (required) and said we had an appointment with the SBI Inspector.
"Hi guys, it's great to see you two again!" said Inspector Britt M. Maxwell of the State Bureau of Investigation. She had us sit down on the sofa in her nice office as she sat in a chair. "It's great to see friendly faces again." said Britt as I examined her. She looked great: fit, trim, full head of radiantly luxurious black hair, looking hot in a sleeveless black dress and black high-heel pumps.
"What, not making any friends here?" I teased.
  "Well, I get invited to after-work happy hours with some of the City Police, now that Robin Ventura has introduced me, and I'm getting to know them better. But I can't really associate with my SBI counterparts around here; it's like Internal Affairs with the police departments. So how are you guys doing? I heard about that kidnapping, Don. I know he was your nephew, but I'm glad Ned is dead."
"Yes, I am too, to be honest." I said. "And I'm glad we busted up that rogue CIA cell, too."
"Yes." Britt said, her face becoming a little sharp. She and Laura had not made up; in fact, the rift between them had grown wider.
"Well, Britt, I need to get down to business so that Molly can take me home." I said. I handed her the materials I'd brought in: a jump drive as well as a DVD. "Here is all the evidence of Ikea and Ferrell finding planted evidence, and it's obvious they knew where to look. Coach Gonzales was given immunity from prosecution for his role in planting the evidence, and that'll hamper you. And you may can't criminally charge Ikea and Ferrell, but you can sure as hell internally investigate them for this."
"Excellent." Britt said. "I knew of this, of course, but now that you're formally turning it over to me and asking for an investigation of those two bastards, I can move forward against them. Sure you're not worried about it coming out in public?"
"No." I said. "I kept it quiet at the time to protect Coach Marshall and the University didn't want to bring the hammer down on Coach Harlan. But I owe that bastard nothing, and there's nothing the Press can really do to us with it. Coach Griswold is retiring at the end of the year, as well, so trying to go after him would be a moot point."
--------------------------------
It was now early evening of the 24th as Molly drove me along the highway through Nextdoor County towards home. Many memories sprang to my mind as we drove along, from the Joe Arruzio chase to the attempted ambush of us while transporting the slug Bounel to our County. And of course the very pleasant memory of making love with Janet Riordan came to mind... which led to pleasant memories of making love with the lovely woman in the car with me.
"So, you're visiting Cindy?" I asked, having observed that Molly had put a large suitcase in the trunk of her car.
"Er, well, I'll be seeing her, but I'm coming to visit for another reason."
"Oh, what's that?" I asked. Molly's face became one of worry.
"I'm sworn to secrecy." she said. "You'll find out when we get to your place." Molly would say no more, and was immune to my tricks to get her to divulge the information. So I told her that Cindy might have a girlfriend now, which caused Molly to roll her eyes. She still didn't think much of her sister's sexual orientation, as much as she tried to overlook it for the sake of their kinship.
And yes, I'd find out what was coming, and the news would rock my world... and not in a good way.
Part 9 - Mortal Danger
"Hello, Molly, thank you so much for coming." Laura said, giving Molly a warm hug, which was returned. "The guest room is all ready for you."
"Thanks." said Molly. "Why don't you two talk while I go make friends with Carole and Jim again." With that, the ruggedly beautiful blonde tomboy left the room.
"Okay, I'd have to be a pretty bad Detective like Ikea to not notice something is going on." I said, apprehension unexpectedly welling up inside me. "What's up?"
"Let's go out on the patio." Laura said. Going outside, Laura sat on one of the table benches of the mesh patio set, an umbrella open over the table to shade us though it was nearly dark by now. She had with her a medical folder with some papers. This was not about a paternity test, I suddenly realized with a chill.
"Honey, I went to see Dr. Muncey yesterday for a routine checkup." Laura said. Dr. Caroline Dupree Muncey was Laura's gynecologist, a private-practice doctor that worked with Dr. Gloria Searles's group. "She found a spot on my uterus. She's run more tests, but we can't be sure if it's benign or malignant, and she is recommending that I have a hysterectomy."
"Aw, honey," I said, taking my wife into my arms and hugging her. "So what are you going to do?"
"That what I want to talk to you about." Laura said. "Caroline has scheduled the surgery for 6:00am the day after tomorrow, and I asked Molly to come up to help your mother with the kids. But Don... if I do this, I won't be able to give you any more children..." She was near tears.
"Oh, honey," I said, "you've already given me the two best children in the world. Of course, I'm a bit biased in saying that." Laura tried to laugh, then I continued: "Honey, I'd much rather have you hugging our two children on their wedding days than not being around to see a third one grow up. I'll tell the Chief and my Lieutenants that I won't be in for a few days myself."
I hugged Laura again, feeling her body tremble slightly, realizing that she was worried, even scared.
And as hard as I tried to hide it, the thought of losing Laura was scaring me very badly at the moment, also. I'd felt no untoward fear in confronting Ned, though my life was on the spot in those moments. But I was feeling real, mortal fear now that I might be raising my two children without my wife...
-----------------------------
"Okay ladies," I said to my Lieutenants Three (Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya) on the afternoon of August 25th, "we're about to find out just how good you are in your new leadership roles. I will not be here for several days. I've told the Chief, and this news is not to leave this room until I say it can, but my wife is going to have surgery tomorrow morning... a hysterectomy." There was a groan, as well as Cindy saying under her breath "Oh, man...". They knew without being told how serious it was, especially when it was being done on this short notice.
"I'm sure things will go well." I said. "But you three are in charge of your departments, and Tanya, you will be peeking in on the Crime Lab. Ladies, I am fully confident that you can handle anything that comes up; therefore, I had better not get any police phone calls unless an officer dies in the line of duty or a nuclear bomb is found at the High School Science Fair. Am I clear?"
"Yes sir." came a chorus, then Cindy said, "Go be with your wife, Don. We're all thinking of her, and we'll handle everything."
"Thanks." I said. "You can go. I'm about to go home now."
"Just one word with you before I leave?" Tanya asked. I nodded. Cindy and Teresa left together.
Tanya glanced at the closed door to make sure we were alone and then said "Don, you're great at reading other people, but you're not so great at hiding your own emotions. Something's not right, what is it?" I realized that Tanya was trying hard to be my friend for this time I needed someone to lean on. I love my friends, I love my friends, I thought to myself as I tried not to get emotional.
"Laura's doctor found a spot on her uterus. They're going to do tests on it after the surgery, but it may be cancerous." I said. "Laura's a doctor herself, and I can tell she's worried; therefore, I'm worried."
Tanya stood up and came around the desk. I stood up and let her give me a strong hug, which I returned and which lasted a long moment. This was a woman who'd lost her fiancee and knew the pain of such loss. She was now there for me as I'd been there for her when Officer Feeley had been lost.
-------------------------
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared Bettina as I watched on the hospital waiting room television. Laura had gone into surgery an hour before. My mother and I were waiting, listening as Bettina gave her newscast: "Channel Two News has learned that Senator Nathan Allen will be making a major announcement tonight at the rally with the Reverend Robert Patterson at the University Basketball Arena tonight. Reverend Patterson was the late Reverend Jonas Oldeeds' protégé and is continuing the Oldeeds Ministries with Rev. Oldeeds' wife, Vicki Oldeeds. Anti-religious groups have protested the evangelical rally, but police are not expecting any major trouble. Now let's go to Priya Ajmani with a breaking story from the City. Priya!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" shouted the beautiful Indian woman as she stood in front of the State Office Building in the City, her presence there obviously making the story somehow better, I thought sarcastically to myself as she continued: "Sources tell Channel Two News that SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell has opened an investigation of SBI Narcotics Task Force Agents Richard Ferrell and Steven Ikea!
"The investigation stems from performance-enhancing drugs that were planted in the office of Coach Erskine Marshall here at the University last autumn. As you'll remember, Bettina, Coach Marshall was accused of providing PEDs to players, but was exonerated by the policework of then-Lieutenant Donald Troy, who has since been promoted to Commander by the Town & County Police.
Priya went on: "Inspector Maxwell is investigating the role of Agents Ferrell and Ikea in that frame-up of Coach Marshall, who is now with another School's football program, and she is also investigating their role in an alleged stand-off with Town & County Police, which allegedly occurred just after Commander Troy rescued little Jack Burke from the three-time murderer, Ned--". I was glad to see that Priya was giving me some good press through all of this. "Neither the TCPD nor the SBI will confirm any information about the alleged confrontation. Channel Two News will keep you updated of any developments in this fast-breaking case. Back to you, Bettina!" Priya signed off with a bright smile.
"Thank you, Priya!" said Bettina. "Finally, the Police Force confirmed today that Police Scientist Barry Oliver has resigned from Force to take a position with Arrowpoint Solutions, Inc., a computer hardware and software development company. Arrowpoint Solutions is owned by BOW Companies Group, which is also the parent company of KXTC. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News."
"Did you know that Todd is part of this BOW group and Oliver's new company?" I asked my mother.
"Oh yes, he and his friends Seth Warner and Teddy Franklin mentioned it." my mother said. "They're such a group of confident young men..." My mother lowered her voice to a whisper as she finished "... and they're all very good in bed, too."
"I'll trust your analysis on that one, as I won't be finding out myself." I said, noticing that my mother was trying to steer me off course by mentioning the sexual aspect. Just then Chief Griswold and his wife came in to the waiting room, followed by Daniel and Melina Allgood.
-----------------------
Laura came out of the surgery later that morning. The doctors said the operation had gone well, but had no information on finding anything cancerous. We continued to wait.
Later that afternoon Melina and I got to visit Laura in the ICU for some minutes. She was awake but groggy, and I told her things had gone well, so far. I left after a few minutes to let her sleep.
It was nearly dark and the waiting room had more people. Todd and Jeanine had joined us, as well as Cindy Ross, who directly disobeyed the Chief's orders that Detectives not visit and get in the way. "I'm on light duty, Chief." she said when Chief Griswold just pointed at her as she came in, "And I'm here for Don like he was here for me when I was in this God-forsaken place."
"Cindy," I said, mostly to keep the Chief from saying anything, "I can understand how you get tired of this place, and I'm tired of seeing these waiting rooms myself. But I thank God every day for this Hospital and the doctors and staff in it, especially after they made sure your lovely self is alive and well now."
"Hear hear." said Melina, hugging her business partner.
"Yeah, you're right, I know what you mean." said Cindy. Just then Dr. Caroline Dupree Muncey came into the waiting room. "I have the biopsy results for you, Don." she said. My mother was already smiling, having observed Dr. Muncey as she walked into the room. "It's benign, there's no cancer, and it looks like Laura will be in good health once she recovers."
Melina gasped in relief as Daniel hugged her. The Chief was sitting next to me on the sofa, and he just patted my shoulders as I broke down hard, slumping in my seat, tears in my eyes as relief overwhelmed me.
Part 10 - Act of Contrition?
"As my dear friend Harold Malone, who has been such a staunch apostle of law and order in this County, once said: 'You may stray, but eventually the law catches up to you.'." said Nathan Allen.
"And so I say to you, ladies and gentlemen..." he continued, speaking from the podium of the religious rally led by Rev. Robert Patterson, "... that I have made mistakes in the eyes of the Lord and the eyes of my fellow man. I can only ask that the Lord forgive me my mistakes before Him, and that you forgive me for my mistakes before you. Thank you."
The Reverend Robert Patterson then stood by the now-seated Allen and prayed "Lord please bring your wisdom and your light to this man as he leads us in the State Senate, and please bring a spirit of forgiveness to your people, that they may support Senator Allen as he serves them in the name of the Lord God..."
"I cannot believe I just watched that. I cannot un-watch that." I said as I sat in the waiting room of the hospital.
--------------------------
"I cannot believe I just watched that." said Harold Malone. He was sitting with Henry R. Wargrave and Katherine Woodburn in Wargrave's office in the City.
"Allen brought up your name six times, Harold. Six times! He's trying to bring your name in to help boost his," said Katherine Woodburn, "but what he may end up doing is dragging your name down with his."
"And that's the point." said Wargrave, understanding much more fully. "It's political blackmail against you, Harold, and the County Democrat Party. They've been giving him no funds, so this is his retaliatory response. If you and they don't stand by him, he'll be damned sure to take you down with him."
"That's a great point, Mr. Wargrave." Katherine Woodburn said. "So what do we do about it?"
Wargrave chuckled sardonically. "That's for you and the Democrats to decide, Ms. Woodburn. I'm not in politics... nor into politics, for that matter."
"Something is going to have to be done about Nathan Allen." said Harold Malone. "The Sheriff's race is tightening up since the Iron Crowbar got Katherine ousted at KXTC. Mr. Wargrave, do you think the Iron Crowbar was behind that competitor that came in and stole KXTC from you?"
"No." said Wargrave. "Though he wants me to believe he was responsible for it, in truth I smell other forces behind that move. But don't let that concern you, Harold. What you need to be worrying about is what the Iron Crowbar is going to do to make sure you lose the Sheriff's race."
"Think he'll try something?" Malone said, his voice sarcastic. He'd been the one to warn them about that. "After all, isn't he Mr. Goody Two-Shoes around there?" That got a good laugh out of everyone.



"That man is two steps from going over to the Dark Side." said Katherine Woodburn. "In fact...." she paused, then continued: "that may be our weapon against him: set something up so that he does something out of bounds, then swoop down on him and smash him!"
"I was stunned when I heard about that attempt by Ikea to find Oldeeds's killer's gun in the Chief's SUV." said Malone, changing the subject. "How in the world did that idiot get that hair-brained idea?" Wargrave said nothing, knowing that Malone didn't know the story at all, and never would.
"I don't know, but he got himself a trip to surgery for it." said Katherine Woodburn. "And the Governor has intervened to prevent Jack Lewis from investigating either Griswold or Troy."
"But Griswold has to retire." said Malone. "And that is very, very important for us."
"Okay guys," said Wargrave, to wrap up the meeting. "I'm going to start checking around with my sources. I agree with you that Nathan Allen has become a thorn in everyone's side. He's beginning to irritate me as much as the Iron Crowbar does." Oops, he thought to himself, that was a slip-up. But if the others noticed, they didn't show it, Wargrave observed silently to himself.
Part 11 - The Race Card
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! Channel Two News has learned that Senator Nathan Allen has made a remarkable comeback! Channel Two News Polls show that he is back to 44%, and the State Democrat Party has released funds to his campaign that had previously been withheld..."
"I'll never understand the voting public." I said out loud as I cooked breakfast for Laura. It was the morning of August 29th, almost football season. Laura had been discharged from the hospital after only three days there, including the day of the surgery, and I wondered if that was due to the abilities of the surgeons and staff, or the hardheartedness of the insurance company. At any rate, Laura was laid up in bed and would be for at least another week as she recovered. Her two classes that she taught were being started by Dr. Bonnie Karpathian.
My cellphone rang. After listening to the information, I said "Thanks, and thank you for calling." The phone call I had received was from a 'source', and the 'source' had told me that Harold Malone's campaign intended to unleash the 'race card' against Daniel Allgood over the Labor Day weekend. It was time to set my own plans in motion: two could play the race card game.
-------------------------------
"Okay, are you guys good with this?" I asked. It was 10:00am. In Classroom 'E' with me were Lt. Cindy Ross, activated SBI Reservist Molly Evans, Detective Theo Washington and one other officer. His name was Eugene Graham of the Southport Police Department. He had replaced Theo Washington as one of Southport's SBI Reservists, and was activated as such now. He was black, slightly lighter-skinned but larger than Theo, and had been a very, very good undercover narcotics cop for years. He'd volunteered to work with us.
The Chief (and therefore the Governor), SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan, and SBI Inspector Maxwell all knew about the sting we were about to do. We had a secret warrant under seal from Judge Rodney K. Watts, authorizing it. Myron Milton was making sure that Internal Affairs listening devices were rendered inoperable.
"I'm ready to go!" said Eugene Graham enthusiastically. Everyone else nodded.
"Okay, it's 'Go' time." I said. "Theo, help Eugene get wired up."
------------------------------
The black man wearing an A/C repair uniform and carrying a box of tools entered the Hyatt Hotel on the northwest corner of Town at 2:00pm that afternoon. He rode the elevator up to Room 429, the room assigned by the County Democrat Party to Harold and Madelyn Malone. Malone was speaking to a crowd at the Hotel later that evening. They'd just been seen leaving the hotel.
Once in the room, Eugene Graham set about planting listening devices in the lamps and a a flower pot, and was trying to set up a tiny camera in the window right above the A/C unit.
Suddenly, the door opened.
Eugene had the presence of mind to quickly kneel, as if he were working on the A/C as Harold and Madelyn Malone entered the room. They had come back inside and gone up the back way after Malone had noticed just a couple too many A/C repair vans in the Hotel parking lot. Madelyn was wearing a summer dress and high heel pumps that accented her big breasts and nice figure and legs.
"Who the fuck are you?" Malone thundered as Eugene turned his head to look around.
"Repairman." he said. "I was sent up to look at your air conditioner." He was about to get up when Malone stepped up to him quickly. Malone had drawn a concealed .357 Magnum revolver from his pants pocket, which had been his backup service weapon. He put it in Eugene's earhole.
"Put your hands on your head, nigger." Malone ordered. Eugene complied, still on his knees, his face showing fear. "My dear, it looks like we got us a nigger, here." said Malone.
"Yes, dear." Madelyn said, standing next to her husband, hovering over Graham, speaking her words with clarity and emphasis. "Why... he tried to rape me."
"Did he now?" snarled Malone. He cocked the revolver. "Trying to have sex with my white wife, nigger? Well, I think I'll just shoot your coon ass right now..."
To be continued.
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Part 11 - The Race Card (Continued)
The tension in the air was thick as Harold Malone held the black 'A/C repairman' at gunpoint.
"Please, sir," Eugene pleaded, "I was just here to repair your air conditioner. I... I've got kids, sir! I'm just trying to do my job!"
"Shut up, nigger!" Harold Malone exclaimed, his voice ragged. He grabbed Eugene by the back of the collar. "Pick up your fucking toolbox and stand up, slowly." Eugene complied as Malone said "Dear, get the door." Madelyn Malone moved to the door and opened it as Harold Malone pushed Eugene Graham towards the door, the gun still pointed right at Eugene's head.
"Now get the fuck out!" Malone said, raising his leg and shoving Eugene in the ass with his leg, pushing the black man hard out the door. Eugene went sprawling, slamming into the hotel room door across the narrow hall. "If I see you again, nigger, I'll kill you." Malone growled before slamming the door shut.
----
"Whew!" I exhaled. "I hope that wasn't as close as it sounded."
"Me too." said Molly Evans, appalled at what we'd heard over the wire Eugene had been wearing.
Eugene Graham came out of the hotel and to the van. He got in the driver's seat and, per my instruction, drove away quickly without looking back at us.
Back at Headquarters, Graham was furious. "I wanted to kill that son of a bitch, Commander" he exclaimed, unable to hold back any longer. "I almost didn't hold back!"
"You did a great job, Eugene." I said. "I know it was tough for you to endure that, but you kept your cool, and we've got the beginnings to kick Harold Malone to the kerb."
=================
At 6:00pm, still on August 29th, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, ADA Paulina Patterson, SBI DD Tom Conlan and I were meeting in the Chief Griswold's small conference room. I had ordered Cindy Ross to go home; she didn't seem to want to understand that 'light duty' meant sleeping at home more than being in the Headquarters, so I reinforced the notion at the cost of pissing her off. So be it.
"Okay, we've got this from the wiretap, and it's pretty good." the Chief said. "Malone found the bugs Graham had planted, by the way. Thank God he didn't detect the wire on Graham at the time! Maxwell, what did you get?" Britt told her story.
----
She had arranged a meeting at the State Office Building in the City earlier this morning with SBI Agents Richard Ferrell and Steven Ikea, who wisely brought their lawyers. Britt had had the pleasure of making Ferrell and his lawyer sit and wait by asking only Ikea and his lawyer to come into the conference room where they were meeting. Ikea was still recovering from his injuries and the surgery to repair them, so he wasn't moving too good.
"I'm willing to completely drop the investigation into planting the PEDs," said Inspector Maxwell, "but only under one condition: I want sworn affidavits and recorded testimony from you before you leave this room about Harold Malone's racist activities while on the Town & County Police Force, his discrimination in hiring and promoting, and anything else you know that will pin Harold Malone to the wall like a beetle for actionable racist activities. I also want everything you know about Malone's drug brokering and controlling who sells drugs in your County."
The lawyer tried to bluster, speaking in his deep, sonorous voice, words seeming to flow like liquid from him: "Inspector, we don't think you even have a case against these agents. Why should my client even speak with you now?"
Britt leaned back in her chair, playing it cool as she spoke. "Your client needs to understand that if he does not accept my deal, it's going to be very painful and ugly for him and his partner out there. Within one hour of him leaving this room without giving me what I want, the Governor himself will place Ikea and Ferrell on suspension without pay for the duration of my investigation, which will proceed with all deliberate speed... Oh, you're right, you may get your client off and he might beat the rap, but why go through the hassle... and you, Mr. Ikea, get a little piece of payback for Malone throwing you under the Iron Crowbar's bus. We both get what we want. Or not. It's your call."
Ikea silenced his lawyer and took the deal, not wanting to help Inspector Maxwell nor his County's Police Commander, but seeing this particular opportunity, which would not happen again, to figuratively shove it up Harold Malone's ass. He delivered pages of affidavits as well as testimony that he spoke into the audio recorders...
----
"He didn't have hardly anything on the drug brokering." said Britt as she wrapped up her story. "Apparently Malone neither used him for those activities nor trusted him with that info."
"I suspect that's true." I said. "But you got a lot on the race angle."
"I'm not sure what the discussion is even about." said Paulina. "We're very thin on any drug evidence at all. That could backfire into looking like false accusations for the political purpose of altering the race for Sheriff."
"The drug side is what I came here to talk about." said Jack Muscone. "We're starting to get bits and pieces here and there about Malone being the drug trafficking broker in Town. We've developed some leads associating him with the Oldeeds Organization, and we've been following his connections with the White Supremacy groups and their own drug connections."
Muscone continued: "If you think drugs are the way to go here, I'm prepared to support you by publicly announcing Malone's drug ties and an investigation into them. At the least, it'll cause these guys to cut ties with Malone and leave him stranded."
"What will it do to your building cases against the Oldeeds group and the other groups?" asked the Chief.
"After what happened with Carroll and the Black Badge gang, if they don't know by now that we're after them, then they're really stupid." replied Muscone. "I'm not worried about the consequences of naming Malone as a suspect publicly."
"Jack, I do appreciate your offer, giving us this option at the risk of your Federal investigation." I said, not fooled by Muscone's assurances of no damage to his case. He was showing willingness to take one for the local team, and that was something I was grateful for and would not forget.
"Okay Commander," said the Chief, "welcome to being in charge. It's your call what to do. Do we hit Malone with the race card, and possibly start a race war in the County? Or do we go for the drug conspiracy charges, however thin?"
"We're thin on evidence, but the publicity of the drug investigation alone will shut Malone down in the race." I said. By now the others had figured out the ol' Iron Crowbar's plans to make this Sheriff election go my way. Yes, it was dirty, I was crossing the line to the Dark Side, but it was for the Good of the People of the County, so I reasoned to myself.
"But Paulina is ultimately right, and that means... we have to go 'race'." I said. "But first, I'm going to have to do some things tonight to make sure we don't have start that race war- no, don't ask, this one is 'off the books'. Mr. Muscone, Mr. Conlan, I will call you either late tonight or very early in the morning tomorrow so that you can release your announcements to the press for the 7:00am broadcast. Give me a copy of them before you leave, if you don't mind, so I can give them to Bettina under embargo until tomorrow morning."
"How are you going to get Bettina to go along with this?" asked Paulina Patterson. I just looked at her, my eyes locking with hers. She understood.
Part 12 - The Meetings And The Mating
Captain Harold Malone, on leave from the Town & County Police Department, found himself in Interrogation-A... on the 'perp' side. He was with his Campaign's top lawyer. Confronting him on the other side were FBI Agent Jack Muscone and SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan. They had just played the audio tape of Malone's assault upon Eugene Graham, who had sworn out a complaint against Malone for the assault with a deadly weapon.
"This is bullshit, and you know it." said Malone. "So where's the Iron Crowbar, this is obviously his doing. Does he not have the guts to face me? He was too much of a coward to run for Sheriff against me. SHOW YOURSELF, YOU COWARD!" Malone yelled.
"He's not here, he's not at the Station." said Muscone. "And he's not your problem, the State and Federal Governments are your problem.
"You're full of shit." said Malone.
"My client is right." said the lawyer. "That audio tape was illegally obtained, there was no probable cause, it's all manufactured, the assault charge is hearsay and that black man's word against my client's, and my client has his wife backing him on on the correct version of events. You really are playing poker with an empty hand here, gentlemen."
"We'll see about that." said Jack Muscone. "And we have the sworn statements of one of your own former officers, and we'll be getting more of those-"
"Ikea? Har har!" laughed Malone. "You mean the disgruntled piece of crap that was suspended and fired? You mean the bozo that got a warrant for a rifle in the Chief's car, a rifle that allegedly killed a man with an 800-yard shot but which turned out to be a shotgun? Har har! Yeah, his word against mine... yeah, the guy who beat up perps in the interrogation rooms, including a woman lawyer, a guy who hit a woman auxiliary police officer in front of the entire TCPD and half the SBI... yeah, please build your case on that dingleberry Steven Ikea's word!"
Deputy Director Conlan looked worried as he looked over at Jack Muscone, but the FBI agent was totally unperturbed. What does he know that we don't? Conlan wondered.
"And before you start the bullshit that I should drop out of the Sheriff's race," said Malone, "don't bother! In fact, if you want to tell me that, have the Iron Crowbar come in and say it himself. Tell him to come in and say it to my face, the God. Damned. Coward!"
"We weren't kidding, he's not here." said Muscone. "And I suspect he'll get around to getting in your face for what you've said about him... in his own good time."
"Harold, we're through here." said the lawyer, standing up. "Unless you're going to arrest my client on this flimsiest of what you pretend is 'evidence' that I've ever seen." Malone also stood up.
"We'll be in touch." said Muscone. "Don't leave Town. Seriously, don't leave the County unless you notify the Police Department of your travel plans and destination." Malone peered at the FBI agent, then stalked out of the room.
----
The little strip mall where Town Fitness Centers is located is shaped like a boomerang. The gym occupies most of the left side and there are some shops and a Subway sandwich shop occupying the rest of the place. Right at the angle of the building, the space was very small and odd, so I rented that for literally $1.00/month, and I sell security and monitoring equipment, the real-deal no-kidding stuff, by appointment only. In the nearly two years of operating, I might have made six sales, but those were pretty lucrative ones. As a result, I have no actual inventory in the building; the stuff on the shelves is empty plastic shells that just look like what I sell.
It was to this location that I had secretly invited two men for a meeting. One of them was the rapper 'T-Square', who was known to lead most of the Black Organized Crime in the Town and County. He was short but powerfully built, having used the Town Fitness Centers frequently. He had a full set of dreadlocks and often wore all white. Tonight he wore all black, so as to better blend in with the night and not be seen talking to a Cracker in a Cracker's place of business.
The other was an older man, who had a quiet way of speaking and pretended to be not very smart... which didn't fool me a bit. He was called 'The Teacher', and he would train people to shoplift stores, especially at the high-end malls, as well as how to steal from homes and businesses. He was smallish in size, but not in stature. His hair was graying but he otherwise looked healthy.
He had pictures of all the plainclothes security agents in the malls, so that his perps could identify them and not be caught by them. He would show his acolytes pictures of every Town & County Police Officer, which nearly got him in trouble when the assassination attempt on me in front of the tailor shop was made. He never actually processed stolen goods, but was like the spider in the center of the web of all things related to black crime in the Town. He had never been arrested.
I was alone in the darkened facility, except for Cindy Ross. I'd gotten back in her good graces by offering her this 'off the record' assignment. She was wearing a 'black' uniform without any sewn-in badge, a baseball cap, and of course she wore light armor under the shirt. She was not yet re-qualified with a gun for police duty, but she had a concealed carry permit and I'd given her written permission to carry in my business facility. She was in a dark room to the side, not easily seen but the visitors would know she was there.
They came in by the back door, as I had invited them to, having driven up in T-Square's armored limo, which would sufficiently protect the President of the USA if he so chose to ride in it. There were several bodyguards, all who remained outside at the front and back doors, and I'm sure there were others around the strip mall.
"Well if it ain't that cracker the Iron Crowbar." said T-Square as he came in. I'd met him and talked to him before, on official police business, though I'd never arrested him. The other man just looked at me with piercing eyes, and I knew that I was meeting a man that through years of experience was at least my equal in observation and deduction.
"Gentlemen, thank you for coming." I said, extending my hand to the two chairs I'd placed to face mine. "Please, have a seat."
"I see you were expecting both of us." said The Teacher in his quiet voice. I'd asked T-Square to bring The Teacher, but did not know if he'd come.
"I was hoping you'd come." I said.
"Mmmm, nice equipment in here." said T-Square, looking around. "I might have to come by here again sometime." He did not mean during legitimate business hours.
"Help yourself, they're plastic shells." I said. "I'm a direct order firm; I just order it and have it shipped to my customers' addresses."
"Smart way to do business." said The Teacher. I noticed that he'd observed the shadow that was Cindy Ross in the doorway to the darkened side room.
"Gentlemen, I won't take any more of your time than I have to." I said. "I asked you here to persuade you to help me stop a race war that Harold Malone and the Media are going to try to gin up. What you may not know is that the State and Feds have formally opened investigations on Harold Malone for racial bias and other race-related issues."
"When did that happen?" The Teacher asked, looking astonished.
"Tomorrow morning." I replied. "Well... the investigations are underway, they're just going to be publicly announced tomorrow."
"That's going to be some heavy shit, Cracker." said T-Square, perhaps involuntarily.
"That is not just some cracker, boy!" chided The Teacher. "That's the Iron Crowbar; he is the real deal in this Town! You pay him respect, boy."
"Yes sir." said T-Square, knowing who was the boss of him. "Sorry about that, I.C."
"No problem, I've been called much worse." I said. "Now Councilman Reginald Lewis will try to start some trouble when the announcements are made- what?" I was stopped as both men began laughing uncontrollably.
 
"Now that cat," said T-Square, "he does what he's told. He knows what his place is."
"Good." I said. "I hope he'll be told to keep the racial rhetoric down to nothing and not start any shit. I don't need any disturbances or riots or any other crap that I'd have to deal with. Make my job and life easy, and I'll make sure the racist Harold Malone doesn't become Sheriff... if he does, you'll find out what real racial issues are."
"Yes, I.C., we know about that cat Malone. We call him 'Sheets', and I'm sure you can figure out why." said The Teacher. "Now, so that I'm not wasting your time, my only question is: what's in it for us?"
"First of all, T-Square's man T-Mac was arrested for some pretty flimsy shit." I said. Sergeant Sharples had made the arrest of T-Mac on some small charges. "I'm sure that I can get the DA's office to take the view that the taxpayers could be saved the money of a trial for such small stuff."
"Sounds good, man." said T-Square. He was hooked. The Teacher was waiting for more. I gave it to him.
"And I think some of your boys-" I saw the looks on their faces and hastily added "-and by that I mean underage teenagers, so stop looking offended..." They relaxed as I continued: "I think some of their shoplifting charges might be re-examined and let go after I have a talk with the DA's office."
"That's not a lot for what you're asking us." said The Teacher.
"Okay, the only other thing I can offer is that Harold Malone's drug brokering days will be over. No, I'm not going to do what he was doing: I intend to bust every drug user from one punk having one joint of pot to warehouse loads of heroin coming into my County. But there won't be favorites, anymore. Malone was giving the Beanstalk Gang exclusive access; he was giving your guys a real hard time. Now I'll bust your guys' asses if I catch 'em, but now the Beanstalk Gang is going to be getting their smack smacked, too. You'll have open competition from now on. I don't play favorites, and that's all I can promise you."
The Teacher replied "Heh heh, you pretending to be the 'good cop' in all this, but the real 'good cop' in this Town is that medal-winning lady that's watching your back in the other room right now. You're a bad cat, too, I.C., you play as dirty as any of 'em... but at least you're not some jacked-up Klansman like that cat Malone."
We had a deal. The Black Power Brokers left by the back door. After I'd secured the facility and was about to walk Cindy back to the gym, she came out of the dark space and teased me without mercy:
"Good cop." she said as she pointed at herself; "Bad cop." she said, pointing at me.
"You really don't want to get off 'light duty' anytime soon, do you?" I retorted.
"Very bad cop." Cindy said, pointing at me again. Man, I can't wait to get her back full-time, I thought to myself...
----
"It really is a lovely view, Don." Bettina said as she stood on the back deck of The Cabin, admiring the view as she sipped the champagne I'd opened.
It was nearly midnight. The lovely redheaded reporter was wearing a clingy flower-print dress and red high-heel sandals with thin straps. She was looking really hot in my eyes. And adding to it was that I had not had sex in several days, what with Laura recovering from surgery and Molly taking care of kids and being pregnant herself...



"Yes, and the view of the Town from here is not so bad, either." I said, openly flirting with her. She smiled.
"So why did you invite me up here... besides seeing the view." she asked. "And champagne, too... but it's not just sex you brought me here for."
"I have a scoop for you." I said. "It's big. Huge. It's the biggest thing for years. You can make the announcement at 7:00am tomorrow morning, and you'll be the hot-shit reporter of all time."
"Ooooh, we'll see about that." she said. "So, tell me the scoop."
"Let's go inside." I said. I put my arm around her and drew her to me and bent down to kiss her. She met me full on, and our lips locked in a deep, warm kiss. Our tongues twined hotly for a long moment, then I broke the kiss and guided her inside.
Once inside, we wrapped our arms around each other and shared another deep kiss. Our passions were rising fast. I began opening and lowering Bettina's dress, slowly, deliberately, making sure to tease her.
Her body was magnificent, even more than what I'd thought about during fantasies of her. Like most TV personalities, Bettina was not very tall. Even in her high heels she was straining upwards so that her lips could meet mine. This had the effect of shaping her legs and ass, and her upraised arms lifted her luscious breasts.
I slid my hands up her body and cupped her breasts, bringing my head down to suck her big, rock-hard nipples. Bettina moaned as I feasted on her teats. Then I worked my way back up to her mouth. Her hands were active as they began unfastening my clothes, taking them off, and we were soon naked except for her high heels.
I spread a sheet on the floor in front of the two sofas and eased Bettina onto her back. I took her ankles in my hands and began kissing the tops of her shapely feet, then up to her heels and then along her ankles, working back and forth from leg to leg, slowly working my way up to her red-fringed cunt. Bettina was playing with her clit and moaning as she watched me enjoyably make slow progress up her legs.
"Mmmmmm!" she moaned as I kissed my way up her inner thighs. I could smell her sweet cunt; she was very wet and extremely ready...
"OHHHH!" Bettina cried out as my tongue licked up her slit from the bottom to the top. I made another long lick, then worked my tongue into her hole, sliding around the walls of her pussy as my hands roughly gripped her sweet asscheeks, pulling her pudenda into my mouth.
"Ohhhhhh... ohhhhhh... ohhhhh..." the beautiful redhead moaned as I ate her pussy. I really worked it over with my tongue, slicing along her labes up to her clit. Finally, I began lashing at her engorged clit, kissing it and sucking it as I slid one, then two fingers deep inside her vagina. By now her hips were rocking, pushing up at me.
"Ohhhh, ohhhh sweet God, that is so good, Don! Don't stop! Ohhhh, don't ever stop... UNNH!" I tried to get a third finger into her cunt, but it was a tight fit. I knew that getting my cock in there was going to be one tight but pleasurable experience.
Finally, I felt Bettina's hands urging me upwards. She wanted me to mount her and take her, and my cock was throbbing and ready to invade her sweet, red-fringed womanhood. I moved up and kissed her mouth, letting her taste her own cuntjuices, and she returned the kiss deep and hard. Then I eased on up to mount her.
"Ohhh, let me do it." she said. I felt her hand grasp my throbbing cock. "Oh Don, I've dreamed about guiding your big, iron-hard cock into me... just let me guide it..." She suited the deed to the words as she pulled my cockhead to her labes. I felt my prickhead being enveloped by the warm wetness of her inner labes. I pushed forward.
"UNNH! OH JESUS!" Bettina cried out. Her cunt was very tight, and I worked my cock deeper into her, withdrawing and pushing in hard again. The second push got me halfway in. Then I withdrew and drove forward a third time, burying my dick to the balls inside Bettina's juicy wet cunt!
"Oh yeahhh!" I gasped as I felt my balls against her taint and asscheeks. "You buried it, babe!" Indeed, it was a perfect fit; I felt the back wall of Bettina's cunt touching my cockhead, her tight pussy-walls clutching at my hard shaft. I ground my hips in a tight circle, making Bettina gasp.
"Oh God, it's so good... oh, you're going so deep..." Bettina gasped. She opened her eyes and looked up at me. "Jesus, Don, you are as iron hard as they say you are... I've never felt a cock this thick and iron hard inside me... oh baby, fuck me with this thing..."
"So how are you hearing about how hard my cock is, baby?" I asked as I slowly withdrew until just the head was inside my lips, only to firmly push my shaft all the way back in.
"Oh Don, you have no idea how many women in this Town know about your cock, and how many of them want your dick inside them..." Bettina gasped as I began to fuck her in a deep, steady rhythm. I felt her press her legs against my sides, her feet in the high heels just inside my knees. I spread my legs just a bit wider, gaining leverage as I plowed her redheaded furrow with increasing power and intensity.
The room filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as I fucked Bettina Wurtzburg in a deliciously deep rhythm, feeling her match each of my thrusts as we rutted in perfect rhythm like longtime lovers.
"Oh yes, fuck me, fuck me... oh sweet Jesus it's never been this good!" Bettina mewled, half gasping, half crying as I pumped her cunt into a hot creamy lather. "Oh God, I'm going to come, I'm going to fucking COME! OH GOD, OH DON!! I'M COMING! OHHH GODDDDDDDDDDDD..."
Bettina's cunt clutched at my cock with amazing power as she climaxed. It felt like she was trying to expel my cock from her womanhood, prompting me to push inward as hard as I could. I rode her through her intense climax until her spasms finally subsided.
"Oh God... oh my God... " Bettina moaned. "Oh Don, it's never been like that, it's never been that good for me, darling... oh Jesus... ohhhh..."
I was about to ask if Bettina wanted more, but I felt my own nut rising. I began to pump her again, hard and steady, working my way to my climax.
"Baby, are you on the pill?" I gasping as I began to pump furiously in and out of Bettina's magnificent pussy.
"No, baby." she said, quickly wrapping her legs tightly around me to keep me inside her, the feeling of her legs on my sides and the heels of her feet pressing into my ass driving me even faster to the crest. "Come inside me, Don! Drop your big load into me! Give me every fucking bit of it! Oh yes, oh YES!!"
Bettina's cunt spasmed again and this time I simply could not hold back. I gasped out as the gray mist clouded my closed eyes as the first painfully ecstatic burst of semen fired from my cock and into her vagina. Jolt after jolt of my hot seed bathed the back wall of her womanhood as I pushed in hard, planting my baby batter as deeply as I could. Finally... it was over, and I heard and felt myself gasping as my mind-blowing orgasm subsided.
----
"You were fucking me like a demon, and you came really hard." I said. We were sitting up, still on the floor, our backs against the sofa, sipping champagne. We'd been making out, kissing and feeling each other up for long minutes.
"Yes, I did." said Bettina. "I haven't had a good fuck like that in years, maybe ever." Then she leaned back, and I realized that she wanted to talk.
"My husband and I had been having problems already, but after my rape it got a lot worse." Bettina said. "It was like he didn't want to touch me, like he thought he'd hurt me or something. I was over the rape, it was bad, but it was worse physically than mentally. I didn't let it get to me. But he never got over it."
"If you talk to my wife," I said, "she'll tell you that many couples are like that after a wife is raped, especially if it was in front of her husband."
"I'm sure that's true." said Bettina. "But with my husband, I think it's just his lack of manhood. You fucked me right, Don, you took me; you fucked me like a man is supposed to fuck a woman. My husband... he can't do that anymore. We've separated, and I started divorce proceedings, but he keeps trying to block and delay it. He wants 'marriage counseling' first. He needs 'manhood counseling', if you ask me. He doesn't hold a candle to a real man... like you."
"Well, it's his loss. And his loss is my gain: if your husband is not man enough to meet your needs," I said, feeling nothing but contempt and derision for Bettina's stupid husband, "you can come to me and I'll make sure you are treated properly and satisfied completely, like the special lady that you are."
"Mmmm," Bettina said, nestling into me. The feeling of her body pressing against mine and the smell of her perfume and body were beginning to arouse me. "I think we have time to do it again. Let me get you ready..." With that, Bettina leaned over and engulfed my cock in her mouth. She began fellating me until I was throbbing hard again.
"Here, let me lie between your legs." the lovely redheaded reporterette said as she maneuvered her body around. I eased up, sitting on the sofa as Bettina knelt between my legs and began fellating me, her hands caressing my balls as she looked up into my eyes.
"Don, the next time you see me on TV with that microphone in front of my face, just remember what I'm doing to this big, hard microphone." I almost lost it as Bettina deeply sucked on my shaft as she slid her mouth down until I was buried balls-deep in her throat. I managed to not come, but the image of Bettina sucking my 'microphone' would forever stay with me. I groaned as Bettina sucked me to hardness, knowing that a deep, long fuck awaited us in just moments...
Part 13 - Political Maneuvers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared Bettina at 7:00am on the morning of August 30th. She was looking magnificent: relaxed, smiling, and confident. And yes, I could only think of one thing when I saw her talking into that microphone.
I just listened with everyone as Bettina delivered a staggering blow to the heart of Harold Malone's campaign for Sheriff: "Channel Two News had confirmed that both the State Bureau of Investigation and the FBI are opening investigations of Harold Malone, who is running for Sheriff! The SBI is investigating several reports of racial discrimination by then-Captain Malone when he was serving with the Town & County Police Force, and the FBI is investigating Malone and his wife for ties to the Ku Klux Klan in Alabama as well as other racist groups in Tennessee that are believed to have domestic terrorist ties!"
I was watching in MCD amongst a standing-room-only crowd. Other TV sets in the Headquarters were the object of attention, and the entire Force had stopped to listen and watch. Bettina continued: "When asked for a statement, the Malone Campaign said that they believed the charges were untrue and fabricated by Daniel Allgood and others for political purposes. Mr. Malone himself issued a statement saying that the attacks upon his wife were beneath contempt, and the charges against him were politically motivated by his enemies. Malone called upon the SBI to investigate if Daniel Allgood leaked or fabricated police information to the FBI and SBI."
"For it's part, the Allgood Campaign has stated that they were completely unaware of any investigation of Harold Malone, that they had no part in these investigations, and that Mr. Allgood has had no contact with the Police since taking a leave of absence to run for Sheriff..."
Tanya said "Bettina looks so happy. I think she got laid last night!" Everyone laughed, and Paulina Patterson looked straight at me. I just winked at Paulina and she smiled radiantly... and Cindy caught that. I was in for more of Cindy's acid wit, I knew.
"Consorting with the Press, I see?" Cindy whispered to me. "I hope the Chief doesn't find out who Bettina's 'source' is... but she does look very happy..." I just arched my eyebrows, and said not a word.
----
Later that morning, Town Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis issued a statement that Blacks in the County should 'remain calm' in the face of the explosive charges against Harold Malone. He did not agree to the pleas of the County Democrat Party to attack Republicans as racists, nor would he accuse anyone of race-bating in leveling the charges against Malone, preferring to wait for more information on the veracity of the charges. He did request a meeting with the SBI and FBI to discuss the situation and their basis of the charges against Malone. That request would be refused, and Lewis would not publicly pursue it any further.
The Reverend Joseph E. Williams exhorted his congregations to remain calm, and to consider that Daniel Allgood had visited their churches and promised to be fair and respect all citizens of all races. If there was a death blow to Harold Malone's campaign, the Rev. Williams might have delivered it.
----
"It's bad." said Katherine Woodburn, meeting with Harold Malone and some of his campaign staff in his campaign headquarters in Town. "Spot-polling has you down ten points to Allgood, 40-30, with 30% undecided at the moment. Some are waiting for more information, but with the FBI opening a formal criminal investigation, it's bad for you, Harold."
"Jesus Christ Almighty." breathed Malone. "Is there any way to tie Allgood to it, to say he leaked Internal Affairs information?"
"No sir." said one campaign staffer, who had confidential sources within the Police Force and Fire Department. "Allgood really has had no contact with the Police, except for attending Lieutenant Ross's Medal of Valor ceremony. And sir, not only can't we tie it in... we may not want to. Telling the Public that there is Internal Affairs information on you to be leaked... is in itself practically an admission of wrongdoing on your part." There was a general chorus of agreement on that.
"Well, one thing is for damned sure, I'm not a quitter and I'm not quitting." said Harold Malone. "Okay, I need to arrange a meeting with Black leaders; I'm going to need them with me when I began attacking the Republicans over this. I'm also going to need someone to contact our big donors and supporters and let them know the charges are false, that I'm not backing down, and that they can count on me to stand up to the lies and smears of the Conservatives!
"Last, but not least, I'm going to need someone to feel out the Press on this. We're Democrats, that should count for something, and they might help bury the story. Okay guys, move out, we have damage control to do. Katherine, can you stay a moment?"
Once alone, Malone said "Katherine, what do you think? Can we get the Media to bury this?"
"No, Harold, I'm afraid not." said Katherine. "They already smell blood in the water. If this had come out after you were elected, they'd help bury it. But right now, during the campaign? They're going to be like sharks in a feeding frenzy, killing each other to get scoops on this."
"That sucks." said Malone, who then surprised Katherine by shaking his head and almost laughing. "This is obviously the work of the Iron Crowbar, Katherine. I knew that bastard would have something up his sleeve from the moment he put Allgood up for Sheriff instead of running against me himself. Forget that god-damned crowbar... he just used a fucking sledgehammer on me with this..."
"If this is his work, then I'd say he's done one hell of a job kicking you in the balls, Harold." Katherine replied, almost enjoying her words. "Even if you can weather this storm and show the charges to be bullshit, it's going to linger and hurt you."
"Yeah, but..." Malone paused, then continued, "you know, I really can't hate the man for this. It's all part of the game, and he's played his part well, I must say." Katherine was shocked at Malone's attitude; her own hatred for the Iron Crowbar had intensified even more than she thought possible.
Malone then frowned. "It's that ungrateful shit-eater Steven Ikea that's the idiot. After all those times I protected him from getting his ass fired for physically assaulting perps... he should've been waxed when he attacked Jeanine Olivet... and for all my help, what does that fucking traitor do? Gives affidavits to the SBI and FBI.
"Let this be a lesson to you, Katherine." Malone said. "No good deed goes unpunished. You help a guy, expect to get punched in the teeth for it. And Ikea is going to find out the hard way what happens when he betrays an upstanding white man like Harold Malone..."
----
"Well, I'll be damned. Malone's sure in a pickle." said Senator Nathan Allen to members of his campaign staff at his campaign's offices. "I could sure use a drink. Anyone want one?" No one did. Allen poured himself a stiff gin and tonic. "Guys, can this hurt us?" he asked. "Are we going to get caught in the backwash?"
"We've already put out press releases reaffirming your commitment to racial diversity as well as discussing your long record of helping poor minorities." said the campaign manager. "We haven't mentioned Malone, and we're not going to. Our comments to Press inquiries on that has been to reiterate our racial diversity commitments but that we're waiting to hear more facts before jumping to any conclusions."
"Listen, I want some of you to very quietly contact Malone's people behind-the-scenes." said Allen. "They weren't so nice to us when we were down, but now they can understand how it feels. But we're going to take the high road. Talk to his people, see if there's anything we can do to help, as long as no mud splashes on us."
At that moment, the Queen of Opposition Research hurtled into the room. "Senator, there's something I just found out that I think you need to know!"
"Okay, then, spill it out! Don't keep us in suspense!" replied Allen jovially as he took a large swig of his gin and tonic.
"I've been busy for hours talking with sources all over the place. The charges against Malone are true! The Media has found some pictures of Malone at a Klan rally when he was much younger. And our sources within the FBI confirm that he really is a part of some White Supremacy groups that have some really high-level players. We need to keep our distance from Malone, Senator!"
"Well, there's a silver lining to this, everyone. Sure nobody wants a drink?" Allen said as he poured himself another gin and tonic. Everyone declined again. "All the Media attention on Malone will keep it off of us. I smell like a rose right now, compared to him. Let's just keep on message, but don't get in the way of the big stories as long as they're about Malone, y'hear? Okay-
"ALLEN! YOU MURDERED MY DAUGHTER!!"
A man in his early 40s, white and unkempt and unshaved, charged into the room after Allen. Out of nowhere appeared two large black men in black shirts and khaki pants. They quickly subdued the man, delivering hard punches to his face and body even after getting the man under control.
"You piece of dog shit." Allen said, coming up to the subdued man. He reared his arm back and punched the man in the face as hard as he could. "Okay guys, take him out of here by the back door. Have Clete take him to Police Headquarters, and I'll come by and file charges later..." The men dragged the attacker out of the room as the shocked campaign operatives silently watched.
Part 14 - Hirings And Firings
"Dr. Woodrow, I only have one question for you." said Chief Griswold after I'd brought Dr. Woodrow in. It was August 31st, and this was a job interview to be supervisor of the Crime Lab and Crime Scene Investigation units. "This is... far and away... the most impressive resume that has ever crossed my desk for any job in this Police Department. What I want to know is why you want a job for which you are vastly overqualified?"



"Chief," said Dr. Woodrow, "I'm a widower, I've been a teacher and researcher for many years now. I could tell you that I want to apply my knowledge in a practical way while continuing to supervise and teach. I can also say, and it's very true, that it's a way of serving the community, as you all do. But the real reason is that I have really enjoyed all of the times I've consulted with police and testified and worked with officers and crime lab teams, and I want to do it on a permanent basis."
"So what happens when you get bored? Will you leave, walk out on us?" asked the Chief brusquely.
"I can assure you I won't be bored." said Dr. Woodrow. "And if you like, I'll sign a three year contract, with penalties for leaving early. Whatever will assuage your concerns."
"Okay." said the Chief. "Now I have one question for you, Commander: what's procedure for hiring a civilian as a supervisor of the Crime Lab? Despite your mother's abilities, Crowbar, and with all due respect to you, Doctor, I just don't see you going through the Police Academy."
"Sir, I've already talked with Paulina, Captain Harlow of Personnel & Records, and some people in the Public Safety Department offices. The regulations allow for hiring civilians into administrative positions. Your secretary is an example. We can and do hire civilians for accounting and payroll and in the IT department. And while normally officers are supervisors, as long as you as Chief certifies that Dr. Woodrow is qualified to supervise the Crime Lab, he can be hired and put in the Supervisor position. He won't carry formal rank, but by position he would be considered the same as our Supervisor or Lieutenant rank. He can also be a 'silver badge' Auxiliary member."
Auxiliary members who had not completed the Police Academy's regular or auxiliary courses had a badge that looked like ours, but it was silver instead of gold.
"All right, then." said the Chief. "Welcome aboard, Dr. Woodrow! Hit the ground running: you start tomorrow morning." Part of me was elated: my Crime Lab was about to take a HUGE step up in efficiency and ability. Dr. Woodrow would supervise efficiently, he knew the law, he would teach his team well, and we would simply be matchless in the State as a Crime Lab/CSI squad. Damn, I love it when my job gets easier like that!
But part of me was less than elated, as there was another duty to perform.
-----
On the next day, September 1st, Lt. Tanya Perlman was called into Chief Griswold's office, where I was already sitting.
"How's Dr. Woodrow getting along in there?" asked the Chief after having Tanya be seated. She was showing her pregnancy very much now.
"Really well, sir!" Tanya replied enthusiastically. "He can hardly hide his excitement. He's like a kid with a new toy, but he's already looking into improving the work schedule for the technicians. I think he's going to be great!"
"Excellent!" said the Chief. "I'm glad I listened to all of you on your hiring recommendation. Now... there's something you're going to have to listen to me about, Lieutenant Perlman: as of right now, you are on Restricted Duty and will remain so until your baby is born. You can work here at the Station, but you cannot go on field assignments. If you try to do that, I'll de-certify you to carry a gun and send you home until you have the baby. Do I make myself clear on that, Miss Perlman?"
"Yes sir." Tanya replied. She knew this day had been coming and tried hard to put a good face on it, but she still looked disappointed.
"You're also to stay out of the Lab, the evidence rooms and the armory." said the Chief. "You can give lectures to our new Detectives and Uniformed officers, and you can pretend to do desk work. But that's about it. No lifting, no physical labor. Take off early any time you like, after telling the Commander, of course."
"Yes sir." Tanya said, then smiled, her eyes gleaming as she said "Chief, it's hard physical labor just to get behind my desk in that Lieutenant's office. What can I do to get a bigger one?" That one got me to laughing, and ultimately the Chief could not resist chuckling himself.
"Ah... that's the nice thing about having the Commander here. That's your issue to work out with your Lieutenant, Don. Now both of you head to the main auditorium. We're about to make an overdue award."
Some minutes later, at the awards ceremony in the main auditorium, Chief Griswold pinned upon my shirt the Police Medal for my actions in saving baby Jack Burke from my very bad nephew Ned.
The Police Medal came after only the Medal of Valor, Distinguished Police Cross, and Police Distinguished Service Awards in precedence. I had been approved for it before August 1st, but made damn sure to let the Council know that I did not want anything to distract from Cindy's Medal of Valor day, so the Council agreed to delay the actual awarding for one month.
Part 15 - Politics of Personal Destruction
"Our Labor Day appearances were a disaster." said Harold Malone on the phone as he drove to his Campaign Headquarters the Tuesday morning after Labor Day. "We had twenty people show up at the barbecue cookout, and five of those were staff. And we had only ten people at the rally speech Saturday night."
When he entered the Headquarters, he said into the phone "I'll have to call you back." and hung up. Inside his once-busy headquarters, there was only one person in the room, a woman who helped with mail distribution and making copies.
"Where is everyone?" he asked.
"Mr. Malone," said the woman, "I've been asked to tell you that everyone on your campaign staff has resigned. I'll be leaving myself in just a few minutes; I just came by to give you the latest poll numbers: Daniel Allgood has a 15 point lead on you, 55-40 percent, with 5 percent undecided."
"Oh my God..." said Malone, speaking more of the abandonment of his staff than of the poll numbers. He went into his office and sat down as the last staffer exited the building.
It had been a bad weekend, as on the Friday before the Labor Day weekend the Town & County Examiner had run pictures of a young Harold Malone in the white robes and conical hat of the Ku Klux Klan. His attempts to say that it was a costume at a party had fooled no one.
"Well, Harold." said the voice from the door. "What are you going to do now?" Malone looked up as Henry R. Wargrave strode slowly into the room, took a small chair, and sat down at the side of the desk.
"I have a feeling you're about to tell me." said Malone, perceptively. Wargrave gave a small, brief smile.
"Well, perhaps I can take the liberty of offering a suggestion, anyway." said Wargrave. He sat down, leaned back and said "The job of Police Chief just opened up in a small town in south Alabama, not far from where your wife's family lives." Wargrave said, mentioning the town's name. "I might have mentioned your name to their hiring committee, and they're looking forward to bringing you on..."
-----
"It's unbelievable." said Detective Molly Evans of the Midtown Police. Sitting with her in the main Conference Room of Town & County Police Headquarters was Detective Sergeant Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. Also in the room were myself, Lt. Cindy Ross and Lt. Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle. The Chief was not present, as he was in meetings with D.A. Krasney. We listened in shock and amazement as Molly told her story:
"As you guys know," Molly said, "Senator Allen likes to trade political favors for sexual favors. If someone wants or needs Allen's help, the payment is that Allen gets to bang that person's underage daughter. Usually the people asking for help are desperate, and of course Allen arranges things in such a way that if they ever speak out, he can destroy them, often without getting involved himself."
"Before Teresa left us, she developed a couple of leads on Nathan Allen." Molly continued. "She managed to get a girl and her father to talk to us in late July. The girl is now 18 years old, but the incident happened two and a half years ago, when she was not yet 16 years old. The Statute-of-Limitations on most of this runs out in three years, so we had to move quickly.
"After Teresa left, our squad took over the case, and I took real interest in it as it pertained to Allen." Molly said. "I really thought we had a shot at him on this one. The father and daughter both gave written sworn affidavits, and they were talking to one of our ADAs while I investigated and began to lay out the groundwork for the ADA to prosecute."
"There is a 'but' coming in here, isn't there?" Cindy asked as Molly paused. Molly just gave her sister a 'look', then exhaled and continued.
"Yes." she said. "First, the State Internal Revenue Division slapped liens on the man's business as well as his personal holdings. Froze his bank accounts. Then he was notified that SBI Narcotics Task Force agents were investigating him for drugs and money laundering through his business, and froze his assets under RICO statutes."
"What's his business?" I asked.
  "Software development." Molly replied. "Exactly the right choice to launder drugs and money."
"Not." said Teresa, getting it.
"Anyway, the man and his family were suddenly made destitute." said Molly. "He and his daughter also were followed by police and pulled over several times, until our Chief got wind of it and stopped that crap cold. The father and daughter were not intimidated, they were pissed off, and they both really wanted to keep pushing their case against Allen.
"Unfortunately... on August 27th, the girl and some friends were coming out of the Mall of Midtown when a speeding car came careening into them. The perps hit the girl, then tried to back up and run over her again. Fortunately, her friends grabbed her while other's actually tried to attack the car and pull the driver and passenger out. Some of them were on one of the high school football teams down there. Despite their bravery, the car drove away, and none of the several different car tag numbers we were given came up with anything."
"The girl was still badly injured and was in ICU at the hospital." Molly said. "The father was really angry about it, and didn't want to back down; he still really wanted to go after Nathan Allen for it. He felt Allen was behind it, and so did I."
"Well, on August 29th the girl died. She had an embolism." said Molly. "We very much suspect that someone sneaked into her room and injected an air bubble into her IV line. When it got to her heart it expanded and killed her. Midtown Police is considering her death to be suspicious and a homicide."
"Was the girl guarded?" Teresa asked.
"Yes." said Molly. "But there are doctors and nurses in and out of the ICU ward all the time. It was simply too easy for someone to fake being a medical person and come in and inject the air bubble with no one really noticing."
"So what happened next?" I asked, very sure. Molly gave me a 'look', then continued.
"The girl's father became deeply upset, pretty much unhinged." Molly said. "He was ranting that he would get Nathan Allen no matter what. He disappeared. He was last seen on the morning of August 30th, getting into his car and driving away. When he did not return by the next morning, the family contacted the Police."
"We contacted the FBI's Missing Person's bureau in the City." said Sgt. Masters. "They were able to determine from the father's cell phone pings that he came up to this County, and we know Nathan Allen was in this County at the same time. The FBI found his truck, with the cell phone inside it, parked at Lake Ocheekobee Golf Club in Coltrane County later that afternoon."
"That's September 2nd?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Masters. "Detective Evans?"
"Yesterday the man's body was found floating in the River in southern Coltrane County." said Molly. "Out where the farms are. I'm not sure who found it or how. Deputy Strait called me about it. The clothing matched what the missing father was last seen wearing. Death was by drowning. The body had been in the water for some time, but FBI confirmed his identity through dental records, and more recently by DNA. Once that happened, FBI Missing Persons dropped the case, leaving it to Coltrane County authorities. The new Sheriff down there is amenable to having me deputize myself into the SBI and 'assist' with the investigation..." Her voice trailed off.
"We're not sure we want to do that, though." said Masters. "If we do, then the SBI as an institution becomes formally involved, and even if Detective Evans breaks off the investigation, Director Lewis can still claim ownership of it. But more importantly, we're not sure we want the SBI to even know about this, at least not formally."
"I see." I said, the pieces finally fitting. "Lewis will make sure it gets back to Allen that you're investigating."
"For sure." said Molly. "Since we do know the man came up here, we came up to look around. Consider this your formal notification that we're invading your turf, too."
"You want our help?" I asked.
"It might help if the locals can ask around, see if the man was seen, see if he approached Allen or anything."
"Cindy," I said, "Why don't you assign Teddy Parker and Theo Washington to this, have them nose around."
"Wilco." Cindy replied.
As we were leaving the Conference Room, Molly said quietly to me "Don, there has got to be something we can do about this son of a bitch Nathan Allen!"
"There is." I said. "We'll talk about that later."
-----
"And while I will be fighting these baseless charges against me and clearing my good name," announced Harold Malone, "I realize that I would not have the confidence of the People of this good County to serve as your Sheriff. Therefore, I am withdrawing from the race. I will not be endorsing any other candidate in the election going forward. I want to thank those who have worked tirelessly for me to this point..."
Malone droned on. He was flanked by his wife and campaign staff at the press conference... not his campaign staff, but some of Nathan Allen's people, who had stood there at the request of the County Democrat Party.
-----
"Who can we get at this late date?" asked Katherine Woodburn at an emergency meeting of the County Democrat Party later that day. "There's not much time."
"We don't have another candidate." said one of the Party operatives. "Most of the Police Force support Allgood, and by the time we get candidate with anything resembling credentials, it'll be too close to Election Day."
"No!" exclaimed Katherine. "We can't let Daniel Allgood win!"
"I'm sorry, Katherine... we're done with this one." said another operative. In reaction, Woodburn got up and left the meeting.
Part 16 - Roll Tide/War Eagle
I drove up to The Cabin. My iPhone app had alerted me that someone had tripped a sensor up there. I halfway expected to find P. Harvey Eckhart, but I was wrong. It was Harold Malone on my back deck.
Coming up behind him as I eased along the walkway, I said "Is there something I can help you with here, Captain Malone?"
"Ah, hello Commander." said Malone. "I came by here to drop off these two letters... and take one last look at the Town." He then turned to face me. Seeing that I was tense and ready to go for my gun, he slowly pulled open his jacket.
"I'm not armed. Nothing for you to worry about." he said, then held up an envelope. "I brought these letters. One is for the Chief, it's my formal resignation from the Police Force here. The other is to notify the Department, through you, that I am leaving for Alabama tomorrow morning." He named the town as he put the envelope on the metal mesh table. "I've taken the Chief of Police job there, and some of my wife's family lives near there."
"I see." I said, still wary.
"I was up here, at this house, once before." Malone said, pointing to the view. "Back when Old Man Bonniker lived here. He loved this view; I'm sure you do, too. I'd just been promoted to Lieutenant then..."
Malone then turned to me and said "This might not mean too much to you, Commander, but I've been playing this game for a long time... the Police game, the politics game, the behind-the-scenes game. It's rough-and-tumble, and every man or woman for himself. When you first came here, I thought you might be a player in the Game, and to an extent I was right: you do play the game, but your own way, on your terms. I don't expect you to admit you were behind exposing my racial issues, but would it surprise you if I told you that I don't hold it against you?"
He paused, as if expecting me to answer. All I could say was "I think one difference between us, among many, is that I never did see it as a game. Too many lives at stake. We lost Feeley. I just don't see the game in it." Malone nodded, understanding if not agreeing.
"Well, Commander, I'll go, and best of luck to you. I think you're going to need it." said Malone. "You really have done a spectacular job, but you've got some enemies lined up against you now that make your bad nephew look like an amateur. And you won't get far playing it straight against them."
"I'll keep that in mind." I said. "I do have one question, though: you can't be in the middle when you're living in the State of Alabama, you have to choose sides. So what will you be yelling: 'Roll Tide!' or 'War Eagle!'?"
Malone laughed. "Har! 'War Eagle!'. My wife went to Auburn for two years. She cried when that bastard killed the trees at Toomer's Corner. See you around, Iron Crowbar. Hopefully not any time soon, though." With that, Harold Malone went around the walkway and left.
I stayed a while, sitting on the deck in the warm sun. I was thinking about what Molly had told me about Senator Nathan Allen. He was now resorting to murdering people, he had the dirty half of the SBI broken to his fist, to use 'War Eagle' lingo about birds of prey. I knew what I wanted to do, what I needed to do, but it would mean irreversibly crossing a line, like Julius Caesar crossing the River Rubicon. This wasn't just fucking up punks with a crowbar...
It would mean crossing over to the Dark Side.
To be continued.
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Part 17 - Leads
The University's Bulldogs had lost its first football game, to a better opponent. Then they went 0-2 as they lost a game they likely should've won. My Wildcats, by way of contrast, were 2-0. Therefore on September 10th I was a happy Commander and Dr. Woodrow was also happy, while most of my Police Force was an unhappy bunch.
On that morning of September 10th, I was asked to come to Lt. Scott Peterson's office. When one enters Headquarters from the front, one hallway next to the Duty Desk in direct front goes to the left to Interrogation Rooms A-C. A hallway against the outer wall to the left goes to the Press room, which has a podium and rows of chairs and (most very unsecure) wi-fi connections for the reporters. A door to the left of the podium, in the right rear of the room as one faces the podium, was a short hallway that went to Lt. Peterson's office, which was about the size of Cindy's. There was no way to get from the Media section into the rest of the Headquarters.
When I got there, Lt. Peterson was behind his desk talking with KXTC reporter John "Johnny" Hardwood. Most reporters are very short, especially the ones on TV, and Hardwood was noticeable in that he was tall, though not nearly as tall as me. He was sitting in the chair in front of Peterson's desk.
"Commander, Mr. Hardwood here has been asking me some questions that might be interesting to you. Johnny?" said Lt. Peterson as I sat down in the small chair to the side of the desk.
"Commander, I was just asking Scott here about a tip I got." said Hardwood. "The source is anonymous, of course, but the information I got was that there was an altercation at Senator Nathan Allen's campaign headquarters a few days ago. Some guy burst in, screaming at the Senator. My source said that the man was subdued by the Senator's security people, and that he was roughed up pretty good. Allen then told his security people to bring the man to Police Headquarters, and that Allen said he'd follow up and press charges. I was following up with Peterson here, and he says there's no record of such an arrest."
"Commander," said Lt. Peterson, "I just checked the arrest logs from the day before Johnny says the incident happened until yesterday. No one was brought in by any security people; all arrests have been made by police officers."
"Any description of the man that burst into Allen's offices?" I asked.
"You mean Senator Allen..." Hardwood corrected, pissing me off instantly. I'd left off the title deliberately. "What I got was the man was early 40s, wearing a collared, button-down shirt with criss-cross green and red lines, khaki pants that looked worn, and brown, really beat-up shoes." Hardwood gave a further description of the man.
"Well, Allen, and I left the title off on purpose, Hardwood," I said, taking a hard shot at him for his rudeness in daring to correct me in my own Police Station, "did not make any such complaints to my Department that I am aware of. But let me ask you this, have you heard of the man who was found dead in the River in South Coltrane County the other day?"
Hardwood was red faced after my verbal lashing, and now I was asking him about news of which he was unaware. "Er, no, I haven't. Why should I?" he asked, his voice beginning to take a hostile edge.
"If you'll do some checking, Hardwood," I said a bit witheringly, "I think you'll find the description you just gave us matches very well with the dead man fished out of the River in Coltrane County. Peterson, see if you can pull up a couple of articles or a police report on it for Mr. Hardwood." I got up to go. "By the way, Mr. Hardwood, since you're so in love with Senator Allen, I won't expect you to connect the obvious dots and begin a good journalistic investigation. But the path to a Pulitzer is wide open to you if you take it." I left the room.
"Geez, what a prick." Hardwood said quietly. "No wonder Ms. Woodburn hates his guts so much."
"Guts is something the Iron Crowbar has in tremendous quantity, Hardwood." Peterson replied. "And you can quote me on this for the record: this Police Force loves that man and will follow him to the Gates of Hell and back."
----
"Cindy, did Parker and Washington get anything on that father that was found in the River in Coltrane County?" I asked during my meeting with my Lieutenants.
"Uhhh, not that I remember." Cindy said. She began shuffling through notes. "Sorry, sir, I'm not prepared; you ambushed me with that one."
"Don't stress on it." I said. "Stay after this meeting and I'll call in Teddy and Theo."
Some minutes later, after working through the agenda items, I excused Tanya and Teresa, asking Tanya to send Theo and Teddy in. Mere seconds passed before they were reporting in at the door. I had them come in and sit down.
"No sir, we didn't get anything." said Theo Washington. "We looked at where the FBI said his cell phone had pinged. The only area that he apparently stopped was in the north central strip mall where Nathan Allen's campaign headquarters is located. We asked some of the businesspeople there if they'd seen the man or his vehicle, showing them pictures, but no one remembered anything."
"Did you ask people at Nathan Allen's campaign headquarters?" I asked.
"We went in." Teddy Parker said. "Senator Allen wasn't there, and most of his staff was out. There were only three people in there at the time, and they all said they had not seen that man nor his vehicle."
"Sir, I told them not to waste too much time on that." said Cindy, partly to cover for her Detectives. "They looked at it for one day, then I put them on other assignments."
"And I don't blame you a bit for doing that." I said. "But I have a new lead that there was an incident at Allen's campaign HQ the other day." I gave them the details. "Now we don't want to mention yet that the man who allegedly invaded their offices is the same man who came over all dead in Coltrane County, but I want to find out if the event happened. So here is what we're going to do:
"Cindy, I'm taking this one myself, just because I personally want to be the one to front Allen and his people when the political shit hits the fan. Theo, you'll be with me. We'll stop by the Duty Desk and find out where Rudistan and Morton are, and maybe another couple of Uniforms... Johnson and McGhillie, if they're available."
---
Theo Washington and I pulled up to the front of Allen Campaign Headquarters. An astonishing thing happened as we got out of my SUV: the blinds were being drawn, the sign was turned from 'Open' to 'Closed', and the lights were being turned out.
"Let's go, scatter!" the campaign manager ordered as he and his fellow staff members rushed out the back door into the service alley... only to be stopped as two Police cars and four uniformed officers were waiting right there.
"Going somewhere, folks?" said Senior Patrolman Micah Rudistan, with a joviality that belied the seriousness of the issue. "You people wouldn't be trying tooooooo... evade police, now would you?"
The staff were shepherded back inside. As Rudistan followed, the campaign manager snarled "Where's your warrant, pig? You can't come in here without a warrant."
"Oh, I got probable cause now, little man." Rudistan said in a happy mood, not letting the punk frustrate him. "You boys and girls tried to evade police." He and the other officers came inside. McGhillie opened the door to admit Theo and myself. There was an audible gasp when I walked in, red crowbar in hand.
"Okay folks, this won't take long." I said. "Guys, send them in one at a time."
"No one say a word. Refuse to answer, demand a lawyer." the campaign manager shouted before we could stop him. "You police, I order you to leave if you don't have a warrant."
"You can file a complaint with the Town & County Council and/or the Inspector General's office." I said. "Guys, send them in, anyway." I said, then added with a menacing look at the campaign manager. "One at a time... one at a time. And if any of them refuse, even one of them, I'm going to arrest every last one of them and they can sit in jail for a while."
Part 18 - Visits
I was sitting in the Chief's office an hour after finishing at Allen Campaign Headquarters, reporting to him what had happened. Jack Muscone of the FBI was also present.
"They all refused to talk and demanded lawyers." I said. "But I learned what I wanted to learn. I asked them one question as I showed them the picture of the dead man: 'Did this man come into this office and attack Senator Allen?'. Their eyes gave themselves away; I believe it definitely happened."
"Looking dreamily into their eyes will not fly in getting a warrant or proving murder, Crowbar." the Chief growled.
"True, sir," I said, smiling, "but now that we essentially know the man went there, we can look into the case with fresh eyes."
"Fill me in." said Muscone. "I read the reports filed by the Missing Persons Branch, but I don't know the rest yet."
I first told Muscone about the accusation that Nathan Allen raped the daughter that was later run over by a car and then died at the hospital, then about the father. "The reporter Hardwood said that he got a tip that this man went to Allen's campaign headquarters to attack Allen, that security people beat the guy up, then were told by Allen to bring him to our Headquarters here... but they never did. Then the man shows up dead in Coltrane County. It's pretty easy to connect the dots mentally-"
A commotion was occurring outside the Chief's door, as his secretary was screaming "Stop! You can't go in there!" as the door was flung open. Senator Nathan Allen invaded the room, followed by Katherine Woodburn, a campaign staffer, and two well-armed SBI Agents: Richard 'Dick' Ferrell and the youngish Carter Fischer.
"There's a concept called 'knocking', Senator. Like on my door. Now get out and learn that concept." said Chief Griswold, his face reddening with anger.
"Go fuck yourself, Griswold." replied Nathan Allen, which caused me to bring out the red crowbar and 'front' Allen. "Oh, I see your little cocksucker wants to use his fucking little stick. Go ahead, shithead, take a swing at me. You'll be dead before you blink twice." The SBI Agents were poised to go for their guns."
"And like you'll get out of this Police Station alive, eh, Senator. If your poodles kill us, you'll be blown away before you can get ten feet down the hall." I said, not backing down. "And you will show the Chief respect, or you'll get an ass-whipping from me such that you'll never walk normally again. Now what the fuck do you want?"
"I want to know what the fuck you and your cops were doing in my Campaign Headquarters today, coming in without invitation and without warrants, and interrogating my innocent campaign staff with Gestapo tactics."
"Innocent people don't shut the blinds, lock the doors, then try to run, Allen." I said. "They evaded police but they got caught trying to sneak out the back door."
"By the time I'm done, you're going to be demoted to fucking janitor around here, boy." Allen said to me, then turned to the Chief. "And you won't get to retire, you old fart; you're going to be brought up on charges, fired, and stripped of your pension-" I got right into Allen's face as he spoke, cutting him off.
"Allen, if you have an issue with any police officer," I said, "then you may file a complaint with the Town & County Council or the Inspector General. The first thing they'll do is contact the media, KXTC... under new ownership, I might add..." I said, looking right at Katherine Woodburn, twisting the verbal knife, "and that little recovery in your polls that you managed to engineer will start slipping again."
"Go sit and spin on that crowbar, you little prick." hissed Katherine Woodburn, her eyes glaring with hatred at me. 
By now there were fifteen police officers with shotguns in the anteroom of the Chief's office. "Gentlemen," I said to them, looking past the despicable little group in front of me, "please escort Senator Allen and his lapdogs to the front door. As you can see, Senator, they are not taking 'no' for an answer. One false move from any of you, and every one of you are dead. Not arrested, but dead. Now you have a nice day, and I'm going to be seeing you again... reeeeeal soon."
"You bet your ass you will." said Allen. "You're on notice, all of you. My campaign headquarters and my people are off limits to you. Get warrants before you enter my property or my facilities, and get warrants before you try to talk to any of my people." He turned and left.
Part 19 - Observation and Deduction
"It's good to see you recovering so well, Cindy." said Jack Muscone as we ate lunch at the Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar. He was enjoying a delicious double-cheeseburger, while I ate more sensibly by consuming a Caesar steak salad. Cindy had come with us, and was also eating a salad. Per a new tradition between me and Cindy and Jack, all ranks were off and we were all equals while we ate.
"When are you coming back on full duty?" Jack asked.
"I re-qualify with my gun on September 15th." Cindy said. "And thank you for noticing that I've recovered so well... seems some people have been trying to delay my full return." She looked at me. I just ate a bite of salad as if I'd heard nothing.
"Well, your fellow officers care about you." said Jack, trying to help me out. "They want you completely healed before you return. I once had an Agent who tried to return too fast... he ended up getting shot again, fortunately only in the leg. By the way... I did notice one thing in that office... I saw who took charge of Allen while your Police Chief stood by and let you. You really are in charge there now, aren't you Don?"
"The Chief is generously allowing me to fill my new role," I said, then looked at Cindy, "which includes making sure my very best officers don't hurt themselves by coming back to full duty too quickly."
Cindy stared back at me as she fearlessly replied "Jack, the man has forgotten that he gave me his blue crowbar. And I gave him the red one just to make it a bit more fair... to him." Jack was just about doubled over with laughter.
"I'm glad you two get along." the FBI agent said. "God have mercy on you, Don, if she liked you as much as Katherine Woodburn does."
"This is nothing, you should see Cindy and Teresa having a 'pleasant' conversation." I rejoined. "And Teresa doesn't even need a crowbar..." Cindy gave me another wilting look. I changed the conversation.
"So guys, why do you think the Senator's staff is so afraid to talk to us?" I asked. "And what do you think of his little visit to our humble Headquarters?"
"His visit bespeaks desperation." Cindy said. "I think he fucked up, and now he's scared because we're sniffing around."
"Yeah, and I think he was shocked and very unhappy that I was in the office when he got there." said Muscone. "He had those SBI agents ready to shoot-to-kill, but killing a Federal agent is a whole different ballgame."
"You might well be right, Jack, and I agree with you, Cindy." I said. "He's acting like a cornered rat."
"Don," said Cindy, "there's something I want to ask you: when Jack here and DD Conlan confronted Captain Malone about the racial stuff, you weren't at the Station... but Malone was really calling out for you, calling you names and stuff."
"I wasn't there, but I heard about it." I said.
"I was there." Jack said. "And yeah, he really made a point to take your name in vain."
Cindy continued: "Well, from what I heard today, Senator Allen and that Woodburn bitch were really taking verbal shots at you. They were really trying to get you to use that crowbar on them."
I sat bolt upright. "Yes... ye-esss..." I then recovered. "Cindy, you are getting good, very good, at observation and deduction." I could see my partner was very pleased with that comment, though she tried to hide it. "So what do you make of that?"
Cindy said "It occurred to me that they were trying to provoke you into doing something physical, and that Captain Malone was doing the same thing."
"Ohhhh, I see what you're getting at." said Muscone. "Think they're doing it on purpose?"
"Youuuu betcha." I said. "And Katherine Woodburn is the common element with Malone and Allen. I wouldn't be surprised if she was the one that concocted having them all do that... as a deliberate plan to trap me! Okay, Cindy, your lunch is on me."
Jack had been silent for a few moments, thinking about something. Finally he spoke. "You know, I really wish there was some way we could bust that bastard Allen. People have been after him for years... Feds, State... but he always weasels out of trouble."
"Hell, he just committed the murder of a father and daughter," said Cindy, "and I don't think we're going to be able to do a damn thing about it. And I still want to bust the bastard's chops after what he tried to do to Teresa..."
I just sat there, listening to the words, my mind at work... and in turmoil...
Part 20 - Assault In The Night
"Oh, what a long day!" said Daniel Allgood as he lay back on the bed. It was now 1:00am on the morning of September 11th, the anniversary of the attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon. "Did you have a good time tonight, honey?"
"It was okay." said Melina from the bathroom as she got ready for bed. "The Ladies Auxiliary, I can do without. But I was glad to see Laura up and about and looking healthy again."
"Come on out of that bathroom and come to bed." Daniel ordered his wife. Melina stuck just her head around the door and said "Are you sure you want me to come out?"
"You bet your sweet ass I do, baby." Daniel replied- then gasped as Melina walked through the door into the bedroom. She was wearing a see-thru orange-peach teddy, the hem of which did not cover her fur-lined pussy. She was also wearing high-heel slides with criss-cross pastel-colored straps.
"Like what you see, cowboy?" Melina said, her voice sultry and seductive. She lifted one leg and rested it on the edge of the bed, letting her hand slide down to her labes and play with them as her husband's eyes reveled in the sight, knowing what was coming.
"Jesus, baby!" Daniel said, feeling his cock throbbing as it quickly hardened, "you look magnificent! Good enough to eat..."
"Mmmm," Melina mewled as she climbed onto the bed, very slowly crawling a couple of steps up towards her husband. "I think I might let you do that... but I get my candy first." With that, Melina grasped the base of Daniel's nine inch cock and began gently stroking it. She leaned over and kissed the tip of his bulging cockhead, licking out the drop of pre-cum forming at his piss-slit. "Mmmmff!!"



"Oooohhhh..." Daniel moaned at the same time as Melina engulfed his long, thick shaft, her lips sliding tightly but slickly along his throbbing meat until she'd swallowed nearly all of that. Her head raised up then sank down again, then began bobbing up and down in a smooth steady rhythm as the black-haired beauty expertly fellated her husband's cock.
Daniel lay back, enjoying the sensations of his beloved wife giving him head, feeling both the intense physical pleasure and the deeply emotional love for Melina as she serviced him. His hand was roaming over her back, feeling the firm, sweet globes of her asscheeks under the hem of the nightgown, letting his fingers slide down the crack of her ass to her pussy, where he teased her labes.
"Mmmmmmmmm," moaned the beautiful wife, a moan of pleasure and joy. For her part, Melina loved nothing more than pleasing her husband, especially using her lips, tongue and vagina to bring him maximum pleasure. Knowing that Daniel was enjoying her mouth and her sexual efforts made her incredibly happy. She settled down onto Daniel as she sucked him voraciously.
Clink!
Melina's mouth came flying off Daniel's cock as she listened intently.
"What was that?" she whispered.
"I don't know." whispered Daniel, turning serious. "Sounded like someone trying to break in." He quickly got up and reached for the 12-gauge shotgun he kept beside the bed. As he went to the doorway, Melina opened the dresser on her side of the bed and pulled out her bedside revolver.
The house was bathed in moonlight through the windows as Daniel opened the bedroom door and looked out. And then he saw it: three men in black body armor and motorcycle helmets were coming up the stairs!
"There he is!" snarled the first man coming up the stairs. He aimed his pistol and fired just as Daniel fired his shotgun.
"AAUGH!" Daniel screamed, falling onto his back on the landing in front of the bedroom door. His shotgun has been 'no effective' against the perp.
Then Melina peeked out the door, crouched down. Her arm extended into the hallway and the Ruger Redhawk .44 magnum spoke. The first man fell back as the bullet ripped through his throat, killing him. The second man received a bullet in the front of the throat, just under the helmet. The third man's helmet face shield shattered as the third bullet fired from Melina's gun went into his left eye and then into his brain, what little he had, liquifying it.
"Daniel!" Melina gasped, going to her husband. He'd been shot in the shoulder.
"I... I think I'm all right." said Daniel. "Call 9-1-1... go, call for help!" he ordered, finally getting Melina to stop attending him and make the needed call.
----
I arrived at the Allgood home just as Daniel was being loaded onto the ambulance. "Flesh wound." said the EMT. "He'll be all right, but we're taking him to University Hospital for treatment."
"Don't let me stop you." I said. "I'll talk to you later, Daniel." Allgood just nodded. Melina climbed aboard with her husband, wearing a housecoat. "Guys," I said to the EMT's, "get the man's wife some scrubs to wear at the hospital."
"Wilco." said the EMT. Seconds later, the ambulance was on the move. I looked around, seeing Chief Griswold berating Cindy.
"Lieutenant, you are on light duty and you are not re-certified, what the hell are you doing here?" Griswold was demanding as I came up.
"I'm not here as a cop, sir, I'm here to see if my business partner is okay." Cindy fired back. She was not taking shit from anyone, not even her Police Chief, I thought, inwardly happy. The Chief was not amused, and I had to step in before he blew a gasket, however well-intentioned, and busted my Lieutenant down for insubordination.
"It's okay, Chief." I said. "Ross, head on over to the hospital and stay with Melina while they check out Daniel." Cindy scooted. The Chief gave me a glance that was meant to convey daggers, but underneath he was thankful I'd intervened.
"Commander, you're off this case, too." Griswold growled. "Your ex-wife and her husband are the victims."
"Who's on it?" I asked.
"I've got Nash and Torres leading it." said the Chief, then he lowered his voice to convey conspiratorial secrecy. "Go in and take a very quick look around, but stay out of their way." I did so.
There were three dead men on the stairs, one at the top of the landing, one just behind him, a third at the bottom of the stairs... he'd tumbled backwards, breaking his neck though he was already dead from the .44 magnum bullet that had destroyed him.
I carefully made my way to the top of the stairs. Nash was at the bedroom door and Diana Torres was in the bedroom.
"Sir," said Nash, "the perps were using nine millimeter pistols. Allgood had a shotgun and a .44 magnum. Three bullets fired, three empty cartridges in the revolver." He handed me the .44 magnum, which was in an evidence bag.
I put on blue EMT gloves and took out the revolver. Three expended cartridges, no other bullets in the gun. "So we're playing it that Daniel shot the guys, not Melina... who obviously is the one who did shoot them?"
"That's what the Media is going to hear." said Nash.
"That's right, sir." said Torres. "Mr. Allgood defended his wife from the home invaders."
"I see." I said. "Did you find the box of .44 magnum shells?" I asked.
"The Crime Lab team found a box of shells." said Torres. "Not the same brand as those that were fired, but the only other .44 magnum shells found in the home."
"Interesting." I said, mostly to myself as I looked up, catching the A/C vent in the corner of my eye. I noticed it was not perfectly re-aligned with the wall. I quickly looked away and said nothing. Nash might have been following my look, but he then made a point to look around on the floor. I could tell what was up, and that my Detectives knew it also... and that they were doing what I would be doing about it.
"Okay guys," I said. "I'm not even officially here, the Chief has told me I can't be on the case. So you guys wrap it up and let the Chief know what you find. If I happen to see a copy of your reports in my own email by accident, I won't complain."
"Roger that, sir." said Nash as I left.
----
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redhead reporter at 7:00am the morning of September 11th. "On this day that we remember those lost in the Twin Towers attacks, we also have breaking news of an attack upon the home of Sheriff candidate Daniel Allgood and his wife earlier this morning! Mr. Allgood was wounded in the left shoulder during attack, but managed to kill all three of his attackers, protecting his wife from the home invaders!
"Mr. Allgood was rushed to University Hospital, where doctors performed minor surgery to repair his shoulder. The hospital issued a statement declaring that Mr. Allgood should make a full recovery and will be released in one to two days. Meanwhile, the Police say they have not yet discovered why the attack on Mr. Allgood was made, refusing to speculate if this was a burglary gone bad... or if this was a deliberate attempt to assassinate Mr. Allgood."
----
"Absolutely nothing." said Dr. Woodrow. "Of course the perps had no IDs on them, but we've gotten no identification from the fingerprints, either. We took DNA samples, and the University Hospital's lab are running them as well as us, but we're not hopeful for anything."
We were meeting in Classroom 'E', and it was 2:00pm the same day of September 11th. It was carpeted, with tables and chairs arranged like a conference table, but I hated the lack of sunlight that the main conference room had. Present with me and Dr. Woodrow were Tanya Perlman, Cindy Ross, Martin Nash, Diana Torres... and Jack Muscone, who I had invited to sit in. I was at the head of the table, leading the meeting; the Chief had told me that he would be delegating such meetings to me as he wound down towards retirement.
"I don't doubt you won't find anything." I said. "These guys were professional killers, part of a hit team. We won't identify them, even with Agent Muscone and the FBI's help, if I don't miss my guess."
"Sir, these perps were wearing motorcycle helmets." said Nash. "Do you think they were part of the group that rescued us at the Olivet Gym when Lt. Ross was wounded?"
"Oh noooo," I said, "those guys were friends. These guys are enemies. And while we're on that subject, let me fill you guys in on this: the reason I asked FBI Agent Muscone to sit in on this meeting is because he and I have been working on a case at the Federal level. You'll all remember those rogue CIA agents who were unfortunately killed at the County Airport. You may also remember that an eight-man hit team broke Sarah Collins out of the Campus jail. Agent Muscone and I are thinking these guys are remnants of that hit team."
"Yes, that's right." said Muscone. "I know we can trust you guys to keep this in this room. We, meaning the FBI, think that two of those eight men from the Collins-breakout hit team were killed at the airport. We're thinking that the three killed at the Allgood home last night were part of that group. That leaves three more out there somewhere. They may or may not be hanging around here in this County, but you guys need to keep your eyes peeled."
"Any idea at all why they'd want to kill the Allgoods?" Detective Diana Torres asked.
"And by that," said Nash, "I think she means who hired these guys, who's behind them, and why the behind-the-scenes people wanted to kill the Allgoods." All eyes were on me, even Jack Muscone's.
"At the risk of a beatdown from Lt. Ross's crowbar," I said, half jokingly, "I don't have my theories properly formed yet. Not enough data." Sure enough, that got an accusatory look from Cindy, who was thinking I was not sharing everything. "I know, Cindy, you think I'm holding back, but in reality I'm not. I'll tell every one of you what comes to mind... when it does." Cindy was less than mollified.
"Okay guys, if there's nothing else..." I said.
"If I may have a moment with you privately, Commander?" said Tanya.
"Sure. The rest of you can go." I said. "Cindy, why don't you take Agent Muscone to meet our new ADA, Ms. Stiles, and I'll catch up with y'all in a minute." Everyone except Tanya left.
"Don," said Tanya, her informality making a specific point, I knew, "Dr. Woodrow asked me to handle this while he looks the other way. Although the bullets we recovered from the perps were damaged, they were very likely 'cop-killer' bullets. Illegal to own. Now Daniel might have had them when he was a cop, but he's on leave of absence, and he also can't have them in his home. Of course I've made sure this won't see the light of day, but I wanted to make sure you knew."
"Thank you, and thank Dr. Woodrow." I said. "And yes, I had a suspicion of it. Who in the world only loads three bullets into a revolver, even if she only needed three to wipe out three perps? No, she took the unfired bullets out and hid them... and of course my guys didn't exactly expend a lot of effort looking for them."
"She?" asked Tanya, her eyes showing that her suspicions were confirmed. I could not help but grin.
"Daniel was already hit." I said. "And he used a shotgun to defend his home and wife. But there's no way he fired a .44 magnum revolver, and certainly not with such deadly accuracy, while injured like that. Last but not least, there's only one marksman in this County who is that good... and she showed it when those guys invaded her gym and wounded Cindy that time."
"Ah yesssss, I remember that." said Tanya.
-----
"Why don't the four of us go to lunch?" I asked, having gone to Jenna Stiles' office, where she, Cindy and Jack Muscone were chatting.
"Sorry, Commander, I've got a lunch meeting with Krasney at the Courthouse." said Jenna. "We're going to go over that big bust Croyle and Sharples made last week."
So the three of us, Cindy, Jack and myself, went to the Cop Bar, where Jack was one very happy FBI agent as his favorite double-cheeseburger was served.
"Now Don," said Cindy, "I didn't say a word, I was keeping my mouth shut." She was referring to what I'd said in Classroom 'E' about holding back on stuff.
"You're right." I said. "That was all on me, but everyone knew you were thinking it. Now, since it's just the three of us, I'll wax eloquent just a little bit:
"I have three ideas as to who would want to kill Daniel Allgood." I said. "One is the person who sent me that lovely painting depicting the Fall of Troy. Another one is Harold Malone or someone associated with him, perhaps the White Supremacists... that's one reason I had Jack sitting in with us. The third possibility is Senator Nathan Allen, as Allgood suggested in his most recent campaign speeches that he will be cleaning up local political corruption if he's elected Sheriff."
"My people didn't pick up any chatter from the supremacy groups." said Muscone. "And I also don't really see the motive for them to do so. Allgood wasn't exactly an enemy of Malone's racial associations; in fact, Allgood knew about a lot of it and let it go."
"True enough." I said. "They're not my foremost suspects. But Harold Malone himself? That can't be discounted."
"Nathan Allen." said Cindy. "I'm not seeing his motive, though I think he's definitely down and dirty enough to have something like that done."
"This is very thin, Cindy, and it's why I don't like talking theories without something behind them... this is really out there in left field." I said. "But here's my line of thinking: despite the religious nutjobs from the Oldeeds cabal helping Nathan Allen get back into his race, he was still hoping to piggyback on Harold Malone in order to win himself.
I continued: "Malone leaving the race actually hurt Allen very very badly, and Allen knows it. So Allen's best, if not only chance to win... and by that I mean make it close enough so they can steal the election for him... is to have Allgood out of the race so that both sides have to start over."
"Ahhhhh, I get it." said Cindy. "Damn..."
"There is no limit to what Nathan Allen will permit himself to do." I said. "No limit. None."
"Yet we're limited by our ethics and constrained by the law." said Cindy. "Not that I'm complaining about that, but the deck's stacked against us because of it."
I peered at Cindy. Her words struck me, resonated with me. Yes, we're limited, self-limited, while Nathan Allen rapes underage girls and has people assassinated. Again I pondered to myself the question of relationship between the Law and Justice...
-----
On the morning of September 12th, I spoke to Melina as Daniel was being processed to leave the hospital.
"I'm sure those cop-killer bullets hidden behind that bedroom a/c vent cover will disappear very quickly." I said quietly.
"What bullets would those be?" Melina asked, her voice lilting and a bit sarcastic. "Certainly there are no such bullets hidden anywhere in that house." By that, I knew Melina was telling me she'd already removed them from where she'd hidden them just before the EMTs and Police arrived.
"I have no idea what bullets those would be." I said. "Figments of my all-too-active imagination, I'm sure. My Crime Lab assures me that no such bullets were used to exterminate any perps during any home invasions, either."
"Mighty white of 'em." Melina replied as 'Nurse Ratchett' ordered Daniel to sit in the wheelchair for the traditional ride out of the hospital.
A gaggle of media was there to cover Daniel, and his lovely wife at his side, as he stepped out of the wheelchair that had carried him to the door. His left arm was in a sling, but he spoke confidently to the cameras and the crowd:
"It will take more than assassins' bullets to stop this campaign." he said loudly. "It will take more than Evil can muster to stop Good and Justice from winning in this County, and as your next Sheriff I will be committed to the side of Good and Justice in the never-ending battle against Evil!..." The crowd roared in applause. It was at that moment that I knew that no matter what the Democrats did, Daniel Allgood was going to be elected the next Sheriff of the Town & County. Chalk up one more little victory in the ultimate plan of the ol' Iron Crowbar...
Part 21 - Plans In Formation
On September 15th at 9:00am, Police Lieutenant Cindy Ross took careful aim at the target with her service weapon, a Sig Sauer P229 in caliber .40 S&W, and squeezed off ten shots in rapid succession. As the target was wheeled back, it was clear Cindy and done a 'Melina'... it was a perfect 3x3 square matrix within the innermost ring.
"You more than passed." said the Armorer, "but where did the tenth shot go?"
"Look closely at the middle hole." I said. "It's a hair bigger. Two shots went through that one hole."
The Armorer looked at it closely, then whistled. "You're right, Commander. Okay, that's a perfect 10 of 10... and then some." He signed Cindy's re-qualification form as I took the target off it's mount; it would be framed and presented to Cindy by me in the near future.
When we got back to MCD, she was surprised by the applause as all of the MCD and Vice Detectives were gathered to welcome her back to full duty. There were cupcakes for everyone, to my chagrin: the last thing I needed was a sugar-bombed group of Detectives. I did notice Jenna and Cindy talking during the chatter, and their eyes spoke volumes as they looked at each other...
----
Not everyone was in a partying mood. In Room 1822 of the Marriott Grande Hotel in the City, several high-powered men were meeting. State Senators Cerone and Langdon, Congressman Condor, SBI Director Lewis, Judge J.B. Stone and University Regent Austin R. Murphy, a close personal friend of the meeting's host, billionaire Henry R. Wargrave, were all in attendance, ready to decide their next course of action.
"I don't know, at least not yet, who was behind that attack on Daniel Allgood," said Wargrave. "But he did us and you no favors at all."
"My contacts are suggesting that it came from out of State." said Rep. Condor.
"My boys are telling me it's very likely Nathan Allen was behind it." said Senator 'Coffin' Cerone.
"Gentlemen," said Wargrave, "let me whet your appetites with one tidbit... are you sure that Daniel Allgood was the target?"
"Why the hell would someone want to kill his wife?" asked J.B. Stone. "That makes less than zero sense, no disrespect intended, Mr. Wargrave."
"None taken," said Wargrave, "but it's just a little something to consider. I don't insist upon it. Meanwhile... let's get back to the reason for this meeting: Senator Nathan Allen."
"The man would not step down." Cerone said, the frustration in his voice barely showing. "We told him what he needed to do, now it may be too late."
"It is too late." said Condor. "Less than two months to the election. While Allen has recovered remarkably well after the help from the Reverend Robert Patterson and the Oldeeds Group, he is still in bad enough shape that we can't rig the election for him."
"And let me add to that." said Murphy. "Our Police Commander is already talking to the Federal Elections Commission. He got one of their agents to arrest Katherine Woodburn and got KXTC out of her hands. By the way, Henry, just who the hell is this FEC Agent Fred Dixon? I couldn't get any information on him, not even from my best Government contacts."
"And you won't." said Wargrave. "Don't worry about him, Austin. But that gambit didn't work: I was outbid for KXTC. But you're point is valid... the Iron Crowbar is all over the place about potential election fraud. We can't help Senator Allen unless the election gets much, much closer than it is."



"And that's my point, Mr. Wargrave." said Sen. Cerone. "My associates, especially those in the Legislature, want to cut Allen loose. We don't want him elected. We wanted him to step aside so we could put in someone else, maybe run Mr. Murphy here just for name recognition for future offices if he didn't win this one. But Allen stayed put, then sprang that shit from the Oldeeds people on us."
"I agree with Senator Cerone, Mr. Wargrave," said Sen. Langdon, "we consider Allen to be a liability more than an asset. I can already tell you that even if he wins, he will be a totally ineffective Legislator, that his Committee assignments will be stripped from him and he'll be stuck. He's become too much of a hassle.
"Let me give you an example:" Langdon continued. "Last January he attempted to strip funds for the Town & County Police from the budget after an officer beat the living shit out of Allen's son. That funding issue was the single discrepancy when we reconciled the House and Senate bills. We put the funding back in... none of us want a spanking from the Iron Crowbar nor his Junior Associate up there..."
By that he meant Lt. Cindy Ross, holder of the blue crowbar and considered as dangerous or even more so than Commander Troy. He finished: "...but that's the kind of crap he's been pulling. We've already decided: his days in power in the Legislature are through."
"Ah, so you're already forcing this one." said Wargrave.
"Yes sir." said Langdon, deeply aware of who he was dealing with. "We consider it to be that bad to have Allen back in the State Senate."
"What about the SBI fight?" asked Austin R. Murphy. "Director Lewis?"
Director Jack Lewis had sat silently until this moment, but he spoke up. "It's on a knife-edge as it is. We needed Allen, but if Senator Langdon is correct that Allen is going to be diminished in the Legislature and therefore unable to help us, it becomes a moot point."
"Austin, do you want to run for State Senator?" Henry Wargrave asked his friend half-humorously. "You've got the good military record, and while you may not win, it's good exposure for you."
"If you want me to, Henry, I'll do it." said Murphy, the perfect lieutenant for his benefactor Wargrave. "But I've never had any real desire to get into politics."
"I understand" said Wargrave, speaking as if the rest of the people in the room weren't even there. "So what's your advice?"
"I believe Mr. Allen needs to be... made to understand that his continuation in the State Senate race is not in our best interests, and therefore not in his best interests."
"We've asked him to step down once." said Langdon. "We're not going to ask him again." The threat behind his words was obvious. "But if you want to give it one last try, we'll hold off until you've done so."
"Okay, gentlemen, thank you for coming." Wargrave said, closing the meeting. "I'll get word to you of my decision on what to do within the next 24 hours or so, certainly by the end of tomorrow."
He pressed a buzzer on his desk. "By the way, here's some company for you to enjoy lunch with. Room keys are on the table in front of you. Have a good day."
Wargrave left just as several lovely women walked into the room. They were prostitutes of the highest class and quality. They engaged the politically powerful men in conversation, and soon were pairing off with the men and going to the proffered rooms.
----
"What do you think, Conrad?" Wargrave said as they watched the various video screens, showing the men in flagrante delicto with the prostitutes in the various bedrooms, all being recorded for Wargrave's future use should he need it.
"Ah, son," said Conrad King, "I don't like getting involved in such small stuff as this, but I know you need to consolidate your base here in the State. That Commander Troy is definitely making a difference, isn't he?"
"Don't remind me." Wargrave said. "So when Nathan Allen meets an unfortunate end, it won't cause a ripple at your level?"
"No son," said Conrad King, "no, not even a ripple. Now if we could get the Iron Crowbar to join us, show him that he and we could have mutual interests, now that would create a ripple for us."
-----
"Are you okay, Brian?" asked my sister Elizabeth as The Four met in Thaddeus Ward's small conference room off his main office at Ward Harvester. She had observed the man's expression of pain as he sat down, despite his efforts to hide it.
"I'm just fine." said Coach Brian Harlan. "It's football season, and it's exhausting." Karen Warner patted his thigh. She was sitting right next to him, and Elizabeth had observed that their relationship had grown.
"I appreciate you all coming at this hour." said Ward. It was 1:00am, the morning of September 16th, and Elizabeth would have to be leaving soon to get back to State Women's Prison by first light. "What we urgently need to decide is what is going on with Senator Nathan Allen. I need all of your evaluation of our interests if he loses, and what we need to do going forward."
"I've been told that he was asked to drop out of the race." said Brian Harlan. "Mob-connected Senators, at that. He refused, then got a boost in his polls after that religious rally. That royally pissed them off."
"He hasn't done a god-damned thing to help our case in the Courts." said Karen Warner. "My fucking brother and his lawyers have bottled everything up. Allen said he'd help, but he hasn't lifted a finger. Maybe he thinks I was just fucking around and that my 'request' was anything but."
"And you, my dear?" said Ward, his eyes falling upon Elizabeth, enjoying the sight of her lovely body and legs.
"He hasn't helped me get out of prison yet, either." said Elizabeth, "which is forcing me to use other methods to get my sentence commuted."
"Don't worry, my dear," said Ward, "I've got that on the front burner. With patience, you'll be out in a month or less, certainly by the time of the Election."
"Thank you, sir." Elizabeth said, pretending gratitude. "As to Allen's usefulness to our group, I refer to what Coach Harlan said: other politicians in his own Party have asked him to step aside. They've evaluated that he's of no further use to them. That means he's of no value to us in helping us achieve our goals. He seems oblivious to what BOW Enterprises is doing, and they're becoming serious competition for us."
"So, everyone," said Ward, "are we all on the same page of what must be done?"
------
"Okay, is everyone good with this?" I asked. It was midnight, turning into September 16th as we talked, having no idea of what was transpiring at my least-favorite place, Ward Harvester. We were at the Cabin, having enjoyed the view and the cooler air that was coming in at night before coming inside to talk business. With me were Teresa Croyle, Jack Muscone, Sandra Speer, Cindy Ross, and Molly Evans.
"I'm loving it." said Teresa Croyle.
"I'm in." said Jack Muscone. Sandra Speer agreed.
"I am definitely in." said Molly. "Cindy?" We all looked at Cindy. She was having doubts.
"I dunno..." she said. "It's... crossing the line."
"If you don't want to do it, I won't blame you a bit, and I won't hold it against you." I said.
Teresa was peering at Cindy, and Cindy looked back at Teresa before finally saying "Okay, I'll do it."
"Are you sure?" I asked. Cindy looked me in the eye and affirmed it.
"Okay, here's the plan..." I said.
-----
Hours later, it was nearly dawn as I sat on the deck of The Cabin, alone. Everyone else had left. I heard the soft shuffle as someone walked up from around front via the walkway.
"Ah, young Donald," said P. Harvey Eckhart as he sat down in a chair by the iron mesh table, wearing what could've been a martial arts uniform or just plain pajamas. "It's lovely here at night, especially just before dawn. Thank you for asking me here to see it."
"My pleasure." I said. "It's been a long night for me, though."
"Indeed, it has." said Eckhart. "But I've brought the things you'll need." He opened what looked like wooden jewelry box. "This wooden chess set is a gift for you, my young friend, to celebrate your wife's return to health after her surgery. I was so happy to hear of her full recovery."
"Thank you, Harvey." I said, very impressed. It was a Jaques wooden chess set, worth at least $600. "I'm sure I'll enjoy it."
"You'll enjoy what's hidden in this secret panel in the bottom even more." said Eckhart. He pressed a concealed button in the box and a little drawer at the bottom popped a half inch out. Inside the drawer, secured by a layer of foam with cutouts, were three vials; two of them fairly large, and one smaller.
"Yes, whatever you do, don't mix the two large ones directly together." said Eckhart. "They must be delivered separately, and the second one preferably in an alcoholic beverage. I'm sure you know the routine, as you discovered in your brilliant deduction of the Jefferson Jackson case."
I nodded as Eckhart continued: "The third one, the small one here, is to be administered in a drink by itself; the person drinking it won't realize it, but his blood alcohol will not survive a test by your excellent police officers after a legal traffic stop."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "Sooo..."
"What do you have to do?" Eckhart asked. "Why, nothing, my dear Donald... except I want you to absolutely promise that you will go through with it. No cold feet, no re-evaluations."
"Absolutely." I said. "It's committed."
"Thank you, my friend." said Eckhart. "That foul Senator Allen has become just a little 'too big for his britches', as I'm sure your lovely mother said to you many times while you were growing up."
I laughed. "More to my sister than myself." I said.
Eckhart smiled, then turned serious as he said "I also have here some bonus information. You're not the only ones with the idea of eliminating Senator Allen; the problem is that their methods are crude and clumsy, and will be detected by your excellent Crime Lab."
I read the sheet of paper. "Burn it." Eckhart said, producing a cigarette lighter. I did so in the small, empty flower pot nearby, stubbing the ash into tiny cinders after it had burned.
"So, nothing else?" I asked, amazed that Eckhart was doing so much for me and asking so little in return.
"No, my friend, not this time." said Eckhart. "If you follow through, it'll be plenty enough for me. Good morning to you, my young friend, and I'll be chatting with you again shortly."
With that, Eckhart got up and left and disappeared into the night. I didn't hear a car nor his motorcycle... was he walking? I thought to myself. I dismissed the thought as I took the chess set and those precious contents inside.
Part 22 - Plans Executed
It was the weekend after September 15th, and the bar in the City was not crowded as Dean Allen watched the conclusion of the college football game. The Wildcats had destroyed their conference opponent; Dean feared that the University's Bulldogs would suffer a similar fate in November. He then saw the final score of the University's game, which only confirmed his concerns.
"Hi. Buy a girl a drink?" the woman said as she came to the bar. She was very attractive, older than Dean, with blonde-red hair.
"Why not?" Dean said. "What's your name?"
"Sandra." said the woman. "What's yours?"
"Dean." said Dean. "You look too good to be one of those working girls that come around here. What do you do?"
"Oh, I'm an administrative assistant- a secretary- for the FDA over in the Federal Building." Sandra Speer was hardly a secretary, but a savvy FBI agent... but Dean didn't know that. "And you?" she asked.
"I run Allen & Allen Insurance." said Dean. "My father is State Senator Nathan Allen."
"Oh, how impressive." Sandra said, her eyes flirtatious. "That sounds very important. Are you going to run for office yourself?"
"Eventually." said Dean. He began chatting with the starry-eyed woman, thinking he had her undivided attention and would soon be fucking her delicious body.
"Hey, are you Dean Allen?" asked the rather large man who had walked up to them. Dean turned to see who it was. The guy had short-cropped black hair and small, beady eyes... eyes which seemed to penetrate to his soul. Dean immediately felt uncomfortable. He would have been a lot more uncomfortable if he had seen the redhead sitting next to him empty a small vial of clear liquid into his drink.
"Who wants to know?" Dean asked.
"My name is Kyle Irons. I'm with the SBI." said Muscone. He then sat down next to Dean and said quietly, "I'm sorry, Mr. Allen, but your father asked me to watch and make sure you're not drinking too much. After the one in front of you now, you might want to cool it, especially if you're driving to meet your father tonight."
Dean scowled. "I'm not going anywhere, I'm talking with this lovely lady-" He turned around to find the seat empty: the lovely redhead had disappeared.
"Sorry about that, Mr. Allen." said Muscone. "I think maybe you should go see your dad tonight. I don't know what's up, but if he sent me to watch over you, there must be something big going on, and he'll be calling you in."
"All right, man, thanks." said Dean. He finished his drink in one gulp and left the bar without paying, thinking that he could get some pussy from a University girl or perhaps his father's party would have a couple of extra working girls that he could fuck. Muscone paid the bartender for the drink, passing Dean's subtle little test, then left himself.
----
"Oh, what an awful loss." said Senator Nathan Allen as he swallowed a gulp of his drink. "The University football team just isn't making it happen like they did last year, are they? Just 1-3 now."
It was the same night, but a bit later in the evening as Nathan Allen was hosting a dinner of contributors, benefactors and Congressman Condor at the Hyatt Hotel in the affluent northwest part of Town. All of these men were 'connected' in some way, and dependent upon Nathan Allen's re-election for their own protection.  "I guess you'll just have to take some solace in your new toy." said one of the men as he puffed at his cigar.
"Har har, you got that right." said Nathan Allen, thinking of the things he'd done to that teen girl whose father was in desperate need of the Senator's help. "She knew how to move her ass; I don't think her daddy realizes how... experienced she already is." The men laughed. "Gerald, you've got a new intern, too, don't you?"
"Oh yes." said Condor. "She's fantastic in bed! Her breasts are like ripe melons, just perfect for squeezing and sucking." The men bantered about Condor's sweet young intern for a few minutes, none of them noticing the waitress as she refilled the water glasses.
She was pregnant, though not too obviously so, and she was wearing a white shirt and black pants of the Hotel staff. Her hair was black and straight to her shoulders all the way around, with horizontal bangs cut across her forehead.
"Aw, thanks, sweetie." Nathan Allen said as she filled his glass of water. He reached over and fondled her ass.
"Why Senator!" the woman exclaimed, "you'll be accused of putting me in this condition if you keep that up!" The men all laughed loudly as she said that, bantering even more as she finished filling the water glasses. Just then, two more servants came out, placing desserts in front of the men.
"Who was that filling the water glasses?" asked the young man when they got back out of the room.
"She must be with the Hotel staff." said the girl. They were employed by the caterers of the dinner, though wearing Hotel staff uniforms to blend in. "Did you add the stuff to Allen's dessert?" she asked.
The boy looked at her. "I didn't have the vial, I thought you had it."
"No, I thought you had it." the girl said. They looked at each other, not realizing that their vials of deadly poison had been washed down the drain...
The woman walked back into the kitchen area, poured the water out of the pitcher, then thoroughly rinsed it out before putting it in the dishwasher with other dishes and starting the machine.
"Who was that?" asked one woman, who had observed the server's actions as the woman left.
"I don't know, she must be with the caterers." These women were employed by the Hotel dining facility. They went back to their duties.
-----
The women were approaching the suite on the next-to-top floor of the Hyatt Hotel. They were prostitutes, hired to service the men in their hotel rooms on the same floor after a few minutes of commingling in Senator Allen's suite. They were fairly high-class hookers, but not nearly what Henry Wargrave could and would have provided.
One woman, her hair black, combed straight down all the way around and with sharply cut horizontal bangs, approached one of the woman, a beautiful, shapely woman in her thirties with honey-blonde hair. Before she realized it, the black-haired woman had said "Come, this way." and practically pushed the blonde into empty women's bathroom. 
"What the hell?" asked the prostitute.
"That poison you're going to try to put into the Senator's bourbon bottle, forget it. It's called off." said the black haired woman. "Don't do it. The Crime Lab people would detect it."
"What the hell are you talking about?" the blonde woman asked, as if she had no idea what was going on.
"This." the black-haired woman said, holding up the vial. "I just took it out of your purse. It's called off, but you'll still get paid." The prostitute watched in shock as the other woman poured the vial out, rinsed it out thoroughly, and let the water run.
"You better get back to the other women before they miss you." said the black haired woman. "I'll finish this up." The blonde left, her face a mask of confusion.
The black haired woman went into the far stall and unrolled the plastic-lined container. She quickly changed from her dress to the Security uniform inside the plastic, stuffing the dress and high heels into the bag that was also in the plastic. She looked out the restroom door, seeing no one in the hallway, then raced to the stairs and handed the bag to her confederate. She then headed to Allen's suite, entering with the master pass key from the side...
----
As Dean Allen crossed the line from Nextdoor County, he was glad to be near home. He felt sick to his stomach, and was just a little bit dizzy. He couldn't wait to get home and use the bathroom.
He turned north onto the main road from the East Highway from Nextdoor County, the University on his right as he drove up the street, the beginnings of Town on his left. As he neared where he'd turn left to go home, he noticed the police car swing behind him. After a second the blue lights came on, flashing brightly. He pulled over and the patrol car pulled in after him.
"Good evening, sir," said the near-portly Senior Patrolman, his face a mask of joviality. "May I see your license and registration, please?"
"Sure officer," Dean said. As he handed the officer his license, he said "You'll recognize the name. I'm Senator Nathan Allen's son."
"Is that right?" said the Patrolman enthusiastically. "Sir, do you know why I stopped you tonight?"
"No, officer." said Dean. "I'm just heading to see my father, Senator Allen."
"I see. I stopped you because your car was weaving a bit, touching the dotted line, close to crossing over but not actually attempting to change lanes. Would you step out of the car, please?"
"As I said, I'm Senator Allen's son..." Dean said.
"Yes, sir, but this will just take a moment. Please step out of the car." In his rear-view mirror Dean noticed the second policeman near the back of his car, also a husky man with a determined look on his face.
Dean got out of the car, his stomach feeling more queasy. He realized that the light dizziness was increasing.



"Now sir," said the Patrolman, if you'll just lean your head back and touch the tip of your nose."
"No, Officer Rudistan" said Dean, seeing the nameplate on the Patrolman's dark blue shirt, the chevron and three rockers on the sleeves, "I decline to do this. Please give me a sobriety blood test."
"Oh really? You decline? Okay, Officer Morton, call in for a blood test team." said Rudistan. As Morton moved to the squad car, Dean noticed that a second police car, an SUV, had pulled in behind them.
"It'll be a few minutes, Mr. Allen." said Senior Patrolman Rudistan in his friendly, folksy voice.
"Officer, I think you might not have heard me a moment ago." said Dean. "I am Senator Nathan Allen's son. You might take that into consideration. He can really help your career, or..."
"Ah, an important man." said Rudistan, enjoying the play-acting of joviality. "What do you think, sir? Is the Senator an important man?" Dean's face turned to shock as the tall, large man with a full brim cap, light trenchcoat and a large red crowbar suddenly appeared from behind his car and stood next to Rudistan."
"His name means nothing to me." I said, in a voice cold enough to freeze water. "Absolutely nothing. Patrolman, administer a breathalyzer test to this suspect. Mr. Allen, if you refuse, you're automatically under arrest and your driver's license will be automatically suspended pending trial."
"I want the blood test." said Allen, who had been well coached in the past when it came to dealing with police about DUIs."
"Fine, but you are now under arrest-" I started.
"Okay, okay, I'll take the breath test." said Dean. "And you'll be sorry about this, Colonel." He was referring to the ranks on the shoulders of my trenchcoat. I said nothing as the test was administered.
"Wow, 0.14!" reported Rudistan. "Well over the legal limit, Commander."
"That's bullshit!" said Dean. "I insist on the blood test." Just then the 'BATmobile' came up with an EMT team to take blood samples.
"By all means." I said. I watched as they took the blood samples.
"You're still under arrest, Mr. Allen." I said.
"What?" said Dean Allen. "That's crap! I'm Senator Nathan Allen's son, and I demand-" He stopped when I stepped towards him, tapping my crowbar in my hand.
"You'll demand nothing of me, nor my Police Force, you murdering little asshole." I said in a low, menacing voice, interrupting him. I then called out loudly "Lieutenant, will you please effect the arrest of Dean Allen?"
"With pleasure, Commander." said Lieutenant Teresa Croyle, stepping out of the shadows.
"Hey! Keep that bitch away from me! Keep her away!" said Dean. His attempt to escape was blocked by Senior Patrolman Rudistan.
"Not afraid of a girl, are you Dean?" Rudistan taunted cheerfully.
Teresa approached Allen and very quickly had him turned around and pressed against the side of his car. As she affixed handcuffs to Dean's wrists, she said "Dean Allen, I am placing you under arrest. You have the right to remain silent. If you waive that right, then anything you say can and will be used against you in a Court of Law. You have the right to an attorney, and may have an attorney present during any and all questioning..."
----
The laughing men walked down the hall to the main entrance of Senator Allen's suite. "Okay boys, it's time for your entertainment." He threw open the door and the women enthusiastically greeted the men as they walked in. Soon the room was abuzz in chatter.
Dean motioned for Condor to come with him to the back room, which was serving as Dean's office. As he opened the door, he saw the security officer standing to the side.
"What are you doing in here?" Allen demanded of the security guard, his face and voice showing surprise. She was a muscular platinum blonde in an all black security uniform, her baseball cap with the word "SECURITY" on it low over her eyes."
"Sir, I was told to stay in here while your group was in the front room." the woman said in a low, husky voice.
"Who told you that?- oh, never mind." said Allen. "No, that's not what I wanted. Why don't you go out into the hallway and keep watch out there for me."
"Yes sir." the security officer said. She walked out of the office, through the suite and out the front door to the hallway as Allen typed in a note on his iPhone.
"I'm going to call these security people about that. They shouldn't be telling their people to actually be inside here." said Allen.
"I'm sure they meant well." said Condor. "Doesn't look like anything was bothered."
"That's true, but still... anyway, I need to talk to you about getting someone to fill in and run for Sheriff in Harold Malone's place. You want a drink?"
"No thanks." said Condor, carefully watching Allen pour a drink from the large, clear, rectangular bottle filled with bourbon. "And there's no chance in hell in trying: Allgood is at 80% after that failed assassination attempt."
"Well...someone to get some name recognition for the future." said Allen, making hand motions as he gulped his drink. "How about that University Regent, er... ah... Murphy. Austin Murphy. He's a combat veteran, he might be a good fit."
"Maybe." said Condor, watching as Allen filled his glass again and downed a second large glass of bourbon. "How's the bourbon, Senator?" he asked.
"Good. Pretty darn good for this hotel." Allen said. "Sure you don't want some?" He poured a third helping.
"No thanks, Senator." said Condor. "But I don't know if Murphy will be willing to- what the-" He heard the commotion outside. The door burst open and a large man with a full brim hat and red crowbar appeared at the threshold, accompanied by Detective Martin Nash.
"What the hell do you want, Troy?" exclaimed Nathan Allen.
"I want you to listen to some news, Senator!" I said loudly, trying to keep my face serious despite the surge of joy I was feeling. "I want you to know that your son Dean has just been arrested for driving under the influence of alcohol!"
"What?" yelled Allen. "You fucking with my boy, Commander? I'll string your ass up and shove your crowbar down your throat!-"
"Give it your best shot, Allen." I said, noticing all the men and prostitutes observing the exchange, as well as a couple of security officers. "But that won't change the fact that your boy is going to prison- PRISON! Allen- and they're going to tear him a new hole and gang rape his ass every night!"
I hurtled on, enjoying every word. "And best of all, Senator, do you know who made the arrest? It was Lieutenant Teresa Croyle, Senator! Teresa Croyle personally made the arrest that is going to send your son to prison. That's right, Senator, Croyle is back with my Police Force and her first arrest is putting your son in jail where he belongs, Senator! In jail getting his ass raped! Your boy is finished, and God only knows if he'll survive the first week of prison-"
"YOU SON OF A BITCH!" yelled Allen, coming around from his desk, his hand pointing up in the air at me, "YOU FUCK WITH MY BOY AND I'LL FUCKING KILL YOU! YOU HEAR ME?! I'LL KILL- UHK! AWK!" Allen's hands went to his chest as he sank to his knees. "Uhhhh!!" he gasped. He then fell to the floor.
"Oh my God!" said Congressman Condor, kneeling beside Allen's prostrate form. "Get an ambulance. Someone call for help!"
I did not approach Allen, nor did Nash, but I got out my police radio and called for an ambulance 'stat'. They got there literally within two minutes as Condor felt for a pulse and tried to resuscitate Allen. But none of it would matter, I knew, as I watched the EMTs come in and work on him, then hustle him out; the man was receiving his Just reward now.
State Senator Nathan Allen was dead.
To be continued...
What happened?
Who killed Nathan Allen?
And how?
Tune in to Chapter 5 for the solution!
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Part 23 - Investigations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporter at 7:00am. It was Sunday morning, and we were watching in the MCD room, drinking some badly needed coffee.
"Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the sudden death of State Senator Nathan Allen last night at the Hyatt Hotel here in Town!" yelled Bettina from outside the Hotel. "Senator Allen collapsed last night after a dinner party, and efforts to revive him failed. EMTs arrived very quickly, but neither they nor the doctors at University Hospital were able to save Senator Allen's life, and he was pronounced 'dead on arrival'. Early tests suggest the Senator was killed by a heart attack, but the Town & County Police Force Crime Lab has not confirmed that as it continues its investigation!"
Bettina continued: "Senator Allen's death came just as word reached Channel Two News that Allen's son Dean was arrested on DUI charges after registering a 0.14 on a breathalyzer test, well above the legal limit. We do not know if Dean Allen has been informed of his father's death. We now go to Priya Ajmani for an update. Priya!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the lovely Indian woman. "The wars between the SBI and local authorities continue, as Channel Two News has learned that SBI Director Jack Lewis has demanded that the SBI take over the investigation of Nathan Allen's death, citing the fact that Mr. Allen was a State Senator, but also stating that the Town & County Police are unfit either professionally or ethically to do the job. Chief Griswold of the Town & County Police issued a statement declaring that the TCPD will handle the case, that it is their jurisdiction, and that the SBI's assistance in any way is, and I quote, 'not needed, is not wanted, and will not be allowed nor tolerated'.
"Meanwhile," continued Priya, "reactions at this early hour to Senator Allen's passing have been muted and mixed. U.S. Congressman Condor, who was at the scene and attempted to revive Senator Allen, issued a statement of condolence, while the Governor's office issued a statement only acknowledging that the Governor has been informed of the Senator's passing. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Priya!" said Bettina. "We're getting breaking news... that the Coroner has already conducted an autopsy of Senator Allen, and will be giving a preliminary finding at 2:00pm this afternoon. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
-----
"I'll tell you this." said Chief Griswold in his office. "It is fortunate that you did not approach nor touch Senator Allen in any way. We've got ten witness statements that you went nowhere near him, and thank God for that!"
"However, they also said that you were telling him his son had been arrested, and some people are going to try to make an issue of why you thought it was necessary to go and tell him so brutally like that." Griswold growled.
"They may even say that my telling Allen and pouring it on is what caused his heart attack." I said agreeably, unperturbed.
"Yes." said Griswold, peering at me. "Fortunately, it's not considered murder to tell a man something, even if that causes the man to drop dead in front of you. But I'm keeping you in the background on this one, and definitely away from the Press."
"Fine with me." I said.
"So, Don, what really happened?" asked the Chief. I leaned back in my chair and looked him straight in the eye.
"Senator Allen died of a heart attack." I said. "Natural causes. Fortuitous, but natural."
----
The Medical Examiner appeared before the podium in the Media Room of Police Headquarters, wearing a labcoat and a baseball hat with the Combat Medical Badge affixed to it. The room was full of reporters from all over the State. They were taking notes and straining to hear as the M.E. spoke.
"It appears at this point that Senator Allen died of a heart attack." said CMB, as most of us watched from the MCD room. "Senator Allen had been taking medications for a heart condition, and my autopsy also showed signs of chronic alcoholism. The toxicology results are not back yet, but preliminary screening shows no poisons nor any reason other than natural causes for Senator Allen's death."
"Are you going to send samples to the SBI Crime Lab to verify your results?" a reporter asked loudly. Obviously the Press wanted to start something, but the Chief was having none of it.
"I'll take that question, CMB." said Chief Griswold, taking over the podium as questions were shouted at him. He held up his hand for silence, partially got it, and answered: "To answer the last question: our lab has sent samples to the University's lab for confirmation of results. However, we have not, and we never will, send anything to the SBI's Crime Lab. I am sure you remember the SBI Lab's total failure last year in the death of Jefferson Jackson, when they didn't even run tests for which they claimed results."
The Chief then raised his voice, giving special clarity to every syllable: "Please take this down: There is no way that I will ever respect nor trust any part of SBI Director Jack Lewis's organization. I do trust that you will quote me exactly and verbatim on that last sentence."
"Chief," cried out a reporter, "there are reports that Commander Troy was at the scene at the time of the Senator's death. Will you make Commander Troy available to us for questions?"
"Commander Troy and other officers were indeed at the scene." said Griswold. "They will be filing their police reports, which will be made available to you in an appropriate and timely manner, as always." Reporters yelled questions at Griswold as he left the podium, which Lt. Scott Peterson assumed.
"Wow, the Chief really let himself go on that one." said Cindy as we watched. "He didn't pull any punches when he took that personal shot at Director Lewis."
"Yep." I said. "Since he's retiring, he feels no restraint at all."
"Damn straight." said the Chief, walking into the MCD room. "And the best part of retirement is that I don't have to deal with those fucking troublemakers of the Press anymore."
"You're making me look forward to retirement, Chief." I quipped.
"Don't you dare even think about it." replied the Chief, grinning as he left the room. Have I mentioned that I might not be the only one with a deep hatred of the Press?
----
"Well, it looked like our plan worked." said State Senator Cerone to Senator Langdon as they dined at an expensive restaurant in Midtown. "Allen is dead. And Condor said he watched Allen drink out of that bourbon decanter, the one we told your prostitute to put the stuff in."
"Yes, but that's the thing..." Langdon said. "... my woman said that some other woman took her vial away and washed it down the sink. The other woman had black hair, severe bangs haircut. My woman said that woman disappeared and she never saw her again. In other words, that bourbon wasn't spiked. And their County's Crime Lab found nothing, as well.
"Hmm, interesting." Cerone said. "Allen died... but it might have been a sheer coincidence. I won't question it, though; I'm happy for the results."
"Yes, as am I." said Langdon. "But if a woman knew to take that vial from my woman, maybe someone else killed Allen? Wargrave?"
"Shhhh, don't even speak that man's name out loud." Cerone said calmly but superstitiously as he ate a piece of steak. "But he's the best. He works efficiently and not clumsily. I'll bet they don't even find traces of his work..."
----
"Nope." said Myron Milton. "Not one bit of video camera evidence of the Senator's food or drink being fucked with during the dinner. And everyone else ate from the same foods and drank from the same water pitchers, bottles of wine, and bottles of liquor."
The food and drinks at the event had been confiscated, though many of the plates and glasses themselves had been run through the dishwasher. None were showing any signs of contamination or poison. The other men at the dinner, including Congressman Condor, were checked by doctors, who took blood samples under an evidence warrant. In addition to showing nothing was wrong, I now had DNA samples in the databases on several men with possible criminal ties... as well as Congressman Condor.
We could not locate all the prostitutes, but the ones we did were tested and found to be free of poisons... and free of sexually transmitted diseases, also. That got Teresa Croyle's curiosity going. She was wondering if the women really were prostitutes, or if they weren't the women at the party...
Part 24 - Solution
And speaking of Teresa Croyle... her arrest of Dean Allen was in the books. Three days later, the blood tests confirming Dean Allen's DUI came back from the lab, and were confirmed by the University's labs. We had an airtight, rock-solid case. And because of that, Judge Rodney K. Watts showed a great deal of enjoyment as he declared Dean Allen in violation of his previous plea deal.
Phil Kearns sat next to Teresa Croyle in the audience as Dean Allen was brought into the Courtroom. Judge Watts declared that the previous plea deal was null and void, but he did offer Allen the chance to re-submit a plea in the vehicular homicide that wiped out Kearns' family. Dean pleaded not guilty and was bound over for trial. ADA Paulina Patterson showed that Dean was a considerable flight risk, and Judge Watts agreed... he denied Dean Allen bail. Allen was taken to County Lockup to await his trial.
The trial would be the next Spring. Despite Paulina Patterson's sterling prosecution and some very emotional testimony from Phil Kearns, the defense team fought hard and with the passion of their deep hatred of the Police, and the Jury found Dean Allen guilty only of manslaughter. He would be serving a little over three years. I was disappointed, but at least there was some Justice for the family of Phil Kearns...
-----
On September 22d, the toxicology results came back, and the University's labs matched the findings: There were no poisons in Senator Allen's body, other than the alcohol he had drunk. The medications he had been taking were present in elevated levels, and there was also Viagra found, which the M.E. made sure to speculate was taken by Allen himself in anticipation of a night of carousing with one or more of the prostitutes at the party in Allen's suite that night.
Senator Allen's death was declared to be by natural causes, and the Coroner's officer closed the case. Hopefully, it would be forever over.
Some of us went to the Cop Bar that evening. I had to sit for a while in the Command Group's table with the Chief and Fire Chief Eugene Gillem, who told me he was retiring at the same time Chief Griswold was, at the end of the year. Chief Gillem was a longtime leader of the Fire Department, and he'd be missed by his Force just as much as Chief Griswold would be by his. I made a note to pass along a request to the Council...
----
"I hope someone doesn't get a bright idea to compare Allen's toxicology report with Jefferson Jackson's." said Cindy as she, Teresa and Molly shared a pitcher of beer on the outside patio of the Cop Bar.
"They won't." said Molly. "Even if they do, how are they going to prove anything?"
"Cindy, are you all right?" asked Teresa, observing her friend.
"I don't know..." said Cindy. "I know the man was pure evil, but I just feel like... we crossed a line, you know? We're supposed to be protecting life, not taking it."
"For myself," said Molly, "I think we saved many young girls and maybe many lives from that maniac... not to mention avenging those lost and ruined by him."
"Totally agree." said Teresa. "And there won't be any more families being wiped out by Dean Allen any time soon, either."
"Yes." said Cindy. "I'm with you both on that. I just feel like Yoda is telling me I've gone to the Dark Side, and forever will it rule my destiny."
Just then Martin Nash, Sandra Speer came onto the patio and sat at another table near Teresa's.
"Did Jack come with you?" asked Teresa.
"He's inside, trying to drag Don out here." Sandra said as she sat down.
Teresa got up. "I'll be back in a minute."
-----
Jack Muscone and I waved goodbye as the Police and Fire Chiefs called it a night and made their way to the door to go home. Just then, Teresa came up with two beers. She sat one down in front of Jack Muscone. "Commander, mind if I have a word with the Federalé?"
"I don't mind at all. I'll see you two outside when you're done." I said, not really surprised. This talk was long overdue. I headed outside to the patio and took a seat with my teammates. After a few moments, Theo Washington and Eugene Graham came out and joined Sandra and Martin.
"You both looked good in those black wigs." I said quietly. "But I like you better as you are now."
"They never had any idea." said Molly. She had been the waitress serving the pitcher of water... which was loaded with the contents of the first large vial I'd received from Dr. Eckhart. "I wanted to slap the shit out of Allen when he grabbed my ass, though."
"They almost caught me." said Cindy. She'd gone into the office, poured the contents of the second large vial into the bourbon in Allen's office room. "I'm glad they didn't recognize me, and that they accepted my story about being sent in there."
"Me, too." I said. "But I suspect you rather enjoyed it, once you got on out of there."
"It was kind of fun, being undercover." said Cindy.
"I had a blast, to be honest with you." said Molly.
"Me too." I said. "I loved the look on his face when I started talking about his son being arrested."
"Unfortunately," Molly said, "Cindy has regrets." she said, snitching on her sister. Wasn't the first time, I was sure.
Cindy gave Molly a withering look, then said "I know that it was just like the Jefferson Jackson case... can't blame any one person for doing anything that killed the man. But I still feel like I... and we... crossed the line."
I had to choose my words carefully, here, so I let my mind go 'into the zone' to find what I needed to say, and I let the words flow as I began:
"Ladies, we are fortunate that as police officers we the ability to stop crimes or at least avenge them by arresting criminals, and even if the legal system isn't perfect, we do our part and we normally don't have to kill to administer Justice. But sometimes... sometimes we're dealing with people who are out of the norm.
"There's always been the question of why The Batman didn't just kill The Joker, and if he had killed him, how many lives might have been saved. That's the comic books, of course, but I made a different choice than The Batman. Let me just tell you this, and maybe it'll help:
"When I confronted Ned... the first time, not the second... and I was in the hospital while he was escaping from there for a second time, I knew that the structure of the Law was not enough to stop him. I knew that he had people helping him, people using the Constitution and the Law against itself. I knew then that my next confrontation with Ned would be as soldiers, not as police officer and criminal, and that one of us would not leave the battlefield alive.
"I've had people ask me why I didn't let them kill Ned. Even Ned's brother wanted to kill him himself. I chose Eleanor for two reasons: one, she could get near him; and two, because the bastard had gunned down her son by shooting him in the back.
"Last, but not least, I thought of Dr. Heinz. He lived in a nation that, at the time, actually made it their law to annihilate Jews. He did not follow that law; instead, he saved people. A few in actual number, but with untold ripple effects... including me sitting here in front of you."
"What I guess I'm trying to get at, Cindy, is that I believe there's a difference between just 'the Law' and what we call 'Justice'. I don't ask you to agree with me on it, but it was a choice I had to make. I knew Allen would never stand before a judge, that the Law would never touch him, especially as he himself was using the Law against itself. What we did was to save lives in the future, and bring Justice to those that Allen harmed and destroyed. Perhaps one day someone will sit at this table, having a beer, that would not have been alive if Senator Allen had lived another minute. And over time, I think we'll not regret making the choices we did regarding the late Senator Allen, just as I cannot bring myself to regret what happened to my nephew, even if he was my blood kin."
"So, Don, let me ask this." Cindy said. "Now that you've crossed the line, gone to the Dark Side... how do you come back?"
"By keeping you around me, my friend." I said. "No, I'm not joking here. Why do you think I not only allow but welcome you challenging me? You're the rock, Cindy. You're having pangs of consciousness now precisely because of the Good inside you. You keep me in line, you keep me from going to the Dark Side when I shouldn't. Even when you're not around, I know you and that blue crowbar will eventually catch up to me, and I'll be getting an ass-whoopin'... my hip still hurts after what you did when I knocked up your sister here."
Molly began laughing, unable to hold back, and Cindy had this look on her face halfway between disdain and humor herself.
"I just hope we never have to do something like this again." Cindy said. "I know it was the right thing to do, but I guess deep down I'm still one of those that believe we can't use the methods of the Enemy. To me, I guess it's what you said, Don... I'm still a cop, not a soldier, at least not yet."
"And may that never change." said Molly. "But I'll make a deal with you, Sis: I won't mention it ever again, if you won't. What's done is done, let's bury it."
"Agreed." said Cindy as they clinked beer mugs.
----
At the same time, another conversation was going on at the next table.
"Funny how Dean Allen came up intoxicated like that." said Theo Washington.
"And that he was singled out for a traffic stop." replied Eugene Graham. Sandra and Martin just smiled.
"Excellent police work in this County, I'd say." said Sandra.
"You know, guys," Eugene said, "I've been working with the Southport Police for some years now. We've got the Mob down there like this County has no idea of. And when that man, who was once a Police Captain, put a gun to my head and was threatening to shoot me just because I'm a black man... sometimes it makes me wonder if our system really does work. I know a lot of my people... a lot of them... don't believe that it does. For me, seeing that asshole get busted like that... well, it's what dirty cops have been doing to my people for a long time."
"I'm with ya, bro." said Theo. "But it's guys like you and me that have to set the example for the rest of them, show them what's good and what we can do. And we're not alone... the Iron Crowbar, he's the real deal. He broke Captain Malone down, made him his bitch."



"You're right." said Eugene. "That's why I'm going to go back to Southport and fight the bastards even harder. After I got over being angry about that shit in the hotel room, I realized that my only way to truly beat those bastards down is to do what I'm doing... be the best cop I can be and kick the bad boyz's asses clean to the kerb."
"There you go." said Sandra, picking up her beer glass. "And we're all in this fight together." Beer glasses clinked all the way around.
Theo said "By the way, Dean's lawyer got the tapes of the bar where Dean was drinking that night. Seems couple of people talked to Dean, but nothing showed his drink being drugged. Woman was a redhead, very good looking, but nobody could make out her face-"
"That could be anyone." said Martin, a hint of amusement in his voice. "Why, it could almost be a description of Sandra."
"Oh, stop that!" Sandra said playfully, slapping her boyfriend on the arm.
"Yeah." said Theo. "It almost could... and the bartender said some guy name 'Kyle Irons' was the name of the guy who talked to Dean. I've heard that name before..."
"It was the name Commander Troy's nephew used when he was working at The Asylum." said Martin Nash. "But I somehow doubt the man was Ned."
"No doubt about it." said Theo, smiling handsomely. "And I wouldn't be surprised if the Iron Crowbar himself suggested that name to whoever that good man is. That man, the Iron Crowbar... he has no fear. And I'll tell you what, guys... it was a thing of beauty watching Lt. Croyle personally lead Dean through the arrest and booking procedures. I think that's the first time I've ever seen her really smile...
---
"Thanks for the beer." said Jack Muscone as he and Teresa sat at a table in the otherwise empty back room. "What's the occasion?"
Teresa looked around to make sure they weren't being heard, then said "Just a small token of my thanks... for killing the God-cursed piece of shit that killed my sister Alexis."
Muscone's small eyes widened, such as they could, then he relaxed and said "Yeah, I know. He was my brother, my half-brother, anyway. He was a real puke. Why the FBI took him in, I have no fucking clue, but after he wiped out your sister and her friend, they got him off. That really pissed me off."
"So why did you kill him? I know it wasn't just because of my sister, and you certainly didn't know me then." Teresa said.
"Well..." said Jack, looking around, "just between you and me and the lamppost, they assigned him to work with a team that was working with my team. My idiot brother fucked it up and got another agent killed. A good man, with a wife and two kids himself, wiped out by my brother's incompetence and sheer stupidity. The FBI had to cover for him, though, due to political considerations. But I'd had enough."
Jack lowered his voice to just barely above a whisper. "When he came into my apartment, half drunk and actually celebrating getting off for the agent's death, I just entered that state of being where I was outside of myself. I remember watching someone tell him he'd drive him to a bar to celebrate... that someone was me, outside myself. I then drove him 30 miles outside the City, dragged him out of the car, took out a pistol with the serial number scrubbed off... and I shot the bastard. I shot the bastard in the back of the head, then wiped down the gun and left it there with him."
Jack continued: "They found him about a month later, did a routine investigation, then closed it up. They didn't even ask me a single question about it, just told me I could claim the body and bury him. So I did. Maybe they knew, maybe they didn't. But Teresa... to this day I do not regret, not for one moment, killing that bastard. I felt even better when I heard your story, though I couldn't tell you before now. How did you find out, by the way? A little crowbar whisper in your ear?"
Teresa smiled...well, what was a smile for Teresa 'Cunt'. She said "No, Don never said anything, but I knew that you'd helped him find that photograph of Alexis and me, and I always wondered why you went out of your way to do that. So I investigated, looking up the bastard for the first time since I became a cop, having to think about him for the first time since... Well, Myron Milton is very good about finding out anything he wants to know... and he wanted me to know. So here's to us, and successfully stopping evil people." They clinked beer mugs and drank.
"I will say this." Jack Muscone said. "What I did to my brother... it put things into some perspective for me. And I think Don felt it when he confronted his nephew for the last time. I knew that what I did was wrong, illegal... and I knew I had to control myself to never let that demon out again for any reason less than the utmost good and right. I let go once, but I have to be careful not to let go again. I hope that makes sense."
"It does." Teresa replied, knowing she'd just been given the words to get her friend Cindy through the rough patches.
Jack continued. "And so... I'm glad I was able to help get Dean Allen." said Jack Muscone. "Watching you arrest that son of a bitch was a wonderful moment for me."
"Nowhere near as wonderful as it was for me." Teresa said. "I might not have been able to take out the bastard that killed my sister... but putting the bastard that killed Phil Kearns' family was the next best thing..."
----
It was very late when we went home. Teresa and Cindy had talked together for awhile after Teresa and Jack had come onto the deck with us. I don't know what they shared, but I definitely liked what I saw from Cindy's face afterwards.
"So," said Jack as we talked alone for a minute. "someone took that vial of poison from that prostitute. Any other attempts to kill that puke Allen?"
"Maybe." I said. "The guy was marked for death, that's for sure. I didn't know that so many people wanted him dead."
"We were getting some leads from CIs about it." said Jack. "Not enough to act, but the Southport Mob wanted him gone, some in the Democrat Party wanted him gone, and of course people like you that felt very bad for the girls he'd raped and the families destroyed by him."
"True, but I guess we'll never know." I said. "He died of natural causes, and I for one feel no real desire to look any further into any of it." Jack agreed and we clinked beer glasses. Lots of toasts on this occasion tonight...
And speaking of toasts... I had one last thing to do, one more visit to make. I stopped off at the bar, where 'Pops', the owner and bartender, handed me something I had asked for...
-----
Henry R. Wargrave sat in his study in the dark, all lights off, only the strong moonlight coming in, making everything eerily blue. He was trying to think, trying hard to understand what had just happened. Nathan Allen was dead, and the toxicology report came back clean, and the Coroner's Office were closing the case as a heart attack... no poison had been found. How could that be? Did Allen really die of a heart attack? just a stroke of sheer luck?
"You've never believed in luck, Mr. Wargrave." said the voice in the dark. To Wargrave's shock, the Iron Crowbar was approaching him. I had been watching him, gathering his thoughts.
"Away put your weapons, I mean you no harm." I said as Wargrave's hand had crept underneath his desk. He withdrew it, being much more wise than Sarah Collins had been.
"In fact," I said, approaching the desk as Wargrave turned on his desk lamp. "I came to help you celebrate, Mr. Wargrave... to celebrate your purchase of KSTD. Now maybe KXTC will get some competition, for a most very welcome change. And I brought this to celebrate."
I placed on Wargrave's desk a bottle of expensive single-malt Scotch, unopened. Wargrave tried to hide his shock as he saw the bottle "Do you mind if I get a couple of glasses?" I asked, helping myself to two of them from the liquor set behind the desk. Wargrave very rarely drank; these were for guests.
I opened the bottle and poured two glasses of the Scotch, trying not to grin as I observed how Wargrave was all but cowering away from the glasses as if they were rattlesnakes. I picked one up.
"Salud!" I said, raising one glass to my lips, but just before I drank I said "Please, won't you just have one sip, to celebrate?" Wargrave was watching me apprehensively as I returned my glass to my lips, took a sip, then a larger one, before finally downing my glass."
"Ahhh, that's really good." I said. "I hope you like this brand. I see you're concerned... ohhhhhh, I understand. Well, Mr. Wargrave, no worries. It just so happens that another bottle of this brand, an exact duplicate, was not found amongst Senator Allen's selections at his makeshift hotel office. And that bottle, the one that was not found, was accidentally dropped, and the cleaning staff quickly cleaned up the mess and poured Clorox all over the floor. Not a trace of that bottle nor its contents remain, I'm afraid. And no chance to test it for any poisons that certainly would've killed Senator Allen if he had not died of natural causes."
Wargrave finally spoke. "Why... why are you here, and telling me this?"
I picked up the other glass and handed it to him, then refilled my own. "Come now, Mr. Wargrave, do celebrate with me." I watched as he put the glass to his lips and pretended to drink. "It's a very good Scotch, I must commend you on the choice." I said, then quaffed down mine. Finally, Wargrave took a larger swig of his drink.
"Congratulations again, Mr. Wargrave. I must be going now. Thank you for the drink, and enjoy the rest of the bottle as my gift." I turned to leave.
"Again, Commander," said Wargrave to my back, "what's the point of this show?"
"Oh, that." I said, turning back to face him. "Just to let you know that everything is fine. Nothing to worry about, nothing harmful found. Senator Allen is simply dead of a heart attack, natural causes, and the world is a better place for it. And just to let you know that you have friends... friends watching over you. Allen is dead, and so you have not been seriously inconvenienced... at least not yet. But do be careful... there is a 'Reichenbach Falls' lurking around a corner for you somewhere." My last words were an outright threat, and Wargrave knew it.
"Three little Indians left, Commander." the billionaire said cryptically, and I knew what he was talking about. "Reminds me of the poem. I particularly liked that verse: 'Two Little Indian boys playing with a gun; One shot the other and then there was one.'. Take care now, Mr. Holmes. Take care."
"I'll be sure to." I said. "Good night, 'Professor'... and do give my regards to your lovely wife." With that, I turned to leave, having really worn out my welcome with that last comment, and getting out while the getting was most very good for my health.
"Dear me, Mr. Holmes, dear me." Wargrave quietly said to himself as he looked at the closed door through which I had just left, his mind still trying to think but the embers of his hatred beginning to spark.
Part 25 - Epilogue
Sitting in her cell in State Women's Prison, Elizabeth heard the clanking of doors of other cells. She really had no idea what it was about, and she didn't care. She was returning to the book she was reading when her own cell door opened.
"Let's go, pussycat." the guard said. She was a mean bitch, overweight, with brown hair and a pug face. "Langdon needs girls for his celebration party, and he specifically said that you were to come along."
"Fuck that." said Elizabeth. "I'm not one of that bastard's whores."
"You are tonight, bitch. Now move." said the guard.
"Fuck you."
"Oh yeah?" said the bitch guard. "I'll show you who is going to fuck who!" The bitch rushed Elizabeth but found herself grasping empty air. Then Elizabeth found a shoulder joint as the bitch passed, and roughly shoved the bitch to the floor on her face.
It is possible that our parents had Elizabeth and me take Aikido lessons when we were in our respective teens. I had used my skills to put Steven Ikea into surgery after he hit my mother. Elizabeth was using her skills now, and she quickly had a bitch guard shoved against the wall, with the bitch's arm pulled hard behind her back and her shoulder separated.
"That's enough." said the redheaded guard who had just come up. "Let her go. Let's get you out of here." They left the pug-faced bitch guard lying in a heap on the floor, and the redheaded guard led Elizabeth to another section of the prison, more heavily guarded. "You'll be safe in this ward tonight, but we'll have to get you out of here by tomorrow." the guard said. "The bitch and her bunch will be gunning for you, and so will Senator Langdon."
----
"Okay, okay, you're right; we've got to get her out of there or Langdon will do something stupid and try to kill her. I'll sign the commutation." said the Governor to his aide, irritated that he'd been awakened at 3:00am for this, but knowing it was necessary. "Just make sure it's part of a number of them, and let's do it quietly. No press announcements, for God's sake."
"Yes sir." said the aide. "Should we notify her brother?"
"The Iron Crowbar?" said the Governor. He paused, then said "No... I think she'll be telling him herself, and soon. And make damn sure our friend knows he owes me a big one for this."
"He knows, Governor. He knows..."
----
Why do I pull these all-nighters? I thought to myself on the morning of September 24th as I was driving home. The merest hint of light was coloring the sky; it was the first instance of dawn.
And then my iPhone alarm went off... someone was at The Cabin. Thinking it might be P. Harvey Eckhart, I headed on up there, wondering what in the hell he wanted at this hour.
When I got there, I did not see a motorcycle, but a rented car. I went around the walkway to the back deck. It was not P. Harvey Eckhart. It was the last person in the world I'd expected to see.
Sitting in my favorite metal mesh chair was my sister Elizabeth.
"Why, there's my dear little brother." she said. "Great view of the Town. And I really should congratulate you on your promotion."
"Glad you like the view. I'm sure it beats the other wall of your cell in State Women's Prison." I said. "So let's dispense with the pleasantries, and you can tell me why you're sitting on my back deck enjoying that view... instead of the view of the wall in State Women's Prison."
"Oh, but haven't you heard?" Elizabeth said, extending her arm to hand me a piece of paper. It was a copy of her commutation by the Governor. "The Governor has agreed to the request of State agencies to commute my sentence to time served... in light of my cooperation in helping them shut down several large drug operations, complete with the arrest of some notorious and nefarious people. And I did it without using a crowbar, at that."
"My congratulations." I said, giving my sister back the piece of paper. "I'm sure you've heard about Ned by now. Going to go visit your son's grave site?"
"Yes, Todd visited me and told me what happened with Ned. I'll be getting up there on my way out of the country and back to France." Elizabeth said. "I am sorry he put you into the situation where you had no choice but to kill him. Kidnapping babies and using them as human shields is disgusting; I did not raise Ned to be that kind of shit. Your method of defeating him was brilliant, I might add. I really didn't think you had what it took to stop him."
"I'm glad you approve." I said. "But in the course of this fun conversation, I'm neglecting my duties elsewhere. So if you'll excuse me and make your way out of town..."
Elizabeth stood up, a sardonic smile on her face. "I'll have to stop by and say hello to Todd on the way out." she said. "Are you going to watch me the whole time?"
"Of course." I said. "I told you once before that it's best to keep my eyes firmly upon you whenever you're in my presence."
"Aw... but that's only because you want to fuck me with what I know to be that iron-hard cock of yours." said Elizabeth. "But we'll have to save that for another time. Au revoir."
"Let's hope it's 'Good bye'." I said. Elizabeth sniffed in disdain and walked around the walkway, got into her car, and drove away.
It would take me an hour to check the house and grounds for bombs and bugs. Once done, I sat on the deck in the growing light and watched the new day come to the Town... wondering what my sister had in mind, besides my cock...
Finis. ... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
The young stud pumped his huge meat in and out of the beautiful trophy wife's smoking hot cunt, his hard muscular ass bobbing rapidly as his groin slapped hers and his big balls smacked against her ass. She was meeting every thrust, fucking her young lover back with everything she had. The sweet, staccato slaps of flesh on flesh filled the air of the bedroom as the rutting couple hungrily mated.
It was late afternoon on September 27th, and Shayla Belle was fucking her young lover in her marital bed. "Oh yeah, baby, that's so fucking good!" she moaned moaned in her deep, husky voice, urging her young man to fuck her harder and deeper, and to pump his full climax deep inside her eagerly receptive cunt. Shayla was short at 5'2" tall, in her mid-40s, but her body was in shape and perfectly curved, especially her legs and elegant feet.
"I'm close... I'm going to fucking come..." said Seth Warner, his thick head of longish black hair matted with sweat as he neared the crest. Shayla was magnificent fuck, and he loved pumping his huge 9+ inches of hard male meat in and out of her before filling her with his large, virile load.
They did not hear the creak of the floor as the lovers hurtled toward an intense mutual climax, and then Seth was gasping "I'm coming... OH GOD!" Hot jets of molten man-lava fired out of his pistoning prick and into Shayla's snug, welcoming pussy.
---------------------------
"Mmmm, that was sooooo good." said Shayla as she and Seth shared warm kisses. "Why don't I warm you up, and we'll take our time when we do it again." She began to maneuver into position, leaning over and licking and kissing Seth's half hard meat, her hand gently but expertly jacking him to rock-hardness.
"Are you sure your husband won't come home?" Seth asked, not really worried about it but idly curious.
"I told you, baby, that bastard already filed the divorce papers, so it doesn't matter. Now let me suck on this big thing..." Seth closed his eyes and enjoyed the feeling of Shayla's mouth sliding up and down his big man-pole, his cock beginning to throb again, though with less intensity than when he'd first sunk his dick balls-deep into the hot wife's sopping wet quim.
"Mmmmmm" moaned Shayla around his meat as she deeply sucked him. Seth felt the vibration clear to his balls, and it felt fantastic. He opened his eyes...
"Oh shit!" Seth gasped. Shayla's husband, Derrick Belle, was in the doorway watching them.
"You whore!" Derrick yelled at his wife as her mouth came flying off Seth's cock, a thick string of spittle still connecting her wet lips to the young stud's cock. "You get the hell out of my house right now!"
"Fuck you, asshole!" Shayla countered as she got off the bed. "Been standing there and watching us like a fucking Peeping Tom? Liked what you saw?"
"You cheating bitch! I'm gonna kick your whore ass right out of here--" Derrick growled, taking a step towards his estranged wife.
"Hey!" yelled Seth, moving quickly to protect Shayla from her husband. Derrick Belle was in his early 40s, in decent shape with brown hair and a thick mustache and beard. He'd have been a poster-boy for the '70s look, but he was no match for the younger, well-built, muscular Seth.
"Stay out of this, boy." said Derrick. "This is between me and that slut behind you."
"Not anymore." said Seth. "You leave her alone."
"Are you telling me what to do with my wife?" Derrick said, his voice low and menacing as he looked at Seth.
"I'm telling you that you're not going to touch her, or I'll whip your ass." Seth said, ever chivalrous.
"Get out. You're trespassing." Derrick said. "And take your filthy little whore with you."
"Fuck you, turd." Shayla said. "This is my house, too. You get the fuck out!"
"We'll see about that." said Derrick, taking out his cellphone. "I'm calling the police."
"Come on, Shayla, get dressed." Seth said. "We'll come back later... with reinforcements." He began gathering and putting on his own clothes. Shayla got dressed and they left the house together.
"Don't come back or I'll have you both arrested." yelled Derrick Belle, thinking he'd won.
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
The air at night was getting cooler as Laura and I sat on the back patio of the Mountain Nest. The kids were put to bed and my mom was in the house watching over them.
Laura's recovery had gone well, though it would be at least two more weeks and maybe a month before she could have full intercourse again. We were talking about things as we relaxed and enjoyed the night air, the view, and of course each other.
"You're starting to really get around again." I said. "But I'm getting very horny having to wait to have sex with you again."
"Mmmm, it's going to be sooo nice having you inside me again, but we do have to be patient and let everything heal up completely." said Laura. "Oh, and the early hormone therapy Dr. Muncie put me on has worked really well. I was getting really horny watching those football players working out today."
"Well, you take it easy." I said. "And get completely well... and then you can fuck their brains out and maybe get them to play better.."
"Well, I can still use my mouth... maybe I'll practice on your iron-hard prick tonight... just to keep in practice, of course." Laura said as we began kissing. Soon we'd be back inside and I'd be enjoying my wife's tremendous oral talents--
*BRING! BRING! BRING!*
It was my Police cellphone, which read '8:30pm', and the caller was Lieutenant Cindy Ross. This had better be good, I thought to myself as I answered.
"We've got a murder at--" she said, giving the address. "One Derrick Belle. Hit in the back of the head with a blunt object that Labcoat says might be a crowbar or something like it."
"Who have you assigned to the case?" I asked.
"Claire Michaels and Lorena Rose." Cindy said.
"You got it handled?" I asked, not really wanting to go out, and also knowing my team needed to work without me on occasion.
"With respect to the investigation, yes." Cindy replied. "But that's not why I called you. Your nephew Todd is here. He was one of the group that found the body..."
--------------------------------------
"Okay, Detectives Michaels and Rose, whaddya got?" I asked upon entering the house, which was in one of the better, though not the very best, gated subdivisions outside the northern part of Town.
"Derrick Belle, owner of the house." Claire said as I looked at the body. She, Lorena and Cindy were all in plainclothes. Derrick Belle was lying face down, the back of his head crushed in by a heavy, stick-like object. Certainly in this County a crowbar would come to mind.
I swiftly observed the body from head to boots, then looked around the room as Claire continued. "His wife, Shayla Belle, found him when she came back home. She was not alone, though; she had four young men with her. Apparently she and one of those guys were caught having sex this afternoon by our victim here, and they left but came back with reinforcements to get her clothes and stuff."
"Where are they all now?" I asked.
"On the back deck." said Lorena Rose. "Rudistan and Morton are keeping watch over them. One of them said he was your nephew and asked us to call you."
"Smart kid." I said. "So what have you observed and deduced from this crime scene, Detective Rose?" I asked, testing my youngest Detective J.G. I saw Cindy grimace, feeling sympathy for what Lorena was about to endure.
"He was hit in the back of the head by what was described as a heavy stick--"
"Like a crowbar." I said, using the word that she'd hesitated to use. "Well, I have an alibi. I hope you have one, Lieutenant Ross." I said, teasing my partner.
"Best one possible, an Assistant District Attorney." said Cindy, referring to her new lover, ADA Jenna Stiles.
"Okay, so has a murder weapon been found, Miss Rose?" I asked, steering the conversation back to the crime scene.
"No sir." said Lorena. "Not yet."
"The house doesn't seem to be torn apart." I said. "Doesn't look like a struggle took place."
"Yes sir." said Claire Michaels, an experienced Detective from L.A. "No skin under the fingernails or anything like that, either. We think he may have been surprised and ambushed."
"So tell me about the weather, Detective Rose." I said. I had a point in saying that.
"Sir?" Lorena replied, her pretty face a mask of confusion.
"The weather, Ms. Rose." I said. "Tell me about the weather."
"Er, the sun just set, it's clear outside. It rained early this afternoon, but that moved out."
"Very good." I said, then added upon seeing the looks upon their faces: "And I'm not trying to be facetious here, everyone; I have a reason for asking that. Do you see these slight traces of mud on the floor here?" I asked, pointing to some scrapings of dirt and a couple of small spheres.
"Yes sir." Rose said.
"But the bottoms of Mr. Belle's boots here are clean." I said. "What does that tell you?" Everyone was watching as Detective Rose got some huge on-the-job training.
"That he didn't track in the dirt?" Lorena replied.
"Yes, exactly." I said. "So it stands to reason that the mud came from Shayla or one of her friends.... or from the murderer."
"I'll go check and see how muddy the boys' shoes are." Cindy said as I opened the small coat closet in the hallway, in front of which I'd found the little dirtballs and trackings.
"Be sure to ask them if any of them stood in this closet." I said. "Look, see the little mudballs here?"
"I saw those." said 'Labcoat' of the CSI team as he took the first dirt sample into evidence. "I thought maybe someone put dirty shoes in there."
"Maybe." I said, "but photograph it and then take the dirt up for analysis. Take some reference samples from the front yard or any place where there is loose dirt around the house. See if this stuff matches." Labcoat got right on that.
I looked at the fireplace. The brass pokers were on the left side, between that closet and the fireplace proper. Derrick Belle was lying in the middle of the room; his feet were towards the fireplace; his head the other way, towards the front door.
"One of the fireplace pokers is missing." I said, pointing to a spot. "It's a set, and the largest poker isn't here. You can see by the ash spot there that there is a missing poker. Detective Rose, what does that suggest to you?"
"That the missing poker is the murder weapon?" Rose said. "We haven't found a poker anywhere else in the house.
"I won't be surprised to confirm at some point in time that the poker is the murder weapon." I said. I was glad Detective Rose was thinking so well on her feet at such a young age, especially when the Police Commander was relentlessly grilling her. " And as you implied, it does look as if the murderer took that weapon with him... or her."
"Okay, guys, y'all wrap this up." I said after another minute of observations. "Claire, Lorena, before I talk to those guys out back, tell me what their story was."
Claire filled me in, and I condense the story for brevity here: Shayla and Seth had arrived at the house at around 5:00pm and gone to the bedroom and engaged in sex. About 6:00pm Derrick Belle had surprised them, and there was a verbal altercation. Seth and Shayla left, but around 8:00, as the sun was low in the sky, Seth and Shayla returned with three other guys to get Shayla's clothes and jewelry and such stuff. They found Belle on the floor, dead, when they arrived.
The names of Shayla's bodyguards, besides Seth: Todd Burke, Teddy Franklin, and Barry Oliver.
--------------------------------------
"Okay, Claire, you take Todd Burke into the back left corner of the backyard and interview him. Cindy, you take Teddy Franklin to the back right corner, and I'll take Barry Oliver. Make sure they understand they're giving affidavits and will have to sign under penalty of perjury." I said. "Lorena, keep Shayla and Seth on the back porch for now."
Taking Barry to the side, I gave him the legalities, then asked what happened.
Barry replied "We got here and went inside. The screen door was closed but the main door was open. Shayla's husband was lying on the floor, dead. I checked for a pulse but he was dead already. I told everyone to stand still and not touch anything, then I called the police."
"How is it that you came to be here in the first place?" I asked.
"Todd, Teddy and I were eating dinner together." said Barry. "We'd been working together all day on getting some stuff set up for our manufacturing. Seth called Todd around 7:15pm and we went to his place. He and Shayla were there. They wanted us to go with them to get Shayla's clothes and jewelry and stuff, so we did."
"Anyone armed?" I asked.
"You bet." Barry said. "You know I carry, and I just joined the Police Auxiliary. Lt. Ross has my gun right now."
"So you found Mr. Belle dead." I asked. "As a former police scientist, what can you tell me about the scene?"
"Good bit of blood on the floor from the wound. I think he died due to bleeding out rather than the blow itself, but that's a guess. I didn't check very much, but the neck was stiff, so I think he'd been dead for a little while. As you know, sir, rigor mortis starts in the jaw and head area and works down over several hours."
"Yes." I said. "Anything else you can tell me?" I asked as I finished writing the notes. Barry shook his head, and I had him sign the affidavit. Moments later, I had affidavits from all the guys. I scanned them quickly, finding their stories to match in every particular.
"Okay, Cindy," I said. "Tell these three amigos to get their butts out of here, but to stay in Town and notify the Police Department if they do have need to travel. You can give Barry his weapon back, too."
"Wilco." she replied. "What about Seth and Shayla."
"Oh, they're coming to the Station with us." I said. "Separate interrogations."
Part 3 - Interrogations
The clock in Interrogation-A showed 3:58am as I watched the interview inside. Shayla Belle had called Jeanine Olivet Burke in as her attorney. Seth had Tina Felton with him.
This had created an interesting situation just after we began interrogating them, when Shayla told Cindy and Claire that she knew her husband had filed for divorce and that she'd retained Jeanine as her divorce attorney. At that point I had to go into Interrogation-A earlier than I had wanted to.
"Mrs. Belle," I said, "I need to inform you that you might later want Mrs. Burke to answer questions on your behalf. In that case, I'd advise you that you might want to get someone else as your representation." Jeanine said something to Shayla, but Shayla said she was fine with her current legal eagle.
I had Claire and Cindy interrogate Shayla exhaustively, keeping the now-widow awake and exhausted as they questioned her in every way possible, going back over things. I then peeked into Interrogation-B, where Martin Nash and Teddy Parker, whom I'd called in, were doing the same with Seth Warner. Now, at the end of the road, it was my turn to make the final push. I went for Shayla first, coming in and letting Cindy leave.
"Okay, Mrs. Belle," I said, "I know it's been a long evening, so I want to wrap this up. To clarify, you were having sex with Seth when your husband came in, yes?"
"Yes sir." Shayla said.
"And that was at 5:00pm, give or take?"
"Yes sir, that's when we got to the house." Shayla said. "My husband walked in on us about an hour later."
"So you say that your husband acted as if he was going to physically assault you, but Seth got between you and your husband?"
"Yes sir, but Seth never touched him. Derrick backed off."
"So you and Seth left, went to his place and talked, then went and got friends to go with you to get clothes?" I asked, setting a trap.
"Uh, we were at Seth's place, but he called his friends and they came over." Shayla replied, being consistent and avoiding my trap. "Then we all went over to my house and found Derrick on the floor, dead."
"Okay...." I said, then after a pause, pretending to read my notes, "... so you say here that your husband had filed for divorce?"
"Yes sir, some weeks ago." Shayla replied.
"When and how did you find out?" I asked. "When you were served with the papers?"
"I found out before the papers were served, from a friend, Nora Larrington." Shayla said. "She works at the Courthouse and saw the papers when they were being filed. That's when I went and hired Jeanine, here."
Nora Larrington had one side note of notoriety: she was Goth Girl Kathy's mother.
"Can I have your permission to ask your attorney about this situation?" I asked. Jeanine whispered to Shayla, but Shayla said "No, it's okay, you can talk to him." Jeanine then proceeded to confirm that she'd been retained by Shayla, that she'd filed counterclaims to Derrick's divorce filings, which sought to cut off Shayla completely without any settlement, division of property or alimony from him.
"And you said you knew that your husband had changed his will and disinherited you?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Shayla said. "He made a point to show me a copy of his new will."
"And where is the original copy of that will?" I asked.
"With his lawyer, I guess." said Shayla.
"Good enough. So, to make sure I have this in my head straight... from six to seven o'clock, give or take, you and Seth were alone?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Shayla.
"What did you discuss?" I asked.
"The divorce, how much I hated the bastard. After we made out for a while, I thanked him for standing up for me and protecting me by giving him a blowjob." Shayla said, discussing her sexual actions with Seth as if they'd been no more than talking on the telephone.
"After he came in my mouth," Shayla continued, her face unperturbed by the lewdness of her words, but not throwing them at us either, "Seth said that we needed to get my stuff out of the house before Derrick stole or threw everything out. That's when he called his friends..."
-----------------------------------
"We're not going to arrest them?" Lorena Rose asked when I came out from interviewing Seth. It was almost 5:00am. Seth had also told us without being prompted that Shayla had given him head while they were alone.
"No," I said. "I've told them to stay in Town, but why should we arrest them?" I was testing my young Detective.
"Sir..." Lorena said, discombobulated by lack of sleep and amazement, "... she's the deceased's estranged wife, she was caught in bed with the other guy we have here..."
"And what actual evidence do you have that they committed the crime?" I asked.
"Uh... er... well, none yet, but..."
"Detective Rose," I said, "I understand what you're thinking." I said. "But so far, their stories match and we're going to need more proof. Now head on home and get some rest."



Lorena Rose left, looking as perplexed as she felt. I could understand, some of my other Detectives were also surprised that we were not holding these two. But I had reasons for not arresting them just yet... not the least of which was that I had doubts that either was guilty of the crime.
-----------------------------------
At 1:00pm, a meeting convened in the main conference room. I'd sent my Detectives home at 5:00am after I interviewed Seth, telling them to come back for this meeting and to get some sleep, a shower and some food in the interim.
Present were: me, at the head of the table where the Chief used to normally sit, Cindy Ross, Martin Nash, Teddy Parker, Lorena Rose, Claire Michaels and Crime Lab Technicians Christina Cho and Joey "J.R." Barnes, who'd been sent by Dr. Woodrow on purpose to get them some experience in these things.
"CMB says that death was by bleeding out from the blow to the back of the head." said Barnes, who was youngish, had dark brown hair and thin sideburns leading to a goatee beard. He was not nearly as good a technician as Christina Cho was, and he was not the most promising crime scene investigator; however, Dr. Woodrow thought that he had the most leadership potential, while Christina all but refused to take on nor exhibit leadership.
J.R. said "The blow was to a slight angle, to the right of dead center. CMB thinks someone snuck up on Belle where he stood, and he was just turning to see who it was when he got whacked. It was a pretty savage blow that fractured the skull. That in and of itself was probably not fatal, but it did enough damage to cause bleeding, and enough of that to be fatal."
"Any drugs or alcohol, in the man's system?"
"No sir." said Christina Cho. "He was sober. So was Shayla Belle and Seth Warner. They all came up clean."
"Okay, thanks Christina, Joey. You guys can head on out, and let Detective Michaels know anything else you find." The technicians left.
"Okay, guys, any ideas yet?" I asked.
"Sir," said Detective J.G. Lorena Rose, "I still think Mrs. Belle and Mr. Warner are our prime suspects."
"Sure, but why?" I asked.
"She may inherit his fortune, by fighting his new will," said Lorena, "she stood to be left penniless by the divorce, there was some deep animosity between them, she and Mr. Warner were the last people to see him alive that we know of, and they both admit that Mr. Belle caught them in bed together."
"Definitely some things we can look at." I said. "We'll have to see the will when it's probated, to see if it's strong enough to hold up... I suspect that it will be. Yes, Derrick Belle fully intended to leave his wife as penniless as possible, but killing him might not do anything to alleviate that.... which brings to mind life insurance; Michaels, be sure to check and see if there was a policy on the guy."
"Yes, sir." said Claire, making notes.
"There is also one other thing, which you don't yet know, Detective Rose." I said. "And that is the past history of this couple. I happen to know about some of it from the time Seth Warner's father was murdered. Seth and Shayla were having an affair then, but at that time she was being very careful to not get caught by her husband because he'd threatened to divorce her."
"Now we have a very interesting change in the scenario." I continued. "Shayla brings Seth to her home instead of going to his, risking getting caught, because she already knows that she has been disinherited and that her husband has filed for divorce. What does that suggest to you? Anyone?"
No one answered for a moment, then Martin Nash said "I don't think this diminishes a possible motive for her or Seth killing him, but she definitely would be better off with him alive so she could fight the divorce and get something out of it. This way, she gets nothing."
"That still leaves 'crime of passion' as a motive." Cindy said. "Seth could've snuck back inside, killed Derrick, then he and Shayla go through the motions of calling his friends."
"Unfortunately, that doesn't fit well with the evidence at the scene." I said. Cindy became thoughtful, as did Teddy Parker. It was at that moment Detective Rose chose to speak:
"Sir..." said Lorena, "I... I'm still trying to understand why we didn't arrest Mrs. Belle and Mr. Warner last night. They now have time to get their stories straight, and they might even skip town" It became silent and a tension filled the air.
"Sir," said Martin Nash," I have to say that I probably would've arrested them, too, and at least put them through booking before interrogating them."
"I get that." I said. "And this can be a teachable moment for everyone. There are two reasons I didn't arrest them: first, because we lack true probable cause, especially based upon the evidence that I observed at the crime scene last night. I suggest all of you really re-examine those crime scene reports. Second, because I'm holding that as my ace up my sleeve. If I'd arrested them last night, they might've become non-cooperative. I also want to see what they do the next day or two. Captain Charles has assigned some plainclothes Patrolmen to keep them under surveillance, not only to make sure they don't skip town, but just to see what they do."
I concluded: "So if I'd arrested them last night, when everyone was exhausted, then it wouldn't have had much effect on them. But we can always arrest them and run them through the process at a time it might have a better effect on them, and maybe one of them will slip up and crack then."
"Ah," said Cindy, as if she were 'getting' me, "so you do think it might be them!"
"Oh, no doubt they're suspects." I said. "But Michaels and Rose, since you two are assigned to this case, here's your next task. You can do it in here or in Classroom 'E', but you're going to watch every minute of their interviews last night, which we recorded. Every minute. If you can show me one single instance where they contradicted themselves or each other, one instance where their stories don't match, I'll let you go to Paulina for the arrest warrants and you can personally bring them in."
"And do what the Commander advised, also," Cindy said, taking charge like she should, "go over the reports of the crime scene again. In fact, if you want to go back and look at it again, let me know and I'll go with you."
I ended the meeting and dismissed the team. As they left, I pulled Cindy aside. "Do not correct nor discipline Rose for asking that question." I said. "See if Claire talks to her, which she should do, but I also have no problem with my Detectives asking questions like that. It'll make everyone better in the long run."
"Yes, sir." Cindy said, knowing I was pre-empting what she had been about to do.
"And by the way," I said, a gleam in my eye, "just remember another Detective who has been questioning my every wild-ass thought for two years now. I even gave that person the blue crowbar for her 'brazenness'."
"Okay, you got me there." said Cindy. "But I'd been around the block for years before you even got here; Lorena is young and inexperienced, too young an inexperienced to be asking stuff like that. She needs to be listening and learning."
"I ultimately agree, but I like her spirit. We just have to harness it without demoralizing her in the process." I said. Another teachable moment, another lesson delivered, I thought... well at least hoped.
Part 4 - Taking Care of Business
At 2:00pm I had another meeting, to take care of some police business. I assembled the sixteen young men of the SWAT Team in Classroom 'J', as well as one Detective, and gave them the news.
"Okay guys, while the SWAT Team's success has been very good to this point, we have a few people in Town whining to their Council members about our police having and using 'Gestapo tactics'. While the militarization of the Police really is happening in many places in the Nation, that is not what we're trying to do here. So the Council has come down on us, to wit:
"First, the Council has said that only four SWAT members can train for eight hours per week. However, I can have two four-man groups, i.e. one of the two squads, train every other Friday to get around that.
"The next problem is that only the squad leaders can be full-time SWAT. That's Squad One with Senior Sergeant Hugh Hewitt, and Squad Two with Sergeant Gregory Charles." Sergeant Gregory Charles was Captain Leslie Charles's son, and had been wounded in the raid that also wounded Cindy Ross. He'd received a Purple Order and a Star of Gallantry with Valor Device for his part in that raid. I'd tried to get him a higher award, but the Council considered his actions as part of his job, while what Cindy did was to not only cover him to save his life, but she took on the perps shooting at them against the odds.
"So the rest of you are going to be back to regular duties of some kind." I said, getting a groan from the men. Couldn't blame them for that, I thought as I continued: "Each squad will still be 'on call' for a week, and I'm working to get you duties here at HQ while on call, so you can drop anything on a moment's notice, get your gear and be ready to move out. But the other squad will be on full duty somewhere, and that is Captain Charles's call on what to do with you."
"By the way," I said, "the overall SWAT Team Leader is being considered. Hewitt and Charles, don't get any ideas, because you are locked in to your current positions for now. Detective Michaels here had Sniper and some other SWAT training while in L.A. She's not officially on the SWAT Team yet, so she's going to be out both training Fridays, working with you guys... as your new leader." The SWAT squads were surprised, but I knew that once they saw what Claire Michaels had in store for them, they'd warm up to her leadership... very quickly.
-------------------------------------
At 4:00pm, still Sep. 28th, I was in the FBI's suite of offices, looking up some stuff on the computer, when Jack Muscone walked in.
"Hi Don," he said. "What brings you here?"
"I might ask you the same question." I said. "You're not in Town just for the cheeseburgers at the Cop Bar, I suspect."
"Well, that's always a reason to come here," said Jack, "but you're right: Derrick Belle's death set off some red flags in one of our ongoing investigations. Seems he was selling his business to one company, though another was bidding fiercely. Old friends Thaddeus Ward and Henry Wargrave's names have popped up. Is that what you're looking at?"
"No." I said. "Myron will tell me all about that tomorrow morning. I'm doing some secondary research, since I now have this Consultant role with you guys."
"What's it about?-- hey, how did you get that stuff?" he asked, seeing what I was looking at on my screen. "How did you get your Top Secret clearance so fast?"
"Our good friend the Deputy Director expedited it." I said. "I had a TS clearance in the Army, and he's... well, he's the Big Boy in Washington, D.C., so he gets what he wants... and what he wants is for me to be able to access certain things to help the FBI, and especially your team, Jack."
"You got that right. I have never seen that man as happy as the day you signed the papers to work as a part-time consultant with us." Muscone said, sitting down in the chair beside the desk.
"He also expedited my Federal Firearms Carry Permit, so I can be armed when out of my own jurisdiction and the State." I said. "That was my first demand in exchange for signing up. The second and last demand was the non-compete clause to keep the CIA at bay."
"Good ideas, both." said Jack. "So what are you looking at?"
"There has been one thing bugging the living shit out of me for months now: the woman that tried to kill Brody when you had him in Federal custody. She was a well-placed deep mole within the FBI, she was well-trained, and that means expensively trained... she was a huge asset to someone... yet she was burned in a rather weak attempt to kill Brody, and she committed suicide rather than let herself be extracted by her buddies... which I fully believe could and would have been done if they'd wanted. But no, they let her... or ordered her... to die. My question is: what in the heck was so big that they burned such a great asset?"
"My group and I had variations of that same discussion several times." Muscone said. "At the time, Brody hadn't talked and we hadn't gotten much in that case. So we concluded she was trying to keep Brody from telling us what he knew. But you're right: that's never been a satisfactory answer. What do you have on it?"
"Nothing, yet." I replied. "I've eliminated her as the motorcyclist that I believe was going to kill Brody and Gunn in our Courthouse Square. I've gone over what Brody gave us, and while it was good in getting the Black Badge gang, I'm just not seeing what was so big that they burned that big an asset over it. Even Conrad King didn't seem to be overly upset when we bagged his son in our raid, so that takes the 'Powers That Be', the real Big Boyz, out of the equation-- oh, wait..."
"What?" Muscone said, prompting me as I had a small reverie.
"Jack, what happened to Brody?" I asked.
"Witness Protection." Muscone replied. "The Federal Marshals have him. I have no clue at all where he went or what he's doing now."
"Any chance we can arrange to talk to him again?" I asked.
"Don't count on it." Muscone said. "That would mean getting the Marshals to extract him from where he is, set up a meeting that we'd have to travel to, all of which creates huge risks all the way around. I understand why you're asking, but I'm skeptical it's worth the risk... unless you can show me... and not really me, but the Marshals... something big."
"I don't have anything yet," I said, "but it occurs to me that Brody might not have told us everything. About the Black Badge workings, yes. But what if there is something more, a lot more, a lot deeper, that Brody knows about, and that is why an asset of that magnitude was burned..."
"I like your ideas. I'll report them up the chain." Muscone said, then teased me by saying "At least they'll think you're worth the money they're paying you. But don't get your hopes up, especially about talking to Brody again."
Part 5 - Findings, Investigations, and Clues
The tedious part of the job of police work had begun: gathering data. But I have an excellent team, and at the 10:00am meeting the next morning, Sep. 29th, I was being given some good information by Myron Milton. Also present were Cindy Ross, Claire Michaels, Lorena Rose, Martin Nash, Teddy Parker, ADA Paulina Patterson, Detective Julie Newton from Vice... and Chief Griswold, who likes to keep abreast of the tactical situation at all times. He took his normal seat at the head of the main conference room table, by the door, while I took the one at the far end, per usual.
"Okay, Derrick Belle." said Myron Milton. "Ran a company called 'Belle Settlement Solutions'. Company gives out loans at high interest rates to people who have time-payment settlements, lottery winnings, and such stuff. He had good money, but not really enough to do a big-time cash business like this one, so he had backers: venture capitalists and the like.
"Interesting thing, here," Myron continued, "is that he was in the process of selling the company. His financial backers, Acme Venture Capital & Trust, LLC, and a holding company called Peanut Settlement Solutions, LLC, were buying him out, but there was some competition from a company called 'Boxall Holdings, LLC'."
The Chief and I looked at each other upon the mention of that name, as Myron continued "So Belle had money, but his business was leveraged to the hilt, and it's not like his heirs are going to get a big whopping payoff. Mary and Detective Newton here are still trying to get info on who Acme, Peanut and Boxall really are behind the curtains, but that might take some time."
"What about his will?" I asked.
"His personal attorneys are Succup & Payne, P.C." said Paulina Patterson. "They are not his divorce attorneys, those would be from Effim, Goode & Hart, P.C. Succup & Payne were surprisingly reticent to help us regarding any of this. They may think we're trying to help Shayla. But after I threatened to have a judge issue a warrant to force them to probate the will, they relented. From what I saw, Shayla is completely cut out, not even a dime, not mentioned at all. There was nothing I could see that would allow her to effectively contest the will."
"Who are the heirs?" I asked, which is what I really had wanted to know in the first place.
"He has a younger sister, who is married, and he has a first cousin, his mother's sister's son." said Paulina. "He left the bulk of his personal holdings to them, about 2/3s of it. The other third went to several charitable trusts. His business interests were handled by a codicil to the will, and it's a very complex legal document due to the complexities of the business's ownership. And before you ask, Shayla never had anything to do with the business, so she has no inroad there to contesting the will."
"What about life insurance." I said. "Anyone find anything on that?"
"There was a ten-year term life insurance policy, issued by Allen & Allen Insurance Company, with his wife as the beneficiary. But he cancelled it two years ago." said Claire Michaels.
"Right about the time he first warned his wife that he'd divorce her if he caught her cheating on him again. So Shayla is pretty much left with nothing?" I asked.
"Not so fast my friend!" Myron said jovially, then caught himself and added "er, Commander. That's why I asked Detective Newton to come in."
"Sir, " said Julie Newton, looking very fuckable in her white blouse and very tight lavender skirt, "Shayla does have some money squirreled away. She set up a trust in her own name some years ago, and has been putting money in it. Irregular amounts at irregular intervals. I'm trying to see if she siphoned money off her husband's accounts or business."
"How much?" I asked.
"Looks like she accumulated about $200,000." Julie Newton replied.
Just then, Cindy Ross's cell phone rang. "It's the Coroner's office." she said, getting up to take the call outside. A minute later, she was back.
"Strange." Cindy said. "Mr. Belle's body was just claimed. His parents and sister came into Town. Shayla Belle made no effort at all to claim it, and someone in the office called Shayla to ask if she was going to claim it, as she had first right to do so as the wife of the deceased. Shayla is reported to have said 'No, I don't care, dig a hole in the ground and throw the bastard in it, for all I care.'."
"Where's the family staying?" I asked, ignoring the several looks of shock on various Detectives' faces at Shayla's callousness.
"University Hotel." she replied, giving room numbers. I looked at Claire and Rose, who at first did not get my gist.
"Ladies?..." They just sat there, looking confused.
"Ladies, on your way!" I said. "You have interviews to do, with the family of the deceased!" They finally got the hint and scooted out of the room.
-------------------------------------
"We're very sorry for your loss," Claire Michaels said to the mother, father and sister of the late Derrick Belle, "but we need to ask you a few questions. First, how was the relationship between Derrick and his wife Shayla?"
"Bad." said the sister, whose name was Cheryl Belle Dunston. "Derrick was getting a divorce. He said he was tired of Shayla cheating on him all the time. He said--" the woman stopped, glancing at her parents.
"Go on." said Lorena Rose, coaxing the woman.
"He... he said he was tired of her coming home with other men's semen running down her legs." Cheryl finished. "Sorry, Mom." Mrs. Belle just nodded, her face red from crying during the past couple of days.



"Were their relations good in the past? When did things start changing for the worse?" Claire asked.
"A little over two years ago." said Mr. Belle. "He came to a July 4th family gathering without her. He said then that he thought she was cheating on him. We talked with him about it, and he said he was going to tell her to cut it out or he'd divorce her."
"We told him to take legal steps then." said Cheryl. "Just in case. I figured they would split up pretty quickly. I'm surprised they're still... well, that they didn't get a divorce already."
"Did any of you ever talk to her during this time?" Claire asked.
"She came to the last couple of his company's Christmas parties with him." said Cheryl. "My husband and I work there, too. In fact, my husband is neck-deep in legalities over Derrick's passing, which is why he isn't here right now."
"How was Mrs. Belle at that time?" Lorena asked. "How did she and her husband get along?"
"She was nice enough; in fact, she's a friendly lady and I always liked her." said Cheryl. "But I always had this feeling that she wasn't happy, that she was at the parties just for appearances sake."
"Do you think she was concerned about Mr. Belle leaving her or divorcing her?" Lorena asked, very directly.
"I'd say so." Cheryl said. "I'd say she stayed with him only because of his money."
"Did you know he'd filed for divorce from her?" Claire asked.
"Yes, he told us at this past July 4th's family gathering that he was going to file the papers." said Mr. Belle. "He said she was still cheating on him, and he'd re-written his will already."
"When was the last time any of you saw Mr. Belle?" queried Claire Michaels.
"July 4th." said the victim's father. His wife nodded.
"I saw him the day before he died." said Cheryl. "Nothing about her was discussed. He talked mostly about the sale of the company."
"So you live in Town, Mrs. Dunston?" Claire asked.
"No ma'am, I live in the City, where our offices are." replied Cheryl.
"Did your brother have a place in the City, or did he commute?" asked Lorena, catching on quickly.
"He lived here." Cheryl replied. "He would come into our offices every two to three days, but he mostly worked from a rented office here in Town."
"So you were his liaison at the company in the City?" Lorena asked, a bit more pressing in her tone, Claire noted.
"Not really. He talked to all of his executives, and he sent and received a ton of emails." Cheryl replied.
"How did you feel about him selling the company, Mrs. Dunston?" Lorena asked, again sharply and directly.
"Uhh..." Cheryl paused, then said, "I... didn't really feel anything about it. Derrick said he was going to make a clean break; he was going to sell out and move away, maybe to California."
"But wouldn't you and your husband be losing your jobs?" Lorena asked. "Not to mention any ownership interests?"
Cheryl turned a bit defensive and sharp herself as she said "We had no ownership stake in the company, Detective. And the new owners might well have kept us, who knows what would've happened? We were not going to be affected by Derrick selling the company, except he'd be moving away and we wouldn't see him as often."
"One last question." Lorena Rose said, "Is there anyone you know of that would want to harm Mr. Belle?"
The family looked at each other awkwardly, then Mr. Belle said "I don't care to speculate, but I don't know of anyone other than Shayla that had any problem with Derrick."
"Ditto that." said the victim's sister Cheryl. "No one at work had any problems with him, that I know of."
-------------------------------------
At 4:00pm, Cindy and I met with Lorena and Claire in Classroom 'E', where they filled us in on what Derrick's family had to say.
"What was your evaluation of the sister?" I asked.
"She seemed truthful." Claire said. "She started getting a bit defensive when Lorena pressed her about her job if the company was sold, though."
"Yes, sir, she definitely did not like it when I brought that up." Lorena said. "We've subpoenaed the executive emails. Those might tell us just how close to Derrick she was vis-a-vis company operations, and how important she really was, despite her efforts to say she had no problems with the company's sale."
"So do they think Shayla is behind Derrick's murder?" Cindy asked before I could stop her.
"They said no one else had animosity towards Derrick." said Lorena Rose. "They didn't say it out loud, but I think that's what they are thinking, and who can blame them?"
"Ah, shit." I said. "Looks like you're going to have to round up some good interviewers and run through Belle's employees. About 100 of them, from sales people to lawyers, to paper-pushers and I.T. people." I saw the looks on my Detective's faces, so I reinforced the point I was trying, and apparently failing, to make:
"So, ladies, you reviewed the tapes of our interviews that night?" I asked. They both affirmed that they did. Lorena's face fell.
"Yes sir." she said, obviously disappointed with the result. "There were no inconsistencies."
Claire added "They both said the same things when asked about their private conversations, they said they did the same things, including graphic descriptions of several sex acts, and spoke the same words to the last detail. I don't see how they could've plotted to do that. It's like the story of 'which tire'."
"What's that?" Lorena asked.
Claire said "It's an old joke: there were four college students that partied too much, were hung over and missed a big chemistry test. They concocted a story that they'd been traveling and had a flat tire and the spare was bad. They went together and asked the professor if they could take a make-up test. The professor said okay, and put them in four separate rooms and gave them identical tests."
She finished: "The tests had only two questions. One was about the Second Law of Thermodynamics. The second question simply said 'Which tire?'."
Everyone laughed, and I said "That does illustrate a great point. So far, Shayla and Seth are not inconsistent at all, and I agree that they could hardly plan that ahead of time nor keep it going for any length of time. So... what about the crime scene? Was it not of interest to you?"
"I'm sorry, sir," Lorena admitted, "I'm stumped as to what you're wanting me to see."
"Why, I simply want you to see what's there." I said. "It's what you deduce that interests me. What about you, Lt. Ross? Anything?"
"Someone stood in the closet." said Cindy. "Left that dirt there. Very likely the killer."
"Yep. That reminds me: two days and nothing from the lab yet?" I said. "I've got to call Dr. Woodrow." At that moment, my cell phone rang. "Speak of the devil, there's Dr. Woodrow himself. I answered, and Dr. Woodrow asked me to come to the Crime Lab.
------------------------------------
"I'm sorry we didn't get back to you sooner," said Dr. Woodrow, "but I really wanted to confirm this."
"I understand, Doctor," I said, "but next time, let me know immediately that you're working on something, so I can sit on pins and needles waiting for the results, and so I can push you on it." I was only half-kidding, and he got the message. "So, what do you have?"
Standing in the lab with Dr. Woodrow and myself were Technicians Christina Cho and Joey "J.R." Barnes. She handed me a vial full of water which contained a couple of what looked like little green blades of grass.
Dr. Woodrow said "We recovered these when we put some of the dirt samples into water, which broke up the dirt. We ran one of these fibers in the mass spectrometer."
We had a mass spectrometer because the University's chemistry department bought a new one for half a million dollars, bought for them by part of Jack King's endowment to the Chemistry Department. At Henry Wargrave's request, the School then generously donated the old $100,000 model to our Crime Lab. I was not complaining a bit; indeed, I was grateful for the generosity all the way around.
Dr. Woodrow said "These are nylon fibers. We also found some rubber compounds when we ran a dirt sample through the mass spec."
"Artificial turf." I said immediately, the answer somehow just coming to me.
"Yessss...." said Dr. Woodrow. "That's very possible. Does that help your case?"
"I think it ultimately will." I said. "Not too many places where there is artificial turf around here."
"The football fields at the University Stadium and all three high schools are natural grass." said J.R. Barnes helpfully.
"Yes, they are." I said. "Okay guys, document this as evidence. I think it'll come into play in the near future. And this is great work guys. Going forward, please inform me or the lead Detective of anything you find without delay..."
Part 6 - Decisions and Breakthroughs
The University President's office was a somber room as Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, University Regents Henry R. Wargrave and Austin R. Murphy, and booster Tom Riordan met to discuss a serious problem.
"It's confirmed." Wellman said. "The cancer has metastasized. It's going to be a long haul for him... if he survives it."
"Yes." said Riordan. "It's a shame, and I hate to sound callous, but the football team is going in the wrong direction. We've stood by the man in some situations where we might should not have, but this might be the opportunity to let him get himself well while we move forward. The boosters are going to want a change. This might be the easiest way of making that change."
"But how callous do we look if we force him to step aside now?" asked Murphy. "And the team loves him; they're playing their asses off for him. We just don't have the talent this year. Nick Eastwood can't do it all himself on offense, and we just don't have the defense that we did last year. We get rid of him now, the team might essentially quit, and a mediocre season becomes a disaster."
"You sound like a politician." Henry Wargrave said, teasing his friend. "But you make a good point. The answer to that is to announce his illness, he takes a leave of absence, his team is inspired to play for him, and everyone understands and hopes for his recovery while we quietly move on."
"I agree, Henry. That's the way to go with it." asked Wellman. "But will he go along with us on this?"
Wargrave said "I think we can persuade him to see the light on this. We're talking about his health and his life or death. I think he knows that. As an aside, we also get to look at Coach Bronson as the interim head coach. Certainly we have some things to consider, President Wellman." With the last sentence, Wargrave looked right at Dr. Wellman, communicating a silent signal which Wellman understood and acted upon.
"Okay, then." said Wellman. "Thank you for coming by, gentlemen. I'll be talking with you again soon, very soon. Henry, if you can stay behind a moment, I need to discuss that endowment with you that we talked about the other day."
After the others were gone, Wellman said to Wargrave "I take it there's more?"
"Yes, I'm afraid so." said Wargrave. "You know how I've said that there might be times when I will have to say 'Trust me, you don't want to know.'?"
"Is this one of those times?" Wellman asked, understanding.
"Trust me. You don't want to know." said Wargrave. "I'll just say this: the Iron Crowbar has very effectively consolidated his power in this County. And that has implications for Coach Harlan... and for us if we're not careful."
"For crying out loud." said Wellman, shaking his head. "All right, if there was any indecision before, it's gone now. I'll call all the Regents, then tell Brian."
"Let me tell Coach Harlan myself." Wargrave said. "I'll make it clear that we'll support him financially through his treatments, and of course I'll persuade him to do what we want."
--------------------------------
The morning of September 30th started off with a bang. First came our 7:00am coffee date with Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette... and yes, as I saw the microphone in her hand, I unstoppably thought about something else Bettina had put her mouth on. I tried to clear my mind and I listened as Bettina continued: "Channel Two News has learned that University Head Football Coach Brian Harlan is taking a leave of absence following a diagnosis of cancer! Let's go to Chuck Pringle at the Sports Desk. Chuck!"
"Thank you, Bettina," said Chuck Pringle, and this time he actually was on live. "The University Sports Information Department has confirmed that Coach Brian Harlan is going to be taking a leave of absence while he receives treatment for cancer. Details of what type of cancer he has and the severity of his illness have not been released at this time, but the SID spokesman has stated it is serious enough to warrant Coach Harlan discontinuing all coaching duties to concentrate on his treatment and recovery. Defensive Coordinator Russ Bronson will be taking over the head coaching duties on an interim basis."
"Chuck, has the football team been informed of this sad news?" asked Bettina as the television went to a split-screen of the two... who in reality were standing only ten feet apart, just making it look like they were in separate places. Is it any wonder I have a deep distrust of the Press?
"Yes, Bettina," Chuck Pringle said, "The team was notified last night at a team meeting after practice, and we have reports that Coach Harlan addressed the team himself and gave them the news. We'll be getting player reactions all through the day, of course, as Channel Two Sports follows these breaking developments."
"Thank you Chuck!" shouted Bettina. "Sources have told Channel Two News that Coach Harlan's position was tenuous after a 1-3 start, but that the University will be taking no further actions regarding Coach Harlan's status until he has been treated and fully recovers from his illness."
"In other news, Police have no new leads in the murder of Derrick Belle. Asked if his wife Shayla was a suspect in his murder, Commander Donald Troy stated that the case was ongoing and that all leads were being pursued, but he would not state outright who might be a suspect in the case."
"Last, but not least," said Bettina, wrapping up, "the County Democrat Party has stated it will not attempt to put a new candidate on the ballot in the race for Sheriff, citing a lack of time until the Election and the overwhelming popularity of candidate Daniel Allgood, who is not relaxing his campaign despite being wounded while protecting his wife during a home invasion. The County Democrat Party does plan to announce a candidate to replace the late Senator Nathan Allen in the State Senate race tomorrow, October 1st, stating that it is imperative that TEA Party Conservative John Cummings be vigorously opposed in order to preserve abortion and contraception rights for all women. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
And that wasn't even the big news of the day. Just as I turned to re-fill my coffee cup, a uniformed officer burst into the MCD room. "Commander! Can you come to the front Duty Desk please? A woman is demanding to see you!"
"What in the hell? You're coming in here demanding the Police Commander jump just because some woman is up front?" shouted Cindy Ross to the poor uniformed kid. "Get your ass back up front!"
"I... I'm sorry," said the patrol officer, quaking, "but she... she said she has something important for the Commander to see."
"I'll be there in a minute, Patrolman." I said. "Head back to the desk and tell her I'll be there in a minute."
"Of all the frickin' nerve..." Cindy said, still red faced as the young officer quickly fled her presence.
"It's okay, Crowbar 2." I said. "The Citizens have a right to make demands of my time... just not to abuse it. Let's see what this good citizen has for us today. Come with me." We made our way up front to the Duty Desk.
"I have something very important for the Commander to see, and I need to see him now." I heard a woman say, and I knew who it was from the loud voice even before I got to the desk. Sure enough, Old Mrs. Boddiker was in the front hallway, berating two police officers. She was the 'theoretically' homeless woman who had seen Joe Arruzio, giving me a vital clue in that case. Little did I know how much bigger her visit today was...
"All right, guys, I'll handle it." I said. "Hello Mrs. Boddiker, why don't we step into the waiting room here, and you can tell me what you've found." As we settled down in a couple of chair, Mrs. Boddiker handed me an object wrapped in plastic. I put on latex gloves, which I always keep in my pocket, and pulled out the object. It was a brass fireplace poker, and it was indented in the middle!
"Why Mrs. Boddiker!" I said, my heart surging, "where in the world did you find this?"
"It was in one of the trash cans on the University campus." replied Mrs. Boddiker. "My friend, the widow Athena Jones, she actually pointed it out to me and suggested I bring it to you personally, Commander. Mrs. Jones thinks it might be the weapon that killed that that young man Mr. Belle the other day."
I yelled to the Duty Desk to call someone from the Crime Lab to come over. "Mrs. Boddiker, you have done us a great service today. Now I'm going to get your fingerprints, so we can tell yours apart from any others we may find. Sergeant!" The Duty Desk Sergeant hurried over in response to my call. "Take Mrs. Boddiker back for fingerprinting, give her the grand tour." The Sergeant led Mrs. Boddiker through the booking process as if she were being arrested, though of course she wasn't, and I knew she'd love going through it.
Today's fingerprints are not done with paper and ink any longer, but with glass and digital photography. I'm told Old Mrs. Boddiker was amazed at the technology, asking what had happened to the ink and paper, and fluttering like a parakeet about the 'old days'.
After all that, I had Old Mrs. Boddiker accompany me and Cindy in my SUV to the trash can in which the poker was found. It was on the University campus, on a major walkway that led between some of the academic buildings and the athletic complex. While there, I looked around...
------------------------------
"So," said the Chief as I sat in his office, briefing him, "that old lady found the murder weapon, eh?"
"Yes, she did." I said. "And I've already contacted the Mayor's office about a proclamation for her. It'll get her picture in the paper, and all her friends at that Community Center she goes to will be all agog over her." The Chief laughed.
"Best reward you could give her." he said. "I may be going to that place myself in my declining years. You really can learn a lot of gossip there." I just smiled knowingly at the Chief, and he understood.
"What Mrs. Boddiker could not tell me is where I could find the widow Athena Jones. I really wanted to talk to that woman, who'd actually found the poker in the trash can." I said. "I've got Detective Rose looking for her, but I suspect she's going to stay out of sight for a while."
"Why's that?" asked the Chief.
"She didn't come forward herself, she got Mrs. Boddiker to bring us the poker." I said. "Something very interesting about that..."
"Only you seem to find importance out of what the rest of us would consider mundane." said Chief Griswold, and he did not mean it in a bad way. "So, what about the weapon, the poker?"
"No fingerprints other than Old Mrs. Boddiker's, but some serious DNA where the poker was bent, very likely Mr. Belle's." I said. "Even though the poker was wiped down, they found some good hair and tissue in the creases."
"Good." said the Chief. "So, just between us, any theories? I'm catching some flak from Council members who don't understand why Shayla Belle wasn't arrested on the spot."



"If they ask again," I said, "you can tell them that I have indications that suggest she is not the perp, nor is Seth Warner. As to who it is, I'm still searching for motive, means and opportunity. Finding the murder weapon and its location was tremendously important."
"How are your new people doing?" the Chief asked.
"Pretty good." I said. "Lorena Rose jumps the gun a bit, she's excitable, forms theories before getting facts... but I think she holds a lot of promise. Claire Michaels is really great, but I'm afraid she's going to end up in SWAT full time. Teddy Parker has some imagination, but needs experience badly. Dr. Woodrow is doing well in the Crime Lab, now that he knows not to delay telling the Commander anything of even little importance in evidence collection and processing. I am disappointed in just about everyone, though... the clues at the crime scene were very strong, but are not being given the attention they deserve."
"Be sure that in teaching these guys," admonished the Chief, "that you don't keep anything from them that they need to know."
"Yes, sir." I said. "Which reminds me sir, I need to give Lt. Ross a briefing on some things, if you'll excuse me." The Chief dismissed me.
Part 7 - Evidence Collection
October 1st. I arrived at Police Headquarters at 6:00am as usual, finding that Martin Nash had arrived ahead of me.
"Sir," he said as I came into MCD, "ADA Patterson called and said she was at the Courthouse getting that warrant you asked for, and she should be here by 6:30."
"Good, thanks." I said. "And when Detective Rose comes in, tell her to come to my office. If she's not here by the time Paulina gets back, I'll have to give her a call." Martin Nash knew was I was implying, and as I left to go back to my office he was already pulling out his cell phone to call Lorena and get her into my presence, pronto. Lorena did arrive just as Paulina did.
"Okay, Detective Rose, let's go." I said. "We're going to go collect some evidence." Detective Rose was perplexed but remained silent as we got into my Police SUV.
"So how are you liking MCD?" I asked.
"It's good sir, but this case is showing me I have a lot to learn." Lorena replied. "And my partner and Lieutenant Ross think I speak too much and too quickly, so I'm trying not to say too much and just learn."
"That's good, but just between you, me and the lamp-post, don't let that curb your enthusiasm." I said. "You're doing just fine, just be sure to twist your theories to the facts rather than twist facts to suit your theories."
"Yes sir, thank you sir." Lorena said. I could tell that my praise was having a very positive effect on her, that the 'training' she was getting from Cindy and Claire had been tough-love and could be hard to take, mentally. What they were doing was right, but I didn't want to dampen Lorena's edge, which would serve her well once harnessed.
The sun was just getting to the top of the mountain ridge to the east where my home was as we drove through the University campus. I parked at the Athletic Building where the coach's offices and player locker rooms were. I grabbed my bag of tools and we went behind the building towards the practice fields. They had just been unlocked; the football team would be taking the field at 7:00am for morning practice.
Lt. Bill Hanson of the University Police met us there; I'd called him and asked for his assistance.
"What are you looking for, sir?" Lorena asked. I looked around and saw some rather muddy areas where the artificial turf of the practice field.
"You see that path that comes from the sidewalk between the Athletic Building and the practice field, that leads up the hill?" I asked Lorena, pointing to a path that ran along the far side of the practice fields, between the fence of the fields and the beginnings of the slope towards the mountain to our right.
"Yes, sir." she said.
"That leads to the track and field areas." I said. "They carved out a flat place and put a track there, literally against the side of the mountain. A lot of people go there to exercise; athletes, students, and even Townspeople. It's free for everyone.
"I'm thinking someone walked along this path to... right here." I said, pointing at the edge of the artificial turf along the path. I knelt down, opened my back and took out my tools -- scissors and an evidence bag. I cut some of the artificial turf and bagged it.
"Lorena, take this to the Crime Lab, pronto. They're expecting it, and it's under this warrant." I said, handing her the folded piece of paper that the warrant was printed upon. "Lt. Hanson, would you go with Detective Rose, to keep two-man control of this evidence?"
"Sure." said Lt. Hanson. "In fact, I'll drive. I've got a meeting with your Chief this morning, so I need my car there." They left as I watched in the gathering light.
At the far end of the Athletic Building, a single file line of football players ran out the locker room door and to the gate to the other side of this practice field. They ran down he sideline, then the first guy cut up the 45 yard line and eight guys followed. Behind that line, the next group of guys cut left at the 40 yard line, then the next on the 35, and so on. It was a precision drill that rivaled a military march exercise. It was too bad this team wasn't as good on the field as they were starting practice.
"Commander Troy... can I help you with something?" It was Interim Head Coach Russ Bronson, a tough, swarthy man with broad shoulders, a good physique even at his age, a head full of longish brown hair, and a big mustache. He did not look particularly happy to see me; he was a good friend of Coach Harlan, and had been sympathetic to Coach Harlan when Harlan was attacking me over the handling of the Black Widow's demise.
"Hi Coach." I said. "No thanks, I just stopped to watch the football team come out to practice. How's Coach Harlan?"
Coach Bronson sighed, "He's not good. Just between us, it's much more serious than they're letting on. Even if Brian survives this, I doubt he'll ever be able to come back to coaching full-time again."
"Sorry to hear that." I said, mostly out of politeness. "I'll get out of here and let you get back to work. Good luck with the rest of the season."
"Thanks." said Coach Bronson as he jogged onto the field.
As I was driving back, I saw the large field called "The Quad", which was ringed by Old Dorm, New Dorm and other dorms and buildings. The Army ROTC Juniors were in formation, learning drill and ceremonies. Now that took me back! I was thinking as I slowed down, then pulled over to watch the cadets. This class was a good looking group.
-------------------------------------
"Commander!" yelled Cindy Ross, bursting into my office right at 9:00am. "You've got to come see this!" That breach of protocol suggested something huge, and I followed Cindy to MCD, where everyone was watching the television set.
Filling the television screen was Katherine Woodburn, former owner of KXTC, standing behind a podium at what appeared to be a political rally in the Courthouse Square... and the words she was angrily shouting confirmed it: "We cannot let John Cummings be elected and take away a woman's right to choose and a woman's right to contraception! As your next State Senator from the First District of the State, I promise you that I will fight against the Republicans' War on Women!" The crowd cheered enthusiastically.
"Yep," said Cindy, "she's running for State Senate in Nathan Allen's place. They've already rigged it to get her on the ballot, and she's announcing it now."
"Out of the frying pan, into the fire." I murmured, mostly to myself. Vice Detective (J.G.) Joanne Cummings agreed. John Cummings was her cousin, and they were both very Conservative in their politics. But I realized as I watched Woodburn on television that things were just heating up in the ol' Town & County. It was 'Game On'.
Just then my cell phone rang. And as far as I was concerned, the news I was told when I answered was absolutely the biggest...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - From Death Unto Life
It was still October 1st. I rushed up to University Hospital, to the Delivery areas. A slim, older woman was waiting, her face attractive but etched by the pain of loss. She was Pamela Feeley, mother of the slain Officer Pete Feeley.
"They just took her in." she said. I sat down by her to wait, calling Laura and then the Chief... Tanya Perlman was delivering her baby!
Two hours later, the lovely Nurse Jones came out to the waiting room, where Laura, Chief Griswold and his wife, and, somewhat to my surprise, Barry Oliver were now waiting. Barry and Tanya had become friends while they'd worked together in the Crime Lab, and I was realizing that perhaps I'd not observed a few things I should have...
"Mrs. Feeley, I am so happy to tell you that you are the grandmother of a very healthy baby boy!" Nurse Jones said. Everyone cheered as Nurse Jones said "Tanya has asked you Mrs. Feeley, and you Commander Troy, to come to her room for a moment before everyone else does."
We went to the room, to which Tanya had been brought just moments before. Her hair was matted with sweat, her face red with exhaustion but also with a radiant smile as she held the little bundle wrapped in a soft blanket and wearing a blue toboggan cap.
Tears were running down Mrs. Feeley's face as she admired her grandson. He was a scrunched up little prune, as all newborns are, but he was healthy and that was the most important thing. Pete Feeley was gone, but he'd left behind a son to follow him.
After some congratulatory talk and a short discussion of the delivery, I asked Tanya, "So, are you going to name him Peter M. Feeley, Junior?"
"No." said Tanya, her smile acquiring a playful edge as she delivered the next words. "His name is Peter Donald Feeley."
I was speechless.
"Yep." Tanya said, enjoying the look on my face. "Peter, after his dad; and Donald after the greatest Police Officer I've ever had the privilege to know. I hope he grows up just like his dad, but just like you too, Don."
"I... I don't know what to say." I said. "That's... I'm... well, I'm really honored." I felt the emotions rising. After Mrs. Feeley held little Pete for a few moments, he was handed to me. It was almost as emotional as the time I held my own newborn son just months before.
"Okay, you have tests to run and things to do." I said as Nurse Jones and two other nurses came in. I handed the baby back to Tanya, kissed her on the forehead, told her I'd come back the next day to visit, then went back to the waiting area, still in a total daze. Laura was smiling a very knowing smile as she saw my face.
"She told me not to tell you." said Laura, who then told everyone what Tanya had named the baby. "Are you surprised?"
"That doesn't begin to describe it." I said, fighting hard to hold back my emotions.
Some moments later, the Chief and his wife and Barry Oliver were invited in to see Tanya. Mrs. Feeley came out and sat down beside me.
"I... I'm just so..." she said, the words hard in coming. "Pete's loss was devastating, it just about killed me... but I'm so happy he was able to leave behind a son... I just wish he could have seen him..." Mrs. Feeley could stand no more, and broke down crying as I took her in my arms for a hug, her arms circling me for support, her body racked by sobs. She was not the only one crying. We both had a few minutes releasing our emotions...
Part 9 - Confirmation
I returned to Headquarters, trying to get back to work and overcome my emotions, both happy and sad. I saw Corporal Pete Feeley's badge in its frame on my wall, and I renewed my pledge to continue to fight for Justice on behalf of Pete and his newborn son.
Later that afternoon, I got the news from Dr. Woodrow, who had joined the Chief, Cindy, Claire, Lorena, and myself in Classroom 'E'. For some reason, the Chief took the far end chair, leaving me the one nearest the door. I didn't argue, but sat down to lead the meeting.
"I can say with certainty that the fibers collected at the practice field are exactly the same as those collected at the crime scene." said Dr. Woodrow. "It's not just the same material, but the same batch."
"And you can show this to a jury?" asked the Chief.
"Yes sir." said Dr. Woodrow. He then went into a few moments of discussion on how he could prove the comparison.
"Okay, I'm convinced." said the Chief. "Crowbar, tell an old police chief what this means."
"Sir, I'd like to hear from my Detectives what these facts mean to their opinions." I said. "Rose?"
"It means the killer walked on that practice field not long before going to Derrick Belle's house and killing him." Lorena said.
"Absolutely. Michaels? Fill in the gaps." I said.
After a moment, Claire said "It was after the rain that day, since the murderer tracked mud into the house. He hid in the closet and probably was there while Shayla and Seth were having sex. He, and I say 'he' because I think it took a man to deliver that fatal blow, since Lt. Ross is the only woman I know who could do that, and she has that perfect alibi..."
Cindy smiled, knowing she was being teased, but also at the thought of Jenna Stiles as Claire continued, "he probably was in the closet and heard the altercation between Derrick and Shayla and Seth. After Shayla and Seth left, he came out, grabbed the poker if he didn't have it in his hands already--"
"Which he did." I said. "Go on."
"So he came up behind Derrick Belle and whacked him over the head." finished Claire. "The only thing I don't understand at all is 'Why?'."
"One more thing..." Cindy Ross said. "After killing Belle, the murderer went back to the University Campus, where he ditched the weapon. In fact, he cleaned it off, or thought he had, then sank it into that trash can, where by sheer luck Old Mrs. Boddiker and her friend Mrs. Athena Jones apparently found it. Damn, that was good luck!"
"True. Excellent work by all of you." I said. "And that suggests the killer is associated with the University in some way. But why?..." After a pause, I said "Chief, I don't have a grasp of the 'Why?', either. We've got means and opportunity, but no motive, as of yet."
"Could Shayla have hired someone to kill her husband?" Cindy asked.
"I think we come back to the same arguments as before." I said, becoming slightly introspective as I talked. "Shayla had more reason to want her estranged husband alive than dead. She needs to keep her money, as she is about to be cut off by the divorce, so spending a hundred grand to have her husband killed would be blow to her pocketbook.
"It also stretches my limits of reason to think a contract killer would act right after the person paying him was in the home and argued with the victim. By rights, he'd call it off for that night and take another opportunity later."
"Not that you have any experience as a contract killer, of course." joked the Chief.
"No sir, at least not yet." I said. "By the way, Dr. Woodrow, feel free to jump right in at any time and solve this case for us."
"Heh!" said Dr. Woodrow. "I'm sitting here in utter fascination of all of you."
"What about Seth?" asked Lorena Rose. "Maybe he and Shayla aren't together... maybe she leaves, he circles back inside, gets in the closet while Mr. Belle is in the bathroom or something, then comes out and whacks him."
"It's an idea..." I said, "except that we've generally ascertained that Seth was where he said he was. His cellphone was pinging the right towers at all the right times, as was Shayla's. We're obviously missing something, so far, but I don't think that's it."
"So she was holding his cell phone for him?" Lorena said, not willing to give up the point. And I had to admit she had a point.
"That's a good point." I said. "And now you're making me work to defend Seth. So here's another try: Derrick caught Seth and Shayla together and he had eyes on them until they left. I suspect it'd be hard for Seth to come back inside and surprise Derrick. Ergo, my belief is that Derrick is looking out for Seth, but doesn't realize that someone else is already in the closet. I think that's actually yet another point for Seth's innocence, at least in my own mind.
"I was thinking about Derrick Belle's family." said Claire Michaels. "His sister and cousin stand to inherit. Furthermore, I did think of one thing last night: I was thinking of how the sister Cheryl Dunston made a point to bring up some of the vulgar things about what Derrick said about Shayla, like coming home with semen running down her legs... Cheryl actually made a point to say that in front of her parents. And then everything else she said seem to oh-so-subtly imply Shayla was responsible." But I don't see further motive there, either. Unless they know something we haven't found out, yet."
"Those are good points, and those family members do have better motive than Shayla." I said. "As you said, the sister and the cousin inherit his personal holdings, and as Lorena noted: despite what his sister said, if Derrick sells the company, she loses influence there even if she stays. But she also made a point to say she liked Shayla..."
I was looking up at the ceiling, trying to think, about to dismiss the group, when Lorena said it: "Maybe Shayla's not the target. Maybe Seth was."
I sat bolt upright in my chair, staring at Lorena. "Detective Rose, keep thinking outside the box like that, and you will have an outstanding career with this Police Force!" I said. "Yes... what if this is about Seth?!?!" I went into a reverie.
"All right, folks." said Cindy. "Look closely at it. This is what happens when the Commander is about to not tell us something." She was teasing, but the Chief's look at her was one of 'non approval'.
"No." I said, coming out of my thought trance. "I'll tell you everything I know and what I'm allowed to under the law of what I'm thinking." I knew I couldn't give every detail of some things I knew through the FBI.
"Seth..." I said, "... has been involved in a legal battle with his family over his late father's company. It is possible that someone came to either kill him or frame him for murder. Now don't ask me the 'how' of this just yet, but... oh yes, that fits..."
"All right, Crowbar," said the Chief, "give these people some directions and let's break it off for the day. I know Cindy and Dr. Woodrow want to visit Tanya."
"Oh! Yes... by all means." I said. "I'll go ask Myron Milton to get phone records and cell phone pings for Seth's sister, Karen Warner. I want to know where she was on the day of the crime, what she was doing, who she was with, who she talked to."
"You think she did it?" Cindy asked. "She's not that strong... her mother is, but her mother is in State Women's Prison."
"Confirm that, too." I told Lorena and Claire. "If Karla Warner is not in State Women's Prison, put out an APB for her, ASAP. But I think she's there. As to Karen, she is a dynamo in bed and could entice strong, fit young men to do her bidding. Let's find out what she's been up to the last few days. Okay, Chief, if you have nothing else, that's it. I have two things to confirm tonight, then we'll start moving to finish this off tomorrow. Lorena, you might want to come with me on this next visit."
"You heard the man, people. You are all dismissed Detective Rose, go with the Commander... and keep him out of trouble, if you will, please." said the Chief.
-----------------------------
"I'm sorry to have to disturb you." I said to Derrick Belle's sister, Cheryl Belle Dunston. "I need to confirm a few things from the interview you gave my Detectives yesterday."
"Uh, certainly, Detective." said Cheryl.
"It's 'Commander'." said Detective Lorena Rose. I was happy that Lorena had done that, as Cheryl's face showed surprise... and a little bit of worry.
"Mrs. Dunston," I said, "I've gone over the emails of recent weeks between your late brother and his staff, which includes you. Let me ask this: how did you feel about your brother selling his company?"
"As... as I told your Detectives the other day, Commander," said Cheryl, "I had no feelings about it at all. If my brother wanted to sell the company, it was his business and his right to do so."
"Yes, but even though you told my Detectives that you might stay with the company, your emails show that you had concerns about that. Are you sure that you want to maintain that you had no problems at all with your brother's decision?"
"I stand by my statement, Commander." Cheryl said, her voice becoming more abrupt and stern. "Now if there is nothing else--"
"Just a few more questions, Mrs. Dunston." I said, not letting her attempt to end the interview succeed at all. "While you are an heir of your brother's personal property, the codicil to the will does give you some authority in negotiating company business. It also gives your cousin and two others some authority as trustees to negotiate with Mr. Belle's creditors, is that not right?"
"Uh... I'll have to confer with the company lawyers on such details." said Cheryl, clearly ill at ease.
"Mrs. Dunston," I said, my voice getting a bit harsher. "Your brother's will will be probated either in this County, where Mr. Belle lived; or in the City, where his formal business address is. Either way, it will be probated according to the laws of this State, and the State laws say that any named heir can actually contest the will. Shayla Belle apparently cannot, but you have such an inroad to do so if you want to contest the sale of the company and continue to run it... is that not right?"
"Again... I am not aware of the legal complexities--"
"But Mrs. Dunston," I said, "your brother's business involved legal complexities, from the Court Orders involving the payments against which the company makes loans to the workings with your creditor companies. Your emails show you to be very much involved in those complexities, Mrs. Dunston. So I wondering how you really feel about your brother selling the company, very likely losing your job and livelihood, whereas now with your brother dead, you have inroads to keep the company if you can contest the will or perhaps work something out with your creditors."
"Is there a point to this, Detective?" Cheryl asked, her voice showing her irritation.
"Only that I'll be talking with the creditors, your cousin, and the other company officers about the true nature of the discussions concerning the sale of the company. Are you sure there is not something you wish to tell me before I do so? Lying to Police is a serious criminal offense, Mrs. Dunston."
"You need to leave." Cheryl said. "I want a lawyer and will say nothing further to you nor any of your officers without legal counsel present. If you want to talk to me further, get a warrant. Now go."
We left. As we drove back to Headquarters, I could see that Lorena was working on it in her mind. "What do you think, Detective?" I asked.
"I get the feeling you called out her intentions very nicely, sir." said Lorena. "And it gives her motive to murder her brother... or for her husband or cousin to do it. I just wonder why you chose to agitate her like you did."
"Yes, the motive begins to show." I said. "But now we have to establish means and opportunity on that. As to why I chose to agitate her... I want to see what pops out. We'll be seeing what phone calls she makes in the next few hours..."
Part 10 - The Spy Who Loved Me
I called my wife Laura and told her that I would be late getting home, that I had an errand to run. She said that was good, because she was going to call me and tell me she was going to be late herself. She had a date in her office this night -- with the University varsity football team quarterback, the young stud Nick Eastwood.
---------------------------------
"Honey, you know I can't have intercourse for several more weeks." Laura said to Nick Eastwood, who was leaning against her desk.
"That's okay, Laura." Nick said. "Just seeing your magnificent body is enough. Of course, with this tough season I've had a lot of stresses... anything you can do to help... relieve that stress?"
Laura smiled, a beautiful smile full of promise and lust. "There sure is, baby. Come over here and sit down by me." Nick went over to the sofa that Laura was sitting on and sat down beside her, very close, her body pressed against his right side. Laura eased her arm around the young stud's broad shoulders and muscular neck. He turned as she leaned forward and their lips met in a sensuous kiss, which turned deeper as their tongues twined and locked into a hot dance.
The beautiful professor's right hand eased down to Nick's rock-hard right thigh, gently caressing it, moving up towards the tremendous, tight bulge in the crotch of his pants. Together their hands worked to free the young varsity quarterback's huge cockmeat. It seemed to burst out of his pants, standing tall and proud, engorged and thick.
"Mmmm, what a lovely cock." Laura said. She wasted no time leaning over and kissing the cockhead, then swirling her tongue around the swollen, spongy helmet, making the young man groan with pleasure and desire. Then she sank her mouth down onto him, engulfing his meaty inches in the warm, wet cavern of her hot, sucking mouth.
"Oh, Jesus, baby, that's so fucking good!" Nick gasped as Laura began expertly fellating him in earnest, her mouth a voracious vacuum as she absorbed the length of his shaft into her throat, sucking fiercely as she slowly pulled her head upwards. Nick's cock was taut with intense, tingling ecstasy as Laura showcased her oral talents.
For herself, Laura was in her own world of lust. She deeply enjoyed sucking a young man's huge cock, and Nick had over nine long, super-thick inches for her to feast upon. She moaned in pleasure as she pleasured him, her lips sliding wetly up and down the long length of his shaft, letting the vibrations add to the pleasure of her lips and tongue expertly working his young but huge manhood.
"Oh God!" Nick gasped, barely able to hold on. "Why don't we go into the bedroom and get more comfortable."
"That's a great idea, Nick." Laura said enthusiastically. She got up and as Nick stood and temporarily re-fastened his pants, she took his hand and led him into her little bedroom area. A flick of a switch seemed to turn on the lights, but it also activated a video camera. Laura wanted her husband to be able to review what was about to happen between her and this well-hung young stud.
"Come here, baby." Nick said huskily, pulling Laura into him. He smashed his mouth onto hers in a hot, wet kiss, which she returned with equally hot passion. As they hungrily made out, Nick slid the zipper down Laura's dress, letting the obstructing garment slide down over her shoulders, falling in a puddle around her feet.



"Lie down on the bed, babe." Nick ordered, taking control of the beautiful older woman, the hot professor that every boy on campus longed to fuck. Laura lay on the bed and spread her legs obscenely. Her black lace panties were still on. Her pubic bush was beginning to grow back from when it had been shaved before the surgery. She obscenely fingered around the edges as she watched Nick undress.
Nick loved being the center of attention, and he knew how to maximize undressing for a woman. He began opening his pants, but just as he was about to expose his hard male meat, he turned around, showing Laura his muscular back and asscheeks as he slowly slid his pants down. Laura watched with wanton lust as the young man stepped out of the pants, then turned to face her. His massive cock was bobbing in front of him, and Laura was watching it twitch and bounce in front of him as he gyrated his hips while removing his shirt.
"Oops." Nick said as his shirt seemed to drop out of his hands onto the floor. He bent down to pick it up and Laura did not see his hand quickly dart into the space under the chest of drawers to the side of the bed. Then he rose up, bringing the shirt, which he pretended to fold and put on top of the chest.
"How do you like this?" Laura asked. She lay back, then spread her legs out as far and wide as she could, then let a finger move the crotch of her black lace panties to one side, completely exposing her gorgeous pussy to the young stud's view. Then she slowly moved her legs up until they were over her body. She let her calves fall, her knees bent, then slowly spread her thighs wide in a wickedly sinful invitation for her lover to commit adultery with her.
Nick was watching Laura's show, gently stroking his big cock, feeling it throb. "Damn, bitch, you keep that up and I might lose it and do something I shouldn't... like sink this big cock balls-deep into that beautiful snatch of yours."
"Mmmm, when I invite you back here in a few weeks, Nick," Laura promised, "I'm going to spread my legs for you like this, and you can shove your meat into me and fuck my brains out until I beg for mercy!... would you like that, baby? Would you like to fuck me and shoot your big load deep inside me, and--"
With a growl, Nick threw himself onto the bed, halfway tackling Laura. He moved up and grasped her large, milk-filled breasts in his muscular hands. As he sucked deeply on her left nipple, a stream of milk seemed to explode on his tongue, surprising him.
"Mmmmm, Jesus, baby! I haven't sucked milk out of a tit since I was a baby." Nick growled. "I'm gonna suck your magnificent tits dry, babe!"
"Mmmm, oh yes, suck my tits, Nick!" Laura gasped, her voice husky.
Moments later, Nick was dry-humping Laura's thigh, and she knew she had to take control of him before he tried to mount her and fuck her, which might injure her. She began kissing her way down his muscular, hairless chest to his big cock, leaning over him, letting her breasts press into his thigh as she grasped the base of his meat and engulfed the head and many inches of veiny shaft into her eager, hungry mouth.
The room fell silent, interrupted only by the heavy breathing of the young stud as he neared a mind-blowing orgasm and the slurps and smacks as the beautiful professor sucked the student's huge meat pole. One of Laura's elegant hands massaged Nick's big, cum-filled balls as her other hand vigorously jacked the base of his cock, inexorably driving the young man over the edge.
"Oh God, I'm going to fucking come, I'm going to..." Nick gasped as the tremendous pleasure/pain built up in his loins, ready to violently explode. His hand gripped the back of Laura's head, holding her down on his meat as she sank her mouth fully onto him, eager to receive the extramarital deposit into her throat.
"AWK! UHHH!!!!" Nick gasped as reached the crest. The first huge spurt of hot semen fired out of his cockhead, filling Laura's mouth with his essence. She swallowed his sperm, then swallowed the second blast that coated her throat, gulping down his man-lava as his weapon of lust fired rapidly again and again, only abating as his balls were drained and he was totally spent.
Part 11 - Orgy of Pleasure
"God damn, that cock is hard!" exclaimed Shayla Belle as her sopping wet, sperm-filled pussy sank down over my cock, enveloping me as she impaled herself on my throbbing hard male meat. She was riding me 'reverse cowgirl' and began rocking her hips, gently fucking up and down as Teddy Franklin stepped up to her face and sank his huge prick into the lovely trophy MILF's hungry mouth.
I had called Seth Warner with the intent of asking him some questions about his whereabouts on the day of the murder. He said that he and Shayla were at Todd and Jeanine's home. Then the phone was taken from him and my nephew's voice came on, telling me to get over there as the action was about to 'get hot and steamy'. I hurried over.
When I got there, it had already started in the basement rec room. Jeanine's new maid, a pretty Latina woman named Maritza, was watching over the babies. When I got to the rec room, a very intense sight greeted my appreciative eyes:
Todd, Shayla, and Ted were on the couch at the end of the pool table. Shayla was sucking Ted's big cock while Todd was pumping his massive meat into Shayla's cunt from the rear. Todd's slender, muscular body was bathed with sweat as he drove his ass forward again and again, sliding his huge dick forward, his groin smacking loudly against Shayla's. The hot trophy wife was somehow able to keep sucking Ted's cock steadily, expertly, even as she was being vigorously fucked by the handsome, powerful young stud behind her.
On the floor on the other side of the pool table, Seth Warner was on top of Jeanine Burke. Her legs were caught under his arms, and his ass was bobbing up and down as he drove his large cockmeat into her sopping cunt with hard, deep strokes.
"Mmm, come on in, baby." Shayla said in her husky voice when she saw me. She got up off the sofa, showing off her lovely body to me as Todd sat down on the sofa. Shayla mounted him, facing away from him and towards me, and impaled herself on his huge, upright cock.
I could hardly believe what I was seeing... Todd's cock looked way too thick, too huge for Shayla to take, and her cuntlips were stretched to the limit, but she took almost every bit of him and was soon riding his meat in a smooth, steady rhythm.
I unzipped my pants and fished out my cock. Stepping up to Shayla, I grabbed the back of her head even as she dove for my little iron crowbar. I groaned as I felt her mouth engulf my meat, then felt the vibration as she groaned. I began fucking her face, using my hand to guide her head as it bobbed while she sucked my dick.
I heard Jeanine say something to Seth, something about turning over so she could watch while he fucked her from behind. I was very close to coming as Shayla sucked my cock as hard as she could, and I didn't try to hold back or make it last. I gasped as I felt the jets of hot sperm firing into the hot woman's throat...
After Todd came inside Shayla, she had me sit on the other sofa to the side of the pool table, and she sank her sperm-filled cunt down onto my cock. I reveled in the pleasurable feeling of getting sloppy seconds... at least seconds if not more. As Shayla rode me like a whore on payday, she had two huge young cocks to work with her mouth and hands. Even as I enjoyed Shayla's cuntwalls gripping my cock as she rode me hard, I heard Seth groan as he pumped his full climax into Todd's lovely wife...
------------------------------------
Some time later, we were relaxing as Teddy and Todd finished up, using Jeanine as their personal cum dumpster, Teddy firing his load into Jeanine's sperm-filled cunt and Todd pumping his essence into her throat.
"Do any of you guys use the University Track behind the practice fields?" I asked, trying to sound nonchalant.
"Sure, all the time." said Shayla. "It's a great place to meet guys." Todd and Teddy also admitted to using the track frequently, though not to meet guys. Seth said he never had.
"So Shayla," I asked, "how are things going for you in the social circles?"
"Well," Shayla said, trying to keep her voice carefree, "I've been disinvited to several lunches, and the Ladies Auxiliary basically told me I don't need to bother coming to their meetings anymore. They all think I killed my husband. I'd probably care a lot more if I considered myself part of this Town and its social scene, but I never have and I don't now."
I had been weighing a tough decision, but now I knew what I had to do, and why.
Part 12 - The Little Things
The morning of October 2nd at 7:00am meant coffee in MCD and of course Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead into her microphone. "The County and the First District of the State was electrified by the news that Katherine Woodburn, former owner of KXTC-TV and the Town & County Examiner, has entered the State Senate race as a Democrat, replacing the late Senator Nathan Allen on the ballot.
"The County Republican Party filed suit, stating that election laws requiring a certain number signatures to get Ms. Woodburn on the ballot have not been met, and that her placement on the ballot was illegal. The suit was dismissed with prejudice by Judge Harry "Spud" Nance, who cited an obscure clause in the law describing 'special circumstances', stating that Senator Allen's death allowed the Democrats to replace him on the ballot. The County Republicans say no such clause exists in the current law and have appealed, but the Appellate Court has refused an injunction, and will not hear the case until after the Election, essentially making it a moot point."
Bettina continued: "KXTC polling last night shows that Ms. Woodburn is only four points behind TEA Party Conservative John Cummings, owner of Cummings Outdoors General Store, almost within the margin of error..."
"Shit." I said, mostly to myself, but within Martin Nash's hearing. "If he doesn't have a ten point lead going into Election Day, they'll steal it for her." Nash agreed, his face showing no change of emotion.
--------------------------------
"Heh heh hehhhhh!" chuckled Mr. Ward of Ward Harvester as he read the accounts in the Examiner of Katherine Woodburn's entry into the State Senate race. "I'd love to have seen the Iron Crowbar's face when that was announced!"
"I'm sure that my little brother took it all in stride." said Elizabeth as she sipped her coffee. They were in Ward's office, having an impromptu meeting.
"Where is Miss Warner?" Mr. Ward said. "We have some things to decide."
"She's with Coach Harlan." Elizabeth said. "She's staying with him while he undergoes the cancer treatments. They've been having an affair for months, you know. I think she's coming to understand that she had more feelings for him than she realized, and she's about to lose him.
"I had an inkling of their relationship." Ward said. "And he's totally smitten with her, he'd do anything for her." After a pause, Ward continued: "I don't want to sound pessimistic, but I think we all realize that Harlan is likely not going to survive this cancer. Do you have anyone in mind to replace him in our group?"
"I certainly do." said Elizabeth, naming her choice. Mr. Ward grinned as he nodded his approval.
-------------------------------
At 8:00am I was sitting at my desk perusing the duty logs from the night before. It had been amazingly quiet the night before in the Town & County: not a single arrest made. That was the good news. The bad news came when my phone buzzed. It was the Duty Desk.
"Sir, gentleman up here wants to see you in your office." said the Desk Sergeant. "Says he's with the Federal Marshals."
"Let me guess." I said. "Blue blazer, khaki pants, white button-down shirt, Dilbert tie."
I heard the Sergeant laugh, but he said "Almost, sir. He's not wearing a tie, but the rest is right."
"Have someone escort Mr. Dixon to my office, please. Thanks." I said, hanging up. A moment later, a rookie patrol officer was ushering Agent Fred Dixon into my office.
"Congratulations on your promotion, Commander. Nice office." Dixon said, his eyes darting around the room, pausing on two things: Pete Feeley's framed shield, and the painting depicting 'The Fall of Troy' that was resting on the floor, leaning against the side wall behind the desk. "So you've picked up on my favored dress code, eh?"
"Yes." I said. "So, what is it today? FDA, DEA, FBI, CIA?" I asked, making a point to show I'd observed a lot more than Dixon's clothing preferences.
"Federal Marshals." said Dixon, getting the point, but not letting me disturb him mentally. "I came to tell you that you will not be speaking to your former Sergeant Brody. The FBI's request to talk to him was denied, and we know that you were using your Police Department's computers to try to find him last night. That search must cease and desist, Commander. Your efforts to find him are putting his life in grave danger."
"I see." I said. "Are you aware of the reasons we want to talk with him, the danger notwithstanding?" Might as well go for it all, I thought to myself.
"Yes, the people making the decisions are aware of the situation." said Dixon, being a bit cryptic and careful in his speech. "I can assure you, Commander, that Mr. Brody told us everything he knows, including in our discussions with him after we took custody of him from you during that raid at the Fire Academy. You've seen those reports, so there is nothing else you could possibly learn from him. Now if you do think you have something you want to ask, you'll need to present your case further, and we'll--"
Just then my door opened and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone barged in. "Don, I've got-- oh, I see Agent Dixon has already beaten me to the punch."
"Come in, Jack." I said, thinking to myself that I was entitled to hire a secretary and boy! did I need one to guard my door. "Have a seat. Federal Marshal Dixon and I were just having a pleasant conversation. His part is pretty much the word 'no'."
Dixon's face had fallen to one of studied annoyance when Muscone had walked in. "I've already explained to the FBI Agent what the situation is."
"Come on, Fred," I said. "What's the frickin' deal? Not the official bullshit, but the real story behind the scenes?"
"In this case, it's exactly as I've told you." replied Dixon stonily, and I realized he'd say nothing further in front of Jack Muscone. "The Marshal Service considers it to be too great a risk for what they consider no value in exposing Mr. Brody to you."
"Okay, then." I said. "I understand, and you will not see me make further attempts to find him." I pressed a button on my desk.
"Don't bullshit me." Dixon said, understanding the nuance of my words. "Don't try, even if you think we won't see it. If we need to have the FBI Deputy Director call you, we will."
"No need, I get the point." I said, then let my voice harden, "Thank you for coming by, Agent Dixon. This officer will escort you back to the front." The officer that had escorted Dixon to my office had appeared again, and my words were a straight-out dismissal of Dixon. He simply nodded to me, ignored Jack Muscone, and left.
"Wow, he moved fast on that one." Jack said. "I got the speech at 6:00 this morning. By the way, the threat to call the Deputy Director is a bluff; Dixon doesn't want to go anywhere near him. After Dixon left my office, I called my boss, and he didn't like what I told him, in that someone is ordering us around."
"I know it was a bluff." I said. "And Dixon doesn't want to pursue it further for another reason: the Marshals did not send him. He was acting totally on his own... well, on behalf of his real employer."
"How..." gasped Muscone, "why do you think that?"
"Logic, and some observations." I said. "If it were official, I'd already have been called by our boss the Deputy Director, and not having this little clandestine visit from the Jack-Of-All-Trades Department's agent. Also, I detected something else in his eyes... worry."
"You think we're on to something, especially about Brody?"
"Oh yes." I said. "We are warm, as the kids say in that game they play... and we may be moving towards hot."
------------------------------------
After a quick visit to the Hospital to check in with Tanya and baby Pete, finding them in good health and good spirits... well, baby Pete was hungry... I picked up Laura and we went to the Country Breakfast Diner to have lunch in the private back room with the owner, Councilman John "Jack" Colby.
"It's bad." said Colby as we ate. "I thought it'd be fairly smooth sailing to get John elected, especially after Allen died." Colby continued. "But Woodburn is really resonating with the Left."
"Is it hurting Daniel Allgood?" asked Laura.
"No." Colby said. "For some reason, the Sheriff's race has become virtually non-partisan. The Democrats aren't even putting up a candidate to replace Malone."
I said "The word I'd heard was that the Black community had relented on challenging Allgood, considering him as having their interests at heart enough to be acceptable to them." I did not mention that private words to Daniel's wife to not undermine that trust with the Black Community might have been suggested by his wife's ex-husband as well as her sister.
I continued: "I have to hand it to 'em... I didn't expect them to pull Woodburn out of the hat, though I probably should've considered it more. And they can attack Cummings on political issues that would roll off Daniel like water off a duck's back. Allgood is teflon, Cummings is not."
"Yep." said Colby. "I hate to say it, but it might be worse that Allen died. I thought it was fortuitous, but-- what?" He had seen me vigorously shaking my head.
"No matter what happens politically," I said, "I have no regrets that Nathan Allen assumed room temperature. If you knew half of what we'd accumulated about him..."
"Oh, I do know, and I do agree." said Colby. "But if Woodburn wins, that's going to hurt. And if you think Allen had animosity towards you?" Colby chuckled sardonically. "You ain't seen nothing yet. Woodburn privately told some people that her main goal in running for office and in life is to get you."
"Delightful." I said, not meaning it. "So, anything you guys can do?"
"No." said Colby. "I think you were right earlier when you said Allen was too far down for them to steal the election for him. But Woodburn is going to be much closer, it may be 50-50, and then they can rig it. How will they do that?"
I said "On Election night, a lawsuit will be filed in the local Superior Court by black civil rights leaders, claiming that blacks have not had adequate time to cast their ballots and are thus being disenfranchised. Judge Harry Nance will rule in their favor, and say that only those majority-Black districts, which happen to be majority-Democrat also, will remain open for another hour or two, until they get just enough votes for Katherine to win comfortably. Cummings' recount request will come to nothing, and his lawsuit will be dismissed just as the County Republicans' lawsuit this morning was immediately dismissed, and Katherine Woodburn will be 'deemed' the winner of the Election."
"We'll see about that." said Colby. "We've got our own army of lawyers and election poll watchers." I said nothing, not telling Colby that all their efforts would be for nothing. The fix was in, and everyone willing to admit it, knew it.
------------------------------
I escorted Laura back to her office after the lunch. We were met at the door by Gayle Roberts. She had her finger over her lips in a 'hush' signal. Wordlessly, we all went into Laura's office, where Gayle pointed under the desk, where a bug had been planted.



We all went into the private bedroom area, where Gayle pointed out a second bug under the chest of drawers on the right side wall. Laura took Gayle back to Gayle's anteroom office and whispered some instructions to her, then Laura and I went outside the building and sat on a bench between the Psychology Building and the Pharmacy Building next door.
"It had to be Nick Eastwood last night." said Laura. "Gayle sweeps for bugs every day, and there were none yesterday."
"I agree." I said, my eyes introspectively looking far into the distance.
"But... why?" Laura asked, looking at me as I looked sightlessly forward. "What possible reason could Nick have for wanting to bug my offices?"
"Even more," I replied, "where did Nick get two sophisticated bugs like that? And the answer to that question begets the real reason for it." I looked around, swirling my head in every direction, looking for a vehicle that might be picking up the signal from the bug. I didn't see anything immediately, and realized that a parked, empty car could have a re-transmitter.
"I'm sitting here wondering if we should use the bug to pass on false information." I said, thinking.
"It might be nice if you tell me who you think is behind this, and why." Laura said, sounding like Cindy Ross about that... and she was right.
"Oh, yeah, sorry about that." I said. "I think Nick came over to your office not just to have sex but to plant those bugs. He's doing in on behalf of someone, someone he's obviously willing to take that risk for. The reason for the bug is the hope that you and I talk about the Derrick Belle murder, or that you talk to Gayle or Melina about the murder after having talked to me about it. They want to know what I'm thinking about it. And in a weird way, this actually is confirming that I'm on the right track."
"Okay, what track is that?" Laura said. I told her my theory...
Part 13 - Oh Yeah, the Derrick Belle Murder Case
"Thank you for coming in, Mrs. Belle." I said as Shayla and her lawyer Jeanine Olivet Burke came into Interrogation-A, being formal despite having had my cock sucked then buried to the hilt inside this woman the evening before. Sitting beside me was Detective Claire Michaels.
"I am going to read you your rights again, Mrs. Belle." I said, and did so before continuing: "I need to clarify a few things, Mrs. Belle, just for the record. You have stated that you were aware that your husband had filed divorce papers against you, and you also were aware that you had been completely cut out of your husband's will, is that not right?"
"That is correct, Commander." Shayla said, being formal with me herself despite having copulated with me the evening before.
"I happen to know that in the past it was well known that your husband had threatened you with divorce if he caught you cheating again, and for a time you were very careful not to get caught, is that not right?"
"I took precautions." said Shayla. "Though after he filed for divorce I didn't care anymore."
"Indeed." I said. "In fact, you had no problem a'tall bringing Seth Warner to your home and engaging in sex with him. And this wasn't the first time you did that, was it?"
"No sir." said Shayla, "Seth and I made love in my husband's bed on two other occasions."
"Yes, but your husband didn't come home during those times, and Seth left. But this time, your husband walked in on you... and that is what you wanted, wasn't it, Mrs. Belle?"
"What do you mean?" said Shayla.
"I mean," I said, "that you wanted your husband to catch you having sex with another man in his house, in his bed. You were hoping for a physical confrontation so that you could contest the divorce on the grounds of his physical cruelty to you... am I right, Mrs. Belle?"
"Is there anything illegal in that?" Shayla asked. That prompted Jeanine to whisper something to Shayla. "That is not an admission of anything." Shayla said.
"Commander," said Jeanine Burke, doing her job, "I have to ask at this point if there is a direction to your line of questioning, and if so would you please get to your point?"
"Certainly." I said. "But first, I want to confirm something: Mrs. Belle, you once said you go running at the University Track regularly?"
"Yes, I do." said Shayla.
"Did you go running there the day your husband was murdered?" I asked.
"Yes, I went that morning."
"Before it rained that day, or after?" I asked.
"Before." Shayla said. "I was at the grocery store when the rain hit, and I had to wait until it let up to get to my car with my groceries."
"Again, Commander," said Jeanine, "what is this leading to?"
I replied "I believe Mrs. Belle was seeking a confrontation with her husband to help her out during her divorce. But it didn't work out. Maybe she expected to go back home alone, where Derrick might be induced to take a swing at her. Maybe Seth was aware of this plan, maybe not. Maybe he was going to stay outside and be a witness, or maybe not. I'll certainly ask him about it."
"However," I continued, "something went wrong, and Mr. Belle ended up dead when you went back to your house. So maybe with that plan gone, you went forward with another one."
"And running at the Track? What is that about?" Jeanine asked.
"You'll find out about that in the discovery phase," I said, "should your client be put on trial for the murder of her husband."
"Okay, Shayla, time to go." Jeanine said, getting up. "Tell the police officers that you are invoking, and unless they're going to arrest you, we're leaving."
"I'm invoking, then." Shayla said brightly and matter-of-factly, as if it were simply the next line in a stage play, giving us a look of 'Well, that's what she told me to do', but no anger, no guilt in her attractive face.
After they left, Claire said "Commander, may I speak frankly?"
"By all means." I said.
"I don't understand." Claire said. "You just enticed a suspect to invoke, and with respect, sir, there was no reason to do that, at least not yet.
"I would agree with you, Detective," I said, "except that it doesn't matter. As soon as Myron brings me the data I've asked for, we'll be wrapping this up, and no amount of invocation of Mrs. Belle's considerable rights will be of any importance to solving this case and making the correct arrest." And just to be nice and play fair, I told Claire what was going to play out...
----------------------------------
Myron Milton and Julie Newton came into my office at 4:00pm. "Commander, I don't see how you get the results you do, but you get them!" he said, praising me.
"No, Myron, my friend," I replied, "you get the results. I just suggest where you might find them."
"Well, I found them where you said to look." said Myron. "And Detective Newton also has something."
"Yes sir." Julie said. "I began looking through the financial records of Belle Settlement Solutions. I've barely started, as the company is about nothing but financial transactions, but as Myron said, you showed me where to look. There are indeed some transactions of dubious legality, and possibly some skimming of some money from the overhead costs."
"That's great!" I said. "Julie, keep on tracing those potentially dirty transactions, and let me know what you find. Myron, you come with me now."
I convened a meeting in Classroom 'E' with Myron, ADA Paulina Patterson, Detectives Claire Michaels and Lorena Rose, and of course my partner, the ever-suffering Lieutenant(B) Cindy Ross.
I said "Okay, Myron has the cell tower pings, putting our suspect right near the crime scene during the hours the crime had to have occurred, as well as on the University Campus at the practice fields before the murder, and after the murder near the trash can where the poker was found. We've got the Crime Lab results on the artificial grass blades, and I've given you my own statement ascertaining my observations of the suspect and reasons for my suspicions. Paulina, what else do you need for an arrest warrant?"
"Prayers." said Paulina. "Circumstantially it holds, but it's thin. A good lawyer is going to have a good chance to put reasonable doubt in a jury's mind."
"I'm hoping for some corroborative evidence once we make the arrest, especially if we can find the shoes with traces of that mud and artificial turf." I said. "In any case, it's the hand we're dealt. And I'm ready to lay down my cards, and call."
To be continued.
Do you know who killed Derrick Belle? And why?
You've seen the clues, in this series as well as previous stories.
Place yer bets!
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Part 14 - Search Warrant
October 2nd, 5:30pm. My cell phone rang.
It was Paulina Patterson, who said "Judge Folsom didn't issue an arrest warrant yet, but he did issue a search warrant for your suspect's house, in particular for the shoes that might have left the dirt tracks that night. Get moving before he changes his mind!"
--------
"WHAT IN THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?" yelled the shrill voice. It was Karen Warner, who had walked in on us.
The Crime Lab and many police officers were tearing through the house of Coach Brian Harlan. Several pairs of his shoes, including a pair of sneakers caked with mud that looked promising, had already been taken into evidence. We were now going a little further than we should and seeing if we could find any papers or anything hidden that tied Brian Harlan to a group that Jack Muscone and I had nicknamed 'The Four'.
"Miss Warner," I said. "How nice to see you. We are executing a search warrant on the property of your lover Brian Harlan. May I suggest that you not interfere."
"You fucking bastard." said Karen Warner, her eyes pouring daggers into me. "You will pay for this." She did not even try to feign lack of understanding, I noted. She was smart enough to know the game was up. She turned and left.
--------
"Congratulations, Tanya." said University President Sidney P. Wellman. "He's a fine boy." He was visiting Tanya Perlman in her home, to which she and her new child been discharged from the hospital. Mrs. Feeley was staying and helping Tanya with baby Pete.
"Thanks." said Tanya. "And how have you been doing, Sidney?" Tanya could be informal with Wellman; she had been his mistress for several years, breaking it off when she began seriously dating Officer Pete Feeley, then starting the affair back up again some weeks after Pete had been murdered by Angela Harlan, the Black Widow.
"I'm good, good." Wellman said, then knew that Tanya was just too perceptive as she studied him. "Okay, okay, I'm really worried about Brian Harlan. You heard about his cancer?"
"Yes." said Tanya. "But just him having cancer isn't what's bothering you, is it?"
"No wonder the Iron Crowbar wants to put you back in charge of Major Crimes." Wellman said. "You see through things like he does."
"I only wish I could see half as much as him." said Tanya. "So, tell me about it."
"Well..." said Wellman, then deciding to trust Tanya, "Commander Troy has been more than generous in preserving the University's reputation by not having pursued Coach Harlan. But I've... I've been told something that leads me to believe that the Iron Crowbar might not be so... discreet... in the future."
"And you want me to talk to Don?" Tanya said, more as an accusation than anything else.
"No-" Wellman said, then exhaled, "Well, it's not me that is really worried about the University, but the great man who has been such a benefactor to the School. He very much is worried about what the Iron Crowbar will permit himself to do, and how it might harm the University's reputation, especially in the athletics area after all the trouble we've had there."
"Sidney, I've already talked to Don," said Tanya, "and I'll just tell you this... trust the Iron Crowbar. Even when what he's doing doesn't seem right, it'll turn out that way. He's not going to throw his wife's University under the bus, but he IS going to do the right thing by the people who are innocent in all this."
Their eyes locked, and Sidney Wellman finally relented. "He must be one hell of a man." he said. "You even named your son partly after him."
"You're one hell of a man, too, Sidney." said Tanya, her eyes flirtatious. "And it won't be long before I'm sampling your... talents... again..."
Part 15 - Arrests
October 3d. And there's no better way to start a morning than with a hot cup of coffee and a hot reporterette on the TV screen. It was time for Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! Channel Two News has learned that three arrests have been made in connection with the murder of Derrick Belle! Belle's sister, Cheryl Belle Dunston, her husband, and Belle's cousin, known as R. M. Belle, were arrested on charges of embezzlement and fraud. These crimes were uncovered by Town & County Police, who contacted SBI authorities to make the arrests. SBI Agent Ted Crenshaw and SBI Reserve Agent Thomas "Sapper" Warren of the City Police effected the arrests based upon information provided by the Town & County Police's Vice Department, led by Lieutenant Teresa Croyle!"
Detective Thomas "Sapper" Warren was the big black Detective who had gone with us on the Joe Arruzio arrest raid, and who worked with Detective Robin Ventura of the City PD. And you better believe I had Bettina mention Teresa's name prominently in exchange for giving her the tip to these arrests.
"Channel Two News has also learned that Commander Donald Troy is investigating possible links between Belle-Dunston and the murder of Derrick Belle, but he hastened to say that no charges for the murder are imminent at this time. Now let's go to the Sports Desk with Chuck Pringle. Chuck!"
It was a taped broadcast, with Chuck Pringle saying: "Thank you, Bettina. Channel Two Sports has learned that the condition of University Head Football Coach Brian Harlan is more serious than originally realized, and while doctors are not commenting, the University Athletic Department and Boosters are making preparations for the possibility that Coach Harlan will not return to the University as head football coach. No decision will be made until December, but the Athletic Department has stated it will need to take decisive action before recruiting season heats up in December, so that coaches and recruits will know what the status of the football program will be for next season. This is Chuck Pringle, Channel Two Sports..."
"Now why in the world did they release that?" Claire Michaels asked. I was happy to hear her question, it showed she was catching on.
"It's definitely for a purpose." I said. "I think their Big Boy knows what's coming. This is his doing."
----------
"It's solid." said Dr. Woodrow at 1:30pm. "Barry Oliver consulted with us on it. The athletic field fibers from the shoes are the same as those found at the crime scene, and so exact that we've been able to show it exclusively. The mudballs are also consistent with that found on Coach Harlan's shoes that were confiscated during the search under the warrant."
"How can you tell it's the same lot or from the same place?" said Chief Griswold. We, meaning Dr. Woodrow, myself and Paulina Patterson, were in the Chief's office.
"Deterioration of the fibers, as well as unique traits in the production of the nylon 'weave', are consistent with the fibers found at the crime scene, at the University's practice field, and on the shoes. The odds are astronomical that they're from different places." said Dr. Woodrow.
"That seals it." said Chief Griswold. "Crowbar, what about the phone pings?"
I said "Thank goodness for stupid people, they make our job so much easier! He actually brought his cell phone with him, probably left it in his car while he hiding in the Belle house."
I then explained to Dr. Woodrow: "Coach Harlan's cell phone was pinging the nearest tower to the Belle home between 5:10 and 6:20 on the afternoon of the murder. That's while Shayla and Seth were having sex, then when Belle caught them and after they left him alone at the house. That essentially puts him at the crime scene, and when added to the fibers found after the search warrant, it should be more than enough for an arrest warrant, unless Paulina has an objection?"
"Not at all, not at all." said Paulina. "I'm going to the Courthouse now to see Judge Folsom. In fact, if you'll excuse me, I'll be on my way."
"By all means, Miss Patterson." said the Chief. After Paulina had left, the Chief looked at me and said "Well, Crowbar, looks like you've waded hip-deep in the University political shit again. Who are you going to send to make the arrest?"
"I'm bringing Detective Rose with me, she'll make the formal arrest. She did a much better job that she's giving herself credit for, and she deserves it. But I'm also going to go, to take the hits for the political stuff myself. I don't think Lorena is ready for Henry R. Wargrave."
"You're not ready for Henry R. Wargrave, either, Crowbar." admonished the Chief. "In truth, nobody is."
I could not disagree with that.
----------
It was 4:30pm and Dr. Wellman was hosting a hastily-called meeting in his University office.
"Brian, he's coming to arrest you." said Dr. Wellman to Coach Brian Harlan. "I told him that you will turn yourself in when he gets here. It's the only way to keep this as quiet as possible and for you to look good in the media."
"Sidney," said Henry Wargrave, "I am not convinced that this is the best way at all. There is no way Coach Harlan can look good if he's arrested. Just think of the damage to the University's reputation!"
"Yes, Henry, I know." said Wellman. "We usually agree on most things, but how much worse would it be for the Iron Crowbar to put out an arrest warrant for Coach Harlan and he not cooperate? We'd be in a terrible spot then!"
Wargrave turned to Harlan and said "Brian, we'll have the best lawyers working on your behalf. Don't worry about a thing, even if the Iron Crowbar does contradict my strong wishes and arrests you-"
Just then there was a knock on the door. "Police! May we come in?" asked an imperious voice. Dr. Wellman picked up his desk phone and told his assistant to allow them in.
I came into the room with Sr. Patrolman Rudistan, asking Detective Lorena Rose and Sr. Patrolman Morton to remain in the anteroom until called for. Bringing in Rudistan was his reward for having not only kept his mouth shut when I beat down the animal abuser Bryan Thatcher, but for participating in the roughing up of that despicable slug.
"Gentlemen, you know why I am here." I said, holding the arrest warrant in my hand.
"Before you do anything, Commander," said Henry Wargrave, "I want you to reconsider this action. There must be a way this can be done more quietly, perhaps in a way that the Public won't have to know, which would besmirch the reputation of this great University."
"The problem is, Mr. Wargrave," I said, "the Public already believes that Mrs. Belle murdered her husband, and will continue to believe that unless and until another arrest is made... in this case the arrest of the true murderer of Derrick Belle-"
"Let me try again." said Wargrave, becoming irritated. "We once had a conversation where I ceded to you that the Town was yours... and the University was mine. This greatly affects my University, and I will once again... suggest a more circumspect approach."
I let my eyes bore into the billionaire's, not feeling the fear that I'd felt in the past when confronting him, letting righteous anger guide my path as I said "Mr. Wargrave, first of all, I've saved your company millions by arresting Cheryl Belle Dunston, who was embezzling from the Belle company and was going to challenge the ownership structure by challenging the will. I would hope you would take that into consideration in these discussions."
"But I will also add this, Mr. Wargrave, and it is not negotiable: I've been more than circumspect in the past. I could have, and in hindsight should have, had Brian Harlan arrested for providing the Black Widow with an alibi... and regardless of the fact she was his blood kin, I consider his actions to have cost a police officer his life at her hands." I stared down at Harlan as I said the words. He only stared back malignantly.
"And further, when I did act with restraint, what was the Coach's answer? To attack me in the Media and with the Council over the raid to take down his murderous cousin, preventing the death of another police officer. No gratitude at all in the man, Mr. Wargrave, so do not even try to talk to me any further about 'circumspect'. The University will survive, and this is definitely my territory, as this murder happened in my Town, and I have the reputation of the innocent to consider."
"Think about it, Commander." said Wargrave, giving it one last try. "It would behoove you very much to consider my way of doing things."
I was done with this. I turned to Rudistan and gave a signal. He opened the door and in walked Detective Rose with Patrolman Morton. She walked up to Harlan.
"Brian Harlan," she said, "you are under arrest for the murder of Derrick Belle. Please stand up." Harlan looked over at Wellman and Wargrave. Wellman nodded while Wargrave looked on, his face set in stone.
"Cuff his hands in front of him, Detective." I said. "He's not going to do anything in his condition." Harlan finally got up and Lorena put on the handcuffs, reciting the suspect's considerable Rights as she led him out the door, Morton and Rudistan following."
"You will regret this, Troy." said Wargrave, his face beginning to show his anger.
"Four little Indian boys, going out to sea; a red crowbar swallowed one, and then there were three." I said, paraphrasing the poem, which actually said 'red herring' instead of 'red crowbar'. I don't know if Wargrave understood that by 'four' I meant the shadowy group led by Ward of Ward Harvester.
Wargrave's eyes gave away his increasing anger as I said "I hope you realize how this helps you and your businesses far more than it hurts the School, Mr. Wargrave. Have a good day, gentlemen; gentlemen, have a good day." With that, I turned and left.
It was a Media crush outside, and the newscasts would show Rose and Morton leading Coach Harlan to a waiting police cruiser for transport to Headquarters. When I stepped outside, following them, I was besieged by the Press, and gave the statement I needed to make:
"Coach Harlan is implicated in the murder of Derrick Belle, which will be proved during his trial. I want to be clear that Shayla Belle is completely innocent of involvement in the murder of her husband, that she had nothing to do with it, and she should not face any accusation by anyone..."
Part 16 - Solution
We were at The Steakhouse at 9:00pm on October 3d, having had another celebration dinner paid for by the Chief... maybe. I choose not to know what arrangements he and Town & County Councilman John "Jack" Colby, the restaurant's owner, come to on these occasions. I do know that the Chief likes the bourbons and samples several of them.
Celebrating with us was Laura, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer; Barry Oliver and Tanya Perlman, who had come together; Cindy Ross and ADA Jenna Stiles, not being overt but also not hiding that they were a lesbian couple; ADA Paulina Patterson and her husband; Claire Michaels and Hugh Hewitt, who came together; Todd and Jeanine Burke; Jeanine's partners Tina Felton and Virginia Madison; Lorena Rose, Teddy Parker, and Jack Muscone, all who came singly. Julie Newton was busy with the SBI on the evidence to prosecute Cheryl Belle Dunston and her cohorts, and the rest of Vice were working on a drug raid.
"In hindsight, it looks easy," said Claire Michaels, "but I really don't know if anyone else would've seen it the way you did, Commander. So how did you catch on to Coach Harlan so quickly?" The room chatter died down as I began telling the story.
"Well," I said, "first of all, you new guys had no knowledge of the past history of some things, such as Shayla Belle's past relationship with Seth Warner, of her past problems with her husband, and of Seth's problems with his family after his father was killed."
I continued: "The crime scene was very important, as it served to exonerate Shayla and Seth as well as give the vital clues to the murderer. Let me first tell you what happened, then how I arrived at my conclusions.
"After watching the afternoon practice session and tracking his athletic shoes in the mud at the edge of the practice field, Coach Harlan took off early and drove to the neighborhood where Shayla and Derrick lived. He entered the house while Shayla and Seth were making love in the bedroom. He grabbed the poker from the fireplace and I believe was about to attack the lovers in the bedroom. His intent may have been to kill Seth or it may have been to kill Shayla and have Seth blamed for it. I'm not sure Derrick Belle was the primary target."
"As it happened, Derrick Belle came home and Harlan had to rush into the closet, leaving some mud trackings along the way. Belle confronted his wife and her lover, who wisely left the scene. At that point, Harlan was trapped in the closet with Belle at home, possibly waiting for Shayla to come back. Harlan may have thought that if he killed Belle, Seth would take at least some of the blame. So he-"
"Uh sir," said Lorena Rose, "I'm sorry to interrupt, but can you tell us why Seth was Coach Harlan's target?"
"Sure." I said. "Again, this is information some of you don't know. Seth and his sister Karen are in a vicious dispute over Dynacorp, their father's company. Karen had maneuvered to take control so that she could sell the company, but Seth took legal action to stop it. Tina?"
"Yes," Tina said, having raised her hand, "I might add that Seth's lawsuit has gone surprisingly well, and I have hopes that I didn't have when we started that he might actually win this thing. Karen must be seething over it."
"Yes, she and her partners." I said. "I won't get into the weeds of that right now, but suffice it to say that Karen Warner really needs an edge over Seth, either by his death or by him being arrested for murder so that his case would collapse in the Courts. I might add that Karen Warner and Brian Harlan are lovers and have been for some time. Unfortunately, I cannot prove anything that implicates Karen Warner in the murder, so understand this is all sheer speculation."
I continued: "So Harlan has to escape the closet and get back to the University. He sneaks out, maybe is seen by Derrick Belle but probably not, then he whacks Belle in the head with the poker. He leaves, cleans off the poker, throws it and probably his cleaning rag in a garbage can when he gets to the University. Of course, Shayla and her several friends come back to the house and find the dead body, and it is indeed most very fortunate for her that some clues were left to lead us onto the right path."
"And that path is..." said Cindy Ross, either showing impatience or just needling me; it was hard to tell which from her facial expression.
"I could see at the crime scene that someone else had been there." I said. "And that was why I pointed out the weather to Detective Rose. The Crime Lab did a huge job in finding those artificial grass fibers, and that led me to the practice fields. Then the poker was found on Campus, so it was becoming increasingly obvious that someone connected with the University was involved in some way.



"After that, Detective Rose thought about the possibility that Seth, not Shayla nor Derrick, was the real target, and a lot of things began clicking for me. Who had motive for harming or framing Seth? His sister. Who was his sister's lover? Why, the head coach of the University's varsity football team. After that, it was a matter of looking to see if Harlan's cell phone pinged near the Belle house, which it did and at the correct times. From there we got the search warrant, and once we had the shoes, we had about as strong a circumstantial case as we possibly could. Certainly enough for me to make the decision to make an arrest."
"Do you think he'll stand trial?" asked Sandra Speer. "He's a very sick man, from what we've heard."
"That's a good question." I said. "Harlan's hearing is tomorrow morning, and he may well get a delay while he undergoes his treatments. But I've also heard... that in reality there is no hope for him, and it is only a matter of time before he dies."
"I have to admit," said Lorena Rose, "that I was misled about the sister and about Shayla."
"I can understand why." I said. "And as it turned out, Cheryl Belle Dunston was definitely committing crimes. She set up some fake deals that allowed her to take large lump sums, but there were no time-payments for the company to be receiving. Only she or someone at her level could put that into the system without even a Court signing off on it, as normally happens."
"Let me add this:" I added. "Shayla and Cheryl were actually in league with each other to break Derrick's will! Cheryl made a big mistake: she admitted that she and Shayla liked each other. I thought she was throwing that out to mislead us, but later realized that it was true, that Cheryl and Shayla were friends, and were conspiring together. It is very possible that if Shayla could've gotten Derrick to hit her, she could kill Derrick and claim self-defense, then Cheryl would contest the will not only to keep the company for herself, but to get Shayla a cash settlement from the estate. Again, we can't touch her, we have no proof and Shayla actually never could get Derrick to get physical with her, but I fully believe they were trying something."
That started some chatter amongst the guests. I took the opportunity to refill my single malt Scotch, then continued:
"Derrick was intending to sell his company to his venture capitalist partners, and he was going to cut Cheryl out. I think he knew she was embezzling from the company and defrauding him, but he didn't want to expose her and have her jailed. I don't think he realized that several people were targeting him for murder. In fact, it might have been sheer luck that Harlan got to Belle before Shayla or Cheryl did..."
"No wonder Shayla dropped me as her lawyer." said Jeanine. "She doesn't need a divorce lawyer anymore, but she's going to need a criminal attorney."
"No, I think she's going to follow through." I said. "Even from jail, Cheryl Dunston and her husband are challenging the will, and Shayla will be right there. But you're right; she needs a different kind of attorney, and she'd better be very careful of the sleeping giant she is awakening."
"I wonder what our billionaire friend is going to do about that." Jack quietly said to me as others started talking amongst themselves.
I replied "I might have mentioned to Shayla that while I have nothing I can use against her, it might be most very good for her health if she gets out of Town while the getting is good. Wargrave is pissed at me for arresting Harlan, and he might well take his frustration out on anyone he can get to named 'Belle'..."
----------
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the beautiful redhead reporterette at 7:00am the morning of October 5th. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the arrest of University football coach Brian Harlan for the murder of Derrick Belle. At the preliminary hearing, Judge Patrick R. Folsom denied the defense counsel's request that the charges be dropped based upon the gravely ill condition of Coach Harlan, and he denied full bail.
"However," Bettina continued, "Judge Folsom did allow for Coach Harlan to be placed under house arrest and wear an ankle monitor so that Coach Harlan can continue to receive lifesaving cancer treatments at University Hospital. Additionally, Judge Folsom has postponed Coach Harlan's trial until next January, and stated that he will consider further postponements depending upon Harlan's medical condition. Meanwhile, doctors refuse to comment on Coach Harlan's prognosis, but Channel Two News has learned from several sources that Coach Harlan's illness is life-threatening, and that his chances of recovery are very slim. Now we go to Priya Ajmani at the National Desk. Priya!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" blared the gorgeous Indian reporterette, Priya Ajmani. "Channel Two news is following the campaign of Katherine Woodburn, who is running against TEA Party Extremist John Cummings for the State Senate seat left vacant by the death of Senator Nathan Allen. Let's go to the tape of Ms. Woodburn's speech last night!"
The tape rolled, showing Katherine Woodburn's speech the evening before to a crowd of young students, very liberal and anti-police in their views. She was giving them the red meat:
"And just how heartless is it that Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police arrests Coach Brian Harlan, who is seriously ill with cancer, throwing a sick man in jail on the most dubious of evidence?" Woodburn shouted, seemingly angrily. "I call upon D.A. Krasney to drop these ridiculous charges against Coach Harlan, and let the man receive the treatment he needs to live! And I call upon the Town & County Council to immediately terminate Commander Donald Troy's employment with the Police Department... we need Peace Officers, not thugs that beat up DUI suspects on Christmas Eve, and certainly not brutes heartlessly throwing cancer patients in jail and illegally using crowbars to beat up citizens!!" The crowd roared their approval at Katherine's vicious attack upon me.
"She is really going after you, Don." Chief Griswold said as he sipped his coffee. "Be careful. I might suggest leaving the crowbar in the car so the Media doesn't get any fresh shots of you carrying it."
"Yes sir." I said.
"Do you think that's really going to hurt you?" the radiantly beautiful Detective J.G. Joanne Cummings asked. "After all you've gone through for the citizens of this County?"
"It's not just me." I said. "I'm not worried about myself. Katherine Woodburn just declared war on the Police Force. She's planting seeds of 'police brutality' not just about me, but about any officer. She made sure to bring up Teresa Croyle beating up Dean Allen. And if your cousin John Cummings comes out with a law and order campaign, she'll just reiterate all this as a strong counter to it."
"With respect, sir," said Joanne, "I disagree: I think it's you personally she's going after. John's campaign people say Woodburn really hates you, and you personally, immeasurably. Yes, she mentioned Lt. Croyle, but I think you'll be hearing your name more and more from her lips."
I did not have a chance to respond. My cellphone rang. It was Jack Muscone calling, asking me to go to the Airport and board an FBI plane for California. The Chief's phone also rang... it was Jack's boss, asking the Chief to give me to the FBI for a day of 'consultation'.
Part 17 - Federal Investigation
We flew into the San Jose, CA, airport, where we were met by an FBI car and driven to the San Jose Convention Center. The Convention Center was being expanded, and we were taken to a spot in the construction area after being given hard hats. A couple of FBI agents from the area and a couple of Federal Marshals were with us.
"They found it this morning." said one of the FBI agents. A dead man was lying half-buried in concrete that had been recently poured. I could see enough of the man's face to recognize him... it was former Town & County Police Sergeant Brody.
"Good grief, the Mob usually does a better job than this of disposing of bodies." one Agent said.
"True." I replied. "Which tells us that this was done on purpose. They wanted us to see it. They wanted us to find this body, and they wanted us to be able to identify him and to know who he was."
There was a general murmur of agreement. Just then Fred Dixon walked up, appearing out of nowhere. "Troy, Muscone, you fucking idiots! Now look what you've done, you've gotten the man killed. You just couldn't leave it alone, could you?" I made a quick observation of the man as he spoke, trying to pretend and convey anger, trying to humiliate Muscone and me.
"Stop the fucking act, Dixon!" I said loudly, shocking everyone around. "I know play-acting when I see it, and that's what you're doing now. You don't give a shit about Brody, and you know damn well he's not here because of Jack or me... he's here because of you and the bastards you work for!
"Are... are you accusing me of this?" yelled Dixon, trying to make his face red with anger.
"You bet your ass, I am!" I yelled, directly confronting him. "And you can tell your boss that I will get to the truth, and I will bury both you and him. Don't let me ever see you again in my County, Dixon, or you'll meet the same fate Bartholomew Scott and Jody Corrigan did!" With that, I stalked past Dixon and off the premises.
"Well," said Jack Muscone, "I think that concludes this consultation. If you'll excuse me, gentlemen..." He nodded to his fellow Federal agents then began hustling to catch up with me. Dixon finally walked off in his own direction, getting away from the inquisitive stares of the other Agents on the scene.
--------
We got back home that evening, and Jack and I were at the Cop Bar. Laura had met us there, and Jack filled her in on what had happened in San Jose. We had not said a word while on the plane nor in the car rides to and from the airports, fearing someone overhearing us, but Jack chose now to start talking.
"At the risk of stating the obvious," said Muscone as he cut a piece of the delicious steak in front of him, "you were right about Brody. He must've known more that we realized. I guess we'll never know now."
"I'm not giving up, at least not yet." I said, not really eating my own steak, which was destined for a 'to-go' box for breakfast the next morning.
"So you think Dixon is part of all this?" Jack asked.
"I'm not sure if he's actually a part of it, or if he's simply working for people that have ties to it." I replied. "Just like Sarah Collins, she just did what she was told by her bosses. I think Dixon is a lapdog in the same sort of way. He did what he was told, took the persona he needed to in order to get his masters' business done. But he's blown now, and that's why I said what I said in front of all those agents today."
"I'm going to dig deep on this one." Laura said. "He's been around my former projects for years. If he's part of Corrigan's cell, my superiors will need to know that."
"They need to know, anyway." I said. "I get the feeling that Dixon is something else... he was playing so many roles... FDA, DEA, FBI, CIA, Marshals. I wouldn't be surprised if Les Craig in Southport would recognize him as being with the Department of Transportation... anyway, honey, you tell your bosses; Jack, tell your bosses, and I'll... well, I'll think about it some more..."
--------
The room was shrouded in darkness as Fred Dixon entered. He could see the silhouette of the older man at the other end of the room, looking out the window into the night.
"Well, Fred," said the voice that emanated from the silhouette. "Not much gets by the Iron Crowbar, n'est pas?"
"Apparently not, sir." Dixon said. "But it could be bluff on his part; I really don't think he knows the real truth about me."
"Oh, I suspect he does." said the voice. "And it would be best if we take you out of his County, even his State. Go to our New York offices. There is another project I think you can work on... the Iron Crowbar's sister thinks we don't know about her little 'French Connection' that she's still working with, and we will have to change her suppositions... to include us."
"Yes sir." said Dixon, relieved that he was not going to be ending up in a concrete foundation himself.
"No, Fred," said the voice, knowing his thoughts. "You're way to valuable to us, you've been an excellent agent for us and will continue to be. Go to New York, I'll contact you there..."
-----------
October 6th, 8:00am: Dr. Laura Fredricson walked into the nursery room behind her office, carrying her baby son Jim. Gayle Roberts also came in, carrying Jim's big sister Carole.
"It's going to be a busy day." said Laura. "I've got six appointments and- what the fuck?!"
Sitting in the nursery room was Henry R. Wargrave.
Laura swiftly handed Jim to Gayle. With lightning speed, her .357 magnum pistol flashed into her hands, the laser pointer in the handle activated and lighting up Wargrave's chest.
"Easy, Doctor." said Wargrave. "I'm unarmed."
"I don't give a shit." replied Laura, her anger growing second-by-second. "What the fuck are you doing in here, you son of a bitch?"
"Why, I'm here to give you a message, Dr. Fredricson." said Wargrave, slowly standing up, his arms raised and spread in surrender. "A message you can pass on to your husband. He has begun to irritate me. And your continued probing into what's left of Jody Corrigan's cell is most bothersome. You must drop it, Doctor, you really must drop it. That's all over; let it go."
"Oh really?" said Laura. "Consider yourself no longer my patient, Mr. Wargrave. Get someone else to help you get it up. And be sure to understand this: if you ever enter this nursery again, I will kill you. If you ever threaten my children again in any way, I or one of my associates will eliminate you, regardless of the consequences."
"Dear me, Professor, dear me." said Wargrave. "I hope you will be much more aware of the potential consequences of your actions... and your husband had better watch himself, lest he seriously inconvenience me." Laura cocked the trigger; Wargrave was now in serious danger and he knew it.
"I'll be on my way now." Wargrave said, moving to the exit with measured speed, then hastily leaving the room, being sure to close the door behind him. Inside the nursery, Gayle Roberts quickly put baby Jim in his crib and Carole in hers, then helped Laura to sit down. The lovely professor had begun shaking as the crisis had passed, still wondering if she had not made a mistake by not immediately killing Wargrave.
----------
"And that's what he said." Laura said. "But what was worse is that he actually was in the nursery- where our children are!" She was still frazzled as she sat next to me on one of the sofas in front of her desk, an hour after the confrontation. Jack Muscone was also in the room.
"Nobody in Washington will touch the man." said Muscone. "He's way too connected and too powerful. Do you think he's behind the Brody killing?"
"I don't know." I said. "I'm not sure if that was him or someone else, another very powerful group of people."
"Well," said Muscone, "we're continuing to pursue those groups at the Federal level, but other than that I'm not sure what we can do."
"I do." I said. "This was his reaction to me arresting Harlan, but also for the probe of the Corrigan cell. I think he just means it as a warning. But he went too far. Threatening my children is crossing the line."
"Honey," said Laura, "what are we going to do? He's got three leftover assassins from the Corrigan cell; he could have our children murdered, or have you and me killed."
"Yes, he could." I said. "But I'm hoping he's not yet at that stage. We'll have to be vigilant, and he knows that if he goes after my family, I'll kill him. But I think... hmmm, I wonder... he's no longer getting treatment for his erectile dysfunction..."
"No, I couldn't help him with that, anyway." Laura said. "He's impotent, not even the whips and chains excite him anymore."
"Good." I said. "Guuuuuuuudddddd..." I went into a reverie. He was behind Dr. Heinz's death, and now he'd threatened my wife and kids. If it was a war Henry Wargrave wanted, I was going to give him one. And I knew the perfect opening salvo...
Part 18 - Epilogue
Coach Brian Harlan would never stand trial. On the Saturday after Thanksgiving he would die of the cancer that was ravaging his body. Karen Warner stayed with him during the entirety of his ordeal; in fact, just two weeks before his death, Brian Harlan and Karen Warner were married by Pastor Raymond Westboro.
Upon his death, the Medical Examiner would find a very large amount of morphine in his IV bag, enough to end Harlan's pain and put him to sleep for all eternity. The Police Commander would make the decision not to waste taxpayer resources on that; Harlan was with his cousin Angela in some special place in Hell, he was no longer my concern. Meanwhile, Coach Russ Bronson would be named head football coach, and the University would begin a search for a new Athletic Director.
-------------
The beautiful Indian reporterette Priya Ajmani lay on her back on her bed in her apartment, naked except for high heels slides on her feet, her lovely legs spread wide, unspeakable pleasure coursing through her her loins as the massive, ten inch cock jackhammered in and out of her stretched, sopping wet pussy. Her large breasts bounced and jiggled as the white stud on top of her relentlessly pumped her, scraping his prick along the sides of her cunthole, rotating his hard, muscular ass to add to her pleasure.
"Oh God, I'm coming... I'M COMING!!" Priya gasped out. Todd Burke pushed his cock into the beautiful babe as hard as he could as her cunt muscles violently contracted as if to push the huge invading meat out of her well-fucked womanhood. The young stud was pleasantly surprised how much prick the small woman could take; he was burying nearly his entire meat into her with each powerful thrust, feeling his large, swinging balls smack her lovely brown asscheeks.
"God! this is one sweet, fine pussy!" Todd growled as he resumed pumping in and out of Priya as her deep orgasm subsided. "You are one incredibly hot fuck, baby!" He meant it; Priya was indeed one of the most pleasurable fucks he had ever experienced. Not as good as- no, don't think of that, of her...
"Oh Todd, it's so good, oh God, you're the best I've ever had!" Priya gasped, feeling her pussy building up to yet another deep, sensational orgasm. She had fucked many men to get her stories and advance her career, some of them handsome men in positions of business or political power. None of them had ever fucked her as confidently and powerfully as Todd Burke was fucking her now. He was almost demonic in his sexual prowess, she thought as she attempted to meet every one of his powerful thrusts.
"I'm getting close, baby." Todd growled, his voice a hoarse whisper. "Where do you want it?" He was in a pushup position over her, having captured her legs under his powerful arms, her pretty feet resting on his shoulders.
"In my pussy, baby!" Priya begged. "Don't pull out, please shoot your hot load deep inside me!" As if to emphasize her point, Priya grasped Todd's muscular asscheeks and squeezed them hard. In response, Todd turned his head and began kissing and sucking the sides of Priya's sexy foot, then turned and did the same with the other. He felt the deep, excruciatingly painful ecstasy of his climax building, racking his loins, feeling the pent-up explosion gathering.
"UHH!!" Todd screamed out. The first powerful jet of sperm fired out of his big cockhead and deep into Priya's vagina. He did not shove his meat all the way into her, but held back as more jets of semen coated the back walls of her spasming twat, eager to work through her cervix and into her fertile womb, and find her waiting eggs to fertilize.



Spasm after spasm of pleasure rocked through Todd as he drained his balls into the Indian beauty beneath him. This had been one very good fuck from one very hot woman! he thought to himself as he leaned down and deeply kissed Priya's mouth. She returned his kiss hotly, their tongues twining hard as they relaxed into post-coital bliss.
"Mmmm, did that feel as good as it looked, baby?" said the woman's voice from the door way. The lovers jumped, Priya gasping as she took in the sight of the lovely woman, her clingy dress giving away the lovely hourglass shape of her body, her beautiful legs made more shapely by the navy blue high-heel sandals she was wearing.
Todd got over his shock as he looked over his shoulder. "Mom!... oh, Mom... fer cryin' out loud, what are you doing here?" His words were a feint; he knew totally well why his mother was there.
Elizabeth approached the bed as Todd eased his still-hard cock out of Priya's sperm-filled pussy. "I just thought I'd come in and join the fun, honey." she said. "And I really want to get to know your friend here, very well... very well." With that, Elizabeth began pulling her dress over her shoulders as if taking off a t-shirt, then let her panties drop to a puddle around her shapely, elegant feet.
Wordlessly, the lovely older woman eased onto the bed next to Priya's right hip. She took the base of Todd's huge, slimy cock in her hand then lowered her head to it.
"Oh my God!" Priya gasped as Elizabeth engulfed her son's meat into her mouth, cleaning off Todd and Priya's combined juices, moaning as the pleasure of the flavors filled her sex-starved mouth. Her pussy melted, becoming sopping wet with desire.
Once cleaned up, Todd got off the bed as Elizabeth lay on her belly between Priya's spread legs. "Mmm, this looks delicious!" Liz said, then extended her tongue and licked Priya's slit from just above the tight sphincter of her ass to her bulging clit. Then Elizabeth dove in, feasting on Priya's pussy and her own son's huge load of semen.
Priya had no objections to being eaten by a lovely woman. She often masturbated to the thought of Cindy Ross or Katherine Woodburn licking her slit, but to feel it now from the woman who's son had just fucked her and filled her pussy with his cum was incredibly hot!
Meanwhile Todd was leaning over Priya's beautiful Indian face, shoving his cock past her luscious, full lips and into her throat. Priya sucked greedily on the huge slab of man-meat, fellating the young stud like a pro, desperately eager to bring him pleasure and show off her incredible talents...
------
Long minutes later, Todd was lying on his back, with the two women pressing their sexy bodies against his muscular legs as they gave him a hot double-decker blowjob. One woman would suck him deeply as the other tongued his aching, recharging balls, then they'd switch. As they would lick up and down his huge thick shaft, the women would make sure to let their lips slide together, and often they paused from sucking Todd to kissing each other with deep, tongue-battling kisses.
"So, Priya," said Elizabeth as the women lazily continued to minister to Todd's cock and balls, "we have some great plans for you... if you join our team. What would you like? To replace that bitch Wurtzburg as chief reporter? Your own editorship at KSTD?"
"They both sound good." said Priya. "But what I want is for you to make me rich while you're getting rich."
"Now that sounds like a deal!" Todd said enthusiastically.
Elizabeth smiled, a sly, sinister smile. "Oh, that will come, my dear. That most definitely come. And my dear brother won't even know what hit him in the process..."
Finis...for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"I'm bored."
Such were the words Cindy Ross uttered to me in my office. I could understand why. It was in August and she was still on "light duty" as she recovered from her near-fatal wounds. Though brevetted a Lieutenant, she was not yet allowed to really take over the MCD leadership duties nor could she join her fellow detectives in their field investigations until she re-qualified with a gun. She wanted to get back into the game, and I couldn't blame her.
"Tell you what I'm going to do, my friend." I said. "I'm going to call my mother down, and you can work with her looking at some old cold case files."
"Do we get to investigate them?" Cindy asked. The fact that she did not complain a bit about going through old cases nor about working with my mother showed me just how bored and desperate she was to work. And I wanted for her to keep her skills up; perhaps a cold case would be the right prescription.
"Yes, but if anything... 'exciting'... comes up, you have to call for support." I replied. "That's why you get to work with my mom. Let me say it again: I am having her keep an eye on you so that you don't over-exert yourself while on light duty. Do I make myself clear, Lieutenant Ross?""
Cindy sighed. "Yes sir, you do."
"Good!" I said jovially. "You might ask around to see which case people around here remember and would like to see re-opened."
"I've already got one in mind: the Crown Chemicals case." Cindy replied.
"Oooh, already stirring up the political pot, are you now?" I said. "Be cautious with that one..."
Part 2 - The Details of the Case
"So tell me what you know about this case already." Phyllis said to Cindy. "And what
you've read to this point." They were in an empty Lieutenant's office, which Phyllis's son Don had suggested they use for this investigation. There were several boxes of files in the office.
"Sure." Cindy said. "This happened about eight years before Don and Melina first came to this Town. The Crown Chemicals company has a large plant on the other side of the River, technically in the Industrial District, and just south of BigPharmaCorp, which is even larger. It's still there, making basic chemicals as well as some specialty compounds.
"Crown Chemicals and BigPharmaCorp both were accused by an environmentalist extremist group, known as 'The Proactive Citizens of GreenWorld', a.k.a. 'The PCGW', of committing environmental crimes. The PCGW was staging protests against several chemical companies in the United States, but for some reason they really went after Crown Chemicals, targeting them especially hard. BigPharmaCorp is unionized while Crown is not, and that might have been a big reason.
"The PCGW first accused Crown and BigPharmaCorp of polluting the river by dumping raw chemicals and wastes directly into the river. Tests at the site and downstream showed that there were no chemicals of significance; in fact, most of the chemicals downriver were agricultural chemicals that one might expect from the farmlands that drain off into the river.
"That wasn't good enough for PCGW, and they began staging massive protests at Crown, demanding full audits, shutting down their factories, and of course the payment of money to environmentalist causes."
"A shakedown, in other words." said Phyllis.
"That is definitely one way of putting it." Cindy replied. "And Crown not only refused to pay, they put out a very strongly worded statement that said that they would never contribute to 'wacko environmentalist terrorism'. In reaction to that, the PCGW imported hundreds of people from around the country, stopping protests against other companies to bring in more people to attack Crown, and at one time there were well over 1000 protestors surrounding the fences of the plant.
"The County and Town did not have shared police forces then. The County Police and Sheriff Deputies did the best they could to get employees in and out, but every day for a week things became increasingly hostile until the County requested State Troopers and even asked the Governor to raise the National Guard to help protect the company. That created an even larger political stir in the County."
Cindy took a drink of water and continued, "The Media was there, of course, and portraying things on behalf of the PCGW protesters... and of course it's my personal opinion that the Media was trying as hard as they could to incite riots and instigate violence so they could film it.
"Well, for five days Crown refused to even talk to, much less negotiate with the protesters, and the dam finally broke. The PCGW protesters attacked the front gate and fences, breached them, and stormed the place. Crown's private security as well as the County Police found themselves under attack and, fearing for their lives, opened fire on the protesters. Some police fired tear gas, but the Crown security people didn't play around: they shot to kill, and they did kill 24 protesters and 4 Media crew members. Two County Police officers were injured fairly badly, but they ultimately recovered, and that was the closest we had to a Line-of-Duty death until Pete Feeley was killed.. Anyway, the attack faltered immediately when the gunfire began, but you can imagine the stories that were coming out from the Media about the 'unprovoked murders' of protesters."
"I certainly can." Phyllis said. "I'm beginning to remember seeing some news reports of the riots on the national news. Like you said, the Media really distorted the facts of the case in their reporting. The Media is a very dishonest bunch."
"Your son very much shares your opinion." Cindy said. "Anyway, I was in high school here when it happened. It was almost neighbor-against-neighbor in opinions around here. After the attack, the Governor brought in State Troopers and national guardsmen by the hundreds, and the environmentalists didn't try violence again. And over the next three days the State Troopers began arresting protesters in large numbers until the protests essentially were over within a week."
"If I recall," Phyllis said, "the company and the security and police were exonerated from guilt in the killings of the protesters."
"Yes, two juries brought acquittals for the company and the security people." Cindy replied, "though public opinion was against the company. However, they survived even in the face of the PCGW's relentless boycott calls. The PCGW website is even today still calling for Crown to be boycotted, but Crown weathered the initial storm and today is very active and profitable."
"So what is there for us to investigate?" Phyllis asked.
Cindy replied "A little over a week after the protests broke apart, on the weekend, a woman cut through the back fence of the company and headed towards the water treatment plant, where the water used in the processes is cleaned up before being put back into the river. This woman was shot in the back multiple times and died immediately. On her body was found several flasks of different poisons and wastes, including a highly radioactive material that probably did damage to her but she didn't live long enough to develop symptoms.
"Anyhoo, she was found dead with the chemicals. The company immediately went on a PR campaign that she was trying to sabotage the plant and harm the river water herself, while the PCGW accused the company of murdering her and planting the chemicals on her body to cover up their crime. Security cameras showed that she'd trespassed, but the SBI and local County Police couldn't quite figure out where the shots that killed the woman came from. No security personnel admitted to shooting her, and inspections of their weapons showed that none had been fired that night and that the caliber they used, 9mmP, was not the caliber of pistol bullets that killed the woman... those were .45 ACP. The FBI even came into the case and did a very thorough investigation, but could shed no new light."
"So who was blamed?" Phyllis said.
"Nobody, at least not officially." Cindy replied. "Town and County opinions were evenly, and hotly, divided over what had happened; was the woman trespassing? and had she'd been murdered?, such questions as that. But there was no evidence to arrest any individuals. After a while interest died down and all the trails the police were following went cold. The PCGW left Town and essentially have not returned.
Cindy finished her summation by adding: "One byproduct of all this, especially the riots, was that the first talk of merging the Town and County governments began in earnest, leading to that merger a few years later. So in a way, that case led to where we are today with the government structure."
"So who was this woman that was murdered?" Phyllis asked, even though she'd read the report on the victim.
"Her name was Linda Ferris. She was in her mid- to late-40s. She was short, no more than about 5'4", overweight and very chubby. Her nickname was 'the Fat Bitch'. Even her PCGW colleagues considered her to have extremely poor hygiene--"
"Which for that bunch is extraordinary." Phyllis interjected. "Sorry to interrupt, dear. Keep going."
"Please, interrupt anytime." Cindy replied. "So she had bad hygiene and wore dirty clothes. She actually told people that her clothes were in a pile on the floor and she just picked something out of the pile and put it on. She smoked heavily, probably drank, and was a real uber-feminist and environmentalist activist. She was not particularly well liked by anyone, not even her PCGW associates. She had been a public high school teacher at one time and had gotten fired."
"Ah, that's interesting." Phyllis again interjected. "Do you know how hard it is to fire a public school teacher? That's something to tuck away in our minds."
"You're right." Cindy said, making a note in her notebook. "Meanwhile, her husband, Robert Ferris, was an environmental chemist. He was about six feet tall, not overweight at all, hair frazzled and falling out, around 50 years old. He'd had his own environmental lab once, but it went bankrupt and he was still paying off debts from the closing of that when the PCGW/Crown protests began. He then went to work for other environmental labs, was considered to be pretty knowledgeable though his relations with other employees were never very good. He was not as strong nor frequent a protester as his wife, but he was at the Crown protests and was still in Town when his wife was killed."
"What were the relations between the husband and wife?" Phyllis asked.
"By all accounts, fairly good." Cindy said. "Most who knew them thought they loved each other. There were some stories of arguments between them, particularly around the time of their financial troubles, but nothing of note in later years."
"So what's your plan?" Phyllis asked, adroitly steering Cindy while allowing the younger woman to believe she was in the lead.
"Well..." Cindy replied with something resembling a sigh. "First I have to skim through all of this old paperwork, then I'll try to find and interview people who were involved at the time and still around here now. What about you?"
Phyllis replied "Oh, I think I'll... follow the money. I'll try to get financial records of the company as well as the PCGW group and see where that takes me. I'll just have to find someone to help me with these newfangled computers. Back in my day, the telephones were mounted to the wall..."
Cindy smiled. "I'll work with you on the computer, and then we can interview people together, how about that?"
"That would be just fine, dear." Phyllis said, inwardly smiling as she steered Cindy onto the right paths...
Part 3 - More Details of the Case
The next morning dawned clear and beautiful. Phyllis came into the office to find Cindy already there, poring over data.
"Cindy, dear," Phyllis said in her most grandmotherly voice, "I certainly hope you did not stay here all night."
"No ma'am." Cindy replied. "I got about four hours of sleep. But I have to admit that I'm getting into this case. I finally left at 10:00pm when Don called the Duty Desk and ordered them to throw me out, but I came back about 4:30am."
"I'm happy to hear that my son is taking care of his people." Phyllis replied. "You're supposed to be on 'light' duty, which means heavy on sleep... but I understand your excitement; I'm beginning to get very interested in this case also. So what do we have?"
"I got the financial records yesterday." Cindy said. "Sandra Speer of the FBI was very helpful, especially with PCGW's records, which are very spotty. Sandra thinks the U.S. EPA might be helping PCGW hide some of their records, but that's for another day."
Cindy continued: "Crown Chemicals is spotless in their finances. They were audited by the IRS during the time of the riots and a couple years afterwards, again upon request from the US EPA, but nothing wrong was ever found; they are accountable to the penny. PCGW's records show they received a tremendous number of contributions from many special interest groups, especially right after the riots in an effort to help them crush Crown Chemicals."
Phyllis nodded as Cindy continued: "However, I'm not finding anything of interest in the murder of Linda Ferris. No 'black box' payments from the company, and no special expenditure that would suggest hiring a killer. And for that matter, no expenditure from the PCGW over the Ferris incident."
"So what does this tell you so far, Cindy? Who had motive?" Phyllis asked.
"Oh gosh..." Cindy said, then her voice trailed off before picking up again. "It looks like PCGW financially gained from all of the protests, since they got huge donations, but they pretty much lost the battle when none of their demands were met and two dozen of their people were killed. The company held firm, but there was no real way they could be considered the 'winner' in any case."
"True." Phyllis said. "So, let's sit back a moment and get our ideas straight about who might have killed Linda Ferris."
"Don always says to never theorize without data." Cindy says. "And right now, I have no data."
"Don is an excellent detective and a careful policeman," Phyllis said, "and I am not saying he's wrong about that Conan Doyle quotation. However, I myself have a slightly different view: put our initial theories out quickly based upon this initial data, then see where things go. By getting our ideas out in the open, we can gain working hypotheses. Then we let the evidence trail prove or disprove them."
"I understand what you're saying." Cindy says. "Right now, I have years of memories that are saying the woman broke into the company grounds with the intent to frame them by dumping chemicals, was found out and shot by someone associated with the company. Perhaps not the normal security people, who were humiliated by having this woman break in on them, but by someone in the company that intercepted Ferris and shot her dead."
"And you still think that?" Phyllis asked.
"Until something more factual comes along and blows that up, I can't see any other reasonable explanation." Cindy said. "Do you have something different in mind?"
"Oh, I think your idea is very good, and the facts so far and the logic suggest it." Phyllis said. "But as my son and Agatha Christie both say, the spouse must always be looked at as a possible suspect."
"Ah, you think Robert Ferris was involved?" Cindy asked.
"Well, we must certainly consider his role in his wife's actions and death that night." Phyllis replied. "We also have to find out who Linda Ferris's associates within the PCGW were, and see if anyone had reason beyond the immediate company/group crisis to harm her."
"Now," Phyllis said, "let's play another game, one I think Don does but doesn't tell all of you about: let's imagine ourselves at the crime scene, seeing it happen, observing in our minds as we go along. Do that, and tell me what you see, my dear."
"Oh, so that's one of Don's secrets?" Cindy said. "But he has mentioned it.... hmmm..." Cindy was allowing her mind to 'see' what had happened all those years ago, as if she herself were doing it. After a few moments, she came back to the present. Phyllis was still deep in thought, and Cindy allowed her to finish, noting that her son's semi-trances were of a similar nature. Like mother, like son, Cindy thought.
Opening her eyes, Phyllis peered at Cindy. "So, dear, what did you see? And what observations did you make?"
"My first thought is to wonder how Linda Ferris breached the fence." Cindy replied. "According to these notes, she cut a hole in it and pushed back the fence. My question is how she could've done that without setting off an alarm. It was a high-tension situation, and I'd think the fences were patrolled and maybe electrified or filled with sensors."
"Excellent." Phyllis said. "What else?"
"Lessee...." Cindy said, thinking hard. "The fence at the place it was breached was some 75 yards from the building proper, so Ferris, who was badly out of shape from all reports, had to traverse that distance quickly in the dark, unerringly find the location from where she could distribute the chemicals and do so, and then find her way back without tripping any alarms or being detected. Obviously she was detected, and shot in the back.... and the notes said she was still about 30 yards from the building when she was shot."
"Very good." Phyllis said. "We can infer a lot from that, also, can't we?"
Cindy thought a moment. "I guess one observation is that Linda was doing this without the help of the PCGW."
"Oh? Why do you think that?" Phyllis asked.
"She was so out of shape. Why not send someone who could quickly and stealthily get the job done. As an analogy, if I were going to do this with police assets, I'd have Hugh Hewitt or Don execute this mission, not some fat hag or idiot like Sergeant Sharples."
"Fantastic!" Phyllis exclaimed. "You've done brilliantly."
"What did I miss?" Cindy said, sure of it from some slight inflection in Phyllis' voice.
"Oh not very much." Phyllis said adroitly. "But let's talk about your hypothesis first: there are several reasons besides Ferris acting alone to explain her being the one to go on this mission. One is that she best knew the layout of the land and where to put the chemicals. Another is that she was set up; again I bring up her husband in this mix."
"Oh... wow, yeah..." Cindy said.
"But your reasoning might be the correct one." Phyllis said. "We'll just have to see what is borne out. And you did miss one thing that I consider of extreme importance: the chemicals."
Cindy caught her breath as understanding flooded her mind, and Phyllis went on: "Yes... first of all, what exactly were those chemicals? We'll need to review those notes and get very familiar with what the chemicals were. Then we need to ask who made those chemicals, especially the radioactive ones, how they were acquired and from whom, and why they're the chosen chemicals for Ferris to use to attempt to damage Crown."



"Well, I didn't see anything in the financial records," Cindy said, "but now I'll have to look again, this time a bit harder and more focused on that."
"They could've been taken out of Crown Chemicals." Phyllis said. "And that means we're looking for someone paid off to deliver those chemicals, or someone who was a mole inside the plant."
"Okay, it's starting to get a bit crazy in my head." Cindy said. "Let's go back to letting data form our theories instead of theorizing too much without facts."
Part 4 - The Crown Chemicals Connection
"Okay ladies, whaddya got?" I asked. My mother and Cindy Ross were in my office, telling me their plan to interview people in the cold case of the dead environmentalist activist.
"Nothing really new, so far." Cindy replied. "Sandra Speer of the FBI has sent us everything the FBI had on the Crown/PCGW case, but aside from ballistics and labwork, they didn't do much. Inspector Maxwell got us copies of the SBI's files on the case, at least the ones they still have. They were mostly trying to ascertain what happened during the attack on the facility and the shootings of the PCGW invaders. They did virtually nothing with the Linda Ferris shooting."
"We've made some interesting findings." my mother Phyllis said, "The chemicals that Linda Ferris brought in with her were not chemicals made by Crown, especially the radioactive ones. No one at the time tried to figure out where those chemicals came from, but the radioactive ones were mostly isotopes of cobalt and silver."
"Whoa!" I said. "Especially on the silver... that stuff is highly radioactive, highly dangerous to even be exposed to... and I can't think of any place outside the Oak Ridge, Tennessee government facility and a few medical facilities where silver isotopes are created or allowed. Hmmm, very interesting where that might have come from."
Both women made notes in their notebooks about that. With my degree in chemistry and some knowledge of radiochemistry, I'd given them some information that they otherwise wouldn't have known and would not have easily been able to find out.
Cindy Ross said "Thanks for that tip. After looking at all the data, we're working off the idea that Linda Ferris's actions were not a larger PCGW plan, but limited in scope to a few individuals. The reason why is that most of the PCGW troublemakers had left town and gone home or were in jail, and there was no follow-up nor obvious expenditure of money in the timeframe relevant to her actions."
My mother chimed in: "At this point, Son, we're going to have to talk to people and hope something shakes out that didn't come out at the time. That does happen during cold cases, of course."
"That's true." I said. "So who is on your plate to be interviewed?"
Cindy said "We're lucky in that several key people to the crime are available. The Chief Operating Officer of Crown Chemicals has agreed to see us today; he was an executive with the company then. Their chief of security also was on site as a security officer then.
"On the PCGW side, some of the leaders are actually still around: one man, Gordon Snow, is actually a teacher at the University here, trying to get professorial status and tenure. His assistant, a girl we only know as Lilac, was also one of the PCGW leaders at that time, and they were both college students from other schools that came in. The dead woman's husband, Robert Ferris, works in an environmental lab in the suburbs west of the City, we're going to interview him.
"Then Phyllis is going to try to have a chat with Bettina Wurtzburg, to see if we can get any clues or angles from the Press side. They had some fatalities also, though those were national TV media people. Last, but certainly not least, I'll talk to some of the Sergeants in our Police Force here who were either Town or County officers at the time."
"Good." I said. After a pause, I sat back in my chair and said what needed to be said. "Ladies, I'm really liking what you're putting together here, but I have to say a couple of things. First of all, do all of your interviews together so that you both can observe people. Mom, you know that already. Also, be careful in all of your interviews. You may be riling up some people, and they may do something rash like try to destroy evidence that otherwise was sitting here all this time. And to this end, have a story ready for why you're re-opening this case. One idea that might work is to tell anyone who asks that you periodically review cases."
"We have that worked out already, Son." my mother said. "I'm going to tell people that I, the little old lady, have been assigned to periodically review old cases, and Detective Ross is assisting the little old lady with the interviews."
"Little old lady, my fourth point of contact." I said, grinning as I used a little Airborne Paratrooper lingo to keep things a bit cleaner in front of my mom. "But it sounds good. Meanwhile, my second point is to be careful because as I understand it, this case really brought out the political tensions of the town and the county. With the Elections coming up in November, we do not need any more gasoline thrown onto those fires. So discretion is the better part of valor in every aspect of this."
"Third, and last, be especially careful with Bettina and the Media. Make sure Bettina knows that everything you say to her is 'deep background' or 'off the record'. I absolutely do not want to see her reporting on the re-opening of this case... unless and until you solve it, of course."
"Gotcha." Cindy said.
----------------------------------
"Thank you for making time to see us, Mr. Roth." Phyllis said as the chief operating officer of Crown Chemicals Corp. bade them to be seated in plush chairs in his office.
"My pleasure, ladies." Mr. Roth said. He was a well-built man in his sixties, his hair graying but still full on his head, and he projected an aura of skill and leadership, a very model of a C-level executive of a strong business company. "This is Mr. Hyburn, the company's chief legal counsel, and I hope you'll understand that he'll be sitting in with us today."
"That's quite fine, sir." Phyllis said. "Mr. Hyburn, may I ask if you were with the company during the time of the PCGW crisis?"
"Yes, I was." the legal beagle said, his voice something between a professor teaching in a classroom and a Southern drawl. "I was a junior member of the legal team then, of course."
"May I ask why the police are reviewing this case?" Mr. Roth asked.
"I am assigned to periodically review cold cases in the police files." Phyllis said. "Detective Ross has been kind enough to assist me. We just want to get a few loose threads tied up, if possible."
"Aren't you the police officer that was shot and wounded a few weeks ago?" asked Mr. Roth to Cindy Ross.
"Er, yes sir." Cindy replied.
"Well, I can't tell you how glad I am to see you sitting here in front of me in such good shape, Detective Ross... but I thought you were promoted to Lieutenant." Mr. Roth said.
"Thank you, sir, and I'm still a Detective despite the attempt to make a paper pusher out of me." Cindy said, causing everyone to laugh. She also realized that Roth was doing a bit of social conversation to hopefully ingratiate her. "If I may ask, sir, what do you remember about the night Linda Ferris broke into your property and was killed?"
"Ah yes, I do remember that." Roth said. "I was a lower level executive then, but it had been nearly a month of intense crisis for us. Those eco-terrorists did all they could to shut us down, even charged the fences. As to the night of that woman trespassing, I mostly remember getting a call in the early morning hours that someone had broken into the grounds and had been shot. Our security at the time locked down the plant and we called in the FBI."
"You called them in?" Cindy asked.
"Well, I told someone, probably the plant manager, to call them." Roth said. "When I heard that this woman had some chemicals on her, it was immediately apparent that she intended to commit some sort of sabotage or frame-up job. I wanted the FBI to come in and ascertain exactly what happened. Fortunate that we took that step, also, as the world would only believe that none of our people had shot the woman when it was the FBI telling them."
"So none of your security people shot her, we understand, but did anyone else on the property have weapons?" Phyllis asked.
"Oh yes." Mr. Roth replied. "We had told our senior people and managers that they could bring in and wear arms while the eco-terrorists were howling at the gates. Many of them did, bringing in their personal weapons from home. That was one reason we were able to repel their initial attack on us; the eco-terrorists didn't expect to be met with a well-armed crew of employees, and they backed off like the cowards they were when we confronted them with lethal force."
The lawyer leaned over and whispered something to Mr. Roth, and the COO nodded in understanding.
"Anyway, the FBI checked all weapons of employees, especially those of the same caliber that had shot the woman that trespassed, and none had been fired." Mr. Roth said.
Cindy took up the questioning: "So Mr. Roth, it was company policy to simply stand up to the protesters and not negotiate with them in any way?"
"Yes, that was our general policy then. The CEO at the time, Mr. Bonniker, he was a tough old war veteran, and he felt nothing but contempt for the eco-terr-- er, the protesters."
The lawyer again whispered something to Roth, who then said "Ladies, let me hasten to say that Mr. Bonniker has passed on, and it wouldn't be right to put words in his mouth or thoughts in his head. What I just said is sheer surmise on my part, and can't be construed to reflect the official position of the Company at that time."
"Understood, sir. Just a couple more questions, if I may." Cindy said. "The security people did not detect Linda Ferris until she was near the building?"
"That's right; in fact, she was not detected until she had been shot and killed." Mr. Roth said. "The security then wasn't what it is today, even in those times of heightened alert. Our chief of security definitely took a chewing out for that one, and about a month later, after things had calmed down somewhat, we began phasing that company out and bringing in a new group. They're still with us today. Is there anything else?"
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "Is there anything else about the Linda Ferris shooting or the events of that night, anything not brought up before now that you can tell us, anything that comes to mind at all?"
"No, not that I can think of. It was quite a while back, of course."
Phyllis asked "Can we see where the woman breached the fence and where she was found?"
"Certainly. I'll have a plant manager show you. Hyburn, call up Spinks and go with him to show the officers the grounds."
---------------------------
"The actual place of the fence breach isn't marked." said Plant Manager Spinks as the group stood near the back fence, the lawyer Hyburn looking incongruous in his expensive suit. "They didn't want it becoming some sort of shrine to the eco-terrorist that was killed."
Phyllis and Cindy surveyed the area. The grounds of the company were on a raised plateau, built to be above the 500-year flood plain. The land was flat and grassy, with no trees at all to block their view. Outside the fence was more cleared grassy plain. The back fence faced South, the side fence to the East faced the southerly-flowing river which was about 100 yards away. Barbed wire topped the fence, which had sensor and possibly electric wires interwoven into it. Ten yards inside the fence were a series of cameras on poles about 15 feet high, the camera's lidded with metal conical sheets to protect from above and special plastics boxing them in to protect from gunfire from below. Another line of cameras ringed the building.
Phyllis said "So let's say Linda Ferris breached the fence about 15-20 yards from the corner, which was in the police notes at the time." She walked to a spot. "Somewhere around here. Now Mr. Spinks, which way would she have gone to get to the water treatment plant?"
"This way." Mr. Spinks said, heading north, parallel to the riverside fence.
"Are these grounds lighted at night?" Phyllis asked.
"Yes ma'am, to some extent." said Spinks. "But when all this happened, there was not nearly as much light. There were floodlights on the plant building, but the light out here was no better than strong moonlight."
"Detective Ross, do you hear that sound?" Phyllis asked Cindy as they walked the 50 or more yards.
"Yes, that's the water treatment plant." Mr. Spinks said, overhearing them. "It's louder than the factory, even when the factory is in full operation."
"Was it this noisy at the time of the incursion?" Phyllis asked.
"Probably even worse." Spinks replied. "Why, do you think there's something in that?"
Phyllis replied "It helps me to understand how Linda Ferris could navigate the dark grounds at night; she followed the sound. So where did she fall?"
Mr. Spinks walked forward a bit longer, then stopped and looked around. "It was around here." he said. "Again, the exact spot isn't marked, but she didn't make it all the way to the building."
"If she had gotten there and been able to distribute the chemicals, what would the damage have been?" Cindy asked.
"I can't be sure." Spinks said. "It would depend on exactly where they were introduced. My understanding is that she didn't have a lot on her, but enough to contaminate the pipes, maybe to be detected discharging into the river."
"Mr. Spinks, please don't speculate too much." the lawyer Hyburn cautioned the plant manager. "Detectives, all of that was surmise and hearsay."
"Okay, can we now speak to the chief of security?" Cindy asked. The plant manager got onto his radio and asked the chief of security to meet them at the water treatment plant entrance. He drove up in a golf cart moments later. Mr. Spinks then walked back to the plant, while the lawyer Hyburn stayed.
"I'm Chet Burleson." the security chief said, introducing himself.
"Are you related to the 'Burleson' that worked for Ward Harvester?" Cindy asked.
"Sure am. He was my younger brother." Burleson said. "At first I wondered if his murder was related to the PCGW incidents, but it seems to have been unrelated. I appreciate you Police officers finding out who killed him and solving that case."
"I'm glad we were able to." Cindy said, then asked "So you worked here during the time of the problems with the PCGW?"
"Yeah." Burleson. "I was on duty at the front office of the building, so I was one of the very few security people that did not lose their jobs after the Ferris woman was found dead. I formed a new security company and we replaced the old guys."
"So how did she manage to breach the fence and get in?" Phyllis asked.
"I personally don't know, but the scheme was obviously flawed in the first place. At the time, though, the lighting wasn't as good as it is now, and we were still reeling from the frontal attack the week before. It was a nightmare for three weeks."
"Who was in charge of security then?" Cindy asked.
"His name was Jones. Bert Jones, something like that. So simple I can't really remember." Burleson said. "He was fired almost immediately after the murder. I don't know where he went, but I'm pretty sure it was out of the State."
"So what happened the night of the Ferris shooting?" Cindy said.
"All I know is that someone radioed in saying gunshots had been fired." Burleson replied. "Security people rushed out to the grounds and found the body of the woman about 25-30 yards from the water treatment facility. None of the guys stationed around there had drawn their guns, they vouched for each other, and then the FBI came in and took our weapons and analyzed them. Nobody had fired a shot."
"So where were your security people stationed?" Phyllis asked.
"Most were watching the front gate and fence areas, which were still undergoing repair from the first attack." Burleson said. "We had men stationed around the factories and around the locker rooms and showers and breakrooms, places like that. We had a contingent around the front desk, where I was stationed; these were the guys that would respond to any emergency call."
"Any men stationed around the water treatment plant?" Phyllis asked.
"Yeah, they were actually around Factory 1, but were keeping the water treatment plant and the fences in that area under observation."
"So anyone approaching the water treatment plant would be seen?"
"Probably. The lighting was not good in those days; it's much better now. But anyone coming within ten yards of the water treatment shed's doors would have to come into light and would be seen."
After looking over the area outside the water treatment facility, the detectives thanked the two men and made their way back to their cars.
"So Miss Ross, did you observe anything of interest?" Phyllis asked Cindy as they drove back to town.
"Like you said, Linda could've navigated by the sound of the water treatment plant, so that solves part of that issue. What about you?"
"Yes, I observed quite a few things." Phyllis said. "The COO was very helpful to us, even with the lawyer present, leading me to believe that the company's leadership truly believes in their innocence in the matter. There was also absolutely no quarter asked nor given in the hatred between the PCGW and the Company leadership. And then there is one other thing, which follows a theory I've been thinking about... but I have to check something first."
"Like mother, like son." Cindy complained. "Don gives those little teasers without giving us the full details, also."
"Oh, I'm not trying to tease you, dear." Phyllis replied. "I just need to look and see if anyone made notes of the trajectory of the bullets that struck Linda Ferris."
"Yes, I remember seeing that in the FBI's ballistics reports." Cindy said. "They worked that out pretty meticulously. Ferris was shot from approximately seven o'clock, slightly left of straight behind. And from a distance of at least four to 10 yards away."
"Oh now that is interesting. Is it not suggestive to you?" Phyllis asked, peering at Cindy, who could not peer back because she was driving.
Part 5 - The PCGW Connection
"Hi ladies!" Lieutenant Bill Hanson of the Campus Police said happily as he got into the backseat of the car. "What are we going to be doing today?"
Cindy filled Hanson in as they approached one of the buildings on campus, the Biology building that housed the Environmental Sciences as well. It was the least kept-up building on the campus.
"Biology is badly overlooked when it comes to University grant money." Hanson said. "You'd think that with the liberal leanings of most of the University's academia, they'd pour money into the environmental sciences to study climate change, but apparently the big-money donors don't go that way."
"If I recall," Cindy said, "while there were big rifts in the Town and County, the leanings were towards the company and against the protesters, except on the University campus, of course."
"Yes, the students were pretty riled up about it, and were on PCGW's side." Hanson said. "Mr. Snow was one of the leaders of the PCGW protesters at the time, and I looked up his record while I was waiting for you to pick me up. You'd think he'd be a hero, but his PCGW connections have held him back. He was fired from his previous school, and has only been hired here as a teacher and not given a professorship yet."
Inside the building, the three officers found Gordon Snow's small office pretty quickly. They were ushered in by a petite redhead woman, very plain-faced, hair unkempt, wearing no makeup and clothes that could use a washing. Gordon Snow himself had his long stringy hair in a ponytail, or really more of a bob. He wore thick glasses in black frames, needed a shave, and his clothing was clean but crumpled. He was not overweight and appeared to be in decent shape for a man his age, despite the lack of hygiene.



"Lieutenant Hanson, what can I do for you and these ladies?" Snow said. He bade them to sit down, which they did. Snow peered hard at Phyllis.
"I know who Lieutenant Ross is, and of course Lieutenant Hanson." Snow said. "But I have no idea at all who you are, Detective..."
Phyllis introduced herself and added "I've only moved to this town recently, to be with family. I'm assigned the duties of looking into cold cases, and Lieutenant Ross has been kind enough to assist me."
"The Town & County Police often ask me to work with them when they need to visit the campus." Bill Hanson said.
"I see." said Snow. "And you wanted to ask some clearing-up questions about Linda Ferris, you said?"
"Yes." Phyllis said, taking charge. "By the way, your assistant out front, her name was 'Lilac.' She was involved in the protests? If so, why not invite her in so that we can speak with both of you at the same time, and save a few moments?"
"Er, yes, she was one of us." Snow said. He called Lilac into the office, and she sat down at the side of the desk.
"So you two were leaders of the Progressive Citizens of GreenWorld? In what capacity, president? Chairman?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, we were part of the original leadership council." Snow said. "We didn't have formal titles, those are for the bourgeoisie and the rich capitalists."
"I see. And to refresh our memories, why were you targeting Crown Chemicals? Why not BigPharmaCorp, which was just up the river from Crown?" Cindy asked.
"Crown was polluting the river, no matter what the tests said, and we thought we might make better headway in getting them shut down." Snow said. "By the way, I understand the Statute of Limitations, and everything we did then is way past being prosecutable."
"Except for murder, Mr. Snow." Phyllis said, her voice cold and cutting. "There is no Statute of Limitations on the murder of Linda Ferris, which we are investigating. But you are correct about the rest of it, and we're really not interested in any of the rest of it in the capacity of other crimes."
Cindy asked, keeping her voice neutral, "So after some of your people were killed crashing the fences, what did your leadership decide to do?"
"Some of us wanted to take up arms and attack them again." Snow said. "But we knew that would be a bloodbath. Besides, most of our group abhor guns. They should be completely outlawed and only in the hands of Government authorities, don't you agree?"
The women did not rise to the bait, but Cindy Ross sprang her trap: "Mr. Snow, records show that you yourself owned a gun. What happened to it?"
"Oh, I think I gave it up in a buyback program, years ago." Snow said as Lilic glanced at him a bit harshly. "I hated having it and couldn't wait to get rid of it."
"How well did you know Linda Ferris?" Cindy asked.
"I didn't know her very well at all." Snow said. "I knew her husband, he was a chemist that helped us by running tests to prove the companies were breaking the law and polluting the waters."
"Miss Lilac?" Cindy said, her eyes wandering to the geeky redhead girl and fixing upon her. "Did you know the Ferrises?"
"I knew her and her husband." Lilac said, her voice short and as uncooperative as she could convey.
"Did people that knew her like her?" Cindy queried.
"Not really. She smelled bad, really bad. She wasn't so much an environmentalist like most of us; she was a feminist and protesting that the company was dominated by men. She was a real bitch, we called her the 'Fat Bitch' behind her back."
"Did either of you know that Linda was going to try to poison the waters?"
"Yes." Gordon Snow said without hesitation. "We knew her plan. She was supposed to spill the chemicals, then we were going to call the Press and have them film us taking water samples for testing, which would come up positive."
"Did either of you supply Linda with the chemicals?"
"No, I don't know where she got them." Snow said.
"Uhhh, neither do I." said Lilac, her eyes cutting to Snow and then back to the policewomen.
"Were either of you there at the Crown plant that night?" Cindy asked.
"We were in the area." Snow said. "But only Linda went around back and snuck onto the grounds. Then we heard gunshots and we fled."
"Who is 'we'?" Phyllis asked.
"Myself, Lilac here, and another man named Brent Crow. And before you ask, I have no idea where Brent is now; we lost touch over the years." said Gordon Snow.
"So all of you ran away, didn't try to ascertain what was going on with Linda Ferris?" Phyllis asked, her voice a bit accusing. "Miss Lilac, is that the case?"
"Yes ma'am." Lilac said. Phyllis noted the change in her demeanor. She was quiet, looking more nervous.
"Where were you, Miss Lilac, at the time of the gunshot?" Phyllis asked.
"There...was more than one shot, if I remember correctly." Lilac said, deftly avoiding the trap she had been placed in. "And I was near the water treatment plant, but outside the fence."
"And the others were with you?"
"Er, yes, yes, they were nearby. Gordon was near me and Brent was closer to the parking lot where the cars were." Lilac said.
"Mr. Snow," Cindy asked, beginning to bear down, "what happened to your career after this incident? Has it hurt your getting a professorship?"
Snow sighed. "I have to admit that my association with the PCGW, especially participating in its leadership, has... not had the positive effects I had hoped it would. It seems that many of my colleagues are not as committed to the cause, and certainly not as willing to give their lives for the cause like I was willing to, as I had hoped."
"Hmm, I see. And Mr. Snow," Cindy asked, bearing down harder. "Perhaps you can help me to understand something that is bothering me: I would imagine that a decade ago you were a young man in good physical condition?"
"Er, yes," Snow said, "I was a college student at the time, and I was in relatively good shape."
"So," Cindy said, getting to the point quickly and brutally, "I don't understand why you allowed an overweight woman who was a chain smoker to cover 75 yards to the water treatment plant, cover 75 yards back to where the fence was cut, in the dark, weighed down with flasks of chemicals... when someone in better condition such as either one of you would've done the job much more quickly and efficiently."
Lilac looked over at Gordon Snow, but his face was smooth and showed no signs of discomfiture. "All I can say, Detective, is that it was Linda's plan and she wanted to go in herself."
"And why not--" Cindy began, but stopped when Phyllis interrupted her.
"Just one last question for both of you." Phyllis said. "Do either of you know someone besides the people at Crown who might have had reason to wish Linda Ferris harm?"
"Er, why no." Snow said, his face a mask of perplexed confusion. "I've always believed that the Crown security people simply shot Linda dead instead of detaining her, then worked with the FBI to cover it up."
"You think there was a cover-up? And why would they just shoot her? She was so out of shape that she could not possibly run away from them." Phyllis asked.
"Tensions were high, and I think the Crown criminals shot first and thought about it later, if at all." Snow said. "And of course the bourgeoisie always cover themselves when they use brute force against the People. But they know that their filthy sins will catch up to them; to this day the filthy rich executives of Crown Chemicals maintain bodyguards and luxury bulletproof limousines to protect them from the Justice that surely will befall them one day. Their CEO even had bulletproof glass put into his small house on the mountainside just above the University here. He died of natural causes, unfortunately, but the rest will someday pay for their crimes."
"Mr. Snow, Miss Lilac, we really appreciate your time as well as your candor." Phyllis said, standing up to end the interview. The police officers excused themselves and left.
"Let's have lunch together and talk about that interview." Phyllis said as they walked to their car. She was clearly excited. "It was scintillating, don't you agree?"
"It was indeed interesting." Lt. Hanson said. Cindy was thoughtful.
----------------------------------
"Laura, it's wonderful of you to join us." Phyllis said as her daughter-in-law Laura Fredricson joined them at the table. They were eating at one of the bistros on the Town Square, sitting outside in the warm sun, and Laura had come up to their table.
"So, how can I help with this cold case you're working on?" Laura asked, sitting down.
"We need 'scoop', or 'dirt' I might say, on Gordon Snow in the Environmental Sciences Department, as well as his secretary, one Miss Lilac." Phyllis said.
"Ah yes, the 'eco-terrorist couple', as they're called behind their backs." Laura said. "Their reputation with the PCGW group goes further than they realize. But if you want some dirt, the only thing I have is that Gordon Snow got fired from the school he was at previously for having inappropriate sexual relations with his female students. His girlfriend Lilac still has no clue about that, nor that he's likely having sex with female students here. He's a bit more careful now, of course."
Phyllis insisted on not talking further about the case until their meals were eaten, preferring to discuss family and friends and grandchildren and small chit-chat. Laura excused herself as they finished their meals, and Lt. Hanson said he had to get back to his Campus duties. They left together, which was Phyllis's cue to get back into the case.
"So, Cindy," Phyllis said, "what did you think of Mr. Snow and Ms. Lilac?"
"I was shocked that he came out and admitted being near the scene the night of the murder." Cindy said. "That's some arrogance. The Statutes of Limitations notwithstanding, it's stupid of him to say anything. I also saw that Lilac was fine until one point when Snow admitted they were all there. Wonder why she suddenly got nervous?"
"Yes, we need to talk to Miss Lilac again, but separately from Mr. Snow." Phyllis said.
"What did you observe, Phyllis?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, Mr. Snow provided me with a veritable wealth of observations." Phyllis said, her eyes twinkling. "First of all, does anyone really expect us to believe that Linda Ferris cut that fence all by herself? Certainly others had to help, which means they all were around back and at the place the fence was breached, not around the side where the water treatment plant was. So they are either lying about who was there, or about where they were. I suspect it was about where they were, that they were all at the fence breach area."
"Is that why you cut off my questioning?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, dear." Phyllis replied. "You were about to ask why they didn't breach the fence near the water treatment area, and not have to cover all that distance. And if they were standing in that area undetected, they should've been able to attack the fence at the water treatment facility without being immediately caught. Yes, that stands very well to reason. But I wanted them to think that I believe their story of being in a separate place from Linda Ferris."
"So you think they're lying?" Cindy asked.
"Oh absolutely." Phyllis said. "And so far the little ideas I'm working out have not been eliminated by the facts we're learning."
"Which you're not telling until you're ready." Cindy said.
"You've seen all that I've seen." Phyllis replied.
"That's what Don always says, too." Cindy said. "So what is our next step?"
"Why don't you meet Inspector Maxwell in the City and interview the woman's husband," Phyllis suggested, "while I have a few words with Ms. Wurtzburg. I also need to call my son."
Part 6 - Press Relations and Family Relationships
"Mr. Ferris, we appreciate your time." Cindy said after introducing herself, then introducing Britt as being with the SBI.
"I'm glad to help, but I am curious as to why you're bringing up this old case?" Ferris said, peering through his glasses at the women.
"We routinely glance back at cold cases." Cindy said. "And some possible new information has come out about the death of your wife. If I may ask, were you in Town the night your wife was killed?"
"Yes, I was in Town." Robert Ferris said. "Linda and I were staying in a communal home that the PCGW leaders had rented. A bunch of us slept there in sleeping bags during the weeks of the protest."
"So, just to get this straight in my head, it was leaders of the movement staying there? Do you remember any of their names?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, it was where the protests were planned and the press releases put together." Ferris said. "It's hard to remember all of their names, but Linda was friendly with a girl named Lilac, and there was a guy named Snow... Gordon Snow, maybe? Then there was a guy name Brent, he didn't seem to have the stomach for the protests, and another girl... Mary or Marie, perhaps."
"Did you go with your wife to the Crown Chemicals plant the night she was killed?"
"No." said Ferris. "I stayed behind and waited. We were going to skip town after Linda dumped the chemicals in the water treatment plant. But she never came back, and the next thing I know I was being seriously questioned by the police and the FBI for three days while the rest of those sniveling little cowards ran to the four corners of the earth."
"Do you know where your wife acquired the chemicals that she was found with when she died?"
"I have absolutely no idea." Robert Ferris said. "I heard later that some of them were radioactive and were dangerous for her to be carrying. I'd have never let her get near stuff like that."
"Mr. Ferris, what you've said to this point has been generally corroborated." Britt Maxwell said. "So I'd like you to be honest with us and tell us who you think might have had cause to harm your wife, besides the Crown Chemicals people."
"I... I always thought the security people shot her." Robert said.
"Maybe they did." said Cindy, "But your wife was the one who actually took the risk of running the mission. Do you think there was anyone else that might have wanted to see her come to harm?"
"Specifically, no. But..." Robert paused, then continued in a rush, "one reason I disassociated from the PCGW was because of the way they acted after her death. They were using her death as publicity to advance their own cause, riding it to the hilt. I began to see that they didn't give a damn about her dying, but loved the controversy and issue that came out of it. I loved my wife and she had died for the cause, and they... just didn't care..."
"I can understand how you felt." Britt Maxwell said. After a couple more questions, they wrapped up their interview and left.
On the drive back to Town, Cindy said "That was an interesting comment about them using Linda Ferris's death for publicity. I wonder..."
"Yes?..." Britt said.
"I think I know where Phyllis was going with her idea." Cindy said. "Let me run this by you..."
------------------------
"Thank you for meeting me, Ms. Wurtzburg." Phyllis said as Bettina met her at the Starbucks coffee shop at the County Mall, which was northwest of Town and served the more affluent people that lived in the area.
"Please, call me Bettina. May I call you Phyllis?" Bettina said, almost gushing. "I am so glad to finally get to talk with you in a setting other than some party."
"First," Phyllis said, "you understand that this meeting and all that is said is 'deep background'?"
"I'll take that." said Bettina. "At least it's not 'off the record'."
"So let me ask you some questions first." Phyllis said. "We're looking into a cold case, the one about the woman that died about a week after the Crown Chemicals riot."
"Ah yes, I remember that." Bettina said. "I had just started as a reporter with KXTC. I found out really quick that we local reporters weren't worth a damn when it came to the national reporters. They literally pushed people down and out of their way to get to the front of the line. I have to say, though, that it saved my life."
"How so?" Phyllis asked, to keep Bettina talking.
"Well, one of the national news crews pushed to the front when the rioting started." Bettina replied. "And then the Crown Chemicals people opened fire. They had guns by the hundreds. Remember that national news anchor Walter Jensen? He was shot dead, and his cameraman was blown away also. I've always believed that they were specifically targeted, but a lot of protesters were shot and they were lucky that only 24 died."
"So how did the Media take the killings of their own?" Phyllis asked.
"Bad, Phyllis, we took it very bad, very personally." Bettina said, her voice lowering a bit. "It definitely biased the coverage from then on. We were hoping to somehow get the Crown bastards, but the truth of the matter is that they were clean and always had been."
"So what do you remember about Linda Ferris being killed?" Phyllis asked, sipping her coffee.
"I remember a lot of people being skeptical when the FBI exonerated the Crown Chemicals security people." Bettina replied. "But I knew it was true because I heard from some of the national reporters that the U.S. EPA was pushing the FBI to find something so that they could go after Crown. But the FBI really did find nothing, and they firmly held their ground on that, not playing the EPA's corrupt political games, so I have to say that I believe them."
"Did the news people work with the PCGW to make the most of the Ferris killing?" Phyllis asked.
"Oh, you bet they did." Bettina replied. "At the national level, anyway. What I remember is that by the time Linda Ferris died, we were being pushed to calm things down in the Town and County, and the politicians were beginning to talk about merging... which happened not too much later. The national media gave the Ferris death a couple of days, then a couple more after the FBI report came out, trying to work the angles to help the PCGW. But the story was dying by that time. The PCGW got a lot of donations around that time, but the story moved on, as it always does."
"Anything else you can remember from that time that might help us?" Phyllis asked.
"Only that the Fat Bitch, as the murdered woman was called, was not well liked by her PCGW colleagues. They didn't have much to say about her after she was killed, except to call the company murderers and such. She was a supporter, but her lodestone was feminist causes, not the environment. I always wondered if she wasn't set up."
"Thank you, that's very helpful." Phyllis said. "So, what can I tell you in payback, under deep background, of course."
"Something juicy about your son, the Iron Crowbar." Bettina said, her eyes sparkling. Phyllis made some observations as Bettina continued. "For example, with the election coming up, what does your son plan to do if the wrong people are elected? He could be out of a job... or worse."
"Well," Phyllis said, "my son has done very well and has caught the attention of the law enforcement community at every level. He'll have no problem finding good employment elsewhere. But even if the so-called wrong people win, I'm not sure they want to take on the Iron Crowbar... far worse people have gotten badly hurt doing that."
"I'm hearing that the interest in him at the Federal level is not all positive and that your son should watch his back." Bettina said, as much as a warning as an inquiry. "Any deep background on that?"
"Like I said," Phyllis replied, "taking on the Iron Crowbar can be very dangerous to a bad person's health. And for all the enemies he has at the Federal level, he also has some very good friends."
"Thank you." Bettina said. "By the way, anything you can do to get me an interview with him, even off the record, you'll get my undying appreciation."



Phyllis put down her coffee cup, clasped her fingers together in front of her, and looked straight into Bettina's eyes. "Bettina, I think you're going to get your interview, and perhaps a whole lot more. And I think you and my son will be hooking up, too... if you haven't already. And if you're not on birth control, Ms. Wurtzburg, I might become a grandmother again..."
Bettina didn't say a word, and did not break Phyllis's eye contact...
Part 6 - The Puzzle Pieces
"I think I finally figured out where you're going with your theory." Cindy said to Phyllis as they ate supper at Phyllis's basement apartment at the 'Mountain Nest'. Phyllis nodded and beamed as Cindy presented her ideas.
"I knew you'd catch on eventually." Phyllis said. "And the information you obtained from Robert Ferris is very valuable. The problem is, we don't have anything actionable enough to make an arrest."
"Agreed." Cindy said. "What we need to do is get this Lilac woman into the interrogation room, alone, and get the truth out of her. And we need to do it soon, if what we're thinking is right."
"You're right, and after supper we're going back to Headquarters." Phyllis said. "I talked to Don earlier today. He's already had Paulina Patterson obtain a material witness warrant to bring Miss Lilac in."
((Readers, at this point you have all the clues to solve this mini-mystery. The Solution will be revealed in The Phyllis Files Ch. 02.))
To be continued.
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Part 0 - The Solution to The Case of the Executed Environmentalist
Paulina Patterson and I just watched as my mother and Cindy Ross interviewed the woman Lilac in Interrogation-1, listening in as the microphones transmitted their conversation. A lawyer had already been provided for Lilac, as she'd invoked immediately upon arrest.
"Lilac," Cindy Ross stated, playing the role of bad cop, "there are so many holes in your story that I can make a swiss cheese sandwich out of it. There is no way you could've been on the outside of the fence near the water treatment area that night; it was being watched by Crown Security. There is no way that Linda Ferris cut that fence and got in by herself; she had to have help. There is no way Gordon Snow's story holds up. We have further evidence on him, as well."
"You don't have a damn thing on any of us." Lilac said, her voice a snarl. "You can't prove that one word of what I said is not true."
"Miss Lilac," Phyllis said, playing good cop. "I don't think you killed Linda Ferris, nor did you know that she was going to be killed that night. But right now, if you don't help us, you're going down as an accessory to first degree murder, maybe even conspiracy to commit murder, which will bring the death penalty."
"I'm prepared to die for the cause!" Lilac said defiantly, and enjoying the moment. "I'm prepared to die for the environment, to save the earth from the filthy capitalist swine that are polluting our waters, killing our animals, and causing global warming across the globe!"
That path wasn't going to work, Phyllis realized, so she tried a new way: "Miss Lilac," Phyllis said, "You can't fight for your cause if you're dead, and dying for it won't help your cause. Linda Ferris died for your cause; you couldn't even generate press coverage from it. Linda Ferris died, and Crown Chemicals continues on. She was your colleague for the cause, but you don't have to die for Gordon Snow's sake."
The lawyer whispered something to Lilac and she nodded.
"We're done here," the lawyer said, standing up, "unless you're going to arrest her and charge her with a crime."
"She already is under arrest under a Court-issued warrant; she is not free to go." Cindy Ross said, in her best imitation of what her mentor the Iron Crowbar loved to do with Legal Beagles. "And charges will be coming in the morning at her arraignment if your client doesn't cooperate. Now sit back down, Counselor, or leave. But Lilac stays with us." The lawyer was red-faced but complied, sitting back down, his bluff thoroughly and brutally called.
"Lilac," Cindy continued, "you need to understand something. The Crown security people did not shoot Linda Ferris, which means that someone in your group did shoot her. I think you know this in your heart, you know that Gordon Snow committed the murder. And once we arrest him, he's going to turn on you and throw you to the dogs. He doesn't give a damn about the cause nor you; he only gives a damn about himself."
"He loves me." Lilac said.
"Yeah, right." Cindy said. "That's why he's banging female students, and has been for years. He got fired from his last job for it- oh yes, you know it to be true." The Detective had seen the change in Lilac's eyes. So had Phyllis.
"Dear," Phyllis said, "you must realize that Gordon Snow is not worth going to prison or dying for. He has no loyalty nor love for you."
"Oh geez..." said Lilac as tears began to stream down her face as the Truth slammed into her mind with ruthless force.
"Just tell us the truth." Phyllis said. "Gordon did not stay with your group that night, did he, Lilac?"
The dam burst. "NO!" Lilac screamed, releasing her anguish. "No... he went inside the fence after the Fat Bitch. He said he was going to make sure she got to the water treatment shed okay. We heard the shots, then he came back, running as fast as he could. He said the security people had shot the Fat Bitch and told us to scatter and run. We got back together at the house where her husband was, and told everyone there the story."
-----
I'd heard enough. I turned to Paulina. "You have probable cause. If you get the warrant, I'll get Nash to pick up Gordon Snow, and search his premises and University offices for a .45 ACP pistol."
"On my way." said Paulina, rushing out the door.
-----
"You are truly an idiot." Cindy Ross said as she faced Gordon Snow across the table of Interrogation-2. "You kept the frickin' gun all these years."
"I knew I could never legally buy another one after my association with PCGW." Snow said. "And I knew I needed a gun to protect myself. PCGW is a very militant group; sometimes they eat their own."
"What, you don't trust the police to be the only ones armed and to protect you?" Cindy said witheringly.
"Why are we still talking?" Snow asked.
Paulina Patterson picked up the conversation. "Tell us the whole story and the death penalty will be off the table. D.A. Krasney might even go to 25-to-life with possibility of parole if you spare him and the taxpayers the expense of a trial -and- tell us the whole truth and nothing but the truth."
Snow began talking.
--------
The next weekend we were on the back patio of the "Mountain Nest", talking about the now-solved cold case. Bettina Wurtzburg had somehow gotten the scoop on the story, which got her a bit of national attention as the Big Media types just ran with her pieces instead of sending their own peeps here. Fine by me.
My mother and Cindy were holding court talking about this one. Present to listen with utter fascination were the Chief and his wife, myself, Lt. Bill Hanson, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer. Laura was in meetings in Washington.
"Ten years ago, Gordon Snow wasn't saying a word." my mom Phyllis said. "Then with the Statute of Limitations expiring, he thought he could boast a bit more. But like most stupid but arrogant criminals, he said too much."
"What cracked it for you?" Martin Nash asked.
"Let me first tell everyone what happened, as Gordon confessed it." Phyllis said. "After the big riot, when most of the PCGW people realized they were badly outgunned and couldn't use violence without dying in large numbers, and with Crown itching for a fight and not negotiating with them in any way, the protests began dying off."
"It was Gordon Snow who had the idea of breaking into the Crown grounds and contaminating the water that was being dumped out. He also hoped that the radioactive materials would contaminate the pipes and shut down Crown's water treatment plant. He said he had a deal with one of the national news firms that as soon as the water was poisoned, they'd swoop in for the story."
"Wow, the Media would do that?" Sandra asked.
"Hell yeah, they would...and they DO, on a very regular basis." I replied. Have I mentioned that I am not exactly a fan of the Press? "Anyway, Mom, you were saying?"
Phyllis continued "Snow managed to convince Linda Ferris, who was not a very popular person, to actually go in and contaminate the water works. Her husband was aware that she was involved in the scheme, but did not know her level of involvement nor that she was going to be carrying radioactive chemicals. For that matter, she did not realize the level of danger from the radioactive stuff; she was not a particularly bright woman despite her purported education."
"So Gordon, Lilac and Brent helped cut the fence and get Linda through. Lilac says she didn't understand why Gordon had stayed away from Linda until she went through, not knowing that he was avoiding the radioactive materials-
"So Gordon obtained the chemicals?" Britt asked.
Sandra Speer piped up. "We're looking into that now, and Homeland Security is taking a big interest. We think that there might have been a mole in a Government lab that acquired the stuff. We're more interested in keeping that stuff out of the wrong hands in the here and now than in finding the supplier from 10 years ago, so don't get your hopes up on an answer any time soon. Phyllis?"
"Gordon did obtain the chemicals," Phyllis said, "and let me add here that there might have been a PCGW insider within the Crown company. A security chief with the too-simple name 'Bert Jones', who had two badly failing security plans, is my guess."
"But to continue," Phyllis continued, "Gordon followed Linda Ferris inside the fence, caught up to her when she was very near the water shed, and shot her from behind, the first shot being from some yards away, and the final shot being from fairly close after she'd fallen. He had planned to murder her all along and leave her body to be found with the chemicals. He high-tailed it back to the fence breach and everyone scattered for miles."
"The reason for Gordon's plan to murder Linda Ferris is that he expected the national Media to really work up the story that she was murdered in cold blood by Crown Chemicals. He was hoping that the deadliness of the chemicals would be heard about and read about as opposed to the fact that his PCGW colleague was actually sabotaging the plant. But his plan backfired: the overall story was getting old to the Press, and they realized that people were more interested in the fact of the attempted sabotage than anything else. So the Media squashed the story and let it die, and thus ended The PCGW's moment in the sun."
"Gordon was arrogant enough to think he'd committed the perfect crime." Phyllis said. "He only had his friends Lilac and Brent to worry about. Brent, if that's even his real name, disappeared. I suspect Gordon killed Brent, though he has not confessed to that. However, he couldn't bring himself to kill Lilac, with whom he was having a sexual affair that continued for years. So he brought Lilac to his schools with him as his secretary, to keep a watchful eye on her as well as enjoy sex with her. And he indulged in sex with other women, as well, particularly female students."
"And to answer your question, Martin," Phyllis said to wrap up, "when I saw that the angle of the bullets were from almost directly behind rather than from the side or in front, as I would expect from security personnel intercepting Linda Ferris, I realized that the killer was someone who crept up behind her. And it was far more likely that it was one of the other PCGW people than the security people to do that. After that, just about everything else fell neatly into place."
Bill Hanson then asked "I guess my only question is: why wasn't this solved back then?"
"Ah," Phyllis said, "that is the beauty of cold cases. Sometimes information comes out with time. Sometimes people talk that had not talked in the past. Sometimes the Detectives, like Cindy here, are much better than those in the past."
"And sometimes we have Phyllis on the case the second time around, giving the perps no chance." Cindy replied.
Everyone laughed, but Phyllis said "Seriously, I think politics played a part back then that aren't as strongly felt today. The tensions were high then, and nobody really wanted to look at the FBI's ballistics data, which showed she was shot from almost directly behind. And everyone was distracted by Linda Ferris's act of sabotage, not realizing that someone else's plan was for her to be found dead as their act of sabotage... and so it all fell apart until we could re-examine it."
"Well," I said, "at this rate, I expect the two of you to solve one cold case every day. We'll have the storage rooms cleaned out in no time." Everyone laughed.
"Bring it on." Cindy said as she and Phyllis did a fist-bump. "At least until I get off this damned light duty."
Part 1 - The Case of the Break-Ins: The Crime Scene
"Good morning, Lieutenant Ross!"
The voice was Phyllis's. Cindy looked up to see the Auxiliary Policewoman enter her office. It was early September, and Cindy was not yet re-qualified with her gun to be on full field duty.
"Did you hear about the break-in at the Jones's home, in the Lakeview subdivision?" Phyllis asked.
"Yes, the patrol officers went over there this morning. Sergeant Thompson and Senior Patrolman Hicks. They're filing their police reports now." Cindy replied. "I was wondering if I should even send a Detective over there."
"Oh, but it's the second crime in that subdivision within a month. The Smith home nearby was robbed just a few weeks ago." said Phyllis. "Don't you find that interesting?" Cindy knew enough of Phyllis to know that the older woman had something in her head.
"How so?" Cindy asked.
"That's what I want to find out. I suggest that we not waste your busy Detectives' time, but that you and I take a quick glance into the case." Phyllis said. "I'll clear it with Don to let you out of the cage for a few hours. We'll only go around to look at the crime scene and talk to the Smith family."
"I thought it was the Jones house that just got robbed." Cindy said.
"Oh, yes, that must be what I meant." said Phyllis, her voice mysterious. Cindy knew for sure Phyllis was up to something.
"Okay, if you can get Don to let us, I'll go out there with you." Cindy said.
---------
"Ah, there's the lake." said Phyllis as they drove into the subdivision. "Such a difficult time they've had."
The Lakeview community was a gated subdivision to the north of Town, farther north than other super-rich gated communities. They developers had wanted to dam the River to create a lake, but that would've flooded the entire Fire Academy Range, the Water Works, and other buildings and farms, so the Town & County Council put the kibosh on it.
Instead, the developers had to tap an underground spring, then build an outflow to the River. The lake looked nice, but was not the huge development they'd wanted; they had wanted something to rival the Big Reservoir between the County and Nextdoor County, where the Police Chief lived on one side and the Riordans on the other, amongst others.
"Yes." said Cindy. "And after the economy took a downturn, the development hasn't sold nearly as well as they'd hoped. It's only a third full, and that's just Phase I of the construction."
"Ah, you seem to know something about it." Phyllis said.
"I was considering investing in two lots in the Phase II area, and building two houses for re-sale or rent." Cindy said. "But they didn't even start that phase yet. So, do you want to visit the Jones house or the Smith house? They're close together, and both houses' backyards are on the lake."
"Let's visit the Jones home first. The crime that occurred this morning." said Phyllis. Cindy drove to the location. Upon their knock on the door, a handsome woman in her late 40s or early 50s answered the door, and admitted them. She was Mrs. Jones. As they were seated in the living room, Mr. Jones came in. He was in his upper 50s, tall and spry, with glasses and wild hair that seemed to jut out in places. His graying beard also seemed to jut forward, creating the impression that he was jabbing at you as he talked.
Cindy introduced herself and Phyllis, then said "We're following up on the break-in. Our officers were here this morning."
"Yes, they were." said Mr. Jones. "As I told them, the burglars apparently came through the back door into my study. They took the darndest group of things imaginable."
"May we see your study?" Phyllis asked. They were led by Mr. Jones to the room that was the scene of the crime. Mrs. Jones did not follow them.
Papers were strewn about the desk and on the floor, some books thrown out of the bookshelves on the side wall. "Not much was taken." said Mr. Jones, pointing at the bay window. A clean spot could be seen on the window shelf where something had been. "There was a statue there, of one of the gods holding what looked like a half-globe. When the sunlight hit it, it cast a funny shadow, and could be used as a sundial of sorts. There was also a globe on my desk that was taken, as well as the stapler and a clock that sat on the desk. They took a deck of cards that was in the drawer, that I played Solitaire with. My computer is gone, but they left the copier there, and left the TV and radio in this room. They didn't take any TVs around the house, either."
"How very odd!" said Phyllis, her eyes darting all around. "So nothing of value taken?"
"The computer, and some of our silver plate was out." said Mr. Jones. "My wife was polishing it in anticipation of a party I was planning to throw. They got all of that."
"So was the plate insured?" Phyllis asked.
"Fortunately, yes." said Mr. Jones. "The computer was, also."
"Who are your insurers?" asked Phyllis.
"State Farm." said Mr. Jones. "Mr. Tennison is my agent."
"Were any papers stolen? Any important documents?" Cindy asked.
"No... well, not that I can tell." said Mr. Jones. "They certainly made a mess of things, and I haven't gotten everything back in order. But my most valuable papers are upstairs, in the gun safe. And that also reminds me, they didn't even try to get in the safe. There are some antique guns in there that might be worth something, but the safe wasn't bothered."
"So, they came in through these French doors?" asked Phyllis. As Mr. Jones affirmed it, the lovely mature woman opened the door and went through to the patio out back.
"Well, Lieutenant," Phyllis said as she and Cindy looked at the lake that was at the end of the backyard, where sprouts of grass were beginning to get tall. "I seriously doubt the criminals swam through the lake to get here. So they must've come around from the side." Phyllis was looking closely at the patio planks, then the grass. She walked to the edge of the fence gate, looking out towards the driveway and front of the house.
"So what do you make of this, dear?" Phyllis asked as she made her way back to the patio.
"Grass needs cutting," Cindy said. "I can see your track marks where you walked to the gate. Other than that, I don't see anything."
"Indeed, we seen nothing." Phyllis said. "It's very interesting that the burglars decided to come up the driveway to get here, very much in view if the street lights were on and working. And to risk going into a fenced yard, where a dog would likely be- Oh, Mr. Jones, do you own any dogs?" she called out to Mr. Jones, who was inside the study.
"No ma'am." said Mr. Jones as he stepped to the door.
"Well, I think that concludes our visit." said Phyllis. "I'm sure a police report will be ready soon, so that you can make your insurance claims."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Mr. Jones. Cindy and Phyllis took their leave of the Joneses and went back to Cindy's car.
"Where to now?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, to the Smith's. They're a couple doors to the left of the Jones's here, and the house between them is empty. It was foreclosed upon a couple of months ago."
---------



"Yes, it was a strange thing." said Mr. Smith, a short, portly man who spoke in a gravelly voice. "Three weeks ago. Someone broke into the patio door to the den. They trashed the place, but didn't take much."
"Where is Mrs. Smith?" asked Phyllis.
"Oh, she's visiting her sister in California." said Mr. Smith, as he led them to the study room, both women noticing his difficulty in walking with any measure of speed. "And we were both in Florida when the break-in occurred. We got back just the next day to find the place a mess."
"How do you know it was the night before?" asked Cindy.
"Because our neighbor, Mr. Jones, had been getting our mail and leaving it inside for us. He said there was no damage when he got the mail the afternoon before we got back, so it must've been later that night."
The women looked around the room, noting that the floor plan was similar to the Jones home, though not exactly alike. Mr. Smith was talking as they looked around. "We've cleaned up now, but at the time, there were papers everywhere, everywhere! Every desk drawer emptied and thrown about, books thrown everywhere, almost as if they were just throwing stuff around for the fun of it! In fact, that's what I first thought, and what the Police thought when they came and looked at it. We thought it was kids vandalizing the place."
"Was anything of value taken? Papers? Jewelry? Silverware?" asked Phyllis.
"Strangest damn thing." said Mr. Smith. "They took the lamp from my desk, they took the wi-fi router to the computer... no, I had the computer with me in Florida. They took a framed sheet of stamps off the wall, and an old map of the Town from fifty years ago. But they didn't take any of the televisions, just trashed this room and the living room. I have a built-in safe upstairs, but they didn't even try to break into that, as near as I can tell."
"So no papers were missing?" Phyllis asked. "From what you're saying, it sounds like they were after documents."
"None missing that I could tell." said Mr. Smith. "Any important stuff is in the safe upstairs. Everything down here is just old receipts, some correspondence from when I was in business, but nothing really valuable."
"I just have one last question before we go." said Phyllis. "I see Mrs. Smith's pictures on your fireplace mantle. Is she in good condition, physically that is?"
"Well, she's more active than I am." said Mr. Smith. "Arthritis has really hit my knees. But she's no spring chicken anymore, either. She gets around, but it's a bit harder for her than it used to be."
"I see. Thank you very much for speaking with us, Mr. Smith." said Phyllis. "If we find out anything new, we'll be sure to contact you."
"Let's speak to the neighbor across the street from the Smiths." said Phyllis. They knocked on the door and a middle-aged woman answered. She invited them in, but Phyllis declined, saying "I only wanted to ask you if you've seen any strange persons hanging around the neighborhood, particularly the Smith and Jones residences."
"Oh no." the woman said. "Like I told the other police officers that asked, there have been no strange people around. Mr. Jones was getting the Smiths mail while the Smiths were out of town, but no strangers were hanging around, no strange cars driving around."
"What about kids?" asked Cindy. "Any groups of kids clustering around, walking or riding bikes on the streets?"
"No," said the woman, "most of the people around here are older, retirees and such. Their kids have grown up." Cindy and Phyllis thanked the woman and returned to their car.
After a quick loop around the full subdivision to get a feel for the lay of the land, they headed to the front gate to leave for Headquarters. At the front gate, Cindy pulled up to where the guardhouse was. She talked to the security man on duty.
"Is there much crime here?" Cindy asked. "Do you have much vandalism?"
"No, Lieutenant." said the security man, who was a police officer currently off-duty, and knew who he was talking to. "We haven't had any problems at all, except for those two burglaries. There have been some vandalism issues in a couple of the gated subdivisions closer to Town, but this place is on the 'edge of civilization', as I like to say. No problems at all." Cindy thanked the man and drove on out.
As they drove back towards Police Headquarters, Phyllis asked Cindy "Well, dear, what did you think of that?"
"Couple of strange crimes." said Cindy. "I'm going to check the logs and ask around Vice, and see if there are any more reports of vandalism or burglary there. From memory I can't remember that neighborhood being a problem area, and the security guard said the same thing. He's a cop, by the way, and moonlighting here. So what do you think, Phyllis?"
"Well, the inventory of stolen objects is very interesting, wouldn't you say?" Phyllis said.
"Practically no value, except maybe the stamps as collectables, the globe for the bronze, the silver plate, and of course the computer stolen from the Jones house." Cindy replied.
"Yes, and the theft of the standard deck is interesting, but certainly won't fetch much on the open market." Phyllis said. "The Smiths weren't home when their house was burglarized, but it was trashed worse, from what I was hearing and from what the police report of that incident said... oh yes, I read it before I came to see you. But both homes had safes, and while the Jones's were home, the Smiths weren't, and in both cases there was no attempt to burgle the safes. What does that tell you, dear?"
"That these aren't professional thieves." said Cindy. "I think the idea of kids vandalizing the houses is getting better and better."
"Oh nooooo." said Phyllis. "No, I believe that a serious crime has taken place here. Very serious, indeed."
Part 2 - Leads
"Don, if you wanted to fence something of value, such as silver plate, how would you go about it?" my mother Phyllis asked. She and Cindy were sitting in front of my desk in my office. My mother had complimented me on the comfort of the chairs.
"I'd ask Sergeant Sharples." I quipped, then said "Seriously, I'm not sure. I'd probably make some contacts in the Tenderloin District, maybe the Southern Ghetto area." The Tenderloin District stretched from the main north/south road westward along the southern part of Town, and was where the strip clubs and nightclubs were, as well as the main places for acquiring recreational drugs, it's proximities giving University Students access as well as persons staying at one of the establishments along 'Hotel Row' in the South part of Town and below it.
The Southern Ghetto area was the blighted area in the Southwest part of Town, where the Government Housing tenements were. It was predominately Black and was rough, especially at night. The Industrial and Warehouse districts had once dipped down into that area, but as it became worse the businesses left the area.
"So you think the plate stolen last night is going to be fenced?" I asked. "We can ask the guys in Vice to keep their ears and eyes open."
"That might be wise," said Phyllis, "but I wouldn't waste too much time on it."
"What do you think we should do?" Cindy asked Phyllis.
"I would suggest that we do a bit of research into the Smiths and the Joneses." replied Phyllis. "See how their finances are doing. I'm also going to pull some logs and see about their crime rates in that neighborhood. Cindy, I might suggest you and I drive around that community after dark. I want to see how the lighting is."
"Y'all go to it." I said. "Let me know if you find anything that needs backup. Remember, you're still on light duty, Cindy."
"How could I possibly forget?" Cindy said witheringly. I did not smile in reply, and Cindy knew she was touching the edges of my patience. She hurriedly excused herself and left, my mother following with a smile on her pretty face.
--------
The sun had set an hour before as Cindy drove a Police SUV towards the Lakeview subdivision. The guard let them in when Cindy flashed her badge. As he was not the same guard as earlier in the day, Cindy took a moment to ask him about crime rates and vandalism. He replied that except for the two burglaries, there was virtually no problems, and of course the community being gated helped.
"Yes, the streets are well lighted." said Phyllis. Unfortunately, not all of the homes are. Too many empty ones."
"Yes." said Cindy. "Okay, there's the Jones house. Wow, that driveway is lit up very well. I wouldn't want to walk down it to get to the backyard."
"Yes, but it's the only way to the back patio, there was a huge hedge between the Jones house and the one to its left, and the street light is right there lighting it up." Phyllis said. "Now the Smith's home is a bit less well-lighted, and I can see the possibility of someone sneaking around there... but it's still a bit iffy. And with the lake at the backs of the houses... Cindy my dear, would you choose these houses as a target if you were a criminal burglar?"
"Probably not the Jones house, but maybe the Smith house." Cindy replied. "If I knew they weren't at home, and if I could drive up in a car that looked very much like theirs, and if I knew what I wanted to steal, then yes. But with respect to what happened in the actual crimes? Not so much. The neighbors keep good watch, as well."
"I agree." said Phyllis. "And don't you agree that if kids were hanging out and possibly vandalizing places, that they'd be seen even more easily, that attention would be paid to them, especially with the neighbors watching out?"
"Absolutely." said Cindy.
"Let's go that all-night diner that Don likes so much." said Phyllis. "My treat. I'm hungry!"
-------
As they ate their breakfast foods at the diner, Phyllis asked Cindy "So what did you learn from your computer searches today?"
"Nothing." said Cindy. "No police reports in that area, other than the two burglaries and a couple of car accidents, fender-benders. I talked to the Vice Detectives, and they were really shocked by the whole thing; they said that two burglaries in the same area in such a short time was very unusual for pro thieves. I totally agree with that."
"As do I." said Phyllis. "And fencing the plate?"
"Vice said that there has been very little fencing of things like silver plate. It's all computers and iPhones now. They also called all the pawn shops in the area that might've taken in plate... no joy on that. And Don wasn't kidding... Sharples has several CIs that are aware of any big burglaries and fencing going on... no chatter at all, so he says."
"Yes, I suspect that we're going down the wrong rabbit hole in pursuing that." Phyllis said.
"What did you learn today?" Cindy asked as she drank her coffee.
"The Smiths were one of the first residents of the Lakeview neighborhood." said Phyllis. "He's long since retired, worked at Crawford Mattress for years, she was a school teacher, and they saved and invested wisely. Her health isn't very good, almost as bad as his.
"The Joneses came in a few months later. He worked at the University Library for years, and knows his way around the value of books. His wife, well, she's not really on the grid at all. He has credit cards but she doesn't, the checking account is in his name, but she doesn't have one either in her name or jointly with her husband. I find that remarkable."
"Maybe she had bad credit in the past, so they didn't put her name on anything." Cindy suggested. "She also made herself scarce once Mr. Jones arrived to escort us around their home."
"Yes, that's a very good observation." said Phyllis. "Of course, neither that nor not having credit cards is a crime. But to sum up: the Smiths are not suffering any financial problems, their house is paid for, their lawn is neatly manicured. The Joneses are struggling to make their house payments, their lawn was in poor shape, and his credit cards are maxed out or nearly so."
"I think I see what you're getting at." said Cindy, "but I'm not sure where I've seen a crime committed, other than the break-ins."
"Ah, but that's just it." said Phyllis. "And I think that this case is going to come down to timing."
((Readers, at this point you have all the clues to solve this mini-mystery. The Solution will be revealed in The Phyllis Files Ch. 03.))
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Part 1 - Prologue
The cabbie pulled over to the curb as he saw the couple hailing him on the sidewalk outside the bar. The man was in a tuxedo and the thirtysomething woman was in her white bridal gown. They were laughing as they got into the car, obviously having had plenty to drink.
"Cabbie, just drive around for a while." the bride said. As he pulled out, the bride and groom were kissing, laughing and playing with each other; the groom was sliding his hands along the bride's sweet-looking thigh as she rubbed his crotch while they kissed.
The husband was a bit nerdy looking, maybe in his late 20s or early 30s, the cabbie thought, with glasses and unkempt hair, but he was tall and slender. The guy looked even nerdier in contrast to his new bride: she was definitely in her 30s but she was very beautiful, with honey blonde hair, large breasts that were not naturally so, a firm, trim body.
As the cabbie drove on the main streets in a big circle around Town, the bride opened up her groom's pants and fished out his cock. The cabbie could clearly see them in his rear-view mirror, and this guy had a formidable weapon of lust: very long, at least eight or nine inches, and nicely thick. The bride was stroking the groom's meat to hardness as they kissed, their tongues twining, then the bride leaned over and sank her mouth down onto the huge, exposed cock.
The young man moaned as the beautiful blonde fellated him. The cabbie had to be careful in his driving as he frequently looked into the rear-view mirror to see the bride's mouth sliding up and down the long, thick shaft of her new husband's hard male meat. Then her eyes glanced upward at the mirror, making eye contact with the cabbie through the looking-glass.
"Mmmm, honey, I think our driver likes what he sees." the blonde bride teased. "Like what you see, cabbie?"
"Yes ma'am." the cabbie said, not lying.
"Cabbie, drive to the University Hotel and park." said the groom. "Why don't you escort us to our room... to help with luggage."
"Yes sir." the cabbie said.
"Want to party with us?" asked the bride.
"Sure, why not?" said the cabbie. It seemed like the dream opportunity of a lifetime.
------
They were in a room on the sixth floor of the University Hotel. It was a nice room, with white trim contrasting the 'true blue' walls, a king size bed, and a large bathroom with hot tub; but it was not the bridal suite by any means. The cabbie was sitting on the bed, with the bride standing in front of him.
"I'm going to go get some ice for drinks." said the groom. Taking the ice bucket, he left the room.
"Well, let's get this party started." said the bride. She went to her knees just in front of the cabbie sitting on the edge of the bed and began opening his pants. The cabbie leaned back, resting on his elbows as the bride fished out his hard cock.
"Mmmm, nice." said the bride. It wasn't as large as the groom's, but was a nice-enough seven inches of cabbie cock. The bride engulfed his meat, sucking voraciously.
"Ohhhh... you keep that up and I won't last a minute." the cabbie groaned as the pleasure of being fellated by this lovely blonde coursed through his body.
"Mmmm, it's okay, baby," said the bride as she licked the man's shaft and tongued and kissed his cum-heavy balls, "just shoot your load down my throat. There's plenty of time for Round Two tonight..."
The cabbie did not resist and less than a minute later he was firing his jets of man-lava into the bride's throat, hearing her gulp and moan as she swallowed his baby batter...
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
I arrived at University Hotel at midnight, October 9th becoming the 10th, having been called by Lt. Cindy Ross. As I got off the elevator, I was met by Patrolman Johnson, who was guarding the hallway and not letting anyone pass through.
"Sir, if you'll just be careful not to step in the blood at the doorway..." said Patrolman Johnson in admonition.
"Yes. Thanks." I said. "By the way, Johnson, excellent job taking down that perp Lenny." Lenny, the filthy, long-haired little dog-shit that was constantly in and out of our jails for petty stuff, had run away from police officers, only to be chased down, tackled hard and quickly cuffed by Patrolman Johnson.
"Thank you, sir." said Johnson, happy to be complimented by the Police Commander, knowing that I didn't forget good work and that a promotion might be on the way.
Cindy Ross met me at the door, her finger over her mouth in a 'hush' sign. "Coroner Haines is inside there." she said. "He's really interfering with the Medical Examiner and our Crime Lab people."
"Ah, election season, don't you just love it?" I said. "He's got to be seen taking action, and I've heard he's got a strong challenger. You got your blue crowbar?" I asked.
"Of course." said Cindy.
"I've got my red one." I said. "Let's make sure the bozo sees them. If he interferes with me, I'll ask you to escort him out... under arrest if need be. Usage of your crowbar will be optional, and I'll back you up no matter what you decide." Cindy responded to that with a smile... a smile that no perps wants to see on her rugged but attractive face.
The door to the hotel room was half open, and I knocked and then carefully treaded over the door sash, stepping sideways onto a mat that had been placed to the right, then on around to the center of the room. The floor right at the door was tile, giving way to bluish carpet a couple of feet later. As I entered, I could see what happened.
A blonde woman in a bridal dress was lying on the floor on her back, staring up sightlessly. Her head was touching where the tile met carpet, her feet at the end of the bed. Her throat had been slit, and blood had poured out of the wound onto the tile and run to the space under the door. A large Bowie knife, called a 'Rambo' knife by some, was embedded in the center of the woman's chest, right in the heart.
"Hello, everyone." I said. "Why Coroner Haines, what a surprise." Coroner Steven Lester Haines was an older man, a bit pudgy, his graying hair thinning and beginning to have gaps. Detectives Martin Nash and Diana Torres were in the room, both in plainclothes, Martin in a suit and tie as always, and Torres in a royal blue blouse and midnight black pants.
They were watching the Crime Lab team do their thing, taking samples and processing the scene, taking pictures and the like. There was a quietness to the air, as if everyone were afraid to move, and they looked very happy and relieved to see me enter the room.
A woman in her late 40s to early 50s was examining the body. She was the assistant medical examiner, and was on duty because 'CMB' was taking a timely vacation. I actually thought she did a better job than CMB in thoroughness, but didn't say that out loud. She was being 'birddogged' by Coroner Haines, who was literally directing her every action.
"Okay, Martha, what have you got?" I asked.
"I'm in charge here, Detective. You'll address any questions to me." Coroner Haines said. I saw Nash wince and Cindy's face become visibly angry. It was time to assert my authority, especially in front of my Detectives.
"First of all, Coroner Haines," I said, drawing up to him and confronting him, locking my eyes with his, "while 'Detective' is a honored title given to some of my very best officers, my own title is 'Commander', and I'll thank you to show me the courtesy of using it respectfully when addressing me-"
"Fine and good, Commander," Coroner Haines interrupted, making his bid at a power play, "but I'm in charge of the Public Health Department, I'm the elected official here, and I am in charge of the Medical Examiners and Crime Lab personnel. You'll direct your questions to me, and I'll direct how this investigation proceeds. Your job is to-"
The red crowbar was tapping in my hand, which my Detectives knew meant a 'spanking' was imminent. "Coroner, " I replied, "you do not give me any orders at all, and you sure as hell are not going to tell me what my job is nor how to do it. Furthermore, you are not in charge of this nor any other crime scene; *I* am in charge here. You may be in charge of the Medical Examiners, but the Crime Lab people are mine. Your Medical Examiner is here as a courtesy, not a requirement, and the body is not your M.E.s until I release it to them.
"If you have any issue with that, bring it before the Town & County Council, and we'll see who is in charge of who. In the meantime, keep your fucking mouth shut, or I'll have Lieutenant Ross remove you... and by violent force and under arrest if need be."
I suspect it was the look on Cindy's face that convinced the Coroner that playing the macho game with the Police Force was neither a politically expedient nor physically correct way of handling things. He said nothing more as I said "One more time... Martha! what have you found so far?"
"Looks like someone had his- or her- hand over the deceased's mouth and slit her throat,
severing the carotid artery." the Asst. M.E. said. "Lot of blood gushed out, then the perp stabbed her right in the chest. Looks like it got the heart, from what I can tell. She bled out pretty quickly."
"Did she put up a fight?" I asked.
"Not much of one, from what I can tell." Martha replied. "It looked like it all happened pretty fast. I took scrapings from under her fingernails, but it doesn't look like there was anything there. No other bloodstains on her or the floor or in the room. Bathroom was not used at all, so the perp didn't clean up; perhaps he brought a bag with him and took stuff out in it."
"Fingerprints on the weapon?" I asked.
"No sir." said the man called 'Labcoat', who was standing next to Torres and watching as I began making a much closer examination of the body.
"Who called it in?" I asked, as I fiddled with the wedding dress while examining it.
"Front desk." replied Martin Nash. "Some other hotel guests on this floor were going to their room and saw the blood coming out under the door. They rushed back to the front desk in a panic, and an employee came up. He saw the blood, and had the front desk call 9-1-1. The employee stayed in the hallway but says he didn't try to go in. The door was closed at that time, by the way."
"Also," continued Nash, watching me examine the dead woman's left hand and the wedding rings upon the ring finger, "the room is registered to a 'Doug and Nancy Jones'. We haven't found any ID; in fact, we've found no purse in the room. The killer may have taken it. I'm thinking we'll have to check weddings earlier today- well, yesterday- and see if we can get more information."
"No purse... highly instructive." I said. "As to the day's weddings, you can look them up, but don't waste too much time on it."
"Why is that, sir?" Torres asked.
"Teachable moment." I said, using one of my favorite phrases, which was known to make Detectives wince: they were about to be tested. "Nash, have you and Torres closely examined the body yet?"
"No sir." said Nash. "Coroner Haines has been actively directing this scene and wouldn't let us do our jobs." The coroner glared hatefully at Nash, but said nothing as he noticed both me and Cindy staring hard at him, eager to start something.
"I see." I said. "Well, start looking it over. Ross, you too, if you like." All three Detectives looked closely at the body, trying to mimic my earlier actions. Torres even pulled at the woman's wedding rings. Meanwhile, I looked around the room, under the bed, through the dresser drawers, then peeked into the bathroom, then finally took the fluoroscope and bathed the bedspread, floor and dresser top in the eerie light.
"Okay, guys, what have you guys seen from your examination of this crime scene?" I asked.
"Looks like a struggle took place, but it was a brief one." said Nash. "The room is not torn up, the bed is still made. The woman may have been ambushed when she walked in and quickly overpowered. That suggests a man, definitely someone much stronger than this woman, since she didn't get much of a chance to fight back."
"That's pretty good, I like that." I said. "Torres? Anything to add?"
"I'm sorry sir, I didn't see anything that stuck out." said Torres.
"You were looking at the woman's rings." I said. "They're an important clue. What did you observe about them?"
"Yes sir, I saw you doing it." replied Torres. "They're on her fingers pretty tightly. I guess the fingers swelled up when she died?"
"Sometimes there might be some bloating," said the Assistant M.E., "but nothing in this case. Her fingers aren't broken, either."
"Lieutenant Ross?" I asked.
"I was going to say what Martin said." Cindy replied. "Looks like the guy, and I agree it was a man, jumped her, killed her quickly. And I admit I didn't examine the rings closely."
"Okay, not bad, guys." I said, trying to keep it positive, but knowing I had a lot to teach these three otherwise excellent Detectives. "Whoever killed her either did it so fast that she didn't have time to react and scratch at him -OR- he was wearing a long-sleeve shirt that protected his arms -OR- she knew her attacker, and was totally surprised to find herself under attack, and by then her throat was slit and it was all over."
"Second," I continued, "I personally find it just a bit strange that this woman's wedding dress is secured by velcro. See it here?" I pointed out the fastenings on both sides of the dress. "Of course there's a lot of blood on the upper part of the dress, but if you look at the entire dress, it looks old, a bit of smudging here and there. Not what I'd expect to find on a blushing bride that was newly married just hours ago."
Everyone nodded as I continued: "Also, about those wedding rings on her fingers... they have been there for a long time, I'd say for years. They're tight on her fingers, as you said, Diana, but you can see by the slight indentations underneath that they weren't just put on her finger today- er, yesterday. Dammit, Nash, you've got me fucked up on the dates now!" I teased.
"Sorry about that, sir." Nash, said, not sorry at all, teasing back in his own way. I saw out of the corner of my eye that Coroner Haines was smirking, and I resolved to teach that bastard a hard, cold lesson in County politics, a lesson from which he would not recover politically.
"So, Torres, what does this tell us?" I asked, testing the young but promising Detective.
"That she's already married?" said Torres. A bit obvious, but I wanted to just get her imagination flowing. The experience and knowledge would come in time, I thought to myself.
"Yes. Good, very good." I said. "Nash?"
"I'm not sure, but it's not looking like a typical wedding night." said Nash. "And maybe the names they registered under are fake. Not sure what the velcro means, though."
"Excellent, Nash, I agree that the names are very likely fake." I said. "And since I'm married to a college professor whose job is to think outside the box sexually, it immediately occurred to me that this woman is married, has been for some time, and that this is some sort of sexual role-playing. This velcro is for the woman to get out of the dress very quickly, and obviously for sexual purposes. This is not her first rodeo, either, as she has used this dress a number of times in the past for this kind of thing."
I pretended not to notice Martha and the Detectives looking at each other in part 'How does he do that?' and part 'Why didn't we see that?' modes. Coroner Haines looked bored; once he was supplanted as the alpha-male, he had totally lost interest in the crime scene.
"Okay, everyone," I said, wrapping up. "First, check the woman's mouth, throat, esophagus and stomach to see if she swallowed any semen. That might give us some DNA to work with."
"Already done for her mouth. And I've done a rape kit for her vagina, though it looks like she had not had intercourse nor been sexually assaulted in the last moments of her life." said Martha. "We'll check stomach contents during the autopsy."
"Great!" I replied. "Now what I need is the Hotel's video footage of when these people first came into the hotel. I need a description of the alleged 'groom' and any third or more persons that came in with them. Talk to the Hotel staff for descriptions, also. Lt. Ross, who are you putting in charge of this case?" I asked, making sure not to step on my Lieutenant's role in assigning cases to her Detectives.
"Senior Detective Nash." replied Cindy. "And Detective Torres, you're working this one with him."
I waited until my Crime Lab people were finished with their work before I left; I was not about to leave my people at the mercy of the power-hungry Coroner Steven Lester Haines. Cindy stayed with me, chatting about the recently concluded Derrick Belle murder. Coroner Haines finally realized why I was staying. He left, and I subsequently sent Cindy home to get some sleep.
Part 3 - Politics and Crowbar Applications
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely reporterette redhead on the morning of October 10th, standing outside the front entrance of the University Hotel. "Channel Two News has learned that a woman was found dead in a room here at the University Hotel. Police will not confirm that the victim was wearing a bridal gown and veil, not that foul play was involved; however, Channel Two News has confirmed that the woman was wearing a wedding dress, and was stabbed to death."
Suddenly, behind Bettina, a superimposed photograph of the dead woman appeared, obviously taken at the crime scene. Bettina said "Police have not yet identified the victim in this horrible crime, and if you can provide any helpful details, the Coroner's Office asks that you contact them immediately."
"Why that son of a bitch!" I snarled, knowing who was behind that photo being released. I picked up the phone and called the Police Photographer, the Asian woman who had helped me by concealing the Pete Feeley photos from Tanya Perlman's best efforts to see them. She told me that the pictures were uploaded into our computers, but that she had not released any to the Public nor the Media. I also placed a call to Lt. Peterson of Media Relations, and left him a message to get back to me.
"The M.E.s would have access to the pictures once they were uploaded." said Martin Nash.
"Yep." I said. "I think my next call had better be from my office." I went into the office and called Bettina on the cell phone.
---------
As Bettina and her cameraman wrapped up and were packing up their stuff, Coroner Haines approached her.
"Miss Wurtzburg," said the Coroner, "may I ask why you didn't report on Detective Troy's interference with my crime scene investigation in this case?"



"Mr. Haines," Bettina said, giving the man a look that he didn't realize meant the wily reporterette was about to play him like a landed fish, "first of all, we have not confirmed what you told us. Second, if I do report it, the Town & County Council will investigate, and they may very well find that Commander Troy is in the right and you are in the wrong. And that would not help your election, now would it, Mr. Haines?
Bettina continued: "And... speaking of your election, if I broadcast your complaint, I have to give your opponent equal time. Do you want your opponent involved in your political tit-for-tat with one of the most highly respected police officers in this County's history?" His face not hiding his fury, Coroner Haines stalked off. Just then Bettina's phone rang.
"Hello, Commander," said Bettina, "your ears must've been burning... er, why no, it was Coroner Haines that asked me to show that photograph... no Don, you're right, it was too early... yes, I'd feel bad if the next-of-kin sees the photo... I'm sorry, Don, we'll follow procedures next time... okay, bye."
Bettina put away her cell phone, feeling very lucky that the Iron Crowbar had been what she considered 'restrained' in his conversation with her about putting the dead woman's photo on the air...
-------
At 9:00am I was having breakfast with Councilman John "Jack" Colby at his Country Breakfast Diner. I'd already sent him and Dagmar Schoen a copy of the formal complaint I'd sent to Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, brother of University President Sidney P. Wellman, about Coroner Haines's huge breach in releasing a Crime Lab photo to the Press without authorization, and trying to go over my head in attempting to identify the dead woman.
"Malinda Adams and Pastor Westboro got complaints from Haines, about you. He woke them up last night with phone calls." Colby said. "Malinda contacted me an hour ago, and I told her about your formal IG complaint, as well as your version of the crime scene incident. She fully understood and agreed with me on this one. By the way, I know she likes to bitch about the police a lot, but I think she secretly has a crush on you."
"Nice to have the full Council on my side." I adroitly replied, not letting Colby's teasing work.
"You don't, though. Westboro is a real thorn in your side." said Colby. "He was really supporting Brian Harlan's attacks on you, and after you arrested Harlan for murder, Westboro went ballistic, I mean he went absolutely nuts. He and Steven Ikea are still in touch a lot, too. Be careful about him."
"Yeah," I said, "and I'm hearing some rumors about Pastor Westboro being friendly with the Oldeeds Group... both sides of them. He makes friendly with Vicki Oldeeds, then turns around and gives Reverend Robert Patterson and Pastor Fred Bundy lip service."
"Just between us and the cow patty in the field, who's winning that one?" Colby asked. I realized he knew a lot more than a County farmer and ranchhand would be expected to know about some things.
"Vicki's all but out of there." I said. "After she made the reward offer for Jonas's killer, their governing Board, or whatever they call it, met and reprimanded her severely for making the unauthorized money offer. Fortunately for her, Oldeeds' killer will never be brought to justice, if my guesses are right-"
"And they usually are." said Colby, astutely knowing what I had just told him 'between the lines'.
"Thank you." I replied. "Meanwhile, they're working on a settlement to get her out, but she's fighting it hard. I hope they'll start slinging mud and then the crimes will start coming out..."
"Hell, people will start getting killed if that happens, then Jack Muscone will be stealing you from us to work with the FBI on it." Colby said, his words not idle chatter; he'd just revealed what was worrying him and the Council the most.
"Rest easy, my friend." I said. "I ain't goin' nowhere, especially with my wife wanting to stay here until she dies."
"Best news I've heard since you walked out of Ward Harvester alive and your nephew lay dead inside." said Colby. "You may have no idea how happy the Council was to hear of Ned's termination with extreme prejudice. As to Haines, there are a lot of people that don't like him much, not the least of which is Inspector General Wellman. You've given Wellman the excuse he needs. And the man running against him, fairly young man, Dr. John Quincy Kelly is his name... he's a good Conservative, and he'll be all over Haines for this..."
The politics of it were not my issue, I thought as I changed the subject, one guaranteed to get Mr. Colby's full interest: "So, Jack, how's the battle over precincts going?"
It was lucky for me that looks can't kill, as John Colby's eyes were firing lightning bolts of daggers. Then he settled back in his chair, his eyes becoming more resigned.
"I think we're losing that one." he said. "Dagmar and I are the only ones who are actively fighting precincts. Kelly Carnes and Tom Cook are swerving to the other side, and J.P. Goldman and Edward Steele aren't committing to either side. The rest are firmly for them. I've heard that the Council is going to call Griswold on the carpet before he retires and force him to justify not having precincts."
"It won't be the Chief that gets to face that firing squad." I said. "He's retiring, and he's beginning to not give a shit what the Council thinks anymore. So guess who is now having to respond to the Council?"
"Welcome to Command." Colby said, his eyes glinting but showing no sympathy. "Things like this are exactly why we so joyfully approved your promotion. So, what are you going to do?"
"That's why I brought it up." I said. "I've also heard that precincts are pretty much a done deal. As you said, you and Dagmar are the only two opponents left, and if you push too hard it becomes a racial issue for you. So I'm going to employ a strategy of mitigating the damage and making it happen in a more limited and better way than Reginald B.F. Lewis wants it."
I did not mention to Mr. Colby my other two reasons for conceding the fight: that it was a concession to Lewis for keeping the Black community calm when the racially explosive Harold Malone accusations came out, and also because I actually thought there might be some good things that could come out of it...
"Good luck with that... keeping it limited." said Colby. "These things tend to grow out of proportion when legislative bodies get geared up. But thanks for the heads-up. I'll let Dagmar know, and we won't expend any more political capital on it..."
Part 4 - Upon Further Review, There Is Video Confirmation...
At 9:30am my wife Laura called me. "I saw that news report with that dead woman's picture. She and her husband were swingers with the Hedonists. Her name was Diane Lang, and her husband is named Larry Lang."
The Hedonists and the Libertines were the main two swingers' clubs in the area. The Libertines were the sophisticated elites, while the Hedonists were a bit more earthy, down and dirty.
"Ah," I said lovingly, "my top confidential source comes through again. So what do you want for your reward?"
"I want us to spend some time in the hot tub tonight," my wife replied. "and then I'm going to spend at least two hours sucking your cock, and taking my time doing it."
What loving husband wouldn't give his beautiful wife a reward like that? I mused, as I quickly agreed to her terms, provided that I got to take her out to dinner first...
-------
"Okay, Martin," I said as I sprang into the MCD room. "I just got a tip from a confidential informant. Get DMV records for one 'Diane Lang' and one 'Larry Lang'."
"Yep, that's her." said Diana Torres a moment later, as the image on Martin's computer screen was transferred to the big TV screen on the wall. "But that image of the husband isn't matching what we just got from the Hotel's video footage. We were just about to come get you to show you, Commander."
"I know I burst in here, so I don't mind you telling me," I said, "but let's make sure to tell your MCD Lieutenant first, then it'll come up the chain. I hate having to say that, but the Chief has been biting chunks out of my ass about protocols, and he's right."
"Yes, sir, I understand." said Torres. Nash nodded also. Then they proceeded to show me the camera footage. I saw a cab pull in, the bride and groom get out, then the cabbie walk in some minutes later, having parked outside the range of the camera. No one was carrying luggage. Then I saw the lobby footage, clearly showing the bride and groom.
"Oh wow," I said, seeing the images side-by-side on the TV screen, "you're right... that man is definitely not Mr. Lang. Well, my C.I. said they were swingers, so maybe this guy is one of their group."
"Mr. Lang is very handsome," said Detective (J.G.) Joanne Cummings, a gorgeous blonde beauty contestant herself, who had just walked into the MCD room from Vice, and making her police uniform look very hot, "but this guy at the hotel, he looks a lot more nerdy."
"I'll take your word for that." said Nash, no slouch with women in the looks department himself, and making what for him was an attempt at humor. "I'll get APBs out on Lang and send Myron this video footage, and I'll send some patrol officers to the Lang's address and see if anyone's home."
Before I could say it, Diana Torres said "There's some good footage of the cabbie in the hotel, too. I'll send that to Myron, and see if we can't get the cab's ID."
"I called all four cab companies in Town." said Nash. "University Cab Service said they had no pickups of a wedding party last night. Yellow Cab has not called back, but they're usually good about getting back to me when I leave messages. Silver Cab is run by a friend of your buddy 'T-Square', Commander. They only make pickups in the Tenderloin District, though they deliver hookers to hotels in the Northwest part of town, Hotel Row south of Town, and University Hotel. And the fourth, Viscotti Cabs, aren't a real operation; Vice has been watching them."
"Yes, sir," added Cummings, "they only pick up certain clients, and we think they're making drug trades and deliveries through the cab service. We can't sting them, because they only pick up people they know."
"That should be a fun group to bust!" I exclaimed, genuinely interested in that operation. "So, what other hotel footage do we have?"
"We've got the lobby footage from late afternoon until the time the blood was spotted coming out from under the door." said Nash. "The hallway footage is spotty, though. The hotel was using cameras with motion-sensor devices, and sometimes it doesn't activate the camera properly."
-------
I have a very efficient, fast-moving Police Force. Cindy came into my office at 10:05am with the first report.
"Rudistan and Morton went to the Langs' home." she reported. "Same subdivision, Kensington, that the Schelles lived in, and that our young friend Ryan lives in. The place was abandoned, and looks ransacked. Rudistan called for a warrant and a Crime Lab team."
We headed over to the Lang home. It took half an hour to get the warrant, and I was glad Rudistan had taken that precaution. If I had my way, Sergeant stripes would be on his uniform at the next round of promotions.
Once the warrant arrived, I went in first, with Cindy following me closely. The main room was trashed, with books thrown out of the bookshelves, papers everywhere, lamps knocked to the floor. Kitchen utensils, plates and cookware, and bottles of spices littered the kitchen floor as drawers and cabinets had been opened and emptied. The den and bedrooms were similarly torn up. But there were no humans present, no blood on the floor (that I could tell)...
"This is going to be a bitch to figure out." I said. "Hard to tell if there was a struggle here, or a break-in and someone was looking for something."
"You know, Commander," Cindy said, "your mom and I worked that case of those break-ins a few weeks ago. This really reminds me of that... everything fucked up to excess, if you ask me."
"Yep." I said. "We're going to have a very tired Crime Lab team; they're going to have to go through every bit of this for clues."
"Lang's cars are gone." said Sr. Patrolman Morton, having checked the garage. "Two car garage, both bays used, but no cars."
"Morton," I said, "put out an APB for Larry Lang. He works for Lightsource Industries, check with them to see if he came to work today. Call Myron at Headquarters to get descriptions of all cars owned by the Langs, and put out APBs for both cars." Morton moved out with a purpose in order to comply with my instructions.
----------
At 2:00pm, the Chief convened a meeting in the main conference room. Present were myself, Cindy Ross, Martin Nash, Diana Torres, Myron Milton, Teddy Parker, and J.R. Barnes from the Crime Lab. The Chief had me lead the meeting.
"Okay, before we get ahead of ourselves," I said, "let's get the Chief up to speed from square one. Nash, tell us who the Langs are."
Martin Nash began his report. "Larry Lang is 34 years old, but looks younger. He's the top sales agent for Lightsource Industries, which makes L.E.D. lights but also makes lasers, fiberoptic solutions, and is doing research with the University on a number of projects, some of which are classified-"
"Good Godamighty," interrupted the Chief, "the CIA again?"
"Sir," I said, "I'm beginning to understand why we have so many Federal agents in our County. The University is a place where research takes place, almost always with Government dollars. Businesses here work in cooperation with some of the professors, and get to license the patents as part of the arrangements. For example, Dr. Carrolla in the Chemistry Department has a grant from the National Science Foundation to do work with lasers. They're measuring things at subatomic levels. Of course everyone knows, but no one mentions, that the lasers involved in the work just might also be studied by the Army for military applications as part of the 'Star Wars' program. I'd imagine Lightsource Industries is all over things like that."
"I'm sure that's true." said the Chief. "Nash, sorry I interrupted. Go ahead."
"Yes, sir." Nash replied. "Lang sells products to other companies, and as far as I can tell he has nothing to do with the research. By the way, we're going to interview the company president in the morning." Nash continued. "I couldn't get an appointment today. Part of that is because I've requested to interview all of the sales team and other co-workers at the same time, and that's going to take a small army of police officers as well as inconvenience the Lightsource people's work. But the president said that if we come in first thing in the morning, he'll give us full cooperation."
"I hate waiting," I said, "as it might give someone time to get away or prep their stories. But at the same time, there's some good in it, and we can prepare better. Okay, what else on them?"
"Diane Lang was a typical 'trophy wife'." said Nash. "Married Larry four years ago, no children, she's 35 years old. Ladies Auxiliary, Women's Club, all that. Myron will be reporting on their finances in a minute, but she was not known to have a job after she got married. Before she got married... well, I'll let Myron tell that."
"Don't keep me in suspense, Myron." I said.
"Roger that, Commander." said Myron. "Basically, Larry Lang was making seriously good money working for Lightsource Industries. He also inherited a good chunk of change from his grandfather. He and Diane dated for several years before finally getting married. They were part of the social scene, and perhaps a bit more, but I'll defer to you, Commander, for that part."
Myron continued, "Diane Louise Lang was her full name, and she was completely off the grid before she got married. I've checked to see if 'Louise' is a last name, apparently it's not, and I've not found any 'Diane Louise' first-and-middle-name combinations that fit her. She definitely was a jet-setter type, though. No arrests of either of them, though we're asking the FBI to work a nationwide search on her prints."
I said "Let me just step in here about the so-called 'social' part: Diane and Larry were members or attendees of several swank clubs in the better parts of the Tenderloin District, and a couple of the clubs they went to regularly were nothing but fronts for gambling clubs in the back rooms. The gambling itself is a front: there are even more back rooms for sex parties in those same buildings. The Langs were swingers, kind of like some of those Alumni at that party Jefferson Jackson was killed at. And I know all this from phone calls to some of those party organizers, who were contacted by my C.I.s."
Hopefully no one was fooled: anyone who didn't know by now that my wife Laura had amassed that information, and how and why she would know all about it... just wasn't paying attention, I mused to myself.
"I haven't yet found any cases of them posing as a newly married couple, but we're going to be pursuing those leads. Nash, you'll go with me after 4:00pm to the cab companies; we need to talk to the evening shift cabbies. Okay, J.R., what has the Crime Lab gotten, so far?"
J.R. Barnes said "About the body: the M.E. says the woman was killed by having her throat slit, though the dagger to the heart might have actually caused her to expire while she was bleeding out. There was semen in her stomach, which was otherwise empty, and we're running samples now; the University is also running a duplicate set of samples. No other physical evidence found in the room, at least nothing we can use. We think a guy was sitting at the end of the bed, she may have given him the blow- er, the oral sex."
"As to the Lang house, we're still processing stuff, but we didn't find any quantities of blood or anything else to suggest a crime of violence took place there. We have found only two sets of prints, so far, and one of the sets appears to be Diane's; we're speculating the others are Larry's, but can't be sure yet, as he has no fingerprints on record with the FBI."
J.R. took a breath, then continued: "We have no way of knowing if anything was taken, though it does not look as if any large objects such as televisions were removed. Diane's computer was found at her desk in the office, but Larry's is missing, if he had one at home, that is."
"Any ideas yet, Crowbar?" asked the Chief. This was his way of working me to wrap up the meeting.
"First, let me ask: Myron, anything on the 'groom' or the cabbie on the tapes?"
"I can answer that, sir." said Martin Nash. "I sent Sandra Speer of the FBI some of the video footage as well as stills of those two men. She's going to have her people run their Facial Recognition program to see if anything comes up, but it might take a day or two."
"Excellent." I said. "The FBI is being mighty courteous to us. Jack Muscone is a good man and a good friend, but he's also a busy man, as is his team. So their courtesy means they have an interest in this, also. That might be a clue... hmmmm..." I did not go into a reverie, but kept going:
"Chief, to answer your question: I like Lieutenant Ross's suggestion that the damage to the house might be a blind to misdirect us. But whether it was Larry Lang or someone else that did it, we don't yet know. Obviously we need to conduct those interviews at Larry's place of work tomorrow. Cindy, I also want Claire Michaels and Lorena Rose to go around this evening and interview some people whose names I'll give you. These are social friends of the Langs, so have Michaels and Rose interview them with some sense of discretion."
"I'll ask you something after the meeting." Cindy replied as she took down notes. I knew what her query would be.



I said "One other thing, Myron: have Teddy Parker work with you and Mary. Teddy, I want you to look at the videotapes again, everything we've got, all of it. See if any other persons came into the Hotel around the time the happy couple and their cabbie did... I have a feeling we should not limit our inquiries to just those people we know of so far..."
--------
Back in my office, Cindy said "Commander, I didn't want to say this in front of everyone else, but if you want discretion in interviews, I would not recommend sending Detective Rose. She plays 'bad cop' to other Detectives' 'good cop' routines, and she can be abrasive."
"Yeah, I realized that when you said you'd talk to me privately." I replied. "So tell me, what do you think of Rose overall?"
"Oh, don't get me wrong about her; I think she has a lot of potential, and she works hard." Cindy said. "But she's not exactly Martin Nash in the demeanor department." I laughed at that one; Cindy had a better sense of humor than she tended to show to the world, and sometimes it slipped out, like just now.
"All right, who do you want to send?" I asked. "Don't say yourself, either."
"I was thinking of reaching into Vice and pulling out Joanne Cummings for a few hours." said Cindy.
"No-oooooooo." I said. "Joanne is a good officer, but these ladies are interviewing women and men that knew the Langs at sex parties. Joanne is a, shall we say, 'practicing' Christian."
"All the more reason to send her." Cindy said. "She needs to see this side of what we do in our work." I couldn't argue with that, telling Cindy to coordinate with Teresa Croyle, and then have Claire work with Joanne on keeping her facial expressions straight and unrevealing. I did not need for my Detectives to look openly shocked at what they were going to hear this night...
Part 5 - Cab Fare
"Commander," said Martin Nash as we approached the garage of University Cab Service, "these guys said they didn't make any pickups of a wedding party..."
"Yes, they did say that." I said. "And I believe them, too. Almost as much as I believe in the tooth fairy. So let's go chat with them."
We went into the garage and to the dispatcher's cubicle. It was 4:10pm. The dispatcher was a balding older man, tall, and had seen some tough times in his life. He wore coveralls; he was a mechanic as well as the dispatcher.
"Whaddya want?... Officer?" he said, letting us know he was seeing through our plainclothes. Our badges were on our belts, though, not hard to see.
"What time does your evening shift start, Dispatcher?" I asked.
"It just did." the man said.
"Can you assemble everyone here?" I asked. "It'll save time and we can get out of your way faster."
The dispatcher didn't look happy about it, but he got on the megaphone and radio and called every man to the dispatch booth. Soon we had eight guys in a group.
Per my previous instructions, Martin Nash held up the DMV photos of Diane and Larry Lang and asked "Did anyone pick up either of these people last night? Or have any of you ever seen either of them?"
None of the cabbies said anything. I was looking over all of them, seeing what I wanted to see in one of them.
"You." I said, pointing to a man near the back of the group. He was in his forties, shorter than the dispatcher, more hair on the sides of his head than the top. He looked like he'd once had a very muscular frame; he was still in decent shape.
"Me?" the guy said. "I don't know nuthin'." He was lying; I'd already seen it in his eyes.
"You're not in trouble, buddy." I said. "I just want to talk to you. Dispatcher, any place I can talk to 'Frankie' here privately for a minute?" I had seen his name on his uniform cabbie shirt.
"Back in the corner." said the Dispatcher. "There's a small storeroom back there. Hey Frankie, you have a right to a lawyer, y'know."
"Yes, he does." I said, "But he's not in trouble, so I hope you'll have a word with me, Frankie." Frankie came with me and Nash to the back room. Once inside, I wasted no time.
"Okay, Frankie." I said. "I want you to be straight with me. I suspect you've seen these people, maybe her in a wedding gown... they picked you up, took you to a hotel, you had sex with them, or at least her..."
Frankie looked frightened. "How the hell you know that?" he asked, his voice a whisper.
"Because I'm good at my job, like you're good at yours." I said. "Look, just tell me the story, and you can go back to work. Did you see this woman last night?"
"No, it... it wasn't last night." said Frankie. "It was a couple of months ago. It was as you said, they were a bride and groom, and I picked them up in front of the Chop House Restaurant." That was one of the finer steakhouses in Town; Laura and I had gone there with Melina and Daniel a few times, and also with the Chief and his wife.
"Wedding party?" I asked.
"Yeah, she still had her white dress on, and he had a tux." Frankie said. "They got in my cab, told me to drive around. I did, and all the while they was kissing and fooling around. Then they asked me if I wanted to party with them. I said sure, what the heck, and they had me drive to the Sunrise Hotel, south of Town."
"I know the place." I said. "So what happened?"
"Well, they asked me to help bring their luggage in, but it was just one little bag they'd been carrying. When I got to the room, he says he's going to get ice for drinks, and she starts coming on to me. I figured what was up and asked her to level with me. She admitted that she and her husband were doing it as some kind of game, and they'd been married for years and were swingers. Then she pops right out of her wedding dress and is standing there naked in front of me."
"Well, Officer," Frankie continued, "as you can see, she was a hot babe. Next thing I know, she's blowing me. Her husband comes back, tells me to fuck her while he watches, so I do. Then he bangs her, then I bang her again while she sucks him off. Good clean fun, you know?"
"Sure, no problem with any of that." I said agreeably. "Any ideas what their names were?"
"Yeah, she said her name was Diane." Frankie said. "I don't remember the other guy's name... Larry, maybe? Kind of a dull name for a good looking guy like him. They were like a 'Ken and Barbie' cute couple, you know? Too good looking by half, if you know what I mean."
"Yes, I do. Let me ask this." I said. "When she got naked, did the dress just fall off of her, like?"
"Yeah, like it came apart at the seams." Frankie said.
"And she did this before giving you head?" I inquired.
"Yeah, that's right." Frankie said.
"And this happened two months ago?" I asked, to confirm. Frankie affirmed, then I asked, "Did they give you any way of contacting them again?"
"Naw, they just gave me a couple hundred bucks for the cab fare, then I left." Frankie said. "I never saw 'em again, until just now when you guys showed us those pictures of them."
"Have you heard any other cabbie telling a story like that?" I asked. "Or maybe some guy at a bar telling it like a tall fish tale?"
Frankie laughed. "Naw, I was the one telling the story, and half the guys didn't believe me. Nobody said 'That happened to me, too!', so I guess I was the lucky one."
"Martin, you get all that?" I asked. Martin had been jotting down the interview, and I asked Frankie to sign it as an affidavit, which he did.
"Okay, Frankie," I said, "here's my card. If you see either of them again, or if they contact you, give me a call. They're witnesses to a case I'm working on. Thanks for your help, too."
We went to the other cab companies, but none of the cabbies present had ever seen the Langs. That didn't mean that someone who wasn't there hadn't gotten lucky with them.
"So, Martin," I asked as we drove back to the Police Station in my SUV, "what did you think of Frankie's story?"
"Nothing like that ever happens to me when I'm driving around." said Martin.
"Har!" I said. "You and Sandra could work on that... but seriously, what are your impressions of it pertaining to the case?"
"Sounds like what happened with Frankie is what Diane intended for the cabbie that picked up her and her 'groom' the other night... but she ended up dead instead." Nash said. "I guess that's why you had me hold up a picture of Larry instead of the groom from the other night? To find this cabbie who had a previous encounter with the Langs?"
"Yep." I said. "Also, there was one more difference between the 'encounters', as you so correctly used the word: Frankie said the woman stripped before she started up with him... but she had her wedding dress on when she gave a guy head and he came in her mouth on the night she was killed. May not mean anything, but it could be a clue..."
Part 6 - Politics of Personal Destruction
"Your polls have dropped, Ms. Woodburn." said Katherine Woodburn's campaign staffer. "You were up 50-45, but now it's 46-47 against you. Yes, within the margin of error, but still a problem." It was the late afternoon of October 10th.
"Why the drop?" Katherine Woodburn asked sharply.
"The Iron Crowbar, Ms. Woodburn." said the staffer. "You have to stop the attacks on Commander Troy and the Police Force."
"Why?" Katherine Woodburn asked coldly. "My constituents need to know what I'm defending them against."
"That's the problem, Ms. Woodburn." said the staffer. "The People are solidly behind Commander Troy and the Police, even a majority of Blacks and our other base constituencies. The People don't feel that the Police here are corrupt, especially with the Commander in charge, and they don't feel they need protecting from the cops by you. You might get traction complaining about the Coltrane County and Buford Police Forces, but not here."
"Ma'am," said the Queen of Opposition Research, who had joined Katherine's campaign after Nathan Allen had died, "let me put it this way: get elected first, and then you can destroy that prick the Iron Crowbar and his Gestapo Police. But you have to get elected first, ma'am."
Katherine sighed. "I see your point. Okay, okay. I'll back off if you think it's hurting my polls. So what's next?"
"You have an interview with Priya Ajmani in ten minutes, ma'am." said another staffer. "Tomorrow you'll speak to the Ladies Auxiliary at their luncheon, then to the Nextdoor County Ladies Auxiliary in the afternoon."
"Jesus, the things I have to do to attain power." said Woodburn. "Okay, bring Priya on in here without her cameraman; I want to talk to her off the record before the interview begins."
The lovely Indian reporterette was ushered into the office, and everyone else left. "Hello, Priya." said Katherine. "Before we begin, these comments are off the record. I want to lay groundwork for our interview. Unfortunately, I've been told that it hurts my polls if I speak the truth about the Iron Crowbar and his filthy cops, so we're going to have to back off that, for now."
"Aww, I'm sorry to hear that." Priya said sweetly. "I was building up a story on why he hasn't been formally investigated for his alleged uses of his crowbar on Sergei Molotov and especially Bryan Thatcher."
"You can do the piece on Thatcher's behalf without me." Katherine said, as if she were still the editor and the power behind a television news organization. "And after I win and become this district's State Senator, you and I are going to dig so far up the Iron Crowbar's ass, he'll be crying for his mother."
Priya giggled. Katherine suggested Priya bring in the cameraman so that the interview could begin...
Part 7 - Mothers And Sons
The young stud slammed his huge meat balls-deep into the tight, sopping wet cunt beneath him. Both lovers groaned as he began whipsawing his hard, muscular ass, driving his cock in and out of her cunthole with loud, wet squishes.
"Ohhhh, God, Mom, that is one smoking hot cunt!" Todd gasped as he began driving in and out of his mother Elizabeth's pussy with raw, joyful abandon. "God, it's been too fucking long since we've fucked like this."
"Yeah, son, we've got a lot of lost time to make up for." gasped Elizabeth, pulling her legs up and back to allow her hung son to really piledrive his ten inch meat into her with raw, youthful, male power.
"God, I love it when you wear your glasses, Mom." Todd gasped, looking into his mother's attractive face. "You look so fucking beautiful, Mom!" He leaned over and slammed his mouth into hers, driving his tongue halfway down his mother's throat. Elizabeth sucked hard on his tongue, trying to suck the air out of his lungs, it seemed. She loved kissing her handsome, hung son this way. She remembered how it was when Todd was younger and more youthful...
---------
Unbeknownst to each other, there were two incestuous matings happening simultaneously, adding to the sexual energy of the Universe.
"Honey, you've been very patient in waiting for me to heal up." my wife Laura said to me after dinner. It had been delicious, and when Laura slipped me a 'gray viagra', I knew that I was in for a hot night. The kids were put to bed and the baby monitors were on.
"Since you've been such a good boy," my wife said, "I've arranged for all of us to have a very hot evening." Laura was referring to my mother Phyllis, who was in the room with us. Mom was looking very good: her platinum silver-gray hair (colored even more silver) fell straight to her shoulders with just an inward curl at the end, framing her very pretty face perfectly. Her body was voluptuous, but toned by exercise; her legs were curvy but firm, and her personal trainer Cindy Ross had made sure she exercised her hands and feet to accentuate their elegant exquisiteness.
In addition, Phyllis was wearing very high heel clear lucite slides with a clear plastic strap, not platforms (I didn't like platform heels as much as just plain high heel slides), and as my mother pranced in front of me, showing off her body in the tight, clingy salmon-pink dress, the heels really made her feet, calves, thighs and ass even more shapely. I didn't need the gray viagra to get a massive, throbbing hard-on.
Laura was also smoking hot. Her sexy feet were a couple of sizes larger than my mom's, and she was also wearing clear lucite high heel slides, knowing that it made me horny as hell to see her wearing them. Laura was wearing an off-white dress, as well, but would not be wearing it for much longer this evening.
It wasn't like I'd abstained from sex while Laura was healing from her hysterectomy six weeks before. I'd fucked my lover Molly, who was by now heavily pregnant with my child, and I'd enjoyed two hot interracial sex sessions with ADA Paulina Patterson, and one steaming hot all-nighter at The Cabin with the lovely Bettina Wurtzburg... and all of it at my wife's bidding. Laura enjoyed hearing about my sex with other women as much as I liked hearing her talk about her encounters with the young, well hung studs she dated from time to time. Some people don't understand that, but we have an open, honest marriage based upon love and trust, and sex with others just seems to enhance what Laura and I have.
"Why don't you get naked and lie down on the floor, honey." Laura said. We'd spread a sheet on the living room floor. I stood up and let both women strip me naked, then lay down on the sheet. Laura slid between my legs, lying on her belly as she took my throbbing meat in her hand and slid her mouth over the top. She teased me with her tongue before engulfing my shaft into her warm, wet mouth.
Meanwhile, my mother did a striptease of her dress, then eased over my head, her back towards my cock and Laura's beautiful face that was stuffed with my meat. Phyllis lowered her pussy lips to just above my mouth. I began licking my mother's sopping wet quim, making the hot mature woman moan with pleasure. Soon my tongue was buried in my mother's cunthole, her labes pressed against my face as my wife voraciously sucked my cock.
----------
"Oh Mom, I'm getting close." Todd moaned as he steadily and relentlessly jackhammered his ten inch cock in and out of his mother's stretched, sodden hole. "Where do you want it, Mom?"
"In my pussy, son!" Elizabeth cried out, still gasping after three hard orgasms had crashed through her as the result of her son's powerful fucking. "I can still get pregnant, Todd! Come inside me, put a bun in your own mother's oven, stud!"
"Oh God, Mom..." Todd moaned, the thought of impregnating his mother, one of the nastiest, hottest things he could think of to do, filling his head. "Oh yeah, I'm gonna knock you up, Mom! I'm going to fucking impregnate you! Unnhh... "UNNNNH!"
Todd gasped out as his cock seemed to explode. Thick ropes of hot jism fired into his mother's pussy as he shuddered, making sure not to sink his cock too far into her and leave no room for the hundreds of millions of sperm he was pumping into Elizabeth as he climaxed. Finally he was spent and, gasping, he slid his meat out of his mother's snatch and collapsed on the bed.
Elizabeth wasted no time diving down and sucking her son's big cock as it began becoming flaccid, cleaning it of the rich mixture of their combined juices. Then she drank some champagne that they'd been sharing before making love, and settled down next to Todd.
They were lying like 'spoons', her lovely ass pressing into her son's groin and abdomen as they lay on their right sides. Elizabeth pressed her back into Todd's chest as he began kissing and nibbling her ear and neck.
"That was great, baby." Elizabeth said. "I've really missed your big cock. Especially after getting fucked by it so much before you went away to college."
"Yeah." Todd said. "Remember how Ned was so fucking jealous because I was fucking you whenever I wanted, but you would never give him any?"
"Mmmmmm, oh yes, dear." Elizabeth replied. "And I would laugh to myself when you'd brag into his face how you were fucking me and coming inside me while he wasn't good enough to have me."
"I still wish I'd been the one to kill that piece of shit." Todd said. "Uncle Don was the lucky one to be able to arrange that."
"Oh, don't think of it that way, honey." Elizabeth said. "My baby brother let your stepmother take care of that trash, but you are the man enjoying my pussy right now, baby. And Ned is lying in a grave while you're enjoying my pussy... all... you... want..." With that, the lovely mother reached her left arm up and pulled her son's head to her, turning her head so that she could share a deep, wet kiss with Todd. Their kiss ignited Todd's loins, and he felt himself getting hard again.
Still kissing, Todd maneuvered to be on top of his mother again. She reached down and guided his size into her, and soon they were copulating again in a deep, steady rhythm...
-------
"Unnnnh..." I moaned. "God, Mom, you are so fucking sexy! I love your sexy fucking feet!" I was mounted on my mother, driving my cock in and out of her in the missionary position, her legs hooked under my arms as I fucked her. She was nearly bent double her feet draped over my shoulders. I'd been turning my head, kissing and sucking on one foot, then the other, especially around her heels, which she claimed that she liked.
Laura had been watching us, frigging her clitoris until it was distended and swollen. Then she came around to where our heads were. Since I was much taller than my mother, Laura could sit behind Mom's head and rest her high-heeled feet on the floor, and I could lean over and kiss and lick the tops of my wife's sexy feet. Laura also teased me by taking one foot then the other out of her slides and letting me suck her toes, kiss my way down her insteps, and suck on her fine heels.
Finally, I could take no more of this intense stimulation. I slid my hands down my mother's body, taking her luscious asscheeks in my hands, and I began fucking the living hell out of her. I pounded my mother furiously until the deeply painful ecstasy of my climax approached.



"AAUUUGGGHH!!" I screamed out as the gray mist swirled before my eyes. I felt my loins pulsing, jetting my load of hot semen deep into my own mother's vagina. Coming inside my mother, that nastiest of all actions, just added to the intensity of my pleasure. I was coming inside my own mother! This was fucking incest! and I was loving it!
Finally, I realized that I was lying on my back. Laura was licking and sucking my cock, cleaning it of my semen and my mother's cunt juices. I looked over at Phyllis, who was lying on her back, my semen slowly oozing out of her well-fucked cunt, a smile of pleasure on her face. Soon, I'd have her chest pressing into my left side and Laura's into my right side as I held the two beautiful women in incestuous, post-coital bliss.
---------
The room was filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as Todd held his mother's hips and pulled her asscheeks hard into his groin, his huge cock sheathing itself to the hilt in his mother's succulent pussy with each driving stroke. Elizabeth was coming, her second orgasm of this particular position flowing through her as she enjoyed mating with her own son, the dirtiness of what she was doing with her own child adding to her hot pleasure. Todd was loving it also, enjoying the sensations as well as the fact that it was his own mother's pussy that he was pumping his cock in and out of.
Long moments of steady fucking later, Todd finally shot his second load, which was bigger than most men's first loads. He and Elizabeth settled down into a sleepy relaxation, both exhausted by their deep, sinful copulation.
"So, Todd..." Elizabeth said quietly, her hand caressing her son's muscular chest, "are you happy with your life?"
"Yeah... I guess so." Todd said. "Jeanine's a great woman, she really is, and it's a lot more fun being a father than I thought it would be. And I like the work we're doing."
"Why do I sense there's a 'but' in there, somewhere?" Elizabeth asked as she kissed her son's nipple.
"Well..." Todd admitted, "it wasn't what I had always dreamed it would be. Ever since that day I kissed Melina when they visited us all those years ago, she was all I ever thought about. Even when I was fucking you, Mom, I was thinking of Melina. And then... and then I had her. She was right there in my arms, pregnant with my baby, we were lovers and together... Uncle Don was going to marry Aunt Laura, and I couldn't believe it when I found out Laura and Melina were sisters..."
"I'll bet they were surprised, too." said Elizabeth. "I have to give my baby brother credit for figuring that one out."
"Yeah." Todd said. "Like I've said, Mom, Uncle Don is a cool cat. You shouldn't hate him so much, you know?"
"You don't know the history, Todd." Elizabeth said. "You know how bad it was with your puny little brother as an embarrassing appendage... well, that was my problem for years, too. And I don't care what he tells you, son, he doesn't think much of me, either. Not at all."
"I hear ya, Mom." Todd said. "Anyway, Melina meets another guy, drops me like a hot rock, and then all this shit with the Burkes started happening. It's been crazy. Like I said, Jeanine is a good woman and a good wife, and I love her... but how does someone get over someone they've been in love with for years?"
"You don't." Elizabeth said. "You just have to deal with it as it is. I was in love with Jonas Oldeeds from the minute I met him. When he popped my cherry and fucked me the first time, I knew what heaven really was. I still think of that wonderful man every day. I'm still in love with him, and he's gone. I swear to God, Todd, if I ever find out who murdered him..." She did not finish the sentence.
Todd said nothing...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Sources of Light
"I know this stuff goes on, but it was still shocking to hear." said Joanne Cummings as we drank coffee in the MCD room the next morning. She and Claire were recounting their interviews with several couples... couples that had been having swinger relationships with the Langs. But none had seen the Langs for at least several weeks, and didn't know of any role-play by the Langs.
The interviews at Lightsource Industries began at 8:00am on October 11th. Martin Nash and I spoke with the company president, Mr. Turner Rogers. I tried hard not to make any "Mister Rogers" jokes, and the man looked nothing like the children's TV star. He was much older, heavy-set, and while he had a full head of gray hair, his forehead still bulged out along with his jowls... he indeed had a brilliant mind for invention.
"No, Larry hasn't been in for a couple of days." said Rogers. "I didn't think anything of it; he landed a huge account with Acme Consolidated a few days ago, and I figured he'd take a couple of days off. So you think he's missing?"
"Yes, sir." said Martin Nash, who I'd told to lead the interview while I essentially sat back, listened, and observed. "He's definitely missing, and his house was ransacked. And his wife was found murdered the night before last."
"Oh, that's horrible." said Rogers. "Surely you don't think... that Larry would kill his wife?"
"We're not jumping to any conclusions, Mr. Rogers." said Nash. "So you have no idea where he is?"
"No." said Rogers. "But he doesn't report directly to me. He reports to our Vice President of Sales and Marketing, Mr. Blair. You'll have to check with him."
"Yes sir, we will." said Nash. "Let me ask you this: is Larry well liked in the company?"
"Oh, I daresay he is." said Mr. Rogers. "He's our best salesman because he has a tremendous personality, almost magnetic. I've rarely met anyone like him. Mr. Wargrave of Acme, he has that type of personality as a leader of men, too, and University President Wellman is like that at times. But when Larry turns on the charm, he could sell ice to Eskimos, as the saying goes."
Martin was finished with his line inquiry, so he turned to me, and I asked the one question I had: "Sir, was there anyone that did not like Mr. Lang? Anyone who maybe he cut out of a deal, or had any issues with?"
"Not that I know of." said Mr. Rogers. "But that question would be better answered by Mr. Blair..."
---------
Mr. Blair, whose first name was Barry, but he went by 'Blair' as if it were his first name, had curly brown-black hair that was beginning to turn gray at the edges. He was about six feet tall, and lithe. He had a personality that suggested being in control more than being a sales or marketing guru, but he was both, and had been for years. His voice was flat, and a bit strong. I noticed that he wore no wedding ring, and indeed had never worn a ring on that finger, if I did not miss my guess.
"Yes, Larry's our best sales guy, and he's a good friend, too. Wonderful personality, like a magnet. He's made sales I didn't think would be possible, like that deal with Mr. Wargrave just a few days ago."
"Mr. Lang has not come in to work the last few days?" Martin asked.
"No, he took a couple of days off after getting the Acme account." said Blair. "Which is one reason we're all surprised to hear he's missing. His absence wasn't unexpected."
"Do you know where he went? Where he is now?" I asked.
"No." said Blair.
"Can you tell me if anyone didn't like Mr. Lang?" asked Martin. "Anyone ever have a problem with him, any arguments, maybe over a sale?" Martin had picked up on the importance of the question I'd asked the Company President, and he was now quickly asking that question of the VP of Sales & Marketing.
"No, no- well, there was Atkins, but that wasn't actually any problem between the two men themselves." Blair said.
"Tell us about it, anyway." said Nash.
"Well, the man's name was Keith Atkins. He was a real go-getter, maybe too much so. He sometimes was a bit pushy. Larry can charm any lady he wants to, and he's been very friendly with some of the married women around here. But it's a subtle charm, and one that seems friendly and innocent, and knowing the beautiful wife Larry had at home, probably innocent in every way. But Atkins would come on to women pretty strongly. Some ladies found him charming and went out with him, but some were offended by him. Larry took it upon himself to suggest to Keith to take it easy, and while Keith didn't say anything, he may have resented it."
"Is Mr. Atkins still working here?" Nash asked, perhaps seeing me fidgeting and looking at him.
"No, he left, and that's another part of the story with Larry." said Blair. "Atkins works with Stadler Office Supply now; they're a competitor in sales of L.E.D. lights. As I said, Atkins was a real go-getter, and he began moving a little too fast and pushed too hard trying to get some accounts, and he ended up encroaching on Larry's space. Larry didn't say anything about it; I was the one that called Atkins on the carpet about it. Again, I never heard any complaint from him afterwards, but he is the only person who might have had any problem with Larry that I know of."
"One more question, if I might." I said. "Did Larry vacation a lot? Or did he take fewer, longer vacations?"
"Uh, he would take long weekends." said Blair. "Sometimes he and I would take fishing trips together up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen. But nothing out of the ordinary."
--------
"Got three women you might want to talk to, Commander." said Claire Michaels. "Trish Donolan, Jessica Savage, and Annika Czeckova. They all seemed uncomfortable when we asked if they knew Larry and his wife, and how well, though they tried to hide it."
"Okay, let's start with Trish." I said.
Truth is, I knew her already. Trish Donolan was an attractive blonde in her forties, with a body that was just becoming 'saucy'. Her legs were shapely and her breasts fairly large. She was a well-known social butterfly about Town, and she was a founding member of what had become known as the 'Hot Wives Investment Club', an investment club of some of the Town's women.
When she came into the little office in which Martin and I were conducting interviews, I said "Why Mrs. Donolan, how nice to see you again."
"Commander Troy, nice to see you, as well." said Trish. "How is your wife doing after her... surgery?"
"Very well, very well, thank you." I said. "Now I need to ask you a couple of questions about the Langs."
"Is... is it okay, is it right?" asked Trish, looking pointedly over at Martin Nash. I knew what she meant.
"Unfortunately, Mrs. Donolan, this is a police investigation, and it is public. I will be as discreet as possible, as will Detective Nash here, before whom you may speak as freely as you can before me. But I will not mislead you into a false sense of security that what you know won't become public if your knowledge has any direct bearing on the murder of Mrs. Lang and disappearance of her husband."
"Oh, it's just so sad about Diane." said Trish. "Well, as you know Commander, my husband and I have an... arrangement in our marriage. We socialized with the Langs quite frequently."
"In other words," I said, "you and your husband had a swinging/swapping relationship with the Langs."
"Yes, we did, as part of a larger group." said Trish. "We were forming our own offshoot of the Hedonists, just four couples so far. Jessica Savage and her husband were part of it, as were the Langs."
"When did you last see them?" I asked.
"Socially, about a month ago." Trish said. "I saw Larry three days ago here at work, of course."
"Do you know if they did any role-playing, dressing up as a bride and groom, for example?" I asked.
"I heard they did things like that." Trish said. "Someone, don't remember who it was, told me they'd dress up like that and pick up cab drivers. Wasn't my cup of tea, and things like that are probably why they were rejected by the Libertines and had to join the Hedonists instead."
"Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to hurt them? Either of them?" I asked.
"No, not that I know of, no one that I know of."
"What about Mr. Atkins? Did you know him?"
"Oh, yes." said Trish, disparagingly. "He found out about our open relationships, and he tried to invite himself to our parties. I thought his outward charm was phony; behind the mask he was a foul, disgusting pig, and my husband quickly formed the same opinion when he met Keith. We wanted nothing to do with him."
"Keith was single? He didn't swing with a girlfriend?"
"He tried to play it that he had a girlfriend, and I did see him with a woman here at work a couple of times. She was short, blonde, voluptuous, cute but nothing exceptional. Single women here seemed to like him well enough. But we, meaning those of us in our group, really didn't want anything to do with him. He was really pushy. Thought too much of himself, too."
That was all Trish Donolan could tell us. The other two women also admitted that they and their husbands had enjoyed sexual relationships with the Langs, but knew nothing further. They both had been 'approached' by Keith Atkins, and they both had rebuffed his advances, and Jessica had even complained to H.R. about him for sexual harassment.
Part 9 - The Atkins Diet (of Information)
We had an address for Keith Atkins and were headed to it. I'd offered Nash the opportunity to take Claire or Diana Torres with him, but he asked if I'd be willing to come and observe while he interviewed Atkins. Of course I agreed.
Atkins admitted us into his condo, which was a smallish one that was actually converted from apartments in the district just south of Downtown. He was in his thirties, dark haired, lean, muscular, fairly short, with a scruffy beard. He looked like he could be a troublemaker if he wanted to.
I observed a lot of military and paramilitary paraphernalia on the walls, as well as Prepper and Paramilitary magazines lying about. Not hard to see what Atkins's interests were.
"Mr. Atkins," Martin Nash said, "we'd like to ask you a few questions about Mr. Larry Lang and his wife."
"What's it about?" asked Atkins in reply.
"I'll tell you that in just a moment." said Nash. "When was the last time you saw Mr. Lang?"
"Officers, if you won't tell me what this is about, I will decline to answer your questions without a lawyer present." said Atkins, very directly. "I'm not trying to be uncooperative, but I've had people lie about me before, and I want to know your intentions, first."
"Who's lied about you?" Nash asked.
"That Jessica Savage bitch, for one." said Atkins. "She falsely accused me of sexual harassment, pretty much got me fired from Lightsource, though they let me 'resign'. And I've had cops try to arrest me for DUI even though I was stone-cold sober."
Martin glanced at me, so I picked it up. "Mr. Atkins, we are investigating the murder of Diane Lang, and her husband seems to have disappeared. Where were you the day before yesterday, October 9th?"
"I was in the City, making sales calls." said Atkins. "I spent the night there. Took one of my clients out to dinner, and we did some drinking. He got called home for something, so I went on up to bed and came back to Town the next morning." Atkins gave the name of the hotel he'd stayed at, but declined to state the name of his client, citing his client's privacy.
"Well, Mr. Atkins," I said, "we'll be checking your story, but you'll be happy to know that in this case if things check out, we'll be eliminating you as a suspect rather than trying to pin something on you." Atkins relaxed considerably. "Detective Nash?"
"Sir, we do still need to ask you a few things." said Martin. "When was the last time you saw Mr. Lang?"
"Gosh, it's been... months." said Atkins. "I may have seen him at the Country Club once or twice since I left Lightsource, but I really don't remember specific times or anything." Upon questioning, Atkins explained they both played golf at the River Valley Country Club, my personal favorite.
"What about his wife?" Martin asked. "Did you know her very well?"
"Yeah, I knew her, mostly through her husband, of course." said Atkins.
"Have you seen her recently?" Nash asked.
"No... again, maybe I saw her around town once or twice, but I couldn't tell you exactly when or where." Atkins said.
"People said you had a strained relationship with some of the people at Lightsource," said Martin, "and you've told us about Mrs. Savage. What about Mr. Lang? Did anyone have a problem with him that you knew of?"
"Some of the single women were jealous that he was paying so much attention to the married bitches." said Atkins. "But I don't know if anyone had any problems with him or not."
"What about you?" asked Nash. "You got along with him? Any problems?"
"Naah, no problems." said Atkins, though I noted a change in his eyes and posture. "In fact, we went out to lunch a few times, especially in my early days. He gave me the picture of what we were doing, to whom we were selling, stuff like that. We got along fine. Wouldn't say we were best friends or anything, we weren't close friends like he and Blair were, but we got along okay."
I interjected with a question. "I'm told Mr. Lang was far and away the best sales agent for the company. Did anyone have any problems with his success? Any jealousy from the rest of the team, or anyone specifically?"
"No, none that I was aware of." said Atkins. "But I was gaining on him. I always wondered if he got that bitch Savage to make the sexual harassment report on his behalf, so that he could get me out of the way."
"Ah, so you were cutting into his sales?" I asked.
"No, I didn't say that." Atkins replied, a bit testily. "I don't think I was causing him or his accounts any problems. I didn't go after his established clients... well, not until I began working with Stadler Office Supplies. But I think he might have felt threatened by the success I was starting to have. He definitely liked being the big name in the Sales department, and he didn't want to share that. Blair was protective of him, also. I had some run-ins with him when I began being successful and making sales."
We excused ourselves and left after it became clear Atkins could tell us no more. As we drove back to Headquarters, I said "Well, Martin, what did you think of Keith Atkins?"
"All I can say is: 'wow'. I'm sure going to check out his story." Martin said. "And I'm going to dig deeper into his past, too. Something about him is not quite right. Maybe I'll find out he has a twin brother." He was referring to the Joe Arruzio case, where I'd figured out Arruzio's guilt by showing that he had a twin brother pretending to be him to give him an alibi.
"Let me know what you find." I said. "I agree that he's hiding something. What else did you notice about Atkins?" I asked, testing my Detective.
"Let's see..." Martin said, thinking about it. "Seems to have a bit of a persecution complex, didn't want to cooperate with us at first. But he seemed to be straightforward in his answers without thinking about them too hard. What did I miss?"
"Nothing, really." I said. "I did notice that his answers were carefully crafted to cover any eventualities, though. For example, if we find that he did talk to Mrs. Lang in the last few months, he didn't deny it, just couldn't remember exactly when he might have talked to her. He also attempted to make it sound like he was the innocent, clean boy and the real success story, while Lang was the womanizer, was jealous of Atkins, and so forth. And Atkins made sure to throw in a few shots at Blair... that was interesting."
"Speaking of that," Martin asked, "Commander, do we need to talk to Mr. Blair again? Neither he nor anyone else gave any indication at all that Atkins was successful or eating into Lang's success."
"Maybe." I said. "Blair didn't mention the sexual harassment, either; in fact, Blair almost seemed to be covering for Lang by omitting a few things that I suspect he did know. Atkins made damn sure to point out that there was a friendship between Larry Lang and Blair. So... while you're checking on Atkins, check up on Blair, too. We'll go back to see him if something pops up."
---------
"Jenna's excited as all get out." said Cindy, later that same afternoon. "This is our first social outing as a couple."
"You look pretty happy about it, too." I said. Laura had invited Cindy and Jenna to have dinner with us at the Mountain Nest, and tonight was the night. "I just hope Jenna likes babies. Carole will be passing judgement on her." Carole was an astute as well as beautiful baby. Of course I say that because she's my daughter.
"I think she'll do fine-" started Cindy, but she was interrupted by the knock on my door. It was Detective Martin Nash. I had him come in and have a seat.
"I've got some information on Atkins and Blair." said Martin. "First, about Keith Atkins: while he was in college at a school in Indiana, he was in ROTC. But his commission was held up, and he was ultimately not commissioned. It was found he concealed some DUIs and major speeding tickets, like plus-30 over the speed limit. The DUIs and their concealments got the Army commission killed. He also was a Campus Police officer, and after his driving record was found out, they relegated him to desk duty."
"After he left school," Nash continued, "he then had a couple of jobs with police departments, but while he never was arrested for anything, he concealed his past problems from them, too, so one by one they let him go. At one Department, he was accused of starting a bar fight while off duty and was suspended, but he sued them to get reinstated, and he won. However, they wouldn't let him drive a car, so he was on virtually permanent desk duty, and the Police Union wouldn't help him out. He went to another Department, where he was accused of something, but was officially exonerated. That Department's I.A. sealed those records, so I don't know the details.
"Ultimately, he became an anti-Police activist, and a para-military, survivalist type. Did the paintball and boot camp training stuff with an unofficial militia. He also found a job as a sales rep. He was pretty good at sales, and that's why he was eventually hired at Lightsource."
"So there's why the FBI is curious: prepper and paramilitary/militia type. But nothing major on his record? No violence?" I asked.
"No sir." said Nash. "Not that we've found, so far."
"That's strange." I said. "Hmmm... the treatment in college for a few DUIs and then not revealing them seems a bit harsh, so I suspect there's more, stuff that's not on the official record. Probably some bar fights, maybe having a gun in a bar, stuff like that."



"He seems to rub people the wrong way." Cindy said. "There are a lot of people who don't really do anything wrong, but the 'system' works to their detriment and they find themselves on the outside looking in, sometimes without really understanding why, or at least not admitting to it. Like Teresa before we found out why she was the way she was."
"Nice point, Lieutenant." I said. "And Sharples is on that bubble in Vice now. Hasn't done anything really wrong, but there are strangenesses, and I just keep wondering what's really going on with that guy..." It was not correct of me to talk about a police officer like that, but sometimes 'gossip' of this nature helped facilitate future information and actions.
"Okay, what about Blair?" I asked.
"Blair just may be someone we should take interest in." said Nash. "He's been with Lightsource just a bit longer than Larry Lang. Apparently they're good friends; the guy at the pro shop of the River Valley Golf Course said Blair plays golf with the Langs quite often, though Blair has different women with him at times, and sometimes they play as a threesome... or a twosome: he sometimes plays with Larry or with Diane alone. I called a couple of people at Lightsource, too. They say Blair and Larry have indeed taken vacation days at the same time, allegedly for long-weekend fishing trips."
"Yes, interesting." I said. "See if we can get Lightsource's H.R. to tell us when those vacation days were over the last couple of years. Anything else about him?"
"He was a good sales agent at several previous places of employment, but didn't stay with any one for a very long time. He took the job at Lightsource as the boss of the sales agents, and part of his job is to teach them sales techniques. Apparently he's good at teaching; his teams have done very well. This last year, he's been trying to build on that on his own, giving sales seminars in the City on some weekends." said Nash.
After a pause and glance at both me and Cindy, Nash continued: "What was interesting to me about him was his finances. His credit cards are maxed out, and he's behind in payments on one of them. He has an expensive BMW and lives in a home that's beyond what he needs, and maybe beyond his means. I called Elsie Gringer, who is the gossip columnist for the Examiner, and she told me that Blair and Diane Lang have been seen together playing tennis as well as golf, and he's given her a number of rides in his car."
"Well," I said, "the three of us know that the Langs are swingers, and it's more than a little possible that Blair is part of their fun company."
"Yes sir," said Martin, "but it occurred to me that maybe Larry didn't know that Blair and Diane might be doing a little extra on the side. Larry finds out, confronts them, he disappears, she ends up dead..."
"But neither Blair nor Larry showed up on any videos at the Hotel on the night she was murdered." I said. "Not that that exonerates them from being there somehow. Okay Martin, check up on Blair's whereabouts on the night of the murder. So...what about this guy who was not Diane Lang's real husband, but was playing her groom on the night she was murdered? Have we not found anything on him at all?" I asked.
"Not yet, but the FBI has a bead on the cabbie." said Nash. "He's an ex-con, original name was Joey Franks, small-time thief, safecracker. Problem is that he was last known to be in New York City over three years ago, and his name hasn't popped up on the grid since that time. Sandra thinks he's using an assumed name, and she's working with the FBI and NYPD in New York to see if she can come up with something for us."
"I don't mean this as a personal affront to your friend Sandra," I said, "but it's clear as Cindy's competition heels that the FBI has some interest in this, and maybe it's more than Atkins's toy soldier stuff. Looks to me like the FBI is trying to find Franks first." Cindy used to wear clear lucite high heel slides in her Miss Physical America competitions, and she looked hot in them.
"I won't say you're wrong about that." said Martin. "Though I haven't seen Cindy in her competition heels."
"YouTube, my friend." I said. "I would try to make their swimsuits an official police uniform, but I don't think this Police Department could handle it if Cindy came in that way."
"That's right, you guys can't handle the truth." Cindy replied in a withering voice, but I could see by the gleam in her eye that she was liking the compliments.
"No doubt." said Nash. "But as to the FBI, I think they're playing it straight up with us." said Nash. "I think Special Agent in Charge Muscone would've contacted you by now if there was a problem, of if they had any reason not to give us Franks if and when they find him."
"That's a good point, Martin." I said. "Okay guys, let's see what we can do to wrap this case up. I think if we find the guy playing the 'groom' that night and the cabbie that picked them up, we'll go a long way to solving this case."
"Which one of them do you think did it?" Cindy asked.
"I don't. No data yet." I replied. "Martin, if you and Sandra would like to visit the City tonight, I'll expense a hotel room for you, and a good meal at a nice restaurant. Just don't get crazy about it like the party animal you normally are."
Nope, couldn't get a grin out of Nash for that one, though Cindy chuckled. Also, though she was on Jack Muscone's FBI team, Sandra was living with Martin in his condo and working full-time out of the FBI's office in the Federal Building on our Courthouse Square. Finally, I need not say how happy I was that, as the Police Commander, I could approve expenses for my Detectives, instead of having to ask the Chief. That saved some serious frickin' time.
"Check the hotel and bar where Atkins said he was on the night of the murder." I said. "Upload his picture, and also the cabbie and 'groom', just in case. And unless you actually find the perps and make arrests, or find a huge lead needing following immediately, there's no need to call me; you can just report in in the morning when you get back."
"On my way. Thanks." Martin said, getting up and leaving.
"All right, Cindy, you can go home." I said. "Hooker heels optional at dinner tonight."
"I think I'll dress sensibly, for your family's sake." said Cindy, standing up. "Of course, what I do when Jenna and I get back home... I'll just keep to myself." With that, she turned and walked out the door, prancing as if she was walking down the runway for one of those Miss Physical America competitions...
Part 10 - Dinner Parties
"That was a really delicious dinner, Laura." said Jenna Stiles as we enjoyed some post-meal coffee in the den. It was about 9:00pm, and Laura was holding baby Jim, who was fast falling asleep. Carole had liked Jenna well enough, but had shown a preference for being held by her buddy Cindy, to Cindy's delight.
"Don grilled the steaks." Laura said. "And Cindy made the salad and pasta. All I did was set the table and pour the tea."
"Well, you organized us well." I said. Laura smiled as she put Jim in the baby rocker. I was observing Cindy and Jenna. Cindy was wearing a tight, clingy dress with green and brown flower patterns, and while she didn't wear the clear heels, she did wear high heel slides, and she was looking smoking hot. Jenna Stiles was wearing a black dress that showed off her darkish red hair, and high heel black pumps. I'd fuck either one of them, I thought to myself as I drank some wine, if they only played on my team...
Just then my cell phone rang. It was Martin Nash. I answered the phone as I headed to the formal living room. "Whaddya got, Martin?" He told me his shocking story:
---------
"Hi." said Sandra as she and Martin sat down at the bar at the Marriott Grande Hotel in the City. "Were you working here two nights ago, on the 9th?"
"Maybe." said the bartender, a tall man with blonde hair, who was in his late twenties. "Who wants to know?"
"I'm Sandra Speer with the FBI and this is my partner Martin Nash." said Sandra, smiling prettily to disarm the man with her feminine charm and wiles. "We're wondering if you could tell us if some people were here that night."
"Yes, I was here." said the bartender. Martin Nash held up his cellphone.
"Did you see this guy?" Nash asked, showing the picture of Keith Atkins.
"Yeah, he looks familiar." said the bartender. "I think he was having dinner with someone. Let me get Kate in here, she was on duty that night, too." The bartender made a phone call, and soon a pretty but voluptuous girl with black hair was approaching the bar.
"Kate, these guys are with the FBI." said the bartender. "Do you remember this guy being here a couple of nights ago?"
Kate looked at the picture. "Oh yeah, he and another guy were here. I think this guy was a salesman trying to sell something to the other guy."
"Do you remember what time they were here?" asked Sandra.
"I think they came in at seven o'clock or so." said Kate. "They were here about an hour."
"Anything in particular you can remember about them? Did they drink a lot?"
"No, I don't think they drank much. It was just two guys having a business dinner." said Kate. "The guy in that picture, he paid the bill."
"Our manager will have to look up the receipts for you." said the bartender. "I'll call him now."
"Thanks." said Martin. "Before you do, let me ask you if you've seen either of these guys, as well." He showed them the picture of the cabbie from the hotel footage. Neither hotel employee had seen him. Then Martin showed the picture of the 'groom'.
"Hmm, he looks familiar. Kate?" said the bartender.
"Yeah, he sure does... hey!" said Kate. "I think he was the guy that first guy was having dinner with?"
"He was the client?" asked Sandra. "They guy the other man was selling to?"
"Yeah... I think he was, he was the other guy..."
---------
"Wow, Martin, that is huge!" I said into my cellphone. "Any possibility of getting an ID?"
"I don't know yet." said Martin. "Atkins paid the dinner bill with a Stadler Office Supply credit card, and he paid for his hotel room with the same card. He and the other guy left together, the lobby staff don't really remember seeing them, but they remember Atkins saying goodnight to them before going to his room. Hotel security says they've already overwritten the security cameras in the lobby and hallways for that night, too."
"Okay, great job." I said. "You and Sandra enjoy the rest of the night, and have a good dinner..."
--------
"It's almost ten o'clock." I said, turning on the television. "Bettina has a new night reporter. Let's see how she does. Dunno why they replaced Priya Ajmani, though."
"Oh, didn't you hear?" Cindy said, looking surprised at my lack of knowledge. "Priya Ajmani took a new job... with KSTD."
"How'd she get out of the non-compete clause?" I asked. Usually television reporters had six month non-compete clauses in their contracts.
Laura said "What I heard is that someone paid Bettina a little something, actually a lot of something, under the table to let Priya out of her contract."
"And Burt West, too, I'd imagine." I said, mentioning the editor of the newspaper, the Town & County Examiner. "Hmmm, wonder why Wargrave wanted Priya so badly? Er, for his TV station, that is."
"Well, she's hot as hell in the looks department, and she's pretty popular with the TV audiences." said Cindy. "But she's not Bettina and never will be, so she had no chance to move up at KXTC."
Laura said "I also suspect that Priya and Bettina didn't get along as well as they appear to on TV. Your mother and Elsie Gringer just might know more about that, and I won't break that confidence." Ah, I thought to myself, so that's how Laura knows so much about this. Elsie Gringer was the social queen and gossip columnist at the Examiner, and she was also Bettina Wurtzburg's aunt. And my mother... geez, you wanna talk about someone who knows everything that's going on...
"I'll have to have a word with Ms. Wurtzburg." I said. "I'm really wondering about that..." I went into a reverie.
"Don," Cindy said, her voice reproving, "not everything that happens in this Town has a sinister purpose, you know."
"No, just the things that seem to come to my attention, my friend." I replied. "Isn't that right, Carole?"
"Da-da." Carole replied, looking over at me as I spoke to her. The ol' Iron Crowbar's heart was thoroughly melted.
At that moment the KXTC news came on. KSTD would come on at 11:00pm. Indeed, the KXTC News At Ten was hosted by a blonde woman named Amber Harris. Amber was very attractive, and I noticed that she was very well toned, almost as muscular as Cindy. Amber had been a sports reporterette in the past, but was now the co-anchor with Bettina for the evening news, and the sole night anchor at 10:00pm.
"This is Amber Harris at the KXTC Channel Two Newsdesk!" said the lovely blonde as the Chiron at the bottom of the screen said 'KXTC Channel Two Newsdesk', which I guess was to reinforce what was being said. "With the Elections just scant weeks away, Daniel Allgood is a virtual lock for Sheriff with nearly 90% support. Mayor Vaughan and all of the Town & County Council members are expected to easily win their respective races, and District Attorney Gil Krasney is comfortably ahead. Only the Coroner's race and the State Senate race are close at this time, and the race for the newly elected post of Solicitor is distributed among a wide field."
"Speaking of the Coroner's race, Coroner Steven Lester Haines was formally reprimanded by the Town & County Council at their meeting this evening, for releasing a Police Crime Lab photograph of the deceased Diane Lang to the Media without authorization. KXTC Channel Two News ran the picture, and has apologized for their error in showing it before the next-of-kin was notified. Coroner Haines has apologized for the error but has refused to resign, asking the voters to forgive his mistake and re-elect him. His opponent, Dr. John Quincy Kelly, called upon Coroner Haines to resign, saying that such breaches of the public trust are too serious to be lightly dismissed. Coroner Haines had led the race by ten points, but spot-polling today shows the race may be narrowing."
Amber continued: "In the tri-county State Senate race, Democrat Katherine Woodburn and Republican John Cummings are in a statistical dead heat and are hitting the stumps with speeches. While Ms. Woodburn has walked back some of her earlier fiery rhetoric aimed at the Town & County Police, she has stepped up attacks upon her opponent, declaring him to be a TEA Party Extremist desiring to deny women birth control and the long-established Right to Choose, denying DREAMers the right to stay in America, and wanting to cut essential Government services in order to give the top 1% yet more tax cuts.. Mr. Cummings has replied that Ms. Woodburn is a big-spending liberal with close ties to the late Senator Nathan Allen, and that she would be wrong for the County and the State Senate. Now let's go to John Hardwood. Johnny!" 
"Thank you, Amber." said John Hardwood, standing outside the City Hall complex on the west side of the Courthouse Square. "The Town & County Council meeting tonight centered around the hot-button issue of Police precincts, which seems to be gaining support with a majority of the Council. The precincts initiative, long sought by Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis but opposed by former Police Captain Harold Malone, took a large step closer to passage when the Council appointed a Committee to hear and prepare plans for precincts.
"Councilpersons Colby and Schoen were the only two opposed, with Mr. J.P. Goldman abstaining from the vote." continued Hardwood. "Channel Two News called Police Chief Griswold for a statement, and Chief Griswold replied that while he thought the County was not large enough to warrant division into precincts, he was retiring and that it wasn't his, and I quote, 'cross to bear'. Police Commander Donald Troy declined to comment as well, saying he was an employee of the Police Department and would abide by the Council's decisions. Channel Two News has learned, but has not confirmed, that Commander Troy will be tasked with coming up with a plan for Police precincts..."
"Ouch, is that true?" Cindy asked me.
"Yep." I said. "Precincts are actually a done deal, I'm afraid. I present my plan next Tuesday night."
"Damn." Cindy said. "What are you going to do?"
"What I always do: make lemonade out of lemons." I replied. "At least I can give input and mitigate the damage. The Chief liked my ideas, so in the face of the inevitable, he'll help get my ideas passed. By the way, guys, not a word of this to anyone until I've made the presentation."
Jenna asked "If you don't mind my asking, why the opposition to precincts?"
I said "Captain Malone was the real stumbling block, and he's gone now. The Chief is old-school, and he likes things the way they are now. I'm a bit more flexible about it. I don't think we're really large enough to need to be divided and spread out, but if I can keep MCD and Vice intact at Headquarters, then deploying Uniformed units won't be too bad."
"Good luck with that." said Cindy. "It'll kill us if the Detectives are split up, but some of the uniformed officers are actually in favor of it."
"Jenna," Laura asked, changing the subject, "what's going on with the Solicitor position?"
Jenna replied "The Solicitor handles small cases, such as traffic citations, code enforcement violations, non-violent misdemeanors and the like. The D.A. used to appoint one of the ADAs to that specific task, but the Council decided a few months ago to make it an elected post, as it is in most other counties in the State, after the Nathaniel Jones case and all that racial stuff came out last summer."
"Who do you think will win that?" I asked.
"Miriam Walters." said Jenna. "She was doing the job for two years." Miriam Walters had black hair that she kept fairly short, beady eyes that rivaled Jenna's but more closely reminded me of Jack Muscone's eyes, and a decent hourglass figure. But she was as cold as ice, even more so than Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle on a bad day.
"Well, Jenna, I think we need to be going." Cindy said. Carole was getting cranky in my partner's arms, fighting hard to stay awake."
"Okay, Carole, time for bed." I said as I took her from Cindy. That didn't fly at all: Carole began fussing and crying and reaching for Cindy. "Easy, Fussbudget, what's the matter? It's time for bed, little girl." Carole still fussed.
"I'll put her in her crib." said Cindy, taking Carole. My daughter calmed down somewhat, but was still cranky and trying to stay awake, wanting to know what was going on. A fighter she was, I thought, secretly proud of my little girl.
Cindy took Carole to her crib while Laura put Jim down in his in our bedroom. Carole cooed as Cindy talked to her, then my daughter finally closed her eyes and relented to inevitable sleep.
"See you in the morning, Boss." Cindy said as we all made our goodbyes. "And prepare to get worked over in the gym."
"I hope that's a promise not to be kept, as opposed to a threat to lose sleep over." I said...
Part 11 - S.O.S.
On the morning of October 12th, Martin Nash arrived back home at Headquarters at 8:30am. He and I headed to Stadler Office Supply.
"That was a real break, finding out that our 'groom' was Atkins' client at the dinner." I said.
"Thanks to you." Nash said. "You told me to take his picture. I'd have never thought to. I learned something there. So did Sandra."
"And I'm not even sure what made me tell you." I said. "Premonition, I guess. Okay, here we are."
Stadler Office Supply was not like an 'Office Depot' or 'Staples', but sold things like major furnishings and lighting. We went inside, where a secretary called her boss to the lobby.



"Ah, Commander, Detective, good to meet you both." the boss, Mr. Stadler, said as he shook our hands. He was medium height, starting to fill out in girth but not fat yet, light brown hair and a fairly pleasant demeanor. "Come on back to my office." We went to the office, declining offers of coffee or tea.
"Yes, Mr. Atkins is one of our three sales reps." Stadler said. "He's done a good job for us, made some good sales. Why? I hope he's not in trouble or anything."
"No, no." I said, "But he may be a material witness to a case we're working on. What I'd like to ask you about is his trip to the City on the 9th."
"Yes, he's been trying to cultivate some clients in the City." Stadler said. "He's made a couple of sales, so I let him drive over there and do more. He said he wanted to start a branch office there, but I told him he'd really have to build a client base in order for us to do that. I appreciate his go-get-em attitude, but we're not looking to expand that fast."
"Do you know who he visited on the 9th? Existing clients?" I asked.
"No, they were potential new clients." said Stadler. "By the way, he called in sick yesterday, said he was feeling run down from his trip to the City and was afraid he might have caught a bug. He said he hadn't gotten any orders from the trip, but would follow up with the potential clients in a couple of days. So I don't have the information yet on his contacts, nor his expense report."
"I see." I said, then abruptly and completely changed the subject. "Mr. Stadler, do you know a man named Larry Lang?"
"Oh yeah, sure." said Stadler. "He works for Lightsource Industries. They're our competition on L.E.D. lighting, though for nothing else. Larry and I are both members of the Football Booster Club at County High School."
"Oh really?" I said. "He and his wife don't have any kids; why is he a member of the Booster Club?"
"Uh... you know, I really don't know, I never asked." replied Stadler. "Maybe he likes high school football, or maybe he's cultivating clients, like I do, even though my kid plays Junior High ball. If I may ask, why do you want to know about Larry?"
"He has gone missing." I said. "Hasn't been seen since the 9th. We knew Mr. Atkins knew him, but Mr. Atkins was in the City at the time, as you've just confirmed- oh, let me ask: how did Mr. Atkins travel to the City?"
"He took one of our company cars." said Stadler. "Left his car here and drove the company one."
"Is that car here now?"
"Sure is." said Stadler. "In the back parking lot. It's fenced in; we keep our trucks there, too."
"Anyone driven it since his trip to the City?"
"No, not that I know of." said Stadler. "The other sales reps have their own company cars, and I haven't been out so I haven't used it."
"Do those cars have GPS devices?"
"Certainly."
"Mr. Stadler, would you mind if a couple of my technicians download the GPS memory of Mr. Atkins car? It would help us in our investigation."
"I... why I guess so, if it'll help. Mind telling me why, though?" Stadler asked.
"Just to confirm Mr. Atkins' whereabouts." I said. "Again, it's not so much Mr. Atkins, but one of the people your employee had a sales dinner with is of interest to us, and maybe the GPS information can help with that. At worst, it'll simply confirm where Mr. Atkins was at the time."
--------
"Okay, Commander," said Myron as he finished downloading the GPS contents into his Police computer and sending the data to secure Police servers at Headquarters, "I'll analyze the data and let you know what I find."
"Thanks, Myron." I said.
As we'd waited for Myron to arrive, Mr. Stadler showed us around his facilities. There were several rooms with office suites set up, these were 'demo' rooms to show potential clients some of the various things they could order from S.O.S. The back part was a warehouse.
"I guess we'll need to go talk to Atkins again?" Nash said.
"Oh yes," I said, "but we're going to invite him to Interrogation-Alpha instead of going to him."
Just as Myron left, my cell phone rang. It was an invitation I could hardly refuse.
Part 12 - Secret Passage To Lashes & Lace
I drove Laura's car to the office building on the East Road that led to Nextdoor County. There were a number of cars in the parking lot towards the left side where businesses were. On the right side there were fewer cars, but I parked in the middle of the lot. Needless to say, I was in plain clothes: a green golf shirt and khaki pants, brown belt and shoes. My backup gun, a Kel-tec 9mmP, was holstered to my ankle, and a smaller .380 ACP pistol was in my pocket. Not a lot of firepower, but at least I know how to use it.
The bar which was the front gateway to Rita's 'Lashes & Lace' was essentially closed and was being thoroughly cleaned. Everyone there knew who I was, and I was not hindered (nor helped) as I headed to the right and to the barroom in back, where Tanya and I had had our first meeting and encounter with the lovely statuesque blonde Rita.
She was sitting at a table on the very far side of the room, near the door that led to the basement party areas. Two of her 'satyrs' were sitting with her as a bodyguard. She was wearing a dark red and black print blouse, black miniskirt that barely covered her pussy, high heel black strappy sandals, and a silver chain choker necklace around her neck, signifying her to be a submissive... when she wasn't in charge and running her operation, of course.
Rita got up and walked up to me as I walked towards her. In the heels, she was actually a bit taller than me. "Mmmm, look who came to visit." she said. As we met, she wrapped her arms around me and pressed her lips to mine in a warm kiss. Her tongue forced its way into my mouth, making the kiss deeper and hotter. I gave in and we kissed for a long moment.
"So how are you doing? Cop." Rita asked as she finally broke the kiss, which had ignited fires of lust in my body. "How's your beautiful wife? I hope her recovery is going well."
"It is." I said. "Though she's not back to having sex yet. She really loved the gifts you sent her." Rita had sent Laura three necklaces: one a choker chain similar to the one she (Rita) was wearing now; a chain that went around her waist, held up by her hips; and an ankle bracelet with the small charm of the male symbol (circle and arrow) penetrating the female (circle and cross beneath). Laura had loved them.
"Good." Rita said. "I expect to see her wearing them when she brings you to visit and play with us. Cop."
"So, why did you call me?" I asked.
"Let's go to the basement. Here's a silk mask for you." Rita said. I put on the black silk mask, which made me feel like a bank robber, but I knew I'd be stealing some hot pussy soon. We went downstairs. In the main room there were two women being fucked by Rita's muscular, well-hung satyrs.
"Slow day today." Rita whispered. "The lunch hour can get surprisingly busy. Housewives come here to get properly fucked while their husbands work like dogs to support them.
One of the women I did not know. She was in her thirties, extremely beautiful, with a mane of gently curling, deep-honey-blonde hair, and her body was toned and magnificent. She was wearing clear high heel slides, her legs spread and her wedding rings sparkling as she lay back and absorbed the powerful thrusts of the masked young man on top of her as he pumped his huge meat into her relentlessly. Two other satyrs were standing by and watching, ready to fuck her just as soon as her current stud climaxed and pumped his full load into her.
The other woman was dark haired, and I recognized her. Her name was Marlena, and she was the mother of young Ryan, who we'd met in the 'Swap' case, and who'd helped Cindy make my red crowbar out of the molten metal of the rifle that had exterminated the Rev. Jonas Oldeeds. Marlena was a hot MILF, with a shapely body and very shapely legs. She was wearing high heel slides like the ones she wore the night I interviewed her son in the 'Swap' case, and Marlena was taking her lover's thrusts and giving some back as they rutted lustily. Another satyr watched and was ready to take his turn fucking Marlena, his cock long and thick and bobbing in anticipation.
"Can you keep a secret? Cop?" Rita whispered into my ear before nibbling on it.
"Sure, baby." I said. "Unless you're confessing to a murder or something."
"No, nothing like that." said Rita. "Let's go to my secret office." With that, she took me by the hand and led me along the side of the arena, right in front of her 'bedchamber' where she and I had watched Laura's gang-bang some time before. I'd fucked her there several times when Laura and I visited the club, but of course we had not been able to visit since Laura's hysterectomy.
Walking past there, Rita opened a very-well-concealed panel in the wall that was actually a door. We walked down the darkened hallway and turned left into what was an office with a desk in the middle, and a sofa-bed on the left side, the headboard against the far wall. The sofa bed was opened, and ready for use as a bed for couples to hotly fuck upon.
"This is my real office." Rita said. "Very few other people come in here, so you better feel special about it. Cop."
"I feel special about the gorgeous woman in front of me." I said. Rita turned and wrapped her arms around me again, and we shared another very deep, tongue-twining kiss that seemed to just go on and on.
As we kissed, I brazenly slid my hand between Rita's firm thighs and up to her pussy. She was sopping wet as I fingered her slit and then buried two fingers knuckle-deep inside her deep, hot twat. She moaned into my mouth as I finger-fucked her.
Breaking the kiss, Rita began taking off my shirt, which forced me to stop finger-fucking her. We undressed each other, sharing hot kisses. Then Rita sat down on the bed.
"Leave those heels on." I ordered as Rita was about to take them off.
"Yes sir. Cop." Rita said submissively. She lay back onto the bed and watched as I approached her, totally naked, my little 'iron crowbar' sticking out hard and throbbing, ready for use.
I eased onto the bed and mounted Rita, my weapon of lust finding its target and deeply penetrating the beautiful blonde's steaming hot cunt. No foreplay was needed, but Rita pulled my face down to hers, wanting to kiss. I hadn't been with a woman this hot to kiss since I was married to Melina, who would kiss her lover all day and night if she could.
"Oh baby, that cock feels so fucking good." Rita whispered as I began pumping in and out of her. "Take it slow, baby... nice and slow... oh yes... ohhhh..." I buried my meat to the hilt inside Rita's welcoming cunthole, grinding up against her, barely withdrawing before pushing back in again. Rita groaned, saying "Oh yes, just like that, baby... nice and slow... ohhhh, just like that... my god... Cop... you are one hell of a great fuck, you wonderful man... ohhh..."
Rita and I made love this way for some few minutes. I sucked her large, natural breasts, enjoying the taste and feel of her big mammaries in my hands. Her teats were long and very hard, and I enjoyed harshly lashing my tongue against them, then sucking them as hard as I could. But I had to compete with Rita's desires to have my tongue in her mouth matching my cock in her cunt...
-------
Long moments later, Rita and I lay in a 'spoon' position, her lovely ass pressed into my abs and groin, my semen seeping out of her well-fucked cunt.
"That was terrific. Cop." Rita said sleepily. "Just hold me like this while I tell you why I called you. It's about that murder case you're working on."
"Okay." I said, kissing Rita's neck, jaw and earlobe, relaxing in extramarital post-coital bliss.
"As you know, Diane Lang and her husband are swingers." Rita said. "They've been here a few times, but what I offer here isn't really what they were into. They did have some of their parties in my upstairs inner bar, and would then move on to the University Hotel and have orgies there."
"Hedonists?" I asked.
"No." Rita replied. "They had an offshoot group from the Hedonists. They thought they were a bit too classy for the Hedonists, but the Libertines had rejected all of the people in that group for various reasons. By the way, you and Laura are a lock for the Libertines, if you'll only get your asses moving and join up."
"After she heals up, we will." I said. "So, the Langs had their own little group?"
"Yep." Rita said. "Mr. Blair, who is the Langs's very close friend, was a part of that group, sometimes bringing a girlfriend like that Annika Czeckova woman to the parties. Annika is Eastern European, married... and she is one hell of a hot fuck, from what I'm told.
"Anyway," Rita continued, "the Langs also did some other things. Their favorite game was to go into the City as a bride and groom, and pick up cab drivers or some guy at a bar, take him to their hotel room and fuck him. But they had to start moving around when it became known what they were doing, so they were in Southport for a while. The class of men down there is very rough compared to the rest of the State, so they started doing their stuff in Midtown.
"They finally came up here, and the night Diane was murdered was their second time doing the role-play in this County. Soiling their own beds, so to speak." Rita said. "I heard you found the cabbie that they did it with the first time. That one went well, but this last time something went wrong and she ended up dead."
I said "She was not with Mr. Lang on the 9th. Any idea who was playing the 'groom' role?"
"No, I'm not sure." said Rita. "I think he may have been from the City, though. I'm told that Diane played the bride with men other than Larry as the groom from time to time, almost always at the same time Larry was on vacation hunting and fishing trips with Mr. Blair. And by the way, I'm pissed at Diane for stealing my 'white dress' image. So you can put me on your list of suspects."
"I'll be sure to do that." I said jokingly, knowing that Rita was not likely to kill anyone. Then I got serious again. "What about Keith Atkins? What can you tell me about him?"
"Ah yes, Mis-ter Atkins." Rita said, and I felt her body change a bit, in line with the derision entering her voice. "He came to our outer bar a few times, sometimes with a blonde girlfriend, sometimes alone. He was trying to get himself invited into the inner bar, but we never let him in. I have several friends who are very, very good at reading people, and they all said he was trouble."
"Violent?" I asked.
"No, not that I ever heard," replied Rita, "but just pushy and he just had this... aura of instant unlikeability. One of my girlfriends was a disciple of P. Harvey Eckhart, she's practically psychic, and she said he was just someone we didn't want in our group."
"And she's probably Eckhart's spy inside your camp." I said.
"Oh, of course. Cop." Rita said. "But Harvey must be mighty bored with her reports... we do the same things here every day and every night. By the way, all of my friends think you're hot. They all want to suck your cock."
"I'm all for that, at least with the women, anyway." I replied, very sure that Rita was not just talking about her female friends. "But I'm sure Mr. Eckhart is anything but bored with the names of your clientele here."
"You'll just have to keep him in line for me. Cop." replied Rita.
"Yes, I will." I said. "But never mind P. Harvey Eckhart: anyone you can think of that might want to harm the Langs?"
"Nope. That's your job to find out. Cop." Rita said. She then turned to face me, kissed me on the mouth, then said "In return for this information, I want you to tell me something."
"What's that?" I asked.
"I noticed that you recognized Marlena out there." Rita said astutely. "I want to know: is she fucking her son Ryan?"
I paused for a moment, then said "I don't know for sure, I've certainly never seen them nor heard either saying anything, but I suspect that they're fucking."
"Ohhh, God, that makes me so fucking horny!" Rita exclaimed, her voice a whisper but very excited. "I really get off thinking about a mother fucking her own son." Rita then whispered "Oh, I know about you and your mom, and your nephew Todd was not only fucking his stepmother, he's been fucking his own mother since she got out of jail."
"Oh really?" I said, shocked to hear that.
"Yep." Rita said. "And there's a lot more incest going on in this hot Town. You know Cal and Drusilla Romano, the Italian couple?"
"I know of them." I said. "They're members of Melina and Cindy's gym."
"They're not husband and wife." Rita said. "They're brother and sister pretending to be married, and they are fucking each other like rabbits. Okay, now you've got me all horny with all this hot incest talk. Cop. Why don't you give me a proper hard fuck... mother fucker?"
I rolled on top of Rita, slammed my throbbing hard cock into her sopping wet, cum-filled pussy, and began fucking her with raw, animal power...
Part 13 - Secret Passage To The Conservatory
"Okay, Mr. Atkins," I said, "I need the whole story from you, not just bits and pieces."
We were in Interrogation-Alpha. It was 4:30pm, still on one busy October 12th. I had had Rudistan and Morton 'invite' Atkins to come to the Police Station for further questioning. He'd come along without any trouble at all. So far, he had not invoked nor asked for a lawyer, and was being relatively cooperative.
"What do you mean?" asked Atkins.
"Who was your dinner client in the City on the evening of the 9th?" I asked, very directly and imperiously.
"Oh. Tom Rollins." said Atkins, realizing the game was up on the 'client privacy' schtick. "He ran the Pancake Diner chain in the City and in Southport. I was trying to sell him L.E.D. lights for his restaurants."
"I see." I said. "How long have you known Mr. Rollins?" I asked.
"The dinner was our first meeting." Atkins said. "I'd talked to him on the phone, then invited him to dinner to discuss the lights."
I asked "He's the president of the company?"
"Yeah, he was the president of Pancake Diners, LLC." said Atkins. "They are the holding group. Each restaurant is it's own corporation."
"You seem to know a good bit about the structure of the company." said Martin Nash, who was interviewing Atkins with me.
"Uh, sure, I research my clients before talking with them... just like I'm sure you've researched me before bringing me here." Atkins said, half humorously, half contemptuously.
"No doubt about that." I said. "So just to make sure I heard it correctly: you'd never met Mr. Rollins before your sales call upon him on the 9th."
"That's right." Atkins said.
"Did you meet his acquisitions people before meeting him?" I asked.
"No..." Atkins said, then paused before picking up again, "I took a shot and went straight for the top guy. It worked; he accepted my dinner invitation and we had a good conversation."
"Mr. Atkins," I said, "in our earlier conversation, you said that Mr. Rollins and yourself had had a good bit to drink. Would you clarify that for me?"
"Uh..." said Atkins, "yeah, I should clarify that. I didn't mean to make it sound like we tried to drink each other under the table. We had a few beers at the bar, wine with dinner, and so on."
"And Mr. Rollins was capable of driving after consuming all that?" I asked.
"He seemed to be pretty sober." Atkins said. "We also were eating, so I'm sure that helped keep him sober. I was probably more buzzed than he was, which is why I went up to my room instead of driving anywhere."
"So tell me about how your dinner ended." I said. Atkins looked surprised, but again answered instead of asking what I was getting at.



"Uh, we were talking, and he got a phone call." Atkins said. "After that, he started wrapping it up and saying he had to go, and to call him again in a few days."
"How would you describe his personality?" I asked.
"He was a business owner, so he was in control, in charge. Pleasant enough fellow, talked with our waitress in a charming way." Atkins said.
"Okay." I said. "Mr. Atkins, you are not under arrest nor under suspicion of anything. However, I'm going to have to ask you to contact the Police Department if he contacts you, and I'm also going to have to ask you to not leave Town, or at least give the Police Department a call and let us know where you're going and what times you'll be away and will get back."
"Why?" asked Atkins. "What's it all about?"
"Mr. Rollins might be involved in the case I'm pursuing." I said. "And you're a connection to him, so I'm going to have to ask you to cooperate with us to that extent."
After Atkins had left, I asked Martin Nash what he thought of the interview.
"I just can't put my finger on it," said Nash, a bit of frustration in his quiet, even voice, "but there is something just not quite right about him. I just can't see where it is..."
"Let me help you with that." I said. "Don't you find it odd that Atkins says he never had met or knew Tom Rollins... but he makes the sales call directly to him?"
"I'm not sure why that's odd." Martin said. He had never been a business owner, like I had been and was now, so I clued him in.
I said "I find it strange that Atkins would go straight to the holding company president of a chain of restaurants instead of first going to the acquisitions or procurement officer first. And I'm then surprised that the company president went to dinner with Atkins instead of referring him to the procurement officer. So what does that mean to you?"
"That Atkins is lying?" said Nash. "That he's met the company president before, which is why he felt he could call him instead of the more obvious person?"
"Exactly." I said. "Now I'm not saying Atkins is lying, it could be as he said. But it's a strangeness, something to thing about, especially with Rollins being our 'groom', and that was the real reason he left the Atkins dinner... to meet Diane Lang. In fact-" I stopped, entering a reverie.
"Commander?" Nash said after a couple of moments of patiently waiting.
"Uh, sorry, Martin, I was just thinking of something." I said. "We really need to find this Rollins fellow..."
-------
Not long after getting out of the Atkins interview, the Chief called me and Cindy into his office for a meeting. I noticed two things: that this was a private meeting between the three of us; and that the Chief was wearing a black leather belt sash over his light blue uniform shirt. I was entitled to do the same, but neither of us normally wore the sash belt unless we wanted to be more formal than normal, but less formal than 'duty dress', and especially in public. Deduction: the Chief was about to take us somewhere, where he'd be 'in public'.
But before we left, the Chief had me tell what I'd recently learned: "Tom Rollins and his wife are part of the Swinging Scene in the City." I said, having easily obtained that information from three different sources. "He's an alumnus of the University here, and he's a friend of Tom Riordan's... which means he may be part of the parties those alumni throw for the players, as we learned about in the Jefferson Jackson case. In any case, apparently he and Diane decided to go out and play together as bride and groom... and I still don't know why her husband wasn't participating."
"I've gotten a report from Teddy Parker, Myron and Mary." Cindy said. "The Hotel video only shows the cabbie coming in and on the elevator, but not leaving. There are no cameras in the stairwells, and the sixth floor camera that overlooks that door and the hallway were apparently inoperable. We also don't have Atkins at all, on any camera at any time.
"In addition," Cindy reported, "Myron has already gotten Atkins's cell phone pings, and they pretty much show he stayed in the City at the hotel all night. His S.O.S. car was also parked in his hotel's parking lot, and remained there all night."
"So, it looks like Rollins or Lang." I said. "APBs are out for both of them, and we really need to find Rollins; he was either a witness on the scene, or he's the murderer."
Then I looked hard at the Chief and said "So, Chief? What's the real reason you brought just 'Crowbar 2' and myself in here? And I'll drive, but where are we going?"
"How do you do it?" the Chief muttered, but smiling under his big handlebar mustaches. "Yes, as I'm retiring, there are a few secrets in this County that I need to pass along to you. One of them, you're going to learn tonight. Captain Charles knows, but he may be retiring soon. The Fire Chief will also be telling a couple of trusted Fire Department personnel."
The Chief continued: "It has occurred to me that one reason we've not seen the criminals in the cameras like we should, is because they used a secret underground passage between the University Hotel and the Tower Condos."
"Ooooh, secret passage to the Conservatory!" Cindy said, her face lighting up, referencing the famous board game 'Clue'. "Something mysterious and exciting!"
"Yes." said the Chief. "Here's the story: the buildings were built simultaneously, and I was a Lieutenant with the Town Police here at the time. I recommended a secret passageway be constructed between the basements, in the event of a fire or hostage situation arising, and the University had the State money to do it. I want to take you there and show you the entrances, and maybe see if some footprints were left in the dust. So, Crowbar, how did you know?"
"You've dressed well." I said, referring to the belt sash the Chief was wearing.
"Oh, is that it?" said the Chief, then he said in admonishment "You should never reveal your tricks, Crowbar, makes you seem ordinary when you do."
"I am ordinary, Chief." I said. "I just happen to have a great Team and an extraordinary mother."
"Ordinary, my ass." said Cindy.
"Modesty is a human trait, Commander. I will excuse it." said the Chief, quoting a Klingon line from one of the 'Star Trek' TV shows. "Let's go to the University Hotel."
We drove to the University Hotel in my SUV. Going inside, Chief Griswold went to the Hotel Manager's office and let him know what we were about to do. A moment later, Chief Griswold led us to the stairwell on the side of the building away from the main road and nearest to Tower Condos. There was a gray metal door set into the far wall, which should have been the outer wall of the building by my reckoning.
The stairs to the basement were blocked by a door, with a sign that said there was no emergency exit from the basement, and to exit on this floor. That door was blocked, though people from the basement could come upstairs and open the door from the other side. However, the Chief bypassed that door and went to the other one. He unlocked it with a key and opened it. Behind the door was another stairwell!
"This is a secret second set of stairs." said Chief Griswold. We went into the room and closed the door behind us. The lights were on, but were dim. We went downstairs. At the base was a door that led to the publicly known stairs and to the basement hallway and to the meeting rooms, laundry rooms and other rooms that operated the hotel. Behind the stairs was another metal door with a simple sign that said 'No Entry. Authorized Personnel Only'. Chief Griswold's key opened it, and he reached in and flicked a light switch.
We descended the concrete stairs into a narrow passage. It was lighted at intervals by a string of powerful lights like those under a stadium corridor, or something of the kind. I noticed the floor.
"You're right, Chief, there's footprints here." I said, taking out my flashlight to give better, stronger light to what I was looking at. "Hmmm, some are very recent, but some seem to have been made a little while ago."
Cindy took out a flashlight that threw an eerie blue, fluorescent light. "There's drops of blood, here, too." she said. We slowly went down the hallway to the right turn. About twenty feet down the passage we saw a large, dark form.
It was a human body!
Rushing up to it, I observed that it was a man, and that he was wearing a tuxedo. Turning the body over, we immediately saw that it was Tom Rollins, the erstwhile play-acting groom!
We were too late. He was dead.
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Secret Passages and Hidden Knowledge
"He's been dead a couple of days." said the Chief. "Rigor had set in but is releasing now. Blood pooling inside the chest cavity and abdomen."
"So, you're going to be a medical examiner in your retiring years, Chief?" I asked, grinning.
"Just might. Miss Perlman has nothing on me." said the Chief, feeling around the man's neck. "Hmmm, the man's neck is broken. Violently so. Probably the cause of death."
I was looking further down the passageway. "Looks like someone walked around the body here, probably the guy that dumped him here. But there are some footprints headed down the passageway... not fresh, they have some dust settling into them."
"Wanna follow them?" said the Chief. "Here's an extra key to the locks. I was going to give it to you, anyway. Keep it on your police keychain at all times."
"Thank you, sir. Yes, sir." I said. "But first: Cindy, why don't you go upstairs and call in for only Dr. Woodrow and Technician Cho to come down. Have them bring a wheeled stretcher so we can haul the body out."
"Good idea, Crowbar." said the Chief. "The less people know about this, the better." He handed Cindy his key to all the doors, and she headed upstairs.
"So, Chief," I asked as we waited. "Where are the other secret passages in the County? Besides the one between the Crime Lab building and the Headquarters?"
"You know about that?" asked the Chief, his voice incredulous. "How in God's name? I know there's something down there, but I don't know where it is."
"Well, Chief," I said, "that guy who got into our Evidence Rooms, the one who committed suicide when we caught him, who was wearing my badge... he didn't come from upstairs, that much is obvious. That suggests a passage somewhere... I think it runs parallel to the firing range, then cuts over to the Crime Lab, but I'm not sure."
"Geez." said the Chief, truly astonished at my knowledge. "I figured it was somewhere behind Internal Affairs. I've only been in there once, and that was just after the building was built, before they actually moved in.
A moment later, the Chief said "As to your question about other passages, there's two under the University football stadium, in an 'X' shape, that goes to the four corners of it. I'd hate to see what condition it might be in right now. And there's an old sewer drain under the County Jail that leads to the River, big enough to evacuate the Jail if there were a fire or if it came under attack from the outside."
----------------------------------
After Cho and Woodrow got to the crime scene and processed it, having been sworn to secrecy by the Chief, we got the body up to the main floor, and quickly removed it to the waiting ambulance by the side door. After that, Cindy and I went on down the passageway.
"Two sets of footprints." Cindy said. "Moving pretty fast."
"Yep," I said, "and staying in the center, which means they were navigating in the dark with flashlights and avoided the walls."
"Think these are connected to this murder?" Cindy asked as we turned the corner and headed up the stairs. A moment later, we were in the ground floor hallway of the Tower Condos.
"No, I think that was a separate thing." I said. "I suspect we just traced the escape route of the rapists of Vicki Oldeeds some months ago."
"Ah, yes." Cindy said, remembering all that had happened in association with that. "So do you think the same guys are involved in this case?"
"Can't see that as being likely." I said. "We're--" I was interrupted by my cell phone going off. I answered it.
"What?!... That's great!... Yeah, Ross and I are coming back to Headquarters right now... listen, Martin, process him, read him his rights. Suspicion of murder. I want him agitated as hell when we interrogate him. Okay, see you in a few."
As I put the cellphone back in its pocket, I said to Cindy "The FBI got a facial recognition match on the cabbie in the videos, and sent Nash an address. Rudistan and Morton have already gone there and made the arrest, and they're bringing the guy to Headquarters now. Let's go!"
Part 15 - Cab Fare, Redux
The cabbie was in Interrogation-1. He was taller than medium but shorter than tall, and in his early forties. He was well built and fairly muscular. His brown hair was ringing the sides of his head, but very thin up top, and his forehead was a bit prominent. It was all the more obvious due to the sweat on his brow under the bright light over the table.
"His name, the one he's going by now, is Ronald Burger." said Cindy as we observed him from the anteroom through the one-way glass. "He's been with University Cab Company here just short of three years. He apparently created a new identity for himself, complete with modest credit card records, but no credit cards in his wallet when he was arrested. He hangs out with other cabbies sometimes, but for the most part keeps to himself."
"Witness protection?" I asked. "That would explain some of the Federal interest in him... or at least in this case if he's involved."
"When Sandra Speer called Martin with the address of this guy," said Cindy, "she said that the Marshals were denying he was in Witness Protection. She also said they probably would say so if he was, not to mention they'd tell us to back off of him. So we're thinking he's not."
"So why don't you have someone interviewing him?" I asked.
"He invoked." Cindy replied. "When they went to his home, he refused to voluntarily come to the station. So he was arrested, brought in and processed, per your instructions. As soon as he was put in Interrogation-1, he demanded a lawyer. He doesn't have one to call, so we're getting him a public defender right now."
About half an hour later, at 7:30pm, still October 12th, the public defender arrived, and Cindy and I high-fived when we saw who it was: Dexter Epstein. He was a very typical nerdish geek, and he was a very poor lawyer. He was the public defender the racists Judge Stoner and ADA Sanders had tried to assign out of turn to Nathaniel Jones. He was assigned to night court arraignments as a public defender, and God have mercy on the suspect to whom he was assigned.
"All right." I said to Cindy. "Have Nash and Rose play 'good cop, bad cop' with this slug. He looks nervous. We did take a cheek swab, didn't we?"
"Yep." Cindy said. "We had the warrant for that ready to go by the time Rudistan and Morton got him to the station."
--------------------------
Nash and Rose didn't make much progress. Ronald Burger, a.k.a. Joey Franks, simply refused to answer any questions about anything. Epstein occasionally would reinforce that when Nash and Rose tried to ask if the cabbie was at a certain place at a certain time.
"Okay, I'm going to go change uniforms." I said. "When I get back, pull them out of there." I said to Cindy, meaning Nash and Rose. "Then you and I will go in. I'm going to barbecue this guy, so just watch and go along."
I went and changed to my 'black' uniform, which looked more formidable and menacing than the regular blue one, and my silver oak leaf rank stood out more brightly, as well. I wanted to intimidate this man, but subtly. When I got back to the anteroom, Cindy knocked on the window and then stuck her head in the door and had Nash and Rose pull out. Then I went in, Cindy following.
"All right, cabbie, my name is Commander Troy, and I want to--"
"My client has invoked." interrupted Dexter Epstein, in his annoying, nasally voice. "He is not answering any questions. I want you to stop wasting his time--"
"Wasting his time?" I asked, allowing incredulity to be a major inflection of my voice. "The man is going to either sit here or sit in our holding cell until we transfer him to County Jail, Mr. Epstein. Now you have your right to remain silent, Mr. Burger, or Mr. Franks, or whatever you want me to call you tonight.... how about 'Cabbie'? I'll just call you, 'Cabbie', okay? You may have the right to not speak, but the Constitution doesn't protect you from having to listen to me." Actually, the Constitution might indeed afford that protection, but let Dexter Epstein figure it out...
I continued ominously: "I need to make sure you understand the full picture here, Cabbie. You're on video in the company of one Diane Lang, who very shortly afterwards was found murdered in her hotel room. We know that you went to her hotel with her. Now we're going to be comparing the DNA from the cheek swab we just took from you to the semen found in Mrs. Lang's mouth and stomach. I'm betting it's going to come up as your semen, Cabbie."
"I got nothing to say." said the Cabbie. "You're harassing me at this point. Either let me go or take me to my jail cell." Heck, he was a better legal eagle that ol' Dexter, there.
I leaned forward just a bit and looking very hard into Cabbie's eyes. "Oh, you're going to your jail cell, all right. But before you go, let me make something really, really clear to you: if that DNA matches, it is all over for you. I'm talking the death penalty here, Cabbie. When you are convicted, you will die. They are going to strap you to a table and inject drugs into you, buddy. Juries have convicted for a lot less than what we have. You were at the scene of the murder, you had sex with the dead woman, your semen was in her mouth and belly. Jesus, this is going to be easy!"
I paused, then continued: "If I leave this room without you telling me what happened, and I mean the truth, then I won't try to help you one fucking bit, Cabbie. You'll be convicted of murder and you will be put to death. You don't stand a chance, buddy, not a hell of a chance. You know that if it comes back as your DNA, then I am looking at a dead man walking right now."
"You're bluffing." the cabbie said, but the look on his face showed me who was really bluffing. The man was scared to death, and desperately trying not to show it.
"Mr. Epstein," I said, turning my attention to the lawyer, "I'd suggest you talk to your client. I suggest you discuss with him about seeing reason. If you think I'm bluffing, so be it. I think once you see our evidence, you'll understand that your client is going to be executed for the crime, whether he in actuality did it or not. I'll leave you for a few minutes to talk to your client Epstein. But the clock is ticking, and when I walk away, it'll be for keeps. I won't come back to save your client; he will be executed by the State after he's convicted."
I got up and left the room. Cindy followed. We watched in the anteroom with Nash, Rose and ADA Paulina Patterson, who'd come in while I was letting the cabbie know of his impending death.
"Think he'll crack?" Nash asked.
"If he did it, no." I replied, somewhat to the surprise of the others. "But if he's innocent, he's going to sing like a bird. He'll be begging me to come back in there."
The cabbie and his inept lawyer seemed to be getting heated in their discussion, which was turning into an argument. By law, we were not allowed to listen in on their privileged conversation. Finally, a couple of minutes later, Epstein got up, picked up the wall phone which communicated with the Duty Desk, and asked for me. The message was relayed, and after five minutes I came back in, this time with ADA Patterson.
"Look," the cabbie said, his voice desperate as he tried to control his shaking body, "you gotta help me, here. I didn't kill nobody. You gotta believe me!"
"Are you waiving your Fifth Amendment rights, Mr. Burger?" I asked. "Are you going to talk to us?"
"Mr. Burger," said Epstein, showing a bit more ability than I would've thought he had, "it's my duty to advise you that once you waive your right to remain silent, you cannot re-invoke, and you will have to answer their questions. I again urge you to ask for immunity or other consideration from the ADA before speaking."
"There will be no offers from the District Attorney's office." said Paulina, clearly and severely. "We have a case that is all-but-guaranteed to get a conviction and the death penalty... which I absolutely will be asking for. I have no reason to make a deal, and I have no desire to."
The cabbie's face fell as Paulina spoke, and kept on falling until a look of sheer desperation masked his features. Dexter Epstein looked disgusted... and defeated. He'd played an exceptionally poor hand.
"Oh Jesus..." said the cabbie, his face in his hands. Then he smoothed his hair back and said "Okay, I'll talk, I'll tell you what I know."
"Mr. Burger--" started Epstein, but Burger yelled "Just shut up! Don't you understand? This is my only chance to live!" Epstein remained silent as Burger asked "Okay, Colonel, what do you want to know?"
"Tell me what happened that night." I said, not worrying about his understandable misinterpretation of my rank. "All of it, no lies, no tricks. I already know so much I could probably tell you what happened, so make damn sure you tell it straight."
"It was like this." said the cabbie. "I was driving around when I saw this bride and groom outside one of the bars on The Strip." The Strip was the lineup of bars and restaurants on the other side of the main north-south road from the University. Students went there in droves to eat and (with their fake IDs) to drink in large quantities. The Strip morphed over the city blocks into the Tenderloin District.
"I picked them up and they had me drive around." said the Cabbie. I got out my iPhone and showed him the DMV pictures of the Langs. "That's her, but that's not him." he said. I then flipped the pics to the 'groom' from the Hotel videos. "Yeah, that's him." said the Cabbie. I urged him to keep talking.
"So she's giving him a blowjob while I'm driving around. He had a big cock, and she was really going to town on him. After a while, they asked if I wanted to party with them, and I said 'Sure, why not?'. So they had me drive them to the University Hotel. I dropped them off near the front door, then parked at the far end of the lot, since he hotel people don't like us parking our cabs in their parking lot near the entrance."
"I went inside and followed them to their room.... yeah, it was on the sixth floor." Cabbie continued. "The groom got the ice bucket and said he was going to to get some ice for drinks. The bride started fooling around with me. She gave me a blowjob and I started getting close. She said to come in her mouth, that we'd be partying for a while. So I came in her mouth, to take the edge off, y'know? She was a hot dame."
"Did she take off her wedding dress?" I asked.
"No, not while I was there." said the Cabbie.
"So then what happened?" I asked.
"Well, right after she sucked me off, her husband comes back." said the cabbie. "He was kind of agitated. He apologized to me and told me that the party was over and I had to go. He handed me a hundred dollar bill and told me I needed to go out by the stairwell. He took me to the stairwell, and I walked down the stairs and out the door."
"Was this the stairwell nearest the highway?" I asked.
"Yeah." said the cabbie. "It wasn't too far from where my cab was, which is why I figured the guy had me leave that way."
"What did the bride say when the groom ushered you out?" I asked.
"She was confused, she was asking him what was going on, and he said he'd explain when he got back from taking me to the stairs."
"Did you see anyone else in the hallway? Did you hear any noise of an argument at any time?" I asked.
"No, I didn't see nobody or hear nuthin'." the cabbie replied.
"Well, cabbie," I said as I got up. "I'm sorry to say that you're going to be spending some time with us. You get a hearing in the morning. Paulina, he's gotta have an ankle monitor. He's a flight risk, so I'll leave that to you." With that, I exited Interrogation-1, with Paulina following. A few minutes later, Sr. Patrolman Morton escorted the cabbie to a holding cell.
--------------------------------------
As we walked out of the Interrogation area and into the hallway that ran along the back of Police Headquarters, Teresa Croyle came up to us and said the Chief wanted us to come to the main conference room. I asked them to go ahead and tell the Chief I'd be there in just a second, as I had to use the bathroom. Once they went down the hall, I quickly went the other way and made my way to the Duty Desk up front, leaving some instructions for the Desk Sergeant, the extremely reliable Sergeant Thompson. Then, as I walked back to the conference room, I made a quick cellphone call.
"Nice of you to join us, Commander." the Chief said acerbically when I entered the main conference room. Already in the room were Cindy, Martin, Lorena, and Paulina, and Teresa Croyle, who'd been invited in by the Chief.
"Sorry about that Chief. When Nature calls, it calls." I replied.
"Right. So, what do you think?" asked the Chief. "This cabbie the guilty party?"
"Well," I said, trying to think even as I was speaking, "he told his story straight enough, it holds true as far as the evidence. Hold on one second..."
I was looking at my notes on my iPhone as everyone stared at me. "I'm looking to see if an ice bucket was mentioned in the Crime Lab's report... I think it was... yeah, here it is. Ice bucket was on the desk to the right as one went inside. It was dry and empty."
"What does that prove?" asked Lorena Rose.
"It doesn't prove anything, but it's not inconsistent with the cabbie's statement." I said. "He said the groom took the bucket to get ice, then hurriedly came back in, taking long enough for the cabbie to get a blowjob from the bride. I'm thinking all that took about five minutes total. When the groom came back, Cabbie probably didn't notice him put the ice bucket down in his haste to get the cabbie out of there. However, the the fact it was on the desk and not in the bathroom area or refrigerator, where ice buckets are normally kept, shows that at least that much of the cabbie's story is valid."
"Think he did it?" asked Cindy, trying to force my hand.
"C'mon, Cindy..." I said, a bit exasperated. "But I can say that right now I'm inclined to believe his story. He goes out the far stairwell; the parking lot cameras are all trained on the front of the Hotel, and the front door cameras are also trained to that drive-up area. So that's why we might not see the cabbie as he left... and... hmmm, what if the groom knew that, and had the cabbie leave in a way he wouldn't be seen?"
"And the cameras on that floor weren't working right." said Nash. "Maybe they were tampered with."
"Why don't we have the cabbie take a polygraph test?" asked Lorena Rose.
"We can," I said, "but I personally don't believe in them. Whether he passes or fails, it's not admissible in Court; and if it's not admissible in Court, why in the hell should I give it any credence? He was agitated when I was talking to him; he realizes his life is on the line here. That alone could make the polygraph worthless. No, Detective Rose, I'm one of those that just don't bother with polygraphs; the Chief and Lt. Ross disagree with me, though."



"True enough." said Cindy. "I might have him take one, anyway."
"Let's hold off on that." said the Chief. "We can re-interview him, and under a polygraph, and see if he's consistent. But before we do, I want to know from the Commander what he thinks... what's going to crack this case, Crowbar? Besides a crowbar, of course. At least tell us who your suspects are."
Wow, they were pushing, I thought as I spoke: "We have five suspects. The first is the late Tom Rollins, which means we're actually searching for his murderer now. But if both were killed by the same person, then we have these four candidates: the cabbie that was admittedly with Diane Lang just before she was murdered; Larry Lang, if we can find him; Keith Atkins, who just seems to have these connecting strings to so many of the other names; and perhaps Mr. Blair, who I am convinced is covering for Larry Lang right now."
"The problem here..." I said, "... is going to be getting the proof we need, proof that will stand up in Court. It's not nearly enough to suspect, or even know, what happened. We have to give Paulina what she needs to prove it to a jury. We simply aren't there yet, but I think I know where to start:"
"Paulina," I said, turning my attention to the gorgeous black Assistant District Attorney, "I need a warrant. It's on a pretty thin basis, though." I explained what I wanted, causing gasps among my Detectives.
"I'll go to Judge Watts' house if I need to." said Paulina. "He's very amenable to your hunches. Just make sure that you never blow that and leave him hanging..."
Part 16 - Liaisons
"Well, that meeting went fairly well." said Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, president of the University, in his office as he poured a couple of drinks for himself and his guest.
"Yes, it did." said University Trustee Henry R. Wargrave, billionaire and by far the biggest contributor to the School and its various programs. "It was a shame to hear about Tom Rollins, though."
"Yes." said Wellman. The news of Rollins death was not yet public, and was under embargo with the Media until 11:00pm thanks to a request from the Police Commander. But powerful men find out things quickly, and both Wellman and Wargrave were powerful men: they heard about it immediately, from different sources, upon the body being delivered to the morgue for an autopsy.
"Have you talked to Tom Riordan yet?" asked Wellman. "I understand he and his wife were friends of the Rollins."
"Not yet." said Wargrave. "He and his wife are at a private party tonight. I'll contact him tomorrow."
"Good enough." said Wellman. "So, do you think we have any chance of beating the Iron Crowbar's Wildcats in a few weeks?"
"Harrumph!" Wargrave grunted. "We'll be lucky if they don't whip us by 35 points or more. They're undefeated, we're 2-4 and lucky to be that. I think Bronson will be a good head coach, but with Harlan sick and all, the team is really in disarray."
"Nick Eastwood has fallen off the pace, also." said Wellman. "He was a strong Heisman contender last year, but while he's doing his best, his numbers are way down."
"That's because his wide receivers suck, so sorry." said Wargrave. "Losing Coach Speedy Gonzalez really, really hurt us there. Another consequence of the Iron Crowbar's actions..."
"Well, Henry, we can't blame the Commander for that one, and Gonzalez was the PED-pusher. How much worse that might've been if the Iron Crowbar hadn't driven him out."
Wargrave sighed, wanting to blame the Iron Crowbar for every bad thing in the world, but knowing President Wellman was correct. "True enough. Nick Eastwood still might be a high draft choice, but he's definitely not able to do as much as he did last year..."
-----------------------------
"Oh GOD, Nick! Yes! Fuck me with that big cock! FUCK ME!!" shouted Janet Riordan as Nick Eastwood drove his cock down into the beautiful redhead with all the power he could muster. Janet was a short woman and Nick was tall, but she was not only accommodating his nine inches, she was fucking back at him, seeming to want even more.
The rutting couple fucked furiously in Janet's bed in the Riordan's home on the Reservoir Lake, the same bed upon which Iron Crowbar had all but raped Janet over a year before. Janet wasn't thinking about anything but the handsome young blonde stud that was slamming his big, hard meat into her with gusto.
Tom Riordan sat in a chair in the corner of the room, his cock throbbing as he watched his wife being sexually pummeled by the young, muscular Eastwood's massive prick. And his cock was not just throbbing due to the sight in front of him; his own cock was being ravenously sucked by the beautiful blonde University cheerleader that Nick had brought with him.
In addition to being a varsity cheerleader, the young woman had a 3.8 GPS in pre-med biomedicine, she was the Vice Chair of the Student Council, chairwoman of the Student Honors Council, and the president of the Phi Mu sorority. Her long blonde hair fell down her back in gentle waves and her large breasts jiggled as she ravenously fellated Tom Riordan's meat. Though few people realized it, she was nearly as insatiable as Karen Warner, though she hid it while Karen had all but advertised it.
As the blonde moaned around Tom's cock, Janet moaned and grunted as Nick furiously pumped her. She was one of his absolute favorite pieces of ass, Nick thought, though he believed that when he got the chance to sample Dr. Laura Fredricson's tremendous talents, he'd find her (Laura) to be even better. The thought of Laura Fredricson and her legs and feet spurred Nick on to fuck Janet even more furiously--
*BRING!!* *BRING!!* *BRING!!*
It was Tom Riordan's cell phone, sitting on the table next to the chair in which he was sitting. He saw the number and knew he had to answer it.
"Excuse me a moment, honey." he said to the blonde. Quickly walking naked into the hallway, he answered it.
"Oh my god." he said. "What happened?--- just tonight?--- yeah, we'll be right there." He hung up and re-entered the bedroom.
"Janet, we've got to go. Tom Rollins was found dead late this afternoon." Tom said.
"Oh that's sad..." said Janet, "... but I'm not stopping now."
"Dammit, bitch, didn't you hear me?" Tom said angrily, nearly shouting. "Tom Rollins is dead! We need to go see his wife, right now!"
"Fuck you, asshole!" Janet almost screamed, giving her husband a look that could only be described as 'ugly' on the woman's beautiful face. "I'm not going anywhere until Nick has climaxed at least twice! Come on, Nick, put that big cock back in my hole and start fucking me!"
"Jesus Christ, bitch!--" Tom said, then gave up. He headed to the shower, leaving his wife to fuck the college students. When he got out of the shower, he found that Nick was still pumping Janet, and the beautiful blonde was sitting on Janet's face. Janet could eat pussy with the best of them, and the blonde was moaning in pleasure as Janet's tongue explored her honey-hole. Nick was sucking the blonde's big tits as he pumped Janet, just beginning to feel his nut rise as he worked toward his first climax of the evening...
-----------------------------
Leaving Dr. Wellman's office, Henry Wargrave drove to his home in The Heritage Cloister subdivision, home of the most exclusive homes and Country and Golf Club in the County... really the most exclusive anywhere in the northwestern part of the State. He did not really know the Rollins, and so did not do what Tom Riordan was doing in visiting the widow. He headed home.
"Hello, dear." his wife Lilly said as he entered the large den of his home, seeing blackness outside the window as the sun had just set. "How was your day?"
"It was okay, except that a Mr. Tom Rollins was found dead today." said Wargrave. "He was a friend of our friends Tom and Janet Riordan."
"Oh, that's so sad." Lilly said. "I'll be sure to send some flowers in the morning."
"That's very kind of you dear." Henry said. He looked over at his wife. Her hair was reddish-blonde, kept short around her face and head, and she was still very attractive. She was lithe, very slender, her tall height exacerbating her thin look. Her legs were long but very shapely, and her feet were very exquisite, as much as Laura Fredricson's in Henry's perhaps-biased opinion. She was wearing a tight, clingy blue dressed that really went well with her red hair and skin.
Wargrave felt the pangs of desire in his loins, but his penis simply wouldn't respond. Not even drugs could help him get an erection anymore, and Dr. Fredricson's psychological help was also exhausted in getting a response from him. He had over two billion dollars in his bank accounts, but not a dime of it could give him a true hard-on so that he could fuck his wife or his beautiful secretary, or any other of the many women that openly flirted with him at parties and social events.
"You look lovely tonight, dear." he said. "Why don't we go on up to bed?"
"Why certainly, dear." said Lilly. They went upstairs to the master bedroom, which was simply furnished but with the best furniture and bedding that money could buy. Wargrave chose to spend his money in quality and excellence as opposed to quantity of things bought.
The couple kissed deeply as they removed each other's clothes, except Lilly kept her high heel sandals on like she knew her husband wanted. She got onto the bed, lying on her back, and spreading her legs wide.
Wargrave settled between his wife's legs and began eating her pussy. Lilly's pussy was sweet and tasty, her labia large and bulging when engorged with blood. Henry might not be able to get it up, but he could sure taste his wife's juicy wetness as he lapped her cunt like a starved dog.
"Oh yes... oh yes.... oh yes..." Lilly moaned, her eyes closed. She loved her husband and she understood his medical condition, one that caused him more angst and pain than it did her. Still, the thought of a large, hard, erect cock sinking into her, probing her sweet cuntal depths, flooded her mind. She craved being penetrated and stretched by a hung stud, getting what her husband could no longer give her. As she thought about being fucked by a hard cock, by a real man, she climaxed hotly, her copious juices soaking Henry's face as he hungrily ate her.
---------------------------
Long moments later, Wargrave and his wife were cuddling when he asked "Do you want me to put on the strap-on and fuck you?"
"Mmmm, that's okay dear, not tonight." Lilly said. "You ate me sooooo well.... I came so many times!"
--------------------------
Janet Riordan was dozing between Nick and his blonde girlfriend, her sensational ass pressed into his hard, muscular groin and abs, feeling the blonde's ass pushing against her tummy and groin. Nick had come twice inside Janet's pussy, and both times the blonde had voraciously sucked Nick's large load from Janet's twat, cleaning her up with intense oral passion. Janet had cleaned Nick's cock with her own mouth.
Tom Riordan came back inside the bedroom, seeing the sleeping threesome. Anger welled up through him; he'd had to comfort Tom Rollins's distraught wife, though many others were there as well, and Janet had not even deigned to be there with him. He left the room and went to sleep in the guest room...
Part 17 - Consolidation of the Objective
At 10:00pm, still on October 12th, Senior Patrolman Micah Rudistan and Patrolman Morton knocked on the door to Mr. Blair's house. Blair answered. "Can I help you, officers?"
"Mr. Blair, we'd like to ask you a few questions about the Lang case." Rudistan said jovially, the mischievous perma-smile on his face.
"Now?" said Blair.
"Yes sir, it'll only take a few minutes." said Rudistan. "May we come in?"
"Uh, tell you what..." said Blair. "...why don't I come to the Station with you guys, and we can talk there?"
"Is something the matter, Mr. Blair?" a voice called out. Blair looked out to see a tall police officer approaching, wearing a full-brim hat; a light trenchcoat which contained light body armor and was worn over his civilian clothes, and which had silver oak-leaf-clusters on the shoulder epaulettes. Then Blair saw the unmistakeable form of a red crowbar in the man's right hand. "Is there some reason we can't talk here?" I asked.
"Uh, well, if you want to talk outside here, I guess we can. Maybe in your vehicle." said Blair.
"So you won't invite us in, Mr. Blair?"
Blair finally turned testy. "No, Commander, you are not invited into my home, and you cannot enter my home without a warrant. I'm trying to be cooperative, but I know my rights, and I don't want the police in my home... at all."
"I can certainly understand why not." I said, peering straight into Blair's eyes. I took a piece of folded paper out of the inner pocket of my light trenchcoat. "But here is the warrant that you're expecting, Mr. Blair. It gives us the right to enter your home and search for the one thing we need.... in order to execute this second warrant, which is a material witness arrest warrant."
Blair looked worried as I stepped past him, and inside. Cindy Ross had come out of the shadows and followed me inside while Rudistan and Morton stayed with Blair on the front steps. Cindy and I had guns drawn as we cleared each room, one at a time.
"MR. LANG!!" I shouted. "I KNOW YOU'RE HERE! COME ON OUT!" Not hearing anything, we began clearing more rooms. Upstairs, I shouted again, "MR. LANG, I KNOW YOU ARE HERE. WE WILL TEAR THIS PLACE TO MATCHSTICKS IF WE HAVE TO, BUT WE WILL FIND YOU!"
Finally, a closet to a back bedroom upstairs opened... and out walked the handsome salesman, Larry Lang. He was unarmed, and showing his hands. "Am I under arrest?"
"Mr. Lang," I said, "I have a material witness warrant to bring you to Police Headquarters. And you just tried to hide from Police. So yes, you are under arrest, and you are coming with us. Lt. Ross..."
Cindy came forward and handcuffed Lang, reading him his rights as she escorted him out of the room.
I came out the front door behind them. "Mr. Rudistan, take Mr. Blair into custody. Cuff him, and read him his rights."
"On what charge?" demanded Blair.
"Lying to police, for openers." I said. "Harboring a fugitive from justice, for another. Move him out, Rudistan."
"With pleasure, Commander." said Rudistan, ever jovial. "Mr. Blair, you have the right to remain silent..."
I called in on the police radio. "Have Johnson and Hicks bring Atkins to the Station. Under arrest if need be..."
----------------------------------
It was nearly midnight, the long October 12th becoming the morning of October 13th. The two men had been processed, cheek swabs for DNA obtained. They both had demanded lawyers and had been allowed to call them. Lang was in Interrogation-1 and Blair in Interrogation-2, both with their legal representation, awaiting questioning. Keith Atkins had been brought in, but not processed; he was half-asleep, waiting in Interrogation Alpha with Patrolman Johnson watching over him.
"Damn, Crowbar, Muscone is right." said the Chief when the two men were first brought in. "If you'd lived 400 years ago, they'd have burned your ass at the stake. How in the hell did you know Blair was hiding Lang?"
"It just made sense." I said. "When we first interviewed Blair, I realized he knew more than he was telling, and that his answers were trying to cover for Lang and keep the swinger information from getting out. Then a C.I. told me that Blair and the Langs have a close relationship, not to mention that Larry and Blair took vacations together. Lang hadn't been found in a few days, and in this age of Government surveillance everywhere, it's increasingly hard to travel totally unobserved. Ergo, Lang was still in the County somewhere, and the best hiding place would be with Blair instead of his own ransacked home..."
-------------------------------
I was watching Martin Nash and Lorena Rose interview Larry Lang in Interrogation-1. He had his lawyer present, but had not yet invoked, though the first words out of his mouth were that he reserved the right to invoke at any time.
I was leaving Blair and his lawyer in their room, alone, on purpose. The lawyer had twice called the Duty Desk, demanding to either be interrogated or that Mr. Blair be released. The Duty Desk said that Blair was under arrest and would stay where he was "until the Commander decides to talk to him." Meanwhile, I listened to Lang's interrogation:
"So you and Blair were going on a fishing trip to Lake Amengi-Nunagen." said Nash.
"Yeah." said Lang, sitting up straight, and I noticed that Lorena Rose was a bit smitten by his handsomeness. "We left the afternoon of the 9th."
"And you came back late that night?" Nash said.
"Yes." said Lang. "Blair got a call that Diane was dead, murdered, and the police were crawling all over my house. I wanted to go straight back, but Blair said that I'd be arrested for the murder if I did. I was feeling panicky, so we drove back to Blair's house, and he had me stay there until things calmed down and it would be a better time for me to turn myself in... hopefully after the murderer was caught. What he said made sense, so I did what he said."
Lang would say nothing more about his wife, though, saying he did not know what had happened and had nothing to say about their past sexual activities. It was time to utilize a verbal crowbar to pry out the truth.
"Detective Rose," I said, entering the room, "why don't you go get a cup of coffee, and wait outside for a few minutes?" Lorena nodded and left the room. I took the seat she'd just vacated.
"Mr. Lang, my name is Commander Troy." I said. "It is very late, and I know that we all want to get this cleared up, and get to the real murderer of your wife. So I need your answers, your truthful answers. But if you go off the straight-and-narrow path with me, I'll bury you."
"Commander, I must ask you to stop intimidating and threatening my client." said the legal beagle. I knew from that statement that he was a good and experienced attorney, and I'd have to walk the straight-and-narrow, myself.
"I can assure you, counselor," I said, "that I am not trying to intimidate your client, and that I mean what I said. Mr. Lang, I know, and for a provable fact, that you and your wife were swingers. Is that not so, Mr. Lang?"
Lang looked at his lawyer, who asked for five minutes to talk to his client. After the allotted time, Nash and I were back.
"Okay," said Lang, "to answer your last question: yes, we were swingers. Yes, we did the bride-and-groom thing every couple of months. Yes, sometimes Diane did it with Tom Rollins or with other men as the grooms, while I was on a fishing or hunting vacation. I knew all about those, it was all good."
"So, Mr. Lang, who do you think killed your wife?" I asked.
"I have no idea, unless it was the cabbie they picked up." said Lang. "Tom Rollins was a good guy. My wife and I had played with him and his wife several times. Diane liked having sex with him. She trusted him, definitely enough to be her groom, which was also her bodyguard of sorts when she picked up other men that she didn't know."
"Do you know a Keith Atkins, Mr. Lang?" I asked.
"Uh, yeah," said Lang, obviously surprised to hear the name, "he was a sales rep with Lightsource. He had some trouble with Jessica Savage, and they asked him to resign."
"Did Atkins ever party with you or your wife?" I asked.
"No." Lang said. "My wife didn't think much of him. He wanted to be in our swinger group, but she didn't want him there."
"What about you, Mr. Lang?" I asked. "You didn't want Mr. Atkins in your group?"
"Actually, I would've had no problem with it." Lang said. "We had lunch a few times, and he gave me a DVD of him fucking a couple of women. He was good in bed, and some of the single women he dated confirmed that with me. I thought the ladies in our group would enjoy him. But some of them, my wife included, thought he was a bit pushy. That's what kills a lot of guys in this lifestyle... the women think they're too pushy. There was this guy once, his name was Robert Schelle--"



"Yes, I know about Schelle." I said, having put the man in prison for murder. "So the DVD, how was it marked?"
"Simple, unmarked, had my name written on it with a Sharpie." Lang replied.
"So, getting back to Diane," I said, "you had no problems with your wife having sex with Rollins while you were away?"
"None at all." said Lang.
"Mr. Lang," I said, adding a tinge of harshness to my voice, "what about Mr. Blair? Was he part of your sexual groups?"
"Yes." said Lang, though resignedly.
"Blair was seen frequently in town with your wife." I asked. "Were they having an affair, and did you know about it?"
"Let me put it this way: they were having sex, and sometimes when I wasn't there with them. I was cool with it; it was no problem. Diane told me of their encounters, and I have no knowledge of her having sex with him without me knowing about it pretty soon afterwards."
"So if Mr. Blair and your wife were planning to run away together, or otherwise cut you out of the picture, you'd be okay with that, too?"
"That's not what was going on." said Lang derisively. "I don't expect you to understand about open marriages or the swinger lifestyle, Commander, but Diane and I trusted each other, and our marriage was based upon much more than just monogamous sex."
"I think you'd be surprised how much I do understand about it, Mr. Lang," I said coldly, "but we're not really talking about that... we're taking about the murder of your wife. Now why in the world should I not believe that you, Mr. Lang, didn't come back from your vacation, go to the hotel and murder your wife and her lover, and then hide from police at your friend Mr. Blair's house? You're a big, strong man, Mr. Lang, you don't hold back, you go and do what you want, whether it's in sales, or in taking vengeance for your wife's affair with your friend Blair--"
"Commander! That's out of line!" shouted the attorney, finally breaking his restraint.
"Is it, Counselor?" I said. "We'll see what Mr. Blair has to say. You'd better pray to God that what he says matches exactly with your story, Mr. Lang." I got up and exited the room, Nash following.
"Well," said the Chief, "do I need to re-hire Ikea to beat a confession out of that guy? You didn't get much out of him, from what I saw."
"No sir." I said. "But it's time to have a word with Mr. Blair now. Nash, watch this one from the anteroom. Cindy, come inside with me; I want you to observe Mr. Blair most very carefully."
------------------------------
We went into Interrogation-2, where Blair muttered "Finally!" and sat up straight as we took out seats.
"Commander, with what are you charging my client?" demanded the lawyer. He was also a good attorney, but I was not really in a mood to play around with him.
"First of all, counselor," I said, "Mr. Blair was asked directly by police officers the other day... one of those officers happening to be me... if he knew where Mr. Lang was. He said 'No', quite simply and directly. And it very much appears that was a lie. So we have lying to police. We also have him harboring a fugitive and helping that fugitive, the aforementioned Mr. Lang, hide from a warrant for Mr. Lang's arrest. And if Mr. Lang had anything to do with his wife's murder, we'll be adding Aiding and Abetting First Degree Murder to the list."
"For crying out loud." said the attorney. "All of this, keeping my client up late at night, badgering him with questions while he's exhausted... just for that little shit?"
"Counselor," I said, "I'm sure that you've advised your client that if he's sleepy, then he can take the Fifth. Now Mr. Blair I only have a few questions for you. First, did you have a sexual relationship with Diane Lang?"
"Yes I did." said Blair, coldly. So far, he was not taking the Fifth...
"You were part of their swingers' group?" I asked.
"Yes, I was."
"Did you and Mrs. Lang have sex without her husband's knowledge?"
"Not that I know of." said Blair. "Diane and I had sex alone on several occasions, but Larry either knew about it ahead of time, or Diane told him about it afterwards. I brought up a couple of those encounters with Larry myself, and Larry showed no surprise either time."
"So Mr. Lang had no reason to be jealous, to be angry at you and his wife?" I asked.
"Hell, no." said Blair contemptuously. "Larry Lang didn't have a jealous bone in his body. And he was banging other women on occasion, also."
"You were with Mr. Lang on the 9th, Mr. Blair?" I asked.
"Yes." said Blair. "We drove up there together earlier in the day, and we drove back home together after I got a phone call that Diane Lang had been killed."
"Who made that phone call to you, Mr. Blair?" I asked.
"A friend." said Blair. "That's all I'll tell you. I'm sure you can get your buddies in the NSA to tell you who it was, but I won't rat on a friend."
"Oh, we'll find out, Mr. Blair." I said. "And I find it suspicious that you won't tell us."
"Commander," said the lawyer, "this intimidation and harassment of my client is preposterous and offensive."
"Mis-ter Blair..." I said, ignoring the lawyer, my voice slow and pausing, ready to spring the big one, "... your own relationship with Mr. Lang was not platonic, was it? You and Mr. Lang were having a homosexual relationship, weren't you?"
Mr. Blair's eyes widened, then he realized how much I knew. The lawyer pulled Blair by the neck towards him and whispered something.
"No, I'll answer it." said Blair. He sighed, then said "Yes. Larry and I took those fishing vacations, like the one we were on on the 9th, to have sex together."
"Did his wife know?" I asked. "Or did the three of you party together, maybe sharing Larry as well as Diane?"
"Yes she did know." Blair said. "And yes, we partied as a bisexual threesome. You say that like it's a bad thing, Commander."
I was aware of Cindy's eyes averting to me as I answered: "Mr. Blair, it's not for me to decide here if your sexual relations are good or bad. What is bad, inexcusably bad, is the first degree murder of two persons, Mr. Blair. And right now, neither you nor your lover Larry Lang have any alibi, except each other... and that just became flimsy, didn't it?
I continued: "Yes, I'll be finding out who called you and told you of Diane's death. And yes, we can-- and we will-- check your car GPS, but that doesn't mean that you drove up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen together. One of you goes up there, the other stays behind and kills Diane Lang and her lover Tom Rollins."
"Is that a question, Commander?" asked the attorney, "or baseless speculation?"
"Baseless?" I asked. "We'll see. Just one last question: who tore up Mr. Lang's home? And why?"
"I have no idea." said Blair, casually. A bit too casually. He showed no surprise at the question.
"Larry didn't sneak out of your house and go rip the place to shreds himself?" I asked.
"No, he was with me from the time we left until we drove home in the early morning hours, then he was staying at my house the whole time afterwards until you showed up and arrested us." Blair said.
"Are you sure he stayed in your house, including while you were at Lightsource, such as the time you answered our questions?"
"I'm sure." said Blair. "Check my keychain; my alarm system can lock the doors automatically. I had the alarms to the doors and windows set; if Larry had opened a door, the alarm would've gone off. You can check with the NSA... or at least the alarm company... about that."
"I'll be sure to..." I said as I got up, getting tired of Blair's attitude, and also knowing that his lawyer very badly wanted him to invoke. "But it's interesting, Mr. Blair... I never said exactly when Larry's house was trashed. But you seemed to know..." I motioned to Cindy, and we left. I stepped quickly into Interrogation-1, not bothering to sit down.
"One quick question, Mr. Lang." I said. "Why was your house trashed so badly, and who did it?"
"I have no idea." said Lang, not seeming to be surprised at the question. "I was with Blair from the afternoon of the 9th until you came and got us."
"Funny, that." I said. "I never mentioned before that your house was trashed. Yet you seemed to know..." I turned to leave. "We'll be talking again, Mr. Lang."
-------------------------------------
"So we have the videotape of Atkins' last interview in Interrogation-Alpha?" I asked Myron on the phone as I walked down the hall, a curious Lt. Cindy Ross following. Myron assured me that we did.
"Okay, Cindy," I said as we reached the anteroom to Interrogation-A, which required that we walk the full back and side lengths of Police Headquarters to reach. Who built this place? I wondered. "I want you to watch and listen in from the anteroom. I'll have Johnson in there with me."
"Roger that." said Cindy. I went on inside, and woke Atkins up.
"Sorry to awaken you, Mr. Atkins," I said, "and I apologize for keeping you here so late at night, and keeping you waiting. I'm afraid it couldn't be helped."
"Well, you're here now." said Atkins. "I'm sure you'll understand when I say let's get this overwith so I can go back home."
"I do understand." I said. "I think we have a suspect in the murder case of Diane Lang, and it appears your client Mr. Rollins actually left your dinner to come to Town and meet Mrs. Lang. Mr. Atkins, did you get any idea of anything suspicious about Mr. Rollins during your meeting?"
"Well, now that you mention it, he did seem distracted at times, as if he wasn't totally focused on our meeting." said Atkins, "And after he got that phone call, he was pretty much distracted, and of course left minutes later."
"Let me ask this, Mr. Atkins, as you're a salesman and a good judge of character: do you think Mr. Rollins would be capable of committing murder? Was he strong enough, mentally and physically?"
"Uhhh..." said Atkins. "He definitely was the controlling, in-charge type. So mentally, yes, he probably could've committed murder. And he was a fairly young, strong man, physically... I assume in your question that you mean killing without a gun... so yes, he probably was physically capable of killing."
"But in your dealings with him, you found him to be pleasant enough, someone you could have a beer with?" I asked.
"Yeah, he was a good guy, that way." Atkins said.
"If you'll stay here just another minute," I said, standing up "I need to check on something before I have my patrolman give you a ride home. Johnson, have the duty desk bring Mr. Atkins some coffee or soda or water if he wants anything."
I left the room, beckoning Cindy to come with me, and gathering everyone in the main conference room.
Part 18 - Clutching at Straws
"Okay, four suspects." I said to them. "Cabbie in the holding cells; Lang in Interrogation-1, Blair in Interrogation-2, Atkins in Interrogation-Alpha. Who do y'all think did it?"
My Detectives looked at me as if to say 'It's late, we're exhausted, and you're playing games with us?'.
"Seriously guys, I think I know who did it, and I'm wondering what you think." I said.
"It's after midnight, Commander." said Lt. Ross, speaking up on behalf of her Detectives. "Why don't you just tell us?"
"Okay, okay." I said. I got out my cellphone and called Paulina. "Yes, Paulina, it's me." I said. "I need a search warrant... yes it's thin... yes, here's what I'm searching for, based upon our video of the interrogations of these guys..." I told her what I was looking for. "Yes, I'll text you the bullet points... okay, thanks Paulina!" I then looked up at my Detectives... and my very tired Police Chief, who had just come into the room.
"Paulina's getting the warrant, and the Duty Desk Sergeant is already sending a team to the location to meet it." I said. "While we're waiting, here's what happened..."
To be continued.
You now have the clues, the same clues that gave the Iron Crowbar the straws he needed to clutch at.
Who killed Diane Lang? Who killed Tom Rollins? And what are those vital clues?
Answer next episode!
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Oh God, that's good...." moaned Teresa Croyle as the long, thick, ten inch cock slid deep into her stretched, sopping wet cunt. The beautiful blonde was on her knees and shoulders, her cheek pressed into the pillow as the stud steadily pumped his massive meat in and out of her.
Todd Burke looked down at the woman that he was fucking. She was over ten years older than him, but her body was magnificent. Toned and firm from exercise and preparation for the race the next day, Teresa's body was a luscious hourglass shape. Her breasts were large but stood proudly on her chest, her hips flared out just perfectly for Todd to grasp as he fucked her dogstyle, her asscheeks were perfect round bubbles that felt terrific when they smacked against his muscular groin and abs. Her thighs were strong tubes, her calves curvy and tapering to thin ankles, which led to shapely, elegant feet that looked hot in high heels.
"Oh, fuck me Todd!" Teresa said, the pleasure of being fucked by this handsome stud and his huge cock helping to release the tremendous tensions in her body. As always, when Teresa was being fucked dogstyle by Todd, she allowed herself to think of the hot matings she had enjoyed with Todd's brother, the late Jack Burke, so many years ago. Jack had brought out sexual desires and pleasures that Teresa didn't think she was capable of experiencing, and Todd was the only man who had come close to doing the same... and it was indeed a close second.
"God, you are so fucking hot, baby!" Todd gasped, the adulterous pleasure of fucking this woman very intense for him, also. As always, he thought of how he might easily have dated and married Teresa, but she'd made it clear that they were friends only, good fuck-buddies, but no more. Too bad, Todd thought... and of course it was one of many reasons she was once called 'Teresa Cunt'.
It was the night of July 3d. The next day was July 4th, and the Town & County would be running its annual summer race. It was a near-Ironman triathlon, a 2-mile swim at the Reservoir lake on the east border of the County, an 80 mile bicycle ride, followed by a full marathon of 26 miles, 385 feet. Oh... it was also a two-person team race, so each person was doing half of the race.
Teresa and her friend Cindy Ross were entered to compete in the race, and they'd been training for months. This was the first race of any kind Teresa had entered since she and her sister Alexis had won a running race years before... and just months before Alexis had been killed by that drunk driver...
"Oh yes, that's so good, Todd." Teresa purred. "I feel soooo much more relaxed now..."
"Anything to help you win the race tomorrow, Beautiful." said Todd, as he plowed her depths with all the sexual intensity and power he could muster...
-------------------------------------
"It's such a beautiful view." said Molly, as she looked out the window of The Cabin, my home on the mountain that overlooked the University and it's Town. It was night, and the lights of the Town twinkled as they stretched to the west to seemingly meet the black void that were farms on the other side of the south-flowing River.
"I like the view right here." I said, coming up behind the lovely platinum blonde and sliding my arms around her waist, pulling her back into my chest. I nuzzled her neck, working gentle kisses up her jaw and to her ear. She giggled when I gave her earlobe a sucking kiss.
"Mmmm, that's nice." Molly cooed. "And by the way, you're looking better than ever, too, Don. You been working out?"
"Oh yeah." I said. "Your sister has been dogging me out at the police gym, especially since she started training for the race. I'm glad it's tomorrow... I might not have survived another month of that training." Molly laughed.
"Well, Cindy is training your body, and now I'm going to give you some training in... other areas." Molly said as she turned to face me. Our lips met in a deep kiss.
"Let's go upstairs." I said. "To bed..."
----------------------------------
"You want a drink?"
The voice was State Senator Nathan Allen's. He and his guest were in his office in the State Building on the Town's Courthouse Square. The room was dark; only the lights from outside filtered in.
"No, Senator." replied Allen's guest. Allen poured himself a large bourbon.
"I hear that the Croyle bitch is going to be back in Town tomorrow." said Allen. "I want to make sure she does not leave the County alive."
"Good God, Senator!" said the guest.
On the previous Christmas Eve, Nathan Allen's son Dean had been driving drunk, and he had plowed into another car. A mother and her two daughters died, while the father, a man named Phil Kearns, survived. Detective Teresa Croyle had responded to the scene, and had reacted to the deaths by beating the living shit out of Dean Allen.
Senator Allen had brought every bit of his political power to bear in destroying Detective Croyle, but he had to work like hell at it. The Iron Crowbar, that pesky Lieutenant that was just too good at solving the toughest crimes, had worked hard to obstruct Senator Allen. Finally, Teresa had been banished from the Town & County Police... she was working with Internal Affairs in Midtown... where Detective Molly Evans also worked.
Now Allen was hearing that Croyle was coming back to this County, to enter the Independence Day Town & County Triathlon team race. His hatred was almost mind-blowing as he realized that this could be an opening salvo by the Iron Crowbar to get Croyle back to the local Police Force. Allen was going to make damned sure that didn't happen, and if it meant having Teresa Croyle murdered, then so be it.
The guest said "Nathan, you know we can't spare a single man right now. We're trying to get the 'Mad Scientist' into the fold, and we anticipate a clash with Police very soon." 'Mad Scientist' was the guest's code name for a young man named Ned, who was Todd's younger brother and the Iron Crowbar's nephew. Ned was an evil genius with chemicals and drugs, but he was a three-time murderer, and he was recalcitrant about working with anyone else.
"Aw hell, you can spare me one man for one day." said Nathan Allen. "The University's bell tower is on University Avenue, the main north-south street between the School and the Town. The last leg of the marathon run will be going north on that road. He shoots Croyle from the bell tower, then makes his escape. There's a tunnel under the bell tower to one of the next buildings; your man can easily escape with none the wiser, and then he can participate in your plans for that kid."
"All right, Nathan, all right." the guest said. "But you're going to owe me one hell of a favor if I do this for you."
"Sure." Allen said. "Trading favors is what politics is all about, my friend. That, and using political power to fuck women and fuck over our enemies, of course. I'll be sure to remember this... hmmm, looks like I need another drink, sure you don't want one?"
"No, Senator." said the guest. "I'll be going now. I'll be in touch." He left as Nathan Allen poured himself another large bourbon and gulped it down.
----------------------------
4:00am. Teresa woke up, sensing something wasn't normal. Her back was pressed into Todd's muscular chest as they lay like spoons on their sides. She felt an electricity in the air.
"Relax, Sister, you're going to do just fine." she heard the voice say. No, that couldn't be... it was her sister Alexis's voice, and she was hearing it as clearly as if Alexis was in the room.
"You'll win, I know you will." Alexis's voice said to her. Teresa then saw what seemed to be the outline of her sister, standing by the bed, her long blonde hair behind her. Alexis was in the race tank top and shorts she'd worn in the summer race those years before. "You're going to win, Sis, you're going to win for us."
Raising her head, Teresa looked around. The room was lit only by the bedside lamp. That had to be a dream, Teresa thought. It had to be.
Teresa turned over, causing Todd to turn onto his back. Teresa bent over, her side pressing into Todd's abs. She began jacking Todd's huge, half-hard cock, and it instantly responded, becoming longer and thicker. Then Teresa began sucking Todd's huge cock, hard and deep, letting her lips slide down over the thick shaft, taking his meaty inches into her throat as she swallowed nearly all of him.
"Unnnh... oh.... wha?" Todd gasped sleepily as he began waking up. Realizing what was happening, he relaxed. 'Oh Jesus, that's good." he whispered, letting Teresa suck him and jack the base of his cock with her hand. He did not try to hold back minutes later as he erupted, giving Teresa a pre-race meal of hot salty protein as she swallowed every spurt of his huge load.
Part 2 - Independence Day, Race Day
10:00am, July 4th. The weather was beautiful, not too hot. There was an air of excitement as the racers gathered at the north end of Reservoir Lake, through which the County line with Nextdoor County ran north-to-south. The lanes were clearly marked so that swimmers didn't go over the county line; a previous Nextdoor County sheriff had once threatened to shoot any swimmers who crossed that line. That sheriff subsequently lost his next election, but our County still made sure not to encroach the line.
"Good morning, partner. Ready to go?" said Cindy Ross as she came up in her skin-tight swimsuit, which showed off her toned body to perfection. Before becoming a police officer, Cindy had been a contestant in those 'Miss Physical America' contests, and had been extremely muscular at the time. She wasn't at that level now, but with her mixed marital arts training, and participating in the gym that she co-owned and ran, she was in fantastic shape. She'd gotten Teresa into peak physical condition also.
"Good morning." Teresa said. She looked hot in her own tight swimsuit of police blue that matched Cindy's. "I sure am."
"It's going to be great." Cindy said.
"Yeah." Teresa said.
"So what's up?" Cindy asked. "You look a bit distracted."
"I... I had a weird dream last night." Teresa said. "I dreamed my sister Alexis was right there in the room with me, telling me the race was going to be fine."
"Oh, I see." said Cindy. "Well, I hope your dream is right, and that we win today. Second place is not an option. Don said a lot is riding on this."
"Yes, he told me." Teresa said. The Iron Crowbar had 'suggested' that Teresa and Cindy winning the race might go a long way towards getting Teresa back home to the Town & County Police Force, where she belonged. Trust the Iron Crowbar, Teresa thought. I have seen enough to know that that man sees too much.
"Okay, I've got the first leg in the races." Cindy said. "Our baton and shirt number is No. 29, and the baton can be zipped into the pouch of our numbers that are sewn onto the front of our suits here, so hopefully they won't get lost in the lake. If we lose the baton, it's all over."
"Yep." Teresa said. "Oh, here comes your sister Molly." Indeed, Molly was coming up to them, wishing them the best for the race.
-----------------------------
I was walking amongst the contestants, wearing my light blue uniform shirt with silver Lieutenant bars on the shoulder epaulettes, think black leather belt sash from my right shoulder to my left hip, police blue pants with thick black 'piping' down the sides of the legs, and my blue full-brim Tilley hat with a replica of my badge underneath silver Army Airborne wings, which was not uniform regulation, but no one tried to tell me that.
I was sizing up the competition. Many of the participants were just here to have fun and do the course, but a few were out to win. Cindy and Teresa were part of that set, and so were a couple of tall, muscular men in their early 30s. They were the Bradley brothers, and they'd both been Army Rangers.
"Good morning, Lieutenant." one of them said to me as I was passing by. I stopped to shake hands. "Rangers lead the way! And thank you for your service, sir."
"Airborne all the way!" I replied. "And thank you for yours. So, you guys gonna win? I've got a couple of my police officers that think they can upset you."
"We'll see about that." said one of them, giving a handsome smile. These guys were the clear favorites to win, and I knew Cindy and Teresa would have to push hard and dig deep to beat them. I had no idea of the 'unearthly' help my friends would be getting.
I greeted the Army ROTC participants, who I thought would also make a strong showing. I looked over the crowds that had gathered to watch. Some very beautiful women in swimsuits and halter tops were here, their large breasts bouncing, showing off their luscious legs by wearing tight jeans shorts, 'Daisy Dukes'.
"Hi, Lieutenant!" I heard two female voices say in unison. I turned to see two of my wife's college students, dressed in the skimpiest of clothing. One was a luscious blonde and the other was a brunette, and they were both smoking hot... porn star quality hot.
"Where's Dr. Fredricson?" one of them asked, mentioning my wife and their professor's name.
"She's helping the Ladies Auxiliary in town. They're on the Courthouse Square, selling all the hot dogs, hamburgers, drinks, etc." I said. Laura had suggested that Molly and I watch the race together while she pretended to work for the Ladies Auxiliary...
"She better get over here and keep an eye on you, Lieutenant." one of the girls said enticingly. "A lot of women here would love to jump her claim and find out what your other 'iron crowbar' feels like..."
"You're a riot, girls." I said, grinning. It was just going to be that kind of day.
----------------------------
The starters gathered in the pack at the north end of the lake as the official held his starting pistol in the air. The loud crack of it firing echoed across the lake, followed by the first set of swimmers racing to the lake and beginning their mile swim.
When they got done, the second leg of the teams would swim, then the first team would bicycle over the long course that wound over the mountain range (and near my home), around north and west to nearly the state line, and then back to near Cemetery Hill. The second-teamers would be bussed to the exchange locations.
Part 3 - Teresa's Vision
Being in a Police SUV definitely helps, as I was able to use otherwise-closed roads to get myself and Molly around to watch the racers. The local radio sports announcer, who normally did high school and Little League games, was broadcasting the race.
"And the first leg of swimmers are off." he said as I listened in on headphones. "Ross of the Police Force team is off to the lead, with the Bradley Rangers in second place, following closely. In third place is the Army ROTC team, and in fourth place the Fire Department men's team. After Ross, the next women's team is the Fire Department's girls. There is a separate award section for the ladies, but Croyle and Ross have told me they intend to win the whole thing. Let's see how they fare as the Independence Day Triathlon gets underway!..."
-------------------------------
The Assassin moved through the dank tunnel that ran from the Pharmacy School to the Bell Tower building. That passage had connected to the old secret CIA laboratory, but even Dr. Fredricson had not known about it, and the Assassin's associate's had come across the information by accident.
He was dressed in all black as he came to a small door. It opened into the staircase of the Bell Tower, and seemed to be part of the wall. The main door that led to the rest of the building was to his left. He sat down on the bottom stairs. He had some time to wait.
-------------------------------
The radio announcer intoned "And Ross is first out of the water for the Police team, handing her baton to Croyle. The Bradley Rangers are right behind, I can hardly tell the brothers apart. There goes Croyle into the water as the other teams make their exchanges..."
As Teresa swam south, the sun was beginning to move into a place where the light reflected off the water into her eyes. It didn't bother her as she swam, concentrating hard on her swim strokes and plowing through the water. But that shimmering light ahead of her... was that the shape of a swimmer?
"Come on, Teresa, swim! Catch up to me, come on!" It was Alexis's voice, as clear as reality. It looked like Alexis was swimming ahead of Teresa, urging her to swim harder. "There you go, that's the pace!" Alexis said as Teresa sped up slightly. "Keep going, Sister! Swim... swimmmm!!!!"
"I'm coming Alexis!" Teresa thought to herself, trying to catch up to the shimmering image ahead of her, pushing herself to swim harder. "I'm trying, Alexis, I'm trying...."
---------------------------------
"The Police team rounds the turn!" shouted the radio announcer. "The Bradley Ranger is twenty feet behind her, but Croyle is keeping the pace ahead of him..... here she comes down the stretch, swimming smoothly, still ahead..."
I said to Molly as we watched "Those Rangers are in good shape, but they left the Army because of previous wounds or injuries. I hope that's enough to keep Cindy and Teresa ahead."
"It'll have to be." Molly said. "But Teresa is holding her own. I'm not worried about Cindy... it'll be all about Teresa at the end." I agreed with her.
Part 4 - Sexual Preparations
Anyone listening carefully outside the door of Teddy Franklin's dorm room would've heard the moans from inside.
Todd Burke was sitting in a chair. A gorgeous blonde was riding him, wearing only a t-shirt to help contain her large, bouncing breasts. She was working her tight, sopping wet cunt up and down Todd's huge, hard, ten inch meat. Todd was holding her taut waist, helping her to ride up and down on him. Her arms were around his neck, her hands caressing his thick, black hair, her mouth sucking on his hard tongue as they deeply kissed. He let his hands slide down to caress her shapely feet, which were resting on the tops of his muscular thighs. Todd shared his uncle's foot fetish likes, and the feel of the beautiful college girl's feet on his thighs and in his hands added to his arousal and pleasure.
He looked over at the bed. Teddy Franklin was mounted on top of another gorgeous girl, a hot brunette that was the captain of the varsity cheerleading squad. They were both totally naked, and Todd's lighter brown hair contrasted with the deep black of the woman beneath him. Todd watched as Teddy's long, hard, 9-inch penis jackhammered in and out of the brunette beauty's tight cunt. Todd noticed that the brunette was looking over, watching Todd's cock disappear into the blonde's twat as she descended upon it, engulfing it into her womanly depths.
The rutting couples lustily mated, the wet slaps of flesh-on-flesh filling the air, the squeaking protests of the bedsprings and the chair's springs adding to the sounds of obscene pleasure that filled the room.
Todd stood up, the blonde's pussy still impaled on his cock, and carried her over to the other bed. He deposited her on her back, re-mounted her, and began fucking her in the missionary position, her legs hooked under his powerful arms.



"Oh God, fuck me!" the blonde demanded, squeezing Todd's hard asscheeks. He was piledriving his meat into the blonde, and she was coming apart at the seems as her orgasm overtook her. A cry from the next bed got Todd's attention: the brunette was also coming as Teddy relentlessly fucked her.
The young studs built up to their climaxes as they 'fucked to pop', fucking their women harder and harder, deeper and deeper, the sweat on all their bodies increasing with the painful ecstasy overtaking their loins...
"UHHH!!" Teddy cried out as the first spurts of hot, milky semen jetted into the brunette's clutching cunt. Todd had outlasted his buddy, but not by much. The blonde was climaxing, her cunt clamping hard onto his meaty shaft, and Todd just let it go.
"Here it comes, baby, OH GOD!" Todd gasped out. Long ropes of thick jism spurted from the depths of his balls and through the long shaft of his cock as if fired from a cannon, coating the depths of the blonde's sweet cunt, half a billion sperm now in a race of their own... to find a waiting egg to fertilize.
After their painful pleasure relaxed into a pleasing lassitude, Todd asked "Teddy, what time is it?" Teddy told him.
"Okay, we gotta go." Todd said.
"Awww, said the blonde as the guys got up and began dressing. The blonde eased onto the bed next to the brunette. "We'll be waiting for you... Just think of what's here and hurry back..." As the guys left, the blonde slid her mouth onto the brunette's in a deep kiss...
Part 5 - Dream Cycling
"And Ross has maintained the lead in the race as she nears the exchange point," intoned the radio announcer, "where Croyle will take the baton and the bicycle and ride to the point where the marathon race begins. Forty miles of cycling done, forty miles to go. And there's the exchange, the Police team is on its way, and the Bradley Rangers are just coming up now. Oh my goodness! the Fire Department's men's team took a hard spill... he's back up, but he's lost a lot of ground. Looks like he's not a hundred percent, either..."
Teresa cycled hard as she climbed the road over the mountain. Cindy had just done this course for 40 miles, returning to the starting point. She looked up and saw The Cabin above her. She was exhausted, and felt like she was flagging...
"Come on, Teresa!" yelled the voice. No, it couldn't be... there was Alexis, bicycling ahead of her! She was looking back, urging her sister onward. "Come on, Teresa, catch up to me! Don't let me stay ahead of you! Come on!"
Teresa worked it, cycling hard. "I'm coming, Alexis!" she screamed, but the sound was in her mind. "I'm coming... wait for me Alexis! Wait for me!"
"No, catch up!" Alexis ordered. "Come on, Sis, you can do it!"
-------------------------------
"And as Croyle comes down the mountain road, it looks like she's flagging a bit." said the announcer. "The Bradley Ranger is gaining ground, he's narrowed the gap. Now they're turning onto the flats, and will be riding around the bypass and back to the starting point for the start of the run. There goes Croyle onto the North Road, and there goes the Bradley Rangers... the Army ROTC rider is in third, but is not making up ground, it looks like a two-team race at this point...
"Ah, crap." I said, "he's beginning to gain on her." Molly and I watched from a nearby road as Teresa turned onto County Road 5, which would lead south. She'd be riding all the way to County Road 2 on the Southern border, then back over around Cemetery Hill and back to Reservoir Lake for the run. At that point, everyone would be scrambling to get somewhere, as the running route would not return to the lake, but to the Fairgrounds. The finish line was just south of Police Headquarters. But my Police Force was ready, and traffic control was working as smooth as cream right now.
-----------------------------
The Assassin climbed the bell tower stairs to the belfry. Being careful not to hit the rope and thus accidentally ring the bell, he lay prone, seeing the perfect overview of the four-lane road, University Avenue. His rifle had a silencer, but he'd have to move quickly to get back down and into the tunnel and escape once Croyle was dead...
Part 5 - Running with a Ghost
"Ah, my young friend Donald." said a voice behind me. As I turned, I first inescapably noticed the shock of bright white hair. It was Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, the great leader of the self-help seminar group 'The Vision', headquartered in the county south of mine. Some said 'The Vision' Was a cult.
I'd parked my Police SUV at the Fairgrounds next to the finish line. Molly and I were going to wait here. Television sets had been set up here and on the Courthouse Square for people to watch the local coverage of the race. Molly and I tuned in, but at the moment she was using the restroom.
"Hello, Harvey," I said, startled. "I'm surprised to see you here. You usually avoid crowds." He was wearing a light blue button-down shirt, khaki pants, brown shoes (which seemed to be the style no matter what other clothes were worn) and a dark blue blazer. He was old enough that warmth was needed, even on a summer day like this. His attire reminded me of how someone else would always dress, but I didn't think about that as I concentrated on Harvey's presence.
"Yes, I certainly do, my friend." Eckhart said. "And I'm about to find a less noticeable vantage point. Donald, did you know it's been proven that the beating of a butterfly's wings actually changes the air currents of the entire world?"
"I'd heard something of the sort." I said, wondering what Eckhart was getting at. But he did not say more, instead changing the subject:
"I just stopped by to tell you to direct all your energies to Miss Croyle... " Eckhart said. "She is going to need our mental and spiritual help today to finish this race properly in first place."
"Sure." I said. Almost unconsciously, I let my mental energy flow, reaching out. Suddenly, I felt like I was feeling Teresa's mind, feeling her in physical pain from the race, feeling her trying to hold on mentally...
"Yes..." said Eckhart, knowing my thoughts, perhaps feeling them himself. "Yes, concentrate.... yes, its helping..."
"So where are they now?" Molly asked, cutting into my reverie. I looked around. P. Harvey Eckhart was gone.
"Teresa just finished the cycling in first, but the Rangers made up some ground." I said. "It's going to be close, and I just hope they can hold on. Send good thoughts their way."
-----------------------------------
The buses carrying second-leg contestants and their bicycles drove along a closed-off road, then up to the southern point of the Fairgrounds. Cindy had taken the baton and was now running along the southern farm roads. Teresa ate some food and drank energy drinks, getting ready for her leg of the race. The only other people on the bus was the Bradley Ranger and the Army ROTC contestant... the others hadn't arrived yet, and would be taking other buses. The Ladies Auxiliary had done a fantastic job, in conjunction with the Police and Fire Departments, in making this contest a true race of excellence.
"Alexis..." she thought... "stay with me, Alexis!" She couldn't see her sister anymore, but she could feel the energy reaching her, flowing out to her. She let her mind go 'inside', mentally preparing herself for the last leg of the race. It was 'do or die' time, and Teresa knew her life and future depended on how she ran the next thirteen-plus miles...
-----------------------------------
I listened as the radio announcer intoned "Ross is still ahead, but the Bradley Ranger is right behind, only about 150 yards back. Ross is running steadily ahead, the Bradley Ranger running smoothy behind. The Army ROTC is another 400 yards behind, and there's a pack about half a mile behind him. It looks like it's going to be a two-team finish, maybe three if the young ROTC team can make a move..."
-----------------------------------
"GO! GO! GO!" Cindy yelled as she handed the baton to Teresa, who secured it in the pouch of her uniform number. She took off running South, following the prescribed course. She pushed hard, finding the energy to keep going somehow, to get back started after the rest. The sun had moved a quadrant, and was off to her front right as she ran south towards County Road 2.
"Don't abandon me now, Alexis!" Teresa yelled silently. "Don't leave me now!"
"I'm here, Sis! I'm right here!" Alexis seemed to be running ahead of her, right where the sun was in the sky. "Come on, Teresa, run! RUN!!!!"
---------------------------------
"And the last leg is now coming off County Road 2 and on to the Junction Station Highway." said the radio announcer. "The Police Team is still in first place as Croyle reaches the Junction Station Road and keeps going, the Bradley Ranger a hundred yards back, slowly but surely gaining..."
Part 6 - In The Crosshairs
The Assassin got into place, lying prone, his rifle ready to shoot. He was listening to the radio broadcast in his earpiece. His target was the leader; that would make identification and execution much easier.
In the distance, he heard the roar of the crowd that had begun lining University Drive at the turnoff to the Nextdoor County Highway. She was coming.
Looking into his sights, he could see the woman in the blue shirt, running vigorously, the "29" of her number plain to see on her chest. Just a bit closer, he thought, keeping the crosshairs on that number... just a bit closer...
Suddenly, hands grabbed his ankles and pulled him back! "Wha?" he gasped, but suddenly a man wearing a full black silk mask was at his side, a semiautomatic .22 pistol with silencer now in the Assassin's earhole, while the other man held up his legs, giving the Assassin no chance to fight back.
"You get to live if you tell me who hired you to do this." said the masked man with the pistol.
"Fuck you." the Assassin said.
"Whatever." said the masked man, who then pulled the trigger. Turning the Assassin to one side, the masked man put the barrel of the pistol into the Assassin' mouth and fired again, just to make sure. The Assassin had meant to take a life; his was now extinguished.
"Let's go." said the first masked man. "We'll leave him at the bottom of the stairs, then come dispose of him after it gets dark.
The masked man peeked out, watching as Teresa Croyle ran by, having no idea of how close her call had been. It was not her day to die.
------------------------------
"And Croyle passes the University Bell Tower, running north, soon she'll be running west and then south to the Fairgrounds and the finish line. The Bradley ranger is now 50 yards behind her, he's got 2 miles to catch up, just two miles! but it looks like he's gaining ground steadily, he's now 40 yards back...
-----------------------------
"What the hell!" Nathan Allen exclaimed as he watched the TV from his office. He gulped down his gin and tonic and poured another one. "Son, you want a drink?"
"No, Dad, I'm going to be driving back to the City after the race." Dean said. "What's the matter?"
"That Croyle bitch, she's... she passed the Tower..."
"Don't worry Dad," said Dean, "the Ranger is gaining on her. He'll win."
Nathan Allen shut up... not even his son could know what he'd been expecting, what was supposed to happen. How could Croyle still be alive? he thought furiously to himself. What had happened?
Part 7 - The Finish
"Come on, Teresa!" Alexis yelled as Teresa turned south onto the last leg of the race. Teresa was far beyond having hit the wall; she was on fumes, totally empty, digging deep to find what simply was not there. And the Ranger was gaining on her, he was now just 25 yards back.
"Run, Teresa!" Alexis yelled, her voice seeming to come from the sun itself. "Catch up to me!"
"Don't leave me, Alexis, don't leave me!" Teresa gasped, working to put one foot in front of the other, her lungs burning.
 "Catch up to me, Sis!" Alexis yelled, "you've got to keep up! Come on! Run, Teresa, run!.... I'll never leave you, sis, but you have to run! You have to win! You have to win for me, for us!"
"I'm coming Alexis!" Teresa yelled, feeling new energy pouring into her. This was it, her supreme moment. This was for Alexis, for her memory! for Cindy and the Iron Crowbar and all her friends who'd stood by her in her darkest days! She could not fail, she had to win. "I'm coming Alexis! I'm catching up!"
------------------------------------
"Here they come." I said to Molly as we stood just past the Finish Line and to the right side, seeing the red tape stretching across the two poles. Cindy and the first Bradley Ranger were also past the line, in the area reserved for athletes as they finished. Both looked exhausted; they'd given it their all... now it was up to their teammates. I listened into the radio...
-------------------------------------
"Oh my God! Croyle is making a move! Croyle is making a move! shouted the announcer. "She is moving ahead! The Bradley Ranger is not responding! he is unable to match it, he's falling behind! Croyle is running ahead, she is on fire, ladies and gentlemen! Oh my God, this is amazing!... Croyle is running past City Hall now, she's about to reach the Police Station..."
I heard a loud roar, and I knew why. Most of the Police Force had chosen to situate themselves at Headquarters to see the end of the race. When Teresa had appeared in first place, running as hard as she could, they had erupted, and they cheered her on as she flew by, driven by an inexorable purpose.
-------------------------------------
"Come on, Teresa!" Alexis yelled, "you're almost there, come on!"
"Don't leave me, Alexis!" Teresa begged, "don't leave me, I'm coming, I'm coming!"
She turned off the road and onto the Fairgrounds path. Cindy screamed out as Teresa ran the last yards and through the red tape, breaking it. Then Teresa collapsed onto the ground, lying prone on her belly, her head resting on her arms, her body convulsing.
"Oh the poor dear." Molly said to me. "She's exhausted."
"No." I said, very sure. "She's crying."
-----------------------------
"Croyle has won the race! Croyle has won the race!" screamed the radio announcer into the ears of the People of the County. "The Police Team has upset the Rangers and the ROTC team! They've done it! Croyle made a move, and the others did not respond! I've never seen anything like that, Ladies and Gentlemen... "
His voice softened as he continued "Croyle is lying on the ground. She gave it everything she had and then some. Now her teammate Ross is coming over, they're on their knees, they're hugging. What a great moment, ladies and gentlemen, what a great moment. I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much...."
----------------------------
"I did it, Alexis!" Teresa said silently, sobbing. "I did it, I made it. Don't leave me Alexis!" She looked up. The sun was in her face, and it seemed as if Alexis was standing before her.
"I'll always be with you, Sis." Alexis was saying. "You did it, Sis, you did it! Now take care of your new sister, Teresa, she's going to need you...".
The image of Alexis left Teresa as the sun was blocked. The shadow was Cindy Ross, her teammate, on her knees in front of her. Cindy helped Teresa to her knees and they hugged, a hug that was more than for just winning a race.
"I did it, Alexis. I love you..." Teresa said, out loud for the first time, as Cindy held her up.
"You did it, Teresa." Cindy said. "You did it for your sister."
"And for you, too." Teresa said. "We did it for us, too..."
They stayed like that for a long time, on their knees hugging, not hearing the loud cheers, not hearing the EMTs that were trying to check up on them to make sure they were okay, not seeing or hearing the photographers taking their pictures, the TV cameras trying to invade their space, but being pushed back by EMTs and police officers. It is possible that one Police Lieutenant told his officers to use force if needed to keep the Press at bay.
"I think I've lost a sister." said Molly to me.
"Naah, maybe gained one." I said. I looked around. Other contestants were just starting to come in, and would continue to for over an hour. But I thought I saw a shock of white hair at the far southern end of the Fairgrounds... or maybe I was just feeling the presence of a very powerful mind...
Part 8 - Epilogue
Later that afternoon, the Mayor draped gold medals around the necks of Teresa Croyle and Cindy Ross as the winners of the Independence Day Town & County Triathlon. The Bradley Rangers had been good sports and congratulated the winners, though not very happy about their silver medals. I congratulated them anyway, and they admitted that I had one hell of a team on my Police Force. I also congratulated the ROTC team that had come in third and taken the bronze medals.
I saw Molly talking to one of the Press photographers, giving him a piece of paper. He took pictures of Cindy and Teresa side by side, holding up their gold medals. Cindy was smiling as happily as I'd ever seen her smile. But while not scowling, Teresa had a strange, almost faraway look in her eyes. Not just exhaustion...
-----------------------------------------
Some moments later, my nephew Todd came up to me, in the company of his friend Teddy Franklin. "Hi Uncle Don!" he said brightly. "Good race, huh?"
"Sure was." I said. "So where were you, Todd?"
"I...." said Todd, that mischievous grin on his young face, "... was watching from a higher... observation post, if you will."
"Oh really?" I asked, my eyes cutting to his. "Everything good?"
"Yes sir." Todd replied. "It's all good, and we'll make sure it stays that way."
"Thanks, Todd." I said. "Why don't you go congratulate the winners? After all, you were fucking one of them last night."
"Not much gets by you, does it, Uncle Don?" Todd grinned. He and Teddy walked off towards the winners.
"No, not too much." I said to myself. But even I had no idea...
It has been mathematically proved that a butterfly beating its wings can change the air currents of the entire world. While no one would ever know to prove it, in about 30 hours from now, the small act of the Assassin being eliminated would have another effect: one less criminal shooting at my police officers in an ambush would be the difference between life and death for Cindy Ross. Not just one teammate had been saved today... but two...
--------------------------------------
At Midtown Police Headquarters near the end of July, Teresa was packing her stuff. She'd given her resignation, as she was to be re-employed by the Town & County Police on August 1st. Detective Molly Evans came up to her desk.
"Hi." Molly said. "I have a little going away present for you."
"Aw, you shouldn't have." said Teresa. "I wasn't here very long."
"No, but I'll miss our lunches together, and we'll be sharing a sister." Molly replied. "Go ahead, open it."
Teresa unwrapped the present. It was a color photograph of Cindy and Teresa posing with their gold medals after winning the July 4th race. The frame was the same black type and size as that holding the picture that was given to Teresa the Christmas before, of teens Teresa and her sister Alexis holding up their medals for winning that race all those years before.
"I gave Cindy one just like it." Teresa said. "I think it'll go very well next to your other one."
"Awww, yes it will. Thank you." said Teresa, getting up and hugging Molly. "And Molly... thank you for sharing your sister."
"Just take care of her for me. For us. Just take care of her..." said Molly...
Finis
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Part 18 - Clutching at Straws, Continued
The Chief was right: telling my Detectives who I thought the murderer was, and why, had them saying "Oh, of course, that's easy."
Well, maybe not.
At 3:00am, the morning of October 13th, the police officers executing the warrant came back with the evidence I needed.
"All right, guys," I said. "This guy is potentially dangerous. If he tries something, have no compunction about putting a gun to his head and shooting him down."
I headed to Interrogation-Alpha with the patrol officers in tow. As I entered the room, Atkins woke up again.
"Dude," he said, "I don't want to be uncooperative with you guys, but it's time to either let me go home, or place me under arrest."
"Good enough." I said. "Keith Atkins, you are under arrest for the murders of Diane Lang and Tom Rollins." Atkins face was a mirror of shock as I recited his rights to him, then became angry. But seeing the tension in my officers, he did not try to resist as Patrolman Johnson cuffed his hands behind his back.
----------
"Man, you got nothing." Atkins said, this time from Interrogation-1, his lawyer by his side. I was surprised that this was a not-insignificant attorney about this Town: Atkins had some firepower behind him.
A patrolman was in the room to keep security, but I was otherwise alone on the police side of the table. But there were a bunch of people watching with utter fascination through the one-way glass, including Paulina Patterson, who was ready to come in if any deals were discussed.
"I beg to differ." I said. "We've searched your home, and we've got a black shirt with some blood in the fibers... yeah, you washed the shirt, but I'm betting my Crime Lab will get enough blood to show it's Diane Lang's. And...oh yeah, you didn't wash your shoes off, and I'm willing to bet that the dust on them matches the dust in the passageway where we found Rollins's body. We've got the DVD you gave Mr. Lang, which should be in his house, but was back in yours... which you took when you trashed his house after killing Diane. Why did you trash the house, Keith?"
Atkins didn't bother to answer. He just stared at me.
"So why did you do it, Keith?" I asked. "Or shall I tell you: you're a sex maniac, you're pushy with women almost to the point of rape... an accusation made against you while you were with a police department in another State. Their I.A. sealed the files, but the FBI got the information for me.
"You befriended Larry Lang at work, and he thought enough of you as a candidate for his swing club that he recommended you, especially after having a few beers with you and then watching you fuck those women on the DVD you gave him. But his wife and other women, they could feel something was wrong with you. Other people in other places felt the same bad vibe, and they were right, weren't they Keith?" Atkins said nothing.
I continued: "After getting rejected, you got pushy with some of the club members, especially Jessica Savage, who'd come out strongly against you. You didn't just sexually harass her, you threatened her, and that's when she complained to H.R. and to Larry Lang about you. Larry cut bait and didn't help you out; his wife had persuaded him that you were trouble. You had to leave Lightsource."
"So you keep getting rejected, Keith, you can't hook up with any of the fine women Larry Lang was banging, especially his beautiful wife; you only have that blonde tramp and a few prostitutes giving you the time of day." I said, noticing Atkins' face darken as I talked, especially when I spoke derogatorily of his girlfriend.
I drove the dagger further in: "When you found out about the Langs doing the bride-and-groom bit, you tried to work into that action, as well... and that's where Diane Lang really put you down, telling you that she didn't want anything to do with you. Am I right?" Atkins said nothing.
"And then what happens? You go to the City on business, and your client gets a call, and tells you that he has to leave. He'd been talking about swinging, and he said he was going to meet a woman to do a bride-and-groom roleplay. Here you were, being rejected, and this guy was sitting there telling you he was about to go bang the beautiful Diane Lang. He was part of her 'in' crowd, while you'd been explicitly rejected. God, that must've hurt, hearing that man not only telling you that, but leaving you behind without a sale in order to go fuck the woman you couldn't have."
"I have to give you credit, though." I said. "You thought it out well enough that you didn't drive your company car back to Town, and you left your cellphone in your room. Maybe you had a burner phone, but in any case, you hailed a taxi from the Hotel, which we got on tape, you took the cab to near the City Airport, where you rented a car and drove that back to Town."
"I do have one question: how did you know of the secret passage between Tower Condos and the University Hotel, and how did you get into them?" I asked. Atkins just stared at me.
"I'll find out soon enough, but you came into University Hotel by the side door closest to Tower Condos. You got into the secret stairwell and either went up to the sixth floor, or went into the lobby. Either way, somehow, Rollins got a glimpse of you, and instantly knew something was wrong. He went back to the room, got the cabbie out of there, and apparently went to find you. Perhaps Diane was supposed to run out down the other stairwell, but in any case you ambushed Rollins, broke his neck using your paramilitary training, went and killed Diane, then went back and took Rollins to the basement and into the passage." At that, Atkins's eyes glinted a bit.
"No, I see that I have it backwards." I said. "You killed Diane first, got out into the hallway without tracking blood, but then you were confronted by Rollins. After a brief struggle you broke his neck, and then disposed of his body. Then you left through the side door and somehow managed to get away and avoid all cameras. I find it interesting you were able to avoid the cameras like that; that suggests foreknowledge."
"Good luck proving that." said the lawyer.
"Thank you, counselor." I said, matching his sarcasm with my own. "Let's watch some TV." I pressed the remote, and the video footage of Atkins' first interview in Interrogation-A came on.
"What drew my attention to you as the murderer, Atkins," I said, "was that you spoke of Mr. Rollins in the past tense. This was before we found his body, so it's very strange that you, who was otherwise being very careful with your answers, and very smart, would refer to Rollins in the past tense, as if he were already dead." Atkins slid down in his chair a bit, realizing his mistake, knowing how costly it was.
"That doesn't prove a damn thing." said the lawyer.
"Then in the second interview a few hours ago," I said, "you continued to speak of the man in the past tense. That alone wasn't enough to get a search warrant of your home, but when Larry Lang said you'd given him a DVD of you having sex with women, trying to become a member of the Lang's swing club, I knew that such a DVD had not been found at Mr. Lang's home when we processed it after it was trashed. So we got the warrant to look in your home, and we found it. We also found a couple of Bowie knives identical in manufacture to the one that was left in Mrs. Lang's chest, we found the clothes and the shoes, and so on."
"Purely circumstantial." said the lawyer.
"C'mon, counselor," I said, "you know that many cases are built on circumstantial evidence, and we're starting to amass a lot of it. For example, Atkins' home is chock-full of paramilitary stuff, including books on weaponless home defense, including how to break a man's neck in personal combat... which is what happened to the unfortunate Mr. Rollins. But the video stolen from the Lang's home is not circumstantial, that's factual evidence that Atkins' broke into the Lang home that night and stole the DVD, then trashed the place. We may not get the blood, but the dust on his shoes? That's gotta hurt your client, counselor."
I pointed at the one-way glass, and a uniformed officer peeked in. I asked him to get the Assistant District Attorney. A minute later, Paulina came in.
"Mr. Atkins, I'm willing to offer you a deal, which I believe the ADA will accept also, that if you tell us who hired you to kill Diane Lang, you'll get a consideration of your sentence. Death penalty off the table, and such."
Keith Atkins' eyes widened in shock, as did Paulina's and Atkins's attorney's. "This is outrageous!" cried the attorney. "How dare you even suggest such a thing?"
"I dare," I said, "because I realized something very important, which I discussed with one of my detectives, another little thing that got me walking down the path that pointed to Mr. Atkins, here. I was surprised that a sales man would meet a company president on a first-time sales call, unless the sales agent actually knew that president before. But Atkins said that he'd never met Rollins before, so the strangeness of that was intensified."
"So what?" the lawyer said, his voice derisive and becoming a bit menacing.
"I'm getting there, counselor." I said. "Atkins could have known Rollins from having been at Lightsource, or possibly through the swinger groups the Langs were a part of. But no, Atkins instead said he never knew Rollins. So either Atkins is telling the truth and didn't know him, making my original thesis come to the fore; -or- you, Mr. Atkins, were lying because of another reason, which I realized: you were pretending to be a sales agent for Lightsource, not Stadler Office Supply!"
Atkins's face was one of pure amazement... that I was figuring it out. The lawyer's face was dumbfounded. Paulina's face was one of waiting for me to finish, knowing I was all over it.
"So..." I said, "either way, we have a strangeness. And I suspect that Rollins met Atkins at someone else's request, someone who knew Rollins. That would very likely be Larry Lang... or Barry Blair. So, Mr. Atkins, which one of those two men hired you to murder Diane Lang?"
"Enough of this shit!" gasped the lawyer. "Mr. Atkins, don't say another word to this son of a bitch!" Hmmm... mighty ugly the lawyer was getting, I mused to myself.
Atkins complied: "I have nothing to say. I'm invoking my rights and will answer no more questions. I want to confer with my lawyer now." Paulina and I left the room.
--------
Back in the main conference room, Paulina all but exploded on me.
"What the hell was that about somebody, either Lang or Blair, hiring Atkins to kill Diane Lang?" the lovely black Assistant District Attorney asked, seemingly angry. All of my Detectives and the Chief simply had shocked looks on their faces... except Cindy Ross, whose face was full of accusation.
"Guys, I didn't know it myself until a few minutes ago." I said. "I just realized it and Atkins' face gave it away when I asked about it. It was a longshot, but I think I'm right."
"Why don't you tell us all about it, so we can get this shit wrapped up and go home." ordered the Chief, his voice a growl... more of a growl than normal.
"I do apologize for keeping all of you awake." I said. "But we needed to process these guys and make sure the perps didn't get away. Paulina, I'm releasing Larry Lang tonight. I'll let the cabbie have his hearing tomorrow, and you can ask the judge to release him on his own recognizance."
"And Blair?" asked Paulina.
"At his hearing tomorrow, you really need to make sure he either doesn't get bail, or he gets an ankle monitor. I'm absolutely convinced he's involved."
"How?" said Cindy.
"Oh, the phone call to him, notifying him of Diane's death." said Martin, getting it.
"Yes." I said. "I played 'Myron' tonight and researched that call while we waited for Blair and Larry's lawyers to get here. It was from a burner phone, and from the cell tower on the Nextdoor County line, and at a time that would be consistent with Keith leaving the University Hotel, going to Lang's house, then driving back to the City..."
--------
"Miss Patterson," said Judge Folsom at 8:00am on October 13th, "This is an unusual request. The charges against this defendant are Class E felonies at best."
"Yes they are, Your Honor," said Paulina. "However, we consider Mr. Blair to be a flight risk; we fear he will attempt to flee the County if he is released. We're asking for an expedited trial and therefore no bail, or at least that he be ankle monitored if he is given bail."
"Your Honor, I must strongly object." said Blair's exhausted lawyer, who'd been kept up all night as I'd had Blair fully processed and put in a holding cell while the legal beagle bitched and moaned throughout. "These charges are extremely flimsy at best, should be misdemeanors instead of the felony versions, and the ankle monitor is wholly uncalled for. Mr. Blair has strong ties to the community and the Assistant District Attorney has not shown at all that he is, nor that he warrants this harsh treatment for such small charges." Blair simply watched the proceedings, his face cold and his eyes burning.
In response, Paulina laid out Blair's financial records and his frequent trips to Lake Amengi-Nunagen, which was out of State... and a sworn affidavit from one local Police Commander that a further investigation of Mr. Blair, as a possible co-conspirator in the murder of Diane Lang, was ongoing.
Judge Folsom thought about it, then said "All right, Ms. Patterson. This is one of the most unusual requests you've ever made of this Court, but when that Police Commander has you barking this strongly, he's usually right. I'll set bail at $100,000, and the defendant is to be ankle monitored and under house confinement while awaiting trial. Upon meeting bail, he will be considered to be in his attorney's custody..."
I breathed a sigh of relief. Now to get Keith Atkins to confess...
Part 19 - Solution
Once we had the info on the car Atkins rented, we were able to go back and look at the traffic tapes near the University Hotel, which had been preserved because of the crime that night. We got a couple of good images of Atkins driving the rental car. We also had witness statements from the car rental place near City Airport, and a still from a videotape of Atkins hailing the cab in front of his hotel in the City on the night of the murders.
In addition, Tower Condos keeps their videos for a week before overwriting them, and we got a not-so-great shot of Atkins working his way out of the University Hotel towards his car, which had been parked between the buildings, near the stairwell exit. It'd have to do.
The next day, October 14th, upon seeing the rapidly accumulating evidence against him, Keith Atkins cut a deal with the District Attorney's office. He confessed to the crime in exchange for a 25-to-life sentence with possibility of parole, a far cry from the death penalty case that might've awaited him.
He also agreed to testify against his co-conspirator, Mr. Blair. He admitted that Blair had asked him to pretend to be a Lightsource salesman and to meet Mr. Blair's 'friend' Mr. Rollins. He further admitted that he had called Blair after murdering Diane Lang, and when he gave us the location of the burner phone he used, we had a lock. Judge Folsom revoked Blair's bail when the new charges of conspiracy to commit murder were brought against him.
-------
Two hours later, Blair was offered a deal of 20 years in prison in exchange for his confession and guilty plea.
"So why did you do it?" I asked Blair. "Why have Diane killed? She was your friend, your wife's friend, and Larry's wife. Why?"
"That's just it, Commander." Blair said, staring at me as he spoke. "She was Larry's wife. As long as she was in Larry's life, I was nothing more than a weekend fling to Larry, which she could cut off at a moment's notice if she wanted to... like she did Keith Atkins. But once she was out of the way, I would be able to have a full relationship with him."
"So you're saying you had a woman murdered... for love?" I asked derisively.
"Yes." said Blair. "You wouldn't kill for the person you love?"
"Not like that." I replied. "And I think you'll find my Courts less forgiving than what happened to King David and Bathsheba. But I do have one question: How'd you get Atkins to do it? You sure didn't have the money to pay him."
"Information, Commander. Information." said Blair. "The value of good information is priceless, never forget that." His words triggered a memory in my mind as he continued: "I agreed to acquire some of Lightsource's cutting edge research and pass it to Atkins, which he could sell to one of several interested bidders, in exchange for killing her. He accepted the deal."
-------
"Come on, Keith." I said. "I could have your deal rescinded for holding out on me. Now who were the bidders for the information Blair was going to give you?"
"Mr. Crowbar," said Atkins, "if I do tell you, I'll be murdered. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but I won't last any time in prison if I answered that question. I'll be marked for death. So go ahead and revoke the deal; I'm dead either way, and I'll take my chances on a trial and being executed by the State... or possibly being acquitted... over telling you that information and being dead for sure."
I couldn't argue with that; I was trying to negotiate from a losing position. I left Atkins' deal in place without getting what I wanted. I'd just have to find out another way.
-------
"What did he say when you asked him how he knew about the secret passage between the buildings?" I asked Paulina as we sat in the main conference room with Cindy, Martin, Lorena, Teddy Parker, and the Chief. We were talking about Keith Atkins and his confession.
"He said he'd known about the tunnels for years." Paulina replied. "He said he didn't really remember exactly who told him, but all his paramilitary paintball buddies knew about it. That's all we could get out of him on that."
"Yeah, riiiight..." I said. "I'm really wondering about that. I'm looking deeper into this one. Maybe it's the associations with the paramilitaries, maybe there's something about the Langs or Rollins, he was going to receive information that he could sell... there's a lot of loose ends to this one..."
"Not everything is more sinister than it appears to be, Commander." Cindy chided.
"We'll see, my friend." I said. "But this case has been pretty damn sinister, don't you think?... So Paulina, how close to correct was I on how he killed them?"
"Well, here's what he said he did." Paulina said. "He went into the side exit by using a master key on the door lock. He then went up the secret stairs, again using his master key, and came out on the sixth floor. He pretended to be waiting for the elevator when Rollins came out of the room and went to the ice machine room. There was no ice in that machine, so Rollins went downstairs to the lobby to see about getting some ice. Apparently he changed mind and came back up to the sixth floor fairly quickly. Atkins saw Rollins hurry back to the hotel room where Diane was, and a moment later Rollins was leading the cabbie to the far end stairwell."



"Did he say who gave him the master key?" I asked.
"He said he bought it from someone in the Tenderloin District, but he didn't know exactly who." replied Paulina. "That's how deals down there go, with intermediaries, so we probably won't be able to trace that."
"Unless he's lying and got the key from someone else." I said, fairly sure. "Meanwhile, Rollins must've seen Atkins, realized that something wasn't right in Atkins being there, and so he went back to the room and called off the threesome with the cabby." I said. "That was something I never quite understood."
Paulina continued, "Possibly. At any rate, Atkins said that he hurried to the cracked door of the hotel room and went inside. Diane Lang was there, in her bridal dress. She was surprised to see him, and didn't react quickly enough when he grabbed her, slit her throat and dropped her body flat on the floor, then buried his knife in her chest, which actually got her heart.
"Atkins then tiptoed into the hallway, avoiding Diane's gushing blood, but got into the hallway just as Rollins got to the door." Paulina went on. "They stared at each other for a second, then Atkins jumped Rollins, and managed to get him in a headlock and break his neck very quickly. He then hoisted Rollins' body over his shoulder and carried it down the secret stairwell into the passageway, where he dumped it. He was going to go back to get the knife, but someone came down the hallway, so he just fled down the stairs and out the side door, and back to his rental car."
"He didn't go straight back to the City, though." said Paulina. "He went to Larry Lang's house. He knew he had to get that DVD of himself, or else the cops would come straight to him. He found the video quickly, but then had the bright idea to trash the house completely. So he did, thinking it might distract the police. Then he drove back to the City, got a few hours sleep, and drove back the next morning. He still does not understand how you got onto him as quickly as you did."
"We got onto him so quickly because Blair betrayed him to us, bringing up Atkins name, thinking we'd never trace Atkins to Blair." I said. "But Atkins story leaves many questions."
"I agree with the Commander on that." Cindy said. "Swiss cheese holes in that story, from start to finish." I nodded.
"Want me to go back and rescind the plea deal?" Paulina asked, somewhat mischievously.
"No." I said. "Let's leave it lie. I think our due process was good, but it was thin at first. In fact, only when Larry Lang said that he'd gotten a DVD from Atkins did I have any realistic probable cause for a search warrant. Sure it led to strong evidence, sure we would've gotten more over time, but... well, we'll just let this sleeping dog lie for 25 to life."
"Smart man." said Paulina.
"So let me get this straight." said Martin Nash. "Your said your first clue was when Atkins talked about Rollins in the past tense. You never suspected anyone else?"
"Well, let me start from the beginning and tell the story." I said. Everyone got comfortable for a long tale as I started:
"Of course the Crime Scene gave clues that we were dealing with sexual roleplay, so I immediately went along those lines. Then there was the Lang break-in, which confused me. Cindy had the good idea when she said whoever did it was trying to deceive us. But it did occur to me that the murderer had also gone to the Lang house to murder Larry Lang. Fortunately, Lang was out of town, but it was more fortunate for Atkins... killing Lang would've pointed more sharply to Atkins."
"Question." Cindy said. "Blair didn't want Larry Lang dead. Why did Atkins go over there to kill him?"
"Maybe for his own reasons of jealousy." I said. "But I don't insist on the thesis that Atkins wanted to kill Lang, so maybe that was off the mark. Anyway, I happen to have a wife and other sources that know more about the Swinging Scene in this County than most people want to know in a lifetime. I got the Lang bride-cabbie story pretty quickly, and Martin and I went and found the guy who'd had a lucky experience a couple of months ago."
"You found him." said Nash, then grinned as he said "I was just there to watch, pun not intended." That line got everyone laughing for a minute; Nash had just shown a pawky sense of humor.
"Good one, Martin." said the Chief. "Okay, Crowbar, then what?"
"Atkins name came up rather quickly at Lightsource." I said. "I began seeing the rejection pattern even then, and when we followed up on his past, I was seeing it more and more. I also saw the paramilitary stuff, and knew that Atkins was at least physically capable of quickly killing Diane so heinously. As far as suspects went, Atkins was a 'fit'."
"I still had a missing Larry Lang, though." I said. "As I thought about it, it became clear that Blair had been protecting Lang from the get-go. Then it began coming out that Diane would do the cabbie thing while Larry was on vacations with Blair. Sure, it was a stretch, but I surmised there might be something sexual between Blair and Lang, and that Blair might have not-so-obvious but very real reasons for protecting Larry. That led to me suspecting that Larry might be hiding in the Blair home. Certainly I'd never do something like go and peek into Blair's garage, where Larry's car might have been parked; why, that would be against the law, of course."
"Good grief, no wonder you get the results you do, you scofflaw." growled the Chief. Everyone laughed again.
I said "So, to round out the likely suspects, that just left finding the cabbie that was there that night, and finding the groom. And to answer your question, Martin, it was 50-50 with me that it was Atkins or the groom Rollins. You found out about Atkins' client in the City actually being Rollins; that just cemented it for me that Atkins was at least involved; the question was if Rollins was also involved, that they did the murder together."
"So then we found the cabbie and got his story." I said. "I never disbelieved him; he was scared shitless and was telling the truth-"
"He was lucky as hell." said Paulina. "You were right that a jury would easily convict when his DNA matched the semen in her mouth and stomach."
"Yes." I said. "He thought he was lucking into this dream night scenario, and he nearly ended up being tried for murder with the death penalty awaiting him. As it was, I didn't really suspect him; I had his story, and I was looking even more askance at the groom. Why get the cabbie out so quickly? What had caused him to do that? I wondered to myself. My first thought was that he'd seen Larry Lang at the Hotel and was spooked, but why would that be the case? Didn't fit completely. Then we hear Martin's discovery of Atkins and the client, and things definitely fit in that case: the groom had possibly seen Atkins, perhaps in or near the lobby of the Hotel, and that caused him to panic."
"So then the Chief comes up in a timely manner with the information about the passageway, to which you're all sworn to secrecy now, by the way." I said. "What made you think of that, Chief?"
"I could say my brilliant intuition," joked the Chief, "but the truth is that I got a call from SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, who also has long known about the passageway. She suggested that I have a look inside there when she heard about our investigation. She thought there might be footprints, but we actually found the body there." The Chief's words cemented some suspicions I had about that passageway.
The Chief told me to continue, which I did: "So all that was left was to go get Larry Lang, which I did despite Blair's strong efforts to keep him hidden. Then Larry mentioned the Atkins DVD, and I was home free to get a warrant for Atkins' apartment."
"And you thought the motive was jealousy? Being tired of rejection?" Cindy asked.
"No, my friend." I said. "I think that was part of it, but I also really suspected that there was a lot more to it. I don't believe in coincidences, and for Atkins to be having dinner with the man who was Diane Lang's groom that night? His knowing them, and some of them pretty well? And then there was the Cabbie with a very nicely created second identity.
"Not only all that, but the truth is that Atkins had plowed his way through a number of women, including some of the single women at Lightsource. I thought that he might have known and had a relationship with Diane Lang before she married Larry. Maybe she thought Atkins was stalking her by getting close to her through her husband. Maybe they didn't have a relationship, but she knew something from his past. I'm not satisfied with the answers here, and I certainly need to do more research in this area."
"Whatever you do, don't let it take away from your more current duties." said the Chief. "You've solved the crime, and brilliantly. Let's keep moving along. So, Miss Patterson, what is going to happen to Mr. Lang?"
Paulina replied "Probably nothing, unless the Iron Crowbar pries out a confession that he knew of the murder plot all along. He evaded police, but he'll say he was scared about the ramifications of his wife's murder as well as his home being broken into. It'll be hard to get a jury to convict on that, and for such a small charge?"
Part 20 - Epilogue
October 15th was baby Jack Burke's first birthday, and my mom, Laura and I went to Todd and Jeanine's house with our own babies in tow. To my surprise, Teresa Croyle had also been invited by Jeanine to attend, and she'd shown up. Little Jim was still a bit too young, so he was held by everyone (mostly Teresa), but little Jack, Doug and Carole seemed to have fun in each other's presences.
It was getting late that afternoon when I received a phone a phone call from Cindy, urgently asking me to come to Mr. Blair's home. Jeanine and Todd said they'd get my family safely home, so I made my goodbyes to the people at the party and headed out in my Police SUV.
There were a number of police cruisers, SUVs, and an ambulance at the Blair home as I strode up the steps. Once inside, I saw Larry Lang sitting on the sofa, a look of total shock on his face as he stared sightlessly forward, with Diana Torres sitting with him. Cindy came and got me and led me into the back room which had been a den.
"We haven't touched anything yet." Cindy said as I surveyed the scene. Martin Nash was looking around the room and taking notes. The Crime Lab team and Martha, the Assistant M.E., were standing by, having patiently waited for my arrival, so that I could see the tragedy on the floor.
Mr. Blair was lying on the floor in front of his desk, a .357 magnum revolver in his left hand, a gunshot wound to his left temple. He was no longer with us.
"There's a suicide note on the desk." Nash said. "I photographed it, but no one has touched it yet." The note read: "Larry, I am sorry for the pain I have caused you, and for the pain that I am about to cause you. Goodbye. Blair."
"Who called it in?" I asked.
"Larry Lang." replied Nash. "He was still staying here with Blair. He went to make funeral arrangements for his wife this morning, leaving about 10:00am. He got back around 4:00pm and found Blair. He called 9-1-1 immediately."
"Martha, any idea on a time of death?" I asked.
"He hasn't been dead long." Martha said. "Less than two hours, I'd say."
I put on latex gloves, whipped out my rectangular magnifying glass, and examined the handwriting of the suicide note. Then I looked at other documents on the desk, concluding that all were written by Blair's own hand.
"Blair is left-handed." I said. "Suicide note written by a left-hander, other notes on the desk written by a left-hander. I'd say it's Blair's handwriting."
I used the glass to examine Blair's left hand, still clutching the gun, a Smith & Wesson model. I also looked at gun without touching it.
After peering at Blair's clothes, then looking around the room, I said "Looks like the cartridges are .38 Special, which can be fired from a .357 magnum, of course. I own a Smith & Wesson .357 magnum similar to this one, and they are notorious for blowing back some powder onto the hands. I can see that that is what happened here. Be sure to take some swabs of his hands and test for powder, to make sure. Can someone shine a light on the mouse of the computer before I touch it?"
The man known as 'Labcoat' did so, then took a UV photo of the prints on it. Then I used the mouse to look at what Blair had been doing on his computer, which was on and operating on his desk.
"Yep, looks like he got his affairs in order after Lang left this morning," I said, "and then he shot himself this afternoon. Okay, guys, process the scene. I don't see anything that suggests anything but suicide."
I went into the main room, where Lang was still sitting, dazed. "Diana, pour the man a drink." I said, then sat down by Lang. "Mr. Lang, I'm sorry but I have to ask you a couple of questions."
"Sure... sure." Lang said, still dazed, still looking forward.
"Had Blair been agitated or upset, unusually so, in the last couple of days?"
Lang replied "He... he was worried yesterday. He was worried about our homosexual relationship coming out, about the potential criminal charges against him, and about his money problems. We talked about it last night, and I told him Chapter 7 bankruptcy would clean up a lot of the mess, and we could, you know, start over. I was really worried about him, about his state of mind."
"Was he worried this morning?" I asked.
"No... that's the funny thing." Lang said. "He was really bright and cheerful this morning, like he didn't have a care in the world. I felt really relieved to see him feeling so much better, so I told him I'd go get the arrangements for Diane done. He said to go ahead, that he had some stuff to do here."
"Did he get any phone calls, last night or this morning?" I asked.
"Uh... yeah, yes he did!" Lang said, snapping out of his daze for the first time. "Late last night, at nearly midnight. He didn't say who it was. We- he went to bed right after that."
"Thank you, Mr. Lang." I said, as Diana arrived with a bourbon for Lang. "Here, drink this." I said. I then got up and walked onto the front porch with Cindy and Nash, who had been listening to my interview with Lang.
"Here's a little psychological tidbit, guys." I said quietly. "When someone acts upset, depressed, or suicidal, then suddenly becomes calm and happy, that's a sign they've really decided to commit suicide. It's not when they're in the agitated state that friends should worry... it's when they suddenly snap out of it and act well. The friends think 'Oh, everything's better!', but in reality, it's the danger time."
"I've heard that before." Cindy said, then asked "So you definitely think this was suicide, and not suspicious? Considering the loose threads in his wife's murder, I wanted you to see the crime scene first, just in case."
"And I appreciate you doing that." I said. "But yes, I think Blair took his own life. Unless the Crime Lab or M.E. finds something extraordinary, I think this one will be closed fast. I'm going to head back home."
"Can you give me a ride to Headquarters?" Cindy asked. We said our goodbyes to Martin and went to my SUV.
As we drove, Cindy said "I doubt I'll ever be as good as you in observing and deducing crime scenes, but I think I've learned to read you better than most. And I can tell you're not totally convinced about Blair's suicide."
"Let me put it this way, my friend." I said, looking out over the road as I was driving. "I think Blair did kill himself. However, he got a phone call last night. I think something was said to him, a suggestion that he take the way out that he did. He slept on it, decided to do it, and once the decision was made, the cares of his life fell off his shoulders; ergo, his happiness this morning."
"So it'd be 'most very unwise' of me to say that not all things are as sinister as they seem?" Cindy quipped, showing her understanding.
"Well, let me lay out the puzzle pieces." I said as I turned onto the road leading to the bypass, so that we could just drive around and talk for a few minutes. "The cabbie that was picked up was an ex-con who disappeared off the grid three years ago, then re-appeared with a new life, a new and what appears to be artificial credit card history, and the FBI gave him to us after a day's delay."
"Now that may have been purely coincidental." I continued. "But then we have Atkins, who was a paramilitary ex-cop, trained well enough to cleanly and quickly break a man's neck, which he did. This man was having dinner with the man who later went to be Diane Lang's 'groom'. Oops, there's a second coincidence, and as you know, I like to quote Dame Agatha Christie's axiom that 'you can always have one coincidence, but you can never have two'. Well, we now have two."
"And now..." I went on, letting my thoughts pour out, "we have Mr. Blair, who has rather conveniently taken his own life. He's been a prominent though hidden feature of this case. He's on the verge of financial ruin. He was having a homosexual relationship with the husband of the deceased wife, and apparently wanted that relationship to not be made public. At the same time, he said he had Diane murdered so that he could be with Larry. Now that's a contradiction, and Ayn Rand wrote 'Contradictions cannot exist. When you are faced with a contradiction, check your premises. You will find that one of them is wrong.'."
"Then we can add that all of them, Lang, Blair, Atkins, worked or had worked at Lightsource Industries, and Lightsource Industries is doing a lot of cutting edge research. So, Cindy... connect those dots!"
Cindy thought about it. "Oh... of course... Blair was being blackmailed. Someone wanted him to give them information about Lightsource's research in exchange for not exposing his relationship with Lang."
"Good, very good!" I said. "And let's go a step further: the blackmailers offered a carrot, as well: if he goes along, he gets money to climb out of his debt problems; if he doesn't go along, we get the exposure."
"Should we tell Lightsource about this?" Cindy asked.
"I've already contacted Mr. Turner Rogers, the Lightsource president, and told him of possible industrial espionage, though I mentioned no names." I said. "So they will hopefully be on guard. If not, it's on them."
"Wow..." Cindy said, the wheels of her mind churning hard, "this thing is exploding... there are so many things going in so many directions... was Atkins part of this blackmailing group?... was Atkins being blackmailed himself?... was Larry Lang involved?... and in the middle of it all, there's this poor woman, playing like she was a bride, who ends up being murdered..."
"Yep." I said. "You and I still have lots of work to do to clean this mess up."
"The party never stops," Cindy said, "in the Iron Crowbar's Town and County."
======================
In room 204 of the Sunrise Hotel, Elizabeth relaxed and watched as the muscular, well hung stud slammed his huge meat into Karen Warner's sopping wet cunt again and again, piledriving his size into the beautiful young woman as hard a he could as Karen begged him to fuck her ever harder.
Elizabeth felt the wetness in her own pussy, and it felt like she was still being fucked by a big cock. She had lay on her back with her lovely legs spread, enjoying being taken as two young, very well hung men had taken turns mounting her and fucking her with raw, physical power, each man twice shooting his full load into her sodden quim. The orgasms had flowed through her, and she was now limp and exhausted.
But it seemed like nothing could satisfy Karen Warner. Elizabeth didn't know where Karen had found these satyrs, but they all had eight and nine inch cocks, they were all fit, well built, and seemingly inexhaustible themselves, but Karen was giving as much as she got and still begging for more cock and more sex.



Elizabeth watched the young woman on the other bed. Karen certainly was a drop-dead gorgeous woman... such a beautiful, sweet face, made even more so by the joy of orgasm; her long, lustrous black hair; her perfect breasts, large but not too large, her slender thighs, shapely calves, and exquisitely elegant hands and feet. She was far more beautiful than her mother, and far tastier... Elizabeth had spent over an hour eating Karen's pussy the night before... and she was simply a sex machine...
----------
Two hours later, after taking a shower together, Karen said to Elizabeth "That was fun, but I've got to get back to Brian."
"How is he doing?" Elizabeth asked politely, already knowing that Brian Harlan was terminally ill.
"He's... hanging in there." Karen said, her voice sad. "I think he feels better when I cuddle with him, but he's hurting. He doesn't want to go yet... but when the pain gets bad enough..."
"I understand." Elizabeth said as she dressed. "By the way, our new Number 4 has accepted our offer to join our team. We'll need him. I'm not sure what happened with that swinging couple, but the chain of events disrupted our pipeline into Lightsource Industries. We can only hope that my dear baby brother does not connect too many dots, there."
"It's taken care of." Karen said. "By this time tomorrow, the Town will be buzzing with the news of the suicide of Lightsource's VP of Marketing and Sales. But you're right; we lost that pipeline. Now what are we doing about BOW Enterprises?"
"Oh, I'm building a pipeline so deep into there, Barry Oliver won't know what hit him." Elizabeth replied.
Fully dressed, Karen went over and deeply kissed Elizabeth. "Mmmm," the beautiful younger woman said, "you have one hell of a mouth, Elizabeth... especially when you're kissing my mouth or eating my pussy."
"I look forward to using my mouth on your pussy again... many times." Elizabeth said. The two women left the hotel room, each thinking of how surprised the other would be when she gained ascendancy over the other...
Finis. ... for now.
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Part 1 - Dead (Wo)Men Don't Use Credit Cards
Autumn was full on and the nights were getting wonderfully cool as October rolled along. It was during the lovely autumn day of October 16th that Spence Foster, owner of Foster's Indoor Gun Range, entered Police Headquarters to file a report. He explained his issue to the Duty Desk, who had him wait in the lobby waiting room. Within five minutes Vice Detective Earl "E.J." Jefferson and Patrolman Bobby Cosby escorted him to Interrogation-A for his story.
Detective Jefferson was a rather large black man with broad shoulders, who worked his body into peak physical condition. Patrolman Cosby was white with brown hair combed to the side, with broad shoulders. He wore heavy glasses and had buck teeth, giving him a 'country boy' appearance and the nickname of 'Country Boy Cosby'... and a few less flattering names behind his back, such as 'Buck Tooth Bobby'.
"So, Mr. Foster," said Detective Jefferson, "you're saying that someone came into your gun store and tried to buy a gun with a stolen credit card?"
"Well, let me clarify." said Foster. "The credit card was used at Cummings Outdoors General Store. The reason I'm here is because someone tried to use my wife's credit card. My wife died eight months ago in a car accident in Coltrane County, and I cancelled all of her credit cards. Lifelock notified me of the attempt to use her card an hour ago."
-----
"Yes, Detective," said John Cummings of Cummings Outdoors to Jefferson and Cosby, "there was a woman in here about an hour ago. Tried to buy a Beretta 92FS nine millimeter. Her credit card failed, and she asked me to put the gun and paperwork aside so she could go home and get another card or cash. She hasn't come back yet, though."
"Can we see that paperwork?" asked Jefferson. As he looked at it, he asked "What about her background check?"
"She had a concealed carry permit, so a check wasn't required." said Cummings, correctly citing State Law.
"Her name was... Alicia Foster." said Jefferson. "Mr. Cummings, we're here because that failed credit card generated an alert with this woman's husband. He says his wife died about eight months ago. Can we see your videotape of this woman?"
"Sure." said Cummings, shocked at the news.
------
"Commander, we have a strange one. Right up your alley." said Lt. Teresa Croyle as she entered my office, Detective Jefferson and Patrolman Cosby in tow. I had them sit down, and Detective Jefferson filled me in, while Patrolman Cosby took advantage of this rare opportunity and observed us closely.
Jefferson showed me the copies of the paperwork the woman had filled out, the copies of her drivers license and concealed carry permit, and a still photo taken from the gun store videotape. Upon closer examination, the face on the IDs was not the same as the woman in the video, who was wearing sunglasses, had plenty of makeup on, and was wearing a big-hair wig.
"Cummings was embarrassed about it." Jefferson said. "They were pretty busy in there, though, and he was trying to help several customers."
"He's also running for State Senate." I said. "So someone is using the late Alicia Foster's identity. Why is this a strange one, Lieutenant Croyle?"
Teresa said, "The credit card appears to have been the actual card issued to Alicia Foster, not a made-up fake card with her data encoded. The circumstances of the overall case make that strange."
"What did Mr. Foster have to say about that? About that card still existing?"
"He says he destroyed all of his wife's cards that were at home," said Detective Jefferson, "and he suggested that maybe this one was believed to have burned up in the car crash that killed his wife."
"Tell me about that incident." I said, fully expecting my Detectives to be fully prepared whenever they come into my office with something like this.
"I looked up the record of the accident." said Jefferson. "It was in southern Coltrane County, at the last bridge before leaving the County. The bridge goes over a county farm road. Alicia Foster's car drove off the main highway and down the embankment to the farm road. It caught fire and burned. The accident was at two o'clock in the morning, so the Coltrane County Fire Department didn't get a call for thirty minutes, and by the time they got there the car and the body inside were incinerated to ashes. Deputy Strait, who talked to me about it, said the fire got so hot it melted the farm road asphalt, and you can still see where they repaired the road."
"So the woman's purse should've burned up in the car fire." I said. "How did they identify Alicia?"
"The car tag and VIN numbers were recovered." said E.J. "The body was charred, but Alicia Foster had disappeared and it was her car with a woman's body matching her description inside the car. Coltrane County doesn't have the Crime Lab we do, and Mrs. Foster had no DNA on record in any databases."
"Dental records?" I asked.
Teresa replied "This accident happened in early February, right after Pete Feeley died and you guys were hunting down the Black Widow, but Sonali made a case record of being contacted about dental records for Alicia. She attempted to find something... but she could not find any dentist Alicia Foster ever visited. Mrs. Foster apparently had good teeth that she took care of herself, and she never developed a dental record. The body had two teeth with filled cavities, but with no record to compare, it was moot. In truth, nobody really went past the car's identification as Mrs. Foster's."
"So, just to test you, what are you guys going to do about this?" I asked.
Teresa said "We've already put out a State-wide alert to all gun stores to be on the watch for this woman or anyone named 'Alicia Foster'. We're also contacting the malls and such places where she might try to shoplift or rob, as well as a fraudulent credit card alert. But if she's skipped town, I'm not hopeful we'll find her, especially since she was disguised."
Teresa continued: "I'm also going to do some research with Julie Newton on the credit card, and then look into any friends of Mrs. Foster that might have had her credit card before she died, and by that I mean legitimately or illegitimately. Maybe she lost it and it was picked up by someone else, etc. Not hopeful for much, but at least the stones will be turned."
"That's very good, but add one thing to your research: look into Spence Foster, look into their relationship, their finances, his finances after her death, and all that. He might have held the credit card instead of destroying it, or it had been lost and he found it- yes, Lieutenant?" I said, seeing a skeptical look on Teresa's face... and by that I mean skeptical for her...
"Commander, Spence Foster owns a gun store and has an FFL." said Teresa. 'FFL' was the abbreviation for 'federal firearms license'. "He wouldn't need to have someone buy a gun with his wife's closed credit card and so on, if you know what I mean."
"Well, you did say this was a strange one." I replied with a smile, which Teresa acknowledged with a sideways nod of her head. "Okay guys, work this for a day or two and let me know what you find."
Part 2 - Vanishing Act
"Commander, what is our protocol for missing persons?" asked Detective (J.G.) Lorena Rose. With her was Detective Claire Michaels, and they'd stopped me in the hallway.
"Er, we generally work it for 24 hours or so after notification, to make sure the person wasn't just sleeping off a bender in a hotel room or something, or to see if a body turns up. After that we give it to the FBI's Missing Persons Bureau, as they have better and national resources to investigate with. Why?"
"There's a couple in our waiting room." said Claire. "They're upset that their daughter was reported missing about six months ago, and they haven't heard a word about it."
"What was the missing woman's name?" I asked. Claire handed me a piece of paper with two names.
"She was a high-class call girl." Claire said. "Her real name was Dorian Sherwood, and her 'professional' name was Diana Shire."
"Okay, go get Myron to look up our records of it and whatever the FBI has, and bring me a file to Interrogation-A, pronto. I'll go see the parents." I said. I went to the lobby where a couple in the late 50s or early 60s were. The wife was attractive and the husband was very tall, but they both looked as if they'd aged a lot in just the past few months.
"Mr. and Mrs. Sherwood?" I asked, which they confirmed. "My name is Commander Troy. Would you mind coming into this room with me so we can talk?"
Once in Interrogation-A, I had them sit down and I sat on the other side, the 'police' side. "I understand your daughter is missing?" I said.
"Yes, officer." said Mrs. Sherwood, sounding frustrated and a bit angry. "As we told the other officers, the ladies: we reported our daughter missing six months ago, but we haven't heard a word about her."
"Look, we know she was an escort girl," said her husband, "but she was a person, too, and she was our little girl. We just want to know what happened to her. Do you think we can talk to a Sergeant or someone in charge?"
"Uh, sir, I'm the Police Commander, the second-highest-ranking officer in the Police Force after the Chief himself." I said. The Sherwoods looked visibly startled.
"Oh!... I'm sorry... you just look so... young." Mr. Sherwood said.
"I'll take that as a compliment." I said, smiling. "Those ladies you just talked to are Detectives, and they're fetching our records of the case. While we're waiting for those, can you tell me about Dorian?"
"Like I said," said Mr. Sherwood, "we know she was a call girl. She went to School here, and majored in Psychology. She studied prostitution and women that went into the industry, and she... well she worked as one herself to understand it for herself. She never got out of it, and she seemed to like it. Her mother and I hated it, but we couldn't do anything to persuade her to leave it."
"How old was she when she disappeared?"
"Thirty-two." said Mrs. Sherwood. "She graduated from School ten years ago."
"Did you keep in touch with her, or did you argue and not have contact?"
"No, nothing like that." Mrs. Sherwood said. "We talked to her fairly often, usually every two to three months or so, same as with our other kids. Dorian was the youngest of three, and she has one brother and one sister. She came home every Christmas when the family gathered, and usually once in the summer, either Memorial Day or July 4th."
"When did you realize she was missing?"
"Last April I tried to call Dorian." her mother said. "Her cell phone had been shut off because the bill had not been paid. We called a friend who went to her townhouse, but nobody was there. So we came here. I had an extra key to her condo. There was nothing out of order in the house. It looked like she had just up and left suddenly, but her car was still in the garage. She had a tank of fish, and the fish had all died. So we called the police-"
At that moment, Detective Martin Nash came into the room from the Police side, dressed as always in a suit and tie. "Commander, I was the Detective on this case last April." Nash said after I introduced him to the Sherwoods. He handed me the file as I invited him to sit down next to me.
"So it looks like you gave it an extra day." I said to Nash as I looked at the notes. "Oh, let me explain that." I said to the Sherwoods. "When we get a missing persons report, we usually give it 24-48 hours, just checking to make sure a body is not found or that the person just went on a day trip or something and is just fine. If we don't get any leads, we give the case to the FBI. They have a Missing Persons Bureau that has much better resources and a national scope that is more than we could hope to have at the local level."
I turned to Martin. "So Martin, you actually gave this an extra effort. What did you find?" As Martin talked, I used the time to read the contents of the file. I looked at the pictures of the woman. She had light blonde hair, was 5'6" tall and well proportioned, and very pretty. Definitely high class, and she could've become a Trophy Wife in this town if she had wanted to.
Nash said "That was during the time we were looking for the crime scene for Carroll and Blondie. As to Ms. Sherwood, I checked around the places she was known to frequent and do business, as well as all the hotels in the area. To be frank with you, ma'am, sir, when a call girl disappears, we usually don't harbor much hope of finding her alive. Usually they o.d. on drugs or they're murdered. In your daughter's case, though, the people that knew her said she didn't use drugs, and her body never turned up at all. She was just there one day, then gone the next and wasn't seen again."
"So she might be alive?" asked the woman's father, hope in his voice.
"Well, she disappeared so completely that I actually had hopes she was alive and had just left town." said Nash. "I gave it another day, checked harder with some people to make sure they didn't know if she had travel plans, then I gave it to the FBI. I followed up with them for a few days, but then we got really busy with another case and I didn't check back.
"I'm looking at the FBI's notes here." I said. "I think I'll call them and see what they can tell me."
I looked up at the missing woman's parents. "Mr. and Mrs. Sherwood, I can promise you that I am going to personally look into this case for you. But I need to tell you this: don't get your hopes up. She was on good terms with you, but hasn't communicated with you for months. That tells me she either wants to not be found, or else she's no longer with us to be able to contact anyone. But I will do what I can, and I'll get back to you in a few days."
-------
Back in my office, I talked with Martin and Cindy about the case.
"Did you check out her apartment when she first was reported missing?" I asked.
"Yes, sir." said Martin. "She hadn't been there in some time. Her fish were dead, the room was dusty and undisturbed. Her purse was gone, though. Her car was in the garage, but I remember from the notes that neighbors said she was picked up by someone after sunset in early February. One of them said it was the evening before 'that police officer's funeral through town'."
"Feeley's funeral was February 6th." I said. "Martin, did anyone check the refrigerator?"
"Yes sir." said Nash. "I think the Crime Lab did."
I looked at the notes. "Yes, here it is. Oh wow, that's so great!- they wrote down here that the milk in the refrigerator was dated Feb. 12th, about two months before the search. That means the February 5th timeframe is spot-on."
"Wow, I just learned something." said Martin Nash, making a note of the milk date trick.
I said "I called the FBI Missing Persons people... and I asked Jack Muscone to call them too, since he once worked in Missing Persons. They apparently did not give the case much of their time. Jack told me privately that he was disappointed in the lack of effort, even if it was a call girl."
"Commander, with respect," said Cindy, "I can understand them not wasting too much time on this. Out of curiosity, why has this piqued your interest?"
"I don't really know." I said, sitting back in my comfortable chair, my 'Command chair' as I secretly called it to myself. "Maybe it's meeting the parents, seeing them worried, realizing that this girl is someone's daughter and sister. And like you said, Martin: it also intrigues me because she vanished so completely and with no trace whatsoever. That is not so easy to do as people might think. No body found, and you guys know we find the bodies when they're there to be found..." Both my Detectives gave perfunctory smiles at my attempt at humor.
I continued, talking to myself as much as to my Detectives, "So she disappears completely, which suggests it was her idea and she wanted to not be found. But she was in good with her family, so why stop the contact with them? Hmmm, what happened there to cause both those things? I'm thinking to myself..."
"Okay, I'm going to take a day or two and look into this one personally." I said. "Cindy, is Martin busy?"
"He's still wrapping up the Blair suicide case." Cindy said. "I'll go with you; Lord knows your mother has trained me thoroughly enough on these cold cases."
"Oh, that's right; Martin, you just dodged a bullet." I said. "And Cindy, I want you overseeing MCD and keeping an eye on Vice; we've got a big case in each squad. Okay, what about Teddy Parker? Let me have him; I need to evaluate him, anyway."
"You got it." Cindy said.
Part 3 - Investigations
Young Detective Teddy Parker and I were sitting in Myron Milton's cubicle office in the basement of the Headquarters building on the morning of October 17th.
"No, Commander," said Myron, "Agent Muscone twisted the FBI Missing Persons people's arms to let me into their facial recognition system, but a 24-hour search revealed no one matching 'Dorian Sherwood' or 'Diana Shire' coming up, especially at City International Airport, any other major airports, and the Amtrak Stations in the City and Southport."
"It was a longshot, at best." I said. "No prostitute arrests anywhere matching the description?"
"Well, there's a ton of blonde call girls getting arrested." Myron said. "But I narrowed the search to women older than 30, which really cuts the number down. Girls don't usually last too many years in the world's oldest profession, and it's fairly rare to have a woman over 30 streetwalking."
"They usually go into the private escort business or find a sugar daddy and get married." I said. "The girls that work the clubs and the street whores are the ones that get burnt out, or turn up dead."
"Bottom line, nothing." said Myron. "I'll keep looking."
"Don't waste too much time and resources on it." I said. "This really is the FBI's job, though they don't seem too eager to do it. I'm not saying that as a complaint: it's been six months and she was a hooker, however high class. But let them burn their computers on it for a while if you don't come up with something soon."
---------
Teddy Parker and I entered the hottest club in the Tenderloin District at 10:00am after our meeting with Myron. It was almost empty, being closed, and cleaning crew were working to get it ready for the evening. There were a couple of black men at the front bar.
I was wearing plainclothes, no tie, and my light raincoat/trenchcoat as I approached the bar. Teddy Parker was in plainclothes also, but unlike Martin Nash, he couldn't make his suit look good on his body. He looked like he'd just come out of prison with a State-issued suit of clothes.



"I smell pork." said one of the black men as I approached the bar.
"True enough," I said, "but I'm not here to get anyone in trouble. I just want to talk to 'T-Square' for a minute."
"Are you kidding, Cracker?" said the man behind the bar. "Cops don't walk in here asking for the big stud like that."
A voice called out from the door leading to the back areas: "Jerome, that is the one and only cop or cracker that can come in here and ask to see me." It was T-Square himself. How he could see with those sunglasses on in the dim light, I didn't know.
T-Square came up to me and gave me a good thumb-interlock handshake, somewhat to my surprise. "Well, if it ain't my favorite Cracker, the Iron Crowbar. Come on in back. You can bring your new boy here with you, too."
"Mighty white of you." I said. T-Square laughed at that one as we headed through some back hallways. In the room just before the one to which we were headed, I saw through the open door a younger black man sitting on the sofa, with a pretty white woman sucking his enormous black snake of a cock. I recognized him as 'T-Mac', and the woman was Gloria Cagle, the woman that had been broken out of The Asylum with Eleanor Burke the previous summer. She was topless, her lovely breasts resting on T-Mac's powerful thigh as she expertly fellated him.
Teddy Parker gawked at the site of Gloria swallowing T-Mac's enormous black size as T-Square led me into a very well-appointed office with some luxurious furniture, a black wood desk and a huge chair behind it.
"So what do you need, I.C.?" asked T-Square, sitting down in his big chair behind the desk. I handed him two pictures of Diana Shire.
"I'm looking for this woman." I said. "High class escort, but getting older, and was known to hang out in the clubs, but didn't work as a stripper. Disappeared last Spring. She actually has out-of-town family looking for her."
"Damn, I.C., I got bitches coming in and out of my clubs every couple of weeks." said T-Square. "But you know... this girl is pretty hot. I think I'd remember her. Let me get my boy in here. HEY, T-MAC! YOU AND YO BITCH COME IN HERE! NOW!"
Seconds later, they came into the room. T-Mac had managed to get his big black snake into his pants, but nothing could hide the enormous bulge. Gloria was still topless, her criss-crossed hands covering her breasts. They really were magnificent mammaries, and I understood why T-Mac liked this woman despite her being in her 30s: great tits and a smokin' hot mouth.
"Do either of you remember this bitch?" T-Square asked, handing them the pictures. Gloria shook her head, but T-Mac nodded.
"She's not one of our girls." T-Mac said. "I remember when she worked at 'Eruption' two or three years ago, but they kicked her out because she was flirtin' but not workin'. Last I heard, she was hanging out in that Bar Code's club on South Street."
"There you go, I.C." said T-Square.
"I appreciate the help." I said. "I owe you one." I motioned to Parker and we turned to go.
"Hey I.C.!" said T-Mac as we got to the door. "If that cat of yours Sharples were to walk in here like you did, he wouldn't walk out. He's burnt bridges. Just sayin', ya know?"
"I hear ya, bro." I said. "I'll keep that dog on a leash."
As we got into my SUV, Teddy Parker asked "What's a 'Bar Code'?"
"It's a derogatory term for a Jew, based upon them being marked in the Nazi death camps." I said. "They're talking about Weinstein, who runs a mid-size strip joint south of here, near Hotel Row."
"Did that guy really mean it about Sharples?" Parker asked.
"Oh yeah!" I said. "Well... they're not just going to go kill a cop and have me come down on 'em. But Sharples has made a lot of enemies in this Town; he has to watch his back."
--------
"Yeah, yeah, I remember her." said Weinstein, whose first name was unknown to me, nor apparently to anyone else. He was restocking his bar when we came in. He was short, had longish, curly black hair, wore octagonal spectacles, and he looked slender but was actually strong and tough.
"Dinah, I think... or Diana, that was her name. She used to hang out around here." he said. "Sometimes she let a client pick her up, but for the most part she was just a party girl, dancing with guys, talking with them. I don't think she really needed the money, so she turned tricks when she felt like it."
"What happened to her?" I asked.
"She just stopped coming in. Maybe last Winter, when business got slow."
"Did she have any girlfriends that hung out with her?" I asked. "Was she friendly with the other girls here?"
"She occasionally went home with one of the strippers, though the girls here usually go out with clients after getting off work, to get some extra money." said Weinstein. "She never worked the pole herself, though. Thought she was too good for that."
"Where else did she hang out?" I asked.
"No idea." Weinstein said. He paused from his work, then said "I figured maybe she went back to working the hotel bars, maybe places nearer the School. Older girls are starting to be in vogue with business travelers these days, and the fucking nerds at the School go for those older, experienced gals, if you know what I mean."
"She never said anything about traveling? Going out of town?" I asked, knowing that Weinstein overheard a lot more than he was letting on; information was one of his biggest tradable assets.
"Not that I heard." Weinstein said. "And I don't really keep tabs on the girls that work in here, but she was here one day, gone the next, never came in again. That's all I can really tell you."
---------
"So what do you think, Detective Parker?" I asked as we drove back to Headquarters.
"I don't know, sir." said Parker. "I like what you always say about not theorizing without data. We don't have too much data, sir."
"That's true, but based on what you've read and observed, what ideas just pop into your head?"
"What I can't get over is her just leaving her condo without taking anything... no clothes, no jewelry, nothing." said Teddy. "So it'd have to be something big, really big, to pull her away. I get this idea that some guy with money came in, offered her a lot of money to go away with him on a moment's notice, maybe they go to the Bahamas or something, and then she dies. Maybe he kills her, maybe there's an accident, but something happened."
"I like that." I said. "I like it a lot. There's a few holes in it: she had a passport but didn't take it with her... but that doesn't mean she wasn't taken somewhere. Another idea along your lines is that she was enticed just as you said, then she was taken somewhere and sold into a white slavery ring."
"Detective Nash said he and the FBI looked at that when she first disappeared, but they didn't think it was the case." said Teddy Parker. "She didn't really fit the profile, she was too old, and the FBI didn't get any international reports about someone looking like her being seen anywhere."
--------
Back in Headquarters, a fairly rare thing happened: I was asked to come into Vice and talk with their Detectives.
Teresa Croyle and Earl Jefferson sat at the table in the middle of the room with me. The installation of that table had been Lt. Croyle's first achievement upon returning to our Police Force. It was a new day, and a different style than Captain Malone's had been.
"Sonali and Lainie got this information for us." said E.J. "First, Spence Foster had no financial problems. Never really did before his wife died, and he got a $500,000 life insurance payout upon her death. He saved most of it, and just continued along with his business. His credit cards are okay, he has no significant other debt, and no there are leads on that. We haven't found any information on any savings or investments he might have been doing, though."
"We may need a warrant to get some of that stuff." Teresa said.
"What about Alicia Foster?" I asked.
"She's a little more interesting." said E.J. "First, she was employed by DynaCorp, the late Mr. Warner's company that is now in a litigation fight between his heirs. She was a graduate of Georgia Tech, then Cal-Poly, and some of the work she did for DynaCorp was for their CIA contracts, so it's classified."
"Engineer, eh?" I said. "I can try to get more on what she did with DynaCorp. I just got a Top Secret clearance for my FBI consulting work. So what else?"
"Nothing, except she was making regular payments to a charity, a charitable trust to be more accurate." said Jefferson. "Several thousand each month. She wasn't saving anything else that we can find, but the amounts were pretty large. Looks like she and her husband were living off his money, and most of hers went to this trust."
Teresa added. "The trust could be a blind, and she was making payments to herself, maybe as a tax dodge."
"That's something you can get Julie Newton working on." I said. "Hmmm... I wonder if Spence Foster knows about those payments to that trust."
"Keep talking like that, sir," said Teresa, "and this isn't going to be a Vice case any longer."
"As long as we're following the money, it is." I said. "And you two will stay on this, no matter where it goes. Good cross-training, if nothing else."
"I did talk to some DynaCorp employees that she worked with." said Jefferson. "They couldn't talk about the nature of her work, but I just asked them how everyone felt about her death. They all said it was shocking and that they missed her, she seemed to be well liked. They also did say that she was an important part of their work."
"Did y'all go down to Coltrane County and get info on her car crash?" I asked. At that point Teresa looked up at the ceiling while Earl assumed a look that could only be described as intimidating. If a black man could blush, Earl was blushing with anger at that moment.
"We went to the Police Station." said Teresa. "The receptionist there was a middle aged woman. She looked at E.J. as if he were a piece of trash that was littering her floor. She said that the Sheriff and Deputies were all out of the office, wouldn't say when they'd be back. Said we could fill out pages of forms to get the police reports of the accident. So we went to the Courthouse in Buford to get the records, which are stored there. We were met by another woman at the desk, who gave us the same treatment. I very much suspect that the CCPD woman called the Courthouse when we left the police station."
"Oh really?" I asked. "How were you dressed?"
"Like we are now." said Earl. "Plain clothes."
"Earl, go put on a uniform. The 'State Trooper' look." That meant a light blue shirt with pinned on rank (no soft shoulder-boards), and police blue pants with light blue piping for Earl, and yellow piping for me. I had on soft shoulder-boards on my uniform when I changed into it, so that I would not have to wear the black leather belt sash. I suggested to Teresa to wear the "black" uniform that was becoming popular around the place. It made her look like the hot but tough bitch she was.
We drove down to Coltrane County. I'd called Deputy Strait's personal cell number and told him to expect us at the Station, and he said he and the Sheriff were there waiting for us.
When we walked in, the receptionist frowned at the sight of Jefferson. I didn't bother to speak to her, but walked past her as the Sheriff came to the door.
"Commander Troy, glad to see you!" said Sheriff Sorrells, shaking my hand. Deputy Strait was already in his office, awaiting us.
"Sheriff, Deputy, good to see you both again." I said, still in the reception area. "This is Lieutenant Croyle and I want you to meet my new Detective, E.J. Jefferson. He's doing some great work for us."
The Sheriff shook their hands and greeted them in his Southerly manner, showing no hint of disdain for E.J... to the receptionist's great displeasure. I knew she'd be picking up the phone to call someone the moment we closed the door to the Sheriff's office.
"Glad to have you down here." said the Sheriff as we were all seated. "Can I get you something to drink? Water? Coca-Cola?"
"I thought I'd come down and check in with you guys, introduce you to my new people." I said, going through necessary ritual niceties rather than get straight to the point.
"Glad you did." said the Sheriff. "Lieutenant Croyle, I know it caused you some trouble, but I for one loved it when you whipped the shit out of that little bugger Dean Allen last Christmas Eve. That smug little bastard had it coming."
"Thank you sir." Teresa said.
"And Nathan Allen is dead." said the Sheriff. "Can't say how happy I am about that. Seriously, I'll get in trouble if I do say it, but that was one dirty, corrupt bastard, Commander. This county, it has its issues, it runs a certain way and I know how I have to play the game... but that bastard was over the line."
"No one is happier than I am about Senator Allen's demise, Sheriff... and I will say it, and in front of anyone." I said.
"Heh heh heh." said the Sheriff. "So, ladies and gentlemen, what can we do for you today?" Time to get down to business.
"We had someone attempt to use a dead woman's credit card." I said. "The deceased was killed in a car crash in the southern part of your county, and I wanted to get the particulars on the accident."
"Deputy?" said the Sheriff.
"Yes sir, I remember that one." said the youngish Deputy Strait, in his eagerly helpful voice. "It was last February 6th. I remember because you had your officer's funeral later that day and we all took up some money for his mother. Anyway, it was a really bad wreck. Car and the body inside burned completely up."
"Deputy, why don't you pull your notes for them, then take them to the scene." said Sheriff Sorrells.
-------
We took my SUV. Deputy Strait rode shotgun, and he was amazed at the computer, hi-tech radio and GPS gear in the vehicle. Coltrane County couldn't compare. I remembered to be grateful for what we had.
"I hope you'll tell Lieutenant Ross how happy I am she's recovered from getting wounded." said Strait. "And we're all proud as punch about her getting that Medal of Honor."
"Medal of Valor, that's what we call it." corrected Teresa. "And she deserved it. We'll tell her you were thinking of her."
"Okay, pull over right here." said Strait as we neared a bridge. We did and got out of the SUV. Strait pointed down the hill.
"The car was a Honda Accord." said Strait. "There were no tire marks on the road up here, so we don't think it was hit or tried to stop. We got the notion that the driver fell asleep at the wheel and ran off the road."
"Fairly steep grade, but not so much the car would tumble or fly over it." I said. We started making our way down.
"Yes sir." said Strait. "The car apparently just ran off the road and rode down to this road. It hit the ditch by the farm road, which stopped it, but it rolled out enough to be on the road when it came to a halt. It caught fire, too. You can see where the asphalt was damaged."
"Hmmmm, wonder what caused it to catch fire?" I asked. "Maybe a spark when the undercarriage hit the edge of the road really hard." After a pause I asked "So I understand you guys didn't take any samples for DNA testing?"
"Aw, sir, we don't have the facilities or the money for high-level testing like that." said Strait. "We got the car tag number and VIN, learned it was Alicia Foster's car, called her husband. He said she wasn't at home. The Coroner did run a blood test for alcohol, but it came back clean. The Coroner got the ortho... ortho... er, the dental stuff, but Mrs. Foster had never been to the dentist, from what your Department's I.T. people told us. But the body height, weight and shape generally matched, her rings were on the fingers and all."
"So your Coroner did the autopsy?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Strait. "He's pretty good as far as Coroner's go, from what I hear. Not like that guy you've got, that's about to lose his re-election campaign."
"Oh, so you heard about that, did you Deputy Strait?" I asked with a grin. "So tell me, did anyone else ask about the woman's death, or ask for the autopsy report?"
"Not that I know of, Commander." said Strait. "Not until you guys started asking about it today."
"So where did they take the car?" I asked.
"To the County Junkyard." said Strait. "I can take you there now, if you like."
"Yes, let's go before it gets too late and the sun sets." I said.
At the junkyard, Strait took us to the car, which the junkyard operator said was in the very back area with the worst-damaged, most useless cars. Indeed, the car was burnt to the frame, virtually nothing left. It was stacked on other cars, and so was about five feet off the ground, giving me a good view of the insides and underside.
"Deputy, was there any testing done on the car to ascertain why it burned so hotly and completely?" I asked.
"No sir." said Strait. "Like I said, money's tight in our County. And nobody really thought about it, either."
"So guys, what do you think of this car?" I asked Teresa and E.J.
"This thing is burned up!" exclaimed Jefferson. "Even if nobody got to the scene quickly, to burn this completely ain't normal, Commander."
"Totally agree." Teresa said. "Commander, what's that spot there?" She pointed to a discoloring at the base of the steering wheel shaft.
"Hmmm," I said. "Good catch, Lieutenant. Looks like something was attached there, but was taken off after the fire."
--------
Back at Coltrane County Police Headquarters, I read the Coroner's report. The body was totally ravaged by the fire, leaving very little to even do an autopsy on. But what I was looking for was the 'negatives'.
"No blunt force trauma to the skull." I said. "No gunshot wounds could be ascertained. Your Coroner did a pretty good job, there."
"Think there's something suspicious about the death?" asked the Sheriff.
"Oh, I don't know." I said. "Maybe I'm making a mountain out of a molehill after this credit card showed up. Well, guys, I appreciate all your help. And if there's anything we can help you with, something that needs extra testing, let me know."
"Maybe you can help us with this." said the Sheriff. "Our County Commission has had enough of the SBI. We can hardly afford it, but we can afford the SBI's dictating terms to us even less. We hammered out a deal that our County Commission and the Buford City Council both passed off on, to send our stuff to your Crime Lab for testing. We only need someone on your end that has the authority to sign it."
"I can sign it! Right now!" I said happily. As the Police Commander and part of the Command Group, I was authorized by the Council to sign contracts on behalf of the Town & County Police Department, just as the Chief was.
The Sheriff produced the documents, I signed in my place, taking great pleasure in poking SBI Director Jack Lewis in the eye. Having already made a similar deal with Nextdoor County, my Crime Lab would now run all samples for the 1st State Senate and 1st Congressional District of the State! The 'Northwest Territories', as we jokingly called the tri-county district, was out of the SBI's hands, evidence-wise... and that was a good thing.
Part 4 - More Puzzle Pieces
October 18th. After sending some of my Crime Lab people to meet Deputy Strait and to take samples from the burned car at the Coltrane County junkyard, utilizing the new agreement between our counties (and giving them this one as a 'freebie'), I went to the FBI suite in the Federal Building on Courthouse Square. Using my Top Secret clearance, I looked up what Alicia Foster had been doing with DynaCorp.
Though I understood why it was classified, the information was a bit disappointing. She dealt mainly with mechanical processes and CNC machine programs in building some of DynaCorp's technology for the CIA, technology which involved spy satellites. Hardly what I'd hoped for.



"Not much there." I reported to Teresa and E.J. when I returned to Headquarters. "I was thinking she was doing some big secret thing that the CIA might have 'disappeared' her for, but that doesn't appear to be the case."
"Sure you were looking at real data and not planted data designed to mislead?" asked Teresa. She was cynical, and rightly so.
"This stuff wasn't even classified Top Secret." I said. "Just Secret. I'd say what I saw was legitimate, but I have other sources that can confirm it for me."
Teresa smiled, not saying out loud that one of my sources was my wife Laura.
At that point, Sonali and Lainie came to the Vice room. I asked them to join Teresa, myself, E.J. and Cindy in Classroom 'C', which was Vice's equivalent to MCD's Classroom 'E'.
"The charitable trust that Alicia Foster was giving money to, is gone. Totally gone." said Lainie. "There was about $200,000 in it, but it was emptied last June and then shut down. There were three women whose names were in the trust: Alicia Foster, Mary Hathaway... and Karla Warner, wife of the deceased Anthony Warner of the company Alicia Foster worked for."
"And the same Karla Warner that is now a convicted murderess." I noted drily. "What about this Mary Hathaway?"
"Sir, we can find nothing on this Mary Hathaway." said Sonali, in good English but with an Indian accent. "It is as if she does not exist anywhere. The FBI was also unable to help us find any information about this woman."
"Hmmm..." I said. "Now why does it occur to me that this Mary Hathaway may just be the woman we're looking for, i.e. the woman who tried to buy the gun at Cummings Outdoors?"
Teresa Croyle asked the techs "So there was no 'Mary Hathaway' that worked at DynaCorp?"
"No ma'am." said Sonali. "And no drivers' license in this or any other State. The Social Security number on the documents for the charitable trust was a fake, as well."
"Pretty obvious that 'Mary Hathaway' is a fake name, fake identity all the way around." I said, more to myself than anyone else as I mused over the information. "So, Lieutenant Croyle, what's your plan of action?"
"Uh, I guess to send someone to State Women's Prison to interview Karla Warner?" Teresa said. "Though I'd imagine that they'd drive nearly three hours to get to Madison County and State Women's Prison, only to have Karla Warner invoke and refuse to say a word about any of it."
"Maybe not." I said. "Karla went to prison over a year ago, what, June-July of last year? Maybe she doesn't know the trust has been emptied. Certainly she won't talk to me, but maybe she'll talk to a couple of you?"
"I'll send Julie Newton and E.J." said Teresa.
"Tell you what, send Lorena Rose, as well." I said.
----------
The door clanged shut behind Karla Warner as she was brought into the interrogation room at State Women's Prison. Julie Newton and Lorena Rose were at the table. E.J. Jefferson and a Prison guard were watching from behind the one-way mirror.
"So, you didn't send your great Iron Crowbar?" Karla said with something of a sneer on her face, making it less attractive than it should be. "Well then, what can I do for Town & County's Finest?"
"Mrs. Warner," said Julie Newton, "we think you may have been defrauded of some money in a trust fund, so we would appreciate your cooperation in answering some questions, and perhaps get some of your money back for you."
"Go ahead." said Karla, her voice unfriendly and cautious.
"Mrs. Warner, did you have a charitable trust with an Alicia Foster and Mary Hathaway?" Julie asked.
"Alicia Foster and I formed one." said Karla. "I have no idea who Mary Hathaway is, though."
"How much money did you put into the trust?" asked Julie.
"About $75,000." said Karla. "Alicia put in more, nearly $100,000 at the time I was arrested. Once I came here, I've heard nothing about the trust except for one report last December, from Alicia."
"Why did you and Mrs. Foster set up the trust?" asked Lorena Rose.
Karla Warner paused, considering something. "Let me first ask this... I may never get out of this prison. How can I turn the money, my part of it, over to my daughter?"
The Detectives looked at each other, then Julie Newton said "Mrs. Warner, the trust was closed down after the money was taken out. There's nothing left, nothing at all, to sign over to your daughter. That's why we're here."
Karla Warner just stared at the two women. "It's been shut down? By who? Alicia?"
"Mrs. Warner..." said Lorena, her voice connoting advance warning of something ominous about to be said, "... are you aware of what has happened to Alicia Foster?"
Karla said "I heard from her last Christmas, when she and our lawyer gave me the annual report of the trust, per legal requirements. I haven't heard from her since. Why? What happened?"
"Mrs. Warner," said Lorena, "Mrs. Foster was killed in an automobile accident last February."
"Oh my God!" Karla said, totally shocked, her voice barely above a whisper. "I... I had no idea!"
"And you said you have no idea who Mary Hathaway is?" asked Julie. "She was the third person listed as part of your charitable trust."
"No, I've never heard the name." said Karla. "What happened to the trust again?"
"It was closed this past summer."
"I can't help you." said Karla. "I have no idea what happened to it. My daughter has power-of-attorney over my affairs, but that was one thing I hadn't told her about. Who could have closed it, if Alicia is dead and I'm in here?"
"That's one thing we want to find out. By the way, you never answered the question." said Lorena Rose incisively. "Why did you set up the trust with Mrs. Foster?"
Karla sighed. "I guess it doesn't matter now. At the time, Alicia and I set it up to hide money from our husbands. Alicia said she wasn't actually planning to leave her husband, but she wanted an insurance policy in case she decided to 'move on', as she said. She was with the CIA, as well, and when the news broke about Sommes and Willoughby's treason, I thought she might be in league with them, and that that was what she meant about setting up the contingency plans. Of course, we both were able to use the charitable trust to shelter our money from taxes, but the plan was to let the money grow, then split it up when the time came for her to 'move on'."
"As for myself," Karla continued, "you're probably aware of the sequence of events that led to the murder of my husband. I began putting money into the trust when things first began going badly, about six months before Robert Schelle murdered him. It was a rainy day fund for the time I knew was coming. As you know, things turned out much differently than I'd expected."
Part 5 - Rounding Out The Picture
"Teresa, E.J.," I said on the morning of October 19th, "go bring in Spence Foster, and put him in Interrogation-A. I want to ask him some pertinent questions, and I want him to feel just a little bit agitated."
As they left, Dr. Woodrow and J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab came into my office. "The results of our tests on what was left of that car confirm what you were looking for." said the youngish-looking J.R. Barnes, and he proceeded to give me their results. "It was easy enough to find, even now after months of the car sitting there in the elements."
That got me to scouring the computer for the newer records from Ward Harvester that we'd obtained under warrant when Ned used the site to confront me for the final time. Old Man Ward was being a bit better about his recordkeeping, I noticed. I found what I needed to know...
-----------
"Yes, Alicia Foster had closer ties to the CIA than just working for DynaCorp as an engineer." said my wife Laura. It was the same October 19th, just before lunchtime, and we were in her office on campus, and Laura was on the sofa whose back was to the door. I was on the other sofa and Gayle Roberts was sitting next to me, cuddled up to me with her legs under her, with my arm around her.
"No," continued Laura, "she was not in league with nor tied to Willoughby and Sommes in any way, at least not that the Company knows about. She possibly had some ties to the Corrigan cell, but they're being slow about responding to my inquiry about it. I suspect they may be beginning to keep me out of the loop, even though the remnants of the Corrigan cell are still out there somewhere... and Henry R. Wargrave is still around."
"Don't stress on it." I said. "Though I don't think that's why they're being reticent about Alicia and her contributions to Corrigan's cell."
"I am pleased to say," said Laura, "that my greatest contribution to that cell was exterminating Bartholomew Scott with extreme prejudice. I'm not sure what it says about me that I rejoice so much in what I did, but that's how I feel."
"I feel the same way." I said. "Watching you blow his ass away was a joy to behold, and I don't mind saying it. So... Alicia Foster wasn't involved in anything you can tell that would get her killed or otherwise 'displaced' by the CIA?"
"No, not that we can tell." said Gayle Roberts, who was also a CIA agent under Laura's command. "I was her handler at DynaCorp. She really was not much more than an engineer for the CIA contracts there and a Company 'insider' watching out for our interests."
"So, and this is only if you can tell me," I asked, "what were the ramifications of Sommes and Willoughby? Gayle, did they come down on you?"
"They never said, but I'm sure they investigated me very thoroughly." Gayle said, the smell of her perfume wafting into my nose, beginning to arouse me. "I always figured that Laura rescued me by bringing me here to work with her."
"That's half true." said Laura. "I was glad to bring you on, but it wasn't to rescue you from any trouble. But Don, we really can't say any more about it... especially since you're a consultant for the FBI now." My wife's eyes were half amusing, half anger... she still had not quite gotten over my way of avoiding compulsory CIA service.
"I understand." I said. "Well, ladies, I appreciate your help as it pertains to my case. And maybe I can show you... that appreciation." I turned and kissed Gayle on the mouth, which turned into a long, lingering kiss. My wife's eyes sparkled as she watched, enjoying the sight.
"So, what do you think is going on?" Gayle asked, breaking the kiss, keeping up the conversation to tease me a bit and prolong the buildup to what was about to happen.
"Oh, this one is embarrassingly easy." I said. "I just need to find our credit card fraudster. Now why don't I take you two ladies into the bedroom next door..." I kissed Gayle again, "... so I can deeply probe these CIA assets..."
"I'm still not medically cleared to have intercourse." said Laura, who was still recovering from her hysterectomy. "Gayle, why don't you take my husband into the bedroom next door, and let him empty his big blue balls into that sweet cunt of yours?"
"Mmm, sounds like a very good idea, but you have to come and... help us out I can't handle this FBI stud by myself, you know." said Gayle, her eyes twinkling mischievously. I took her hand and led her into the back areas of the office suite, Laura following closely...
--------
The room was quiet but for the staccato slaps of flesh-on-flesh as I pumped Gayle Roberts on the bed. Gayle was nude except for the high heel nude/tan pumps she was wearing, which made her shapely legs and ass all the sexier. I had her legs hooked under my arms as I fucked her tight, wet pussy with hard, driving strokes, my balls beginning to ache.
Laura was lying on her side next to us. As I adulterously fucked the beautiful woman beneath me, my wife and I shared deep, tongue-twining kisses that only added to the intense sexual pleasure of copulation. Gayle was sucking Laura's big, milk-filled breasts, enjoying the hot snack as she accommodated my size and powerful thrusts, her cunt clutching at me as sheathed my iron-hard meat to the hilt inside her glorious warmth.
"Oh yeah, darling, fuck her!" Laura whispered. "Fuck her hard and deep. Give it to her!" I felt my nut rising as Laura's hand caressed my hard asscheeks. My wife had lubed up her fingers and my anal bud, and now I felt her finger began probing my ass. I knew what was coming, and tried to relax as Laura slid her left index finger into my asshole, slowly but steadily sliding it deeper. She pulled back out, lubed up the finger some more, then slid back in until she was knuckle-deep. I felt her begin to massage my prostate, which I knew was going to make me blow my wad... and sure enough, I was lost.
"UHHH!! I'M COMING!" I gasped out as I felt the first spurt of thick jism blast from my cock hardly before I even realized I was climaxing. More spurts followed as Laura continued to orally plunder my ass. I rammed my meat into Gayle and pulled her asscheeks to me, making sure to get every drop as deep into her wonderful cunt as I possibly could...
To be continued.
*****
So, who is the credit card fraudster?
And how will the Iron Crowbar bring the culprit to Justice?
There's still more mystery and intrigue to come in Chapter 2, so keep reading!
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Part 6 - Disavowed
October 19th: After getting back to Headquarters from my very pleasant lunch hour with Gayle and Laura, I received a setback.
"Commander," said Lt. Teresa Croyle as she entered my office with Detective E.J. Jefferson, "Spence Foster is nowhere to be found. His assistant at his gun range said he was taking a couple of days vacation. He's not at his home, either."
"How conveeeeenient." I said. "Okay, put out a full APB on him. I absolutely need for him to be found, and quickly. Go check back with his employees and see where he might have gone on a vacation."
--------
"All right, Don," said Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone as I entered his makeshift office in the FBI Suite in the Federal Building on Courthouse Square, "Salem, U.S.A. has issued a warrant for your arrest. You are to be tried on charges of witchcraft, of inexplicably knowing things you absolutely should not know, and you are going to be sentenced to being burned at the stake. My God, how did you know?"
"I wish all my cases were this easy." I said. "So you found a link between Alicia and the Corrigan cell?"
"I sure did, once you told me where to look." Jack said. "And you were right: the reason your wife and her assistant Roberts haven't been told anything... is because Alicia Foster was 'disavowed' by the CIA."
"Yep, it makes sense." I said. "So what's the story?
Muscone began his story: "After the Sommes and Willoughby treason came out, the CIA's internal auditors, and some FBI people as well, began looking very hard at all the CIA people at DynaCorp. That included Gayle Roberts, Alicia Foster, and a couple of other engineers, who have since left the firm and been re-assigned to other places."
Muscone continued: "They cleared Roberts pretty quickly, and your wife subsequently employed her at the University. The other engineers were also cleared, but the Agency believed that Alicia had been committing industrial espionage and taking some of the classified stuff at DynaCorp. That actually was their first clue that there was a rogue group within the CIA, though your actions really brought that out. So the highest levels of the CIA, FBI and Homeland Security had me and your wife begin looking into that. You know that story, and how your grenade launcher accuracy ended it."
"Don't I ever." I said. "Though there are still a few of them out there. I can feel it."
"Yes. Anyway, since they didn't realize at the time what the Corrigan cell was about, they thought Alicia was giving the stolen information to someone outside the CIA. So they disavowed her." Jack said. "So my question is: how did you know she was 'disavowed'? That's one of the CIA's biggest-kept secrets. They weren't all that happy when I started asking about it."
"The charitable trust." I said. "She knew she might get caught, and she planned to use that money in the event she was 'burned'." When an agent is burned, whether disavowed or not, his or her credit cards and bank accounts are cut off without warning.
"So," I continued, "I reasoned that she was intending to take the money and run. Apparently she made it as far as Coltrane County."
"So what's left for you?" Jack asked. "Trying to find who used her credit card? You can pass that off to your J.G. Detectives, can't you?"
"Oh, sure." I said. "And I will... but I want to talk to Alicia's husband, Spence Foster, first. I think he can tell us more than he has so far."
"Think he's involved in the espionage?"
"I tend to doubt it." I said. "If the CIA thought he was, they'd have his FFL revoked. He still has it; ergo, he's not a suspect in their eyes. But I still need to talk to him and-"
At that moment, FBI Agent Sandra Speer brought two lovely ladies to Jack's office. They happened to be my Lieutenant Sisterhood: Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle.
"We've gotten a tip on where Spence Foster is." Teresa said. "He's up at Lake Amengi-Nunagen, apparently on a hunting trip, and he's camping on the Federal Wildlife Management Area up there."
"What the hell can he be hunting up there this time of year?" Jack Muscone asked derisively.
"Hogs." I said. "They're legal all year, though I don't know the regulations for hunting them on the W.M.A."
Sandra Speer said "They'd like to get a Federal warrant and have us go arrest him. I'm going to give the go-ahead if you don't object, Jack."
"Fine by me." said Muscone. "But consider him armed and potentially dangerous."
----------
As we waited for the FBI to get Spence Foster into custody, I had two important duties to attend to. The first was painful, but important. I called in Father Romano, our Catholic Police Chaplain, to be present for this one.
"Mr. and Mrs. Sherwood, I really appreciate you coming in today." I said as the Sherwoods were seated in Interrogation-A. Crime Lab Technician Christina Cho was also in the room. "I've called you in to ask you both to submit DNA samples, to aid in the identification of your daughter should we find her."
"Has there been any news? Do you know anything?" Mr. Sherwood asked.
I took a breath, then replied. "I have... hopes... that we will be able to find your daughter, and soon, sir. However, I must warn you now that those hopes do not extend to finding her alive. I'm sorry, but I believe it is more likely that she is dead than alive."
The Sherwoods sagged, Mrs. Sherwood becoming emotional. Trying to hold on to any hope, she said "Commander... you haven't actually found her yet?"
"No ma'am, not yet." I replied.
"So... there's still hope?" Mrs. Sherwood asked.
"Ma'am, sir..." I said, "... it would be very wrong of me to give you false hopes. I asked Father Romano here so that you can talk with him, and so he can help you prepare for the worst if and when that time comes."
Technician Cho took the cheek swabs and I escorted her back to the Crime Lab (to have two-man control) while the Sherwoods talked with the priest.
----------
The second duty was to quell a Disturbance in the Force, i.e. to referee a verbal spat between Cindy and Teresa. The debate happened in my office.
"I'll be glad to let you have Lorena Rose." said Cindy. "But I am not taking Sharples into MCD!"
"Well," retorted Teresa, "I'm not giving you anyone else. Joanne Cummings is starting to get the hang of things, E.J. is good but I don't know if he can withstand the Iron Crowbar in MCD, and even Geiger is getting better in there..."
"Okay, ladies." I interjected, having heard their points... many times over. "I'll consider a Rose for Cummings swap. Don't say a word about this, but Claire Michaels is likely going to be promoted to Lieutenant and put in charge of the SWAT team. That'll happen November 1st, during our 'interim' promotion period. I agree that Rose would fit better in Vice than MCD, and Cummings has shown some brilliant observation and deductive abilities."
"And Sharples?" Teresa asked, near bitterness. "Maybe we can promote him to something in the Uniform division?"
I said "Sergeant Thompson is going to be promoted to Lieutenant, also, but that's for other reasons, Rudistan is pegged to become a Sergeant, and Ronnie Kirkpatrick a Corporal - yes, the first since Feeley. No room for Sharples, even to be demoted to Sergeant like he apparently wants."
"Damn." said Teresa.
"We'll talk about that." I said. "Meantime, both Vice and MCD are getting short of people again, and we'll need to promote promising young officers. You two need to keep a sharp eye out for who you might want as J.G.s."
The Detective (J.G.) rank was actually a uniformed officer position, though within the Detective track. Most J.G.s still wore uniforms unless authorized for plainclothes missions, so it was a small but important step up for uniformed officers selected into the Detective program. I still felt pain about not having put Pete Feeley into it, but at the same time had to run my Police Force and put the best people in the best places.
"Cindy," I said, "I need for you, Julie, and Lorena to go and interview the manager of that charitable trust. His name is Mr. Coleman of Guaranty Trust Company in the City, and he is expecting you because I called and made an appointment for you to see him early this evening. If the need arises you can deputize yourself into the SBI Reserve. And call Teresa the moment you have any kind of information we can act upon. Teresa, stay here so we can talk." Cindy scooted on out the door.
"Let's go take a walk." I said to Teresa. "I don't want to talk about this inside the building here." Teresa didn't know if I was about to chew her out or what, and she looked nervous.
We took my Police SUV north on the road that runs in front of the Headquarters, past the back of the City Hall building and up to Ronald Reagan Park. It was situation on the River at the northwest corner of Town, and had playground equipment, a long (1.5 mile) looping bicycle/running path, a frisbee-golf course, picnic tables under awnings down by the riverbank.
Teresa and I found a bench under some shade. "I wanted to come here to keep this between you and me, Teresa." I said. "It's about Sharples."
"Oh." Teresa said, still not knowing if she was in trouble or not.
"I understand that you want that fatass piece of crap out of your squad." I said. "I'd love to make that happen, also. But I can't, at least not yet, and for two reasons. I'm not supposed to tell you this, but it's only fair to tell you if you're going to be leading my Vice Squad."
Teresa nodded and I continued: "The first reason is the Police Union. Sharples has gone running to them twice when I tried to reprimand him in writing. Admittedly it was for flimsy stuff and I was trying to create a paper trail in his file so I could fire him, and the Union is pushing back. Sharples won both grievances, and I ended up doing more harm than good."
"Fuck them." Teresa said, scowling.
"I hear ya." I said. "But they're doing what they're supposed to be doing, I guess. Anyway, the second reason is far more important, and you can't say a word about this:
"I've also talked to Internal Affairs about Sharples." I said. "I've been contacted by an SBI agent who has been watching Sharples for years. He thinks Sharples may be trying to set up drug connections, maybe broker one group like-" I paused, not finishing.
"Like they say Captain Malone did." Teresa said, finishing. "Yeah, I'm still skeptical, but I understand."
"Out of sheer curiosity, why are you still skeptical?" I asked.
"I know there's some circumstantial evidence that points in that direction, Commander," Teresa replied, "but I still believe that if it were really going on, I or someone else in Vice would've found out about it. I just can't believe that no one in Vice got wind, and I don't think they're all dirty enough to hide the secret if they'd found out about it."
"I agree, and I agree with you that they're not dirty." I said. "Anyway, Sharples has developed quite a reputation around Town, to the point he has to watch his back. That's an angle to work on. I.A. is watching him, as well. I've talked to Curly Goodwin several times, and they're working to get a bead on Sharples.
I finished up: "And the ramifications of that for you is that you're stuck with Sharples for now. If we move him anywhere else, I.A.'s work gets set back, and he'll just be a problem elsewhere. So we can't move him to MCD, we can't move him to precincts when they happen, we can't really move him anywhere... I'm sorry, but that's the deal for now."
"Thanks for telling me." Teresa said. "Anything I can do to help with all that?"
"No." I said. "And don't do anything at all. You're not supposed to know. If you start trying to facilitate situations where Sharples can be caught, he might catch on. He's very cunning that way. So just keep bitching at him and carry on. Meanwhile... I've got to go get dressed properly. If you think Sharples is bad... I have to face the Council tonight. Want to be a Precinct Captain, Teresa?"
"Hell no," said Teresa, "and you better shoot down any attempts to make me one. I am very happy in Vice, Sharples notwithstanding, thankyouverymuch." Inside I was extremely relieved and happy to hear that.
Part 7 - Precincts
(Author's note: sorry folks, gotta lay groundwork somewhere. Please bear with it.)
The Town & County Council's public chambers were an impressive auditorium in the City Hall complex, but they had chosen to go into 'executive session', as some of the discussions actually involved personnel. Therefore we were in the Council's 'private' meeting room, a rather snug room that had a long conference table, a projector screen at one end, and some chairs that a few other people could sit in.
The Mayor sat at the end of the table, at the far end from the projector screen. The Town's representation sat to his right, and the County's to his left. Chief Griswold and Captain Charles were sitting in chairs on the County side, just because that's where the chairs were. And up front, standing, wearing my Duty Dress uniform, was Your Iron Crowbar.
After the Mayor called upon me, I began. After opening pleasantries, I said "Let me start with Precinct 3, which goes from the farms to the west of the River above the midline of the County..." I pointed on the screen on the map at the location. "... and which carries over the mountain ridge to the subdivisions and communities east, including the Mountain Valley Golf Course." That fun golf course was owned by Ian McGhillie, who was sitting in front of me as one of the Council members; he was also the father of one of my patrol officers.
I continued: "The County Jail is still being used to house prisoners. It also used to be the County Police Headquarters before the merger of the Town and County Public Safety departments. The space there is not being used, would be ideal as a Precinct headquarters, and would require nothing more than a good cleaning up to become fully operational again. Infrastructure such as communications and I.T. is already in place. In addition, the outdoor Police range is in this precinct and not far away, giving them an existing place to train."
I saw several heads nod as I looked around the room. Precinct 3 was easy. Now for the much harder parts: "Now, let's look at Precinct 2, which I know is the precinct that some of you are most interested in. Precinct 2 covers the farms west of the River and south of the midline, Junction Station, the 'Strip', as we call it; the 'Tenderloin District', as we call it; and the Southwestern areas of Town that were once part of the industrial sector. It also contains some of the industrial areas."
The 'Southwestern Ghetto', which I astutely chose to not call it by, was the blighted area of Town, where the Public Housing was and where the majority of the crime was. It was Reginald B.F. Lewis's sector, and it was mostly Black.
"There is an ideal location for us in this area." I continued. "The old Cannon Building, which is called the 'The Old Mill', was an industrial fabrics manufacturing facility near the River. It is empty now, but the structure is not run down and the insides can be cleaned up and molded into what we want. The front entrance faces north, and faces Martin Luther King Jr. Avenue." MLK Avenue was a major east-west road through that area, and one of the few roads that had a bridge built over the river to get to the west side. The road connected with the bypass road on the other side of the River.
"It is not too large, it's fenced in nicely, and, as I was saying, the floors inside are still in good condition; in fact, these floors are really fantastic, made of old hardwoods that could not be replaced at any price today. All they need is a good buff shining, and I have some Police Academy Cadets well suited for that task." There was general laughter at that, then I went on.
"I really like the feel of this old building when I go inside it, too; it has... 'character', for lack of a better term." I said, trying to sell the idea. "Anyway, the downstairs can be converted into a Precinct headquarters. The right side here," I put up a photograph I'd taken, "can be converted into holding cells and booking, with an exclusive entrance on that side. There'll be locked doors to the rest of the facility, with similar security to our current Police Headquarters."
I went on: "The upstairs can be used for storage for anything except weapons and evidence requiring a chain of custody, and we might can create an evidence room if it's ever needed. What I really like is that we can, and will, put some secure servers and radio communications facilities on the upper floor. The Headquarters is getting short of space for this technology, and we can really wire this place up."
"Who owns this building?" asked John 'Jack' Colby.
"J.P. Goldman Bank. Foreclosure." I replied, nodding my head towards Mr. Goldman, who was sitting in the room as a Council member. "And because a certain public service body promoted me to Commander and gave me the ability to sign contracts for the Police Force, I've already secured an option to buy the property."
That 'public service body' was the Council itself, and they got the joke. However, it was 'aggressive' of me, and that's putting it mildly, to take that action before the Council had made any formal decisions; it was almost putting them on a spot of being pulled into it; and it bespoke an untoward confidence in me of my plan. So fire me, I thought to myself.
"It sounds good, so far." said Mayor Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice, sitting at the end of the table, conveying his own approval of the idea. "So, what about Precinct 1?"
I knew this was going to be the toughie as I started. "Precinct 1 is from the Industrial and Warehouse Districts of Town north to the City Limits, as well as the University and what are actually State-owned properties. This encompasses most of the Town, and is of course the largest precinct by population."
No getting past it, time to dive in: "I know some of you might object to this, but I really think for the time being that Precinct 1 should be headquartered in the current Police Headquarters. With two precincts moving out, there will be almost too much room in the Uniformed Officers areas of the building. It will simply save the taxpayers money to use this existing facility rather than convert another building or build a new facility."
Reginald B.F. Lewis immediately spoke up. "Commander, I've loved what you've said to this point. However, I'm fearful that if one precinct is housed in the Headquarters, there will be a favoritism towards that precinct over the others, do you not agree?" I knew Lewis's real objections: he pretty much wanted these precincts to be separate, semi-autonomous little police departments, especially Precinct 2... which was what I was trying hard to avoid.



"I can understand your concerns, Councilman," I said, "But at least for now there's no need to spend the extra money. And as Captain Charles can tell you, police units are rotated through sectors already, so that they can become familiar with all areas of the Town and County. He'll still be making officer assignments and patrols on a daily basis, which precincts will change only to put borders on where the patrols go."
"And that's also an issue with me." said Lewis, demolishing my points with practiced skill and knowledge. "One reason for these precincts is for officers to get to know the people in their precincts better, to form better relationships and understandings with the people. I don't need to tell you that the black community and the police have long had a strained relationship, at best. While your efforts up to now in mitigating that are understood and well appreciated, Commander, you can't do it alone and we need a better overall effort."
"I agree, but for another reason." said Thomas P. Cook, a local businessman who represented sectors of the Town that would be in Precinct 1. "There are a couple of empty buildings on University Drive, the main north-south road that separates the Town from the University. I'd love to see one of those as the 1st Precinct headquarters, so that people passing through see the Police presence... and the University across the street sees us there, as well." Cook's idea was a lot more 'in your face' than I wanted to be with the school or people driving through. In addition, he'd been one of those who'd been against precincts, but had changed sides, and I knew why. I knew I was losing this.
"Well," I said, still giving it the ol' 'college try', "over time, that might become an option. Let me also say this. Right now, for a town or county of our size, a Police Force of around 250 persons would be the norm. We have just over 200 officers, not counting Auxiliary or civilians. Let's just say the uniformed officer numbers are 180. That's 60 per shift. By dividing into three precincts, that'll divide the Force three more times, so that we have about 20 officers per precinct per shift. That's not a lot, and while we'll make contingencies to bring officers anywhere needed in cases of emergency, I just want everyone to understand the numbers. Having officers at the Headquarters would strongly help the need for versatility and flexibility."
No one said anything. I knew this one was lost, 'fer sure'.
"So, Commander," said Malinda Adams, who had so far remained surprisingly quiet, breaking the silence in the room. "How are you going to assign your Detectives and the Personnel & Records people?"
Hoo boy, here it goes, I said as I began: "First, Ms. Adams, the Personnel and Records people are going to remain right where they are. Some of the finance and payroll people are already in City Hall, which is near Headquarters, and moving any of our people around causes problems. I definitely do not need the problem of my officers not getting paid, or their paperwork messed up and costing them a medal or a promotion." I heard loud murmurs of agreement from the Chief and Captain Charles, trying to give support such as they could, and John Colby and Dagmar Schoen also nodded in vigorous agreement.
"Second, Ms. Adams, and I'll just be very up front about this: my Detectives stay at Headquarters." I said, looking her straight in the eye. "They need to be able to work together as a team, we are not a large enough County to warrant splitting them up like the City does, and I need to be able to deploy any of them to any location. Vice Detectives can't interdict drug operations when the criminals are crossing precinct lines if they (my detectives) are split up. And Major Crimes often finds themselves all over the place while investigating cases. This is one area I will draw the line on, Ms. Adams." I was implying that I'd resign if the Council tried to fuck with me on this, but not actually have to make the threat out loud.
"The Commander is right." growled Chief Griswold, giving me strong support. "It is absolutely imperative to our Department that our Detectives be centrally located and centrally controlled by the Commander. And it keeps the SBI out, also. You might force me out of retirement if the SBI starts trying to move in." That was a direct threat, I realized. Maybe we'd win this one, after all.
"Okay, everyone," said the Mayor, quelling the murmuring that was beginning to swell up,"this is something we can consider later. The Commander is simply giving his presentation for now. Please continue, Don."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." I said. "This really is pretty much it, except for the discussion of Precinct Captains. The Public Safety Structure Ordinance, recently re-done by yourselves, calls for a rank of 'Precinct Captain' between full Captains and Lieutenants. Precinct Captains get to steal the Fire Department's gold Captain bars, as opposed to the Police's full Captains' silver bars. Precinct Captains outrank Lieutenants, but full Captains outrank the Precinct Captains.
"The reason this is important is because we have only six Captain slots," I continued, "seven if you count a Chaplain. This makes full Captains too high a level to fill the Precinct Captain role. My idea is to brevet Lieutenants to the Precinct Captain position, and after serving in the role, they'd either be promoted to full Captains or revert back to Lieutenants. I also have some names for at least one of the positions."
A photograph of Sergeant Damien Thompson appeared on the screen. He was a large, athletic man, 34 years old, black, his head shaved bald. He was an excellent cop and Sergeant, a no-nonsense common-sense guy, a good leader of patrol teams, and he ran Duty Desks to efficient perfection. He was also very loyal to me, especially after I exposed Harold Malone, who had kept Thompson from being promoted to well-deserved, much higher positions.
I gave the Council details of the Sergeant's stellar career, then added "He has the respect of the Black community, he would be an excellent role model for the kids to see. We'd need to promote him to Lieutenant on November 1st to get him started on the Precinct Captain track."
"That'll work." said Reginald B.F. Lewis, very happy with my choice, knowing I was right and why. "Excellent choice, Commander."
"So when do you expect Precincts to start up?" asked Mr. Cook.
"We have our semi-annual promotions next February 1st." I said. "November promotions are not common, and usually fill-ins for gaps left by retirements and whatnot. What I am envisioning is some promotions in November, more promotions on February 1st, then Precincts going into effect the first week of February. We'll definitely need time to get the Mill building ready, not to mention deciding assignments."
"I hope you intend to have a woman fulfill one of these three Precinct Captain positions." Malinda Adams said, her voice almost a whine. "There are simply not enough women being promoted properly within the Police Department, as I have told Chief Griswold numerous times over the years." She was an uber-feminist, but I'd anticipated this. But I didn't like the shot she took at my Chief, so I squared up a bit and responded.
"Ms. Adams, I can hardly believe you would suggest that, when my MCD and Vice Lieutenants are both women, very capable ones at that, and when Lt. Perlman comes off maternity leave, she'll be the MCD leader. In addition, Captain Malone's old position is going to be very capably filled by Lt. Cindy Ross, a Medal of Valor recipient who is one of the very best police officers I've ever had the pleasure of working with, and with abilities far beyond her years... and she's most definitely a woman, just ask her."
That got a laugh out of almost everyone... but not Malinda Adams, who was growing more pissed off by the minute as I continued: "Detective Claire Michaels is on track to become the SWAT leader, as well, we recently promoted Captain Harlow. All this was done under Chief Griswold's leadership. So I think your complaint is not valid, Ms. Adams."
The room was getting uncomfortable and Malinda Adams was stewing, so the Mayor quickly moved to ease the tension. "Perhaps you can give us your other names, Commander." he said. "I believe one of your suggestions actually is a woman, is that not right?"
"Yes sir, Mr. Mayor." I said. "For Precinct 3, we have Lieutenant Susan Weston. She's in Personnel & Records now, but she has experience as a uniformed patrol officer. She'd be a good organizer and leader of people, and she'd be reasonable at interaction with the people of her precinct." Weston was in her late 30s to early 40s, I wasn't exactly sure and I hadn't looked on her records to find out. She had dirty blonde hair, was not particularly pretty but had a very nice body that resembled my sister Elizabeth's lovely hourglass shape. She also could be a very tough bitch at times.
"For 1st Precinct," I said, moving along, "I'm recommending Lieutenant Holsom 'Hal' Briggs." I explained that Briggs had been a good uniformed officer, but had suffered a hip injury that limited him physically. He was in his 40s, his hair already graying. Like Captain Charles he had long refused promotions so that he could remain 'one of the boys' in blue, even sitting behind a cheap oak desk.
I concluded with "Briggs is currently working for the Sheriff's Department, running the Court Bailiffs over there. He's the equivalent of a Lieutenant rank, and it would be a smooth lateral transfer to bring him back to the Police Department and the Precinct Captain role."
There was another reason to promote him, I silently thought: he was a good leader of people, but was pretty laid back. I did not say out loud that Reginald B.F. Lewis was right, that the 1st Precinct in the Police Headquarters would be fairly well subjugated to overall command, and Briggs would be a perfect 'figurehead' role.
"In conclusion, there will obviously be some structural changes, and I'd like you to allocate a couple of extra dollars for this." I explained what I wanted as I showed them the photos, sketches and diagrams. I could not tell from their faces if they would approve this little bit of candy for me.
I concluded my presentation, but John Colby asked me to stay in my place standing at the head of the table. "Folks," he said in his deep baritone but country voice, "I want the Commander to hear this. Some time ago there was a shooting attack upon the Irish Pub, and the Iron Crowbar here actually went forward after the shooters, killing one of them, and undoubtedly saving lives. This Council inexplicably did not act to reward that extremely brave, lifesaving action, and in the here and now I want that oversight corrected. As part of our discussion tonight I am going to be expecting that the Police Star of Gallantry will be awarded to Commander Troy for that action."
This was Colby's way of saying 'buy me off with this reward, and I won't fight you too hard on precincts'. I was somewhat blushing about it, but on November 1st I would indeed be awarded the Star of Gallantry, which was below the Police Medal in importance but still a very high award. And, curiously, it would be the only Star of Gallantry that I would ever be awarded in my career with the Town & County Police Force...
----------
Sitting at the Cop Bar's 'command table' after we'd left the Council meeting, I asked the Chief and Captain Charles how they thought it went.
"Great job, Crowbar." growled Chief Griswold. "I think you're going to get most of what you want."
"I agree." said Charles, who was not at all happy about precincts in the first place. "And thank you for cutting Malinda Adams down to size. My blood was boiling when she attacked the Chief like that."
"Yeah, I was pissed about that, too." I said.
"I appreciate you sticking up for me, too." the Chief said. "I think they all realized that you're not going to take any shit from them after you did that. Oh well, I'll be retired and fishing soon, and I really don't give a fuck what Malinda Adams says."
"I do." I said. "She's a thorn in our sides, and you're retiring and leaving me to deal with her." The Chief just grinned evilly under his mustaches at me, then continued drinking his beer.
"By the way," I said, "I think we're going to lose on the 1st Precinct thing."
"I knew that all along." said the Chief. "Thomas Cook is a decent man and a businessman, but I think you'll find that he part owns those empty buildings that he wants to see used as 1st Precinct headquarters."
"Ah, so that's why he changed sides." I said. "Any improprieties in any of that?"
"Hell yeah." said the Chief. "But don't get any ideas, Crowbar. This is one of those things that the politicians do. They got Cook on their side by offering to buy one of his buildings for the precinct. And I like the idea because a police precinct right in the face of the University will help you tremendously with your intent to impose jurisdiction over the Campus so that Jack Lewis and the SBI can't use it to encroach on our space."
The Chief continued, almost merrily: "I know what you're thinking, too... you'll bring up that ownership connection to scuttle the 1st Precinct idea... but what you'll do is end up making several enemies on the Council, some of whom are friends to you now, and it'll make your job much, much tougher. Colby is going to get you the Star that I put you in for months ago, that the Council didn't want to award because you weren't wounded, even though you were pissed about your hat being blown off your head. And, of course, they pretty much don't want to 'encourage' you to take actions that put you in harm's way."
"You've taken care of that already, Chief." I said. "I remember that Ned raid where Cindy got shot up... I had at least three people knocking me down so I couldn't go out there to help her... now just who was behind that?"
"Damn straight it was me that told them to make damn sure you don't do something that gets you hurt, Commander." the Chief said. "I appreciate your fearlessness, but I want you to solve crimes and keep innocent people from being wrongly accused. You are needed too badly to be putting yourself into the line of fire, and that's just the facts, son." I knew the Chief was right.
"I loved it that you brought up Ross's Medal of Valor, too." said Captain Charles. "Adams almost puked when you hit her with that, not to mention how you supported your people." Charles was big on leaders supporting their people. " And by the way, how is it that this young, good-looking Commander has three beautiful women Lieutenants working for him? Where did we go wrong, Chief?" We all laughed at that.
---------
The next morning, October 20th, the Chief and I met Jack Colby and Dagmar Schoen in the back room of the Country Breakfast Diner. It opened at 5:30am, which was when we arrived, and was already nearly full of hungry people.
Colby and Schoen looked very tired. "We worked it until two a.m." said Colby. "Reginald Lewis loved the Thompson idea so much that he all but forgot about your efforts to limit the scope of precincts."
I replied "He's interested in 2nd Precinct, and controlling the police as they interact with his black constituents. He's not totally wrong about the problems, either, though I didn't like the full scope of his solution. Thompson is a great guy, as well, he should've been promoted years ago. So what's the bad news?"
"1st Precinct." Dagmar said. "I sure don't blame you for trying, but you were lost on that before you even walked into the room. And we got creamed on the rank and brevetting. It's going to be a permanent rank, and since only three are authorized, one for each precinct, vacancies can only be created by retirement or resignation; by promoting the person to full Captain and therefore reassigning him or her; by firing, which takes a full proceeding; or by demotion, which also requires a full proceeding. The Police Union was especially strong on that one." My plan had been sent to the Council 72 hours before the meeting, so they'd known what was coming. Apparently, the Union was consulted ahead of time, as well.
"So what did you guys get?" I asked.
"We got you that Star of Gallantry that you should've had a long time ago." said Colby. "And a couple of other things that I can't mention right now." I figured that Colby had gotten something good for the Chief upon Griswold's retirement, but didn't want to mention it in front of the aforementioned Chief. "We also had to work hard, but your Detectives will remained assigned to Headquarters. By the way, and just between us here, did you know that some of your Detectives actually approached the Council and wanted to be assigned to precincts?"
"I appreciate you telling me, but did they really approach the Council?" I asked, "or were they approached by certain Council members, who then fed you a story?"
"I imagine some of both." said Councilwoman Schoen. "But this is just to let you know."
Part 8 - Follow The (Missing) Money
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporter on the morning of October 20th, as the Chief and I got back to Headquarters and the MCD room. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council has approved Precincts in their meeting last night, which was an 'executive session' as personnel issues were discussed. The second reading and formal approval of the bill will be next Tuesday, followed by ratification by the County Assembly in the next few weeks. Police precincts will go into effect on February 2nd of next year..."
----------
"Mr. Coleman talked with us." Cindy Ross said in my office at 8:00am, drinking her coffee as I was drinking mine. "He said that Alicia Foster set up the trust, and that Karla Warner and Mary Hathaway's names passed through their computer checks with no problems."
"No problems, my ass." I said. "Contact Jack Muscone with the FBI." I said. "let him know of the lax checks done by Guaranty Trust. Maybe the SEC will be interested; then again, maybe not. But in any case, we'll have done our part."
"Wilco." said Cindy. Just then the man himself walked in, with Teresa Croyle in tow.
"My ears are burning, Don." said Muscone. "You shouldn't be taking my name in vain like that."
"I'm glad you're here, Jack." I said. "Now I can call you all those dirty names to your face instead of behind your back." Everyone laughed, and I suggested we go to the Main Conference Room. Once there, Jack began his story.
"We found Spence Foster in a hunting cabin on Lake Amengi-Nunagen." Jack said. "My guys told him they wanted him to come back with them to Town here, but he refused to go, constantly asking if he was under arrest, by what warrant, and was he free to go about his way."
"Very Constitutionalist." I said. "He definitely is one of those, and we knew that already."
"Agent Muscone called me last night, while you were in the Council meeting." said Teresa. "I got Jenna to get us a material witness warrant for Spence Foster, and the Federal judge then issued a Federal warrant to get him back here."
"And my guys arrested him once we got the legal niceties in place." said Muscone. "But he then refused to waive extradition to be brought back across State lines. So that's where we are, stuck in that little hell-hole town near the lake. Once we get the extradition done, we'll bring him down. Probably be early this afternoon, though."
"Now why in the world would the man, who lives here, fight extradition?" I asked.
"Makes him appear guilty." Cindy said. "Yeah, I know, I'm not supposed to assume that, but that's how I see it."
"Like I said a minute ago," I replied, "he's one of those Constitutionalist types, and may be doing this just to force us to go through every hoop. Oh well, we'll find out when he gets here."



"By the way," Cindy said, "I have Mary Hathaway's address from the Guaranty Trust officer. We can at least check it out."
--------
While we waited for Spence Foster to arrive, I got a call from the Crime Lab.
"The technicians found traces of thermite on the car, which is what caused it to burn so fiercely and completely." said Dr. Woodrow. "They also think that device you thought was removed might have been attached to the steering and carburetor, but it's a guess, as not much was left of any wiring at all."
Moments later I got another call, from Senior Sergeant Hugh Hewitt. I'd sent him and his four on-duty SWAT team members to the address of Mary Hathaway, after securing the proper warrant, of course.
"The place is empty, Commander." came the voice of Hewitt through my cellphone. "It has been lived in recently, though. Fresh milk in the refrigerator, some clothes in a hamper."
Everyone was catching on to the milk trick, I noted as I asked "Any papers to suggest where the occupant might have been or gone to?"
"No sir, but we secured a burner phone." said Hewitt. "I've already given Milton the number so he can look into it."
I called the FBI office in the City and talked to Special Agent Lindy Linares, asking her to put out a watch at the City International Airport and train and bus stations for the descriptions of two women...
--------
At 12:30pm, October 20th, Spence Foster was escorted into Interrogation-B by the Federal Marshals who had transported him to our humble Headquarters. His lawyer joined him shortly afterwards, per his demand.
"Okay, Teresa, come on in with me, but let me ask the questions." I said. We entered the room from the Police side.
"Mr. Foster, how nice of you to finally join us." I said.
"What the hell do you want from me?" Foster said, his voice a snarl. "I've been arrested without reason and my rights abused. Am I still under arrest or am I free to go?"
"Mr. Foster," I said, "you were arrested under a material witness warrant-"
"What crime have I committed?" Foster snarled. "I demand to be released from this unlawful custody!" I just looked at the lawyer, who whispered to Foster. Foster quietened down, his face still red.
"Okay, one more time." I said. "Mr. Foster, you were brought in under a material witness warrant, and yes, you are considered to be under arrest at this time under that warrant. A few days ago you filed a report with the police about your deceased wife's credit card being used. We have been following up on that, and as a result of our investigation, we have some questions we want to ask you. However, it is you who for some reason became uncooperative when the FBI found you. You would not have been arrested had you cooperated and simply come back to talk to us."
I continued: "Now, if you'll just answer my questions, you can be on your way. Or you can take full advantage of your Constitutional rights, take the Fifth, and I'll have you booked and processed for evading the police, and crossing State lines in doing so."
"Oh, come on, that won't hold." said the lawyer.
"Possibly, counselor." I said. "But once I do book him and charge him, I'll notify the Federal Government of his arrest, and they'll immediately revoke his Federal Firearms License. His store will be shut down... and while I have no further interest in it, the Feds might go off on one of their power trips and raid the place... you know, getting the names of every one of your customers, Mr. Foster, going to their houses and questioning them about you, letting them know their identities are well known to the Feds because they transacted business with you..." That got Foster's attention.
"All right, what do you want to know?" Foster asked, his voice still heated, but somewhat resigned.
"Mr. Foster, did you know that your wife was an agent of the Central Intelligence Agency?" I asked.
After consideration, Foster answered. "Yes I did." he said. "But she didn't know I knew."
"I see." I said. "Can you tell me how things were between you and your wife before she died in that car crash?"
"They were fine." Foster said.
"No arguments, no issues over money or anything else?"
"Not really, nothing more than I'd imagine any married couple would have." Foster said. "Why are you asking this?"
"Let me ask this first, if I may." I said. "Did you know that your wife had set up a trust fund, and put a lot of money into it?"
"Uhh... no, I didn't know that." said Foster, his eyes looking surprised.
"She never mentioned saving up money, or wanting to move or leave, or anything of that kind?"
"No, nothing like that. Ever." said Foster. He was beginning to loosen up as he began to realize that there were things amiss in his marriage.
"So you also wouldn't know that the trust fund she set up has been emptied of the money?" I asked, carefully watching Foster's reaction.
"No, I had no idea about any of that." he replied, looking confused.
"Just one more thing, Mr. Foster." I said. "Do you have any idea why your wife was traveling in the early hours of the morning on the night she died?"
"No sir." Foster said. "As I told the police months ago, I didn't even know she'd left; she said she was going to be out late with her girlfriends, I went to bed and fell asleep, she wasn't there the next morning, and a couple of hours later the Police were calling me about her car being in a wreck in the next county. I think your police verified all of that at the time."
"Mr. Foster, did the CIA or FBI ever contact you about your wife's accident?" I asked.
"No." said Foster.
"To your knowledge, did they or any agency of the Federal Government investigate your wife's death?"
"No, not to my knowledge." Foster replied, looking very confused.
"Okay, Mr. Foster, I appreciate your candid answers." I said, wrapping it up. "You're free to go... however... you've heard about the old adage about 'stay in Town'... well, please do not make me have to get the FBI to find you again. Counselor, will you please advise your client on why hanging around in this County, and notifying us if he does leave the County, would be very good ideas?"
With that, I got up and left the room, Teresa following. Once we got back to the Main Conference room, I asked her, Cindy and Jack Muscone, who had watched the interview, "So, what do you guys think?"
"Maybe you're right about his reasons for resisting coming back." said Cindy. "He seemed straightforward in his answers, though. If he knew about the trust fund, he hid it well."
"That's true." I said. "Teresa?"
"Not sure how any of that leads us to our credit card fraudster." said Teresa. "And from what I know of you, you're definitely looking in some direction, but I have no idea what that is."
"Ah, that's because you were zoning in on something specific." I said. "And maybe missed something in that discussion, yes?" Teresa scowled, her face a mask of confusion. Cindy also looked perplexed, but remained silent. She was learning... she was learning.
"Jack?" I asked.
"I saw what you were getting at with that one question you asked." Muscone replied.
"Yes, I thought you would." I replied. "Now, let's get Jenna and Paulina, and go have some lunch. I'll tell you all what we need to do while we're eating..."
Part 9 - Making Moves
Of course I coerced Jack Muscone into paying for all our lunches, knowing it'd be comped as an expense, by the simple expedient of letting him choose where to eat. Of course he chose the Cop Bar, and now he looked like he was in heaven as he began consuming his favorite: the double cheeseburger.
"Best frickin' burger in the country." Jack said. "Not just the County, not just the State, but the whole USA." I agreed, as I was having the double cheeseburger myself. The four women were all having salads of some kind or another.
"You might as well slow down, Cindy." I teased. "I'm not going to start talking about the case until we're all done eating."
"Damn, you're on to me." Cindy replied. She did start taking her time eating, though.
"So, Don," Jenna said, "tell us about this precincts business." Cindy and Teresa lit up, their eyes betraying their desire to know, as well. So I filled them in on what I expected to happen. Cindy and Teresa looked relieved that the Detectives weren't going to be split apart.
Once we finished eating, I said "Okay, guys, here's what we're going to need. Jenna, Paulina, I need a warrant." Everyone gasped in shock when I told them what I wanted the warrant for.
"Okay," Jenna said, "Cindy has told me that you spring things like this on us, but I am going to need a story to tell the judge. What is that story?"
I told her.
-------
"So Mom," Todd asked as he and his mother cuddled after an hour of extremely intense sex, with Todd ejaculating a massive load of semen deep into his mother's well-fucked pussy, "did you deliver that passport?"
"Yes, I did." said Elizabeth. "And the recipient of that passport is going to begin working for me in Paris... an excellent addition to our team, to be sure."
"That's cool." said Todd. "And Uncle Donny has no idea about it?"
"My dear brother has no clue that I'm even in Town right now." said Elizabeth, her voice filled with contempt and derision. "Much less what's going on around him."
She got out of the bed. "You need to get back to work, honey." she said. "BOW Enterprises won't last a day without you."
"Yeah, right." Todd said, stretching luxuriously, but not getting out of bed, and just enjoying the sight of his mother's sexy body. "So your group is ready to move? What do you call yourselves?"
"Never you mind yourself about that." Elizabeth said. "You'll know everything when the time comes... and that won't be until I have full control of what I want... and once your uncle is safely out of my way..."
She peered at her son a moment as he lay on the bed, and she decided that she could take more time to quench her intense sexual desires for her son's body.
"In the meantime, stud," she said as she eased back onto the bed, "let's forget all about that and concentrate on real pleasure." She began sucking her son's nipple as her hand gently jacked his young cock back to hardness. A moment later, she shifted her position, laying over his taut belly and groin. She tongued Todd's cockhead and then sank her mouth down his hardening cockshaft. Her lips moved expertly up and down his huge, thick shaft, coaxing her son into his full, ten inch hardness.
After several minutes of sucking Todd's cock, Elizabeth eased up and straddled her son. She guided his huge prickhead into her sopping wet, sperm-filled twat, then sank her ass down, incestuously impaling her motherly cunt onto her son's hard male meat.
"Ohhhhh, that's so good, baby!" Elizabeth moaned as she began to ride her son. She put the tops of her feet, still in their high heel sandals, onto Todd's muscular thighs, which she knew he really enjoyed. She herself enjoyed riding her own son, feeling herself filled by his cock in such a dirty, sinful way. She groaned as Todd's strong young hand kneaded her big, luscious tits, his mouth sucking her hard nipples.
As she rode Todd, she began feeling waves of climaxes rolling through her sopping wet loins. And as she rode her son, the intense fantasies in her head were not of fucking her son... but her hated younger brother. Somehow, thinking of Don fucking her, maybe against her will, made her heat up so fast and hot that her pussy squirted, wetting down Todd's cock and her loins even more...
To be continued.
You have the clues. What will happen next? Solution next issue!
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Part 9 - Making Moves, Continued
"What I need," I said, "is a Court Order to exhume Alicia Foster's body."
"Say what?" asked Jenna, startled.
"To exhume Alicia Foster's body." I replied. "We need to run DNA samples on it. Coltrane County didn't keep the samples they used to test for DUI levels, so we'll have to bring up the body and get what we can. Hopefully, the heat of the fire did not destroy all the DNA."
"Okay," Jenna said, "Cindy has told me that you spring things like this on us, but I am going to need a story to tell the judge. What is that story?"
"We need to identify the body, leaving no shadow of a doubt." I replied. I gave Jenna further information she'd need to ensure getting that exhumation order.
-------
My cellphone had a busy afternoon. First was Judge Folsom, who wanted a clearer explanation of why I wanted to exhume Alicia Foster's body. Once I gave my information, he did issue the warrant, and the body would be exhumed before nightfall. However, it would be two days later, October 22nd, before the DNA results could come back.
Next were calls from Council members Thomas Cook and Malinda Adams, who'd been contacted by Spence Foster, demanding to know why we were exhuming his wife's body. I referred them to the Chief, who referred them to the District Attorney's office, who told them it was part of an ongoing investigation which could not be discussed at this time.
Then came calls from Laura, giving me information that I'd requested; followed by a call from my nephew Todd, who wanted to know what I wanted from him and Jeanine on my upcoming birthday...
Part 10 - The Dorian Sherwood Solution
On October 22nd, I got the first results of the DNA tests on the exhumed remains that had been buried under Alicia Foster's name, and I called the Sherwoods and asked them to come in. I also again called in Father Romano, our Catholic Police Chaplain, to be there. I hated this part of my job, but I did not shirk from it nor delegate it to others; it was mine to do.
"Mr. and Mrs. Sherwood," I said to the couple as we sat yet again in Interrogation-A at 9:00am, "I can now tell you the full story about your daughter's disappearance. Please bear with me and let me get it all out."
I began: "Last February a woman was killed in a car accident in Coltrane County to the south of us. The body was badly burned and it was believed to have been the body of the owner of the car, one Alicia Foster. That county did not have adequate facilities nor finances to run DNA testing at that time."
"However, "I continued, "I had that body exhumed, and a comparison to the DNA that you submitted the other day shows that the woman who died in that car crash... is actually your daughter Dorian. I am very sorry for your loss."
As the finality of my news hit them, Mr. and Mrs. Sherwood both broke down in sobs. Finally, Mr. Sherwood asked "What happened? Do you know what happened?"
"Sir," I said, "I believe your daughter was murdered by Alicia Foster, who wanted to fake her own death. Your daughter was about the same height, weight and body type as Mrs. Foster. I don't have all the details yet, and we are working on bringing in the criminal who committed this crime. At any rate, I sorry that we could not provide a happier result, but perhaps this can give you and your family some closure."
Tears stills streaming down her face, Mrs. Sherwood reached across the table and grasped my forearm. "Commander Troy," she said, trying to hold back the sobs, "thank you for not giving up on us, and for finding our daughter."
"Yes, thank you, sir." said Mr. Sherwood. "At least... at least we'll be able to take her home and give her a proper burial, under her own name."
They stayed with the Chaplain for some time, while I left to find the perpetrator that had senselessly killed their daughter and abused her body. As I exited the room into the anteroom on the police side, Chief Griswold was waiting for me, having watched the sad proceedings.
"Good job, Crowbar." he said solemnly. "Having to tell a family of a loss is tough, but they'll appreciate it all the more over time.
I just nodded. "Yes sir. But what I'll appreciate... is bringing that poor woman's murderer to Justice..."
Part 11 - The Foster Solution
I did not have long to wait. The FBI arrested a woman at City Airport, and transported her back to Town. The facial recognition programming immediately recognized one Alicia Foster when she tried to board a plane for Paris under another name. The passport she was using was of the best quality; I would daresay it was originally a CIA-issued ID.
I entered Interrogation-1 at 1:00pm, October 22d, with ADA Paulina Patterson and Teresa Croyle, who basically sat back and watched. Mrs. Foster was already in the room, guarded by Sr. Patrolmen Rudistan and Morton.
"Okay, Mrs. Foster," I said after I'd read the woman her rights, "would you care to explain all of this?"
"With what am I being charged?" Alicia asked confrontationally. I could see why she and Karla Warner had become friends: same temperaments.
"Several forms of fraud, from the charitable trust to using your own cancelled credit card to attempt to buy a gun." I said. "And of course, capital murder in the killing of Dorian Sherwood. Aggravating circumstances, too. You didn't kill yourself, but the State sure is going to... after your conviction by a jury of your peers, of course."
"You'll never prove that." Alicia snarled. "It's all circumstantial."
"I think it'll fly quite nicely." I said. "Circumstantial cases are quite effective. We have you faking your own death, your car with her body in it, that same car booby-trapped to run off the road, and then packed with thermite to burn hot and completely. All of that with you being an engineer and able to rig such a device, not to mention getting thermite from Ward Harvester as a CIA agent. That was one of the few legitimate records old man Ward actually kept of his sales. You are toast, pun not intended, Mrs. Foster."
Paulina Patterson picked it up. "As the Commander said, the District Attorney's Office is going for a death penalty case, Mrs. Foster, due to the aggravating circumstances in murdering Miss Sherwood to fake your own death. But if you cooperate, the D.A. might agree to 25-to-life with possible parole."
"I want to confer with a lawyer first." said Alicia. "I'm invoking my rights and will not answer any questions at this time."
---------
"Spence Foster is here, with his lawyer." said Lt. Teresa Croyle, while we waited. "He's in Interrogation-Bravo."
"Okay, get Patrolman Cosby to escort us." I said. "I'm going to bring them to the back, then to Interrogation-2."
---------
"Oh my God!" gasped Spence Foster as he looked through the one-way mirror into Interrogation-1. "She's alive?"
"Yes, Mr. Foster." I said. "Your wife is alive."
"How-? How- why-?" Foster gasped, unable to find words.
"Please come this way, Mr. Foster." I said. I led him and his lawyer to Interrogation-2, with Officer Cosby as the uniformed presence. "Have a seat, Mr. Foster." I said. "Now, you say that you had no idea of any of this?" I watched Foster's eyes carefully.
"N..n..no." said Foster. "I... I thought she was dead."
"Mr. Foster," I asked, "can you tell me any reason, any reason at all, why your wife would want to fake her own death?"
"Are you kidding?" Foster answered. "How would I know what is going on in that bitch's mind?"
I relaxed and sat back, having heard the words I needed to hear... and seen the look in Spence Foster's eyes.
"If you and your attorney will stay here," I said, "I have some things to do. I might want to ask you more questions. Just ask Patrolman Cosby if you want something to drink or need to use the restroom." I exited the room.
---------
Two hours later, District Attorney Gil Krasney walked into my office, his tall frame filling the room, looking down at me over the beak of his nose, his hair being combed straight back suggesting he was flying through the breeze. "Commander, I must congratulate you on another outstanding success. This is truly amazing what you've discovered."
"Thank you, Mr. Krasney." I said. "So what brings you to our humble Headquarters?"
"Alicia Foster's lawyer called me. He and she want to hear it straight from my mouth about the plea deal, but she's willing to talk."
I'm sure the upcoming election might have had something to do with D.A. Krasney wanting to be personally in on this case, but I wasn't worried about that at the moment. We went down to Interrogation-1, but not before I gathered Lieutenant Teresa Croyle to sit in with us. Entering the room, Teresa sat in the chair in the corner by the door to the 'perp' side, while the District Attorney and I sat down at the table opposite Alicia Foster and her high-priced attorney.
I recognized him; he was a partner in the extremely powerful Law Firm of Gresham & Mason, P.C. These guys represented politicians in Midtown and the Business Elite in the City. Having this guy represent Alicia Foster was somewhat akin to using a 155-mm nuclear-capable howitzer artillery cannon to stop a jaywalking attempt.
"Okay," the lawyer said, "my client is willing to talk and make a plea deal, but you have to guarantee that parole is on the table."
"Twenty-five to life, with possibility of parole." said D.A. Krasney, sitting next to me at the table. "Provided that the Commander here is satisfied with your statement and level of your cooperation." The legal beagle didn't look happy at that, but nodded to Alicia Foster, who began her story:
"I ceased to love my husband several years ago." said Alicia, her face showing no emotion save that of reciting prepared lines. "But I was essentially stuck in this Town, in my job at DynaCorp, because the CIA wouldn't let me walk away from there. They wanted me to keep tabs on the Board member Willoughby and his lawyer Sommes, both of whom the Agency thought were selling secrets to foreign powers.
"But I wasn't stupid," she continued, "and I knew that if I wasn't careful, I could be made the scapegoat for it all. So I made some contingency plans. Karla Warner thought her husband was going to divorce her, so she and I created a charitable trust to hide some cash from our husbands. I created a couple of new identities, including that of Mary Hathaway, using CIA contacts. Those contacts no longer exist; you wiped them out a few months ago, Commander."
"Anyway," Alicia said, "I basically waited and bided my time. I avoided any problems when Mr. Warner was murdered, and thought I was coasting along. I was going to get a divorce from my husband, but the Company told me to stay married to him-
"Why-" interrupted D.A. Krasney, "Er, I'm sorry to interrupt, but why would DynaCorp want you to stay with your husband, or even dare to ask such a thing?"
"Not DynaCorp, Mr. Krasney." I said. "By 'Company', she's referring to the CIA. That's what they call themselves."
"Oh." said Krasney. "Sorry, I didn't know that. Please, go ahead, Mrs. Foster."
"Yes it was the CIA that wanted me to stay." said Alicia. "I had no idea why, but they intimated that they wanted me to keep an eye on him, too. So I knew that my only chance at freedom from that miserable fucking life was to disappear. And the only way to disappear was to fake my own death.
"Why Dorian Sherwood?" I asked. Seeing the blank look on Alicia's face, I said "Diana Shire? Why her?"
"Oh, her." Alicia said. She paused, then continued. "I met her at some company party, where Warner was wooing some potential customers. She was obviously an escort, and I noticed she was about my height and build. I figured that if she disappeared, nobody would notice; after all, she was a whore, a nobody. So I talked to her and got her number; I think she thought I was going to hire her for a date or something."
"A nobody, you say." I said, trying hard to conceal my anger.
"That's right, she was nothing." Alicia said coldly, her face showing no emotion at all.
"Go on." I said, equally glacially.
"Last February I knew I could make my move. I rigged the car up, got some thermite from a source, and lined the car with it. I called the Shire woman, telling her I wanted her to come to a party with me, and offering to pay her, and I told her I'd pick her up at her apartment. As soon as I had her in the car, I injected her with a sedative that knocked her out. I drove the car to the next County, where I knew they didn't have adequate resources to do good testing, and I drove the car off the side of the road by remote control. They didn't really look for the remote control device on the steering column, what was left of it, anyway, and I went into the junkyard the next day and got it.
"And it worked, too." she continued. "They declared me dead, wrote off the death as an accident, and I was free to make a new life for myself."
"Where were you while you were considered dead?" I asked. "And most importantly, why did you come back to this Town?"
"I was in San Francisco for most of the time." Alicia said. "But I had to come back to the City to cash in the charitable trust, using the name Mary Hathaway. I had the money, but it was hard to move it around, what with all the anti-terrorism banking laws nowadays. I had an account in Mary Hathaway's name at Second National Bank, and I had to risk using that for a while until I could get all the money out of State."
"Why did you try to buy a gun at Cummings Outdoors?" I asked. "You could have more easily bought a piece without a serial number in the Tenderloin District for cash."
"I thought the credit card was still good." said Alicia. "I thought my husband didn't know about it, but apparently he did and he cancelled it. I didn't want to risk buying a gun off the street in case it was an undercover sting operation by your Vice Department or the City's Vice squads."
"So why did you need a gun in the first place?" I asked. "What were you planning to do with it?"
"Protection, plain and simple." Alicia said. "Don't you carry, even when you're off-duty?"
Her answers were holding up, but I strongly suspected that she was not telling me the whole story. I also knew she was a well-trained CIA agent, and I'd have little chance to crack her story without using methods the Police simply aren't allowed to use.
"Satisfied?" asked D.A. Krasney, expecting a routine response. But I inhaled then exhaled hard, and responded:
"No." I said. "No, Mr. District Attorney, I am not satisfied with these answers. You are hiding things from me, Mrs. Foster."
"Why you bastard!" said the lawyer. "You don't give her that deal, Krasney, and I'll make sure none of what she says can be used as evidence, and I'll wipe out any other evidence you have, as well."
"Hold on a second, Counselor." said Krasney. "Commander, can I speak to you in the other room?"
We exited to the anteroom, and out into the hallway. Paulina joined us; she had been watching with Cindy, Teresa, and the Chief from the anteroom.
"Look, Commander," Krasney said, "the evidence will hold up, but he's right; what she said is inadmissible if we don't give her the deal. You just made it harder. So what's up?"
"Mr. Krasney, I understand where you're coming from. And don't worry, you'll give her the 25-to-life deal and she'll take it." I said. "But her story was carefully manufactured to exonerate her husband, and I think he's part of it. Just let me ask her a few questions, and let's see what pops."
Going back into the room, I said "Okay, Mrs. Foster, I'm going to ask you a few questions. Play it straight with me, and the D.A.'s deal will be back on the table. But if you fuck with me, then a trial in my County won't be your problem... the FBI and CIA will. You've been burned by them, and you know they'll try you... and execute you... for treason if we give you to them."
Alicia stared at me for a moment, then said "My husband had nothing to do with this. I don't know else what to tell you."
"Oh, come on, Mrs. Foster." I said. "Your entire story was half true. It was admittedly a clever mixture of truth and fiction, but it was obviously designed and manufactured to protect your husband. But is he worth protecting, Mrs. Foster... just answer this: why did your husband come to the police and file a report when you tried to use your credit card at Cummings Outdoors?"
Alicia looked startled, then some understanding crept in. "Yes, Mrs. Foster," I said. "I know all about it; you might as well talk, give him up, and take the death penalty off the table... not to mention the death penalty for treason if we give you to the Feds."
I sat back and began talking. "Yes, you and your husband agreed that you'd keep one credit card, just in case you might need it in an emergency. But apparently he cancelled the one you kept; and he did not cancel, but physically destroyed, the credit card he thought you were keeping. That little boo-boo came back to haunt you. But what does it say that he went and filed that police report?"
"Why don't you tell me, since you seem to know so much?" Alicia challenged.
"Sure." I said. "What it means is that your husband is covering his ass, and had no problem throwing you under the bus in doing so. When that credit card popped up as closed, either he realized he'd fucked up and closed the wrong one... or maybe he did it on purpose, wanting you to be found out by the 'accident' of using the closed credit card. He files a report, we find out about you, he's still skating free with the proceeds from the life insurance policy on you... and maybe he can claim the money from Second National, as well. You trusted your husband, Mrs. Foster, and he double-crossed you."
"I don't believe you." said Alicia.
I had one card left to play. "Mrs. Foster, will you allow me to speak to you alone, without anyone else in the room?"
"Now just a minute..." the lawyer began, but I held up my hand.
"Mr. Krasney, why don't you and Mrs. Foster's attorney step outside and formalize the 25-to-life deal." I suggested. "Don't worry, counselor, I'm not going to abuse Mrs. Foster's rights. But I think it's very much in her interests that she hears what I have to say, and I won't say it in the presence of anyone else." I looked at Alicia meaningfully.
"It's okay," she said to the lawyer. He was not at all happy, but he and Krasney stepped out the door into the 'perp' side to finalize the plea deal.
"Teresa," I said, "when you get outside, shut off the videotaping and all audio devices." Teresa left to go into the anteroom. I had every belief that my officers would do that, but to make sure, and to reassure Alicia, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small metallic device... the same device I'd used the night I'd confronted Katherine Woodburn in her KXTC offices.



"Ooooh," Alicia said, her eyes lighting up as I activated the device, which would destroy any chance of our conversation being overheard or recorded. "That's hot-shit stuff. Cops don't have that; where'd you get it?"
"Never mind that. I said. "But do take note that I have it, Mrs. Foster. Now, what I do need for you to know... is that my wife is a Deputy Director of the CIA's Directorate of Science and Technology. She is one of the highest level CIA officers in the Nation. I think you're aware of this, and who she is. What I can offer you in exchange for your truthful testimony against your husband, is that you won't be assassinated in jail. I know that you've been disavowed, and that if you're put in prison they will get to you. I'm offering you the opportunity to be able to sleep at night while you're in prison. I'm offering you the chance to live."
Alicia thought about it. "Okay." she said.
"And there is one other little thing I'd like, just between the two of us." I said. "I want your schematics on that remote control you rigged that car with." Alicia's eyes widened in surprise, but she told me where I could find that information...
---------
After a phone call to Laura to make sure she'd keep the CIA from killing Alicia, to which she agreed, I went into Interrogation-2. A very impatient Spence Foster and his equally angry lawyer were waiting. With me was D.A. Krasney and Lt. Teresa Croyle.
"Okay, Mr. Foster." Krasney said. "I'm giving you a chance to cooperate. I'm offering you a chance to cop a plea."
"What the hell for?" Foster asked. "For what charges?"
"Conspiracy to commit murder in the death of Dorian Sherwood." I said. "The woman your wife murdered and put into the car when she faked her death. Also, conspiracy to commit insurance fraud in helping your wife fake her death, then receiving the insurance payoff."
"Spence, don't say a word." his lawyer said. "They can't prove a word of that. Make them prove it."
"That won't be a problem." I said, sitting down. "Let's watch some TV." The TV screen lit up with Alicia Foster telling me and Krasney, in front of her lawyer, that her husband was fully involved in the faking of her death, and fully knew of the plan to murder Miss Sherwood.
"That's a lie, every word of it." yelled Foster. "It's all a goddamned lie! She's just saying that shit to save her own goddamned neck."
"Why Mr. Foster!" I said, "that's hardly language to talk about your beloved wife in, if you're not having problems with her. But you've given yourself away too many times, Mr. Foster. Closing the wrong credit card, the one your wife thought was good, then having her buy a guy from Cummings Outdoors instead of giving her one from your own inventory, then filing the police report when the credit card alert came out... that was a cute try, Mr. Foster."
"Oh yes," I continued, "even more cute was disappearing and going on a strangely-timed vacation, hiding from us, resisting our efforts to bring you in. You thought that would arouse our suspicions -and- bring in the FBI... so maybe we'd investigate and find your wife that way. Once she's out of the way, you can claim the trust fund money from the bank account... which you did know about.
Foster's look was one of hate-filled shock as I continued. "Mr. Foster, your wife did not appreciate the betrayal; hence, her testimony against you. I'm willing to let a Jury of your peers decide if she's lying to save her own neck, or if she's telling the truth about you." I then leaned forward and continued. "But you know what really gave you away, Spence? The fact that the CIA did not even try to check up on your wife's death."
After ten full seconds of silence in the room, punctuated by both Foster and his lawyer's faces falling as they realized where I was going, I explained: "Your wife was already in trouble with the CIA, and she conveniently dies in a car crash... and they don't bother to investigate? That is just not understandable, Mr. Foster. Except for one reason, and one reason only: you also, Mr. Foster, are an agent of the CIA. And you're one of the last remnants of the late Jody Corrigan's rogue cell."
I bore home: "It was you that told the CIA that your wife's 'death' really had happened, which called them off. Corrigan backed it up, and you thought it was a done deal. But once the Corrigan cell was blown to pieces- literally, at County Airport- you had no more reason to keep playing the ruse of Alicia's death. You needed for her to really die, and the best way for that to happen is for her to be exposed. So you told her to come to Town, and to go buy a gun with that credit card that she thought was good, but you knew was closed. And then you went on from there. You actually thought you could betray her and she would remain loyal to you to the last."
"So what do you want?" asked the lawyer, beginning the negotiations.
Krasney said "I'm willing to go for 20 years with possible parole, given a confession, testimony against your wife, and a guilty plea."
Foster accepted the deal.
As I stood up, I turned to Teresa and said "You were right, Lieutenant. This one was indeed..." I looked hard into Foster's eyes, "... right up my alley. Book him." I left the room.
Part 12 - Wrap Up
Apparently while waiting with Spence Foster, Officer Bobby Cosby struck a deal with him to buy Foster's Indoor Gun Range. The FFL was transferred, and I was one of those attending the grand opening of 'Cosby's Safe & Gun Store', buying a nice gun safe at a good price. Officer Cosby resigned from the Force to run his new business with his brother, and they would do very well with it.
The Fosters' arraignments and guilty pleas were quickly made, and we were able to keep the details out of the Press's attention until it was too late for them (the Press).
But while my wife was able to keep her promise, and the CIA agreed to let Alicia Foster rot in a Supermax prison for the rest of her life (there would be parole hearings, but parole would be forever denied), no such offers nor promises had been made to Spence Foster... he'd forgotten to ask when he made his plea deal. As such, he was found murdered in his cell just a year into his 20-year sentence. That crime would never be solved.
So, which was worse... Alicia's crimes in faking her death, and actually murdering Dorian Sherwood... or Spence's in his conspiracy of the same -and- brutally betraying his wife?
--------
It was after dinner on October 23d. Laura and I were hosting 'Crowbar's Angels', Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya Perlman, at the Mountain Nest.
"I'll help with the dishes, Laura." Cindy offered, and the two women went to the kitchen. Teresa was feeding little Jim and Tanya tended to baby Pete as I held Carole, who apparently thought baby Pete was a second little brother, paying rapt attention to him.
"E.J. got a job with the City Police." Teresa said. "We're all kind of shocked about it. Commander, you think he wasn't happy? Think I ran him off?"
"Naah, it was Tanya and Julie Newton's fault." I teased. "Seriously, to be honest and a little bit politically incorrect, highly qualified minorities like Earl are in demand. The City saw a chance to improve its minority hiring in their Police, Earl saw a chance to move to the opportunities of the City, and so he went. I'm afraid our small town Police Force just isn't very exciting to some, and they need greater challenges."
"Are you kidding?" Teresa said, teasing back in her own way. "Take it from me: this is the best Police Force anywhere. I had to spend six months away from it, and that was hell."
"Yes," said Tanya, "and just what can the City offer that this County doesn't in the way of challenging crimes to solve?"
"For myself," I said, "I'd prefer that the criminals go to the City and present Earl and his fellow City Police detectives all the challenges they want, and we can just twiddle our thumbs and give out traffic tickets." Both women laughed at that.
"Seriously," I said, "I don't think you were an issue with Earl, Teresa. I talked to him when he turned in his resignation. While he really did think the City would give him some opportunities, having to work with Sharples was a factor in his decision to leave."
"I can understand that." Teresa said. "Don, I'm a good cop, and I can lead good cops. Even Geiger is acceptable. But Sharples is a cancer inside my unit."
"Well, I heard the Coroner's Office is a little better off." said Tanya. "CMB resigned. He's going to be the Chief Medical Examiner for Coltrane County."
"Well, good for him." I said, perhaps a bit biting in my voice inflection. "Any idea why he's leaving?"
"Personally," said Tanya, "I think he was one of the good ole' boys, like Sanders and Judge Stone. They're in Coltrane County now, so he went down there, too."
"Good." I said. "I wish him the best of luck in his new job." I wasn't exactly sorry CMB had left. He didn't like it when I pointed out fallacies in his conclusions, nor when Tanya or I made observations that he missed.
"I think he's glad to get away from you too, Don." said Tanya, her eyes twinkling as she teased me. "He did not like not being the undisputed authority at a crime scene."
"Which means he didn't like it when you were there, Tanya." I said, giving it right back to her...
--------
"So, let me make sure I have this straight." said Cindy to Laura as they finished the dishes. "Alicia faked her death and was living in San Francisco. Her husband called her back, using the burner cell we found in the empty apartment Alicia had been living in."
"That's right, from what I know." Laura said.
"And Alicia didn't know that when her credit card was rejected at Cummings Outdoors, her husband was going to make a police report, in order to get us on her trail." Cindy said.
"That's what Don says." Laura replied.
"And both Spence and Alicia were part of that rogue CIA group who met their most timely demises at County Airport a few months ago, while I was holding onto the most important rifle in the history of evidence in this County." Cindy said.
"That would be the case." Laura replied. "I know Don has told you a lot more than he tells anyone else, and I appreciate you keeping quiet about some of this stuff. But I really do think you guys just kind of walked into this one by coincidence. We really didn't have any idea of Spence Foster's involvement with the Corrigan cell, and Alicia wasn't really part of them. She was just a sidebar issue."
"Is there anyone still out there that's a danger to us?" Cindy asked.
Laura said quietly "Keep this between us, but Don and Jack Muscone think there's still a few of them left. Don is not sure if the guys that ambushed you on that Ned raid were the ones he killed at the airport, or of they're still out there. At any rate, I know you're watching my husband's back, and I'm grateful to you for it."
"I just have one more question." Cindy said. "If I'm to help Don, I need to know who our enemies are."
"Just between us: Keep your eyes on Henry R. Wargrave." said Laura, turning and looking at Cindy. "I am very scared of what he might be planning on doing. Don, he's a bit too fearless, he's actually trying to goad Wargrave into doing something. Please, do keep an eye on my husband, and don't let him get too rash."
"I'll watch out for him." Cindy said. "Just like he's watching out for all of us."
"Thank you." Laura said. She hugged Cindy, who returned the hug warmly. "Thank you for everything."
"Right back at you." Cindy said. "Now Don's sister, who just got sprung out of prison... is she a threat?"
"Probably." Laura said. "But if I'm any judge of character, Elizabeth is no match for Don... nor their mother..."
-----
"Why, I'm sorry, Fussbudget." I said to my daughter, who was becoming cranky. "I know you want to stay up and talk to Teresa, but it's your bedtime, little girl."
"Nite, nite!" said Carole upon hearing the word 'bedtime', surprising us all. After making some goodbyes, which included Carole giving Teresa, Tanya and Cindy big hugs, the three lovely Lieutenants (and baby Pete) headed to their homes, and Laura and I put Carole to bed then headed for our own.
"So you and Cindy had a good talk?" I said. Not much deduction in knowing when ladies want to talk amongst themselves, and what they're talking about: men, in this case me.
"I did find out this much." said Laura as she changed for bed. "Spence was part of the Corrigan group, but Alicia was very likely not with them."
"She was innocent?" I asked, easing myself onto the bed after stripping naked.
"No, I didn't say that." Laura said, sliding onto the bed next to me, wearing a black lace teddy. "Alicia was an engineer for DynaCorp, and assigned by the CIA to watch over the contracts. Spence was ordered by the Company to support Alicia's mission, and simply lay low. Gayle did not even know that Spence was in the CIA, and I wasn't told about him, either."
"Ahhhhh," I said, quickly grasping the situation. "Should you have been?" I asked.
"Yes." Laura said. "Gayle kept me in the loop about the others, but even though he was inactive, I should've known about Spence being inside the Agency. But now we know why we weren't told: Jody Corrigan 'recruited' Spence into his cell, and while Alicia was selling information to outside sources, Spence was feeding that same information to Bartholomew Scott. When the first rumors of the rogue cell began coming out, it was Corrigan who threw Alicia to the wolves, had her disavowed, and also had Spence give her the idea of faking her death. Corrigan got us to believe Alicia was really dead; hence, no investigation. Nice how you spotted that discrepancy in the narrative."
Laura leaned over me and began playing with my cock as I asked "So who was Alicia selling her information to? Or can you not tell me?"
"I have no idea." my wife said as she played with my balls and jacked my cock to throbbing, iron hardness. "Jack Muscone and his team are assigned to it, and were at the time, but so far they've reported no success in finding out."
"That's unusual. In fact, it ought to be- ohhhhhhh!" I gasped as Laura slid her lips over my cock and began deeply sucking it. "Oh geez, baby, that's so fucking good!"
After several seconds of fellating me, Laura said "I have a surprise for you. My doctor's appointment is on the morning of your birthday. If I'm cleared, then I'm going to give you one hell of a night, Mr. Birthday Boy."
"Oh, that'll be great!" I said. "I can't wait to get back into your sweet pussy again... ohhhhh, oh yeah, baby, that's so good..." I just gave in and let the pleasure flow over me as my beautiful wife gave me head, feeling my balls rumble as I headed toward climax...
-------
"This is an amazing view. Amazing!" said SBI Director Jack Lewis. He was looking out the windows of Henry R. Wargrave's 30th-floor offices in the City, admiring the lights stretching out to a seemingly limitless distance against the nighttime sky.
"Thank you, Director." said Wargrave. "So what brings you into the City?"
"Meetings with Inspector Maxwell, meetings with the City Police Commissioner, always trying to heal the wounds between our law enforcement organizations and foster a spirit of cooperation."
"You sound like a politician." said Wargrave. "Speaking in cliches, and obviously not meaning a word of it.
"Who knows, Mr. Wargrave." said Lewis. "Maybe I should become a politician. Would you support my run for Governor in two years, should I choose to do so?"
"Maybe." said Wargrave. "Though I'm very happy with your work with the SBI. Still a lot to do there, though. That's not a reproach to you, just a reminder that we've still got further mountain peaks to climb, better views to admire."
"Yes sir, don't I know it." said Jack Lewis. "By the way, the City Police hired E.J. Jefferson away from the Town & County Police. He was on their Vice Squad. That's really great news for us."
"Why is that, Jack?" Wargrave asked politely, already fully knowing the answer.
"Their Vice squad is getting thin." Lewis said. "The Iron Crowbar got that Croyle woman back, but now Ikea's gone, Malone is gone, Jefferson is now gone. Most of the people they have now are young, inexperienced... and now they're going to precincts over there, which will divide their forces. Looks like they may need a better Narcotics Task Force to come in and interdict all the drug crimes going on there."
"Wishful thinking, Jack?" Wargrave asked. Lewis looked hard at him as Wargrave continued "Better be careful, Jack. And definitely do what I'm doing: waiting until after the November elections. Maybe even wait until next year, after Griswold's gone. That Allgood is a bright young man, but he's just that: young. The Iron Crowbar is one hell of a cop, but he's also just that: young. You'll get your shots, and the Town & County Cops are becoming younger and more inexperienced by attrition every day."
"Yeah." said Lewis. "But you heard how Troy nabbed the Fosters? Damn, I have to hand it to him for that one. Especially Spence Foster. Who knew that a quiet man running a gun range was a CIA operative and part of a Rogue Hit Team?"
"Yes." said Wargrave. "The Iron Crowbar is damn good, but he was lucky as hell on that one. What kind of luck is it when the parents of a woman who disappeared check on the investigation, the Iron Crowbar personally looks into it, and at the same time some dead woman's credit card is used... and the next thing you know, that man has put the two things together, found the deceased woman, flushed out the fake dead woman, connected her husband where there seemed to be no connection possible -and- got both of them to confess without breaking the law or violating their rights."
"Luck is where preparation meets opportunity." said Jack Lewis, looking out at the views.
"Well, I know one thing from my experience." said Wargrave, more to himself than to the SBI Director. "Luck runs out. Even the best have bad days, bad streaks. I had a few myself in my younger years. If the bad doesn't wipe you out, you may go on to better things. But when the Iron Crowbar's luck runs out... he won't be able to go on... at all."
"Wishful thinking, Mr. Wargrave?" Wargrave's eyes cut to Lewis, who was smiling at his own joke, his eyes twinkling fearlessly in getting a little joke in on the powerful billionaire. Wargrave conceded that one.
"Maybe." he said.
"Well, I wish you success in whatever you do to him." said Lewis. "But I will say this. I've had some friends tell me about his wife. She was one of the CIA's best operatives ever, and she's still considered a badass now, from what I'm told. And she blew away that Bartholomew Scott guy, who was also a CIA badass, by fiat of a directive from the highest levels. That's some serious shit right there, from what I understand. The point being: I'm sure you know far more about it than I do, Mr. Wargrave, but I'd watch my back if she's anywhere around."
Wargrave worked hard to hide how startled he was that Jack Lewis knew so much about Dr. Laura Fredricson. But all he said was "I'll keep my eyes open. So, let's get down to business. What did you have in mind for our friends in the State's so-called 'Northwest Territories'?"
Part 13 - Epilogue
"...after all, she was a whore, a nobody..."
The words stuck in my head as we stood quietly a little distance behind the gathering at the grave site. It had been a long trip to make, but I had wanted to attend. Martin Nash had wanted to come along, as well.
It was October 25th, the day before my birthday, a cool, sunny afternoon. Dorian Sherwood, a.k.a. Diana Shire, was being laid to rest, under a tombstone with her own name inscribed upon it, the name of a college graduate. Her family was gathered under the funeral home's tent, family friends as well as people from Dorian's childhood also attending. These were people that knew her, and were now grieving over her loss.



When the funeral was over, and people were streaming back to their cars, the Sherwood family noticed us, and came over. I told them that Dorian's murderer and her co-conspirator husband were behind bars and would remain there for a considerable period of time. Martin and I both endured hugs as the family thanked us for bringing Justice and avenging Dorian's death. We then made our goodbyes and left to come back to the County.
Martin was normally quiet, but now he was especially so, so I asked him what his thoughts were.
"I was just thinking of how senseless it is." said Nash. "That woman didn't do anything, just living her life, and she was just... murdered in cold blood because her looks matched someone else who wanted to fake her death. I just... knew something wasn't right when I was first investigating her disappearance. Never realized what the answer was, of course."
"You did a good job on that, Martin. And you gave it your best effort." I said. "And that's how it should be... we don't give up, no matter who the person is. That's what I've been thinking about all day."
"Is that why you wanted to come here, Commander?" Nash asked.
"Yes... Alicia Foster had no compunction, no feeling at all, about having murdered Dorian." I said. "She said Dorian was a 'nobody'. I wanted to come here and see for myself: she was not a 'nobody'. She was a sister, a daughter, a classmate and a friend."
"Yes sir." said Martin. "There is no such thing as a 'nobody'."
"Let that be her epitaph." I said. "And our vow."
Finis
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Part 0 - The Solution to The Case of the Break-Ins
"Okay, Mom," I said, "where is your probable cause?"
"Well, it's a current investigation." said my mother. We were in my office, with Cindy Ross and Paulina Patterson also in the room. "We could take a team there, say we're following up on a lead, then have someone go into the lake and-"
"Mom," I said, "I agree with everything you've said about what is going on and why, but if we don't have a warrant, they can order us off the property, and the case will be over. To get a warrant, we need something to give the judge. And right now, we have nothing but your hunches. Good hunches, to be sure, but not legally actionable. Am I right, Paulina?"
"Yes, Commander." said Paulina. "Now you know how I feel when I talk to you sometimes." It's a good thing Paulina is so beautiful; I could not give her my withering look for too long.
"Let me ask this..." said Phyllis, ignoring the looks Paulina and I were giving each other, which were more flirtatious than anything else. "In the subdivision, the lake itself... whose property is it? Do the property lines of the lots extend into the lake itself?"
"I don't think so." Cindy said. "I remember something about that from when I was looking at investing in the place. The lake belongs to the developers, but the County has some kind of jurisdiction over it to control flood issues."
"If the lake is not part of the properties, then divers can approach from another property, such as the empty home between the Smith and Jones homes." Phyllis said. "And if the divers find what I think they'll find, you'll have what you need for a warrant."
Paulina got up. "I'll go ask about that right now." She left the room.
"Maybe. I said. "Okay, while we're waiting, run the whole thing by me again..."
-----------
We were in the backyard of the empty house between the Smiths and the Joneses. The J.P. Goldman Bank, which had foreclosed upon the house and now owned it, had given us permission to go onto the property. It's nice when the bank's Chief Operations Officer, Selena Steele, continues to show gratitude for her life being saved from the Black Widow's vicious plot against her.
We watched as a Police Diver, actually a member of the SWAT Team, surfaced near the water line. He throw a globe onto the bank. A second Diver came up with what appeared to be a weird statue of some Greek god holding the world. A stapler also was fished out of the water.
I looked over to the side, seeing Mr. Jones watching from his patio. The divers had made sure not to touch the dry land that was his property.
"All right." I said to Sergeant Thompson and Patrolman Hicks. "Bag that shit as evidence. If this does not get us a warrant, I don't know what will. If the Jones' try to leave, go ahead and arrest them."
-----------
"Mr. Jones," I said as I entered the Jones's home. "This is a warrant to search your home for property that was reported to the insurance company as stolen." I handed Mr. Jones the papers. "Would you please open your safe upstairs?"
"I will not." said Jones. "I will not help you in any way. I want a lawyer, and I want a lawyer present before you conduct your search."
"He'd better get here fast." I said. "I don't need to wait, and if you won't open the safe, I'll have it cracked." Jones said nothing, but got out his cell phone to call his lawyer.
Thirty minutes later, the safe was open, thanks to my close associations with the FBI. What most people don't know is that when they buy a gun safe or other safe for their home, the combination is known to the manufacturers and to the Government; and unless the new owner knows how to change it, it sits there... known to the Government. I had the serial number to the safe from the label, the name of the maker, and within thirty minutes had the combination to open the safe. (Note: people, that really is true.)
Inside the safe was a computer, silver plate, a framed sheet of stamps showing the State Flags in the era of the American Bicentennial, and some other items. I wasted no time in having my officers place the Joneses under arrest.
"Add insurance fraud to the charges." I said at Headquarters as they were being processed. They were taken to Interrogation-1 and Interrogation-2, but both invoked their Fifth Amendment rights and demanded lawyers, which were quickly provided.
----------
"Okay, Mom, Cindy, you did an amazing job." I said as we sat on the back patio of the 'Mountain Nest'. My daughter Carole had been cranky when anyone else would hold her, but she was happy as could be sitting on Cindy's lap. I was holding baby Jim. Laura and Paulina Patterson were also there. "So, tell us the whole story."
"It was all your mom." said Cindy. Carole cooed.
"By no means, my dear." said Phyllis. "I could not have done it without you, Cindy. But as to the solution, I'm afraid that it wasn't all that difficult."
Phyllis settled in and began talking. "What got my attention about the case, and caused me to go get Cindy to investigate with me, was the odd nature of the stolen items. With only rare exceptions, the items were of no value. The houses were ransacked, especially the Smith home, but that was nothing, as both Mr. Smith and Mr. Jones said they had no papers of value in their studies."
"Let's look at the first crime, the Smith home." said Phyllis, "I could see that because the Smiths were away from home, professional thieves would've had plenty of time to crack the safe, but they elected not to. Therefore, I eliminated professional thieves in that case, and thought about vandalism. However, it became very clear during our investigation that there were no marauding groups of kids, and that neighbors were watching pretty well. So I ruled out vandalism. That left no good reasons for that crime."
"And then came the Jones break-in." said Phyllis. "Now there were some items of more value taken, but still there were some oddball things that disappeared. The room was trashed... but not as badly as the Smith home, from my evaluation of the photos of the Smith home. Last but not least, it was an amazing coincidence that the Joneses had their silver out and was cleaning it just when the break-in occurred."
"EWWWWW!" shouted Carole.
"Like father, like daughter." I said. "I don't believe in coincidences, either, right Carole?" Carole looked at me and smiled brightly and giggled. Everyone laughed.
"She is just so precious." said Phyllis, ever the doting grandmother. "Anyway, I went to the back yard of the Jones home. The grass was not trampled down at all, meaning that no one had snuck around back to the patio door. The driveway was lit up, as well. The only possible access to the Jones backyard was through the empty house between the Smith and Jones homes, and that looked a bit iffy. Cindy made many very good observations about the difficulties of intruders from the outside. In the end, I was thoroughly convinced that there had been no intruders, and that the Jones's whole story appeared to be unrealistic."
"So," Phyllis continued after drinking some water, "I thought about the Smith break-in. We learned that Mr. Jones had been getting Mr. Smith's mail and taking it into the house. He had access to the house, so if he really wanted to steal anything or find papers, he could take his time and search at leisure. I suspect strongly that he trashed the house on the last afternoon before the Smith's came home. Of course, it was attributed to a night-time raid when he, Mr. Jones, said everything was fine when he left."
"Why do that?" asked Laura.
"I believe it was to set a precedent." replied Phyllis. "The plan was to trash his own home, steal his own stuff, and make an insurance claim."
"Makes sense." I said. "The insurance company will see it's the second burglary in the neighborhood, and not be as likely to investigate Jones himself."
"Yes, I believe that was Mr. Jones's thinking. But now we're honing in on him." said Phyllis. "The Smiths are not very healthy at all, but the Joneses are. So there's another reason to eliminate the Smiths as possible suspects. Now came the question of why. As I looked into their financial records, I found the Joneses were in dreadful shape, while the Smiths were in no trouble at all. I still am not sure what Mrs. Jones's involvement was, but she certainly was not contributing to the family finances."
"I can answer that." I said. "She had been involved in the sex industry. Probably a hooker, maybe a porn star when she was young. She still looks good today. Jack Muscone and I think she had an internet porn site going, which was doing well enough for them to buy that house. However, the site may have crossed the line, age-wise, so it was shut down. Mrs. Jones had to disappear, lest she be arrested for child pornography, so she went completely off the grid, and of course her income contribution was lost in the process."
"That sounds quite reasonable." said Phyllis. "So I had motive, I had means, and I had opportunity. The only problem was actual evidence and that bugaboo known as 'probable cause'."
"That 'bugaboo' gets more criminals freed than I want to think about." said Paulina.
"Yes, and because you are such an excellent District Attorney," Phyllis said in her most flattering voice, "we knew we had to make a solid case to get a warrant. Fortunately, the lake itself was communal property and we could search it. I suspected Mr. Jones might have thrown those larger, bulkier items into the lake... such a convenient hiding place, wouldn't you say?"
Cindy said "And Mr. Jones made a huge mistake telling you who his insurance company and agent was."
"Yes, indeed." said Phyllis. "And that was the crux of the matter. I'm not sure what charges might have been brought to bear against the Joneses. Technically, he cannot steal his own property, and we still didn't have any real proof he'd trashed the Smith home and stolen anything from there. But once he filled out that insurance claim... he committed insurance fraud, and that is a felony offense. Once we knew the claim had been filed, we only needed to find the stuff thrown into the lake to show probable cause for a warrant, and once we had the warrant and got into the safe and found the stolen items there, it was all over for the Joneses."
"So it was all a ruse, and really for not all that much money." said Laura. "Very nice how you saw through it."
"True." I said. "But I still have to keep my eye on you two as a partnership. It was all I could do to keep you from personally going out there and serving the arrest warrants."
"Just wait until I'm off light duty." said Cindy.
"At this rate, I'll see to it you never get off light duty." I said. "You and Mom can just keep solving these cases and other cold cases."
"What do you think of that, Carole?" Cindy asked my daughter as she held her.
"EHHHHHH!" screeched Carole unhappily.
"That's my girl!" said Cindy.
"I see I'm being ganged up on, soooooo... it's your bedtime, Carole." I said. "And that goes for your buddy, too. Go home and get some rest, Cindy. No telling when my mom will be at your doorstep again..."
Part 1 - The Case of The Home Invasion
It was getting cold outside in the early part of November. The Elections were over and the Town & County were settling back into the routine of Life that precedes the Holiday season that ends the year.
That routine was interrupted at Town & County Police Headquarters when a youngish man and woman entered through the front door. The man was practically dragging his wife into the building.
"Police!" he all but shouted as he approached the Duty Desk. "I need the police! My wife has been raped!"
"Would you keep your voice down!" the woman hissed, her face crimson with embarrassment and anger.
"Ma'am, sir, you're in the right place." the Duty Desk Sergeant said. "Kirkpatrick, would you take this couple to Room Alpha over there? I'll have a Detective come to see you immediately." The Sergeant was following instructions of not calling the room 'Interrogation Alpha', as 'Room Alpha' would be far less intimidating and far less understood by the Citizens than the actual use of the room its real name implied.
---------
Lieutenant(B) Cindy Ross was sitting behind her desk. On the sofa in front of the desk sat Auxiliary Police Detective Phyllis Troy, mother of the Police Commander. They were chatting about Phyllis's latest observations of the politicians of the County when there was a knock on the door.
"Come in!" said Cindy. Detective Teddy Parker appeared in the office.
"Ma'am, we have something unusual in Interrogation Alpha." said Parker, a youngish but perceptive Detective in the Major Crimes Department. "Lieutenant Perlman isn't here, so I thought I'd bring this to you. There's a couple that came in, a husband and wife. Guy says his wife was raped, but she's tried to leave twice and he's dragged her back... to the point we had officers having to separate them and stand guard over them."
"Oh, this should be most interesting!" exclaimed Phyllis. "Lieutenant, would you have any objections to me observing this one?"
"None at all." said Cindy. "In fact, until your son gets back and fires me for allowing it, you pretend to be a full Detective yourself. Okay Parker, let's go see what's going on." The three Detectives headed down to Interrogation-A, with Parker giving details of the couple's entrance into Headquarters, and entered the anteroom to the Interrogation rooms.
One peek through the one-way glass showed some raw emotions being displayed. A youngish man with sandy brown hair and an angry, red face was sitting at the table. He was slender, almost gaunt, and fairly tall but not what anyone would consider physically strong. His wife, who was possibly in her late twenties or early thirties, was beginning to show some weight gain but was otherwise shapely, and she had with reddish hair. She was also red-faced with anger, and was being guarded by Corporal Kirkpatrick and Patrolman McGhillie.
Before Cindy could enter the room, Phyllis stopped her. "Tell me, Cindy, what do you observe about these two?" Cindy looked at them for a few moments.
"Fairly well-to-do couple." Cindy said. "They're angry right now, so that hinders a reading on how they feel about each other and thus the state of their marriage. She dressed very hastily; from what I just heard about him dragging her in here, it would seem he drug her right out of bed and down here."
"Very good!" said Phyllis. "Teddy, do you have anything to add?"
"He's been injured." said Parker. "He came in here with a slight limp. He also has some scarring on his face and neck right around his right ear. Maybe caught in an explosion of some kind?"
"Oh, that's very, very good." said Phyllis. "I'll be sure to tell the Commander of your powers of observation, young man." Parker blushed slightly, but was ecstatic to hear that the Commander's mother was promising to say good things about him to her son.
"Okay, Phyllis, what did we miss?" Cindy asked.
"Only that- oh my." Phyllis started, then was stopped as the woman tried to get up and leave again, only to be detained by the patrolmen. She began shouting at them, prompting Cindy to enter the room.
"Ma'am!" said Cindy, getting the woman's attention. Once she had it she said "My name is Lieutenant Cindy Ross. What is the world is the problem?"
"Am I free to go, Lieutenant?" the woman asked angrily.
"Not until she tell you what happened to her the night before last!" growled the husband.
"Okay, guys." Cindy said, taking charge. "What are your names, please?"
"My name is Paul Goldberg, and she's my wife Lisa. She was-" the man started, but Cindy held up her hand in a 'stop' sign.
"One thing at a time, Mr. Goldberg." Ross said. "This is Detective Phyllis Troy. Mrs. Goldberg, would you please go with her and Corporal Kirkpatrick to the room next door? Corporal, take her to Room B. I'll be there in a minute. And Mrs. Goldberg, you are not free to go until I get the whole story here, so you might as well go with them and get comfortable for a few minutes."
"But, I want her to tell her story!-" the man started, while at the same time his wife almost screamed "Now just a damn minute!-", but Phyllis interrupted both of them.
"Mr. Goldberg, I perceive that you have been in Afghanistan, and that you were wounded while in military service." Phyllis said.
"Uhhh, yes, that's right." Goldberg said, wonder in his eyes.
"And Mrs. Goldberg, I know that sitting behind a desk in your work can be very tedious, but we really are going to have to ask you to sit just a few more minutes, in the next room." Phyllis said to the wife. The woman's sullen face was turned to surprise as she went with Phyllis and the Corporal to the next room. Meanwhile, Cindy sat down and said "This is Detective Parker of the Major Crimes Squad. So you want to report a rape?"
"Yes." said Goldberg. "The night before last-"
"Hold on." said Cindy. "Just let me spoon-feed you the questions. First, where do you live?" Goldberg gave the address, which was in a decent neighborhood just south of the Courthouse Square. His was one of several long buildings of three-story townhouses, eight to a building, in a gated subdivision.
"And where do you work?" Cindy asked.
"I don't." said Goldberg. "Well, I'm not discharged from the military yet, but the paperwork is being processed. Medical discharge, honorable."
"I appreciate your service." Cindy replied. "How were you wounded?"
"I was in a supply depot with the Quartermaster Corps." Goldberg said. "Some idiot was playing with a grenade when the pin fell out. Instead of throwing it where nobody was, the bastard threw it into our Tent City, where I was. It was two tents over, but shrapnel still got me on the right side of my head and in my groin area. I didn't even get a Purple Heart or combat compensation for it. The fucking bastard who was playing with the grenade... nothing happened to him. They just sent him to a combat unit, and next thing I hear he's getting a Silver Star."
"That's too bad, for you." Cindy said. "So, what happened the night before last?"
Goldberg exhaled. "We were watching television, and I began getting sleepy. That happens to me sometimes after I've taken my medications. So I was dozing in and out, and the next thing I know I'm tied up to a chair in my bedroom, and on the bed in front of me, some guy wearing a mask is on top of my wife, raping her."
"Can you describe the man?" Cindy asked.
"He was tall, very well-built and muscular." said Paul. "He was wearing a full mask, like a ski mask, that covered his whole head."



"Did you see what color his hair was?" Cindy asked.
"No... in fact, he had no hair at all... all of it had been shaved off his back and legs and... and his crotch." Goldberg said, wincing at the memory of the man's crotch.
"Did he say anything? What was his voice like?" Cindy asked.
"He talked in kind of a whisper." Goldberg said. "I heard him grunting while he was raping my wife. He was saying 'I'm going to come inside you, bitch! I'm going to knock you up!'. After he finished with her, he was getting dressed to leave and he looked at me and said 'That's how a real man fucks a woman, you little cuckold. You'll never be able to fuck her like I just did!'."
"What clothes did he put on?" Teddy Parker asked.
"All black. Slacks and some kind of black sweatshirt with long sleeves."
"What about your wife?" asked Cindy. "Was she tied up? Gagged?"
"She had duct tape on her mouth, like I did." Goldberg said. Her hands were tied to the headboard."
"Did you happen to see a clock in the room?" Parker asked.
"No." said Goldberg. "I was on the far side of the bed, next to it. The clock on the table next to me was facing the bed, where I couldn't see it. I didn't really see the other one because of... them on the bed."
"Any identifying marks on the man, or anything that could help us identify him?" Cindy asked.
"Just... just that his penis was large... very large. I thought that it must really be hurting Lisa..."
"So what happened next?" Cindy said.
"The guy said 'Bye, Cucky!' to me, then put a rag with chloroform on it over my nose and I blacked out. I woke up the next morning, as Lisa was untying me. She said she'd worked free of the rope tying her to the headboard. I wanted to call the police then, but she started crying and telling me not to, that she was too humiliated. We argued about it all day."
"Parker," Cindy said, "we've got to get a Crime Lab team over to the Goldberg townhouse right away. Secure the sheets, the ropes, anything Mrs. Goldberg was wearing-"
"Detective," Paul Goldberg interrupted, "that's part of the problem: she washed the sheets and her clothes before I could stop her."
"What?!" Cindy gasped, then recovered. "She destroyed the evidence?"
"Yes ma'am." said Goldberg. "She also showered and douched. She said she wanted to wash what he left inside her away, that she felt polluted."
The look on Cindy's face was that special kind of exasperation in comprehending the stupidity of human beings.
-------
Coming into the anteroom, Cindy almost collided with Phyllis.
"Phyllis!" Cindy said. "You know the Commander insists that females be attended by female officers at all times! What are you doing out here?"
"Relax, Lieutenant." said Phyllis. "Patrol Officer Lydia Green is in Interrogation-B with Mrs. Goldberg. I was watching your interview with Mr. Goldberg. Fascinating, wouldn't you say?"
"I think 'stunning' is more likely what I'd say." said Cindy. "Do me a favor and keep me from losing my temper when I ask Mrs. Goldberg about destroying the evidence."
The two women went into Interrogation-Bravo. "Officer Green, please stay with us." Cindy said. "Corporal Kirkpatrick, you can go. Stay with Mr. Goldberg until I get back in there." Kirkpatrick left.
"Okay, Mrs. Goldberg-"
"Am I free to go?" Lisa Goldberg asked roughly.
"Mrs. Goldberg," Cindy said, "your husband just reported that you were forcibly raped. Don't you want to help us in our investigation?"
"No!" Lisa said, nearly yelling. "Now am I free to go, or am I being detained against my will?"
"Mrs. Goldberg," Cindy said, "I simply don't understand-"
"Detective, have you ever been raped?" Lisa Goldberg hissed.
"No." said Cindy.
"Yes." said Phyllis, touching Cindy's arm to let her know that she, Phyllis, was taking charge of the questioning, remembering how Jonas Oldeeds had helped himself to her (Phyllis) many years before.
Phyllis reached across the table and gave Lisa Goldberg's arm a reassuring squeeze, observing the woman's wrists as she did so. "And I understand how you feel, dear. But at this point, your husband has made a report to Police. It's in our hands now, and the genie is out of the bottle and cannot be put back in, so to speak. We can be discreet, Mrs. Goldberg, but at this point, we must make a formal investigation. Now, would you please tell us what happened that night?"
"I will not." said Mrs. Goldberg. "I will not answer any of your questions. I am invoking my right to remain silent. Now either get a warrant to arrest me, or let me walk out of here. Otherwise, you're holding me against my will illegally."
Cindy Ross simply could not hide the astonishment on her face, but Phyllis remained cool. "Lieutenant, I believe we should let Mrs. Goldberg go, but not let her go into her home until the search warrant is executed."
"Sounds good." said Cindy. "Officer Green, escort Mrs. Goldberg to the waiting room out front and wait with her until her husband arrives to take her home.
Part 2 - Roadblocks
"Did you notice Mrs. Goldberg's wrists?" Phyllis asked as Cindy drove to the Goldberg townhouse.
"Yes." Cindy said. "She had abrasions, as if she'd been tied up."
"Yes," said Phyllis. "Mr. Goldberg's abrasions were much worse, though. He was tied up very tightly."
At the townhouse, the Crime Lab team found that the sheets in question, as well as Mrs. Goldberg's panties, had been washed with a goodly portion of bleach. In addition, when Technician Christina Cho brought her fluorescent light to bear on the mattress, there was no fresh semen that had seeped through for her to extract as evidence.
"There's nothing fresh at all on that bed." said Christina. "I'd even suggest the Goldbergs have not been having unprotected intercourse on that bed for months." The same result was found with the guest bedroom's mattress: no fresh semen stains.
"I can clear that up." said Phyllis. She made her way downstairs, to the den where the Goldbergs were sitting... and sitting apart, not speaking.
"Mr. Goldberg, may I have a moment with you?" asked Phyllis. He followed her into the kitchen.
"Mr. Goldberg," Phyllis said in her most grandmotherly voice, "would you mind telling me the nature of your wounds... the full nature?"
Goldberg hesitated, then said "One piece of shrapnel got me right in the n- er, the testicles. They had to be removed. I can still have sex, using Viagra, but I'm totally sterile."
"I see, and I'm so sorry to hear that." Phyllis said. "So tell me about your deployment: when did you leave, and when did you get back?"
"I got back about four months ago." said Goldberg. "I'm in the National Guard. We were called up for a one year tour, then we were back a year, then called for another year... but that became almost two years. After I was injured, I was sent on home, but my unit is just coming back now."
"I see." said Phyllis, using a phrase her son used way too frequently. "Now I must ask you to be honest with me: are you being treated for PTSD?"
Goldberg again paused, then said "Well, the therapist keeps coming around and asking me questions, but I really am having no problems. I've refused to go in for appointments, even went to the JAGs about it, but they asshole doctors are still trying to say I have it. I think they're only doing that to try to keep me from being able to have a gun and be able to exercise my Second Amendment rights, so I've taken legal action over it." That was a huge national issue, Phyllis knew, as it got her son riled up at times, but she went past that for now.
"So you're not on medication for anything psycho-traumatic?"
"No ma'am." Goldberg said resolutely.
"Thank you, Mr. Goldberg." Phyllis asked. "Now let me ask you this: how did the criminal get into your home here?"
"I'm not sure." said Goldberg. "I'm thinking a door must've been left unlocked by accident. There's no damage to any of them. I also thought I'd set the door and window alarm that night, but apparently it didn't go off... maybe I thought I set it but really didn't."
"Don't stress on that." Phyllis said, again in her grandmotherly voice. "So do you have any idea why your wife is so adamant about the police not investigating this crime against her?"
Goldberg's face became angry. "I have no idea, and to be honest with you, Detective, it's pissing me off. I had to drag her to the Station to report the crime, and she fought me tooth and nail the whole way. She says she doesn't want to be humiliated, but I just don't buy that. Hell, I'm humiliated by what happened, but I want the police to find the bastard that raped my wife and put him in jail... let him get his ass raped and see how it feels..."
"Easy now, Mr. Goldberg." Phyllis said. "Just one final question: before this incident, how were relations between you and your wife?"
"Uh... they were pretty good, but it's been difficult after I came back from Afghanistan... in my condition. By the way, ma'am, how did you know that I'd been there? We've never met, have we?"
"Oh no, we've never met." Phyllis said, her eyes twinkling. "But take a look at yourself in the mirror and you'll easily see how I was able to deduce that you'd been in service in Afghanistan."
"She's a regular Mycroft Holmes." said Cindy, entering the kitchen. "Detective Troy, we're wrapping up here, unless you have something further you'd like to ask."
"Is Mrs. Goldberg still remaining silent?" Phyllis asked.
"Yes." Cindy replied.
"Mr. Goldberg," Phyllis said, "where does your wife work?"
"Forbes & Sehgal Engineering." said Paul Goldberg. "They're an Environmental Engineering company in the City, and my wife works at the local branch office here. It's in the Office District." The Office District was in the Northeast sector of Town, just northeast of Courthouse Square, stretching towards the University to the East.
"She's a paralegal for one of their lawyers, there." Goldberg added helpfully.
"God damn you, Paul, would you shut the fuck up and stop telling the police about me?" Lisa Goldberg said menacingly as she entered the kitchen.
"I'll tell them anything that will help them put the man that raped you in prison, Lisa." Paul Goldberg replied matter-of-factly.
"You bastard, you just won't drop it will you?" Lisa said, tears springing from her eyes. "You want this to get out, don't you? You want me to be humiliated in front of my friends, don't you... DON'T YOU!!"
"Come on, Mrs. Goldberg." Cindy said, leading the increasingly upset Lisa Goldberg out of the room.
Phyllis turned to Mr. Goldberg and asked "Who are your wife's friends, her social circle, especially while you were away with the military?"
"Most of her friends were work-related, especially the other paralegals. I've been able to talk to them about my legal issues, as well." Goldberg said. "And I think they'll be a lot more understanding than she realizes."
"Thank you, Mr. Goldberg." Phyllis said. "However, let me say this: your wife is right and you are wrong about how people will react if they find out about her being raped. They will look upon her as a defiled woman, as someone who is soiled and shamed. They will not understand how she feels, and while they might be sympathetic to her face, she will find that they are not the true friends she needs at this time."
"If that is all, Detective," Goldberg said coldly, "I think you should begin searching for the man that invaded my home and raped my wife."
-------
"Not a thing." said Crime Lab Technician Christina Cho. "No sign of forced entry, all doors and windows are fine. Patrolman have already knocked on doors, and no one saw any strangers last night, though they admitted they weren't exactly looking out their windows. Mrs. Goldberg totally destroyed the evidence of the rape, and this is not the first time I've seen a woman do that after being raped. So all we have is the husband's description of the rapist "
"Thanks Christina." Cindy said. "You and the Crime Lab team can head back when you're finished." As Christina left them, Cindy said "Well, this one is going to be hard."
"Nonsense, my dear." said Phyllis. "Let's get some lunch, and then we'll go out and solve it." Cindy knew enough to just shut her mouth and go with the flow.
Part 3 - Like A Good Neighbor...
"Oh, that was such a delicious lunch." Phyllis said as she and Cindy finished up lunch at a cafe near Town Fitness Centers that Cindy had wanted to try. "So, my dear, what do you think of this case, so far?"
"I know only ten percent of rapes are reported to police." said Cindy. "Still, I can't ever recall a rape victim taking the Fifth to avoid publicity. So this one is strange from the get-go."
"Indeed." Phyllis said. "And in the same vein, I can't recall hearing of a husband so eager for the police to investigate his wife's rape. Most men who are subdued and unable to help their wives, especially those forced to watch or be in the same room, are just as humiliated and don't want the publicity. But not Paul Goldberg."
"I overheard some of your conversation with him." Cindy said. "You think he's okay... or maybe they're right about him and he does have PTSD?"
"Oh, that one is more for the realm of my daughter-in-law." said Phyllis. "So, what shall we do next? If you have no other plans, I'd suggest we go by Mrs. Goldberg's place of work."
"I have a meeting with your son and the Police Chief when I get back." Cindy said. "I'll ask Patrol Officer Lydia Green to go with you. She's something of a feminist, so keep her in check. By the way..." Cindy said, then stopped, thinking.
"Yes, dear?"
"I'm just wondering how you're going to approach the co-workers." Cindy said. "Obviously you don't want to go in there shouting to the four corners that Mrs. Goldberg was raped in front of her husband."
"That's very true, dear." Phyllis said. "I think I'm going to call my son and get you out of that meeting, and ask him to let me borrow you for the day. We'll become a Police Psychologists, and if you'll be may 'wingman', I'll be asking about the relations with the husband."
"Be careful, there, too." Cindy said. "If the shit hits the fan on that, Don'll fire me for sure."
"Don't worry, dear." Phyllis said. "Don doesn't want to feel a blue crowbar on his own ass..."
Cindy burst out laughing at that sentence...
--------
As Phyllis and Cindy were escorted to the office of Kevin Granger, who was Lisa Goldman's boss at Forbes & Sehgal Engineering, Phyllis noted the modern office with cubicles, brightly lighted. It felt very professional.
"What can I do for you ladies?" asked Granger, as he had the ladies sit down. Phyllis noted that Granger was tall, with black, somewhat curly hair, and a solidly strong physique underneath his crisp, white, collard shirt and expensive, in-fashion silk tie. He was also very handsome, and had an engaging but commanding personality. And Phyllis was definitely impressed with the huge bulge in Granger's pants. He had a package, and Phyllis would not have minded trying Granger out... sexually, that is.
"Thank you so much for seeing us today, Mr. Granger." said Phyllis. "I hope that I may rely upon your total discretion for the questions I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask. It's about your employee Lisa Goldman, or rather about her husband, Paul. I'm conducting a routine investigation on behalf of the V.A. about his post-injury status."
"Uhhh, sure," said Granger, looking concerned, "but I'm not sure I can help you."
"Well, I'm hoping you can tell me if you've heard anything about Mr. Goldman's state of mind since coming home from the war."
"Well, not really." said Granger. "I know that he was wounded pretty severely, and... well, I don't want to break Lisa's confidence in me..."
"I quite understand." said Phyllis. "So Lisa is your administrative assistant?"
"Oh no, she's my paralegal." Granger said.
"You're a lawyer?" Cindy asked.
"No, I'm an engineer." said Granger. "I'm a principal with the firm here, authorized to sign contracts. She handles the contracts that come my way. By the way, madam, you look familiar to me. Have we met?"
"No sir, I don't think so." replied Cindy, realizing that Granger might've remembered seeing Cindy on the news when she received the Medal of Valor. She was a bit too public a figure to be doing this 'undercover' work with Phyllis, she realized.
Phyllis came to the rescue: "So Lisa has not said anything that would suggest Paul is having problems adjusting to civilian life?"
"No, only that he's had what I think are typical adjustments to civilian life after being in a war zone." said Granger. "Occasional nightmares he wakes up out of, things like that."
"I see." said Phyllis. "And no unusual problems in the Goldberg's marriage?"
"Uh... not that I know of," replied Granger, "and to be honest, I don't think I would want to tell you even if I did know. I don't want anything I say to be misinterpreted or to cause... problems with the Goldbergs."
"I perfectly understand." said Phyllis. "And I do hate having to trouble you and others with questions. We're simply trying to make sure Mr. Goldberg is doing well after his return. If I may ask, does his wife have any particularly close friends here at work?"
"She and a couple of the other paralegals would sometimes go out after work." said Granger. "I'll call them into the conference room next door for you."
"Oh, is that your family, Mr. Granger?" Phyllis asked, pointing to a picture of a pretty woman with brown hair and two small children.
"Oh! Why yes, it is." said Granger, his eyes lighting up.
"Oh, the kids are just precious." Phyllis said. "My son has two babies, and I'm sure yours are as much a joy to you as his are to me."
"Yes, they're wonderful." said Granger as he picked up the phone to call Lisa Goldberg's friends.
"So has your wife returned to full health?" Phyllis asked. Granger dropped the phone, which landed on the desk with a clatter.
"How could you possibly know..." he said, staring at her.
"Oh, I'm so sorry, Mr. Granger," said Phyllis, "I did not mean to intrude on your personal lives that way. I just can see the scar from her operation just under her hairline in the photograph. Again, I apologize for upsetting you."
"Oh my goodness, that was a trick worthy of Sherlock Holmes." said Granger. "And to answer your question, she's just about 100% now, though she tires easily."
"Ah, that's wonderful. I hope she'll continue her recovery." said Phyllis, getting up to leave a very startled Kevin Granger in the office.
A few moments later, two women came into the conference room. Phyllis gave her spiel about the V.A. "I know that I'm asking you to possibly break confidences, and I will be sure to be discreet, as I know you'll be about the nature of this inquiry. Can you tell me if Lisa said anything about her marriage or her husband that was out of the ordinary?"
"Well, she was very unhappy about him having to make a second tour." one of the women said. "And then they extended it. And then he was wounded and came home early, and he's been recovering from his wounds. He was hurt pretty badly, but they wouldn't give him combat compensation... said something about it being an accident and not a war casualty. She was mad about that."
"Since he's come home," Phyllis asked, "how has their marriage been, in your respective opinions?"
The two women looked at each other. "Lisa hasn't really said anything." one of them finally said. "But I can tell she's been under some strain. Especially the last two or three weeks or so. We wanted to take her out for a drink after work the other day, to talk about it, but she said she was swearing off alcohol and that she also needed to get back home."



"Just one more question." Phyllis said. "Does Paul have any friends?
"Yeah, Kevin has been pretty good to him since he got home, and a couple of guys from his National Guard unit." said one of the women. "One guy, named Saul Gable, he and Paul hang out a lot. 'Paul and Saul' we call them."
"And you've been dating Mr. Saul Gable, haven't you?" asked Phyllis, seeing the light in the woman's eyes.
"How did you know that?" the woman asked, her amazement quickly turning to suspicion. Phyllis quickly concluded the interview.
"What's next?" Cindy asked.
"Better call Saul." Phyllis quipped, thinking of the television show Breaking Bad.
Cindy groaned. "And the jokes don't get any better, do they?"
---------
Strangely enough, Saul Gable was located at Paul and Lisa Goldman's home. When Cindy and Phyllis arrived, they walked right into a shouting match between husband and wife, with Gable trying to referee.
"Officers," said Lisa, "I want to press charges for domestic abuse against my husband. I want you to get him out of here, right now!"
"Officers," Saul Gable said, "Paul has done nothing to his wife, neither physical nor verbal." That started up another shouting match between the three, until Cindy got out her police whistle and blew it as hard as she could.
"Okay, now that I have your attention," Cindy said, "I'm going to end this before it becomes an official Police matter. Saul, can Paul stay with you for a few days?"
"Sure." said Saul.
"Paul, go pack a bag." Cindy said. "Lisa, can you stay with friends for a few days?"
"I guess so... but why do I have to leave my home?" Lisa snarled.
"Because it's not just your home, it's your husband's also." Cindy said. "I've already looked up the title deed. And I'm officially calling it a crime scene, so neither of you will be staying here for at least two days. Pack bags, Lisa first. Paul, into the kitchen with me. Detective Troy, talk to Saul."
"Hello, Saul." Phyllis said. "Let's sit down, shall we?" Saul complied. Phyllis looked Saul over. He was youngish, about Paul's age, late 20s, handsome with dark brown hair, broad shoulders, and a good physique. Phyllis also noted the large bulge in his pants.
"Tell me, what are your relations with the Goldmans?"
"Paul and I were in the same unit in Afghanistan." said Saul. "We were pretty good buddies. We both got wounded in the same grenade accident, and both got sent home, though my wounds weren't that bad, just shrapnel in the leg. I think they sent me home more to look after Paul than because of my own wounds."
"Ah, so you were there at the time. Out of curiosity, what happened?" Phyllis asked.
"We were in our tents; it was off-duty time." said Saul. "I remember hearing someone shout, then *BOOM!* and my leg was bleeding. Paul's tent was closer to the grenade blast than mine, he got more of it."
"How has Paul been doing since returning home?" Phyllis inquired.
"Pretty good, actually." Saul said. "I don't think he has the PTSD the doctors are trying to say he has. I think they're trying to generate business for themselves. That's the only problem he has, having to fight a legal battle against them."
"How well do you know his wife?" Phyllis asked, peering closely at Saul Gable as she asked the question.
"Pretty well." said Saul. "I've been friends with both of them for years. They met at a party I was throwing. I was one of Paul's groomsmen, too."
"Would you say you know her as well as you know Paul?" Phyllis asked.
"No, when you've been to war with someone, you get to know him like family." said Saul. "I've known Lisa very well for years, we're good friends, we dated before she met and married Paul. But Paul is a war buddy, and that's just a different thing."
"How has Lisa been, these past few months?" Phyllis asked.
"Well, like a lot of military wives whose husbands are away, she's become a lot more independent, self-reliant. She's also been taking care of Paul while he's been recovering. He was having trouble walking for a couple of months. I think once he got his sexual function back, they were both a good bit happier, if you know what I mean. But then the last month or so... she's been under stress again. I asked her about it, and she just said things at work were hectic."
"Do you know what happened here the night before last?" Phyllis asked.
"Yeah, Paul told me." Saul said, shaking his head. "Ugly..."
"What do you think of their reactions, their fighting?" Phyllis inquired.
"I'm not married, ma'am," said Saul, "so I couldn't say what kind of stress it would be on me if my wife were raped in front of me. But it's really torn something open between them. I dunno, maybe that rift was there all along, and this is what opened it up. But it's ugly. I was trying to get them to talk, but she's so bitter about him going to the police, and he's just as upset that she won't cooperate with the police..."
Part 4 - Bringing It Home
I was at the FBI suite in the Federal Building on Courthouse Square when the phone rang. It was Jack Muscone in the City.
"Hey, buddy, what are you doing over there?" Jack asked, referring to my use of his computers.
"Oh," I said, "there's a rape case over here, and Ross wants to know the military record of the victim's husband. Not like I have anything to do at lunch. Eating is overrated."
"You're missing a double-cheeseburger opportunity at the Cop Bar, and Life is short." Muscone chided. "Anything of interest?
"Yep." I said. "The official story is that a pin fell out of a grenade and someone threw it into what they thought was an unmanned area. But it wasn't unmanned; two people got hurt. But I've also been looking at the notes in the file from officers investigating the incident. They couldn't tell for sure where the grenade came from, nor who actually had it in their possession before the incident. One officer made a notation that one of the two injured men could've exploded it."
"Why would they do that?" Muscone asked.
"Well, that's why I'm researching our husband's record. He was upset about having to go on a second tour, and then it was extended. His commanding officer and a couple of Sergeants made notations that he had been talking a lot about getting back home, and he'd tried to get leave to go home several times. This was after his buddy, who also was wounded in the accident, had just returned from leave for a family funeral. Gotta wonder if hubby set the grenade off himself somehow."
"To get back home?"
"Yep." I said. "Lots of 'coincidences' in that short amount of time over there..."
---------
"Thank you for the information, son." Phyllis said as she and Cindy drove back to Headquarters. After hanging up the cellphone, she told Cindy what her son had found in the military files. Then she went silent.
Cindy asked "Okay, you're thinking of something. Do you know what's going on?"
"Oh yes, this case is easy. Don's information cements it." Phyllis said. "Surely you see the answer."
"Nope, not even close, and don't call me 'Shirley'. Going to tell me who it is?" Cindy asked.
"No, not yet." Phyllis said, her mind in a reverie.
"Like son, like mother." Cindy said, no small amount of exasperation in her voice.
"Oh my dear, you are being very unfair to Don." Phyllis said reprovingly. "He really does tell you what he knows as soon as he feasibly can. As for me, yes, I'm holding back, and I have very good reason to. I'm remembering little Johnny Fortescue."
"Come again?" Cindy said, bewildered.
"Back in Apple Grove, when Don was about four years old, and his sister was twelve, there was a boy named Johnny Fortescue, who was about ten years old. His mother was an alcoholic. Well, one day she called the Police and said some money was missing. They found Johnny walking down the street, and the money was in his pocket. The Police threatened to put him in juvenile detention, and when he wouldn't tell what he was doing with the money, his mother threw him out of the house."
Phyllis continued: "Well, it turns out that the bank president came to Johnny's defense. He said that Johnny was taking some of the money his mother earned and was putting it in the bank to save it, so that his mother wouldn't buy alcohol with it. The Police didn't charge Johnny, but his mother forced the bank to return the money to her, which she promptly squandered on liquor. She still wouldn't let Johnny back in the house, and she drank herself to death within a year."
"Sounds like he was trying to do the right thing." Cindy said. "So what happened?"
"People only heard what they wanted to hear: that Johnny had stolen the money." Phyllis said. "Even after the truth came out, they treated Johnny like he was a thief. Don's father said Johnny was a bad kid, but worse, Johnny's teachers openly called him a thief and liar to his face in school. Other kids picked fights with him. One time he was beaten up so badly he had to be hospitalized. Finally, Social Services took him into their system, where he was put in several homes and was sexually molested in every one of them. He shot himself to death when he was sixteen."
"Oh, geez." Cindy groaned. "Just for trying to do a good thing. So how does that relate to this case?"
"It relates in that I need to get some very sound advice before I say anything to you, lest I do more harm than good." Phyllis replied.
To be continued.
Do you know what happened?
And who is the rapist?
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Hap-ppy Birth-day... tooooo... yooooo...
As the singing died down, I leaned over and blew out the 31 candles on my cake. It was October 26th, and it was my birthday. The cake was a large, rectangular red velvet cake with that delicious white cream-cheese frosting, one of my very favorites. On top, written in red, were the words "Happy Birthday Iron Crowbar!" and a long red crowbar in red frosting beneath the words.
We were in the back room of The Steakhouse. The party was being hosted by John "Jack" Colby, and was not that large. I'd been given a birthday cake at Headquarters, and all the Detectives and many Patrol Officers streamed through, consuming the six(!) large birthday cakes that had been brought in.
So tonight it was just me, Laura, our babies Carole and Jim, my mom Phyllis, Cindy Ross and Jenna Stiles, Tanya Perlman and Baby Pete and Barry Oliver (they're sure spending a lot of time together, I thought to myself), Martin Nash and Sandra Speer, Jack Muscone, Paulina Patterson and her husband, Melina and Daniel Allgood, Chief Griswold and his wife, and Molly Evans, who was now looking very heavily pregnant, as she indeed was.
Teresa Croyle had been invited but had sent regrets, saying she had a previously scheduled mission that she couldn't get out of. Todd and Jeanine Burke had also sent regrets. I wondered if they weren't coming because Melina and Daniel were here.
Daniel was somewhat breaking the protocol of not associating with Police while running for Sheriff. I had told them to get their asses to the party: if anyone objected, just tell them Melina came to her sister's husband's birthday party and that was that, so be it. Melina looked very happy, and I was happy to see that.
Molly had been put on 'restricted duty' with the Midtown Police Force, so she was going to stay up here, and at The Cabin, and deliver my baby at University Hospital. Jack Muscone had broken up with his girlfriend, and so I suggested he spend time talking to my mom. I might have mentioned to him that my mom was a Cougar, and a lot of college guys seemed to hang around her. He got the hint, and was sitting next to her and talking to her all through the party.
Some humor came when Chief Griswold was holding Carole. She became inquisitive of that strange feature upon his face, his large handlebar mustaches. The Chief was very patient with her, and as she felt them she emitted a piercing laughter. The Chief could be a very good grandfatherly type when he wanted to be, I noted. Meanwhile, Carole was thoroughly entertained in discovering and exploring strange new things...
-
"Here, take this." my wife said, handing me a 'gray viagra' pill, then added "Why don't you put Carole to bed, and I'll get changed." I knew what that meant: she was finally medically cleared to have sex, and she was going to put on something hot and sexy for me. In addition, she had not let me into our marital bedroom all day, so I knew she had a big surprise for me.
Once Carole was in her crib and sleeping, I headed back to the bedroom. A lovely sight awaited me. Laura was wearing a filmy silver-white see-thru teddy, and my God! did she look hot in it. She was also wearing very high heel silver slides with a clear strap over the toes and a nearly invisible clear strap around the back of her heels to keep them in place. I felt myself growing throbbing hard.
"Now let me show you your birthday present." Laura said as I came into the bedroom and closed the door. The bed's headboard was against the wall to my right. On the wall to the left, facing the bed, was a huge flat TV screen mounted to the wall. Playing on the screen were images of people fucking; my wife had put what looked like a porn tape on the DVD.
"Think that'll help us in our fucking?" Laura asked seductively, whispering into my ear.
"Yeah..." I said, "though the way you look tonight is all I need to get fired up." I took my wife into my arms and kissed her mouth deeply. "Thanks, baby."
"Does the actress in this next scene look familiar?" Laura asked. I looked at the TV. It was my wife, and she and the college stud Nick Eastwood were making out, hotly kissing in her little bedroom near her office. I felt my wife's hands undoing my shirt buttons and undressing me as I watched. My cock throbbed at the sight of a handsome young stud making out with my wife. It made me want to do the same with her, and my tongue twined with my wife's as we deeply kissed again, my cock throbbing, my whole body on fire.
"Mmmm, now I want to eat some pussy." I said, once I was stripped naked, my thick cock standing straight out, taut and iron hard, due to Laura's soft hand gently jacking the shaft. My wife allowed me to walk her backwards to the edge of the bed. Once she fell upon it, she arranged herself with her head on the pillows and her long, luscious legs spread wantonly.
Her pubic bush was growing back, but she was keeping it very trimmed and above her labes. Still, the contrast of the dark patch of hair, her white skin, and the brown and pink pussy below was just more stimulation adding to my heated arousal.
I slid down onto the bed and eased myself between my wife's spread legs. Normally I'd start at her elegant feet and kiss and lick my way up her magnificent legs, but tonight we were both too horny and aroused. I did kiss Laura's inner thighs, working my way towards her sopping wet slit, her cuntlips engorged and begging for my oral attention.
I pushed Laura's legs up and back until her knees were next to her big, milk-filled breasts and her feet in her high heels pointing straight up into the air. Then, famished with sexual hunger, I dove in.
"Ohhhhhh!" my wife moaned as I made first contact with her slit. I licked from the bottom of her pussy near her 'taint' and up to her clit in one long, luxurious lick. It had been weeks since I'd tasted this wonderful pussy, and it was heaven for me as well as for her. I immediately began eating her more deeply, sucking her cuntlips until they were distended and wide open, letting my tongue harshly lash her clit to make her groan, then sliding my tongue as deep into her cunthole as I could get it, orally exploring her cunt-cave, knowing how good it was going to feel to sink my cock balls-deep into her depths.
-
"Okay honey, it's time. Fuck me, fuck me with that big hard cock of yours!" my wife gasped. Laura had come hard twice, her juices gushing into my mouth as I greedily lapped them up.
I mounted her, trapping her legs beneath my arms as her hand reached down to guide me into her. I had generously lubed her cunt and my cock as my tongue strummed her clit, using my fingers to get the slippery lube deep into her pussy. We knew the lube was needed for the long, hard fuck we were anticipating.
"Oh, yes! Oh God yes!" Laura gasped out as I thrust into her, sinking almost all of my meat into her pussy with one hard stroke. I pulled back until I was nearly outside of her, then shoved my iron hard rod back into her until our pelvises smacked together.
"Oh God, darling, it's so wonderful having you back inside me!" Laura gasped, joy and pleasure in her ragged voice. "Fuck me with that beautiful cock!" I suited my deed to her words as I began pumping into her with a smooth, steady rhythm. I didn't want to fuck her too roughly, but it was hard holding back. I wanted to be inside this woman, I wanted to pump my cock in and out of her forever!
"Oh geez, Laura, it's so good to be back inside you!" I moaned. "Oh God, I love you so much!" I bent over and kissed her mouth, not a deep kiss but a gentle french-kiss with our tongues battling right at our touching lips.
"Mmmmm, I love you so much, too!" Laura replied, her voice barely a whisper. "How does it feel inside me? Looser?"
"It feels great." I said. "Not really looser, but I feel like I'm going deeper than I ever have before."
"Keep fucking me, darling, keep sinking that big hard thing balls-deep!" Laura said. With her legs trapped under my arms, she couldn't really respond to my thrusts, but I felt her clutching her cuntwalls at me as I would pull out, as if trying to keep me inside. The added pleasure, as well as the sight, smells and sounds of mating with my beautiful wife, had me reaching the crest far faster than I wanted.
"You might as well pull out and come in my mouth." Laura said. "Your sperm won't do any good down there, anymore." I could sense that my wife still felt some pangs at not being able to have more of my children, but I wasn't worrying about that at the moment.
"Whose birthday is it, baby?" I grunted. "It's mind, and I'm going to come inside your hot cunt. Do you know how good it feels for me to shoot my load deep inside you, baby? It's the best feeling in the world, and I'm going to feel it right now..." I began pumping harder and faster. Then I lowered myself until my full weight was on Laura's chest and abs, and slid my hands down to clutch her luscious asscheeks, pulling her hard into me. "Oh yeah, here it comes... oh yeah, oh God, OH GOD DAMN!! UHHH!!"
Blast after blast of hot semen shot out of my cock and deep into my wife's eagerly receptive pussy. Swirls of gray and red-hot mists blinded me as I let my mind go fully into the ecstasy of my release into the incredible woman beneath me. When it finally was over, I was gasping for breath as I nuzzled Laura's neck. I released her legs, still lying fully on her, and we kissed deeply and lovingly for long minutes...
-
I was lying on my back, Laura kneeling by my right side, her mouth deeply sucking my cock. The 'gray viagra' had been productive, and I'd gotten hard and ready again very quickly. I was idly watching the sex scenes playing out on the large TV screen. Laura had strung together a long sequence of various recordings, including some of her and myself making love.
"I think you'll be interested in the one coming up." Laura said. As her mouth descended upon my shaft again, I looked up at the screen. To my surprise, it was a tape of Trish Donolan and other Hedonists being fucked hard and deep by two young studs, including Trish's friend Catherine 'Cat' Clausen. The one fucking Cat was unknown to me, but I recognized the boy fucking Trish as my nephew Todd's buddy Teddy Franklin. The action on the screen was hot, and watching it as my beautiful wife deeply sucked my throbbing cock was very intense...
-
It was some time later. Laura was riding me, enjoying undulating her luscious body as she ground her cunt against my cock that was impaling her to the hilt. I was not responding hard, letting my wife do the work, knowing that she really enjoyed doing this and had come twice already. I did suck her big breasts as they hung over my face, swallowing the milk that flowed from her nipples.
Only the eerie light of the TV screen bathed the room in a bluish glow, as the lamps had been turned off. Laura's body was blocking my view of the screen, but I'd rather watch her anyway. Then I felt a strange sensation wash over me, something between sleepy dreaming and unearthly clarity of vision. I was seeing and feeling Dr. Gloria Searles, the gorgeous black-haired woman with the fantastic legs, riding me, fucking me. I let myself revel in the dream, wanting to feel myself inside Gloria, wanting to fuck her, mate with her, wondering if I could induce the cold bitch in her to melt and take me inside her in sinfully adulterous passion. I was sure going to try to seduce her, I thought dreamily...
-
"Guys, what are you doing?" Cindy asked as Molly and Jenna walked around The Cabin.
Molly was staying in The Cabin as she awaited the impending birth of my baby in two to three weeks. Cindy and Jenna had come over after the birthday party to shoot the bull and have a few drinks. Much girl-talk ensued.
"I heard that Old Man Bonniker built secret passages into this house." Jenna said. "It was rumored he had a secret wine cellar, too, which was a safe room he could hide inside of."
"Oooooh, let's go look for it." Molly had said. That had prompted Cindy's question as she watched her lover and her sister knocking on wall panels.
"Guys, this is Don's house!" Cindy said.
"Yes, it is." Molly said. "And I want to know what secrets he's hiding from us, don't you? Like where all the other crowbars are kept."
"C'mon, you're intruding on his privacy." Cindy said, feeling uncomfortable.
"Well, come help us, then." Jenna said. "Hmmm, if there were a secret cellar, I think Mr. Bonniker would've had it dug into the mountain itself. Let's look in the front bedroom and the TV room." Jenna explored the small downstairs bedroom, which was actually more my study, while Molly tapped on the walls of the TV room that adjoined the greatroom with its huge wall of windows.
They explored the upstairs, unerringly finding the closet behind the wall in the master bedroom. They looked around downstairs again, going through the nearly-empty closets.
But they did not find the secret panel that led to the cave dug into the mountain, the front part which was a wine cellar, and behind another secret panel was my little room where my electronic eavesdropping devices fed into and my ultra-secure computers were. However, if they'd found the rooms, they'd have found nothing... I'd removed all the equipment from the secret room a couple of months before. The stuff was in storage behind a secret wall panel in my mother's basement apartment, waiting for me to find a new location to set the stuff up. And I had no way of knowing how fortunate my actions would be...
After giving up their search, Molly headed off to bed, dreaming of being deeply fucked by my cock, feeding off the energy I was sending into the Universe as I fucked Laura. Cindy and Jenna fell asleep on the sofas downstairs...
-
"So how was your work today?" Tanya asked as she put her sleeping baby son in his crib.
"Pretty good." said Barry Oliver, who was climbing into bed after undressing, admiring Tanya's hot body in the nightgown as she turned and stepped over to the bed. "We're getting the process CNC machines in place, and Todd has secured more financing for us. I don't know how he does it, but he charms them all and they can't wait to throw money at him."
"That's good." Tanya said, slipping into bed and snuggling up with Barry. "How are the new hires doing?"
"That's been pretty hard." Barry said. "We've found three that once worked under what I call suspicious circumstances... a couple that were once at DynaCorp, Seth caught them rather quickly, and we suspect they'd be moles. But then I caught another couple that had been in places like Langley, Virginia, and at a couple of Universities where 'certain' projects were going on."
"It's good you're catching on to them. Don has been worried about that." said Tanya. "He's trying to put the pieces together of what he thinks is an industrial espionage ring operating here in the County, as well as other places. The FBI asked him to work with them on it."
"Yeah, he's right that there are people out there who love to steal industrial secrets..." said Barry, "... and some of them are working on behalf of that same Federal Government. They're really trying to penetrate us.
"Speaking of 'penetrating'," Tanya said sexily, letting her hands and lips explore Barry's young body, "let's put the company aside and concentrate on you penetrating me."
"Sounds like a good plan." Barry said as he rolled on top of the sexy policewoman. His penis, throbbing hard and just under seven inches in length, easily found Tanya's sopping wet slit, and he indeed penetrated her- balls deep, burying his meat to the hilt in her womanly heat. He began a smooth, steady rhythm of fucking, and Tanya began moaning as pleasure coursed through her body. Barry's scientific precision and skill translated well to the bedroom, and he fucked her with skillful pistoning action, his ass bouncing up and down as he thrust deep into her again and again...
Part 2 - Undercover(s) Operations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead reporter from outside the Hyatt Hotel north of Town. It was 7:00am, Oct. 30th. "Channel Two News is following the big Board meeting of BigPharmaCorp today! CEO and Chairman of the Board, multi-millionaire Donovan Donolan, is expected to make remarks on BigPharmaCorp's earnings today, which are expected to show tremendous, record profits for wealthy shareholders. There is plenty of security for the Board and Shareholders here at the Hyatt Hotel, as the possibility of protests from environmentalist groups, as well as Occupy groups protesting the widening gap between the haves and have-nots, is always an issue."
"In other news," continued Bettina, "while the BigPharmaCorp Board elections are expected to be easy and not challenging, the same cannot be said of the political elections in the State and in our own Town and County. In the Coroner's race, Dr. John Quincy Kelly has taken a lead over incumbent Coroner Steven Lester Haines, after Coroner Haines was formally reprimanded by the Town & County Council for releasing a photo of the murdered Diane Lang before Police had notified her next-of-kin of her death.
"But all eyes are on the extremely important State Senate race, between Democrat Katherine Woodburn, former owner of KXTC, and TEA Party Extremist Republican John Cummings. The race is a dead heat, and State and Federal dollars are pouring into the County in campaign advertising. SBI Director Jack Lewis has told Channel Two News that this race may be the most important in State history in determining the future of the SBI and the safety of the Citizens of the State. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
I'm not sure what was more interesting... Bettina and her microphone, or watching the beautiful Detective (J.G.) Joanne Cummings sputter with anger at the negative aspirations assigned to her cousin John Cummings by the deeply biased Press.
Have I mentioned that I am not alone in my hatred of the Press?
-
"Can I talk to you in your office?" Lieutenant Teresa Croyle said to me as KXTC was showing a taped Sports report by Chuck Pringle.
"Sure." I said, looking towards Cindy as I said with emphasis: "Let's go now. I don't need Chuck Pringle to tell me what my Wildcats are going to do to the Bulldogs on the football field this weekend." Cindy looked daggers at me as Teresa and I headed out the door towards my office.
"Better set up a lunch date with your wife." said Lt. Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle once we were in my office and seating ourselves. "The photos from our undercover surveillance are in File 10-30-C."
In the early morning hours of this same day, Oct. 30th, Vice Detective John 'Grubby' Paul had made contact with two black men, and they'd gone to a house on the border between the Industrial/Warehouse and the Southwest Ghetto districts of Town. Grubby had worn a tiny camera that looked like one of his shirt buttons, and Teresa, wearing all black, had snuck onto the property with a high-powered camera, taking pictures. They were hoping to see a drug exchange and could get photos. Obviously with Teresa trespassing, we could not use these particular photos for full evidence, but we hoped to get probable cause for a larger sting operation.



"Instead, it was a sex party." Teresa said, as I brought up the file on my desk computer. "But the women are interesting... for criminal observation purposes that is."
I opened the file, which was password-protected. The photos were taken from both inside and outside. Some showed a large, muscular, athletic black man in his late 20s or early 30s, having sexual intercourse with Trish Donolan, wife of BigPharmaCorp CEO Donovan Donolan. Trish and her husband were swingers with the Hedonists, and also had formed their own smaller swinging group.
"If Law Enforcement doesn't work out for you, Teresa," I said, "you have a career in porn photography." The pictures Teresa taken were extremely clear and graphic, showing the huge black snake penetrating Trish's white snatch.
"No doubt." Teresa said with a straight face as I continued to peruse the pictures. The second woman was Gloria Cagle, the white girlfriend of a black man named 'T-Mac', who was the lieutenant of the rapper 'T-Square'. T-Square controlled most of the black crime in the southern part of Town. I could see in several pics that Grubby Paul was sitting in a chair getting his seven inch root wet, as Gloria was riding his cock hard. Grubby was a lucky man, I thought, as some of the photos showed him sucking Gloria's magnificent breasts. I truly had rarely seen better breasts than Gloria's: all natural, big teardrop shape, large brown nipples that begged to be sucked...
"Poor Grubby." I said. "Undercover work is so tough on him."
"It will be if he gets caught up." Teresa said. "Which I am concerned about."
The third woman was older, with a head full of curly, almost frazzled, black hair with some gray mixed in. She looked to be in her 50s, but was very attractive, and her body was in shape and very hot. She was wearing sheer black stockings and a garter belt, and what appeared to be high heel suede black pumps. Her legs were long and shapely, and as she lay on the second bed in the bedroom, getting pumped by powerful black man, who was younger and slimmer than the first, those long shapely legs looked really good pulled back and spread wide to accommodate her stud's powerful fucking.
The pictures were explicit, and hot. The black men were fucking the white mature beauties with their extremely large cocks. My sex-professor wife had told me that the myth of black penis size was just that, a myth... but just as there were some white men blessed with huge penises, like my nephew Todd, there were likewise black men who were exceptionally well-hung. These two men were hung, and they were fucking the hell out of these lovely white women with their big black snakes. Teresa had been right: the photos were arousing me, but it was not my wife I was thinking about; I was lusting for some sweet ebony pussy.
"Okay, Teresa," I said, putting my lewd thoughts aside as I tried to control the hardening of my cock in my pants, "I agree with you about Grubby Paul... he was 'made' by the local black gangsters. Why is he on this mission?"
"Because these are out-of-towners." Teresa said. "They came in from the City, and we don't think they know who Grubby is. Also, sir, Grubby wanted to do it. We wanted to find out if they were making contact with local drug pushers. Last but not least, Grubby thought that if anyone who knew who he was came in, they'd lose trust in those City guys, maybe not do business with them. And I had Davis and Kirkpatrick close by, just in case Grubby got into any trouble, warrants be damned."
"We do need to be more careful about Grubby exposing himself like that." I said. "So who are these guys from the City?"
"The first guy, the one fucking Trish Donolan," said Teresa, "is known as 'Black Magic'. He was rumored to have been a semi-pro football player, but other than a tryout with an NFL team, from which he was cut, we can't find a record for that. He's got money, which has attracted Drug Enforcement at every level of law enforcement, but we've found nothing on him so far- until last night, possibly. The second guy, we're not sure about yet. I'm inquiring with Detective Ventura in the City to see if he is on their radar screens.
"Well, as I'm sure you know," I said, "Gloria Cagle is T-Mac's main squeeze, so she is either stepping out on him or she is the go-between contact."
"That was one of the two things I wanted to get your input on, Commander." Teresa said. "Is Cagle a contact, or is just part of a sex party? We're not sure we didn't stumble onto some decadent but relatively innocent fun. And then there's Trish Donolan... is she involved with the black drug trade, or is she just into black men sexually? Remember, she was one of the bitches that led Margo Bailey straight to the drug pushers, in that particular case your nephew Ned was involved with. So I really wonder what her presence is about."
"Trish is a swinger, that much we know." I said. "She may just get off on interracial sex. I've heard Janet Riordan is also addicted to black men. Must be something in the water." Teresa laughed, such as a laugh from 'Teresa Cunt' was.
"So, who's the other woman?" I asked. "The older one with the great pair of legs."
"You would notice that." Teresa said. "But that's the second thing I need to ask you about: her name is Susan Wexler. She's a Captain in the City Police Force's Drug Squad. Supposedly one of their very best, and has been for years. I'm afraid we might have stumbled onto her doing an undercover mission."
"She's undercover... or under covers, all right." I said. "No wonder she gets the results she does. So what's the issue?"
"If she's undercover, I don't want to 'out' her and expose her to the criminals." said Teresa. "But it also occurred to me that she might not be undercover, she might be dirty. If we contact her unit and they don't know about her mission, a mole might expose her -or- a snitch might tip her off. If we go to their I.A., we might be doing her an injustice, and again- a mole might tip her off, or tip the bad guys off. I can tell you that when I was working with Midtown I.A., the guys there did not trust the City's I.A."
I was very proud of Teresa Croyle: she had really thought about the possibilities and made no assumptions either way. "That's excellent thinking, Lieutenant Croyle. Excellent." I complimented her. "So the question is how to discreetly determine if she's on a mission; and if not, if she's dirty or just having some good sexual fun."
"Yes, sir." Teresa said, her eyes showing no emotion at all; no gleam of amusement nor sexual interest, nor hardly any professional police interest. In some ways, that was good. But we still had not gotten her completely away from being 'Teresa Cunt'.
"Hmmmm," I said, thinking. "We can't use Robin Ventura or 'Sapper' Warren, or even let them know. They'd be in deep kim-chi if they were investigating a superior officer and she's not guilty of anything. And like you said, I'm not fully trusting of their I.A. Department, either. Tell you what, I'll think about it, and we'll resolve it soon.
I glanced at Teresa, seeing the obvious signs of fatigue. I said "Meanwhile, Lieutenant, you and Detective Paul are to go home and get some sleep. If I see you in this Headquarters before noon, I'll fire your asses... or better yet, I'll let Lieutenant Ross fire you." I was kidding about firing them, but not about them getting some sleep.
"Oh sir, not Lieutenant Ross, anything but tha-at!" Teresa said, pretending to beg, teasing me back for the 'Ross' reference. She'd definitely come a long way from the way she was night Margo Bailey had died. And of course she and Cindy would take bullets for each other...
-
"You bitch."
Trish Donolan woke up out of a deep sleep. It was her husband, dressed fully in his $5000 suit for the Board meeting, standing next to the bed. In his hand was a manila envelope with photographs that had been inside.
"Huh, wha?" she asked sleepily.
"What the fuck are these?" Donovan said, his voice low and menacing.
As Trish fully woke up, Donovan threw the photos into his wife's face and upper chest. "Tell me what the fuck these are, bitch!" Trish sat up, looking accusingly at her husband, as she picked up the photos. A shock ran through her as she saw that they were of her being deeply fucked by that black stud 'Black Magic' the night before.
"I told you I was going to a party. What's the fucking problem?" Trish said.
"You didn't tell me you were going to be fucking niggers at that party." Donovan said. "I trusted you, and you betray me and our marriage by fucking a nigger? And you let him shoot his filthy nigger seed inside you?"
"What's your problem with that?" Trish said. "We've been swinging for years. And I've been taking black pipe for longer than I've known you! You know what they say: 'Once you go black, you never go back.'."
"God damn it, bitch!" Donovan said, furious anger on his face. "If I'd known you were a nigger-lover like this, I never would've married you. I'd have let you stay on the streets, you God-damned whore. And this is why we didn't make it into the Libertines... because you're a fucking slut for nigger cock! Going around and hanging out with those drug pushers-"
"Get the fuck over it, asshole!" Trish yelled back, whipped to anger herself. "You needed me and my daddy's money, or you'd be mopping the floors at BigPharmaCorp instead of running the place! And if you don't like it that I fuck big black cocks and like them better than your little tool, then tough shit! You were the Libertines' problem, not me! And I'll hang around who I damn well please!"
"Like Margo Bailey?" Donovan shot back. "Yeah, you had her hang around, and look what happened to her. You and that Cat Clausen bitch took her to visit your nigger lovers, and she ended up dead. You better watch out the same thing doesn't happen to you!"
"I'll take my chances." Trish said. "And those black studs sure fuck me better than you do, you puny little shit eater!"
"Why you-" Donolan said, then caught himself. He exhaled. "I... I don't have time to deal with this now, not today of all days. I'll deal with your cheating, nigger-loving ass when I get back home."
"Yeah, right." said Trish, menace in her voice. "Go play like you're a big-shot, which we both know you aren't. Be the coward you are and run away."
His face red and his vision near blinded with furious anger, Donolan stopped himself from doing what he ached to do. Instead, he turned on his heel and left the room.
Having heard the shouting within the house, neighbors were watching as the wealthy industrialist got into his expensive Mercedes car, slammed the door shut with the tight finality of sealed metal, and scratched off, the loud noise getting the attention of anyone who wasn't already watching...
Part 3 - The Hot Wives Investment Club
(Author's disclaimer: the following is fictional and does not represent nor should be construed as stock market trading or investing advice. Investing in the stock market carries risk, and investors should not trade based upon the fictionalized information below. The author assumes no responsibility for the trading success or failure of others.)
"The meeting will come to order." intoned Myrtle L. James at precisely 7:30pm on October 30th. The meeting of the County Ladies Investment Club was being held in the so-called 'boardroom' meeting room of the River Valley Country Club, the same room that Anthony Warner had convened some of the DynaCorp Board on the night he was murdered in the parking lot. All of the sixteen women in attendance at the meeting had their cars parked in the covered parking lot, denoting their wealth and status.
It was obvious from looking at most of the beautiful trophy wives why it was nicknamed the 'Hot Wives Investment Club'. Their ages ranged from the 30s to the 70s (maybe more, no one was sure how old Myrtle L. James was), and the majority of them were married to some of the County's wealthiest men. A few were independently wealthy.
After the attendance report and last meeting minutes were read by the secretary, Dr. Carolyn Muncey, and the financial report was read by the Treasurer, Ms. Barbara Langram, University Trustee Myrtle L. James led the meeting through the Club's existing stock equity holdings. Covered calls were to be sold upon their Microsoft (MSFT), Union Pacific (UNP), and Chevron (CVX) holdings. Stop loss prices were determined for several other stocks that the Club membership feared might drop. Then came the call to discuss what new equities to purchase, as there was cash for only one major acquisition at the time.
And that's when the fight began.
After several members made suggestions for other stocks, it became apparent that there were only two stocks in real consideration: Apple (AAPL) and Netflix (NFLX). The members were evenly divided between the two. Over the next hour, the discussion became a little bit heated and was on the verge of getting ugly.
"Why don't we buy some of both." suggested Helena French, a lovely woman in her early 40s, who was also a member of the Libertines Swing Club with her husband.
"Oh no, there is no way we should buy AAPL." said Trish Donolan, leading the fight for the NFLX side. The debate went on for several minutes, and appeared to be a standoff.
At precisely 8:30, Myrtle L. James suggested that the group take a break and have some of the dessert that was available on the side table. The women talked in small groups, some going out the side door where the kitchenette and restrooms were, some in back of the main meeting room, some at the speaker's table talking to Myrtle L. James.
At precisely 8:45, the meeting was called back into order. But not everyone was back.
"Where's Trish?" asked Joan Knightley, a magnificent hot blonde in her 30s who was married to the very wealthy CEO of Crown Chemicals, and was also Dr. Bonnie Karpathian's assistant in the University Psychology Department.
"I don't know." said Catherine 'Cat' Clausen, who was Trish's best friend. Her name 'Cat' partially came from the fact that she and Trish were two of the cattiest, meanest women in the County. "I think she just went to the bathroom. I'll go check."
Catherine was relatively short, cute and voluptuous, with a mane of black, heavily curly hair like Dr. Bonnie Karpathian's; in fact, the two women could be confused for each other at a distance. She got up and went to and through the kitchenette door, which opened into the main room, prohibiting the members from being able to see inside the kitchenette. It was also a self-closing door, and all eyes were on it as it shut behind Catherine.
"YAAAAGGHHHHHHHHHHH!"
The piercing scream was Cat's voice, and had come from the kitchenette, and all of the women rushed to the door... then screamed themselves when they saw the sight behind the door: the bathroom doors opened outward into the kitchenette, and when Caroline had opened the one on the right...
... the body of Trish Donolan, which had been leaning against it, fell out into the kitchenette. Myrtle L. James rushed up and felt for a pulse, but it was too late.
Trish Donolan was dead.
To be continued.
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Part 4 - The Crime Scene
I arrived at the River Valley Country Club at 9:15pm, Oct. 30th. Sr. Patrolman Rudistan stopped me at the entrance to the parking lot.
"Can I see your badge, young officer?" Rudistan said jovially. I knew he was kidding, but I showed him my badge anyway.
"Sure, Sergeant Rudistan." I teased back, knowing (but he not knowing yet) that he was going to be promoted to Sergeant on November 1st. "Okay, Rudistan, you can let residents of the subdivision in so they can get to their homes, but no one goes out, and the Press does not come in at all, clear?"
"Roger that, sir." Rudistan said. "We've already got it covered." I drove on, confident that Rudistan indeed had the traffic situation under control.
There were already four police cruisers and an ambulance in the parking lot, all with lights flashing. I got on my radio and ordered that someone come out and turn off all the 'blinkenlights'. Not like they'd bring the dead back to life, and they only served to get the Media's attention. Patrolman Hicks came outside quickly and resolved the situation to my satisfaction.
I went through the front entrance, which was two large, heavy doors with a really nice glass inlay. The meeting room was immediately to the left, and entering those double doors (more normal sized, and solid wood), I found myself in the back of the room, looking forward towards the speaker's table up front. I saw a side table with desserts on the right.
Against the far back wall were two sets of double doors, with the projector screen between them on the wall. Those doors led to passageways that led to closets, a/v equipment and cleaning equipment rooms, those rooms being behind the wall covered by the projection screen. Those passageways led to a back hallway that had a door to the outside and the covered parking deck... where Anthony Warner had met his fate months before. The passageway went on around to offices and a hallway that led back to the main areas of the Club.
As I entered, I saw a number of women, some sitting, some sobbing, some being interviewed by officers. When they noticed my presence, the room suddenly became quiet.
"Commander, they're waiting for you in the back room." said Lt. Cindy Ross, coming up to me. But I didn't move immediately.
"Ladies," I called out, so that all could hear my voice, "I know you have had a shock tonight, and I appreciate your patience and staying here to help us out. I hope we'll be able to let you go home shortly. I also appreciate your cooperation in allowing the police to look into your handbags."
Police had been doing so, searching for the murder weapon, and I'd already received a phone call from Cindy about their complaints. I'd told Cindy to tell them that if they protested, we would get warrants... and they and their handbags could wait at Headquarters for those warrants. No, I didn't say they'd be arrested, but the inference was enough that they were cooperating, and so far, no one had given any back talk.
"What was that about?" Cindy asked as we went through the door to the kitchenette.
"Some of the wealthiest and most powerful wives in the County are in there." I said. "I definitely want to get on their good side to the extent I'm able."
"Oh." Cindy said. "I thought you were flirting with some of them. They way most of them looked at you, they'll be flirting with you as soon as they get a chance."
"Maybe." I said. "The perks and curses of Command. Okay, J.R., whaddya got?" I asked the youngish Crime Lab leader. He and the Crime Lab were dressed in Tyvex suits. Because of the contracts we had with other counties, we were able to afford the Tyvex suits so that our people didn't contaminate the crime scene. It was the Crime Lab leaders' call if they should wear the Tyvex or not. This scene definitely warranted it.
To the right of the main meeting room, to the speaker's left, was a door that led to a kitchenette area. Inside that area, I saw that to the right was a door that led to a service entrance for waitstaff, in front of me was the kitchen sink and counter, and to the left were the two doors to the two unisex restrooms, each meant to service one person at a time.
Halfway through the right side bathroom doorway was the deceased, lying as she had fallen. There was a pool of blood on the bathroom floor, and some on the tile of the kitchenette area from her throat wound. Inside the bathroom, the toilet was on the right and the sink on the left. There was a small trashcan under the sink. Not only was there blood on the floor, but it had sprayed all over the back and left wall of the bathroom, some to nearly the ceiling.
"Throat slit." said J.R. Barnes. "Hand over her mouth, slice across the throat with what looks like a very sharp knife, maybe a heavy one like a sendoku knife. But here's the thing, Commander: she didn't die immediately. She was dropped, but she managed to crawl to the door, tried to raise her hand to open the door, then expired and sank down, leaning against the door. When the door was opened, she fell out." J.R. had pointed to various blood smears on the door and marks in the blood on the floor as he told the story.
"Oh, but this is interesting." I said. "She was facing to the left when she was attacked. Now if she were standing at the sink, wouldn't she turn to the right to see who was coming in? And if she were standing near the potty, she'd again likely be turned to the right by her attacker coming up behind and grabbing her."
"Yes sir." J.R. said. "You're correct, though maybe in grabbing her, the assailant spun her around."
"That's a thought." I said. "So our assailant must be fairly strong, as he or she did not totally surprise the victim. So, who was it that met her unfortunate end here?" I asked, though I recognized the woman.
"Trish Donolan." said Detective Diana Torres, who had been looking around the kitchenette while her partner Martin Nash interviewed women in the main room. "Forty-six years old, married to Donovan Donolan, who goes by 'Mr. Donolan', but his apparently few friends call him 'Donovan'-"
"Is that an assumption, or do you have data, Miss Torres?" I asked.
"Data, sir." said Torres, grinning. "I wouldn't risk the Wrath of either of you Iron Crowbars by speculating."
"Smart Detective, you are." I said, grinning back. "Sorry I interrupted. You were saying?"
"Yes sir," said Torres, "he's the CEO of BigPharmaCorp. And I'm sure you remember from the recent Murdered Bride case that she was a Lightsource Industries employee."
"Yes." I said. "Do you remember exactly what capacity she was in with Lightsource?"
"Sorry, sir, I'm not prepared on that." said Diana.
"Neither am I, but that's okay: we'll refresh our memories on that soon enough." I admitted. "So, who called it in?"
"Geez, sir," said Torres, "our phones lit up like Christmas trees. The 9-1-1 system got eight calls about it, our Duty Desk got four, and Lieutenant Croyle got two."
"Croyle?" I asked, surprised. "From who?"
"I'm not sure, sir." replied Torres. "She just called Lieutenant Ross, who told me that when she told me to get over here."
"I see." I said. "Okay, J.R., what else have you found on the body?"
"Not much." J.R. said. "We took fingernail scrapings, and we're processing the scene for prints and stuff."
"Was anything of interest found in any of the ladies' purses?" I asked, looking around at the ceiling and cabinets of the kitchenette. "I don't suppose we'd be lucky enough that the murderer just stuck the murder weapon into someone's purse?
"No sir." said Torres. "No weapons, except a few handguns, and their owners have carry permits. We've confiscated them for now."
"Be damn sure to give them their weapons back when we let them leave." I said.
 "Sir, are you sure?" Torres asked. I wheeled on her, harder than I meant to.
"Detective," I said, "this victim was not shot, unless J.R. changes his story in there. We have no reason to keep their weapons at this time. Make sure to give them back when they leave."
"Yes sir." Torres said, looking disappointed. I knew that there was a big debate nationally, not only about gun rights, but about confiscation of them by police at scenes like this. I, for one, did not want to deprive law-abiding citizens of their lawfully carried weapons, but I knew that others in my own Force and elsewhere were of a decidedly different attitude.
"J.R., has anyone searched above the ceiling tiles, especially in the bathroom?" I asked. It was a hanging ceiling with tiles and fluorescent lights.
"Not yet, sir." said J.R. "We'll be doing that after the body is removed."
"All right." I said. "I'll leave you guys to it. Let me know if you find anything spectacularly interesting."
"Commander," J.R. replied, "I always find everything about a crime scene 'spectacularly interesting'."
"I can't debate that." I said, smiling, as I walked back into the main room. Cindy Ross came up to me.
"We've interviewed nearly everyone." she said. "The stories are the same: they were having a meeting, they went on break, came back, Donolan wasn't there, one of them went to look for her, found her in the bathroom dead, screamed, they all rushed in, saw the body, screamed themselves. We've also interviewed all of the Club employees, who are all still here."
"Is there anyone that stands out that I need to talk to?" I asked. Cindy had this look like 'we can do this', but I knew that I was a Commander partly because I knew how to interview suspects and watch their faces in ways the other Detectives didn't, so sorry.
"No sir." Cindy replied.
"All right," I said, "But I do want to talk to two people: the person that found the body, and Mrs. Myrtle L. James. She's a University Trustee, so I want you to meet her. Let's go."
I walked over to the speaker's table up front, behind which Myrtle L. James was still seated. "Mrs. James," I said. "I'm sorry to trouble you, but I need to ask you a couple of questions."
"Why hello, Commander." said Myrtle James. "I haven't seen you since your recent promotion. Congratulations. And I am so happy to hear that your wife has recovered so well from her surgery."
"Thank you, ma'am." I said. "May I present my partner, Lieutenant Cindy Ross."
"Oh... the Medal of Valor recipient?" Myrtle L. James replied, her eyes lighting up. "It's such an honor to meet you, Lieutenant, such an honor!" the old woman gushed as she stood up, took Cindy's hand in hers, and vigorously shook it.
"Thank you, ma'am," Cindy said, blushing modestly as she always did at such praise. "I'm sorry we're meeting under such difficult circumstances."
"Yes, so very sad." Mrs. James said as she sat back down. "Now what can I help you with?"
I pulled up a chair and sat down next to the University Trustee. "Can you tell us what happened in the moments leading up to finding Mrs. Donolan?"
"Yes." said Myrtle L. James, and I knew that of all the attendees, her mind would be the sharpest and most observant. "We started our meeting, we began a debate of which of two stocks to buy. It got a bit... exciting for a few minutes."
"What do you mean by that, ma'am?" I asked.
"Sometimes arguments happen." Mrs. James said. "Tonight we had a pretty strong one."
"On a scale of 1 to 10, how strong was this one?" I asked.
"Oh, about a '7'." she said. "We've had worse."
"Did it get personal?" I asked.
"Oh no, nothing like that. It never gets personal, as long as I'm moderating the debate, anyway. What's said in private beyond my hearing, I couldn't tell you."
"So what happened next?" I asked.
"At 8:30 I called for a break in the discussion." Myrtle said. "People were milling about, getting some dessert and coffee from the side table, talking in groups, using the restroom and so forth. At 8:45 I called the meeting back to order and everyone came back in... except Trish. After a moment, someone... Catherine, I believe... yes, it was Catherine, she was putting her handbag down when I asked where Trish was, and she said she'd go check and see if Trish was still in the bathroom..."
"I see." I said. "Mrs. James, let me ask some background information, if I may. How does your club choose what stocks to buy?"
"We have to agree by a two-thirds vote of the members present. With sixteen members, that means we need eleven votes."
"And if there were only 15 present?" I asked.
"Then we'd need 10, as it's based on the persons present." she said. "But I cannot remember having less than the full 16 at every meeting for at least a year."
"So how do these disputes get resolved?" I asked.
"Usually ladies give their presentations on what they think we should buy." Mrs. James said. "Usually we pick out one or two among the selections that everyone agrees pretty well on, and it's an easy vote. On some occasions, like tonight, we had a stronger argument between two stocks, Apple and Netflix. Usually when it's that evenly divided, someone suggests buying a half-position of both, but tonight... in fact, it was Trish that was very adamant about not buying Apple. She shot down the idea of buying both... in fact, she seemed more against buying Apple than for buying Netflix, if I remember the way she was talking."
"Any reason for her taking that attitude? Of not buying both, of being against Apple?" I asked, out of simple curiosity.
"No, no reason that I know of." said Mrs. James. "She didn't say during the public debate, and I didn't get a chance to talk with her during the break."
"I see." I said. "Okay, ma'am, can you tell me how the membership of the Club works?"
"Yes, but let me start at the beginning." said Mrs. James. "We began about six years ago, with twelve women each contributing five thousand dollars. Within the next six months or so, eight more women came in, contributing $5000. At that time, we realized that 20 was too many, but we didn't expel anyone. We made ourselves into an LLC and a Trust, and distributed 16,000 shares evenly. One woman, Mrs. Bonniker, passed away. Her family was paid out the cash value of her shares, and the shares distributed to the rest of us."
Mrs. James continued: "We then had three other ladies leave over the next couple of years, and we paid them out and distributed the shares until we had sixteen women with 1000 shares each. That number seemed to work well, so we set our membership limit at sixteen."
"Have others wished to join your group?" I asked. "You've done very well, from what I've heard."
"Yes, we have a waiting list." said Mrs. James. "And the value of the fund is about $2.5 million now."
I noted Cindy's look of shock and worked hard to hide my own surprise as I said "So for someone to buy in, they'd have to come up with nearly $160,000, wouldn't they?"
"No, Commander, not quite." said Myrtle. "They could do that, or they could pay $10,000 and their shares would only be worth a pro-rated amount. Over time, their re-investments can be used to pay to increase their shares to full par with everyone else's. It's pretty complicated, and we have a lawyer and CPA do all of that for us. We've only had two women leave since we incorporated. Well, one of them died... Mrs. Bailey."
"Margo Bailey?" I asked, surprise in my voice. I remembered how, a year and a half before, Margo had been taken to the Hospital E.R., and had subsequently died of a drug overdose. (Author's note: Please review 'Case of the Murdered Chessplayer, Ch. 03-04, for the Margo Bailey death.)
"Yes, that was her." said Myrtle James. "She was the closest we ever came to expelling a member. She had serious drug problems, but she got clean... for a while."
"Yes, I remember her death." I said. "I hate to have to ask this so shortly after Mrs. Donolan's death, but I really must: what will happen to Mrs. Donolan's shares?" I asked.
"I understand. Her heirs will be paid their fair value." said Mrs. James. "We'll have to have a CPA determine that amount within a couple of weeks. Then the first person on our waiting list will be offered the chance to buy the 1000 shares from the Club."
"Do you know who that person is?" I asked.
"No, I'd have to have our lawyer look that up. Mrs. Olivet- I'm sorry, Mrs. Burke, of that Women's Law Firm, is our agent. She handles all of that and doesn't tell us, to keep things fair. Only she and her two partners know."
"Thank you very much, Mrs. James." I said. "And I'm sorry for your Club's loss. Now who found the- er, Mrs. Donolan?"
"That would be Cat- oh, that's her nickname. Catherine Clausen is her name. She's Trish's best friend. She's right back there."
I saw the woman to whom Myrtle L. James was pointing, and I excused myself, listening to Myrtle tell Cindy that she so hoped to get to talk to the younger woman, if only Cindy would come to a Ladies Auxiliary meeting. To my happiness, and my surprise, I heard Cindy promise to come to the next meeting.
"Oh, Cindy, while I'm talking to this witness," I said, "would you call Paulina for a warrant to get all the video footage from the Country Club and the area, then secure it-" I broke off.
"I'll call Jenna; she's waiting up for me as it is." Cindy said. "Er... Don? You all right?"
I exhaled. "Yeah... yeah." I said, trying to recover my emotions. "I... I was just remembering when Anthony Warner was killed outside, and... and Pete Feeley had secured all that video before I even asked..."
Cindy patted me on the back of my shoulder, understanding. "I'll get right on it." she said as she dialed her cellphone.
"Oh," I said, "while you're at it for warrants, ask for these also." I told Cindy what I needed to do, what I was looking for, and why.
I went to the chairs in the back row and introduced myself to Catherine 'Cat' Clausen. She had black hair, curly, was short and somewhat voluptuous, but very pretty. But her nickname was 'Cat' because it was said she and Trish were friends, partied together, and were known to be a mean pair of bitches at times... the 'cat claws' would come out.
"Mrs. Clausen," I said, "I understand you found Mrs. Donolan?"
"Call me Catherine, or 'Cat', please." she replied, her eyes looking at me invitingly as she spoke. "And yes... yes, I found her."
"Tell me what happened?"
"We took a break from our meeting. Trish and I were talking in the kitchenette with Carol Carlington about the debate over which shares to buy. Carol wanted to buy AAPL, which Trish had opposed-"
"Let me interrupt you with a question, if I may." I said. "Was Trish normally this... defensive in her arguments? By that, I mean did she normally argue strongly and uncompromisingly?"
"She usually was set once she decided what she wanted to see happen." said Cat. "But tonight I'd have to say she was really determined to not buy the AAPL stock."



"Do you know why? And do you know why she didn't want to go along with the compromise to buy some of both?" I asked. If Cat was surprised that I knew that much already, she didn't show it.
"No sir." she said, her eyes giving pointed looks at my crotch then back to my eyes. "She never said to me."
"Did she and Carol Carlington argue about it?"
"No," said Cat, "in fact, Carol seemed to have been persuaded by Trish."
"Thank you." I said. "So you were saying, about finding Mrs. Donolan's body?"
"Oh!- yes..." said Cat. "When the meeting was called back into session, Trish didn't come back into the room. I went to see if she was in the restroom and if she was all right..." Cat burst into tears despite efforts to hold them back.
"I understand." I said. "How close to the body did you get?"
"Not close." Cat said. "I opened the bathroom door, she fell out and I jumped back in shock."
"I see." I said. "So you didn't go into the bathroom, or step in any blood, did you?"
"Not... not that I know of." said Cat. "And I didn't go into the bathroom; Trish was blocking it when she fell out."
"Just one more question: how was Trish feeling during this evening? Did she seem to be all right? Did she seem worried or distracted by anything?"
"Oh, no." said Cat. "She seemed fine. Certainly nothing different than I've ever seen."
"Thank you, Mrs. Clausen." I said. As I got up, I accidentally kicked Cat's handbag, a very large black leather bag, on the floor. "Oh I'm sorry, is that your handbag I just kicked, Mrs. Clausen?"
"Oh yes, that's mine." Cat said. "That's all right, it's almost empty. Your officers searched it already."
"Thank you for your cooperation with that." I said. Just then, Cindy came up.
"Commander, a lot of the women's husbands are trying to come in. Rudistan has them outside the gate, and they're getting angry."
"Thanks, Lieutenant." I said. "Go back outside and tell them their wives will be out shortly. Make sure they know you're a Police Lieutenant. Use your blue crowbar if needed. Don't let them give you any shit, no matter who they are."
"One other thing." Cindy said. "J.R. asked earlier if we need to search the women's cars before they leave. I asked Jenna to get a warrant to cover that when I called her."
"Yep, do that before letting the cars leave the premises." I replied. "By the way, get a patrol officer to find Carol Carlington and bring her to me. Thanks, Cindy."
"She's up there talking to Detective Torres." Cindy replied, pointing to the blonde woman standing with Torres near the dessert table. I nodded and Cindy stalked off.
I went up to Carol Carlington. "Mrs. Carlington, I'm Commander Troy." I said. "May I ask you a couple of questions?"
"Certainly Commander." said Carol, looking me up and down, her eyes going to my crotch a couple of times.
"I understand that you were talking with Trish Donolan and Cat Clausen during the break?"
"Yes, we were." said Carol. "Trish was explaining why she didn't want to invest in Apple stock. She had a couple of good points, so I let her think she'd won the debate."
"How long did you talk with her?"
"Maybe five minutes." Carol said. "I came back inside here and got some dessert."
"Did you see anyone else talking to Trish?" I asked."
"No, not after I left her and Cat talking together."
"And it was Cat who went to look for Trish after the break?"
"Yes." said Carol. "Cat was still standing, putting her handbag aside when Mrs. James asked where Trish was. Cat said she'd go look for her and went back into the break room. Then we all heard her scream."
"I see." I said. "Thank you, Mrs. Carlington. Here's my card if you think of something else that might be helpful."
"Mmm, can I call you even if I don't think of anything helpful?" Carol said, openly seductive in her speech and look at me.
"I wouldn't want either of our spouses coming after us with shotguns." I said, grinning. "Okay, I need to let you all know you can leave."
I stood up on a chair and spoke loudly. "Ladies, I appreciate your patience." I called out. "Unless you're being interviewed, you can go ahead and leave, but you cannot leave in your cars until they are searched. We are getting a search warrant to do that. In the meantime, please leave a number where we can reach you with one of our officers. Thank you, ladies." The women made their way out, and within moments only police remained in the room.
Just then, J.R. Barnes came rushing up to me. "Commander, we have something you should see."
We went to the bathroom area. Trish Donolan's body had been moved and was being prepared for its journey to the morgue. J.R. had me stand at the bathroom door while he tip-toed inside.
"Look here, sir," J.R. said, pointing to the toilet's water tank. He shined a blacklight onto the top. All I saw were faint horizontal streaks glowing purple.
"Sir, someone wiped down this toilet top." J.R. said. "This is a fresh wipedown, some of the chemicals have not yet evaporated. It's the only place in the bathroom that was so recently cleaned. What it means is that someone stood up here, then wiped it off to destroy any evidence."
"You absolutely must search above that hanging ceiling, J.R." I said. "And the sooner the better."
"Yes sir." said Barnes.
----
Almost two hours later, all of the women's cars had been searched, as had the space above the hanging ceiling above the bathroom and kitchenette. No murder weapon had been found.
"Okay, guys." I said. "Wrap it up. I'd appreciate it if you get your reports into the computers before you go home, so that I can spend the night reading them."
Just then Diana Torres came into the room. "Commander, a man is outside wanting to come in. He says he's Mr. Donolan, Mrs. Donolan's husband."
"Thank you, Detective." I said. I accompanied her outside, seeing Sr. Patrolman Morton accompanying a handsome man in his early 50s up the driveway of the Country Club. The man had black hair just showing gray, and a body that was fit but beginning to show the advance of age, and perhaps a bit of good living.
"Mr. Donolan," I said, "I'm Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD."
"I..." said Donolan, "I heard... I got a phone call that my wife had been killed."
"Yes sir, Mr. Donolan." I said, knowing the only way to do this was be direct. "I'm sorry for your loss, sir."
"Oh my God!" Donolan said, his eyes looking towards the building. "Trish!" He was about to run to the building, but I got in his way.
"I'm sorry, sir, there's nothing you can do for her." I said.
"Can I see her?" Donolan asked, his voice beginning to show the edges of raggedness.
"No sir, not at this moment." I said. "And I wouldn't want you to have what's in there as a last memory of her. What I would like is for you to go with Patrolman Morton here to the Police Station, and I'll be there to talk with you as soon as I can. If you'd like us to call one of our Chaplains or your own minister, we'll be glad to."
"Thank you." said Donolan, his voice drifting. "Oh my God..." He allowed Morton to accompany him to a police cruiser, which would transport him to Headquarters.
"Ross, Torres," I said, "I'm heading back to the Station. "Let me know if you find anything of interest, such as the murder weapon." I knew that they wouldn't find the weapon in the meeting room or breakroom area; it had evaded my own quick but thorough search. Perhaps it'd be found elsewhere in the Clubhouse or on the grounds.
As I left, I noticed the Press vans being kept outside. Both KXTC and KSTD had representation at the scene. I thought about giving just one of them an interview to piss off the other, but decided I needed to get serious about the case and leave the games to later. I drove on.
Part 5 - The Long Night
On the way back to Headquarters, I called Chief Griswold and informed him of what had happened. This was mainly in case the Press tried to call him at home for a statement, and he wouldn't be ambushed. I take care of my people, and I make damn sure not to let my boss get bushwhacked by the Media.
However, it was me who was surprised when I got to Headquarters... and found that the Chief was already in Interrogation-A with Mr. Donolan and his lawyer.
"Come on in here, Crowbar." said Chief Griswold when I peeked my head in the door. "I haven't asked Mr. Donolan any questions of consequence yet."
"Yes sir, Chief." I said, coming in and sitting down at the table next to the Chief. When he made no move to get up, I began to understand why he was sitting in on this one: we were dealing with possibly the most powerful man in the County except for Henry R. Wargrave, and the Chief wanted to make sure he would be the one to take any 'bullets' in the event of any fallout, instead of subjecting me to a 'trial by fire'. I realized that I had a long way to go to equal the leadership of this man as I prepared to take over for him upon his retirement.
"Okay," I started, "first, Mr. Donolan, I'm going to have to absolutely keep this one colored between the lines. I am going to read you your rights." I did so from the card I kept in my wallet. Donolan's lawyer whispered something to him after I asked Donolan if he understood the rights he was being read.
"Why are you reading me my rights?" Donolan asked. "Am I a suspect here?"
"Mr. Donolan," I said, "I'm sorry for your loss this evening, but as you are the husband of the deceased, you automatically become a person of interest to us."
"It's entirely routine, Mr. Donolan," said Chief Griswold, "as bad as it sounds. We're trying to get at the truth, but we have an obligation to protect your rights... as well as those of Mrs. Donolan to receive Justice for the crime committed against her."
"I'd like to talk to my lawyer for a minute." Donolan said. At that, the Chief and I got up and went into the anteroom.
"So, Chief," I added in a teasing way, "getting in some last minute interrogations before you interrogate the fish in Reservoir Lake during your retirement?"
"Might as well." said the Chief affably, then turning somber: "Seriously, Crowbar, this is a big one, politically. Those women in that Club are the wives of the Power Players in this Town, or else they're power players themselves, like Myrtle L. James. No offense to you, but I'm not retired yet so it's my place to make sure nobody tries to dump shit on you or your Detectives as you solve this thing."
"I appreciate it, Chief." I said. Just then, Donolan's lawyer knocked on the one-way glass. We re-entered the Interrogation Room.
"I am advising my client," said the lawyer, "to cooperate with your investigation and your questions. However, he reserves his right to invoke his Fifth Amendment right to silence at any time he chooses."
"Fair enough." I said. "Mr. Donolan, I must first ask where you were from 8:30 to 8:45 tonight."
Donolan replied "I was being driven home right about then. I'd just left the Board meeting at BigPharmaCorp."
"You have a company car?" I asked.
"Yes, the Company officers have Cadillac Escalades that have some enhanced security protections." said Donolan. "We took that precaution after the Crown Chemical riots some years ago... we never knew if what happened to them might happen to us one day, and we'd be attacked by Environmentalist Terrorists. Say, you don't think..."
"What?" I asked.
"That environmentalists murdered my wife?" Donolan asked.
"Sir," I said, "I have absolutely no data or leads yet on who might have killed your wife. I'll keep your idea in mind. Meanwhile, is your vehicle the one that is in the Police Headquarters parking lot right now?"
"Yes."
"Would you object to me having a couple of my technicians download your GPS information from that car?" The lawyer quickly leaned over and whispered to Donolan, but he shook his head.
"No, it's okay, they can do that." Donolan said. "I have nothing to hide." I immediately called the Duty Desk and told them to have two techs execute that operation.
"Thank you, Mr. Donolan." I said. "Now I have to ask some rather personal and painful questions, but there's no getting around it. How were your relations with your wife?"
"Good." Donolan said. "We have- I mean had a very strong marriage. I know that you, Commander, are aware of the open nature of our relationship. I hope we won't have to go into any details on that for the public record.."
"I can't promise anything, but I'll be as discreet as I can." I said. "So you and your wife were not having problems, nor fighting?" I looked into Donolan's eyes as I asked. Was that the merest hint of fear I saw in them?
"No, nothing serious." Donolan said. "I mean... we'd have arguments from time to time, usually over small stuff, like every couple has, I'm sure. But as I was saying, and as you know, Commander: marriages such as ours have to be strong and trusting. We get past any problems, and quickly."
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the Chief's look: he and his wife had probably never had a fight in at least 40 years of marriage; he never liked it when someone said that marital arguments were the 'norm'.
"Anything recent?" I asked. Donolan definitely looked a bit uncomfortable.
"I... we had some argument recently... I don't even remember what it was about... something about which party to attend on some night..." Donolan said, speaking as if he were trying to think. "Oh yes, now I remember... Trish did not attend the social function this evening before our Board meeting, as most wives do. She was going to that Investment Club meeting instead, and I thought her choice was the wrong one."
"Does she usually attend company events with you when she's expected to?"
"Oh yes," said Donolan. "She was very good about that. Not like Sean Bailey's drug addict wife, before she-" Donolan went silent.
"Does Sean Bailey still work for BigPharmaCorp?" I asked.
"No." said Donolan. "He left shortly after his wife died."
"On good terms?" I asked.
"Business-wise, yes." said Donolan. "He simply resigned. But there were some personal animosities when he left. Before you ask, I don't remember exactly what those problems were about, it was some time ago."
"All right, but if you remember, please contact me immediately." I said. "Mr. Donolan, do you know of anyone else who might wish to harm your wife, and why? Anyone in your company have a problem with her, or you? A past anger or anything like that?"
"Not that I know of." said Donolan. "We kept a fairly decent level of security, considering my position with my company, and we never got wind of any problems at all."
"No break-ins into your house, or surveillance of it?" I asked. "Any house staff get fired or leave suddenly?"
"No sir." Donolan said.
"Okay, Mr. Donolan," I said. "I don't have any more questions at this time. I know you have your company to run, but this is not a request: do not leave the County. In addition, it's standard procedure that Mrs. Donolan's residence will be searched. We're getting the warrant now, you do not have a choice in the matter, and you may not return to your home until that warrant is executed. If you'd like to stay at the University Hotel or the Hyatt, the County will pay for your hotel room for tonight."
Donolan was gaping at me, then turned to his lawyer, who immediately whispered something into his ear. The lawyer then spoke up. "We object to the search being made without both of us being present."
"Certainly you can be there if you wish." I said. At that moment, Sergeant Thompson came into the room from the lobby side.
"Sir, we have the warrant for the Donolan residence." the large, athletic Sergeant said.
"Assemble a team and report to Lieutenant Ross at the location." I said. "Wake up Sergeants that are good at these searches and have them report. And as you go, carry Mr. Donolan and his lawyer in the back of your squad car, so that they can be present during the search. But don't let them go inside until the warrant arrives." Sergeant Thompson escorted the two men out of the room.
Once we were alone in the room, the Chief said "You really do a good job of questioning people. I'm sure you're reading clues in their faces, too. Even my old eyes could tell that Donolan was hiding something."
"Yes sir," I said. "He got uncomfortable when I asked about recent problems with his wife. He was trying hard to think of a reason for an argument, a recent one, and he came up with that attendance story on the spot. Ergo, there was a recent argument that we're going to find out about, and needs explaining away. I also noticed that he made sure to bring up Environmentalists, and he made a totally gratuitous point to mention Sean Bailey. He's really trying to plant seeds of distraction, n'est pas?"
"Think there's anything in that?" the Chief asked.
"Oh, no doubt about it, sir." I said. "There is definitely some bad blood between Sean Bailey and Donovan Donolan, and I think I know why. We definitely need to add Bailey to our list of people to be questioned."
"Who else is on that list?" asked the Chief.
"The entire Board of BigPharmaCorp, all of Trish Donolan's friends and associates, their neighbors, all of the Investment Club women again... a lot of ground to cover. And if you'll excuse me, Chief, I need to observe my Detectives searching the Donolan home."
"You're not excused." said the Chief. I gaped at him. He grinned and said "I'm going with you to the scene, Crowbar. You drive."
----
Sergeant Thompson did not know that in just a few days he was going to receive a massive promotion in preparation for an even more massive promotion. As I watched him help in the search of the Donolan residence, I knew I'd made the correct choice in nominating him for Precinct Captain. Not only was he expertly searching, he was skillfully teaching everything to Detective Diana Torres that he could pour into her head in the time they had.
Detective Nash, Lt. Ross, two other Sergeants, six Crime Lab persons and, to my surprise, Lt. Teresa Croyle, were all searching for anything and everything. We found virtually nothing, until we got to the bedroom. There were a number of DVDs in the room, and it was obvious that the Donolan's would watch these DVDs while in bed. When we bagged them as evidence, Donolan's lawyer practically ran over people to get to me and ask me to personally take charge of those videos and exercise discretion. I realized what was on them... swing club film footage.
"Technician Cho," I said to Christina Cho, "put those DVDs under a seal in my name. My eyes only for first examination." I turned to the lawyer and said that I could not promise anything more than that I'd be the first person to look at them, and the only person if there was nothing of evidentiary value to them. The Chief nodded and the lawyer's face showed visible relief.
We then ran into some trouble when Sergeant Thompson discovered the wall safe in Mr. Donolan's study behind his desk.
"Mr. Donolan," I asked, "would you please open that safe?"
"No, I will not." said Donolan. "And I'm invoking fully at this time."
Everyone looked at me to see if I'd use my crowbar on Donolan or have a verbal explosion. I did realize that the crowbar would not physically open that safe... but I did not need it, nor to get upset. I just smiled a strange smile.
"Okay, Mr. Donolan, as you wish. You've invoked, and you can't take it back" I said. "Everyone stay here." I went out to my Police SUV and got a bag out of the back. It was a kit of items that I had not used in years. Taking the bag inside, I went back into the study, feeling the many pairs of eyes watching me.
Out of the bag I took safecracking devices from my days selling security equipment. Sometimes I'd sell something, including safes, only to have the client forget how to operate it, and I'd have to go help them out. I took out a device that even Federal Government agents would want to have: a device that read electronic safe combinations. It took all of 30 seconds to get into Donolan's safe. I told everyone to stand to the sides and not in front of the safe, just in case it was booby-trapped.



"I am not going to ask where you got that device." said the Chief as I slowly opened the door to the safe. "Just stay on the side of Law and Order, would you?"
"No worries, Chief." I said as I began bringing out the contents of the safe. Inside were a number of papers pertaining to his company, some CD certificates, some cash and jewelry... and more DVDs. I had the DVDs bagged as evidence under an 'Eyes Only' seal...
... and then I found a manila envelope. Pulling out the contents, I saw the photographs of Trish Donolan being deeply fucked by 'Black Magic'. They were some of the pictures Teresa and Grubby Paul had taken. I called over Lt. Croyle, who came forward and said simply "What?"
"Lieutenant," I said quietly, showing her the pics, "it looks like we have a huge leak in our computer systems." Teresa's eyes widened as I called out "Ross!" Cindy came up. "Ross, contact Myron Milton and Mary Mahoney. Right now. Get their asses into Headquarters. We're searching for a breach of our computer systems. Croyle will give you the details of the file and the photographs that have been breached."
I went up to Donolan. "Sure you don't want to tell me where you got these?" I asked, showing him the pics.
"He's invoked, Commander." said his lawyer. "Like you said, he can't talk anymore, even if he wants to."
"Too bad." I said. "These pictures in his possession are damning, and perhaps if he'd not invoked until he gave a reasonable explanation for them, there'd be no problem... but now I'm required to arrest Mr. Donolan. Sergeant Thompson, arrest Donolan, book him and process him-"
"Wait a minute, wait a minute, just a darn minute!" the lawyer said. Chief Griswold was walking up, also.
"What's going on, Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"Sir, Mr. Donolan is in possession of photographs taken by our Vice Squad during a drug surveillance operation." I said. "Photographs that involve his wife in flagrante delicto with one of the drug suspects from that operation." I showed the Chief the photographs. He confirmed with Lt. Croyle that they were indeed the same photographs.
"The Commander is right, counselor." Griswold said. "Your client is in a world of shit right now."
"Look, guys," the lawyer was saying, "you're talking about the CEO of a big company, here. He gets arrested, and the Media are going to have a field day. You know how they are. They'll lie, they'll tell stories that have no basis in fact, they'll drag Mr. Donolan's name through the mud just because they enjoy it. There's got to be something we can do, something we can work out."
The Chief pulled me into the hallway outside the study. "He has a point, Crowbar." he said. "This isn't some pimp from the Tenderloin District. If he's guilty, then I'd be the first to bury him, but if he's not, he's the kind whose reputation the Media will leave in shreds with no apology, no retractions, no follow-ups to tell the truth when we get it."
"I agree. What do you want to do, Chief?" I asked.
"It's your decision. Welcome to Command." said the Chief. "And so you know, I'm not just passing the buck to you, here. This'll be going on for months, and the fallout will come onto you. I'll back you up, whatever you decide. Also, for all we know he may be innocent and these pictures have another explanation-"
"Oh! Of course!" I gasped out at the Chief's last sentence. "Oh, sorry, sir, didn't mean to interrupt. I just realized something."
"What?" asked the Chief as I tried to think.
"Give me five minutes, please." I said. The Chief left me alone and went to talk to Croyle and Ross.
Five minutes later, I returned to the study and went to the Chief.
"We should process him, just to get fresh fingerprints on file and get DNA." I said. "But he won't get bail: any judge would release a public figure like him to his lawyer's custody and on his on recognizance. So we don't have to formally charge him just yet. But what I can't see is how to stop him from fleeing, should he choose to do so."
"Leave that to me." said the Chief. "And it looks like I get to teach Kid Crowbar something, after all." I had no problems learning from the Chief's wealth of experience as I followed him to talk to the troubled widower and his exhausted legal beagle.
---
Moments later, I was asked by Lt. Ross to come back to the master bedroom. When I got there, she led me into the little sitting room that was next to the bedroom. It was Trish's little office study, as Melina had used her sitting room as her study when we lived in Midtown, in the house that Cindy's sister Molly now lived in.
"It's right behind this air vent." said Cindy. What looked like an A/C or heating vent in the back wall was actually a little door on a hinge. Behind it, embedded in the wall, was a small safe. Donovan Donolan, who had come up with his lawyer, gasped at the sight of it.
"Didn't know your wife had a safe here, Mr. Donolan?" I asked as I prepared my equipment to open the safe.
Donovan only shook his head as I took the next 30 seconds opening the safe. Inside were more papers and DVDs.
"Let's bag these separately from the others, Ross." I said. "DVDs under my personal seal."
Part 6 - Suspects and Clues
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely reporterette into the television sets of the region at 7:00am on October 31st. "We're bringing you live coverage of the murder of Trish Donolan, wife of wealthy BigPharmaCorp CEO Donovan Donolan. Police have not released details of the murder, but Channel Two News has confirmed that she was murdered at the River Valley Country Club during a meeting of the County Wives Investment Club." Bettina went on to describe the course of events that night, just a bit too accurately for my liking.
Bettina continued: "Wealthy CEO Donovan Donolan is at Police Headquarters now, cooperating with Police in the investigation of his wife's death. Channel Two News has confirmed that the Donolan home was searched last night. Police Chief Griswold issued a statement saying that their investigation is routine procedure, and that he expects Mr. Donolan to be able to return home soon."
----
Having gulped down my coffee, I went with Detectives Nash and Torres to Lightsource Industries, where Trish Donolan worked. I need not say that the company CEO, Mr. Turner Rogers, was devastated to see us for the second time in under a month.
"I can't believe it." he said to me and Nash, as Torres led a team of police officers in interviewing Trish's co-workers. "Lang and Blair, and now Trish Donolan. I feel like a curse has descended upon me."
"I am sorry for your losses, sir," I said, "and I appreciate your cooperation. Can you tell me what Trish Donolan did with your company?"
"Yes, but I need to be very careful in my wording, and I'm sure you'll understand why." said Mr. Rogers. "Mrs. Donolan was officially the Associate Director of Marketing. But what she really was... was the unofficial Social Director. She was the one that arranged social events for our clients, parties around here for the employees, birthday parties and such. She arranged for our clients to be kept happy- oh, I don't mean that the way it sounded. I meant..." Rogers did not finish the sentence, his face red from blushing.
"I understand, Mr. Rogers." I said. "So she was the Social coordinator of sorts. Do you know, sir, of anyone that might have reason to harm her?"
"No, not at all." replied Rogers. "She was popular with her co-workers, to the best of my knowledge. I know she was upset about Diane Lang and Larry and Blair, but so was everyone else."
"Martin," I said, "Why don't you go help Detective Torres finish up the interviews with the employees. I'll finish up with Mr. Rogers, here."
"Uhh..." Nash said, then caught himself, getting the hint. "Yes sir." He got up and left.
"Mr. Rogers," I said, once we were alone, "I want to ask you about the industrial espionage situation. Just you and me, badges off, no record of this conversation being written down."
"I do want to thank you for alerting me to that." said Rogers. "I hired the team of private investigators you suggested, instead of those from Acme Private Investigations. The guys I hired found that there was not only one but two leaks. One was Blair, who didn't have proper authority but managed to access our research data; and the other, we haven't conclusively determined yet. It could've been Larry Lang, but my investigators' I.T. technicians said that sophisticated programs were used to avoid detection and corrupt the IP addresses and metadata of whoever did access that information."
"I see." I said, using that phrase all too frequently. "Mr. Rogers, I am not expecting you to show me the schematics or the technical papers, but it would help if I knew what cutting edge research you're doing that has industrial spies so interested in your work. Please, tell me what you can."
Mr. Rogers grimaced, then said "I'll just tell you this much, but no more. We accidentally discovered a laser process that, if harnessed, could speed up computer processing to a trillion instructions per second... yes..." He had seen the look of shock on my face.
"We're secretly working with Mr. Oliver of BOW Enterprises." Rogers continued. "He secured patents on a nano-etching procedure before we were able to move on it... no, he didn't steal it, he applied for the patent before we even found a similar process ourselves. Anyway, between his work and our own, we're trying to flesh out what we can make work and then be practical. I need not say what this would do to the super-computing industry, nor the billions of dollars it would be worth."
"No sir, I totally get that picture." I said. "And I think you understand that these may be secrets worth dying... and killing for. I'll keep quiet about that, of course, but if I come across anything leading to the killer of Trish Donolan, I'm going to have to pursue it."
"I understand, son." said Mr. Rogers. "And I'm in your debt already for your brilliant work in solving the Lang murder, as well as alerting me to the espionage attempts."
I took my leave of Mr. Rogers and went to find my Detectives. I was not totally surprised to learn that nothing of consequence came of the interviews of Trish Donolan's co-workers.
----
At 11:00am, Oct. 31st, Teresa Croyle and I were shown into the office of Sean Bailey at Crown Chemicals. He was in charge of their sales and marketing department. He was a handsome man in his late 30s, with brown, almost blondish hair. He looked at me a bit warily as he asked me to sit down.
"Mr. Bailey," I said, "We're investigating the death of Trish Donolan last night."
"I heard about that on the radio." said Bailey. "I don't know how I can help you, though."
"You can help tremendously by telling me where you were between 8:30 and 8:45 last night." I replied, keeping my face emotionless and even as I looked at him.
"Oh... I see." Bailey said. "At this point, I'd like to ask the company lawyer to attend this conversation."
"By all means." I said. "Do you have a conference room where we can talk? Maybe give us a bit more room?"
Once the lawyer arrived in the conference room with us, Bailey opened up the conversation. "To answer your previous question, Commander, I was at a dinner with clients last night at The Steakhouse. We were there until 9:00pm." The Steakhouse was not very close to the River Valley Clubhouse, I thought as I asked Bailey for the names of people we could contact to verify his alibi. He gave them readily, one of them being the CEO of Crown Chemicals.
"Commander," said the lawyer, "may I ask why you're interviewing Mr. Bailey about this unfortunate tragedy?"
"Certainly, Counselor." I said. "I am well aware that a year and a half ago, give or take, Mr. Bailey's wife Margo died of a drug overdose. I also am aware that two women left Mrs. Bailey in the hands of the drug pushers: Trish Donolan and Catherine Clausen. Mrs. Donolan was brutally murdered last night."
Bailey visibly started, his face a mask of shock, as I continued: "I need to know the full story of what happened after Mrs. Bailey's death. I need to know why you, Mr. Bailey, left the employment of BigPharmaCorp so soon after your wife's passing, and what your relations with both Mr. and Mrs. Donolan were at that time."
Bailey looked at his lawyer, who whispered something to him. Bailey finally said "Okay, here's the story: after Margo died, I knew that Donolan's wife had taken my wife down to the clubs where their friends the drug pushers were. I did some investigating, and found that Trish Donolan and some of the black drug people were tight, that she'd often bring other women to their clubs so that they, the pimps, could get the women hooked. Margo had really struggled to get clean..." he paused.
"I understand how you feel, Mr. Bailey." Teresa piped up. "I was the Detective investigating your wife's death, and I know what she went through. If you can tell us everything, maybe we'll get some more Justice for your wife."
"Well," said Sean Bailey, "this won't sound good for me, but after I got the full picture of what happened, I confronted Donovan Donolan about his wife's involvement in my wife's death. He literally laughed in my face and said that my wife was just a cheap whore and a drug addict, and that his wife had nothing to do with it. Of course I resigned from BigPharmaCorp on the spot, and I came here to Crown pretty quickly afterwards."
"Did you ever have contact with either of the Donolans after that?" I asked.
"Yes, sir." Bailey said. "I had to sue him. I've looked for jobs out of the State, off and on, but I haven't been offered anything I want to take. I found out that Donolan was working to smear my name with them, and with others. I hired a law firm, and they got that stopped."
"Okay, Mr. Bailey, thank you for your cooperation." I said. "I do need you to stay inside the County for the next few days. Also, counselor, I need to interview your CEO."
"Before you go," said Sean Bailey. "Did you police ever figure out who raped my wife before she died?"
"Yes sir." I said. "There were multiple men, but I know who one of them, the ringleader, was. Do you remember the guy last summer who kidnapped that baby, then was shot dead at Ward Harvester and the baby recovered?"
"Yes sir... it was him?"
"Yes." I said as I went through the doorway. "And that son of a bitch will not be raping any woman, ever again."
"Thank you." said Bailey. "I'm glad to hear it."
"Not as much as I am." I whispered to Teresa as we started down the hall. She nodded in strong agreement.
"And I totally agree with your evaluation of your nephew as a 'son of a bitch'." Teresa said. I nodded in strong agreement.
----
The lawyer took us to the office of the CEO, Mr. Knightley. He was a model of a CEO, in his late 50s or early 60s, head full of salt-and-pepper hair, looking vigorous and healthy. I noticed that his administrative assistant was a hot blonde with 'decidedly' large breasts (i.e. she 'decided' to make them that way).
"What can I do for you?" asked Knightley.
"Sir, your wife Joan is a member of the Investment Club and was present when Mrs. Trish Donolan was killed." I said. "So while I'm here, I thought I'd kill two birds with one stone and ask you the necessary but routine questions."
"By all means." Knightley said, only the faintest inflection of a British or Australian accent in his voice.
"I understand that your wife works for Dr. Bonnie Karpathian, who is an associate of my wife at the University, is that not correct?"
"That is true... oh, by the way, has your wife recovered from her surgery? Joan was talking about Dr. Fredricson just the other day."
"She's doing quite well, thank you." I said. "So, how well did you and your wife know the Donolans?" I asked.
"Not well at all." Knightley said. "My wife knew Mrs. Donolan through the Investment Club, and that was their only connection. Joan didn't particularly like Trish Donolan and Cat Clausen. She said they were a couple of mean bitches."
"So I've heard." I said. "So where were you while your wife was at the Investment Club meeting?"
"I was at the same dinner with clients that Mr. Bailey was." said Knightley. "He'd done the groundwork, and had me come in for the coup de grace at the dinner."
"Successfully?" I asked.
"I think we're going to get an order from them, yes." Knightley said.
"Thank you for your time, Mr. Knightley." I said. Teresa and I took our leave.
"So, Croyle," I said, "what did you think of that?"
"The first thing that struck me was why Mr. Bailey was and maybe still is looking for jobs, when he has a pretty good one at Crown Chemicals." Teresa said.
"To get away from the Donolans, to get away from where his wife died, would be my guess." I said.
"In any case, Mr. Bailey still holds grudges." Teresa said. "However, I don't know if he's capable of killing, and he's certainly had ample time to murder either of the Donolans if he was going to do so. It'd be strange for him to wait this amount of time, then kill Trish Donolan this way. Unless again, he finds a new job out of town, comes back and kills one or both of the Donolans, then scoots out of town."
"Good points." I said. "He sure has waited a long time... unless something new came up that tore open the old wound, and caused Bailey to act. I can also see that Mr. Donolan is as mean-spirited as his wife. Whatta couple, eh wot?"
Teresa did not reply. Her face was set in stone, and I could not deduce her feelings at the moment.
"How about I take you to lunch, Teresa." I said. "I'm starving."
"If you're buying, it's a date." she replied.
Part 7 - Loose Ends
At 1:00pm I went into the Main Conference room to attend a very happy meeting. The six people I'd 'invited' (meaning ordered) to attend were already there: Sergeant Damien Thompson, Patrolman Ronald 'Ronnie' Kirkpatrick, Sr. Patrolman Micah Rudistan, Detective Claire Michaels, Lieutenant Susan Weston, and Deputy Sheriff (Lt.) Holsom 'Hal' Briggs.
Chief Griswold also attended, a smile under his mustaches as he 'invited' me to run the meeting.
"Okay guys," I said. "I'll start with you, Rudistan. On November 1st, you will report to duty with your uniform looking sharp and setting the example, as is expected of the Town & County Police Sergeant you will be on that day."
"Oh man!" said Rudistan as the others clapped for him.
"Kirkpatrick," I said, "that goes for you, too. You're going to be the first Corporal in this Department since Pete Feeley died, and I expect you to continue this very rare honor and legacy with distinction."
"Yes sir, I will." said Kirkpatrick. I could see my words had the desired effect. Kirkpatrick was an outstanding young officer, and would make a great leader. We'd talked to him about the Detective track, but he wanted to carry on family traditions of Uniformed Officer service. And to be the first to follow Feeley as a Corporal was significant in this Police Force.
"Detective Michaels," I said, "We were going to wait until February, but it's a Commander's privilege to change his mind: you will be promoted to Lieutenant on November 1st, and you'll take command of our SWAT Teams at that time."
"Sergeant Thompson," I said, "you also will be promoted to Lieutenant, but for a different reason, which I'm about to explain. Deputy Briggs, you'll be trading in that gold Lieutenant bar for a silver one when you report back to the Town & County Police on Friday. We talked earlier, so I know you have your new uniform ready to go."
"Yes sir, I do." Briggs said laconically, typical of his easygoing, laid back nature.
"Lieutenant Weston," I said, "I'm sorry, but you're not getting jack for a promotion tomorrow." Everyone groaned sympathetically, then I said "Of course, that Police Commendation Medal is going to look good on your uniform. I brought you here to discuss something else. Okaaaay... Kirkpatrick, Rudistan, and Michaels, you have the rest of the day off to get your uniforms ready. I'll have your badges and ranks Friday. The rest of you, please stay here."



Once the other three were gone, I said "Okay, guys, as you probably have figured out, I am pleased to say that the Town & County Council has approved your upcoming appointments. On February 1st, you're all going to be promoted to Precinct Captains. Weston, you're Precinct 3; Thompson, you're Precinct 2; Briggs, you're Precinct 1." The three appointees nodded their heads.
"On Friday," I continued, "you're all going to be reassigned to Reassignment Duty... and also the Department of Redundancy Department." Tepid laughter. "You might as well laugh, the jokes don't get any better." More tepid laughter. Tough audience today.
"Okay, seriously, you'll be working together and taking the leads on getting Precincts going." I said. "You'll be meeting with each other, meeting with Captain Charles, myself and the Chief, meeting with Personnel. You'll be in charge of getting your respective Precinct Headquarters in shape. Damien, some of that is going to be done for you, as the Old Mill building is being reconditioned."
I continued: "All of you also need to think about who you want in your precincts, especially in Sergeant roles. If two of you want the same person, then I suggest the old fashioned method of 'horse trading' to resolve it. If that doesn't work, don't start fighting; come to me and I'll flip a very unfair coin and then decide for you anyway." More tepid laughter.
"Last, but not least, you'll be meeting with the Town & County Council on several occasions, but first you'll be meeting with the Chief on how to deal with the Council... and the Chief will give you very thorough training on how to handle them properly. That's all, unless Chief Griswold wants to say something."
"Just one thing." said the Chief. "First of all, I congratulate you on your promotions. They're well deserved, and the Commander showed some astuteness and strong vision in nominating you to the posts. Second, make the Commander's job easier, as you've worked to make my job easier these past years. I know he'll appreciate it as much as I have appreciated your hard work."
"Amen." I said.
"You're all dismissed." said the Chief. "Okay Crowbar, let's mosey on over to our next meeting..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Whiteboards
The meeting that the Chief wanted himself and myself to 'mosey' to was at 2:00pm on Oct. 31st. It was a meeting convened in Classroom 'E' behind the MCD room, and was meant to be something of an experiment for us, but 'normal' for most Police Departments: we were going to start the 'whiteboards' on the case.
At the Chief's request, the meeting was led by Lt. Cindy Ross. Present were Martin Nash, Diana Torres, Theo Washington, Teddy Parker, Lorena Rose, Claire Michaels, Myron Milton, "Goth Girl Mary" Mahoney, J.R. Barnes from the Crime Lab, and Chief Griswold. Also attending were Detective Julie Newton and Lt. Teresa Croyle from Vice, and Sergeant Damien Thompson.
In Classrooms 'E' and 'C', which was Vice's meeting room, there are whiteboards on the side walls. They open like double doors, and can be closed and locked when Detectives are not using them. They are also detachable from the walls, and we have been known to do just that and carry them to the Courthouse and A.D.A.s offices to present our case why a Grand Jury should hear our case. On these whiteboards, we'd be putting pictures and information about the suspects and various other things about this case.
I deliberately arrived a couple of minutes late, per the Chief's instructions, then took a chair to the back corner and sat down, telling the Detectives to not mind my presence, to pretend that I was not there at all. I was trying hard to let Cindy lead the Detectives and for them to follow without me, though of course I had no intentions of disassociating from working the case. I wouldn't let them fail just to have them do a case without me.
"Okay, what did we get done this morning?" Cindy asked, as I perused officer reports of the Investment Club members' statements the night before. "Teddy? Theo?"
"We canvassed the neighborhood around the Donolan's home." said Theo Washington. "Neighbors said the Donolans seemed like a happy couple, but a couple of them said that yesterday morning Mr. Donolan left his home in an angry mood, squealing his tires as he drove off in his car. Another neighbor, in the house behind the Donolan's, said that she heard yelling, as if the Donolan's were having a fight. We did get formal statements from them."
"Good." Cindy said. "J.R.?"
J.R. Barnes, the young but promising Crime Lab liaison to the Detectives, said "The D.M.E. (Deputy Medical Examiner) says that death was from the stab wound to the throat, but she said it was not very deep, barely getting the job done. In fact, the carotid artery was not severed but nicked, and the bleed-out was slower than a full severing of the artery, which is why Mrs. Donolan lived long enough to get to the door of the bathroom. The D.M.E. thinks the killer was not particularly strong, and also the killer was either taller than Trish, or else was standing on the toilet seat when making the fatal cut."
"No murder weapon, though?" Cindy asked.
"Not yet." said J.R. "The Crime Lab went through all of the trash and through every room in the building, just to be sure. No blood anywhere else, no weapon at all. The Country Club's kitchen staff have fully accounted for their knives. None missing.
"Sergeant Thompson?" Cindy said.
Sergeant Thompson said "Ma'am, we collected all of Mrs. Donolan's correspondence at her home and Sr. Patrolman Rudistan and I are going through it all right now. Commander Troy has the DVDs, and will be looking at those with Master Technician Milton, who also has the videotapes of the Country Club that evening. Right now, we have nothing that stands out relative to the murder."
"Nash?" Cindy said.
"We didn't get anything from Trish's co-workers at Lightsource." said Nash. "But the one thing Torres and I noticed was that all of her co-workers liked her. No one thought she was mean or a bad person, which is a contrast to what we heard from her fellow Investment Club members and other women who know her socially. Her co-workers don't know her except through work, though."
"Interesting... Myron, Mary?" asked Cindy.
"The Donolan's finances are in absolutely perfect shape." said 'Goth Girl' Mary, dressed in leather, probably to tweak the Chief. "The only strangeness is that their finances are completely separate, and I mean completely. They own absolutely nothing jointly, that we know of, anyway. The house is in her name and it's paid for; no mortgages or liens. The cars are in BigPharmaCorp's name, leased at one dollar per year by the Donolans, and have some light armor and radios, justifying the cars as security needs."
Mary continued: "All of Trish's earned money went into her own back account. Her credit cards are in her name only, and mostly were used at Nordstrom's and other places, shopping places. For his part, Mr. Donolan mostly uses company credit cards to buy his suits, his meals, anything he can expense to the company. He does have one personal credit card, it's not used very much, and mostly for stuff at home that he can't find a way to expense. Neither of them have debt, and both are in good standing with the IRS."
Myron took up the story: "Looking into their past, Trish Donolan's family had money, which she inherited. Several tens of millions of dollars, some of it in trusts, some of it used to buy the house outright. It was her money and social influence that got Mr. Donolan started on his career to the CEO chair."
"So nothing there that suggests a motive?" the Chief asked suggestively.
"No sir." Myron said. "Not that we've found to this point. We haven't seen a will yet, so we don't know what he gets of her estate, but we did not find a life insurance policy on her when we searched the house, and they don't have any safety deposit boxes with any of the banks in Town. Now there were two life insurance policies on him, one of them by the company, a very typical thing; and the other was a variable whole-life policy."
"Julie, explain the importance of that." I said.
"Yes sir." Julie said. "Rich people like the Donolans don't invest for retirement through limited products like IRAs. Instead, they take out a whole-life insurance policy, and contribute far more than the base amount. The overage is invested in the markets, and the policy can grow to millions. Then when they retire or when they need the money, they can borrow against the life insurance policy, never paying it back. By borrowing, the money is tax-free, as well."
"Thank you, Detective Newton." said Cindy Ross. "While you're at it, what have you found from the Investment Club's records?"
Julie said: "First of all, the amount of their worth is, and to the penny: $2,404,684.36, and 80% of it is invested in high quality dividend stocks such as Microsoft, Proctor & Gamble, Kellogg, etc. They occasionally write covered calls, which is an income producing option strategy, as well. But for the most part they're conservative, and tight with their cash."
"What about who's next to join the club." Cindy asked.
"Ah, there we ran into an issue." said Julie. "Jeanine Burke of the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Cheatham & Howe has invoked lawyer-client privilege. She refused to respond to the subpoena and provide us with the information. Myrtle L. James said that she was willing to tell Mrs. Burke that it would be okay to release the information, but Mrs. Burke gave Mrs. James reasons why that should not happen, so they're both keeping silent now. The judge said Mrs. Burke is fully entitled to claim the privilege and not waive it, so we're stuck there."
"Commander," Cindy Ross said to me, a bit of a gleam in her eye, "are you going to work your niece-in-law over and get that for us?"
"Nicht mich." I replied. "In the arena of the Law, Mrs. Burke can run rings around me. She knows what she is doing, and I suspect her reasons for invoking lawyer-client privilege are very good. So I'm not going to have any part of messing with that."
"That's a wise man talking, there." said the Chief. "Anything else, anyone?"
"Just a couple more things, sir." said Mary. "We've been checking out every member of the 'Hot Wives' Investment Club." I knew she said that on purpose to tweak the Chief, but he pretended not to take notice. "There are sixteen members, but only two of them have any financial issues that we could find. One is Catherine Clausen, Trish's best friend. She has some serious debt issues, and she and her husband are estranged."
"Miss Mahoney," said the Chief, "what data is backing that up?"
"Me, sir." I said. "As 'Crowbar 2' so astutely pointed out, Mrs. Burke is my niece-in-law, and hers is primarily a divorce law firm. No further comment will be given." Everyone broke out laughing. "Go ahead, Mary." I said as the laughter died down.
"The other is a woman named Susan Wexler. She's from the City." Mary said. At that, Teresa and I exchanged glances. "She's been a member since the founding of the Club, but she has some debt issues, as well. She's never been married, though."
"What's her occupation in the City?" Teresa asked pointedly.
"I don't know, ma'am." Mary said. "I can't find anything on her, except her personal bank account and credit cards." At that, Teresa gave me another look, and Cindy caught it.
"Share it, 'Crowbar 1'." Cindy said.
"She's a City Police Officer, a Captain in their Police Force." I said. "And she has a history of undercover work; hence, you'll likely not find much on her. And for that matter, don't try anymore. I'll have to handle that one myself."
"Absolutely, Crowbar." said the Chief. "People, let me reinforce how important it is to keep quiet and not get caught up when an undercover police officer is involved. I don't want anyone outed and murdered because somebody talked too much. Is that clear, everyone?"
"Yes sir!" came a loud chorus.
"Okay, if nothing else--" said the Chief
"Sir," said Myron Milton, "I do need to report one thing about the videotapes of the Club. The equipment is pretty old. The timestamps are not in good shape, sequence-wise, but I can't tell if it's just bad equipment or manipulation."
"Meaning the videotape footage is not really worth anything." said the Chief. "Okay, Ross, let's talk suspects."
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "We're going to start putting suspects on the whiteboard. Obviously, the first is her husband, Donovan Donolan." Cindy put up a picture of Donolan, his formal portrait issued by BigPharmaCorp. "So what are possible motives?"
"He had a fight with his wife that morning." said Torres.
"Their swinger issues, might be something there." said Lorena Rose. "I'm thinking that there might be something left over from the Diane Lang murder... the Donolans knew the Langs pretty well."
"Good points, Miss Rose." I said. Lorena was pleased at the compliment.
"Anything else?" Cindy said. "Money?" No one was really buying that, and I couldn't blame them.
"Okay, who is next?" said Ross.
Julie Newton said "Whoever is next on the list to join the club. Of course, we don't know who that is."
"True." I said, forced to break silence. "But let me point this out: no one, not even the Members nor the people on the wait list, know the names on the list, nor would they know the exact order of the names on the list. I verified that much with Mrs. Burke and Mrs. Myrtle L. James myself. What that means, folks, is that the person on top of the list is known only to the lawyers at the Women's Law Firm, and their own names are not on that list at all; a consequence of them getting the firm's legal business. So the next woman on the list doesn't even know she's next; ergo, no reason to go on a killing spree."
"Ah, so you did work your niece-in-law over, Crowbar 1." Cindy said, teasing me. I gave Cindy a cutting glance with my eyes. Retaliation would be soon coming, swift and devastating.
"I'd have to say every woman that was at the Club meeting that night is a suspect." said Martin Nash. "Especially Cat Clausen, who discovered the body, and was Trish's friend. For that matter, I guess the Country Club staff should be considered, as well." Cindy wrote it down, making a special notation for Cat Clausen, complete with her picture.
"Whatever you do, Ross, do not put Myrtle L. James's picture on that whiteboard." I said. "I don't want my wife getting fired by a pissed off University Trustee." Everyone laughed.
"Taking you seriously, Commander," replied Cindy, "if memory serves me correctly, she was in sight of multiple persons the entire time, including the break time. She's not a suspect. Anyone else?"
"Although it's thin," said Teddy Parker, "there was another murder involving Lightsource Industries, where Mrs. Donolan worked. We have to consider something or someone from there as a tie-in." I complimented Teddy for his thought process as Cindy wrote it down.
"Sean Bailey." said Teresa, to my great happiness. "His wife Margo died a year and half ago, and he blamed the Donolans. Although I checked his alibi and it checked out, he could've hired someone."
"I'll start looking into his finances." said Myron. Cindy wrote his name down on the whiteboard.
"Anyone else?" Cindy asked. No one spoke.
"Okay, everyone." the Chief said. "The Commander told me he was going to keep quiet to this point, as he wants you Detectives to think without him. That is not an insult, of course, and it won't be an insult or a put-down if he starts teaching you guys some good stuff right now. Crowbar?"
"Thank you, Chief." I said as I stood up and went to stand in front of the whiteboard. "You all did a fabulous job, and I was thinking about taking a nap in the corner there. There are a couple of points I want to bring out, though."
"First," I said, "I need to add a suspect or two, here. Trish Donolan has long been associated with black drug pushers, usually having sex with them but not known to be a drug user herself. But she might have learned something she shouldn't have. In addition, I haven't had a chance to look over the DVDs we got at the Donolans' home, and beyond that are those evidence photographs that Donovan Donolan somehow had in his possession. There may be something there, and something in these swing clubs that some of you have astutely mentioned."
"We're putting the DVD evidence onto the servers for you to look at, Commander." said Myron helpfully.
"Good. Thank you." I said as I put a piece of paper on the whiteboard. Printed upon it was a computer graphic makeup of the floor plan of River Valley Country Club, the parts around the meeting room.
"Guys, let's look at this chart and try to understand what happened." I said, in the form of a professorial lecture. "There were sixteen Investment Club members and six River Valley employees in the building at the time. No one else that we know of. None of the employees were in the kitchenette area or those bathrooms during the time of the Investment Club's break. There is a door to the kitchenette that is a service entrance, but it was locked. Also, the hall's surveillance camera covers it, for what little that's worth."
I then said "One employee was seen going in taking the desserts, and that employee came back out well before 8:30pm. The only other way into that kitchenette is through the meeting room, and none of the sixteen members noticed anyone except the employee who put the desserts on the side table then left through the main back doors, again well before 8:30. Those employees are fully accounted for."
I went on: "So here is what was accomplished: during a very short fifteen minute interval, someone had to get into that bathroom with Trish Donolan, someone she knew as she never screamed out. The killer had to not be noticed by others, and then had to kill Trish, partially clean up, get rid of or hide the murder weapon, then get out without being observed or arousing anyone's suspicions. To do this, the killer was either extraordinarily lucky not to have had blood spattered on him or her, as no one was reported as being seen with blood on their clothing, save Myrtle L. James's sleeve when she felt for a pulse. And as Lt. Ross has said, Mrs. James had eyes on her literally the entire break time, not to mention her age and lack of physical strength to commit this sort of crime."
I continued: "I again commend your attention to the missing murder weapon. The Country Club kitchen is on that side of the building, but at the end of the hallway, and the cameras showed no one going down that hallway, assuming we can trust the cameras. So I rule out kitchen knives, and J.R. has confirmed that, as well. There were no knives on the dessert table in the meeting room, and no knives in the kitchenette area, either. The murderer either had a damn good hiding place for that weapon, or else somehow whisked it out of the building undetected."
"For all of that to have happened, a lot of skill as well as some luck had to go into this murder." I said. "Either it was so spur-of-the-moment that the killer got lucky, or it was exceptionally and extensively planned and orchestrated well before the night of the murder, and it was carried out with practiced precision."
The Detectives were all silent, the enormity of the issues involved just beginning to hit them. The Chief broke the silence, saying "So, Crowbar, have you figured it out yet?"
"Oh, of course, sir." I said, grinning. "I've known all along."
"What?!" cried out Cindy Ross, still standing next to the left side of the whiteboard, losing her restraint. "You sat there and let us go through this and you knew all along?"
"Hell no! I don't have a clue, either!... but you thought I did, didn't you?" I said teasingly to Cindy. I did say to myself that retaliation for her earlier teasing would be devastating.
"Why you!" she said, picking up the blue crowbar from where she'd leaned it against the wall under the sideboard, and swinging it at me. I covered my head with my hands, not knowing if she were pretending or for real. All the other people in the room were laughing uncontrollably, even the Chief was gasping with merriment, his mustaches twitching mightily. Cindy didn't really hit me, but her face was red.
And then it hit me... no, not the blue crowbar, but an idea that came out of the blue. I went into a reverie. Everyone noticed as the laughter died down.
"Don? what is it?" the Chief asked. I looked up.
"I did just think of something." I said. "J.R., call Christina Cho and have her and a small Crime Lab team meet us at River Valley Country Club. Ross, Croyle, Nash, Torres and Thompson, all of you meet me at the Club. Ross, ride in my car with me. Everyone else, keep gathering that data." I scooted out, and everyone scrambled, not worrying about an explanation that they weren't going to get yet.



Part 9 - The Magic Evidence Recovery Trick
"I'm sorry about embarrassing you like that, Cindy." I said as we sped down the roads to the Country Club, not really sorry at all. "I meant it as a joke."
"Jerk." Cindy said, slapping me on the forearm with the back of her hand, still angry. Then she sighed and said, "Naah, I had that one coming, and you got me really good." Teresa was sitting in the backseat, trying not to laugh out loud as Cindy asked "So what are we doing now?"
"It just struck me where the murder weapon might be hidden." I said.
We all arrived at the Country Club. I told the team to wait in the lobby as I went to the manager's office to let him know we were checking on some things in the crime scene. The man's name was Trey Lundquist, and he was a very large (meaning fat) man with a bald head. "By the way," I said, "do you have a master key to all the closet doors behind the meeting room?"
"Yeah, there's a master key in the box here." Lundquist said. As he went to the keybox, I looked around the room, noticing with disdain a fake palm tree in a flowerpot in the back corner of the room. I also noted a couple of plaques on the wall behind the manager's desk and a nice fountain pen set on the desk with a small plaque and inscription at their base.
The manager unlocked and opened the keybox that was mounted on the wall. "Holy smokes!" he gasped as the door opened.
"What?" I asked.
"The... the master key." the man said. "It's not in here!"
I called out the door for Christina Cho to come in, then asked the manager "When was the last time you saw it?"
"Last night." Lundquist said. "One of your officers borrowed it, then returned it to me when you all left."
"Hmm." I said. "Who else has access to this lockbox?"
"Nobody." said Lundquist. "I have the only key on a chain. The Fire Chief has a key to the lockbox at Fire Department Headquarters. Here's my master key to the building's doors off my chain, just please give it back when you're done."
"I will. Christina," I said as the Asian woman walked into the room, "take fingerprints of the lockbox. You'll have to take the manager's prints, as I expect his will be all over the place. See if any others come up."
"Yes sir." Christina said. She got out a small rectangular box with a clear glass top. She then took a glass plate and cleaned it thoroughly, then asked Lundquist to press his fingers on the glass lightly, then remove them. After he did, she blew some dust onto the plate, then put it on the box and turned on the light inside the box. The man's prints glowed in an eerie green-blue light.
"Well I'll be damned." said the manager as Christina photographed the prints, then cleaned off the glass and had the manager give his other hand's prints. "I've never seen anything like that."
"Ain't technology wonderful?" I asked. "Okay, Christina, I'll leave you to this." I went into the hall, and led my team into the meeting room.
"Okay guys," I said. "Let's look at this. The back doors to the meeting rooms lead down corridors to a hallway that leads to the covered parking lot." We went through the passage on the right, coming out into that hallway, seeing the door that exited to the outside.
"Okay, so what's behind the bathrooms?" I asked. "Hmmm, electrical closet in the middle, behind the left restroom, and a janitor closet behind the murder scene bathroom. J.R., did the Crime Lab search in these rooms?"
"Yes sir." J.R. said as I opened the door to the electrical room. "I know we opened the doors and looked in, anyway." The electrical room also had the telephone wires, a fusebox, and connections to the generator that was outside.
"Nothing on the floor but some dust, which is not disturbed." I said. I looked up and saw that there was no false ceiling; this room was sealed against tornadoes, theoretically.
"Okay, now the janitor closet." I said, opening that door. The room was deeper than the electrical closet, and filled with cleaning supplied and two big mops and buckets against the back wall and a three foot aluminum ladder against the right wall. Dust and particles littered the floor in the back half of the room.
"See that dust and material, J.R.?" I asked. "I think it's from the ceiling tile above. Sample it." One of J.R.'s technicians did so.
"Okay, here's a ladder, and I'm a tall guy, so I'm going to look and see what's up there." I said. I put on blue latex crime lab gloves.
"But sir..." said J.R. as I set up the ladder.
"I know, you looked last night." I said. "But bear with me." I got up onto the ladder, pushed back the ceiling tile, which created more dust and particulates in the air, then shined my flashlight into the dark space above.
"Oh, what do we have here?" I asked. The red crowbar came into action, as I used it to drag the object to the gap in the ceiling where I could grab it. A plastic trash bag
emerged, which I handed down to J.R. It was tightly wrapped around something, and was about a foot long and three inches wide and three inches deep.
"Sir... I swear to God, that was not there last night!" exclaimed J.R., whose face was red with embarrassment.
"And I believe you." I said. "I'll explain in a minute, but what's inside the bag?"
J.R. unwrapped and opened the bag. Compressed tightly inside was a Tyvex suit with blood splattered all over it; blue cloth overshoes that were worn to protect one's shoes the way the Tyvex suit protected clothes, also spattered in blood; blue latex gloves like the ones I was wearing now; and... joy of joys... a large sendoku knife, heavy and extremely sharp, coated in blood.
"Yes! Murder weapon!" I exclaimed happily. "J.R., do I even need to tell you to get this processed pronto, and keep a good chain of custody?'
"No sir." said J.R. "Christina, check for prints before we touch anything further." As Christina went to work, I put the ladder back where it was after putting the ceiling tile back in place. Then I went into the hallway and started lecturing my stunned audience.
"Okay, guys," I said, "here is what I think happened. The murderer copied a master key some time before last night, used it to come into this room and set back the ceiling tile to leave a hole, then set the mop up at an angle to the bucket. We know that the murderer wiped down the top of the commode in the bathroom, and that was because he or she stood on it, passed the bag containing these extremely incriminating items over the tiles and through that hole. The bag dropped down, hit the mop, landed in the bucket with the mop on top of it, 'Rube Goldberg'-style."
I noted that J.R. Barnes was looking confused and skeptical as Cindy asked "So how did the bag get back up there?"
"I think that last night the killer returned after everyone had left, coming in through this door to the covered parking lot." I said. "The killer got into the storeroom, put the bag back up in the space above the hanging ceiling, then closed the tile. We'd looked there already; what's the chance we'd look there again?"
"100%, with the Iron Crowbar on the case." Cindy said. "But why didn't the burglar alarm go off?"
"I'm betting it wasn't set, what with all the police activity into the morning hours." I said. "Or else the criminal knew the code to deactivate it. Either is a real possibility. Nash, go see if we can get any video of the hallways or the covered parking lot from the hours after the police left the crime scene."
But our luck ended: "Sorry, Commander," said the manager as I returned his key to him. "Your police took the tapes, and we didn't install new ones and re-activate the system until late this morning. And no, we didn't set the burglar alarm; your officers stayed on duty in the parking lot, and we left the doors open for them to get in and out if they needed to."
"Tell me this." I asked. "Do you remember how many of the Investment Club members left their cars overnight?"
"About half of them." said the manager. "I didn't count, but some of them came back and got them this morning, after your police searched the cars."
"J.R.," I said, "anything else you need from the crime scene? Otherwise I'm going to release it and let them clean it up."
"Sir, after what you just did, I'm not sure of anything, anymore." said J.R., still in a state of shock over the turn of events. I couldn't help but chuckle at that as I told the manager the crime scene was released.
"Sir, may I ask one question before you go?" asked Christina Cho. I nodded and she said "Why do you believe the missing key was duplicated... and if it was, why steal it now?"
"Yes, that's a good question." I said. "The reason I think it was a duplicate key is because the original was there last night: the Crime Lab was using it, then turned it back in. As to why it was stolen last night, that's a damned good question, and I'm not sure of the answer yet."
----------------------------------
"Damn, Crowbar," muttered Chief Griswold as he, Cindy Ross, Paulina Patterson, and myself sat in the Chief's small conference room at 5:00pm. "That is just frickin' unbelievable. How in the hell did you figure it out?"
Paulina was giving me a look that suggested she wanted to fuck my brains out right there on the table, in front of everyone. I made a mental note to take advantage of that when we were alone in her office, or mine.
"There was this blue crowbar swinging at me, and my life flashed before my eyes, and it just came to me." I said, not really kidding as much as I sounded.
"Let me swing it at you a few more times, and see what else you can solve." Cindy said, her voice deadpan flat. I had to work hard not to break out laughing.
"Seriously," I said, "it did just come to me. I'd been looking at those ceiling tiles since I got to the crime scene. The evidence hadn't been found. I was going to call for sonar equipment to look between the walls, but when I saw the janitor closet and the dust on the floor, I knew."
"So does finding this evidence help you decide who the killer is?" the Chief asked.
"Not yet, sir." I said. "Myron and Mary are burning up bandwidth looking for anyone who purchased that knife, but good luck on that. And we might be waiting days for DNA to come out, and it'll be huge luck if anyone but Trish's DNA comes up."
"Okay guys," the Chief said, "it's Hallowe'en and I know you guys have parties to go to. Get out of here. See you Monday."
----------------------------------
As I exited the Chief's office, Myron Milton intercepted me in the hallway and asked me to come downstairs. I headed down to the 'dungeons' right behind him. When we got there, Goth Girl Mary was working in the common area in front of all the cubicles. I sat down next to Myron and his computer as he handed me a box with several jump drives in it.
"That's all the DVDs transferred to jump drive, for your personal collection." said Myron.
"And you have your own set?" I asked.
"You bet we do, sir." Mary said. "It's been heaven the last couple of nights. Those scenes really get Myron worked up, and he takes it out on me with that big tool of his." Myron was a geeky nerd, but he was blessed with an eleven inch cock that put John Holmes to shame, and Goth Girl Mary enjoyed first claim to Myron's Weapon of Lust.
"I'll be sure my wife is around when I look at them." I said. "So, anything of interest on them?"
"Most of the people on them, we already investigated during the Diane Lang murder case." said Myron. "And so far, there's not much else there. These are people with open marriages and in swap groups, I doubt they'd kill Trish over that knowledge."
"No, they wouldn't." I said. "And they would respond to blackmail by using the Duke of Wellington's response to a blackmail attempt: 'Publish, and be damned!'."
I then said "Just one question: do any of these tapes show Trish Donolan having sex with any blacks?"
"No sir, not that I remember seeing." said Mary. "All white guys. Some group parties in there, but no blacks. Is that important?"
"Just a bit." I said. "I'm beginning to wonder if, for all those years, Donovan Donolan never knew his wife was banging black men."
"It's a real possibility, sir." said Myron. "We also checked further into Sean Bailey's finances and situation. Nothing in particular, but someone kept trying to put liens on his house and have his car repossessed. He hired P.I.s to investigate, and found out Donovan Donolan was behind it. The harassment stopped after he hired a lawyer to sue Donolan."
"He's also taken a number of trips out of State." said Mary Mahoney. "Usually overnight, sometimes two nights. All kinds of cities: Atlanta, Houston, Los Angeles, Orlando, Nashville, Buffalo."
"He was interviewing for jobs in those cities." I surmised. "Okay, let me give you guys an avenue to go down..."
Part 10 - Hallowe'en Parties
The first Hallowe'en party that Laura and I attended was at University President Wellman's home. Laura and I dressed as Hyppolita and Hercules, Laura looking like a Grecian goddess in her nearly see-thru negligee, and I like a man in a toga and gold leaf 'crown' that very much wanted to fuck his wife right there in front of everyone.
We all were wearing masks of some kind, as well, but it was fairly easy to tell who was there. Sally Wellman was dressed as Jezebel and her husband, University President Sidney Wellman, was dressed as Samson, and many were surprised (the ladies pleasantly so) at Dr. Wellman's still considerable physique despite his advanced age.
Tanya Perlman and Barry Oliver were there. She was dressed like a 1980s Madonna-wannabee, and he was dressed as a punk kid from that era. It did not surprise me that a number of people employed by the University and their spouses dressed up in some variation of the 1960s... they were either still living those times, or desperately wished they had lived in that era.
And then, somewhat to my surprise, there was my nephew Todd and his wife Jeanine. Todd was dressed as Julius Caesar, wearing a red robe and a skimpy toga and very short pants that showed off his muscular body and all but revealed his massive cock and balls. He got a lot of looks from the women. Jeanine got looks from the men, as under her red robe was a toga as flimsy as my wife's very revealing outfit, and almost as scandalous as Todd's (lack of) clothing.
Tom and Janet Riordan were there, dressed in clothes from the Roaring Twenties, with Janet looking like a cabaret singer, her legs looking hot in the fishnet stockings she was wearing. I did not see Henry R. Wargrave, then later overheard Dr. Wellman tell someone that the billionaire was in Washington, D.C.
------------------------
"I'm hearing you invoked privilege on the subpoena for the Hot Wives Investment Club's information." I said to Jeanine. We had snuck off into Dr. Wellman's private study, where I had a very pleasant memory of what I had done to Vicki Oldeeds on that very desk. I would not have minded fucking Jeanine right there on that desk, and perhaps she read my mind, as she sat herself on the edge of the desk.
"I'm not trying to force you to reveal anything, but if there's anything you can tell me privately that'll help me catch a murderer, I'd be grateful if you could help me out." I continued, standing between Jeanine's legs as she spread and raised them, her high heels on the edge of the desk next to her now-exposed pussy.
"I've been wanting to talk to you about that privately," said Jeanine, as she reached under the hem of my toga and slid my cock out of the flimsy pants holding my male equipment, "and tell you privately why I invoked the privilege, even though Myrtle James said I could turn over the information. Fortunately, I'm the only one that knows this. It's the names on the wait list to join their club."
"Okay." I said, waiting for Jeanine to go on... both verbally and physically. She pulled me by my cock up to her, easing my throbbing cockhead into her labes. I pushed forward, sheathing my throbbing, iron hard 'crowbar' balls-deep inside my niece-in-law's steaming hot, sopping wet twat.
"The first person on the list is Diane Lang." said Jeanine, her voice getting ragged as I began fucking her slowly. "Obviously, she won't be joining this or any other earthly clubs. It's the next name that I'm protecting... the next woman up for membership is your wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson."
"Ahhhh, I see." I said, keeping up our fuck rhythm, sliding my arms under her knees so that she could take her feet off the desk, letting them hang suspended as I pumped her. "If that comes out public, I can't work on the case anymore. My wife would be a suspect, albeit a poor one."
"Yes." said Jeanine. "And I mean no disrespect to your Police Force, but without you on this case... I don't think it gets solved."
"Hell, it may not get solved even with me on it." I replied. "But I appreciate you doing that, Jeanine. So... how are things with Todd?" I kept stroking in and out of her as I asked her about her husband.
 "Okay." Jeanine said, peering at me with a funny look on her beautiful face. "But I know he's fucking someone. I know he fucks other women, and we're talking about swinging with you and Laura and some others, but there's something strange about it. Women's intuition on that."
"Hmmm, did you ask him about it?" I asked, feeling my nut rise as I began getting closer to the crest.
"Oh, of course." Jeanine said. "Unnnh, oh that's good... Todd just says he's having an affair with his new company... unnh... working long hours and there's nothing else going on. I know that's bullshit-- well, he is working a lot-- but I don't know why he's lying and being evasive. He usually tells me when and who he's been fucking... speaking of fucking, you can give it to me harder than that... oh yeah..."
"I'll see what I can find out about Todd." I said. "So how are the babies?" My mind was more filled with making a baby than an already-born one as I asked the question...
"They're great." said Jeanine. "They're going to be like twins, growing up together like they are... ohhhhhh....." We said nothing further, getting more seriously into our fucking...
-----------------------
About 20 minutes later, Jeanine and I went to find our spouses. We found them together in the bathroom of the guest bedroom just down the hall from us. Laura was sitting on the edge of the sink counter while Todd was pumping his huge meat into her, just as I'd been doing to his wife.
"Oh God, it's going so deep!" Todd gasped. "You're burying every inch of me."
"Like being balls-deep in your aunty's nasty cunt?" Laura whispered to him. He responded by driving his huge meat into her with a hard thrust, causing her to say "Ohhh... easy, Todd, go easy... you're very big and I'm still not used to being... stretched like this..."
"Yeah," Todd said, "I've never gotten this much into you like this before, Aunt Laura... is that because of your operation?"
"Some." Laura said. "There's a bit more room in there, though the operation didn't make my cunt longer... mmmm... Jesus, I love feeling your size inside me like this..."
Jeanine and I just watched through the cracked door as Todd pumped my wife, taking it easy and not fucking her too hard, but still pistoning in and out of her with that deceptively easygoing, languid motion of fucking that was his almost trademark style. Even at that pace, I could tell that my wife was being intensely stimulated, and she was really enjoying being fucked by the young stud's enormous cock...
----------------------------
"Todd blew a huge fucking load into me." Laura said to me as we drove towards our next party destination in her Mercedes. "If I didn't know better, I'd think he hadn't gotten any pussy for days, maybe weeks."
"Jeanine was very wet and aroused, too." I said, then recounted what she had said to me about Todd fucking around.



We pulled up at our destination: Lashes & Lace. Our friend Rita, the lovely, statuesque blonde that ran the place, had invited us to the 'late' party, which was basically going to be an orgy in the downstairs room.
"Mmmm," said Rita as she greeted us in the private bar area. "Laura, you are dressed correctly; you are indeed a goddess, and you can be my goddess any time you like, if I can steal you away from this handsome hunk husband of yours." She then kissed my wife warmly and fully on the mouth. Then it was my turn to share a kiss with Rita.
"Mmm, I have a labor for you to perform, Hercules." said Rita. "I want you to spend all night trying to untie the knot deep in my pussy. It'll take many orgasms, I'm sure. Cop."
"I'll do what I can." I said...
------------------------------
It was nearly 3:00am and the orgy was in full swing. Everyone wore masks and some kind of costume. They were to remain in their costumes during the party, so there were a lot of cocks hanging out of unzipped pants or protruding from underneath togas (like mine), and many of the women had torn open their crotches to give easy access to their wet snatches inside.
As was almost always the case when I was there, Rita had corralled me as her official consort, and we were indeed slowly and languidly fucking. Laura had given me half a 'gray viagra', and along with the large load I'd shot into Jeanine's pussy earlier, I was able to hold off from climaxing as I steadily pumped Rita in a 'spoon' position as we watched the many couples fucking hotly on the main ballroom floor.
Laura had been eaten out by a masked woman dressed as Tinker Belle, who had enjoyed the sperm feast left by Todd in Laura's depths, then my wife had selected a very well hung young man that I suspected she knew as a University student, and he was now deeply fucking my wife in the missionary position not far from Rita's 'bedchamber' where Rita and I were. The sight of Laura's long, luscious legs in the gold lamè high heels with straps criss-crossing up her calves to her knees, as those legs wrapped around her muscular young stud, was extremely intense and erotic for me.
"Mmm, your wife does have the hottest legs in Town." Rita said, knowing what I was watching. "She has the hottest husband, too. Cop."
"I'm the lucky one." I said. "And lucky to be fucking the hottest hostess in the County right now." I slid my cock hard and very deep into Rita's cunt to emphasize the point.
"Oh geez..." Rita moaned, reaching her arm back and pulling my head down for a deep, hard kiss, which she broke after a long minute. "I love it when you fuck me deep like that. Cop. Your cock is so fucking hard; I don't know any other guy whose cock is as hard and taut as yours... does it hurt?"
"No, baby, it feels great while I'm fucking you." I said.
"So," Rita said, "you want information on this Donolan murder you're investigating?"
"If you have anything for me." I said, continuing to thrust into the blonde's tight cunt. Of course this was an unspoken but major reason for Rita inviting us to this party, and for us accepting.
"Just this." said Rita. "On the morning of the day Trish Donolan was murdered, her husband Donovan hired a private detective to look into his wife's dealings with the black drug pushers in Town. He hired Acme Private Investigations, and even after she was murdered, he told them to keep digging into her past. It looks like he didn't know that she was devouring black snake as often as she could. Also, Margo Bailey is not the only woman who Trish Donolan delivered unto death at the hands of those pushers, but you probably didn't get wind of them; they didn't take those bodies to the hospital."
"Acme Private Investigations, eh?" I said, almost idly.
"You catch on fast. Cop." Rita said, knowing I was unerringly honing in on what was important. "Funny how your rich buddy is out of town right now... and with the big football game tomorrow."
"I'm sure he'll fly in to catch that." I said. "Though his team is going to take an ass-whipping from the Wildcats."
"I'm sure he'll be seeing 'red'. Cop." Rita said, grinning. "Now why don't you shoot a big load into me, so I can let your wife eat your sperm out of my juicy, cream-filled cunt..." Just the nastiness of her words made me hotter and more aroused as I drove my meat deep into her scalding snatch...
--------------------------------
I did not go to bed when we got home. Maybe it was the 'gray viagra', but I was wired, even though I was physically drained from the sex I'd had in the hours before. As Laura slept soundly, exhausted by the deep fucking and pussy-eating she'd done at Rita's, I began watching the evidence videos on the jump drives.
One was a tape of Cat and Trish fucking that looked familiar to me, and I realized it was the same tape Laura had been playing on my birthday night. I idly wondered where my wife got that footage as I continued to watch.
Then I put on one of the DVDs that Trish had hidden in her safe behind the air vent. This one had not been put on the jump drive; Myron and Mary had not yet seen it.
"Gold mine." I said to myself as images of Trish and various other women came on. They were fucking black men. I recognized T-Mac, Gloria Cagle's lover, as he deeply fucked Trish and came inside her. I was shocked to see 'Clete', the black guy who had been my nephew Ned's helper before we arrested him at the Olivet factory. He was fucking Cat Clausen with hard, deep, animal thrusts... this tape was some years old, I noticed, as Cat looked younger. I remembered that Clete was helpful to Ned's drug operations, and had been the one to bring Margo Bailey to Ned on her last night alive...
Then I noticed that the sun was rising. I went out onto the deck to watch the Town greet the new day. It was Saturday, November 1st. Game day. The Wildcats vs. the Bulldogs. I couldn't wait...
Part 11 - Football Wins and Birthday Celebrations
Later that morning of November 1st, Melina and I drove in my Police SUV into the reserved parking area near the University football stadium. Such were the perks of being in the Police Force. But instead of going towards the North stands, where the University's president box was, we headed to the box on the South side, which was the visiting School's Presidents box. Melina and I had passes to enter.
"Ah, good to see you, Commander." said my University's president, introducing several friends. Dr. Woodrow of my Crime Lab and Dr. Yates of the University Hospital staff, both graduates of my school, were also here. I introduced Melina to everyone.
"An honor to meet you Colonel." I said to the Commandant of my School's ROTC program. He'd been a highly decorated soldier with over 20 years of continuous Airborne jump status and on his way to being a general, until an injury essentially ended his career. He was doing the ROTC assignment to run out the string before retiring.
"And you also, Commander." said the Colonel. "Coach Marshall has told me of the outstanding job you're doing with the police here. I wish we still had you in the Army."
"Thank you, sir." I said. I then noticed Melina had taken a red Wildcats jersey out of her large handbag and was putting it on. I was already wearing one. We were but a few specks of Red, Black and Gold in a human sea of Blue and Silver, which was the local University's Bulldogs colors.
As the game started and progressed, it took a while to explain to everyone that Melina was not my wife any longer, that we'd both remarried (and me to her sister and a celebrated professor at this University), and that her husband was running for Sheriff... which is why Melina didn't wear the red jersey until we got to the box.
And one reason it took so much time was because we were cheering a lot. The Wildcats were running rampant over the Bulldog defense, and our own defense was killing poor Nick Eastwood as he desperately tried to run plays with virtually no supporting cast.
In the end, my Wildcats ran to a 56-0 win over the local Bulldogs, the local School's worst defeat since the 1930s. I was very happy.
"Well, Melina," I said as we headed back to my vehicle. "As you know, today is Laura's birthday, but it's not going to be a happy one after that beatdown. What do you suggest we do?"
"I've already got it planned." said Melina. "Your mother called me and we worked it out that we'll have dinner at our house, and your mom has already made a cake. What you do after that to make her happier, is your call. I would suggest... 'sex'. Lots and lots of... 'sex'."
"Thanks for that idea, Captain Obvious." I said. It was an old joke from our married days. Melina tried to smirk, but could not help laughing.
"So," I said, "are you ready to be a Sheriff's wife?"
"Yep." Melina said. "I'll take a less public role after the election, though I'll have to show up at the Ladies Auxiliary meetings and attend all the public activities with Daniel. I think he's the more excited one, now that he realizes he's going to win the job. How did you know he'd like it so much?"
"Observation and deduction, my dear, observation and deduction." I said. "Just as I'm deducing how excited you are about the new baby on the way."
"Yeah." Melina said happily. "I can't wait." She paused, as if reading my mind. "I don't know what it is. I love little Doug, but I'm fine with leaving him with his father and stepmother. But I want Daniel's baby more than anything in the world."
"I think my wife would make the psychological deduction that you're in love with your husband." I said. "Just a wild guess, though." I didn't say more, realizing that Melina's psychological makeup should be left to people with much more professional experience than I had. Fortunately, just the right person for that was on the case...
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Good and Evil
Monday, November 3d. The alarm woke me up at 5:00am. My wife was lying by my side in our 'exclusively marital' bed. Molly was asleep in the guest room, having come over the evening before for dinner. Groggily, I headed to the shower.
After my shower and shave, I went downstairs and to the den to pick up my police notebook. I tripped and almost fell over Laura's large 'maternity bag', which was full of diapers, and would also have formula and blankets and extra clothes for both babies. Fortunately, no damage was done to bag or Police Commander.
This morning is not starting off right, I thought to myself as I headed out to the door and got into my Police SUV. I'm tripping all over things- hmm, maybe that's a sign, I realized as I thought about the case... maybe there's a silver lining in this morning's cloud...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:00am I walked into the empty MCD room to find that the coffee was made already and the TVs were on. Someone was eager to get back to work, and I knew who it was.
I found Tanya in the back hallway, looking into the darkened space that was the office next to ADA Jenna Stiles's.
"Welcome back, Lieutenant Perlman." I said. "Ready to take charge of MCD?"
"Yes sir!" said Tanya, her face bright with happiness. "But I want to know why Cindy can't have this office, and me her current office. This office is not meant for Jenna's assistant Gor-don." Tanya had a point: Jenna's punk assistant had been working in that second office more and more, to the point he was practically making it his. I intended to stop that, and soon.
"Cindy's staying where she is, in the Captain's office." I said. "And the office next to hers is going to be the next Captain of Uniformed Officers's office after Captain Charles retires."
"Oh, he's leaving?" Tanya asked, surprised.
"He hasn't said so yet." I said. "But once Chief Griswold is gone, I predict he's going to desire to retire, also. I'll be surprised if he's here after February 1st."
"What about me and Teresa?" Tanya asked. "Our offices are so small, Teresa doesn't even use hers; she just sits in Vice. I'm thinking of doing the same thing."
"We'll see what happens with that." I said, not letting on that I had plans to take care of my Lieutenants, extracted from the Town & County Council in exchange for supporting precincts. Tanya peered at me, possibly observing the gleam in my eye, but she said nothing further about it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Channel Five-Alive Morning News!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am, November 3d. Bettina's broadcast the hour before had had no new news, and concentrated on the Elections... still a dead heat in the State Senate race, which depressed me. But the sight of gorgeous Priya wasn't too bad, I thought as I drank coffee in the MCD room and watched with everyone else. Cindy and Jenna were watching Priya with rapt attention... and it wasn't because of her news content, if you know what I mean.
"Five-Alive News has learned that one Sean Bailey is being investigated by the Town & County Police in connection with the murder of Trish Donolan." said Priya. "Bailey is the husband of Margo Bailey, who was a chronic drug abuser and who died of an overdose eighteen months ago. Sources tell Five-Alive News that Sean Bailey believed Trish Donolan was at least partially responsible for his wife Margo's death, and that he may have acted in revenge. Calls to the Police Department for comment have not been returned."
"What the fucking hell?" I asked, absolutely shocked. "Who the fuck did she call?"
"Not me." said Lt. Scott Peterson, coming into the room. "I just checked. She called the Duty Desk at 4:00am and asked for me, then asked them to leave me a message to call her back. Of course I'm not here at that hour, and I only just now got the message to call her."
"That's dirty pool." I said. "Don't call her, Scott... call her boss and chew his ass out. Let them know there's a competing network that just might start getting our exclusive interviews and have exclusive access to our Headquarters Press Room if she doesn't watch her step." Peterson nodded and left the room just as the Chief came in the other door.
"What the hell was that story about, Crowbar?" Chief Griswold growled.
"Some bullshit games being played, sir." I said. "And two can play that particular game. Can we go to your office?" The Chief led the way. Once in his office, I told him what I thought was up, and what I wanted to do about it.
"I agree with your analysis, and you have my fucking permission to do it." the Chief said. "Move out."
I went to my office. Just as I sat down, my cellphone rang. I answered it:
"Why, hellooooooooo Bettina!" I said enthusiastically. "You're not recording this, are you?"
"Hi yourself, handsome." said Bettina. "No, I'm not. I sure don't want this recorded: I just heard about Priya's broadcast on the other station. I just wanted you to know that we were approached with that same story, but we didn't run it."
"Why not?" I asked.
"We hadn't confirmed it with the Police yet, and we think it's not kosher." said Bettina. "Want to know who called us with the story?"
"Of course." I said.
"It was the press relations officer of BigPharmaCorp, speaking on the grounds of anonymity." Bettina said.
"I see." I said. "Bettina, I was just about to call you when you called me. Obviously our minds are well connected."
"I'd rather our bodies be connected." Bettina said in a flat out invitation.
"Me too, and we'll make that happen soon. Very soon." I promised. "But for now, here's a huge scoop for you, if you'd like KXTC to exclusively film a perp walk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News, bringing you exclusive coverage of the arrest of Donovan Donolan by the Town & County Police Department!" The image showed Donolan being led out of his home by Sergeant Thompson and now-Sergeant Rudistan, Donolan's hands cuffed behind his back, the officers holding his arms in a way that made it hard for him to duck his head.
Bettina's voice could be heard as the television showed the world the 'perp walk' by Donolan: "The Police have arrested Donolan, wealthy CEO of BigPharmaCorp, for suspicion of murder, and also for having police evidence in his personal possession without authorization. A statement from the Police says that Donolan and his wife had a fight the morning of the day she died, and that he is formally a 'person of interest' in their ongoing murder investigation. We have no further details at this time, but will bring you more news as soon as we get it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the fuck is this about?" said Donolan's lawyer in Interrogation-1. Donolan had been dragged through booking, his mug shot released to the Media for widespread distribution. BigPharmaCorp had offered no statement to the Press so far, stunned by the events.
"That Sean Bailey story." said the Chief, who was sitting next to me. Teresa Croyle was sitting in a chair behind us, and Patrolman Morton was keeping watch. I had no clue how many people were behind the one way glass, but I suspected it was a standing-room-only audience.
"What?" said the lawyer. "That wasn't us."
"Bull shit." I said quietly, my even voice belying my underlying anger.
"What?"
"I said 'bull shit'." I replied a bit more loudly and with emphatic clarity, looking Donolan hard in the eyes, ignoring his legal beagle. "Your press department gave that story to the Media."
"You'll never prove that." said Donolan.
"I don't need to prove it, dipshit." I said witheringly. "It's enough that I know. And all this is an eye for an eye. You had your people smear Bailey's reputation out of sheer, mean-spirited spite, asshole. You're as mean as your dead wife; you two were perfect for each other."
"All right, Crowbar," said the Chief just as the lawyer was about to explode on me. "I think we get the point. But the Police Commander is right, gentlemen. And the charges are real. I suggest you think about explaining those photos."
"You know damn well he can't do that." said the lawyer. "He's invoked. He can't say anything, and you know it. You're trampling on his Constitutional rights with these threats."
"We're not trampling on anything." I said. "Your client may continue to take the Fifth, and I don't need his protestations of innocence to convince a jury of his peers, such as they are, to convict him of not only the smaller charge... but also the murder charge."
"Oh Jesus Christ, you don't have shit." said the lawyer, his voice barely restraining his anger. "I've explained the photos on my client's behalf. And he let you check the GPS on his vehicle."
"That just shows where his limousine went, not where he went." I said. "No proof he was in the limo at the time."
"For crying out loud," said the lawyer, "his limo driver will testify."
"How well do you pay your limo drivers, Mr. Donolan?" I asked, the insinuation clear. "Pretty damn well, last I checked."
"Can I have a moment to talk with my lawyer, please?" Donolan asked. He was smart enough to have understood where all this was going.
"Sure." said the Chief. "Come on Crowbar, Croyle. Morton, just outside the other door, if you will."
"Yes, Chief." said Morton. He waited until we went into the anteroom, then went out the other door, guarding it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Donovan, if you talk now, you can't re-invoke." said the lawyer.
"If I don't tell them about those photos, I might as well be dead." said Donolan.
"Donovan, what happened with that Sean Bailey story? Did you do that?" the lawyer asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
"I think my people took some of my words a little too literally." said Donolan, not admitting the real truth. He'd been the one to plan the attack on Bailey and have his company's media relations department give it to the Press.
"Okay," said the lawyer. "My advice is to keep silent and let us fight them all the way, tooth and nail, to the last ditch. There is no way in hell they can make this stick. Any of it."
"I hear you." Donolan said. "But I'm going to waive and talk. That Crowbar bastard made it clear they're going to lynch me if I don't. I was warned by some people... some really big People... that if he got pissed off enough, things would go badly. Well, he's pissed, and things are going badly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Just you, Commander." said the legal beagle. They'd asked for me to come back into the room alone, which was an affront to Chief Griswold, but he'd acquiesced. Regardless, Senior Patrolman Morton was in the room with me.
"Sorry, gentlemen," I said, explaining Morton, "it's Department policy to have at least two of us in the room. That's for your protection, by the way, since one of our former officers, now an SBI agent, liked to beat the shit out of lawyers." I was remembering Ikea's assault on Jeanine Olivet.
"Whatever." said Donolan. "Listen, I'm waiving my Fifth Amendment rights. I am telling you that those photos had been slipped under the front door the morning of the day Trish died. I confronted her about them, which was the argument we had, and then I put them in the safe and went to work. We had a huge Board meeting that day, so I didn't have time to work it out further with Trish. And I never got a chance to, I never saw her again."
I threw up my hands in mock helplessness. "Donolan, you're not giving me a thing, here."
"What can I give you?" Donolan said, nearly shouting. "I can't prove a negative. Look, let me put it this way: this is embarrassing to you that your photos leaked. And how in the hell could I get them? Aren't they secure?"
"You're a wealthy man, Mr. Donolan." I said, not pointing out Donolan's contradiction in his last two attempts to make points. "One of the most powerful men in the State. You can easily buy things you want, things like those photos."
"And how am I supposed to have known your Police Force even had those photos?" asked Donolan.
"Money talks." I said.
"My client is bring up reasonable doubts, Commander." said the lawyer, groping for something upon which to base a bluff. "Your story is not solid, and won't be in a jury's eyes."
"Harrumph!" I grunted. "Counselor, I know all about 'beyond a reasonable doubt', but juries aren't stupid either. We found the pics in his possession. That's a hardcore fact, it's rock solid, and the Chief of Police was there, for cryin' out loud. You know you have to come up with something strong to counter that solid fact."
I leaned forward a bit for emphasis as I said "And let me be sure you understand: the photos show your wife banging a black stud. You fought with her about it. That's not only probable cause... juries have convicted for murder on less than that. Jealousy... oldest motive in the world."
"Come on, Commander," said Donolan. "You of all people should know that my wife and I loved each other, and that our marriage was strong enough that we had an open relationship, and you know such strong relationships don't change on a dime. Think of your own marriage."
"Oh, if my marriage changed on a dime, I'd be the one that would come over all dead." I replied, very sure but not worried about it. "But that's beside the point. Yes, Mr. Donolan, I personally might understand... but district attorneys and juries more than likely won't."
"Look, I was in my limo." Donolan said. "People saw me get in, I'm sure there's cameras everywhere that showed my route. I didn't kill my wife, Commander. And the photos: I swear to God they just showed up under the door. Obviously someone wanted me to see them, maybe someone is trying to frame me. Sean Bailey wouldn't be above that, Commander."
"Funny how you keep bringing up Mr. Bailey, Donovan." I said. "Now why is that?" After a pause pregnant with tension, I said "It's time to come correct with that story, Donolan."
"What can I say?" said Donolan. "After the man's wife died, he blamed my wife for her death. His wife was a fucking crack whore, she really was. She went and had sex with other men, died of an overdose, and he wants to blame my wife. He made some ugly accusations, then resigned before I could have him fired. I couldn't stop him from being hired by Crown, but I sure have stopped him from being hired by anyone else that's of any quality, including Lightsource Industries."
"Why?" I asked, just curious. "The man's wife is dead, he's distraught and grieving. And here you are, absolutely hell-bent on destroying him, to the point of playing dirty tricks in the Media to attack him. Why?"
"It's how you get to my position, Commander." Donolan said. "When someone fucks with you, you don't just take an eye for an eye; you take out both his eyes and cut off his arms and legs, too. Look at what you've just done to me in retaliation for what you think is my press report about Sean Bailey. You know the deal, Commander, that's why you are where you are."
I tried hard to keep hold of my temper as I replied. "No, I don't beat a man down when his wife is dead and he's near-mad from grief, just for the perverse pleasure of doing it." I said. "And I'll tell you something else, Donolan: your wife did deliver Margo Bailey to those pimps when Margo was desperately trying to stay clean. Your wife took her to the clubs where the black drug dealers were, your wife's buddies, maybe your wife's black lovers..." I saw Donolan's eyes grow jet with anger... "and they got Margo jacked up on drugs, then raped before she died of the overdose."
I continued, whipped to anger, my eyes boring into the furious CEO's eyes: "Sean Bailey was right about you and your wife, Donolan. He didn't fuck with you, just the opposite. You keep going after him because you know he was right when he called you out for being the mean, hateful, dirty little man that you are, Donovan. What you're really trying to destroy... is the exposure of your own evil."
I stood up. "I'll tell you this, Donolan... no, I'm not like you... and you're damned fortunate that I'm not like you. If I was, I'd let you stand trial for your wife's murder, not worrying about your guilt or innocence. But, lucky for you, I'm more interested in Justice than in destroying someone for the sake of pure menace."
I walked out of the room and into the anteroom, almost unable to get through the crush of people. I felt pats on my back and whispered 'way to tell him!' comments as the crowd moved like a living organism before finally dispersing down the various hallways. It took some time for the cold feeling in my soul, a feeling of being dead to all but Justice, to die down and for me to relax...
Part 13 - The Pursuit of Evidence
Though delayed by the arrest of Donovan Donolan, the Promotions and Medal Ceremonies were conducted in the large auditorium. I had more fun pinning ranks on the promoted individuals than having to stand there as the Chief pinned the Police Star of Gallantry upon my own uniform.
Then, in a surprise, the Mayor walked into the proceedings and presented the Chief with the Police Department Distinguished Service Award, which was only superseded by the Medal of Valor and Police and Fire Crosses. The Chief's award was something of a lifetime achievement award, and I knew that upon his actual retirement he would also be getting the Public Safety Department's Distinguished Service Award. That was like the Defense Department's DSM vs. the Army's DSM. The Council does indeed like to give awards out like candy, I thought to myself, though happy for the Chief's well-deserved accolades.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the ceremony was ending and people chatting and dispersing, J.R. Barnes came up to me with one of his young technicians. "Commander, can we talk to you for a moment?"
"Sure." I said. "Let's go to my office."
In my office, J.R. introduced his technician, who was a rookie Police Academy graduate named Bobby Patrick. Patrick's best quality is that he had a degree in Chemistry from the local University.
"Commander," said Patrick, "Technician Barnes and I were talking about our search of the facility the night of the murder. I examined that janitor closet, and I did take the mop out of the bucket and looked in there. There was no bag in the bucket, sir."
"I know." I said. "And I apologize for having to say that you'd missed it. I needed that wrong information poured into the right ears, so that culprits would not try to flee the jurisdiction." I told them what had likely really happened, and they understood my subterfuge. I swore them to secrecy on it, also.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, November 3d, I went searching for Cindy Ross and was told she was in Classroom 'E'. Indeed she was, and she was looking at the whiteboards and a slew of papers on the table in front of her. And she was not alone: my mother Phyllis was sitting to her left, wearing her Police Auxiliary uniform.
"Hi Don," said Cindy, "I'm just trying to earn that blue crowbar and figure this stuff out."
"You've long since earned the crowbar, my friend." I said, passing behind her back. "Hi, Mom." I said, kissing her on the cheek. "You look gorgeous today."
"Why thank you, Son." Phyllis said. "Lieutenant Ross and I are just looking over all the evidence. It's a very interesting case. I only regret that I did not see the crime scene that night."
"I agree, it would've been good if you were there, Mom." I said. "So, what have you ladies discovered?"
"Myron has found nothing on Sean Bailey, except that Bailey travels a lot." said Cindy. "I'd ascribe that to looking for a job. Otherwise, we have no motive for Sean, and really for no one else except the husband."
"That is true, though I think we have some motives for other people." I said. "I'll point out one thing, though. This was absolutely premeditated. A master key was reproduced, a hiding place for the weapon created. The killer thought ahead of time about having a Tyvex suit for the blood. The killer planned, and planned well, to go back in and re-hide the evidence bag. I see real planning and execution here, and that means that Trish was the target long in advance. What does that suggest to you, ladies?"
"Someone knew her schedule," Cindy replied, "someone knew where she'd be and when, and lay in wait for her. I'd say it was the husband after their fight after he saw the pictures, but this obviously took more time in planning for him to do it in less than a day, pretty much on the spur of the moment."
"Very good, Cindy." said Phyllis. "But I just can't help wondering... if those pictures aren't distracting us. Mr. Donolan could've been planning to kill his wife long before those pictures arrived."
"Nice point." I said. I looked amongst the mess of papers and began collecting the photographs. There were a number from the crime scene, as well as some of the main meeting room, with Investment Club members and police officers milling about.
Just then, Teresa Croyle came in. "Commander, can I borrow Lieutenant Ross for a moment?" Teresa asked. I nodded and Cindy got up and went out.
"Okay, Mom." I said. "Take a look at these two pictures..." My mother looked at them for a long moment... then she got it.
"Oh, of course, I see it." she said. "Yes, I see what you're getting at, Son."
"Yes." I said. "Now we just have to find motive, and some proof. Oh, that reminds me, I need to talk to Myron. I want him to check on the finances of someone who was at the River Valley Country Club the night of Trish Donolan's murder..."
Part 14 - Evidence Pursuits, Sexual Pursuits
Tuesday, November 4th. Election Day. At 6:10am I went into the Chief's office. As I entered, he said "Go get some coffee for both of us, and get back in here." I hustled to MCD, filling my large mug and then the Chief's, then hurried back. Yes, I'm the Police Commander... and I still jump when the Chief says to get him coffee.
"So, where are we on the Donolan murder?" the Chief asked when I got back with the mugs of the Elixir of Life, that being coffee.
"Close, sir." I said. "I'm waiting for DNA to get back on the evidence we found, and I hope we hear something today. I'm also waiting for Myron and Mary to research some data. What they find may be the key to solving the riddle."
"So what else are you going to do, besides wait?" the Chief asked.
"I was thinking of going over to the City and interviewing Susan Wexler." I said. "About the Donolan murder, of course. I'm still trying to decide how to approach her showing up in our Vice sting as part of that sex party. I'm thinking I might talk to Britt Maxwell while I'm over there, see what she has to say. Maybe she can look into the Wexler undercover situation, and would know who to get in touch with if there's an issue."
"Not a bad idea, but of course the real reason you're going to see Miss Maxwell is because she's so easy on your eyes." said the Chief, teasing me.
"Oh yes," I said, unperturbed, "and a lot of other men's... and women's." I replied. The Chief peered at me as I drank some coffee, then began drinking his own.
"Well, it's Election Day." said the Chief. "Captain Charles has assigned Patrol Officers to every one of our 30 voting districts, so there should be no trouble."
"No sir." I said, very sure. "But I can't say that about what's going to happen in the Courts tonight if Katherine Woodburn isn't ahead." The Chief peered at me, then drank more coffee.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00am. Another wonderful cup of coffee, and a television visit from Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporter. "Today is the day! The Polls are opening right now, and the State Senate race for the 1st District is too close to call. Katherine Woodburn has a one point lead over John Cummings, but that is well within the margin of error. Experts say it's going to go down to the wire. Meanwhile, there are no other races expected to be so close, as Miriam Walters is solidly ahead the County's first election for Solicitor, and Dr. John Quincy Kelly has pulled significantly ahead of incumbent Steven Lester Haines in the Coroner's race."
"Meanwhile, there is no new information on the murder case of Trish Donolan. Her husband, wealthy BigPharmaCorp CEO Donovan Donolan, has been released on his own recognizance after being arraigned for being in custody of police evidence without authorization. The BigPharmaCorp Board of Directors issued a statement expressing their vote of confidence in Donolan, and that no action will be taken until his legal situation is resolved. Meanwhile, as Channel Two News exclusively reported yesterday, Sean Bailey has been cleared by Police of any wrongdoing in the murder of Trish Donolan, and Police Chief Griswold emphasized that Bailey is not a suspect in their investigation. Stay with KXTC Channel Two News for the latest and most accurate news information!"
"You know," Cindy said to me, "we really haven't cleared Bailey as far as hiring someone to do it for him."
"True," I replied, "but if you can find where he paid someone a hundred grand to commit that fantastic crime, you're doing much better than Myron and Mary have been able to do."
Martin Nash said "KSTD has walked back their story about Bailey, but won't formally apologize nor correct the record."
"Withhold my surprise-" I started. I then went into a reverie. A long one.
"Don?" Cindy finally said, gently shaking my shoulder.
"Yeah, yeah..." I said to myself.
"Solving the murder over morning coffee, are we?" Cindy said. "If so, allow me to pour you a fresh cup."
"Please do." I said, holding out my cup. As Cindy filled it, I said "Solving murders is good. Coffee is better."
After sipping from my mug, I said "No, I haven't solved it yet, but what I was thinking about may tie in. I just realized why KSTD went off on Bailey like they did before confirming the story."
I stood up. "Excuse me, folks. I've got to go talk to Myron... and call Jack Muscone."
"I love my job, I love my job, I love my job, I love my job..." Cindy chanted after I'd left. Martin Nash grinned at Cindy's eternal complaint, giving about as big a grin as anyone in MCD had seen from him in some time.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:45am I entered the FBI office of Jack Muscone in the City.
"How the heck are you, Don?" Jack said. "Glad to see you over in our neck of the woods."
"Thanks, Jack." I said, sitting down in the chair to which he pointed. "So how have you been doing?"
"Not too bad, personally and professionally." he said. "My team's been working on finishing up the rogue CIA cell. They had a lot more tentacles than we realized, and your discovery of Alicia Foster and her husband Spence tore open new holes for us to look into, with some positive results. And something along those lines is why you're here now, isn't it?"
"Of course." I said. "Did you look into the industrial espionage angle I suggested?"
"Yes and no." said Muscone. "We started to, and then my boss suggested that was something our FBI Consultant could research in his spare time and get paid for doing it."
"I'm already doing it, and keeping track of the hours." I said. "Both the Alicia Foster case and the one before it, the Diane Lang murder case, have something behind them."
"What's that? CIA associates?" Jack asked, intentionally getting in a dig at the other Federal service.
"No, I'm the one sleeping with one of those." I said. "No, it's even worse than the Company... it's the lawyers. Those weren't just local legal beagles defending those ladies, but real legal firepower, 'expensive-as-all-get-out' kind of firepower. Atkins had a high power attorney behind him, also, and Spence Foster's wasn't shabby."
I continued: "As to the murder of Trish Donolan that I'm working on now, there's pre-planning and bold execution behind the killer's actions. And in that, I'm sensing that same presence lurking in the background."
"We heard about the Donolan case." said Muscone. "The boys in Washington have been getting an earful about it, wanting us to get involved in it, or get the SBI into it. Of course it's your case all the way, and I don't know why they're interested."
"It's because the dead woman's husband is the CEO of BigPharmaCorp, not one of the really big 'Big Boyz', but on the second tier. And the Big Boyz are scared shitless about the whole thing, especially after I had Donolan arrested after he pulled a dirty trick. Also, our Vice squad had a drug sting going, and we got some pictures of Trish Donolan and our drug suspects from the City fucking their brains out... and the pictures ended up in Donolan's hands."
"Fancy that." said Muscone. "You didn't do that, did you? Send the prick those pics?" I smiled. Muscone was not the dumbest rock in the box by any means.
"You're pretty sharp, no matter what everyone else says about you." I needled Jack. "No, it wasn't me. But what was interesting, and the reason I'm in the City: another woman, who is a member of the Investment Club that was meeting when Trish Donolan was killed, was caught in our Vice sting getting her brains fucked out. Her name is City Police Captain Susan Wexler. Know her?"
"Vaguely." said Jack. "We might've been introduced, but I don't really know her. I've heard about her, though. She's one of the City Police Department's highest people. She'd be a lot higher, Inspector or Assistant Commissioner, but she resisted being promoted into paper-pusher jobs."
"I'm going to meet her today." I said. "Interview her about the Donolan case, and maybe see if I can glean a glimpse into why she was featured in my Vice Squad's dirty pictures. Anyway, what I wanted to tell you was that there is a significant brain behind the Donolan case. I'll send you our collected data, and maybe you guys can find a connection to something bigger."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was escorted through City Police Headquarters by Detectives Robin Ventura and Thomas "Sapper" Warren. It took a bit of time, as many officers had heard my name and wanted to be introduced. I bore these necessities; who knows when I might need any or all of these people on my side and working with or for me in the future...
Finally I made it to the branch in Vice that I was seeking, and to the office of Captain Susan Wexler.
A lovely sight greeted me as I went into the office. Susan Wexler was in her forties. Her hair was a frazzle of black curls with a touch of gray around the ears. Her body was firm and toned, and very shapely with larger-than-average breasts and an hourglass shape that led to hips that flared out just a bit. She was wearing pants over her high heel matte black pumps, but I'd seen the photos and knew her legs were smoking hot.
"Commander, please, have a seat." she said after Robin Ventura introduced me and then withdrew.
"Tell you what." I said. "I'll drop the ranks if you will. Deal?"
"Sure... Don." Susan said, smiling brightly as she sized me up with her roving eyes.
"Thank you... Susan." I said. "Now I'm wondering if our conversation would be more pleasant over a cup of coffee at the coffee shop across the street.
"You're reading my mind." said Captain Wexler. "However, I have a better idea in mind, and a more private location to talk..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Susan drove me to the Marriott Grande Hotel. "We have room 609 reserved at all times for undercover operations." she said.
"I like the sound of that..." I said suggestively. "Under covers." Susan smiled.
Once inside the room, we sat at the table by the window, which afforded a nice view of the western part of the City and its suburbs.
"I'm here about the Trish Donolan murder." I said. "I know you are a member of the County Ladies Investment Club, and I wanted to get your perspective on what happened there when Mrs. Donolan was killed."
"To be honest, I had no idea what was going on, and still don't." said Susan. "Since I was out of jurisdiction I just held back and let you and your guys do the work. Your officers found my gun very quickly. I showed them my carry permit instead of my badge so that I would stay incognito as a police officer. I never know when I might go undercover, nor where, so its best they don't know who I am. I'm assuming that's why you're here doing this interview one-on-one?"
"That's one reason." I said, not really masking my intentions toward this hot older woman. "But it's a wise precaution. By the way, if you do any undercover operations in my County, please at least let me or my Vice Lieutenant know, so that there won't be any problems. I'm not asking for more than need-to-know, but we do need to know if you're there. And you're not doing anything in our part of the State right now, are you?"
"No, we have no operations going on in your County right now." said Susan. "Neither does the State, as much as Jack Lewis wants to do something and fuck you guys over."
"I'm sure he does." I said, noting not only the distraction of mentioning the SBI Director, but also noting Susan's denial of conducting any operations in our County. "So your only visit to our County recently has been for the Investment Club meeting?"
"That's right." said Susan. "Though I came over the night before and spent the night at your University Hotel. Better than this place, for sure."
"So how well did you know Trish Donolan?" I asked.
"Not particularly well." Susan said. "Mostly as a member of the Club. She and her husband came to the City for receptions and such stuff which I also attended." Now I knew she was withholding the truth from me, but was the reason legitimate, I wondered to myself.
I said "Would you mind recounting how the body was found?"
Susan replied "We were back from our break, and I'd been talking to Carol Carlington, who also lives here in the City now, when someone asked where Trish was. Cat Clausen said she'd go look for Trish and put down her handbag and went into the breakroom area. Then we heard a scream and we all rushed in. Cat had found Trish's body in the bathroom."
"I'm sure that with your police experience and training, you took a lightning inventory of the crime scene." I said. "Anything unusual pop out at you?"
"Only that Trish had been leaned against the door, and when Cat opened the door Trish fell out of it and so she was halfway in the bathroom and halfway in the breakroom. I remember thinking at the time that 'that was some trick by the murderer to lean her body against the door like that'. Other than that, I saw nothing unusual. No one had tracked any blood anywhere on the floor or anything like that."
"You're right." I said. "We didn't find anything like that."
"I don't envy you, by the way." said Susan, getting up out of her chair. "This is going to be a really tough case to solve. Now if you'll excuse me, I'm going to go powder my nose. Make yourself more comfortable, Don." I watched as Susan strutted to the bathroom, her words giving me... and my loins... a surge of hope that something good was about to happen.
While she was in the bathroom, I took out my little bug-detecting device and used it. The room was bugged to the hilt, which was no surprise if City Vice was keeping the room on retainer, but fortunately none of the devices were being used right now.
"So, Don..." I heard Susan's voice say. "How's this for a police uniform?" I turned and almost gasped in shock.
Susan was wearing her high heel pumps and what looked like sheer black stockings until I realized they were finely woven fishnet stockings. The stockings were connected and held up by a garter belt, and a nice patch of thick black pubic bush was gloriously exposed. Above that, Susan was wearing a button-down shirt, opened, exposing her luscious breasts. I could see blue veins criss-crossing along her breasts, and that somehow turned me on as much as the large dark nipples standing proudly on her tits.
"I definitely approve." I said going up to her. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her to me as she wrapped her arms around my neck. Our lips met in a warm kiss, then a second kiss that turned into a deep, tongue-twining kiss.
"I heard you were a party animal." Susan said breathlessly as she felt my crotch, not missing my hardening cock. "Why don't you get out of your clothes and let's do some real under-cover work, yes?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were lying on top of the bed in a sweaty heap, cuddling and kissing. Our sexual liaison had been intensely hot. After eating her pussy and feeling her warm mouth suck me to iron-hardness, I had deeply fucked Susan in the missionary position, enjoying the feeling of her legs wrapped around me, the fishnet stocking sliding against my thighs, hips and sides. Susan had been a very active participant, moving her hips to match my thrusts, giving as good as she was getting it. It was not long before I was climaxing, emptying my balls into her snug snatch.
We then enjoyed a long, slow, deep fuck. I had taken a 'gray viagra', and felt that my stamina was good as I pumped the older woman beneath me. I have a thing for older women, and Susan Wexler was one incredible mature hottie. She expertly and deeply kissed me as we lustily mated, and I could tell she was extremely experienced in the sex department.
"I'll have to invite you to some of our parties here." Susan said as we cuddled. "My friends would love getting fucked by you... if you're into that sort of thing. Are you into the swinging and orgy scene in that rockin'-hot University town?"
"I'm sure I could be persuaded to be." I said, realizing what information Susan was probing for, but not giving it to her. She was trying in roundabout fashion to determine how much I knew about her sexual exploits, which I had deliberately concealed from her while interviewing her about Trish. Susan was a strong adversary, I could tell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before leaving the City, I stopped in to chat with Inspector Britt Maxwell of the SBI, making sure that I was not followed. I told Britt everything about Susan Wexler being in Town and fucking the black guys with Trish, and wondering if Susan was on an undercover mission, a dirty cop, or just having some good sexual fun. Britt said she'd look into it very discreetly, and would give me any information she found out... after she and I had some good sexual fun, of course.



I couldn't stay and take Britt to dinner though, and she understood: I had to go back to Town for the Election results...
Part 15 - Election Night
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead reporterette into her microphone from outside City Hall. She was dressed up, showing just a bit more cleavage, wearing just a bit of extra jewelry, her hair made up just a bit more, as if the news she was reporting was a really big deal... oh yeah, it really was a really big deal.
"It's 7:01pm and the polls are just closing in the County." Bettina reported. "At this time we can announce that Channel Two News projects the winner of the Sheriff's election will be Lieutenant Daniel Allgood of the Town & County Police Force!"
A cheer erupted in our room. We were in Daniel's hotel suite near the top of the University Hotel, and one of the ballrooms on the first floor had been rented for the victory party. John Cummings had rented rooms on the other end of the Hotel. Katherine Woodburn was at the Hyatt Hotel north of Town. In our room was Daniel and Melina, myself and Laura, Chief Griswold and his wife, and Martin Nash and Sandra Speer. Others would be coming in within the hour.
"Congratulations, Boss." I said, shaking Daniel's hand.
"Hey, this was all your doing, buddy." he replied.
"Yeah," I said in mock fear, "I dragged you into this, and now you'll be taking it out on me." Daniel and the Chief laughed heartily.
"Hmmm," said Melina, who was sitting next to Laura on the sofa next to ours. "So my husband is now my ex-hubby's boss." She rubbed her hands together as she cackled "Moohahahahaha!" The gleam in her eye was one I knew well from eight years of marriage to her, and I knew it required a retaliatory response.
"Yes, my dear," I replied, "but my wife is your boss, not to mention big sister, and I might can't kick your ass, but she can."
"I'm staying out of this one." said Laura, getting up to hug Daniel. "Congratulations, Daniel."
Suddenly, there was a loud knock on the door. Mrs. Griswold opened it and was almost knocked down as John 'Jack' Colby burst into the room.
"You got the news on?" Colby said breathlessly. We all turned to the TV as Colby said "Nance is holding the polls open, but only in the black districts!"
"This is KXTC Channel Two News with a breaking story!" cried out Bettina. "Let's go straight to Brian Jennings. Brian, whaddya got?"
Brian Jennings, who was in reality within sight of Bettina on the other end of Courthouse Square, came onto the screen. His hair was brown-black, slightly graying at the edges. He tried to look distinguished in his suit, but came across as if he was looking down his long nose at you. His voice was condescending, and he talked as if he were better than you, knew more than you did, and wanted to make sure you knew that his word was your gospel.
Jennings began his report. "Bettina, I'm here at the Courthouse, where Superior Court Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance has just granted a motion to keep the polls in the Town's 2nd and 3d Districts, and only those districts, open for at least one more hour. The NAACP had filed a request with the Court, saying technical glitches had caused voting problems in the primarily Black districts, and that Black voters were being disenfranchised of their voting rights."
"That's a load of horse shit!" exclaimed the very red-faced Jack Colby as the rest of us watched.
Jennings continued, "Lawyers for John Cummings' State Senate Campaign have appealed to both the State Appellate Court and the Federal Court. The State Appellate Court has flatly denied the Cummings Campaign appeal, stating that this election is about more than just his race, and the County Republicans have not yet joined the Cummings Campaign appeal. The Federal Court has not yet ruled either way, waiting to hear what the County Republican Party wants to do about it. Meanwhile, both parties are complaining of harassment of their poll watchers at several polling stations, and lawyers for both parties are gearing up for legal challenges. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Don," said Jack Colby, his baritone voice quivering with anger, but also fear, "you gotta do something. They're flat out trying to steal the election from John Cummings. It's neck-and-neck, and I mean it literally when I say that a dozen votes might decide that thing."
"Mr. Colby," I said quietly, "what would you have me do? I'm a police officer, not a poll watcher."
"You can go down to City Hall, where they're counting the ballots." said Colby. "Watch and make sure they're not cheating."
I sighed. "Mr. Colby," I said, "not even Chief Griswold or the Mayor can go into there without a warrant. I'm serious. It's sealed off. If I were to go in there without a warrant, I'd be arrested myself. You're the one who has to lead this fight; my hands are tied, and all the more so because I'm a cop."
"And you predicted this would happen, too." said Colby, remembering. "Did you talk to the Elections people?"
"I sure did." I said. "But there's nothing more I can do, but wait and watch like everyone else. You might want to talk to D.A. Krasney."
"Well, I guess I better go see what I can do." said Colby. "Oh, congratulations, Daniel!" he said, striding up to Daniel and quickly shaking his hand.
"And you,too, Councilman Colby." said Daniel, but it was practically to Colby's back as he hurried out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, I was admitted to the suite of John Cummings by his cousin Joanne Cummings, who happened to be one of my Detectives. I found a room alive with a low hum of chatter, anxious but not yet frantic.
"Hi, John." I said, stepping up to Cummings and shaking his hand. He looked depressed.
"Hi Don." he said. "I was going to try to pop over and congratulate your brother-in-law on his Sheriff win, then this came up."
"How's it looking?" I asked.
"Bad." said a voice behind me. Then Cummings' campaign manager came into my sight. "It's going to be at least midnight, but it looked like we'd win by about 200 votes out of 70,000 or so cast in the County. But this corrupt judge is going to steal the election for Woodburn!" His face was red with anger.
"Don, anything you can do? Oh... here, sit down by me." John Cummings said, his voice an open plea. Joanne Cummings was watching, almost forgetting to breathe.
"I'm afraid not." I said, sitting down to Cummings's left side. "It's in the hands of the lawyers and the Courts now, no matter who wins." I then sat down next to Cummings and said in a voice only he could hear. "John, even if you win the vote count, they'll find a way for Woodburn to win in the recount, or they'll find away to disallow some of your votes. The Democrats' lawyers are already laying the groundwork for it."
"Why? Why can't they just let the People decide by the vote?" Cummings asked, his voice exasperated. "ANDREW!" he called out.
A handsome man in an expensive suit strode up. "Oh, Andrew, this is Police Commander Donald Troy. Don, this is Andrew Cardigan, who is heading my legal team."
"Good to meet you, Commander." Cardigan said. "Can I have a moment with Mr. Cummings?"
"You can speak in front of Don." said Cummings. The lawyer did not look happy about it, but acquiesced, sitting down on Cummings' other side.
"We're trying to get in touch with the County Republican office." Cardigan said. "They're saying they're busy, running around like chickens with their heads cut off and will get back to us. To be honest, John, I don't think they're going to call us back."
"I can understand the Democrats, but why are the Republicans not helping me?" said Cummings. Cardigan looked at me.
"Because you're a Conservative, Mr. Cummings." I replied. "The Republicans hate Conservatives like you more than anything else. They'd rather the Democrat win than a true Conservative win." The look of shock on not only the two men's faces, but of everyone else who had heard my words, would've been priceless if it weren't for the open pain on their faces as they realized the truth of my words.
I also knew I wasn't too popular in that room at the moment. My cell phone saved me by ringing loudly. I took the call, which was from Laura, ordering me back to Daniel's rooms.
"Gentlemen, if you'll excuse me," I said, "I'll see what I can do on my end, and let you guys get back to work."
"If you go down to Republican Headquarters with your crowbar, it might help." said Cardigan.
"If I do that, Mr. Cardigan," I said, "I'll be indicted for murder tomorrow morning. I'm as mad as you about this. Good luck to you." I exited the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to Daniel's suite, I found the room chock-full of people, and it was loud and noisy... until I walked through the door, whereupon silence was instantaneous.
"What?" I asked. "I'm not wearing a Wildcats jersey." The joke fell flat.
"What's the word over in Cummings's room?" asked T&C Councilwoman Dagmar Schoen, breaking the tension and silence.
"They're anxious." I said. "The County Republicans aren't joining their lawsuits, nor returning their calls."
"Don," Daniel Allgood said, taking charge. "The Media's pushing us for me to give my victory speech as soon as possible. I can understand; they really want to concentrate on the State Senate story. So I've given them 8:15. I'd like for you and Laura to be on the stage with us."
"Sure." I said. Just then my mother Phyllis appeared next to me.
"Hi, Mom." I said, then remembered. "Mom- who's keeping the kids?"
"Oh, Lieutenants Croyle and Ross, Son." my mom replied. "It seems they have discovered that volunteering to babysit the Commander's children gets them out of mundane police tasks like guarding Election stations and patrol duties."
I laughed. "Good on them." I said. "They're definitely as smart as they are beautiful."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Daniel had his crowd whipped up with cheers as he thanked them for their hard work on his behalf, Melina standing beside him looking lovely in her black and white dress. He then brought Chief Griswold up to the podium and said "Although we've won this race, I'm sorry that I'm losing this great police officer to retirement. Everyone give Chief Griswold a huge, well-deserved round of applause!" The room shook with thunderous applause, which caused the Chief to blush under his mustaches. It was a very nice gesture on Daniel's part, I thought.
As I stood with several other campaign people on the stage behind Daniel, I scanned the room. Near the very back, I noticed the head of ash-blonde hair at the back of the room. It was the tall figure of Henry R. Wargrave, watching the proceedings. I could make out his wife standing beside him.
"Okay everyone, enjoy the rest of the evening, and let's get ready for four years serving our County!" Daniel said, concluding his remarks. The cameras followed the Allgoods as they left the stage and mingled with the guests, the men in suits and the women in dresses, all having a good time. As soon as it was possible, I broke away from my group and went searching for the Wargraves. But they had left already.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance allowed the polls in the primarily Black districts to close around 8:30pm, an hour and a half after every other district's voting booths had closed. The crowd in Daniel's rooms had thinned out. The well-wishers making their rounds, such as the Mayor and his wife, had visited, congratulated, and moved on.
At 12:45am, early on November 5th, Bettina came on the air, sitting behind the KXTC News Desk. "This is Bettina Wurtzburg with the latest updates. With 98% of precincts reporting, we can project that Miriam Walters has won the Solicitor's post, and Dr. John Quincy Kelly will be the County's next Coroner. District Attorney Krasney will continue to represent The People in the County's courtrooms, and the entire Town & County Council was re-elected comfortably. Mayor Larry Vaughan is the People's Choice to continue in that post. And of course, Daniel Allgood was declared the winner of the important Sheriff's race before the evening had hardly gotten started."
"The only race left undecided is for State Senate from the 1st District. Wait!- Ladies and Gentlemen, we have breaking news! Brian Jennings is reporting from our election headquarters. Brian!"
"Yes, Bettina," said Jennings, smiling broadly as his face came onto the screen. "Channel Two News can now project that Katherine Woodburn will be the next State Senator from the 1st District! With 100% of all precincts reporting in the Senate District, Ms. Woodburn has a 700 vote lead over radical TEA Party Extremist John Cummings. It appears the People have rejected the extremism of John Cummings and elected Ms. Katherine Woodburn, who was a late entrant into the race after the death of Senator Nathan Allen!"
"Brian, do you have any breakdown of the numbers, especially of those districts that remained open?"
"Yes, Bettina, we do!" Jennings said, smiling even more broadly. "Ms. Woodburn won by around 700 votes, and reports are that about 950 votes were cast in the extra time in those precincts that were ordered to stay open by Court decree. Nearly all of those votes were cast for Ms. Woodburn, once again a total rejection of John Cummings and his extremist TEA Party views. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Brian!" Bettina said. "Let's go to Amber Harris at County Republican Headquarters."
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two Evening News!" said the attractive blonde. She was smiling very happily as she said "I've just gotten word from the County Republican Party that they will not join the appeals nor any recount requests of TEA Party Extremist John Cummings, and it is the official position of the County Republican Party to accept the results that are being announced at this hour. Back to you, Bettina!"
I didn't get to hear what Bettina had to say next, as the Chief got up and turned off the television set, his face inscrutable but seemingly aged. Just then my cellphone rang, and Laura's began chiming a split-second later. After hearing what was said, I hung up. I looked at Laura, who just nodded.
"Guys, Laura and I have to go." I said. "My phone call was from Cindy Ross. Her sister Molly has gone into labor, and they're going to the hospital now."
To be continued.
You now have all the clues. Who murdered Trish Donolan? And why?
The solution, and the happy results of Molly's labor, are coming up in the next chapter...
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Part 16 - Please To Remember...
"Remember, remember the Fifth of November,
The Gunpowder Treason and Plot,
I know of no reason
Why Gunpowder Treason
Should ever be forgot.
Guy Fawkes, Guy Fawkes, t'was his intent
To blow up King and Parli'ment.
Three-score barrels of powder below
To prove old England's overthrow;
By God's providence he was catch'd
With a dark lantern and burning match.
Holloa boys, holloa boys, let the bells ring.
Holloa boys, holloa boys, God save the King!"
I would have great reason to remember Guy Fawkes Day, but due to a much happier occasion.
I got to the hospital to find Cindy in the waiting room. Laura was changing into scrubs, exercising her privileges of being on Staff at the hospital to help with what was about to happen.
"They took her into the delivery room." Cindy said. "They wouldn't let me go in with her since I'm not the father. I called our parents. They're still in Canada; we weren't expecting this for another week or two."
"I hear you. I'll stay here with you, then, being the father notwithstanding." I said. We waited, watching the late night coverage of the election on the TV, talking about what had happened in the State Senate race. At 2:45 am, Laura came out to see us.
"Congratulations, it's a boy!" she said. "He came out about 15 minutes ago. Mother and son are doing very well. Let them finish their initial work and put Molly in a room, and you both can go in and see them."
It was another hour, but once we got into the room we saw a very happy Molly holding her newborn baby, who was wrapped in a light blue swaddling cloth and wearing a blue toboggan cap on his little head. Molly was going to hand my new son to me, but I suggested she let Cindy hold her new nephew first. Cindy was near tears herself as she held the baby. I kissed Molly as I congratulated her and she congratulated me back.
"So, what is his name?" I asked.
"I was thinking about that." Molly said. "He sure as hell is not going to be named 'Evans'." Molly was referring to her married name, and though she hadn't dropped it, she still didn't think enough of her ex-husband to grant that name to her child. "So I was thinking his last name would be 'Troy', if you're okay with that, Don."
"Okay?" I said, "It's more than 'okay'; I'd be honored!"
"Good!" said Molly, grinning, "since I already put it on the birth certificate. His first name is Ross, and our mother's maiden name is McAlister. How does 'Ross McAlister Troy' sound?"
"Sounds very Irish to me. He'll fit right in at the Cop Bar." I said as Cindy handed little Ross to me. He was a good-looking, blue-eyed redhead like his daddy, and I felt the same emotion of holding him as I'd felt when holding baby Jim after he'd been born.
"What, can't name a male child 'Cindy'?" Cindy Ross said, teasing. "Seriously, it sounds good. I called Mom and Dad, they're probably preparing to come down now."
"I called them, too, as soon as I was put into the room." Molly said. "They're going to meet me in Midtown after I'm released from the hospital here."
"Whaaa---" Cindy said, obviously shocked by the news.
"I told them to come here." Molly said, her face a look of resignation. "But they insisted on going there, saying I had a guest room for them there, and they can see the new house as well as the new baby."
"Like The Cabin is too small for them?" I asked. The look in Molly's eyes as she glanced at me told me everything.
"Well!" Cindy said. "Congratulations, Molly, he's a beautiful boy. I'll step outside and leave you two alone with him." Before either of us could stop her, Cindy fled the room.
"Hoo boy." I said.
"Yep, you understand." Molly said. Just then the beautiful black woman Nurse Jones came into the room with other hospital staff.
 "Okay, Commander," Nurse Jones said, "you know the drill by now. Tests to run, mother and son need sleep, you probably need some, too."
"Yes, I do know the drill, happily enough." I said. I handed the baby to the other nurse, who took him over to take more body measurements. I kissed Molly and told her I'd visit later that day, after solving the Donolan murder once and for all, then left the room.
I found Cindy in the waiting room, with Laura comforting her. I sat down on my partner's other side. "You okay?" I asked.
"I guess." Cindy said said, as Laura excused herself. "They're not coming here because they don't want to meet Jenna, aren't they? And I thought... after they came down after I got shot, that everything was better."
"Well," I said, "I'm not going to try to speak to their intent. I think they don't really want to see me either. They're devout, practicing Catholics, aren't they?" Cindy nodded, and I said "Well, I'm sure they're going to love their grandson, but their daughter having a bastard child by a married man probably isn't going over too well with them, either."
"Nice try." Cindy said, refusing to be mollified (pun not intended). "But we all know they don't want me introducing my new girlfriend to them. Why can't they just accept me as I am?"
"They do, and they showed it when they came down here while you were in the hospital last summer. They love you, and they love you for who you are as an individual and as their daughter. But they're not ready for your girlfriend. I replied, knowing that I was probably the only person in the world who could tell Cindy this truth without being ripped apart, and it was my duty to do so. "You want them to accept you as you are, but you have to meet them halfway and accept them for what they are... as not ready to handle you being a lesbian. You want them to change, they want you to change, and neither of you are going to change."
"You're right." Cindy said. "It still hurts, though."
Just then Teresa Croyle bounded into the room. "Hey, congratulations!" she said, about as happy as I'd seen Teresa possibly be. I took the opportunity to excuse myself, letting Cindy explain to, and be comforted by, her friend.
Part 17 - An Interdicted Arrest
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely but tired-looking reporterette. "After a hotly contested election, Katherine Woodburn has been declared the winner of the State Senate race. TEA Party candidate John Cummings not only is refusing to concede, he is demanding a recount and his campaign is already preparing lawsuits over the results."
"However, their appeal of Judge Harry Nance's decision to let heavily Democrat districts, and those districts only, be left open has been flatly denied by the Appellate Court, and the Federal Court refuses to accept the case because the County and State Republican Parties refuse to join the lawsuits. The Republicans have brutally betrayed Mr. Cummings, leaving the Republican candidate as well as many citizens deeply angry at the seeming collusion between the Republican and Democrat Parties in installing Katherine Woodburn as the 1st District State Senator."
As a ranking Police Officer, I thought to myself, I had an obligation to outwardly be a political atheist... but right now I was disgusted with both political parties and the whole election process, especially seeing that it was the Republicans doing all they could to defeat Conservatives. With 'friends' like the Republicans, who needs enemies? I thought to myself. Sheesh.
Oh well, enough on politics. Time to get my ass in gear and bring Justice on behalf of the late Trish Donolan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, I arrived at River Valley Country Club, with FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, FBI Special Agent Eduardo Escobar, Sergeant Rudistan, Senior Patrolman Morton, and Patrol Officers Johnson and Inga Gunddottar.
"We've got the Federal warrant." Jack Muscone had said at Headquarters earlier that morning. "After you had us check Trey Lundquist's fingerprints, we found that he has some outstanding warrants for his arrest in Florida. He's accused of wire fraud, mail fraud and money laundering across State lines. He previously was arrested and is on probation for impersonating a police officer in Florida."
"He's got an even more serious charge now, for which I have a local warrant." I said. "Aiding and abetting first degree murder. Think the U.S. Attorney will let us cut a deal if he hands us the murderer of Trish Donolan?"
"Maybe." said Muscone. "Lundquist is pretty small potatoes as far as the FBI is concerned. Unless, of course, we find new connections to whatever you think is going on in your County here."
"That could well be." I said. "Let's get him into custody now, and we'll worry about all that shit later."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mr. Lundquist," said the Club staffer at the door to the Manager's office, "the Police are pulling into the parking lot. Several cars."
"Thank you, Carlotta." said Lundquist. He quickly opened the fountain pen on it's little commemorative plaque and took out a little glass capsule. He then put that glass capsule deep inside his mouth, between his cheek and back teeth.
I entered the Country Club, brushing by the staffer as she attempted to run interference by coming up to us asking how she could be of service. I barged straight into the Manager's office.
"Trey Lundquist, please keep your hands where I can see them." I said to the manager, who was sitting behind his desk. I had a red crowbar in my hands, ready for use. My officers and the FBI agents were prepared to draw their guns, if needed.
Lundquist put his empty hands on the desk where I could see them. I could see nothing else amiss in the room, though the fountain pen at front looked to be at an odd angle to its holder. "What can I do for you, Officers?" Lundquist asked.
"You are under arrest," I said. "For aiding and abetting the murderer of Trish Donolan, and helping hide the murder weapon."
"You've gotta be kidding." said Lundquist.
"The Commander has forgotten to mention my outstanding Federal warrants." Special Agent Muscone said. "Seems you've had an active career in Florida."
"But aiding and abetting murder? Are you out of your tree?" said Lundquist, pretending uncomprehending shock. I could tell in his eyes that he was busted and he knew it, though.
"Not at all." I said. "Pretending the master key was stolen was my first clue in your direction. You were the only one who could've manipulated the camera and the tapes so that you weren't seen going to the janitor closet and securing the plastic bag full of Tyvex suit and the murder weapon. Then you threw it back above the ceiling tiles later that night."
"Hell, you can't prove a word of that." Lundquist bluffed.
"Yet I was able to get a warrant, which is 80% of the battle." I said. "And when we arrest the murderer herself, she's going to throw you under the bus. You've only got one chance, Trey... tell me, who hired you to assist the murderer?"
"If I told you that, I'd die anyway." said Lundquist. I failed to catch the meaning of his words.
"Maybe, but I'll just turn you over to the FBI." I said, bluffing. "They'll interrogate you much more... thoroughly than I'd be permitted to. They'll get the truth out of you."
"Sounds like I'm a dead man, all the way around." said Lundquist. "Congratulations, Commander. You're every bit as dangerous as my employer said you'd be."
"Stop him!" I shouted I saw Lundquist's tongue moving inside his cheek... but it was too late. He bit down and a heavy, pungent smell of almonds permeated the room as foam began spewing from his mouth. The fat man gurgled and fell back. Within seconds he would be dead.
"Cyanide!" said Jack Muscone, who had rushed forward to try to stop him, but was too late.
"God damn it!" I screamed. I grabbed the fountain pen, which separated from itself, having only been loosely put back together, then threw the parts onto the floor in utter disgust with myself. "Fuck me! I saw this when I came in, I should have known!"
"It was in his mouth already, Commander." said Sergeant Rudistan perceptively. "No way you could've stopped it." There was general agreement, and I pretended to allow myself to be mollified. I was still pissed at myself.
"All right." I said. "Call the fucking morgue to come get this shit eater."
"What now?" asked Muscone. "Does this hurt your case against the murderer?"
"I was hoping to get him to talk." I said. "But I think we have a case, anyway. Let's move, just in case someone around here knows what's up and is calling the bitch to warn her."
Part 18 - A Murderer Captured
"Catherine, I don't get this." Cat Clausen's husband was saying. "Trish's funeral is coming up, you need to be here to help with that. You were her best friend."
"The funeral home will handle it." said Cat dismissively, quickly packing her large suitcase. "I've got to go, my dad called and said Mom is sick. He can't take care of her."
"When did he call?" Clausen asked, totally stunned by his wife's frantic actions. They had been trying to get back together, and had done very well in bed together the night before... but now his wife was acting strangely yet again.
"A while ago, while you were in the bathroom--" Cat said, but was interrupted by the doorbell ringing.
"Don't answer that!" Cat yelled as her husband went towards the door.
"What the hell?" he answered as shouts of "POLICE! OPEN UP!" were shouted from the other side of the door. He went to the door and opened it. I barged past him, as did Sergeant Rudistan and Patrol Officer Gunddottar. We were too quick for Cat Clausen, whom we prevented from running into the kitchen towards the back door.
"Cat Clausen," I said as Inga Gunddottar deftly turned her around and affixed handcuffs to her wrists before she hardly knew what was happening, "you are under arrest for the murder of Trish Donolan."
"What the hell is going on, here?" asked Cat's stunned husband. "Cat? What's going on?"
"Your wife is under arrest for murder, Mr. Clausen." I said. "Here's the warrant for her arrest, and here's the warrant to search this house for a large black handbag, the clothes she was wearing the night of the murder, and whatever else we find pertaining to the case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've got the bag, and we've found Tyvex fibers inside it." reported Dr. Woodrow later that day. "Nothing on her clothes yet, but we're still working to see if any blood got into cracks in her shoes before she wiped off the soles."
"Good work, Doctor." I said. "Thank God she didn't get rid of the stuff." I hung up. "Okay, Croyle, let's go talk to Cat Clausen. Where's Ross?"
"In her office." said Teresa. "But to be honest, I don't think she's fully into the game right now. She told me about her parents not coming here. It's hit her really hard."
"Okay, we'll leave her alone for the time being." I said. "That means you and Tanya get to watch the fun." I grabbed Paulina Patterson, Tanya Perlman, Martin Nash and Diana Torres from MCD, and they followed me to Interrogation-1. Only myself and ADA Patterson went inside, while the others watched through the one-way glass.
"Okay, Cat." I said to the woman, sitting next to her lawyer, another expensive legal eagle from Gresham & Mason, P.C. "I am going to re-read you your rights, particularly for the benefit of your lawyer from Gresham & Mason, whom I'm seeing a lot of, lately." The lawyer's eyes widened slightly; he might have realized that I was onto far more than he had previously been aware. I read Cat her considerable legal rights.
"Okay, Cat." I said. "We're processing the evidence now. I know you're not going to insult my intelligence by pretending I don't have you down ice cold for Trish's murder. I only want to know two things: your reason why, and who hired you to do it and for what reason."
"In exchange for what?" said the lawyer, who was astute enough to know that the next words out of Paulina's mouth would be 'death penalty' if his client did not come correct.
"Death penalty off the table." said Paulina. "Life without parole."
"Not good enough." said the lawyer, whose eyes could not hide that he was essentially bluffing. "I don't think you have enough for a conviction, much less malice murder for the death penalty."
"Then you have another 'think' coming." I said to the lawyer derisively. "This woman viciously slit her supposedly best friend's throat with no more compunction than if she were swatting a fly. That alone is going to make a jury wonder just what capacity for evil Cat Clausen has inside her. And I'll give the D.A. the case for conviction that she'll spoon-feed to the jury like a hungry baby."
"Yeah, right." sneered the lawyer. "I'll not only have her out of here by the end of the day, I'll have the judge demanding you apologize for inconveniencing her with these fantasies of yours."
I couldn't help but laugh out loud at that. "I do apologize for laughing, Mrs. Clausen, but your legal representation here is really pathetic trying to bluff with the hand he's holding. Let me show you just some of what I have. In fact, I'll tell you just what you did, and you please correct me if I stray from the path, okay?"
I began. "Trish Donolan went into the bathroom and you followed her, with your large handbag in tow. I know this because several witnesses observed you with your handbag during the break. Inside the bathroom, you suggested that you dress up in a Tyvex suit as an early Hallowe'en trick, saying that after the break you'd come out saying the room was quarantined, or something along those lines. Trish actually helped you put on the suit, then you got up onto the toilet seat. Before she could react, you had the sendoku knife out, grabbed Trish, and slit her throat. I don't know if it was your friendship with her or just your lack of strength, but you barely got the job done." Cat's eyes were wide with shock; I knew I was on track.
"You then took off the protective suit and booties, put them and the weapon in the plastic bag, all while standing on the toilet seat, then threw the bag and contents through the ceiling tiles into the janitor closet, where your associate Trey Lundquist took the items and hid them in his office. Since he was being helpful to the police, and due to a lack of skepticism on my Crime Lab's part that I will assuredly be correcting in the near future, he was able to hide the package for the duration of our initial investigation. He later threw the package back up into the false ceiling and closed off the tiles."
"Meanwhile, you wiped down the top of the toilet and your shoes, then managed to get out of the room without tracking Trish's blood. What you didn't know is that she was still alive, moved enough to get to the door and to allow more blood to flow all over the floor, so when you 'found' her again she fell out the door."



"So you went back to the main room, then went to 'find' your friend, screamed when you 'found' her, and everyone came rushing in. Later, your associate threw the package back up above the ceiling tiles after we'd searched for them, and you intended to come back and get them and dispose of them later, when the investigation began dying down. Will it do, Mrs. Clausen?"
Cat said nothing. The lawyer thundered "Why in the hell would she kill her friend? What motive could she possibly have?"
"Money." I said. "Cat's been hooked on drugs for years. She'd been getting off light by bringing other women to the pushers, and also by having sex with them. But her debts became a bit too large, and her suppliers began demanding green dollar bills in payment for their drugs. Cat was offered the chance to wipe out her debt, get some money to start fresh somewhere else, if only she'd take care of her benefactor's problem and kill Trish, who was not as much a friend to her as people believed.
"In fact, I suspect Trish had denied Cat the money Cat needed and asked to borrow in order to pay for her drug debts. For that matter, Trish was not too far behind Cat in being hooked on drugs and needing money herself. So Cat... who was your benefactor? I suspect that if you don't tell us and let us protect you in custody, that you're going to end up with the same fatal throat injuries you applied to Trish."
"Watch your threats, buddy." said the lawyer, menace in his voice and eyes. I matched his look.
"That's not a threat, Counselor. It's a prediction, and Mrs. Clausen knows it." I said. "Why don't you tell your client what happened to her associate, Mr. Lundquist."
"Lundquist is dead." the lawyer said. I noted Catherine's look of shock as the lawyer continued "I got the call about that almost immediately after the police went into the Club to arrest him."
"Ahhh, so you have been anticipating me catching up to your clients." I said, glomming onto the lawyer's admission. He said nothing, but his face gave himself away as surely as if he'd stated a confession out loud.
"Trey is dead?" Cat asked, her voice shaking.
"Hush, don't say another word!" the lawyer demanded.
"Yes, Catherine," I said, quickly seeing the path I needed to walk upon. "Trey committed suicide rather than give up whoever hired him. He knew he was going to die. And I think you know what this means for you."
As neither Cat nor her lawyer said anything, I said "Ms. Patterson, I think we should give Cat and her lawyer a few moments to discuss her rather dire situation." We got up and went into the anteroom, which was full of stunned Detectives.
"So much for those high-priced lawyers." I said to the group in the hallway outside the anteroom. "He really fucked up, there."
"I thought you'd trapped him into saying that." said Cindy, who'd joined her fellow Detectives after I'd gone into the Interrogation room.
"I could pretend to take credit for that," I said, "but in reality he screwed up on his own."
Five minutes later, Cat Clausen was banging on the anteroom door. Her lawyer's face was red-faced, furious with anger, and he was shouting at her.
"Twenty-five to life with possibility of parole if I confess and cooperate?" asked Cat. To my total astonishment, the lawyer got up and left the room.
"Yeah, give it to her." I suggested to Paulina. Paulina nodded.
"Do you want new legal counsel?" I asked.
"No. I'll take the deal and confess." Cat most wisely said. "What do you want to know?"
"Who hired you, Cat?" I asked.
"Honest to God, I'm not sure." said Cat. "The manager at the Club, Trey, was my contact. He gave me the cash to pay my drug debts, which I did."
"Did he say why he wanted you to kill Trish?" I asked.
"He just said that Trish had betrayed his employer, and she had to die. He also said that I'd end up dead if I didn't kill her. I didn't really have a choice, so I took the money to get out of debt and get free. I was planning to move away, leave my husband if I had to."
"You murdered her, even though she was your friend?"
Cat peered at me. "You were more correct a minute ago. I thought Trish was my friend, but I realized that she'd delivered me to drug hell just as she'd delivered Margo Bailey and Carol Carlington, who is lucky not to be dead herself. Then when Trish wouldn't loan me the money I needed, and was a real bitch telling me that it was my own fault I got hooked, I realized she was no friend of mine. I didn't want to kill her, I don't want to hurt anyone... but I did what I had to do, and I haven't cried about it yet."
"Cat," I asked, "are you aware of Trish being involved in other criminal activities? Industrial espionage, for example?"
"No sir." said Cat, looking genuinely surprised. "She never said anything about anything like that. Of course, most of our time together we were on our backs, getting fucked..."
Part 19 - The Solution
I managed to spend over an hour with Molly and my new son late that afternoon. We talked extensively about our lives, about baby Ross and my desire to be involved in his life, about Cindy and their parents and the issues there.
"Okay," I said, "I've got to go tell everyone how I solved this case. I'll come by in the morning. When are they letting you out of here?"
"They're releasing me tomorrow afternoon if all continues to go well." Molly said. "I'll spend the night at The Cabin if Cindy wants to spend time with us. I hope she will, but like you said, she's hurt and I don't know what to do about it. I'm between a rock and a hard place."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The back room of the Cop Bar contained myself, Chief Griswold, my Lieutenants Three a.k.a. 'Crowbar's Angels', those being Tanya Perlman, Teresa Croyle and Cindy Ross, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer, Diana Torres, J.R. Barnes, Bobby Patrick, Christina Cho, my mother Phyllis, Sheriff-Elect Daniel Allgood and his wife Melina, and Jack Muscone, whom I'd invited to join us.
"Handbags, ladies!" I said loudly. "Handbags! I've got 'Crowbar's Angels', I've got other female Detectives and Technicians," I looked pointedly at Torres and Cho, "and none of you saw it! Even Mycroft Holmes here missed it at first." I pointed my thumb at my mother.
"Rub it in, why dontcha." said Cindy acerbically.
My mother put a reassuring hand on Cindy's shoulder. "He's right, my dear." Mom said. "We did miss it, and it's something to learn from. We won't miss it next time, ladies, will we?" Cindy nodded acquiescence.
"So what about the handbags?" asked the Chief, understanding the importance of the lesson.
"There were sixteen women at the meeting." I said. "Of those, thirteen had handbags no longer than six inches at the most, too small to carry very much. Two women had no handbags at all. But Cat Clausen had a massively large handbag."
"So that's what got you on her track?" asked Martin Nash.
"Yes." I said. "I realized when I kicked her handbag while questioning her that not only was it very large, it was virtually empty. So why was she carrying a handbag of that size? Now my wife carries a big bag like that, full of diapers, changes of baby clothes and the like, and when I tripped over that bag at home, it only confirmed what I'd been thinking: the Tyvex suit and footies and gloves used by the murderer, as well as the murder weapon, had to be imported, and a large handbag would do the trick."
"In addition," I continued, "several other ladies noted that Cat was putting down her bag when she said she'd go look for Trish. That infers that she had been carrying that bag into the bathroom/kitchenette area. So I let my imagination wander as to what story might fit Cat going into the bathroom with Trish, being able to put on the Tyvex suit without Trish being alarmed, and the story I presented during Cat's interrogation was pretty much what actually happened."
"What about Lundquist?" asked Daniel Allgood.
"One reason I have J.R., Bobby, and Christina here is to buy them dinner, because I had to do them the dishonor of making things look like they'd missed the evidence, when in reality they had not... and for that I apologize. I did need to do it though, because I very much suspected a mole or helper within the ranks of the employees, and telling that story kept the helper off guard and calm until I was ready to strike with an arrest warrant."
"I realized that Cat must have had help." I continued. "She was barely tall enough in high heels to reach the ceiling tiles from the top of the toilet, and thus to throw the evidence package through the gap in the ceiling tiles into the janitor closet. Of course, it would've been too extraordinarily lucky for her to make a blind shot that would've gone into the mop bucket, but fortunately you all were so amazed at me finding the evidence that you did not consider the magnitude of the luck that would've had to be involved.
I felt the ice-cold blue eyes on me. "Yes, Cindy," I said, looking at my partner, returning her stare, "I deceived you all on that one, and you can beat me up later about it."
"See you in the gym tomorrow morning." Cindy replied. She was not kidding.
"Ouch, I am soooo looking forward to that." I joked, getting a few laughs. "Meanwhile, let's talk Trey. When Trey Lundquist came up missing a key from the locker, I realized that he was likely the one that had made it disappear in order to make it look like it had been stolen, thus giving credence to someone coming in to put the evidence up in the ceiling tiles again. But it was a horrible mistake on his part: in saying the key was missing, it necessitated us getting his fingerprints... and when I had the FBI run those, they came up with all sorts of good stuff on him from his days in Florida. In addition, Myron found that he had some serious money issues, being in debt to the wrong people, so he was easy to hire by the person who really wanted Trish Donolan dead. More on that in a minute."
"Lundquist substituted a recorded tape of a blank hallway, as the equipment could be manipulated to have a false timestamp. He went down the hallway and into the janitor closet, got the wrapped evidence package, and hid it in his office, likely inside the flowerpot holding the small tree in the corner of the office. No one, including myself, thought to search his office that night other than a cursory look at the trash cans, and that is a reproach to my management of the case, and also to all of us."
"Anyway, Lundquist later threw the package back up into the ceiling tiles, and I'm sure he was shocked when we came back to the location and found it. As I said earlier, he had taken the precaution of making the master key in the keybox disappear, so he thought he was covered."
"Why did he commit suicide?" asked Martin Nash.
"He knew the game was up when we came for him. He had vowed to himself to never return to prison, and I would imagine that his 'employer' promised to take care of his family if he killed himself rather than be taken alive. That's an old mob tradition, but we've seen the cyanide poisoning before when that bozo snuck into our Evidence rooms wearing a replica of my Lieutenant badge. The capsule was analyzed by the Crime Lab, and was of the same type in both cases. Ergo, the cases are connected to that extent."
"So why was Trish killed, then?" asked Teresa Croyle. "She doesn't have any connection to all that crap that went on then, does she?"
"Well..." I said, considering what to say, then decided my team deserved to know. "I'll be talking to Jack and his FBI team more about that, but I'll just say this to all of you: in the last few weeks, we've had the Diane Lang murder case, the Barry Blair suicide, and the exposure of the disavowed CIA agent Alicia Foster and her husband Spence. All of these have had a common thread weaving through them, that of industrial espionage, either at DynaCorp or at Lightsource Industries."
"And ultimately, that was why Trish Donolan was murdered: someone is cleaning up the remnants of the mess we created when we whacked Jody Corrigan and his rogue agents at the County Airport, and Trish might have been involved in that. Blair was not the only one being paid to steal secrets from Lightsource; I suspect Trish was involved in that, as well. As to who is behind all this, I don't know yet, and it'll likely be the FBI's case instead of ours. Anything else?"
"Mr. Donolan." said Tanya Perlman. "He wasn't involved?"
"No, not in his wife's murder." I said.
"What about the photos he had in his possession?" Tanya asked, persisting. "I noticed you dropped the charges against him yesterday. What's going on with that?"
"Coincidence." I said. "As an aside, I have told Mr. Donolan to be on his guard, that whoever wanted his wife dead and wanted his fellow swingers Diane Lang and Barry Blair dead might also want him, Donolan, dead; and one reason I took him into custody was to prevent him from being murdered.
"Beyond that, certainly someone wanted him and his wife being hostile to each other, and those pictures may have been the way that was being done. I think we'll say no more on that for now, though. I just hope we won't be investigating Mr. Donolan's murder anytime soon..."
"Another brilliant piece of work, Crowbar." said the Chief, which was followed by loud acclaim until the Chief continued: "Daniel, you're a lucky man to have this guy on your Police Force, and I'm sorry to be retiring and not be able to watch him work. Give him every bit of support you can, even when it seems like he's bat-shit crazy about something... I've learned many times that he's not the crazy one, and there's method to his seeming madness."
"I hear ya, Chief." replied Allgood. "Melina, is Don bat-shit crazy?"
"I'm taking the Fifth on that one." Melina replied, her eyes wickedly cutting to me. "And I'm going to change the subject by offering a toast to Molly's new baby arriving in the world."
And so we drank a toast to Molly's new baby, then someone burned a doll of Judge Nance in effigy for Guy Fawkes Day, which set off the fire alarm and generally got us into some trouble...
Part 20 - Solution to the Purloined Photographs
"Before you whip my ass," I said to Cindy the next morning as we donned the light armor for our black crowbar battle in the boxing ring of the gym, "I do want to ask you something. Molly is being released from the hospital today, and she wants to spend the night at The Cabin before going home to Midtown tomorrow. She wants you to stay there with her. And I'd like for you to do that, also. I want you to get to know your nephew, really be a part of his life."
Cindy exhaled. "I dunno." she said. "I'm still pissed that she's not making our parents come here. She could help by telling them to come here and accept me, rather than letting them dodge me and Jenna."
"I think you're being unfair to Molly." I replied. "She's worked really hard to forge a good relationship with you. She wants you in her life and her baby's life. She's walking a tightrope between you and your parents. If she does as you suggest, her parents will simply walk away from her, also. Give her a chance, my friend. She's trying to bridge the gaps without getting herself crushed in the process." Cindy thought about it.
"Okay, I'll hang out with her. And it's a good thing her son takes after her instead of his father." Cindy said, the underlying challenge intended to rile me up.
"Oh really?" I said, taking the bit, glad to see Cindy into the spirit of things. "We'll see about that." And we did.
Let's just say that I got a lot of practice being on the very defensive, on the downside fighting for my life. It was a solid beatdown, and I knew what the local University's Bulldogs felt like at the end of that game against the Wildcats. All of Cindy's frustrations came out in the clanging of iron and the whacks of her crowbar on my body armor, which was barely adequate to the task. But I took it, every bit of it, for my own improvement in weaponless defense, but more for the sake of my teammate...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vice Lieutenant Teresa Croyle walked into my office, wearing her uniform of blue pants with light blue piping, a light blue shirt with Lieutenant ranks on the shoulder epaulettes, "TCPD" insignia on the collars, her badge above her let pocket and the Purple Order insignia over her nametag on the right pocket. In addition, she wore the thin belt sash denoting a heightened level of formality. Something was up as she came to attention in front of my desk and began speaking.
"Commander, I hereby submit myself for disciplinary action--"
"STOP!" I yelled. "Not another word!"
Teresa looked at me in total shock as I stood up, my finger over my lips in a 'hush' sign. Silently, I got out my bug-catching device. It lit up bright green when I scanned the frame around my window to the outside, and around the overhead fluorescent light. Internal Affairs' bugs were not only there, but they were actively listening in, and I pointed to the glowing green light with yet another silent signal to not speak.
"Walk with me, Lieutenant." I said, walking out of my office. Teresa followed me down the hall and out the side door to the parking lot. We got into my SUV, where I again cautioned her to be silent, and we drove down the road, past the Old Mill where the 2nd Precinct would be headquartered, and down County Road 2.
"Here's where Jefferson Jackson was found dead. You can leave your radio in the car." I admonished, getting out of the car near the spot where his body had been found. I proceeded to walk another 50 feet away from the vehicle, Teresa again following.
"Don't say anything about this, ever." I said. "Not a word to me, not a word to Cindy, not a word to a priest in confession, not a word to anyone at all, ever. If you have to talk about it, do like the old Japanese proverb and whisper it down an empty well at noon, making sure no one else is around."
I continued: "I know it was you, Teresa, that put those pictures of Trish fucking those black guys under Donovan Donolan's door for him to find. I know you've been watching both Donovans as well as Cat Clausen since the night Margo Bailey died, waiting and watching for a chance at revenge. I know you took your shot when you got those pics, hoping to cause them to fight, maybe to divorce, maybe to get physical and then you could step in and take them down."
Teresa's eyes glowed with understanding as I continued: "I understand why you did it, and it was just sheer bad luck and pure coincidence that she was murdered later that day. You've been worried that giving him those pics is what caused her to be murdered, but of course that wasn't the case. As for what you did, I've figured it was you from the time we found the pics, and I've said nothing for a reason. I'm trying hard to forget the whole thing, I hope you will also, and while I understand and respect you for submitting yourself for disciplinary action, I do not want to be placed in a position of needing to take that action."
I looked around, then said "That's why I brought you out here: Internal Affairs was listening in and would've heard you if I had let you say anything more. I don't want I.A. knowing about this matter. I worked my ass off getting you back into my Police Force, I want you continuing to lead the Vice Squad, and that's that. Am I making myself abundantly clear, Lieutenant?"
"Yes, sir." Teresa said. "Thank you, sir. I'm sorry I let you down. It won't happen again."
"Unless you take up a career as a porn photographer, of course." I said, grinning. "You didn't let me down. You made a mistake, and we'll move forward from it. Now if anyone asks, I brought you out here to see the Jefferson Jackson crime spot and to talk about the finer points of the lessons learned from that case. Okay... let's go home and solve some crimes."



As we walked back to the car, Teresa noticed my slight limp. "I observe and deduce that Cindy beat the shit out of you this morning." she said. "Does she feel better now?"
"I hope so." I said. "But having a sister like you that she totally trusts makes a lot of difference..." Teresa just nodded in vigorous agreement.
Part 21 - Epilogue
"Dr. Fredricson, Mrs. Myrtle James and two others are here to see you." said Gayle Roberts into the intercom, at the same time that Teresa and I were examining the Jackson crime scene.
"Show them right in." said Laura Fredricson. As the door opened, she stood up to greet the University Regent/Trustee and the other two ladies: Barbara Langram, treasurer of the Hot Wives Investment Club; and Investment Club Senior Board Member Helena French.
After having the ladies sit on the sofas facing each other, and sitting with them, Mrs. Myrtle L. James got to the point: "Dr. Fredricson, we are pleased to offer you the next membership in the County Ladies Investment Club."
Of course Laura accepted, and she immediately arranged for a cashier's check for $25,000 to be made out to the Investment Club for her pro-rated membership. After the ladies left, Laura called me to tell me the good news.
After taking Laura to lunch, I thought about a conversation I'd had with Jeanine Olivet Burke. "I'm the only person in the world who knows the exact order of the wait-list," Jeanine had said, "and if I re-arranged it slightly, who else is ever going to know?"
"I take back every bad thing I've ever said about lawyers." I replied to my niece-in-law...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00am on the morning of Friday, November 7th, I was in the FBI conference room in the Federal Building off Courthouse Square. With me were Lt. Cindy Ross and Chief Griswold, as well as Jack Muscone, Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar and Lindy Linares.
"So you think there's industrial espionage behind all this?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Yes." I said. "Blair and Trish Donolan were trying to get at Lightsource's research, Alicia Foster and Spence Foster were trying to infiltrate Dynacorp, as were others who were traitors for foreign powers. Corrigan's cell tried to kidnap Barry Oliver, now of BOW Enterprises, over the nanoetching process he's now patented. And now we have Donovan Donolan, whose company spending millions in chemical and drug research. Before that, we had Tom Burleson at Ward Harvester before the Black Widow waxed him, and his brother is at Crown Chemicals now, along with Sean Bailey. But this recent stuff is especially interesting. There's definitely a thread connecting them."
"And you think there's a single entity behind it?" asked Sandra Speer.
"Yes." I said. "And that entity had the brains to put together a really interesting and brilliant scheme to murder Trish Donolan, though in my opinion it was a bit overdone. Ditto that for the Diane Lang case: elegant, but needlessly dramatic and complicated."
"And it would've been successful if not for you seeing small things like a large handbag, velcro on a wedding dress and a guy talking about his victim in the past tense, and a prostitute's disappearance at the same time Alicia Foster tries to buy a gun with a bad credit card." said Jack Muscone, shaking his head. "Salem is calling, they want you for trial."
"They'll have to wait." I said. "Too many people right around these parts want to light my fire, and in a bad way."
"So who is behind it all?" asked Eduardo.
"Oh, I suspect the person who sent me that lovely oil painting depicting the Fall of Troy." I said. "And who made the huge mistake of scaring my wife in her nursery behind her office."
"Wargrave." said Muscone. He then looked up at the ceiling. "Hmmm, lightning didn't strike me down mentioning his name."
Suddenly, someone burst into the room. "I'm sorry to interrupt, Mr. Muscone," said the young man, "but there's been an explosion at BigPharmaCorp! We have reports of fatalities at the scene!"
"See Jack, lightning DID strike." I said as my cell phone began going off. It was Tanya Perlman, informing me of the BigPharmaCorp explosion. She told me that several people were hurt and possibly dead. The Chief rode with me as we hustled over to BigPharmaCorp across the River.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Three people dead, including the CEO." said the Fire Chief to myself and Police Chief Griswold as we stood 100 feet from the scene of the explosion. Two tanks full of propane gas had exploded just as CEO Donovan Donolan, his Media Relations officer, and a plant foreman had walked by. All three had been immediately killed by the blast, which I could tell was seemingly directed right at where they had been walking.
Two Town & County fire trucks and two EMS ambulances were on the scene, as well as three BigPharmaCorp fire trucks. The fire had been quickly contained, as it had not spread after the initial blast. "My arson team is looking into it." said the Fire Chief. "I suspect it was an intentionally set explosion."
I turned to the BigPharmaCorp security man who had escorted us to the scene. "Did Mr. Donolan normally walk down that path?" I asked.
"Yes, Commander." said the security man, his face ashen and looking like he wanted to get sick. "He often took that route to his second office, which is located inside Plant Number Two. He'd go to that office to get away from the office people in the front offices, so he could talk to the plant managers and find out from them what was really going on. He'd been doing that for years."
After watching the investigation and aftermath, including the removal of the bodies, the Chief and I walked back to my Police SUV.
"Whaddya think, Crowbar?" the Chief asked as he rode with me back to Headquarters.
"Donolan was murdered, wiped out." I said. "Whoever did it knew he'd be walking along that street, and rigged the explosion to kill him. Maybe someone was watching and triggered it, maybe it was done by some sophisticated remote control that recognized his cell phone signature."
I continued, thinking more to myself than addressing the Chief: "I don't know why, but he was silenced. Maybe he knew of his wife's espionage, maybe he was stealing secrets from his own company. Remember, sir, that the Feds in Washington, D.C. were interested in the case when I had him arrested. Something's up about this one."
"Think it's Wargrave, or someone else?" Griswold asked.
"I dunno." I said. "We've suspected there are still three assassins out there from the Corrigan Cell. Maybe they're behind it; they'd have the Special Forces training to do something like that. Whatever it is, Chief, they're not letting you retire quietly. They're going to usher you out in a blaze of glory. Things are definitely heating up, and I'm not talking about football season."
Little did I know that things were not only going to heat up... they were going to catch fire...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
It was a multi-alarm fire. The three-story building was engulfed in flames, being consumed by the raging inferno. I pulled onto the scene in my Police SUV next to Captain Charles's vehicle, from which he was implementing the traffic plan to re-route vehicles away from the scene. The date was Wednesday, November 12th.
"Couldn't have happened in a worse place. But your plan is working extremely well. Outstanding job!" I said to Captain Charles, who nodded and then responded to something on the police radio. Captain Charles rarely left Headquarters except to go home after work, but had deployed on this day for this big-deal mission. I thought about why this was such a big deal as I listened to Captain Charles give orders. Allow me to explain:
The road that leads from the east, from the City and Nextdoor County, into our County is a 4-lane divided highway. Just east of the town it swerves south and becomes the Bypass, crossing the river near Junction Station to the south of Town, curving north and paralleling the River on the west side of said River, then turning west just north of the northern border of Town. The railroad tracks run alongside the highway for the most part, especially west of the River.
From the Nextdoor County highway, a road named Jefferson Avenue splits off and comes straight west into Town. University Avenue, the major north-south road that runs between the Town and University, intersects Jefferson Avenue just a couple blocks south of the University Hotel, which is at the southern edge of University property. University Avenue continues south to become the main road to Coltrane County and on south to Midtown.
Jefferson Avenue goes west, and is the southern 'border' of the areas known as the Tenderloin District and the Southwestern Ghetto. Jefferson Avenue crosses the River and meets again with the Bypass. Just further north, Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard runs east-west, parallel to Jefferson Avenue. MLK Jr. Boulevard runs through the heart of the rougher areas of Town that would soon be in the 2nd Precinct.
University Avenue goes north, then turns sharply left and heads west as the de facto northern border of the Town until it also crosses the River and meets up with the Bypass, that road continuing straight west until it crosses another river, which is the State Line.
Ergo, the fire was at the northwestern corner of what was one of the biggest and most-trafficked intersections in the County. I'd long since been informed of the various contingency traffic plans, though the thinking was that the event would be a fatal car accident or pileup. I was pleased to see that Captain Charles' plans, formulated with Chief Griswold over the years, was working well, and I was very impressed with the efficiency of the Police Department's Uniformed Officers in their handling of the crisis. Police were at the junction of Jefferson Avenue and the Nextdoor County highway, not letting people come into Town on that road. Likewise, University Avenue was shut off well north of the fire site. Traffic was not too bad, even though it was 4:45pm, the beginnings of the afternoon rush hour.
"Not the best way to end the day, eh, Commander?" I heard a voice behind me say. I turned to see Town & County Fire Chief Eugene Gillem, in full firefighting attire, with a white fire helmet that was the traditional color helmet for a fire chief.
"No sir, Chief." I said, giving him the respect of his rank. He was equivalent to Police Chief Griswold, and I knew he was retiring the same day Griswold was. We'd miss his experience and expertise, as he ran a terrific Fire Department.
"This is Patrick Quinlin." said Gillem. "He's going to become Chief after I retire. Patrick, this is Commander Donald Troy that my friend Chief Griswold keeps raving about."
"I've heard a lot of raving about you, too." said Quinlin. "Glad to meet you."
"Good to meet you, sir." I said as I shook the redheaded man's hand. "I've bought houses from both your daughters."
"Good." said Quinlin. "As to this fire, we might need your deductive abilities on what caused it. I was just telling Chief Gillem here that I've never seen a building go up this fast or hot."
"My Crime Lab is ready to help your Arson team with whatever you need." I said. The way it worked was that the Fire Department's arson team would investigate, then if evidence of arson was found, the police Crime Lab would also come into the picture to investigate the crime further. I also had brought the arson team's lab facilities into my Crime Labs, which saved the Fire Department (and the County) a ton of money, but also kept things under my control.
"Anyone inside the building?" I asked.
"Not that we know of." said Chief Gillem. "The restaurant's customers and employees ran out as the smoke filled the first floor rooms. Mr. Veccio and his family are over there." He pointed to an older man who was on the University side of University Avenue, tears streaming down his face as he watched his restaurant, which was the first floor of the building, burning. His name was Santo Veccio, and his family's home was the 2nd floor of the building. The third floor apartments were rented to University students. "We think the students that lived on the top floor are at classes, but there's no way to send my guys in to find out. The fire was already too dangerous when we got the first alarms."
"Commander!" called out Captain Charles. "There's a bulletin coming over Police radio. There's been a robbery at Second National Bank!"
Part 2 - The Bank Job
Because of the traffic, it took me some few minutes to reach the Second National Bank, whose offices were north of Courthouse Square in the heart of Town. I drove on some medians and even on the sidewalk to get there as quickly as I could, blue lights blazing and siren blaring.
"Whaddya got, Nash?" I asked as I came in. Detective Martin Nash was the first Detective to arrive at the scene after the robbery call came in.
"While that big fire had everyone distracted," Nash astutely commented, "three men charged in the back door to the lobby just before the 4:00pm closing time, and robbed the bank at gunpoint. They had military assault rifles, likely M-4s from the descriptions and the video tape I just looked at. They were wearing all black and had black cloth masks over their heads. They had everyone lie down on the floor. One guy was here in the middle of the lobby with the customers, a second in the back with the manager, forcing him to open the safe, and a third grabbing cash from behind the teller windows."
"Anyone hurt?" I asked.
"No, sir. But they took one of the tellers with them as a hostage." replied Nash, with a worried look on his face. "Detective Torres is getting info on her right now.
"What else did they take?" I asked as I looked around the room.
"We don't yet know exactly how much cash they got, but it was a pretty big haul." said Nash. "They also took the customers's and tellers's wallets, purses, watches, jewelry, and most importantly, cell phones. Every last one of them. Put them in black cloth bags like they put the money in. They then destroyed the phone system at the junction in the utility room, so it took a few minutes for someone to go somewhere to call in the robbery."
"That gave them a head start, and like you said, we were distracted by the fire, putting us on low manpower." I said. "And all the credit cards and stuff will be a lot of identity theft, and it's going to suck for these poor people."
"Yes sir." said Nash as Detective Torres came up to join us. "Diana... anything on the girl they kidnapped?"
Diana Torres said "Commander, first let me tell you that we've got the surveillance tapes, which are being taken to headquarters for Myron to process." I nodded as Diana turned to Martin and said "As to the woman, her name is Luisa Gomez. She's of Hispanic origin, 26, recently divorced. She's wearing a light green dress and wooden slides with a white strap." Diana showed me the picture of Luisa Gomez that had been sent to her iPhone. The woman was pretty, with brown hair cut fairly short, bright, sparkling eyes, and nice full lips.
"Their vehicle?" I asked.
"Ubiquitous white van." said Nash. "No markings on it, had a rack on top for ladders, but no ladders on it. The license tag looked like it had mud smudged on it, so we don't have a number. We've put out an APB, and with our officers manning a number of traffic diversion points for the fire, I'm really hoping someone will see the van. I called to see if we can put some more patrols out, and we have an APB out for Luisa Gomez, to see if she was dropped off anywhere."
"More patrols is one thing, but tracing the right van is another." I said. "Get as many cellphone numbers from these witnesses as you can, and give them to Myron as fast as you can. He might be able to get some pings or tracings, which could give us a location, or at least a direction they went." Nash got right on that, moving as urgently as I'd ever seen him move.
I spoke to several of the tellers, who were all women. Some were sobbing, knowing the extreme danger their friend Luisa Gomez was in at this moment.
"Do any of you know why they'd choose to take Luisa?" I asked. "Did she ever say she was worried about anyone or anything?"
"Her ex-husband was abusive towards her." said one of the women, a rather dumpy girl with light blonde hair like Cindy Ross's. "But she said he left the State after she divorced him, and that was a year ago." I got the name of the husband, though that name of 'Pedro Gomez' didn't give me a lot of hope of finding the correct individual easily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The amount taken from the bank was about eighty-five thousand dollars." I said to the group gathered in the main conference room at 9:00pm. Present were myself, the Chief, Detectives Nash, Torres and Parker, Myron Milton, and 'Crowbar's Angels': Teresa Croyle, Tanya Perlman and Cindy Ross. Also present were FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer.
"Why bother with customer wallets, if they got that much?" wondered Detective Teddy Parker out loud. He quickly corrected himself. "Sorry, sir. The question was rhetorical."
"No, it's a good question, and I'd suggest a couple of reasons." I said, rescuing Teddy, who was young but had flashes of promise. "One, for the credit cards and other information. They can use the information for identity theft, or sell the information to others, again for identity theft purposes. Two, to cause the customers and us police to be as distracted and overwhelmed as possible having to process all this information."
I continued: "The eyewitnesses said the criminals were in excellent physical condition, and the video tapes shows that their black clothing was somewhat clingy to their bodies, and their bodies do seem to be fit. I would also suggest from watching the tape that they moved in a very well-coordinated and practiced fashion. Anyone know what that means?" I asked, testing my detectives.
"That they practiced." Cindy Ross said sarcastically, meaning to be half-humorous. I tried not to laugh... and failed.
"Stoppit." I said as more laughter cropped up.
Martin Nash spoke up, very serious, almost frantic. "I think you're trying to get at the idea that they're some kind of paramilitary organization, that they keep fit and that, as Lt. Ross said, they practiced their actions and timing very well."
"Yes, good." I said. "I'm thinking a bit farther, though. I'm thinking that we still have three stand-out criminals from the old Corrigan Cell, and that these guys were them. They needed money, so they robbed the bank."
"That's a thought." said the Chief. "Is that why you are here, Agent Muscone?"
"Partly." said Jack Muscone.
"If I may, sir," said Myron Milton, "it's not the only reason the FBI was brought into the case. Commander Troy contacted them earlier today after I told him about the cell phones that were stolen today. They've been shut off and we're not getting any pings from them anymore, and I suspect they were placed inside a shielded box so that their signals can't get out. But before that happened, we got a few pings from towers to the west of the River, suggesting they went West. They may have crossed the State Line. And that means we'll need the FBI in on the case."
"And if they are indeed the last remnants of the Corrigan Cell," Jack Muscone said, "then this may be our chance to get at them, and I really want to get them. My boss says he doesn't sleep well at night knowing those killers are out there possibly watching us and you guys."
"And especially wanting to get revenge on your new FBI consultant. I share your boss's concerns." said Chief Griswold, not fooled at all by Jack Muscone's commentary. "Any word on Luisa Gomez, the kidnapped girl?"
"No sir." Nash quickly replied. "After Myron told me about the pings, we had patrol officers go along the West Highway all the way to the State line. Didn't find a thing. I'm still checking with the patrols, but we think they still have her."
The room became quiet, and the women in the room looked downwards, especially downcast. They understood fully what might be happening to Luisa Gomez even as we sat here trying to find her, and they felt the fear that every woman experiences every day... and more frequently than they'll admit.
"We don't think she was pre-chosen." said Myron. "She has very little money after her divorce. No current boyfriends that anyone knows of, and her ex-husband was last heard of in California. The other tellers said that she hasn't mentioned having any contact with him since she was divorced from him. Can't rule him out until we find him and account for his whereabouts, but it looks like they just took one teller at random as a hostage in case we got onto their track before they could get away."
"No, it wasn't just random, nor for insurance. They didn't release her." I said. "That is very bad, but at least we haven't found her dead body yet. I also think they might have taken her to keep us occupied in looking for her, which ties into the other thing I wanted to bring up: I don't think the timing of the bank robbery and the big fire today was coincidental. It has crossed my mind that the fire was set as a distraction for the bank heist."
"That's 'Iron Crowbar thinking', there." said the Chief. "What has the Fire Department told us about that fire?"
"Not much, yet. The building collapsed." I said. "It's still too hot to try to go in there. They're going to look for evidence of arson in the morning after things cool down some. We've got some officers on the scene keeping watch. The good news is that everyone known to be living in that building has been accounted for, and are alive and well."
"Can't they water down everything and then go in?" asked Diana Torres.
"No, not really. That might damage or destroy evidence." I said. "And they really don't want to go in there at night, anyway. They'll wait until daylight, when they can see better."
"Which is very wise. Okay guys," said the Chief, "not much we can do, except keep looking for the girl. I'm going to send you all home now, but Lt. Ross, I'd like some of the Detectives to work here on shifts overnight. Overtime is authorized, four hour shifts max, and they can sleep while here; I just want a presence. Crowbar, I'm sure you'll be working with our FBI friends here?"
"Yes sir." I said. Indeed, I was in for a long, nearly sleepless night looking at reams of camera evidence, cell phone pings, and anything else that might help us get a clue to the whereabouts of these criminals.
Part 3 - Fire in the Embers
"Okayyyy..." said the Fire Marshal, kneeling before a spot inside the charred remains of the building that had burned the day before. The morning of Thursday, November 13th had dawned overcast and gray, with what looked like the threat of a storm being barely held in abeyance.
The gray light revealed the total and complete damage done to the building by the ravaging fire. Nothing but heaps of black ash seemed to remain. The building had been relatively old, with brick and large amounts of real wood walls in the upstairs apartments. All that tinder had gone up in a hot conflagration.
"Sergeant," said the woman, "it's obviously arson. Go ahead and call in the Police Department."
"Consider them called in." I said as I came up behind her. "I'm Commander Don Troy, Town & County Police."
"Oh!" said the Fire Marshal, her eyes lighting up. "I'm Fire Marshal Zoe Singer." she said, standing up. "I'd shake your hand but it's very dirty."
"Doesn't bother me." I said, taking her hand and shaking it, pulling it slightly in towards me as I sized her up.
Zoe Singer had black hair combed straight and to each side of her face, with a severe part in the very top of her head. Her hair curled slightly at her jaw, framing her face nicely. She had very light brown skin, and I could not tell if she was Hispanic, light-skinned Black, or just had dark skin for a Caucasian woman. Her voice gave me no clue: perfect English without any hint of inflection nor accent.
She was wearing dark blue Fire Department coveralls and black workboots. I noted pinned-on silver oak leaf clusters on the epaulettes of her shoulders, denoting her to be the Fire Department equivalent rank as myself.
The Fire Department had a Chief, equal to our Chief Griswold, then had three ranks with silver oak leaf clusters: Assistant Chief, Battalion Chief, and Fire Marshal. The Assistant Chief was second-in-command of the Department, and was all paperwork and structures and property; while the Battalion Chief was the senior field officer overseeing 4 to 6 fire stations. Theoretically, there could be multiple Battalion Chiefs. The Fire Marshal was semi-independent, and the Fire Marshal's office did inspections and issued permits as well as arson investigations.
Zoe's coveralls were snug, and I could see that she had a nice body, her breasts not small but not large, her figure nice and trim, her ass not too obvious but I was betting was a nice, firm heart-shape. The uniform had a stitched badge over the left pocket, identical gold star-and-wreath shields as the Police Department, but the lettering was in red instead of the blue that my badge's letters were. Her name was sewn in red over the right pocket.
"I'm glad to finally meet you." I said. "I've heard a lot about you." Indeed I had. The Fire Marshal not only investigated arson crimes, but was the de facto Internal Affairs for the Fire Department, answering to the Town & County Inspector General, Horace S. Wellman. Zoe Singer had been fearless in rooting out previous corruptions within the Fire Department that somewhat matched the racist cabal within my Police Department.



She also had started out as an EMT, which is part of the Fire Department, but unhappily so. She was the only person actively in the EMS Department that had earned an EMS Medal - the equivalent of the Police Medal or Fire Medal - for her bravery in evacuating children through a dangerous fire some years before. Since her time, the Fire Department had made malicious delight in denying EMTs well-deserved awards, among the many problems between the two services. That Zoe Singer was able to rise in the Fire Department ranks with such a history bespoke volumes of her abilities.
"I've heard a lot about you, too." Zoe said. "I know your wife, Dr. Fredricson, by the way."
"Ah, cool." I said. "I'll tell her you said hello. So... what can you tell me about this fire?"
"Deliberately set." Zoe replied. As she talked, I felt an undercurrent of attraction to Zoe. She was not especially pretty, and was in her upper 30s, maybe early 40s. But I just felt an attraction to her, an energy of sorts that connected us in some way. I wondered if she felt it as my blue eyes locked with her brown ones.
"This is a trip box. It was used to set the fire." said the Fire Marshal, showing me the device she'd recovered. A 'trip box' was a device used to cause electrical wiring to overload and to get hot, thus sparking a fire, usually within the walls of the building. Done properly, a trip box would leave little evidence. Obviously, that was not the case here.
"The interesting thing is how well-preserved this is." Zoe said. "They don't make the trip boxes this obvious at the Fire Academy. I was just saying to my assistant that the trip box was not only blatantly obvious, it was made of non-perishable materials. Normally, the trip boxes burn up and only leave wiring, and we have to search hard for their remains. Not this one, though. And it seems to be complex for a trip box."
"Interesting." I said, thinking, halfway into a reverie as I considered the implications of this crime and the evidence of it left behind.
"Okay, Sergeant, bag this as evidence..." Zoe said, giving the Arson Investigator, a Fire Department Sergeant, the remains of the trip box.
"Arson, eh?" I said as I came out of my reverie and looked around, feeling Zoe's eyes looking me up and down as I had done her previously.
"Yes, arson. Pretty cut and dried." Zoe said, then showed her powers of observation: "Seems to have caught your interest, too. Your gray eyes have a light to them and they get sort of blue when you're thinking hard, like you obviously are now."
"Yes..." I said, my voice still far away. "It... well, it ties in with something that I've been thinking about." I said.
"What's that?" Zoe asked. I realized I'd said more than I should, but for some reason didn't worry about it.
"I think this fire was set on purpose to occupy the Police while criminals robbed the Second National Bank at the same time. It's at the perfect location to cause the worst traffic snarls, and it was at the worst driving time of day. Your finding of arson will give me probable cause to get a warrant to collect tape evidence from street cameras and such that overlooked the fire.""
"Oh yes, I heard about that robbery on the news." Zoe said. "Have you found that poor girl that was kidnapped yet?"
"Not yet." I said, seeing Zoe grimace, a reaction I'd seen from many other women about the news of the kidnapped young woman. "We're working on some leads, though."
"Well, you'll need some strong leads to help Santo Veccio." Zoe said. "My people were looking into him last night, and we'll pass on our findings to you, of course. Seems Santo's restaurant was heavily in debt, and he was close to having to close down."
"Does he own the building?" I asked.
"No." Zoe said. "A group named Northwest Properties Management, Inc. owns it. Mr. Cook of the Town & County Council is one of the owners. They also owned that property the Police Department bought for the 1st Precinct. Nice little windfall for Mr. Cook."
"Yes, I know." I said, the derision in my voice matching Zoe's. "So do you think Santo Veccio did this?"
"No, I'm not going so far as to say that, at least not yet." said Zoe. "But I do know that Veccio's insurance for the restaurant won't pay out for as long as possible, if ever, since it's obviously arson. They may even accuse him of setting the fire, just to spite him. I'm seeing a lot of that the past couple of years in this bad economy. At any rate, this'll wipe him out. Too bad; his restaurant had pretty good food."
"I never got to try it." I said. Just then someone called out "Commander!"
"Yes?" both Zoe and I said at the same time. We then looked at each other. I smiled and Zoe gave a brief, shy smile. We were both ranked as Commanders within our respective departments.
One of Zoe's arson agents had called out, and she came up and reported something to Zoe. We went over to where the woman wanted us.
"Ma'am," said the younger woman, "it looks like some kind of accelerant was poured here. We're finding several spots like this."
"Tell Commander Troy what that means." Zoe said.
"Oh my God, the Iron Crowbar?!" the younger woman gushed at hearing my name. "I can't believe I'm meeting you!"
"Yep, plain ol' me." I said, exchanging a handshake and introduction with the girl. Zoe's face had changed to shock, and then admiration... she had not fully connected me with the 'Iron Crowbar' reputation when we were first introduced, I noted. "So, tell me what is going on here." I said.
"Sir," the girl said, acting as if she were in front of a rock star or royalty, "it looks like someone came through and poured flammable substances all around the place. Liquids or powder, maybe both. Once the original fire started, it spread very quickly, and the whole building was engulfed far more quickly than an accidental fire would've caused. You can see this ring of ash, here..." she pointed at an area, "... and you can see where the flammable substances burned themselves and the floors they contacted more quickly and hotly."
"That makes sense. And you guys are good." I said, taking out my cellphone. "I'm going to call my Crime Lab- oh, they're already here." Out of the corner of my eye, I had just caught two vans of police Crime Lab people pulling up.
"I've had them called in already." Zoe said. "I don't want to waste time on this one before it rains."
"Thank you, I'm grateful for that." I said. "And you've got a great team here. I'll be sure to have my Chief tell that to your Chief. Well, I have to get back to finding the bank robbers and their hostage. If you'll be kind enough to give that trip box to my people, I'm going to have an electronics expert look at it."
"Certainly." said Zoe.
"And maybe you and I can get together for lunch soon?" I said as I handed Zoe my card. The other woman looked envious.
"Sure." Zoe said. She handed me her card as well.
Part 3 - Brutality
The young woman screamed into her makeshift gag. Her hands were manacled to the steel bed frame above her head as she lay on the flimsy mattress. On top of her naked body lay a muscular thug, pumping his six inch cock in and out of her violated vagina with long, deep thrusts. Luisa had had a blindfold taped over her eyes, and her panties stuffed into her mouth and taped inside to soften her screams as she was repeatedly defiled.
"Shut that bitch up, willya?" complained the much older man, sitting at the table in the room. They were in a guesthouse behind an empty farmhouse about five miles from the State line, having crossed out of the Iron Crowbar's County, and State, the day before.
"Pipe down, Santa Claus." said one of the other men. "You didn't seem to mind taking a couple of turns at her last night."
There were three of them in black clothing, the three that had committed the bank robbery. In addition, the older man, Keeler, was sitting at the table drinking whiskey. The four of them had taken turns raping the young Hispanic woman all through the previous evening and night.
They watched as the rapist slid his cock out of the woman's vagina, applied some lubricant, then guided his meat back into her. The other two men in the room, making six total, had not defiled Luisa... one sported a thin beard, while the other had a shock of white hair and looked older than he was. Skinny Beard and Gruff were homosexuals, and had watched the forced copulations more to enjoy the sight of the men that were violently fucking the young woman.
"Damn, this is some sweet pussy!" said the man raping Luisa, pumping the full length of his cock in and out of her, the lube helping him to get some slick traction through all the loads of semen that had been ejaculated into the abused woman. Everyone watched her swollen cuntlips clinging to his meat as he shoved it into her then withdrew it with rapid strokes, his balls striking her taint with loud smacks.
"We weren't supposed to fucking kidnap anyone." Keeler growled over the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh. "We were supposed to rob the fucking bank. We should've dumped the bitch once we left Town. Why the fuck did you grab her, Sheets?" Keeler used the nickname of one of the three thugs, the man currently raping Luisa, who had been a prominent member of the Ku Klux Klan in Tennessee and Mississippi in previous years.
"She looked hot." said the guy, continuing to enjoy the fucking. "And I was right: this is some of the best fucking cunt I've ever had."
"You should've asked her for a fucking date, then, instead of grabbing her and endangering the mission." Keeler said.
"Shut the fuck up, old man." said one of the other black-clad criminals. He was younger than the man raping Luisa, and had a very take-charge attitude about him. He also had the largest cock and by far the biggest balls. "It'll work into The Man's plans. He wanted the Iron Crowbar's police to be distracted, so we'll go dump the bitch and let them wonder who the fuck did it."
"Besides," said the third black-clad man, "this is just practice for what we're going to do to that Allgood bitch that killed our three team members, our brothers in arms, with cop-killer bullets. Just killing her is not enough; we're going to rape her in front of her husband the Sheriff until she is dead."
"As long as I get to kill the woman's ex-husband and his bitch wife." said one of the other men in the room. "He led the raid that killed the Black Widow, and she and that old Jew doctor saved that fucking cop's life after I'd injected the poison into him." He was the young man nicknamed 'Skinny Beard', and he was avidly watching as the perp raped Luisa, enjoying the sights as well as the sounds of her pain and struggle, also enjoying the sight of the cock slicing in and out of her helpless cunt. "By the way, take the black van. They'll be looking for the white one."
"No shit, Sherlock." grunted Keeler.
"Keeler," said the younger man, the leader, "I'm getting tired of your shit attitude. Zip your shit shut."
Keeler grumbled acquiescence. It was a dangerous situation. These three men had been trained in various military schools, including Army Ranger School, Special Forces, and Marine Sniper school. Not to mention the extensive CIA training they'd undergone. They were among the world's best mercenaries now, but were being relentlessly hunted by the FBI and CIA after the destruction of Deputy Director Jody Corrigan's cell, may he rest in peace, and may the Iron Crowbar and his wife be damned for his death.
Keeler himself had been a Marine Sniper. He still did not understand how or why the Iron Crowbar still lived and walked this earth after the shot he'd fired at the bastard redhead. It had missed by the merest of margins (in fact, it had grazed the then-Supervisor of Detectives), and then someone else had obliterated Jonas Oldeeds a split-instant afterwards. Damn the luck.
His thoughts were interrupted by the groans of the rapist as he came inside Luisa's ravaged cunt. "My God, Sheets," said the third black-clad man, "did you take a fucking viagra?"
"Sure did." replied the man fucking the helpless, pretty young woman. "I'm loving fucking this skank. God damn! that was good! Anyone else want some more?"
"No, that's enough." said the younger black-clad man, taking charge. "We have to get on with our work. Let's get ready to take her back. The black van will continue on into Nextdoor County, and be abandoned at Rendezvous Point 'November'. Make sure it's wiped down and wear gloves while inside; don't leave a god-damned clue for the Police to find. We'll circle back here through Coltrane County, after getting lunch at that restaurant in Buford that's so good. Sheets, you and Keeler stay here. Gruff, you're driving..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn, is this what you call music?" the passenger riding shotgun asked the driver. They were college students, and were riding east along MLK Jr. Boulevard, following a black van as they drove past the Cannon Building, also known as The Old Mill.
"It's better than the shit you listen to!" said the passenger in the back seat.
"That's bullshit- hey, watch out!" the front seat passenger said. The driver hit the brakes as the black van in front of them slowed down. The back doors swung open and two masked men threw out what looked like a roll of carpet. It hit the pavement with a thud.
The honking of horns of cars behind the students started. They had almost hit the car as it screeched to a stop within inches of hitting the bundle. The two passengers got out and ran up, and were shocked by what they saw: a woman was wrapped up in the carpet.
"Call the cops!" one of the students yelled as people rushed up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's unconscious." Teresa Croyle said in the my office as I met with my Lieutenants Three at 3:00pm on that same afternoon of November 13th. "The doctors sedated her. She has a concussion and a broken hip from where she was thrown out of the van. Fortunately, the carpet saved her from far worse injuries, and lucky the car following the van didn't hit her."
"That's the good news." Teresa continued, the the coldness of her face attempting to mask the anger beneath. "The bad news is that she was gang raped, probably for hours and by multiple men. She was bleeding internally from her vagina. She woke up briefly, then began screaming and that's when they sedated her. We've got Detective Gayle Tunnin from Internal Affairs ready to talk to her when she comes out; Tunnin is very experienced with rape victims. My question is 'who do we send to support and learn from Tunnin?'. We need help in that area."
"Funny, I was talking to my wife about that just a week ago, after the officer psychological evaluations." I said. "Claire Michaels has had some training in handling rape victims while she was in L.A., so she can help us in a pinch if she's not doing SWAT duties. Tanya, you can handle it mentally and you're going to have to get up to speed on the techniques, but we'll also have Torres and Joanne Cummings get training on this. Do you all agree that women are best for this?"
"Generally, yes." said Cindy Ross. "But what about Martin Nash?"
"This stays in this room," I said, "but Martin Nash got no sleep last night worrying about this girl. He sometimes gets too emotionally into cases like these. He wants to go do something about it, even when there's nothing we can do. It's a lesson the Chief has had to drill into me time and again, so I'm sympathetic. Martin is a good Detective, he can handle dead bodies at murder scenes. But I dunno if he can handle raped women very well."
"I agree." said Cindy. "He volunteered to stay all night last night. I tried to nix it, but he didn't go home even when Parker came in to relieve him."
"Exactly." I said. "Also, watch Joanne Cummings carefully; she's a bit young and might not be battle-hardened yet." That was the best way I could think of for saying Joanne Cummings was still young, inexperienced, and perhaps a bit naive.
"She's learning quickly." said Cindy. "Those cases of the swingers opened her eyes to the real world, and the election stuff her cousin went through had the side effect of making her jaded. Just what I like in my Detectives: cynicism and distrust of what things appear to be." I knew Cindy wasn't really kidding about that.
"So," I said, moving the meeting along, "I understand it was a black van that dumped Luisa Gomez onto the street, not a white one like the one that was the getaway van after the bank robbery,?"
"Yes sir." said Lt. Perlman. "We got a partial plate number, and we put out an APB for it. About an hour later the Nextdoor County Police called and said they'd found a black van abandoned just north of Hillside. I sent a Crime Lab team over to help them, but the van was wiped clean: no prints, no smudges, no spittle, nothing but Clorox. I might add that the tires were wiped down, too.
"Oh, now that's curious." I said. "You understand what that means, don't you?" Tanya nodded, but I was chagrined to get two uncomprehending stares at me. So I asked Tanya to explain.
"Overabundance of caution, I'd say." offered Tanya Perlman. "They knew they were driving through an area with soil specific to that area, and they don't want the location of their hideout known."
"Yes, true." I said. "But it's more than that: different farms around here grow different things, and they use different chemicals. So they didn't want us to find any dirt tracked by the tires that would have those specific chemicals. Ergo, that suggests they've done some driving on dirt roads, suggesting farms, and they are indeed being overcautious in us not finding which farm they might be on."
"Geez, that'd take some time for us to figure out, even with you in the Command Chair there." Cindy said. How had she figured out my secret name for my comfortable chair? I wondered silently.
"Au contraire, mon ami." I said, knowing my French was the wrong gender but not caring. "Myron can get records of what these farmers buy and use within minutes, and our Crime Lab is damn good about finding what chemicals would be in the dirt."
"Cool." Cindy said.
"And that suggests..." I said. This time I wasn't waiting for an answer... I had slipped into a reverie. When I recovered, I felt three pairs of eyes boring into me.
"It suggests?" Cindy said.
"That whoever these perps are, they really thought about things to the last detail." I said. "Either they are just that smart, or..."
"Or?" Cindy asked as I continued halfway in the reverie.
"Or they are well aware of how good we are." I said. "And that suggests familiarity with this County and its Police Force. I wonder if we have another mole...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I looked at it, and I also had one of my experts look at it, while keeping it under chain of custody." said Barry Oliver, the Arrowpoint Solutions executive and Police Auxiliary member, with whom I consulted about the trip box. "It is definitely not just an ordinary trip box, but has a radio device so that it could be activated by remote control."
"So that they could activate it in at the time of their choosing." I said.
"Yes sir." said Barry. "And that device is high-grade sophistication. I'm just surprised they made it all of metal; if they'd made it out of plastic, most of it would've been destroyed."
"So what's your deduction from that?" I asked Barry, testing him. He shrugged.
"Obviously, they wanted us to find the device. Why, I don't know yet." I replied. Barry nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:50pm I stopped by Cindy's office on the way out the door. "Okay, Crowbar 2, I'm heading out. The Chief has gone home, and anyone not hot on something should go home, too, including yourself. Any updates for me?"



"Can you come inside a second?" Cindy asked. I did so, and sat down on the love sofa opposite her desk.
"Your Angels have been talking," Cindy said, "and I want to run this by you."
"Lorena Rose to Vice and Joanne Cummings to MCD?" I asked. "Y'all have decided to go through with it, I would guess."
"Not much gets by you." said Cindy. "But yes, you're right. Our conversation with you earlier today got us talking about it some more. Lorena is good, and potentially could be great, but she needs action more than detecting crimes. By way of contrast, Joanne Cummings just should not be in the rough-and-tumble world of Vice. I think she's smart and observant, though. Pretty good at crime scenes, persistent in doing research, stuff like that. Tanya and Teresa are agreed on it."
"I agree, as well. I'd love to get Joanne with Tanya and myself and get her some training, then get her to Police Academy Detective School, where Theo Washington is now. She'll be awesome. I'll run it by the Chief." I said. "In the meantime, I'm expecting a ton of publicity over the bank robbery and Luisa Gomez. We need to do what we can, as fast as we can."
"Agreed," said Cindy, "but my belief is that they crossed the State Line and are hiding on one of those farms over there." I was happy to hear Cindy's words, as they revealed she was really becoming astute at thinking about things the proper way.
"Well, unless we get lucky, nothing will happen tonight." I said, getting up, "And my wife has plans. We're having the Fire Marshal over for dinner. Zoe Singer."
"Zoe Singer?" Cindy almost shouted. "I didn't know you knew her."
"Met her yesterday at the fire scene, and she already knows Laura." I said. "You know her?"
"Oh yes." Cindy said, then lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "I dated her off and on for six months, right about the time you and Melina moved here. She's a good person, and really hot in bed, but she has some issues that tend to crop up in her relationships."
"Hmmm," I said, "thanks for telling me. I was wondering why my wife knows her. Maybe Laura is helping Zoe with her issues?"
"Maybe so." said Cindy, giving a facial expression that was meant to convey a shrug.
"What are you going to be doing tonight?" I asked.
"Listening to Jenna blab about what's going on in the Courthouse." Cindy said. "You should buy me drinks at the Cop Bar more often, Crowbar 1... there's some good juicy gossip I could be telling you."
"I'll keep it in mind, Crowbar 2." I said, smiling, then I got serious. "Speaking of Jenna... I'm about to bring the hammer-like crowbar down on that punk Gor-don using the other ADA office. I'm getting tired of hearing Tanya bitch about it. If you don't want to say anything to Jenna, that's fine with me, but I am going to pry that little shit out of there. You have a good night." With that I turned and left the office before Cindy could reply.
Part 4 - The Zoe Project
"So let me see if I've got this straight." I said to my wife as we prepared for our guest to arrive. "Zoe Singer has been seeing you professionally... your profession... about being sexually abused by her father and then an abusive husband. But despite that, and even though she's been dating women the past several years, you think her ultimate desires lie with men, pun not intended, and you want to help her into heterosexual relationships with a better class of men... and your first such test subject is your own husband. Is that about right?"
"Pretty much," said Laura, "if you're willing to help out and date Zoe. You've got a good bit in common, being in the Police and Fire Departments, you're the same rank, you've got similar heroic backgrounds..."
"And I'm definitely a better class of man, is that right?" I asked, teasingly trying to draw more compliments out of my wife.
"Absolutely." my wife said, coming up to me. "The very best." With that she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and gave me a warm kiss. I felt the arousal from the kiss all the way into my loins. I wrapped my arms around my wife's waist, and the kiss lasted for a very long minute.
"Well..." I said when Laura finally ended the kiss, "you certainly make a... persuasive argument. But you'd better keep trying." Laura laughed and gave me a kiss on the mouth, but released me.
"Silly." she said. "Nice try, but we've got to get supper ready. Zoe will be here in half an hour. Your mom has the babies; she took them to Todd and Jeanine's, so there's a baby-fest going on over there."
"Carole thinks all babies are her little brothers." I said. "She'll be ecstatic tonight."
"And we'll be having a pleasant evening, also." Laura said. "Just let me lead the conversations, and take the openings when I give them."
"I'll try." I said. "I'm not good about taking hints, though, as you know."
"You solved cases based on chess sets, large handbags and smudges of dirt in front of a fireplace, and you tell me you can't take a hint." Laura said in a teasing but withering voice.
"Keep kissing me like you just did and I might learn better." I said. It was a good try, anyway...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So Krasney is beginning to wonder about some of Sharples's cases, too." Jenna said. "He wants to have a meeting with Don and Teresa about it, and he might want you to be there, too- Cindy?... you all right?" Jenna Stiles said as she and Cindy sat on the sofa after dinner. Neither one could've told anyone the program that was on the television at the moment, but Jenna noticed that Cindy was lost in her thoughts.
"Uh yeah... yeah, I'm fine." Cindy said. "You were saying? Krasney wants to meet with us?"
"What's the matter, babe?" Jenna asked. "You've got something on your mind."
"Yeah, I know." Cindy said. "I'm trying to decide what to say."
"You can tell me, you know that." Jenna said.
"It... it's not a trust thing." Cindy said. "I'm just being put in a position between a rock and a hard place."
"Well," Jenna said, edging over until she was hip-to-hip with Cindy, and putting her arm around the platinum blonde's shoulders, "why don't you tell me what's bothering you and we'll figure it out together, hmm?"
"Okay," Cindy said, her voice one of resignation, "I'll tell you the background, and then I think you'll understand the dilemma I'm in. Commander Troy made a point to speak to me today... about your assistant Gor-don using the other ADA office as if it were his."
"It's our office, to use as we see fit." Jenna said. "What's the problem?"
"There's four problems." Cindy said. "First, Gor-don using that office is causing morale problems with our Detectives, especially Lieutenant Perlman, who is stuck in an 'office' that doesn't even qualify as a storage closet. Second, I think you'll find both the Chief and Commander disagree with you about who actually owns those offices; they're part of Police Headquarters. Third, the offices are for ADAs to use, not your paralegals and administrative assistants. Fourth, and the problem for me: Don said I didn't have to speak to you about it, but it's obvious he wants me to. I think he's hoping I'll talk to you privately and you'll take action to prevent further problems. But I don't like being put in the middle. I try to keep my relationship with you separate from my Police Force work."
"Oh... yeah, I understand." said Jenna. "And he's half-right... if he had said anything directly to me without you knowing about it, you'd be in the middle of a shouting match, anyway. I'll talk to Krasney about it, see if he'll sanction Gor-don using the office."
"That won't fly with Don." Cindy said, her face a mask of worry: Jenna wasn't fully understanding. "He means for Gor-don to be out of that office, and he will get his way, by hook, by crook, or by crowbar."
"Like I said, I'll talk to Krasney, let him and the Chief slug it out." Jenna said. "And if it'll help you, you can tell Don you talked to me, and that I'm ignoring what he wants me to do."
"Thanks sooooo much." Cindy said acerbically. Jenna kissed her on the cheek then got up to make them both drinks.
Cindy said no more, but she was clearly not mollified. And now Jenna was agitated. Sometimes, Cindy thought to herself, the original Iron Crowbar's direct style was a bit too direct aggressive... and this time was one of them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was delicious." Zoe said as we sat down on the large leather sofa in the den area after a dinner of things cooked on the grill: steaks, chicken, corn-on-the-cob, shish-kebobs. All three of us ate a very good bit.
"Don is very good on the grill." Laura said. "What will you have to drink?"
"Godfather." I said, then turned to Zoe who was sitting on my right side, almost hip-to-hip with me. "That's Scotch and Amaretto."
"Mmm, sounds good." Zoe said. "I'll try one of those." Laura poured three Amarettos, two with Scotch and one with whiskey sour mix, which she preferred. Keeping the liquor flowing was part of my wife's plan.
Zoe was looking really hot. She was wearing an aqua-cyan jacket and skirt, and a multicolored pink, salmon and yellow blouse. Her high heel sandals had a dark wood sole and thin straps in the same cyan-pink-yellow multicolors. Her legs were toned, curvy and very shapely, and her feet were exquisite, almost as nice as my wife's. I felt my loins stirring as I admired the lovely Fire Marshal, thinking that I had a fire for her to put out...
Laura had made sure to leave Zoe and me alone on several occasions, including out on the back deck admiring the twinkling lights of the Town. Back in the den, I noted that Zoe was being open to me, not turned away nor defensive, and as we sat together now, Zoe had crossed her legs towards me instead of away from me. I also noticed that Zoe was even more open to Laura during the times they were talking, and I could feel that they had a connection with each other.
"I'll go refresh these drinks." I said, putting the glasses on the tray and carrying them into the kitchen. A moment later Zoe came into the kitchen and practically trapped me against the counter.
"I thought you might need some help with those drinks." Zoe said, her dark eyes sparkling at me.
"Certainly with drinking them." I said. I turned around to face Zoe, we were almost touching. I slid my hands around her waist, gently but firmly, and bent down to kiss her. She did not resist nor pull away, and our lips met.
I felt her hands slide up my arms to my shoulders as the kiss deepened. But as my tongue began to slide past her lips into her mouth, I felt her body tense. I had to take it slow, I knew.
A few seconds later we broke the kiss. Zoe was a bit flustered, but her eyes were also shining as if she'd accomplished a goal she'd set out for herself. I hoped that my goal, of sinking my cockmeat balls-deep into Zoe's warm, wet snatch, would soon be achieved.
"Let's go back into the other room." I suggested. Zoe led the way as I carried the drinks. In the main room, Laura was watching us as we came in, and I saw her smile of satisfaction.
I sat down in the middle of the sofa as Laura said "Let's sit on either side of Don, Zoe." Laura sat down on my left and Zoe took her place on my right side, sitting on her legs but facing me. I could definitely feel that she was warming up, and that the tension in the room was purely sexual tension... and anticipation. "Feeling surrounded, Don?"
I put my arms around both women, drawing them into me. "Mmm, I definitely am liking being surrounded this way." My wife leaned into me for a kiss and I obliged; our mouths met in a gentle, warm kiss that Laura made sure to turn into a tongue-twiner outside our mouths so that Zoe could see it. I felt Laura lead Zoe's hand to my crotch.
Then I turned and kissed Zoe, who was more than ready to return it. I gently probed her warm mouth with my tongue, and she not only let me penetrate and explore her mouth with my tongue, she began sucking on it.
I heard the zipper of my pants being opened, then felt my wife's hand dip inside and fish out my cock. I was already getting hard, and Laura had to tug it out. I felt her place Zoe's hand on my shaft, and my cock immediately went iron-hard, throbbing at the pleasure of feeling a new and different woman's hand on my weapon of lust.
As we broke our kiss, Zoe looked down at the manhood in her hand. She began to gently jack it, guided by Laura's actions.
"I'm going to suck my husband's cock, Zoe." Laura said. "I want you to help me." Zoe said nothing but just nodded as Laura bent over and kissed the head of my meat. I felt her hands unbutton my pants, and I helped get them under my ass and down my legs. As Laura cupped my balls and began licking and kissing my cockhead, I turned to Zoe again and our lips met in a deep, hungry kiss.
It is one of my favorite pleasures in life to kiss a woman's mouth while having my cock sucked by another woman or have my meat buried in the other woman's cunt. I kissed Zoe deeply as Laura engulfed my cock and began sliding her lips tightly up and down over it. I groaned into Zoe's mouth, which caused her to tense up. We broke the kiss.
Laura was keeping an awareness of both of us. She took her mouth off my meat and said "Zoe, come down here and have a taste of this delicious big hard cock. Zoe eased herself down the sofa so that her head was near my lap, watching Laura lick and kiss my manhood. I was throbbing with pleasure, but so far was able to hold off from a premature ejaculation that would bring the evening to an end too soon.
"Kiss it." Laura said, guiding my cock towards Zoe. The lovely woman complied, and I felt her lips kiss the swollen head of my cock. Zoe then licked around the big mushroom helmet and kissed her way down and up the shaft.
"Take him into your mouth, Zoe." Laura commanded. My hand was gently caressing Zoe's back and I felt her nervousness, but she did open her mouth and slide her lips down my shaft until almost all of it was buried past her tongue and almost halfway down her throat.
"Yes, suction the air out of your mouth as you come back up." Laura said, teaching the other woman her special technique that she knew I loved. As I felt Zoe's mouth sucking back up my shaft, it felt like she was trying to suck my balls right out of my nutsack.
"Unnnnnh!" I groaned. The pleasure was immense. Soon, I was enjoying Zoe sucking my cock as Laura nestled down and began tonguing my balls, wetting them down as she kissed and sucked at them. Laura then told Zoe to swap places, and Laura sucked my cock as Zoe orally explored my balls.
Soon, both women were licking and tonguing up and down my shaft. I noted that they were beginning to kiss each other through my cock, and often they took time to kiss each other's mouths before servicing me again.
"Mmmm, my cock needs some attention, ladies." I groaned as they began engaging in a long, tongue-twining kiss. Zoe giggled as my wife asked "Is getting a double-decker blowjob not enough for you, stud?"
"Mmm, I'm loving it." I said. "And I want more."
Laura let Zoe begin sucking my cock and eased herself up to me. My wife and I shared a deep, wet kiss as Zoe's mouth flew up and down my cock. I broke the kiss.
"Easy, babe." I instructed Zoe. "Take your time, take it slow. We've got all night." Laura eased back down and they began taking turns again.
It wasn't too long before I felt my nut rising in my tightening ball sack. Laura told Zoe to finish me off, and to swallow my semen. Zoe's body tensed again, but as Laura jacked the base of my cock, Zoe kept her mouth securely on my cockhead. I gasped as I erupted, pleasure coursing through my loins as spurt after spurt of my hot man cream painted Zoe's mouth and throat.
"Mmmm, that was... really good." Zoe gasped as I finished. She drank some of her drink. "Mmm, your semen goes well with amaretto." Laura was cleaning me up, using her lips and tongue to lap up the remains of my cum that had seeped out of Zoe's mouth or dribbled out of my piss-slit as the last vestiges of my orgasm ran through me.
"Okay, Don," said Laura, "I think you've been well-serviced tonight. Zoe and I are headed to the guest bedroom to... talk... about things." Indeed, I had to go to bed alone, satisfied, while whatever Laura and Zoe 'talked' about in private remained just that: private, between them.
Part 5 - Friday Night Fights
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the lovely redhead reporter practically screamed into her microphone at 7:00am, Friday November 14th. "Channel Two News has learned that Luisa Gomez, who was kidnapped by the criminals that robbed the Second National Bank two days ago, is in an induced coma as she recovers from severe injuries at University Hospital!"
As I listened to Bettina giving the report on the TV while drinking my coffee in the MCD room at Headquarters, I wondered how Bettina felt about reporting on Luisa Gomez. After all, Bettina Wurtzburg had endured a severe gang rape and even worse beating at the hands of my nephew Ned and his henchmen.
And that was possibly the reason Bettina didn't go into nearly as much detail as Priya Ajmani at KSTD would an hour later. Bettina merely said: "Miss Gomez was thrown out of the back of a moving van yesterday, and was nearly run over by traffic afterwards. Fortunately the car behind the van was able to stop, and its occupants rushed to help the badly injured woman. Miss Gomez was badly beaten and her hip was broken, but doctors believe she is out of life-threatening danger and that she will make a full recovery." Priya would give explicit details of the woman's rape and vaginal injuries, but that would be an hour later, after I put my Detectives to work so they wouldn't hear it. And that would be because of what was said now:
"That's easy for Bettina to say." said Detective Martin Nash derisively. "But what about the mental part of it? Does Bettina Wurtzburg have any idea what that poor girl went through for nearly a day?" He felt the eyes staring at him from the women in the room, and he looked around uncomprehendingly.
"Martin," I said, rescuing him, "you weren't here during the Arruzio-Burke murder case. If you read those files, you'll see that Bettina Wurtzburg knows all too well what Luisa Gomez endured, and then some. But I do understand your point. Ms. Gomez has a hard recovery in front of her."
"Uh... I'll check it out." Nash said, still uncomfortable. He went to his desk and began typing on his computer.
"I do wish something could be done for Miss Gomez." said Lt. Tanya Perlman. "Like what Dr. Eckhart's 'Vision' group did for Tommy and Candy that time."
To my surprise, I saw Cindy start, then blink hard. "Excuse me a moment." Cindy said, then left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As dusk approached, most people in the Town were headed to their homes to begin their weekends of rest and relaxation. By way of contrast, the officers of the Vice Squad of the Town & County Police Department were just getting started. I was mostly listening in as Lt. Teresa Croyle instructed the four Vice Detectives, eight SWAT Team members, and fourteen uniformed officers. They were going to make a drug raid tonight.
"The intelligence is good, and we've confirmed it." I remember Teresa telling me a few hours before, with Detectives John 'Grubby' Paul and Christopher Purvis in the office with us. The information was that a large shipment of cocaine and heroin was going to be moved into the County, into a warehouse in the Warehouse District this night, brought in under the guise of food delivery trucks from the City.
"Who originally got wind of this?" I asked.
"Some of my contacts." said Grubby. "And then Sharples came in with the same information about fifteen minutes later, independently obtained."



"I then had Purvis confirm it with a deep undercover C.I., someone who has never failed us before." said Teresa. "The intel is good, and they are indeed planning to move the shit in tonight."
"Good. And I'm glad it's not just Sharples's information." I said. "I get worried when he starts bringing in leads."
"Me, too." said Teresa Croyle. "That's why I had this independently verified. Half of Sharples's leads turn to shit, and the other half usually lead to Dirty Lenny, and are thus invalid." Too many coincidences surrounded Sergeant Sharples and the slug Lenny being mentioned in the same sentence. Internal Affairs was aware of the situation and was investigating, but I digress.
I called Cindy Ross and Lt. Claire Michaels into the office and told Claire to put the full SWAT Team on alert for a night mission. Then I told them to make their tactical plan and brief me on it. As they briefed me, I had a premonition that something wasn't quite right. I didn't know what it was, and the tactical plan was sound, so I gave the 'Go' order... but told them to make sure everyone wore double protective vests.
"Why?" Cindy Ross asked. "You think those bastards with cop-killer bullets are still out there?"
"I don't know." I said, my voice and mind far away. "I just have a feeling..."
"Your feelings are our orders." said Teresa. "I don't want to have to nurse Miss Hardbody back to health again." She was referring to Cindy, who was glaring at her though fully aware of the underlying love in Teresa's comment.
"I could not agree more, Lieutenant Croyle." I said. "Six weeks of Lieutenant Ross on light duty was more than I could take." I said, also teasing Cindy. "Which is why you are not going tonight, Lieutenant Ross."
At Cindy's look of shocked anger on her face, I said: "This is Lieutenant Croyle's mission to lead, Ross; it's her Vice Squad. You're staying here at Headquarters and monitoring on the radios... right next to me. Okay guys, do it, but be careful... be very, very careful..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 'Radio Room' had been upstairs, between the Duty Desk area and what led to the anteroom to Interrogation Rooms A-C. However, I'd managed to get the Chief to agree to move it downstairs to part of the old I.T. area when they remodeled it. Everything was more secure there, and we could monitor the police activity (as well as other communications over the airwaves) much more efficiently.
I was downstairs in the semi-darkened room with Cindy Ross, Myron Milton, Goth Girl Mary Mahoney, and six Uniformed officers whose job it was to monitor the radios and dispatch patrols. We were listening in to the communications of our Vice Squad and SWAT Team as they moved into position at the Warehouse.
"The trucks are en route, crossing the County line." came the voice of Patrolman Johnson, who was monitoring the Nextdoor County road." The trucks did not know that they were being followed every step of the way by unmarked police cars. The moment they crossed the County line, they were ensnared in my Vice Squad's trap.
"Roger that." said Hugh Hewitt's voice. Senior Sergeant Hewitt was the radio man for the SWAT Team. He was on a radio fit with an encryption device (like Channel 5 Police Radio) so that our communications could not be intercepted in the clear, and for the moment he was the only member of the task force permitted to be on the radio. Hewitt continued "All units are in place. People are waiting at the warehouse for the trucks."
As Cindy and I listened, one of the uniformed dispatchers handed me a green telephone handset. It looked like a telephone, but at the other end was a policeman on a radio.
"Commander, this is Sergeant Rudistan." said the normally-jovial Sergeant. "We've got eight bogeys in unmarked black vans that followed the trucks into the County at a distance."
"Commander, this is Sergeant Irwin at the Coltrane County line. We also have eight bogeys in black vans coming across the County line. They have State Government license plates."
"Oh shit!" I exclaimed. Just then the radios lit up... the trucks had pulled in, Teresa had given the order to make the raid... and all hell was about to break loose.
"C'mon, Cindy!" I shouted, "we've gotta go!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The truck entrance of the warehouse was to the right side of front of the building, which faced west. At the left front side were other doors that the Police teams had moved through to take up positions inside. Teresa situated herself near the door where she entered, having a decent view of the lighted area around the trucks that had just arrived. To her left, the back of the warehouse had a number of pallets, and was dark and apparently empty. She could make out a closed door at the back, and so she had Hugh reconnoiter that area. Some of the SWAT team maneuvered back there to make sure no one was hiding and had given the 'all clear' signal.
The SWAT team led the way inside, followed by the other officers, who moved in an impressively disciplined way to surround the drug perps. Just as Teresa said over the megaphone "POLICE! FREEZE! DROP YOUR WEAPONS!" the perps quickly dashed for cover and began firing. The SWAT Team returned fire with overwhelming lethality.
Just then, someone began firing from the dark area to Teresa's left. "AMBUSH!" she yelled into her megaphone. She immediately called for fire to be returned to that area, and moved toward it herself, making sure to stay well-covered. The new ambushers had semi-automatic, military-style weapons.
The TCPD fire began to overwhelm the ambushers, though some of the original drug perps were able to run and escape.
Suddenly someone yelled from the back area "THIS IS THE SBI! DROP YOUR WEAPONS! I ORDER YOU TO CEASE FIRE AND DROP YOUR WEAPONS!"
"TO HELL WITH YOU! POLICE, KEEP FIRING! SBI, DROP YOUR WEAPONS!!"
That last order came from one very pissed-off Police Commander. To emphasize my point, I raked the area over the SBI's heads with a squad-automatic-weapon, or SAW... it had been the one captured from the perps on the night Cindy had been shot up. By now I was the only one firing a weapon, but it sounded like World War Three in the warehouse.
Finally, a hand appeared over one of the pallets, with a gold SBI badge. I knew who it was. Some of the SBI's Narcotics Task Force had been issued gold badges instead of the normal silver ones. This one was SBI Agent Richard 'Dick' Ferrell's.
It took every ounce of willpower I had to not shoot that badge right out of Ferrell's hands, but I stopped shooting and said "YOU WITH THE SBI! COME OUT WITH YOUR HANDS RAISED!" Fortunately for them, they all did. I had my men (and women) surround them, guns at the ready to kill them, similar to what Chief Griswold almost had done to these bastards before.
"What the fuck is this, Troy?" yelled Ferrell, coming up to me as if he were in charge. I had a flashback to the day on the Fairgrounds, investigating Oldeeds' murder, and remembering what Jack Muscone had done to Ferrell. I did the same thing.
As Ferrell came up to me, I swung a right-hand haymaker as hard as I could. My clenched fist connected solidly with Ferrell's jaw and sent him sprawling.
SBI Agents gasped, then acted as if they were going to rush me, only to be stopped cold by the barrel's of my officers' many guns.
"What the fuck, Troy? This is our fucking raid!" Ferrell gasped as he got up.
"Like hell it is!" I roared. "You gave no notice to us you were coming in to the County, as required by law. As far as I'm concerned, you're in league with the perps. And you're all about to be under arrest."
"We don't have to give you notice, dipshit!" Ferrell yelled. "We have jurisdiction. We supersede you. We're the State, you're just fucking County shits. You answer to me, boy."
I knew that legally Ferrell was wrong, but I also knew that his words were a deliberate test of my manhood. I took off my khaki trenchcoat and asked an officer to hold it. Then I handed the red crowbar to Cindy. "Crowbar 2, would you mind holding this a minute?"
"With pleasure, Commander." Cindy said. Then, before Ferrell could react, I lunged at him. My first blow connected with his nose, and I felt the tissue give way. Then a second blow smashed into his ribs with a loud *thud*.
"Okay, Commander," said Sergeant Rudistan, intervening, "this one's fragile. Gotta stop you now before you really fuck him up."
"Shut the fuck up, you fat piece of shit." gasped Ferrell. He tried to rush Rudistan, but then I threw a left-handed haymaker that connected with the side of Ferrell's face, a really hard blow. Ferrell went sprawling and was down for the count. He struggled to get up.
"I'd have thought Jack Muscone's beatdown would've taught you some manners, Ferrell." I said. "By the way, I'm ambidextrous. I hit as hard left-handed as right-handed, as you just found out. Want another demonstration?" Fortunately, Rudistan had Ferrell up and was handcuffing the SBI agent.
"I try to help you out, man." Rudistan said jovially to the solidly beaten Ferrell. "I keep the man from wasting you, and you insult me. That's gratitude for you, eh, Chief?"
"Ferrell is too stupid to understand the meaning of the word 'gratitude', Sergeant." said Chief Griswold, who had just walked in and up behind us. "Just like his piece-of-shit boss Lewis." I had called the Chief while Cindy and I rushed to the scene, after I'd surmised that the vans coming in to the County were carrying SBI agents conducting an illegal surprise raid. I was unable to get the word to Teresa in time, however, and people had been injured, but fortunately no one killed.
"Okay, Croyle," ordered the Chief, "get the drug perps into the Station, impound the trucks. Rudistan, take some men and arrest the SBI assholes. Their Director will have to come here and bail them out himself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You just are not going to let me retire in peace, are you Crowbar?" the Chief said in his office. It was 1:00am, and SBI Director Jack Lewis was on his way to our County. The Chief had already called the Governor.
"I don't want you to retire at all, Chief." I said. "But the SBI is in the wrong on all counts on this one. They have seriously inconvenienced us tonight."
"I agree." said the Chief. "And I am going to spend the month I have left on this Force rubbing Jack Lewis's nose in his own dung over it." The Chief then peered at me.
"Take some deep breaths, Crowbar." Griswold ordered. "I haven't seen you this pissed off since you arrested that dog-abusing fuckwad... what's his name... oh, Thatcher. You okay?"
"I will be." I said. "But two Patrolmen were struck by SBI gunfire. They were double-vested, thank God, so they're unhurt. No Purple Orders tonight, but I'll write them up commendations, anyway."
"Two SBI Agents were wounded." Griswold said. "Not including the ass-whipping you gave Ferrell. By the way, where was Ikea? I thought he'd jump at the chance to be in on this."
"He's still recovering from the surgery he needed after that beatdown I gave him for hitting my mother." I said. "He's scheduled to return to SBI field duty on January 1st."
"I see." said the Chief. "By the way, is it just me, or did some of those SBI Agents actually seem to enjoy seeing Ferrell take that beating?"
"The Narcotics Task Force agents want to kill me right now." I said. "But the others with them, who are members of their idea of a SWAT Team, didn't seem to mind as much. But Chief, what's pissing me off... is that if I didn't know better, I'd think the SBI came in to shoot at us, the TCPD, on purpose."
"That's a serious charge, kid." said Griswold. "What's backing it up?"
"We went in, Teresa did the right thing and yelled 'POLICE!' into the megaphone. But there was not one single word from the SBI, they just started shooting... and at our guys. I checked and re-checked the stories, and they're consistent."
"Croyle told me the same thing." Griswold growled. "Anything else?"
"I'm still checking, but the SBI never informed anyone in this Police Department of their intent to come in and do a drug raid." I said.
"Technically, they only have to inform the State Highway Patrol in the County and the Sheriff's office... and we don't have a Sheriff until January 1st, so they're claiming they didn't have anyone to notify." said the Chief. "The Governor said that would be an item for the legislative battle next year, so that's a silver lining to the cloud. But one thing the SBI did fuck up: their warrants weren't properly issued, so their raid is technically as well as practically illegal. That alone is what is saving you from being in trouble for firing over their heads with that military semi-automatic rifle."
"Ah, so we can keep them in jail?" I asked, my face lighting up.
"Heh." said the Chief, grinning. "Good try, but no. Lewis will be taking them home with him. The Governor told me to let him have them and let this thing die down, and in return, the Governor will have our backs publicly."
"Is that it?" I asked.
"No. Here's what's going down." the Chief continued. "The Governor has called Inspector Maxwell, but she'll recuse herself as she came from this County, or the University anyway. She's going to appoint someone in her Division to do the investigation, which doesn't worry me. But this is going to have the aforementioned serious repercussions politically, with the SBI battle in the Legislature next year, and our County being represented by your best buddy Katherine Woodburn." The Chief's sarcasm failed to humor me.
"If the need arises, you take the Fifth and answer no questions." the Chief further said. "I'll handle the fallout, and with them unable to force my retirement for a second time, I'm going to unload on them. But again, I won't be around next year."
"You're having fun with this, aren't you Chief?" I asked, grinning for the first time.
"You betcha-" the Chief said, but was interrupted by the phone ringing. The Duty Desk was calling to say that a very angry SBI Director Jack Lewis had arrived...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Jailbreak
At 10:00am Saturday morning, November 15th, I was reading the early edition of the Town & County Examiner, the local newspaper. The headline is large letters said "SBI-TCPD FEUD HEATS UP!".
There were three items of interest. First, the Governor had publicly come out in support of the Town & County Police, saying the SBI was wrong in going into the County without giving notice. Furthermore, the Governor had suspended the entire Narcotics Task Force until the SBI's Internal Conduct and Review Board could conduct an investigation into the matter. Chief Griswold had not been fully correct: Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell had not recused herself, and was personally leading the investigation.
Second, Sheriff-Elect Daniel Allgood had issued a statement supporting the TCPD, saying their actions had been correct and even restrained in light of coming under the criminally unlawful gunfire of the SBI. Of course, and by way of contrast, State-Senator-Elect Katherine Woodburn condemned the TCPD in the strongest terms, and especially called for an investigation of Police Commander Donald Troy as the instigator of the Police's interference with the SBI's work.
At least the newspaper had taken malicious delight in calling out their former owner Woodburn for being incorrect about the jurisdiction: she said the SBI had jurisdiction, but everyone else and their mothers knew that they didn't, and it was soon to come out that the SBI had not even obtained a legal warrant for the raid, while the TCPD had ADA Jenna Stiles's rock-solid, ironclad warrants authorizing their actions. The paper pointed these things out in explicit and copious detail.
For the first two items of interest, I noted that the Elections being over was causing some people to come out and say and do things they would not ordinarily do. The Governor was openly reining in the SBI, politicians were speaking out more directly now (especially Katherine Woodburn), and the battle over the SBI in the Legislature was heating up even more with this botched drug raid added to the inflammatory, volatile mixture.
The third item of interest was what was not discussed: the robbery of the Second National Bank. It was as if it didn't happen; the Media had lost all interest in it. Not even a perfunctory report of Luisa Gomez's progress in the hospital.
Then the phone rang...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Don, thanks for coming over." FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone said as I entered his makeshift office in the FBI offices off Courthouse Square. "I thought it might be better for you to come here rather than for me to cause a sensation by going to your Headquarters."
"I think you're getting mighty comfortable in these offices here in Town, instead of your normal City location." I said, needling Jack. "Or is it really just the double-cheeseburgers at the Cop Bar?"
"Stop that. You're making me hungry." said Jack. "By the way, congratulations on your new son. We're all happy for you and Molly."
"Thanks." I said. I took a cigar out of my pocket and presented it to Muscone. "So, what brings me here?"
"Just a commendation for whipping Dick Ferrell's ass even better than I did that time at the Fairgrounds." Muscone said, unable to hide his enjoyment of that.
"Funny thing, I thought of you and that incident as I beat him down." I said. "I had to make sure to keep up the high standard you set."
"I just wish I could have been there to help." Muscone said. "I really, really hate that bastard; he's fucked up so many things in this State, it's a wonder he's not dead already, and by that I mean at the hands of Law Enforcement at any given level."
"If he comes into this County again like he did the last two times," I said, "I doubt I will restrain myself any further. So, what did you really want to talk to me about?"
"Some serious stuff." said Muscone, his countenance turning to match the importance of what I was about to hear. "First, Remember that white supremacist Tommy Gunn from your Black Badge gang? I found out this morning that he has been broken out of prison."
"Hmm, should I tell our morgue to expect a new guest?" I asked, somewhat flippantly I admit.
"Maybe not." said Muscone. "As you know, we have FBI teams like mine all over the country. Our team in Atlanta has been working on the 'Superior Bloodlines' group for a while. They think the group is headquartered somewhere in Tennessee, which is in their, the Atlanta FBI Team's, region.
Muscone continued: "They also think that the Superior Bloodlines team and the Black Badge gang you broke up are not cut entirely from the same cloth. Tommy Gunn might have been working with the Black Badge gang here, but was also part of the Bloodlines group, and they, meaning the Bloodlines group, might not want to kill him but have him continue to work with them."
"That's interesting." I said. "And Harold Malone moseyed down to Alabama after getting exposed here. I always thought that Gunn was Malone's 'boy'. Any chance of a connection there?"
"Our Atlanta team is working on that, too." Muscone replied. "I've had them keeping an eye on Malone since he went down there. So far, nothing out of Malone at all, except that his wife got Auburn football season tickets by pulling some strings that should not be legally pulled."
"Don't ask me to investigate that." I said. "I've got enough problems being a Wildcat in this Town. Investigating SEC football is not my idea of fun." Muscone laughed.
"No, and that would be a waste of FBI resources, as more powerful forces are at work there." Malone said, the merest hint of sarcasm in his voice. "But I'm waiting for your next question."
I thought a moment, then it hit me. "Oh, Jack King and the Black Badge gang. Something about them?"
"Yep." Jack Muscone said. "After we learned of Gunn's disappearance, some FBI agents up near the Federal Supermax prison where King was incarcerated went up to see him-"
"Was incarcerated?" I asked, catching on to Jack's slip immediately.
"Not much gets by you." Jack said drily. "Here's what went down: our guys went up there, and when the prison guards brought the prisoner into the interrogation room, our agents could see immediately that it was not Jack King. Guy didn't even look all that much like King, just enough plastic surgery to bear a resemblance. Fooled the guards at the prison who weren't paying attention, though."
"Hoo boy." I said. "They may have been well paid to not notice. But I'm not surprised. Conrad King wasn't going to let his son rot in Supermax for too long. I suspect Jack King is no longer within the friendly confines of the United States of America."
"Probably not. Nor Canada." Muscone said. "We think he may have slipped out to France on a fake passport. Meanwhile, the guy still in the cell didn't have a thing to say. Said his name was John Doe and he was from this here Town that we're sitting in right now. I'm not supposed to mention this, but Homeland Security did some extracurricular interrogation on him, but he did not break. Whatever brainwashing he got, it's sticking pretty good."
"Any idea what the guy looked like before being made up to look like King?" I asked as certain ideas formed in my mind.
"Ah, now that is the Iron Crowbar thinking pattern that I've been expecting to hear." Jack said, giving what was for him was a grin. "We had a doctor do some x-rays and thermal imaging. Here's a computer makeup of what we think he looked like before."
I took the image that Muscone handed to me across the desk. I found myself looking into the face of a man that looked very much like 'Gruff', one of my assailants on the day that the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds was obliterated. And of course that meant that the man bore a striking resemblance to one Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and leader of 'The Vision'.
"He looks like Gruff, but he's not him." I said. "I can tell a couple of slight differences here and there. It's not Eckhart either, obviously."
"So Don," Jack said, "tell me why we have at least two P. Harvey Eckharts, not to mention the original, showing up around these here parts." I could tell that Jack was putting the question to me not only to gather information, but to test my loyalties. And I knew how to pass the test both ways.
I said "I know that Eckhart had several guys made up to look like him some years ago, when Eckhart feared being assassinated. I think he was having some trouble with you guys in the FBI, as well. My guess would be that Gruff and this guy are two of those people."
"So do you think Eckhart's involved in the prison escapes?" Jack asked, trying to hide that he was peering hard at me, and failing.
"Doesn't sound like the type of stuff Eckhart likes to get into, but who knows?" I said, truly unsure.
"What does Eckhart like to get into?" Jack asked. Now I knew for sure I was being played.
"Eckhart's into a much softer game, and for money." I said, not telling the full truth, but not lying either. "As far as I can tell, Eckhart doesn't get into criminal enterprises or activities. He runs his worldwide self-help cult, which is a pretty formidable operation in its own right, and leaves the crimes to other folks, like our billionaire buddy, Henry R. Wargrave." I threw in Wargrave's name to take this conversation away from P. Harvey Eckhart.
"Yeah, Wargrave." Jack Muscone said. "You think he's behind the crap going on in your County these past few days and weeks?"
"To some degree, yes." I said. "But I'm not sure why. By the way, do you know where he is?"
"He's in the City." said Muscone. "We've been keeping tabs on him, especially since the night you waxed Corrigan and his cell. But he's slick. At least four times we think we knew where he was, only to see him on TV in New York City or Los Angeles giving a speech or something. My boss is a patient man, but Wargrave is embarrassing us. I did go see him, though."
"See who?" I asked, not understanding.
"Mr. Moriarty..." said Muscone. "a.k.a. Wargrave."
"You what?" I asked, incredulous. "Here in Town, or in the City?"
"In the City." Muscone said. "In his office, on the 30th floor. Beautiful view."
"On what pretext did you visit him?" I asked.
"I had a story all ready to go." Muscone said. "I was going to ask him if he could give us any leads on a group of smugglers. It's not an untrue story; we think some of the 'Superior Bloodlines' people are working with the Oldeeds Group to smuggle drugs and maybe arms across the border. Anyway, I asked, and Wargrave said he'd have his people sniff around. He said his shipping businesses are legal, but they sometimes hear things. He was quite cooperative."
"I'm sure he was." I said. "Did he have a Greuze painting behind him?"
"Huh?" Jack said, not getting my joke. I was remembering the Conan Doyle story where the police officer went to interview Professor Moriarty. Meanwhile, Jack said "No, the windows were behind him, with the view."
"Light behind him, in your face, eh?" I asked.
"Yeah, now that you mention it." Muscone said. Then his beady eyes narrowed. "I think you're messing with me right now, but I'm not sure how."
"I'll make it up to you by buying you a double cheeseburger at the Cop Bar." I said. "Let's go. I'm hungry." Muscone did not have to be persuaded further.
Part 7 - The Ensigns of Detection
"Why hello, Cindy." said Phyllis. "I'm so glad you came by to visit. Do come in."
Lieutenant Cindy Ross entered the basement MIL apartment of Don's mother. "Thanks for seeing me today." Cindy said.
"I'm always so glad when you come by." Phyllis said. "And now we're sort of related. My new grandson is your nephew, yes?"
"That's true." Cindy said, with the beginnings of a joking smile. "But I am not going to start calling you Aunt Phyllis."
"At least not yet." Phyllis said, and Cindy noted the cryptic tone of the older but lovely woman's voice. "Here, have a seat. I'll pour us some coffee."
As they drank their coffee, Cindy outlined what she wanted to do. "Don is busy as hell. He's running the entire Police Force as well as watching over us in MCD and Vice on our cases. He's trying to delegate, but he's still doing a lot... and that includes his efforts to do research about this industrial espionage group he thinks is based in our County."
"He's told me several times that you're doing very good work with the Detectives, and that it is lightening his load." Phyllis said in her most complimentary voice.
"Thank you," said Cindy, "but what I want to do is try to do some independent research work to help Don."
"And why don't you want to tell Don you're doing this?" Phyllis asked, a knowing gleam in her eye, understanding what Cindy was thinking even though Cindy had not yet said it.
"Uh... I could tell you because he'd tell me not to, and it's easier to get forgiveness than permission." Cindy said.
"You could, and you'd be very correct." Phyllis said, her smile getting brighter. "But you could also say you want to show Don that you're capable of solving things like this even without him.."
"I do want to show him that he can trust me... and our entire Detective Team, of course." Cindy said.
"Of course." said Phyllis. "And you can take my word for it that he does trust you and all of the Detectives very much, even if it seems like he doesn't. He is trying to let all of you work without him, but he's not going to let perps get away in the process."
"Yeah, we get that." Cindy said.
"Of course," Phyllis said, "you have a special fire in your eyes about this, my dear. You want to find those perps that shot you and also put your friends and colleagues in such great danger, if I don't miss my guess."
"I can see that denying it to you would be useless." Cindy said matter-of-factly. "So, where should I start?"
"I have just the solution for you. You and I are going to go see someone who is at least as brilliant and capable as my son is, and can give us tremendous help." said Phyllis.
"I'm already talking to you now, Phyllis." Cindy said in her most complimentary voice.
"Why thank you, dear." said Phyllis. "But I mean someone who can help with data much more than I possibly can. Let's go."
"Are we going very far?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, not too far." Phyllis said. "Just upstairs."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura could not help but laugh out loud.
"You ladies are going to get me in a lot of trouble." the lovely CIA Deputy Director said. "Not only with my employer, but with my husband when he finds out about this. Notice that I said 'when', not 'if'."
"Leave your husband to me." Phyllis said. "He'll mind his mother when I tell him to stand down."
"That is not how he reacted when the two of you kept me, or perhaps my sister, from being assassinated at the hands of Eleanor Burke." Laura chided. "However, I think this is a good idea; one that I'd been thinking of, as well. And since I do owe you big-time for foiling Eleanor Burke's plot, I'll be glad to help as far as I can. Cindy, are you fully aware of who and what I am?"
"Yes, ma'am." Cindy said. "And I also know who and what my gym business partner, who happens to be your sister, is."
"Yes, and thank you for keeping quiet about that. Do you have any kind of clearance?" Laura asked.
"I have a Secret clearance, since I'm in the SBI Reserve." Cindy said. "Don had me apply for it then expedited it through the FBI."
"Good." Laura said. "I'm going to have you fill out some paperwork to upgrade that to Top Secret. I can give you interim TS clearance right now, too. Not that you'll really need it, but by having it I can give you some access to some data."
Laura added: "By the way, I'm certainly not going to lie to my husband if he finds out about this, but at the same time I don't intend to just go up to him and tell him, either."
"That would probably be very wise." said Phyllis, her eyes twinkling.
"Phyllis, you are having entirely too much fun with this." Laura noted.
"We are so fired." Cindy said. Laura couldn't help but laugh again. Phyllis excused herself to go and make tea for everyone.
"By the way, Cindy," Laura said once the two women were alone, "bring Jenna here tonight. I have those devices ready for you, and Don is not going to be here..."
Part 8 - Sex On The Mountain, Fire In Our Souls
Cindy Ross and Jenna Stiles arrived at the Mountain Nest that evening, both looking exceptionally hot in the clingy dresses and high heels they were wearing. Laura met them at the door looking radiantly beautiful herself.
As they sipped their drinks, Laura filled them in on what was going on. "Both of you have come by my office and let me make molds of your vaginas. I've fashioned my special dildos that will fit inside you exceptionally well, and I've also attached the penises for them. You only have to sign these releases, so that if the pleasurable electrical impulses go haywire and burn you, you won't be able to come after me personally for them. The chances of any damage happening are virtually nil, though."
After the paperwork was done, Laura brought out her gifts in their boxes. "Cindy, the 'penis' on your device is police blue; and Jenna, yours is fiery red like your hair, and from what my husband tells me, your personality."
"Not much gets by your husband." Cindy said, getting a cutting look from Jenna before they all started laughing. After more drinking and chatting, Laura suggested they head to the guest bedroom to try out their new toys.
"Only if you come help us test them out." said Cindy. She'd been longing to sample Don's sexy older wife for some time; she was not going to let this opportunity pass by.
"Definitely." said Jenna, though her desire was born more of curiosity at what she'd heard about the hottest sex professor on the local or any other campus...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Such a beautiful view." Zoe Singer said as she looked out the windows of the greatroom of The Cabin. It was a bit too nippy to go out onto the deck, but the view was still lovely... and so was the view of the Town from the lattice of windows. Zoe was wearing high heel pumps, but I couldn't tell what her dress looked like. She'd kept a light khaki trenchcoat on all through dinner, as if it were her dress.
"From here it's hard to believe that the Town is anything but peaceful and good." she added.
I handed Zoe her drink, which she'd requested to be double-strong, and sipped on my Scotch and Amaretto. "It is good, despite a few bad apples. And the few bad apples keep me employed."



"Unfortunately, you can't put fire in a prison cell." said Zoe. She sipped her drink, then said idly "Some people say fire is alive, that it's the simplest form of life. What do you think, Don?"
"I've often wondered that myself." I said. "Certainly it's energy untamed. In some ways, we're all like that, and we all have fires inside us. Right now I've got a fire inside me, looking at you."
"Mmmm, a flirtatious young man, and not wasting any time." Zoe said, looking from me back out the window. "I have to admit, I'm shocked your wife doesn't keep you all to herself. I guess... I sound like a prude."
"No, you're the normal one." I replied. "What Laura and I have is very special, but different than what some would think of as normal." I didn't say what I was deducing: that Zoe yearned for a long-term relationship, and a man that would care for her and be faithful to her... and that she'd yearned for this since her childhood, a childhood with more than its fair share of horrors for her. Definitely not the time to bring all that up.
"I guess we all have our own idea of what 'normal' is." Zoe said. She then turned to me and opened her trenchcoat. "Is this 'normal', Don?"
Indeed, the trenchcoat was the dress, and underneath Zoe was wearing nothing but a pair of black lace panties. Her breasts were standing proudly out, her nipples hard spikes begging for attention. I could also tell that Zoe was nervous, and that she was well beyond her comfort zone in the actions she was taking.
"I'd say it's much better than 'normal'." I replied. I stepped up to Zoe and slid my hands along her waist, feeling her warm light brown skin. I gently pulled her to me and bent down to kiss her. Our lips met in a warm kiss, but before I had a chance to sink my tongue into her mouth, she broke the kiss.
"I... I'm getting a little lightheaded." she said. "Can we sit down a minute?"
"Sure." I said, making sure to not rush things. Taking too much control right now might be more harmful than good, I realized as Zoe and I sat down on one of the sofas, snuggling together and sipping our drinks...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar, was pretty busy this Saturday night, but the cold weather meant that most of the patrons stayed indoors. The owner had installed a couple of 'fire pits' on the deck for people to gather around, actually raised up from the deck, the fake logs heated by natural gas. Several members of the TCPD SWAT Team had gathered around for a beer, but most of them had since dispersed, leaving Claire Michaels and Hugh Hewitt alone together.
Claire had had no trouble getting most of her SWAT Team to come out for some beer and fellowship after training; Hugh Hewitt was the only one who seemed reticent to join the group fun. Claire knew why, and was determined to help Hugh get over the mental scars left by the Black Widow. They'd had several beers already, and Claire had already arranged for designated driving to happen for them later.
"I'm glad you came out tonight, Hugh." Claire said. "It's not the same without you. The whole team is glad, too."
"Thanks." said Hugh, looking into the fire in the 'pit'. "I'm not much of a party guy, anymore. You know about my past history, don't you?"
"Sure." said Claire. She had read the official reports, and heard the stories from fellow Detectives about Hugh's near-death experience as well as his demotion and transfer to the SWAT Team. "So have you dated Selena or anyone else since all that stuff happened?"
"Naah." said Hugh. "Selena and I really aren't from the same neighborhoods, if you know what I mean. She's a good person, and we talk from time to time, but it's a bit awkward."
"I can understand that." Claire said. "And after that woman found out you'd hooked up with Selena, she couldn't just send you a 'Let's just be friends' text, could she?"
"No," said Hugh, the alcohol helping him to see the humor in Claire's remark, "I don't think that was exactly what she was trying to say. Good thing all my police buddies crashed that party, and the Commander's wife had the antidote to that poison..." His voice trailed off.
"I couldn't agree more." said Claire. "And I'm the lucky one: you fell into my lap with the SWAT Team." Her efforts to connect with him were far more than professional or as friends. She didn't know if Hugh was catching on to her double entendres, her flirtations with him. She was soaking wet as she looked at the handsome younger man, desiring to feel him on top of her and his big cock plunging into her again and again.
"Yeah, I was lucky." Hugh said. "I heard the Chief was going to fire me, but the Commander saved my ass."
"I'm glad he did." Claire said, realizing she'd have to find and use more blatant ways to get Hugh to 'understand'. "The Commander thinks very highly of you. And he's a damn good judge of people. When I was hired as a Detective, I had no idea he was already thinking of me for the SWAT Team."
"Yeah, that's where I ended up, too." said Hugh, then caught himself. "Oh, don't get the wrong idea, I love the SWAT Team and working with you and the guys..."
"You wanted to stay a Detective?" Claire asked, hoping she was finally breaking through and getting to the real Hugh.
"Yes and no." Hugh said, growing reflective. "SWAT is good, and I know I'm good at it. But being a Detective on this Police Force wasn't like anywhere else... it's a cut above. I liked that challenge... though I'm not sure I was succeeding at it. And then there's the Iron Crowbar... geez, I always felt that guy had x-ray eyes whenever he looked at me or anything else..."
"Yes, that's the feeling I get, also..." said Claire. Not only about the Iron Crowbar's x-ray eyes, but that Hugh had not been succeeding fully as a Detective...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once in the guest bedroom, Laura said "Why don't you two get undressed." Somewhat to her surprise, Jenna began undressing Cindy and vice versa. Laura watched, her own loins melting as she watched the lovely redhead unzip Cindy's dress then slowly lower it down the platinum blonde's well-toned body.
Then Jenna slowly undid Cindy's bra, freeing her luscious breasts, and Laura watched as Jenna kissed Cindy's neck while undressing her and then massaging Cindy's big boobs. Cindy moaned slightly, then moaned again as Jenna's hands slid down along the sides of Cindy's body to her panties. Jenna began bending her knees, easing herself down as she slid the panties down Cindy's legs, and as Cindy stepped out of them, still wearing her clear acrylic high heel slides, Jenna slid her tongue up under Cindy's magnificent ass and tongued her slit.
Then they turned around and Cindy slowly undressed Jenna the same way. As Jenna's panties fell to her her suede, nude/tan high heel pumps, Cindy was behind her, tonguing her sopping wet slit.
Laura produced a tube of vaginal lubricant. "You both might want to use this. Of course, it'll be best if you're already wet."
"I think you're going to have to help us with that... Doctor." Cindy said. "And I think you are way overdressed right now." The two women approached Laura, Jenna slipping behind her while Cindy came face to face with her, their eyes locked. As Jenna began undoing Laura's dress, Cindy leaned forward, her head tilted up to meet the taller woman's. Laura bent her head down just enough for her mouth to make contact with Cindy's, and let Cindy's tongue slide over hers as they kissed.
Cindy's hands went up to Laura's big breasts, finding that Jenna's hands were also there and massaging the beautiful older woman's mammaries. Cindy bent down and kissed Laura's left nipple, then sucked on it... and mewled in surprise as the warm liquid from Laura's milk-filled tit coated her tongue!
"Mmmm, you're still nursing." Cindy said quietly, but her voice filling the room. "Jenna, you've got to come suck these delicious tits." Jenna quickly complied, coming around and kissing Laura's right breasts. Soon both women were feasting on Laura's milk as they hungrily sucked her teats as if they were starved.
"Mmmm, that feels nice." Laura whispered, enjoying the sensations, feeling the younger women's hands sliding over her body, exploring her. She felt Cindy's left hand slide under the hem of her panties and over her clit, then begin exploring inside her labes, quickly finding her hole and sinking her finger deep inside. Laura was already very, very wet.
Cindy reluctantly gave up Laura's breast and bent her knees, kissing her way down Laura's taut, firm body. Her hands slid Laura's panties down over her high heel blue strappy sandals, then Cindy licked Laura's slit, making Laura groan. Jenna then covered Laura's mouth with her own in a hot, tongue-twining kiss as Cindy began eating Laura's pussy in earnest.
As she munched on Laura's fur-lined muff, Cindy moaned in pleasure. Laura's pussy was far and away the tastiest, most delicious cunt the hot blonde policewoman had ever tasted. Jenna was good, and Cindy ate her pussy out of love, but there was something about Laura's snatch that made her taste buds sing. Maybe it was because this was the wife of her handsome boss, Cindy thought. And Don is one lucky-as-hell man to be getting to eat this sweet pussy every night...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I want to see your Medal of Valor one of these days." said Zoe as I refilled her drink. She was getting a good buzz on, getting 'liquid courage' to help her allow me to seduce her.
"It's locked up in my desk at Headquarters." I said. "Just come by any time."
"Well, in exchange, I'll show you something now." Zoe replied. She fished a flat box out of her purse and handed it to me. I opened it and got a surprise.
First, the background: all the Public Safety Department, Police, Fire, EMS, Deputy Sheriff, and Public Health Department medals and their ribbons, called 'drapes', are uniquely colored, just as the military ribbons are. Unlike the military, the County's ribbons had patterns. For example, the Police Cross was a red ribbon with blue outer edges and a thin white line between the blue and red. The Fire Cross was a red ribbon with the white lines, but with red edges.
Ergo, the various Police medals were blue-edged; Fire Dept. medals, red-edged; Deputies, brown-edged; Public Health, salmon-pink edged. Those medals for all of Public Safety (Public Health was a part of Public Safety), had silver-gray edges. The Medal of Valor had a red ribbon worn around the neck, but the rectangular ribbon worn on the duty uniform was gray-edged, thin white vertical stripes, then red field with five tiny silver stars. The Purple Order ribbon was gray-edged, thin white vertical stripe, and a purple field, the same award going to anyone of any of the various County public safety services.
In olden days, before the merger, the EMS medals were green-edged. But after the EMS was rolled into the Fire Dept., the Fire Dept. and the Council had forced the EMS ribbons to have red edges. The EMS Medal, equivalent to the Police Medal and Fire Medal, had a green field, white stripe, and red edge.
In the box Zoe had handed me was her EMS Medal, but it had the old green edges. She'd been awarded it before the changes, and she could still wear it (and did). This was 'old school', and I could very much appreciate seeing it, since I might not ever see another one again.
"Wow." I said. "This is awesome." She was obviously proud of it, and I could understand why.
"Yeah." Zoe said. "It makes me the badass of the Fire Department. After they fucked us over and forced EMTs to wear Fire Department-colored ribbons, I came to appreciate it a lot more."
"Yeah, that's going to come to a head one of these days." I said, knowing that tensions there were growing.
"Yeah." Zoe said. "But speaking of 'head', there's a different kind of 'head', and I'm here to give it to you."
She was ready, and I was ready as well. I put the medal down next to Zoe's purse and turned my attention to her. She melted into my arms and our kiss turned deep and heavy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Cindy, slide it in." Laura said. Cindy had volunteered to be the first to wear her custom-fitted toy. She slid the blue dildo with its waves and ridges past her cuntlips and sank it deep into her wet pussy, aided by the generous lubrication Laura had put on it.
It was a nice, tight fit, filling Cindy's vaginal almost completely up, with just a bit of room at the end to allow for movement. Cindy pressed the curved plate that covered her labes and groin area to her as Laura tightened the straps. The nearly nine inch long, wrist-thick 'penis' bobbed out in front of her.
"Okay, baby," said Jenna as she lay back flat on the bed, pulling her legs up until her knees were pressing into her breasts, and spreading her legs, "sink that big thing into me, let me take your virginity." Cindy complied, mounting her lover and sliding the penis along Jenna's cuntlips. Laura was busy applying more lubricant. Finally, Jenna reached between her legs, pushed the hard rubber-like cockhead deep into her labes and to her honey hole, and moaned as Cindy pushed forward, penetrating the beautiful redhead.
"Unnnh!" Jenna gasped as her tight pussy was filled with Cindy's 'cock'. Laura watched, guiding Cindy as the platinum blonde got used to the rhythm and moving properly, but she was soon fucking Jenna with long, hard, deep strokes.
"Pretty soon you're going to begin feeling the tingling, Cindy." Laura said. "Don't start fucking Jenna too hard, or you might start hurting her with that big cock."
"Oh yeah, I"m feeling it now." Cindy said. Indeed, the friction of the 'cock' in Jenna's pussy was sending back little electrical pulses, that then fired along nodes in the dildo inside Cindy and 'tickled' the nerves inside her. Sexual pleasure began to radiate deep inside Cindy, even as Jenna moaned from the pleasure of being deeply fucked by the 'cock'.
Laura watched Cindy fucking Jenna, making observations as the ruggedly attractive, still-muscular platinum blonde leaned over and deeply kissed her almost willowy, redheaded lover.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Zoe moaned as I ate her pussy, my face buried in her sopping wet hole, my tongue delving deep inside as my cheeks rubbed against her labes. Her legs were over my shoulders and she was gently sliding her feet along my back, which I enjoyed very much as I tongued her slit with zest.
Our kissing on the sofa downstairs had rapidly turned to foreplay. I'd sucked Zoe's breasts, lashing at her hard nipples, my fingers finding their way into her pussyhole as her hands undid my pants and fished out my cock. It wasn't long before I was getting out of those pants, allowing Zoe to play with my cock and balls with her warm dry hands.
"Take me to bed." Zoe whispered through a kiss. I got up and picked her up and carried her towards the stairs. I had to go to the front part of the house to reach the stairs, and even as I was carrying this lovely woman upstairs to make love to her, I was thinking that I needed to do something about this floor plan and having to go all the way to the front door just to get upstairs to the bedroom.
But we made it to the bedroom just fine, and after depositing Zoe on the bed and stripping naked, I slid between her shapely legs and went down on her. Her pubic bush was thick but neatly trimmed, and her pink pussy glowed invitingly from between her darker pussy lips, making me want to dive face-deep in there and start feasting on that delicious womanhood. But I made sure not to go too fast, lest I make Zoe nervous.
As I raised up after bringing Zoe almost to the brink of a hard orgasm, my cock was throbbing and iron hard, sticking out in front of me as the true weapon of lust that it was. I mounted Zoe as her hands guided my hips, her legs easing back and spreading wider as the wide, spongy helmet of my cockhead found its target and slid past her swollen labes and into her hole. I pushed forward, joining our loins in deep ecstasy until our pelvises met, my balls coming to rest on Zoe's taint and asscrack.
"Oh God, you're going so deep!" Zoe moaned as I began fucking her in a steady rhythm, withdrawing about half of my cock before sinking in balls-deep again. I noticed that Zoe was not really matching my thrusts; she was essentially lying there, letting me pump in and out of her in whatever way I wanted. Time enough to teach her those things later, I thought, right now I just wanted to enjoy the intense pleasure of pistoning my cock in and out of her warm, wet cunt while I kissed her mouth, neck and occasionally sucked on one of her big breasts...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After nearly twenty minutes of steady fucking, Cindy screamed out as her hard, intense orgasm rocked her body and soul. Jenna had already come twice. Shaking, the hot blonde pulled the long, thick 'penis' out of her girlfriend's sodden pussy.
"How was it, Cindy?" Laura asked.
"Oh my God." said Cindy, still trying to recover. "Oh. My. God. That was so fucking intense! Laura, you could make a billion dollars if you patent and market this thing."
"Yes, and one lawsuit would wipe me out." Laura replied. "I think I'll just keep this a secret gift for my closest friends. Jenna, are you ready to try yours out?"
"Sure." Jenna said. Laura helped her as she eased the red dildo into her cunt and strapped the device more tightly to her. Cindy was lying on the bed and Jenna wasted no time mounting her.
"Oh God!" Cindy groaned as Jenna harshly shoved the long, thick 'cock' into her tight pussy. Jenna struggled to get the right rhythm, and the women worked together to find the best ways to move. Finally, Jenna got enough stroking rhythm going that she began feeling the tinglings from the dildo in her own pussy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With Claire's help, Hugh made it through the door of his apartment and to the sofa, but that was about as far as he could go. He practically crashed onto the couch, and Claire sat down hard next to him. The stud war hero was very buzzed, which is what Claire wanted.
"Okay, stud," Claire said, "no more talking. It's time for action, and no more holding out on me." She reached down and began opening Hugh's pants, having to undo his belt to free his large cock. As she jacked his organ, it began swelling to its full, thick, eight-inch length.
Claire swiftly got on the floor on her knees between Hugh's legs. "Mmmm, I've been wanting to suck this big thing for the longest time." She gripped the shaft at the base and quickly opened her mouth to envelop his meat.
Hugh gasped, as much in shock as in physical pleasure. He had not engaged in sex since that night in the warehouse, when he'd been poisoned and fucked nearly to death, literally, by Angela Harlan. The mental scars from that ordeal had not gone away, though he worked mightily to hide from his fellow officers, lest he be re-evaluated and declared unfit for duty.
And here was Claire Michaels, sucking his cock with all the power her mouth could muster. God! she was gorgeous, her face softer and more womanly than Angela's sharp features had been, even though Claire was in her upper thirties already. Claire's dark brown hair was wavy and fell gently about her shoulders, her body was firm and toned (Cindy Ross was her personal trainer), her breasts jutting proudly out, her ass filling the tight uniform pants of her SWAT suit. Hugh had felt deep desire for Claire, but again the horrors of his ordeal with Angela, whom he'd trusted and nearly paid for that trust with his life, prevented him from taking the correct action steps.
For her part, Claire had wanted Hugh since the moment she'd met him. She'd flirted with him, and had to understand that it might take time for Hugh's trust level to return. But she was now at the end of her rope of patience, and she now had the younger stud's cock in her throat, right where it belonged.



"Mmm, God, this cock is so good!" Claire gasped as the head popped out of her mouth. She licked down the shaft to Hugh's bloated balls, sucking and licking on them, then raising back up and engulfing his fuck-stick again. She fellated his size with every bit of talent and experience that she could muster.
Hugh tried to hold back, but it was the smell of her perfume wafting into her nose that overcame him.. She smelled so good! and the smell of her had enticed him for months now. He felt almost detached from his body, but the pleasure was still incredible as the jolts of climax hit him and the molten sperm erupted from his balls and into Claire's sucking throat. She greedily swallowed up each thick, ropy spurt until Hugh's balls simply had no more to give...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I pumped deeply in and out of Zoe's cunt, I felt the walls of her tight vagina clamp down on me a couple of times, accompanied by deep groans from her.
"Oh God," she said after the second one, "I can't believe you made me come... I didn't think I could ever come with a man..."
"I'm getting close myself." I said as I felt my nut rising. "Are you on the pill?"
"No," Zoe replied, "but don't pull out. Come inside me, Don!" As if to emphasize the point, Zoe wrapped her shapely legs around my waist, the heels of her bare feet pressing into the backs of my thighs, then wrapped her arms around my neck. I slid my hands down and grasped her firm, full asscheeks, really enjoying the feel of those luscious globes of assflesh in my hands. I nuzzled her neck hard then groaned.
"I'm coming!" I gasped as the first spurts of my hot load shot deep into Zoe's cunt. I drove forward, grinding my pelvis into Zoe's as my hands clutched her ass harder, and pumped every drop of potent, virile semen from my balls into the woman beneath me, letting the pleasure invade the very core of my being, body and soul...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jenna was lying on her back again. Cindy was wearing her toy, fucking Jenna with it, but slowly. In the meantime, Laura had straddled Jenna's face and sat her sopping wet pussy onto the redhead's mouth. As Jenna ate Laura's pussy with gusto, Cindy and Laura were sharing a deep, wet, tongue-twining, toe-curling kiss. Their lips slid along each other's as their tongues twined then explored each other's mouths.
Cindy was feeling the heat from Laura's kiss as much if not more from the dildo-fucking she was giving her girlfriend. And she was again thinking how lucky Don was... Cindy loved Jenna, but physically Laura was the most phenomenal kisser and pussy-eater, and had the tastiest cunt of any woman Cindy had ever been with. Damn, how does the Iron Crowbar get so lucky to have this woman fall in love with him and be in his bed with him every night? not to mention giving him those two wonderful babies... Don must've done something truly great in a previous life to have good karma like this... for that matter, so must've I...
Jenna pushed Laura slightly upwards so that she could speak. "Hey babe, I'm starting to get sore. That cock is really big, and unyielding..."
"I hear ya, babe." Cindy said, easing the prick out of Jenna's well-fucked cunt.
"Why don't you fuck me with it, Cindy, if you still want to keep going." Laura offered. "Jenna, you can sit on my face."
"I think I'll just sit back and watch you two." Jenna said. Laura lay on her back and Cindy mounted her, easily finding Laura's cunthole and sinking the big 'penis' into it, making Laura groan.
Jenna kissed Cindy's mouth with a warm, deep kiss, then said "Fuck her, baby. Fuck her like her husband only wishes he could!" Cindy grinned at the challenge, and then began to pump her 'cock' into Laura with hard, long, deep thrusts.
Jenna sat back and watched, and it was a magnificent sight. Laura had pulled her long, shapely legs back, her knees above her shoulders, almost to her ears, her calves along the side of Cindy's body and her elegant, shapely feet, still in the high heel sandals, just above Cindy's pistoning ass. Cindy had taken off her high heels and was now literally on her toes as she drove the 'cock' into Laura with every bit of energy that her powerful body could put into the fucking. Cindy had slid her arms under Laura's back, holding her, and Cindy was alternating between sucking Laura's milk-filled breasts and kissing Laura's neck, face and mouth.
The sex was extremely intense, and while Jenna enjoyed watching it, she also felt a little bit jealous of her woman fucking another woman so hotly. The redhead then became entranced with the luscious globes of Cindy's hard ass pistoning up and down as the blonde fucked the black-haired older woman. Jenna slid next to the rutting couple on the bed and bent down and began kissing and tonguing Cindy's sweet asscheeks. Jenna's tongue did have to compete with Laura's finger that was sinking into Cindy's tight asshole, but the effect, along with the impulses of the dildo as Cindy fucked Laura relentlessly, was that Cindy came apart at the seams in the most deeply intense orgasm she'd ever had...
Part 9 - Past Pain, Future Gain
It was now well past midnight as Zoe and I slept together, me on my back and Zoe nestled into my right side, her breasts pressing warmly into me. I felt her rustle as she came awake, then felt a strange sensation: her hand was caressing the scar of my wound where Ned had shot me.
"You're a very brave man, Mr. Iron Crowbar." she whispered.
"You're a brave woman." I replied.
Zoe raised her right leg and flung it over me, then slid her body on top of mine. "I've met so few men who have any integrity at all." she said. "You have no idea how good it is to meet a man not only with integrity, but willing to take something like that on behalf of others."
"Man or woman, there's too little of that in this world." I said.
"Did your wife tell you about me, about my story?" Zoe asked.
"No." I said. "Only that you'd had some bad experiences. And you don't have to say anything to me if you don't want to." Indeed, all Laura had told me was to not try to fuck Zoe from the rear, either on our sides or dogstyle, and only the briefest synopsis of Zoe's younger life.
"I do want to." Zoe replied. "When I was young, I was molested by my father. Worse, I had an older sister, a good bit older than me. My father molested her regularly. When she told my mother, my mother told her to shut up and do whatever her father told her to do. When she told a teacher that he was molesting her, the teacher called her a liar to her face and then called our father and told him what my sister had said. When he got her home that day, he beat her nearly to death. My mother sat there and watched the whole thing."
"My sister ran away from home. The cops, who were very corrupt in that town, caught up to her and dutifully brought her right back home, where they joked with my father about her running away and her claiming that he was molesting her. The second time my sister ran away, the cops caught up to her again. That time, they took turns raping her themselves before bringing her home to our father. One week later, my sister committed suicide."
Zoe continued, her voice almost surreal in the abnormal intensity of its quietness: "When I was old enough, my father would come into my bedroom and rape me. It was useless to fight it, and my mother knew and did nothing, would do nothing. I would just turn my back when he came into the room, either on my side or my stomach. He'd get behind me or on top of me and rape me."
"This went on for a few years until I decided to make a run for it. I knew from my sister's experience that the cops would be nothing but trouble, so I hid from them as I ran, and I made it to the City. At that point, I ran into a man who said he'd help me. He said that if I married him, I would never have to return to my father, and I believed him. Well, he turned out to be as abusive as my father had been. I finally got away from him and went to a group that helped troubled young people. The man who ran the program and some of his acolytes- er, friends- helped me. I was able to get into a nursing program, and then became an EMT here in this County."
"I didn't trust men any more, so I ended up becoming intimate with women." Zoe continued. "Then Dr. Fredricson came to this University. I'm not sure how I came to her attention, but I did, and she's worked with me for a while to make my social issues with other people better. She also believed that though I was dating women, I still had an affinity for men. In that she was right; I never gave up on the idea that there was a good man out there for me. When I told her that I'd met you, she asked all about how I felt about you, and I was pretty shocked when she said that I should date you in order to get used to dating men. I'm glad she did, though." Zoe bent down and kissed my mouth.
"Me, too." I said. "You're a special lady, and you'll find that special man soon." And until you do, I thought, I'll be glad to continue making love to you myself.
Perhaps sharing my thoughts, Zoe reached down between our bodies and grasped my hard cock. She fit it into he labes and then sank her wet pussy down onto it, impaling herself on my hard male meat until I was balls-deep inside her. Zoe began riding me with a smooth easy rhythm, and I just let her ride at her pace, her way, enjoying the pleasure of our joined loins. After holding her waist for a while, I let my hands slide down her calves and took her feet into my hands, holding and gently squeezing them as she ground her loins onto my impaling little iron crowbar until she was gasping in climax...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hugh Hewitt woke up to find himself naked in his bed. Feeling the warm body next to him, he looked over to see Claire Michaels lying next to him, naked, her lovely body pressed against his muscular frame.
"Claire... oh my god, what's going on?" Hugh asked, momentarily confused. Then he remembered the intensely hot blowjob he'd gotten not long before, and his cock became instantly rock hard at the memory, not to mention the feel of Claire's body and the smell of her body and her perfume.
"Hi handsome." she replied. "We've been having a good time." She reached for his cock and began to jack it until he was throbbing hard. She then quickly mounted him, taking his eight thick inches into her dripping wet quim and beginning to ride him.
Alas, it was not to be. Hugh began having flashback memories of what Angela Harlan had done to him tat night, and of her last ride on his cock. He began losing his erection, his efforts to continue to fuck Claire notwithstanding.
Claire understood, and she didn't push it. But she did lean over him and begin sucking his cock. She got him hard enough to jack off as she sucked him, and she was soon rewarded with a second load of his semen splashing into her throat...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy woke up at 4:30, as usual. She was just putting on her underwear when she heard Carole in the next room, cooing and singing. Going into the room, she said "Hey little girl. You're awake too?"
Carole grinned and reached up, wanting to be picked up. Cindy picked her up and, talking to her, carried her towards the kitchen to get her a bottle. In the kitchen, she found Laura already there, warming the formula up.
"Ah, there's my girl and her buddy." said Laura. Carole was happy for the attention, as well as knowing she was about to be fed. Laura said "I'm warming up a bottle for her, Cindy. You and Jenna did a real number on my tits last night."
"I would apologize, but I had too much fun." Cindy said. "Sorry, Carole, it's formula for you." Carole did not seem to mind.
"Despite all the fun we had last night," Laura said, taking Carole, "I can that you and Jenna are beginning to share something much more than just a night of fun. And I'm sure as hell not going to say a word to my husband about any of it."
"Oh, that's okay." Cindy replied. "He'll have it figured out in no time. Not much gets by that man."
"Maybe, but-" Laura said, then for some reason her eyes went to the scars from Cindy's wounds, which were not covered by the bra. Cindy felt the look, then felt Laura's hand as she touched the scarred spots. Laura had a strange look on her face.
"You..." the older woman said, then gathered herself and said more firmly, "you and my husband are meant to work together. Just as he and I were meant to be husband and wife, just as you and Jenna were meant to find each other... you and Don are meant to be the team that takes down the Evil in this County."
"Yeah..." Cindy said, her own voice becoming eerie. "I know what you're saying, and you're right."
"I just hope..." Laura said, "I just hope you and he won't be accumulating too many more scars in the process... and that we all live to see it through..."
To be continued.
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Part 10 - The County Badass
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redhead reporter at 7:00am on Monday, November 17th. "Channel Two News has learned that the fallout of the drug raid last Friday night, which resulted in local police officers and the SBI's Narcotics Task Force exchanging gunfire with each other, is having ramifications across the State. Tensions between the SBI and various local law enforcement agencies is reaching a boiling point, which is causing many experts to believe that unless something is done, the effectiveness of law enforcement in the State will be negatively impacted."
"In other news, it is believed that the criminals that robbed the Second National Bank and kidnapped Luisa Gomez may be part of a larger criminal organization. Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Department has confirmed that the FBI is now working with the local police, as the criminals may have crossed over the State line to our West. Luisa Gomez continues to undergo rehabilitation at University Hospital as she recovers from her grievous injuries."
Tanya Perlman said "I heard that Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart from that 'Vision' cult in Coltrane County brought a couple of psychologists to help Luisa, and that they're doing a lot for her. The hospital staff isn't thrilled about it, but Dr. Fredricson stepped in and suggested the psychologists be allowed to continue working with her."
"Oh really?" I said. "First I'm hearing of that. Cindy, you're not the only person who doesn't get told things." I was needling my partner very hard.
"Stoppit." was all Ross said as she sipped her coffee, but I noted that her rugged but pretty face remained unperturbed.
Chief Griswold came up as we watched in the MCD room and growled at me "Crowbar, why in the world did you give that woman that confirmation that the FBI is working with us?"
"Case of 'damned if I do, damned if I don't', Chief." I said. "Bettina already had the info, and denying it would just cause the reporting to be more intense and hostile. Jack Muscone said it was okay to confirm it, as well... he wants the bastards to know the FBI is on their tails, hoping to get some cell phone chatter to start up, I guess."
"In that case--" started the Chief, but we were interrupted as Lt. Teresa Croyle came into the room. She was not alone.
"Look who's back from the Police Academy, everyone!" Teresa said. It was Detective Theo Washington, the 'movie star handsome' black Detective, whose brother Franklin was one of the ADAs at the Courthouse. Theo was dressed in a suit that rivaled Martin Nash's for the 'GQ look'.
"About time you got back, Washington." growled the Chief in a friendly way as he shook Theo's hand.
"How was Detective School?" I asked. Theo had attended the course at the Police Academy that I'd felt the need to re-write for them.
"It was good." said Theo. "But I think I learn a lot more from the Iron Crowbar and Lt. Perlman's hands-on training."
"Glad to see they taught you how to kiss ass properly." said Chief Griswold, getting a good laugh out of everyone in the room. After more small talk, the Chief told us all to get to work and left the room.
"I'm glad I graduated Friday." Theo said. "My cell phone lit up over the weekend about that shoot-out you guys had with the SBI. Just about the only thing anyone was talking about the whole time was what's going to happen in January in the State Legislature. There's a lot of tension, some people favoring the SBI and some dead-set against them."
"That's interesting to hear." I said. "Okay, Perlman, get Theo up to speed on what's going on around here. I'm going to follow the Chief's orders and try to get some work done." I left the MCD room for my office. I was not surprised that Cindy Ross followed me in.
"How was your weekend?" I asked as I pointed at a seat for Cindy to sit in.
"Exhausting." Cindy said, settling into the seat and crossing her well-toned, shapely legs. "I now have full carnal knowledge of why your married life is so happy."
"I think my wife enjoyed herself with you and Jenna, as well." I said. "But she's also very good at keeping secrets, and she didn't tell me a thing except that she had an exhausting evening herself. What happened with y'all stays with y'all, and I don't wanna know the details." I had no idea just what secrets my wife and my partner were keeping from me, and in not knowing what I didn't know, I'd made a remark Cindy thought was unintentionally funny. But after a brief smile, she turned serious.
"Well, that's not what I came to talk about." said Cindy, stiffening in her chair a bit. "Sir, may I speak frankly?"
"By all means." I said, getting an idea of what was coming.
Cindy said "I just wanted you to know that I talked to Jenna about her punk Gor-don using the other office. Jenna wasn't happy about it-- about your complaint, that is. And I felt like I was put between a rock and a hard place. I talked to her, but that's the last time I mix business with my personal relationship with her, Don. I will not be your unofficial go-between with the D.A.'s office, particularly with Jenna, again."
"I understand." I said. "And while we're speaking frankly, privately and the ranks are off: a superior officer normally never apologizes to a a junior officer, but I do owe you an apology for putting you in that position. I was thinking about it over the weekend, and I regret having made that suggestion to you. I won't do that to you again."
"Thank you." Cindy said. I could see in her eyes that my apology meant a lot to her.
"All right, ranks back on, let's get back to work." I said. "While I'm downstairs making Myron and Mary work their asses off about the bank robbery, I want you to consolidate the Vice raid. I need expedited reports from everyone that went on it. Definitely about the SBI shooting at them, but also about the perps and the haul that we captured..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Laura Fredricson sat at her desk in her office in the University's Psychology Building, typing away at her laptop computer. But it was not School business she was doing on the computer and the heavily secured internet line to it. It was 'Company' business.
She called her assistant Gayle Roberts into the office. "Let's sweep for bugs." Laura ordered. Both beautiful women got out their bug detection devices and began sweeping the room, their high heels clicking on the floor as they walked around. Laura also went into her nursery room behind the office, checked on Carole and Jim, and swept that room for bugs also, knowing that the audio/video baby monitors might transmit voices if they weren't careful.
"It's clean." Gayle said. She then brought up a chair very near to Laura's desk so that they could talk in low tones. "You must have something important to discuss." she said as Laura sat down.
"Overabundance of caution." Laura replied. "I've been doing some research since we walked in on that bastard Wargrave sitting in my nursery last October 6th, as has Jack Muscone and his FBI team. My husband believes that Wargrave is connected to the recent string of murders and suicides in this County, and the Muscone Team has been following up on that. Jack has reported to his boss that he thinks he's found a couple of leads that might tie in to Wargrave."
"That's great!" Gayle said, then saw Laura's face. "Er... isn't it?"
"I'm seeing something different." said Laura. "The NSA has picked up on increased communications chatter in this area recently. My Director has been told about it, but the FBI has not. Wargrave has contacts at the highest levels of Government, in the State Department, Homeland Security and Defense Departments, and we are concerned he has contacts inside the NSA, as well, so only a very few people are being informed of this."
"What is the different thing you're seeing?" Gayle asked.
"I think Wargrave is on to Muscone, and he's laying a trail of bread crumbs for Muscone to follow, a trail that will lead to nowhere... or into a trap."
"I understand the 'need-to-know' aspect of this," said Gayle Roberts, "but don't we need to let Mr. Muscone or someone know? Not only to keep him and his team safe, but so he doesn't waste his time?"
"Certainly." said Laura. "But this may also be an opportunity to trap Wargrave, get him to commit to something we can act upon. Then I can unleash the 'Huntress' upon him." Laura did not say out loud that 'Huntress' was the Company's code name for one of the best 'wet boy' snipers they'd ever had... the sniper who had so skillfully eliminated the evil Rev. Jonas Oldeeds. "It is not my intention, nor my Director's, to arrest Wargrave nor bring him into a Courtroom."
"So what are we going to do?" Gayle asked, knowing that Laura Fredricson already had a plan.
"Well, I'm certainly not going to go to the local constabulary about this." Laura said. "But my husband will have to know some of it, to cover for us. And we need to act fast, beginning tonight." Laura then detailed her plan to Gayle.
As Gayle was about to leave to send out the orders to implement Laura's plan, she turned and said "Laura, can I ask you a question?"
"Certainly." said Laura.
"Why do you think Wargrave was in your nursery room that morning?" Gayle asked. "I never was convinced he was just there to scare you and deliver that warning to your husband."
"I've been thinking about that, as has my husband, for weeks now." replied Laura. "Don thinks Wargrave was here for another reason and we surprised him, so he had to go into the nursery but got caught there anyway. We did a super-sweep for bugs and found none, and I keep no Agency files here at all. Nothing was taken, and he left no notes, pictures, or paintings, either; apparently those are saved for my husband. So we're not sure."
At that moment, the baby monitor emitted that most beautiful of sounds: Laura's daughter was awake and singing to herself in her crib. As Gayle went to send out the orders for the plan, Laura went into the nursery.
Carole was in her crib, looking up at the ceiling when her mother's lovely face appeared. "Mama." she said, holding up her arms in a gesture asking to be picked up. Laura did so.
"Hi Carole, how's my girl?" Laura said, holding her daughter at face-to-face level. "You're so pretty today! Are you ready for lunch?"
"Yeh." Carole said, and Laura didn't know if Carole was really answering or just making a noise to hear herself talk...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for calling, sir. I'll definitely take action, and let you know of my plans." said Henry R. Wargrave. Hanging up the phone after the call ended, he turned in his chair and looked out the windows of his office, thinking as he looked at the view of the City. He reached for his cell phone and made a call, summoning his friend Austin R. Murphy. Murphy arrived within fifteen minutes.
"Have a seat, Austin." Wargrave said as the secretary ushered Murphy into the office. "Would you like something to drink?"
"No thank you, I just had lunch." Austin said, sitting down. "What can I do for you, Hank?" Austin R. Murphy was one of the few people in the world that had been invited to address the billionaire by his nickname.
"First, let me make sure we're not being overheard." said Wargrave. His security man Josh came in with two other men. They swept the room for bugs, including a 'wipedown' of Austin R. Murphy.
"Room is clean, sir." said Josh.
"Thank you, Josh." Wargrave said. After the men left, Wargrave said "I've gotten word that the FBI is trying to track me. It seems they think I'm involved in some sort of industrial espionage in the Iron Crowbar's County. I've left false trails for them to follow, but Muscone sidestepped them... looks like he was warned by the Iron Crowbar, and now Muscone may be getting onto the right track. The Iron Crowbar is seriously inconveniencing me again."
"Are you suggesting we take steps to stop him?" asked Murphy. His words were understood to mean assassinating the Iron Crowbar.
"No, at least not yet." said Wargrave. "I've been told to leave him be. But I think we can take a more effective action, eliminate the FBI threat, and let the Iron Crowbar know that he's in over his head and needs to stick to being a policeman in his County." He told Murphy his plan.
"Sounds good, but it'll bring down heat from Washington." said Murphy.
"Leave that to me." said Wargrave. "No point in having expensive contacts in Washington and within the Federal Government if I can't make use of them."
"Speaking of contacts, Hank," said Murphy, "our new deep cover operative in the County is set up. The police there have no idea."
"Good, but tell him to be damn sure to be careful around the Iron Crowbar. That man..." Wargrave said, going into his own version of a reverie. "Well, let's just say that man is just a wee bit too active for us to continue to mess with. We need to make sure that there continues to be... distractions... for him while we make our move, and while we set up in another location, and with our new partners."
"Yes, sir." said Murphy, wondering who the new partners were, but not asking out loud.
"By the way, has anyone spoken to Katherine Woodburn? To... 'congratulate' her, of course."
"That's being handled over there." said Murphy. "He wants to handle that himself, so I was told." Murphy did not need to say who 'he' was; Wargrave was all too aware. In fact, 'he' was the one who had just phoned Wargrave.
"All right." said Wargrave. "By the way, the big game against our in-state rival, State Tech, is the Saturday after Thanksgiving, and it's a home game for us. Do you want to go with me in my plane?"
"Sure, thank you." said Murphy. The State Technical Institute, the University's in-state rival, was northeast of Midtown on the way towards the City. While a conference member, State Tech was an inferior opponent for most teams, and it was imperative for Interim Coach Bronson to defeat them and continue the six-year winning streak against them. Failure to do so would mean that University Trustees Wargrave, Murphy and the others would have to find new coaching.
"It's Nick Eastwood's last game, I hope he'll do well for the NFL scouts that will be there. He's been our badass for several years. He deserves a good pro career." said Wargrave...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This drug case is a big one, and the SBI really threw a wrench into the works with their illegal raid." said District Attorney Gil Krasney. "So Jenna, I want you to use Paulina's help to get us through it and get the convictions. And that case Sharples brought... might as well decline to prosecute it; his sloppiness in making the arrest is so bad that even Judge Watts would throw it out. I'm going to talk to the Chief and the Commander about it; they really need to do something about that guy."
"I've already talked to Lieutenants Croyle and Ross, sir." said Jenna Stiles. "The Police Union is a big problem in them getting Sharples out of the way, but Internal Affairs is trying to get something solid. But the fat guy is slippery as an eel."
"I'll see what I can do." said Krasney. "Okay, that should wrap it up." said Krasney, sitting at the head of the table in the main conference room in the Courthouse building. Present at the mid-afternoon meeting with him and Jenna were ADAs Paulina Patterson, Franklin Washington, Dwayne Gregory, newly-elected Solicitor Miriam Walters, and ADA Savannah Fineman, who was now the Deputy Solicitor at the appointment of Walters and Krasney.
"Sir," said Jenna, "I have one more issue to bring up. The Police Commander has been complaining about my assistant Gor-don using the extra office from time to time. I think it's our office and Gor-don should be able to use if if one of the other ADAs isn't there--"
"Yes, Jenna," Krasney said, cutting Jenna off, and also seeing Paulina roll her eyes, "I've already heard from the Police Chief himself about it. Guys, I want you over there to work with the Police, not develop adversarial relationships with them. The offices aren't really ours; we're there at the courtesy of Chief Griswold and the Police Department. I told the Chief I would speak to all of you about it, and I also told him that Gor-don using the desk space didn't bother me if ADA Stiles has him doing something needing the space. Jenna, keep it circumspect, and don't annoy the Iron Crowbar. Yeah, he's the Department's badass, and he's earned the title-- in both good and bad ways."
"Yes sir." Jenna said, not mollified at all, but not taking the argument further in the public decorum of the meeting.
"Okay, guys, let's get back to work." said Krasney. "Franklin, can you stay a moment?" The room emptied except for Franklin Washington and D.A. Krasney.
"Franklin, I don't normally want to exploit the fact you're the brother of one of the Police Detectives," said Krasney, "but is there anything you can tell me about this business with Jenna's assistant and the Commander?"
Franklin replied "My brother Theo said that Jenna's assistant is using that office all the time, and some of the Detectives, who are in cubicles or offices so small they're worthless, are complaining to the Commander about it. Word is that the Commander and Jenna are at odds about it, and it may come to a head soon. And when things come to a head with the Iron Crowbar..." Washington did not finish the sentence.
"I see." said Krasney. "Okay. I think Jenna is a really great ADA, but she's headstrong, and I definitely don't want Commander Troy getting pissed at us when he's about to be Acting Chief of the Police Force. So here's what I'd like you to do to set the table for me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Aunt Laura!" said Todd as Dr. Fredricson entered his office at BOW Enterprises. "You wanted to talk to Barry Oliver? I'll take you right to him. By the way, this is my assistant, Mariko." Todd was referring to a pretty young Asian woman with a very shapely body. Her cheekbones were very high and her eyes very slanted, even for Asian woman, and her legs were exceptionally gorgeous in the very high heels she was wearing. Laura did not need the Iron Crowbar's skills to observe that Todd was fucking and depositing his sperm into this gorgeous woman at least once a day.
The three went through the factory, Todd pointing out some features and equipment, until they reached the research labs. Todd's capacity as company CEO was the only reason Laura was admitted into the area.
"Hey Barry, you remember Dr. Fredricson, my lucky Uncle Don's wife?"
"Sure." said Barry Oliver. "Dr. Fredricson, this is Takaki Taichi, surname 'Takaki'. We call him 'Taro'."



"Hello, Taro." Laura said, shaking the Japanese man's hand. He was in his upper 30s or lower 40s, and he was adding weight to his belly but otherwise looked strong. As a doctor, Laura observed that his skin color wasn't quite right, and wondered if he was not fully well. "So 'Takaki' is your family name?"
"Yes ma'am." said Taichi. "We Japanese say our surnames first, then our given names, the opposite of you Americans."
"Of course." Laura said, not mentioning that she fully recognized that surname, and knew just who this man's father in Japan really was. "Taro, and Barry too, I have a request of you. My husband recently gave you some schematics of a remote control device he obtained from a former CIA agent." Laura didn't mention that the former agent was the disavowed and now-imprisoned Alicia Foster. "Here's what I need..." She explained what she needed. "Can you do it?"
Taro said "I've been dabbling with those plans, but I cannot adapt them to what you want. However, I do have another solution for you." He explained the solution.
"That will do perfectly." Laura said.
"See Aunt Laura?" Todd said boastfully. "I told you these guys were good!"
"Yes, they are." Laura said. She made her goodbyes and Todd escorted her back to his office.
"I appreciate you and Jeanine keeping the kids so much." Laura said. "I really owe you."
"We love having them, and so do our kids." said Todd. He then came up to Laura and eased his strong arms around her waist.
"As to owing me, why don't you and Uncle Don think about having some fun with us?" Todd asked. He bent down, not needed to bend far, and began nuzzling Laura's neck as he whispered "Jeanine and I are getting into swinging, and she'd love to fuck Don while I get nuts deep into you."
"Mmmm, sounds good." Laura said, letting her arms encircle her nephew-in-law's neck. "Maybe after all this... excitement... dies down, yes?"
Todd kissed Laura's mouth, sliding his tongue past her lipsticked lips and over her tongue, practically into her throat. They deeply kissed for several moments before Laura finally broke it.
"Whew, you're getting me hot and bothered doing that to me." Laura whispered. "I've got to go, but we will continue this, and soon."
"You better believe it." Todd said. After one more kiss goodbye, Todd escorted Laura out of the building.
His ten inch cock thickening at the pleasant thought and aftertaste of Laura's kiss, Todd fished his cellphone out of his pants and made a phone call. He needed sexual relief, and he knew just who would provide it for him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had just set upon the Town & County, ending the daylight of Monday, Nov. 17th. Katherine Woodburn sat alone in her brand-new offices, which were partially furnished. She had opted for different offices than those used by the late Senator Nathan Allen. Except for the position and title of 'State Senator', she wanted nothing in common with her odious predecessor.
It had been an exciting but busy time since she'd been 'elected' State Senator. Her lawyers had easily crushed John Cummings's legal attempts to contest the election and expose the fraud that had put her into power. She had already given instructions to her staff to have the State Internal Revenue Division audit Cummings, and also have allegations made that would require the Federal BAFTE to inquire about Cummings's Federal Firearms License to sell guns at his store. She remembered the words of the late Donovan Donolan, that enemies should be absolutely crushed once they were on their knees. It was too bad Mr. Donolan had not lived to see his philosophy employed by her.
She heard the outer door to her offices closing. "Who's there?" she called out. "Oh, it's you! What can I do for you?" she said, seeing the visitor appear in her office door.
"I came by to congratulate you on your fine win, Senator Woodburn." said her guest. "And to welcome you to the team." The guest was waving a metallic device around the room; Woodburn knew that it was to detect listening devices. The Iron Crowbar was not the only one possessing such devices without proper authority. But the fact her guest had this device spoke to the sheer power that this guest commanded.
"Team?" Woodburn asked, glancing up at her guest.
"Oh yes." said the guest. "Senator Allen knew his place, but got a bit too big for his britches, as the saying goes. Thought he was more of a badass than he really was. I can't say I blame him for some of it; his son's freedom from prison was at stake, and at that he failed, as well. But I'm sure that you'll be a much more trustworthy and reliable ally than he was. And I'm sure that you understand well that helping those that have recently helped you is most essential to your new Senate career."
"Of course. You know that you can count on me." said Woodburn. "Especially when it comes to the Iron Crowbar. I am committed to his destruction."
"I'm glad to hear that." said the guest. "But let me warn you: don't become consumed by the Iron Crowbar. He is a powerful enemy, and he knows how to use your emotions to your own destruction. Both Senator Allen and some of my other people have found that out the hard way. Rein in your hatred of the Iron Crowbar, and I can assure you a hand in the final consequences that will befall him... and his seed."
The guest turned to leave. "I'll be going now. Your mission is to settle into the Senate seat and be ready to fight with us in the SBI battle next year. I cannot understate how important that battle is."
"I'm ready." said Woodburn. Her guest did not reply and she heard the office door shut as the guest left. She contemplated the conversation, believing that, despite the guest's words, she was meant to bring about the extermination of the Iron Crowbar with all the power available for her to muster...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We just got a call from the City." said the leader of the group as they ate supper in their farmhouse hideout. "Our new plan is active. The FBI is getting too close to some of our operations, so we're going to wipe out their local team. Here's the plan..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My mother Phyllis had told us that she was leaving in the morning to go to Apple Grove. One of her friends and a member of her former church, old Mrs. Starnes, had passed on, and my mother was going to go help the family with funeral arrangements. My mom expected to be back over the coming weekend.
"So that's the plan." Laura told me as we got ready for bed. I now understood why she'd swept the Mountain Nest for bugs.
"Pretty elaborate." I said. "Two questions: Think it will work? And second, why tell me?"
"Yes, I think it will work." Laura said. "At least to the point that we can get Wargrave to do something, and then we might have a shot to take him down. And I'm telling you in case you hear of any strange events over the next few days."
"All right." I said, then added teasingly "Sounds crazier than some of the things my mom and Cindy come up with, though."
"You come up with some pretty wild-ass things yourself, stud." Laura said. She came forward and wrapped her long arms around my neck. "You've been the badass in this County for a couple of years now; it's time to show you how much of a badass I can be." She kissed me hard on the mouth.
"Kiss me like that again, and I'll let you show me your badass side any time you like." I said. Laura pulled me to the bed and began showing me what a badass she was... in bed, anyway. And she was one hell of a badass in the areas of intensely pleasurable sex...
Part 11 - Deer Blinds and Funeral Parlors
The morning of Tuesday, November 18th, began strangely. No, not Bettina's newscast, which had no mention of the SBI raid nor anything of significance, but the call that came to me at 9:00am. But it would be a good opportunity, as well. I went to Cindy's office.
"The Duty Desk got a call from Cummings Outdoors." I said. "Break-in there. Sergeant Rudistan called me, said it was one of those strange things that appeal to me personally. So let's get Joanne Cummings to ride with us and head over."
I had Joanne ride 'shotgun' in my Police SUV, with Cindy sitting in the backseat, so that I could talk to Joanne about the upcoming Detective swap. "Detective Cummings, I understand that my Lieutenants have talked to you about moving over to MCD. Now no b.s.ing me, speak frankly: are you good with that?"
"Yes sir!" Joanne said enthusiastically. "Nothing against Vice, but I think MCD is a great opportunity!"
"It should be." I said. "And we'll send you to Detective School next February if all goes well, which I think it will. Ross, we'll formally swap Rose and Cummings on December 1st. The Chief is good with it."
"Yes sir." Cindy said as I pulled into the lot upon which stood Cummings Outdoors. I drove around to the back of the large building, seeing two police cars at a small building behind the larger one. It was the building where harvested and dressed deer were processed and packaged for meat, or else stored until the taxidermist was ready for them. In addition to Rudistan, Morton and Hicks, I saw John Cummings and one of his employees.
"Okay, Rudistan," I said, "why is this worth my while?"
"It's a weird one, sir, and I know you like these things." said Rudistan, in his usual unperturbed, jovial mood. "I'll let Mr. Cummings tell the story."
John Cummings shook my hand as I glanced at him. His electoral defeat and treatment by the Republicans had worn deeply on him; he looked exhausted and listless.
"Mike here processes the deer for meat packaging. Our other man in this department had a death in the family and has been off the last couple of days." said Cummings. "Mike came out this morning and saw that the lock was fastened, but it had been tampered with, as you can see." Indeed, I could see the padlock had been struck with a heavy object, and the door had been jimmied open with what looked like a large crowbar. "Two deer are missing from the inside."
"Open it up, if you will." I said. They did so, and I stepped inside. To the left was a big cooler with deer for processing into various cuts of venison. To the right was the cooler for trophy deer that the taxidermist would be working on. The lock to the cooler on the left also bore signs of being forced, though the one on the right was just fine.
"The deer in the trophy cooler are all accounted for." said Mike. "But two deer from the left side are missing. We'll have to call the owners."
"Why don't you do that now, see if you can get them to come down and give statements to my officers." I suggested. "But before you go, let me ask this: anything unusual about the deer that were stolen? Unusually large?"
"No sir, mid-sized deer." said Mike. "One was a four-point, the other a six-point, but neither was really worth mounting, so the owners were just going to have them processed for the meat."
"Commander, want me to call a Crime Lab team down?" Cindy asked. "Rudistan says you are the only person he's called so far."
"Yeah, have Rudistan call two people down and have them see if any fingerprints show up. I'm not hopeful, though." I said. "Mr. Cummings, do you have any cameras trained on these doors?"
"Yes, and your officers looked at the tape. It's all black, can't see anything. Looks like the cameras were covered or something." said Cummings.
"And where are those cameras?" I asked, mostly to myself as I peered around. Cummings pointed out the cameras, one of each corner of the roof, unobtrusive and virtually undetectable unless you looked hard, which covered the back driveway; and two on the top of the cooler building, that covered the back entrances to the main store.
"So, Detective Cummings," I asked, "what do you make of this?"
"Homeless vagrants hungry for food, breaking in to get some venison?" suggested Joanne Cummings.
"Ross?" I asked. Cindy was peering at the cameras.
"I'm not liking that idea." said Lt. Ross. "Someone disabled the cameras; vagrants would likely not even know the cameras were there, and to climb to the roof and disable them suggests they wanted their identities to be hidden. Vagrants likely wouldn't care about that."
"Yes, good thinking." I said. "I would add something else: this seems like a very strange, unusual crime, but those are the ones that offer the best clues for observation. Not only did these thieves think enough to take out the cameras, they took the time to lock the doors back up. That is indeed interesting to me. I'd say someone came in with a real plan and purpose, and they executed that plan and left as little clue to their identities as possible. Now our question is why they'd want to steal two deer."
"For the blood?" Cindy asked. "Maybe they want to fake a crime scene?"
"No ma'am," Joanne said, drawing upon her hunting knowledge. "These deer have been dressed and drained of blood and the vital organs." Cindy nodded.
"Yes, good thought, Detective Cummings." I said. I was being formal only because Joanne's cousin John was there, listening to us. "No, they want the deer for something, but damned if I know what it is. Rudistan! When you guys interview the deer owners, find out where the deer were harvested, and give them immunity if they harvested them illegally; I just need to know where they shot the deer, and any unusual characteristics of the deer, if any at all."
"Wilco, sir." said Rudistan.
Just then, my police cell phone rang. It was the Duty Desk. "Sir, Frank Freeman Funeral Home is calling. They said something strange happened there overnight. They also said that Pastor Westboro is there, and specifically asked for you."
"Thanks. I'll head there now." I replied, then told the Detectives: "Okay, Pastor Westboro is a Town & County Councilman in addition to being the pastor of a 2000-member church, First Baptist. Let's head on over, Ross. Cummings, you can stay here and work with Rudistan and the Crime Lab, or come with us." I offered.
"I'll come with you." Joanne said. Smart woman, she was.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the trip to the funeral home, Cindy and Joanne fluttered like parakeets, throwing out ideas about the deer cooler break-in while I silently drove. Finally Cindy asked "Commander, what do you think it might have been?"
"No data yet." I said. "Capital mistake to theorize without proper data to back it up. Cummings, if there is only one thing you learn by hanging out with me, let that be the one thing."
Going inside the funeral home, we were met by the assistant director, who brought us back to a room that had an oven for cremations. In the room leading to the cremation room was the director, Pastor Westboro, and three persons who I could see were a family, two men and one woman.
"Hello, Commander, thank you for coming." said Pastor Westboro, shaking my hand. His friendliness was a surprise to me; he very often joined Malinda Adams in politically harassing me. The only other friendly time we'd had was when I'd brought him in with Steven Ikea to meet the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds, just moments before Oldeeds was 'harvested'.
"Pastor." I said. "This is Detective Cummings, and I believe you know Lieutenant Ross."
Westboro shook Joanne's hand politely, then became much more effusive with Cindy. "Why yes, Lieutenant Ross. I was so happy to be able to cast a vote to award you the Medal of Valor. Such bravery! You are fully recovered, I hope?"
"Yes sir, thank you." said Cindy modestly. "How can we help you today?"
"A very strange happening here, very strange." said Pastor Westboro. "This is the Lawson family. Her grandmother passed away Sunday, and I met them here to retrieve her ashes and plan the service. Mrs. Lawson?"
"Yes sir." said the woman, who was thin and looked like she lived on a farm. "Grandmother wanted to be cremated and her ashes spread on the land of our farm. We came here this morning, and my brother Jed here thought something was peculiar. We called Pastor Westboro, and he suggested we call you."
"I am sorry for your family loss, Mrs. Lawson. I will endeavor to get to the bottom of this issue. So what is the peculiarity?" I asked. I noted the funeral director also really wanted to say something.
"Sir, I work at Cummings Outdoors." said Jed, a husky man that reeked of a backwoods upbringing. "We cremate the remains of the deer after we process them. I've seen enough of ashes that I think the ashes in this urn are deer ashes, not human."
"Sir," said the assistant funeral director, his restraint breaking,"I do most of the cremations here, and I agree with Mr. Jed here... those ashes don't look like human ashes we normally see."
"Tell you guys what." I said. "Detective Cummings, will you take Pastor Westboro and the family to an office or perhaps the chapel and get their statements? I am going to talk to the funeral directors, and I don't wish to disrespect the family by having them hear what I need to ask."
Once the family was out of the way, I called Headquarters and asked that Technician Christina Cho specifically be sent to the funeral home. I then turned to the funeral directors and said "I can see that you want to tell me something else."
"Yes sir." said the assistant director. "If you put your hand up to the oven, you can feel that the oven is still warm. It was used last night, but neither of us were here using it. Also, we had four bodies to be cremated. This morning we came in, and two of the bodies were gone, and these urns of ashes in their places. One was the Lawson grandmother, the other an old man whose family has not yet come to fetch the ashes. I don't know what's going on, Officers, but it's strange."
Christina Cho and J.R. Barnes appeared. I explained the situation to them, and asked if there was any way they could confirm if the ashes were the grandmother's, or even human.
"At what temperature do you cremate the bodies?" J.R. asked.
"About 1200 degrees." said the assistant director.
"Commander, that temperature will degrade any DNA." said Christina Cho. "Our only hope is to sift the ashes for a less-burned piece of bone or something, and get something out of that. But I wouldn't hold out much hope."
"The oven was cleaned out after being used, also." said the funeral director.
"Let me ask this." I said, looking into the urn at the ashes, not able to see anything but ashes. "Could something get into the oven or the fuel that might color the ashes differently than normal?"
"Don't know what that could be, nor how." said the assistant director. "But it cannot be excluded as a possibility."
"Good." I said. "That might be my fallback position. Well, this is going to suck... now I have to go ask the family to allow us to take the ashes and essentially desecrate them. Wanna get breveted to Commander, Miss Ross?"
"No sir!" said Cindy, with alacrity. "That's why you get paid the big bucks... pun not intended." My look at Cindy could not be held; I broke down laughing, as did she and the funeral parlor employees.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:00am on the morning of Wednesday, November 19th, I was barely breathing as I waited for Bettina's morning report, scared shitless of what she might say of the two strange crimes of the day before.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" declared the lovely redheaded reporterette. "Channel Two News has learned that Police have no leads in two very strange crimes committed yesterday. The first was a break-in of the deer cooler behind Cummings Outdoors General Store. It's deer season and there is a brisk business in storing and processing deer, but yesterday someone broke in and stole two deer from the cooler.
"State Senator-elect Katherine Woodburn issued a statement that if Cummings can't keep a deer cooler safe, then the assault guns he sells in his stores are also at risk of being stolen, and the guns could find their way into criminal hands. Woodburn has notified the Federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco Firearms, and Explosives, B-A-F-T-E, and requested they suspend Cummings's Federal Firearms License pending a full investigation of Cummings and his business operations."



"In a second bizarre crime, Police were called to the Frank Freeman Funeral Home, where it is believed someone broke in the night before. The Funeral Home says that there was no damage and no bodies were harmed nor desecrated. Police believe the break-in may have been just a prank by teenagers."
As Chuck Pringle gave the boring sports report, seeing that the University's Bulldogs had an open date before the finale against State Tech, Cindy Ross said to me: "Whew, I think we dodged one. Bettina didn't talk about the possibly stolen ashes of the Lawson woman."
"That's because I sealed the police reports, so the Press only got the information that there was a break-in." I said. "I cited family privacy and respect for the deceased during the ongoing investigation. My final report, which by the way will be written by me personally, will not mention the crazy shit about possible deer ashes and such. What did Joanne have to say?"
"She did well." Cindy said. "She connected the two events, but has no idea why someone might bring the deer from Cummings Outdoors to the funeral home to be cremated. Neither do I, for that matter. We're wondering if this is some sort of University fraternity prank."
"Could well be." I said. "By the way, Jack Muscone and his FBI team are flying to Washington this afternoon, and taking some evidence on their plane with them. I told them that you and I will be there to help guard the evidence, so be ready."
"O-kayyyy." said Cindy. She was learning; she didn't say anything else, but I caught her glancing at me several times.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I came out of my office at 8:00am, I saw a very pretty woman moving some stuff into the desk in the anteroom, in front of Paulina's office. Paulina was in the doorway to her office.
"Ah, Don," said Paulina, "just the man I needed to see. I want you to meet my assistant and paralegal, Yvonne Newton. She's going to be here at this desk while I'm here in this office. Our workload is rising, thanks to your Detectives' abilities to solve so many more crimes."
The woman was slender and thin, with short black hair and nice legs. "You're Detective Julie Newton's sister?" I asked, very sure, as I shook her hand.
"Why yes sir, I am." said Yvonne. "Did she tell you I was going to be working here?"
"No." I said, "But I can see the family resemblance. Welcome to Police Headquarters. I hope to have my own assistant as this other desk to keep you company by the New Year..."
I carried on, not only thinking of getting my own assistant, which I would need to help with my increasing paper workload, but of the Gor-don situation in the other office... a situation that would need resolving, and soon.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm sorry, sir," said Christina Cho in my office later that morning, in the company of J.R. Barnes, "there were no ashes that allowed for any possibility of DNA or other cellular testing. I tried running a small sample of ashes against a human sample from the morgue and a deer sample from Cummings Outdoors, but my tests were totally inconclusive."
"Don't apologize for that." I said. "In fact, it might be for the best. Let me ask both of you this: is there anything, anything at all, to exclude the possibility that these ashes are of old Mrs. Lawson?"
"No sir." said J.R. Christina shook her head.
"So if I twist the English language to say that these ashes are likely the ashes of the old woman, I won't be committing perjury, will I?"
"No sir." said Christina. "Certainly we cannot prove such a statement to be intentionally incorrect."
"Good." I said. "I'm going to tell the family that it is my belief the ashes are the grandmother's despite Mr. Jed's belief they are not, that perhaps some contaminants got into the oven when the body was being cremated, making the ashes look slightly different than normal, and that this strange case is just a strange coincidence. Any issues with that from either of you?"
"No sir." said Christina. "If I'm ever asked, I'm going to say there simply is no way to prove otherwise." J.R. Barnes nodded agreement.
Part 12 - Final Flight
The County Airport was a bit busier than normal that afternoon. It was overcast, and the wind was just beginning to pick up a bit. The small, sleek, white and blue jet was near the tower. Two white vans pulled up nearby.
"Sir," said the driver of one of the vans to FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, "Special Agent Lester Craig asked if you could take these crates to Washington." He handed Muscone a manifest and a letter from Agent Craig.
"Yeah, sure, we've got room. Go ahead and load 'em up before we put the other stuff on board." Muscone said agreeably, then turned to me. "As I was saying, we should be back in the City by the day before Thanksgiving. My team will want to spend Thanksgiving with their families."
"As long as you come spend your Thanksgiving with me and my family." I said, knowing that Jack Muscone really had no family to visit. "Molly's coming up, and I told Cindy and Teresa to come also, and told them that was not a request. I think they're secretly happy."
"Yeah, I sympathize with them, especially Teresa." said Jack. "You guys really are her family." I agreed as I watched three crates, four foot by four foot by four foot, being loaded onto the plane. Then other workers began loading Jack's crates into the back of the craft...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, some guys in coveralls are loading crates on the plane." said the spotter as he watched the loading through binoculars from the woods to the north of County Airport. "Okay, Muscone and his team are boarding... there's the redhead woman, her cop boyfriend kissing her goodbye... the curly-head woman and the Spic guy..."
"You don't have to narrate their every move." Keeler said.
"Shut up, you old fart." said the radio man. "I'm relaying this into the radio."
"Okay," said the spotter, "that redhead police officer with the crowbar is at the door of the plane... his wife, the Deputy CIA Director is at the door of the control tower waiting room.... that blonde policewoman is with her... the loaders are coming off the plane... they just closed the door. Radio the team leader that it's done, the cargo is loaded." The radio man sent the message.
"Okay..." said the spotter, "the cops and the CIA woman are getting in the Police SUV and driving away... the plane is taxiing to the end of the runway... wow, it's getting windy, the plane is jerking around a bit... okay, there it goes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Martin Nash had left in his car after kissing Sandra Speer goodbye. I waved goodbye to Jack's plane as it began moving out, then got into my Police SUV, in which Laura and Cindy were already waiting.
As I drove down the road to the entrance gate of County Airport, the plane behind me began taking off as the skies turned darker gray. Laura was riding shotgun and Cindy was in the back.
"Whoa, something doesn't sound right." Laura said, her head whipping around to look out the window. Just then I caught the sound. The plane was just clearing the ground, but seemed to sputter--
***KA-BOOM!!!***
"Holy shit!" I yelled in total shock as the shock wave of the explosion impacted my body. I almost overturned the SUV as I whipped it around 180 degrees and hit the gas, instinctively hitting the blue lights and siren. As the plane hit the ground in a fireball right at the end of the runway, I tore down the apron and then the runway itself, the blue lights casting an eerie glow on the concrete of the tarmac. I called into my radio for police and fire units to respond. The Airport had one Fire Engine; it was pulling out right behind me, red lights blazing.
We got to within 30 feet of the outskirts of the debris when I hit the brakes. The fire truck went on past me before stopping, firemen racing to get hoses out and foam on the burning wreck. I got out of the car, feeling more than seeing Laura come up to my side, Cindy somewhere right behind me.
"Oh my God, oh my God..." I gasped. Laura came up to my side and put her arms around me, possibly thinking I'd try to go forward into the wreck. But it was too late for that. I put my arm around my wife as we looked on in shock, neither of us able to do a damn thing about our friends in what was left of that plane...
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Debris
Two hours after the explosion and crash of the FBI jet at County Airport, I watched, still in disbelief at what I was seeing in front of me. Martin Nash had returned to the airport upon hearing the crash, he was also in shock but looked as if he couldn't decide whether to get sick or to cry. I knew how he felt.
The Crime Lab was scouring the scene, and a lot of evidence had been collected, including the obvious indications that a bomb had exploded just as the plane had lifted into the air just before it cleared the end of the runway. I watched as our best bomb dog, K-9 Sergeant Seymour, scoured the area. He was having a field day (pun not intended) finding the remnants of the bombs that had detonated.
Fire Marshal Zoe Singer directing her arson and bomb investigators, helping my team collect evidence. We both knew it was important to do as much as we can before the Federal teams from the FBI and NTSB got here. It was also fortunate I was an FBI Consultant; otherwise the Federales would be pissed at us, but I knew that between Laura and myself we could push back effectively.
But none of it took away the shock as I looked at the five charred bodies lying side-by-side, which had been recovered from the debris, now shrouded in blue body bags...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay..." said the spotter. "We've got one reddish blonde police officer in shock waving his crowbar everywhere, his wife is crying, the other police officer in the suit can barely stand up, the blonde policewoman talking to the Fire Marshal... those babes are hot, I'd love to fuck 'em both right now..."
"Boss wants to know about casualties." said the radio man. After another moment, the spotter replied:
"Five bodies, one pilot and four dead FBI agents... a great day all around, gentlemen."
"They just sent congratulations and said we can exit the area." said the radio man.
"Yes, let's very slowly get out of these woods before someone has the bright idea to search the area." said the spotter, securing his binoculars in their case on his belt. The well-trained mercenaries extricated themselves and left the scene, easily avoiding detection.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's nothing more you can do here, Crowbar." said Chief Griswold, who was now on the scene. "The Crime Lab is processing the evidence. Muscone's boss called, he's going to want to talk to you later tonight. You guys go back to Headquarters."
Seeing me not move, still dazed, the Chief ordered "Sergeant Rudistan! drive the Commander, his wife and Lieutenant Ross back to Headquarters in the Commander's SUV." Rudistan complied, not a trace of joviality on his features at this dark moment. It began to rain as we pulled out.
Part 14 - Lakeside Views
Thursday, November 20th. Of course the day began with the news, which meant the one and only Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! Channel Two News has learned that the explosion and crash of the FBI's plane at County Airport was very likely the result of a bomb planted on the plane before it took off. The FBI is not making any statements, not even confirming the deaths of four of their agents and the pilot of the plane. Town & County Police Chief Griswold issued a statement that the local Police are working with the FBI, Homeland Security, and the NTSB to determine exactly what happened. Channel Two News will bring you any information as we learn it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was rising over Lake Amengi-Nunagen in the mountains to the north-by-northwest of the County and State, some two hours drive away from the disaster at County Airport.
"So, Martin," I said as Nash and I sat on the front porch of the cabin, "that's the gist of it. This rogue CIA cell's last remnants are likely the ones that planted the bomb on the plane."
"Wow." said Nash. "That's a lot of stuff that's been going on. Of course we Detectives were getting bits and pieces..." He was dressed in his suit and tie as always, looking a bit out of place in this wilderness and this rustic cabin. None of the hunters who had other cabins in the area realized that this was an FBI safehouse, and a place where FBI agents occasionally retreated to in order to plan operations.
"Yes," I said, "I really couldn't tell all of you any more than I did. Some of it is classified stuff at the Federal level. Of course, my question is: 'Why our County?' Why are they operating in our County, Martin?"
"All the industrial and University research that's there to be spied upon?" suggested Nash.
"Possibly." I said. "But I think it may be more than that."
"By the way, did you get pictures of the delivery men bringing in those crates?" Nash asked.
"Yes." I said. "But they had their hats on pretty low to their heads, so we don't have much."
"Did anyone contact Special Agent Lester Craig?" Martin asked.
"Yes, Jack did. He called Craig to let him know that Jack and the team wasn't really dead." I replied. "Craig said he did not send up anything to be taken to Washington, so the bomb was likely in one of those crates."
"But why was Muscone and his team targeted?" Nash asked.
"That's a question I'd like to hear the Iron Crowbar answer, also." said a voice behind me... the voice of FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone!
He also wore his standard suit and tie. His team, still inside eating breakfast, were taking advantage of the situation and wearing comfortable clothing.
"Don't get me wrong, Don." said Jack. "I'm grateful to your wife for sniffing out the plot and arranging this subterfuge. But why were we targeted?"
"Laura believes that you were getting too close to Wargrave, that he was feeling the heat." I said. "She also believes Wargrave wants to move on something, and needed to get you out of the way in order to do it. She's hoping that Wargrave will move now, and quickly, while the FBI seems to be confused and preoccupied with your 'deaths'."
"Let's go inside and check with the radio guys." said Muscone. We went into the cabin. At the table, eating breakfast, was my wife Laura, Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar, Lindy Linares, and one of the FBI radio listeners, all in jeans and flannel shirts. We went past them into a back room, which had been set up with all sorts of electronic equipment.
"Nothing yet, sir." said one of the two other radio listeners. "And reports from the City are that Wargrave stayed at home all night, and he's made no unusual phone calls. He talked to his associate Austin L. Murphy about an hour after the plane crash. Murphy has made several calls to media people and to other University Regents, but nothing else out of the ordinary for him. Wargrave also talked to the University President, Dr. Wellman, for nearly an hour last night. Nothing since, and no other phones in use at his residence nor offices."
"I'm not liking this." said Laura, turning to us from her place at the breakfast table. "I thought for sure he would've called Conrad King and others that we know he works with outside his legitimate businesses."
"Anything on King?" asked Muscone. "What about Fred Dixon in New York?"
"The NTSB called a cell phone we believe is Dixon's." the radio man said.
"Wanna bet NTSB Investigator Fred Dixon appears at the crash site today?" I asked, meaning it rhetorically.
"Would he dare, after what you told him in San Jose?" Jack Muscone replied.
"He might." I said, then realized something. "Ohhhhh..." I declined to elaborate further.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, Laura and I were speeding back to the cabin in the jeep that came with the FBI cabin. She looked smoking hot in the tight blue jeans and snug flannel shirt she was wearing, and I had been aching to get a chance to fuck her brains out.
We had been looking at properties in the area, as both Laura and I had discussed buying a place that would serve as a getaway, much the way Melina's property had been a getaway for my ex-wife and myself when we'd been married. Unfortunately, Laura and I had found no properties with lakefront to Lake Amengi-Nunagen that we liked. In fact, Laura had decided she didn't think much of the Lake itself, and I was glad to hear that, as I didn't like the area, either.
The radio in the jeep had called us back in. When we got to the cabin, I was told that Lt. Cindy Ross had called from Police Headquarters in our Town. We had no cellphone reception this far out; the FBI's equipment had detected that there was a phone call... how, I didn't know, and didn't really want to find out. I used a special FBI satellite phone to call Cindy, which allowed me to type in my name so that it would show up on Cindy's caller-ID. Ain't Federal Government technology wonderful? I thought acerbically to myself.
"You guys might as well come back." Ross reported after hearing my voice on the phone. She told me why, and I was not surprised...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Driving in our rented car, Laura and I got back to Town and to Police Headquarters that evening around 7:00pm, and went straight to Cindy's office, where Tanya Perlman and Teresa Croyle also were.
"We went to lunch," said Cindy, "and when we got back, this was on my desk. I haven't touched it, but the Crime Lab did check it for prints and foreign substances. 'No joy' on that, so far."
It was a map, one of those Government topography maps, of the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area. There was a red cross and circle, like a target, right on the spot where the FBI's cabin was situated.
"Why put it here in Cindy's office?" Teresa asked. "Why not in yours, Commander?"
"So that you would find it and call me." I replied as I examined the map. I was not looking at the marking where the cabin was, but something else that was at the edge of the map, east of where we'd been.
"Check out the note that was attached to the map." said Teresa Croyle. I did so, picking it up, then handing it to Laura. My wife looked disgusted; I was grinning and trying not to laugh.
The note read: "DEER me, Mr. Holmes, DEER me."
"Shit!" gasped Laura. "They found out. The fucking bastards found out." Meanwhile, I was chuckling as I got out my cellphone and left a message for Jack Muscone's radio operatives, telling him that the ruse had not worked and that they could- and should- return.
Part 15 - The Failed Ruse
While waiting for the FBI team to come back, I went into my office... and immediately called out "Ross! Has anyone been in this office while I was away?"
"No, sir, not that I know of." Cindy replied as she came to the door. "But the door wasn't locked-" She stopped when she saw what had gotten my attention: there was a book in the middle of my desk. It was a copy of the works of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, those pertaining to the characters Sherlock Holmes and John H. Watson, M.D.
As I looked at the book, I noted that a page was marked with what looked like a photograph. I opened the book, noting that it was the page of the story A Scandal In Bohemia. The photo was a duplicate one of Laura and myself taken during our wedding, which sat upon her desk in her office. Laura's face was marked in a red circle and cross, similar to the marking on the map in Cindy's office, and scrawled below were the words "THE Woman".
"Ho-lee shit." Cindy breathed.
"Cindy, you and Teresa were helping with my kids at Todd and Jeanine's." I said. "Who's with them now?"
"Probably no one, police-wise." Cindy said. Teresa tore out of the room, which she'd entered right behind Cindy.
A few moments later she was back. "Rudistan and Morton are on the way there, and will stay until I get back tonight. You've authorized them overtime, by the way, Commander. I talked to Todd, and he's also going to have Seth Warner come over. Seth can spend the night, as will I."
"Thank you, Teresa." I said. "Put yourself down for three hours of overtime, also, though I can't authorize it for the entire night."
"Oh, don't bother with all that." Laura said. "I'll be picking the kids up later tonight."
"Let's talk about that first." I said to my wife as I looked at the book. As I flipped through the pages, a flash of yellow caught my eye. Turning to that page, I noted that it was from the story The Final Problem. The yellow was a highlighted line, which read "They set fire to our rooms last night...
I sat down and had a long, long reverie, thinking very deeply, virtually meditating. I let my mind go in many directions as I let everything coalesce into the correct picture. When I finally came out of it an hour later, only Laura was with me in my office. She was watching me.
"You knew, didn't you?" Laura said, halfway between a question and an accusation. "You knew they were onto us..."
"I had an idea." I admitted. "When the FBI guys said Fred Dixon had been called, I realized that they would only send him here if I, Your Iron Crowbar, was not in the County to intercept him and make good on my promise to him. So I figured the bad guys knew about the ruse, and I was going to say something when we got back from looking at properties."
"But Don," said Laura, "our children..."
"Honey, I do not let a second go by that I don't think of our children's safety." I said, "But to what you are thinking: first, we were two hours away and there was nothing to be done as I figured this out. Also, I think the kids were safe and will continue to be safe at Todd's: they live in a gated community and the security at the front gate is very good about verifying anyone who goes in. With Seth and Teresa also there overnight, I'd be shocked if there would be any problems there."
"And second, as to this photo of us in the book here..." Our eyes locked in understanding as I finished the sentence: "... I think we now know what Wargrave was doing in your office that morning you caught him in the nursery. He took a photo of the photo on your desk."
"Jesus, he was planning that since then?" Laura asked, stunned. "He knew I'd try this that far ahead of time?"
"No." I said. "I think it was a contingency, that he'd send that threat if I got on his track too far. Obviously, my love, we have indeed gotten on the train on that track, and it is leaving the station as we speak..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was now 9:30pm and in the main conference room were Chief Griswold, myself, Cindy Ross, Martin Nash, Jack Muscone and his FBI Team, my wife Laura, and her assistant and fellow CIA agent, Gayle Roberts. The FBI Team had just gotten back from Lake Amengi-Nunagen.
"So, Dr. Fredricson," said the Chief, "tell me again exactly what this plan was."
"As everyone in here knows," said Laura, "I received information that led me to believe that the remaining criminals from the late Jody Corrigan's rogue CIA team was going to try to kill Jack Muscone and his FBI team, by planting a bomb on an FBI plane. So I made it easy for them, leaking information that the team was going to board a plane here at County Airport. It apparently worked, and the perps did plant that bomb.
"But what they did not know, at least I thought they didn't, was that the FBI team and pilot got back off the plane dressed as workers putting crates aboard. The crates had dead bodies in them, which were placed in the seats. The plane was remotely rolled out, and it was actually our bomb that exploded on takeoff... in a plane that had no living persons aboard. However, it appears that Wargrave's team did know of the ruse, and sent these messages in the map and book."
"I have a question." said Jack Muscone. "Who knew about this from the beginning? Maybe someone said something to the wrong person and it got around to the wrong ears."
Laura replied "Me, Gayle, all of you in here except the Chief and Cindy-"
"Cindy knew." I said. "I did not risk the wrath of the blue crowbar by not telling her what was up and why I'd be out of the office. We can add to the list several FBI agents, including Les Craig and Jack's boss."
"Also your nephew Todd, Barry Oliver and Takaki Taichi." said Laura. "They rigged the remote control device that got the plane to taxi and then take off."
"You know..." I said, my mind going into overdrive, "I'm not sure that anyone who knew spilled it. And I'm not sure that your ruse failed in and of itself." My voice was a bit hollow as my mind was still far off, trying to put puzzle pieces in place. "But at some point the perps did catch on, and the message in Cindy's office showed that they had figured out just how the ruse was done."
"And how was that?" Cindy asked, then adroitly added "I'm not sure the Chief knows."
"Laura, you don't say a word." I said. "It would be a confession to a crime, albeit misdemeanors. What happened, Chief, is that someone broke into the deer cooler at Cummings Outdoors. They took two deer, and transported them to the Frank Freeman Funeral Home, where they cremated them. Two deceased human bodies, meant for cremation, were taken from the funeral home. Those bodies, as well as three others, were then brought onto the plane and placed in seats. The already-dead bodies were the ones recovered from the crash."
"Good grief." said the Chief. "Messing with a funeral parlor is bad enough, but even worse is that you guys are wreaking havoc on my poor County Airport. And the reason was to make these perps, which I gather is the remnant of that rogue CIA cell, expose themselves?"
"No, not exactly." said Laura. "The goal was to flush out the person I think is leading what's left of that team."
"That would be one Henry Wargrave." I said. "But that is not all: I have a new theory that I want to run by all of you."
"Is this where I get to swing a crowbar at you to make you think better?" Cindy quipped, blue crowbar in hand and at the ready.
"Close." I said, waving my red crowbar back in her general direction as I tried not to grin at Cindy's 'pawky' sense of humor. "And you might just swing it at me afterwards when you hear how hair-brained this is."
I sat upright in my seat and said "Ladies and gentlemen, there's been a certain repartée between myself and Henry Wargrave along Sherlock Holmes/Professor Moriarty lines. However, I realized today that, to quote Spock's father Sarek, 'it is possible that I have been in error'."
That got everyone's attention. "You? In error?" said Jack Muscone, his voice trying to be teasing, but serious surprise on his face, matching everyone else's. "Is that even possible?"
"Well, it's not the first time." I said. "Any time I'm not in alignment with my wife, I am of course in error." The Chief laughed and nodded as Laura looked at me funny.



"I see that the Iron Crowbar knows the true secret of a happy marriage. Take notes, Nash, Escobar." Griswold said. Martin Nash and Sandra Speer both blushed. Eduardo Escobar was also a married man, and he just nodded as The Chief said "Go ahead, Crowbar."
I said "In the Conan Doyle stories, Professor Moriarty had a top assistant, a Colonel Moran, who was a big-game hunter in India and who was the action-taker, and who tried to shoot Sherlock with an air-gun. Well... it's occurred to me that Henry Wargrave is the action-taker, the international hunter, i.e. arms dealer, and that Wargrave is working for someone else, who is the real Professor Moriarty! The real Moriarty hides in the shadows, not getting his hands dirty, and Wargrave has been doing the dirty work for a while now."
"Oh wow." I heard someone say, then I heard Cindy (of course) say "And how did you arrive at that conclusion?"
"It goes like this." I said. "I've been wondering for a long, long time why this Town and County has been the base location of these criminals' various operations. Why Ned was here, why Corrigan and Bartholomew Scott were here, why Ward Harvester and DynaCorp were involved, the Langs, the Fosters, Trish Donolan, Cat Clausen, and all that. Maybe even the Black Widow choosing to come here. I've always wondered 'Why?'."
I continued: "Oh, I know that there is industry and research and the School here. And Henry Wargrave is an alumnus, booster and Regent of the University, as well. But he's based in the City and always has been; this Town becomes important to him only when the University is involved, and of course when the football team is playing."
The last line had been meant semi-humorously, but my audience was too enraptured to realize it, so I just continued: "Yes, Wargrave has been the 'contact' man, if you will, and I think he's been behind some of the things going on. He may have been behind this attempt to kill you FBI agents. But now... I think I'm seeing another presence, the real spider in the center of the web, feeling every vibration of that web, knowing every thing that is going on, and being the true root cause of a lot of the criminal activity we've been facing."
Seeing the eyes looking intently at me, I said "Wargrave has played the Moriarty/Holmes game with me, which was actually started by me at my first confrontation with him. And he was happy to let me believe that he was the brains and the power in the County. But while he's a smart and extremely dangerous adversary, he's not the spider at the center of the web."
"So who is?" asked the Chief.
"That, I'm not sure of." I said. "But I can say this... the real Moriarty, the real crime boss, the real espionage power... he's basing here because he lives here, works here. In other words, our 'Moriarty' is a local resident. This is his home."
"His?" Cindy asked with a hint of a sarcasm.
"Or her," I said, "but I'm assuming for now that it's a man, no offense intended. But he has slipped, to the point that I can guess at the possibility of his existence."
"How did you even get to that?" my wife asked, total shock in her voice. As I was about to answer, I noted the merest gleam in the Chief's eyes. I answered anyway.
"The two messages left in mine and Cindy's offices." I said. "I believe that they were left separately. In this case, the left hand did not know what the right hand was doing. Now the message in my office was left by Wargrave, through his agents. It's a threat upon my wife, whom Wargrave hates immeasurably." I was remembering the words told me by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart.
I did not give Laura nor the group time to contemplate that as I said further "I think the message in Cindy's office was left by the real Moriarty. He got wind of the plan early; he knew to not take action that would give himself away. By way of contrast, Wargrave was in the City the whole time, and he was likely the action figure behind the attempt on our FBI friends here."
I added: "And that's why I think Wargrave didn't detect the ruse. He was too 'into' his own plan, and didn't realize we were turning the tables on him. He deliberately avoided being in the County when the crash occurred, he stayed off the phones just in case someone looked into his communications.
"However, 'Moriarty' caught on, and after the crash told Wargrave somehow, and then both had the separate bright ideas to send us little notes. Moriarty's was left in Cindy's office so that she'd find it and quickly tell us. The other was left in my office, where it might not have been found for some time. Ergo, Moriarty wanted us to know he knew; Wargrave didn't know or care."
"Why do that?" Martin Nash asked. "I mean, why send the map? Why not just let us think we've fooled them and sit there twiddling our thumbs?"
"Egos and emotions." I said. "The real Moriarty wanted us to know we'd been found out, to demoralize us but also to let us know that he knows. And Cindy, that's one reason I think 'Moriarty' is a man: a woman would have done as Martin suggested. A woman would've set aside her ego long enough to act sensibly." Cindy nodded and the women in the room grinned.
"As to Wargrave," I said, continuing, "I think he realized what happened, saw that we were coming after him, and became really angry. The note in Cindy's office was meant to be semi-humorous but condescending. The note in my office conveyed direct threats against Laura, here. All in all, two separate messages."
"Let's not kid ourselves here, folks." said Chief Griswold. "Wargrave didn't become a billionaire playing nice, and I mean no insult when I say he may be too big for us local officers trying to protect one county. I'm hoping you FBI guys can bring in some resources to help combat him, but in any case, you all be very careful, and don't let what we've discussed get out of this room."
The Chief turned to Laura and said "I can offer you police protection, Dr. Fredricson, but I'll defer to your husband on that, and also let you figure it all out at your level." By that he meant the Federal FBI/CIA level, I realized as the Chief finished: "In any case, you guys keep your eyes peeled, especially you, Crowbar. They've tried to kill you three times, I don't want a fourth attempt to be successful."
"I don't want for there to be a fourth attempt at all." Laura said. "And yes, we have resources we can bring to bear on this situation."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura hung up the phone after talking to Jeanine Burke. I had been talking to Teresa Croyle on my cellphone.
"Jeanine says the kids are all asleep, having had fun with each other all day, and the grownups are going to bed soon, totally exhausted."
I said "Teresa said we have two officers in an unmarked car in the driveway of Todd's house, well inside the shadows, and we have two other unmarked cars parked and watching the entrance to the subdivision, not to mention double our normal patrols driving through the area."
I began getting ready for bed, but noticed that Laura was looking out the window. "Honey, you okay?" I asked.
Laura sighed. "I guess I'm not the badass I thought I was, and certainly not what I used to be."
I went up behind her and put my arms around her. "You're my badass, and I love you for it. But don't worry about it; this is not the first time we've tried something that didn't work out."
"I know. Let's sit down." Laura said. She sat in the chair in the corner as I sat down on the bed. "When you said that about there being someone else, someone besides Wargrave and maybe over him, it made so much sense with me. I... and the Agency... have been very aware of the espionage situations here, which is one reason I came here in addition to overseeing Dr. Heinz's projects, and I'm sure you've figured out that it's why we had such a presence in DynaCorp.
She continued: "But it never quite made sense; Wargrave was always on the radar, but he never could be connected to a lot of things, and now we can see that he was acting as a distraction to move our attention away from the truth."
Laura took a breath, then said "When the Chief and the others brought you here, I had already fallen in love with you... but I really didn't think you'd get even this far. You've solved many crimes in the most brilliant fashion, but I never thought you'd be following and connecting these threads like no one I have ever known could do, except perhaps your mother. And the way my plan failed... what you said about women and their egos was right... but my ego is still feeling battered right now. You're the badass, I'm the has-been..."
I went over, but my hands under Laura's armpits and suddenly picked her up and flung her onto the bed. I jumped on top of her, covering her body with my own. "You are not a has-been, and never will be." I said, "And now I'm going to be the badass of the County- making love to the hottest babe in the world." I then began suiting the deed to the word, but as I nuzzled my wife's neck I had no idea that part of what was getting her aroused was thinking of the hot kiss she'd shared with my nephew Todd...
Part 16 - Night of the Long Penises
"Oh my God." said Jeanine Olivet Burke as she collapsed onto one of the sofas in the game room. The babies, all four of them, were asleep in the next room. "It's been fun having all the kids, but they are exhausting. I am so glad you guys were here to help."
"It was fun." said Seth Warner. He sat down next to Jeanine, handing her a drink. He had one of his own and was sipping it. "I think Carole considers herself one of the babysitters." Jeanine was wearing a red dress with black patterns upon it, and high heel black pumps. Seth was wearing a button-down shirt and slacks.
On the other sofa sat Todd Burke and Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle, also drinking. Todd was wearing a polo/golf shirt and slacks, but Teresa was wearing a tight t-shirt, cut-off blue jeans ('Daisy Dukes') and her favorite sneakers. They were simple white tennis shoes, well used and a bit dirty, and Todd knew that whenever Teresa wore those shoes she wanted to get fucked by his big cock. He intended to oblige her, and was getting aroused by her scent as well as the warmth of her body next to him.
Todd and Teresa had started drinking earlier, and were both getting a buzz. "That girl is going to be a handful when she gets older." Teresa said. "Does that run in the family, Todd?"
"You know it." Todd said. "I'm sure she'll be just as sweet and mindful as her Cousin Todd was growing up."
"Why do I have the feeling that's not 100% true?" asked Teresa, nestling into Todd.
"I have a feeling that she'll be more than able to handle those bad boys like I was, growing up, that will try to corrupt her morals." said Todd as he put his left arm around Teresa's shoulders. He then leaned over and began nuzzling her neck.
"Ohhhh... I'll give you two hours to stop that." said Teresa, enjoying the seductive foreplay. Jeanine didn't seem to mind, either; she watched her husband and the hot dirty-blonde policewoman as they began sharing kisses.
"Seth, you're not going to let them show us up on that, are you?" Jeanine asked as she turned to Seth. He did not fail, and pressed his mouth onto Jeanine's. As he sank his tongue into the black-haired beauty's mouth in a deep kiss, he was amazed at what was progressing, and how rapidly.
When he broke the kiss with Jeanine, Seth looked up and was shocked to see that Todd was already naked. He was sitting on the sofa, his massive, ten-inch-long weapon of lust sticking straight up, veins criss-crossing along the thick shaft as the huge helmet of Todd's cockhead strained upwards. Teresa had just taken off her shirt, exposing her large, firm breasts, her large nipples hard and pointing out like spikes, and she was settling back on the sofa to Todd's left in a way she could lean over him and begin sucking his huge man-meat.
"Oh, that's good!" Todd breathed as Teresa's mouth descended upon his huge meat pole. Teresa moaned through a mouthful of cock as she easily absorbed over seven inches into her throat. It took some time, but she worked her mouth down until she was hungrily gobbling up virtually all of Todd's cock.
Seth was amazed at the fellatio he was watching, even as he and Jeanine were exploring each other's bodies. Then Jeanine whispered for him to undress her and she stood up, facing Todd and Teresa.
Teresa kept sucking Todd as if his cock were the only thing in existence, but Todd was watching his wife. Their eyes locked as Seth undid Jeanine's dress, then slid it down her body. Todd watched as Seth cupped Jeanine's big breasts, massaging them until her nipples were hard. Then Seth's left hand dipped to Jeanine's fur-lined snatch, and he began to play with her cuntlips and clit, finally finding her hole and sinking his bird finger knuckle-deep into the sopping wet slit.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Toyota Camry drove up the road at just under the speed limit. The patrolling police car on the other side of the road gave it a good hard look, as did the parked police car at the entrance to the road to Todd and Jeanine's inlet. The middle-aged man did not act as if he were looking for any house in particular, and looked surprised when his eyes caught the eyes looking at him through the police car's windows. He drove on.
He drove out of that neighborhood and back towards his home in a more seedy neighborhood south of Downtown. The tiny cameras mounted to his car had already transmitted their digital data to a collection point, where it was already being analyzed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, fuck her, Todd!" Jeanine almost yelled. Teresa's head was on a pillow on the floor, being forced down by Todd's powerful hand. Teresa's luscious ass was high up as she was on her knees, and Todd was slamming his huge mean deep into Teresa's pussy from behind. Teresa loved being fucked hard like this, almost forced into this position, feeling the pressure on her neck, unable to do anything but take the man's powerful male thrusts into her sopping wet, exposed womanhood.
For her part, Jeanine was loving watching Todd's hard groin smack into Teresa' firm, luscious ass as he pounded her cunt with his huge meat. Jeanine could see her husband's big cock sliding out of Teresa's filled cunt, only to watch him shove that slab of man-mean back into the hot policewoman with a driving thrust of his muscular ass. It looked as if Todd were easily fucking Teresa, his hands on her upper back to keep her head down, but in truth he was fucking her with tremendous power, and Jeanine could see that he was bathed in a sheen of sweat, as was Teresa, as the coupled with deep, wet intensity.
Jeanine was lying on her right side on the sofa, with Seth behind her, fucking her in a 'spoons' position. When they'd first began fucking, Seth came very quickly; he had not had sex in a long while, he admitted. Jeanine stroked him back to hardness, which also came quickly for the young man, and they began fucking again. This time, Seth had plenty of control, and he was pumping Jeanine's sperm-filled cunt into a messy, creamy lather.
Todd looked over at his wife as he brutally fucked the hot older policewoman whose ass and pussy had been so eagerly offered for his taking. He saw Jeanine reach back and pull Seth's face to hers, straining her lovely neck as they kissed deeply, her breasts proudly jutting out for Todd to admire. But Todd most enjoyed the clear sight he had of Jeanine's pussy being filled with another man's large, nine inch cock. Jeanine had her left foot on Seth's hip, and Seth's hand was pushing up her thigh to make sure their coupled loins were easily visible to the other couple that was rutting hotly on the floor.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's just no way we're going to be able to get in there." said one man. "They have police patrols, I would imagine there's at least one more car hiding in the shadows near the house, and there's some lights on in the house. I'd imagine they're on the lookout for us."
"Good." said the leader. "Let them exhaust themselves and their resources. No, we won't strike here, and not just at the kids. It's the Iron Crowbar and his bitch wife we're after."
"Boss wants the Iron Crowbar to know his kids were waxed before we kill him." said another man.
"And until he tells us how to make that happen, it's 'no go' on any more attacks." said the leader. "It's going to have to be his call. I'm not going to put my cock in a meat grinder like that without a hell of a lot better plan than we have now. That'll be up to the Boss."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd was on top of Teresa in the missionary position, driving his meat into her with long, deep strokes, again making it look slow, easy and lazy, but in reality splitting her cunt and filling it with hard, deep strokes. He had Teresa's shapely legs trapped under his powerful, muscular arms, her feet in the sneakers high in the air, a look of tortured ecstasy on her attractive face. Teresa had come hard four times already, and was being worked up to a fifth stunning orgasm.
Jeanine was admiring her husband's powerful, slender body, the rippling of his muscles making her cuntwalls ripple in sexual pleasure. She watched Todd's hard, muscular asscheeks clenching tightly as he fucked Teresa, and watched as well as heard Todd's huge balls, the largest by far that she'd ever seen, smack Teresa's asscheeks with wet, thudding slaps. She knew that soon Todd was be emptying those nuts deep into Teresa's sopping quim, possibly as Teresa experienced another body-shattering orgasm.
Seth was winding down, having pumped his second climax into Jeanine. They were also in the missionary position, and Seth was lying on top of Jeanine, his shrinking, once-nine-inch cock pulsing the last of his seed into the married lawyer's steaming snatch. As Seth nuzzled Jeanine's neck, she looked over at the other couple. Todd looked over at her, and she winked at him.
As Todd admired his wife's body and felt the pleasure of Teresa's cunt sheathing his cock beneath him, something about her wink made tingles of pleasure race through his whole body. He was suddenly realizing how lucky he was to have a wife like Jeanine, a wife that emotionally supported him, fucked him demonically, and now wanted to swing and let him sink his big meat into some of the hottest women in the County.
With a final series of driving thrusts, Todd felt himself on the brink. He then remembered his kiss with Laura Fredricson, and that drove him over the edge. He reached the crest and climbed Teresa all the way, then grunted as he began pumping his climax into her. Spurt after thick spurt of incredibly potent, virile semen jetted into the deepest parts of Teresa's spasming cunthole as Todd came inside her again and again and again, until he had shot an incredible nearly one half billion sperm into the woman's well-used cunt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Unnh! Oh, yeahhhh!" grunted the man as he climaxed into the college-aged blonde beneath him. He loved fucking younger women, and he definitely understood why Jonas Oldeeds had enjoyed sampling the youthful flesh of the girls that worshipped him.
The Rev. Robert Patterson eased his penis out of the girl, and with a quick kiss to her mouth got up and out of bed, heading to the bathroom.
BUZZ!! BUZZ!! BUZZ!!
It was his 'burner' cell on the table of the hotel room going off. He answered it. "Hold on one moment." He ordered the girl to get dressed and get out, handing her four $100 bills. He waited until she left, then closed the door behind her. When he said "Yes?" into the phone, it was dead.
He looked out the window, seeing the streets and lights of the City in the neighborhood he was in. The phone rang again five minutes later.



"We cannot stay connected that long." the Voice on the other end chided harshly. "Next time, tell me to call back in five minutes, get your whore out of there, then wait for my call."
"Yes sir." Patterson said. "It's okay to talk now."
"Good." said the Voice. "I'm about to make the call and put 'Operation Phoenix' into action. Part of this plan is to force our friend Wargrave into either your camp or that old idiot Conrad King's side."
"Sounds good." said Patterson. "Will this help us to form our base of operations? And help decide where?"
"Maybe, maybe." said the Voice. "Just stay patient about that. Right now I'm making damn sure that the murder of that bitch's agent, young Mike, doesn't get solved. Tell Vicki Oldeeds that she is going to owe me big for that."
"I'll tell her that while I'm fucking that uppity skank's cunt like the whore she is." said Patterson, menace in his voice. The man at the other line laughed, a sinister, evil cackle that bode ill for Vicki Oldeeds and her vagina.
"Yes, that will be a pleasurable few moments, indeed." said the Voice.
"We sure do owe you for exposing Mike, and letting us take care of it." said Patterson.
"Oh, my pleasure, my pleasure." said the Voice. "Remember, Robert: nobody likes a narc. And here's more help for you: stay the hell out of the Iron Crowbar's County for the rest of this month, at least. It's going to get... rather warm there, as the children say in that game they play."
"Yes sir." said Patterson as the line went dead on him, wondering but glad he didn't know what was about to happen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd came up to to Teresa, who was in the dark shadows of a room whose window overlooked the front drive and the road.
"Whatcha doing, babe?" he whispered.
"Just checking." said Teresa. "Nothing out there. The Patrols said all was quiet, also."
"Come get some sleep." Todd said. "You know we're as safe as we can be here."
Teresa nodded and allowed Todd to walk her back downstairs. She checked on the babies, who were all sleeping peacefully. Jeanine and Seth were also asleep, though Jeanine was now on the sofa Todd and she (Teresa) had been sitting on.
Teresa settled down onto the yoga mat on the floor, with two pillows under her head and a blanket covering her. Todd went and snuggled behind his wife, covering them both with blankets.
"I love you, baby." he whispered to Jeanine. She smiled as her hand caressed his hip.
"I love you too." she said, then kissed him. She pressed her ass into his groin and soon was back asleep.
For his part, Todd lay quietly but awake, realizing for the first time that he was no longer thinking of Melina like he had in the past. He realized that he never thought of Melina while he was fucking Teresa.
Then he realized that while thought the world of Teresa, both sexually and as a person, he was truly in love with his wife, Jeanine. And he'd not been the best husband to her to this point; he needed to make sure she knew he loved her, how he felt about her. He needed to rekindle their relationship before the stresses of all this excitement with his uncle's family snuffed out that fire. He had one idea of what to do...
Part 17 - Foreboding
Friday morning, November 21st. The sky was overcast, threatening to bring bad weather, but not not quite making good on the threat. The television looked considerably brighter as the red haired reporterette filled the screen. It was 7:00am, and that meant it was time for Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the lovely redhead yelled from outside the entrance gate to County Airport, as if her proximity to it would somehow make her report more watchable or accurate. I sure didn't care; my thoughts were, as always, about that lucky microphone in her hand.
"Channel Two News has learned that the four dead persons in the plane crash at County Airport were not FBI agents after all, but four workers who were transporting FBI cargo and documents to Washington, D.C. The FBI says that the names of the workers will not be released by the FBI until the next of kin have been notified, and that the FBI does not believe terrorism was involved in the plane crash. The FBI also stated that they will have no further information on the plane crash until the NTSB finishes its report, which could take a year or more."
Bettina continued, "In other news, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives has issued a statement that the Bureau will not revoke the Federal Firearms License of John Cummings of Cummings Outdoors General Store; however, they will begin an audit of the business at the request of State-Senator-Elect Katherine Woodburn. As you know, Ms. Woodburn defeated TEA Party Extremist John Cummings in the Election earlier this month. Now let's go to Chuck Pringle for Sports. Chuck!"
"Thank you Bettina." said the recorded playback of Chuck Pringle's previously taped commentary. "The University is preparing to play State Tech the Saturday after Thanksgiving, and they are being motivated with the knowledge that this could their last game with Coach Brian Harlan alive to watch them. Channel Two Sports has been told that Coach Harlan is in hospice, in the last stages of cancer, and his team will certainly have him on their minds as they take the field against Tech..."
I began to feel a sense of foreboding. Not because of Brian Harlan's illness, but for some other reason, some undefinable feeling in the air. Cindy felt it too, as we went to lunch together.
"What's that smell?" she asked as we drove in my Police SUV to the Cop Bar to meet Jack Muscone for lunch.
"I dunno, smells like a chemical solvent." I said. "I smelled it this morning, and I figured I'd driven over a patch of something, or someone put a crime lab sample in the back."
"Better check and see." Cindy said, then added "Commander, you ever have one of those days where things just don't feel right?"
"Yeah," I said, "and I'm having one of those days today. Must be something in the water. Everything okay with Jenna?"
"Personally, yeah." Cindy said. "But I think something is going on in the D.A.'s office and she won't say anything about it. It might have to do with Gor-don and the office. But I don't think that's why I feel this way."
"I understand- whoa, was that Todd going into that jewelry store?" I asked. I'd gotten the merest glimpse of a young man that looked like my nephew going into Jared's jewelry store.
"I didn't see it." said Cindy, looking back out the window. "Is that why your spidey-sense is going off? Nephew spending too much money?" I laughed, and we proceeded to the Cop Bar. Jack noted our quietness, and we told him about our undefinable worries. He just nodded in understanding, but consumed his double cheeseburger in front of us with gusto, his appetite unaffected by our worries. I noticed Cindy barely ate any of her lunch. I suggested she might be fighting off an illness, and that she should get plenty of rest this weekend.
About an hour after lunch, I got a call from a very vexed Laura. "The power is completely out at our house... the Mountain Nest. The Power Company called me and said the transformer and wiring in the area is damaged, and it's affecting our house and a couple of others on the hillside above the School. It'll be Monday before it's back up."
"That's no biggie." I said, trying to sound cheerful and unconcerned. "Mom is not coming back home until Monday, so I'll go get the food and baby formulas out of the freezer and refrigerator, take it all to The Cabin, and turn the heat on up there. We'll stay there over the weekend."
"I hope the weather doesn't dump on us and trap us up there." Laura snapped. Then she caught herself. "I'm sorry, you're right. At least we have a place to go to."
The sun was setting and darkness fast enveloping the Town as I stopped by Cindy's office to tell her to go home, as the Chief had just done to me. Cindy asked me to come in.
"You feeling better?" I asked.
"Not really." Cindy replied. "I do know Jenna said something to Gor-don about the other office. He's an arrogant little punk; he just went in and turned all the lights on to make sure we can see him in there. At this point, I'm just about willing to go kick his ass out myself, just to make a point, even if it does piss off Jenna."
"Naah, just hold back." I said. "Higher powers than mighty Crowbars are at work on that. I'm leaving it be for now, too. By the way, how is Lorena Rose feeling about moving to Vice?"
"She's ecstatic." Cindy said. "Tried to say all the right things about having learned a lot in MCD, but she couldn't hide the joy on her face."
"Good." I said. "Get the hell out of here. Get some sleep, you've been working hard. See you Monday."
"By the way, are you good with your security, or lack of it?" Cindy asked. "Captain Charles said to give the word and he'll have a patrol take up station and another drive around."
"No, it's okay." I said. "We're going to be up at The Cabin this weekend, by the way."
"Oh?" Cindy asked, surprised. "I thought your wife didn't like that place much."
I explained the power outage situation, then told Cindy to stop asking questions and get out after dismissing the Detectives for the weekend. As I left, I had another strange sense of foreboding... I'd long known that Laura preferred the Mountain Nest to The Cabin, but Cindy's seeming knowledge that my wife did not like The Cabin at all? What was up wit' dat? I wondered...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy woke up with a gasp in the early morning hours of Saturday, November 22d. She had been dreaming, and she was seeing Don's children Carole and little Jim crying, surrounded by fire consuming them. She woke up, flinging herself to a sitting position, tearing herself out of Jenna's arms, whose embrace had been keeping her. She looked at the clock. It said 2:05am. The room was still and dark, but her heart was thumping and her soul racked with tension.
"Wha... what is it?" Jenna groggily asked, having been wakened by Cindy's sudden movement.
"Something's wrong." Cindy said, somehow very sure. "I... I've got to call Don." She grabbed her cellphone that was on the bedside table and speed-dialed the number.
"You all right?" Jenna asked. "What, what is it?"
"Shhh, I'm on the phone." Cindy said. "Come on, Don, answer the phone..."
Part 18 - Fire On The Mountain
I was awakened by the incessant buzzing of my cell phone. I quickly grabbed it, hoping that the noise did not awaken the kids, who were in their respective cribs next to Laura's side of the bed. My wife was asleep, fitfully so, but asleep.
"Troy." I said sleepily into the phone.
"Don!" came Cindy's voice through the phone. "Is everything all right up there?"
"Cindy? Uh, I..." I said as I came awake. And then it hit me: I smelled smoke!
"Ross, stay on the line!" I said as I flung myself out of bed. I went to the bedroom door and opened it to a staggeringly frightening sight: The Cabin was on fire! The front wall, the front door, and the stairs were a sheet of flame!
"Cindy!" I yelled into the phone as I slammed the bedroom door. "The house is on fire! Call the Fire Department, then drive up to the road below the house; we're going to have to evacuate by sliding down the mountain!"
"Wilco!" I heard Cindy say, then the phone disconnected. By now Laura was up and getting dressed. She did not need to see what was downstairs to know the grave danger to her children. Smoke was beginning to fill the bedroom.
"Wrap the children in blankets!" I shouted as I quickly put on my clothes, including my cellphone and my police belt with its gun and radio attached. "We'll have to go out through the bathroom!"
It is amazing how the human mind works, especially the subconscious. As soon as I'd seen the conflagration at the front door, I instinctively knew that it was arson, that the front of the house had been set afire first to keep us from getting out that way, and that reaching the back deck was our only chance. I prayed that the back way wasn't covered by snipers (yes, I thought of that even as all the rest of it was going on.), and that we could slide down the mountain to safety.
In the bathroom, the window over the hot tub opened over the garage, which presently housed Laura's Mercedes. I opened the long window and practically threw Laura through it to the roof. I then handed her our two precious, blanket-wrapped bundles, then climbed out the window onto the garage roof. It was hot, and I knew that the garage itself was on fire, as was the whole downstairs.
I dangled Laura off the side of the roof then dropped her. It wasn't far, and she landed like a good U.S. Paratrooper, feet together, then rolling. She got up and I handed down the babies, then scrambled down myself, executing a dynamite parachute landing fall, putting to damn good use what I'd learned at Airborne School. Why I was actually thinking of that in these moments of mortal danger, I did not know.
"The walkway is burning!" Laura shouted, having looked around the side of the house.
"We'll have to slide down the mountain!" I yelled back. I helped Laura over the deck rail along the walkway, which was not too high nor steep, transferred the kids, then went over the rail myself.
"Take Carole, I'll take Jim!" I said. If you slip, slide on your back with the baby held against your chest."
"Keep your feet and knees together!" Laura yelled back. "A sapling coming up between your legs will have you singing soprano for a month!" She began to descend.
Just as I began going down, I looked back. Through the lattice of the windows, I could see that the house was a sheet of red-orange inside, and I got a glimpse that the upstairs had also begun to burn. I began scrambling down the mountain, slipped quickly, and slid through the darkness on my fourth point of contact. I could hear Laura crashing down the mountainside ahead of me and the crackling of the fire behind and above me. Almost before I knew it, we were on the road below The Cabin.
"You okay?" I asked.
"Yeah, you?" Laura replied. Carole had begun crying, knowing something was wrong. Laura soothed her and hushed her. Little Jim was shuffling in my arms, but stayed quiet. I felt proud of him staying calm through it all, knowing that he didn't realize that his dad was all nerves and breathlessness and heart thumping a thousand times a minute...
I looked up the mountain where we'd just come from. The Cabin was now engulfed. We were incredibly fortunate to still be alive, I thought. So far, it was just not our day to die.
But the danger was not over. "Stay in the brush." I said to Laura as we waited. "We don't know if the perps are searching for us."
"You have a gun?" Laura asked. "I'm unarmed."
"Yeah." I said, feeling my gun still strapped in its holster on its hip. I got out the police radio and called in. The Radio Dispatcher said that Lt. Ross had called in, the Fire Department and several police vehicles were on the way, and asked if we needed an ambulance.
Just as I said we were all right so far, the powerful headlights of a car came over the hill. My heart froze, wondering if the occupants were friend or foe. Thankfully, the blinding blue LED lights that signaled a Police vehicle were flashing, also.
Inside the SUV were "Crowbar's Angels": Teresa driving, Cindy riding shotgun, and Tanya in the backseat. The car stopped as I hailed it. I handed Jim to Tanya and then ushered Laura, holding Carole, into the backseat of the car next to her. Cindy got out as I asked "Is there another gun in the car?"
"Glove compartment. Pistol." Teresa said. "Shotgun in the back."
"Give Laura the pistol." I ordered. "Where are you going, Headquarters?"
"Todd and Jeanine's." Teresa replied. "I've already called them. Security is setting up like last night."
"Thanks. Y'all get out of here." I said. "Go to the hospital if Laura or the children need it." I kissed Laura goodbye, then watched as the Police SUV drove down the road, carrying my family to relative safety.
As Cindy and I walked up the road towards the driveway, I looked up. I could see the flames reaching for the sky, lighting the whole mountainside. Just then, a huge explosion sent a fireball into the sky. A moment later, a second explosion rocked the ground under our feet.
"Jesus, Don," Cindy said, "what the hell were you keeping up there?"
"I think that was the cars." I replied. "But gas tanks don't explode like that, so I'm suspecting that the cars were rigged with explosives in case we escaped and tried to use them."
"Geeeeezzzzz..." was all Cindy could say, and I wasn't sure if her gasp was thinking about the steps taken by the perps, or that I was figuring it all out so fast.
Just then we saw two Fire Department vehicles come up the road, red and white lights blazing, followed by a police cruiser. The smaller fire truck went up the driveway, while the larger fire engine, with its powerful water pump, stopped at the entrance to the driveway where the fire hydrant was. Firemen began unwinding and connecting hoses.
"By the way, Cindy," I said, "your phone call saved our lives. How did you know to call?"
"I woke up out of a nightmare that Carole and Jim were surrounded by fire." Cindy said. "I knew something was wrong... but I had no idea it was... this." We rounded the curve from the road to the driveway. The Fire Department guys tried to stop us, and were more than a bit surprised when we flashed our badges and they realized who we were.
"I can't stop you from going forward, Commander," said the Engine leader, "but I'd advise against it. Any idea whose house this is?"
"Yeah... mine." I said. As the Engine leader looked at me in shock, I said "We'll stay out of the firefighters' way. And everyone got out safely, so tell them not to go inside looking anyone. It's empty, and the cars' gas tanks have already exploded."
"Yes sir, thanks for telling us that." said the Engine leader, who relayed the information to the fire truck in my driveway.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I looked on, feeling the deep pain of watching my beloved home burn fiercely. I remembered the pain of my final goodbyes to my childhood dogs, I remembered my pain in responding to the 'Officer Down' call when Pete Feeley had been lost, I remembered the sadness of losing my father. This was right up there with those moments. I felt helpless.
But I also felt gratitude. My family was alive and safe. My mother was still out of town and not caught up in this, as she otherwise might have been. I thought of how my partner had miraculously called me in the nick of time, wondering what kind of psychic power had come to her... oh, of course, I thought as I peered at Cindy. Of course.
I felt these things as I saw the burnt-out ruin of my Police SUV, which had been parked near the door. The bulletproof windows had exploded outwards, I pointed out to Cindy, confirming my thoughts that the cars were rigged with explosives. She nodded and wondered aloud if that was the chemical smell we'd detected in the SUV earlier that day.
As I watched, I knew what I had to do. I reached for my police radio, tuned it to the Fire Department's frequency, and said the painful but necessary words:
"This is Police Commander Troy. The house is gone. Contain the fire, keep it from spreading to the mountainside." The Fire Department did so, watering down the brush and trees around the house on all sides. Any brush fires were quickly doused.
But the house was indeed gone, and indeed could hardly be seen inside the orange blaze of light and heat. The flames were reaching dozens of feet into the air, a pyre that was visible to all of the County. And words could not express the fire of righteous anger within me that burned just as hotly at that moment...
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Part 1 - Prologue
"So what's this play about?" I asked as my wife Laura and I settled into our seats in the second row of the little theatre room on Tuesday, December 16th. Hanukkah had begun at sundown, but we were not here for religious reasons. Quite the opposite.
"It's a mystery, based on the board game Clue, which is called Cluedo in England." Laura said. "The actors will say their lines, which will contain clues, and we also have this little flyer with information we can read. A 'clean' version of this play is going to run at the University Theatre through the rest of the month. This is the early version, and our actors are going to be doing... other scenes..."
"Explicit sex scenes." I replied as I looked around the tiny theater, barely able to see in the dim light. Heavy black curtains hung on all the walls. The ceiling was very low, even over the stage. The stage itself was not very large, barely fifteen feet wide and deep, and jutting out somewhat like the bottom three sides of an octagon, with the seats curling around in a semi-circle.
The audience seating was also very small, five rows deep, the first two rows having left, middle, and right groups of four seats each, the next three rows having five seats, for a total of a very appropriate 69 seats. For tonight's audience, those seats would only be about half full. The chairs were comfortable, and Laura raised the armrest between our seats so that we could snuggle shoulder to shoulder.
"This is going to be fun, even without the sex." Laura said. "The couples in the audience will try to solve the mystery. I expect us to win, darling; after all, I'm married to the most brilliant detective in the history of the State."
"You're as charming as you are beautiful, my love." I replied. Indeed, my wife looked smoking hot tonight. She was wearing a black pullover sweater with long sleeves, which molded to her shapely body. Underneath she'd worn a bra that forced her large, milk-filled breasts to jut out invitingly, straining the fabric of the sweater to what looked like its breaking point. Her skirt was red and green plaid, a concession to the spirit of the Holiday season. Her black stockings were sheer and crotchless under the skirt; she was wearing no panties, giving me easy access to her luscious womanhood.
Her very high-heel pumps were matte, satiny black, and at her height she towered over most of the other guests, even her husband (me) as I stood at my full 6'4" in height. For myself, I was wearing my dark gray jacket and pants with the light armor sewn in, and a black silk turtleneck sweater. My gun was in its ankle holster under my sock, unobtrusive. My badge was inside the pocket of my jacket. Such were the requirements of a Commander in the Police Department, even at such fun social events as this one. No iron crowbars, though. That was left in the car.
"You're very sweet, darling." Laura said. "I just hope you won't be too distracted to solve the play and win first prize."
"What's first prize?" I asked. "A night with the hottest professor on Campus, that being you?"
"That would be a good prize, but you win that jackpot any time you want it, darling." my wife said. "First prize is $500, which of course we will announce a charity to which it shall be donated. Second prize is $200 to their favorite charity, and third prize is $50 to a charity."
"And I still get to take home the hottest woman on the planet, much less in the room." I said. My wife smiled, enjoying my open flirtations.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The old hamlet of Junction Station to the south of Town didn't really exist anymore. It once had been the location where the grains and cattle were loaded onto the trains and where the train tracks merged from every direction, only to split apart as they went in every direction. There were only a few old buildings left, including the main Depot, which had been refurbished and served as a County-administrated public meeting hall and place for groups to gather for a modest rental fee.
On the other side of the tracks, west of the buildings and sitting on a hillside, was a concrete building, painted white. It looked like an old American Legion building (which it had been decades before) or church fellowship hall, long and square. Inside the building were a couple of rooms, one with a bar and tables, where people could chat, and another that had sofas and chairs and cushions, arranged so that people could watch what was happening in the middle of the room.
This building was owned by a group called the Town & County Club of Like-Minded Couples. This group was not very well known in public, and we actually went by another name: The Libertines. We were the hottest, most sophisticated, and most exclusive Swinger Club in the northwest part of the State.
The theater room we were sitting in was in the underground basement room of this building. The residents of the Town & County did not know that the stage play they'd be watching would be performed by Libertine members... nor that there was a dress rehearsal tonight that would have a few 'extra' scenes. Scenes of the most intense, explicit sex.
Other couples were coming in and taking their seats. Helena French and her husband sat next to us. Helena was a beautiful woman that looked to be in her early 40s, with a full head of light brown hair that she wore in 'Princess Diana' fashion, and smoking hot legs. Anyone seeing her would be shocked to know that she was already over 50 years old. Her husband, R. Guy French, was a prominent dentist in Town, and as such was one of the wealthiest men in the County. He was handsome and distinguished-looking, though definitely in his 50s.
Helen was wearing a clingy dress with red and green and yellow and black Christmas holly patterns and red high heel pumps, and looked absolutely delicious. Laura and I greeted our friends warmly, perhaps both of us remembering the fond memories of what had happened only a couple of weeks before: Helena had been my initiation into the Libertines, the recipient of my 7-1/2 inch cock's deep bareback thrusts in and out of her sopping wet cunt, while her husband had sexually pounded my wife with his seven thick inches.
Seated behind us was the beautiful Audrey Nethers and her husband. They were in their 20s, and were a 'Ken and Barbie' beautiful couple. Audrey had a beautiful mane of red hair, darker than my strawberry blonde, but lighter than auburn. She was wearing a tight-fitting green dress that highlighted her red hair and fair skin, and her very high heel velvety green pumps shaped her calves and ass very nicely. Her husband was well-hung; I knew that because my nephew Todd told me that the man had been in the unofficial Sigma Epsilon Chi (SEX) Fraternity, which required its members to be blessed with at least nine full inches of hard male meat.
Before sitting down behind me, Audrey leaned over my shoulder, turned my head and planted a warm, wet kiss right on my mouth, and not just a little peck. As I tasted the gorgeous redhead's mouth, I felt the warmth spread through my body and my cock begin to get hard... iron hard. There's two reasons I'm called the 'Iron Crowbar', and the fact I carry a red crowbar around like a billy stick is only one of those reasons...
Laura was smiling at me, not minding a bit that I had just been deeply kissed by a beautiful young woman. "I'm surprised to see Audrey in the audience." she whispered. "There's a role for a redheaded woman in the script, and I thought it'd be her."
"Have you seen the script already?" I asked.
"No." Laura replied, "I was told that by--" she didn't finish as the lights dimmed, throwing the little theater into blackness. It was time for the play to begin!
Part 2 - Act 1, Sex Scene 1
The stage was split in two by a large black curtain. On the right side was the first scene, which had a bed with a brass headboard and a chair. Three people came into the room, a bride in her wedding dress and veil, an older man dressed in a tux of black with a mustard-yellow tux shirt, and a younger man dressed in a jacket and pants with a distinctive greenish hue and a black shirt and green tie.
The Groom, the older man in the tux, stumbled in, sat in a chair, and appeared to pass out.
The 'Bride' was stunningly gorgeous. She was in her late 20s, with luxurious black hair that had a rich almost-blue hue to it, large breasts, a slender waist and luscious ass, giving her an hourglass shape, thin tube thighs, curvy calves and elegant, shapely feet.
The other man was youngish, very handsome, and there was a distinct bulge in his tight pants; he was well-hung. He was the 'Best Man', and obviously so in every way. My wife thought he was a handsome stud, I could tell.
"Oh my goodness, my groom has passed out." said the bride. "He's in no shape to perform on our wedding night." As she walked, she seemed to stumble drunkenly herself, and the 'best man' caught her.
"You've had a lot to drink, also." said the stud. He took her into his arms. "Perhaps I can stand in for your passed-out groom on your wedding night." He kissed her, then began nuzzling her neck and feeling her up. The audience was quiet, watching intently.
"Oh...." said the Bride, "oh, I don't know... we shouldn't be... doing this." But she did not resist as the handsome young best man kissed her luscious, lipsticked lips again. The kiss turned deeper.
"Ohhhhh..." moaned the Bride. "We... I can't... I can't do this to my husband..." She tried to break away from the young man, coming towards the front of the stage and facing us. The Best Man came up behind her, slid his arms around her waist, and began nuzzling her neck.
"You deserve the best on your wedding night." the stud breathed, the microphone transmitting his words so we could hear them. "Let me give you what you deserve." He kissed the Bride's neck and jaw, and her eyes fluttered as a look of pleasure covered her beautiful face. I felt my cock rising with hardness as I watched this gorgeous woman being seduced on the stage.
As he kissed her neck, the Best Man began taking off the Bride's wedding dress, unzipping it from the back. It fell off her chest, exposing her large, luscious, and very natural breasts. Two large, dark brown rings circled her nipples, making them look like the delicious targets they were, and those teats themselves were dark and standing out hard and long; she was extremely aroused.
"Ohhhhhhh..." the Bride moaned as she stood proudly exposed to us. She was wearing a white garter and white stockings that were almost sheer but were actually tiny fishnets. Her very-high-heeled white strappy sandals seemed molded to her sexy, shapely feet, and her calves looked all the more luscious by her standing on those high heels. She was wearing very thin white panties, and the thick black mane of her pubic bush was clearly visible underneath, with some of the hair sticking out just beyond the hems of her panties. I felt myself getting hard already.
The audience was enraptured as the Best Man massaged the Bride's big breasts as he nuzzled her neck from behind. Then his left hand slid down and dipped under her panties, and we could tell that he had buried a finger to the knuckle-joint inside her tight, sopping wet pussy and was frigging her mercilessly.
I noticed that the air conditioning was set in a way that air blew from the stage to the audience. This was intentional, and I could actually smell the bride's perfume and her musky aroma as her stud aroused her, and juicy slurps could be heard as his finger rapidly slid in and out of her.
A moment later, the Best Man picked up the Bride and deposited her on the bed. He then stood at the end of the bed, positioning himself where the audience could clearly see him as he slowly stripped off his clothes. He looked like he'd done this kind of thing before, but was not overt in his striptease. He did turn his back to both the audience and the Bride as he removed his underwear, then turned around slowly , revealing his huge, half-hard cock. It was enormous, bobbing in front of him, thick and massive. Laura was loving it.
The Best Man then removed the Bride's panties and slung them out into the audience, unfortunately too far away from me to be able to catch them. He eased onto the bed between the Bride's spread legs and sank his face between her thighs and practically into her sopping wet quim.
"Ohhhhh!" the Bride gasped, embellishing her words for effect, but still genuinely aroused by the stud's oral ministrations. "Oh God, that feels so good!" The Best Man began eating her pussy, making loud wet smacks but making sure to really suck on her labes and sink his tongue deep into her honey-hole. My cock was already throbbing inside my pants, and my wife shifted her legs, telling me that she was getting hot and bothered, also. And we were barely into the first act!
I admired the sight of the Bride's long, shapely legs, spread wide and pulled back to give the young man easier access to her cunt. Her feet were reaching towards the sky, straining against the thin straps of her high heel sandals.
The young stud lay between the beautiful woman's legs, deeply eating her pussy, and there was not a man in the house that would not have traded places with him, and probably a few women, also. He seemed almost lost in the pleasure of sucking her cunt as she moaned and gasped in pleasure, her face scrunching up from time to time as waves of possibly orgasmic ecstasy coursed through her.
Finally, the man raised up and began to mount the Bride. She acted unsure, saying "Oh please, be careful. I'm a virgin, it's my first time, so please be gentle, okay?"
"Don't worry, babe." the Best Man reassured the virgin Bride. "I'll be careful." They both looked between their legs as the stud mounted the woman. His cock was fully hard, waving in front of him, long and thick and ready for deep penetration.
"Oh, easy... easy... ohhhhh!" the bride moaned as they watched together, holding hands, as the Best Man sank his meat into the bride's pussy, pumping back and forth, then driving it balls-deep in one powerful thrust! The Best man had done it; he had deflowered the young, lovely virgin Bride!
"OH MY GOD!" yelled the Bride as the Best Man ground his hard, muscular ass in tight circles. He began withdrawing the long inches of his cock, only to drive them back in with powerful thrusts.
The audience was barely breathing as they watched the young man fuck the beautiful woman with long, deep strokes. His powerful arms had her legs hooked beneath them, she was totally open and exposed to his sexual whims as he pumped her, hard and steady, over and over and over and over...
The sex act was occurring only a few feet in front of me, and I marveled at the sight of these two vibrant, healthy people vigorously mating with such joyous abandon. The Bride's moans were no longer acting, she was deeply into the ecstasy of being fucked by a young, handsome, well-hung man. The Best Man was clearly loving fucking the gorgeous woman beneath him, trying hard not to come too quickly.
After what seemed an eternity of hot fucking, but was only five minutes, the hotly rutting couple turned their bodies so that we could see between their legs and watch the Best Man's huge cock pumping in and out of the Bride's well-fucked but still-tight cunthole. His large balls only partially covered the intensely wonderful sight of cock and cunt melding as the copulated lustily. I noted that the man's thrusts were getting shorter and harder, and that his big balls were tightening up.
"Oh, please don't come inside me!" begged the Bride. "Please don't make me pregnant on my wedding night! I was saving this night for my husband, please don't knock me up!"
"I'm going to come, baby, I'm going to come inside you!" yelled the Best Man as he picked up the speed and power of his fucking into her.
I was admiring the Bride's legs and feet, forced back by the power of her lover's fucking, when I heard him groan. He was unable to hold back, and he was now climaxing. And he was pumping every drop of his potent, virile semen into the beautiful woman's eagerly receptive cunt!
"Unnnh, unnh... UHHH!!!" the stud cried out as he came, ramming his cock deep into her cunt, getting as much of his semen into her as he could.
"Oh yes, YES!" screamed the Bride. "Come inside me! Give me every drop! Knock me up, baby, make me pregnant with your baby!"
I could hear little moans and sighs of approval in the audience as they watched, and there was a slight change of smell coming from the stage as he finally pulled out of her... it was that special smell of sex and of a man having come inside a woman.
As the Best Man pulled out, gobs of semen clung to his thick cockshaft, and a lot more oozed out of the the Bride's well-filled pussy. He eased up to the side of the Bride's face, and she began sucking his cock, licking him clean as his cock began to shrink. I alternated between watching her suck him and watching the large extramarital deposit slowly oozing from her hole.
As the Best Man helped the Bride off the bed, she melted into his arms, smiling happily. "Mmmm, you really are the Best Man!" she said as they shared a kiss. "I think I'm getting pregnant right now."
"If you don't, let me know and I'll keep fucking you until I knock you up." said the Best Man. As they kissed again, the Groom woke up, mumbling drunkenly "What's going on?" The lights faded to black as the lovers looked at him, laughed, and kissed again...
Part 3 - The Play Continues
As the lights faded to black for a moment to give the actors time to get off stage and to draw the black curtains around the bedroom scene, Laura whispered to me "I'm her gynecologist, and I confirmed a month ago that she really is pregnant, about two months along."
"Good thing." I whispered back. "He shot one hell of a load into her."
The lights were coming on, revealing the left side of the stage. There were several people assembling, having pre-dinner drinks, and being served from a large punchbowl full of a delicious looking juice. I recognized Leanne Quinlin Gonzales, my real estate broker and a lovely redhead, dressed in a black dress and jacket with a (wouldn't you know it) scarlet blouse and high heel scarlet peep-toe pumps. She was "Mrs. Scarlett", and the Groom, who walked in wearing a black suit, white shirt and mustard-yellow tie, was "Colonel Mustard."
A tall man with glasses and a Meerschaum pipe, the curved pipe like Sherlock Holmes was often portrayed with, was wearing an ugly plaid suit and a plum-colored tie: "Professor Plum", of course. In this play, he was the 'husband' of Mrs. Scarlett.
As they talked, the lines leading to some kind of British humor, with Mrs. Scarlett taking catty shots at her professorial husband, Laura whispered to me "The professor is a real professor of Sociology at the University. He's the real-life husband of the bride we just saw making love."
Also in the room was a young Cuban man. I happened to know that Leanne's husband was a Cuban, and this young man was her husband's younger brother. He was dressed in a black button down shirt and dark-gray, almost black pants. He was 'Mr. Boddy', it seemed, meaning he was probably going to be the victim of the play-acting murder. He was saying in the play as he drank his punch that he was bringing everyone together to expose one of them as a blackmailer and murderer.



Just then the Bride and Best Man appeared. The beautiful woman was now dressed in a clingy white dress that showed off her lovely body, and high heel white pumps that seemed to shine under the bright stage lights. She was 'Mrs. White', and her legs and feet still looked marvelous I noted. The young Best Man was wearing his green suit, black shirt and green tie again: he was 'Mr. Green'.
That left 'Mrs. Peacock', and one might be expecting a dowdy older woman. Instead, a gorgeous woman in her 50s came in, wearing a peacock-blue dress with a deep vee-cut and an under-blouse that had streaks of different colors across it, and high heel pumps that matched the grayish-blue color of the dress. She was hot! I thought.
"Her real name is Mrs. Peabody." Laura whispered to me. "She works at City Hall, some sort of admin position there with the Town & County Council."
"Can I go on stage and perform with her?" I whispered to Laura, who just squeezed my thigh just above my knee. My appetite for sexy older women was becoming insatiable as I watched this lovely older woman. Her hair was dirty blonde, falling in gentle waves to her shoulders, her body a firm hourglass shape. Hell, my mother worked out, and she had nothing on this sexy Cougar!
I listened to the lines, expecting to hear some clues. Mr. Boddy was telling the assemblage that he had information on all of them, including that one of them was a blackmailer and killer. It sounded like the script from that movie made after the board game, I realized.
As I watched the play, I noted the interactions of the actors. Mrs. Scarlett and Mr. Boddy had eyes for each other, and it looked like that went beyond the play. Mrs. Peabody was smooth and gracious as she told Professor Plum to not worry about the odious Mr. Boddy's diabolical threats. Mrs. White and Mr. Green were chatting to each other, and getting dark looks from her 'husband', Colonel Mustard.
"Why don't we discuss this matter privately, you and I?" suggested Mrs. Scarlett to Mr. Boddy. They walked from the left stage to the right, where the same bed was set up, but with new sheets and a different bedside table. The lights were a more red-orange hue in a feeble attempt to differentiate this bedroom from the bridal suite where the Bride's hot defloration had taken place.
Part 4 - Sex Scene 2
"Perhaps I can convince you to take a more... reasonable approach." said Mrs. Scarlett to Mr. Boddy, who in real life were in-laws. She knelt down before him on her knees and undid his pants, fishing out his cock. It was thick, not as large as the Best Man's, but still a hefty piece of Cuban cock. Leanne began sucking it, and soon it was throbbing powerfully as she deeply fellated him.
"Oh yeah, suck my big cock, baby!" the Cuban stud said with alacrity. "Oh yes, that's good. Keep sucking!" The beautiful redhead sucked the Cuban's brown cock furiously, as if trying to make him pop his nuts in real life, challenging him to hold back from climaxing into her mouth. He easily met the challenge.
"Stand up, babe." he said. Leanne did so, and the couple began undressing each other. As she was in her thirties and he was college-aged, this scene had both me and Laura getting warm. And when Leanne's luscious tits popped out, followed by her red-haired cuntbush, I was getting hard in my pants again.
The young Cuban stud was totally shaved of body hair, his light brown skin reflecting the stage lights. He and Leanne got onto the bed, she on her hands and knees, and him easing behind her upturned, luscious asscheeks. He grasped his large cock and aimed it at Leanne's gaping cunt. It slid in easily, and I watched in fascination as the couple copulated in front of me with raw, lusty abandon.
I enjoyed the sight of Leanne's asscheeks rippling as the Cuban's taut groin slammed into her repeatedly, her cunt absorbing his driving thrusts as relentlessly sheathed his cockmeat into her again and again. I also sensed that the audience, while enjoying the sight of the hotly rutting couple on the stage, weren't as intensely into it as they had been while watching the Bride be seduced, corrupted, and deflowered.
After a few moments of deep dogstyle fucking, the couple changed positions. They were lying like spoons on the bed, and it was easy to see the Cuban's big cock pumping past Leanne's stretched cuntlips and deep into her sodden pussy. She had raised her leg and her sexy bare foot was pressed into the young Cuban's hip as he pumped her. He fondled her big breasts then slid his hand down her body and began stroking her clit.
"OH GOD!" Leanne cried out, throwing her head back. The stage lights were focusing on their coupled loins, and I could see the wetness on his cock get even wetter... Leanne was coming around her young brother-in-law's invading cock!
She wrapped the Cuban's tie around his neck and pulled him down to her, straining her neck as she leaned back to kiss him. Their tongues twined lustily as their kiss only added to the pleasure of their lusty mating.
I heard a groan somewhere in the audience, then the Cuban groaned on stage and began coming inside Leanne's red-fringed pussy. His balls seemed to pulse as he ejaculated his wad into her. When he pulled out, I could see the slimy mess of their combined juices on his meat and beginning to ooze out of her gaping pussy hole.
Part 5 - The Play "Crime"
As the lights faded on the right side, with Leanne and her Cuban lover heading backstage, the left side lights came on again. Mrs. Peacock was telling Professor Plum that one could easily make a Christmas wreath out of yarn or rope. "See?" she said as she braided twines of thin rope together to form a thicker one.
"Interesting." said Plum as Mrs. Peacock extended her work with her right hand. He took it in his left hand, drinking from his glass with his right hand. Behind them was a display case with several old revolvers on display inside.
Mrs. White was talking with her 'husband', Colonel Mustard. As he raised a glass of whiskey to his lips with his left hand, he was saying that he could drink anyone under the table in the war days, and she was saying that it was no longer the war days, and that if he wanted to consummate their marriage he'd better shape up. She then said that she was willing to bet Mr. Green could drink her husband under the table -and- take care of his woman's needs after that.
Just then Mrs. Scarlett appeared with Mr. Boddy. "There's a water leak in the bathroom!" she said.
"That's what bathrooms are for, my dear." said Professor Plum with an air of distinction. The audience laughed.
"We can take care of it." said Mustard. "Boddy, Green, there are tools in the Kitchen!" He, Boddy, and Mustard all left the back stage, and the women and Professor Plum continued talking about what was to be done about Mr. Boddy. Plum handed the women drinks, extending his right arm to give each lady hers, and after raising their glasses in a toast with their right hands, they drank.
Then the lights went out, throwing the theater into total darkness. A shot rang out! followed by a *thump!* and a loud groan.
The lights came on in the right rear of the stage. It was a kitchen, with a countertop and a small table. On the ground was Mr. Boddy, on his back, with a puddle of 'blood' on the floor around his head, some 'blood' on his forehead, and a trail of blood suggesting he had been dragged into the room. There was a bloody knife, a revolver, a rope, a big wrench, a piece of pipe and (you guessed it) a candlestick on the floor around him. Another candlestick was on the kitchen table, and they'd been used to hold lighted candles during both sex scenes, I noted.
Mr. Green was in the Kitchen, seeming to feel for Boddy's pulse when the others rushed in.
"You killed him!" yelled Mrs. Scarlett.
"No, I found him!" replied Green. "Someone hit me on the head when the lights went out, and when they came on I got up and saw him lying like this!"
"What are we going to do?" Mrs. White wailed in feigned hysterics.
"We'll have to call the police." said Professor Plum as Col. Mustard came into the room behind him, Mustard's red-orange tie catching the light with a strange sheen.
The merits of calling the police were debated, as some of the characters worried that their own secrets would come out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Enter the Police. The actor playing the Detective was dark haired, medium height and build, and was well-known amongst the Libertines as a long lasting fucker during hardcore orgies. His cock was about the same length and thickness as mine.
When he came in, he was wearing a khaki trenchcoat and a khaki full-brim Tilley Hat. I felt many eyes on me, and Laura squeezed my shoulder. It was obvious who he was imitating, and I couldn't help but grin at the humor being sent my way. Thankfully, he did not have a crowbar; he instead wielded a small baseball bat. Smart man, I thought to myself. Some things are sacred.
"Well well well, what do we have here?" asked the Detective. "You all are suspects. No one try to leave. The case is in my hands now, and it will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the Law." He may have dressed like me, but he was way too cheesy to be me, I thought to myself.
The Detective questioned everyone as to their whereabouts. Green, Mustard and Boddy had gone to the bathroom to see where the leak was...
"Everyone knows where you leak in the bathroom." said the Detective, getting some groans amidst the tepid laughter at the bad joke.
"Then we went to the Kitchen to get tools, and the lights went out." said Green. "I got hit on the back of the head and went down."
"I had begun going back to the bathroom." said Mustard. "When the lights came on, I went back to the kitchen and saw Green getting up, then going to check on Boddy."
"When I came in," said Scarlett, "Green was leaning over Boddy."
"Checking his vital signs." said Green. "He was dead."
"So, what killed him?" asked the Detective, examining the body. "There seem to be several weapons, here."
"There were two candlesticks on the table. One is on the floor now." said Green.
"They were holding lighted candles in the bedroom earlier." said Scarlett.
"How do you know that, Mrs. Scarlett?" inquired the Detective.
"I saw them when Mr. Boddy lighted the candles." said Scarlett. "It made the room much more... romantic."
"Oh really?" said the Detective. "Doing a bit of the ol' wink-wink, nod-nod, now were you?"
"Now just a minute." yelled the Professor. "That's my wife you're talking about!"
"Oh really?" said the Detective. "Your wife's doing the wink-wink nod-nod with our dead man, and maybe you caught them?"
"No, I did not catch them!" yelled the Professor. "Er... I mean, there was nothing to catch. You've got it all wrong!"
"Oh do I now?" said the Detective. "I've got my eye on you, Professor. Now where did this revolver come from?"
"He wasn't shot with the revolver." said Mustard.
"That's not what I asked, Colonel." said the Detective. "But you're an old Army crack shot, aren't you? Is that your gun, Colonel?"
"No, I mean yes, it was in the display case, which is mine. But it's an antique, certainly not my service weapon!" said the Colonel.
"Oh, and where is that?" asked the Detective.
"It's in my coat." said Mustard. "Hanging in the hall closet."
"In the Hall, eh?" said the Detective. "Maybe taking a shot into the Kitchen?"
"Not me." said the Colonel. "I was going back to the bathroom from the Kitchen!"
"And you, Mrs. Peacock." said the Detective. "You do good rope work. There are abrasions on Mr. Boddy's neck.
"Those were already there." said Mrs. White, drawing a look of anger from Mrs. Scarlett.
"Oh really?" said the Detective, seeing Mrs. Scarlett's look. "Mrs. Scarlett, do you know anything about those abrasions?"
"I think he got them from his necktie being pulled around his neck earlier." said Mrs. Scarlett. "Certainly the lights were not off long enough for him to have been strangled with that rope."
"And how do you know that?" asked the Detective.
"Because I'm not a dumbass..." said Mrs. Scarlett, "... like some people in the room." She was looking squarely at Professor Plum.
Plum was not looking at her; he was studying the crime scene. "See here, Detective! Boddy has a big welt on the left rear side of his head, as if he were hit there. There's blood on the wrench, too. Maybe that is the weapon."
"Maybe." said the Detective. "Certainly some blood did splatter out when he was struck. Fortunately for all of you, none of it is on your clothes right now."
The rest of the play, I will condense here for brevity. Each suspect's secrets came out, and some of this was on the sheet of paper we were given:
Mrs. Scarlett was a whorehouse madam, holding many secrets over others. Colonel Mustard was an arms dealer, setting up both sides of a conflict with arms. Mrs. White was the seeming innocent virgin, but had been a killer in the past. Professor Plum had plagiarized from others to get his tenure, but held secrets over the University leadership that kept him in his position. Mrs. Peacock was a blackmailer herself, seeing as she was a hostess with the mostest. Mr. Green was a con man, a trickster from the Carnival "carnies", and had bilked many of their money.
Part 6 - The Real Crime
At the end, the curtains closed and the Detective stood alone in front of the stage.
"Ladies and gentlemen," he said, "I'm sure that I have solved the crime, but it is time now for you to fill out your cards to say who committed the murder, where, and with what weapon, for the chance to win for your charity. If none of you win and I get it right, then perhaps I can..."
He looked right at me and winked and said "... upgrade from this little bat? It's such a puny little thing, yes?"
The lights in the audience area came on and the couples discussed who it might be. Some couples were working as groups, intending to share the prizes amongst themselves.
Laura just handed me the card and I scribbled a few lines. I was the first to put a card into the box that the 'Bride' was holding to take up our written ideas. Everyone seemed to notice my speed and efficiency in doing so, and I felt some air come out of their sails. Didn't bother me; I'd love giving first prize to the Wounded Warrior Project.
After all the cards were collected, Mrs. White said "And now for the conclusion of our play." The lights went completely dark.
Suddenly, a shot rang out!
No, that's not just a line from Snoopy's It Was A Dark And Stormy Night... a shot really did ring out. A moment later, the Bride/Mrs. White came out, a worried look on her face. "Doctor!" she said to my wife, "Can you come here? You too, Commander!"
As Laura rushed onto the stage and behind the curtain, I turned to Audrey Nethers' husband and Helen French's husband and said to them "Don't let anyone leave this room." I then went backstage.
Laura was kneeling beside the prostrate form of the young stud 'Mr. Green,' who was lying on the floor of the kitchen set where Mr. Boddy had been. Mr. Boddy was one of the group standing in a huddle, watching Laura, and I could see the gunshot wound to the side of his head. My wife looked up at me as I approached, and shook her head.
'Mr. Green' had been murdered. In the Kitchen. With the Revolver.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I guess we're going to have to have police here, Don?" Guy French said to me as I came to the front of the stage.
"Fortunately, Guy," I said, "the Police are already here. And I'm in a capacity I can exercise some real discretion... as long as I have everyone's full cooperation." He nodded as I stood up.
"I am asking everyone to stay." I said to the audience. "This is not an act, it's the real thing. I will attempt to be as discreet in solving this as I can be, but I absolutely must have your total cooperation. Please don't leave, please don't try to use your cell phones either to make calls or to take pictures. Thanks."
As murmurings began in the audience, I went upstairs where I would have good cell phone reception, and called Tanya Perlman at her home. I had some very explicit instructions: she was to get Barry Oliver, they were to get a Crime Lab kit, and they alone would come to the location. Tanya was also to call Myron Milton and Mary Mahoney and have them bring a secure laptop to this location. No one else was to come, and the Duty Desk was not to be notified; I would do all that myself at the proper time. I was using every bit of authority my rank of Commander and Acting Chief provided me, and was putting myself on the line in doing so.
Going back downstairs, I heard a voice say "Don, can we watch you work?" Everyone was curious, perhaps morbidly so, but if it kept them here, I figured I'd let them.
"If you will stay in your seats," I said, "I'll have them open the curtains and turn on all the lights. This is not play time, though, and you may not be able to handle what you're going to see."
Going back to the body, Laura said "Looks like a small caliber weapon, .22LR or .22 Magnum."
".22 Magnum would've gone through the head." I said as my gloved hands examined the head. "No exit would, so I'd say it's the .22 long rifle."
I looked up at the faces of the actors. Mrs. White looked shocked and upset. Mrs. Peacock, a.k.a. Mrs. Peabody, was calmer, and actually looked morbidly interested in the crime scene. Mrs. Scarlett, a.k.a. Leanne Quinlin Gonzales, was horrified. Col. Mustard had been a real military officer and had seen plenty of war dead; his face looked more saddened at the death of a young man than anything else. Professor Plum looked shocked and helpless, but also a bit detached. He was standing behind the rest of them, which might have explained his passivity.
"I need the director and the audio/video people to come on stage." I said. A woman in her thirties came up, followed by two men from the A/V room which was in back of the audience. One man was a bit older, he was the primary A/V man; the other man was younger and had been working the lights.
Just then Lt. Tanya Perlman and Auxiliary Policeman Barry Oliver came into the door, flashing their badges. I had them come to the stage and gave some instructions.
First, I had all of the actors searched, then asked the audience to produce any concealed carry weapons they might have. There were no less than eight, and Tanya had them tagged with receipts to the owners to get the weapons back later. None of the weapons were the small caliber of the fatal wound, though.
I had Barry do the crime scene workup, taking blood samples, marking and photographing evidence, doing alone what a whole Crime Lab team normally would do... and Barry was doing it most very efficiently.
Myron and Mary then showed up. Many of the women instantly sized up Myron's package in his pants; Myron had an eleven inch penis, and I was willing to bet he and Mary might one day get an invitation to join this group. But I digress...
It did not take long to find a semi-automatic .22LR pistol in a drawer of the cabinet where the antique guns were. "Typical gun that mob hit men use." said Barry Oliver as he used ultraviolet light techniques to look for prints. "No prints. Looks wiped down, but likely the killer wore gloves."
"Nobody from the outside could get in here and to the stage without walking past me." I said. "And I'm sure that didn't happen. So one of the people here did this. Tell you what, Barry, try this: carefully unload the gun, and see if you can get prints from the loaded cartridges."
"Oooh, great idea." said Tanya. "You wouldn't believe how often the perps forget that."
"Thank goodness they do forget that." I said. "Makes my job a whole lot easier."



Barry took out the magazine from the semi-auto pistol and unloaded it. "Oh yeah, I've got a bunch of partial prints, here, but it might take some time to get matches in the database." He took photographs of the prints in the UV light.
"I understand." I said. "Get the process started as fast as you can, though." I had Tanya walk with me towards the front of the stage. I brought Guy French over.
"Guy, we're going to have to have some of the guys here bring the body upstairs, unless you want EMTs down here." I said. Guy French rounded up some men and 'Mr. Green' would be taken upstairs, using the sheets of the bed, after Barry was finished with the crime scene.
"Okay, Tanya." I said. "I want you to interview the audience members. If they say they saw something, you'll have to get an affidavit; otherwise, don't worry about their personal information. Once you're done with all of them, I'll probably let them go home."
"I understand." Tanya said. "I want to join this group myself, some day, so I sure don't want to make enemies. But are you sure we don't need names?"
"I've already taken a list of who was sitting where." I said. "I'll keep it sealed unless and until the information is needed."
Tanya peered at me. "You already know who did this, don't you?"
"No." I said. "But I can tell you this: I'm sure it's one of the actors, or at least no one in the audience.
A moment later Barry called Tanya and myself back into the stage area, on the left side. Floating in the punch bowl was... not what you're thinking. There were two blue latex gloves, turned inside out.
"I don't think we'll be getting prints off of these." said Tanya.
"Well, it's valuable for one reason." I said. "It shows me that someone was thinking about this crime, and thinking about this disposal of evidence. That's premeditation, and it shows familiarity with this play and the fact the punch bowl would be here, so I read the riddle."
Part 7 - Interviews
I had Myron Milton use his laptop to start running checks on each of the actors in the play, as well as the director and A/V persons. He had to be upstairs to get a good connection.
"Here's a brilliancy." I said to Mary. "I can use this A/V room to conduct some discreet interviews." I did so, bringing them in one by one. Because she was qualified with a gun and equivalent to a Detective, Senior Technician Mary Mahoney could be my witness for the interviews.
I spoke with the Detective first. "Nice coat and hat, there." I said. He blushed.
"Well, it was all in fun for you tonight." he said. "But it looks kind of stupid now."
"Not at all." I said. "I'm glad someone has good taste in coats and hats, but don't expect to get that baseball bat upgrade right now." The Detective had seen nothing amiss, no other persons, no one from the audience get up or go to the stage or backstage.
Mrs. Peabody came in, and I felt a strong attraction to her. We were practically flirting throughout our interview. She told me that everyone but Col. Mustard, Professor Plum and Mr. Green had been backstage left during the intermission, except for Mrs. White collecting the cards, of course. When we were finished, she said "I'm very impressed watching you work. I hope you'll share your findings with me when you're done."
"I'm sure we can have a discussion over lunch." I said, handing her my card. After she left, Mary Mahoney said "You're going to get fucked, Commander. She wants your cock, bad. I can see it in her eyes."
"She'll get my cock if she wants it." I said. "She's hot as hell."
"You like those older women, don't you Commander?" Mary asked. She was one inappropriate woman, but I liked her that way.
"You betcha." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Director said, in response to my questioning, "No, the lights were not supposed to go off completely then. I was wondering what the A/V guys were doing. But they couldn't have done it, could they? They never left the room."
"I agree, they never left the A/V room." I said. "So someone cut the lights some way. It's an interesting point for me to consider."
Next to last was Professor Plum. "How long have you been with the University?" I asked.
"Twelve years." he said.
"Longer than my wife." I said. "So you're married to Mrs. White?"
"Yes." said Plum. "We were married about four years ago, right after she graduated from school."
"And you have no children?" I asked.
"No." said Plum. "We'd decided not to start a family yet."
"I see." I said, not revealing to him what I knew.
It was when Mrs. White came in that I had Laura come in, also. After asking her about the whereabouts of people at certain times, I then said "I have to ask you some very personal questions, here. First, you are pregnant, aren't you?"
"Yes." said Mrs. White, looking over at Laura.
"Ma'am, I need to know: is Mr. Green, the victim, the father of your child?"
Fear crept into the beautiful woman's eyes, but she steeled herself. "Yes, he is. How did you know? I didn't even tell Dr. Fredricson that."
"Ma'am, you do my wife a disservice. I did not learn that from her. In fact, I did not hear it from anyone until you told me just now. But to be sure: your husband does not know that the victim is the father of your child, nor even that you are pregnant, does he?"
"No." said Mrs. White, tears forming in her eyes. "I've been wanting a child, but my husband said we should wait. I got off the pill, and was just going to get pregnant by him, and it'd be done. Then I started seeing (Mr. Green), and we were in the play together..."
"Your husband thinks you are still on the pill; otherwise he'd have problems with you letting Mr. Green climax inside you, isn't that right?"
"Probably." said the woman. "I... I wasn't trying to cuck him, I wanted it to be his baby, and..." The woman broke down in Laura's arms, and my wife began comforting her.
"I'll leave you two alone." I said, motioning for Mary Mahoney to come out with me.
Tanya reported to me on her interviews with the audience members. "What time is it?" I asked.
"About midnight." she replied.
"Okay, take them upstairs, give the CC permit people their guns back, and let them go home, admonishing them not to say anything about what happened here tonight lest the Press get wind of it. Make sure to scare them by mentioning said Press. Then call the EMTs by cell phone, not the radio, to come get the body, but don't let them come any further than the front room up there, and definitely not down here." I said. Tanya scooted.
A few minutes later, Laura came out of the A/V room. I told Mary Mahoney to stay with her, but to keep her segregated from the rest of the actors, including her husband. I then went into the A/V room with Laura again.
"Laura," I said, "I'll understand if you tell me 'Hell, no' on this, but I need some information from University Hospital, and I'd rather not have to get a warrant." I told her what I needed.
"I'll borrow Myron's computer and access the records." Laura said. "If they're not digitized, I'll call Nurse Jones and have her look them up." Nurse Jones worked with my wife, and was trustworthy.
Thirty minutes later, I had my answer. "Professor Plum had a vasectomy about six years ago." Laura told me. "He could not have been the father of his wife's child. But he couldn't have known: she said she had not yet told him she was pregnant."
"You're right; he certainly never learned from her, and had no idea while watching her fucking her lover during play practice or the play itself that she'd been cuckolding him."
"So who do you think could have done it?"
"Oh, that's easy." I said. "Right now all I need are some handcuffs. We're going to make an arrest, my dear."
At this point, dear readers, you may wish to pause and attempt to solve who was the murder, where and with what weapon in the play... as well as who the real murderer is. The answer is below when you keep reading. Thanks, WW.
Part 8 - Solution
"Who did it?" Laura asked.
"Indulge me." I replied. "I have to do something first. Mary, you're my backup on this." I called the second A/V man into the A/V room.
"Who paid you to turn out the lights when the murder was committed?" I asked harshly.
"Uh... nobody." he said. "I was supposed to turn out the lights then."
"Bull shit." I said. "I talked to the Director. She said that the lights didn't go completely off then, and she didn't understand why you turned them off. So I'll ask you once again: who paid you to do it?"
"I'm invoking my Fifth Amendment rights. I want a lawyer." the man said, his wisest move of the evening.
"Suit yourself." I said. "Turn around. You're under arrest for aiding and abetting first degree murder." Since I was much larger than he was, he complied readily. I affixed the handcuffs to him and had Mary keep him inside there. Now for the murderer.
I went to the stage, where the actors were sitting. "Professor, can I have another moment with you?"
"Sure." he said, following me to the A/V room. I let him go in first, then followed, shutting the door behind us. It was crowded in the room.
"What is this?" the professor asked, seeing the A/V man in cuffs.
"Professor," I said, "you are under arrest for the murder of (Mr. Green)." I said. I recited to him his rights.
"How in the hell do you come up with this idea?" said the Professor. "Is this one of your world-famous bluffs?"
"Bluffs? Me?" I asked, genuine surprise in my voice. "I never bluff, Professor, and I'm not sure where that reputation comes from. No, I think we'll be able to match the fingerprints from the bullets in the pistol we found, which I think will turn out to be the murder weapon." I affixed handcuffs to the Professor.
"Now gentlemen, we're going to be taking you to Police Headquarters." I said. "The first of you that cuts a deal will probably get a lighter sentence, but you're both in heap big trouble."
All of my officers escorted the two men upstairs. The other actors looked stunned when they saw the arrested men brought out of the A/V room. I went up to them. Some of the audience, including the French couple, had stayed as well.
"As you can tell," I said, "I have arrested the perps that committed the crime here tonight. I cannot guarantee we can keep this out of the Press, but I'll try."
"Damn, that was an amazing job." said Mrs. Peabody. "How did you figure it out so fast."
"I'm afraid that I must have some privacy for the most of it." I said. "I'm sure you all understand. You're free to go home, but I might have you give statements over the next few days. If you leave town, notify the Police Department first."
"By the way, Don," said the Director. "You won the contest, and you were the only correct guess. Colonel Mustard, in the Kitchen, with the Wrench."
"Thanks, send the money to the Wounded Warrior Project." I said. "I can tell the play is written so that it can be one of four people, either the Kitchen or the Hall, and with any one of the weapons. In this case, the blow to the head suggested the Wrench. It had to be in the Kitchen, the dragged blood was a ruse. And Colonel Mustard had to change his shirt and tie due to blood spatter, and the tie was a different color. His motive was jealousy, as he saw his wife and Mr. Green not only have sex, but were flirting afterwards."
"You were two for two tonight, darling." said Laura, who then turned to the others and said "And my reward is that I get to take this man home and recreate those sex scenes you performed so well tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did you know?" Laura said as she drove me home in her brand new Mercedes, an early Christmas gift and replacement for the one she'd recently lost.
"The A/V man was easy." I said. "He was the only one who could cut the lights off and then back on. Once the Director said the lights weren't supposed to go completely off then, I knew he was involved."
"As to the Professor," I said, "he was somewhat in the background the whole time, and could've slipped away from the others. He'd been planning to kill for some time; knowing he could slip the gloves in the punch bowl, knowing he could put the gun in a gun cabinet drawer where it wouldn't be seen as out of the ordinary, generally knowing the times and places of the people, the acts, the lights, etc. All he had to do was get the A/V guy to kill the lights for him at the right time, get the gun if he didn't already have it on him, then shoot his victim. I wasn't sure if he meant to shoot Green or his wife White, but I guess that doesn't matter now."
"And the motive?" I continued. "I think he must've overheard his wife tell someone else she was pregnant, or he or someone saw her visit you and word got back to him. She didn't know he'd had a vasectomy; he finds out she's pregnant and it has to be by another man. Oldest motive in the world: jealousy. Nobody else had any reason to do anything, from what Myron was finding at first. So once you confirmed he'd had a vasectomy, it pretty much fell into place for me. I do expect to find the Professor's prints on those bullets; that was an all-too-common overlook for him, there."
"Well, you kept the exposure down, and I was told by several Members that they are grateful to you for that." Laura said. "But how are you going to keep it out of the Press?"
"That, I'm not sure of." I said. "I'm hoping and praying they'll both confess, and ADA Patterson can backdoor this through the system before Bettina Wurtzburg, our bloodhound-nosed reporter, finds out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fortune was indeed with us, but not the way I thought it would be. The Professor, having time in our holding cells to realize the enormity of his crime, confessed fully... then committed suicide in the holding cell. It was a reproach to me and to our Police Department to not consider that he might need to be on suicide watch, but a review board said he'd given us no real signs of being suicidal. The A/V man agreed to a guilty plea for a vastly reduced sentence, and ADA Patterson indeed snuck it through the system. Nothing done wrong, it's there for all to see if they look, but the Press didn't get wind of it.
And no, we did not go see the clean version of the play at the University Theatre, though it was a big hit and raised a good bit of money for charity. I had enough to do, parties to enjoy, sex with my wife to enjoy, and no need to solve any more mystery plays... real life was bringing plenty enough of those to handle for me.
Finis.
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Part 19 - The Spark of Vengeance
At dawn on Saturday, November 22d, I left the smoldering remains of the disaster and went to see my family. There were hugs and tears and offers of condolences, but also one moment of happiness: my daughter Carole reached for me when I came through the door and hugged me tightly, refusing to let go as I held her. No matter how bad it was, hearing the word "Da-da" again and again from my healthy, unharmed baby girl was wonderful.
After eating some breakfast (and feeding Carole half of it), I returned to the scene. Fire Marshal Zoe Singer was there. "My arson team is on the way." she said.
"Call 'em off." I said. "It definitely is arson, we'll never catch the perps, and I don't want the BAFTE crawling around my home." I knew that Zoe would be obligated to call in the BAFTE if and when she found remnants of explosives in the cars, so I spared her the trouble by preventing her from finding anything. And, except for the Chiefs of the Police and Fire Departments, I was the only person who could possibly call her and her team off the case.
"If you say so." Zoe replied, then got on the radio and told the arson team to hold off for the time being.
Afterwards, as we looked at the heaps of ashes, I saw tears in Zoe's eyes. "This is where we-" she started, but didn't finish. The death of my home had meaning to more persons than just me. I put my arm around her and she nestled into my side for a moment. Then I showed her where the tunnel to the underground wine cellar was, and admonished her to keep people away from there lest they fall and be injured. Zoe marked it off with crime scene tape and didn't let anyone on her arson teams go there. They may not even have known what was there.
Moments later, the police cordon admitted another person: FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. I had rarely seen him look so somber as I introduced him to Zoe.
"Commander Singer," said Jack, "I wish I was meeting you under much better circumstances. I also need you to know that I'm going to have my agents take over this case. We consider it an assassination attempt upon our FBI Consultant, Commander Troy." In addition to thinking that he was keeping the BAFTE out of the equation, Muscone was not saying out loud that the FBI also considered this an assassination attempt upon a Deputy Director of the CIA's Directorate of Science and Technology, that being my wife.
Zoe acquiesced, actually relieved about it, as I said "Excuse me a moment." I began going around the far side of The Cabin, then into the ashes.
"Don!" Zoe yelled. "Be careful! It's still hot, and you might fall through a weak floor space."
"I'm not going far." I said, then saw what I wanted to see. There had been a wall safe in the upstairs bedroom closet, installed by me to keep a few valuables while I was at The Cabin. I saw a corner of it amongst the collapsed wall of the house. Wrestling it out, I found the safe to be scorched but intact.
"What's that?" Jack asked as he and Zoe came up to me. The combination wheel turned, but the lock handle was jammed, and it took a strong effort to push it back. The safe still wouldn't open.
"There is something very valuable in here." I said. "Here, Jack, hold it steady while I use this here red crowbar for something worthwhile." Jack held the safe and I jimmied it open fairly easily.
Inside, the papers that had been in there were damaged, and the cartridges in the revolver I had in there had exploded, rendering the device inoperable until a gunsmith could repair it. Fortunately, a smaller fireproof box inside had held up, and inside that box were some metal insignia from my ROTC and Army days, and some coins... including the one in particular that I was seeking: the ancient Roman coin that my great-grandmother had left Germany with while escaping the Nazis. "Thank God, it's here." I said. I showed Jack and Zoe the coin, explaining its deeply personal meaning to me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm absolutely sure that this was an attempted murder." I said. It was 11:00am and I was in the Chief's conference room with the Chief, Laura and Jack Muscone. Cindy was at The Cabin, working with Lt. Tanya Perlman, the Crime Lab, and the Arson team, and had been doing so all morning. I'd told Cindy to keep the Fire Department teams away from both destroyed cars, and Tanya Perlman and Police Auxiliary Officer Barry Oliver were personally working them 'at the request of the FBI', that being Jack Muscone again..
"I just checked with the Power Company people, and they think the transformer was deliberately damaged, which got us out of the Mountain Nest and into The Cabin... right where they wanted us." I said. "Whoever left that message in the book about 'setting fire to our rooms' along with that picture of her with a target on my wife's face... obviously they followed their threat with execution."
"Just two questions." said the Chief. "First, why not just set fire to the Mountain Nest, where you've been living for months now? And second, why warn you of the plot to set your house on fire? Why not just do it?"
"To answer your first question: the Mountain Nest is virtually fireproof." Laura said. "It's concrete and brick, and the other materials inside are fire resistant; it was built to not burn down by a previous resident who was paranoid about fire. The several fire detectors in the home are wired into the alarm system, and The Cabin is not as well protected in that way.
Laura continued, almost getting carried away: "There is much less shrubbery and a lot more lighting at the Mountain Nest, which is gated, and there is also a path down to the University from the back deck of the Mountain Nest, making for an easy escape route. I don't think they expected us to try to go straight down the mountain behind The Cabin, though my husband immediately realized it was our only hope. Last but not least, The Cabin is far more isolated, and was simply a much easier target for what they did... tried to do to us."
"As to warning us," Laura said, "maybe its someone's ego again?... Don... Don? Helloooo, Don..." Needless to say, I had gone into a reverie.
"I hear you." I said, though my voice sounded tiny and far away. "I was just realizing something... several things."
"Do I need to call in Lieutenant Ross for some blue crowbar treatment?" Jack said, trying to be humorous.
"She'd love it if you did." I said. "But I was just realizing... if I'm right, this is so much larger... so much deeper than we thought."
"What do you mean, Crowbar?" asked Chief Griswold, who was peering at me with abnormal intensity.
"Let me demonstrate this way." I said. "Laura, who do you think is behind this?"
"Henry Wargrave." Laura said. "Who else could it be?"
"And you reeeeeealy wanna kill him, don't you?" I asked my wife.
"You bet your ass I do-" Laura said, then stopped. "Why? What are you getting at?"
"Laura, Jack, you've both been tracking Wargrave for some time." I said. "Tell me, is this his modus operandi?"
"I'd say it's not out of the realm of what he might permit himself to do." Jack said. "He's had people killed before, the FBI is sure of it. Mostly in other countries, though."
"He's absolutely ruthless, Don." Laura said. "As much or more than Oldeeds was."
"But he's not this sloppy." I said. "Leaving things to chance that we might get out alive?"
"He had his people rig your cars with explosives." said Jack Muscone. "Perlman has already told me they've found residue of 'plastiques' in the cars. Enough to blow out the bulletproof windows of your Police SUV."
"Which reminds me," said the Chief, "we're already outfitting you a new SUV, even more armored. The insurance plus a little extra, at the insistence of the Town & County Council, is paying for it. Sorry to interrupt, Jack. You were saying?"
"Just that they expected you to get out, go to your cars, then they'd blow the car that you took up, with you inside it." Jack finished.
"Doesn't make sense." I said. As they looked at me, I said, "That would suggest they were watching, but didn't bother to shoot us when we came out of the house. That would be worse than sloppy."
"So what are you suggesting?" the Chief asked. I could tell in his face that he was mentally getting to the crux of the problem, if not the answer.
"Just this." I said. "First, in all the study I have done of Henry R. Wargrave, I have not found a single instance of where he has harmed a child. Not one. Yet our children were definitely put in mortal danger by the fire."
"That's true." Jack Muscone said. "And in addition to that, Wargrave has built orphanages in many places in the world, and full wings of children's hospitals, including at University Hospital here."
"First time for everything." Laura said, meaning the attempt to murder a child.
"Maybe," I replied, "but I seriously am doubting it at the moment. Second, he would know damn well that if either Laura or I survived that fire, his own life would be forfeit if he ever showed himself in public again. Laura said as much to him. And he somewhat backhandedly reassured me he was not after our children in our past verbal sparrings."
"Tie this in a bow for the FBI and CIA people in the room." the Chief astutely said. "I don't need your skills to see that they're not feeling you on this."
"Yes sir." I said. "Guys, what I'm getting at is that Wargrave may not have been behind this. In fact, it could be someone trying to get us to do the dirty work of eliminating Wargrave for them."
"What?!" cried out three voices in unison.
"Think about it." I said. "Laura, you have the equivalent of a license to kill, and you've cleaned up one asshole member of the Corrigan Cell already, to my utter delight. But if they'd gotten one of us and our children, the other would've done whatever it took and damn the consequences to take vengeance for our children's lives. And as such, Wargrave would be dead, another of the Corrigan Cell cleaned up."
"400 years ago..." Jack said, then realized that talking about burnings at the stake would be ill-timed. "Oh, sorry, that's not the right thing to say right now."
"I'll laugh later." I said, understanding Jack's meaning. "After I take care of this bastard and the remnants of his rogue CIA cell." My eyes became jet, and my reverie was not one any decent person wanted to know about.
"What are you going to do, Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"I am going to finish off the Corrigan Cell, once and for all." I said severely, then said brightly, suddenly changing my mood like Shayla Belle would do while talking, "But first, the four of us are going to the Cop Bar for lunch! We're still alive, and I for one am starving. By the way, Jack, the owner named your favorite item 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger' after you."
"Well, that's nice of him." Muscone said. "What did he name for you?"
"The flatiron steak." Laura said. "It's now 'The Iron Crowbar's Flatiron Steak' on the menu."
"Complete with 'Griswold's Grizzly Fries' and 'Gillem's Firehouse Hot Wings', named after the Police and Fire Chiefs, respectively." I said. The Chief blushed, but his mustaches were twitching with merriment.
"All this talk is making me hungry." said Jack. "Let's go."
"By the way, Laura," I asked as we got up. "President Wellman is having his pre-Thanksgiving parties next week. When are we invited?"
"Monday night." Laura said. "That's when he's having the Council and the Chief and us and some of the Town businesspeople there. Tuesday night is the Faculty reception, and you and I will be doing it all over again."
"Would you do me a favor?" I asked. "Get with him on the guest list for Monday night. I want to make sure certain people are there..."
Part 20 - Plan of Action
After lunch, Laura and I went by Todd and Jeanine's house. Upon my observation and comment, Jeanine showed me a new emerald ring on her finger, gushing that Todd had given it to her the evening before... before all hell had broken loose in the early morning hours.
For himself, Todd was playing some game with Carole, bouncing her on his knee, and he had his little cousin laughing merrily. When she saw me, though, she reached out and I took her into my arms. I got another strong baby hug, and Carole didn't want to let me go.
"She's going to be clingy for a while." Laura said. "She knows that something bad happened last night, and she wants to keep you very close and safe."
I had intended to talk to Todd and move out on my mission quickly; my wife's words changed my suppositions. I spent the next half hour holding my daughter while talking to Todd, Teresa, Jeanine and Laura about anything but fires, and also expressing my gratitude for them keeping Carole and Jim for me and Laura. Jeanine took a picture of me holding Carole; I still have that picture in a frame on my desk in my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd drove with me to the Crime Lab building, where we found Barry Oliver, Tanya Perlman, J.R. Barnes, Christina Cho and a couple of other techs working. I endured the condolences over the loss of my home, then quickly got down to business.
"Definitely arson." Tanya Perlman said. "Something fast burning, maybe gasoline, on the front walls of the house, definitely all over the door and in the garage. Plastic explosives were injected into the door panels of both cars, maybe some underneath. Those cars were rolling bombs."
"Don," said Barry Oliver, "can I talk to you privately?"
"Sure." I said. Barry, Todd and I went into the main office that was now Dr. Woodrow's.
Barry said "I found the remnants of the device in your wife's car that set off the explosives with a charge to a blasting cap. I'm not discussing this with the rest of the techs unless you tell me to."
"Probably a good idea to keep it quiet." I said. "What did you find out about it?"
Barry replied "The device was rigged so that it would've gone off about one minute after someone sat down in the driver's seat. It also had a type of fuse that set the explosives off when the device got really hot, meaning while it, the car, and the house were all burning. They thought of both contingencies: that you might escape by the car, or that you might not make it out alive, and so the bombs were set off to prevent us from getting more information about them."
"Geez." said Todd.
"And there's an alarm that would go off if they'd gone into the garage of The Cabin." I said. "Meaning that this was done ahead of time. Planned in advance all the way."
"Uncle Don," Todd said, his voice eerie, "can I go up and see it?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We stood on the driveway before the house. We could now see the Town and the farms to the west of the river. I saw a train coming down the track out of the western horizon.
"Those bastards." Todd said, his eyes looking over the wreck and ashes. The cars had been towed away, only support posts and ashes remained.
I knew he'd rarely been to The Cabin, so this show of feeling was unexpected. As if in answer to my unspoken thoughts, Todd said "Those bastards tried to kill my baby cousins, Uncle Don. Who did this? I want to kill them."
"I know how you feel, Todd." I replied. "I'm calling dibs on killing them. But you can help. Call Barry Oliver and let's meet him at your offices."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Uncle Don, you've met Takaki Taichi, whom we call 'Taro'." Todd said. Takaki bowed formally to me in Japanese style. Perhaps to his surprise, I returned the bow politely.
"Yes, Taro-san." I said. "I've heard great things about the work you are doing for my nephew and Mr. Oliver here. I'm looking forward to working with you on something of vital importance."
"You are too kind, Commander-san." Taro replied in good but accented English. He was a native of Japan. "I am honored to be of service to the Iron Crowbar. How can I help you?"
I discussed the remote control plans that I'd obtained from Alicia Foster and given to Barry before. I told what I wanted done, that I wanted a truck to be rigged to be driven by remote control. I explained my plan further.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday night. The power was back on at The Mountain Nest, so we went back home with the kids. Cindy, Teresa and Todd all volunteered to stay with us, and to my surprise Laura asked Cindy and Teresa, and also Jenna, to stay overnight, while telling Todd to go home and reap his 'reward' for that emerald ring he'd bought his wife. Carole was happy to be getting so much attention, especially from her buddy Cindy. I realized as I watched them that Laura was more nervous than she was letting on.
"I put in the order with Ward Harvester that you wanted, through intermediaries." my wife told me privately. "It'll be ready for pickup Monday afternoon. Also, the guest list will be as you wanted it for Monday night; in fact, it was already that way, so I didn't have to say much."
"Good." I said. "I'll have my guys pick the truck up at Ward Harvester."
Later that night, I found myself dozing off as I talked 'shop' with Teresa and Cindy, solving all of the Police Department's problems in one sitting... or not. Laura was attending to the babies and pretending to talk with us, though she was a million miles away, it seemed.
We all headed to bed. Cindy was sleeping in the baby room, having insisted upon doing so, and Teresa was in the guest room. I headed to the master bedroom to get some sleep.
I did dream about the fire, but not too much. I also dreamed about Zoe, and Molly and baby Ross, and I had a dream about being at the 'Vision' headquarters with voices talking around me as P. Harvey Eckhart looked on and multi-colored lights flashing... then back to the orange light of the fire at The Cabin...
I woke at dawn, realizing that I had gotten some sleep and that I felt refreshed. I looked up to see that Laura was sitting at the window... she had not been able to sleep all night, and she was exhausted.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The back warehouse of Arrowpoint Solutions, Inc. was the only building with lights on. Inside, Taro and Barry were working with the large refrigerated truck.
"We can control it pretty well in a straight line." Barry said. "But I just can't get it to turn fast enough."
"Leave that to me, Barry-san." Taro said. Barry noted that Taro looked exhausted. "I have some additional things I can do. No, I will not say anything about what they are until our mission is complete, but I have been working on a special guidance system for some time."
"Okay, I look forward to seeing it when you have it ready for me." Barry said. He knew that Taro did not like to reveal things until they were worked out and error-free. He left it alone, knowing the measure of Taro's brilliance and successes so far.



Part 21 - The Party and the Party
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the redheaded reporterette from Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News has learned that the fire on the mountainside that destroyed the home of Police Commander Donald Troy was very likely arson and an assassination attempt. The FBI has taken over the case, saying only that they believe the arsonists have been crossing the State Line in and out of the County, thus making this a Federal case, but would not confirm any other details, including the intended victim of the assassination attempt."
Shut the fuck up, Bettina, I thought silently as I watched. Have I mentioned that despite having some really good sex with Bettina Wurtzburg, I was still not a fan of the Press?
Several still photographs of the fire, taken by citizens all over the County, were being shown as Bettina continued: "Citizens have sent in photos taken of the fire, which could be seen from miles away, even over the top of the mountain by people to the east. This was once the home of the late CEO of Crown Chemicals, old Mr. Bonniker, and there has been speculation that the arsonists were part of the environmentalist terrorist group 'Proactive Citizens of Greenworld'."
"However, Commander Troy himself stated that he does not believe it was environmentalists from an incident a decade ago that set the fire. Commander Troy also stated his gratitude for the Town & County Fire Department, who he said acted with the highest professionalism and whose actions prevented any brush fires that might have caused a larger threat to other homes and to the University below the house." Okay, that part was more acceptable, I thought to myself. I might give Bettina another good rogering, after all...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday night, November 24th. I escorted Laura to the home of Dr. Sidney Wellman, President of the University. Sheriff-Elect Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina rode with us.
I endured a great many offers of condolences upon the loss of my home, accepting them as graciously as I could then trying to change the subject as quickly as possible. I understood the sympathy and the social graces in their words, but I simply did not want to deal with all that for the time being.
About an hour into the party, I was in the back library room. Also in the room at the time were President Wellman, who was talking to BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke and Dynacorp potential heir Seth Warner. I noted that Town & County Councilman and pastor of First Baptist Church, Raymond Westboro, was talking with Daniel Allgood and T&C Councilman Thomas P. Cook. I'd been chatting with Dr. Bonnie Karpathian when Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis joined us. I took the opportunity to engage Councilman Lewis in conversation.
"I have to admit," said Lewis, "I didn't know if you were going to give Precincts the effort I wanted, but I've been pleasantly surprised. And your idea of the Old Mill for the 2nd Precinct, I've got to admit, Commander, that was a stroke of genius. It's working out much, much better than I had originally hoped it would."
"Thank you Councilman." I said with alacrity, hoping that my voice would carry, and it did. "As you know, my background is in I.T., and tomorrow night I'm going to be personally overseeing the installation of the secure I.T. and phone lines there. We're going to work through the night, and should be finished by Wednesday morning."
"You can't do that during the day?" Lewis asked, his voice also carrying.
"Since it's the secure lines, the fewer people, the better." I said. "I'll have our people who have the highest clearances working, and by doing it through the night we'll maintain secrecy better."
"But you'll have protection, there?" asked Lewis, "You'll have some patrol officers there in case there's trouble?"
"No sir." I said. "Nobody will know we're there. We're keeping it quiet. I'm not anticipating any trouble, and we can call for help if we need it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've got them!"
It was Myron Milton. He had burst into my office with the news, forgetting decorum. It was Tuesday morning, November 25th, about 1:30am.
"We just got the cellphone pings- oh, sorry Commander, I didn't even knock."
"And if the news is as good as I think it is, you don't need to." I said, letting him off the hook.
Myron put a large map on my desk, facing me. "Right here, just to the west of the State Line. There's a small farmhouse here, which is used by workers for BigAgraFoods when they're harvesting the crops. Right now, it should be empty. But three of the stolen cellphones from the bank job lit up there about midnight, then a burner phone lit up for nearly 30 minutes."
"Good." I said. "Keep this quiet, Myron. I'll let the proper people know."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:30am Teresa Croyle, wearing all black, pulled the car off the main road and stopped briefly, letting off the two black-clad, fully masked men. Seth Warner and Teddy Franklin crossed the road and ran straight down the road to the farmhouse nearly a mile away. Todd Burke stayed in the car with Teresa.
The white van was parked under an awning in the backyard. Not a sound could be heard as the young men crept up to the vehicle. They very gently put tracking devices under the bumpers, which had magnets enabling them to stick tightly to the steel frame of the van. Two in back, one in front. Only one of them clanked as it was attached. The young men retreated back down the road, and they only had to wait a moment for the car coming east down the road to stop and pick them up.
"How'd it go?" Teresa asked as she crossed the State Line back into her home County.
"Great." said Teddy.
"The party never stops in my uncle's Town & County." said Todd. "The tracking transmitters will work... if they're not detected. By the way, why did my uncle want us to plant those devices?"
"He told me so that if the perps tried to run before the FBI was ready to go in after them tomorrow, we'd be able to track them." Teresa replied.
"Why not just go get them now, tonight?" asked Seth Warner.
"That's what I wanted to do." said Todd, menace in his voice.
"Which is why your uncle told me to keep you in the car." said Teresa. "As to why... maybe the Feds aren't ready to raid them yet, or maybe they expect more people to show up. At any rate, the Commander asked me to drive by the Old Mill and time the drive..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What was that?" Keeler said. He had been dozing when he thought he'd heard a metallic clank from somewhere.
Keeler's voice awakened the youngish leader of the group. "What was what?" he hissed.
"Nothin'." Keeler said, looking out the back window, not seeing anything in the darkness.
"You idiot, did you fall asleep?"
"No, of course not." Keeler said, not admitting that he had indeed dozed off.
"Keep watch, old man. You're not relieved until dawn."
Keeler looked out the window, then went to one of the front rooms and looked out. He could hardly make out the front drive that led to the road. He turned back inside, needing to use the bathroom, and did not notice the two figures in black that merged with the pre-morning darkness as they ran swiftly down the road...
Part 22 - Murder in Cold Blood
"So, did you get the device installed?" Barry asked Taro late on the afternoon of Tuesday, November 25th. Taro had been in his office most of the day.
"It is ready to go." said Taro. "I will handle it personally."
"Taro, are you okay?" asked Barry. "You're looking tired. You should take the rest of the week off for Thanksgiving, even if you said you don't want to. Why don't you come to our place Thursday? Tanya is a good cook."
"I am fine, my friend." Taro said. "And I appreciate your kind invitation. But perhaps you are right. I will stay at home and rest. Would you do me a favor, Barry-san?"
"Sure." said Barry.
"Tomorrow, please mail this letter to my father." Taro said. "And give this scroll to your Commander Troy."
"Uh, sure, but why don't you do it?" Barry asked.
"Ah, but I will be resting, as you have advised." Taro said, a smile forming on his face.
"Okay, sure. I'm heading home myself. See you tomorrow." said Barry.
"Sayonara, Barry-san." Taro replied. Barry left the office, feeling strange about Taro's actions.
Taro remained in his office for a long time, until the darkness of the night had descended. He thought of his father, one of Japan's greatest men, and the family heritage of ten thousand years, a lineage of the greatest nobility. Taro was the second son of his father, and his father had been angry when Taro had not followed his elder brother into the family business, but had become an engineer and emigrated to the United States.
Taro had felt the shame of what his father had considered betrayal of the family heritage, and he knew he had to make things right. For his soul's salvation, he would make things right.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes," Todd said into the phone. "We're set. It's all good." He hung up as his wife came up to him.
"Who's that at this hour?" she asked.
"Oh, nobody." Todd replied. "Is dinner ready?"
"Just about." Jeanine said. "Why don't you get Doug ready and I'll change Jack? Wow... only two babies... slow night tonight."
"Yeah, but it's been fun with Carole and Jim." said Todd. "Carole thinks its her job to be their second mommy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered the semi-darkened warehouse. The Ward Harvester truck was near the entrance. Taro was next to it.
"Taro-san." I said. "Here is the device you needed. It's tuned to the frequency of the transmitters, so you'll know what truck it is."
"Thank you, Commander-sama." Taro said. I was struck by the '-sama' title, it was addressing me as Taro's superior. Taro noticed that I had realized it, and the honor being done to me.
"You are a very great man doing very great things, Commander-sama." said Taro. "I am honored to work with you tonight."
"Thank you, Taro-san." I said. "I'm honored to be working with you, also." Why the formality? I wondered as I looked into the truck, seeing some equipment in the center, attached to the dashboard. "So is that the remote control?"
"It is part of it, Commander-sama." said Taro. "I had trouble making your schematics work, but I have found a better solution. With this tracking device, it will work well."
I instinctively knew what was going on. Taro extended his arm, a scroll in his hand, rolled up and tied with string. I took it with both hands, formally.
"Please, send that to my father." said Taro. "I think you should return to the Old Mill and get ready, Commander-sama."
"It will be my honor to make sure your father receives this, Taro-sama. May the kami guide you in your mission tonight." I said, returning the honor. I bowed and Taro returned the bow, then I turned and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, we've got the word." said the leader of the group. He and his two counterparts were dressed in all black. Gruff was dressed in a flannel shirt and blue jeans. Keeler was dressed in black pants and a blue pullover sweater, not yet changing to the uncomfortable black shirt. Skinny Beard was dressed in his normal college attire.
"The attack is on." said the Leader. "We're going to hit the Old Mill at 4:00am, kill the Iron Crowbar and his team, set the building on fire like we did the Iron Crowbar's house on the hill, then pull out within ten minutes. We will not be coming back here, but will drive on south to Coltrane County, then west back into this State and then drive west until we hit the Bay Area in California. We'll disperse there. Keep your 'blue' burner phones available for when the Boss calls us back into action. Any questions?"
"Skinny Beard, don't you have to get dressed?" Keeler asked, contempt in his voice.
"He's not going with us tonight, old man." said the Leader, equal contempt in his voice... for Keeler. "Skinny Beard, I know you want to kill the Iron Crowbar yourself, but the Boss wants to make sure this is done right and done fast, and your poisons won't be what we use. The Boss has been very happy with your work in this County, and he's going to have some good compensation for you. He wants you to drive to the City tonight. Leave right now, get in touch with our contact in the safehouse there."
"Yes sir." said Skinny Beard, not questioning the orders, though disappointed that he could not administer the death poison to the Iron Crowbar that he'd so joyously delivered to Pete Feeley, Tim Dawdle, Hugh Hewitt and the others. His days of killing were not over, though. He realized he had better things ahead of him. He also knew what was going to happen, and was glad he did not have to witness it nor be any part of it.
Skinny Beard left, taking the old car that had also been parked behind the house, heading east. He'd go by his dorm room at the School, pick up his things, and be off to the City by the time the mercenaries pulled out for their mission.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After taking Laura home from Dr. Wellman's reception, with Teresa and Cindy staying with her again, I went to Police Headquarters.
"Okay, Hugh," I said to Senior Sergeant Hewitt, the SWAT Team leader, who was dressed as a technician. "Is everything ready?"
"Yes sir." Hugh said. "Are you sure four of us is enough?"
"Yes." I said. "I'm anticipating only three or four of them to attack us tonight. We should have plenty. Lt. Michaels has the other four on standby here at Headquarters, just in case.
"Sounds good. We're ready." Hugh said. The weapons were already in the van, and so it looked like four technicians and myself were climbing in without arms. We believed we were being observed, but though I watched carefully, I saw no one. And that is what I expected to see when the real 'Moriarty' was involved.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, that was good." said the Leader after the third practice of their movements for the raid. "Let's get the weapons in the car. Gruff, you're driving. Sheets, you handle the door and take the rearguard."
"You sure have more than enough firepower in that van." Keeler said.
"We're carrying it all." said the Leader. "As I said, we're not coming back here."
"What do you want me to do?" Keeler asked.
"Nothing." said the Leader. "You're not going with us. You're staying here."
"What?" Keeler said. "But you said you're not coming back here!"
"That's right, you piece of shit." the Leader said. A semi-automatic pistol appeared in his hand, a .22 Magnum with a silencer, which the thug quickly raised to the side of Keeler's head. "We're tired of your shit and your attitude. End of the line for you, old man." With that, the Leader pulled the trigger and the bullet drove through Keeler's head from left to right. 'Santa Claus' dropped to the floor, dead... murdered in cold blood. A second shot to the eyeball made sure.
"Well, that puts us on the 'naughty' list." said the Leader, grinning, having done to Keeler what he'd wanted to do for some considerable time. The others laughed, then the Leader said "Let's get going."
Part 23 - Night of the Samurai Warrior
At 3:45am the van pulled out of the driveway and turned east onto the main road. Within some minutes they'd crossed the bridge over the river that was the State Line. Gruff kept a sharp eye out as he drove the legal speed limit, but failed to notice the patrol cruiser that was hidden well inside the brush, some distance from the road.
Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton did not speak into a radio, but only pushed the talk button five times, breaking static. I heard the breaks on my police radio at the Old Mill.
"Okay, they've crossed the State Line." I said to the SWAT Team. "They're coming." It had been a busy few hours at the Old Mill, as we had a couple of lights on and I really did install some servers, though not the secure ones... those had already been put in place, days before.
It was all a ruse. We were going to see who would ambush who.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Takaki Taichi waited in the truck. His body was racked by pain, which was now his constant companion.
Don't think of the pain, he thought to himself. What is pain but a privilege for a samurai to bear. It will not be long now, and the pain will go away. Bear the pain, as the samurai warrior you are, the warrior you are meant to be, that your father wanted you to be...
He heard the breaking of the radio, followed by the words "Go Time!" on his radio, set to encrypted Channel 5 police radio. He pulled the truck out onto the highway, coming north on the bypass.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Gruff," said the Leader after taking a radio message, "take the bypass south to Martin Luther King, Jr. Avenue, go east on MLK and drive right into the Old Mill parking lot. They're there, nobody else is. Sheets, anything on Police Radio?"
"No, not yet." said the black-clad mercenary. "Their encrypted channel broke static for a second, but I didn't catch anything. Probably nothing."
"Keep your eyes out, all the same, Gruff." said the Leader. "If you see any police patrols near the Old Mill, any extra cops at the site, anything at all, we're aborting the mission."
"Hey dude," said Sheets as he listened to the radio. "I'm picking up some strange static. Like a transmitter signal in a feedback loop."
"What does that mean?" asked the Leader.
"Type of passive device picks up a signal then echoes back." said Sheets. "Probably some feedback from a car or radio station."
"Keep going." said the Leader, growing nervous. "Sheets, let me know if you get something strange again."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Taro's beeper on his device began beeping. He saw the blip of light on his device. He revved the truck, flooring the gas pedal as he began driving north in the southbound lanes with his lights turned off. The signal became stronger and he could see the shape of the van in the distance in front of him. He steered toward it, his truck gathering speed, as the signal became stronger, much stronger...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh shit, feedback loop is getting strong." said Sheets. "Could be police or a detection device."
"Keep driving down the bypass." said the Leader. "We'll circle back and hit the Mill if we don't see cops. If we do see cops, keep going south, Gruff.
Gruff acknowledged the orders, looking out onto the darkness of the road. Then, in that darkness, he was realizing that a seemingly darker shape that had blended in with the horizon was now getting bigger. Only too late did he realize that it was a truck bearing down on him at breakneck speed! There was no time to swerve, the collision was inevitable.
"Oh, shit..." Gruff said, then lost control of his bowels... saying it and then doing it in his last act of life...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As he bore down on the van, Takaki Taichi felt the exultation of his final mission, his supreme moment in life. He could feel his innermost soul crying out for release, and as the vehicles were about to make contact he heard himself scream almost joyously:
"Ban-saiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii...
Part 24 - The Dying Fire
***KA-PWOW!!***
The explosion was felt all over Town, waking many residents up. I looked out the window of the Old Mill in time to see a bright fireball to my northwest rolling upwards.
"What the hell was that?" yelled Senior Sergeant Hugh Hewitt.
"Let's go!" I shouted. "Looks like a car collision on the West Bypass!" I ran out and got in a police cruiser, the SWAT team piling into their van and following.



"That was not just a fucking car collision," snarled Hugh Hewitt as they got going, "that was like an ammo truck going up!" Only now did the first glimmers that there was more going on cross Hewitt's mind.
Blue lights blazing, we were the first on the scene. It was a carnage of two fused, fiercely burning vehicles. I called in on the police radio, and it did not take long for police to block off the bypass and re-route traffic. By the next morning, the northbound lanes wold be made into a two-way lane, and while slower, the traffic would be restored.
But in the meantime I had a southbound bypass road with a crater in it, and the remains of two vehicles, a big cargo truck and a van. Fire engines and EMTs began pulling up, followed by more police cars...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dawn was breaking as Chief Griswold, Jack Muscone, and I watched the examination of the scene. An EMT came up to us.
"Sir, we've found whats left of four bodies in the van, and one body in the big truck. Guy in the truck had his I.D. in a fireproof sleeve hanging around his neck. His name is Takaki Taichi, he works at Arrowpoint Solutions. There are no IDs on the three guys in the back of the van, and not much left of the ID of the driver of the van." He handed me the ID. I could see that we had a partial name of "Grif", but more importantly we got some of the picture in the ID... and I could make out the face of Gruff.
"Sir," said Sergeant Rudistan, who had come up from his patrol near the State Line when I'd called him on the radio after the explosion, "we found bags of burned money and what looks like melted cell phones and credit cards. We also found several assault rifles in the back of the van, as well as some grenade parts. Looks like the big truck had ammonium nitrate from Ward Harvester in the back. None of these guys had a chance in hell. Lucky it was this early in the morning, or other people might have gotten killed."
"Thank you, Rudistan." said Griswold, who then turned to me and said "He's right, Crowbar: other people might have gotten hurt. We're lucky, Crowbar, verrrry lucky." I knew he was pissed at me, just as I'd been pissed at my mother's scheme to entrap Eleanor Burke in the attempt to kill my wife.
"Yes sir." I said quietly. "We were lucky. Fortunately, no one else was hurt." I did realize that my plan was brilliant, but if an innocent person had been hurt or killed, that would've been a serious disaster and more than a reproach of my plan's execution. Somehow, I still felt it had been worth it. Maybe it was the Dark Side welling up in me again.
Still, I told the Chief that he was right, which mollified him a bit.
"Any idea who these guys were?" Jack Muscone asked.
"The guy in the truck worked for Barry Oliver, who was our Police Scientist and now works with my nephew at Arrowpoint." I replied. "The guys in the van were most very likely the last three bastards of the Corrigan Cell, and the driver of that vehicle was that guy Gruff that we'd arrested a while back." I explained further to Jack who Gruff was, though he knew already.
A few minutes later, Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar and Martin Nash drove up. Sandra reported to Jack Muscone: "Our agents raided the house on the other side of the State Line. We found one man, dead. No one else, and they'd cleaned everything out before leaving. We suspect the haul from the bank robbery is what was found burned in that van."
As she spoke, Sandra showed us a picture of the dead man.
"Merry Christmas, Iron Crowbar." Jack Muscone said, handing the picture to me. I looked at the dead face of the older man with the white beard, instinctively knowing that I was looking at the person who had nearly murdered me on the Fairgrounds just seconds before the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds had been dispatched to Hell. Now Keeler was consigned to Hell, I thought to myself, having failed to kill me... but me being much more successful in my vengeance, however unexpected...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can't believe it." Barry Oliver said when I told him his friend and employee was dead. Todd was in the room, also. Barry said "The system we tried, to drive the truck by remote control, didn't work, but he... he said he had another system in place."
"Yes." I said. "He drove the vehicle itself. It was a guided missile, and a kamikaze mission."
"But why?" Barry said. "Why did he choose to end his life?"
"He was dying." I said. "He had liver cancer. That's why his belly began sticking out and he looked so sick. He was having treatments for a year, but to no avail."
"Oh geez," said Barry, "I thought he was just gaining weight. He never said a thing."
"No." I said. "He wouldn't. He would consider it more shameful to say anything, to complain, or let it affect him and his work, than to keep silent and keep going in pain. He got this opportunity to go out in a blaze of glory,... and he took it, bless his soul."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thanksgiving Day was at the Mountain Nest, and it was crowded. Besides Laura, my mom Phyllis, and our babies, Molly and baby Ross had come up from Midtown. Cindy and Teresa were 'invited' (meaning instructed) to attend, and Jenna Stiles was there as well. Daniel and a very pregnant Melina Allgood had come, which meant Todd and Jeanine Burke had chosen to go visit Todd's father up at Lake Amengi-Nunagen.
Jack Muscone also came, having no other real family, and looked as happy and relaxed as I'd ever seen him. The family atmosphere was one thing, but the Corrigan Cell likely being gone for good added to his happiness.
Before eating, I said to everyone "I for one am glad to be alive, to have my family and friends alive and well and here with me, and happy that everything has turned out so well for us this year, despite some near misses. I can always rebuild a house destroyed by fire, but I can't replace any of you in this room with me today. Let's keep that going for next year, too, which means Teresa and Cindy should keep teaching each other how to duck."
Everyone laughed, but they knew that I meant it... about the rebuilding as well as the rest of it. I was already spending hours of my free time making plans for a new Cabin on the same site, a better house that would have the best of the old with improvements on that which hadn't been as good. Laura had not really said anything, except to complain that I was taking too much of my free time working on that instead of with the babies and of course with her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, you think the threat has ended?" Cindy asked me as we stood on the back patio, braving the cold for a few minutes of private conversation after everyone had eaten. Everyone else was inside enjoying drinks and/or coffee.
"Yes, most of it." I said. "The Corrigan Cell is gone; the weaponry those guys had in that van was consistent with what the cell had been using, including when you were shot. I can't say for sure, but I think we got 'em."
"And they were coming to gun you down at the Old Mill?" Cindy asked. "And you had a trap laid for them, but they got blown up along the way."
"That's about the size of it." I replied. But the explosion had been a trap, also, I thought silently to myself. Laura had gotten CIA contacts to order the ammonium nitrate from Ward Harvester, and I'd had some people pick it up. Then Jack Muscone had arranged for some FBI agents with explosives experience to rig it up to detonate on the vehicle's impact. Then Taro was supposed to put a remote control on the truck to steer it, but it was too unreliable... and Taro had chosen another solution, one that I understood but still left me saddened.
"Fortunate." said Cindy. "Our planned ambushes have not always gone too well." she added drily, remembering her nearly fatal experience the previous summer, not to mention the SBI showing up at our drug raid. "So who sent them?"
"I suspect it was whoever our 'Moriarty' is." I said. "And just between you and me: I only mentioned out loud and in public that I would be at the Old Mill overnight at one place at one time, and there were eight other people in the room when I told Reginald B.F. Lewis that I'd be there: Councilman Lewis himself, Councilman Thomas P. Cook, Dr. Sidney Wellman, Pastor Westboro, Dr. Bonnie Karpathian, my nephew Todd Burke, Seth Warner, and our new Sheriff-to-be, Daniel Allgood."
"Oh my God, you think one of them is in league with this 'Moriarty', as you call him... or her?" Cindy asked.
"More than that, mon ami." I replied. "I think that one of them IS our Moriarty."
"Oh geez..." Cindy said, totally stunned. "Surely not your nephew, nor the Sheriff?"
"They were both there. But don't stress on it." I said. "Time enough to figure that out."
"So, what's left for us to do?" Cindy asked.
"Solve crimes." I said. "Get Sharples out of our Police Department. Get the TCPD ready for a new Sheriff and a new Chief next year. And, of course, keep an eye on Wargrave. He may not have been behind this foiled attack, but he was at least partly responsible for what happened to you last summer. By the way, are you and Teresa going to start training for the Independence Day Triathlon any time soon?"
"Yep." Cindy said, but we'll start that in earnest in January, after the Holidays. And speaking of those... got anything strong enough to tie Teresa down for this coming month?"
"Besides you?" I quipped. "Seriously, I'm hoping it'll be a new and better Holiday season for Teresa. She's come a long way this past year. A long, long way. And I'm grateful she has you as a friend."
"Me too." said Cindy. "But don't forget your own long journey this year. Your own brilliance has been nothing short of stunning, Don. I'm thankful you've now avoided four assassination attempts, and that I'm working for and with you."
"Not five attempts?" I asked.
"I'm not counting that last one on the highway." Cindy said. "That was you setting them up and then knocking them down like tenpins at the bowling alley. And beautifully done, by the way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, Lilly, you have surpassed yourself!" exclaimed Conrad King as he finished up his dessert on Thanksgiving Day as the guest of Henry and Lilly Wargrave. "It was wonderful!"
"Thank you, Mr. King." said Lilly Wargrave. "And I'm so glad you accepted Henry's invitation to Thanksgiving dinner with us. There are drinks on the sideboard, so both of you help yourselves, and I'll just excuse myself." Mrs. Wargrave knew that the men wanted to talk serious business. They watched the tall redhead leave, enjoying the sight of her firm ass and especially her long, slender, shapely legs and sexy feet in her high heel pumps as she took leave of them.
Once they were alone, Conrad King settled into a chair near the fire, the warmth feeling good to his aged body, and the sherry he was sipping helping even more. But the pleasant feelings had to end, and King got right down to it:
"Henry, I know you're angry about losing the last of the Corrigan Cell, as the Town & County locals are calling it, but we're going to have to let this one go. The attempt to murder the Iron Crowbar's children has riled him up, not to mention the entire County and its citizens. Whoever did that has done us no favors at all; it's getting very ugly for us now. As Admiral Yamamoto so astutely said about the Pearl Harbor attack: "we have awakened a sleeping giant."
"Nothing a few bullets to the backs of a few heads can't fix." Wargrave said, with some asperity.
"Which is why I am here, Henry." said Conrad King. "You had better not be the one to kill him. Certainly not while I'm alive and my operations are ongoing."
"I'm not the one that set the fire to his home in the first place." said Wargrave.
"It doesn't matter." said King, his aged voice barely above a whisper. "The mud has been splashed onto the innocent, meaning you, and by proxy the rest of us. A huge mistake was made in sending two simultaneous warning messages to the Iron Crowbar; I have word that our friendly neighborhood Police Commander has figured out that it was from two separate entities, and that he's fully aware of your status. Your Leader is now known to the Iron Crowbar; at least his existence, if not his name. As a result, we have made a decision: you must either cut ties with him, or with us. There is no longer any in-between, no longer any independently working for both. No man can serve two masters. You must now choose yours."
How had it come to this? Wargrave thought to himself as he looked into the flames of the fire in the fireplace. No, it had not been him that had set the fire at The Cabin, nor his instructions to do so. He had intended to have Laura Fredricson assassinated by a well-timed, well-planned ambush. He had been told about the highlighted passage in the same book he'd used to send the photograph to the Iron Crowbar; he wondered which of his intermediaries had dared to do such a thing... and for who.
Hubba hubba hubba, who do you trust? Wargrave thought, remembering a line of The Joker from the Keaton/Nicholson Batman movie. Conrad King was just a bit player himself in the organization he represented; Wargrave really was no fan of that group. At least the man in the Iron Crowbar's County had criminal ties that Wargrave could use to continue his own schemes.
"I'll give you my answer in 48 hours." said Wargrave. Both men knew as they stood up that this answer meant that Wargrave had already decided.
"I hope you'll still be with us, Henry." said King, knowing that Wargrave's loyalties lay elsewhere. "But if you're not, I very much appreciate the years we've had together, and the lucrative deals we've done together."
"Thank you, sir." said Wargrave, remembering that this man's son Jack King had said similar words before falling to the wiles of the Iron Crowbar. Would History repeat itself? Wargrave thought as the men shook hands and Conrad King ambled out the door.
Part 25 - Epilogue: The Expiation of Shame
On the Friday after Thanksgiving, November 28th, Selena Steele entered her office at the J.P. Goldman Bank. Her boss, J.P. Goldman, had asked her to come in to handle a special client. Despite the forewarning, she was still shocked when she saw who came through the door, closing it behind him.
"You?" Selena said. "Er, come in."
"Ah, my dear Miss Steele." her guest said. "I am very grateful that you have made some time to see me today."
"Certainly, though I must confess to being surprised to see you of all people here." Selena replied. "Please, sit down."
"Thank you, my dear." said the guest. "As you know, my friend the Iron Crowbar has recently lost his wonderful little cabin on the mountainside to filthy arsonists. I am here to create an account so that you my offer him a construction loan to rebuild the house. You may tell him that the loan is for two million dollars, but I will secretly add another million for any cost overruns."
"That's... very generous of you." Selena Steele said. "You must think very highly of Commander Troy."
"Oh indeed, I most certainly do." said the guest. "He is doing a wonderful job cleaning up this County and the corruption buried deeply within it. And of course, he saved a lovely woman such as yourself from being falsely accused of several hideous crimes."
"Yes, I am indeed grateful for him." said Selena as she busied herself setting up the account on the computer. "Do you want him to know who his benefactor is, or shall we keep your name safely anonymous from him?"
"Yes, let's see how long it takes him to figure it out." said the guest with the beginnings of a grin. "With his powers, I'm sure it won't be long, don't you agree?" Selena laughed, and the paperwork was completed. The guest handed over the credentials to transfer the money into the account.
"I'll let Commander Troy know of this today." Selena said.
"Thank you, my dear." said the guest. "I must now go and finish other business elsewhere. Happy Holidays, and I do hope to see you again soon."
"Likewise, I'm sure." Selena said, though it was to the back of the man already on the move. She watched as the flash of bright white hair went through the door, which closed behind the great mental presence that had just filled the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Having no idea of the financial transaction being done on my behalf, I boarded the FBI helicopter at County Airport at dawn, along with Cindy Ross and Barry Oliver. We had been summoned by Jack Muscone's boss.
Landing on the roof of the Federal Building in the City, we were escorted by several FBI agents. Their manner was efficient, but I could tell they were on high alert, and I wondered what was going on.
We were brought to a conference room inside the building, where Jack Muscone and the FBI Deputy Director were waiting. There were also four Japanese men in the room, two of them obviously security guards. I felt the power of the Director, as always, but I also felt the power in the presence of one of the other men in the room.
He was an aged Japanese man, with a tall, thin body and a chiseled face that showed well his regal and masterful bearing. I knew that he was Takaki Masaki, Japan's equivalent of the Director of the FBI in our country, and recently semi-retired. It was rumored that he had also had close ties to the Japanese version of the CIA, and that he was, like Conrad King, one of the 'Big Boys' in the world. His presence here was surrealistic.
He was also Takaki Taichi's father.
As the FBI Dep. Director introduced us, I bowed, then introduced Cindy and Barry. The old man bowed to us, not quite as deeply as we did to him, and introduced his son, who was his eldest son. The son was following in his father's footsteps in high-level Japanese governmental affairs, which meant that he was not introduced by name and that his name was not spoken aloud. I did not feel the same aura of power from the son, though I did feel he was a lot like a Japanese equivalent of myself, and was good at observation, deduction, knowledge, and taking action. It was the son who spoke first, on behalf of his father.
"I understand," he said in decent but heavily accented English, "that my father's son, my brother, was recently killed in your County."
"Yes, that is true." I said.
The old man looked hard at me and said "Tell me. How... did he die?"
I did not flinch. I stood erect and looked the man square in the eye.
"He died well, Takaki-sama." I said. "With honor, and with the greatest bravery." I bowed formally.
The old man nearly collapsed with relief, his son prepared to catch him. Takaki rallied, then stepped up to me and took my hand, shaking it in Western style, and also bowing, bowing lower than before. I bowed back, angling slightly to my right so that we didn't hit our heads against each other. He was bowing to hide his emotions, lest he be shamed by them. I was bowing to hide mine.
"Arigato, Troy-san, arigato." the old man said. As we stood up, I brought out the scroll Taro had given me.
"Takaki-sama, your son requested that I give you this scroll." I said. "It is his death poem." The old man signaled to his son, who formally received the scroll. The son opened it, examined the hiragana characters, and at the silent nod of his father read the poem in Japanese, the sonorous words seeming to soar through the room though I did not understand any of it. But all of the Japanese in the room were clearly moved by it, I noted.
"Translate it, please." the old man said. The son did so, speaking the final words of the innermost soul of Takaki Taichi:
Glorious Life continues on,
Death and Evil will be defeated;
My life has been but a dream within a dream,
But my death shall bring victory over the wicked!



No words were spoken, nor needed, as we contemplated the words in our hearts and souls.
"Again, I thank you." said the old man after a moment. "Thank you also, Director," he said to the FBI Deputy Director. "I must now go." Takaki Masaki shook everyone's hand, followed by his son shaking our hands, then the Japanese entourage left the room.
"Well, Commander," said the FBI Deputy Director, "when your career with the Police and with us is finished, just let me know if you want a career in our Diplomatic Corps."
"Thank you, sir." I said, "I think I'll stick to dealing with our Town & County Council for the time being." The Deputy Director smiled in his pursed way, understanding.
"Our chopper has been sent on another mission, so we have a car to drive you back home." the Director said. "But let's have some breakfast first. I want to talk to this Medal-of-Valor-winning partner of yours and recruit her into the FBI."
"Good luck with that." I said. "I'm not letting her get away without a fight." Cindy blushed at the compliments, but during breakfast I was thankful to hear her say she wanted to continue working with me before she got involved with the FBI. But she didn't exactly close the door on it, either...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Taro told me a little about Japanese tradition, and his family heritage." Barry Oliver said as we rode in the back of the FBI limousine towards home. "He said something about breaking with his father's wishes, that he became an engineer instead of working for his father's business in Japan. So... he committed suicide?"
"Yes. Or you could look at it as him sacrificing his life in battle with the Enemy." I said. "He did use himself as a guided missile to exterminate those evil perps from the Corrigan cell. He was already dying, and he knew that by committing honorable seppuku in this way that his death would serve a good purpose and have meaning, that he would restore his honor with his father, and continue his family's honor in his home country. His father understood when I answered his question as I did. And as you could tell, it was well-received and all is now forgiven."
"The Director is right." Cindy said. "You could be in the Diplomatic Corps, knowing the way to answer that question. How did you know?"
"It's harder to explain than to have known." I said. "I only hope that when my death comes, that it will be as honorable, and as brave, as Taichi-sama's."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Upon getting back to my office at Police Headquarters, I saw the object sitting on my desk. Cindy was coming in right behind me and said "What's that?"
I went around and sat down in my chair, peering at it. It was a horse made of matchsticks and toothpicks, sitting on a wooden base. The horse was about a foot long and ten inches high. The plate on the base said 'The Fall of Troy'.
"Should I call the bomb squad?" Cindy asked, concerned.
"No, let me look at this." I said. There was a little trap door in the horse's belly, and I pulled back the hook and let it fall open. No bombs went off, as the horse was hollow, but a little scroll of paper fell out. I unrolled it and read the words on it, which were as follows:
"crossed path,
incommoded,
seriously inconvenienced,
hampered,
positive danger."
"Don, why are you grinning like that?" Cindy asked, seeing the wide grin on my face, which I could not help giving and which I could not stop. I looked up at my partner, then handed her the slip of paper.
"It means we got them." I said. "It means we wiped out the last of the Corrigan Cell on the bypass. It means we have degraded Moriarty's assets, and we have seriously inconvenienced him."
"Why am I not exactly feeling relieved right now?" Cindy said, somewhat sarcastically.
"Oh, we've got another couple of words to go before I get worried." I quipped. "And I'm acquiring such a nice collection of Trojan artworks. This really is a well-made matchstick horse."
I began to laugh. Cindy tried hard to keep a straight face, and totally failed; she began laughing with me until we were both nearly in tears...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Adulterous Liaisons
It was the Friday after Thanksgiving, also known as 'Black Friday'. The Town & County Police Department was busy handling traffic accidents, and there were a couple of arrests for disorderly conduct, particularly around the malls where fighting for parking spaces occurred outside, and fistfights over toys occurred inside.
I got back from my visit to the City's FBI offices around noon, and heard from Captain Charles about our preparations for the big game tomorrow against State Tech. I also was wrapping up odds and ends, including the final report of the strange break-in at Frank Freeman Funeral Home. I knew that my wife did not involve herself in the craziness of Black Friday shopping, but she did say that an appointment would keep her from joining me for lunch.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura had sent Gayle Roberts home at noon, and the rest of her clinic staff had been given this day off. She was waiting in her office, alone.
She found herself checking her appearance over and over again, looking in the mirror, slimming down her off-white dress that clung to her shapely figure. She was wearing very high stiletto-heel black sandals with a very thin y-strap over her heels and the merest thin straps over the base of her toes, showing off as much of her elegant, shapely feet as possible. Her black hair was in it's new hairdo of tight drilled curls around her lovely face and down to her shoulders; her husband had liked it, but it was not for him that she'd taken the time to style it that way.
"Come in!" she invited her guest, hearing the knock at the door. The door opened and the handsome, broad-shouldered frame of Nick Eastwood filled the doorway. His eyes lit up at the sight of the beautiful older woman.
"Lock the door." Laura ordered, and Nick complied. They began walking towards each other. Nick was wearing a black sportscoat and slacks and a royal-blue shirt; he had been at a press conference with the Sports Media.
"Mmm, you look gorgeous, baby." Nick said as Laura came into his strong, young arms. She slid her long, slender arms around his neck as their lips met in a soft kiss. Nick slid his lips and tongue along Laura's full, lipsticked lips, resisting the urge to kiss her more deeply, teasing her.
"Thank you." Laura breathed. "You look very handsome yourself in that suit. Take it off." Nick chuckled then pressed his mouth into Laura's in a deeper kiss that turned nasty and hot as their tongues twined and battled inside the beautiful woman's mouth. She let Nick slide his tongue as far down her throat as he could, using her own tongue to massage his in her mouth.
"Mmm, Professor," said Nick as he broke the kiss and began nuzzling her neck, "I've been waiting for this."
"Mmmm, me too." Laura moaned. "And call me Laura when we're alone like this... and making love like this."
"Sure thing... Laura." Nick said as his hands began working the zipper of her dress.
"Tell you what." Laura said, backing out of the young stud's grip. "Let's go into the little bedroom before we get undressed, okay?"
"Sure. Lead the way." the stud ordered. Laura complied, taking Nick's hand in hers and walking towards the door to the clinic and bedroom areas...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The nurse known as 'Nurse Ratchett' secured the large bottle of morphine sulfate from the University pharmacy and hid it in her personal bag. She said goodbye to the other nurses at the desk, having secured a half-day off weeks before. She went to the elevator and stepped into it alone.
Instead of the lobby floor, she took the elevator down to the basement levels, where the morgue and labs were. The exit doors to the morgue weren't guarded by University Police, and she knew her bag would not be searched. While unlikely, it was a possibility if she left through the employees' exit upstairs.
Getting into her car, 'Nurse Ratchett' drove to the northern parts of Town, to a shopping center dominated by a Kroger grocery store. She saw the old brown car waiting for her in the parking lot, some distance from the buildings. She pulled up alongside, driver-side-door to driver-side-door. After a few words of greeting, she handed the woman in the other car the bottle of morphine sulfate in its brown paper bag. After farewell wishes, she and the other car drove off in their separate directions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dress fell to the floor in a puddle as Nick Eastwood kissed Laura Fredricson deeply and his hands roamed over her naked flesh. He broke the kiss to look down and admire the older woman's figure, toned by yoga and other workouts, but retaining the graceful curves of her femininity. Laura was all woman, and Nick felt the surges of lust in his body for her.
"Mmm... God, you're beautiful." Nick whispered. "I have been waiting for this moment for so long..."
"Me, too..." Laura said, her hands unbuttoning Nick's shirt as his hands explored her magnificent body. "I can't wait to feel you inside me." As his shirt came off and was flung to the floor, Laura admired Nick's broad shoulders, his hardened muscles of his chest and the 'six pack' of his abs. Fiery flames of lust coursed through her loins as her hands slid over Nick's abdomen, heading for the zipper of his rapidly tenting pants.
Their mouths met again in a deep, hard kiss as Laura unfastened her young lover's pants, allowing Nick's huge cock to spring out. His cock was throbbing, waving between their bodies. Laura's hands grasped the huge shaft and gently jacked it. He was a full ten inches long, at least as long as Todd Burke's cock, and equally as thick. The helmeted head of his circumcised cock was flared out, the taut skin shining in the lights of the room.
Laura saw the large drop of clear pre-cum forming in the piss-slit of Nick's huge prick, and she felt a moment's twang of sadness: she was not able to provide an egg for Nick's potent, virile sperm to fertilize. Laura felt that Nick, as she felt of all handsome, powerful men like her husband and his nephew and others, were meant to fertilize the waiting eggs of beautiful woman as often and in as large numbers as possible.
At least I can provide this young man some pleasure and practice at being a really great lover, she thought to herself as she felt the young superstud Nick Eastwood cupping her large breasts. He bent down, his tongue circling the areola of her left breast, then kissing and sucking her long teat. Mother's milk shot into his mouth, surprising him.
"Damn!" he gasped. "No wonder your tits are so large!"
"Have some more." Laura offered. Nick eagerly accepted, sucking her left teat for a moment then moving to her right teat, sucking the milk out of it. As he feasted on her breast milk, she let her hands roam over his hips and thighs, then over his rock-hard asscheeks. Laura had heard many college girls gushing over how hot Nick's ass was; now she was feeling his powerful glutes in her hands. Then Nick slid his hands over her magnificent, rounded, heart-shaped ass, grabbing and squeezing the globes of her asscheeks.
"Mmmm, let's go to bed." Laura murmured. She moved over to the bed and slid into the middle of it, then watched as Nick eased onto the bed from the foot of it, coming up straight between her spread legs, unerringly seeking the sopping wet treasure between them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting back from lunch, Lt. Tanya Perlman went to her tiny hole of an office. She was not tall and her body was slender and sexy, thanks to exercise and her normal high energy, but it was still an effort to get behind her desk.
"God damn this office." she breathed to herself. "The Commander has got to help me out on this!" She went to see if the Iron Crowbar had returned to his office, but he was not inside.
As she went down the back hallway of the building, she saw ADA Jenna Stiles's punk assistant, Gor-don, sitting in what was supposed to be the ADAs offices, not his. Once again anger welled up inside her, and the Police Commander did not yet know that he was in for another shouting rant from one of his best officers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhh!!!" Laura gasped out as shocks of electric pleasure coursed from her clit and up her spine. Nick Eastwood was face deep in her crotch, his mouth plastered to her cuntlips, his tongue delving deep inside her honey hole. His powerful hands and arms were pushing her thighs and knees back into her chest and shoulders, her feet high above them as Nick expertly munched her carpeted cunt.
"Oh Nick, that's so good!" Laura gasped out, letting the pleasure flow through her. "I need you inside me now, I need that big cock of yours inside me. Please, Nick, don't make me wait any longer!"
Nick grinned evilly as he rose up and mounted Laura, easing his fit body on top of hers. He deeply kissed the older woman again, letting her taste her own cunt juices on his tongue. He felt her hands reaching between them, grasping the aching shaft of his huge cock and fitting the helmeted head inside her swollen labes. He felt his meat sinking into her, and he pushed forward with all of his might.
"OH MY FUCKING GOD!" Laura cried out as Nick's cock entered her and drove in, impaling her, sliding in smoothly on a slick layer of hot cunt oil, splitting apart the walls of her wet vagina until the cockhead poked the back wall of her cunt and his huge balls smacked against her 'taint' just below her cuntal opening.
"God damn, girl!" Nick gasped. "You buried it. Ten fucking inches! God, you're incredible!" He slowly slid his meat out of her until just the head was inside her lips, then drove forward again. Laura's body rose to meet Nick's thrust, and as he withdrew and plunged forward again and again, she was meeting each thrust and taking him all inside, their rhythms matching perfectly.
"Oh God, Nick, that feels so fucking good!" Laura moaned as she wrapped her long legs around her young lover's muscular back and ass, the heels of her feet and the stilettos of her shoes pressing into his ass to urge him to fuck her with relentless power.
"Jeez, baby," Nick gasped, "I've never felt a pussy as good as this! You're are something else, Laura, something special!" He leaned down and kissed her mouth, sliding his tongue deeply into her throat in time with the thrusts of his huge, hard male meat into her glorious, clutching cunt.
The hotly rutting couple fucked each other in a smooth, steady rhythm, blissfully unaware of anything except each other and the intensely hot mating that they were performing together. Each strove to work Nick's cock more deeply into Laura's pussy, to meld their bodies even more tightly together, though they were as united as they could possibly be.
Their coupling was deep and wet as they made love passionately. Despite his youth, Nick's experience and prowess in fucking woman gave him the stamina he needed to not be premature in his climax, but Laura's clutching, sucking cunt was the hottest challenge his throbbing hard cock had ever had.
Laura's own climax was swiftly building. Her love of sex, combined with her enjoyment of a new man, added to her pleasure, but her deep desires to mate with Nick Eastwood were fueling even deeper fires of lust inside her. She felt her orgasm rising from deep within her loins, a hard orgasm that even her husband did not always trigger inside her. She fucked her pussy hard onto Nick's thrusting cock, driving herself to achieve that climax.
"OH MY GOD!" she cried out as her clutching cunt clamped down hard on Nick's cock. The power of her orgasm overwhelmed her, and she was swamped both mentally and physically by it, losing control completely.
Nick felt the hot woman's cunt gripping him, the feeling being one of attempting to push his cock out of her. He responded by pushing even harder into her, which only added to both lovers' excruciating pleasure. Even as Laura came, Nick felt his own nut rising, and he could do nothing about it.
"Awk! UNNH!" Nick cried out. "I'M COMING!" he screamed as the first powerful jolt of molten sperm jetted into Laura's depths. "UH! UH! UH!" he gasped and grunted as more spurts of hot semen were ejaculated into the beautiful woman beneath him. For a second he felt as if he had no more consciousness, his vision fogging even as the pleasure of the spasms of his climax raced through his entire lower body. It would be long moments before the lovers caught their breaths and were able to snuggle in post-coital bliss...
Long moments later, after sharing deep, loving kisses, Nick Eastwood raised up, his cock hard again. "Mmm, do you want me to suck that big cock of yours?" Laura offered.
"Not yet." said Nick. He sat on his knees just over Laura's sperm-filled loins, sliding his cock along her wet labes. He grasped her ankles in his hands, bringing her sexy feet to his mouth, kissing and licking the sides and tops of shapely feet and then up her ankles. He removed her high heels, and began sucking her toes, then her heels, first of her right foot then of her left.
He slid his cock into her, enjoying the sound of her loud moan. As he lightly pumped in and out of her, he rubbed the bottoms of her feet against his hard pecs. Laura slid her feet up and down his chest and along his shoulders and neck, though letting him control her feet and enjoying the sensations of his lips and tongue on her toes and heels, then along the sides of her feet as he reveled in the hot foot worship he was giving her.
His cock throbbing, Nick looked down at his beautiful lover and said "I want your ass, baby. I want to fuck you in the ass."
"Mmmm," Laura said, "if you want my ass, you have to win tomorrow. Beat the hell out of State Tech, and I'll let you fuck my ass... and you can go balls-deep and come in my ass, too, Stud."
Nick didn't last too long during their second fuck, either, the thought of coming in Laura's ass making him come deep in her pussy a second time...
Part 2 - Crushing Blows
Saturday. The big game against State Tech was at noon, which suited me just fine. Visitors would migrate out of the Town relatively early, leading to less issues for my Police Force to deal with. Restaurants preferred later games, as people would stop to eat, and maybe even stay overnight.
"Crowbar," said the Chief in his office that morning, "you've been working a lot, not to mention all the issues you've had recently with that Corrigan Cell and your house burning down. I want you to take it easy this weekend. Go to the game with your wife. Captain Charles has the Uniformed Officers deployed, Lt. Croyle has volunteered to be on call if anything comes up for the Detectives to handle."
"Okay, sir." I said. "Your orders, combined with those of my wife, give me no choice. I'll have to go to the game. Good thing I can watch the Wildcats tonight on TV. They're going to be in the Conference Championship game next weekend, and tonight should be a tune-up against their in-state rivals."
"This Town is hating your Wildcats right now." said the Chief. "Especially after the disaster of a season the University has had this year. Harlan may die any day now, and this is Nick Eastwood's last game. I--"
Just then there was a knock at the door, and the Duty Desk sergeant was admitted. "Gentlemen," he said, to include both of us, "I just got the word that Coach Brian Harlan died earlier this morning. Lt. Croyle responded to the call."
"Responded?" I asked, confused. "Why are we needed? The man was very sick with cancer."
"The Medical Examiner was called in two hours ago." said the Duty Desk sergeant. "He called in for us to investigate. He thinks the death is suspicious."
"Crowbar, get over there and handle this mess." said the Chief. I understood what he meant.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The beautiful Karen Warner Harlan was wearing a black dress and veil, and she was staring daggers at me as I entered the quiet home of the late Coach Brian Harlan. "My condolences, Mrs. Harlan." I said simply to her as Lt. Croyle led me upstairs.
Coach Harlan's body was still in the bed, covered by a sheet. Next to the bed was the pump and I.V. system to deliver drugs intravenously, which was now shut off. There was also a bag inside an evidence bag, and a couple of my Crime Lab technicians looking around.
"Commander, what are you doing here?" asked the Medical Examiner. It sounded like an accusation.
"Preventing you from making a big mistake." I said. "So why are any Police here at all?"
"There's morphine in the I.V. bag." said the M.E. "Looks like someone put enough into the bag to kill him in his sleep."
"For crying out loud," I said quietly, "the man is near death, someone takes away his pain in his final hours, and you're trying to bring a murder case here?"
The M.E. was visibly startled and upset at my attitude. "Commander, I'm shocked to hear that from you. This is not a death by natural causes. Coach Harlan was murdered by a lethal amount of morphine being introduced to his I.V. bag."
I pulled back the sheet covering Brian Harlan, seeing the emaciated face whose even-sharper angles reminded me strongly of his cousin Angela, and the now-tiny body of what had once been a vigorous, athletic man and leader of others.
"Looks pretty damn natural to me, if cancer is natural." I said, replacing the sheet over the dead man. "Lieutenant Croyle, walk with me." We went out of the death room into the hallway, and I made a point to shut the door in the face of the M.E., who was trying to follow us out.
"Croyle, do the right things, take the evidence, cover our asses." I said. "But there is no way in hell I'm going to waste resources on this."
"Understood, sir." Teresa said. She accompanied me downstairs, where everyone was gathered.
Sally Wellman was there, as well as was Katherine Warner Wilson, Karen's aunt. The nurse who had tended to Coach Harlan in his final days, who I could tell from one look was the one who had administered the pain-killing and life-taking morphine dose, was standing to one side, as was a house staff person. Dr. Wellman was in the home, along with the Athletic Director; however, they they were in another room at the moment, waiting for me to leave in order to give their comforts to the widow and perhaps make some preliminary funeral arrangements.
"Can't leave a dead man's family in peace, can you, Commander Troy." Karen Warner Harlan said, her voice dripping with venom.
"You underestimate me, Mrs. Harlan." I said coldly, then looked right over at the nurse as I continued speaking to Karen: "I'm here to suggest to you, Mrs. Harlan, to tell everyone involved to take the Fifth, to answer no questions from the Medical Examiner nor Coroner nor my officers, and then I can let your husband as well as all of you rest in peace. Of course, Mrs. Harlan, if you still want to pitch a fit and have me come in full-force with my investigational team, by all means, keep up the crap."



"Have a nice day, Commander." the young widow Harlan said, her voice conveying her understanding, even though her hatred of me remained unappeasable.
"Again, my condolences." I replied, then left the house. Teresa followed me outside.
"I thought you hated that bastard." Teresa said quietly. "And she's a real bitch. Makes me look like the Good Humor Woman. So why are you letting it go?"
"He's dead, beyond my reach now." I said. "And I really don't want to waste our time. I don't know what that M.E.'s problem is."
"Trying to look good in front of the new Coroner coming in January 1st." Teresa suggested. "He's new himself, he's trying to make a name for himself, perhaps?"
"He'll find himself in a lot of hot water in the court of public opinion." I said. "A lot of people in this Town loved the Coach; they don't know what we know about his bad side. Okay, Teresa, you do what you feel is right. If the questioning is not vigorous, I'll perfectly understand."
"I've got it taken care of." Teresa said. And I knew that she would indeed handle it properly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I took our seats in the University President's box at the Stadium. She was among the invited guests of Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, and of course she brought her husband (me) along. It was a somber chamber as we watched the pre-game activities.
"Has someone told the team? Or are they going to before the game?" Laura asked Dr. Wellman.
"We had a real back-and-forth about that." said the University President. "Some thought it would inspire the players to play harder, and some thought it'd distract them and that we should wait until the end of the game. But Coach Bronson ended the discussion by telling us his plans. And we're going to announce it on the P.A. system, so they'll know before they come out of the locker room.
Among Coach Bronson's plans: instead of their normal royal blue jerseys, the Bulldogs came out in simple black jerseys, adorned only with their numbers in contrasting white, and a patch with the initials 'CBH' on the shirts as well as their helmets. I could see the emotion in many of the players' faces. Just before the national anthem, the fans were asked to "please observe a moment of silence for Coach Brian Harlan, who passed away earlier this morning."
My moment of silence was thinking of Derrick Belle, whom Brian Harlan had murdered in cold blood; but more for Officer Pete Feeley, who had been murdered by Coach Harlan's cousin, aided with an alibi from him. Harlan was getting his just due now, I thought to myself. Just by a higher Judge and Jury than the ones here on Earth. And it would only be right and just if the temperature of his new location was a lot hotter than that of The Cabin when it burned...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The University 'Bulldogs' led the State Tech 'Engineers', whose logo was an old train locomotive, 24-14 in the 4th quarter. Nick Eastwood was leading his team down the field. As he went back to pass, a Tech defensive lineman fought off a block and came in to hit Eastwood. He intentionally aimed his helmet to hit Eastwood in the back left of the helmet, and he left his feet as he launched himself to make the hit, obviously intending to harm Nick Eastwood.
Eastwood crumpled to the ground as the Tech player's helmet hit his with a noise loud enough for me to hear. As the teams scrambled for the dropped football several yards away, a yellow flag came to the ground right were Eastwood lay motionless.
The State Tech player was ejected for targeting, but that would not help Eastwood, who lay motionless on the ground. The State Tech fans were loudly cheering and jeering at Eastwood as he lay on the ground, but the rest of the stadium was stunned and silent, watching as the trainers tended to the injured star player. Long minutes later, a cart came out to transport Nick off the field. His neck was strapped down, and it was obviously a serious head or neck injury that might have left him paralyzed.
Just as he was leaving the field, Nick raised his hand slightly and gave a thumbs-up, getting a roar from the home crowd. The enemy State Tech fans scowled with disappointment that Eastwood was not paralyzed. In the president's booth, Laura gasped with relief as Dr. Wellman began clapping, then said to me "Hell, Wildcat fans don't cheer when a man gets hurt like that. I've never seen anything more disgusting than those State Tech assholes." I totally agreed.
As Nick was loaded onto the ambulance, Laura was up and leaving, calling University Hospital and telling them to get ready for Eastwood, and that she'd be going there. I called in to Sergeant Rudistan, who assured me that they had clear path to get the injured player to the hospital.
The rest of the game was a near-fight on every play. University offensive linemen were going for the knees of Tech defensive players, trying to hurt them in retaliation for their quarterback being hurt in what they thought was a deliberate shot. Two brawls erupted with closed fist punches being thrown, and players from both sides being ejected. Frustrations for bad seasons were released, as well.
Finally, the enraged Bulldogs plowed through for another touchdown, and the final score was 31-14. Unlike other games, the players from both teams did very little shaking hands and talking to each other. University Coach Bronson screamed at the State Tech coach about the "deliberate dirty hit" on Eastwood, and State Troopers, TCPD and University Police were deployed to get coaches and players into their locker rooms and keep further damage from occurring.
Bronson's after-game press conference was one of verbal attacks on State Tech's coach, saying the shot on Eastwood was deliberate with intent to cause injury, and that the State Tech coach seemed as happy about it as the State Tech fans were. The State Tech coach didn't apologize for his player nor the hit, saying it was 'legitimate', and that Coach Bronson was a 'panty-wearing wussy' coach. The Conference was not going to be extending Christmas invitations for those coaches to spend time together, and I suspected the ramifications of this day were not yet over...
Part 3 - The Biller Crime Scene
Monday, December 1st. At 6:00am sharp, MCD Detective Joanne Cummings came in and put her things on the desk assigned to her. Vice Detective Lorena Rose did the same in the Vice Room. The Detective Swap was made, and I expected it would greatly improve my Forces.
I was asked by everyone as they came in how Nick Eastwood was doing, as my wife had been at the hospital all weekend, staying out of the way of the trauma doctors but helping the family and getting news reports, which she relayed to me. She did say she would be testing his sexual function at the appropriate time, but I did not relay that part to my officers.
At 7:00am, everyone in both units were in MCD, watching the television and waiting for news. Candor compels me to admit that I might have been her secret source for the information about to be reported. And on the television screen came the one and only Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead reporterette from outside University Hospital. "Channel Two News has learned that Nick Eastwood is recovering from his neck injury that doctors feared had left him paralyzed! While Nick has two cracked vertebrae in his neck, he has regained full movement in all of his extremities! He will undergo surgery to repair and strengthen his neck when the swelling goes down."
As everyone sighed in relief, Bettina continued "Doctors believe that Nick will make a full recovery and regain full health, but they've also said that his football playing career is over, and that he will not get the chance to play in the National Football League, lest another hit paralyze him or even kill him. The University had bought an insurance policy for Nick, which is legal under NCAA rules, and it will pay him between five and ten million dollars.
"Still, everyone in the University family is saddened for this ending of his pro football career before it had even begun, and there is deep anger at State Tech and the player who caused the injury in what appears to be a deliberate attempt to injure him. The Conference as well as the SBI are looking into the matter, and the SBI has even given voice to consideration that this hit was an intentional and therefore criminal assault which could bring criminal charges against the player. State Tech hotly denies it was a criminal act, and warns that an attempt to bring charges will bring what they call 'ugly' consequences to college football. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News..."
At 8:00am we had to stop talking about the football game and the ramifications of the hit on Nick Eastwood. A call had come in about a missing woman.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander, how about this be the case you let us solve?" asked Lt. Tanya Perlman at the crime scene.
"Well, let me take a brief look, but I think this can be the one." I said.
Allow me to explain: I generally keep my nose out of Vice, except to give the 'Go' order on their drug raids. However, the MCD unit, and especially its leader, Lt. Tanya Perlman, had wanted to try to solve a case without my involvement or guidance. I could understand their point: I often came in with observations and deductions that quickly and efficiently solved the problems, and that if anything ever happened to me, they needed to have the experience and skills to solve crimes themselves.
I had told Tanya that if a suitable case came up, I'd let them have at it. I told her that I would look at it to make sure they didn't miss something and a perp didn't get away, but that I'd stick to the background and not guide them unless they made a mistake or were stumped and I was not. She would have full access to Myron and Goth Girl Mary, and while they would tell me whatever they told Tanya, I would not ask them to gather data on anything; instead I'd have to do that myself (which, of course, I could do).
As part of all this, I warned Tanya not to withhold anything from me while the MCD solved the case, and that if I knew who it was and needed to take steps to keep the perp(s) from getting away, destroying evidence, or otherwise causing a problem, I'd step in where and when needed. I also said that I might take either Myron or Mary away if I needed help.
With that in mind: We were at the home of a middle-aged couple in one of the better areas to the north of Town. The house was not particularly large, and the main room was the den. As I stood in the middle of the room, behind the leather love seat sofa, there was a door in front of me to the front portion of the house, the door to the kitchen to the back right of me. The television was mounted on the wall to the left of the doorway. To the right of the doorway was the husband's desk. To the front of the sofa was a table with a remote control on it, pointing to the upper left as one faced the TV. Behind the sofa, and to my back left, the wife's secretary desk was against the wall, and to her right was a bookcase that ran the length of the wall.
I had one of the officers photograph the remote control and pointed it out to Theo Washington as Tanya Perlman talked to the husband. His name was Harmon Biller, and he was a retired BigPharmaCorp engineer. 'Retired' might be too strong a term; he still frequently worked for them on a contract basis. I sat back and just listened in as he told his story, which I somewhat condense here:
Biller said: "Yesterday I had to go in to work because one of our processes failed, and we had to determine the reason as well as re-work the batch that had gone bad. When I got home, my wife Edna had left this note on my desk that she was visiting her friend Mrs. Charleen Davis, and that she might stay overnight there. I didn't think much of it, and about 9:30pm, maybe a little after, I got this text message that she was staying at her friend's house. However, when I tried to call her this morning, she did not answer the phone, and has not answered every time I tried since. I called the Davis house, and Mr. Bill Davis said that neither his wife nor mine were there, and had not been there all night. He'd called the police himself about his wife being missing last night, and has heard nothing. Then I called the police, and here you are."
Tanya said to me: "We checked with our patrols, and they were on the lookout for Mrs. Davis and her car all night, but never saw anything. The hospitals and the morgue have not gotten anyone in that resembles the two women's descriptions. Mrs. Biller's car is missing. Mr. Biller has a very old pickup truck with a camper-top on it. It's empty."
Tanya got to work, and I was happy to see her delegating. "Okay... Theo, Mr. Detective School graduate, you are the primary on this. Parker, you're working with Theo, and I'm going to be working with Joanne Cummings backing you two up, giving her some training at the same time."
Tanya broke into a happy smile as she continued: "The Commander has given us this one without his help, so bring everything you find to me instead of him, which you should do anyway, but this time especially do so. Let's get this done and make ourselves look good guys; this is our chance to show the Iron Crowbar we can get the job done!" Everyone was enthusiastic at the chance to solve the case without me, I noted. Good, I thought. I'd be disappointed if they didn't like such a challenge.
After Theo Washington and Teddy Parker looked at the note on Biller's desk, I went over and examined it. The note said simply 'Charleen and I are going for dinner and I might not be back until morning. Edna." I held the paper, which was stiff and strong and a pinkish-yellow color, to the light, observing the watermark, which said 'Konigsburg Gesellschaft'. I didn't think this stuff was in the local 'Staples', but would check to see.
I noted that the pen had pressed into the paper as if it were on top of a full stationary deck, instead of the hard desk directly under the sheet. The desk itself showed no writing indentations, and was clean. I looked around the desk, seeing only a couple of other sheets of that same paper, and those had some engineering comments and calculations on them, but no full sheaf of paper of that kind.
I then watched as Parker looked around Mrs. Biller's secretary desk. He found a sheaf of yellow stationary paper in a drawer, not quite like the pinkish edition the note was on, but close. The watermark was also different, showing an American company, and I knew this stationary was pretty common. I saw a few notes and the beginnings of a letter on the yellow stationary. The desk was clean, and there were no writing indentations in the wood of the secretary. There was an appointment calendar with Mrs. Biller's writing on it; the writing from the calendar as well as a couple of other notes matched the writing on the note, though the note's writing was a bit shakier, as if the writer had had some physical difficulties while trying to write the note.
The four Detectives and several uniformed officers also looked around the home, through the closets and drawers, all with the permission of Mr. Harmon Biller. The attic looked as if it had been recently cleaned of some things, but certainly there were no bodies hidden up there: our best cadaver dog, Sergeant Grover, did an excellent and thorough job sniffing through the whole house, and finding nothing.
I spent time petting Sergeant Grover while the Detectives worked, talking with his handler and giving him his favorite toy, a tennis ball, to play with. I love dogs, especially those of my K-9 Corps. I do not like people who hurt dogs, and while other police units around the nation were acquiring reputations of shooting family dogs, my Department knew that any cop who shot a dog that wasn't an absolute threat would be facing some potentially horrific 'feedback' from a dog-loving man that wielded a red crowbar. But I digress...
Going through the other rooms of the house, I felt like it was a bit sterile. The Billers did not have any children, but there still should be some photographs of activities of their lives, shouldn't there? I thought to myself. And this was echoed to my by Tanya as well as Joanne Cummings when they completed their walking tour.
There was nothing really strange found, except that the sharp-eyed Tanya Perlman looked at the carpet with some focus. I looked also, and saw what she was seeing: it looked as if something heavy might have been drug from the main room into the kitchen and to the garage. But the kitchen floor was clean; in fact, it had been mopped recently.
"You been moving any furniture recently?" Tanya asked Mr. Biller suddenly, hoping to get a reaction from him.
"Not really." said Biller. "I cleaned out some stuff from the attic and dragged some boxes of papers out, which I took to the County Dump." Tanya nodded, as this could explain the slight carpet indentations, as well as the recent work in the attic.
"Sir, what did you do last night, since your wife was not home?" Theo Washington asked Harmon.
"I went to the pizza place to eat, then went by the Senior Center to see if some of the boys were there and we could play cards. Didn't see any of 'em, though, so I came home. I'd forgotten my cell phone, so when I got home I saw the text." He handed Tanya his cell phone. The text had been delivered at 9:40pm and said 'I'll be staying with Charleen tonight. Edna.' Tanya made a note of the number from which the text had been sent.
Teddy Parker spoke up. "Mr. Biller, I have to ask you some questions that might seem personal or invasive. First, how were things between you and your wife? Any arguments or problems that might make her want to not be here last night?"
"No, things were fine." said Harmon.
"Did she stay at her friend's house very often?"
"Sometimes." Harmon replied. "Sometimes with other friends if she stayed out late. She and her friends liked to go out and drink, which I didn't let her do here. People shouldn't drink, it's bad for 'em."
"You didn't argue with your wife over her drinking?" Teddy asked, astutely pressing.
"Well, we didn't talk about it." Biller said. "She thought she was getting away with it and not telling me. I knew she was drinking but just didn't bring it up, since she would sober up before coming home and she didn't try to drink here."
The search of the house had revealed no alcohol, but Tanya Perlman made a brilliant move reflecting her Crime Lab experience: with Joanne Cummings in tow, she brought in a hair brush full of hair, sealed in an evidence bag. "Mr. Biller, is this your wife's hair brush?"
"Er, yeah." said Biller. "Why do you have that bagged up?"
"I believe that we can get a good DNA profile of your wife from it." said Tanya. "We've also taken her toothbrush, with your permission."
"You think she's not okay?" asked Biller, sounding, or trying to sound, concerned.
"We don't know." said Perlman. "But if we find an unknown person, alive or dead, this DNA match will help confirm or eliminate your wife as that person."
Just then Tanya's phone rang. She listened, ordered that a Crime Lab team to be brought in, then hung up.
"That was Martin Nash." Tanya said. "I sent him and Diana Torres to Charleen Davis's home. They've found some suspicious things there, and I'm headed over."
"I'll follow you." I said.
Part 4 - The Davis Crime Scene
Mr. Bill Davis was an older man, and it was obvious that he was not in full control of his faculties. He seemed confused at everything that as going on. Detective Diana Torres was sitting with him and talking to him, explaining what was going on, and asking questions as well.



A Crime Lab team was collecting samples from two red spots that were on the carpet in the den. Each spot was about an inch and a half in diameter, but they were on opposite sides of the room. When Christina Cho had seen it, she said "Definitely looks like blood, but we'll test it out to see whose it is."
"Get Charleen's hair brush out of the bathroom." said Tanya.
"Already got it." said Christina, drawing a compliment from Tanya.
J.R. Barnes came up, holding a bagged pad of stationary paper, the same kind and color that Edna's afternoon note to her husband had been written on. "I found this on Davis's desk. We photographed it before I bagged it, and I did a UV scan for fingerprints, but none were readily apparent. We'll do a test on it to see what writing was done on the top sheet that won't destroy the evidence." I asked to examine it and did so, seeing the indentations of it from previous writing.
"Almost looks like Edna wrote her note to her husband here, then took the note to her house. That would be strange if she did that." said Tanya to me, within hearing of Martin Nash.
"Yes. A strangeness. Any other notes on this kind of paper anywhere?" I asked J.R. as Tanya watched.
"No sir, we checked for that." Barnes said. And we've also gotten samples of both the Davis's handwriting from other papers here."
"We'll compare the writing to the note at the other house when we get them all to the Crime Lab." Tanya said helpfully.
As I asked to examine what they had, Tanya said "Looks like he's a left hander, but we'll have an expert examine it." My own examination confirmed Tanya's assertion, though I was no expert. I just nodded as I handed the bagged evidence back to J.R. Barnes.
Meanwhile, Martin Nash had taken up talking with the elderly Bill Davis, who was a relatively short man that had once been very athletic, but was now just old.
"No, my wife was not here at all, from yesterday afternoon on." he said. "No, I don't remember the exact time she left. She said she was going to the grocery store, and... no, not sure when that was yesterday, but the sun was still high in the sky. She never came back at all."
"Did you call anyone?" asked Martin Nash. Detective Torres was looking through the house with Tanya Perlman, I noted out of the corner of my eye.
"I called some of our church friends." Davis said. "None of them had seen her. I called the police last night, after it got dark. They asked what kind of car she was driving, and I told them, and they said they'd look for it and for her. This morning she was still not here at home, so I called the Police again, and they said they'd keep looking, and that if they didn't find anything by noon, they'd come here and take a Missing Person report."
Nash asked for the name of the grocery store Mrs. Davis shopped at, and Davis said he didn't know. An examination of the plastic bags and canned goods in the kitchen suggested 'Kroger' was a frequently shopped place. I silently applauded my Detectives for seeing that so quickly. It seems simple, but sometimes the 'simple' falls through the cracks.
"Does your wife have a friend named Edna Biller?" Martin Nash asked.
"Edna... Edna... oh, yes, Charleen and Edna went shopping together the other day." said Davis.
"Are they good friends?" Nash asked.
"I... I don't really know Edna myself. She would come by, pick up Charleen, they'd be gone a couple of hours."
"Had they been doing this for many months?" Tanya asked as she came up. I think she saw the relief on my face that she had asked that, so that I didn't have to.
"Er, no, not that I remember..." said Bill Davis. His face looked confused as he tried to remember.
Diana Torres came up and said quietly to Tanya, but within my hearing: "Several empty liquor bottles in the trash and full ones in a kitchen cabinet. I have to hand it to our Duty Desk to go through with looking for the car last night if an obviously drunk man called in."
"Mr. Davis," said Martin Nash, also hearing Detective Torres's report, "did you do any drinking last night, or take any medications that might incapacitate you?"
"Uh, well I did have a couple of shots of bourbon, but only a couple." insisted Mr. Davis. "I was just watching TV and waiting for my wife to get back..."
Nash said to Tanya "I'll put out an APB on the car, and have them give some emphasis to grocery store parking lots.
"Good." Tanya said. "I've got Edna's cell phone number from her husband's cell phone, and I'm going to have Myron start looking for any pings it might be giving."
"Dial it now." suggested Diana Torres. Tanya looked strangely at her Detective, but dialed the number.
A cell phone from somewhere in the Davis house started ringing.
Detectives, including myself, frantically searched for the sound. We found two cellphones hidden in a drawer by an easy chair. One of them was ringing.
"Mr. Davis, is this where you sit when you watch TV?" Nash asked, pointing at the chair to the right of the table as one faced the television set. A TV remote sat on that table, to the left of the easy chair.
"Yeah, that's my chair, and Charleen sits in the other one." he said, pointing to a chair on the other side of that same table between them, the table the cell phone had been found in.
"Looks like Edna's phone." Tanya said. "Doesn't look good for Davis that it's here." She dialed another number and the other phone rang, or more accurately, silently buzzed. "It's Charleen's." Tanya said.
Part 5 - Investigation
Early that Monday afternoon, Charleen Davis's car was found in the parking lot of the Kroger nearest her home. There was no blood or any evidence of a struggle or a crime, but her purse was in the car. The store's videotape showed nothing, but it also did not have a good sight-line to Charleen's car. What was the point of cameras, I thought to myself in military terms, if they don't cover the fields of fire?
The meeting convened in the main conference room at 2:00pm. The Chief was presiding, and I made a point to sit in the corner behind and to the left of the Chief, and not at my normal spot. This was MCD's case; I was just listening in.
Myron Milton reported on the cell phones. "First, Harmon Biller's phone has only pinged the cell phone near his home in the last 48 hours; ergo, he very likely did leave the phone at home as he said. Edna's phone, however, went from her home to several shopping centers, then to the Davis home."
At that moment, the Duty Desk sergeant knocked on the door and popped his head in. "We just got a report that Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton found Mrs. Biller's car." He named the location, which was one of the shopping centers Myron had just mentioned, and the car had been parked a distance away from any buildings and almost completely hidden from public view. "Her purse was found in the car, but there was no sign of a crime or struggle." Tanya thanked the Sergeant and asked him to call the Crime Lab to send a team to the car.
"Well, we have that now." said the Chief. "Myron, did you try to find where Mr. Davis's car went, and where Mr. Biller's car went, for that matter?"
"Neither have GPS or other tracking devices." Myron replied. "Both are older cars."
"Sir," said Tanya, "Biller's car is a pickup truck with a camper top. When our Crime Lab went to process it, we found it clean and wiped down with Clorox. When I asked Biller about it, he said he'd moved some manure in it a few days before, and had cleaned it thoroughly to 'kill all the germs', as he put it. No joy on any evidence from that. Davis's car was also examined, and there was nothing on it nor inside it. The trunk was very mildly cloroxed, and Mr. Davis said he had no idea why and that he hasn't driven the car in days. His memory is bad from the start, so it looks like two dead ends, there."
"Oh, not at all." I said, then caught myself as Tanya glared at me. "Sorry, I'm not supposed to help."
"Let me just say this now, People." the Chief said, assuming a voice of command. "I understand what you guys are doing, but you damn well better not miss solving this just because you guys want to do it without the Iron Crowbar's help, and he wants you to do it without his help. Am I clear, people?"
"Yes sir." came the chorus, then I added, "Chief, we all know the deal. We are not going to let a perp get away with any crimes by doing this."
"All right, what else?" asked the Chief, not really mollified.
"Still getting background information on both the Davises and the Billers." said Myron. "As well as credit card use in the past few weeks and months. I put an alert on the women's credit card numbers; if their cards are used, we'll know it quickly."
"Good." said the Chief. "J.R.?"
"The samples we recovered from the Davis home are blood." said J.R. Barnes. "But whose blood will require a DNA workup, and that'll be a couple of days to get back."
"If that comes back as these women's blood, that looks bad for Davis." the Chief said. "Perlman, have you arrested him yet, on suspicion?"
"No sir." said Perlman. "Paulina said we don't have enough yet, even though the cellphones and the blood were found there. We've got a patrol watching Davis. He's not in good shape mentally, so I'm not sure he can just leave, anyway."
"I don't think I really agree with that... about not having enough evidence. What about Biller?" asked the Chief.
"We told him not to leave Town, all that stuff." said Tanya. "And we did that because he travels to Germany for BigPharmaCorp at least four times a year, often for a week or two weeks at a time. They have a factory over there doing the same processes he oversees over here, so he travels there frequently."
I almost spoke up, and literally had to bite my tongue to not say anything. Tanya and Myron both noticed and peered at me, but I just shook my head as Chief Griswold spoke.
"Call the FBI, have his passport flagged." said the Chief. Tanya made a note to do that as the Chief continued "Okay people, my vast years of experience suggest that we will either find these women alive within 24 hours, or we will find them dead within 48 hours. Put your minds to work and think as if you were one of these guys... where would you go to dump bodies, how far away? Then have patrols go and look."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was typing furiously on my computer, gathering information, when Cindy Ross came into my office. "Don, am I part of the MCD team that shouldn't talk to you about this? Or can we talk and I won't say anything to them?"
"You have a crowbar." I replied. "Which side do you want to be on?"
"Uhh..." Cindy said as she thought about it. "I think maybe I'd like to be on their side, try to solve it with them."
"Good." I said. "Okay, then, I'll keep you out of the loop... but don't you dare complain about it." I could not help but grin at that one.
"Stoppit." she replied, then asked "If you solve it before they do, what are you going to do?"
"Seal the answer in an envelope, which I'll give to the Chief." I said. "I'll also have Rudistan, Morton, McGhillie and Johnson assigned to me personally, and they'll watch the perp to make sure he or she doesn't get away."
"Got any ideas who it is?" Cindy asked.
"You're on their side." I replied. "Go away." Cindy looked shocked, so I said "Unless you have something else we need to talk about?"
"Uh, no." Cindy said. "I'll go get Tanya to get me up to speed."
As she got up to leave, I said "By the way, you can tell her that I'm very happy with their progress, so far."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - May-December Relations
"Oh, that soooo good!" Phyllis groaned as the large cock sank deep into her aching quim.
The mature beauty and young Seth Warner were lying on their right sides like spoons on the bed, and he was pumping her from behind with his nine inch weapon of lust. She felt Seth's left hand gripping her large left breast, squeezing and mauling it as he pistoned his meat in and out of her with hard, driving thrusts. She turned her head as her left arm reached back to pull his face to hers, and they deeply kissed.
"Oh yeah, baby, fuck me!" Phyllis gasped as her eyes bore into her young lover's, her hand running through his thick mane of longish black hair. Seth shoved his long, thick prick into her sopping wet, well-lubricated mature pussy again and again, amazed at how good it felt to fuck a woman in her sixties, and wanting to make the older woman climax hard and then go limp with utter pleasure. Phyllis groaned, and even as they were fucking, she was remembering what had led to their hot mating...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you going to your sister's husband's funeral?" Jeanine Olivet Burke had asked as the four of them were eating dinner at Todd and Jeanine's house. Todd had invited his grandmother to visit, and Seth had come to talk about his legal case with Jeanine. The babies were put to bed and were peacefully sleeping.
"No." said Seth. "My sister is as bitterly angry at me as anything I've ever seen from anyone. Hell, she tried to get him to kill either me or Shayla Belle, and she probably would create a scene and have me thrown out if I tried to go. She's got to be hating it that I'm on the verge of winning the case."
Indeed, Seth had gotten the report that the Court hearing for the next month was not going to be postponed, which Karen Warner Harlan's lawyer had asked for when it became apparent that the judge was not going to rule in her favor.
"We're a bit shocked ourselves," Jeanine said, reporting on behalf of her partner Tina Felton, who was working this case brilliantly and expertly. "Tina went the route of breaking the will, due to the fact that heiress Karla Warner conspired to murder her husband. And it looks like it's going to work, and to Seth's advantage."
"But won't the family still inherit?" Todd asked. "And since you, Seth, and your sister are not Warner's children, that pretty much gives it all to your Aunt Katherine..." He let the question linger.
"Karen and I were formally adopted." Seth said. "So we do have those family rights. But from what Tina told me, if the judge breaks the will, he can declare that my dad, meaning Anthony Warner, died intestate. That will give the State jurisdiction over the company. And State Law will allow the Board to make the ultimate decision about the company, and I have them backing me. They'll sell the company to BOW Enterprises, take their money, and run as fast as they can to the Bank."
"And that's good for all of us." said Todd, who secretly had his own reasons for wanting to secure Dynacorp for BOW Enterprises...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, Phyllis was all over Seth, flirting with him, stroking his thigh as they sat together. Drinks were flowing freely, and Seth allowed himself to see the attractiveness of the older woman. Phyllis worked out, her body was toned and shapely, and her legs still looked very good for a woman of any age.
Soon, they were making out, just as Todd and Jeanine were in the preliminary stages of foreplay themselves. Seth didn't know it, but Todd and Jeanine were acting like teenage lovers in order to entice Seth to get hot and randy with Phyllis... and it was working.
Phyllis had just gone for it. She had opened Seth's pants, easing out his large half-hard cock. She jacked it to hardness as she told Seth how big his cock was and how she was going to fuck him because he was so young and handsome. Then Seth moaned as Phyllis eased down and began sucking his huge cock.
"Unnh!" he'd moaned, and then glanced over at Todd and Jeanine. The beautiful lawyer had her young husband's enormous cock out and she was sucking it like there was no tomorrow. The feeling of Phyllis's mouth on his cock coupled with the sight of the other couple made Seth all the harder.
When Phyllis stood up and let her dress fall to the floor, Seth had gaped at her, especially her large, natural breasts and her gaping, fur-lined cuntlips. She quickly got him to slide his pants down and off his legs, then she mounted him, facing him. As Seth sucked Phyllis's tits, she reached down and guided his long, thick meat into her cunt... which she had made sure was generously lubricated.
Seth looked over as Phyllis rode him hard, her moans of lust filling the room. Jeanine had mounted her husband, but reverse cowgirl, and Seth could see Todd's massive member sliding up into his wife as she rode him like a whore on payday. Jeanine was one beautiful woman, he thought as he watched her ride Todd's cock. Phyllis was hot, too, and he realized he'd never fucked a woman as old as Phyllis was, in her early 60s. Geez, Phyllis was fucking hotter than most women half her age!
That led Seth to think about his affair with his Aunt Katherine. Katherine Warner Wilson had been deliciously hot and far and away the best fuck Seth had ever experienced. He realized that his desire for Katherine was due to the fact that he'd fallen deeply in love with her, and his desires were not just physically sexual...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, I was in love with her." Seth said as he and Phyllis cuddled in bed, in the guest room. "And it really hurt when she betrayed me." He was talking about Katherine and her decision to go with Karen and Karla in trying to oust him from Dynacorp.
"Mmm, a handsome young man like you needs a lot of sex." said Phyllis. "We need to find you a good woman. I can wear you out only every so often."
Seth laughed. "You're damn good in bed, Phyllis... but to be honest, I've realized that I'm not like you and Todd and Jeanine and your son, doing all the swinger and multiple partner stuff. I'd be better off with just one woman, one that I can love and trust."
"Well, we will have to work on that." said Phyllis. "This weekend is the Policeman's Ball, and you are going to it as my date. No, I'm not taking 'no' for an answer, we're going to go and have fun... and who knows what might happen there, who you might meet..."
Now as they fucked in the spoon position, Phyllis groaned in pleasure... partially from Seth's cock driving hard into her womanly depths, but also from her plans for him... oh yes, wonderful plans...
Part 7 - Continuing With The Case
The Tuesday morning meeting at 10:00am brought a lot of information. Myron was giving most of it, and he had it arranged in fairly chronological order.
"First, I'll talk about Harmon Biller." Myron said. "He's a process engineer at BigPharmaCorp, technically retired at the end of last year, but they have him on retainer as a consultant/contractor type. He also is part of a cooperative farm just across the Coltrane County line, which is north of The Vision's property. Some of the young people from The Vision work on this farm, growing organic vegetables and stuff, and Biller was very big into that 'clean living' stuff--"
"Any associations with P. Harvey Eckhart?" Tanya asked.
"Not that I know of, Lieutenant." Myron said, his face not concealing his dislike at having been interrupted. "Biller does does travel to Germany several times a year, though." Myron continued. "His credit card records show that he does not spend a lot there, but he does make an effort to buy some of that stationary like that that Edna's note was written on. They don't export it, so he picks some up while over there. Several people at BigPharmaCorp use it, so he expenses it to the company."
"His paper trail is paper, literally." Cindy quipped. I smiled at her little joke, though it seemed to sail over everyone else's heads.
"Does his wife travel with him on his trips to Germany?" Tanya asked, and I was relieved that I didn't have to butt in and ask that myself.
"No ma'am." said Myron. "As far as I can tell, she has never been over there with him. Now she has been on a couple of those river cruises over there, but she did not go at the same time he did, nor anywhere near the location he always goes to."
"Did she travel to Europe with the Davises, or with Charleen?" Tanya asked.
"No." said Myron. "They've never traveled outside the US, that I can tell. But before I talk about them, let me tell you about the Biller's finances." Myron had his storyline prepared, and did not want to deviate from it. I made a mental not to speak with Tanya about that: she needed to learn to roll with Myron's whims.
Myron said "Mr. Biller has put a good bit of money into that farm cooperative, and it's left them without any real savings. Edna does not spend a lot overall, but did spend a decent amount on clothes. As I said, she did occasionally travel with friends, and without her husband. But nothing serious, no major debts that I can find. What was interesting is what I did not find: no credit card receipts for alcohol, either in package stores or at bars. If she was drinking, she was spending cash when doing it."
"Makes sense," said Martin Nash, "if she was trying to hide her drinking from her husband."
"She didn't take out large cash advances from her credit cards, either." said Myron. "So if she was getting cash to buy liquor, I'm not finding large amounts of that, at least not yet."
"If she even was drinking." said Joanne Cummings. "We only have Mr. Biller's story for that; no confirmation." I held my tongue but smiled brightly, as I was very happy to hear Joanne make that excellent point.
"Okay, Myron, what else do you have?" asked the Chief.
"Moving to the Davises." Myron said. "Bill Davis retired from King and Ebenezer Food Industries, and had set up his own retirements so that he wasn't badly hurt when they went bankrupt. He also has the beginnings of Alzheimers, and he may be past the 'beginnings', if you know what I mean. It's likely he'll have to have permanent care or be in a home within a few years. For now, his wife is spending most of her time taking care of him. If she ever leaves him for more than a couple of hours, she has someone, usually a friend from her church, come in to sit with him."
"Did Edna ever stay with Bill Davis?" asked Joanne Cummings, most astutely.
"Mr. Davis said 'no'," replied Tanya Perlman, "but his memory is untrustworthy. We're going to have a nice, formal re-interviewing with Mr. Biller later this afternoon. I'll ask him about that."
"Any life insurance policies?" asked the Chief.
"Yep, on all four of them." said Myron. "Bill Davis's policy is a whole life. He had another whole life policy that he converted to an annuity, which was paying for the rest of his lifetime, but would not continue if he dies before his wife. The insurance policy he still has is for one million dollars plus whatever has accrued through investments minus withdrawals, and will go to his wife when he dies."
Myron went on: "The other three also have policies. Mrs. Davis's is mostly one of those that will take care of final expenses. Mrs. Biller's is a life insurance policy with a medical and disability benefit; that's all the rage these days, but I think they're a bit scammy."
"You and me both." said Cindy Ross.
"Yes, ma'am." said Myron. "But the life insurance itself is for half a million. Mr. Biller's is for one million dollars, but he's never really put more than just above the minimum, so it hasn't built up much. He does also have his pension from BigPharmaCorp, having been with them when they were still giving pensions."
"Certainly not much there. Unless you find something else, I don't see how money can be a motive, here." asked the Chief. "Myron, any tracing of their whereabouts at the relevant times?"
"That's where none of this makes sense, Chief." said Myron. "Charleen Davis's cell phone went to Kroger with her, stayed at Kroger for several hours, then came almost straight back to her home around 9:30 that night. Edna's phone also sat in her car, then found its way to the Davis home at the same time Charleen's did. The text came from the cell tower nearest the Davis home."
"I think the Iron Crowbar would say that that makes plenty of sense, if he were involving himself in this case." the Chief quipped, looking over at me. It was clear he wanted me to jump back into this thing, but I merely shrugged my shoulders and remained silent... to Tanya's great relief.
Part 8 - Bodies of Evidence
Two hours later, as we were about to go to lunch, the call came in.
Two bodies had been found, not far from the County Jail that was also going to be Precinct 3 Headquarters. When we got out there, we found the bodies about 30 yards from the County Jail on the farm land that was next door. There was an east-west dirt road there, and we got some good tire impressions. The bodies were partially enclosed in plastic wrapping.
Precinct Captain Susan Weston was there, and paying a lot of attention to me. I understand kissing up to the boss, but she was taking the cake.
"Who found this?" Lt. Perlman asked, taking the lead as I would expect her to. Captain Weston ignored Tanya, however, and instead talked only to me.
"Our guys spotted some carrion birds landing here, Commander." Weston said to me, trying to keep her voice quiet enough that Tanya couldn't hear her. "They checked it out and found these--"
"Did anyone touch the bodies or move them?" Tanya asked as she squatted down by one of the plastic-wrapped set of remains, eager to get started on the investigation before more damage was done to the evidence.
"I'm talking here, Lieutenant!" Captain Weston exploded. "And to the Commander! Wait until I'm finished!"
"As you were, Captain!" I said, instinctively using military language, a bit shocked at Weston's attitude. "Lt. Perlman is in charge of this murder investigation, and I strongly recommend you cooperate with her."
"Yes, sir." said Weston, but her actions after that were to walk away from us, telling one of her Sergeants to '"look after the Commander's needs".
"She got something against you, Tanya?" I asked quietly as I walked up to my MCD Lieutenant.
"Hell if I know." Tanya replied. "Thanks for taking up for me, though."
"My pleasure." I said. "And her asschewing from me is not finished yet. Okay, we've got two middle-aged women, and I've got one red crowbar that suspects they are Charleen Davis and Edna Biller."
"Your red crowbar is good." said Tanya. "No wonder it gets all the results, and you get all the girls!"
I laughed, more of a short bark, then left Tanya to her work. I examined the scene as the Crime Lab worked efficiently, then as the Medical Examiner came out and did his work. He avoided me as much as he could, not wanting to incur my further wrath, but I made a point to compliment his efficiency as he carefully catalogued forensic evidence and worked with the Crime Lab team to make sure everything would pass legal muster. He was learning, and I was reeling him back in.
The bodies were partially wrapped in plastic, and there was some evidence that animals had gotten to the extremities at the ends of the sheeting, the heads and feet. But the damage was not too bad, and I noticed that plenty of blood had flowed and frozen in little puddles in the plastic and on the ground at the edge of the plastic.
"Lots of blood." Tanya said. "Looks like they were killed here, or else that plastic caught the blood and leaked it all here." I just nodded in agreement.
"I've gotta go over to the County Jail and speak with the Precinct Captain." I said, knowing that that situation was much more on my mind than the crime scene. I told Tanya to keep up the good work as I walked out with a purpose.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So," said the Chief, at 3:00pm that Tuesday afternoon, "what did you say to Precinct Captain Weston?"
"I told her in the privacy of her office that I didn't know what that stuff with Tanya was about," I replied, "but if she ever did that again to one of my MCD Detectives, much less the Lieutenant in charge of MCD, that she wouldn't be a Precinct Captain much longer. She said that she felt disrespected by Lt. Perlman, and after she ignored Lt. Perlman's first question, I do understand that Perlman interrupted her the second time, but it was understandable as there was a crime scene in front of us that required speed to process, and Lt. Perlman was in charge at the scene. I made it clear that I considered it to be Weston as the problem, rank notwithstanding, and that Weston had better shape up. She got apologetic, but I could tell she didn't mean it. She's done a good job to this point, but now I'll have to keep an eye on her."
"I'm glad you were there." said the Chief. "I don't understand it either, and I've 'invited' Precinct Captain Weston into my office tomorrow morning to explain herself. By doing that, it makes her spend the night thinking about it. Meanwhile, let's go to the meeting."
Once seated with the MCD team in the main conference room, the Chief said "Okay, Lt. Perlman, what have we got?"
"The DNA tests are a day out, but we're pretty sure these bodies are those of Charleen Davis and Edna Biller, from dental records and partial fingerprints, as well as their clothing and jewelry." Tanya said, her face still showing a trace of anger at what had happened at the crime scene. "The Medical Examiner is making a point to expedite the autopsies. Seems he got the word that one certain Iron Crowbar was most displeased with him at the home of Coach Harlan... whose funeral is happening now, by the way... and he wants to make amends after the Iron Crowbar complimented his work at the crime scene today."
"You're making friends and influencing people, Commander." said the Chief, a bit dryly.
"Yes sir." I said, not rising to the bait. "Tanya, how did they die?"
"Badly, sir." said Tanya. "Their throats were slit by what appears to be a hunting knife, from left to right, suggesting a right-handed person from behind. They would've bled out quite a bit, with blood spray from the carotid artery, unless the murderer paid attention and had some kind of cloth to cover the would as it was being made. That suggests to me they were killed near to where we found them, but not right at that location. Here's a couple of photos." Tanya began passing around photos of the deceased women, causing many in the room to get squeamish looks on their faces.



"Yeah, leaving their bodies within yards of a police precinct is actually a touch of genius," I said, "but killing them there, where they could be heard is not-- oh, sorry." I realized I was giving them clues, and that I was being glared at again.
"I think that one's forgivable," said Cindy, "as we would get around to figuring that out ourselves. But any more such 'accidents', and I'll be inviting you to the gym, Commander."
"If ever there was an incentive for me to keep my mouth shut..." I said, grinning, and not finishing the sentence. Everyone laughed, knowing that Cindy's invitation meant a crowbar beatdown in the ring, and I would be on the receiving end of it.
The Chief bade Tanya to continue her narrative as I looked at the photos. Charleen Davis had a look of fear and surprise on her face, while Edna's was a mask of open horror. That was an absolute clue, I thought to myself.
"In addition," Tanya continued, "they had passed in and out of rigor, and sat out in the cold for a while, so the M.E. is going to have to do some chemistry work to try to nail down a time of death. But he thinks they died pretty much at the same time."
After a pause, Tanya added "I did ask the M.E. to concentrate on Edna Biller as a possible alcoholic. He said a preliminary exam of both women's livers show no immediate evidence of chronic alcoholism."
"Okay, what about the groundwork?" the Chief asked. "Someone talked to Biller again?"
"Yes sir." said Theo Washington. "We asked him again about his car being Cloroxed down, and he reiterated the manure story. He only told us about delivering the manure to the cooperative farm when we explicitly asked, though. We also asked about how much time his wife spent with Charleen Davis, and he said he didn't know. He also didn't know if Edna was babysitting Bill Davis for Charleen, but said she'd never mentioned that she was doing so."
"Not much there at all. Anything else?" asked the Chief.
"The bodies were found to the north of Town." said Martin Nash. "Not all that far from where Edna Biller's car was found. But the cameras in that area do not show the car being driven along the most direct routes towards that crime scene."
"So the perp drove in circles." said the Chief. "Sucks for us to find, but keep looking at the accumulated video evidence. Next?"
"Sir, we've been trying to check out Mr. Biller's story." said Teddy Parker. "He was indeed seen at the Senior Center, in their main front room, at about 9:30pm. He said he didn't see his card-playing friends there, but they actually were there, in the card-playing room. They said they didn't see him."
"We also have been gathering as much camera evidence as possible from anywhere near where the two women's cellphones pinged." Myron said. "So far we're getting very little on anything, but there's a lot of tape and not yet time to have gotten through it. We do have Mr. Biller's truck near the Senior Center, but it then went into a dead zone, and we can't find anything where it came out of that dead zone."
"Like I said before, keep looking." said the Chief. "Okay, now that we know that murders have been committed, anyone have an idea of what has happened, and more importantly, do we need to make some arrests?"
"With respect, sir," Tanya said, cutting off Parker and Washington from speaking further, "I've asked them not to theorize in this meeting, as the data is just coming in. We'll have a roundtable on this, and I'll let you and the Commander know what we come up with."
"You good with that, Commander?" the Chief asked, and I knew it was semi-humorous.
"Yes, sir." I said, giving Tanya a thumbs-up. "And let me just add that I am more than happy with how this Team is doing to this point. You're damn good."
"We damn well better be, considering the top quality of the training this man has given us." Cindy said, pointing her blue crowbar at me. That wasn't quite what I wanted to hear; I was trying to be complimentary and encouraging.
"You're all doing extremely well." I said. "Keep it up. Chief, why don't we let them go have their discussions while you give me training on being an Acting Police Chief that can sit back and twiddle his thumbs while his people get the job done."
"It's a damn good thing I'm retiring, Crowbar." the Chief replied, knowing I was teasing him, but also knowing I'd never have said that if he weren't retiring. "Okay guys, get out there and solve this double murder. Crowbar, all kidding aside, I do have a lot of stuff to show you..."
Part 9 - Casting Of Votes
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at precisely 7:00am on Wednesday morning. I could almost set my watch by her. I definitely knew what I wanted to pump into her as I watched her luscious mouth hover over that microphone of hers...
"Channel Two News has learned that two bodies were found by Police yesterday, and they are believed to be those of the missing Edna Biller and Charleen Davis. The two women were reported missing Monday morning, and Police have declined to say if Harmon Biller or Bill Davis, the husbands of the missing women, are suspects in the case. We now go to Chuck Pringle for the Sports report. Chuck!"
"Thank you Bettina." said Chuck Pringle, who was surprisingly reporting live from outside the University athletic complex. "Yesterday was the funeral for Coach Brian Harlan, which was attended by the football team, Coach Harlan's last, as well as by other school coaches and many friends and family. Coach Harlan died of cancer just hours before the final game of the season against State Tech, and many players spoke of their love for their coach." There were taped interviews with various players, which I didn't really watch.
Pringle continued: "In other Sports news, Nick Eastwood continues to improve in the hospital, and has feeling and movement in all extremities. Doctors believe he will make a full recovery. However, the repercussions from the ugly hit endured by Eastwood, as well as the unbelievable conduct of the State Tech fans in applauding his injury and then being disappointed that he was not paralyzed, are continuing. Representatives from State Tech to Coach Harlan's funeral were denied entry to the service, and there are already rumblings in the State Legislature that deep cuts will be made in the budget allocation to State Tech in the next session. The Conference has suspended the player that made the hit on Eastwood, calling it deliberate, but that will have little effect, as the player is a graduating Senior and State Tech is not going to a bowl game this year. This is Chuck Pringle, KXTC Channel Two Sports. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thanks, Chuck!" said Bettina. "Finally, the Police Department has given no official word on its plans for honoring Chief Griswold as he retires at the end of the year. Sources tell Channel Two News that the Chief will be recognized at the Policeman's Ball, and the Town & County Council are making plans to honor Police Chief Griswold and Fire Chief Gillem, perhaps with a New Years' Day Parade. Channel Two News will bring you all the information just as soon as we have it. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
"Ready to freeze your ass off at the parade for you, Chief?" I asked as the Chief came into the room.
"Harrumph. I'll keep warm thinking of how it'll be you dealing with those Press bastards from now on, Crowbar." growled the Chief, who then moved on out of the room and to his office.
Is it possible that I am not the only one with a deep hatred of the Press?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did you get your votes in for the Orange Order?" Cindy Ross asked me as we went to my office after watching the news on the morning of Wednesday, December 3d.
"Yes." I said. "And you?"
"Sure did." she replied. "Think you'll get in?"
"Who knows?" I said. "I think you're a lock, though."
The Orange Order was an honorary society within the Police Department. The entire Police Force voted for who they thought deserved admission, but one was expected to not vote for oneself. This was something like the Boy Scouts, where the members of their honorary Order of the Arrow were voted in by Scout Troops, not from within the honor group itself.
Members of the Orange Order wore a medal, whose cloth drape and accompanying ribbon were an orange field, green edges, and a thin white strip between the other colors. The medal was a lantern of a green color (please, no comic book jokes here), signifying the original citizen patrols that started in Holland some 400 years ago.
No one had ever been elected to the Orange Order that had been with the Police Force less than two years; ergo, I had not been elected before and this was my first time being 'eligible', so to speak. Why Cindy Ross was not already in I did not know, but I expected that to be remedied this weekend.
This year we were instructed to vote for four people. There were also some unwritten rules about the vote: it was encouraged to vote for at least one Uniformed patrol officer, and often all the inductees for the year were from the Uniform ranks.
The initiation was always the first weekend in December, and today was the deadline for getting the votes in. Right now the box was in the Chief's secretary's office, and woe betide anyone who even looked the wrong way at that box... I'd rather face Russian bullets on the battlefield than the Chief's secretary defending that box. Even with my crowbar, it would be a losing proposition for me.
"I guess we'll find out Friday." Cindy said.
"I'll tell you who is not going to make it." I said. "Precinct Captain Susan Weston. She just got here for the meeting with the Chief, and I expect to be called into his office while Tanya is holding the MCD meeting. You should be in the MCD meeting, of course, but let Tanya take the lead."
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "By the way, what Weston did is getting around the station. Mixed reviews on who's right and who's wrong."
"Only two opinions matter, there: the Chief's, and mine." I said, perhaps a bit more snottily than I intended. I then moved to change the subject. "By the way, what is your evaluation of Lt. Perlman's performance?"
"Very good." Cindy said. "I'm not worried about the observing and deducing as much as you are; I'm watching her for her leadership skills. And I'm very happy with what I'm seeing."
"I'm happy with what I'm seeing, too." I said. And I did not just mean Tanya Perlman. It was all I could do to hide how ecstatic I was that Cindy Ross was taking advantage of her opportunities, and was showing outstanding leadership herself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya Perlman led the meeting in Classroom 'E', with Cindy stationed at the whiteboard. The two victims and the two husbands had been added to the boards already.
"Okay," said Tanya, "is there anyone else besides these two men that we have any suspicion of?"
"No ma'am." said Theo Washington. "I even talked to the pastor of their churches. The Davises were far more involved in their church, First Methodist, than the Biller's were in theirs, First Baptist; but the Davis's pastor, the Reverend Dr. T. Alford Martin, said the Davises were loved by the congregation and their many friends; and the Biller's pastor, Pastor Raymond Westboro, said he doesn't know of any problems between the Billers and anyone else. Ditto that for Mr. Biller's co-workers at BigPharmaCorp; none of them knew of any problems that the Billers had with anyone. No one really associated with him socially, but no one had any issues with him or knew of anyone with issues with him or his wife."
"They, weren't very social at all." said Cindy Ross. "I checked with a few 'sources' in the social scenes, including Mrs. Myrtle L. James and Elsie Gringer. Neither of them had any information to give, and between those two ladies, every woman in this Town is accounted for, socially. So nothing on Mrs. Biller or Mrs. Davis, and even less on their husbands."
"I will say this." said Martin Nash. "Harmon Biller's story is looking more false with every step we take. He may have gone to the Senior Center, but he obviously did not look hard for his friends, as they actually were there. So he may just be trying to establish an alibi, as the time is close to when the text was received on his phone."
"The text was sent earlier, though, and took 50 minutes to reach his phone." said Myron Milton. "Edna's got one of the worst service plans in the history of cell phone communications."
"Think he might have known that?" Tanya asked, almost rhetorically. Myron just shrugged.
"In addition," said Nash, wanting to continue his narrative, "he cleaned out his truck with Clorox, though he gave a story for that."
Teddy Parker spoke up. "I might have some information about that. We went down to that cooperative farm, with Deputy Strait escorting us." Parker said. "The people there were very friendly, and they said Harmon Biller had indeed delivered a load of manure to be used as fertilizer on Saturday, and that he had done that on several occasions in the past. He cleaned up on the site with the water hose at the cooperative's farmhouse, and they said they weren't sure but they thought he did so on Saturday, as well."
"Another not-quite-alibi." Tanya said. "Of course, we do have the blood, the stationary, and the cell phones at Mr. Davis's house. That's pretty strong stuff. Okay, guys, we need an autopsy and more data. Keep searching what Myron brings us, and keep pounding the pavement to find out anything you can."
"Think the Commander has figured it out yet?" Theo Washington asked.
It was Cindy who answered. "No, not yet. I think he has ideas, but he's waiting for the autopsy data, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered the Chief's office upon being summoned. Precinct Captain Weston was seated in one of the chairs in front of his desk. She was wearing her Duty Dress uniform, and I noted the gold-colored Captain's bars; I was not used to that yet. I nodded at Cpt. Weston as the Chief pointed for me to sit in the chair next to her. I noted that she looked nervous, and not too happy with me.
"Commander," the Chief said, "I have been talking to Captain Weston and heard her side of the story of the incident yesterday. I've also made sure she understands her role and position as a Precinct Captain in the Force. I further explained that you were correctly taking up for your officer, that you take good care of your people, and that includes taking care of her... if she will let you. Captain, you're where you are now because the Commander thought highly enough of you to put you in that spot with the expectation that the Council would agree with his expert opinion."
The Chief adjusted himself in his chair, then continued: "What I want both of you to hear is that this Police Force has a lot more rank structure than many Police Departments. In some ways I find it unnecessary, but at the higher levels it can be helpful. However, this is not the military, and you should remember that it's your position more than the metal on your shoulders that counts."
The Chief looked at Captain Weston and said "You're in charge of the precinct, but the crime scene belonged to Perlman. It might have belonged to a Sergeant if we'd come across the bodies without already having a case to attach them to. In those cases, I advise you to be circumspect about your respective roles. I could come by a crime scene myself, but when I do I make damn sure to stay out of the MCD's way, and especially did so when this guy was a Lieutenant and actually hands-on with the cases."
The Chief was not finished. "In both your chairs, the game is political, and it can get very hot. The Commander needs to understand this as much as anyone else does. At this level, it can be give-and-take, it can be about egos and where one is on the flagpole. Of course, the higher up the flagpole you go, the farther your ass sticks out, and the Commander knows this all too well; that's why he works so hard to take care of his people, and I'm sure you'll do that for the people of your Precinct, Ms. Weston. But also remember that it's not a zero-sum game; there is not necessarily a loser in order to be a winner. Think win-win, and work to let your people work for you. Okay, Captain, you're dismissed. Commander, stay here a moment."
After the Precinct Captain had left, her eyes looking a lot less severely at me, the Chief said "I hope the latter part of that sank in."
"Yes sir." I said. That was not good enough for Chief Griswold, he snapped his eyes on me, boring in.
"Commander, I am not kidding." he said sharply. "You are about to be in charge here, at least for a few months. You've got to play the game. You think you're playing it now, but you're still playing it too straight, too directly."
"Yes sir." I said. "Chief, is there something wrong here?"
"No." said the Chief. "Your actions were totally correct, and Ms. Weston now understands that where she did not before. I think she learned a lot, but it's a lesson for you, too. Miss Perlman is also going to receive instruction, and I'm counting on that to trickle down through the chain of command, if you get my drift."
"Yes sir." I said. "I think Lt. Ross is already on it."
The Chief's eyebrows went up, and he nodded. "Okay, maybe you're a little farther along with this than I thought."
"Sir, may I ask another question?" I asked. The Chief nodded and I continued "Sir, you don't seem happy at the way I'm letting the team solve this case, and yes, in some ways we've made a bit of a game out of it. Do you want that to stop?"
The Chief smiled. "Naah. I began getting worried that they might fuck something up and let a perp get away, but I realized that maybe we're a bit more dependent on you than is healthy for this Force. I know you won't let the perp get off, and I realized that this will be good training for them."
The Chief then added, "Don, I know you're going in this direction, but you do need to continue to let go of the reins a bit. You've got the Uniformed guys now, and I wouldn't mind seeing you work more with Vice and getting thoroughly up to speed with them."
"Wilco, sir." I replied, fully aware of what the Chief was doing... and how little time he had left to get all of us up to speed before he retired...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm taking Mary from you." I said to Tanya later that afternoon. "You've still got Myron, but I'm going to have her help me look up some stuff."
"Have you solved it yet?" asked Tanya, and I could not tell if she was apprehensive or just inquisitive.
"I'm close." I said. "You guys are doing well, but you need to pick up the pace."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're right, Commander." Mary said, easily finding the data. "Here is the credit card data you thought might be there."
I looked over the display. "Send this to the secure servers as evidence." I said. "Print it out and put it in a folder for me, also. If and when the others ask, give this information to them, but it's evidence now, so make sure it stays good that way."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "And I can't tell Myron, either?"
"Noooooooo." I replied. "You're with me now. Myron is still on the Dark Side with the MCD guys." Mary laughed.
Part 10 - More Evidence
On Thursday, December 4th, the autopsy and Crime Lab evidence first reports came in. I attended the meeting in the main conference room at 10:00am. The Chief was nowhere to be found; his secretary said that he was in a very important meeting, and that he should only be contacted in an extreme emergency. I had an idea what that meeting was about: the Orange Order election. I said no more about it.
Tanya took the 'Chief's chair' and led the meeting as I sat in my normal chair at the far end of the table and listened.



"Okay, the women are definitely Charleen Davis and Edna Biller." Tanya said. "They were murdered by having their throats slit, but interestingly, they were wrapped up in the plastic, and there were blows to their heads suggesting they were knocked out before being murdered."
As much as I wanted to, I did not interject my observations on that.
"Also, neither woman showed any sign of intoxication, no alcohol in their stomachs, and no sign of chronic drinking by Edna Biller." Tanya continued. "In fact, the stomach contents were nearly empty, which suggests to the Medical Examiner that they didn't have lunch together that day, much less dinner, and that neither had eaten since that morning."
"The blood spots found on the floor are the women's blood, at least typing and preliminary tests suggest. The DNA test should be back this afternoon, but it looks like the spot between the television and the easy chairs was Edna's, and the one behind the chairs was Charleen's."
"Last but not least is time of death." said Tanya. "The cold weather has made the range wider, and the official times are approximately 2:00pm to midnight."
"You'd think they'd have gotten hungry and eaten." said Diana Torres. "So maybe they were killed that afternoon."
"Unless they were kidnapped," said Martin Nash, "tied up for hours, then killed later that night."
"True, but their stomachs weren't that empty." Tanya said, her expertise in autopsies coming to the fore. "I'm thinking somewhere in between... early evening, just after sunset, bodies dumped within a couple of hours."
"So, which one of them is it?" Cindy asked, glancing over at me as she asked it. "The husbands, that is."
"I still think Biller's story has more holes than swiss cheese." said Martin Nash.
"Guys, I need to say something here." I said, cutting Tanya off as she was about to speak. I drew some looks, but held up my hands. "No, guys, this really needs to be said: you guys need to remember that solving the case is not just knowing who did it, how, where, and why. It's solved only when you give the District Attorney's office the evidence needed to spoon-feed to a jury and get a conviction beyond a reasonable doubt. From the first moment of the crime scene to the arrest, you have to keep that in mind, and that is where you need to pick up the pace and get this thing done before the Chief gets tired of letting this go on. Am I clear?"
"Yes sir!" came a chorus.
"All right, carry on." I said.
"I was about to say: there's still a lot of evidence at the Davis home." said Tanya, "and while not perfect, Biller's story hasn't been broken down hard yet."
"Can I say something?" asked Joanne Cummings. Feeling all the eyes shift to her, she nervously said "I'm really bothered by those two blood spots found at the Davis home. They're perfectly spherical, about the same size, and there are no other blood spots or spatter anywhere else in that house."
"Which suggests?" Cindy asked, coaxing Joanne.
"I think those spots were planted." replied Detective Cummings. "Someone with a syringe or even a plastic pipette like those used in our crime lab could've just squeezed out a big spot of blood of each woman for us to find. And if someone was there to do that, someone could've left the cell phones there at the same time."
"And Mr. Davis is just watching all of this and saying nothing?" Tanya asked, a bit sharply.
"He could've been asleep." said Joanne. "He said he'd been drinking, and I suspect he'd had more than a couple of shots."
"That's very good, Detective Cummings." Cindy complimented. I was vigorously nodding my head in agreement. Joanne was going to do well, I could just tell...
Part 11 - The Three Emails
Getting back from lunch, I had three emails in my inbox. After reading them, I then began pulling up some video evidence of certain places. I copied the videos to an evidence file, a copy of which I sent to Paulina Patterson.
I called Cindy and told her that I was taking charge of Rudistan and his Uniform team, then told Captain Charles the same. Both understood what that meant: that I had solved the case to my satisfaction, including having the evidence needed for a conviction, and I was going to make sure the perp did not try to get away or cause mischief. I gave Rudistan and his team my instructions in my office, then after they left I picked up the phone and asked Paulina to come into my office.
"You rang?" she said, coming in.
"Close the blinds and lock the door." I said. Paulina did so, then came around to my side of my desk as I admired her. She was wearing a salmon pink jacket and pants, high heel salmon pink pumps, and a white blouse with red and black decorations on it.
"Do you want me to tell you what I know about this case, or be with the MCD and not know until they solve it, so that you don't give something away?"
"I've been meaning to talk with you about that." said Paulina. "I know what you guys are trying to do, but I need to know what you know, and as soon as you know it... just in case we die of the same heart attack while making love."
"A hint if ever I heard one." I said, smiling. "First, let me show you this." I put a name on a slip of paper and sealed it in an envelope, then repeated it with a second slip of paper and envelope. "I'm also sending you video evidence, as well as my accumulated data evidence. This'll be enough to get a conviction or maybe a confession on the circumstances."
"Wow, how did you find the video feed so fast?" Paulina asked.
"Easy, if one knows exactly where to look, which I did." I replied. "The case is not air-tight yet, and I'm hoping the MCD team will shore it up with their findings as they get to the right answer. There is also further evidence sitting out there somewhere; I haven't figured out where yet, though."
"Think your MCD team will get there? To the solution?" Paulina asked.
"Oh yes, it's just a matter of time." I said. "I'm really wanting to see how long it takes them more than if they do it. This one is easy; they'll do it."
"Speaking of 'easy'," Paulina said, sitting on the edge of my desk and spreading her legs, her high heels on the desk next to her pants-covered pussy, "I'm feeling really 'easy' for you right now. Why don't you sink that big dick of yours into me, really 'easy', before I go nuts, huh?"
"Don't mind if I do." I said, standing up, positioning myself right between the lovely black woman's legs. My hand went to her chin, easing her face up as I lowered my mouth to hers in a warm kiss, gentle at first, then growing deeper and more passionate.
I felt Paulina's hands working on my pants, unfastening them, freeing my iron-hard cock. I felt her soft, warm hand grab the base of my shaft and begin jacking my meat, very gently but getting the job done of arousing me fully.
"Here, stand up." I whispered. Paulina did so, and she slipped out of her pumps as I undid her pants and eased them down her shapely legs. Her salmon-pink panties, soaking wet, slid down her legs next.
"Are you on the pill?" I asked, as I always did when I was about to penetrate Paulina, loving what was coming next.
"No, I'm not." the lovely black woman replied, then added "And I'm fertile, too."
We did not waste any more time. Paulina sat back on the edge of the desk and I moved forward as she guided my cock to her sopping wet slit. No foreplay was needed; my cock slid into Paulina on a thick layer of hot cunt oil until I was nuts-deep inside her, my balls pressing against her taint and the edge of the desk.
We did not exchange words, but copulated silently and urgently. Paulina had been looking down, at the union of our lust-filled bodies. When she looked up and into my eyes, I could see the burning lust, and requited love, in hers. I bent down and kissed her, our tongues swirling together in a kiss that seared into my very soul.
I pumped Paulina with rapid, deep strokes, knowing that our location for our clandestine coupling was one that could compromise us. I felt myself nearing the crest as I whispered "I'm getting close, Paulina... do you want me to pull out?"
"No, Don." Paulina whispered back, as she always did. "I want you to come inside me. I want you to knock me up. I want to have your baby Don, I want--"
"UHHH!!!" I gasped out as the heat of Paulina's snatch mixed with the import of her words, making me lose control. The familiar gray mist blinded me for a moment as spurt after thick spurt of my jism shot into Paulina's pussy, both of us praying that one of those sperm would find her waiting egg and conceive our love child...
As we finished and cleaned up, I realized that Paulina had drained me not only of sperm but of energy. I'd need a 'gray viagra' to keep up with Laura tonight...
To be continued.
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Part 12 - The Orange Order
On December 5th, the Town & County Police Department observed a longstanding tradition: on the first Friday of December, every officer, from the Chief to the newest Rookie, wore the Force's most basic, simple uniform: long-sleeved dark blue Officer's uniform collared shirt with dark blue tie and "T.C.P.D." pins on the collars, unadorned dark blue pants and blacks shoes, badge over the left pocket and nameplate on the top of the upper right pocket flap.
Adornments for the Purple Order and Medal of Valor were not worn, nor any special nameplate citations, nor sash belts over the uniform shirts that high-level officers could normally wear. Dark blue uniform duty coats (not dress coats) worn if it was cold outside (and it was). Just the basics. Only in the wearing of our ranks was there any differentiation of any officer from another.
There was some esprit-de-corps in doing this, but for the most part it was because today was 'Orange Order Day', and in that respect we were all equal as candidates for the honor. Around 3:45 to 4:00pm, as the shift changed and the vast majority of officers were at the Headquarters, the round-up ceremony would begin, starting a long initiation process for those chosen for induction into the honorary unit.
The entire Town & County knew about it, also, including my favorite redhead reporterette, the one and only Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she blared at 7:00am from the steps of City Hall. "Later today, the Police Department will begin their traditional induction into their honor fraternity, called the Orange Order. All police officers today are wearing their basic blue uniforms in honor of the occasion, and next week the Fire Department will undergo their honorary inductions. Chief Griswold, a longtime member of the honorary order, will preside over his final induction ceremony this weekend..."
"We'll see about that." said the Chief as he walked into the MCD room. "I'm not presiding over anything but this Police Department." The Chief was wearing his basic uniform, which he rarely wore otherwise. I think he secretly liked this tradition.
With him was Captain Leslie Charles. He always wore his basic blue uniform, so there was no difference in his appearance, except he wasn't wearing his Purple Order ribbon. He was here asking to take pictures of all the Detectives in basic uniforms, as this was just about the only day we all were so similarly dressed. We indulged him, then I 'invited' Captain Charles to grab a mug of coffee and chat with the Detectives about police traditions. He indulged us, and he had a rapt, attentive audience.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the morning meeting in Classroom 'E', Teddy Parker and Theo Washington reported that the vehicles of Harmon Biller, Bill Davis, Charleen Davis and Edna Biller did not match those of the tire impressions found near the crime scene where the bodies were found.
"We got warrants to make these examinations of the cars." said Theo Washington. "Only Harmon Biller's tires are the same size as the impressions, but the tires on Harmon Biller's truck are relatively new while the tire impressions on the dirt road were from tires that are very worn, almost smooth and without tread. The other cars don't match in width or type at all."
"In fairness, Bill Davis's car has new tires, but no record on his credit card of buying any tires." Teddy Parker said. "I did ask Mr. Davis when he got the tires, and he looked at me funny and said he couldn't remember buying new tires at all."
"That's not so weird, seeing as he can't remember anything for more than five minutes." said Tanya. "I wonder if his wife had his tires replaced and didn't tell him?"
"Ma'am," said Joanne Cummings, "the people that stayed with Mr. Davis while Mrs. Davis would be out said that they didn't let Mr. Davis drive, that his wife was afraid he'd get lost and not make it back home. So I'm sure she tried to keep him from driving unless she was with him, and probably didn't want him driving at all. So why buy new tires for his car?"
"Damn good point." said Cindy Ross, beginning to be even more impressed with Detective Cummings. "And they say we blondes are dumb, eh, Joanne?"
"Shhh, don't let the secret get out." Joanne said teasingly. Everyone laughed.
"Guys," Cindy said, "we've got to get on the ball about this. We have means and opportunity for Harmon Biller; we need to just connect the dots and find some motive for why he'd want to kill these women. We also have to either eliminate Bill Davis as a suspect, or find some 'show cause' for him as the perp. I want you guys to think about this over the weekend, unless you're being inducted into the Orange Order tonight. Let your minds flow. Think of something we've seen but haven't put into the right place yet-"
"Don's solved it, hasn't he?" Tanya asked, looking into Cindy's eyes.
"Yes, he has." Cindy replied. "And procured the evidence needed for a conviction."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Things began getting quiet in the afternoon. Officers with desks or posts went to them; other officers found places to be. For myself, at 2:00pm I went into my office and made an effort to get through as much paperwork as possible. I was not displeased with my progress as the time neared, as I fired off an email to the Chief and the Council recommending several officers for other medals.
The tradition was that Members of the honorary society would put their Orange Order medals on their uniforms over their right pockets, (the normal place for medals to go in the TCPD) and begin walking as a group through the Headquarters picking up the inductees, who would be placed in a line and walk with the Members as they completed their rounds. Anyone on third (night) shift being inducted had been called in, so that they would be there to be picked up.
I began hearing a commotion in the hallway at 3:45pm, which ebbed and rose again in intervals. At 3:55pm the commotion got louder, as if it were in the anteroom to my office. Then came the knock on the door and Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick came inside, wearing an Orange Order medal. In the anteroom of my office were Patrolman Hicks, Chief Griswold and Captain Charles, all wearing Orange Order medals.
"Commander, would you please come with us?" Kirkpatrick asked, standing nearly at attention.
"Certainly." I said, getting up, very aware of what was happening.
Kirkpatrick motioned for me to walk into the hallway ahead of him. Patrolman Hicks led me to the back of a line of five officers, surrounded by Members. In front of the line was Patrolman Janice Holloway from the Evidence section of Personnel & Records, who had been a good patrol officer on the streets and might one day become a Detective if she wanted to. Next was Sergeant Charles from SWAT, who had been wounded in the ambush that had also nearly cost Cindy Ross her life. Then came Senior Patrolman Chester Morton, and behind him, grinning like a Cheshire Cat when he saw me, was Sergeant Micah Rudistan. Fifth was the aforementioned Lieutenant Cindy Ross, who just gave me a 'look' as Patrolman Hicks guided me into the line behind her.
The six of us were escorted in a u-turn to the main conference room. Inside, the Chief addressed us: "Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to congratulate you. I'm sure you realize by now that you have been voted into the Orange Order by your peers of the Police Department, and your initiation ceremony has just started. I will personally be calling your families and letting them know you will not be coming home tonight, and we'll be making arrangements for any family needs such as picking up children and the like. Remain silent for now. Have a seat until things get ready."
It was less than ten minutes later that someone came to get us. We were placed back in line, perhaps coincidentally in the same order as we had been before, and marched down the hall, this time to the main auditorium. It was packed with officers as we were led in the side door and onto the stage.
"Officers!" called out Chief Griswold at the podium in front of us. "I am honored to introduce to you this year's inductees into the Orange Order!" He then read our names. When he finished, the applause in the auditorium was thunderous. A sideways look of my eyes caught Cindy looking stoic, and Micah Rudistan looking as if he were about to perform a prank on someone. I worked hard not to laugh at that.
We were led out of the auditorium and back to the main conference room, where we were told to go get our warm jackets, gloves and headgear for being outside in cold weather. Then we had to wait until the sun was nearly setting.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were led to a police van in the parking lot, one used to transport prisoners to County Jail. The windows were painted over, but even so, we were handed blindfolds and told to wear them. The van pulled out.
I treated this as an intellectual exercise, trying to determine where we were going. The course was not designed to confuse us, and I noted we were headed South. I did not know that a police car was clearing the way for us, and that was the reason we were making good time in otherwise rush-hour traffic. I determined that we were south of Town, possibly in or near Junction Station.
When we stopped, we were led inside a building, still blindfolded. The air was getting noticeably colder outside. As we were led forward, I heard voices in front of me, persons challenging those escorting us, and our escorts giving the passwords to admit us into the sanctum of the meeting room. After three such challenges, we were inside a building. Once inside, we stood there, still with blindfolds on for what seemed a very long time. Then I heard the voice of Corporal Kirkpatrick somewhere in front of me.
"Fellow officers, I congratulate you on this moment." he said loudly and clearly. "Your presence here shows the respect you have earned from your fellow police officers in the performance of your duties. The votes are not made by those of us within this group, but your peers of the Police Department. I am also pleased to say that one of your names was on every single ballot save one, which would be her own, of course. This is the first time that has happened in five years, and we congratulate Lieutenant Ross." There was applause, which I hastened to join in whether I was supposed to or not.
Still blindfolded, we listened to the words of Corporal Kirkpatrick: "Centuries ago, citizens of the Netherlands first formed patrols in the streets to stop criminals, the forerunners of our police today. These citizens carried lanterns with green glass, and would hang the lanterns at their gathering places while they were inside. This is why the New York City Police Department and other police forces have green lamps outside their precinct buildings. Our other color is Orange, which color we have taken in honor of the Prince of Orange of the Netherlands."
"Tonight, you will walk a Patrol of Honor, in the tradition of those of the Orange Order before you, and in the memory of those police officers and citizen patrols that have served over the centuries before you. There are lanterns in front of you. When you agree to undergo the Patrol of Honor and we remove your blindfold, each of you will take one of the lanterns before you, and you will keep your lanterns with you at all times. If you choose not to undergo the Patrol of Honor, you will be returned to Police Headquarters with no dishonor and no questions asked." After a pause, the voice said "Prepare yourselves mentally for this task."
The room was silent for several long moments, with only the scrapings of people moving quietly occasionally being heard. Then I sensed that someone was standing right in front of me. I was right.
"Donald Troy, are you willing and prepared for the Patrol of Honor?" the voice said, the person being right in front of me.
"I am willing and prepared." I replied.
I heard another voice, a woman, asking Cindy Ross the same question, and her reply was the same as mine. Four other members asked the four others. After the last one, I felt hands reach up and remove my blindfold.
We were in Junction Station, all right... in fact, we were inside the old Main Depot building, which had been refurbished as a meeting place. The only light was from two lanterns behind a table, which had orange colored glass, and six green-glassed lanterns on the table... one for each of us inductees. There were two round pieces of green-tinted glass in each black metal lantern, in front and back, like railroad lanterns. The light was from the wicks of burning oil in the lanterns; no batteries here!
The sun had set. I noticed that some of the Members had what looked like robes, commensurate with what might have been worn hundreds of years ago on those original patrols. Most of the others were still dressed in police uniforms.
In front of our lanterns were placed large mugs. Someone came along and filled these mugs with beer. Yes, beer. We were told that this was our 'nourishment' for the patrol, in the tradition of olden times. I'm not sure of the truth of that, but if it was an opportunity to drink a large mug of beer, it was a good tradition.
After consuming the beer, we were told we had five minutes to use the restroom, get dressed for outdoor weather, and be ready to go. I grabbed my lantern, and Cindy, seeing me, did also. The others did not, and were reprimanded. They were told to half-bow, and they had to keep the half-bow and stand there for three of their five minutes, which I knew would be uncomfortable for them. They were also reminded that their lanterns should not leave their lamps behind again until the initiation was over. I was happy; I got a head start on using the restroom, and endured no pain.
How did I know to grab the lantern? I'd been to U.S. Army Airborne School, and knew all those tricks about "break area procedures". Fool me once...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We actually did not start walking immediately, but were driven back into Town, to City Hall. We were paired off, me with Cindy, Rudistan and Morton together, Charles and Holloway together. We would walk our patrols in pairs.
We were led in front of City Hall, facing the Courthouse Square. Our lanterns were lighted, and we were given cigarette lighters to carry with the admonition that our lanterns should not be allowed to stay unlit. If we were running out of oil, our guides would give us more.
Our guides were the ones wearing robes, and there was one with each group. They had orange-colored lanterns. Mine and Cindy's guide was Captain Harlow from Personnel & Records. I would later find out that she and the other guides were being inducted into the 'Inner Circle' of the Order, and this was their initiation ritual coinciding with ours.
The weather was clear and cold as we began the Patrol of Honor. The Courthouse Square was lit up with decorations for the Holiday season, and looked very beautiful. As we walked in a deliberately slow, measured pace, we took the sidewalk on the inside of the streets forming the square. I noticed that citizens of the Town, hundreds of them, had lined the sidewalks on the other side of the road, the outside of the Square. Many of them had lighted candles, and all stayed silent as they watched our patrol.
We walked around the Square four times, slowly and spaced apart. Then one of the patrols was led off the northwest corner of the Square, heading north. The next patrol went east from the northeast corner. Then Cindy and I were led south from the Southwest corner.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was long, grueling night of walking. Cindy and I went east along Jefferson Avenue, then south to MLK Jr. Drive, and west along that road. I noticed that there were a number of police cruisers along the route, and there were cruisers in front of us and behind us, about 30 yards away each, watching over us. There were some people who watched us as we walked by, but as the night got later, the number of people out began dissipating.
Every two hours we would stop, get our lanterns refilled with oil, be given water and some hot soup, and take restroom breaks. Cindy and I had walked north from MLK Drive, and over time made our way through Town again, completing a loop along Courthouse Square again, then walking northwest. We walked by Ronald Reagan Park, then turned east on a road that paralleled the main east-west road into Town from the bypass. I was keeping watch on Cindy, wondering if she was doing okay... despite her physical conditioning, I knew she had to this day not completely recovered from her wounds. But she seemed to be doing fine, and seemed to be enjoying the long walk.
Some time later, we were walking down University Avenue. I glanced across the street at the School, which seemed peaceful in the night. At the main gate, I looked straight up the mountain, seeing one bluish streetlight far above, on the side of the mountain. That light was the sole guardian of the cleared ruins of where my home The Cabin had stood, which had been burned to the ground by filthy and now-dead arsonists.
I resolved to rebuild, root out the criminals still infesting my Town, and then went back into my mental 'zone' as we patrolled, seeing the buildings of the Town and the lights and the streets and the cars, but not really seeing them. I was using this time to try to put the pieces of the puzzle together in my mind, the pieces that would lead to the malignant spider at the center of the criminal web of this County, the one we called the 'real Moriarty'. I also thought about the Paper Trail case, and it came to me where some evidence might have been discarded. Nothing I could do about that right this minute, though...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It had to be getting nearly dawn, and I realized that we were now walking South along the main road towards Junction Station. I could see the green dots of one of the other groups patrolling about a hundred yards ahead of us. Just as the first threads of light began glowing over Cemetery Hill to our east, reminding me of Officer Pete Feeley, we arrived back at the Junction Station Depot. We waited for the last group to arrive, which happened just moments later, and then we were told to hang our lanterns on the spikes in the wall near the door... to show that we were inside, just as the citizen patrols did centuries before. We did so, then went inside.
The tables were arranged in a rectangle so that we would be sitting as one group at the correct time. There had been 18 Orange Order members; there were now 24.
First, the Inner Circle initiates received their medals. They were the same Orange Order Medals, but had a green stripe down the middle of the drape, bordered in white. The lantern hanging below the drape was orange instead of the standard green. Then the six of us were awarded our medals, which were worn with our other Police Medals on our formal jackets.
We were given the admonitions and passwords, then everyone sat down to the large, home-cooked breakfast. After a long, cold night, it was delicious, especially the hot coffee! And yes, they actually served another mug of beer with our breakfast. I could get to like this Orange Order business, I thought to myself...



"I owe you thanks, Don." said the Chief, now that we could talk. "I made a bet that you'd remember to grab your lantern last night, and you did."
"I almost missed it." Cindy said. "Then I saw Don grab his."
"I told them that you were a Paratrooper and would remember." said the Chief, with astonishing accuracy in mentioning my earlier thoughts. "Well, guys, were you surprised?"
"Not for Cindy." I said. "I didn't know if there were enough slots for me to make it, though."
"Actually," said the Chief, "there would normally have only been four, and with the two of you making it, and quite easily I might add, we decided to add two more to get some of the others in. They deserved it, too." I could not have agreed more. I glanced over at the other honorees. Janice Holloway was talking with Captain Harlow and Sr. Patrolman Hicks. Rudistan and Morton were talking with Corporal Kirkpatrick, with Rudistan and Kirkpatrick bantering and laughing. Among others, Captain Charles was talking with his son Sergeant Charles, obviously very proud that his son was following him in receiving this honor.
"So what do we do in the Orange Order?" I asked the Chief.
"Same as always, set the example for others." said the Chief. "But to your question: we have a charity drive, sometimes have service projects, and we essentially plan and run the Policeman's Ball, which is tonight, and it is not a coincidence that we have these things on the same weekend. We also get together about four times a year, usually the night before Promotions Day, and have dinner and get the early scoop on who is being promoted."
"So what does the Inner Circle do?" asked Cindy.
"They're like the Board of Directors, of sorts." said the Chief. "They, I should say 'we' since I'm one of them, tally the votes and present the findings to the full membership. Usually we, meaning the full membership, go with the vote, but on rare occasions we've declined someone. For example, if some group of pranksters decided to stuff the ballot box with Sharples' name as a joke, we'd take him right off the list and go with the next name."
"Wise thinking." I said. The Chief laughed. Then I asked "Do people stuff the ballot box?"
"Oh, sure." Griswold said. "And we don't discourage it. That's how Janice Holloway was elected; all of Personnel & Records got together to vote for her, if I don't miss my guess. And that's fine, it helps get all departments represented. And it happens very rarely that a bad candidate is elected: the Force is good about seeing who are the best. By the way, we won't show you this year's results, but you'll see all the future ones. We made an exception to announce Lt. Ross's unanimous vote, since it happens so rarely."
"That's awesome." I said. "And Lieutenant Ross absolutely deserves it."
"I'm shocked you weren't unanimously voted in." said Cindy, who was blushing at the praise being delivered her way.
"Harrumph." I said. "There are plenty of people not on my side. They covet my position, my job, my success..."
"Yes." said Chief Griswold. "And that brings up a point, which I'll bring up here, privately: I'm not worried about who they will make the next Chief. Don, you'll practically have veto power over that. It's who they're going to put into the Deputy Chief's job that worries me. The Council is very bad about not thinking things through. They'll give the Deputy Chief job as a consolation prize to whomever they don't give the Chief job to, and then that person will try to make life miserable for you, Don."
"They'd better be careful." Cindy said. "He's got a crowbar, and the willingness to use it."
"Someone else has a crowbar, too." said the Chief, surprisingly rather coldly. "And she'd better be prepared to use it to help her boss and mentor out. You're both going to become targets in the political games, Miss Ross. I have full confidence in you both, but you'd better be ready to play when the whistle blows... on January 1st."
Cindy contemplated that for some time as Corporal Kirkpatrick arrested my attention with a question about my plans as Acting Chief regarding precincts...
Part 13 - The Policeman's Ball
I got home from the Orange Order initiation about 10:00am on Saturday, December 6th. Carole was very happy to see me, so I held her and Jim both for a few minutes before having to go to bed, totally exhausted. Laura promised to wake me up in plenty of time to get ready for the Policeman's Ball that evening.
Hours later, I woke up, lying on my side. Nestled into my chest was my daughter, sleeping peacefully. If I had to choose, I'd trade in every medal and Orange Order and other honors in favor of raising my wonderful children, I thought to myself. Nothing could compare to watching my kids grow up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura looked wonderful in her navy blue evening gown, and as I zipped up her dress I whispered that I was going to fuck her sexy brains out once we got back home. She blushed, but her eyes sparkled with desire. Despite the opportunity, she did not overdo it, knowing that many officers' wives and girlfriends at the Policeman's Ball would be wearing what they could afford, and Laura was not one for over-fashion to make a point.
For myself, it was my dress uniform with black bow tie, Medal of Valor around my neck, my other medals on my chest on the right side, including the new Orange Order medal.
Todd and Jeanine were keeping the kids, and we headed to the University Hotel after dropping them off. We arrived relatively early; as part of the Command Group now, Laura and I were expected to be part of the receiving line, along with the Mayor and his wife, and the Chief and his wife. Next year, Sheriff Allgood and his lovely wife would be expected to be part of the line.
I had made an effort the last few weeks to research every officer on the Force and his family, in order to be able to greet them and talk with them during their passage through the receiving line and also for the rest of the evening. For a lot of the officers, this was like the prom, one of the biggest events of the year for them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the initial social talk and drinks, we sat down for dinner. Laura and I were at the long head table with the Command Group. Lt. Daniel Allgood and Melina were also at the table, a concession to his election to be Sheriff. The Mayor and his wife, the Chief and his wife, Captain Charles and his wife, and Captain Harlow and her date were also at the table.
I looked over the crowd. Cindy Ross was wearing her formal uniform, with a skirt and navy blue high heel pumps, showing off her very shapely legs. She was also wearing her Medal of Valor and Orange Order medal, as well as her Purple Order. Jenna was with her, looking very hot in her black dress.
As always, I wondered who Teresa Croyle would be with; on this occasion she was with the SWAT Team member known as 'The Leader'. Teresa wore her Purple Order on its purple-and-silver ribbon around her neck, as did most others who had earned it. Only the Chief, Cindy, and myself wore our Purple Orders on a chest drape of purple with a silver-gray edge, and that of course was because we were wearing Medals of Valor around our necks. And that got a lot of interest from the members of the Police Force during the evening, who rarely saw the Purple Order so configured and worn.
I caught sight of Myron Milton and Mary Mahoney. Myron's police uniform actually fit his lanky body fairly well; I wondered if he'd had his suit tailored. I also noticed that he seemed very nervous, though I could not understand why. Mary had chosen to be Myron's date instead of a police officer, and wore a leather dress and skirt. She did not overdo the 'Goth' approach, and looked very nice. Martin Nash and Sandra Speer were together, Sandra wearing a very lovely formal gown of pale green with some hints of orange and salmon, which got Laura's attention... and Elsie Gringer's. Elsie always managed to get herself in as the date of one of our retirees or another, and Sandra's dress was going to get some newspaper ink... in an good way.
Tanya Perlman and Barry Oliver were there and as a couple, but I noticed some tension there. Then my mother walked in with Seth Warner as her date. I noticed that my mother did two things: first, she introduced Seth to Joanne Cummings, who was dressed in a police formal uniform that did not hide the gorgeousness of her body; second, my mom talked to Tanya extensively... while Joanne and Seth were talking as if they were longtime friends.
After dinner the Mayor made some remarks about appreciating the Police Force, then he asked everyone to recognize the Chief before he left for retirement. The standing ovation was thunderous and lasted for long minutes. The Chief's wife dabbed a few tears away, and I suspect many others did also.
Then the Chief took the podium, had the Orange Order recipients stand to be recognized. The applause was nice but was not (and of course should not have been) as long or loud as the Chief's ovation.
Last, I was expected to say a few words. I turned it into a toast to the Police Force, telling them how proud I was to be serving with them, and asking them to make a toast with me for a successful New Year.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
During the dance part of the evening, I danced with my mother after several with Laura.
"Son, do keep an eye out on Miss Perlman." my mother admonished. "She and Mr. Oliver are breaking up, if I'm any judge of things."
"And you always are." I said. "I noticed you introduced Seth to Joanne Cummings, and now you're practically without a date."
"Oh, you did notice that, did you?" my mother said teasingly. We'd both noticed that Seth and Joanne were dancing with each other almost exclusively. "Yes, I think Seth and Joanne are going to become quite good friends, don't you think?"
"And much more, if I'm any judge of things." I said. "I just hope that doesn't dull her abilities as a Detective. Joanne is doing a great job in MCD."
"That's good to hear." my mom said. "Now son, you need to do your duty and go dance with the Chief's wife while he dances with yours, and talk with the Mayor and his wife. Meanwhile, I'll go steal Barry from Tanya, and free her up to socialize with all the handsome young officers that are here tonight."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did as my mom suggested, chatted with Mrs. Griswold and danced with her, and found out that she was very happy to have her husband back. I told her that her gain was our loss, and thanked her for loaning him to the Town & County for his years of service. She told me to make sure to come visit him and fish with him as often as I could.
After Laura and I engaged the Mayor and his wife in conversation for a few minutes, I noted the time and mentioned it to the Mayor. He understood: nobody would leave until he and the Chief left.
Just before they were about to announce their goodbyes, Myron Milton surprised us all by taking the microphone. "Ladies and gentlemen, if I may have your attention for just one moment." he said. He had Mary beside him and I noticed him reaching furtively into his pocket.
"I've been fortunate to be dating Mary for all these months now, and I wanted all of you, my police family, to be here for this." He knelt down on his knee and produced a small box from his pocket as he asked into microphone "Mary, will you marry me?"
Everyone applauded as Mary gushed, tears in her eyes, her hands over her face. The applause got louder when she said "Yes!" and Myron put the ring on her finger.
Minutes later, the Chief got on the mike, congratulated Myron and Mary, then announced that he and the Mayor were taking their leave, and for everyone to enjoy the rest of the evening.
As the crowd thinned, many people congratulated Myron and Mary, including myself and Laura. I remembered how I'd asked Laura to marry me at a surprise party, and Myron had topped that wonderfully. After hugging Mary, I gave Myron a thumb-to-thumb handshake, congratulating him for doing his best work of the week...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was so lovely, Myron asking Mary to marry him like that." said Laura as we got ready for bed after putting the babies to bed. "But it sure took some guts to take over the Policeman's Ball like that."
"Myron asked me about the feasibility of doing that." I admitted. "I told him to clear it with the Chief. The Chief is an old softie at heart, and readily allowed Myron to do it."
"Speaking of the Chief," said Laura, "you need to visit him often and keep him in the loop. He's pretending to take retirement well, but he is going to miss it. A lot."
"I know." I said, then changed the conversation by mentioning my mother's observations, especially about Seth and Joanne.
"What I observed," Laura noted, "was that your mother and Elsie Gringer had a long conversation. God only knows how many secrets exchanged hands and ears at that pow-wow." I laughed.
"Well, here's one secret I'm sure they've figured out." I said, coming around behind my wife and taking her into my arms, gently thrusting my crotch and hardening cock into her glorious asscheeks. "The Police Commander took home the most beautiful woman at the ball, and he's going to sexually ravish her all night... starting right now." I began kissing Laura's neck, knowing that we would soon be making hot, passionate, sensuous love...
Part 14 - Closing In
Monday, December 8th. Assistant District Attorney Franklin Washington entered Police Headquarters, accompanied by his brother, Detective Theo Washington. Only when they were side-by-side like this could one tell that they were not identical twins.
"I'll need to talk with Detective Purvis about these drug cases, if the Commander will make him available." said Franklin as they turned into the ADA offices. Jenna Stiles was in her office already. "Once we get through them- hey, what the hell is this?"
Gor-don was in the other office that Franklin had been heading into. Papers were all over the desk, as if it were his office. Adding insult to injury, Gor-don was dressed in 'punk' style with makeup, almost as an intentional affront to the Police whose Headquarters this was.
"Stiles, what the hell is this?" Franklin said loudly. "This office is supposed to be for ADAs to use!"
"Tell you what," Jenna offered, coming out of her office into the anteroom. "I'll find you some space. Maybe the conference room is free-"
"Miss Stiles," said Franklin, pressing it, getting louder, "this office is for our use, not this punk assistant of yours."
"That's right!" said Lieutenant Tanya Perlman, loudly, as she walked in. "That office is not meant for that piece of dog shit Gor-don to be in. Get him out of there, now, so Franklin can use the office."
Jenna was staring daggers at Tanya, who was staring daggers back. "This is our office, Lieutenant, not yours." Jenna said to Tanya.
Just then, Franklin started speaking into his cell phone. "D.A. Krasney, I'm over here at Police HQ, and the office you told me to use is occupied by this piece of crap assistant of Jenna's..." A second later, Jenna's phone in her office rang.
"I believe that is for you, ADA Stiles." Tanya said, her voice dripping sarcasm. Jenna stared daggers again, but answered it just as Cindy Ross came in.
"All right, Theo, back to MCD. Tanya, you too. I'll handle this." Cindy said, taking charge. She listened as Jenna took the call from D.A. Krasney. "Yes sir," Jenna was saying, "I offered to find him some space... yes sir... yes, I'll get him out of there now..."
A moment later she hung up the phone. "God damn it! Why the fuck did you call the DA, Washington? I'll remember this- oh, Cindy..."
"Let's step into your office." Cindy said quietly, almost pushing Jenna back into the room. Once alone, Cindy said, almost a whisper, "Look, get Gor-don out of there before the Commander hears about this and comes over here."
"But-" Jenna started, but was cut off.
"Just... do... it." Cindy said. Jenna relented, anger still in her eyes.
"All right, Gor-don." Jenna said. "Stack up the papers and get them to your desk out front, here..."
"But ma'am-" Gor-don started, but was cut off himself.
"Just do it, Gor-don." Jenna said. "I'll work on it, now just clear the room." Gor-don did, letting his eyes stare back into Cindy's ice-cold blue eyes as she watched. Perhaps Gor-don did not know how near a 'crowbar beatdown' he was... and how a much worse one would come if the blonde woman's redheaded boss came around the corner...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I made a point to stop in and say hello to ADA Franklin Washington as he sat in the office next to Jenna's, talking to Teresa Croyle and Christopher Purvis.
"Got everything you need, Mr. Washington?" I asked.
"I sure do, Commander. Thank you." said Franklin.
"Lieutenant Croyle, let me know if ADA Washington needs anything." I said, which Teresa acknowledged, trying to keep a smirk off her face as she caught sight of Gor-don's face in the anteroom.
As I left the room I glanced over at Gor-don. If looks could kill, I'd be dead three times over. I just glared back at him as I left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I sat in on the 9:00am meeting of MCD. Myron Milton had called in asking for the day off, as his hot water heater had sprung a leak and needed to be fixed. I acquiesced and told him to call me if he needed help on that. Busted hot water heaters suck to get fixed.
"I'm not expecting that much has come out over the weekend." said Tanya Perlman. "But we need to start following some leads. Let's go back over this literally from the beginning." She brought out the boxes of the evidence so-far obtained. It was sad to me that my box of evidence in my office had more in it, and I hoped my Detectives would correct that.
As everyone went over the evidence, Tanya was drawing a timeline of events, to the best of her knowledge and ability. From that afternoon about 2:30pm, when Mrs. Davis went to Kroger, to about 10:00pm that night, when it was believed Mr. Biller arrived home from going to the Senior Center, the gaps were filled in as best they could be.
Joanne Cummings was holding up the note left by Edna, looking at it, holding it up to the light. "Hmmm... German. You know, guys, I just have a feeling that this note is important."
"It was found at the Biller's home," said Theo, "but the rest of the pad was found at the Davis home. This is cheating, I know, but the Commander was really looking at it at the crime scene." All eyes turned to me.
"Observe and deduce, people. Observe and deduce." was all I would say. That in itself got a reproving look from two of "Crowbar's Angels".
"We covered that, already, though there's no problem in bringing it up again if it gives us a fresh angle to look at it." said Cindy. She was sitting next to Joanne, studying some photographs.
"What are you studying so hard, Lieutenant?" Joanne asked Cindy.
"These tire tracks." said Cindy. "Ford Ranger. Just like what Harmon Biller has, but his tires were new, and were new on that Monday the crime was called in. No way he could have them changed and we not find out about it, and he was not at any tire shop on Sunday or Monday. But it's still strange, and I've got a feeling about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, I went to the local FBI office to meet Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. To my surprise, my wife Dr. Laura Fredricson was there, also.
"Thanks for coming, both of you." said Jack Muscone. "My boss asked me to get both of you up to speed on the aftermath of our recent troubles with the Corrigan Cell remnants."
"No new problems, I hope?" asked Laura.



"Well, let me just give you the report our people compiled." said Jack. "First, we're pretty sure it was the last team of mercenary snipers that was wiped out in that van explosion on the Bypass. The driver, that guy you call Gruff, is also a confirmed kill, and the old man found at the farmhouse over the State Line was a CIA wet boy and former U.S. Marine Sniper named Keeler.
"Ho ho ho!" I said with no small amount of sarcasm in my voice. Laura and Jack laughed.
"Here's something a little less jolly." said Muscone. "Our guys did a real workover of that farmhouse. They are sure that six or more people were there. Ergo, they think that some associates of this group may not have gone on the mission in the van, which probably was to walk into your ambush, Don, and so they may still be at large. We don't think the extra people were snipers or mercenaries, or they would've come on the attack mission."
Laura said "The Corrigan Cell had Jody Corrigan, Bartholomew Scott, Sarah Collins, two eight-man hit teams, and possibly between two and four scientists working in the project labs. Ned was one of those, and he is dead now, but there were others. Could one of those lab rats have been at that farmhouse?"
"Possibly, though no chemicals nor traces of any research were found. Don, any ideas? Don?" Muscone said, looking over at me. I was staring at the ceiling, in a reverie. After a moment, I came out of it, feeling as much as seeing the eyes staring at me.
"Yeah, now that you mention it..." I said, wondering why I had not realized this before, "...there is one guy who kept showing up on the periphery: the guy who was blowing Bounel when we raided Bounel's dorm room, and was likely a contact of Ned's, and I think he had access to the Heinz labs. We called him 'Skinny Beard'."
"Ah yes, I remember." said Laura.
"Yes." I said. "And if memory serves me correctly, he may have had ties to the Black Widow and the poisons she injected Hewitt and Feeley with."
"Well, he hasn't been seen or heard from in some time." Laura said. "I'm sure, Jack, you'll ask them to re-check?"
"Sure." said Muscone. "But he's not one of the dangerous ones like the hit teams or Scott, is he?"
"I dunno, if he's dabbling in poisons, he could kill." I said. "Remember that there were several attempts on Nathan Allen the night he died... only one of those attempts actually worked. And if he becomes employed by other criminals..."
As Laura and Jack nodded, I then said "And let me tell you this: if this 'Skinny Beard' had anything to do with the murder of Pete Feeley, then I am going to find him..." I looked at the others, my eyes full of purpose and intent...
"... and I am going to kill him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura had left our meeting at the FBI offices and I did not expect to see her again until suppertime that evening at home. At 3:30pm those suppositions changed. She asked me to come to University Hospital.
Arriving there, I found out what the commotion was about: a bottle of morphine sulfate had gone missing, and instead of calling us locals, some idiot called the SBI in directly. The Narcotics Task Force was on the scene, and so was SBI Director Jack Lewis.
Chief Griswold was also there, and one could cut the tension in the air with a butter knife. As I arrived, both the Chief and Laura hastily told me that SBI Agent Richard "Dick" Ferrell was not present. Instead there were two SBI Agents who I did not know, and who had not been on the scene during the confrontation at Ward Harvester.
"Ah, Commander," said Lewis derisively, "why am I not surprised to see you here? Griswold's worthless; can't do a damn thing without his pitbull."
"Say one more word insulting my Chief, Lewis," I said coldly, "and I'll shoot you dead, right here and right now." Lewis and his agents peered at me, and realized I wasn't kidding. No crowbar beatdown; it was a threat to kill him, my patience with him was past exhausted, and he knew it.
"All right," said Lewis to me, trying to ignore the Chief, "the Governor wants us to work better together, so I'll try if you will, okay?" I just stared at him. "I did not let Ferrell come into your County, either. So give me credit for that, and let's try to find out what happened. This is Agent Greenwalt and Agent Grigsby. Gentlemen this is Police Commander Troy, the Iron Crowbar guy you've heard about."
Greenwalt was husky, 'oversized', and had an attitude that reminded me of Sergeant Rudistan's playfulness, except Greenwalt came off as immature. Grigsby was more professional, but was young. I asked Grigsby to fill me in.
"Bottle of morphine sulfate, liquid form, concentrated, big bottle, disappeared from the pharmacy." said Grigsby. "The pharmacist on shift got in a new supply and was putting the bottles up, and the overall count came up one short. The last shipment to come in, and therefore the last inventory, was November 15th."
"How do the shifts work for pharmacists?" I asked my wife.
"Three people on duty during the day shift, two during the evening shift and usually one during the night shift, though sometimes if we're really busy they'll have overlapping coverage." said Laura.
"Any unauthorized access?" I asked.
"We checked that already." said Agent Greenwalt, which earned him a cutting look from me. He stared right back, offended at my question.
"We did check, and only one name appears to be unusual." Grigsby said, showing me a printout. "A Nurse... Jones. Friday after Thanksgiving. Around noon."
"Let me see that." I said as I examined the seeming incomprehensible numbers by each entry. "Chief, Director Lewis, do you see this number here?" I pointed at a nine-digit string of numbers, this one ending in '55555'.
"Yeah, what about it?" Lewis asked derisively.
"I'm sure, Director Lewis," I said coldly, "that you're aware that I sold security systems before joining the Police Force here. I happen to know that when someone tries to duplicate a badge or fake one in some way, this number ending in '55555' is generated. It also fires off a warning to the system, and your Agents need to investigate why that warning either went unheeded or didn't fire."
"So what are you saying?" asked Lewis. "Why would it allow access if the badge is faked?"
"The system-makers took into account that someone might be in a hostage situation or under duress when the fake badge was used. So it allows access, and fires off a warning to the central security monitors." I said. "What I'm saying at this point is that the system failed at two points, and that Nurse Jones very likely is not the one who entered at that time. Someone else did, someone who wanted you to think it was Nurse Jones... Agent Grigsby, do you also have the entry and exit logs of the Hospital for that same Friday?"
"Hold on." said Grigsby, digging the information out of a sheaf of papers. "Yes, right here. No 'Nurse Jones' entering or leaving that day."
I looked at the entries, and noted one strangeness. "Now why is this other nurse leaving via the morgue exit?" I asked out loud. "Gentlemen, I'm not saying she did anything, certainly can't prove it, but you might ask her in a sudden way why she left that way. See what pops out." Grigsby nodded, Director Lewis was peering at me, and Greenwalt looked like he had his thumb stuck up his ass.
"Well," I said, "good luck with this one, gentlemen. I'll be on my way."
"That's all?" Director Lewis asked, seemingly stunned. "Nothing further?"
"Oh I'm sure you and Agent Greenwalt have already got this figured out, and any additional help from me would be superfluous and unneeded." I said, trying not to sound too acidic.
The Chief was also trying not to break out into a laugh; I could see his mustaches twitching with merriment as I continued: "There's so many people going in and out of this pharmacy storage area that I doubt you'll be able to prove any one person did it. They've relied on this badge-entry system, but someone tried to take advantage of that to frame another person for the crime. I'd be looking for someone who has a grudge against Nurse Jones... who is black, by the way. I'd also consider the reason for stealing just one bottle of morphine at that particular time, instead of more than one at the time, and not stealing more over time. Have a good day, gentlemen, and be sure to make your way out of my County before dark, the Governor's interest in our working together notwithstanding."
With that, I turned on my heel and strode away, and Laura and the Chief did not catch up to me until I'd made it to my vehicle in the parking lot. I explained what I thought to them, and the Chief agreed to go with me to Dr. Wellman's office, with Laura calling ahead to make our appointment with the University's esteemed President.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I explained to Dr. Wellman and the Chief what had happened: "Coach Harlan's I.V. bag had a lot of morphine in it. I believe this was done with good intentions, to put the dying man out of his pain and end his suffering. I'm not interested in pursuing that case, either."
I added "Of course, this bottle of morphine disappearing from the Hospital is very, very likely what was put into Harlan's I.V. bag. Unless they're sharp and they look for it, I doubt the SBI is going to find out about that, though we're not concealing it at all. As to who stole the bottle, I'm curious but not really to the point of opening any past wounds by pursuing the case."
"What did you tell the SBI?" asked Wellman. "What do they know?"
"Well, Mr. President," I said, "I've given them an excellent clue to solving the case, but if word came down for them to drop it, I think they would. I'm sure you don't want any further problems, what with Coach Harlan dead and buried, and everyone from his family to the University and its athletic program wanting to move on."
"That's true, Commander." Dr. Wellman said, "and I do appreciate your coming to me and working with us over this. Mr. Wargrave was deeply... distressed... that you chose to arrest Coach Harlan for Derrick Belle's murder. I'll be sure to tell him of your cooperation here; it might mollify him."
"I think that's the least of his problems with me." I said, rather drily. "If there is nothing else, Dr. Wellman, I hope you'll excuse me. My team is working on a murder case and I need to check on their progress..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nurse," said SBI Agent Grigsby to Nurse 'Ratchett', "the logs indicate you left the Hospital through the morgue exit instead of the regular exit on the Friday after Thanksgiving. Would you mind explaining that?"
"Oh, that." said 'Nurse Ratchett', pretending to be embarrassed. "It's rather embarrassing, now that you mention it. I got on the elevator and was thinking about something else, and I just hit the wrong button. When the doors opened I walked out, not looking, and I was on the basement floor. Rather than wait for the elevator to come back, I just went out the morgue exit."
"I see." said Grigsby. "Thank you for your help." With that he dismissed Nurse Ratchett back to her duties. "Doesn't seem to be anything in it. What do you think, Greenwalt?"
"I think that Iron Crowbar bastard is up a fucking tree." said Greenwalt. "We ought to be looking at this Nurse Jones. You know how Blacks are about drugs."
"She has an alibi that checks out." Grigsby said, saying nothing about Greenwalt's racist comment. "At the time her card was supposedly being used to get into the pharmacy, she was in sight of fifteen people at a restaurant, eating lunch with other nurses, and all of it on videotape. Also, the Iron Crowbar was right about that one. He was also right that an alert message fired to the guard desks at all the entrances, and they began checking bags."
"So what?" Greenwalt asked.
"It means this nurse that went out by the morgue entrance, which is not manned by guards, didn't have to have her bag checked. But unless we get proof of something, she's going to get away with it."
"I don't think she did anything." said Greenwalt. "I'm thinking we should thoroughly check out all the black employees. It's one of them, I'll bet." Getting no response, Greenwalt continued: "I'm serious. Want to bet a month's paycheck?"
"No, I don't bet." said Grigsby. He was already forming the letter in his head requesting a new partner...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was sitting in the second bedroom of her townhouse, which she shared with her lover Jenna Stiles. She was wearing a light green teddy and her high heels, which she knew Jenna would like... and she had a suspicion that it would be a good idea for Jenna to see her like this.
She was doing classified research on a secure line, looking into the industrial espionage that had been going on. She was trying to trace a thread, a small one, that seemed to lead back to Barry Bounel and those designer drugs he had been found in possession of. There were indicators of Thaddeus Ward of Ward Harvester being involved, but Cindy could not yet make the connection between them.
She also could not understand what she was reading about Don's nephew Ned... and she was stunned at the quality and quality of what Ned had created and produced for the Agency before he went bad. In one way, it was a shame Ned had had to die; that great brain used for good might have brought the world many life-saving drugs...
The slamming of the door was her first clue that Jenna was home. The lovely redhead had stopped to have a few drinks on the way, but her mood was not improved. Cindy shut off the computer and went into the main room.
"Hi babe." she said. Jenna looked at her, anger still in her eyes. "How's it going?"
"I'll tell you how it's going." Jenna said angrily, letting off steam. "I got my ass reamed by Krasney today, and I mean totally chewed out until I have no ass left. Over Gor-don using the other office, of all the god-damn things. That bastard Washington..."
Cindy made a couple of drinks, handed one to Jenna, and sat down on the couch, showing off her legs as she invited Jenna to sit down with her.
"Well," Cindy said, "I tried to get that situation calmed down, but apparently it was past calming."
"Tell me..." Jenna said, staring accusingly at Cindy, "this was all set up by Commander Troy, wasn't it? Wasn't it? He wanted Gor-don out of that office, and he set this up with Krasney and Washington... didn't he?"
Cindy looked surprised, then her eyes hardened. "I don't know, Jenna, but I seriously doubt it. If the Iron Crowbar wanted Gor-don out of that office, he'd take his crowbar in there and pry the punk out physically. If Don has a weakness, it's that he doesn't play subtle; he's very direct and he takes action when he wants results. Don doesn't have time for shit games like that, especially not to kick Gor-don to the kerb."
Jenna stared at Cindy for what seemed like a long time, then exhaled as she relented, letting her eyes wander over the hot blonde's luscious body. "If you say so." the slender, sexy redhead said. "But why the fuck does everyone have such a problem with Gor-don? He does good work..."
"Some of it's his arrogant attitude," said Cindy, "but a lot of it is more the office itself. Lt. Perlman is about ready to smash down the walls to get more room in her shithole of an office, and I don't blame her. Tanya was yelling at the Commander about it the other day, loud enough for us to hear from outside. Seeing Gor-don get to use that office space is like waving a red cape in front of a bull for some people.
Cindy changed the subject, taking Jenna into her arms. "Now, let's talk about something else... about how good it's going to feel when I eat your pussy tonight."
"Mmmm, that's a nice subject..." Jenna said, sighing as she settled into Cindy's embrace...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why, hello Mr. Wargrave." said SBI Director Jack Lewis, sitting behind his desk at his Midtown office. "I'm surprised to see you here."
"I wasn't expecting to come," said Wargrave, "but we both got phone calls this evening, so here I am."
"Yes sir." said Lewis. "The University President asked me to stay here and receive a guest, but he did not say it was a man of your stature-"
"Yes, thank you," said Wargrave, "but let's pass on the platitudes and get down to business. I want you to drop and close this business of the morphine disappearing from University Hospital."
"Sure, consider it done." said Lewis. "But I have to admit, I'm disappointed. It was a legitimate inroad into that bastard Griswold's county. His puppy dog, the Iron Crowbar, couldn't stand it that we were there, either."
"Griswold's retiring." said Wargrave. "Whatever your beef with him is, let it go. The Iron Crowbar is your real problem up there. I might even suggest you stay out of his way until things cool down. He is still pissed off about his house being burned down. Whoever did that did me no favors, either."
"By the way, and you can tell me its none of my business," said Lewis, "but why the University's interest in shutting this case down?"
"Ah, Director," said Wargrave, semi-jokingly, "you know the Iron Crowbar's methods. Use them! As a clue, I might suggest you think about the passing of the unfortunate Coach Brian Harlan..."
"Ahh..." said Lewis, "I do remember hearing something about the Medical Examiner up there finding morphine in the Coach's I.V. bag. The Police took statements, but my understanding is that they were pretty perfunctory and disinterested about it. So the University President wants that to just quietly go away..."
"And he's not the only one." said Wargrave. "I'm also interested in my School getting past everything to do with Brian Harlan. I am extremely saddened for the man and his family, but all of that stuff concerning the PEDs and your idiot agents planting them was a P.R. disaster. And that's why I want you, Director, and your Narcotics Task Force to give that County wide leeway. After that recent botched-up drug raid, where the Commander took his opportunity to rake your agents with machine gun fire, we have to let that boiling pot simmer down..."
"I understand, Mr. Wargrave." Lewis said. "I understand. By the way, what about the legislative battle next month? Time's starting to speed up on that..."
"Leave it to me." said Wargrave. "You'll still be Director of a powerful SBI... and your aspirations to Governor will be better than ever once all is said and done."
"Thank you, Mr. Wargrave." said Jack Lewis, hearing exactly what he wanted to hear. Wargrave got up, and after farewell pleasantries the ash-blonde billionaire was gone...
*****
To be continued.
Dear Readers, you have the clues to solve the mystery. Do you know who the perp is, and will the Team solve it also? Tune in next time for the answers.
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Part 15 - The Team's Solution
Tuesday, December 9th. The MCD team met in Classroom 'E' at 8:00am.
"Okay, guys." said Tanya. "The Commander is not here. We really need to get off our asses and get this done. Myron, what did you get over the weekend? Besides your reward for that ring you put on Mary's finger?" Everyone laughed.
"Nothing new." said Myron. "We're still processing video footage. The Commander has put several files into the evidence servers, but left copies for us to find. I don't know which ones he did that for, so we're still searching for a needle in a haystack."
"We should be able to narrow this down." said Cindy. "If it's either of these two husbands, they would've taken certain likely routes, and along with the cellphone pings, we should be able to find something."
"I agree." said Martin Nash. "But I went over all that, and even drew up this map." He got up and pinned a map to the whiteboard. "If this guy is as slick in his movements as he was about dumping the bodies, then he might have taken any wacky route to throw us off."
"Okay, anyone else have anything?" Tanya asked.
Joanne Cummings said "The paper the note was written on is foreign-made, but nobody in the County imports it, as far as I can tell. So neither Mr. nor Mrs. Biller just went into a store around her and bought it- oh..." She'd caught herself as she remembered. "I think Myron did research that before. I guess I'm back to being a dumb blonde again."
"No you're not, but I think I did look that up." said Myron. He looked through some papers. "Here it is. It's German, and they don't export that brand of paper. I think Harmon Biller was buying it when he went over there."
"Oh yeah, I remember now." said Cindy. "Damn me for forgetting. I just gave blondes a bad name too, Joanne. And I'm sure that's going to bite us in the butt, that it'll be important, and the Iron Crowbar will point it out to us in some way."
"Let's just keep that one between us blondes, then... oh, damn, the Commander is a blonde, too." said Joanne, and though clearly both women were distressed they'd let that one get by them, they had to laugh at themselves.
"I think he's more of a redhead." said Tanya. "Don't ask me how I know that with such authority. And yes, I'm sure anything we forget will come back as important to him. Teddy, what do you have?"
"Ma'am," said Teddy Parker. "I've been interviewing friends of the Billers and the Davises. One thing that I'm getting a handle on is that these two couples don't have that much in common. They don't attend the same church, they don't go to the same social clubs, the wives know each other, but there's no link anyone knows of between the husbands. In addition, Edna Biller and Charleen Davis only very recently were seen together in public as friends."
"And that makes me ask 'Who would want to kill both Edna and Charleen if they had so little in common, or were only recent friends?'" asked Tanya.
"My data on these people, going back for years," said Myron Milton, "shows no correlations nor commonalities at all."
"Speaking of data going back for years..." Joanne Cummings said, "Myron, I know you checked for Mr. Biller's credit cards. Was he using his own card for his work with BigPharmaCorp?"
"Uh, yes, he was." said Myron Milton. "It was his card, in his name, but he used it exclusively for business. His other card was rarely used and nothing funky on it."
"What about before he retired from BigPharmaCorp?" said Joanne.
"Oh wait! that's a thought!" said Myron, grabbing his laptop. "BigPharmaCorp gives out credit cards in their names, with the person's name underneath. It comes up the company name on searches unless I do some trickeration..." Everyone watched, stunned.
"Guys, I gotta go downstairs to do this one." Myron said. "I'll be back in a few..." He hustled out.
"Detective Cummings," said Cindy, "you keep this up and the Commander will make me give you this blue crowbar." Tanya looked less than thrilled at that comment, but also complimented Joanne.
"Okay," Cindy said, unconsciously taking command in her frustration. "Let's keep going. We need ideas here. Let's get this narrowed down. Who, when, where, how, and why."
"I think we're back to the two husbands,." said Martin Nash, obviously trying to think like the Iron Crowbar would, "and I'm still thinking it's Harmon Biller."
"State your case." said Cindy. "Just for my' edumacation'."
Martin began. "He had means, he had opportunity, even if we don't have a clear-cut motive yet. He said his wife was a drinker, we now know she wasn't. He said she went out with Charleen, but there's no credit card used by either of them that night, no restaurant in the area that remembers seeing them that night, the theater people don't remember seeing either woman, and to top that off, Teddy just said that these women don't seem to have a particular friendship."
Martin continued. "As I've said before, Biller went to the Senior Center, but made no apparent effort to go into the obvious room where his card-playing friends would be, and they were there. So why would he do that, except to establish an alibi? He cleaned out his truck with Clorox, and I know there's reasonable doubt because of the farm and the manure, but that doesn't mean he couldn't have cleaned out the truck a second time after moving the bodies in the truck."
Martin finished. "I'm thinking he could have kidnapped Charleen at the Kroger, had her in the back of his truck and then he went and got his wife. Maybe he tied her up and put her in the truck, too; or maybe he had her in the front seat. He takes them both somewhere and kills them, then transports their bodies to the site where we found them. The tire impressions don't match because he replaced all four wheels, both tires and rims. He goes to the Davis house, finds Davis asleep, and plants the blood and cell phone evidence. This has been thoroughly planned and well thought out and executed."
"He's an engineer." said Joanne Cummings. "Plotting, calculating mind."
"Oh that's right; good point, Joanne." Tanya said. "But conjecture is not worth a lot; like the Commander said, we've gotta get a prosecutable case. We still have to eliminate the doubt vis-a-vis Mr. Davis. The evidence, even if planted, was still found at his house. He has new tires on his car that have not been explained away."
"Motive." Cindy said, more to herself than anyone else. "Motive, motive, motive. Gotta have motive. Theo, get any wills?"
"Succup & Payne, P.C. were the lawyers for both couples." said Teddy Parker. "All they told me was that the wives and husbands left everything to each other, and that the wills were 30 years old, at least."
"Not much there." Tanya said.
"Who has the most to gain by these deaths?" Cindy asked, again almost ignoring everyone else, channeling her inner 'Iron Crowbar 2' as if in a reverie. "Or who has the most to lose, if... ohhhh."
Cindy practically leaped for the phone that was in the center of the Classroom 'E' conference table. "Gonna take a longshot here." Everyone watched as she said "Hi, may I speak to Mrs. Jeanine Burke, please?... Lieutenant Cindy Ross, Town & County Police... get her out of her meeting, this is urgent and she will take the call..."
Cindy looked up, covering the mouthpiece of the phone. "She's not in a meeting, the secretary is trying to prevent me from talking to her. She better not make me go over there..."
After a moment, Cindy said "Hi Jeanine. Cindy Ross here. Yes, yes, I'm just fine, but I'm afraid this is a business call: I need to ask you to give me what you can on two woman that were recently murdered, Edna Biller and Charleen Davis... yes, I'm holding... ohhhh, that's huge news... formal? no, just a preliminary visit? Thanks Jeanine!" After farewell formalities, Cindy hung up.
"Yes!" the platinum blonde gasped, making a fist pump. "Edna Biller did have an appointment and met with Tina Felton, Jeanine's fellow lawyer, and about a possible divorce. She had a second one for last Tuesday, but of course was dead by then. Okay, one more phone call..." Cindy picked up the phone and began dialing again.
"Now why the fuck didn't we think of that last week?" Tanya asked, with no small amount of asperity in her voice.
"Yes, may I speak to Mr. Ferguson Stegall the Third please?" said Cindy. "Lieutenant Cindy Ross, Town & County Police Department... yes, thank you, I appreciate it..." Cindy looked up and said "I'm on the line with Effim, Goode & Hart, the men's divorce law firm, and I wish every receptionist would stop talking about the Medal of Valor and put me on the line with... oh, hello Mr. Stegall, thank you for taking my call. You're too kind, sir, way too kind. Listen, I need to know if Harmon Biller or Bill Davis has contacted your firm anytime recently? Yes, their wives were the ones murdered... Okay, an extra free month on the gym membership... ... ...thank you, sir, thank you very much. Yes, I'll see you at the gym.."
Hanging up after the goodbyes, Cindy said "It's worth the free month for him... Harmon Biller had started divorce proceedings against his wife last month. He was hoping for a quickie surprise case, and wanted to leave her with nothing if he could help it."
"That might be enough for 'probable cause', maybe enough to arrest him and try to get something out of him." said Tanya. "Let me go talk to Paulina-"
"Eureka!" Myron said as he burst into the room. "BigPharmaCorp credit card, assigned to Harmon Biller. Should have been cancelled when he retired, but is still active. He only took cash out of it about a month ago, and they shut it down once the bill came due, but that leaves the idea that he had cash to buy things... like new tires..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Things started falling into place.
"Yeah, that's him." said the owner of the Coltrane County Junkyard, where Deputy Strait had escorted Cindy Ross and Teddy Parker. "Bought rims for a Ford Ranger pickup truck. Asked if I could put tires on them, but I don't have that equipment, so I sent him to Strait's cousin Eddy in Buford."
At Eddy's Tires and Automotive in the county seat of Buford, Eddy looked at the picture and said "Yeah, Cousin, he was here about three weeks ago, no, about four weeks ago now. Had me put some old tires on some rims... yeah, he said it was just a spare set for when he was doing farm work at his cooperative..."
As they left, Deputy Strait said "It's really good seeing you again, Lt. Ross. Can I buy you lunch?"
"Thanks," said Cindy, "but we've got to get back."
As they were driving back, Teddy said, "Lieutenant, I don't need to be the Iron Crowbar to see that that Deputy has a big-time crush on you."
"Yeah, he's a sweet guy, but he's not my type." said Cindy, not saying that she didn't play on Deputy Strait's team at all...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We don't have the tires, but we have affidavits that Biller bought tires and rims in Coltrane County." said Tanya Perlman to Paulina Patterson. Paulina was sitting behind her desk, and Tanya had chosen to stand on the other side as she laid out her case. "The divorce firms have confirmed that both Billers had appointments, though they claiming lawyer-client privilege on what was discussed. We also have affidavits from the Hardware Store that Biller bought plastic sheeting about six weeks ago, and some rope. Paid cash for all of it. Last but not least, the paper his wife's note was written on is foreign-made, not imported, and he's been known to have bought packets of it in the past."
"What about his whereabouts that night?" Paulina asked.
"That's finally coming through." said Tanya. "He seems to know all the dead spots, but we finally got a parking lot shot of him near where Charleen's car was found, and he was on the highway near to where the bodies were found, both between 7:00 and 8:00pm, after sunset. We think he was going back for Charleen's cell phone; hence his coming from the opposite direction expected."
"I'll call for the arrest warrant." said Paulina, already knowing that Lt. Perlman's MCD squad had given her enough. She picked up the phone. "Commander, they've done it."
A moment later I came into Paulina's office and handed her my box of evidence. "You're close enough." I said to Tanya. "Now use this to finish the bastard off."
Part 16 - A Successful Arrest
Late that afternoon, I was standing in the anteroom to Interrogation-1, leaning against the back wall. The Chief was standing next to me, smiling happily under his handlebar mustaches. The rest of MCD was packed into the room, as well, except for Tanya Perlman, Joanne Cummings and Theo Washington... they were in the interrogation room itself. Joanne was sitting behind the other Detectives; her presence there was her reward for her excellent thinking during the case... and yes, it might have been one very impressed Police Commander that suggested to Tanya to give Joanne that reward.
Harmon Biller was sitting on the perp side, next to his lawyer. He was slouching in his chair, looking defeated... but at the same time he was looking wary. I surmised that he was looking to see what we had. And we had a lot.
Tanya did a decent job of pointing out the many inconsistencies in Biller's statements, as well as telling him that we had the affidavits, and therefore would have the testimony of individuals that were aware of the purchases he'd made. Unfortunately, the lawyer was a bit too wily.
"Lieutenant," said the lawyer, speaking to Tanya as if she were an uncomprehending child, "this is barely even circumstantial evidence. There is nothing my client has done that cannot be explained logically and consistently as not being related to these murders at all. I don't believe you can put my client at the crime scene, nor even tell us where the crime took place. Last, but not least, there was serious evidence found at the home of Mr. Bill Davis, and that evidence should convict Mr. Davis, not to mention be reasonable doubt that will prevent any jury from convicting my client."
Tanya looked halfway between angry and nervous, Theo definitely looked rattled, and Joanne showed nothing on her face.
"Remind me not to play poker with Detective Cummings." I said. "By the way, it's obvious Biller told his lawyer about the evidence at the Davises, which he otherwise should not know about at all. That's proof enough to me, though it's not going to be admissible in Court."
"Okay guys, you've solved this case," said the Chief, "but you still have one thing to learn from the Master... interrogating perps, and there is nobody better than the Commander. Crowbar, get in there and wrap this shit up. It's hopefully my final big case as Chief, and I want to walk out a winner."
"Yes sir." I said quietly, feeling the disappointment of the MCD team. "Call Paulina in here." I said. I knocked hard on the one-way glass, and the Detectives inside all came out. As I waited for Paulina, I concentrated hard on getting 'into the zone' in my mind, preparing myself mentally for the verbal legal combat that was about to take place. By the time Paulina arrived, I was ready.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh shit." said the lawyer when he saw Paulina enter Interrogation-1, followed by... me. The legal beagle recovered and tried to bluster: "What's the matter, Commander? Your minions can't handle an interrogation? They're failing, so they bring you in to browbeat my client?"
"My team can and will get the conviction of your client." I said. "And they'll watch him die by lethal injection in the State's Death Chamber, too-"
"There you go, trying to intimidate my client." said the lawyer. He stood up. "If there is nothing more, it's time for us to leave. Come on, Harmon."
"Your client is under arrest." I said. "He is going nowhere, even if you do leave. Now sit your ass down, or get out."
So far my voice had been quiet, but the menacing undertone of the last sentence had not escaped Biller's attention. I looked Biller in the eye.
"Harmon Biller," I said, "despite the theatrics of your legal beagle here, who is unable to hide his fear from the moment I entered this room, I have a case against you so solid that I do think I can get the death penalty. In fact... why don't I tell you what you did that night, and you just correct me where I go astray, okay?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the anteroom, Cindy Ross said "You're right, Chief. We cannot do what he is doing now. We're not losing face, but there's nothing like what the Iron Crowbar can do to a perp when he starts telling that perp what he or she did as if Don were there himself." Tanya grimaced at the words, which the Chief noticed. He patted Tanya on the shoulder.
"You guys did very well." said the Chief. "You solved the case and made an arrest. It's no bad mark upon any of you to let the Iron Crowbar wrap this up and extract the confession, so we can all go home in time for supper with the Baby Petes of the world." Tanya couldn't help but smile at the thought of her baby son. The Chief still had magic with his people.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, sometime in the late afternoon of Sunday, November 30th," I said, "you, Mr. Biller, followed Charleen Davis to the Kroger that she frequently shops. You pulled in behind her car, came up to her, and asked her to come with you, that her husband had had a fall and was being rushed to the hospital. In her shock, she was easily subdued, thrown into the back of your covered pickup truck, her hands quickly tied with rope and her mouth gagged, her body wrapped in plastic to immobilize her."
"It took a while, during which time you were parked in a 'dead zone' of another parking lot where you could not be seen by cameras, and you waited for your wife to park. Seems she was not meeting you, but a gentleman she had met some weeks before, and was now meeting on a regular basis... a gentleman introduced to her by one Charleen Davis."
The look on Biller's face was priceless: he was in total shock, and I knew that I was right to this point. His lawyer tried to save him.
"We don't have to listen to this crap." yelled the lawyer. "Either you stop this harassment, or I'll have your badge!"
"Yes, you do have to listen to it." said Paulina Patterson. "Well, Mr. Biller here has to listen to it. It's a formal interrogation. You can leave if you like, but we're going to hear what the Commander has to say. Keep interfering, and I'll have your badge as an Officer of the Court, and then your disbarment will quickly follow."
"Thank you, District Attorney Patterson." I said. "Now, where was I? Oh yes... when your wife showed up, you practically jumped her. I suspect you showed her Mrs. Davis in the back of the car, and then forced her into the front of the car, made her write that note on your high-quality German stationary- oh yes, that's where you first went wrong, Biller..."
I had seen Biller's eyes light up when I mentioned the paper; gears in his mind had crashed into place. "Yes, you threatened to kill Charleen if Edna didn't write the note. Once she did write it, you tied her up, wrapped her in plastic, then drove both of your victims out to the farms, where you forced Edna to watch as you slit Charleen's throat. You then applied the same murderous stroke to your wife's neck, her face still showing the horror of having watched you murder Charleen."



This was too easy, I thought as I saw Harmon Biller's face show its own fear. I continued: "You then took the bodies down the road, almost to the County Jail, perhaps figuring that the last place the Police would look would be within a few yards of one of their buildings. At any rate, you went home, washed out your truck, Cloroxed it down, then changed out the tires to the new ones. You went and got Charleen's cell phone from her car at the Kroger, now that it was dark, and went to the Davis house."
"You found Davis to be asleep, so you crept in, sent the text message from your wife's phone to your own, then planted both phones in the drawer, with Charleen's phone set to vibrate only and your wife's phone with the sound still on. You had taken up some blood when you killed the women; you left a spot of each woman's blood on Davis's carpet. You then left the sheet of stationary- yes, there's that stationary again, Mr. Biller- and then you went and cloroxed down the trunk of Mr. Davis's car. That was a touch, but it wasn't enough, Mr. Biller."
"Anyway, after that, you left the Davis home. You went and disposed of the tires and whatever blood you still had, then went home, cleaned out the truck one more time, and went to bed. You never did try to call your wife, but Davis did... but he didn't hear his wife's phone vibrating inside the drawer."
"You're an engineer, Mr. Biller. You planned this for weeks if not months, and you planned it to a fine level of detail. You drove around for several days beforehand, testing the routes, seeing what the traffic was like, checking to make sure cameras weren't recording you too much. You went through a dry run the day before, at the approximate times you expected to actually commit your crimes. And then you did it for real and it went off like near-clockwork for you."
"Now I've got proof of so much of this that, coupled with my narrative I just gave you, a jury is going to be begging to convict you and recommend the death penalty, which the judge will quickly assign to your sentence."
The lawyer was looking at me with utter shock on his face. Harmon Biller was no longer looking at me, but down at his lap. "I... I need to talk to my lawyer." he said quietly. We got up and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, we were back in the room. I had Tanya come in too, having seen the expression on her face when Paulina and I had gone back into the anteroom, and as some measure of vengeance of the disrespectful way the lawyer had treated her earlier.
"My client wants to know what we can work out." the lawyer said. "I'm opposed to any deal, but he insists that I negotiate with you."
"I'm pretty much opposed to any deals as well, Counselor." said ADA Patterson. "I see no reason to negotiate anything. I've got a strong death penalty case, here."
"I'll save you the time and trouble and expense of a trial." said Harmon Biller. "And I get to live."
"In exchange for your full confession, cooperation, and guilty plea to each murder," Paulina said, "you'll get consecutive sentences, 25-to-life, meaning you won't be eligible for parole for 50 years."
"I again urge you not to take this, and plead 'not guilty'." Biller's lawyer said to him. "I think you should fight this all the way."
"No, I'll take the deal." Biller said. He turned to his lawyer and said "You can go now." The lawyer quickly gathered his things and exited the room.
"Do you wish new counsel?" I immediately asked Biller, to make sure he didn't create a legal loophole for himself.
"No." said Biller, then began his narrative, looking at Paulina. "It happened just as this man here said it did, except that I didn't know for sure if Edna was going to meet a man that night or not. I swear to God as he was talking that I think he must've been watching me the whole time. I thought I had it planned out perfectly. Where did I go wrong?"
"I'll tell you after you tell your story," I said, "which will include your reasons for the crimes, and where you dumped the tires."
"It was as you said." said Biller. "My wife was having an affair. I suspected for years that she'd been having affairs, that her stories of meeting other woman, as well as the hints that she was drinking behind my back, were all just stories to cover that she was having affairs."
"She met this Charleen Davis about three months ago." said Biller. "That woman was evil, a real witch. She was the one pouring venom into my wife's ears, suggesting that my wife leave me, even introducing Edna to other men in the hopes Edna would start dating one of them."
"I guess I was half-mad." Biller continued. "I had all these grand schemes in my mind about killing Edna, even getting a second set of wheels for my truck so that I could drive her and Charleen out to the farms and kill them. Then I thought that I'd just divorce Edna and go on with my life without her. Hell, we'd been separated in our minds if not our actual lives for years-"
"Yes, thank you, Mr. Biller." I said, interrupting him. "Let me just ask one quick question: did you consult with anyone on your plan to murder your wife before you did it?"
Biller's face registered shock... the shock of me knowing, not of his innocence. But he still lied: "Er no, of course not. Why would I just go tell someone that I wanted to kill my wife?"
"Maybe you were helped with your plan, in exchange for you being a courier of certain things to Germany when you went on your business trips there? And perhaps in exchange for information on some of BigPharmaCorp's processes?" I pressed.
"Uh... no, no," Biller said, the look on his face turning from an attempt to hide shock... to an attempt to hide fear. "Nothing like that at all."
"Okay, then." I said. "I'll tell you what: just go ahead and sign these confession papers, here, and let ADA Patterson file the paperwork for the plea deal. And I'll go ahead and tell you where you messed up."
I leaned forward just a bit and said "It was the stationary. I'm not going to say you would've gotten away with it, but if you'd grabbed her stationary instead of your own, you might well have had a shot for reasonable doubt with a jury, if you had a really hotshot lawyer working for you." Biller just nodded. I got up and left as Biller signed the paperwork Paulina was presenting to him.
"What was that consultation and courier thing about?" Chief Griswold asked as we walked down the hallway.
"Just a longshot." I said. "I think someone helped him with the concept, and probably gave him the Town's camera coverage information. Also, the financials are a bit too simple and tight, and I just have this feeling that there is something notthere that should be..."
"So why did you stop him from talking any further?" the Chief asked.
"Because he's mad." I said. "He is a sick, deranged man, and if he'd talked much further, he might have gotten away with a 'guilty but insane' verdict. I'm not sure his wife ever was having affairs with other men, for starters."
I continued: "In any case, this way he goes to prison for the rest of his natural life... which won't be that long, if I don't miss my guess." I then covered my verbal slip by saying "He's not totally well physically, either, if I don't miss my guess."
"The medical profession lost a great doctor when you turned your energies elsewhere." said the Chief, and I simply could not tell if he meant it or if he was letting me know he was seeing through me as he said "Well, I guess I better call Jack Colby..."
Part 17 - The Iron Crowbar's Solution
Saturday night in the back room of The Steakhouse, MCD held a semi-official retirement party for the Chief, which Town & County Councilman John 'Jack; Colby had insisted on hosting and paying for. It was also a celebration for solving the Biller-Davis murders. In addition to myself and Laura, there was the Chief and his wife, Cindy Ross and Jenna Stiles, Paulina Patterson and her husband, Tanya Perlman by herself, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer, Diana Torres from MCD and Christopher Purvis from Vice (were they dating?), Myron Milton and Goth Girl Mary Mahoney (most definitely together), Theo Washington and Nurse Jones (were THEY dating?), Teddy Parker and Sonali from I.T., and beautiful young Joanne Cummings... with handsome young Seth Warner.
After eating and conversation, the subject rather quickly drifted to the case. I made a toast to the entire MCD Team, telling them that they had solved the case without me, and done so very well, and that they should celebrate the victory. Still, some just can't be happy unless they are unhappy... particularly ruggedly gorgeous platinum blondes with blue crowbars.
"You had it solved days before we did." said Cindy. "C'mon, admit it."
"I can't think of anything that I saw or found that you guys didn't." I said. "Seriously, guys, you did a great job without me."
"Yes, you did very well." agreed the Chief, who was already into the bourbons and his cheeks getting rosy.
"I still feel like we missed something." said Martin Nash. "So, for our education, what could we have done better?"
"Well, you might have saved some time-" I started.
"Whoooooooooaa!" came a sudden and huge chorus, as if on cue.
"Guys, you really did it." I said, nonplussed. I really did not want to take away from their achievements.
"Come on, Crowbar One, spill it." said Tanya. "It took you three days, and us over a week."
"Just tell us your thought process going through it... for our education and efficiency, of course." said Martin Nash. He really did want to learn, I realized.
"Okay, okay." I said. "I think you'll find as I talk that you did have all the clues, but here goes: when I got to the Biller house, the first thing that stood out, that came to my attention, was the paper that Edna's note was written on. It was different, if slightly, than Edna's stationary paper, and I could see by the watermark that it was made in Germany. There were few other pieces of paper of that kind, and Edna's stationary was indeed different, having been made here in the USA."
I continued. "Now I want you guys to use your imaginations, and to put yourselves in Edna's position of writing a note. Would she go to her husband's desk, search for paper, write a note that was clearly on the top piece of paper of a pad or sheaf, tear that paper off, leave it and then put the rest of the paper up? And put the rest of the pad where I, the Iron Crowbar, couldn't find it despite a search specifically for it?"
After looking around at everyone, I said "No, I think she'd sit at her desk, write on her paper, and leave that on his desk. But that isn't what happened, so I was already looking askance at Mr. Harmon Biller and the scene before me."
I said further: "I also thought that the paper itself was unusual. It's a particularly strong and absorbent paper, that allows writing even on smudged areas better than most papers, which is why the people at BigPharmaCorp liked it. But it was not sold in any stores here in the County, and I would discover that it was very hard to obtain, and quite expensive. That was one of the three emails I got Thursday, three days after the crime was first reported: I'd sent a correspondence in German to the company that makes the paper, and the reply was in good high German: they do not export that paper, at all. The only way to get it is from the company that makes it, and from their outlet store in that town."
"You speak German?" Martin Nash asked.
"Ja wohl, ich spreche ein bissein Deutsch. Ich studiert Deutsch am Universität. I said. "I took it in college, and Laura speaks a little bit, also." I greatly downplayed just how good Laura's German was; she was fluent. Laura did not bother to comment.
"Anyway," I said, continuing on, "the paper could only have been obtained in Germany, and guess who was going there frequently and obtaining it. Biller's greatest mistake was that he grabbed his own stationary instead of his wife's before leaving home, and that tiny slip brought down his entire elaborate scheme."
"So," I said, "when we went to the Davis house, I was not in the least bit distracted by the obviously planted evidence. Two little spots of blood? Really? He's going to fool my Crime Lab with that? I don't think so. And no indeed, he did not fool us, especially Detective Cummings."
Joanne blushed and Seth smiled as he looked at her as I went on: "I didn't have a motive yet, but I had a good idea in my mind that Biller was involved, and I already feared that the women were dead. The narrative was already forming in my mind, especially when I heard that his truck had been Cloroxed out. He was making it so obvious, almost too obvious, and maybe he thought he could hide in plain sight."
"The second email that I got," I said, "was from BigPharmaCorp, confirming his credit line with them while he was a full employee. What I realized was that his expenses were simply too few. They'd left his credit line open even after he retired, and would just pay the expenses themselves when he sent in an expense report; ergo, the practically never showed up at all. Only after he took a couple of cash advances did any reports show up; they'd take the advances out of his pay, but they still showed up. I've still got some issues with all of that, but we'll leave it for the moment."
"I now tried to figure out just what he'd done." I said. "How did he get Edna to write that note? Clearly it was her handwriting, but one can tell from the shakiness of it that she wrote it under extreme duress. Ergo, he was threatening her. Her own life? Maybe, but maybe not. Someone else's life in the balance? That made more sense. So I now have him extracting the note out of his wife to complete his illusion at his home.
"We found the bodies, and the looks on the dead women's faces told me that Charleen had likely died first and that Edna had witnessed it: her own death followed within moments. At that point, it was a matter of finding out just where he might have traveled, getting some video of him traveling where he was after saying he was at home, etc. I sat back and thought about that, thinking that as an engineer he would've planned his routes carefully, would know cameras are out there and how he could best avoid them, which is becoming a cottage industry these days. And then it hit me: if he was planning that carefully, he likely would practice driving his routes beforehand."
I saw my Detectives look around at each other. "Yes, this might be where I got one over on you. But not in the evidence; only in my imagination of what this criminal might have done. Definitely strive to use your imaginations, though don't exceed what the data tells you."
There was a murmur of agreement as I continued: "So I started looking at tape not of the day of the murder, but of the day before, and the day before that. He was much less careful those days, and I caught plenty of video of him. In the Kroger parking lot, driving all the way through and around it, not just up to a car as he would do the next day. He did a lot more zig-zagging Saturday, and went into and out of dead zones a lot more, but I had an idea of what he was planning... by thinking of how I'd do it myself based on his trailblazing the route."
"To make a long story short-" I said.
"Too late." said Cindy (of course). Laughter prevailed for a moment.
"Good grief." I said. "Anyway, by seeing where he'd gone Friday and Saturday, I looked at some places on Sunday and got a few pieces of video evidence of him being in various places, including the outskirts of Town after dark, where he was taking the women to meet their destinies. I also knew he had come back to Kroger for Charleen's phone, and I was able to get some video of him on streets near there at the time he said he was elsewhere. It was only now a matter of finding some stronger evidence to show the motive."
"And that is where my third email came in: from the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Cheatham & Howe, particularly my niece-in-law. I know Cindy got that same info, so it's not like my family connection was special, but it was nice getting it. I didn't even try to get info from Effim, Goode & Hart, so Cindy one-upped me there, and most effectively, I admit."
Cindy just grinned at me as I went on: "Now I do have to say that there is virtually no evidence that Edna Biller was having extramarital affairs, and that those might be Harmon Biller's fantasies in his deranged mind. But he did try to file for divorce and his wife found out; ergo, her own visit to an attorney. Having been found out about the divorce plans, Harmon then executed his plan... to execute his wife."
"Anyway, I put all that I found into evidence," I said, "then assigned Rudistan and his squads to watch Biller and to place him under arrest if he left the Town City Limits line. He laid low, though, wondering if he'd beaten us, but he had not. You guys effected the arrest, and the case is solved. Now I don't think there's anything I found that you didn't, I just used more imagination and less time... and you guys did discover the information about the tires, which I did not get to at all."
"Any idea where he dumped the old tires?" asked Myron.
"Yes." said Paulina. "He admitted he dumped them into the River from the property of his farm cooperative. The Coltrane County Sheriff and Deputy Strait found them pretty quickly for us, as well as a bag containing the women's car keys, small bottles of blood and used plastic pipettes, and they've turned all that evidence over to us. So it's over for Harmon Biller.
"Any idea why he bagged them instead of throwing them out separately?" Sandra Speer asked.
"By that time, I'll bet he thought he'd gotten away with it, and didn't really think about it." said Martin Nash. "Well, I can see that we still have a lot to learn from the Iron Crowbar."
"You've learned to kiss ass much better than he has, that's for damn sure." said the Chief with rosy cheeks, a merry smile, and twitching of large mustaches. This party was about to get out of hand...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I think you're right about Harmon's thoughts of his wife having extramarital affairs was largely in his own mind." said Cindy as we discussed the case over the next few days.
"Yes, though one thing occurred to me, which you need to keep just between us and the crowbars." I replied. "I think whoever helped Biller with the crime may have been the one that was porking Edna Biller. If Harmon Biller knew a name of anyone fucking his wife, he would only conceal that name if it was that same helper... if Harmon knew at all..."
"And I take it that this 'helper' is a Master and Consultant of Crime, who has stayed in the shadows as others do his work for him and confront you over the Chessboard of Crime?" Cindy asked, her language flowing and flowery.
"Nice flowing and flowery language, there, Crowbar 2." I said. "You should write crime stories for erotic web sites." Cindy's eyes lit up as if she thought that was a good idea...
Also, over the next few days, I watched one piece of tape from the Kroger parking lot several times. I had already logged it into evidence, and made an extra note that went into my locked drawer.
The video had come from the Friday before the murders, the day after Thanksgiving. Biller wasn't evident in the tape, but there were two cars very clearly in view, alongside each other with their driver-side windows in conjunction. I watched the tape, showing a woman that was clearly (to me) Coach Brian Harlan's home hospice nurse receiving a package from the woman in the other car. It did not take much detection work to determine that the driver of the other car was the nurse from University Hospital known as 'Nurse Ratchett'. And it was clear to my fertile imagination that Nurse Ratchett was where the morphine that ended Harlan's life had come from.



Now why would Nurse Ratchett risk her career and her freedom by stealing that morphine and giving it to Coach Harlan's nurse? I wondered to myself. I knew that I was witnessing something very important, something that was a clue to me for future consideration...
Part 18 - Epilogue: The Final Gauntlet
Monday, December 15th, 4:00pm. I was sitting in front of the Chief's desk in his office as he sat behind it, signing copies of a document. His assistant, Martha, stood to the side of the desk, trying not to cry. Daniel Allgood, wearing the uniform of a Police Lieutenant, was sitting next to me.
"Okay, that's it, my last official act as Chief." Griswold said. "It makes you Acting Chief for the rest of the year, Don, and leaves you in command next year until the Sheriff or Council appoints a new Chief." He handed one copy to me and the rest to Martha.
Tears escaped her eyes as she left the room. The Chief knew that she collected Wedgwood pottery, and earlier this morning he had given her a fairly rare and expensive piece for her collection as a token of his gratitude for her years of devoted service to him. She had begun crying, the finality of the Chief's retirement hitting her, and she had been emotional off-an-on for the rest of the day.
It was Chief Griswold's last day of active service with the Town & County Police Department. He was going to be on vacation for the rest of the year, and his retirement would take effect with the ringing in of the New Year. As I sat in the office with him, I felt some strong emotions at losing the man who was my mentor and like my second father. But I knew that must be nothing compared to what he was feeling.
He had gone around the Headquarters all day, thanking everyone, and I think he had made an effort to shake the hand of every police officer, staffer and civilian police employee that he could. Departments had cakes ready for him, and I was sure that he'd become diabetic before the day was through, what with all that sugar being consumed.
"Okay, guys, it's your Department now." said Chief Griswold. Daniel Allgood stood up, knowing that it was time for him to excuse himself.
"I'll leave you two to finish up." Allgood said. "It's been an honor working for you, Chief." The Chief shook hands with Daniel, told him to call when Daniel and Melina's baby was born. Allgood promised to do so, then left the office. It was also Allgood's last active duty day with the Police Department; he would be preparing for his role as Sheriff when he was sworn in on New Years Day.
Now it was just the two of us left in Chief Griswold's office, and I could see that the moment was finally, unavoidably hitting him. "Well, it's been a good run." he said, looking around the office. "And I know I'm leaving this Force in good hands, Don. I know you'll take care of these guys. Daniel Allgood will be a good Sheriff, too."
"Yes sir." I said. I did not know what else to say.
"This Town is lucky as hell to have you, Crowbar." the Chief said, then added, somewhat cryptically, "I know you'll come visit me any time you feel the need to talk, and when you root out the Evil that has been so deeply embedded in this County. Success is not far away for you."
"I hope so, sir." I said. I did not know what else to say.
"Okay, that's it. Let's go." he said, standing up. I was in my 'Duty Dress' uniform, and I would've worn my Medal of Valor if he'd not specifically ordered me not to. The Chief was also in his Duty Dress uniform, the rows of ribbons substituting for and denoting his many medals on the right side of his jacket above his nametag. He'd earned every last one of them, and I knew I had a long way to go to match the sterling record of this police officer.
He came around the desk and extended his hand. I was working hard not to get emotional, but our handshake turned into a hug anyway. "Come see us, Chief Emeritus, and don't have too much fun in retirement." I said.
"I'll stop in sometimes." said the Chief. "Good luck, Crowbar. You've got this now."
"Let me get the door for you, Chief." I said. I went to the door, opened it, then came to the position of attention.
"Police Force! Attention!" Lt. Cindy Ross called out from the hallway, and her place in the line. As the Chief looked out, he saw the two rows of police officers, standing shoulder to shoulder, facing inwards. They were forming a gauntlet, from the edge of the door frame and out the anteroom door into the hall.
The Chief looked up at me as I held the door, but I would not look down at him. Finally, he said "Walk with me, Commander.", then he stepped forward out of the office. I fell in behind him.
He walked down the hall between the rows of officers, smiling at them, telling them goodbye and best wishes. I walked silently behind him, feeling extremely honored that he had asked me to escort him on his last journey out the door. The looks on the faces of the officers in the rows were those understanding the solemnity of this occasion; even Sergeant Rudistan was solemn today. I saw Lt. Allgood standing amongst the officers in the rows, knowing this was why Daniel had come in today: this was his last act as a Town & County Policeman, honoring our retiring Chief.
As Griswold got to the turn to go out the side door, he saw Captain Charles and stopped, shaking Charles's hand. That turned into an emotional hug between two battle-hardened policemen that had seen years of service together, then Captain Charles walked with the Chief and myself into the little hallway leading to the outside door to the secured employees parking lot.
At the desk by the door, Precinct Captain Damien Thompson had been placed on duty by me, having asked for the honor of this task. The Chief shook Thompson's hand, then turned in his badge and gun. Thompson handed Griswold his Chief Emeritus badge and ranks in a plastic sleeve, and gave him his gun back.
Outside, rows of officers were formed in a circle around the Chief's civilian car. The Media was filming from just outside the gate. As he was about to get in, Captain Charles called out "Present... arms!" Everyone saluted. The Chief saluted back, then said loudly "I know that you'll continue to do the excellent work you've done for me all these years! Thank you, and best wishes to all of you!" As he was about to lose it, he quickly got into the car. In a moment, he was no longer there. It was not really much different, but for me everything seemed to have changed, like going through a time warp.
"Police Force!" called out Lt. Ross. "Return to duty! Dismissed!" Everyone began moving, and the crowd dissipated. I remained standing where I was, the enormity of what I was now responsible for hitting me fully.
"Come on, Commander." said Cindy, gripping my arm. "We've got work to do." I allowed my partner to guide me back into the building. Yes, we had work to do.
Finis... for now.
*****
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Part 1 - Prologue - Christmas Conversations
(Author's note: little bit of groundwork, folks. Thanks in advance for bearing with it.)
"How is she doing?" I asked in my office on December 23d.
"Not too bad." Lieutenant Cindy Ross replied. "I've taken her out shopping, my sister Molly has taken her out shopping, and you've restricted her to desk duty for two weeks now and she's catching up on paperwork. She's trying. She may never quite get over it, but she's trying this year."
We were talking about Lt. Teresa Croyle, whose sister had been wiped out by a drunk driver on a Christmas Eve years before, the same Teresa that beat the shit out of a State's Senator's son last Christmas Eve, after he'd killed a mother and two children while driving drunk. The incident caused severe problems for Teresa, which took some effort on my part to overcome, but overcome we did. Still, the Christmas season had different meaning for Teresa than it did for most others.
"Hard to believe it's been just one year since that incident." I said. "Amazing what has gone on in that time."
"You're not kidding." said Cindy. "Captain Malone was here, Angela Harlan was here, Pete Feeley was here, Coach Harlan was here, Senator Allen was here, your nephew Ned was out there somewhere, you had a blue crowbar, and you had no sons born..."
"Too bad your year was totally uneventful." I said, needling my friend and partner, knowing how close this past year had been to being her last on this earth.
"Harrumph. Yeah. I'm just glad to be alive and talking about it." Cindy replied. "But at least I have a girlfriend and a nephew to buy gifts for."
"Yes." I said. "And a sister and race partner, too. The good news is that Teresa agreed to come to the family party at our house tomorrow night, and to stay the night and help be 'Santa Claus' for Carole and Jim and Ross. Hopefully, we'll be able to keep her out of trouble, and make her feel like family."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party on Christmas Eve was not as large as the year before, when we finally got Teresa's story out of her and gave her the pictures of her and her sister. Tonight it was me, Laura, Todd, Jeanine, my mother Phyllis, Molly, and our various children. I had also invited Cindy, Jenna, Teresa and Tanya, and of course Baby Pete. Jenna did not come; Cindy said she was feeling under the weather. I hoped that was true, as opposed to Jenna still being mad at me over the treatment of her punk assistant Gor-don, or perhaps problems with Cindy's sister Molly.
Daniel and Melina Allgood had also declined their invitations; they were spending Christmas Eve with Daniel's family, which I could understand... except that I thought Daniel's parents had died and he had no siblings. Maybe he had cousins...
We were doing a 'Secret Santa' this year, and I had contrived it so that I would be giving Teresa her present. I gave her a large 36"x24" frame full of pictures I'd taken of her over the course of the year, many with Cindy, some from their race over the summer, others from inside Police Headquarters and with her Vice Squad. She seemed to like it, and was making an effort to be part of the party. Still, my wife Laura had a good chat with her, to let her vent about her sister, whom she was still remembering...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're so glad you came." said Joanne Cummings as she admitted Daniel and Melina Allgood into the home of her cousin, John Cummings. "You remember my friend Seth Warner, I'm sure?"
"Oh yes." said Daniel, shaking Seth's hand. Seth and then John Cummings and his wife greeted the Sheriff-elect and his wife. John Cummings had become friends with Daniel while they were on the campaign trail, often appearing together at rallies around the County. And it was neither secret nor surprise that Seth and Joanne had begun dating since being introduced at the Policeman's Ball by Mrs. Phyllis Troy.
The surprise was that Melina and Joanne had become fast friends when they had met at the Policeman's Ball. They found that they had in common a love of hunting, as in deer hunting, as well as the shooting sports. They'd even gotten together for lunch twice, and also had used the range at Cummings Outdoors General Store after normal business hours. While Joanne did not out-shoot Melina (hardly anyone in the world could do that, but Joanne didn't know it), she certainly was no slouch with rifle, pistol, or bow-and-arrow.
After an excellent dinner and conversation, John Cummings announced his bombshell. "I am going to be closing Cummings Outdoors General Store." he told his guests. "I'm not sure I can sell it very quickly, so I'm going to have a 'Going Out of Business' sale."
"Why are you closing the store?" Joanne almost wailed. "You love that store; we all do!" There was a murmur of agreement."
"Well, I have another store near Lake Amengi-Nunagen." said Cummings. "Well out of this State, and with the retirement community up there growing and some farming communities springing up, that store is doing well and poised to do better. It will keep me busy."
Cummings continued: "But the main reason I'm leaving this Town is because of the Election and Katherine Woodburn. You all know about the corrupted processes in both the election and the court cases, so I won't re-hash that."
Cummings went on: "But the real issue is that I've been audited twice by the Federal BAFTE and once by the State Firearms Bureau. The IRS has also sent a letter that they're going to audit me. I'm squeaky clean and my lawyer is already on it, but it's clear I'm going to be harassed until I close down and leave. Woodburn has actually said that out loud to other people."
"Is there anything you can do, Sheriff?" asked Seth, looking concerned. Seth had been on the receiving end of corrupt Court practices, as well.
"No." said Daniel. "I can push back against Woodburn, and Commander Troy is aware of this situation and could push back a lot harder, but it's not going to make a difference to John. I'm not sure why, but someone really wants him out of the County. And not just Katherine Woodburn, even though John here was our State House Representative for six years. There's something else going on, and we're just not sure what's going on."
"I hate Katherine Woodburn." Joanne pouted.
"Not as much as I do." said Seth. "She tried to interfere with my legal case, tried to help my sister out against me. Commander Troy did have a word with the State Ethics Board about that, and my partner Todd's wife helped with that, too. Woodburn had to back down, but if this is what she's doing before being sworn in, God only knows what she has planned once she reaches the State Senate."
Daniel said "John, I'm not sure you can't find a buyer. The Cosby Brothers opened their Gun and Safe Store a few months ago. I know Bobby Cosby, he was on the Police Force before opening his store. I don't think they were prepared to expand on their own for some time, but if you check with them they might be willing to buy you out."
"And if financing is an issue, call me." said Melina. "I think I can help make some arrangements." Even Daniel looked at his wife in surprise, wondering what secret Melina possessed that would allow her to facilitate a financial transaction of that magnitude, no matter how well her gym was doing.
"Thanks, guys. I'll call up the Cosby Brothers the day after tomorrow." said the very religious John Cummings. "Okay, not another word about any of that. It's Christmas Eve, let's celebrate our Lord's birth..."
"Amen." said Joanne. Even the not-at-all-religious Melina felt the love as she observed Seth taking Joanne's hand in his...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was midnight and Cindy was looking for Teresa, who was nowhere to be found. "We'd better go look for her." Cindy said, clearly worried. "I'll call the Duty Desk and have them tell all patrols to be on the lookout for her, discreetly of course."
"No, wait." I said. "Let's think about where she would likely go. She's not permitted to be on duty, so any police seeing her at a DUI checkpoint will call me immediately... it is possible that I left instructions for them to do so. That leaves the hospital, or.... oh... yes, of course."
"Yes, son," my mother said, steps ahead of me and seeing me figure it out, "I believe you are right."
"I'm not a Troy." Cindy said. "How about cluing me in."
"So you say, my dear." said Phyllis, a twinkle in her eyes. "But observe and deduce as if you were a Troy. Use your mind, child."
Cindy thought about it as I went and got my coat and hers. She still had not figured it out as we got into my new silver Police SUV and headed out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa was sitting on the deck of what was left of The Cabin, looking over the Town as its lights twinkled peacefully on this Christmas Eve. She saw the light of a train just coming out of the western horizon; it was the nearest thing to the Star of the Nativity in sight.
Most of the remains of The Cabin had been cleared in preparation for rebuilding, but there were still a few charred timbers and some ashes and soot around. To her surprise, Teresa heard what sounded like a step behind her. She looked back, totally stunned to see who it was. She mostly could only see the shock of bright white hair.
"Ah, my dear Ms. Croyle." said the slender, older man as he came up to her. "My name is Harvey Eckhart, and I'm pleased to make your acquaintance again."
"You remember me?" Teresa asked. "My husband, now ex-husband, and I attended one of your seminars... but that was years ago, and we were among 1500 people there."
"Oh, you would be surprised how many people I've met that I do remember." said Eckhart. "But I also know you through your excellent police career, and of course your fine race win with Ms. Ross last summer. A really splendid performance, both of you."
"Thank you." said Teresa. "So what brings you here?"
"The same thing that has brought you here." said Eckhart. "The memory of your sister."
"You knew her?" Teresa asked, totally stunned.
"Oh, no, my dear, I never had the fortune to meet her." Eckhart said. "But you are here remembering your sister on the anniversary of her passing. I am here to perhaps be a bit tough on you, however improper it is, and to let you know that while I believe your sister appreciates your thinking of her, she also would very much like for you to be happy, and to move on with your new family."
"Oh?" Teresa said, becoming skeptical, but not feeling insulted, somehow knowing that Eckhart was here and doing this in order to help her. "What would you know about any of that?"
Eckhart laughed, which sounded a bit more sinister than he intended. "My dear, you are a very important person in the lives of certain people who are very important in my life. And you should allow yourself to be part of their lives. You deserve to be much, much happier than you are, my young friend."
Teresa stared at Eckhart, unable to believe he was stating her deepest thoughts, some of which she did not realize she had until he'd expressed them for her. Eckhart understood.
"And to show you what I mean, my dear Ms. Croyle," said Eckhart. "I know you are perched here upon this very dangerous ledge because you are remembering the fire that your insane father set, which burned your home to the ashes. Is that not so, my friend?"
"Yesss..." Teresa hissed.
Eckhart suddenly turned his head, then said "Ah, I believe your new sister and her friend the Iron Crowbar are just arriving..."
Indeed, Cindy and I had just arrived and had heard the last part of the conversation. "Go be with Teresa." I whispered to her. "I'll talk to Harvey."
Eckhart made his way back to me as Cindy moved towards the deck. "Ah, Miss Ross, how wonderful to see you again. I hope your Holiday will be filled with great joy." he said as they passed each other.
"Likewise, Dr. Eckhart." Cindy replied. "Don wants to talk to you."
Eckhart approached me. "Ah, my young friend Donald. How are you this Christmas Eve?"
"Feeling very blessed, Dr. Eckhart, feeling very blessed." I said. "And you?"
"Likewise, certainly." Eckhart said, beaming. "Now that your young friend's soul sister has arrived, I'll take my leave of you. I hope you'll have a wonderful Christmas, and New Year as well."
"Harvey..." I said, getting his attention. "I do appreciate that loan you arranged so that I can rebuild--" I pointed at the ruins of The Cabin, "-- all this."
"Ah, I will not pretend ignorance on that." Eckhart said, his voice barely above a whisper. "I have more money than I could hope to spend. What better way to use some of that than to help you restore the home you love... and to be honest, the view I've come to love as well?"
"But I will ask you to do this." Dr. Eckhart said, his voice rising slightly in the passion of his words.. "Design the new home yourself, and really let your mind flow as you do. I believe that if you do that, what will be produced will be a truly wonderful thing!"
"I will do that." I said. "And thank you for helping my friend here, and helping Luisa Gomez in the hospital... and I have not forgotten that night in Cindy's hospital room..." I extended my hand.
Harvey grasped my hand in a thumb-to-thumb handshake, and both our other hands came up to cover our joined hands. "I'm here to help you any time you need it, my young friend Donald. Any time." I knew that he meant it. And that I would need that help, and that price would not be an object...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They sat there for a very long time, side by side, on the dangerously unstable deck of The Cabin, not saying anything. Finally, Teresa said to Cindy "Thank you."
"For what?" Cindy asked.
"For letting me sit here and remember my sister." Teresa said.
"Why here?" Cindy asked, idly curious.
"The smell." Teresa said. She took a breath and exhaled, then said "It smells like the fire that my father set, that burned our house down the night Alexis died. It reminds me of that night. I've always felt that if... if I don't remember Alexis, especially on this night, she'll be.... she'll be forgotten." Tears began streaming down Teresa's face.
"I see." Cindy said. "But she's not forgotten, and won't be. But you don't have to do this to remember her." Cindy's own thoughts wondering how Don and his mother had known that... and that Teresa would be up here at The Cabin. Geez, no criminal has a chance in hell in this County with those two at work...
"It..." Teresa said, faltering, then gathering her strength and continuing, feeling that she needed to, "it's what makes me what I am. It's what drives me."
"I can understand that." Cindy said, "But at the same time, you've got a new family to take care of, not the least of which is your current race partner whose girlfriend wouldn't come to the party and whose other sister is making me change diapers."
"Other sister?" Teresa asked.
"Yes." Cindy said firmly. "You're my sister and I am your sister, and we'll remember Alexis together... but I think she'd want us to move on, and remember her without trying to cause ourselves pain, especially by sitting on an unstable deck in the cold in the middle of the night."
"Okay, okay," Teresa said. "That's what Harvey Eckhart said, too. Is he really psychic?"
"Probably." said Cindy. "And Don and his mother are, too. If they were all related, I'd say it runs in the family." Teresa couldn't help but laugh at that one.
Part 2 - Friday Night Action
"So," said Teresa Croyle, "when are you going to come up here and join our Police Force?" It was Friday night, the day after Christmas.
Molly Evans sighed, then replied "Probably never. As much as I'd love to come up here, and Don could see Ross so much more often, it wouldn't be very good. I can't work with the Detectives because of the nepotism laws in this State and Cindy being my sister, and I'm sure as hell not working in Records, no disrespect to them intended. I guess I could be in I.A. But I also like it where I am, down in Midtown. My people are good people, too. And we still consider you one of our good people, even if you did come back up here."
"That's true about Cindy being your sister; and yes, your people are good people too." Teresa said. "And I don't need to be Don or his mother to observe that there's still tension between you and Cindy over Jenna... or more specifically, Cindy's orientation in general."
"Well," Molly said, "I've come to grips with that, though my-- our parents have not." Teresa peered at Molly as the ruggedly lovely blonde continued: "I'm not avoiding Cindy, and I'm happy to bring Ross up so she can see him or have her down to see him."
"Speaking of Ross, where is he now?" Teresa asked.
"His grandmother has him." Molly said. "Phyllis just loves him." Molly, Teresa, Cindy and Jenna had gone out to dinner earlier in the evening, and Phyllis had done babysitting duty, also caring for Carole and Jim while their parents Don and Laura were at yet another reception given by Dr. Wellman, President of the University. Molly was staying with Teresa while up in Town for Christmas.
"So how are thing down in Midtown?" Teresa asked.
"Quiet, at least right now." said Molly. "All the politicians are out of town, back in their home districts. We don't have a University there, so the DUIs and general disorderly conduct isn't too bad. But in January? Sheesh. The lobbyists come into town, take the politicians out to expensive dinners with free-flowing liquor, and we really can't touch them because the politicians do the driving, and politicians can't be arrested while the Legislature is in session. And our Internal Affairs Department also gets busy during this time of year as politicians bribe cops every which way. They're missing you in that area."
"I liked being down there while I was there," said Teresa, "but there is no place like up here. But it's going to be busy and hard for Don. As much as he tries to hide it, the responsibilities he's taken on, in addition to trying to help us solve as many crimes as possible, are going to take a toll on him."
"Yes." Molly said. "Laura has mentioned that, also. She says that I have to help her keep Don well satisfied in bed to keep his stress levels down..."
"Like uncle, like nephew." Teresa said. "Since starting up that business of his, he's been insatiable, and that's after fucking his secretary every morning and his wife every night, and he is still coming on strong for more..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Cindy and Jenna were in the kitchen, preparing after-dinner desserts and drinks. "I know she's trying, but your sister just does not like me." said Jenna.
"She's trying, Jenna." Cindy said. "She is trying. We have to meet her halfway, like tonight, and go with what we get."
"So, what happened with all that about your parents going to Midtown instead of here when Ross was born?" Jenna asked. She knew the answer; she was trying to get Cindy riled up. And Jenna wasn't happy that Molly was not totally accepting of her and Cindy's sexual orientation.



"We've hashed that over, time and again." said Cindy, not rising to the bait, knowing what Jenna was doing. "Jenna, neither Molly nor my parents are ever going to embrace what you and I are nor what we have together, much less show enthusiastic support. So there's no point in fighting it."
"Don't know why we have to accept her attitude about us." Jenna mumbled.
"Because I love my sister and want her to be part of my life, just as I love you and want you as part of my life." Cindy said.
"This is the 21st century, Cindy." Jenna said.
"Yes it is." said Cindy. "Which is why we can live together and date openly. Come on, now, let's go back in the living room. You can have an extra brandy while we're talking..."
Jenna would have more than one extra brandy... and so would Molly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I nuzzled my wife's neck, tasting her, letting my lips and tongue run up her jaw line to her ear, giving her sucking kisses as I felt her hand grip my throbbing hard cock and guide me into her sopping wet cunthole. I continued to nuzzle her neck hard until she turned her face, wanting a kiss as I entered her. Our mouths met in a deep, hard, sucking kiss, our tongues twining hard as I began pistoning my ass up and down, driving my iron-hard cock meat in and out of her deep, sopping wet cunt.
I was on top of Laura and we were making love in the missionary position. We'd just returned from a reception at the University, held by and for the Medical School's professors and staff. Among the people there were cardiologist Dr. Richard Searles, who we had consulted with during the case of the Murdered Football Player... and his wife Dr. Gloria Searles.
I had a crush on Gloria, some serious hots for her. She was short, lithe, in shape, and her black hair was worn short. Her face was almost radiantly beautiful, and her small mouth and lips were just perfect for kissing or oral sex. Her breasts were large and very noticeable on her small frame, and her legs were as shapely as any woman's that I'd ever met, including my lovely wife's!
"Oh yes, Gloria was looking really hot tonight, wasn't she?" Laura said, almost taunting me, urging me on to fuck her harder as I plowed my meat in and out of my wife's fur-lined furrow. "You looked like you wanted to fuck her right there in front of all those people..."
"Uhhh..." I moaned as pleasure rocked through my loins at my wife's nasty words about the beautiful doctor. "Yeah, I wanted to fuck her right then and there... and I think her husband would've done the same thing to you, babe."
"Oh yes, he's a very distinguished man and I'd spread my legs for him." Laura said, making her words as nasty and visual as possible in order to drive me nuts... and nuts-deep into her. "I think he'd swing with us, but she's either religious or just prim and proper..."
"Yeah, she's ice-cold, worse than Teresa was in the past." I said as I steadily pumped my cock in and out of Laura with hard, short, stabbing thrusts. "She doesn't like you at all, and that extends to me by default."
"You're right," Laura said, her voice more of a series of moans than anything else as her hands squeezed my asscheeks or hips. "But part of that is because she's jealous of the way her husband looks at me... did that make you jealous, Don? Seeing how he and other men were looking at me? Like they wanted to fuck me?"
"Oh yeah," I said, giving Laura the compliments for which she was fishing, "but it also makes me happy, knowing that I'm married to the most beautiful woman in the room, the woman everyone else wants to sleep with, but that I *do* get to fuck just like I'm doing now..." With that I began fucking Laura harder, and kissed and sucked her neck and jaw. "God, you're magnificent, baby!" I gasped into her ear.
"Mmmm..." Laura moaned back, "Keep fucking me, just like that... ohhhh... ohhh, that's so good... oh, you're going so deep, baby... oh yeah..." Her hands wrapped around my shoulders as our mouths met in a deep kiss that matched our deep fucking in its intensity.
After breaking the kiss and resuming our hard steady pace of fucking, Laura looked up into my eyes. "Are you going to try to fuck her?" she asked.
"Who, Gloria?" I asked, seeing Laura's eyes sparkle as she nodded. "Oh yes, I'm going to try. I'm going to get nuts-deep into Gloria's cunt and drop my load into her... oh, uhhh..."
"If you get into her, you will really be the miracle man around here. Think you can do it?" Laura asked, her voice a challenge. I stopped fucking my wife, sinking balls-deep into her and pressing in.
"Think I can't?" I asked, looking into my wife's eyes.
"Mmm, why don't you try..." she said, letting her hands slide up the sides of my body, "... and let's find out if you can melt her ice cube. Now get your ass moving, stud, and fuck me like you want to fuck her!" I grinned and as I began pumping in and out of her again, and my mouth attacked her huge, milk-filled breasts before kissing my way back up to her neck and ear again.
The thoughts of fucking Gloria Searles had me climbing my wife all the way, the intensely ecstatic pain of my building orgasm overwhelming me. With only a few more savage thrusts and the thought of Gloria's legs wrapped around me, I cried out as my climax took me.
"OH MY GOD! UHHH!" I yelled out as the first spurts of my cock-cream blasted out, coating the back walls of Laura's clutching vagina. With savage thrusts I emptied my balls into my wife, feeling the pleasure but also the love and the gratitude that I was mating with this most wonderful of women...
Even as we decoupled, my cock was half hard. "Wow, that woman really has you hot tonight." Laura said, then took my cock into her mouth, cleaning off our mixed juices.
"I think it's that gray viagra you gave me." I said. "I'm horny as hell and ready to go again, just as soon as I catch my breath..."
"Mmmm, good." Laura said. "I've only come once; I want you to make me come three more times. I'll get some lubricant..." As my wife got up to get the slick gel in its tube, I contemplated why she was giving me those viagras... I certainly did not need help getting an erection, especially for Laura, but she had me take one at least once a week...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lt. Bill Hanson walked into the University Campus Police Headquarters in the early morning hours of December 27th. His Sergeant, two full time Campus Police officers and two cadet officers were waiting.
"Sir, we've gotten three calls tonight of lights on in one of the dorms on the south side of the main quad." said the Sergeant. "We had Officer Coates drive by there in plain clothes, and there is some activity there. One of those three calls said that people were carrying cameras into the dorm. We secured a warrant from the night judge at the County Courthouse to make an investigational raid of this dorm."
"Good work, guys." said Hanson. "We'd gotten word from the FBI that some of these porn production people had been spotted at City Airport, but we didn't know for sure which School they might go to. Looks like they came to us. Okay, everybody got vests on? Good. Let's go in without light and sirens, but let's move very fast."
The officers scrambled to their police cruisers and tore out. It was not a long drive, and the cars pulled up to the dorm in question within minutes. But just as the officers were pulling up, a number of people poured out of the dorm and fled into the night. Police gave chase, but the perps ran in several different directions.
An examination of the dorm found some lights on, some underwear on the floor of one of the lighted rooms, used condoms full of semen and other evidence that sexual activities had taken place. The evidence was collected, but it was obvious the perps had been informed of the police raid and and defeated the efforts to capture them.
"All right, stand down." Lt. Hanson said when informed of the raid. "Put out an APB, just to let them know we're thinking about them. Let the TCPD know, also: send them a routine copy of our police report of this incident. Increase patrols in marked vehicles; I want them to see a strong police presence. I don't want to see them back on my Campus..."
Part 3 - The Crime Scene
The handsome stud pumped his huge cock in and out of the drop-dead-gorgeous platinum blonde woman beneath him, feeling his nut rise. Her beautiful legs were high in the air, and she made sure to stretch her feet out and bend her toes to show them off in the best way for the camera as they bounced just above the stud's pistoning, rock hard asscheeks.
He did not resist the impending powerful climax that was building in his loins; instead, he let go and felt the painful ecstasy of his release. With one more shove, he buried his meat to the balls inside the woman and began shooting his load. Despite the intense pleasure, he remembered to pull back enough that some of his thick semen would coat the walls of her cunt just inside her swollen, stretched labes.
"Oh that's good, great creampie!" the man with the camera muttered as he zoomed in on the lovers' coupled loins. As the stud eased his cock out of the woman, the camera caught the globs of semen dripping out.
"Okay, cut!" yelled the man with the camera. "Lisa, get some of that goop in her cunt so I can shoot it coming out. Hold still, Callie. Come on, Connie, bring the goop! Get your Chink ass moving, bitch!" The assistant Lisa, a girl with a 'Goth' haircut and blue streaks in her hair, spooned some of the sugary mixture from the bowl the Asian woman Connie was holding onto the blonde's labes, getting some inside. It would look just like a man's semen as it oozed out.
After a moment of shooting the creampie, the director said "Okay, great job, Callie! Now let's get some of the goop smeared on The Stallion's cock, and you can clean it up."
Callie took Bobby 'The Stallion' Steed's huge cock into her mouth. He was still half hard, and the assistant Lisa dripped some of the fake cum onto his shaft to make it look wet and messy. The director filmed as Callie cleaned it all up, moaning around the stud's huge white cockshaft as she greedily sucked him.
"Okay, that's a wrap for this scene!" yelled the director, Steve West. He was the owner and producer of 'Steve West Films', some of the hottest pornography currently being produced. It was just becoming afternoon on Saturday, December 27th, and they were filming in an empty warehouse where Tenderloin District and Warehouse District overlapped.
"Good work, guys! Nice job, Lisa." said West. "God damn it, Connie, you're spilling that goop, you fucking Chink. Can't you do a god-damned thing right, you idiot bitch? Okay, Jay, change out the video tape in the cameras, I don't want to run out right in the middle of the next scene. Do that now, Jay, you don't have to work with the 'help' around here. Let that worthless whore clean that shit up."
"Got it, Boss." Jay said, stopping from helping Connie clean up the floor and moving back to the cameras to fulfill West's instructions.
After a pause West said "Okay, everyone, I'm going to prep for the next shoot. Lunch is ready in the front room, so go eat now. We've got a lot of work to do to get finished so we can fly out of here tomorrow morning, so be ready to shake your asses this afternoon!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The pretty, slender young woman, her dirty blonde hair tied into a ponytail behind her head, was sitting on the edge of the table, her shapely legs bent double as her feet, in black high heel pumps with a strap over the top, were on the table beside her exposed loins. The man in his 30s or 40s, muscular and fit, with a head full of brown hair and a big brown mustache, was standing between the woman's spread legs. His pants were opened and he was pumping his enormous nine inch cock in and out of the her tight, wet pussy.
The looks on their faces were of a couple experiencing deep pleasure as they copulated, each using their experience as well as their sexual organs to give the other as much pleasure as possible. But they also rutted urgently, knowing that the scene in the other room was near completion. In addition, the stud was very close, the woman's last orgasm bringing him to the brink.
"I'm gonna come, Betsy!" he gasped. "I'm... UHHH!!!" Jolt after jolt of thick baby batter fired out of his cock and splattered against the back wall of her clenching cunt. She expertly used her vaginal muscles to milk his pulsing cock dry, getting as much of his semen as she could from his well-drained balls.
"Mmm, Rod, that was really good." Betsy said, smiling up at her lover. "I came twice."
"It was good for me, too." Rod said, bending down and kissing Betsy's inviting mouth. "Oops, we gotta go, they're breaking for lunch."
The couple got off the table, fixed themselves up and went to join the others as they were coming into the front room for lunch.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The actors and assistants and extra personnel all headed to the front room and to the table where a catered lunch of soup, salad and pasta waited. The 'back room' had the sets for the sex acts being recorded, with other empty rooms off to the side which were not being used. The building was owned by a man named Thomas P. Cook, who had a seat on the local government Council.
Everyone went through the line and then sat down at one of the two long tables set up for eating. Besides Callie, Brooke, Lisa, Connie and Bobby Steed, there was Betsy the manager, two other male porn stars, and Rod and two other security men.
Callie Carrington, the beautiful blonde porn starlet that was gaining national fame in the industry, was the star of this production. It was called 'University Sexcapades, Vol. VI'. Callie had been a bit 'voluptuous' when she started her career exclusively as a lesbian, but thanks to regular workouts she now had one of the hottest bodies in the industry. She also had a very sweet, beautiful smile and the sweetest personality, and was adored by fans and co-workers alike.
Bobby 'The Stallion' Steed had a huge, thick ten inch cock, and his body seemed chiseled out of rock like a statue of a Grecian god. He had dirty blonde hair and looked like a California surfer boy. He was very popular and in extreme demand in the industry. Viagra helped him stay erect for long periods of time, but he also showed up to work drunk or on drugs half the time, and could be very rough during the sex scenes. He enjoyed brutally fucking the women and sometimes needed to fuck them very hard in order to get off himself, which made him useful to some of the categories of videos in the 'Steve West Films' empire.
Brooke 'Cassandra' Monarch had long, long black hair, milky white skin, a tall thin body and shapely legs. Just a 'look' from her eyes at a man could make him hard, and her voice naturally just dripped with seductiveness. She would be doing the scene after lunch with two well hung young studs.
Lisa Lorena wasn't exceptionally pretty, but wasn't ugly either. She had dark hair with blue streaks, a compact body with large breasts and a shapely ass. She had starred in many punk, Goth and B&D films for Steve West, but on this trip she was the make-up woman and production assistant. Also working in an assistant capacity was Connie Chang, a beautiful Asian woman with luscious, full lips; long, lustrous black hair; and a dynamite pair of legs. She had a mouth that could suck a golf ball through a garden hose, so it was said.
Betsy was Steve West's personal assistant and manager, and handled all the paperwork and stuff. She had been a porn starlet in the past, but preferred the steadier income and less grueling work of being an assistant. Rod was one of the 'security' people.
Steve West Films was in Town over the Holiday season, filming sex scenes for several movies. The company was known for romantic 'women friendly' films, and for films shot on location at various colleges and other 'road trip' movies. West also produced films that were borderline snuff, hard B&D, and simulated gang rape.
Colleges didn't want him on their campuses, and his crew had snuck into a dorm at the local University the night before and gotten in two full scenes before the Campus Police, led by Lt. Bill Hanson, got calls and arrived on the scene. He found people scattering in every direction and made no arrests. He made a perfunctory report to the Town & County Police, then had his Campus Police Department double patrols around the dorms. The tight blue cordon meant that Lt. Hanson would have no more problems... and Steve West would not be doing any more campus filming.
"Wow, this food is a lot better than what we normally get." Callie said, smiling her beautiful smile.
"Yeah, towns like this often have a deli that's cheap but has better food than the Publix stores in big cities. This town has some really great places to eat." Betsy said as she came up to the line. For the next several minutes, everyone busied themselves getting food.
Just as Connie passed through the line, the last to get lunch, Lisa looked around and asked "Where is Steve?"
"He's setting up for the next scene." said Brooke. "He and Jay will probably grab something while we're in makeup." Jay was Steve West's major cameraman, they worked hand-in-glove to get the best shots which led to the high quality of the films that were produced.
"He never eats enough." said Lisa. "I'll take the guys a couple of plates now." With Connie's help, she quickly piled food onto two plates, then Lisa took the plates and headed back into the back room where they had been filming.
"When are we getting out of here?" asked Bobby Steed. "We almost got our asses arrested last night. I've heard the police here are a bit too good." He had been high the night before during the shoots; an arrest would've been bad for him.
"We wrap up tonight and drive back to the City in the morning to catch our planes." said Brooke. "I'm in no hurry, though. The college studs here are hot as hell!"
"That's true." said Callie. "But we--"
"AAUUUUGGHHHH!!! HELLLPPP!!!!"
The scream was from the back room. Everyone got up and ran into the room. They found Lisa screaming, almost hysterically. Two plates of food were on the floor next to her, having been dropped. Everyone looked at the bed, and more screams and gasps rang out.
Lying on the bed that was to be used for the next scene was Steve West. He was staring sightlessly up at the ceiling; he was dead.
He'd been stabbed multiple times. His pants were opened, his belt lying on the floor. His throat was slit, and a thin stiletto knife was sticking out of his groin, standing straight up... he'd been stabbed the final time right where the base of his cock met his balls.
It took everyone a moment to take in what they were witnessing, but they soon jumped into action. "Jesus Christ! I'm getting the fuck out of here!" gasped Callie. Everyone else agreed with her sentiment and began running for the door.
"POLICE! FREEZE!"
The voice shocked them into silent immobility as they got into the front room again. Eight police officers in helmets and armor vests, followed by four more in ultra-heavy SWAT gear, had their pistols and military-grade rifles pointing at the cast and crew. From behind the small army came Detective Timothy Geiger of the Town & County Police Department, and following him, the trenchcoat stretched around his large girth, was Vice Detective Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples.
"This is a raid!" Sharples announced. "You're all under arrest for prostitution and making pornographic films!"
"Detective Sharples!" shouted a policeman who had gone into the back room. "We've got a body in here!"
"Is that so?" Sharples said, a sneering smile forming on his face...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a somber cast and crew that was sitting on the floor, their hands manacled behind them with plastic zip-ties, when I came onto the crime scene with Lt. Cindy Ross and Detective Theo Washington. I was wearing my uniform with white shirt, rank on soft shoulderboards, and a black leather bomber jacket, which was a Christmas gift from the Chief. My ranks were on the epaulette flaps, and it had a Town & County police badge intricately sewn in on the left chest, complete with my badge number and 'Commander' in their places in the wreath circle. The jacket was heavy with light armor sewn in, and it was very warm. I liked it.
I also had a new red crowbar. It was the same size as the blue one I'd given Cindy, not quite as large as the 'IC2' crowbar made from the rifle that had exterminated the Rev. Jonas Oldeeds. That one was now mounted on the wall in my office. The new one was allegedly made of scrap metals from The Cabin and my previous SUV which had been destroyed there, from the remains of the vehicles that had collided and exploded when Takaki Taichi destroyed the last of the Corrigan Cell, as well as a better quality of metals than the previous one. It had 'IC3' imprinted into one end. It felt 'useful' in my hands.
Lt. Tanya Perlman was already on the scene with the Crime Lab, and she was arguing furiously with Sharples, who was trying to obstruct the Crime Lab team from going into the back room.
"What the hell is going on?" I asked, interrupting their verbal sparring.
"What the hell are you doing here?" Sharples said. Suddenly everything became very quiet, as every officer was watching to see what my response was going to be.
"I happen to work for the Town & County Police Department, Sharples." I said evenly. "Which you will will not be for much longer if you show me that level of disrespect again... ever again. I asked a question: what is going on?"
"This is my case, Commander." said Sharples. "This Detective is trying to butt in."
"That Lieutenant outranks you, Sharples." I said. "That's two strikes against you today. You'd better pray to God the third strike doesn't offend Lt. Ross. I might not be able to restrain her." I wasn't kidding; I'm not sure what was holding Cindy back from using her blue crowbar on Sharples. Her ice blue eyes were radiating ice cold fire.
"And Sharples," I said as I surveyed the room, "if Lt. Perlman wasn't clear enough, I will be: this is now MCD's case. You are not a part of it. Go back to the station and file your reports."
"Goddammit, Commander, this is my bust and my case." Sharples growled. "I'm filing a grievance with the Union if you take me off of it."
"I am counting on that to be a promise you will keep, as opposed to a threat you won't follow through on. Please file that grievance, Sharples. Ross, I am going to turn around, and if I turn back around and see Sharples on this crime scene, I will write you up." Cindy got the hint, and escorted a cursing Sharples out of the room.
"My God, how is that bastard still on the Force?" Tanya asked, her cherubic face still beet red with anger over her verbal spat with Sharples.
"The Union." I said. "He stays just inside the lines, and I can't get enough to terminate him. The Chief couldn't either."
"Who the fuck hired him?" Tanya asked as we walked towards the group of detained cast and crew.
"From what I can tell, Captain Brownlee of Personnel & Records." I said.
"Oh, that jerk." Tanya replied, understanding. "Say no more." I didn't need to. Captain Robert Brownlee was in his upper 30s, maybe early 40s, and was as big an asshole as Steven Ikea could ever hope to be. Nobody liked him, but he reportedly did Personnel and paperwork jobs very well. He was a boorish ass to his subordinates, and made no secret of his desire to be Chief of Police. He'd even made the inexcusable faux pas of actively seeking election into the Orange Order, but I found out that for the last four years he only got one vote each year, believed to be cast by himself for himself.
The unfortunate thing was that he was also exactly the kind of on-the-job politician the Chief had been trying to mold me into. He had friends on the Town & County Council as well as being a staunch friend of the Police Union and some of its key people. And he had made some rather questionable hires over the last two years, including that of Leonard Sharples, who seemed to be just exactly what Brownlee liked in a police officer -- someone who could never rise to Brownlee's level, much less to be a competent police officer, and someone Brownlee would expect to be loyal to him.
"He hired Angela Harlan at the same time." Tanya said, saying what I was not going to say in front of her. "And we didn't know what she was at the time, either."
"True." I said. "But Harlan was a good Detective in Texas... until she went bad. Sharples never was particularly competent. I think Malone approved Brownlee's choice of Sharples, thinking he, Malone, could use Sharples in some way."
Unfortunately, I had to put that conversation and those thoughts into a compartment as I came upon the cast, surrounded by heavily armored police officers.
"The body is in back." Perlman said, heading that way herself.
"I'll be there in a second." I told her, then addressed the SWAT Sergeant. "Okay, Sergeant Charles, who called for the SWAT team for these young people?" I caught the pretty platinum blonde in the crew fix her blue eyes upon me. Ah, she's the smart one I need to be talking to, I thought to myself.
"Lieutenant Michaels gave us the orders, those being to report to Sharples for this mission." said Charles.
"I see." I said. "You can stand down. Take your team back to Headquarters." Charles gave instructions and the SWAT team left. I then took out my police iPhone and texted a message to Lt. Claire Michaels, which said 'Be at Headquarters when I get back there, and prepared to discuss today with me in my office'. The message was meant to convey my displeasure with what I was witnessing today.
"Okay, Sergeant McCombs, " I said. "Have these people been frisked for weapons?"
"Yes sir. They're clean." said McCombs, and older sergeant who was not especially good. No wonder he and Sharples worked together.
"Okay, cut off those ties--"
"Sir, they're under arrest, and they're flight risks--" McCombs started saying.
"Goddammit, I said cut off those ties and release their hands!" I shouted into McCombs's face as I fronted him. "What fucking part of that did you not understand, Sergeant?!?!" I was worn to anger, and slipping like that was not good, I knew. But I couldn't undo it now.
McCombs stared at me, in shock, but also in confrontation. Fortunately (for him), Vice Detective Geiger took control and ordered the other officers to release the captives' hands. I turned to them.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I am Commander Troy, in charge of the Police here. "You are all material witnesses to the crime here, and you are not free to go. Geiger, they can sit at the table where they were having lunch, and they can eat. Have them escorted to the bathroom if they need to go, only one at a time and watch them in the bathroom. Sorry, folks, but that's a necessity. In the meantime--"
"I want a lawyer." said one of the crew, a young man with a beard. "Either let me walk out of here, or get me a lawyer now."
"Who is this?" I asked Geiger. He produced a drivers license, California-issued. The guy's first name was Jay. Per procedure, all drivers licenses or other IDs had been collected and were being held by a police officer.
"Okay, Jay, you'll get your lawyer when we take you to the Station, which will be after we process this crime scene." I said.
"Then I demand to be released, right now." the bearded asshole said. "I want a lawyer, and I'm not cooperating--"
"Would you shut the fuck up?" the lovely blonde woman said. "You're going to piss them off at all of us!" The others murmured their concurrence.
"You're under arrest as a material witness, Jay." I said. "Technically, all of you are. I'm trying to be nice here, folks, but if this one asshole keeps giving me shit, I'll have all of you handcuffed again and lying on your stomachs with no bathroom breaks, maybe for hours, until I'm good and damn ready to process you." The bearded slug Jay glared at me, but said no more. That might have been because his fellow crew members were glaring very hard at him. My tactic of 'divide and conquer' was working, so far.
"Geiger, read them all their rights." I hated to do that, as it made questioning potentially more difficult. But I was now in a legal bind, so I took the correct way out going forward. "In the meantime, I need to go see the crime scene." I said. I hurriedly walked into the back room, and just in time: Tanya was getting impatient.
"Okay, what do we have here?" I asked, examining the body as Tanya fed me information.
"His name is Steve West." she reported. "Thirty-one years old, the owner and producer of 'Steve West Films', which are hardcore porno films. He likes to film in college dorm rooms, and decided our University was a perfect setting. Lt. Hanson of the Campus Police interdicted a filming last night; in the early morning hours of today, actually; but made no arrests as everyone scattered. I have the videotapes from the cameras of today's shooting, thinking maybe he got the murderer on tape."
"Secure that evidence under seal, requiring my personal permission to view it." I said. "I don't want every cop on the Force, and particularly Sharples, getting to watch porn under the guise of looking at evidence."
"As long as I'm one of those that do get to watch it." Tanya said, grinning, teasing me. I couldn't help but give a wan smile.
"All kidding aside," I said, "call my wife and tell her we've arrested porn actors and crew, and see if she wants to interview them professionally... her profession, not ours." Tanya did so, grinning like a Cheshire Cat.
Then she said to me "I'm also calling Dr. Bonnie Karpathian to come see this scene, if you don't mind. She's an expert on serial killings, and also has done some work on sex crimes. Putting a knife in a guy's crotch seems awful personal, if you ask me."
"Good enough." I said, then turned to the Crime Lab man. "Okay Labcoat, whaddya got?" I asked the man who was never seen not wearing a labcoat. I suspected he had labcoat pajamas at home, but was not going to try to find out for sure.
"West is about six feet tall." said Labcoat, his voice lilting, making me think he was gay every time I heard it, but not knowing at all what his sexual preferences actually were. "Almost all the stab wounds are angled very upwards, suggesting someone shorter than him committed the crime."
"That would be just about all of them." I said. "Actors, be they mainstream or porno, are very short. I met Charlton Heston once. He was very short, and they just made him look tall on the movie screen."
"Yes sir." said Labcoat politely. "But see here: there are two neck wounds. One was upwards, and it just got the center of the neck. The second slice all the way across was not upwards. That suggests he had fallen to the bed. The wound to the heart and the final wound to his groin was also done after he was lying back."
"First blow to the throat to silence him." I said. "Then the killer began carving him up." I looked further at the wounds, seeing the beginnings over an overall pattern. Labcoat and Tanya began watching as I began making fluid movements, as if I were practicing a martial arts routine.
"Labcoat, Tanya, look at this." I said, ignoring their open stares at me. "I've had a little bit of martial arts training, most of it from Lt. Ross in trying to avoid taking crowbar beatdowns in the gym. As I look at these blows, I'm sure West tried to defend himself or fight back, but these wounds were almost... anticipatory... yes... the killer moved fluidly, taking shots at vulnerable areas, then finished him off when he fell..." I was halfway in a reverie trance by now, my hands once again moving as if doing a martial arts movement.
"That's why he's in command." Tanya said to Labcoat. "I don't know how he expects anyone else to have seen that."
"So this knife here..." I said, examining it. "Labcoat, are you at a point you can extract it?"
"Not yet, sir, we need to make sure there are no fingerprints." Labcoat said. He quickly brought a technician over to process it as I looked around the room, seeing nothing of significance except two paper plates that had carried food were now on the floor, a big mess as the food had splattered onto the floor with the plates coming to rest on top.
West had been checking the light with a device, and had dropped that device on the floor at the foot of the bed. From that I could tell he likely was standing there when someone came up behind him. "Labcoat, can you tell right now if the first throat wound, the one that got his larynx and kept him from crying out, was from behind or in front?" I asked.
"Not for sure." said Labcoat. "But likely front or perhaps an angle from the front right side. But it will take the Medical Examiner to get a better idea of that."
"I understand." I said. "Thanks." I looked around. There was an exit from the building at the very back left of the room, to my left as I faced the body on the bed. I was assured by multiple officers that the door was locked, had been locked, and could only be opened from inside. To my back right as I faced the bed was a short hallway to the front room, and to my front right was a door which, so I was told, led down a corridor to the bathrooms, and possibly to other building exits, though those also were locked from the inside and gave no evidence of having been recently used.
"Now Perlman," I said, "why do you suppose he or the killer took off his belt and left it there?" I asked, pointing to the black leather belt lying next to the bed on the floor right at West's feet.
"No idea." Perlman said. "Maybe the killer had an idea to strangle West in addition to multiple stabbings. As I said before: very personal."
"A strangeness, for sure." I said. Just then Labcoat came up to us. He handed me the knife, which had been bagged as evidence.
"No prints." he said. I nodded as I examined the weapon of death.
"Commander," said Tanya, "there are blood spatters on the sheets, here, and it looks like the sheet was lifted next to the body, and this smear is where the handle was wiped off. Blood spots here, here, and here show where the sheet contacted the body as it was lifted over it."
"Good observation, Perlman." I said continuing to examine the knife in the plastic evidence sleeve. "This knife is a lot like that thin stiletto knife Sergeant Brody had in his belt during the 'Black Badge' case. It actually can curve, though it's strong enough if stabbed straight into a body. I am thinking that when we process this crew at the Station, we need to be looking for secret pouches in belts and purses where it might have been secreted."
Just then, Dr. Bonnie Karpathian arrived, her dark black hair in its frazzle of drilled curls, looking as if she'd been struck by lightning to get that hairdo. Her full lips looks inviting, and her slender body was dressed in a gray suit with black blouse and black high ankle-high boots. She was a vivacious woman, and she could not hide that even in the presence of a murder.
Tanya spoke to her a few minutes, and Bonnie examined where the knife had been in the poor dead man's groin. "Yes," Bonnie said, "if someone left the knife in his groin like that, it does suggest something sexual about the crime. He was a porn director, maybe he did something to one of the women he filmed."
"Or maybe a jealous girlfriend not associated with the porn industry?" Tanya suggested.
"Or the boyfriend of a girl this guy induced to be in his porn films..." I said, then caught myself. "But we're speculating with insufficient data, aren't we?"
I moved to wrap up. "Okay, Labcoat, help the M.E. when he gets here, if he gets here, and wrap up this scene. Bonnie, thanks for coming down, and feel free to examine whatever you need to. Perlman, you're with me; we have to interview these suspects, and mighty fast."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was no good place to interview the suspects privately, so I had an officer take each person to a side or corner of the big front room, with instructions to ask what they saw, and who had not been part of the group. I made sure to take the platinum blonde woman, whose real name was Callie Carrington, myself. She was wearing a very tight white t-shirt that strained against her large breasts, tight blue jeans that showed off her magnificent ass, and brown strappy sandals with a solid wedge heel that showed off her very shapely feet quite nicely.
"I'm a fan of yours, Miss Carrington, and my wife is, too." I said. "She likes those romance videos you make."
"Ah, that's sweet." said Callie, smiling happily at the compliment. "And she's a lucky woman to have you, Commander... you're a handsome man. Want to trade police work for a starring role with me in my films?" Yes, she was as intelligent as she was beautiful, I realized. Already trying to ingratiate herself with me.
"I'll keep that in mind." I said. "Okay, what can you tell me about what happened leading up to finding Mr. West?"
Callie said "We finished a scene with me and Bobby. Steve told us to go get lunch. Lisa toweled me down and I put on my clothes and she and I went to get lunch with everyone else."
"Do you remember the order of the line?" I asked.
Callie answered "Bobby was first, he has no manners and just went out there half naked. He eats like a horse. Then there was Cassandra. She eats a lot too, and I don't know how she keeps that beautiful figure of hers, but she does. Then there was Lisa, and then me. Then... I'm not really sure. I think Betsy, Steve's assistant who does all our paperwork, getting hotels and plane reservations and stuff, was behind me, and our security guys were there. Yes, that's it, I do remember Rich and Rod behind Betsy. Then Roger came in a minute later; he's in charge of all the A/V equipment, computers, and such stuff. I remember that because normally he's helping Steve set up scenes, but this time he was eating lunch with us at the table when Lisa screamed."
"So the security guys were eating with you?" I asked.
"Oh yeah, that's normal." Callie said. "They're there to handle any issues that come up, but for the most part we never have problems, so they eat with us if there's food catered.
I had Callie make me understand about Lisa getting plates for Steve and the other cameraman, Jay. She told what happened, then said "Connie was going through the line when Lisa started getting some food for the guys. I think Connie was the last one to go through."
"So Jay did not make it through the line?" I asked.
"Never saw him, that I can remember." Callie said.
"Let me guess... he's also the guy that was asking for a lawyer from the get-go." I said. Callie just grinned a beautiful grin, and confirmed it.
All of the Officers' notes of their interviews were good, and all the stories matched... save one. The man called 'Jay' refused to talk at all, reiterating his demand for a lawyer. Everyone else was brought to the Station in a paddywagon, none of them handcuffed. Jay's hands were cuffed behind his back, and he was brought separately to the Station in the back of the Police Commander's new SUV. Tanya rode shotgun, and loved checking out the new equipment in the SUV, not to be confused with the 'equipment' of the men or women riding with her...
Part 3 - Legal Beagles
Back at Police Headquarters, Sergeant Rudistan and a team of patrolmen led everyone through the booking process while I met with ADA Paulina Patterson, Captain Leslie Charles of the Uniformed Police, Lt. Cindy Ross, Lt. Tanya Perlman, MCD Detective Theo Washington and Vice Detective Timothy Geiger in Classroom J. I had Geiger in there for two reasons: first, to tweak Sharples; and second, because of the possible Union grievance, so that I could say I did keep a Vice Detective on the case.



"Guys, we have to act fast, very fast." I said. "As ADA Patterson will tell you, we can only hold these guys for 72 hours before we have to arraign them, and if they're given bail they will skip and be out of the State before we can sneeze."
"True." Paulina. "And play it by the book, too."
"Perlman, who are you assigning to this case from MCD?" I asked.
"Myself." said Tanya. "And Theo. Everyone else either has days off or is busy."
"Good." I said. "Captain Charles, is there a holding cell here where we can put these guys and only these guys, and have Jay in a separate isolation cell?"
"Unfortunately," said Captain Charles, "our four group berths are full. Too many people partying the last couple of days, getting DUIs. But... I think there's a holding cell in the County Jail building. With the renovations, it has cameras and listening devices in there now. I'll call Precinct Captain Weston and have them make sure it's clear for these guys."
"That'll be great, thanks." I said as Captain Charles left, noting Tanya's face flash a bit of fire at the mention of Precinct Captain Susan Weston's name; they'd clashed before.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The holding cell at the County Jail was great: it had television, and a bathroom with a door that didn't lock, but gave privacy... well, there was a camera in there as well as cameras watching everyone in the cellblock. I had officers monitoring the conversations, hoping someone would slip and say something of value in solving the murder of Steve West. The young bearded man, Jay, was being held at Headquarters, in an isolation cell.
A search of everyone's clothing found no hidden compartments in anyone's belt, nor inside any purses nor purse straps (oh yes, we did not miss those; this is not a Police Department of dullards). I told my officers to examine their shoes, but nothing was found there, either. "That's an unfortunate setback." I said to Cindy. "I was really hoping to find something there."
"Not even the Iron Crowbar can hit a home run every at-bat." said Cindy as she watched me search the clothing.
Warrants had been procured to search the hotel rooms of the company's cast and crew, and several computers had been found. Myron was downloading them now, and said that the vast bulk of the information was video footage of porn scenes. Myron also said that one of the computers we'd confiscated was basically a server, designed to keep large amounts of digital data until it could be downloaded to bigger servers. I told Myron to keep it sealed off; I was running a Police Department, not a porn website.
"Okay," I said to Tanya in my office, "we're going to have to process all that. Tanya, it's going to be a long, hard night. I want you to go through the tapes from the videocameras, which weren't yet committed to digital servers. Cindy, you too. Check through what was shot at the University and here in Town that had been put into the servers. It's going to be needle and haystack, I'm afraid. "
"Surely you're not going to waste this opportunity to look at Callie Carrington videos, Commander." said Cindy. "She's one of the hottest porn babes on the planet."
"No, I'm not." I said, grinning. "But I'm not so much going to be watching tapes as researching the company itself. But first, we have to do interviews, and it's getting late, it's three o'clock already. Let's head up to the Third Precinct building, a.k.a. County Jail."
Just then, our smooth investigation hit a bump... more like a fallen tree trunk. The Duty Desk Sergeant knocked on my door. "Commander," he said as he stuck his head in the door, "there are six lawyers in the front lobby. They're from Chase, Lynch & Berry, and they say they are representing everyone from the arrests you made earlier today at the warehouse..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm here representing those poor actors and crew you arrested without warrants today, Commander." said H.J. Lynch, Esq., senior partner of the firm of Chase, Lynch & Berry. We're handling their case pro bono, to make sure you Police don't abuse them physically or legally."
Lynch was a tall, lanky man in his 50s or maybe early 60s, with a balding head and what would be a distinguished presence if it didn't come across as arrogant and disrespectful, and disrespectful of Police in particular. He hated the Police with a deep, abiding passion, and I knew he was going to represent the dog abuser Bryan Thatcher pro bono at Thatcher's trial early next year.
"So let me make sure I heard that right." I said. "You're representing them pro bono all the way through, correct?"
"Yes." said the lawyer, grimacing. I'd just trapped him: his firm would now be required to represent anyone charged with the murder without being able to bill either the defendant or the County Government for their work. It did not get better for him, either, as Paulina Patterson entered the room.
"We've got the warrants for their arrest, right here." said Paulina, a sheaf of documents in her elegant, shapely hands. "They're all material witnesses and flight risks. Their arraignments have been set up for Tuesday morning."
"That will never do." said Lynch. "I will be insisting on an immediate hearing and immediate recognizance bail for all of them. Now I insist that you allow my legal team to talk to everyone you have arrested, Commander."
"Sure." I said. "One of them is here, the others are in pre-detention at the Third Precinct. Would your boys like to drive there, or shall I provide them transportation in a paddywagon?" Lynch was not amused at my joke.
To be continued.
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Part 4 - Interviews and Discipline
Since we were at Police Headquarters, we had Jay brought into Interrogation-1. I read Jay his considerable legal rights and informed him that every minute of this interrogation was being recorded by audio and video means. Jay's legal counsel, H.J. Lynch, sat next to him while Tanya and Theo sat next to and behind me, with Cindy watching from the anteroom. Sr. Patrolman Morton also was in the room, per internal police protocols.
"My client tells me that he has invoked." said Lynch. "There's not much to say at this point."
"Doesn't stop me from asking a couple of questions." I said. "Jay, the witnesses at the scene all said that-"
"That is all inadmissible." said Lynch. "None of them were advised of their rights nor offered legal counsel, despite my client asking for it."
"Mr. Lynch, you know that we can talk to witnesses at the scene of a crime." I said. "And they were read their rights, we have that on videotape. Only Jay invoked, and was not asked further questions. He has been afforded legal counsel, specifically you, before we asked him any further questions. I'm not going to let you create legal loopholes here, Lynch."
I turned to Jay. "Jay, the witnesses at the scene all said that you were the only person, let me say that again: the only person who was not with the others at lunch. Now I'd love to be able to help you, Jay, but that does need some explaining. Otherwise, you're the primary suspect in the murder of Steve West."
Jay looked over at the lawyer, who whispered something to him. Jay whispered back, and the lawyer said something to him. I got up and had all PD personnel leave the room, leaving the two alone to talk. After a few moments, we were invited back in. The legal beagle sighed.
"I've advised my client that he has already invoked." said Lynch. "However, he is willing to answer questions provided he be allowed to re-invoke at any time in the future."
I nodded. "I don't have to allow that, but I will in this case. You may re-invoke at any time, Jay, but for now it would be most very good for you to explain where you were when West was murdered."
"I was in the bathroom." said Jay. "I had just taken a dump and was cleaning up when I heard the scream. I ran out and arrived in the back room right as the others did."
"Where is the bathroom in relation to the other rooms?" I asked.
"The front and back rooms were to the left of the building relative to the front door of the place. If you go from the back room towards the right side of the building, the bathroom is off to the left down a corridor." Jay explained, and I noticed his thoroughness in doing so.
"Did anyone see you go to the potty or did you say anything to anyone?" I asked. "Can anyone confirm you went to the bathroom?"
"I don't know." said Jay. "I stayed behind with Steve as the others were going to lunch. Just then I had to go, so I told Steve I was going and I'd be back in a minute. He just nodded; he was already adjusting lights and stuff, totally into it. I don't know if he even heard me."
"Did you see anyone else in the back room, or anyone not in the front room at lunch? No security people hanging around?"
"No." Jay replied.
"Did you tell Steve you were going to the potty while others were in the room, or had they all left? And to that end, did they all go as one group to the front room, or over a period of time?"
"I... I'm not sure." Jay said, becoming thoughtful. "They didn't all leave at once. Bobby rushed ahead, he's rude about getting to the food first. Callie had to put her clothes back on and someone was talking to her as they left the room, maybe Lisa. I don't remember, really. I think they were mostly all gone when I told Steve I had to go and said I'd be back."
"And so you invoked because you knew you were alone at the time of his murder." I said.
"Yeah." said Jay. "I knew it looked bad for me. I was hoping everyone would tell you cops they weren't answering your questions-" At that moment the lawyer whispered something to Jay.
The lawyer said "That is not an admission by my client of any guilt whatsoever."
"I'm not taking it as such." I said. "Let me ask this: how long have you been working for Steve West Films, and for Steve personally?"
"About three years." Jay said. "he hired me right after he started the company. He was a cameraman for one of the big companies, and thought he could make better films himself. So he started his own company, and did very well. The big companies tried to pressure him to shut down or sell out to them, but he was a tough guy. He stood up to them, even when they had the Mob threaten him."
"Was he paying off the Mob?" I asked.
"Probably." Jay replied. The lawyer immediately grabbed him and began whispering something.
"I've told my client not to make speculations of that nature." said the lawyer.
"Yes, I must clarify: I don't know for sure." Jay said. "Betsy might; she's the company's manager."
"Jay, did you know of anyone that might have wanted to harm Steve? Anyone at all, for any reason?"
"No." Jay said, shaking his head. "Nobody that I know of."
"No arguments or fights with anyone, anyone at all?" I asked, peering at Jay.
"No. Nothing that I'm aware of."
"No girlfriends, or ex-girlfriends?"
"He was dating Betsy," said Jay, "but that might be too strong a term. He was fucking Betsy, but she was fucking other guys, too, so I don't think there were any issues there."
"Okay." I said. "What about yourself? No arguments, no grudges, no issues of not being paid?"
"No, no problems at all. Really, I had no problems with him. He's a perfectionist, and he could really drive people hard during shoots, but it wasn't personal and we knew it. He just wanted the best films possible."
"Did he ever abuse any of his porn actors?" I asked.
For the first time, I saw a glimmer in Jay's eyes. He peered straight at me as he said "Officer, the porn business is not all glamour and glitz and spontaneous loving sex. The hours are long, the work is hard, and we don't have the luxury of days of shooting like the mainstream films do. And some of the films Steve did were rough sex films. Everyone knew it, the girls knew it, and they knew they were being paid well for it. Steve was a great visionary when it came to porn films; that's why they're so good and so successful. But watching them being made is another story. He didn't abuse anyone in the sense I think you're asking. But it can be a rough life."
"Sounds like the old joke about sausage and the law... those who love them should not watch either being made." I said. Jay nodded. The lawyer looked at me contemptuously.
"Okay, Jay, thank you for answering these questions." I said. "If there is anything, anything at all, that you can remember, that will help me find Steve's killer, you need to let me know as soon as possible." I instructed Morton to return Jay to his cell, and I came back through the anteroom, not bothering to speak with the lawyer Lynch.
"That was instructive." I said to my assembled party of Detectives. "You guys get something to eat and then go to County Lockup and wait for me. I've got a couple of items of business to take care of. Cindy, I'm going to need you as a witness for all of this." Tanya and Theo scooted; they knew that my business was disciplinary in nature.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I typed furiously, then hit the Save and Print buttons. I sent an email to the appropriate places, then handed Cindy an extra copy.
"This is writing up McCombs for his insubordination today." I said. "I'm sure he's going to go to the Union for me yelling at him; this is butt-covering, but it will also keep him in line, I hope."
"Does it matter if he files his grievance first?" Cindy asked as she read the report.
"No." I replied. "What will happen is that the Union will commiserate with him, come to yell at me, then Captain Charles will come in and promise everyone that he'll take care of the discipline in exchange for me not dropping this report into McCombs' permanent file. I'll agree, the Union will agree, and hopefully McCombs will keep his fucking mouth shut for awhile. Just between you and me, Cindy... I've been watching McCombs, he's borderline, and I've always wondered if he'd been part of the Black Badge or if he is some kind of mole for bad guys."
"Teresa has her suspicions, as well." Cindy said. "But aside from having a bad attitude after being passed over for Detective a couple of times, and showing insubordination because he thinks he's smarter than everyone else, he hasn't done anything really bad that we know of."
"Okay." I said. "Now for the big one, that you need to be here to witness." I got on the phone and told the Duty Desk to find Lt. Michaels and have her report to my office.
Five minutes later Lt. Claire Michaels, commander of the SWAT Department, was in my office. I did not invite her to sit down, making her stand in front of my desk.
"Lieutenant," I said, looking at her severely as I spoke, "do I understand correctly that you ordered the SWAT team to go along with the Vice raid on the porno set today?"
"Yes sir." said Claire, flatly.
"And who authorized this?" I asked.
"I did, sir." Claire said.
"Er, yes... but I mean who gave you the green light to deploy the SWAT team." I asked.
"Detective Sharples asked for them to come with his raid team-"
"Lieutenant, that is not what I asked." I said, intentionally interrupting her and bearing down hard. "I am asking you to tell me who gave you the authorization to deploy SWAT team members on that raid."
"Sir, may I speak freely?" Lt. Michaels asked. Cindy had a confused look on her face that matched my feelings at the moment.
"Is there some reason my question cannot be answered within protocol?"
"No sir, but the answer may be lengthy and I want a chance to explain fully."
"By all means, Lieutenant. Explain. Within protocol, but explain."
"Sir," Claire said, "Sharples came to me this morning and asked for four people. He said it was 'rush rush'." 'Rush rush' was the colloquial term we used whenever we got information that we needed to act upon very quickly, such as a drug shipment coming in that we might could interdict. "I try to send teams out whenever I can for such operations, to give them training and experience if not to help keep other officers out of harm's way."
"Did Sharples say he'd cleared it with Lt. Croyle, Lt. Ross or myself?" I asked sharply.
"No sir, and I admit that I did not ask." said Claire.
"I can understand you wanting to get your people work and experience." I said. "But you're a Lieutenant and in charge of the SWAT team because you have the brains to think about these situations. I daresay that a SWAT unit raiding a pornography set is a bit of overkill, and you should have realized that. Put yourself in the position of those poor naked people having a heavily armed SWAT team rushing in and pointing guns at them. And God help us if the Media had gotten onto it."
"Yes sir." Claire said. "I should have better informed myself of the nature of the mission before approving it."
"That would help. This will help more." I said, sliding a sheet of paper across my desk for her to read and keep. "This memorandum is an order from me to you, in writing, as witnessed by Lt. Ross, here. It says that you are to deploy SWAT teams only upon the orders of Captain Charles, Lt. Ross, myself, or someone higher like the Police Chief when we get a new one, or the Sheriff himself. You may deploy SWAT upon the request of Lt. Croyle or Lt. Perlman, but preferrably after clearing it with Lt. Ross or myself, and I would imagine that they will have let me or Lt. Ross know about it already, if at all possible in the time constraints imposed by the intel."
I went further, leaning forward to emphasize my point. "But most of all, Lt. Michaels, you are never... ever... to approve any SWAT mission based upon any request from Detective Leonard Sharples at any time, no matter the necessity of quick action or little time, no matter the circumstances, unless of course you also have the approval of Lt. Croyle at least. Sharples is not your boss, he cannot require you to do anything, and you are to deny his requests even if he says lives are at stake. I do not want a situation like today to ever occur again. Do I make myself clear, Lt. Michaels?"
"You do, sir."
"Good. You're dismissed. Get your team's reports in tonight."
"They're already in the computers, sir." Michaels said. She left the room. I glanced at Cindy.
"I'm surprised you didn't discipline her further, Commander." Ross said. "She really should've known better, especially if it was Sharples."
"Naah, that was a bit of a loophole that I'd let go for too long." I said. "If it weren't Sharples, I wouldn't have had nearly as much a problem with it, either. But that man is abusing the system, constantly wanting raids that have to be done in a hurry, right at the last minute, and then he wants overkill like the heavy armor, not to mention the SWAT team, and he's got us headed for an 'excessive use of force' lawsuit if we're not careful. He's driving Teresa crazy, too. That bastard is really becoming a problem for us... especially for me.
"Welcome to the world of Acting Chief." Cindy said, having no mercy upon me.
"Yep. Okay, let's get back to work." I said. "We've got a murder to solve."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the Third Precinct and County Jail, I quickly went through interviews with everyone from the cast and crew. Before I started, I asked the Uniformed officers watching on video about the people inside the room.
"The only emotion anyone is showing," said one Deputy Sheriff who was watching along with TCPD officers, "is the assistant Betsy and the Asian girl Connie. No one else really seems to care; they're just joking among themselves, and talking about sex. If that keeps up, they may start having sex right there in the room."
"I doubt it- they're not getting paid." I said acerbically. "So, any hostilities?"
"Not really, sir. The black haired woman that looks like she came out of 'The Addams Family', she was talking to the secretary girl and hugging her. The Asian girl has just been very quiet and keeping to herself for the most part. A couple of the others started messing with her, but the blonde woman came to her defense and told them to leave her alone, then went over and hugged the Asian girl and they talked for a while."
Tanya and Theo were also in the interrogation room, as was always at least one lawyer from Chase, Lynch & Berry. The interviews are condensed here:
The security guys were more like bouncers than armed, uniformed security, they actually weren't armed at all, and they were eating with everyone else when the scream was heard. They did not notice Jay's presence or absence at all, nor did any of them see him running up from the bathroom. One of the security guys, Rod, said he had been talking to Betsy in the front room and helping her set up for lunch during the shoot, and they joined the lunch line when everyone came to the front room to eat. When the scream was heard, they rushed to the back room and found Lisa just standing there and Steve dead on the bed. I asked them a pertinent question, and they stated their observation of what I asked.
Bobby Steed said he went to the food line first, mostly because everyone else was lingering and he didn't want to wait for them: he was hungry after three hours of sex with Callie and having to shoot so many different scenes and angles. He remembered seeing Cassandra, Callie and Betsy come to the table while he was eating, but couldn't really place anyone at specific times relative to each other. He never saw Jay at all. As far as he knew, Steve and Jay got along very well, and worked very well together. As far as he knew, everyone liked Steve just fine. Steve and Betsy sometimes acted like a couple, but that could just be that they worked together a lot on running the business side of the company. I asked him a pertinent question, but he had not observed.
Brooke 'Cassandra' Monarch's observations of the lunch line agreed with Callie's comments at the scene, and she (Brooke) was behind everyone else running to the back room after the scream, the last to arrive at the scene of West's murder. She did not remember seeing Jay at all, as she was trying to see through people to see what the issue was. She said Jay worked well for Steve, and never saw them argue. She did not know of anyone else having any problem with Steve. I asked her a pertinent question, but she had not observed.
Connie Chang said she had lingered a moment to put down the bowl of goop and to straighten out some of the things on the make-up table, then caught up to the rest of the group. She was last in line, and was in line when Lisa made plates for Steve and Jay. She had not seen Jay at all, but hit me with a bit of a bombshell:
"I did go back into the front room during the shoot, to ask about lunch." said Connie. "Betsy and Rod were in the front room, having sex on one of the tables."
"Are they lovers?" I asked.
"They were that day." said Connie. "Oh, sorry, I didn't mean to be flippant with that. Steve is in love with Betsy; everyone knows it. They've been dating, so I was a bit surprised to see Betsy making love with Rod. But it made sense once I thought about it: Rod was often on sets as security when he wasn't scheduled to work at all. It makes sense if he and Betsy are seeing each other on the side."
"Did Steve know about that?" I asked.
"I'll bet he didn't. He was infatuated with Betsy."
I asked Connie about hearing the scream. She was one of the first into the room when Lisa screamed, and I then asked her the pertinent question:
"The plates of food Lisa was bringing in... what happened to them?" I asked. Small thing but pertinent, and exceedingly important.
"She'd dropped them." Connie answered. "I almost stepped onto the food that was on the floor."
"Lisa was standing right there where the food had been dropped?"
"Uh, yes sir." Connie said. "She was just standing there, screaming. I don't think she noticed she'd dropped the plates. Not to be flippant again, but there was a dead man in front of her."
"True enough." I said. "Thank you, Connie. You were very observant, and very helpful to me." Of course, I thought to myself, the more important point was that Lisa had not moved from where the plates dropped, and that was a very important thing to establish.



Lisa said that she helped Callie clean up and get dressed, then walked with her to the front room. As she left the back room, she saw Connie setting down the bowl of 'goop' near the makeup table, but did not notice Jay at all. Yes, she had gathered the plates of food and went into the back room, and found Steve lying there on the bed with a knife sticking up like a cock from his groin.
She said she saw no one else in the room that she could remember. She did not have any recollection of who came up behind her after she screamed, including Jay, and only after thinking about it did she remember the plates of food, saying she'd dropped them when she saw the body. She repeated that Steve and Jay seemed to work well together.
"So you worked on all of Steve's films?" I asked.
"For the past year, yes." Lisa said. "I'm a contract star for Steve West Films. I can only work with him, but I was guaranteed paid work. If I wasn't an actress in front of the camera, I was doing makeup or other work behind the scenes at the same pay rate."
"Any idea of who might want to harm him?" I asked.
"Let me say this." Lisa replied. "Working with Steve could be very good, or very bad, or both. The good was for contract stars like me, and his crews: he paid us on time, he kept his promises to us, he made sure we got fed properly. The bad is that Steve was a perfectionist, and could be very hard on the women, especially in the gangbang and BDSM films. That's part of the industry: the sex is a lot harder, a lot rougher than what you see when you pop in a DVD and press play. Some of those films can be very... very... rough, Officer, very... abusive."
Lisa looked hard at me as she said that last part. I was about to ask her to elaborate, but then realized she might be trying to give me a clue without speaking too directly.
"How did Steve get along with Jay and Betsy and the non-actors?"
"Good." Lisa said. "He was head over heels in love with Betsy, and I think he wanted her to marry him and start a family."
"How did Betsy feel about that?" I asked.
"I don't think she was ready for a family yet, that's for sure." Lisa said, then caught herself a bit: "She went out with Steve, they were having sex, but I don't think she was nearly as in love with him as he was with her. She's been fucking other guys, too, especially Rod. I think she and Rod would be a couple if she weren't milking Steve's infatuation with her."
"Okay, Lisa, thank you." I said.
I was saving Callie and Betsy for last; I thought they might have the most to tell: Callie was the most observant, and Betsy was the Manager, the person who essentially ran the show behind the scenes, not to mention the recently acquired knowledge of her love life with Steve and Rod. But things got interesting when Betsy was brought in.
"I want to help you guys," she said before I could even say a word, "but I need protection."
"Do you want to talk with your lawyer here privately, first?" I asked. The lawyer answered for her, insisting upon doing so. I used the five minutes to use the restroom and get a '5-Hour Energy', knowing I needed the energy boost for what was going to be a long, long night. Then we were invited back into the interrogation room.
"My client has a request." said the lawyer. He then nodded to Betsy.
Betsy said "That big fat cop, the one who came in after the SWAT teams and made the bust, the one you bitched at about a Union grievance? I've seen him before. He and Steve West met yesterday when we got into town."
"Hold it right there, ma'am." I said. I turned and pointed to the one-way glass, which looked like a mirror inside the room. A second later, Cindy Ross poked her head through the door.
"Lieutenant, call Internal Affairs, right now. Get someone over here, ASAP." I said. Cindy's head disappeared as I turned to Betsy and said "I'm going to wait a few minutes and ask our Internal Affairs to be present. I want you to talk to them about this situation. And yes, I will protect you if I have to personally guard you myself all night."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God, it was awful." said Claire Michaels. "He was pissed at me." She took a long swig of her drink.
"Well, at least he didn't reprimand you in writing." said Hugh Hewitt. "He just gave you a written order not to cooperate with Sharples." They were at the Cattleman's Club, having a drink at the bar. Claire had told Hugh of her dressing-down by the Police Commander.
"Yeah, it wasn't formal, but he lit into me pretty hard." Claire said. "And I heard that he jumped down Sergeant McCombs throat so hard that it shocked everyone there, even if McCombs did back-talk him. He must be under some really serious pressure."
"I'm sure he is." said Hugh. "He's only in his early 30s and he's Acting Chief already. And someone burned his house down, tried to kill him and his whole family, and some of those perps may still be out there. He's got a lot on his mind."
"You're right." said Claire. "Think we should talk to the new Sheriff and let him know what's going on?"
"Won't be me snitching on a man who carries a crowbar around, not to mention three 'Crowbar's Angels' that love that man and will do anything for him." replied Hugh. "Let's wait and see what happens. If the Sheriff appoints a new Chief pretty soon, then that'll take a lot of the pressure off Don."
"Wonder who they'll make Chief?" asked Claire. "Sergeant Charles thinks his dad is going to retire soon, so he won't be taking the job. God help us all if it's Captain Brownlee or Captain Forsyth."
"Might be a woman." said Hugh. "Councilwoman Malinda Adams is already making noise about that, and State Senator Woodburn... Senator-to-be, that is... said the same thing in a speech the other day. Might be Captain Harlow or even Precinct Captain Weston."
"The Commander will never accept Weston." said Claire. "She got into it with Perlman, and the Commander jumped down her throat about it. From what I hear, the Commander will probably only accept Charles or Benton in the Chief's chair over him. And yes, he pretty much has veto power over that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenant James 'Curly' Goodwin, chief of the Internal Affairs Department, sat next to me as the interview with Betsy commenced. From photographs presented to her, Betsy identified Sharples as the person who had been in contact with Steve West.
"Yesterday morning, when we got to the warehouse, that guy was the one Steve talked to. Steve said he was the guy who we were renting the building from." Betsy said.
"Does Steve normally handle rentals, or do you?" Goodwin asked.
"Something like this, Steve does." Betsy answered. "I found the building while we were in California, but Steve handled all the arrangements of it. I made the hotel reservations, paid for those with a company credit card, but Steve handles the cash transactions. I usually do the hiring of the actors for the films, but Steve pays them in cash unless they're a contract star. And so on."
"What hotel are you staying at?" I asked as I typed into my iPhone. I was texting Cindy to get Myron to check and see who owned that warehouse. Goodwin looked surprised at me over my verbal question.
"The La Quinta, south of Town." Betsy answered. "We're booked through tonight."
"So did any money beyond the rent get paid to the guy?" Goodwin asked.
"I don't know." Betsy answered. "Steve paid him in cash. I don't know how much."
"Thank you, Betsy." said Goodwin. "Commander, I'm going to go follow up on this, with your permission." I knew that he was realizing that he would not get more from Betsy, and that this was likely going to be a dead end in pursuing Sharples, despite our initial hopes.
"Get with Ross and Milton." I said. "They're already running data on the warehouse." I then dismissed Goodwin, who left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Betsy," I said, "let me ask this: what kind of man was Steve West, and why would anyone want to harm him?"
The lawyer whispered something to Betsy, who nodded. "I'm speaking in general terms here." she said. "Steve was a good guy. He took care of me and he took care of his people. He was a really good filmmaker, and he drove the actors hard to get quality scenes. As to enemies: it's a rough and tumble business, absolutely cutthroat, and I don't know what issues Steve might have had with the Mob, with other filmmakers..." She let the sentence hang.
"He and Jay got along?" I asked.
"Oh yeah, Jay was really good on the cameras for Steve; he really knew what Steve wanted and just did it. They got along very well."
Those words struck me, so I asked "Think Jay might have wanted to go into business for himself, as Steve did when he was a cameraman?"
"Maybe, but he never said anything to me if he did." said Betsy. "But Jay didn't seem like the entrepreneurial type. Steve had to talk to people, raise money, hire his crew, put his systems in place... that's not easy to do, and I don't think Jay was interested in all that. He liked to shoot film, though, and he was good at getting the best and hottest angles."
"You said Steve treated you and his people well, but what about the actors?" I asked. "Are they part of that group? Or were they different?"
Betsy replied "Let me explain: First, Steve actually employed quite a few people. Me, his cameramen, his A/V people, his editors, and he contracted with a distribution company in California that he had a part ownership in. However, the only actors that were in his employ were contract stars. Lisa is one of those; she's bound by contract to Steve West Films, and only to Steve West Films. Cassandra, Callie and Bobby Steed are all independent, and are paid by the job, which usually is one film at a time, though we sometimes contract for three being shot all at once."
"And he treated those contract stars well, as opposed to the others?" I asked.
"Look, Officer," said Betsy, her eyes boring into me, "I'm tryin' to tell ya: the porn industry can be rough. It's not the loving sex or even the cookie-cutter sex the final film product tries to show. The hours are long, the guys are on viagra and maybe other stuff... which I won't elaborate on... to stay hard, and the girls have to take a sexual pounding for hours at a time. We go through tubes of lube like you wouldn't believe. And the BDSM and other rough films Steve was making... those girls really get worked over. Those films are even rougher to make than what you see in the final product."
"I understand." I said, my eyes meeting Betsy's. "I'm sure it's not an easy life, either."
"Yes... it's hard, Officer." Betsy continued. "Girls are used up like kleenex. They are making two films a week, if not more, and after six months, they're physically damaged to the point they can't go on. If they last a year, they're lucky. They can make $50- to $100-grand, but it's a limited window, and they know it. Some girls, like Callie, are lucky: they get some name recognition, some stardom, they're not contracted, and they can pick and choose a bit more, make more money, get more rest, and last longer. A girl like Callie will leave because she meets a sugar daddy and marries him, or she'll start producing her own films like Jill Kelly did. But most girls are just pieces of meat, and when they're used up, it's all over for them. They go back to the streets and the poles."
"I understand. But back to the present: so you're the casting agent, so to speak?" I asked. As Betsy nodded, I asked "So how did that work for this job in Town here? How did you hire them, how did you all arrive, what did you do from the time you got here?"
"I put together the cast weeks ago, mostly on Steve's instructions. Everyone had plane tickets to the City from their various homes, and we arranged a shuttle bus to drive them here yesterday, Friday morning. After checking into the hotel, we went to the warehouse, where we did some setting up. Cassandra shot a scene with Bobby Steed, which was really hot because Cassandra was really horny and wanted to get fucked. Then Callie, Lisa, Connie, Rich and Rod, two of the security guys, all came in. Rich and Rod were actors in the rough films sometimes, and behind-the-scenes help or security sometimes. I was a bit surprised at Connie and Rod being here, as they weren't scheduled to work, but that happens all the time."
"What do you mean?" I inquired.
"Steve will schedule people and forget to tell me. We had the hotel room space for them, so it wasn't a big deal. Rod was asked to do security, and Connie helped me and Lisa out; she was a good 'extra'."
"And Steve approves it when you schedule people for jobs?" I asked.
"Yes, if he's not running around like a chicken with his head cut off, trying to get something out to meet a deadline. He generally trusts me to go with things, too. I've been with him since he started the company, and it's gone pretty well." Betsy replied.
"So please continue: what was the rest of your time here in Town like?" I asked.
"Well, we planned the shots for the night at the University dorm, knowing we had to get in there, shoot, and get out before someone called the cops. Someone always calls the cops; can't just mind their own business and leave us alone to get our business done. We went over there, got several hours of shooting done, then we got the scatter alert, which means the cops were on the way. We ran, found places to eat, then came back to our hotel rooms over time. This morning we all were brought back to the warehouse, and you know what happened there."
"Okay, Betsy, let me ask this." I said, having saved the best for last. "What was the nature of your personal relationship with Steve West?"
Betsy's eyes showed her understanding, and that I must've known, so she did not try to lie. "We were dating."
"How seriously?" I asked.
"Let me put it this way." Betsy said. "Steve took me out a lot, he wanted us to live together, even talked of getting married and starting a family. I told him I wasn't ready to go that far. So we went out, we had sex, a lot of sex, and that was all it really was."
"And Rod?" I asked, hoping to make a hard impact upon her.
"Seems people are talking out of turn." Betsy said with some asperity. "But I won't lie to you; I've been having sex with Rod, and with other men, too."
"And any other guys with this cast or crew?" I asked.
"I fucked Bobby Steed a bunch of times while I was acting, before I became the manager of Steve West Films." said Betsy. "I've never fucked Jay or Rich or the others, though."
"And Rod, you were fucking him behind Steve's back?" I asked.
"I didn't exactly announce it to Steve," said Betsy, "but I don't consider it cheating on him. It's my body, I can fuck whoever I want with it."
"I see. One last question." I said. "Are all your rooms at the La Quinta in one block? All together?"
"Uh, yeah." said Betsy.
"What floor are they on?"
"The top floor, the third." Betsy replied. The lawyer's face was one of being flabbergasted at the question. I turned to him.
"I'm going to let your clients sleep in their rooms tonight, Counselor." I said. "They're still detained, they won't be allowed to leave those rooms, I'll have officers on duty guarding the rooms and hallways, but they'll get to sleep in their beds tonight."
"They should be out on bail- on their own recognizance." the lawyer sneered. Sheesh, not a shred of gratitude, I thought.
"Thank you, Officer, that's good of you." said Betsy. Okay, at least someone understands that I'm trying to make it a bit easier for them...
Part 6 - The Long, Hard Night
I left the Interrogation Room and starting giving instructions. Paulina Patterson had gotten my text, and had gotten warrants to wiretap the rooms of the crew. We were going to listen in on their conversations this night.
To Captain Charles, I ordered that a detail of officers be assigned to transport the crew to their hotel, escort them to their rooms, and to have two officers in the hallway between their rooms and the elevators, two officers on the stair landing nearest them (the rooms being between the hallway officers and stairs), and two officers on the stair landings above and below. Two officers would also be outside watching the guest room windows, though I did not think anyone would try escaping from third floor windows.
'Jay' was not going to be afforded such luxury; he was to be retained in solitary at Headquarters this night, I made sure to add while giving the instructions.
I then made one more phone call, and then addressed the porno set crew: "Ladies and gentlemen, you are going to be taken back to your hotel rooms. You may not leave your rooms unless escorted by a police officer, so don't even try. Don't pull a fire alarm, because if you do, the officers will handcuff you behind your backs before taking you out of the building. Food will be provided."
I continued. "I also have a request from one of our University's professors. She specializes in sexual studies, and wants to interview all of you, especially the actors, for her work. You do not have to do this, and anything you do say to her is privileged and cannot be used by Police, so you may speak freely to her. She'll be interviewing you at all hours of the night; however, she's paying $200 each in cash for any inconvenience, if you cooperate." Their eyes lit up at the mention of the money.
"Okay, I have one interview left, with Callie Carrington." I said. "The rest of you can go with the officers." Everyone filed out, except Callie.
"Miss Carrington," I said, once she was alone with me and Cindy, "would you like a tour of our Police Station? And I mean that in a good way, not a bad way." Cindy smiled at Callie, who had been looking at Cindy with starry-eyed lust.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, nice office." Callie said, looking around at my office as I led her in, Cindy following us and closing and locking the door. "Oh... student of the Trojan War?" Callie had noticed the painting and the matchstick Trojan Horse behind my desk despite the fact that it was dark outside, and only the light of my desk lamp bathed the room in a warm but relatively dim glow.
"Just some mementos of an old case." I said, sitting down, and having Callie sit down in the chair in front of my desk, Cindy in the other chair but at an angle that gave her an advantage should Callie try something 'extraordinary', which I did not expect. Callie turned and peered at Cindy again.
"It has been bugging the shit out of me," Callie said, "but I finally remembered where I've seen you... you were in those 'Miss Physical America' fitness competitions, weren't you?"
"Busted." Cindy said, smiling politely.
"Oh, I am such a fan of yours!... and all of those women." said Callie, smiling her beautiful smile. "You're all so fucking hot!"
"I'm a big fan of yours, too." Cindy said, and I knew that wasn't just politeness; Cindy meant it. Callie had made some very hot lesbian films as well as mainstream hetero porn, and I could imagine that Cindy and Jenna used them in their 'repertoire' of sexual pleasure.
"Mmm, I'd love to get you into a film with me." Callie said invitingly. "You could be a star, like Chyna coming over to us from the Wrestling TV industry. We really have to talk- er, after your Commander's business, of course." Callie said, knowing that I'd brought her here for a reason, and I was ready to get to it.
"Yes. And stop trying to steal my officer away from me." I said with a smile, leaning back in my comfortable 'Command Chair', as I called it. "Callie, I brought you here because it's obvious you're a damn sight sharper, more observant, and smarter than the rest of that group, no offense to them. Everything here is essentially off-the-record, I can't use it as evidence since we don't have a lawyer here to represent you. But I'm hoping you'll work with us and help give any clue to who committed this murder."



"I'll do what I can." Callie said. "But I really don't know anything more than what I told you at the scene."
"Well, I have a better idea of what questions to ask," I said, "so are you willing to talk to us in this setting now?"
"Sure." said Callie.
"First, some background." I said. "How do you get hired to do a film, or a job?"
"I have an agent." Callie said. "She gets contacted, and she asks me about the offerings. I choose the ones I want to do and she tells everyone either 'yes' or 'no'."
"And you like doing Steve West films?"
"Oh yes." Callie said. "The romantic ones, anyway. I've done a couple of the rough ones, but those can be like really getting raped; they hurt, and often the girls doing them come out injured in some way."
"Oh really?" I asked. "So do all the actors get hired the same way as you?"
"Oh no," Callie replied. "Very few have agents like I do. Most carry business cards and can't wait to give them out to any producer that walks by. Betsy has a bunch of cards, a bunch of names on her list, and she calls in whoever she thinks will be good for a particular film. I like doing the University ones, I get to meet hot college studs and get fucked after the filming is over, so I was glad to do this one."
"So were there any surprises in this cast?" I asked. Cindy was peering at us as we talked, and I was glad to see she was working hard mentally to get to where I was on the case.
"Not that I know of." Callie said. "I thought we'd have more security, seeing that we were out of Steve's studios and on location at a University. Rich and Rod are porn actors themselves, not really security. And having both Connie and Lisa doing makeup and shit is a bit unusual; usually there's only one make-up person and Betsy helps with that when there's a need, but maybe she was loaded up with the logistics."
"That could be." I said. "Callie, do you know of anyone at all, within the group or outside it, that would want to harm Steve West? Anyone, and any reason, for him coming up dead like this?"
"No, unless he pissed off a mobster or something." Callie replied. "But if that were the case, I'd have thought Steve would be shot in the head in California, not stabbed in the balls here in this Town."
"Good thought." I said. "Want a job on my Detective Squad?"
"Mmmm, that's a thought." Callie said. "I'd be a great undercover prostitute for you... except I'd have to work with that fat ass that you're trying to fire." Her observations about Sharples didn't surprise me, and I was only half kidding about offering her a job with us...
"What about Betsy and Steve?" I asked, not elaborating further, not needing to.
"Oh yeah." Callie said, grinning that beautiful grin. "Steve was so in love with Betsy it wasn't even funny. He wanted her in the worst way. Hell, early on I was trying to get into his pants, as starlets do when they're trying to get work, and he rejected me! Then I saw how he looked at Betsy, and I understood."
"She felt that way about him?" I inquired.
"Noooo." said Callie. "She was using him like crazy, and why not. He made her his manager, so she's getting paid well and not having to work on her back to make money. I think if he made more money or was rich, she'd marry him, but he hadn't made the big-time yet, so she kept stringing him along. By the way, I will deny ever having told you that. It's talking out of turn, and I'd be blacklisted if they knew I told the Police that."
"I understand," I said, "and as I said before, this conversation might as well not be happening at all. So tell me... I have no illusions about the life of porn being an easy one, but was Steve relatively good or tough to work for?"
"Relatively good." Callie said. "If you were a good actress and knew what he wanted and did it, it was easy, good work. If you were an airhead idiot or a bitch, it could be hard. Cassandra is so natural, so good at sex, that Steve basically just goes along, er- went along- and filmed whatever she did. Lisa gave him fits, though; he'd constantly bitch at her during shooting when she was the actress on set."
"Tell me about these rougher, gangbang films." I said. "Acting, planned out, or 'just do it'..."
"Pure hump and pump." Callie countered. "Basically the guys, who are often coked up, just go at a girl while the cameras roll. It can get really rough for the girl if she isn't prepared for it. They take it easier for the anal shots and double penetrations, though; girls can get injured, like 'take-me-to-the-hospital' injured, and we don't want shit like that coming down on us."
"Okay," I said, "now I want you to speculate... who do you think might have done this to Steve West? No one can hear us, no one will ever know what you've said. I know some of your colleagues seem afraid to say anything, but you can speak freely here and now."
"Yeah, right." Callie said, still smiling beautifully though her eyes twinkled with the slightest bit of contempt. "I'll just say this... pornography is a hard life. We all know it, Steve knew it. It is what it is. And some of Steve's films are... rougher than the rest."
I nodded and was about to ask another question, but Callie had other ideas: "Now..." the gorgeous blonde said as she got up and began walking around the desk to me... pulling off her t-shirt, revealing her magnificent breasts. "Why don't we start doing... what you brought me here to do."
Cindy had been on edge, but now as Callie squatted and began undoing my pants, my partner said "I think I'll go to the restroom for about ten minutes." She left the room. Meanwhile, I put my gun in the drawer that locks, just in case. But Callie was only interested in my other 'weapon'... my weapon of lust.
My cock sprang free, hard and throbbing, as Callie fished it out of my pants. "Mmmm, she said. "Now this is the right tool to interrogate a woman." With that, she opened her mouth and took my hard male meat over her tongue and into her throat.
"Ohhhhhh" I gasped. "God damn, that is good!" Callie's mouth was hot, wet and wild. She sucked very hard as her lips slid up my shaft, then scrubbed the underside of my shaft with her tongue before engulfing my throbbing inches again into her sweet, beautiful face.
"Mmm, this is good cock." Callie said as she licked and kissed down the underside of my shaft to my balls. She wetted them down with sucking kisses before moving back up and sucking me hard again. "Have a seat, I'm going to be sucking this big thing for a while."
I sat down in my chair and Callie was on her knees in front of me, really going to town on my cock. After what seemed like long minutes of the beautiful blonde giving me a deep blowjob, Callie finally stood up and unfastened her pants. I stood up, taking a condom out of its wrapper. Callie unrolled it down my shaft in her warm hands, then sat on the edge of my desk and lay back until she was flat on her back.
I slid a couple of fingers past her wet labes and into her cunt. Callie groaned, but did not take that for very long. "I'm already soaking wet, stud. Put that big cop cock inside me!" I walked myself between her legs and did as she asked.
"Oh, YES!" she gasped out as I slid my cock into her sopping wet pussy, driving balls-deep until my balls rested against her ass and 'taint'. I could feel the back wall of her pussy, and I wondered how this woman took such large cocks on the porno screen with such ease.
"Fuck me, cop, fuck the hell out of me!" Callie ordered. She had pulled her legs back until her pretty feet were high in the air. I took her firm asscheeks in my hands as she rested her legs against my chest, her feet on my shoulders, and began fucking her with hard, driving strokes.
We rutted hotly, mating with lusty abandon. Callie was moaning and grinding her pelvis against mine, and I wondered if she was acting or if she was really getting into it. I could feel her cuntwalls clutching at me, and I realized that she was so trained with her muscles that she could make it feel like we were fucking even if I stopped thrusting and didn't move...
But no time for that, we needed to finish our mating quickly. I fucked Callie urgently, almost violently, loud smacks filling the room. Just as I felt my nut rise, I heard Callie cry out and her pussy clamp down violently on my cock. It felt like she was trying to push me out, and I pushed into her as hard as I could, making her moan again and clamp down again.
Then, with a loud groan, I just let go. I felt my semen firing out, caught by the tip of the rubber I was wearing. After several long pulses of pleasure coursed through me, I backed up a step, letting my cock slide out of the beautiful blonde porn star's steaming wet snatch.
"Mmmm, that was good." Callie said, smiling brightly as she took the condom off my cock then bent down and licked my shaft clean. "You made made me come, Commander. That was a really hot fuck."
"Yes it was, and I definitely came." I said. "Wish I could've lasted longer, but you're just too good, Callie."
"I'll take that as a compliment." Callie replied. "But you lasted longer than some of the guys on the porno sets. You'd be surprised how many times they come within two minutes of shooting, and we have to stop and get them hard again. When you see them come, it looks like their first time, but it might be their second or third, and the money shots might've been taken near the beginning, not the end."
That was interesting information, I thought to myself as I slid my pants back up and got myself dressed and presentable. It had been about fifteen minutes, and I used my cell phone to call Cindy and have her come back in.
"Oh my God." Callie said, smiling as she saw Cindy. My partner was not dressed in her police uniform, but a white dress with blue 'panels' down the sides, and her clear acrylic high-heel competition slides with clear strap.
"I think I'll take a couple of minutes while you guys talk in here." I said, leaving my office to the women. "The couch is very comfortable..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in the anteroom of my own office, using the desk that I wanted to put a personal assistant behind in the coming year. It had a computer hookup, and I was working through some data that Myron had sent me, as well as some further research on Steve West Films.
I heard occasional moans from my office, but for the most part it was soundproof... thank God. Nearly an hour after I'd left Cindy and Callie inside alone, the door opened. Callie came out, fully dressed, smiling about as happily as I'd seen her smile, and looking exhausted.
"Oh my God." was all she said as her eyes met mine. She then almost ran up to me and slammed her mouth to mine in a hot, hard kiss. She didn't let it go, sliding her tongue into my mouth and forcing my tongue to twine with hers. I could taste what her tongue had been licking for the last hour, that unmistakeable taste of... pussy. Very delicious pussy. Then I realized... it was Cindy's pussy that Callie was making me taste with that kiss.
"Your partner is getting dressed." Callie said, her voice a whisper. "She is absolutely the best pussy I have ever had, and I mean ever. Thanks for letting me have her this past hour."
"That's high praise... and you're quite welcome." I said. "But we've got to get you back to your hotel room. Get presentable." After Callie checked herself, using the glass of the window from the brighter hallway side, I called the Duty Desk and had two female officers come get Callie and transport her to the hotel.
Only then did I go into my office. Cindy was dressed, but her hair and what little makeup she normally wore was a mess. She looked exhausted but extremely satisfied.
"I guess I better go back to my office." she said. "I'll sleep on the couch in there." As she passed by me, she turned and said "Thanks for that, Don. That was one... unforgettable experience." With that, Cindy made her way down the hall to her office in a dreamlike state...
Part 7 - Psychology at Work
At 2:30am, Dr. Laura Fredricson and Dr. Bonnie Karpathian paused in their work to chow down on some coffee and pastries. They were in a hotel room on the same floor as the porn stars and crew, and had been interviewing everyone.
"Wow, you're getting a lot of data, here." said Bonnie as she looked over the papers.
"Yes, this is a gold mine of an opportunity." replied Laura. "They all answered the survey questions, they all talked about their childhoods and what led them into porn, they've talked a lot about the industry itself. Even Betsy was helpful in talking about the management and paperwork side of it. I really owe my husband for setting this up for us."
"Well, if you want reward him with an MFF threesome, I've got just the woman for you." Bonnie offered. "Me." She paused, not knowing how Laura would react.
"Ah, you want to get Don inside you, do you?" Laura asked, then smiled brightly. "Well, I think that might be possible in the near future. Don has said that he thinks you're a very beautiful woman." Bonnie smiled her vivacious smile at that.
Laura said "As for now, I am going to let Don look at this information, even though he can't use it in Court, nor even to get a warrant for anything. Why don't you take this jump drive with a copy of the files on it to him now?"
"Sure." said Bonnie. She took the jump drive and left, but at the door she said "I think Callie Carrington is back."
"Yes," said Laura, "speaking of possibilities in women, I've still got to interview Callie Carrington. Thanks for your help, Bonnie, I'll talk to you later." Bonnie left as Laura asked the uniformed officer at the door to please ask Callie to come in, and Callie came inside with her radiant smile, looking fresh and happy despite the lateness of the hour.
"Oh, you're the Dr. Fredricson?" Callie gushed. "We had to read your papers when I was in Community College out in California! Well, I shouldn't say 'had to', you're papers were excellent!"
"Thank you, that's very kind." Laura said. She had Callie fill out the survey, then talked to the blonde beauty about her (Callie's) life leading to her life in porn. Unlike many women in porn, Callie didn't do drugs. Like a number of women in porn, she had been to Community College and had done stripping, prostitution and porn films to pay for her schooling. Callie had liked the porn industry and been fortunate to acquire a bit of fame, leading to more money for less harsh work.
Laura also found herself being steered into discussions about sexual subjects in general, as if she was talking to one of her graduate students. Callie was very interested in the psychology of sexual studies, to the point Laura suggested Callie try to get money and enroll in school somewhere, if not here at the University with her (Laura).
"That would be great," Callie said, her eyes twinkling as she grinned mischievously, "except I don't know if your Police Force could handle my presence."
Laura laughed. "I think you underestimate their Commander." She saw Callie peering at her.
"Oh, that's it!" Callie said, her voice almost a whisper. "That was your picture on his desk... you're married to him! Aren't you? So that's why he set you up to do these interviews..."
Laura did not want to admit that she was married to the Police Commander while there was a murder investigation going on involving Callie, but it didn't seem to matter to the hot blonde, who stood up.
"Well, Doctor, you are a very lucky woman." Callie leaned over the desk. "And he's a very lucky man, if I'm any judge." With that, Callie leaned forward further and kissed Laura right on the mouth!
"Mmmm, that's very good." Callie said. She went over and closed the door to the hallway, then turned and began undressing. "Let's find out how good your really are."
Laura found herself being led to the bed, her own clothes coming off. A moment later she was lying on her back, and Callie was easing herself between the older woman's legs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bobby 'The Stallion' Steed slid his huge cock into Lisa's pussy as they lay together on their right sides like spoons. On the other bed, they watched as the handsome, muscular stud deeply pumped Brooke 'Cassandra' Monarch in the missionary position.
Laura had brought a second assistant, someone that Bobby knew from their mutual membership in the unofficial Sigma Epsilon Chi (SEX) Fraternity. It was Todd Burke, and Cassandra was moaning in deep pleasure as the handsome stud plunged his huge, hard cock into her sopping wet cunt again and again.
"Yeah, buddy," said Bobby Steed, "you should come out to California, be in some of our films."
"Ohhhh, yeah..." moaned Cassandra, her milky white skin making Todd look tanned. "Oh yes, baby, I'd love to star in films with you. Keep on pumping me with that wonderful cock, baby..."
Rod and Betsy were sitting in one of the chairs by the table that was in front of the window, and Betsy was riding Rod's cock in a 'reverse cowgirl' position, their coupled loins on display for all to see. But all the attention was on what was happening on the bed, and the sight of the beautiful Cassandra truly getting her brains fucked out by this hung, handsome young man.
Cassandra's moans filled the air as she climaxed hard, only to have another climax start welling up in her. Todd could sense her level of pleasure and adjusted his fucking to match it, and to bring her closer and closer to another violent orgasm.
"Ohhhh, I can feel our connection, baby." Cassandra moaned into Todd's ear as he nuzzled her neck. It was true: Todd could feel a connection with Cassandra, just as he'd felt a connection with Jeanine, with Melina... and with his own mother, Elizabeth as he'd fucked them in the past. He didn't know where this mental capacity came from, and he didn't question it; he just used it to bring the woman he was coupling with experience the most intense pleasure that he could possibly give her.
Even as he pumped Cassandra, urged on by the others in the room as they fucked each other and watched him, the thought of Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle entered him mind, and how hot and fine she was in bed... then he thought of Cindy Ross, getting a strong vibration from those thoughts. He had no way of knowing that Cindy was climaxing around Callie Carrington's probing tongue even as his own nut was rising.
"UHHH! I'M COMING!" Todd gasped. He let it go, climbing Cassandra all the way, then began shooting his huge load into her. Streams of thick, ropy jism fired into the beautiful black-haired woman's clenching cunt as the lovers climaxed together hotly.
Some time later, after another long fuck with Cassandra, Todd heard Laura summoning him. He got dressed and left, taking his bag. He had filmed his sexual liaison with the lovely porn star, as Laura had wanted.
As they left the hotel, Laura asked "How was it?"
"Good. Really good." Todd said. "She's every bit as hot as her reputation. And we had a really deep connection going while we were making love."
"Mmmm, that sounds very interesting." Laura said. "Sounds like what your uncle and I reach while making love. By the way, anyone say anything about the crime? Anything that I can pass on to your uncle?" Laura asked.
"No. It's like it never even happened with them." Todd replied.
"Okay, thanks." Laura said. "Why don't I take you to the Country Breakfast Diner and buy you breakfast?"
"It's a date, Aunt Laura." Todd replied. "Though I hope the next time we go to breakfast, it's after I've spent the night fucking and connecting with you." Laura just smiled and assured Todd that his wishes would be coming true very soon...
Part 8 - Data Minefield
At 6:00am on Sunday, December 28th, Cindy appeared at the door of my office, having changed back into a police uniform. I had her come inside to look at the data that had been acquired. Myron had left several files of data on the servers for my perusal, and I wanted to show Cindy what I'd come up with while she was with Callie.



"By the way," Cindy said, drinking her coffee, still in a dream state after her tryst with the beautiful porn star, "I was surprised you didn't come inside Callie. I thought you'd leave me a little present, there."
"I wouldn't want to eat another man's sperm out of a woman's pussy." I said. "I figured you wouldn't want to, either. Besides, I didn't want to leave that evidence, if you know what I mean."
"Yeah," said Cindy, knowing what I meant, "that's a point. But I'm not as adverse to semen as you might imagine. I gave a ton of blowjobs when I was in high school, and swallowed a lot of cum from some of the football players. That was before I realized how much of a lesbian I really was, of course."
"I hear ya." I said, then joked "And I'll try to remember that the next time I fuck a woman right before you eat her out. Soooo, back to business: here's the data. First, let me draw your attention to this belt, which is in evidence." I showed Cindy a video shot by a Police cameraman as I examined a black belt in the presence of three police officers. It was Steve West's belt, that had been found on the floor.
"Then we have this." I said. I'll condense my report here:
Steve West's assets and debts relatively matched; he did not have a ton of equity in his business. He was not the sole owner, he'd listed Jay and Betsy as minority partners, with Betsy having a far larger stake than Jay. His loan was from a company that was relatively shady in California. He did have a will, and the majority beneficiary of his personal assets, which were not many nor extensive, was Betsy.
"Gives her motive." Cindy said. "But I'm not seeing the means and opportunity on this occasion."
"True." I said. "and this is what I came across last night." I showed Cindy the raw film footage. It was one of the gang-rape films under the 'Black Night' label that was part of Steve West Films.
It was in the darkened hallway of a building that looked like a dorm, with white-painted concrete walls. Bobby 'The Stallion' Steed was shown grabbing a woman, pinning her to the wall, and shoving his huge cock up into her pussy. She screamed as he entered her, having to thrust several times to get most of his meat into her.
As they were fucking, with several men and some women surrounding the couple, urging him to brutalize her further and harder, Bobby Steed suddenly grunted and then said "Jesus, the bitch just scratched me!" After another couple of strokes, he yelled, "Ow! Goddammit, bitch!" He pulled his meat out of the woman and dropped her hard onto the tile floor.
"What the fuck, bitch?" yelled Steve West, coming into the picture. The camera showed him drawing his arm back, then he punched the woman in the face with his closed fist. The *smack* was very loud as he punched her again, yelling "Do the fuck what you are supposed to, you god-damned (deleted) bitch!!"
West then ordered Bobby to mount the woman and begin fucking her again. Steed complied, falling onto the girl and shoving his huge cock into her again. The cameras showed his ass rapidly bobbing between the woman's spread legs as he relentlessly drove his meat into her again and again, with others around them chanting for him to really 'fuck that bitch!'. The woman was crying, and every time she screamed out, she was slapped hard by either Bobby or someone else.
After Bobby finished, Steve West himself snarled "Get out of the way, I'm going to teach this bitch a lesson!" He unfastened his pants and mounted the woman himself, fucking her hard with his seven or so inches of cock, really trying to make her feel it as he drove in harshly time and again. He hit or slapped the woman multiple times, slapped her breasts, hit her in the head as she screamed for him to get off of her.
Steve came inside the woman, then another man who was totally naked mounted her and began fucking her, followed by two other men. At the end of the raw footage, it showed the woman getting up. Her left eye was swollen shut and there was deep bruising forming under both her eyes, some blood was seeping out of her nose. Other bruises were already forming around her breasts. She had been beaten badly during this ordeal.
"This is very tough to watch, Don." Cindy said. I understood. Any woman was going to empathize with that rape victim.
"That was done about seven months ago." I said. "Here is the finished product, which hit store shelves about a month after the footage was shot." I ran the tape. "They don't show Steve West hitting her or raping her, and after he hit her they don't show much of her face any more. Most other films of this kind have shots of the woman, supposedly shot afterwards, saying it was just acting and she's fine... but not after this scene."
"It sure looks like motive there, too." Cindy said. "So we have two suspects."
"And means and opportunity... but as you said, only in the case of one of these persons." I said. "We have our killer; we now have to get the proof or a confession. Either is going to be somewhat difficult, but I think we can do something. Here's what we're going to do..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, you have all the clues. Who killed Steve West? How was the murder done, and for what reason? Tune in next chapter for the solution!
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Part 9 - Moving Forward
The lawyer H.J. Lynch, Esq., senior partner of the Chase, Lynch & Berry Law firm, did not like it at all that I was calling him up at 6:00am on a Sunday morning, but I told him that I was about to interrogate Jay and that it was in his best interest to get there within ten minutes, and that I wasn't waiting much longer to make an arrest. He made it in fifteen minutes, pleasantly surprising me.
I also told the Duty Desk to send a vehicle and officers to escort Lisa, Betsy and Connie to Headquarters. While we waited, I asked Lt. Tanya Perlman, who had come in already, who she thought had done it, which she correctly surmised meant that I'd solved the case.
"I'm not sure who it is, Don." Tanya said, as Cindy watched us. "I don't think I've seen all the evidence you have."
"True." I said. "But let me help you: we have three suspects. Who are they?"
"Let's see..." said Tanya. "Lisa, who found the body; Jay, who was seen by no one and admitted he was with no one else; and... well, I'm not sure. Oh, wait! Connie Chang was last into the lunch line, and not really noticed by anyone beforehand."
"Excellent!" I said. "You've definitely named the only three that might have done it. Everyone else was in the company of others during the very narrow time frame. So, any ideas who it might be?"
"For the lack of information," Tanya said, "I'd have to go with Jay."
"This might change your suppositions." I said. First, I showed her the video of me examining the black belt. "This belt was the one found on the floor by Steve West. We assumed it was his, and that was my very bad mistake, I'll admit. As you can see, there are two secret pouches inside the belt, either could have concealed the knife that was the murder weapon."
"So West brought in that weapon himself?" Tanya asked. "And the killer got the knife from him somehow?"
"No, I don't think so." I said. "I think the killer was wearing this particular black belt when he or she came to the set that day. The killer got the opportunity to use the knife on West, then left that belt on the floor and put Steve's belt on and wore it out of the room. So one of the belts we examined was actually Steve's, and we found no pouches, but we didn't look at the belt found next to Steve. Very bad of me, folks, very bad."
"But you did get to it, eventually." Cindy said.
"Yes." I said. "And it shows we have a tremendously smart killer to deal with... who was smart enough to switch belts with Steve. So I have the raw footage of that day, and we can look to see if someone is wearing a belt that is not quite exactly like the belt we confiscated during the changes of clothes during processing. Otherwise we have an exact belt match, which will be a strangeness in and of itself."
"That doesn't really eliminate nor point to any of our suspects." Tanya said.
"True, but this does." I said, showing her the the raw footage of the gang-rape video.
"Jesus Christ..." Tanya said softly as she watched. Even the policewoman who ate popsicles while watching autopsies in progress was disturbed by what she was viewing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Jay," I said in Interrogation-1 as he settled into his chair, the lawyer next to him, Lt. Perlman next to me on our side of the table, "the same conditions apply as before: you can re-invoke your Fifth Amendment rights at any time, but that's up to you. I just have one question for you: you did not kill Steve West... but you saw who did do it, didn't you?"
Jay's eyes practically came out of his skull. "No, I didn't." he finally said.
"Jay, Jay, Jay." I said. "Look dude, you only had to pee, not take a dump. You came back into the room and Steve West was lying on the bed, dead, and you saw the killer leaving... didn't you? You saw her take certain actions that if you described them, would help me prove who the killer is... and that it's not you."
Jay's eyes widened again. "What, were you there?" The lawyer groaned, burying his face in his hands as I looked triumphantly at him.
"I need a moment with my client." he said. We gave them five minutes before returning. It is possible that I did some victorious fist-pumping in the anteroom as we waited, while Cindy and Tanya grinned and tried not to laugh out loud.
Back inside, the lawyer said "We need a deal, here."
"I don't see why." I said. "Jay's innocent, and with his statement I can prove the perp's guilt. What does Jay have to fear?"
"C'mon, Commander," Lynch said, "any good defense lawyer will say Jay is making this up just to save his own skin. I want him to have immunity from prosecution before he gives his statement. If you really think he's innocent, you should have no problem with that."
"I need more." said Jay. "I need witness protection. If I give my story and I testify, the Mob will kill me just for being a snitch. That's why nobody is saying anything to you, Officer. Anyone talks, they die, even if it is to take a murderer off the streets. That's the way it is in this business."
"I believe you." I said. "And when our ADA gets here, I think he will accommodate you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
ADA Franklin Washington had come in at my request, and he did indeed give Jay immunity as well as an agreement to put him into Witness Protection. Jay gave his story, which was that he saw the killer stab the knife into the dead Steve West's groin, then pull off West's belt from his pants and wear it out of the room.
"Yep." I said to Washington after Jay was taken out of the room. "He knew of the belt being exchanged. He didn't realize how strongly that exonerated him." Franklin smiled at my strong chain of reasoning, the links holding up well.
The other people that I had asked for had been brought to the Station, and were in Interrogation-A on the other side of the building. I instructed them to put one of the people in a holding cell until I was ready, then to bring Lisa to Interrogation-1.
"Lisa," I said when she arrived, H.J. Lynch watching as her attorney, "you found the body. You were alone with Steve West when you went to serve the food, weren't you? So why couldn't it have been you that did it?"
"Are you kidding?" Lisa said. "You think I'm The Flash or something?... how could I have had time to cut him up that many times? Ask anyone, I screamed when I saw him lying there... it could only have been a second or two..."
"I agree." I said. "And I don't think you murdered him. I just want to confirm what you told me earlier: you never saw Jay, and you did see Connie putting down the bowl of goop."
"Yeah, that's right." Lisa said. "Then Callie and I went into the front room and got in line for lunch."
"And how long was it before Connie got to the line?"
"Uhhh, she was just getting in line when I made the plates for Steve and Jay... couple of minutes, I dunno."
"Lisa, you said you've done some of the BDSM films for West. Did you do any gangbang or simulated rape films for him?"
"A couple." Lisa said.
"Did West have sex with you himself during any of those shoots?"
"No." Lisa said, her eyes growing wary. "I only made love with Steve off-camera, never on camera or 'professionally'."
"During these what I'll call 'rough' films..." I asked, "did anyone ever hit you, and by that I mean did someone deliver a closed-fist punch to your face or body, or slap you so hard that it injured you?"
"Not really." Lisa replied. "They slapped me, and it stung, but it wasn't hard enough to really hurt me."
"Not even to leave a bruise?"
"Not to my face, though one of the guys really squeezed and slapped my tits, and I got some bruising there. Nothing serious."
"So it would be abnormal, even in these rape films, to hit a woman hard enough to seriously injure her?"
"I can only say it never happened to me." said Lisa.
"Ah, so it did happen to someone else?" I said, giving her a 'gotcha' look.
"That's not what I mean." Lisa said, somewhat defiantly. "What I mean is that I don't know for sure if anything else happened to any other women, and I'm not going to say definitively that it never happened and then have you say I'm lying to police because you found a case where it did happen. Some women got fucked in the ass, and that can cause damage if they're not careful. Some women liked it rough, and may have been slapped around harder. Steve went as far as he could without overstepping. He asked me for my limits before we started, and he generally honored them, though he went to the edge at times."
"Well, I'm not trying to trick you into any 'lying to police' issues, Lisa." I said, as reassuringly as I could. "But I want you to watch this video, and tell me if this is the norm." I had Tanya show the video. Lisa watched, her face increasingly becoming a mask of horror as she watched.
"Oh God," she said, "I never... oh God, I never saw anything that bad." Then I saw the light hit her eyes as she realized who the killer of Steve West was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had Cindy come in for the next interview, but said I'd be giving more instructions later.
"Thank you for coming in, Connie." I said, having her sit down next to the lawyer Lynch, who was becoming something between nervous and exasperated as I worked up to the final announcement of who the killer was. The pretty Asian woman looked at me impassively.
"Connie, my partner Lt. Ross here has two black belts in various martial arts." I said. Connie's eyes lit up and she smiled just a bit, as she looked at Cindy. "Are you a black belt in anything, Connie?"
"No sir, I'm a brown belt in-" Connie said, naming one of the martial arts forms. I then asked Cindy to explain the basics of that form of the martial arts, which she did. Free-flowing movements were a big part of it.
"I see." I said. "Lt. Ross, would you please step outside and ask Detective Washington and ADA Washington to come in, please? You and Lt. Perlman can grab some breakfast if you don't want to watch the interrogation." Cindy seemed surprised, but did as I asked. A few moments later the Washington brothers came in, and I could barely tell them apart though they were not twins.
"I need to show you some video, Miss Chang." I said. The raw footage of the rape scene came on. Connie quickly turned her head from it, refusing to watch.
"That is you, isn't it, Miss Chang?" I asked. Indeed, the woman being violated and abused on the film was indeed Connie Chang.
"I have nothing more to say." Connie said. "I am invoking my rights to remain silent."
"And well you should." I said. "But allow me to tell everyone what happened, and you'll just correct me if I go astray, okay?" I leaned forward slightly and began my tale.
Part 10 - The Solution
"Miss Chang, Steve West hated you. He hated your guts. He called you a 'Chink' every chance he could, he berated you, he could not understand why you kept getting hired for his films, but there you were. You filmed several romantic scenes, which were very good- my wife likes them very much- but then West rather suddenly decided to use you in one of his rape films, totally to your surprise."
"He had you assigned as an extra, but then had Bobby Steed grab you and begin forcing sex upon you. You scratched at him as you tried to get away, and that earned you being thrown to the floor. West was furious with you, expecting you to go along with the filming, and he hit you very very hard several times, injuring you."
"He then had Bobby Steed continue to rape you, and he was so worked up that he raped you himself after Bobby finished, hitting you as he violated you." I said. A tear was forming on Connie's face as I talked, but I went on relentlessly.
"The rape went on several minutes, as this film shows." I said. "You were in pretty bad shape afterward. You had to take time off; you certainly could not be seen on film with those injuries to your face."
"Once you healed, though, you began asking Betsy for work... because you secretly wanted revenge on West for what he did to you. Betsy hired you as an extra twice, but you never had a chance to be alone with West to kill him... with the knife secreted in your belt. Your purse might be searched for weapons, but you did not expect your belt to be examined, and I must admit it was a brilliant way to bring a weapon to the set."
"This time, you came on as an extra even though West was telling Betsy to not hire you any more. Even after raping you, he was insulting you, calling you names and racial epithets again, and he really had hoped the rape and the bad treatment would make you go away."
"So this time, you had a chance... after everyone went to lunch, Jay went to the bathroom, and there you were, alone with him. You had your knife out in a flash, and you ran up to him and got him in the neck where he could not scream out. He tried to hit back, but your martial arts skills allowed you to move very fluidly as you continued to stab him... I've been recently studying methods of samurai sword combat in ancient Japan, and your pattern was familiar to me as well as to Lt. Ross... and he finally fell onto the bed. You slit his throat fatally, you stabbed him in the heart to make sure, then you opened his pants and left the knife in his groin, cleaning it off with the sheets."
"Opening his pants wasn't just to stab the knife there; you needed his belt. You left your belt with the knife pouch there, and took his belt and put it on, wearing it. That was a very smart trick, but we think the DNA we've recovered on both belts will prove the swap." Connie's eyes fell as I said that.
"You then hurried to the front room and got in line to get food, and just in time: only seconds later Lisa began making plates for Steve and Jay. She went into the other room, screamed, and you rushed with everyone else into the room and saw the body."
"It's going to be hard to prove this, Commander." said the lawyer, though his face showed he knew his client was defeated.
"Not really, Counselor." I said. "Connie, we have a witness, someone who did see you commit the crime. Who it is will come out in the discovery phase for your trial, but along with the other evidence we're rapidly acquiring, we'll have a death penalty case. I'd suggest you and your lawyer begin conferring with ADA Washington about a plea deal before the arraignments on Tuesday morning."
"Commander," said the lawyer Lynch, "I need to see you and the ADA privately for a few moments. Miss Chang, don't say a word to them until I advise you to."
I called Cindy and Tanya back into the room; of course they'd watched from the anteroom. "Take Miss Chang back to her holding cell." I said. "Counselor, why don't we go to the Conference Room?" After Connie was escorted out, we went through the anteroom and the hallways of Headquarters to the main conference room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"As I told you before, Commander," said the lawyer Lynch, "the other guy's statement is just a 'he said, she said' situation. That's reasonable doubt. And do you really think a jury is going to coldly convict this woman after we show the tape of what was done to her? Death penalty case? Really? I'm expecting an acquittal. You may be lucky to get a hung jury."
"Aggravating circumstances." I said. "She came here with a knife secreted in her belt with the premeditated intent to kill Steve West. She stalked him, hunted him down, and butchered him."
"And then there's 'guilty but insane'." said Lynch, and I began wondering why he was working this hard... it wasn't just a lawyer doing a conscientious job for his client. "After what's shown on that video, we could make that case, too."
"And have her sent to the Asylum?" I asked. "You know what happens to women there."
"Which you have effectively stopped, Commander." the lawyer shot back. That one, I had to concede.
"We need to talk about this one." said Franklin Washington, to me.
"Don't waste too much more of my time." sneered the lawyer. "I'm going to go back and confer with my client." I had a Uniformed officer escort the lawyer back to Interrogation-1."
"He may be right." said Franklin. "If he gets even one woman on the jury, I don't know if we can get a unanimous conviction."
"I'm even more worried about witnesses." I replied. "We have Jay in Witness Protection, and therefore we can get him back to the stand. But the minute we let the rest of them go, we will never get them back here."
"So what do you want to do, Commander?" Franklin asked.
"Put her on trial, for malice murder with aggravating circumstances." I said. "Go for the death penalty, make these bastard lawyers work their asses off. I suspect they don't want to work that hard pro bono, and she might just see reason and take a plea. What are you prepared to offer her?"
"The best I can do in any situation is 25-to-life with possibility of parole." said Washington. "By the way, why am I in here instead of Paulina Patterson?"
I just smiled. "For the same reason I sent Ross and Perlman out while questioning Ms. Chang. All right, I have one more person waiting in Interrogation-A. I want you to watch."
Part 11 - Wait! There's More!
I informed Lynch that I was going to talk to Betsy, and he demanded I wait until another of his lawyers arrived. A woman arrived at 9:00am, claiming to be the Chase, Lynch & Berry counsel for Betsy. Sheesh.
"Okay, Betsy." I said as Cindy Ross and I took our seats on our side of the table. "Let's watch some TV." I showed the video of Connie being brutalized. Both Betsy and the lawyer turned their heads, unable to watch for more than a few seconds.
"Betsy," I said, "would you mind telling me why, after that happened, you would even consider hiring Connie to be on a set anywhere near Steve West again?"
"As bad as that looked, Commander," Betsy replied, her eyes becoming shrewd and cunning, "it's what the porn industry is. Connie knew it, and when she came back, obviously for money, I didn't think about it. But to answer your question: I felt sorry for her, and I wanted to get her some work to get her some money."
"Yeah, right." I said. "I'll tell you what I do think, Betsy. I think Steve West was hopelessly in love with you. I think you used his feelings for you to wrap him around your little finger. You had him make a will leaving his personal assets to you, but that was only the beginning of it: you got him to give you a stake in his company. Now that he's dead, you get his company, you get a free inroad into making films. You've got Jay as your cameraman; all you need to do is make promises and string him along. Above all else, you don't have to start from scratch."



"You knew what happened with Connie Chang." I continued. "You kept hiring her even though Steve hated her guts. He didn't quite understand why you kept bringing her back in, but he was so in love with you that he overlooked it, or else you gave him a quick fuck to appease him-"
"Commander, that's inappropriate!" gasped the lawyer.
"Is it, Counselor?" I asked derisively. "What's really inappropriate is that Betsy here kept bringing Connie back into Steve's presence, knowing Connie was looking for a chance to kill Steve. Who else made sure of the schedules so that Connie was on set? But more importantly: who else but Betsy here could arrange to make sure Steve wore a belt that was exactly like Connie's with the knife in the pouch?"
"I loved Steve." said Betsy.
"You have a funny way of showing it, lady." I said. "You were fucking Rod behind Steve's back; in fact, you kept hiring Rod even after Steve said Rod wasn't needed. I don't know if Steve knew that, but I also know it was Lisa, not you, bringing Steve plates of food, which you'd be doing if you cared a whit about him. Lisa was the one working her ass off to make Steve's job and life easier, while you were skimming money off the top of his business, not to mention hiring people he didn't want. The FBI and my own Detectives are looking into Steve West Films's finances, Betsy; I can't wait to see what they find."
Betsy's face had become sullen as I poured it on. "So I have you for conspiracy to commit murder, Betsy. You're under arrest on that charge. Officer Green, take her to the same detention cell Connie is in." Officer Lydia Green followed my instructions to the letter.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I spoke to Connie in Interrogation-1 one more time, with her lawyer present.
"Connie," I said, "I've just arrested Betsy for conspiracy to commit murder. I know she helped you to get to West and murder him, so that she could take over the company. But Connie, there's only one deal on the table, as ADA Washington here will tell you. Either you take his offer, or she will, and her testimony will be more than enough to get a death penalty case for you."
"You're full of it!" gasped Lynch. "Connie, don't say a word, not one word."
"Connie, you're all alone here." I said, my voice harsh and severe. "Everyone else is going home, leaving you to your fate. They don't give a shit about you; hell, they'll let you rot if they can just get themselves away from here."
"Stop it, Commander, that's police harassment." said the legal beagle. "I want to talk to my client alone... now."
"Counselor, it's feeding time here at Headquarters." I said. "Your client is going back to her cell. You can talk to her again after she eats. Officer Green, take Connie back to her cell." Officer Lydia Green escorted Connie back to her cell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You better not say one fucking word." whispered Betsy as they ate their eggs and hashbrowns. "They have no chance of proving anything on me, and if you keep your mouth shut you'll likely get off, too. But if you say a god-damned thing, they'll get you in prison. They'll carve you up like you carved up Steve. I'll make damn sure of it." Connie said nothing, and Betsy sat back, lost in her own thoughts.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, Connie broke. "I will accept your offer." she said, meaning the 25-to-life with parole on the table. She silenced H.J. Lynch and stated a confession, detailing her actions in murdering Steve West, including swapping the belts.
"What about Betsy?" I asked. "Did she help you?"
"I did this alone." Connie said. "I committed this crime, without help. There was no one else involved, at all."
"She's taken the deal, Commander." Lynch said, his voice gravelly. "That's all you get." Again I wondered why this guy was working so hard to protect these guilty clients; it was not just zeal for the law or hatred of Police. But I'd have to think about that later.
"Good enough." I said. "Miss Chang, I'm sorry about what happened to you. I'm even sorrier that you reacted as you did. Keep safe in prison and mind your manners, and when the time for your parole comes, I'll give a good word for you." I got up and left, leaving Franklin Washington to do the paperwork with Connie."
Part 12 - Aftermath and Solution
An hour later, Betsy was released. Without Connie's cooperation, there was no chance of proving what I knew to be true about Betsy's role in the crime. But I had what I wanted: Connie's confession.
"See you around." Betsy said to me, sneeringly, as she gathered her belongings at the Processing front desk.
"I hope not, Betsy." I said. "You're a very intelligent person, and I expect you will do well in whatever you do in life. But make sure, Betsy, that you don't do it in my County while I am a Police Officer on this Force. I'd suggest you never enter my County again." Betsy and her lawyer both glared at me, but I think she understood the seriousness of my admonition.
Jay was taken to County Jail for processing and preparation for being taken into Witness Protection. The rest of the porno set cast and crew were brought back to Headquarters, having had to check out of the hotel. My wife Laura had arranged to swap their flights for ones later in the evening, and had also arranged a shuttle to take them back to the City to catch those flights.
"See you around, Commander, Lieutenant." Callie Carrington said to me and Cindy as she left. "This is one hot rockin' County. I'll be back; it's been fun, here."
"Just don't bring a porno set crew with you." I said. Cindy and I watched as the group left and loaded into their shuttle van.
"She was a great piece of ass." Cindy said when we were back in my office and alone. "But I think I'm happy to have what I've got at home."
"Jenna's happy with what she's got, too." I said. "Laura and I swap, but that's not for everyone."
"Neither is porn." said Cindy, most astutely. "Okay, where do we go to celebrate solving this case?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called for barbecue to be delivered to the Mountain Nest, and we had an impromptu party Sunday evening. Laura had said she wanted to entertain at the Mountain Nest, and she seemed to enjoy doing it tonight. Present were her, myself, our babies Carole and Jim, Bonnie Karpathian, Cindy, Jenna Stiles, Tanya and Baby Pete, Tim Geiger, Theo Washington, Franklin Washington, Molly and baby Ross, and of course my mother Phyllis. Molly was going to have to drive back to Midtown tonight, so this was a farewell party for her. Leonard Sharples had not been invited.
"You know the deal, Commander," Cindy said after we ate, "I ask how you solved it, and you tell us. So, how did you solve it?" A chorus of encouragement came my way.
"Well," I said, "after I dealt with the military-style crushing of those poor porn stars, I noticed quite a few things. Of course the crime was extremely brutal, but after hearing the stories I realized that it had to have been done in a very, very short amount of time. I also knew that we had to act fast before everyone fled the jurisdiction. It was the speed required to get this solved that made it challenging."
I paused, then continued: "It was a fairly easy process of elimination to understand that only Lisa, who found the body; Jay, who had used the bathroom; and Connie Chang, who was last in the food line and by a good bit; could have had the opportunity to commit the crime. I certainly could not eliminate Jay, but I put myself in his place: if I was going to murder Steve West, wouldn't I want to be seen going to the restroom, or create some sort of alibi? Jay had absolutely none; in fact, his actions were such that he almost became the primary suspect."
"Almost?" Cindy said, rather acerbically. I understood what she meant.
"Yes," I said, "but unlike what idiots like Sharples would do, we continued to look, knowing that it wasn't that simple." Even Geiger smiled at my insult of Sharples.
"I saw the knife in West's groin, and I made two deductions: first, that whoever had done this had some deeply personal hatred to leave the knife in his groin like that... with all due respect, Bonnie and Laura, I don't need the considerable expertise of the University Psychology Department to see that one..." Everyone laughed.
"And second," I went on, "I correctly surmised that the knife could've been brought in secreted in a belt. We'd seen something like this before with the Brody/Black Badge case, so we had experience and knowledge there. But I thought I was wrong, because our killer very astutely had thought of that, also... and had changed her belt with Steve West's. That was an excellent touch on her part."
"Do you really think Betsy helped Connie with that? Getting Steve to wear the same kind of belt so that Connie could change it out?" asked Franklin Washington.
"It's certainly a logical possibility, and Betsy's face when I mentioned it was not one of innocence." I said. "But it's impossible to prove without a confession somewhere. At any rate, as I interviewed the suspects, a few threads kept popping up. One was that Steve adored Betsy, but his love was not exactly reciprocated. I could tell that from hearing that Lisa, not Betsy, was thinking enough of Steve to make a plate of food for him while he worked."
"That's a good observation, Son." said my mother. "Very small thing, easily overlooked, but you caught it."
"Definitely easily overlooked, and I don't mind admitting it." Cindy said. Tanya and several others nodded.
"Thanks, Mom, but let me get back to the story. Seeing the knife in West's groin suggested to me, as it did to Bonnie, that there was a sexual nature of this crime, and one of personal wrongdoing. So I'm already thinking that West abused one or more of his porn actresses, and this was payback. I asked a lot of questions in that direction, as you'll recall."
I went on: "I also had made an observation of the plates on the floor. That gave me the idea to ask if Lisa, who everyone said was carrying the food, had dropped them there. It actually was a way to exonerate her: if she sees the body, drops the food, and stays immobilized, that would be very natural. And indeed, it was Connie Chang herself that said she observed Lisa standing between two plates of dropped food."
"So that left... Connie." I said. "I didn't see how anyone else was left alone in that short a period that could've carved up West. So I haven't even left the crime scene and I'm looking at Connie as my primary suspect. I let everyone else think it was Jay to keep Connie from realizing I was on to her."
"But I didn't have motive for Connie and I need that... and in a very short time." I said. "As soon as we released these people, they'd be long gone and never seen again, so we didn't have days to research this. But there I had some good fortune. I think most of the people there had an inkling that Connie was guilty... and why. But as was pointed out to me by Jay, snitches are dealt with harshly in this Mob-dominated industry. Even if it was for the good, anyone who said it was Connie might have been in trouble themselves."
"Having said that, I realized everyone was giving me clues by telling me how harsh the porn industry was. Yeah, it is... but Jay, Lisa, and Callie all made points to say it. So, what with the knife sticking out of West's groin, I'm again thinking to look for someone who was abused or wronged by West, someone who was treated harshly by the industry, particularly Connie."
"No wonder you found that tape so fast." Cindy said. "You knew who to look for."
"Exactly." I said. "And as soon as I found it, I knew we had motive as well as means and opportunity. I then began interrogating her, having Cindy sit in so that I could mention martial arts. She fell hard for that; her face gave her away, and she admitted being a brown belt. So I knew from that second on that I was right. After that, it was just a matter of getting Connie to confess, and that was tricky in and of itself."
"How did you get her to confess?" Franklin Washington asked. "I really thought her lawyer would keep her from confessing, and he definitely had chances with a well-picked jury."
"Yes." I said. "What I did was turn to my wild card: that Betsy was involved. I had Betsy put in the same holding cell with Connie, and they did have some brief words. I think Betsy let Connie know about what happened and would happen to snitches. Now Betsy was never going to talk; she was well aware that there was virtually no way I could prove to a jury that Betsy was involved. But I thought Connie might break and throw Betsy under the bus. Well, Connie confessed but wouldn't implicate Betsy. So Connie gets a reduced sentence, she'll be out of jail in ten years, maybe less, and she gets to live since she did not snitch on Betsy."
"You were right about nobody caring, either." Cindy said. "Nobody at all asked about Jay or Connie when they were being outprocessed. They might have heard that Connie was the culprit, but they didn't ask about Jay, either. Out of sight, out of mind." Laura was nodding at that.
"Yep." I said. "it's a harsh industry, and everyone looks out for number one exclusively. Any other questions?"
"Just one." Tanya asked. "I still don't understand why you eliminated Jay as a suspect, and especially how you thought he saw the crime take place." There was a murmur of agreement with the question.
"Let me first say," I replied, "that I did not eliminate Jay as a suspect. In fact, I kept him separated and isolated in a holding cell because it was as likely as not that he had done it. But I still was looking at Connie, and had I disproved her as the killer, I'd have been right back to him. But of course, Connie began standing out like a lighthouse on a stormy night."
"As to him seeing it..." I said, "that was something of a longshot, but I realized that he did see it and likely immediately knew that he himself was in trouble. He couldn't join the group from the other side; people might notice how late he joined. He then said he was taking a dump instead of peeing, to make it sound like he was in the john longer than he was. He was scared shitless, pun not intended, and tried to bluster about taking the Fifth immediately, hoping others would do the same and not mention that he was not with the group.
"He had to see where he stood, and found he was alone without help. In other words, it occurred to me that his own actions suggested he may have seen something. Had he not, I doubt he'd have blustered so much. So I brought it up and his eyes lit up, and so it goes."
"I want to sit next to you at the blackjack table." said Franklin Washington.
"I want to thank you for going along with me during the interrogation process." I replied.
"That reminds me," said Cindy, "I appreciate Franklin for sitting in, but he's normally the Vice ADA. Why did you have him instead of Paulina, Commander? And for that matter, why did you send me out after the martial arts discussion?"
"I wanted Connie to feel very alone and abandoned." I said. "If she'd seen the sympathy on your face, on Tanya's face, or Paulina's face over the way she was raped, she might feel she could use that sympathy to her advantage. Ergo, I stacked the deck with men."
"Smart." said Bonnie Karpathian. "Absolutely politically incorrect, but smart to do."
"I was willing to go to a jury though, Franklin." I said. "Juries are smarter than people think they are, and I was willing to take chances that they'd see it was premeditated murder despite the mitigation of the rape. I was more concerned about the 'guilty but insane' attempt that Lynch was going to try, and yes, that is what he was going to try."
"Well, you've racked up another one, Don." said Tanya. "And in 24 hours. I think I'll take baby Pete home and let you guys get some sleep."
"I do have some questions." Cindy said. "One of them is: 'Why did Steve West hate Connie Chang so badly?'. And-"
"You and I will talk about that tomorrow." I said to Cindy.
Part 13 - Epilogue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead reporterette at 7:00am on Monday morning, reporting from in front of the warehouse where West's body had been found. "Channel Two News has learned that one Steve West, owner of adult film company 'Steve West Films', was found dead at this location on Saturday morning. On Sunday morning, Police arrested one Connie Chang, one of the actresses in Mr. West's various adult films. Channel Two News has confirmed that Miss Chang has confessed to the murder of Mr. West. No other persons are implicated in the murder."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next day I sat with Jack Muscone and Cindy at the Cop Bar, where Jack was enjoying a "Jack's Double Cheeseburger", his most very favorite menu item, so much so that the owner of the bar named it after him.
"I heard John Cummings is selling his business to the Cosby Brothers." Cindy said. "John's moving to near Lake Amengi-Nunagen to run a store up there, and Joanne is pissed off about it."
"I heard a couple of rumors myself about that." I said. "Katherine Woodburn successfully ran him off."
Cindy sighed. "Out of the frying pan, into the fire. I thought Nathan Allen was bad-"
"Well," I said, interrupting her, "Katherine Woodburn hasn't raped any underage girls that we know of."
"True." Cindy said. Jack just kept eating his double cheeseburger, so I brought the point of the lunch to the fore.
"Cindy," I said, "you asked yesterday about why Steve West hated Connie Chang so badly. I have a possible answer for you, which is what I wanted to talk to Jack about, also. So let me ask, Cindy: did you notice any other peculiarity about Steve West Films?"
"I did notice that Connie was the only non-white in the group." Cindy said. "No blacks, no Hispanics, either. But that's not totally unusual in the porn industry, so I've learned from research this morning. Blacks have their own porno companies, and interracial scenes are usually done by the bigger industry companies."
"True." I said. "But we have four points of interest here. First, Steve West Films, or I should say Steve West himself, was white-only. Steve hated Connie precisely because she was an Asian woman. Second, the shady company that helped finance Steve West Films, has been discovered. I'm sure Jack has heard of them." I named the company.
"Oh, yes." Jack said knowingly. "They have associations with the Superior Bloodlines group. We think West's financiers have been doing some money laundering for Superior Bloodlines out in California, and it's more than a coincidence that West went to them for money... or maybe they even went to him to have someone to launder money through. My people will certainly be working on that."
"Yes." I said. "And what's more, that partially explains why nobody wanted to talk to us. They're not afraid of the traditional Mobs over snitching; that was a crock from the get-go. However... if it's this Superior Bloodlines group, the guys who were behind two people being found hanging on meat hooks, as happened in our Black Badge case, then I can understand their fear.
I paused and then said "It really is too bad that I couldn't detain Betsy here. I think she knows a lot more than she was letting on."
"Callie, too." Cindy said. I peered at her as she said "Callie knows a hell of a lot more than she's saying, too. And she didn't get to be an independent and relatively wealthy porn star just by being better in bed than the rest." I just smiled and nodded. Jack caught on, too.
"I think Cindy's been learning a lot more from you and your mother than she let's on, Don." said Jack.



"She has a crowbar." I replied. "And there's a reason for that."
"I try, Jack, but I'll never be a Troy." Cindy replied. "Don, you did say there were four points?"
"Oh yes," I said, "and the third point ties into the second: why the legal beagles were working so hard for these perps. I think they were hired and paid exceptionally well behind-the-scenes to help these people. Maybe they hoped to have any possible case break down so that it would all go away, and Superior Bloodlines and the West financiers would be protected. In any case, that legal beagle was working wayyyyy too hard to just be wanting to help against the Police."
"And the fourth item," I said, "is something for us local cops on the beat to glance into. Betsy said that Sharples was West's contact for renting the building for illicit purposes, that he was the one West rented from. However, the building belongs to another name familiar to us... Thomas P. Cook, of the Town & County Council, and from whom the Police Force bought the First Precinct building. There's much to infer from these facts, n'est pas?"
"Wow, yes." Cindy said. "Maybe the lawyer was working hard on Thomas Cook's behalf?"
"Could well be." I said. "And what else?"
"Sharples is working for Cook?" Cindy continued.
"Possibly. Even likely." I said agreeably. "And what else?"
"I..." Cindy said, thinking about it. "I guess I'm not seeing it."
"The Eightfold Fence." I said, referring to the ancient Japanese poem, but I knew Cindy would get it.
"Ohhhhh." she said, getting it. "Mr. Cook was one of the eight people in the room."
"Uhhh... do I get clued in on this?" asked Jack Muscone, not understanding.
I said "Cook was one of the people in the room when I talked about putting in the servers at Precinct Two... which led to that night that the Corrigan Boys were going to visit to wipe me out, except that Taichi-sama got in their way..."
"Ah, I see." said Jack. "So maybe this Thomas P. Cook bears watching?"
"Indeed, Agent Lestrade, indeed." Cindy said. That got both of us a 'look' from Jack's small but penetrating eyes.
"She said it, not me." I said, but both Cindy and I were chuckling. Jack just finished the rest of his delicious double cheeseburger.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The final Town & County Council meeting of the year was wrapping up on the evening of Tuesday, December 30th. As Councilman Thomas P. Cook gathered his papers and put on his coat, he was approached by Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, who was black and representing the primarily black district of the Town.
"Nice deal you got for that building for the First Precinct, Thomas." Lewis said.
"Yes, it was." said Cook. "Of course, you're the one who drove precincts into happening, Reginald, especially the Second Precinct for your district. That's going to bring a lot of plums your way."
"True, true." said Lewis. "I have to admit, I didn't think the Police Commander would be so... receptive to precincts, but he went along with it, and he's even making a good faith effort to work with my people on police-related matters."
"Yes, but be very careful about that." said Cook. "The Iron Crowbar has a reputation of seeing much farther than most people. Griswold was a dumb fuck, he couldn't handle what was going on in this County, and what's really going on in this County now. But the Iron Crowbar? He scares me, Reginald. He really does have me looking over my shoulder."
"And well you should be." Reginald Lewis said, then dropped his voice. "And that's what I want to mention to you, just between us... be very, very careful about that fat cop Sharples doing that side work for you. The Iron Crowbar is watching him, and worse, Sharples is really hated among my people. He's made some deals with my people, took money, then turned around and arrested them. And not like a sting operation, either; Sharples is pocketing the money and denying he was given anything.
Lewis dropped his voice even more as he continued: "He's playing both ends, and he's going to pay for that one day. I can't hold my people back if they get pissed off enough, even if Sharples *is* a cop and it would bring down the wrath of the Crowbar."
"So why are you telling me this, Reginald?" Cook asked.
"Just to let you know, Thomas." said Lewis. "Sharples is dirty, but he's stupid, too. Don't let him cause you problems. I'd even go so far to suggest, friend to friend, that you disassociate from him completely."
"I appreciate you mentioning that to me." said Cook. "I'm already taking steps to do that, too. You're right that Sharples is no help, and could actually cause my operations trouble." He then said more loudly as others approached them "But enough of that, Reginald. Let's head on out with everyone else."
As they joined the other Council Members in exiting the building, Lewis said to Cook "Have a great New Year, Thomas! It's going to be a big year in this County, a big year!"
"You got that right, Reginald!" said Thomas P. Cook. "A big year, indeed!" Yes indeed, he thought to himself, a year like nobody would believe if I told them now...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue: Auld Lang Syne
It was New Year's Eve, and my wife Laura and I were attending the party at the home of the University President, Dr. Sidney P. Wellman and his lovely wife Sally. Laura liked coming to the Wellman's party on New Year's Eve because it was semi-formal and 'dressy', and my wife does like to dress up. Not that that's a complaint... Laura was looking gorgeous in her almost shimmery silver-gray dress and light silver-gray high heel pumps. I was wearing a suit, and a tie that almost matched Laura's silver-gray dress. 'Wildcat Red' was not in vogue in these parts.
Despite the dressiness and formality, the Wellmans had invited personal friends to this party as opposed to a University Department or the Town & County officials, so it was a varied mix of people. Laura and I talked with Town & County Councilman John 'Jack' Colby and his wife, then Chief Griswold and his wife. At the stroke of midnight, Griswold would be retired, but he was feeling no pain and his cheeks were rosy as he was kept supplied with some high-quality bourbon.
Some minutes later, Laura and I were talking to my nephew Todd and his gorgeous wife Jeanine, who was looking absolutely stunning in a clingy red dress and matching red pumps. Her cheeks were also seemingly flushed and rosy, giving rise to an observation and deduction. It was confirmed when, as Todd was telling me how well their business was getting off the ground, I heard my wife whisper to Jeanine "Have you told him yet?" and Jeanine replied "No, I'm waiting until we get home."
The new Captain of Precinct Two, the large black athlete Damien Thompson, was at the party, and he introduced his wife, a lovely black woman named LaTasha. They were hot looking couple, I thought to myself as I talked to them. A moment later, ADA Franklin Washington, who was black, came up to our group and introduced his wife Susie... she was a white woman, older than him, at least in her 40s while he looked to be in his young 30s at the oldest. Susie was pretty, tall and lanky, nice legs, and her full head of brown hair was in gentle curls that reached down to her shoulders and back.
Some moments later, as Laura and I talked with the Wellmans, Dr. Wellman noted that Daniel and Melina Allgood had sent regrets, citing Melina's advanced pregnancy. Sally asked "When is your sister's baby due?"
"Officially, January 16th." Laura replied. "But to be honest with you, Melina looks like she's ready to have it any day now. Either I mis-timed the date, or he's going to be one very large baby. I've told her to rest and relax as much as she can."
At one point in time Laura and I were standing together alone, both observing the other people, and probably making some disparate observations and deductions for later gossip. Then Laura asked me "So, darling, what is your New Year's resolution going to be?"
"To make love with you more often." I replied, making my wife's eyes sparkle.
"Well, I'll certainly do all I can to help you keep that one." said Laura. Then we both saw them.
Dr. Richard Searles was the highly esteemed cardiologist at University Hospital. He was tall and distinguished, his hair just graying a bit... though I had a sense that he did that on purpose to give himself an even more distinguished look. He was in his upper-40s, and was ten years older than the woman with whom he'd entered the room: his lovely wife, Dr. Gloria Searles.
A little jolt of electricity went through me at the sight of her. In her mid-thirties, Gloria was a gorgeous woman. Gloria was also relatively short, lithe, large-breasted, thin waist and flaring hips... and with one of the hottest pairs of legs on the planet. She was wearing a brownish-tan dress, almost 'nude' color, that clung to her dynamite body, and light nude-colored high-heel sandals with a closed toe, virtually out of fashion today but I wasn't complaining.
Her black hair was worn short, and her makeup was designed to make her face seem slightly more pale and white than her natural skin color, a practice used in Japan in the past. Her lipstick was a luscious, almost bright red, and perfectly showed off her luscious but small mouth, a mouth I very much wanted to kiss and also slide my cock into...
"I think I know what my next resolution is." I whispered to Laura.
"I don't blame you a bit." Laura said. "But she's a cold fish, personality-wise. If you can melt that block of ice and get nuts-deep inside her, you'll have earned your 'miracle man' reputation in this County." Laura and I had had this conversation before about the Searles couple, and I had no problem with having it again...
"I'll take that challenge." I said. "If you can distract him long enough with your lusciously feminine charms." I knew Laura would not object at all to swinging and swapping with this couple, as she found Richard Searles handsome and 'hot' to her. But they were also rather prudish, and Gloria was practically a Puritan.
Laura didn't waste time, and practically drug me over to talk with them.
"Richard, you remember my husband Don?" my wife said.
"Ah yes, I remember our consultation during your investigation of that poor football player that died." said Richard Searles as he shook my hand. "This is my wife, Dr. Gloria Searles. Gloria, you remember Police... it's Commander now, isn't it?... Don Troy and his wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson from our Psychology Department?"
"Yes, it's nice to see you again." Gloria said, offering her hand to me. I took it almost more in a manner to kiss it, though I didn't, and very slightly pulled it towards me. Many women like this very subtle flirtation, but it seemed to have no effect on the ice-cold Gloria Searles. Sheesh, Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle was warm in comparison. Gloria's handshake with Laura was even icier, barely a recognition.
"That's a very lovely dress, Mrs.- er, I guess I should say 'Doctor Mrs.' Searles." I said, continuing the game. "And yes, 'Doctor Mister' Searles, I do remember our consultation, and appreciate your help on that case."
"Yes, and you've done an extraordinary job, from what I'm hearing." said Richard Searles. "Gloria, Commander Troy is the man Chief Griswold was telling us about... he has solved some incredible cases."
Just as I was about to respond, Laura jumped in, subtly continuing the game: "I would say my husband is to Detection as you are to cardiology, Dr. Searles... the very best. Our Hospital is lucky to have you."
"Ah, you're much too kind..." said Richard, and as they began talking cardiology, Laura imperceptibly led him slightly away, putting a bit of distance between us so that I could talk with the gorgeous Gloria Searles alone.
"I've never had much contact with the police." said Gloria. "And I'm sure you'll understand when I say I hope to keep it that way. But standing here, you're not what I'd imagine is a stereotypical policeman. And that is a compliment, Commander."
"My wife did insist I not wear my uniform. And please, call me Don... so that I feel even less like a policeman in your presence." I said, then changed the focus by asking "So I understand you are in private practice?"
"Oh yes," said Gloria. "I'm in general practice, but the regulations are getting so bad that I grouped together with a few specialists to whom I refer patients. Your wife's gynecologist is in our group, Dr. Caroline Muncey. Our group is Searles, Hartwell, Dembo & Muncey, P.C."
"Ah, yes." I said. "She's excellent. She really has taken care of my wife's health."
"I'm glad to hear that." Gloria said flatly. "How are your children? Dr. Yelena is a pediatrician, if they ever need medical services."
"I'm happy to say they're doing very well, and I'm very blessed to have them." I said. "Do you have any children?"
"No." said Gloria, again rather impassively. "My husband and I have led such busy lives that we've delayed having children for now."
Just then Dr. Richard Searles returned, my wife no longer able to distract him. As they excused themselves, Laura and I saw Audrey Nethers and her husband.
Audrey Nethers was a drop-dead gorgeous redhead in her late 20s. Her hair was slightly darker red than my 'strawberry blonde', a full rich orange-red that was perfect with her beautiful face. She was wearing a long, gold dress and very high heel gold lamé sandals that I knew she would always wear with a toga during sexual parties she and her husband attended. She had the reputation of giving the hottest blowjob of any woman just about anywhere, and I looked forward to finding that out... she and her handsome, fit young husband were part of the Libertines swingers group that my wife and I had recently had the good fortune to be invited to join.
Audrey and her husband Andrew were a 'Ken and Barbie' cute couple. He was reputed to have a ten inch cock and had been part of the Sigma Epsilon Chi (SEX) unofficial fraternity that my nephew Todd was a part of. Indeed, Todd had sampled Audrey's sexual charms, and thought very highly of them.
I also knew one other thing... that before she had married, Audrey had been one of the women I'd seen on Jack Burke's sex tape recordings. She had fucked my nemesis, the hung stud Jack Burke, and I still had that coupling on a DVD for watching in bed with Laura.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At about 11:30pm, I noticed Gloria Searles making her way upstairs. Some of us knew that there were bathrooms upstairs and would go up there instead of having to wait for a downstairs 'opportunity'. Speaking of opportunities, I decided to take one here.
Gloria had gone into a bathroom that served one of the guest bedrooms. As I came into the bedroom and to the door, I quickly fastened a sprig of mistletoe on the top frame of the door.
When Gloria came out, she almost ran headlong into me. "Oh!- I'm sorry, Don, I didn't know you were there." she said breathlessly as I stood in her way. "I should get back to my husband."
"Before you go, Gloria," I said huskily, using her first name, "we should honor the tradition of the mistletoe, don't you think?"
Gloria looked up, seeing the mistletoe just above her. Not giving her a chance to move, I moved quickly up to her and, bending my head down, pressed my lips right onto hers in a firm but gentle kiss!
"Mmmf!" Gloria gasped... but she did not pull away! I let my hands slide onto her waist as I probed her lips with my tongue, sliding past them with an effort and contacting her tongue with mine. Almost imperceptibly, I took her small purse and placed it on the dresser just behind me.
Oh wow! It was one of the hottest sensations of my life... just this bit of a kiss, just tasting her tongue a bit, was intensely hot and pleasurable. The feeling of Gloria's lipsticked lips on mine were as good as any woman I'd ever kissed... my wife Laura was 'as good' but certainly not better!
Gloria was in shock as I probed her mouth with my tongue. She was letting it happen, not fighting it but not really responding to it, either. As I pulled her body into mine slightly, her lips parted enough for me to slide my tongue over hers and deeper into her mouth.
Alas, it did not last much longer. Gloria gently pushed me back, breaking the kiss. I did not know if she was going to storm out screaming, if she'd try to slap or hit me, or if she'd stay for another kiss.
"I... I need to go." she said, maneuvering past me and walking quickly towards the door, her legs moving smoothly and elegantly on her high heels. As she got to the door, she said "Have a good night, Don." I took that as a positive sign.
Just then Audrey Nethers came into the room and up to me. "That looked good." she said. "You're going after her? Trying to get into her... very... tight pants?"
"I might give it a shot." I replied, my eyes boring into the beautiful redhead's. "What do you think? Should I?"
"Sure, and I'll do whatever I can to help you." Audrey said. "She is a real bitch, really ice cold. I'd love to see you melt her down and fuck her brains out." I felt Audrey's hand on the front of my pants, gently feeling up my cock... which was throbbing with iron hardness. "And I see she made you very, very hot, Mr. Iron Crowbar."
"Yes... yes she did." I replied as Audrey undid my pants, fished out my thickening, lengthening meat. She knelt down as she gently jacked my shaft, and I could feel her warm breath on my manhood.
"Mmmm, should I give you some relief now?" she asked in her sultry voice.
"You wouldn't tease me, would you?" I hoarsely asked.
"Mmmm, no, baby." Audrey said. With that, she slid my cock into her mouth, and oh my fucking god! was it ever hot...
Audrey's mouth was every bit as good as it was reputed to be. She sucked in as she slid her lips up my shaft to the tip, then slid her tongue against the base of my meat as her mouth sank back down to envelop my length fully. She began giving me head in earnest, sucking deeply and wetly, the room filling with the soft smacks of an incredibly good blowjob being delivered.
I knew I wouldn't last three minutes, the time that studs reputedly had to withstand of Audrey's oral talents, but I didn't have to... I noticed that a dark shadow was peeking into the door from the hallway, watching Audrey fellate me. I realized it was Gloria... she'd forgotten to get her handbag.
"Okay, beautiful," I said. "I hate to stop this, but we need to go back downstairs. As Audrey stood up and put my cock back in my pants and zipped me up, I whispered to her that Gloria was watching and wanting to get her handbag. Audrey smiled and we made our way together out of the bedroom and back downstairs to the party.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Should old acquaintance be forgot
And never brought to mind
Should all acquaintance be forgot
And auld lang syne
For auld lang syne, my dear,
For auld lang syne,
We'll take a cup o' kindness yet,
For auld lang syne"
As the ball dropped on the television screen and the grandfather clock in the large room struck midnight, I kissed my beautiful wife's luscious mouth deep and hard, and she returned it with her usual fire and passion. We were not the only couples in the room kissing, and even Dr. Wellman and his wife Sally were locked in a passionate embrace for a moment.
Fireworks were going off in the backyard of the University President's mansion as well as all over the Town. Laura and I went outside for a few moments, braving the cold to watch the display. I noticed some fireworks going off over Promontory Point on the mountain ridge line, and instinctively looked over to where the remains of The Cabin were... and I made another resolution that at this time next year, fireworks would be sparkling from over the top of a new dwelling there...
After about fifteen minutes, guests started to leave. I'd noticed that the Searles were not there at midnight. That mystery was solved by Audrey Nethers, who along with her husband followed Laura and myself out.
"Gloria apparently got her handbag and quickly found her husband and dragged him out of here." Audrey quietly told me as my wife gave her husband a warm goodnight kiss next to their car. "I might have embarrassed you a bit... I whispered to her that I saw her watching me suck your cock, and that she could have your cock for herself if she wanted it."
"Oh wow." I said. "What did she say to that?"
"She turned beet red, then said 'Excuse me.' and practically ran to find her husband."Audrey said, smiling. "Then they left. I'll bet she's already fucking him at home."
"We'll never know." I said. "You have a great night." I kissed Audrey's mouth, our tongues locking in a hot, wet kiss for a moment. Then I let her go as Laura finished making out with Audrey's husband. As my wife and I headed home, Laura handed me a 'gray viagra'.
"Honey," I said, "I don't need that. Let me tell you what happened tonight." I told Laura all about the kiss with Gloria, the memory of it still keeping my cock throbbing with a dull ache.
"Take that pill anyway." my wife ordered. "You have a lot of work to do tonight to cool my fires, too. And I want you to think of that kiss while you're fucking my brains out; I suspect you're going to be a stallion in bed for the next several hours, and I'm going to take advantage of it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Richard Searles rolled off of his wife Gloria, still trying to catch his breath, a joyous lassitude of post-coital bliss spreading through his sweat-covered body. He had just come inside his beautiful wife after a deep, intense coupling in which Gloria had cried out in climax at least twice.
"Oh darling, that was so good." he gasped. He rolled over towards her and put his arm over her, cradling her in a 'spoons' position. "I love you, honey. We need to do that more often."
"We will." Gloria murmured. "We should think of starting a family, too." Her husband's heart surged at those words. He'd longed to have children with his wife for the longest time.
"You were really on fire tonight." Richard said, gently kissing his wife's neck. "That's not a complaint, though. I just wonder what got you going... I want to make sure it happens again."
"I'm sure it will, dear." Gloria said sleepily. "I just wanted to start the new year off making love with you." She did not tell her husband the real reasons, nor what she had been thinking while having intercourse with her husband. She was thinking about the kiss Don had given her, and she was remembering the vision of Don's long, thick cock, bigger than her husband's slender six inches, as that redheaded slut Audrey Nethers had fellated Don. The fantasy thoughts of the tall, broad-shouldered redheaded cop on top of her, Gloria, fucking her soaking wet cunt had made Gloria's cunt soaking wet and burning hot with sexual need, a need that her husband had not satisfied...
Part 2 - Parades and New Additions
January 1st, New Years Day, was bright and sunny, and also very cold with a little bit of wind. A perfect winter day. At 11:00am on January 1st, the parade started at the Depot at Junction Station. A procession of several New Years Day floats came up the highway and then along College Street, the east-west road that led from University Avenue to Courthouse Square and was the south road of the box of the Square.
Following the floats were two Fire Engines, preceded and followed by police cruisers, all the Public Service vehicles flashing their red and blue and white lights. Upon the first Engine road Police Chief Emeritus Griswold, and on the second was Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem, both now officially retired after years of dedicated active service to the Town and County. This parade was partly for them.



Captain Charles and I had expected a few hundred people might show up, and we had some police presence and crowd control. We found out that we had underestimated our Town and County in their love for the retiring public service officers: thousands of people lined the route of the parade, cheering and clapping. They were an orderly bunch, so we had no problems. Chief Gillem and Chief Griswold both would remark later that they were very touched by the sheer numbers of people that came out for their farewell parade.
The parade was the kick-off to the inauguration and installation of the Town & County Council and the new Sheriff, Daniel Allgood, which would happen at noon. The Mayor would be sworn in by Pastor Raymond Westboro of the First Baptist Church (who was also a Town & County Councilman), then the Mayor would swear in the rest of the Council and the other elected personnel, each of whom would make speeches, which would mean at least an hour before Daniel was sworn in.
Laura and I were expected to be on the stage in front of City Hall for the proceedings. Laura's sister Melina, who was also the lovely Mrs. Daniel Allgood, was sitting with Laura. As I helped the Mayor get ready to begin the proceedings and people began taking their seats on the benches in the Square, facing City Hall, I made a couple of observations, one being that Melina looked very uncomfortable, to the point of medical distress.
"Mr. Mayor," I quietly said, "I need to suggest that we swear in the Sheriff before the Council today."
"But why?" asked Mayor Lawrence P. Vaughan, the People's Choice, a veteran mayor and politician.
"Because if I'm right, sir," I said, "the Sheriff is going to have a much bigger event to deal with, and soon." I explained my observations to the Mayor.
"Now I can see why Griswold believes in you so much." said the Mayor, grinning. "I'll go tell the Council of the change. You get to tell Allgood."
Just as the ceremony was about to begin, I found Daniel, who was just coming up on stage. He was wearing a formal Sheriff uniform of dark brown jacket with a single gold star on the epaulette of each shoulder, light brown pants and shirt and tie (with a gold star on the shirt's epaulettes, not visible while wearing the jacket), and a uniform Sheriff Department hat... and this would be the last time I saw him in that hat, but I digress...
His badge was over the left pocket of the jacket. As an elected official, the wreath around his badge's gold star was silver instead of gold (as mine and other Public Service officials were all gold), making his badge two-tone. He also wore his police medal ribbons over his right jacket pocket, as he was entitled to do.
I told Daniel that he would be sworn in first, after the Mayor, and to get ready for an even bigger event. He looked at me funny as he went to sit by Melina.
As Pastor Westboro swore in the Mayor, I noted that Melina suddenly looked between her legs with a shocked look on her face. She looked at Laura, who just nodded, then turned to Daniel and whispered "My water just broke." Daniel's countenance also became one of shock, and I managed not to laugh as he was called to the podium to take the oath of office.
Once his oath was administered, he was invited to make his speech. It might have been the most stunning speech ever delivered for the occasion... and 'delivered' was the operative term. No one really noticed Melina and Laura get up and head off the podium behind the group sitting on stage, which included a very confused Council.
"Ladies and gentlemen," Daniel said, "it is an honor to be entrusted by the voters with this position, and I will serve in it to the best of my ability. This is a wonderful event, but I must now tell you that I am about to an experience an even greater event. I must now leave you to take my wife to the hospital for the delivery of our baby. Thank you very much." Daniel quickly shook the Mayor's hand, then darted off the stage, with me escorting him, and into the waiting police car which already contained Laura and Melina. They sped off to University Hospital. People in the audience began chattering, and some clapped, but most were confused.
"Well," said the Mayor, "this is wonderful news for the Allgood family, and we'll just have to carry on here without him. But let's give our new Sheriff a big hand." Everyone clapped loudly now that someone had taken leadership and begun giving them a script to follow again. Sheeple, I thought to myself, none to kindly. I took the opportunity to slip away myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:30pm Melina delivered a New Years Day baby, a boy. He was named Daniel Preston Allgood, and he looked just like his daddy... a 'Clark Kent' ready to change into 'Superman'... and his little lungs had a 'Superman' quality as his first cry was long and loud... music to a new parent's ears. Daniel was almost overcome as he held his son for the first time, and then Melina was crying tears of happiness as she cradled her new baby.
"She certainly seems happy with the new baby." I said quietly to Laura. "Think she'll react as she did when Todd's baby was born?"
"I'm a lot more optimistic about this one." Laura said. "Melina has been happy, her breasts are producing milk, and she shows every sign of being a healthy, happy mother. Little Doug came at a rather, shall we say, 'crossroads' time for her, and I'm happy for everyone that Todd and Jeanine are keeping him and raising him. And I think Melina won't reject baby Danny, and they will be a very happy family."
Chief Griswold and his wife came by a couple of hours later, followed closely by my mother Phyllis. Griswold remarked that Melina seemed happier than he'd ever seen her before, and my mom agreed. When I looked in on them before leaving the hospital, I also observed Melina's happiness, and I was glad to see it.
"Don, I just have one question." Daniel said. "Melina said she never mentioned to you that she thought she was about to go into labor, and she said you and Laura never had a chance to talk after she told her. Yet you knew enough to have the mayor change our schedules..."
Chief Griswold overheard that. "Daniel, now that you're this man's boss, get used to that. And learn to keep your mouth shut and trust the man, no matter what wild-ass shit comes out of his mouth. If you think seeing your wife going into labor is something, as the saying goes: you ain't seen nuthin' yet..." I just smiled and Daniel laughed.
"I just think you have a smart kid, Sheriff." I said. "He didn't want to listen to all those Council speeches, and he found a way to get out of having to sit there for them." We all laughed at that one.
Part 3 - Political Scene
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead, older than Audrey Nethers but still very attractive as she stood in front of City Hall at 7:00am on January 2nd. "The inauguration of our new Sheriff, Daniel Allgood, took an unexpected turn as his wife Melina went into labor as the swearing-in was taking place! Channel Two News has learned and is pleased to report that Mrs. Allgood gave birth to a healthy baby boy later that afternoon!"
"I'm happy that Melina and the baby are healthy and all went well," said Tanya Perlman as we watched, "but that was funny as hell that the Sheriff had to leave immediately like that, and just announced it for his speech. So starts the new era of Town & County Law Enforcement, yes?"
"Yep." I said. "But enjoy today. There's a new Sheriff in town, starting Monday, and I'm expecting some volatility to come in with him."
"As long as he doesn't fire you and try to send me back to the Crime Lab." said Tanya. "But what do you know that we don't know?"
"I said 'volatility', not 'crash and burn'." I said. "And I don't know anything, but I have my suspicions that Sheriff Allgood wants to get the leadership structure of this Police Force settled as soon as possible." Tanya did not look rosy and happy at that... and I did not tell her that she had every right to be nervous.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the State Capitol building in Midtown, Katherine Woodburn went into the State Senate chamber with the other Senators for her swearing-in. She was wearing a gray and greenish plaid jacket and skirt, a black mock-T sweater, black stocking and high heel matte black pumps. She was an attractive woman with dirty blonde hair, large breasts and shapely legs. She exercised regularly and she was fit; she had not lost her physical fitness from her days as a media mogul. She was definitely a hot MILF and would've been a lusciously hot trophy wife. But she had chosen another path.
She took her oath of office along with the other Senators. After that there was congratulations, then perfunctory votes of attendance and clerical matters. Then everyone headed to the House Chamber to hear the Governor's State of the State speech, which was basically a traditional first-day welcoming speech without much substance. That would come later.
Pictures, pictures, and more pictures... God damn! how many photographs could possibly be taken? she thought. Then she was given the keys to her new office in the Senate Office Building across the street from the Capitol Building, and was given three hours to settle her staff into it.
She had a woman as her personal administrative assistant, her secretary, and as her staff personal assistant she had a young man. He was 23, extremely fit, broad shouldered, tall and muscular. He had thick black hair and wore black-framed glasses, and all the women gave him a second look as he passed by. He also had another attribute that made him very valuable to Katherine Woodburn: he had a thick, eight inch long cock, and he used it expertly to bring Katherine tremendous pleasure and intense orgasms.
State Senators were assigned little apartments. They were more like efficiency hotel rooms, but they were serviceable for staying in when a Senator had to stay in Midtown. Katherine and her assistant Clark had broken in the apartment's bedroom for hours the night before, and she was still pleasantly remembering the hours they had spent copulating and sharing hot sexual pleasures.
"Okay, Clark." she said to him as she sat behind her new office's solid mahogany desk for the first time. "We're in. Wanna break in this desk?"
Clark came around as Katherine got up and sat down on the edge of the desk. The young stud stepped between her legs as she fished his hardening cock out of his pants. He eased her panties aside and fit the head of his meat into her labes, then pushed forward. Katherine moaned as she was impaled on his member, then groaned as he began harshly pumping in and out of her.
As the couple rutted lustily, the phone buzzed.
"What is it?" Katherine asked into it as Clark continued to plow her wet furrow.
"Senator, I have Senator Cerone and Senator Langdon here to see you."
"Okay, just a second." Katherine said as Clark slid his cock out of her pussy. "Sorry, stud, I'll make it up to you and drain your blue balls later." she said as her young paramour put his weapon of sexual destruction back in his pants. Katherine straightened up and then sprayed Febreeze everywhere to take out the smell of the raunchy sex that had been taking place.
She then had the Senators admitted. Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone strode in, followed by Senator Richard Langdon. "We just wanted to congratulate you, Senator Woodburn." said Senator Cerone in his pleasant voice that belied his rough-and-tough exterior look.
"Indeed." said Senator Langdon, whose harsh voice also belied his professorial look. "We think you're going to make a fine successor to Senator Allen."
"Gentlemen," Katherine said, "I appreciate you coming her and your congratulations, but I have to say that I am not here to succeed Nathan Allen in any way.. nor do I think you really want me to."
"Har har." Senator Cerone laughed, sitting down in a chair at Katherine's bidding as she seated herself behind her desk. "You're right about that. Nobody was mourning the loss of Allen. But we do think... and hope... that you're going to be a team player like Allen was for most of his career."
"Of course." said Katherine. "And I'm ready to support the Party, as well. Of course I'll give you the boilerplate about supporting my constituent groups, and all that. But just remember this, gentlemen: I was playing this game as part of the Media for a long time, and I am not a 'virginal' freshman Senator like some of those others. I know how to play the game, and I am ready to play it with you... but on my terms, of course, just as you'll play on your terms."
Langdon seemed to frown at that, but 'Coffin' Cerone gave a surprisingly pleasant smile as he said "I think things are going to work out very very well for us with you as part of our team, Senator. Our first fight is going to be the SBI battle. We are really going to be counting on your support for this."
"Yes, I am definitely on your side on that one." said Woodburn. "Especially if I get what I want: the destruction of the Iron Crowbar up in my home County."
"Oh that's coming, that's coming." said Langdon. "But everything in due course, and in it's due time."
"What that means, Senator," said Cerone, taking a more conciliatory approach, "is that we have to be patient, to pick and choose our spots and our battles. Right now, the SBI battle is on front burner. But if things go as we expect, things will not be going well at all for your Iron Crowbar in the next few months."
"Look," said Langdon, "I'm going to cut to the chase here. As you know, we have a friend, a good friend, up in your County. If we need a mountain moved, our friend can do it. Our friend expects that things might come to a head between the Iron Crowbar and our friend's top associate, Henry Wargrave, by the end of the summer. If we're patient and don't step on the wrong toes, things will go exceedingly well for us."
"I agree, Senator." said Woodburn. Just then the office intercom buzzed.
"Senator," said the assistant, "US Congressman Condor is here."
"He's here to take us all to a late lunch or early dinner and discuss things." said Cerone...
Part 4 - Making A Scene
"This is just awesome." said Jenna Stiles, looking around the new restaurant. It was Opening Night, Friday January 2nd. "How did you get a reservation? Perks of being a police officer?"
"Yes and no." said Cindy Ross, her eyes glowing as she looked at her lover. "What happened was that Santo Veccio lost his restaurant to that arson fire some months ago, and the Insurance Company was trying not to pay him. Commander Troy had a few words with the Insurance Company... I understand it was a one-way conversation, and the kind that none of us want to have with the Iron Crowbar... and the Insurance Company coughed up the money. Santo wanted to do a high-end restaurant instead of what he had before, so he opened this place."
It was a new Italian restaurant just south of the Courthouse Square, and the buzz about it created by socialite columnist Elsie Gringer had people begging to get reservations before the restaurant even opened. Santo had then declared that a raffle would be used to gain opening night reservations, with the money collected going to charity. It had been enormously successful.
But Santo had shown gratitude to the Police Commander, and some reservations had gone to some of the Commander's Detectives, as well as some Fire Department people. And Cindy had brought Jenna as her date. The auburn-haired ADA was looking hot in a red dress with black outlines and accessories, including her black sheer stockings with a flower pattern on them, and black high heel pumps. For herself, Cindy was wearing a dark gold dress that, when contrasted with Cindy's platinum blonde hair, looked almost greenish in hue. And Cindy was wearing high heel sandals that really made her shapely legs, feet and ass look especially hot.
"You keep looking at me that way," Jenna said, "and people are going to begin thinking that we are dating."
"Let them." Cindy replied, her eyes twinkling. As they ate, they talked of various things, including family.
"This really is delicious food." Cindy noted as she consumed her pasta dish. She then said "Don is going to have to go to Midtown fairly often while this SBI legislation battle is going on. He's been asked to work with the Governor's staff to craft the Governor's input into it. The good part of that is that Don will get to see Molly and Ross a lot more, and maybe my sister will be pregnant again by the time this is all over."
"Are you good with that?" Jenna asked, her voice sounding skeptical.
"Sure." said Cindy. "It would be great to have another nephew. Molly wants another child, Don wants to impregnate her more than he'll admit- so says his mother, who I think secretly wants even more grandchildren- and so we'll see what happens."
The waiter brought their after-dinner desserts and an Amaretto-based drink to go with it, causing their conversation to pause.
"I see." said Jenna, once they were alone again. "I... I guess my question is how they're accepting a married man impregnating a woman who is not his wife. They're good with it, his wife apparently is okay with it, you seem to be okay with it..."
"Well, it's none of my business." Cindy replied. "Except I like having a nephew, and a second nephew or niece would be great. And I know what you mean about the inter-relationships, but Don and Laura are becoming serious players in the Swinging scene in this County. And he'll be a great daddy for my sister's children, so I'm good with all of it."
"So, what are you and I going to do about children?" Jenna asked, then stopped, as if realizing she'd stepped much farther than she intended. Cindy had a look of surprise on her face.
"I... I haven't really thought about that." the ruggedly lovely platinum blonde said. "I... didn't realize we were that far along yet." She did not observe Jenna reaching into her coat pocket.
"Well," Jenna said, "I think we are and we should talk about it- what the heck?" Shouting was coming from the back area leading to the restrooms.
"Trouble." Cindy said, hearing the commotion. "Back me up." Propelled by the leadership and action-taking that was ingrained in her being, Cindy quickly walked to the back, near the restroom doors. A redheaded man in his late 30s or early 40s was holding an older man by the collars of his shirt, almost choking him. The man being held was taller, had thin hair on top, gray hair on the sides that was mussed up, thin wire glasses and a long nose. He looked like a professor.
"I said 'What the hell are you doing grabbing my wife, asshole?' Answer the question, God damn you!" yelled the red haired man, his face beet red with furious anger. The other man was trying to get out of the red-haired man's grip, saying "Let me go!"
"All right, let him go." Cindy said, walking up to them.
"Stay out of this, lady." snarled the red-haired man. "This is none of your business." Suddenly, he was looking at the Town & County Police badge that was within inches of his eyes, between the men's faces.
"Oh, it is my business, especially the parts called 'disturbing the peace' and 'assault and battery'." Cindy cooly replied. The red haired man let go. Jenna also had her ADA badge out, which looked like a police badge except it had a Department of Justice seal in the middle and 'Asst. District Attorney' on the top part of the wreath. The men looked confused, but Cindy rapidly took charge.
"I am Lieutenant Ross of the Town & County Police Department. Let me see your licenses, please." Cindy said. The men began to say it was nothing, but Cindy stopped them. "Lice-en-sessss, gentlemen. Now. Or we can do this at the Station with you both under arrest." IDs were produced.



Cindy asked the red-haired man to tell his side of the story. He said "My wife went to the bathroom, and I saw this guy start trying to talk to her when she went in. He stood there waiting for her the whole time she was in there, and when she came out he began accosting her and bothering her. She tried to get away from him but he grabbed her arm and persisted. That's when I came in, and you can arrest me if you want, Officer, but I'm going to beat the shit out of anyone who grabs my wife like he did."
"Calm down." Cindy said as she took photos of their licenses with her TCPD app. "Sir," she said, speaking to the older man, "what's your side of this."
"It's just a case of mistaken identity, officer." said the man. "I thought she was someone I knew, and she looked so much like that person that I wanted to see for sure."
"So you grabbed her?" asked Cindy. "If you'd done that to me, you might be lying here dead."
"I didn't mean to grab her in that way." said the man, his voice sounding nearly desperate. "I... I just thought she was someone else. Really, I must have just made a mistake."
"What are you doing taking pictures of our licenses, Lieutenant?" asked the red haired man, challenging Cindy. He also had a beard, and Cindy recognized the name: he was John D. Clifford, a professor of Law at the University, and who had represented the occasional client in Police Headquarters. Before joining the University as a professor, he'd been part of the law firm of Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. He was more well known as an 'ambulance chaser', and his name terrorized members of the medical profession, as he seemed to take special interest in taking them to Court whenever he could.
"Making sure you have no outstanding warrants, just like police do if they stop you on the highway for speeding. And this altercation has given me probable cause to do so." said Cindy. "Now I don't want to mention your name in front of this guy, since he obviously has some interest in your wife..." Her cellphone beeped; the app said that neither man had outstanding warrants.
"Okay, sir." Cindy said to the red haired man. "Get yourself and your wife out of here, now. Jenna, would you escort them out, please?" Jenna had been watching, and she now led John D. Clifford out to join his wife, then escorted them out the front door to the street.
The other man was looking out, trying to see the couple. Cindy stopped him. "Stay where you are, sir, or I'll be forced to arrest you. Why are you so interested in her, especially if it's a case of mistaken identity, Mr. Lockhart?" That seemed to strike the man.
"I'm sorry." he said, stammering. "I... I'm just so sure that she was the woman I know..."
"Well, you're not going to find out." Cindy said. "What do you do for a living, Mr. Lockhart?"
"I'm a pharmacist, Smith-Morra Pharmacy, south of the Courthouse Square."
"Near the tailor shop?" Cindy asked, remembering the tailor shop where Don had nearly been assassinated but had gotten the drop on the perp.
"Yeah, it's across the street, down a few buildings. Same area." Lockhart said. Just then Jenna reappeared. "They're gone, drove off. I got the tag number of their car."
"Good." Cindy said. "Okay Mr. Lockhart, get out of here, but if your name comes to my professional attention again, it will not be a good thing for you, understand?"
"Yes, yes, I'm sorry for the trouble." Lockhart said, then swiftly moved away and out the door.
"Santo comped the bill." Jenna said. "He said it's a 'thank you' for handling the commotion."
"Nice of him." Cindy said. "By the way, let me have that car tag number. I've still got to make out a police report. Don says to make a police report any time we have to flash a badge..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what was that all about?" John D. Clifford asked his wife, Darla.
"I have...no idea." Darla replied, her hand being held horizontal as she waved it back and forth in a gesticulation, followed by other gestures as she talked. "I've never seen that bastard before, I have no idea who he is."
Darla Clifford was a very attractive woman in her 30s, with a slender, fit body, decent legs, fairly large breasts but not overly so, and long brown hair that resisted being styled in any particular way. She was a lawyer like her husband, but did not actively practice and only occasionally helped her husband with any cases he might have. She played a lot of golf and tennis with other 'trophy wives', and she was the Champion of the Town & County Tennis League Association.
"I heard the guy call you 'Natasha'." said Clifford. "And the guy told the policewoman back there that he thought you were someone else." said John. "Any Natashas or anyone else you know of that looks that much like you here in Town?"
"No." said Darla. "I have no idea what was going on with that bastard. Let's... let's just forget about it, and him. We were having such a good time before that happened. And the food was good, wasn't it?"
"The food was really great." John Clifford said. "I... I guess I'm just wired up about it... for him to grab you the way he did... I was about to beat him down before that cop showed up..."
Darla changed her voice to be more seductive. "I'm glad you came to my rescue, as my knight in shining armor. But let's just forget about it and move on."
"Okay, dear." said John Clifford, not at all mollified, but pretending to acquiesce for his wife's sake. "Okay..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and Jenna sat down on the sofa in the main room of their condo. "Well, it was a nice evening, even if it was interrupted with business."
"Yeah," said Jenna, "and it messed up what I was about to say and do. I was about to give you this." She took a small box out of her pocket and opened it. A diamond engagement ring was inside. "When I mentioned that about children, and how far we're along, I... I think we're that far along. Cindy, will you marry me?"
"Oh!" Cindy said, her hand covering her mouth. "Oh my God, I had no idea..." She began nodding her head. "Yes... yes I will marry you!" The women fell into each other's arms and embraced for a long moment, then Jenna put the ring on Cindy's finger. It fit perfectly.
"Let me go get some champagne." said Cindy, getting up. "Stay here just a second." Instead of going into the kitchen, Cindy instead went into her room, then a moment later zoomed across the room and into the kitchen. She returned with a magnum of champagne and four glasses.
"First," Cindy said, holding up a small jewelry box of her own, "I was going to do this on Valentine's Day, but since you beat me to the punch..." She opened the case to reveal a diamond engagement ring. "So, will you marry me, Jenna?"
"Yes, oh yes!" Jenna exclaimed. Her ring fit perfectly, as well. "Oh my god, it's so beautiful..." The women hugged again, which turned into a long, deep kiss.
Minutes later, they popped the champagne, drank and toasted to each other, then hurled those glasses into the fireplace, shattering them. Then the next pair of glasses were used to drink the rest of the bottle over the next few hours...
Part 5 - "If at first you don't succeed..."
Monday, January 5th. Tanya and I were in MCD at 6:45am, drinking coffee and talking about issues within MCD when Cindy walked into the room... with Jenna Stiles.
"Congratulations, ladies!" I said, mostly to beat Tanya to it. She observed the rings only a split-second after I did.
"You beat me to it!" the perky Lt. Perlman said, punching my thigh. "Oh my God ladies, let me see!" A showing-off of the rings followed. The women were still talking when the TV report came on at 7:00am, featuring the lovely Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she blared from in front of the County Courthouse. "The State Legislature is underway, with State Senator Katherine Woodburn taking her oath of office..." the TV showed Katherine Woodburn on the screen, her breasts jutting out proudly underneath her tight-fitting blouse and jacket. "... and State Representative William C. "Billy" Williams taking the oath as the County representative in the State House." Williams was shown; he was an older man, friend of Jack Colby, had a beard-and-mustache ring around his mouth like Bartholomew Scott had sported.
Bettina then added, her face morphing into a malicious smile, "Williams replaces TEA Party Extremist John Cummings in the State House. Cummings was defeated by Katherine Woodburn for the State Senate, a race he has yet to concede even with every Court ruling solidly against him. Cummings has also sold out his business to the Cosby Brothers, and is reported to have moved completely out of the County. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
Now why keep piling on John Cummings when he has left completely? I wondered to myself. Why the hatred?
And speaking of 'hatred', have I mentioned that I have a gut-level hatred of the Press?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Congratulations again." I said to Cindy as she came into my office at 8:00am. "I just have one question: do you want to tell Molly yourself and have me keep my mouth shut, or can I tell her?"
"You can tell her, if you talk to her before I do, which is likely." Cindy said, understanding me. "And you can tell her I suggested that you go ahead and tell her so that you won't slip up trying to keep it a secret."
"Okay, I'll do that." I said. "Now, about this police report you filed..."
"Yeah, Friday night." Cindy said. "Guy was bothering a man named John D. Clifford's wife. Her name is Darla. John Clifford is a Law Professor at the University, and has done some representation of clients here at HQ. Darla was accosted by this guy, named Lockhart, who said he thought Darla was someone that he knew. Jenna and I were there having dinner... thank you for the reservation, by the way... and I broke it up.
Cindy continued: "I looked up all their names over the weekend, but couldn't find any connection between Lockhart and the Cliffords. Lockhart runs a pharmacy, kind of a cheap place with a lower-end clientele, but nothing illegal that we know of. I'm thinking it really was a case of mistaken identity..."
"Except..." I said, peering at Cindy, "... something in your gut tells you otherwise."
"Yeah." Cindy said. "Even after I broke them up and got the Cliffords out of there, Lockhart was trying to get another glimpse of her. He ran out after them when I let him go. He's kind of sleazy as it is, and he did grab her arm when she came out of the restroom. Do you know what I'd do if someone grabbed me or Jenna by the arm like that?"
"Probably what I'd do if someone grabbed Laura or Molly that way." I said.
"Exactly." Cindy said, "Anyway, the whole thing just seemed weird. Lockhart's actions are not what I would consider to be congruent with 'mistaken identity'. He really thought he knew her, and it was eating him alive inside."
"Hmm." I said. "So why did you put this police report under seal, with me having to release it?"
"It occurred to me that Lockhart might try to get a copy of the report, and it would give him information about the Cliffords, including names, address, etc." Cindy replied. "I thought he might become obsessed, based upon what I saw of him, and that he might try to get the police report."
"Outstanding!" I said, exulting inside. Cindy's thinking on those points was indeed excellent, and I was elated for reasons she would not yet understand. "Very good thinking, my friend. Okay, we'll keep it under seal as a stalker case..." I said, putting the info into the computer, "...and it can only be released to the Press or Public with your permission or mine."
"And by the way, Cindy," I continued, "it was the right thing to do to make this report in the first place. At the worst, if someone tries to make a claim of police brutality or something, we've got our report in... and it indemnifies you, as if you need it. But it's better to make sure and be sure."
Just then I got a phone call. It was from Laura. We'd been invited to the Wellman's social for University doctors and lawyers for the new semester.
"Tonight?" I said. "We were just there Thursday."
"Yes," said Laura, "and we get to socialize again..." Then my wife's voice got husky and sexy as she said "...not to mention that Dr. Gloria Searles will be there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Still Monday evening, January 5th. The party was not formal, and I was wearing a gray suit with a blue mock-T pullover shirt. Laura was wearing her dress that was white in front with blue panels on the sides, a popular fashion these days, and her navy blue round-toed pumps.
Doctor Mister and Doctor Mrs. Searles indeed did come in. To my delight, Gloria was much warmer with me, though still cold as ice to my wife. Apparently she did not think much of Laura being professor of sexual studies. Still, I poured on the charm with Gloria as much as I could.
Dr. Bonnie Karpathian, who worked with Laura in the Psychology Department, was there, and she was working with Laura to get and keep Dr. Richard Searles's attention. I was admiring Gloria. She was wearing a very clingy white blouse and a gold, almost tan jacket, and I could tell she had worn a bra that really uplifted her big tits. Her gold-tan skirt was very tight and showed off her luscious, firm asscheeks, and her legs, ass and elegant feet were made even more shapely by the very high heel tan sandals she was wearing, with thin stripes designed to show off her feet. If she was dressing to draw my attention to how hot and beautiful she was, she had succeeded. I was doing all I could not to get a huge erection in my pants... and was failing.
"Why don't you give me a tour of the place." Gloria said, an open invitation. "I'm sure Sally Wellman would, but she's busy hostessing, of course."
"Sure, I'd love to." I said and escorted the lovely woman to the stairs, walking behind her to admire that luscious ass. A few moments later, I guided Gloria into Dr. Wellman's study. I saw the desk there, where I had raped Vicki Oldeeds; now I was hoping to have some hot consentual sex with the beautiful Gloria Searles. I closed and locked the door as Gloria looked around the room, moving towards the desk as if knowing my purpose, and knowing it matched hers.
"Very nice room." Gloria said as I came up to her. "Nice desk." she said, sitting her ass on the edge of it and looking up at me expectantly.
"I didn't notice." I said. "I'm looking at something far more beautiful." With that, I stepped up to Gloria and kissed her again.
Her taste was wonderful, and I savored it. Even better, this time she was less passive. As my tongue probed her mouth, exploring and tasting every part of it, her tongue lashed at mine. Then she sucked hard on my tongue as our kiss deepened. I slid my arms around her waist again and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders(!).
I began feeling Gloria's large breasts through her blouse as she let her hands slide down my chest to my crotch. I slid my hands along her thighs, then my right hand slid between her legs, which she spread willingly. I found her pussy lips, then eased my bird finger into her cunt. She was sopping wet, and she moaned into my mouth as I slid that finger to the knuckle inside her. She was tight, I realized as I maneuvered my finger in and out of her vagina.
Breaking the kiss, I pulled my finger out and slid it into my mouth, tasting her sweet cuntal juices. Mmmm, it was tasty! I thought to myself. I felt her hands open my zipper and reach inside to fish out my cock. Her right hand grabbed my throbbing, iron hard meat and gently jacked it.
"Oh geez, you're so much bigger than my husband." Gloria whispered. "Oh God, I don't know if it'll fit inside me." I didn't know if she was saying that to egg me on, or if she meant it, and I didn't care. We were going to find out exactly how well my cock fit into her tight cunt. It felt great as her hand jacked on my cock, and I bent over and kissed her hard and deep again.
Our chests were pressing together and I was feeling up the sides of her breasts. I slid my hands down to Gloria's hips and felt her pulling on my turgid meat. It was nearly time-
"I think she came up this way." I heard a voice say in the hallway. Shit. Someone was looking for Gloria. Then I heard her husband's voice.
"I'm sorry." Gloria whispered. I gave her a gentle peck on the mouth, then backed off, putting up my aching cock. I then hurried into the bathroom and Gloria went to the door and opened it just as someone knocked.
"Gloria, there you are." I heard her husband say. "The Cliffords just arrived, and I know you said you really needed to talk to her."
"Oh! Yes... yes, I most certainly do. It's very important." Gloria said. She hurried out of the room. A moment later I emerged, then peeked into the hallway. The coast was clear. I headed back downstairs.
It was not Mrs. Clifford that Gloria was trying to talk to, it was John D. Clifford, J.D., that was the object of her attention. I saw them at the door to the back patio just as I came to the base of the stairs. Mrs. Clifford was at the front door, as if ready to leave.
"Please, Dr. Clifford, this could be serious," I heard Gloria say. "I really need for you to get your wife to pay attention to this-"
"Look, if she doesn't want to talk to you, then leave her alone about it." said John Clifford. "Now I need to go. Excuse me!" He practically tore himself out of Gloria's grip. He went across the room to where his wife was waiting, and they left the house.
Gloria Searles came up to me, Laura and her husband, her face red with what appeared to be frustration and embarrassment. "Honey, are you all right?" Richard Searles said as he turned to her, his action having the effect of walling us off.
"Uh yes... uh, yeah, sure." she said. "I... I think we should go ahead and go back home." Turning to me, Gloria said "Commander, do come in and let me have a look at that wound of yours, to make sure there's no scar tissue flaring up."
"I'll do that." I said. "Is everything okay with Mrs. Clifford?"
"Uh yeah, yes." Gloria said, obviously flustered. "I was just talking to her about...well, it doesn't matter. You have a nice night." Turning to her husband, she said "Let's find the Wellmans and make our goodbyes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Scar tissue?" Laura asked as we drove home. I had told my wife just how close I had gotten to penetrating Gloria Searles.
"I have to admit I was totally shocked she came up with that." I said. "She didn't even see my scar."
"Hmmm," said Laura. "It sounds like she's studied up on you, maybe since New Year's Eve. Or... maybe longer. Maybe she's had the hots for you longer than you realize."
"That may be." I said. "But things went well tonight... until people came looking for her."
"Mmmm, she left you with blue balls?" Laura asked, her voice growing husky. "Well, I know what to do about that. You may not have nailed Gloria tonight, but you're going to be getting some pussy. A lot of pussy."
Laura's dirty talk was arousing the hell out of me. And once we got home and checked on the babies, Laura gave me another 'gray viagra' and we went to bed... where I proceeded to throw three hard fucks into my wife. I came on strong like a taunted bull, and I fucked Laura like I had wanted to fuck Gloria earlier in the evening.
"UHHHH!!" I gasped as I shot my load deep into Laura's clutching cunt. "Oh God DAMN!" I was shoving my cock hard into my wife, getting every drop of my semen as deep into her as I could, my hands clutching her succulent ass. My cock began to shrivel... after coming for the third time, I was spent.
Laura was cleaning up my cock, which turned into lazily and deeply sucking it back to half-hardness. As she fellated me for long moments, I relaxed and thought about, of all things, what had happened with the Cliffords, particularly Darla, and Dr. Searles...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:58am, now early Tuesday morning. I was lying on my back on the bed. Laura was leaning over me, giving me my morning blowjob. Despite the intense sex just hours before, my wife's luscious mouth had me iron hard again.
Laura was lying on her left side over my torso, the heat of her left breast warming my right side abs. I watched the back of her head bobbing as she fellated me, her warm lips sliding slickly up and down my throbbing shaft. She really loved giving me head in the morning, and I just let her play, enjoying the feeling of her tongue lashing my meat, exploring my balls, her hands working with her mouth to pleasure me.
I lay back, thinking of what had happened the evening before. The warmth and taste of Gloria's kisses came to mind. The nearness of entering her and coupling with her still burned my soul as well as my loins. I felt Laura sucking me harder and more deeply, having sensed the jolt that went through me. My wife realized that I was becoming more aroused, and she intensified her oral ministrations.
Just then I had a vision... I was seeing Gloria Searles, here in my bedroom, standing over me. "Avenge me." she whispered, then kissed me. I actually felt like I was tasting Gloria's mouth with that kiss. "Avenge me." she said again. Then the apparition was gone.
As I came out of that semi-dream, I realized that Laura was kissing me, her hand stroking my still-hard meat, her mouth nuzzling my neck. Then she raised up. "Are you okay?"
"Uh, yeah." I said. "Just had this... dream... I guess... that Gloria Searles was here in this room."
"Nope, just us." Laura said. "So that's why your cock was getting so much harder...you were thinking about her."
"No... it was more than that." I said. "Seriously, what the hell are in those 'gray viagras' you keep giving me? I have some kind of... 'vision'... half the time I take those things..."
"I'm having a vision right now. Of being fucked by a handsome stud, right now." said Laura, rolling onto her back and trying to pull me on top of her. "Why don't you give me a morning fuck... think about her while you fuck me..."
I mounted my wife and she guided my cock to her sopping wet cunt. I slid into her with one smooth thrust, as if we were tailor made for each other. I again saw a vision of Gloria Searles, her presence seemingly still in the room... then I heard a whispered "Goodbye", and all sense of Gloria's presence was gone.
I leaned down and kissed my wife's upturned mouth and began making love to her with serious, purposeful strokes. "I love you, Laura." I whispered, saying what I knew I needed to say a lot more often. "I love you more than anything..."
"Ohhh, darling... I love you so much..." Laura moaned back, then pressed her mouth to mine as she drove her hips up to meet my downward strokes. We fucked hotly for several moments. Then Laura wrapped those long, beautiful legs around me, and I felt the heels of her feet pressing into my asscheeks. Unable to hold back, I just let my nut rise, and soon I was ejaculating deep into Laura like I had wanted to come inside Gloria earlier that evening...
Part 6 - The Crime
Tuesday morning, January 6th. At 8:00am I was just beginning my morning 'staff' meeting with 'Crowbar's Angels' (Cindy, Tanya, and Teresa) when Detective Martin Nash knocked on the door.
"Commander, Lieutenants," he said, "we just got a call that a body was found in a doctor's office on the north side of Town. Searles, Hartwell, Dembo and Muncey. Victim was shot in the head."
Everyone was looking at me strangely, because I had nearly collapsed, and was standing behind my desk with my arms and hands on the desk, holding me up.
"Did the caller say who the victim is?" I asked, my voice hoarse, something beyond instinct telling me who it was that was murdered.
"A Dr. Searles." said Nash. "Dr. Gloria Searles."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - The Crime
We arrived at 8:20am on Tuesday, January 6th. We were led by a uniformed officer into the office of Dr. Gloria Searles. I groaned as I saw her, lying flat on her belly on the floor behind her desk, looking towards her left, i.e. her left cheek was exposed and her right cheek pressed to the floor, her eyes closed. She was wearing the same clothes that she'd worn to the party the night before, but her shoes were under her desk. I could see where bullets had been fired into her head from close range behind her left ear.
"You okay, Commander?" Tanya asked, seeing the look on my face, one of shock and sadness.
I exhaled hard. "No." I said. "Goddammit... I know, I mean 'knew' this woman. I saw her just last night at the Wellman's party." I did not mention my vision of her Spirit visiting my bedroom early this morning, but the image was burning into my head.
"All right, let's act quickly here." I said. "Her husband is Dr. Richard Searles, a cardiologist at University Hospital. Perlman, call Ross at Headquarters and have her call my wife and get her to find out where he is. If he's on Campus, get my wife to bring him to Police Headquarters, unless he's in surgery or something. If not, get a couple of uniforms to find him and bring him in. Get him his minister if he has one, or a Chaplain if he needs one."
"Also: Tanya," I said to the MCD supervisor, "to whom are you delegating this case?" She got my drift.
"Martin Nash as the lead, Diana Torres working with him." Tanya said, knowing I did not want to hear her say herself. "I'll be staying with it through the forensic phase."
"That's fine." I said. "I need to talk to you and Nash and Torres. Call Myron and get him over here, I need him, and I need him here.
I looked around Gloria's office, seeing two little piles of medical folders on a table near the door, Gloria's desk neat and clean, the room clean and seemingly undisturbed except for Gloria's body on the floor. Turning to the senior Uniformed presence, I asked "So, Sergeant Rudistan, who found the body?"
"Her receptionist, Commander." said Rudistan. "She said Dr. Searles did not normally get here until 10:00am, as the patients they see are well-to-do and don't want to make appointments before eleven o'clock in the morning. The receptionist would get here by 8:00am, would pull files for the appointments for the day and have them ready, and then she'd get the files from the previous day from the table in Dr. Searles's office near the door, where these files are now, and begin putting information for the previous day's appointments into the computers."
"Oh, Dr. Searles did not do that herself?" I asked, peering that those piles of folders, one pile set in a wooden tray on the right side, the other on the table itself and in the very middle.
Rudistan was ready with his answer: "I asked the receptionist that, and she said that Dr. Searles did not like using her computer when talking with patients, and insisted paper files be pulled. Anyway, the receptionist came in to pull the files for today's appointments, and she saw the body lying on the floor."
"Where is the receptionist now?" I asked, looking out at the desk. Anyone sitting behind the desk would be facing the door to Dr. Searles's office.
"She's in the breakroom down the hall, with Officer Lydia Green staying with her." said Rudistan. "There are five doctors in this building, sharing the breakroom and common areas. We're not letting anyone but police into the building, and are holding anyone already inside where they are."
"Good. Good work." I said. "Interview everyone in the building, get their addresses and phone numbers. Unless someone has some knowledge or seems to have a connection to this crime, let them leave. Not the receptionist, just others that were caught up."
Myron Milton arrived as the Crime Lab team began coming in. As they began their forensics work, I gathered my Detectives at a small table near the reception desk area of Dr. Searles's office, and I sat down.
"Guys," I said, "I saw our victim at Dr. Wellman's party last night, so I'm going to try to save us all some time. I'm going to usurp your leadership of the case a bit by giving some instructions." Everyone nodded.
"First, I want you to call for warrants for every patient file Dr. Gloria Searles has, but I want you to to talk to her assistant and see if you can find out who was in here Monday and last Friday, especially yesterday, Monday. Those are probably going to be the files we really need to look at. The ones for yesterday might be on the table in Dr. Searles's office; that might make your job a little easier.
"Also, and especially you, Myron, I want you to run some hard background checks on a Dr. John D. Clifford, who is a University Law professor, his wife Darla Clifford, and a pharmacist at Smith-Morra Pharmacy named Lockhart. Lt. Ross filed a police report over the weekend regarding those three; I'm emailing access to it to you right now."
I continued: "I don't want the Cliffords brought in yet, nor this Lockhart guy, but I do want them tailed, and if they try to leave the County, then pick them up and bring them in. Nash, we're going to be interviewing all of them soon."
"Before you ask me questions," I said, seeing that Nash wanted to do so, "I don't want to say anything about what I know or suspect until we've looked at the body and the crime scene. I don't want to taint your fertile young minds with what might turn out to be erroneous information, and therefore bias your thinking. Okay, I'm going in to look at the body."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, Labcoat, whaddya got?" I asked the man who was never seen without a labcoat on, and whose hair seemed more silvery than normal this morning.
"She hasn't been dead long, Commander." said Labcoat. "Body is still warmer than the ambient temperature of the room. Rigor has barely set in. I'd say she was killed between 4:00 and 5:30am."
"About five o'clock." I said, more to myself than anyone else.
"Sir?" said Labcoat.
"Oh... nothing, I was just thinking out loud about something." I said, recovering from my slip. I didn't think Labcoat would understand an apparition in the form of Gloria Searles appearing in my bedroom at that very time. "So what else do you have for me?"
"Two shots to the left side of the head, at very close range." said Labcoat. "Small caliber rounds, very likely a .22 Long Rifle or .22 Magnum. Both went nearly all the way through the head, but neither exited. Bit of bulging on the right side of the head, though that might have been compressed back in when she fell and came to rest on the floor. No expended cartridges have been found. No footprints, no blood trails. The filing cabinets behind the desk here were all closed, but she may have been standing and looking at one of them when the killer came in."
"Yes." I said, seeing the pattern. From the door to the office, Gloria's desk was on the left side and sofas and chairs were on the right side. The office was not wide but was deep. The doors on the back wall led to a small bathroom, possibly where urine samples were given, and to a hallway that led to a lab area... and that connected with other doctor's offices. The wall behind Gloria's desk was lined with cabinets, which actually were drawers that kept hardcopy records of all patient files. Of course, computers also had the data stored electronically.
Gloria's body was behind her desk, as if she had been looking in the filing cabinets. Someone could've snuck in, ambushed her, shot her in the head, and then been gone in the flash of an eye.
"Any sign of sexual assault, or anything to suggest she knew her killer was in the room?" I asked.
"Not likely a sexual assault, though we'll be doing a full rape kit as part of the routine. But her skirt is pretty tight on her body, and it shows no sign of having been removed. I won't go into the physics of why it would be difficult as hell to get her dressed again and leave no evidence of it or any blood anywhere, either. I think she was dressed like this when she dropped dead, and her body was not moved."
"Yeah, I'm with you on that." I said.
"Commander," said Martin Nash, "the receptionist said the clothes she's wearing are the clothes she put on when she left yesterday. She was wearing blue scrubs yesterday for her appointments, then dressed for the party she was attending at the University President's home."
"What time did she leave?" I asked.
"About 7:00pm." Nash said. "The receptionist said that Dr. Searles normally would have appointments from 11:00am to as late as 8 or 9pm. Last night she left for the party at 7:00pm."
"So who took off her shoes, and why?" asked Labcoat. "Anything strange in that?"
"I doubt it." I said. "The shoes are high heels and she probably was not comfortable in them. I imagine she came in, sat down at her desk, took her shoes off, and was looking into the files when someone came in and shot her. You can analyze them, though, see if anything comes up."
A Crime Lab technician came up. "Sir, no fingerprints on the doors except those of the receptionist. No partials or smudges underneath, either. Looks like the doorknobs were wiped clean, then the receptionist touched them when she came in."
"Okay, thank you." I said, dismissing the technician. I then said to Nash "Hmm, a strangeness... that the knobs were wiped clean in the first place."
"By the way, Commander," said Nash, "the receptionist is a bit fired up about us seizing any medical files, even with a warrant. She called a lawyer."
"All right." I said. I went into the front room. "Torres, have you started looking at these stack of files, yet?"
"No sir." said Detective Diana Torres. "The receptionist claimed they're legally privileged information. She wants a lawyer and a warrant before we can look at them."
I began looking at the files, looking at the names on the outside, but not opening the folders. I did not see the name I was expecting to see. I left the files as I found them.
"If someone wants to bitch about me reading a name in plain sight," I said, "let them. Y'all saw that I did not open the files, so they can't bitch about that." Just then my cell phone rang. It was the lovely ADA Paulina Patterson.
"Hi Don," she said, "I went to get your warrants, and Chase, Lynch & Berry beat me to Folsom. He wants more specifics, and wants to narrow it down. He's telling the Beagles to S-T-F-U about not getting any warrants for any information, but he admits a point on specifics, and says medical records require a high degree of attention to privacy."
"Okay, I'll type up an email for you." I said. After hanging up, I went to my SUV, got my laptop computer, and brought it inside. I typed up an email, requesting the financial records of the company that was the practice partnership; all cell phone records of all of the doctors in the building as well as phone records of the offices; Dr. Gloria Searles's records of appointments, both paper and digital; as well as the files, paper and electronic, of those patients she saw the previous day (Monday) and the previous Friday. I added my explanations of why I wanted that data, then sent the email to Judge Folsom, with a copy to Paulina.
I had my warrant within fifteen minutes. I had Myron Milton on the computers extracting the data within another fifteen minutes.
Part 7 - Interviews
I sat in as Martin Nash interviewed the receptionist, whose name was Jill. She was in her early 20s, single, and was going to Nursing School. Her answers are condensed here:
She would come in at 8:00am and get out the files for that day's appointments, cross-check the data in them with the data in the computers, and then put those files in a drawer in her front desk. Then she would enter the data from the previous day's appointments from the file folders into the computers. Dr. Searles thought it was very bad practice to sit staring at a computer with a patient sitting in the room, as many doctors would do; she preferred to talk to the patient and make written notes.
She had come in this morning and was going to extract the files for that day's appointments from where they were kept behind Dr. Searles's desk. She saw the body when she opened the room, screamed, and ran back into the front room. Dr. Hartwell had run in, checked and found Dr. Searles dead, and called the Police. No one else had gone into the room.
She did not know of anyone who wanted to harm Gloria Searles. Gloria was impersonal but not mean or hateful to anyone, and she was professional and not overbearing to anyone. She never said anything bad about her husband or gave any indication that she had anything but a happy marriage.
Dr. Guy Hartwell looked like he was in his thirties, almost boyish in appearance, tall and lanky. So I was a bit shocked to learn he was nearly 50 years old. He was good with children and had a folksy, Southern manner about him. He was married with three children, as well.
He said that he and Gloria had known each other for the six years of their medical partnership, that he'd known Gloria's husband even longer, and that he had had no problems of any kind with either of them. He did not know of any problems between the Searles's, nor any problems either had with anyone else. He did not know of any problems within the business, except that Dr. Muncey had discussed possibly leaving the partnership and going on her own.
Dr. Dembo was a European and a nerve specialist. He knew Dr. Searles professionally for five years, did not have any problems with her nor knew anyone who did. He was not comfortable answering questions, though. His answers were short and he never elaborated on anything, even when a question suggested that he should. I could not tell if that was a language issue, if he was naturally reserved, or if he was being evasive.
Dr. Yelena was a pediatrician and as such was very good with children. She was part Asian and part European in ethnicity. She liked Gloria, they often went to lunch together if they had time, and she knew of no one else that had any issues with her. She thought Gloria's marriage was good and strong. The only thing she'd heard about the company is that Dr. Muncey might be leaving in the next few months, but nothing was certain about that.
Dr. Caroline Muncey, who I knew because Laura was a patient of hers during the time of Laura's hysterectomy, said that she and Gloria got along fine, that there were no problems that she knew of between Gloria and any of the people at the practices, that everyone seemed to get along fine. She (Caroline) had discussed the possibility of leaving and starting her own practice, but those had only been preliminary discussions, would be months away in happening even if she decided to... and she had not decided to by any means.
"So, Martin," I said, "anything stick out to you?"
"No sir." said Nash. "No data yet, as you like to say. The only issue I saw was that Dr. Muncey might leave. We'll have to go over the books to see how badly that might affect the overall company."
"I agree." I said. "Anything else?"
"No sir, their stories matched in every way that I could see." said Nash. "Nobody saying over here that persons A and B fought a lot while everyone else denies it, and such. What did I miss?"
"Not a thing, not a damn thing." I replied. "Okay, let's go ask Detective Torres how things are going with the medical files.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So far, sir," said Torres, "there is only one person with a discrepancy between the file and the appointment calendar. One Darla Clifford was here yesterday morning, but her file was not in the stack of those for data to be entered."
"Oh, Darla Clifford." I said. "Withhold my surprise."
"Sir?" asked Torres.
"Nothing, Diana. Please, continue." I said.
Diana said "The receptionist said she did not process that file. I checked, and the file is in its proper cabinet in the drawers behind Dr. Searles's desk. I pulled it, wearing gloves, but the Crime Lab said no fingerprints except the receptionist's and Dr. Searles's were on it or on any of the papers inside the files."
Then Diana hit me with the bombshell. "However, sir, two pages were missing from the file. They were torn out of the file folder, and were the ones on top, suggesting the notes from yesterday's appointment were the ones taken. They had not yet been entered into the computer, so we do not know what Dr. Searles's notes were."
"Has the trash been secured?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Diana replied. "The trash was emptied last night, and there was nothing in any trash cans in the building this morning, and nothing in a preliminary examination of the dumpster outside. I'm thinking the killer took those pages away."
"Excellent work, jumping on that so fast." I said, praising Torres. I was indeed impressed. "What about Darla's previous visits?" I asked.
"There was a routine checkup in early November." said Diana. "Dr. Searles made a handwritten note that Darla had a bruise on her lower leg, but nothing further, and the rest of the routine checkup showed no problems."
"Hmmm, bruise on her leg..." I said, more to myself than anyone else. Then I remembered something.
"Martin, get the receptionist and bring her in here. Right now." I ordered. Nash stalked off, and a minute later brought Jill back into room.
"Jill," I said, "yesterday, were there any problems between Dr. Searles and any of the patients? Any arguments?"
"No sir, not that I remember." Jill said.
"I want you to try to remember harder." I said. "Did anyone come storming out, was anyone angry when they left, anyone at all?"
"No, sir."
"Not Darla Clifford?" I asked, boring in on the girl.
"Uhhh, she didn't seem angry. She left hurriedly, but many people do that."
"There was no arguing, no yelling inside the office when Darla was in there?" I asked.
"No sir."
"Jill," I said, "I need to be very, very clear with you: lying to police is a criminal offense, and you could go to jail for it. Are you sure you want to continue to lie to me?"
"I'm not lying." Jill said, becoming defiant.
"So you maintain that Darla Clifford did not yell, was not angry, did not leave in a hurry or angrily?"
"I will answer no more of your questions. I am invoking my right to remain silent. I want a lawyer, and will answer no more questions without legal representation. Am I free to go?"
"Well, you've certainly been well coached on what to say, haven't you?" I said, my voice quiet and level. "And you called a lawyer when we came in here. Hmmm..."



"Am I free to go?" Jill asked in the manner of an automaton, continuing her defiance.
"You are not free to go." I said. "You're a material witness to a murder."
"I want a lawyer. I demand to be furnished with legal representation right now, as I am being held against my will." said Jill.
"Oh, you want to play it that way?" I snarled. "Detective Torres, place this suspect under arrest. Read her her rights, making sure you are videotaped doing so. Have female uniformed officers transport her to County Jail, have her booked. Process her fully. She's about to be charged with crimes that will insure she is never, ever, able to work in a medical facility again in any capacity. Once she's fully processed, she can be given the means to contact a lawyer to represent her. See ya, Jill, and I wouldn't wanna be ya."
Torres handcuffed the girl and led her out. Jill had shown no emotion at all, even when I said she'd never work in the medical profession again.
"Wow, that was interesting." Nash said. "She clammed up immediately when you mentioned Darla's name."
"Yes." I said. "But it's far, far more interesting to me that she called a lawyer as soon as we got here, which had the effect of alerting Chase, Lynch & Berry to go work the judge to not give us what we needed. Now why in the hell do they want to do that?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Richard Searles had gone into surgery at 6:00am, and was not out by 10:00am, when I got to the Hospital with Martin Nash and Joanne Cummings. I had told both of them to let me lead the interview, that we were dealing with one of the pre-eminent cardiologists in the nation, and unless he confessed to the crime on the spot, we were to treat him with the utmost respect.
At 10:20am, Dr. Searles finally came up to us. "The nurse told me you needed to talk to me. I'm sorry it took so long, but I had to wrap up all the odds-and-ends of the surgery."
"I understand, Doctor." I said. "Are you at a point where we can go talk privately somewhere?"
"Uh, sure." said Dr. Searles. "I just need to get some water." Just then a nurse brought him two bottles of water. "Well, never mind, then. Let's go into this room here." It was a side room with tables and a TV; I couldn't tell if it was a breakroom or a study room.
Once we were inside, Joanne closed the door as I had Dr. Searles sit down. "So, Don, what can I help you with? Nothing serious, I hope?"
"I'm afraid it is, Doctor." I said. "Let me ask you this: you came in early this morning. I suspect you went to bed pretty early?"
"Er, yes, right after we got back home from the party. We left at, what, 10:00pm at the latest?"
"Give or take." I said. "Did Gloria go home with you?"
"Of course!" said Dr. Searles, looking confused. "Why wouldn't she?"
"I meant that to mean: did she stop by her office on the way home, or did she go by her office while you went on home alone?"
"No, we went straight home together." Searles said. "I went on up to bed, and she said she was going to do some reading. She's been doing some medical research on the computer off-and-on for a couple of months, but never said what it was about."
"Did she do that often?" I asked, then realized my mistake in the tense of my question. But Richard Searles missed it.
"Uh, whenever a patient comes in with something with which she's unfamiliar, she'll research it. She's good about doing that, she loves studying medicine and learning whatever she can, whenever she can." Searles said.
"Has she mentioned anything about Darla Clifford, about the reasons for the incident at the party? Could that have been what she was researching?"
"She didn't say." said Searles. "And she doesn't generally discuss her patients, unless it's to talk about a medical situation that might interest me or get my advice upon. I didn't ask about what happened at the party; I knew she would tell me when she was ready to."
"I see." I said. "So she stayed downstairs while you went up to bed? What time did you wake up this morning?"
"About 4:15am." said Searles. "I left for the Hospital at 4:30am to prepare for the morning surgery."
"And your wife was at home when you left?" I asked, peering at the cardiologist.
"Why yes, of course. She was in bed, sleeping soundly." said Searles. "She didn't have to go into work until much later that morning... why, what's going on?"
"One more question, Doctor." I said. "Do you or your wife own a gun, particularly a small caliber gun?"
"No. I don't. I hate guns, I think they ought to be outlawed and confiscated. Only the police should have them. I don't know if Gloria owns a gun or not, but I don't think so, I've certainly never seen her with one. Now why are you asking me these questions, Commander? Is something wrong? Is Gloria all right?"
I knew it was time to answer. "Doctor, while you were in surgery this morning, we got a call to come to your wife's office. I'm sorry to tell you that your wife was found dead in her office this morning."
"Oh my God!" Searles gasped, his face a look of total shock. "Gloria?... What happened?!? Why- why didn't someone tell me? Why didn't someone come get me out of surgery?" His voice had a tinge of anger towards the end.
"Because we didn't tell anyone at the Hospital, Dr. Searles." I said. "And that was my call. Your wife was already dead, you could do nothing for her, and you were in surgery saving someone."
"Oh... oh, yeah, well... yeah, that's true." Searles said, still in shock over the news.
"Doctor," I said, "I'm truly very sorry for your loss, but I am going to have to ask you some more questions now, and I won't sugarcoat it: they'll be tough."
"Uh, sure, yeah." said Searles, "but let me ask first.. what happened to her? How did she die? Was she shot? Is that why you were asking about guns?"
"Yes sir," I said, realizing that Dr. Searles had put two and two together, so there was no point in hiding it. "She was found shot with a small-caliber weapon, likely at close range. She was in her office. So you have no idea why she might have gone to her office at a time so much earlier than normal?"
"No, I didn't even know that she had gone there." Searles said.
"Do you have any idea who might want to harm your wife?" I asked.
"No, nobody that I can think of."
"Any issues at work, with any of her professional colleagues?"
"No...wait... she said that one of the doctors was talking about leaving and starting a new practice... but she didn't seem upset about it. She also said that one of the doctors was badly underperforming, and she was concerned about the company being sued. But she didn't say who it was."
"Do you remember any particular time, especially in the last few months, that she seemed upset or distracted, or mentioned a problem with any patient? Anything last night?"
"Well... I think you were still at the party when she tried to talk to John Clifford." said Searles. "On the way home, she didn't say anything, but seemed to be muttering to herself. Like I said a moment ago, I didn't say anything, she knew she could confide in me if she wanted to. And over the last couple of months, well, I told you how she'll start looking into something if she hadn't seen it before, but I don't remember anything totally unusual in that regard."
"Doctor, would you mind if my people look at her computer at your home, and try to see what research she was doing?"
"Sure, that'll be fine." Searles said. I asked if I could borrow his house key, and handed it to Detective Cummings, telling her to just get computers and leave the rest of the house alone.
"Thank you, Doctor." I said. "Now I have to ask this: how was your relationship with your wife?"
"Good." said Searles. "In fact, in the past few days things were getting better... really better. She had always been pretty cold about sex, we didn't have very much of it, certainly not as much as I would've liked. And she had not wanted to have children, but in the last few days and weeks, she really began opening up to the idea of starting a family, and things got better in bed, too."
I did not let on as to what my role in that might have been as I asked the next questions. "So you and your wife did not have arguments, have problems over money? Anything like that?"
"No." Searles said. "It was a marriage of two professionals that worked long hours, and sometimes sacrifices were made in some areas to achieve goals in others. But we loved each other, I'm sure of that."
"No sexual affairs by either of you?"
"Well..." Searles said, "... I'm not going to lie to you and say I've never had an affair. Gloria was very prudish about sex. But like I said, lately things were much better between Gloria and I, including in the affection and sex categories. As to her cheating on me, I doubt it. She wasn't of a sexual temperament. If she did, she hid it very, very well."
"I see." I said. "Again, Doctor, I'm sorry for your loss. We'll have to do an autopsy, and then we'll let you know when you can claim her body and begin final preparations. I must also ask you to not leave the County without notifying the Police Department."
"Sure, sure." said Searles. We left behind a very dazed doctor.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think he had anything to do with it?" Martin Nash asked me after hanging up his cell phone. Diana Torres had called, saying she'd gotten the computers from Joanne Cummings, and was taking them to Myron at Headquarters.
"I don't know." I said. "His alibi is thin, but that doesn't mean he's not telling the truth. So how did he seem to you? Genuine? Faking it?"
"If he's faking, he deserves an Oscar for the performance." said Nash. "I can't read people like you do yet, though I'm working on it. I was watching him, and I didn't see anything that suggested he knew already or was telling a story. I did wonder if him talking about his better relationship with his wife was just a dodge, though."
"I agree with you." I said. "And you're right about his bringing up the better relations with his wife, which might suggest they weren't all that good before. But I also observed them at the party last night, and also the one New Year's Eve. He might well be telling the truth; he and his wife gave no signs of problems between them."
"Commander," Nash said, "that brings up a point: we're going to have to hear what you know, also, especially since there was an incident yesterday. I know there are certain protocols on this we have to go through."
"You're absolutely correct, Nash, and I'm going to inform our new Sheriff of those and ask him to take the correct measures." I said. "Okay, let's go back to Headquarters, we need to have a meeting."
Part 8 - Processing Data
At 11:30am I convened a meeting in Classroom 'E'. Present were me, Cindy Ross, Tanya Perlman, Martin Nash, Diana Torres, and Myron Milton.
There were two others, as well: the first was Sheriff Daniel Allgood, wearing khaki pants, a Western white shirt with a bolo tie, carrying a large light brown cowboy hat with a replica of his badge and a single gold star on it, the star denoting the Sheriff's rank. His badge was on his belt.
Also present was the lovely Fire Marshal, Zoe Singer. She had come into the room with the Sheriff, dressed in civilian clothes, a black dress and high heel black pumps that showed off her nice legs. Daniel said he'd explain her presence later, and that he would speak later, but at the moment just wanted to keep abreast of the tactical situation. Zoe gave me a warm smile, which I returned.
After we all congratulated Daniel on his new baby, which had him blushing and smiling with happiness, we got started. I sat at the far end of the table from the door, and we asked Sheriff Allgood to join us at the table and sit at the end nearest the door.
"That's where the Chief always sat, Sheriff." said Cindy. "You might as well start filling in for him now." Daniel moved into the chair. I then asked Zoe to sit with us, also. I think everyone but me and the Sheriff were confused about why Zoe was really there.
((Author's note: quickly now, can you figure out why Zoe's at the meeting? Keep reading...))
"Okay," I said, "let's start from the top. Let me hear what you've found out, then I'll go last with some information I have. Myron, whaddya got?"
"First the general background." said Myron. "Dr. Gloria Searles was age 36, married to Dr. Richard Searles, who is in his upper 40s but looks older, and they had no children. Dr. Searles was the majority owner of the medical practice Searles, Hartwell, Dembo & Muncey, P.C. The Searles's are well-off, their home is paid for, and the only debt either had was Gloria's debt from opening the practice, which she was paying off in a timely manner. The business itself was doing fine, always a bit of debt when buying new equipment, it'd get paid off, they'd buy another piece of equipment, and so on. Nothing out of the ordinary for any medical practice of this size."
"The background checks of the doctors didn't show much. Dr. Hartwell is a virtual Boy Scout, belongs to the Kiwanis Club, donates to several charities for underprivileged children. His wife is a doctor also, and does a lot of charity work. Dr. Dembo is a European, and I don't have a lot on him, but no prior arrests or troubles of record. He does have quite a bit of medical school debt, and my data gives the possibility that he is struggling to meet those obligations. Dr. Yelena also has school debt, but it's manageable. Dr. Muncey has no medical issues, but she has had hits on her credit reports... by that I mean that people are hard-checking her credit."
"How is that significant?" asked Diana Torres.
I said "It means that she's been applying for loans and is being checked out. In the absence of further data, such as trying to buy a house or something, I'd suggest this gives some credence to the idea that she was preparing to start her own practice. Anything else, Myron?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "Dr. Richard Searles is a preeminent cardiologist, not only around here but one of the nation's best and most widely celebrated such doctors. He has no financial problems now, but that was not always the case. He took out a loan for $200,000 about four years ago, but I can find no record of major purchases or what he spent the money on, and it did not stay in his accounts. He repaid the money over the next two years, though."
"Any idea what that's about?" Sheriff Allgood asked, directing his question at me.
"Yes, but let me hold off on that pour le moment." I replied. "But let me ask Myron this: did that money come from a joint account with his wife, or his own accounts?"
"His own." said Myron. "In fact, he and his wife have no joint financial accounts, though they co-own the house. She did the private practice in her name. Neither seem to have made major purchases like second homes or big boats or cars, etc. They both are self-incorporated, and expense everything they can in the name of those corporations."
"Kills the idea of financial motive for Dr. Searles to kill his wife." said Martin Nash. There was a murmur of agreement, and I nodded my head.
"By the way, Commander, do you want me to talk about this other stuff you asked me to look up?" Myron asked.
"Not quite yet. Thanks Myron." I said. "Detective Torres, report on the files, please."
"Yes sir." said Torres. She recounted the information about the files and how the receptionist entered them into the computers, then said "Only one file was not in the pile that corresponded to yesterday's appointments, and that was one Darla Clifford." Cindy's eyes cut to me at the mention of the name.
"It was in stored in the main cabinets, is that right?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Diana. "It had been stored away in the cabinets again... or was never brought out."
"Darla apparently showed up for the appointment, so I would imagine it had been brought out." I said. "For some reason, that was the only file that had been returned to the cabinets. That's a strangeness, there." Everyone knew what it meant when I said that... it was a cluuuue. Even Zoe realized that.
"Okay," I said, "I think this is the time and place to save the Sheriff the time of explaining his and Commander Singer's presences here, as I have some information to share with you. Commander Singer is essentially Internal Affairs for the Fire Department, and she is the equivalent rank of me. Therefore, she is the I.A. presence for the Inspector General, and it doesn't hurt that the Sheriff himself, who might have spent a few hours in the Police I.A. Department himself, is here to listen to my story. Shall I continue, Sheriff?"
"Not much gets by the Iron Crowbar." said Daniel with a grin, making everyone laugh. "But yes, we're going to record your statement here as you give it. Ladies and gentlemen, I'm sure you're aware that this is just routine procedure, but it's essential for the protection of evidence if we get a culprit to bring to trial. As you're probably aware, the receptionist called Chase, Lynch & Berry, who virulently hate the Police, early this morning, almost as soon as she found the body... and the Commander took her into custody. He also was present at a potential incident last night that might have bearing on this crime. Okay, Commander, go ahead, and please remember that this is a statement for our records."
"Thank you Sheriff." I said. "Last night, that being Monday night, January 5th, my wife and I attended a reception given by University President Wellman and his wife. It was for the new doctors and lawyers that had joined the University and/or the Hospital Staff as of the beginning of this semester. Dr. Richard Searles and his wife Dr. Gloria Searles, who is the deceased victim in this case, attended that reception also.
"During the reception, I observed that Dr. Gloria Searles, who I will just call 'Gloria' to avoid confusion with her husband, was attempting to talk to one Dr. John D. Clifford, who is a Professor of Law at the University. In fact, I overheard Gloria's husband come to find her to tell her the Cliffords were at the reception, which suggests she already had mentioned that she wanted to talk to either him or both of the Cliffords.
"However, Mrs. Clifford avoided talking to Gloria, and I personally observed that Dr. Clifford also pulled away from her and refused to talk to her, and the Cliffords left very shortly after that. I have no idea at this time what that was about.
"I do not believe in coincidences, as my Detectives have heard me say many times. We now have Darla Clifford having had an appointment with Gloria Searles, which she kept, and whose file was the only one returned to the cabinets after her appointment. And the second coincidence, which makes believe that there is no coincidence at all, is that the Cliffords' name came up last week. Lieutenant Ross, would you please give the details of the incident at Veccio's Ristorante?"
Cindy gave the details of her encounter with the Cliffords and Lockhart, as well as the reasons for putting the police report under seal. Sheriff Allgood said "We'll need a copy of that sealed police report." and I said I'd send it to him and to the Inspector General.
"Do either of you have questions for me before we continue with Myron's information on these people?" I asked Daniel and Zoe.
"Just to confirm this." said Zoe, probably just to justify her presence. "Gloria Searles never mentioned to you nor to her husband what the specific medical issue with Mrs. Clifford was?"
"Not to me, and I can't speak for what was told to her husband, though he told me that she didn't tell him what it was about." I said, "Also, I'm not yet assuming that it was a medical-related issue, either, even though Gloria was a doctor and all this happened after a doctor's appointment."



"All right, you may continue with the meeting." said Sheriff Allgood.
"Myron, did you get cell phone records?" I asked. "And what is your information on the Cliffords?"
"We're still amassing phone records, and I don't yet have a consolidated report or any obvious connections or discrepancies." said Myron. "As to the Cliffords: John D. Clifford is 45 years old. His wife Darla is 38 years old. His undergraduate degree was in Accounting, of all things, and he worked at County Regional Bank as an auditor before taking a job with the IRS. Yes, the IRS. But he left that job a couple of years later and went back to school full time, to law school. It took him three years, and then more study later, but he became a J.D. at age 30."
"At that point, he became a specialist in medical malpractice, and he acquired a truly fearsome reputation. Doctors paled at his name, hospital staffs cringed at his name, and Insurance Companies despised him. He became known for not taking settlements, and for prosecuting doctors that committed malpractice to the limits of the law in the Courts. He didn't take a lot of the winnings, either, and he did not become overly wealthy at all."
Myron continued: "He was with Chase, Lynch & Berry for a couple of years, but left after what was termed a 'philosophical disagreement' with them and started his own practice. About five years ago, he applied to become a Law Professor, was hired by the University here, and he specializes in teaching malpractice law there, turning out lawyers after his own heart in pursuing medical and other malpractice cases. He's a good professor according to the reviews, he's popular with his students."
"Now, Darla Clifford." Myron said. "She is also a lawyer, but currently does not actively practice. She did have a job with BigPharmaCorp as a sales rep, then went to law school and apparently met John Clifford there. They were married when he was 32 and she was 25. They have no children. Any questions before I move on to Mr. Lockhart?"
"No tie-ins with the Searles at all?" Tanya asked. "Was she ever sued by him, or was her husband?"
"No," said Myron, "at least not that I've found so far. And I will say this: Dr. Richard Searles has been with the University for years. I can't conceive that the University would hire John D. Clifford if he'd sued either Searles before."
"Nice inference there, Myron." I said. "Keep looking, and be sure to check if Clifford ever sued any of Gloria's partners."
"What was the reason for the splitting with the law firm?" Daniel Allgood asked. "Anything there?"
"No sir, Sheriff." said Myron. "I just found the record from the Unemployment Office files. That was the reason given for his leaving, with no further explanation. That document said that Clifford resigned, also."
"If I may," I said, "I think we can make an educated guess on that. Clifford liked to pursue cases and not take settlements. Now lawyers, our own ADAs excepted of course, tend to not want to work hard; they'd prefer to settle and move on to the next billable case. I'm betting the firm and Clifford argued over his methods of pursuing justice for his clients."
"Maybe he was about to sue one of the partners of Dr. Searles medical practice." said Martin Nash. "Gloria wanted to talk to him about it, he of course didn't want to and pulled away from her. Her husband said something that none of the doctor's did: that Gloria was afraid one of the partners was doing badly and the practice might get sued. That would also explain why she didn't discuss it with her husband, either."
"It's a thought, and does not conflict with the data." I said. "Before we go interview the Cliffords... Myron, tell us about Lockhart."
"You'll just love him, Commander." Myron said. "He's on the fringe. Just within the last year, the IRS, State Tax Division, FDA and State Narcotics Task Force have begun comparing notes about his finances and pharmaceutical operations. Seemed his cash flow did not match his pharmaceutical purchases and sales. He's been audited three times in the last 14 months, but so far nothing has been found that they can really hit him with. The IRS has the best chance to get him and is still looking."
"His pharmacy serves low-end clientele, and by that I will politically incorrectly say the Tenderloin District and Southwestern Ghetto residents are his best clients. The doctors that write the prescriptions in his computers are mostly from bad areas of Town, and some are shady characters themselves. But again, they've been unable to solidly nail him as of yet."
"Any ideas yet, Iron Crowbar?" asked the new Sheriff in Town.
"Yes sir." I said. "I have the very good idea that Detective Nash and myself are going to go interview Dr. Clifford, while Lieutenant Perlman and Detective Torres are going to speak with Mrs. Clifford. Is my idea not correct, Lieutenant Perlman?"
"I have the distinct feeling that your ideas will become reality within the hour, Commander." replied Tanya with a grin.
Part 9 - Cliffords and Valleys
"Thank you for seeing us today." I said to John Clifford as we entered his office on the University Campus. Nash and I had Lt. Bill Hanson of the Campus Police with us as an observer. I introduced them as John Clifford asked us to sit down.
"Sure, Commander," said Clifford, "and I have to admit I'm curious as to what this could be about. Certainly not that little incident at Veccio's..."
"Well, yes and no." I said. "Let me first ask you some questions that might be confusing, but if you'll bear with me all will come to light soon enough. First, some background: you were a lawyer before coming to the University, here?"
"Yes." said Clifford. "I specialized in medical malpractice lawsuits."
"I understand that you went to law school several years after undergraduate school. What drove that decision?" I asked.
"You seem to know a lot about me, Officer." Clifford said, and I was aware of his underlying implication.
"Yes, we did do a routine check after the restaurant incident, but also due to some more recent issues that I'll explain in a moment, if you'll bear with me." I said. "So why did you go to law school?"
"Well, I kept seeing people getting screwed over. A doctor would commit malpractice, the insurance companies would put the victim through the wringer for years... it often was five to ten years before a case was moved forward... I kept seeing the insurance companies bear down on the victims to take a lousy settlement, then try to fuck- er, screw them over on that."
Clifford continued, his face becoming a bit red with his passion: "But worst of all was the lawyers. They always wanted to settle, and for much less than the client deserved. They just wanted to get paid after doing little to no work. It was a farce, and a clique. I got tired of hearing those stories, so I went to law school myself, got my degree, and opened up a can of whoop-ass, er, excuse my language, on these bastards. I won a lot of cases for my clients, too, and got them good compensation for the wrongs committed against them."
"Why did you get out of it and come here? To the University and the professorship, that is." I asked.
"I realized I couldn't do it alone." said Clifford. "I wanted to teach others the law, so they could carry on my fight. Some of them are going to fall to the dark side, making deals, getting paid and leaving the client hanging, but a few of them are showing strong promise and are carrying on the work. They're in the City now."
"What about your wife?" I asked. "Does she work with you?"
"No." John Clifford said. "She worked some with me during my days in practice, but hasn't held a Law-related job for years."
"What does she do now?" I asked.
"She mostly does volunteer work with the Ladies Auxiliary." said Clifford. "Sometimes she gives legal advice, pro bono, to these charity groups or to people that need help on small stuff, such as wills, financial arrangements, and the like. But mostly, she's just my beautiful trophy wife."
"I see." I said, forcing a smile to keep Clifford at ease. "Now about that incident at the restaurant. What can you tell me about that?"
"Oh yes, that." Clifford said. "I don't know, Commander. I'm sure if someone grabbed your wife's arm like that guy grabbed my wife, you'd be whaling his ass with that crowbar of yours. Well, I didn't have a crowbar, and maybe lucky for me..."
"I definitely can understand." I said. "So let me beat a dead horse for a second, pun not intended... what happened?" Clifford repeated his story, which 'jived' with the notes from Cindy's report.
"Oh, one thing I didn't mention to your Lieutenant because it really didn't come up," said Clifford, "but the guy kept calling my wife 'Natasha'. Now my wife says she doesn't know anyone named Natasha, and I don't either, nor any woman that really looks like my wife at all. It was really weird."
"Yes, it may be just a small thing." I said. "He thinks he knows who she is, but he's wrong, and you're there to defend your wife. Can't blame you for that. I do appreciate you telling me that about the name. Now let me ask this: did you ever come across the Doctors Searles, either Mr. or Mrs., in a professional way, that being your profession as opposed to theirs?"
"No." said Clifford, shaking his head slightly. "Richard Searles is doing research as he does cutting-edge operations. If he loses a patient, it's usually someone who was walking dead anyway. Almost impossible to win something like that. His wife is a GP, she almost always refers a case of any magnitude to another doctor. By the way, I've only known them since I came to the University, and was past the point of bringing new cases."
"So you don't have any legal actions against either of them, I gather?" I said.
"That's correct."
"I saw you talking to Gloria Searles at the Wellman's party the other night." I said. "Would you mind telling me what that was about?"
"Ah, getting to the real issue now, I see." said Clifford. "Truth is, I didn't wait to hear it. She tried to talk to my wife, who bolted for the door. Then she, Dr. Searles, wanted to talk to me, but my wife was ready to go, so I shook Dr. Searles off."
"But that's not the only reason." continued Clifford. "The fact is... I still don't like talking to doctors very much. Usually if they even speak to me, it in the form of threats or accusations of 'ambulance chasing' and such, and I have no love lost for them, either. So I didn't really want to talk to Dr. Searles. I told her to leave my wife alone, then I got out of there myself."
"Did you ask your wife about it?" I asked.
"Uh, yeah." said Clifford. "She said that Dr. Searles wanted to talk about her visit earlier that day, and Darla said she would call Dr. Searles back the next day, that she didn't want to talk to doctors while I was around. Apparently Dr. Searles did not take that as the invitation to leave that it was, and began bothering my wife. My wife headed for the door, and I was going that way myself when Dr. Searles accosted me. What is it with people these days? Won't leave people alone.."
"I dunno, but it keeps me in business. So you went home from the party?" I asked.
"Yeah." Clifford said. "We went home, watched some TV... smoked- well, I can't say anything to the police about that... and then went to bed. My wife was a bit agitated, and the best way to calm her down was several hours of play in bed, if you know what I mean... and as the husband of the sex professor on campus, I'm sure you do understand."
"Yes, I sure do." I said, grinning, then becoming serious again. "What time did you get up this morning, and what time did you get to work?"
"I usually am up at 6:30, get here about 7:30, my first class is at 8:10 on most days." said Clifford."
"Your wife was at home when you left? Asleep?"
"Yes, she was at home. She was already up. She fixed breakfast, and was working on the Internet when I left."
"She was there with you all night?
"Well, yeah." said Clifford, looking confused.
"Right now, I could care less about what you smoked last night." I said. "But how did you feel when you woke up?"
"A bit groggy, but nothing abnormal." said Clifford.
"And you've had no other contact with Dr. Searles since the incident at the Wellman's, nor has your wife?"
"No." said Clifford. "So, Officer, I am wondering what this is about."
"One more question: do you or your wife own a gun, Dr. Clifford?"
"No. Well, I don't. If Darla does I don't know about it." said Clifford. "Okay, Detective, I've been very cooperative here, but I really do want to know what's going on."
"What going on, Mr. Clifford," I said, hurling the words at him for effect, "is that Dr. Gloria Searles was found murdered this morning."
"What?!" Clifford gasped. "Oh my God!" He looked genuinely shocked. "You think Darla or I had anything to do with it?"
"I don't know, Dr. Clifford." I said. "But we have to routinely follow up all possible leads, and I'm sure you understand that the incident with Dr. Searles has to be examined."
"Yeah, yeah, I guess I can understand that." said Clifford. "But why would we kill her?"
"You tell me." I said.
"I have no idea about it." said John Clifford. He stood up. "I'll cooperate to the extent I can, Officer, but I think I've answered your questions and I should draw this conversation to a close."
"Thank you for your time, Dr. Clifford." I said. "You've been helpful, and I hope to have this matter cleared up quickly. In the meantime, you know the deal: tell the Police Department before you leave the County." With that, we left the office.
Back at Lt. Hanson's office at the Campus Police building, I asked the other men "Well, guys, what did you think?"
"If you ask me, he ain't got it in him." said Bill Hanson. "It was a bit strange how he asked 'Why would we kill her?' the way he did, meaning the form of his sentence."
"True." I said. "I think he was thinking about it even as I was talking to him, which prompted that 'thinking out loud' sentence. Martin?"
Martin Nash said "The one thing I noticed was his obvious hatred of doctors. He could not hide his passion as he talked about suing doctors and medical malpractice. Whether that would lead to murder? I don't know."
"Yes, and why do you think he has such a hatred of doctors?" I asked.
"Well, he said he watched people getting screwed over and he wanted to do something about it." Nash replied.
"And your inference from that is?" I asked, testing Nash. He knew it was a test, too.
"Uhh... I guess I'm not seeing it."
"May I suggest that that level of passion means he himself was the one screwed over at some point in time. It's noble to want to help others, but I think it's more personal than that with John D. Clifford. Now how it relates to Dr. Searles's murder, I don't know. So, Martin, what would you do next... or more accurately, what do you think *I* am going to do next?"
Martin grinned, such as a grin from him was. "You're going to call Myron to get him to find out why Clifford hates doctors."
"Bingo." I said as I drew out my cell phone. I made the call to Myron.
Just as we were about to leave, my phone rang. This time it was Tanya Perlman.
"Commander," Tanya said, "we went to Darla's home, but she's not there. She's not at the Ladies Auxiliary nor on the University Campus. Any ideas?" I knew what Tanya wanted me to authorize.
"Have Myron trace her cell phone signal, if she has her phone with her. Also, if she has a car with a GPS, trace that too." I said. "Do that right away, but then call Paulina Patterson and get a warrant to cover you. Paulina can tell the judge that Darla Clifford is a primary suspect in the Gloria Searles murder case, and that finding her is imperative."
"Wilco." said Tanya.
Part 10 - Sexual Exploits of a Hot Trophy Wife
"Oh God, yes!" gasped the woman as the handsome man entered her and sank the full length of his eight inch penis balls-deep into her. She groaned as he began pumping steadily in and out of her.
The man had a full head of wavy brown hair, a thick mustache, and a muscular physique. He was short, only 5'7" tall, but that didn't matter to the woman lying beneath him on the couch.
The woman was Darla Clifford, and she was enjoying the feeling of being deeply fucked by the stud's eight inch love muscle. They were in the man's office on the west side of Town, near the Warehouse District and also near the Southwestern Ghetto. It was a seedy neighborhood.
"Oh God, you fuck me so much better than my husband does!" Darla gasped as she pushed her loins up to meet the man's vigorous thrusts.
"Yeah, baby, you are one fine piece of ass. Fuck that cock with that hot cunt of yours." the man said, his raunchy words adding to the intensity of their mating as they rutted hotly.
The office was a doctor's office, and the man had gotten his medical degree from one of those Caribbean schools of medicine of rather low reputation. His clientele were people who took Schedule III and Schedule II drugs, and he was part of a ring of seedy doctors that fed the illicit trade at a premium price, in association with pharmacies of questionable repute.
But that was not in either lover's mind right now as the fucked deep and hot, like longtime lovers but knowing that every fuck might be their last ever with each other...
"Oh yeah, I love the feeling of that bare cock sliding in and out of me." gasped Darla. "It's been so long since I've been able to fuck a bare cock."
"Oh yeah, it feels great," the man said agreeably, "so hot and wet and nasty. Yeah, I love fucking this smoking hot cunt, baby." He rammed his meat in and out of her with long, driving thrusts, his hard asscheeks rapidly pistoning up and down as he fucked toward his release...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, there's her car." said Tanya Perlman. She was with Detective Diana Torres. Lt. Cindy Ross had brought Officer Lydia Green as a uniformed backup.
"Well, her car is parked out here in the front parking lot." said Lt. Perlman. "We'll just have to go door-to-door and ask..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's that sound?" Darla asked as she heard a commotion in the hallway, just as her lover finished pumping his potent, virile load deep inside her sopping wet, well-fucked cunt.
"Sounds like a fucking raid." said the man. "You go out the back door. I'll stay here."
As Tanya, Diana and Lydia entered the reception room, Darla quickly put on her clothes and hurtled out the back door.
"Going somewhere, Darla?" said the voice, stopping the woman cold in her tracks.
Cindy Ross was standing in front of her, her fists on her hips, her legs spread slightly apart...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The pharmacist Lockhart put the landline phone down and said to his assistant behind the counter. "Lock up. We're closing." To the young man at the front counter, he said "Lock the front doors."
"What's going on?" the girl behind the counter said. "Why are we closing?'
"Annie, would you please just shut. the. fuck. up. and do what I tell you?" Lockhart snarled. "I'm closing! Now get out of here! Go home!" Annie didn't respond, but just stood there in uncomprehending confusion. When she didn't move, Lockhart's already-worn patience snapped.
"MOVE, bitch!" he yelled, pushing her the several feet to the back door and out of it into the back alley, then slamming the door in her face.
"Stupid bitch, dumb as a box of rocks." said Lockhart to his male assistant. "We got the message to bolt." Indeed, when he'd answered the phone, only one word had come across the wire: "Bolt." And Lockhart knew what it meant.
After locking the front doors and turning the door sign to 'Closed', the young man moved towards the back. He and Lockhart turned off all the lights, and went out the back door, Lockhart securing it.



"Don't go by the main roads!" he said to the young man, who drove off through the back alley. Lockhart said. He himself ran to the parking lot next door and got into an old brown car and drove off. He did not notice that Annie was still in the parking lot, watching him.
Within five minutes, three police cruisers pulled up to the pharmacy, one going into the back alley. Sergeant Micah Rudistan and Sr. Patrolmen Morton and Hicks got out, finding the doors locked. Patrolman Johnson radioed from the car in the alley that there was no movement.
"Damn, I think we're too late." said Rudistan, his voice jovial despite the failure to capture Lockhart. "I'll call the Commander and give him the bad news." Just then he noticed a young woman coming up to him, calling out to get his attention...
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Obstacles
4:00pm, Tuesday, January 6th. I strode into Interrogation-1, where Darla Clifford was sitting with her lawyer, H.J. Lynch of the firm Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. John Clifford had come to the Station, but was informed that he could not act as legal representation for his wife, as he was also a suspect in the Searles case. I advised him to retain his own legal representation, and quickly.
Also in the room was Detective Martin Nash and Detective Diana Torres. Lt. Ross and Lt. Perlman were watching from the anteroom, as was Paulina Patterson. Sitting in Interrogation-2, waiting for a lawyer, was Darla's lover. His name was "Dr." Paul Wicker.
"It's unbelievable." said the lawyer Lynch as he sat next to Darla. "How in the world do you expect that we will accept this abuse of this prisoner? Arresting her on evading police charges is a joke enough, but suspicion of murder? I am going to tear you a new one in the hearing, Commander. You're really starting to piss me off now."
"Best news I've heard all day, Counselor." I said flatly. "The more pissed off you are, the better my case obvious is, despite your bluffs. But there has been no abuse of this accused person, Counselor, and if you say it again, I'll go to the judge and have you removed from any association with this case. What's it going to be, Lynch?"
"You think this is a fucking bluff?" roared Lynch, leaning over the table at me. "I mean it, Troy, I am going to fucking barbecue your ass in Court, and then I'm going to be making police abuse complaints to the Town & County Council. Then I'm going to sue the hell out of the County over this if they don't fire your sorry ass-"
"And if you lose, will you accept disbarment?" I asked. "Because that's where I'm headed with you, Lynch. Keep up your threats and I'll have you before the Bar so fast it'll make your head swim. Now are you prepared to apologize for your claim of abuse, represent your client, who has some serious felony charges facing her, or do you want to go cry about it to the Council?"
The air grew thick and heavy as I stared at the lawyer. The silence was deafening, and I kept it, not continuing. Finally I said "I asked a question, Counselor... are you prepared to apologize for your false claim of abuse, then represent your client in a professional manner, or are you going to leave and pursue a complaint against me with the Council? I've got all day and night to sit here and wait for you to answer."
"I want to speak to my client alone." said Lynch.
"No. Not until you answer my question." I said. "No more legal shenanigans, Lynch: are you going to apologize for your slander, then represent this client, or are you going to go right now and file a complaint against me with the Council? Whose bluffing now, Lynch?"
At that moment, ADA Paulina Patterson came into the room. "I've already called the judge with a complaint against you, Lynch. He wants to know your basis for your claim that the Police Department has abused this suspect. Until you prove it, you're off this case and no longer able to represent this suspect."
"Don't say a word to them." Lynch said to Darla. "Request new legal counsel." The lawyer then got up and left.
"I want new legal counsel, and I will not answer any questions without a lawyer present." said Darla Clifford. I afforded her a telephone to call for new counsel, then had her taken back to her cell until that counsel arrived.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Dr. Paul Wicker." I said as I entered Interrogation-2 with Martin Nash, Sgt. Rudistan in the room also. Wicker's lawyer from Chase, Lynch & Berry was seated beside him. She was a tall, dark-haired woman, and had a bitchy attitude. Paulina was watching this one from the anteroom, as well.
"I have advised my client to answer none of your questions." she said. "With what is he being charged?"
"Aiding and abetting a wanted person in evading the police, and lying to police." I said. "When he was asked where Darla Clifford went, he denied knowing her, he denied anyone had been in his office with him, and that was at the same moment two officers came in his front door while Mrs. Clifford was being arrested coming out his back door. He could not possibly have not known she was in the room with him, not to mention that our Crime Lab technicians executed a rape kit, and his semen was leaking out of her. I'm sure that was consentual sex, but it does sort of show they knew each other... and in the Biblical sense."
I leaned forward as I continued: "Also, I'll have to hear from him directly that he's taking the Fifth. And he might want to consider answering some questions before he does that. I'll also mention this: we're going to be looking into Dr. Wicker's prescription-writing practices. If we find the least thing wrong, we'll have both the Feds and State agencies all over him like white on rice. If he cooperates, we might just find it a waste of our time to crawl up his ass."
"Come on, Commander," said the woman, "these charges are nothing. What's he going to get, community service at worst?"
"And his medical license revoked." I said. "He won't be writing any more prescriptions of any kind... and I still have probable cause to investigate him to the limit of the power of the Federal and State Governments. But it's your call, Paul."
"Let me have a minute with him." said the woman. We left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
By now, the lawyer for Darla Clifford had arrived, and we had jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire. The new legal eagle was from the powerful law firm of Gresham & Mason, P.C. "This is going to be fun." I said to Paulina before entering Interrogation-1 again.
"Okay, Counselor, we've videotaped ourselves reading your client her rights. I understand that you have talked with her about her situation?" I said as I sat down on the other side of the table from them.
"Yes, Commander." said the lawyer. He was a big man, not necessarily fat but looking like he was once an offensive guard for an NFL team. His hair was gray-white, and very short, sort of like Detective Wes 'Coldiron' Masters of the Midtown Police Department. "I'm not going to get into a legal pissing contest with you like that idiot from that amateur firm. But I'm going to be asking for and expedited hearing and bail."
"Ankle monitor will be a necessity, and God help her if she tries to leave the County." I said, knowing that denying Darla Clifford bail would be a pipe dream, and so I was trying to get what I could. The lawyer whispered something to Darla, and she nodded.
"At this time, Mrs. Clifford," I said, "I will offer the opportunity for you to re-invoke at a future time if you wish to make a statement or answer questions now that will help us."
"We reject that offer." said the lawyer. "Mrs. Clifford has invoked and will answer no questions, as is her right."
"Very well." I said. "Do what you have to do." I had the uniformed officer return Darla to her holding cell, knowing this powerhouse, wily lawyer would have her out by midnight, hopefully with ankle monitoring.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The receptionist Jill is ready to talk." said Cindy Ross as I came out of I-1 into the anteroom. "Her lawyer is from Succup & Payne, and cannot believe she's been held this long."
"She's cracking, though, isn't she?" I said. "Okay, bring her into Interrogation-1 when Darla and her lawyer leave."
"Amazing how much better that guy was than that fuckwad Lynch." Cindy said.
"I could not agree more." I said.
A few minutes later I was facing Jill the receptionist. Her lawyer, a thin woman with heavy, thick glasses that looked like the poster child for the National Organization for Women, was with her.
"Commander," the lawyer started, "do you really mean to press these silly charges against my client?"
"Well," I said in my folksiest manner, "I might be persuaded to forget about her lies this morning... if she'll tell the truth and the whole truth now. I already know what happened, and I'll know if even one syllable she makes is a lie."
The lawyer whispered to Jill, who said "But he's accused me of lying to police already. I'm not going to fall into that trap."
"Jill," I said, "you better think about this. I just said I would not press charges if you come correct with truthful answers to my questions, and I just said it on videotape; I can't take it back, no judge would ever accept that. But also remember that this is a murder case here, not jaywalking. Your year and a half at Nursing School, at great expense, will be for nothing because I'll make damn sure you never work as a nurse or in any medical capacity, ever. What's it going to be, Jill?"
Even the lawyer was surprised at Jill's reticence, and whispered to Jill to consider speaking. Finally, her face in pain from having to do it, Jill said "Okay, what do you want to know?"
"Yesterday, Monday," I said, "Darla Clifford kept her appointment with Dr. Searles. Did Darla leave angrily, leave quickly, leave abruptly?"
"She came out really fast." said Jill. "I can't say what her face looked like, it was kind of inscrutable, like she had some purpose. She walked out fast."
"Did Dr. Searles say anything on the way out, try to stop her?" I asked.
"She came to her office door and said 'Please, Darla, we really need to talk about this'." Jill said. "Darla just walked on out as if she had not heard anything."
"I see." I said. "And did Dr. Searles mention to you what the issue was?"
"No."
"Did you peek at Dr. Searles's notes?" I asked.
"I answered this question before, Officer: that file never made it back to the pile." said Jill, as if exasperated. "I did. not. see. it. As far as I know, Dr. Searles re-filed it herself."
"Had she done that in the past? Or was this a totally unusual event?"
"Unusual." Jill said. "Dr. Searles hated using the computer, but she knew she pretty much had to maintain the data digitally as a matter of law. She would always have me transfer the notes and information to the computers. But I'm telling you the truth, straight out: I never saw that file, and I assume Dr. Searles re-filed it herself."
"One more thing." I said. "Did Dr. Searles use the computer to do research on medical things in order to become more aware of problems?"
"I think she did that mostly at home." said Jill. "Once patients started coming in, it was non-stop until the last patient left."
"And her appointments were from 11:00am to 7:00pm or so?" I asked.
"Give or take." said Jill. "She'd be glad to come in earlier if a patient needed an earlier time, even as early as 8:00am. But most of her patients were the wealthy people in the County. They did not care to get out of bed that early, so Dr. Searles adapted, and usually had a later schedule."
"Did she have any early appointments today?" I asked.
"No sir." Jill said. "First one was at 10:30."
"Thank you, Jill." I said. "You're free to go, but you are still a material witness. Do not leave the County without notifying the Police Department. I am sure your lawyer here will explain why it would be a good idea to respect that."
With that, I got up, as did Martin Nash, and we left the room. I went and found Cindy. "Lt. Ross, have someone go pick up Dr. Caroline Muncey and bring her here, to Interrogation-A, or -B, whichever is empty. I'm not arresting her, but I want to talk to her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The lawyer for "Dr." Paul Wicker got tired of waiting for me. She had her client take the Fifth, which he did. She then hurried over to the Courthouse to get an expedited bail hearing... which Judge Folsom denied, saying he'd have his turn in due course. Meanwhile, Dr. Caroline Muncey had arrived.
"I don't understand why I have to come down here." Dr. Caroline Muncey said as she sat down in Interrogation-A. I was seated with Diana Torres on the other side, with Cindy watching from the anteroom, and Officer Lydia Green observing from the inside.
"Thank you for coming, all the same, Dr. Muncey." I said. "The main reason I asked you to come down was so that we could videotape this interview. That is for your protection."
"All right, what do you want to know?"
"Dr. Muncey, I need to know the full truth here... you were planning to start your own practice and leave Dr. Searles's group, weren't you? And maybe you still are, but my point is that you were a lot more definite than you let on earlier."
"That is true." said Dr. Muncey. "I didn't want to say it where the other doctors might get wind of it. I'm hoping to get my practice up and running, then take my patients' files with me. If the other people got wind of what I'm doing, they'd block me from taking the files, and I'd have to start from scratch."
"I see." I said. "But they seem to know you're thinking about it."
"I was careless with my words early on." Muncey said. "I spoke out loud just as an concept, nothing concrete. The next thing I know, Gloria Searles is calling me into her office and saying that I could leave if I wanted, but I could not take the patient files... and if I tried, she'd take legal action. But we all know that if I got those files out of there, they'd essentially be mine."
"So you were making copies? Taking data off the computers?" I asked.
"Oh yes, I was copying digital data for weeks." said Caroline Muncey.
"What kind of damage would it do to the group financially if you left?" I asked.
"It'd hurt... I'm about 30% of the patients. Guy Hartwell is 30%, and Yelena is 35%. Dembo is 5% at best. Technically, Gloria was 100%, as all patients came to us as a referral from her, so I'm talking about the others."
"I understand." I said. "So let me ask this: was any doctor underperforming, or performing in a way that could bring a malpractice suit?"
Caroline paused, then said "This is going to be speculation, you understand. I have no proof, just hearsay." I nodded and Caroline then said "I think Dr. Dembo was flaky. He's from Europe, and a lot of the female patients were not comfortable with him. I'm not sure if he was coming on to them, but he rarely got repeat business. I think Gloria really wanted to get him out of the group."
"Could she have done that? Could you as a group get rid of Dembo?"
"Oh yes." Caroline said. "And it would't be all that difficult."
"Is Dembo the reason you wanted to leave?" I asked.
"Part of it." Caroline said. "I also was having trouble getting patients from other sources. If they came in, they were accosted to see Gloria first, which they did not want or need to do. I also was going to be on full-time staff with the University Hospital, which your wife helped me to get."
"And where were you last night?" I asked. "All night."
"I was... not alone." said Carolyn, then after a pause accented with my expectant look at her, she said "I was with Zoe Singer."
"You're dating her?" I asked, surprised.
"We hooked up last Friday night, and she's stayed over for the last several days.." Caroline said. "Just a hot encounter that's lasted several days."
"Okay, thank you for your time." I said. "You're free to go, but please don't leave the County without notifying the Police Department. Our officers will give you a ride back home."
After she left, I said "Damn. So much for the impartiality of the Fire Marshal in all of this."
"Good thing the Sheriff himself was also there." Cindy said as we walked down the hall to my office. "So, anything else for tonight?"
"Naah." I said. "You can go. I know you've got a lot of work to do with your gym, since Melina's out on maternity leave, so to speak. If you need to take some time, just let me know."
"Thanks." Cindy said, following me into my office. "By the way, any ideas on this case? I thought for sure Darla Clifford was involved, but you just established some possibilities with the other doctors."
"True." I said. "I'm waiting for all the phone records, which Myron will have for me tomorrow. I'm hoping to establish some patterns of communications. I also have Myron checking this Paul Wicker's numbers to see if any burner phones can be traced back to someone associated with Gloria Searles."
Just then, I got a text. "Laura is telling me to come see her at Melina's. Want to go with me?"
"Sure, I'd love to see the new baby." said Cindy. I texted Laura that Cindy and I were on our way.
Part 12 - Realizations
"Oh, he's so beautiful." said Cindy. "Thank goodness he looks just like his daddy." She was teasing Melina.
"Good job of kissing up to the new boss, there, Partner." I said as I took little Danny from Cindy. "But he is a good looking young man, almost as good looking as my boy."
"No bias there, I'm sure." Daniel said, grinning. "So, can we mention this case in front of everyone?"
"Sure." I said, seeing no reason why not as I handed the baby back to Cindy. "Though I don't know if Laura and Melina could stand the boredom."
"I'm curious." said Laura. Melina just nodded.
"Unfortunately, we don't have much yet. I'm still waiting for data." I said. "By the way, Daniel, Caroline Muncey claimed to be in bed with Zoe Singer last night... which puts a damper on Zoe's impartiality." I saw Daniel's face fall.
"Yeah, it sure does." he replied. "Good thing I was there, also. Damn, why didn't she tell us she was with Caroline Muncey?"
"I wouldn't be too upset about that." I said. "Zoe very likely did not realize Caroline's association with the case."
"I know we won't get any theories out of the Iron Crowbar." Daniel said. "But what about you, Cindy? By the way, call me Daniel in this family setting."
"Sure, Daniel, thanks." Cindy said. "First, let me say that I got Vice involved in the Paul Wicker and Lockhart situations. Christopher Purvis and Julie Newton are working on it, as well as their data people, Sonali and Lainie. They've contacted the IRS, State Tax Division, and the FDA, DEA, and State NTF. The NTF told us to pound sand, which doesn't exactly shock me. The FDA and DEA are playing it close to the vest, but the tax agencies are cooperating with us on data, provided that we keep them in the loop and we'll probably have to give them first shot at any busts if we find anything."
"Think there's a drug ring going on there?" Daniel asked.
"Possibly. I'm thinking more in the line of prescription drugs than the street stuff." Cindy replied. "We get a little thread like this, we pull on it and see what happens. Maybe we'll get a break and get to a larger ring."



"Think Gloria Searles is involved in that?" asked Daniel. Cindy looked at me.
"I don't think so, at least I see no connections as of yet." I said. "But I agree with Cindy that we've stumbled onto a thread of something. Lockhart the pharmacist suddenly closed his pharmacy and bolted. He and his male employee cannot be found. His female employee was very angry and talked with us very willingly. She said that he physically shoved her out the door and wouldn't say why he closed the shop. She also said he got a phone call right before closing down, and that he drove off in an old brown car which he had parked in the parking lot next door, i.e. not the parking lot in front of his own place."
I continued "Then we have Dr. Paul Wicker. He was having sex with Darla Clifford and our officers almost got there in time to catch them in the act. I think Cindy kind of enjoyed that." I was needling my partner, and she smiled.
"I definitely enjoyed the look on Darla's face when she came flying out that door and almost ran headlong into me." Cindy replied.
"Anyway," I said, "Wicker pled the Fifth, clammed up. Charges against him are going to fall by the wayside unless something drug-related comes up, but what's he hiding?"
"We'll solve it tomorrow." said Cindy. "I'm going to to the gym before heading home, and get all the paperwork done, since my partner has traded in that paperwork for diaper work here at home."
"Which I suspect your partner wouldn't trade for anything." I said, seeing Melina's radiantly happy face as she held little Danny. Cindy agreed.
"I guess we should go too, honey." I said to Laura.
"Y'all stay a few more minutes." Daniel said. I realized he wanted to talk to me privately. After Cindy was gone excused ourselves to the kitchen while the women talked about the baby.
"Just wanted you to know, Don," Daniel said. "That prick Lynch did file formal complaints with the Council, and also with the State Ethics Board. The Council is meeting tonight, and plans to formally tell Lynch to fuck off. The Council is also filing a counter-claim on your behalf with the State Ethics Board and also with the State Bar."
"Sounds good, but that's not why you wanted to talk to me." I said.
"Damn, nothing really does get by you." Daniel said, his voice teasing in nature, then becoming serious as he said "The Council is also going to go into executive session tonight, with the purpose of discussing certain spots to fill. They're nowhere near ready for naming a new Chief yet, and neither am I... unless you change your mind... but they do think they need to bring in a Deputy Chief to handle the overhead and admin side of things."
"Any ideas who that might be?" I asked.
"No, but Chief Griswold was right. One of the Council members told me they're going to eliminate some names for the Chief position... and I expect one of those eliminated names will be the Deputy Chief by the end of this month. Brownlee's the lead candidate, according to my sources."
"Aw, geez. Captain Brown Nose can't lead a sheet of toilet paper off the roll." I said.
"Just giving you a heads-up." Daniel said.
"Thanks." I said. "Okay, I do need to go home and get some sleep. This is a big case, and I expect to make a move sooner rather than later, depending on what tomorrow's data brings."
"Ah, so you do have an idea of who it is?"
"Oh yes." I said. "Just not going to say who it is yet. I don't want leaks, and I don't have a case I can give to the D.A.'s office yet."
Laura and I made our goodbyes. As we left, I caught sight of Melina sitting on the couch, not getting up as the baby was feeding. A memory and a thought occurred to me.
Back home, we did the parenting things with our own babies, and I sat down with my mother and Laura on the sofa, my wife cuddling into my left side and my mother into my right side, my arms around their waists, pulling them into me.
"Laura," I said, "Melina can't take the pill, right?"
"That's right." Laura replied, her face looking surprised. My mother showed no reaction as Laura said "As you know, she damn near died that time her drink was poisoned with similar ingredients. Why?"
"Melina's something of an exception in the level of her allergic reaction, isn't she?" I asked. "But other women can be allergic to the pill, also, right?"
"Oh yes." Laura said. "And some can be all right at a certain dosage, but then add more dosage or some sort of steroid, and they become intolerant."
"Is that right?" I said. "And how in the world could the pill suddenly have different dosages?"
"You've got me there." Laura said. "Most brands are standardized, and pretty consistent across the board. I would say the only way would be if someone on the pill chose to take a morning-after pill, which would spike the dosage."
"That's true. And of course the FDA regulates the manufacture of these pharmaceuticals pretty well." I said.
"Sure, of course." Laura said. "I know you're going somewhere with this..."
I said "What would some of the allergic symptoms be, short of a life-threatening reaction like Melina had?"
"Oh gosh, anywhere from skin rashes to the hives, easy bruising, possible clotting in severe cases, swelling of the lips and tongue, and so forth."
"Ah, that helps." I said. I would say no more. "Time for bed, ladies..."
"I'll head up, and let you and your mother 'talk' for a few minutes." Laura said. "Good night, Phyllis. Enjoy yourself." Laura began turning off lights.
"Thank you, dear." said Phyllis, gratefully, knowing what Laura was offering her. "Goodnight."
After my wife left the room, my mother leaned over my chest, her hands opening my pants and fishing out my hardening cock. She was wasting no time, and I groaned as I felt my mother's mouth slide over my cockhead and down my shaft as she gave me head, both of us reveling in the fact that we were deliberately committing deeply sinful incest.
The room was quiet, and as the pleasure of my mother's mouth fellating my cock coursed through me, I remembered the sensations of my few moments with Gloria Searles, and how unlucky I was that I had not been able to consummate that liaison with that woman.
Then I changed my thought to gratitude that I was able to have this illicit sexual relationship with this beautiful woman that happened to be my mother. My fingers slid under her dress, to find that she was wearing no panties and that her pantyhose were crotchless. I slid my digits deep into my mother's sopping wet cunt, making her groan around my turgid meat.
After another moment of deeply sucking my cock, my mother stood up. I slid my pants and underwear down past my knees and my mother stepped out of her high heel slides and mounted me, facing me. She slammed her mouth into mine in a deep, tongue-twining kiss, the taste of her mouth and the sweet smell of her perfume arousing me. She reached down and grasped my cock that was between our bellies, and guided it into her as she lifted up. We groaned together as the warm wetness of her cunt engulfed my throbbing hard cock as I slid into her until our pelvises ground together. I was balls-deep inside my mother!
My mother wrapped her arms around my neck and began kissing me hard as she ground her cunt on my cock. Her elegant, shapely feet in the sheer stockings were resting on the tops of my hard things. My hands went to them, massaging them, and I made a point to enjoy the feeling of my mother's feet in my hands even as my cock was in her cunt as she fucked me with the intensity of a sex-starved teen girl.
Mom was still in her dress, and my hands worked the zipper down, then slid the garment up off her body and over her head. I threw it down as she resumed kissing me hard while we deeply fucked.
After a few moments, I had my mother stand up, and I got off the couch. I guided my mother to a blanket that I placed in the middle of the floor. She lay down and I grabbed her sexy legs as I mounted her, my cock unerringly finding her sopping honey hole. I felt her legs on my chest and her feet on my shoulders as I began fucking her with deep, hard strokes, making her groan and squirm around my plunging prick.
*Chock!* *Chock! *Chock! *Chock!*
The room was filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on motherly flesh as I copulated with my own mother, fucking my own mother. She looked so pretty, her face framed by her straight silver-gray-and-black hair, her eyes full of pleasure and lust as she was sexually invaded by her own son's iron-hard cock. I pumped relentlessly, and did not try to hold back as my climax built up rapidly and then overtook me with surprising speed and power.
"AAWWK!! UHHH!!" I cried out as jet after thick, ropy jet of hot semen blasted into my mother's clutching vagina. I leaned down to give my mother a gentle kiss, but she made it into another hot, hard tong-twiner as we settled into each other in the pleasing lassitude of post-coital pleasure...
Part 13 - Data Bombs
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redhead reporter from the steps of City Hall at 7:00am, Wednesday January 7th. "Channel Two News has learned that Police have made several arrests over the last 24 hours, but will not confirm or deny if those arrests are related to the murder of popular Doctor Gloria Searles yesterday morning. Dr. Searles was the wife of esteemed cardiologist Dr. Richard Searles, who Police say is not a suspect in the death of his wife, as he was going into surgery even as someone was gunning down his wife in her office."
"Darla Clifford, wife of University Law professor John D. Clifford, was arrested yesterday afternoon on charges of evading police. She was released on bond last night. Dr. Paul Wicker was also arrested last night, and was given bail and released. Police have declined to say if either is a suspect in the Searles murder case."
Thankfully, Bettina did not mention that both had been required to wear ankle-monitoring and that I had both of them being observed by police patrols, I thought to myself.
Bettina continued: "In other news, the Town & County Council went into executive session last night to discuss the Police Department. They issued a statement saying that the search for a new Chief of Police is just beginning, and they set a goal of May 1st for filling the position. Additionally, sources tell Channel Two News that the Council expects to name a Deputy Chief more quickly, to give Commander Donald Troy the logistical support he needs as he works to solve the Searles murder and any other crimes in our County. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, bringing you the latest..."
"That's one way of putting it: 'logistical support'." I said. "Okay, Lieutenant Ross, let's get this day started. Meeting of MCD at 8:00am, and tell Captain Charles that I intend to send several patrols out today to make some arrests in the Searles murder case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Moments before the morning meeting, Myron gave me the news: "Sir, someone else has been tapping into our files, looking for the incident report from the restaurant altercation between Clifford and Lockhart. It looks like it was routed through the Campus Police. Now they often get into some of our routine files, especially if it involves students. But this one came to light because the file was flagged as sealed.
"Did they get the data on the Cliffords and Lockhart?" I asked.
"Possibly, sir." Myron said, which meant that they did.
"Okay, we'll talk better security in the near future." I replied. "Let's concentrate on this meeting for now." I ushered Myron into the room.
The 8:00am meeting was convened in Classroom 'E' behind the MCD room. I sat at the far end of the table, and Cindy sat to my left, where she could get up and work the whiteboard we were starting up. Also in the room were Lt. Tanya Perlman, Detectives Martin Nash, Diana Torres, Joanne Cummings, and Vice Detectives Christopher Purvis and Julie Newton. J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab was there, as was Master Technician Myron Milton and Senior Technician 'Goth Girl' Mary Mahoney.
"J.R., let's start with you, so you can be on your way if you need to." I said.
Barnes reported: "Two .22 long rifle slugs were removed from Dr. Searles brain, on the right side near the skull. Ballistics show the likelihood of a semi-automatic pistol as opposed to a revolver. We can determine that from the twist of the rifling. There is some stippling, suggesting the shots were fired at a range of just a few inches, certainly no more than a foot away."
Barnes continued: "However, there is very little other forensic evidence. No bruising, no sign of a struggle at all, no damaged clothing. No fingerprints other than hers on her shoes, no fingerprints on any of the filing cabinets except hers, her receptionist and another receptionist that files the Specialists' cases away. That's really all we have right now."
"Okay, Myron," I said, "this should be a big report."
"It is, sir," said Myron, "and it's taken both me and Mary to get it all. First, there is a keycard entry to the building and to each doctor's office. Dr. Searles's card was used at 4:50am to enter her office. Her GPS in her car confirms that she left her home at 4:35 and arrived at 4:49am. The next person into the building was Jill, Dr. Searles's assistant, at about 7:40 am. She did not go into the office immediately, but instead went to the breakroom, where she might have been making coffee. Then others started entering in rapid succession."
"So no keycard entry from the time Gloria went in until her receptionist came in hours later." I said. "Now let me ask, could Gloria admit someone without having to use the keycard once she was inside?"
Martin Nash spoke up. "Theoretically, yes." he said. "I checked on this yesterday. The back lab areas give access to every Doctor's suite, and there is an emergency exit door on both ends to the outside. But they have alarms on them, which I guess Dr. Searles could have deactivated. As to the front door, Dr. Searles would have to prop open the outer door to her own suite of offices and then go open the front door to admit anyone that way and not use her card again. The Crime Lab checked and found no evidence any doors had been propped. The doors to the offices are heavy and would resist being propped easily."
"Is it recorded if the doors are opened at all?" I asked. "If someone managed to open them without using the keycard, is there a record of it?"
"No sir." said Myron. "Only the keycard swipe is recorded."
"At this time," I said, "I need to add that, having sold security systems in a past life, I know that this system is not particularly good, and can be defeated with a little bit of knowledge and a determined effort. In addition, doing something like putting tape in the space to keep the door latch from engaging would be easy and not detected by this keycard entry system. Okay, keep going."
Mary took up the story. "You were right, Commander, when you suggested to go back and look at John Clifford's legal cases. He-"
"Mary, you've learned how to kiss ass, that's for sure." I said, and everyone knew I was teasing the highly independent-minded Goth Girl. And with the Chief not here, it befell to me to point it out and make the joke.
"Thank you sir." said Mary, giving it right back. "If it gets me a raise, I might try to do it more often." That got a lot of laughter, and I conceded victory. Mary then continued: "When John D. Clifford was 25 years old, he went into a hospital in the City. He was supposed to have a tonsillectomy. When he woke up, he found he'd had his testicles removed as well as his tonsils." A slight gasp went through the room.
Mary continued: "What happened was that there was a John 'A' Clifford in the hospital at the same time, who was scheduled to have his testicles removed because of testicular cancer. They got the wrong man, and the mistake was discovered after our John Clifford's testicles were cut off, but he was still under anesthesia. So they completed the tonsillectomy, too. The other guy, John 'A', had the correct surgery done a few hours later."
"So they couldn't re-attach his testicles?" asked Cindy.
"No ma'am." said Mary. "They might could've, but the vasa deferentia had already been tied off, so the effect of sterility was permanent. He wasn't impotent, but he could not have children, and he was understandably very upset, of course. He began seeking a lawyer in order to sue the hospital. He found that the lawyers didn't want to pursue the case; they only wanted to settle, and for relatively small amounts.
"Clifford was embittered, saying he'd lost his chance to have children, and he really wanted to press the case and stick it to the hospital, but the lawyers did not give a damn and were equally adamant that he settle... to the point that he soon found no lawyer at all that was willing to take his case and work it through to a court case. In addition, in every settlement offer that was made, the hospital and their insurance company insisted on a gag order and a sealing of the records. I had to do some extracurricular stuff to get this."
Mary continued: "Clifford saw that he could not pursue the case much further, so he finally took a settlement in the mid-six-figures. He used that money to go to law school with a very intense purpose in mind. And after he got his law degree, he became a holy terror to doctors and their insurance companies. He went after doctors and hospitals as if they'd wronged him or his family personally on each case that he took. He wanted jury trials, large awards, of which he took very little for himself, and the publicity of the malpractice meant more to him than the money. There were allegedly several attempts to assassinate him, so adamant was he about no settlements and no gag orders."
"Wow." said Martin Nash. "That explains his passion for what he was doing."
"So how does this connect to Gloria Searles?" asked Joanne Cummings. "Did he ever sue her or her husband?"
"No mention of either Searles on the list of cases he filed that I've found so far." said Mary. "And no connection to any of the doctors in her group, that I can find."
"The connection, if any, is what we have to find out." I said. "But it's great information, all the same. Excellent work, Mary. Maybe you'll get a raise for kissing up to me, after all." More laughter.
"Okay, phone records." I said. "Please tell me I'm going to like what I hear."
"You're going to like what you hear!" came a chorus, led by one Cindy Ross.
"Yeah, I guess I asked for that one." I said, a wry grin crossing my face. "Myron, whaddya got?"
"Recently? Very little." said Myron. "First, Gloria Searles. Her personal phone calls were almost completely to and from her husband. Her professional phone had calls to and from her associate doctors, a few to patients. None recently to either of the Cliffords... but back in November, after her last doctor appointment Darla Clifford, she made three calls to Darla's number. Looks like she left messages, no calls from that number were called to hers."
"Dr. Richard Searles's personal phone had matching calls to and from his wife, and a few other calls to friends he was known to play golf with, a few to a pizza place, stuff like that. His professional phone had calls to and from the University Hospital switchboard, though which all calls are routed, so we're not totally sure who he was calling and was calling him."
"If I may..." said Martin Nash. "I talked to the nurses about calling Searles to give him updates on patients and such. He doesn't have a large number of patients at any given time, but I'm suspecting the calls will correspond to checks on patients."
"Good thought." I said. "Myron?"
"That's probably the case." Myron said. "Dr. Searles's office phone routed through the switchboard, also. Bottom line is that he did not have a lot of friends, just a few. Nothing out of the ordinary, vis-a-vis his wife's death, either."



"Now the Cliffords." Myron said. "Darla only has one personal cell phone, no business cell phones. She made very few phone calls; in fact, I went to the lengths of checking tower pings... I think she left her phone at home most of the time. It didn't move. Ladies Auxiliary, grocery store, sometimes the mall, usually once a week to the River Valley Country Club, but for the most part it stayed at home.
"John Clifford's phone went with him to the University. He didn't have many calls, and most of them were to and from his students, and a few were to and from lawyers in the City... I think he was advising them on cases."
"The other doctors in Gloria's group?" I asked.
"Nothing exciting..." said Myron, who then gave a very 'pregnant' pause, "...except that over the past three months, Caroline Muncey has been on her personal cell phones to banks, to real estate agents, and to an advertising agency last week."
"She was planning her move." Diana Torres said. "She was planning to go on her own."
"Yes." I said. "So there were no calls between Gloria Searles and the Cliffords? Especially anytime since she was at the party at the Wellman's on Monday?"
"No sir." said Myron.
"Did Darla Clifford's phone move during the night or morning of Monday into Tuesday?"
"No sir." said Myron.
"What about Paul Wicker?" I asked.
"Still working on him." said Myron. "He's a sleazy one. Two burner phones were found in his office, one hidden in a secret drawer under his desk, the other under a potted plant. Our guys aren't missing those potted plants since that case of the Investment Club murder at River Valley Country Club."
"Well, I'm delighted to hear that." I said, more acerbically than I'd intended. "Okay, folks, that looks like a 'washout' to me." I said. "We're going to have to double down on finding this pharmacist Lockhart. I'm also going to talk again with John D. Clifford-"
Just then there was a knock on the door and the Duty Desk Sergeant stuck his head inside. "Sir, we got an anonymous tip that Mr. Lockhart was seen inside the Smith-Morra Pharmacy. We radioed a nearby patrol to check it out. They found the back door unlocked and went on inside. They found a body inside, and it looks like the man Lockhart himself."
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Lockhart Locked Down
"One thing's for sure," I said to Cindy as we drove in my Police SUV to Smith-Morra Pharmacy, "Darla Clifford was at home all last night. Her ankle monitor didn't go anywhere, and our officers watching the front and back of the house said she did not leave or even open the door."
"However," I continued, "the patrols did report that John Clifford left at around 8:00pm. The police checked his car to make sure his wife wasn't inside it or in the trunk, then let him go. He went to the University Hotel and checked himself in. I sent officers to pick him up and bring him to Interrogation-A."
"Interesting." said Cindy. "This thing is getting deeper by the minute. One more killing, and it might be worthy of the Iron Crowbar."
"Oh, I can assure you that vengeance for Gloria Searles is making it worthy for me." I said, feeling Cindy's ice-blue eyes watching me as I spoke.
At the scene, I found the Crime Lab team showing up as well as several uniformed Police officers going in and out of the back door. "Okay," I called out. "Who got here first and found the bodies?"
"We did, sir." said a young rookie officer, indicating himself and his partner.
"Was the back door open when you got here?" I asked.
"No sir." said the young officer. "We tried the door, and it was unlocked and it opened when I pulled on it. We entered based upon the phone call and the sighting of a wanted suspect... after calling for backup, of course. We found the body, and then cleared the pharmacy. There was no one else inside."
"Good work." I said "So I guess you touched that door handle in testing the lock."
"Uh, yes sir, I did." said the rookie officer. "I'm sorry, sir."
"Lesson to be learned, but don't sweat it too much. We'd never have known the door was unlocked, much less found the body for hours if you hadn't have tried it." I said. "Labcoat! Use some testing technology to see if there are any prints underneath our officers' prints on that doorknob." Labcoat said he would. The tests would prove negative for the knob and the entire door.
Inside, I saw the body of an older man, who gave me the strong impression of a nutty professor, lying on his back on the floor. The prescription area behind the counter was trashed.
"That's the guy from the restaurant, Commander." Lt. Ross said. I nodded.
"Did anyone move the body?" I asked loudly. A technician told me it had not been moved. "Interesting. It's not natural for a person to fall and lie flat on their back like this. That means the perp searched him. His wallet is here, but no cell phones. Lt. Ross, what do you want to bet the perp did not want us to find a burner phone on this guy that might lead us back to the perp or perps?"
"We may never know one way or the other," Cindy said, "but I wouldn't bet against you."
I nodded again as I looked at the screen of the computer on the counter in front of the dead man. I got out a pen and poked at the mouse with it. The black screen lit up.
"Ah, here we are." I said. "A patient profile has been pulled up. One... Natasha Norelle."
"Natasha..." Cindy said.
"Yep." I said, making notes of the name, address and phone number of Natasha Norelle. "This address sounds fake, if I know my geography of the Town. But the phone number might be a burner that might come up in connection with our other cases."
"Geez," Cindy said, "now I've got to memorize the entire Town map just to keep up with you."
"Your time would be well spent doing so." I said. "Okay, any prints on that computer or mouse?" I asked the Crime Lab technician examining the computer.
"Just the dead man's, sir."
"Does this pharmacy have videocamera surveillance?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said one of the Uniformed Officers. "It's set off by motion sensor when the burglar alarm is set, too. Our Sergeant has already secured the tape and it's going to Headquarters under two-man control."
"Excellent!" I said, very happy to be hearing that. "Call the Station and tell them to make sure Master Technician Milton gets that tape immediately." The officers hurried off to comply.
The assistant Medical Examiner, the woman who had examined the bride's body in the 'Murdered Bride' case, was here and examining Lockhart's mortal remains. "Hi Martha." I said. "How are things with you?"
"All too busy these days." Martha said. "First poor Dr. Searles, she was such a nice lady and a very professional doctor... and now this man here."
"Hello, Commander." said the new Coroner, John Quincy Kelly, coming up behind us.
"Ah, Coroner," I said, "I didn't realize you were here or I would've said hello. How is your new job?"
"Job is good, I'm getting into the hang of things. As to this case, I just happened to be in the neighborhood and stopped in." Kelly said. "Martha seems to have this one fully under control." I said nothing, knowing that Kelly had not just 'stopped in'. Something was going on...
"Yes sir." said Martha. "And if Commander Troy would like to hear my preliminary findings, I'll be happy to give them."
"By all means, Martha." I said. "By all means."
"He was ambushed, hit on the back of the head by a blunt object." Martha said. "But that didn't kill him or even knock him out. However, he was weakened, and while he tried to put up a fight, he was quickly subdued. You can see the markings on his hands that show he landed a punch or two, but his face and neck took a much worse beating. He finally fell to the floor, where the blunt instrument, at least I'm thinking it's the same one, was pressed onto his larynx until he died of asphyxiation."
"Any idea of a time of death?" I asked.
"Eight to ten hours ago." Martha said. "Midnight to two a.m."
I turned to Cindy. "Call Captain Charles and ask him who was supposed to be watching this location between 10:00pm and 6:00am. I know I ordered around-the-clock surveillance. And Cindy," I said as she was about to walk off, "don't tell Charles what happened, just ask and get the info. Then tell him to have all those officers available for questioning when I get back to the Station. If he asks, tell him I want to talk to them to see if anyone observed anything."
Cindy nodded and walked off, knowing that I did not just want to 'talk' to them... somebody was in trouble for either sleeping on the job or not being where they were supposed to be.
"Okay, anything else I need to be shown while I'm here?" I asked loudly, but mostly to Labcoat.
"Nothing yet, sir." he said. "I'll get word to you immediately if we find something important."
"Good. Detective Cummings," I said to the lovely blonde Joanne Cummings, who had come to the scene behind Cindy and myself, "remain here and stay in charge of this crime scene until everyone's finished. Have them see if any drugs are missing, especially Schedule II or III drugs." I then lowered my voice to a whisper. "Don't say this out loud, but I would be more interested if drugs are not missing than if they are."
Out loud again, I said "Okay, I want a full inventory done of the drugs in this place, including any in the storerooms, and a copy sent to my email ASAP. You're in charge, Detective Cummings." With that I left, knowing that Joanne was trying very hard to hide her excitement and elation at the trust and confidence I'd just shown in her by leaving her in charge of this scene...
Part 15 - The Clifford Cliffs
I strode into Interrogation-A, with Detective Martin Nash and Lt. Cindy Ross joining me. A host of other detectives were watching from the anteroom.
"Thank you for coming down, Dr. Clifford." I said.
"As if I had a choice, Commander?" Clifford replied.
"Well, at least you didn't give my officers any trouble." I said. "I had you brought here so that we could videotape this interview, and that is for your protection as well as ours. I wish to note that you are a lawyer yourself, but if you choose to have other legal representation on your behalf come in, I will afford you every opportunity to do so."
"Thanks." said Clifford. "I might do that, but for now, what do you want to ask of me?"
"You went to the University Hotel last night, checked in, stayed all night." I said. "Why did you do that?"
"I... I got into an argument with my wife. A big one."
"Did you stay there all night? Can your presence there be verified at all times?" I asked.
"Pastor Westboro of my church came by to see me." said Clifford. "I'd called him. We talked for a few hours; he was very comforting. Then I went to bed. Surely the Hotel's cameras will show I never left my room until the next morning." I made a note on my pad, as if to write a reminder to check out this alibi.
"So what was the fight with your wife about?" asked Nash.
"Over her arrest." replied Clifford. "I don't need your room full of Detectives to figure out that she has been having extramarital affairs."
"What gives you that idea?" asked Nash. "We have not said why we arrested your wife. Officially, she's a material witness and tried to evade us."
"True," said Clifford, "but I've been suspecting something has been off for some time with her... with us. She's always leaving her cell phone at home, claims to forget it... but she's never forgotten it anywhere else, or lost it anywhere else. And that guy who actually grabbed her at the restaurant... he absolutely believed he knew her, and he must've felt some familiarity with her to grab her arm like he did. That suggests a comfort level between them."
"So last night I asked my wife what the hell was going on." Clifford continued. "She was arrested on the west side of town, why the hell was she there? Why was a guy so sure he knew her that he tried to grab her and hold on to her at a restaurant? What was it that Dr. Searles was so agitated about after her doctor visit? And so on..."
"What did she say?" I asked.
"She denied everything!" Clifford almost yelled out. "She must think I'm an idiot! She keeps saying that the restaurant incident was mistaken identity, and that she was on the west side of Town shopping. Shopping! Over there?!?!"
Clifford took a moment to regain his composure, but he was also peering at me to gauge the effects of his words on me. I remained passive, as did Nash. Clifford missed the look on Cindy's face, and she regained her look of passivity in time.
"Dr. Clifford," I asked, "I noticed that your wife had bruising on her leg the other night. Do you have any idea where that bruising came from?"
"No, and that's another thing." Clifford said. "She said she hit her leg against something, didn't hardly realize her leg was bruised. But she had a bruise on her leg like that a couple of months ago, too."
"Any times previously?" I asked. "And how often?"
That caused Clifford to sit back and think. "Nothing before November... well, she did have a bruise on her leg once about four or five years ago, and it wouldn't heal up properly for a while. It finally went away, and didn't come back... until last November."
"So of course I have to ask: have you and your wife gotten into physical altercations?" I asked.
"No." Clifford replied. "I understand you need to ask that, but we had a good relationship, a good marriage, until..." He let the sentence hang, unfinished.
"Dr. Clifford," I said, "I'm going to have to be blunt here: we are aware of the botched surgery, and what happened to you a couple of decades ago. How did that affect your marriage with your wife?"
Clifford's face showed his shock that we knew, and also the pain and humiliation of it all. "You know about that." he said. "Damn. Well, to answer your question: I told Darla about it before we were married. She was accepting of it, accepting of the fact that we could not make children together. I never heard a word of complaint from her, and I can still... 'perform'... so it didn't seem to be a problem."
"Doctor," I said, "I would not ask this question if it were not necessary for my investigation: has the frequency of your sexual relations diminished over time, particularly the last few months and years?"
Clifford answered "It never was all that frequent after about a year into our marriage. I could perform, but my desire was affected by the... botched operation. Darla didn't seem to be overly interested in sex, either. We did a good bit of cuddling and kissing, and we still do... well, after last night, I'm not sure how that's going to go."
"Detectives," I said, "do you have any questions for Dr. Clifford before I let him out of here?"
"Yes sir, if I may." said Cindy Ross. "Dr. Clifford, did you ask your wife what it was that Dr. Searles wanted to discuss with her? And what was your wife's response?"
"Yes, I asked." said Clifford. "I asked after we left the party. She said it was nothing, and that she'd have to get back with Dr. Searles and let her know it was nothing. I brought it up again last night during our argument. She was yelling at me by then, and said it was none of my business."
"And just to make sure," said Nash, "your wife was home the entire night and morning that Dr. Searles was found dead?"
"I can't speak for the time after I left my house to go to work," said Clifford, "but she was there all night while I was there..."
Part 16 - Burners Burned
At 2:00pm on the same Wednesday, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone was admitted into my office. Special Agent Sandra Speer was in MCD, gossiping with my Detectives while Jack and I talked business.
"This Paul Wicker is coming up roses for us." said Jack. "The DEA has asked me to look into this. Wicker's 'patients', such as they are, are relatively wealthy women for the most part. He writes them prescriptions for all the fun Schedule II and III drugs: Percoset, which is oxycodone, barbitols, steroids, Fiorinal. We need to have a good conversation with him."
Just then Myron called me and said he had some information. I assembled a meeting... but in Classroom 'C', which was Vice's meeting room next door to MCD's Classroom 'E'. (Classroom 'D' was on the other side of the building, for Uniformed officers, in case you're wondering). Present at the meeting were Myron and myself, Jack, Sandra, Martin Nash, Diana Torres, Tanya Perlman and Cindy Ross, but also Lt. Teresa Croyle and Detectives Christopher Purvis and Julie Newton were in attendance.
"Okay, Myron, whaddya got?" I asked.
"Two things, sir." said Myron. "First, the videotapes do show some movements behind the prescription counter, but it's very dark. Special Agent Speer has offered to have the FBI try to enhance the tape and see if we can get anything out of it, though it looks like the perp made efforts to hide his facial features."
"I appreciate the FBI's help in this." I said, nodding at the FBI agents in the room. "So what's next?"
Myron went into his narrative. "Sir, I first looked up Natasha Norelle's number from the computer entry at Smith-Morra Pharmacy. The phone number was a burner phone, and it contacted several other burner phones, including Paul Wicker's phone that was found in the hidden desk compartment. And I also need to tell you that this phone number information was asked about from computers at the University Campus Police Department."
"And those can be accessed via the University's full computer network, with which most professors and the medical staff are connected." I said. "But they'd have to be Myron-and-Mary-class programmers to know what to do."
"Or Commander-Troy-class." said Myron. "I've got my alibi, sir, what about you?" There was some laughter at Myron's effrontery.
"Mine's pretty bad, everyone knows my mother and my baby daughter will say anything to give me an alibi." I said, to more tepid laughter. "So, keep going with your report, Myron."
"Yes sir. One of the burners is pinging now... at the Fillmore Pharmacy, which is south of Smith-Morra Pharmacy, and in a fairly sleazy area near the Tenderloin District." Myron said. "They're well known for only having private appointments with certain people associated with gangs and drug pushers, and use that taxi service that came up in the dead bride case."
"Geez, why didn't you tell me that when you first called, Myron?" I asked, angry at the time delay even of a few minutes. "Lt. Ross-" I began, but Cindy already had her police cellphone out.
"Calling ADA Washington for a warrant now." she replied. "On what charge, by the way?"
"Having a burner phone that has been called by known illegal drug distributors, or some such." I said. "Let Washington handle the correct law and terminology, and he might want to ask for a Federal warrant while he's at it." Cindy left the room.
"Sorry sir," said Myron, "but I thought you might need more evidence to get a warrant, so I collected as much data as I could before contacting you."
"We'll talk about that later." I said, not wishing to berate Myron in front of my Detectives. "So, what else did you find?"
"Natasha Norelle's burner phone made three phone calls in the early morning hours of last Tuesday, just hours before Dr. Searles's death." Myron said. "Two were to Paul Wicker's burner. The third number has only a few calls, very sporadically... but one call from that third number was to our Duty Desk this morning... the call that gave us the tip about Lockhart being seen at Smith-Morra Pharmacy." That caused a buzz of conversation to start. I let it, because I was thinking hard, nearly in a reverie.
A moment later, I asked "Myron, do you have any idea where that unknown person's phone was when the call was made... the tip to the Station, that is?"
"Yes sir." said Myron, going through some papers. "Eastern Downtown District... the tower just west of First Baptist Church and just northeast of the Old Courthouse Building."
"Courthouse, eh?" I mused, then got back to business. "Okay, guys, let's get going. Croyle, get with Ross and get ready to raid Fillmore Pharmacy. Heavy presence, SWAT is authorized if you see anything at all while casing the place before you go in. Nash, Torres, I'd like for you to hang around with me and Agent Muscone. We're going to help Myron analyze this data. After the raid, we're going to talk to Paul Wicker."
Part 17 - Wickety Wicker
At 3:30pm on Wednesday, I was informed that the Fillmore Pharmacy had been successfully raided. The burner phone in question was found on the pharmacist there, one Abel Fillmore. Plenty of evidence of potentially illegal drug transactions had been found, and Sandra Speer was working with my Vice team on that. Two DEA agents were also en route from the City.



"A lot of Dr. Paul Wicker's prescriptions were found filed at the pharmacy, but they're in date order, not alphabetical order, so it'll be a bear picking out any Natasha Norelle or Darla Clifford prescriptions." said Teresa Croyle in the Vice Room. Cindy, myself, Sandra Speer and Jack Muscone were in there, and Christopher Purvis and Julie Newton were at their desks, listening as Teresa continued "The prescriptions on the computer are encrypted; it'll take a bit of time to get into them, but Myron thinks it'll be pretty easy."
"If he has any trouble, " said Jack Muscone, "the FBI has some experts that I can make available to help."
"Thanks, Jack." I said. "So let's go talk to Abel Fillmore."
"He's in I-2." said Teresa. "Immediately invoked and demanded to call counsel when we arrested him and found the burner phone in his pants pocket. Also, the DEA agents 'respectfully requested of the Police Commander' that we refrain from questioning him until they get here."
"What law firm did he call?" I asked.
"None." said Teresa. "He called the local chapter of the NAACP." Abel Fillmore was black, so that didn't totally surprise me.
"They'll get him a public defender, I would imagine." I said. "But once his lawyer gets here, I want to ask him a question or two whether or not the DEA arrives... it's not about the drugs."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paul Wicker was brought into Interrogation-1, where his lawyer, the dark-haired bitchy woman, was waiting for him. I'd asked Paulina Patterson to watch from the anteroom as Martin Nash and I entered the room to interview the not-so-good doctor.
"Commander, what is the point?" the woman asked. "My client has invoked. He's not going to talk to you, and I'm going to have him out of here as soon as his hearing comes up tomorrow morning."
"He's going to be facing a slew of new charges, Counselor." I said as I sat down. "And the Feds are probably going to want to take him into their custody. Paul, I'd suggest you reconsider, especially when I tell you some new information: we have arrested Abel Fillmore, and we're going to be offering him a deal to throw you under the bus. On top of that, I'm going to add suspicion of conspiracy to commit murder, which will mean no bail for you at all."
"I didn't kill anyone!" yelled Wicker, his face red. His lawyer yelled at him to keep quiet, then she turned to me and said "All right, what the heck are you talking about?"
"We have a murdered pharmacist named Lockhart." I said. "Known associate of your client. We also have another murder that has links to him, which you'll learn all about at the hearing. Bottom line, Wicker, be prepared for a long, long stay with us... or the Feds."
Paul Wicker's countenance had changed. "Wicker, why don't you talk to your lawyer for a few minutes while we step outside." I motioned for Nash and the uniformed officer in the room to leave with me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Fillmore's public defender is here." said Teresa when I came into the anteroom. I hurried over to Interrogation-2. Unfortunately, the public defender was not Dexter Epstein, but that didn't matter.
I read Abel Fillmore his considerable legal rights, then said "I've only got one question for you before the DEA gets here. Is this woman a client of your pharmacy?" I held up a photo on my iPhone for Fillmore to look at."
"You can't answer, you've invoked." said the lawyer. Fillmore sat back in his chair.
"So this is not Natasha Norelle?" I asked, showing the picture again.
"Commander, my client has invoked, and I will not allow you to breach that by asking repeated questions trying to trick him into answering." said the lawyer angrily.
"I'm not going to abuse the man's rights, Counselor." I said, then left Interrogation-2. I had what I wanted; Abel Fillmore's eyes had told me what his mouth legally could not...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My client wishes to cooperate with you." said Wicker's lawyer. "But only if he receives full immunity from prosecution in exchange for his truthful answers and testimony."
Just then there was a sharp rap on the mirror, which was the one-way glass with the anteroom. Paulina Patterson opened the door and crooked her finger. I excused myself and went into the anteroom, where Jack Muscone was standing by the window where he could not be seen from the door.
"Don," he said, "I know you have two murders to solve, but we can't give him full immunity unless he cooperates fully with the DEA and FBI, also."
"Jack is right, Don." Paulina said. "We have to inform him fully of his obligations should he revoke."
"Why don't you two come inside, explain it all to him, and let's see what he does." I said, realizing they were right. They came in with me, and I introduced them.
"This is FBI Special Agent Muscone." I said. "If you revoke, you have to answer his questions and cooperate about anything you know regarding the drug trade you're writing prescriptions for."
After exchanging a glance with his lawyer, Wicker nodded. "I agree to that."
"You understand, Mr. Wicker, that in doing so you revoke your Fifth Amendment rights and cannot re-invoke your right to silence?" I asked.
"I've advised him already of the potential consequences." the lawyer said.
"I understand." said Wicker.
"First," I said, "who was the woman who bolted out of your office when the police arrested you?"
"Don't you know?" asked Wicker.
"You're already not answering a question, Wicker." I said severely. "What was her name?"
"Not trying to be flippant, but you arrested her, don't you know her name?" Wicker said.
"One last time, Wicker: what was her name?" 
"Natasha Norelle, of course." answered Wicker. I showed him the picture in my iPhone... that of Darla Clifford. "This is her?"
"Yes, it is." said Wicker, looking and acting as if these were children's questions.
"What prescriptions were you writing for her?" I asked.
"Birth control pills." Wicker said. "She wanted to buy them in bulk, so I wrote a year's worth of prescriptions for her at one time."
"Where did she have them filled?" I asked.
"For a long time, she had them filled at Fillmore's Pharmacy." Wicker said. "He was getting them cheap from Mexico. But then his supply got cut off and she had to go somewhere else. I think she went to Smith-Morra. Lockhart supplied several of my clients' prescriptions. I think he got a bulk order in from somewhere in Southeast Asia, maybe South America."
"How did you meet her?" I asked.
"I think one of her girlfriends referred her." Wicker said. "That's how I usually get clients, especially women. I have some men that come in for steroids when they want to do some bodybuilding, but it's mostly these rich bitches."
"You don't remember exactly who referred her?" I asked.
"Oh hell no." said Wicker. "It was a long, long time ago."
"So Lockhart was the pharmacist you sent your customers to?" I asked.
"Not always. I sent most to Abel Fillmore, 75% of them. Then he had supply problems, so Lockhart and some others filled the voids." Wicker named the other two pharmacies, both in the 'not better' regions of Town.
"Do you know a woman named Darla Clifford?" I asked.
"Same woman as Natasha." Wicker said. "I heard your cops calling her by that name. That was the first time I knew she had another alias."
"What about Gloria Searles?"
"Never heard of her."
"Richard Searles?"
"Uh, he's the heart surgeon at University Hospital, I think." said Wicker. "Never met him nor had contact with him."
"Doctors Hartwell, Dembo, Yelena, Muncie? Know any of them?"
"No, can't say that I do." Wicker said.
"Think harder. Dembo." I asked again, severity in my voice.
"No, never heard that name." Wicker insisted.
"All right, Dr. Wicker." I said just as Teresa brought the two DEA agents into the anteroom, knocking on the door. "Thank you for this information. I'll let you talk to the Feds now." I left Teresa, Jack, and the DEA agents to their part of the interrogation."
Part 18 - Discipline and Reverence
"Sir," said Detective Joanne Cummings as she entered my office, "as far as we can tell, there were no drugs stolen from Smith-Morra Pharmacy. None of the prescription bottles were disturbed, except possibly the Viagra bottles. No dust-free places that would suggest a box was missing. Inventory matches the paper and computer records we found."
"Excellent work, Detective Cummings." I said. "Have a seat." Cindy was in the other chair, and we'd been talking about the case. "So, Cummings, what does that tell you?"
"That it wasn't a robbery gone bad. The perps came in with the intent to murder Mr. Lockhart."
"Perps? Plural?" I asked.
"Uh, it could be one person, of course." Joanne said, correcting her slip.
"By the way," Cindy said, "while you were in the interrogation rooms, Rudistan reported that a very old brown car was found in a parking lot in the next strip mall over from Smith-Morra. Lockhart's fingerprints were all over the door handles, so Rudistan authorized entry of the vehicle. A burner phone was found inside, and Myron said it's number called or was called by Natasha's number, Wicker's number, and also the number that called in the tip, which we're calling 'Burner Phone X'.
Cindy continued: "Lockhart's burner was called by 'Burner Phone X' about 11:00pm last night. That may have set up Lockhart to return to his pharmacy, where he was ambushed and killed. Then that same number called in the tip, for whatever reason."
"That's strange." I said. "Now why would the murderer want us to find Lockhart so fast? Oh, wait... I think I understand-"
Just then there was a commotion in my anteroom. "Ladies," I said, "would you please sit on my couch there?" I pointed at my couch, which was sideways to the desk, the far end of it just under the window that looked into the anteroom.
Captain Charles knocked on the door and I waved him in. "Get in here!" he said balefully, ushering four uniformed officers into the room. They lined up side-by-side in front of my desk, Charles standing to the right side of the rightmost officer, half-facing them. "Tell the Commander what you've told me." he barked.
"First," I said, "I am asking these two Detectives to observe for purposes of their training. Do any of you object to this?" None of them objected. "Okay, tell me."
"Sir," said one of them, "we were assigned to watch Smith-Morra Pharmacy last night. We failed to see anyone enter the pharmacy."
"So two of you were on evening shift, and two of you on night shift, changing at midnight, is that right?" I asked.
"Yes sir." came a chorus.
"So what happened that you did not see anyone enter the pharmacy, only to find that a man was found dead inside the next morning?" I asked.
"Sir, we were supposed to both stay awake." said one of the night shift men, "but we took turns taking a nap while the other kept watch. And I was using apps on my cellphone and not paying attention to the building."
"Playing video games." I said. "And you second shift guys?"
"We were talking to each other and on our cellphones, too." said one of the men.
"Captain Charles," I asked, "how forthcoming were they when you asked them about this."
"They admitted it, didn't lie or try to hide anything." said Charles.
"Well, that's good. Okay, gentlemen, I don't know exactly when Lockhart and his killer entered the pharmacy, and it was close enough to shift change that it could have happened then, or when either group was on watch. Bottom line up front, you can see that something happened at the time you were there precisely to observe such things, and possibly could've prevented this. Reprimands will appear on your records. Dismissed."
The four men scrambled to get out of my office. Charles said "I apologize, sir."
"Thanks for finding out what happened, Captain." I said. "You're dismissed." I was formal with Captain Charles only because of the two Detectives watching.
"What did you think of that, ladies?" I asked.
"I'm surprised that reprimands are all they're getting." said Cindy. Joanne nodded in agreement.
"Detective Cummings, what would you have done?" I asked. Joanne was getting some good training and it was really coming at her."
"I... I probably would suspend them, sir." she said, not knowing what else to say. Cindy nodded vigorously; I had no need to ask Crowbar 2 what she'd do.
"Well, I could suspend them... might just yet... but they're fairly good officers apart from this hiccup in their careers. They just learned the hard way, and will either get much better, or will give me reason to suspend them in the future. Last, but not least, I don't know exactly what time the crime occurred, so I really don't know who to bring the crowbar- er, hammer down upon, and I don't want the Police Union whining at me. Ergo, they all get a little note dropped in their files and we move along. Good or good?"
Joanne nodded. Cindy was more skeptical but didn't say anything.
"Well, Lieutenant Ross," I said, "what do you think of this case?"
"It's obvious that Natasha Norelle is Darla Clifford." Cindy said. "At the restaurant, Lockhart really did recognize her, maybe was shocked to see her. But instead of going his own way, he made a scene about it. Who killed Lockhart? Could be anyone associated with this prescription drug ring. But I have no idea how this could be tied to Dr. Searles's murder."
"Don't you?" I asked. "Think about it."
As Cindy's face scrunched into an attempt to figure out what I was getting at, I said "Okay, it's getting late. Joanne, excellent job today. Start consolidating your reports, but don't do it tonight, there's time enough. We'll talk about it in the morning. Cindy, you can stay and watch Teresa and the Feds extract information from Wicker and Fillmore, or you can head home or to your gym and catch up on your business' paperwork... which is what I'd advise."
"I'll get while the getting is good, then." said Cindy. She and Joanne left. I prepared to leave myself. I had a couple of quick things to do on the way home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Having called beforehand, I pulled into the compound of First Baptist Church, which was east-by-northeast of Courthouse Square. The main Church building was a large auditorium that could easily hold 2000 or more people. To the side was an older building that had been the previous church, which also housed the offices.
"Come in, come in." called out Pastor Raymond Westboro as I came into the hallway. I saw the man, tall, lanky, with the beak nose, come out of a well lighted office, then step back into it as I approached.
"How are you, Commander?" asked Westboro as I entered his office. His secretary, a woman in her late thirties, pretty and with blonde hair tightly pulled back and in braids looking like a wreath, sat at a small side table. She was getting voluptuous, but was still very shapely and had nice, curvy legs.
"Fine, Pastor, and how are you?" I said, then said hello to the secretary. "I appreciate you taking a moment to speak with me." I looked around the office. The walls were covered with bookshelves, and the the shelves were filled with books; old books, new books, various Bibles, and other religious and non-religious texts. Pastor Raymond Westboro liked books, I astutely observed.
"No problem at all." said Pastor Westboro. "And your wife and children? I hope they're doing well, also."
"Yes, the kids are growing like weeds." I replied.
"Good, good." said Westboro. "I've seen you at a couple of Council meetings, of course, but we haven't really talked since the day you brought me and Mr. Ikea to meet Jonas Oldeeds. I'd met him before, of course, but Steven was like a kid in front of royalty... and it was such a shame he was right there when Jonas was shot down. I don't think he's gotten over that to this day."
"Yes, it was unfortunate." I said politely.
"Think you'll ever find out who did it?" Westboro asked, his eyes peering at me, seeming to bore through me.
"No, Pastor." I said. "You may recall that my Police Force and the FBI eliminated a rogue CIA ring of assassins. Right now we suspect they may have been behind it, but it's unlikely we'll ever know for sure."
"Unfortunate." said Westboro, his watery blue eyes looking introspective almost by instinct. "Sad to lose Jonas. He and your late father were very close friends, weren't they?"
"Yes, yes they were." I said, not really wanting to talk about Jonas Oldeeds, but needing to be polite in front of this man, who was a Town & County Councilman in addition to being the leader of a large church that served not only the County but the entire northwest region of the State. For some reason, I felt as if the secretary was studying me, and then I realized that Pastor Westboro had kept her in the room, which was not the norm.
"So," said Pastor Westboro, "how can I be of service to you this evening, Commander?"
"I do not want to violate the privacy of your relationship with your flock, Pastor," I said, "but I need to verify something. Were you in the company of John D. Clifford yesterday evening?"
"Oh yes, yes I was." said Westboro. "He and his wife are going through an unfortunate time, as you probably know from your murder investigation. They had a row, and I met him at his room at the University Hotel. I was there from about 8:30 to 11:00pm with him. I can't go into specifics, of course, but our conversation was one of Spiritual matters and how the Lord brings comfort to His flock."
"Yes, I understand." I said, standing up. "I appreciate your time and confirming that for me, and if you'll excuse me, I'll let you get back to your more important matters."
"My time is yours, Commander." said Westboro, shaking my hand. "Come by any time... and I would love to see you and your family at our Sunday morning services."
"Thank you, sir. I'll let myself out. You both have a good evening." With that, I hurried out the door, wondering why all churches and their hallways had that distinctive, peculiar smell to them, which was the same here as almost any church I'd ever been inside of...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I drove home, I got a phone call from Myron. He reported that with the FBI's help, they were able to get a few frames of videotape that showed the killer of the pharmacist Lockhart, including a good one of the perp looking at the computer screen. It looked like a man, dressed in a coat with a high collar, and a ski mask over his head. Myron sent a copy of that image to my cellphone.
As I looked at it, I realized that the ski mask looked funny; the lower part of it around the mouth and jaw seemed to bulge out as if distorted, or as if the guy's jaws were swollen. Surely Lockhart didn't get a blow in that would make the guy swell up that quickly, I thought... then I had the insight and saw the meaning of it. And I knew who the killer of Lockhart was...
Part 19 - Sexual Spirit of the Night
It was midnight, Wednesday becoming Thursday, January 8th. Paul Wicker peeked out of the window of Room 204 of the Sunrise Hotel, seeing the slender form drive up on a motorcycle and park, both of them glad this side of the hotel faced away from the road, and few eyes would be upon them.
She was clad in tight leather pants and jacket that her high-riding breasts pushed against, jutting out. She wore a motorcycle helmet which completely hid any features of her face, and kept the helmet on until she was safely inside Room 204, having been admitted by the handsome, muscular Paul Wicker.
"Good to see you, babe." Wicker said, kissing the woman as she began removing the helmet and then her clothes.
"You too, stud." she said. "We don't have a lot of time. Let's fuck!" She eased herself onto the bed, and Paul Wicker slid onto the hotel bed bedspread next to her, wearing only his underwear. The woman was now wearing just stockings, garter belt and bra, her panties laying somewhere on the floor, and her black-hair-lined pussy was wet with anticipation for Paul's big cock.



"Bad day, stud?" the woman asked in a demure voice, seeing the tiredness in her lover's eyes.
"Yeah, but not all bad." said Wicker. "I cut a deal with the Feds, threw Lockhart and that nigger Fillmore under the bus. The idiots of the DEA lapped it up like cream."
"Why did you ever even work with that nigger?" the woman asked casually, almost as if it were an idle afterthought. "None of 'em are any good, they always fuck things up."
"Yeah, Fillmore really fucked this one up, for sure." Wicker said as the woman adjusted herself, lying over his taut abdomen as she took his meat into her hand and began jacking it. "If he hadn't have fucked up those shipments from Mexico, none of this shit would be happening now."
"Don't worry about that, baby." the woman said. "We've got it all under control. All of it." With that she bent over and engulfed Wicker's meaty inches into her warm, wet mouth.
Paul groaned, thinking of how good this woman was at giving head as pleasure coursed through his loins. He had always been attractive to good looking women, like a magnet, easily bedding some very hot women in the County, including the rich-bitch trophy wives. And after he'd climaxed inside them, they'd paid him handsomely for his prescriptions for powerful drugs. He knew that at least two children of wealthy County residents were his biological children, and he reveled in impregnating some wealthy cuckold's hot trophy wife.
Now, things were potentially unraveling. He was under house arrest, but the cell phone app, given to him by the woman he was now with, had mimicked his ankle bracelet signal; the Feds had no idea that he was getting his big dick sucked by this pretty brunette and that he was about to fuck her and pump his full load deep inside her.
And tomorrow morning, he'd be gone, out of the State, off the grid and disappearing into the melting pots of Los Angeles or San Francisco within days..
The woman expertly fellated Wicker, laughing inwardly, thinking of how stupid Commander Troy and his team were, how easily they were being duped by her and the master criminal she was working for...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh God, that is so fucking good!" groaned Katherine Woodburn as the Satyr slammed into her asscheeks from behind, his huge cock splitting her cunt open and driving balls-deep into it until he was sheathed to the hilt. The beautiful, dirty-blonde MILF was on her hands and knees, wearing her black lace bra that cupped her large breasts, sheer black stockings held up by a black lace garter, and matte black high heel pumps.
Her staff assistant Clark was sitting naked on the sofa to one side of the bed in the hotel room, stroking his huge hard cock as he watched his mistress being fucked hard and deep in the rear-entry position, seeing the young, muscular Satyr driving his large cock into Katherine, seeing the other guy's huge nuts swinging underneath his pistoning meat, heavy and full of potent, virile semen. Clark wanted to be where the other guy was, but knew he'd have to wait his turn.
"Oh yes, fuck me, FUCK ME!" Katherine shouted, pleasure rocking her toned body to her very core. As she was fucked, waves of pleasure washed over her... and she realized it was not just the young studs she was with nor the size of their cocks nor the sex herself... it was the thrill of power, the power that being a State Senator was bringing her. It was the power over other people, the power to make laws to rule them, the power to control them. The back-and-forth, give-and-take of political maneuvering had make Katherine Woodburn extremely horny, even hornier than she got when KXTC would break a huge story that would humiliate and even take down the powerful... and now she was one of the powerful. But she intended to control it all, as she knew how to do through her many media contacts, even now.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The sounds of hard, physical sex filled the room, the slurps of her sopping wet pussy mixing with her groans, her lover's groans, and Clark's groans as he jerked off his own large meat.
The Satyr was one of Rita's employees at Lashes & Lace, her BDSM Boudoir south of the University. He was also a traitor to Rita, taking pay from Katherine to give information to Katherine that he gleaned from listening to people talk at Rita's events.
 "Uhhh, gonna come baby, gonna come!" the Satyr said. "Where do you want it, babe?" he asked hoarsely.
"Come inside me!" Katherine gasped, wanted him to release his full load deep inside her sopping quim. "Oh yeah, come deep inside me, squirt it all deep up in there!" Her dirty talk fueled the young stud to climb her all the way. He drove his hips forward as his hands grasped Katherine's hips, burying his cockmeat as deep as he could inside her quaking vagina. He gasped, almost a howl as spurt after spurt of virile semen shot out of his cock-cannon and into the depths of her womanhood.
After several violent shivers, the young man collapsed on the bed. Katherine eagerly bent over his cock, sucking it into her voracious mouth, cleaning their combined juices from the half-hard but thickening shaft.
"Come on, Clark!" Katherine ordered. "Get behind me and fuck my creampied cunt! Get those sloppy seconds, boy!" Clark rushed up like a well-trained puppy dog and got on the bed behind Katherine's sexy, upturned ass. He drove his large meat unerringly into her scalding, slippery cunt.
"Uhhh!" Katherine gasped, then resumed sucking the Satyr's big cock, getting him back to full hardness so that he could fuck her brains out with his next turn. Clark realized that the Satyr's semen was not a good lubricant and was already pulling his dick out and lubing it up. Katherine groaned as he slipped it back into her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that was all too easy." Austin L. Murphy said as he watched the hard action sex on the screens.
"Sure, but this is not nearly enough to compromise Katherine Woodburn." said Henry R. Wargrave as he watched. "She's a beautiful woman, single, fucking a couple of hung young studs. It'll shock the Religious Right in Town, especially Pastor Westboro's flock at First Baptist and Rev. Joseph E. Williams's congregation of the A.M.E. Church, but we'll need this and a whole hell of a lot more to keep this bitch in the fold."
The Satyr that had betrayed Rita had taken Katherine's money... and turned right around and betrayed her, too. Wargrave had paid the young man handsomely to secrete taping gear in the bag he'd brought in, and it was picking up vivid, explicit, clear images of the two hung, fit studs taking turns fucking Katherine Woodburn.
"Hank, I have to go." said Austin L. Murphy. "My girlfriend is waiting up for me." Wargrave gave a brief smile and nodded. He knew Murphy was getting horny as hell watching what was going on in Katherine's room and needed release.
Once alone, Wargrave continued to watch. Katherine Woodburn was indeed a very attractive woman; he and she would've made a hot power couple had he chosen to go a political route. As it was, while Wargrave desired to fuck Katherine like those lucky young men were, his cock simply would not become erect. He felt the tightness in his body, the desire, the lust for the beautiful MILF, and felt some pleasure rubbing his cock in his pants. But his Unit simply refused to grow, simply refused to become hard. Oh well, he could always go eat out his pretty wife and use the vibrator on her...
Part 20 - Final Puzzle Pieces
The beautiful sounds of my baby daughter's laughter filled the room as my wife got her changed and ready for bed, mother and daughter sharing something hilarious to them that was totally escaping me. For myself, I was holding little Jim. A hockey game was on the television set and the lights and movement had attracted him for a while, but he was now asleep in my arms.
After some moments, we put them into their respective cribs, and headed to our bed. "So, any progress on the Searles murder case?" Laura asked.
"Bits and pieces." I said, lying down on the bed and watching my wife undress and put on a sheer black teddy. "Tell me something, Laura... did you help get Caroline Muncie on Staff at University Hospital?"
"Yes, I put in a good word for her, but it was Richard Searles that went to bat for her- ohhhhhh, I see where you're going with this..."
"Yes." I said. "So what can you tell me?"
"Your mother has been putting me in 'observation training', getting me to observe people better than I had been." Laura replied. "Richard Searles has been described as 'full of himself', arrogant. He's the big dog in almost any room he enters, and he knows it, and he acts like it. To be fair, darling, you are like that at Police Headquarters and on Police missions, because you are the big dog and are expected to act like it. But you're not egotistical about it in social settings."
"Nice to know." I said. Good thing I was thinking about this case, I mused to myself...
Laura continued: "One interesting thing I noticed the other night at the Wellman's party was that Searles didn't act like the big dog... both Dr. Wellman and yourself were there, and he knows that both of you are at least the equal of him in your respective areas. He unconsciously respects you for your position and your accomplishments, as you respect him for what he is."
"That's not my mother's observational powers." I said. "It's your psychological training and talents at work."
"Sure enough, but getting to my point," Laura said as she eased onto the bed and cuddled with me, "I've noticed how Dr. Searles and Dr. Muncie act in each other's presence. Caroline may be 'AC/DC', or go both ways... but I suspect she and Searles have more than just a professional friendship."
"And you're just telling me this now?" I asked, rather sharply.
"I just realized it fully when you asked about Caroline getting on staff." Laura replied. "I'm not as good as you or your mother about these things."
"Girl, please." I said, then kissed my wife. "But neither Searles nor Muncie mentioned their relationship. Your observations are definitely helpful."
"Good." said Laura, taking my cock in her hand. "I'll just get my iron hard reward now, if you don't mind..." With that, she bent over and began fellating my little 'iron crowbar' until it was throbbing.
Then Laura mounted me slid her sopping wet pussy onto my thick, standing erection. She began grinding, letting my cock stir the insides of her cunt. She often did this, doing all the work of our coupling; and she enjoyed doing it, so I just hung on for the ride. And as she fucked me, I was putting the case together in my mind. Somewhere nearby, I felt the presence of Gloria Searles's spirit, and I knew I was close to avenging her murder...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:45am, on Thursday, January 8th, as I was finishing dressing and just about to leave to go to Headquarters, my police cellphone rang. It was Sergeant Rudistan.
"Sir, we just got an anonymous tip from the same cellphone that called about Lockhart." said Rudistan. "The person said there was a fight in Room 204 of the Sunrise Hotel. When we got there, we found Paul Wicker... dead."
To be continued.
*****
Dear Readers, you have all the clues. Who killed Gloria Searles, and how? Who killed the pharmacist Lockhart? See if your answers agree with the Iron Crowbar's solution in the next chapter.
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Part 21 - The Crime Scene, Third Time The Charm
"What am I missing my morning coffee for, here, Sergeant Irwin?" I asked as I arrived at sunrise on Thursday, January 8th. I'd arrived before any of my Detectives or the Crime Lab teams. It was Sergeant Irwin this morning, along with Sr. Patrolmen Morton, Patrolman Johnson, and two EMTs that had been called to the scene and found that the victim could not be helped.
Lying in one of the double beds in the room was Dr. Paul Wicker, looking as if he was asleep, lying on his side in a fetal position, facing the edge of the bed, with the covers half on him.
"Door was cracked open when we got here." said Irwin. "I peeked in, then called out to the man, but no movement, so I came in and found that he was dead. I called EMTs per protocol, but they confirmed he was dead.
"So how did this man die?" I mused to myself as I stood close to the body, having looked at the floor already for clues and finding no tracking of any dirt or blood, nor any footprints. "Oh, Jesus H. Christ..."
"What is it, Don?" asked a familiar voice. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone was at the doorway. I'd called him as I was driving to the scene. He'd made excellent time getting here, I noted.
"See this big red mark at the base of his neck?" I asked. "Someone took a huge needle, like several inches long, and stabbed it into the base of his head here, up into his head. Probably injected some sort of poison straight into his brain. Maybe he was drugged to be asleep first."
"Geez," whispered Morton, not one for talking.
"And I'd also say that it was a woman that had sex with him before killing him." I said. "Morton, Johnson, make sure the Crime Lab investigates the man's genitals as well as the sheets for a woman's presence. We may get lucky and get some DNA."
"Sergeant Irwin," I said after a moment, "I want you to call in to Sergeant Rudistan and have him pick up Caroline Muncey, Gloria Searles's assistant Jill, Darla Clifford, John D. Clifford, and Dr. Richard Searles. Have them brought in to the Station. Immediately. Caroline Muncey and Richard Searles are to be kept separated from each other at all times, as are Darla and John Clifford from each other. Anyone who wants a lawyer can call one... and I would suggest that they do so. After you leave here, go back to Headquarters and oversee them until I get there to question them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sergeant Rudistan told me that everyone I'd requested by brought in was in the Station as I came into the main Conference Room at 8:00am. Caroline Muncey was in Interrogation-A, Dr. Richard Searles in Interrogation-B, and John Clifford in Interrogation-C. Darla Clifford was in an isolation holding cell, as was the assistant Jill.
In the Conference Room were Sheriff Daniel Allgood, District Attorney Gil Krasney, ADAs Paulina Patterson and Franklin Washington, myself, Lt. Cindy Ross, and Detectives Martin Nash and Diana Torres.
"Okay, Commander, you asked me to assemble these guys." said Daniel Allgood. "Do you have an idea of who committed these murders?"
"Paul Wicker, not yet." I said. "But I have a good idea of who killed Lockhart, and I am absolutely sure who the murderer of Gloria Searles is."
The silence and stares of amazement were broken by, who else, Lt. Cindy Ross, who said "Do I need to use this blue crowbar to pry the answer out of you?"
"No, of course not." I said. I then told them who I thought it was, the reasoning for it, and how tricky it would be to get solid proof or a confession.
"How did you eliminate Gloria's husband, Dr. Richard Searles, as a suspect?" asked ADA Paulina Patterson.
"He was at the hospital at the time of her death." I said. "I don't think he had any idea that his wife got up and left the house immediately after he did, so he would not have been able to tell a confederate where she was. Caroline Muncey also has a good alibi. And based upon what else I'm seeing of this case, Richard Searles really didn't have a motive to kill his wife, which cannot be said of the Cliffords... either one."
"Uh oh, reasonable doubt." said ADA Franklin Washington.
"Which I hope to severely diminish." I said. "But it's going to require some careful questioning of the suspects. I want to play the Cliffords off each other, see who we can get to break first. I think we can break John and then we'll have a strong circumstantial case against Darla, but if we can get Darla to confess, what could you offer?"
"I'll offer 25-to-life with parole only after 25 full years, but first we'll only offer to take the death penalty off the table." said Paulina.
"That might not work." I said. "Once Darla realizes her life is essentially over, she may not care about the death penalty. Ditto that for no-nuts John. At the right time, 25 to life?"
"Sure." said Paulina.
"Sheriff," said D.A. Krasney, "I want only the Commander talking to these suspects. Nothing against your other Detectives, but I think only the Iron Crowbar can effectively get what he wants without destroying our case with an ill-timed improper question."
"You got it." said Sheriff Allgood. "Morton will be in the room, as required, but it'll be Commander Troy and ADA Patterson, with Ross watching from the anterooms. The others can watch, too, if they want to and don't have an assignment..."
Just then, Myron came to the door. He was very excited as he was admitted to the meeting. "Sir! We have some tape from the area around the Sunrise Hotel!"
"Don't keep Lieutenant Ross in suspense." I said. As a warning, Cindy waved her crowbar in my general direction.
Yes sir." said Myron happily. "Here's what we've got: slender figure on a motorcycle came in late in the evening, before midnight. Parking lot camera caught it, though it's a bit of a distance and a wide field. Can't get a good plate image, and the motorcyclist was careful not to take off his or her helmet... went into Room 204 with it on, came out about 4:00am with it on." Myron then played the video on his computer, which he had been hooking up to the projector as he talked. "Commander, I believe you'll recognize the motorcycle."
"Yes. Yes I do." I said, the deadpan of my voice underlying the excitement I felt. "And the motorcycle's driver is the same too... likely a woman, judging from those breasts and legs in the tight leather." I said, then clued everyone in: "Back during the case we called the 'Black Badge' case, Brody and Gunn narrowly avoided being assassinated by this motorcyclist, at least that's my theory of the case."
"Does this help us solve these murders?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"No sir." I said. "But it puts a few puzzle pieces into place... kind of like the edges of a 1000-piece jigsaw puzzle. I'm getting the framework, the edges, but there's work to do to fill it all in. But... that'll have to wait. I have suspects to interview so Cindy can start planning the wrap-up party after we put some perps in prison..."
Part 22 - Exit Interviews
I went for Caroline Muncey first. She had her attorney present. Entering Interrogation-A, I introduced Paulina Patterson, then read Caroline her rights.
"Dr. Muncey," I said, "would you please tell me the exact and full nature of your relationship with Dr. Richard Searles?"
Caroline's face fell. "I suspect you already know, from the form and tone of your question."
"I still need for you to answer the question." I said.
"Richard and I are good friends." said Caroline. "And we have had a sexual relationship from time to time."
"For how long have you had your affair with Richard Searles?" I asked.
"For the last several years, off and on." Caroline said. "It was never really serious, just a physically sexual thing, and I know he slept with the occasional nurse at the hospital, too. And before you ask: he never said he would leave his wife, I never asked him to leave his wife. It wasn't like that. We just talked from time to time and had sex from time to time."
"Did Gloria know about your relationship with her husband?" I asked.
"As far as I know, she did not." said Caroline.
"Did Richard Searles finance your entry into his wife's medical practice?" I asked. "Say, a loan of $200,000, or so?"
"No sir, he never loaned me any money." Caroline replied.
"Was your relationship with Richard Searles the reason you were preparing to leave Gloria Searles's group?"
"Let me phrase this answer carefully." said Caroline. "Richard was helping me get on Staff at University Hospital. Your wife helped me in that as well, Commander. To that extent, the answer would be yes. But I was not leaving the group due to the affair with Richard; I was leaving because of that sexual harassment asshole Dembo. I had to tell him at one point that if he put his hand on my ass again, I'd shoot him dead. And he was driving business away: his patients were telling my patients of his sexual harassment issues."
"But couldn't Gloria have fired him?" I asked.
"Yes, but he was threatening to make a public issue of it if he was kicked out. And that might have cost me getting on Staff, might have exposed my affair with Richard, and would've hurt the practice badly. Also, Hartwell is making inquiries about getting on staff at City Hospital; if he goes, it really is all over for us."
"So Gloria's death hasn't helped you, has it?"
"No, in fact it may hurt me opening my own practice, though I'm still going to be on Staff at University Hospital."
"So why didn't you tell me all this before?" I asked. "You only made vague references to Dembo, you didn't tell us about Hartwell at all."
"I didn't lie to you, though, Commander." said Muncey. Seeing the look on my face, which was scorn and anger, she continued: "Look, I understand that you are the cops, you're doing your job, which is to find Gloria's killer... and nothing else. But I had, and have, my life and future to think about. I told you Dembo was making female patients uncomfortable, which was true. But if I tell you he sexually harassed me and I threatened to kill him, you're looking at me as a murder suspect, you're publicly investigating Dembo and that Wurtzburg bitch is blabbing it all over the airwaves on her newscasts. Our practice is a shambles as it is with Gloria's death, and I did what I had to do."
I had nothing else to say. I began collecting my things and getting up, and Paulina did the same. She went outside before I did. As I got to the door, I turned, feeling more sad than angry as I said "Dr. Muncey, I am... grateful to you and your medical skills for taking care of my wife's health last autumn. However... at this point, I think it would be a most very good idea if you find new employment... outside of this County. Goodbye, Doctor."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Richard Searles was looking pale and haggard as I entered Interrogation-B with Paulina. I read him his rights, telling him that it was a precaution.
"Dr. Searles, would you please tell me the full nature of your relationship with Caroline Muncey?" I asked. Searles winced.
"We've... had a sexual relationship at times." said Searles. "Not since October, though."
"But you helped her get on University Hospital's Staff?" I asked.
"Sure, and your wife was an advocate for Caroline after Caroline performed your wife's surgery so well last... September, was it?"
"Did you ever plan to leave your wife for Dr. Muncey or at any other time?"
"No." said Searles. "Like I told you before, things with my wife were getting better the last few weeks."
"So why didn't you tell me about this affair when I talked to you earlier?"
"Come on, Commander." said Searles. "You had just told me my wife was dead. I was in shock; I'm still in shock about it now. And I didn't lie to you, I didn't deny that I'd had an affair. But how would it have looked if I had told you about Caroline then? You might have arrested me on the spot. I didn't deceive you, but I sure didn't want to be figuring out the rest of my life in a jail cell."
"No, you didn't lie to me," I said, my voice severe, "but it is fortunate that I had already figured out you could not have done it, and who likely did. If it had been just about any other Detective, you probably would have been arrested, especially once the affair with Dr. Muncey came out."
"Tell me this, Doctor," I said, "why did you take out a loan of $200,000 four years ago?"
"To pay off a debt." said Dr. Searles. "It had nothing to do with this case. I will say nothing more about it, and if you press, I'll invoke my Fifth Amendment rights."
"Again, Doctor, it is most fortunate for you that I know the truth already." I said. "You were paying off another woman that you were having an affair with. Maybe she was blackmailing you, maybe you were paying her to get an abortion. I don't know, and it doesn't matter for this case."
I got up. "I'm going to go see if I can get Justice for your wife, Dr. Searles. Again, I truly am sorry for your loss. She died because she was concerned for a patient's health, and tried to help that patient without knowing that her caring was what would lead to her death. You indeed lost a treasure far greater than anything Caroline Muncey, or any other women for that matter, provided for you sexually. Good day, Doctor." With that I left, leaving Dr. Searles with a frown on his face.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, now it gets tricky." I said to Paulina. We entered the rarely used Interrogation-C room.
"Dr. Clifford," I said, "I am going to read you your rights, as a precaution." I did so, then asked if he wanted outside counsel. He declined.
"Doctor, I want you to be truthful with me: your wife was not at home all night last Monday night-Tuesday morning, was she?"
Clifford paused, contemplating things, then shook his head, his eyes introspective.
"Dr. Clifford, let me spell it out for you." I said. "I have a very strong case that your wife murdered Gloria Searles. And if you're not telling me the truth, as you have not been to this point, you become an accessory to that murder. Now I don't think you had anything to do with it, but I'm not going to play games, either... was your wife at home all night last Monday night and Tuesday morning?"
I saw a tear form in Clifford's eye and he laughed a bitter whimper of a laugh. "Doctors." he said, more to himself than to me. "They took my future away from me years ago. And now a doctor, however well meaning, has taken my life away from me now..."
I waited, letting Clifford marshal his thoughts. I knew he was at a huge crossroads in his life. Finally, he said, his voice barely a whisper. "No, Commander. Darla and I argued that night, and she left around 1:00am while I calmed down with some... good smoke, shall we say. She left her cellphone at home, as she often did, and I had no way to reach her. But I swear to God, I had no way of knowing what she was going to do..."
He then straightened up, took command of himself. "But I want immunity from prosecution if you want me to testify to that."
Paulina looked at me expectantly. I just shook my head.
"I can't allow that, Dr. Clifford." I said. "The best I can do... is to get the ADA here to give you 25-to-life... for the murder of the pharmacist, Lockhart."
The look on Paulina's face was priceless. But the look on Clifford's face, seeing that I knew, was even better. His eyes were wide with shock, his mouth gaping. He just about fell out of his chair as he was losing control of his body. He rallied, pulling himself together.
"Well, I have to admit that's a funny one, Commander Troy." Clifford said, his voice almost a series of gasps. "Remind me not to play poker with you, seeing your skills at bluffing."
I smiled, one of those smiles that perps did not want to see. "You must not know of any little reputation I possess, Dr. Clifford, if you think I'm bluffing." I said. "You're going to have plenty of time to play poker, though... in State Prison. Now here's the bottom line up front, Clifford: you give us Darla, you give us what we want to know, and you'll get the leanest sentence possible for your own crimes. But if I walk out of here and go talk to her, and she takes the deal, you'll be looking at the death penalty."
After a moment, John Clifford looked at me and said simply "I call. I'm calling your bluff. If you think I killed anyone, you prove it."
"I will." I said as I got up and walked out, Paulina hustling to follow. Officers came into Interrogation-C and arrested Clifford and took him through the booking process as I and my entourage strode down the hall to Interrogation-1... it was time to confront Darla Clifford, the murderer of Dr. Gloria Searles.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The lawyer H.J. Lynch had somehow managed to get himself back into representing Darla Clifford. So be it. I was looking forward to him seeing this.
I re-read Darla her rights and made sure to comment that it was being recorded on videotape, as this interview would be. I introduced myself and Paulina Patterson, being as formal and meticulous as I could, almost to the point of a formal Japanese tea ceremony ritual.
"Mrs. Clifford," I said, "We've taken your husband into custody. If he starts singing like the bird I suspect he is, he'll get a deal and you will get the death penalty when you're convicted of murdering Gloria Searles. However, if you cooperate, including the conversations you had with your husband while under house arrest that will show his intent to go out and kill the pharmacist Lockhart, the ADA here is willing to offer you a deal in exchange for your truthful testimony at trial. Do you need a moment to confer with your lawyer?"
"No sir." said Darla. "I will tell you everything. I don't need the deal; I don't care if I live or die."
"Darla, I have to advise you-" started Lynch, but Darla stopped him.
"No, I'll talk to them." she said. "You can go."
"I'll stay here anyway," said Lynch, peering at me, "to make sure this police officer doesn't abuse your rights." Paulina's face showed her anger, but I concentrated on Darla, who had tears coming out of her eyes.
"I... I had no intention of killing anyone." she said. "I was scared, I thought my life was over, and I just didn't know what else to do."
"Dr. Searles was asking you about the bruising on your leg, and she connected it to your use of birth control pills, didn't she?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Darla said. "When I saw her talking to my husband, I was scared to death she was going to tell him. Doctors are like that, can't trust them to shut their fucking mouths, unless it's to keep from confessing to malpractice. You can ask my husband about that."



"Okay, so tell us what you did, from the beginning..."
Part 23 - Solution
Santo Veccio's new restaurant did not really have a 'back room', but he put together a catered spread for us that was a Feast for the Gods, and delivered it to the Junction Station Depot, which retired Chief Griswold rented for us. It was the evening of Friday, January 9th. Dr. Richard Searles had helped pay for all the food, but wanted it kept anonymous. He would have to work harder than he did if he wanted to keep my mother from finding out, but she and I kept the secret.
Present at the celebration were me, Laura, Sheriff Daniel and Melina Allgood with their new baby, Chief Griswold and his wife, Cindy Ross and Jenna Stiles, Paulina Patterson (surprisingly alone, her husband had some other business to attend to), Franklin Washington and his wife Susie, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer, Diana Torres (alone), Tanya Perlman (alone), Myron and Mary, Sonali, Lainie, Christopher Purvis and Julie Newton of Vice. Teresa Croyle had made regrets, citing other business, as well.
And then came Jack Muscone with the two DEA agents who had been working on the prescription drug case. Jack said that they'd gotten some good stuff: the FBI and DEA agents had gone to Wicker's home and found the cellphone, and app on it, that was transmitting his ankle monitor signal, which had allowed Wicker to leave undetected the night before. That was bad, but they were getting some further leads due to some knowledge of who might be creating such apps.
"Any ideas who killed Wicker?" asked the new Sheriff in Town.
"Not yet, sir." I said. I had already told Jack about the motorcyclist in the video, and had admonished those who had been in the room to please not discuss it even with other police officers and ADAs and the like.
Finally, everyone was complaining that they had eaten so much that they could not move, and there was still food available.
"Okay, Commander," said Cindy after tapping her water glass with her spoon to get everyone settled down. "It's my favorite part of the evening, asking you to tell us how you did it. And Chief Griswold will say I'm kissing your ass when I tell you that this might be your best one yet. I still am not sure how you did it, and you were telling me every step of the way... contrary to past cases." That last part was to needle me, and it got Cindy a 'friendly' glare back.
"Nice job of kissing the boss's ass, Cindy." piped up Chief Griswold, his cheeks rosy. Everyone laughed loud and hard at that.
"I have to say that I agree with Miss Ross." said Daniel Allgood. "It was absolutely brilliant. So, how did you get there?" Everyone got quiet as I got started with my story.
"The chain of events was not particularly hard to put together," I said, "though I did have some luck in observing an altercation at the Wellman's party, and Lt. Ross here had reported on another altercation at Veccio's Ristorante. The problem, Sheriff, and everyone else, was getting a case to give to the D.A.'s office that they could spoon-feed to a Jury and get a solid conviction. Darla made it easy with her full confession, as killing Gloria Searles was weighing on her conscience, but I think we had the case anyway."
"So what was that chain of events?" asked Cindy, ever the impatient one.
"Okay, here goes. I'll tell it chronologically as much as possible." I said. "Many years ago, John D. Clifford went into the hospital for a procedure, which was botched. He couldn't have children anymore. When he met his future wife Darla, he told her the situation, so she knew about it going in. She thought she could handle it and everything would be okay, but over time she found that while her husband could have sex, his desire for it and his, shall we say, 'ability to perform' was not up to her needs.
"Darla was beautiful and she was athletic and healthy, and she craved more sex. She began having affairs with other men, and an especially hot one with a rogue, nearly bogus doctor, Paul Wicker. Wicker was having affairs with several of the County's trophy wives, and to that end this becomes a delicate case vis-a-vis public consumption, but I digress."
"Darla was smart as well as careful. She left her cellphone at home, so that the pings would not be detected anywhere but near her home. She created a whole new identity, that of 'Natasha Norelle'. She used burner phones, as did her lover Wicker, and she used birth control pills. But she had to hide those pills from her husband. Darla had a good, comfortable life, and if her husband found out about her affairs and divorced her, she'd have to go back to work at the least, and she wouldn't have the smooth and easy life she'd created for herself.
"So now we come up to last November. Darla's husband hated doctors, but she needed to have checkups now and again. She went to Dr. Gloria Searles, complaining of not feeling well. Dr. Searles, who I'll call 'Gloria' to prevent confusion with her husband, noted she had a bruise on her leg but did not find any other symptoms... until the blood tests came back. Gloria tried to contact Darla, but never got a reply back. But what Darla did not know was that Gloria was doing research on what was ailing Darla.
"Darla had been going to Abel Fillmore to get her birth control pills in bulk. He had a supplier in Mexico, but that got interdicted by the FBI and the supply stopped. So Darla had to go to Wicker's next pharmacist, Lockhart of Smith-Morra Pharmacy. Lockhart was a real sleazebag and a lecherous guy. Lockhart may have come on to her when she went to Smith-Morra, and Natasha did use a bit of makeup and a wig to disguise herself when she went to pick up her birth control pills. More on that later.
"So what happened was that Lockhart's supply of birth control was not as good a quality as Abel Fillmore's, and it was a different dosage. Darla apparently had a reaction to the new birth control pills." I saw Melina wince, and I knew what she was thinking about and feeling, but I moved on with my story.
"So, we now come up to last weekend." I continued. "John and Darla Clifford go to Veccio's new restaurant, and as Darla is going to the restroom, who comes out of the mens' room but Lockhart. He recognized her even though she was disguised at his pharmacy. She brushed past him and went into the restroom to try to wait him out." I saw the light come on in some people's eyes. Cindy and Joanne had started catching on almost immediately, but Jack Muscone and the DEA agents were still sitting in stupefied wonder.
I went on: "There is an old unwritten rule that if a prostitute sees one of her clients out on the streets, she will not acknowledge or greet him unless he greets her first. Well, Lockhart was a total asshole as well as a total idiot. He stands there and waits for Darla to come out of the restroom, accosts her to the point of grabbing her arm when she does come out, and her husband does what any good husband would do: he goes up and is about to whip Lockhart's ass. If it had been me and he'd grabbed my wife, Lockhart would've had seriously broken bones, and I don't mind saying that in front of any of you."
"Ask Steven Ikea what happens when the Iron Crowbar's family gets accosted." said the not-fully-sober Chief Griswold, remembering that day at Ward Harvester. After some murmurings of agreement, I took up my narrative again.
"Anyway, Lieutenant Ross happened to be there and broke it up, but it was a horrible faux pas by the jerk Lockhart. The incident might have faded into history, but it had a very important side effect: it caused Darla to become scared that her double life was going to be found out, and indeed her husband asked a lot of questions and became suspicious.
"So Darla has her next appointment with Gloria Searles, and she still has a bruise on her leg. She did not get it from hitting anything, and in truth the bruising was old and had not really healed at all. Gloria noticed, began inquiring about it with Darla... and with newfound knowledge from two months of research, she began asking about Darla using birth control. Darla wouldn't answer; in fact, she got up and bolted for the door, fully terrified that her secret was coming out.
"Now I happen to have a very reliable and confidential source in the University Psychology Department," I said, looking at my lovely wife and grinning, "who happens to also be a medical doctor with specialization in gynecology. My wife told me that a change of dosage in birth control pills can cause an allergic reaction to them, which includes easy bruising. Darla's bruising was not from an injury, but from an allergic reaction to the bad batch of birth control pills provided by Lockhart.
"Next comes last Monday night's party at Dr. Wellman's home, at which I was fortunate to be present and to observe what happened." I said. "Gloria Searles sees Darla Clifford and tries to talk to her. Darla won't talk to her, so Gloria goes to John Clifford to try to get him to get Darla to talk with her. Now Gloria thinks she's doing the right thing: she's very worried about Darla's health if Darla keeps taking these bad birth control pills. But Gloria did not know the history of John and Darla Clifford. And when Darla saw Gloria talking to John, she freaked... kind of a seeing her life flash before her eyes, as she called it during her confession.
"Turns out that Gloria did not tell John specifically about birth control pills, and that might have sealed her fate. If she had told John, the cat would've been out of the bag, and there'd be no point in trying to silence Gloria. However, Gloria had not told John the details, and Darla thought she had to take the chance to eliminate Gloria to keep John from finding out. In her warped, nearly-mad mind, that was her thinking. And so she murdered Gloria in cold blood."
That got the room buzzing. A ton of questions were hurled at me, including "How did Darla get into the office?" and "How did she know Gloria was at the office?" and "Did she kill Lockhart, too?" I let the buzz continue until Sheriff Allgood regained control.
"Okay, guys, let the Commander talk!" he ordered. "Don, keep going."
I resumed. "We now know that John Clifford lied, his wife was not at home all that night. She snuck out in the early morning hours, leaving her cellphone at home, and went to the Searles home. She intended to break in and kill Gloria at home as soon as Richard Searles left for the hospital. However, she saw that Gloria came out of the house immediately after her husband left, and drove to her office. Gloria was working hard on this situation, she was not going to let it go, and Darla realized that.
"Darla was prepared to get into the office, and I'll get into that in a minute, but suffice it to say that Darla followed Gloria into the office, came up to Gloria as Gloria was getting into a filing cabinet behind her desk, and shot Gloria before Gloria even knew Darla was there. Darla then went to the pile of file folders on the side table, found her own, which had the effect of making two small piles from one larger pile, tore out the notes Gloria had made about Darla's case the day before, then took the interesting step of re-filing her own file in the cabinets rather than putting it back in the pile."
"Why did she do that?" asked one of the DEA agents, drawing some stares for interrupting me, including from myself. Jack Muscone leaned over and whispered something to the agent.
"I asked her that." I said. "She said that she did not realize her name was in the computer's appointment calendar, and she thought by putting away her file she would avoid detection as having been there, at least for a while. As it turned out, it became a discrepancy and had her in my sights rather quickly."
"So let me quickly get to how Darla got in, and such." I said. "I have my suspicions about Jill, the receptionist. She was not cooperative, she invoked, and she was well coached on what to say and how to say it in invoking. How did Darla know where her file was after shooting Gloria? Maybe she saw files on the table and happened to look? I do have an idea that before the incident at the Wellman's, Darla had intended to steal her own file from the office, and enlisted Jill's help, with the inducements of green dollar bills, to make arrangements to do that. But then things got out of hand."
"As to how Darla got into the medical offices?" I asked. "There is indeed a flaw in the security system, but very very few people know about it. Either Darla or Jill was given that knowledge, and it was then used."
"How do you know there's a flaw in the security system?" asked one of the DEA agents. That got Jack Muscone leaning over and whispering to him, then Jack told me to go ahead with my story.
I continued: "So I think it was Jill because Darla didn't have very much time to acquire the information from Paul Wicker or Lockhart or anyone else, but Jill could've told her, especially if they'd had prior arrangements."
I continued: "Anyway, Darla, actually in her role as 'Natasha Norelle', was later arrested trying to leave though the back door of Paul Wicker's offices. And at this point the Federal drug case was opened up. But there was a side issue, the murder of the pharmacist Lockhart."
"This is what really takes the cake for me." Cindy said. "How in the world did you see that one?"
"I am going to get a solid blue-crowbar beatdown for this one." I admitted. "I guessed."
That got the room buzzing for a minute, then everyone settled down as they realized I didn't really just guess. Chief Griswold was smiling very merrily.
"Well, it was an extremely educated guess." I said. "Clifford had motive, means and opportunity. He had a fight with his wife, where he was cursing Lockhart's name from the get-go, and she said he was thinking out loud about whipping Lockhart again. But it was more... Clifford had by now figured out about his wife's infidelities and wanted to know the full story, so he was going to force it out of Lockhart."
I continued: "And that is what he did: he checked himself into the University Hotel, which I think he knew had some security camera issues. I have an idle theory that he's been looking into Police Department files through his University computer, which some of the lawyers there do have access to do through the University Police. He may or may not have known about the University Hotel cameras, whose problems we came across in the 'Murdered Bride' case."
"Ahhhh..." Martin Nash said, catching on.
"Yes." I replied. "My last piece of evidence, which might not hold up in a Court trial but was good enough for me personally, was the picture recovered from the Smith-Morra cameras. Clifford wore a ski mask, but his beard and mustache made the lower part of the mask bulge to the point I could surmise there was a beard underneath."
"So, I was on fairly solid circumstantial ground that it was Clifford, and I only needed to acquire evidence or some eyewitness testimony from Darla to reel him in. To continue with the story: Clifford snuck out of the Hotel and got Lockhart to come down to the pharmacy, which I am embarrassed to admit that our officers on the scene did not catch-"
"Question!" said one of the DEA agents. "How did he know how to get in touch with Lockhart." More reproving looks his way, but I rescued him this time:
"Excellent question." I said. "Right now, that's a blind spot for me, though I can formulate some theories. I seriously doubt Darla would've told him, but he must've somehow acquired information leading to Lockhart's burner phone number. Let me leave that for a moment and just say that he did get Lockhart back to the pharmacy, but Lockhart may not have given up Natasha Norelle's information. Clifford killed him, then looked up anyone in the database named 'Natasha', finding Norelle. John Clifford was pretty good with computers, which is why I suspect it was him that accessed police files through the University's networks. I'll be talking with Myron and the I.T. Department about improving security there."
"Anyway," I said, to finish up, "Clifford found Natasha Norelle's file, and he left that up on the computer screen as he left. We found it when we found the pharmacist's body. You FBI and DEA guys will be going through all that, and I look forward to your successful pursuits in those arenas, especially the smuggling aspects of it."
Part 24 - Epilogue
As everyone prepared to go home, I approached Daniel and Melina. "Could you take Laura and Jenna home for me?" I said. "Cindy and I are going to drive Chief Griswold and his wife home, then I'll give Cindy a ride home." They agreed.
I drove the Chief's car with himself and his wife inside, while Cindy drove my SUV behind me. "He's an Italian man and feasted and drank like one tonight." his wife said, somewhat apologetically.
"He's earned it." I said. I helped Griswold inside and settled comfortably on the sofa, where his wife put blankets over him. Then I left.
"I take it you want to talk to me." said Cindy. "Any officer could've driven the Chief home."
"True enough." I said. "This is a Crowbar-only discussion. What did you think of this case?"
"You did leave some gaps in your explanation." Cindy said. "Intentionally?"
"What gaps would those be?" I asked.
"Clifford getting all his info, for one thing." Cindy said. "Darla and Jill and the how and why of what they did."
"Good." I said. "Yes, I'm either paranoid, or I'm seeing a thin thread running through this case... and 'Eightfold Fence' thread, if you get my meaning."
"Yeah, I do, I see what you mean." Cindy said, thinking about it. "So does this help you against the 'real Moriarty'?"
"You tell me." I said, getting Cindy to think. We might have been going around the Bypass loop three times by now...
"Let's see." Cindy said. "Didn't see much of Seth nor Todd, nor Bonnie Karpathian, for that matter. You're gonna have to convince me about Sheriff Allgood. As to Councilman Lewis, this drug ring was primarily in his district, and a politician like him gets his cut in things like this."
"True." I said.
"As to Dr. Wellman," Cindy said, "this affected one of his professors and the big-name cardiologist at his University Hospital. And Pastor Westboro visited Clifford at the University Hotel. But you verified that, which has me eliminating Westboro."
"Why is that?" I asked, very happy to be hearing Cindy say that.
"Because you went to visit him alone." Cindy said. "Not only is that generally a breach of police protocol requiring having a partner or second person at all times to cover you whenever possible; but I would venture to say that if you thought he was the real deal guy, it would be exceptionally dangerous for you to go see him alone at any time at all. Ergo, you must not think it's him, or you would not have gone to see him alone, no matter what."
"Excellent!" I said. "Very good reasoning on your part. Not totally enough to eliminate him, but very good thinking. Now what was that theory about Dr. Wellman?"
"He tends to get weak in the knees when his harmony is disturbed vis-a-vis his University." Cindy replied. "He gets nervous whenever you're around on police business, even though your wife is one of his favorite professors and favorite people. Your mom told me that last bit, by the way, so don't credit me with the observation. Anyway, this case affected Dr. Searles, who is a really esteemed name, and it also affected one of his law professors, who won't be there any longer, of course. I can see him giving Clifford and/or Darla the information needed to hopefully make these problems for him go away, or at least be diverted from the University... which is what happened, of course."




"Scintillating!" I muttered. "Truly excellent. You might make a good Detective yet, Miss Ross."
"Stoppit." Cindy replied, trying to hide a smile. "Anyway, Thomas Cook... don't know if he had any business dealings with any of these people... maybe he was one of those that loaned to the Searles and Muncey practice?"
"Yes, as a matter of fact he was." I said. "By the way, Karpathian is a professor at the University and knows both Clifford and Searles. Not saying she's involved, but not eliminating her, either."
"True." Cindy said. "So... what did I miss?"
"Not much, within the extent of your current knowledge." I said. "But I'll tell you this just to keep you awake all night thinking about it: I think the receptionist Jill was really a key factor in this. I explained why at the party, but what I didn't elaborate upon was that I suspect she is a key player because she has a key backer... our Big Boy, a.k.a. Moriarty.
I continued: "I also think Lockhart was our Big Boy's minion. Big Boy told Lockhart to get out of town, then when he saw things unraveling he lured Lockhart back and then sent Clifford to wax Lockhart. Even as we speak, Clifford is expecting legal help, not realizing he was duped and used by our Big Boy to eliminate Lockhart, and now Clifford will be left hanging out to dry."
"As to Darla," I said, "I don't think she knew anything or was in a wider scheme; she just panicked when she thought her husband was going to find out about her affairs. She confessed because she's in such remorse, and she's even trying to keep the death penalty on the table."
"By the way," I said, suddenly remembering it, "don't be surprised if Dembo is arrested or deported. I suspect his European connections were valuable to someone, but will no longer be. I might have mentioned that to Jack Muscone and the DEA agents tonight. And Jill and Dembo might have been working together there."
"What about Wicker?" asked Cindy. "Not much said about him tonight. Connected?"
"Oh, of course, how could he not be?" I replied. "And our motorcyclist, who is a woman, was his killer. And is she in with the real Moriarty? Maybe, maybe not. I just..." I went off into a reverie.
"Just..." Cindy said after a minute, as we began making our way towards the Mountain Nest, where Jenna and Laura awaited us.
"I just am not feeling the vibe that our Big Boy and the Black Badge gang and Superior Bloodlines are one and the same." I said, trying to see the puzzle pieces.
"Well, maybe this prescription drug ring will give us a clue to one or the other." Cindy said. "Teresa has Julie Newton working with the Feds. Something will pop up."
"Yes." I said. "Something will pop up. It always does. As I've heard you say, mon ami, the party never stops in our Town & County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Indeed, because of her cooperation, Darla Clifford got 25-to-life, but in a medium-security prison, and she was afforded opportunities to do 'community service'. She would be paroled in 20 years.
John Clifford finally took a plea deal that took death off the table, and he began serving a life sentence.
Dr. Richard Searles continued his brilliant career at University Hospital, but it was noted that he became a lot more involved in the teaching of younger doctors, and that he became a lot less arrogant.
Dr. Caroline Muncey and Dr. Guy Hartwell did indeed leave the private practice, which collapsed. They set up together in the town of Westphalia, which was one of the State's "Twin Cities" with Eastphalia, both south of the City. They are reported to be doing well, as is Dr. Yelena, who set up her own pediatric care center. Dr. Dembo was deported back to Europe after an attempted rape charge was filed against him. Hmmm, Europe... false rape charge... now where had I heard that situation before?!?!?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you sure about this?" Lieutenant Teresa Croyle asked.
"Yes ma'am." said Lainie Everett, who had been called back to Headquarters after the party. They were in Lainie's cubicle in the secure basement of Police Headquarters. Myron and Mary had also been called in from the celebration party and were looking at Lainie's findings as Lainie continued: "Whoever hacked into our computers from the University Campus Police connections had to have had help from the inside. They got stuff that was not the basic and accessible public information, including some of our shared data with the FBI and the IRS."
"Shit." said Teresa. "I'll call Commander Troy right now. We sure as hell are not going to let this bad news get worse with age." She reached for the telephone on the desk...
Finis. ... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
(Author's note: this story is something like the Interludes, with background and set-up material for the big stories to come, culminating in the Summer (story's Summer, that is) climax. Please enjoy it and look for the clues...)
Eightfold rising clouds
build an eightfold fence
an eightfold Izumo Province fence
wherein to keep my bride—
oh! splendid eightfold fence
-Attributed to the god Susanoo. This is the first poem to be found in the kojiki, the oldest anthology of Japanese poetry.
Police Lieutenant Cindy Ross sat in front of her computer at her bedroom desk in her apartment on Sunday, January 11th. She was researching the latest information that had come up, using the special website and access Laura Fredricson had given her. She coughed, wincing at the pain in her lung, the one that had been damaged when she'd been wounded the previous July. Why the pain had suddenly flared up in the past week, she didn't know.
"Cindy, you have a visitor." she heard Jenna Stiles call out from the breakfast room table, where Jenna was surrounded by more legal briefs than Cindy had ever seen in one room before, including at the Courthouse. A moment later, Don's mom Phyllis knocked on her door.
"Hello, my dear." said Phyllis, bearing a large thermos. "I brought you some of my special homemade soup. Jenna and Teresa both mentioned that you were coughing the last couple of days."
"Oh, thank you, Phyllis." Cindy said, gratefully and tiredly. "I don't think I'm sick, though. Teresa and I started training for the triathlon this coming July 4th. I think I just overdid it a bit."
"I see." said Phyllis, her pale blue eyes peering at the younger woman. "This soup will make you feel better, and give you more energy for your training as well. So, what are you working on?"
"Soup is good food, and an excuse to help me with my research, eh?" Cindy asked, knowing this was the real reason Phyllis had stopped by. "But I'm glad you're here. I'm researching some of the people that Don said might possibly be the so-called 'real Moriarty'."
"Which includes my grandson, I believe." said Phyllis. Seeing Cindy's look of shock, Phyllis said "My dear, I am not unaware of what is happening around me. My daughter has been involved in an international drug ring for years now, and I don't think my son truly knows the extent of his sister's perfidy. Additionally, Don had no choice but to resort to the elimination of my other grandson, Todd's maliciously wicked brother Ned. So I'm perfectly aware of the criminal elements in my family... and I could keep you distracted all day with stories of some of the wolves in Don's bloodline... on his father's side, of course."
"Why don't you tell me some of those stories while I drink this soup?" Cindy suggested, wanting to hear the stories.
"We'll save some of those for the right time." Phyllis said, then added as a distraction: "Meanwhile, perhaps I can help with your research. What are you finding out?"
"Well, some of it's classified, and I hope you understand when I say I can't talk about that." Cindy said.
"Of course, dear." Phyllis said, her eyes twinkling. "So, who is on your list of 'Moriarty' candidates?"
"Well, your grandson Todd is indeed on the list," Cindy said, "and I guess this shows why a good Detective has to keep an open and unbiased mind. Todd is a bit childlike... Teresa says he's immature and hasn't really grown up yet... but he has managed to form a technology company and really get it rolling, get money for it, and lead it... and I can't attribute all of that to his father, Michael Burke. Todd is getting inflows of money from private sources, which are set up as venture capitalists... but then I start looking into them, and I can't get info on them from internet searches or even police search means. I have to go to the classified databases, and even those are a bit spotty."
"Nothing criminal, there." Phyllis said as she poured Cindy's cup full of soup, her words intending to get Cindy's flow of words continuing.
"No ma'am." said Cindy. "Mmm, this is good soup... anyway, Todd's been traveling a little bit. He went to Japan twice, Malaysia and Singapore on one trip, and Silicon Valley twice. Don never mentioned it, and I never noticed Todd was gone, either."
"Interesting." Phyllis said, not mentioning that it was her, Phyllis, that had helped Todd's wife Jeanine care for little Jack and little Doug while Todd was traveling...
Part 2 - Todd Burke
On the late afternoon of Friday, January 9th, Todd and Jeanine were driving up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen to visit Todd's father, Michael Burke. Their children were being cared for on this night by Jeanine's partner Tina Felton, and would be kept over the weekend by Laura, Don, and Phyllis.
"So you think my dad wants to get into your panties?" asked Todd. "Is that why he invited us up to his place this weekend?"
"He's wanted to fuck me since he met me back when I was first dating Tim." said Jeanine. "And since you and I have talked about swinging and swapping, and with me in my current 'condition', it might be an ideal time for us to try that out."
"I figured our first swap would be with Uncle Don and Aunt Laura." Todd said. "But I guess this'll be okay... now that you're pregnant. But do you think my dad's girlfriend... his former secretary that he's been banging for years... will be interested in swapping?"
"I don't know." said Jeanine, not telling her young husband all that she knew about what awaited them at Michael Burkes place in the mountains near Lake Amengi-Nunagen. "All I know is that while you were flying home from Japan, Michael called and said he'd made some arrangements for us this weekend."
"Dad's changed since Eleanor was put away." Todd said. "He used to get off being her cuckold. Aunt Laura said it was a 'relief valve' after being in charge of his business and all those people, and that many top executives get off by being cucked or tied up or whipped, etc. BDSM stuff. Uncle Don said Henry Wargrave was like that, too... had to be in bondage to get it up at all, but now the great billionaire Wargrave can't get it up at all, not even with Viagra. I doubt Dad has a problem getting it up, but I wonder if he's changed in his sexual habits now that he's retired."
"Me, too." said Jeanine. "But your father was... and is... a strong businessman, and I heard he seduced some of his competitor's wives and made simpering wimp cuckolds out of those guys. So he just might just become the aggressor this weekend. How would you like being the cuck?"
"That's not for me." Todd said. "But I guess I can fuck his girlfriend if he and you start hitting it off." Jeanine could not tell Todd's feelings about this situation, and she had little time to ask her young husband about it: they were arriving.
They had pulled off the main road onto the side road leading to the ring of cabins around the lake, and it was a short drive to Burke Cabin. As they pulled into the driveway of a nice A-frame house with large windows that overlooked a scenic vista with the lake in the distance below, Todd observed two extra cars in the driveway. One was an older model Mercedes, painted white; while the other was a Toyota Camry that was well-worn with age and use.
"Hmm, they have other company." Todd astutely observed. "Wonder who's here?"
"Let's find out." Jeanine said as she got out of the car. As Todd got out, he looked around warily. Everything seemed fine, but certain instincts within him, instincts that served his uncle, his mother and his grandmother, were giving him a 'gut feeling' that something wasn't 'normal'.
"Ah, there you two are!" called out a voice from the door. It was Michael Burke, looking fit and vigorous, his white hair almost glowing in the waning light as the sun sank behind the hills to the west. "We've been waiting for you. Come on in." Michael hugged Jeanine, giving her a kiss on the cheek, then shook Todd's hand firmly.
Once inside, both Todd and Jeanine got a surprise when they saw the two women in the living room. They were both very beautiful. One woman was short, buxom, with a great figure and auburn hair, almost brown, and she was in her late 20s. Her real name was Nicole Stanton, but she went by the pseudonym of 'Dawn Starrett'.
It was the other woman whose presence dominated any room she was in. She was in her upper 30s in age, and was nearly six feet tall, almost as tall as Professor Laura Fredricson. Her mane of hair was blonde and fell in gentle waves about her shoulders. Her body was toned by exercise, and she had had only a bit of breast enhancement to complete her magnificent rack. Her taut waist gave way to saucy hips, a firm heart-shaped ass, and exceptionally shapely legs and feet, especially in the high heel pumps she was wearing.
"Cherie! Gosh, it's been so long!" said Todd involuntarily.
"Ah, you know her?" asked Michael, knowing full well of the relationship between Cherie Ward and his son Todd.
"Oh yes, we've met." said Todd. He went forward and gave the blonde a warm hug.
"It's good to see you again, Todd." Cherie said, now that Todd had acknowledged her. "You look better than ever."
"So do you." said Todd, then remember his manners. He introduced his wife Jeanine, and Michael introduced Cherie and Nicole.
"Uh, Dad, where is Betty?" Todd asked, looking around.
"All in due time." said Michael. "Let's have a drink before dinner."
"Not too much for Jeanine." said Todd mischievously.
"Oh?" said Michael, whirling around.
"Todd!" Jeanine cried out. "You just cannot keep a secret, can you?" As Todd grinned like a troublesome schoolboy, Jeanine turned to Michael and said "That's what we came up here to tell you, Michael: I'm pregnant."
"Oh, that's so wonderful!" Michael said, coming forward and warmly hugging his daughter-in-law. But Todd noticed a seemingly strange look cross his father's face, fleeting and only for a moment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Betty left for the West Coast. California." said Michael to Jeanine after dinner, as they looked out the window into the blackness of the winter night. They were in the glass-enclosed room that had once been an outdoor patio. Todd was sitting between the other two women on the sofa in the greatroom, facing a warm fireplace. Michael had refurbished this cabin, and it was simply but very luxuriously appointed throughout.
"She claimed to have family she was going to visit there." said Michael. "But that was the first I ever heard of her having family. Maybe she was expecting I would marry her after the divorce from Eleanor was final, and I have you to thank for that." Jeanine smiled as Michael continued "But she's out there now."
"What part of California did she go to?" Jeanine asked, looking at Michael, admiring her father-in-law's handsome face and impressive physique.
They had been stealing glances at each other all through dinner, Todd seemingly none the wiser as he kept the attention the other two woman. Jeanine could see where her husband got his good looks, and she felt her loins melting as she studied Michael and wondered how good in bed he was.
"Silicon Valley, I believe." said Michael. That turned a gear in Jeanine's mind.
"You didn't ever catch her going through your papers, did you?" the beautiful woman asked.
"She was my personal secretary for years, so of course she had access to all my papers." Michael responded. "Why do you ask?"
"Todd is always concerned about industrial espionage." Jeanine replied, not giving her full reasons. "I just wondered that, now that you're retired, she moved on to fresh pickings."
Michael look as if he were struck by the thought. "I... I seriously doubt Betty did anything like that while working for me." he said. "I'm pretty sure of it." Jeanine was watching the older man's handsome face, and wondered if for just a second she saw something in it... worry. Naah, I'm looking for what I want to see, not what's there, she thought to herself.
Michael partly misread her look at him, but he still made his gambit. "And you, Jeanine? You're looking more beautiful than ever."
"And you're looking even more handsome yourself, Michael." Jeanine replied. She stepped up to her father in law and slid her hands up his pectorals through his shirt. "You've been working out, keeping fit... verrry nice." She tilted her face up to him in offering.
Michael slid his hands around his daughter-in-law's slender waist and bent down to kiss Jeanine. Their lips slid together in a gentle kiss, then a deeper one. Their passions began to rise as they mashed their mouths together. Michael's tongue probed Jeanine's mouth, sliding practically into her throat, and Jeanine slid her tongue around his.
After a long moment, they broke the deep kiss and headed back to the greatroom. Michael headed for the door to the hallway as Jeanine paused to refill the wine glasses of Todd and the two women. They were cuddled on either side of Jeanine's young husband, their hands caressing his thighs, abs and toward his powerful chest. Jeanine knew that Todd would be well taken care of.
"Todd, your father is going to give me a tour of the house." Jeanine said, seemingly not in the least bothered by her husband carousing with these 'professional' ladies.
"Okay, babe, sure." Todd said, looking up at his wife, seeing the sparkle in her eyes. He watched as Jeanine left the room and joined his father in climbing the stairs, seeing the hot and steamy purpose in their eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd's tongue twined with the tall blonde woman Cherie's as they shared open mouth French kisses. The auburn-haired Nicole had Todd's pants unzipped and his huge cock out, and was sucking the young stud's massive member as deeply as she could. Todd enjoyed the sensations, but as he kissed Cherie and felt her body in his left arm, he knew what he wanted this night.
Breaking the kiss, he looked down as Nicole's head bobbed up and down as she fellated him. "Nicole..." he said quietly. She stopped sucking and looked up at him. "Tell you what, you can go ahead and go home. I'll make sure you get paid the full amount my dad promised you, but I'm not going to be able to handle both of you tonight."
"Okay." Nicole said dispassionately. If she had any disappointment about being asked to leave, she didn't show it. She was getting paid, in fact she already had been. She got up, gathered her purse, and a moment later Todd heard her car being cranked and leaving.
Meanwhile, Cherie had bent over and was now sucking Todd's cock, sliding her full, lipsticked lips up and down the long, thick shaft of his ten inch manhood. Todd let her suck him for several minutes, then her curiosity finally got the better of her.
"So, why did you send Nicole home?" she asked. "You can handle three or four women, if I remember correctly."
"I just want to hang out with you tonight, babe. Like for old times sakes." Todd replied. "Did my dad know that you and I knew each other when he hired you?"
"Not that I'm aware of. He didn't mention it." Cherie said. She resumed sucking the huge cock in front of her, reveling in its size and throbbing power. A moment later she asked "Shall we head up to bed?"
"Sure... I wonder where my dad and my wife have gone off to." Todd said. He stood up and put his cock back inside his pants, difficult as that procedure was. Arm-in-arm, they headed up the stairs.
The door to his father's bedroom was cracked a couple of inches, and they heard moans from inside. Ever curious, Todd went to the door and pushed it, and the door swung all the way open. Inside, and incredibly arousing sight greeted the young man and the tall, hot blonde.
Jeanine was lying naked on the bed, wearing only her high heel pumps. Her feet were high in the air, her legs spread wide open. Between those long, shapely legs lay her father-in-law Michael. He was naked, his aging but still very muscular body in a push-up position. His nine-inch cock was buried balls-deep inside his daughter-in-law's vagina, and their pelvises were pressed tightly together.
Todd saw the beginnings of a grin on Michael's face as he watched the older man grind his loins against Jeanine's, demonstrating his sexual prowess as well as his total sexual conquest of his son's wife. Michael and Jeanine did not stop the grinding undulations of their hips as their audience looked on.
"Your wife is an excellent houseguest, son." Michael said. "She knows how to thank a man for his hospitality." Todd heard the words, but was not looking at his father. His eyes were locked with his wife's.
"I'll see you in the morning, Todd." Jeanine said, something of a leering smile on her beautiful face, her eyes sparkling.
Todd grinned and leaned forward to grab the door handle and close the door. He took Cherie's taut waist in his strong arm and guided her to the guest bedroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd groaned as he pistoned his huge meat in and out of Cherie's deep wet cunt with short thrusts, sheathing his full length inside her before partially withdrawing and slamming forward again. Cherie was meeting him thrust for thrust, using her years of professional expertise as a prostitute to bring him maximum pleasure. But unlike the thousands of other men her pussy had pleasured, she allowed Todd to bring her the deep orgasms she craved but rarely had, and she had taken him bareback, the only man she'd allowed such an honor in many years.
She felt Todd's cock pulsing, knowing is release was building. "Do you need to come?" she asked, more of a throaty gasp than actual words.
"I'm close, baby... where do you want it, your mouth or your pussy?" Todd asked.
"My pussy." the beautiful blonde replied. "Come inside me." To emphasize her point. she wrapped her long, slender, strong legs around the young stud and held him tightly as he rode her hard. Todd fucked her furiously, and it was only seconds later that he gasped out and climbed her all the way.
"OH GOD, I'M COMING!" he yelled out as he sank his cock into her, bottoming out, and climaxed, the first huge spurt of semen blasting out of his man-cannon and deep into her pulsing pussy. More spurts coated her cervix as Todd emptied his huge balls into the writhing blonde beneath him until he was totally spent.
"Wow, that was a huge cum." Cherie said lovingly, impressed, as Todd fought to catch his breath. "If I didn't know better, I'd think you haven't had any pussy in a month."



"That's just how good your pussy is, baby." Todd said. He leaned down and kissed Cherie, their tongues twining into a deep kiss for long moments as they settled down. Todd was thinking of how Cherie had easily taken his full length. Only one other woman had taken his full length nuts-deep, and that was his Uncle Don's wife, Laura Fredricson. Don was one hell of a lucky man, Todd thought. Even Melina had not quite been able to take him entirely.
The thought of Melina brought a flicker of torment back to Todd's heart and mind, and he worked hard to move past it, thinking of his wife and kids... he allowed himself to think of the scene he'd just witnessed, his father on top of his wife, her sexy legs and feet in the air as she took Michael's size...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Michael and Jeanine shared a deep tongue-twister of a kiss as they settled down. He had just come inside his daughter-in-law, filling her with his potent load that would regrettably find no egg to fertilize.
"I'm happy that you're pregnant," Michael said between gentle kisses, "but I have to admit that I was hoping to knock you up myself tonight."
"Mmmm, well, I'm not going to complain." Jeanine said. "I had one child by one of your sons, and now I'm going to have your other son's baby. You'll just have to wait your turn." She smiled up at her father in law. He bent down and kissed her, sliding his tongue into her mouth.
"I waited long enough for this moment, to make love to you." Michael said, finally coming up for air. "After you have this baby, I want to put the next bun in your oven." Jeanine smiled dreamily.
"Mmmmm, that does sound nice." she whispered. "We'll just have to see what happens."
Michael looked down at the gorgeous woman beneath him, feeling her body against him as he lay on top of her. He remembered how he had ached to fuck her even in the days she was dating Eleanor's son Jimmy ('Tim' to Jeanine), and how his lucky son Jack had seduced this woman, deflowered her and deeply fucked her. Thoughts of Jeanine had obsessed Michael's very being for all those years, all those years of BDSM slavery to Eleanor, all those years of deeply fucking his secretary Betty every day, of his occasional power fuck with women executives with whom he was negotiating...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmmm..." Cherie moaned happily as she and Todd cuddled. "Just like the good old days, eh?"
"Yeah." Todd replied. "The good old days... what, hardly even four years ago?"
"Maybe a bit longer." Cherie said. "I always wondered if you were really eighteen when you started working in those women's clubs."
In Todd's early college days, he had been a male stripper at all-women's clubs, and did CFNM parties. He had his big cock sucked by numerous women, and a few took him inside their warm, wet pussies. He'd also been handsomely paid by the husbands of several trophy wives that he would fuck in front of those cuck hubbies.
One night, he happened to leave a club just as a beautiful blonde was leaving a nearby men's club. Cherie had come up to him and said hello, that she'd seen him in the women's club before. They went to a diner to eat; it was 3:30am and they were both starving.
He was barely of legal age and she was in her 30s, but they really hit it off. They did not have sex that night, but did meet at the diner several more times, and then Todd asked her to dinner. They spent the rest of that night making love in her apartment, and had sex frequently after that... when they could find the time between her professional appointments and his schoolwork and 'other' work.
It was pleasant and pleasurable, but as Todd moved through school and other interests took him away from her, he and Cherie saw less and less of each other. It had been over a year since he'd last seen her at all.
"Funny how my dad picked you for this weekend." Todd said sleepily. "As if he knew of our past relationship."
"I wonder if he knows..." Cherie began, and then stopped short.
"Knows?" Todd encouraged her.
Cherie turned to face Todd. "I heard somewhere that your parents, well, your dad and Eleanor, were really searching hard for information about your brother Jack, is that right?"
"Uh, yeah, someone had a P.I. getting info about him. Not much to tell, there." Todd said, lying about the depth and importance of the info obtained.
"Well, I wonder if anyone found out that you and I have another thing in common... besides being good in bed together and our sexual relationship."
"What's that?" Todd asked.
"You know the woman that your brother was in bed with when they were murdered?" Cherie asked. "Marie Arruzio?"
"Uh, yeah, what of her?" Todd asked. Her next words shocked him fully awake.
"She was my sister." Cherie said. "Your brother and my sister were murdered together, in the same bed, by her husband."
Part 3 - Seth Warner
"I'm still having a very tough time seeing Todd as a bad guy." said Cindy to Phyllis. "And an even tougher time with Seth Warner."
"Oh, now he's an interesting young man." Phyllis said, not mentioning that she, Phyllis, had sampled Seth's considerable sexual talents on a few occasions. Cindy didn't need it to be mentioned; she well knew already that Phyllis was enjoying the well-hung young men of the County.
"Yes." Cindy said. "His sister Karen is very beautiful, very promiscuous, and potentially a very bad seed. She married Brian Harlan a few weeks before he died, and she's been seen having lunches with Mr. Ward of Ward Harvester several times. Her mother is in prison, as well, and you know who her and Seth's biological father is."
"Jonas Oldeeds." said Phyllis. "A truly despicable man."
"My business partner also didn't think much of him." Cindy said drily, her sarcastic wit coming to the fore: neither woman had to say out loud that Cindy's gym partner and Phyllis's ex-daughter-in-law, now Melina Allgood, had exterminated the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds with extreme prejudice, via two brilliant sniper shots from 800 yards away.
"But Seth seems to be the the good guy, the swan surrounded by the ugly ducklings." Cindy said. "Maybe Don is like that in your family, Phyllis?"
"It would appear to be the case, at least on his father's side." said Phyllis, seeing right through Cindy's attempt to get her to talk about Don's family's bad apples. "But we'll discuss that at another time. Tell me more about Seth Warner."
"He's now a business partner with Todd Burke and Barry Oliver in BOW Enterprises." Cindy said. "He's on the verge of winning the lawsuit against his sister and mother, and if he does, the Board will be able to sell out Dynacorp to BOW. Seth has also begun dating one of my police officers, Joanne Cummings, and they have become a hot item... a very hot item...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, he's so wonderful!" Joanne had gushed to Cindy several days earlier, as the women finished up their physical training in the Police Headquarters gymnasium. Cindy had been training Joanne in 'defense' techniques, simplified martial arts routines that would make Joanne a much more capable fighter for those times when the need would arise. And the need would arise, eventually.
Joanne had proved to be a capable student. Though she looked slender and not all that strong, she was firm, toned and with Cindy's training was learning how to properly channel the power of her body to maximum effect. They were even doing some crowbar battles, and Joanne was learning the full devastating power of not only Cindy but the Iron Crowbar's use of that excellent weapon.
"You and Seth have really hit it off, eh?" Cindy said, happy for Joanne.
"Oh yes..." Joanne said, remembering the night before, in Seth's arms...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Seth was pumping his large cock in and out of the blonde beauty beneath him, his hands clutching Joanne's luscious asscheeks and his lips kissing and sucking at her neck and cheek as he rammed it home again and again into the extremely tight wetness of her clutching cunt. He still could not believe how lucky he was that this beautiful woman and come into his life... and at the time he most needed it.
His beloved Aunt Katherine had betrayed him to his mother and his filthy, evil bitch of a sister. She was not his aunt by blood, and in his years of puppy love with her he had dreamed of marrying her and having children. Seth looked like a party animal kind of guy, and he'd had his fair share of hot and beautiful women of all ages, but in reality he just wanted to settle down with his true love, raise his kids and play with his dogs, etc.
Now, his meat was buried into the hottest, tightest, sweetest cunt he'd ever felt, and she wasn't just a piece of ass: she was this beautiful, loving, sweet young woman that was a policewoman (of all things) and was even smarter than she was beautiful.
"Oh yes, come inside me!" Joanne would gasp out as Seth came... every time he came, she was urging him on. "Yes! Oh yes, give it to me, give me every drop of that wonderful baby-making sperm!" This extremely religious girl could talk as filthy dirty as any sailor in a bar, Seth noted. It was one of the things that turned him on about her.
Once his climax was over and they were cuddling, Joanne said "I can't tell if the sex is so good because I'm so in love with you, are if you're just that good in bed!" It was a line she used to tease him, not realizing that it was some of both that made it so good for both of them.
"Were you as in love with the other guys you were with?" asked Seth. To his surprise, Joanne settled down... she wanted to talk, so he let her.
"You know, my first time was when I was sixteen." Joanne said. "Oh, I thought I was going to wait until marriage, and that premarital sex was sinful and all that stuff, but then I met Jack."
"Jack?" Seth asked.
"Yes..." said Joanne, "and yes, he's the 'Jack' that was the brother of your business partner Todd." Joanne said. "I didn't know that at the time, of course, though I later realized I could see the resemblance when I saw Todd. Anyway, Jack was really handsome and charming and he was in my pants before I hardly knew what was happening. I didn't mind, though... I wanted to fuck him like nothing I'd ever wanted before. I don't know what came over me, but I wanted him inside me."
Joanne continued: "He was even bigger than you are, and I was afraid he'd hurt me, but he was so gentle and loving when he took my cherry, and I was able to take almost all of him. After I got used to it, it felt really great... almost as good as you feel inside me. That first sex with Jack was really good, so I'm grateful to him for that."
"Wow, how'd you meet him?" asked Seth, knowing something of Jack's sordid past, where he'd kept to the shadows.
"It was at a church camp function." said Joanne. "Jack was working there as a handyman, or something like that. Oh, he was so hot! I remember how Pastor Westboro would look at me, and I could tell he wanted to get into my pants. He's a charismatic guy and might have succeeded, but when I met Jack I just knew it was inevitable that he would make love with me."
"Then there was Bob." said Joanne. "Bob French. He's the brother of Guy French, whose wife Helena is Commander Troy's new assistant. Anyway, I was babysitting to make money while I was in college. One night I was sitting for Bob and his wife's little toddler and Bob came home early. He was a handsome man and made me feel good... though I think he put something in my drink. I didn't pass out or anything, but I wanted to have sex with him, and Bob helped himself to me. He got on top of me and put his dick in me... at least he wore a condom..."
Joanne looked at Seth teasingly as she said "He wasn't all that big, about five inches... I know how you guys like to compare sizes." Seth just grinned, knowing that he would win almost all of those battles as Joanne continued "He had me a few more times in the next few weeks, then cut it off when his wife almost caught us. And then you came along and I'm not letting you out of my sight!" She kissed him to emphasize her point.
"Lucky me." Seth said, taking the initiative and kissing his girlfriend on her lovely mouth as his hand gently squeezed her breast.
"So, speaking of past lovers that I'm never going to allow you to go back to..." said Joanne, "how is your case against your aunt and sister going?"
"Good." said Seth. "I think we're going to win it." He did not say that it was actually a done deal, as he superstitiously didn't want to jinx it. "But that's not what worries me. My sister is up to something. I can feel it. She's been working a lot with Mr. Ward of Ward Harvester, and I heard a few rumors that she's been having sex with male prostitutes from that high-class BDSM club that blonde woman runs. But let's not talk about that right now." To emphasize his point, he deeply kissed Joanne again, pushing her back to the bed and letting his fingers explore her sperm-soaked labes.
"Mmm, let me warm you up for round two." the beautiful blonde said as pushed Seth back. She repositioned herself and bent over her lover's huge, thick, half-hard cock. He groaned as she took him into her warm, wet mouth, sucking him gently, feeling him harden as she fellated him. Joanne loved sucking Seth's cock. Not only did it taste good and his semen tasted good when he shot it into her mouth and throat, but she was desperately eager to bring pleasure to the young man she was so deeply in love with...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:00am Saturday morning, January 10th, two intense sex acts were happening in the Burke cabin near Lake Amengi-Nunagen. In the master bedroom, Jeanine was riding her father-in-law's nine inches, shaking her sweet ass up and down his length, the slap-slap-slap of flesh-on-flesh echoing throughout the room.
In the guest bedroom, Todd was slowly and deeply fucking Cherie in the missionary position. He had her legs bent back under his arms, her legs resting over his shoulders and he was licking and sucking her sexy feet and toes... her feet were some of the shapeliest he'd ever enjoyed, and one of the reasons she was one of the highest-class prostitutes in the State.
It had shocked him that Cherie Ward was the sister of Marie Ward Arruzio, the woman who Todd's brother Jack had been deeply fucking when they were both gunned down, and in the case that had been his uncle's first big success. Funny how the world is so small, he mused to himself as he languidly shoved his cock in and out of Cherie's very wet, well-used cunt. His motions looked slow and languid, but he was pistoning his entire length in and out of her, and she was moaning and occasionally climaxing as the power of his thrusts seemed anything but slow and languid to her... he was fucking the living hell out of her, she thought as she enjoyed the long fuck.
Todd had not used any Viagra or other similar substances, but Michael had used one to keep up with Jeanine. They had fucked a second time, long, deep, slow, and loving, then fallen asleep. Now in the early morning, Jeanine was taking another ride on her father-in-law's meat. She had come several times as Michael had fucked her, but she concealed the fact that she was enjoying him physically, while it was obvious that he had much deeper feelings for her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, where's Dawn?" asked Michael as the four sat down to breakfast.
"I sent her home last night." Todd said. "I told her she'd be paid anyway, but it's hard enough keeping up with Cherie." Cherie smiled and Jeanine's eyes sparkled, knowing that her husband could keep up with any woman, and then some.
"That's fine." said Michael as he glanced at his smartphone. "So, your uncle solved the case of that murdered doctor, I see." There was a bit of a bitter edge to Michael's voice; he remembered who his son Jack's college roommate had been, and who had declined to help him find out about Jack's past.
"Not much gets by him." said Jeanine, not quite aware of Michael's feelings toward the Iron Crowbar. "Why anyone would commit a crime in that county is beyond me."
"So Dad, what's on the agenda today?" Todd asked, adroitly changing the subject after seeing the look in his father's eyes.
"I've got a couple of snowmobiles here." said Michael. "The higher ground to the north of here is snowbound, but we can use those and I can show you guys some of the area and the better views."
"This is Federal land, isn't it?" Cherie asked, her knowledge of the area surprising everyone.
"Er, no, not the actual houses." said Michael. "But we border the Wildlife Management Area. Lake Watchacoochie to our east has cabins ringed around it, but it's totally surrounded by the W.M.A. No one can buy a cabin there unless they have special inroads with the Federal Government, pun intended."
"My uncle and his wife were talking about looking for something there, but nothing is for sale." Todd said, then realized he'd slipped.
"Oh?" asked Cherie. "Do they have 'special access' to the Federal Government?"
Oh shit, Todd thought to himself. Michael pretended he wasn't listening but Todd could tell that he very much was, and Jeanine and Cherie were openly interested as they looked at him.
"Well, Uncle Don has worked with the FBI on some of his cases," Todd said, "and I think Aunt Laura has had some contacts with them through her college researches as a professor. The Federal Government is very interested in sex studies."
"As is everyone else." said Jeanine, helping her young husband cover his mistake. Michael nodded absently as he typed out an email, but inside he was elated. He knew there was some connection between Todd's family and the Feds, and Todd had just unwittingly confirmed it. Now for what that connection was, he thought to himself...
"Okay, everyone." Michael said. "Let's drive down to Cummings Outdoors General Store and get some supplies, then we'll take the snowmobiles out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne Cummings entered the women-only side of Town Fitness Centers, ready to work out, when she saw Melina Allgood on the balcony in front of her office. The young policewoman had been told and then read police reports of how Melina had shot dead four intruders from that perch on the balcony. Joanne also had seen Melina's prowess with firearms on a couple of deer hunting trips the previous month. The woman was far and away the best shot Joanne had ever seen, and Joanne was trying to better her own shooting capabilities by having Melina teach her. But hopefully there would be no bullets flying in the gym this morning.
Melina waved Joanne up to the office and when Joanne got there the two women hugged. "So, how are things with the Police Department?" she asked as they sat down behind the closed door of the office.
"Good." Joanne said. "Your husband is all over the place, trying to figure out why your ex-husband is such a good Detective." She meant it jokingly, but saw Melina's eyes turn sharp.
"A lot of people would like to know those answers." Melina said. "All I can say, and that includes my years of marriage to the man, is that he inherited it. His mother is even better at seeing things than he is."
"That's what Cindy- er, Lieutenant Ross said." Joanne said.
"Cindy says you're doing a fantastic job, as well, that you're observing and deducing nicely."
"Aw, that's sweet of her." Joanne said with every touch of political correctness. "She's been training me in weaponless combat, too. By the way, I learned something that you and I have in common."
"Oh?" said Melina, "what's that?"
"That the guy who took your virginity is the guy who took mine, too." Joanne said. Melina's eyes sparkled.
"Jack Burke? Really?" Melina asked. "How did you know him?" Joanne repeated the church camp story.



"Well, I'll be damned. Small world." Melina mused. "By the way, Cindy told me to start saving money for a wedding gift... for you."
"Oh my gosh!" Joanne exclaimed. "Seth is great, but we're not at that stage yet."
"That's not what my business partner, my ex-husband, and my ex-mother-in-law have said." Melina said straight out. "And as you know, they are all very good at seeing things..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes after clearing the breakfast table, Michael Burke, his son Todd, Todd's wife Jeanine, and their visiting prostitute Cherie piled into Michael's four-wheel-drive SUV and headed into the little hamlet that contained the General Store. Just as Michael was about to make the right turn onto the main road, Todd noticed the merest flash of red and blue lights around the bend to the left.
"Dad, let's go see what's happening over there." Todd said.
"Okay." said Michael affably. He turned left and they headed around the curve. The sign telling them they were entering the Wildlife Management Area (W.M.A.) loomed large, then whizzed past them as the drove along.
About 50 yards later they were stopped by a uniformed Forest Service agent. "Sorry Mr. Burke," the agent said to Michael, who he knew, "road is temporarily closed." Fifty yards further down the road was several Forest Service and police cars, as well as an ambulance.
"Somebody died?" asked Todd, a strange feeling coming over him.
"Yeah, young woman. She's been murdered. Left by her car. FBI is on the way, as it's in the Federal W.M.A."
Cherie was looking ahead when she suddenly shrieked. As everyone looked at her she exclaimed. "Oh my God! That's Nicole's car!"
To be continued.
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Part 4 - Dr. Bonnie Karpathian
"I can hardly believe Dr. Bonnie Karpathian is on this list, either." said Cindy Ross.
"Why is that, dear?" asked Phyllis.
"She's a well-respected Ph.D in Psychology." said Cindy. "She has assisted numerous police agencies in stalking and serial killing cases. She may have been in the room the night Don set the trap for the Corrigan Cell, but that doesn't mean she's our Big Boy. She's bright, vivacious, and her personality brings attention to her... hardly the persona our Big Boy seems to be... he seems to want to hide in the shadows and let others do his dirty work while he thinks about things."
"Yes, you're right about that." Phyllis said. "But it does take a special mindset to do what she does. That goes for my daughter-in-law also, and don't tell her I said that. What I'm trying to say is that Bonnie Karpathian studies killers... serial killers. And one wonders what is going on inside the head of someone who studies serial killers."
"Maybe..." said Cindy, lost in thought herself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, January 10th. At around 9:00am, I had just finished feeding my baby son Jim when there was a knock on the door. Laura answered it and found Jack Muscone on my doorstep, and she let him in. Jack had stayed in Town after the party the night before.
"Hi Don," he said, "sorry to interrupt your family life, but we just got a call about a murder up in the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area. My boss has authorized you consulting time if you'll come with me. And before you say 'no', there's another reason I want you to come: the murder took place not far from where Michael Burke lives, and your nephew Todd is up there visiting him. They're somehow implicated in this as witnesses, but I have no details."
I sighed. "Well, Laura, I guess I better go get that boy out of trouble." I said, half-jokingly, but Laura knew full well that it could be serious.
"Laura," Jack said, turning to her, "would you mind giving me the number for Dr. Karpathian, so I can ask if she can come with us?"
"I'll call her myself." said Laura. I noticed that my wife went into the other room to make that call while Jack ooh'd and ahh'd over little Jim. Fortunately, Carole and the Burke babies we were keeping were keeping peaceably quiet. A few minutes later Laura came back, and told us to pick up Bonnie Karpathian at the University Psychology Building in ten minutes. As we left, Laura seemed a bit introspective, and had a touch of worry on her lovely face, but she said it was nothing when I asked if everything was okay. She practically shooed me and Jack Muscone out the door. I had no way of knowing the recent conversation with Bonnie that Laura was thinking about.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Laura!" said Bonnie Karpathian a few days before, practically bouncing into Laura's office."
"Hi Bonnie." Laura said. "I've got class to teach in ten minutes, so I'll get straight to the point: what did you want to talk to me about?" Bonnie had asked to speak to Laura the day before.
"I'll be quick, then." Bonnie replied, glad that Laura was rushed so that she might give approval without thinking to Bonnie's request. "I've been doing the research and I'm starting a new book. I published one two years ago about three cases, and this one is going to be primarily about Angela Harlan."
Oops, that got a look of 'WTF!' from Laura, whose eyes had widened at the name. "Okay, so why are you in here asking me about it?" Laura inquired skeptically.
"I want your advice on how to approach your husband and other police officers here about it." Bonnie said. "It was about a year ago now, but it still might be sensitive for them."
"I daresay." said Laura, who then caught herself. "Oh, sorry, I should apologize if that sounded acerbic. The truth is, Bonnie, that Officer Pete Feeley was murdered early last February... on the 3d, if I'm not mistaken..." Laura knew full well what the date was... "I'd suggest you wait until well after that before talking to Don, and especially to Lt. Tanya Perlman, who had Pete's child just a few months ago. That is probably the one area that you don't want to bring up with my husband in the next few weeks."
"I'm glad I asked you, then." said Bonnie. "I'll hold off, or maybe spend a weekend or two in Texas talking to people who knew her there."
"Sure." Laura said. "Do you have a grant for this?"
"Right now I'm using money from the grant from the FBI on the LaSalle serial killings in New Orleans a couple of years ago." Bonnie replied. "I've put in for a grant to the DOJ for the Harlan cases, since it's about a law enforcement officer gone horribly bad."
Laura asked for the details, said she'd help Bonnie get the grant, then excused herself to her class. "Come to me before you talk to Don or any of the local police on this one. Wounds are still fresh and nerves are raw over it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Bonnie," said Jack Muscone as he drove north-by-northwest towards Lake Amengi-Nunagen, the elevations climbing gradually but steadily as we went, "you've been studying the Harlan case? Anything new?" I was riding shotgun, enjoying being able to watch out the window without having the duties of driving. Bonnie was in the backseat, wearing a pantsuit and sensible shoes. I could smell her perfume, and it smelled good. But these were words I did not really want to hear.
"No, I'm not going to go there for another few months." Bonnie said. "I've been researching other cases for background before I start on that one."
"I for one appreciate that." I said rather quietly. Bonnie nodded, and while Jack's facial expression did not change, I think he may have realized he'd stepped in the proverbial dog poop on that one.
"So what do you have on this case we're going to see?" asked Bonnie, to change the subject.
"Nothing, really." Muscone said. "Dead girl, prostitute from the City. A woman in the car with Don's nephew and family recognized the girl's car, then identified the body. The murder occurred on Federal lands, so my boss called me in when he heard that Michael Burke was involved.
"Not to mention my nephew Todd, of course." I said.
"That's where he wanted you to come consult with us." said Jack. "Anyway, I'm missing my double cheeseburger for lunch, but maybe you'll get this solved before dinnertime." I smiled briefly. The mention of Angela Harlan had weighed down my soul, and I was still a bit morose. Jack and Bonnie talked about serial killers and their patterns, and I made sure to listen and learn as much as I could from that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was overcast and not too cold yet, but that would change as the front came in, I realized. I had on my trenchcoat over civilian clothes as well as my Tilley hat and... of course... the red crowbar. I was also armed with my service weapon, as I had a Federal Firearms Permit to do so.
"Hi, Commander Troy!" Todd said brightly as we entered the Forestry Service offices not far from the murder scene. The passengers of Michael Burke's SUV had been 'invited' to stay there until we arrived. I saw relief on Jeanine's beautiful face at the sight of me, something akin to dislike on Michael Burke's features, and a look of wonderment from a very tall blonde woman in her mid- to upper-thirties.
I was introduced to Cherie as a couple of FBI agents came up to brief Jack Muscone, who called me over to hear it.
"The woman's name is Nicole Stanton, and she went by the name 'Dawn Starrett'." said one agent. "She was identified by the blonde woman in the other room, there, who said they were both from the City and had come up together upon Michael Burke's... 'invitation'." I did not fail to notice the sarcasm in the agent's voice.
"Miss Stanton's identity was confirmed by her fingerprints, also." continued the agent. "She's 28 years old, and was a very high class call girl in the City. Cherie Ward, the blonde woman with Michael Burke's group there, is also a very high class escort. It might interest you to know, Agent Muscone, that Henry Wargrave is suspected of hiring these girls and others of their class for his most special guests, for... entertainment... but also to obtain secrets for him."
"Let me ask this." I said. "Did Cherie Ward tell you all that?"
"No, she's as nervous as a pig at a bacon factory right now." said the other agent. "She only told us that she knew the girl, they'd been hired to come up to Burke's cabin, they came in separate cars, and Nicole left that evening while Cherie stayed overnight. She wouldn't talk about anything else. Then the young man, Burke's son from what I understand, confirmed that Miss Stanton had left right after dinner, while Miss Ward stayed the night. The black haired woman is a lawyer, by the way, and she says she's the younger man's wife."
"She is." I said. "I happen to know them personally. So, anything else before we go to the crime scene?"
"Yes, we better get on out there so they can take the body away." Jack Muscone said.
"And let's have Todd Burke come with us, please." I said.
"Uh, that's not normal." said the agent.
"It's all right." said Muscone. "You're going to find that the Iron Crowbar here is not a normal man, either."
"This is the Iron Crowbar from the University Town?" said one of the agents, his eyes widening. I held my face to neutral, but inside was very pleased that my reputation was growing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The woman had been very beautiful in life, but now her body was lying on it's back, mud streaked all over her, and her throat slit open. Other stab wounds covered her body. Her fingernails were scratched and had already been scraped for possible DNA evidence.
"Sexual assault?" I asked as I looked around the body, kneeling down next to it. Bonnie Karpathian was kneeling on the other side.
"Coroner doesn't think so." said an agent. "He did a full rape kit, but doesn't expect much. He also says it's hard to tell with working girls sometimes, so he'll have to do more work at the autopsy."
"So the car was found there, where it is now?" I asked. The Forestry Service agent who'd first found the body said it was. I had him tell me everything he'd seen at the time. The woman had been lying on her back, eyes staring sightlessly upward. She was cold and rigid when he checked for a pulse. There had been no knife or gun anywhere. The woman's purse was in the car, her ID and apparently everything else intact.
"No gun in her purse, even though she has a carry permit?" I asked as I looked through the car, seeing that it had already been thoroughly searched. I then said more loudly "Anyone find a gun in her purse or in the car?" No one had, nor had anyone taken a note of finding any such thing.
"What about car keys?" I asked a moment later. One of the FBI agents said that no car keys had been found in the car, nor anywhere around the body nor the crime scene.
"Interesting. Okay, so the car came down this road, then pulled off to the side here." I said, walking away from the group. "Todd, walk with me." Todd eagerly did so.
Once we were about 100 feet away, as I looked on the ground for clues, I asked Todd "Okay, so what can you tell me that you haven't told them?"
"We're telling them that Cherie slept with my dad while Jeanine and I slept together." Todd said. "But in reality we'd swapped and I had Cherie while Jeanine was with my dad. We also didn't tell them that Cherie and I knew each other several years ago, when I was working clubs while in school."
"To your knowledge, is she more than a prostitute?" I asked. Todd knew better than to question where I was going with that inquiry. He knew that I knew far more than I let on.
"No sir." my nephew said. "Not as far as I ever knew. We'd have breakfast after working in our respective clubs, go home and fuck. Not much else there, and of course over time I didn't have much contact with her anymore."
We were making our way back to the group. "One more question, Todd." I said, loudly enough for everyone to hear. "Was the deceased woman angry when she left your dad's house?"
"Didn't seem to be." Todd replied.
"You know," the Forestry Service agent said, who Todd had said was the one that stopped their car when they came down the road, "you two look a lot alike, except for the hair color."
"I'll take that as a compliment." I said, not revealing that Todd was my sister's son, and impressed at the man's visual acuity. Todd was grinning mischievously as I asked the Forestry Service agent "Tell me what you saw at this crime scene."
"I got here after the first call was made." he said. "Ambulance was already here, and they said the woman was dead already. I heard one EMT say she was 'already in rigor', which I guess means she'd been dead awhile."
"Coroner thinks the time of death was about 9:00pm last evening," said one FBI agent, "about an hour after she left Mr. Burke's cabin. But he's not holding hard to that, as the cold may have thrown off the natural rigor process." I nodded, taking in one more full sweep of the crime scenes, and also of everyone who was there that had attended the scene.
"Okay, Jack, I'm done here." I said. "By the way, who is doing the autopsy?"
"We're bringing in a coroner from the City." said one agent. I winced and he asked "What's wrong with that?"
"Only that if you'd brought someone in from somewhere else, no one in the City would know about this yet." I said. "But when that guy comes up here from your office, someone will know and the news will be all over the criminal underworld of the City. So we have lost the element of surprise."
"But Agent Muscone came from there." said the agent, seemingly offended. "So they'll know anyway."
"No I didn't, I came from somewhere else... and Don is right." said Muscone, then brought the agent back to the lure: "It's not a big deal, but something we'll think about for the future. Don, anything you can tell us?"
"Naw, this ground has been trampled on like a horse stampede at a rodeo." I said. "I do think your forensics guys did a good job on the body and the car, so if there's anything to be gotten from the physical evidence, we'll get it. I do wonder how the woman was waylaid and brought here... she should've turned the other way onto this road after leaving the Burke's cabin."
"Yeah, the agents were talking about that." Jack said.
"Oh..." I said, as if it had just come to me. "There are two things we should be looking for. A gun or other weapon that the woman owned, and the keys to this car. In the meantime... there's something I'm missing here. The picture is not complete for me yet."
"All the same, any speculation?" asked Jack. He knew I hated to speculate, but he was almost desperate for ideas. So I threw him a couple of lines.
"Perp might have been in the car when she got into it." I said. "Soon as she pulls out, he makes her turn left instead of right, then pull over to the side of the road whereupon he butchers her." I did not mention the obvious: that Todd had sent the woman out at that hour, and he or anyone else in the house could've taken a gun from the woman's purse. She was a prostitute; I strongly suspected she had been armed.
"Very possible." Jack said. "Or she heads back to the town, someone waves her down, then either asks or makes her go back along this way. "Bonnie, anything you can tell us?"
"No sir." said Bonnie. "I'll research and see if there have been any other killings up here and if there are any similar patterns. But serial killers tend to leave some sort of sign of their work; they want us to know it's them. This looks to be pretty simple, clean, and by someone who does not care to be identified... and had no problem with his victim being quickly identified."
"Good points. Okay, you guys can clean this up." called out Jack Muscone. "Take the body all the way to the City for the autopsy. Impound the car, transport it to the City also..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at the Forestry Service building, I said "Have the Burkes and/or Cherie Ward been read their rights?"
"Not yet, they're just being treated as witnesses, so far." said one agent. "But we may arrest the blonde woman if she isn't more forthcoming with us. She didn't want to talk to us at all, then the other woman, the lawyer, intervened on her behalf."
I then asked to speak to Cherie alone. That got a bunch of protests from FBI agents. Jeanine had told Cherie to trust me, so that wasn't the issue, but other agents weren't having any of it.
"What are you going to ask her?" one agent thundered. Another said "I want to be there to hear anything she says. She's not answering our questions, and I think we ought to arrest her."
"Guys, this is my case now." said Muscone, cutting off debate. "Don, you'll need to tell us what she tells you, but go ahead." That got an even more vociferous argument from the agents, some of who were being openly insubordinate as they bitterly said that Jack was out of order and they'd be taking it to a higher level. I'm not sure they realized just how high a level Jack (and myself, if need be) could take it.
Then one agent said to go ahead and let me, and I could see the crafty smile on his face. Knowing what was up his sleeve, I knew I was prepared.
Alone in the room with Cherie, I studied her. She was tall, nearly six feet, very beautiful with a mane of blonde hair, a toned, fit body with large breasts that had needed only some artificial enhancement, and smoking hot legs. Her face looked somewhat familiar to me; I'm sure I'd seen her more than once. She looked like a scared rabbit, though.
I turned on my device that would neutralize any bugs that were listening in, wishing I could see Mr. Crafty Agent's face when he got nothing from the bugs. "Cherie, I'm Commander Troy, consulting with the FBI on the death of your friend. I'm also related to your friend Todd, so I want you to trust me so I can protect you. You're more than just a call girl, aren't you?"
"Not really." she said, but her eyes welled up with more fear.
"Just between us and nobody else, you're a confidential informant for someone in the City, aren't you?" I asked. Cherie said nothing, but looked scared to death.
"And for... Captain Susan Wexler, if I don't miss my guess." I said. Cherie's eyes told me that I was right, even though she said nothing. But then I realized that there was something else. And then I realized where I knew her from. The night of Senator Nathan Allen's oh-so-unfortunate heart attack and death. I decided not to pursue this any further.



"Okay, Cherie, I'll keep your secret safe." I said. "But before I go, is there anything at all you can tell me that you haven't told them? Whoever killed your friend could come after you next."
"I really have no information that I haven't already given them, though they don't believe that." Cherie whispered.
"Who hired you and Nicole?" I asked, now that I had her talking a bit.
"Todd's father, Michael Burke." Cherie replied.
"Did he hire you two specifically, or just asked for two girls from your agency?"
Cherie thought for a moment and then said "My agency contact said I'd specifically been asked for, which means they could charge more, and that would mean more money for me. I was then told another girl had been paid for, and to choose who I wanted to go with me. I took Nicole, since she and I hang out sometimes, and she always can use the money."
"You know Mr. Burke? Michael Burke? I know you know Todd."
"No, not really." Cherie said. "I'd seen him at a few parties hosted by Mr. Wargrave, but I'd never had sex with Mr. Burke, and this was the first time he'd hired me."
"Okay. Thanks, Cherie." I said. "Like I said, I'll do what I can to protect your secret, but I can't stop the investigation nor where it might lead, so prepare yourself and be careful in the future." With that, I got up and walked back into the room with all the agents, some of whom were staring daggers at me. I asked Jack Muscone to come outside with me. I did not turn off the bug-interference device.
"Okay," Jack whispered, "I am alienating some agents to help you with this. What is it?"
"She's a C.I. for the City Police. I certainly don't want to burn her as that, and if we tell those guys in there, it'll be all over for Cherie." I whispered. "But beyond that, I think she's scared of something else, someone else. Henry Wargrave has hired both her and our victim from time to time. Gotta wonder... gotta wonder..."
"Okay." Jack said. "We're between a rock and a hard place. I could tell these guys that I'll tell them on a need-to-know basis if and when the time comes. The problem is that they'll keep investigating, maybe even harder than before, and Cherie's name will pop up all over the place, and it's a done deal for her anyway. I could shut the whole thing down, tell them it's at a higher level now, and I could bring the Deputy Director himself in to back it up. But then someone may go to the press, or may scream cover-up for Michael Burke... who's still a pretty powerful business influence with certain Members of Congress. This could get messy very quickly, Don."
"Are these guys trustworthy?" I asked. "Enough that they can be brought in on any of your investigations?"
"Nope." Jack said. "Especially not the 'Superior Bloodlines' case. We're limiting that very greatly. My team, one team in Atlanta, and that's it for now. I don't really know these agents, and the fact they were chosen to be sent to investigate a Park Service case shows they're not the brightest bulbs in the box, if you know what I mean. But I'm not sure what to do-"
"Mr. Muscone!" called out of voice from the doorway of the building. "You have a phone call inside. It's from the... from the Deputy Director of the FBI himself."
"Oh, good." said Muscone, giving me a meaningful look. He rushed inside and I followed. "Yes sir... yes sir... that's right, sir... yes sir, I'll tell them. Thank you, sir." After hanging up the phone, Jack turned to everyone.
"That was the Deputy Director, calling all the way from Washington." said Jack Muscone. "He's instructed me to tell you that we're all off the case, that he will be sending a special task force. I don't need to tell you guys that this must be bigger than any of us here, so we're going to do what we're told. The coroner will do his autopsy and that information will be sent to Washington instead of to us. You FBI agents can go on back home. I'll clean up here."
Bewildered though they were, the FBI agents acted like professionals. They left their notes with Muscone and left. Muscone also took the notes from the Forestry Service agents.
"Todd, follow Cherie home... all the way to the City." I said "Call me immediately if there is the slightest bit of trouble." Todd said he'd drive Cherie's car, with Jeanine following in their car. They made their goodbyes to Michael and left quickly. Michael also hastily left.
Bonnie was insatiably curious as we drove back home. "That was the most fortuitous phone call in crime history," she said, "but I didn't see either of you nor any of the agents make a phone call, unless Don did so in the room with the blonde woman."
"Nope, I didn't make any phone calls." I said.
"Yeah, I was amazed too." Jack truthfully said. "He knew what was going on, but I have no idea how."
"Oh really?" I asked. "I thought it was pretty obvious who let the Deputy Director know."
"Who?" both of them asked.
"Observe and deduce, my friends... observe and deduce." I said. I would say no more about it, especially with Bonnie in the car. Maybe one or the other would, over time, realize that one Forestry Service agent was just a bit too good, had observed the similarity between myself and Todd... he was no ordinary Forestry Service agent, if I did not miss my guess... and I rarely miss...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in Town, Bonnie invited me into her office as Jack pulled up to the Psychology Building. I told Jack I'd catch up with him later that evening at the Federal Building. I could walk to The Mountain Nest from here, I also said.
Bonnie's office was not nearly as large as Laura's (which practically was a medical clinic), but it was roomy with a window to the outside, a desk to the right side, a sofa on the wall under the window and a coffee table in front of it. A television with video equipment was on the left side, where Bonnie could watch tapes (or television) from her desk.
"Have a seat." the lovely brunette said. I sat down on the sofa as Bonnie put her things down on the desk, then strutted her saucy body back around to face me.
"So, what did you want to talk about, and not in the FBI agent's presence?" I asked. In reply, Bonnie came around and straddled me on the sofa. Easing herself down, she slid her hands along my upper chest.
"I want to have a much more... personal... discussion with you." Bonnie said. "You have no idea how many women envy your wife for what she's taking to bed every night.
I felt myself blushing... and becoming aroused. Bonnie had a decent body, a pretty face and such a bright, bubbly personality that any man would be drawn to her. She leaned down and mashed her full lips against mine, and I felt her tongue sliding into my mouth, probing and seeking. Wow, she was being very aggressive! I thought as I let my hands slide up her sides and then cup her breasts.
"Let me suck that big cock of yours, see if it's as iron hard as I've heard." Bonnie said as she eased off of me and knelt in front of me. I again wondered how women were hearing about my cock's attributes and Bonnie unzipped and opened my pants. I felt her warm hand grasp my hardening prick, easing it out into the open. She gently jacked it as she looked up at me.
"Just relax and enjoy this." Bonnie said, her eyes sparkling; she obviously wanted this a lot. "I want you to come in my mouth. Don't hold back; when you're ready, shoot every drop of your hot cum into my throat."
Her raunchy words heated me even more, and my cock was now taut with hardness, aching to be sucked. And it did not have long to wait. Bonnie kissed the bulging helmet of my cockhead, then licked around it. She sucked the head of my cock into her mouth, let it slide out, then opened her mouth wide and engulfed as much as she could in one gulp.
I groaned as the heat of Bonnie's wet mouth enveloped me. I felt her seal her full, lipsticked lips around my shaft and suck hard as she slid back up, something Laura often did while fellating me. Then Bonnie slid her mouth back down, swallowing almost every inch of my turgid meat, then slowly sucking back up. It wasn't long before she had established a solid, sensuous rhythm and was sucking my dick as if it would be the last one she ever gave.
I let the pleasure in my loins build as I watched the mane of frazzled curly hair bob up and down as the woman underneath gave me head. Bonnie wasn't the best I'd ever had (Audrey Nethers and Laura were coming to mind for that category), but she was good and she was trying hard. I did not try to fuck her face like I enjoyed doing to my wife, but allowed Bonnie to orally service my meat and enjoy herself in the process.
And she was enjoying herself... she was moaning around my cock, mewling as she slurped her tongue around the head and shaft from time to time, and then going back to town with her hard sucking.
I think I lasted five minutes; it might have been three. But I did not try to hold back as that familiar tightness began building, which would lead to that staggeringly painful ecstasy of release. Bonnie must've sensed me building up. She cupped my balls and began jacking the base of my cock with her other hand as her mouth sucked hard on the upper half of my little 'iron crowbar'.
"Uhhh, I'm going to come..." I warned Bonnie. With that, she sank her mouth onto my dick, taking it deeper into her mouth. Just as she came back up, the first huge shot of semen fired down my shaft and into her mouth, filling it with my cock-cream. Bonnie hurriedly swallowed it and tried to sink her mouth down again as several more bursts of baby-batter spurted over her tongue and into her throat. She sucked another couple of bursts out and soon I was pulsing but unable to shoot more... I was spent.
Bonnie licked, sucked and slurped up the remainder of my load, cleaning me thoroughly, her full lips shining with a mixture of my ejaculate and her saliva. Finally, she looked up at me with a bright smile and said "That was delicious. And I loved swallowing your cum; now that part of you is part of me forever."
I could tell that meant something to Bonnie, and as I looked into her eyes it occurred to me for the first time that her feelings might be stronger than they should be. But she knew well that I was married, so I dismissed the thought.
"Thanks, Bonnie." I gasped as I caught my breath. "That was fantastic. So would you like my tongue on your pussy in return?"
"Not today, but I'll take a raincheck." Bonnie said. I was actually glad to hear it. I would've stayed and eaten her pussy, and I would've fucked her, but this was a nice place to stop for now, and Bonnie seemed satisfied with her oral conquest of my male member.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd just finished telling Laura about the crime in the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area, as well as being sure to inform my lovely wife about the hot blowjob her fellow professor had given me before letting me come home, when the doorbell rang. Looking out the front door, I saw Cindy Ross outside. Of course I let her in. After all, I'd called my partner and asked if she could come over.
My daughter Carole squealed with delight upon seeing Cindy, so a few moments were taken up by Cindy holding, talking to, and playing with Carole.
"Okay, what did you want to see me about?" Cindy asked after Laura took Carole into the kitchen for feeding, and to leave us alone to our police business.
"I wanted to show you these pictures and asked if you recognized either of them." I said. I first showed her a picture of Nicole Stanton, a.k.a. 'Dawn Starrett'.
"She looks vaguely familiar, but I can't place her." Cindy said, trying to think. "Maybe I saw her on a rap sheet or something?"
"Maybe. What about this woman?" I asked, handing Cindy the picture of Cherie Ward. I got the result I fully expected.
"Oh yes, I've seen her before." Cindy said immediately. She then looked around to make sure nobody else was listening in, then whispered as quietly as she could "Do you remember the night Nathan Allen died?" I nodded as Cindy said "Well, you might remember that someone took a bottle of poison off a tall blonde prostitute and flushed it. This woman was that prostitute. I'm stone-cold sure of it."
"Yeah, I remembered that she was at the party, listening in when I confronted Allen and told him that we'd arrested his son... do you think the other woman was at the party also?"
"That may be where I saw her." Cindy said. "Why?"
"The auburn-haired woman was murdered up on Federal lands at Lake Amengi-Nunagen." I said. "The blonde woman had gone up with her... to Michael Burke's cabin, while Todd and Jeanine were visiting. While they're all visiting, this woman left the party early, and ended up dead on the roadside within a mile of the Burke cabin."
Just as I was about to say more, Cindy began coughing hard. "I'm sorry, Commander, I must have an allergy or something." she said in response to my concerned look.
"You feeling okay?" I asked. "Anything hurt?"
"No, but I think I better go on home. Don't want to get Carole sick if it's a flu bug or something." With that, she made her way quickly out of the house and back to her car, leaving both me and Laura wondering and concerned.
Part 5 - University President Dr. Sidney P. Wellman
Cindy sipped more of her soup, then said "Okay, Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, honors and titles galore, President of the University. Now this is a guy that I can see being in the middle of a spider web of knowledge and information."
"Yes, I agree with you." said Phyllis.
"Only thing is..." Cindy said, then after a pause started up again: "I had a conversation with Tanya Perlman once. She was having an affair with Wellman, stopped it when she started dating Pete Feeley, then resumed again after Pete died and after she was already pregnant. She told me that Dr. Wellman's first love is the University, that he'd sacrifice his wife and his mistress and everything else for the sake of his University, that he would kill for the sake of his University."
"I believe that, also." said Phyllis agreeably. "But does that make him an arch-criminal of such staggering caliber?"
"I don't know." Cindy replied. "But it puts him in an extremely unique position of power, of ability to absorb information, to exert his influence over a far and wide range. He certainly has a national presence and reputation."
"True, true." Phyllis said. "But my daughter-in-law Laura has said several times that Dr. Wellman loves his students, and often says he wishes he could teach classes again. That does not sound like a man who I would think is devoid of all emotion save greed and hatred."
"That's a point... that's a point..." Cindy agreed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CHOCK! CHOCK! CHOCK! CHOCK!*
The lusty slaps of flesh-on-flesh echoed throughout the large, luxurious bedroom as the older man slammed his throbbing hard cock into the younger woman beneath him with deep, powerful thrusts. He was giving her all he had, exhausting himself in the process, driving her to her own orgasm as he rapidly approached his. Just as he was about to come, the woman gasped and he felt her cunt clutch hard around his pistoning meat. Unable to hold back, he gasped and bottomed out inside her, his cock spurting molten man-lava against her cervix and into the furthest reaches of her spasming pussy.
Their sweating bodies grinded together as they deeply kissed in the after-throes of their mutual climaxes, then he finally rolled off of her onto his back. He stared at the ceiling as the woman nestled into him, her head resting on his chest as his gasps for breath still echoed in the room.
"Mmmm, it's so nice you invited me here while your wife is at her luncheons with all those rich trophy wives." Tanya Perlman said, her voice sleepy but with a hint of sarcasm.
"My dear," said Sidney Wellman, "those rich trophy wives's husbands give my University a lot of money. A lot of money..."
"I know." said Tanya. "But not nearly as much as Mr. Wargrave gives the School. I'm surprised you haven't named the football stadium after him already."
Wellman chuckled, a deep hearty chuckle that unwittingly sounded sinister. "Yes, dear, he has been a wonderful supporter of our many colleges and programs here at the University. To this point, he's insisted that we name no buildings after him, as much as I'd like to. But which building?"
"The Business School?" Tanya suggested, not really interested... her hand was sliding along Wellman's crotch, moving toward his half-hard penis.
"Yes, he's a billionaire, but he didn't major in any business or finance discipline." said Wellman. "He actually was a Geology major with a minor in Chemistry, with almost enough credits for a full Chemistry degree. He initially was going into the oil business..."
"Oh really..." said Tanya, keeping her voice as 'uninterested' as she could. "Commander Troy was a Chemistry major, also. Funny how people don't use their degrees..."
"Mr. Wargrave actually did." said Wellman. "And the Middle Eastern contacts he made allowed him to make money and expand his businesses. He soon found that shipping, the transportation of good and services, made him much more money." Wellman realized he was telling too much about his patron. "But enough of that. What about you, my dear Tanya? Are you happy?"
"Oh yes." Tanya said, snuggling into her married lover's arms. "Little Pete is growing fast, and he's just a joy to be with and hold in my arms. Work is... okay, I guess." Wellman noted the catch in her voice.
"Problems at work?" he asked, subtly prodding her.
"Not really." said Tanya. "I really shouldn't complain: I'm a Lieutenant on a Police Force, which rarely happens anywhere to anyone with less than 20 years experience, and certainly not to women. I'm right where I want to be... head of the MCD Department of the Town & County Police Force. I couldn't ask for more..."
"But..." Wellman said. "Yes, I hear the 'but...' in your voice."
Tanya grinned, her beautiful cherubic smile that melted Wellman's heart and aroused his loins every time. "I guess I always thought..." She paused, then said "Well, when Don came to the Force and pretty much demonstrated that Sherlock Holmes has nothing on him, I was okay with it. And he really went out of his way to help me increase my abilities at solving crimes. Then he put me in the Crime Lab, and while I liked that okay, I really liked being in the field more, so he took me back out of there and put me in charge of MCD. He didn't have to do that."
Tanya paused, then continued. "I guess I had ideas that I'd be Don's 'sidekick', if you know what I mean. But Cindy Ross is that; those two are thicker than thieves. Everyone knows she took those bullets after pushing him down so she could get in front of him, and he gave her his blue crowbar. So sometimes I feel I'm on the outside looking in, and someone else is in my rightful place. Nothing against her, of course."
"They're not sleeping together, are they?" Wellman asked, curious.
"Of course not!" Tanya exclaimed. "Don't you know Cindy's engaged to another woman? Don isn't on her team, bed-wise that is. I think he'd love to fuck her, and he knocked up her sister, but the Iron Crowbar's not a woman, so she's not giving him any."
Wellman kept his face even, but felt total shock. The signs had been there but he'd totally missed them. So Cindy Ross is a lesbian... he thought to himself, cataloguing that piece of information.
"Oh, enough about them." Tanya said, wondering if she'd said too much. "So the University is doing okay? You're past the steroids scandal and Coach Harlan dying and all that?"
"Yes, I think so." said Wellman. "The NCAA and the Conference have quietly closed their investigations after that-" He stopped. He was about to mention Tim Dawdle's name, but that would've brought up who killed Dawdle... Angela Harlan... and that would've reminded Tanya of who else the Black Widow had murdered. Wellman did not want to go there.



"Well, that's all over now, is what I mean to say." Wellman said. "And we're getting more grant money and more contributions than ever."
"That's good." Tanya said, then played her own subtle gambit. "I'm sure the University will be very sad when you retire."
Wellman laughed, again sounding more sinister than he intended. He then lay back and sighed. "You know, my dear, I once had dreams of retiring and taking you away with me to some island where we'd live happily ever after. Just leaving it all behind."
"Divorcing your wife?" Tanya asked, more skeptical than hopeful.
"Yes." said Wellman. "But then I realized that I don't ever want to leave this place, this University."
"And your wife?" Tanya asked.
"Is entertaining trophy wives at her luncheons..." Wellman said with that evil grin of his, rolling himself back on top of Tanya. "...while I'm fucking your sexy brains out in her bed." Aided by the Viagra he'd taken, Wellman's throbbing member was painfully hard again. He eased between Tanya's shapely legs and sank his turgid meat balls-deep into his lovely mistress's sopping wet quim...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered the Federal Building in Town at 10:00am Sunday morning and was escorted to the area that only a few knew contained the FBI rooms. Jack Muscone was there, having called me in.
"Okay, Don," he said, "the autopsy was done last night. Blood tests are not back yet, but the examination shows that the woman had her throat slit from behind, then the other stab wounds were made as she lay dying on the ground. Fiber evidence from the fingernails but no biological tissue, so no DNA. There was no blood in the car nor the woman's purse, so the perp did not search the car nor the purse. The keys were not in the car, nor in the woman's purse or hands, nor found at the crime scene. They're missing."
"I again commend your attention to that. It's interesting." I said. I began thinking about it. I knew there was one piece missing, that it was on the edge of my vision... but I wasn't fully seeing it yet.
Jack then said "No gun nor other weapon found, either. By the way... I know you didn't want to talk with Dr. Karpathian in the car with us, but I thought about who the Director's mole must be. I'm guessing that one or more of the Forestry Service agents was more than he appeared to be."
"Yes, that's my guess, too." I said. "And I think I can be specific: it was the guy who noticed the family resemblance between myself and Todd. You may also have noticed that Todd took pains to immediately greet me as 'Commander Troy' instead of 'Uncle Don' yesterday. Todd did not want them to know he and I were related, so unless Michael Burke told them, they didn't know about the Troy family connection."
"Yeah, you're right." said Muscone. "I thought that was odd, about Todd, and you've just explained it. Anyway, I've been researching the girl Stanton, who was known as 'Dawn Starrett' by everyone in her professional world. She and Cherie Ward were pretty good friends, worked the same parties."
"Like Senator Nathan Allen's party, the night he unfortunately had that heart attack and died." I said, looking right at Muscone. He looked right back at me.
"Yes, they often worked high-level parties, just like that one, where the clients were charged very high levels of money. Not what your average john is going to pay a back street hooker." Jack said.
"I'm thinking more of the particular clientele as opposed to their financial resources." I replied. "Politicians... billionaires..."
"You definitely like to think about certain things." Jack said drily. "By the way, Cherie's working name is 'Cherie', just one name; she never uses her last name. At any rate, my agents Speer and Escobar are going to try to quietly interview some of her other friends, hopefully without arousing too much notice from the local City Police."
"A wise idea." I said.
Muscone continued: "I'm also having my guys hit up a few of our own C.I.s, but so far we've gotten nothing on Stanton. We don't think she was a C.I. like Cherie is. We know prostitutes are used all the time and paid well to spy on their customers and get intel, and in fact that was the first thing I thought of when I heard Michael and Todd Burke's names... someone had hired women to get knowledge from them."
I replied "I'm sure the FBI would consider the occupants of the Burke cabin that evening to be major suspects, and they might well be right. But I have my reasons for thinking they are not involved, at least not directly."
Jack said. "So, what is your scenario? And don't tell me 'not enough data'..." I smiled at that.
"Not enough data, for damn sure." I replied, grinning, then said "Okay, I'm visualizing as if I were the killer. First, if it were planned ahead of time, or if she had a contract on her life, I doubt I'd kill her in a remote forest, and so close to the cabin where she was staying. I'd just kill her in the City and throw her in a dumpster, and the local Police call it a whore getting killed by a bad john."
"Well, there's the 'Vince Foster' angle." Muscone said, reminding me of the time that President Clinton's aide Vince Foster had been found dead in a National Park. "Kill her there, and it's the Park Police or Forestry Service doing the investigation, an investigation they're hardly equipped to do. Like the Vince Foster case at Ft. Marcy Park."
"Yes, but in this case the FBI itself was called right in." I said. "So that means-"
I was interrupted by a knock on the door. FBI Agent Lindy Linares was at the door, her mane of curly black hair on top of her head almost exactly matching that of the woman behind her: Dr. Bonnie Karpathian. Lindy said that Bonnie had some information to share with us, and Jack had Bonnie come in. Bonnie gave me a bright smile as she sat down, and I worked hard to keep my loins from heating up at the memory of the previous evening.
"I did a quick bit of data crunching on crimes in the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area," Bonnie cheerfully said, "as well as potential serial crimes in remote lakefront or camps. There are a few copycats of the serial killers in the movies, and I dismissed those. There have been a few unsolved murders in the Amengi-Nunagen W.M.A. One was an FBI agent, found shot dead execution-style. The FBI appears to not have done as extensive an investigation as I would've thought they'd have done, and the few case notes I could find suggested general speculation of a Mob hit. The FBI's data on the victim, meaning their data on him as one of their agents, is also surprisingly thin and was hard for me to get; perhaps you'll have better luck."
Bonnie gave Jack Muscone the file of data. He looked at it briefly, then sat it on his desk, and I noted he did not hand it to me. I also had seen Jack's facial expression change when Bonnie mentioned it, and now he was working very, very hard to keep his face set in stone. I had an idea that Teresa Croyle could tell me exactly what was in that file, but I let that go as Bonnie continued talking.
"One of the dead bodies was a known junior-level mob associate." Bonnie said. "He was shot, but he was given a 'Columbian necktie', and the FBI thought that he had crossed the line with his bosses and was given his just reward by them and simply dumped in the remote location. There was another body: it was discovered by hikers and was decomposed, having been there some time. It was not clear if this person was murdered or just died out there. The Forestry Service was suspicious only because there was no ID of any kind anywhere near where the body was found, so they think it might have been left there."
"But you found nothing that ties this case to any of these others?" Jack said.
"No, Jack," Bonnie said, "except the possibility that this girl was a prostitute and the Mob has dumped bodies up in that area before."
"No, this girl was murdered up there, not brought there dead." I said. "Tell you guys what... Bonnie, I appreciate very much the information you've worked to get us. But for now I think we should just find out information and data that we can, and put the puzzle pieces together. I'm going to go talk to Todd and Jeanine, privately, as a family member, see if they can tell me something usable."
"Don..." Jack said, getting my attention, "be cautious on this one. I thought the Director was calling off the dogs to keep other investigations from being compromised, but that may not be the case. I found out that he really is bringing in a special team, and I didn't find that out from him. He may have shut it down because you were there and your family may potentially be involved."
I just nodded. This was a mess, I thought to myself.
Part 6 - Sheriff Daniel Allgood
"Now this is the one..." Cindy Ross said with a sigh, "that I absolutely cannot believe. Daniel Allgood. Longtime chief of Internal Affairs. Don put Daniel up for Sheriff instead of himself. Daniel is married to Don's ex-wife, who is my business partner, and Melina's a pretty sharp cookie when it comes to judging people."
Phyllis just nodded as Cindy continued "If this guy is the master criminal, then it's the best con job in the history of crime. I can't help but think Daniel just happened to be in the room when Don's conversation happened."
"Yes, of course you could be right," said Phyllis, "but that's what is called the 'rub' about this criminal: no one even knew of his existence until Don began to figure it out. Everyone was thinking Mr. Wargrave was behind it all."
"Phyllis..." Cindy said, finally bringing up the uncomfortable subject, "do you think Don might be wrong about this? Maybe it is Wargrave, or maybe Don is on the wrong path completely?"
"Oh my, I certainly don't know." Phyllis said. "Don is a confident man, but he's also careful and doesn't want to waste his or our time on wild goose chases. I don't think he'd have told you what he did if he did not believe it himself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On Monday morning, January 12th, I was standing in front of the desk in my anteroom, getting my new assistant Helena French settled in. I'd introduced her to Paulina and Paulina's assistant (with whom Helena was sharing the anteroom), and was about to take her on the grand tour of the Station when Sheriff Daniel Allgood politely knocked on the open door to the hallway.
"Sheriff, come on in." I said. "This is my new assistant, Helena French. Helena, this is the new Sheriff in Town, Daniel Allgood."
"Nice to meet you." said Daniel, shaking Helena's hand across the desk as she stood up to greet him. Helena was wearing a white dress with blue polka-dots, a blue belt and matching high heel blue pumps. She looked delicious, and I knew that she was from our previous sexual encounters as part of the 'Libertines' group.
"Don and I are also brothers-in-law." Daniel said. "Our wives are sisters."
"Ohhhh..." said Helena, looking at me. "I did not know that."
"Neither did they, for years." I said. "I haven't really made a point to tell everyone, but it's not a secret in any way, either."
"So Sheriff, what other secrets about my new boss should I know?" Helena said with a mischievous smile. Helena had a lovely smile. She was in her 40s, wore her light brown hair in a 'Princess Diana' style, and was generally quiet and serious with these flashes of warm humor.
"Oh, you're going to hear many secrets while you're here." said Daniel, getting serious. "And I know the Iron Crowbar hired you because he trusts you with those secrets."
"Certainly." Helena said. Message received and understood, I could see in her eyes.
"Don, can you come to the Chief's office in ten minutes?" Daniel said. "Something important has come up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was important. It was staggering. And it was not unexpected.
"Yes sir." said Captain Leslie Charles, sitting next to me in the chairs facing the Chief's desk, Sheriff Allgood behind the desk. "I've put in the papers to retire February 1st." I groaned as Captain Charles replied "I appreciate your sentiment, sir, but it really is time for me to go."
"I hate it, but I can understand it." I said. "You and Chief Griswold were close."
"Yes sir." said Charles. "The Chief and I were together for many years. But that's not the only reason I'm retiring. Now don't get me wrong, gentlemen, I think the Chief did the right thing, and really knew what he was doing, when he promoted you to Commander and put you in charge of everything. And I think your Detectives are a great bunch of Officers, and you and they are doing well in getting good Uniformed officers into places of responsibility. I also think you, Sheriff Allgood, have a lot of promise and will do very well... as long as you get the hell out of the way and let this man solve the crimes for you."
Allgood smiled as Charles paused, then continued: "But precincts, and the dividing of my forces, has pretty much made me obsolete, Commander. It's a young man's game... your game now."
"Well, Captain," I said, "you're not obsolete and never will be. But I understand how you feel, and in truth I've been observing you and I'm not totally surprised that this day has finally come. All I can say is 'thank you' for helping me since I came to the Force, and for all you did to make this the best Police Force anywhere."
"It's been a great honor working with you and these great young men and women." said Captain Charles, trying not to to get emotional, I could see. "At least... at least I got to see my son come on to the Force. If your son follows in your footsteps, you'll understand what I'm feeling now. You too, Sheriff." Daniel nodded.
"Yes, and your son a great part of our SWAT Team." I said. "The height of professionalism and setting the example. I only hope my son will grow up to be like that." Captain Charles gave the closest thing to a smile for him at hearing the praise for his son.
"So let me ask you this." said Sheriff Allgood. "Any ideas of who you want to replace you in command of the Uniformed Division?"
"With precincts, I'm not sure my position is needed anymore." said Charles. I remembered that The-Powers-That-Be carved out the position just for Charles, as he refused to take any position that did not have him with his 'fellow uniformed officers', as he would say.
"The position is not going away." I said. "The Sheriff and I have made sure of that with the Council. It might not be a full Captain in the slot, but it'll be someone. And we do want to hear your ideas on who to put in there."
"The guy who I think will do the best job," said Charles, "who can go around to the different precincts and keep the officers in all of them in line... is not on our Police Force today." He told me the name he was thinking of, a name that did not surprise me, and one of which I wholly approved.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Iron Crowbar and his Team were solving the crimes of a murdered doctor and pharmacist, Police Chief Harold Malone was looking over the landscape as he drove along the paved, two-lane road. Flat land, peanut farms, cotton farms, farms as far as the eye could see. Boring as hell.
The job was boring, too, but Malone knew that the job was not why he was here. It was his 'extracurricular' duties that were important. The lines of communication had been established to bring in and support one group of drug suppliers, to keep the blacks well supplied with narcotics, and also to distribute into the Southeast... more traditional inroads were being found and interdicted by the Feds.
Now he was now going to a meeting to establish something different. He turned onto a dirt road that went between two farms towards a line of trees that denoted the 'river', which was not much more than a wide, shallow creek, but was the biggest ribbon of water in the area. There was an old barn near the tree line, dilapidated and about to fall down.
He drove his car back behind the barn, where it could not be seen from the road. Stepping inside the dark structure, he could only hear the wind whistling and the creaks of the old boards of the empty barn.
Well, not quite empty, he noted. There was a metal folding chair sitting right there in front of him, about 25 feet inside the opening. It was obviously meant for him to sit there. He looked around, seeing no booby traps above the chair, but he still took it and moved it five feet before sitting down.
He waited, the ten minutes seeming interminable, listening for the sound of a car to drive up but hearing none.
"Hello, Chief Malone." said the voice. Malone just about jumped out of his skin, and was even more shocked when he saw who it was that had come into the barn: it was Henry R. Wargrave himself.
He saw no one else, but that meant nothing: Wargrave would never just come here alone, so someone was out there watching his back.
Wargrave opened another metal chair and placed it where he'd be sitting facing Malone's right side at a right angle; Malone couldn't go for his service weapon without Wargrave seeing it, and the angle was odd for Malone to try that even if he wanted to. Wargrave was a very experienced man at dealings of this kind.
Wargrave further proved it by bringing a device out of his pocket. I was a device that would kill any chance of their conversation being recorded, a very similar device to the one the Iron Crowbar reportedly had, Malone thought. Okay, this is is something big, he surmised.
"How are you doing down here in Alabama?" Wargrave asked.
"You want the truth, or do you want me to tell you what you want to hear?" Malone said.
"You're bored, I understand that." Wargrave said. "It won't be too long before we can get you to a more populated area. Would you like to be in a college town again? Auburn? Tuscaloosa? Athens, Georgia? Gainesville, Florida?"
"Knoxville, Tennessee." Malone said. "Not that I really want to go to a college town, but at least Rocky Top has rocks... and hills. I'm sick and tired of flat land. Being here reminds me how nice it was to have hills near the Town, like the ridge the Iron Crowbar's house is on."
"The house that burned to the ground?" Wargrave said. Malone's face registered his shock.
"It did?" Malone gasped, then before he could stop himself he said "You did that?"
"Hell no." Wargrave said. "I don't kill children. It was a huge mistake by the person that did it, someone you really have no idea about. I'm not really happy with the instigator over it, either. But enough of that for now. What I've come to you for, Harold, is to offer you a deal. A serious and good deal that could make both of us a lot of money. A lot of money."
"I'm listening." said Malone.
"I know you're very good at arranging and overseeing transportation of certain products." Wargrave said. "I am setting up hubs of operations to bring my favorite products, arms, into areas of the United States where they're going to be needed soon."
"For what?"
"For the coming race wars." Wargrave said, beginning to work Malone's weak spot. "My clients were moving slowly, but they see that the enemies of good white men and women are being constantly threatened by favoritism towards minorities, by importing more and more illegal aliens. My clients believe that the other side wants to gin up race wars... and my clients want them to be totally shocked at the sheer number of arms at our disposal."
Harold Malone had long been a white supremacist, but until now he had not considered the scope of what was going on. Henry R. Wargrave was not just a national player, he was one of the "Big Boyz" internationally. He was a billionaire because he had sold arms to groups all over the world, often to both sides in the same conflict. And now he was actually wanting to smuggle arms into the United States! Geez...



"You will not only be making money, Harold," said Wargrave, "but you will be helping to assure that our way of life continues, and that your wife does not get gang-raped by black thugs." Wargrave was pouring it on. He was a master of psychology; only the Iron Crowbar and his once-master were his intellectual equals. Harold Malone was not.
"Okay, I'm in..." he heard Malone say. "But there's an extra I want you to throw in for me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just after shift change at 4:00pm, Sheriff Daniel Allgood gathered his things and got ready to leave. He'd been using the Chief's office, which had made Commander Troy uncomfortable because of the Commander's relationship with Chief Griswold. The Iron Crowbar was discomfited by someone else sitting in that seat so soon after Griswold had retired. Daniel also wanted to leave at this time of day because he found out that Commander Troy, and therefore the Lieutenants of the Detective Division, would not leave until he did. Good on protocol, but he didn't want to tax their time any further than was necessary.
His wife Melina was working at her gym tonight, catching up on paperwork. Daniel didn't understand how Cindy Ross could keep that gym going, do her police work, and train for the summer ironman competition, but she was doing it... and maybe to the detriment of her health. She'd been coughing a lot, which was one more reason Melina wanted to do some work; to give Cindy a few hours off. Daniel had to attend the Kiwanis Club meeting and give a short speech; such was his new life as a political figure in the County. His wife's ex-mother-in-law was taking care of the baby; Phyllis just loved taking care of babies, and little Daniel as much as her own grandchildren...
He went to the Fire Department offices, spending a couple of hours in meetings with the senior officers there. He always felt like, unlike the Police Department, the Fire Department officers were trying to hide something from him. In addition, he could never get straight answers on the status of the EMTs, and there was never any EMS representation at the meetings. Commander Zoe Singer was never invited to the meetings either. Daniel made a mental note to schedule private meetings with her.
It was dark as he left and headed to the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse, where the Kiwanis Club was meeting. He sat at the head table for the supper, then was introduced as the speaker. He gave a few remarks about getting settled into his job, the professionalism of the Police, Fire, and Sheriff (Deputy) Departments, and thanking the club for their community service, yadda yadda yadda.
One thing he did like to do was open the floor for questions... after stating clearly that any questions and answers were formally 'off the record' if any Media people were there. The questions themselves would give him clues to what the People of the Town & County were interested in, a trick he'd learned from the Iron Crowbar.
Most of the people at this meeting were businesspersons from the northern half of Town and 'upper' County, and most of their questions to their new Sheriff were about the encroaching crime from the southern parts of Town and 'lower' County, thinly disguised code words for black crime encroaching on white neighborhoods. The Sheriff answered that the new Police Precinct structure was designed in part to serve the County by giving emphasis to where it was needed, when it was needed.
That brought a counter-question from Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, who asked rather sharply if the issues between police and blacks in other parts of the nation would be a problem in this County. The Sheriff replied that both himself and his Police Commander had worked hard and would continue to work hard to ensure that all citizens were equally and fairly treated. It sounded politically correct, and of course it was; after all, Daniel Allgood was now a politician. Of course the question of who the next Chief would be was asked, which of course the new Sheriff did not yet know, and said he'd like to get Chief Griswold back... pointing out Chief Griswold, who was sitting right there in the audience. That got some applause and was a good ending for the meeting.
The meeting was over about 9:00 and Daniel lingered about 30 more minutes, talking to people in small clusters. As he got in his car to leave, he considered the questions and realized that there were underlying tensions in the county, mostly of race. He'd have to talk to the Iron Crowbar about it, he thought as he drove towards the gym to pick up his wife.
As he parked in the half-full lot and got out of his car, he was dimly aware of movement at the other end of the building. Something more than instinct caused him to race to the other side of his car, and just in time- two masked men came around the corner and began firing at him!
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Sheriff Daniel Allgood (continued)
Daniel had his gun out and was trying to return fire, but he was aware he'd be firing toward the populated street, while the perps' bullets were flying to the left of the gym towards the empty fields of the Fairgrounds. They also were using semi-automatic fire rifles against his service revolver. Daniel had to keep his head down, and he was wondering how he was going to get out of this when he suddenly heard two shots behind him, followed by silence... and two masked men lying dead on the pavement.
Whirling around, he saw his wife Melina on the fire escape ledge, having just fired two shots with the pistol in her hands. He did not know that her record of shooting from that ledge remained perfect; he was just grateful she had been perfect in her aim on this night.
She was looking down at him and he said "I'm okay." He heard her gasp "Thank God!" then she went back inside the building, only to reappear moments later and come up to him as a crowd was forming. She slipped the 9mmP pistol into his hand, which he made sure to hold to put his prints on it, then pocketed it.
"We need to call the Iron Crowbar." Daniel said after ordering everyone to stay away from the bodies, and checking to see if they were still alive: they were not.
"An excellent idea. I couldn't agree more." said a tall, titian-haired man in a trenchcoat and full-brim hat and carrying a red crowbar, as he came up behind the Allgoods. I walked past them and begin examining the bodies for evidence as the crowd began chattering about my presence there. I was not surprised to find the total lack of IDs, but a set of car keys on a ring with a push-button-lock fob was in the pocket of one of the men.
"Anyone see anything?" I called out. "Please come forward if you saw anything that could help us." No one did; they'd all rushed out from inside the gym and the shops of the strip mall.
Two Town & County Police cruisers barreled into the parking lot, blue lights blazing. Patrol Officers Roy McGhillie and rookie Officer Phil Goodwright were in one car. Sergeant McCombs and Patrolman Davis, a black cop who'd been working with Vice units, were in the other car.
"How the hell did you get here before we did?" Sergeant McCombs snarled at me. He was not the best of my Force, and I'd had my eye on him for some time.
I resisted an even more acid and personal comment, and settled on "I'm just that good, Sergeant. Always keep that in mind." Out of the corner of my eye I saw Melina try to keep from grinning, but her sparkling eyes betrayed her amusement.
"Okay, who shot the perps?" asked McCombs, trying to take over the scene.
"I did." said Sheriff Allgood, coming out from behind me. McCombs could not hide his shock.
"Sheriff!" he gasped. "They were shooting at you? I thought they must be shooting at the Commander..." His voice trailed off as if a thought had come to him.
"No, they came after me when I pulled into the parking lot." Daniel said. He produced the 9mmP pistol. "I used this personal weapon to defend myself." Sergeant McCombs reached for it, but I intercepted it.
"I'll hold this until the MCD officers get here." I said. McCombs was not MCD nor was he a Commander; therefore, I was making it clear who was in charge. "You guys do crowd control, try to get this crowd to disperse."
A few minutes later, Sergeant Rudistan and Senior Patrolman Morton arrived, and I quickly put Rudistan in charge, to McCombs's silent chagrin. I bagged the pistol and gave it to Rudistan, then asked Daniel to come with me. I first took out the car keys I'd taken off the perp and pressed the 'lock' button. Nothing happened.
"Okay, let's try the parking lot across the street." I said. We crossed over, followed by Melina, and I pressed the 'lock' button twice. A car horn beeped. It was a car in the middle of the lot.
"Let's check it out." Daniel said, moving forward.
"Hold on, Sheriff." I replied, literally holding him back. "We need to see if it's booby-trapped. It's not like perps to bring their car keys with them; they usually put them on the tire under the side-paneling." Daniel nodded as I got on the radio and asked for Sergeant Seymour to be brought to the location. Sergeant Seymour was an outstanding explosives-sniffing dog.
Fifteen minutes later, Sergeant Seymour and his handler arrived. I gave Seymour a good petting, seeing as I love spending a few moments with members of my K-9 Corps whenever I can, and thinking that I should get a dog myself. Laura would kill me if I did, but it'd be nice to have a dog.
Then Seymour's handler had him sniff all around the suspect car as well as other cars nearby. He detected no explosives. Still, I asked everyone to stand back as I approached the car myself.
"Okay," I said, unlocking the door, "let's see if there's anything of interest in here." I slowly lifted the door handle and then opened the car. No explosions greeted me; always a good thing. I quickly searched the car. There was nothing inside the car nor in the trunk, but there were some airline tickets in the glove compartment.
"Hmmm," I said. "From the City to Birmingham, Alabama... through Atlanta." I added: "There's an old joke that when people in the South die and go to Heaven, they have to change planes in Atlanta."
"It's no joke." said a voice behind me. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone walked up to us. "I've gotten to know every inch of Hartsfield International Airport in Atlanta over time."
"What brings you here, Jack?" I asked as Jack shook hands with Daniel and Melina.
"We got a lot of chatter in Atlanta about something going down." said Jack. "The two guys who are now being transported to your morgue came up on our search of flight manifests between Atlanta and the City. We got their car rental and then had to get a warrant to trace the GPS in the car, and I just got here, but obviously late for this party."
"Glad you're here, all the same." I said. "Okay, let's wrap this up. Sheriff, you'll have to give a statement, probably to Rudistan unless Internal Affairs wants to have fun interviewing their old boss. I see no reason why this won't be called a 'good shoot', and quickly resolved."
"Let's go talk." Jack Muscone quietly said to me as everyone went to work. "Somewhere private. Like my office here in Town."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was late, nearly four o'clock in the morning of Tuesday, January 13th, when I got back to the Mountain Nest. Jack Muscone had come with me. Carole, Jim and little Daniel were asleep. Laura and Melina were talking on the sofa in the den by the warmth of the gas log fire in the fireplace.
"Daniel will be here soon." I said. "The official record, which will be authored by me personally and reviewed by the Inspector General of the SBI, says that the Sheriff's return fire caught the two perps dead center in their chests, killing them in what will be determined to be a 'good shoot'."
"We've been able to move quickly, and we got a lot of information." said Jack Muscone. "The perps are so-called 'good ole boys' from Opelika, Alabama. Known to the FBI and BAFTE as gun runners for white supremacy groups. They left their wallets and cellphones in a locker at the City Airport; the TCPD Crime Scene team found the key to the locker hidden in the car, and I had my guys rush it to the City Airport. We secured not two but four wallets and cellphones."
"Two of the IDs corresponded to the dead perps." Muscone continued. "We put out an APB, and the State Highway Patrol picked up the other two guys, who were driving back to the City from here. We took them to FBI Headquarters in the City, and they pretty much started talking immediately. They were watching the Allgood residence, while the two that died were watching the gym, knowing the Sheriff would show up at one or the other location eventually."
"Did they say who hired them?" Melina asked, her face showing nothing, dead to all but an intention to administer Justice...
"Yes." Jack said. "They waived their rights to counsel and silence, and in separate interviews told us it was Harold Malone that hired them, that they'd been part of a drug-running scheme he was overseeing. Their stories matched, too. We checked their cellphone records, and a picture of Daniel Allgood was sent from a burner phone in Malone's home county in Alabama."
Laura and Melina nodded, then Jack said "Laura, can I talk with you in the kitchen for a moment?" They went into the kitchen and I sat down by Melina.
"Good shooting." I said quietly. "As always, of course."
"What makes you think it was me?" Melina asked, trying not to grin mischievously.
"As I said, these two guys had bullets in the dead-center of their chests," I replied, "and Daniel can't hit the side of a barn, so sorry. But someone else I know... can."
"Too bad I had to shoot them." Melina said. "They sounded like good white guys."
"I think you did the right thing." I said. "It was your husband they were shooting at. Of course, in all those years nobody tried to shoot your ex-husband..."
That got me a slap on the shoulder, but Melina then said "Tell me this: your face looked skeptical while Jack was telling us Harold Malone is behind this. What do you really think?"
"That this is way too sloppy." I said. "Malone was careful about cell phone use, and he knew all the dead zones when he was here in Town. And those two surviving perps were a bit too eager to talk about Harold Malone. He may indeed be behind trying to kill Daniel, but there are some... strangenesses."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So," I asked my wife as we got ready to go to work without bothering to go to bed, knowing that we'd have to catch naps on our respective office couches to catch up on sleep, "can you tell me what Jack Muscone wanted to discuss with you?"
"Sure." Laura said. "Jack said they got onto these guys so quickly because of their white supremacy connections, but they also have another connection that hasn't really shown up before: gun-running. These guys have been using gun shows as cover to transport weapons all across the South, including Texas and Oklahoma, and the Midwest. He wants me to check some connections through my CIA contacts."
"And why does he want my favorite CIA officer to be checking on this?" I asked. Laura got my meaning: this was a domestic thing.
"Because international gun smuggling is the forté of our friend Henry R. Wargrave." Laura replied. I needed to hear no more to connect those dots.
Part 7 - Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis
"Next is Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis." said Cindy Ross to Phyllis. "He represents the mostly-Black regions of Town. He fancies himself the local version of the Reverend Jesse Jackson, but I know personally that he's not respected by the real power players of the Black Community." Cindy was remembering the Iron Crowbar's meeting with 'T-Square' and the shadowy figure known as 'The Teacher'.
"I believe my son was speaking directly with Councilman Lewis during the conversation with the eight people in the room." Phyllis said.
"That is correct." Cindy said. "I asked Don if Lewis was part of the subterfuge, but he said Lewis wasn't, that he used Lewis to get the information out to set his trap. As to Lewis himself, he's good at trading political favors in a way that he gets what he wants, but the other side may or may not get what they want. He also makes sure that his constituents provide him with cash in exchange for favors... like that crooked pharmacist Abel Fillmore that recently got thrown to the Federal dogs. Last but certainly not least, Lewis is quick to throw the race card if he feels it's to his political advantage."
"So do you think he's our Crime Master?" Phyllis asked.
 "I'd think it's the 'Teacher' guy before I'd think it was Lewis," Cindy replied, "but there is no doubt that Lewis is well-connected, could arrange for one group to do something for another group and in a way that helps himself. I can't count him out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am on Tuesday, January 13th. "Channel Two News has learned that the attempted shooting of Sheriff Daniel Allgood last night was committed by known white supremacists from Alabama. It is not clear why our Sheriff was targeted, but the FBI took two other men into custody last night, and are holding them in the City. The FBI is giving no further information at this time."
Bettina then rehashed the attempted murder of our Sheriff as the screen showed a parking lot full of blue lights flashing on police cruisers. She ended with this scalding line of remembrance: "This is not the first attempt on Sheriff Daniel Allgood's life in the past year. He was wounded in a home invasion while running for Sheriff last year, and has been targeted by assassins in the past..." I listened as Bettina rehashed old news, wondering why she was bothering to do so.
Unfortunately, the lovely redheaded reporterette was not finished. "Channel Two News has also learned that one Nicole Stanton, a resident of the City, was found dead over the weekend in the resort Lake Amengi-Nunagen area, very near the property of former Town resident and business executive Michael Burke. The FBI was called into the case, as the murder was committed on Federal lands, but they have given KXTC no details of the crime nor of the progress of their investigation. As always, KXTC will bring you breaking news immediately. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News."
"That leak has to be from within the FBI." said Cindy Ross.
Martin Nash's face showed skepticism at that. "Maybe, but the FBI is pretty good about not leaking stuff. And why talk about the Lake Amengi-Nunagen killing? Why leak that, much less report on it here locally?"
"Media Lady there really wanted to make sure to mention Mr. Burke's name, too." Joanne Cummings astutely observed. "Commander, what do you think? Commander?..."
I didn't reply. I had just heard something I knew in my soul was important, and I was deep in a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross had called in and said she'd be late for work, citing a plumbing issue at her home. So my 8:00am meeting was with Lt. Perlman and Lt. Teresa Croyle.
"Lorena Rose has been tracking a drug ring that distributes through prostitutes. She's gone undercover twice." Teresa reported. "We cross-checked with the FBI on that girl that was murdered up near the Burke cabin over the weekend, but she wasn't involved. Funny thing, though... the FBI is acting kinda funny about that case: nobody will discuss it with us, though they finally gave me what I wanted to know."
"That may be because my nephew Todd is involved." I said. "I think they're trying hard to keep me, and therefore all of you, out of the loop. Don't sweat on it, and keep me informed about Lorena's investigation. Anything else?"
"I'm keeping Lorena as far away from Sharples as possible." Teresa said. Lorena hates the guy anyway, calls him 'Fat Ass' in front of everyone, but he was asking someone else about what she was investigating. I called him out and told him that investigations other than his own were none of his business, but that only seems to have strengthened his resolve to find out what's going on. Lainie in I.T. has put traces on Sharples' computers and police cellphone, which Sonali has not been told about. Commander, I don't know if I'm running a Vice Squad or a CIA cell, what with all the spy-vs-spy stuff."
"I hear ya. Definitely keep Sharples away if someone is going undercover. Do you have a case for him to work on?"
"I thought about that." said Teresa. "My first thought was to give him little-shit stuff, but then I had the idea to have him investigate some of the political corruption issues going on in the Tenderloin District. If anything might the Union to stop supporting Sharples, it might be him finding out something about their political patrons." I could not help but grin at that one.
"We'll see." I said. "It's a good idea, and if he goes to them and asks for payoffs, then we have a shot to get him there. At the same time, it all but puts him right where he wants to be. Oh well..." I changed tack: "Tanya, what do you have?"
"Internal Affairs has formally taken over the assassination attempt on the Sheriff, and plan to push it up to the County's Inspector General's office." Tanya reported. "But even that is for nothing, as the FBI came in and basically shut us down the whole way around. And I've observed that our Police Commander needs a power nap after being up all night."
"No doubt about that." I said tiredly. I ended the meeting and the ladies left. A few minutes later I decided to walk down the hall to the Duty Desk to examine the written logs there, something I frequently did in order to keep abreast of the tactical situation in my County at all times. I was not meaning to eavesdrop, but a conversation caught my attention.
The door to Perlman's tiny office was open and Teresa was inside the door. I heard Teresa say "We've been training for the marathon, but Cindy's coughing gets worse every day. I finally stopped her this morning and told her to either go to the doctor or ease off for a few days..."
Why was I getting a feeling of foreboding about this? I wondered as I continued on my way down the hallway...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am I told Helena that I was taking no calls nor visitors unless it was a truly serious emergency. I then lay down on my sofa in my office and took a nearly three hour power nap.
I was going to call Todd and Jeanine and arrange to talk with them, but great minds must've been on the same wavelength because at 2:00pm Helena buzzed through a call from Jeanine. She and Todd wanted to talk with me. So I moseyed on over to her law office, where she and Todd were waiting.
"We received separate calls from the FBI this morning." Jeanine said. "They want to interview us, formally, about Nicole Stanton's death."
"Okay, what's the issue?" I asked.
"I called Jack Malone about it." Jeanine said. "He said it wasn't his team on it, that it was some special team the Deputy Director assembled. What Jack might not have known is that I'm familiar with this kind of 'special team investigation'... these guys have a way of probing where they shouldn't, and trying to create guilt rather than simply investigate it."



"What we need, Uncle Don," said Todd, "is your advice on what to do about this."
"First, let us, the three of us, talk about this... family to family, privileged." I said. "I need to know exactly what happened. You don't need to tell me every sexual position you were in, but I need to know if either of you were ever alone, if Michael or Cherie or Nicole was alone for any length of time, and such as that."
I listened as the two of them gave their joint and separate actions throughout the night. I could not see any timeframe that allowed any of the four in the house to leave and accost Nicole, nor contact anyone via cellphone, as both Todd and Jeanine said no cellphones were used at any time within their presences (and that had been confirmed by the FBI).
I also inquired to the presences of Cherie and Nicole. Both Todd and Jeanine were surprised they'd been there, and Jeanine said Michael had hired them to 'entertain' Todd while she and Michael made a baby... except that she was already expecting.
"Now I know where you get your dirty mischievous streak, Todd." I said. "Your dad is a sneaky dog."
"Don't I know it." Todd said, grinning. He was like Sergeant Rudistan: nothing ever was serious to him, it seemed.
At the end, I gave my advice: "Guys, it's up to you." I said. "But you both should insist on other lawyers being present as your respective legal counsel at any and all questioning, and you should not go to any FBI office for the questioning. Insist they come to you, and if you think the questions are getting personal or trying to lead you into implicating yourselves into something, take the Fifth. Don't fuck around. I don't know what's going on, but play no games with these people until I do find out what the hell is going on here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said Bettina on the morning of Wednesday, January 14th at 7:00am. She was not shouting as loudly as she normally did. "Channel Two News has learned some details of the yesterday's meeting between Councilman Reginald Lewis and Sheriff Daniel Allgood, who is showing no signs of any worries following the attempt to assassinate him the night before."
The television screen showed Daniel and Lewis sitting side-by-side in chairs in Lewis's Town Council office, facing the camera and chatting sideways to each other. As always, I wondered if the Media were really so stupid that they thought we believed the two were actually talking, as opposed to the reality of a very-much-staged sit-down for the Media cameras.
As the screen showed both Daniel and Lewis shaking hands, using all four hands, and smiling just a bit too hard and brightly, Bettina said "Mr. Lewis and Sheriff Allgood have agreed to work on improving communications and having much closer cooperation between Town & County law enforcement and the Black community."
Then the tape showed Bettina interviewing Lewis, who was saying "I am very glad that the Sheriff understands the special needs of the Black community as well as their concerns about police abuses, as demonstrated in other parts of the Nation. The Sheriff is committed to ensuring that what has happened elsewhere won't happen to our people here."
It was stiflingly quiet in the MCD room as we listened. Theo Washington, who was black, was shaking his head. Joanne Cummings, decidedly white and blonde, looked innocently skeptical. Martin Nash had the same implacable look he always did.
Then Bettina's interview with Sheriff Allgood came on the screen. He said "As you know, Bettina, the Police Department has implemented precincts, allowing us to serve all our Citizens in all parts of the Town & County with more flexibility and more attention to those areas and issues that require a fast and proper response. Of course the Police Department here will tolerate no abuse of citizens of any ethnicity, and I believe Commander Troy and his Officers have demonstrated that extremely well..." I liked the way Daniel made sure to use the word 'citizens'.
"Sheriff is name-dropping, Commander." Cindy Ross said, somewhat acerbically, when she heard my name being used by the Sheriff for political purposes. Just as I was about to respond, the Duty Desk Sergeant came in.
"Commander Troy," he said, "there is a call for you from FBI Agent Muscone. He said to tell you it's 'vitally urgent'."
"Thanks, Sergeant." I said, quickly getting up and going to my office to call Jack. 'Vitally urgent' was code between us that it really was 'drop-everything-for-this' important.
"Hi Jack, whaddya got?" I asked when he came onto the line. I nearly dropped the phone when he gave me the news...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Lt. Teresa Croyle and Detective Julie Newton into my office. I knew that these two ladies would be the most impacted by what I was going to tell them.
"What's up, Commander?" Teresa said, then peered at my somber face as I had them sit down.
"Ladies, I will get right to this." I said, my voice grave and serious. "I have just been informed that your former Captain here at the TCPD, Harold Malone, was found dead early this morning."
"Oh my God!" Julie exclaimed, tears forming in her eyes.
"What happened?" Teresa asked. "Heart attack?"
"No." I replied. "He was murdered. I don't have many details, but he was found on the grounds of a farm outside his home town down there, shot in the head at some time during the night last night."
Julie had begun weeping, and Teresa put a hand on her shoulder as I continued. "The two of you are excused to go to his funeral, which will be down there in Alabama. In fact, I'd like for you to go as the official representatives of this Police Force, and I'll fully expense it."
"Sir, would you excuse me a moment?" Julie asked. She was about to break down.
"Certainly." I said. Julie left. Teresa was about to go also, but I stopped her. When she came back close to the desk I said quietly "Find out what you can about what happened and let me know. But be careful, and consider yourself to be in... 'hostile territory', for lack of a better term."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, understanding.
"Teresa, I know Captain Malone really mentored you before I got here." I said. "My condolences to you."
"Thank you, sir. If you'll excuse me, I'll go make sure Julie is all right." Teresa replied. I dismissed her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nice little piece on the news this morning." said the rapper 'T-Square' to Reginald Lewis. They were in Lewis's office in the heart of his district, not far from the Old Mill where Police Precinct 2 Headquarters was established. 'T-Square' would have been barely recognizable to his music fans: he was wearing an expensive suit, looking every bit the money-making businessman that he was.
Also in the room was the Reverend Joseph E. Williams, pastor of the A.M.E. Church, and a de facto co-leader of the Black Community's political leadership with Councilman Lewis.
"It was interesting." said Lewis. "The Sheriff himself asked to meet me, and have the Press there for a photo-op."
"Oh really?" said T-Square. "What did he want?"
"Keep this under your hats, gentlemen," Lewis said, knowing that neither would, "but he said the FBI believes that the attempt on his life Monday night was by White Supremacists. The Media is already reporting on it as if it's true, and the Sheriff wants the County to know that he has our interests at heart."
"And does he? Really?" asked Rev. Williams.
"I always thought he did during his campaign." said Lewis. "At least to the point he's not going to work against us. But we'll find out in the near future. It's the type of thing we can use to make sure we have our say and can bend him to our will if the time comes to do so."
"When the shit starts spattering," said T-Square, the quietness of his voice lending a chilling aspect to his words, "that Sheriff is not going to be anywhere around. We all know who we're going to be dealing with: the Iron Crowbar."
"What about Precinct Captain Thompson?" asked Lewis, mentioning the black police officer. "Won't he be the public face of the Police if and when anything with our People come up?"
"For a day or two." said T-Square. "But my man told me that the I.C. is the real deal in this County. My man says the I.C. is the only man of true importance, that he is the one we have to think about."
"The only man?" asked the Rev. Williams. He was thinking of a shadowy figure that was more legend than a real man, who was a coordinator of crime that made 'The Teacher' look like a rank amateur.
"Yes, the only man." replied T-Square, knowing what and who Rev. Williams was talking about. "The I.C. is the top cat in this County, make no mistake about it."
"So why did they try to shoot the Sheriff the other night?" asked Rev. Williams.
"Hell if I know." said T-Square. "But I'm hearing that these White Supremacy groups are starting to get organized... there's some common thread starting to pull them together. That's not good for us and our plans, brothers."
"No, it's not." said Reginald Lewis. "I'd like to know who is organizing the Whites in this County now. Harold Malone was 'The Man' when he was here, but he's gone now."
T-Square's face showed nothing, hiding his concern and knowledge. 'The Teacher' had told him about the other presence in the County, known only as the 'Shadow Man', and had admitted that he (The Teacher) was scared shitless of this shadowy figure, who was believed to be behind several groups of organized criminal activity. The Teacher suspected that this entity, whoever he was, could easily organize militant racist Whites against the upcoming Black agenda... if that was his goal.
Part 8 - Councilman Pastor Raymond Westboro
"Okay," said Cindy, "the next name on the list is Pastor Raymond Westboro of the First Baptist Church. He is also a Town & County Councilman."
"Church pastors have access to a surprising amount of information." Phyllis said.
"Yes, and this particular pastor has been friendly with the Oldeeds Organization for some time, giving him further connections." Cindy said. "However, while Don has not eliminated him from the list, Don did go visit Pastor Westboro... alone. If Don thinks Westboro is our 'Big Boy', I don't know if he'd have done that."
"True." said Phyllis. "Do you have any other information on him?"
Cindy said "He's pretty well-travelled for a local church pastor, even if it's a large church with a regional and even State-level following. He's attended seminars and religious functions all over the Nation, and politicians... of both parties... are frequently inviting him to give invocations at various political functions, which suggests he can talk to people at these events."
"And what else?" Phyllis said, seeing that there was more.
"Last, but not least," Cindy said, "Pastor Westboro has been openly critical of the Town & County Police, and especially Commander Troy since he came here. If our 'real Moriarty' wants to get rid of the Iron Crowbar by means other than house fires, Westboro's bully pulpits of his church and his Council positions are pretty good ways to press home the attack..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the morning of Friday, January 15th, Pastor Raymond Westboro rose from his chair behind his desk as his guest was brought to his office.
"Ah, Steven, come on in!" said Pastor Westboro. "Fully recovered?"
"Yes sir." said Ikea, shaking hands with the Pastor then taking the seat being offered to him. "I've been back at work for a few weeks now, also. They had me in Midtown, mostly doing desk work and catching up, but in the last week they've started sending me around to other places, mostly the City, but also to Southport and Madison County. They said I'll mostly be in the City during February and March."
"Hmmm..." said Westboro. "Your 'friend' Commander Troy is scheduled to be in Midtown, to work on the SBI legislation with the Governor and politicians. Clearly they do not want you to have contact with him, accidental or intentional."
Ikea's face darkened at the name of his nemesis, the man who had physically nearly destroyed him a few months before, and who had apparently thwarted his near-success in bringing the murderer of his idol, the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds, to Justice. "Perhaps, sir." he said politely. Having agitated Ikea, Westboro now brought him back to the lure.
"I'm sure you were as sorry as I was to hear of the passing of Harold Malone." Westboro said. He saw Ikea's face light up, unable to hide his pleasure at that news.
"Yes, that was unfortunate, wasn't it?" Ikea said. "Couldn't have happened to a more deserving man."
"Ye-es." said Westboro. "Well, Steven, I'm so glad you've recovered and have returned to the SBI Narcotics Task Force. But the reason I asked you to stop by today is because I want you to consider something else... becoming a Police Chaplain, perhaps the Chaplain of the SBI. Troy once mentioned it to you, possibly sarcastically, but I really think you are ready for such a position, and it would be a most valuable thing for both of us."
"Yes sir," said Ikea, "I've been thinking of it since you mentioned it to me when you visited me in the hospital a few months ago. I've applied to Seminary in the City and I'll be starting during the Summer semester."
"Excellent!" Westboro said. "Now, tell me what your leader, Director Jack Lewis, plans for the Narcotics Task Force and the SBI, especially if his side loses the legislative battle... as they will."
"Sir?" asked Ikea, startled.
"Oh, I can tell you privately, knowing you will keep this between us." said Westboro. "The Governor and the Iron Crowbar are going to win the battle. Katherine Woodburn is too green, too inexperienced, to help her side carry the battle through. But it will be okay, you and Director Lewis will simply have to make lemonade out of lemons."
"Yes sir." said Ikea, having not yet fully processed what he had just been told.
"By the way," said Westboro, "I'm expecting you to have dinner with me in the City on Saturday evening. We're going to have a special guest: Reverend Robert Patterson, who is poised to take over the Oldeeds Ministries. I am sure it will be an... informative evening..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The weekend had been quiet and uneventful, except that the FBI tried to spring themselves upon my nephew and his wife, 'encouraging' them to visit FBI Headquarters in the City for interviews about the Nicole Stanton murder. Tina Felton, representing the Burkes, had told the FBI to make appointments with her clients, where they would have legal representation present at any and all questioning. The FBI was 'not amused', and were apparently retrenching in their pursuit of the case. I then heard that Michael Burke had also retained legal counsel and had refused to talk to the FBI except on his terms.
On Monday, January 19th, Teresa Croyle was sitting in my office, discussing her trip to Alabama. Cindy was also there.
"It was sad, Commander." Teresa said. "It was kind of like Pete Feeley's funeral, though not as large because there aren't as many people where Captain-, er Chief Malone was living. And no black people came to the funeral or the procession to the cemetery... all whites."
"How were the people down there?" I asked.
"Friendly enough to us." Teresa said. "Mrs. Malone was nice to me, a bit formal with Julie. A lot of the police there were asking us about his career up here, and I gave them the nicer aspects of him."
"Of course." I said. "Now, what did you learn about how he was killed?"
Teresa hesitated, sucked in her breath, then began: "This much I found out. The Phillips Plantation is an old plantation house that's still in decent repair though no one lives there anymore. Someone leased the land from the family to grow peanuts, soybeans and cotton, and the house has been used as a guesthouse from time to time."
She continued: "One of Chief Malone's officers was kind enough to drive me to the site. The so-called front yard of the plantation house is rows of peanuts. About 200 yards to the right side of the house as you face it was where his body was found. His patrol car was parked right behind the house. There were a lot of footprints, obviously of the officers investigating the murder."
Teresa continued: "No one could tell me why Chief Malone was out in the field, and people kind of got quiet about it. Someone, one of the town wives, suggested he'd gone out there to see if kids were doing something or if a drug deal was going down. As for the Police, they said he had not given any forewarning that he was going out there, had not called in for help. He was only found when an anonymous phone call came in to the Police Station at 4:30am, saying his car was at the site, and they found him fairly soon afterwards."
"No information on possible crime activities in the area?" I asked.
"No sir," said Teresa, "and again, people got quiet when I asked about it. I didn't press because I wanted them to think I only wanted to know what had happened to my mentor, but I think they knew more than they cared to reveal."
"How was Julie?" I asked.
"She held steady for the most part." Teresa said. "I talked to her some on the flight down. She was pretty quiet on the way back. I'm pretty sure she and Captain Malone were... close, if you know what I mean."
"I do." I said. "Teresa, let me ask you this: did anyone, other than Mrs. Malone, act as if they knew Julie, or did she seem to know anyone there?"
Teresa thought about that. "No sir." she finally said. "We were both total strangers to everyone... except Mrs. Malone, of course, and some of the people who came from our County's First Baptist Church that had known the Malones. My understanding is that the Church has a 'funeral delegation' for former members who have since left Town and died elsewhere, and the Church pays for the trip..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, January 20th. The Town & County Council were meeting in formal session. After their public business, taking complaints from the Townspeople and such, they called for Executive Session, to discuss the structure and personnel of the Public Service Department and its various branches. Promotions and pay raises would be discussed.
Most of it was pro forma, with the proposed promotions and raises of uniformed Police and Fire personnel being approved by rote. Malinda Adams objected to the lack of women being promoted, per usual, and Edward R. Steele asked why once again there were no promotions proposed for EMTs. But otherwise, it was pretty straightforward.
"Captain Charles is retiring," said the Mayor, "and we don't have to formally approve it, but his replacement is going to be hired from the outside." The mayor named the replacement and his sterling record. Though not fully necessary, the Council passed a resolution approving the hire by voice vote.
Then came the discussions for the position of Police Chief. And that's when the fights started.
"Okay," said Mayor Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice. "We have several good candidates for Chief of Police. Unfortunately, the best one of all, Commander Troy, has declined to consider accepting the position."
"Good." said Malinda Adams, the uber-feminist. "It's only a matter of time before we're going to have to defend a police brutality lawsuit on his behalf. He carries around that crowbar, even has one of his Lieutenants carrying one. It looks like our police are a bunch of thugs, not the Peace Officers they are meant to be."
"I agree that it's good that Troy is not going to be considered." said Kelly Carnes, who was a very rich trophy wife and also claimed to be religious."




"All the more reason to ask Commander Troy to reconsider and become Chief." replied Dagmar Schoen, John "Jack" Colby's ally. Dagmar and Kelly were bitter enemies, on the Council and off of it.
"I have to agree with Ms. Adams," said Pastor Westboro, "that Commander Troy, despite his brilliant successes, is not the proper choice. My reasons, however, are not the same. I believe he will be an FBI Agent before too long, and we'll be having this discussion all over again."
"He's turned down the FBI, but accepted a consultant position." replied Jack Colby in the deep baritone voice that totally belied his slender, wiry cowboy frame. "Why in the world would he leave now?"
"Okay, guys," said Mayor Vaughan, "I want to get out of here before sunrise, and we already know the Iron Crowbar is not going to become Chief, at least not this year. So let's see. Our candidates are Precinct Captain Susan Weston, Lieutenant Harold Bennett, Captain Robert Brownlee, Precinct Captain Holsom 'Hal' Briggs, and Lieutenant Scott Peterson. They've all applied except Bennett and Weston. Bennett was nominated by Sheriff Allgood, and Weston by Councilwoman Malinda Adams."
"We should consider a woman for the Chief position, even if we have to hire from outside the local Police Department." said Malinda Adams, as if needing to defend her nomination of Weston. "A woman would best lead our Peace Officers in their mission."
"In that case, I nominate Commander Troy's wife." said Jack Colby. "She's the only woman in this town that can handle the Iron Crowbar." That drew some laughter.
"Be careful." replied J.P. Goldman, the wealthy bankster. "I might take you seriously. Dr. Fredricson is an amazing woman."
"The sexual deviancy professor? She's a whore." said Kelly Carnes venomously.
"Watch your language." replied Colby, staring daggers at Carnes. It was a direct threat.
"I'm sure that Mrs. Carnes is extremely familiar with whores." said Dagmar Schoen. If looks could kill, Kelly Carnes would be under arrest for murder for the look she gave Dagmar, who stared back with equal hatred.
"Enough!" said Mayor Vaughan. "Good grief. Okay, folks, you have the names. We're going to eliminate at least a couple of them tonight. Okay, let's go around the table. Malinda?"
"As I've said, I'll only consider Captain Weston." replied Malinda Adams.
"If I may," said Thomas P. Cook, "I'd suggest that Lt. Scott Peterson, while an able Media Relations Officer, is far too inexperienced both in field work and administration." There was general agreement.
"Okay, so Peterson is out of the running." said the mayor. "At this point in time, I want to bring up something. We also need a Deputy Chief, and I'd prefer to promote from within than hire from outside for that position. The Deputy Chief is third-in-command, after the Chief and Commander positions."
"I think we should change that." said Kelly Carnes. "The Deputy Chief should be second-in-command, ahead of the Commander."
"There's a reason it's the way it is." hissed Dagmar Schoen. "The Commander is in charge of the Officers. The Deputy Chief is an Administrator, not the leader we expect the Chief and Commander to be."
"Folks," said the Mayor, "I remember when we created this structure when the Town and County merged. We never really expected to fill either Commander slot. Griswold jumped us good when he had us put Troy in the Commander slot, and I think it was an excellent move on Griswold's part... but I digress. The reason it's the way it is, is because the Deputy Chief is like a military Executive Officer: he's about 'beans and bullets', supplies and administration. The Commander is in charge of the Officers, all of the Officers, on the Police Force, as well as the Operations Officer. I will not entertain changes to that." And that was the final word on that subject.
"I can tell you right now," said Ian McGhillie, whose son was on the Police Force, "the new Chief must be someone his officers respect."
"If I may, ladies and gentlemen," said Pastor Westboro, subtly taking charge of the others, "I've studied all of these candidates thoroughly, as well as a few from outside. We can talk about those for the Chief position later. I do agree that we should promote our Deputy Chief from inside."
Westboro continued, his voice seemingly soft but deceptively strong and commanding: "I believe Precinct Captain Weston is well suited for where she is, gaining experience for the future. Lt. Peterson is indeed too young. Precinct Captain Briggs is too laid back; he's merely waiting for his retirement. And that leaves Brownlee and Bennett. Brownlee is an excellent administrator. Bennett is good, and a bit older man. He had field experience as a younger officer that Brownlee did not acquire. I believe Captain Brownlee would be the best choice for Deputy Chief."
Reginald B.F. Lewis finally spoke up: "I agree with Pastor Westboro on that. I also have not heard discussed an important aspect of this conversation: the Police Union." A small groan was heard at this bringing up of something they'd wanted to avoid. "I can give assurances that the Police Union will strongly support Captain Brownlee's nomination to Deputy Chief."
Pastor Westboro had not said out loud what he knew to be true: that Brownlee and Commander Troy did not like each other and would be very antagonistic to each other. But Kelly Carnes had no problem bringing it up as she said "I think Captain Brownlee would be a wonderful counterweight to Commander Troy. Brownlee won't let Troy run away with things like Troy has been doing. Brownlee will keep Troy in line."
"He'd damn well better not do so at the expense of the ability of the Police Force to do its job." replied Dagmar Schoen.
"Okay, let's take a ten minute recess." said the Mayor. "No use of cellphones. When we get back, we'll consider filling the Deputy Chief position. There will have to be a second reading, so we'll have to meet next Tuesday and make it official, but we'll decide before we go home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, January 21st. John 'Jack' Colby had called the night before and asked me and Daniel Allgood to have breakfast with him and Dagmar Schoen at 6:00am at his Country Breakfast Diner. The food was delicious... the news was not.
"It's Brownlee for Deputy Chief." Colby said. "Partially to keep him out of the Chief's job, which Kelly Carnes wanted. But it was hard to argue with his years of administrative experience and Union ties."
Sheriff Allgood looked over at me. My eyes were downcast. "Damn." was all I said.
"Don," said Dagmar, "you're still Acting Chief, and always over him, never behind him."
"That's not the problem." I replied. "It's that Brownlee is just about the worst possible choice. He's a paper-pusher because he's always been too incompetent to be a field officer. He's a vindictive son of a bitch, and in his position, he can cut off our supplies, cut our training, and make things a living hell for me, and- oh shit..."
"What?"
"He'll be in charge of I.T., too, won't he?" I said, looking up at Colby.
"Not for now." said Colby, avoiding what we all realized was coming. "You're still I.T. Supervisor, as you never gave up the position."
"Jack," said Allgood, "I've already heard from the Union about it. They want I.T., at least the physical part of it, under the Deputy Chief and out of Commander Troy's hands. And structurally, I can't argue with them. I'm grappling with I.T. for all the Public Service departments, so I'm holding the Union off, at least for now. But Don, be prepared for the coming war on that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was tension at Police Headquarters. I don't know how people find out things so fast, but Brownlee's impending promotion was already known. Brownlee himself was strutting around Headquarters, grinning like a Cheshire Cat.
I didn't think the day could get worse. I was wrong. Very, very wrong.
Just after 9:00am, my personal cellphone rang. It was my wife Laura. "Don," I heard my wife say, her voice solemn and quiet, "you need to come up to University Hospital, right now. Teresa brought Cindy in earlier this morning. Doctor Morgan called me and said he needs to talk to you."
It took every bit of strength I possessed not to drop the phone. "I'll be right there." I said. I rushed out, telling Helena I was going to the Hospital. I tore out of the parking lot, blue lights blazing, sirens blaring. I might have driven like a maniac through Town.
Once at University Hospital, I went up to the floor where I knew the examinations were being done. No one tried to stop me. I got to a room and, looking inside the slender window in the door, I saw Cindy Ross sitting on an examination table. Teresa Croyle was sitting next to Cindy, her arm around her friend. Cindy's head was bowed low; I could only see the top of her platinum blonde head.
Just then Dr. Morgan came around the corner, his face somber. "Ah, there you are Commander. Would you please step into this other room with me?" Fear welled up in my soul as I followed the doctor into the next-door room.
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Councilman Thomas P. Cook
Doctor Morgan put an x-ray up on the lighted panel. I could see the spot on Cindy's lower lung. Oh my God, I thought to myself.
Dr. Morgan said "It seems that Ross and Croyle began their training for the summer ironman competition, and the extreme exertions coupled with the cold air inflamed the scar tissue in Lt. Ross's lung, which was injured when she was wounded last summer."
I almost collapsed with relief. "So that's why she was coughing." I said. "So this is all it is?"
"All?" said Dr. Morgan.
"I... the way she was coughing..." I said, barely able to say the words, "I thought you were going to tell me it was cancer or something..."
"Oh... oh!" said Dr. Morgan, smiling briefly. "Well, maybe you police officers have to expect the worst, but in this case it's not life-threatening."
Thank God, I thought. I felt instantly better despite the Doctor's next words.
"But it is serious." he said. "The inflammation led to some fluid buildup. Her other lung is fine, so she can breathe decently, but if she keeps up the exertions she's going to have some trouble. She needs to rest completely for a few days, then take it easy for a few more weeks and let the inflammation die down."
"Just how much can she do?" I asked.
"She didn't have any problems... none that she'll admit to... until she started this intensive marathon training." said Dr. Morgan. "She is in tremendous physical condition, so she should be able to pass any police duty requirements. But she needs to be aware of this and not overdo things. And the summer race is out of the question for her."
"Ouch." I said. "Okay, thanks Doctor. I'll go put a leash on her." I exited the room and entered Cindy's room without knocking.
"Okayyyy, Miss Ross." I said, trying to sound jovial. Teresa looked up at me, Cindy kept her head down. "You will go home and sleep for the rest of the day. I know that it would be easier to stop sap from running in the trees than try to keep you from coming to work, but for the rest of this week and all next week you will stay at your desk, catch up on paperwork, be bored as hell, and rest. If I catch you so much as walking fast, I'll formally restrict you, meaning you'll have to be medically cleared -and- have to re-qualify with a gun, and I suspect you don't want to do that." That was no small thing, and Cindy was aware of it. "Do I make myself clear, Lieutenant?"
"Yes sir." I heard a voice say from somewhere under that platinum blonde hair.
"Teresa, take her home." I said. "Make sure she actually goes to bed and rests. I'll tell Jenna when I get back to Headquarters." I then left the room.
For all her life, Cindy Ross had been told what she could not do, was not capable of doing. She had delighted in proving people wrong every time. She had excelled at sports, mens' sports, despite being told girls could not compete with men. She had won 'Miss Physical America' competitions despite being told she was not good enough. She had become a police officer despite being told she lacked the ability in several areas. She had earned two black belts after being told that just one would be difficult-to-impossible for her. She and Teresa had defeated all competition in the race last summer, including some very fit Army Rangers. She had survived a shooting that everyone said should have been fatal.
Now her body was unable to cash a check she wanted to write. For the first time she was being told she could not do something, and she knew she couldn't prove otherwise. It hurt. Not physically, but in her heart and soul. It hurt.
"You'll have to find someone else to be your partner." Cindy said, trying hard to hold back the sobs. "Maybe... maybe Todd will train with you; he's in really good shape."
"No way in hell." Teresa said. "You're my only partner, and if you're watching from the sidelines, I will be too. We'll retire as champions; they can never take away what we've already done."
She took Cindy into her arms as her friend broke down crying. They sat there for a very long time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Previously, during her conversation with Phyllis, Cindy said "Councilman Thomas P. Cook has been steadily coming onto the Iron Crowbar's radar screens. Don absolutely did not like it that Cook is profiting from the deal for the building for Precinct 1 Headquarters, and he liked it even less when he found out the connection to Sergeant Sharples and the building where the porn film guy was murdered."
"Oh my." said Phyllis. "That is somewhat suggestive in itself, is it not?"
"How do you mean?" Cindy inquired.
"Give it some thought, my dear." Phyllis said. "What else do you have on Mr. Cook?"
Cindy replied "I thought this was kind of strange: Most people think Cook is religious. He's very active with the First Baptist Church, has attended out-of-town religious seminars with Pastor Westboro from time to time. Additionally, he is registered as a Republican. However, I found out from required election filings that he gave large sums of money, the maximum possible, to Katherine Woodburn's campaign... and Katherine Woodburn ran as a Democrat. Each of his businesses gave their maximum to her campaign, and he also contributed to PACs that were established on her behalf."
"That's not so unusual in today's world, my dear." said Phyllis. "If you also consider what happened to John Cummings, how the Republicans did nothing to help him when he needed it the most, you'll see that the Republicans and Democrats are much more closely aligned than citizens realize. I heard an excellent quote about it: 'The Republicans are the right cheek and Democrats are the left cheek of the same butt.' I daresay that's absolutely true."
Cindy laughed, then coughed hard. Phyllis peered at her again then said "Neither Republicans nor Democrats today represent those who consider themselves conservative, like John Cummings. The Republicans attack and fight conservatives even harder than they pretend to oppose Democrats. I would say Thomas Cook is acting as a typical Republican: gives one appearance to the world, does something else in the background. And he doesn't want our right hand to know what his left hand is doing."
Cindy said 'That's why I'm a political atheist, and Jenna hates it that I won't have anything to do with politics: she wants me to push lesbian issues. But what you've said does help me to understand Cook's actions a bit more. And he's really got his fingers in a lot of rather sketchy pies. I wonder..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On Wednesday morning, January 21st, State Senator Katherine Woodburn received a visitor at her Senate office in the State Office Building in Town, which was right next to the Federal Building on Courthouse Square.
"Hello, Thomas, come on in." said State Senator Katherine Woodburn as Thomas P. Cook was ushered in by her assistant. "It's good to see you again. What can I do for you?"
"I just thought I'd drop by," said Cook, "and tell you that we were able to get Robert Brownlee into the Deputy Chief position with the Police Force. He'll be promoted and take over the position on February 1st."
"Oh, that's wonderful news!" Katherine exclaimed. She then smiled maliciously as she asked "Does Commander Troy know?"
"I would imagine that he was told this morning." said Cook, his smile matching Katherine's. "The only dissenting votes were Schoen and Colby. McGillie abstained, citing that his son is on the Police Force. Adams, Lewis, Carnes, Westboro, and myself were solid supporters. Goldman and Steele gave support, but extracted something in return: that Troy gets veto power over the Chief nomination."
"That's not so great." Katherine said.
"He pretty much was going to get that anyway." Cook replied. "We're really giving away nothing. So tell me, how are things going in the Legislature?"
"Pretty well." Katherine said. "The budget is already done. I tried hard to cut funding for the TCPD, pending a State investigation of Troy for police brutality. I got some heat, but I pushed back... seems those spineless politicians didn't remember that I was once the toughest Media executive in the State... but the Conference Committee put the money back in and all but wrote a commendation for the bastard with the crowbar. Seems Nathan Allen tried the same thing last year, to block the funding, and they were looking for it and caught it."
"Doesn't matter." said Cook. "It's the bringing up of Troy's police brutality that's important. Once it's in people's ears, it will stick."
"It'll stick even more after the Bryan Thatcher trial next month." Katherine said, referring to the case of the dog abuser. "Anyway, the real battle comes up in the next few weeks: the SBI structure."
"Who is going to win that one?" Cook inquired.
"We are, of course." Katherine said. "Seriously, it's going to be close... maybe one vote either way. The House might vote for Conlan's side, which is for the SBI Reserve; while the Senate may go for Director Lewis's stronger SBI position, which is our side. Both sides are well-entrenched, and we'll just have to find a way to twist some arms and make everyone come to our side."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone and I entered the conference room of the FBI offices in the Town's Federal Building on the morning of Friday, January 23d. The Deputy Director was already there, and I felt not only the mastery and power he always projected, but something else: irritation.
"Have a seat, gentlemen." he said. As we were all seated, the Director said "First, I'm glad to hear that Miss Ross is not seriously ill and will be making a full recovery. I shared your concerns about her, and I'm as glad as you are that she is okay."
I nodded, saving for later the contemplation that this man knew far too much more about Cindy's condition than he should, as the Director continued: "Getting straight to business... I've received what will likely be the final report of my special task force investigating the murder of Nicole Stanton. Commander Troy, this is the first time you and I have been at odds on anything: your nephew and his wife were very reticent to speak to my agents, and acted as if they were under suspicion themselves. Michael Burke talked with my agents, but also insisted upon legal counsel."
I just nodded as the man peered hard at me, making no apologies for recommending to my family that they exercise extreme caution.
"Just so you know," the Deputy Director continued, "I do not consider Todd Burke nor his wife to be suspects. I also am shutting the inquiry down mostly because I don't want to burn Cherie Ward as a confidential informant, which we've been able to confirm as being true. What I want to know, Commander, and don't play games with me here: who do you think did this?" The man wanted to know what I knew despite the lack of data, and I knew it was time to put my cards on the table.
"I don't think Todd or Jeanine had anything to do with it, either," I said, "but I did advise them to use caution when dealing with your agents, and I still think that was wise. But here is what I've observed and deduced and inferred from what I've been told in private conversations so far."
I began: "Cherie said that Michael Burke hired her specifically and asked her to bring someone else along. That was Nicole, and I noted that they arrived in separate cars. Now what is strange about that is that if Cherie is telling the truth, then why didn't she and Nicole drive up together? It's a two-hour trip from here, and an even longer drive from the City, so why come separately?"
"You may want to say that they did so in the contingency that one might leave before the other, but then I'm also thinking that if Michael Burke is hiring these women at the rates he was paying, why not throw in a few extra bucks and have them picked up and transported. Burke has hired prostitutes in the past to entertain business clients, so he knows the routines. All in all, I found that to be strange."
I carried on, seeing the Director and Jack totally absorbed by my lecture: "Second was the strangeness that the car keys were missing. Now if a criminal was kidnapping Nicole and forcing her out of the car, why would she take her keys? My thinking is that she took the keys as she got out of the car, by habit, because she knew her killer and was not afraid of him or her.."
I saw the Director nod, and Jack looked totally amazed as I said "But before she could get her purse, the killer either grabbed her or put a gun in her face. She either had the keys in her hand when he killed her, or she dropped them and he picked them up and simply took them away. I say 'he' as if the killer were a man, but it could be a woman, of course."
"Nicole also carried a concealed weapon." I said. "Now if she's being accosted by a stranger and going for her gun, she's not going to be grabbing her keys out of the ignition, and I cannot for the life of me see why the killer would take the time to take the keys out of the ignition but leave her purse there."
"To unlock the trunk and get something out of there?" Jack Muscone asked.
"Her luggage was in the trunk, untouched; she'd never brought it into the house. Nothing else was missing that we know of." I said. "So I may be wrong, but I'm not seeing the killer getting in the trunk, and he could've popped the latch from inside the car."
I continued: "All in all, it leads to another big question for me: 'Who took the weapon from her purse?'. I suspect the gun was removed before Nicole left the Burke house. And that leads to the conclusion that either Cherie or Michael Burke took it. Either had opportunities to be alone for brief moments and take the weapon. It most likely was Cherie, but we cannot exclude Michael. And of course that means that the murder was premeditated."
"Ohhhh..." said the Director, beginning to see the picture.
"Yes sir." I said. "Michael Burke invited Cherie up, apparently to entertain Todd and apparently knowing that Cherie and Todd knew each other. According to Cherie, she is the one who asked Nicole to come up, yet it is Nicole that was murdered and her gun removed beforehand."
Jack Muscone intervened with a question: "But Michael Burke basically confirmed that he hired Cherie and asked her to bring someone else. but he didn't ask for anyone else specifically."
Yes." I said. "Yes he did. Which is why I cannot and have not eliminated him as a suspect in all of this. But again: Cherie says she, not Michael, invited Nicole specifically... but they came up in separate cars and apparently at separate times, since Cherie had brought her luggage into Michael's cabin while Nicole had not. So I'm wondering if she was telling me the truth when I talked to her."
"Wow." said the Director. "Now that you discuss it, I see where these seemingly separate things are actually correlated. Please continue, Don."
"Yes sir." I said. "Means and opportunity, or lack of it, shows it was an outsider that actually committed the murder. I'm taking the collective word of the four people in the cabin and I believe no one was away and alone long enough to go out and kill Nicole either at the scene or to transport her there, especially in the hour following Nicole's departure. And the outsider was someone Nicole knew, so there is a collusion there. That shows premeditation and planning."
I added: "I did consider that Cherie was the actual target, which leads to Michael Burke being involved for some reason. It's still a possibility that I cannot rule out."
"At any rate, that leaves motive." I continued. "There is one strong thread that I can see: First, Cherie was definitely at the scene when Senator Nathan Allen had his heart attack and died. I personally remember her being there, and at least one of my officers remembers her being there. We're less sure about Nicole being there, but we think she was. Second, Michael Burke and his wife Eleanor were obsessed with finding out about their son Jack Burke's past. They were given help in this by someone... a very powerful someone."
Jack Muscone's beady eyes lit up when I mentioned this. "Our friend Wargrave." he said.
"Our friend Wargrave." the Director repeated as he and Muscone exchanged a meaningful glance.
"Funny how he's been in the shadows all these years," I said, "and now his name is popping up all over the place."
My words were intended to show something that neither FBI agent understood, so I let it go as the Director said with what was for him a smile: "There wasn't an Iron Crowbar shedding light upon his shadows all those years either, Commander Troy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Katherine Woodburn groaned as the Satyr pistoned his long, thick cock in and out of her sopping wet pussy again and again, fucking her with hard, driving strokes. He had her legs hooked over his muscular arms has he plowed into her relentlessly, driving towards his climax.
As he leaned over and sucked Katherine's left breast, she looked over at the other people in the room. The young woman known as the 'Queen of Opposition Research', a typically unattractive, wiry girl with glasses that had been brought up and bred in liberal Academia, was on her hands and knees, her ass in the air, and sucking the slender cock of Gor-don, the punk assistant of Assistant District Attorney Jenna Stiles... the same Jenna Stiles that was engaged to Police Lieutenant Cindy Ross.
Watching everything and waiting his turn was Clark, Katherine's black-haired assistant. He watched the big cock of the Satyr, who was one of the BDSM queen Rita's club staff, sinking into Katherine until he was buried to the balls, only to withdraw and slam into her again.
Katherine heard the young man on top of her grunt as he bottomed out inside her and began coming, the thick spurts of ropy jism firing from his pulsing cock and coating the depths of the older woman's clutching cunt. Finally spent, the hung young man eased his meat out of the woman and went to make himself a drink.
"Want some sloppy seconds?" Katherine asked. Clark was eager to fuck his mistress, and as she turned onto her right side he eased down behind her in a 'spoons' position. Katherine grabbed his throbbing cock and guided it to her sperm-wet hole, inserting the spongy cockhead between her labes. Clark then pushed forward, and his eight inch cock easily slid into the filthy mess inside her cunt, pushing her cuntwalls apart, sliding in on a slick layer of cunt oil and semen until he was nuts-deep inside her.



As she was being fucked, Katherine again watched the others. After a few moments the Satyr's cock was hard again; he had taken a Viagra as he did every day. He eased himself behind the other woman's upturned ass and fit his large cockhead into her slit. Pushing forward, he drove his meat into the woman until he was balls-deep inside her. The woman groaned as she continued to suck Gor-don's cock.
Gor-don wouldn't last much longer, Katherine noted, and she was right. A moment later the young punk eased his cock out of her mouth and began climaxing, shooting his load onto the other woman's face, coating her glasses, nose and mouth with globs of semen. The Satyr held the woman's hips and continued to pound steadily into her, driving his groin into her ass with loud, wet smacks. Matching those smacking sounds was Clark as he pumped Katherine, fucking her sodden cunt into a creamy, spermy lather.
The Satyr had given Katherine the information she'd wanted to know: Ward's group of Four were bringing in someone from the outside to acquire some technology that most believed had died with Jody Corrigan's rogue CIA cell. Katherine knew that Ward was in league with Seth Warner's sister Karen and Todd Burke's mother Elizabeth, and they were probing to find weaknesses in BOW Enterprises. To Katherine's chagrin, the Satyr did not know who their 'Number Four' was, and she was very eager to learn that person's identity.
Meanwhile, Gor-don was keeping Katherine well-informed on what was going on inside the D.A.'s office, as well as what the Iron Crowbar and his top Lieutenant, the woman that was Jenna Stiles's girlfriend, were doing. She'd cautioned Gor-don not to create problems that would cause the Iron Crowbar to kick him to the kerb. But now... that didn't matter, Katherine thought, pleasure coursing through her loins from Clark's fucking as well as the thought that came to her: she now had another mark inside Police Headquarters, and a high-level one at that: Robert Brownlee was totally in her power, and they both knew it.
She'd met Brownlee at the bar of the Hyatt Hotel north of the City, making sure to sit where she was not easily seen while he was observed easily. Brownlee was eager to begin antagonizing the Iron Crowbar, and she'd let him rant but told him not to overdo it, that it was more important to get as much info on the Iron Crowbar's operations... and weaknesses. She'd want to create something to cause Troy problems soon, but wanted Brownlee to begin shaping the TCPD to his way and will while Troy was working on the SBI legislation in Midtown. She'd made one observation very quickly: Brownlee was an idiot and a fool. He was easily manipulable, but he also was a hothead that would likely become more trouble than he was worth.
Clark groaned as he came, adding his own essence to the filthy, frothy mess that was Katherine's well-fucked cunt. They watched as the Satyr pulled his cock out of the other woman and fired jets of semen onto her quivering asscheeks and slender back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Austin L. Murphy entered the office of Henry Wargrave, seeing the tall, ash-blonde man behind his desk, staring out the window at the magnificent view afforded by being on the 30th floor... but Wargrave was not seeing that view as he was lost in thought.
"Hello, Austin." Wargrave said quietly. "What brings you here?"
"I just came to tell you," said Murphy, "that Dawn Starrett was found dead last week up in the mountains north of here. Cherie was near the location at the time."
"Yes, I know." Wargrave said. It was a slip, but Murphy did not catch it.
"I also just found out that Harold Malone is dead." said Murphy. "He was shot in the night at the Phillips Plantation."
"I heard about that." said Wargrave, realizing that Murphy had slipped in knowing the name of the farm. "Rifle shot from at least 200 yards away, the local police say."
"I'm working on getting a full report now." said Murphy. "But what I came to tell you is that Muscone of the FBI is taking an interest in it... and Fredricson of the CIA is, also."
Wargrave whirled to face Murphy. "Fredricson? That's not good. Not good at all. Muscone, we can handle easily. But if Fredricson gets involved, that could hurt us internationally."
"Yes sir." said Murphy. "I'm also hearing chatter that the FBI really wants to start looking into you and your operations, and right at this critical juncture."
Wargrave nodded as he silently and internally sighed. This was not good. He'd been effectively cut off from Conrad King and his network, and now the man with whom he was working was acting strangely, unpredictably. Wargrave felt nervous and jumpy.
Added to it was that the Oldeeds Group was about to resolve their power struggle issues. Wargrave had wanted to get in on that, renew ties with the group, but once again he felt himself being boxed out and he remained on the fringe of that. And now the SBI legislative battles were coming up... and right there was the Iron Crowbar, gaining influence with politicians that he, Troy, had no idea how to properly use... and maybe didn't even realize the gold mine he was sitting on. Geez... and all this after some idiot set fire to the old Bonniker cabin, with the Iron Crowbar and his family asleep inside.
"What do you want to do, sir?" asked Murphy.
"Right now, just find out exactly what happened to Malone, then tell our people down there to be on the alert for the FBI sneaking in and looking around." said Wargrave. "I was counting on Malone, probably more than I should have. His death is going to cause me a lot of hassle, and cost us a lot of money... and for all those billions I allegedly have, money... real money... is getting tight. Things are getting ugly in the Middle East, as well."
After a moment and a few more explicit instructions, Wargrave said "Thank you for coming by, Austin. I'll talk with you again soon." Murphy nodded in acknowledgement of the dismissal, and exited the office. Wargrave turned back to the window, letting his mind think, coalescing everything he knew and expected to happen.
He realized the focal point of his danger: Laura Fredricson. A conflict and resolution a long time in the making was now beginning to happen. And it did not make things one bit easier for Wargrave that she was the wife of the most dangerous man in the entire State, the one man Henry R. Wargrave had truly come to fear: the Iron Crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, January 27th. Jack Muscone and I were standing on a patch of plowed ground as the sun was sinking towards the ground in the western sky. I was thinking that in warmer weather there would be the leaves of peanut plants sprouting up... and rattlesnakes meandering through those plants on the hunt for field mice.
"Okay, here is where Malone was shot." Muscone said, pointing to where the chalked outline of a body was still visible (they still do that in some places? I wondered; I guess they do) as well as a ton of footprints and vehicle prints. "Two hundred yards east is the farmhouse, and the front door of the farmhouse faces north. I guess this was a plantation back in the old days. And the area behind the house is fenced off; it's a cattle ranch now."
"Probably." I said, looking around. "So tell me again why we're here?"
Muscone said "My boss wanted an eyes-on look at the place. Malone was shot in the dead of night out here, in the right cheek. Looks like a shot from long range, not up close. Now I don't believe for a minute that he was here looking for teenagers as the townspeople had said. We think he was working a drug deal, or..."
"Or an arms deal for Wargrave." I said quietly, letting my FBI friend know that I was not the dumbest rock in the box.
"You wife tell you?" Muscone grunted.
"No." I said truthfully. "I was following up on the attempt on Daniel Allgood, and a nugget came out that Wargrave's private plane landed in Columbus, Georgia. The only reason that even came out was because Ft. Benning, GA is next to Columbus, and they routinely track flights in and out of Columbus."
"Ah, Ft. Benning." Muscone said. "You chewed some dirt there, didn't you?"
"For a few weeks." I said, 'fondly' remembering my time at Airborne School at Ft. Benning. But then that thought left me... I saw the hint of the rising dust cloud on the horizon. And I knew what it meant.
"Jack, we gotta go." I said, racing to the car. Jack did not follow, so I ran back and grabbed him and literally shoved him towards the car. "We gotta go now, Jack!" I shouted.
"What the fuck??" Jack asked, confused. I did not answer, but got him into the front passenger seat, then ran around and took the driver seat. We would now see how my former Military Police and Police Academy drivers' training served me as I gunned the engine and headed down the dirt track... not towards the highway, from where the dust cloud was coming, but the other way... through the cattle farm areas.
"What's going on, Don?" Jack asked, holding on for dear life and I bumped through the uneven terrain.
"Look behind us." I said. "They're coming for us." Jack looked in the side mirror, then turned and looked out the back window.
"They're cops!" he said. "It's okay, Don!"
"Like hell it is!" I thundered back. "If they catch up to us, we'll be as dead as Harold Malone!" I gunned it even faster as I headed for the county highway up ahead. "By the way, Eglin AFB in Florida or Ft. Benning, which do you want to make a break for?"
"Eglin." Jack said. "I've got contacts there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were seated in a small room near the main airstrip at Eglin Air Force Base near Pensacola, Florida, waiting for an FBI plane to come pick us up and transport us back to the City. Getting away from our pursuers had not been too difficult: we had a radio in our car and Jack had contacted an FBI frequency, getting some agents to run interference for us, and also getting the Alabama Highway Patrol to escort us to the Florida state line.
"So," said Jack, "want to tell me what that was all about?"
"Malone's guys... maybe his real cops or maybe guys faking being cops... were coming for us." I replied. "I think they believe the Feds shot Malone, or at least want to make an example of us... lots of 'States Rights' types down here. That... or they had instructions to look out for us and eliminate us if they caught us."
I continued: "And that's why I suggested we come in here quietly instead of contacting local law enforcement as we normally would. I didn't trust them. I guess someone saw us and called the local cops."
Jack said sardonically "Sounds like Coltrane County just south of yours... naah, I shouldn't say that, their new Sheriff Sorrells and Deputy Strait are trying to make improvements."
"True." I said. "And yes, it's a 'good ole boy' network down here as well as there. And lots of white people in both counties not liking the other ethnicities, if you know what I mean."
"Yes. Yes I do. So," Jack said, "since you seem to know what's going on, and predicted the possibility of these guys coming after us, why don't you tell me who shot Harold Malone."
"Oh isn't it obvious?" I said. "But I'll give you one clue, then say no more: Remember that phrase 'Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.'?"
"Ohhhhh..." Jack said quietly. "Remind me not to try to shoot any Town & County Sheriffs anytime soon."
"Or University Professors and CIA officers the scorned person might be related to by blood..." I replied.
"From where did she shoot?" asked Jack.
"The farmhouse itself." I said. "Probably a second floor window. Took out Malone, then scooted to the back cattle ranch and made her way to a vehicle from there..."
Part 10 - Epilogue: Retirements and Promotions
Sunday night, February 1st. Because it was Sunday, the promotions would not occur until the next morning, February 2nd. The members of the Orange Order, the Police Honorary Society, were gathering for dinner at the Junction Station Depot. Uniforms were forbidden; most of the attendees were in 'business casual', while a few wore suits. There were no ranks at this gathering; all were considered equals. Yet everyone still called Chief Griswold "Chief", and were reticent to call my by my first name; most called me "sir" as if it were my name.
I was sitting down next to Cindy Ross. She'd had a number of people inquire of her health and commiserate with her not being able to defend her triathlon title. She endured it stoically. She'd pretty much come to terms with it, and the boredom of my informal restrictions upon her duties was her biggest challenge.
She had again encouraged Teresa to take a new partner, particularly Todd, but Teresa had said that without Cindy, her (Teresa's) heart would not be in it enough to win, and winning was what mattered. For Teresa, the race was about sisterhood, as was the race she and her sister Alexis had won all those years before. But interestingly, Todd did show interest in the race, and Cindy was now coaching and training my stud nephew and his friend Teddy Franklin in their new training regimen.
At some point in the evening of the Orange Order dinner, the discussion of the next day's promotions came up. Most of the uniformed officers' advancements had been discussed (Morton and Hicks were getting pay grade raises, I was happy to report), and the big one, Robert Brownlee, was not discussed until nearly the very end. Of course, everyone wanted to know how I felt about it, and even though what was said here was considered secret and stayed here, I had to be evenhanded in my replies. Chief Griswold was not fooled.
"Captain Charles's replacement has accepted the position and is already here." I said, avoiding the subject as I talked to the Chief.
"Yes, and I like the young man you're bringing in." replied the Chief as we sipped bourbon. "But let's stop beating around the bush and talk about the real issue here: Brownlee."
I grimaced and the Chief said ""I was afraid of this. I was afraid the Council would do this. Brownlee is a good administrator, but he is a bitter, hate-filled man."
"Yes." I said. "He wanted the Chief's job, and while he pretended to be happy about Deputy Chief, I know that he was pissed he didn't get the top job... over me."
"Exactly." replied Griswold. "I know you can handle it, Crowbar, but that man is going to try to make your life as much a living hell as he possibly can."
"Don't I know it." I said. "And before you tell me, Chief, I know that he and Katherine Woodburn are in league, and she's going to try to get him to make me do something... regrettable."
"What about Ross?" the Chief asked. "You are the same rank as Brownlee, and actually that little cut above. But she's not. And he may well try to make her health an issue, not to mention try to lord it over her... to piss you off as much as to piss her off."
"Worry not, Chief." I said. "I've got it covered. First, I don't care if I lose my career or even go to jail; if that guy tries to mess with Cindy, I will take his sorry ass down. Partly so she won't do it and get fired, but partly because I am not going to let anyone fuck with my Crowbar Two."
The Chief smiled merrily under his mustaches at that, and I continued: "Second, Miss Ross and my mother think I don't know it, but they've been doing research behind my back on the 'real Moriarty'. Methinks Cindy could get a job with Federal agencies if she beats the shit out of Brownlee and has to leave the Force. And third... well, Chief, I'll keep that one to myself, but sometime in the future our friend Cindy Ross is going to learn some things that will blow all our minds."
"Except yours." Chief Griswold replied. He paused, then said "And mine." My eyes and the Chief's locked, and I realized that he knew what I knew...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the morning of February 2nd, the entire Uniformed Division of the Town & County Police Force assembled in the main auditorium at Police Headquarters. They would be getting their Precinct assignments soon, but first they had something very important to do: say goodbye to their 'fellow uniformed officer', Captain (Ret.) Leslie Charles.
"You are far and away the most professional group of people to wear police blue that I have ever known, any place, at any time. It has been my honor and privilege to serve with you as well as those that came before you. And I know that you will continue to work as the professionals you are, and never stain the name of the Town & County Police Force." said Captain Charles. Thunderous applause echoed through the chamber.
I was listening from the back with Chief Emeritus Griswold and Sheriff Allgood. All other persons, including Detectives, civilian personnel, support staff, had been forbidden to be in the room: this was a Uniformed Officers thing.
"So do your best for your Commander, your new Chief when you get one, and your Sheriff, but most of all, do your very best for the Citizens of this County." said Charles, wrapping it up. Once that was done and the long minute of applause finally died down, Sergeant Rudistan called for all Uniformed Personnel to rise and get into place.
They were going to form a gauntlet for Captain Charles to walk through, similar to what we did for Chief Griswold. But it would only be uniformed officers, and it would lead to the back parking lot for the retirement ceremony and promotions. Every uniformed officer being promoted or upgraded wanted Captain Charles to pin on their insignia. I scrambled to get to the promotion area ahead of the gauntlet forming so that I could watch it. My Detectives and Captain Harlow's administrative personnel had done likewise.
It was impressive. The line was mostly outside, so as Captain Charles walked by, his officers saluted him. He basically kept his hand up to his forehead in a constant return salute as he walked through, remaining stoic.
After pinning the insignia and medals on the Officers, Captain Charles's last act was to pin Lieutenant bars on his replacement - Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, formerly Detective Sergeant of the Midtown Police Force.
It was Charles who had personally recruited Masters, with my help. I saw Molly, Detective Soltis and Captain 'Cav' Moynahan among the guests in the bleachers; they'd come to see their team member and friend receive this well-deserved promotion.
Joanne Cummings was awarded her full Detective badge and rank, administered by Lieutenant Cindy Ross and Lieutenant Tanya Perlman, and she got warm applause from the assembled officers. And then it changed.
Almost as if on cue, a cloud covered the sun, darkening the day as Robert Brownlee came forward. I'd refused to participate in his promotion proceedings, so Sheriff Allgood had to do it. He was assisted by Councilwoman Kelly Carnes and an officer that was the representative of the Police Union.
Brownlee grinned as the silver oak leaf clusters, the same as my rank, were pinned on his shoulders, but it was dead silent among the ranks of officers. And as it was done and Brownlee was 'introduced' as Deputy Chief, the only smattering of applause came from some guests in the stands... not a single Officer applauded, they remained stock-still in the position of attention. Brownlee's grin turned to a frown, then a look of determination came across his face... I knew he was swearing vengeance for it. I saw his eyes shift over to me, and I did not waver as I silently stared back. This was not an agency of the weak-minded. Game on, Brownlee, I thought to myself. Game on.
The Precinct Captains came forward to call out the names of the officers that would be assigned to their precincts. First was Precinct Captain Damien Thompson, followed by PCpt. Briggs, then PCpt. Weston. Names not called were still assigned to Headquarters, including Rudistan, Morton, Hicks and Johnson; I refused to let anyone else have them.



I was going to need them. I was going to need my Detectives. I was going to need "Crowbar's Angels". I was going to need the Support Staff. I was even going to need Brownlee, and hoped he'd do his job properly. It was only going to get harder from here. Wargrave was out there, the 'real Moriarty' was out there, 'Superior Bloodlines' was out there. And there was a Town and County full of good Citizens to protect and serve.
It was only going to get harder from here. I steeled myself, gripping my red crowbar more tightly, resolved and ready drive on with the mission...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue: Remembering the Fallen
Dawn, February 3d. It was a cold Tuesday morning on Cemetery Hill, and there was an edge of overcast to the dawn. The morning light was pale and weak, matching the feelings in my deepest soul as I lay a small bouquet of flowers before the tombstone of the late Police Corporal Peter M. Feeley. It was one year ago this day that he had been brutally murdered by Angela Harlan, the Black Widow, and her cohorts. I was remembering my failure in the Black Widow case, the cost, and my resolve to not fail in that way again. I became lost in contemplation.
Something told me to come back. I realized that there was movement behind me. I turned around and was totally shocked to see that twenty uniformed officers of the Town & County Police Force were standing behind me in formation, led by Sergeant Micah Rudistan and joined by Senior Patrolmen Chet Morton, Hicks and Johnson, Officer Lydia Green, and others that had known Feeley. Myron Milton was in the group, making a rare appearance his police uniform. Behind them were retired officers Chief Emeritus Griswold and Captain Leslie Charles. And in front of the group was Lt. Tanya Perlman, holding Pete Feeley's baby son.
A college student, who was also part of the University's ROTC, came forward with a bugle, and as Sergeant Rudistan called us to attention, the officer played 'Taps' on his bugle. As the sonorous sounds of the bugle call faded, officers came forward with a wreath of flowers, setting the wreath next to my bouquet. Tanya then brought a bouquet from herself, little Pete and also Pete's mother, who would visit the grave site later in the day.
After the flowers were laid, I saw and felt all the eyes on me, as if expecting me to say something. My vision was a bit blurry and my voice wasn't working well as I said "Thank you, everyone, for coming this morning. Let us... let us never forget Pete Feeley's sacrifice as we... as we go forward and continue his work, serving this Town and County as the law enforcement officers that we are."
"Amen." I heard a few people murmur, then we began dispersing. Tanya hooked her arm into mine, mostly to make sure I did come with them and discontinued my propensity for self-recriminations, and we left the quiet place on the hill where Officer Pete Feeley continued his eternal overwatch...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How was Don this morning, Cindy?" asked Laura as she, Phyllis and Cindy ate lunch at Laura's favorite Soup & Sandwich Shop on the little man-made lake north of the University. They were eating indoors due to the cold weather outside. "Has he bitten anyone's head off yet?"
"Oh no, nothing like that." Cindy said. "He is pretty quiet and morose today, though, and he's pretty much stayed in his office. I daresay paperwork is getting done in there, but I told his new assistant Helena about Pete's death and that Don might not be his normal self today."
"Laura," asked Phyllis, "do you think this is normal, or is Don overreacting to Officer Feeley's death a year ago?" Cindy had a bit of a sharp look in her eyes at that, but didn't say anything.
"I'm not sure." Laura replied, her eyes and voice becoming introspective. "Of all Don's cases and even the fire at The Cabin and near-deaths of us all, nothing has really affected him like losing Pete Feeley. I think Don blames himself that he did not figure out the Black Widow in time, or that he did figure it out but did not act quickly enough. He blames himself for Pete's death."
"I think you're right." said Cindy. "It was a near thing with Hugh Hewitt, too. Don blames himself there, as well, though he shouldn't."
"True." Laura said. "But there's one other thing. He took Tanya Perlman on the Hewitt raid knowing full well what Tanya was going to do... exterminate Angela Harlan. And that really did a great amount of good for Tanya, getting revenge for Pete's death. But Don has had no such outlet. He still hasn't found had a way to expiate what he considers his shame for his failure. He allowed Tanya to kill Harlan, which was a bigger sacrifice on his part than he'll ever let on, and while he has taken out the Corrigan Cell and is on the track of Wargrave and this 'real Moriarty' person, he simply hasn't been able to let go of Pete Feeley's death."
"Is there anything we can do?" asked Phyllis. "Is there anyone still out there upon whom we can unleash my son?" She knew full well the answer; she was saying that to get Cindy to think. And Cindy did.
"You know," the platinum blonde policewoman said, having an insight, "there still is someone from the Feeley murder that is still out there... that guy Don calls 'Skinny Beard', who may have injected the poison into Feeley, and did inject it into Hugh. Skinny Beard might have had a hand in the attempt to murder Don on the day Rev. Oldeeds was shot, and he was believed to be associating with the Corrigan Cell and maybe even worked with Ned and his drug creations. Skinny Beard but didn't go on the mission where Taichi-sama destroyed the Corrigan Cell, but he was at the house they were hiding in. He's still at large, and maybe if Don could get him..."
"That's an excellent idea, my dear." said Phyllis. "You've been researching all of this stuff. Any insight as to where this 'Skinny Beard' might be?"
"I'm not a Troy, so no sudden insights here." Cindy replied. "The FBI thinks he went to the City. He may have skipped the State altogether. Laura, what do you think about... Laura?"
But Laura was not hearing anything... she was in a reverie of her own...
Part 2 - Trial Preparations
(Author's note: see 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 1, to refresh your memories of the Bryan Thatcher arrest.)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette from the Courthouse steps at 7:00am on Wednesday, Feb. 4th. "KXTC has learned that Judge Patrick R. Folsom will recuse himself in the dog abuse trial of Bryan Thatcher, set to begin Monday. Judge Folsom cited the fact that he owns several dogs as the reason. He has given the case to law-and-order Judge Rodney K. Watts, who does not own any dogs... and does not tolerate theatrics in his Courtroom."
Bettina continued: "This is a huge blow to the Thatcher's defense team from Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C., who intend to mount a defense of police abuse of Mr. Thatcher at the scene when he was arrested. Judge Watts has set aside a motion for a change of venue, saying that he will first determine if a jury can be seated from within the County. He also denied a defense request for a continuance, stating that the defense has had adequate time to prepare their case no matter which judge would be presiding. The defense team has said they will appeal both rulings."
"In other news, with the Budget battle essentially over in the State Legislature, the politicians are now turning to the key legislation to revamp the State Bureau of Investigation. It is expected to be a huge battle, and no one knows exactly what will come of it. The SBI Reserve Program is on the table, as well as the scope and jurisdiction of the SBI's Narcotics Task Force, which has come under fire in recent months. Local citizens will remember the botched drug raid that ended with gunfire exchanged with the Town & County Police, who were raiding the same drug felons at the same time. State Senator Katherine Woodburn is leading the fight for more State jurisdiction over local agencies, but she has plenty of opposition around the State to her plans, including our own State House Representative, Billy Williams. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross and I were in the District Attorney's office in the Courthouse, at a meeting with District Attorney Gil Krasney and Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, who was prosecuting the Bryan Thatcher case. Sheriff Daniel Allgood had also been invited to the meeting, and was sitting in.
"The defense intends to call you as a witness, Don." said Paulina. "But it's so they can attempt to paste a police abuse charge onto you. They have no chance of acquitting Thatcher after we show the dog abuse evidence; their only hope is to get the jury to sympathize with Thatcher by claiming you physically abused him while he was in your custody. I might add that Katherine Woodburn has been monitoring this case and has been working with the defense team on Thatcher's behalf, as well as throwing the Media some red meat about the case."
"This should be simple to defuse." I said. "Call me to the stand yourself. First ask me to explain what 'resisting arrest' is, so that I can give the jury a thorough explanation. Then ask about my crowbar being like a billy stick that all officers have. Then we'll move to my training; I and the majority of our Officers have been trained by a two-sport black belt named Lieutenant Cindy Ross in proper techniques and use of the crowbar and nightstick. Then you put Cindy on the stand... and she can cut off any talk about Thatcher being pushed off the front porch, but I'll leave her to make her own statement there."
"I like that." said Krasney. "It will also give some precedence for any future cases where your use of that crowbar has come up. Defense attorneys have been trying to use that in the past, but without success. This case has publicity about it, thanks to Katherine Woodburn, but I like your way of diffusing it."
"The resisting arrest part is key." I said. "We have to spoon feed that to the jury so they'll have doubts about anything Thatcher says. After that, I think if you show the jury the pictures of the dogs in your final summation, it'll be all over for that son of a bitch."
"I'll be so glad when this case is over." Paulina said. "I start crying every time I see those pictures. I'm going to have to work hard not to break down when I show them to the jury."
"Just be glad you weren't at the scene when we made the arrest." Cindy said. "That was the worst thing I have ever seen; I still have nightmares about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah Katherine, so nice to see you." said Henry R. Wargrave as State Senator Katherine Woodburn was admitted into his office high atop one of the City's skyscrapers. "Would you care for some water or green tea?"
"Thank you, Mr. Wargrave, but I'm fine. Oh, thank you." she said as Henry Wargrave held a chair for her to sit in. Once she was seated, he went around behind his desk and sat down. The pale light coming through the windows was to his back and fully in Katherine's face.
"First, please call me 'Henry', if I can be so presumptive and call you 'Katherine'." said Wargrave.
"Why thank you, Henry." said Katherine. "And I hope we'll be working much more closely together while I'm in the State Senate."
"I'm sure we will." said Wargrave smoothly. "So how are you liking our State Legislature?"
"It's good." Katherine said. "I think some of those politicians underestimated me, and I had to show them my years running KXTC gave me more spine than they have put together. I'm sure you know all about that, since you're running KSTD now."
"Well, I'm merely a part owner and silent partner in the background, but I have some good people running it for me." Wargrave said. "Certainly not the caliber you were while running KXTC."
"You're too kind, Henry." said Katherine. "So, how may I be of service to you today?" Wargrave had called the meeting and invited Katherine to his offices.
"Just a couple of things upon which I'd like to get your viewpoints." said Wargrave. "First, the Thatcher trial is starting over in our friend the Iron Crowbar's County. Is there anything we can do to help cause Mister Troy some pain in that case?"
"I've done what I can." said Katherine. "Chase, Lynch & Berry's lawyers hate the man as much as I do, and they're going to try hard to stick a police abuse stigma on him. I'm hoping that nigger ADA can't handle their crack team. If Krasney personally helps, that'd be great; he's a total buffoon."
"Don't underestimate Ms. Patterson." said Wargrave, a bit surprised by Katherine's racist language. "And KSTD is ready to begin the police abuse chant, and to try to make it resonate with the Black community, but only after the trial. Dog abuse is a tremendous headwind for us in this case. People love dogs."
"I hope we can make the police abuse case resonate with the Blacks also, Henry. I've been talking to Reginald B.F. Lewis extensively about it." said Katherine. "So what was your second question of me?"
"Ah." said Wargrave, very slightly put off by Katherine's directness in coming to the critical point of the meeting. "The SBI battles are coming in the Legislature. What is your goal there? And what is your strategy for implementing that goal?"
"I am working with more senior colleagues on those issues." said Katherine. "We hope to increase the SBI's presence in all areas of the State, and to make sure the SBI always has jurisdiction over the Counties and any local law enforcement agency in the State."
"The Governor is in opposition to that, as well as the grassroots groups around the State." said Wargrave. "Are you prepared to deal with them?"
"I'll crush them as I crushed that TEA Party Extremist John Cummings." said Katherine Woodburn. "It's time these 'Constitutionalists with guns' learn that we are in power and in control of them, not the other way around. And we will use the power of Government to exercise that control, beginning with our broad, far-reaching legislation to strengthen the police power of the SBI."
Wargrave could feel the woman's deep passion for this issue as she spoke. "Well then, I wish you the very best of luck with it." he said. "Shall we have some lunch? There's a great new restaurant in Westphalia, just south of the City here. I might be biased in my opinion, of course, as I am the majority owner of it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Returning from his lunch, Wargrave sat behind his desk for some time, lost in thought. As he looked out over the City through the windows of his office, seeing the stark grays and black contrasts of the buildings in the cold, pale light of the day, he considered his plan to keep the Iron Crowbar off guard during this very busy time in the Legislature, and in his own plans. Things were reaching a head, and the time for action was near.
"You wanted to see me, Hank?" asked Austin L. Murphy as he came in the door, having been called in by Wargrave and admitted by the secretary.
"Yes, Austin." Wargrave said. "We have to put some things together. Things will be moving soon, and we need to make sure the Iron Crowbar has plenty of distractions. I want you to find that guy we call 'Skinny Beard'. I want him to get some of his associates to create some mayhem in the Iron Crowbar's county."
"Yes sir." said Murphy. "But before we do that, there's something I need to tell you. Seems Conrad King and his group have gotten his son Jack out of the country; Jack is in France now. But they're wanting to make a move in Alabama. With Malone's death, they have some cleaning up to do, and they want Skinny Beard to be part of those clean-up operations."
"Yes, that has to be taken care of, and I can't be anywhere near it." replied Wargrave. "We'll just have to hope the Iron Crowbar is distracted with all the Legislative crap as well as the Thatcher trial."
"Yes sir." Murphy said. "By the way, after getting tips that the Governor wants Troy in Midtown to work on the SBI legislation for his, the Governor's, team, I checked around... but I can't find any hotel reservations for Troy. Is he going to commute every day?"
Wargrave smiled. "Austin, Austin, I'm disappointed. Think about it... who will the Iron Crowbar be seeing in his spare time while he's in Midtown?"
"I'm sorry, Hank, I'm not getting your drift on this one."
"His son, Austin. His son. Family." Wargrave said.
"Ohhhhhh..." said Murphy, realizing what Wargrave was getting at. "Well, that makes him off limits to us, then. I'm not fucking with his kids, especially after what happened with that fire at his home. I don't know who did that, but it was sheer stupidity."
"I entirely agree. It was a mistake on that person's part." said Wargrave. "I'm just glad the Iron Crowbar knows it wasn't me that was behind that fire..."
Part 3 - A Police Force Retirement
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared Bettina on the morning of Thursday, Feb. 5th. "The Police Department has announced the retirement of their longest-serving drug dog, Sergeant Laika. Laika as been with the Force for a very long nine years. She will now live with her handler as a retired civilian pet dog, enjoying her remaining years with her favorite toy tennis balls."
The screen was filled with images of the lovely Joanne Cummings petting and cuddling Laika as the dog's handler looked on and Bettina said "Here Laika is posing with Detective Joanne Cummings of the Town & County Police Force. Laika will continue to make appearances at the local elementary schools, helping with the Drug Awareness Education Program for kids in the County. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, wishing Laika a happy retirement, and KXTC News will bring you breaking coverage when it happens..."
"Oh, she's such a wonderful dog!" Joanne gushed as she lovingly petted Laika after the cameras had turned off. "I'd love to help you and Laika at the schools if I'm off duty or can get the Commander to let me go with you."
"I think we can arrange for you to make a few appearances with Laika, if her owner is good with it." I said as I petted the German Shepherd, always enjoying spending a few moments with our excellent K-9 officers. "I think if Laika didn't already have an owner, Detective Cummings might just steal her away."
"I would love that, but she's Tom's dog." Joanne said wistfully.
"Come visit, anytime." said Tom, Laika's handler. Laika happily looked up at him.
"So, Commander," said Bettina to me as she watched the outpouring of love for Laika, "speaking of dogs, are you ready for this dog abuser trial coming up?"
"I think the District Attorney's office has it well in hand." I said.
"I heard that Katherine Woodburn has really been working the Media to say that the Police abused and even tortured Thatcher during his arrest." said Bettina.
"Seeing that you are the Media, Bettina, you'd know more about that than I would." I replied, getting one over on the lovely redhead reporterette.



She smirked, then asked "So between us, you're not concerned that they'll accuse you of police brutality during Thatcher's arrest?"
"Are we speaking for the record?" I asked, not fooled by Bettina. "If so, then I have no comment except to say the Police acted properly and even with restraint."
"And if we're not speaking for the record?" Bettina tried.
"We're never not speaking for the record, now are we Ms. Wurtzburg?" I replied with a gleam in my eye. Joanne managed to stifle a laugh at my adroit handling of the formidable Bettina...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Laura Fredricson looked out the nearest window of her office, seeing the overcast morning. The cloud cover was continuing, with neither storm nor sunlight allowed to come through, as if the weather could not make up it's mind what to do. 'Board of Regents weather', she had said to Dr. Wellman the previous day, evoking that sinister laugh of his.
She was typing on her 'secure' laptop, the one she used for her CIA communications. She was writing an email which informed her (very few) superiors in The Company that information had come out about some of the drugs Ned and Skinny Beard had been working on: specifically that there was another batch that her husband had not known about and had not destroyed, that the formula for making more of these drugs was believed to be with the vials, and that criminals in the area were attempting to secure the drugs. After checking it over, she sent the email.
Moment later, her assistant Gayle Roberts came into the office. Gayle was looking lovely in her pale green dress and high-heel nude/tan pumps; her legs were looking smoking hot. As Laura idly thought that both she and her husband Don would enjoy fucking the delicious-looking Gayle, and soon, she simply said "What is it, Gayle?"
"Ma'am," Gayle said, "that email you just sent... it was on the '2aab' encryption code from last autumn, and our cyber-security people think it might have been compromised!"
"Oh really?" Laura said, trying to hide a grin. "Well, that is just... unfortunate, isn't it?" Understanding began to creep onto Gayle's attractive face: Laura wanted this particular piece of information to leak out.
"Come on in here, Gayle." Laura said as she got up and began sweeping her office for bugs. "I need to tell you what we're going to be doing once the bad guys try to make a move to get the drugs and their recipes." Gayle was dying to ask if those drugs really existed as the bait for Laura's trap, or if it was all a lie, but she didn't: Laura would tell her everything she needed to know about this, and no more...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Austin R. Murphy groaned as his cock plunged into the buxom redhead beneath him on the bed. He fucked her with deep, hard strokes, eager to work out his nut and pump his semen into the tip of the condom that sheathed his man-tool. The woman groaned beneath him, pretending to enjoy his fucking, especially since he'd paid her very well for the privilege of using her body for his sexual pleasure.
She felt the combat veteran's body shiver as he reached the crest and climaxed. Her hands clutched his ass, and she could feel the scar tissue on one of his buttcheeks from where shrapnel had hit him. She moaned, pretending to come with him.
"That was good, baby." he said as he recovered. "Even better than last time with you and Dawn together."
As his penis slipped out of her well-used cunt and he collapsed to the bed, the woman rolled over on her side and snuggled into him. "So," she said, as if not interested, "what really happened to Dawn? All we've heard is that she was murdered. It's kind of scary." The woman was employed by the same escort agency that had employed the recently deceased Nicole Stanton and her still-living friend Cherie Ward.
"I don't know." said Murphy. "I heard what you heard... someone killed her by the side of the road-"
*BRRINGG! BRRINGG! BRRINGG!*
It was Murphy's cellphone ringing, and that particular ringtone meant that the phone call had to be taken: it was Henry R. Wargrave."
"Great news, Austin!" Murphy heard Wargrave's voice say. "We've gotten some information that those drugs the Iron Crowbar's nephew had been making might still exist."
"They weren't destroyed?" asked Murphy.
"This is apparently an unknown, extra batch," said Wargrave, "and the recipes for them might be intact. I need you to come in right away." With that, the line went dead.
"Okay, baby, gotta go." Murphy said, getting out of bed. The sight of the big-breasted redhead lying on the bed 'threatened' to arouse him again, and he wished he could stay and throw another hard fuck into her.
"It must be important." said the prostitute as she pulled her head up, leaning on her elbows, her body distracting Murphy.
"It is." Murphy said. "If it's what I think it is, it's going to mean a lot of money for me. And then maybe I'll buy you that Jag you've been wanting."
"Ooooh, that sounds nice." said the woman, flashing a brilliant smile at her patron. "Arms control not in the works these days?"
Austin laughed at the joke as he dressed. "This isn't that." he replied carelessly. "It's about some serious chemicals that some people would pay a lot of money, and I mean a lot of money to get their hands on. Okay baby, I gotta go. I'll call you." He leaned down and kissed the redhead on the mouth, then hurried out the door.
The woman casually got up and dressed, then took her cellphone from her purse in the corner of the room and dialed a number...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Interesting." said the man as he returned his cellphone to his pocket after taking the call. He was known to his three partners in the room as 'Number Four'. They were in Thaddeus Ward's office at Ward Harvester and it was very late at night.
"If it's interesting to you, it must be fantastic for us." said the beautiful Karen Warner. Normally she would rather be on her back on a bed somewhere, taking a large cock balls-deep in her burning hot, soaking wet pussy, but it looked like something big was happening.
"It is." said Number Four. "I've just learned that not all of the drugs Elizabeth's son made were destroyed, and that we might get not only a sample, but some recipes as well." He looked over at the attractive woman wearing glasses, sitting next to Karen. Ned was Elizabeth's son, of course.
"Oh really?" Elizabeth said. "I could have sworn that my dear brother destroyed the last remaining samples of my nasty son's work. How did this batch come to light?"
"A CIA email was intercepted." said Number Four. "Dr. Fredricson has apparently found another batch." His words got Elizabeth to thinking.
"Wasn't that email encrypted?" Elizabeth asked skeptically.
"Why, yes it was." said Number Four, his eyes locking with hers. "But some of our Russian friends broke that code, and translated the message for us."
"So my dear brother's wife used a compromised code to transmit that message?" Elizabeth asked, her eyes showing her understanding.
"Oh, this is great news!" said Karen Warner. "If we can get our hands on this, there's no telling how good it'll be for us!"
"Yes." said old man Ward from his chair behind his desk. "Some fresh pickings would be nice."
"Don't get your hopes up." Elizabeth said shortly. Number Four was impressed with her; those great brains to go with those beautiful legs, he thought to himself as he admired her shapely calves.
"What do you mean?" Ward asked.
Number Four spoke up. "She means that this is obviously a trap. Dr. Fredricson did not use a compromised code to transmit this information by accident. She did it on purpose. I'll check to see if those chemicals really do exist, but I'm suspecting that we should let this one go and not expose ourselves."
"So what are you going to do?" asked Ward.
"I think..." said Number Four, "that we'll let Mr. Wargrave handle this one." Only Elizabeth was able to work out in her mind what that meant: that the great billionaire Henry R. Wargrave was being thrown under the bus.
Part 4 - Trial of a Dog Abuser
"Please state your full name for the record." stated ADA Paulina Patterson.
"James Donald Troy." I replied from my seat on the witness stand. It was Tuesday, February 10th, and we were in the Old Courtroom of the Old Courthouse, which was bigger than the Courtrooms of the newer Courthouse on the Square. The windows on the sides were large and tall, reaching nearly to the high ceiling. The light coming in was pale and seemingly cold; the cloud cover had persisted from the week before.
The trial had gone very well, so far. Jury selection had been remarkably easy, though the defense lawyers constantly tried to ask potential jurors if they would consider police abuse a mitigating factor in the case, which would cause Judge Watts to admonish legal beagles.
Once the Jury was seated, the Crime Lab and Animal Control officers had given their testimony, complete with the gruesome pictures of the abused dogs and the squalid living conditions of the house and kennel. The testimony had been virtually unimpeachable and the defense team only gave token effort to poke holes at non-existent inconsistencies. Then there were witnesses that testified to hearing the sounds of crying dogs in the night, the yelps of pain coming from the kennels in the Thatcher house's backyard. The next morning, it was my turn.
"What is your occupation, and rank and position within it?" asked Paulina.
"I am employed by the Town & County Police Department." I stated. "My rank is Commander, and my position is called 'Police Commander', which is second-in-command of the Police Force after the Police Chief." I was wearing my formal Duty Dress uniform with the rows of ribbons over the right jacket pocket, and the Medal of Valor around my neck at Paulina's insistence.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "I would like to read the Commander's police record of medals, commendations and honors into the record-"
"Objection!" yelled the defense lawyer. "It is sufficient that the witness's occupation be given, nothing more is required nor relevant to this trial."
"Miss Patterson, are you going somewhere with this?" asked Judge Rodney K. Watts, knowing full well that Paulina was going somewhere with this.
"Yes, Your Honor." said Paulina. "I wish to establish the impeccable record of this police officer before continuing with the questioning of the witness."
"Objection overruled." said Watts, giving Paulina a clear victory. The defense lawyer's face turned red with furious anger as the judge said "Proceed." Paulina then read my record out loud, emphasizing my promotions as well as my Purple Order, Medal of Valor, and Orange Order recognitions. After going through the sequence of events at the time of the arrest, Paulina got to the nitty-gritty of demolishing the Defense's attempt to make me the issue:
"Commander Troy," said Paulina, "your officers are normally equipped with batons, colloquially called 'billy sticks', aren't they?"
"Yes ma'am." I said.
"You yourself, as well as one other officer, have been known to carry a metal crowbar with you, is that correct?"
"Yes ma'am." I said.
"And you carry this in a manner and means similar to most other officers carrying batons or other weapons as a means of defense, is that correct?" Paulina asked. I was surprised the defense lawyer didn't object; Paulina's question was 'leading' in nature.
"Yes ma'am, that is correct." I said.
"Have you used your crowbar for other purposes, Commander? And if so, for what other purposes?" Paulina asked, spoon-feeding this to the jury as she was required to do. Having been prepped, I answered accordingly.
"Yes ma'am." I said. "I've used it to pry open a car door at the scene of an accident, to get the occupant of the car out. I've used it to pry open doors when we have a warrant to enter a location, and to open containers to discover evidence."
"Commander, are officers trained in the use of their batons?" Paulina asked. She was using my title as often as she could, I noted. Paulina was a damn good ADA, as well as being one of the sexiest and hottest women that I'd ever had the pleasure of penetrating sexually...
"Yes." I said, trying to stop thinking of Paulina in a sexual way.
"Have you been trained in the use of that crowbar as a means of defense, and if so, what means were those?"
"Objection as to form!" yelled the defense attorney, finally realizing what was going on. How could such an experienced attorney only figure it out now? I wondered.
"I'll re-state, Your Honor." Paulina said. "Commander, have you been trained in the use of your crowbar as a means of defense?"
"Yes ma'am." I said.
"Would you please tell the Court the nature and extent of that training?" Paulina asked.
"One of my Police Lieutenants, Cindy Ross, has two black belts in various martial arts. She and I have trained extensively with these devices for effective but non-lethal use for defensive purposes. She also has trained many of our officers to properly and effectively use their batons."
"Are batons, and your crowbar as a substitute, used to subdue suspects resisting arrest?" asked Paulina.
"Yes ma'am." I said.
"Have you used your crowbar to subdue a suspect resisting arrest in the past?" asked Paulina.
"Yes ma'am." I said.
"Commander, would you please explain what 'resisting arrest' is?" asked Paulina.
"Objection, Your Honor." said the defense lawyer. "The witness has not been shown to be an expert witness on this matter."
Paulina fired back: "Your Honor, as cited in his record, the Commander graduated the basic and advanced Police Academy courses with honors, he graduated Military Police Officer Basic Course with honors, he has been extensively trained in the law regarding police matters, and his position and experience as the Police Commander more than qualifies him as an expert witness."
"Objection overruled." said Watts, cutting off further debate immediately. "You may answer the question, Commander."
"Resisting arrest can be fighting with police officers or using physical force." I said. "But it can also be passive, such as lying motionless and refusing to move when told to, or refusing to cooperate with police officers' instructions while making the arrest."
"Did the defendant here resist arrest at the scene of the crime he is alleged to have committed?" asked Paulina.
"Yes he did." I said.
"And did you use your baton or crowbar to subdue him or control him?"
"Yes ma'am."
"Did you strike him multiple times?" Paulina asked.
"Yes."
"How many times?" Paulina asked.
"I am not sure of the exact number. Three or four, which was necessary to subdue him while he continued to resist arrest."
"And this is standard police procedure, based upon your basic as well as more extensive training?" asked Paulina.
"Yes ma'am."
"Your witness." said Paulina. The defense lawyer got up.
"Commander, I'd like to ask you to reaffirm your testimony: did you strike the defendant with a crowbar on the night he was arrested?"
"As I said before, yes I did." I said.
"Did you beat him with it in a manner beyond necessary force to subdue him?"
"No."
"Did you strike him repeatedly with your crowbar, Commander Troy?"
"Objection, Your Honor." said Paulina. "The witness has already answered that question."
"Sustained." said Judge Watts. "Counsel, cover new ground with your questions and be careful as to their form."
"Your Honor," said the defense counsel, "I am trying to establish that this police officer used excessive force beyond what was needed to-"
"Objection, Your Honor!" cried out Paulina, knowing what the defense lawyer was trying to do.
"Sustained! Approach the bench." said Watts. As the lawyers got to the bench, Watts hissed to the defense counsel "Watch yourself, Counselor. Your efforts to create a mistrial or taint the jury won't work with me. I'll have you in contempt and behind bars, not to mention disbarred, if you try that crap again, do you understand me?"
The lawyer was red-faced with fury. "I'm going to appeal this, Your Honor." he said. "We have a right to establish our case."
"Not like that, you don't." said Watts. "You know the rules of this trial Court. One more breach and I'll have you arrested and removed from the Courtroom."
Paulina then brought Cindy to the stand, and had her confirm that she had trained me and other officers, that she was a two-time black belt, and that she did not see any abuse of the defendant during his arrest but that he was non-cooperative and resistant to being arrested. She also testified that he'd fallen off the porch. She denied that anyone pushed Thatcher off the porch when the defense lawyer insinuated that he'd been 'helped' off the porch with a push to the back.
Then came Sergeant Rudistan. I only hoped that his testimony would agree with mine.
"Yes ma'am." he said, trying to hide his joviality, but unable to completely do so. "The defendant resisted arrest several times and refused to obey instructions."
"Did you or Commander Troy strike him excessively."
"Not excessively, ma'am." said Rudistan.
The defense lawyer tried a tactic. "Sergeant, it must have been psychologically tough at that crime scene, with those dogs there. Was Commander Troy angry at what he was seeing?"
"Objection, calls for speculation." said Paulina.
"Your Honor, I am trying to establish the state of mind of the arresting police officer, Commander Troy, during this time, and establishing that his mindset led to excessive use of force-"
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "Commander Troy is not on trial here-"
"Bailiff, would you please escort the jury out of the room and give them a ten minute break?" Judge Watts said. Once the jury was out of the room, Watts turned his ire onto the legal beagles. "People, I will not tolerate this any further. I am going to allow Sergeant Rudistan to answer the question, but I agree that the Police are not on trial here. Defense counsel, if you think there is police abuse, that if for a separate accusation and separate trial. I will not allow you to attempt to acquit the defendant by the proxy of putting the Police on trial, here, Counselor. Do I make myself clear?" The defense lawyer grumbled acquiescence but was still agitated and furious with anger.
Once the jury was back in, Sgt. Rudistan was directed to answer the previous question. "The Commander was in control at all times that I saw him." he said.
"Well, let's just suppose hypothetically that Commander Troy was deeply angry about the scene." said the defense lawyer. "Hypothetically, has he ever given any sign of losing control or being angry?"
"I can't speak for 'hypothetically'." Rudistan replied. "In actuality, I've never seen the Commander lose control of any situation, no matter how bad the circumstances around him were... including, hypothetically of course, the time he was shot and wounded while rescuing three kidnapped little children-"
"Stop, stop!" gasped the exasperated defense lawyer. "No more questions of this witness, Your Honor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The final summations were key. The defense lawyer couldn't be stopped from making statements that the defendant cooperated with police but that the police were 'overzealous' in the arrest and that they got physical. However, Paulina got the last word, and she used it to devastating effect.
"Look at these photos, ladies and gentlemen of the jury." she said as photos flashed on a projector screen in front of them. The pictures were heartbreaking and gruesome, showing abused puppies. "Eight of these twenty dogs did not make it, they did not survive Bryan Thatcher. This case is not about the police making the arrest, ladies and gentlemen, it is about what that man sitting there did to these poor dogs, it is about him committing these horrible atrocities with no compunction at all. To this day the defendant has expressed no remorse at all for what his actions that led to the pain and suffering... and death... of these poor, defenseless animals. There can only be one verdict here, ladies and gentlemen, and that verdict is 'guilty'. I asked you to deliver that verdict."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I talked quietly with Paulina and Cindy as we waited for the jury to come back with a verdict.
"How do you think it went?" I asked.
"Good." said Paulina. "But the defense was really laying groundwork for an appeal. Judge Watts shut down the police abuse angle, but an activist judge might say it should've been allowed."
"Let's hope not." said Cindy. "I can't believe this guy could possibly get away with this."
"This really is not the case to use to go after the Police." said Paulina. "The dog abuse is too disturbing. The Jury was obviously moved by those photographs..."
I looked over at the defense table. The lawyer was talking with Thatcher, and was animated and red-faced as he did so. "They're going to fight like hell." I said. "Even though this might be the worst case in history to try to get people to take a defendant's side against the Police, that lawyer seems to want this one as if he himself is on trial."
"Maybe he's related to Thatcher, or hates dogs himself." Cindy said. I suspected more, far more, but I decided to not say anything.
Thirty minutes later the Jury came in and the verdict was swift and certain: "We the Jury find the defendant Bryan Thatcher guilty of eight counts of aggravated cruelty to animals, twelve counts of cruelty to animals, three counts of resisting arrest, and one count of lying to police."
Thatcher's eyes cut over to me. They were sharp and had an intent and purpose. The defense lawyer also looked at me with a look of as deep fury as I'd ever seen on a human countenance. I stared back just as hard, finding myself hoping he'd try to physically assault me, so that he could come to understand what a crowbar beatdown felt like...
Part 5 - A Family Addition
Late in the afternoon of Tuesday, February 10th, I was called by the Animal Control Department. I hurried down to the pound, the part where animals needed as evidence were kept.
"Okay, he's no longer needed for evidence." the woman said. "He's nine months old, and he's fully recovered. He's had all his shots, so he's ready to go."
The handsome puppy was still relatively small due to the malnutrition in his early puppyhood, but his eyes were now bright and his yellowish-white coat nice and glossy. He looked like he was mostly a yellow lab, but maybe some 'mutt' was in him, too. When he sniffed my hand his tail began wagging very hard and he got excited.
"I don't know if he remembers you from that night." the woman said. This had been the little creature that had sniffed and licked my hand the night we'd arrested Thatcher. I was overjoyed that he'd survived, and even happier when my application to take ownership of him was approved.
"What's his name going to be?" the woman asked.
"You look like a 'Bowser' to me." I said to the pup. He wagged his tail some more. "I think 'Bowser' it's going to be." I affirmed.
I had told Cindy and Daniel that I might not make it back to Headquarters that day. I took Bowser and put him in my Police SUV, and we drove home to the Mountain Nest. Laura had not been exceptionally thrilled when I told her we had a new family member, but she'd acquiesced and was waiting for me at home when I called to announce Bowser's homecoming.
I got to name him 'Bowser'... but the moment I walked into the den, I no longer owned a dog.
That honor belonged to my daughter Carole. As soon as she and Bowser laid eyes on each other, it was love at first sight. I put Bowser on the floor and he padded over to Carole and began licking and sniffing her. Carole began laughing, and soon peals of laughter could be heard as Carole tumbled over, with Bowser sniffing at her and continuing to play. I had to admit, the laughter was infectious, and I soon was chuckling also.
Laura finally got Carole up, and Bowser continued to pay rapt attention to her. As the day went on, wherever Carole went, Bowser went. When Laura or I was holding Carole, Bowser was right there. We taught Carole to pet Bowser carefully and gently, and she was fascinated at the feeling of his fur and his head as she petted him.
Bath time was an experience. Bowser wanted no part of getting wet, and Carole insisted on flicking water his way, accidentally doing so as she tried to reach out to pet him or bring him into the tub with her. He found a safe distance and continued his observations from there, but didn't leave.
Bowser did let me pet him while Laura was feeding Carole and then getting her ready for bed, but if I ever took him into the other room, like to the bed I'd prepared for him, he'd yip in protest, and once released he would bound out and back to wherever Carole was. He paid some attention to little Jim, but it was clear Bowser knew where he was supposed to be, and with whom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00am, I woke up from a fitful sleep. I got up and began looking around the house. Downstairs, the bed I'd made for Bowser, a basket with a big, deep, red pillow cushion, was unoccupied. I began looking around the house.
When I came to the baby's room, I peered in. Carole was asleep in her crib. Then I saw the movement under the crib: Bowser was on the floor under the crib, peering up at me. I knelt down and petted him, and he was happy to see me... but he was not going anywhere else with his charge asleep in her crib above.
Moments later, Laura came out of our bedroom as I ascended the stairs with my package in tow. "What are you doing?" she asked sleepily.
"Surrendering to the inevitable." I said. Laura followed me as I took the basket to Carole's room. I put it under her crib, and Bowser got right in and settled down on the pillow... but maintained watch. "Good dog, Bowser! You keep watch, okay?" I whispered, petting him. Bowser wagged his tail happily.
Laura and I watched as Bowser settled down, then headed arm in arm for our own bedroom. For some reason, I felt that my daughter was a bit more well protected right now... and would be from this time forth. Carole and Bowser were inseparable, and would remain so for the next fourteen years until Bowser would finally pass on of old age...
Part 6 - Mayhem in Midtown
"Okay, Don," said Sheriff Allgood on the morning of Thursday, February 12th, "it's quiet up here, and the Governor has called me already. You're on paid leave and will report to the Governor as an SBI Reservist just as soon as you can get there."
I had packed a bag already. Laura would be called to Washington for meetings over the weekend, but wasn't leaving until the next day, Friday the 13th. My mother would be staying with the kids (and Bowser). Teresa also volunteered to stay and was going to be in the guest bedroom starting tonight. She was becoming good friends with Bowser, who still would not leave Carole at any time except on those occasions where he needed to answer the call of Nature. He was already housebroken, and had a spot at the far edge of the property marked for his usage. He did not seem to mind new people, as long as Carole was happy and safe.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived in Midtown just after lunchtime and headed to Molly's house. Letting myself in with the key Molly gave me, which happened to be the very same key I'd had on my key-ring for years when I lived in that house with Melina, I put my suitcase in the guest room and then called Molly on the cell phone. She told me to come down to her Midtown Police precinct.
"Ah, so it's 'Captain' Moynahan now, I see." I said as I greeted Sean "Cav" Moynahan, who was still the leader of Molly's Homicide unit. I was also re-introduced to Detective Frank Soltis and the Captain brought us all into his office to talk.
"Yeah, and I see you leapfrogged me by going straight to 'Commander' up there." Moynahan said jovially. "By the way, I'm supposed to still be mad at you for taking 'Coldiron' Masters away from us, but it really was a good opportunity for him."
"He's doing well at the new job, too." I said. "So, anything exciting happening here? Besides Detective Evans here being promoted?" I had observed Molly's suppressed excitement, as well as a new deference towards her by other officers as she escorted me to her office area.
"How did you know?" Molly gasped. "I was going to surprise you with that." Soltis and Moynahan laughed.
"I promise I didn't tell him." Captain Moynahan said. "Yes, Don, Molly is taking over Masters' slot as Detective Sergeant. We were going to promote Masters to Lieutenant and bring Molly up, anyway. Now she's up for the Lieutenant slot and Frank here will be our Detective Sergeant, but that'll be a few months off. We'll need some new people, and that new crop out of the Academy that you gave some extra training to look like they're going to be good. So how are things up in your corner of the woods?"
"Okay." I said. "We just went through the Thatcher trial, though. That was horrendous. It feels good that it's over in the way that getting hit by a hammer feels good when it stops hurting."
"We were following the trial of that dog abuser." said Soltis. "Senator Woodburn has been all over the Media about that down here, but it looked to be a big ado about nothing, and the jury convicted him."
"Took 'em less than an hour to bring back a conviction." I said. "I'm not sure why Woodburn chose that case to try to bring down crap on the Police Force, but it didn't work."
"Well, let me tell you a couple of things, which is why I brought all of you into the office here." Captain Moynahan said, straightening up in his chair. "As you know, we never really stopped looking into the murder of that young CIA agent that we refer to as 'Mike'. After you crushed that bastard Corrigan and his treasonous cell, we took the case back over as a murder in our jurisdiction. We didn't find much, but we did explore a few links to the Oldeeds Organization, and we're working with your friend Jack Muscone of the FBI on that."
"And then we caught a break." said 'Cav'. "Seems people aren't killing people as much around here and we were twiddling our thumbs, so our Chief gave us a RICO case to look into. It involved State Senators Cerone and Langdon and the late Senator Nathan Allen. Evans, pick it up from here."
"Yes sir." said Molly. "Political influence peddling. They also had a number of parties where high-class call girls were used to provide entertainment... as well as gather information for the Senators' uses..."
As Molly talked, I was perusing the report. Something caught my eye. There was a rather small notation about one woman in prison whipping a guard who tried to make the woman go on one of Langdon's 'chain gangs' as a prostitute. Langdon had then ordered the woman to be murdered, but she'd been gotten out of prison just in time... by the executive clemency of the Governor.
When Molly paused in her narrative, I said "Let me ask you something about this note here." I said. "Langdon ordered a woman murdered when the woman refused to go along as one of his prostitutes, and the woman even whipped a guard?"
"Well, he tried to have the woman killed, but she was taken out of the way." Molly said. "She was in prison for drug distribution, and all I could find out was that she was given clemency in exchange for cooperating with law enforcement on her drug operations- er, why?" Molly had noted the hard look settling onto my face.
"If you get a free moment," I said cryptically, "look up that woman's maiden name." I said. "Oh well, enough of that. So what can you do about Langdon and his cabal?"
"The break in the case," said Captain Moynahan, "was that we began establishing a connection with these Senators to one Henry R. Wargrave, and that they and Wargrave had a quid pro quo going that allowed Wargrave to launder money as well as smuggle materials through the State's transportation systems, rail, trucks and air, that Senator Cerone once controlled while he was the Mob's Boss of Bosses in Southport. Mr. Muscone of the FBI was especially excited about it, and has taken the lead on the continued investigation..."
I barely heard him. None of the Detectives in the room had realized who the woman was that resisted Langdon's attempt to force her into prostitution, but I did... and if they did choose to look up the woman's maiden name, they would find that it was 'Troy'. The woman was my sister Elizabeth.
And no matter how bad the woman was, she was my blood kin. Senator Langdon would be paying a heavy, heavy price for attempting to force my sister into prostitution. A heavy, heavy price...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, what a day." Molly said tiredly as we entered the house. We'd picked up Ross from the daycare center, and I was carrying him. "By the way, Don, the Captain gets very impressed every time you come down here. The pointers you gave us on some places to look in our investigation may already be paying off."
"Good." I said. "Let me know how it goes, and maybe my Police Force can help with some things."
"Sure." Molly said. "And since you're happily feeding your son, I'm going to go do something I haven't had a chance to do for quite a while... use that hot tub upstairs and have a nice, long soak."
"Want some company after I get Ross changed and ready for bed?" I asked, letting my eyes enjoy the sight of Molly's body.
"He's going to be awake for a while, so you'll be having some playtime with your son. I'll be out of the tub by then." said Molly. "I'm just happy to see how well he takes to you, even though he just doesn't get to see enough of you."
"That's true." I said. "And I'm looking for ways to improve on that, believe me. Okay, you head on upstairs, I'll take my medicine and be up there in a while."
"What medicine is that?" Molly asked.
"Laura calls it a 'gray viagra'." I said. "It basically works like viagra, and I'm going to need that boost tonight in order to give you what I've been wanting to for all these weeks. Laura is having me take them even when I don't need them... like right now while I'm looking at you."
"Do what your doctor tells you." Molly said. "I'll see you in a while." With that, the lovely blonde walked up the stairs, my eyes following every sashay of her hips and ass. A vague memory of Melina walking up those stairs came to me, but it was dispelled as Ross became fidgety. I carried my son to the kitchen to get his bottle...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was more of a collision of our bodies than a slow buildup to our mating.
"Give it to me, hard and fast!" Molly demanded as she pulled me into bed. "We'll slow down later; now I want you to fuck me!"
I suited the deed to the word, and I was slamming my cock nuts-deep into Molly with very brutal thrust; she was pushing up to take every stroke as we matched each other's rhythm perfectly. We fucked like the sex-starved lovers that we were: powerfully, athletically, vigorously.
I didn't last long that first time. I slammed my mouth down onto Molly's our tongues twining harshly as I shoved down hard and she wrapped her strong legs around me. With a moan into Molly's mouth, I came. Spurt after spurt of thick, ropy jism fired out of my cock and into the depths of Molly's fertile, eagerly receptive cunt...
Part 7 - Sexual Research
Dr. Laura Fredricson drove her gray Mercedes into the gated neighborhood in the most exclusive area of the County, just north of Town. The car was the replacement for the one that had been lost in the fire at The Cabin. Cars can be replaced, Laura thought, children cannot. That included the son of the woman Laura was coming to see.
"Hi Laura." Sharon Eastwood said as she admitted Laura into the house. Sharon was the injured football player Nick Eastwood's mother, and she was the definition of a 'trophy wife'. She was 43 years old, just a couple of years younger than Laura, but (like Laura) she could easily pass for a woman in her thirties. Her hair was dirty blonde, naturally so though she would lighten it up with some highlighter. Her face was beautiful in a regal, handsome sense, her lips not too full but just right. Her breasts were large, with just a bit of additional surgical 'help' to make them stand out just a bit more proudly underneath her tight black sweater. She was medium height, and her legs were shapely and toned by exercise. She was what any high school or college stud would consider a 'MILF Hottie'.
Sharon was wearing a tight black sweater, a brown and black plaid skirt, sheer black pantyhose and soft black leather boots with a block heel. Laura was wearing a 'medium' blue sweater, the color matching the University's blue color, a black heavy woolen skirt, sheer stockings that had a bluish hue, and blue Pour La Victoire Kerr pumps that had a black rubber sole... excellent for traction in icy or wet conditions.
Laura hugged Sharon warmly. "How are you?" she asked. "How have things been for you?"
"Good." said Sharon. "I'm so glad Nick is nearly healed up and will be out of that brace for good by the end of the month. He's moving around well, but that thing irritates him." Just before getting to the closed door to Nick's bedroom, Sharon said quietly "I'm going to leave you alone with him while I do some shopping. He hasn't had a release since yesterday morning. He is really ready to see you."
"That's good." Laura said.
Sharon knocked and opened the door to Nick's bedroom to admit Laura. "Honey, I'll be back in a couple of hours. Dr. Fredricson will be here with you."
"Thanks, Mom." Nick said as Sharon shut the door. His eyes took in Laura's lovely body as he lay under the sheet of the bed. "Hi Laura."
"Hello, handsome." Laura replied. Nick pulled the sheet away, exposing his totally naked body. His huge, thick ten inch cock was hardening fast, pulsing with the desire to fuck the beautiful sex professor. Laura smiled as she admired the sight of Nick's hard, muscular body, still in great shape despite the nearly three months of inactivity since his injury against State Tech. She began slowly removing her clothes, letting Nick watch her striptease until she was wearing only the stockings, held up by the garter belt, and the high heel pumps.
Moving to the bed, she straddled Nick, letting her exposed pussy rest just above Nick's throbbing cock. She leaned down and kissed the young blonde stud deeply on the mouth, their tongues twining as they sensuously slid their lips against each other's.
"Mmmm," Laura said quietly as she felt Nick's strong arms wrap around her. He was trying to get his now-erect cock to the folds of her sopping wet pussy, but she was hovering just above him. "I've missed you, stud." she said between warm kisses. "I've been dreaming of this big cock every day."
"I've been thinking about you, too." Nick said. "I'm glad you're here... ohhhh..." He groaned as Laura reached between their bodies and grasped his huge cock. She fit it into her labes, letting Nick push upwards to drive his thick meat into her vaginal opening. He managed to slide almost half of his tremendous size up into the beautiful woman, but she did not push down to sheathe him completely, instead hovering above him, holding out as she deeply kissed him again.
"Here, suck these big tits." Laura said, raising up and letting her left nipple strike young Eastwood's ruggedly handsome face. His lips closed upon her long, distended areola and he sucked hard, the mother's milk spraying over his tongue. Laura was still nursing, her breasts full of milk, and they would continue to produce milk long after her children were weaned. She would bottle the milk and giving it to the Hospital to feed the newborns there, and her husband would love getting a good feeding every day, as well. But for now, it was the young stud Nick Eastwood feasting upon her luscious breasts and their warm liquid bounty.



Nick was still trying to push up into Laura and she was rocking above him, letting about half of his magnificent cock slide in and out of her warm, clutching cunt. It felt very good, and Laura wanted to take his entire length balls-deep, but for now she had other plans.
"When did you last come?" Laura asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
"Yesterday morning." Nick said. "Mom made me save up for your visit."
"Mmmmm, I'm soooo glad she did." Laura moaned. "Tell you what, I'm going to suck your big, beautiful cock, and I want you to come inside my mouth. Don't try to hold back, just come when you're ready. And then I'll ride you until you shoot your second load into my pussy..."
Laura moved down, settling herself between her young lover's legs. Looking up into his smoldering eyes, she licked and kissed the huge, spongy cockhead, then slid her mouth down half of his shaft, tasting her own cunt juices as well as the pre-cum that her hand milked out of the long, thick shaft. As she began to give Nick head in earnest, sucking almost all of his length deep and hard, her head bobbing slowly up and down, she thought of the events over the past couple of months...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura had been visiting Nick Eastwood regularly at University Hospital, and often at odd, late hours so that she could give him blowjobs. She had heard that several nurses, many of them married, had been requesting night duty on the floor containing Nick's room, and she knew he was getting a good release at least once a day, even as he lay immobilized in the hospital bed.
But Laura had not been prepared for what would happen about a week before Christmas, just after her husband had solved the Christmas mystery at the Libertines' stage play. She had gone to Nick's room, and happened to look into the glass window in the door. She saw Nick's mother Sharon in the room with him. To Laura's shock, she saw Sharon bend over and take her son's huge cock into her mouth!
Laura watched the incestuous blowjob for a long moment, then used her master key to quietly unlock the door. She slipped inside, closing and locking the door again as Sharon looked up, shock and the horror of being found out crossing her lovely face.
"It's okay." Laura said as she quickly moved the mobile partition in front of the door to block the view. "Don't stop now." But Sharon was immobilized, so Laura walked up to the bed, on the other side from Sharon, and said "Well, if you're not going to suck him, I will." With that Laura had bent down and began sucking Nick's cock right there in front of his mother.
Laura coaxed Sharon into sucking Nick, who was enjoying the double-decker blowjob immensely. Finally he came in his mother's mouth, Sharon greedily swallowing her son's enormous load. Laura then had Sharon come with her to a private, empty room down the hall.
"I'd like to sign you up for my research project." Laura said. "Totally anonymous, your name will never be written down or mentioned, you're given a secret code number. I could pay you, but you don't need the money, of course." Sharon had been apprehensive, but finally agreed.
Through numerous interviews, Laura learned that Sharon had been making love with Nick for years, that she had taken her son's virginity and taught him everything she could about sex. Her husband didn't know anything, either.
"I was still in college when I got pregnant and 21 years old and when I had Nick." Sharon said in one interview. "Do you know Bob French?" Laura nodded; she knew Guy French's brother, and Bob had a reputation for being a stud and seducing beautiful young women. His wife Elaine was beautiful and a hottie, and also one of the most sexual women in the county, fucking men and women alike. They were not in the Libertines, as they were too crudely sexual; but they were part of the Hedonists, and had enjoyed raunchy sex sessions with the late Trish Donolan as well as many other hot wives and couples.
"Bob French knocked me up when I was in School." Sharon said. "He wasn't much older than me, but he was already married. He was one hell of a fuck, and I had no regrets having his baby."
"Does your husband know?" Laura asked.
"Yes." Sharon said. "He adopted Nick when I married him. But he doesn't know that Nick and I are having sex."
As Laura sucked Nick's cock, feeling him near his climax, she remembered the times she had watched as Sharon had mounted her son and ridden him, Nick's huge hard cock sliding deep into his mother's wet pussy, Sharon moving her ass and hips to vigorously slide up and down her son's shaft as they copulated. Nick had come inside Sharon, and both women had cleaned the young stud up, often sharing kisses.
And on several occasions after servicing Nick, Laura and Sharon had retired to her bedroom and made love with each other. They'd shared their first kiss in Laura's office during one of the interviews, and Sharon had admitted that eating her son's cum out of Laura's pussy was incredibly exciting. Laura had liked cleaning Nick's spunk out of his mother's well-fucked pussy, also.
"I haven't been with a woman since I was in college." Sharon said as they women cuddled after an intense hour of soixante-neuf. "I didn't think I was a lesbian, until I realized how much I wanted you."
"You're bisexual, and you definitely enjoy men as much as I do." said Laura...
Laura's reverie was interrupted by Nick's groan, followed by his big cock blasting a huge load of semen into the back of Laura's throat. The beautiful professor swallowed every drop of the several spurts Nick shot into her mouth, savoring the taste and loving the feeling of servicing a handsome young man and his large weapon of lust.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura was riding Nick's cock, sliding her cunt up and down, taking every one of those ten thick, meaty inches into her womanly depths. Nick loved fucking Laura for that reason; no woman could take his size like she could. The fact that she was married to another man aroused Nick, as well. He loved cuckolding other men by fucking their girlfriends and wives.
"I can't wait to get out of this brace." said Nick as Laura pushed down, burying him balls-deep inside her. "I want to be on top of you, fucking your gorgeous brains out."
"Mmmm, that sounds good." Laura said. She preferred being the passive recipient of a man's aggressive, confident, hard fucking. "And you know what else, don't you?" Laura continued as she kissed Nick's mouth. "I still owe you a hot ass fuck. Once you're able to, I'm going to take you nuts-deep into my tiny little ass, Nick. Would you like that? Would you like to fuck my ass?"
"Oh baby, oh God! what you're doing to me!" Nick said, the thought of sodomizing Laura arousing him to the point that he could not hold back. He gripped Laura's waist and pushed her down hard as he drove up into her, and began firing his second load of the day deep inside the beautiful woman's hot, clenching cunt...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Legal Shenanigans
Judge Leahy of the State Appellate Court was a very large man, not fat but simply large, and still his head looked large on his body, so large it was. His thin gray hair was combed to the sides. His watery eyes fastened firmly onto the freshman State Senator in front of him, enjoying the sight. They were in his Chambers during the afternoon of Thursday, February 12th, he behind his desk and his guest in a comfortable chair in front of the desk. The lights were focused in a way to be in the guest's eyes and the Judge's large head was in relative shadow.
"So, Senator Woodburn," said the Judge, "you believe that Mr. Thatcher's rights were abused, that his defense was not allowed to bring up the police abuse during his arrest, and you'd like Mr. Thatcher to get a new trial?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said Katherine Woodburn. She knew that Judge Leahy was the most left-wing, activist judge in the entire State at any level, that he'd (literally) been a card-carrying member of the Communist Party of the USA when he was a younger man, and that he hated the Iron Crowbar with as deep and abiding a hatred as anyone, save perhaps herself.
She also knew that it was being arranged for Judge Leahy to be the appellate judge in this case. "Your Honor," she said, "we'd just like for him to get a new trial, and get bail while awaiting that new trial. Totally overturning the verdict would create too much public anger."
"I agree, I agree." said Leahy. "So... what's in it for me?"
"Sir?" Katherine blurted, caught off guard by the question. "Oh, excuse me, I didn't quite hear you clearly." Regaining her composure, Katherine said "Seeing that I am just a freshman Senator and you're a man who has everything, I'm sure there's little that I can provide you. So I can only offer this: Mr. Thatcher's release is an integral and vital part of our plan to destroy the Iron Crowbar... who, in his capacity as an FBI consultant, has been glancing into your role in keeping John Cummings from successfully challenging my election to the State Senate. So Mr. Thatcher's release will help both of us."
Leahy gave what was for him a smile, a hard thin line on his face. He knew he was dealing with someone green and totally inadequate at the game she was trying to play. Fortunately for her, his plans had long since been made for him, and by much more formidable antagonists. "Fortunately for you, Senator Woodburn, there are others far more influential than yourself that want the same things we do. So consider everything to be in good hands. And I do have an excellent reason for my decision... they changed judges without giving the defendant's team time to prepare for the change. I'm going to come down on those County assholes like a ton of bricks."
He cut off further discussion. "I'm sorry, but I have to be getting back to a couple of important cases. Thank you for coming by today, Senator." Katherine took the hint. Rising, she thanked the judge and quickly exited the room.
Judge Leahy opened the drawer on the left side of his desk and stopped the recording machine. Rewinding the tape of the old-fashioned device, he began playing back the conversation that would put Katherine Woodburn totally in his power.
But there was only static on the tape. The judge rewound it, played through it again, shocked at the failure of his equipment. Then he looked up at the door through which Katherine had exited... and realized that perhaps she was a more worthy player of the Game than he realized.
Katherine made her way out of the building and to her car. She reached into her purse and turned off the device that had scrambled the tape. Ah yes, she thought to herself, I did learn from the Iron Crowbar's visit to my newspaper office that night. He's not the only one that can obtain and use a device like that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead reporter at 7:00am on Friday February 13th, yes, Friday the Thirteenth. "Channel Two News has learned that an expedited emergency appeal of Bryan Thatcher's conviction for dog abuse has been acted upon by Appellate Judge Leahy, and he has overturned the verdict! Judge Leahy has ordered a new trial for Thatcher, and has also ordered that Thatcher be released on bail, with ankle monitoring, while awaiting a new trial. Judge Leahy stated in his ruling that Judge Rodney K. Watts committed errors in not allowing Mr. Thatcher's defense to present evidence of police brutality against Thatcher by Police during Thatcher's arrest, and particularly the abusive actions of now-Commander Donald Troy..."
"Shit." Lieutenant Cindy Ross said simply as the shocked Detective Corps listened to the stunning news in the MCD room. Cindy took out her cell phone and called her boss in Midtown, who had just learned the news himself.
Part 9 - A Death In The Family
On Saturday morning, February 14th, St. Valentines Day, I was in anything but a loving mood. I was sitting in my office at Town & County Police Headquarters, watching tapes of the news coverage of Thatcher's release upon Judge Leahy's orders. Thatcher's lawyer had raged from the podium about the police in general and me in particular, and there were several spots of State Senator Katherine Woodburn screaming from a podium in Midtown about the Town & County Police, and their Commander in particular, brutalizing Bryan Thatcher... never mind what he'd done to the dogs.
"So, what do we do?" said a voice as my door opened. Town & County Sheriff Daniel Allgood strode in, closing the door behind him.
"I cannot see how any of this is going to turn the Citizenry against the Police nor myself." I said as I clicked the TV off. "Then again, I may be biased and not seeing the forest for the trees."
"The DA's office is handling the flak for us." said Daniel. "They're ripping Leahy's decision and saying they'll immediately appeal, which they've already done. Legally, this won't hold up at all. It's the publicity I'm worried about. Any ideas you want me to give Scott Peterson?" Lt. Peterson was the Media Relations Officer for the TCPD.
"Tell him to mention the words 'dog abuse' as many times as possible. Every other word out of his mouth should be 'dog abuse'." I said. "But Daniel... obviously there's a lot more to this... and by that I mean going forward. The bastards are up to something, and this is part of it."
"I almost called you yesterday and told you to stay in Midtown." said Allgood. "The Media is watching the Station from all angles, and Lieutenant Croyle had the FBI arrest two reporters from KSTD who were hiding near your home. They're obviously hoping you'll give their cameras something."
"Hmmm." I said, thinking. "Yes, that has to be part of it. The Media is fully alerted and they're watching me. Bettina Wurtzburg has called twice, trying to get a response out of me about it. They want me to react. I think they're going to try to do something to get me upset and try to catch me beating somebody up with my crowbar, or something like that." I said. "Sheriff, I'm going to need a couple of patrol officers guarding my house."
"You think they'll go after your family?" Daniel asked. "Do you think they're safe?"
"It's not the kids I'm worried about." I said. "It's my new dog Bowser. Thatcher may go after Bowser."
I got out my cellphone and called home. My mother answered. I was greatly relieved when she said that Bowser was right there watching over Carole and Jim. I told her my suspicions, and she said she'd be on watch. I felt relieved.
"So, Sheriff," I said, leaning back in my chair, "we're just going to have to wait for them to move."
"We're tracking Thatcher's ankle monitor continuously, and have patrols following him, the Press be damned." said Allgood. Even with the precautions, we both knew we were helpless to act preemptively, and would have to wait.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The wait was not long; the Enemy's action was swift in coming. Though Thatcher's ankle monitor signal showed him to be at home, at 10:00pm that Saturday night I got a call to come to a home in Town where middle class people lived, including many police officers. I felt sick to my stomach when I heard the homeowner's name. I rushed over.
I got to the scene and was met by Cindy Ross at the front door, her ice blue eyes blazing with suppressed fury. She led me around to the back yard. I took in a very sad scene.
Detective Joanne Cummings was sitting on the back porch, crying bitterly and uncontrollably, not caring a shred about decorum. Vice Detective Julie Newton was sitting with her, trying to console the young blonde woman. The owner of the house, who was retired canine Sergeant Laika's handler, was also crying as I moved to the small cluster of officers. They were Crime Lab officers, with Tanya Perlman leading the gathering of evidence. As I approached she looked up at me, a look of deep anger on her normally cherubic face that I had rarely viewed before and did not care to see at any time.
On the ground I saw the object of the crime scene. Laika, the retired police drug dog, was lying on her side, dead. I shall not describe the scene here except to say that it reminded me of what had happened to Carroll and Blondie in the 'Black Badge' case. A crowbar lay on top of the dog's body, black with a poor attempt to paint it red. A note was attached that read "This is for you, shithead Iron Crowbar. Come and get me." and was signed "Bryan Thatcher".
"The red paint was not fully dried." said Tanya. "We've already photographed the prints and sent them to Headquarters. Definitely Bryan Thatcher. I've already called Paulina for a warrant to arrest him." Everyone was looking at me, wondering what I was going to do.
I felt the anger welling up in me, a deep fury that cried for action. I wanted to leave this place and go over and use my real red crowbar to beat Bryan Thatcher to death. As my vision blurred, I felt my hand gripping my crowbar so tightly that I thought I might crush the thick metal.
And then... I made it back. I took a deep breath, exhaling long and hard. Another deep breath. I fought to bring myself under control and not let the emotions overcome me. I still gripped the crowbar, but now more for mental support. I had won the battle and conquered... conquered myself. The rest would be relatively easy.
Yes, I was furious with anger. But I also realized what the Enemy's game was. The gears had been turning in my head since I'd seen Joanne Cummings crying. Oh yes, they were going to pay for this, but on my terms...
I quickly turned and found Sergeant Rudistan, looking anything but his normally jovial self, awaiting orders. "Sergeant, put out the word that no Town & County Police Officer is to approach Bryan Thatcher. Keep him under surveillance, but do not approach him. The Media would just love it if we did. We are not going to give them the pleasure of any attempt to entrap us into a brutality charge."
"Sir, how are we going to arrest him?" Rudistan asked. The yard was utterly silent.
"We're not." I said. "I'm going to have the SBI do it." I could sense the relief in my officers as they realized that I was under control and in charge, and that nothing rash was going to happen.
With that, I got out my cell phone. I called SBI Agent Ted Crenshaw and explained the situation, asking him to gather agents, arrest Thatcher when the warrant was issued, and to incarcerate Thatcher at either the State-owned Campus Police Headquarters or, more preferrably, the State-owned Asylum in Coltrane County. My officers began to understand as they continued their duties. I finished the phone call and hung up.
"How is it that Cummings was allowed to see this?" I asked Cindy and Tanya a few minutes later. They understood what I meant, remembering how I'd stopped Tanya from seeing Pete Feeley's crime scene.
"She was the first Detective to respond when the call went out. She got here before we did." Cindy said.
"Well..." I said with a sigh, "maybe it's for the best." I went over to Joanne Cummings. "You okay, Joanne?" I asked.
"No sir." she replied sullenly. "I want to kill the bastard that did this with my own hands."
"So do I." I said. "But we're not going to fall into the Enemy's trap." Joanne began to understand through her grief.
"Commander... do you mean to tell me that the bastard butchered that poor dog just to try to get you to beat him up and be charged with police brutality?" Joanne asked, disbelief in her voice. "They did... that... just to get at you?"
"I suspect that's the case." I said. "Julie, take Joanne home." Detective Newton escorted the still sobbing Detective Cummings away.
"I don't mean to be brutal, Commander." Cindy said. "But she's going to have to toughen up." Tanya said nothing, but her eyes showed agreement.
"She will, Lieutenant." I said. "And it's this crime scene that's going to do it. Ross, get on the radio and re-iterate my orders to not approach Thatcher. I'm sure you see what's going on here."
"Yes sir, I do." Cindy said, her face a mask of stone, letting my example of leadership calm her down and function as she should. She hurried away. As I watched the Crime Lab complete its work, Sheriff Allgood came up to me. I apprised him of the situation, as well as my actions in bringing in the SBI."
"I know you hated to do that," said Allgood, "but it's actually a brilliant move on your part. I have to admit I was concerned about you, and what we were going to do about this."
"I'm under control, Sheriff." I said. "Pissed off, but under control."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Media got all-too-excellent coverage of the SBI making a raid of Bryan Thatcher's home, led by Agents Crenshaw and Orosco. They obviously had known to be in position and to lie in wait for Thatcher's arrest. I also knew SBI Director Jack Lewis might make political hay of this, but I also knew it was far more important to avoid the trap that had been set, with the killing of canine Sergeant Laika as the bait.
As to the Media, they were obviously deeply disappointed. I could see it on Bettina Wurtzburg's face as well as Priya Ajmani as they interviewed me. In response to their questions of giving way to the SBI, I said into their microphones: "The recent political climate around Thatcher's trial and accusations by his attorneys was such that I felt it best for all concerned that an outside agency come in to make the arrest of Thatcher for this... which in my view is nothing short of the murder of a retired police officer. Mr. Thatcher will pay for his crime, but bringing in the SBI removes any heated emotions from the case."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"God damn it!" Katherine Woodburn all but shouted as she watched Bettina's broadcast at 7:00am, Monday February 16th, from her office in Town. She'd been on hand, ready to spring to the Media microphones to accuse the Iron Crowbar of police brutality. She'd been sure he'd go personally to make the arrest, especially with Thatcher being given a crowbar and told to leave it at the scene. "I can't believe the son of a bitch called in the SBI!"
"He's smart." said SBI Director Jack Lewis, watching the broadcast with Katherine. "He didn't overreact, didn't give the Media... nor you... a thing to work with. It was a nice try, Katherine, but it didn't work."
"Shit." Katherine muttered, then turned to Lewis. "At least you get to make inroads into the County, take credit for the arrest that the Iron Crowbar was too much of a coward to make himself."
"Yes. Yes, sure." said Lewis placably. He did not tell Woodburn that, upon hearing that the victim was a retired police dog, he would not be taking advantage of any political opportunities on this one, as much as he wanted to. Lewis was ultimately a policeman himself, and he loved dogs. That outweighed the politics, much less the chess battle with the Iron Crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Henry R. Wargrave as he and his guest ate breakfast in his office, watching Bettina's broadcast that was being transmitted by the local City news affiliate. The stunning news of the brutal killing of the police dog Laika was being covered State-wide.
"I'm shocked that the Iron Crowbar did not go and kill Thatcher on the spot." said Wargrave.
"I can see that Commander Troy is a smart man... a smart, smart man." said the guest, peering at the television set. "He easily saw through Ms. Woodburn's plan and kept his cool. I was hoping his emotions would get the better of him, especially as it was a dog being killed. It's funny how men will kill other men without compunction, but will cry like babies over the death of a pet dog."
"Yes. Well, it didn't work." said Wargrave. "Do I need to clean this up for you?"
"Perhaps." said the guest. "Thatcher is now a huge liability. He must be eliminated as quickly as possible."
"He's at the Asylum now." Wargrave said. "I'll take care of it."
"No, Henry." said the other man, changing his great mind. "I'll handle this one by other means... if the Iron Crowbar doesn't get to Thatcher first. In any case, this is not something to which you should devote your energies. It would be like a triphammer crushing a nut. The nut is effectively crushed, of course, but it is beneath your immense talents to worry about a small matter such as this."
"As you wish." said Wargrave. "It's just as well. I've gotten some intel that some of those drugs we thought were destroyed may actually still exist. I'm bringing in our friend 'Skinny Beard' to obtain the drugs, and I'll be working on that exclusively for now." He detailed his plan, which the guest approved with a few nods of his head.
They finished their breakfast as they talked of other things, then the guest left. As always, Wargrave felt a little bit relieved to be safely out of the fearsome presence of the man that the underworld called 'the Shadow Man', and the Iron Crowbar called 'the real Moriarty'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander, I want to apologize." said Joanne Cummings in my office later that morning. "I was... unprofessional in my conduct Saturday night. It won't happen again."
"There is no need to apologize." I said. "You now know what the rest of us felt at the first Thatcher crime scene, and then some. But do steel yourself, Detective Cummings. You're going to see some grisly, ugly things as a Police Detective."



"Yes sir." Joanne said. "I've seen some things already, and the human deaths don't bother me nearly as much as seeing..." She did not finish, and did not need to. I understood.
"All right, go see Lieutenant Perlman for an assignment." I said.
"I asked her to let me work with the Honor Guard team for Laika's ceremony." Joanne said. Laika was going to be cremated, then buried at the Pet Cemetery that was east of Cemetery Hill, where several other police dogs were interred. I just nodded and dismissed Cummings to her duties.
The MCD team was working to clean up the details of the case. Thatcher had been equipped with a device that mimicked his ankle monitor, allowing him to leave his home undetected. He had been supplied with a crowbar and red paint, and he'd managed to slip out of the surveillance of my officers.
Later that day, SBI Agents Ted Crenshaw and Ted Orosco came to our Police Headquarters. Detective Parker of MCD had been assigned as the liaison to the SBI in this case, and was also present. The Sheriff invited Lieutenant Ross, Lieutenant Perlman and myself into the Chief's office to hear their report.
"Thatcher has been singing like a bird." said Crenshaw. "He really wanted us to know that he did it, and in retaliation for what he said was the beating that you, Commander Troy, gave him during his first arrest. He kept telling us over and over how happy he was that he'd gotten to kill a police dog, and that it was all the Iron Crowbar's fault."
"Yeah, right." I said. "So did he say who put him up to this?"
"We might have pressed him a little bit on this one, but you didn't hear me say that." Orosco said. I just grinned; the SBI was extracting a confession from Thatcher just as I might have... by administering physical pain to Thatcher's body. Cindy's eyes flashed her own satisfaction. Daniel Allgood looked like he wanted to be somewhere, anywhere else at this moment.
"He said that he was with his lawyer in the lawyer's office when Katherine Woodburn came in." Orosco continued. "She gave him the details of the plan, and told him that the same judge would get him off again after the Iron Crowbar came to arrest him. She told Thatcher to do whatever it took to make the Iron Crowbar beat him down, even to attack Commander Troy, and that he, Thatcher, would be very well paid once he was back out."
"Does Thatcher not realize that if I had gone there, I likely would've murdered him?" I said, not caring if the I.A. microphones got that. I had my 'bug-killing' device activated in my pocket.
"I don't know, Commander." said Crenshaw. "But as the interrogation went along, I think he started realizing he was being hung out to dry. His lawyer didn't show up as promised, leaving him alone, and we made sure to tell him that Senator Woodburn had no intention of helping him nor paying him. He said that the black crowbar was given to him by the lawyer, but the only hardware store that sold a crowbar in this County recently said that a youngish man bought it. When we showed the store owner this picture, he said the guy in the picture was the buyer."
The picture Crenshaw showed us was a handsome young man that I recognized as Katherine Woodburn's personal assistant. "Oh, that's Woodburn's assistant." I said. "He's been down in Midtown with her during the legislative SBI negotiations."
"How are those going, Commander?" asked Crenshaw, taking an opening to satisfy his enormous curiosity. "We thought Director Lewis would be all over the TV sets over this, but he's taken a back seat. Governor get to him?"
"I doubt it." I said, giving them a little bit of information. "Lewis is not afraid of Jared... you're hearing it here first, but I think Lewis might run for Governor in the next election. And I agree with you in that I thought he'd make hay of this situation, too, and I don't know why he hasn't yet." I wanted to contemplate that, but we had to move on. "So it's Woodburn behind this?"
"From Thatcher's confession, it is." said Crenshaw. Cindy got up.
"I'll go ask for an arrest warrant." she said.
"There's a problem, Lieutenant Ross." said Crenshaw, stopping her. "First, the Legislature is in session, and Senator Woodburn is immune from arrest while it's in session."
"You're kidding." said Cindy Ross, her face a mask of open shock.
" 'Fraid not." I replied laconically. "It's in the State Constitution."
"And second," said Crenshaw, "it's too thin a case, even with Thatcher's confession. Her defense lawyer would poke holes at it. We've heard Thatcher's confession, but he wasn't really consistent in the details, and we only have Woodburn's assistant buying a black crowbar as any kind of connection. Technically and actually, the assistant is the only one we could go after right now."
"Can we arrest her after the Legislature ends its session?" Cindy asked. "Paulina has made good circumstantial cases in the past."
"It's in the State Attorney's hands now." I said. "I doubt they'd want to touch this one. It's politically radioactive. Thatcher could recant his confession at any time and take the Fifth, and then we could only convict him, and only on the forensic evidence we got at the scene. Woodburn goes free, Lieutenant Ross. She is going to get away with it."
I said the last sentences to make the smoldering fire inside Cindy burn a little hotter. And it worked: I could almost read what was formulating in my Lieutenant's mind at the moment. Her ice blue eyes were flashing cold fire.
"All right guys, thanks for the information." said Sheriff Allgood, drawing the meeting to a close. "I can also tell you the local politics: the Council and the D.A.'s office both want to see Thatcher burn, but they don't want to take on Woodburn in a legal case we likely won't win. You guys at the State level will have to catch her at something else..."
Part 10 - Revenge
As we left the Sheriff's office and I was just about to enter the anteroom to my office, I grabbed Cindy's arm and whispered "Just make sure that I have plausible deniability." I then gave her a meaningful glance and went on into my office. Cindy continued down the hall, her ruggedly pretty face chiseled in stone.
She turned into the MCD office instead of going into her own. "Where's Cummings?" she asked.
"In the back parking lot, practicing for the burial ceremony tomorrow." said Martin Nash, the only person in the room at the moment.
Going out back, Cindy watched as Joanne practiced leading the drill and ceremonies. Cindy was impressed: Joanne was doing well. After they finished, Cindy called Joanne over.
"How are you feeling?" Cindy asked.
"Still angry, ma'am." said Joanne. "Like a little fire in the pit of my stomach. I want vengeance."
"Good." Cindy said quietly. "So do I. Here's the plan..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a gala evening at the home of University President Sidney P. Wellman and his wife Sally. Since Laura was out of town, I was the official escort of Lt. Tanya Perlman, who had brought her baby son Pete along for the occasion. Fortunately, he slept peacefully through much of the ooh-ing and ahh-ing bestowed upon him.
This was an event for fundraising for the State Police Charity Organization, which helped the families of fallen police officers at the local and State levels. Chief Emeritus Griswold and his wife were there, as well as Sheriff Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina.
I also saw Lt. Claire Michaels and Sergeant Hugh Hewitt of the SWAT team, and realized I hadn't had a good conversation with them in a while. I noted that Claire was really toned and fit.
"You're looking very in-shape, Lt. Michaels." I said to her after introductory chit-chat. "Working out a lot?"
"Yes sir." said Claire. "I intend to win the Police Boxing Matches this summer, and take the title." The Police Boxing Matches were an annual event of boxing, but in the past few years an event had been added where one used billy sticks and plastic body armor. It was pretty much 'anything goes', within bounds of reason and safety. Do I even need to say that the reigning champion was one Cindy Ross?
"I'm gunning for that title, too." I said. "What about you, Hugh?"
"I have no illusions, sir." said Hugh. "And with all due respect, I hope you'll be happy with no more than a bronze medal." I couldn't help but grin at that one.
Also in attendance were Henry R. Wargrave and his pretty wife Lilly. She was wearing her hair short and combed across the side of her head something like a man would, but on her it looked good. As always, I admired her very shapely legs, wondering what it'd be like to have those long, sensuous stems wrapped around me while my cock was balls-deep inside her.
Wargrave and I had made strong eye contact as we shook hands while part of an impromptu receiving line, but had no further chance to talk. In those brief moments, I could tell that Wargrave was not his normal self, that there was something going on in the back of his mind. And that, of course, had my 'spidey-sense' on complete alert.
At the right time, Dr. Wellman began the ceremonials of the evening. He announced the very large amount of money raised for the Charity, then had Henry Wargrave come forward for an announcement.
"Just over a year ago, our Police Force lost a young Corporal, Pete Feeley." said Wargrave. "He left behind his fiancee and a now-born son. In addition to my other donation to the Police Charity, I've arranged for two trust funds to be established at the J.P. Goldman Bank. The first will provide for a scholarship for Pete Feeley's son, as well as the orphaned children of any other police officers or fire fighters in the Town & County." There was enthusiastic applause.
"The second trust fund is to establish a scholarship here at the University, the Peter M. Feeley Scholarship, which will pay tuition, books and on-campus expenses (i.e. dorm and food) for the recipient, who must be a Criminal Justice major." There was more applause as Tanya brought up little Pete and received a piece of paper for the photo-op.
"That was very generous of you, Mr. Wargrave." I said to Wargrave as he and I spoke for the first time a few minutes after the ceremonials ended.
"It's the least I can do for the Police Force and those who have lost their lives serving it." said Wargrave. "It's fortunate that your children aren't the named recipients, from what I understand. That rogue CIA cell really was coming after you."
Now why did Wargrave bring that up, and now? I wondered, but I did not let that show as I said "Yes, I've had to learn how to duck. Of course, two of my officers were wounded last summer deliberately getting between me and flying bullets. I'm appreciative of them, but not the attempts to kill them." Mine was a direct message to Wargrave, who may have had a hand in that attempt to grab Ned and shot up Cindy and Sgt. Charles in the process.
"We're all fortunate that they survived." said Wargrave. "I'm also glad that your family survived that devastating fire at your home. I was disgusted to hear of your children being put in such danger; I can't imagine anyone stooping that low to get at you."
"Neither can I," I said, knowing Wargrave was not behind it and that he was now conveying that he had nothing to do with it and was not happy about it, "but there are some very evil persons walking this earth, Mr. Wargrave. Very evil, indeed. I am sure that a man of your stature and position in the world is aware of that, and that even you could be targeted by such evil. Any ideas who might have been so evil to set that fire?"
For a fleeting second, Wargrave's face showed pure shock... followed by recognition. I had just given the man a clue, a clue that might save his skin if he chose to understand. Just then, his wife approached us.
"Why hello, Commander," she said in her soft voice, her eyes sparkling as I took her hand and kissed it, slightly pulling her towards me, all but openly flirting with her in front of her husband. "It's such a pleasure to see you again."
"Likewise, Mrs. Wargrave." I said. "You look lovely tonight--" Unfortunately I didn't get to go further with my flirtation, as Sally Wellman brought Tanya and Pete over... and I knew Sally was doing it to break up what I was doing with Lilly Wargrave right in front of her wealthy but impotent husband..
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly midnight, and Katherine Woodburn was tired. She'd been fielding calls from her wealthy constituents and other politicians almost non-stop since attending the United Negro College Fund gathering at the Hyatt Hotel. It was either that or the Wellman's event honoring the Police, and Katherine didn't want to see that bastard the Iron Crowbar right now; she preferred pretending to be a civil rights supporter and listening to all those disgusting speeches by the Black political leadership.
She was in the room of her home here in Town that served as her private office. It was in a gated community, inside the fenced and video-monitored grounds of the property, with the best security system money could buy.
*Clink!*
She heard the faint sound and stopped, listening hard.
*Creee-eek!*
Was that a door being opened? she asked herself, still straining to hear, fear gripping her.
"Clark, is that you?" she asked. Standing up, she peered out at the darkness. She still did not see the masked figure until the intruder was suddenly upon her!
"Unngh!" she gasped as the perp rushed her and punched her hard in the stomach before she could react. As she doubled over in pain, another driving blow smashed into the side of her head, knocking her against the desk. The intruder was wearing all black, including a full face-and-head mask. She couldn't even see any eyes behind the mask, but she did catch something else... a flash of blonde hair coming out the back of the mask.
She didn't have much time to see more; the intruder grabbed her by the collar and pulled her up, then delivered another staggering blow to her midsection. Pain exploded in her as she went down again, followed by more sharp spikes of pain as the intruder kicked her hard in the ribs and belly with boots, the toes reinforced with steel.
Katherine felt herself losing consciousness as the intruder knelt down and smashed a hardened fist into Katherine's face several more times, leaving the woman bloodied, then delivered more body blows...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Easy, Senator, just relax." said the voice. Opening her eyes, she realized that she was in the Emergency Room at University Hospital. "You've got a couple of fractured ribs, and your jaw was nearly dislocated."
She looked up into the face of the doctor, then past him to the shocked face of her assistant Clark and what looked like a plainclothes police officer.
"Who did this to me?" she asked.
"We don't know yet." said the plainclothesman. "I'm Agent Greenwalt with the SBI Reserve, ma'am, and I'm here investigating the attack upon you."
"Wh... what time is it?" Katherine asked.
"It's nearly six o'clock in the morning." said Agent Greenwalt. "Your assistant Clark found you at midnight and called for an ambulance. Did you see your attacker?"
"He... I guess it was a he... was wearing all black." said Katherine, remembering. "Oh... wait... I think I saw blonde hair under the back of the mask."
"Sure it wasn't a woman?" asked Greenwalt.
"I... I don't know." said Katherine as the pain began creeping back into her injured body. "It could've been... how badly am I hurt?"
"You need to rest, but you'll recover soon." said the E.R. doctor. "You'll have to wear the binding on your ribs, and you'll show outward bruising as the bruises come from inside to the surface, but other than that you're not seriously injured. We're monitoring you for a concussion, also."
"It's the damned local police, the Iron Crowbar did this!" Katherine suddenly shouted.
"That's why I'm here, ma'am." said Greenwalt. "We've been called in to make sure it wasn't the Town & County Police. The Commander has an airtight alibi, though; he was at Dr. Wellman's home until after midnight for an event there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared Bettina at 7:00am on Tuesday, February 17th, from outside the State Building in Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News has learned that State Senator Katherine Woodburn was attacked in her home last night. Police say she was not sexually assaulted but was badly beaten by the intruder. Commander Troy of the Town & County Police Department has called in the State Bureau of Investigation to handle this case, citing Ms. Woodburn's status as a State Senator, and also to investigate and make sure that none of his police officers were involved in this attack in light of the recent tensions over the Bryan Thatcher case and the recent killing of retired police dog Laika."
Bettina continued: "The intruder or intruders were able to penetrate and defeat both the gated community's systems and Senator Woodburn's home security systems. Nothing was stolen from Senator Woodburn's home. Police and the SBI believe the attack was personal in nature, but a more specific motive is not known at this time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30am, Myron Milton was the center of attention in Classroom 'E' of Police Headquarters. Several monitors had been set up, and he was showing data to a group of officers and SBI Agents, as well as FBI Agents Sandra Speer and Eduardo Escobar, who I'd asked to be present to monitor the situation... and keep the SBI in line if need be.
It was I who had called in the SBI Reserve almost immediately after hearing the first police reports of the Woodburn assault at 12:30am the night before. I had instantly realized that this could become a huge political hot potato, and began working immediately to defuse any unwarranted accusations that might come against my Police Force. So in the room were SBI Director Jack Lewis, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell (looking very beautiful, I might add), SBI Reserve Agents Grigsby and Greenwalt, who'd investigated the missing morphine at University Hospital some months back, and two SBI I.T. Agents to handle the evidence Myron was giving them.
Molly Evans was also there, but she was not allowed to be there as an SBI Reservist because of a certain family relationship with one of my Lieutenants. Last but not least was myself... sitting back and quietly letting them do their work.
Virtually every officer had been accounted for by the SBI, including myself as having been present at the Wellman party during the time of the assault, and the GPS of my Police SUV showing me going straight home from there to the Mountain Nest. They'd have to interview Bowser if they wanted to know my movements inside the house.
The last two officers, and the biggest suspects, were Lieutenant Cindy Ross and Detective Joanne Cummings. Both were blonde-haired and there was the well-known animosities and feelings after the death of Sergeant Laika.
"Okay," said Myron to Director Lewis, who was sitting next to Myron and looking on with interest, "this is the GPS of Lt. Ross's SUV. She and Detective Cummings were riding together on a training patrol. They were on the west side of the Town the entire time, and the GPS says the vehicle did not come anywhere near the north side of Town, where Senator Woodburn's home is."
"That's good," said Director Lewis, "but Woodburn is just going to say that there were imposters in the car, driving it around."
"Yes sir." said Myron. "Which is why I've been working with the FBI and their facial recognition technology on some video footage we have from several traffic intersections." Myron showed the footage. The driver was reasonably clear in a couple of shots, and the video not only looked like Cindy to us, it looked like Cindy to the FBI's sophisticated programming as well. There wasn't much on the other blonde in the car, and the facial recognition software couldn't make a clear pattern, but our eyeballs thought it looked like Joanne Cummings's blonde hair and a bit of her face.



"That's pretty good." said Director Lewis. "I'm convinced. Inspector Maxwell?"
"Yes sir, I think this is pretty strong material to show these two officers weren't involved." said Britt Maxwell. "At the very least, even if they did do it, this would be more than 'reasonable doubt' in any trial."
"Okay, Commander." said Director Lewis. "My report, which will be verified by Inspector General Maxwell and delivered to the State Attorney General and the Governor, will state to the Press that your guys were not involved." He got up. "I guess I'll be seeing you in Midtown, Commander."
"Yes." I said. "Thank you for investigating this for us, Director." I said. I hated having to work with Lewis and he didn't like exonerating my Police Force, but it was a political trade-off... he gets the kudos for getting to come into our County and investigate, and I got my people cleared. It was the kind of trade-off I thought Chief Griswold would be reasonably happy with me about.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm Molly and I went to Todd's house, where he and Jeanine were keeping my and Molly's son Ross.
"Todd has done all the feeding and diaper-changing himself." Jeanine said with mock exasperation. "Won't let me hold him. He adores Ross as much as his other cousins."
"That's good." said Molly. "Thanks for keeping him."
"How did the investigation go?" asked Todd, still holding Ross.
"Good." I said. "The SBI has already announced to the Press that the TCPD and every officer in it is exonerated in the Woodburn beating."
"That's good." said Jeanine. "So Todd, how did I look as a blonde?"
"Hot and sexy, just like you look now." Todd replied. Smart kid, I thought, then thought of the night before: when Molly wore a blonde wig that looked like Cindy's hair, the sisters looked too much alike behind a car door window for even the FBI's facial recognition system to distinguish between them. Jeanine buried her face in her blonde wig while riding 'shotgun' in the car, making sure her face was not too close to the window.
Cindy and Joanne had changed cars in a 'dead zone' in the County, and Cindy and Joanne had proceeded to the north side of town in an old Toyota Camry. They defeated the security systems with the knowledge given them by a former security systems specialist (that being me, Your Iron Crowbar), then one of them stood guard while the other exacted violent, physical revenge for the death of K-9 Sergeant Laika.
I made sure that Tanya and I were in a very public place at the time, the Wellman party, and Teresa Croyle also made sure to be seen with Vice officers at a drug raid on a bar in the Tenderloin District at the same time. They were early and missed the drug deal, but the timing could not have been better for exonerating them from the Woodburn crime...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On Wednesday, February 18th, a small contingent of police officers buried Sergeant Laika with full honors, with KXTC and KSTD cameras recording it all. The senior officer present was Detective Joanne Cummings, and I was very pleased to hear later that she led the ceremonials with crisp orders and strong efficiency, showing good leadership potential.
That same morning at the State Asylum, now a more basic men's prison, 'Big John' Skutnik was brought into the interrogation room. He was a large, muscular man with a bald head and a big mustache. After he was handcuffed to the table, a tall man with reddish hair, wearing a trenchcoat and full-brim hat, entered the room. He placed a box full of cartons of cigarettes on the table.
"You know I don't smoke." Big John said, looking up at the man bearing the gifts.
"They're not for you." the man said quietly, so quietly that only 'Big John' could hear him, and just barely at that. "They're for your buddies that are going to help you with what I want you to do."
"And what's in it for me?" Big John asked, his own voice dropping, as the man in the trenchcoat sat down on the other side of the table, remaining wary of the dangerous criminal despite Big John being manacled to the table.
"A conjugal visit with your boyfriend out there." the other man said from under his hat, the silver metal of the Parachutist Badge affixed to the hat glinting in the light. Big John looked past and saw a younger muscular man with several prison guards. Big John's eyes lit up.
"Okay, what do you want us to do?" he asked.
"You love dogs, don't you?"
"Yeah, dogs are cool." said Big John. He loved dogs.
"And if some piece of shit abused and killed dogs, he wouldn't be your friend, now would he?" the man asked.
"You mean like that piece of shit that just got a new trial on some bullshit?" Big John asked, his voice low. "Yeah, it wouldn't be good for him if I knew where he was."
"No, it wouldn't. I'll tell you where he is: he's here, at The Asylum, in Punk City awaiting a new trial. He thinks homosexuals are punk faggots, too." the man in the trenchcoat said. Big John smirked at that, but said he'd take care of everything. Once done, the other man left, continuing his drive down to Midtown to resume the political SBI battles...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bryan Thatcher was in the isolation section of the Asylum, kept away from the other inmates as he awaited his new trial. He was in 'Punk City', protected from the rest of the prison population, and given amenities that pre-trial detainees were allowed but convicted criminals were not. He was outside, shooting baskets alone for the half hour allotted to him.
On the other side of the double fence were several criminals, most of them Hispanic, members of one of the most insidious gangs in the Nation. As a shot from Thatcher clanged off the side of the goal and bounced towards the chained gate in the fences, he trotted over to retrieve it. At that moment, the gangsters burst through the seemingly chained fence doors, which were actually unlocked.
Within seconds, Thatcher was surrounded. Guards were only just realizing something was wrong as one criminal produced a 'shiv' and sliced Thatcher open from his belly to his chest, similar to Thatcher's actions in killing the dog Laika. As Thatcher's insides spilled into his clutching hands, other knives stabbed into his body, in the chest and neck regions as well as one in the groin. Just as the alarms began going off, the criminals hurried back onto the other side of the fence and dispersed into a larger crowd that was gathering to see what was going on.
It was way too late by the time the guards arrived on the scene. Leaving the world no poorer, Bryan Thatcher was dead. Just as in the case of Katherine Woodburn's beatdown, no one would ever be formally charged for this administering of vigilante Justice...
Part 11 - Politics
"Okay, we meet with them again in an hour." said Governor Val Jared as the group ate breakfast on Thursday, February 19th. "Both sides want at least a framework by Friday afternoon. What do we have so far?"
We were in the Governor's 'public' office, a large room with a (very clean) desk at the end, and a large conference table filling the room in front of the desk. Inside the room were several State Senators and State Representatives, the Governor's Chief Of Staff, the State Attorney General (who was ostensibly over the SBI), SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan, and myself, Your Iron Crowbar.
Everyone in the room was on the same side of the SBI political battle. In an hour, SBI Director Jack Lewis, the head of the Police Chief's Association, State Senators Katherine Woodburn and Dick Langdon and other legislators would come in. They were all opposed to us.
"As Chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee," said Rep. Wilson Hammonds, "I can tell you that our budget constraints could become difficult. Money is allocated for the two branches of State law enforcement: the SBI, which controls criminal investigations; and the State Highway Patrol, which oversees transportation issues that cross county lines. The other side is threatening to block funding for the State Highway Patrol if they don't get their way, which could severely impact our revenue generation from commercial transportation licenses and confiscation of illegal shipments of various products."
"We can't give in to them, though." said Sen. Sean Stockton, the minority leader on the Senate Justice Committee, which had oversight of the SBI. "The SBI was originally created to give support to local law enforcement jurisdictions, not to override them and especially not to come in and bully the local LEOs."
"True." said the State A.G. "But not every county in this State has an Iron Crowbar. And that is where the SBI began encroaching: on these smaller counties that don't have the means to properly investigate sophisticated crimes. Also, as drug distribution became more rampant, the Narcotics Task Force began throwing their weight around more and more, to the point where they intimidate local law enforcement if they don't bow to the NTF's wishes immediately. In fact, with the exception of the City, Commander Troy is the only local police leader to really stand up to the NTF."
"Firing a machine gun over their heads tends to do that." said State Representative Williams from my district. He was a 'country boy' type, and often shot out a remark without thinking. This particular comment got him some looks from the others; it was not the best thing to bring up at the moment. For myself, I let it pass; the memory of doing that warmed my heart.
"Things are changing, though." said Deputy Director Tom Conlan. "More and more locals are standing up to the authoritarian control of Jack Lewis and the Narcotics Task Force. And that's one reason we're here now: to further curtail those abuses and put things in a proper place that allow for cooperation between State and local agencies." Everyone understood the shot Conlan had just taken at Lewis; they'd become more outspoken in their criticism of each other in recent weeks and months.
"I for one want to diminish the power of the Narcotics Task Force." said Rep. Johnny Perdue, the Representative who was the Libertarian standard-bearer in the State. "If we'd stop this wasteful so-called 'War on Drugs' and legalize drugs as they should be, we wouldn't have this problem now, and we wouldn't even need a Narcotics Task Force." The room became uncomfortable; no one else shared Rep. Perdue's relatively radical position, and everyone wished we didn't need Rep. Perdue's help on this... the other side loved to use his pro-drug statements to hurt all of the rest of us.
"Well, that's not going to happen." said the Governor, his voice meant to convey a heavy hammer. "We've got to deal with the reality of the current situation, and work out a deal we can actually make happen. So... let's hear your final ideas before the other guys come in..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Katherine Woodburn was wheeled to just outside the hallway in front of the conference chamber room in a wheelchair. She did not want to be exposed to the Media, but knew she had to make a public appearance so that the Media wouldn't report that she was intimidated into not showing up. Now that she was on the other side of Press Relations, she found herself becoming more irritated at those whose profession she once shared.
She had sunglasses and heavy makeup on to cover up the bruises, and she mustered up her strength to walk straight into the chamber, even though the 30 foot walk was painful. Once inside, another wheelchair took her inside the office.
"We're delighted that you've recovered and could make it, Senator Woodburn." said Governor Jared to Katherine as everyone took their places. All of my compatriots were now on my side of the table, to the Governor's left; Director Jack Lewis and his allies were on the other side. Once Katherine was out of her wheelchair and into a regular chair, the Media was allowed in to record the first few moments of the conference, which was nothing more than the Governor saying that he appreciated their coming. The rest of us were watching the Governor, pretending the cameras weren't there, even when one of them got within a foot of my left ear. They couldn't find my crowbar, though; it was secreted under the table and out of sight.
The Media was kicked out and the real meeting began, and Katherine Woodburn did not waste time taking her anger out on me.
"Yes, Governor, I made it... despite the efforts of this guy and his thug police. Clearly we need a strong SBI after what this bastard," she said, pointing at me, "and his police force did to me, and to Bryan Thatcher."
"Young lady, watch your language." said a senior Senator on my side of the table, a man with decades of political experience. "I would recommend that you make no accusations without the proof to back them up."
"Katherine," said Jack Lewis reassuringly, "I've already exonerated the Commander and his Police Force from involvement in what happened to you. And what happened to Thatcher was 'prison justice', and no evidence exists to prove any involvement by the TCPD." Lewis still didn't know what interfered with the cameras and microphones that would've shown my presence there with 'Big John' Skutnik, and no prison guard could recollect any features of the visitor that morning. He didn't care either; Jack Lewis loved dogs, and Bryan Thatcher was a despicable piece of shit that got what he so richly deserved.
"Yeah, right." said Katherine, staring daggers at me. I did not give her the courtesy of a response; I was staring my own daggers at Senator Richard Langdon. He felt my stare, and acted like an uncomfortable dog when stared at by his master.
"Okay, folks, let's get on with this." said the Governor. "Now we've made some progress. We've got the basic framework for a bill. The Narcotics Task Force is preserved, and the rights of local Sheriffs and Police are respected. We'll be able to investigate crimes at the State level, while letting local law enforcement do their jobs as their communities expect..."
No one was believing a bit of this double-speak, I thought as I listened. And as I watched the proceedings, I decided to give my powers of observation a workout. I was surprised at what I saw: the ones on both sides that were truly passionate about their positions seemed ill-at-ease and frustrated; but the experienced, long-time politicians on both sides were comfortable with the double-speak, the contradictory statements that came out of their mouths, seemingly not at all concerned about the actual positions. The outcome did not seem to matter to them: they seemed to play the political game for its own sake, not to improve anyone's lives or accomplish anything. Politicians, I thought. No wonder they're one of the most disrespected class of people on the face of this earth.
Finally, after two hours of debate with neither side willing to give an inch, and indeed the other side all but openly expecting my side to lay down and capitulate, the Governor looked down the table at me.
"Commander," he said, "we've not heard from you yet. What is your input?"
In response, I brought up a sheaf of papers. "This is the framework bill that your staffs have been working on." I said as I passed out the papers. "I've tweaked a few things here and there, but it's a compromise that none of you will like, but will be the most fair to the most people and also actually allow us to get our jobs done."
As the politicians read the document, I heard various comments such as "No way!", "Oh, my people will never go for this.", "We can't agree to that!". The experienced politicians began haggling about it, again playing the game rather than really being interested in the possible solutions.
Finally, Senator Sean Stockton spoke up. "Yes, there are some things neither side will like," he said, "but this is the best compromise framework that I've seen. If we work together, I think we can make something out of this that will be acceptable."
"Even Director Lewis might find something of value in it." I said.
"I already do." said Lewis as he looked at his copy, "There are some okay ideas in here."
"Wow, Commander Troy is being nice with Director Lewis." said Representative Justin Madoff from the City, a deeply corrupt and virulently left-wing politician. "Guess you know who you'd better kiss up to when the rubber hits the road, eh, Troy?" Katherine beamed at the blatant show of disrespect by the snotty politician; I just rolled my eyes as if at a child saying something very stupid out of total ignorance.
"I agree with Director Lewis." said Senator 'Coffin' Cerone. "It's a step forward."
"With respect, Senator Cerone... no, it's not." said Katherine Woodburn in a loud and clear voice, which she heightened as she continued: "All I'm going to say is that I am not accepting anything from the other side. At all. It's our position, or no position. We have the whip hand, gentlemen; they have nothing at all. The SBI should be the controlling law enforcement agency in this State; every county agency should be subordinate and subservient to the State and the SBI. If that is not the case, then there is no point in having an SBI at all, which none of you want."
"I do." said Johnny Perdue, the Libertarian. "And I see no reason why law enforcement should not be left to the lowest possible levels first, and only brought to the State level when cross-county enforcement is absolutely needed."
"Good luck getting a dime of State money for that." said Woodburn. To the shock of several, nearly everyone on her side agreed. They were digging in.
"I totally agree, Senator Woodburn." said Sen. Langdon in his shrill voice. "Either accept our position, or we pull all money for the State Highway Patrol as well as the SBI. If you want to leave law enforcement in the hands of local Sheriffs and Police Commanders, then by all means we can arrange that." Langdon was looking at me as he said that, and used 'Commanders' instead of 'Chiefs' as he should have. I stared back at him.
"Let's go, people." said Langdon. He and Katherine Woodburn quickly got up, forcing the others on their side to follow. They all walked out of the room. After a few minutes of discussion of their helplessness, the others also left the room, with only myself and Governor Jared remaining.
"Well Don," said the Governor, "it was a good try. A really good try; I like what you've put together here. We've just got to get both sides to accept it and work from it. I think they will, too... they just need to do their horse-trading first."
"With respect, Governor," I replied, "no they won't. Woodburn and Langdon are dug in now. They really do mean to have their way and leave the other side with nothing. The way it's going at the national level in Congress, I'm surprised these guys at the State level haven't capitulated already." The Governor frowned at that; it was way too direct and honest for a politician to hear.
"I hope you're wrong, Commander." he said. "It's our job to find a way, and we will." He got up, and therefore I did as a matter of polite respect. "Let's go get something to eat, shall we? I want to discuss your points in this bill more thoroughly."
Part 12 - Troy Family Values
"That was a disaster." said Senator Richard Langdon. "An absolute disaster." He passed out drinks to the others in his office: Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, SBI Director Jack Lewis, and Representative Justin Madoff, who was from the City and one of the most deeply corrupt politicians in the State House. Katherine Woodburn had not been invited to the conclave.
"Why is that, Richard?" asked 'Coffin' Cerone.
"We should not have needed Katherine Woodburn to state the obvious." said Langdon. "We shouldn't even be talking to those pussies on the other side. They've never stood up to us before; why are they suddenly growing spines now?"



"Because you-know-who was in the room." said Jack Lewis. "And he's got more spine than all of the rest of them put together."
Madoff added "Those of them that are Republicans have always whined about law enforcement and respect, but when we start shouting just a little bit, and then threaten to get violent, they cower like beaten dogs and capitulate. They will this time, too."
"Don't bet on it." said 'Coffin' Cerone. "The Iron Crowbar doesn't play by their rules. He punches back... hell, sometimes he punches first. That Narcotics Task Force disaster in his county... any other cop shooting a machine gun over the SBI's heads would be dropped dead in ten minutes, and that's why no other cop has the guts to do what he did. And if the SBI had tried to shoot back, he'd have waxed them in a heartbeat, without compunction."
"So why don't you go in there and make an example of him?" asked Justin Madoff.
"I'll answer your question this way: why don't you do it... personally." said Jack Lewis, who was growing tired of Justin Madoff's whiny attitude. "I'll deputize you into the SBI Reserve, and you can go in and put cuffs on the Iron Crowbar yourself. How 'bout it?"
"Your agents should be doing that." said Madoff, knowing that he was being called out as the coward he was. "I'm a Representative for my district, not an SBI agent."
"All right, guys." said Langdon, getting control before things got out of hand. "By the way, Jimmy, why were you being so agreeable about the Iron Crowbar's compromise framework?"
"Best way to kill it is to take it in and 'consider' it for a long, long time." said Cerone. "But I don't agree with Ms. Woodburn and you, Richard. We can't kill off the SBI or hold it and the Highway Patrol to ransom. Hell, the Highway Patrol were my best people when I was shipping stuff in and out of Southport."
"The Commander's plan wasn't all that bad." said Jack Lewis. "I was surprised at how much State power he left intact."
"That's true." said Cerone. "And listen, gentlemen, this is a give-and-take game here. We can take the Crowbar's framework, then start taking out the stuff we don't like, leave in what we do like, and it'll become what we want but with his name on it. Then he can't complain about it... because it'll be his piece of work."
"No, we can't give them even any part of this." said Madoff. "And Katherine Woodburn is accumulating allies, and she'll be able to form a block that can keep any compromise from going forward. She's hell-bent on her 'our way or the highway' position."
"Or in this case: 'our way or NO highway'." joked Cerone, garnering laughter. "Richard, what do you want to do about this? The vast majority of us are going to follow your lead on this."
"I'm inclined to agree with Woodburn." said Langdon. "But I'll give some thought to it tonight. Now let's go eat dinner; I'm starved."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Laura Fredricson returned to her home, the Mountain Nest in the late afternoon. Her meetings in Washington had gone well, but she was looking forward to getting back home, sleeping in her own bed, fucking her husband, and of course seeing her beautiful, wonderful children again.
When she came in, she heard two things simultaneously: Carole yelling "Mommy!" and Bowser barking happily at her appearance.
Laura sat down on the sofa in the den and took Carole in her arms, exchanging a warm hug with her baby girl. After talking with Carole for a minute, she asked Phyllis "So how was everything?"
"Oh, wonderful!" said Phyllis, then said pointedly "And Bowser is such a good dog, too. He plays with Carole, goes outside to potty, keeps watch at night."
"Bowser." Carole said, pointing down at the dog. He was looking up at Laura, hoping for some attention. And with even Carole pointing him out to her, Laura knew that showing Bowser some love was the right thing to do.
"Hey Bowser." Laura said, petting him on the head, then 'skritching' under his jaw, rubbing his neck and upper chest. He wagged his tail happily in response. "Have you been a good boy? Have you been taking care of my girl?"
"Bowser." Carole said again, more breathing the word than saying it.
"Just like her father." Laura said. "She loves that dog."
"He's a sweet dog." Phyllis said. "I know you don't want to admit it, dear, but I think your husband made a wise decision to bring him into the family."
"I'll admit it." Laura said. She reached down and petted Bowser again. She'd never been especially fond of dogs, but Bowser was a worthy addition to the family.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly midnight and State Senator Richard Langdon was in his official office. He was tired. It had been a long night of phone calls and political maneuvering. The SBI bill was reaching a crisis level, as both sides were leaking to the Media and chaos seemed to rule the Capitol Building. Threats and counter-threats abounded.
Langdon smiled to himself. He had already arranged a little party, and had sent word for the State Women's Prison to send some of their better looking women to be 'comfort women' for his loyal friends; after a long, hard day of political work, he was going to have a long, hard night pumping his cock into some worthless bitch.
Then... he became aware that he was not alone in the darkened room. His guards, disguised as 'staff', had not made a sound, but as he turned around he realized that the very large man in front of his desk was not friendly... and indeed, the red crowbar in the man's hands bode ill.
He rushed to grab the telephone but the man was faster. He grabbed Langdon's wrist and literally pulled the thin Senator out of his chair and over his desk, papers flying everywhere.
*THUMP!*
The first blow of the crowbar was to the middle of Langdon's back. As he cried out in pain and half rolled over, the next solid blow came to his lower left ribcage.
*SMACK!*
Langdon screamed in pain, but no one came inside to help him. He was at the mercy of the Iron Crowbar, and was about to endure a beating... why, he did not know, but would soon find out.
"You pathetic piece of shit!" I hissed at him as a crowbar blow landed on his thigh. Then I grabbed the dirty Senator by the collars of his shirt, using my knuckles to half cut off his ability to breathe. "You think you can make my sister one of your filthy whores? Then try to kill her when she fights back?"
More blows, with my fists, and then a kick to Langdon's testicles. "You gonna fuck with my sister, then try to kill her?" I grunted. "It's payback time now, bitch. And you are going to fucking pay for fucking with my blood, you piece of pig shit!" More powerful blows and kicks were administered. Langdon was whimpering in pain now, and probably believing he was going to die. And if he wasn't careful, he would die.
"I... I didn't know she was your sister!" gasped Langdon, an outright lie born of sheer desperation. "And one of my clients asked me for her specifically. That's all, just doing what my client asked!... OOOMPH!" Another vicious kick to the groin was my answer.
"What the fuck do you want?" Langdon cried out, seeing as I was saying nothing but readying to continue beating the shit out of him. I reached down and grabbed his collars again.
"I'll tell you what I want." I said. "And if you don't do it, you'll be dead this time tomorrow night. And if you think you can get someone to kill me, or try to stop me from killing you, just look over there." I pointed to my left, and Langdon saw the shadow of another tall man with broad shoulders and an even better physique than mine come forward. "And he will really fuck you up like I only wished I could." I stated. I saw Langdon's eyes widen as he realized I was playing on the same level he was used to playing, and that I was winning at his game.
"Now here's the story." I said. "You will accept the compromise bill. You will get your political friends to accept it, as is, no changes towards your way. You'll change sides, get others to, and you'll do it with a smile. Do that, and you get to live. Fuck up, and your last sunrise is this morning's. Are you understanding me, faggot?"
"Yeah... yeah." said Langdon. I could feel his body relaxing in capitulation. I got up, retrieved my crowbar, and with my bodyguard in tow I left the Senator groaning in pain on the floor.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:05am, Friday February 20th. TCPD Vice Detective Lorena Rose was deep undercover.
She was at one of the smaller clubs in the Tenderloin District, one which catered to a seedy bunch of younger people, some dressed in what would be called 'punk', others dressed like what once would be called 'Madonna Wannabees'. They were dancing and occasionally doing some drugs, looking for the next pickup, a few hours of sexual relief and comfort before beginning the next day with little hope or expectation in their lives.
Lorena was here for two reasons. One, this was one of T-Square's smaller clubs, where people who did not want to be seen at the larger, more brightly lit clubs would come. Second, there had been some underground chatter that someone wanted by Police might be coming by, expecting to cut a deal on something big.
So far, nothing had happened, and Lorena was going to leave pretty soon. She had arranged for Senior Patrolman J.J. Perry, who went undercover as part of the 'Punk' scene and was called 'Ice Cube', to come pick her up as if to take her home for sex. If she didn't let herself get picked up from time to time, people would get suspicious of her reasons for being there.
She was at the corner of the bar, the back left as one looked from the front of the room. Looking to her right, she saw a young man with a thin beard and goatee. A shock of recognition went through her. She quickly took out a cigarette, and her right hand went to her pocket. A second later a lighter came out, but not before she'd pushed the little button in the pocket that activated the hidden camera in a button of her shirt. Several pictures were taken.
"Gotta take that smoke outside, honey." said the bartender, an older woman with dark red hair, dyed that way, who looked like she'd seen a lot of nasty things in her life.
"Yeah, sure." said Lorena. As she got up, she approached the young man. "Hey, wanna buy a girl a drink."
"Sorry, but I'm waiting for someone." the guy said.
"All right, but if you change your mind, I'll be right outside smoking this." With that, Lorena sauntered for the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly and I ate breakfast as Todd fed baby Ross at 6:00am on Friday, February 20th. As usual, Todd was his immature self:
"Uncle Don, you had to let off some steam last night, didn't you?" my nephew said, grinning. Molly grinned in understanding, also; she knew Todd had heard me fucking the hell out of her just a few hours before.
"He gets hot after getting to use his big crowbar." Molly replied. "He has to put his little iron-hard crowbar to use, too."
"Keep that up, Uncle Don," Todd said, "and I'm going to have another cousin to feed within a year's time."
"That's my plan, anyway." Molly replied, her eyes boring into me, smoldering with lust. I was just eating in silence as I pretended to read my emails, trying (and failing) not to grin as I just listened. Molly then said "So, do you think your mission went well? Will it pay off?"
"I think so." I said. "Langdon was scared for his life when I mentioned I was there to whip him for trying to make a prostitute out of my sister."
"Yes," said Molly, "when I did what you said and went back to find out her maiden name, I thought the computer was fucking with me when it came back and said 'Troy'. I couldn't believe she was your sister."
"And my mother." said Todd. "Why didn't you let me have a shot or two at him, Uncle Don?"
"You'll get your chance." I said. "I'm just taking a pound of flesh and getting what I want from him for my own political gain. At the right time, you're going to have your own revenge for what he tried to do to your mother."
"Yep." Todd said, and then looked around. "It's funny, Uncle Don... that this is the house where all that crap with Mom and Ned started. Remember when we showed up that day, and Aunt Melina was fired-up mad at Mom?"
"Oh yes, I remember." I said, not really wanting to, but remembering all the same. And then it hit me, and I went deep inside my mind...
Todd was telling Molly about how he and Ned had come here for summer vacation less than three years before after Elizabeth had basically dumped them on his uncle and then-aunt, then how the camping trip had led to Ned's arrest and the beginnings of all those issues.
"Amazing what all has happened since then." Molly said, sipping her coffee. "Don, what do-- Don?" She stared at me, but I was deep in a reverie... one of the most significant of my life.
"Todd..." I finally said... "you and Ned... pulled up in that sports car..."
"The convertible." Todd said, his look at me becoming more wary. "Yeah, I've still got that car. What of it?"
I allowed my head to clear, so much more in place now than before. "Nothing." I said. "I was just remembering it. Okay, guys, let's get going. Molly has to go to work, I have to call the Station at home and make sure they're still standing without me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenant Teresa Croyle knocked on the door of Lieutenant Cindy Ross's office and was admitted immediately.
"Lorena got these last night at the punk club." Teresa said. She handed Cindy the photographs, and took some measure of secret delight in seeing Cindy's eyes widen.
"That is him, isn't it?" Cindy said in a low voice. "So what happened?"
"Lorena saw him, took these pics, then went up to him to see if he'd buy her a drink." Teresa replied. "No loss of bravado in her. Anyway, Lorena went outside to smoke, and 'Ice Cube' came up to her like they do from time to time to pretend he's picking her up for sex. They have code words she can use if something big is going down, so she gave the code and then asked him to come in with her. Once they were inside, our man in the picture here was gone. He may have gone into a back room while she was outside."
"And they couldn't get word to the rest of us?" Cindy asked.
"Not without blowing her cover." Teresa said. "And anything untoward might have alerted and spooked him or anyone else of interest to us. She did all the right things, here."
"Okay, let's go talk to the Sheriff. He's in the Chief's office." Cindy said. "He's forbidden us from calling the Don while he's in Midtown, but this is big."
As they got to the anteroom, they saw Martha, Chief Griswold's longtime secretary, sitting at her desk.
"What's wrong, Martha?" asked Cindy, seeing that Martha was stressed to nearly the breaking point. Martha merely shook her head and Teresa nudged Cindy; she had seen Deputy Chief Brownlee at his desk, staring at them.
The Command Suite had three offices: the Chief's in the middle, and offices to the left and right for the Commanders that were never appointed until the Iron Crowbar had achieved the rank some months before. The room on the right had been converted to the small conference room, and the one on the left had been a storeroom of sorts, but Deputy Chief Brownlee was insisting on using it.
Cindy got the message and said "I'll have you come to my office and we'll talk later, okay?" Martha merely nodded her head. "Meanwhile, ask the Sheriff to let us see him; it's important."
"Lieutenant Ross!" Brownlee said from inside his office. As Cindy looked toward the door, Brownlee said with something of a smug scowl on his face "I understand you have a medical problem. You need to be on restricted duty until the doctor clears you."
"He's already cleared me, I never was on restricted duty, and that's for my Commander to call, not you." Cindy retorted, completely unafraid of the total asshole Brownlee.
"Remember your place, Lieutenant." Brownlee snarled. "I'm not a patrolman you can disrespect like that--"
"Ladies, go on in my office." said Sheriff Allgood, coming up behind Cindy. "I'll be there in a second." Allgood proceeded to go into Brownlee's office and close the door.
"Robert," said Sheriff Allgood, "First, she's right: her direct chain-of-command boss has already determined she is fit for duty, and it's not your call nor your business at all. Second, this isn't the military: you may outrank her, but you better be damned careful about throwing your rank around like that, especially since you're not her direct chain-of-command."
Brownlee replied, as if he were the superior officer in the room: "Sheriff, you're right: I do outrank her, and I expect respect from subordinate officers. I disagree with you in that I think her medical issue is absolutely my business. I also expect you and the Chief, whoever that will be, to back me up in these situations. Do we have protocol and order here, or not?"
Allgood worked hard to keep his temper down. "I'll try this one more time, Deputy Chief Brownlee." he said formally. "If you have an issue with any of Commander Troy's Detectives, you're to come to me until we get a new chief. If you get in a pissing match with someone like Cindy Ross, I'll tell you straight up that I'm not going to take your side just because your shoulder boards have a higher rank. Furthermore, if she chooses to whip your ass, as she is very capable of doing, I'm going to get the fuck out of her way and let her."
Allgood then leaned in close, lowering his voice to let the quietness serve to add menace. "And Robert, just between you and me, I'd rather get shot again that piss off the Iron Crowbar by fucking with his people. Be careful, Robert. That man is 'Old School', and there are times when he simply does... not... care."
"Is that a threat, Sheriff?" snarled Brownlee. Daniel did not let himself rise to the bait, but just formed a calm smile on his features.
"No, Mr. Brownlee," the Sheriff said, "that is a prediction. Consider yourself warned. Good day to you."
With that, Allgood turned and went back to the Chief's office. "Sorry for the delay, ladies." he said, sitting behind the Chief's desk and having Cindy and Teresa sit down. First of all, if that bastard gives you trouble, you have carte blanche access to me, especially while the Commander is in Midtown. Now, what can I do for you?"
"Thank you, Sheriff." said Cindy Ross. "You asked us not to bother the Commander while he was in Midtown, but something really big has come up. Really big." Teresa handed the Sheriff the pictures taken by Lorena Rose.
"Who is he?" Sheriff Allgood asked, not familiar enough with the situation to recognize the man.
Cindy replied "He's the man who was in the room with Barry Bounel when we caught Bounel with some bad-shit drugs. He is the man we believe injected the poison that helped kill Pete Feeley, and he is definitely the man who injected the poison into Hugh Hewitt's body, which required Dr. Fredricson's knowledge and abilities to save Hugh. He was involved with that rogue CIA cell, and may have been involved with Don's-- er, the Commander's nephew Ned. The Commander calls him 'Skinny Beard'...
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Resolution
"What the hell happened to you?" asked Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone when he entered Richard Langdon's office on the morning of Friday, February 20th. Langdon was sitting at the table eating breakfast, but it was obvious he'd taken a hard beating. "You look like Katherine Woodburn!"
"Yes," said Langdon, "I got a visit from the Iron Crowbar last night."
"That son of a bitch!" Langdon said. He pulled out his cellphone. "He won't be alive tonight when I get done-"
"Hold it, hold it!" gasped Langdon. Cerone shut off the phone as Langdon said "If you put out a hit on him, it'll start holy hell... and the man has backups ready to kill me if we go after him. Every one of my bodyguards was taken out by some very well trained bastards wearing all black. I swear to God I thought they were Japanese ninja."
"Wow." said Cerone. "That man don't play right. He's more like one of my old enforcers in Southport."
"Yeah. But that's not all of it." Langdon replied, then confessed: "To be honest, Jimmy... I had it coming."
"What the fuck?" gasped Cerone.
"Come over here and eat some breakfast." Langdon said. As Cerone sat down, Langdon explained: "I didn't know it at the time, but one of the women in the State Prison was the bastard's sister. You know our friend up in his County? Well, he asked for the woman specifically, said he wanted to fuck that specific bitch. But when they went to get her, she fought back, broke a guard's arm or something. So I did what comes next: I put out a hit on her. But they got her out of there. I'd forgotten about it... until last night, when Iron Crowbar gave me a very painful reminder."
"All the more reason to fucking kill him." said Cerone. "He can't fuck with us like that."
"It's like you said, Jimmy," Langdon replied, "the Iron Crowbar don't play the way the pussies do. He plays our game, and for keeps. And I realize now that the man up in his county has double-crossed us, played us for fools. So I'm going to stay alive and give the Iron Crowbar what he wants, at least for now... we're going to let him win the SBI battle. And you're going to help me bring everyone to my bidding on this."
Cerone stared at Langdon for a long moment, then said "All right. But one day I'm going to take that son of a bitch Troy out for this. I mean really take his ass out."
"Sure, but only when his guard is down." said Langdon. "Right now, he's winning a hand or two, but we've got a lot of chips left for later rounds..."
Cerone said nothing, knowing that there was more to this. One man, even one with the most famous crowbar in the State, did not break this man this convincingly. Richard Langdon was one of the most brutal, ruthless, and feared criminals in the State. Yet he was now practically whimpering like an Ohio Republican Congressman after just one visit from a man who purported to be a cop but made that movie cop Dirty Harry look tame by comparison. Cerone wondered what else was going on, what the real threat to Langdon had been that had the man so utterly defeated.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What?!" screamed Katherine Woodburn. "You're capitulating? You son of a fucking bitch!"
"Miss Woodburn," 'Coffin' Cerone said quietly as Katherine glared at Langdon with furious hatred written all over her attractive face, "calm yourself down and keep it respectful. I know you're angry and I'll let you get by with that one, but remember your place here." It was a direct threat, but Katherine was not intimidated nor mollified; she continued to glare at Langdon.
"Miss Woodburn," Langdon said, "After you were beaten down a few days ago, how did you feel?"
"Furious." said Katherine. "Jack Lewis might say it wasn't the local cops, but I'm sure it was. And when I get the proof, I'm going to hit 'em back so hard their heads will spin."
"Spoken like a true media reporter." said Langdon. "And I mean that as a compliment, I truly do. But you can see what happened to me last night... and I can tell you right now that there will be no retaliation. Some days you get the bear, some days the bear gets you. Last night the bear got me. We're going to give him this one, then get him back later at a time and by means of our choosing. For the time being, we need you in with us."
"Not on this." said Katherine, standing up. "I'm not with you. I won't support any compromise, not on this, and especially not with him. I'm going to fight you on this, and I'm going to fight like hell, both behind the scenes and in front of the cameras." With that, she left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris with your 10:00pm news for Friday, February 20th on KXTC Channel Two News!" came the voice of the lovely blonde anchorwoman. "In an absolutely shocking development at the State Capitol today, a legislative agreement on the SBI bill was announced. Here with the details is KXTC Senior Managing Editor, Bettina Wurtzburg. Bettina, what happened here?" the blonde asked, turning to the lovely older redheaded reporterette sitting next to her at the anchor desk.
"It truly was a shock, Amber, but an agreement has been indeed been reached." said Bettina. The camera began zooming in on Bettina as she looked into it. "Senator Richard Langdon of Madison County had been the leader of the so-called 'strong SBI' cabal inside the State Senate, pushing for the SBI to have more authority. He was strongly supported by Senator Katherine Woodburn, who is the former owner of KXTC and the successor to the late Nathan Allen as your 1st District State Senator. But in a shocking reversal, Senator Langdon accepted a compromise proposal from the Governor's office, and Channel Two News has learned that Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy, who is also with the SBI Reserve, worked with the Governor to author the compromise bill."
Bettina continued: "In the bill, the SBI will have 36 regions or zones, generally corresponding to each State Senate district but not including the City, which remains autonomous regarding law enforcement issues. Each SBI district will have two or more agents permanently assigned, and these agents will assist local sheriff and police forces, and will coordinate investigations that extend across county lines. Part of their mission will be to forge good relationships with local law enforcement and the people of their local communities.
"In addition, the SBI Reserve will be strengthened, with local law enforcement able to call up Reservists from other jurisdictions to assist in investigations. The local LEOs can also have the SBI Reservists stand down and the LEOs take back jurisdiction over an investigation. Previously, the SBI would assert and retain jurisdiction once called in; the new law will stop that practice and keep local law enforcement fully in control of their jurisdictions."
Amber Harris said, per the previously-written script template: "Bettina, this sounds like a big win for Commander Troy and other local agencies that did not like the SBI's heavy-handed manner in taking over jurisdiction of cases. Or is it?"
"Yes is is, Amber," said Bettina, "but it's not all one-sided. On the other side, the SBI's Narcotics Task Force has more jurisdictional authority than before. The new law spells out their requirements for entering a jurisdiction for open investigations or making arrests, and this will hopefully avoid more incidents like the firefight with our own TCPD a few months ago. Under the new statute, the NTF must inform a jurisdiction at least two hours in advance, and must also forward their previously-obtained warrants before coming into a jurisdiction... and they must inform the on-duty local jurisdiction, such as our TCPD's Duty Desk; they can't just call the closed Accounting or Media Relations office at 2:00am and leave a message on an answering machine.
"However, if they do comply with the requirements of the new law, they'll be able to conduct drug operations without further permission or cooperation, and they also can do more undercover work without informing local authorities, provided that they do inform the local county's State Highway Patrol as their liaison. The idea is that the State will be better able to work on cases that cross county lines without having to go through a lot of red tape, but local jurisdictions don't get ambushed... literally... again like what happened here previously.
Bettina continued: "I have talked to several sources, and they all say that this only puts a band-aid on the situation, and better State-Local relationships are imperative for making this work. That's why there's going to be core SBI Agents in a region; hopefully those agents will forge good relations with their local authorities, and there will be a spirit of working together instead of wrestling for jurisdictional control."
Amber asked "What about the SBI structure itself? That was such a big issue in Midtown this legislative session."
Bettina replied "That's very true, Amber, and Channel Two News has learned that SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan will be made Director of the SBI Reserve Program and its agents. There will also be a Deputy Director for the core SBI Agents, and a Deputy Director overseeing the Narcotics Task Force. SBI Director Jack Lewis will retain his current position, and Inspector Britt Maxwell, formerly of our University Campus Police, will have further duties as Inspector General of the SBI. She will oversee an office that will be more autonomous and be like an SBI and State-wide Internal Affairs department. She'll answer to the State Attorney General, but can also go straight to the Governor himself if the situation calls for it.
"Finally, the last new post is one of an outside Advisor to the Director of the Reserve Program, and the Governor announced that he has 'persuaded' Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy to accept this advisory role, though Commander Troy will need the Town & County Council's permission to accept the State role. This role would essentially be one representing the various police officers that comprise the SBI Reserve Program.
"Finally, SBI Reservists are no longer limited to 60 days per year of SBI active duty, but cannot serve more than 30 days consecutively without permission from the State Attorney General, and must 'show cause' and receive permission from the Governor to remain on SBI active status more than 180 days of the year."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday morning, February 21st. I was at breakfast in the private back room of the Country Breakfast Diner. Owner John 'Jack' Colby and his fellow T&C Councilperson Dagmar Schoen were there, along with Chief Emeritus Griswold and Sheriff Daniel Allgood, and we were discussing the recent SBI deal.
"So, Don," said Colby, "who won?"
"Hell, I can't even figure out if I personally won or lost." I said. "They want me to be a one-man Union for the Reservists. Is that a good or bad thing?"
"It's good you're in a position to be involved and in the loop." said Dagmar Schoen. "Don, you have a level of political access and influence that some politicians would literally kill to get... and you don't even use it."
"Count your blessings for that." I said with a grin, which made Chief Griswold grunt with amusement. "Seriously, I agree that being involved is good. As to who won, I think both sides got a lot of what they wanted, but they'll never admit it while they're complaining about what they didn't get, which is a total win over the other side."
"I think you did an amazing job, Crowbar." said Griswold. "Absolutely amazing. And don't try to deny it. I have it straight from Val Jared's mouth that it was your compromise bill that they accepted pretty much verbatim."
"So tell me this." said Colby. "Why did you give Jack Lewis so much? Just to get them to agree to something?'
"That's some of it." I said. "The truth is that Katherine Woodburn was rallying her troops so hard around a scorched-earth, dig-in, no-compromise policy that I really thought the other side was going to cave in. She was forming a coalition to block the whole thing. And I also knew that in any real compromise, something has to be traded."
I continued: "In this case, it's realistic that the SBI, particularly the Narcotics Task Force, have jurisdictional authority when county lines are crossed, and they often are crossed in the areas of smuggling, drugs and fleeing arrests. So I can concede what logically should be conceded. What I really wanted to stop was the bullshit the NTF did last year, walking in on our raid and shooting at us. I don't care what anyone else says; that was no accident, the SBI was there with the intent to shoot and kill TCPD officers, not the drug smugglers. At least if they try that now, they'll be breaking the law and I can put them in my jails for it."
"What about Tom Conlan?" asked Dagmar. "How did he take it?"
"I talked to him personally about it." I said. "I told him that I was not the one that added those new Deputy Director positions, nor did I mention him in any way. I told him that I was as disappointed as he is that they essentially demoted him. And that's the truth; I certainly didn't have anything to do with that. The Governor told him that, also, so he's not mad at me, at least I hope he's not. But he's not thrilled about it."
"Well, he wanted the Reserve Program and the Reservists, and at least he has them now." said Colby.
"Yes, but this was a clear win for Jack Lewis over him." I said. "And it's one of the things our legislative guys had to concede to the other side. One of their lodestones was putting Lewis in position to run for Governor in the next Election."
Chief Griswold added "I can tell you this much: it cleaned up a few things, tied off a few loose ends, but everything is about the same. This will depend on people doing the right thing and working together. Now that dirtbag Jack Lewis and I were never going to work together, but word is already going around that he's fearful enough of the Iron Crowbar to watch himself, and that is a good thing even if for the wrong reasons. But Don, do take every opportunity to work with other people, and crush them only if they don't work with you in return. Dagmar is right: you're in a position that most people really envy; use the power wisely, but don't be afraid to take advantage of your opportunities if it's to do good."
I nodded. The Chief was right, as always.
"Don must've done something right." said Dagmar Schoen. "He got Richard Langdon, one of the toughest and dirtiest bastards in the State, to come correct and compromise. Don, how'd you do that?" The Chief had this knowing look in his eyes at that question.
"In some things..." I replied, "... only the Shadow of the Crowbar knows... only the Shadow of the Crowbar knows..."
Part 14 - New Troubles
As the breakfast meeting broke up, Sheriff Allgood said quietly to me "Come back to Headquarters with me; I've got something very important to show you. Go into your office and I'll bring it to you so you can access your computer."
As I drove to Headquarters, I noticed that the light of the new day was pale and cold. I felt that chill deep into the core of my very being, though I wasn't sure why. Once inside Headquarters, as I sat down behind my desk, my eyes were inexorably drawn to the Police Shield of Corporal Peter M. Feeley that hung on the wall next to the desk. A further weight seemed to grasp at my soul as I contemplated it. A moment later, Daniel came in with a folder... and with Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle in tow. I asked them all to sit down.
"Vice got this early Friday morning." Daniel said, handing me the folder. "Ross and Croyle brought it to me. I had told them not to call you about anything while you were in Midtown, so yell at me, not them. In the meantime, we're on the lookout for the guy now, but Ross suggested we not put out a formal, public APB just yet."
I looked at the pictures and I'm sure my eyes must've been wide as saucers. When I looked up, Cindy and Teresa both were trying to suppress grins and giggles.
"Yeah, I see why you didn't want to put out an APB." I said. "He'd probably find out about it pretty quickly. Anything new on him?"
"I had Lorena go back in there last night." Teresa replied. "And I sent a few other people in at intervals so that we had constant coverage. Skinny Beard never showed up. I had Geiger go in as an 'obvious mark' and ask a question or two." An 'obvious mark' was the name we called someone that would be spotted as a cop quickly, but someone we didn't mind if they spotted him or her as a cop. Geiger was pretty obviously a cop.
"We also had him ask around, and a woman that only we know is Lorena said she saw him for a minute and he turned her down, and that she left while he was sitting at the bar and she didn't see him again." said Teresa. "That whole show was to protect Lorena, if anyone was keeping an eye on her, but we hoped it'd get others to talk. But no one did, and probably no one saw or remembered anything."
"Good enough." I said. "Now this club is a place where mid-level people come in to make drug deals?"
"Maybe." Teresa said. "Let me put it this way: we think people would come in from time to time to make deals of different kinds. Maybe drugs, maybe some guns or other stuff. But then the clientele changed and the punks came in, so non-punks stood out too much. We now think the main thing going on is someone comes in, drops off a note that gets back to T-Square or one of his minions, and a contact is made or a meeting is set up somewhere else. Yes, they can do that at one of T-Square's other clubs, as well."
"Skinny Beard probably was a bit out of place at this club, then." I said. "So he probably left a note, or else went to the restroom and on into the back of the building and exited that way. We can watch the place, but I doubt he'll come back."
"We're trying to get a warrant under seal to get a camera up to watch the doors of the place." Cindy said. "The judge understands the need to have it under seal, but he's worried about the open-ended nature of the surveillance."
"Okay. If we don't get it, I'm not going to cry about it." I said. "Anything else?"
"I daresay." came a voice from the doorway as it opened. Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI came into the office. He shook everyone's hand.
"Seems someone came back to Town, Jack." I said, handing Jack the file.



"So I've heard." said Jack, quickly looking at the information. "In fact, that's what I came over to tell you, and that means all of you: there is chatter all over the place about not only this guy coming to the City then to Town here, but about another buddy of yours, Don: remember Fred Dixon?"
"Yeah, I sure do." I said.
"He was in New York, last we heard of him." said Jack Muscone. "Next thing I know, a DEA agent calls me and asks why Agent Dixon is in the City. First I've heard of it, I tell him. Now I find out that at least four DEA agents have been sighted here in this Town and on the University campus, and that Fred Dixon might have been seen in Town also."
"Wish I had your eyes and ears." I said, meaning Jack's contacts that were getting him this information. Jack looked surprised for a second, then said "Well, we'll talk more of that later. In the meantime, I'll treat everyone in this room to lunch at 11:30 at the Cop Bar."
"I better call the owner and make sure he has extra double-cheeseburgers available." I said, teasing Jack. He just smiled happily. Nothing makes Jack Muscone as happy as eating a double cheeseburger at the Cop Bar.
"In the meantime, Don, if your Sheriff will take you off the leash, come on over to my office when you get a chance." Jack said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once I was at Jack's office, he said "You said you wish you had my eyes and ears. Well, you do... your wife is the one who told me about the DEA agents in Town."
It was my turn to look surprised. "Oh really?" I said. "No, she didn't mention it to me. We've both been kind of busy and I've been in Midtown, so maybe she didn't get a chance to tell me."
"Could be." Jack said. "Don't tell her I told you she was my source."
"I won't." I said. "So what else is going on?"
"First," said Jack, "that was a good job you did in Midtown, getting the SBI issue settled."
"I'm not sure it's actually settled, but thanks." I said.
"Second," said Jack, "let me put this in the form of a question: what do you know about Michael Burke?"
"Hmmm." I said. "I know he's Todd and Jack Burke's father, Eleanor's husband, he ran Burke Enterprises for some time, and had several other companies he would start up and either merge into Burke or sell off. Fairly big-time businessman, nothing illegal that I know of. He was obsessed with finding out about his son Jack, as was his wife Eleanor."
"So you don't know anything about his connections with Henry Wargrave?" Jack asked, peering at me.
"Only that I think Henry Wargrave was the one who gathered all the information about Michael's son Jack and gave that information to the Burkes." I said. "Why? What's up?"
Jack sat back in his chair. "As you know, I've been probing to find something, anything, on Henry Wargrave. And just between us, Don: I know you think there's another entity out there, a 'real Moriarty', but you're almost the only one who believes it. My boss thinks Wargrave is the guy, the top dog. He's had people probing hard to find any connection to another guy, and has come up totally empty."
"I'm not a bit surprised that he hasn't found a thing." I said. "I just hope he didn't tip off the real Moriarty in the process of not finding out anything about him."
"So you don't think he's right that Wargrave is the big guy?" Jack asked, peering at me some more. I just smiled briefly.
"Your boss is entitled to his opinion, and I respect it." I said.
Jack laughed sardonically. "Well, we'll see. Meanwhile, as you said when we were investigating the Dawn Starrett murder, there is a tie-in with Michael Burke and Henry Wargrave. I'm hoping it's the thread that will deliver Wargrave into my hands."
"I'll do what I can to help you." I said. "Now... I've been in Midtown, so why don't you fill me in on what's going on with 'Skinny Beard' and all this other stuff..."
Part 15 - The Dead Reckoning
Skinny Beard woke up from a fitful sleep on that Saturday morning, February 21st. He was in a small room above a garage, which was now used mostly for storage. The cot had been better than the floor but certainly was not a bed, and his sleeping bag had been barely adequate against the cold. He looked out the small window, which faced north; the light was pale, as if the sun were giving off light but had become too cold to warm anything.
Wearing a toboggan cap and his typical military-olive-green coat, he snuck out of the little attic room and out the door of the garage. The owner of the house had left it unlocked, though making sure any entrances to the house were fully secured from entry. He made his way along the streets to the main bus station, which was just off University Avenue near where the road turned left to go west and meet the road out of Town... the road that Skinny Beard's comrades of the Corrigan Cell had driven into the County only to meet their destiny at the hands of Takaki Taichi... may he be damned for all time, thought Skinny Beard.
At the bus station, he put his sleeping bag and a few items in a locker and secured it, taking the key and securing it to a soft wire necklace around his neck. His only other possession was the burner phone. He powered it up. No message yet. He cursed as he turned the phone back off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've got a ping!" Myron Milton almost shouted with happiness. "Bus Station tower!"
Myron Milton had acquired a lot of burner phone data from the FBI over the past few months. Though the data was spotty, he was able over time to find patterns based upon the assumption that the Corrigan Cell teams had bought a bunch of the burners from the same place at the same time. The FBI had acquired data on the phones, such as manufacture information, SIM cards and other unique signals that ran in batches. The FBI said they'd gotten the data only after obtaining warrants.
Using the data obtained, Myron and Mary had put together an algorithm that searched for specific codes in specific signals. And now it had paid off. A blip, just for a second, showing a connection, had appeared on Myron's computer.
He called up to the MCD room. Only Martin Nash was there at the moment, and Myron relayed the information. Nash then called Precinct 1's Duty Desk, wherein lay the Bus Station, and told them to increase patrols in the Bus Station area, that 'Skinny Beard' had activated a cell phone in that area. Nash also made other phone calls: he put out word to all the precincts and patrols to be on the lookout for 'Skinny Beard', then called the University Campus Police...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone looked like he was in heaven as he ate his double cheeseburger at the Cop Bar. Sheriff Allgood could not join us, as he and Melina had to attend a Lions Club function, but Cindy and Teresa were there.
"Having a kid changes things." said Cindy. "Tanya would probably be here with us, but she spends all her spare time now with the baby."
"Can't blame her for that." Teresa replied. "I've kept her in the loop, told her about Skinny Beard being in Town. She asked me to let her know if we get on his scent, but otherwise she was rather... casual about it-"
"So, Jack," said Cindy, stepping over Teresa's comment, "any new word on that murder up at Lake Amengi-Nunagen?"
"Not much." said Muscone as he finished up his cheeseburger. "We've been trying to trace Dawn Starrett's movements for the past several months, to see if anything comes up. It's been tough: her agency doesn't want to help us because they fear her clients will be investigated if not harassed, and of course her clients value their privacy..."
Something in what Jack had just said resonated with me. Clients... prostitution clients... Richard Langdon had said that a specific client wanted him to procure my sister Elizabeth for prostitution services... I went into a reverie.
"Don...Don?" I heard a voice say, calling me back. It was Jack Muscone.
"Uh, sorry." I said. "I was just thinking about something else."
"Do I need a blue crowbar to pry it out of you?" asked Cindy.
"It was about something in Midtown." I said. "So yes, you'll have to bring the crowbar to bear, and I'll be fighting you every step of the way..."
Just then my police cellphone went off, as did Cindy's and Teresa's. "Myron got a ping on Skinny Beard. Main Bus Terminal." Cindy said.
We headed back to Headquarters, Cindy and Teresa taking Jack in Cindy's SUV while I drove in mine. On the way, I got out my personal cellphone and called my nephew Todd...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Skinny Beard powered up his phone as he walked down the street. This time he had a text message, telling him where to go. He powered off the phone and began walking, unaware that his cell tower ping had been picked up and was being triangulated.
As he walked down the street that bordered the back side of the First Baptist Church property, with the Old Courthouse further down the way, Skinny Beard saw a police car coming. He loitered behind a tree as the police cruiser passed, then continued on his way. Then he noticed another police car coming down the same street the other way, and he realized he needed to get off the streets very quickly. He hurried down the sidewalk to a building and down some steps at the side of the building that led into a basement room.
Inside the small basement storeroom he found the clothing and tools that had been left for him, as well as a key. There was also a typewritten note that said that if he found the chemicals then he should bring them back to this basement room and leave them, then get out of Town quickly. He'd be paid at the usual drop-off location in the City.
He changed clothes quickly, thankful that the headgear included flaps over his ears that also covered his beard. He took the tools and the key and exited back outside, making his way back down the street. He saw five police cars as he walked towards the University, and he realized that he was either being paranoid, or the police had an idea he was in the area and were looking for him. He hoped it was the former; he knew it was the latter.
As the Police looked for an unkempt man with a thin beard, they didn't take much notice of the County Sanitation Worker in his uniform, picking up trash with a stick with a spike nail in one end, nor that he was working his way towards the University campus...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Got another ping, and this time there was a text message downloaded." said Myron. "Tracing that phone number back... damn, it's a burner, too."
"Where is it coming from?" asked Cindy as she and I watched Milton and Mary typing furiously at their stations.
"It pinged..." said Mary, who then paused a moment. "Ah shit. Nearest cell tower is the Heritage Cloister Country Club tower. Three dead zones in that area, including the golf course itself."
"Have someone call 'em up." I said to Cindy. "Find out if anyone is playing golf in this weather, and if they've seen anyone in the area they're not supposed to be seeing."
Unfortunately, the effort was fruitless, and we had no leads on who had sent Skinny Beard the text message. Meanwhile, our patrols still scoured the area.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
No one really paid attention to the Sanitation Worker near the University Bell Tower near the main north-south road that marked the border between the School and the Town. No one really noticed him taking a key and opening the door at the base of the Bell Tower and going inside.
Once inside, Skinny Beard was able to sit down and rest for a while. It would be getting dark in a few hours and he'd be better able to move. He had been stunned by the number of police cars he'd seen cruising around the area; he thought that they must be on to him for sure.
He made a mental note to let his boss and patron know that they might've clued in on him just from his two brief cell phone checks. He remembered Professor Marvin Milton, the brilliant Mathematics professor at the University; the man's son was now the Iron Crowbar's best computer expert. Professor Milton had hated the CIA; Skinny Beard wondered if the professor or his son had helped destroy the rogue CIA cell Skinny Beard had worked with so profitably. Hmmm, maybe he should kill Professor Milton and his bastard son... but not until the present mission was completed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I sat in my office, waiting to hear more information. I was in and out of 'reverie' status, trying to put together the pieces of what was going on here.
I pulled out my computer upon which I did FBI consulting, and plugged it into the secure internet portal. The computer had extra layers of encryption, as well, enabling me to bring up classified information safely. I searched for data on Skinny Beard, but also what technologies had brought him into my Town again. I found information on the CIA email that had been sent by compromised encryption, and who had sent that email. After one more reverie, I understood. At least I thought I understood.
Just then Cindy Ross came into the office. "Here." she said, handing me a gray capsule. "Your wife suggested I take these vitamins while my lung was healing up last month, and she said for you to take one now."
"Glad to know my wife loves me and is watching out for my health." I said. I took the pill with some water. "Okay, I'm going downstairs and bother Myron and Mary again. Stay up here and let me know if Jack Muscone or anyone else calls in about this prick Skinny Beard."
Cindy looked at me funny but said "Yes sir. I'll be in my office if you need me. I do need to leave for a little while at sunset to run an errand, but I can come back if you need me."
"That'll be fine." I said. When she left, I typed a few more instructions into my computer. then I went downstairs into the secure areas, my bug-scrambling device on full power, just hoping it would defeat the camera systems. I did not go into the I.T./Data quadrant, but into the Evidence Rooms. No one else was there at the moment. I hurried back into the furtherest corner of the weapons evidence room and checked the sealed package I'd left there long ago. Inside was the gun case, and inside that were the last of the chemicals taken from Barry Bounel. Still intact, undisturbed, I noted. I re-sealed and replaced the envelope, and headed back out, going into I.T. to see what Myron had.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was set and the light was ebbing fast. Skinny Beard moved to the secret panel in the wall of the Bell Tower. Once inside the secret corridor, he put on the night-vision goggles that had come with his clothing as well as a flashlight that gave off a very small amount of light; it was just enough to allow the night-vision goggles to actually work.
He and negotiated his way along the musty passage, knowing that it led to the lab under the Pharmacy Building that Henry Wargrave had dismantled, leaving behind the lifeless body of Professor Heinz.
He reached a set of stairs that led upwards. Climbing them, he pushed back a sliding panel that was part of the wall in the hallway leading to the lab. It should've been totally pitch dark, but there was a low, eerie blue light in what had been the office area. Skinny Beard moved towards it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, Cindy." Laura said as Cindy came into the lovely professor's office in the Psychology Building on Campus. Tanya Perlman was already there.
"How long before the guy gets here?" Cindy asked.
"I set electric-eye sensors in several places down there." Laura said. "As soon as he trips one, we'll know he's there."
"So you're going to call Don and have him come over when that happens?" Tanya asked.
"Once our prey enters the office room and the electric-eye trips, he'll be sealed in the room." Laura said. "Then I'll call Don and have him go down there, and let him know that only one of them can come out alive."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove in my Police SUV to 1st Precinct Headquarters and parked there. I did not go into the building, but instead walked over to the University campus. I had on my trenchcoat, Tilley hat and carried my crowbar, but underneath I was wearing all black clothing that allowed freedom of movement. My 'ninja' suit, as it were. I suspected I'd need to be able to have free movement tonight.
I'd surmised that this was some kind of trap my wife had set for Skinny Beard, and that Cindy Ross was very much a part of it. And why Laura and Cindy were not including me on this was something that had me thinking to the limits of my abilities. I did have a guess... but it's bad to guess without data.
But I also remembered my wife's last grand scheme, to make the Corrigan cell think Jack Muscone's FBI team had been wiped out. That plan had failed... no, actually it had worked out exceptionally well, but not in the way she'd intended. Still, I knew that the great mind directing Skinny Beard would probably be one step ahead of us, if not three, and I had to anticipate that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Skinny Beard looked into the office room, he saw the sole piece of furniture in the room, a desk with a lamp on it, the lamp giving off the eerie blue light. He saw four vials in a leather holder on the desk as well as a note. He was about to take off the night-vision goggles and enter the room...
... when the goggles detected the faint light of the electric-eye device. He looked around, seeing that the device was connected to wires, and then he saw how the door would slam shut and locked if he tripped that sensor. He looked around and saw the other electric-eye devices.
It was easy enough to get past the crude setup and get to the desk. He saw that the vials were empty, and the note next to them said "Go to the professor's office." That had to be Dr. Fredricson's office, he realized. He also realized the nature of the trap set for him... and then grinned as he realized the note had not been left by Dr. Fredricson! He realized that he could turn the tables, trap the trappers. He was going to make them pay.
Working his way back to the secret passage, Skinny Beard hurried along back towards the Bell Tower. He was going to ambush Dr. Fredricson in her office, and he could only pray that the Iron Crowbar was there also... he had prepared the tools that he would use to send the Iron Crowbar to the same death Pete Feeley had been subjected to, he thought with glee...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How long do you think it will be?" Cindy asked.
"I figure that he'll try to access the Pharmacy Building lab as soon as it gets dark." Laura said. "Time will be of the essence, as I put out a message that we'd be transporting the chemicals at 10:00pm tonight."
"What if he doesn't show up?" Cindy asked. "He might get suspicious and bolt."
"Yes, he might." Laura said. "But you said the police found his locker at the bus station and they're watching that, as well as all the roads. If the trap doesn't get him, it's likely the Police will pick him up." She hoped that Cindy and Tanya did not realize how full of holes her plan was, but the trap was set and baited, and the die was cast.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting at my vantage point behind a tree, watching the Bell Tower. I remembered what had happened on the day of the Triathlon the previous summer, how an assassin had used the Bell Tower in an attempt to kill Teresa Croyle, only to be intercepted by some 'unknown' friends.
That caused me to remember the next day, when Cindy had been shot and nearly fatally wounded, and how those wounds were costing her the chance to defend her triathlon title. I remembered how P. Harvey Eckhart had been at the race, and I suddenly realized why he was there, what with my newfound knowledge of how things were- oh, wait, something just moved!



My momentary lapse of concentration had nearly cost me. A shadow had come out of the Bell Tower door! Now the figure was moving quickly towards the Psychology Building. As he reached the door and went in, I sprang into action, red crowbar in hand.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Skinny Beard exited the door of the Bell Tower with the night-vision goggles on. He looked around carefully, and saw no one in the immediate vicinity, no one watching. There was a big oak tree near the Psychology Building, and he couldn't see through it... and therefore could not see the man behind it who'd been distracted by his own thoughts and therefore was not moving and was not seen.
Entering the building, Skinny Beard made his way to up the stairs and down the corridor, exulting in the anticipation of killing, which he loved to do. He heard the voices in the room that was the office of Dr. Laura Fredricson. He gripped the revolver with his right hand, and the other device with the left hand.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura was at her desk and Tanya was leaning on the side of the desk to Laura's left. Cindy was in a chair on the far side, near the window.
"I wish we could order some Chinese take-out right now." Cindy said. "After this is over, I say we go to the All-Night Diner and have- ohmigod!" Tanya let out a yelp and Laura stood up. They were seeing Skinny Beard enter the room, revolver in hand pointing at them!
"Okay, nobody move." said Skinny Beard. "Get your hands up, slowly. Anyone reaches for a gun and I start shooting."
"What the hell do you want?" Laura asked angrily, as if the intruder were some common burglar.
Skinny Beard laughed. "Come on Doctor, I saw your little trap down in the old lab. It wasn't even a very good one, and the Shadow Man figured you were going to try some little trick like that. So, where's your husband, Doctor? I have something for him... a nice little injection. You know, Detective Perlman... the same drug that I injected into your fiancé before Angela fucked him and my buddy crushed his skull with the baseball bat... oh yeah..."
"You fucking bastard." snarled Tanya Perlman, hatred for the bastard perp on her face.
"Yeah, it was fun watching Pete Feeley die. I enjoyed every minute of it." Skinny Beard ranted, hurling the words at Tanya. "I almost got that second cop, too, but you guys got lucky and got there in time." Skinny Beard said. "Fortunately, I heard you coming and slipped out the back. So I owe you a big one, Doctor... for saving him and ruining my handiwork. And you're going to pay. The only question is whether to kill your husband in front of you, or kill you in front of him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got to the door of my wife's office just in time to hear Skinny Beard make his threats to Tanya and Laura, then follow up by ranting "I'm going to kill all of you, just like I killed Pete Feeley..."
I don't remember a lot of what happened next, but over time I remembered that I charged into the room as fast as I could with the crowbar ready. Skinny Beard whirled to fire at me but the crowbar knocked the gun out of his right hand... but that gave his left hand a chance to jab at my ribcage. He made contact, and the inoculation-gun injected a chemical into me.
"Aaugh!" I gasped as I felt fire in my chest as the crowbar knocked the device out of his hand. It was like the night at Ward Harvester, when Ned's accomplice had injected me with chemicals. But I didn't have time to think: the scumbag Skinny Beard tried to throw a punch but I parried it and shoved him hard, he went falling to the floor on his belly. I was above him quickly, and somehow in that instant remembering the baseball bat blow that had been delivered to Pete Feeley's head, I swung the red crowbar down with all of the sheer power that I could muster.
It connected with the back of Skinny Beard's head and smashed deep, practically cleaving his head in two. I pulled up for another savage blow as a cloud of red spewed up everywhere, then realized that another blow was not needed.
Skinny Beard, the last of the Black Widow's team that had murdered Peter Feeley and the last of the rogue Corrigan Cell, was dead. By my hand, with no regrets.
Part 16 - The Long Hard Night
Blood had spurted out onto the nearby wall and all over the hardwood floor, some of it spattering onto my black clothing. The fire of the drug injection was spreading inside me as I knelt down and began searching his clothes. Within seconds, Tanya had my red crowbar and was wiping it down with Clorox, cleaning it of all traces of evidence of what I'd just done to Skinny Beard with it.
"Ah, cellphone." I said, staggering towards Laura's desk. "Ladies, get this to Myron immediately."
"Doctor, I think Don got injected with something." Tanya said as she wiped down the crowbar.
"It wasn't a full shot." I said, lying like a dog in the shade. "It'll be okay. Now go, ladies, go! Time is of the essence and we need this bastard's contacts. This is two-man-control evidence, so you both have to go. Get this phone to Myron... NOW!"
"Yes, ladies, go." said Laura. "I'll take care of Don and this mess." Finally, the two ladies left, glancing back at me as if to make sure I was okay. I could tell Cindy wanted to stay, but my glare suggested she get her sexy ass moving with a purpose.
"How do you feel?" Laura asked.
"Thirsty." I said. "And I've gotta piss."
Just then, an unbelievable moment occurred. The door to the office opened. I steeled myself, my hand instinctively going for my gun. And then I saw the shock of white hair.
"Ah, good evening, Commander, Doctor." said the gravelly voice of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. He entered the room along with four of his acolytes from 'The Vision'. They began working to clean up the mess I had just made.
"Ah, Doctor, if you don't mind," said Eckhart, "I'll spare you the trouble of contacting your Agency's 'cleaners'. My people will have this office spotless in no time, and that piece of excrement on your floor will be fertilizer for that cooperative to the north of my property by morning."
"Thank you, Dr. Eck- er, Harvey." I said. I felt myself getting dizzy.
"I'll leave you to it, then, Doctor Eckhart." Laura said. "I've got to get my husband to the back."
Laura took me to the back area. I went to the bathroom and began pissing into the toilet. It was a long stream that just would not stop. Meanwhile, Laura had brought me a large cup of water and I gulped it down, followed by a second one.
Not three minutes later, I had to pee again, but Laura said "Lie down, I'm going to catheterize you. I'm also going to start an I.V. or you'll dehydrate."
I lay back on Laura's examination table, which was more like a leather-covered hospital bed. Laura gave me an injection of something, and I began falling asleep.
I remember having dreams. Sometimes very vivid dreams. In one dream I was in a field, running with Bowser and Carole, who seemed older than she really was. And then I was lying on a table, sort of like the table I really was on, hearing voices talking as multi-colored lights flashed, and a voice that was Eckhart's saying "He's under, the spell is working...". Then I heard more voices, and realized that people were there with me, talking, but I couldn't really make out what they were saying.
Then I saw and heard Officer Pete Feeley standing next to me. "Thank you, Commander." I heard him say, almost as if he were really there, as vividly real as anything. "Thank you for avenging me." Feeley was saying. It was reminiscent of feeling Gloria Searles in my bedroom at the time she was killed, but Feeley's presence seemed much closer, much more real...
I let my mind think about the Shadow Man, the 'real Moriarty', and I could see his influences in this case, as well as those before. But how to take him down? I thought to myself, and I saw the enormous problems that would have to be solved before I could begin to take him down. I then saw The Cabin on fire, remembering that horrific night... and then I was designing the new Cabin in my head, how it would look on the outside and inside, the floor plan just seeming to put itself together in my head as I dozed...
When I opened my eyes, I saw my wife standing over me. Cindy Ross was there, also.
"How do you feel?" Laura asked.
"Tired." I said. "And thirsty."
"Here, drink this." Laura said. It wasn't water, but some kind of medicine, and it tasted sugary sweet. I drank it down, then another cup of water.
"Four big IV bags of saline solution." Laura said. "And three very large bags of liquid waste through your bladder that will get every chemical analysis that I can think of. Your kidneys are probably exhausted, but they processed the drugs out of your system."
"Those drugs couldn't have been the poisons that killed Pete and nearly killed Hugh..." I said. And then I had an insight...
"No, they weren't." Laura said. "This potion wasn't as strong, and it was mostly the hallucinogenic components and sexual arousal drugs, similar to what you were injected when by Ned at Ward Harvester. I don't think Skinny Beard had access to the stuff he previously was compounding..." I closed my eyes as I listened to my wife...
When I opened my eyes again, Laura and Cindy weren't there. Tanya and baby Peter Donald Feeley were.
"Ah, there you are." Tanya said. "Pete, tell Don thank you for exterminating one of your daddy's killers." Baby Pete just looked at me and then broke out into a smile... a smile that I felt deep inside. I felt his father's presence through him...
"Hi Pete." I said. "We got him. We avenged your daddy."
"Yes, yes you did." Tanya said. "And momma thanks you, too. How do you feel about it?"
"Well..." I said, contemplating as I sat up, "it doesn't bring Pete back, does it?"
"No," Tanya replied, "but it's the next best thing. That's how I felt when I was aiming at Angela Harlan, knowing it was the best I could hope for."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura took me home, where I spent most of my time drinking water and liquid food products, and peeing. By nighttime that Sunday, I was feeling well enough to hold and feed little Jim while watching Carole and Bowser play. Just as I would escort Bowser outside to do his business, he would escort me to the bathroom and wait patiently in the hallway by the door until I finished, then escort me back to the den.
The next morning, Monday February 23d, I made it into the office. I felt absolutely exhausted, but I was there. I sat behind my desk and did little, but I was there. I heard the story of Brownlee's confrontation with Cindy, and an admonition from the Sheriff to not overreact. I also discussed with Daniel and Jack Muscone the true Skinny Beard situation. The official public word was that Skinny Beard had disappeared again. He would never been seen alive again, and I suspected that the food being grown at that cooperative in Coltrane County was indeed being fertilized by some things we should best not contemplate.
During that day, I looked over at Pete Feeley's badge that was framed on my wall. No, killing Skinny Beard had not brought him back. The extermination of Angela Harlan had not brought him back. But, as Tanya said, it was the next best thing.
It would have to do.
Part 18 - Troy Family Values, Redux
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redhead reporterette at 7:00am on Wednesday, February 25th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Governor will sign the Budget Bill as well as the SBI Bill today. State Senator Katherine Woodburn's efforts to block the SBI bill were defeated, but she has been named to an Oversight Task Force created by the State Attorney General to monitor the SBI and local law enforcement agencies throughout the State for abuses of their police power."
"In other news, for the past week the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts have worked hard on their drive to raise funds for a new police drug dog, and yesterday Henry R. Wargrave announced that he would match the amount of money collected. Sheriff Daniel Allgood says that more than enough money was collected, and the new K-9 drug dog will be named 'Laika II' in honor of the recently passed drug dog Laika."
That was the good news. The bad news came at Headquarters. I arrived at 10:00am after meeting with the Precinct Captains at the Precinct 1 Headquarters. I planned to rotate the locations for these weekly meetings, with the one week at my Headquarters and one at each precinct.
"The Sheriff asked for you to come to the Chief's office when you arrived." said Helena, who had long since learned to tell me quickly of such things. She then told me what it was about, and my heart sank.
Going into the Command Suite anteroom, I saw the empty desk, the belongings packed. Knocking on the door, I entered the Chief's office. Inside were Sheriff Allgood and Martha, who had been Chief Griswold's secretary for years and years.
"Sheriff, I was happy to help Commander Troy until he brought in Helena, and she's a wonderful lady." said Martha, her voice conveying tears. "And I was willing to stay on and help you. But I just cannot work with that odious man, Commander Brownlee. He is the meanest, ugliest man I have ever met in my life, and I will simply not stay another day with him in there."
"I understand." said Sheriff Allgood, being as smooth and gentle as he could be. "I'm just sad to see you trying to resign instead of retire, like you should."
"What?!" I almost roared. I grabbed the phone and asked Captain Della Harlow to send her retirement person to the Sheriff's office immediately. Within minutes, Senior Patrol Officer Janice Holloway was there with the paperwork.
"I'm sorry to see you go, Martha," I said, "and I greatly appreciate all the help you've given me, even before Chief Griswold retired. But you are not going to resign, you are going to retire and get the pension you deserve... no, I'll not hear another word... Janice, would you please help Martha with her retirement paperwork, and tell Martha to not risk the wrath of the Iron Crowbar by not retiring properly. And that means a cake and party this afternoon, too... on my tab..."
Later, as we sat in my office, Daniel Allgood told me how Brownlee had been treating Martha like crap, yelling at her for the slightest problem or delay of any brusque orders he'd give her. Then I heard a commotion in my own anteroom. Even though not fully recovered, I felt the fire in my soul for some action.
"You will do what I tell you." shouted Robert Brownlee at my secretary Helena. "I give the orders around here, and until I get my own secretary, you're expected to fill in and help out-"
"As you were, Paper Pusher!" I yelled right behind him. He ducked as he whirled, as if expected a Crowbar blow to his head... and I longed to give him one.
"Helena is my assistant, not yours, Brownlee." I said. "And to make very sure you understand: Helena, this is a direct order from me to you, to be followed soon by the same in writing: you are not to take orders from Robert Brownlee, nor help him in any way, nor do anything for him without my personal permission. If he orders or asks you to do anything, you are instructed to tell him that you must obtain my permission first. If he harasses you in any way, you are to let me know immediately, whereupon I will beat the living shit out of him. Is that clear?"
"Crystal clear, sir." Helena said, her pretty eyes boring hatefully into Robert Brownlee.
"Get out of my office, Paper Pusher." I said.
"Sheriff..." said Brownlee, turning to Allgood.
"You heard the Police Commander, who is still Acting Chief of this Police Force, Robert." said Sheriff Allgood, stopping Brownlee from embarrassing himself any further. "Now come with me. You're not staying in that office next to the Chief's..."
Brownlee was about to be moved into another office... next to Jenna Stiles's office, with that office between Brownlee's and the Command Suite. It was actually bigger than the one in the Command Suite, and closer to the Admin areas of the building. But Brownlee wasn't happy about it.
As they left, Helena said to me with gratitude in her voice "Thank you, sir."
"No problem, and do let me know if he gives you so much as a dirty look." I said, then exhaled. "It's going to get ugly around here. There will come a day... there will come a day..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the confrontation with Brownlee, I felt the tension in my body and I knew I needed a release. I was just surprised how it happened later that day.
Todd called me and told me to come to Room 202 of the Sunrise Hotel south of Town. When I got there, Todd was finishing getting dressed, but I was not noticing. In the room with him was his mother and my sister, Elizabeth. She was just finishing putting her clothes on, also. The bed was messed up, and the unmistakeable odor of sex permeated the air. It was no major feat of deduction to determine that an incestuous coupling had just happened here.
"Okay, Uncle Don, you said you wanted to talk to her, and she wants to talk to you." Todd said. "I'll be going. Bye, Mom!"
"Au revoir, Todd." Elizabeth said, her eyes locked with mine. Then the door closed, and we were alone in the room together.
"So, dear brother," Elizabeth said, "I heard that you took up for me with that asshole Richard Langdon."
"Yes, and I rather enjoyed it." I said. "I just wanted to ask you one question: do you know who wanted him to bring you to his party, the client who wanted to use you as his sex toy?"
"No," Elizabeth said, "I don't. All I knew was that bitch guard that came for me, and then me having to be taken to another cell block before someone murdered me. The next morning I'd received my clemency and was out of there."
I nodded, seeing that she was telling the truth. I was surprised when Elizabeth said "Sit down, brother, sit down." I did so, sitting in the chair she pointed out. Again to my surprise, Elizabeth knelt on the floor in front of me, between my legs.
"I appreciate you taking up for me." Elizabeth said as she reached for my pants and opened the zipper. "I owe you this." Her hand fished out my cock, which was beginning to harden. "And I have to admit, I've been wanting to suck your hard cock for quite a while, dear brother."
With that, my sister lowered her head and slid her lips over my cockhead and down the shaft. She began to fellate me, sliding her lips up and down rapidly, sucking hard as she came up off of it. It was incredibly good head; my sister was much better than my mother and most women at fellating me, even as good as my wife. (Please don't tell my wife I said that.)
"Geez, that's good." I moaned. My cock was iron hard and throbbing by now as Elizabeth sucked it.
"Mmmm, yes, you are the hardest cock I've ever had." my sister said. "I've never felt one this iron hard. You deserve your nickname." She sucked me some more, then said as she licked up and down the shaft and over the taut helmet of my cockhead "I'll bet you love having me on my knees in front of you, brother."
With that I pulled her head of my cock and bent down. I mashed my mouth to hers, deeply kissing my sister. She sucked hard on my tongue as I explored her mouth. It was one hot, tasty kiss. Maybe it being my bitch sister made it all the hotter, but I reveled in it, as did Elizabeth, who kissed me back as hard as she could.
Finally, I broke the kiss and sat back. Elizabeth went back to work on my cockmeat, sucking me hard and deep, steadily bobbing her head as her lips glided up and down the shaft. I felt my nut rising.
"Hold back, dear brother." Elizabeth said. "Try and hold out, make it last as long as you can." I did so, fighting the desire to come. As a result, the incredibly intense blowjob lasted a full ten minutes, but like all good things it had to finally end. Unable to hold back, I finally came, my man-lava erupting into my sister's incredibly talented mouth. She sucked my juices right out of my balls, greedily swallowing my full load, then sucking for more before finally cleaning me up with her tongue and putting my softening dick back in my pants. I was spent. Totally spent.



"Mmm, very nice." she said. "Okay, dear brother, you'd better go. I'm going to clean up, and you don't want to be seen on the cameras outside leaving with me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was setting as the hotly rutting couple on the bed fucked passionately. Teddy Franklin groaned as he sank into the hot mature woman beneath him, enjoying her saucy body even more than the college women his age. Teddy had fucked some really beautiful women, but he found tremendous pleasure in the way older women fucked him back, really put out hard for him... like Benjamin Franklin had said, they seemed so grateful.
Phyllis was beneath Teddy, taking the young stud's huge cock balls-deep as he plunged into her again and again, her legs spread wide and in the air, hooked under the young man's strong arms. She was naked, wearing only high heel slides on her shapely feet. Only her gray pussy hair and some gray in the hair on her head gave away her age at over 60... most men thought she was in her early 50s at the oldest.
Teddy eased his slender, muscular frame down onto Phyllis, and his mouth nuzzled her neck, jaw and ear as he slid his hands under her and clutched the firm cheeks of her succulent ass. He began pounding harder and hard into the older woman, feeling the intense pain-pleasure of his climax building. For herself, Phyllis had come hard twice already, and just lay back and enjoyed being fucked by a young man as Teddy climbed her all the way.
"Oh, God damn! I'm going to fucking COME! AUUUGHHH!" Teddy gasped out as surges of pleasure coursed through his loins, coupled with a feeling of release and lassitude as spurts of hot semen fired deep into Phyllis's clutching womanhood. She grasped Teddy's hard asscheeks, massaging them as he pumped his full load into her. Finally, the young man was spent.
"Jeez..." Teddy gasped, letting his hands slide up under Phyllis's back, his mouth finding hers and giving her several warm, wet kisses, "I think... that was the best sex... I've every had... You are... one hot lady..."
"Mmmm..." Phyllis replied, kissing Teddy back, "you're... one hell of a stud, too... young man..." They cuddled and kissed for long minutes before Teddy finally rolled off of Phyllis's firm but mature body.
"Are you sure you want me to try to start dating that skank bitch Karen Warner?" Teddy asked. "She doesn't date men... she just fucks them and moves on to the next cock. She's absolutely insatiable."
"Yes, she is." said Phyllis. "And from the demonstration you just gave me, you're going to be more than capable of handling that slut, and untying the knot in her 'jade gate'. Now here's what I want you to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhhh, God," gasped Priya Ajmani, the sexy Indian KSTD reporterette, "that feels so fucking good! Nobody fucks me like you do, Todd... oh yessss..."
Todd was mounted on top of the Indian beauty, lying between her shapely, spread legs, shoving his huge cock into her with hard, deep strokes. Waves of pleasure washed over him. He loved fucking his wife and Teresa Croyle, and he'd loved fucking Melina in the past... but for sheer physical pleasure, Priya was about as hot and nasty a fuck as he'd ever had.
"Gonna come, baby." Todd gasp. "Gonna fill you up with my load, you hot fucking bitch!"
"Oh yes, come inside me Todd!" Priya gasped happily wrapping her brown legs tightly around the young stud's muscular white torso as he plowed her harder and harder. "Oh God! nobody fills me up like you do! Oh yeah, drive that big nasty cock balls deep into me and come! Give me your sperm!"
Todd suited his deed to her words. With a painful jolt, he shot his first huge wad deep into her pussy. His second spurt followed as he went balls deep, and he felt the heat of his semen leaking back along the sides of his shaft. He did not bottom out as more spurts followed, leaving plenty of semen deep inside her even as the back of his cockhead swept some of his jism back up and out of her well-fucked, spasming cunt.
He collapsed next to her and they spent a few minutes recovering. Snuggling into him, Priya tried to keep her voice sounding uncaring as she said "So, what juicy tidbits did you have for me? Besides the fact that you're the best fuck I've ever had?"
"This is on deep background at best." Todd said, remembering fully that he was talking to a reporter. "There are a couple of places you can investigate. One of them is a murder up near Lake Amengi-Nunagen. The FBI isn't really working very hard at it."
"Wasn't she just a prostitute?" Priya asked.
"Check it out and see." Todd said. "The second thing..." He paused.
"Is?" Priya asked expectantly as Todd turned to look into her dark eyes.
"Is something that is going to blow your fucking mind..."
Part 19 - Epilogue
At dawn on the morning of Saturday, February 28th, I was out in the back yard of the Mountain Nest, looking over the Town. Bowser was looking and sniffing around his territory, then he moved towards the back corner area to do his business.
I sat down on the metal bench on the patio and contemplated things. First, I genuinely had no idea if it was Cindy or Joanne that had beaten the shit out of Katherine Woodburn. Nothing more had been said by anyone about that. With the training Cindy had been giving Joanne, and both of them deeply angry over K-9 Sergeant Laika's death, either could've done it. I didn't know which one it was, and I didn't want to know.
Second was who had wanted Langdon to bring Elizabeth for the sex... or was it just a ruse to get her out of prison? Elizabeth didn't know who the 'client' was, but clearly the 'client' had an ulterior motive in those actions, and it wasn't just to fuck Elizabeth. Langdon had been manipulated, and Elizabeth was quickly out of jail and working with Karen Warner and others... something I needed to investigate much more closely.
Third, I had let Laura and Cindy and Tanya believe that their plan worked, that she had lured Skinny Beard in so that I could exterminate him and thus expiate my shame for my failure in the Black Widow case. That 'vitamin' that Cindy had brought me had not just been a vitamin... it had been an antidote in advance, and helped me fight off the effects of Skinny Beard's drug injection. And they thought I had no idea about any of that... tsk tsk, I thought to myself. Who do they think they are dealing with? Robert Brownlee? I laughed at my internal joke about that joke of a cop.
Of course that had been my wife's concocted plan, and it had also served to trick the DEA and others into showing their hands in their zeal to lay hands on those drugs. So we (meaning the FBI and CIA) now knew who might be corrupt within some Federal agencies on these matters. Beyond that, however, I still had to wonder why those drugs were considered so important, and if I should go ahead and destroy that last samples that I had hidden away.
And the funny thing was that even though Laura's last couple of schemes had not worked like she hoped, they would prove to be far, far more successful than she ever realized, and hopefully more than the 'real Moriarty' realized. But Laura's plan had nearly backfired, she had put herself at too much risk, and she had not considered that a greater mind was opposing hers, a greater mind that even the brilliant mind of the Deputy Director of the FBI didn't want to believe even existed.
Indeed... nobody but me seemed to be sure that such a great spider was at the center of a huge web of crime. No one knew who he was; they just knew of a 'Shadow Man' that lurked and worked with them without them knowing who he was or that he was working with anyone else. Only I had any idea, and it was a lonely job I had undertaken to try to defeat him. As the fire at The Cabin had shown, this man would stick at nothing. He would even throw his friends and partners under the bus to save himself. He was consummate Evil, personified.
I did have to admit, it felt much better knowing that I had avenged Pete Feeley by taking out the last of his killers. I could face his child and say that I had done my part to avenge his father's murder. But killing Skinny Beard did not bring Peter M. Feeley back, and it did not dismiss my shame and failure. I had much work to do before that vindication would come. The 'real Moriarty' would have to fall, and there was oh so much to do before that could happen.
Bowser trotted up and jumped onto the seat next to me and sat down, looking over the scene before us as I was doing. I reached my arm around him as he pressed his side into mine, and my hand scratched his chest as he liked me to do. Yes, Bowser, you and I have work still to do. We have these people to protect and serve, I thought as man and dog looked out over our Town in the pale morning light...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
I looked over the cleared out ground where The Cabin had once stood, seeing the Town in the distance in the valley below. I had been working to put together the plans that I'd dreamed about while recovering from Skinny Beard's drug injection. The architect was putting together the drawings, and the concrete for the foundation and support for the new deck was going to be poured in the next two weeks, provided the weather cooperated.
It was going to be an awesome new home. The new Cabin would be an A-Frame like some European highlands cabins, with the roof coming down to within 8 feet of the ground. There would be three floors: an upper attic playroom on the 3rd floor, two bedrooms on the 2nd floor, and a 1st floor that would be raised to the level of the driveway instead of half-sunk-in like the old Cabin had been. And that meant there would be a half-basement with a screened-in area under the deck that would extend from the back of the main floor, higher than the previous deck, affording an even better view...
The generous loan afforded me by P. Harvey Eckhart allowed for the best materials, and it would not be an easy thing to burn this new home down. The materials would be a concrete and steel frame, with Hardiplank and other fireproof materials...
... and windows. Bulletproof glass windows. A lot of windows. Large windows that let in light and let that view of the Town be the adornment of the west wall. It was going to be awesome.
Part 2 - The Cases
Dressed in civilian attire and looking good in my gray suit and black mock turtleneck sweater, I entered the Town's Federal Building on the morning of Friday, March 6th. I made my way into the inner sanctum that was the FBI suite there. Special Agent Lindy Linares met me in the hallway, and after some flirtatious talk she took me to the Conference Room, where Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone was waiting.
"Thanks for coming, Don." Jack said. "Come on in and have a seat. You can log in with your iPhone's FBI app, as well: the Director wants you to get paid for this consultation."
"Never a good idea to turn down money when one is rebuilding his house." I said, referring to the imminent construction of The Cabin on the side of the mountain finger overlooking the University. I logged in using the app.
"So, are you going to risk a witch trial by telling me why I asked you here?" said Jack, needling me. "Or should I just tell you?"
"Well," I said, "it's important to your boss, the Deputy Director, so it must be something either big or something he thinks will help me with some of the cases we've been working on. The bee in his bonnet is the 'Superior Bloodlines' group, so I'm guessing it has to do with them."
"You're part right." said Jack, his beady eyes showing a bit of amusement. "It's something the Deputy Director would like to get more information on, and he does think it might be of some use to you, though I can't tell why in reading the file myself. But it's not about 'Superior Bloodlines', unless you do one of those aforementioned witch tricks of yours and find a connection."
"Sounds interesting." I said. "Is it classified?"
"No, though the data is considered sensitive," said Jack, "and one of the burglaries was in your County here, so you have some local jurisdictional play as well, if you need it."
"Burglaries?" I asked. "Okay, tell me about it."
Jack slid a file thick with papers over to me, and read from a synopsis, itself a number of pages long. I began looking at the file as Jack said "Over a period of three years, beginning nearly nine years ago and ending six years ago, there was a series of bank heists across the nation. The first one was in the Seattle/Tacoma area, then the burglar or burglars moved across the nation in something of a zig-zag pattern, the last robbery that we know of being in Jacksonville, Florida."
Jack continued: "There were thirty crimes that fit this profile, and they included the City National Bank and this Town's Second National Bank. It was the recent hit on Second National by the Corrigan Cell's 'Freelance Hit Team' that got my boss interested in these cases again, and he then had me ask you to look into it, to see if you can find any patterns that we might have missed."
I nodded as Jack went on: "The original crimes were all done at night while the banks were closed. The distinctive feature of all of them was that the burglar left a sign, a loop that crosses on one end, with a dot inside. It looks like the Christian 'fish' symbol. The burglar usually wrote in a silver Sharpie, but sometimes did the outline in black and colored the inside of the fish with silver. As to the symbol, it may not be meant to be a Christian fish: in one of the earliest robberies, the word 'silverfish' was scrawled below the drawing. Ergo, we gave him, or her, the codename 'Silverfish'."
"Sounds about right." I said as I looked at a photo of the fish taken at one of the crime scenes. It indeed looked like one of those silver Christian fishes that people put on the back of their cars, but with a round dot eye instead of a Christian cross for an eye. "A silverfish is a little insect that likes the dark and eats the glue in the bindings of books, and appears in the wrong places at inopportune times. Looks like this bug did the same thing: sneaking into dark banks in the night, eating the money, so to speak. So, how much was stolen?"
"You always seem to ask just the right question at the right time." said Jack, and I could not tell if that was serious or needling me. "The total haul of the 30 bank jobs was, and to the penny, $10,001,022.56. We are guessing that the robber's goal was to steal ten million dollars, then retire when that number was reached."
I let out a low whistle. "Wow, that's over $333,000 per job! The average professional bank job yields $30,000 to $50,000, and rarely over a hundred grand. If you add in the amateurish jobs at the teller windows, it's even less, much less: about $5,000 per robbery."
"And it gets better." said Muscone. "The cash was taken in 28 burglaries. In the other two, they took safety deposit boxes and their contents. In one bank, near Denver, they took literally every safety deposit box in the safe. In the other, near Philadelphia, they took five safety deposit boxes."
"Denver, Philly... near U.S. Mints." I said absentmindedly, thinking out loud. Muscone blinked hard.
"Good grief." he muttered. "Never even thought about that." Then he said, more brightly, "But there was no mention of anything associated with the Mints being taken."
"That's because if there was something of immense value, like a plate or die, or the paper used to make money, its theft would become a classified thing and would not be permitted in this unclassified report." I said. Jack blinked hard again, then shook his head.
"I'll check with the boss," he said, "and see if there is a classified version of this report. What else?"
"Nothing yet." I said. "Can I take this file to Police Headquarters, or to my home, and read it over the weekend?"
"Sure." Muscone said. "Normal protocols, of course: keep it locked up, don't make copies, yadda yadda yadda."
"No problem." I replied, getting up and gathering everything together. As I walked to the door, I looked back at Muscone and said "By the way, tell your Director that I have a good idea of why he gave me this."
"Why is that?" Jack asked, taking my bait hook, line and sinker.
"I'll do you like I do my partner, Iron Crowbar 2." I said, referring to Cindy Ross. "I'll let you think about it and figure it out..." With that, I hurriedly left the room, leaving Jack Muscone to whisper unprintable curses in my wake.
Part 3 - Sexual Talents On Display
"So," said Laura on Saturday night, March 7th, massaging my shoulders as I sat at my desk at home, poring over the files and occasionally bringing something up on my computer screen. "This one really has you interested. Find anything?"
"It's definitely interesting." I said, leaning back and trying to relax and enjoy Laura's massage... her hands were damn good. "Took me hours to graphically post the locations on a map of the US, as you can see here on the monitor. I then finally got it to pop them up one-by-one in chronological order. I used to program better than this; I've really gotten dependent on Myron and Mary..."
"That's because your own considerable talents lie elsewhere." Laura said. "So, before I drag you off to bed to take advantage of some of those talents, what have you found?... if anything."
"Not much. On two occasions, the burglar wrote the word 'Silverfish' in addition to the fish loop symbol: one time was one of the very first heists, the other time was the very last one, in Jacksonville, when he wrote 'Silverfish bids you adieu'. He may have known he had enough to meet his ten million dollar goal, and so he wrote that."
"That makes sense for the last one." Laura said. "But what about the first one?"
"Not sure." I said. "Except I suspect the perp wanted to establish his identity, maybe to goad the Police and FBI when he committed future crimes. As to the places and timing, it's not any kind of logical pattern, no smooth city-to-city lines; but at the same time, it's not wild and crazy, and it slowly travels from upper left to lower right on the map. The time between heists is fairly even, but sometimes there would be crimes in back-to-back weeks, sometimes almost two months between hits."
"Any around the Holidays?" Laura asked.
"None right on a holiday, but there was one the Saturday before Memorial Day..." I said, pointing to one of the dots on the computer monitor screen.
Laura looked at the monitor for a few minutes, but after I played the simulation for her, she said she didn't see any particular pattern, either. "And I suspect the FBI's best analysts have already covered this ground, don't you think?"
"I'm sure they have." I said. "But it was good practice to do it myself, not to mention figure out a few lines of code to graph it." I realized how tired I was. "But now I'm exhausted."
"I'm not surprised." Laura said. "You haven't eaten a thing all day. There's hamburger patties and hot dogs in the refrigerator for you to heat and eat... and then I'm going to take you to bed and feast on your big... thick... hot dog..." I felt her kiss my neck as her arms encircled my shoulders. I did not need further coaxing.
"Mmmm, let's go." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone entered the Cattleman's Club restaurant and bar on Saturday evening and headed to the bar. The restaurant was very busy as the food was good, but the bar was relatively quiet as it served a more upscale clientele than those looking for a party atmosphere.
He was very surprised at who he saw at the far end of the bar as he approached, and he headed over to the empty seat next to her.
 "Can I buy a girl a drink?" Muscone asked.
"Sure." Tanya Perlman said. "How are you doing, Jack?"
"Good." Muscone replied. He ordered a drink for himself and for Tanya another round of what she was having, then said "How about you? How's the baby doing?"
"He's good." Tanya said. "Pete's mom is keeping him tonight, and Don's mom is staying over and helping. Phyllis loves babies, and I needed an evening to myself." She then added "But don't let that make you think I want to be alone."
They moved to a booth in the corner of the bar room. "So how is MCD doing?" Jack asked after they sat down.
"It's okay." said Tanya. "The people are good, but I think they're bored. Don keeps looking for things to keep their minds occupied. As for me, I want to take a crowbar, or better yet a sledgehammer, and knock down a couple of the walls in that shithole office I have to sit in." Muscone laughed at the look on Tanya's face when she said that.
"So, are you happy there?" Jack asked, reading some wistfulness in Tanya's cherubic face.
Tanya sighed. "Yes... and to be honest, sometimes no. On the one hand, there's no better place to be, and no better person to work for than Commander Troy. On the other hand, I feel like I'm the fourth wheel of a tricycle."
Jack said "Well, I happen to know that Don thinks very, very highly of you. He says that if you weren't in charge of MCD and able to run it without him, he wouldn't feel nearly as comfortable going on his consulting trips for the FBI."
"That's sweet of you to tell me." said Tanya, smiling at the FBI agent.
"Don't tell him I said this," said Jack, "but if you really step up and show him you've got MCD well managed, and then let him know you do, things for both you and he will work out very well."
"Maybe," said Tanya, then broke into her playful grin, "but don't get any hopes up about Don leaving us for the FBI full time. I know for a fact he doesn't want to go anywhere else."
"Ah, you're catching on to me." Jack said.
"Let's change the subject," Tanya said, "and get out of here. What I really need right now is a big FBI agent's cock, and you look like you could use a good release... or two or three."
"I see the Iron Crowbar has taught you mindreading, among your other... considerable talents." Jack replied...
Part 4 - Turf Wars
On Monday morning, March 9th, I assembled a team in Classroom 'E'. It consisted of Detective Teddy Parker, Detective Joanne Cummings, Detective Julie Newton of Vice, Master Technician Myron Milton and Senior Technician Mary Mahoney. Sitting in were Lieutenants Tanya Perlman and Cindy Ross, and ADA Paulina Patterson.
"Okay, guys," I said, "this is a synopsis of the information of the Silverfish bank heists. As local law enforcement, you're supposed to concentrate only on the local crime at Second National Bank, which is considered a cold case-- yes, Myron?"
"Sir," said Myron Milton, "the Federal Statute of Limitations for bank robbery is five years, and our State's Statute of Limitations is seven years. We're past that." I turned to Paulina.
"You're right about that," Paulina said, "but that doesn't stop you from investigating and finding the identity of the criminal. And once you have that, there are some things we can do at the State level, but also which the U.S. Attorneys can do at their level. If we find out who it is, then find they continued to commit other crimes, we often can attach these crimes to the more recent ones. It's called 'continuing misconduct'."
"Yes, thank you, Ms. Patterson." I said. "Basically, guys, it's a relatively quiet time, and we're doing this as an exercise, so--"
Just then, the door opened with a violent push, and Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee strode in. "Milton, Mahoney," he called out, "you're not supposed to be in here. You work for I.T., and that means you work for me."
"Bull shit." I said, standing up to confront Brownlee. "They're part of MCD, they are Detectives. Qualified to use guns, too."
"That doesn't matter, Troy." Brownlee said confrontationally. "They're I.T., they work for me, and you can't use them without my say so."
"Again, you're full of shit." I replied. "Cindy, keep the meeting going. Myron, Mary, I'm giving you a direct order to stay here, and to not listen to Brownlee. I'm still I.T. Supervisor, not to mention in command of all officers. You do not work for him, now or ever."
I turned to Brownlee, "Okay Paper Pusher, let's go talk to the Sheriff."
"Who are you calling a 'paper pusher', dipshit?" Brownlee replied, not moving. At that, a red crowbar came out... and so did a blue one. Cindy Ross stood up, also, and was absolutely ready to beat the shit out of Brownlee. I had people loyal to me; Brownlee was not popular with anyone save a few crooked Union reps.
"What are you going to do, hit me?" Brownlee sneered.
"Yes." I said. "And you know how it works on the Force, Paper Pusher... nobody will see a thing."
It was dead quiet for the next few seconds, then Brownlee relented, his gambit failing. "Let's do go see the Sheriff. He'll tell you to shove that crowbar up your fucking ass."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"For God's sake, Robert," said Sheriff Daniel Allgood. We were in the Police Chief's office, Daniel sitting behind the desk, myself and Brownlee standing before it. "You could've have used the least little bit of tact; instead you went in like a bull in a china shop and looked like a jerk in front of the Commander's most loyal people."
"Sheriff," said Brownlee, "we had this discussion: I.T. is Properties, it's administration... and it's my area. And speaking of tact, Sheriff, Troy has no tact at all, and won't do the right thing unless the issue is forced. We've already had this discussion, and I thought we were agreed on this."
"We didn't agree for you to go roaring into an MCD meeting and be so confrontational about it." retorted Allgood. "Okay, both of you, sit down. Sit!" ordered Allgood. Brownlee and I sat down, wary of each other. We were near physical confrontation, and everyone in the room knew it.
"Don, what's your side of this?" asked Sheriff Allgood. I realized I was being 'set up' in that this was a guided conversation. But I tried to remain calm.
"Well, Sheriff," I said, "first of all, Milton and Mahoney are actually Detectives, and are qualified with guns, just as Newton is. They're actually a part of MCD, as far as I'm concerned, just as Newton is with Vice. And second, I'm still I.T. Supervisor from the first day I walked into this Police Headquarters. I never gave that up."
"What about Lainie and Sonali?" asked Allgood. "What are they?"
"Data miners, part of MCD or Vice. I.T. in and of itself are the people that handle the servers, install software, fix or replace broken computer equipment." I said, then said with alacrity: "Sheriff, the bottom line is that no Detective should have to get permission from this paper pusher to get information from the data people."
"Call me a paper pusher again, asshole..." said Brownlee, menacingly.
"Or what... 'paper pusher'? Or what?" After an uncomfortable several seconds of silence, I said "If you're going to make a threat, Brownlee, you damn well better be able to back it up. I don't think you have the guts to try to whip me, asswipe." My body was tense and ready to rise to meet any attack. I was praying that Brownlee would try something. "And 'paper pusher' is right: that's all you are, a paper pusher. You've never done a day of real police work in your life."
"Ease up, both of you." said the Sheriff, rescuing Brownlee, who looked both furious and helpless at the same time as I called him out and called him the coward that he was.



Allgood continued: "Okay, Don, here's the situation. I think you're right about the data people, they're there to help the Detectives, and as such they are part of the Detective branch. But the I.T. people, the ones who install the equipment and manage the servers, and all that... they're definitely part of the Properties group."
Allgood paused, and I knew what was coming. He then said "And you know this has been coming since before Chief Griswold retired, Don: you definitely were in charge of I.T., but you have too much else to do. So we're going to be making a change there."
Brownlee was grinning at what he thought was a victory, but Allgood's next statement wiped the smile from his face. "I've already talked to members of the Council about the situation, even before you raised a stink about it, Robert. They want to consolidate some of the I.T. operations, which will allow the Police and Court systems to be more integrated and work together. They also want the branches of the Public Safety Department, which is the Police, Fire, EMS and Public Health Departments, to be more integrated. And seeing what's happening here, I think that's a good idea... take I.T. completely out of the Police Department's Properties Group's hands, and thus out of your direct control."
Brownlee was frowning, but maybe it was me wincing that caused the Sheriff to end the meeting. "Okay Robert, I need to talk to the Commander here. For now, I'm leaving Milton in charge of the SuperUser and SuperAdmin assignments, as well as overall I.T. security, and he'll continue to report to Commander Troy for the time being."
"But Sheriff," said Brownlee, not giving it up, "we've discussed this, and the Union agrees: Commander Troy should not be I.T. Supervisor any longer, nor have control over I.T. operations--"
"And he won't." replied Allgood, cutting Brownlee off. "But I'm not going to change everything on a dime, especially where computer security is concerned. You are not a computer nor I.T. expert, Robert, and neither am I. Now go; let me talk to the Commander." Brownlee was angry, but seeing me about to get up with my crowbar in my hand, he decided leaving was his wisest course of action, and he took it.
"Thanks for staying cool, Don." Daniel said.
"I'm just waiting for the full story." I said.
"What do you mean?" Sheriff Allgood asked, a gleam in his eye.
"Only that I talked to the Council about this months ago." I said. "The Council agreed that the Police Department, Sheriff Department and Justice Department, i.e. the Courts, have to have separate systems, and that's for security reasons. But we also installed a system and servers for joint operations and secure transfer of information and digital evidence, and the like. So it's a done deal, though Paper Pusher there doesn't know it."
"You're right." said Allgood. "The full story is that Brownlee has been raising a lot of crap about who is in charge of what. Instead of being cooperative, he runs to his Union buddies, who then run to certain Council members. But the Council is trying mighty hard to infuse me, your friendly neighborhood Sheriff, into my role of leading the Public Safety Department, and they are not happy that Brownlee is going about things the way he is."
"Remove him, then." I said. "Before we start losing good people. Captain Harlow has already told me that some of her people are starting to look for other jobs, and I suspect she is, also."
"I hear you, but we're stuck with him." Allgood said. "The Council made him Deputy Chief to keep him from being put in the Chief's chair altogether. And he is a good manager of the overhead operations, even if everyone does think he's the biggest asshole since Steven Ikea left."
"Yeah." I said. "Chief Griswold warned me something like this would happen. I don't have his political skills, either, so I'm not good at these games. I'm trying to solve crimes here like the Police are supposed to do. Now I've got this jackass, who couldn't solve a case of missing toilet paper in an outhouse, trying as hard as he can to keep me from doing my job. You say he does a good job in administrative things, but now that he's been promoted, will he keep that up? Or will he start trying to fuck with me more than doing his job?"
"I've already told him he's overstepped on a few things." Allgood said. "But what I want to ask you is this: how do we resolve this situation of I.T.? Brownlee explicitly wants control of SuperUser and SuperAdmin statuses, and he does not want you having any. He's pushing that especially hard. That's no big deal: the Council wants you to have access due to your position as Commander, and I want that also. So you'll have it. But one thing is for sure: you have to give up I.T., it can't be yours, and basically Brownlee will be over it. He'll also push for control of data information, especially Milton and Mahoney. Just to fuck with you."
"Man, that sucks." I said, more to myself than to Daniel. "I don't mind giving I.T. away; I did the same thing with the Campus Police. But they brought in competent people to run I.T. on Campus; we've got this idiot."
"So..." Allgood said, "what's your solution to the whole mess? And it has to be something I can take to the Council, not any backdoor tricks." Wow, Daniel was giving me an opportunity here, I realized.
"First," I said, "I am not giving up Myron, Mary, Sonali or Lainie, no matter what. I'm suggesting a Data Squad, led by Myron, that will be part of the Detectives branch under Cindy's control. Someone will have to think of a cool name for it, but you get the idea."
"That's an excellent idea." said Allgood. "But System Maintenance, physical computers, and the servers are going to be under I.T. And ultimately, under Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee." I don't know if Daniel was needling me or trying to make me think of a better solution... and then one came to me.
"Yeah." I said, then brightened up as I had an idea. "Yeah, let's do let Brownlee have what he wants, except I'm not giving up SuperAdmin for either myself or Myron. Yeah, let's let him have what he wants... oh, by the way, Sheriff, who are you putting into the Captain's slot for Physical Properties?"
"Ah, now you're thinking like Chief Griswold told me you'd be thinking." said Sheriff Daniel Allgood, grinning.
"I'm thinking of one more thing that needs to happen, and it's an admin thing." I said. "So I want you to help me make it happen before Brownlee tries to stop it..."
Part 5 - Back To Basics (of the Case)
"So, what did you guys do while I was taking care of the lightwork?" I asked Cindy as she and Tanya came into my office.
"Myron and Mary are going to see what they can get, but they think you'll have better luck going through the FBI." Cindy replied. "Julie Newton says she'll try to trace the money and any laundering operations, but she needs to be pointed in the right direction to search, meaning some names, locations, and such."
"I was hoping she'd have ideas to start looking at now." I said. "Oh well, what about Teddy and Joanne?"
Tanya answered "I have them going to Second National Bank and interview the Assistant Manager there. He was a loan officer there when the Silverfish bank heist was committed. Teddy will tell him they're seeing if there's a connection between that one and the more recent one, the one where the Corrigan Cell mercenaries robbed them and took Luisa Gomez."
Having decided official business was done and wanting to satisfy her enormous curiosity, Tanya then asked "So, Don, what's going on with 'Brown Nose' Brownlee?"
"He's demanding to take over I.T.," I said, "and regarding the systems and maintenance and such, he's right that it falls under his pervue as Deputy Chief, which is essentially the 'XO' job. But I'm keeping the data people; they'll formally be assigned to the Detectives. Cindy, you now have MCD, Vice, and Data to watch over."
"And now it's going to be slow computers, losing our access, and waiting forever to get things back?" Cindy asked. She knew how things were going to be.
"We'll see." I said. "The Sheriff did take my advice, and he is going to put Captain Marc Aaron into the Physical Properties slot. Oh yes, we'll have to promote him from Lieutenant first, but he'll be brevetted to Captain and immediately assigned to the post. Brownlee wanted Douglas Forsyth there, but the Sheriff is going to tell 'Brown Nose' to pound sand on that. Aaron isn't exactly our best buddy, but he's no friend of Brownlee and he does good work, so he won't tolerate too much crap if I.T. tries to fuck with us on computer access and equipment and such."
"Damn, I wish you'd taken the Chief job, Don." Cindy said wistfully.
"You're just angling for my Commander slot, arentcha?" I asked her with a grin and a wink. Tanya laughed, and Cindy rolled her eyes.
"Oh well, that's spilt milk now." I said, not really sorry. "They're already going through the final rounds on selection on that. And the good news is that the new Chief will be able to keep Brownlee on a leash, since the Chief traditionally watches over administration as much if not more than operations."
"And speaking of Brownlee, don't worry about him, Cindy. If he starts fucking with us, he'll regret it. By the way... here's a place you can tell Julie Newton to start looking..." I told her where Julie could start looking.
"I'll bet you already have this thing solved." said Cindy.
"Nope." I said. "But with good people like you guys helping me, it won't be long."
"Don, can I ask you a question?" Tanya asked, her use of my first name suggesting that this would be an 'inside baseball' type of question. I nodded and she said "This Silverfish case... I can understand using it for training purposes, and we might even get a break and solve it and Paulina or the FBI can use the information... but you seem to really be into it. What do you think we're going to find that's going to be so helpful?"
"I'm not sure." I said. "But I have this feeling that there is going to be something there that will become important to us in the future... and that's it's going to be worth the effort to investigate this old case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for seeing us today." said Detective Joanne Cummings, flashing a bright smile at the Assistant Manager of Second National Bank, one Mr. Harkins. She was wearing a Police uniform with light blue shirt and dark blue skirt and high heel black pumps, showing off her shapely calves. Detective Teddy Parker was there also, dressed in a Police light blue shirt, blue pants with light blue piping down the side, and a black light trenchcoat/raincoat, trying to emulate the Iron Crowbar in his outerwear as well as brain power.
Mr. Harkins was a short man, putting on weight, his hair graying and thinning on top. He wore glasses on his pudgy face, and his white shirt and red-and-black striped necktie looked like they were trying to choke him. "Certainly. What can I do for you, Officers?" he asked.
Teddy Parker spoke. "We're following up on the bank robbery that occurred here a few months ago, and we're investigating to see if there are any common links to the bank heist that occurred some eight years ago. Were you employed here at that time?"
"Oh yes." said Mr. Harkins, his voice soft. "I was a loan officer back then. We came into work one morning and the safe was wide open. Nearly $400,000 was taken."
"Sir, why did the bank have that much money on hand?" Joanne Cummings asked.
"If I recall, we had some big deposits and also a special payroll." said Harkins. "Crown Chemicals had been having trouble with that environmentalist group, and they thought they were about to get another attack some months after the first one that killed all those people. They asked us to secure cash for paying their employees and also paying extra security people."
Harkins continued: "We got the money in Monday, it was going to be picked up by Crown on Wednesday. But on Monday night, the thieves broke in and took the money. We were able to get some cash from other banks, including J.P. Goldman Bank and the County Regional Bank branch in Hillside, in Nextdoor County. Our insurance and the FDIC replaced the money over time, of course."
"Who knew that shipment of money was coming in?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Well, there was our bank officers, of course." said Harkins. "I didn't even know about it until after the robbery. The Crown Chemicals people, at least some of them, had to know. The Police, which were not merged at that time, knew about the threat to Crown, but I don't know if they knew about the special payroll. J.P. Goldman Bank had also gotten in some cash for Crown, so their officers at the time must've known. But they weren't robbed, and we were."
"Sir," said Joanne Cummings, "the more recent bank robbery netted about $85,000, if I recall correctly. Did you have extra money on hand for that, as well?"
"Yes." said Harkins. "That was mid-November. Many businesses start acquiring extra cash on hand for the Holiday season, and we were starting to accumulate cash for their needs. Certainly not a huge amount, but still above normal. Today we only have about $50,000 in cash on hand."
"And who knew you had extra money in the recent attack?" asked Joanne.
"Everyone and no one." said Harkins. "By that, I mean that it was routine for us to begin accumulating money, but we did not bring in a huge load of cash at one time. We generally just kept more than normal, rather than send it to the Federal Reserve Bank, starting the first of November. After the Holidays, we'd send back a little more than normal to the Federal Reserve Bank. The businesses generally knew we did this, but wouldn't know any specifics. Our own bank staff would know to some degree, as well. And of course... the other banks in the area were doing the same thing, including J.P. Goldman Bank. They'd know the routine."
"So the first bank robbery," said Teddy Parker, "we understand that there was a marking left?"
"Oh yes." said Harkins. A fish sign, drawn in silver ink, was left on the wall near the entrance. The FBI was very interested in it at the time, and they really investigated thoroughly. But if they ever succeeded in getting the money back, I never heard about it. The FDIC probably would've claimed it back, anyway, after they made us whole."
"But there was no marking during the more recent robbery?" asked Parker.
"No, not that anyone found. The burglary several years ago was done at night. The alarm was turned off, they had plenty of time to work, apparently. In the recent robbery, the criminals held us up at gunpoint, then took Luisa Gomez with them. She's still undergoing therapy from what I understand, poor girl."
"Yes, very sad." said Joanne Cummings.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Jack Muscone as Cindy and I met with him later that afternoon at the FBI offices off Courthouse Square, "you've had me on pins and needles all weekend. Why did the Director give you these cases to look at?"
"Pins and needles, eh?" I said, then grinned as I stated my observation of Jack out loud: "And that after obviously getting laid?"
Cindy broke out laughing at Jack's laser-beam stare at me.
I stifled my own laugh and decided to change the subject by saying: "First, what did he say when you talked to him? I'm sure you asked."
Muscone replied "First, he said that there is no classified report on this that he knows about. He's in a position where there is literally nothing that can be hidden from him if he wants to find out about it, so I'm sure he speaks from knowledge there. Then, when I asked him about why he gave you the case and you telling me to guess, he just laughed, then said 'Follow the money.'. I'm not sure what he meant by that." I just smiled.
"Want to borrow a crowbar, Jack?" Cindy offered politely, well aware of the game I was playing.
"I might just." said Jack. "Or some firewood and a stake."
"Okay, okay, I'll tell you." I said, pretending to be 'persuaded'. "What he meant was the amount of the money stolen is in itself a clue. Well over $300,000 per hit is a huge amount. It means that each bank was hit and burgled at a time when they had a very large amount of cash on hand. Now it's not normal for banks to even have that much in cash every day, and they don't keep such money on hand very long even if they did have reason to have it for a little bit of time. So that means that the timing of each crime was prodigious... 28 times over. So what does that tell you?"
Muscone thought about it. "They had inside knowledge?"
"Something like that." I replied. "They definitely had knowledge. The question is: from where did they obtain that knowledge?"
"Like I said, they'd have to get information from the inside."
"But from 28 different places, developing that many contacts, and at banks that carried that much money... and then on top of that, they hit right at the time the money was there... every time?" I said.
"I would guess it means they have some kind of scout team that got the information ahead of time, maybe cased the joints as well?" Muscone offered, surprising me at how he was flailing mentally over this.
"Silverfish is likely only one person, probably a gang of no more than three or four." I said. "He or they would not want to trust too many people, and how would those scouts know where to look and which joints to case?"
"Okay, I admit it, I'm stumped." Jack said. I think he just didn't want to play the game any longer.
"Cindy?" I asked, offering her a chance to get the answer.
"I'm not a Troy," she said, "but just as a wild-ass guess: from what I've been reading of the case, they had to have inside information each time." Cindy said. "So they're either part of a network of some sort, or they had contacts-- oh, good grief, of course: Moriarty."
"Very good, Crowbar 2." I said, and I was indeed extremely impressed with her. "Yes, if I were Silverfish, I'd contact a... Consultant of Crime." I said. "Someone who has a large web, many contacts, and could get the information at each of those locations at the correct times... for a fee or percentage, of course."
"Ohhhh..." said Jack, his eyes lighting up. "The 'real Moriarty', as you've been calling him. So you think Silverfish got his information from your Moriarty."
"Yes." I said. "And if our Moriarty is involved, I suspect the Director thought I might get some kind of clue to him by reviewing all these cases. Yes, the Director thinks he's Wargrave, and that is his and your target, but that's okay... we're still working on the same goal."
"Have you found anything in any of this?" Muscone asked. "I went through everything this weekend also, just so that we could talk about it and maybe I'd see something. But there's no real pattern that I can find."
"Nor did the FBI's best analysts and codebreakers." I said. "And there may simply not be a pattern for us to find. But I will say this: even though Silverfish really zigged and zagged over the landscape, he still eventually went from Northwest to Southeast in the United States. So maybe there's a pattern of the way the money was distributed, and then the criminals hit the banks. I've got my computer and money people searching for that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's all we got from him." said Joanne Cummings in my office. Teddy was in the chair next to her, while Cindy sat on the sofa behind them, quietly listening in.
"Okay, guys, good work." I said. "So did anything stand out to either of you during your interview with Mr. Harkins?"
"No sir." said Joanne. "He seemed sincere, answered the questions readily. He... he did mention J.P. Goldman Bank several times, and wondered why his bank was robbed and Goldman's wasn't."



"I did think of one thing, sir." said Teddy. "We know there was a lot of money taken during the first crime, but it was interesting to me that there was a bit more than normal during the second one. Even though the crimes were very different in the way they were executed, it occurred to me that they had a source of information that might have been the same both times."
"You guys are getting good." I said. "I see Lieutenant Ross has trained you well."
"No, it's not me." said Cindy. "We're all learning from the Master. That would be you, Commander."
"Keep it up and I'll have an MCD full of Master Detectives." I said, smiling. "And that's exactly what I want."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Robert 'Brown Nose' Brownlee was drinking a bourbon at the bar of the Hyatt Hotel on the north side of Town. At that moment, a woman walked in and they made eye contact. Brownlee went over to the booth where the woman had seated herself. The Iron Crowbar would've noticed that she seated herself to be virtually invisible to others in the room; Brownlee did not notice and sat down, easily noticeable to the bar's clientele.
"So, Robert," the woman said, "the Sheriff was very unhappy with you."
"It wasn't all bad." said Brownlee. "I got I.T., most of I.T., away from Troy. That had to hurt."
The woman hid her annoyance. "I came here to tell you to watch yourself, Robert. Harold Malone liked you, and he ultimately got you to where you are now, where you could do some good for us. But you're no good to us if you get fired."
"I'm not going to get fired and you know it." said Brownlee. "The Police Union has my back all the way. Besides, I've got to establish my territory and defend my turf. Troy needs to be put in his place, as powerful as such a place might be. The Police Union needs him... 'softened up'... or else he'll be too hard to contain."
"I have to go." said the woman, seeing that she'd have better luck working with a brick wall. "Again, Robert, you need to be careful and circumspect. The man you're agitating destroyed a rogue cell of the CIA; if you think you're jack shit compared to him, you'd better think again. Even Harold said so."
"Harold is no longer here. I am... and I'm the same rank as Troy. I have power, too, and don't you forget that." Robert said defensively. He failed to notice the merest look of insulted anger on the woman's face.
"Yeah, right." the woman said. "Robert, you wouldn't know how to properly use power if it came with an instruction manual. Now keep a low profile for a while."
Just then there was a commotion in the hotel lobby outside the bar. Robert noticed that State Senator Katherine Woodburn had just walked in with a small entourage, and was being welcomed by a pathetic sycophant of a hotel manager.
"Now there is someone who knows something about power, Robert." the woman said, her voice full of admiration. "Senator Woodburn is giving a speech here in a couple of hours to the local chapter of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. I'll use the disruption to slip out. Remember my words, Robert." The woman got up and left.
"I'll show you." Robert said to his drink and the empty booth the woman had left behind. "And I'll show Troy, too. This will be my Police Department, and soon..."
Part 6 - Bad People, Hot Sex
"Unnnh!" the Rev. Robert Patterson groaned as he repeatedly pistoned his throbbing cock into the beautiful blonde prostitute beneath him, feeling her push her ass up to meet every hard thrust of his meat into her sodden depths. She was the hottest professional fuck Patterson had ever had, and he understood why Jonas Oldeeds enjoyed hiring this woman for sexual pleasure.
For herself, the woman looked over at the opening in the curtains, seeing the lights of the City from this sixth-floor vantage point. She pretended to enjoy the fucking that this 'Man of the Lord' was giving her, feeling nothing but derision for the man and his sheer hypocrisy. At least to her knowledge he didn't rape underage girls like Oldeeds regularly did, she thought to herself, not having the knowledge that Patterson was taking up right where his predecessor and mentor had left off in child trafficking, and that if she had known about it, she would be dead like Nicole Stanton, a.k.a. Dawn Starrett, was.
"Oh God, I'm about to come... oh God, OH GOD!" Patterson gasped as he felt the pleasure build and then break like an overflowing dam. Spurts of hot man-lava fired from his engorged cockhead, only to be caught by the membrane of the condom in which his penis was sheathed. Cherie felt the man collapse on top of her, trying to catch his breath. Then he rolled off onto his back, staring at the ceiling.
"God, baby, you are absolutely the best fuck in the world." Patterson said. Meaning it as a compliment, he added "No wonder you're the hottest escort in the City, and you're worth every penny."
"You're too kind." Cherie said sardonically. Yes, she was drop-dead gorgeous and her tight pussy was velvet fire for any man who could pay the exorbitant price to sink his cock into it. But Patterson's words reminded her of what she really was: a whore. High-class, expensive, the best at her craft, but in the end still a whore.
"So, Robert," she said, trying to sound sleepy and soothing, "when do you take over the Ministries and make them your own?"
"Soon, babe." Patterson said. "Soon, very soon. We've just about got that bitch Vicki Oldeeds boxed out. And I still have the final ace to play: proof that she murdered that young CIA agent Mike. If she doesn't play ball, I'm going to send what I have to Laura Fredricson... and that will be the end of Vicki Oldeeds."
"And that'll leave you in charge of the Ministries." Cherie said, snuggling into Robert. "You'll have the position and respect you deserve."
"Yes, I will." Patterson said, letting some of his smugness show. "And if you want to come along, you'll have to become the reformed prostitute that found the Lord, but there's a place for you with me... and my wife. She thinks you're hot and she loves to eat pussy. She really wants to eat out that police bitch that used to do those muscle competitions, the one that is the Iron Crowbar's partner."
"Your wife is a hot woman herself." said Cherie, not really interested but pretending to be. "She can get face deep in my muff any time she likes." With cameras rolling, catching it all, she thought silently to herself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhh, God, you are so fucking big!" gasped Vicki Oldeeds in her apartment in Midtown as the young Satyr slowly sank his nine inch cock into Vicki's steaming snatch. "God, I love fucking your big, young cock!" The Satyr said nothing but began pumping Vicki with steady and increasingly harder, deeper strokes.
The other young man in the room, another Satyr that was a friend of the first one, watched the couple deeply fucking on the bed, slowly jacking his cock to prepare it for action. Vicki looked over and noticed his huge organ was hard.
"Fuck me dogstyle, baby." she said to the man fucking her. He withdrew with a loud *slurp* and Vicki turned over onto her hands and knees. The Satyr reinserted his huge tool into Vicki's cunt from the rear as the second Satyr got up. He stood at the edge of the bed right in front of the blonde woman's face. She opened her mouth and he inserted his meat, letting it slide past her lipsticked lips, careful not to go too deep and choke her. He began to fuck her face in time and rhythm to his buddy pumping her twat.
It would be long minutes later before the Satyr emptied his balls into Vicki's clutching cunt, followed moments later by the second man shooting his large load down her throat as she greedily swallowed every drop and jacked his cock hard to get as much as she could. Finally, they settled onto the bed in three sweaty heaps of satiated flesh.
Vicki told the second Satyr to take a shower. After the left, she turned to the first man and asked "Okay, what do you have?"
"There is a lot of chatter in the underground." the Satyr said. "Robert Patterson is about to make his move against you. He apparently has something on you, but I don't know what it is. My Mistress knows, but she's keeping things to herself." The Satyr's Mistress was Rita, the lovely, statuesque blonde that ran 'Lashes and Lace', the BDSM club south of the University.
"I see." Vicki said, the gears turning in her mind. She knew what Patterson had, or what he thought he had, on her. "Okay, you and your friend had better get back. Just lay low for a while so you don't get caught, but find out anything you can."
She got up and went to her purse, procuring money that was rolled into a tight wad and secured by a rubber band. She tossed it to the guy and told him to clean up and get his ass out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Pastor Fred Bundy was in the same hotel but a different room than his boss and mentor, Robert Patterson. He was pumping his small penis in and out of the ass of the skanky young Latina prostitute that he'd been provided by Patterson. His overweight body was pouring sweat as he vigorously sodomized the woman until he felt the painful ecstasy of his release approaching.
He did not try to fight it, but let it all go, firing his climax into the condom. After finishing, he withdrew his penis from the girl's posterior, carefully removing the soiled condom and flushing it down the toilet, then thoroughly washing his hands. By the time he came back into the room, the girl was gone... and so was his wallet from the bedside table.
Damn! he muttered to himself, thinking of the hassle this was going to be. He had no idea that this was the least of his problems. The secreted cameras had recorded everything, and he was now in the power of Henry R. Wargrave...
Part 7 - The Return of The Silverfish
Tuesday morning, March 10th. As usual, at 7:00am it was time for the lovely Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redhead into her microphone. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council will be discussing the structure of the Police Department in their meeting tonight! The Police Union has filed a grievance, stating that Commander Donald Troy should no longer be in charge of the I.T. Department. Commander Troy was originally hired by the Police Department in the capacity of I.T. Supervisor nearly three years ago, and never relinquished those duties as he rose in the ranks and solved many difficult crimes."
"She's buttering you up, Commander." Joanne Cummings said. "Whatever's next, it's going to be bad." Joanne was becoming a good 'Bettina-reader'.
"However, Commander Troy was also the I.T. Supervisor of the Campus Police and has since given up those duties." continued Bettina. "Furthermore, the Police Union has stated that the I.T. Department should be under the pervue of the new Deputy Chief, Robert Brownlee. Commander Brownlee is in charge of administration and the properties of the Police Department, says the Union, and as such should be in charge of I.T."
Bettina went on: "The Council has several ideas to discuss, and will resolve the situation in tonight's meeting. Channel Two News has learned that Sheriff Allgood has nominated Lieutenant Marc Aaron to be promoted or brevetted to Captain and to take over the Physical Properties division of the Police Force, which would directly control the important I.T. Department."
"The 'Brown Nose' wanted Forsyth to be Physical Properties." said Lt. Tanya Perlman. "He's not going to like it if Aaron is put there."
For some reason, I felt something over my shoulder. I turned to look, and caught Brownlee looking into the door of MCD from the side hall. He had a look on his face that was part irritation, but part knowing something we didn't know, as if he was getting something over on us. When he saw that I was aware of his presence, he scurried away.
"Reminds me of when I first got here." I said to Cindy, who had also caught Brownlee looking in. "When Malone and Ikea would be joking in the hallway, thinking they had something on me."
"Yeah..." was all Cindy said, tension behind her ice blue eyes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, Sheriff Allgood called me and Cindy Ross into his office.
"I have Sheriff Sorrells of Coltrane County on speaker." he said to us. "Go ahead, Sheriff."
"Yes, Sheriff," said the Sheriff on the other end of the line, his voice betraying his easygoing, country-boy, laid-back style, "I was wondering if we could borrow your officers that are SBI Reservists, and have them come down here for a few hours. We've had a bank robbery overnight at County Regional Bank here in Buford."
Allgood nodded at us, so I said "Sure, Sheriff, we're on our way now."
With that, Cindy and went to change clothes, into black pullover sweaters with sewn-in SBI reserve badges on the front, and khaki pants. Cindy's sweater was tight, and damn did she look good in it, I idly thought to myself. We also wore light jackets with some light armor that had sewn-in SBI reserve badges and 'SBI' in large letters on the back.
"You look good in black, Commander." Cindy said. "You should wear black more often."
"You look good in black, too, Cindy." I said. "Always best to look damn good when we go visit our Coltrane County friends, yes?" Cindy laughed.
We were in my silver Police SUV with its light armor and bulletproof windows. Sheriff Allgood was as skittish as Chief Griswold had been about his crowbar-wielding officers driving around unprotected, and so use of the vehicle outside of the County was authorized at the very highest levels. Just after crossing the County line, I pulled over to the side of the road and we logged in as SBI Reservists using iPhone apps.
We drove past the road leading to Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's 'The Vision' World Headquarters, and a bit farther down the road was the State Asylum. "Oh, look! They're doing construction there." said Cindy.
"Yes," I said, "the women have been moved out, and a wing is being built for them at State Women's Prison in Madison County. This facility is being expanded to house more male prisoners, and it will become a regular prison as well as mental institution for male patients."
Driving on down into the town of Buford, we went to County Regional Bank. There were already three police and sheriff cars there. Sheriff Sorrells and Deputy Strait came out to greet us, and it did not take much detection to see that Deputy Strait was enamored with Cindy, especially when she was wearing black and looking fine...
"I think this one is really going to interest you, Commander." said Sheriff Sorrells as we went into the bank and towards the open vault. As I stepped inside, I saw some writing on the inside of the round vault door. The words shocked me:
It said "Hello Iron Crowbar! Love, Silverfish." A drawing of a line in a loop, looking like a fish, with an eye inside, drawn in black outline and filled in with silver Sharpie, was underneath the words.
"Looks like this criminal wants your personal attention, Commander." said Sheriff Sorrells in his drawl accent. "That makes him stupid, if you ask me."
"I could not agree more, Sheriff." said Cindy as she examined the writing. "What do you make of it, Commander?"
"Don't know yet." I said. "How much was taken, Sheriff?"
"About $15,000 in cash, and several thousand in Treasury bonds. We've alerted the Federal Reserve in the City and the FBI about that." said Sorrells.
"Yes you have." said a voice behind us. I turned to see FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone walking up, with Special Agent Lindy Linares in tow. "Hello, Commander, quelle suprise to see you here." said Jack.
"Well, the perp did leave me a calling card." I replied, pointing to the inscription. Muscone's eyes widened in surprise as I said "We have a leak somewhere, Agent Muscone. This cannot be a coincidence."
"Geez, we sure do." Jack said, very softly. "Think it's on our end or your end?"
"Don't know yet. No data." I said, continuing to peer at the drawing and the surroundings.
A Crime Lab team from my County was invited down to assist in gathering evidence, per the contract between our counties. J.R. Barnes led the small group, which did not include Christina Cho. They took fingerprints, and also took prints of the bank employees as control references.
While they worked, I interviewed the bank president, Mr. Shapiro. Mr. Shapiro was a short man with and a ring of brown hair around the sides and back of his head, the top being bald. He was Italian and while he spoke English well, he could hardly speak without making a gesticulation of some kind. He was wearing a brown suit and tan shirt, which looked kind of strange to me, for some reason.
"No, we've never had an overnight break-in like this." said Mr. Shapiro, speaking fast as if he were a radio announcer. In fact, he was the radio announcer for the Coltrane County Little League games on the local radio station. "We've had two robberies at the teller windows in the past twenty years. Why our bank?"
"I don't know, Mr. Shapiro." I said. "Have you or your staff noticed anyone loitering around the bank, casing the joint?"
"No, nothing like that, and Buford is a small town; we tend to notice things that are out of place. You can ask my staff if any of them saw anything strange, of course." said Shapiro.
"So County Regional Bank has branches here, in Hillside in Nextdoor County, and up in our Town in our County, is that not right?" I asked.
"Yes, and a fourth branch in the county southwest of here, between the rivers, in the town of West Point which borders the State Line. It seems off the beaten path, since the highway to Midtown goes southeast, but they've got several industries on one river or the other, and so that branch does well."
"Just one other question." I said. "Have you or any of your other branches had occasion to have a larger than normal sum of money in your vault at any time recently, or were you or any of them planning to have more money in the near future?"
"No, not at all." said Mr. Shapiro. "We got some extra Treasury bonds, because they're given as gifts for Mother's Day and for school graduations coming up in the next few months, but no extra cash of any significance."
Interviews with the staff, all longtime employees and Buford residents, proved fruitless in gleaning any information. I also got a call on my cellphone from SBI Deputy Director Conlan, chief of the SBI Reserve program. He'd seen me and Cindy log in, and wanted to know what was going on. I reported what I knew about the bank heist, including that the possible perp had already drawn the interest of the FBI.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were at lunch at the "Buford '57 Diner", the one that had really good food, though Jack said it did not quite beat the double cheeseburgers at the Cop Bar in Town... the cheeseburgers that had been named after him. Still, we enjoyed the delicious food as we discussed the case.
Sheriff Sorrells and Deputy Straight had accompanied me and Cindy and the FBI team, and I realized that the portly Sheriff was far sharper than the appearance he gave. Indeed, I was quite sure he cultivated that 'hick' appearance as much as he could, to throw off criminals that thought they could outwit him.
"Think we'll ever catch this guy?" asked the Sheriff in his Southernly drawl.
"I have hopes, Sheriff. I have hopes." I replied.
"It's obvious that this criminal had you in mind when he did this, Commander." asked the Sheriff. "Now why do you suppose that is?" I felt Jack peering at me.
"Sheriff, there was a series of bank heists, years ago." I said. "The Statutes of Limitations have run out, but the Second National Bank in our County was one of those banks that was hit. After the more recent robbery at our Second National Bank a few months ago I had occasion to begin looking at the previous heists, and obviously the perp has found that out. Why or how, I'm not sure. But if I find that out, I think we may find this 'Silverfish' guy and so solve not only this crime, but several others."



"And that is why the FBI is here, also?" asked the Sheriff, peering sideways at Jack Muscone.
"Yes and no." said Muscone. "The FBI did take interest in those previous bank burglaries, but on this occasion we simply were on our way to consult with the Commander about some crimes in his jurisdiction, and we were told he was coming down here. So we just altered our route, and here we are." Muscone's story was flimsy, I realized, and I wondered if Sheriff Sorrells was going to accept it.
"Not much happens in this county," said Sorrells, "except internal corruption amongst our politicians and some drug use amongst our teenagers. So why hit our bank here, even to get Commander Troy's attention? Why not hit the branch in his County, or one of the other banks there?"
"That's a good question, Sheriff." I said, cutting off a possible reply from coming out of Muscone's mouth. "And I think the answers will come if and when we catch the perp that did this. At any rate, this has been a delicious lunch, very delicious, but we're going to have to head back home now. I'll send you a report with any findings we come up with."
Part 8 - Exploration of Ideas
At 3:00pm I met in Classroom 'E' with Myron Milton, Mary Mahoney, Cindy Ross, Tanya Perlman, Teddy Parker, Joanne Cummings, Martin Nash, Jack Muscone and Lindy Linares, and Sheriff Allgood. I had brought Tanya and Martin up to speed on the bank heists before the meeting, and now filled everyone in on current developments.
"The SBI is not taking over the bank case in Coltrane County." I said, finishing my narrative. "Cindy and I will continue to work it on the State's behalf, in cooperation with the local authorities there. The FBI is here because of the old 'Silverfish' crimes, of course."
Martin Nash said, almost musingly, as an afterthought, "Silverfish... now why in the world would someone name himself after a dirty little insect?"
"Maybe there is a Christian element to it." replied Joanne Cummings, herself a practicing Christian with that 'wholesome' image, which runs in her family, I thought to myself... and then I thought some more about what she and Martin had just said... but was broken out of my reverie by Jack Muscone.
"I called my boss." said Muscone. "Both he and I are very concerned about the obvious leak here. He's beginning an investigation on the FBI's side, but he wants you guys to consider that the leak came from this end and he'd like you to investigate."
"Who knew about it?" asked Sheriff Allgood. He'd been the leader of Internal Affairs before running for Sheriff; this kind of thing was right up his alley.
"The people you see in here," I said, "ADA Patterson, Lt. Croyle, and Julie Newton in Vice. Where is Julie, by the way?"
"She's working with Teresa and ADA Stiles on a drug case, which is coming under deadline for trial." replied Cindy. "I told her to concentrate on that and not worry about this."
"Okay, good." I said. "We'll come back to the leak in a minute. Right now, I want to know if Myron and Mary found anything out."
"No sir." said Myron Milton. "The FBI cooperated with us, and gave us some of their studies after the news of today's bank job came out."
"What about serial numbers of the money?" asked Jack Muscone. "Did anyone try to follow the money that way from any of the 30 heists?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "But none of the money on deposit was ever issued straight from the Federal Reserve, nor the Mints or big distribution banks. So there's no block of numbers we can trace."
"Whaa????" I gasped. "None of those jobs?" Everyone turned their attention to me, even as I was slipping into a reverie. A moment later I came out of it, realizing that I was in a very silent room of inquisitive Law Enforcement people.
"That is indeed a strangeness people." I said, feeling my mind still being pulled away. "Okay, back to the leaks." I said, trying to draw off attention until I could make further inquiries of that important clue without having to explain, and that explanation possibly leaking out.
Even Cindy couldn't get in a word edgewise as I continued: "I first got this Friday, and didn't discuss it with my TCPD Detectives nor anyone else, until Monday morning. The Coltrane County crime happened Monday night or Tuesday morning. Silverfish committed that crime for one reason only: to get my attention, most likely as an attempt to spit in my face."
"I just need to say this." said Muscone, "The Director told only me, and I told no one else at all. I even compiled the data in the folder myself. Now if you want to think that someone bribed me with a double-cheeseburger and got me to leak, go ahead; but I assure you I don't even know who I could tell that would lead to a bank heist to get your attention, Don."
"Good points." I said. "So have your people check out your computer lines to see if they're hacked, your boss's lines to see if they're hacked, and ask your boss who else he might have mentioned it to or had compile the information for. I'm sure his secretary is loyal, but one never knows what was overheard."
"If it is on the Federal side," said Agent Lindy Linares, "then there is only one person I'd suspect-- oh, I don't know if we can talk about that..." She turned to Jack Muscone with a silent look.
"Well," Jack said, "cat's out of the bag, or soon will be with these crowbar-wielding people around. Guys, let's do try to keep this under our collective hats, but the FBI has been deeply investigating the billionaire Henry R. Wargrave for the past few months. We think he's been involved in some of the industrial espionage that Don has uncovered, and we have been interdicting some of his international enterprises. I can't say any more on that, but the bottom line is that he might need money, and might be behind the bank heists before and the one last night. He would also have reason to 'tweak' Don, fitting into the narrative."
"So Wargrave is our first suspect here?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"I think we have to consider it." said Lindy. "Don? Are we barking up the wrong tree?"
"Who knows?" I replied. "But Wargrave has been avoiding me for months, not trying to get in my face. I don't see him as the original Silverfish, but maybe he did have something to do with this Coltrane County heist."
Joanne Cummings said "Commander, can I ask a question?"
"Of course." I replied.
Joanne said "I'm wondering about this amount of money that's in these banks when they're hit. It's almost uncanny, especially that someone knew of it every single time. But also: what events would cause having this amount of cash on hand?"
"Very good thinking!" I said, very impressed. "So what events did you think of?"
"Something like rock concerts in those places at those times?" Joanne said. Everyone nodded and murmured.
"So much for that myth about dumb blondes." Cindy said brightly. "Great thoughts, Joanne!" Cindy was very pleased with the young Detective, as was I.
"Myron, something for you and Mary to check out for correlations." I said.
"That's an idea," said Tanya, "But many of the banks hit weren't in large city areas, which is where most concerts of that type occur."
"True, but it's a thought, and a good one." I said. "Joanne gets the gold star today. Okay guys, let's wrap this up. I'm sure the Sheriff would like to see us working on crimes rather than sitting here talking about old cases."
"I continue to be amazed at all of you." Daniel said. "Why anyone would want to commit a crime in this County is beyond me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Myron Milton into my office and asked if he'd be willing to come to the Mountain Nest and work with me on something, even if we had to work through the night. He said that he was, provided pizzas were available. I told him he was getting good at extracting pizzas out of me.
So Laura brought in pizzas, and after eating and getting to know Bowser, Mary and Laura went off to talk about Mary's (and Myron's) upcoming wedding plans while Myron and I amassed the data we needed. As things formed up, Myron began to catch on.
At 1:30am, Wednesday March 11th, Myron said "My God, Commander, you've got it. You found the connection!" Bowser woke up with something of a yip, looking at us with curiosity.
"Yes." I said. "We've got to be careful about leaks, which is why I asked you to come here so we could use Laura's secure lines. But yes, we've got it." I could not resist a fist pump. Bowser wagged his tail, knowing that something was making me happy. I petted him on the head. "Yes, Bowser, we got it!"
"I think you're happy with yourself, darling." I heard a voice behind me say. Laura was coming up behind us, as was Goth Girl Mary.
"I have to admit," I said, "this is like finding that brilliant, beautiful chess move that wins the game and lives for all time. Yes, I'm happy with myself for this one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come in, Austin, come in." said Henry Wargrave on Tuesday evening, March 10th. He was sitting behind his desk in his office. The lights were dimmed, and it was possible to see the lights of the City through the window, stretching out to the horizon of the night.
Austin L. Murphy came in, armed with a briefcase full of several folders. Wargrave merely pointed at a chair for Murphy to sit in, and after he sat down he took those folders out and put them on the desk.
"Several things, sir." said Murphy. "First, football booster Tom Riordan and his wife Janet have formally separated. They've been having marital issues for a few months now. No divorce has been filed as of yet."
"That's unfortunate for the University's football program." said Wargrave. "Janet was an asset to the recruiting program." he added drily. The redhead Janet Dixon Riordan's greatest asset was her tight, sweet pussy, which she used to sheath young football recruits' cocks. Nothing other booster wives at the University and other schools did, but Janet was one very hot woman."
"Second, I received some information from our sources at University Hospital, after being alerted to it by Deputy Chief Brownlee." said Murphy. "It seems that Police Lieutenant Ross had a lung inflammation of her wound from last summer, and she will be unable to run in the triathlon this coming summer."
Wargrave nodded, then said thoughtfully "I still do not understand how she was able to survive that attack, and how she remains alive. She is as fortunate as the Iron Crowbar." Wargrave did not mention out loud that he had been an integral part of the attempt to procure Ned for the Corrigan Cell, and that he had supplied the weapons for the raid, the weapons that had so grievously wounded Cindy Ross. Austin Murphy did not need to hear it; he also knew that truth.
"Yes sir." Murphy said. "Third, and possibly most important: there was a bank burglary in Coltrane County, and the Iron Crowbar and his partner Ross were called in as SBI Reservists to investigate it. The FBI also came in to take a look. Lot of firepower for just a bank heist in a rural county, wouldn't you say, sir?"
"Possibly." said Wargrave. "Have you contacted our police sources about it?"
"Yes sir." said Murphy. "One of our sources says that the Iron Crowbar had his MCD team begin investigating some past bank burglaries by someone known as 'The Silverfish'. It appears this recent Coltrane County job was by this same Silverfish. I'm still working on getting more accurate details."
"I see." said Wargrave, then realized his seeming disinterest might give away the knowledge he already had of the Silverfish crime. "Er, make sure to let me know of anything you find out about that."
"I will, sir." said Murphy. "And what I do know is that Agent Muscone of the FBI has taken special interest in the case... the chatter is that he and his superiors are trying to find a link between this 'Silverfish'... and you, sir."
Henry Wargrave nodded, trying not to let his shock show on his features. "I see." he said. "It ties in with what's going on."
Realizing that he needed to inform his lieutenant of his situation, Wargrave added "Austin, there are some things you need to know. I have become aware of efforts by certain... 'unfriendly entities'... to restrict my activities and to investigate my role in some of my foreign enterprises. My problem is not so much Jack Muscone, though he is a pesky mosquito. My real problem is the CIA, particularly one of its Deputy Directors within the Directorate of Science and Technology. Apparently my little visit to her office did not sit well with her."
"Yes sir." said Murphy. "What do you want to do about the situation?"
"Not a damn thing." said Wargrave. "Not a God damned thing. That house fire that nearly killed her and her family has riled up not only her, but her husband the Iron Crowbar as well. She's dangerous, but she plays by the rules. He flat out does not care, and that is a very scary thing."
After a pause, Wargrave looked out the window over the City and said "A very scary thing."
To be continued.
For 'extra credit', any ideas on what the Silverfish bank heists are all about? Tune in next time...
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Part 9 - The Correlation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead reporterette as she stood in front of the local branch of County Regional Bank on the morning of Wednesday, March 11th. "Channel Two News is following up on the story of the bank robbery at the County Regional Bank branch in Coltrane County. Despite the cooperation with detectives from this County's Police Force, there are no new leads in the case. However, Channel Two News has learned that the bank robber may have been someone known to the FBI in the past as 'The Silverfish', who would leave a silver Christian Fish symbol at the scenes of his crimes."
"I'm beginning to feel like Chief Griswold." said Daniel Allgood, who was sipping coffee behind me and Cindy and the rest of the MCD team. "How the fuck did she get that information?" I shrugged, knowing I wasn't the leak, idly wondering who was.
"In other news," shouted Bettina, "The Reverend Robert Patterson has confirmed that he will be the guest speaker at First Baptist Church this Sunday! People in the Town and County are excited, as this is the first big appearance by the protégé of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds in our County. Of course the murder of Reverend Oldeeds here nearly two years ago still remains unsolved by the Town & County Police!"
"Geez, nice little shot at us, there." said Joanne Cummings. "Commander, think you'll ever solve that one?"
"My red crowbar suggests that I will never get a conviction for that crime." I said. Joanne missed Cindy's pointed, almost glaring look at me, as Cindy knew the real meaning of my words and knew just where the metal of my first red crowbar had come from: the melted-down rifle that had been used to exterminate the late Evangelist.
I continued: "Okay, everyone will be coming to Classroom 'E' when our FBI friends arrive. I have some new information for you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I swept Classroom 'E' for bugs, then allowed everyone to come in at 8:15am. I also had the device working that prevented I.A. and any other recording devices from working properly.
Present were the same persons as the meeting the afternoon before, with the addition of Vice Detective Julie Newton. The doughnuts disappeared quickly as Myron set up his laptop to make a presentation on the screen.
"Okay," I said as everyone settled in with their coffee and doughnuts, "here are the Silverfish bank heists, not including the one yesterday." Red discs filled the screen on the wall, which showed a projection of a map of the United States.
"Okay, Myron, have those dots appear in order of the crimes." I said. Myron had already prepared, and red dots began popping up one by one until they were all there."
"Okay, Myron, show the blue dots in chronological order." I said, intentionally cryptically. The map cleared, and then a series of blue discs began popping up.
"Virtually the same." Cindy observed. "What gives?"
I smiled as I said "Okay, Myron, have the blue and red dots appear together, chronological order." A blue dot and then a red dot appeared, very close together, followed by another blue dot then red dot next to each other, then another and another until 28 blue dots were there, and 30 red dots.
"The two extra red dots," I said, "are the two heists where cash was not stolen but the safe deposit boxes were burgled, and there was no correlating blue-dot event for them. I have to give Joanne and Myron a great deal of credit for this map, as what they said yesterday triggered some thoughts in my head, leading to these correlated red and blue dots."
"Okay, Don," said Cindy, "you're going to be seeing red and blue crowbars swinging at you if you don't tell us what this means." Everyone laughed.
"Okay, okay." I said. "Apologies for the dramatics. The blue dots... are appearances by the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds at large religious events and rallies during the three year time period of the bank heists. The money was the offerings given and collected at the events, which were stored in the banks that were robbed."
"Oh my God! you got it!" Tanya Perlman exclaimed. Applause followed, which candor compels me to admit that I enjoyed; indeed, I'd nailed this one to the wall.
"Thank you." I said. "Again, Myron saying that no bulk money deposits nor sequential bill numbers were on hand showed that the deposits were likely cash gathered at some big event, and Joanne mentioning rock concerts got me to thinking about just what events might be correlated. Joanne and Martin also mentioned about the Silverfish name, and that despite the insect name the silver fish symbol might indeed be Christianity-related. And that led me to thinking about the late Reverend Jonas Oldeeds."
I continued: "Oldeeds would go on speaking tours in bites at a time, and he did them more often in the days of the Silverfish crimes than he did in his last few years. In fact, when he came here that time he was shot dead, that was more of an exception than the norm for him; he'd not been touring nearly as much during the last five years of his life."
"Oldeeds would appear at events, and of course they took up offerings." I said. "If you think about it... fifteen thousand people at an event, which is about the average Oldeeds would get, giving an average of twenty dollars each... would yield about $300,000, give or take."
"The average amount of the bank heists." said Lindy, awe and admiration in her voice.
"Yes." I said. "And while sometimes Oldeeds spoke at sports arenas or stadiums that could handle that kind of cash, he also spoke at places that couldn't... so they had to deposit that much cash in a local bank's safe, then they'd have some mechanism to transfer the deposits to their own bank accounts. But during these three years, those banks would be burgled the very night after the rally offerings were counted and deposited, before the banks could get the cash to a more secure location."
"Four hundred years ago, you'd have been burned at the stake." said Jack Muscone, in the form of a quotation. "Why do I keep having cause to say that over and over? God, that's good work, Don! So you think this is someone within the Oldeeds organization?"
"Quite possibly." I replied. "In each case, the Oldeeds people never lost their money, they usually had a cashier's check beforehand, or a wire transfer. In the cases they hadn't been secured by the completion of the deposit, they were made whole by the banks, who were then made whole by their insurance and/or the FDIC. Ultimately, neither the bank nor the Oldeeds Group were harmed; the insurance or the taxpayer footed the bill.
"It is possible that the Oldeeds Group never knew that someone was following them around, but knowing what we know about them, I suspect that someone within the organization, if not the full organization itself, knew full well what was happening." I said with a slight amount of sarcasm in my voice.
Cindy patted me on the shoulder. "No crowbar beatdowns today." she said. "Wow."
"So where do we go from here?" asked Martin Nash. "I have a feeling the Oldeeds people might not be very forthcoming with who worked for them at the time."
"True." I said. "We also need to know how the mechanism worked. Obviously the Oldeeds people had to arrange with a bank to count and deposit the cash.
"Sir," said Julie Newton, "I can get that information within a few hours, or at least a place to ask. I'll check and see who the financial officers of the Oldeeds Group were from their corporate filings and tax filings, and also see how they worked their cash offerings."
 "They're still likely not going to cooperate with us nor the FBI." said Tanya Perlman.
"Let's burn that bridge when we get to it." I said. "Do the research Julie, and let me or Lt. Ross know what you find- yes, Sergeant?"
The Duty Desk sergeant had just knocked on the door then peeked inside. "Sorry to disturb your meeting, sir, but we just got an urgent call from Second National Bank. They're saying that one of their bank officers may be missing."
"One Mr. Harkins, the assistant manager?" I asked.
"Uh, yes sir." the Sergeant said, gaping. "How did you know?"
"Not much gets by this man, Sergeant." Cindy Ross said as we all started getting up. "Not much at all."
"Not all that hard, Crowbar 2." I said. "I suspect he's connected to the leak leading to this latest Silverfish heist. Funny how that happened after our Detectives interviewed Mr. Harkins..."
"Four hundred years ago, Don..." Jack Muscone said, awe in his voice. "Four hundred years ago..."
Part 10 - Disappearing Banksters
I arrived at Second National Bank with Detectives Parker and Cummings. The president of the bank, one Mr. Wilson, met us in the lobby and brought us to his office.
"Mr. Harkins left Monday morning." said the bank president. "Not very long after you police officers interviewed him about the previous robberies. He told his assistant that he had an appointment with the dentist that he'd forgotten to tell her about, and she didn't think much of it when he didn't return for the day. Yesterday morning, his assistant had a phone message for him, barely intelligible, saying he was still recovering from the dental surgery and would not be in for the whole day.
This morning, he didn't come in, so we called his cell phone and to his home; no answer on either line. I sent a teller over there, but no one answered her knock, and she peeked into the garage and found that his car was not inside the garage."
A quick interview of Mr. Harkins' assistant showed that Mr. Harkins had left almost as soon as my Detectives had left the bank. We listened to the tape of his voice message, and it sounded like a guy who could hardly talk as he said he wouldn't be coming into the office.
Obtaining Harkins' cell number, I called Myron and had him run a check on the number, a lack of a warrant notwithstanding. Myron said that the number had been used only once Tuesday morning, pinging from a tower near where his home was, and the number that was called was his own office number, which went to the assistant's recorder. I told Myron to research hard and get the information of any vehicles Harkins owned, and the GPS and other tracking devices therein.
I then called Paulina to get a warrant to enter Harkins' home, based upon his disappearance and my assertion that his life might be in danger.
The warrant met us, along with Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolmen Morton and Hicks, at the banker's townhouse, a new development northwest of Town near the road that led to the bypass and also near the River. All the doors were locked, but my red crowbar pried open the garage window on the side of the home, and I scrambled inside. As I'd hoped, the door to the house from the garage was unlocked. I opened the garage door, letting the other officers inside.
The uniformed officers made the first sweep of the house, clearing the rooms. "It's empty, Commander!" Rudistan finally called out. "Looks like our boy left in a hurry."
Indeed. The bedroom was torn up, clothes everywhere as Harkins had obviously packed in a hurry. Papers were scattered around his desk in the side room; and if he had a personal computer, it was nowhere to be found in the residence.
"No clean underwear anywhere." I said as I searched through the chest of drawers and the bedroom closets. "That suggests he left on purpose with the intent of not coming back for a while."
"He packed his razor, toothbrush, and any medicines in the cabinets, too." said Joanne Cummings as she surveyed the bathroom, her words confirming my theory. "Nothing left in there."
"No blood, no signs of struggle: no furniture displaced, no broken lamps." said Teddy Parker.
"Here's his cell phone." I said as I went into his office room, seeing the device mounted on a small square block that was some electronic device. "What is this thing? Speakers?"
"No sir." said Parker. "Some kind of clock timer." He pressed a button on it. The cellphone suddenly came to life, dialed a number, and then we heard the same garbled message that had been left on his assistant's phone at the bank.
"Wow." I said. "Call Barry Oliver and asked him to consult with us as an Auxiliary Crime Lab Officer on this piece of equipment." Parker got out his cell phone to make the call.
"Something's bothering me..." I said, trying to make my memory work. "Oh, that's it. Come this way, Cummings!" I led her back to the garage. "Yes, there's a trickle charger there against the back wall, not being used. What's important is the clean spot amidst the collected dust on the floor next to it. You see that? What do you think that means?"
"He recently took something that was next to the trickle charger?" said Joanne. I nodded. She then said "Rectangular shape. A box, maybe?"
"C'mon, Joanne," I said, trying to sound humorous, "what do trickle chargers charge?"
"Oh, a battery!" Joanne said, her voice almost a squeal. "He took a battery with him!"
"Absolutely." I said. "All right, guys... call in a Crime Lab team, though I suspect you won't find anything to go on. Put out APBs on Mr. Harkins at the local, State and Federal levels, emphasize that he might have crossed State lines and that he's in extreme danger."
"You think he's in trouble, sir?" asked Sergeant Rudistan.
"Worse." I think. "If we don't find him quickly, I fear for his life."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Unbelievable." said the Deputy Director of the FBI as we sat in the FBI's offices in the Federal Building off the Courthouse Square in Town, with Jack Muscone, Lindy Linares and Cindy Ross sitting in the room with us.
I had just showed him the graphics of the correlations I'd found between the Silverfish bank heists and the Oldeeds Group tours. I'd emailed him earlier this morning with my findings. What I did not know was that he was in the City, and had helicoptered to Town while I was meeting with my Team and investigating the Harkins disappearance.
"So," said the Deputy Director, whose aura of power and competency I could still feel, "I gave this to you thinking you might find a connection to your 'real Moriarty', who I think is Henry Wargrave and that you might find something to connect this to him. I also thought you might get a connection to the industrial espionage. But now it's the Oldeeds Group, eh?"
"Well, sir," I said, "I'm not ready to count out anyone just yet. We've just asked the FBI to help us look for the Second National Bank assistant manager that disappeared. I suspect that it is no coincidence that he decided to leave just as soon as my officers talked to him about the Silverfish crimes."
"And even I can see that he had an exit strategy planned for some time." said the Director, whose self-deprecation fooled no one present. "Jack, anything on his car?"
"Yes sir." said Muscone. "Mr. Milton of the TCPD got us the information on the car and the tracking devices. Harkins went west, crossing State lines, so now the Bureau is the lead in the case. The car is pinging from Hammondsville, the county seat of the county in the next State west of us. We're sending agents to it now." Just then Muscone's cell phone rang, and he left the room to take the call.
"Well, Commander," said the Deputy Director, "I know what you think about coincidences. The Coltrane County burglary, and now Harkins disappears. Can't be a coincidence, can it?" I knew he was asking just to get me talking and share my thoughts, and I was okay with doing so:
"Actually, sir, it is a coincidence." I replied. "Harkins left yesterday, immediately after my Detectives interviewed him. He ran west immediately. I think your agents are going to find his car in a parking garage in Hammondsville, and another car, an older car without tracing devices, will have left shortly after Harkins's car arrived, having in it a battery that was kept charged by a trickle charger at Harkins' home. He's been on the run for nearly 48 hours now, and he could be anywhere. And as a corollary to that, I do not think he burgled the County Regional Bank, nor is he The Silverfish."
I continued: "And that is why I think Silverfish is more than just the Oldeeds Group. Sure they're involved in some way, or at least someone within them is involved, but this recent Coltrane County job suggests to me that the 'real Moriarty' is indeed involved in some way... and was back then."
"Why is that?" the Director asked.
"He did this last crime just to tweak me." I said. "And in doing so, he may have made a tiny slip."
The Deputy Director nodded as he considered my words. Just then Jack Muscone came back in the room. "They found Harkins' car in Hammondsville, on the top deck of a three-story parking garage next to their Farmer's Market complex. The garage did not have a camera covering the entrance and exit, and a street camera a couple of blocks down caught his car being driven in yesterday. A few minutes later a black car exited, but it's too fuzzy to get a good idea of the make and model. It's an old car, though."
"If he's not part of this Silverfish gang," said Lindy Linares, "why is he running away?"
"Oh, I never said he was not part of any of this." I said. "In fact, his actions suggest a most very guilty conscience on his part. But let me suggest that he may be more involved in the recent robbery, where Luisa Gomez was abducted, than the Silverfish burglary years ago. And I doubt he's part of the Coltrane County job, though he may have alerted someone of police interest in the old heists, which led to the recent crime."
"He's part of your Moriarty's gang?" Lindy asked.
"Yes, possibly... except I don't think my Moriarty has a 'gang', as we use the word. He's somewhere in the shadows, directing a few people such as Wargrave, who then do the real work for him."
"So you say. And now you think this Moriarty is evacuating Harkins?" asked the Director. I saw a gleam in Cindy's eye.
"Lieutenant Ross?" I asked. "What's your take on that?" Cindy met my look.
"Sir, I suspect Harkins is running from Moriarty as much as anything else." Cindy said. "He was Moriarty's 'boy' in the Second National Bank, probably helped with both crimes nearly a decade apart. But he always knew the shit might hit the fan, and that he might be made the fall guy. At the least, he's taking no chances. So he's long prepared an exit strategy, and we're seeing that exit strategy now. We just happened to stumble on it, our officers just happened to interview him, but he not believing in coincidences either. He panicked and has taken off."



I just nodded, agreeing with Cindy completely. "That's why she has a crowbar." I said. "She's good."
"Yes, she's good, Don." said the Deputy Director, smiling in his pursed way. "And if I can't get you into the FBI full time, maybe I can get her instead."
"I'm not a Troy, sir." Cindy replied. I tried to stifle a laugh, and it came out as something of a whimper. The Deputy Director of the FBI just peered at both of us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julie Newton had left me an email that she had some information, so when I got back to Headquarters I went over to Vice with Cindy. Julie was alone in the room.
"Whaddya got, Newton?" I asked.
"Sir, I got every bit of information I could on the Oldeeds Empire from before the Silverfish burglaries to the present day. They've been very accurate in reporting to the IRS their cash takes at these events... if we assume the amount of cash stolen was the same as the amount they took it, then what they reported is pretty much spot-on. No skimming off the top."
"Well, they are a religious organization." I said with no small amount of sarcasm in my voice. "So what else?"
"Just this, sir." said Julie. "About six months after the Silverfish crimes ended in Jacksonville, Florida, one of the Oldeeds accountants left the company, the only one to do so within three years of the entire Silverfish era. His name was 'Jesse Keynes'. And what is doubly interesting is where he turned up." She showed me her computer screen.
"Acme Consolidated." I said, reading the name. "Well, well, whaddya know. And Keynes is still there, I see?"
"Yes sir, in their corporate offices in the City." Julie said.
"Excellent work, Julie!" I said. "Lieutenant Ross, we're overdue writing Detective Newton a commendation."
"Yes sir. I'll remedy that quickly." Cindy said. We took leave of Julie and went back to my office.
"Acme." Cindy said. "Wargrave."
"Yes." I said. "And this is going to give us a fun little opportunity to sting Mr. Keynes. Ask Joanne Cummings to step in, would you?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As shift change drew near, Tanya Perlman came down the hall towards the entrance to the tiny offices where she and Teresa were assigned. Inside the room she saw Commander Troy, Lieutenant Ross, Captain Marc Aaron of Physical Properties and a couple of civilians talking.
"Oh, Lieutenant Perlman, come right in." I said when I saw her. "Okay guys, we'll talk more later. Let's go forward with it, the Sheriff has approved it." Captain Aaron and the two others left.
"Lieutenant Ross, do you think we should tell Miss Perlman about the situation?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Cindy said, her face set in stone, giving nothing away.
"What's that, sir?" Tanya asked.
"I'm tired of you bitching about the size of your office." I said severely. "So I've decided that maybe it'd be best you have no office at all. You'll take a desk in MCD."
Fortunately, it did not take Tanya too many seconds to catch on. "Okay, sir... what's the catch? What's really going on?"
I grinned. "There are four small offices here, with a hallway running to the outer wall of the building. You have to move out because there will be construction going on. Your office and Teresa's will be expanded into the hallway with a wall separating you, similar to Cindy's office and Lt. Masters' office next door. Part of the other two offices will be converted into entranceways for your and Teresa's offices, and the rest will be storage. Your office won't be too much larger, but they'll be larger- oof!" Tanya had slammed her body into mine as she hugged me with almost brutal hardness.
"Oh, thank you! thank you! thank you!" she squealed, her cheeks rosy with happiness.
As I showed her and Cindy the architectural drawings, into the anteroom walked Robert Brownlee.
"Not so fast, Troy." he said, his voice menacing, but I could see a gleam behind his eyes as if he were enjoying the confrontation and stirring up trouble. "Physical properties comes under me. I haven't approved this, and I'm stopping it immediately."
"Oh, you're going to countermand the Town & County Council and the Sheriff?" I asked, my voice not really hiding my contempt and derision for Brownlee.
"That's right, watch me." said Brownlee. "What are you going to do about it, Troy?"
It was silent in the room. I had my crowbar in my hand, and I saw Brownlee's hand inching towards his holstered gun. Was he really going to try to shoot me?
"Get your hand away from your gun, Commander Brownlee." said Cindy. She had hers in her hand, almost completely drawn from its holster.
"Who do you think you are, you fucking dyke bitch?" Brownlee snarled at Cindy. At that, I was raising my crowbar and was just about to strike... when Sergeant McCombs suddenly popped into the room.
"Everything all right in here, Chief Brownlee?" he asked, his voice a bit too loud.
"I don't know." said Brownlee, unable to hide a sneering grin from his face. "This dyke Ross is pulling a gun on me, and Troy looks like he wants to hit me with his crowbar."
"Yeah, right." I said. "Get back to work, McCombs. This office is not your duty station. Brownlee, may I strongly advise you to get back to whatever you consider your job to be, also."
Brownlee and McCombs left together, grinning.
Cindy had re-holstered her gun. "I hope I didn't overstep, Commander." she said. "By the way, do you think I.A. was listening in on that?"
"Nope." I said. I pulled out my anti-bugging device. "They may have tried, but unfortunately they didn't hear a thing. Brownlee must think I'm some kind of idiot like McCombs or Steven Ikea. Not that it matters: Curly Goodwin is on our side, and Sheriff Allgood is not going to let Brownlee use and abuse his former department. Okay, guys, about the new offices for my Lieutenants..."
"Can he stop the project?" Tanya asked, worry in her voice.
"Hell, no." I said. "The project is already underway, and it literally would take an Act of the Council to stop it. And I think they're already regretting promoting that asswipe to the Deputy Chief's job."
"He's clearly trying to get something on you, Commander." Cindy said.
"And you." I said. "I won't soon be forgetting what he just called you. And it will come back to haunt him."
"Which one of us is going to get him first?" Cindy asked, and I realized the purpose and intent underlying her voice.
 "Cindy," I said, "remember that he outranks you. Even if you're right in confronting him or taking him down, you'll be wrong. Leave him to me, okay?"
"Yes sir." Cindy said, somewhat stonily.
"Believe me, I will be taking care of it... and him." I said...
Part 11 - Snake-Eyes Burglaries
Thursday morning, March 12th. At 8:10am I got a call from SBI Deputy Director Conlan, asking Cindy and myself to come over to the town of Westphalia, which was south-by-southwest of the City. With Sheriff Allgood's permission, we deputized ourselves into the SBI Reserve and headed out. Cindy wanted to talk about the Brownlee incident but I forbade it, and the ride was one of near-total silence as we were both absorbed in our own thoughts.
The towns of Westphalia and Eastphalia border the river that runs north-by-northeast to the City. They were called the 'Twin Cities' of our State, though they only had about 50,000 residents each. The interesting thing was that they were in separate counties, so each town was a county seat... and their Courthouses were built to be identical but mirror images of each other. In addition, their high schools were rivals and almost everything was done with 'Twin Cities' in mind. And it was the Westphalia branch of 'Twin Cities Banking Company' that had been burgled in the night.
As we got there at 10:00am, SBI Deputy Director Conlan was there to meet us. "Thanks for coming, guys. While you were driving over, we found out that the Eastphalia branch of the bank was broken into, as well. And both had this same fish sign. Come on inside."
We went inside and were led to the open round bank vault door, where the bank manager was introduced to us, and where a Detective of the Westphalia Police Department was examining the scene. "The security systems were totally disabled around 2:00am last night." said the Detective. "The vault was opened by simply dialing the combination. The burglars got away with about $20,000 in cash from the teller drawers that were brought inside for the night."
"No other money was inside?" I asked as I examined the silver outline of a loop that crossed itself on the left side, forming a fish, a dot inside. Underneath was drawn a red line that was curved at one end. I couldn't help but smile at that one.
"No, Lieutenant." the Detective said. I was still a Lieutenant with the SBI Reserve.
I pointed out the crowbar drawing to Cindy. "That one's new." I said. "Silverfish must be a Wildcat and not a Bulldog, judging by the color of that."
"Not something I'd take pride in." retorted my partner. The Detective looked confused. I filled him in on the nature of the Silverfish crime in Coltrane County, but did not go into the old burglaries. I then held up my red crowbar, which I was carrying.
"Oh, you're that Iron Crowbar guy." said the youngish Detective. "Funny, I thought you'd be a lot older than me."
"I'll take that as a compliment. Okay, let's go look at the one at Eastphalia's bank." I suggested. Cindy and I headed over with DD Conlan.
"Think this is a new crime spree by this Silverfish guy, Don?" asked Conlan as we drove.
"I don't know, Tom." I said. We'd gotten to a first-name basis after our collaborations during the 'SBI Wars' in the State Legislature. It also drove SBI Director Jack Lewis crazy for me to call DD Conlan by his first name, so that was an opportunity to take advantage of, for sure. "My initial thought was that the Coltrane County crime was just to tweak me. But these? I'm not sure..."
We crossed the river into Eastphalia, and it was indeed a twin of the town we'd just left. At that bank, we examined the nearly identical safe in the nearly identically constructed bank. The Silverfish logo was also the same... but the crowbar drawn beneath it was blue!
"Looks like your boy got some brains when he crossed the river, Don, and he became a Bulldog." Cindy said.
"Not something to take pride in." I retorted. Despite her best efforts, Cindy could not help but grin at that one. We then had to explain to the Eastphalia Police Department detective at the scene...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove on up to the City instead of going straight back to Town. The FBI team had returned there, as well, and Cindy and I informed them of our findings in the 'Twin Cities'.
"We got you hotel rooms at the Marriott Grande Hotel." said Jack. "And you can use the computers on those extra desks here in the office."
"Desks your boss hopes that we occupy one day soon." I said.
"Not much gets by you." said Muscone. "But Detective Cummings is coming over. My boss liked your idea, and we're going to put it into effect tomorrow morning. She made an appointment with Jesse Keynes, so he should be in his office at that time."
"Good." I said. "Any new word on Harkins?"
"Not a thing." said Muscone. "We have a nationwide search going on for him, though... and we put out a bulletin to let us know of any bodies that fit his description."
I used the computer to research the Oldeeds Group, Wargrave's Acme operations, and this Jesse Keynes. When Joanne got to the City, Cindy took her around to meet the FBI agents we'd come to know, then Joanne and I went over the plan for the next morning with Jack and Lindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, it's so good to see you again!" said Britt Maxwell that evening, hugging Cindy as the platinum blonde came into the raven-haired beauty's apartment. "God, it's been way too long since I've talked to any of you over there."
"Yeah, I know." Cindy said. "It's good to see you, too. Are you ready for dinner? I'm starving."
Dinner between the two women and former roommates was at an upscale restaurant, and both were wearing tight, clingy dresses and high heels. They kept the conversation light and didn't talk of work. Cindy talked about Jenna and Molly and her nephew Ross, who was Don's son, of course, and Britt spoke of life in the City and new friends she had made.
Back at Britt's apartment, Cindy was the first to bring it up. "This Brownlee guy, he's really unbelievable. He is literally trying to pick fights with everyone, especially Don, and now me. He even called me a 'dyke bitch' in front of Don and Tanya."
"That's a sexual harassment lawsuit." Britt said.
"Don't I wish." Cindy said. "I talked to Jenna about it, and she'd already heard McCombs say that he'd testify for the Union that we were making it up to get Brownlee in trouble, and the Union would take Brownlee's side if I sue or if we take it to the Council. Besides..."
"What?" Britt prompted.
"Don said Brownlee would find another way to fuck me over." Cindy replied. "Don is right that Brownlee outranks me, but so what? They can't court-martial me, they can only fire me. And I think Don wants to rip Brownlee a new one himself."
"Sounds like things are going to come to a head over there, sooner or later." Britt said. "Don's smart, but I hope he won't let Brownlee get one over on him or set him up."
"Naah, not Don." Cindy said. "But... you know, this thing has to be resolved... and with all the shit coming down on Don with his 'Moriarty' obsession and other stuff... it'd be much better if it happens sooner than later. If we could find a way to undermine the Enemy's plans... even if I have to get fired, I can..." Cindy became lost in thought, having her own reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmmm, what a tasty cock!" the older woman said as she licked around the spongy helmet of my throbbing hard little iron crowbar. "You need to visit the City more often, Don."
"Mmm, don't I know it." I said. "You keep sucking my cock like that, and I'll have every incentive to."
I was in my hotel room with City Police Captain Susan Wexler. Her black hair, flecked with a bit of gray, was in curls on her head as it bobbed up and down as she sucked my turgid meat. She was wearing black fishnet stockings and a garter belt, and her large breasts were pressed into my thigh. I could feel her hard nipples pressing into my flesh. I was remembering our conversation as we returned from dinner together.
"I need to ask you something." I'd said. "A young woman named Nicole Stanton, a.k.a. Dawn Starrett, was murdered up at Lake Amengi-Nunagen a few weeks ago, and Cherie Ward was up there with her at the time. I know Cherie is one of your C.I.s. Was Nicole?"
"Wow, for you to breach protocol by even asking that is amazing." Susan said.
"Well, Cherie was all but blown when the murder happened." I said. "I'm hoping she won't come to harm, also. Anything you can tell me could help keep her alive and safe. And it's just between us; I have absolutely no intention of telling anyone else anything you tell me in confidence."
Susan considered it, then said "I've already told Cherie she's burned and that we won't be using her anymore. Nicole was not a C.I. for me at all, but I got the feeling from talking to Cherie that Nicole was getting extra money from somewhere, that maybe she was being paid to get business or industrial secrets from her clients."
"Was Cherie doing that?" I asked.
"I don't know." Susan said. "Cherie was my C.I. for drug information, mostly, along with some political pandering and potential bribery."
"So, no reason you know of why Nicole was murdered?"
"No." Susan replied. "If everyone in the house that she had visited was accounted for, then I'm thinking she was waylaid and murdered by some sick freak. They make horror movies about stuff like that, you know..."
Later, as I was face deep in Susan's delicious snatch, eating her pussy with gusto, I thought about what was going on. Industrial secrets... Wargrave? Michael Burke? I asked myself. No, this was not some movie psycho murder. Nicole Stanton was murdered for a reason, and I wanted to know what that reason was, and thus find out who had committed that horrific act...
Part 12 - Snares
On the Friday morning of March 13th, a pretty young woman got off the elevator and went into the office of Jesse Keynes, Chief Accounting Officer of Acme Consolidated, Inc. She was wearing a light blue button down shirt, a dark blue skirt and medium height navy blue pumps. She wore very little makeup, adding to the youthfulness of her look. Her blonde hair was done up in a loose pile on her head.
The assistant admitted her into the office. Jesse Keynes did not look like one would expect an accountant to look. He was fit, muscular and lean. He had a rugged face, a head full of wavy brown hair, and a fairly large mustache. He looked more like an outdoorsman than a number cruncher. He looked to be in his upper 30s at the oldest, though he could've been a young-looking forty-something.
"Oh, thank you so much for speaking with me today." gushed the blonde girl with a radiant smile.
"Please, have a seat, Miss..." Keynes said, his voice a deep, masculine baritone.
"Carnes. Joanne Carnes." said the blonde. "I'm a graduate student at the University, and I so appreciate you allowing me to interview you for my class project."
"No problem, no problem at all." said Keynes. "So, what about your project would make you want to speak with me."
"It's a long story, but I've been such a fan of Jonas Oldeeds." said Joanne. "He was such a great man and I was so sorry when he died. I did learn from corporate records that you were a part of his accounting group, and I thought you might could help me with my project, which is the accounting of unusual corporations such as the Reverend Oldeeds' Ministries."
"Oh, okay." said Keynes. "So, go ahead."
"Well," said Joanne, "at my church, Pastor Westboro takes up the collection plates and then takes the offerings to the local bank and deposits them. But a church on the scale of Reverend Oldeeds... surely he can't just do that, can he?"
"You might be surprised." said Keynes. "Of course he didn't do it himself, but several of his disciples would take the money that was collected in the offerings, count in and bundle it, then take it to the bank for deposit. Not much different than your church, just on a larger scale."
"Oh, that's so interesting!" the pretty blonde gushed, writing a couple of notes on her pad. "But what about when he was touring, or when Reverend Patterson is touring? They can't carry all that money all the way back to their home bank in Texas, can they?"
Keynes chuckled. "No, that wouldn't be wise. What we would do, at least while I was with them, would be to contact a bank beforehand and arrange for the cash to be counted and deposited at their bank. Then they'd wire a money transfer to us, or write out a cashier's check and they'd keep the cash or deposit it in the FRB."
"Oh, that would be the convenient way of doing it." said Joanne. "So did someone in your office do that, or did someone at a high level..." Joanne smiled brightly "like yourself, Mr. Keynes... make those arrangements?"
"I would do them myself." said Keynes, smiling back at the pretty, younger woman. "Security was our issue, and I'd handle those arrangements myself.
"I certainly hope you never had a problem with someone trying to steal the offering money." Joanne gushed. "I remember my little brother trying to take quarters out of the collection plate, but the Oldeeds Ministries must've had to worry about a lot more than that disappearing."
"Oh yes, the money was carefully guarded on the way to the bank. Usually we had Brinks or some other service transport it." said Keynes.



"And what would happen if someone robbed the bank?" asked Joanne.
"Once the money was deposited, it was insured with the FDIC and the bank's insurance." said Keynes. "So we didn't worry about anything once we had the money at the bank."
"Ohhh!" Joanne said, as if that was the smartest thing in the world. "I just have one last question: did you ever have problems with the IRS? With all that money, did they bother you?"
"No, we were an exempt organization, since we were a church." said Keynes. "But we did have to make reports, and we would invite the IRS to send someone to oversee our counting and reporting processes. But we never had a problem; the Reverend Oldeeds insisted that we properly report every penny. He and his Trustees were somewhat tight about that."
"Oh yes, Reverend Oldeeds was such a great man, such a man of the Lord!" gushed Joanne. "I have to go, but I really do want to thank you for your time today, Mr. Keynes."
"Think nothing of it." said Keynes. "In fact, why don't you give me your number, and perhaps we can discuss any more questions you have, over coffee or a drink?"
"Oh, that would be so sweet of you!" said Joanne, smiling beautifully. She wrote down a number and handed it to Keynes. "Thank you so much, and thank you for your time today. I'll let myself out..."
After Joanne left, Jesse Keynes picked up the phone and dialed a number. "Yes sir, she just left... yes, she's being followed... yes, she did give me her number, and I'll check it out... yes, I checked her out with the University, and the Accounting Department there said she was a graduate student with Dr. Livermore... yes sir, I will."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne the graduate student walked quickly down the street, one of the nicer ones in the City. She turned and walked down another road as if she were going to the subway station. She did not look back, and the two men following her had no trouble keeping her in sight.
Just before getting to the stairs to the train station, she suddenly turned right and walked between two buildings. The two men, knowing their confederates already at the bottom of the subway stairs would not have seen that, hurried up to catch up to her.
*WHAM!*
As they turned the corner, they were suddenly grabbed by a large black man and a leaner white man. The girl was nowhere to be seen.
"City Police!" said City Detective Thomas Sapper Warren, showing a badge as two other officers kept the men pushed against the wall, their arms twisted behind their backs. "What are you doing following that girl?"
"We're private detectives!" one of them said, struggling to speak, his face pressed against the side of the grimy building. The men's wallets were produced, and their P.I. licenses were inside, and in good order.
"Didn't answer my question, bozo." said Warren. "Why are you following that girl? Were you hired to?"
"Yeah, we were." said the P.I. after he'd been frisked for weapons, relieved of his handgun, and then allowed to turn around and face the police officers.
"Who hired you?" asked Warren.
"We can't tell you that, that's privileged." said the P.I.
"Suit yourself." said Sapper. "Guys, take 'em in." The men protested as they were turned around and handcuffed. Sapper then said "Boys, you answer my questions and I'll let you go free. If not, you can spend the night in jail. Who hired you?"
"All right, all right... it was a guy named Keynes." said the P.I. "He works for Acme, and said he thought that girl was an industrial spy trying to get information out of him. He wanted us to follow her to see where she went and who she reported to."
"Acme, huh?" said Sapper. "Okay, guys, let 'em go. Boys, I'd suggest you tell your client that you were following a girl a little too obviously and got the attention of the Police. Now get out of here before I change my mind and take you to the Station." Unhandcuffed, the men scrambled and got out of there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, did you have fun with that play acting?" I asked Joanne, who was riding shotgun. Cindy was in the backseat. We were in my silver Police SUV, riding along the Nextdoor County Highway back to our home turf.
"Yes sir, it was fun." Joanne said. "I thought he fell for it, but when your friend Detective Warren caught those guys following me, I guess he saw through me after all."
"Maybe not." said Cindy. "He may have been just being careful, just making sure you were who you said you were. Don's plan to interdict them was good, though, and he cleaned up the bread crumbs you were leaving." Joanne laughed.
"So, what did you get?" I asked.
"It was pretty much as you'd already guessed, Commander." Joanne said. "He said they'd have armored security take the money to the bank. He made the arrangements in advance himself. He said they invited the IRS to monitor their money-counting, and yes, he knew the money was insured with the FDIC and the bank once it was deposited."
"Why is that a big deal, Commander?" Cindy asked.
"It speaks to their intent." I said. "Now we have to set up a sting and catch a fish... a 'Silverfish'."
"How are we going to do that?" asked Cindy.
"With the right bait." I said. "Was I not the only one that heard the Reverend Robert Patterson was speaking at First Baptist this Sunday?"
"Oh, that's right!" Joanne said. "I'm looking forward to that, and so is Seth... Robert Patterson is a great speaker, very inspiring! He's not Jonas Oldeeds, but he's trying to bring the Lord's message as best he can."
"No doubt he's not Jonas Oldeeds, eh Cindy?" I said. Joanne missed the sarcasm in my voice; Cindy did not.
"Hard to match the record of the Reverend Oldeeds, Commander." Cindy replied with a straight face.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"But Sheriff," said Deputy Chief Brownlee, "the Crime Lab is admin, it's properties. I should be in charge of it. I want Woodrow out, and I want my own person in there running it."
"The Crime Lab belongs to the County, to Public Safety overall, and therefore to me." replied Sheriff Allgood. They were in the Police Chief's office, and Daniel Allgood was beginning to regret having run for Sheriff in the first place. "The Crime Lab handles both police evidence and fire department arson evidence. Just because it's on the other end of our parking lot doesn't mean you own it, Brownlee. By rights, the State should be running it, not us, and I'm not going to jeopardize our control of it with your whining about nitpicky stuff."
"I guess I'm going to have to get the Union to grieve this also?" Brownlee asked, his voice conveying that he was making a threat.
Allgood pretended to consider a moment. "Okay Robert, you go ahead and do that. Go run to your Union buddies again. When you do, I'm going to go to the Council, and I'm going to ask them to fire you. I've had enough of your shit, and of you. It was clearly a mistake to make you Deputy Chief. Now get out of here."
For the first time, Robert Brownlee showed worry and consideration that he might have overstepped. "Sheriff, I'm just trying to do what's right here-"
"Bullshit!" Allgood replied, worn to anger. "You're trying to fuck with Commander Troy again, is what you're doing. He got Dr. Woodrow to come lead the Crime Lab and make it the best lab in the State, and you're trying to undermine that. Now Robert, I'm done with your shit. You do what you think is right, and I'll do what I need to do: go to the Council and have you removed from the Deputy Chief position if I have any more issues with you. Any computer slowdowns, any delays in getting things fixed, anything at all. The Police Force needs to be properly maintained, and if you can't or won't do it, I'll have you replaced with someone who will."
"Okay, Sheriff, I get the message." Brownlee said, trying to sound like he was conceding. He got up to leave. "But I don't think you have grounds to complain about the job I'm doing. I'm not fucking things up, no matter what that paranoid asshole with the crowbar thinks."
"You'd better not be." Allgood replied shortly. "You were dismissed already. Get out."
Brownlee left the office, and Daniel Allgood was left wondering what in the world he could possibly do to fix this incredible mess... without losing the Iron Crowbar's abilities in the process...
Part 13 - The Reverend Robert Patterson
On Saturday, March 14th, I was asked to come into Headquarters at 8:00am. When I got there, Sheriff Allgood and Lt. Cindy Ross were already there, as was Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters.
"Good morning, Commander." said Lt. Masters in his clipped, fast, very proper way of talking. "Thank you for coming in, sir. Reverend Robert Patterson wants to talk with us about a security detail for his appearance at First Baptist on Sunday. He says his Ministry will pay for our services, and he said he wanted to speak with you personally. He said something about your father being one of Jonas Oldeeds' Trustees?"
"Yes, that's true." I said. "My father was one of the original investors in Jonas Oldeeds Ministries, and he did well financially because of it. Okay, is he here yet?"
"No sir, he'll be here by 8:30am, he said." Masters replied.
"Okay, I'll be in my office." I said. "Just bring him to the main conference room, then come get me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, it's 'Commander' now... congratulations!" said the Reverend Robert Patterson as he vigorously shook my hand, his smile just a bit too forced and 'toothy'. He introduced Pastor Fred Bundy and his assistant, a buxom blonde woman.
"Thank you, Reverend." I said, "And congratulations to you in your increasing position in the Oldeeds Ministries. You may remember Lt. Ross? And this is Lt. Masters, in charge of our Uniformed Officers. He'll be your point man for the security detail."
"Ah, very good." said Reverend Patterson. "I do want to apologize for what seems like very fast, last minute planning on this. The truth is that we find doing it this way cuts down tremendously on leaks of our plans, and we're prepared to compensate your officers handsomely for their inconvenience."
"I understand." I said. "And after the unfortunate experience of the Reverend Oldeeds at our Fairgrounds nearly two years ago, I can understand the need for the very best security measures."
"Very true." said Robert Patterson, his eyes studying me, trying to determine if there was anything in my last remarks. He did have a neat rejoinder: "And if I recall, you yourself was almost murdered by foul men at that event, Commander." Touché, I thought to myself.
"Yes, that is true." I said.
"My good friend Fred here will work with you on the actual security measures, Lieutenant Masters." Patterson was saying. "In the meantime, I was hoping I might could have a moment alone with the Commander?"
"Uh, sure." I said, acting surprised though I'd told Cindy exactly what would happen in this meeting. "Let's go to my office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, student of the Trojan War?" Patterson asked as he saw the painting and matchstick horse behind my desk. His words struck me; I'd heard them before...
"Not really." I said as I went around behind my desk to my chair. "Those are gifts from an admirer... who apparently is a student of the Trojan War. So, Reverend, how can I help you?"
"I'll get right to it. No pretenses, let's get past the pleasantries and small talk." said Patterson as he sat down at my invitation, his voice falling so that it was quiet. "I know that Jonas offered you a job with our security team when he was here on the day he died. I want to re-iterate that offer: our team would love to have a man of your immense talents working with us."
"That's very kind, Reverend-"
"Please, call me Robert." Patterson offered.
"Thank you, but I could possibly be so impolite to a man of your stature." I said. "But as I was about to say, I'm very happy where I am now."
"Yes, I'm sure." Patterson said. "You're essentially in charge of this Police Department, you're in the SBI Reserve and have influence there, and you're a consultant with the FBI, though I must admit I have no love for that organization. You've come a long way since that day Jonas died... and you nearly were murdered yourself... but we can offer you something they can't: scope and influence on a scale much larger than you can imagine here in this County."
I smiled a brief smile. "Okay, Reverend," I said. "No pretenses, let's get past the small talk. What do you really want of me?"
Robert Patterson smiled, as if my seeing through his game was fully expected by him. "You're as brilliant as I've heard, indeed you really are. Yes, Mr. Iron Crowbar, I'll get right down to it. I can give you proof that Vicki Oldeeds is responsible for the murder of that young CIA agent, Mike was his name, I think. Yes... I have audio and video of Vicki ordering her henchmen to murder Mike, and I'm willing to hand you that evidence... in return for something."
After a pause I said "I'm listening."
"The FBI has been breathing down our necks." said Patterson. "It wasn't Oldeeds Ministries, but Vicki Oldeeds herself that was behind Mike's brutal murder. And we're having problems from other directions, as well. I'm sure you know that Henry Wargrave is in deep trouble... deep trouble with people that were once his benefactors. He's becoming more and more of a problem to our international operations."
"Why tell the local cop on the beat about all this?" I said. "In fact, if you have proof that Vicki murdered Mike, you'd get some real puppy points by going to the FBI and turning that information in, letting them handle Vicki. Why not do that? In fact... don't you have an obligation, to the Lord as well as to Justice, to do the right thing in that direction?"
"Oh, I could, I could." said Patterson. "But that wouldn't help me be able to take and run Oldeeds Ministries, especially in the way Jonas would've wanted. But if you, Don, were to come into my organization as Head of Security, you could keep the small trash like Wargrave down, you'd be able to persuade your FBI friends that I'm not a problem to them, and you'd have tremendous financial security that you could pass on to your family after the Lord calls you home. We could really make a great team, as your father and Jonas were a great team in Jonas's younger years."
"I appreciate your offer, Reverend, I really do." I said. "And it may come as a surprise to a man attempting to gain the leadership of an organization as large as the Oldeeds Group, but I really am quite happy here, in this Police Department, in this County."
I got up. "We should be getting back to the group, Reverend. I really am interested in seeing what security arrangements are being set up for your sermon Sunday at First Baptist." I said.
"Sure, sure." said Robert Patterson, not quite sure how to progress from here. "But keep the offer in mind... it's open to you." He extended his hand, and I shook it to be polite.
Part 14 - The Set Up And The Bait
Later that Saturday afternoon, a small gang descended upon Second National Bank. In addition to myself, Cindy and Wes Masters, Pastor Fred Bundy and Pastor Raymond Westboro of the First Baptist Church was talking to the President of the Bank, Mr. Wilson. Mr. Harkins's assistant was taking notes.
"We'll have a couple of our people here to receive the money, Pastor Bundy." said Mr. Wilson, indicating Mr. Harkins' assistant next to him. "I appreciate your trust in Second National Bank to handle this transaction for you."
"Again, Mr. Wilson, the fewer people that know of this, the better." said Pastor Fred Bundy.
"Of course, of course." said Mr. Wilson. "Only those of us here now will know. Since it's Sunday, we can keep things very quiet. If you'll excuse us for a moment, I'll let my assistant here know what we're going to do for you." He took the assistant to one side.
"Lieutenant," said Cindy Ross to Wes Masters, "let's you and I take a look at the building, and where our police will be escorting the guards carrying the money." They walked off together. I was alone with Pastor Bundy and Pastor Westboro.
"Gentlemen," I said quietly. "Only you and I know that I'm going to have a second team of officers ready to go. Lt. Masters will have to know, but he doesn't know the other bank we're really taking the money to. It's going to be County Regional Bank, just south of Town, near Junction Station.
"Ah yes, I'm familiar with it." said Pastor Westboro. "An excellent choice, Commander. Small, out of the way, it won't garner attention."
"And I'll be here, at Second National, waiting for this burglar that has committed some recent bank robberies." I said. "We've embellished the amount of money you're expecting to raise, Pastor Bundy, to make it a tempting target for the criminal."
"I must commend you on your plan." said Pastor Westboro. "It's no wonder you get the results you do."
"You're too kind, Councilman." I said, using Westboro's Town & County Council title. "I'm hoping we'll have the double win of securing the return of the missing bank assistant manager, as well."
"Do you think he's the bank robber?" Westboro asked, his voice barely a whisper.
"I don't know, but it's possible, very possible." I said. "Thank you for your help, Pastor Westboro. I have to go confer with my officers now." I took my leave of everyone else to prepare myself mentally for the battle ahead.
To be continued.
So, who is the Silverfish? And who was behind the bank heists? Solution next chapter!
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Part 15 - The Net
2:00am, Monday morning, March 16th. The previous day had been the Ides of March, the day Julius Caesar was assassinated. It was on March 15th one year before that there was an attempt to assassinate me in the street. As always, I remembered how I was able to do what I do:
I think of Laura. The rest is easy.
And it was going to be easy tonight, I hoped. We were waiting inside the bank vault for the criminal 'Silverfish' to arrive and take the proceeds of the Reverend Robert Patterson's 'love offering', collected after his moving sermon at First Baptist Church. The church's main auditorium could hold more than 2000 people, and it was an overflow capacity in the chamber to hear the Reverend Patterson.
The police entourage had carried the money to the bank. On the way to Second National Bank, everyone had been especially watchful. A few police cars stopped at the bank, where people with a bag of money were admitted before the doors were closed and the blinds drawn. The rest of the entourage took the Reverend Patterson and his group back to the Hyatt Hotel. Police details covered the parking lot, lobby and the floor where the Oldeeds Group's rooms were.
No one seemed to take notice the small, two-car entourage that left First Baptist about 30 minutes after the larger contingent. Inside the front car was Pastor Bundy and an assistant, along with a police driver. In the second car was myself and Cindy, with a police driver.
After counting and depositing the money, Pastor Bundy and the bank official left, securing the bank in pitch darkness.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't like this." said Henry R. Wargrave as he watched from the back of a black car parked a distance from the County Regional Bank. His bodyguard was in the front passenger seat. "Something's not right."
Two car door opened. The car driver got in behind the wheel, and a man dressed in all black got in back and sat by Wargrave. He was The Silverfish. "It's secure, sir. We used thermal imaging. Nobody's hiding inside. I got word from Second National; they've got three people hiding in a back office there, they lit up the thermal imagers like Christmas trees."
"All right." said Wargrave. "Something's not right, but damned if I can see what it is. See that black car parked next to the Depot building?" He pointed at a black car in the distance. "The keys are in the ignition. Get to the bypass, curl up and go west out of State. Park behind the empty farmhouse at the location I gave you, and relax until the morning. Plan to meet my agent at 8:00am at the Country Breakfast Diner on the west side of Town. You'll swap keys while eating and take each other's cars. Keep the money that'll be in your getaway car; it's yours. Drive to California and lose yourself in the Bay Area. I'll be in touch in the next couple of months, standard contact method."
"Yes sir." said Silverfish. "By the way, I'm just enormously curious: why are you doing this? It's not like you need the money, sir."
"For the same reason you are, my friend." said Wargrave. "Because these are my instructions. Okay, at your leisure, go. Once you get out of the car, I'm pulling out. Good luck."
"On my way." said Silverfish. He got out of the car, hearing the engine crank, and seconds later he was watching the car's taillights disappear down the road.
One more check with the thermal imaging device, seeing nothing. Then he put on the silk, full-face ski mask, only his eyes showing. He walked swiftly to the back door of the bank and used the code to turn off the alarm. To be sure, he activated a switch that caused the phone system to go down. Residents shouldn't notice until the morning, and it would ensure any unknown secondary alarm systems couldn't notify the Town & County Police of his presence at the bank. He needed the Iron Crowbar and his fellow officers sitting at Second National Back to continue to wait for him there. Alerting them to his presence here would make it a most very bad day for him.
The key he'd been given worked perfectly; he unlocked the back door and walked in. Locking the outer door from the inside, he moved to the next set of doors, which also opened with the same key. He moved into the dark lobby.
Night vision goggles got him to the vault door, but he'd need a small light to see the numbers and dial the combination to open the large vault door. Crouching at the door, he sat on his knees, immobile, listening intently for the least sound. He could hear light traffic in the distance, but no car came up the road that led directly to the bank.
Finally, he dialed the combination, and at the last number he heard a sharp, loud click. He turned the big wheel, which began moving the large steel rods out of their slots. Round and round and round and round the wheel went. When it stopped, he pulled hard on the huge steel door. It was so well balanced that he alone could pull it open with a bit of effort.
Just as he stepped into the vault, he turned on his flashlight-
"UUHK!" he gasped. Hands had grabbed him and hurled him to the floor! He was on his belly, his hands being pulled behind him, a huge weight on his back. He heard as well as felt handcuffs being snapped onto his wrists.
"Okay, come on in." he heard a voice say into a radio. Seconds later the entire parking lot was bathed in the blinding blue and white LED lights of police vehicles. Officers poured in as the lights came on. Silverfish was grabbed and dragged into the lobby, and put in a sitting position on the floor as the indoor lights of the bank were turned on.
He looked up at the tall, broad-shouldered man in the Tilley Hat with Airborne wings and a police badge affixed, a light trenchcoat covering his black-clad body, a red crowbar in his hands. Next to him was a platinum blonde woman in all black, a blue crowbar... and the silver Sharpie she had removed from his pocket.
"Mr. Silverfish, I presume." said the man. "My name is Commander Donald Troy. It was so kind of you to visit us tonight... Mr. Jesse Keynes, Chief Accounting Officer of Acme Consolidated, Inc."
Only after saying his name did I reach down and remove the perp's mask. Indeed it was the face of Jesse Keynes that looked up at us.
"What the hell is this?" Keynes asked, clearly shocked.
"This... is the Iron Crowbar at work, Mr. Keynes." said Cindy. "Not much gets by this man, and it was stupid, very very stupid, of you to draw his attention to yourself like you did."
"Sergeant, read the man his rights, and make sure to videotape yourself doing so." I said. This was done rapidly, then I squatted down next to the still-stunned Keynes.
"What this is, Mr. Keynes, is that you are under arrest for burgling this bank. My partner and I were inside the vault itself, where your thermal imaging device did not detect us. We were expecting a visit from you tonight, Mr. Keynes... a.k.a. Silverfish. Okay, guys, take him to Headquarters and book him, then take him to Interrogation-1..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The powerful lawyer from Gresham & Mason, P.C. had appeared at Headquarters almost at the same time I did, insisting on being Keynes' legal counsel. I had him escorted to Interrogation-1, and told him to confer with his client within the fifteen minutes it would take me to get in there.
Cindy and I changed clothes, into Police Uniforms with light blue shirts, darker blue soft shoulderboards with our ranks, darker blue pants with piping (Cindy's light blue, mine yellow).
We entered Interrogation-1 and sat down. Keynes and his lawyer opposite us. Sergeant Rudistan was standing in the corner behind them; he always volunteered to do this for the big interrogations, I noted with some internal amusement.
"So what will you offer for my client's truthful testimony?" asked the lawyer.
"Come on, Counselor," I replied, "it's three o'clock in the morning, but I am not asleep at the wheel here. Your client gets no deals at all. He knows, as you do, that his only chance to live is to tell everything he knows before the Big Man comes for him."
"You've got nothing." said Keynes. "You caught me in one little country bank. So what?" I pointed my pen towards the door. Into the room from the anteroom bounded Detective Joanne Cummings, wearing light blue shirt with darker blue shoulderboards of rank, and a blue skirt and medium black pumps.
"Why Mr. Keynes, what a surprise to see you here!" Joanne gushed as she handed me a piece of paper. "I guess I won't have a chance to talk with you about accounting, after all." Keynes' face fell a bit as Joanne turned to go, a bright smile on her pretty face.
"As you can tell, Mr. Keynes," I said, "It's been pretty obvious to us who the Silverfish is for quite a while. Detective 'Carnes' there got a good piece of information from you... about how you made sure the deposits were in, so that when you stole them it was like doubling your money at the roulette wheel."
I continued: "All I needed to do was set a trap for the Silverfish, who thought he could really humiliate me by hitting the bank he thought I was not at, while I sat at the bank he thought I was sitting at... a trap which we effectively sprang upon you tonight." I leaned forward. "Now why don't you come correct and talk. I'll get you the best deal I can, and maybe I can keep you alive long enough to do your time and get out."
"Plead the Fifth now, don't say anything more." said the lawyer. "That's truly your only hope here."
"I waive my right to counsel." said Keynes. "This man does not represent me. I'll cooperate with you." Surprisingly, the expensive lawyer did not argue; he simply stood up to go.
"Counselor," I said as the lawyer moved to the door, "I'm getting real tired of seeing Gresham & Mason legal beagles in my Interrogation rooms." I said. "You'd-"
"We'll be in here when we damn well need to, in order to protect our clients from your abuse!" the lawyer thundered, menace in his voice. I held up my hand.
"You didn't let me finish." I said, looking the lawyer squarely in the eyes. "I know you're here to protect your client's... your real client's... interests much more than the people I have brought in here. Tell your boss that my patience is wearing thin... and that I'm coming after him."
The lawyer glared at me, but I could see that he was trying to gauge if I was bluffing, and how much I really did know. After a moment, he left.
"Okay, Mr. Keynes," I said, "you were saying? Or shall I tell you, and you just fill in the gaps, okay?"
"Why do I get the feeling you really could do that?" Keynes said, a half-smile on his ruggedly handsome face. Cindy could not hide a smile, either.
"You were in a high position with the Oldeeds Ministries empire." I said. "Inside the Accounting Group. You and others, including Oldeeds himself if I don't miss my guess, came up with the idea to steal the money that you deposited in the banks after the generous donations of Oldeeds' followers. You bragged to Joanne that you personally made the arrangements with the banks. So you knew which bank it was, and all you needed was some information about the banks." Jesse's eyes again showed defeat when I mentioned Joanne's visit to him.
"So, you worked with someone, a friend of Jonas Oldeeds, who had resources to get the information of any bank you needed. Maybe you were told which bank to use beforehand, but in any case you obtained the security codes or means to disable the security, as well as the vault combinations themselves."
"You then went in and, perhaps with a confederate or two, took all the cash. Since it wasn't sequentially numbered or delivered by the Federal Reserve, it was virtually untraceable. And if Oldeeds got $300,000 in donations, they were getting $300,000 in stolen money, effectively doubling their money. The legal money went to the Ministries, the stolen money to the international human trafficking operations-"
"Let me tell you right now: I had nothing to do with human trafficking, and I never touched an underaged girl. I never needed that shit." Keynes said. I could tell in his eyes that he was being sincere.
"What do you know about that?" I asked.
"Not enough to help the FBI get a conviction of anyone, if that's what you're asking for." said Keynes. "Jonas never let people inside his legitimate Ministries, which included me, work for or with the dark side of that business. He always kept the two separated, like the 'A' and 'B' sections of the Coca-Cola factory. He's dead, so you'll never arrest him, and I simply don't have the evidence nor the knowledge of those operations for you to get anyone else."
"Okay, but I'm right that the money went to that stuff?"
"Some of it." Keynes replied. "I kept some off the top for doing the jobs. A tenth. I banked a million in addition to the generous salary Jonas paid me. Jonas also stuffed some political pockets with the dirty money, and gave some bonuses to his top people."
"Why did you stop at ten million?" Cindy asked.
"The initial idea was to take the offerings, steal the cash from the bank, and we'd have double for nothing, so to speak, as you said a minute ago." said Keynes. "Jonas used the money for seed money for some of his international smuggling schemes. We knew those would pay off for many tens of millions over time. As we neared ten million, Jonas and I discussed stopping at that point. I knew my luck had been more than good and that it would run out if I pushed it. Jonas didn't need the money any more. So after the last haul, I posted a farewell message and retired. I didn't rob a bank again until this past week."
"And why did you do that job?" I asked. "To tweak me?"
"I did it because my boss told me to." Keynes said with alacrity. "And that included writing messages about 'Hello Iron Crowbar' and then drawing crowbars. I didn't even know who you were until you were standing over me with that red crowbar at the bank a few hours ago."
"See, partner?" I said, addressing Cindy. "I'm not nearly as famous as you think I am."
"So you say." said Cindy. "Mr. Keynes, is your boss Henry R. Wargrave?" The question took me by surprise. Why did Cindy ask that so directly? I wondered. Gears started turning in my head.
"He's my boss at Acme, if that's what you mean." said Keynes. "But he's not the guy who helped me with the bank jobs, nor told me to do the ones this past week. And before you ask, I don't know for sure who my boss is. He's known as the Shadow Man to us, and possibly other names to others. He tries to keep the left hand from knowing what the right hand is doing, to quote a Biblical phrase."
That struck me, and set more gears in motion in my head. I realized that I had just heard something very, very important. But I continued with my line of questioning as I said as if musing: "So he could be standing next to you, and you'd never know who he is."
"Yeah, essentially." Keynes said. "He gave orders by telephone or email, sometimes through Mr. Wargrave."
"Did Wargrave ever have you do anything illegal?" Cindy asked. She was really pushing the Wargrave angle, I noted as Keynes smiled.
"Not until tonight." answered Keynes. "I was too public a figure, I was listed on his tax and corporate papers. He only had me do legit stuff until these last four bank jobs the past few days."
"That may technically be correct." I said. "And up to this point, Mr. Keynes, you've been telling the truth, at least I believe you have. But you're not telling the truth about Wargrave. I think you know a lot more."
"Best of luck with that." Keynes said. And then I had the insight. I understood what Keynes was doing. I had nothing personally against him, so I felt the need to give him a warning.
I looked the man dead in the eye and said "Mr. Keynes, you need to be much more careful. This is a dangerous game you are playing here. Both ends against the middle. It can easily get you killed."
Keynes peered hard at me, as did Cindy. Keynes's eyes showed me that he understood, fully understood, what I had meant. He knew that I knew.
At that moment, there was a knock on the door from the anteroom, and Jack Muscone peeked his head in. I rose and came into the anteroom.
"He's yours." I said. "He needs to be in Federal custody. Protective custody, too, or he's going to come over all dead. We have the bank burglary charge, but he's admitted to the Silverfish crime spree, and the U.S. Attorneys can overcome the Statue of Limitations problem."
"I heard the last bit of it." Muscone said. "Not much on Wargrave?"
"Not yet. But I suspect he's going to sing, though he'll pretend to make you force it out of him after your best interrogators spend hours with him." I said. "But in the end, he'll sing like a bird about Wargrave, and he'll likely give you what you need to bring down Wargrave, or at least get on the right path."
"Oh really?" Muscone said, surprised. "How do you know?"
"I don't know," I replied, "but I'm guessing that Silverfish here is being used, and will follow the script he's been given. He may come to realize it, so act fast."
"Thanks, Don." said Jack Muscone. "Okay, we'll take him."
"Let me just ask one more question." I said. I went inside the Interrogation Room again. "Mr. Keynes, do you know a Mr. Harkins of the Second National Bank here in Town?"
"No sir, never heard of him." said Keynes.
"So you wouldn't know where he is?" I asked. "Think about it, it's important."
"No, sorry, I have no idea." said Keynes. I knew he was telling the truth.
An opportunity missed.
Part 16 - Solution
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead reporterette from in front of County Regional Bank at 7:00am Monday, March 16th. "Channel Two News is bringing you live coverage from County Regional Bank, where a burglary was detected and defeated by Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Department last night!"
"And my Team, Bettina, and my Team." I said to the TV screen in MCD.
Bettina continued: "Channel Two News has learned that the bank robber was a man known to the FBI as The Silverfish, who committed a string of bank heists across the nation about a decade ago. His real name is Jesse Keynes, a high-level accountant at Acme Consolidated in the City. Acme Consolidated issued a statement this morning that they were not aware of any of Keynes's crimes, and will make a further statement when they learn more themselves. The FBI said in a statement that it is not known why someone in Keynes' position would resort to robbing banks, but Keynes was caught in the act as he tried to take the love offering collected for the Reverend Robert Patterson after his rousing revival sermon at First Baptist Church last night..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm just a country Sheriff, Commander," said Sheriff Sorrells, sitting in a chair in my office with Sheriff Allgood next to him in the other chair , "but even I can see that this is something big. And there's been a number of things in my county that have spilled over from yours, hasn't there?" I knew that Sorrells was not the dumbest rock in the box.
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "Between the Asylum and this bank heist, you've been dragged into some bigger issues."
"Yes, and that's why I came up here this morning, Commander." said Sorrells. He instinctively dropped his voice as he said "I've been looking quietly into the corruption going on in my county. I thought that Eckhart cult fellow was going to turn out to be behind it, but that's not the case. That guy is more straight-up and has helped a lot more people than he gets credit for. I'm not saying he's totally clean, but he's not the problem."
"I can agree with that." I said quietly. "What else did you find?"
"Some of the corruption is political." Sorrells said. "Your police Captain Malone, who was recently found dead in Alabama, was in league with my predecessor and other officials to run drugs and launder money, or at least let certain gangs do so. And I need not tell you about the racial component that Malone used and was a part of. That's rife in my county, part of the fabric there."
"No, you don't need to tell me." I said agreeably.
Sorrells then said "But what I also found, just the faintest whiff of it, was that there is another organizing force, maybe behind Malone, maybe separate, but definitely there. And whoever this guy is, he's hidden very, very well. We catch some boys running drugs, and maybe one guy drops a hint that they have a leader, but the rest of them say it's just a local small-time thing... then the best lawyers in the State show up to defend them in Court, and their cases are rigged to be dropped. I try to look into that, and can't find a damn thing, and the judges like Stone and that prosecutor Sanders tell me to lay off, then tell me to watch my back... and the one kid who spoke up ends up floating dead in the River. Now I'm not afraid of these bastards, but I am worried that I can't fight what I can't see... I'm not much at 'shadow boxing'."
"I hear you, Sheriff." I said. "And allow me to suggest that you do lay off, at least when they're watching. There are indeed some big issues, and people have indeed turned up dead because of it. I don't want you to be on the casualty list. Remember that fire at my home on the mountainside?"
"That was them?" Sorrells asked, his face showing shock.
"Oh yes." I said. "Oh yes."
"So," said Sheriff Sorrells, "who gets jurisdiction on this dog? I've asked for it, and both Eastphalia and Westphalia and their counties have, also."
"The FBI is going to take it." I said. "They're going to connect him to the 30 earlier Silverfish heists, and work to overcome the Statute of Limitations. They also want other information out of him, so I wouldn't count on getting him to your County, Sheriff."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lunch was at the Cop Bar paid for by FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone (your tax dollars at work). Also present were myself, Cindy Ross, Daniel Allgood (invited by Jack), Sandra Speer, Lindy Linares and Eduardo Escobar.
"It was an interesting case, though it was pretty easy." I said.
"Easy!" gasped Sandra Speer. "The FBI never solved this in a decade!"
"But the Iron Crowbar walks in and gets it done in a couple of weeks." said Lindy Linares, her eyes looking at me very flirtatiously.
"Well," I said, smiling, "it was a stroke of good fortune that I correlated the Oldeeds appearances with the money heists. But once that happened, things fell into place pretty easily... almost too easily."
"How do you mean that?" Cindy Ross said, the only one at the table who was truly catching on to what I was thinking.
"Keynes made it really easy by giving us a few new crimes to work with." I said. "And then one that let me trap him so easily. Compare and contrast to Mr. Harkins, who outright lied to police about the money in Second National Bank that was stolen by Silverfish... Harkins knew it had been an Oldeeds event, not a Crown Chemicals payroll, but he made sure to lead my officers astray with his story. Damn, we were so fucking close..." I did not finish the sentence as I contemplated our bad luck on that one.
"And now he's on the run." said Jack Muscone. "Not a whisper of a trace of him, either. As to Keynes, he's talking up a storm. Keep this between us, but he is giving us just about everything he has on Henry Wargrave. Not so much criminal stuff, but threads that are leading us to a more complete picture. We may be getting enough to actually go after the guy."
"Another convenient coincidence." I said. Muscone's face showed his complete lack of understanding, so I asked "Did he say why he started the Silverfish heists again?"
"He said he was told to, by Henry Wargrave." Jack said. "And that's one of the key things: apparently Wargrave is being squeezed financially. He has billions, but they're either locked up or being blocked from him getting at them. So we're thinking Wargrave asked Keynes to do the heists to get some operating capital."
"Sounds reasonable." Sheriff Allgood said.
"I'm not sure the Commander is as convinced, Sheriff." Cindy said, seeing the expression on my otherwise silent face. Everyone looked at me.
"Crowbar 2 is right." I said. "Something's just a little bit off on all of it. Too many coincidences. Silverfish starts his career back just as I'm being given the information about the 30 heists to look at. Then the Reverend Patterson and the Oldeeds Gang come back to the County just in time for Silverfish to attempt to rob their offering money, and of course that lets me set the trap. As that old Saturday Night Live 'Church Lady' skit would say: 'How conveeeenient!'."
"Put like that," Special Agent Escobar said "it does seem kind of strange. So what does it mean, Don?"
"It means that someone knew I was going to be put on the trail of the Silverfish," I replied, "that someone knew this would lead me, and you, to Henry R. Wargrave. So either he is immolating himself, committing 'suicide-by-FBI'..."
"Or it's not him that was controlling Silverfish." said Cindy, getting it. I was mildly disappointed that all of the FBI agents looked so shocked at her words.
"So who was it then, Lieutenant Ross?" asked Jack Muscone, his voice seemingly derisive.
"Don's buddy." Cindy said. "The Shadow Man, the 'real Moriarty'." I was tremendously pleased at Cindy's progress; I had not connected these dots for her. She was all over it like white on rice, and by her own thinking.
"But why?" asked Sandra Speer.
"That is where you have to consult with Crowbar 1... or his mother." said Cindy. "That'll take Troy thinking, and I'm not a Troy."
Just then our food was brought to us, and our County's version of the Trojan War was forgotten, especially by Jack Muscone as he devoured his double cheeseburger.
As we ate, I was contemplating the silver fish symbol that had been left at the crime scenes... now why use that? I wondered...
Part 17 - Springing Another Trap
Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee brought Sergeant McCombs, another man who was a Union rep, and a young patrolman down the hallway towards the Captain's offices, one of them being Cindy Ross's. It was after dark, and the halls were empty and nearly silent.
"All right." said Brownlee. "I'm going to call her out, then find a way to get her to hit me or something. Then you guys move in."
"Where is her boss?" asked Sgt. McCombs. "I don't want any part of this if he's around."
"He went home early, he was up all last night." said Brownlee. "All right, let's go."
Just then, Cindy Ross came out of her office. Just as she was going to lock the door, Robert Brownlee came up to her.
"Ross." said Brownlee. "You are officially off duty. You must have a physical and be re-instated by a Board of Inquiry before you can carry a weapon or be on duty. These are my orders, Lieutenant."
"Bull shit." Cindy Ross said. "You don't have that kind of authority."
"I'm your superior officer, Lieutenant." said Brownlee. "You will obey my orders. If you don't, you'll be suspended and fired, and maybe even given jail time."
"You're full of shit." said Ross. She tried to move forward, but Brownlee blocked her path. "Get out of my way." She tried to move past him.
"You don't tell me what to do, you fucking dyke bitch." hissed Brownlee. He grabbed her arm and hurled her back against the wall between the offices, which were windows. As he moved towards her, she tried to move past him again... and when he tried to grab her she executed a couple of jabs at him, followed by a hard shot to the jaw that connected solidly.
"You fucking dyke." Brownlee said again as he pretended to slump to the floor. "I'm going to have your badge for this unprovoked assault on a superior officer."
"I saw everything, Chief." said Sgt. McCombs, coming into the room. "She threw the first punch."
"I saw it, too." said the youngish patrol officer. Brownlee was grinning, but then his suppositions were changed.
"That's not what I saw." said Lieutenant Tanya Perlman, coming up behind them from MCD. "Brownlee assaulted Ross, she defended herself."
"Totally agree with Lieutenant Perlman." said Detective Martin Nash, coming up behind Perlman. "Looked like a sexual assault by Brownlee, also.
"It's my word as the Deputy Chief against your lesser word, Lieutenant, and the even lesser word of your lying detectives." said Brownlee, getting up. "And you've got nothing, no proof. Detective Nash, your word is worthless here, and I'm going to have you fired, also."
The door to the other office, the one that had been Harold Malone's but was now Wes 'Coldiron' Masters' office, opened up. Out popped Sergeant Rudistan. He was very jovial.
"Oh, I dunno, Deputy Chief." said Rudistan happily, smiling brightly. "I got it all on camera here. You pushed first. Trying to hit a woman, too. Pretty cowardly of you."
"You're full of shit, Rudistan." growled McCombs. "This is a trap, Commander. We're taking this one to I.A. and the Union."
"And the Union is right here to back you up, Chief Brownlee." said the Union rep, coming into the room.
"Give me that camera and the tape." said Brownlee.
"No, keep that for I.A. and the Sheriff." said Cindy.
"You'd better shut up, you fucking dyke." snarled Brownlee. "I'm going to ruin your bitch lover's career too, when I tell everyone you both are fucking lezzie queers. It's all over for you..."
"I don't think so."
Everyone whirled. The tall, broad-shouldered man coming out of Masters' office behind Rudistan was wearing all black and wielding a formidable weapon... a red crowbar. The look on his face was one that no one ever wanted to see... it meant someone was about to get hurt, very badly.
"I think you know who it's about to be over for, Paper Pusher." I said menacingly, then turned to the others. "Perlman, Nash, take that video evidence and lock it in the MCD safe. Call Lt. Goodwin of I.A. to come get it immediately. Rudistan, keep watch over these two dirty cops and this Union thug. If any of them go for their guns, shoot them all dead. Yes, that is an order from me to shoot to kill, Rudistan."
"I'll be sure to do that, Commander Troy." said Rudistan, whose joviality belied his serious intent to follow his Commander's orders.
"Ross, hold this." I said. I handed her the red crowbar, making everyone gasp as I opened the door to Cindy's office. "No one is to come in here until I come out." With that I grabbed Robert Brownlee and shoved him violently into the office, slamming the door shut behind us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think that's going to do any good?" snarled Brownlee, still grinning. "Your dyke bitch is going down. She's gone, Troy."
"We'll see about that." I said. "What I saw is you physically assaulting her, you little shit eater... and you're going to pay for that."
"What, you gonna hit me?" Brownlee said. His hand went towards his gun. He could not have reacted fast enough, I was moving at lightning speed and my blow landed hard on his jaw.
"Okay, okay, I surrender." said Brownlee, having staggered to his knees. That didn't save him. I wound up and threw the hardest punch I've ever thrown in my life. It connected solidly with his jaw just as he turned his head; I was aiming for his nose and mouth. Still, the *crunch!* that seemed to echo in the room was pleasing to hear. Something flew out of Brownlee's mouth.
"What the fuck?" said Brownlee, who had fallen flat on the floor, dazed. He was now trying to cover his face as he struggled to his knees.
"I warned you, fuckhead." I said. "And now comes retribution." I threw another uppercut, which was a level blow as he was still on his knees. It connected solidly and Brownlee fell back to the floor again, hard. I then stepped up and kicked him as hard as I could in the testicles.
"Aauuuuggh!" he screamed. I tried to kick his testicles again, but he turned sideways, his hands and legs protecting his anatomical regions. So I kicked him as hard as I could in the back, just above the kidneys. Damn, I missed; I'd been trying to hit one of them.
Another staggering blow to Brownlee's face, smashing his nose, followed by hard punches to his ribs and all-too-fat-protected abdomen.
"Stop!" he gasped. "I said I give up!"
"Tough shit, asshole." I said. "I'll stop when you're fucking dead." I rained more blows on him, trying to get shots in where I could, but he was getting a bit better at blocking them. "You will never, ever touch my partner again, you son of a bitch!"
Brownlee then tried to fight back, trying to kick me. I intercepted the blow, then rose up and kicked him in the back again as hard as I could. I smashed down on his ribs, then turned him over and smashed my boot into his groin again. He was a bloody pulp now, sobbing and gasping.
"Let me make sure you understand." I said, my knee pressing on Brownlee's chest with my full weight on it. I drew Brownlee's own pistol from his holster, and shoved it into his mouth. "Once again, bitch, you will never, ever fuck with Lt. Ross, or any of my people again. If you do, I will kill you. I don't care if I'm executed or go to prison, you will be dead first because I will have killed you." I jabbed the gun into his mouth harder. "Do you understand, shit eater?... I said DO YOU UNDERSTAND?"
Brownlee stared up at me in hatred. I pulled the gun out of his mouth and smashed it hard against his temple.
"I can't hear you, mother fucker." I said. "You'd better answer, because I truly don't care if I go to jail for murder right now." I put the gun against his cheek near the eye. "I said: do you understand?"
"All right, all right..." Brownlee gurgled. "I'll leave 'em alone."
I stood up, backing off a bit. "I strongly recommend that you resign from the Force, Brownlee. Tonight. If you do anything, anything at all, you're going to get a bullet in the head. Maybe not from me, but you'll be fragged. And if you think you or your corrupt Union buddies are going to kill me, then understand that I have well over one hundred police officers ready to avenge me and kill you if anything happens to me. And then there will be the FBI agents that come after you and will shoot you on sight. And then the CIA on top of that. Think about it, Brownlee. The games are over."
I kicked him one last time, really hard, aiming for his head but only getting him between the shoulder blades. Then I unloaded his weapon, picking up the cartridge that cleared when I worked the action. I threw the empty gun at Brownlee and it smashed into the side of his face. Pocketing the magazine and the cartridge, I turned and left the office, going back into the anteroom.
Sgt. McCombs said "Let's go get him." As the youngish patrol officer went to follow, I stopped him.
"Kid, I'll give you a reference if you resign from the Force tonight." I told the quaking young officer. "But you've chosen the wrong side. If you don't quit, your career is over anyway, and may God have mercy on your soul." The kid turned and scurried out the office and down the hall and out of the Headquarters building. I walked out, leaving McCombs and the Union rep to help what was left of Robert Brownlee out of the building and into a car.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I had no idea you were in there." said Cindy in my office as I soaked my hand in ice water. "We just wanted to trap Brownlee, get him off our backs."
"Bad plan, Crowbar 2, bad plan." I said. I'd caught wind of the plot: Jenna Stiles had a fake document about Cindy's health that she made sure Gor-don saw, and Gor-don had immediately made a copy and taken it to Brownlee. Jenna was disappointed that her assistant had been caught in an indiscretion, not wanting to believe what Cindy and Tanya had told her about Gor-don. Two birds killed with one stone... sort of.
So I made Rudistan tell me what was going on, and told him I'd be right with him in "Coldiron's" office, knowing that even if Brownlee hit Cindy first, that she as a subordinate would take the fall. That was how the politics worked. And I was not about to let my partner take the fall, despite her bad plan.
"You're right, it was bad. I'm not a Troy." Cindy asked, growing apprehensive as she realized that trouble was coming, trouble for all of us. "By the way, why did you hand me your crowbar? I can't tell you how shocked I was when you didn't take it in with you."
"If I'd taken it in there, I would've murdered him." I said. "And I didn't need it to beat the shit out of that god-damned asswipe."
"I'm sorry." said Cindy, looking downcast. "I didn't mean for it to go this far."
"Well, on the bright side," I said, "you sped up the inevitable. It was only a matter of time before I took Brownlee down. He was asking for it."
"If that doesn't teach him to stay out of the Crime Lab," said Tanya as she came inside, "then I don't know what will. Goodwin has the tape, Commander. He didn't look very happy about things, though. Think Brownlee is going to resign?"
"Lieutenant Perlman," I said coldly, "I think we're going to be very, very lucky if we are not asked for our resignations... all three of us." Tanya looked at me in shock, realizing the truth of what I was saying.
As much as I'd enjoyed beating down Brownlee and asserting my dominance over him, I knew that I'd gone way too far. Way too far.
Part 18 - Aftermath
I entered Sheriff Daniel Allgood's office... his office at the Sheriff Department in the County Building... on the morning of Wednesday, March 19th. I knew what was coming. I acted formal, waiting to be admitted to his office, then waiting for him to ask me to sit down... which he did not do.
"Commander," the Sheriff said, not looking up at me but to the side as if in thought, "I spent a long night in front of the Town & County Council yesterday. The incident Monday night has created a situation that is almost completely out of my control."
He turned to face me. "Goodwin turned over the tape and the investigation to Inspector Wellman. Wellman asserted to the Council that Brownlee did physically assault Ross first, but that Ross's physical reaction was more than self-defense. And Wellman says it is very fortunate that no one saw what happened between you and Brownlee. Brownlee was not taken to the Hospital, so there is no formal medical record of whatever damage you did to him, which I understand is considerable but not life-threatening."




The Sheriff continued: "The Council is very divided on what to do. Almost half of them want to fire you. Malinda Adams, Pastor Westboro, Thomas Cook, and Kelly Carnes want you gone, especially Carnes, and they want a full Council vote on it to have it on the record. Of course Colby, Schoen, Goldman and Steele want to keep you, and that leaves McGhillie and Reginald B.F. Lewis. Lewis was surprisingly neutral, and McGhillie supports you but was put under pressure to abstain because his son is on the Force. He said he would not abstain if his vote made the difference, which was really all that held back the four that want you out."
"There is good news." Allgood said, leaning forward as he spoke, with me still standing at near-attention but my eyes locking with his. "The representative of the Police Union was asked to comment. To the utter surprise of your enemies, Commander, he said that the Union had no grievance to file against you nor Lieutenant Ross, and they want this to be handled as an internal matter with the Sheriff." I was shocked to hear that, but I held my face to stony impassivity.
Daniel continued: "And at that, I made a point to stand up to the Council and tell them that witness statements and the video showed that Brownlee instigated the incident. I asked the Council to fire Brownlee, which unfortunately I can't do myself. That just added to the divisions within them. So they're doing what politicians do: nothing. They're dropping the matter."
"Officially, you're off the hook, as is Ross... but Brownlee is off the hook, too. It's now up to me, and I'm choosing to not make any formal reprimands to either side. However, I need not tell you that any further physical conflicts of this kind will result in the termination of the employment of the instigator. That is all. Dismissed." I turned to go.
"Okay, the formal part is over. Come back in here and sit down." Allgood said. I complied, still saying nothing. I then received a shock as Daniel asked his secretary to admit someone. That someone was Chief Emeritus Griswold. He was dressed in civilian attire. He sat down next to me.
"I know the threat of firing you is meaningless, Don. I pretty much told the Council that, and they know it, too." Daniel said. "But I want you to think of your officers now. It's no longer about you; it's about Lieutenant Ross, and ultimately all of your Detectives. The only reason Cindy Ross was not fired for hitting Brownlee, which is definitely insubordination, is because no one on the Council wants to go on record as forcing the firing of the woman Medal of Valor recipient, a recorded vote which Jack Colby threatened to force. Chief?" Tag. (I was being tag-teamed.)
Chief Griswold said "Don, I know you began using the crowbar on Sergei Molotov because you wanted to create a persona and an atmosphere that you weren't playing around, and it worked. And we needed it, God! how we needed it. You've managed to clean up a lot of shit around here, not the least being Harold Malone and Steven Ikea, and to say you've improved the quality of this Police Force tremendously, while I was still there and now afterwards, would be superfluous. But we're reaching a critical point, here. Sheriff?" Tag.
"Look," Daniel said, turmoil striking his face for the first time, "I know that we are brothers-in-law, we've become friends, I still don't know why you wanted me to run for Sheriff instead of yourself-" I raised a hand to stop him.
"I did that partially because you're willing to say the words you are about to." I said.
"Hell, you're still a step ahead of all of us." Daniel replied. "And yes, I'm going to say the words: I don't think anyone really cares that you, the Iron Crowbar, beat the shit out of a worthless piece of shit like Brownlee. But my concern, over which I consulted Chief Griswold, is that some of your officers are emulating you in ways that are unacceptable. The attack on Katherine Woodburn wasn't by you, but we're not idiots in this County: it was either Ross or Cummings that did that. Chief Griswold?" Tag.
Griswold turned to me. "The bottom line, Don, is that you've got to tone it down. Not for yourself, but for the officers under you. I know you love Cindy Ross like family, and I might have done the same thing you did when Brownlee assaulted her... but she never would've begun that incident if she didn't know what you were willing to do. And that goes for whoever attacked Katherine Woodburn. That is definitely a by-product of the mystique of the 'Iron Crowbar', but it is not a good by-product. The news media are increasingly reporting on police abuse incidents, trying as hard as they can to start race riots in cities like New York and Baltimore. I don't want any of our officers adding to that, or giving the Media any fuel for what they're trying to instigate."
"Commander," said Sheriff Allgood, "Think of it this way: if you're gone, there is nobody to protect Lt. Ross or any of your people against Brownlee. They and the entire Police Force would be completely at his mercy. I can't protect them, not like you can, and I really can no longer protect you with the Council. So it's up to you to get your people in line so that both the Council and myself are not put into any more... uncomfortable situations." I nodded, realizing that my presence was needed not so much for myself and my work, but the work of my people and the Force itself.
"The Police Union reps are going to handle Brownlee, who will also receive a strong verbal reprimand from me." said Sheriff Allgood, finishing up. "We will have a new Chief soon; Brownlee will be his problem. In the meantime, if Brownlee starts something, let me and I.A. handle it; no matter how much you want to, don't react to him, leave it to others. Am I clear, Commander?"
"Yes sir." I said. Lesson absorbed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was well after dark when two people entered Robert Brownlee's apartment in the northwestern area of Town where many middle-class people lived, including police officers. Already present were Sgt. McCombs and a woman dressed in leather for driving a motorcycle, the woman who had met Brownlee at the Hyatt to warn him in the past, a warning that Brownlee had been too stupid to heed. The new arrivals were the Police Union rep and State Senator Katherine Woodburn.
The Senator was not in a good mood. "Robert," Woodburn said, trying to keep her temper, "what the fuck were you doing?"
"That dyke bitch hit me first." Brownlee said sullenly. "She should be fired for insubordination at the least."
"You really are an idiot, Robert." Katherine said. "No wonder your wife left you years ago." As Robert looked up at Katherine angrily, she continued: "There is no way in hell the Town & County Council is going to take your side over a woman that won the County Triathlon, took bullets for her fellow officers and earned the Medal of Valor. She is a genuine hero. The People of this Town and County love her."
"By way of contrast," Katherine continued, maliciously hurling her words at Brownlee, "you are exactly what the Iron Crowbar calls you: a paper pusher. You have virtually no support within the Police Department, and your support with the political powers is eroding fast."
"So what the fuck am I supposed to do, Senator?" Robert said angrily. "Just let these bastards walk all over me? I thought you wanted me to set up situations to get them out of there."
"And you've fucked that up beyond repair now." Katherine replied. "We're going to have to retreat and regroup."
"I'm not resigning." said Brownlee, misunderstanding.
"Hell no, you're not!" yelled Katherine. "You're staying right where you are. These people and others worked like dogs to get you into the Deputy Chief position, and you're going stay there and be useful to us for a change. You need to just sit in your office and keep your eyes and ears open. You need to just let the Iron Crowbar and his people do their thing, then tell us what they are doing. You need to keep us very aware of what is going on inside the Police Department, and you're finally in the ideal position to do so."
"I'll tell you something else, Robert." said the Union rep. "We can't support you any longer. The Sheriff asked the Council to fire you. We took up for you and the Council decided not to act at all over this incident, but they made it clear that there had better not be a next time. The Sheriff is leashing the Iron Crowbar, and I'm telling you now to just keep things quiet and cool, instigate nothing, and like the Senator said, keep your eyes and ears open."
"I'll go even further and make one more suggestion." said the other woman in the room, her voice showing an authority that belied her slender body and normally quiet demeanor. "You need to delegate your duties to your subordinates, to Captain Aaron and Captain Harlow. Let them run the administrative offices for you. You just sit back, keep quiet, and when the proper time comes, we'll make our move to put you in the Chief's chair. But we can't do that if you get yourself fired because you are too fucking stupid to understand what is expected of you."
The woman got up. "I've got to go. Senator, I'd suggest you keep a wide berth of the Iron Crowbar for a while, also. He's been smacked down, but only to a point. We'd rather have him here, where we can watch him, than have him quit and go to the FBI, where we'd be unable to watch him at all."
With that the woman left, and a moment later the buzzing of a motorcycle could be heard as she quickly left the area.
Part 19 - Epilogue
Cindy and I were sitting on the outside patio of the Cop Bar, alone, on the evening of Thursday, March 20th. The fire in the fire pit was keeping us warm as we drank our beers. The reception we'd received as we went through the Cop Bar, which was full of police officers and firefighters, was very warm and supportive, which made us feel better.
"Hi guys." Teresa said as she joined us on the patio. "They said you were out here by yourselves."
"Yep." Cindy said as I pointed at a seat for Teresa to take and join us.
"How'd it go with the Sheriff?" Teresa asked. She had not been at Headquarters all day.
"We took our ass-chewings." said Cindy quietly. "All we can do now is drive on."
"Aw, c'mon." said Teresa. "That was all started by Brownlee and we've got witnesses--"
"Teresa," I said, interrupting her, "that's not the point. We put the Sheriff in a bad situation. He had to go to bat for us with the Council. He's been correct in everything he's done. We are lucky, and Cindy is especially lucky, that the Council didn't kick us both to the kerb. But, as Cindy just said, it's done now and all we can do is drive on."
I then said what had to be said: "Ladies, there is one other thing I need to say, and here and now while we're alone is the best place and time to do it. I've definitely gone too far on a couple of occasions, and I fear that the example I've set has not been a good one. I don't know who beat down Katherine Woodburn, and I don't want to know. But that happened because of the example I set, also.
"I need for you two and for Tanya Perlman to get the word out quietly and informally, but definitely make it trickle down, that we are going to have to tone it down and hold back. I'm especially going to have to do that myself, and you guys let everyone know that emulating crowbar beatdowns is no longer acceptable. The Enemy is now trying to use this against us, and we have to stop it for that reason. But we also have to stop it because we have to be on the side of Right, and we have to set the example. I am going to start setting a better example, and I need you to do that too."
"No more Iron Crowbar?" asked Teresa incredulously.
"Oh, I didn't say that." I replied with a bit of a grin, and then I got serious again: "Not until we've finished with our mission, which is to clean this County up. And that means getting rid of one very poisonous spider in the middle of a very tangled web of crime... a tangled web that once included a Silverfish..."
Finis
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Part 0 - The Solution to The Case of the Home Invasion
The next morning, Phyllis entered the conference room at Forbes & Sehgal Engineering, where Lisa Goldberg and Kevin Granger were waiting.
"I do appreciate the two of you meeting me here today." Phyllis said. "It's certainly more discreet than the Police Station, don't you agree? Oh yes..." she continued, noticing their looks at her companion, who was dressed in a form fitting black sweater and black pants, "this is my daughter-in-law Melina. Please ignore her presence; she's here as my bodyguard and is not paying attention to a word of our private conversation."
Phyllis did not mention what the other two people in the room could not know: that her bodyguard, Melina Allgood, was one of the Central Intelligence Agency's deadliest assassins.
"What is this about?" Kevin Granger asked.
"It is about a little stage-play that took place in Mrs. Allgood's home the other night." said Phyllis. "I really am in a dilemma, as I don't believe either of you meant to do harm. But there are some serious difficulties in this case."
"What are you talking about?" said Granger. Lisa Goldberg simply stared at the attractive older woman.
"Oh yes, I know, Mrs. Goldberg has invoked," said Phyllis, "and I certainly don't wish to violate her rights. So I'll just tell the both of you what happened, and you'll please correct me if I stray from the path."
"I know that you, Kevin Granger, and you, Lisa Goldberg, have been having a sexual affair." said Phyllis. "I understand how these things happen... Mrs. Goldberg's husband was off to war, and Mr. Granger's wife was very ill. Your need of talking with each other turns to needs of a more sexual kind, and even though you love your spouses, you end up having a relationship between the two of you."
"Unfortunately," Phyllis continued, "two things happened. First, Mr. Goldberg was seriously wounded, and is unable to sire children. Second, you, Mrs. Goldberg became pregnant by Mr. Granger here within the last few weeks. Oh yes, Mrs. Goldberg, it really is that obvious to me." She had seen the look of shock on Lisa Goldberg's face.
"Of course there is simply no way to explain this to your husband without the father becoming known, and I'm sure neither of you wanted that, especially you, Mr. Granger, as you do love your wife and children."
"Yes, I do." said Granger. "By the way, just how discreet can we expect you to be, here?"
"That is my dilemma." said Phyllis. "I am a Police Auxiliary Detective, but if I keep my mouth shut, how are they ever going to know what I know? Of course, my daughter-in-law here knows, and she'd be most very upset if something happened to me, but she is not the police and has no obligation to say anything. And again... I'm searching for a solution that will cause the least amount of pain. So, allow me to continue:
"Mrs. Goldberg, you disconnected the alarm and left the door unlocked." Phyllis continued. "Perhaps Mr. Granger was brought into the garage in your car, and only had to wait until a late enough hour, where the extra sedative you put into your husband's evening drink knocked him out. When he woke up, he saw you, Mr. Granger, wearing a mask and having sex with his wife. I won't call it 'rape', as it certainly was consensual sex. You put on this little act to explain Mrs. Goldberg's pregnancy when it cannot be hidden away any longer. She could abort the baby, or have the baby claiming religious grounds, but either way, the baby is explained."
"So what's the problem?" Granger asked.
"Unfortunately for both of you," Phyllis said, "Mr. Goldberg did not accede to his wife's wishes to keep everything silent... he insisted on going to the police, to the point that he dragged you into the Station, Mrs. Goldberg, and insisted upon filing a police report. And there is nothing that can 'undo' the Police being introduced to the situation. The proverbial cat is out of the bag."
"I don't see that we've committed any crime at all." said Granger. "Like you said, no rape has occurred."
"Ah, but there indeed lies the problem..."said Phyllis, "though there was hardly any way out of it. Mr. Goldberg had to actually see his wife being 'raped', and how could he see it without being tied up. Unfortunately, by tying him up, you've unlawfully imprisoned him, and the technical charge in this State is kidnapping. So he could file those charges against the both of you."
"However," Phyllis went on, "that is not your worst problem... which is that Mr. Granger does not want his wife to learn of his infidelity with Mrs. Goldberg. Certainly her impregnation by him would not sit well with Mrs. Granger. And I do think, until the past couple of days, Mrs. Goldberg loved her husband and had no desire to leave him."
"Okay, you're right-" started Granger.
"Kevin, would you shut up?" Lisa scolded. "Just don't say anything!"
"Lisa, it's my marriage that's on the line, here." Kevin said, staring at his lover. "Okay, Ms. Sherlock Holmes, or whoever you really are, you're essentially right. Lisa and I did begin an affair while my wife was sick. Her husband had been away, and was being re-deployed. Well, it was an off-and-on thing, and spotty. About three weeks ago, we were talking in my office. My wife hadn't been feeling well as she recovered, so no sex; and Lisa's husband was flagging, as well. He's had worse erectile problems than anyone let on."
Kevin continued: "So one thing led to another, and Lisa and I had intercourse on my desk. We did not use protection, and I came inside her during her most fertile time. When she found out she was pregnant, I suggested she could get an abortion, but she wanted to keep the baby... she knew she could never have one with her husband, and having my baby was better than an anonymous father at a fertility clinic in the future. I could understand that."
"So we came up with this idea." Kevin said, wrapping up the story. "And you're right... it would've worked beautifully, except that Lisa's husband went to the cops. I even said some words that night to humiliate him, but nothing deterred him. So what's next for us?"
"I don't know." Phyllis said, getting up. "I'm seeking advice now on what to do. If it were up to me, I'd not say another word. But I'm very concerned that Mr. Goldberg won't give it up. Let me see what I can come up with in the next couple of days..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, that's the story." Phyllis said as we ate supper at the Mountain Nest. Laura and I listened with fascination, as did our other guest, Jeanine Olivet Burke. It was her legal advice that we were seeking.
"Yes," I said, "the sticking point is that they legally kidnapped the husband, unlawfully detained and imprisoned him."
"If he finds out." Jeanine said. "Legal proof of those charges would not be easy to make stick, though. No physical evidence."
"No, that's not true." I said. "We have photos of the abrasions on his wrists, and the ones on hers. We have the rope used to tie her up; the Crime Lab got that out of the trash can where Lisa had thrown it away. And his statement would be allowed for consideration by the Grand Jury, if not a trial Jury."
"And there's more: the birth of the baby." Laura reminded us. "Then a DNA test will prove who the father is, and then they're right back in a world of shit."
"And worse," Phyllis said, "and the problem for me is Mrs. Granger. Poor woman had an operation, she's still not completely out of the woods yet. This news would not only destroy their marriage... I believe the stress might kill her."
"Yes," said Laura, "the mental anguish would do great harm to her physically, and she might just lose the will to fight to live."
"Where's Cindy?" I asked.
"She's in the other room, looking after your kids and mine." said Jeanine. "And I told her that as a police officer, she shouldn't hear this conversation. Don, your hearing it is bad enough."
"Bring her in." I said. Within moments, Cindy was in the room. I definitely wanted her to hear this one. I asked Phyllis to tell Cindy everything, which she did.
"Geez, no wonder you didn't want to tell me." Cindy said. "Now what?"
"Mom," I said, "why do you think Paul Goldberg wanted to file a police report? Why was he so obsessed, so hell-bent on bringing his wife's rape irreversibly into the public sphere?"
"I haven't thought of that." said Phyllis, who then became introspective.
"I have no idea." said Laura. "It really is uncommon for a man so humiliated to want his wife's rape to be exposed like that, especially when she doesn't want it exposed."
"I agree." said Cindy. "I heard the woman begging and pleading for her husband to not say anything, then she was accusing him of wanting it to be made public."
"I'm surprised Mycroft didn't figure it out." I said to Cindy. "It's pretty obvious: Paul knew his wife was having the affair with Kevin Granger!. My idea is this: Paul and Kevin were friends. Paul's friend Saul comes back to the States on leave, finds out about Kevin and Lisa, goes back to Afghanistan and tells Paul in every lurid detail about Paul's wife and another, well-hung man having an affair. Paul is just burning up after that, trying to find a way to get back home, then actually explodes a grenade to injure himself in order to get back home. He thought he was alone; he didn't realize Saul was also in the Tent City."
I added: "By the way, Saul and Lisa have been having a hot affair as well. I thought that he might be the father, but then she'd be several months pregnant, not just a few weeks. So Kevin being the father was much more likely.
"Anyhoo, Paul makes it back to the States, and he's watching and waiting to catch his wife having her affair. Little does he know that she had been impregnated by her boss and that they've planned a rape scenario to witness. But when they act it out, Paul already knows who the masked man is! So, he drags his wife to the Police Station and demands an investigation of the case, despite her desperate attempts to shut it all down... even taking the Fifth."
"Yes, but he allowed his wife to destroy the evidence." Cindy said.
"True." I said. "And that's what has me thinking he's not operating on all cylinders. He should've called the Police immediately after his wife released him, but I suspect she cleaned herself up and changed the sheets before waking him up, then washed both sets of sheets, not just the potentially soiled ones, and did so as they argued. He didn't quite realize what she was actually doing; he just saw her doing laundry. At any rate, she won't budge, she's washed the sheets, and he finally in desperation drags her into our Headquarters."
I went on: "He was hoping we'd find out somehow that Kevin was the 'rapist'... then his wife would have to come clean to save Kevin. If she does, then Paul would tell Kevin's wife, and Kevin's marriage would be over, and Paul would not care if the news caused Mrs. Granger anguish enough to get sick again and die.
"If Lisa doesn't tell," I went on, "Kevin could possibly go to prison, and his wife finds out anyway. Once the baby is born, Paul can demand a paternity test, and the baby would be proved to be Kevin's. It would all come out, no matter what."
"Wow," said Cindy, "I think Sherlock got one over on Mycroft, for a rare change."
"I have a brilliant son." Phyllis said, not at all perturbed, and proud of me, of course. For me, I wanted Cindy to see me one-up my mom, since it so rarely happened. "But what do we do now?"
"Leave it to me." I said. "It pisses me off greatly when someone tries to use my Police Force to implement his revenge on other persons, and possibly falsely imprison them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Fire Department had the road blocked off as I drove up in my Police SUV at 2:00am that next morning. The man was at the very top of the University Stadium bleachers, and was on the ledge facing outward with nothing but a long space down to the pavement beneath him. He was just sitting there.
"I've got this." I said. I hurried into the stadium and climbed the stairs and ramps to get to the upper deck. Then I walked up the final set of steps to where he was.
"Don't come any closer. I've got a gun." the man said. It was Paul Goldberg. I came on up anyway, still on the 'safe' side of the bleachers. He was looking outward and did not notice me attach a bungee cord to the seats.
"Your gun is empty." I said. "They took the bullets out the other day when they searched your townhouse."
"What?" Paul said drunkenly. He popped the magazine out. "Shit." I had actually asked Saul Gable to find and empty all of Paul's guns, and he had, and I could tell a loaded semiautomatic vs. an empty one.
"Not only that," I said, "you're not jumping either." I had the bungee cord wrapped around him before he realized what was happening. If he had jumped, it likely would not have held, maybe would've sliced him in two... but I was counting on him not having time enough to think about it, and be surprised by my swift action. He froze in place and I was able to pull him back over the edge to the seats. He was crying as I sat down beside him.
"Why won't you let me die?" he gasped. "My wife has been fucking two other men, guys who I thought were my friends... one of them knocked her up... what've I got left to live for? Why did you stop me?"
"Because I don't want to clean up the mess." I said, rather harshly. On the one hand, I felt sorry for the man. On the other, he'd attempted to use my Police Force to imprison another man out of jealousy. And I also had an obligation to get this mentally ill man the help he truly needed.
I noticed several men coming up the stairs. "Go with these men, Paul." I said. "They're going to get you the help you need. Forget about your past. You can have a future, if you're willing to work for it." Paul Goldberg went with the two men, his eyes dazed, which I knew was because he'd been pulled back from an attempt to freely meet Death.
"Good job, Commander." one of the EMTs complimented me. I just waved them away as they took Goldberg down the stairs. I sat in contemplation. Nathan Allen had had a man committed to the Asylum; I was now doing the same thing, committing a man to mental care. But Allen had done it to a sane man for evil reasons; I was doing it to a man who truly needed the help in an effort to save him. And now Lisa Goldberg and the Grangers would not have to endure the pain his plan was meant to cause to them.
Still, why did I feel so bad about it?...
Part 1 - The Almost-Kidnapped Blonde
(Author's note: You may wish to review the story A Case of Revenge, Ch. 6 to refresh your memories on Tammi Edmonds.)
"STOP! POLICE!" yelled Patrolman Roy McGhillie on the night of Thursday, January 22d. Two masked men were trying to drag a small blonde woman into the back of a van. As McGhillie was catching up to them, they did not drop the blonde, but continued to try to get her to the van.
With McGhillie was Patrolman Johnson, who was catching up fast. As one of the masked men pulled a gun from inside his jacket, Johnson fired his own drawn weapon. The shot missed, and slammed into the back window on the van's right side, shattering it. At that, the two perps did drop the girl and leaped into the van as it took off.
"We'll never get back to the car in time to go after them." lamented Johnson.
"I got the plate." said McGhillie. He quickly called it in on his police radio before he forgot the numbers as Johnson attended the half-conscious woman.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Tammi Edmonds." said Teresa Croyle as she, Cindy Ross and Tanya Perlman met in Cindy's office on the morning of Friday, January 23d. "Now where have I heard that name before?"
"She was one of the three women broken out of the Asylum by Don's nephew Ned." Cindy replied. "She and Gloria simply appeared together in the Tenderloin District. The rapper 'T-Square' had Tammi brought to University Hospital. I don't think Don ever worked on figuring out who broke Tammi out or why, since he was dealing with Eleanor Burke and Ned at the time."
"Ah yes, I remember." Tanya said. "By the way, where is Don?" Tanya asked.
"He's consulting with the FBI for a couple of days." Cindy replied. "And I'm pretending to be in charge while I'm restricted to desk duty so my lung can heal up." It was just two days before that Cindy had learned of the inflammation of her old wound that would cause her to miss defending the Independence Day County Triathlon next summer. "So what were the details of this?"
Tanya replied: "Last night, Officers McGhillie and Johnson saw two masked men trying to drag a woman into a white van. They gave chase on foot and prevented the woman from being kidnapped. One man pulled a gun and Johnson shot at him, so there's a Board of Inquiry happening on that, but I expect it to be ruled a 'good shoot'."
Tanya continued: "The license plate came up as stolen in Southport, and no one has seen a white van with a window shot out as of shift change this morning. In the meantime, Johnson and McGillie took the woman to the hospital instead of calling for the EMTs. She'd been hit over the head and possibly drugged with a sedative, but she's otherwise okay, just a mild concussion. Her fingerprints quickly came back as being Tammi Edmonds. When Johnson called in the report to Martin Nash, Nash had them put Tammi in the secure wing of the hospital, to protect her but also keep her in custody until we can talk to her. We need to do that soon, though; if she wants out of the Hospital, we can't really hold her."
"Okay." Cindy said. "Tanya, take Nash to the hospital and interview Ms. Edmonds if you can. Teresa, get the data people to gather everything they can about Tammi Edmonds, including all the old information about her being put into the Asylum in the first place."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:30pm a very bored Cindy Ross admitted Tanya Perlman and Martin Nash into her office. "What did you guys find out?"
"She has no memory of the attack." said Martin Nash. "When we asked her what she was doing that day up until the time of the attack, she was pretty hazy there, too. Lt. Perlman was asking the questions, and I observed that Tammi's reticence might be much more than just the effects of the concussion."
Tanya picked it up: "The attack happened just west of University Avenue and just south of First Baptist Church. There are bars and restaurants along University Avenue, since the School is just across the street. Tammi said she didn't remember last night, but she often went to bars in that area."



"Think she was hooking?" Cindy asked.
"It's always possible," Tanya replied, "but the vast majority of that goes on further south, nearer the Tenderloin District. This area is mostly college students. There are apartments further west, past that first block of businesses on the main drag, and they're mostly college students, as well."
"After interviewing Tammi, we called in some uniformed officers and canvassed the area." Nash said. "Nobody anywhere remembered her, but we may have to go back and interview the people that work in the afternoon and evening to get more. We tried to get videotapes from the businesses, but a lot of them demanded a warrant first. We've called the D.A.'s office to get warrants for the businesses as well as street cameras and such, but we haven't gotten it yet, and by now anything pertinent can easily have been erased."
Just then there was a knock on the door, and Paulina Patterson came in. "Hi guys." she said after being admitted into the now-crowded office; this room wasn't as big as the Iron Crowbar's space. "I was denied the warrant until you guys can show more specificity and more probable cause."
"Really?" asked Cindy. "Who was the judge?"
"Harry 'Spud' Nance." said Paulina. "I did try to go backdoor and talk to Judge Watts, but he's taking a long weekend with his wife and is out of town. Folsom would come down like a triphammer if I went to him after Nance denied us."
"Hunh!" grunted Cindy, who then broke into some coughing. "Excuse me." she said after drinking some water. "Okay, so do we need to write up something for Judge Nance?"
"No, it won't matter." said Paulina. "I didn't go to Nance myself; Jenna went for me, since she's white, I'm black, and Nance has a history. It was still 'no go', and to be honest... Nance's reasons were pretty... well, reasonable."
"Okay." Cindy said. "Martin, call the hospital and tell them that Tammi has to be released into your custody, then you bring her here to the Station for another interview. In the meantime, I am going to walk downstairs and find out why Myron and Mary have not given me a shred of data yet. Tanya, wanna come with me?"
"I have to." Tanya admitted. "The Commander told me to keep you in my sight any time you left this office." When Cindy rolled her eyes, Tanya said "He only did that because he loves you and wants you to get well."
"I know." Cindy said. "But I am still going to beat the shit out of him in the gym when I get back up to speed." Everyone laughed as they got up to leave the office. At that moment Master Technician Myron Milton appeared at the door to Cindy's office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes ma'am, I apologize for not getting back to you sooner." said Myron. "Sonali and Newton are both downstairs and can hear anything said in other cubicles, so I came up here."
"Where Internal Affairs can probably listen in at any time." Cindy replied. "So what did you get?"
"Ma'am, the reason I thought we should keep this private," said Myron, "is because I can tell when data is hard to get because it isn't there, and when it's hard to get because someone doesn't want it to be seen. Someone does not want us to see any information about Tammi Edmonds."
"Like that's ever stopped you before." Cindy said drily.
"Yes ma'am." Myron said, grinning widely. He was beginning to like the Iron Crowbar's partner more and more. "I did do some 'extra' digging, and.. well, let me just put this in somewhat chronological order."
He began: "Tammi Edmonds's exact age is not known, but it's believed she's in her early 40s. She was arrested a number of times for prostitution when she was in her late teens and early 20s, almost all of the arrests in this County, but two in the City. She is slender and has very nice legs, but her face is not all that pretty and she didn't get a lot of work at the clubs or the strip joints, especially as she got older. Then there is a gap in time where we have absolutely nothing on her, from her late 20s into her mid-to-late 30s, assuming she's 42 today."
Myron continued: "We pick her up again right around the time for her arrest for supposedly being on a 'bender' after a frat party. This was a few months before Commander Troy came here. She was actually arrested on Campus grounds, so the State took charge of the case, and her arrest got her assigned to the Asylum.
"I looked to see who committed her to the Asylum and why she fell through the cracks and stayed there. And that's where the walls start being put up. Her records are sealed, as are most medical records. But even when I broke through that, there is almost nothing. There are two reports that are heavily redacted in the State Asylum's files, and there is nothing at all in our police logs nor the Campus Police logs."
"Nothing?" Cindy asked, stunned. "How can that be?"
"Ma'am," replied Myron, "you might remember during the case of the Murdered Chessplayer that some logs were being fooled with?" Cindy nodded as Myron continued "Commander Troy and I fixed most of the security stuff, but before then it was pretty weak. And I think it's very possible that whoever messed with the logs probably removed the Tammi Edmonds files completely, at least beyond the initial arrest."
"Oh wow." Cindy said. "so what else?"
"Tammi's family attempted to find her right after she was committed to the Asylum, but the Police had nothing to give them because, of course, the file was missing." Myron said. "It essentially became a missing persons case, but was not looked into very hard. There was never a record of her being committed to the Asylum, as that happened under a false name, as well. The Asylum kept some records of her presence, but we know that they didn't keep very good record-keeping, and there's not a lot there... just enough to keep her in the Asylum in perpetuity."
"So," Cindy said, "after she got out, what then?"
"We have absolutely nothing on her until last night." Myron said. "By the way, she was never released from the Asylum; the Commander's nephew broke her out and the Commander thought Ned was paid to do it. Technically, she could be re-arrested and taken to the new Ladies Asylum at Women's State Prison, but she could demand a new hearing and probably would be set free."
"I see." said Cindy. She told Myron to keep looking, and dismissed him. She sat at her desk, trying to think as the Iron Crowbar would... and realized that she needed help. She needed a brain better than hers, the one and only brain better than the Iron Crowbar's. She picked up the phone and made the call.
Part 2 - The Cold Case Team
"I am so glad that your condition was not any worse that it turned out to be." said Phyllis after she and Cindy exchanged a hug in Cindy's office. It was 3:00pm, still Friday, January 23d. Phyllis was wearing her Police Auxiliary 'duty' uniform. "Don was scared to death it was going to be cancer. Don't tell him I told you, but he was greatly relieved you're going to be okay."
"Thanks for telling me." Cindy said. "The reason I asked you to come in is because Don is doing FBI stuff, and this technically could be considered a cold case. Tammi Edmonds was arrested and committed to the Asylum about three years ago..." Cindy told Phyllis the full details of the past and current situations."
"Oh my, this is an interesting case." Phyllis said. "It is obvious, is it not, that someone had great reason to want Ms. Edmonds out of the way, to the point of committing her to the Asylum, yes?"
"Yes, I agree." said Cindy. "My first thought on this has been Senator Nathan Allen was behind it."
"And he well may be." Phyllis said. "Of course, he's dead now."
"Thank God for small favors." Cindy replied. "So, Detective Troy, how do you suggest we proceed with this case?"
"First, let me ask..." Phyllis replied. "Did Tammi's family claim her and help her after she got out of the Asylum? By the way, where are they now?"
Cindy consulted the papers Myron had left. "They lived here for years. Her father worked at King & Ebenezer Food Industries until they went broke. He and his wife moved to some of the industrial farming areas in the middle of the State west of us, and he's still working there. They have four children, Tammi being the third one. The family did come to see her in the hospital right after she was taken out of the Asylum and returned here."
"That is one place to look." said Phyllis. "How long would it take to drive out to see them?"
"An hour and a half to two hours." Cindy replied. "Think it's worth the trip?"
"I'll call and tell them Tammi is in the hospital." Phyllis said. "If they come up, then we can talk to them here. If not, then I think it would be worth it to go visit them."
Just then there was a knock on the door. Detective Martin Nash popped his head in. "Lieutenant Ross, we just got a report from the Hammondsville Police Department across the State line. They found a burned out van in a farm field south of town. No license plate on it, and when I asked if the right-side rear window was shot out, they said most of the windows were broken out, but there was no glass on that side where that window was. It was enough for their CSI people to notice, and they thanked me for the likely reason."
"Ask them to send us their full report, with our thanks." said Cindy. After Nash politely said hello to Phyllis, he withdrew.
"So," Cindy said, "I guess I can call the FBI in on this one. Think I should do so?"
"Yes, but not until Tammi is out of the hospital." Phyllis said. "And may I recommend that Police guard Ms. Edmonds if she is staying at the hospital overnight. In fact, I'd have police guarding her right now... someone you can trust."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That evening, Cindy and Jenna were having dinner with Martin Nash and his girlfriend, Special Agent Sandra Speer of the FBI.
"Jack and Don are working on something together." Sandra said. "I haven't seen either of them for a couple of days now. No, I have no idea what they're working on, but I think it's about Harold Malone's death."
"Yeah, that hit Teresa pretty hard." Cindy said. "He was a bad apple, but he really took care of her in the Police Department and developed her into a great Detective."
"Understandable." said Jenna. "I guess every family has its issues." That was a pointed comment at Cindy and the way her family wasn't very accepting of Jenna. Cindy did what she normally did... let it go.
"Speaking of that, this Tammi Edmonds case has cropped up again." said Sandra. "The vehicle was found in the next State. Gonna call us in on this?"
"Not yet." Cindy said. "Don would be mighty interested in this case, but as you said, he's busy with Jack and I don't want to distract him. You'll get an 'official' call after we talk to Tammi after she gets out of the hospital."
"I'm wondering why Ned broke her out along with the other women." Martin Nash said. "She had no ties to T-Square or his Posse, no ties to Gloria Cagle or Eleanor Burke. Ned is dead now, but maybe someone else associated with him now wants her for some reason?"
"I think you're asking the right question, there." Cindy said. "And the answer to it will go a long way to answering why someone was trying to kidnap her... and they meant business, from what I can tell. McGhillie said they didn't drop her and run until Johnson shot at them, even with our officers about to catch up to them. They really wanted to get her into that van. So, Jenna... solve this case for us before I get dessert out."
"Yeah, right." Jenna said. "I prosecute cases that you guys and Don brilliantly solve; I wouldn't know where to even begin looking at this one."
"Still," Sandra said, "tell us your perspective as a prosecutor."
"Well..." Jenna said with a breath, then continued: "As a prosecutor, it strikes me that this woman was committed to the Asylum with almost no record of the legal proceedings, the medical proceedings, or anything else. Yes, there were some records that were apparently destroyed, but this kind of non-records bespeaks some serious, serious Government power at work. That's what strike me about it... someone really wanted her to disappear, yet they did not kill her, just put her away in the Asylum."
As Cindy went to get dessert, she contemplated what Jenna had said, knowing her girlfriend was spot-on in her analysis...
Part 3 - The Transfer
Saturday morning, January 24th. Tammi's parents arrived at the hospital and she was glad to see them. They wanted to take her home with them, but Phyllis was there and intervened. She was wearing plainclothes, a black sweater, gray skirt and black pumps, but she flashed them her badge and asked to speak with the parents in a breakroom.
"Mr. and Mrs. Edmonds," she said after introducing herself, "there are two reasons that we cannot allow you to take your daughter out of the County but especially out of the State. First, she's technically under arrest for some legal issues surrounding her original sentence to the Asylum, which we want to resolve without the added complication of her leaving the State. Second, I very much fear that her life might be in danger, and until we resolve this issue, it might be dangerous for both her and you if she left with you. We can safely guard her here."
"I don't know." said Mr. Edmonds, who had medium height, hair around the sides of his head but not on top, and that hair was white, and looked like a cross between a farmer and a politician. "This County has not done a good job of protecting our daughter in the past, and she ended up in that Asylum being raped every night for three years."
"I understand how you feel." Phyllis said in her most soothing voice. "But this Police Department did not have my s-- er, Commander Troy back then. May I ask you some questions about your daughter and her disappearance then?" The Edmonds acquiesced.
"First, tell me about Tammi growing up." Phyllis said.
"We didn't have a lot of money, and we had four children." Mrs. Edmonds said. Her face looked like Tammi's but her hair was black (and obviously dyed), and she looked like a chronic chain-smoker. She was short, but taller than her daughter, and her body was nicely proportioned though becoming curvy in certain areas. She had also had breast cancer and her mental state was not all that great. That was all Phyllis could deduce from a first examination.
Mrs. Edmonds continued: "Tammi was a very average student. Her friends were in the same social and financial class as our family, okay kids for the most part but sometimes smoking, staying out too late, risking pregnancy by having unprotected sex. When Tammi graduated high school, she couldn't get into nursing school or junior college, and she mostly had jobs waiting tables."
"Dear, let's be honest with the Detective." Mr. Edmonds said. "Tammi turned to prostitution around the time she graduated high school. She went to parties where there were drugs and alcohol, but she was there for business and she didn't use drugs. To be honest, that always stunned me that she was able to stay clean."
Mr. Edmonds continued: "Tammi lived in Town but we rarely saw her. She could've come home but she never did. Then we had to move away because King & Ebenezer was going broke. I was lucky, found a job in the next State where I could finish work and retire.
"As to Tammi, the last we heard of her, she was living in a Fraternity house near the Campus. We then heard she'd been arrested after being found heavily intoxicated. I knew that sounded wrong, so I began trying to find her. She wasn't at University Hospital, which had no record of her ever being there. The Police in Town didn't have her; they said it was a Campus Police case. The Campus Police said she wasn't in their jail, and they had no idea where she was. When they looked for her on the computer, they had a record of her arrest, but nothing after that: no release information, no transfer information. Tammi had just disappeared."
"Sir, if I may ask," Phyllis said, "do you know which Fraternity house she was living in?"
"I do." said Mrs. Edmonds. "It was the SAE's house. I know because they were always getting into a lot of trouble with the authorities, not only here but on other campuses, and they were in the news a lot."
"Just prior to her disappearance," Phyllis asked, "did you ever become aware of any problems with anyone that Tammi was having, or any reason for someone to harm her?"
"No, but admittedly we weren't in touch with her very much." said Mr. Edmonds.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's being released." said Detective Martin Nash. "Sergeant Rudistan, would you drive her straight to Police Headquarters from here?"
"Just a minute." said a voice coming up. Sergeant McCombs came walking up with a youngish looking patrol officer. "She should go to the Campus Police station. They have jurisdiction over her."
"No, they don't." said Nash, squaring up to McCombs. McCombs was an older man, a bit swarthy, and he liked a good mean fight. Nash was clean cut, looked good in a suit, was relatively slender and fit, and didn't like fighting but could do so, and very well. "We're taking her to Headquarters. Those are my orders... Sergeant."
"That's wrong, Detective," said McCombs, "and I insist she be taken into her proper jurisdiction, even if you do try to pull rank. I'll have the Union all over you for this."
"So be it." said Nash. "File your grievance, but she's coming to TCPD Headquarters."
McCombs squared up to Nash. "No, she's not. I won't let her go anywhere but the Campus Police Station, to be transferred to State custody, and I'll shoot you if I have to... Detective."
"As you were, McCombs!"
The voice from behind McCombs came from Lt. Cindy Ross, who had just walked up. The fact that she was brandishing a blue crowbar might have slowed down McCombs. The fact that Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton were standing behind her, ready to draw guns on McCombs, might have stopped McCombs altogether.
"Nash, take Ms. Edmonds to Headquarters." ordered Cindy. "My orders. Sergeant McCombs, run to your Union butt-buddies if you want, but be advised that you are about two inches from a formal demotion for threatening a senior officer."
"You'll be hearing from the Union about this." said McCombs. He stalked out of the area and disappeared down the hall."
"Lieutenant, what the hell was that all about?" asked Nash.
"I have no frickin' clue." Cindy replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tammi was brought to Headquarters and taken to Interrogation-A. That did not suit Phyllis very well. She asked Cindy if they could take Tammi somewhere she would be more comfortable.
"My office." said Cindy. They led Tammi through the door to the Headquarters side and down the hall to Cindy's office.
"Would you like some tea, dear?" Phyllis asked Tammi as they sat on the love seat in front of Cindy's desk. Cindy sat behind her desk.
"Thank you." Tammi said, her voice quiet and even, showing no emotion. Phyllis poured tea for both of them, as Cindy had declined. She did notice Tammi looking at the few framed items on Cindy's wall. One was a picture of Cindy and Teresa holding their medals after winning the Triathlon the previous summer. Another was her citation for her Medal of Valor. Third was an old picture of Cindy on stage during her 'Miss Physical America' competitions, looking much more cut and muscular than she was now. A picture of Molly and little Ross were in a frame on Cindy's desk.
"Tammi, dear," Phyllis said in her most soothing, grandmotherly voice. "I'm sure you understand that we need to talk to you about what happened the other night, and I'm afraid there might be some painful memories for you about what's happened to you in the past."



"If you mean the Asylum," Tammi said, sipping her tea, "don't worry. I'm over all that. Dr. Fredricson really helped me a lot, and I stayed with Dr. Eckhart at his place for a few months. They're really good people down there, and they helped me put the painful things away."
"That's good." said Phyllis. "So Tammi, what have you been doing the last few months, since you got out of the Asylum?"
"Just working." Tammi said. "Mostly at Target, and some extra work over the Holidays at the mall."
"Where do you live?" Phyllis asked.
"I've been staying at an apartment near the campus, with a couple of other girls who are college students." said Tammi. "They call themselves the 'Flamingo Sisters' because they have a pink flamingo hanging in the window." She gave the address, which Phyllis and Cindy noted was near where the incident with the van had taken place.
"Can you tell us what happened four years ago, when you were found on campus apparently very intoxicated?"
"I don't know." Tammi said. "I was living in an attic room at the SAE House. In exchange for room and board, the guys would come up and fuck me whenever they needed sex. There were a couple of other girls there, too."
"And you never used drugs or drank while you were there?" Cindy asked.
"Oh no, I never got into that stuff." Tammi said. "Maybe a drink or two, or a beer from time to time, but I never got wasted or anything."
"Tammi, did you associate with black men while living in the SAE House?" Phyllis asked. Cindy could not hide the shocked look on her face at that question.
"Not then, there were no black fraternity members." Tammi said. "But before then, when I was trying to get work in the Tenderloin District, I had sex with a lot of black men."
"Did any of them ever talk about race wars in your presence?" Phyllis asked. Cindy's eyes were about to pop out at this line of questioning.
"No, not really." Tammi said. "There was always talk about 'The Man' and cops arresting blacks, but I never heard anything in an organized way.
"Did you ever have sex with any politicians or people who were well-known publicly?" Phyllis asked.
"If I did, I'm not aware of it." Tammi replied.
"So what happened that got you arrested? That night at the Fraternity house, or on Campus near it?" Phyllis asked.
"I don't remember." Tammi said, her face looking forlorn. "There was a party one night, I had sex with three different guys in my bedroom, and the next thing I remember was waking up in the Asylum. Didn't even know where I was for months." Cindy shook her head, unable to believe something like that could be going on so close to where she lived.
"Let me ask this." Phyllis said. "The young man who broke you out of the Asylum, did you know him or who he was?"
"No ma'am." Tammi said. "He was an orderly there. His name was Kyle. He would come in and rape me once every month or so. One night while he was on top of me, raping me, he asked me in a whisper if I wanted him to help me escape. Of course I said 'yes', and a couple of days later he had me get in a van with two other women. We drove out of there and up here, and I was let go with one of the other women. I think her name was Gloria. Her boyfriend, a black guy who worked for that rapper, had me taken to the hospital."
"Did you know those other women? At the Asylum, or before?" Phyllis asked.
"No, that was the first time I ever saw either of them. I almost never left my room while I was in the Asylum." Tammi replied.
"Tammi, about the other night: do you know of any reason why someone would try to kidnap you?" Phyllis asked.
"Uh, no." Tammi said. Phyllis noted the look of fear on the woman's face... the fear of knowing something and concealing it.
"Are you sure, dear?" Phyllis said. "Let me explain: someone went to great trouble to have you sent to the Asylum and then erase all traces of you being there. And then someone had this Kyle get you out of the Asylum, for either good or bad reasons, we don't know which. Now someone has tried to kidnap you again, and I really fear for your safety. Is there nothing you can tell us that will help us protect you?"
"I really don't understand any of it." Tammi said.
"Tammi," Phyllis said, "If there is something, it would be better, and make you safer, if you tell us what it could be. Once it's out and we know, the person wanting to harm you would have no more reason to harm you. I want you to think, really hard. I want you to try to remember if you ever saw something, saw a crime or saw someone doing something out of the ordinary, something that might cause someone to want to harm you."
"I... I've thought a lot about a lot of things like that." Tammi said. "Dr. Eckhart tried to help me remember, also. But I just don't know what I saw or did that got anyone's attention." Phyllis noted that the same look of concern was still on Tammi's face. She knew something, or had some idea of something. But it was apparently so frightening that she would not speak of it.
"Tammi," Phyllis said, "Kyle, the man who helped you escape, he has passed away and can no longer have any influence on your life. If there is someone else who is a threat to you and you know it, please do tell us."
"Tammi," said Cindy Ross, her voice cutting through the air of the room, "did you know a Senator Nathan Allen?"
"No ma'am." Tammi replied.
"What about a Dean Allen." Cindy said.
"No, not that I know of."
Cindy looked over at Phyllis, her eyes silently asking "What do we do now?" Phyllis just nodded.
"Tammi," Phyllis said after a moment's thought. "I believe there is only one way to keep you safe from the grave danger you are in." Phyllis told Tammi her plan. Tammi agreed to it.
"You'll need to say goodbye to your parents." Phyllis said. "Then I'll escort you to your apartment to pack your things. Lt. Ross, would you be kind enough to come with us?"
"Of course." Cindy said. "And I'll have a Police SWAT unit with us to protect her, as well."
Part 4 - Hoops of Steel and Stone
The two vans pulled up to the front of 'The Vision' World Headquarters in Coltrane County. From the first van exited Phyllis Troy and Cindy Ross, both wearing civilian clothes. The driver of that van as well as all occupants of the second van did not open the doors nor exit their vehicles.
Walking inside, they were met by a young man. "Ah, Lieutenant Ross! How nice to see you again."
"And you, Tommy." Cindy said. "How are you and Candy doing?" They remembered each other from the case of the Murdered Football Player.
"Wonderfully well." Tommy said. "We're married now, and Candy is expecting." After another moment of chit-chat, Tommy asked "How may I help you?"
"We need to speak with Dr. Eckhart." said Phyllis.
"Er, I'm sorry, but Dr. Eckhart is in meditative study, and he is not seeing anyone at the moment."
"He will see me." Phyllis said severely, handing the young man her card. "Please ask him." Tommy took the card, his face looking stunned, and went to the elevator that Cindy knew led straight up to Eckhart's office. Cindy strolled around the lobby, her eyes glancing everywhere, while Phyllis stood stock-still and watched the elevator.
A moment later, the elevator door opened and out popped Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision'.
"Phyllis Troy, as I live and breathe..." said Eckhart, his voice jovial but his facial expression anything but. "I must say that I am utterly... stunned, yes, stunned!... to see you here."
"I feel the same way, Dr. Eckhart," Phyllis said, her voice in the tone of a tough business negotiation, "but I have an urgent matter upon which I need your assistance. Do you know my friend, Lt. Cindy Ross?" she asked as Cindy came up.
Phyllis observed how Eckhart's eyes lit up upon seeing Cindy. "Ah, Miss Ross, it is so wonderful to see you again." he said.
"It's good to see you, too, Dr. Eckhart." said Cindy. She came up and gave the older man a warm hug, which he returned.
"Ah, let me look at you, child." he said, taking Cindy's hands in his and examining her. "Ah, fully recovered from those grievous wounds, and... ah, yes... hopelessly in love if I don't miss my guess." His voice was playful, and Cindy could not help but smile brightly at the thought of Jenna.
"Yes, sir. She's a wonderful woman." Cindy replied.
"I would love to meet her, since the effect she has on you is so wonderfully positive." Eckhart said. "Ah yes, Mrs. Troy has business to discuss. Let's step in here, shall we?"
Eckhart led them to the curved wall to the left of the elevator. It looked like a solidly paneled wall, but Eckhart deftly reached for a concealed indention and pulled the wall to the right: it was a concealed sliding door. Behind it was a small room with sofas and chairs, well appointed, looking like a sitting room.
"Tommy, if you'll be good enough to bring us some tea." said Eckhart. Tommy rushed off as the women entered the room. Eckhart closed the door behind them and asked them to be seated, sitting down himself in one of the chairs.
"So, ladies," Eckhart said, his jovial hosting voice a mere front, "how may I be of service today?" Cindy looked at Phyllis; therefore, so did Eckhart.
"Doctor," said Phyllis, "do you remember a woman named Tammi Edmonds?"
"Tammi... Edmonds." Eckhart said, pretending to think. "Ah, yes. The woman that managed to escape from that hideous Asylum down the road. Yes, she was here for some months after your daughter-in-law worked with her. My people were able to help her come to terms with her ordeal, and she was a much happier person when she left."
"The fact is, Dr. Eckhart," Phyllis said, "that Tammi's life is in grave danger. We're not sure why, we're not sure what caused someone to have her put into the Asylum and then tried to have her kidnapped the other day. But she is in danger, and the one place she will be safe is here with you again. Would you be willing to take her in again?"
"Oh, but of course! Of course!" Dr. Eckhart said. "We'll be delighted to have her back. Oh, thank you Tommy." The young man had brought in tea, and Eckhart poured three cups. Tommy handed one to Cindy and one to Phyllis. Cindy sipped hers, while Phyllis adroitly placed hers down on the table untasted. Eckhart also sipped his and then said "Tommy, have someone prepare a room for a female guest in Dorm A. Tammi Edmonds is her name, and if her old room is available, she may have it again if she likes."
"Yes sir." Tommy said, then withdrew from the room, closing the sliding door behind him.
"Thank you very much, Dr. Eckhart." Phyllis said. "I only hope she can... and will... tell us her secret so that we can help her."
"Ah," said Eckhart, "I tried to learn that secret myself when she was here last time. I began to understand that she does not realize whatever it was that she saw or learned. But we shall keep her very safe here, and I will let you or your son know immediately if I learn anything new. Now... tell me about those wonderful grandchildren of yours."
"Ah, I'd be here all day if I did." said Phyllis, not falling for the bait. "If you'll excuse us, we'll bring Tammi inside."
They made their way out front, and Phyllis opened the side door of the second van. Tammi came out, and everyone could see the four heavily armed men inside. They did not get out, as eight of Eckhart's acolytes had Tammi protectively surrounded as they led her inside.
"Thank you for your help!" Tammi called out to Phyllis and Cindy.
"Good luck!" Phyllis said. Under her breath she said to Cindy "Let's get the hell out of this place." They returned to the first van, Cindy driving, and began the drive back home.
Part 5 - Solution, Such As It Is
Sunday, January 25th. Getting a break from my work with Jack Muscone, I had a wonderful lunch with my family at the Mountain Nest. Cindy Ross was also there, to my daughter Carole's great delight.
After lunch, we sat in the den and talked about the Tammi Edmonds case. My mother Phyllis filled in the missing pieces.
"If we look at Ms. Edmond's horrific adventures over the past several years," Phyllis said, "it was obvious that someone wanted Tammi Edmonds to disappear. What I am not sure I understand yet is why she was incarcerated in that awful Asylum rather than simply be murdered."
"I might venture to guess," I said, "that it was Nathan Allen's doing. It was his modus operandi with Phil Kearnes and others. Having another person in the Asylum brings more State money into his district, which means he gets more skimming off the top. Maybe a 'finders fee' bonus, as well."
"That is a strong possibility." Phyllis replied. "And Nathan Allen was the type of man who would enjoy having an enemy put in the Asylum and raped every night instead of merely killing her. He's obviously had something to do with it."
"Something to do with his son?" Cindy asked. "And why did you ask Tammi about blacks and race wars?"
"Ah," said Phyllis, "because black and white issues are the undercurrent to some political things going on even now. Captain Malone was very much involved in those issues, and this rapper 'T-Square' is heavily involved on the other side. I was hoping Tammi would remember hearing something that implicated someone in something, but no luck there."
"Was Nathan Allen really powerful enough to make all the records of Tammi Edmonds disappear?" Cindy asked skeptically.
"No, he wasn't." I said. "And that means he had help... someone who was powerful enough or had contacts enough to make that happen. And as Mom said, someone possibly involved in the higher level stuff that's going on."
"Yes." said Phyllis, smiling in her knowing way as she saw that I understood. "And what I also noticed was that after Tammi was broken out of the Asylum, she remained safe until just a few days ago. The reason why became evident when I learned that she was at 'The Vision' compound for several months. Whoever wanted to harm Tammi apparently fears Dr. Eckhart, as Dr. Eckhart has the means to protect his people from this wicked person. One of the very few people, I might add. That's why I asked him to protect her again, as distasteful as doing so was."
Cindy changed the subject by asking "So why did Ned break her out of the Asylum? So that whoever hired him could get to her and attack her?"
"Probably not." I said. "In fact... oh!... wait a minute..." I went into a reverie. It lasted a while, and the ladies were chatting during that time.
"I think my son is right." Phyllis said. "Whoever paid my wicked nephew to extricate Tammi did so to help her."
"Indeed." I said, my voice almost a whisper.
"Okay, Crowbar 1, time to spill it." Cindy said.
"Sure." I said. "I just realized that Nathan Allen was working with... or more likely for... someone, and that someone very likely had access to Tammi at the Asylum. So he did not need to get her out of the Asylum; he could've murdered her inside that place if he wanted to. But even if he got away with that, killing her would draw attention to himself, and that is what he abhors over all things."
"Who?" Cindy asked.
"Our 'Moriarty', of course." I said. "And let me say... oh, yeah, that's why Ned did it!" Another reverie, and Cindy was getting impatient.
"Tell us, son." Phyllis said as I came back into the world.
"I just realized it." I said. "Ned was being hunted by a lot of people, both in the criminal world and law enforcement. The Corrigan Cell wanted him very badly for his drug compounding, and I think they wanted to make a 'meth lab slave' out of him, which of course he did not care for one bit. We also know that Wargrave and 'Moriarty' had connections to the Corrigan Cell. Therefore it stands to reason that someone saw Tammi... and whatever knowledge she possesses... as a hedge against 'Moriarty'."
"I see what you're getting at." Laura said. "If Ned is captured, Tammi exposes who the real 'Moriarty' is."
"You mean Tammi knows who this person is, and we just let her go?" Cindy asked, almost getting up out of her chair.
"No, no." I said. "Tammi is not aware of who 'Moriarty' is, but I think she may have seen Nathan Allen and 'Moriarty' together, not realizing his real identity nor that he is the Spider in the center of the Web. 'Moriarty' may also have thought Tammi overheard something said between the two. So he has Allen take care of Tammi, which Allen did by having a college kid spike her drink, having her arrested and putting her in the Asylum, then 'Moriarty' had her files erased."
"Ned had an idea of this," I said, putting the thoughts together in my head as fast as they came to me, "though he likely did not know who 'Moriarty' was, either. But it was enough. Ned was not paid to get Tammi out... he broke her out himself for his own purposes."
"Yet he let her go when he let Gloria go." Cindy said.
"Exactly." I said. "I think Ned just wanted to release Tammi to let 'Moriarty' know not to fuck with him, with Ned. Just by letting her out, Ned showed that he was a force for 'Moriarty' to reckon with. Man! what a mental battle that would've been, the two of them!..." My mind drifted off again.
"Why am I glad we didn't have to bear the brunt of that?" Laura said sardonically.
"No doubt about that." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, this is extraordinarily fine sherry, sir." said Henry R. Wargrave. He and his guest were in the study of his (Wargrave's) home in Town. Wargrave's wife was in the City and the staff had been given the night off provided they leave the premises; the two men had the house to themselves. Wargrave's guest had brought the sherry, a rare and expensive bottle, as a gift to the billionaire magnate.
"Yes, I've always had a fondness for it." said the guest.
"Hits the spot on a cold winter night like this." Wargrave said, savoring the smell and the taste of the sherry.
"Ah, indeed." said the guest. "I just hope... that this does not become our winter of discontent."
"What do you mean?" asked Wargrave. Just then, the doorbell rang.
"I believe you're about to find out." said the guest. "That will be your associate, Mr. Murphy. Bring him in here and I'll become the man behind the curtain, literally, and listen in."
A moment later, Wargrave escorted Austin L. Murphy into the room. "I'm sorry to bother you tonight, Hank." Murphy said. "But I've got several important news items for you."
"I trust your judgement." said Wargrave. "So, what do you have?"
"First," said Murphy, "as you know, Robert Brownlee will be appointed Deputy Chief, and take the job February 2nd."
"Yes, I know." said Wargrave.
"Second," said Murphy, "you might remember a girl named Tammi Edmonds. She was one of three women the Iron Crowbar's nephew helped escape from the Asylum, the other two being Gloria Cagle and Eleanor Burke."
"I have some vague recollection of that." Wargrave said.
"Someone tried to kidnap Ms. Edmonds the other night." said Murphy. "The police extracted her from the hospital before our man could get her away from them. And now they've taken her to Eckhart's compound in Coltrane County."
"I see." said Wargrave. "So she's essentially out of reach now. This was the Iron Crowbar's doing?"
"Uh, no sir. It was his mother."
"Oh really?" Wargrave said, surprised by that news.
Murphy said. "Yes sir. She's an Auxiliary Detective, and Lieutenant Ross worked with her and took Edmonds down to 'The Vision'. Anyway: third, we have information that the Iron Crowbar and FBI Agent Jack Muscone are going down to Atlanta. We think they may go over to Alabama, where Harold Malone was murdered."
"It would be a very good idea if they never return from there." said Wargrave. "Alert the locals to be on the lookout for them, and to give them a very warm reception if and when they show up."



"Yes sir, I'll do that." Murphy said happily.
"Okay, thank you Austin." Wargrave said. "I'll talk with you again tomorrow." Murphy left, and the guest came out from behind the heavy curtain.
"Brownlee is a hopeless fuck up." said the guest. "But maybe he'll agitate the Iron Crowbar and keep him occupied."
"If the Iron Crowbar returns from Alabama alive." said Wargrave. The guest said nothing, knowing that the Iron Crowbar was a step ahead of Wargrave, who added "By the way, sir, I don't know anything about this Edmonds woman. Does she ring a bell for you?"
"If memory serves me correctly, she was a problem of the late Nathan Allen's, may he rest in peace." said the guest. "He had her put in the Asylum, as he did Phil Kearnes. Allen was a very stupid man, very stupid. He has cost us tremendously, much more than the Iron Crowbar has. But still... the Iron Crowbar is formidable man, a foeman truly worthy of our steel. If he does survive Alabama... then this could indeed become the winter of our discontent..."
Finis.
*****
(Dear readers, this story was written to proved the solution to the previous 'Phyllis Files' case, and to throw in some valuable information that will be cluuuuuues to future stories. This chapter will conclude 'The Phyllis Files' experiment, and more answers will be provided in the regular series of stories to follow. As always, thanks for reading and for your ratings and your votes.)



        Cold As Ice Ch. 01

        An ice-cold, sparkling new adventure for the Team.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/cold-as-ice-ch-01

Title: Cold As Ice Ch. 01

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Erotic Couplings

Description: An ice-cold, sparkling new adventure for the Team.

Tags: hot wife, big cock, mystery, police drama, crime drama, office sex

Series: Cold As Ice


The chronological order of my stories is as follows:
Todd & Melina series, Interludes 1-5, Sperm Wars series, Russian Roulette series, Case of the Murdered Lovers series, Case of the Murdered Chessplayer series, The Swap series, Interludes 6-10, The Murdered Football Player Series, Case of the Black Widow series, Teresa's Christmas Story, The Case of the Black Badge series, A Case of Revenge series, Teresa's Summer Race, The Trilogy series, Dark Side Of The Force series, Caught In The Act series, The Phyllis Files 1-2, Case of the Murdered Bride series, The Credit Card Caper series, The Phyllis Files 3, The Hot Wives Investment Club series, Seriously Inconvenienced series, Case of the Paper Trail series, Christmas Mystery Theater, The Porno Set Mystery series, The Medical Murder Mystery series, The Eightfold Fence series, The Phyllis Files 4, Pale Morning Light series, Silverfish series.
Cold As Ice, Ch. 01
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
*****
Part 1 - Prologue
Saturday, March 28th. The project was started! The ground was cleared and work was beginning. Piles were being driven into the mountainside for the construction of The "New" Cabin. It was going to have a steel frame, which was unusual for a house but necessary because of the weight of the large, bulletproof windows that would give such scenic vista views of the Town below. The walls would be insulation-filled concrete, with Hardiplank on the outside to make it look like a rustic cabin. Inside would be drywall, light colored so that the rooms were not as dark as the old Cabin's rooms had been.
The space inside was more efficiently planned, so that space was not wasted and every part of the house could be better used. It would be an A-frame as viewed from Town, with the slanting roof coming down nearly to the ground. On each side would be one-car garages. As one looked at the house from the driveway (opposite the deck and Town-side view), the right side garage went into the kitchen, while the left side would go into a little room that would be my den and office... and that is where there already was the secret entrance to the wine cellar, which Old Man Bonniker had dug literally into the mountain. It was a safe room as well, and even more than that: I could put stuff in there that I didn't want found.
The large walk-in closet to the master bedroom would be on the right side instead of the left, over the kitchen. Inside that closet, at the end of the house facing the deck, a small space had a circular staircase that was only 30 inches wide, barely enough to fit a person. I got that idea from President Thomas Jefferson's home 'Monticello' in Virginia; he believed in efficiency and his stairs were only 24 inches wide. Laura and I were both physically larger than he was, so I had to plan for that. The staircase came from the attic room and down to the main floor between the walls of the greatroom and kitchen, where the double fireplaces had been in the old Cabin. Aside from an unusual thickness of the wall, no one would realize it was there. But most importantly...
... we would never again be trapped in our bedroom in the event of a fire or home invasion.
Part 2 - Diamonds Are A Girl's Best Friend
"Can you get us a few moments with the Commander?" Teresa asked at 9:00am Monday, March 30th. "I've got something big, and it'll save time if I tell you both at the same time."
Cindy made a quick call to Helena French, the Commander's assistant. "Okay, let's go, but give me the Cliff's Notes real quick before we get there." Teresa did so, both women knowing that the Commander expected Ross to be aware of the situation before bringing Croyle into his office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Croyle, whaddya got?" I asked as two of Crowbar's Angels came into my office, completing the set. Tanya Perlman was already there. I had Teresa and Cindy sit down in the chairs in front of my desk.
"We think someone is trying to smuggle diamonds into the County." Teresa said. "We were working on a drug ring, and 'Chris Pervert' came across a C.I. who told him that the drugs were cover for a diamond shipment."
"So Detective Christopher Purvis has been getting some work done, eh?" I said, then asked Teresa pointedly. "And why are you of all people using a nickname like that?" Tanya was trying hard to suppress a giggle.
"I'm aware of what people call me." Teresa shot right back. "And they can go fuck themselves and the horse they rode in on." I just shook my head, but couldn't resist grinning, and Tanya lost the battle and began laughing out loud. 'Teresa Cunt' Croyle just did not care, and in that respect she was a lot like me. One reason I like having her in charge of Vice.
As Teresa playfully slapped Tanya on the shoulder, I examined the report Teresa had made. As she gave some details about it, I could see that Weinstein, the Jewish club owner in the southern part of the Tenderloin District, was linked to it. And the warehouse involved, which was near Weinstein's club, was owned by a shell company that my research had revealed was ultimately owned by one Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook, ostensibly for legitimate business purposes.
"So why smuggle diamonds into our Town?" I asked. "Why not into the City?"
Teresa replied "We have several diamond sales outlets in the County, sir. For one thing, we have a University, which means a lot of college guys buy engagement rings. The rich executives buying for their trophy wives is another. Except for the sheer size of the City, the diamond stores here do the most business in the State."
"I see." I said.
"Another thing, sir," said Teresa, "is that they may be shipping through here on their way to the City. The SBI and FBI are all over the direct Southport-Midtown-City route like a wet blanket. So they route further west, straight up to here, maybe even going over the State line. At any rate, like the drug routes, these guys are coming through here and I'd like to bust their chops."
"Well, diamonds are a girl's best friend, eh, ladies? Okay, plan the raid, coordinate with SWAT if you need to and Cindy or I will give them authority to go. Just let Cindy and me know right before 'go' time."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "It'll be soon, maybe tomorrow night."
Part 3 - Rumors, Innuendo... Sex...
Vice Detective Julie Newton and her sister Yvonne, who was ADA Paulina Patterson's assistant, sat down for lunch at the soup and salad restaurant, sitting at a table with a view of the lake on the same Monday, March 30th. It was still too cool to sit outside, but the beautiful day showed promise of the warmth of a new Spring. One could tell they were sisters, but also could see the difference between them as they sat together. Julie was very lithe, almost waifish, but her legs were shapely and her legs and ass looked good when she wore high heels. Yvonne was just a bit stockier and toned from exercise, and she had the gorgeous legs of a dancer.
"So, Yvonne, how is Helena doing?" Julie asked, referring to Commander Troy's assistant, who shared the same anteroom with Yvonne.
"She is the sweetest lady." Yvonne said. "She's so elegant and charming, and she's very efficient at her work. But you know she goes into the Commander's office around lunchtime almost every day and closes the blinds to the windows. And he's a much happier man after she comes back out. Paulina and I are sure he's banging her, and I think Paulina's jealous about it, just a little bit."
"I'm not surprised, about Helena, that is." said Julie. "Did you know that she and her husband are swingers?"
"No! Get out!" Yvonne replied, her face showing surprise. "Her? She's so refined, and so classy."
"She's part of that Libertines group of swingers, and they are the classy ones." Julie replied. "Commander Troy and his wife are part of that group, also. You know his wife is the sex professor at the University. They're discreet about it but they swing, too."
"I'd heard that Commander Troy and his wife had an open marriage." said Yvonne. "Is it true that he's called the 'Iron Crowbar' because his cock gets very very hard when he gets an erection?" Both women giggled.
"So I've heard, but I don't think I'll be finding out." Julie said. "The other reason, which Lt. Croyle told me about, is that he used a crowbar to beat the crap out of a Russian mobster not long after he came to the Police Force here. Lt. Perlman gave him the nickname and it stuck."
"I heard he was sticking her, too." Yvonne said, and Julie nodded. Yvonne then asked "He hasn't done it with Cindy, has he? That's the going rumor."
Julie laughed. "It's a pretty open secret now that Lt. Ross is a lesbian. She's engaged to Jenna Stiles. I don't think he's banged Ross, nor Lt. Croyle. Now 'Teresa Cunt' has been banging the Commander's nephew Todd. Word is that Teresa had an affair with Todd's brother Jack some years ago. Jack was murdered, and that was the Iron Crowbar's first big case after he got here." Julie gave the details of the Case of the Murdered Lovers.
"Wow." Yvonne said, "I had no idea, especially about Teresa. How do you know all this stuff?"
"I keep my eyes and ears open." Julie said adroitly. "And a Police Station is full of rumors and innuendo... the walls talk. So, what's going on with Paulina and the District Attorney's office?"
"Not all that much." Yvonne said. "At least for Paulina: she says the Iron Crowbar and Lt. Perlman close cases so decisively that she either doesn't have to go to trial or it's an easy spoon-feeding to the jury. Jenna Stiles, on the other hand, is about to pull her hair out. That guy Sharples fucks up more cases than they get convictions on. She's about ready to kill him, as is D.A. Krasney. He's a good D.A., but he's elected and he's tuned to the politics of the success rate of convictions. Sharples is 'bad for business', says Mr. Krasney."
"And then there's Gor-don, Jenna's paralegal." Yvonne continued. "He's a good paralegal, but Commander Troy and Lt. Ross hate him. Cindy even told Jenna that if Gor-don ever came to their house, she, Cindy, would shoot him on sight as a home invader. So Jenna can't work with him at her home. Jenna just doesn't understand the animosity."
"I can tell you this." Julie said. "Gor-don showed some attitude, and especially towards the Commander. The one thing you cannot do around this Police Department is show the Iron Crowbar attitude. Commander Brownlee did, and he got fucked up... bad. I heard that Troy didn't even take his crowbar into the room when he went after Brownlee, but it was a really bad day for Brownlee when Troy was done with him."
"I heard that, too." said Yvonne. "And Commander Troy got in trouble with the Sheriff over it, too. I heard that the Commander almost killed Brownlee because Brownlee hit Cindy Ross."
"Yes." Julie said. "You asked if the Commander was banging Ross. No, they're not like that, but they are very close. She's like family to him, and God have mercy on anyone that fucks with the Iron Crowbar's family."
Their food was served, and they talked more gossip as they ate. As they got up to go, Julie asked "Do you think the Commander is fucking Helena right now?"
"I'd bet on it." Yvonne replied. "She went into his office and closed the blinds just as I was getting up to come get you for lunch...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Helena French straightened out her dress, then took a step up to me. She slid her arms around my neck and gave me a deep, wet kiss.
"Mmm, Don," she said dreamily, her eyes sparkling, her smile beautiful, "that was some of the very best sex I have ever had. You really fucked the hell out of me. I don't know what got into you..." she paused to kiss me again, then finished "... but I hope it gets into you every time you get into me."
"It was because you're so damn beautiful and sexy." I replied, letting my arms wrap around my assistant's waist and hold her. It had indeed been some very hot sex.
When Helena came in and began closing the blinds, I looked at her. She was wearing a clingy blue dress with brownish stripes, the same one that had been the object of a Facebook meltdown over whether a dress was blue and brown or gold and white. Helena was also wearing very high heel blue pumps that matched the dress, and her legs and ass looked magnificent.
"Don, honey," she said as she came around my desk to where I was sitting, "I have been unable to think of anything but coming in here and getting you balls deep into me." Her voice was husky and her eyes practically glowed with the desire for sex.
We often had quickies in the office. Sometimes Helena would bend over the desk and I would pump her from the rear, enjoying the feeling of her sweet ass smacking into my hard groin. Sometimes, like today, Helena lay down on my desk on her back... definitely an incentive for getting paperwork done and keeping my desk clean. I would eat her tasty pussy and then fuck her.
This time, Helena wanted to give me head. I certainly let her. She was on her knees between my legs as I sat in my chair, and she quickly had my cock out. It soon was throbbing with iron hardness as I felt Helena's wickedly hot mouth engulf my thick inches until my balls were pressing into her chin.
As Helena fellated me, I remembered the incredibly hot blowjob my sister Elizabeth had given me. That had become a recurring memory that would get me off very quickly, and I realized that I was about to come in Helena's mouth. I did the only thing I could.
"Like down on the desk, Helena." I said. She did, raising her legs as I reached up under her skirt and slid her blue lace panties down her shapely, sensuous legs. I then sat back down in my chair and began eating her pussy. I spent long moments letting my tongue swirl over her slit, sucking on the swollen labes, then fastening my mouth to her and delving my tongue in as far as I could get it. I licked the upper wall of Helena's pussy as I sucked hard, hearing her groan. As I continued my oral assault on her sweet pussy, I let my tongue slide up and begin slashing at her engorged clit until I had her nearly flying off the desk. I felt her cunt muscles clutch at least one time as she gasped.
I stood up and aimed my iron hard cock at Helena's cunt, then shoved forward. Helena groaned as I sank my meat down into her until I bottomed out and our pelvises met. After withdrawing, I shoved into her again, feeling my balls smack against her asscheeks.
Our coupling was deep, wet, and intense. We didn't have much time and were already aroused, so I fucked Helena with short, stabbing thrusts, not withdrawing very much. Sure enough, I felt my nut rising just as Helena's cunt clamped down hard on my cock. I did not try to hold back and just let it all go, and with a deep grunt I filled the lovely woman's cunt with my hot load...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was still feeling the pleasing lassitude of the sex with Helena when I got back from lunch. I could still smell the Febreeze that had been sprayed to take out the musk smell of sex. But I also detected the scent of certain perfumes, and almost before I saw them I knew that Cindy Ross and her sister Molly Evans were sitting on the sofa of my office, waiting for me.
Closing the door, I studied the two women, though they hardly realized they were being observed. Molly's cheeks were rosy and she had a bright sparkle in her eyes. Cindy looked half-happy and half-annoyed. The deduction was easy to make.
"Congratulations!" I said. "So, when is the baby due?"
Molly burst out laughing while Cindy just had this 'How does he do that?' look on her face. Molly stood up and hugged me warmly, which of course was returned warmly.
"November." Molly said. "Congratulations, yourself! Are you happy?"
"Ecstatic." I said.
"So," Cindy said, "how did you know? I just found out this morning when Molly showed up."
"And that's exactly one of my observations." I said. "The fact Molly is here suggested she had some news that she wanted to tell either me or you, and personally. Her cheeks are rosy; I'd be dull indeed if I couldn't see that. And you, Ms. Crowbar 2, have that look on your face that you get when your scruples are being sullied. Your sister being impregnated by a married man does sully those scruples of yours..."
"No, I am happy for you both." Cindy said. She got up and surprised me by giving me a very warm hug...
Part 4 - April Fools
At 1:30am on Wednesday, April 1st, Lt. Teresa Croyle watched through binoculars, observing the truck pull into the warehouse in the warehouse in the Tenderloin District. With her was Senior Sergeant Hugh Hewitt and an eight man SWAT squad, as well as Detective Tim Geiger and Detective Christopher Purvis.
"Okay, there's the truck." she said. "Let's go!" The team moved forward to the open bay door, ready to charge inside!
"POLICE! FREEZE!" shouted a voice. Teresa's eyes widened in shock... that wasn't her group! She gave the signal and her team rushed in, using proper procedures for clearing a potentially hostile area. It only took a few seconds to realize that the raid was over before it had begun.
Teresa walked into an open area where five men in workman's overalls were being held at gunpoint by four Town & County Police officers. They were sitting around a large red and white picnic cooler, full of mostly ice and some water, and stuffed with beer bottles. The five men had been sitting around the ice chest in folding chairs, drinking beers. They were now on their knees with their hands on their heads.
Sergeant McCombs was one of the officers that had jumped Teresa's claim on the raid. With him were Patrol Officers Jermaine Davis and Justin Hendricks. Teresa knew Hendricks was not only overweight, he was one officer the Commander had his eye on as potentially dirty. Jermaine Davis was black, and the 'jury was out' on whether he was dirty or just had had the bad luck to get in with bad people like McCombs and Hendricks. But none of that was on Lt. Croyle's mind. It was the fourth person, who had led the raid, that had her attention.
Standing on the other side of the five perps, wearing a trenchcoat and a wilted fedora hat, was Town & County Vice Detective Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples.
"What the fuck is going on here, Sharples?" Teresa asked angrily as the SWAT team came into the area along with the other Vice Detectives.
"I just got information that a smuggling operation was going down here." Sharples replied matter-of-factly. "I emailed you, but had to move quickly to apprehend the criminals."
Teresa looked over the five men, recognizing one of them. "Why, Dirty Lennie!" she said sarcastically to the long-haired, unkempt man she knew all too well. "I'd think you wouldn't risk showing your ugly face around here, knowing the Iron Crowbar is just itching to give you a beatdown." Dirty Lennie had shown up in the periphery of crimes before, particularly in the 'Murdered Chessplayer' and 'Black Badge' cases.
"Bring it on, bitch." Lennie said. "I'm ready for that faggot any time he wants a fight." Teresa grinned: such bravado from criminals usually did not end well... for said criminals.
"Okay, Sharples," she said, her grin vanishing as she had to address the problem-child Detective, "what are they smuggling and where is that contraband?" She was examining her emails as she spoke.



"Supposedly drugs," said Sharples. "Why are you here, Lieutenant?"
Teresa ignored the question and replied with one of her own: "Sergeant, where is your warrant for the raid?"
"YOU have one, don't you Lieutenant? That'll cover us." Sharples replied, something of a smirk on his face. McCombs grinned at the look of disgust on Teresa's face.
"You sent this email two minutes before the raid started, Sharples!" Croyle snarled. "That's unacceptable. You're going to be suspended for this."
"Detective Sharples acted correctly, Lieutenant." McCombs called out. "He notified-"
"SHUT THE FUCK UP, MCCOMBS!" Teresa shouted, causing everyone to look over at them. "You speak to me only when spoken to, Sergeant! Shut your fucking mouth NOW!"
"Oooh, temper, temper!" McCombs teased, then snarled "You can't talk to me that way-" He shut up when he noticed eight SWAT officers swinging their weapons around... to point at McCombs. He wisely shut up.
"Purvis," Teresa said, "call in a Crime Lab team. All the K-9 Corps dogs, too. See if you can find any contraband. Interview these suspects. Sharples, what the hell are you doing?" Sharples was removing beers from the cooler.
"Looking to see if anything besides beer is in this cooler." said Sharples. Teresa couldn't fault him for that one, saying nothing as Sharples dipped his hand in the ice-water mixture. "Nothing there. Lieutenant, you might want the Crime Lab to analyze these beers to see if its really beer in them. McCombs, give me a hand with this." He and McCombs took the ice chest towards the door as Teresa turned and began giving the other officers instructions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm telling you, Lieutenant," said Dirty Lennie, "we're allowed to to sit back and have a couple of beers before going home after our shift is over. Beats going to a bar and getting jacked by their high prices. We were just kicking back when you guys came swarming in. There ain't nuthin' goin' on here. You got it all wrong."
"You better hope and pray that we do, Lennie." Teresa said. It was nearly 3:00am, and nothing had been found. "The last thing you want is for me to haul you to jail, where the Iron Crowbar will be waiting for you." She saw Geiger approaching.
"Ma'am, all the stories match." he said. "They say they worked the 2nd shift, then sat around having a beer like they always do before going home. They all said this was easier than trying to meet at a bar. The Crime Lab hasn't found anything, and the dogs haven't found any drugs or explosives."
"Shit." Teresa said quietly. "Okay, transport these bozos to Precinct Two's holding cells, but we'll have to let them go in the morning if we don't find anything."
"Two of them have already demanded we let them call their lawyers," said Purvis, walking up, "and they're demanding to either be arrested on a warrant or be let go. They're pretty knowledgeable about the law."
"Drug perps usually are." Teresa said. "But we can detain them on suspicion, based on the warrant for the raid. But we do have to let them call their lawyers at the Station. Go, take them to Precinct 2 and let them 'lawyer up' over there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redhead reporterette at 7:00am sharp. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Vice Squad raided a warehouse in the southern part of Town, but came up empty-handed. Detective Sergeant Sharples of the Vice Division spoke with me earlier..." The film of Sharples telling Bettina that no drugs had been found was played. Sharples was saying that sometimes raids end up producing nothing, but that he would continue to investigate and hoped the next raid would prove more fruitful...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, I don't know what happened." Teresa Croyle said. "It was good intel, damn good. We had no trouble getting the warrant. And then, there was just nothing there. Sharples only got there seconds before we did, as near as I can tell."
"I agree, it was good intel." I said. It was 7:15am and Teresa and Christopher Purvis were in my office, sitting in the chairs at my invitation. Coffee had been poured and was being consumed as I continued: "Two independent sources confirming it, and then Sharples was there too, probably getting something from his own sources. By the way, did the Crime Lab check the beer bottle contents?"
"Yes sir. It was beer." said Purvis. "Sharples was looking for drugs, and we didn't find so much as an aspirin or a leaf of weed, much less anything more. We, of course, were looking for diamonds, but the truck that had just come in and its contents came up clean. We'd have to search every box in that warehouse if they were hidden there, but the intel was that they were coming in on that truck. We've impounded the truck, and the Lab guys are taking it apart to the wires and bolts. They know where to look, including behind the speedometer and such hiding places. Nothing so far."
"Yeah, this one was just a 'bad Buddha'. Happy April Fools' Day to us." I said. "You guys still did good, and I want you to keep your eyes and ears open and see if we can get the next one."
"Think there will be a next one, sir?" Teresa asked, her voice matching the skeptical look on her face.
"Maybe." I said. "We might have spooked them off, but at the same time this might have been a dry run or a false flag, and they'll go with another shipment soon, in another way. We can only hope for that, and get them next time. In the meantime, check any sources that have knowledge of who was supposed to receive the gems and see if they got their shipments. Okay, Purvis, go home and get some sleep. Croyle, you and I have one more item of business. Go get Sharples and escort him in here."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. She and Purvis left the office and I called Cindy Ross out of the MCD room to sit in. Moments later, Teresa had a whining Sharples in tow.
"What the heck, Commander?" Sharples complained. "I ain't done nothing wrong."
"Oh really?" I said. "Not giving your Vice Lieutenant ample and timely notice is the same as not giving notice at all. You also didn't get a warrant, and only Lt. Croyle happening to have one saved you from an illegal warrantless raid. I also want the full story on how you developed the intel to make the raid, and why you didn't come to Lt. Croyle, Lt. Ross or myself before going on that little rogue raid."
"My intel came from a C.I., Commander," snarled Sharples, "and you know I can't and won't tell you who that is, per protocols. As to the rest, I want a Union rep before I discuss that or answer any questions." At that, Cindy rolled her eyes, and Teresa looked like she wanted to find a crowbar and use it on the overweight Sharples.
"Why do I suspect..." I did not finish the sentence but picked up my phone on my desk. "Helena," I said into it, "when the Union rep comes in, send him straight on in." Hanging up, I said "I know you've called him already, Sharples."
Sharples was about to sit down, but I stopped him. "I didn't say you could sit down, Sharples. You'll remain standing until the Union rep gets here."
"Whatever, Commander." Sharples said. Seconds later, the door opened and in walked the Union rep, and older man that looked like he was once a thug for Senator 'Coffin' Cerone in Southport, but now wearing a very expensive suit.
"Commander," said the Union rep, "are you harassing this officer again?"
"You know I'm not." I said. "He's not bleeding." The rep looked at me as if I'd said something dirty about his mother, mixed with total shock. I then said "All right, state your case before I get bored and kick you out."
"Detective Sharples acted appropriately." said the rep. "He notified his superior before making the raid--"
"Three minutes beforehand is not notifying me in advance!" Teresa broke in, worn to anger.
"The regulations don't state how far in advance he should tell you, Lieutenant." snarled the rep. "And I'll thank you not to interrupt me again."
"And I'll thank you not to address my Lieutenant in that manner again." I told the rep. "She's right."
"Again, Commander," insisted the rep, "the regulations only state advance warning, not how far in advance. Detective Sharples developed a lead and had to act quickly upon it. Why, Commander, you do want your officers to solve crimes and arrest the criminals... don't you?"
"Sharples' actions needlessly put the lives of officers at risk." I replied. "Including his own life. I don't want an officer getting hurt or worse because this guy can't do the right thing and notify his superiors in an ample amount of time beforehand. And I haven't even started on his lack of obtaining a warrant yet."
"There was a warrant for the raid, provided by Lt. Croyle." said the rep, his voice smooth and oily. "It covers Detective Sharples, and you have nothing there."
"We'll see about that." I said. "I'm going to-"
"This is just another persecution of this officer doing his job, and doing a very good job." said the rep, cutting me off as he knew what I was about to do.. "We've had to grieve your persecutions of him several times already, Commander. I know you're jealous of the fine job he's doing, but-"
"You're full of shit, asshole." said Cindy. "The Commander's record makes Sharples look like the fat piece of shit he is-"
"You're out of line, little girl." said the rep, his voice not angry but amused and reproving, as if he were reprimanding a child.
"So are you, mother fucker." I said with cold anger to the rep, standing up behind my desk. "If you address Lt. Ross like that again, I'll whip your fucking ass so bad you'll never walk right again, regardless of the consequences." He again looked at me with a shocked face, and this time he could see in my eyes that he'd crossed the line.
I said "I'll decide whether or not to suspend Sharples within 24 hours, but for now, this is a direct order in the Union rep's presence, to be followed by a written order from the Acting Chief of this Police Force, supplementing the regulations: Detective Sharples, you are not to conduct a raid upon anyone at any time, unless you have notified your superiors and gotten their permission, and have done so at least one hour in advance. Furthermore, you will conduct no raid at any time without having properly obtained your own warrant in a proper manner beforehand. Am I clear, Sharples?"
"I will follow the written regulations." said Sharples. "I will conduct raids upon probable cause, as any other officer is expected to do."
"That's insubordination." said Teresa Croyle. "Commander, I request that you suspend Sharples for that."
"Detective Sharples is correct, Commander." said the Union rep. "The Union will fully support his actions last night, his statement this morning, and there will be a grievance filed for your persecution of him today."
"So be it." I said. "Sharples, you're on restricted duty until the grievance is decided and settled. You're to work at your desk only, and you are prohibited from carrying a service weapon or using a firearm while on restricted duty. You will turn in your service weapon to the Armorer immediately upon leaving this office, or you can leave it here with me and I'll give it to him. Either way, you're on desk duty. Lt. Croyle, Lt. Ross, escort Sharples to the Armorer."
"Don't bother." said Sharples. He took his service weapon out, carefully and slowly, and placed it on my desk. I unloaded it as Sharples said "I might as well go home until the grievance is heard."
"Have a nice day." I said derisively, a dismissal that included the Union rep. He left with Sharples.
"Cindy, take this to the Armorer." I said. She took the gun, magazine and bullets downstairs to the secure areas where the Armorer was.
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa. "Please do suspend him, though."
"He'll be back by Friday morning." I said. "Enjoy the two days of peace."
"What do you mean he'll be back?" Teresa asked. "He didn't get a warrant, he was insubordinate to you..."
I held up my hand. "Teresa," I said, "they're going to have the grievance hearing tomorrow if not today, and he'll be found to have followed regulations and have done nothing wrong. The Union will want me censured for my actions against him, but the arbiter won't bother with that. He'll just say Sharples is on full, unrestricted duty again, with his gun. They'll say that your warrant covered his actions, which technically is true as much as I hate it. Once again, he skates by."
"God fucking damn it!" Teresa gasped. "How the fuck can we get this son of a goddamned bitch out of here?"
"Patience, my friend." I said, leaning back in my chair. "In the meantime, what I want you to contemplate is this: why does the Union so aggressively support Sharples? Why him? And then I want you to contemplate, and then quietly investigate, how Sharples found out about your raid and jumped your claim, so to speak..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that day, I had a visit from Myron Milton in my office. Cindy was there to hear the story as I had Myron sit down.
"It looks like Sharples simply accessed the files." Myron said. "Didn't try to hide it, either. He just went in and looked at them."
"I guess they're standard security," I said, "and anyone in Vice can look at them?"
"That's correct, sir, but it didn't matter." said Myron. "Lt. Croyle has tried to find ways to cut off Sharples from having access, but he's filed grievances with the Union whenever she cuts him off formally, and when she compartmentalizes things on a 'need to know' basis, someone keeps giving Sharples access. Sometimes it's Deputy Chief Brownlee himself, but sometimes it's someone we really can't trace. Maybe Sonali is doing it, but that would mean she's better than Mary and I think she is."
"And in any case," I said, "if we try to hit Sharples with accessing unauthorized data, he simply says it's Vice data, he's part of Vice and legitimately accessed it as part of his job. We just cannot get anything on the son of a bitch."
"It shouldn't be this hard to get rid of that clown." Cindy lamented, her voice as cold as the ice blue of her eyes. "Even with the Union backing him up. There should be some way to get rid of him."
"Hell," I said, "there are incidents in the Federal Government of people actually breaking regulations but not being fired for years because of red tape. In our case, Sharples colors within the lines... just barely, but he stays within the lines. So, Myron, anything else?"
"I took the liberty of checking his Police cellphone, which Internal Affairs keeps logs of... and they do that for all of our police cellphones, as well." Myron said.
"Is nothing sacred?" asked Cindy in a joking but withering voice.
"No ma'am, nothing that is police issue is private at all." replied Myron, straight deadpan, as if Cindy were being serious. "As to Sharples, his police cellphone is the only one he's known to use. He sent the email to Lt. Croyle, then sent a one-word text to Sergeant McCombs. Just a capital letter 'O'. Just the one letter."
"Maybe he was about to type something and got interrupted?" Cindy asked. "Or accidentally hit the 'send' button?"
"No ma'am." said Myron. "I've checked back. On several occasions in the past, McCombs and Sharples have sent each other texts with either an 'X' or an 'O'. Way too often to be a coincidence. And before you ask, Commander, I did check the dates and times, and they correspond to police raids or other actions at the time, including the raid on your pornstar friends back in December. That was an 'O'."
"I see, said the blind man." I said. "Okay, thanks Myron. I want you to monitor Sharples' text messages, and let me know if we get any more strange ones."
"Wilco, sir." Myron said. He excused himself and left.
"Wow, something we can use on him?" Cindy asked hopefully.
I just shook my head. "No warrant to get that information; technically, we don't have any of that. Clearly those dirty birds are communicating something, but I don't know what it is... yet."
Part 5 - The Sacred And The Profane
On Thursday morning, April 2nd, two men were escorted into the main conference room. They looked like retired mafia thugs in expensive suits. One of them was the Union rep who had ruffled my feathers the day before. The other was a Police Union lawyer.
I came into the room with ADA Paulina Patterson as my counsel and advisor. As I sat down, the Union lawyer said "Commander, Senator Cerone is a friend of mine. He said to tell you 'hello'."
"Give him my greetings when you see him again." I replied. Cerone and I were anything but friends; the politenesses were a mere front.
Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee was present, at the request of Sharples and the Union rep. And I was surprised when Sharples came in, not by his presence but the man who came in behind him: Sheriff Daniel Allgood was personally attending this grievance hearing.
"Why Sheriff," said the Union rep, the one that had been in my office the day before, "I'm surprised to see you here."
"Consider me to be here on behalf of the Town & County Council." said Allgood with alacrity. "They're getting tired of your officer making problems for the other officers on the Force."
"That's hardly a way to start this hearing." said the last person to enter the room: the arbiter. He was an older man that never quite looked directly at anyone, his eyes were shifty and he acted as if he knew more than anyone else in the room... and that he knew something we didn't. He was sent by the State to arbitrate the hearing, and I knew the game was rigged for the Union the moment he entered the room.
The arbiter said to Allgood "We're here to resolve our differences, not escalate them." His words fooled no one present.
I had asked that Lt. Croyle be at the hearing, but Sharples and Brownlee had vociferously and bitterly protested that, and the arbiter quickly agreed with them. Rigged, rigged, rigged, I thought to myself.
I gave my side of it, that Sharples had not informed his superiors of the raid in a timely enough manner, which endangered the lives of all the officers present including himself; that he had not gotten a warrant for the raid at all, and could not have just assumed Lt. Croyle would have one or even be on the scene; furthermore, he had been insubordinate in refusing to accept my order (which I'd since put in writing, to again be rejected by Sharples) supplementing the regulations by clarifying the timely manner and his need to get a warrant himself in the future."
The Union lawyer carefully attacked my arguments. Then the Union rep asked the arbiter to enter into the record the previous and successful grievances by Sharples when we'd tried to discipline him in the past. Despite Paulina's vociferous objections, the arbiter eagerly said he would accept that 'evidence' into the record and give it strong consideration.
The arbiter said "Does anyone have anything else to say before I give my ruling?"
"You're not even going to take time to consider this?" I asked, making a point to show the game was rigged.
"I'll make my decision in my own time, Commander," said the arbiter in an ugly, menacing voice, "and I'll thank you to not tell me how to do my job. You stick to doing your job, which you've consistently done poorly in regard to Detective Sharples."
"You're biased." said Paulina. "I demand another arbiter."
"Denied." said the arbiter simply. "Now, let's-"
"I have something to add to the record." said Sheriff Allgood. As eyes turned to him, he said "I have been in discussion with the Town & County Council over the matter of Detective Sharples' utter lack of professionalism and his failure and refusal to follow procedures. The District Attorney's office has complained formally to the Council about the cases Sharples has destroyed due to technical violations of the Constitution and the law.



Daniel continued: "The Council is prepared to fire Sharples, regardless of what the Police Union says, even to the point of enduring any lawsuit he attempts to file, to the point of going to jail in defiance of any Court order to reinstate him to the Force. If you try to go on strike on his behalf, we'll hire scabs. I don't know why you're trying to protect him so strongly, but the Council's patience is growing thin... as is mine."
"We're ready to give you that fight, Sheriff." said the Union rep. "And we'll see you and your Council in prison, if need be."
"You're also bluffing, Sheriff Allgood." said the arbiter. "I'll take my chances that your Council is not unanimous about this matter. After all, it was one of your Council members that had this hearing expedited."
"Who was that?" I asked.
"Thomas Cook." said the Union lawyer, which drew a sharp look of rebuke from the arbiter as I nodded. Thomas P. Cook, I thought. Sharples's benefactor, as we well knew from the Porno Set Mystery case.
Everyone but me got up to leave. As they were going into the hallway, the arbiter made a point to step in front of Paulina. He tried to speak quietly but I heard what he said.
"Let me tell you something, you fucking nigger." he snarled in a low voice. "If you ever call me biased again, I'll have your fucking law license pulled and you'll never work in this State again. You better learn your place, nigger."
"What did you just call her?" I said loudly. A red crowbar was coming out, itching to be used.
"Uh, let's get out of here." the Union lawyer said, trying to keep himself between the arbiter and me. The Union rep was trying to hurry the arbiter out, as well. Brownlee's hand went for his gun as he tried to confront me, but Daniel Allgood was right behind him, his own service weapon already drawn.
"Don't do it, Robert." Allgood said, his voice barely above a whisper. "I am just looking for a reason to shoot you." Brownlee whirled, then glared at Daniel before following the Union group down the hall. Allgood re-directed me into the Chief's office as I was about to follow them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So much for my telling you to keep cool." said Daniel as he, Paulina and I sat down in the Chief's office. "Now I'm the one escalating things with Brownlee. I really was about to shoot him if he'd drawn his gun on you. By the way, don't go after that arbiter. He can't hurt Ms. Patterson; his threats are meaningless. I think he was just trying to get you to react, Don, and it almost worked."
"No, Sheriff," I replied, very sure, "he was not thinking of me when he said that. There was no motive but pure racial hatred for Paulina in his words. I think he was surprised when I started going after him, didn't understand what was about to happen. He was wondering why the Union guys were trying to get him out of there so fast. I could see that on his face."
"The personal stuff about me aside, he was still obviously biased in this case." said Paulina. "Shall I try to use that to get another hearing?"
"Won't do any good." I said. "That whole thing was rigged from the get-go, and would be again. But it was instructive, don't you think?"
"How so?" asked Daniel.
"One State official just exposed himself as a racist." I said. "And we now know that one of our Servants of the People, Mr. Thomas Cook, is Sharples' benefactor." I did not tell them that I knew that already.
"Well, folks," I said, getting up, "if you'll excuse me, Sheriff, I have some work to do. I'll be talking with our friendly neighborhood FBI Agents this afternoon, so I won't be here at Headquarters."
"I'll be at the Courthouse, talking to Krasney." Paulina said. "That arbiter may can't do much, but Krasney needs to know if there's going to be incoming fire over me. He'll squash any shit like a bug, and he'll probably be proactive about things when I tell him what that bastard said."
And, for the record, the decision came down even before I made it out of the office to go to lunch: the arbiter ruled summarily in favor of the Union and Sharples, with a note that the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review should investigate the Town & County Police and it's senior leadership for arbitrary 'bird-dogging' (yes, he actually used that word) of Detective Leonard R. Sharples.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lunch was at the Cop Bar with Jack Muscone. To my surprise, FBI Special Agent In Charge Lester "Les" Craig was with him. Craig worked out of Southport, the major shipping and railroad transportation hub in the southern part of the State where the Rivers met. Jack was in heaven as he consumed a double cheeseburger. Craig was tall and thin, and his eating habits supported that: he was grazing on a large salad.
The owner had seen the look on my face when I came in, and brought me a plate of fried chicken with a double helping of macaroni and cheese. He said it'd make me feel better, and he was right. Macaroni and Cheese is a favorite comfort food of Your Iron Crowbar.
"Yeah, that's interesting about that guy." Muscone said when I told him about the arbiter's use of the 'n-word'. "I'll check him out for any connection to Superior Bloodlines. Sometimes big cases get cracked by small stuff like that. Now after lunch, we have something else to talk about in my office, but not here."
After lunch we went to Muscone's office and settled into chairs. "Les, fill us in on the diamond smuggling case."
Craig started in: "As you know, Don, Jack and his team have been working hard on finding something on Henry Wargrave. There has been an operation to interdict his arms shipping by the-- well, by another agency, and it's been very successful: Wargrave is having cash flow issues."
"That's what happens when he pisses off high-level CIA agents." I said. "Especially the one I sleep with every chance I get." Jack gave what was for him a laugh. Craig knew who Laura was from the faked deaths of Jack and his team operation, but it took him a moment to remember, and he looked bewildered.
"Oh, yeah... okay." said Craig. "Anyway, we developed a lead that Wargrave was trying to raise some funds by having some diamonds shipped in through Southport, which he'd distribute onwards at a good profit. He could then use that money to buy and smuggle in arms. His attempt to go through Harold Malone in Alabama ended in disaster for him when Malone was murdered. We still have no idea who did that."
"So Wargrave turned to diamonds, did he?" I asked, steering the conversation away from 'Alabama'. If Jack Muscone had not felt the need to discuss our adventures down there with Craig, I certainly had no desire to do so.
"Yes." said Craig. "Here's what's interesting. We were a bit late to the party, but we developed information that a shipment of 'ice', the diamonds, were coming into this Town on the morning of April 1st. Your people apparently developed that intel also, and actually made the correct raid on the correct location at the correct time. I still don't understand how you didn't find the diamonds. Your people got there just as the truck pulled in, and my people are sure the diamonds were on that truck."
"It wasn't for lack of trying, nor looking hard." I said. "We were wondering if it was a false flag, a distraction run while the diamonds came in somewhere else, or if it was a dry run."
"No," said Les Craig, "it was the real deal. And you guys were all over it like white on rice. That's why I can't believe they got the diamonds past you. I know your guys are good, but they didn't succeed: I got word this morning that Wargrave's agents in the City made the delivery of the diamonds, and Wargrave is already putting the money to use."
"Can you interdict that?" I asked.
"We did already." Jack Muscone said. "We were partly successful, but I fear we've alerted Wargrave to our overwatch of him in doing so."
"Good." I said.
"Good?" both agent said simultaneously.
"Yes." I said. "I think Wargrave will try to move more diamonds, and if we're lucky, he'll do it the same way again... and this time, we will not miss."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Austin," said Henry R. Wargrave, "it seems that my wire transfer of money was cut off. Was this the Oldeeds Group or the FBI?"
"FBI, sir." said Murphy. "I had a friend check, and several of your dummy accounts have been discovered and are being monitored. The affected accounts are in that file folder I gave you."
Wargrave perused the file. "Wow, they're coming hard after me. Internationally, also. Any idea why I'm so suddenly on their radar?"
"No sir," said Murphy, "but with all due respect, I think they smell blood. I very discreetly contacted some of Conrad King's people. They think it's the CIA that's really gunning for you, and the FBI is just along for the ride."
"Hmmm." said Wargrave. "It's just not like them. They've always liked it when I arm both sides of a conflict; they can choose the side they want to support and make a big deal of things in the News Media."
"Sir, someone suggested another possibility to me." said Murphy. "The Oldeeds Group is gearing up to resume their smuggling operations. Underage girls and now boys, too. They may be feeding the FBI and DEA information to distract from their own operations."
"Could be," said Wargrave, "but I don't think that's it. This feels much more personal. Someone really wants to roast me on a spit... but enough of that now. Austin, we're going to need a new shipment of diamonds, at least double the size of the last one. I'll start setting up the dummy accounts, new ones, if you will contact the suppliers and arrange the transportation."
"The same ones as last time?" Murphy asked. "The cops almost interdicted us last time. I have no idea how they found out about the shipment."
"Sure, same ones." said Wargrave. "The last one went exceptionally well... and right under the Iron Crowbar's nose. Just keep it a lot more quiet this time, so that the cops don't find out. They thought they were hitting a drug operation. You might want to set up a false flag drug op, let the cops find out about that one and sting it while our guys bring the diamonds in."
"Yes sir." said Murphy, apprehensive for some reason. "And the buyers? That's a lot of merchandise to move."
"These are going to be blue-white diamonds of the highest quality. They're called 'blue ice'." said Wargrave. "They're used for research in making x-ray lasers and other weapons-grade things. Our Russian friends are most interested in acquiring some of these diamonds, as well as the Red Chinese, and I'll be making it easier for them to do so."
Murphy felt disquieted. X-ray lasers required a nuclear power source, and that meant Government power behind developing these devices. Also, arming mercenaries and radical Islamists to kill each other and themselves was one thing; selling to foreign powers to help them make weapons that could be used against the United States was another thing entirely. It was downright treason.
Murphy began realizing just how desperate Henry R. Wargrave was becoming, and also why the FBI was coming after him so hard. This was going to turn ugly.
"One last thing, Hank." Murphy said. "We have a University Regents meeting this weekend. Big one, too, so you'll have to go into the Iron Crowbar's territory. If you want that diamond shipment over the weekend..."
"Monday night." Wargrave said. "Bring it in Monday night, early Tuesday morning." He then moved to change the subject. "Austin, you've done very well for me, especially these last few weeks and months when the heat has been on. You deserve a reward. Would you like a sweet college girl while we're in Town?"
"If it's all the same to you, Hank," Austin said, "I'd like a night with that hot older blonde you've hired in the past. Cherie, I think her name is."
"I'll set it up for tonight." Henry Wargrave said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was setting over the town, and had already dipped over the ridge upon which my new Cabin would be sitting. I was watching the fishing line flick out into Reservoir Lake, hurled by an expert hand. I was sitting with Chief Griswold on the dock behind his house.
"Crowbar, you're damned good at a lot of things," said the Chief, "but fishing ain't one of 'em. You still can't throw a line for squat. Did your dad ever take you fishing when you were a boy?"
"No sir, I can't." I admitted. "And my dad never took me fishing. Pheasant and dove hunting a few times, but not fishing." I did not mention to Chief Griswold that I wasn't a big fan of fishing, though I liked hunting well enough and had gone deer hunting with Melina a number of times when we'd been married. Now it seemed that I hunted only criminals. No time to harvest food sources outside of the grocery store.
"When your son gets old enough, take him hunting and fishing." said Griswold. "Nothing bonds a father and son together like doing things like that together." He expertly flicked the fishing line back into the water. "So, Crowbar, what did you want to talk about?"
"I need your advice, Chief." I said. "There has got to be a way to get Sharples out of the Force... legally, that is, without killing him." The Chief smiled as I said "I admit I don't have a clue what to do about it."
"Is he popular with the other officers of the Force?" the Chief asked, seemingly lazily and with a disinterested voice. I was not fooled one iota.
"He's hated by his fellow Detectives, who refuse to work with him. Julie Newton is his official partner, mostly because she never goes into the field though she's qualified with a gun, and she and Sharples can ignore each other. Sharples does have some friends in the uniformed services, mostly Sergeant McCombs and that dirtbag Justin Hendricks, who may never get promoted if I can help it."
"Who hired Hendricks? And Sharples for that matter?"
"Robert Brownlee, on both." I said. "McCombs recommended Hendricks, which is one reason I smell dirt around Hendricks, so I don't really blame Brownlee on that; we hire batches of officers out of the Academy like everyone else does. But Sharples is all on Brownlee. They're not friends by any means, but Brownlee feels the need to protect his hires or he thinks he'll look bad."
The Chief grunted at that, a laugh for him. "He looks real bad in other ways, and that's what he thinks about? Okay, seriously, Brownlee hired Angela Harlan, too... not a good record for him on that batch of hires."
"Well, Martin Nash was a good hire." I said, "but I understand that was your doing, Chief."
"Not much gets by you, Crowbar. Nash was a great hire... but not my best one." Griswold said, meaning me.
"We've got a long way to go before you can say that." I said.
"Modesty is a human trait, Commander." Griswold replied, in the form of one of his favorite Klingon quotations. "I will excuse it."
"So speaking of 'excusing'," I said, "what can you recommend about Sharples?"
"Back in my day, when things were more 'old school'," said the Chief, "there would be an 'understanding' about an officer that didn't fit in. He wasn't spoken to, might find himself on the business end of practical jokes. If things got worse, he'd find the air was let out of his tires at the worst possible times, he wouldn't get backup on missions, stuff like that. And on the most rare of occasions, he'd get the police equivalent of a 'blanket party'."
Griswold continued: "As I understand it, the Union is supporting Sharples far more strongly than they should be. You've remarked on it already, and I agree that it's a lot more than just trying to protect a bad officer or just tweaking you. The Union does hate to have to expend so much energy on this one guy; it hurts them when they have to go to bat for other officers and they've already expended that political capital."
I nodded in understanding as the Chief flicked his line into the lake again.
"I could suggest two things." said Griswold. "First, there is a separate Union for Captains and higher, and you're aware of that. Captains and higher are political appointees in the New York Police Department, the City Police Department, and even our smaller Police Force. As you know, Captains are not subjected to many of the same regulations as lower ranking officers, even Lieutenants ." The Chief paused to let that sink in, and I realized like a punch between the eyes that I'd just been given a huge piece of information.
"Yes, Crowbar." said the Chief, seeing the understanding in my eyes. "Anyway, I would suggest you use the Police Captains' Union against the regular officers' Union, but Brownlee will fight you every step of the way."
"And he is clinging to them like Sharples clings to the regular Police Union." I replied. "So what's the other idea?"
"Use him against himself." said Griswold. "Give him assignments he'll hate, but he'll have to do or be subject to discipline. Seemingly lay off him, but give him plenty of rope to hang himself."
"Like Teresa is trying to do now." I said. And then I understood again.
"Yes, Crowbar." said the Chief. "It is indeed possible that Ms. Croyle sat in that chair you're sitting in some weeks ago, and asked the very same questions. Yes, she one-upped you, and I know you won't come down on her for going over your head."
I grinned. "No, not on this one. I have a feeling her best buddy, who carries a blue crowbar around, might have been an influence upon her in that matter."
"Not much gets by you, Crowbar." Griswold said affably. He retrieved the fishing line for the final time. "It's getting dark. Let's go inside, and I insist you have some supper with us."
"Thank you, sir, but I can't stay too late." I replied. "I've got a dog to feed now."
Part 6 - The Queen of Diamonds
Saturday, April 4th. The bedsprings squeaked in protest as the beautiful woman rode the man beneath her, slamming her sweet ass down onto his cock as he tried to match her by thrusting up into her. Her long black hair cascaded down her back and her very ample breasts bounced on her firm chest, her abs seeming to ripple as she fucked his six inch cock with everything she had.
"Fuck me, Thomas, fuck me!" yelled Karen Warner Harlan. "Give it to me, damn you!"
"I'm trying, babe!" Thomas P. Cook gasped. He gripped Karen's hips in his strong hands and thrust up into her, redoubling his fucking efforts, but it just seemed to never be enough to satisfy her. Even the viagra he'd taken was not enough; this was their third fuck and Karen had come around his thrusting, throbbing cock many times, but she still craved more.
As the couple rutted hotly on the hotel bed, the other woman watched from inside the closet. Elizabeth was a sensuous woman, not a crude nymphomaniac like Karen. As Elizabeth watched, she allowed the feelings of pleasure to course through her body. She could feel her dress on her body, feel the fabric caressing her breasts. She could feel the straps of her high heels straining against her elegant feet as she wiggled them. She felt her fingers sliding under her lace panties and rubbing her swollen labes, and almost groaned when her bird finger slid deep into her sopping wet pussy. She massaged the upper wall of her vagina, seeking that sweet G-spot that would shoot sparks of pleasure through her when it was stimulated.
"Oh God, I'm coming!" gasped Thomas P. Cook. It was his third climax, and the volume of semen he fired into the tip of the condom was not significantly large. Spent, he relaxed, no longer caring about the woman gyrating above him. She was simply too much for him to handle.
"Can't keep up?" Karen asked wearily.
"I don't think any man can untie that knot inside you." Cook replied.
"So," Karen said, still sitting on top of Cook, her weight pressing down on him, "you'll just have to satisfy me in another way." Virtually unnoticed was her hand reaching behind her, cupping Cook's balls.



"What's that, baby?" he asked, not really interested, having worked out his nut three times.
"Diamonds, baby." Karen said. "That shipment of diamonds coming in? I want you to sell them to me instead of your other client."
"What?! You gotta be shittin' me." Cook said. Just as he was about to grab Karen's hips and fling her off of him, he felt the pressure of her hand gripping his Fruit squeeze just a bit harder, but not enough to cause pain... yet.
"Mmm, baby," said Karen, massaging the businessman's balls, "allow me to tighten your... nuts." Cook looked up at her. She was radiantly beautiful, but her eyes were cold... as cold as ice. She had her father's eyes, but Cook did not know that.
"Now let's not play games here." Karen said icily. "I know the diamonds are coming in Monday night, I have the means and backing to buy them and make it worth your while. And I've got your balls in my hand right now."
"Do you know what my client would do to me if I fucked him over like that?" Cook gasped.
"Henry Wargrave?" Karen asked wickedly. "Oh, don't worry about him. My associates and I will make sure he doesn't do anything to you. In fact, it's one of my associates that wants to hurt Wargrave by keeping these diamonds from him. So... do we have a deal?"
"You fucking bitch!" Cook gasped. He grabbed Karen to fling her off, and felt the excruciating pain of her squeezing his testicles as hard as she could. That wasn't enough to stop him, and he got up to charge her...
"That's enough, stop right there."
Cook reeled back to the bed. The attractive older woman, wearing glasses and a clingy dress, had appeared out of seemingly nowhere. The .38 Special revolver in her hand arrested his attention even further. Her face looked familiar to him... she looked like someone else he knew, but he couldn't quite place it...
"What the fuck is this?" Cook asked, his voice low and menacing, his eyes staring daggers at Karen Warner Harlan. "Blackmail? My wife knows I fuck around, and so does she. And I'm too connected for any scandal to affect my Council position."
"You've got it all wrong, Mr. Cook." said Elizabeth. "We're not trying to blackmail you, we just want some new best friends. Diamonds are a girl's best friend, dontcha know." The woman's sarcastic wit reminded Cook of the Iron Crowbar... oh, that's it, she looks like him. They must be related.
Elizabeth continued, pointing the gun at the ceiling but still ready for use, "Like my friend here said, we're offering you a deal for those diamonds. Bring them to us instead of Mr. Wargrave, and we'll pay you well, protect you from him, and give you no more trouble. Give them to him, and you and your wife will both be found in tiny pieces, after you're forced to watch her being gang-raped in front of you, all courtesy of our associate who does not take 'no' for an answer. What will it be, Mr. Cook? If you don't help us, you're 'cooked', pun fully intended..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They were in the small safehouse apartment on the other side of Town, which Thaddeus Ward of Ward Harvester kept for overnight business guests. It had been converted to apartments from a motel, as the Bypass road and hotels to the north had wiped out its business.
Elizabeth was on one double bed while Karen was on the other. Karen was using a huge dildo, thrusting it into her sodden pussy, while Elizabeth fingered her clit, slit and labes much more gently.
"Oh God, oh fuck!" Karen gasped in exasperation. "I have got to get some fucking cock!"
"I told you," said Elizabeth, "you should fuck my baby brother. His iron hard cock would have you coming in buckets."
"Oh Jesus, there is no way I'd fuck him, even if he was the last cock on the face of this earth." replied Karen, her voice full of disgust. "I'd rather fuck my brother, and you know how much I hate his fucking guts."
"Yeah..." Elizabeth whispered, enjoying her own fantasy as her fingers did the walking. Karen looked over at her, and the idea came to her ice-cold, evil mind.
"So, baby," Karen said, "how do you know how hard your brother's cock is?" She got up and eased herself onto the other bed next to the older woman, pressing into Elizabeth's left side, her fingers sliding over the woman's torso to her pubic bush. "Have you ever fucked your brother?" Her fingers slid along Elizabeth's slit, and she felt the heat and wetness of the woman's cunt."
"He... he raped me once." Elizabeth said quietly.
"And you haven't taken revenge?" Karen asked, astonished. "You haven't tried to kill him?"
"No..." Elizabeth moaned. "I hated his guts at the time, and I wanted to kill him, but I realized later that I got hot every time I thought of him fucking me..."
"Oh, does it make you hot thinking of your brother fucking you, Elizabeth?" Karen asked. One finger, then a second, slid into Elizabeth's honey hole, and Karen felt Liz's cunt clutch at the invading digits. She began fucking the older woman harshly and hotly.
"Think of him, Elizabeth." Karen urged, whispering right into Elizabeth's ear, smelling her perfume, hearing her gasps. "Think of your brother on top of you. Think of his big, hard cock plunging into you, again and again... think about how hard he is inside you... think of his bare cock fucking you, think of him getting his nut and coming inside you... oh yeah, think of your own brother shooting his load into this sweet pussy of yours..."
"OHHHHHH! UNNHH!!" Elizabeth moaned loudly. Her vagina clamped down hard on Karen's deeply probing fingers as Elizabeth came hard. Karen watched Elizabeth's luscious body shudder and shiver as her orgasm ripped through her like a tidal wave, crashing into her, her nerves on ecstatic overload as the gray mist swirled behind her eyes for several seconds.
When Elizabeth opened her eyes, she saw Karen's gorgeous face just inches above hers. "Thank you." she gasped, not having any other words for the intense pleasure she had just experienced.
Karen kissed Elizabeth's mouth gently. "Don't thank me, thank your brother for that orgasm. And maybe one day your dream of making love with him will come true." Elizabeth closed her eyes and moaned, an aftershock of a smaller orgasm spasming in her pussy as the image of her brother kissing her like Karen just did while deeply fucking her filled her mind.
Karen got off the bed and went back to her own bed. "Geez, no wonder Dr. Fredricson came here to this Town. There's more incest and swinging and hot sex here than anywhere else in the world."
"Gonna fuck your brother?" Elizabeth asked, the pleasing lassitude of the aftermath of her massive climax still flowing through her, like lightning running through a cloud.
"Harrumph!" Karen snorted. "No way in hell would I let that shit-eater's cock touch me. Besides, he has that 'Miss Christianity' whore fucking his balls off like my Aunt Katherine used to do." Elizabeth said no more, she was fast falling asleep.
Still sexually frustrated, Karen turned out the lights. As she lay in bed she tried to turn over in her mind the diamond haul they were about to make. The fourth person in their group had wanted the women to make Thomas Cook do this, and solely for the purpose of fucking over Henry Wargrave. For that man to even consider fucking over someone as huge as Wargrave was ballsy enough, and Karen realized that Wargrave must've really offended her associate to have him coming after Wargrave so fiercely. Like her, her associate was as cold as ice inside his corruption-eaten soul...
To be continued.
So, dear readers, how did the perps get the diamonds past the TCPD's Finest? How will those sneaky criminals get them around the Iron Crowbar again?... or will they? And what will Henry R. Wargrave do? Solution next chapter!
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Part 7 - Amber Alert
"This is Priya Ajmani for KSTD Five-Alive News!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette into her microphone just outside the neighborhood where our temporary Police command center had been set up. It was getting dark on Saturday night, April 4th.
"An Amber Alert has gone out for little Marie Pressman, who has been reported missing since this afternoon by her parents." Priya reported. "Police believe the five-year-old walked away from her backyard while her parents weren't looking, and may be in the wooded areas not far from her home. The Search and Rescue Teams have been called out, as well as the Police Auxiliary, the Fire Volunteers and Auxiliary, and many citizens from the Town and County."
We had a formal, trained Search & Rescue group. They had badges like ours, but were silver instead of gold, had a seal showing a compass instead of the Great Seal of the Town & County in the middle, and "VOLUNTEER" instead of a Police or Fire Department number.
My mother would've been one of the Auxiliary Police leaders, but she was out of Town for the weekend. I was in the command center tent that someone felt the necessity of setting up, and I'd just given instructions to the many search teams. Cindy Ross was with me, as were several radio dispatch officers. The operation was going smoothly, led by Lieutenant Wes 'Coldiron' Masters of the Uniformed Officers division.
"Think we'll find her?" Cindy Ross asked.
"You tell me, Crowbar 2." I said. "Think."
"I'm not a Troy. But to your point, I don't think she walked off." said Cindy. "The Pressman's have two dogs, and I asked them if their daughter and the dogs got along. They said the dogs loved her and she loved them." I smiled and nodded, but Lt. Masters was not comprehending.
"Why is that important?" he asked.
Cindy replied: "I've observed the Commander's daughter and their new dog, Bowser. She cannot and could not walk anywhere without that dog following, and if she left the yard Bowser would be right there with her. But the Pressman's dogs did not go with little Marie. That suggests she was taken by someone."
"Yes, the dogs did nothing in the daytime." I said, paraphrasing the Conan Doyle quotation. "I agree with you, Lt. Ross. But we got an anonymous tip two hours ago that someone saw a little girl matching Marie's description was wandering in a field near here, and near Ronald Reagan Park. And KSTD had info on that tip before we could even do anything about it, and were setting up their cameras. Ergo, I called for the search and rescue operation... after all, this is what it's for."
Lt. Masters nodded, then excused himself to check in with his radio operators. Once alone, Cindy asked me quietly "Do you think this is being done to distract us?"
"I think it's for something, and this girl will be found." I replied. "KSTD is all over it; KXTC is way behind the power curve, which is strange enough. Myron said the anonymous tip came from a burner phone, and he exceeded his authority by checking and finding that the phone also called KSTD before calling the Duty Desk."
"And let's go one further." I continued. "If I were a citizen and saw a kid wandering around, I'd go get that kid, at least make sure she's okay. This anonymous tipster didn't do that... cared enough to call it in, but not enough to actually help the child. A strangeness there, my friend."
"Yep." Cindy said. "So you don't think someone is going to push some diamonds through the County while this is going on?"
"No." I said, dropping my voice. "The FBI got some info that there will be a diamond shipment Monday night. Our TCPD sources have not heard a thing, nor have our C.I.s, so I really think this is the real deal, while that first shipment may have been a dry run or a much smaller delivery. Croyle is already preparing our raid, and she's making sure nothing is written down where Sharples can hear about it."
"Good." Cindy said. "I've had about all I can take of that fat ass." Her words caused me to go into a reverie, thinking of what had happened earlier in the day...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Earlier that Saturday morning, I was playing with Carole and Bowser after breakfast when there was a call on my police cellphone. It was the Duty Desk.
"Commander," said the Duty Sergeant, "Councilman Thomas Cook's office called here, and said the Councilman expects you in his office this morning at 10:00am sharp."
"He 'expects' me there?" I asked. "He used that tone of voice?"
"It wasn't him, sir." said the Sergeant. "It was his assistant, and yes, the voice was one of an order, not a request."
"I see. Thanks for the call." I said. As I disconnected from the call, my first thought was to let Thomas P. Cook pound sand. Then I had an idea. I called Cindy Ross, and asked if she could go to the meeting with me, as I did not care to go to Cook's office alone. She agreed.
"If it were me," said Laura when I told her about the call, "I'd tell Thomas Cook to pound sand." I told her I had something else in mind, and went and got dressed (in civilian clothes) for the meeting.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the City Hall office of Councilman Thomas P. Cook, the assistant admitted me but refused to let Cindy inside. I'd told Cindy that might happen, and that she should watch the assistant as if she were a bad dog, and make her nervous.
"Ah, Commander," said Cook jovially as I came in, "thank you for coming. Have a seat. Would you care for some coffee?"
"No thank you." I said coldly. "And I must ask you to come to the point, as I am missing another appointment by coming here."
Cook looked a bit put off at my brusque lack of manners, but he came to the point: "Okay. I understand that the grievance for Detective Sharples happened yesterday. I wanted to tell you directly that it was me that had that hearing expedited. I also wanted to tell you that while some Council members have expressed a desire to separate Detective Sharples from the Police Force, that attitude is by no means a unanimous one. I for one think Detective Sharples has done a fine job and will continue to... if you stop harassing him in the performance of his duties."
He looked at me to see the effect of his words upon me, but I'd long since set my face into impassive indifference, showing nothing. If his pause was meant to allow me to say something, it didn't work; I sat silently, waiting for him, until the silence of the room became embarrassing.
"So I don't want to hear of any more problems with this Detective and with the Union in general." Cook finally continued. "Despite some illusory things said to the Sheriff, and apparently taken out of context, the Council does not want the expense nor the media publicity of a lawsuit. And remember, Commander, that you will not be Acting Chief forever, especially as you declined to accept the job full time."
At this pause, I did speak: "I have just one question, Councilman: are you speaking formally for the Council, or is this just your own opinion and words?"
"You may consider me to be speaking for several members of the Council." Cook said. "Again, this is a political issue, or is becoming one, and we do not want to have to deal with it."
"Is that it?" I asked as I got up.
"I guess so." said Cook, totally unable to determine what to do next, and not knowing if he'd made an impression upon me. "Thank you for coming." He had stood up and was now extending his hand.
"If you'll excuse me, then, I have other things to do." I said, ignoring the outstretched hand. I turned to go.
"Do be careful, Commander." said Cook, stopping me. "You hold your job at the pleasure of the Council, and a dubiously-awarded Medal of Valor, a crowbar, and solving some cases won't protect you from people that have their own political interests at heart. Oh, you may try to bluff and say you can walk away from the job, but we both know you don't want to leave it."
I slowly walked back towards the desk, as if thinking. "Mr. Cook," I said, keeping my voice unnervingly quiet, "I don't know why you're working with the Union to protect that slug Sharples, but you had better hope and pray he doesn't lead you into anything criminal that I find out about... whether or not I'm a Police Commander here, or working on political corruption issues with the State or Feds. Have a nice day, and remember to follow the law like a good citizen." Adam West (Batman) could not have been any cheesier, and Cook looked utterly shocked as I turned and left.
As Cindy and I left City Hall, I knew that if I walked back in the office I would catch Cook examining the recording device he'd used... and that the device had failed to catch the conversation, thanks to my trusty jamming device, which was getting way too much use these days...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I had some coffee in my office at Headquarters, I talked with her about my conversation with Chief Griswold.
"He said to create an atmosphere of 'understanding' about Sharples." I said.
"I think that already exists." Cindy replied. "What else can we do?"
"I want the word put out to be very formal with his name. Do not call him 'Sergeant' and correct anyone who does so as if they're committing a sin by calling him the wrong rank. Very quietly let word filter down that Sharples is a bad seed. And assign Sharples to jobs in the Tenderloin Districts and predominately-black districts, but be sure not to let him use Precinct 2 as his headquarters office, lest he set an ugly precedent there."
"Anything else?" Cindy asked.
"This won't be as easy, but any time Sharples fucks up or causes a mission to go bad, talk to Bettina Wurtzburg on 'deep background' and let her know he's the fuck-up. Maybe we can get Sharples some bad press, and that'll intensify him as the problem child."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in the present, with the sun now having set and the search parties using flashlights and lanterns in the darkness. Cindy and I sat at the command center tent, listening to progress reports.
"Commander, couldn't we be at Headquarters monitoring this search?" Cindy asked.
"Yep." I replied, understanding her. "Or from Precinct 3 or Precinct 1 Headquarters. This is for Media show, to make it visibly look like we're working on it. And that's why you and I are here: to make it look like we're in charge and working on it. Yes, we're working on it anyway, but if we don't show it publicly, the Media will accuse us of apathy and indifference."
"Geez, I'm beginning to hate the Press." Cindy said.
"That puts you on the fast track to the Commander position and the Chief position." I 'warned' my partner with a grin. A blue crowbar was waved in my general direction in retaliatory response.
The Press had been denied access to the command center, and a separate tent was set up for Lt. Peterson, the Media Relations Officer, to deal with them. At about 10:00pm, I watched over there for several minutes, then turned to Cindy Ross.
"The girl will be found within ten minutes." I said.
"How do you know?" Cindy asked, looking at me as if I'd lost my mind..
"Priya Ajmani got a cellphone call, then she and her cameraman just left the Media tent and snuck out of here." I said. "They know something. Also notice that Priya stayed at the Media tent, while Bettina, John Hardwood, Amber Harris and other reporters are out with the search teams, leaving 'cubs' at the central post."
The conclusion was obvious. Cindy looked over at the Media tent, then back at me. "I'm not a Troy, but even I can see that something is not right about that."
Sure enough, just five minutes later a voice came over the police radios, saying "I've got her, I've got her!". It was Detective Leonard Sharples's voice.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The girl was relatively unharmed, but was crying and asking for her mommy. She was reunited with her parents within minutes in the glaring light of a crush of Media cameras. The family was hustled into an ambulance for a trip to the Hospital for a checkup.
The Media was buzzing, trying to get Sharples on camera as he told his story to Priya Ajmani and her KSTD cameraman. "I spotted her in this field behind us, here." he was saying. The field was a grassy patch, and behind it was a tree-lined, weed-surrounded creek that emptied into the River about a mile away. "It wasn't easy to see her, but I caught sight of the colors in her dress and investigated." He was really buttering himself up, but it was Priya's fawning and her softball questions amongst exclamations of praise that had me looking at this scene as if it were scripted and play-acted.
Have I mentioned that Cindy is not the only person with a crowbar who truly hates the Press?
To top it off, KSTD had "exclusive" coverage of Sergeant Sharples bringing the girl out of the field, and they would be showing that footage over and over and over again for the next several days as they told the Public that Sharples a "hero" over and over again.
Part 8 - Appearances
Sunday morning, April 5th. After spending the night in the hospital for observation, little Marie Pressman was brought with her parents to the office of Dr. Laura Fredricson. If anyone was capable of working with a child and getting the answers out, while keeping the child soothed at the same time, it was Laura.
To help Laura, our dog Bowser was present. His coat was a yellow-labbish very light color, and he'd been fitted with a red bandana around his collar, making him look utterly adorable. Sure enough, little Marie took an instant liking to the dog.
"This is my friend Bowser." Laura said. "I think he likes you. Do you want to pet Bowser?"
"Yeah." Marie said, smiling brightly. "Hey Bowser!" She petted Bowser, who liked the attention as he sniffed his new friend.
While they played, Laura asked Marie some questions. "How did you leave your house?" Laura asked. "Did you walk away?"
"No." said Marie, who was a smart child. "A man picked me up and said he was taking me to Mommy."
"What did this man look like?" Laura asked. "Did he wear glasses?"
"Yeah." said Marie. "He had a big beard, too. And a funny hat."
"Was he fat or skinny?" Laura asked.
"He was fat." said Marie.
"So do you remember where you were?" Laura asked.
"No. It was a dark room. It was little." said Marie. "He put me in there with the thing like Daddy uses on the grass in the yard. He said to go to sleep, and if I peed in my pants Mommy would be mad at me. But I couldn't help it." The girl looked distressed.
"I'm not mad at you, sweetie!" Marie's mom said, hugging her.
"Marie," Laura said, "were the walls of the room wood like this table? Or metal, like that desk?"
"Wood. Like the treehouse my friend Carla's daddy made."
"Ah, that's fantastic." Laura said, impressed. "Marie, what was the man wearing?"
"A brown coat and blue pants." said Marie.
"Like blue jeans? Like your dad is wearing now?" Laura asked.
"Yeah." Marie said, looking over at her father, who was wearing blue jeans.
"Do you remember seeing anything else in that little room?
"There was a coat hanging up. It looked like that." Marie said, pointing at the chair next to me. I'd been sitting unobtrusively in the chair in front of Laura's desk. My trenchcoat was folded on the chair next to me.
"Like this?" I asked, holding up the coat. Marie looked up at Laura, then her mother.
"It's okay," Laura said reassuringly, "you can talk to him. He's my husband, and Bowser's friend."
"Yeah, it was like that." Marie said, reassured about me.
"Marie," I said, trying to keep my voice as gentle as possible. "I'm going to stand up. Will you tell me if the man you saw was as tall as me?" I stood erect, towering over her.
"No, you're much higher than that other man was." Marie said. "But his tummy was much wider than yours."
"How did you get out of the room?" Laura asked.
"The man came and opened the door and told me to go into the field, that my mommy was down there." said Marie. "I ran out but I didn't see Mommy."
"Do you remember the police officer that found you?" Laura asked.
"Yeah, he was fat too." Marie said.
"Was he the same guy that brought you into the little room?"
"I don't think so." Marie said.
"Thank you for helping me, Marie." I said. "I'm going to let you talk to Dr. Laura here some more, okay?" My wife did not like being called 'Dr. Laura', but as I was talking to a child, she let it go.
"I know who you are!" Marie suddenly exclaimed, grinning. "You're that Crowbar guy on TV!" She was very happy with herself for figuring that out. Laura's eyes were twinkling as she grinned at me.
"Er, yes, I am." I said, smiling wryly. "My real name is Don, so call me that, okay? You're a very smart little girl."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Commander," said Sergeant Rudistan. "Internal Affairs asked Sharples to show us where he found the girl. At first he said over there in that field about 200 yards down the road, but the trees behind it didn't match the video footage." He showed me some news footage from the previous night. There was enough light from cameras and some light behind the treeline, so we could generally tell the landscape.
"So Sharples then said he wasn't sure, that it was night, he got disoriented by the news cameras, yadda yadda yadda." said Rudistan. "But I think this field here fits the video footage."
"Sure does." I said, then pointed at spots on the ground. "And you can see the trampled grass where Sharples went after the child, then around here were some Media people were."
I had Cindy come over, and said quietly to her: "One other thing: the Search and Rescue teams were coming this way, and they were not the teams Sharples had been assigned to go with. He apparently broke off from them, came here by himself, and 'Hey, presto!' the child shows up right in front of him... before anyone else could get here to see what happened."
"Not only that," Cindy said, "this field is visible from the road, and several patrol cars went by in the previous hour. I've had officers approach me and make a point to say they saw nothing at all. They're suspicious, too. Yeah, they could've missed her, but she'd have to be practically intentionally hiding for that to happen."



"Yes." I said, then said loudly so that everyone could hear: "We need to look around for a shed or toolhouse in the area."
We searched around the periphery of the field. There was a small wooden shed in the backyard of one of the houses, and an open fence gate next to it."
"Let's ask the owners if we can look inside." I said. I went to the front door, but my knocks went unheeded.
"Commander," Cindy said, "for all your powers of observation..." She pointed to the 'For Sale' sign in the front yard.
"Ah, yes," I said, smiling, "I can't see the forest for the trees. Okay, let's do the 'probable cause' thing since this house appears to be unoccupied."
We went back to the shed, where Rudistan and Morton had stood on guard. Going inside, I groaned.
"This is it, all right." I said. "Hook on the door where a trenchcoat was likely hanging. But look at this." I pointed to what looked like a large rubber washtub. Inside was a beard, a wig, glasses, a shirt, blue jeans, and socks... all completely submerged in pure Clorox.
"So much for DNA data," Cindy said, "but I'll call the Lab anyway."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I think I've been hanging around you too long." Cindy said as we sat in folding chairs on what would be the new, reconstructed deck of The (New) Cabin, feeling the chill of the late afternoon air, and sipping on some single-malt Scotch that I only brought out on rare occasions, good or bad. This was one of those occasions.
Cindy continued: "I can just see that this whole thing was orchestrated by Sharples, and for his own glorification. What I don't understand is the 'why' of it."
"Well," I replied, "I don't think Sharples is smart enough to plan all that own his own, if you get my drift. This was planned for him, and the reasons are pretty easy to see, too."
I explained: "I think we got closer to getting rid of Sharples than we realized. They had to pull out all the stops with the Union. Then someone figured out that rescuing him was not enough; they had to rehabilitate his image publicly, or at least start publicly boosting his image so that if we started trying to erode him with the Media, he'd have this to counter it. And that was done, and pretty effectively, I might add. So as it stands now, even though most of the Force still knows what Sharples is and isn't, KSTD is making him pure gold with the Public."
"Yep." Cindy said. "so much for our brilliantly planned, flawlessly executed plans--"
Just then the crunch of gravel alerted us to the fact a car was driving up. Out popped someone unexpected: Bettina Wurtzburg, Senior Managing Editor of KXTC Channel Two News.
"May I join you for a moment?" Bettina asked as she came up. "Off the record? Completely off the record?"
"Sure." I said. I had brought an extra chair and cup, suspecting we might have an extra guest... but I thought it would be Teresa.
"I'll let you two talk--" Cindy said, getting up to go.
"Oh no, please stay." Bettina said. "I'd like for both of you to hear this." Cindy sat back down as I poured Bettina a drink.
"Mmm, that's good stuff." Bettina said after sipping the Scotch. "Again, guys, this is completely off the record."
"Agreed." I said. "Completely off the record. What's up?"
Bettina started in: "It is very obvious to everyone that something was going on with that kidnapping. And KSTD got every exclusive. Priya Ajmani, who would spread her legs for any man if it meant getting a scoop over us, somehow was at the scene when Sharples found the little girl, and was somehow the only one getting interviews with that guy."
If Bettina noticed Cindy and I exchange glances, she didn't let on as she continued: "I've been in the news business a good long time, and I know staging when I see it. This whole thing, and by that I mean the entire kidnapping event, looked like a planned, orchestrated, staged event. Everything looked done in advance, including the Media coverage, at least for KSTD. I know that sounds crazy guys, and probably makes me sound like some jealous harpy that's mad about getting scooped. But I'm not kidding; I think that whole thing was a farce... except for what the little girl endured."
"Yeah, that's what pisses me off about this." Cindy said. "Kidnapping a little girl like that. Whoever would do that has a heart as cold as ice, or really no heart at all."
"I could not agree more." I said. "And Bettina, you're not crazy. I agree with your ideas. I'll give you this much, and off the record, of course: Sharples has been increasingly on the edge the last few weeks and months. We've been looking to get him out, but he has some people desperate to save him, keep him where he is. I think this is part of that: make him look good with the Public, using a very willing tool in Priya Ajmani and KSTD... oh, take note of who owns KSTD, by the way, Bettina."
"Some group called Acme, right?" Bettina asked. I was stunned she did not know more.
"And who is behind Acme?" I asked.
"I... I'm not really sure." Bettina said. "They're a holding company for a consortium of businesses, based in the City, but I haven't looked up their makeup. I've got enough to do with my own network."
"Miss Ross, what do you think about Acme?" I asked Cindy.
"Whenever I hear the word 'Acme', Bettina, I hear the words 'Henry R. Wargrave'." Cindy replied.
"Oh, wow." Bettina said. "And does that mean-- oh, I can't ask that off the record. I'd never be able to use it."
"You'll never get an answer on the record." I said, knowing what she wanted to ask.
"Okay." said Bettina. "I've heard that the FBI and CIA are crawling up Wargrave's posterior so hard that he's shitting Government forms. They are really going after him. I haven't figured out why, though, especially after all these years."
"Want to know why?" I asked. "Look behind you."
Bettina did so, seeing only the beginnings of the construction of The Cabin. "I don't get it." she said. She looked around again, then it dawned on her. "Ohhhhhh... the fire. Oh my God, Don, are you trying to tell me Wargrave set your house on fire?"
"No, he didn't." I said. "He had no part in that at all. But the house fire is a clue to what is happening, and if you figure it out, Bettina, you'll have the greatest news scoop of all time. Of course I won't say any more... off the record or on it."
"Bettina," Cindy said, "off the record, you now know exactly how I feel every day talking to this man. Not much gets by him, but getting him to share is a different story."
"In due time, my friend, in due time." I said. "If I am keeping anything from you, Miss Ross, it's only to protect you from the hideous Evil that lurks within this County. Evil forces that were behind Bettina's ordeal at the hands of my evil nephew, Evil forces that set this house on fire. Okay, Bettina, I've given you some really hot information, though off the record. Do with it what you will..."
Part 9 - The Ace of Diamonds
Monday morning, April 6th. At 7:30am Cindy and I were in my office, drinking our coffee and discussing what was going to happen during the day. We were planning to interdict the diamond shipment that the FBI said was coming in tonight, and we knew we had to do everything discreetly, nothing in writing. Paulina understood and went to Judge Watts' home to get a warrant that would be kept under seal until the raid actually took place.
To my shock, my office door opened and in walked Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee, without knocking and without invitation.
"There's a concept called 'knocking', Brownlee." I said. "Get to know it. Start doing it."
Brownlee ignored my words, as well as Cindy's presence as he said "We haven't gotten your written medal request for Sergeant Sharples yet. When are you going to submit one?"
"It's 'Detective' Sharples, Brownlee. He's not a Sergeant." I said. "And the first normal duty day since the incident hasn't even started yet, and won't for thirty minutes. We'll write something up, but in due time."
"You should put him in for the Police Medal." Brownlee said with an absolutely straight face. "If you don't want your people to write it up, I'll do it."
"No, it's not your place to do that." I said. "And the Police Medal? Are you kidding me?" Brownlee said nothing; he wasn't kidding. I continued: "If I feel good today, I might put him in for an Achievement Medal, which the Council will downgrade to a Certificate of Achievement. But the Police Medal? No frickin' way."
"Suit yourself." said Brownlee. "But he deserves a lot higher award for finding that little girl."
"At no risk to himself." I said. "Achievement Medal would be more than enough. Now shoo, go away, go do your job pushing papers." Brownlee's eyes sparked with anger at those words, but he held his tongue. He walked out.
"Are you frickin' kidding me?" Cindy said, her face not able to hide her sheer disbelief. "The Police Medal for that Fat Bastard?"
"Part of their plan." I said. "Part of their plan. Now let's not worry about little shit, we've got a big mission tonight...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Lt. Teresa Croyle came into my office.
"Sir," she said, "we've just gotten a tip that a big drug shipment is coming in. The drop is supposed to go down near Ronald Reagan Park around 1:00am."
"Which Detective developed this?" I asked.
"Geiger." Teresa said. "But when I asked him where he got it he admitted that Sharples gave him some info on it. Sharples then said that Geiger should take this to me, both to make Geiger look good and because we're mad at Sharples."
"No doubt about that." I said.
"The intel is pretty good, though." Teresa said. "I had Geiger and Newton check it out. Newton confirmed it."
"Okay," I replied, "have Geiger work with some Precinct 3 officers. Full vests and gear. But just as he leaves, tell him this might fake info to distract us. If it's real, he gets a good collar; if it's not, so be it."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, then turned and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:05pm, Monday April 6th. Lieutenant Teresa Croyle had her eight-man SWAT team ready to go, led by Senior Sergeant Hugh Hewitt, as Lt. Claire Michaels was away on personal business. Detective Christopher Purvis was also there. They were watching the warehouse that had been the scene of the first diamond raid days before.
"There's the truck." Teresa said. "And sure enough, Commander, there's Sharples, McCombs, Hendricks and Davis. Two hours before the FBI's intel said the truck would be here."
"And we're not supposed to know it's here at all." I said. "Okay, go!"
When Teresa and her unit burst into the room, the scene was virtually the same as before: five men sitting around a cooler full of ice and beers, their hands on their heads but them sitting in their chairs this time. Teresa noted that Sharples and his team had come in at least a minute beforehand, so those guys should've been on the floor and handcuffed by now.
"Nothing again, Lieutenant." Sharples said, his voice surprisingly calm and agreeable. "We just got here and were about to start a search. And I do have a warrant this time, issued by Judge Nance."
"Good." said Teresa. "Cuff and search these guys." She watched as officers cuffed the five men, some of who were bitterly protesting that this was harassment and that they wanted their lawyers immediately. Dirty Lennie had two cell phones, extracted by Patrol Officer Justin Hendricks, but other than that there was nothing unusual about their pocket contents.
"Nothing in the ice chest." said Sharples, taking the beers out as before...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was still waiting outside with Lt. Cindy Ross, Sergeant Rudistan, Senior Patrolmen Morton and Hicks, and two Crime Lab techs, J.R Barnes and Bobby Patrick. Just then, my Police cellphone chimed. The text message read "Burner sent 'X' to four other burners."
"Shit." I said quietly. "Okay guys, it won't happen tonight. Let's go on inside." Cindy's face looked anguished as we moved inside and joined the others.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Leave that there, Sharples." Teresa ordered as Sharples was about to take the ice chest with him. He had done that last time, she remembered. Sharples's face began to redden, but he did not argue and he put the chest down. It may have been because he saw the tall, broad-shouldered redhead in a trenchcoat and Tilley Hat come into the room, carrying a red crowbar.
"Commander," Teresa said, "there is no contraband here that we've found yet."
"Allow me to assist you in your inquiries." I said dramatically, then called out loudly "Gentlemen, bring in the equipment!"
The Crime Lab techs wheeled in an industrial hot-air blower from the Lab, as well as an iron pot more suitable for charcoal barbecues, and what looked like a circular piece of a screen door; it was a large sieve with the mesh consistent with a screen door. I set the sieve on top of the pot as the techs started up the generator that would feed electricity to the hot air blower.
"Excuse me, Sharples." I said, brushing past him and picking up the ice chest. It was heavy, and all eyes were upon me as I poured the ice and water onto the sieve. The water went through and into the pot; the ice remained on top of the mesh screen.
"Okay guys, heat it up." I ordered. "Rudistan, make sure to tape every second of this."
"Got it, sir." Rudistan said, operating a video camera. Cameras were being used more and more in crime scene investigations, as the visual record of the investigation did very well to stifle defenses during jury trials.
We all watched as the ice slowly melted as the hot air blew onto the crystal-clear pile of water rocks. It took some time, and I observed the faces of everyone as they watched. Hendricks and Sharples looked uncomfortable... and so did Dirty Lennie, who I would enjoy 'talking to' shortly. Everyone else had a look of fascination or 'WTF?' on their features.
Finally, the water stopped dripping through the sieve and into the pot. Only a pile of small, clear nuggets were left on the sieve, and everyone became aware that they were sparkling with a brilliance that ice didn't.
"Oh my God." said Teresa Croyle, the first to speak.
"Yes, Lieutenant." I said. "It looks like we have found us an illegal shipment of smuggled diamonds. Arrest these five guys and take them to Precinct 2 for booking. Oh, Dirty Lennie had an extra cellphone? Whassup wit' dat, Lennie?"
I continued: "Hewitt! Escort the Crime Lab technicians as they transport this contraband to the secure evidence areas. Shoot to kill anyone who tries to interdict you or stop you in any way. Go!"
"Yes sir!" called out Hewitt, and he led his SWAT team and the techs out with their enormously valuable cache of evidence.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:15am, as we were processing the perps, I got a call on police radio. Detective Geiger had successfully led a bust on a drug shipment, though it was much smaller than originally anticipated. I congratulated Geiger, then told Teresa to write up a commendation for him.
Part 10 - Solution
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead reporterette into her microphone at 7:00am on Tuesday, April 7th. She was reporting from outside Precinct 2 Headquarters as she shouted "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police Force interdicted a large shipment of diamonds being smuggled into the County! In an exclusive interview with Channel Two News, Commander Donald Troy stated that Lieutenant Teresa Croyle and Detective Christopher Purvis developed the information and led the raid that resulted in the successful recovery of the diamonds." Bettina then named, all too accurately, the dollar value of the diamonds. It was a staggering figure.
Bettina continued: "The diamonds were found in an ice chest filled with ice and water as well as beers. While Commander Troy stated that his Detectives did the work of discovery of the diamonds, other officers at the scene told Channel Two News on condition of anonymity that it was Commander Troy himself who revealed the hiding place of the diamonds by melting the ice in the chest with an industrial hot air blower..."
Teresa Croyle came up to me as I listened with everyone in MCD. "Thank you, Commander, especially for Purvis. He did great work on this." she said, referring to my giving my officers credit, which of course they richly deserved.
"Write Purvis up for a Commendation Medal." I said. "The Council will downgrade it to an Achievement Medal, but he'll get something. I am sure Miss Ross is already writing up your award."
"Way ahead of you, sir." Cindy said. The email with the write-up was already in my 'inbox'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God. Ohhhhh noooo..." Henry R. Wargrave said as he ate his breakfast with his wife in their home north of Town, in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. He suddenly was not hungry anymore. He had just listened to Bettina's broadcast.
"Is everything all right, dear?" Lilly Wargrave asked, concerned by the look on her husband's face.
"Uh, sure, sure." Henry said. "I just remembered some really urgent business I must attend to. Sorry to rush off, dear. Have a good day." He got up, kissed his wife on the forehead, and hurriedly left the room and the house.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Lennie, Lennie, Lennie." I said to the dirty, disgusting long-haired punk on the other side of the table in the Interrogation Room at Precinct 2 Headquarters in the Old Mill building. "We've got you ice cold, pun fully intended, for being in possession of smuggled diamonds, not to mention a burner phone. You're doing serious time for this one, Lennie. Why don't you tell us what's going on, so that my A.D.A. can cut you a good deal, eh, and put the real perp in prison where he belongs?"
Lennie stared at me, then exhaled. "Bring it on, brother Crowbar, bring it on. That cop Hendricks planted the phone on me, and I didn't do anything. I'm not saying anything else. You can't pin a damn thing on me specifically. "
Lennie was the only one so closed-mouthed. The other four men had demanded lawyers but had protested their innocence. The truck driver had outstanding warrants and would be extradited to Midtown, and he also invoked his Fifth Amendment rights and would not speak with us.
"All the stories stick like glue." said Teresa Croyle. "They all say Sharples and his gang came in and made them put their hands up, then the rest of us came in seconds later. The times aren't even close to reality, but their stories stick." She added: "And 'Curly' Goodwin of I.A. separately interviewed all four officers of Sharples' team, and their stories are exactly the same, as well, and the same as the perps' stories. If I didn't know better, I'd say they were all telling the truth, the workers and our officers."
"Some of them are, and some of them are lying like dogs in the shade." I said.
Moments later, District Attorney Gil Krasney showed up, escorted by ADA Jenna Stiles. Her face and Cindy's brightened considerably when they caught sight of each other. I took Krasney, Cindy, Jenna, Teresa and Precinct Captain Damien Thompson into the conference room next to Thompson's office.
"So here's the situation." I said. "I think two of the five guys are completely innocent, and two others are on the periphery but didn't know the full story. Dirty Lennie is just that: dirty, both physically in his hygiene and in this smuggling operation. We could convict all five of them on possession charges, but that would be wrong. Putting just Dirty Lennie on trial creates so much reasonable doubt and other crap that I wouldn't ask you to try the case. I'd rather let them all skate than wrongly convict two likely-innocent men, both of whom have families."



"That's tough." said Krasney, then added: "By that, I mean it must be tough for you to have to ask me to do that, Commander. One of those men must be guilty, but we don't know which one. Your guys made their raid too soon, though I'm not faulting them. You're right, though: we likely won't get a conviction."
"It wasn't too soon." I countered. "Recovering the diamonds was the most important part of this operation, and will have more far-reaching ramifications than y'all realize."
"How long do you want to hold them, Commander?" Jenna asked. "We might not get a conviction at trial, but we'd very likely get a Grand Jury to indict them if you want to hold them for a while."
"That's a good idea, Jenna, thanks for suggesting it." I said, praising Jenna in front of her boss. "But I think we'll let Lennie stew for the 72 hours I can hold him without charging him, and just let the others go this afternoon."
"So, Commander," said Krasney, "if it's not these guys, or if it's one of them only, just who else is behind this? Of course, the only others possible are the first four officers that came to the scene."
"Mr. Krasney," I said, looking the D.A. squarely in the eyes, "I would never accuse four Town & County Police Officers of corruption without having solid proof of their perfidy. Why, I'd be accused of slander, and the Union would file grievances against me for the next twenty years." The sarcasm of my voice was unmistakable, and everyone in the room understood.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone of the FBI treated his team and the TCPD Vice squad to a celebration dinner in the back room of the Cop Bar that evening. Do I even need to mention that double cheeseburgers were the main item being served? Well, salads and chicken sandwiches were also brought in, as well as beer. A lot of beer.
Unlike other times, I declined to discuss the aspects of the case at the dinner. That would come later that evening at the Mountain Nest, where Laura served desserts while I talked. Present were Cindy Ross, Jenna Stiles, Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, Teresa Croyle, Jack Muscone, Eduardo Escobar (FBI), Lindy Linares (FBI)... and of course the very best dog in the world, Bowser. Yes, I'm biased saying that, and proud of it. Bowser sat next to me and received a good 'skritching' as I talked.
"It's that time again." Cindy Ross said as we ate dessert. "The Iron Crowbar tells us how he solved it. And with all due respect to Teresa and Vice, we know who melted the ice on this one." There was general acclaim, then silence as all eyes and ears were lent to me.
"Well, we do give credit, and lots of it, to Teresa here, as well as Detective Purvis." I said. "They developed the first leads that there was a diamond smuggling operation. The FBI also developed these leads independently. It really was good work of my guys, and I am really proud of you."
I continued: "As to finding the diamonds: after the first raid seemingly failed, I thought about where the diamonds might have been hidden. They weren't on the truck; the Crime Lab even shredded the tires to find them, and of course found nothing. But the diamonds had been there, and that meant they were taken out somehow. I then remembered hearing something about an ice chest of beers, and nobody really remembering where it went.
"One of the SWAT Team reported seeing the ice chest outside the door, but he'd also seen Sharples 'search' for contraband earlier, in front of everyone, and finding nothing. No surprise there: diamonds are virtually invisible in an ice and water mixture. Sharples did the search, and mentioned testing the beers, with the intent to distract and deceive. Teresa did very well, however, in not mentioning that her raid was for diamonds.
"Turns out Sharples and his team took the chest outside, substituted it for another one in the trunk of Sharples car, and Sharples drove the diamonds right out of there, leaving the substitute chest there in case anyone asked about it. I know this, but cannot prove it in Court, so let's all keep this to ourselves for now. Unfortunately, no one thought about the ice chest again."
I went on: "I also had information, and it would be best if I don't discuss how I obtained it, that Sharples and his henchmen have been sending texts on burner phones. He'd send an 'O' if whatever operation he was doing was a 'go', and an 'X' if it was a 'no go' and needed to be called off or a 'Plan B' put into operation. On the first raid, the letter was an 'O', and Sharples made off with the diamonds and delivered them.
"I was very much hoping to catch him trying to remove the ice chest from the building after the second raid. If he had, we'd have had him dead to rights for smuggling and possession. Then we could not only fire his fat ass, we could put him in prison, and there would not be one God-damned thing the Union could do about it.
"Unfortunately, he must've gotten wind that something was wrong, and he called off the extraction by taking out the ice chest. Maybe someone texted the 'X' when Teresa came in with the SWAT team. In any case, Sharples and his gang knew things weren't going smoothly. I suspect he might have planned to hide the chest somewhere later on, but he didn't bring it out."
"Damn our luck on that." Teresa said.
"Yes." I said. "So the burners were being monitored, which again I won't talk about, and then I got a text saying Sharples sent an 'X'. I knew the game was up for that night, and so I came on inside and showed everyone where the diamonds were hidden. Sharples was most very discomfited as he watched that ice melting away, revealing the diamonds."
I then added: "Also, it looks like Hendricks planted the burner phone on Dirty Lennie when he frisked and handcuffed Lennie. I'm going to break up that posse by having Lt. Masters assign those officers to separate precincts, so maybe Precincts are going to do us some good, after all."
"Well," said Jack Muscone, "I know you guys will be watching Sharples and your rogue cops. Things will get a lot hotter for them, and soon. In the meantime, that interdicted shipment of diamonds means that someone is hurting for money right now, and badly."
"Yes," said Laura, a great deal of satisfaction in her voice. "And we're moving forward to--"
Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!
That voice was Bowser's. He leapt over my lap and off the sofa, running down the foyer to the front door. He was growling, scratching and barking at the space under the door. He was a most very unhappy dog at something.
Then he took off into the dark living room next to the hallway, which faced the front of the house. Bowser leapt onto the sofa in front of the big front window. "Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!" he growled again. As I came forward, I saw what had Bowser so upset:
A shadowy figure ran across the living room window! Someone was outside my house!
"Someone's out there!" I shouted. I went for my gun and was about to give chase, but as I opened the door I was dragged back and literally tackled. Martin Nash and Teresa Croyle ran outside ahead of me.
"You don't have your vest on, Commander." said Cindy, sitting on my back. "Nash and Croyle do. You stay put."
"Like I've got a choice." I said. Laura had caught Bowser and prevented him from leaving the house.
"Put him on a leash." I said. "Cindy, get off of me." Cindy let me up and I hurriedly put on my vest, which had been hanging in the front closet with my trenchcoat. I also got out a pair of night vision binoculars and took Bowser outside with me, letting him sniff the ground. He caught the scent fast enough and led me around the side of the house.
"Looks like he ran down the hill to the Campus." Teresa said as she and Martin Nash came back up the steps and to the back patio.
"Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!"
Bowser growled again, looking out and down into the black distance towards the University campus, the leash straining as it held him back from giving pursuit. I snapped my night-vision binoculars to my eyes, and I saw it... the shadowy figure was behind a tree just downhill of us, and watching us!
"There he is!" I shouted, giving chase, as did my officers. But the figure bolted, this time running pell-mell down the hillside. When I stopped and used the binoculars again, the figure was gone.
Part 11 - Epilogue
"Such a good dog, Bowser!" I whispered as I petted my daughter's dog, an hour after seeing the trespasser. "You did such a great job tonight!" Bowser wagged his tail and accepted my pettings and scratching his ears and jawline, which he liked. He settled into his bed beneath Carole's crib, but he was still restless and agitated. And so was I.
The Campus Police and 1st Precinct had been notified of the trespasser, and both were on the lookout with increased patrols. I'd declined offers of a patrol car being stationed outside the house, and also declined Cindy and Teresa's offers to stay with us. "We'll set the alarm." I said. "It'll be all right."
As Laura and I settled into bed, she asked "Who do you think that was?"
"I have no idea." I said. "And what bothers me the most is that he didn't just bolt the first time, he stayed and kept watching us until Bowser growled again and I saw him in the night vision device."
"Well, I have to apologize to you." Laura said. As I looked at her inquiringly she said "I have to admit that bringing Bowser home to us was a good thing." I hugged her.
"Yes," I said, "he's a great dog."
"I suspect he put the fear of God into that perp, too." said Laura.
"Yes, he did." I agreed. "Laura... we need to be very careful. That diamond shipment was meant for Henry Wargrave. Interdicting it is going to cause him a lot of pain... a lot of pain. He is a cool and desperate man now, and there is no telling what he might do now that he's being cornered."
"Yes, darling, I know." said Laura. She rested her body against mine, her arm across my chest. "Hold me." I took my wife into my arms. We lay there for a long time, sleep not coming easily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell was I supposed to do?" snarled Sharples. He was in the basement laundry room of the Sunrise Hotel. McCombs and Hendricks were outside, in plainclothes and an unmarked car, watching Sharples' back. "The God-damned Iron Crowbar came in and went right to the ice chest. He knew those diamonds were there."
"He figured it out." said Thomas P. Cook. "And now you're in a world of shit, I'm in a world of shit, and my client is in a real world of hip-deep shit. We've got to get those diamonds back."
"How do you propose to do that?" Sharples asked disdainfully. "The secure evidence rooms are in the basement of Police Headquarters, and there is simply no way to get them out."
"You give up too easily." called out a cutting, commanding voice. A woman's voice. Karen Warner Harlan appeared in the room. "Sharples, you stay here. Thomas, come outside with me."
"But--" Cook protested, but Karen cut him off.
"Shut the fuck up, you idiot." she warned. "Now if you want to live past the next two minutes, get your ass in gear and let's go!" Cook didn't like it, but a sense of fear flowed through his very soul. He followed the beautiful young woman out. She led him to the outside back parking lot and told him to get in his car and go home. She watched until he did. Then she went back downstairs.
"All right, Sharples." she said to the overweight Detective. He had stayed instead of bolting, his mind liquid with fear. "Give me your Police ID card."
"Why?" Sharples asked in spite of himself.
"So I can duplicate it, then extract the key codes to get into the downstairs areas of Police Headquarters." Karen replied. "Don't worry, they won't be able to trace them back to you."
"Are you shittin' me?" Sharples asked, his voice whiny and irritating. "No way in hell anyone can get in there and get the diamonds back out-- oh Jesus..."
The presence of the man walking up behind Karen had Sharples' full attention. "No, I'm not Jesus, Detective." he said, "Please give her the card." Sharples did so, his heart pounding, wondering if these were his last moments on this earth. Karen used some kind of card reading device to get the info off the police ID card, then handed Sharples his card back.
"Have more faith, Detective Sharples." said the man. "Where there is a will, there is a way. And of course, I always have a way."
"Uh, yes sir." Sharples croaked.
"Go." said the man. "You'll be contacted when you're needed again. In the meantime, keep quiet and 'lay low', as they say. The Iron Crowbar will be watching you very, very closely now. Just do your job, and let him waste his time watching you do your job."
"Yes sir." Sharples said. He quickly left the room. Going upstairs to the outside, he saw McCombs and Hendricks in their car, asleep. Only when he approached the car did he realize that they had been drugged and rendered unconscious...
Meanwhile, the man asked Karen "Well, Mrs. Harlan, may I offer you a ride home?"
Karen smiled as she replied "Why, thank you very much... Number 4."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette from outside City Hall at exactly 7:00am on Thursday, April 9th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council will meet next Tuesday, April 14th, to make their final decision on who will become the next Town & County Police Chief!"
"Just tell us now, Bettina." said Cindy Ross sarcastically, as we all watched in the MCD room and drank our coffee. I chuckled at her comment, but everyone else remained silent as they listened.
Onscreen, Bettina said "The Council will meet again on April 21st for the second reading of the bill that will name the next Police Chief. Chief Antonio Griswold retired at the end of last year, and Commander Donald Troy has been Acting Chief during the interim, with Sheriff Daniel Allgood keeping a close eye on the Department during this transitional period."
"In other words, The Commander's babysitter." Tanya Perlman said, grinning at me. I wagged a finger at her.
"Despite some efforts to draft him to the post," Bettina continued, "Commander Troy denies having any interest in being promoted to the Chief position, and has repeatedly stated that he should not be offered and would not accept the permanent post at this time. Frontrunners for the position include Precinct 3 Captain Susan Weston, newly brevetted Captain Harold Bennett, and two outsiders, Captain Sean Moynahan of the Midtown Police Force, and Captain Tony Sugo of the Southport Police. In other news..."
"Wow, Molly's boss?" Cindy said. "Does he want to come up here?"
"Possibly." I said. "Some things are going on in the Midtown P.D. that a lot of officers there don't really like. For example, Molly was supposed to be considered for the Lieutenant position in her group, but that got put on hold. Maybe 'Cav' Moynahan sees writing on certain walls."
I then added "But those outsiders are just being interviewed as a courtesy. The Council wants to promote from within."
Chuck Pringle's Sports report was now on the TV, a taped discussion of the University football team's Spring practices that were underway. Most of us were tuned out of the news as Martin Nash asked "So, Commander, how is your new house coming along?"
"Great!" I said. "Ahead of schedule. We're looking at a mid-May housewarming party if all goes well and the weather holds up."
"Which it never does." replied Tanya Perlman. "But it'll be nice having those house lights back on the mountain top where they belong."
I could not have agreed more.
Part 2 - Duty and Honor
At 9:30 that morning, I received a telephone call in my office. I recognized the name of the editor of the newspaper of the town in which Teresa Croyle had grown up, the man who'd helped me get that photo of Teresa and her sister that had meant so much to making Teresa the best Vice Lieutenant in the State (yes, I'm biased about that).
After exchanging greetings, he got to his point: the Shady Acres Rest Home had been trying to find and contact Teresa. He told me why, and I said I would pass on the information. I then made two phone calls, one to Cindy Ross, before making a third.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, Lieutenant Croyle." I said when Teresa popped her head in the door of my office. Cindy Ross was already sitting in one chair, and I pointed at the other for Teresa to sit down, which she did.
"Teresa," I said, using her first name to let her know this wasn't a normal police business meeting, "I have some news from your home town. The Shady Acres institution has been looking to contact you, and ended up finding me. The news is that your father is very near death. They wanted you to know while there is still time, but there is not much time at all."
Teresa had a strange look on her face, as I expected, and her words were not unexpected either: "So what? I have no father, and haven't for many years."
"Yes," I said, "I know of your past history, there. But I do want you to think about something. When your father dies, someone needs to take care of those final things. You could just leave it to the rest home and they'll take care of it... with no regard for him as a human being. You may not feel any love for your father, Teresa, but I hope you'll think about going home, at least to bury him with dignity."
"Thank you for telling me, sir." Teresa said. "May I go?"
"Not yet." I said. "I'll just say one more thing. There may come a time in your future when you look back upon this moment. If you go to your father and do the right thing by him, take the high road and take care of things, you won't regret it... because it was the right thing to do. If you don't... you may not regret it now, but then again you just might sometime down the road, and you don't get do-overs on things like this."
My words were not having much effect, so I said "If you need to talk to a Chaplain, let me know. Dismissed." Teresa got up to leave, and Cindy was right behind her upon my nodding to her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don't get in a mood with me." Cindy warned as she and Teresa sat down in her office. Cindy had seen the look on her friend's face plenty enough times to know what was behind Teresa's thoughts. "I'm sure some bad memories are coming up, but take a breath before you say anything."
"You're right." Teresa said. "I know the Commander meant well in telling me, but I wish he hadn't. If my father had died without me ever knowing, that would've been just fine."
"No, it wouldn't be." said a voice, a male voice. The visitor had not bothered to knock, and had just strolled into the room. Cindy was about to say something unpleasant, then recognized who it was. It was Don's nephew, Todd Burke.
"I'll let you talk to her, Todd." Cindy said, getting up and leaving the office, wondering how in the hell Todd knew to be here at this moment, when he was most needed. She had no way of knowing that a certain uncle had called a certain nephew, anticipating Teresa's thoughts and (lack of) actions.
Todd sat down next to Teresa on the loveseat sofa and said "How are you feeling, babydoll?"
"Not good." Teresa said, staring forward, looking miserable. "You wouldn't understand."
"Try me." Todd said. "I understand a lot. I haven't had the greatest relationship with my mother for some time, either. But I'll do the right thing when she passes on, and so will Uncle Don... because it's the right thing to do."
"You know," Todd said, pretending to reminisce as Teresa looked stonily forward, "I never could understand why Uncle Don went to my brother Ned's funeral. That bastard tried to kill Uncle Don, did kill Jeanine's husband, made a lot of people's lives holy hell. But Uncle Don went anyway, and I finally realized it was because Uncle Don understands 'duty'."
Todd continued: "The Japanese have a word for it: giri. One translation of it is 'the duty hardest to bear'. I felt it when I knew I had to go tell my mom in State Prison that Ned was dead. It was my duty. I know we're not Japanese, Teresa, but you're conflicted inside because you know you have a sense of duty, and it conflicts with your hatred of your father. Let go of that hate, Teresa, and do your duty."
Teresa looked up at Todd, anger in her face. Todd held her look, matching it, wondering in his own mind how he was sensing what she felt. Is this how Uncle Don and my grandmother do what they do? he thought to himself.
Todd finished up, his words a battering ram upon Teresa's very soul: "And there is one more thing: your father is your sister's father, and if you don't want to respect your father in his final time, at least take care of things for your sister's sake. It's what she would want you to do."
Teresa's face changed at the mention of her sister, and as Todd's words were finally absorbed into her brain. "You're right." she said. "I better go tell the Commander and get authorized to take leave."
"Want me to go with you? To your home town?" Todd asked.
"Thanks, but no." Teresa said. "This is my... 'giri'." Todd smiled his brilliant smile and took Teresa into his arms in the warm hug that she most very much needed at that very moment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"But Don," Cindy said in the privacy of my office, "I shouldn't be away when either of my Lieutenants are on leave."
"It'll be fine." I said. "I'll put Tanya in the hot seat for a while, having her do your job, and I'll keep an eye on things, as well. I already am, what with Sharples's antics and all that shit."
I bore down: "Look, Cindy, you're Teresa's best friend, just about her only true friend. She's going to need someone to lean on, and I've already authorized the leave time for both of you. Now scoot! That is not a request, Lieutenant."
"Yes sir." Cindy said, inwardly elated at Don's decision. She made a mental note to herself that she should always take care of her people as well as the Iron Crowbar took care of his. True leadership, this man has.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, Cindy and Teresa met back at Headquarters, having gone home to pack bags for their trip. I had a surprise for them.
"Your car is here to take you to the airport." I said at the door of Cindy's office.
"What?" Cindy said. "We're going to drive to the City and take the next flight, which is this evening."
"Would you stop arguing with your boss and get your ass moving?" I said. "You too, Teresa." The women followed me out into the secure employees parking lot, where a big black SUV awaited. Cindy noted the Federal Government tags on the vehicle.
"Y'all have a good trip." I said as I ushered them into the vehicle and firmly closed the door with the tight finality of sealed metal.
Inside the vehicle, the women saw that they were not the only passengers. Dr. Laura Fredricson was in the SUV with them. The SUV pulled out of the parking lot and headed north, to the County Airport.
"What's this about?" Cindy asked Laura.
"I've arranged transportation for you to Teresa's hometown. Faster than the commercial flights and renting a car could get your there." Laura said. "Teresa, your father's condition is extremely grave, he might not live another full day."
"Thank you." Teresa said woodenly. "But you didn't have to do anything."
Laura gave a brief smile. "I had your airline tickets cancelled with no cancellation fee, and your credit card credited back for the fare. There is a local airport near your hometown, and there will be a rental car waiting for you there. Make sure to inspect the car for sabotage before driving it... under the tire wells and such stuff."
Cindy just nodded. Obviously this was being done for her and Teresa's security, she realized. Teresa was too absorbed in other thoughts to be paying any real attention.
They reached the airport, where a sparkling new Learjet was waiting at the terminal. There were no markings on the jet, but Cindy observed the number on the tail and realized that it was not privately owned... it was an Air Force aircraft!
Cindy realized that Laura was doing this in her capacity as a Deputy Director of the CIA's Directorate of Science and Technology. But why? she wondered silently, then realized that this was part of the security plan. Something beyond intuition told her that Don was behind all this, again taking care of his people. But were these measures really necessary? she thought to herself.
Laura ushered Cindy and Teresa inside, gave the pilot his destination instructions, and then wished the two policewomen Godspeed in their journey before disembarking. Cindy and Teresa were agog at the luxurious comfort of the aircraft as it taxied onto the runway.
Seconds later, the Learjet roared down the runway and into the air. As they circled around to fly west, Cindy looked out the window, at the Town below them. It was always strange how the Town looked so different from the air than from the ground, she noted.
A young woman in an Air Force uniform came from the back and asked them if she could get them a drink. Cindy ordered single-malt Scotch. "And make hers a double." she said, pointing her thumb at Teresa.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura watched the CIA plane as it flew west, becoming a smaller and smaller speck until it vanished into the clouds. I came up beside her.
"Thank you, sweetheart," I said, "for doing this for me."
"Don't mention it, darling." my wife replied. "As you said, they'll be safer this way. Much safer. Besides... what good is it being a Deputy Director in the CIA if I can't order a plane ride every once in a while?" I just smiled, then suggested that we go have a late lunch somewhere, and that we call Todd and ask him to join us.
Part 3 - Sins Of The Father
"Okay, Tanya, you're 'Crowbar 2' for a few days." I said. It was getting late in the afternoon and we'd be going home soon.
Tanya grinned her cherubic grin, then cackled. "Ah, power, real power!" she said with another evil cackle. "First the Chief's chair, then I'll rule the world!"
"Careful," I said, "or the Council might really make you Chief."
"Moohahaha!" Tanya said, rubbing her hands as she continued the joke. "You will be my personal sex slave when that happens!..." Neither of us could hold back; we broke down laughing hard.
"Speaking of the Chief's position," Tanya said, "who is it going to be?"
"You tell me." I said. "Observe and deduce."
"You know who it will be?"
"I'd bet the mortgage on The Cabin." I answered. "So, think about it and tell me who you conclude it will be."
Tanya thought for a long minute, then the dawn of understanding came into her eyes. "Ohhhh... they just brevetted Harold Bennett to Captain, but didn't really give him a position."
"You're on the ball." I said. "He's been a top candidate for a long time. The Sheriff nominated him before the Council, and do I even need to tell you who suggested his name to the Sheriff?"
Tanya grinned. "No, of course it was you." she said. "So you think he'll be the right guy for the post?"
"Yep." I said. Harold Bennett was tall, though not as tall as me, and fairly slender in build. He was in his mid-fifties, but his hair was already white. That came from 25 years in the military, rising to E-8 (Master Sergeant) and being a First Sergeant in an Armored Division unit. He then joined the TCPD, and in his 12 years had done numerous duties, from Senior Patrolman and quickly to Sergeant, then to Administration in Supply and then Physical Properties, becoming a Lieutenant quickly but remaining there for several years.
He was fairly soft-spoken, thoughtful, sometimes grandfatherly, but he definitely could be a tough man if he needed to be. I had a lot of respect for him, having had several conversations with him since I arrived, and he and Captain Charles had been very good friends, which meant he was a superlative Police Officer. Captain Charles was a tough and accurate judge of such things. Captain Charles deeply hated Robert Brownlee.
"I asked Chief Griswold about it," I told Tanya, "and he said there was probably no better choice right now, especially to watch over me, your friendly neighborhood Iron Crowbar."
"Think he'll let you do your job, or will he interfere like Brownlee tries to?" Tanya asked.
"I think he's going to do the Chief's job very well." I said. "He'll let me do my job, but it will be his Police Force, and no mistaking it. I've already told him that I'm very aware of that and will support him as he has every right to expect if he's named Chief."
"There is one other thing that is worrying me." Tanya said. "It's about Cindy-- er, Lieutenant Ross. She's doing a great job, but Brownlee is really looking for ways to smoke her like a cheap cigar. I'm just concerned that if you're not around, if you're doing something for the SBI or FBI, Brownlee will fuck with all of us, and especially her."
"Miss Perlman." I said, staring hard at her. "Are you suggesting that I am allowing the grass to grow under my feet?"
Tanya got it. She just grinned that beautiful cherubic grin of hers, knowing that I had something in mind. Something really good in mind, I thought to myself with an inward smile.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was low in the sky as the rental car drove up to Shady Acres Rest Home. The car had been waiting for them at the local airport, and Cindy's examination of it found no problems.
They walked into the facility and Teresa asked for her father's room. The receptionist seemed surprised that anyone was asking for him, and she asked who Teresa was. When Teresa said she was his daughter, the receptionist was totally shocked. "He said his daughter died years ago."
"That was my sister." Teresa said. The receptionist then called up the head nurse, who came up.
"Ah yes," the nurse said, "our records showed your existence, but we never knew how to contact you. I must tell you that your father is dying. You got here just in time." With that she led the women down several corridors to the door of a small room. Teresa looked at Cindy, who just nodded. They went inside.
The sunlight of the dying day was streaming into the window on the far side of the room, giving it a seemingly abnormal, yellowish brightness. To the left was the bed, and on it was an emaciated man. He looked much older than his age, and it was clear he was near his final destiny. There was some machinery between the bed and the far wall, which included a heartbeat monitor.
As Teresa looked down upon her father for the first time since the night her sister Alexis had died, the night he had set fire to their home, the old man stirred. Cindy noted that his eyes were the exact color and brightness as his daughter's.
"Sarah.... Sarah, is that you?" he asked as he saw Teresa. Sarah was the name of Teresa's mother, who had died in childbirth when Teresa was born.
"No, Daddy, it's me, Teresa."
"Teresa? She's gone, Sarah." said the old man, and both women realized he did not have possession of his mental faculties. "Teresa is gone. Alexis is gone. They're all gone."
"Daddy, it's me, Teresa. I'm here." Teresa said. "Don't you remember?"
"Sarah... " the old man said, tears forming in his eyes. "Teresa looked just like you... every time... every time I looked at her, I saw you... I... I wanted to love her, but every time... I saw her... I saw you... and you were gone... you were gone when she was born... I wanted... to love her... but I couldn't... oh Sarah, I'm so sorry... I wanted to..."



Teresa was in shock, listening to her father's ranting words. Cindy was watching her friend, making sure she was okay. Then she saw the old man's face turn, towards the window. Cindy realized that the light there was brighter than it should be, and she felt something... a presence.
"Oh Sarah, you've come for me!" the old man gasped, his hand reaching towards the light. Cindy could definitely feel a presence in the room and let herself concentrate on it. She felt the old man's soul, his own light, going to meet the other one.
Teresa did not see that light, but she was seeing another presence at the head of the bed, behind her father's shoulder. She blinked, seeming to see her sister Alexis, as she had during the triathlon race, an almost immaterial outline, ethereal... ghost-like.
"The key." she seemed to hear Alexis say. "The key." Then the apparition was gone.
Cindy also felt and saw the light dim just a bit. When she looked at the heart monitor, it was flatlined. Teresa's father was gone.
"Teresa?" Cindy said gently. "He's gone."
"Yes." Teresa said, the look on her face inscrutable. "We got here just in time." She reached up and closed her father's staring eyes just as a couple of nurses came into the room.
"I'm sorry for your loss, ma'am." said the nurse.
"Thank you." said Teresa politely. "Do you know of any key that my father might have had?"
The nurse looked at Teresa strangely, then went over to the chest of drawers. It was empty except for a small jewelry box. Inside was a metal-bead necklace, with a key on it."
"This is the only possession he had here in the facility." said the nurse, handing the key to Teresa. It was the key to a safe deposit box.
"Thank you." Teresa said, her voice a million miles away. "I'll... I'll make arrangements for him." She and Cindy left the room of death.
As they walked down the hall, an old man was walking up. He stopped the women and asked about Teresa's father. "Are you his daughter?" the man asked. "You look a lot like him."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "He just passed away."
"I am truly sorry about that, ma'am." the man said. "Are you going to have a military funeral and burial for him?"
"Uh... I didn't know he was in the military." Teresa said.
"Oh really..." said the old man. "Er, let's go sit down in the lobby."
Teresa was shocked as she listened to the old man's story, that her father had been a soldier in Viet Nam. She could barely think as the man said "He was a brave man. He saved lot of us from the Viet Cong when we were ambushed, and that was on two separate occasions. He never flinched in battle, even against overwhelming odds. He was wounded three separate times before they finally shipped him home for good."
"Did he ever say anything... about my mother?" Teresa asked. "I never knew her."
"Oh, did he ever." said the man. "He had a picture of her in his pocket, and he would look at that picture for hours. All he wanted to do was go home to her. I think that's what got him through Viet Nam... thinking of getting home to his wife."
Teresa just nodded. Meanwhile, Cindy was on her cellphone, calling Myron. "Myron, I need you to look up a military record." She gave the name of Teresa's father. After a full minute of listening, she said "Thanks, Myron. Yes, email it to me."
As she ended the call and put up her cellphone, she said "Teresa, you're never going to believe this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, I can't believe it." Teresa said as she and Cindy prepared for bed in their hotel room. "He was a war hero, and I never knew."
"He never mentioned it?" Cindy said. "Alexis never mentioned it?"
"He almost never even spoke to me at all." Teresa said. "And Alexis never said anything about it. I'll bet she never knew, either."
"Could be." Cindy said. "We'll go to the bank in the morning and look at the safe deposit box's contents... if they're still there. It might be a huge irony that this bank was one of those burgled by The Silverfish ten years ago."
At that moment an email came into Cindy's inbox. She read it and then said "The TCPD contacted the Army, and they're going to send one of their funeral teams to do your father's funeral, if you're good with that."
"That'd be great." said Teresa. "I didn't know what I was going to do otherwise. He'll be buried next to my mother and... Alexis." Teresa's eyes were looking far away.
"How did you know about the key?" Cindy asked, suddenly thinking of it.
"I..." Teresa started, then faltered before gaining harsh command of herself. "You'll think I'm crazy, but let me tell you this: when we were running the triathlon last summer, I kept seeing this image of my sister, like a ghost, and she kept urging me on to keep cycling and keep running. I thought it was just some kind of mind trick from being so exhausted and oxygen-starved during the race. But today, just as Daddy was dying, I saw Alexis again, right by the bed... and she whispered the words 'the key'."
"I don't think you're crazy." said Cindy. "I saw something too... it was like the light got brighter, and your dad's soul went to meet it. It was... weird."
Teresa nodded and they chatted about paranormal things. Cindy even recounted to Teresa about her dream of the fire that caused her to call Don, which was what saved the Troy family's lives on the night of the fire at The Cabin.
Though they finally went to sleep, they did not turn off the lamp the entire night.
Part 4 - Going Home Again
The next morning, Friday April 10th, Teresa gave Cindy a tour of her home town, a town she had not visited since leaving for college. Her aunt and uncle that had raised her after Alexis died had themselves died in another town, and were buried there. Teresa and Cindy were wearing their dress police uniforms.
"The house was right at the bend in the road." Teresa said as Cindy drove down a street in a residential area. There was a huge field of tall grass behind the back row of houses, and railroad tracks in the distance at the other end of that field. "Oh, there it is."
As the road turned sharply left, there was a house at the corner, it's backyard abutting the field. It was different than the other houses of the neighborhood.
"Looks like someone built a new house on that spot." Cindy said. "Does it look like your old house?"
"No." Teresa said. "It's different, and a little bit bigger, I think. Nicer than I remember, too." Cindy drove on down the road, then turned around, slowing down once more as they approached the house. As Teresa looked at it, painful memories in her mind of what had been there before, Cindy noticed a woman in her early thirties peering at them from behind the house. The woman had raven black hair, a very nice figure and large breasts, but there was something else on her face that got Cindy's attention: concern, maybe even fear. Cindy drove on, asking Teresa where they should go next.
"Well," said Teresa, "I guess that goes to prove that the only constant is change. There's a lot that seems to be the same, but it's changed, ever so subtly."
"I know what you mean." Cindy said, still thinking about the woman that had been peering at them from behind that house.
"I'm meeting the Army representative at ten o'clock." Teresa said. "We could go by the high school. The Police Department is next to it."
They drove to the high school. A new building was there; the one Teresa had attended had been torn down and replaced. It was then that the women noticed a ceremony going on behind the Police Headquarters building. Teresa sucked in her breath.
"Cindy, let's go there." she said. Cindy parked in the high school parking lot, as the police building lot was full. They went into the Headquarters building.
"Oh, are you here for the ceremony?" a young woman asked, seeing the two women in Police uniforms. She was the Duty Desk officer. "It's about to start, you better go on back now." Cindy and Teresa wasted no time in doing so, and soon were seated in the bleachers near other officers. This ceremony was not unlike the TCPD's ceremonies, Cindy thought. Police Departments are so similar, whether a small town like this one, a mid-size town like ours, or the City or New York City itself.
A policewoman was being promoted to Captain. Teresa whispered that she was the policewoman that had helped her, Teresa, on the night Alexis had died. Cindy marveled at the coincidence, at the forces of Nature that had conspired for them, especially Teresa, to be here for this moment.
After the ceremony, as the woman accepted congratulations from others, Teresa and Cindy came up to her.
"Teresa?" the woman asked, stunned. "Teresa Croyle? Is this really you?"
"Yes ma'am." Teresa said. "Congratulations on your promotion. This is my colleague, Lieutenant Cindy Ross."
"Oh, I've heard your name." the woman asked, shaking Cindy's hand. "You received a Medal of Honor in your Police Department, didn't you? And you did those fitness competitions or something like that?"
"Yes ma'am." said Cindy. "Something like that."
"Well, look at you, Teresa." the woman said, examining Teresa. "A Lieutenant yourself. You've come a long way from that girl all those years ago. How did you know about my promotion? You didn't come here just for that, did you?"
"No ma'am." said Teresa. "My father died yesterday. I'm here to make final arrangements."
"Oh, I'm so sorry to hear that." said the woman. "But I'm glad you made it here."
"Cindy," Teresa said, "this is the policewoman that helped me on the night my sister died. She's the reason I considered becoming a police officer myself."
"Then I must thank you." Cindy said to the new Police Captain. "Our Police Force wouldn't be the same without Lieutenant Croyle. Teresa, I'm afraid we're going to have to go to meet the Army officer for your father's funeral arrangements."
Teresa turned to the other woman and made her apologies. The woman said that they were having a luncheon at noon, and for both women to come back and join them. Teresa agreed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm Colonel Rudy Gloriman." said the Army officer, wearing his dress blue uniform. "On behalf of the United States Army, I'd like to offer my condolences to you and your family."
"Thank you." said Teresa.
"Ma'am, your father was a highly decorated hero in the Viet Nam War." said the Colonel. "We can provide a military funeral with full honors, or take a lesser role, or have no real role at all. It's up to you."
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa. "I'd like to leave everything in your hands. Military all the way. I didn't know my father all that well, and from what I'm told, he deserves a hero's burial." Only Cindy realized what it must have taken for Teresa to say that about her estranged father.
"Yes ma'am, we'll take care of it." the Colonel said. They exchanged phone numbers, and Teresa and Cindy left to go to the bank.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh yes," said the bank president as the women came into his office at his invitation. "I understand you work with that Commander that solved the Silverfish crimes. Did you know that our bank was one of those that fell victim to the Silverfish?"
"I do remember hearing that." said Cindy. "But we're here to examine the contents of a safe deposit box. My friend's father passed away, and it's his box. I know we can't take the contents until his will is probated, but we should be able to examine it."
"Well," said the bank officer, "I'm probably not supposed to do this without a warrant, but I've already gotten a call from the Mayor at the request of our local police department, asking us to assist you. I'll let you look in the box, but as you said, you can't take anything yet."
The safe deposit box contained some Morgan silver dollars, some jewelry, and some pictures: one of Teresa's mother and father, one of Teresa's mother alone, and one of Alexis holding her toddler sister Teresa, Alexis smiling proudly, Teresa looking almost sad. But it was the other contents that had Cindy and Teresa's interest.
"Wow, Bronze Star with Valor device." said Teresa as she opened a small blue box. "Purple Heart, two oak leaf clusters... oh my God... the Silver Star. My father earned a Silver Star and a Bronze Star, and I never knew he was in the military, much less a war hero."
"Yes." Cindy said. "Oh, look at this. Ever seen these before?" She held up a metallic object fastened to a small piece of stiff paper. Teresa grinned; it was a Parachutist Badge, a.k.a Airborne wings, which Commander Troy wore on his Tilley hats.
"Oh, look at this patch: he was in the 173d Airborne Brigade." Cindy said. "They saw a lot of bad stuff in Viet Nam. They did the hard jobs there. Teresa, your dad was a war hero and then some."
"Yes, he was." Teresa said. "Okay, let's go to the lunch at the Police Station." They thanked the bank president and left. They were introduced at the luncheon, and there was much discussion about their Police Force in comparison to the local one. As they were about to leave, the Duty Desk woman came up to Teresa.
"Ma'am," she said, "there is a lawyer at the front desk. He says he's here about your father's will.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I was so sorry to hear of your father's passing." the lawyer said as they sat in an interrogation room of the Police Station, courtesy of their new friends of the local Police Force. He was youngish, seemingly friendly enough. "My firm handled your father's affairs while he was committed to Shady Acres. Here's the problem: he left a will that left everything to his daughter Alexis. He was never of sound mind while at Shady Acres, to which he was committed right after her death. There is no mention of you in the will, Ms. Croyle, and Alexis preceded her father in death. Therefore, by our State's laws he has died intestate."
"He must not have very much at all." Teresa said.
"No, he doesn't." the lawyer said. "But if you make a formal claim to his estate, which is your right as his only known living relative, then what little there is, including the contents of his safe deposit box, will be bequeathed to you. I can probate the will and your claim on Monday morning."
"Okay, let's do it." Teresa said. She turned to Cindy and said "I want those pictures and those medals." Cindy just nodded.
The lawyer left, and Teresa and Cindy made goodbyes with everyone. As they went into the lobby to go out the front door, Cindy stopped Teresa.
"You see that car out there?" Cindy said, pointing to a black sedan. "I think I've seen it a couple of times. They might be following us."
"Now that you mention it, I remember them being behind us when we turned around in my old subdivision." Teresa replied as she looked out at the car.
"Would you like my officers to pull them over?" said the Captain, Teresa's friend. "Expired tag, or something like that?"
"If you wouldn't mind." Cindy said. "Yes, if you wouldn't mind."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Trouble." said the driver.
He and the man riding shotgun were following the rental car, as they had been since the day before when the two women had arrived. Now there was a police car coming up behind them.
"Ah, shit." said the driver as the officers in the police cruiser came right on his tail and turned on the blue lights.
"Lose 'em." said the passenger. The driver pushed the pedal to the metal and the car tore off with surprising speed. It passed the rental car, the platinum blonde driver looking hard at them, followed by the police cruiser.
"Get to the plane." said the passenger. The driver reached down and pressed a button, injecting nitrous oxide into the engine. The car tore off in a burst of speed, leaving the police cruiser in its dust.
Three miles later, they pulled into a farm field, where a small propeller-driven airplane was waiting for them, it's engine running and ready to go. The men screeched up, jumped out of the car and into the plane. As the police car came to the field, they saw the plane leave the ground and gain altitude.
"Let's go check out the car." said one of the officers after they radioed in their report. Just then the car exploded with a force that the officers physically felt impact them.
"Jesus Christ!" said one of the officers. Just then, the rental car drove up and Cindy and Teresa got out.
"Geez, ladies!" the driver said. He reminded Cindy of Deputy Strait of Coltrane County as he added "What is going on here?"
"I don't know, Officer." Cindy said. "But I think it has to do with us, and it's big."
"Explosive, I daresay." said Teresa, flat deadpan.
Part 5 - Called Home To Apple Grove
"Okay, you guys be careful." I said into the phone. Cindy Ross was on the line, and had just told me about the brief chase, the airplane escape, and the exploding car. It was now nearly 5:00pm my time.
"Wow." I said to Tanya Perlman after disconnecting. "Cindy and Teresa had a tail on them. They spotted it and the local police went to pull the car over. The car was jacked up and was able to run away from them and get to an airplane. What has everyone buzzing is that the car exploded; it was loaded with explosives as well as a million-dollar motor. This, my friend, is what we call a strangeness."
"And that is an understatement." said Tanya. "What are Cindy and Teresa going to do?"
"Keep their eyes peeled, and the local police are helping them. Seems one of their Captains is a friend of Teresa's from when Teresa grew up there." I said. "Teresa's father's funeral is tomorrow. But they can't come home until Monday at the earliest, because her father's will is invalid and she's making a legal claim. Should work out fine, but she has to be there for that."
Just then there was a knock on my door, and Sheriff Daniel Allgood peeked in. "Don, can I see you in the Chief's office real quick?"
 "Yes sir." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To my surprise, my mother Phyllis was in the office. She was wearing a navy skirt and jacket and white blouse, and sheer navy stockings and navy blue high heel pumps. She looked hot for a woman of any age, and I had to work to keep from getting an erection at the thought of fucking this hottie Cougar that happened to be my own mother.
Daniel sat down behind the desk, a considerable bulge in his pants, as I sat down in a chair next to my mom. Her perfume smelled good as she told me what was going on.
"Son, do you remember Sheriff Greenwood from Apple Grove?" my mother asked.
"Vaguely." I said. "He's not Sheriff any more, is he?"
"No, he's not." said my mom. "But he and I keep in touch, and he said something is going on up there. He said that someone was trying to get at your father's legal files. A burglary was detected and the perp ran off, and then Mr. Muscone of the FBI told me to tell you that there has been some cyber-snooping activity involving your father's legal data that was on his law firm's servers. The county computers were also hacked, and the cyber-criminals were looking for information concerning your father and his legal papers filed there. An attempt to break into the Courthouse was foiled, as well."
"Okay." I said. "What do you want me to do about it?"
"Go and investigate it." said Sheriff Allgood. "Leave today, take a few days and check it out."
"Sheriff, I can't do that!" I exclaimed. "Ross and Croyle are away at Croyle's father's funeral, and won't be back until Monday or Tuesday; the Council meeting is Tuesday night and you know I have to be there----"
"Stop, stop, stop, stop." Daniel said. "It's Friday afternoon now. The weekend is coming up, and I don't expect anything beyond partying college kids to be a problem for us. It's relatively quiet since you broke down that diamond smuggling operation. The criminal community is quiet right now, maybe they're all doing their taxes before the April 15th deadline."



"But Sheriff..." I started, but Daniel was having none of it.
"Don, Lt. Perlman and I can hold down the fort here for a few days. I'm also going to use this occasion to help who I think will be our next Chief to get acclimated to the Detectives, and them with him. Last but not least, Mr. Brownlee is being very quiet right now and I'll keep him leashed."
"All right then, Mom." I said, my biggest worry (Brownlee) having been addressed by our friendly neighborhood Sheriff. "You'll come with me, of course?"
"Of course." said my mom, her pretty eyes twinkling.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I still don't know how you convinced the Sheriff to let me out of there." I said to my mother as I drove her car to my boyhood town, Apple Grove. The town was over three hours away, north-by-northwest of my Town and County, and well to the west of the mountains that contained Lake Amengi-Nunagen and its hamlets.
"I told him it was important." said Phyllis. "Of course, I first told his wife about it, and she worked him over for me." I had to grin at that one, knowing full well of Melina Allgood's powers of 'persuasion'.
"I still shouldn't be away, with all the crap that's going on these days, as well as Cindy and Teresa being away." I said, my mood darkening again.
"Son," my mother said, in the tone and form of a rebuke, "your Police Force will survive without you for a few days. And 'all the crap' is exactly why we're making this trip to Apple Grove."
That got my attention, and I turned to peer at my mother for as long as I could take my eyes off the road while driving. I could see that my mother once again knew something that I did not know. But she would not elaborate, and instead adroitly cajoled me into talking about the 'New' Cabin construction, and of course about her grandchildren and their dog Bowser.
It was dark by the time we got to the town of Rome, which was about 15 miles from Apple Grove and was on the main highway and so had some decent hotels. We found the hotel that my mother had booked online. We got two rooms for appearances sake, but made sure they were adjoining and had connecting doors.
Once inside, I took out my little bug-sweeping device and checked the room. There were no bugs (of the listening variety, anyway).
I stripped off my clothes down to my underwear and lay down on one of the double beds, having pulled the bedspreads off, then used an ultraviolet light on the sheets. It's fairly well known that the sheets generally get washed, but the bedspreads of a hotel can be filthy.
There was nothing on TV worth watching, and I realized just how little television I watched at home as I turned off the set with the remote. Just then my mom came out of the bathroom. She was wearing a sheer blue teddy and her acrylic-clear high heel slides, her 'hooker heels' as I called them. She looked sexy, and I felt my cock stirring.
"Here, take this." my mother said. It was a 'gray viagra', like the ones Laura was frequently giving me, though I had no need at all for any help. Still, I took the pill as my mother settled down beside me on the bed, pressing her breasts, abs and legs into my right side.
"Okay, Mom," I said, knowing that something needed to be discussed before we engaged in a hotly incestuous mating, "why are we up here?"
"Well, son," Phyllis said, "your father had a pretty extensive legal practice for many years. Even when he brought on partners, he still had a lot of work coming in. Most of it was absolutely routine: real estate transactions, business contracts, some official stuff for the county as well as being hired by other towns or people in other towns, since her was right near the Courthouse." Apple Grove was in the dead center of this county, and was the County Seat.
I turned out the lights, the darkness enveloping us as I felt my mother's hand slip into my underwear and grasp my hardening cock. She continued her story: "He did a lot of work for charities and churches pro bono, as well. His first partner handled trial work at the Courthouse, usually for the Defense in criminal trials, of which there were few; but also private lawsuits and divorces and such."
"Did he ever do any work for Jonas Oldeeds or the Oldeeds Organization?" I asked.
"No, virtually nothing in a legal way." my mother replied. "He was one of Jonas Oldeeds's original trustees, but if he did any legal work for them, I don't know about it."
"So what has us up here?" I asked. I felt my mother squeeze my cock hard, as a signal to be patient.
"Sheriff Greenwood contacted me about the attempted breaches of your father's files," Phyllis said, "but he also wanted me to bring you up to casually glance into some other situations, not the least of which involves the current Sheriff, Sheriff Spaulding. Do you remember the Spauldings, Don?"
"Vaguely." I said. "He was closer to Elizabeth's age than mine, wasn't he?"
"Yes, he was two years behind her in school." said Phyllis. "My friend Sheriff Greenwood believes Mr. Spaulding is not the most honest and God-fearing of men, and he hopes you might can unearth something that will go towards proving that."
"I see." I said, immediately disinterested. "By the way, Mom," I said, reaching over and gently pinching my mother's right nipple, "didn't you help Sheriff Greenwood with various crimes back in the day, while I was still there, and after I left?"
"Oh, I did very little." Phyllis said. "I kept my eyes and ears open, facilitated a bit of gossip here and there, and I might have made a few suggestions to Sheriff Greenwood about some interesting occurrences that were going on..." I began laughing, thinking of Chief Griswold's comment on 'modesty'.
"So was there very much going on back in those days?" I asked. "Apple Grove is a really small town."
"You'd be surprised, stunned even, at the perfidy that occurs in small towns like Apple Grove." my mother said as she adjusted her position to lean over my abs. "Of course, I was fully occupied trying to keep up with your sister's various wicked actions."
"What were those?" I asked, "Besides the ones I observed, of course."
"Never you mind, for now." Phyllis said. "Now get your underwear off so I can suck your big hard cock." I quickly obeyed, and an instant later lay naked on my back. My mother leaned over and sank her mouth over my hard cock.
"Ohhhhhh..." I quietly gasped. As my mother began sucking my turgid meat in earnest, I let the pleasure course through my body but continued to think of what was going on. The Oldeeds Organization was about to resolve its internecine war, I'd been told, and was ready to move forward... both publicly and behind-the-scenes. Could they be behind the attempt to access my father's files? I wondered.
My mother was slurping away at my cock, using her lips and tongue along the throbbing shaft and over my cockhead, before swallowing most of it and sucking hard on it. I groaned in pleasure, deciding that whatever it truly was that my mother wanted me here for... would just have to wait for its time.
In time, my mother mounted me, straddling me, her feet pressing into my hips and upper thighs as she impaled her sopping wet cunt on my hard male meat. As she rode me, I slid my hands down her luscious legs, massaging the tops of her feet, then eventually holding her hips and reaching up to roughly squeeze her breasts.
I felt my mother come several times, her cunt clenching tightly down on me. The gray viagra had my cock hard, but my mind was in another zone, thinking over a myriad of clues that was leading to something big brewing in the criminal underworld in my home Town & County. As a result, it was a long time before I managed to come, much to my mother's sexual delight as she rode me hard...
Part 6 - Taps
"Day is done,
gone the sun,
From the hills,
from the lake,
From the skies.
All is well,
safely rest,
God is nigh."
Cindy had no idea how she knew and remembered the words to 'Taps' as the final notes of the bugle call for Teresa's father echoed over the field beyond the cemetery. It was Saturday, April 11th. Teresa's father was being buried next to his beloved wife Sarah... and Teresa's sister Alexis. The military funeral was one of full honors for an American hero in a war whose heroes had not been properly recognized for far too long. After too many years of mental pain and insanity, the old man was finally at rest, reunited with his beloved wife in some place far beyond this field and this town, and far beyond the jungles of Viet Nam.
Cindy and Teresa were wearing their formal police uniforms, as were some members of the local Police Department that had come as a courtesy to a fellow officer who'd lost a family member. One of the nurses at Shady Acres had come, as well as a few people that had known Teresa when she was growing up... including the teacher Mildred. Cindy knew that Mildred was the woman that had given Don and Jack Muscone the full story about Teresa's childhood and the disaster that had befallen Cindy's friend.
The honor guard had folded the American Flag, and Colonel Gloriman had presented it to Teresa with words that began "On behalf of a grateful nation..." Teresa accepted the flag politely.
After the ceremony, the local police officers, including the Captain that was Teresa's friend, made their goodbyes. Teresa talked a few moments with the few people she knew as Cindy looked around, ever on the alert for anyone trying to watch them. There had been no incidents since the two perps had left. The nearest office of the FBI had contacted Cindy on behalf of one Special Agent Jack Muscone, offering assistance if needed.
"I was looking for that old man that talked to us at the rest home." Teresa said. "I wanted to thank him for alerting me to the fact my father was a war hero. But he didn't come to the funeral."
"We can look around for him." Cindy said. "We've got a lot of time to kill."
"That's true." Teresa said. "I appreciate you staying with me, too. I wouldn't blame you if you wanted to go back home now. I can handle the legal stuff Monday and get back after it's done."
"No way... the Iron Crowbar would barbecue my ass up one side and down the other if I left you here by yourself." Cindy replied. "Besides, I want to be here Monday, also. I want to check on the property records of the house that was built where yours had been."
"Why do you want to do that?" Teresa said. "And besides, we could just ask some people, like Miss Mildred, if you want to find out anything about it."
"No, I don't want to stir up gossip." Cindy replied.
"So what's got your interest piqued?" Teresa asked.
Cindy considered what to say, then decided upon "I was just curious about what happened after the fire and all. I want to make sure your dad's estate wasn't gypped out of anything."
"Oh, no, it wasn't." Teresa said. "His legal representation sold the lot, and at a pretty reasonable price. The money went into the trust that was paying Shady Acres. But c'mon, you're acting like the Iron Crowbar when he's hot on the trail of something. What are you really looking for?"
"Well, I'm not a Troy," Cindy said, "but I felt like something happened that was important. When we drove by your house---- er, I mean the house that was built on that lot, I saw a woman in the backyard looking at us, and she looked really concerned. I can't shake the feeling that there's something to it. And then with those bozos following us and all...
"I hear you." Teresa said. "So you can check that out while the lawyer and I work out the legal crap with the estate. And then we can go home. I'll be really happy to be back home. If I ever bitch about our Town and County again, just remind me of this place, okay?"
"You'll regret saying that, because I sure will remind you." Cindy quickly agreed. "Okay, so what can we do to kill time around here? Is there any place with secure internet lines? I'd love to do some research while we have time."
"Heck," Teresa said, "I was thinking about getting some sleep while we have the time. Vice keeps a girl up at night. Maybe the public library has internet access."
"No, we'll go back to the room and change." Cindy said. "And I'll use my mobile phone as a local hot spot while you sleep. That'll be more secure."
They drove around and even went back to Shady Acres to ask about the old man that had told Teresa about her father's military service. The staff had no recollection of that old gentlemen at all; none of them had seen the man with Teresa and Cindy, even though one of them had been on duty at the front desk in sight of the lobby where they'd talked. They went to the Police Station and asked around, but no one remembered any such old man. It was as if he'd been a ghost, both women thought...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Mom, Apple Pie, and Crime
Saturday morning, April 11th. I drove into the small town where I grew up. The streets didn't seem to be as wide, the playgrounds were smaller, the town itself seeming to have shrunk in size from what I remembered.
But most of all was what was in the air, the feeling... as a child, there were carefree days and limitless possibilities, even in a small town like this. But now, there was a sense of tension, of suppression... and the distinct air that this town was slowly dying.
Apple Grove had been a railroad junction as well as the center of the County, so it had become the County Seat. Back in the days of the late 19th Century that Laura Ingalls Wilder had written about, Apple Grove was a place where farmers brought their goods to be transported by rail to the State and the Nation. Now, BigAgraFoods, which was headquartered in my current Town, ran most of the farms using machinery instead of people. There were few jobs, almost no industry, and the young people did as I had done: they left for other places.
"Let's go have breakfast at the diner." Phyllis said. "Sheriff Greenwood is meeting us there." Indeed, when we parked and went inside, the former sheriff already had the back table commandeered for us. But it took a while getting there.
I was wearing my police uniform of light blue short-sleeve shirt, dark blue pants with black piping down the side, dark blue soft shoulderboards with my rank. But I was recognized as a prodigal son.
"Donny? Is that you?" a redheaded man gasped as he stood up. His name was Marty Robbins, and he was wearing a local EMT uniform like the two other men at his table. His hair was darker red than mine, more like orange. He had been in my high school class. When he was in the 5th grade, he had said he was going to become a paramedic... and he had.
"Hi Marty." I said, shaking his hand. "It's been a long, long time... Paramedic." Marty got it, that I had remembered his childhood prediction. He introduced me to his fellow EMTs, one of whom I recognized as having worked with the Town & County EMS before.
"Charlie Strauss!" I said. "You're up here now?"
"Yes sir, Commander." said Strauss. "I was able to find this job. Had to get out of there with all that going on with your Fire Department."
"I hear ya." I said. "We need to talk about that before I leave."
"So, Donny, you did become a cop." Marty said. "We'd heard you'd gone into the military."
"I did, in the Reserve." I said. "Did some private business, then this job came up, and it's worked out great."
By then, several other people had come around, some who I remembered, some who had known my parents when I was pretty young. I endured a lot of introductions, then made my way to the back table to join my mother and Sheriff Greenwood.
"Good to see you, Donny." said Greenwood. He was getting some weight on, and looked like the quintessential small town Sheriff. He reminded me a little bit of that Sheriff in Coltrane County that had been murdered (Author's note: see The Case of the Murdered Football Player), but was a damn sight more honest and trustworthy.
"I'm glad your mom was able to get you up here." said Greenwood. "We've heard of some of the things you've accomplished in that University town down there, and I know from your mom that you like interesting, even strange cases. We might have something for you."
"Oh, what's that?" I asked.
"The first thing is about your father's legal papers." said Greenwood. "I still have some friends in the Courthouse, and they were the first to alert me to the situation. I contacted your father's old law firm, and they said they were looking into a data breach as well. I suggested they call the Apple Grove Police about it, and they did. At that point, Sheriff Spaulding gave me a call and made a point to tell me to mind my own business, that I was not Sheriff anymore and that he was, and he'd handle things his way and in his own good time."
"I take it you and Spaulding don't get along." I said.
"He ran against me for Sheriff two years ago, and he won." said Greenwood. "You know that Court case in your State about that guy who lost a rigged race?"
"John Cummings?" I said. "Right in my own County. His own Party threw him to the dogs."
"My case was something like that." said Greenwood. "Voting looked irregular. I asked the State to come in to do a recount, but Spaulding went to court and the judge blocked it. Judge's name is Guilford, and he's backed by several wealthy people in the county, including the Jacksons."
"Doug and Roberta Jackson?" I asked.
"They're the ones." said Greenwood. "Do you know them?"
"I've met them." I said. "Their son was murdered in my County."
"Oh, that's right." said Greenwood, and I glanced at my mom. I could tell Greenwood knew more than he was letting on, and indeed was playing a bit dumb. My mom's eyes were twinkling as she looked back at me. Greenwood said: "Well, the Republican Party sat by with their thumb up their ass while Spaulding's people were actively subverting us. They totally shut it down, wouldn't do a recount. Some citizens started up a recall effort, seeing what was going on, but that was squelched too... and in some cases by intimidation with threats of physical violence."
"Good grief." I said. "Not the town I grew up in, for sure."
"Absolutely. So yes," continued Greenwood, "there's bad blood between me and Spaulding. But until this thing happened about your father's law firm files, there hadn't been any real issues crop up between us. The town is not his jurisdiction, either, so I don't know why he called me except for pure intimidation."
"Okay, then." I said. "So I need to talk to the law firm guy or guys. Mom, what are you going to do today?"
"Why, I'm going to check up on some old friends." said Phyllis. "Just old ladies gossiping, nothing you'd be interested in, I'm sure." I just looked at Sheriff Greenwood, who looked back at me, and we both started chuckling.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi, Donald." said the youngish lawyer, who was about my age, as he let me into the otherwise locked doors of Grove & Partners law firm. They had bought out Troy & Partners, my dad's firm, some years before. "Thank you for coming. I understand you have some experience in cyber-security."
"Yes, Mike, I do." I said. Mike G. Todd was the junior partner of the firm, and as such was the most tech-savvy.
"Here, let me show you what happened." He brought up some information from the firm's servers. "This breach here. You can see that this access looks like it's internal, but it's none of our guys."
"How did you find this?" I asked as I began connecting my laptop to the law firm's computer and running diagnostic tests.
"I was asked to look for it, by Sheriff... er, former Sheriff Greenwood." said Mike. "The files affected all had to do with your father's work with a charity, Victory Christian Ministries."
"Hmm, never heard of 'em." I said. "Were the files corrupted?"
"Yes, they were." Mike said. "And before you ask, the backups were destroyed, as well."
"So no way to get to whatever is on them." I said. "Unless there's another backup somewhere."
"That's correct." said Mike. "I tried to see if your father had left any paper files, which we have in secure storage at the Courthouse. And when I went to see, that's when it started coming out that they'd been hacked too, but couldn't find any real damage or losses. And the night after I went over there, someone tried to break into the storage areas. Police evidence is secured there, so the perp didn't succeed."
My diagnostic was finished. What the lawyer didn't know is that the program also copied all the information I could get from the law firm's computers. Certainly not all of their files, but the corrupted ones as well as some others. I also left a couple of backdoor access places, disguised as anti-virus software that really would stop the perps from accessing the computers again.
"Okay," I said, "it looks like some standard but very sophisticated data-mining viruses were introduced into your computer. I'm placing some anti-virus protocols on your servers, and you'll be alerted if these bad boys try to access your stuff again."
"What the hell is going on?"
The voice was that of an older man, dressed in an expensive suit. He was tall, lean, with a full head of now-gray hair. I recognized him as Hamilton Phillips, whose law firm had bought out my father's. Phillips was the Senior Partner of Grove & Partners, P.C.
"Mr. Phillips!" said the younger lawyer, fear creeping into his voice. "I was just asking Don Troy to look into our computer breach. He's a specialist in that area."
"Oh really?" snarled Phillips as he observed me in my police uniform. "He looks like a cop to me. Do you have a warrant to be accessing our computers, Mr. Troy?"
"No, and I don't need one." I said as I put my laptop away in its bag. "I'm Douglass Troy's son, by the way."
"I know who you are, boy." said Phillips. "And I don't care. You're not welcome here, ever. Mr. Todd, we will speak of this later, but for now, get that man out of here. Immediately."
"Yes sir--" Mike started, but I interrupted as I stood up.
"Mr. Phillips," I said, my voice commanding but with attempts to keep it gentle, "why don't you tell me what you're afraid of, and maybe I can help you. Not only with this security breach, but with whoever is obviously pressuring you."
I had already seen the fear in Phillips' eyes, and now I could clearly see it as his agitated features contorted into a mask of fear and hideous hatred.
"Get out!" he gasped. "Get the fuck out, you son of a bitch!"
"Don't talk about my mother like that," I said, "or whoever's threatening you won't be the only one whipping your ass. Now I'm offering to help you, Mr. Phillips. I think you know who and what I am, and you were a friend of my father's. But once I leave, you're on your own."
Phillips seemed to consider the words, but for only a moment. "Why are you still here? Get out. Get out of this county. Don't come back. And leave that laptop here."
I put the laptop bag's strap over my left shoulder, giving me easy access to my gun. I began walking out when Phillips stood in front of me.
"I said leave the laptop." he said menacingly. "You're not leaving without it."
I put my hand on my gun, having flicked open the strap holding it in place. "Try and stop me." I said quietly, my eyes boring into his. His eyes saw that I wasn't bluffing. He relented, his face red with anger. I quickly walked out of there.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Phyllis sat on the porch in one of the rocking chairs as the other woman talked. She was Old Mrs. Starnes, and she had lived in this house since the day she was born. It was a two-story house with tall ceilings and a big porch, built in the late 1800s when the town was first started. Mrs. Starnes was the grandmother of Kip Starnes, whose name had come up in the Murdered Football Player case.
"Yes, Phyllis, this town is dying." Mrs. Starnes said. "And you're right that something else is going on around here. There is a sense of depression here, and that's because of the oppression that is happening."
"Aftermath of the Sheriff election?" Phyllis asked.
"Oh, no, that was actually only a small part of it." said Mrs. Starnes. "After your husband Douglass died and Phillips took over the firm, subtle changes started happening. The bank hired a new president, an outside guy from North Carolina. He and Phillips are friends. I heard rumors that the Blacks in Providence Springs can't get loans from this bank anymore."
Providence Springs was a farm town west of Apple Grove, about halfway to the western county line, and it was where nearly all of the Blacks in the county lived until Rome got the highway and grew enough to provide jobs.
"Oh my." said Phyllis. "And the rest of the county? Rome?"
"Rome has all the processing plants now, the ones that in the time we were children were here in Apple Grove. They have access to transportation and shipping there." said Mrs. Starnes. "A lot of illegal immigrants there, working the packing plants and the hotels as janitors and the like. Almost no one ever comes over from Rome to Apple Grove; if they do, the Sheriff's deputies stop them for any sort of reason. I'm shocked you and your son weren't pulled over when you came in."
"What does the Police Chief have to say about all of this?" Phyllis asked. "What was his name again?..."
"Sims. Larry Sims." said Mrs. Starnes. "He's a year away from his pension. Several of us believe that he was quietly told that if he knew where his bread was buttered, he'd keep his mouth shut and he'd be allowed to retire with his pension. If he makes waves, he'll be out on the street with nothing."
Mrs. Starnes continued: "As an example: Sims and Greenwood were very good friends, not to mention colleagues that cooperated very well. When that Sheriff election was contested, Chief Sims stood by and did nothing. Greenwood begged Sims to help, but Sims just wouldn't take a public stand. They're no longer friends, and I hear that Sims just stays in his office and goes through the motions. He started drinking, too, but not all that heavily. Not enough to hamper doing his job, but enough for some people to notice."
"Oh my." Phyllis said again. "Any idea what... or who... is behind it all?"
"No, not at all." said Mrs. Starnes. "Oh my, look at that." She was pointing to the Sheriff Department car that was coming down the street. The deputy slowed as he passed the house, peering hard at the two women. Phyllis felt the tension, both in the deputy and in Mrs. Starnes.
"Phyllis, it's been nice seeing you again." said Mrs. Starnes, concluding their chat. "But I think you probably should go find your son now. And may I suggest you have him or someone you trust with you at all times."
Meanwhile, former Sheriff Greenwood was sitting in his personal vehicle, waiting for Phyllis to end her chat with Mrs. Starnes. He was parked off the road, hidden by some bushes, and he'd seen the Sheriff car driving down the street and knew what it meant. He was about to exit the car and go to Phyllis when someone walked up to his car.
"Hello, Sheriff." said the someone.
"Well, my goodness, it's you." said Greenwood. "What in the world brings you here?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered the Apple Grove Police Department building, which was next to the Fire Department and its two engines, on the west side of Courthouse Square. The offices were small and old, and the entire Apple Grove P.D.'s compliment of twelve officers barely matched the number of Detectives in my two divisions.
One reason for that was the way this State allowed counties to compose themselves, which was different than my current State's structure. In my State, there were town police and county police and/or Sheriff Departments, and of course my own County was merged with my Town into one unified force. In Apple Grove's county, the town had police jurisdiction in a radius of several miles outside the town limits, and outside of that was the Sheriff Department's responsibility. The Rome Police Force had a significant radius while Apple Grove, Providence Springs to the west, and the town of Springer to the northwest had smaller radii.
"Is Lieutenant Wisocky here?" I asked the receptionist/clerk at the front desk. She buzzed the office of the Media Relations Officer, not knowing that Media Relations was not the reason I'd asked for Lieutenant Wisocky.
"Donny? Donny Troy?" exclaimed the dark haired woman that appeared in the hallway. "I can't believe it!" She came up and gave me a warm hug, which I returned as warmly as I could. Leanne Wisocky's hair was cut just above her shoulders and was straight with no styling. She was wearing her uniform of a royal blue shirt and navy blue pants, with an "A.G.P.D." insignia on the left collar and a silver Lieutenant bar on the right collar.
Her large breasts strained against the fabric of the shirt, which caused a first stirring of my loins. She had put on weight in the years since I'd seen her. In her youth she'd been a real tomboy, and her body was shapely and very hot, especially her legs. But one could tell even then that she was somewhat 'big boned' and would one day be a 'big girl'. She wasn't fat, but beginning to put on weight here and there, and she no longer had that hourglass shape of her youth... an hourglass shape that Teresa Croyle now had that made her look so hot.
But there was another reason the sight of Leanne was stirring my loins. She was the woman that had taken my virginity.
She was a little bit older than me, and she'd graduated high school and gone to a small college. She had always wanted to be a policewoman, and her schooling was towards that end. She came home one summer, and she and I began hanging out a good bit. On one hot summer afternoon we were alone at her house... and good things started happening.
I wasn't a jock in my youth, though I was on the football team because every boy in the school was on the team, though I rarely played. I also was on the Golf team, making the sixth and final varsity position my Senior year and lettering in that sport. I was always curious of the world around me, going off to explore creeks and trying to catch snakes, and Leanne did those explorations with me and other boys when we were younger.
She had been sexually active for a while, and on that hot summer day I went for it. I was fairly bold even then, and when her bikini top had a malfunction, a nip-slip, before I realized it I was leaning over and kissing her teat! That led to me kissing her mouth and things going from there. I got my first blowjob that day, followed by my first intercourse in the missionary position, totally bareback sex. Leanne was on the pill, which was fortunate because I shot what felt like a huge load into her.
My father never knew, but I think my mother observed and deduced it that very night. A few days later I heard her saying something about me having a swagger that I hadn't had before. And she tried to dissuade me from seeing Leanne, but it would've been easier to stop sap from running in the trees than it would be for me to give up that summer of hot sex with a hot girl.



Leanne went back to school, and didn't return the next summer: she had an internship with a police department somewhere. Meanwhile, I was already beginning to date other girls. Most of them didn't put out, but I got some smoking hot blow jobs and occasional condom-sheathed intercourse. Then I went to college, and sex was plentiful... especially with the legendary stud Jack Burke as my roommate... but more on that at another time...
"It's great to see you!" Leanne said. "What brings you home to Apple Grove?"
"I just escorted my mother up here." I said. "I'm having to take care of some things related to my father's old law firm while she visits with her old friends."
"Oh, I see." said Leanne. Was that a bit of a shadow on her still-attractive face? I thought to myself as she said "Let's go say hello to the Chief." She led me to the office of the Chief of Police and knocked on the open door.
"Oh my gosh, Donny Troy!" exclaimed Chief Sims when he saw me. I knew that I had not been to Apple Grove for some time, and rarely since I'd left for college, but I could see that Chief Sims had aged beyond his years. Small lines etched into his face, his hair just a bit more gray than I thought it should be.
"Good to see you, Chief." I said. "It's been a long time since I've been here."
"It surely has, it surely has." Sims said. "So what brings you here?" I repeated the story I told Leanne, somehow knowing that telling the full story was something that I should not do. I did say that I'd already been to the law offices to complete my task.
"Ah, so your mother is here with you?" asked the Chief. "How is she doing?" I said she was doing very well, and was an Auxiliary Policewoman in my Town.
"Well, I'll be." the Chief said.
"Chief," Leanne said, "why don't I take Donny to lunch."
"That'd be a great idea." said Sims. "Before you go, can I have a private word with you, for just one moment?"
"I'll wait outside for you." I said. "Good to see you again, Chief."
I began talking with the receptionist as I waited for Leanne. I noticed her necklace. "Is that a rune?" I asked, as if simply curious.
"Oh! Why yes, it is." the woman said, a bright happy smile appearing on her attractive face. "I went to a seminar camp a few years ago." She then moved to change the subject by asking "Your rank... is that 'Colonel'? We don't have anything higher than Captain here, except the Chief, of course."
"It's 'Commander'." I said. "My name is Don Troy. I grew up here in Apple Grove."
"Oh, I see." said the woman. To my total shock, she looked warily around the room, then said quietly "You're that Iron Crowbar guy, aren't you?"
"Er, yes... yes I am." I said, also quietly, as if sharing a state secret.
"Just between us..." the woman said, again looking around furtively, "keep your eyes open... and don't you or your mother be alone anywhere at any time."
I was too shocked to say anything and Leanne came out of the Chief's office just then. The receptionist turned to her paperwork and giggled as if I'd just said something flirtatious.
"Still the ladies man, I see." said Leanne, seeing the receptionist flushing and smiling, totally fooled by the woman's act. "I hope my husband doesn't catch us having lunch."
"Yes." I said. "If you don't mind, why don't you drive so I can call my mom on the cellphone..."
Part 8 - Diamonds Are Forever
Sheriff Daniel Allgood descended the stairs into the secure "dungeon" areas of Town & County Police Headquarters. He was in a most very foul mood already, and this news had not made it any better.
In the Evidence rooms were Lt. Tanya Perlman, Detective Martin Nash, Lt. 'Curly' Goodwin of Internal Affairs, Detective Gayle Tunnin of Internal Affairs, the Evidence Supervisor in his gray baseball cap, and Sergeant Rudistan and Senior Patrolman Morton..
"What's going on, Perlman" the Sheriff asked, the tone of his voice instantly warning Tanya to be on guard. "By the way, do any of you smell smoke?"
"Yes, Sheriff," said Lt. Tanya Perlman, "I smelled it when I came down here, but nothing is smoking or burning. But that's not the important thing. The diamonds we recovered earlier this week...are gone."
"Gone?" asked Allgood. "How?"
"Not sure yet. They were right here..." she pointed to a box inside the safe that the most valuable objects were stored in as a double-precaution, "...and they are now gone. The Evidence Supervisor found the safe open when he got here half an hour ago. The safe was opened with the combination."
"Curly, who knows the combination?" asked Allgood.
"The Evidence Room officers, the Armorer, and the D.A. and all the ADAs know it." said Lt. Goodwin. "The Commander, Deputy Chief, and Captain Aarons also know it, and the Chief will when he's installed. You're also entitled to know it, being Sheriff, but I don't think anyone's told you."
"No, I don't know it." said Daniel. Just then, Myron Milton walked up. "What the hell do you want, Milton?" Daniel snarled. He and Myron were still antagonistic to each other from the past times of sparring while Allgood was the I.A. leader.
"Sheriff!" said Tanya, both defensively of Myron and a rebuke to Daniel Allgood. "Myron, what do you have for me?"
"Ma'am," said Myron, intentionally not noticing Daniel's presence, "two things of great importance. The card used to gain access to the Evidence Rooms was used last night at 2:30am, and that card was used to gain access to the Evidence Rooms is the base keycode of Detective Sharples. However--"
"Okay, someone go get Sharples!" ordered Allgood.
"Hold on, Sheriff." said Tanya, wondering why Allgood was in such a foul mood and being so unlike himself. "What's the full story on that, Myron?"
Myron replied "As Commander Troy taught us after that morphine loss at the Hospital last November/December timeframe, when a key card is duplicated, it generates a code with "5555" at the end instead of the real numbers. It'll let the person in, since there may be a hostage situation going on, but the point is that the card was duplicated and the forgery used to gain entrance."
"Goodwin," said Allgood, his voice a bit quieter, "go get Sharples anyway, bring him in and question him about his I.D., make sure he has his card and that it's real, and ask if anyone had access to it at any time."
"Yes sir." said Goodwin, also a bit shocked at how his old boss was acting. He tasked Detective Tunnin with that assignment and she left.
"Okay, Myron, what else?" Tanya asked.
"Ma'am, I've checked the key codes to get downstairs." said Myron. "Sharples has not been down here at all since the diamonds were put in the safe. Also, the forged card was not used. I have the list of everyone who has come up and down the stairs since the diamonds were put in here, from using their cards. But after the Evidence Supervisor checked on the diamonds yesterday before locking the safe at close-of-business, no one except this forged card's holder came into the Evidence Rooms, and no one came down from upstairs at all."
"So someone was hiding down here, waited until 2:30am, then used a forged card to get in." said Allgood. "Curly, don't you guys have cameras with motion-sensor detectors covering these downstairs hallways, the Armory and the I.T. areas?"
"And inside the Evidence Rooms." said Goodwin. "I'm having my people go through last night's tapes now, but so far they've found nothing."
"How can that be..." Daniel said, then turned to Myron. "Milton, are those cameras computer controlled? Could someone have programmed them to shut off?"
"No, Sheriff." said Myron. "That was one of Commander Troy's precautions. The cameras feed data to the Internal Affairs servers, but are hard-coded and cannot be accessed from outside nor instructions given from outside. It's old-school technology. They can be turned off, but the switches are inside Internal Affairs, not connected to any digital system, just plain electrical wires."
"And the fuses to them?" asked Daniel.
"Anything electrical that involves I.A. has the fuse boxes within I.A." said Curly Goodwin. "Daniel, you know that."
"Yeah, I just wanted to make sure of it." said Allgood. "Well, Lt. Perlman, you're the Iron Crowbar this weekend... what happened here?" 
"Not enough data yet, Sheriff." said Tanya, most very astutely mimicking the Iron Crowbar's oft-quoted words. "Let's see if anything shows up on the motion-sensor tapes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's why we smelled smoke." said Sheriff Allgood as he watched the television screen in the Main Conference room. The tape showed smoke filling the corridor just before 2:30am. Nothing else could be seen for several long minutes.
"The smoke activated the motion-sensor cameras, but there are no smoke detectors in the hallway nor the Armory, where guns are fired." said Curly Goodwin. Also in the room was Tanya Perlman and Martin Nash. "Only inside the Evidence Rooms, the I.T. server rooms, the Data Mining cubicles, and Internal Affairs's server room and cubicles."
"And we really can't see if someone is walking through that smoke." said Allgood. "What happened with Sharples and the Evidence supervisor?"
"The Evidence Supervisor has fully cooperated, and his statement coincides completely with the facts as we know them." said Lt. Goodwin, giving details more for the MCD officers than for Sheriff Allgood as he continued: "He checked off on the contents of the safe, which was videotaped. Commander Troy had 'suggested' that when the diamonds were brought in, and his suggestions are considered to be instructions."
"Man, that's some serious security." said Martin Nash. "Is this literally every-day commonplace?"
"If we get a really big stash of drugs, cash, or something like these diamonds," said Curly Goodwin, "then yes, it's typical. Especially when Commander Troy feels the need to do it, and these diamonds were something we don't normally have.
"Finish up about Sharples." Daniel Allgood said.
"Yes sir." said Goodwin. "At first he was cooperative. He showed our guys his Police I.D. card, it's the genuine article. He said he did not know of any time where it was out of his possession. Then--"
"If I may..." said Nash, interrupting, "... how was Sharples during this questioning? Nervous, calm?"
"We have it on tape so you can watch, but he appeared calm," said Goodwin, "up to a point. As our guys began questioning him harder, he got suspicious and asked what it was about. Per protocols, our guys didn't say, and at that time Sharples said 'This is the Commander fucking with me again, isn't it? I want a Union rep before I say anything else.'." Our guys tried to cajole him into talking, but he again insisted upon a Union rep, and complained that they were harassing him by asking him questions after he'd asked for the rep's presence. We haven't called in the Union yet, so we have nothing."
Tanya sighed. "Once again, that fat son of a bitch skates by. He may be totally innocent, but he can use this paranoia about the Commander to not answer questions, and the Union rep will make an issue out of any more questions."
"If he's innocent, he should have no problems answering our questions." Allgood said.
"That's what we told him, and he got more belligerent and started complaining about being questioned after asking for the Union rep." said Goodwin. "It's like someone taking the Fifth, we can't just assume guilt."
"True. True enough. Okay, Miss Acting Iron Crowbar," said Daniel Allgood, his tone humorous but with just a touch of derision, "what do you think of all this?"
"First, Sheriff," said Tanya, "it's obvious that someone knows completely about our security in the basement areas, and this elaborate and quite effective scheme was created to defeat that security. This is also a one-time plan, as we'll be adapting to it. Obviously someone wanted those diamonds very badly, enough to go through this to get to them. The amount they are worth would make it worth someone's while to do it, though."
"Second," Tanya continued, "whoever thought of this scheme is of a brilliant mind, and I'm speaking of the level of Commander Troy, who has worked religiously on making security foolproof in this and all other areas. I am saying that someone has actually mentally defeated the Iron Crowbar, and there is no way that Detective Sharples could've thought of this."
"Third," Tanya said, "it shows that there is at least one mole and likely more in this Police Department. Someone knew the combination to the safe, someone knew how to get in, someone--"
"But how did they get down there?" asked Sheriff Allgood. "There's always someone on duty upstairs that can see anyone entering the room leading to the downstairs. There are two separate keycodes needed to open those doors, and no keycodes were used at all last night. And the sheer number of people that would have to conspire to make a cover-up of this happen is just too large for me to even consider as a possibility."
"I agree with you, Sheriff." said Tanya. "And I have no clue how the perp or perps got into the Evidence Room."
"Well," said the Sheriff, getting up, "you guys keep investigating. I think I'm going to have to give the Iron Crowbar a call." He did not observe Tanya's eyes flash fire at the blatant insult, intended or not, as he left the room.
Part 9 - Apples and Oranges
As Phyllis walked back to where former Sheriff Greenwood's car was parked, she was totally shocked to see the car behind his, and the person who was sitting in the car with Greenwood.
"Melina!" Phyllis gasped. "What on earth are you doing here?"
"We'll talk about that." Melina said. "Sheriff, I'll drive Phyllis around. Thanks for your help."
"No problem." said Greenwood. "It was good seeing you again. You too, Phyllis." Melina got out of the car and Greenwood drove off, back towards town. Melina and Phyllis got into Melina's car.
"He remembered me from Don's father's funeral." Melina said.
"I see." said Phyllis. "And you are up here because..."
"Because you need to be watched over." said Melina. "My sister is concerned about her mother-in-law as well as her husband, but the one who was absolutely beside himself when he heard that you and Don came up here was Special Agent Jack Muscone of the FBI. He asked Laura to have someone watch over you and Don, and Laura asked me to come. Didn't bother me, as Daniel is in something of a mood right now, and I needed to get out of Town myself for a few days."
"I see." said Phyllis. She did not mean that she accepted her ex-daughter-in-law's explanation. She was seeing much further. Melina's presence was a cluuuue, she thought to herself.
"Since you're here," Phyllis said, "let's go to lunch... oh, Don is calling." She answered the cellphone. After she disconnected, she said "Let's go towards Rome. Don and a police friend are having lunch over there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Leanne had me drive almost all the way back to Rome to find a decent restaurant. There was a Chinese buffet that she said was very good, so we stopped there. Indeed, there was a large selection, and it was reasonably tasty.
As we ate lunch, I said "Okay, Leanne, you've gotten me out of town, out of the way. So what's going on around Apple Grove? Your Chief was more nervous than happy to see me, and I felt some tension at breakfast at the diner."
"First," said Leanne, "someone found a dead body in a farm field south of town this morning. It's out of our jurisdiction, and therefore is the responsibility of Sheriff Spaulding. He doesn't like us helping in cases that are his county jurisdiction."
"Okay." I said. "Did you think I was going to interfere with that?"
"I don't know." Leanne replied, then said "I'll just tell you this, Don." She repeated much of the story that Mrs. Starnes had told Phyllis, though of course I didn't know that at the time. Leanne concluded by saying "I try to help Sheriff Greenwood where I can, and so does the Chief. But we don't know who might be helping Sheriff Spaulding, and Spaulding's friends now control the law firm, the bank, the judge, and most of the Town Council. Our mayor quit and moved away; we heard he and his wife were threatened.
Leanne finished up: "I've heard of some of the things you've done with your own Police Force, not to mention the legend of the 'Iron Crowbar' and your meteoric rise to the top. And that's why people around here are scared of your presence. Your mother was up here a short while ago, and I think she got wind of some of the things going on. Is that why you're here?"
"No," I said, putting the clue I'd just received into its compartment, "I came up to investigate some things in connection with my father's old law firm. Not really any big deal, as far as I can tell, just some hacked files. But there is one thing I'd like you to help me with, if you don't mind. Can you get me into the vaults that have the old physical legal papers that my dad filed away for and with the county? They're in the Courthouse and where the evidence rooms are."
"No, I can't get you in there." said Leanne. "It's always two-man control in there. However, we still have some friends in the Courthouse. But how you're going to get in there without being seen is another matter entirely."
"Oh, that shouldn't be a problem." I said. "The Courthouse is closed for the weekend, is it not?"
"Yes, but the DMV and tag office are open until noon, and there are people milling about." Leanne replied.
"Oh well," I said, "probably nothing anyway." Just then, two ladies approached our table. One was my mother. I was having a bit of trouble believing who the other was.
"Melina?" I said. "Pardon my surprise. Nice to see you." I introduced Leanne.
"Ah yes, I remember Leanne." said my mother with, shall we say, a bit less than her usual charm and enthusiasm.
"You're looking very well, Mrs. Troy." Leanne said, unperturbed by Phyllis's attitude towards her. "And Melina, you're Don's wife, aren't you?"
"Ex-wife." said Melina. "Long story, but he's married to my sister now, and I'm married to his boss."
"Of course," I said, "her sister, being my wife, is my real boss. Melina, I don't know if you met Leanne, she was a bit older than me in school. She's with the Apple Grove Police now. Would you ladies care to join us for lunch?"
I think my mother would've declined, but Melina said "Sure." and sat down, all but forcing Phyllis to do so. Melina and Leanne did most of the talking, at least Melina had Leanne do a lot of talking about Apple Grove. In addition, Melina ate a staggering amount of food, and I didn't keep up. Is she pregnant again? I wondered. She didn't appear to be, but who knows.
Our check was brought to the table, along with orange slices. The woman that brought them, a lovely older Asian woman, presented me with an extra fortune cookie.
"Special fortune for the gentleman." she said, bowing. She then quickly went away. I took out the fortune cooking from its wrapper and broke it open, then read the fortune. It read:
"Iron Crowbar should consider taking helicopter flying lessons."
"Er, ma'am..." I said, looking up, but the woman was gone. As I got up, a young girl came up. "Do you know who that lady was, the hostess, the older lady?"
"Ah, so sorry, sir, I do not know of any lady. Our hostess is at front desk, sir." she said. I looked over. The woman at the front counter was not the woman who'd given me the fortune cookie.
"Is there another hostess, another older woman?" I asked the girl, as well as a second girl that had come over.
"So sorry, sir, no such lady here." said the second girl. I realized I was going to get nowhere fast trying to find the mysterious woman.
We paid our bill and left. I had shown my mother the piece of paper, and she had gasped and shaken her head in surprise. As we went into the parking lot, I noticed something... the trunk of my mother's car, that I had been driving, was open... and a young, slender Latino man was going through the trunk!



"Hey! Stop right there!" I shouted. I began running at him. "Police! Stop! ¡Alto!" The young man dropped the (plain black) tire iron he was carrying and ran away. He was tremendously fast, and I had no hope of catching him, and he fled between some buildings and was gone.
I came back to the car, where the women were waiting. "Okay, let me get a plastic bag and put this tire iron in it. I'll have someone at our Crime Lab look for fingerprints." I suited the word to the deed, getting a large plastic bag that my mother had brought, meant for dirty clothes but now serving a greater need.
"Any idea who that was, son?" Phyllis asked.
"What do you think he was looking for?" Leanne asked.
"My laptop." I said. "I put it in the trunk when I left the law office, but before getting to the police station I pulled over and got it and put it under the back seat." Opening the left rear door, I pulled the seatback up slightly. There was a space there, where I'd secreted my laptop. "Okay, I'll take Leanne back. Melina, Mom, do you want to follow us into town?"
"Why don't we go back to the hotel room first?" my mother said to Melina.
"Good idea." Melina said. "Don, do you want me to keep that laptop for you?"
"No, I've got it." I said. "By the way, Leanne... is there a Wal-Mart near here?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Apple Grove Police Headquarters, I went inside with Leanne, hoping to find a secure internet connection, so I could transmit the contents of the laptop to my own Headquarters' servers. Leanne led me to her office, which contained such a connection.
"You can sit here, at my desk." Leanne said. I came up to her and slid my arms around her.
"You know," I said, "we haven't had a chance to renew our old acquaintance." I leaned over and kissed her right on the mouth. She didn't resist, but she didn't really respond, either.
"I can see that you're still as aggressive as you were when we were younger." Leanne said with a smile. I just kissed her mouth again, letting my tongue slip past her lips and over her tongue. We deeply kissed for a long minute as I tried to maneuver Leanne around to sit or lie down on the edge of her desk. But there, she stopped me.
"Okay, stud," she said, "you've got to get that information into your computers, pronto. Besides, what would happen if your mother came in?"
"That never bothered you before." I said with a grin, but the moment was over as Leanne slipped out of my arms. I went to work as she left the office, saying she was going to use the restroom.
Though the line was theoretically secure, I still used PGP-style security layers on top to transmit all the data I'd obtained from the law office onto TCPD servers under my personal seal. Then I got out my purchase from Wal-Mart: a burner phone. I set it up using the activation card, giving the name 'Jean-Paul Michaux'. I then used the burner phone to call a number, leaving the message that I was in Apple Grove, I needed help, and describing what I needed.
Once all that was done, I went into the main area, where Leanne, the Chief, and a couple of uniformed officers were talking. The Chief introduced me to the other officers. They were talking about the murder found that morning.
"Guy from Providence Springs." one officer was saying. "Black, 56 years old, did mechanical work on BigAgraFoods hay-bailers. No idea why he was found so far away from home, no motive yet for his murder."
"How did he die?" I asked.
"Beaten over the head with what looks like a tire iron or a crowbar, something heavy and metal." the officer said. "Head was smashed to a pulp. He was identified through fingerprints."
Just then, there was a hush over the Station. I turned to see a man in a brown uniform of the Sheriff's Department enter the room. He was a bit older than me, maybe his late thirties, lean and toned. His hair was a dark red, and his face was angular and had a natural mean look to it.
"Who are you?" he snarled at me.
"Sheriff, this is--" the Chief started. 
"I asked him." the Sheriff said, deliberately interrupting the older Chief of Police as he pointed at me.
"My name is Commander Donald Troy, and you must be Sheriff Spaulding." I said.
"I know who you are, Troy." said Spaulding. "And I don't give a damn if you grew up here or not. In the here and now, you're out of jurisdiction. You're not a 'Commander' here, Troy, you're just a piece of dog shit. And you're unlawfully carrying a gun in my jurisdiction. Give me your gun, slowly. Now." His hand went to his own gun.
I slowly reached into my pocket and withdrew my credentials, which included my Federal Firearms Carry Permit. I extended my arm, displaying the card.
"Federal Firearms Carry Permit, Sheriff." I said. "I'm entitled to carry my gun in this jurisdiction or any jurisdiction within the United States of America... and I will not relinquish my arms to you nor to anyone else."
"Like hell, you won't." the Sheriff said. Chief Sims stepped up between us.
"Sheriff, the man has a Federal carry license." the Chief said placatingly. "Now I'm sure you don't want any problems about that, like having the FBI come in over something as trivial as trying to disarm him over that."
"You telling me this guy is a Fed?" Spaulding asked, his eyes looking at me with even more open hostility.
"No, Sheriff," said the Chief, "but he's got a Federal permit to carry, and he's a law enforcement officer that grew up around here. Just let it go, Sheriff."
Spaulding considered the Chief's words, then glared at me and relented. The tension in the room subsided somewhat. "All right. But I'll have people keeping an eye on him." With that, the Sheriff turned and was about to leave. Despite my better judgement, I couldn't resist:
"Sheriff," I called out, "I heard you had a murder in your county last night. If you'd like any assistance in solving it, I'll be glad to help out while I'm here."
The Sheriff turned, a very ugly look on his face. "You stay the fuck out of my business, asshole." he said venomously. "I'll investigate my cases as I see fit, and I don't need your fucking help. If I see you poking your fucking nose where it doesn't belong, Troy, I'll blow your god-damned head off." With that, Sheriff Spaulding turned and stalked out of the building, furious with anger, his face beet red.
"Good grief, Donny." the Chief said, sheer amazement in his voice. "You just about made his head explode when you offered your help, there."
"Funny, that." I said. "This county has some real problems, don't it... some real problems..." I noticed the look on Leanne's face. She was totally shocked, and I could tell it was at the way I'd stood up to the Sheriff.
Part 10 - Rhymes With Apple
"Okay, thanks Sandra." Cindy Ross said into her cellphone. She and Teresa were at the public park, watching kids on the playground and young adults on the disc golf course.
"That was Sandra Speer of the FBI." Cindy said. "They had the nearest FBI office to here check out that plane that took off with our perps. Seems that a plane matching the description landed at a small airport about 75 miles north of here. That airport has a museum of old planes, and it's run by a retired Delta Airlines pilot."
Cindy continued: "The two guys in the plane from here got off and then got into another one, a larger one, and took off... which made the museum guy take notice, as that was what the Commander would call a 'strangeness'. As he went to check out the plane that was left, he saw smoke coming out of it, and it was soon engulfed in flames. He called the FBI himself; apparently he knows someone in the nearest office. They were already on the alert, and called Jack Muscone."
Teresa nodded. "And I did notice that Don's wife provided us with transportation to get here, keeping us relatively safe. So something's up. You talked to Don. Did he say anything?"
"No." Cindy said. "He's up in his boyhood town of Apple Grove, investigating something. I suspect that has his full attention."
"Wow, he left Town while we were already on leave?" Teresa asked, understanding the implications of that. "Whatever it is in his hometown, it must be huge."
"Yep." Cindy said, then added with some disparagement, "Something else he won't tell us about, I'm sure."
"He tells you a lot more than he tells me." Teresa said. "Of course, he's working with me to try and get rid of that fat ass Sharples."
Cindy didn't reply, but tried to train her mind to think as the Iron Crowbar would. But nothing came to her, so she said "Is there a Wal-Mart or a sporting goods store anywhere near here? Let's go buy a couple of frisbees and play this disc golf course."
"It's something to do." Teresa said, acknowledging that there simply wasn't much to do in this little town. Not much had changed in the years since she'd left this place...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
EMT Charlie Strauss was sitting with me and EMT Marty Robbins at the Fire Station next to Police Headquarters. We were in a small back office that served as a conference room.
"Charlie," I said, "now that you're out of my Town & County, I'd like for you to tell me what was going on with the Fire Department and EMTs in my County. I know there are problems, but can't get anyone to elaborate. I'll keep your name secret, but maybe I can help do something if I know what I'm dealing with."
"You should've run for Sheriff, then." said Strauss, then caught himself. "Oh, I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that like that."
"I know what you mean," I said, "and Sheriff Allgood wants to do something about it, also. He's been getting a lot of runaround."
"You should give him a crowbar, then, and let him beat the shit out of the Fire Chief and the other highfalutin officers there." said Strauss, obviously still emotional about his time with the Town & County EMS. He took a breath, sighed as he exhaled, then said "Okay, here's the deal:
"EMTs are supposed to be an integral part of a County's emergency services." said Strauss. "Most places have EMS as part of the Fire Department, and that should and does work out in most places. But for some reason, not in your County, Commander."
Strauss continued: "Just take a look at the written requirements for EMS ranks versus those for the Fire Department. EMS gets all the shit duties, having to clean the stations, then some Fire Department puke comes along, throws coffee on the floor and the Station Superintendent is there not just yelling at us, but writing us up. If a Firefighter can't make the grade, he can still hold a County job elsewhere; but if an EMT is let go, he's forbidden by County law from holding any public service job, at all, ever."
I realized that Strauss had a point as he continued: "Firefighters come up through the ranks at a reasonable pace, though not as fast as the Police. That's not a knock on you guys, it's just sayin'. But EMTs? We can't get promoted for years, and what a guy has to go through to become a Paramedic, which is like Sergeant in the Police Department, is crazy. Robbins here is the only person here who would qualify to be a Paramedic in your County, and that's not saying anything about him or the Apple Grove EMS; they just make advancement impossible in your County."
Strauss continued: "And you know about the medals, don't you Commander? We used to be separate, and had our own medals with green-edged ribbons. The Fire Department insisted we only have red-edged ribbons, given by them. The Fire Department there has more medals than any other branch of public service, but they made sure we had the fewest... and they work hard as hell to deny medals to EMTs. We can't even get an Achievement Medal out of them."
"I see." I said. "And most EMTs quit and find other jobs before getting the time-in-grade to advance."
"Yes sir." said Strauss. "But it's more: look at the leadership positions. The very highest EMS position is Chief Medical Officer, the equivalent of a Watch Captain." That was equivalent to a Police Captain, I noted as Strauss said "The CMO has to be a full medical doctor and is 'encouraged', which means required, to be on Staff at a local hospital, and do you know how hard it is to get a Staff position?"
I certainly did know, as my wife was on Staff at University Hospital, but Strauss was not finished: "And if there is no medical doctor and the CMO position is unfilled, the next grade, Deputy CMO, also has to be a medical doctor, and cannot be an Acting CMO or fill in the CMO position and represent us with the County leadership."
"What about your Union?" I asked. "Aren't they separate from the Fire Department's Union?"
"Theoretically," said Strauss, "but the Council wouldn't listen to a word they said, and the FD Union was always opposing us and the Council would take their side, every single time. Commander, I was a damn good EMT with you guys, but I didn't have a chance to do shit while I was there, and I was always being threatened with demotion or being fired... by Fire Department officers. Up here, I've got a chance to advance and we work well with the Fire Department and Police. It's night and day with what's down there."
"I see." I said. "I appreciate you telling me this, Strauss. We've lost you and other good EMTs already, but maybe I can stop the hemorrhaging and get some stuff fixed..."
I left the EMTs and went back to the Police Station. It was 3:15pm. As I went inside, the receptionist bored her eyes into me, tugging at her rune around her neck at the same time. My nod was almost imperceptible. I set my new burner phone down on the edge of the counter behind which she was sitting and made my way to the Chief's office. The Chief and Leanne were inside.
"Chief," I said, "I appreciate your help today. I'm going to go catch up to my mom, and we might head on home. If we do, it was good seeing you, and even better seeing your lovely Lieutenant here." Leanne blushed and smiled wryly as the Chief and I shook hands. Leanne was escorting me to the door and just as I was about to leave, the receptionist stood up.
"Oh, Commander, you left your cellphone here." she said.
"Oh my goodness." I said as she came around and handed me the phone... and I felt the two keys being passed with them.
"Thank you." I said as I took the phone. "Thank you very much." The receptionist smiled as I pocketed the phone and the keys and headed out, neither Leanne nor anyone else watching the wiser at the transaction that had taken place.
And ooh-wee, was the price for this one going to be high...
Part 11 - Diamond Flush
It was the University's Spring football game, Blue vs. Silver, which marked the traditional end of Spring football practices. There were probably 20,000 fans that had come up for the afternoon football game, which was more than expected but not enough for the TCPD to make any special arrangements. Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters had effected an efficient traffic plan, and all was going well.
In the President's private box were two people. They had been given the credentials by University President Sidney P. Wellman. One was Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook, and the other was University Regent Henry R. Wargrave.
"Tom, what I'm telling you is that I need help." said Wargrave. "The local police intercepted the raid, and this time the Iron Crowbar got it right. And my plan to get those diamonds out of the Evidence storerooms was also for nothing; someone beat my guys to the punch, and the diamonds were stolen last night."
"Yes, it was unfortunate." said Cook. "I was going to have Sharples get those diamonds back for you, but we were also too late." Wargrave could not tell if Cook was lying to him.
"Look, sir," Wargrave said, "I am up against it. The FBI is all over me, and they're becoming relentless. I might have to step out of the country for a while, just to get them off my back. We've worked together before, there's a lot of goodwill built up, and I need your connections now."
"What would you like for me to do, Henry?" Cook asked.
"Either get the FBI off me, or help me get some working capital to continue my operations while I dodge them." said Wargrave.
"Okay, I'll put something together for you." said Cook. "Money is tight for all of us. The Iron Crowbar has done more damage than even he realizes. His capture of The Silverfish and exposure of Harkins really put a crimp on us. By the way, do you know where Harkins is? He has eluded us, amazingly enough."
"No sir, I have no idea." said Wargrave. "Once I get some cash flow going, I'll flush him out for you."
"Good, we have a deal." said Cook. "Sit tight, and let me get some things going... oh look, one of our running backs just injured his knee. How do you think the team is going to do this fall?"
"I'd be ecstatic with a winning season." said Wargrave.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first text on my police cellphone came from Tanya Perlman at 3:30pm that afternoon. It read: "Diamonds stolen from Evidence safe last night. Sheriff thinks we're not up to the task and will call you soon."
I called her and got the gist of what was going on. I told Tanya that she was doing fine, then called Myron Milton. "Myron, I need you to look up some data in two places. Keep this under wraps, but if you find anything, put it on the evidence servers and let Internal Affairs know about it." Myron said he would, and that he would call me back with his findings.
Minutes later, Sheriff Daniel Allgood called. "Don, we've got a problem down here." he said. "The diamonds you recovered the other day have been taken out of our Evidence Rooms." He went on to explain things, which was almost verbatim what Tanya had told me, but with a few extra comments about Sharples added that he knew but she didn't.
"Sheriff, Lieutenant Perlman is very sharp concerning crime scenes." I said, definitely boosting my officer to the Sheriff. "I'd put her on the scent until I get back, and she'll probably have it solved by the time I get out of this county up here."
"I'm sure she'd give it her best try," said Allgood, "but let's be brutally honest here, Don. Whoever did this defeated your safeguards. There is a great criminal mind behind this, and I mean no disrespect to your Detectives when I say it may be out of their league."
"Daniel," I said, deliberately using his first name, "we'll talk about the quality of my officers, which is top-notch, when I get back. Also, there's two things you need to do until I get back. First, you need two officers guarding the doors to the Evidence Room, stationed in the hallway, 24-7. Not upstairs, but downstairs, in the hallway. I'll call Lt. Masters and let him know what I need of him, as well. We'll fix the weakness when I get back."
"Okay," said Daniel. "But what about the diamonds?"
"Oh, don't sweat those." I said nonchalantly, trying not to laugh outwardly as I was inwardly.
"What?!?!" Daniel roared into the phone. "Don, you do know what those diamonds are worth, don't you?"
"Yes sir." I said. "They're not worth a damn thing. I've got to run. We'll get it resolved when I get back."
With that, I disconnected the call.
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Apple of Her Eye
When I got back to the hotel in Rome in the late afternoon of Saturday, April 11th, my mother Phyllis was asleep and Melina was reading a book on, of all things, metaphysics. She watched as I got out the tire iron the perp had dropped when breaking into the trunk of the car, as well as a kit bag of police crime scene items. I applied a light dusting of powder to the tire iron and applied a UV light.
Fingerprints glowed brightly. I snapped photos of the fingerprints with an app on my police cellphone and transmitted the data to the TCPD. Moments later I had a response from the program that had connected to our local database as well as the FBI's national database.
"Wow." Melina said. "Not like the old days, eh?"
"Not at all. And the answer is already back." I said as I looked at the information that had just arrived. "Okay, this perp is Juan Gomez, an illegal alien that has been arrested four times for DUI, deported twice and come back. His last known address is in Texas, nowhere near here."
"Gonna put out an APB for him?" Melina asked.
"I..." I started, then paused. "You know, I don't think I want to do that, not just yet."
"That's probably a good idea, son." said a sleepy voice from behind us. My mother was waking up.
"Mom, glad you're awake." I said. "I need to talk to both of you." I first got out my bug-finding device and swept the room. There were no bugs detected, but I still turned on the TV very loud and spoke quietly to the two women.
"I've obtained keys that will let me break into the file room at the Courthouse." I said. "I intend to go in tonight and find any files that might be of interest to us."
"But Don," my mother said, "they just had an attempted break-in, and foiled it. They'll be on the lookout for you doing just that, also."
"I'm sure they will be," I said, "but this isn't our Town & County. It'll be easy getting in and back out, even if they're waiting, and even if I trip an alarm that I didn't catch when I cased the building."
"You cased it?" Phyllis said. "That's even worse. I'm sure they're watching you son, and they'll have seen you doing that."
"I know, Mom." I said. "In fact, I'm counting on it. But getting out will be okay. I think they've forgotten something: that I grew up here. One thing my dear sister Elizabeth told me was about the secret passage under the Courthouse, which had been an old storm drain. As of my Junior year of High School, it was still there." My mother just smiled in understanding.
"What if it's been filled in?" Melina asked. "Or what if they do realize you might know, and set a trap to catch you?"
"Ah," I said, "that is where you come in, Melina. I should tell you now, and you too, Mom, that I believe there are connections to Jonas Oldeeds and his organization in this. My father did more legal work for them than you may have realized, Mom. If what I find tonight is what I'm hoping and expecting to find... we may have a thread we can pull that will ultimately unravel the whole corrupt organization."
"Then count me in." said Melina, her eyes becoming jet. "I'd love to do them damage." No one in the room had to say out loud the enormous damage that my ex-wife had already done to that organization... by shooting dead its leader, the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds himself.
"Can you get a tranquilizer gun?" I asked Melina.
"Yes." she said. "And some radios of a frequency local police forces should not know anything about, much less have access to. If you do get caught, Don, destroying that communications device will be your first priority."
"And probably my last one." I said. "Sheriff Spaulding and his posse will be shooting to kill."
"Oh my." said Phyllis. "Son, if it's this dangerous, is it really necessary?"
"Yes, Mom." I said, then added to distract her, "By the way, did you find out anything else today?"
"No, dear." my mom said. "The police are very actively monitoring Apple Grove, and many of my old friends are seeing police drive slowly by their homes. I cannot believe this town has become something from a Soviet gulag, right here in America!"
"I hear you." I said. Melina excused herself to go make her arrangements.
"Mom," I said quietly, "what did you hear about that murder, the one discovered this morning?"
"Junior Biggs was his name." Phyllis said. "His son Tyrone was a Freshman football player when you were a Senior." I remembered Tyrone, he was a four year starter at running back. He'd gone to a Division-II college, but had fucked up and failed a drug test.
"Junior Biggs was the NAACP guy in Providence Springs." Phyllis said. "My friends think a group of men went and got him, murdered him and dumped him in that field, though no one is sure why. Intimidation, maybe. But definitely racial in nature and intent."
"That's why I didn't want Melina hearing about it." I said quietly. My mother nodded in understanding. "Okay, Mom, what do you suggest as a diversion that will allow me to get into the Courthouse?"
"I very strongly suspect," my mother said astutely, "that if you were able to get keys to the building and evidence rooms, then whoever your benefactor is will also provide a diversion at the right time. It's up to you to see it and take advantage..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We have some time to kill." said Melina as we returned to our hotel room after eating supper. We'd all observed the Rome Police Department cruisers watching the hotel from a distance, and knew we were under observation.
"Any ideas what we can do to pass the time?" I asked, seeing that special gleam in my ex-wife's eyes.
"I have a very good idea." said Melina. "Last time we were up here in Apple Grove, I watched you fuck your mother, Don. And I want to see it again. I want you to fuck your mother, right now."
"Mmmm, sounds like a good idea." I said, approaching Melina. "But you're going to have to participate." I slid her black shirt off of her luscious body, exposing her firm abs and her delectable breasts.
Then I went over and began undressing my mother as Melina came behind me. She reached around and undid my belt, opening my pants, as my mom undid the buttons of my shirt. Soon, we were all naked and moving to the bed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was lying on my back, my legs spread, and my mother Phyllis between my legs. My mother was sucking my iron-hard, throbbing cock. Melina was on my left side, and her mouth and mine were locked in a deep kiss, our tongues twining in delicious battle.
I felt an extra excitement, a tingling feeling alive inside me as my mother's mouth slid up and down my cock. Perhaps it was the danger of the mission; perhaps it was the excitement of fucking my own mother with my ex-wife watching and kissing me. In addition, one of my hottest fantasies and realities was having one woman suck or fuck me while another woman and I made out with deep hungry kisses. And this threesome was getting very hot.
"Why don't you come in my mouth and take the edge off." my mother said, realizing how hot I was and so close to climaxing. She went to work on my cock and balls, sucking deep and hard, jacking my shaft with her small fist, her other hand cupping my tightening nuts. I moaned into Melina's mouth as I felt the intense pain and ecstasy of release overcome me, and seconds later I was firing my jism into my mother's throat.
"Mmmffff!" Phyllis moaned around my cock as she greedily swallowed the thick spurts of salty semen that were shooting from my cockhead. She voraciously sucked all of the come out of me until the pulses of my meat finally subsided.
"God damn! that was good!" I gasped. Phyllis just smiled happily, her lips coated with her son's cum.
"Lie back, son." my mother said. She then straddled my face and planted her sopping wet pussy right over my mouth. I began licking her labes as I felt another warm, wet mouth envelop my cock... Melina was cleaning me up, sucking out the remnants of my heavy load.
"Did you take that gray viagra, son?" Phyllis asked as I ate her pussy. I gave a thumbs up, as I couldn't really say anything.
Moments later, I was ready for action again. "Okay, Don, I want you to lie on top of your mother in the missionary position, and I want you to fuck the living shit out of her." I had no problem obeying those orders.
Phyllis rolled over onto her back, her shapely legs spread obscenely wide, her pussy wet, her labes engorged. I mounted my mother and felt a hand reach down to insert my cock into her. It took a second to realize that it was Melina's hand helping us.
"Ohhhhh!" my mother gasped as my cockhead found the mark and penetrated past her labes. I pushed in hard, my meat slicing deep into her pussy until I bottomed out, the loud smack of my balls against my mother's ass matching the groan from all three of us.
I began to pump in and out of my mother, fucking her with raw, lusty power. I had hooked her legs under my arms, and she was almost bent double, helpless to resist my powerful 'assault' as I plowed her furrow with deep intensity. It felt absolutely fantastic, and as I looked down, the sight of my own mother's face contorted in ecstasy as our loins merged again and again excited me to new levels of desire.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The sounds of raunchy, physically powerful sex filled the room as I shoved my meat into my mother as hard as I could, violently copulating with her as I tried to reach the crest. It took a few moments, as I had already come hard once, but then I felt Melina on the bed beside us, her hand stroking my body, feeling up my ass.
"Mmm, Don," Melina said, her voice a husky whisper. "You're in even better shape than when we were married. I like this hard ass of yours." I leaned over to my right and shoved my mouth onto Melina's, and we kissed hard as I relentlessly fucked my mother.
Phyllis had come twice as I fucked her, and I finally felt the first pangs of pressure building up. "Are you getting close?" Melina asked, a wicked sparkle in her eye. I just nodded and she said "Here, let me help." I felt her hand probing my ass, then her lubed-up finger sliding into my rectum! She quickly found the spot she wanted, my prostate, and began rubbing. I came apart at the seams.
"OH GOD, I'M COMING!" I gasped out as I felt my cock pulsing hard, shooting what seemed like a gallon of cum into my mother's clenching cunt. Gray mist swirled behind my eyes, flashes of color on the edges. When I could finally see again, I was collapsed on top of my mother, both of us gasping to catch our breaths. I turned my mother's face to mine and gave her a deep, long kiss.
"Now that was beautiful to see." Melina said. "Okay, let's get showered and plan out this crazy raid..."
Part 13 - Rhymes with Diamonds
"Lieutenant Perlman, can you come to Classroom 'E' so I can show you something?" asked Myron Milton. Tanya was at her desk in the MCD room. Her office, and Teresa's also, looked like a tornado had hit them as they were being reconstructed and made larger.
"Sure, Myron." she said. She followed him around the hall into the Classroom. Myron set up his computer.
"I wanted you to see this before I give it to I.A." Myron said. He showed Tanya the digitally recorded video that the Iron Crowbar had asked him to obtain. Tanya groaned.
"Oh, this is going to suck." Tanya said. "We have to formally inventory everything in that building to make sure nothing was disturbed, or else the evidence will be no good at their various trials."
"They're having to do that for the Evidence Rooms, also." said Myron. "This perp ha killed us with the man-hours we're having to expend. Should I give it to I.A.?"
"W.W.I.C.D... what would the Iron Crowbar do?" Tanya asked, more to herself than to Myron.
"With respect, ma'am," Myron replied, "the Commander is in a position to make command decisions on things like this. We're not."
"Play that tape for me again." Tanya said. Myron did so, and Tanya watched. The footage was taken from a streetlight camera that overlooked the entrance to the Crime Lab building, just south of Police Headquarters and on the other side of the secure parking lot. The front of the Building was not enclosed by the parking lot fence, but faced the street.
At about 1:30am on the morning of the diamond heist, a motorcycle drove up the street, with two slender, leather-wearing, helmeted persons aboard. It parked across the street from the building, in a copse of trees that was just out of sight of the camera. A moment later, the two figures crossed the street on foot, still helmeted. Tanya immediately noticed the slender frames of the persons and the jutting out of their upper chests: these were very likely two women.
 "They drive away about 2:45am." said Myron, showing the tape of the motorcycle coming out and racing down the street, passing under the camera and giving Tanya a good view of the two persons aboard. Yep, women... and one of them very large-breasted.
"Is that motorcycle familiar to us?" Tanya asked, already knowing the answer.
"Yes ma'am." said Myron. "I am sure that this is the same motorcycle that drove through Courthouse Square and whose driver wanted to kill Brody and Gunn. But unlike last time..." He let the sentence hang.
"Unlike the last time, there are two of them." Tanya said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Karen Warner Harlan entered the small apartment on the west side of Town, which was in the same complex where Jack Burke had taped his matings with some of the hottest Trophy Wives in the County. With her was the Iron Crowbar's sister Elizabeth. Waiting inside the apartment were Thaddeus Ward of Ward Harvester, and the fourth member of their group... Number 4.
"We've got 'em!" Karen said excitedly as the four partners in crime (literally so) sat down at the dining room table. She opened a small cylinder and pulled out a dark purple velvet cloth. It opened as she lay it down on the table, and the brilliant diamonds sparkled in the light.
"Did you recognize my associate?" Number 4 asked as he put a jewelers' eyepiece magnifying glass to his eye and began examining the small, clear crystals.
"No sir." Karen said. "She kept her helmet on the entire time."
"And you both checked to make sure no transmitters or homing devices were added to these gems?" asked Number 4.
"Yes." said Elizabeth. "I checked and found nothing, and one of my young henchmen has some sophisticated tools. He checked also, and found nothing."
"Good." said Number 4, continuing to examine the purloined stones.
"Ah, this is a brilliant moment." said Ward as he looked at the sparkling objects, his own eyes sparkling at the thought of their worth.
"Pun not intended, I'm sure." Elizabeth said with her sarcastic wit. Ward gave a short bark of laughter... which was cut short as the other man groaned.
 When he examined the stones under the eyepiece, the letters "CZ" could clearly be seen inside the diamonds. They were cubic zirconia... fakes. The letters "CZ" are sometimes embedded in fake stones so that they do not fool jewelers, and these stones were an example.
"Always two-man control on these?" Number 4 asked, looking up at the women.
"At least two persons." said Karen Warner Harlan. "Why? Is something wrong?"
"I'm afraid so." said Number 4. "These are cubic zirconia. Fakes." A large number of unprintable curse words were used by the group in reply.
"How?" Karen asked as she recovered from the shock, having looked herself and seen what her associate had seen.
"Ohhhhh, shit." Elizabeth said, understanding. "My dear baby brother."
"Yes, I believe you are correct." said Number 4. "Your brother must've switched these with the real diamonds. He has indeed anticipated and defeated us in mental combat today."
"God! I hate that son of a bitch!" Karen Harlan spat. Then she remembered and turned to Elizabeth and said "No offense to your mother, of course."
"Oh, please feel free to offend her. My mother is one nasty bitch, and a bitch in heat all the time." Elizabeth said with a sneer on her face.
"What do you think he did with the real diamonds, Number 4?" asked Ward. Number 4 had been checking again for any bugs, transmitters or homing devices, but found none.
"My guess would be that he had the FBI take possession of them." said Number 4. "Our people in the TCPD said nothing about any other diamonds or other valuables secreted in the safe. The Iron Crowbar probably substituted the cubic zirconia right when he uncovered the real diamonds, and left these as a trap. Fortunately, it doesn't set us back... though we could've used the money."
"Yes." said Elizabeth. "Well, folks, I have to go and save our operation in my hometown of Apple Grove. My dear baby brother has gone up there, and I don't think the locals are smart enough to handle him. I'd let them get hung out to dry, but they're helping the organization of my beloved Jonas Oldeeds, so I'll be off."
"While you're up there..." Number 4 said. Elizabeth nodded as he finished his request.
Part 14 - Worms In The Apple
I had not forgotten the terrain of the county, and the farm road I took to Apple Grove was not being monitored by Police. I made it into town, parking behind the First (and Only) Methodist Church, the church of my parents back in the day. I scanned the area with my night-vision binoculars, which I'd had the foresight to bring with me. There was no one hiding anywhere that I could see.
I exited the car and stealthily made my way to the Courthouse square, playing the shadows, strangely wondering just how did The Batman expect to play the shadows while he was always being followed by Robin in his yellow, red and green tights?!?!
Observing the Courthouse building, I noticed that three of the four entrances from outside were well lighted, with only the north entrance shrouded in darkness. I again used the night-vision device and easily saw the four Sheriff deputies hiding between two buildings across the street from that darkened entrance.
So, how to get in? I wondered. One key would open any of the four outer doors, the other would open the secured door to the file rooms. And then I saw it: on the south side, there were steps to the main door, and under the portico were stairs leading down to a basement door!



Just then, the sounds of fire truck sirens could be heard, followed by the two engines rolling out towards the south, towards where the railroad junctions were. I would find out later that someone had set an empty warehouse on fire. At the time, all I knew was that this was my diversion. I ran at top speed to the steps and under the portico as police radios were alerting the Apple Grove authorities of the fire. Shrouded in darkness, I tried the key in the door. It worked!
Once inside, I used the night vision binoculars to make my way down the halls to the County Clerk's office. That door was unlocked, to my surprise, and I went in. I knew that I could have tripped a burglar alarm by now, so I hurried into what looked like a back storeroom. Stairs led down to a basement door, which was metal and secured.
I'd received a most interesting text on my burner phone earlier, just a set of numbers. They happened to be the combination of the spin-dial in the door. I was inside the door within a few seconds, closing it behind me.
My mother and I had long since discussed the time frame of my father's possible filings, and some of the law firm files had also gleaned the information. So it did not take long to get to the right files in the labyrinth of the basement storeroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, he went in." said a Deputy to Sheriff Spaulding, who was staked out to the west of the Courthouse, and two blocks over. Spaulding could hear through the earphones attached to his police radio. "Didn't use the unlit north door, though." the Deputy added. "He went into the South basement door."
"Roger that." said Spaulding. "Put out the word that police are to discontinue using all frequencies to talk about that fire. We almost missed Troy because of all the chatter." A second later the Deputy put out the word, and all police radio chatter ceased.
"Won't be long." said Spaulding quietly to the Deputy with him. "When he comes out of that manhole over there, we're going to shoot him dead, see what we can find on his body, then take him and dump him over in Providence Springs and later claim the niggers murdered him."
"Excellent plan, Sheriff." said the Deputy. "But can I ask one question? How in the hell is he going to get into the Courthouse? That piece of shit we caught the other day couldn't pry the doors open with a crowbar."
"He must have keys." said Spaulding. "Which means we have a mole... an enemy among us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I found the files for the Victory Christian Ministries charity. I used my personal cellphone to photograph the pages of the legal filings. A couple of title deeds of properties bought and sold, some charity event permits, some filings... ah, the incorporation of the charity. I began reading the names of the officers of the incorporated charity...
"Oh my God! Yes!" I gasped out loud, then silently exulted. Yes! Yes! Yes! I thought to myself as I took a couple of photos of the filed papers. I then took the entire file, turned to the cabinets on the other side, noted the cabinet number of the one I was opening, and stuck this file folder in the very back of the cabinet. If anyone found it, they'd think it was a misfiling... and I doubted any perps would find it at all if they were looking in what should be the correct place.
Time to go, I thought to myself, still exulting at my findings. I went to the far end of the filing room. Sure enough, the old drain was still there, covered by a manhole cover. Using my crowbar (oh yes, of course I brought it with me!), I was about to open the manhole when a glint of bright metal caught my eye. Examining it closely, I saw it was a freshly cut scratch in the manhole cover. I knew what it meant.
"They know." I whispered into my radio. "They know." I then opened the manhole and descended into the passage below, reaching up to ease the manhole cover back into place.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Melina heard the warning on her radio. She had been hiding in the backseat of Don's car when he drove in, and after he'd exited she had eased herself out the passenger side. Her own night vision goggles, far more sophisticated than Don's binoculars, immediately showed the hidden people in several places around the Courthouse. Don very likely had been observed entering the building.
But they did not see her as she went the other way in the shadows of the church, then circled around to the west side, well past the police and fire stations. Sure enough, there was Sheriff Spaulding and another man watching the manhole cover.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Won't be long now." Spaulding said. "Our listening device caught something garbled like 'Oh my God', then I heard the manhole cover clang into place. Get ready..."
Spaulding suddenly peered into the darkness, straining to hear. "Did you hear something?" he asked.
"No--" said the Deputy just as a tranquilizer dart shot from an air-gun struck Spaulding in the neck, injecting its powerful sleeping agent. The Deputy did not have time to consider what he had seen; a dart slammed into his neck an instant later.
Only one of the very best crack shots in CIA history could've so accurately placed those darts in their victims' necks from the distance they were fired. And indeed, one of the very best crack shots in CIA history had just made those shots.
Just in time, too. A moment later the manhole cover opened, and a man in black emerged, his clothes filthy with mud and grime. He observed the two unconscious LEOs.
"Thanks for helping with that." I said.
"My pleasure." Melina said. "Let's get the fuck out of here."
Part 15 - The Apple of Eve
"Someone has been in here." my mother said as we all got back to the hotel. She'd been hiding in the car, too, with my gun, as the last-gasp backup if everything went to hell in a handbasket.
"Yep." I said. "They got the computer, too." My laptop's bag was lying empty on the desk.
"Oh shit." Melina said. "Well, I'm glad you insisted on bringing your mother along. If she'd been here when they came..."
"Yes," Phyllis said, "it would not have been good for me. What about your computer, son?"
I grinned. "They took the fake computer, the one that has the tracking device." I went into the bathroom and took the top off the toilet's water container. Inside was my computer, wrapped up in waterproof plastic.
"They didn't search hard." Melina said. "We'd have found that in ten seconds flat." She did not need to elaborate on who 'we' was.
"They're amateurs." I said. "They saw the computer on the table and just took it and beat feet out of here."
Unwrapping the laptop, I took the time to download all the data I'd acquired into it and transmit that data via my cellphone hot spot to the TCPD's most classified servers, again under my personal seal and encrypted. I also filled three jump drives with identical data, well, nearly identical data...
As I worked, I asked my mom very quietly "Mom, did Dad have a safe deposit box?"
"Yes, he did." my mother said. "And I cleaned it out and brought the contents with me when I moved to your Town. I later put everything in a safe deposit box in the Federal Credit Union." I knew of that Credit Union; Laura had an account there, also.
"Did Dad have anything like computer drives or discs in there?" I asked.
"I don't know, son." Mom said. "I'll have to check. I didn't really look at what was in all the envelopes. I just put it all in a box and left."
"I'd appreciate it if we can check when we get home." I said. "Okay, that's done, and I'm filthy. Time to take a shower."
"I'll take one with you." Melina offered, which I immediately accepted. We took a hot shower... together. We soaped each other up, making extra efforts around each other's genitals, Melina washing my cock and balls while I hand-scrubbed her breasts, ass and pussy, noting that her pubic bush was just a thin strip "runway". We made out as we frolicked, tongues twining as our hands roamed each other... but no fucking, unfortunately.
Meanwhile, my mother had packed everything. We were not staying around any longer. "Melina, drive my mom home." I said. "As in her Town & County home, not here in Apple Grove."
"I can ride with you, son." Phyllis said, knowing what I was about to say, and trying to stop it.
"No, Mom." I said. "I've got to stay up here just a little bit longer."
"Not alone." Melina said. "It's too dangerous to stay, even for me."
"Don't worry." I said. "All that military S.E.E.R. training I had to go through will finally come in handy.
We left. I saw no police cars watching the hotel nor anywhere along the road as we drove down the highway. I followed Melina's car until we were well out of the Apple Grove area. I then pulled off onto the side of the road and watched as a few cars went by. We were not being followed.
I took a road that led west, taking a long time to circle back up to the west of Apple Grove and its county. In one small town, I found a place to park where I was well hidden from the road, and I made a call from my Police cellphone, asking the recipient for some assistance the next morning. I then turned all my cellphones off and put them in a box that would block any signals to or from them.
Having done that, I drove the car to an even better hiding place, and watched. Sure enough, a half hour later I saw a car come by, and stop right next to where I'd been before. I gasped in shock when I saw who the two men in the car were.
Fortunately I had a regular digital camera with me, not one contained in a traceable cellphone. I used the long-range lens to take snapshots of them. Having not found me, they got into their car and left. For another hour I watched, but saw no sign of them nor anyone else. I settled in for a few hours sleep...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We have his computer." said the man. He was white and scruffy, wearing a soiled t-shirt and blue jeans. With him was a slender Hispanic man, also dirty and poorly attired.
"Good job." said Sheriff Spaulding. "Deputy, pay these guys." The Deputy gave each man a small roll of bills and escorted them out of the room.
They were in one of the shops on the main square, early on Sunday morning. There had not been a business here in some time, and it was dusty and barren. They were in a back room. Sheriff Spaulding and his Deputy still had headaches from the drugs administered to them via tranquilizer dart the night before. They'd been found by other officers and taken to the clinic that was the closest thing to a hospital, where they slept it off. Needless to say, when Spaulding woke up, he was one very pissed off man.
"Okay," said Spaulding, "let's see what the motherfucker has."
"He is that." said a woman's voice, cutting through the air. Spaulding gaped at the woman who was approaching his group. She had two young men with her, very well-developed physically, and very well armed. Spaulding knew who she represented, as well.
"He is... what?" Spaulding asked, caution filling his soul.
"A mother fucker." said the woman. "But don't worry about that. Gino, check that computer out."
"What's up with the computer?" Spaulding inquired as one of the young men attached a device to the laptop, then powered up the laptop.
"Two hundred... three hundred..." Gino said in an Italian accent, reading numbers off his diagnostic device..
"That could be the hard drive warming up." said the woman.
"Four hundred... six hundred..." said Gino.
"Shit." the woman said. "Okay, Sheriff, there's a homing device inside this computer. We have to get the fuck out of here. Leave the laptop here and let's go. Right now."
Spaulding was shocked, but as the woman and her two young acolytes bolted out the back door, he and his deputies followed quickly.
They watched from a safe distance as three cars pulled up within minutes. Twelve men, four in each car, poured out of the vehicles. All were wearing suits and sunglasses, and they were heavily armed. They came up to the shop with powerful handguns drawn, then entered the building in a manner of clearing it room by room.
"Who are they?" Spaulding asked.
"FBI." said the woman. "One of their Special branches. If they'd caught you with that laptop, you'd be going to jail on Federal charges."
"Jesus..." breathed Spaulding. "Are they onto us?"
"They're not," said the woman, then added with as much clarity as she could muster, "but my baby brother is."
"Oh yes." she said as Spaulding looked at her, his eyes wide with shock. "I grew up in this God-cursed town, too. Keep your eyes and ears open, Sheriff. If you see anyone else that even looks like an FBI agent, let your contact know. They may have to shut down Apple Grove as a base of operations."
With that, Elizabeth and her two young men left, ultimately getting out of the Apple Grove and the county. Elizabeth hoped that she would never, ever have to see this God-forsaken place again.
And she never would.
Part 16 - Providence
At Andersonville, Georgia is the Confederate P.O.W. Camp that was turned into the National P.O.W. Monument and Museum. The stockade that held 5000 Union prisoners stands reconstructed there.
At one end of the enclosure, there is a small structure, housing a spring from which water still bubbles up today. During the Civil War, the prisoners did not have enough water, and at some time during one night their prayers were answered as a bolt of lighting hit that spot on the ground. Water came forth from the spring that still flows to this day.
Something similar happened here in the town of Providence Springs at the beginning of the 20th Century. The black sharecroppers had no water, and a bolt of lightning struck the ground, bringing forth water from a spring that still streams today.
Most towns have "the other side of the tracks". Apple Grove's county went even further decades ago: "the other side of the tracks" was the west side of the county, and the town of Providence Springs. No white persons lived there, only blacks.
So when a tall, redheaded white man in gray slacks and jacket and a black pullover shirt came into the town on a Sunday morning, it was a sensation. I knew that I was taking my life in my hands, and I had absolutely no backup, no help. But it was a risk I had to take.
I ignored the stares of the people, though I observed the fear etched upon their faces. Word was that Sheriff Spaulding and his deputies were bird-dogging the Blacks of the County to the point they feared going anywhere outside the jurisdiction of the Providence Springs Police... where Spaulding would have jurisdiction over them.
I parked in front of the barber shop and got out of the car. I saw people on the edges of the streets and the windows of the shops, watching like cats too afraid to come closer, but enormously curious. I heard people talking, but as soon as I stepped in the door, silence was instantaneous.
The barber was a man in his sixties, his hair graying. He was wearing spectacles, and he was cutting the hair of a man in his late 30s or early 40s. Several black men of various ages sat in the chairs along the left side wall. To the right side, near the door, was a man near my age, getting fatter with age.
"Hello, Tyrone," I said in the silence. "Remember me?"
He looked at me for a second then said "Donny Troy?" I nodded. "Well I'll be damned. Guys, this cracker played high school football with me. He wasn't worth a shit, though."
"No, I wasn't." I said, grinning.
"So who is this white boy, Tyrone?" asked one of the men seated in the chairs.
"He's cool, brother." said Tyrone. "You remember that kid Nathaniel Jones they tried to frame down in that University Town? This man got him found not guilty." (Author's note: see The Case of the Black Badge, Ch. 01) I heard a murmur in the room, a good one.
I went over and sat down in one of the chairs, between two men, right in front of the barber. All eyes were on me, and I could sense the shock they were feeling.
Every county has a "Teacher", and I had quickly observed that the barber himself was that man in these parts. I think he knew I'd observed that as we exchanged glances.
"My condolences, Tyrone." I said. "I heard about your father being murdered. That's why I'm here. I want to help find his killers, bring them to Justice." That brought more murmurs, but they were of disquiet, unrest.
"Son," said the barber, "We appreciate your sentiment, and I know you grew up in this county. But you're out of jurisdiction now."
I smiled as I took out one of my I.D.s. "Not if I'm a consultant with the FBI." I said.
At that, the barber took the towel off of his client, the haircut already finished. "Gentlemen, clear the room." he said quietly. His voice had been soft and even, but the response was instantaneous: everyone else got up and left. I was alone with the barber.
He came around and sat down in the chair next to me. "Commander Troy... yes, I know who you are... do you realize what you're up against?"
"Absolutely." I said. "The question is if you realize what I and the FBI are truly up against."
"I've got some idea of it." said the barber quietly. "So why are you here?"
"Like I said," I replied, "I want to know what happened to Junior Biggs, and see what I can do about bringing the Crowbar of Justice against some very dirty cops around the old home town."
"You got that right, brother." said the barber. "Dirty don't begin to describe those cats."
"So why did they kill Junior?" I asked.
"We don't know." said the barber. "Junior was the NAACP guy, former County Commissioner from Providence Springs, all that. When Spaulding and his Deputies came and got him, we thought they were just going to give him a warning or rough him up; we didn't think they'd beat his head in with a tire iron."
"Did he talk about anything he saw or heard?" I asked, pressing, hoping this man would tell me what he knew.
"Some days ago," said the barber, as if reminiscing, "someone tried to break into the Courthouse. Biggs was over there; like I said, he's one of the few of our people that could go over there and they'd leave him alone. He filed some town paperwork at the Courthouse that afternoon, then came back. He said the Apple Grove Police were all over the place, patrolling, watching cars and stuff. Something was going on."
I began to see the picture. I said "The Police stopped that break-in at the Courthouse... local police, not the Sheriff nor his Deputies. That had Spaulding agitated."
"Not much gets by you, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said the barber. "Yeah, my friend in your County, the one you call 'The Teacher', he thinks very highly of you. If he didn't, you'd have been dead the minute you walked in here. You're right, the Sheriff was mighty pissed that the Apple Grove Police stopped that break-in at the Courthouse. We think Biggs might have heard or seen something while he was over there, so Spaulding and his enforcers came over and took Biggs away."
Just then, a large black man came into the barbershop. He was bald, had a tremendous physique, and was wearing sunglasses and an immaculate suit and tie, just as Martin Nash always did. It did not take me very long to deduce that this man was an FBI Agent.
"Commander Troy," he said, "I'm Special Agent Julius Jefferson of the FBI, and I'm here to escort you out of here."
"Don't mind if you do." I said, getting up. I turned to the barber and said "Thank you.", meaning more than just the information.
"Good luck to you, son." said the barber. "I don't envy you your task, and I hope I live long enough to see you succeed." I nodded and left with Special Agent Jefferson.
Once outside, I saw three other men in suits, one black and two white. Jefferson said "If you'll ride with me, I'll have one of my agents drive your mother's car. We'll get you back to Rome and get you on your way home."



"Thank you." I said. "Did Special Agent Muscone send you?"
"No sir." said Jefferson. He did not elaborate, and I did not need for him to. Jack's boss, the Deputy Director, was the man who was pulling these strings and extracting me from this very dangerous situation.
Things got even stranger. My luggage was transferred to Jefferson's car, and my cellphones inside their shielded box were also given to me. I went ahead and reactivated them and spent a moment responding to texts as Jefferson talked to his men.
The ride to Rome was uneventful, though I did see two Sheriff Department vehicles watching us as we drove. Once we got to Rome, the agents driving my mother's car turned south towards home, but Jefferson turned north.
"Must be an airport north of here." I asked. Jefferson looked surprised at my acuity, and just nodded.
"By the way," I said, "there was an E.J. Jefferson on my Police Force before he went to the City. Relative of yours?"
"Boss man told me not much gets by you." said Jefferson, grinning. "Yes sir, he's my cousin. Our father's are brothers. He spoke highly of you."
"Wish he'd stayed on with us." I said. "He's a good officer, and I hear he's doing well in the City." We chatted about Julius's cousin Earl for a few minutes.
Sure enough, we arrived at a small airport. I saw a gleaming Learjet with an Air Force ID number on the tail. It was not the same one that Laura had procured for Cindy and Teresa.
"The Deputy Director wanted you to fly in style." said Special Agent Jefferson. His agents had already given my luggage to the plane attendant, though I was personally carrying my laptop.
"Thanks." I said, shaking the agent's hand. "Say hello to E.J. when you next see him."
"I will, sir. Good luck."
As I boarded the plane, I said loudly "I'll bet Jack Muscone is hiding on this aircraft somewhere."
"You'd win that bet." said a voice in one of the seats in front of me. Jack Muscone stood up. "Sit down and buckle up, we're behind schedule." I sat down in the seat across the aisle from Jack and put on the seatbelt. Almost immediately we were taxiing out to the runway. We took off.
"Not a bad way to ride, eh?" asked Jack as we settled in for the trip.
"Sho'nuff." I said. "So, I take it we're going to go pick up Cindy and Teresa before heading home to wife, kids and dog."
Jack's beady eyes just looked at me, then he shook his head. "400 years ago..." he said. "Yes, that's where we're going. How in the world did you know? I know my boss said to keep this trip absolutely confidential."
"Oh, that one was too easy." I said, then changed the subject by saying "Did your guys find the fake computer with the homing device?"
"Yep, sure did." Muscone said, "but nobody was in the building when our guys got there. No fingerprints, either. Some guys in Sheriff uniforms were watching from a distance, too."
"Damn, Spaulding must've realized that the computer was bugged." I said. "Or else someone called in to him that your guys were coming."
"I think it's the former." said Jack. "We were monitoring the police and sheriff frequencies... as well as the cellphone towers in the area. Not a damn thing before the guys got there. We were already in Apple Grove, and moved in as soon as the computer was powered up. They might have had a device that alerted them to the signal."
I nodded. "That bespeaks some serious intelligence and sophistication behind them." I said. "Perhaps a Consultant of Crime was guiding Spaulding."
"There's that bee in your bonnet." Jack said, giving what was for him a grin. "And here I was, hoping you'd find some leads to Superior Bloodlines."
"Oh, I may have." I said. "And a whole lot more. All crossroads seem to lead to Apple Grove, USA. By the way, what did Sheriff Allgood say when you told him about the diamonds?"
"I haven't told him yet." Muscone said guiltily. I groaned.
"Oh, he is going to barbecue my ass, then." I said.
"Yes he is." said Jack. "He's called in a special crew from Salem, USA to do the barbecuing, too." I laughed at that one; Jack had made a funny.
Part 17 - Breach of Security
"Oh, it's so good to see friendly faces." Cindy stated as the four of us, herself, myself, Teresa and Jack Muscone, sat down to dinner at a restaurant in a town several miles away from Teresa's home town. We'd arrived in the very late afternoon, the sun beginning to sink towards the horizon. We met up with Cindy and Teresa, checked into the hotel, and then drove up to find this restaurant. Our eyes were peeled; we were not followed.
"Any new incidents?" I asked Cindy. She shook her head.
"No." she replied. "After we scared off those two, we've been keeping watch, as have the local police. Nothing unusual, no strange vehicles."
"And those would be easy to spot." Teresa said. "This town is just about dead. We two, and now you two, are the only outsiders for miles."
"Almost as bad as Apple Grove." I said.
"Worse." said Cindy. "So, how was your trip there? Find what you were looking for?"
"I think so." I said. "Did y'all hear about the diamonds disappearing from our Evidence Rooms?" The women had not heard, and so I told them what I knew. 
"Nothing against Tanya," said Teresa, "but I'm surprised the Sheriff let you leave Town after Cindy and I came here."
"Yes," I said, "and it was the perfect time for the perps to strike and take the diamonds, such as they were." Jack grinned at that one, and Cindy caught it.
"Ahhhh..." she said, getting it. "Why do I suspect the perps didn't get the real diamonds, but fake ones? And that the real ones are in the possession of the FBI?"
"Not much gets by you, Crowbar 2." I said, in the form of a quotation I'd heard an awful lot.
"I'm not a Troy," Cindy said, "but Jack doesn't grin like that too often." We all laughed at that one, then began discussing the diamonds..
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday morning, April 13th. Teresa met up with her lawyer and they went to the Courthouse. Jack Muscone went to the airport, to use the sophisticated communications equipment on the aircraft. That left Cindy to guide me.
First we went to the property records area of the Courthouse, where Cindy looked up and noted the name of the person that had bought the lot from Teresa's father, through the lawyers, and then who had bought the property and currently owned it. The man's name was not familiar to me.
We then went to the Police Station, where Cindy introduced me to Teresa's Captain friend and to the rest of the Police Force that was there. Some of them had heard of the Iron Crowbar, and were somewhat agog that I was right there in their midst. Some good discussions about the now-resolved Silverfish cases as well as the two perps following Cindy and Teresa ensued.
About 9:30 we went by the Courthouse. Teresa and her lawyer were waiting in the gallery for their case to be called. She stepped out into the hall to speak with us.
"The lawyer says that the judge normally handles these little things pretty quickly. But he took an arraignment case of a couple of Illegal Aliens that were caught drinking and driving. But they have some high-priced lawyer representing them, and he's fighting every procedural step of the way."
"Tell you what." Cindy said. "There's something I want to show Don, and I can take him now while you wait. Call me on the cellphone when you're done."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We'd driven around to a road that led to a field. Railroad tracks ran north-south along the edge of it, and on the other side was another stretch of grassy field. On the other side of that field were the backs of houses of a subdivision. Our car was semi-hidden from those houses because the ground fell away from the railroad tracks to a farm drainage ditch that ran alongside the tracks. Cindy pointed out the house that was a bit larger, of newer construction.
"That's the house that was built on the spot where Teresa's burned out house was." Cindy explained. "And it's where I saw that woman that gave me that vibe. Maybe she'll show up in the backyard and you can see her."
I took out my binoculars and examined the house, seeing no movement. "Well, it's not like we don't have time to sit and wait, at least for a while."
"You got that right." Cindy said. "Once Teresa's father's funeral was over, this has been one of the most boring weekends I have ever experienced. This town really is dead. So, what can you tell me about Apple Grove."
"Not much, at least not yet." I said. "I'll be sure to include you in my meetings with the FBI guys when we get back. But my mother was right in asking me to go up and investigate."
"Oh, look, there's that woman." Cindy said.
A very pretty black-haired woman had come out onto the back porch/deck of her house. She was about my age, early 30s. As she cleaned up some children's toys on the deck, I took a closer look through my binoculars.
"Ohhhh, shiiii-iiiit." I moaned.
"What?" Cindy asked.
"Come on." I said. "I'll tell you in the car. We have to get out of here, now."
"Don, what the hell?"
"Just come on!" I almost roared. "Stop arguing or asking questions and get a fucking move on!" Cindy was shocked by my attitude, and I quite frankly was tired of her questioning things instead of obeying orders. I hustled her to the car. We moved out smartly and swiftly.
"What the hell, Don?" Cindy said. "Are you going to keep this from me, too?"
"Cindy..." I said, then breathed hard, calming myself. "Sometimes, Cindy, you need to just shut up and ask questions later, and this is one of them. What I'll tell you now is that you may have stumbled onto a Witness Protection situation. I'm not at liberty to say more, even if I wanted to, so don't ask... I'll tell you if and when I'm allowed to."
Cindy was not mollified, but some sixth sense must've told her that now was not the time and here was not the place. We drove in silence back to the Courthouse.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was 10:30am, and Teresa and her lawyer's case had still not been called. Teresa stepped out into the hall with us again.
"Sorry about this, guys." she said. "This is the same arraignment that has been going on all morning. The judge is being patient, but the lawyer for these guys refuses to waive the preliminary hearing, and has objected to turning these guys over to I.C.E. for deportation. So now the prosecutor has to lay out her case just to get to go to a Grand Jury."
"Let's go inside and watch." I said. We stepped back inside, where I nodded to the deputies in back and showed them my badge so that I could keep my gun while in the Courtroom. We listened for a few minutes as I made some observations. About ten minutes later, Cindy and I came back outside with Teresa.
"That lawyer," I said, "what firm is he with?"
"The local office of Gresham & Mason, P.C." Teresa said. "They've got a number of offices around the country, including our County and this one."
"Well I'll be damned..." I said. "Ask your lawyer if there is any way possible to squeeze your hearing in. I really need to get back home."
Teresa went in and asked the lawyer. He passed a note to the Bailiff, but the hearing continued.
Meanwhile, I found a seat in the hallway and used my personal iPhone's internet app to look up Gresham & Mason, the well-connected, politically powerful lawyers that had shown up very often in my cases. And I saw what I wanted to see... where their offices were.
"Apple Grove..." I murmured, seeing my hometown listed on their webpage.
"You must be the Iron Crowbar." said an old man that had walked up to me. My head flung up to see who it was.
"I... yes, and you are?" I asked.
"I was an Army buddy of your colleague's father." the man said. "I told her at the rest home about her father being in the military. I was surprised she didn't know, but she contacted the Army and they had a very nice funeral for him. Well deserved, too. Very well deserved."
"I appreciate you telling her." I said. "So what can I do for you, Misterrrr..."
"Oh, my name is not important to a man of your stature." the old man said, then looked at the door next to us. "Ah, I need to use the restroom here. One moment, if you please." He deftly stepped into the men's room that was just a few feet from my seat.
I felt something strange within my being. I got up and went into the restroom after the man... and felt even more perplexed. There were no other exits from the bathroom, no windows, no crawl spaces or doors in the walls or plaster roof. But the man was gone. There was no one besides me in that room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I hardly had time to contemplate the disappearance of the old man, or even if he'd just been a 'dream within a dream', when my Police cellphone rang. To my surprise, it was Lt. Leanne Wisocky of the Apple Grove Police.
"Hey, are you still in the area?" she asked.
"No." I said. "We had to come home. Why?"
"Our receptionist at the front desk, the woman that gave you your cellphone when you left it on the desk... she didn't come in to work today. We went by her apartment, and it's empty. Her clothes are all gone, as is her car."
"Think something happened to her?" I asked.
"We don't know." Leanne said. "No dead bodies have turned up. She was always such a happy, bright person, seemed to love life. It's strange she'd just disappear without so much as calling in and letting us know if she was going somewhere. We just wondered if you had any ideas about it."
"No, nothing at all." I said. "If you know of any good friends or relatives, you might contact them to see if she's visiting them. Listen, I need to go. If she doesn't turn up in a couple of days, let me know and I'll make some contacts with the FBI and see if they can find something."
"Yes, you do seem to know the FBI guys really well." Leanne said. "Okay, so long. It was good seeing you again."
"You too... but it's too bad we didn't get to hook up again." I said, and I could feel her grin through the phone.
"We'll always have good memories of the past, Don," she said, "but I'm married and up here, and you have your life down there. The memories will have to do ya."
"Yep." I said. "Take care of yourself." With that, I hung up. I'd ascertain the status of that receptionist for my own curiosity, then let it go. I suspected she would never be seen alive in Apple Grove again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, let's have an hour recess for lunch." said the judge. He perused the notes the Bailiff handed him. "Oh, yes, that will probation. I'll go ahead and squeeze that in now." The bailiff called Teresa's father's case up. The lawyer presented the forms, explained the intestate situation, and presented Teresa's claim.
"Yes, the petition is granted." the judge said. "Bailiff, have the Clerk give Ms. Croyle the documents needed to go ahead and take the contents of the safe deposit box, so she can get home while all this is processed."
"Thank you, Your Honor." said the lawyer. He scooted out of there, followed by Teresa. It took another 45 minutes, but she got the paperwork to go to the bank. Cindy and I took her there, where the bank president cornered me for the story of The Silverfish while Teresa took possession of her father's last remaining possessions on the face of the earth.
To be continued.
So, dear readers, what is going on? And who is the woman that gave Cindy the vibe? And who is the receptionist, and what happened to her? Clues have been given, in this and other past stories! And all answers... well, some of them... will be given in the next chapter!
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Part 18 - Tunnel Rats
Tuesday morning, April 14th. At 8:00am I knocked on the door of the Police Chief's office and poked in my head.
"Sheriff, can we come in?" I asked.
"Oh!" said Daniel Allgood sarcastically. "By all means, Commander Troy, please do come in! Please, have a seat, make yourself at home! You too, Special Agent Muscone." I sat down quickly. Jack followed a bit more slowly.
Daniel was wearing his "western" outfit, a white western shirt, bolo tie, brown Sheriff uniform pants with darker brown piping down the side, his badge affixed to his belt. On the desk was the Stetson cowboy hat he was accustomed to wearing, with a smaller version of his Sheriff badge affixed to it. Made my Tilley hat look plain, but Daniel was still a dirty nasty Leg that had no Airborne wings to attach to his hat.
"Soooo glad you could join us again, Commander!" Daniel said, standing behind the Chief's desk. "If' you would be so kind as to condescend to tell me what's going on with this diamond heist from our Evidence Room, I'd be delighted to hear the solution to the case."
"Gladly, Sheriff," I answered, my mocking voice answering his witheringly sarcastic tone with me. "While I totally agree that the breach of the Evidence Room is a problem that we will soon solve, I can assure you that no diamonds were stolen from the Evidence Room."
"How in the--" Daniel started, then realized I was playing him, and hard. He was angry, his face red, but the gears in his mind started turning. He finally sat down, looking skeptically at me, then sighed and said "Okay, let's hear it."
"As Agent Muscone will tell you," I said, "when we recovered the diamonds at the warehouse, the SWAT team took possession of them. What no one knew was that FBI Agents Muscone and Eduardo Escobar were waiting by the SWAT paddywagon. Senior Sergeants Hewitt and Charles handed the FBI agents the diamonds, signed off on the transfer paperwork, the diamonds always under two-man control as evidence, and my guys took possession of some very nice cubic zirconia."
"You're... you're kidding." gawked Sheriff Allgood.
"No, Sheriff." I said. "I fully expected this assault to get those diamonds back. The person for whom they were intended was going to be very desperate to get them, I realized, and I'm sure he's even more desperate now. But the diamonds are safely secured in the FBI's vaults in the City, and it would take a nuclear bomb to get at them."
"That's right." said Jack Muscone. "They're part of our overall case against someone we're starting to put together some good stuff against."
"And you didn't see fit to tell me." Allgood said. It was an accusation.
"That is correct, Sheriff." I said, looking Daniel hard in the eye. "First, it was to keep the secret: only Hewitt, Charles and myself knew on the TCPD side. I didn't tell Perlman nor Ross, either."
"You didn't clear this with me, just did this on your own." Allgood said. It was an accusation and then some.
"With respect, Sheriff," I said, "I would've told Chief Griswold, I would tell the next person to become Police Chief... and I did tell the current Acting Chief of Police." (That was myself, of course.)
I added, my voice severe: "Daniel, we're not going to run to you as Sheriff with every little thing. We don't do that now. We keep you in the loop to a certain extent, but you're the political guy way above us, and you won't hear about every little raid we do or decision we make ahead of time. It was my decision to make, and I acted upon it."
"I..." Daniel said, then thought about it. "Okay, I see where you're coming from. Lesson learned: I'm not the Police Chief. But why didn't you tell me this when I called you on the phone? I might've gotten a little bit of sleep if you had."
"Because of the Evidence Room breach, Sheriff." I said. "I didn't want that getting out that we have a problem there. And before I get to that, can we call Chief Griswold to come in? He might want to see this."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Emeritus Griswold's large handlebar mustaches were twitching with merriment as he listened to the story. I had gathered Cindy, Tanya, Captain Marc Aaron of Physical Properties, and Curly Goodwin of I.A., as well. I had not invited Deputy Chief Brownlee, who to my surprise remained in his office.
"Now you know how we feel, Sheriff." Cindy had said to Daniel upon hearing the full story. The Chief laughed.
"I don't blame the Commander for not telling you, Sheriff." he said. "So, Crowbar, why am I here?"
"Chief, you remember our past conversation about the possibility of a secret passage to our basement areas?" I said. "Remember that guy we caught in the Evidence Rooms, that took cyanide and had a copy of my Lieutenant badge on him? I think I now know how he got in, and how these diamond hunters got in. We didn't find it before, but I think we can now."
"Ah, yes," said Griswold, "I remember all that."
"You guys knew there was some secret passage to our secure areas?" Daniel said, "And you didn't do anything about it?"
"Oh, we looked for it." I said. "But we thought it must be in Internal Affairs, and we can't go in there. I also didn't expect a successful breach of the Evidence Room; after all, we caught the bozo in there last time. But now, I think we can find the passageway, with clues left by the perp himself. Let's go."
Everyone went downstairs. I said hello to the two officers sitting on guard duty in front of the Evidence Room door. I took out a device with a light that was like a fluoroscope and turned it on. Eerie blue sparkles appeared on the floor.
"Not a good testament to the quality of the cleaning around here, Captain Aaron," I said, "but the silver lining is that we can see where people walked. The blue specks in this light are the chemicals used in those smoke grenades they used."
The trail led to the Armory. As we went in I saw specks around the padded wall. to our right, the wall that was between the Armory and the I.T. areas.
"Okay, if the door here that leads onto the range itself is opened, it sets off an alarm." I said. I opened the door and a loud alarm sounded. The Armorer quickly came over with a key and shut it off.
"And as you can see, to our Armorer's annoyance, the alarm works very well." I said. "So, the secret door must be in this wall right here in front of the door, as the mussed up specks in this light suggest." I pulled at the padding, and to my surprise it opened on a hinge when I tugged hard at it."
"Wow, I missed this last time I checked." I said. I then started feeling around what looked like the wall and felt a knot just behind the padding next to the opened one. Pushing on it, the wall opened!
"Oooh," said Cindy, "secret passage to the Conservatory."
"Or to the Crime Lab, if I don't miss my guess." I replied. "Perlman, you're with me."
I peered into the darkness as I drew my gun, then felt inside along the wall. There was a light switch, and I snapped it up. A set of lights came on, like lights in a subway passage. A very narrow corridor led down between the walls of the Armory and the I.T. areas.
"Where does this go?" I heard the Sheriff call out behind us.
"Like I said, probably the Crime Lab building." I said. I walked forward, Tanya right behind me.
"Oh my goodness." said Tanya as she followed me into the passage. "I'm surprised how clean it is." Indeed, the concrete blocks of the walls were painted gray and the concrete floor was smooth and surprisingly clean. There weren't even any useful footprints.
"Yes." I said as we began walking down the corridor. "I think it was built to be used, but for some reason it was closed off."
Just past where I surmised the end of the Armory Range would be, the corridor angled off somewhat to the right. Tanya and I continued down, picking up the pace, hearing the footsteps of the others echoing behind us.
A turn to the left gave way to a set of stairs. We climbed them to the landing, seeing the door on the right that was obviously a wall. Pulling it open, we saw a shelf right in front of us with lab glassware on it. It was a wall to the storeroom of the Crime Lab.
I carefully moved the glassware to the sides, then crawled out, Tanya following. We then created a sensation by walking into the main Crime Lab hallway. The Crime Lab's director, Dr. Woodrow sprang out of his office.
"What the heck?" he asked. "How did you get here without coming in the door?"
"Come," I said, "let me show you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Should we seal it up?" asked Sheriff Allgood as we met in the main conference room. Present were the Sheriff, myself, Deputy Chief Brownlee (who the fuck called him in? I wondered), Captain Aaron, Chief Griswold (at my insistence), Dr. Woodrow, and Lieutenants Ross and Perlman.
"I wouldn't." I said. "If there ever was a need to evacuate, or some kind of hostage situation or an assault on the Police Headquarters or the Crime Lab, we could use it."
"Oh come on, like that would ever happen." said Brownlee disdainfully.
"It almost happened once before." growled Chief Griswold. "When the Commander saved that baby and eliminated his nephew Ned at Ward Harvester." Brownlee and Aaron looked shocked as Griswold continued "I agree with the Commander, don't seal it up."
"We can install regular steel doors with heavy locks at the entrances." I said. "And some alarms on the doors that would notify the Duty Desk and perhaps all the Precincts's Duty Desks if those doors were opened on either end."
"I like that idea." said Sheriff Allgood. "I'll bring it up with the Council tonight. In the meantime, we'll have to rig some sort of temporary alarm system, and for crying out loud, everyone: don't go talking about this to every officer on the Force."
The Sheriff wrapped up. "Okay, Brownlee, Aaron, Dr. Woodrow, thank you for your time. Right now, I need to talk privately with the Commander and his Lieutenants. Chief Griswold, if you would stay, I'd appreciate it."
Once everyone else was gone, Allgood had Tanya bring me and Cindy up to speed. We were shown the video of the motorcyclist and her rider for the first time.
"Ho-lee cow." I said under my breath. "Well... we now know they used that passage to get to our Evidence Rooms, so I'm not surprised at that aspect of it."
"Who are they?" asked Daniel Allgood.
I replied "Sheriff, you might remember during the Black Badge case when Brody and Gunn were arrested, then released on bail. We believe there was a plan to kill them, which was thwarted by the FBI taking them into Federal custody. This motorcycle was caught on tape riding towards the scene, with a slender rider who matches the driver of the motorcycle in this tape. This time, there are two perps."
"How did they know the passageway was there?" growled Griswold.
"I think Captain Malone knew it was there, Chief." I said. "I think he told a confederate, who then told our Enemies."
"Any idea who that might be? The confederates of Malone?" asked the Sheriff.
"No, Sheriff." I said, outright lying to him. The less people that knew this secret, the less people that might be murdered.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"By the way, Daniel," I said just before lunch, when he, Griswold, and I were alone in the Chief's office, "have you and Melina been hanging drapes?"
"What?" Daniel said, utter confusion on his face.
"Right when she and I first got married," I said, "my mother told me that our first fight would be when we tried to hang drapes."
Daniel's face reddened. He looked over at Griswold.
"Not much gets by the man, Daniel." the old Chief said, his mustaches twitching again.
"No damn kidding." Allgood said. "No, not drapes. Buying furniture. Then your wife asked her to go up to Apple Grove and keep your mom safe, so things never really got resolved."
"Send her some roses." said Chief Griswold. "And when it comes to nesting, let her win."
"Hmmm, nesting." I said, reminiscing. "And she's moody, and eating a lot... anything you'd like to tell us, Daniel?"
"No, I'm pretty sure she's not..." Daniel started, then started thinking about it.
Part 19 - The Knave of Diamonds
Lunch was at the Cop Bar, where Laura, Cindy and I watched Jack consume his double cheeseburger with gusto. That reminded me to ask my wife something.
"Laura, is Melina pregnant?" I asked. My wife looked at me funny.
"Not that I know of." Laura said.
"Even so, I foresee her making an appointment with her gynecologist soon." I said. "That being you, of course."
"Actually, she made an appointment with me yesterday, for tomorrow." my wife said. Cindy just shook her head, grinning.
"Okay, guys, we meet with my boss at 2:00pm." Jack said as he finished his cheeseburger and we polished off our dishes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, do you have something for me?" asked the Deputy Director in the office normally used by Jack Muscone here in the Town's FBI office. We were meeting alone, and I could feel not only his air of power and authority, but something else: excitement.
"Yes sir." I said. I gave him one of the jump drives I'd created while in Apple Grove. This one did not contain the "extra" information, but did have everything else. "Links to the Oldeeds Group, Superior Bloodlines, and Henry Wargrave... all rolled into one."
"Excellent. Wonderful!" exclaimed the Deputy Director. It was the most emotion I'd ever seen out of him. "So, explain to me what's going on here."
"With respect, sir," I said, "perhaps I can do that at the meeting we're about to attend... so that everyone hears the same story, and I only have to tell it once."
"Sure." said the Director. "Let's go in there now." We went down the hall to a small conference room. These offices were limited in space... in fact, few people even realized the FBI had this presence in Town, because they were squeezed into other back offices.
Inside the conference room were FBI Agents Jack Muscone, Sandra Speer, Lindy Linares, and Eduardo Escobar, CIA Deputy Director (and my wife) Dr. Laura Fredricson, and recently appointed FBI Consultant Cindy Ross.
"Thank you all for coming." the Director said as he and I sat down. "Okay, Don, tell us what you found."
"Yes sir." I said. "I initially went up to my boyhood hometown of Apple Grove to investigate a cyber-attack upon law firm files that involved my father. I found that there was indeed a hack attack on files related to a charity called 'Victory Christian Ministries', a.k.a. 'VCM'. This entity was created by the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds and his organization. It was nothing more than a front for international smuggling, as well as laundering money and paying out kickbacks to corrupt politicians."
I continued: "Just so you know, I don't think my father knew of the criminal side of all this. He was a deeply religious man, and fell under the spell of Oldeeds, who was totally unworthy of anyone's trust. My father was used by Oldeeds, as were many others. My father did not do very much with Oldeeds on this VCM thing; he basically filed organizational paperwork and other legal papers. He also did that for other small entities created for Oldeeds, but so far I have not found them to be fronts for illegal activities.
"But there is more." I said. "Maybe before he died, but definitely afterwards, the existing VCM began being used by another group to funnel money into certain places. And I am becoming increasingly aware that these places are being set up as local bases for the Superior Bloodlines group."
"As you guys know," I continued, "Superior Bloodlines is dedicated to white supremacy, but unlike the Klan or redneck groups that talk a lot and use violence, these guys are working very quietly behind the scenes. My thinking is that they believe there are race wars coming, and they're gearing up to take up that battle against the militant Blacks."
"To that end," I went on, "they need arms. And the world's most well-connected and efficient arms dealer is one Colonel Sebastian Moran... well, you guys know him as Henry R. Wargrave."
"Don't you mean 'Moriarty'?" asked the Director with what was for him a grin.
"No sir." I said with as much alacrity as I could muster. "Wargrave is, or I should say was, our Moriarty's right hand man. Wargrave has been playing a double game, burning both ends of the candle at once: he was playing with the so-called 'Big Boyz', the national and international power players that go to the Bilderberg conferences and all that, while on the other hand he was working with the Shadow Man in illegal activities. I believe Mr. Wargrave was behind the recent diamond smuggling operation that my excellent Vice Detectives recently foiled."
"Yes, they did excellent work, as did you, Commander, in recovering those smuggled diamonds." said the Director, "And we agree with your belief that Wargrave was behind that. Please, continue."
"Yes sir." I said. "So while I was up in Apple Grove and its surrounding hell hole of a county, I stumbled across some things that seemed very familiar to me: a rigged election, that one for Sheriff while ours here was for a State Senator; dirty law enforcement just like once was here and was seen in Lower Alabama recently; and some attempts to lay groundwork for racial strife and even violence over time. And I think there may be the beginnings of this in another small town and county... that of my Vice Lieutenant Teresa Croyle's girlhood town."
"Oh my gosh." said Cindy. "I can see that, now that you mention it... but how did you know?"
"I'll get to that in just a minute." I said. "And Teresa's town is not yet fully infected. This little Town of mine is being cleaned up, in no small measure due to the exit from the scene of Captain Malone. But Apple Grove is imprisoned in the iron fist of this group, and it will be hard to eradicate them."
"So Apple Grove showed you where Oldeeds, Superior Bloodlines, and Wargrave all intersected?" Muscone asked.
"To a point." I said. "I'm not saying that these entities are all working hand-in-glove with each other, though Oldeeds was something of a racist himself and his organization doesn't seem to include blacks in its Flock. Wargrave was only briefly connected to Oldeeds, and through this Victory Christian Ministries charity. Then Wargrave found out about the human trafficking and disassociated himself from Oldeeds... which angered Oldeeds very much, by the way."



"That won't matter." said my wife Laura. "If we can tie in Wargrave to the VCM illegal activities, even if it was for a short time, it'll be enough to go after him for more things... kind of like getting 'probable cause' that allows getting a warrant for other, more serious stuff."
"True." I said. "That's what I call 'dirty pool', but you could play it that way. I think going after Wargrave on the diamonds and other things is the better play... and I think he's getting desperate and will make a play soon that will allow you to bring him down."
"That's our goal, anyway." said Jack Muscone, and the other FBI agents nodded agreement.
"Drill down further." said the Director. "How can we find these groups, particularly the Superior Bloodlines group?"
"I've been fortunate to have observed several examples of their presence," I said, "and therefore I'm able to see some patterns. They find small towns and counties, introduce agents into the police departments, and also bring in people when they can to be part of banks, on the local government councils, part of law enforcement. We still have a missing bankster from this area, one Mr. Harkins of Second National, if you'll recall." Everyone nodded.
"And we had Sergeant Carroll going to Colorado, then Arizona." I said. "I think he was trying to find a place to penetrate on behalf of this group. Anyway, once they're wired in, they begin exerting their influences. In some ways, they are like viruses infecting a cell. But there is one thing I happened to notice while in Teresa's town, and I realized it's a common thread to all of the places so far: Apple Grove, Malone's town in Alabama, Teresa's home town, and here in our Town."
I used a computer to pull up a web page and put it on the big screen on the wall for everyone to see. "This is the web page for the very powerful, politically connected law firm of Gresham and Mason, P.C. They've been defending some of the trash I have cleaned up, and they show up at the oddest times... including being the actual behind-the-scenes owners of the law firm that took over my dad's firm in Apple Grove, owning a group of lawyers in south Alabama called 'Tide and Tigers Partners At Law, P.C.', and going by their own name in Teresa's hometown and here in our Town."
"As you can see on the web page," I continued, "they have or own over 100 offices nationwide, most of them in small towns and counties, calling themselves the 'Common Man's Attorneys'... common my ass, what with the prices they charge. But I'd start looking in these towns first for signs of your white supremacy buddies."
"That's good." said the Director. "Sharp observations, too... but then again you put together the Silverfish connections to Oldeeds when the FBI couldn't do it in ten years. So... what's next? I can tell that there is a 'next' you haven't told us about yet."
I smiled. "I might as well mention it now, though I haven't really fleshed it out. I know you believe our Moriarty and Mr. Wargrave are one and the same, Director, but I believe differently. Our Moriarty is good at disguising himself. He might even be pretending to be just a businessman, or maybe someone like Wargrave's helper or assistant, and someone that lets others push him around... when in truth he is the real deal power behind the curtain."
I went on: "I think our Shadow Man is more involved with the industrial espionage cases we've seen around here the past year or two. He was heavily involved, through Wargrave, with the Corrigan Cell. I think he was using my current crop of dirty officers to intercept that diamond shipment for his own purposes... those were high grade diamonds, not meant to be put on women's fingers, but for industrial uses."
"And as my friend Lieutenant Ross will tell you," I said, "I have a list of eight suspects of who this Consultant of Crime is... the 'Eightfold Fence' for the bride, as the old poem goes. Todd Burke and Seth Warner are on that list... and Dynacorp is about to be consumed into BOW Enterprises when the Judge passes off on it in a week or two. That's a done deal, by the way: the Court has already ruled in Seth's favor, and against his sister Karen."
"Aren't Todd Burke and Seth Warner much too young to be your Moriarty?" asked Sandra Speer. "They haven't had the time to set up all the connections you claim this guy has."
"Well," I said, "I do talk of him as a man, but 'he' could be a woman. And Todd may be young, but he has been doing some very grown-up things from a young age. As a side example, some people become CIA agents at the age of fifteen. No names will be mentioned." No names needed to be mentioned; everyone except Cindy was aware Laura had become a CIA agent at the ripe old age of fifteen, and now my partner knew it also.
"Todd was also under the influence of his mother while in his teen years, and he seemed to keep his eyes open and learn a lot. Through her, he could've been making a lot of connections while very young. Certainly he was making connections with trophy wives and prostitutes during those years, using his sexual prowess. Mata Hari had nothing on Jack Burke... nor his brother Todd. I also firmly bear in mind who Todd's father is: Michael Burke, who is someone we might should be watching more than we have been."
I felt the amazement of everyone in the room as I continued: "As another example, Todd's brother Ned was a teenager and a prodigy in his teens. As to Seth Warner, he was working with his adoptive father Anthony Warner. Dynacorp is a 'big-boy' technology company and Seth was involved with it, and he now inherits it and all its connections, clients and industrial secrets. He inherits all that; he doesn't need to build it. No, everyone, I cannot exclude Todd nor Seth on account of their youth and supposed inexperience."
"Must be tough, if you think your nephew is your greatest antagonist." said Lindy Linares.
"True enough, but you know the famous quote: 'Keep your friends close and your enemies closer'. I've got my eyes firmly upon Todd and his young friends. But in this discussion, we are digressing from my main point, which is that there is another group on the periphery of all this. I only have the sketchiest of details, but Karen Warner Harlan and Thaddeus Ward are a part of it, I believe. Her late husband Coach Harlan was using his athletic contacts to steer business contacts to this little cabal, and the late Angela Harlan...and you have no idea how happy I am to call her 'the late' Angela Harlan... was also part of that group and their mole within our Police Force for a time."
"Oh, I have every idea how happy you are she's dead, and I'm just as happy as you are about it." said Cindy Ross. "So how does this little Ward/Harlan group tie in to all the others?"
"I'm not sure." I said. "They may not, at least not directly. I only mention them because their names have come up in cross-links with the others. We also have State Senator Katherine Woodburn consolidating the old Nathan Allen group of thugs. Lots of work for us local cops on the beat, Lieutenant Ross."
"Thank you for that report." said the Director. "At this time, I'll let all of you know what we're doing. The decision has been made in Washington to go after and take down Henry R. Wargrave. I don't know who intercepted that diamond shipment from Wargrave before you interdicted it, Commander, but they ultimately may have done us a huge favor."
The Director continued: "And it is as you said, Commander: Wargrave is getting desperate, and he is getting sloppy. We're constantly tapping into his contacts and new money transfer accounts as soon as he creates them. This is an inter-agency operation, with both domestic, foreign and legal assets working together." By that, I knew he meant the FBI, CIA, and U.S. Attorneys of the Department of Justice.
The Director finished up, and the meeting concluded. I had wanted to talk with Laura, as we'd not really had a chance to talk the night before, but she was asked to stay and meet privately with the Director and Jack Muscone. So I left with Cindy, who I could tell wanted to talk with me.
Cindy and I had been driven to lunch and to the Federal Building by Jack, so we decided to walk back to Headquarters. As we strolled through Courthouse Square, I felt grateful that our center of Town was so much nicer than the aging facades of Apple Grove's seat of political power.
"Surely you don't think Todd or Seth is our Shadow Man." Cindy said, unleashing what had been bottled up. "Sure, they could become very powerful men in several arenas of their choosing, but the Shadow Man?"
"You tell me." I said. "You've been doing that research with my mom on my wife's CIA-secure lines." Cindy just gaped at me.
"You know about that?" she whispered. "Shit."
I smiled. "I understand, and you'll be saving me a ton of time by doing that as we work together to bust these fuckers. But I sincerely hope that my mother and wife don't think they're dealing with a mental dullard, here."
"I'm sure they don't." said Cindy. "And I was only doing that so I can help protect you when you stick your ass out too far. I really could keep you alive more easily if I knew who you think your-- I mean 'our' Moriarty is."
"If I'm not telling you something, mon ami, it is because of one thing: once you know, you'll give away that you know about Moriarty, and he will then do whatever it takes to kill you. You won't even realize the mistake you've made, and then one day I'll have to bury you, and I don't want to do that."
"Likewise, mon ami." Cindy said.
"Thank you." I said.
"You don't think he knows you know who he is, and he'll try to kill you?" Cindy said.
"He already has tried to kill me." I said. "And thanks to your dream and fortuitous phone call, he failed. And that may just have been a precaution on his part, but I'm not waiting to find out: I took some precautions to make him and everyone else think I believe it's someone else. Again, I use 'he' as if he's a man, but who knows..."
"So if he succeeds in murdering you," Cindy said, "you need to tell me who he is before then, so I can extract some serious revenge on his ass."
"I have left his name in three places." I said. "A smart-thinking person will quickly find at least one of those sources and obtain the name. Now, you are not answering my question: is Todd Burke the Shadow Man?"
"No." Cindy said simply.
"Why not?"
"Because you've left your children with him and his wife many times. You'd never, ever do that if you suspected for a moment he was the Enemy."
"That is Iron Crowbar 2 thinking, there," I said with a smile, "and brilliant thinking at that. You're right. If you're not careful, someone's going to start thinking you're related to me."
Cindy smiled at the compliment, and said "No, I'm not a Troy... as great as that would be. I'm most concerned about Todd for Teresa's sake... I think she has more feelings for Todd than she's letting on. He was the only one that convinced her to go bury her father; not even you nor I could move her, but he did..."
Part 20 - Fathers, Sons and Daughters
The two sofas facing each other in the office of Dr. Laura Fredricson had actually acquired names. Some called them the 'torture chambers', some called them the 'lie detectors', some called them the 'confessionals', while others simply feared them. It was said that to sit on these sofas caused a person to admit things they never would otherwise, and to tell the truth where they'd otherwise lie. The Iron Crowbar had even remarked how lives had irrevocably changed while people sat on those sofas.
And now in the early afternoon of Tuesday, April 14th, it was Lt. Teresa Croyle of the Town & County Police Force sitting on one sofa while Laura sat on the other one. Teresa had already framed the pictures of Alexis posing with her as a toddler and a faded one of her mother.
She was also having the guy at the hardware store frame her father's medals and insignia, and she noted the American flag in a triangle wood-and-glass case on the bookshelf behind Laura's desk; it had been the flag draped upon Dr. Heinz's coffin. Teresa had obtained a similar case for the flag that had covered her father's coffin and been presented to her at the funeral.
"I always thought my father just hated me." Teresa said. "I thought he blamed me for my mother's death. And when he said those words wishing it had been me instead of Alexis dying that Christmas Eve, that pretty much cemented it."
"But you don't believe that now?" Laura gently asked.
"I don't know." Teresa asked. "His... his dying words at the hospital... I've begun to realize that maybe it was just the pain he was in. I look just like my mother, as you can see from those pictures. I can just imagine that every time he looked at me, he was seeing and thinking of my mother, and he could never get past the pain."
"Did your father drink?" Laura asked.
"Not that I can remember." Teresa said. "At least he never got ripped or anything that I remember."
"Did he ever talk to you, at all?" Laura asked.
"He was perfectly normal towards Alexis, but he just didn't speak to me much." Teresa said. "He didn't really act as if I didn't exist. If I began doing something wrong, he'd say something like 'What are you doing?' and sometimes he included both of us in a sentence, like saying 'It's your bedtimes, young ladies.' and such. But... if I got in trouble, Alexis would hurry over and bail me out and lead me away from him. I think she knew how he felt, and she was my protector."
"Yes." said Laura. "It sounds to me like your father did not go insane the night your sister died... but on the night your mother died. It tore him up, and he never could handle it. I've read a bit of one of my colleagues's work on soldiers returning from overseas tours of combat duty. They fixate on something, like a wife or kids, then they come home and the situation changes on them, in most cases divorce, and they fall apart. Your mother died in childbirth with you, and your father never got over that."
Laura added, "Also, from what I've heard, I think your father didn't hate you... he just couldn't find a way to relate to you. I think you're right that you reminded him every day of your mother, and he just could overcome it. He did his duty of raising you, whether that was for your mother's sake or because you were his daughter and his responsibility, and he never kicked you out or tried to harm you in any physical way, either."
"It was his giri." Teresa said, remembering the Japanese word, not noticing Laura's attentiveness, nor that she did not ask Teresa what she meant by that. Teresa then said "I... I think I understand it all better. But it doesn't really make me feel any love towards him... a lot of respect for being the military hero that he was, but that's not the same..."
"Give it time." Laura said. "You did the right thing, you learned a lot of things you didn't know, good things. Your father was an honorable man who endured more pain at home than on the battlefield. It shouldn't be that way, but sometimes good people are dealt bad hands in the Great Game of Life."
Teresa nodded as she contemplated those words...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While Teresa was with Laura, Lieutenant Cindy Ross was in her office at Headquarters. She had caught up on paperwork, realizing that the Iron Crowbar had her in this position primarily so that he would not have to do this paperwork himself, when a visitor came to her door. It was Auxiliary Detective Phyllis Troy, in her uniform.
"Hi Phyllis, come on in." Cindy said.
"Hello, Lieutenant." Phyllis said. "What can I help you with?"
"I called you in because I can't really leave after missing a few days already," Cindy said, "and I wanted to ask you some things... off the record things."
"Certainly." said Phyllis. "What would you like to know?"
"After spending the weekend with Teresa, and hearing Don's story about his father and Apple Grove, I started wondering what Don's relationship with his father was when he was growing up."
"Ah, yes." Phyllis said, happy to have this chance to talk. "Come sit with me on this sofa and I'll tell you." Cindy came over and sat on the loveseat next to Phyllis.
"Don's father was a tall man, rather imposing, certainly a lawyer with a strong air of authority." Phyllis said. "He was... very formal, I think is a good way to say it. He was kind in his own way, and I never doubted he deeply loved me and our children, but he struggled to show that love, especially to the children. I think that was part of his problem with Elizabeth."
Phyllis continued: "He was very, very religious, and while I hear all the jokes about dishonest lawyers, Douglass was one of the most honest and upstanding men I ever met. Every legal case or contract he worked on, it was with utter integrity and the desire to do his best for his client within the bounds of the law and integrity. It was that religious fervor and strict adherence to integrity that caused so much friction with Elizabeth."
"And that was also why Elizabeth hated Don so much?" Cindy asked.
Phyllis smiled. "I... am not sure. Certainly Douglass was very happy, in his own way, to have a son. But I think Elizabeth was just full of herself and didn't like having a little brother. It's really too bad... I think Don really loved her until she started pushing him around. Douglass and I had to begin watching very carefully to make sure she didn't hurt him."
"And then," Phyllis added, "when he was ten years old and she was eighteen, she took a boy into the basement and he went down and saw them. At dinner, he asked very loudly why she let that boy take her panties off. Oh how she hated him after that! But the real tragedy there was that Douglass and I tried to pour religion into Elizabeth, and she fully rejected it. She left home soon after, and it always hurt Douglass that Elizabeth so totally rejected the religious values that he held so dear."
"Did Don and his dad spend a lot of time together?" Cindy asked.
"Not so much." Phyllis said. "Douglass was always busy with work, even at home. Don played ball with other kids, went hunting with Old Man Spruance and his boys. Douglass did spend time with Don, doing homework, helping him with Boy Scout merit badges, stuff like that. But his work and the Bible came first. Douglass did learn from his failures with Elizabeth, didn't push religion hard on Don... and Don wasn't very religious, I could tell, and that was another reason they never were any closer than they were."
"Still..." Cindy said... "it was normal compared to what Teresa endured."
"Yes." Phyllis said. "Now... what else is it that is bothering you, that you are trying to decide whether or not you should tell me?"
Cindy smiled. "Like mother, like son." she said. "Not much gets by either of you." She sighed, then said "First, Don knows I've been doing that research on our enemies."
"I'm not surprised." said Phyllis. "What else?''
"How do you know there is a 'what else'?" Cindy asked.
"You started your sentence with 'First', for one thing," Phyllis said, "which implies a 'Second'..."
Cindy laughed. "I did do that, didn't I? The second thing is that Don won't tell me who our Shadow Man, our Moriarty is. He says he's doing that to protect me and so that I won't give the knowledge of the Shadow Man away. He also said that... if something happens to him, to Don, that he, Don, left Moriarty's real name in three places, and that 'thinking persons' would find it."
"Ahhhh." said Phyllis. "Well, I hope we'll never have to look for those three places. Don is doing something incredibly brave, and he is scared to death that this Moriarty will retaliate against his family... and his closest friends." Cindy peered at Phyllis, locking eyes with her, and she saw the older woman's meaning. They both nodded together...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
One nice thing about being Commander is that I don't have to ask anyone if I want to go somewhere. I just told the Duty Desk that I would be out in my Police SUV, and to contact me on police radio should I be needed. I drove said Police SUV up to the new Cabin.
The foundations were in, piles driven into the side of the mountain to support the structure, and steel beams rising from the poured concrete of the base floor and deck. It was beginning to come together.
"Mr. Troy!" said the foreman of the group, coming over to me as I surveyed the work.
"Great job here, George." I said.
"Yes sir." George replied. "The hardest parts are done. I had two guys do the steps down to that little wine cellar dug into the mountain, and nobody else really knows about it. Now it's just a matter of putting up the walls and flooring onto the steel crossbeams. Unless we get deluged with a typhoon, we'll be done with the structure in three weeks, and the rest is just a matter of what you want to do with the insides of the house."
"That's great!" I said. "So why did you call me up here?"
"There's a man up there on top of the hill. Older man." said George. "He was watching us and I told him he needed to leave because of the dangers of the construction. He just said in this gravelly, formal voice to call you, and that he'd be up there on top of the hill."
"Shock of white hair?" I asked. George grinned and nodded. "Thanks." I said.
I ascended a little path that went up from my driveway. The very top of the ridgeline was just high enough that one would be able to see over the roof of the new Cabin once it was built. At the top I saw the man sitting, admiring the view to the west over my house as well as to the east. One could see Reservoir Lake and the golf course that Councilman McGhillie ran from here.
"Ah, if it isn't Monsieur Michaux." barked Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire.
"I hope and trust your associate in the Apple Grove Police Department is safe and sound." I said.
"Oh yes," said Eckhart. "She's at 'The Vision' World Headquarters now. It's probably best that she did not remain in your old home town, n'est pas?"
"I do agree." I replied. "And I very much appreciate you burning that source to help me out. If it's any consolation, it was well worth it."
"Ah yes, but don't worry. She's only burned there, and she can go to other places. Also, I have many friends, happy friends in many places. Such as yourself." Eckhart said, and I realized he'd fully understood my use of 'Michaux'.
"So, my friend," said Eckhart, "have you considered what the payment is going to be for this favor?"
"Oh yes." I said, coming over and sitting next to Eckhart. "I suspect that you will ask for everything that I obtained while up there."
"As your colleagues are so fond of saying behind your back and to your face," said Eckhart, "not much gets by the Iron Crowbar."
I extended my hand and dropped a jump drive into Eckhart's palm. I said "I didn't give the FBI Deputy Director everything, but on this jump drive is everything I have. Your jump drive there has everything, I've left nothing out... and there is one document that I think you'll find of singular importance. "
"Care to give me the Cliff Notes now?" Eckhart said.
I dropped my voice to nearly a whisper as I said "A man's name was listed in connection with the 'Victory Christian Ministries' charity, which was and is being used by both the Oldeeds Group and the Superior Bloodlines group. I now have the first documentation of the existence of the Shadow Man in connection with what is going on around here and around the Nation. Oh, it wouldn't be crap for any trial or conviction, but it shows me I'm on the right track... and that particular document was what he wanted to destroy to keep me from seeing it."
"Ah, yes. Good work." said Eckhart. "And now your FBI friends are about to go after Henry Wargrave. Do watch out, my friend, Mr. Wargrave is not going to go down without a fight. And as I've said before... he hates your wife immeasurably."
"True." I said. "And I'll be watching. Fortunately, she is capable of taking care of herself, as well."
"Very much so." said Eckhart. "But all the same, may I recommend that you get and keep Mr. Wargrave's full, undivided attention upon yourself, to distract him from... 'annoying' your lovely wife."
"Yes, I was thinking the same thing." I said. "And if he is going to go after my wife, I need to let him know I'm capable of reciprocating in kind."
Eckhart grinned. "All the Troy men are the same... you, your nephew Todd, your nephew Ned when he was alive... only thinking about getting your root wet."
"What else is there to think about?" I asked with a grin. "And I wonder who else that family trait extends to..." Eckhart just grinned.
"Okay, I've got to go." I said. "I'm sure I'll be seeing you soon, Harvey."
"Likewise, young Donald. Likewise. Au revoir..."
Part 21 - Councils and Chiefs
The public auditorium where the Town & County Council met was packed to overflowing on the evening of Tuesday, April 14th, mostly with Media. Tonight was the night the Council would decide upon the next Chief of Police of the Town & County Police Force, and the curiosity was overwhelming. Hopes were somewhat dashed, however at the Mayor's words:
"There being no more public business for this evening," quoth Mayor Vaughan, the People's Choice, "the Council will now go into executive session for the discussion of personnel matters."
The Council members retired into the small meeting room, where Sheriff Allgood, Chief Griswold, and myself waited for them. Here we go, I thought as they filed into the room and took their seats at the table.
The Mayor called the meeting to order, and reminded everyone that they were bound to secrecy in this meeting. "Okay, nominations for the Police Chief position."
Malinda Adams started off: "I believe the only candidate we should even consider is Precinct Captain Susan Weston."
"Not only should we consider other candidates," said John 'Jack' Colby, "I believe there is a candidate much more qualified that Precinct Captain Weston... actually there are two, one of them being Commander Troy, but he won't budge out of that Commander chair. So I nominate Harold Bennett."
"Any others?" asked the Mayor. "Anyone want to seriously consider the two candidates from outside?"
There being no response, J.P. Goldman said "I move we close these nominations and make our choice." That was quickly seconded and passed by voice vote.
And the vote was an easy 9-1 for Harold Bennett. "Are you good with that, Chief Griswold?" asked the Mayor.
"Yes I am." said Griswold.
"Sheriff?" asked the Mayor.
"Absolutely." said Allgood. "He was my suggestion all along."
"True." said the Mayor. "Commander Troy, are you good with this nomination?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor." I said.
"Will you be working for him?" asked Malinda Adams with a sneer, "Or will he be working for you?" The affront to my professionalism caused gasps at the table... but I was prepared.
"I will be working for him, Councilwoman Adams.," I said, then bore in on her: "just as all of the women on the Police Force are working for me."
That made Dagmar Schoen and Jack Colby burst out laughing, joined by Edward Steele, Thomas P. Cook, then others. Malinda Adams turned beet red with deep anger, but even Kelly Carnes couldn't keep from laughing. I was grinning myself as I made full eye contact with Malinda Adams. That was Iron Crowbar 1, Uber-Feminist Councilwoman 0.
"Okay, okay," said the laughing Mayor, trying to restore order. "Order, order please. Okay, it's settled. We'll have the second reading of the bill next Tuesday evening. Is there anything else we need to discuss? Sheriff?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor." said Sheriff Allgood, standing up. "In addition to the budgetary items I've submitted, I believe we have a possible solution to the Brownlee problem. When Commander Troy first came to this Police Force as I.T. Supervisor and Detective, it was with a tacit understanding that he would report directly to Chief Griswold, bypassing Captain Malone. I believe that while Deputy Chief Brownlee is responsible overall for administrative matters, Physical Properties Captain Marc Aaron should have some autonomy, especially in the I.T. areas, and report directly to the Chief."
"Sheriff Allgood," asked Pastor Westboro, "if I may ask: has there been any recent problems with Commander Brownlee since our last meeting over that altercation with Commander Troy and Lieutenant Ross?"
"Not really, sir." said Daniel. "Deputy Chief Brownlee has been quiet the last few weeks. He mostly administrates from his office. He only came out of there three times during the few days Commander Troy was away this past weekend, and that was on visits to Personnel & Records. However, Captain Aaron has commented on a certain, shall we say 'deliberative process' on Brownlee's part in signing off on purchases and moving forward on things like server purchases and security upgrades. Giving Aaron some room to run, as well as letting him bypass Brownlee and go to the Chief would speed things up."
"I have to agree with the point behind Pastor Westboro's question." said Thomas P. Cook. "I can understand giving Commander Troy the autonomy; he was brought in to clean up some things, which happened to involve Captain Malone himself. But bypassing Brownlee, who as far as I can tell is doing a good job, may be unnecessary."
"Commander Troy, what's your advice?" asked the Mayor invitingly.
"Mr. Mayor, I must object." said Kelly Carnes. "This is not Commander Troy's business. He won't be Acting Chief after May 1st. His opinion is irrelevant with regard to what this Council does. He's an employee of the Police Force and is expected to follow his orders and the regulations as set by this Council."
"Mrs. Carnes," said Jack Colby, his voice cold with indignation, "in case you didn't notice, the Iron Crowbar went from Detective to Acting Chief in less than three years, and that was because he earned it every step of the way. His opinion would not only be one of experience and expertise, but of unbelievable ability. And I want to hear that opinion, also."
"There is no harm in hearing the Commander's opinion." said Edward R. Steele. "We can accept it or reject it, but I'd like to hear it also."
"Commander?" asked the Mayor, stopping further debate, meaning to hear my words.
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." I said. "All I can say is that your duly elected Sheriff is seeking to resolve that situation in a good way, but I would also advise asking your new Chief of Police how he'd like to handle it. Chief Griswold didn't mind babysitting his Detective; I'm not sure what Chief Bennett would want to do, and it ultimately should be his call."
"Why don't we table that discussion until next month's meeting, Sheriff?" said the Mayor. The Sheriff agreed.
"Okay, if there is nothing else..." said the Mayor.
"Mr. Mayor," I said, standing up, "I do have one request of this Council, that will solve a large number of potential issues in the future." I looked at Malinda Adams and said "And I believe it is something Councilwoman Adams will heartily approve..."
Part 22 - Epilogue
"Ah, there you are." I said as Laura came into our home at 10:50pm. "Surely you were not meeting all day?"
"Mommy!" exclaimed Carole, who I was holding. Hearing Carole, Bowser barked happily also.
"Hi, baby!" Laura said to Carole first. "How's my girl?" She took Carole from me for a hug and kiss as Bowser looked on.
"C'mere, Bowser." I said. Bowser bounded over and received some 'skritchins'.
"Yes, we met all day, until ten minutes ago.." Laura said, finally answering my question. "And I'm absolutely starving."
"If you'll put Carole to bed, I'll fix you something in the kitchen." I said. I kissed Carole goodnight, and her mother took her upstairs... attended by her bodyguard, the redoubtable Bowser.
A few moments later, Laura came into the kitchen. I took my lovely wife in my arms and gave her a warm kiss. "I haven't seen you in way too many days." I said.
"I know." she said, wrapping her arms around me. After another kiss, she said "What's for dinner?"
"Some reheated chicken casserole." I said. The microwave beeped and I took out Laura's portion, and put a second one in for me.
As she ate, I said quietly "Laura, something came up when Jack and I went to Teresa's home town."
"Oh?" she said.
"Yes." I said, my voice quiet and severe. "Something big, and serious. Really serious..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police Headquarters was almost empty at 11:00pm when Phyllis Troy, wearing her Auxiliary Policewoman uniform, came to the Duty Desk.
"Hello, Sergeant," she said cheerfully. "I am afraid I left my cell phone in my son's office today. Would you mind if I go back and retrieve it?"
"Certainly, Mrs. Troy." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "Patrolman, this is Commander Troy's mother, would you escort her down the hall to his office to get her phone?"
"Yes, Sergeant." said the youngish Patrolman, who reminded Phyllis of Officer Pete Feeley in his early days with the Force. "Ma'am, this way please."
As they got to the door of the Commander's office, Phyllis said, "You know, I'm going to have to use the facilities down the hall, and at my age one should not wait. Would you excuse me? Or you can go back up to the desk, and I'll come back down."
"Yes ma'am." the young man said, eager to please. Phyllis went into the restroom. A moment later, seeing the young man had gone back down the corridor, she bolted for Don's office.
Once in the darkened room, she retrieved her phone, which she really had left intentionally, then went behind the desk. Using the phone's flashlight app, she went to the matchstick and wood Trojan Horse on the little bookshelf by Don's desk. She opened the little trap door in the horse's belly, then stuck her fingers inside and felt around.
She felt the capsule which was taped into the neck, and brought it out. It looked like a medicine capsule but was metal. She paused for a second, knowing that if she opened the capsule, things would irrevocably change. Then she steeled her resolve.
Opening the capsule, she unrolled the little scroll of paper. Upon reading it, many trains of thought in her mind boarded and left the station. Everything began falling into place. She understood all, and understood why Don knew what he was up against and had to be so careful about.
The words on the little scroll were a name... the real name of the arch-nemesis, the Shadow Man, the 'Moriarty' that was plaguing Don.
Phyllis hurriedly replaced the capsule in the neck of the matchstick Trojan Horse and quickly left the room.
Finis.... well, you know...
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Part 1 - Prologue: Promotions
Friday, May 1st. May Day. It was also the supplemental medals and promotions day at the Town & County Police Department. Normally promotions occurred on February 1st and August 1st, but sometimes needs had to be filled or there was sufficient other reason that there were some promotions on May 1st and November 1st. Today... there were sufficient reasons.
"Glad you could make it up here." I said to Molly Evans, who was dressed in her formal Midtown Police uniform to honor the occasion. We were in my office and it was now 7:45am. The ceremonies would start at 8:30am.
"I wouldn't miss it for the world." Molly replied.
"Good, and I'm glad you're going to be helping us with the ceremony." I said. "By the way, how's the baby coming along?"
"Wonderful," Molly said, her eyes flirtatious as she locked them with mine, "as I tell you when you call every day. And Ross is doing very well, also, but he misses his daddy." I smiled at the thought of my son Ross, whose picture was on my desk alongside Carole and little Jim's.
Just then, there was a knock on my door, and Lieutenant Wes 'Coldiron' Masters was invited inside.
"Ah, Sergeant Evans," Masters said to his former colleague and the successor to his post in the Midtown Police Force, "it's great to see you again."
"And you, Lieutenant Masters." Molly replied. "I was just telling the Commander here that he has way too many Lieutenants working for him."
"Not enough, actually." I said. "And we're going to have one less Lieutenant today."
"And one new Chief." Masters said.
"Yes," I replied, "but that doesn't happen until 1:00pm at City Hall. The real fun for me happens at 8:30..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was not a good day for Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee. He had to endure the public announcement that the new Data Division was formed, answerable to the Chief of Detectives, which meant that his I.T. Department no longer had control of the data miners. In addition, Captain Marc Aaron was in direct control of I.T. and had been given semi-autonomy by the Town & County Council, stripping Brownlee considerably of his power and authority in that area. Cpt. Aaron would answer directly to the Chief. It was reminiscent of when I'd been hired into the TCPD and answered to the Chief instead of Captain Malone, and I was a bit surprised that both the Council and the Chief had taken this extraordinary step.
Everyone was in the bleachers in the area behind Police Headquarters for the awarding of medals (there were very few on this day) and the promotions. I watched as Lieutenant 'Coldiron' Masters pinned the rank of Sergeant upon the uniform of Orange Order member Janice Holloway of Personnel & Records. This was another blow to Brownlee, who had maliciously tried to prevent every promotion and pay raise in the Admin areas over which he was ruling with crushing, micro-managerial authority. The Sheriff and new Chief-to-be intervened with the Council to get the proper promotions done. It is possible that I helped that effort behind the scenes. A lot.
On top of that, Brownlee had to watch as I personally pinned the bars of rank upon the new Supervisor of the Data Division, one Myron Milton. The Supervisor bar was like a Warrant Officer in the Army: silver with three black squares inside it. This promotion might normally been Cindy's task as Myron's immediate chain-of-command boss, but Myron asked if I would do it personally, and of course I was happy to pull rank and do so. And there were other reasons, as well...
Curiously, Myron's father, Professor Marvin Milton, occupant of the Sir Isaac Newton Chair of Advanced Mathematics in the University's Mathematics Department, was in the audience watching, but had declined to help pin the ranks on his son's uniform. I'd heard that Professor Milton was exceptionally brilliant, and had been nominated for a Nobel Prize, but he was also extremely eccentric. He hated the CIA with a deep and abiding passion.
Cindy was not left out: there was authorized one slot for Master Technician, whose insignia was a bar with three black squares, but the bar itself was gold instead of silver. With Myron being promoted out of it, Cindy was happy to pin the Master Technician bars upon the uniform of one Mary Mahoney Milton.
Yes, 'Milton'. Mary and Myron had been married the previous Saturday in a ceremony officiated by Police Chaplain Father Romano. The nepotism issue of her reporting to Myron was resolved in that she reported directly to me as my 'personal advisor' on matters of data acquisition, while Myron reported to Cindy in his new capacity of Supervisor of the Data Division. The Council passed a voice-vote resolution approving it, even though they weren't required to do so.
Then came what would give Brownlee the most serious heartburn, and me the absolutely greatest delight. As I walked in front of the assemblage, I noticed Chief Emeritus Griswold in his full uniform, Medal of Valor around his neck (as mine was around my neck and Cindy's was around hers). He would be at the new Chief's swearing-in this afternoon, but he definitely wanted to be here for this next moment. So did several Town & County Council Members and the Mayor himself.
And my eyes did not fail to catch the shock of white hair at the very back corner of the bleachers. The man himself, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help-seminars empire, was here, watching. I couldn't help but smile inwardly at that, knowing full well why he had made the effort to be here. I took to the microphone to do my duty:
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said as loudly and sonorously as I could, "This will be my last official act as Acting Chief of the Town & County Police Force. I first want to thank each and every one of you Officers that have done your duty with honor and distinction, and in so doing have made my job and my life much, much easier. I could not ask for a better group of people to have working for and with me." That was a lie: I had no love lost for Sharples, McCombs or Hendricks, but it was glossing-over time, and they weren't here today.
There was polite applause and then I continued: "I am extremely proud and honored that my last act as Acting Chief will be to administer this promotion. Cindy Ross is without doubt the finest Police Officer that I have ever had the privilege of working with."
I looked at my partner, who was sitting in the front row as I said "Therefore, it is my honor to announce her promotion today... to Captain in the Town & County Police Force."
There was strong applause, indeed a standing ovation which I joined with my own applause, as Cindy came forward. Jenna Stiles and Molly Evans pinned the silver Captain bars upon Cindy's shoulders, the Police photographer furiously snapping photographs from his post at my side as KXTC and KSTD cameras attempted to intrude as much as possible to get close shots. As they did, Cindy was looking at me, trying to look sardonic. But as I met her eyes I could see the happiness in her soul.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy's promotion was no surprise to her. After the Council approved it along with the Chief's nomination at their second reading of the bill on April 21st, I knew I had to tell her: partially so that she could get her uniforms ready, and partially because she would be at the Orange Order dinner on April 30th, and the subject would be discussed. That also went for now-Sergeant Janice Holloway.
"But Don," Cindy said after I told her in my office, "I'm just brevetted a Lieutenant now. Can the Council do that?"
"Oh yes." I said. "They re-wrote some of the laws, and the Town & County Assembly approved it." The Assembly was 30 citizens from 30 equal-population zones. The Council was semi-executive in its nature, and the Assembly was just legislative. Only the Assembly could set taxes and pass a budget, and there were a few occasions where they had to pass off on something done by the Council.
"The way the law now reads," I said, "Captains and above are just a wee bit different than the rest of the Force. The Council can put anyone they want in the position, and waive the age and time-in-grade requirements, which they did in your case. And you'll be paid as a full Captain, which in my opinion is long, long overdue. You've been doing a Captain's job on Supervisor pay, and that's going to change now.
"Also," I continued, "Captain is more of a political post than a, shall we say, 'working class' officer level. Captains and above have a different Union than Lieutenants and below. But there's two other perks that are the best part of this:
"First: you're now exempt from the physical fitness requirements that police officers of ranks Lieutenant and below have to meet. I know you're in great shape, but if anyone starts giving me shit about your lung wound, I'll now have something to shove in their faces while shoving a crowbar up their asses." Cindy smiled briefly at that one.
"And second, "I continued, "it means that while technically Brownlee and I outrank you and the other Captains, it's kind of like Army generals where there's less of a formality." (One example: Generals of any level don't salute each other formally like lesser officers salute superior ones.)
"So basically," I finished up, "you can never again be brought up for insubordination to Brownlee... and he is going to fully understand that by the time the Sheriff and I get through with him."
Cindy gave a brilliant smile at that. I have only seen that huge smile once before: when I told Cindy that she was being brevetted to Lieutenant and Teresa wouldn't outrank her. (Author's note: See 'Dark Side of the Force, Ch. 1' for that one.)
"And there are other good reasons, but we'll talk about those at the proper time." I said, then intoned as a warning: "By the way... you're still fully subordinate to the Chief, and to me as your direct boss, meaning by position not by rank. So don't try any cute stuff on me."
"Darn." Cindy said. "I'll just have to reserve your blue crowbar beatings to our workouts in the gym."
"Smart Captain, you are." I said, using Jedi Master Yoda grammar. "Soon promoted, you will be. Seriously, congratulations, you very much deserve this."
"And I have you to thank for it." Cindy said. "Not only for going to the Council for this, which I'm sure you did, but for everything you've done for me since you came here."
"Believe me, my friend," I said, "it has been my pleasure and honor to bring you along with me. I could not do my job without you. Okay, get out of here before we get all mushy and crying." I wasn't kidding, we were both near that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I also had had to tell two other persons of Cindy's promotion, and I did so on the afternoon of April 30th in my office.
"Keep this under your hats until tomorrow, ladies, but Miss Ross is going to be promoted to Captain tomorrow." I'd said.
"Yes!" hissed Lt. Teresa Croyle with a fist pump, genuinely happy for her best friend. "That's great! Long overdue, too."
"That's awesome." said Lt. Tanya Perlman... but with considerably less enthusiasm, though she tried unsuccessfully to hide it.
"It formalizes a lot of things." I said. "It also will somewhat change your relationships with Miss Ross. What y'all call each other in off-duty privacy is y'all's business, but on duty and in public she outranks you, as I do. I'm sure you both will handle that with your usual professionalism, but just bear it in mind for setting the examples before the officers of the Force."
After some more chit-chat, I dismissed Teresa, asking Tanya to stay for a moment.
"Okay, Tanya." I said, taking my badge off my shirt and putting it on the desk as a symbolic gesture. "Speak freely, no ranks, no protocols. You're not happy about this, are you?"
"Uh..." Tanya said, caught off guard. "Sir, I'm happy for Cindy, really I am. And of course I'll support her all the way, as I always have. It's just that... well, the only way to say it is that I always thought it would be me where she is today."
"I get that." I said. "And it's certainly no negative reflection upon you; you're an outstanding Detective and a great leader in the MCD."
"Yes, sir." Tanya said. "And you probably think it's selfish of me to say this... but I'd always aspired to be top Detective here, then the Captain of the Detectives. Of course, with you here, no one else will ever be the top Detective."
"I'm not that, either." I said. "It's my mother than has usurped us both on that. And I do have to work at it to keep ahead of you at any crime scene."
"Yeah, right." Tanya said, grinning, then continued: "Don't get me wrong, Don. Working with you has elevated my game and everyone else's. And you did put me in the MCD Lieutenant slot, which I'll always appreciate. But now I've bared my soul to you, so do with me what you will... preferrably in bed."
I chuckled at that. "O-kayyyy, I'll take advantage of that, and you, at another time." I said. "Look, I can't promise you anything more than what you are and where you're at now. I can understand if you're disappointed now, but you should realize that a lot of people would kill to be where you are now: full Lieutenant and head of a very good MCD department, and at an age where some guys are still trying to qualify as little more than a training recruit still in diapers. Anything else?" I asked, picking up my badge.
"No sir." Tanya said. "As I said, I'm a professional and I'll do my job to the best of my ability." I knew she wasn't truly mollified by our talk, but at least something that had been bugging her for a long time was now out in the open, and we would be the better for that... I hoped.
And I could tell that a lot more than her professional career was on Tanya's mind, and bothering her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00pm I sat in front of City Hall, behind the podium as the Mayor made his requisite speech. All of the Police Captains and Precinct Captains were up here, including Captain Cindy Ross, as well as Sheriff Allgood and his Chief of Staff, the second in command of the Sheriff Department. The Members of the Council were also with us.
Chief Emeritus Griswold was among other dignitaries seated in the front row on the lawn of the Courthouse Square, along with University President Sidney P. Wellman, Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Dexter Robinson (who I had not seen for way too long), and high-ranking Fire Department personages, including the lovely Fire Marshal, Commander Zoe Singer.
And then I watched as one of my chess moves fell neatly into place. Just as I had engineered the nomination of Daniel Allgood to Sheriff and saw him elected, I now watched as Harold Bennett was sworn in as the new Town & County Chief of Police after I had engineered it through the Sheriff and Council, none of them realizing that they'd been led to it as a horse is led to water... okay, one of them was fully aware of it.
Bennett's wife and the Sheriff pinned the silver eagle rank (like an Army Bird Colonel) of Chief on his shoulders, and then we all stood up as we clapped for him. Then came the best part: the Mayor concluded the proceedings.
"So, Don, how do you feel, no longer being Acting Chief?" Zoe Singer asked me, coming up to me as the gathering began to disassemble. She'd first congratulated Cindy on her promotion.
"Good!" I said. "Don't ever tell this to a soul, but I really wasn't ready for that yet."
"Could've fooled me." Cindy replied. "You did one hell of a job while you were at it."
"Absolutely." said Zoe. "A lot of us were hoping the Council would promote you to Chief whether you liked it or not."
"No, I wouldn't have accepted that. I'm right where I need to be to get done what I need to do." I said. "But while I was in that position, I had good help. A lot of very good help. And my best helper is a Captain now." Cindy blushed and smiled wryly.
"I daresay she is!" said a voice behind us.
I whirled around and was face to face with P. Harvey Eckhart as he said "Your best helper, that is."
"Dr. Eckhart!" exclaimed Zoe Singer. "It's so good to see you again." She gave him a warm hug.
"And you, Miss Singer." Eckhart said. "You're looking very well. As are you... Captain Ross. Congratulations, my dear. Certainly well deserved!"
"Thank you, Doctor." Cindy said, smiling shyly. She also hugged Dr. Eckhart.
"Now why are you getting all the hugs, Harvey?" I asked. "What is your secret with these women?"
At that, Zoe Singer broke out laughing as Cindy rolled her eyes. Not only was Cindy a lesbian and Zoe bisexual but mainly a lesbian, but Dr. Eckhart said it best when he replied:
"Yes, ladies, just look at who is saying that." Eckhart said. "The man with the legendary crowbar... and I am not talking about that red piece of metal he carries around."
Cindy blushed as hard as I did, and Zoe laughed out loud again. I couldn't help but chuckle at Eckhart's humor. I could see why this guy became the great (and rich) legend that he was in the self-help industry...
Part 2 - Place Settings
At 1:30pm I knocked on the door of the Chief's office, just moments after he had first come in. He'd already brought a few personal mementos in, and I was his first official visitor.
"Welcome to your new home, Chief." I said. "I wanted to give you this little office-warming gift."
"Ah, you shouldn't have." said Chief Bennett. He unwrapped the tissues to reveal a mid-size painting of a deer on the edge of the woods in the snow. The branches of the trees formed an outline of a deer overlooking the real one.
"How did you know I was a hunter?" Chief Bennett asked. I just smiled as he said "This is very nice. Oh, have a seat." I sat down in one of the chairs in front of his desk as he sat down in the chair behind the desk, which he'd brought from his old office.
"Do you hunt, Commander?" he asked. his voice a pleasant, fatherly drawl.
"I have in the past." I said. "Not as often as I'd like, though."
"What cartridge do you use?" he asked, testing me.
"7-08." I said, referring to the 7mm-08 cartridge. "Sometimes a .30-30. My ex-wife used the .308 when she and I would go hunting."



"You're more of a hunter than you let on." he said. "7-08 is used by people who know what they are doing. I use the .270 myself. And by the way, Chief Griswold told me about your modesty, and what he thought of it. I share his sentiments."
"Thank you, sir." I said.
"I'm glad you came in," he said, "because I do want to talk to you. First, I know that you and Sheriff Allgood advanced my name to the Council for this position, and I am grateful to you both for that. I also appreciate your words that you would support me as your boss, and I know you will because you're one of the most professional officers as well as the most talented Detective I've ever had the pleasure to know."
"Thank you sir." I said. Then Bennett got serious. His voice was still pleasant and fatherly, but there was an edge to it.
"I do need to tell you, though," he said, "that some on the Council have outright asked for me to find a way to get rid of you. And some of them say you're the best thing since sliced bread. For myself, the bottom line is that you're doing a brilliant job and I want you to carry on doing that job."
He continued: "What I don't like, as the old hotel commercial says, is surprises. Be sure to keep me in the loop so that I don't get ambushed by those bastards in the Press. If you think Chief Griswold hated the Media, you ain't seen nuthin' yet." I smiled as I nodded.
He went on: "And definitely don't give anyone reason to ask me why you're beating the shit out of someone and what I'm going to do about it. I do love the 'Iron Crowbar' persona you've developed. I used to love Batman comics, still do, and I fully understand what you're doing with that. But if and when you have to use that crowbar of yours, let me know quickly. That goes for Captain Ross, too, and I'll be sure to mention that to her myself."
"Yes sir." I said.
"And don't beat up Deputy Chief Brownlee, either." Chief Bennett said. "I'll handle him. Some members of the Council want me to find a way to get rid of him, but unlike you he has no supporters anymore. But I know he's a good administrator, and he'll do a good job for me because he knows he has to."
"Yes sir." I said, knowing that Brownlee's motivations were not what the Chief thought they were.
"Okay then," Bennett said, standing up. I stood up also. "I'll let you get to work. It's going to be good working with you, Commander." He reached over and extended his hand, and I shook it firmly.
"Yes, Chief, it's going to be fun." I said. "If you'll excuse me..."
"Sure, but one thing... " he said. "I know you and Chief Griswold were very close, and he said he called you 'Crowbar'. Would I be offending you if I called you that? Just for a bit less formality?"
I smiled. "Chief, you can call me anything you like... just keep it clean."
"As long as you don't go overboard with that crowbar..." he said, his eyes twinkling. I catalogued my many observations of him as I left, noting that he was looking at the painting I'd given him with happiness...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Congratulations, Captain!" gushed Teresa Croyle as she came into Cindy's office. "Can I give you a hug?"
"Of course you can!" Cindy said, somewhat shocked that Teresa needed to ask. The two friends hugged warmly.
"Have a seat for a minute." Cindy said. Teresa sat down on the loveseat sofa as Cindy sat down behind her desk. "I just want to tell you that when we're alone, you can drop the formality. I don't care what the Commander says, you're still my friend and that isn't changing for all this. Of course in public we have to play the game, just as we have to with Don."
"I understand." Teresa said, then added "I am so happy for you! You really deserved this, and the Commander got it right yet again when he went to the Council for it."
"And I am really grateful to him for everything he's done for me." Cindy said. "I'd take bullets for that guy... oh yeah..."
"You already have." Teresa said, finishing their private joke. "And if there's a next time, I'll be doing whatever I can to get in front of your hardbody ass, just so you know."
"Stoppit." Cindy replied, lest the emotions she was feeling well up. "So... how did Tanya take it?"
"Okay, I guess." Teresa said. "Why?"
"Just between us and the lamp-post," Cindy said, "Don immediately saw that she wasn't happy. Not because I was getting promoted, but because she'd always thought she'd be the one to be. I can understand that, too... I really didn't expect this, not this quickly, and Tanya is older than me and has been here longer. Ditto that for you, by the way."
"True," Teresa said, "but I left and came back. And with my past, I feel very lucky to be here at all, much less a Lieutenant. And I'm grateful to you for that."
"Be grateful to Donald Troy for that one." Cindy said. "Sure I was ecstatic to have you back here, but I could not have arranged it like he did."
"Yeah. And Chief Griswold, too." said Teresa. After a pause she added "And I have to say it: I'm grateful to Captain Malone, too. Before Don was here, he really saved my ass. I know he did some bad things, but is it wrong to be grateful to him for helping me?"
"No, of course not." said Cindy. "Even Don said that Captain Malone took care of his people, and Don follows that example and takes care of us."
"Speaking of that... what do you think will happen with Tanya?" asked Teresa. "Think she'll stay with us?"
"I hope so." Cindy said. "I hope so. Who in the world would we put in charge of MCD if she left?"
Part 3 - Codename: Scorpion
"I have to see the Commander himself, right away." said the voice of the old woman on Monday, May 4th at 9:30am. She was in the lobby of Police Headquarters, clutching a file folder to her chest. Detective Joanne Cummings was attempting to assist her.
"Ma'am," said Detective Cummings, "I'll be glad to give that to the Commander for you, but he's in meetings and cannot be disturbed." She was trying to protect me, but I knew I needed to intervene as I came down the hall and around the Duty Desk into the lobby.
"I'm out of those boring meetings now." I said, coming up behind Joanne. "Hello, Mrs. Boddiker! How nice to see you again. Detective Cummings, this is Mrs. Boddiker, who has been helpful to our Police Force, and who helped me solve cases on at least two occasions... including the murder of Mr. Belle." That would get Joanne's attention, I knew, as she was fully aware of her boyfriend Seth Warner's involvement in the Belle murder case.
"Mrs. Boddiker," I continued, "this is Detective Cummings, one of my rising young Detective stars. How can she and I help you today?"
"I am sure this Detective is as capable as she is lovely," said Mrs. Boddiker sweetly, "but only you can help me with this, Commander." She extended the folder to me, and I could see immediately that it was a U.S. Government folder that normally contained classified data.
"Ah, I understand, Mrs. Boddiker." I said. The tab on the folder said 'Codename: Scorpion' on it, and had the white sheet with red border and the words 'TOP SECRET' attached to the front. "Can you tell me where you found this?" I asked.
"My friend, the widow Athena Jones, and I were walking in Courthouse Square to our usual bench to feed the pigeons and talk about things. You young people should do more of that and less running around." I smiled as she continued: "When we got to our bench, Mrs. Athena Jones saw the folder and said it was some kind of classified thing. She asked me to bring it to you personally, and so I have."
"And I am grateful to you both for doing that." I said. "Did either of you look at the contents of this file?"
"No sir." said Mrs. Boddiker firmly. "We could see it was some sort of secret information, and we're good American Patriots so we did not open the folder. She didn't handle it at all, and I brought it straight to you here so you could give it to your FBI friends."
"And that was exactly the right thing to do." I said. "Detective Cummings, will you take Mrs. Boddiker back to the MCD room and get her statement? And perhaps show her around Headquarters. I'm sure she would enjoy the tour."
"Certainly, Commander." said Joanne, understanding that this was a reward to Old Mrs. Boddiker. "Sir, shouldn't we take this to the FBI right away?"
"As I'm sure Mrs. Boddiker knows," I said, "I am the FBI. And yes, I will get it to them right away. Thank you so much, Mrs. Boddiker. If you'll excuse me..." With that, I hurried back behind the Duty Desk and down the hallway as Joanne and the Duty Desk Sergeant outfitted Mrs. Boddiker with a Visitor's badge.
I took the file to my office. Knowing I needed to do this, I put on latex crime scene gloves and opened the file. 'Scorpion' was the code name of a CIA Agent, I could see from the front page. I scanned the four pages and saw that the agent's real name was not listed anywhere, just some information on past assignments, mostly to Europe. The papers did not say if the agent was a man or woman, either.
I used a UV light on the pages to see if Mrs. Boddiker or anyone else had looked at the papers. To my amazement, there were no fingerprints on any of the pages inside the folder... none at all. That's interesting, I thought to myself as I closed the file.
Going to the Chief's office, I told him about the file being found, and said I'd take it to the local FBI offices now.
"Oh, don't bother." said Chief Bennett. "Look behind you." Indeed, just coming into the anteroom was Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. I formally introduced him to the Chief, and we all sat down as I handed Jack the file.
"Oh wow." said Jack as he opened the file and looked at the top page. "Don, did you look at this?"
"I did look at the top page," I said, which technically wasn't a lie, "to ascertain what it was. Not something we want sitting in Courthouse Square."
"That's for sure." said Jack. "I'll notify my boss and also your wife about it. She'll probably want to have the CIA start an investigation, since it's about a CIA officer or spy, if I'm reading this correctly."
"I'll leave it in your hands." I said. "So, what brought you here in the first place?"
"Oh, I just wanted to meet your new Chief." said Muscone. "I'm going to be in here explaining why I have to borrow you for FBI consulting, so I'd best get to know him." Chief Bennett smiled.
"He likes hunting." I said. "He also plays chess at an amateur level, but I'll smoke him like a cheap cigar if I play him. He and his wife play contract bridge... and pretty well from what I understand. He'd have loved the Kurchikov case.
I continued: "He is a diplomatic administrator, but will not hesitate to spank me with my own crowbar if I get out of line. He also likes jigsaw puzzles, but he doesn't like golf at all, which is unfortunate. Last but not least, his wife loves gardening and commandeers him to help in the garden, but he could do without that if he had his way."
"How in the world?..." gasped Chief Bennett, looking amazed but also a little unsettled. Jack Muscone began laughing.
"That's your Iron Crowbar, Chief." Jack said. "I swear I believe he was burned at the stake in previous lives. Why don't we go to lunch at the Cop Bar, on my tab since I can expense it, and I'll give you both a rundown on our progress on some things going on in this County..."
Part 4 - The Operation Gravestone Sting
Dr. Laura Fredricson looked amazed when Jack Muscone handed the file folder to her. It was still the afternoon of Monday, April 4th, and they were alone in one of the FBI offices in the Federal Building on Courthouse Square.
"This is about one of our overseas agents." she said as she looked at it. "Fairly old information, too. Fortunately, it doesn't say who he is, but it could still be damaging. It's part of a larger file, which I can determine by looking up these numbers in the corner of the pages. Where again did you find this?"
Jack repeated the story of Old Mrs. Boddiker and the Widow Athena Jones finding it, giving it to Don, and Don giving it to Jack. He finished by saying "Do you want the Company to investigate this, or for the FBI to do it?"
Laura considered it. "I'll notify the Director and the top brass in Counterintelligence about it, and find out which agent this is about. After that, it'll probably come back to you, as the FBI handles domestic security breaches. Did Don get statements from the old ladies?"
"One of his Detectives got the statement from Mrs. Boddiker." Muscone said. "She didn't have any idea how to contact Mrs. Jones, just said they'd meet at the Community Center from time to time. So Don's going to 'casually', to use his term, look for her, but for now, nothing on her at all."
"As to who you want to investigate, just let me know." Muscone said. "And moving along, we now come to the good stuff: my boss says you are ready to put 'Operation Gravestone' in motion, and we have the green light to work with you on it. I think you've come up with a great plan."
"Yes." Laura said with a great deal of satisfaction. "My Director gave me my own green light last night. I just hope it works better than that little disaster at County Airport."
"Don says that operation was extremely successful, one of the best operations in CIA history... and I don't think he was being sarcastic." said Jack.
"He's my husband, he's trying to be nice so he can get me into bed." Laura replied as she read the contents of the file. Jack barked a brief chuckle, then sat back and admired Laura Fredricson.
She was wearing an off-white dress with blue outlines, a blue belt, and navy blue high heel pumps. Her legs were crossed, and they were magnificent, Jack thought. He felt jealous of the Iron Crowbar... my goodness, he thought to himself, no wonder Don is so happy: he's tapping this any time he wants it.
As Laura looked up from her reading, she said casually "So Jack, how is your love life? Still seeing Tanya when you're in Town?"
"We've gotten together a couple of times," Jack said, "but I think she and that University President of yours are a lot hotter item than either is letting on. I know the Wellmans have an open relationship like you and Don do, but I don't know if Sally Wellman realizes what's truly going on behind her back."
"Oh, she does." Laura said. "And she's not particularly happy about it."
Jack continued: "And on top of that, I'm not sure we should piss off Dr. Wellman... word is that he's one of the names on Don's 'Shadow Man' list."
"Ah yes." Laura said, smiling. "Don and Cindy call it the 'Eightfold Fence' list, apparently after some ancient Japanese poem. I don't know what's gotten into Don about Japanese culture, but he's been studying it for months, ever since Takaki Taichi's death."
Laura then said "But let me change the subject here: any new information on that prostitute murder at Lake Amengi-Nunagen? And anything new on Michael Burke?"
"On the murder, no, though we're developing some leads in the City. My guys are dancing on eggshells around City Vice, though. We don't want them knowing too much, and we don't want to blow the other woman Cherie Ward's cover as a C.I." said Muscone. "I was hoping that Don would take a much greater interest in it and work on it with us a lot more. Unfortunately... other stuff came up, and then there's the internal Police Department stuff that has been going on."
"Well, don't despair, Don is interested in the case, and especially Michael Burke." Laura replied as Jack began rustling through some papers on his desk.
"Ah, here it is. This is what I was trying to remember." Muscone said, looking at one of the papers. "There has been some things going on with Michael Burke. We've been monitoring him under a FISA warrant. His cellphone activity picked up about a week ago. A lot of calls between his cabin at the Lake, and... looks like the City. Burner phones, but the nearest cell tower to Henry Wargrave's offices." After a pause, Jack asked "You think there's something between him and Wargrave?"
"I'm not sure." Laura said. "But I'd appreciate it if you prioritized the Michael Burke surveillance. He may be a Wargrave link, and the weak link in the chain."
"Good." said Muscone. "I'm not sure why, but my boss really wants to take down Wargrave. It's almost like it's... personal with him."
"He's not the only one." Laura said. "And it's personal with me, too. I don't care how rich the fucking bastard is, for him to have gone into my office like he did, then later leave that photo of me on my husband's desk..." She trailed off, not needing to finish the sentence. Muscone nodded, knowing that a bleak day for Henry R. Wargrave was approaching with this woman on the warpath against him.
"Okay," Laura said, "let me fill you in on 'Operation Gravestone', at least the parts I can tell you about."
Laura started: "I had to tell your Deputy Director to not shut off all of Wargrave's financial pipelines... because a couple of them were set up by us. We have assets in the Middle East, posing as tribal fighters, and we had some of them signal Wargrave that they needed a weapons shipment. Wargrave is desperate for cash, especially after you and the local Police interdicted that diamond shipment, and he went for the deal without checking out our mercenaries too carefully."
Laura continued: "Once he's bought arms from our first team, he'll take them to another group. Our tracking devices as well as 'humint' assets will be following. We will interdict the purchasers of the weapons. We also have our assets in place to take custody of Wargrave when he tries to get on a plane and get out of there."
"And you'll be bringing him back to the United States?" asked Muscone.
"Uh, eventually." said Laura, evasively.
"My boss is not going to like that." Muscone said, knowing what was going on. "He wants Wargrave here, alive, so we can get information about Superior Bloodlines and arming them."
"I know," said Laura, "and we have a deal in place between the domestic and foreign agencies to get that information out of Wargrave for you."
Muscone shook his head. He did not like this, and he knew he couldn't ask about it nor protest the plan. "What about Don?" he asked. "If Wargrave is what we think he is, Don is going to want a lot of information out of him, too."
"We've... taken that into full consideration." Laura said. Muscone did not fail to notice the pause nor the carefully nuanced answer she had just given. So much for marital bliss, Jack thought to himself. Laura knew what he was thinking.
"Jack," she said, "Don had his chance to know all this, but he simply refuses to join the Company, despite the chair being held out for him at least three times. And besides... unlike just about everyone else, he alone thinks Wargrave is not the Shadow Man. If he's right, he'll still have to pursue that criminal."
"You are definitely going to buy me a double cheeseburger at the Irish Pub for this." Jack said. Laura smiled... if that was all it took to buy off Jack's cooperation, she'd buy him a double cheeseburger every day for the rest of the year...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Several time zones ahead, darkness had enveloped the land as Henry R. Wargrave, Austin R. Murphy, and two local men waited by their jeep. The land was arid but was much more dirt than sand, and the dirt was irritating when whipped up by the wind only to come to rest on one's skin.
"How much longer?" Wargrave asked, his voice barely a whisper despite no one being in the vicinity for miles, as he looked at the glowing dots on his wristwatch. "They were supposed to be here an hour ago."
"I don't know." said Murphy. He brought night-vision binoculars to his eyes, scanning the desert and the road. "Ah, wait... there's something coming up the road... at least a klick away." He watched for a few second. "Yeah, it's a vehicle, a truck. I think that's them."



"Good." Wargrave said under his breath. "But... I thought they were coming from the other direction..." He heard a slight shuffle behind him, and realized that something wasn't right. A familiar tingle of action induced by fear and excitement coursed through him as he said "Austin... fasten your seatbelt. It's a bumpy ride at night."
 The words were code, and Austin responded. Whipping out the semi-auto .22 WMR pistol from his belt, he whirled and fired at the two local men... who were just raising their weapons at him and Wargrave! The bullets struck the men solidly in their chests, knocking them back. Two quick shots to their heads finished them off.
"Let's get the fuck out of here." said Wargrave as he got into the passenger seat of the jeep. "Drive the other way from this oncoming truck. They're not our contacts." Murphy sprang up into the driver seat and engaged the engine. They sped off down the road, not turning on their headlights. About a mile later, Wargrave had Murphy pull off to the side, behind a dune.
They parked out of sight of the road, behind the dune, and got out of the jeep. They climbed the dune, watching the vehicle come up to the rendezvous point they just left. At least twelve heavily armed men poured out of the truck.
"Shit, they were coming to kill us." said Murphy, watching the men looking around, examining their dead buddies at that scene.
"Yes, they were--- hey, get down!" Wargrave ordered. Both men hit the dirt of the dune. Another truck was coming up the road from the opposite direction. It whizzed by the two men. Wargrave could see that this truck was also chock-full of heavily armed men.
"Let's get the fuck out of here." Wargrave said.
"You don't have to ask twice." said Murphy. They got in the jeep and headed out on the road, away from the truck that had just passed them and was coming to the rendezvous point. They did not know that the first truck was driving fast back in the direction it had come, to avoid the second truck.
As they drove along, Wargrave scanned ahead of them with his night-vision binoculars, but fortunately for them no other vehicles came along the road. He said "Just before you get to this next town, there will be a road crossing this one. Turn right on it. We're going to have to evacuate via 'Plan B'. By the way, those weren't just mercenaries... the men in the truck that passed by us were dressed uniformly and too neatly."
"What does that mean?" Murphy asked, the first pangs of fear beginning to tug at the pit of his stomach.
"They were sent by the Government... and I don't mean the local governments around here." Wargrave replied. "They were CIA... not very good agents, but CIA nonetheless. And that means that we may have a helicopter or two searching for us within minutes."
Murphy took the bypass road. They drove along at their top speed for several miles. Wargrave was watching behind them with his binoculars, and he spotted the helicopter in the distance, following the road they'd left behind. The helicopter kept going along that road instead of the turnoff they took.
What, no thermal imaging devices on that helicopter? They didn't see us? Wargrave thought to himself. That had to be wrong.
"Okay, up here is the airstrip." Wargrave said. "Our backup plane should be here." Sure enough, there was a small building ahead, and behind it was a strip of hard-packed earth. A small propeller plane was at the end of the runway. As the jeep came in, the plane started its engine.
"Howdy, boys." said the blonde, young, muscular man standing next to the plane. The pilot was seated in the plane. "Change of plans?"
"You might say that." Wargrave said. He extended his arm, the silencer-equipped .22 WMR a duplicate of Murphy's in his hand. He pointed at the man and fired. The man had been bringing out his pistol, a .357 Magnum revolver, but Wargrave had been faster and the blonde man was dead before his body even crumpled to the brown dirt.
Wargrave grabbed the revolver as the pilot was pulling his gun out. But there were two of them and only one pilot, and Murphy blew the man's brains out of his head with a fast, well placed shot.
Wargrave knew that the helicopter they had seen should've seen them, and probably did. So why were they not pursued? Because, of course, this was where the trap was laid, right here at the airport. Even the Iron Crowbar would've seen through that, he thought to himself.
What he didn't realize was that a Twist of Fate had just saved his and Murphy's asses.
"Okay, Austin," Wargrave said with a joviality he did not feel, "please board Wargrave Airlines and get ready for takeoff. I'll be your pilot today, and our destination is anywhere but here."
"I hope the stewardess is better looking that you are." joked Murphy. He brought the briefcase full of money on board as Wargrave threw the pilot's body to the ground and took his place at the controls. Within seconds they were speeding down the airstrip, then the ground dropped away from them. They were airborne! And as they flew off into the distance, they didn't see the truck of men pulling into the airstrip and towards the jeep they had left behind...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Carole Diana," I said to my daughter as the Troy family sat at the dinner table, "you're supposed to eat that food, not throw it at your brother." Carole giggled and tried to throw another morsel at little Jim, but I intercepted her. "Okay," I said, "I'll feed you." Strained peas were introduced into Carole's mouth, and I wasn't taking 'no' for an answer. Fortunately, she settled down and ate the food. Laura had an easier time with Jim.
"So how was work today?" I asked Laura as we tried to eat our own food in between baby feedings.
"Not bad." Laura said. "The first phase of Operation Gravestone went into effect. I also talked to Jack about Michael Burke, and there has been some cellphone activity in the past week, possibly with Wargrave."
"Hoo boy." I said. "I know you don't want to take pre-emptive action unless we absolutely have to, but my 'spidey-sense' is all over the place on that one."
As dinner finished, we heard a car pull up into the driveway. "That's Todd and Jeanine." I said. As I admitted them and their two babies into the house, my mother Phyllis also came up from her downstairs MIL apartment.
"Hi Uncle Don," said Todd in his usual voice that gave one the sense he was about to play a practical joke on somebody, "we really appreciate you taking care of our kids."
"No problem." I said. Everyone came into the den and was seated, Carole being extremely happy to see two new babies... and Bowser looking a lot more wary of the bunch. Still, he let Todd pet him before coming over to me... as I was holding Carole.
"So, you guys are going to Japan for a couple of weeks?" I asked.
"Yes." Jeanine said. "Todd has business between his company and some company over there... Ichimoku Industries, or something like that?" Todd nodded as Jeanine continued: "My business has slowed down after tax season, so this is my chance to get in a vacation."
"Good!" I said. "I'm sure you'll have a good time..." Just then, Laura's cellphone rang. She left the room to take the call.
"Uncle Don, can I talk to you for a second?" Todd asked.
"Sure, we'll go onto the back patio." I replied. I excused myself, handing Carole to my mother, and led Todd out back. I scooped up Bowser along the way. He didn't exactly appreciate being taken away from Carole, but he didn't get skittish.
For some reason the memory of Todd's conversation with me on that very patio right after I'd been shot by Ned came to mind. Todd and I sat down in chairs, looking over the twinkling lights of the Town in the sunset. I skritched and petted Bowser as Todd came to his point.
"Uncle Donny," Todd said, "my father has been acting kind of weird lately."
"Ah, so desu ka?" I replied. Todd grinned, understanding the Japanese.
"Hai!" he replied. "Dad wanted me to go to this small town..." He named the town, then continued "...and try to find someone for him. A married couple. He said if I found them, he didn't want me to contact them, but wanted me to call him immediately and he'd come out there. When I asked him what it was about, he just said it was some friends from his and Eleanor's past that he hadn't seen in years, and he wanted to pay them a surprise visit."
I daresay, I thought to myself, but to Todd I only asked "When was this? And what did you say to him?"
"It was yesterday," Todd replied, "and I told him I was leaving for Japan tonight so I couldn't. I still felt weird about it, so I wanted to tell you."
"And I appreciate you doing so." I said. "How's your father been in the last few months, since the murder of Nicole Stanton?"
"Okay, I guess." Todd said. "We haven't seen much of him. Jeanine got very busy with taxes... her law firm branched out into that for their women clients... and I've been preparing BOW Enterprises to absorb Dynacorp. You know that's a done deal, right?"
"Yes, yes I do." I said. "By the way, are you and your father doing any work together with the company, or has he tried to get you to work with him on any other ventures? I only ask because of this strange request you're telling me about."
"No sir." Todd said. "I call him every once in a while to get advice on some business thing, but other than that... nothing, really."
"Cool beans." I said. "Todd, there is one thing I need to say, and I hope you'll understand, not take offense, and act on it. There is no way your father can take back any part of his old company or BOW Enterprises, is there?"
"Uh, no sir." Todd said. "As we've taken over Dynacorp, we changed the overall structure of BOW Enterprises. Dad has all but been bought out of his shares, and what little he has in trust for the kids is non-voting shares." 
"Who is doing the legal paperwork?" I asked. "Jeanine?"
"Oh no, neither she nor her firm has touched this one." Todd said, to my immense relief. "Our internal lawyers drew up the paperwork, and then Lowe, Ball & Lynch were brought in to double check. It's all iron-clad."
"Do-on?" called out a voice. It was Laura.
"Over here, honey!" I said in the gathering darkness. Laura came over.
"I'll be back inside." Todd said, knowing Laura wanted to talk to me alone. I handed him Bowser, who was happy to be taken back inside where Carole was. And once Laura and I were alone, she spoke, very quietly:
"Darling, something has come up with Operation Gravestone." she said. "I'm going to have to go over to the Federal Building."
"Now?" I asked. My wife nodded.
"Okay, you go ahead." I said. "I'm going to make one quick phone call, then I'll come inside and keep the guests entertained." Laura returned to the house as I got out my cellphone and called Jack Muscone.
"Jack," I said, "I need a favor. I know you're monitoring Michael Burke already, but can you prioritize that, especially to monitor if he buys airline tickets or rents a car?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why are you taking us down?" Austin Murphy called out over the noise of the small plane's engine.
"There was almost no fuel in the plane." Wargrave said. "They were planning on killing us, not flying us anywhere. But it's okay, I just radioed my emergency contact... one nobody knows about."
Moments later, Wargrave saw the lights on the ground. The lights had been buried several inches into the ground, and could not be seen at ground level, only from above. This technique was also employed by U.S. Army Pathfinders for Airborne combat jumps.
Wargrave aimed for the path the lights made, which was a very thin strip of hard-packed earth. Just as he landed, the engine began to sputter. They had just made it as the fuel ran out.
"Let's go." said Wargrave. "Hand me the briefcase." Murphy did so, and Wargrave put it in his knapsack. The pair headed out over the desert, Wargrave unerringly leading the way. About half a mile later, Murphy saw Wargrave's destination... a pickup truck.
"Hi, Bugs!" Wargrave called out to the seeming emptiness. To Murphy's shock, a man appeared out of nowhere. He could see that the man was wearing fatigues, but in the darkness could not tell they were brown like the dirt.
"Hi Hank!" said the man. "It's been way too long!" The men shook hands and then man-hugged.
"Bugs, this is my friend, Mr. Austin." said Wargrave. "Austin, this is my friend Nelson, a.k.a. 'Bugs Meany'. He and I have been working the arms trade here in the Middle East for several years, and he also leads mercenary teams. Bugs, Austin is my right-hand man, and I'd appreciate it if you can help him out if he ever contacts you."
"Sure." said Bugs. "Nice to meet you, Austin. If Hank Wargrave says you're good with him, then you're good with me." He shook Murphy's hand firmly, then said to the darkness: "Okay, boys, let's go!" Suddenly, the three men were surrounded by eight more men, heavily armed, dressed as desert Bedouins.
"Okay, into the truck!" ordered Bugs. "Let's go!"
Once they were underway, Nelson said "We'll get you to the airport at Point Charlie, Hank." Bugs was driving, with Wargrave and Murphy crowded into the seat in the cab, and the mercenaries in the open-air bed of the truck behind them. "There's a plane there, and you can fly out of here. Be careful, though... someone really wanted to get you tonight. I heard the chatter and had the boys ready even before you called..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square in Town housed the Post Office, the Passport Office, the Bankruptcy Courts and the Federal Court for the region. On the third floor, the top floor, there were a couple of small rooms not adjacent to the outer walls, and could only be accessed through three sets of guarded and key-coded doors. The guards were not in the outer hallway but inside the first door, monitoring the outside, and they had authorization to use deadly force if need be.
In the inner sanctum was the Communications Room. It was the only place anywhere in the area that Laura could truly safely communicate with CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia. She and Jack Muscone and the two equipment operators were the only four people in the County, and really the entire region, that had access to this room, and they were in there now.
"Langley says that Wargrave and someone with him killed the two local guides, who were in our employ, and left the rendezvous point before our people got there. They leader of our group thinks another truck, which would not have been ours, may have come up from the opposite direction before they got there." Laura said to Jack.
"That wasn't supposed to happen, was it?" said Muscone. "They were going to make the deal, right?"
"That's right. Our guys were supposed to do that." said Laura. "And it gets worse. We knew of several possible airstrips Wargrave might take if anything happened. We had our people at all of them in case of any contingencies. Wargrave and his companion apparently went to one of those airstrips, killed the pilot and our other asset, then took off in the plane. They were supposed to just capture Wargrave and not kill him, so we don't know what happened there."
"So he knew what was going on?" Muscone asked.
"Or got wind of it." said Laura. "The good news is that we told all of the people at the airstrips to make sure all the planes had no fuel in them, so he isn't going very far. Our people are working with the locals, and we should find them soon... hopefully in the wreckage of a downed plane."
"My boss would be pissed if that happened." said Muscone. "He wants Wargrave alive and arrested."
Laura didn't respond. She was trying to understand what had happened. There was only supposed to be one truck, not two. And how did Wargrave know those were our guys at the airstrip?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The blue and white plane was at the end of the runway. It was full of fuel and ready to go. Murphy shook hands with 'Bugs' Nelson and his mercenaries, and boarded. Henry Wargrave stayed behind a second.
"Bugs," he said, "this is probably the last time I'll ever see you. Thanks for everything, and we had some great times, didn't we?"
"We sure did, brother." said Bugs. "We sure did. I hope you're wrong and I'll see you again, but if you're not... I'll avenge you."
"Thanks." said Wargrave. The two men shook hands, realized that was not enough, and gave each other a hug that only brothers-in-arms could give. Wargrave then shook hands with the mercenary team. Finally, he climbed into the cockpit and took the controls of the aircraft. Moments later, 'Bugs' Nelson and his team watched as the billionaire took off...
Part 5 - Media Stings
"Good morning, Captain Ross. Happy Cinco de Mayo." I said enthusiastically as Cindy came into my office at 7:15am on Tuesday, May 5th. We'd just listened to Bettina's report as we drank coffee in MCD, and the lovely redheaded reporterette had not had much to talk about. That was good thing, as far as I'm concerned.
"Good morning, Commander." she replied. She then said "I really liked that paycheck I just got. How did that happen?"
"Oh, the Council approved your promotion on April 14th... effective April 15th. You've been a Captain for three weeks, but we had to wait until the May 1st ceremony to make it public and official. But enjoy the extra pay, even though it doesn't totally make up for all that time you were brevetted a Lieutenant while on Supervisor pay."
"Speaking of that," Cindy said, "I think Myron needs a better office, one deserving of the Supervisor he is now."
"Yes, that's something to think about, but he's got the biggest cubicle downstairs already." I replied. "I'm going to talk to the Chief about it, but for the most part we might want to keep those guys down in the secure areas. We're also thinking of bringing them up to the MCD or Vice Rooms, and giving Myron a glassed-off cubicle in the MCD far corner, and Mary the same in Vice."
"I can see that." Cindy said. "But we have some other spaces up here since Precincts were created. By the way, Gor-don is back to using that office next to Jenna's, and she bristled when I said something about it."
"He just wants to be near his butt-buddy Brownlee." I replied. The wall on the other side of the office next to Jenna's was shared with Robert Brownlee's office suite. Brownlee had not one but two assistants in the anteroom to his office, which actually was a converted classroom, could've been made into two offices but was only one, and was therefore bigger than mine. And it was next to the restroom... the room where I'd beaten the shit out of Steven Ikea many moons before. I still preferred my own office; it was home.
"At least Tanya's not complaining anymore." Cindy said. "Her office and Teresa's are now large enough she can turn around... or bring in some patrolman to have sex with him. She still does that on occasion, you know."
"Sex in an office around this place?" I asked, my voice very sarcastic. "You would never do such a thing, would you?" I of course knew that Cindy had done some things with the porn starlet Callie Carrington in my office, and with Jenna in her office and in Jenna's.
"No more than you would." Cindy retorted with a grin, with knowledge of some of my sexual exploits in my office, including with my assistant Helena French. Just then there was a knock on the door, and Lt. Scott Peterson poked his head in. I waved him on inside, knowing this was unusual, and therefore big.
"Commander, Captain," he said, addressing us both, "I've just gotten a 'red alert' that KSTD is going to run something at 8:00am. I don't know what it is, but I was told it's going to be bad for us."



"Tell the Chief when he gets in." I said. "And we'll be in MCD watching."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
MCD was full of Detectives, Lieutenants, Captains, Commander and the Chief at 8:00am. Lt. Peterson had understated. It wasn't bad... it was a nuclear bomb.
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News!" yelled the beautiful Indian reporterette into her microphone from the sidewalk just in front of Police Headquarters. "Five Alive News has made an Open Records Act request for alleged tapes that were made by one Jack Burke, who was murdered along with socialite Marie Arruzio just over two years ago, a crime solved by now-Commander Donald Troy. Mr. Burke is alleged to have made sex tapes with many of the wives of the most affluent residents of the Town and County, and those tapes were taken into evidence by the Police Department. KSTD has requested these tapes, and is preparing to go to Court if the Police illegally deny the Open Records request. KSTD has also asked for comments from the Police Department, but there have been none from spokesman Lt. Scott Peterson nor from Commander Donald Troy at this time..."
"It would be nice if they actually ask me for that comment first, before telling the world I'd made none." I said, no small amount of sarcasm in my voice.
"She definitely wanted to make sure she got your name into the story, Commander." Detective Joanne Cummings very astutely observed.
"That's still evidence, isn't it?" asked Lt. Tanya Perlman. "We don't have to give it to them, do we?"
"Commander Troy," said Chief Harold Bennett, his voice subdued and shocked, "would you and Lt. Peterson please join me in my office..."
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Media Stings (continued)
"Welcome to the Chief's chair." I said as Chief Bennett had me sit down in the chair in front of his desk, taking his seat behind that desk after pouring himself some coffee. It was the morning of Tuesday, May 5th, and despite being Cinco de Mayo, we were not in a festive mood.
"Griswold said there'd be days like this." Bennett replied. "I just didn't expect one so fast, or this bad."
"Is it that bad?" asked Lt. Scott Peterson, who had just come in and taken his seat next to mine. The silence that met him was worse than any actual answer he would've received.
"Who's in charge of evidence?" asked Peterson. "Deputy Chief Brownlee?"
"The Deputy Chief is in charge of the Evidence Rooms, as part of Physical Properties." I replied. "But evidence itself belongs to the Court that has jurisdiction of the case, usually administered by the D.A.'s office and kept in the custody of the Police Department. As police officers, we're all Officers of the Court. For something like this, though, it'll be up to D.A. Krasney and Chief Bennett to decide on releasing the evidence to the Media."
"I'm sure I'll be talking to Krasney soon." said Bennett. "For now, Scott, put out a notice that the Police Department does not release evidence without Court authorization, and any Media request for the release of these tapes will be denied until there is a Court Order demanding it. Go ahead and put that out now, but make sure to tell KXTC before telling KSTD." I smiled at that one; Chief Bennett was going to be good at playing the Media types against each other. Lt. Peterson got up and left.
"So what do you think, Crowbar?" asked the Chief once we were alone in the room.
I replied "I'm sitting here wondering who wants that information released, and by that I mean whoever leaked it to Priya Ajmani and KSTD; why they want this exposed; and why now?... over two years after Burke and Mrs. Arruzio were murdered."
The phone rang and the Chief answered. "It's Krasney." he said. "I need to take this." I took the dismissal for what it was and got out of the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am a press conference was convened in the Press Room in the front part of Police Headquarters. The room was full to overflowing, as the Media smelled blood in the water.
Lt. Scott Peterson began the conference with an announcement: "The Police Chief and District Attorney have been in consultation. Both consider the Burke tapes to be evidence as part of a crime, and that evidence will not be released to the Media nor the Public. The Open Records Act does not apply to criminal evidence, and the KSTD request to release those tapes is categorically denied."
"Lieutenant," shouted Priya Ajmani, "what are you and Commander Troy trying to hide by not releasing these public records?"
"They're not public records, Miss Ajmani." said Peterson. "John?" he said, calling upon reporter John Hardwood.
"The Burke-Arruzio murder case is considered closed." said Hardwood. "Therefore, shouldn't these tapes be made public, as the Public has the right to know what is in these now-public records no longer needed as evidence?"
"Let me take this." said Chief Bennett, coming up to the podium. "Okay everyone, I'll try to get this through to you: it is the opinion of the District Attorney from several preceding Court cases that criminal evidence is not subject to the Open Records Act. We are very willing to test that in Court again, if need be.
"Furthermore, the case technically is not closed, as there has not been a conviction of anyone for those murders since the prime suspect, Mr. Arruzio, committed suicide. It remains sealed in the way Grand Jury testimony is sealed." said the new Chief, then hit the Media jackals with his bomb:
"Last but not least," said Bennett, his voice rising just a bit, "there is no prurient 'public interest' in the information in those tapes. The Public does not automatically have a 'right to know', especially regarding things like Court case evidence. The tapes will not be released. Even if a Court orders them released, I will not release them and will go to jail first, and we'll take this one to the US Supreme Court if need be."
"Chief Bennett!" Priya Ajmani screamed... actually screamed, her rudeness shocking even some of her jaded colleagues of the Media, "what are you and Commander Troy trying to hide? Why won't Commander Troy make a statement about this, since it was his case to begin with? Where is Commander Troy now? Why is he hiding from us, and what is Commander Troy trying to cover up?"
"Young lady," said Chief Bennett, "why do you keep bringing up Commander Troy's name?" He paused, letting the silence embarrass Priya. "Miss Ajmani, I asked you a question: why do you keep bringing up Commander Troy's name so specifically? Why him? What's your reason for doing that?"
"What's he trying to hide, Chief?" Priya shot back in the utter silence of the room.
"Commander Troy has nothing to do with this," replied the Chief, "except for having solved the original crime itself. It's not the Commander's call on releasing the tapes, nor is he required to make any statement just because you demand it. The decision is mine to make, Ms. Ajmani. Perhaps you didn't notice that I am the Chief of Police now, it is my call along with the District Attorney's to make, and I have just informed you of what that decision is."
Bennett wasn't finished, and he did not let Priya off the hook at all: "I still want to know why you're working so hard to inject Commander Troy's name in this, Miss Ajmani. It bespeaks of Media bias, and of trying to create a story and false narrative rather than just report news, as is your job." The room was stifling in its silence. I was secretly watching, and I could literally feel the resentment of the Media turning to hatred. This Chief was going to be no better to them than the previous Chief... nor Acting Chief, for that matter... and the arrogant assholes of the Media just hated it.
Have I mentioned how deeply I hate the Press?
"That concludes this press conference." ordered Chief Bennett. "Scott, we'll take no more questions on this matter, either now or at any time in the future." With that, the Chief exited the room, leaving the Press bitterly angry... and me very impressed. This guy was going to work out even better than I thought, I realized.
I did not have time to enjoy it, though. As I headed back to my office after secretly watching the press conference, the Duty Desk Sergeant caught up to me.
"Sir, you have a phone call." he said. "It's from the U.S. Army."
I thanked the Sergeant and went into my office to take the call.
"Commander," said the voice, "this is Colonel Rudy Gloriman of the V.A. National Cemetery Administration. I recently led the funeral of one of your colleagues's father."
"Yes, Colonel, I remember, and we appreciate the fine job you and your team did." I said. "How can I help you?"
"We understand that Dr. Laura Fredricson is your wife, sir?" Gloriman said. When I confirmed that, he said "We've been trying to get in touch with her, but have been unable to, and I'd appreciate it if you would give her this news..."
Part 6 - Sex, Burke, and Videotape
"Nothing new, so far." Laura said. She had slept in the Communications Room at the Federal Building. Jack Muscone had gone home, and was now checking in with her.
"The latest reports I have," said Laura, "are that Wargrave and his confederate, who is a white male believed to be an American, did take off in a small plane that had almost no fuel, leaving two men associated with our assets over there dead. The plane was then found about 30 miles away; they got off the ground and then landed pretty quickly as the fuel ran out. There was some evidence that a makeshift runway had been marked for them."
"I take it they weren't in the plane when it was found." Jack said.
"Nooooo." Laura replied. "Their footprints were tracked heading away from that plane. They met up with what appears to be a larger group, then everyone got into a truck. The truck's tracks end at a road about three miles away, but that road leads to a town that has an airstrip, and witnesses say that another small plane took off from there last night."
"He got away." Jack said. "That sucks."
"Yes. This thing has gone to hell in a handbasket." Laura said. "In addition to an unanticipated truck going to the initial rendezvous site, we have some reports of helicopters flying in the area. We had an AWACS plane airborne to trace the tracking devices and communications signals, but no helicopters. Whatever was flying out there was not ours, and not the local governments's, either."
"Wargrave's own?" asked Muscone.
"I don't know." said Laura. "Anyway, we're now watching all Ports of Entry into Europe and the United States, but Wargrave is too good and experienced at border crossings, so I'm not harboring hope. Once he's back inside the USA, he has full Constitutional rights again, which is why I wanted to get him while he was outside the country."
A lot of people don't realize that even American Citizens lose their Constitutional rights when they leave the United States, and are subject to the laws of the nation they are in. Once back in the USA, the citizen's rights are of course fully in place.
"Well," Jack said, "maybe it's for the best. We'll just have to begin the next phase of Operation Gravestone, and bring him in alive with charges pressed against him. My boss would like that."
Laura said nothing in reply; she would've preferred Wargrave dead already. But her intended reply was stopped as her cellphone rang. It was her husband calling... and he never called her on this, her 'Company' cellphone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, I can't believe he's dead." Laura said as we drove towards the City. "He was only ten years older than I am, and he was in very good shape."
The Colonel's call had brought the information that Laura's ex-husband, the recently retired Army General, had been found dead in his home near Ft. Huachuca, Arizona. The cause of death was initially believed to be a heart attack. Laura had been stunned by the news when I told her, but handled it well. She made phone calls to get information, and told me that she wanted me to attend his funeral with her at Arlington National Cemetery.
We took the four kids to Todd and Jeanine's house, where my mother Phyllis had a key and where it would be safer in the gated community. My mother called Pamela Feeley, Pete Feeley's mom, and asked her to come stay and help, which Pamela happily agreed to do. Teresa Croyle said she would stay with them when she was not on duty, and Cindy, Jenna, and Jeanine's law firm partner Virginia Madison were all going to help out. I was grateful to have so many people willing and able to help care for the babies.
"Had you talked to him recently?" I asked Laura as we drove through Nextdoor County.
"Just a couple of months ago." Laura said. "Some of it was 'Company' business and I can't talk about that, but he also told me to congratulate you on solving the Silverfish cases. You wouldn't believe the attention that one got, darling. Especially at the Federal level."
"And not all of that attention was positive, I might add." I said, knowing that there had been resentment by some for my success where they had failed. "But even the local cop on the beat can tell you that Ft. Huachuca is the home of the Military Intelligence Corps, that you and your former husband were working together professionally when you were married, and that you are wrapping up your career with Operation Gravestone, which the Federales are almost too eager to see accomplished."
"You're as smart as you are handsome, darling." Laura said, and I knew there was the merest hint of acerbity in her comment. "And it's a good thing your iron hard cock feels so good inside me every time you fuck me with it."
"Glad to know how to get out of trouble when the wife is not happy with me." I joked. Laura smiled but then got quiet, and I wasn't sure if she was remembering her life with her ex-husband, or if she was thinking about the complexities of Operation Gravestone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and Teresa were walking along Courthouse Square, intending to get lunch at one of the little restaurants along the outer edge of the Square on the southern side. Cindy was wearing a dark blue police uniform, matching dark blue shirt and pants, silver Captain bars pinned on the epaulettes of the shoulders, outlined ribbons for the Medal of Valor and Purple Order over the right pocket, badge over the left pocket. Teresa was in plainclothes: blouse, skirt, and medium-heel sandals.
"Why that dark uniform?" Teresa had asked as they left Headquarters by the front door. "It's getting warm these days."
"It's not out officially yet," Cindy replied, "but Lt. Masters wants everyone to be more uniform in their Uniforms. He wants all uniformed Officers wearing the same uniform on any given day, and he's asked the Chief and Commander to cooperate with that by having the Detectives and higher ranking Officers also wear the same uniform if they're not wearing plainclothes. This is today's uniform, so I wore it. Besides... Jenna says I look good in it."
"I won't argue with the D.A.'s fashion consultant." Teresa said, making Cindy chuckle. Teresa then noticed that Cindy had not only insisted they walk, but that she was looking around avidly.
"Whatcha looking for?" Teresa asked.
"It may be a wild goose chase." Cindy said. "But I was thinking about that FBI file that was found here by Old Mrs. Boddiker. I wanted to see the layout. There's the bench, under the statue of President Jefferson." She pointed to the bench, which was about 1/3 of the way from the western edge of the Square in front of City Hall.
Teresa said "That's totally weird that a classified document would be left lying around. And the only place it could've come from is the Federal Building over there to the north."
"That's what I was thinking, too." said Cindy. "That it's totally weird for a classified file folder to be brought out into an open area like that. The FBI guys wouldn't bring them out of their offices area, even if they were allowed to. If anyone was carrying such stuff, it'd be in a locked briefcase at worst. And classified documents up to 'Secret' can be sent through the Post Office, by registered mail, but Don and Joanne both said this was classified 'Top Secret'."
"What do you make of it?" asked Teresa.
"I dunno." said Cindy. "I'm not a Troy, so I can't figure it out. I suspect Don already has, though..."
"Hello, ladies!" called out a voice behind them. The women whirled to find themselves being approached by two Town & County Council members: Pastor Raymond Westboro, chief pastor of the First Baptist Church; and Thomas P. Cook, entrepreneurial businessman.
After polite greetings, Pastor Westboro said "I am delighted to be able to congratulate you on your promotion, Captain Ross. The Council was very happy to hear that suggestion and act upon it."
"Thank you, sir, you're very kind." Cindy said politely.
"If you ladies are on your way to lunch, may Mr. Cook and I join you? My treat?" asked Westboro. Such an invitation from influential local politicians could not be refused, and soon the four were sitting at table outside of a bistro, with a nice view of Courthouse Square and the Federal Building on the other side.
Pastor Raymond Westboro was tall and slender, with iron gray hair on the sides but bald on top, a large forehead, and a beak nose under his octagonal spectacles. His eyes were bluish-gray and piercing, much like Commander Troy's, thought Cindy. She further thought that when wearing his clerical collar, as he was now, Westboro looked like a cross between a fatherly professor and some sort of macabre character from a house suited for The Addams Family.
"I was so sorry to hear of your father's passing, Lt. Croyle." said Pastor Westboro.
"Thank you." said Teresa politely. Cindy was a bit more skeptical.
"Pastor, how did you know about that?" the platinum blonde asked. "We haven't exactly advertised it around here."
Westboro smiled benignly as he said "I regularly speak with Police Chaplain Calvin. He mentioned that you had gone to your father's funeral." Chaplain Calvin was the Protestant chaplain for the entire Public Safety Department, though officially a Police Captain.
Thomas Cook took up the bit. "So, the Commander did not join you for lunch?"
Teresa answered before Cindy could stop her: "His wife's former husband, an Army general, passed away, and he's going to the funeral with her at Arlington National Cemetery."
"Ah, that is so sad." said Pastor Westboro. "I will pray for them, even though she is most definitely not a woman of the Lord."
Seeing the first bit of a glare in both Cindy and Teresa's eyes, Thomas P. Cook quickly moved to change the subject. "Ladies, the Council was very surprised to get a building request for secure doors for an underground tunnel between the Headquarters and Crime Lab. Are there any more such passages under there?"
"Not that I know of, sir." said Cindy, her eyes glancing over the Courthouse Square area as she talked and ate.
"I'm sure your Commander will find them if there are any." said Pastor Westboro. "He's a very brilliant man. So many successes solving what appeared to be difficult crimes, such as that bank robber from so many years back."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "He found a connection between The Silverfish and the late Jonas Oldeeds's organization, and went from there."
"Ah yes, Jonas Oldeeds." said Westboro, his voice almost wistful. "I had the fortune to know him pretty well. He was quite a man, quite a man. A man of the Lord, and an inspiration to me when I think of how best to care for my flock. I remember when Commander Troy... he wasn't even a Lieutenant then... brought me and Steven Ikea to see Jonas." Westboro chuckled as he said "Of course I knew Jonas, but Steven was like a child meeting his boyhood idol. And then just a few moments later... Steven was witness to such tragedy."
"You know," said Thomas P. Cook. as if thinking about it, "I think that is one of the few crimes around here that the 'Iron Crowbar' has not solved. Does he not have any idea of what happened, and who killed the Reverend Oldeeds in our County?"



"I am not sure, sir." said Cindy, making sure to speak before Teresa could. "Sometimes the Commander does not share what he is thinking, at least until he has his case built and ready to act upon. If he has any idea of who murdered the Reverend Oldeeds, he hasn't said. By the way, what has happened to your friend Steven Ikea, Pastor?"
"Ah, he's with the SBI, as you know," said Westboro, "and he's been going to Theological Seminary. He has enough credits from his college degree that he'll be finishing up Seminary during the Summer semester. He'll be ordained, and then he'll become a Police Chaplain with the SBI."
"Sounds perfect for him." Teresa said. It was not a compliment.
"I remember Commander Troy saying something like that." said Cindy. "Even told Ikea himself to go become a Police Chaplain."
"Yes." said Westboro. "I am really happy to see Steven devoting his life and service to the Lord as well as the people of the State... just as you two ladies are serving this Town and County so well."
Pastor Westboro fixed his eyes on Cindy as he said "The Commander has made solid choices in putting you two where you are, and some members of the Council were beside themselves with happiness to agree with his decisions on those matters. Especially putting you in Captain Malone's former position, Miss Ross."
"You're too kind, Pastor." Cindy said, not really liking being compared to Malone.
Westboro continued: "There are some who have even suggested that you should be sitting in the Commander chair. You're young, but very accomplished."
"Thank you, Pastor," said Cindy, understanding the underlying implied criticism of the man currently in the Command Chair, "but I'm not a Troy, and I'm exceptionally fortunate to be working with man who is. I've learned more about being a Detective as well as being a leader from him in one day than the Police Academy and years of experience have otherwise taught me. He is a great man, and I can only hope to be half the Officer he is."
"What about you, Lt. Croyle?" asked Westboro. "Commander Troy really went to bat for you when you had that... troubling time. I think he saw something that no one else did, and he was right, as usual."
"I cannot say it better than Captain Ross just did." Teresa said. "I'm grateful to him, and I'm also fortunate to be able to learn from him."
"I can see that the Commander has very loyal people, Thomas." Pastor Westboro said, to Cook. "It would be amusing to give him a golden apple, to give to one of his three lovely Lieutenants, like the story in mythology." Cook chuckled, and agreed.
"By the way, Lt. Croyle," said Westboro, "I did hear of your sister's passing on a Christmas Eve some years ago. If you ever feel a need to talk about that, in a Spiritual way, of course, please do come to see me. My door is open to you any time."
"You're very kind, Pastor," said Teresa, "but with the help of friends like Commander Troy and Captain Ross, I've been able to put my sister's passing into it's 'compartment', as the Japanese would say."
"Ah, you've studied Japanese traditions?" asked Thomas P. Cook, his eyes showing his keenness.
"I have a friend who has, and he's shared some things with me." Teresa said.
"I see." said Thomas P. Cook, who then said "Changing the subject: as Council members, we get reports from your Sheriff about Police Department activities. But since we have you here today, this is your chance to speak out anonymously and confidentially: any problems we should know about? Any crimes or issues that Commander Troy is working on that could use our help?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "But I should say that the Council has been very supportive of our efforts to interdict the drug trade in this University town, and I'm grateful for your support."
"Ah, the vices." said Pastor Westboro. "The seven deadly sins. Pride is said to be the worst of those. Your Commander is a remarkable man, not only in his abilities, but his reticence to display what would be understandable pride in his achievements. But it's... unfortunate that he has not followed the Lord as his father did."
"Did you know his father, his parents, Pastor?" asked Cindy.
"No, I never had the fortune to meet them, though I understand his mother lives here in this Town now." said Westboro. "Jonas... the Reverend Oldeeds... knew Mr. Douglass Troy very well, though, and he spoke of the Don's father with the highest praise. Perhaps you would be kind enough to tell that to the Commander for me."
"Certainly, Pastor." said Cindy. Her eyes again swept the Courthouse Square area. She thought she saw an old woman walking along the other side, a good distance away. The woman peered over her (Cindy's) way several times as she walked.
"Looking for something, Captain Ross?" asked Westboro, noticing her look.
"Just a policewoman's habit, Pastor." Cindy said. "I'm always scanning the crowds."
As they finished up their lunch, Pastor Westboro said "Well, ladies, I must take leave of you. My church's main auditorium holds over 2000 people and is filled up on Sundays, but there's always room for two more, and I would love to see you join us to worship the Lord. I believe your colleague Detective Cummings is one of my flock, and I'll be performing a wedding within a few months if I'm any judge of her and the young man she attends services with."
"Yes sir, I wouldn't bet against you on that." said Cindy, and Teresa nodded polite agreement.
As Pastor Westboro went to pay the bill, Thomas P. Cook leaned in close and said "Ladies, I need to say something and not in the Pastor's presence. The Council has heard many... disturbing things about the Police Department. Too many clashes between high-ranking officers. I hope that your promotion to Captain, Miss Ross, will help bring about a more smooth operation, with everyone working much more closely together."
"Yes, Mr. Cook." said Cindy, who then leaned in and replied: "But I must be blunt, sir. As long as Detective Leonard Sharples is kept on the Force by the influences of the Police Union, there will be issues. The Council's actions in removing that man would be very welcome, and would contribute greatly to the smooth operation you desire."
"Ah, I see you are as brave as your reputation, Captain Ross." said Cook, deeply aware that Ross knew just who one of Sharples's associates was. Just then Pastor Westboro returned, and everyone made their goodbyes.
"Great shot about Sharples, especially to Cook himself." Teresa said as she and Cindy were walking west towards Police Headquarters. "But that whole conversation was fucking weird."
"Yes, it was... hey, do you see that old woman over there, in front of the State Office Building?" The State Office Building was next to and just west of the Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. "C'mon, let's go talk to her. Maybe she knows who the Widow Athena Jones is."
The policewomen hurried towards the old woman that was now disappearing down the north-south street in front of City Hall, which was on the west side of Courthouse Square. By the time Cindy got to the northwest corner of the square, the old woman was gone.
"Aw, crap." Cindy said. Seeing Teresa's inquiring look, she said "I saw her all during lunch. I think she was watching us. And I don't know why, but I get this feeling that she might actually be the Widow Jones that found that classified file with Old Mrs. Boddiker."
"Could be. Let's head on back to Headquarters." Teresa said. As they walked, Teresa asked "What did you think about that lunch with our esteemed Council members?"
"I'll play Iron Crowbar." said Cindy. "What did you think?"
Teresa gave what for her was a grin. "Remind me to tell Don not to leave you in charge any more. The power is going to your head." Cindy chuckled as Teresa continued: "But to answer your question, I think I heard the words 'the Commander' a few too many times." Teresa had made quotes with her hands at the mention of those oft-stated words.
"Agreed." Cindy said. "I really got the feeling Thomas P. Cook was trying to get us to talk about Don, and what he's doing. By the way and for future reference, it might be good not to tell anyone when Don is away. I know those guys are Council members, but Don thinks Cook isn't totally clean."
"Maybe he's Don's Shadow Man." Teresa said.
"Shhh, hush about that." whispered Cindy, not wanting to discuss that matter, especially in public. "And yes, that's one good reason why we shouldn't reveal when Don's out of Town. I don't want the perps getting any ideas that they can get any ideas, if you know what I mean..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn, that was bad timing." Sheriff Allgood said. "I know Don needed to go with his wife to her former husband's funeral, but it's times like these that he does best: running the Police Force while we take care of this political bullshit."
The other two men in the room chuckled. It was early afternoon, and Chief Harold Bennett and the Sheriff had come to meet with D.A. Krasney in Krasney's office in the New Courthouse building on the east side of Courthouse Square. Also in the room was ADA Paulina Patterson.
The lovely black woman was looking very hot in her salmon jacket and skirt, peach blouse, and salmon high heel pumps. Don had told her that morning that she looked good enough to eat, and she was so wet and horny for him that she would've let him if he'd really tried. Paulina and her husband, who was white, were having a rough patch, and she had not had sex in weeks... way too long for a beautiful woman like her to go without.
"Captain Ross is doing fine," said Chief Bennett, "and Deputy Chief Brownlee has been running the administrative side pretty well. He brought in a new cleaning crew, and Headquarters has never looked so spotless. People are getting their supplies more quickly, as well."
"Glad to hear that." said Sheriff Allgood. "Okay, I'm sure the D.A. doesn't care about the cleanup crews."
"I don't know, I might want to get them in this place." Krasney said. "Our current cleaners don't do very well. But you're right, let's get this Burke tapes thing settled."
Krasney began his report: "The Open Records Act request was formally filed by KSTD with the Clerk's office literally three minutes before closing yesterday. So we hadn't even seen it this morning when they went off on television accusing us of hiding stuff from the Public. We have 72 hours to respond formally before they can take any further action, including filing a lawsuit,. But they're already filing the lawsuit because they said the Police Force's denial this morning constituted a response, thus waiving the 72 hour window."
"They're moving fast on this." said the Sheriff. "So are they allowed to jump the 72 hour window?"
"They can file it now." said Krasney. "But our County Clerk is having none of their crap, and told them that the paperwork will sit on her desk until after the 72-hour period expires. There is nothing KSTD can do about that."
"Except bitch on television, to all of those people who vote." said Harold Bennett.
"And that's the problem here." said Daniel Allgood. "It's not the process or the legalities; it's what Priya Ajmani was trying to do with the story. At least Bettina Wurtzburg shows some class, but Priya and all of KSTD are just slugs. This was totally an ambush... the late filing, rushing to file the lawsuit, the accusatory questions, and implying the Commander denied a request to comment when they never made such a request. It's obvious they're doing this to smear the D.A.'s Office and the Police Force."
"And the flip side of the coin," said Krasney, "is that if we do release those tapes, then KSTD is going to have a field day naming the names of those women, especially the wives of the wealthy business-people. Salacious stuff, sex and adultery and attacking the rich people. Win-win for KSTD, lose-lose for us."
Only Paulina noticed the change of expression on Daniel Allgood's face. He had just remembered fully that his current wife was one of the women that had been having sex with Jack Burke on those tapes. Oh shit! he thought to himself, KSTD could use this to humiliate my wife and hurt my political career!
"The multi-headed Hydra." Paulina murmured, seeing the look on Daniel's face though not understanding it.
"Excuse me?" said Daniel Allgood sourly, looking at Paulina almost as if she had insulted his mother.
"One of the Labors of Hercules." said Paulina. "Commander Troy said that KSTD is like the Hydra... you cut off one head, two grow in its place. The Media is like that, and you can't kill them off no matter what you do."
"That's not a bad analogy." mused Police Chief Bennett. "And speaking of Commander Troy... I still don't understand why that disgusting little reporter just kept bringing up his name. She just repeated it over and over, as if it were personal about him. Was she trying to get at me?"
"No sir." said Paulina. "If I may take a moment to explain..." She looked at Krasney, who nodded. "For several months, we've been aware of certain people trying to get a reaction out of Commander Troy. They butchered that poor police dog earlier this year; Brownlee actually physically assaulted Captain Ross, which did get a response from the Commander; and now the KSTD jerks are trying to do the same thing... vilify Commander Troy in public."
"I do understand that, Ms. Patterson," said Bennett, "but why? And is this just KSTD or is someone behind it?"
"Who owns KSTD, Paulina?" asked Krasney. Leading the witness, as it were.
"A consortium called Acme Media Group." said Paulina. "Which means billionaire and University Trustee Henry R. Wargrave is the man behind the curtain. Whether or not he's behind this latest stuff, I don't know."
"Okay," said Sheriff Allgood, growing tired of the meeting and the chit-chat, "where do we stand legally on this?"
Krasney nodded towards Paulina, who replied "The law seems pretty clear on this, that it's evidence and not subject to the Open Records Act. But if I may give a personal opinion... it's going to come down to which judge gets the lawsuit. If it's Folsom or Watts, they'll deny KSTD. But 'Spud' Nance? No telling what he might do; he just might order the tapes released. And if it's appealed and Judge Leahy is the Appellate judge that gets it, it's all over... he'll move as fast as he can to make those tapes public."
"We have until 4:57pm Thursday." said Krasney. "I'm sure the KSTD vultures will be waiting by the window to make sure that lawsuit gets put in the hopper before closing time. After that, we'll just have to see how the process goes."
"And in the meantime, KSTD just keeps taking shots at us." said Allgood, his mood becoming even more dark. "Well, it can't get any worse, can it?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It got worse.
At 5:35pm, Cindy and Teresa were having tacos and Coronas at the Cop Bar for Cinco de Mayo, and talking about the KSTD situation before heading over to Todd and Jeanine's house to help babysit the armloads of kids... and dog, as Bowser was there, too. Just then, Cindy got a cell phone call. It was from Tanya Perlman.
"Uh oh." Cindy said. "Wonder if I should take this?"
"You better." Teresa said. "Like you said at lunch: leave it to the perps around here to start trouble when Don is out of Town." Cindy nodded and took the call. After a moment, she hung up.
"Shit." the platinum blonde uttered. "Tanya asked us to come back to Headquarters. They DVR'd the five o'clock news on KSTD.
At the station, Tanya, Myron, and Detective Martin Nash were in MCD as Cindy and Teresa arrived. When Cindy asked "What's up?", Tanya just wordlessly turned and pointed the remote at the TV screen, activating the DVR.
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News at Five!" the Indian reporterette said into the microphone, standing where Police Headquarters was in the background. "We have an exclusive interview with Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee, the second in command of the Police Force!"
"That's not true." said Cindy. "Don is second in command." She then shut up as everyone listened. Priya was turning to Robert Brownlee, who was standing next to her in his police uniform. On the other side of him was the Police Union rep.
"Commander Brownlee, the D.A. and Sheriff are refusing to allow the public records of the Jack Burke sex tapes to be given to KSTD." Priya said. "Aren't they breaking the law?'
"I believe so, Priya." said Brownlee. "This case was resolved years ago, and there is no reason that information cannot be made public. The Public has a right to know what's on those tapes, and I call upon Chief Bennett to begin his career as Chief the right way by following the clearly written law of the Open Records Act and releasing those tapes to KSTD."
"Commander Brownlee," said Priya, "as second-in-command of the Police Force, and as Deputy Chief, aren't you in custody of the evidence, and can't you do something to release those files as required by law?"
"I am in consultation with the Police Union on that right now." said Brownlee. "I believe Chief Bennett's refusal to release those tapes is something the Union needs to become involved with, lest a grievous error take place that will harm the reputation of the Police Force as well as Chief Bennett personally."
"Turn it off!" shouted Cindy. "Turn that God damned shit off!" Everyone looked at her in shock, and Tanya stopped the DVR.
"Sorry, folks." said Cindy, struggling to regain her composure. "But now I know how Commander Troy feels... I swear to God this here blue crowbar is screaming at me to be used."
She did not yet know what had happened that afternoon...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Lt. Peterson, this is a written, direct order." said Deputy Chief Brownlee, handing Peterson a piece of paper. "I want you to release those Burke tapes to KSTD immediately." They were in Brownlee's office, Brownlee sitting behind his desk, Peterson standing in front of the desk as he had not been invited to sit down.
"Sir, I don't have that authority." Peterson said.
"I just gave you that authority... and an order... to release those tapes immediately." Brownlee said.
"Sir," said Peterson, "I don't have the means to obtain that evidence, and furthermore the Chief, Sheriff, and District Attorney all said that we would not release that information without a Court order."
"The tapes were uploaded and preserved digitally in the servers." said Brownlee. "You order that piece of shit Milton to prepare discs or jump drives with the information, and you give it to KSTD per the Open Records Act. Is there a problem with my orders, Lieutenant?"
"Yes, Deputy Chief Brownlee." said Lt. Peterson, getting a backbone. "The Chief himself ordered the evidence to not be released. I'm following his orders, which include the press release I'm about to make denying releasing the evidence."
Brownlee stood up. "Are you going to obey my orders or not, Lieutenant? I'm your direct chain-of-command boss, and I just gave you an order to comply with the law and release those tapes. Are you disobeying my direct orders, Lieutenant?"
"Yes I am." said Peterson. "Your order is unlawful, and it would be unlawful to release those tapes, as well."
"I am going to put a written reprimand in your permanent file, Lieutenant." Brownlee said, sitting back down. "Once I have three of them, I'm going to have you fired."
"No you're not." said a voice behind Peterson. It was Chief Bennett. "Peterson, I am countermanding Brownlee's order. I've talked to the D.A., and the evidence will not be released without my personal, written permission.
"You're breaking the law, Chief Bennett." Brownlee thundered. "I'm going to comply with the law. Those tapes will be released."



"The law excludes these tapes from the Open Records Act, Robert." said Chief Bennett, keeping his voice as even and nice as he could. "You're not a lawyer; the D.A. and his people are. It's their legal call."
"Peterson, you have my orders." said Brownlee. "Release the tapes to KSTD. Immediately. Either follow my direct, written orders, or submit your resignation. If you don't, you're suspended until a Board of Inquiry is convened to complete your firing."
"No, he's not suspended." Chief Bennett said, "Scott, step outside for a moment, will you?" Peterson left.
"Robert," said the Chief, "I actually defended you earlier today before the Sheriff. I can assure you I won't make that mistake again. Peterson has not been insubordinate, but you're on the verge of insubordination yourself. And let me be clear, Commander: if you even try to release those tapes, I'll suspend you and maybe even bring you up on evidence tampering charges."
"We'll see what the Union has to say about this!" snarled Brownlee. "You're already breaking the law, Chief Bennett. It's you that's going to be out of a job soon, and--"
"Even if I am fired," said Bennett, seeing through Brownlee's ruse, "don't get any ideas that you'll be my replacement. Commander Troy might just take the position next time, just to keep you out of it. Remember, Robert you ain't shit, especially compared to him. Now I don't want to hear another word about these tapes."
"You will, though." said Brownlee. "I'm grieving this to the Union." His words fell on Chief Bennett's back as the older man walked out the door, closing it hard behind him...
Part 7 - The Sting of Death, Pt. 1
At 10:30pm,Wednesday night, May 6th, Captain Cindy Ross and ADA Jenna Stiles came to the 2nd floor condo unit on the Northwest side of Town, just south of Ronald Reagan Park. Inside were Lt. Tanya Perlman, the Crime Lab CSI Team, the newly-appointed Chief Medical Examiner Martha, and Detective Theo Washington. Cindy thought to herself that she didn't fuck men, but if she did then 'movie star handsome' Theo would definitely be getting a piece of platinum blonde ass.
"Thanks for calling me, Lt. Perlman." Cindy said. "But why do you need me here?"
"Two reasons, ma'am." Tanya said, being formal in front of the other officers and Crime Lab personnel on the scene. "First, so that there is a second pair of eyes seeing this for when Commander Troy asks me one hundred million questions about it." Cindy smiled, and the chuckles of Crime Lab specialists Christina Cho and J.R. could be heard.
"Come out here a second." Tanya said, drawing Cindy into the hallway so no one else could hear. "The second reason is that Theo Washington was the first MCD Detective on the scene, but when he got here, Sharples was already here with Sergeant McCombs."
"McCombs?" Cindy said disdainfully. "He's a Vice cop, and he was assigned to Precinct 2. Why is he even around here, much less with Sharples?"
"Dunno." Tanya said. "Theo essentially ran them off, but Sharples was going around with the Crime Lab people, telling them what the stuff they're finding meant. Fat Boy is full of shit if you ask me, but I wanted you to know about it."
"Thanks." said Cindy. "Never the wrong thing to do when that fat ass is involved. You know... I like that: Fat Boy. That's what Sharples' new nickname should be: the Fat Boy." Tanya laughed as they went back inside. Tanya showed Cindy the crime scene.
A woman in her early 30s, maybe a bit older, lay dead on the bed of the master bedroom, which was to the back left of the condo. She was naked and had been shot in the face and upper chest several times. The kitchen was to the left of the condo as one walked into the front door, and next to the master bedroom. On the right was a smaller bedroom, empty. A desk was against the back wall of the main room upon which the front door opened, and to the left of the desk was a window in the back wall, which was open.
Evidence markings for photographers showed that bullets had struck the wall to the right of the window, between the window and the desk. There were several expended cartridge shells on the floor, and several more in the bedroom.
"M.E. says time of death was recent, within the last hour or so." said Tanya. "Called in by an anonymous tipster claiming to have heard gunfire. Uniforms are going door-to-door."
"Good." Cindy said.
"There's blood coming from the bedroom to this window." Tanya said, pointing out several large drops that left a trail. "The M.E. has already done a full kit on the woman, and there's semen in her vagina. No signs of a struggle, though."
"Whose condo is this, and who is our victim, here?" Cindy asked as she looked around, trying to see things and think as the Iron Crowbar would. Her blue crowbar in her hand would not speak to her, though.
"The woman is named Jennifer Morris." Tanya said. "Her husband is Ricky Morris, and he's an employee of J.P. Goldman Bank. Her former husband is Justin Madoff, now a State Representative from the City."
"Oh, I remember hearing his name." said Cindy. Cindy remembered the Iron Crowbar telling her that Madoff was a deeply corrupt politician in league with Katherine Woodburn, Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, and Richard Langdon.
"Ricky Morris and Bradley Hazleton were college buddies," Tanya continued, "and worked together at J.P. Goldman Bank before that bitch Harlan murdered Hazleton." Cindy nodded, remembering that victim of the Black Widow as she listened to the woman that had exterminated Angela Harlan. And speaking of 'widows', Cindy suddenly thought to herself...
"Captain?" Tanya asked. "Captain?"
"Oh, sorry." Cindy said. "Something just hit me. You were saying... Morris was Hazleton's friend?"
"Yes ma'am." said Tanya, who then broke into mischievous grin and said "Doing the Iron Crowbar reverie thing, are you? Bad habit to get into."
"No doubt about that." Cindy said, forcing a wan smile onto her face. "So, did any neighbors hear gunshots?"
"No ma'am." said Sergeant Rudistan, coming up to them. "We just canvassed everyone in the area. No one heard any gunshots, or anything like car backfire or slamming doors."
"No arguing between people?" Cindy asked.
"Not that anyone heard." said Rudistan. "There is some blood outside, leading away from the building. We've called for Sergeant Grover." Grover was the Police Force's human-scent-tracing dog.
Just then Detective Washington came up to them. "Good evening, Captain, glad you could join the party. The Crime Lab guys just dug out two bullets from the wall by the window. The M.E. is going to expedite getting the bullets out of the dead woman that she (the M.E.) says never exited. The shell casings are all .22 Magnum."
"Hmm, popular caliber around these parts." said Cindy. "I think that's what Ned shot Don with at Ward Harvester."
"Yes ma'am, it was." said Tanya. "It's come up on other occasions, as well."
"Okay, so what happened here?" Cindy asked.
Theo started: "Sharples said he thinks the husband came home, found the wife in bed with another man, began shooting at both of them, killed the wife but the lover got out the window. There are some footprints of a naked foot on the dirt below leading away, and as Sergeant Rudistan just said, blood leading away."
"So if lover boy jumped out of here naked, where are his clothes?" asked Cindy.
"My guess is: mixed in with the laundry." said Theo. "We've bagged all the laundry and are going through to check sizes. If we find something different, and any DNA matches the semen, then that'll confirm that hypothesis."
"What do you think, Perlman?" asked Cindy.
"I think there are more holes than swiss cheese in Sharples' theory." said Tanya. "The 'pixie sticks' that our guys put in the wall showing the bullet paths, before the bullets were dug out, showed those bullets were fired from right here in the front doorway. The several casings here show that, also. It was a semi-auto .22 WMR pistol, too, since the shells were ejected."
Tanya added "So the guy supposedly shot the lover from the doorway, then went into the bedroom and shot the woman. Why does that not make sense, Theo?"
Theo thought for a moment, then said "Oh... blood trail from the bedroom, among other things."
"Yeah, I see what you two are getting at." said Cindy. "If the lover is trying to escape by the window and is shot while going through the window from the doorway, how did he trail blood from the bedroom?"
"I'd add to it," Theo said, "that if I were trying to escape, I'd try to get through the bedroom window, not run out here right into the face of the gunfire."
"Yeah." said Cindy. "Your objections make sense. I'm not a Troy, but I can see it's not likely. One would think the husband would come home, hear something the bedroom, go investigate, find a guy banging his wife, maybe consentual, maybe rape. Grabs a gun, shoots lover boy, maybe shoots wife accidentally or on purpose. Lover boy runs to the window... but then if hubby is chasing the guy, he wouldn't be firing from the front doorway."
"Unless he ran to cut off lover boy from the door," said Theo, "then lover boy goes for the window and hubby shoots at him some more."
"Why not just shoot lover boy in the back, then?" Jenna Stiles said. She'd been looking everywhere with avid interest. "It's already more than self-defense, might as well go whole-hog."
"He wasn't thinking straight." said Tanya.
"We're not thinking straight." Cindy replied. "We're theorizing without complete data. The Commander would fail us on the spot for that."
Just then Rudistan's voice came over the police radio. "Grover is here. He already has a scent."
"Let's go follow them." said Cindy.
She, Tanya, and Theo raced downstairs to catch up as Sergeant Grover led the gaggle of officers west, towards the River. They crossed through a subdivision, then along the back of another into a field. Suddenly, Grover stopped short and barked.
"He's got something." said Rudistan. Everyone came up. Grover had sat down next to the body he'd discovered.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Name is Ken Konnichi." said Tanya as she and Cindy sat in Cindy's office at 12:30am. "Chinese father, Japanese mother, but claims Japanese nationality. Works for Ichimoku Industries in Japan, lives in the City working as their rep, and was supposedly over here for an industrial research convention at the University... of which I can find no record of happening. His wife is Asian but an American citizen, she's in the City now."
Tanya continued: "He was shot in the chest at point blank range. Footprint under the window is his, so he apparently went out the window and ran, getting as far as he did before bleeding out and dropping dead where Sergeant Grover found him. We're running the semen sample against his DNA; I'm betting it'll match."
"The husband? Ricky Morris? Where is he?" Cindy asked.
"We've got an APB out on him." Tanya replied. "According to Selena Steele, who I called, he usually has a Lions Club meeting on Wednesday nights. Those normally finish up around 10:00pm, but I haven't confirmed that with any actual attendees yet."
"I don't even need to tell you what Theo's next priority is, besides finding Ken Konnichi, and that is to interview Lions Club members." Cindy said, telling her anyway. Just then there was a knock on her door, and the Duty Desk Sergeant popped his head around the corner.
"Ma'am, officer-involved shooting." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. He gave the address, which was the road leading to the condo of the recent murder but several blocks away.
"Call Internal Affairs." said Cindy. "Have them send someone to the scene immediately." The Sergeant acknowledged and withdrew as Cindy and Tanya got up to go.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Brilliant blue, red and white LED lights were flashing everywhere, lighting up the scene like some sort of macabre carnival. There was a silver BMW on the side of the road, whose driver side door was open. Next to it, as if he'd just gotten out of the car, was a man in his late twenties to early thirties, dead. Behind the car was the Police cruiser that had pulled the car over. Standing by that car was Detective Leonard Sergeant Sharples, wearing his 'wilted' trenchcoat and a fedora-type hat. Next to him was Sergeant McCombs, in plainclothes suit and tie.
"It's Ricky Morris." said Sergeant Rudistan, coming up. "Sharples said he and McCombs pulled the guy over after hearing the APB go out. Said the guy pulled a gun on McCombs and Sharples had to shoot him. McCombs said the same thing."
"Withhold my surprise at that." said Cindy. "You got Sharples's gun?"
"Yes, ma'am." said Rudistan. "He just handed it to me, said 'I know the drill by now.' when Morton and I pulled up."
"Give it to I.A. when they get here." Cindy said. "What about the dead guy's gun?"
Senior Patrolman Morton came up with a bagged pistol. "It's a .22 WMR semi-automatic, ma'am." Tanya reached for the bag.
"Ma'am, I'll personally get this to the Crime Lab." Tanya said. "I want to check it to see if a silencer was attached. No one heard anything, yet at least eight shots fired, and I'm betting that's what happened. I'll also check the magazine, internals, and cartridges for other fingerprints, just in case somebody did something stupid to help us out."
"You are reading my mind." Cindy said, understanding that Tanya was as dissatisfied and suspicious about all this as she, Cindy, was. Tanya left with a young Patrol Officer, maintaining two-man control of the evidence.
"Okay Rudistan," Cindy said, "show me exactly where you found the gun." Rudistan led her to the pulled-over car, Morris's crumpled body still lying beside it.
"The gun was right next to the guy's right hand here." said Rudistan. "Lab guys checked for prints; this guy's prints were the only ones on it. No expended shells anywhere, so he didn't actually fire it at McCombs, and both he and Sharples said the guy didn't fire, just drew the gun."
Rudistan then added with malicious joviality: "So what is the solution, Captain Iron Crowbar?"
Cindy glared at Rudistan for a moment, then said what she was thinking. "Micah, how much do you want to bet the Media gives Sharples all the credit for 'solving' this case?"
"Oh, I won't bet against that, ma'am." said Rudistan. "I won't bet against that at all. I think the Commander Iron Crowbar would agree with you, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News!" shouted the gorgeous reporterette Thursday morning, May 7th at 8:00am. Cindy was watching with lust in her eyes for the hot Indian woman; everyone else was just listening to the broadcast.
Ajmani reported: "Detective Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples solved the double murder of Jennifer Morris and Ken Konnichi last night when he moved to apprehend Mrs. Morris's husband, Ricky Morris. Morris resisted arrest and pulled a gun on Police Sergeant McCombs, and Sharples saved his officer's life by reluctantly having to shoot Morris. Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee issued a statement of praise for Detective Sharples' fast work in moving to apprehend the murderer, as well as for taking the action to save his fellow police officer from harm."
Priya continued: "Morris was an employee at J.P. Goldman Bank. Chief Operating Officer Selena Steele issued a statement expressing shock at the events that occurred, and condolences for the families involved."
Part 8 - The Sting of Death, Pt. 2
Thursday morning, May 7th. It was early morning, and I was being escorted around Arlington National Cemetery by an Army Major. He had been a Staff officer for Laura's husband, the late General, and was here for the funeral.
I'd never been to this place before, and I could feel the solemnity in the vast quiet of the many grave markers. The property had belonged to the family of the wife of General Robert E. Lee. During the Civil War, the North seized the estate and began burying soldiers there. After the War, they refused to give the property back, and it subsequently became the most well-known of the Nation's national cemeteries. I saw the Tombs of the Unknown Soldiers with their guards, and later saw the eternal flame at the site of President Kennedy's grave. And I saw other graves. A lot of graves.
The funeral service was at 10:00am. We'd gotten to Washington late Tuesday night and simply gone to bed at the hotel. On Wednesday, Laura met with Colonel Gloriman about the funeral arrangements, then she went to Langley for meetings. For myself, I tried to get a bit of tourism of the Nation's capitol, but was soon asked to tour the insides of the FBI building... and the office of a certain Deputy Director. In his own office, the sense of his power and authority in his bearing were even stronger than the other times I'd been in his presence.
"Please give your wife my condolences." the Director said. "I can't tell you much about what he did for the Nation, but it was a lot."
"Yes, sir, I'm sure it was." I said, mainly to be polite. I did know that the General had been actively involved in intelligence operations for the military and CIA... but I also had learned of some of the uglier side of the man's life.
Apparently subordinate officers to this General found that their careers progressed as long as the General was able to fuck their wives and satisfy his libidinous cravings. I'd think that being married to Laura would've and should've more than satisfied those cravings, but apparently the man was motivated more by power over others than anything else.
One woman had refused to have sex with the General, and her husband, a Captain, soon found himself getting poor evaluations and being separated from the Army. Their complaints to the I.G. were squashed, and their lawsuit was also suppressed. Another woman claimed that the General had forcibly raped her, and the base hospital had even obtained evidence by using a rape kit. But that evidence somehow disappeared, and then the couple, both husband and wife, were killed in a car accident shortly afterwards.
I always wondered if Laura's split with Britt Maxwell over Vicki Oldeeds's rape evidence had had anything to do with the General's evidence disappearing... similar circumstances, though Britt and Todd were both still alive...
"So," said the FBI DepDirector, bringing me back to the present, "I asked you to come here for two reasons. First, to show you this office, which one day could easily become yours... if you fully join the FBI now."
I grinned. "It's a very nice office, sir." I said. "But how are you going to get it physically moved out of Washington, D.C.?"
The DepDirector nodded, acknowledging my point. He knew I hated bullshit politics and both political parties quite a lot, and that I would never move to Washington, D.C.
"Yes, but one day, Mister Troy..." he said. "One day I will have you on my team."
"You've got a lot of me now, sir." I said. "So, what was the other reason you wanted me to come in?" That was a bit rude, but I really wanted to end this other line of conversation.
I think he understood as he said: "Special Agent Muscone wanted me to tell you that there has been no recent activity from Michael Burke, and he hasn't made any airline reservations." said the DepDirector. "Henry Wargrave has been out of the country the past few days, so maybe that's the reason."
"Possibly, sir," I said, "but I suspect he has someone looking into something for him. I'm not sure I can say any more, though."
The Director gave his pursed smile and said quietly "Look Don, you know who I am. This room was swept for bugs just before you walked in here. And your wife has talked with me about Michael Burke and his obsession with the woman whose now-married name is Ivy Sanders, and that you spotted that woman in the town where your colleague Ms. Croyle grew up."



I shrugged my shoulders. "You then know as much as I do, sir." I said. "More, in fact."
"What will Michael Burke do if he finds this woman?" asked the DepDirector.
"He'll have her murdered." I said. "He may even go and do it himself. At the least, I'm expecting him to personally go and identify her before taking his vengeful action."
"All right." said the DepDirector. "We have assets available and ready for you to use when you need them." I thanked the Director.
"One more thing," he said. "The Stanton murder. Anything new on that?"
"No sir." I said. "Other than being sure that Michael Burke is involved with that, too. But the 'why' of it, I don't know."
"What about the 'how' of it?" he asked.
"He had someone kill Nicole for him." I said.
"But... but she's not going to trust some hired gun and get in the car with him." said the Director.
"That's exactly right, sir." I said. "That is exactly right." (Author's note. Folks, that is a cluuuuuue...)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The skies were cloudy. There had been a bit of rain earlier that morning, before my tour of the Cemetery, and there was the threat of more rain for later that day.
The funeral was interesting. Laura wore a black dress, sheer black pantyhose, black pumps, and a black hat and veil. I wore my formal police uniform, and Laura asked me to wear the Medal of Valor. Maybe she wanted to show me off, or just be able to compete against the formidable collection of military medals on display.
The General had no other family. The others seated with us were officers that had worked with the General and were loyal to him, some other generals that he had worked his way up the ladders of power with, and a few people in civilian suits that I was guessing were CIA agents either he or Laura knew. The service was said, the guns fired in salute. The American flag was folded, and Colonel Gloriman presented it to Laura with the requisite words. She accepted it politely.
After the service, Laura had me come with her to meet someone who was coming up to us. Even as he approached, I could sense this man's aura of power, which was even stronger than the FBI Deputy Director or nearly anyone else I'd ever met. I began looking for one of Eckhart's 'The Vision' runes around his neck (but there wasn't one).
"Dr. Walker, may I present my husband, Donald Troy." Laura said, formally introducing me. "Don, this is Dr. Casey Walker, Deputy Director of the National Clandestine Service, Counterintelligence."
"Ah, so you're that brilliant young man." said Dr. Walker, shaking my hand. "Of course, your most brilliant move was marrying this lovely woman."
"Thank you, Doctor." I said. I could again sense his aura of power, as if he were using it to reach out to me and into my thoughts. I put myself on guard, and the feeling receded. "I agree that getting her to marry me was my greatest accomplishment."
"I must be going, but I hope to talk with you again before you leave Washington." Dr. Walker said. He took Laura's hand and they exchanged French-style, two-cheek kisses.
Then I saw her.
She was an elderly woman now, her hair silver-gray. But she still had a nice figure, good legs even at her age, and I could tell that she had been an extremely beautiful woman. I felt something more, an attraction to her. She did not have quite the aura of power that Dr. Walker had given off, but her own aura was one of elegance and sensuality that I am sure tugged many a man's heart strings over the course of years.
"Ah, I see you noticed her." said Laura. "Before I take you to introduce you to her, she is the woman who raised me after my parents died. She is an extremely high-level person in the Agency, she very rarely makes public appearances like this, and I cannot tell you her name."
"You don't have to." I said as we moved towards the woman. Laura missed my meaning of that.
"Hello, ma'am." Laura said as we came up to the woman, her eyes already locked with mine, boring into me to find my innermost secrets. "May I present my husband Don? Don, this is the closest thing you have to a mother-in-law."
"It is an honor to meet you, ma'am." I said, taking her hand and slightly bowing over it as if I were going to kiss it.
"It is my pleasure... to meet the young man who has swept Laura completely off her feet." said the woman. "I have heard much about you, Commander Troy." Just then, someone came up to Laura, and she stepped away for a moment to talk with him.
"Thank you, madam." I said to the older woman. "Of course, it is difficult to talk without using names. My wife told me she cannot mention your name, and of course she hasn't and never would. But I am guessing..." I looked hard into her eyes... "that your first or middle name is 'Diana'."
The woman's hand came out of mine as if she'd received an electric shock. Her smile had turned into a frown. "How in the world did you..." Her eyes cut towards Laura.
"Ah, madam," I said, smiling serenely as I spoke, "you do my wife a disservice. I say again that she has never mentioned your name. She is trustworthy and totally loyal to you. And yes... 'Diana' is your middle name, not the first, and I have no idea what that is, so sorry."
"So." the woman said, her voice a bit defensive, her eyes wanting to flash fire. "How are you performing this magic trick? My name is actually classified; you're openly discussing a state secret."
"I happen to be in a very unique position to be able to arrive at my guess." I said. "And I am only doing this so that when the time comes, you will remember this demonstration and know that I am capable of protecting your 'daughter', for lack of a better term, during that coming time when things will be very, very dark."
The woman was still angry with me, but I saw the first glimmer of understanding in her eyes as she said "Indeed. Again, I am glad to have finally met you." She allowed me to shake her hand politely, then she moved towards Laura. The two women exchanged a hug and some words.
"Ah, you must be that Commander Troy fellow." said one of two men who were approaching me. They were about my age, early 30s, one with a full head of dark red hair, the other with a more military-style haircut. The redhead had spoken.
"I'm Chris Griswold." the redhead said. Seeing my surprise, he quickly said "No relation to your Police Chief, Commander. This is Barry Gagnon." I shook hands with both.
"So, we've heard you're like Sherlock Holmes in the observation department." Gagnon said. 'You shocked our old mother, there. That's what we call her. We can't say her name even if we learn it."
"So she's the lady who teaches CIA agents protocol and manners and decorum, I'd guess." I said. "Never comes out of Langley, or wherever she is assigned, except on rare occasions like this one... which was to see my wife for a few minutes, and to meet me." The men looked surprised, but nodded.
"Your wife told you?" Gagnon asked.
"Oh no, she hasn't said a word." I said. "That one is too easy to observe. As to yourselves..." I said, looking them over. "You are both active agents of the CIA. Mr. Gagnon here either is or was in the military and worked for the late General to whom we've just paid our respects. Mr. Griswold, I suspect you've worked with my wife in your early days with the Agency, but are now doing active missions that I don't want to know about, and I see you've just arrived back in this country as recently as... yesterday. And you've both had intimate relations with my wife, but that was before I was married to her, so no problems there."
Both men looked shocked. "Everything they've said about you is true." said Gagnon. "Yes, I'm out of the Army now, and I did work with the late General. I met your wife when she was his wife."
"How did you know about me only getting back in-country yesterday?" asked Griswold.
"You've had sleep, so you didn't get in today." I said. "But you haven't reset your wristwatch yet. I'd already observed that you use your mobile phone more often than your wristwatch to check the time, but it would still hardly be a day before you notice and reset your watch. Ergo, you got back in country yesterday."
Both men laughed, clearly surprised. "Commander," said Griswold, "we've been assigned to look into that file you found in your Town and gave to the FBI. Is there anything you can tell us about that?"
"Only that a couple of old ladies found it, one of them brought it to the Police Station, and I took it to the FBI."
"You didn't read the contents?" asked Gagnon, peering at me.
"I read the first page, to ascertain what it was." I said. "I have a Top Secret clearance as an FBI consultant, so that shouldn't be a problem."
"Oh, that's fine, and we know you won't talk about it." said Gagnon. "Do you have any idea who or what 'Scorpion' is?"
"I think you guys would know a lot more than me about that." I said.
Just then another man in a suit came up. This guy was FBI, and he was coming for me, I surmised.
"Commander Troy," the man said, stopping in front of me and handing me a folded slip of paper. "The Deputy Director asked me to give you this."
"Thank you." I said. The man swiftly moved away as I opened the paper and read the slip of paper. It said:
M. Burke on the move.
Just then Laura walked up. "Ah, Chris and Barry, it was nice of you to come." The men hugged Laura and offered their condolences. She offered condolences to them, as they'd been close to the General."
"Darling, we need to go. These people are not going to leave until I do." Laura said.
"Yes, we do." I said. "Gentlemen, if you'll excuse us..."
"Nice meeting you, Commander." said Chris Griswold. Laura and I made our goodbyes to everyone, and got into the provided limo that would take us back to the hotel.
Inside the limo, Laura said "Darling, you did cause a commotion back there. Your 'mother in law' was not very happy at all with your display of cunning. So, how did you know, and why did you do that?"
"I wanted to make sure she knew her so-called 'son in law' was capable of protecting her little girl, so to speak." I said. "I do apologize if I got you in trouble with her. I did tell her that you've said nothing. By the way, and changing the subject, what do you know about those guys Gagnon and Griswold, and by that I mean what do you know about what they're doing today?"
"I haven't seen them in some time." Laura said. "They're active agents now, and unless I have some need to know, I wouldn't want to know what they're doing. Why?"
"Look into them." I said. "I think one of them is not trustworthy. Oh, and then there's this." I handed her the slip of paper.
"Oh, shit." Laura replied as she read it. "Let's get home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was now dark in the City. Henry Wargrave came into his dimly lit penthouse home on top of the 25-story apartment building. He plopped down into a chair, exhausted, barely seeing anything in front of him.
"Hello, dear." said his wife Lilly as she came into the room with a tall glass of ice water. "Here's some water for you."
"Oh, thank you dear." Wargrave said. Lilly was wearing a royal blue dress that was tight and clingy, and blue high heel pumps that shaped her legs to their utter magnificence. "You look lovely tonight. Did you go out?"
"Yes, to the University Booster Club dinner here in the City." she said, which explained the blue dress. "They were disappointed that you were unable to attend, and of course I expressed your regrets at being unable to be there, as well as Mr. Murphy's regrets."
"Thank you, dear." said Wargrave. "You are indeed my greatest treasure."
"Ah, you're sweet, Henry." Lilly said. "So, how did your trip go?"
"Rough." said Wargrave. "Many unexpected twists and turns." He paused and then said "Lilly... I once told you that there might come a time that you and I simply have to uproot and move away on no notice, perhaps leaving the country, leaving everything behind us. It is possible that that time is near. I'll understand if you don't want to leave, but if that time comes, you'll have to come with me... or not."
"Oh Henry, such talk!" Lilly said. "Of course I'll go with you wherever you go." She sat down on his lap. "If I don't, who will you have to take care of you, and keep you out of trouble?"
Wargrave kissed his wife, desperately wishing he could get an erection and fuck her. "I love you, dear."
"I love you, too." she said. "Now, you look like you need a shower and then a good soak in the hot tub."
"I'll be there in a minute." Wargrave said. He first went into his den and got onto his computer. There were email messages, and he quickly scanned them. One of them caught his eye. It was from Michael Burke, and read simply:
Confirmed. It's her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mommy!" exclaimed Carole as Laura and I entered Todd and Jeanine's house to pick up all the kids. Teresa was there with my mother. Pamela Feeley had left that afternoon upon hearing that Laura and I were on our way back.
"Hi baby!" Laura said, picking up her daughter and giving and getting a big hug. "Were you a good girl for your grandmother?"
"Yeah." said Carole. She then saw me and said "Daddy!", reaching out for me. Your Iron Crowbar's heart was melted as I took her into my arms and gave her a big hug and kiss.
"Thanks for helping with the kids, Teresa." I said as Laura and Phyllis gathered up stuff to go home. "How were things at the Station while I was gone?"
Teresa was trying to hide a grin as she shook her head and said with mock gravity "Commander, I doubt the Chief is ever going to let you go away again."
"Uh oh." I said. "What happened?..."
Part 9 - That Stinging Sensation
"Ohhhhh, that is so good!" I gasped as I sat in the chair next to the bed in the master bedroom of our home, naked. Laura was on the floor in front of me, on her knees, naked except for the very high heel slides with a silvery gray sole and thin criss-cross straps of gray and black.
My wife was sucking my throbbing, iron-hard cock. She was gently pumping the base of the shaft with her right hand, her left hand helping her keep her balance, and her tongue swirling around the head and upper shaft before slipping the swollen cockhead in and out of her mouth.
"Mmmmm..." she moaned. She looked up at me, her eyes bright and shining and beautiful, her lips wet with red lipstick and moisture as she said "God, your cock tastes so fucking good, darling. God, I love sucking your dick." With that she slid her mouth over my cockhead and tried to swallow my thick shaft, making me groan with pleasure.
For several long moments she slid her mouth up and down the length of my shaft, sucking deeply, the moans of her throat vibrating and adding to the pleasure I was feeling. In and out, in and out, her mouth sliding up and down, up and down, my cock disappearing and reappearing, then disappearing into her beautiful face again and again and again and again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmm, that is so good." Lilly Wargrave moaned as her husband tongued her slit. She was naked except for the blue pumps, and Henry was lying between her legs, his tongue delving deeper and deeper into her pussy.
Even as he ate his wife out, Wargrave was going over in his mind all that had happened. Clearly he had been totally betrayed on his last arms deal mission. It had obviously been the CIA that had done that, and the CIA that was going after him. The Iron Crowbar would've deduced that, he thought. And speaking of the Iron Crowbar, Wargrave thought of that man's wife... the person who was likely behind that operation, the woman that he hated immeasurably, who was now 'hampering him in his plans', as his associate and patron would say.
As he ate Lilly's pussy, for some reason the image of the Iron Crowbar flirting with Lilly came to him. A feeling came over him, the sting of jealousy, though he knew that in all likelihood, none of it would matter soon. Wargrave redoubled his oral efforts on his wife, knowing that time was growing short, and this might be one of the last times he would ever eat this delicious pussy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I were now on the bed, engaged in a hot soixante-neuf. My wife was on top of me, and my tongue was buried in her sopping wet slit even as she deeply sucked my cock, sliding it in and out of her mouth with measured, deliberate speed. We were both moaning as we orally pleasured each other.
After long moments of this, we finally separated. Laura positioned herself on her back and I mounted her. She grabbed my iron hard cock and eased it into her soaking wet pussy. I pushed forward, impaling her, sinking down into her until my cock was buried to the hilt inside my wife's sweet snatch.
"UHHH!!" Laura gasped, loving the feeling of being penetrated by a cock. "God, that is so fucking good!" I grinded my hips against hers, churning her filled cunt with my little iron crowbar, bottoming out with my full seven and a half inches of hard male meat. Laura pushed up against me, our pubic hairs mingling, my balls resting on her taint. I leaned down and kissed her mouth hard.
A second later I began sliding my cock out of my wife, then as I got about halfway out I drove forward again. I began to fuck my wife with a deep, steady rhythm, not too fast but with plenty of power, just like she said she liked it. Laura was wiggling her hips as she met my thrusts, and I felt her hands clutching my hips and outer cheeks of my ass.
As I drove towards my impending climax, feeling Laura's cunt clutch me hard in the bliss of her own orgasm, I saw multicolored lights surrounding me, hearing voices talking as I looked up into the lights. I thought I was simply near climaxing, but my nut was not yet rising. The vision finally faded and I concentrated on fucking the living hell out of Laura.
Either she's faking it better than anyone in the world, or she just came violently hard, I thought as I felt her pussy clutch at my cock as if it wanted to tear my shaft lout by the roots. As usual, I responded by pushing as hard into Laura as I could, which of course added to her own pleasure. Happy that I had gotten her off again, I began getting my own nut worked out, and soon I felt it rising. The usual gray mist formed behind my eyes as I felt the intensely painful ecstasy of pumping my full load into my wife's pussy...
To be continued.
So, what really happened at the murder scene? And just for fun, how did Don know the older woman's name? And how did Priya Ajmani give herself away? Answers to come, people to come and come and come... and lots more action, too!
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Part 10 - A Stinging Rebuke, Pt. 1
"Welcome back, Commander." said Detective Martin Nash as I entered MCD at 6:00am sharp on Friday, May 8th. V.E. Day, for those that remember such things. "How was Washington?"
"Needs a good housecleaning in November, as always." I said. "Unfortunately, I didn't get much time to do any sightseeing. Anything exciting happen while I was away?"
"Just a domestic shooting case that's been resolved already." Nash said. "Otherwise, the criminal elements apparently took some time off themselves." said Nash, pouring coffee into my mug, then a second cup for himself. "The University is going into final exams period, which means a quieter time for us and the Campus Police. Sandra was called into the City, which always means our FBI friends are about to go big with something."
"Thanks for that tip." I said. "People wonder how I figure things out, Martin. Just between you and me alone... I hear you say something like that, I hear someone else say something here and there, I put it together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. So when I ask what was going on between the Chief and Brownlee, you won't be utterly stunned."
Nope, didn't get so much as a chuckle out of the guy. "I guess you heard." Nash said. "Brownlee tried to force Lt. Peterson to give KSTD the Jack Burke files. The Chief squashed that like a bug. Brownlee went to the Union and to the Media. The Chief is pissed. Brownlee is pissed. The Union is pissed. The Media is pissed. I could make a lot of money selling crowbars, sir."
"And don't even go within the Sheriff's sight." said a female voice behind us. I turned to see Tanya Perlman bounce into the room as if walking on air. "Good morning guys! How was your trip, Commander?"
"Obviously not as good as your evening with Dr. Wellman last night." I said.
"How--?" Tanya asked, her face looking shocked before breaking out into a big grin. "Okay, you got me... and you're right."
"Jigsaw puzzle, Martin." I said, seeing Nash's look.
"Okay, fill us in." said Nash.
"Easy enough." I said. "When Laura and I got home last night, Mrs. Feeley had left earlier that day. Now it didn't have to be the case, but I thought it was possible that she had left a bit early to go home and prepare to babysit her grandson Pete. That would mean that you, Tanya, had plans for the evening. Martin just told me that Sandra is on a mission, which means Jack Muscone is on a mission, so he is eliminated as a suspect. And the way you walked into this room, Tanya... well, even Robert Brownlee could make that deduction, my friend."
Tanya laughed as Nash absorbed the lesson. He said "So it looks like you did something magical, but only you were able to know about Mrs. Feeley, and then me telling you about Sandra."
"Yes." I said. "I was in a unique position." Where had I said those words before?
"That reminds me of the Warner-Schelle murders." said Nash. "You were the only one to see both crime scenes, so you saw things we didn't. Ever since then, I've tried to read up on every case that comes in, even to Vice, to see if anything in common comes up."
"And one day you'll be rewarded for doing that." I said.
As Detectives Joanne Cummings and Theo Washington trickled in, I asked "Where is Torres?", referring to Detective Diana Torres.
"On loan to Vice." said Tanya. "She and Lorena Rose went undercover. Some young Hispanics have been seen in the western Tenderloin District, and Teresa wants to know if they're scouts for any gangs that might want to move in here. And Teresa didn't want to send in Lorena by herself."
"Smart." I said. "Okay, Lt. Perlman, you have a DVD to show me. Let's all watch it together before Bettina comes on."
Tanya did not show any surprise that I knew about the DVD; after this morning's lessons nothing was fazing her. She grabbed the remote and started playing it. I watched Priya interview Brownlee. At one point I said "Whoa! Stop the tape!" Tanya did.
"Go back and play that again." I said.
The tape played: "Commander Brownlee," said Priya, "as second-in-command of the Police Force, and as Deputy Chief, aren't you in custody of the evidence, and can't you do something to release those files as required by law?"
"Yeah, he's not second in command." said Cindy Ross, who had come in behind me. She missed her shot; I had not detected her presence, but she didn't take advantage of it.
"I heard that got to you." I said. "Roll that beautiful bean footage one more time, Tanya." Tanya replayed that segment.
"So guys," I said, then uttered the dreaded words: "teachable moment. Did all of you hear that?" No one got it.
"Was I not the only one that heard Priya say 'release those files'?" I asked.
"Ohhhh, I see." said Tanya.
"That makes one of us." said Martin Nash.
"Cummings!" I said, getting my youngest Detective's full attention. "When you hear about 'tapes', what do you think of?"
"Video tapes?" Joanne guessed.
"Exactly." I said. "And the Jack Burke tapes were videocassettes. But what most people don't know and should not know is that Myron transferred the data into digital servers in case the physical tapes got damaged."
"Ohhhhh." Cindy said. "Priya used the word 'files'. She knows they're digitally preserved on the servers... as files."
"Does that really tell us anything?" asked Theo.
"Maybe not." I said. "But there are some inferences from it. Anyone care to guess?"
"Commander," said Martin Nash, sitting up straight in his chair, "I'm not sure what you're getting at, but KSTD probably wants those tapes, or files, so they generate publicity for themselves. The stuff on the tapes are sexual, and involved prominent people in the County, from what I understand." The Burke-Arruzio case had been before Martin's time, I realized, but I also had just heard him tell me that he reviewed past cases to learn from them, which was a good thing.
Nash continued: "So they get wind of the tapes, ambush us with the O.R.A. request, try to goad the new Chief into releasing them, then get Brownlee to generate more drama. And on top of that, they get to take free shots at you, Commander, though I don't understand why."
"The Town & County Council members are already being inundated with calls from people about it." said Cindy Ross. "So KSTD has created chaos in the County, and at the same time boosted their ratings over 50%."
"And why is Priya taking the shots at me personally?" I asked.
"Sir," Joanne Cummings said, "you are a local celebrity here. Your name is well-known. Mentioning you just gets KSTD more attention, and ultimately more ratings points."
"That's good. Very good." I said. "Okay, I have to go get ready to talk to the Chief. You all did well, but I believe there's more to all this. What I had been driving at about the 'files' and Priya knowing about them... is that this entire story about the tapes has been planned and orchestrated, and not just by the Media. Someone knew about the Burke tapes and that they're in the servers as files, told Priya and KSTD to ask for the files... the computer files. It's all coordinated, and one has to wonder why..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your people did very well." said Chief Bennett after we chit-chatted about Washington and the funeral. "I had a really good chance to observe them and talk to them without you here. The murders were solved quickly, and were pretty straightforward. This bullshit about the Burke tapes has been more of a problem."
"Yes sir." I said. "I haven't had a chance to review the murder case, though."
"Speaking of that," said the Chief, "Brownlee is pushing for a medal for Sharples. I'd like for you to give me an opinion on that after you review the case. And be open-minded about it; if Sharples did well, then he gets credit for it. By the way, Brownlee also thinks Sharples should be considered for MCD."
"No, sir!" I said strongly, shaking my head almost violently. "Not under any circumstances. Do that, and my resignation will appear on your desk and in your email box before you can blink twice." I think the Chief was taken aback at my passion in that statement more than the actual threat to resign.
"Is he that bad?" he asked.
"Yes sir." I said unflinchingly. "I'd fire him right now, but the God-damned Union is fighting me every step of the way when I try to. The guy is a dirtbag, he's poison."
"Brownlee thinks that swapping Torres for Sharples would be a great idea. Lt. Croyle agreed when I asked her about it."
"Sir, it's not..." I caught myself, then straightened up in my chair. "Sir, may I speak freely?" Bennett knew what I meant.
"Yes, please." he answered.
"Sir, it's not that god-damned paper-pusher Brownlee's job or business to be saying who is in Vice, MCD, or Precinct assignments. He is not the Police Commander, I am. And he's full of shit, sir. Sharples is a dirty cop, I'm working to get the goods on him and take his ass down, and until that happens, there is no way on God's green earth that he is coming to MCD. Lt. Croyle wants Sharples out of Vice, so of course she'd love that swap. But I'll bet my new house that Lt. Perlman would go ballistic if you or I did that to her."
"And finally sir, and this is why I had to ask to speak freely... why the hell are you going behind my back to my subordinates about this? That's dirty pool, Chief." It was a rebuke and a strong one. I wasn't taking that shit, even from my boss.
"Ah, yes. Yes, it was wrong to do that. My mistake, please accept my apology. So why is Brownlee so strongly for Sharples?" Bennett asked.
"Sir, again speaking freely, Brownlee is a piece of shit also. He relies on the Union to keep his job, just as Sharples does. He hired Sharples, and it's easy to see why: they're peas in a pod. I would suggest giving Sharples to Brownlee in some worthless Admin post, but in actuality I don't want to give Sharples up... I want to find a way to take Sharples down for keeps... without killing him, of course."
"All right, I hear you." said Bennett. "Just one other thing. I've noticed that Captain Ross, while an outstanding officer and deserving of every accolade she's received, has one weakness that is getting in her way: she is too loyal to you, Commander. I know you two are close, but she needs to not just be your follower. She needs to take the reins of leadership of the Detectives as the leader, not just as your proxy."
He has no idea how close we are, I thought to myself, but I answered properly: "Yes sir. Some of that has been my fault for putting her in places where she is a follower, but I'll make sure she leads as she should. I do think you'll be pleasantly surprised how she will grow into that Captain's chair."
"I do agree, and she did very well while you were gone." said Bennett. "Okay, you go take care of the murder case wrap-up, and I'll see what I can do with this KSTD lawsuit. It's been filed. I still don't understand what the hell this really is about..."
"We'll discuss that over a beer at the Cop Bar sometime, Chief." I said as I got up to go.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had Captain Cindy Ross, Lt. Tanya Perlman, and Detectives Theo Washington and Martin Nash with me as we entered the condo where Jennifer Morris had been murdered. As I entered, I silently looked around.
"Commander," said Tanya, "I have the photographs of all the evidence so you can see what it looked like. Also, the murder weapon did have indications that a silencer had been attached to it when it was fired. It wasn't fired at McCombs, so that silencer evidence remained intact. And that explains why the neighbors heard nothing. Last but not least, there were no prints on the gun parts nor the magazine nor the cartridges. Totally clean."
"Which is shocking if it was the husband Morris." I said. "That's good information, though." I said as my eyes peered around the room. "Oh, thank you." I said as Tanya handed me a sheaf of photographs, and in color, no less! I rapidly looked through them.
"So how did the anonymous tipster hear the shots to make that call?" wondered Theo Washington aloud. No one else answered as they watched me.
"Good question, Theo... Hmmm, shell casings here..." I said, looking at where the circles had been drawn on the carpet. I examined the blood stains leading from the bedroom, then went inside the bedroom and stood at the foot of the bed. Of course the body had been removed and the bloodstained sheets taken into evidence, so I looked at the photos.
As I turned around and was about to say something, Tanya teased me. "Uh oh, you're about to say it, aren't you?"
"What's that?" I asked.
"What you say when you're about to test the hell out of us: 'Teachable moment'." she replied, grinning.
"Oh yes." I said. "And this truly is a good 'teachable moment'. Tell me, Theo, what's your conclusion about this?"
"There's a lot of problems with the scenario, sir." said Theo, who was dressed in a suit and tie, as was Nash. I think they were trying to out-GQ each other. "I can't think of anything that fits the evidence as we saw it at the time."
"That's exactly right..." I said. "... the evidence as you saw it. Think about that. Nash?"
"I hate it when you say things like that." said Nash. "By the way, this is my first time seeing it, too." I handed him the photos and he looked through them, walking around the rooms as I said "Perlman?"
"Theo's right." she said. "I can't twist a theory to suit these facts, nor the facts to suit any theories in this."
"Before I ask you, Captain Ross," I said, "I want to ask everyone: have you followed up on Mr. Morris's whereabouts in the timeframe of the murder?"
"No sir, and that's my bad." said Theo. "But the guy pulled a gun on McCombs and Sharples, and it was the gun used to kill his wife and her lover Konnichi. He has to be the guy, right?"
"Yes, it was the gun used to kill them." I said. I saw Cindy's eyes light up at at that, and it was time to unleash the power of the Blue Crowbar. "Okay, Miss Ross."
"Sharples." Cindy said simply. "Sharples is involved. His name is mentioned. Therefore, none of this can be taken for what it seems to be."
"Yes." I said. "Now tell me again guys, what exactly Sharples' role at the crime scene was? Who got here first, by the way?"
"Two uniformed officers responded to the anonymous call about gunfire." said Theo. "Patrolmen Phil Goodwright and Jeremy Hatch."
"Jesus H. Christ, who sent Hatch to a report of gunfire in the area?!" I asked, the explosion in my voice shocking everyone. "Captain Ross, remind me to find out just who the hell allowed that to happen." Hatch was a really inept officer, who should not be going on potentially dangerous calls. "Okay, Theo, please continue."
"When I got here," said Theo, "the Crime Lab people had just gotten here, and Sharples was here. Christina Cho told me that Sharples got there right after she did. He was looking around, but didn't touch anything, and he was annoying the Crime Lab people by asking about things like the angle of the bullets entering the wall by the window, how many shells were found and where, and such stuff. He'd then say something like 'Okay, he must've fired from here.', and he finally went away right after I got here."
"Sounds consistent." I said. "Nash, one more guess before we bring the crowbar down?"
"Captain Ross is right, sir." Nash said. "It's not as it seems to be, but I can't think of the word for it."
I said "How about the word... 'staged'?" Four pairs of eyes lit up.
"Of course." said Tanya. She whirled and went to the door. "So instead of Sharples's bogus theory, let's just say the perp comes in the door very quietly. Jennifer is getting banged by Kenny and neither hear him. The perp comes into the bedroom, shoots them both, kills her, but he gets away through the window. Perp runs towards the door to leave, but then sees lover trying to dive out the window, and fires at him but misses."
"Not bad," I said, "but why wouldn't Konnichi run for the door himself? And why wouldn't the perp blast him in the back as he tried to run away?" Tanya gave up.
"I'll add this." I said. "According to what I'm seeing, for the husband to have shot at the lover in the window, he would've literally had to be bringing in a silencer-equipped pistol from the outside hall into the doorway, and then find the lovers and all that. Now I don't know about you guys, but a silencer-equipped semi-auto .22 WMR pistol isn't something I carry around, and it's not something one just hides in one's pocket. So the Sharples theory is bullshit from the get-go."
"And finally, as Theo was figuring out," I added, "the anonymous phone call... claims to have heard gunfire no one else hears, and from a silencer-equipped weapon at that. Why the call? To make sure the scene was quickly found."
"All right." said Cindy in the thoughtful silence. "Red Crowbar wins again. You tell us what happened."
"Wildcats rule, as always." I said, teasing my partner about our respective School loyalties. "Seriously... I think the perp did enter the apartment with that silencer-equipped .22 WMR semi-auto pistol... with the intent to kill. He entered the condo while Konnichi was fucking Jennifer Morris, who is a real slut that would fuck anyone with a half-hard cock, from what I understand." My Detectives looked surprised at my language and vehemence, but I sailed on:
"He goes into the bedroom, surprises the lovers. Shoots Kenny, but Kenny staggers out. Perp shoots Jennifer, then goes after Kenny... but Kenny wisely went out the window instead of going for the door. At that point, he had a chance to live."
I continued: "And that's where Fat Boy... yes, I love that nickname, too, Tanya... or maybe a confederate hired on Sharples' behalf, got too cute by half. He fired at the window after Kenny had already left through it. Two bullets into the wall, two through the open window. All for theater, all for show."
"Oh, wow..." Theo said as my narrative sank in.
I said "Then he leaves, calls in the anonymous tip, then comes back to assist the Crime Lab in their inquiries. He makes sure to be seen, to have his theories heard, then gets out just before he'd get in trouble for interfering with an MCD investigation."



I went on: "He and McCombs then go to find the husband Morris, who I believe had absolutely no idea what was going on. He sees a cop car pulling him over, stops like a good citizen, is asked to step out of the car, and is murdered in cold blood, shot at point blank range. The murder weapon is then planted on him. Will it hold up?"
"Yes. Yes it will." said Cindy emphatically.
"I guess my question is... 'why'?" asked Nash.
"Ah, the 'unique position', Detective Nash, the 'unique position'." I said. "I happen to also know that certain disgusting elements are actually trying to get Sharples into MCD."
"Over my dead body!" yelled Tanya. I excused her breach of decorum.
"And over mine first." I said. "Don't worry, it's not going to happen. But Sharples staged this to get acclaim. KSTD is already giving him props. So, here's what we need to do: we need to do everything we can to establish an alibi for Mr. Morris. See if he was at the Lions Club, get Myron to download his car's GPS, find out where he went and what he did that evening. Get street camera videos, canvas for eyewitnesses to the Morris pullover as well as anyone who saw Morris that night.
I finished up: "If we can, and show that he cannot have committed those murders, then we may have enough to bust the Fat Boy. Maybe not for Mrs. Morris and Mr. Konnichi, but enough to bring into serious question his shooting of Mr. Morris. At the least, maybe we can get Fat Boy out of our Police Force."
"So why did he select these particular guys to kill?" asked Cindy.
"Ah, now that is the right question to be asking." I said. "Bulldogs rule on that one." Cindy was beaming, even as she and everyone considered the question...
Part 11 - A Stinging Rebuke, Pt. 2
At 11:00am, the Duty Desk Patrol Officer escorted three people to my office. One was well known to me, the lovely redhead Sandra Speer of the FBI, and Martin Nash's girlfriend (why hasn't he marred this woman yet? I wondered to myself). Next came Chris Griswold and Barry Gagnon, who Sandra introduced as FBI agents from Washington. "They're investigating that classified file you found." said Sandra. "Jack asked me to work with them while they're here."
"Yes, Commander." said Barry Gagnon, taking the lead. "So if we may get started: we understand that you were given the file by one Mrs. Boddiker?"
"That's right." I said.
"And where does Mrs. Boddiker live?"
"I have no idea." I replied. They looked up at me as if I'd called their mothers something bad. "She claims to be homeless." I said.
"Is there any way you can help us find her?" said Gagnon, his voice much less friendly.
"I can suggest that you ask at the Community Center, where old people hang out." I replied. "She goes there, and then she'll be seen walking in Courthouse Square on some mornings."
"And the other person who found the file, she also came to the Station to turn in the file?" asked Gagnon.
"No." I replied. "And before you ask, Mrs. Boddiker only told me about the other woman, who she says is named Mrs. Athena Jones. To my knowledge, I have never met nor even seen Mrs. Jones."
"So this Boddiker woman could just be making this other woman's existence up, then?" asked Gagnon.
"Why would she do that?" I asked. "Mrs. Boddiker has very accurately helped the Police on a couple of occasions. She really has no reason to make me believe she has some imaginary friend. If she says Mrs. Jones exists, then I believe her. I simply have never met Mrs. Jones before."
"And you've made no effort to find her?" asked Gagnon.
"You mean over this classified file?" I asked. Gagnon nodded, and I continued "I haven't looked into it at all. I turned the file in, and left it to the FBI to investigate. It's your case, guys. Unless you want and ask me to help. Which I'd be glad to do."
"I don't think you have the clearance for that." said Griswold.
"Uh, will you guys excuse me a moment?" Sandra asked. "I'm going to use the ladies room." She quickly left, and I took the opportunity to bear in on these guys.
"Guys," I said, "did my wife suggest that you ask me to help you on this case?"
"No sir." said Chris Griswold. "Why would she?"
"Because she knows that I can." I said, pulling out my FBI consultant I.D. card. "I've got a TS clearance, too... as I told you at the General's funeral. I could help if you wanted me to, and I'll be glad to help if you want me to. I'll also butt out and leave you to it, if that's your call."
"We know you're a busy man." said Gagnon. "We might as well go, Griswold, and find this Community Center."
"By the way," said Griswold as the agents stood up. "Thanks for going along with us saying we're FBI agents. It just keeps the wrong kind of questions from being asked. The FBI doesn't like us encroaching on what should be their territory, but Langley thinks this one is big and wants it handled internally."
"I understand." I said. "And again, if you need help, just let me know."
"We will... er, is that a Trojan Horse?" Griswold asked, seeing the matchstick creation on the low bookshelf against the wall by my desk.
"Uh, yes, yes it is." I said. I then did a double take as I observed the Trojan Horse.
"Ah, student of the Trojan War?" Griswold asked. Words I'd heard before.
"Not really." I said. "It was a gift from someone who apparently is, though."
They left, and a moment later Sandra hurriedly snuck in. "Don, I told them you had a clearance, and they didn't seem to care. It's weird... we''ll talk later." Just then, Gagnon came to the door.
"There you are." he said to Sandra. "Ready to go?"
"Sure." Sandra said. "I'll talk to you later, Don."
"Absolutely." I replied, watching her cute ass as she walked out the door. Then I turned to the Trojan Horse. It had been moved since I last touched it. And I knew it wasn't the cleaning people that had moved it. So who had?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00pm, I was in the FBI offices, meeting with Jack Muscone and the Deputy Director.
"Yeah, they sent a couple of guys from Washington to look into the file." said Muscone. "I don't understand why they didn't just have some of our guys in the City do it."
"Because they're not FBI Agents." I said. "They're CIA. I met them at Laura's ex-husband's funeral." Jack looked totally surprised, his boss did not.
"Not the first time something like that has been done." said the DepDirector. "But how many days has it been since the file was found? And they're just getting around to coming down?"
"I don't get that, either, sir." said Jack. "They're pretty damn casual about it. Even Don's wife when I asked about it. She just said they were looking into it, and then she changed the subject. Does she ever do that to you at the dinner table, Don?"
"Yeah," I said, "but she usually does it by complaining about the dog." Jack laughed. His boss did not.
"Okay, Don," the boss said, "I want to get your opinion on this file before we go into the Burke situation. What do you really think is going on?"
"I don't know, sir." I said. "But I did make these observations: first, this file was found on a bench in a public park area. Who in the world would take a classified file there? And then leave it? I can see leaving a briefcase or computer in a taxi cab, but on a park bench?"
"Second," I continued, "there was very little serious information in the file. And third, look at the manpower being expended over it." I realized that I had just made a slip, and hoped I'd covered it.
"So my conclusion is that this is some kind of diversion, something to distract our attention." I said. "It was a message..." My voice trailed off as I thought about it.
"Why?" asked Jack Muscone, cutting into my mini-reverie. "And more importantly, who? Wargrave? Your Shadow Man?"
"You know, I'd prefer to call the Shadow Man the 'Consultant of Crime'." I said. "But it's obviously someone who can get access to that kind of information. And that bespeaks money, which Wargrave certainly has in abundance. Michael Burke isn't nearly as rich as Wargrave, but he might still have the resources and contacts to pull it off. So could Dr. Wellman, president of the University. Not saying any of them did do it, just saying they could."
"Yes, indeed." said the Director. "Jack, would you mind going up to the Communications Room and contacting Washington? I need the latest information on Burke as well as Operation Gravestone. I'll talk to the Commander while you're gone."
Oh shit, I thought, I did not cover my mistake. This was going to hurt.
Once Jack was out of the room, the Director wasted no time. "Commander, you were asked at least twice if you'd read the contents of that file, and you said you had looked at only the first page. Why did you lie?"
"No sir, I said that I read the first page, which is true." I said. "I never actually denied reading the other pages."
"Let me make one thing very clear here." said the Director, anger on his face. "I simply do not have the time to waste with word games. I believe a lie of omission is a lie; you believe differently but we're not going to debate it. The bottom line here is that when I ask you something, I expect a full and truthful answer. If you ever fuck with me again like that, I'll twist your hat around so hard and fast you'll be looking at your ass for the rest of your life. Do you understand?"
"Yes sir." I said. "I was wrong, and I apologize." I had been rebuked, and rightly so. Nothing to do but admit it and hoped we'd move along...
"All right." said the Director. "Now, did you read the contents of the file?"
"Yes sir."
"And what was your impression of it?"
"That it was sanitized." I said. "Whoever left it there wanted it to be found, but didn't want any particularly harmful information to come out, which really would have stirred up a hornet's nest within the Agency." I was referring to the CIA, and he knew it.
"I agree." said the Director. "So, why was it left there? Do you know what all this is about? and do you know who or what 'Scorpion' is?"
"Yes sir, I do." I said. "I believe the file was left as a distraction, sir, but also as a message... to me. It was expected to be found and brought to the Police Department... and it was."
"As a friendly or hostile warning?" asked the Director.
"Hostile." I said. "Most very definitely hostile."
"And distracting you from what?"
"I'm not sure." I said. "Michael Burke may have done it to keep me preoccupied while he goes after Ivy Sanders. As to Wargrave, I'm not the one he needs to be distracting, and that's a poor way of distracting me. If it's the Consultant of Crime, then whatever he's up to would be something he'd expect me to see if I wasn't distracted."
After a moment of tense silence, the Director finally said what was on his mind. "Commander, I just... I just don't understand this one. I can figure out most people's motives, but I just don't understand why you felt the need to deceive anyone about having read that file." Hoo boy, I thought to myself. Okay, time to end the charade.
"Because, sir," I said, "you don't believe the Consultant of Crime is real. You think he's Wargrave but he's not, and sometimes I think you don't want to acknowledge his existence. I'm not sure why, but that's my observation, and my reason."
The Director nodded, then actually looked around the room, which already had tremendous anti-bugging technology built in. Then he said to me, his voice barely above a whisper. "But I do know it. I know he's real."
It was my turn to look totally shocked.
"Yes, I'm just covering, pretending I don't know what I know, the same way you are doing. You were lucky as hell you and your family wasn't killed in that fire, and I realized when I first started looking into it that it would expose not only you but a lot of people to serious danger.. So I've been covering, too, saying it's Wargrave when it's really not."
"Do you know who he is, sir?" I asked.
"No." said the Deputy Director. "He's too good, he's layered himself in hoops of levels of contacts that some of my best people couldn't even begin to get through. I do agree he is basing himself in your Town, maybe in some capacity with the University. But that's all I really know about him."
With a final whisper, he said "Look, Don, my lodestone is Superior Bloodlines. This guy may or may not be part of that, but they're the ones I'm concentrating on. I want to break them apart. To break them apart breaks apart a political cartel of immense power and immense danger to the Constitution and the Nation. I want to destroy them before they destroy the country. Then I can retire peacefully, and someone else can beat back the next threat.
"But 'Crime Consultant', he's into too many other things, and he's too many steps ahead. As are you. He's yours, Don. Only you can defeat him. And I really can't help you, even though I want to. I'll support you any way I can, but Professor Moriarty belonged to Sherlock Holmes, and this criminal belongs to you."
Part 12 - A Sting From The Past
Friday, May 8th, at 3:05pm, I got the phone call.
"Meet me at County Airport, right away." said the voice. It was my wife Laura. "I've packed our bags, and the Usual Suspects are keeping the kids." Before I could even respond, the line went dead.
I went and told the Chief I needed to sneak out early and he said to go ahead. I stopped by Cindy's office, and she told me she knew already as she was going to babysit the kids. She drove me to County Airport in my Police SUV.
The sleek plane came in for its landing just as Cindy drove away. Sure enough, the tail number identified it as an Air Force aircraft. Laura was waiting inside the tiny terminal building, which actually was the ground floor of the control tower building. Within 10 minutes, we were boarded and the plane was taking off.
"Ma'am, would you like something to drink?" asked the stewardess, a drop-dead gorgeous blonde wearing a tight-fitting Air Force uniform. She was extremely deferential to Laura.
"Sure, whiskey and soda, please." Laura said. I ordered Scotch, neat. And as we sipped our drinks, Laura told me what was going on.
"Michael Burke made some cell phone calls to a cell tower about fifteen miles from Teresa's hometown." my wife said. "Then Henry Wargrave's business cellphone made calls to that same tower. We think the time has come, and we have to move."
"Think we'll be in time?" I asked, not bothering to ask who Laura meant by 'we'.
"I think so, but tonight may be the night." she said. "Did you bring your crowbar?"
"Does a cat have climbing gear?" I replied. The red crowbar was in the bin above our heads with my carry-on bag.
"Good." Laura said. "I'm glad you're coming along. It might take both of us to get this done."
"Yes," I said, "it just might." Yes, this mission would take a Deputy Director within the CIA to accomplish, but it was more... it was personal. "So I'm guessing you have a team in place?"
"Yes." Laura said. "They're going to meet us at the airport. They're loyal; if what I think is going to happen actually does, then we'll be breaking a few laws." And Laura wondered why I didn't want to be part of the CIA, I mused, but this was unavoidable.
"Speaking of loyal," I said, "did you check into those Griswold and Gagnon guys?"
"Yes." Laura said. "And you were right. One of them may be compromised. I talked with Dr. Casey Walker himself. We're not letting on, and hoping the bastard will lead us to other compromised agents and foreign contacts, and see what we're up against. By the way, how did you know?"
"Observation and deduction." I said. "And I got confirmation this morning, by the way."
"Speaking of that," Laura said, "you're just not going to tell me, are you?"
"Tell you what?"
"How you knew her name."
"Whaa..." I said, genuinely surprised. "You haven't figured it out already?"
Laura looked at me, then turned back to the Psychology magazine she was reading. "You are about to get your morning blowjobs cut off, mister."
"That's too bad." I said, then called her bluff. "But that's okay; I need to save up my sperm anyway."
"All right, you dirty dog." she said. "You're really going to do it? You're going to knock her up?"
"If she 'takes', I sure am." I replied.
"You are a nasty, nasty man." my wife replied. "And I love you for it. Good luck. To both of you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was late in the afternoon local time when we landed. We did not land at the airstrip nearest Teresa's hometown, but another one further away and to the southwest. There was still some light but it was getting late.
Some men came aboard the aircraft, most in their 20s and 30s, all of them fit and toned. Laura began planning with the leader. "Okay, as soon as it gets dark, you'll bring black van #2 along this road." She pointed at the map. "We'll walk them across the field and into the van, and you'll get them out of there and back here as fast as you can, stopping for nothing. Meanwhile, we'll get black van #1 into the garage for the extraction. Don, here's where you get to have fun..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knocked on the door of the house that had been built over the spot where Teresa's childhood home had stood until her father burned it down. It was just after dark, as we had waited until the sun went down so we wouldn't be seen.
The door did not open immediately, but I could tell that someone was peering at the window then through the eyehole in the front door. I had taken of my hat to make sure i could be easily identified. Finally, I heard the locks being disengaged and the door finally opened.
A pretty woman about my age, just a bit older, with lustrous black hair falling in gentle waves around her shoulders and a shapely body, opened the door. "Don? Don Troy? Is that you?" she said, totally stunned.
"Hello, Ivy." I said. "May I come in?"
"Sure, sure." she said. I stepped into the front room. Just as I did, a man holding a toddler came in from the back areas, probably the kitchen.
"Who are you?" he asked. He was short, a bit stocky, and had very light brown hair, almost blondish. And I could tell from his eyes that this guy was as dumb as a box of rocks, and that my mission was going to have obstacles.
"My name is Commander Donald Troy with a Police Department some distance from here. I'm-"
"Why are you here? Ivy, who the hell is this guy?" the guy said. I could see something bordering on fear in his face.
"Honey," Ivy said, "I knew Don in college."
"So what?" the guy said, getting more belligerent. "Why did you come to our home now?" I could see this wasn't going to go very well.
"I am here," I said, letting my voice take the command authority I needed to get this guy to listen, "because your wife knows who I am. Ivy, I also believe you know my wife..."
With that, I extended my hand back at the door. Laura took her cue, and stepped inside. "Hello, Ivy." she said quietly, standing tall right next to me.
"Dr. Fredricson!?!?!" Ivy spluttered. "Oh my God! How are you?" She hugged the older woman, and Laura hugged her back. Then Ivy put my words together.
"Wait..." Ivy said. "Your wife? Don, didn't you marry Melina?"
"Yes." I said. "Yes I did. And then through some strange twists and turns--"
"Ivy!" called out Mr. Sanders, his voice angry. "Who in the hell are these people?"
"Honey, this is Dr. Fredricson." Ivy tried to explain. "She was the professor I worked with when I was in college. Don was in school there at the same time. But Doctor, what's going on?"
"I need to tell you, Ivy," said Laura, "that you and your family's lives are in danger. Great danger. Years ago I told you that something like this might happen... well, tonight's the night. We need to get you and your husband and child out of here."



"What?!" gasped the husband.
"Honey," said Ivy, trying to placate her increasingly irritated husband, "I told you when we got married that I once did some work that might come back to haunt me and that we might have to just leave like we're in Witness Protection or something..."
"Mr. Sanders," Laura cut in, taking control of the situation, "if you'll come with me to the kitchen, I'll explain everything." To back her words up, she showed the man her I.D. and CIA badge, which she very rarely carried with her. "Don, would you talk with Ivy?"
"Sure." I said. Mr. Sanders was not as happy about it, but Ivy convinced him to go with Laura... who had the toddler in her arms already. Sneaky controlling move, my wife had just made.
Once they were gone, I had Ivy sit down in a chair and I sat on the sofa next to it. "Ivy," I said, "we didn't know what, if anything, your husband knows about that situation with Jack Burke, so we didn't want to say anything in front of him. Laura is telling him that you worked with her in a CIA capacity, which is true of course, and it'll be your decision to tell your husband what I'm about to tell you now."
I continued: "After you accused Jack of rape to force him out of Melina's life, some strange things went on in his life. He became something of a drifter, going from place to place around the country. Two years ago, he ended up in the Town where I now am the Police Commander, and he was caught in bed with a married woman. Her husband killed them both."
"Oh my God." Ivy said. "That's so sad. But that's Jack, he was one hell of a ladies' man. As you know."
"Yes." I said, not really caring to discuss that. "What also happened is that I learned that Jack Burke's parents, Michael and Eleanor Burke, tried to find out what happened to Jack, who only visited them a couple of times in all the years before his death. They found out most of the details of the incident you and Laura created. Eleanor attempted to murder Laura, but her plan was anticipated and the gun she fired was empty."
"Oh... my..." Ivy said, her eyes wide with shock.
"That's not all." I said. "Eleanor is in prison now, but Michael Burke, Jack's father, has been obsessed with finding you. He blames you for what happened to his son, and he has been trying to find you and murder you, and he might have your family murdered, as well. I not only am married to Laura now, I work in cooperation with the FBI on some things, and I've been monitoring Michael Burke for some time. We just learned that he has found you, and someone might be coming to kill you as early as tonight."
"Wha... what can we do?" Ivy said. "And how... how did he find us? Oh, wait.. there were two women here a few weeks ago, they were driving by..."
"No, they're not your problem." I said. "They're actually policewomen that work with me. One of them grew up in the house that was on this very spot before it burned down and this house was built. Her father passed away and she happened to be in town for that, but it's lucky because it helped me find the plot against you in time. Small world, huh?"
"Yeah." Ivy said. "So, what happened with you and Melina? Laura had me do all that with Jack just to keep her away from him so she'd marry you..."
"And Melina did marry me." I said. "Eight years later, we ended up in Laura's University's town, and Melina and I divorced. I'd met Laura and we ended up getting married, and Melina married a... local politician." No point in telling Ivy that Melina was married to the Town & County Sheriff, I decided.
Just then, Laura stuck her head in the door. "Everything set here?"
"Just about." I said. "Ivy, you and your family need to pack what you can. We're going to take you out of here. I have no idea where Laura is taking you."
"Honey, we have to go." Ivy said to her husband as she took her child from Laura's arms.
"I don't know why." the man said. "Why should we run away?" I saw that Laura had not totally succeeded in placating the dumbass.
"Mis-ter Sanders!" I said strongly, almost hovering over the man. "I am desperately trying to save your family's lives here, and yours as well. The people that are going to come after you are not playing around, they are murderers. You can't handle them, you're not a killer. They'll butcher you and your family before you would even know they were there."
"Bullshit." said the airhead Mr. Sanders. "I can handle myself and protect my family, and I sure as hell don't need you. Now get the hell out of my house and don't ever come back again--" Fortunately for him, Ivy intercepted him.
"Honey, he's right." she said pleadingly. "We have to go. We're never coming back here, we're going to start over somewhere else."
"And what then, Ivy?" the husband asked. "What if they find us wherever we go? What then, huh?"
"Then we keep on going." said Ivy.
"Mr. Sanders," I said, "let me handle the guys coming after you."
"What makes you so fucking special?" the man asked. Patience, Don, I thought to myself. The guy has rocks in his head. but time is a'wasting. Time to shut his ass up.
"Mr. Sanders," I said, trying to hold on to my temper, "have you ever killed anyone? Have you ever taken another person's life?" The room became utterly silent.
"I hope and pray that you never do have to kill anyone, Mr. Sanders." I said quietly. "But that is what you will have to do, and in cold blood, in order to stop the military-trained mercenaries that are coming here with one mission: to kill you. And if you haven't killed anyone before, now is not the time to begin. You've got to get your wife and son out of here. They are what you need to be thinking about right now. Now go. Laura, would you help them get their things and get them out of here?"
"Okay, let's get your bags packed." Laura said. Mr. Sanders was still not mollified, but he was in shock from my question, and he realized he was helpless to stop the inevitable. Laura helped them pack large suitcases of clothes, jewelry and some photographs.
Four black-clad agents came into the front room from the garage that was on the left side of the house. "Ma'am, the van's in the garage." said one agent. "We are not being observed. No thermals in the windows or cars of any of the houses in the area, nor outside in the field areas."
"Good." said Laura. "Okay, Ivy, here's what we're going to do. These men will carry your luggage, and I will escort you out the back door. We're going through the field behind your house and over the railroad tracks to a van that is waiting for you."
As they gathered to leave, Laura came over and kissed me. "I'll be back soon." she said.
"Good." I said. "Don't forget to knock when you come back in." The words were neither idle nor in jest; if someone knocked without using the proper code sequence, either I or the remaining agents in the house might kill the person entering. The knocking code was a child's game, but effective.
I turned out the lights and the group left through the kitchen and patio to the field out back. As I waited for Laura to return, I thought about what Ivy had done to 'save' Melina from Jack Burke on Laura's behalf, but also on mine. And that event was the start of the chain of events that had led to where I am now, with the wife and children I have, the command of a Police Department... and a red crowbar in my hand.
I felt a certain gratitude to Ivy, and hoped that this night would serve as my paying back the favor and that she and her family would be safe. And I knew with certainty that I would never see Ivy again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
What a lot of people don't know is that I am ambidextrous. I'm right handed, but I can bat left-handed or right-handed, can throw decently left-handed, and actually qualified with my police service weapon both right-handed and left-handed (to counter a possible lawsuit if I ever had to shoot a perp left-handed... one never knows what legal beagles will come up with.).
So I was in the coat closet with the door opened, and if perps came through the front door I would have to swing the crowbar left-handed. And I expected the perps to try to come in through the front door. After Laura and her agents got back, we turned the patio lights on and left them on. Agents were covering the back door anyway.
Entry through the garage was not possible with the garage door down, and the front porch was shrouded in darkness. Ergo, we expected the entry to be there. Another agent was on the other side of the front room, ready to turn on the lights. Laura was upstairs: if the perps got past us, she was going to blow them away as they came up the stairs.
The wait was very, very long. I used the time to think about the puzzles I needed to solve. The 'Consultant of Crime', the 'real Moriarty', would know by now of my visit to Apple Grove, and would be wondering how much I had found. I examined my logic of this person's relationship with Henry R. Wargrave, of Wargrave's other relationships with the 'Big Boyz' of the nation and world, and found my logic to be flawless. There were rifts there. Could I exploit them?
Then I thought of something very interesting: who would the Consultant's next "Number 1" be, the next 'Colonel Sebastian Moran', the next Sith Lord to accompany the Emperor Palpatine that was the Great Mind opposing me? And somehow the answer came to me: Wargrave was the University's biggest benefactor. Whenever he was gone, alive or dead, someone would become Dr. Sidney Wellman's biggest benefactor, and new best buddy. I could exploit that.
Always in pairs, I mused. The Batman had Robin. Green Arrow had Speedy. The Green Hornet had Kato. The Lone Ranger had Tonto. Only Superman had no sidekick. Now why was that? (Author's note: that's a trivia question for YOU, dear readers.)
And then I saw it. As I peered into the darkness, I thought I saw a teenage girl in the room. She looked like Teresa... no, she wasn't Teresa... was she really there or were my eyes playing tricks on me.
She just looked right at me and smiled, and then walked out of my line of sight. I peered forward, but did not see anything in the darkness...
*Clack!*
I heard the footstep on the patio outside. I steeled myself.
A key was introduced into the deadbolt lock, turning it back. The door was quietly opened. Used to the dark, I could barely see the shadowy figure coming in. I saw something too rectangular on his face... he was wearing night vision goggles.
Yep, left-handed. I swung my red crowbar with all of my might as Babe Ruth would've at a big juicy curveball... right at the rectangle on the perp's face.
***WHAM!!***
I felt the contact, the violent energy that traveled up my arms and down my spine even as the man crumpled to the ground. Hearing the noise, the other CIA agent in the room clicked on the lights. The second man, just coming in the door, was blinded by the bright light overwhelming his night vision goggles. Before he could react, I had pulled him into the house and was closing the door as the other agent used his excellent martial arts skills to subdue the second man to the floor.
Laura and the other agents poured into the room, and Dr. Fredricson immediately injected both of them with a sedative that would keep them out. The man I hit was bleeding in the crown of his nose, the night vision goggles shattered.
"Get them into the van." Laura ordered. Agents swiftly wrapped the men in what looked like very thin carpet and carried the bundles into the garage. All of the lights were turned off. The garage door opened and the van drove out and away up the street, no one the wiser.
My wife and I remained behind, along with two agents. They went around, locking the doors and turning off the gas. We went out the back door, which Laura locked with the key Ivy had given her. We took off through the field to the railroad tracks. A black van was waiting for us and we climbed in for the trip back to the airport.
At the airport, there was another plane, a C-130 military transport plane. It had landed just five minutes before. The van with the two captured men drove right up the back and into the plane, though it was a tight fit.
"Honey," Laura said, "I'm going with this plane. I'll help Ivy and her family get settled into their new location in Washington State, and 'help' with the interrogation of these bastards." I knew what that meant; the good Doctor would be administering drugs to enhance the interrogations. I was glad to not be a captured perp...
I got on the sleek aircraft that had brought us here. Moments after the C-130 rumbled off, our plane also took off. As it did, I began singing and paraphrasing that old Army jody "C-one-thirty rolling down the strip, bad-boy perps on a one-way trip..."
"You were Airborne, sir?" asked one of the agents, hearing me.
I nodded. "Long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away." I said. "You?"
"82d Airborne in Afghanistan, before I was recruited into the Company." he said. We reminisced about military things, and then I fell asleep.
Qapla'! as the Klingons say. 'Operation Eleanor', as Laura had named it in vengeance for the woman that had tried to kill her, had been a complete success.
Part 13 - Following Up
"Good morning, Captain Ross." I said to Cindy as she came into my office after watching the Bettina broadcast at 7:00am, Monday, May 11th. KXTC had been taking shots at KSTD's sloppy coverage of the Jack Burke tapes, replete with Bettina's interviews of the Chief and myself.
"Good morning, Commander Troy." Cindy said. She was wearing her uniform of light blue shirt with dark blue soft shoulderboards and two sewn-in bars denoting her Captain rank, and dark blue pants with black piping down the sides. "What's on the agenda today?"
"You and I are going to a breakfast with Selena Steele, Chief Operating Officer of the J.P. Goldman Bank here in Town." I said. I was wearing a uniform identical to Cindy's, except my rank was silver oak leaf clusters. "We're meeting her at 8:00am at the Lilibet House." The Lilibet House was an 'upscale' place for breakfast and lunch, similar to the soup and sandwich place Laura likes. No 'Country Breakfast Diner' for Selena Steele...
"Plainclothes or uniforms?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, what we have on now." I said. "Selena has a back room reserved for us, though, so that we can talk privately."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is so much nicer than having to meet at the bank." said Selena Steele as we sat down in a back room. Selena was facing the doorway that led to the room out front, I was seated to her left and Cindy to her right. I noticed that a fourth place was set at the table. "And congratulations on your promotion, Cindy."
The Lilibet House had things like spinach omelettes and crêpes and fruit at their breakfast bar. I'd have to get something to snack on later, I promised myself.
"Thank you." Cindy said politely. I noticed Cindy observing Selena Steele, who was a beautiful woman with lustrous, long black hair, full lips, a luscious figure and sparkling dark eyes. I myself wondered how Selena could remain single for so long, and wondered who was tapping this... no way a hot woman like Selena went without sex.
"Thank you for meeting with us." I said. "We're following up on the Ricky Morris case."
"Ohhhhh... yes, that." Selena said with asperity, which seemed a bit rehearsed to me. "I cannot tell you how shocked I am about that. Mr. Goldman was devastated by the news, as well. I know you'll want to talk to our employees about him..."
"Not necessarily." I said. "I want to ascertain some things from you, though, if I may. First, Ricky Morris was an employee at your Bank. What did he do, and how was he at his job?"
"He was... a loyal employee who came to work on time, did his job, did what was asked of him." Selena said, as if citing a memorized lesson. "His position was with our Accounting Department, making sure books balanced and such stuff."
"How long had he been there?"
"Several years." Selena said. "He was a college friend of Bradley... Bradley Hazleton. Bradley recommended Ricky's hiring, and Bradley was beginning to be a star with the Bank, so we hired Ricky."
"I see." I said, meaning a lot more than what Selena was saying... but what she was not saying. "Did Ricky get along with his co-workers?"
"Yes." Selena said. "He kept to himself for the most party Quiet, dependable accountant, poster boy for the stereotype. Didn't have any problems with anyone, that I know of."
"Did he hang out with Bradley, his college buddy?" I asked.
Selena said, choosing her words carefully, "Bradley was being given more and more good assignments, and Ricky was at his desk balancing books all day. So I don't think they were especially close socially."
"I recall Bradley had a fiancée." I said. "Were they social with Ricky and his wife Jennifer?"
"I don't know." Selena said. "Bradley broke up with his fiancée, as you recall from investigating his murder. I am not sure if Ricky and Jennifer were together until after Bradley's breakup."
"So Ricky was married to his wife Jennifer for... almost two years?"
"That's about right." Selena said. "She was... let's just say she was a 'unique' person."
"Did she and Ricky get along? Good marriage?" I asked.
"As far as I know." Selena said.
"So were there any indications at all that this tragedy was brewing?" I asked.
"Absolutely none." Selena said. I think she felt the two pairs of eyes boring into her, maybe even right through her.
"Let me ask this." I said. "Did you know Mr. Harkins of the Second National Bank?"
"The one who disappeared?" Selena said. "I'd met him, but didn't know him at all. J.P.-- er, Mr. Goldman, might have known him better."
Selena now looked disquieted, and she finally spoke up after I'd poured myself some more coffee. "Guys," she said, dropping her voice, "is there some way I can talk to you... off the record, so to speak?"
"Captain Ross," I said, having already anticipated this and knowing what I wanted to do, "why don't we treat Ms. Steele as a Confidential Informant. Selena, as a C.I., what you say will be kept secret. We might have to use it, but we'll keep you and your name out of it to any extent possible."
"That will work." Selena said. "And it's not anything earth-shattering, but I don't want what could be considered 'gossip' to come out in a public Police report."
"That won't happen." I said. "Go ahead."
"First, about Ricky." Selena said. "He was not a bad employee, but he was not a very bright nor promising one. He did his job, but not with any urgency. Most people here act like they want to go somewhere, to higher posts. Ricky was seemingly content right where he was. His performance evaluations were average at best. Mr. Goldman was hoping for more when he took Bradley's recommendation to hire Ricky. And that was really the only blemish on Bradley's career."
"But Ricky wasn't a bad employee." I said.
"No, not at all. Just very... mundane." Selena replied. "But worse... much worse... was Jennifer. She was one of the most conniving harpies that I've ever had the displeasure to meet. Angela Harlan on her worst day was not as bad as Jennifer... until Angela started killing people, of course."
"We get the idea." I said. "Tell us more about Jennifer."
"Ricky didn't really have friends at the Bank, so he had no social support system." Selena said. "When Jennifer started getting her hooks into him, no one really realized it until it was too late to see and stop what was going on. I sincerely believe she had ulterior motives for conning him into marrying her."
"In addition," Selena continued, "Jennifer was just a... selfish, mean-spirited person. She only attended social functions when us C-Level persons attended; I once surprised everyone by showing up at a more informal event, and only Ricky was there. And she made it clear she didn't think much of any of us, except Mr. Goldman and the Board members and executives, with whom she flirted relentlessly. I wasn't the COO at that time, of course."



"Yes," I said, "and I don't think she'll be trying to frame you for murder, since she herself is now dead. Did you know Ken Konnichi, the man who was killed along with her?"
"No." Selena said. "Not at all. Mr. Goldman said he was an executive with a company in the City, so I'm not surprised Jennifer was putting out for him. I guess Kenny walked in on them and went mad and shot them?"
"Selena," I said, "just between us... I do not believe the version of events we have been led to believe by the Press. And pursuant to that, let me ask this: what level of access to your Bank's information did Ricky Morris have?"
Oh, geez..." Selena said, "just about everything. He'd be given specific tasks, but theoretically he had access to just about anything he would need to determine the figures he was working with... and before you ask, I'll have to clear it with J.P. and the lawyers, and they'll probably ask for a warrant."
"Oh, I have no desire to waste my people's time looking through your Bank's books." I said. "But I would ask if you would investigate... internally... what Ricky Morris was doing the past few months. See what he accessed, stuff like that. I trust you to come to myself or Captain Ross with anything unusual you find out... as our Confidential Informant, of course." Cindy flashed a brief smile at that one.
Just then a vision of beauty walked up to us. She was very tall, and she was wearing a satiny, shimmery dress of very light blue, almost white, with a hat and a whitish veil. Her blonde hair was done up in a 'high-falutin' fashion, as my mother would say. Her gorgeous legs were made even more shapely by the matching light blue high heel pumps that she wore.
"Rita?" I gasped, totally stunned.
"Hello, Commander, my darling." said the woman. She was indeed Rita, the statuesque blonde that owned and ran the 'Lashes & Lace' underground sex club. "Selena, so good to see you again. And you must be Captain Ross. I'm Rita... and it's a pleasure to meet you."
"Yes, forgive my lack of manners." said Selena as she got up. "I'm going to have to leave, but Rita wanted to speak with you." She gave Rita a hug and a two-cheek kiss, and I noticed both women's eyes smoldering. I now knew where Selena was getting sex... from the well-hung Satyrs at Lashes and Lace... and maybe something from the women there, too.
"May I join you?" Rita asked. Not waiting for an answer, Rita sat down at the place to my left and Cindy's right. I noticed Rita's sparkling eyes studying Cindy, then cut to me for a second. With a knowing smile, Rita said "May I call you Cindy? You are a vision of loveliness. I remember seeing you in those 'Miss Physical America' competitions, and you are even more beautiful in person."
"Thank you." Cindy said, blushing but very happy with the praise. She had been observing Rita for her looks, also.
"And I want to see you and your fiancée at my club, and soon." said Rita. "You can take advantage of me and do whatever you like to me."
"Uh, thanks, but I don't think that's my cup of tea." Cindy replied.
"Speaking of that," Rita said, half teasing, "why hasn't this delicious Commander not poured me a cup of coffee yet?"
As I poured Rita's coffee, I said "So, Rita, why did you want to see us?"
"My lovely friend Selena... isn't she gorgeous?... knew you'd be asking her about the Morrises and that tragic murder, and she wanted me to share what I know with you, which is considerable. You have some very foul and dirty cops on your Force, Commander."
"Don't I know it." I said, noticing Rita's eyes cutting from Cindy to me and back to Cindy. "What can you tell us?"
"Ricky Morris was a very dull and boring man." Rita said. "He was a member of the Club for a while, but all he would do is come in and jack off while watching my Satyrs fuck older women. And as one needs to participate in order to be with my Club, we asked Ricky to find his pleasures... elsewhere."
"Fortunately for him, or unfortunately, really" Rita continued, "he met Jennifer Madoff. She was the wife of State Representative Justin Madoff for a long time. I believe you know him and his reputation for honesty, Commander?"
"Oh yes." I said, enjoying Rita's biting sarcasm. Madoff was a State Rep from the City, and one of the most deeply corrupt politicians in the Legislature.
"Jennifer and Justin were a bad, bad couple." Rita said. "She would seduce other legislators and get secrets from them, then pass those secrets to Justin, who would then use them against the other legislators. That ended when she tried to seduce Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, who is a man not to be fucked with, nor fucked over. Madoff had to divorce Jennifer to save his skin, and Jennifer got out of the City as fast as she could."
Rita went on: "She was fucking several men in high places, such as Mr. Konnichi, and selling information to the highest bidder... and of course that would always be your good friend Henry R. Wargrave."
"Ahhhh," I said. "Now we start to paint a picture. So... what can you tell me about Thomas P. Cook in all of this?"
"And how would you know to ask about him?" Rita asked, her eyes dancing.
"Little game I like to play, called 'connect-the-dots'." I said, making sure Rita saw my eyes looking into hers.
"He's a businessman that likes to trade secrets, also." said Rita. "But I don't know of any connection he has to this."
"May I ask a question?" Cindy queried.
"You just did." Rita said, leaning over, resting her chin in the palm of her hand, and staring into Cindy's ice blue eyes, losing herself in them. "I hope the next one is a lot better."
"I'm looking for someone." Cindy said, glancing at me then back into Rita's eyes. "Old woman, known as the 'Widow Athena Jones'. Supposedly hangs out with Old Mrs. Boddiker. Would you happen to know who this woman is?"
"Aw, I was hoping you were going to ask me out for dinner and drinks." Rita said, then grinned. "That ADA must be one hell of a woman, Commander. This woman is smitten."
"Can't say I blame her." I said.
"Stoppit." Cindy said, giving me a cutting look for that.
"But to answer your question," Rita said, "I know of Old Mrs. Boddiker, she's a basket case. But I don't know of this Widow Jones. I'll check it out. And if I find her for you, you will owe me a favor... which means coming to my Club... and bringing that wonderful toy Laura made for you." Cindy gasped in shock. I began chuckling, which nearly incurred a Blue Crowbar beatdown on the spot.
As we were leaving, Cindy went to the restroom. Normally women do that together, but this time Rita held back... to say something to me. When her eyes met mine, we both knew what it was.
"Are you aware...?" she asked, her eyes boring into me. With her high heel pumps, Rita was eye-level with me.
"Oh yes, of course." I said.
"I see now why you moved so quickly to make her a Captain in the Police Force." Rita whispered. "When are you going to tell her?"
"It'll be soon." I said. "Probably by July 4th. Everything is coming to a head, and she'll know everything by then." Rita just smiled and nodded.
Part 14 - Manners and Mannerisms
Back at Headquarters, I went to MCD, where I got the report. It was 'not good'.
"Sir," started Theo Washington, "I interviewed almost all of the Lions Club members over the weekend. Most of them remember seeing Ricky Morris at the meeting, but none saw him after about 9:20pm. Two members sitting near him said he got a cellphone call, and he hurriedly left."
"Damn." I said. "Wipes out any alibi he might have had. Did you get anyone on Data Team to check out the cellphone call?"
"I asked Milton himself, and he looked it up himself." Theo said. "Burner phone, pinging the tower near University Avenue and College Avenue." University Avenue was the main north-south road separating the Town from the University Campus. College Avenue went west from the Main Gate of the University (and therefore straight west from The Cabin on the mountain above) into Town, and was the southern border of Courthouse Square.
"I guess there's no idea where he went?" I asked.
"Myron also checked the GPS on Morris's car." Theo said. "And here's the rub... it was wiped out. Totally clean, erased. Someone knew exactly what the hell they were doing. By the way, I got I.A. to give me a behind-the-curtain report: Sharples and McCombs's police car cameras were not operating; they didn't turn them on. So nothing there, either."
"Hoo boy." I said. "Doesn't look like my plan is going to pan out. Okay, good work Theo. Write it up and file it into evidence."
I went to my office and called in Cindy and Tanya. After discussing the case and general MCD stuff, I said "I'm going to the City to interview Ken Konnichi's boss at Ichimoku Industries. Don't give me grief, Cindy, but I'm not taking you on this one. Tanya, I'd like to take Martin Nash with me." Like good Crowbar's Angels, they nodded and didn't give me backtalk nor ask questions I didn't want asked.
"Cindy," I said, "I'd like for you poke your head into the FBI's local offices and ask about that classified file and see if they're making any progress on it. They'll tell you they haven't found a damn thing, and you'll say okay, but the point is that I don't want them to think I've forgotten about it for one minute..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove to the City in my Police SUV, I told Nash some things about Japanese protocols, and what to say and how to act during the meeting. I then said "Don't tell anyone else, but the reason I brought you instead of Ross is because these Japanese execs will never treat a woman with the same respect they would a man. They'd expect Cindy to bow lower than you or I need to, and I don't have to tell you what she'd say about that!"
"I'm sure most of the words would have four letters." said Nash, exhibiting his 'pawky' sense of humor. "But if you want her to win the Police Boxing Matches next month, you should tell her."
"Hell no!" I said. "I want to win those myself. What about you?"
"I'm doing the real boxing competition." said Martin Nash. "I did some Golden Gloves boxing, and I've been training for this event."
"Oh." I said. "Cool beans."
Arriving at the offices of Ichimoku Industries, which were in the northwest part of the City, I handed the receptionist at the front desk my card, saying that I had an appointment. A few minutes later a young Japanese woman came up to us and bowed.
"Commander Troy-sama." she said. "Would you please come this way?" We followed the woman to an elevator which led to the higher floors of the building.
"Mr. Ichigawa will see you in just a moment, Commander-sama." said the male secretary in the office.
"Arigato." I said. The wait was not long, and soon we were admitted to a long office with a full conference table in the middle of the room, and a large desk at the far end.
"Ah, Commander Troy and Detective Nash." said the man rising from the desk and coming forward to meet us. "I am Hiroku Ichigawa, Chief Information Officer of the City branch of Ichimoku Industries."
I bowed with the exact depth that an American would bow, enough to be polite but certainly not being the inferior. I noticed Martin bow to the same depth, which was most very good. Mr. Ichigawa returned our bow with equal exactitude.
"Please, be seated. May I offer you some tea?" said Mr. Ichigawa.
"Thank you Ichigawa-sama." I said. "But please be seated first."
"Ah, you know our customs, Troy-sama." said Ichigawa. "It is no wonder Takaki Masaki-sama spoke so highly of you. Please, be seated." I allowed myself to be persuaded as the guest, and sat down. Martin, as my 'second', waited and sat down just after Ichigawa. Most very good.
A woman came up with a tea service. "May I offer you tea?" he said. The woman placed the service down and began pouring a Japanese tea cup full of the green beverage. "Dozo, Commander-san."
"Thank you, but please give it to Hiroku-san." I said, knowing that several protocols dictated I use his first name.
"You are too kind, Donald-san, but please, honor me." I allowed myself to be persuaded, expressing my admiration for the quality of the tea caddy and cups, which pleased Ichigawa. Martin was offered tea and asked the cup be given to Mr. Ichigawa, who again insisted his guest take the cup, and Martin was persuaded. The woman poured Ichigawa's tea, then left the room.
"Yes, Japanese protocols must run in your family, Donald-san." said Ichigawa. "Your nephew Todd-san is well-versed in his manners. He has tremendous maturity and knowledge for a man so young."
"I'm honored to hear you say so, Hiroku-san." I said. "You've met him through his company doing business with yours?"
"Of course." Ichigawa said. "He is a tough negotiator, as well. Much more tough than the Chinese, who are weak in their manners." I smiled.
"So, Donald-san, how may I be of service to you today?" This was the signal that the rituals and protocols were satisfactorily met, and we could get to business.
"I'm sorry that I have to visit for such a tragic circumstance." I said. "It's about Ken Konnichi-san, who was killed in my County recently."
"Ah, yes." said Ichigawa. "Ken-san was rising fast in our company. We did not know that he was having a... relationship with this woman Morris. We did not expect such a lack of vision by Ken-san in compromising himself. Still, his death was very tragic for all of us."
"My condolences to your company and his family." I said. "May I ask some questions?"
"Of course." he said. I took out my notebook.
"Mr. Konnichi worked directly for you, sir?" I asked. "In what capacity?"
"I am the Chief Information Officer for the City branch of the company. Ken was one of my managers in the Information Technology department."
"He was supervising others?" I asked. Ichigawa affirmed it.
"Did he get along with everyone? Did anyone have any problems with him, or vice versa?"
No, Donald-san, it was his duty to do his job efficiently." said Ichigawa. "As you know, we Japanese place emphasis on workplace efficiency and competence. Everyone is expected to get along and use good manners in their social contacts with each other. What you call the 'social graces' are not as prevalent in our companies as in American companies... or Police Departments, I am certain. "
Was that a little shot? I wondered. I went on: "Thank you, Hiroku-san. I don't expect you to tell me any business secrets, of course, but can you tell me what Konnichi-san's work was? What he was working on, that is? Anything that would cause someone to want to kill him?"
"He oversaw several projects, mostly software upgrades of existing programs." said Ichigawa.
"Anything to do with cyber-security? Or financial-related programs?"
"No, nothing like that."
"Do you know how Ken-san met Jennifer Morris, the woman who was murdered along with him?"
"No, Donald-san." Ichigawa said. "We did not even know of his... affair until we learned of his death."
"Was he married?" I asked.
"Yes. his wife is an American citizen, and they seemed devoted to each other. He had no other relationships that we know of." said Ichigawa. "And I will tell you in confidence, gentlemen, that we keep watch upon our employees. Spies are constantly probing us, seeking weak men to exploit. We are examining Ken Konnichi's relationship with this woman. As Takaki Masaki-sama has asked us to assist you, we will let you know of anything we find."
"Arigato." I said. "I am very grateful to you, and to him. I also appreciate your taking a few moments of your valuable time to meet with us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did you think of that, Martin?" I asked as we were getting back into my Police SUV for the drive home.
"The Japanese are sure touchy about protocols, but I guess when it's done right, as you did it, they become helpful." Martin replied. "I would have been lost."
"They'd understand if you didn't attempt it at all." I said. "In fact, it's preferable to trying and fucking it up, which would cause you to dishonor yourself."
"Did he say your nephew Todd was very good at Japanese ceremonials?" Martin asked.
"Yep." I replied. "My nephew has traveled to Japan on behalf of BOW Enterprises, and he's learned a lot. And like the man said, Todd is quite capable in spite of his young age."
Capable of a great many things, I thought to myself. And not all of them necessarily for the side of Good...
"Uh, sir, you missed the turn to get to the highway." Nash said.
"I'm actually going to stop by the Federal Building while we're over here." I said. "I need to talk with Jack Muscone and his boss about something. It has to do with the Nicole Stanton murder...
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Stinging Flea Bites
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday May 13th. "Channel Two News has learned that in their session last night, the Town & County Council has ordered a formal Board of Inquiry into the shooting death of Ricky Morris by Detective Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples one week ago, on May 6th. The Police Union has already filed a grievance, stating that not calling this a 'good shoot' is harassment of Detective Sharples by Commander Donald Troy and Chief Harold Bennett. Channel Two News has also learned that the request to the Council for the formal investigation was not made by Chief Bennett nor Commander Troy, but by Town & County Sheriff Sheriff Daniel Allgood..."
"Oh wow." Tanya said as both MCD and Vice Detectives watched in the MCD Room. "Is he suspended?"
"More like grounded and sent to his room." I said. "Restricted duty, had to turn in his gun and will have to re-qualify even if he's cleared. Best I... uh, I mean the Sheriff... could get from the Council." Everyone grinned at my slip, and I would let them decide if it was an accidental slip... or not.
"Think it'll work?" Tanya asked.
"No." I said. "They'll probably just move him to MCD."
"Like hell!" Tanya exclaimed, whirling upon me. "Don't even joke about that!"
"Wanna borrow a blue crowbar, Tanya?" Cindy asked, also not amused.
"Yes, please!" Tanya replied, her eyes boring into me. She wasn't grinning like she normally did, either.
"Okay, okay, just kidding." I said. "But seriously, don't get your hopes up that we're going to get anything on Sharples. All we did was show the Council the inconsistencies in the Jennifer Morris/Ken Konnichi murders. Getting something on Sharples will be another matter... and it'll be up to the Inspector General and Internal Affairs."
"By the way," I said, to change the subject, "here's a trivia question for you: The Batman had Robin. Green Arrow had Speedy. The Green Hornet had Kato, the Lone Ranger had Tonto, and so on. Only Superman had no sidekick. Now why was that?"
"Oh, I know that one!" said Joanne Cummings, beaming. "Radio! When the comic book characters came out in the days before television, they were on radio shows. They had to have someone to talk to. But Superman could fly, so they'd have those 'whoosh!' special effects for him, and the 'Up, up and away!' lines."
"Okay, Detective Cummings is Wonder Woman, and she gets the gold star for today." I said, very impressed with Joanne's knowledge... and comic book fandom. She and Theo 'high fived'.
Bettina was not finished. "In other news, BigAgraCorp has announced the purchase of several tracts of land south of Coltrane County to our south. BigAgraCorp says that the farms in the area known as the 'land between the rivers' will add many varieties of grains to the foodstuffs of the nation, and they intend to enhance production by raising genetically modified crops that will increase the tonnage of grains by at least 35%, they claim..."
"That sucks." Detective Teddy Parker said. "Big corporations are taking over all the farms. No family farms left. Family's can't afford to keep them if they try. Estate taxes wipe them out."
"And they're taking all the hunting lands away, too." said Joanne Cummings, her pretty face descending into a pout.
"My parents were raised on farms in Canada." Cindy said. "My dad made his living selling farm equipment to people, everything from seed to tractors."
"Oh really?" I said. "I never heard that, from you or Molly."
"Yeah." Cindy said. "Ward Harvester was his competition, though they didn't do much in Canada to hurt him, because Canadian farmers tend to buy local instead of the States below. So Commander," she said, patting me on the shoulders from behind, "I'm sorry you were injured in that explosion at his warehouse, but I was not sorry at all that Ward got his warehouse wiped out."
"Next time, I hope you'll allow me to get out of the place before you blow it up." I said, to laughter in the room. "Yeah, my grandmother, my father's mother... she grew up on a farm, too. She died when I was eight years old, but I remember her talking about it being a tough life, at least for her. I think she was sort of matched up with my grandfather, expected to get married, have babies. I was a kid then, but I can remember sensing that there was some sadness in her life."
"My ancestors worked farms, too." said Theo, who was black. "My great-great grandfather was a freed slave, bought his wife out of slavery and bought some land in Tennessee and farmed it. My dad had to sell that land... like you said, Teddy, taxes were too much. But times definitely have changed... we're all slaves to BigAgraCorp and GMO crops now."
That started some chatter of a political nature upon which I did not care to wax eloquent, so I headed back to my office. A few moments later, Cindy and Teresa came in.
"So Canadian farm life didn't work out for you, eh Cindy?" I said, teasing her.
"Nope." Cindy replied, then gave it right back. "No more than Apple Grove life did for you." I grinned as Cindy continued "And that's not the all of it... when I was in my early teens, I overheard my mother talking to a friend once, and she said she and my father were separated years before, when Molly was a toddler and I hadn't been born yet. Good thing they got back together, huh?"
"No doubt." I said. "What would the world be without Crowbar 2 kicking ass in these here parts?"
"Hear, hear!" Teresa agreed. Cindy blushed, though inwardly happy at the praise.
Teresa then said "You guys saw my home town. Farming was good compared to it. So, Commander... can I throw Sharples' things out of his desk yet?"
"Not quite yet." I said. "I might just have some other ideas about the Fat Boy, though." At that, I began letting my mind reminisce about what had happened the day before, which even Cindy did not yet know...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At about 10:00am on the previous (Tuesday) morning, my assistant Helena admitted two agents of the SBI to my office. They were Ted Orosco from Midtown and Jeff Reubens from Madison County.
Orosco was short, beginning to become a bit 'pudgy' in areas, but the most striking feature was his hair: it was black, and he kept it combed closely to the sides. The best description I can give is that he resembled 'the Count who can count' on Sesame Street.
Jeff Reubens looked tall and lanky next to Orosco, but he was really of medium height, nowhere near me (I'm 6'4" tall). His hair was stringy and reddish brown, and he had a beard that he would be well-advised to shave off.
"Thank you for seeing us, Commander." Orosco said. "We've been meaning to come up to see you, and when I heard about this officer-involved shooting, I contacted Agent Reubens here. We realized the urgency of the situation."
"Okay," I said, "so tell me what that situation is, so I can share your urgency." I could tell the agents didn't know whether I was kidding, as I was, or if I were being sardonic. They looked a bit nervous, and I realized that my reputation within the SBI might be more fearsome than I'd realized. That ordinarily would be a good thing, but in this case I sensed it would be good to work with these agents.
"And by the way," I said, "let's drop the formalities and use first names. Call me Don, and I'll call you Ted and Jeff, and any other dirty names that come to mind." I smiled as I said it, and Orosco relaxed. But Reubens still looked tense. "Go ahead, Jeff." I said. Reubens looked at Orosco, who was his senior officer, and Orosco nodded.
"Commander... er, Don," said Reubens, "I've been working off-and-on on the case of someone I believe to be a very dirty cop, and possibly worse. I'm talking about Sergeant Sharples on your Force."
"He's not a Sergeant," I said, "and we make a point to not give him the pleasure of calling him that. I'm not a bit surprised to hear you say that about him. So I gather he has a history."
"Oh, yes sir." Reubens said. "Have you looked into his past?"
"Actually," I said, "I haven't had a chance to dig very deep. I read his file and his résumé in it, and made some brief looks into his previous jobs. Nothing really big came up, but like I said, I didn't dig very deep."
Jeff Reubens said "I can fill that in for you now. Not much of it is in the normal public files. Some of what I've gathered is through interviews and confidential discussions. And if you'll indulge me, I'll give the story in somewhat chronological order."
Reubens started his narrative: "Leonard Sharples went to a Junior College and received an Associates Degree, which got him into a Police Academy in Louisiana. He had a job in Louisiana... Shreveport, I believe... but left that pretty quickly when got a job in Texas, in Midland. He was in better shape then, and rose from street patrolman to Detective pretty quickly. He was in Vice, and for two years everything went well for him. He made a few successful busts, was put in charge of a Narcotics unit, and led a couple more pretty big busts."
Reubens continued: "So all was going pretty well, and it looked like Sharples had a promising career. There was some word that he got wind of a child trafficking ring, but as soon as he started getting some traction on it, he was suddenly fired. No one knows why, and there is absolutely nothing in his official record... which actually said he resigned, though he didn't. But he immediately found a job at a Police Department in the Dallas area."
"Did he know Angela Harlan?" I asked. I'd meant it to be rhetorical, but Reubens looked surprised.
He then said "He may have. Her name came up in my investigations. What happened was that Sharples was hired as a Vice cop, having had a good reputation from Midland. And again, he did well. Made some busts, put the Texas Rangers on the trail of a rather large drug ring."
"Then it came out that he was still looking into that child trafficking ring. And again he may have been making some progress with it." Reubens said. "But then a police officer was found shot dead. He was a Vice Cop, younger than Sharples, and a real up-and-comer. He'd been working with Sharples, and Sharples asked to lead the investigation of the murder. His boss let him, as they were all in Vice. About 72 hours later, Sharples brings in a low life thug and a pistol in an evidence bag. Said he'd gotten a tip and moved in on the guy immediately. Ballistics showed the gun to have been the one that shot the other police officer."
I nodded as Reubens continued: "That thug said he'd had a deal to become a narc for Sharples over a shadowy child trafficking ring, and Sharples turned on him. There's no corroboration for that, but some threats came Sharples way, so he was moved to their Homicide Division. But without anything being too apparent, he changed. He began putting on weight, slowly and over time, and he never really showed any promise with the Homicide Division. In fact, some of the older officers I interviewed there that remember him actually didn't realize until they looked back over the course of time how subtly he changed."
Reubens looked at me and said "And this is where Detective Harlan comes into the picture. She wasn't with Sharples' Police Department, but may have been working with his P.D.'s Internal Affairs... and she was looking into Sharples. Turns out that he was getting a reputation for developing confidential informants, then exposing them to gangs to get in on drug deals. While in Midland, Texas, Sharples didn't have any money. In Dallas, his bank account was growing. Not by a lot, not quickly, but more money that he probably should've had."
"I never heard a word of that from Harlan." I said. "Surely she knew what he was about when they both were up here."
"It appears that they never found anything on Sharples, so Harlan went back to whatever she was doing and the I.A. investigation was dropped." said Reubens. "So she may have thought it was a blind alley and didn't bother mentioning it to you. Or there could be more sinister reasons for her not saying anything. She did some pretty nasty things while she was up here."
"Don't remind me." I said.
Reubens continued: "At any rate, I talked to a former Police Union guy from that area, whose son worked with me a few years ago. He, the father, told me in the strictest confidence, and I know you won't repeat this, that Sharples had come to learn about the investigation of him and had consulted with the Union about it."
"Sharples then went to Cape Girardeau, Missouri." said Reubens. "And that's where things started to make a pattern. He was in their Criminal Investigations division and specialized in Narcotics. He made some spectacular busts, was awarded citations and a promotion. For over two years, everything seemed fine. And then some rumors came out that Sharples was exposing C.I.s. in exchange for getting cut in on drug deals. We then find out how he made his spectacular busts: he gets a cut, then turns on them and busts them right when the deal is going down. Drugs are impounded, money impounded... but never all of the money that was expected to be there."
"Ahhhhh." I said.
"Yes, sounds like that diamond bust you made." said Orosco. "Go ahead Jeff, tell Don the rest of it."
Reubens did so: "Again, threats on Sharples's life, and an I.A. investigation... and another familiar refrain: the local Police Union comes in to back Sharples up. He had some money in his account, but not nearly what they thought he would have, and they never found where he hid any narcotics gains he might have made. The Union insisted the investigation be made open, which means he could sue if they didn't find anything, or be dropped."
"They dropped it. And without making any open scandal, that Police Department had Sharples investigate homicides and burglaries, not letting him do any narcotics work. He saw the writing on the wall, and left. That led him to Jamestown, which you know is the County Seat of Madison County, of course." Madison County is where State Women's Prison was located... and the deeply corrupt Richard Langdon was the duly elected State Senator from that area.
Reubens said "This is where I got on his trail. I was part of what was the forerunner of today's Narcotics Task Force. I was given a huge operation. We put fourteen months into penetrating a major drug operation. Richard Langdon was a big part of it, supplying the women in the State Women's Prison, and we were going to take him down as part of the sting. But just as we're about to make our final move... in comes Sharples. Busts a few lower level guys, and the rest of them dodge left and right and get away."
Reubens' face still bore the pain of the memories as he said "The SBI was left with virtually nothing, and as the leader of the operation, I took the fall. It ruined my career with the SBI, and it led to the destruction of that Narcotics group and the subsequent organization of the SBI Narcotics Task Force... without me in it.."
I asked "Was Sharples a part of your task force?"
"No, but we had worked with the locals in Madison County, Southport, Midtown, and Eastphalia and Westphalia. No one but a few of us in the SBI knew the whole operation, but we needed the locals to get information on the movements in the respective jurisdictions. And I might add that this was a major event in the growing problems of trust between the SBI and local jurisdictions."
Reubens went on: "So... since I had a lot of free time at my desk with the SBI, I started looking into how the operation failed. Sharples's name immediately came up. He was working in Midtown then, and the pattern started repeating again. First Vice, then some rumors, then their Major Crimes division. This time there was less scandal, and maybe he knew I was on his trail. Then he was hired by your Police Force, though I have no idea why."
"Did the name 'Robert Brownlee' ever come in association with Sharples?" I asked.
"No." said Reubens. "I don't recall that name at all."
"He's the Deputy Chief here, and hired Sharples." I said. "Well, I do see the pattern here, guys. And it's repeating itself here: they're beginning to try to put Sharples in our Major Crimes Division. My question is: why are you coming to me with this? You probably know that I have been trying like hell to fire Sharples, and the Union is right there opposing me. We also are behind the power curve on actual evidence, and the Union is pathetic in their fawning protection of that slug."
"And you are not the first top-level Police Officer to say that." said Reubens.
"What we're here for, Don," said Orosco, "is to ask for your help. We know you're at a different level than most police officers, and we're hoping you'll help us get Sharples. We'd really like to put him in prison, so that Reubens here and a whole lot of other officers that have been ruined him can know he's getting what will come to him in prison, where even Punk City will be no help... as you might know from that dog-killer Bryan Thatcher's case."
"Don't remind me of that, either." I said. "Makes me want to go out and beat up dirty fat cops. Did you ever find anything to suggest Sharples committed murder?"
"Don, we know what Angela Harlan turned out to be," said Orosco, "but while she was in Texas she was one of the best Police Detectives they ever had... sort of like you are here in this County. She made some incredible busts before she turned bad. We suspect that she was not just helping I.A., but was investigating the death of that other cop, and that Sharples might have been the actual murderer."
"No." I said. "Even sitting here at this desk, I'd be willing to bet that the perp was a C.I. working with Shaprles, then that perp shot the other cop because he was ordered and paid to do it by someone else. Sharples busts him, only to find that he, Sharples, became the suspect. And that is how the Protector of the child trafficking ring wanted it."
Both men were amazed. "You might well be right." said Orosco, "but what do you know that leads to the speculation?"
"I commend your attention to the assassination of a certain tele-evangelist in this County a couple of years ago." I said. Both men nodded as understanding came to them.



Reubens added "That could be, but since that time there are several murders, mostly of drug-related criminals, that remain unsolved. And there could be cases like that Morris/Konnichi case you just had... which should remain open, if you ask me."
"Oh yes, I didn't close it." I said. "Guys, I really appreciate you coming to me with this. I can't be called up as SBI Reserve for a case that is currently in my own jurisdiction, as Sharples is. Let me buy you lunch at a really good diner in Coltrane County, where we can talk about it some more..."
Part 16 - House Plans and Other Plans
Back to the present, Wednesday, May 13th. I had gone over to the FBI offices to check in with Jack Muscone, but neither he nor anyone from his team was there. Not even Sandra Speer. That told me a lot. I went back to my office, and when I arrived my assistant Helena gave me a message.
"Don," she said, "you got a phone call while you were gone, about 10 minutes ago. It was from J.P. Goldman of the J.P. Goldman Bank. He wants you to come see him."
"I'll give him a call right now." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With Cindy in tow, I drove to the J.P. Goldman Bank. We were both wearing the new "blue" uniform design: to my utter delight, the ugly yellow piping down the sides of the pants, denoting the Command Group, was gone! It was replaced with two thin light blue lines which matched the lighter blue of our uniform shirts, and was really two blue stripes with a dark blue piping stripe between them. Our jackets had thick light blue piping on the sleeve near the cuff. Lieutenants, Supervisors and Detectives now had one thicker line of solid light blue piping on the pants, and a thin light blue piping on the jacket sleeves. Sergeants had thick black piping on the pants, nothing on the jacket sleeves; and Patrolmen had one thin black line of piping on the pants and nothing on the jacket sleeves.
And despite the increasingly warm weather, we both wore our Duty Dress jackets, and I put on a tie... one did not go to see Town & County Councilman and University Trustee J.P. Goldman without looking good and professional. And look good we did.
We were ushered into a small conference room, and within two minutes Mr. Goldman himself came into the room. "Thank you for coming, Officers. And congratulations on your promotion, Captain Ross. Well deserved, well deserved."
"Thank you, sir." Cindy replied as Goldman had us take seats.
"I'll get right to this." said much older man. "I know you spoke with Ms. Steele as part of your investigation of the Morris deaths, and she cleared it with me before beginning her internal investigation. What I want you to know is that I would never allow a subordinate to put herself on the line about anything when I am perfectly capable of doing so myself."
"Therefore," he said, handing me a file folder of information, "I am personally going to give you the information you requested about Mr. Morris and his activities here at the bank. And you may ask me any questions that you like. I understand you probably think I'm too far above the mundane operations of the bank, but I do take a personal interest in the well-being of all of my employees as well as serving our customers."
Mr. Goldman was a bit different that many execs today, who couldn't care less about employees or day-to-day operations of the 'minions'. And this was something I tried to emulate... looking after my people without micro-managing them, and taking the shots instead of undermining a subordinate.
"I appreciate that, Mr. Goldman." I said. "I'll just ask the open-ended questions of what you knew about Ricky Morris, his wife, and why you think this tragedy occurred."
"I'll give you this background first." said Goldman, who first drank some water. "Ricky came in as an accountant, and was a bit stereotypical of them... introspective, dull, not dynamic at all. He had few friends. His work was good but he made absolutely no effort to rise within his department nor the Bank. He then began dating that Jennifer Madoff woman. Selena was really worried about that; she didn't like Jennifer at all. Selena has good instincts about such things."
Just then there was a knock on the door and Selena herself looked in. "Ah, come in Selena, come in." said Mr. Goldman. "Officers, I asked Selena to come in and explain the information I gave you. Have a seat, Selena."
"Thank you, J.P." Selena said. "Guys, we started Monday after I talked with you. Ricky accessed a lot of places to gather the information he needed for his spreadsheets and balancing the numbers. I asked my investigator to look into his activities before he met Jennifer, while they were dating, and after they were married."
"Mr. Goldman, I might need to hire Selena away from you, to be a Detective for my Police Force." I said with a grin.
"Don't you dare." said Goldman affably. "Tell them what you found, Selena."
Selena reported: "Before they were married, Ricky mostly looked up aggregate numbers. He might access the Home Mortgage department, but only hit the data for the weekly or monthly numbers. Only twice did he actually look into individual accounts, and both of those had IRS issues which made him have to look at the tax and non-tax numbers."
Nothing surprising there: most (and it should be all) businesses have two sets of books: one for the IRS, one for daily operations. That's legal, too, but I digress...
Selena went on: "After he met Jennifer, we find more examples of Ricky accessing individual or business accounts. Not very often, but it began slowly increasing."
I was looking at the data as Selena went on. "Before they got married, Ricky almost never accessed records from his computer at home. We do have a secure application that would allow him to do that, and I do it all the time."
"And this is an example of Mr. Morris not applying himself to his work." said J.P. Goldman. "He only did his work here, at the bank, and during regular business hours."
"I see." I said, aware of Goldman's criticism of employees not working extra hours for his bank... that was 'old school', too.
Selena continued: "As you can see in that report, after Ricky married Jennifer he began accessing individual and business records a lot more actively. And the names will very likely interest you."
"Oh, they most certainly do." I said. I showed Cindy the names: Donovan and Trish Donolan, Mr. Blair, BigPharmaCorp, Crown Chemicals, Ward Harvester, Thomas P. Cook's company, Thomas P. Cook himself, all seventeen Deacons (or Elders?) of the First Baptist Church, Pastor Westboro, some members of the Catholic Church, ditto that for the Methodist Church, Dynacorp, Anthony Warner, Dr. Sidney Wellman, Dr. Bonnie Karpathian, and more recently, Todd Burke, Jeanine Olivet Burke, Seth Warner, Karen Warner Harlan, Barry Oliver... and me, Your Iron Crowbar.
"Like a Who's Who of Iron Crowbar cases." Cindy whispered when she saw them. I nodded, feeling Goldman and Selena peering at us.
"You may keep that." said J.P. Goldman. "Of course, you must keep it in the strictest confidence, as evidence from your new Confidential Informant, that being myself... and don't put it in the same place as those Jack Burke tapes that KSTD is suing over."
"Don't worry, I won't." I said. "And I am very grateful to you both for this information." I wondered if either of them realized the true import and depth of what they'd given me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's nearly lunchtime. Want to see the new Cabin before we go eat?" I asked Cindy as we got into the SUV.
"Sure!" she said enthusiastically. As we drove to the northeast part of the Town and along the northern border of the University, we discussed the information we'd been given.
"So Ricky Morris became a spy within the Bank?" Cindy speculated.
"I'd venture the guess that it was Jennifer herself accessing the information from their home." I said. "Jennifer was a nasty slut; it's really unlikely that she'd marry a dud like Ricky just out of love, excuse my cynicism. I'm betting that bitch got his password and accessed the data herself, and Ricky likely never even knew."
"Very true, and I agree that she only married him for access to his job and the files." Cindy said.
"What else do you think about the Morris/Konnichi murders?" I asked.
"I'm not a Troy, and I don't even play one on TV." said Cindy as we climbed the side of the hill, curving south and overlooking the University. "But when I get that Iron Crowbar cynicism, I begin to wonder if these people weren't targeted, as opposed to a random act of domestic violence."
"Yep, that Iron Crowbar cynicism is working well for you." I said. I clicked the remote that opened the gate across the driveway to the Cabin.
"The only thing I didn't understand was why they got the records of the Pastor and Deacons of the First Baptist Church and the other churches." Cindy said.
"Maybe for blackmail purposes." I said. "You know how we as Police go through financial records to find anomalies that might help solve a crime? Well, the bad guys can do that to, and for illicit purposes."
"True." Cindy said as we parked. "But I noticed that none of those guys, especially Pastor Westboro, had a lot of money in their accounts. He's on your 'Eightfold Fence' list, but if he's got money, it's not in his J.P. Goldman Bank account."
"True enough." I said. "By the way, Cindy, and this is a direct order: do not share this information with anyone. Not with the Data Team, not with 'The Abacus', not with Teresa or any Detectives." 'The Abacus' was what we called Detective Julie Newton behind her back, because she was so good with accounting books and financial records. "I'm going to put it into encrypted evidence, under my personal seal."
"Oh, okay." Cindy said. She then looked at the front of the new Cabin. "Oh, wow. This is awesome." We got out of the SUV.
The old Cabin had its ground floor partially sunken in from this driveway level. The New Cabin was built up, the first floor at ground level, and a half basement below on the other (deck) side. The A-Frame of the three story house came down to just eight feet off the ground, and on each side was a one-car garage, utilizing that cramped space, one garage on the far (south) end, the other where the old garage had been, on the right (north) side. The door was near the garage on the right, and two large windows were part of the wall looking onto the driveway and at the side of the mountain that went up to the top.
I unlocked and opened the front door, which was on the east side. The Cabin was empty, having not yet been furnished. Indeed, the electrical wiring was being finished up and some of the drywall was not yet painted.
"Oh this is fantastic!" Cindy said as she came inside, into the front room. "This is so much better than the old Cabin's floor plan."
"Yes, that's the silver lining of the fire." I said. "I got to design this much more efficiently."
"You don't have to answer this," Cindy said, "but even with the insurance and your wife's money, how did you do this on a cop's salary?"
I just grinned as I said "I had a benefactor. Someone guaranteed a two million dollar loan. I only spent $1.2 million, and most of that was for the bulletproof windows. Every window in the house is made by ArmorGlassCorp."
"Nice guy, whoever did that." Cindy said. "Henry Wargrave? feeling guilty about burning your old house down?"
"Nooooo," I intoned, "he didn't commit that crime, but he sure wasn't going to help my wife in any way. Just between you and me, it was P. Harvey Eckhart. And I won't be totally shocked if in the near future I am handed the deed to the property free and clear, as a gift from him."
"Ouch." Cindy said. "Don, I know you're a man of integrity, but watch out about that, so that it doesn't look like some kind of perk. The last thing we need is for KSTD to be distorting things and calling you out for taking bribes."
"Yes, you're right." I said with a smile. "But I think by July 4th I'll be able to show why it'll be okay." Seeing her look, I said "No, don't ask. And yes, I'm keeping this secret from you for now. In time, my friend... in time. Now let me show you the house."
The front door opened to a front room. Along the side wall on the right was the staircase to the upstairs bedrooms, a coat closet and storage space built in beneath the stairs. Looking west, towards the back of the house, the front room was open to the Great Room in back, and the dominant feature were the two huge windows that formed the back wall, and gave that spectacular view of the Town and beyond, as well as the back deck. The line of demarcation between the rooms was a fireplace. It was in the center of the house, with gas logs, and opened to both sides so that it served both rooms.
"So this is your office to the left here?" Cindy asked. Looking to the front, there was only one window in the front room. To the left (south) of the front room was indeed my office, which could be entered from the other garage, as well. The other front window dominated that wall. Behind the office (towards the back of the house) was a half-bath, which could be accessed from the Great Room, also.
"And here's the secret I need to show you and no one else, except my wife of course." I said. I pulled back the carpet to reveal the floor. Pulling on what looked like an indention near the wall, the floor was shown to be a trap door on a hinge. I pulled the floor up and back, revealing narrow steps, and a five foot door that went under the front wall of the house and into the mountainside.
"Wine cellar." I said. "Old Man Bonniker had it built in. This trap door can be locked from underneath, and that door bolted from inside, to make that a safe room."
"Or a prison." Cindy said ominously. "I'd hate to be trapped down there."
"Me, too." I said. "Okay, lets go see the rest of the house."
Looking around the Great Room, Cindy said "It's not quite as wide as it was before."
"Good observation." I said, actually impressed with Cindy's spatial acuity. "The space behind the second garage has been used for stairs to the basement." I said, opening a door that was almost at the 'border' of the great room and front room. Stairs went down to the right, to the west towards the 'deck' side of the house, the back side.
The basement was about half the size of the Great Room above it, and the windows showed the underside of the deck. There was a small metal door on the left (south) end, which was set into the concrete of the foundation and wall, and was solidly and doubly bolted shut. The laundry room was also on that side of the house, really nothing more than a nook for the washer and dryer behind folding doors. On the other side (north side), under the kitchen, were folding doors that hid a closet space.
"That's the 'door to nowhere'." I said, referring to the bolted door leading outside. "If you go out, you're practically going down the mountainside. It is possible that the fire influenced my thinking on that."
"I hear ya. Nice game room, here." Cindy said. "Or you could run more water lines and put in a bathroom and it's a bedroom." We went back upstairs.
The kitchen was not impressive. The slant of the roof seemed to make it look smaller than it was, and I had not even put in the island counter that I'd wanted. The breakfast room was by the triangular shaped window, giving that view of the deck and the Town beyond. The door to the deck was on the side of the house, making one go around the corner to the deck.
The deck actually went the full length of the back of the house, and the middle portion extended over the cliff in a trapezoid shape, with walkways going to either side alongside the wall of the house. Above the "door to nowhere" was the door from the Great Room to the deck, on the opposite side of the kitchen, which looked virtually concealed in the wall from the outside.
"And now for the piece d'resistance." I said. The wall between the breakfast room and Great Room seemed very thick. It was where the double fireplaces had been in the old Cabin. As Cindy watched, I opened what looked like the wall to the breakfast room side, revealing the slender, 30-inch-wide stairs leading up to the bedroom. I explained the concept of the narrow stairs in Thomas Jefferson's home, Monticello, in Virginia.
"One would definitely get the idea that you were thinking of fire escapes when designing this house." Cindy said.
"Ya think?" I replied. "Of course the whole thing is concrete, steel, and Hardiplank, so it won't burn easily, either. Let's go upstairs." We went to the main staircase and up, then turned left. The old Cabin's front room had been a vaulted ceiling to the slanted (towards the mountain) roof. This house utilized that space for two bedrooms, not large but adequate, with windows looking onto the side of the mountain over the driveway.
At the end of the hallway, one door went left... into the outer bedroom, where the slanted roof of the A-frame was part of the ceiling. Straight ahead was the bathroom, with a tub and shower on one side, the toilet and lavatory on the other, and built into the slanted roof at back was a towel cabinet. On the right, was the door to the master bedroom.
That door opened onto almost the dead middle of the bedroom. The windows overlooking the deck were most of the back wall, giving that spectacular view. Looking from the door, there was a door on the left wall that went to the master bathroom. It was on the other side from where the Old Cabin's bathroom had been; there had been the walk-in closet there before. I switched sides because it was easier to run water lines on that side of the house, and so that the bathroom wouldn't be directly above the kitchen. The long, narrow bathroom had a toilet in its own little room at the end, a hot tub halfway tucked under the slanting roof, and a long, thin vanity and sink.
"Okay, that secret stairwell has to be in the walk-in closet." Cindy said, going to the closet on the right side. The door was 1/3 of the way down the wall from the end of the house. Sure enough, to the left was a sliding panel that revealed the thin staircase to the breakfast room, with a hardcore deadbolt lock that prevented anyone from sneaking up the stairs from below and easily opening the door. To the right was the walk-in closet. It was not nearly as large as the previous Cabin's walk-in closet had been, but was decent enough in size.
"Oh, I see the underside of stairs." said Cindy. "Where do those go?"
"I'll show you." I said. Back in the hallway, right at the turn that led down the stairs, there was a door. Behind it was... more stairs! We went up those to the attic room. It was not very large and the roof was apexing just above it. The two windows were triangles at the top of the house, again looking out in spectacular view of the Town and a long way in the distance. I saw a train coming from the west, just over the horizon, as Cindy looked around the room.
"I guess this is a playroom for the kids?" she said.
"And dog." I replied. "It could potentially be divided in half, and an office or sitting room for Laura could be made out of part of it."
"Which brings up the question..." Cindy said, "how does she feel about moving back up here?"
"She doesn't." I said. "We're not moving up here permanently. Laura never was too crazy about the old Cabin, as you and some others told me in the past. So it'll be like a weekend retreat, or for me to work or entertain at while we mostly live in the Mountain Nest. She can walk to her office from there; one can't really scale the mountain from here, though... and after the night of the fire, I hope I never have to do that again, for any reason."
"I hear that." Cindy murmured.



"And also..." I said, "if we can ever get Molly to move up to this area, I'd have no problem with her and Ross and the new baby living here."
"That'd be nice, but she was born to be a police officer, and she pretty much can't work for the TCPD with me here, at least not with the Detectives." Cindy said. "Those pesky nepotism regulations, ya know."
"Yep." I said. "But it's a thought, just something to file away for the future." I felt more than saw those ice blue eyes snap onto me.
"Oh, you're up to something." Cindy said, peering at me. "Care to tell me what it is?"
"Not yet. And it may not happen." I said. "But let's go out on deck. I want to talk to you about something else." We went downstairs and out on the deck, taking the folding chairs I'd brought from the back of the SUV.
Once seated and looking out over the view in the slight breeze, I told Cindy everything about the SBI Agents' visit concerning Sharples. "A couple of things came to me as I talked to them. First, Sharples was possibly on to something about the child trafficking, which we now have an idea is the Oldeeds Organization. Second, he was either turned or became jaded, and began his pattern of setting up crimes and then 'solving' them. He's been doing that here, and there have been threats made against him, as well."
"If he's dirty, and worse, if he's begun committing murders, then he is too dangerous to leave in place." Cindy said.
"I agree." I said. "But ask yourself this: why is Sharples so protected everywhere he goes? He always gets the Police Unions behind him, then moves on when he begins wearing out their welcome and becomes too hot to hold."
"So you're idea is to get the Union to turn on him?" Cindy asked. I was pleased that she was beginning to think the right way, though she'd missed an important part of the question.
"That's part of it." I said. "But I don't want to just run him off, not anymore. I don't want him to be anyone else's problem, and if he is killing people, we've got to shut him down."
I continued: "So here's what I'm thinking of doing. We give Sharples the Oldeeds child trafficking case. We give him the info that we have with those threads to child trafficking, put him on that scent. I think he'll bite at the chance to actually solve the cases he was working on all those years before. It gets him out of the way, it actually might get some productive use out of him, and he might just uncover some of the threads to some of the Bad Boys around these here parts."
I went on: "And he might actually have to cross some of his buddies, who will then not trust or use him anymore, rendering him less harmful. We, meaning you, Teresa, and myself, will be watching him. If he avoids working with the people he normally works with, avoids contacting people he usually contacts, and he does that because he actually is working on the case, we might infer some things from his actions. And if he does step on some toes, we'll see how that plays out, as well."
"Yep, and it's an interesting idea." Cindy said. "But I get the feeling you have reservations about it, which is why you're talking to me."
"Yes, Crowbar 2," I said, "that is right. My first reservation is that he simply might be assassinated, and if it were considered a line-of-duty death and he was honored the same way Feeley was... that would tear me apart."
"You and a lot of other people." Cindy said, thinking of Tanya Perlman.
"And the second thing is what you're thinking about." I said. "What if he starts trying to find Oldeeds's killer and comes across something... something we'd rather not be brought up."
"Yep." Cindy said. "The chances of that are slim and none, but it's the 'slim' that worries me. I'd just as soon as that stay closed and untouched forever."
"Well, as long as my first red crowbar hangs on the wall of my office," I said, "there is no way in hell they'll ever get a guilty verdict for that wonderful extermination. But you're right, we don't want to stir up the hornet's nest there. So, Crowbar 2, what would you do?"
Cindy answered, giving her reasons. I agreed with them.
Then she changed the subject: "There is one other thing I wanted to bring up, and here and now is good. That classified file on 'Scorpion' is bugging me, pun not intended. I want to find this Widow Athena Jones and see what she can tell me. She may have some answers as to why that file was there. And I had this distinct impression that she was hanging around the Square and watching us the other day when we were at lunch."
"Go for it." I authorized. "Just keep it discreet, and let me know anything you find. But if you start stepping on the FBI's toes, back off and touch base with me ASAP."
"Wilco." Cindy said.
Part 17 - Entropy: Order and Chaos
At 3:45pm, still Wednesday, May 13th, I had Lt. Teresa Croyle bring Detective Leonard Sharples into Classroom 'C', Vice's meeting room, for an assignment. I already had the Union rep in the room, and had informed him of what was to take place. With the Union rep already there, Sharples couldn't complain about me trying to harass him. I had also already talked to FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone about it.
After everyone was seated, I said "Detective Sharples, you're currently on restricted duty pending the Board of Inquiry of the officer-involved shooting you were a part of. While you're waiting on that to be resolved, I have an assignment for you. It's something of an older case, but it involves child trafficking, and we have some indications that the group we think was doing it before is about to start it up again, and right here in our County. I am aware that you previously investigated a child trafficking ring while you were in Texas, so this will be right up your alley."
Sharples looked at me warily, but I'd seen the spark of interest in his otherwise cold, dark eyes behind the slits in his face that partially hid them. "How did you know I'd investigated child trafficking in the past?" he asked, a question I'd anticipated.
"Oh, the FBI told me." I said. "They've been looking into this on a national level. The information I'll be giving you will show the possibility of this County being used as a conduit for them." I took a photograph out of the file folder in front of me and slid it over in front of Sharples. "Do you recognize that man?"
"Uhh.." Sharples said, looking at it, shock on his face. "That's... Jonas Oldeeds, the tele-evangelist. He was killed here, a couple of years ago."
"Yes, he was killed right here, in this very County." I said emphatically. "And I think he was trying to come in and set up a child trafficking operation. His Ministries are based in Texas, and he may have been behind the trafficking rings down there, as well."
I slid the entire file, which really did not have a lot in it, to Sharples. "Detective Sharples," I intoned with a severity of importance, "this is not a small case. I'm not hopeful that you can get anything actionable on it, but one thing is for sure: I intend to stop these bastards and we will pursue it to the ends of the earth if we get something. We won't be trying to sweep it under the rug nor allow ourselves to be intimidated or bribed into stopping our investigation. And if you're able to uncover anything relating to this ring or other criminal activities associated with it, it would be a great credit to your career."
"Yes sir." said Sharples. His eyes were still wary, and I could see the gears turning in his head, but I also saw what I wanted to see... avid interest. Sharples was hooked; this bait had gotten him. I knew from the SBI agents that he'd been taken off previous child trafficking cases, probably by corrupt officials that had been bribed or threatened to do so. But Sharples knew that I wasn't kidding when I said we'd pursue it and not back down. And accolades were his lodestone. We'd see if this would get him distracted from 'creating' busts in the near future.
"Get to work, Detective. The computer wires won't melt with heavy use." I said. "Make sure to inform Lieutenant Croyle of anything you find, as soon as you find it." With that, I got up and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That afternoon I received a package by FedEx. After signing for it at the Duty Desk, I went to my office and opened it. It was from Mr. Ichigawa of Ichimoku Industries.
The report contained an investigation of Jennifer Morris, which had been started after Ichigawa had learned of Ken Konnichi's affair with her. They had found that Jennifer Morris had divorced Rep. Justin Madoff, but that she and Madoff still had very frequent contact by cellphone, not bothering to attempt to use burners. This cellphone activity had greatly increased just as Jennifer was seducing Konnichi and as their affair developed.
Ichigawa's report stated that there was no information that Konnichi had obtained any industrial secrets beyond those to which he was already privy. His financial records, which were included in the package, did not show any indication of payments to Jennifer nor from her, nor to or from anyone else.
I sent an email profusely thanking Ichigawa for his cooperation, and had the file put into evidence in the Morris/Konnichi murder case.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting with Chief Bennett was long. I recounted the SBI Agents' discussion of Sharples, and my using that knowledge to give Sharples the trafficking case. I then told the Chief that Sharples did not deserve any medals, and that the Morris/Konnichi murders still needed further investigation, giving him an outline of the information learned from the employers of two of the victims.
"That's good." said the Chief. "The Union rep has no idea what to do about that assignment you gave Sharples. They don't understand it, they can't complain about it, and they're just dumbfounded at you for giving it to him. But let me fill you in on our real problem: the KSTD lawsuit."
The Chief started: "First, I'm aware that your former wife was one of the women taped with Jack Burke. And I'm aware that she is now the Sheriff's wife, and the potential for scandal that could ensue for him. So you can speak freely with me about that if you need to."
I nodded as Bennett continued: "Second, Judge Nance tried to take the case into his docket without it being assigned, and Folsom lit him up for it. Folsom is going to take the case himself, as is his prerogative as the Chief Judge of the Superior Court for this District. KSTD is making noises about appealing that ruling, though they have no grounds, and State Senator Katherine Woodburn has now weighed in, demanding the tapes be released or that I resign."
"Gee!" I said sarcastically, "Senator Woodburn must really want me to be Chief of Police here." Bennett laughed out loud at that one.
He said "That is exactly what Sheriff Allgood told her, and also what he said in public within the hearing of the Press, that you'd actually take the job to keep it out of Brownlee's hands if that's what it came to. Woodburn shut up after that, and has not attempted to interfere again."
"That's one coup d'etat averted." I said. "What else?"
"Brownlee made a 'friend of the Court' filing supporting KSTD's position that the records are public now that the case is over, that the O.R.A. does apply to those records, and that my concealment of them is breaking the law." said Bennett. "You know, that guy really doesn't seem to get it. Woodburn does, but Brownlee doesn't."
"Yes." I said. "And a very, very instructive example, don't you think?" The Chief just peered at me, not comprehending.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On Thursday, May 14th, I took most of the day off. The Cabin was finished. It was inspected and signed off upon by Fire Marshal Zoe Singer personally, and the papers were all done, making it mine... well, mine and the Bank's. I had the first articles of furniture brought in: a large, solid desk for my office, a king-sized bed for the master bedroom, one soft leather sofa for the greatroom, and deck furniture for the deck out back. Oh yes, and some equipment for the wine cellar...
Last, but not least, I called Paulina Patterson and asked the lovely black ADA if she'd like a tour of the Cabin Friday night... and if she'd like to help me 'break it in'. Her voice was sultry and sensuous as she accepted... and reminded me that it would be her most fertile time. Was that luck, or good planning on my part? You make the call.
At 10:30pm, Laura got home. I observed my wife as she entered our Mountain Nest home. She looked totally exhausted, both mentally and physically.
"Mommy!" yelled out Carole, who I was holding as we sat on the sofa. Putting her suitcase down, Laura smiled brightly, new life surging into her as she took our daughter into her arms, and a warm hug was exchanged.
"Oh, how's my baby girl?!" Laura said happily. "Have you been a good girl?" she asked. She went into the den and sat down, holding Carole and talking with her. I picked up Jim and held him; he was falling asleep very quickly. Bowser was lying in the middle of the den floor, surreptitiously watching Carole and her mother.
"Rough week?" I asked.
"Yes." Laura said, glancing over at me. "Very rough. After Carole goes to sleep and I can put her to bed, we'll talk."
That took a good few minutes, as Carole was exploring Laura's necklace, then turning and saying "Bowser" to the dog as she displayed the necklace in her little hand. Finally, Carole went to sleep, we put the kids in their beds, I gave Bowser a good night skritchin' before he settled into his basket under Carol's crib, and Laura and I went to the den to talk.
"All I can tell you," Laura said, "is that the guy you hit had a fractured skull, a broken nose, and glass fragments in his eyes. That crowbar really is a devastating weapon. My agents all want crowbars for themselves."
"Smart guys." I said. "So what happened?"
"They broke. After settling Ivy and her husband somewhere in Washington State, I went on to the interrogation location. We might have been across the border in Canada when we interrogated them." Laura said. That was one way to avoid breaking numerous laws, I thought to myself.
"And here I was, thinking Canada was our ally." I said. "I think P. Harvey Eckhart fled to Canada once, when the FBI was after him. That had to be over a quarter of a century ago, though."
"I do remember reading something about that.." Laura said. "And don't forget those who deserted to avoid being sent to Viet Nam. But enough of that... the perp you injured broke easily; he was already in pain. The other one required some extra.. medication... to make him more 'cooperative'. The one you hit was from San Francisco. The other one was from the City, just 90 miles east of here. They were former mercenaries that had worked in Africa, became professional hit men, and they were both hired to kill Ivy and her family. They said they had a contact via burner phones, but they had no phones on them when we captured them. They did not know who Michael Burke was at all, but they knew who Henry Wargrave was... but only as a somewhat celebrity billionaire. There really was nothing else of value, to you or to us."
"Mercenaries from Africa, knew who Wargrave was, not hard to make the connection." I mused. "One from the City, that makes sense; the other from San Francisco, closer to Ivy's location, that also makes sense. What does not make sense is why they're using a triphammer to crush a nut. Not one but two assassins, coordinated plan, using high-tech gear such as night vision devices. This was nothing less than a full-scale paramilitary operation."
"You're right." Laura said. "I thought they might've taken into account that Ivy once worked with me in a CIA capacity, but they didn't know anything about Ivy. They were just hired to kill her and her family. It was just a job to them, no questions asked, no need to know anything else. So that wasn't the reason for the overkill that you're discussing. Now whoever wanted them dead, that's another range of issues."
"And easy to answer." I said. "Let me put it in the form of a question: if Ivy were to be killed, how would that make you feel, Laura?"
"I... I'd be devastated." Laura said. "Ivy's a good person, she was loyal to me when I needed her to be... oh. I see."
"Yes." I said. "I've wondered why Wargrave helped Burke find out the Jack Burke story... it interested him, Wargrave, the minute your name came up. And when there's a chance to kill one of your former agents, or perhaps 'associate' is a better word, Wargrave was quite willing to help Burke kill Ivy."
"I think you're right, as usual." Laura said.
"I also suspect we won't be hearing from those bozos, ever again, seeing as you've been referring to them in the past tense all night." I said.
"No comment on that." Laura replied. "Well, I'm exhausted. I want to take a long soak in the hot tub, then get some sleep."
"I don't blame you." I said. We headed upstairs, where Laura soaked in the hot tub while I dozed on the bed. When I felt her getting into bed with me, I took her in my arms."
"No sex tonight." Laura said. "Just hold me, okay?"
"Sure." I said. "I guess those horny agents wore you out, eh?"
Laura smiled. "A couple of them did." she said. "And since you men have to know these things: one of them was pretty well hung, the other was average. Anyway, it's stressful work; they needed a release, and so did I. My breasts were aching because they were so full of milk, and the guys were soooo nice in volunteering to help me out with that. They took turns making love with me until I got too sore to keep going." She caressed my cock as she said "That turns you on, doesn't it?"
"Yeahhhh..." I whispered sleepily, pretty tired myself and more interested in sleep than sex.
"So... you're not going to tell me, are you?" Laura said, now caressing my balls. This could be heaven or this could be hell, as that song 'Hotel California' said...
"How I know my so-called mother-in-law's name?" I said, grinning. "I can't believe you haven't figured it out yet."
"I'm too tired." Laura said, letting my balls go. "But no blowjob for you tomorrow morning."
"That's okay." I said. "I have a date tomorrow night."
"Mmm, you hot and sexy stud..." Laura said. She was falling asleep. I thought about all the connections of the latest spider web being spun the last few days in my Town & County... or perhaps it was a Scorpion's web, I thought as I closed my eyes for a mom---
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the same time, Cindy was busy doing her research on the 'secure' lines in the second bedroom of her condo. She was wearing a peach see-thru teddy nightgown and high heel slides, more for comfort than for showing off her magnificent body and shaping her luscious legs.
"Ah, here's something." she said. It was a classified file about an arms purchase. She recognized the name Joseph 'Jody' Corrigan, former leader of the now-defunct rogue CIA cell. The Agency and FBI had found evidence of a purchase of arms by him.
"Oh my Godddddd..." she whispered to herself as she saw the details. The weapons were the ones used at the Olivet Gym the night of ... oh geez, it was the night she was shot and wounded. And those weapons were supplied by 'Acme Wholesale Firearms'... and personally handled and delivered by one Henry R. Wargrave.
Cold fire swept through Cindy's mind and body. Wargrave had sold those weapons with the intent and purpose of Police being shot. Maybe the Iron Crowbar was the target, which was bad enough... but she had suffered for Wargrave's perfidy.
And she vowed that Wargrave would suffer in kind. He would pay.
"Cin-deeee!" came a voice from the living room just at that moment. Jenna was just getting home.



"Hey baby." Cindy said. "I'll be out in a minute." She shut down the computer and went out into the living room.
"Oh my God." Jenna said upon catching sight of her affianced in the peach teddy. "You are one hell of a sight for tired eyes."
"Thank you." Cindy said. "I need a drink. Want one?"
"You bet." Jenna said. Cindy poured two bourbons, and they sat together on the sofa. Both gulped down their drinks, so Cindy just brought the bottle to the table in front of the sofa.
"The good news," Jenna said, "is that Don gave Sharples that child trafficking assignment, and now Sharples totally preoccupied with it. He actually is working like a dog, and not fucking up any Vice cases. I almost went in to fuck Don's balls off as a reward, but he wasn't at work today."
"Yeah, he was closing on the new Cabin today." Cindy said, ignoring the part of Jenna's comment about fucking Don. "I think the housewarming party is next weekend, and we're both invited."
"Oh!" Jenny said. "That reminds me." She rummaged through her purse and brought out an envelope. "This came in the mail, for us."
Cindy took out the card and read it. It was an invitation to Lashes & Lace for Friday night, the next night, as the 'special guests' of the owner, Rita. A handwritten note from Rita said that it would be a special evening, and that Cindy would learn all about the widow she was seeking.
"Have you ever been there before?" Cindy asked Jenna.
"Nope." Jenna said. "And I'm not sure we should be seen in that place."
"Oh... we're going." Cindy said. "It'll be okay; Don and Laura have gone several times. And Rita has some information for me. So... what didn't go so well today?"
"KSTD," Jenna said, "and that god-damned lawsuit over the Burke tapes. Krasney took me off of every other case and made me the primary counsel for the County and the Council. And Gor-don has been less than helpful on it; he wants the tapes to come out. Told me that to my face."
"Why haven't you fired that punk?" Cindy asked. It wasn't the first time she'd asked.
"Because he's normally good, he normally has inside info on things in the Punk world, and because his dick is bigger than anyone else's... except Myron Milton's." Jenna was bisexual, though mostly she was hot for women, and Cindy in particular. But while Cindy didn't care for cock, Jenna wasn't past indulging in some hard male meat from time to time.
"You'd fuck that excrement and then come home to me?" Cindy asked acerbically.
"Would I do that to you?" Jenna asked. Cindy was not fooled but said nothing as Jenna continued: "But I might tease him. But enough about Gor-don. Krasney is worried about the tapes, but Sheriff Allgood is about to come out of his skin over it. He's not himself at all." Cindy said nothing, knowing fully why Daniel Allgood was so uptight over the tapes, his wife being Cindy's business partner.
"Are we going to win or lose that one?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, KSTD will never get those tapes, nor the computer files on the servers." Jenna said. "The Chief says he'll go to jail before turning them over, and Myron was overheard saying he's already planted the virus to wipe out the data if need be. I don't know if that's for real or a bluff."
"It's for real." Cindy said. "I personally authorized and ordered Myron to do it."
Jenna stared at Cindy a moment, then said "Wow. You guys don't play."
Cindy said "That's because Commander Donald Troy has not said a word about this... and nothing scares me like Don keeping something to himself. I know he'll go in and wipe out that data himself. He and Myron, and maybe Mary, are the only people capable of doing it. Like you said, Don won't play; he'll destroy the data, no virus, no 'plausible deniability', if push came to shove. If anything, we have to make sure he doesn't take the fall. Too much is at stake."
"Wow." Jenna said. "You're really loyal to him, aren't you?"
"Yeah." Cindy said, then sighed. "Yeah, I am. And I don't mind. It's like our radio station's Sports announcer always says: 'I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much.' And from what I've seen, we need the Iron Crowbar or things will go to hell in a handbasket. And if I can help him, that's what I need to be doing."
Jenna said nothing. Cindy refilled the glasses. "To the Iron Crowbar." Jenna said. They clinked their glasses together and drained them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next morning I woke up around 4:15am, feeling something wasn't right. I got up and looked around the house. Nothing was out of place... except Bowser was wide awake and began following me around. He was anxious, as well, and was sniffing around as if he expected to find something that wasn't right.
After petting and playing with Bowser a few minutes, I went upstairs and showered and shaved, then dressed. Letting Laura sleep, I quietly left the house and drove to Headquarters in my SUV. Instead of my normal route, I went a bit further south, and ended up driving down College Avenue, past the Presbyterian Church on the left just a block away from University Avenue, then First Baptist Church on the right and the Catholic Church on the left, then the Methodist Church on the left. They should've named this street Church Street, I thought to myself. The Presbyterians had started the University, as was the case of a surprising number of colleges in the Nation, but the First Baptist Church was by far the largest denomination.
I continued down the street into Courthouse Square. It was desolate, lit by a few streetlights and the lights that lit up City Hall on the west side and the County Courthouse on the east side. No old ladies in the park. Nobody else, either.
At Headquarters I checked in with the Duty Desk officers, glad to find them wide awake and doing their jobs. After talking with them for a few minutes, I went to my office. The door was locked, so I unlocked it with my key, but did not turn on the light. A lamp on the desk was on, and that was all I needed as I powered up the computer.
I then noticed the glint of golden light reflected from the lamp. It had come from the matchstick Trojan Horse that was sitting on the bookcase where it normally did. To my shock, there was a necklace around the Horse's neck.
So that's why I was feeling that Disturbance in the Force, I thought to myself.
I checked to make sure the capsule inside the Horse was undisturbed; it was still embedded on the inside of the Horse's neck. I then studied the necklace. The pendant hanging on the thin gold chain was a gold character, an "m" with a arrow-pointed tail at the end. It was one of the signs of the Zodiac, which happened to be my own sign, but I knew what the real meaning was:
It was the symbol for Scorpio... the Scorpion.
To be continued.
Dear readers: not much to solve, but can you see the web being weaved here? So, who or what is the Scorpion? What's going to happen to Wargrave? Will the Consultant of Crime save Wargrave? And how does Don know the name of that woman? Solutions, such they are, as well as hot housewarming sex, to come in the next exciting chapter.
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Part 18 - Diana The Huntress
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted Bettina at 7:00am sharp on Friday, May 15th. "Channel Two News has learned that Judge Patrick R. Folsom has ruled in favor of the Town & County Council in the lawsuit by our competitor KSTD for Police evidence that is alleged to show the late Jack Burke in sexual situations with many women in the County!"
Bettina's eyes were sparkling and she was smiling brightly as she rubbed it in: "In his ruling, Judge Folsom made it clear that the Open Records Act does not apply to Police evidence, just as it does not apply to secret Grand Jury deliberations. Judge Folsom also took time to make the point that the concept of 'the Public has a right to know' is not a valid legal argument for evidence of this salacious nature. Judge Folsom also dismissed the case 'with prejudice', meaning that KSTD cannot refile any lawsuits over the Jack Burke sex tapes..."
The 8:00am broadcast of KSTD struck a decidedly different tone. "This is KSTD Five-Alive News!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette, Priya Ajmani, whose eyes and voice showed anger. "Judge Patrick R. Folsom of the Superior Court denied KSTD's request for the release of the Jack Burke sex tapes, which the Town & County Police have buried under the label of 'evidence' to hide them from the Public!"
Priya showed why fighting the Media is like fighting the multi-headed Hydra: "In a show of judicial audacity, Judge Folsom took the case away from Judge Harry Nance and ruled upon it himself. Sources close to Judge Folsom say that he is sensitive to political issues and has designs on higher-level judgeships, including possibly the State Supreme Court. We have to wonder if Judge Folsom's ruling was influenced by the effect the Jack Burke sex tapes might have on the Town & County Council and the Sheriff's Department and Police Department. KSTD has already announced that they will be appealing this ruling to the Appellate Court, and with a win there we will be bringing you all the details of Jack Burke's life leading up to his untimely death..."
I had been staring at the television screen in MCD, listening carefully to Priya's comments. I suddenly realized that every other pair of eyes in the room were now staring right at me.
"What?" I asked.
"Oh, we're just waiting on you to tell us what really just happened there, Commander." said Sergeant Micah Rudistan cheerfully. He had happened to stop by MCD and was listening with us. I had to smile, not only at what he'd said, but at Rudistan's cheerful irreverence and openness in saying what everyone was thinking. The eyes still continued to look at me.
"Well," I said, "I'm not sure that I myself know every person who was on those tapes. But they are not people who should be trifled with in this County. Priya and KSTD have opened a can of worms, and a lot of influential people are letting the Council know about it. I will say this: Priya seems to know who is on those tapes, and she or someone guiding her really wants that information put out into the public light. I'll leave you guys to deduce from her comments just who it is she wants to expose."
With that, I hastily left the room and went to my office. To my total lack of surprise, Cindy Ross was right behind me.
"That was a huge hint you just gave them." Cindy said. "Daniel would be pissed if he'd heard it."
"He's pissed, anyway. And scared shitless." I said. "So... whaddya got?"
"An invitation from Rita." Cindy replied. "She wants me and Jenna to see her at Lashes & Lace tonight."
"Ooooh, lucky you." I said cheerfully. "Have fun."
"I'm sure we will." Cindy replied. "Rita says she has something about the Widow Athena Jones for me, but of course won't tell me... unless I come to her party at Lashes & Lace. It might be worth looking into over that Scorpion file, and... what the fuck?!?!"
She was on her feet, staring at my Trojan Horse. She had just seen the necklace around its neck.
"Yep." I said, glad to see Cindy's observational powers increasing. "We had a visitor in the night. You understand what that means?"
"That's the Zodiac symbol for Scorpio." Cindy said. "Scorpion... what the heck, Don?"
I got up and began using my little bug-detecting device. I'd already swept for bugs earlier and found none planted in the office; this was to make sure I.A. wasn't listening in, and they weren't.
"Okay." I said. "I know you have a Top Secret clearance as I do, but this is beyond both of us. That file is someone trying to tell me something. Me, meaning Your Iron Crowbar. There are several possibilities, but one I'm thinking of is that this is a warning that this 'Scorpion' is coming after me because I took out the Corrigan Cell. Another possibility is a threat: who was Scorpio in mythology?"
"Uhh..." Cindy said, thinking under that platinum blonde hair, "I think he was the scorpion that stung Orion the Hunter and killed him?"
"Yes, which is why Orion and Scorpio's constellations don't appear in the night skies together. Now if I'm Orion the Hunter, who am I hunting?"
"Ah... your Consultant of Crime." Cindy said, her eyes lighting up.
"Ah, indeed." I said. "So I'm being warned that I'll be stung by a scorpion, i.e. killed off if I continue. Will it hold?"
"Not really." Cindy said. "If your Moriarty knew for sure that you were after him, I don't think he'd warn you so much as just come after you to kill you... like he has already. You're already on the alert to that possibility, so sending that kind of message doesn't make sense to me."
"Good point." I said, impressed with Cindy's thinking. "So, what do you think it might be."
"A more friendly warning?" Cindy said. "Maybe someone warning you about that Scorpion agent coming to kill you?" I nodded as Cindy then said "Well, we'll find out more if I can find this Widow Athena Jones. She comes to the Community Center and plays Bingo at the Catholic Church on Wednesday nights, but does so irregularly. She has absolutely no timetable or regular routine. There is no such person in our databases, nor in DMV, nor other County records. There are some 'Athena Jones' nationally, but none in this area at all."
"She's practically a ghost." I said.
"Yes, but Rita said she has a lead." Cindy said. "I guess I'll find out tonight. What do you think it will cost me?"
"One hell of a good time." I said. "One of the best nights of your life. Have fun, and let me know if you get anything on this Widow Jones."
"Oh, by the way," Cindy said, "the reason I came in here... I found out that Henry Wargrave personally transacted the shipment of weapons to the bastards that ambushed in the Olivet gym. You get one guess to who wants some serious vengeance for what happened to her there."
"I understand." I said. "Well, we can't just shoot him. Know of any waterfalls we can push him over?"
Cindy looked puzzled a second, then said "Oh, the Reichenbach Falls."
"His day is coming." I said. "And if I have anything to do with it, I'll give you a piece of the action. My only question is: do you want to make it fair to him?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
During lunch hour, I went over to my wife's office on the University campus, where her assistant Gayle was giving me some heavily seductive looks. Unfortunately for her, I was saving up my load for something more special later tonight.
"Ah, there you are, darling." Laura said as I came into her office and approached her desk. "I have to fly to Washington this afternoon. Some good things in Operation Gravestone are coming to fruition in the Middle East."
"That's good." I said. "But 'Colonel Moran' is here in the United States, so it can't be about him."
"Not directly." Laura said. "But as a side effect, we're about to interdict and break down one of the biggest and most successful arms-smuggling operations in that region of the world. Should be fun. Anyway, Todd and Jeanine are landing in the City right about now, so with your mother's help they're going to take care of the kids."
"Oh my goodness, they're going to be exhausted." I said. "I can cancel my plans for tonight..."
"Don't you dare." Laura said. "Teresa is going to be there, also. She said Cindy and Jenna had plans, so she has nothing else to do. If you ask me, she likes babysitting the kids. And speaking of those kids... want to help me feed them in the back room here?"
"Of course." I said. We went into the back room, where Carole and Jim were joined by Todd's son Doug and Jeanine's son little Jack Burke. We took care of Doug and Jack first, then as I fed Jim, Laura was working with Carole... and my daughter was cranky at the moment.
After she threw food on the floor, followed by her cup of juice being hurled away, her mother had had just about enough. Laura said "You are going to eat this, Carole Diana, if I have to--"
It was like a mental crowbar blow to my wife's brain as the understanding hit Laura fully. She looked over at me. I could not keep the Cheshire Cat grin off my face.
"Oh. So that's how you knew her name..." Laura said, her face a cross between wonderment at me and disbelief at her failure to see it before now.
"Yes, I was in the unique position to make that deduction." I said, barely succeeding in not laughing out loud. "It was you who named our daughter 'Carole Diana', and I already know where 'Carole' comes from. Not all that hard to see the solution, once you have the answer."
"Wowwww." Laura whispered. "And I never thought about it until now. I must be getting old..." As my wife was totally amazed and stunned, I took over feeding my daughter. She'd calmed down enough to know that Daddy was not taking any guff from her, and food was efficiently served and eaten.
"By the way," I said, "have y'all found out any more about that file that was found in Courthouse Square?"
"No." Laura said. "Gagnon and Griswold have been pretty disappointing as investigators. They have found no trace at all of this Widow Jones woman. Six ladies at the Community Center said they've seen her, as have the priests at the Catholic Center on Bingo night. But we have absolutely no record of an 'Athena Jones'. It is as if she does not exist. We think she's a real person, but using a false identity. She has not been seen since we began our investigation, either."
"No surprise there." I said. "She knows you're looking for her, so she'll lay low."
"Do you know who she is?" Laura asked.
"No." I said. "And I don't know why she's playing this game. She found that fireplace poker that was the murder weapon in the Belle case, but had Mrs. Boddiker bring that in. And she had Mrs. Boddiker bring in this file. Easy to deduce that she does not want to become known. But other than that, I have no clue what is going on with her. Maybe she's crazy like Old Mrs. Boddiker."
"Yes. Sad to turn old and start losing one's mind." Laura said, "Anyway, my guys are at a dead end. The base files from which that data was obtained have not been accessed for over three years. You were still banging Melina in Midtown then."
"I love the way you put things." I said drily. "I like who I'm banging now a lot better."
"You're sweet." Laura said, having fished for a compliment and received it. "And such a good daddy, too. Look at how Carole has finished her lunch!" Laura was sweet-talking her daughter now, but Carole was having none of it. She was still acting cranky.
"Okay, Fussbudget." I said. "Time for your diaper change and a nap..."
Part 19 - Housewarmings And Matings
Friday evening was perfect. The weather was beautiful, and the sunset over the Town was a perfect ending to the day. Sitting on the back deck of The New Cabin, I took a couple of photos of that sunset with my iPhone, then one of the gorgeous woman sitting next to me as we shared some wine.
Paulina Patterson was the Assistant District Attorney for Major Crimes in the County. She had a nearly spotless record of convictions and had worked her way into respectability with a County not known to give women nor blacks respectability.
Paulina was a light-skinned black woman. Her brown hair was pulled back tightly into a bun, showing off her beautiful face and her lovely smile from her full lips. Her body was slender and fit, her breasts ample but not huge, and riding nicely on her chest. Her thighs were perfect thin tubes, her calves curvy and tapering to slender ankles and shapely, elegant feet. She was wearing very high-heel sandals, silvery-gray in color, with very thin straps over her long, pedicured toes and criss-crossing over the tops of her feet and her ankles, giving the feminine aspect of being bound.
Her silver gray with black trim dress was very tight and clingy, showing off her breasts, her slender waist and the flare of her hips. Her ass was magnificent, tight round globes that begged to be felt, squeezed... and spanked. The hem of her dress was just above mid-thigh, promising her date for the evening a very hot night.
I was going to be the happy recipient of that hot night and that sweet, tight pussy. And I intended to give as much if not more pleasure to this beautiful woman.
We had gone to dinner at Veccio's Italian Restaurant, and Santo Veccio had us in a quiet back table out of the view of most people. I wore my Duty Dress uniform... just in case KSTD showed up with cameras. To the world it would look like a Police Commander and ADA having dinner while celebrating winning a case. But the precautions weren't needed, and the other patrons did not give us any overly critical eye.
As always, Santo would give me the full bottle of wine for the price of two glasses as gratitude for the help I'd given him in the past against the Insurance Company. We took the sack of leftover food (we were hungry for other things tonight) and the wine bottle up to the cabin. I showed Paulina the new house after storing the food in the refrigerator, which also contained some items for our breakfast the next morning.
So Paulina and I were now on the deck of the Cabin, sharing that bottle of wine, enjoying the sunset. She did not see me slip the 'gray viagra' into my mouth and swallow it... I was going to need it to keep up tonight...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross was lying on her back, naked except for the high-heel slides, light-colored wood with a brown leather strap over her toes. Her legs were high in the air and pulled back. Her thighs were not as slender as Paulina's, and had once been rock-hard muscle, but she'd done a wonderful job of toning down to firm but very feminine elegance. Ditto that for her calves, which were still firm but now had a more curvy shapeliness that got a lot of appreciative looks from the eyes from men and women alike... including her boss's blue peepers.
She moaned, squeezing her own large breasts, her pink nipples standing up iron hard like spikes. Her taut abs were quivering, and her ruggedly pretty face was contorted in ecstasy.
Between her legs, deeply eating her sopping wet pussy, was the lovely Rita. They were in the main chamber of the basement of Lashes & Lace, in Rita's little alcove watching over the all-lesbian orgy on the main floor. They weren't really watching, though... Rita was face-deep in Cindy's pussy, eating Cindy as if this was her last night on earth. Cindy groaned in pleasure again and again as Rita kissed, licked and sucked Cindy's labes, licked her tongue up Cindy's slit and roughly slashed her clit, then sank her tongue as deep as she could get it into Cindy's tight pussy, sucking out the juices as she ate Cindy's peachy, juicy cunt.
Cindy opened her eyes for a second as Rita hungrily tongued her vaginal walls, Rita's moans adding to Cindy's intense pleasure. Cindy looked over the women on the floor and saw Jenna near the far side. A drop-dead-gorgeous woman was between Jenna's pale, shapely legs, eating that fiery-red-fringed pussy. It took Cindy some time to realize that the woman eating Jenna was Britt Maxwell, Cindy's former roommate and now SBI Inspector in the City!
Another gorgeous woman straddled Jenna's head, facing Britt. This lovely woman was one of the County's 'trophy wives', married to one of the wealthier men in the county, a dentist. Jenna's tongue probed the woman's slit, going deeper with each lick as the woman settled down onto Cindy's girlfriend's face.
Cindy pulled her legs up and back even more, exposing herself fully to Rita's oral assault. The beautiful woman looked up over Cindy's heaving body as she slid her tongue up to Cindy's clit and inserted one, and then two fingers into Cindy's vagina. Rita began gently pistoning her fingers into Cindy, then sped up with more aggressive strokes until she was furiously frigging the blonde policewoman. Cindy came apart at the seems.
"OHHHHHHHH!! UNNNNNNHHHHHH!!" Cindy cried out as her orgasm rocked through her, one of the most violent and hardest comes she had ever had. Her body writhed uncontrollably for several seconds, then an aftershock ripped up her spine. Finally, she caught her breath as the intense climax subsided.
"Oh Geez..." Cindy gasped. "That was... my God, that was good!"
"That was just the warm-up." Rita said. She reached over and picked up a toy. It was a strap-on penis, with one side being purple, and the protruding phallus being skin-tone. Rita slowly inserted the purple end into her own sopping wet vagina, then secured the straps tightly.
"You recognize this?" Rita asked as she lubed up the phallus. "Laura made me one, too. Fits perfectly into my pussy, and you're about to get eight inches of love." With that, Rita mounted Cindy and began sinking the lubricated phallus into the platinum blonde's aching pussy.
"Uhhhhhh..." Cindy groaned. It felt wonderful to be penetrated by this 'cock', to feel her pussy walls stretched by it. Jenna's 'toy' wasn't as big as this fucker, she realized, and it probed much more deeply. Cindy could barely handle the size of it.
"Big, isn't it?" Rita whispered as she buried the phallus 'balls deep' into Cindy's quaking body. Rita leaned over and deeply kissed Cindy, sinking her tongue as far down Cindy's throat as she could, letting Cindy taste her own pussy juices from Rita's tongue and lips. Rita began fucking Cindy with the gadget, and Cindy knew that the friction in the phallus was building up a tingling charge deep inside Rita... it's be a close race to see who climaxed first...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The last of the light was leaving us as Paulina's full lips slid along mine as we made out on the deck of the Cabin. Open-mouthed kisses mixed with deep, tongue-twining lust as we wrapped our arms around each other, my hands hungrily exploring Paulina's body as I tasted the sweetness of her mouth and tongue. She was almost feverish in her desire, and I was trying to strike a balance in stringing her along as much as I could without overdoing it.
"Let's... let's go inside." Paulina said as our mouths separated and I began nuzzling her neck and jaw. Her hands were stroking my cock through the cloth of my pants, and I was already painfully erect.
"Sure, baby." I said. I got up and picked Paulina up in my arms, carrying her 'across the threshold' as it were, knowing that we were about to consummate this new home's first mating. Inside the great room, I set Paulina down, deeply kissing her in front of the windows, barely able to see her in the darkness. Her long, slender arms were wrapped around my neck, and mine were around her trembling waist, pulling her tightly to me.
"Don..." she said as I again nuzzled her neck, gently kissing her earlobe and jaw, "... you know my fantasy. I want you to be my Master... I want to be your house nigger..."
"You are mine, baby." I whispered back, not really liking the 'house nigger' part, but willing to dominate Paulina sexually. "Your body is mine, to be used by me for my pleasure... and for making my baby."
"Ohhhh, yes..." Paulina said. We deeply kissed again as I lowered her to the thickly carpeted floor. I rubbed her pink panties into her crotch to get them soaked with her pussy juices, then slid them down her legs and off her feet. I kissed the sides of her feet and up her ankles, working around the straps of her high-heel sandals, then kissed my way up her legs and the insides of her thighs to her soaking wet pussy.
"OHHHH!!" she gasped as I licked her pussy for the first time. I clutched her asscheeks hard as I began lapping at her slit, and felt her juices gush onto my face as her body quivered... Paulina was coming already. "Ohhhhh, yes, Master... oh that's so good, Master..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"UUUHH!!" Rita cried out as she came. The gentle electric tingles of Laura's device had driven Rita to a hard climax as she fucked Cindy with the toy. Cindy had helped by fucking back as hard as she could, increasing the friction on the toy that charged it up.
Rita opened her eyes as she let her orgasm wash over her body, then subside. "Oh baby, you are one hell of a ride." she gasped. "And now it's your turn to come. What will make you come, Cindy?"
"Keep fucking me." Cindy said quietly.
"By the way," Rita said as she lay her body down onto Cindy's, "do you know whose cock Laura made this phallus after? It's her husband's cock... I'm fucking you with the Iron Crowbar's hard cock, Cindy."
"Mmmm, I don't think he's this... big..." Cindy moaned.
"Oh, Laura might have made the size a little bigger, but the shape is Don's cock." Rita whispered. "Do you like it? Or would you rather have the real thing? Would you like having Don's cock plunging in and out of you, like this?" With that, Rita pumped the phallus in and out of Cindy with several long, deep strokes.
"Uhhh, no..." Cindy said. "I'd rather have you doing this to me... keep going..." With that, Rita backed off on the words and began fucking the blonde beneath her. Cindy had responded a little bit, but not really much, and Rita realized she was not even AC/DC... just plain ol' DC. Oh well, that just means more Iron Crowbar cock for me, Rita thought to herself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina came in my mouth twice. After that, I helped her up, leaving her panties lying on the floor. I told her to follow me upstairs. We went to the master bedroom, where one lamp lit the room. The curtains were drawn over the windows.
I faced Paulina and pulled the straps of her dress over her shoulders. She let it fall to the floor in a heap, then took off her underwire bra as our eyes stared into each other's, leaving her naked except for the high heels.
"Undress me." I said.
"Yes, Master." she said. I'd taken off my gun belt and put it to the side, leaving my shirt and pants for her to undo. She slowly undid the buttons of the shirt, letting her hands caress my chest as the shirt came open. Then she unfastened my pants and belt, sliding them down my legs as my throbbing cock sprang free, almost hitting her in her lovely face.
"Sit on the edge of the bed." I ordered. Paulina did so, and I stood right in front of her. "Your body is mine, to be used for my pleasure." I said. I bent over and kissed her hard on the mouth, letting my tongue sink past her teeth and over her tongue. She sucked hard on it until I broke the kiss.
Wordlessly, I pushed my cockhead to Paulina's lips. She dutifully opened her mouth, taking my size as I slid nearly every inch into her throat. "Oh, yes." I said quietly. "Suck my cock."
It was more like me fucking her face. I thrust in and out of Paulina's mouth as I would fuck a hot pussy, my hand firmly on the back of her head as I pumped her throat. Paulina just let me take the lead, not trying too hard and break the rhythm of my pistoning hips.
Her mouth was hot and wet, and it felt really good. Really good. "Baby, I'm about to fuck you. Your mouth is too good, and my first load is going to come pretty quick. After that soaks into you and starts impregnating you, we'll take our time."
With that, I slid my cock out of Paulina's mouth. "Yes, Master." she said. She eased back onto the bed on her back, spreading her legs in welcome. "Please, Master, knock me up. I want to have your baby. Make me pregnant, Don, please make me pregnant!" The lust in her smoldering eyes gave testimony to how much she wanted this.
I mounted Paulina, and eased my thick white cock to her swollen black labes. She moaned as I entered her, and we held hands and watched as the length of my cock slowly slid into my ebony goddess until our pelvises met.
"Oh God, baby..." Paulina gasped. "Ohhhhhh, my master..."
I ground my pelvis against Paulina's, then slowly pulled out almost all the way before thrusting hard back into her, sheathing my cock to the hilt inside her steaming hot, wet snatch. I began to fuck Paulina hard and deep, not trying to hold back, plunging into her again and again, my mouth nuzzling her neck as our bodies merged again and again, hurtling towards climax.
"Oh God, you're so fucking hard!" Paulina cried out. "Fuck me with that iron hard white cock, Master! Fuck my nigger cunt! FUCK ME!!" I felt Paulina's cunt clamp down hard on my cock, which did not deter me from thrusting powerfully into her ebony womanhood. But the incredible heat and tightness, and me not having come in days, added up. I slammed my mouth onto Paulina's and 'fucked-to-pop' her as savagely as I could.
"UHHHH!!" I gasped out a moment later. Paulina's hot, wet, and very tight cunt was just too much for me. That familiar gray mist swirled behind my eyes as I felt the first incredibly painful but ecstatic burst of semen explode deep into Paulina's fertile pussy. Spurt after spurt of thick, ropy jism blasted into her, shot out of my spasming penis with painfully powerful pulses...
I finally caught my breath. As I raised up, I saw tears in Paulina's eyes.
"Thank you, Master." she said.
"You are mine." I said. "Your body is mine to impregnate. I want you to have my baby, Paulina."
More tears formed in her eyes. "Ohhhh Don, I want to have your baby more than anything. More than just a white man putting a baby in my nigger body... oh God..."
I kissed her deeply and tenderly. I got a pillow and put it under her ass, propping her loins up to keep my sperm deep inside her. I held Paulina in my arms, deeply kissing that wonderful mouth, enjoying the post-coital lassitude as we shared warm kisses.
"Don..." Paulina said, "I love you. I want your baby because I love you."
"Mmmm, I love you too." I said. And I did. Not like how I loved Laura, which was a once-in-a-lifetime soulmate love, but Paulina was a very special woman to me, and my feelings for her were feelings I'd felt for rare few women... Molly, Melina... and I realized that while casual sex was good, truly making love to a worthy woman was unlike anything else on earth. It was pure heaven... and Paulina was definitely a worthy woman.
"Mmmm," Paulina moaned, snuggling into me. "Did your house nigger help you break in the house properly?"
"Mmm, you did." I said. "It was the perfect first time in this house."
"And having your baby." Paulina said. "It's going to be so wonderful..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was on top of Rita, using her own blue device to fuck Rita. She felt the beautiful woman's legs wrapped tightly around her hard body as she thrust deep and hard into her. Rita was moaning, just enjoying the fuck, reaching her mouth up to kiss Cindy's mouth, jaw, neck, and upper chest.
Before they had changed positions, Rita had sucked Cindy's breasts, sucking and lashing at the hard pink nipples. Rita then bent down and softly kissed right where the scar of Cindy's wound was, under her right breast, the shot that had damaged her lung. Rita had also felt Cindy's other wounds and surgery scars.
"You know" Rita whispered, "you are one incredibly brave woman. Don has a scar on his left side from where he was shot, and you're a fucking mess." Cindy couldn't help but smile at that. "I just want you to know that these scars are badges of honor, and I am kissing them to worship you and your courage."
"Stoppit." Cindy said.
"So, it's time to feel your tongue on my pussy." Rita said. "And then I want you to fuck the hell out of me..." Cindy quickly moved to do so... Rita's talk of her wounds had been meant well, but Cindy had found it... disturbing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was deep into the night, into the early morning hours. Paulina was dozing, lying under the sheets with me. Our second round of lovemaking had been longer, more loving, more tender. I did let myself feel the pleasure of fucking a black woman, of the interracial sex we were having, thinking of the contrast of Paulina's darker skin against my fairly pale white skin. The contrast was exciting to think about... but for the most part, I thought of Paulina as a woman... a beautiful, smart, strong woman with a wonderful, fertile body... and while I indulged her fantasies, I wasn't really feeling it as a white-on-black relationship.
But as I thought of the Superior Bloodlines group, I smiled inwardly in deep satisfaction. Not only would they hate it that I was making love with a black woman... and impregnating her... I was going to help take their racist asses down...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, here's the story." Rita said to Cindy. The party was winding down in the main room; most of the women were exhausted by now. Many were just chatting and sipping drinks, almost like any regular, clothed party.
"Your Widow Athena Jones was not easy to find." Rita said. "She may be homeless, and my people think she has more than one place that she stays at any given time. She's also wary... I put my best people on it, and she may have seen them, because she's stopped coming around Courthouse Square, and she hasn't been to the Community Center in days. The old biddies there don't worry about someone not showing up... they know old people get sick... so her not being there doesn't faze them. And that may be all it is... she may just have caught a cold. But we do have one address that we've seen her go into."
With that, Rita gave Cindy a folded piece of paper. "Thanks, babe." Cindy said. "And thanks for one hell of an evening. Don was right... he said this would be one of the hottest nights of my life, and it has been."
"Come back any time." Rita said. "I'll eat that delicious pussy of yours any time you want. Jenna's one lucky, lucky bitch to be eating that every night."
Cindy dressed and went to find Jenna, who was also now clothed and talking to Britt Maxwell. Cindy chatted with Britt for a while, then noticed that Jenna was flagging, dozing off. It was time to go.
"Let's go to that Breakfast Diner on University Avenue." Britt said. "I want what every woman wants at four a.m... breakfast!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was just before dawn the next morning. Paulina and I had showered together, and I had slipped my cock into her pussy from behind. She groaned, as she was very sore from the deep fucking she'd received from my very hard cock. After a few moments of pumping her, we got out.
In the kitchen, Paulina was wearing just a pale peach nightgown and her high heels. I was still hard. I put her up on the counter and, standing on the floor, slammed my cock into her pussy. She pulled my mouth to hers and we kissed deeply and hungrily as I plowed her sweet ebony furrow, barely pulling out before driving in again, until I felt my nut rise again. Pulling her tightly to me, I came deep inside Paulina's pussy.
We got dressed, though I kept Paulina's panties as a souvenir of our mating and breaking in the Cabin. We gave up on thinking of making breakfast, and went to the Breakfast Diner on University Avenue, not realizing that a trio of women had just left and missed us by scant few minutes...
Part 20 - Bugged To Death
Saturday, May 16th. It was early in the afternoon at a secret location somewhere in the Washington, D.C. area, but it felt like night in the underground facility. Laura watched over the rows of people at their stations, monitoring the incoming data. She looked up at the three large screens overhead.
"Ma'am," said an Air Force colonel, "we're bringing in the captured prisoners now."
"Who are they?" Laura asked.
"Mercenaries, ma'am. The leader is a guy named Nelson. His code name is 'Bugs Meany'. He's badly wounded; he fought like hell. Once he went down, most of his men gave up."
Laura watched on the screens as the various mercenaries of the group were brought in. In the center screen was the man known as 'Bugs'. She watched as the 'enhanced interrogation' measures were applied to the man.
Two hours later, she was still watching. Other men in this group had broken down quickly, some through psychological techniques, some through the use of drugs, which Laura had transmitted the proper usage of to the interrogators half a world away. But not 'Bugs Meany'. He was holding out.
What was happening to Bugs had most of the people in the room unable to watch. One youngish man said "Doctor, how can you stand to watch that? Is it because you're a doctor?"
"No." Laura said, but said no more. She did not reveal that whenever she felt the slightest bit squeamish, she would think of Dr. Heinz. This was for Dr. Heinz. And it kept her going.
After another hour, the person on the screen, who was masked, said into the microphone "Sorry guys, he's dead. Looks like he bled out, even though we gave him a transfusion." Laura was impressed; the man had not broken, would not betray his friend and benefactor. Such loyalty was commendable, and she thought that Henry Wargrave might well do the same and not betray his friends... even though one of them had brutally betrayed him, according to her husband.
"Okay," Laura said. "Wrap it up and send me a full report on what you got."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, that Saturday afternoon at Police Headquarters, I was in my office, dressed as a civilian in a light blue golf shirt and khaki pants. Sitting in one of my 'hot seats' was my nephew, Todd Burke. For such a young man, he was looking remarkably virile, healthy and in charge, I noted.
"So, how was Japan?" I asked.
"Great." Todd said. "I managed not to fuck up the ceremonials, and we got the deals done. Ichimoku Industries is going to be a good partner for us in Asia."
"Good." I said. "Did you hear anything about the death of Ken Konnichi, one of their employees in the City?"
"Did I ever." said Todd. "It's a big scandal of sorts for them. They didn't say much to me, but I could hear them whispering during breaks, and my assistant Mariko said they were talking about it. She also said they mentioned the words 'Iron Crowbar' numerous times, and that they were very impressed. Now why is that, Uncle Don?" Todd's mischievous grin could not be hidden.
"Oh," I said, smily wryly, "It must be because I didn't fuck up the ceremonials, either. So did you overhear any reason why Konnichi might have been targeted for murder?"
"No sir." Todd said. "And I was speaking with... someone else... who said that the consensus there is that Konnichi was getting the wrong piece of ass at the wrong time to be getting it, and that Jennifer Morris was the real target in that crime."
"Sounds like they know a good bit about that crime." I wondered aloud. The import of my words did not escape my nephew.
"Not much gets by you, Uncle Don." he said. "I don't think they know all the ins-and-outs over here, but they were looking for espionage and didn't find any. They think Jennifer Morris might have been trying to get information and seduced Konnichi for it, but he never gave them anything of value. They also think she was ordered killed by someone over here. Maybe she fucked up and crossed the wrong guys."
I nodded, thinking about it, and realizing that Todd was transmitting information to me from a source that had wanted me to hear that. A very powerful, knowledgeable source. Then I said "No, she and her husband both were the targets. Someone hoped it would look like a domestic dispute and we wouldn't investigate too deeply. Someone obviously does not respect this Police Department, and I will remember that insult."
Todd grinned, as usual.
"So," I said, "how's your training for the triathlon going?"
"Great." Todd said. "I managed to get in some training while over there, but Teddy smoked my ass this morning, so I've got to get up to speed. Less than two months to go, now."
"Yep. And I saw the Bradley Rangers training the other morning. They're really gunning to win after what happened to them last year." I said.
"Beaten by a ghost." Todd said, which made my eyebrows rise. "Yeah, Teresa told me about seeing her sister's ghost while she was running, and seeing her sister again when her father died. Do you think that shit's for real, Uncle Don?"
"I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much." I said in cryptic reply. "By the way, did Teddy really take Karen Warner Harlan on a date? Seems like your grandmother's matchmaking efforts went well rewarded."
Todd's grin got even bigger. "Oh yes. Yes he most certainly did. He said dinner was a lot better than he expected. And he said that she was the hottest fuck he's ever had, and he barely kept up even with viagra."
"I'm glad to hear someone is capable of untying the knot in her Jade Gate." I said, knowing Todd would understand the Japanese meaning of that, and indeed he did as he grinned. Then I got serious.
"Tell Teddy to be careful." I said. "Karen Warner Harlan makes Jennifer Morris look like an amateur whore. Karen is very smart, very dangerous, and she absorbs information like a sponge... industrial secrets information. She also is pissed off at her brother Seth, so be doubly careful."
"Yeah, he knows, and Seth knows." Todd said. "Don't worry, Uncle Don. I've got it under control."
"I think that's what scares me the most." I said, grinning. Todd rolled with that one.
Just then, the Duty Desk called on my cell phone, saying there was someone to see me in the front lobby. I walked Todd down the hall, shaking hands with him before he left by the front door.
A middle-aged man in a red shirt and gray pants was in the lobby. The shirt's logo said "Tower Flying Lessons." I introduced myself.



"Commander," said the man, "my name is John Tower, and I have been paid to give you weekly helicopter flying lessons."
"Oh really?" I said, pretending enthusiasm. "Who is my benefactor in this?"
"Guy named John Clay." said Tower. He handed me a card, showing Clay to be a financial advisor, with the business address of 221B Coburg Square in the City. "He paid the deposit plus two lessons up front. He said he wanted you to have lessons every week for a year or until you got your certifications and licenses to fly choppers."
"Did he say why he was doing this?" I asked.
"He said he met you up in a town called Apple Grove, which is not in this State, and that you'd expressed an interest in learning to fly a helicopter. You might know that I train many helicopter pilots for hospitals in this area of the country. My hanger is over in Nextdoor County, just southwest of Hillside."
"What were his financial arrangements with you?"
"He's paid for two lessons, and said that after you take the second one he'll send a check for the next one." Clay's bank account was with the City National Bank, I learned from the check Mr. Tower showed me.
"I'm not going to cash the check unless you want to take the lessons." said Mr. Tower. "Wouldn't be right."
"Sure." I said. "Go ahead and deposit the check, and if it clears, I'll start taking the weekly lessons. Might as well, since they're being paid for." We made an arrangement for me to take my lessons every Wednesday noon.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're doing what?" Cindy asked as I told her about the flying lessons. She and my mother Phyllis were in my office with me. They said they'd been doing some shopping together, but I was not fooled: they'd been shopping for information on classified servers together...
"Somebody wants me to take flying lessons, and very badly." I said. "Mom, you remember that fortune cookie I got up in Rome when we visited up there?"
"Oh yes, son." Phyllis said. "What do you make of this 'John Clay'?"
"First," I said, "I researched John Tower. He's been giving flying lessons for years, and is the top-rated guy for helicopter flying lessons and getting people certified to fly hospital helicopters. I couldn't find anything out of the ordinary about him, so I think he's aboveboard."
"As to this John Clay," I said, "I found that there is no Coburg Square in the City, nor any 'John Clay Financial Services', other than a legitimate incorporation with an address that translates to a 'Boxes-R-Us' place that holds people's mail. The bank account is legitimate, though, and has about eight thousand dollars in it."
"Just under the $10,000 amount that would require the bank to inform the Government." Cindy said.
"Yep." I said. "So, what do you ladies think of this?"
"The '221B' sounds like Sherlock Holmes's address." Cindy said. "But that was Baker Street. But after you fill in the rest of it, I'm sure we'll be talking about your Consultant of Crime. I'm not a Troy, so I haven't figured it out the whole way yet."
"See, Mom?" I said. "That's Iron Crowbar thinking there."
"Yes." said Phyllis. "I agree with Cindy... well, on almost all of it. So why don't you tell us." I wanted to smile, knowing that even my mother had some gaps in her knowledge.
"Well," I said, turning to my bookcase and picking out a volume, "this is that Sherlock Holmes book that someone left on my desk when they left the map on your desk, Cindy. Here's the highlighted phrase about fire being set to our rooms, which unfortunately actually happened. Ah, here's another story in the Canon... 'The Redheaded League'. Nice title, I like it... speaking as a redhead myself, of course."
I turned to the story. "Ah, the criminal in this case, and possibly a Moriarty agent though the book doesn't explicitly say so, is one 'John Clay'. A familiar name to us. And he dug a tunnel to a bank from a pawnshop owned by a Mr. Jabez Wilson. Well, ladies, I guess a pawnshop is a type of financial services operation, from a certain point of view. Would you care to guess the address of the pawn shop in the story?"
"Coburg Square." Cindy said, as Phyllis was simply beaming at both of us.
"Coburg Square." I said. "So Cindy, what does this tell us?"
"That it's our 'Moriarty', that for some reason he wants you to learn how to fly a helicopter, and he's either burning an asset or created one just to pay for those flying lessons."
"All true." I said. "It also tells me something else, something far more scary... I had hoped to throw him off my track by planting suggestions that I didn't know who he was, or that I thought it was someone else. But this proves that he's seen right through me: he knows that I know who he is, and he knows that I'm after him."
"So why aren't you dead yet?" Cindy asked. It was an excellent question, if brutally stated.
"Because he is making that one mistake that he made before, that allowed me to find out his existence in the first place." I said. "He had decided to toy with me, play games. He has allowed his ego to get in the way of his judgment. If he ever starts thinking like a woman, then I'm going to have a really sucky day one day."
"Let's hope not." said Phyllis. "I would also suggest this, son. Your 'Moriarty' has also shown one other thing: he is planning for this to go another year, after which he's going to take you down. I suspect that he is seeing that not only you but others are on his trail, and that he has no more than a year left before he's exposed too far and will have to make some complete changes. It will take him that year to lay the groundwork for those changes, and then he'll be ready to fly away."
"That's a good thought." I said. "All right, ladies, let's go get something to eat."
"Oh, son," Phyllis said as we stood up, "did you ever find out anything about that file folder that old woman found and brought to you?"
"No, Mom." I said. "The FBI handed it off to the CIA for an internal investigation, and Laura's been busy so she hasn't said anything to me about it, at least not yet."
"Ah, the FBI handed it off to the CIA." said Phyllis. "That says volumes in its own right, wouldn't you say, son?"
"Volumes, indeed." I said. "And classified volumes, so we'll say no more of this. Ever, unless someone comes to us with something. Am I clear on that?"
They both were clear on that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ma'am, this is the condensed report." a handsome young CIA agent said as he brought Laura the file. It was Sunday Morning, May 17th.
"Thank you, Bradley." Laura said, admiring the young man's good looks and slender, toned body. As he left the room, Laura looked at the folder, which had the 'TOP SECRET' cover and 'Eyes Only: Gravestone' hand-scribbled in the middle. Opening the file, Laura read the report.
It said that seventeen groups in the region had been interdicted in the past 18 hours, that a huge quantity of weapons of all kinds had been captured (the classified amount not yet fully determined), nearly 100 million U.S. dollars in cash had been seized, some of it counterfeit, and that the communications chatter was off the scale. To sum up: Operation Gravestone had been a success beyond anyone's expectations, several arms pipelines out of several nations had been shut down, and the ramifications were going to be felt over the entire region, and perhaps the Eurasian and African continents.
But for Laura, the best part was the almost-afterthought at the end of the report. The mercenaries that had broken under 'enhanced interrogation' had led them to financial information that traced with remarkable openness right back to Henry R. Wargrave. And the FBI would be picking up the trail as it came into the USA.
The first text that came through to Laura's CIA phone was from Jack Muscone, which read "We've got enough to go public." The second text was from the CIA Director himself, which simply said "Congratulations."
There was a knock on the door, and to Laura's surprise, Dr. Casey B. Walker of Counterintelligence came in. "May I speak with you for a moment?" he asked.
"Certainly." Laura said. Dr. Walker came in and sat down in a chair next to Laura so that they would not have to speak loudly.
"We've put an operation together." said Walker. "That agent your husband thought was compromised... he was right. This agent was a liaison to Corrigan's rogue group. He's actually with another cell of agents that may have been playing a similar game to Corrigan, but over in Europe. They may be aiding radical Islamists to filter into Italy, France and Germany. We're going to first try to get this group's contacts, then we'll shut them down. Not your area of operations, but since he did have contacts with Corrigan, you might hear of them from time to time."
"Thank you for telling me." Laura said.
Dr. Walker got up to go. "By the way, how did your husband know to tell us to look at those guys? We might never have thought to look for this, otherwise."
"Yes." Laura said, knowing this was the real reason Dr. Walker had come to speak with her. "I don't know how my husband knew, nor how he does what he does. He sees things. I think it's harder for him to try to explain it than for him to just know."
"I see." Walker said. "Our old mother, I don't think she's over him knowing her name even now. If he weren't your husband..."
"Believe me, I know." Laura said,. "I am pissed that he did that, and I gave him a stern talking-to about it."
"Oh, she needed that shakeup." Walker said. "Just between you and me, Laura, she's been a bit too full of herself for a while now. Your husband brought her down a notch, made her realize that she's not invulnerable. She did say we ought to bring your husband into the Company. Why haven't you brought him in yet?"
"It hasn't been for a lack of trying." Laura said. "But he's doing more good where he is, he wants no part of the Company, and I think he only tolerates my continued service here."
Walker peered at Laura. "And to whom do your loyalties lie, Dr. Fredricson?"
Laura stood up and looked Walker straight in the eye. "With my husband, Dr. Walker. I've said it before, and to again be very clear: if I'm ever forced to choose between my husband and the CIA, I will choose my husband. He and my children come first."
Walker nodded. "Thank you for your candor, Dr. Fredricson. I'm sure I'll be seeing you again soon. Have a safe trip home." He went towards the door, but then turned back. "Oh, don't worry... you'll be allowed to retire from the Company, and rightly so after your stellar record of service with us. But we need you too much: you're not going anywhere until Superior Bloodlines and the Oldeeds Organization are destroyed."
With that, he turned and left the room, not looking back at her.
Well, thought Laura to herself, cancel my vacation plans for this summer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was after dark at the home of Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, the University President's House. Having dinner with Dr. Wellman was Henry R. Wargrave and Austin R. Murphy. The fourth in their group was U.S. Army Major Douglas Williams, currently assigned to the University's ROTC program.
The discussion had been lighthearted as they moved into the study. One would not know that Henry R. Wargrave was under pressures of a level that could forge diamonds out of carbon rock. He hid well his knowledge of the interdiction of multiple arms trafficking pipes, and the inevitable links that would come back to him.
None of that mattered; at the moment, he could concentrate on the present. ROTC recruiting was doing fairly well, and the Major was an avid football fan and so able to talk with Wargrave about that subject. Wargrave had also given Wellman the information he needed to run the charitable trusts that would continue to fund University projects, no matter what happened to Wargrave.
"Well, gentlemen," said Wellman after they had been chatting about women and sipping very fine single malt Scotch, from the bottle that the Iron Crowbar had presented to Wargrave after the death of Senator Nathan Allen, no less, "Nature is calling, and I'm too old to resist. Excuse me for just a moment." Wellman left the room for the bathroom. Murphy also excused himself to find a bathroom, leaving Wargrave standing to refill his drink.
The Major stepped over to him, so that he could speak quietly, and said "Henry, I have some bad news from the Middle East. They got Bugs."
The shock sent Wargrave reeling. He felt his legs weakening, and reached back to sit in the chair.
"Oh my God." Wargrave said. "Are you sure?"
"Yes sir." said Major Williams, sitting down next to Wargrave. "His group was ambushed. He fought savagely and was badly wounded. When he went down, his people thought he was dead, so they didn't deliver a coup de grâce shot. Idiots. And they gave up like pussies when they thought he was down."
Wargrave gulped down his drink. "What... what happened?" 
"Bugs died well." said the Major. "They... interrogated him, but he did not break. He bled out and died. The others in his group... they sang like canaries. Gave up everything they knew, and that led the bastards to take down three pipelines, which led to more until a cascading effect happened. We're almost completely wiped out. Everything you built over there is gone. Destroyed."
"Oh my God, they let Bugs be captured alive. Damn those fools!" Wargrave said, not caring a whit about the rest of it. "Bugs... was a man of courage." Wargrave filled his glass and also gave the Major some more. "A toast...to Bugs Nelson." They clinked glasses. The Major sipped; Wargrave downed his glass in one shot.
Wargrave sat silently. His already unappeasable hatred for Laura Fredricson grew even more. He would let her children live; they were innocent. But her husband wasn't. How to harm her... through him. Yesssss, he thought to himself. That is what I have to do. Make her feel the pain... through her husband.
Some moments later, after the group was reassembled, they began making their goodbyes. Dr. Wellman asked Wargrave to stay a moment.
Once alone,Wargrave asked "What's the matter, Henry? What did Williams tell you?"
Wargrave said "He told me that my buddy, 'Bugs Meany', was captured and later died."
"I'm sorry to hear that." Wellman said. "I didn't know that, but I have learned some things I need to share with you. First, I know you've heard the pipelines over there have been destroyed. What you may not know is that the CIA really worked over everyone they captured. They're not playing around, and they've even risked an international incident to do this."
Wellman continued: "They've got names, financial pipelines, and evidence leading back to six smuggling operations... including Sergei Molotov in some of the former Soviet Republics over there, Juan Gomez of the old Kurchikov ring... and you, Henry."
"Yes." Wargrave said. "I know they're starting to come back to me. And that's why I've made sure to wrap up everything I'm doing with the University. The money from the trusts will keep coming; they can't touch that. The rest of it... will take care of itself. I've been in worse spots."
"What are you going to do?" Wellman asked, peering at Wargrave.
"I... well, let's just say I have some bolt holes to run to." said Wargrave. "It would be best if you don't know anything, that you have 'plausible deniability'."
Wellman nodded as he poured more Scotch for both of them. "Well, don't you worry about that. Nobody's going to touch me, not even the Iron Crowbar. I've got too many aces up my sleeves to let that young whippersnapper touch me."
Wargrave was not really listening. After a few moments of silence, he said "Sidney, what I don't understand... is the betrayal. Why am I being let go? Why am I being fed to the dogs?"
Wellman said "All I can say, Henry... is that you must've stepped on some toes, somewhere."
Wargrave nodded. "Thank you for a good evening, Sidney." He stood up. "I think this is likely the last time you and I will be meeting here. Give my love to Sally. I hope things will go well for you and the University, and that you'll get some benefactors to replace me. And maybe, just maybe, we'll beat those God-damned Wildcats this year."
Wellman gave his sinister smile at Wargrave's last comment. "I certainly hope so, Henry. Give my love to your wife... and take of yourself, my friend."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was very late Sunday night, and he was tired. But he still had work to do.
Once his guests for the evening were gone, he set about finishing his 'chores'. He drove the car he only drove for this purpose to a remote location near Ronald Reagan Park. Parking in the darkness of a copse of trees, he powered up his 'pink' burner phone. He downloaded the text messages, then used a disconnected iPhone to photograph the coded texts. He shut down the burner phone, put it back in its shielded box, and drove home.
Once in his office at home, he typed in the codes into a special app on his iPad, which was not connected to the Internet or anything else. This app had a large number of books digitally stored. The message had been coded by the sender using the app, by taking one or more of the books and substituting the word's location in the book. The coded message was then sent to the burner phone number. It decoded the same way in reverse. It was a modern, digital use of method used in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's 'The Valley of Fear' by the legendary spy Porlock.
He typed in the password to access the app. The password was "Reichenbach".
Decoded, the messages read:
IC gave Sharples Oldeeds child trafficking case.
IC not looking into Scorpion file case.
IC understands Morris murder real motive.
IC2 searching for Widow Athena Jones.
He re-read the messages, letting his great mind think about their ramifications. 'IC2' was Captain Cindy Ross, who was not only the Iron Crowbar's capable assistant, but was someone who could seriously inconvenience him even without the Iron Crowbar's help. Now, just who was this 'Widow Athena Jones'? he thought to himself.
Yes, he needed to take care of these crowbar-wielding cops. But he had too much to do. The Wargrave investigation was just exploding. He had to protect Superior Bloodlines from any Wargrave fallout, which would be easy enough to do. But most importantly, he had to protect the Oldeeds Organization. And that God-cursed Iron Crowbar, he was a smart, smart man. Giving Sharples that case. Damn, that was a stroke, a brilliant stroke. Something worthy of even me, he thought to himself.
It was past his bedtime. He turned off the computers and the lights, and headed for bed, having a nightcap of a rare and expensive sherry...
Part 21 - The Scorpion's Fatal Sting
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporter at 7:00am Wednesday morning, May 20th. She was standing on University Avenue, with the University's Bell Tower in the background. The MCD Room was packed with Detectives, Uniformed Officers, and of course Your Iron Crowbar, having brought in five full gallons of coffee for the anticipated crowd. I take care of my people.
"Channel Two News is continuing its extensive coverage of the FBI's statement last night that they were opening a criminal investigation of billionaire Henry R. Wargrave, a Trustee of the University here in Town. This was the statement of Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI last night."
A video clip was played, showing Jack Muscone at a podium at the Federal Building in the City. He said "We are initiating an investigation of Henry R. Wargrave of this City, for involvement in both domestic and international gun trafficking, smuggling, money laundering, and other crimes associated with these charges. We are hoping that Mr. Wargrave will cooperate with us in this investigation, and that we can bring it to a successful conclusion as quickly as possible. I will not be taking questions at this time. There will be a press conference at FBI Headquarters in Washington. Thank you." With that, the clip ended.



Bettina was back onscreen: "Henry Wargrave is a partner in the company that owns our competitor KSTD. The University has not commented on this investigation of one of its Trustees at this time, and Henry R. Wargrave, one of the wealthiest men in the Nation, has also not commented publicly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, we're going to bust Henry Wargrave down." said Jack Muscone as he, Laura and I ate lunch in the back room of the Cop Bar. "We're hoping he'll see that it's hopeless for him, that he'll cooperate and give us Superior Bloodlines on a platter, like the head of John the Baptist."
Laura said "He has been indicted, or whatever it is they call it, by the Russian Federation. So has Sergei Molotov, who apparently got out of Putin's jails but is now in danger of returning to them. And the World Court is also looking to indict him and the other gun runners for human rights violations while trafficking arms."
"He'll never stand trial in those Courts." said Muscone, getting Laura's implied meaning that Wargrave had nothing to gain by cooperating. "If he works with us, he and his wife will get to live together in some remote location, with agents guarding him and protecting him as well. My boss will give him a lot if he cooperates."
"We'll see." said Laura. "It'll be decided in Washington, not here at this table." I smiled at that. Jack kept eating his double cheeseburger. I let him finish before saying anything.
"What do you think, Don?" Jack asked.
"I don't know." I said. "He might cooperate, but only after he's taken his last shot at Laura, here."
"Whaaa?" Jack said. Laura just looked at me funny.
"I think he is going to want vengeance." I said. "He might toy with the FBI for a while, say he'll come in, say he'll have to get his affairs in order first... but he'll be coming for my wife. And only after that will he even think of cooperating or anything else.
"And you have a plan for that?" Jack asked as he finished off his French fries.
"Does a cat got climbing gear?" I asked back. Oh yes, I had a plan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Baby Jim was asleep in his crib. Carole was finally drifting off in her mother's arms. I had spent the last hour petting Bowser and rubbing his chest and belly, which he loved very much.
"All right, it's bedtime." Laura said. She carefully stood up, carrying Carole, and headed for the stairs. I went and got a 'Stix' doggie treat, which Bowser knew he'd get only when he went to his bed under Carole's crib. Needless to say, he beat me to the room.
After putting Carole down and giving Bowser his treat and watching him get settled in, Laura and I headed for our own bed. I washed my hands and brushed my teeth as Laura changed into her nightgown, then she cleaned up as I got undressed. I took the time on this evening to sweep the room for bugs, finding none. Then I turned on the radio. The soft jazz music was perfect for cuddling, but the radio had a little wire to the window that made the glass vibrate just a little bit, an old but effective anti-listening technology.
As we lay on the bed, I said "Well, Operation Gravestone was a complete success. Congratulations."
"Mmm, thank you, my darling." Laura said. "It didn't start out so well, but in the end it exceeded our expectations. I still don't understand that other group that showed up that night, and the helicopters were never explained."
"I don't even know the details," I said, "but it's not hard to guess that someone else was after Wargrave, trying to kill him. Not someone from one of those countries over there, but someone over here. Y'all crossed paths, and Wargrave ended up slipping out of the trap and eluding you both."
"Mmm, could be." Laura said. She was getting sleepy, so there would not be any sex in the next few moments. That was okay; she was snuggling into my arms. I liked holding my wife in my arms.
"So," she said, "what about that file those old ladies found?"
"That was Wargrave. Had to be." I said. "It was an attempt to distract me, and you also. He wanted me to concentrate on that, thinking I'd do so, while other things were going on. I'm not sure what other things, though... we had the Gravestone stuff, the 'Operation Eleanor' episode, the KSTD/Jack Burke tapes scandal... it could've been any of those things from which he was trying to distract us... or it's something else I haven't found out about yet."
I did not mention that only Wargrave really had the resources to pull off something like that, and my belief, which I could not prove, was that it was to distract Laura and myself from Michael Burke going after Ivy.
"You could be right." Laura said. "At any rate, the investigation of it is over, and it's been concluded that the damage is minimal, has been contained, and there is no further danger to the Scorpion."
"I'm glad to hear that." I said, snuggling Laura into my arms, her back pressed into my chest, her magnificent ass pressing against my groin and thighs.
Yes, the Scorpion, I thought to myself. Of course I know, and always knew, who the 'Scorpion' code name referred to... a legendary figure within the secret halls and unwritten records of the Central Intelligence Agency. The Scorpion was one of the very best agents in the history of the CIA. And a badass. The Scorpion was a real badass.
And I was very happy to be in the unique position of holding that badass Scorpion in my arms here, tonight. The Scorpion, of course, was the longtime CIA code name of my lovely wife... Dr. Laura Fredricson.
Part 22 - Epilogue
"BINGO!" yelled out Mrs. Parker in the Fellowship Hall of the Catholic Church. The other old ladies groaned.
"Well," said one old woman, getting up, "I must be off. It's getting late. Thank you for such a lovely evening, Father Francisco."
"Ah, my pleasure, madam." said Father Francisco, smiling benignly. "I hope we'll be seeing you next Wednesday night."
"I do, too." said the old woman. "Goodnight ladies. I'll see you at the Community Center. Goodnight Mrs. Boddiker." she said, touching her friend's shoulder on her way out. Among the chorus of salutations, Mrs. Boddiker said goodnight to her and promptly went back to her bingo cards.
Once out of the Fellowship Hall and beyond the eyes of anyone, the old woman scurried up the passageway towards the back of the building. If caught, she'd say she was looking for a restroom. She was not caught.
Exiting by a back door, she moved past the living quarters of the priests that were at the back of the Church grounds. The gate was open and she moved along the sidewalk, almost to the street. She stopped in the darkness and listened intently, watching along the street for any sign of anyone watching her.
Seeing none, she stepped out onto the sidewalk of the street and walked as swiftly as she was able in a westerly direction. She turned between two buildings, stopping and waiting to see if she was being watched or followed. She then went up that alleyway and between buildings, in what would've been called mews in the days of horses and carriages.
Coming out on another street, she repeated this pattern until she was just south of Courthouse Square. Entering a door that led to a small apartment upstairs above the shops, she let herself in with her key. Closing the door and locking it, she flicked on the light switch, which turned on one lamp on the chair-side table... and saw the woman sitting in the chair, waiting for her.
"Oh my heavens!" the old woman said. "You startled me. And why are you here, at this hour?"
"Why, I came to see you." said Captain Cindy Ross of the Town & County Police, getting up out of the chair. "The Widow Athena Jones, I presume?"
Finis... for now.
Get ready for the biggie of the Summer... it's next!
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Part 1 - Prologue - Celebrations
"Would you like a shot... at the title?"
The question was posed by defending champion Captain Cindy Ross as she stood in the middle of the boxing ring in the Police Headquarters gym, crowbar in hand. A chorus of "Ooooooooh"s softly rang out.
"Don't mind if I do." came the reply from the challenger.
Loud cheers erupted as the challenger, Lieutenant Claire Michaels ascended the steps and climbed into the ring. Yeah, it was the cheesy line from the Lethal Weapon movie, but it had become tradition.
This... was the Police Boxing Matches, a decades-old tradition within the Force. It was the morning of Saturday, June 6th. It was D-Day historically, and something of the kind for the two Officers vying for the Championship of the Freestyle division. This was the Championship round. The matches had been going on every weekend for the last couple of weeks.
The actual Boxing division had been concluded earlier this morning, with defending champion Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick defeating newcomer Detective Martin Nash in six rounds (all that was allowed; the WBA this ain't). I was very pleased with how well Nash did throughout the competition.
But this was the biggie. Billy sticks could be used, but for some strange reason everyone wanted to use crowbars these days. Can't imagine why.
Cindy was attired in plastic armor that motorcycle riders wore, coving her shoulders, chest and torso, back, thighs and calves, all white with blue trim... and a blue football helmet with plastic face shielding. Claire Michaels, the leader of the Police SWAT teams, was similarly attired, but in white plastic armor with red trim, and a red football helmet. The United States Marine Corps' boot camp had nothing on this Police Force when it came to personal combat training.
They both had crowbars, standard crowbars bought at the hardware store. Neither Cindy nor I had been allowed to use our blue or red crowbars. The crowbar Cindy was using was painted international orange. Claire's was international yellow.
Cindy's route to defending her title had been relatively easy. There was no gender separation, and she had taken down every man or woman that had opposed her. Detective Joanne Cummings had given her the best fight, going over two minutes. Cindy had ripped through Theo Washington, Chester Morton, and Precinct Captain Damien Thompson, and was awaiting the final challenge.
Claire Michaels's route had been tougher. Patrol Officer Lydia Green, Patrolman Roy McGhillie, and Patrolman Jermaine Davis had given her strong opposition. But her semi-final match had been the greatest challenge at the time, as it was me... Your Iron Crowbar.
I had taken out Patrolman Louie Towson, a big husky officer; then Patrolman Phil Goodwright, being careful not to hurt them as they were not very experienced. Then Senior Sergeant Gregory Charles of SWAT administered a relentless pounding to me, but really didn't get any effective shots in... he was just whaling the ol' Commander for the fun of it. At his first slip, I rapidly took him down and subdued him into submission, with perhaps just a bit of administering of pain. Then came Claire Michaels...
And I almost won, but in the third round a slip cost me the game as I fell to the floor... and got swarmed. "I yield." I had cried out after an administering of several blows was followed by Claire's crowbar at my neck. It was okay; the crowd watching roared for Claire as I got up and congratulated her, and I knew that it was all good for morale. And in another way there was a silver lining: while I was disappointed, I also had to admit that I was happy that I didn't have to take the beatdown before the entire Force that surely would've followed in the Championship...
Over one hundred and fifty officers had given up their Saturday to be here and watch. Micah Rudistan was the referee, also wearing armor, a helmet and face shielding in case a billy stick broke or, more likely, a crowbar swing accidentally came his way. And the noise in the room went from silence to pandemonium when, after the introductory "crossing of the swords", Rudistan gave the single command: "Box!"
The sound of crowbars clanging could be heard over the cheering of the officers. Cindy and Claire were pretty well matched, though Cindy had tremendous experience. At one point, she parried a crowbar blow and delivered a vicious martial arts kick to Claire's midsection... perfectly legal, and one reason Cindy was so formidable. Two black belts is huge. Wielding the Blue Crowbar every day is more huge.
But Claire had her own training from the LAPD... and the Streets... and she was very tough. She rolled with the blows and delivered a few of her own. And she was ready for the tricks: when Cindy tried her favorite move, which was to duck below a high swing, then swing her body around on one arm like a gymnast on the 'horse', her legs cutting her opponent's out... Claire was able to side-step it. But her attempt to follow up was not fast enough to take advantage of the dangerous move and get Cindy off-guard, and Cindy parried the blows and was quickly back on her feet. And the roars got louder as it went on.
It actually went two minutes into the second three-minute round. But then Claire, tiring at the relentless onslaught and a couple of blows to the football helmet, made a lunge and went off-balance. Cindy whaled her on the back with a crowbar blow as she stumbled by, then as Claire tried to turn, Cindy pulled her legs out from under her. Claire went down hard, and found Cindy on top of her, the crowbar to her neck. "I yield." Claire said.
The crowd roared, some in celebration and some groaning in disappointment. As Rudistan held Cindy's arm in the air, denoting her as the Champion, I wondered how many green dollar bills would exchange hands to settle bets.
Moments later, as the designated representative of the Chief, I presented Martin Nash and Claire Michaels with their 2nd Place trophies, then Ronnie Kirkpatrick his bigger 1st place trophy with the label "Police Boxing Matches, Boxing Division, Champion" and the year; and finally gave Cindy her trophy with the label "Police Boxing Matches, Freestyle Division, Champion" and the year.
As she absorbed the huge ovation for herself and Ronnie, I thought I could see something in Cindy's eyes... for someone accustomed to winning, there was still pride at winning something important. Challenged all her life, Cindy's competitive nature took no prisoners. She still considered herself as being challenged, as having to prove herself... on every occasion, every day.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhh, I am sore." Cindy stated as she, Teresa Croyle and I sat in my office. "Claire was tough as hell."
"You were much better, though." Teresa said. "You'd've won on points, if anyone was keeping them."
"How's your lung?" I asked. "Take any blows to it? Need to get looked at?"
"No... " Cindy said, pretending to look down and check herself out. "Most of the hits were to the arms and shoulders. But in the late going, I hit Claire on the head pretty hard a couple of times. She might should be checked for concussion."
"Are you coming to the Cop Bar for the party tonight?" Teresa asked me.
"Uhhh, I don't know." I said. "It's my son Jim's first birthday."
"Yeah, and we're coming to the party at your house." said Cindy. "Which starts in... thirty minutes. So after that, bring Jim to the Cop Bar party, and we'll all sing Happy Birthday to him."
"Are you kidding?" I asked. "You want me to bring a one-year-old child to a bar full of rowdy cops and firefighters during the Police Boxing Matches party?"
"Uh, yeah, that pretty much sums it up." Cindy said., her face expressionless, her voice deadpan flat. What was she up to? I thought to myself. Her eyes did not give herself away; she was used to me by now.
"I tell you what." I said. "If you can convince Laura to let me do it, I'll go along." I did not like the grin on Cindy's face that immediately ensued. Had I stepped right into a trap, here?
I got my cellphone and dialed a number. "Hi Claire, this is Commander Troy. How are you feeling?... I see... I'd like for you and Hugh to come to my house, the Mountain Nest, and help us celebrate my son's birthday... it's not really a request, a very nice doctor is going to informally check to make sure you don't have a concussion. I saw where you took a couple of blows to the head... I'm glad to hear you're feeling fine, and I'll be even happier when my wife tells me you're okay. See you there... okay, bye."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Maybe a very mild concussion." Laura said after checking out Claire in the living room of the Mountain Nest, with only me in the room... and my dog Bowser, who was watching Claire very attentively. I wondered if Bowser could sense things...
"Claire," said Laura, "if you begin feeling dizzy, faint, or sick, I want you to go right up to the hospital and get checked out again."
"Does that include those symptoms from drinking that swill they call 'beer' at the Cop Bar?" Claire asked. I laughed. Laura was a bit less amused.
"You now have an official excuse to drink in extreme moderation." said Laura. "Doctor's orders."
"Yes, ma'am." Claire said. She saw Bowser studying her. "Hi doggy. How are you?" She let Bowser sniff her hand, then she petted him. Bowser's wagging tail was one indication of his happiness. He was starting to trust people, some people, which was good considering his near-fatal ordeal in his early puppyhood.
Hugh had been talking to the others in the den, which included Todd, Jeanine (whose pregnancy was really beginning to show now), Phyllis, Teresa, Cindy, Laura's assistant Gayle Roberts, and Dr. Bonnie Karpathian. Hugh and Todd had talked a good bit with Teresa, I noted. I also observed something else: my mother making a great number of observations, seeing things that seemed to be eluding even me. I made sure to look around again, and I saw what some of it was about. Storm clouds rising, I thought to myself.
As Laura and Claire came back into the den, with Bowser following along, Cindy piped up. "So, Laura, you're okay with us taking Jim to a birthday celebration at the Cop Bar tonight?"
"Just have him home by his curfew." Laura joked. "And watch out... his daddy might be teaching him about fake I.D.s" Cindy's eyes sparkled as she looked at me. Her second victory today.
"Well, there's a silver lining to it." I said. "I get an excuse to come home early from that party."
"My thought exactly." said Laura with a wily smile on her face. Checkmate. I was whipped again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
But it didn't go badly. Cindy carried Jim into the Cop Bar and held him as she and the Detectives sat at the "Detective's Table", which was the table in back left just before the side door to the patio deck. On the other side of that door, just before going into the private back room, was the "Command Table". Tonight Police Chief Bennett, Fire Chief Quinlin, and the Sheriff Department's Chief of Staff were there. Obliged to join them, I did so for a few minutes.
The Chief of Staff, Deputy Sheriff Charles T. Oswald, was a big man but not fat, with a big face and white hair. He'd been a member of the County Sheriff Department for well over twenty years, had turned down a previous offer to become Police Chief (before Chief Griswold was hired), and was a master administrator, doing the 'beans-and-bullets' job for the entire Public Safety Department.
When he wore his uniform, he had a gold oak leaf cluster, like an Army Major... but the trick was that the Sheriff Department's gold insignia were the equivalent of the Police Department's silver ones. Therefore, 'Chief' Oswald, as he was colloquially called, was equivalent to myself, Brownlee and Fire Marshal Zoe Singer in rank.
He often met with the Deputy Chief of the Police Department, the Assistant Chief of the Fire Department, and the Assistant Public Health Officer of the Public Health Department to go over equipment counts, orders for supplies, and other such Executive Officer (XO) things. I didn't really like those meetings, but Chief Bennett was having me go to more and more of them... probably to make sure Deputy Chief Brownlee didn't create any mischief. But Oswald was straight-up, and if Brownlee tried anything, Oswald was letting me know behind Brownlee's back. Nice to have friends.
"That your kid?" asked Oswald as I sat down next to him with a pitcher of beer for the table, which was quickly poured into glasses for consumption. "Good looking boy, there."
"Thanks." I said. "Today's his first birthday, and I think Ross and Croyle have something sneaky planned."
"Not much gets by you, Don." said Chief Bennett. "I daresay you are right. By the way, we're instituting a new, or maybe an old, tradition at this table. No ranks, no insignia; if you're Command Group in any branch, then you're like an Army General, and here we're all on a first-name basis. Sheriff is good with that, too."
"Speaking of him, where is he?" I asked.
"He'll be back Monday." Oswald said. "He and his wife went on vacation for Memorial Day, and said they'd take the whole week unless something came up. I told him that with the Iron Crowbar watching over things, he could plan on that full week of vacation."
"Good." I said. "And since I let my Crowbar's Angels keep watch over everything, which makes my job easier, Daniel can relax. I hope he enjoys the time off. He's been under duress the last month."
"Any idea why?" asked Oswald? "We've noticed he's been on edge the past month. I always thought he could handle the pressures of the ob, but maybe they're weighing on him?"
"His wife is pregnant." I said, not wanting to give the real reason, of course. "And I think he felt the political pressure of that KSTD lawsuit over those Burke tapes."
"I felt that, myself." said Bennett. "As did Krasney and the entire Council."
We were interrupted by a ringing of a spoon against drinking glass. The bar settled down as Cindy stood up. "Everyone, I would first like to congratulate everyone who participated in the Police Boxing Matches." There was an acclaim.
"I also have Commander Troy's son Jim here." she said, holding Jim up. "Today is Jim's first birthday." Louder acclaim. "We have a little present for the Iron Crowbar Junior." Cindy said as Teresa handed her the newspaper wrapped long object. Cindy and Teresa 'helped' Jim open it. It was a small blue crowbar... thankfully made out of soft rubbery foam instead of iron.
"And the crowbar is blue," Cindy said loudly and happily, "because I dearly hope that Jim will attend his mother's University, and not his father's! Go Bulldogs!" Very loud cheering and acclaim, as many in the bar looked over at me. I was laughing, seeing what Cindy and Teresa had wanted to do. Payback would be merciless, I resolved, but for now I rolled with it.
"Your turn to speak." said Chief Bennett. So I got up and stepped out where everyone could see me near the bar.
"I do appreciate that little gift." I said. "And it'll make his mother happy... which means I won't have to sleep on the sofa this month, so I do thank you for that." Laughter and loud cheering, especially from the guys.
"I do want to congratulate the winners and runners-up of the Boxing Matches today." I said, to acclaim. "But I especially want to congratulate all of us, including myself, who participated and got our asses whipped... and lived to tell about it. Salud!" I raised my beer glass and then drank, as did everyone else amongst the cheering... except little Jim, whose fake ID did not fool the wily bartender and owner of the establishment.
"Let's sing Happy Birthday to 'Bulldog Jim'!" shouted someone, who I would later learn was the mischievous Micah Rudistan. A strong chorus began:
"Happy birthday tooo you,
Happy birthday toooo youuuu;
Happy birth-day, Bull-dog Ji-immmmm,
Ha-ppy birth-day toooo youuuuuuu...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Only a few minutes later, I left the Cop Bar with little 'Bulldog Jim'. The party was getting louder and more raucous, and Jim had fallen asleep. Chief Bennett and Deputy Oswald had also walked out with me and we made our way to our separate cars.
As I strapped Jim into his child safety seat in my mother's car, which I had driven tonight instead of my Police SUV, I felt the hair on the back of my neck rising, and a very strange feeling come over me... as if there were eyes watching me. I looked around in every direction, but saw nothing. Going around and getting into the driver's seat, I again looked around warily in every direction. I didn't have any night vision devices with me, so I couldn't look into the darkness.
I was careful driving home. I quickly took right turns and a couple of fast left turns where it was safe to do so. I zig-zagged my way back home, finally convincing myself that I was not being followed.
Once home, Laura took over the duties of putting Jim to bed while I took Bowser out back to do his business. I looked up at the new Cabin; only a streetlight in the driveway was lit, the rest of the house shrouded in darkness. As Bowser finished his business and looked around his perimeter, I no longer had the feeling of being watched, but I knew to be on my guard... the hammer was coming down on Henry R. Wargrave, and he was now a cool and desperate man.
Part 2 - Femme Fatale
At just before 5:00am on the morning of Saturday, June 13th, I was roused out of sleep by a phone call. It was SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan. He said that the City had requested me personally as an SBI Reservist to come to the City to investigate a murder, and that Cindy and I were authorized, and requested, to go.
I called Cindy, only to find out she'd been called by DD Conlan already. I went and picked her up in my Police SUV, and we headed east. I was burning the blue lights and drove at speeds in excess of 90 miles per hour on the nearly-empty highway.
"Oh, I meant to ask you." I said to Cindy as we hurtled down the road, "Did you ever find out anything about the Widow Athena Jones?"
"Oh! Gosh, I'd forgotten about that." Cindy said, as she looked out the side window. "The answer to your question is 'no'. I followed up on an address Rita gave me, but it turned out to be a dead end. I looked around the area a bit, but she's not showing herself these days."



"That's too bad." I said. "Well, looks like we have something new to deal with now." As a result of our speed, we made the 90-mile drive in record time, getting into the City before 6:30am.
We headed into the heart of the City, where I slowed down but maintained burning the blue lights, until we reached the Marriott Grande Hotel. Cindy and I were dressed alike: black collared shirts with embroidered silver SBI Reserve badge sewn over the left breast and "POLICE" sewn in silver in the back, khaki pants, black boots, and light black jackets with the word "POLICE" embroidered in silver. The City and SBI had an uncomfortable relationship (and that was putting it very, very nicely), and we didn't want "SBI" staring in their faces... especially when they were looking at our backs(!).
"Hello, Commander." said Detective 'Sapper' Warren of the City Police as he greeted us in the hotel lobby. He was a big man, black, had once been a sapper in the military, and had played some semi-pro football, as well. He was in plainclothes. "Congratulations on your promotion, Captain Ross."
"How did you know about that?" Cindy asked, idly curious.
"Inspector Maxwell told Detective Ventura, who told me." said Sapper Warren. Robin Ventura was the daughter of University Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Dexter Robinson, and had been close to Britt Maxwell when Britt was the University Police Captain.
"So what happened here?" I asked.
"Murder, Commander." Sapper said. "Girl found dead in room 509." My heart sank as we got onto the elevator.
"Prostitute?" I asked.
"Yep." said Sapper.
"Blonde? Tall?"
"Blonde, yes. Tall, not so sure. She's still lying in bed. She's not a tiny woman, though, I can tell you that." Sapper said, then peered at me. "I get the feeling you know something, Commander."
"And I hope I'm wrong." I said, but my sense of foreboding was telling me I was right.
We went down the hall, which was way too full of police officers. I saw Detective Robin Ventura, who was black but had overcome racial adversity to be respected on the City Police Force. Cindy and I said hello to her before going on down the hall to Room 509.
The City CSI was working in the room, and when they saw us they said we had to get out. "No, let them stay." said a woman's voice, a voice familiar to me. "This is the Iron Crowbar." said Captain Susan Wexler, who was almost hidden behind the door.
"Good morning, Captain." I said, noting that Susan was in plainclothes, basic white blouse, black pants and black jacket, her badge on her belt just to the left of the buckle... the way Cindy and I were wearing our SBI badges.
"You're the Iron Crowbar?" asked one CSI technician breathlessly, a young Asian woman who had stood up quickly from her crouched position. "But you're so... so young!" Cindy laughed out loud, something I all too rarely heard her do.
"Thanks for the compliment." I said, tipping my Tilley hat to her. I then looked at the bed. I was not wrong, and my worst fears were confirmed:
The woman lying dead in the bed was Cherie Ward.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cherie had died of a small-caliber gunshot wound to the head, just behind her left ear. It was easy to surmise that she had been lying on her right side, probably spooning with her client. The CSIs pointed out the scorching around the wound, showing that the shot was from exceptionally close range if not actual contact.
"The first call came in about 3:30 this morning." said Detective Ventura as we watched the CSI team work. I had already made my many observations, and now Cindy was going over things with the CSIs as I talked to Robin, who continued: "Someone called the front desk from a burner cellphone and said they'd heard people arguing in Room 509. Staff went up there, but it was silent. They knocked on the door, getting no answer. Since they knew the room was occupied but they weren't getting an answer, they called the Police."
"Two patrol officers went up and knocked, then had the hotel staff open the door. They found Ms. Ward lying dead, just as she is here. Her fingerprints were taken and quickly came back as Cherie Ward, a very high class escort. She's top-dollar, only the wealthiest men can afford her."
"Her purse?" I asked.
"Has not been found." said Ventura. "The murderer must've taken it. Her cellphone is gone; we're trying to see if it's pinging off any towers."
"Time of death?" I asked as I looked around the scene, noticing that Cherie was lying on the bed as if settled in and sleeping when she was shot.
"Best guess at the moment is between midnight and 2:00am." said a middle aged man with a failed attempt at a handlebar mustache. He was the Medical Examiner.
"Fingerprints? In the room, I mean? Besides hers?" I asked.
"That's the rub, and when I decided to ask for you to come over." Susan Wexler said. "The place has been wiped down. Totally. Whoever shot Ms. Ward took the time to wipe down the entire room."
"Any drink glasses left over?"
"No sir," said the Asian technician. "No glasses or alcohol found at all."
"Interesting." I said. "So she and her client didn't have a drink first. Have you obtained the hotel's camera footage?" I asked.
"We've looked at it, and we're getting the warrant to keep it." said Detective Sapper Warren. "Coverage is spotty, and so far we've found nothing."
Cindy came over to me. "Have you got a second?"
"Sure." I said. We went out into the hallway and down towards the elevators, where Cindy whispered to me "You know that woman I took the vial from at the Allen party?"
"The night he died?" I asked.
"Yes." Cindy said. "I think I told you this once before about this woman, but I am absolutely sure that this 'Cherie' is the woman I took that vial from. She was the one hired to put the poison in Allen's bourbon, and the one I intercepted."
"I am not at all surprised to hear that." I said. "And yes, we talked about it before. Good catch, though, and thanks for reminding me. So, what else did you see--"
We were interrupted as Captain Susan Wexler came down the hall to us. She whispered to me "Can I speak with you privately?"
"Sure." I said. We went past Room 509 and down to the far end of the hall, followed by Cindy at my signal. Another room that was unoccupied had been opened and made available to the police by the hotel.
Seeing Susan's look as Cindy came in behind us, I said "You may say anything to Captain Ross that you would say to me. She knows who Cherie was."
"I see." said Wexler. "Nothing personal, Captain Ross, and if you know, then it's okay. And it sounds like you know what I wanted to tell you: that Cherie was a Confidential Informant for me, and a very, very deep mole for the City Police within Henry Wargrave's operations, as well as those of several politicians. She was hired by State Senator Allen a number of times before he died, and we were close to getting a corruption case on him. Because of her, we've been able to wipe out several drug rings... though another ring always seems to take its place immediately."
Susan continued: "I also know Cherie's friend was murdered up at Lake Amengi-Nunagen. The FBI has been dancing around us, trying to investigate without tipping us off or letting anyone else know Cherie was a C.I. They might have meant well, but Cherie is now lying dead down the hall, and I have to wonder if the FBI didn't give something away and blow her cover."
"I can assure you that they did not." I said. "I was already afraid this might happen when Nicole Stanton was killed, and I warned Cherie myself when I was investigating her fellow escort's murder that she, Cherie, needed to really watch out for herself. I also thought she was not going to be used as a C.I. anymore."
"And she wasn't. I began winding her down from all of her operations." Susan said. "But the perps might not have known that."
"True. And Henry Wargrave has come under investigation by the FBI recently, and this might be his handiwork to clean up some mess we haven't discovered yet." I said. "Let me ask this: did anyone else within the City Police know that Cherie was your C.I.? And by that I mean before the Stanton murder, when some stuff started unravelling. Or was she just yours?"
Susan Wexler took in her breath, and then answered: "She was mine. Two of my Lieutenants, James Rogan and Andrew Payne, could've accessed my safe and gotten the names of my C.I.s in an envelope in case something happened to me. But I don't think either of then actually knew about Cherie, certainly not by name. She was too deep and too well-placed, so I kept her name to myself. It really pissed me off when that other girl was murdered, and Cherie's name inevitably came out of that."
"I understand." I said. "I tend to doubt any of your officers knew about or leaked Cherie's name. Oh!-- I almost forgot... Cindy, would you do me a favor, and see if the City CSI Team is doing what we call the 'deep clean' investigation. Have them get into the bathtub and sink drains, open the pipes, all that good stuff?"
"Wilco." Cindy said. She hurried out the door.
"And what else did you want to tell me, alone?" I asked Susan.
"Not much gets by you." Susan said, smiling. "I wanted to tell you that I want to get together with you again. For sex. My room in this hotel is still on retainer, we might can sneak up there after all this commotion dies down."
"Sounds like a plan to me." I said. "Let's have lunch. For now, we need to get back to the others..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The City Police Force is a good, experienced organization. They'd obtained all of the hotel guest records for the night, seeing who was in other rooms. Room 509 had been paid for by Cherie's escort service; the client had likely paid the agency to book the room in their name, and they'd often booked Room 509 specifically for Cherie. Not a bad idea to do the booking, which would keep a client anonymous, and the Escort Service would fight like hell to keep their records secure, murder notwithstanding.
I had suggested the idea that the perp might've also booked a room near Room 509. Someone had wiped down the room with what appeared to be a hotel washcloth, but had taken that washcloth, had carried Cherie's cellphone out of the room as well as her purse, but had not gone far enough to walk into a camera's line of sight. So far, nothing of special interest.
"Nothing on the cellphone." Robin said. The CSI team was about done and the body was going to be removed.
As I watched, I felt a sadness. The sisters Marie Arruzio and Cherie Ward were both dead now, struck down in the prime of their lives, cut down by assassins. Tragic, unnecessary. And wrought by Evil. I hoped to bring vengeance upon both sister's behalves...
"Can this window be opened?" I asked, looking at the hotel window.
"No sir, it's sealed shut." said Sapper Warren.
"So the cellphone and purse weren't thrown out of it." I said. "I would imagine you're going to find the cellphone in a dumpster somewhere, or in the hands of a homeless person to whom it was given as a gift by an anonymous benefactor."
Assembling Warren, Ventura and Cindy, I said "So guys, what do you think so far?"
"We're waiting for you to tell us, Commander." said Warren, grinning. I grinned back.
"Oh, I imagine he already knows." Cindy said. "He's just seeing what he can teach us now."
"Cat's out of the bag." I said. "Indulge me. Any ideas?"
"Yes sir." Robin Ventura said. "Professional hit. Guy could import gloves, even room cleaner in a suit. He could take the washcloth out the same way. If he's careful ahead of time, he won't touch much, won't leave much fiber evidence from his clothes, which he probably neatly stacked on the table or dresser, then wiped that down afterwards. Like you said earlier, the cellphone will be discarded, and the purse will be checked for anything inside before it and the contents are burned.
Ventura continued: "He used a small caliber weapon, typical of pro hits. Autopsy might get us a tad of DNA and will show if she was sexually penetrated or not, but I'm betting he didn't even fuck her, just got in bed with her, shot her quickly, got out of bed, dressed, wiped down the place, and was off. If he did fuck her, he was using a condom, which he took with him."
"That's a nice point. Our perp might not have had sex with her first. And that means he had more willpower than me; I'd have wanted to tap that first." I said.
If Robin weren't black she would've blushed at that, but she continued: "So I think our real purpose here is going to be finding out who hired the assassin, and why."
"Good points. I only have one objection, which I'll get to in a minute." I said. "Sapper? What are your thoughts?"
"I'm good with Ventura's ideas, and I agree about the killer's willpower, Commander." said Sapper with a grin, which then turned to a frown as he said "But I'm not good with how the perp walked out of this hotel... if he did and is not here somewhere now... without the cameras seeing him."
"If he's a pro, he knows where the dead zones are." Ventura countered.
I said "You both are on the right track. That was my objection, too: that a professional would have to have the cameras made inoperable or would have to be exceptionally familiar with what's working and what's not. And that's not likely for a hired pro hit. I'd add to it that it's more than possible someone in the hotel staff was co-opted to turn just the right camera off at the right time. That again speaks against a hired pro hit, but it could be an organizational thing, with details like that being taken care of."
I added: "And to that point, have officers check every cleaning closet in the building to make sure no one is hiding and expects to be thrown out with the trash. Run checks on the hotel night staff, especially the guys that took the phone call and went up to check on the room after that call. I know your guys will ultimately check every employee and any contracted agencies, like the cleaning crews, but expedite checks on any night crew that was here at the time." Sapper and Ventura immediately put out those instructions.
"Okay," I said when we were all assembled again a couple of minutes later. "Cindy, any ideas before I give mine?"
"I know more than these guys," Cindy said, "so I'm thinking of a possible connection to the Stanton murder several months ago. Cherie and Nicole Stanton were friends and fellow escorts. Stanton was murdered, Cherie was not far away from the murder scene when it happened, though she had witnesses vouching for her at all times. I suspect whoever killed Nicole... killed Cherie."
"And you're right about that." I said. "Find the killer here, and we'll find the killer of Nicole Stanton, as well. That's really good thinking, Cindy. And guys," I said to the City Detectives, "don't try to cover old ground by trying to re-investigate the Stanton case. I will send you everything I have on that, including the FBI information about it, at least the stuff I'm allowed to. But I can assure you that you'll find the killer by solving Cherie Ward's murder before solving Nicole's."
I continued: "So here's what I am seeing: Detective Ventura is almost completely correct about the case. Almost, but not quite, I think. Cherie was indeed executed by a very experienced killer, with great knowledge of crime investigation procedures and how to avoid leaving evidence at a scene. This killer was also extremely aware of this hotel's security and the holes in that security. By the way, Cindy, I am betting the bullet from Cherie's body will be a .22 Magnum... we are seeing quite a few cases with that caliber lately, aren't we?"
"That's true." Cindy said.
I said "But was this a hired pro hit? Of that, I am not so sure. I will just leave you guys with two questions... why was that call made to the desk, which ultimately got the Police here and the body found? And the second question... I heard the word 'he' entirely too many times... are you absolutely sure it was a man?"
"Uh, no we're not." said Robin Ventura. "And you're right that we assumed on that. I guess the autopsy might show more."
"Yes, but if Cherie was not penetrated and no DNA is found on her body, like under her fingernails, nothing will be proved." I said. "I only mention that it might not be a man to keep you from making an assumption that might eliminate the suspect while eliminating half the human race for the crime."
"Guys," Cindy said, "the Iron Crowbar has just given you the biggest clue of all... why was that phone call made?"
The detectives thought about it, then finally Ventura said "I guess you're thinking that a professional would not want to alert us to his crime. He'd want to wait until the cleaning crew found her... or better yet, put the 'Do Not Disturb' sign on the door and it might be days before she's found. So either that was a legitimate call, or it doesn't fit in with what we're thinking."
"Exactly." I said. "But let's go further. I'd suggest the call was made so that we would find the body, once the killer was safely out of there. The killer wanted the body to be found. The killer wants us to know that Cherie Ward is dead."
"Wow." said Sapper Warren. "No wonder you're a legend in this State already, Commander. But why?"
"Well, like Cindy said," I replied, "we have some previous knowledge that helps us see what it would take longer for you to find out. But as a teachable moment," I continued, seeing Cindy glare at me at those words, "always watch out for those little things like the phone calls, and who found the body, and what led up to finding the body, and so on. Very often, clues are there."
We turned to go down the hall. "Oh, by the way," I said. "Captain Wexler is in your Vice Squad, isn't she?"
"Commander of it." said Ventura.
"Who called her in?" I asked.
Ventura didn't know. Sapper said "I've heard a few rumors that Wexler has C.I.s among the prostitutes of this City. If this girl was one of them, someone at the Precinct might have called her to let her know."
"So they knew this girl was a C.I.?" I asked. "That's not really likely, is it?"
"Uhhh, no sir, I guess not." said Sapper. "Sorry, sir."
"Don't be. It was a thought worth thinking." I said. "But Captain Wexler's presence here suggests, to me anyway, that there might be a drug connection with this dead girl. I seriously doubt Captain Wexler is going to tell you that, so don't ask her. But keep the idea in your heads that this girl's name might show up in a Vice investigation before all is said and done."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I were sitting in the lobby of the Marriott Grande Hotel. It was about 11:30am, and the crime scene was being wrapped up and would soon be released. I was drinking some coffee, having had none this morning.
We watched as blonde reporterette Diane Williams, formerly of KXTC in our Town, was doing interviews with designated City Police Media Relations people. And behind the scenes, I'd noted Ms. Williams's 'cubs' slipping some bills into police officers' palms to get the scoop the official spokesmen weren't talking about. Fortunately, Diane Williams had not noticed exactly who the two officers sitting in the far corner of the lobby were.
"I guess you told Sapper and Robin that about Cherie having a drug connection to allay their suspicions about Wexler being there?" Cindy asked.
"No." I said. "That was to ascertain just how known or unknown Cherie's status as a C.I. was. I think Cherie had become known as a former C.I. since Nicole's murder, and that's not good... the motive widens the list of suspects." I then went into a reverie.
"Spill it, Crowbar 1." Cindy said, breaking me out of my reverie some minutes later.



"What's that?"
"I think you've already solved this case." Cindy said.
"Solving a case means getting the evidence so that even ADA Dwayne Gregory can prosecute to a conviction." I said, referring to our Town & County's most inept A.D.A. "I do have some ideas, but even they are not clearly formed, so it would be unfair to you to tell you now."
"Give me hints, then." Cindy ordered.
"That's fair enough." I said. "What do you know about the Stanton murder?"
"I read the FBI files on it, so I'd be prepared if you ever wanted to talk about it." Cindy said. "Which is right now, I suppose." I smiled at that little funny Cindy made as she continued: "I really didn't understand it, Nicole's murder, and it remains unsolved even after you've looked into it, so it must be a tough one."
"And again, it's the difference between having the answer, i.e. knowing what happened; and the actual solution, which is being able to prove it." I said. "So let me tell you this much. Nicole Stanton left the Burke house and went down the road. Not too far from the house that road dead-ends into another road. If you turn right, that road leads to the town up there and ultimately to the main highway. If you turn left, you go into the Wildlife Management Area, which is Federal lands. Nicole did not turn right; instead, she turned left, went into the W.M.A., and was found dead."
"I'm with you, so far." Cindy said.
I said "Okay, so my thesis is that Nicole would not have picked up a stranger. So maybe someone staged an accident to get her to stop, the way my nephew Ned's ambulance was waylaid that time we investigated that case. Setting that kind of trap is certainly a possibility we cannot discount in the Stanton murder, but the Burke house was not all that far away, and chances are that Nicole might've sat down on the horn if there was trouble, or gone back to the Burke house. And last but not least, she had a gun. She was prepared for trouble if it happened... so if some stranger got her agitated, she could defend herself. But she did not do that with whoever killed her. How does that sound?"
"You still haven't completely discounted it, but you've given some good arguments against it." Cindy replied.
"True." I said. "So I like my second idea better, which is this: Nicole accepted a rider in her car because the person was someone she knew and trusted. She was probably shocked beyond belief that person was there, but she trusted that person and stopped. Then that person probably suggests they turn the other way for some reason, Nicole does, and we have the sinister result for Nicole."
"That definitely sounds more plausible." Cindy said.
"Good." I said. "Now Cherie knew Nicole, and knew Nicole had been murdered, and I even told Cherie to be on her guard. Cherie struck me as a reasonably intelligent and street-savvy woman, though her sister, the late Marie Ward Arruzio was a totally brainless airhead... but I digress. Cherie was likely on her guard, even though she was still involved in escorting, i.e. prostitution. It's a dangerous business, she knew the risks, but all the same she is going to take some precautions. Unless..." I looked at Cindy.
Cindy thought about it, then it hit her: "Unless," she said, "she knew and trusted the client."
"Yes." I said, pleased at Cindy's acumen. "I believe her killer was someone she knew, someone she trusted well enough, and someone who totally got the drop on her... and she might not even have realized it when that bullet put her out."
"Wow." Cindy said. "That's likely. But it doesn't cut down the list of suspects. She'll have had trusted clients, other trusted friends..."
"Yes." I said. "So I'll need to talk to someone to find out more about Cherie... and Nicole. By the way, what did you think of Warren and Ventura?"
"I've known Robin for a while; she's pretty bright." Cindy said. "She knew a good bit about professional mob hits. I guess the City has more of those than we do. I could also see that she lets the gears turn in her head and comes up with some good answers. Sapper Warren? He's studious, methodical, gets the information, gets the job done, but not much of the imagination you love seeing. A bit like Martin Nash, but Nash is more intelligent."
"Actually," I said, pretending to look around as if sharing a State secret, "I think Nash is a damn sight better than he really lets on. He's methodical and workmanlike, but the gears turn in his head."
I continued: "I'd compare Sapper to Hugh Hewitt. Does a good, steady job, but like you said: no imagination. Hewitt is outstanding on my SWAT Team, but it did not hurt my feelings when he was taken out of MCD and moved to SWAT."
"Ouch." Cindy said. "That is harsh."
"Captain Ross," I said sternly, "you are going to have to become that harsh yourself. It is going to be you making decisions on who to put where. You're going to have to ruthlessly evaluate your people, give the promising ones training and opportunities, and discard the weak ones. Joanne Cummings is an upcoming superstar, while Hugh Hewitt barely made the grade in MCD. Both have their place to do their best work, and putting them in the right places is key for both them and the Force."
"Yes sir." Cindy said, absorbing the leadership lesson.
In the silence, I asked "So what did you think of Captain Wexler?"
Cindy said. "I've heard her name, though Teresa has heard a lot more about her. She has been a Vice cop for years, done good work, but there's gossip that she got to Captain by fucking the right politicians."
"Captain of the City Police is far more political than in our Town & County." I said. "I'm sure she did what she needed to. I'm also sure she's a formidable cop. She's actually something of a legend in the City for the huge drug rings she's exposed and the sheer numbers of gang members that have been taken off the streets."
"Yes, but as she said, another gang just crops up to take the place of the ones we eliminate." Cindy said. "I've always looked at that as 'job security' for us. So, where do we go from here?"
I saw Captain Wexler coming out of the elevator. "Ah, I think I'm about to have lunch with Captain Wexler."
"You mean have sex with her." Cindy said. "I saw the looks she was giving you."
"And what are you doing for lunch?" I asked.
"Meeting Britt Maxwell." Cindy replied.
"For lunch or sex?" I asked. "No, don't answer. Give Britt my love." I stood up as Susan Wexler approached.
"I think we're finished with the crime scene at the hotel." Susan said. "I know you talked with the Homicide Detectives, but is there anything you can tell me?"
"Yes." I said. "I'm hungry. Let's have lunch, you and I."
"I'll see you guys later." Cindy said. "I'm meeting someone for lunch myself." Only as we all left did reporterette Diane Williams realize who I was... but it was too late for an interview.
Part 3 - The Business of Pleasure
The loud smacks of flesh on flesh echoed in the hotel room as I pumped my iron hard cock in and out of Susan Wexler's mature, hot cunt with relentless ferocity. I was sheathed in a condom, which deadened a lot of the sensation for me, but that was okay... as long as Susan came hard, I didn't have to get my rocks off.
"Oh God, yes!" Susan grunted, her legs wrapped tightly around me as I plowed in and out of her. She was an older woman, somewhere between Laura's age and my mother's, and had fucked quite a number of men herself while on undercover operations. She was something of a legend in City Vice, but right now she was panting like a cheap whore as she and I rutted hotly in Room 609.
After giving her two hard orgasms, unless she was good at faking them, I finally worked my nut out and shot my load into the condom. The messy feeling was never one I particularly liked; I preferred climaxing inside a cunt, but I did not want to leave my semen inside Susan's pussy.
After I came, I worked the condom off and tied it in a knot to prevent the semen from escaping. I then went and flushed it down the toilet as Susan lay on the bed in post-coital bliss.
"Mmm, that was good." Susan said as I returned. "You have got the hardest cock I think I've ever been fucked with."
"Glad you like it." I said, lying down next to her on my back. She reached over and began playing with my manhood, as well as my drained balls.
"So," I said, "Nicole Stanton wasn't one of your C.I.s?" I asked.
"No, not mine." said Susan. "She might well have been someone else's though, and I wouldn't have known it. I do know she was Cherie's friend, well, whatever these women consider 'friends'. Working girls are not disposed to making good strong friendships. Other women get their hearts broken; a lady of the evening can wind up dead in a dumpster."
"So tell me this, at least as much as you can." I said. "How do you contact your C.I.s... or at least Cherie?"
"If they have something to tell me, they usually call a cell phone that I keep just for C.I.s" Susan said. "They have safe words and all that, as well. If I need to contact them, it's usually by an arrangement we've made beforehand. Sometimes I just call their cellphone. Sometimes it's a code word on an answering machine, and then they call me back. Just depends on the situation." She then said "You know about all this. Why are you asking?"
"I am getting the idea that Cherie was a double agent." I said. "Nicole might have turned her to whoever was handling Nicole, or to the criminals' side. Henry Wargrave has a lot of money. So it's possible your contact methods are compromised."
"You might be right, I'll take precautions." Susan said as she eased down and took my penis into her mouth.
"I also am wondering if Cherie being a C.I. did get out." I said. "Not because of the FBI's investigation, but because someone learned it another way. Then the wrong people found out, and as you said, didn't know she wasn't being a C.I. any more, and so they paid for a professional hit."
Susan did not reply, but continued to suck my cock for long minutes, her head bobbing up and down my now-iron-hard shaft. I let her, enjoying the blowjob though not really all that hot to come.
Susan raised up to mount me, but I swiftly got the condom rolled down my shaft. I think she wanted to take me bare, but she applied some lube she'd brought and slid her pussy down my sheathed shaft until I was buried to the balls inside her. She began riding me, and I could tell she was really getting off on it. I felt her cunt clenching my cock even as her body trembled, not as hard a clenching like Laura did when she came hard, but still a nice tight squeeze on my meat.
As she rode me, Susan said "I agree it's a mob hit of some kind. Professional. It's too clean, too quick. Small caliber gun. Ventura thinks that's what it is, and I think she's on it."
"Mmm, speaking of 'on it', you're on it right now, so why don't you ride it until you get off on it..."
"Mmm, good idea." she said. She leaned down and kissed my mouth hard. I began thrusting up to meet her downward plunges, and our bodies were slamming together with lusty ferocity...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and Britt lay together in Britt's bed in her apartment. Their loving had been sensuous, yet urgent, and now they were just enjoying that post-orgasmic bliss.
"So you're here investigating Cherie Ward's murder, eh?" said Britt.
"Yeah." Cindy said. "Kinda sad. Don thinks it's related to another murder a few months ago, up at Lake Amengi-Nunagen. By the way, you wouldn't happen to know if Nicole Stanton, who was a friend of Cherie, was a C.I. for anyone?"
"She was the one killed up at the Lake, right?" Britt asked. Cindy affirmed it, then Britt said "Keep this between us... you might not even want to tell Don because his wife is a CIA Deputy Director, but I think Nicole Stanton was working with a Federal agency. FBI maybe, but more likely the CIA."
"Oh, wow." Cindy said. "What was she doing with them?"
"The same thing the Corrigan Cell was doing, that Ned was doing, that Laura Fredricson and Alicia Foster and the CIA was doing... industrial secrets, all the way around."
Britt sat up, crossing her arms around her bended knees, her large breasts pressed into her thighs. "Before Laura and I had that rift... still don't know why that happened... I knew that some CIA research was going on somewhere on the University Campus. I also know that Todd Burke was a bad, bad boy. He may have grown out of it, but he was a nasty guy while he was a college student, maybe before."
"Yeah." Cindy said. "He's really grown up. Head of a company, married with kids, another one on the way, and soon. Fucking his Asian assistant, fucking Teresa, fucking his wife, and God knows who else."
"Well, in his younger days," Britt said, "he was very indiscreetly fucking women... as his brother Jack Burke did... and was getting secrets here and there from them. I thought Todd and even Jack had been recruited into the CIA. But that may not be the case; Todd may have been doing it for himself. Now Ned was definitely recruited by the CIA, then turned hard rogue on them. Ned was a dangerous son of a bitch, and it's lucky Don's plan to kill him worked, because if it hadn't..."
"Yeah, I know all that." Cindy said, knowing just how near a thing it had been, for Don and for her gym-ownership partner, Melina Allgood.
"What you don't know," Britt said, "is that Henry Wargrave, who is now under investigation, had his hands in the cookie jar, also. And it's very possible that Nicole was a CIA agent either working with him, or was spying on him."
"Oh my goodness." said Cindy. "But wouldn't Laura Fredricson know that Nicole was an agent?"
"I don't know." said Britt. "The CIA is very compartmentalized."
"So how does Michael Burke fit into this?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." Britt said. "He was on the periphery. He was giving money to the University, working his way into the confidence of the Trustees and Dr. Wellman, then suddenly he backs out, retires, sells Todd his company which is now absorbed into that increasingly dangerous BOW Enterprises. Something is going on there, but it's much bigger than me, and I have too many other things to worry about. The SBI has good people, but also bad people, and cleaning up this mess is hard and time-consuming."
"So how do you know all this? About Nicole?" Cindy idly asked as she rolled over. Britt eased back down so that her raven-black-haired pussy was right at Cindy's mouth, and the platinum blonde began doing what she loved to do most: eat pussy. She began tonguing Britt's slit.
"You wouldn't believe what I've learned since taking the SBI Inspector General job." Britt replied. "The Governor has given me political information that a lot of people would kill... or die... for. Executives of companies are buying me lunch and pouring stuff into my ears, and not even hoping to get something back in return. I communicate with my counterparts in other States and we swap notes, a lot of notes. What they all don't realize is that I'm sitting right in the middle of this spider web, hearing several sides of something and being able to put it together, and therefore knowing more than the sum of the parts."
"The unique position." Cindy said. "Just like Don."
"Yeah," Britt says, "I have the knowledge, but I don't have the powers of observation and deduction that he does. He sees things. He saw that Todd was Michael Burke's son. He solved the 'Silverfish' crimes, which really blew the FBI's collective mind away. He has shredded the corrupt politicians in this State. He is personally responsible for restructuring the SBI, which was damn close to being shut down."
"Should it be?" Cindy asked. "Is the SBI corrupt?"
"No." Britt said. "Like I said, there are a lot of damn good agents doing damn good work. And they're the ones the politicians of both parties burn to cinders the moment they're able to. But the SBI was worth saving, and Don saved it. I suspect he's going to clean it out pretty soon, what I can't get to, as soon as his 'Moriarty', Henry Wargrave, either cuts a deal or gets put down."
"Ah, so you think the Consultant of Crime is Wargrave?" Cindy asked, following up by licking Britt's slit.
"Who else could it be?" Britt said. "Wargrave was moving arms into Alabama. Wargrave worked with Jody Corrigan, and has an either friendly or hostile situation with Nicole Stanton. Wargrave is connected with the President of the University. Dr. Wellman told me a number of things, mostly to keep me from being inquisitive, but over time I do figure things out."
"And the Oldeeds Organization?" Cindy asked.
"They're bad people, but other than the Silverfish having worked for them and then working for Wargrave, I don't see a connection. Wargrave did not like the child trafficking stuff Oldeeds was alleged to have done. But Oldeeds is dead now, so I guess that doesn't matter anymore."
Cindy didn't say anything, but just kept eating Britt's sweet pussy. After a few moments, her cellphone rang.
"Damn, that's my boss." Cindy said. "I gotta go."
Part 4 - Homing In
Cindy and I attended the afternoon meeting of the City Police team that was working the Cherie Ward case. Leading the meeting was Lieutenant Rockford 'Rocky' Garnett, a tough, chiseled police veteran, who was Sapper Warren and Robin Ventura's boss. Captain Susan Wexler was sitting in on the meeting, though quietly, as were Cindy and myself.
Warren, Ventura, and two other Detectives were there, of course. It should be noted that a City 'Detective' was just a couple steps above a Uniformed Patrol Officer, and was the equivalent of a Senior Patrolman or Corporal in our Police Force. Our 'Detectives' would be pretty much Sergeants or Lieutenants in the City Police.
"I understand our SBI friends here have helped considerably on this case." said Garnett.
"Yes sir." said Sapper Warren. "The Iron Crowbar is the real deal, sir."
"Wha..." said Garnett, peering at me. "You are the Iron Crowbar? And a full Police Commander?"
"At your service, Lieutenant." I said.
Garnett chucked. "I... I'm sorry. I really did not realize that someone as young as you are... well, I mean to say that I expected someone a lot... older. Older than me, even."
"I get that a lot." I said politely.
"Well," said Garnett, still not quite believing it, "we appreciate your help, Mr. Crowbar. I'll also say that I have no love lost for the SBI. I once shot one of their agents that tried to fuck up one of my cases, coming in, throwing his weight around. It was only in the leg because I missed where I was aiming at." The man was red faced now, the passion of that moment coming into his wheelhouse.
"Man deserves a crowbar." I whispered to Cindy, who nodded her agreement.
"Yes, that was what started the war between the City and the State, especially with our police agencies. But you guys," Lt. Garnett said, "I'm hearing good things about you two. Maybe this SBI Reserve thing is a good thing, after all."
"I agree, Lieutenant." said Captain Wexler. "But why don't we continue with the discussion of the crime."
"Yes, yes ma'am." said Garnett. "Okay, Sapper, what did you get?"
Sapper reported: "The room was paid for by Cherie Ward's escort agency. They were totally shocked and devastated at hearing she was dead. They actually were cooperative about it... they gave us the credit card used to hire Cherie and the expense for the room. It belongs to a Ricky Morris, who works at the J.P. Goldman Bank main branch in... hey, that's in your Town, Commander." Cindy and I looked at each other.
Lt. Garnett asked us "Any chance we can get you to interview him for us when you go home?"
"Not likely, sir." Cindy said flatly. "He's dead." The City officers sat bolt upright as Cindy continued: "We investigated his death a few weeks ago. Domestic disturbance."



"Wow." whispered Robin Ventura, seeing the 'coincidence' of that.
"Okay, we'll get there in a second. Keep going, Sapper." asked Garnett, who preferred getting the full report, then talking about the parts of it.
"Cherie checked in about 11:00pm last night." said Sapper. "She's on the videotape from the front desk, in the elevator, and the fifth floor elevator lobby. The hallway's cameras didn't seem to record anything at all. Hotel Security thinks it was a malfunction of the camera itself."
Sapper went on. "Cherie used the card to enter the room, and that card was not used again, at all. The door may have been opened at around 1:10am, from the inside and not with a card, but again the recording equipment went faulty."
"Fancy that." I whispered to Cindy.
"So the time of death must be within a few moments of that?" asked Lt. Garnett.
"We think so, sir." said Sapper. "And after that time there's no footage of anyone moving around anywhere in the hotel until the hotel staffer went up to the room, then the police after they were called in."
"Ventura, what did our 'highly esteemed' medical examiners say?" asked Lt. Garnett, with some acerbity in his voice.
"Time of death is listed as between 11:30pm and 2:30am." said Robin. "As an aside for the Commander and Captain Ross: we can never get our M.E.s to pin things like that down any tighter. They're scared to death that if they're wrong on anything at all, they'll be written up and fired... and they would be. Anyway, there was one .22 caliber round was recovered from the inside of the victim's skull above the right eye, having traveled diagonally through the brain. The rifling on the bullet suggests a semi-automatic pistol as opposed to a revolver."
"Makes sense." I said, interrupting. "There had to be a silencer on the weapon, or the entire hotel would've heard the shot. That suggests a semi-auto instead of a revolver, as well."
"Good point." said Garnett, who then nodded at Robin to continue.
"The CSI Team found hairs in the shower drain and the lavatory pipes." continued Ventura. "They're being run for DNA but they're not hopeful, since this is a hotel and it could be someone from the night before, and such. There were no hairs or tissue found on the bed or Cherie's body, other than her own, of course. Lipstick smudges on the pillow match Cherie's. There was no signs of trauma on her body, it doesn't appear that someone covered her mouth before shooting her, or anything like that."
"If I may." I said, interrupting again. "Tell the CSIs that the DNA data may not be as irrelevant as they think. I very strongly suspect this room was on retainer... with Cherie's escort agency." Cindy glanced at me when I'd made that pause. She was getting good, I noted happily as I said out loud "Chances are that the only people whose DNA we find will be Cherie's and her clients's."
"That's a nice little point, too, Mr. Crowbar. Anything else? Anyone?" asked Garnett.
"Yes sir." said Sapper. "Our SBI friends here sent us some data from the FBI about a murder up at Lake Amengi-Nunagen, which is three and a half hours from here. Cherie was up in that area with her friend Dawn Starrett, whose real name was Nicole Stanton. Dawn was found dead, and while Cherie apparently had alibis for all timeframes, she was definitely implicated in the case. We're looking to see if there are any other connections beyond Cherie and Dawn being friends."
"Okay, let me see if I have this straight." said Lt. Garnett. "We have a dead woman at the lake that this dead woman here was associated with? And the room this woman was found dead in was paid for by the card of a man who was murdered in our SBI friends' County?"
"We're not sure if he was actually murdered." I said. "He died in a officer-involved shooting and the officer claimed self-defense. It's still being investigated."
"Yer killin' me with details, Mr. Crowbar." said Garnett. "But what I'm saying here is that we have three dead people all linked together through this one case."
"Give the man a crowbar." I murmured to Cindy, who tried to suppress a grin. Everyone else was agreeing with the Lieutenant.
"So why shouldn't we hand this off to our SBI friends here, let them figure out the bigger picture?"
"Let's talk before doing anything like that." piped up Cpt. Wexler.
"I agree." I said. "We're here to help, we're glad to help, but keep jurisdiction for now and I'll have the Ricky Morris information sent to you."
"Mr. Crowbar, before I close this meeting," said Lt. Garnett, "are there any special observations and deductions you have made and can tell us about?" There was only the tiniest bit of sarcasm in his voice; I ignored it.
"Yes, Lieutenant." I said. "First, it was an intentional murder, not an escort liaison gone wrong. It appears to be a professional hit, or styled as one. This new data suggests that Cherie got to the hotel, went to the room, and her client didn't come in for a while. Maybe Cherie was expecting that, as I believe she went to bed and was sleeping in it when the client arrived. Perhaps she opens the door to admit the client, gets back in bed, and is almost immediately shot dead. She might not even have known what happened to her."
"As to the killer, there is virtually nothing to go on, but I can suggest this." I said. "It was either a homosexual man or a woman that came to Cherie's room that night. Cherie was a beautiful woman, and I cannot see a heterosexual man, even a hired professional killer, not taking the opportunity to have sex with her before killing her, especially if he was posing as a client. Yes, that's a huge reach, but I'm willing to bet I'm right."
"There you go, thinking with your little iron crowbar again." Cindy quipped. The room erupted in laughter and I blushed fiercely, making sure to give Cindy a harsh stare before breaking down laughing myself.
"Okay, okay." I said. "Anyway, I also think you should continue to look into the hotel staff, because someone had to have been bribed to fuck up the cameras or the recordings. Get that staffer, and you might get something that leads to the killer."
"Last but not least, Captain Ross and myself are staying in the City tonight. Would anyone like to join us for dinner?"
"Oh, my wife is waiting for me." said Sapper.
Robin said "I've gotta call my dad. In fact, if you were going back I'd ride with you and visit him." Everyone else likewise made excuses. So Cindy and I excused ourselves, said we'd check back in with them in the morning, and took our leave of them.
As we were about to get into my Police SUV and find a hotel, I said "Wow, everyone turned down the chance to have dinner with a beautiful former 'Miss Physical America' contestant. Hard to believe."
"It sure is!" said a voice from behind me. "But we'll take you up on that dinner." I whirled around to see Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI, along with Special Agents Lindy Linares and Sandra Speer, and the TCPD's own boxing runner-up, Martin Nash.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack had secured hotel rooms for Cindy and myself at the Hyatt City Center Hotel, where Martin and Sandra were also staying. Cindy and I had come prepared with some luggage, and she had a nice green dress and her high heel slides with the leather strap, while I had my light gray suit jacket and pants with the light armor sewn in, and a thin-fabric black mock turtleneck shirt to go with it. We looked good. Damn good.
We had dinner at Pappadeaux Seafood Kitchen. "Where's Eduardo?" I asked as we sat down and settled in.
"On loan to Les Craig in Southport." said Jack. "There's been some Hispanic gang activity, like they're trying to move into there, and Eduardo went to help out with it. I think your guys in your County found some of that and were looking into it. Might've scared them off and so they're further south now."
"No, they're not gone." I said. "They're trying to set up a drug pipeline from Southport to the University. I have a feeling they're going to be feeling some pain up at our end soon, though." Cindy smiled, knowing what Teresa had in store for those perps.
"So, tell us about this murder." Jack said. Everyone's eyes honed in on me, as they prepared to eagerly listen.
"Yes, you're definitely going to be interested, Jack." I said. "It ties in to Nicole Stanton's murder." I filled the FBI agents in on the details and what we knew to this point.
"Don, I just have to ask this." Sandra Speer said. "Do you really believe the killer is a woman or a homosexual man because he didn't bang Cherie before killing her?"
I laughed, then said "No, of course not. But I was trying to get them to open up their thinking about the case. They're too eager to think it's one of Cherie's clients... and a man. And in the case of Wargrave hiring her at times, it may be him that is behind this murder, but only indirectly."
"Oh... there is something you need to do, Jack," I said, "and do it quickly. Get another warrant, and let's go recheck Room 509." I told them what we'd be looking for. Jack phoned in the warrant, and we had time to finish eating before it was ready.
As we ate, I said "Speaking of drug cases, there is one thing I need to look up. You guys know how Captain Malone would cut deals to let one gang operate in the County, while busting and beating down all competition?" Everyone nodded. "I need to check and see if that is going on in the City..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just after dark, Jack's FBI Team and a crew of Federal crime lab technicians came into the Marriott Grande Hotel. With his Federal warrant in hand, the City Police officers guarding Room 509 had no choice but to let him enter. The techs got to work quickly.
I whispered to Cindy "I'll bet Captain Wexler gets here within ten minutes." She wouldn't bet against me... and indeed, it was not three minutes later that Captain Wexler appeared at the door.
"Commander Troy, what is going on here?" Wexler asked, her voice irritated and demanding.
"Ah, Captain Wexler." I said. "Allow me to introduce to you Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI."
"We've met." said Jack Muscone, as he and Susan shook hands politely. "Captain, as the Iron Crowbar here has probably told you, the unfortunate woman you found here early this morning was associated with a murder committed on the grounds of a Federal W.M.A. some months ago. I have a warrant to examine the room for evidence pertaining to the connected crimes."
"I can understand that, Special Agent Muscone," Susan said, "but our CSI team has already collected all of the evidence. We'll certainly be glad to share our findings with you, but my people are good and I doubt they missed anything."
"I appreciate that very much, Captain." Jack said in his smoothest voice, letting his eyes take in Susan Wexler's attractive body. "But there were just a few particular things my guys need to check out."
"Captain Wexler," I said, "why don't we step out into the hall and let the FBI guys get their work done. Then we can all go home and to bed that much sooner." I escorted Susan into the hallway.
"Don, why didn't you warn me?" Susan whispered once we were down the hall.
"They ambushed me, too." I said. "One minute they're buying us dinner, the next minute it's 'Oh, come with us, we're executing a Federal warrant.'." Susan was not mollified.
"For goodness sake..." she started, but just then her cellphone rang. Saved by the bell, I thought as Susan answered. A moment later she hung up.
"For crying the fuck out loud." Susan said. "They just assigned a new Detective to my Squad, less than a month ago. Guy named Arthur Wilshire. Bright guy, but he's trying too hard to impress as he learns the ropes, and he wants me to come down about a sting they're about to do."
"My colleague in Vice back home would sympathize." Cindy said. Susan gave her a brief half-smile.
"Okay, I'll go take care of that." Susan said. "Don, do me a favor... let me know if these FBI guys find something... or make a mess of things?"
"Sure." I said. I watched Susan's sweet ass as she walked swiftly down the hallway.
Returning to Room 509, I asked Jack very quietly "Did you find what I'm expecting you to find?"
"We most certainly did." Jack said. "Pops, tell the Commander what you've found."
Pops was an old man with silver hair and a large mustache that was wilted. I understand he was called 'Mark Twain' behind his back.
"Commander, it's a pleasure getting to work with you." said Pops. "As you thought, this room is bugged to the hilt. At least fifteen listening devices and six very-well-concealed video cameras."
"Wires or radio signals?" I asked.
"Wires." said Pops. "This much stuff would generate a huge RF field if they tried to transmit it by wi-fi."
 "Don't tell me, let me guess." I said. "The wires lead up to Room 609, right above us." Pops confirmed it.
"But Commander, and Agent Muscone," said Pops, "here's the interesting thing. Fifteen listening devices is overkill, so I looked at them. They were put in at different times, and are different makes and models. And while most of them are wired to Room 609, at least five don't really go up there, but were rigged to look like they do. They're passive listening devices and go to a concealed box up in the ceiling above the light fixture. That device can be activated by radio and its recorded contents downloaded, then shut off again."
"Ahhhhh," I said, smiling. "More than one group of people at work, and the left hand likely does not know what the right hand is doing. Jack, this shows me that Cherie was working with someone, probably the handler for whom she was a C.I., and then there was someone else listening in... and I was going to say Cherie was working for them too, but it's possible she wasn't."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that night, after drinks at our FBI friends' favorite bar, they offered to drive us to our hotel.
"It's not far." I said. "Cindy, why don't we walk." Cindy was very amenable to that, so we set out. As we walked leisurely down the sidewalk amongst the high rise building, Cindy's hand on my arm as I escorted her, I slowed down as we went by one particular building.
"Looking at something?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said, looking up at the high rise glass office building across the street. "This is the Cannon Building, where Wargrave's office is. He works on the top floor. There's a helicopter landing pad on the roof, where I just might land a helicopter one day. I've had my first three lessons."
"I still say there's something fucked up about that." Cindy said.
"No doubt about that." I replied. "No doubt about that. But it's paid for, and it's kind of fun. So anyway, I'm just looking at the lay of the land, here. I have a feeling about it. Now Wargrave's office up there is just north of dead west, so right below that to the ground is a closed-off area..." Cindy just watched me as I looked up and down the tall skyscraper, until vertigo began setting in and I had to stop...
Part 5 - The Ride Home
At 8:30am the next morning, Sunday, June 14th, Cindy and I were driving home in my SUV.
"So, Crowbar 2," I said, "have you figured it out? Do you know who killed Nicole and Cherie?"
Cindy replied "You know... yeah, I think I do know who it is." She named the name. She was right! I was more than a little bit happy at that.
"Getting proof is going to be a different story, though." Cindy said. "I can see what you were saying about the answer and the solution. It's going to be tough."
"Very true." I said, "but I put a plan in motion weeks ago, with the help of Jack's boss in the FBI. We'll catch our fish."
As we neared the turn for Hillside, the seat of Nextdoor County, Cindy said "Can we stop somewhere, maybe get something to eat? Call me paranoid, but there's something I want to talk to you about, and I don't want to talk in this SUV with the radio in it."
"Don't blame you a bit." I said. "It ain't paranoia if they really are out to get you." Cindy laughed out loud, sounding a lot like her sister Molly.
I turned on the road that led south into the town. If I'd turned north, we'd have gone to where we had hunted down Arruzio all those months before, and also towards where Tom and Janet Riordan lived on the eastern shores of Reservoir Lake. However, we went south, and found the Hillside Diner. We stopped and had breakfast.
Cindy told me about her conversation with Britt Maxwell, and all the info she had learned. "Don," she said as she finished, "how can she possibly know so much stuff? I got the feeling she was trying to use me to confirm some stuff, and also to get more out of me. Did you have any idea she has been able to do this?"
"More than that." I said. "The Governor and I helped her put her systems together. And before you beat me down for not telling you, it's because of what I am about to tell you now."
The waitress came and refilled our coffee mugs, then I started my story. "Britt and I have been sharing some information, but I've always had the feeling she has held some back from me... and she has. I know this because information is regularly taken from her systems by the best hacker I have ever known."
"Milton?" Cindy asked.
"All three of them." I replied.
"Three?!?!?" Cindy asked.
"Yep." I said. "Myron, Mary, and Myron's father, Professor Marvin Milton. Cindy, you cannot say a word about this, not even to Myron and Mary. Professor Milton is a mathematician, and he also can hack computers and break codes like nobody's business. The CIA tried to rather forcefully recruit him years ago, the same way they tried to 'recruit' Barry Oliver and my nephew Ned... and Milton bitterly hates them for it. He only tolerates me in spite of being married to a CIA Deputy Director, because his son and daughter-in-law have vouched for me in the strongest possible terms."
"Myron gets help from his father at times, and Professor Milton really likes his daughter-in-law Mary and works with her a lot... and she has become unbelievably good at computers and databases as a result. Myron and his father have been a bit strained at times... sort of like me and my father, respect both ways, but wariness... so I walk on eggshells around all that."
"I see." Cindy said. "I'd love to hear more about your family some day. Your version as opposed to your mother's."
I laughed. "On the way home, I'll tell you some of it. Anyway, Britt has amassed a huge amount of information, and it's been very useful to me. And I need every bit of help I can get if we are going to defeat our favorite Consultant of Crime."'
"We?" Cindy asked. I could see she was happy at me naming her as my co-equal in the pursuit of the Enemy.
"You bet." I said. "You and I are in this together. All the way and then some, mon ami." We clinked our coffee mugs in toast to the success of our mission.
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Burke Family Values, Or Not
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette into that microphone of hers right at 7:00am on Monday, June 15th. "Channel Two News has learned that billionaire and University Trustee Henry R. Wargrave and his lawyers have declined to meet with the FBI to discuss the potential charges against Mr. Wargrave for arms trafficking in both the United States and in the Middle East. Channel Two News has also learned that a formal Federal Grand Jury indictment against Mr. Wargrave is imminent."
As Bettina went to Chuck Pringle for the Sports report, Joanne Cummings said "Commander, I know this above my pay grade, but why would the FBI want Mr. Wargrave to come talk with them if they're going to charge him?" There was a murmur of similar wonderment in all of the MCD Detectives.
"Well," I said, "speaking generally and not specifically about this, one way the Feds work is to get something on little guys, give them a deal or even immunity if they turn on their higher ups, then go to the higher up and get them to turn on the really Big Fish at the top of the food chain. I really don't know the details about the Wargrave case, but I would guess that is what's going on right now. They want to cut a deal with Wargrave to get at someone even bigger."
"I like your guesses more than most people's facts." said Cindy Ross.
"Who in the world is bigger than Mr. Wargrave?" asked Joanne.
"With that question, Detective Cummings," I said, standing up, "you are getting out of the realm of my pay grade... which isn't that much higher than yours."
Cindy asked: "My question is, 'Why are they so public about all of this?'. Won't Wargrave just run?"
"His passport has been flagged." I said. "He really has no place to run to. And they're watching him, so if he tries--"
"What the fuck?" Teresa had exclaimed. She had just heard something shocking on the TV.
Bettina had said "In social news, columnist Elsie Gringer has reported that BOW Enterprises and the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Cheatham, and Howe have jointly announced the separation and divorce filing of BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke and law firm partner Jeanine Olivet Burke! Furthermore, the Women's Law Firm has announced that Jeanine Burke is leaving the firm, which will be reorganized as the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn, P.C..."
"Now why are they announcing that so publicly?" I wondered out loud.
"Don," Cindy said, forgetting decorum, "did you know about this?"
"Yes." I said. "And it's a family matter, so I'll have no comment on it. Excuse me, everyone." I got up and left the MCD room, going to my office. Blue Crowbar followed Red Crowbar right on in.
"Don," Cindy said, "at least tell me what just happened here. Your mother didn't say anything about it, either."
"Have a seat." I said. I then told Cindy most of what I knew...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was an incredibly hot scene that my eyes were witnessing. My wife Laura was on her back on the floor, naked but for her Pour La Victoire Kerr pumps, her long, shapely legs high in the air. On top of her, shoving his incredibly huge cock in and out of her well-stuffed pussy, was my nephew Todd. I just watched as Laura wrapped those incredible legs around Todd's muscular back, the high heels pressing into his hard ass. Todd slid a hand under Laura's head and slammed his mouth to hers, his tongue striving to get to her throat as they kissed as hard as they were fucking.
We were at the Cabin, and it was Tuesday, June 9th, and it was a Swinger's foursome. Todd's wife Jeanine was deeply sucking my cock as we lay on the floor. She was on my left side, facing my legs so that she could also see the rutting couple furiously mating.
"Uhhhh, my balls are like rocks!" I heard Todd gasp as he broke his deep kiss with my wife. "Do you want me to come in your mouth or your cunt?"
"My mouth." Laura gasped. "I want to swallow your cum!" My wife's filthy words only added to my pleasure. I'd fucked Jeanine, lying like spoons on our side, then her sitting on top of me, but she seemed to prefer sucking my iron-hard prick while Todd and Laura pleasured each other with raw abandon.
After a long moment of furious fucking, Todd pulled his huge, long shaft out of Laura's cunt and pulled up and straddled her face. Shoving his cockhead into my wife's mouth, he groaned and let go. I could see my wife's full lips clinging tightly to his huge shaft, then the base of his cock pulsing between his tight, drawn nuts as he began ejaculating his large load into Laura's throat.
After being drained by my wife's hot mouth, Todd collapsed next to Laura, spent. He took her in his arms, kissing her neck and shoulder as they lay like spoons. They looked over as they heard me groan, and I let my load go in Jeanine's hungry mouth. Todd's wife swallowed every drop of my essence, just as my wife had swallowed all of Todd's copious offering.
This was Laura's first visit to the cabin since the housewarming party back in May. She had liked the place, at least she said she did. She certainly complimented the places where it was vastly superior to the old Cabin. Carole and Bowser had liked it a lot, while little Jim thoroughly tested it as a good place to sleep. The Cabin also met with the approval of the guests at the party.
I was glad when Laura said the Cabin would be a good place to swing with other couples, and that we could now host Libertine gatherings. Todd and Jeanine were our first couple-swap evening at the place, and I hoped to have many, many more such evenings with other couples here.
"Damn, Aunt Laura," Todd said as they lay together, "those gray viagras are awesome! I'm going to be ready to go again in a minute."
"That's because my wife is so fucking good and hot, Todd." I said.
"Yeah, Uncle Don, you're right." said Todd, grinning. "Aunt Laura's legs could arouse a dead man's cock." Laura giggled, then caressed Todd. "Let me get you warmed up again." she said.
I got up and poured some wine for everyone. When I came back into the main room, I saw my wife on top of Todd in a soixante-neuf, one of Laura's favorite things to do. She was voraciously sucking Todd's huge meat, her full, lipsticked lips sliding up and down his huge young weapon of lust. I watched intently, enjoying the sight of Laura fellating a huge cock and her moans as her engorged slit was being tongued by the young stud.
But I could tell that Jeanine was not intensely into it. She was a hot woman, as I knew from having fucked her in the past. Maybe her pregnancy was taking a toll, I thought.
Then I thought about it some more...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women were sound asleep in the early morning hours as I sat in my office working on my computer. The desk was against the wall that connected to the front room of the Cabin. To my back left, opposite the door to the front room, was the door to the second garage. From there, lining the wall that faced the garage, was a floor-to-ceiling bookcase. It did not block the hidden trap door to the wine cellar and my secret 'electronics' shop.
There was a knock on the door and Todd came in without bothering to wait to be admitted. He at least had the courtesy to be wearing boxer shorts.
"Hi Uncle Don, working late?" he asked. I saw his eyes looking around the room "Hey, nice office you've got here." He was looking hard for any possible secret safes or bolt holes. I wasn't worried, as it was take a close look and nearly a microscope to find the trap door. After a moment, Todd gave up his surreptitious attempt.
"Thanks." I said. "Have a seat."
"Whatcha workin' on?" Todd asked carelessly.
"The murders of Nicole Stanton and Cherie Ward." I said, wanting to shock Todd just a bit.
"Oh... yeah, that." Todd said. "Damn, I feel real bad for both of them. If I hadn't sent Nicole home, maybe she'd be alive. And I should've known Cherie would be in danger after Nicole's murder. Cherie was... well, it's sad, I guess."
"Yeah, I know what you mean." I said. "But don't blame yourself. If Nicole had not died when and where she did, they would've gotten her some other place, and some other time. At least by her being killed on Federal lands, I got the chance to work on it and can bring them some Justice if nothing else."
"You said 'they'." Todd observed. "More than one killer?"
"One killer, but more than one involved overall." I said. "So tell me this: do you remember if Cherie had any credit cards, and what they looked like?"
"I do remember one, because it was brightly colored." Todd said. "Red for two-thirds of it, a diagonal white line, then blue for the right-side third."
"City and Counties Bank?" I asked, remembering that design as being one of theirs, and also having some other data from my computer researches.
"Yeah, I think that's right." said Todd. "Why?"
"An interesting thing about these cases." I said. "Nicole's purse was left in her car. Drivers license found, credit cards found. Killer didn't care a whit if that was found. But Cherie's purse was taken. It was easy enough to identify her, so the purse was taken to prevent any clues from being found inside it... like credit cards."
"I'm not seeing where this helps you." Todd said.
"Well, it may not." I said, deciding to say no more as I locked my computer down, and not telling my nephew that Nicole and Cherie had cards of identical design, issued by the same bank. "Why don't you stop playing Iron Crowbar Junior, I'll stop playing Iron Crowbar Senior, and let's go wake up these women and fuck them again..."
"Now that," Todd said, grinning, "is something worth a 'hard' investigation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On Wednesday, June 10th, Jeanine Olivet Burke received a surprise invitation to lunch... from Phyllis Troy. They met at the Soup & Sandwich Shop that Laura liked so much. As usual, Phyllis expertly and subtly steered the conversation into the channels she wished to discuss.
"So how is my great-grandbaby coming along?" Phyllis asked.
Jeanine laughed. "Just great... you know, Phyllis, I can hardly believe you're a great-grandmother. You just look too young!"
"Why, thank you, dear." said Phyllis. "Yes, I feel very young, too, but when one's daughter has a baby at eighteen, and that baby sires children before he's age 22... that leaves a young woman like myself as a great-grandmother. Not that I'm complaining, of course. Todd has become a wonderful young man."
"Yes." said Jeanine, and Phyllis caught the ever-so-slight inflection. It was time to begin.
"Jeanine," Phyllis said, "I must be very direct here. The reason I asked you to this lunch is because of your situation with Todd, and the effect on my family. It is obvious to me that you have fallen in love with another man, who I would guess is Michael Burke. You don't wish to hurt Todd, nor he you, but neither of you truly loves the other enough to sustain a difficult marriage."
Jeanine was gaping at Phyllis. Not so much for the older woman's effrontery, but that Phyllis had so accurately read Jeanine's innermost thoughts.
Phyllis continued. "I understand how things can happen. Todd was on a very, very hard rebound from having his heart utterly broken. You look a good bit like Melina, you're a wonderful woman in your own right, but things happened very quickly between the two of you."
Phyllis went on: "As to you, Jeanine, you've had tragedy in your life and had to bury your husband; that is something to which I can very much relate from experience, and no matter what difference there is in our ages, we both know how hard that is. You also had a relationship with Jack Burke on two separate occasions in your life. Perhaps you thought Todd would be a substitute for Jack, but you've found that such is not the case."
Jeanine nodded. "So are you saying I should leave Todd? For Michael?"
Phyllis said "I am only suggesting that you sit down with Todd and have a very open and honest discussion about your marriage, your lives, and your futures. That is the only fair and right thing for either of you to do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, June 11th. That evening Laura and I had a surprise guest at the Mountain Nest: my nephew Todd.
As with all ladies, Carole was smitten with her cousin. He played with her for a good bit of time, making sure to pet Bowser to reassure Carole's guardian that his intentions were honorable. Finally, Laura took Carole and Todd and I took Bowser outside. As the dog did his business, Todd told me the news:
"Uncle Don," Todd said, "Jeanine and I had a really long, hard talk last night. She's been seeing my father behind my back for several months now, since that time up at his place where that woman was found dead. She said she's in love with him. So we're getting a divorce."
"I see." I said. "How do you feel about it?"
"That's the hard part." said Todd. "I have to admit that I felt relief when she told me. I mean, she's a good person, a good wife, and I tried to be a good husband to her, but I had to admit that the marriage wasn't working out for me, either. Does that make me a bad person? A bad father?"
"Not at all." I said. "Sometimes things happen. Sometimes bad things happen to good people. You're pretty young, still, even though you try to pretend you're all grown up." Todd grinned, realizing I was messing with him as I continued: "I think you're being the best father you know how to be, as well. I can tell you from my own experience that babies don't come with parenting instruction manuals. We just have to do what we think is best for them."
"Yeah." Todd said. "That's another issue: Jeanine will have custody of little Jack and the new baby when it comes, and I'll have some joint custody arrangement. But the problem is Doug. He's not Jeanine's baby, and while she loves him and cares for him, I've inherited enough from you and Grandma that I can see she doesn't look at him the same way I do. And I don't know if Melina wants him back. That's kind of a touchy situation, anyway." I did not have to be told of the strained situation between Daniel and Todd.
"Well, Todd" I said, "First, you take custody of Doug, and get as much custody of the new baby as you can. Laura and I can help with him, and you've seen the incredible support system we have with our kids. If not your grandmother, I've got half my Police Force just loving taking care of the kids... as long as they can give them back before too long." Todd laughed out loud at that one.
"Todd, I'll be brutally honest here." I said. "Jeanine got you on the rebound, and she thought, or hoped, she was getting another Jack Burke. But you're not your brother, you are your own man, and a damn sight better man that him for damn sure. So it didn't work, and if going your separate ways and still being friends is amenable, then that's what you should do."
"I guess so." said Todd. "I've really fucked things up when it comes to women, haven't I? How do I be like you, and get it right?"
"Uhhh, that's more good fortune than anything else." I said. "And it'll be all good for you, too. Meanwhile, you're getting plenty of pussy, so you ain't got no right to complain about a damn thing." Todd laughed again as Bowser bounded up, ready to go back inside for Carole-watching duties...
Part 6 - Fourth Rune
I did not tell Cindy everything, though. I reminisced about what had happened the Friday before:
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News!" said the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Friday June 12th. I was watching the feed to my computer screen in my office as Priya said "Five-Alive News is continuing the fight to bring the information from the Jack Burke sex tapes to you despite the most recent setback in the Appellate Courts. KSTD has appealed the case to the State Supreme Court and hopes to have a favorable ruling soon."
Priya continued: "We continue to wonder why Sheriff Daniel Allgood so adamantly refuses to obey the law and honor KSTD's Open Records Act request for the information in those tapes. What is the Sheriff trying to hide?"
Hoo boy, I thought. Now Daniel is going to be all agitated again. I have got to get this situation fixed, I realized... and then sat bolt upright as Priya used the nuke:
"Tonight KSTD is broadcasting a special hour of our hard-hitting investigational reporting." said Priya. "First we'll investigate the FBI's true motives in the vicious attacks upon billionaire Henry R. Wargrave. And then we'll follow up with another look at the assassination of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds over two years ago. Many in this County call that case Commander Donald Troy's only true failure, as neither he nor anyone else has solved the crime. We'll take a look at it, and come up with some new ideas on just what happened there. That's tonight at..."
I had to stop listening, but the assaults upon my harmony continued as fifteen minutes later, my lovely assistant Helena French knocked on the door and then came in.
"Don," she said, "I just got a call from Priya Ajmani of KSTD. She's bypassing Lt. Peterson, and said she wants to talk to you personally about the murder of Jonas Oldeeds. She asked you to call her back."
"Yeah, right." I said. "With Priya, you are earning your pay as my gatekeeper, Helena. And the next time Priya Ajmani or anyone else at KSTD calls, don't even listen. Ask them to hold, put them on hold no matter what they say, then forward the call to Lt. Peterson. After you do that about five times, they'll get the message."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sure enough, a 10:00am meeting with the Sheriff found him to be one very agitated man. After the meeting, I asked Daniel to come to my office for an 'informal' one-on-one chat. I don't think Chief Bennett liked that, but I told him that it was a brothers-in-law conversation, and that I wasn't going over his, the Chief's, head.
"I guess that Priya Ajmani report this morning has you pissed off?" I said to Daniel after we'd sat down in my office.
"Good God." Daniel said. "Don, between us, do you think she knows about Melina being on one of those tapes?"
"Yes." I said. "I think she knows way, way too much. Did you see that about tonight's exposé on the Jonas Oldeeds case?"



"Yeah." said Daniel. "Reassure me about that one, too."
I took out my bug detector. Sure enough, I.A. was listening in. "Tell you what, Daniel." I said, very loudly and clearly. "Invite me to your house after work. We can talk where your former I.A. buddies won't be listening in." Daniel looked up and glared at the ceiling light...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That evening, Daniel and I sat on the back deck of his home on the ridgeline, looking over the northeastern part of Town and, if one looked due south, the northern parts of the University. Melina was not yet home, and was meeting with Cindy at the gym. I might have suggested to Cindy to leave early and take care of business... and keep Melina distracted while I talked to Daniel.
"I guess we'll see what's in that exposé tonight." said Daniel. "Priya has made twenty-seven calls to my office over the last two weeks, to the point that I've instructed every Deputy that no calls from KSTD are to receive a response. We direct them to the Council's Media Relations Office, but that bitch is relentless."
"I'm worried about the direction of all this." I said. "First, the Burke tapes were requisitioned. That was pushed back, but then Priya started zoning in on you specifically. Now, she really bringing you into it with the tapes, but all of a sudden she talks about the Jonas Oldeeds murder case. You understand the connection here?"
"Yes." said Daniel. "I know where the metal for your first red crowbar came from, too, of course."
"Ah yes." I said. "And if Priya starts insinuating what I think she's going to, we'll have to be careful. Priya cannot expose Melina as a CIA agent. President Reagan signed a law making it illegal for anyone to publicly out a CIA agent's name, and that applies to the Press, as well. So if Priya goes there, she will get an in-depth examination of my jails, and felony charges to follow."
"Yes, but that doesn't help the smear tactics, especially for my political career." said Daniel. "I know, listen to me, I sound like a politician. But I know I'm doing good for the County as Sheriff, and if that bitch is trying to force me out, then I've got to find a way to stop her... legally, of course."
"Welcome to my world." I said. "But I can reassure you that you have help far beyond what I can give you. Tell me, does Melina still have that dark brown wood jewelry box?"
"Uh, yeah." Daniel said. "It's up in the dresser in our bedroom."
"Would you mind bringing me to it?" I asked. Daniel knew enough to just do it and not ask questions, and soon we were in the master bedroom. Daniel opened a drawer and brought out the jewelry box. I went up to it, felt around the edges, and pressed the knot on the back while sliding the panel on the bottom out. A flat, very thin drawer slid out of the bottom of the box. There was only one item inside--"
"What the hell are you doing?"
Oops. Melina was standing inside the doorway to the bedroom, and the look on her face was one I'd rarely seen in our eight year marriage... in fact, the last time I'd seen her look like that was the day Elizabeth had sent that email about Todd and Ned's visit...
Cindy was right behind her, a worried look on her face. She'd not been able to keep Melina distracted. More on that later. I had a mission to complete.
"I am reassuring your husband," I said, undeterred, "that he has nothing to worry about when it comes to KSTD's impending attempt to expose you as a CIA agent, and to make people believe you are the murderer of Jonas Oldeeds."
"In my fucking jewelry box?" Melina roared. "That's none of your god-damned business..."
I held up the necklace. It was a 'Fourth Rune' from P. Harvey Eckhart's 'The Vision'.
"Daniel," I said, my eyes boring into my ex-wife, "Eckart's group, 'The Vision', has three camps: an Empowerment Camp, an Enlightenment Camp, and a Leadership Camp. They give runes to those who complete the camps. Dr. Eckhart also has a Fourth Rune, which he gives out very rarely, and only to people he really cares about. Along with the rune comes his promise of personal protection and help for anything the recipient might need, as long as it's within Eckhart's power to do it."
"How long have you known about that?" Melina asked, still angry.
"Oh, you got this sometime in your late teens, before you and I began dating." I said, stepping forward and draping the Fourth Rune around Melina's neck as if it were an Olympic gold medal. "I knew it was hidden in this box all that time, though I didn't really know what it was until more recently. Seeing that you never mentioned that you are one of the CIA's deadliest assassins during our marriage, I'm not shocked you didn't tell me about this, either. But what Daniel needs to know is that Eckhart is not going to allow you to come to harm, Melina. And he has power, real power, to back that up."
Daniel took Melina into his arms and hugged her. "Don't blame Don, honey. He's only doing what's best for you, for both of us."
"Yes, I know." Melina said, hugging Daniel back. "I guess you and I get to have another one of those talks."
Daniel chuckled. "Yes, but not until later. I'm inviting Don and Cindy to dinner. We'll all watch Priya's show and see what the damage is."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The damage was potentially significant. Priya had shot footage from the Fairgrounds, mixing it in with tape of the actual shooting of Oldeeds. There I was in the background, just a Supervisor then, ducking as the hand of Providence prevented me from dying that day. Oldeeds had been much, much less fortunate.
Priya then showed that the likeliest line of the fatal bullets' travel was from the north. Nothing new there, but Priya then showed Melina's gym, emphasizing that the roof was a very likely place where an assassin might be perched. Priya ended with a final insinuation:
"The roof of this gym is about 800 yards from the spot where Jonas Oldeeds was standing as he was struck. A long shot, to be sure, but one that a well-trained assassin, an experienced military sniper, or another Government-agency-trained assassin could make. KSTD will continue with its investigation of the only case Commander Donald Troy has failed to solve since joining the TCPD. Good night."
I was texting furiously. "Jack Muscone can rip that one apart. He investigated the roof, found nothing, put that in writing in his report at the time."
Indeed, the FBI put out a formal statement, which KXTC ran at odd hours and KSTD studiously refused to mention, that they (the FBI) had examined the roof of the building at the time and their finding showed no one had been on the roof. Still, the multi-headed Hydra was only beginning to sprout numerous heads...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in the present, Cindy said to me "I don't know how Melina realized something was going on, but she bolted out of that gym as if she were an arrow fired out of a bow. No way I could stop her. She later told me she'd lived with The Vision before going to college, which Harvey Eckhart paid for. He backed my college loan, too, but I paid it all back."
"I sort of knew that about Melina," I said, "but didn't pay attention to it then, since none of what's happening now had occurred then. But we're going to have to find a way to... 'persuade' Priya to stop pursuing this. I think someone is directing her to do this, and she has no idea of the danger she's putting herself in..."
Part 7 - Indictment and Investigation
The evening of Thursday, June 18th found me at the Mountain Nest with my family. I was watching 'Channel Two Magazine with Bettina Wurtzburg'. It was an hour-long show. The first third was about Henry R. Wargrave. Bettina talked about his charity work, his financial gifts to the University and to the Hospital, his love of the Bulldogs football team (which Laura liked and I didn't as we watched), and finally about his businesses.
The second portion of the program was about Michael Burke and his financial gifts to the University, and Bettina talked about Burke's former business, which was now part of his son's company, and how he had 'lost' his wife. Bettina made it sound as if Eleanor had died, not that she'd been sent to prison for attempted murder.
The third part of the program surprised me. Bettina talked about Tom Riordan, University booster and patron, who happened to be Janet Riordan's husband. I watched that part attentively. Considering he was being lumped in with Burke and Wargrave, I could tell that something was going on with this.
"One thing's for sure." I said as the broadcast ended. "That was done at the request of and on behalf of University President Wellman."
"I don't disagree with you." Laura said idly as she read her copy of the widely circulated magazine 'Sexual Psychology', featuring articles by noted sex researchers. I need not say that Laura's articles had appeared in that periodical many, many times. "I'm just wondering how Dr. Wellman is going to react when Wargrave is indicted."
"Me, too." I said. "Wellman hates negative publicity surrounding his University."
"Think he'll cut Wargrave loose?" Laura said, asking a question she likely already knew the answer to. "Or will he stand by his friend... and all that money Wargrave brings to the school."
"My answer is..." I said, putting in a little pregnant pause for dramatic effect, "he's already cut Wargrave loose; and Wargrave, who loves his University, has acquiesced to it."
"Oh, so..." Laura started, and then made an observation. "Darling, you need to take Bowser outside."
I looked down, seeing a fine looking dog sitting on his haunches, looking up at me hopefully. "Okay, Bowser, ready to go outside?" I asked. "Do you need to go out?"
Bowser wagged his tail happily as he got up and walked towards the door to the back patio. I followed, letting him out and going outside with him. It was dark outside as I stood on the patio and looked down at the twinkling lights of the Town in the early summer warmth.
*BZZZ! BZZZ! BZZZ!*
My cellphone was going off. It was the alarm that a sensor had been tripped at the Cabin. I looked up the mountainside and could see that the floodlights on the back deck of the Cabin had come on... these lights were tripped by motion sensors.
After Bowser was done, we went back inside. "Laura," I said, "sensor alarm at the Cabin went off. I'll go check it out real quick." I put on my bulletproof vest and gun belt as a precaution, hopefully unneeded.
"Take Bowser with you." Laura said. "Maybe he can get on the intruder's scent." I knew she was being sarcastic, not to mention condescending towards my canine buddy.
"I think I'll do just that." I replied, perhaps a bit acidly. "Lock the doors and set the alarm."
"We'll be fine." Laura said. "You be careful."
I put the walking harness on Bowser, to which I could attach a leash. He jumped up into my Police SUV and got in the passenger seat, and I drove up to the Cabin.
At the Cabin, I put the leash on Bowser and walked around. There was no one, not a sound. As we walked along the walkway to the deck, Bowser was sniffing the ground rather excitedly. I let him follow the scent, and he led me down the driveway towards the remote-controlled gate at the entrance. At the gate, the scent went cold.
"Probably a deer or a fox, Bowser." I said as we walked back up the driveway to the house. We went inside to check, and found no problems. I went back on deck, tripping the deck lights myself. As I looked over the Town from this much higher vantage point, and much more preferable view in my opinion, I glanced down towards the Mountain Nest.
I suddenly had a cold feeling inside me. Maybe Bowser noticed; he began getting antsy, pulling against the leash. I was just thinking that this sensor alert had just pulled me away from my family; they were alone. Sure, Laura was very capable of taking care of herself and the children, but I wanted to get back to them as quickly as possible.
As I loaded Bowser back into the SUV, I got another cold shiver. I looked all around in the darkness... I had that same feeling that I'd had at the Cop Bar... that I was being watched. I looked up the mountainside towards the top of the ridge, peered into the darkness beyond the Cabin, but saw nothing, heard nothing.
"Okay, Bowser," I said as I got in the car, "I guess it's nothing. Let's go home." Bowser made a sound that was something between whimper and a sigh, and he seemed relieved that we were going back home, where he could resume his duties of watching over Carole...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday morning, June 19th. At 7:00am sharp, Bettina Wurtzburg appeared on the MCD television screen, and she was looking gorgeous and hot: makeup done just right, wearing a tight, clingy dress that showed off her hot body. We couldn't see much of her legs, but I knew she was wearing high heels that showed her luscious gams off to perfection. She looked like she was about to perform fellatio on the microphone in front of her, right there on the TV in front of everyone.
If Bettina was making sure to look hot, it meant that she had a hot news lead. And she did.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the lovely redhead started, as always. "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI will be giving a press conference in the City, to announce that a formal Grand Jury indictment against Henry R. Wargrave has been issued! The charges are extensive, ranging from money laundering to illegal arms importation."
"Mr. Wargrave has been given 24 hours to contact the FBI and make arrangements to turn himself in." Bettina continued. "His passport has been flagged, and police units in the State have been advised to keep watch for any movements he may make. The FBI made this statement late last night after the indictment was issued."
The screen went to film footage of FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone announcing the indictment, saying that the indictments were the results of years of labor investigating Wargrave's illegal operations.
"He looks very happy, doesn't he?" Tanya Perlman said as she watched. "He's been wanting this for a long time."
"Yes, but he's gained weight." observed Joanne Cummings astutely. "He needs to cut back on the double cheeseburgers." That got her a sharp, cutting look from Tanya... but attention was diverted by one titian-haired Police Commander laughing almost hysterically after spluttering his coffee all over the place. I could not stop the laughter.
"Oh my God, that was a good one!" I finally was able to say to Joanne. "High five!" Joanne and I high-fived, both of us ignoring Tanya's cutting looks. Then Cindy started giggling and I went into another round of uncontrollable laughter, joined by several others.
It was unfortunately stopped when the Duty Desk Sergeant came to the MCD room. "Commander," he said, "you have phone call. It's from the FBI in the City."
"Ha!" Tanya said, pointing at me. "Jack heard you, and now you're gonna get it!" Still red-faced from laughing, I excused myself and went to my office, Cindy following.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you both for coming." said the FBI Deputy Director as Cindy and I took seats at the conference table in the FBI offices in the City at 9:30am. The phone call had been an 'invitation' to come to the City, partially to watch and enjoy the media circus surrounding the Wargrave indictment, and partially to discuss something else. In the room with Cindy and myself were Jack Muscone, Lindy Linares, and of course the DepDirector.
The DepDirector continued: "First, about Wargrave. We thought he was at his penthouse suite when we made the announcement last night. The warrant will be served this evening, but we're suspicious that he's not there. He may have gone to his home in your Town." His look was towards Cindy and myself. "We're putting assets into place to watch, and please consider this your formal notification of that."
"I need to call the Chief, then." I said. I excused myself and stepped outside the conference room and made that call to Chief Bennett. He kept me on the phone far longer than I wanted to be, asking a lot of questions to which I really didn't have answers at the time. I finally was able to hang up and go back in. There was some chatter going on, and it ceased as I opened the door.
"The Chief was acting funny." I said. "He asked me a million questions about what you were going to be doing. He seemed skeptical of the whole thing. Not sure why, either."
"I'll call him after this meeting." Jack Muscone said, for which I thanked him.
Taking back control of the meeting, the DepDirector said "The real reason I asked you and Captain Ross to come here today, Commander, is because we're putting a sting operation in place, which will help the local police crack the Stanton/Ward murders. That's why I asked you to deputize yourselves into the SBI when you came over... this meeting is our SBI/FBI liaison meeting.
"I thought Captain Wexler withdrew the request for SBI help." Cindy said, and correctly.
"She did." I said. "But last night Lt. Garnett made a new request, which was backed up by an Assistant Police Commissioner and... well, another group within the City Police. I didn't get a chance to tell you this morning because I was distracted by... double cheeseburgers."
Jack's eyes cut over to us as Cindy broke out laughing. "Stoppit." she said to me as she tried to regain her composure.
"Y'all are making me hungry." said Jack, which caused me and Cindy to have to suppress more giggles. The DepDirector was peering at us, totally stunned; he was not used to losing control of meetings like this.
"My apologies, Director." I said. "So we're ready to go with the sting?"
"Yes." he said. "Linares is my liaison for this. What we're hoping is that all the Press coverage of the Wargrave indictment will give you guys a chance to work behind the scenes without prying eyes, and maybe even the perp will be distracted long enough for you to make the sting work."
"I do need to tell everyone one other thing." I said. "I did some research on the City's drug trade interdiction efforts. The City is much larger than my County and most others, and it appears that there are seven major zones within it. What is interesting to me is that, like our County when Captain Malone was there, each zone has it's own drug gang that's allowed to operate, while all others that try to come into that zone are crushed by Police."
"Could that just be the gangs doing that?" Lindy asked.
"It could, but it still means the City Police are co-opted." I replied. "We have the good fortune to be in the unique position of already having observed Malone doing this, so it was easier for me to spot."
"Commander," said the Deputy Director, getting it, "do you think this is a pattern because the same person or persons is behind it here, as in your County?"
"The likelihood is very strong." I said. "Very strong."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was Morning in America, and even better, it was Morning in his Town and County, thought Henry R. Wargrave as he stood on the back balcony of University President Sidney P. Wellman's home. He could see the River in the distance over the immaculately manicured back lawn of the mansion's property and the guesthouse at the other end of that lawn.
He had stayed here the night before, having easily eluded the FBI Agents that had been assigned to watch him. Austin R. Murphy was at Wargrave's home here in Town, while his wife Lilly was in the City. He had told her that he might not see her for a while, but after he was settled in, he'd call for her and she'd be brought to him, to live out their lives together... somewhere else.



"Good morning, Henry." Sally Wellman said as she came out with a cup of coffee for Wargrave. She was looking luscious in a gray dress and matching gray high-heel peep-toe pumps.
"Good morning, Sally." Henry said, putting his arm around the lovely older woman and giving her a warm kiss on the cheek. "How are you this morning?"
"Good." Sally said. "Sidney called from the Conference President's meetings. I don't think he slept well; he's worried about you."
"He shouldn't be." Wargrave said as they stood arm in arm, her head resting on his left pectoral. He noticed that Sally was being a bit clingy.
"He and I talked a good bit on the phone last night." said Sally. "About all those times you would fuck the hell out of me while he watched us. He and I don't do things like that as much as we used to, and I miss it."
"Well," said Henry, "times change... people change."
Sally knew what he meant. She said "Dr. Fredricson said that there are new drugs being tested, drugs that will be even better than Viagra and Cialis. They might be able to overcome any impotence not caused by spinal cord injuries. When those come out, you'll be back to fucking me in no time."
"That sounds good." Henry said. He knew Sally meant well, but the last name he wanted to hear right now was that of Laura Fredricson. "Sally, what you need right now is a weekend away with your husband, and him fucking your brains out with everything he's got left in the tank."
Sally giggled. "That'd be nice..." Then she frowned as she said "but he's been fucking that harpy policewoman Perlman all the time. I know Sidney has fucked college girls and some of his female professors, and I've never minded any of it... but he needs to give up that bitch."
Wargrave said "You should tell him that, then." He finished the cup of coffee. "Well, Sally, I need to get going. Thank you for your wonderful hospitality last night, and I hope I'll see you again soon."
"We'll have a big party after all this bullshit the FBI is smearing you with is over." Sally said. Henry hugged and kissed Sally goodbye, then left, heading to his home in Town. He saw no deputized agents of the law following him as he went... just two old ladies feeding pigeons from a bench at the turn into his subdivision.
"Good morning, Hank." Austin R. Murphy said as Wargrave came into his house. "We've got some breakfast here in the kitchen." The pretty Latina housemaid was setting two places at the table. "How are Dr. Wellman and his wife doing?"
"They're doing very well." said Wargrave. "Sidney was not at home last night, but he is still doing what he does best, pulling all the strings. But he is worried about what's coming my way, so he says."
As they sat down to eat at the breakfast table and watched the maid pour coffee, Wargrave said "How was your night last night?"
"Good. Juanita here is really hot in the sack." said Murphy. As Juanita smiled and left the men alone, Murphy said "I do know that it's hard to communicate with our friends, since the FBI is trying to tap in on everything. I did learn that the City Police are still working on the Cherie Ward murder, but our contact there believes they're going to put it on the back burner soon, as there are no leads. U.S. Congressman Condor is in Town even though Congress is in session... I think he wants to be here and give press interviews when your indictment becomes the Media's latest feeding frenzy."
"Funny how they were so friendly until they think I'm dead, and now they want to pile on." said Henry, his voice even and neutral.
"Yes sir, it is disgusting." said Murphy. "But Condor has another reason for being here... Katherine Woodburn. He wants to get into her pants something fierce."
"That man had better watch out." Wargrave said. "His cock is going to get him in trouble one of these days. He's been fucking his female interns for years... just wait until one of them gets pregnant, then threatens to tell his wife. That's when the shit will hit the fan."
Murphy laughed as Wargrave continued: "I used to think that women were the Iron Crowbar's weakness, but he's been keeping it to a low roar recently. And it's hard to blackmail a man who's favorite quotation is Wellington's 'Publish, and be damned!'. He really does not care. And that's why it's so hard to find his weaknesses... but I will."
"Speaking of the Iron Crowbar," Murphy said, "he and Captain Ross went to the City this morning. Maybe because they are SBI Reservists working on the Ward murder, or maybe to help the FBI try to bust you. Last night, he took his dog up to his new house on the mountain; apparently an alarm up there went off and he went to investigate. He had the dog sniffing around."
"Dogs are good people." said Wargrave. "I wanted to borrow Troy's crowbar and beat that Bryan Thatcher bastard to death myself when I heard about those poor dogs he tortured and killed. By the way, I sent a contribution to that KSTD ad campaign to adopt more dogs and cats from the pound."
"Yes sir, they got it." Murphy said. "The cloud to that silver lining is that they're featuring Troy adopting that dog."
"Well, it's for a good cause." said Wargrave. "And now, let's stop avoiding the topic: his wife."
"Yes sir." said Murphy. "She's doing her routine University job. Her part of persecuting you is done, since it's gone domestic and is in the hands of the FBI now."
"Don't kid yourself." said Wargrave. "She is all over this like white on rice." He paused, thinking for a long moment, then said "I don't want to hurt their kids, but something is going to have to be done about her. I think we're going to finally have to do it. And maybe doing it will distract the police and FBI just long enough for me to get out of the net."
"What's that?" said Murphy. "Trying to kill either one of them may not work. Someone tried to kill Troy last year on the streets; he got the drop on the fucker and blew him away before the guy could get off a shot. I swear to God that man is psychic."
Wargrave laughed sardonically, then said "Seriously, Murphy... speaking of psychics, that's the solution to my problem. There's a certain process that can be done... well, let's just say that the methods Troy used to wipe out his rogue nephew... can be used against him..." He began to explain the plan, long conceived and planned, not noticing that the maid Juanita was just outside the room, able to hear every word...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
City Police Homicide Lieutenant Rockford 'Rocky' Garnett came into the conference room and sat down at the head of the table, observing the four somber faces already there, seated, and looking back at him: Detectives Sapper Warren and Robin Ventura were followed by Vice Detective Arthur Wilshire and Vice Captain Susan Wexler.
"Okay, folks, what is it?"
"First, sir," said Sapper Warren, "we called Detective Wilshire when we got this information, and he asked if he could bring Captain Wexler down, also. Ventura called our SBI Reserve friends, and they'll be coming in later."
"Okay, so what is it?" asked Garnett. Sapper brought out a credit card, which was sheathed inside an Evidence ziplock bag.
Ventura said "We've been working with the Feds to see if Cherie Ward's phone pinged anywhere after it was taken from her room where she was murdered. We were able to triangulate the signal, which led to a dumpster behind the Cannon Building. That dumpster has been emptied, but the ping traced to a homeless man that stayed in that general area. He had the phone on him, and also this credit card. He said he got them both out of the dumpster."
Sapper picked up the narrative: "We tried running the card number, but it's come up flagged and blocked. That usually means that it's being used for an undercover operation, or else it's a C.I.'s card, with the Police working in connection with the Bank. In this case, it's City & Counties Bank. At that point, we contacted Detective Wilshire in Vice to help us out."
"So you haven't been able to run the card yet, is that right?" asked Garnett.
"That is right, sir." said Warren.
"We can run it for you." said Wexler. "We use cards like these for C.I.s, and I can get past those blocks."
"Would you mind?" asked Lt. Garnett.
"Sir, we do need to add something else." said Ventura. "Though the card is blocked, we contacted the Bank for their information on it. We had to work a little bit, but our SBI friends were able to find out that the card was set up by a Lieutenant James Rogan. I'm sorry, Captain Wexler, but we had to notify Internal Affairs when that came out."
"I understand." said Captain Susan Wexler. "Does this mean James is a suspect?"
"Person of interest, ma'am." said Ventura. "I'm sorry, ma'am, but we do have to consider his involvement. I.A. will have to talk to him. I'm sure they'll be contacting you today to put him on restriction until I.A. clears him.
"Okay." said Wexler. "Arthur, we need to run this card, find out if there's any information on what it was used for. Guys, if there's nothing else, we'll go do that... and I'll let Rogan know he's grounded for the time being."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Arthur," Susan Wexler said as they re-entered their office area in Vice, "I'll go run this in my office. If it's C.I. information, we'll have to clamp it down."
"Yes ma'am." said Wilshire. "I'll leave it in your hands entirely."
Susan went into her office and got onto her computer. She was able to pull up the credit card information she needed to see. Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she worked the application, then her printer came to life and begin whirring, then spitting out several sheets of paper. She took the sheets, put them into two file folders, taped the folders shut, and called Arthur Wilshire in.
"Arthur," she said, "take one file to Lt. Garnett, and another to Internal Affairs. Ask Garnett to find out who in I.A. is their contact. It looks like Rogan is compromised, but don't say anything to anyone, except asking him to come in here so I can talk to him.
"Yes, ma'am." said Wilshire. He hurriedly left her office, stopping at Rogan's desk to tell the Lieutenant to go see the Captain.
Part 8 - Burned
Still Friday, June 19th. Cindy and I were having dinner at the Hyatt City Center Hotel's restaurant, where we were staying for the night courtesy of the FBI. The FBI team was out executing the arrest warrant for Henry Wargrave.
"They won't find him." I said to Cindy. "Not here in the City, and not in our Town, either."
"Where did he go?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, I think he's in our Town." I said. "But not at home. He could be anywhere. They'll check Austin Murphy's condo there, but Wargrave could be at Dr. Wellman's home, in a hotel somewhere..."
"Or hidden in one of the secret passages that seem to be all over the place." Cindy quipped.
"Yeah, that's not as humorous as you might think." I said. "I wish I was back home right now; I'd rather be with my family, knowing Wargrave's on the loose."
"They'll be fine." Cindy said. "Your wife is who she is. Your mother is an auxiliary policewoman. Your wife's sister can shoot a penny out of the air at 100 yards. And your dog is a good watchdog. Meanwhile, my sister is a good and wary cop, and Jenna is staying with Teresa while I'm out of Town. Our families are safe."
I was not mollified, but Cindy said "Let's change the subject. So what is this sting operation about?"
"We think there's a mole in City P.D., someone who knew that Cherie and maybe Nicole Stanton were C.I.s." I said. "Maybe one of Wexler's people. What has been kept under wraps... they didn't even tell me about this until last week... is that while you and I were busting up The Silverfish, the report of the DNA under Nicole's fingernails came back to the FBI. They haven't found a match in any databases yet, but there's enough to match someone if we can find the proper suspect from which to take a sample."
I continued: "So we're laying some groundwork. We've got a Federal warrant under seal as well as a secret State-level warrant for everything, to keep it tidy. I really think we're going to get something." I told Cindy the major things we were doing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not a thing." said Jack Muscone. "He wasn't at home. He's not at his home in your Town, either, though his wife was there. She said he hadn't been there for a couple of days. He's not at his offices here in the City, and he hasn't been seen at the Marriott Grande where he keeps a room. We even went to Dr. Wellman's home near the University, and he's not there, either... Mrs. Wellman let us come in and look for him, but it was 'no go'."
The entire FBI team as well as Cindy and myself were in the FBI conference room, reporting to the Deputy Director of the FBI.
"He's flown." said the DepDirector. "Put out a nationwide APB. Media publicity. Cut off all credit cards, financing, passport, flag his drivers license, car tags, everything."
"We've done that, sir." said Muscone. "But Wargrave has fake IDs galore; he's been a smuggler for years. Honestly, sir, if he wants to run, we may never even get close to catching him."
"He's not running." I said, more to myself than anyone else as I sat there in my reverie.
"How do you know?" asked the DepDirector, peering at me.
"Oh... let me rephrase." I said. "He's not running yet. He knows you have the dragnet out. He's somewhat famous, he'd be recognized if he moves around in public, and there's been a ton of Press coverage of him recently. All the fake IDs in the world are for nothing if the facial recognition technology gets a glimpse of him."
"What do you think he'll do?" asked the Director, peering very hard at me.
"He might let the furor die down, then make a move." I said. "But it's more likely he'll create a distraction, something to keep your attention occupied, and that's when he'll make a move to slip away."
"What kind of distraction will he try to make?"
"Well," I replied, "we know he hates a certain CIA officer immeasurably. Her assassination, or the murder of the CIA officer's husband, would give him the distraction he needs. I think he's going to come after Laura or me. And that's why we need to wrap this frickin' Stanton/Ward case up, so I can get back home and defend my family."
"Relax." said Jack Muscone. "We've got a ton of assets helping you out there. Your wife is protected by hoops of steel, not to mention lead and copper."
Just then, my cellphone rang.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meetings at the State Office Building in the City lasted almost all night. Cindy and I were in a conference room there with Inspector Britt Maxwell and Deputy Director Tom Conlan.
"It's only a matter of time before Jack Lewis finds out about this." said Tom Conlan. "And then he'll be up here trying to take the credit and blow the whole god-damn thing up."
I grunted. "No, it's much worse than that. The Stanton/Ward murderer is a key part of Lewis's team, an ally of his. Lewis will blow it up, all right, but not accidentally."
"What do we do?" Britt asked. "We have the goods, the sting worked. Should we notify City P.D. Internal Affairs?"
I grunted again. "Oh geez, if you think Jack Lewis is bad... City I.A. has some good people, but they also have some really, really bad people corrupting it. If the wrong person hears of this, it's over."
"There's another thing, too." said Conlan. "I know that Captain Wexler has several cases going, some involving C.I.s. If we move the wrong way, we may expose some people and get them killed, and we might blow the cases."
"Tell you what." Britt Maxwell said. "Don, Cindy, you're 'point' on this. Work with whomever you trust in City P.D., the SBI, and FBI and bring the perp down. And get your own mole, your asset, out of there as soon as you're done. This will become Federal as soon as you can put the killer at Stanton's crime scene up in that W.M.A., so it'll be their case and our hands are washed of it. You can do that, can't you?"
"Of course." I said. I was exhausted, it was the wee hours of the morning, and Britt was asking me if I could make that happen?!?!
Just then, I got a text message.
"Oh, this is from Susan Wexler." I said. "She wants me to meet her at the Marriott Grande Hotel at 8:30am. Room 1822. She must think I'm in Town and not here in the City." Another text came through and I said "She says she has a breakthrough on the Cherie Ward case, from the credit card that was found."
"Good luck." Britt said as I texted that I'd meet her at that time. Cindy and I got up to leave.
To be continued.
Dear Readers, do you know who the killer of Cherie Ward and Nicole Stanton is? And what does Henry R. Wargrave have in store for the Troy family? It's going to get messy, so tune in... same Crowbar time, same Crowbar channel...
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Part 9 - A Successful Arrest
"Thank you for coming, Don." Susan Wexler said as she came into Room 1822 of the Marriott Grande Hotel on Saturday morning, June 20th. It was a very nice suite, with a living room, a back office room, and a luxurious bedroom suite. I was sitting on a sofa in the front room, and had not gotten up when Susan walked in.
Susan looked good, in a tight dress meant to show off her body, sheer black stockings on her sexy legs, and high heel black pumps. I wondered if she dressed like that to entice me into bed as she said "How are you feeling?"
"I didn't get a lot of sleep last night." I said. "Henry Wargrave got away from the FBI."
"I'm not surprised." said Susan. "Henry Wargrave is a great man. The FBI is peanuts compared to him. Why they thought they could bring him down, I'll never understand, but I can tell you this: Henry Wargrave will never stand trial for those... 'alleged' crimes."
"I totally agree with you." I said. "But for different reasons. You sound like you're on his side about things." I said.
Susan was staring at me, a peculiar look on her face. "I just know that the FBI has no earthly idea what they're up against. Mark my words, Don... Mr. Wargrave will win and the FBI will be caught flat-footed and looking silly, like they always do."
I said "Wow, sounds like you have no love lost for the Federalés.
"No, I don't." said Wexler. "Those God-damned incompetents are worse than the SBI when it comes to fucking up my cases, not to mention trying to jump in and steal all the glory after we make the bust. Don't tell me you have no problem with them doing that to you, or that it doesn't burn you up when they take the credit."
I smiled. "No... I don't have that problem. And time will tell if you're right about them and Wargrave. So... what do you have on the Cherie Ward case?"
"Just this." Susan said. "It's going nowhere. Your culprit won't be found, and even if he was found, there's no evidence to convict."
"Oh really?" I asked. "How can you be so sure of that? Especially about the other case, Nicole Stanton..."
"Because there is nothing there." Susan said. "I followed the FBI's case, trying to protect my own resource Cherie. As I told you earlier, I believe the FBI's fucked-up investigation of that case led to the exposure of Cherie, and her murder."
"And as I told you, that's not the case." I said. "So really, Susan... why did you bring me here?" Susan smiled, knowing that I was through bullshitting.
"Just to give you this." she said, handing me a DVD in a jewel case. "Do you know what's on that copy, with the original safely hidden away? It's you fucking me in Room 609 the other day."
"I see." I said. "And why are you sharing sex tapes with me, even when it's you and me on the tape? Gonna give it to KSTD?"
"I might." Susan said. "But that's not what's important: the bottom line here is that I told the SBI to drop the case, per the new law you helped write." Susan's face was getting just a bit ugly as she talked. "Apparently the hint didn't get through. So now I'm telling you... walk away from the case, stay away from it... and from helping the FBI's persecution of Mr. Wargrave."
"Ohhhh, I see." I said. "This is his suite. Maybe you or he is recording this right now. And you think blackmailing me to walk away from the case will work?"
"Oh I don't know." Susan said smartly. "If you don't want your wife seeing those hot little movies, and if you don't want your Town Council's members getting a copy of your little 'iron crowbar' in my sweet little pussy, colluding with fellow officers in the most wrongful of ways."
"I do appreciate this video." I said. "I'm sure my wife will enjoy it. You do realize who and what she is, don't you?"
"What do you mean?" Susan warily asked.
"She's a tenured and full Professor of Psychology at the University." I said. "Her focus is sexual studies. She'll probably evaluate this video and grade my performance, but she certainly won't be shocked or worried about it... especially since I told her already that I fucked you. My wife and I have an honest, open marriage."
"I doubt your Town Council will be as open about that." Susan said, but I could see on her face she was getting worried. Her gambit was not working.
"I do have to agree..." I said, "... that Councilman Pastor Westboro, being a Baptist preacher, might take some offense to this. Or who knows, he might enjoy it in secret. But the bottom line, here, Susan... is that nobody really cares if I'm fucking a City Vice cop. In fact, the guys will congratulate me for tapping a hot MILF like yourself, and the women might pretend shock but will secretly be jealous that you got some of what they want."
"Damn, you are arrogant, aren't you?" Wexler snarled. "But you're bluffing. You may think this won't hurt you, but you'll find out that you're wrong when the Media blasts it out all over the place. The Media loves taking down successful people like you; they just love tearing apart those who do good and powerful things. With this... they'll rip you apart in public, they'll take you off your little pedestal. Now you can walk away from the case... or you can endure some pain. I have friends that will make sure you feel the pain, including a former newswoman who knows how to deal with arrogant assholes like you."
"Okay." I said agreeably. "I'll walk away." I went to the door.
Susan looked bewildered. I then said "I'll walk away from this, just as soon as it's over." With that I opened the door, and Jack Muscone and Lindy Linares appeared, followed by a blue crowbar and the woman holding it, Cindy Ross.
I said "Susan Wexler, you are under arrest for the murders of Nicole Stanton and Cherie Ward, both human beings. You have the right to remain silent..." As I recited Susan's considerable legal rights to her, Lindy Linares was affixing the handcuffs to her wrists behind her back, having removed Susan's three handguns from various places on her person...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We did not take Susan Wexler to the City Police Headquarters but to the FBI offices in the City, as the Stanton murder was a Federal crime and the Feds had first dibs and the right to keep her. What with the potential corruption in the City Police, as well as Susan Wexler being a very high ranking officer, we knew there was no way we'd let the City P.D. keep her.
We had to wait until 10:00am for her lawyer to arrive, a lawyer that she immediately asked for when she was arrested. Consider me 'not surprised' that it was a lawyer from Gresham & Mason, P.C.; indeed, he was the same legal beagle that had represented Alicia Foster in the Credit Card Caper. Leaving Cindy, Sapper Warren, Robin Ventura and Arthur Wilshire to watch from behind the glass, I followed the U.S. Attorney and Jack Muscone into the interrogation room... and was pleased at the sound as the lawyer groaned at the sight of me.
The U.S. Attorney was the same black man that had been insulted by Tommy Gunn during the Black Badge case. And he was all over this case like white on rice.
"Did Ms. Wexler invoke?" was the first thing he asked.
"Not in my presence." I said. "She only demanded an attorney before any questioning."
Per normal procedures, the U.S. Attorney read Susan her rights, then asked if she understood them. She replied "Go to hell, nigger."
"Well, so much any bail or deals." the man said, getting up. As he left the room, he said, "She's all yours, Commander Troy."
"Okay, Susan," I said. "I'll just lay out the evidence here, so that you and your attorney from Gresham & Mason will understand fully just how deep the hole is that you've dug for yourself."
I began: "First, we have DNA evidence from under Nicole Stanton's fingernails, which I'm willing to bet is going to match your DNA sample we took from you under a physical evidence warrant after arresting you. That alone will put you at the Stanton crime scene.
"Second, while you were meeting me in Room 1822, the FBI and City Internal Affairs were jointly conducting a search of your home under warrants issued by Federal and State Courts, with the City Police Union represented as observers. And they found Nicole Stanton's registered gun, which likely was taken from her purse when she was murdered, but in any case should really not be in your apartment, now should it. We also found the .22 LR semi-automatic pistol that I strongly suspect will match ballistically with the bullet fired into Cherie Ward's head. I must admit I was wrong there; I thought it'd be a .22 Magnum."
I continued: "Third, we have the very interesting case of the credit card. The credit card that Sapper Warren found as 'evidence' was actually created by my FBI friends. The name on it was Cherie Ward, which you would expect to see. But the number on the card... was the number of Nicole Stanton's card that was found at her crime scene."
"So, Susan," I said, "after Sapper gave you and Wilshire that card, you allegedly ran the number and came up with the information on Cherie's card... but with a few changes to your C.I. police record of it. It was suggested in the meeting, which was recorded, that your Lieutenant, James Rogan, was involved in Cherie being a C.I... which directly contradicts what you told myself and Captain Ross at the crime scene. Then Rogan's name appears on that report as the handler of Cherie, and the person who gave her that card. Funny how his name appeared only after it was 'suggested' that Rogan was the mole. But he wasn't, was he Susan?"
"That's entrapment." said Susan's lawyer.
"No sir, it's a sting." I said. "We've got warrants for every part of this, for creating the credit card to how we were going to do the sting. All approved by the judge. Of course, the result is that you gave us the report on Cherie's credit card... after being given Nicole's credit card number. You didn't run the number, you just saw Cherie's name on the card, brought up her report, changed some items to protect the guilty, and gave a false report back to the other officers, as well as City I.A., attempting to implicate an innocent man."
"You'll never prove that." said the lawyer.
"Won't I?" I asked. "Just look through these warrants, Counselor. One of them was to let our undercover agent put software on Susan's computer, software that traces what she did, what apps she brought up, and such. It also records her keystrokes, and all that. We've got her pulling up Cherie's card without typing a number, changing the data on it, then spitting out those false reports. This is rock-solid stuff, Counselor." The legal beagle did not look very happy.
"Last, but not least," I said, "is the circumstantial evidence that will build up, especially in Cherie's case. It was you, Susan, who kept both Rooms 509 and 609 on retainer, but paying Cherie's agency to pay for Room 509. You bugged Room 509 to the hilt, and Cherie was helping you get information, maybe for police business... and maybe to use in criminal enterprises, as well. Rich clients who work in companies that have industrial secrets, maybe."
"Also, I have noticed a certain pattern: one gang operating in each of several zones in the City, and the Police busting all the others that try to come in. Your busts have been spectacular, Susan, but one gang in each area seems to remain untouched." Susan's eyes burned at me as she realized I'd figured that one out.
"So Cherie was your agent, Susan," I said, "and she was a double or triple agent, taking pay from others in exchange for information, as well. She burned the candle from too many ends, and she got burned at the last."
"As to Nicole..." I said. "She wasn't your C.I. directly, but she was on your payroll... as your hedge against your partner in crime, Henry R. Wargrave. He was paying and using Cherie for information, and entrapping men into sexual indiscretions, but you had to make sure he didn't try to burn you. So that was Nicole's role, to watch over Cherie.
"But something went wrong. Maybe she was turned by Michael Burke, and so you had to eliminate Nicole. And then you ultimately had to burn Cherie... permanently... because she was of no further use to you. She was exposed, and while you pretended to continue to use her to get secrets from men, you knew she was increasingly more of a liability than an asset. She was doomed to die, anyway, so maybe you justified it by telling yourself that you made it as painless as possible for her..."
I saw the first slightest emotion in Susan's eyes, other than anger at me, upon that last statement. I decided to pile on.
"By the way," I said, "we didn't just put this together yesterday. We've been watching you for months." I pointed at the one-way glass. A second later, Arthur Wilshire came into the room.
"Captain Wexler," he said, "my name is Special Agent Arthur Wilshire of the FBI. My home office is Boston. I was asked to come in and watch you as a suspect in the Stanton case, as you became a suspect last March. I was the one that tapped your computer lines, so that we could amass evidence on your illegal activities."
"You bastard." Susan said quietly. "Okay, I need to confer with my lawyer." We got up and left the room. It would be over thirty long minutes before they were done privately talking.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What kind of deal will you give my client, in exchange for her truthful answers and possible testimony against others?" the lawyer asked.
"It depends on what she has for us, and who else she can bring to us." said the new U.S. Attorney that had come in, who was white. "Let's hear it."
"Speaking hypothetically?" asked the lawyer.
"No." I said, my voice cutting, interrupting what the U.S. Attorney was trying to make an exclusive discussion with the lawyer. "I don't like that game. Perps always weasel out doing it."
What would happen is that a perp would tell the story 'hypothetically', then the prosecutors could potentially decide to honor a deal offer. The problem was that defense lawyers often backed out of the deal, and then it was impossible to use the perp's statement against themselves.
I said "I have enough to convict her, we don't need her testimony. She can cut a deal and admit to her crimes to take death off the table, but I wouldn't give her anything else."
"What if she's offering you something bigger? Someone bigger?" asked the attorney. Was that a direct enticement to me to get Susan off the hook?
"Now I know you're bullshitting me." I said, then turned to the U.S. Attorney and Jack Muscone. "Guys, if Wexler could give us anything that big, the Gresham & Mason attorneys would never let her do it." The lawyer stared daggers at me, then I saw his face change slightly... as he realized the full import of my emphasis of his firm and their attorneys.
"I'll go further with it." I said. "I don't think Susan will give up the name I want to hear, if she even knows it. Because she'll be dead in 24 hours if she does."
"If you believe that," said the U.S. Attorney, "then she'll be dead in 24 hours if she doesn't." My suspicions about this U.S. Attorney immediately soared, but I held my tongue.
"I'll still fight for State murder charges for Cherie and the death penalty, no matter what you do on behalf of the Feds." I said to the U.S. Attorney.
"Let's talk outside." said the U.S. Attorney. Once in the hallway, he lit into me.
"What the fuck are you trying to do?" he snarled at me. "We can cut a deal, get the names of a lot of other dirty cops in City P.D. for them to clean up. We can interdict these drug gangs. And last but not least, we've got DNA for Stanton, but nothing for Cherie."
"Except the gun that killed Cherie found in her home." I said acidly. "That's more than enough. And let me tell you this: She will only give you the names she wants to, not the ones you really need to hear, and then you'll later realize you have nothing and it'll be too late. You, sir, have no way of knowing if what she's telling you 'hypothetically' is worth a shit or not. I do. But I'm not going to play that game. Let her sweat. If she doesn't come correct, then she goes down for Murder-1 in this State."
"That's not your decision to make." the U.S. Attorney tried.
"Yes it is." I said. "I represent the SBI on this case. It's my call to make on the State murder charges until I hand it over to the District Attorney for this region of the City. You, sir, have no idea who you are dealing with. I do. Either you follow my lead, or we just won't be on the same page."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had the good fortune that Jack Muscone was taking my side, therefore his boss was taking my side, in the argument with the U.S. Attorney. The black U.S. Attorney also wanted no deals for Susan, which was understandable after what she'd called him. Jack's boss brought me in for a private talk.
"You think Wexler knows something about Superior Bloodlines?" he asked, after I'd told him of my suspicions of the white U.S. Attorney, as well as pointing out that Gresham & Mason had rushed to Wexler's defense.
"I don't know." I said. "On the one hand, her pattern is exactly like Harold Malone's: setting up exclusive drug distribution rights in a zone, using the Police to bust any others; and, of course, she called the U.S. Attorney a 'nigger'. But how much she knows about Superior Bloodlines? That, I don't know... and you won't get that out of her unless you do know. I think she's been working with Wargrave, and maybe with our Consultant of Crime. It's his name I'm angling to get from her. If she has something on him, we can bust his chops and then I can start working with you on the Bloodlines group."
"All right." he said. "But get something, and soon. Even I can't keep the U.S. Attorney from winning this one if the DOJ backs him up. And you may be right about that U.S. Attorney: with all the moles infesting every level of our organizations, there is no telling who is honest, who is corrupt, and what might happen."
Just then I got a phone call... from Val Jared, Governor of the State.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:30pm, Susan's lawyer asked us back into the Interrogation room. She was in a holding cell, having been taken there for lunch, and he was taking the opportunity to negotiate with us.



"All right guys." he said. "Put something on the table, a starting point we can work with."
"Full immunity if her information leads to the arrest and convictions of higher level organized crime figures." said the U.S. Attorney.
"No more than death off the table if she confesses and cooperates fully." I said, countering the U.S. Attorney completely. "No immunity. At all. Ever."
"I can see you guys aren't together on this." said the attorney. "We have to have a level of agreement. And I don't accept your offer, Lieutenant Troy, it's not nearly enough." He was using my rank within the SBI, which was Lieutenant, and I could tell that was a deliberate game. But I was not playing little shit games like that.
"Then there's no deal at all at the State level. At all." I said. "Your client's problem is that there are two crimes, one on Federal lands, and one here in the City... which despite their desire for autonomy, is still in my State. And I've already had a call from the Governor himself, backing me up all the way. The Feds can't give her immunity if we don't agree to it; if they do, we'll fight that in Court, and we'll win."
"Why are you doing this?" the lawyer asked, his eyes boring into me. The U.S. Attorney was also staring at me with as much hatred as he could muster.
"Let's stop the bullshit." I said. "Susan Wexler cannot give the Feds what they really want. But she can, and will, give me what I want, or she's not going to last very long in any jail. She'll never get immunity. City I.A. is just beginning to look into her real drug dealing career, and God only knows how much they'll find. No way she's immunized from everything, no way at all. Ever."
"For God's sake!" gasped the U.S. Attorney. He flicked his card over the table to the lawyer. "Here's my card. We'll talk privately when this fucking asshole isn't around." With that, he got up and left the room.
"Well, Lieutenant," said the lawyer, trying to play the intellectual with me, "I'll just deal with him, the Feds will take precedence, they'll run roughshod over the State. The Tenth Amendment ain't worth shit anymore." He got up as if to go. "So you have a nice day crying about no immunity."
"I guess you didn't hear everything that I said." I intoned, keeping my voice low and severe to impart menace. "I'll say the important part again: your client is not going to last very long in any jail if you give her to the Feds. Maybe that's what you and Gresham & Mason's real clients want. So you decide what's in your client's best interests, Counselor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, Jack Muscone, Cindy and myself sat on one side of the table, along with an attorney from the City's District Attorney's office, a voluptuous woman with a mane of brown hair that was poorly highlighted with blonde streaks. On the other side of the table was Susan Wexler and her attorney.
"We can take it down to Murder-3," said the City A.D.A. "if Ms. Wexler cooperates fully, gives us everything she knows about the murders, including her associates, and then cooperates fully with City P.D.'s Internal Affairs. And that's going to mean going over years of cases, and giving up a lot of names of dirty associates there."
"She'd be dead in prison in an hour if she did that." said her attorney, trying my own gambit against the State's people. The State attorney looked at me. I just nodded.
The State attorney said "We can protect her. And after she cooperates fully, then one week from when we're finished we'll transfer her to custody of the Feds. They can incarcerate her out of the State, in solitary in a Supermax prison. She'll be bored, but she'll stay alive. If she ever returns to this State and is caught, she goes to non-protective-custody in State Prison, and no, I would not want to be her if she's put in there. But if she works with us we'll give her to the Feds, who seem to be much more willing to take it easy on her."
"I'll take that." Susan Wexler said. Her lawyer tried to get her to haggle for more, but she shook her head. "I'll take this." she said, then looked at me. "Commander, what do you want to know."
"Nicole Stanton. How, why, and for who." I replied.
"For Henry Wargrave." replied Susan. "He personally had me do it. He said he would have Cherie send Nicole home early on some pretext. Apparently she got one of the Burkes to send Nicole on away. I had driven up after them in a rented car. That rental was on Cherie's C.I. card that I gave her, which is why I had to make the card disappear, then take that item off when I gave them the fake data. If they didn't find it, great. If they did, they'd blame Rogan."
"So when Nicole came outside of the Burke cabin," I said, "you got her attention?"
"Yes." Wexler said. "Nicole was on my payroll, so she knew me. She was shocked when she saw me, but she let me into the car. I said my car was broken down further down the road. She took me down there, and I pulled her gun out of her purse and trained it on her. We got out, I cut her up, then drove off in my rental and back home."
"Makes sense, and fits the facts." I said. "Why did Wargrave want her dead?"
"I don't know." said Wexler. "Honestly, I don't know."
"Did Michael Burke have anything to do with her death?" I asked. "Maybe he was the reason behind Wargrave wanting you to kill Nicole?"
"If that's the case, I have no knowledge of it." said Susan. "But I'll tell you this, to give you a couple of names. Your district's U.S. Congressman, Gerald Condor, he has his fingers in a lot of pies. And your State Senator, Katherine Woodburn... her name began coming up all over the place. She and Henry Wargrave were tight, much more so than people realize. Look into them, and you might find more answers."
"Thank you for that." I said, noting the Gresham & Mason lawyer's face had acquired a pained look when Woodburn's name was mentioned. "Okay, what about Cherie?"
"As you surmised, she'd long since outlived her usefulness to me." Susan said. "She was exposed as a C.I., and no, it wasn't due to the Stanton murder. Someone found out anyway. I suspect it's someone in your Town, Commander, who relayed the information to criminals here."
I nodded as Wexler continued: "So, I told her to go to Room 509, and I'd come meet with her later... and for her to get some sleep if I didn't arrive on time. Sure enough, she went to bed. When I got there, I let myself in with my key. She was in bed and I told her to stay there; she was half-asleep as it was. Then I just took the gun, eased onto the bed behind her and shot her, then left and went back to Room 609. I'd had control of the Hotel security cameras on those floors for a long time; it was nothing to take them out."
"And maybe bribe the Hotel staff to make sure." I said.
"You seem to know a lot about it, Commander." said Wexler. "Was it you that set up that sting?"
"I just have one more question." I said. "The person that told Wargrave to eliminate Nicole, and the person who exposed Cherie... you know who it is, don't you? Condor? Woodburn?"
"No. They're small time, bit players. We're talking someone big, here." said Susan, her eyes locked with mine. "I know there's someone there, someone really big. Harold Malone called him the Shadow Man, because he stays in the shadows and has other people do his work. I also know the Shadow Man got pissed at Wargrave about something. That's when Cherie got outed; she was working for Wargrave a lot, and this bastard had her outed to hurt Wargrave."
As I pondered her words, Susan peered harder at me. "Oh. My. God. You know, don't you? You know who and what he is..."
I smiled briefly. I felt the lawyer peering hard at me, and I made sure to look hard right back at him. He understood, and I wanted him to understand.
I turned back to Susan and said "And my chances of keeping you alive would improve exponentially if you can give me something solid on him. Something I can use to convict the son of a bitch." I again looked hard at the lawyer. He was not peering hard at me now, nor even looking at me at all.
Susan did look at me. "I wish I could. But he's too smart for that. He leaves no traces. All I can tell you from years of rumors in the drug gangs is that he uses disguises very effectively. He's there one day, he's there the next day and looking like someone else, and you didn't notice either time, and then he's just gone. He just... blends in. You have no hope against him, Commander Troy, no hope. None."
"We'll see about that." I said. "Okay Jack, she's yours." With that, I got up, Cindy following. We went to make our goodbyes with the City Police.
"Great job, guys." Robin Ventura said, smiling brightly. "You have no idea of the hornet's nest you've created here."
"That was indeed a beautiful job," said Sapper Warren, "seeing it, solving it, and getting something on her. We'd never have been able to do that."
"Unfortunately, that's true." I said. "She was too high up in the City Police Force. I didn't say anything in meetings with you, because it would've gotten back to her, and she would've taken precautions. There's no way the City Police could make a case against one of their own. But now... maybe you guys can clean up some internal messes, but do keep your heads on swivels. It could get rough."
But nowhere near as rough as what was coming my way, I thought to myself. An east wind was blowing...
Part 10 - The Ride Home, Redux
It was getting late Saturday afternoon as we were driving back home.
"So, Crowbar 2," I said to Cindy, "what led you to thinking it was Susan?"
"The Stanton case." Cindy said. "It struck me about you saying that Nicole had to trust whoever she let into the car, and ditto that for Cherie. Who was the only person that both ladies trusted? There may be others, but Captain Wexler was the only one that both women trusted and were possibly C.I.s for. But you knew far more than me."
"True," I said, "and by putting that one link together, you'd have been able to start piecing together a lot more. So you knew enough to get the rest. I'm just the shortcut."
"When did you figure it out?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, she was on my suspect list from the time I went to investigate Nicole's death at Lake Amengi-Nunagen." I said. "As soon as it became clear to me that Cherie was Wexler's C.I. You're absolutely right, Cindy: it had to be someone Nicole trusted and someone Cherie trusted, and Susan Wexler was at the top of that list. It was my biggest tell, also. But there were also other suspects, including Wargrave and Michael Burke, and even Cherie herself in Nicole's murder."
"When the FBI got the DNA data back, but it was not in any criminal database." I said. "That showed me that the killer was not a criminal with a previous record where DNA was obtained. And they forgot to look in non-criminal databases or check local databases, where Susan's DNA might have shown up. I have had a very good conversation with Jack Muscone's boss about that, and you may expect changes within the FBI in that regard in the near future."
"As long as he doesn't hire you away from us permanently." said Cindy.
"No worries about that." I reassured my partner, then continued: "So when Cherie was killed, I was hoping that the City's CSI team would find Susan's DNA in the drains, and that it'd come up a match in a database, to give everyone the clue they needed. But that came up 'no joy', so I had to keep digging."
"I knew circumstantially that it was Susan Wexler." I further said. "But I also knew that the City Police is very political, and they have some bad, bad apples in there. So just telling Sapper and Ventura what I was thinking would just put them in danger of being murdered, too."
"I had the feeling that you were trying to lead the horses to water incrementally." Cindy said. "Having the FBI go in and find the bugs and cameras, and such stuff."
"Yep." I said. "And look who arrived three minutes after the FBI did. Susan Wexler. She was tipped off, and very quickly. That confirmed to me about the moles. Also, I constantly brought it up about the killer possibly being a woman. That was as overt a clue as I could give without actually saying 'Hey guys! it's Susan Wexler!'."
"True." Cindy said.
"But yes, I'd been ahead of the game." I said. "A while back, I asked Jack's boss to consider sending in a mole to watch Wexler, see if they could get something on her and maybe even others within the City Police. They sent Arthur Wilshire, who got into Susan's good graces by seducing her and fucking her brains out a few times." I tried not to smile at Cindy's 'TMI' look for that.
I continued: "Unfortunately, Wilshire couldn't get any evidence or intel before Cherie was murdered. But someone remembered Cherie's credit card, and I knew what Nicole's credit cards were because the killer left them at the scene... a small slip, there."
"And Susan kept Nicole's gun?" Cindy said. "How fucking stupid is that?"
"She always had an idea she could plant in on a perp at some time in the future, I think." I said. "Also, if it were found, she'd just say Nicole gave it to her for safekeeping, or some such. But you're right... in the overall, it was stupid. Susan just didn't expect to get caught."
"Yeah, to the point she actually called the Iron Crowbar into the case." Cindy said, grinning. "That's not a little slip, that's a King Kong banana peel, there."
I laughed. "True. And even worse calling in both of us. But you know, I think she did that for other reasons. She needed to know how much I knew about things. I think the idea was suggested to her... by someone else. And maybe not Wargrave, for whom she was loyally working."
"Loyally?" Cindy said, her voice biting in its sarcasm. "She gave up his name as fast as she could. Congressman Condor and Senator Woodburn, too."
"Yes, I noticed that also." I said idly. "As I told that corrupt U.S. Attorney, the white one: she gave up only what she wanted to. She's shielding someone else, or a group of someone elses. My sneaking suspicion is Superior Bloodlines. Just between you and me, Cindy, I think Nicole Stanton might've been peeking into them for the Feds, and that is actually what got her murdered. Cherie didn't really know about any of it; she was almost an innocent bystander in all this."
"Could be." said Cindy. "It's just too bad... well, it's too bad that Cherie couldn't have been saved, somehow."
"Yeah." I said. "Shigata ga nai, neh? That means something like 'what can one do?' in Japanese... I think.
"Whatever that means." Cindy said. As she looked out the window at the scenery, I was was thinking as I drove. Yes, it was too bad Cherie could not have been saved, but it also was a blessing in disguise. Only Cherie knew that someone had taken a vial of poison from her and flushed it, and was there when Senator Nathan Allen died.
Only Cherie could possibly have identified the woman that had taken that vial from her. That only potential witness, Cherie Ward, was now gone. No, I never would've gone out and killed Cherie, and she was likely doomed anyway... but like a rifle barrel melting in a furnace, evidence of an excursion into the Dark Side of the Force was now gone.
Part 11 - Distractions
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely buxom blonde reporterette at 11:00pm Saturday night. "Channel Two News has learned that a shocking arrest has been made in the City! Captain Susan Wexler, a longtime veteran and legendary figure in the City Police Force, was arrested for two murders, and sources tell Channel Two News that Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy solved the murders and made the arrest in his capacity as an SBI Reservist!"
Henry R. Wargrave just stared at the television set as he watched. He was alone in the home at Reservoir Lake of his friend, University booster Tom Riordan. Tom Riordan was in his condo near the University in Town, and his wife Janet, who was now separated from Tom, was living in Hillside, the seat of Nextdoor County.
Another of his (Wargrave's) associates had fallen, Wargrave thought to himself. Captain Susan Wexler had been an integral part of his operations, his marked card deep within the City Police. And like Wargrave himself, Wexler had been betrayed. And now the Iron Crowbar has taken her down, Wargrave thought. They were falling like tenpins, like Ten Little Indians...
Wargrave remembered the rhyme, and the exchange of words with the Iron Crowbar. (Author's note: see 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 5, Part 24 to refresh your memories.). And now, there were only two little Indians left: himself, also about to fall, and the great Consultant of Crime who would be much less forgiving of the Iron Crowbar and the bitch the CIA had codenamed 'Scorpion'. That man would crush every wet bit of existence out of them both, leaving barely a couple of stains on the carpet...
Unless I kill her first, Wargrave thought to himself. Unless I kill her first...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you, Juanita." said Laura Fredricson in her office in the Psychology Building on Campus. "Now I understand you have just obtained employment with Jeanine Burke?"
"Yes, ma'am." said Juanita, the pretty Latina housemaid... well, actually a promising young agent of the CIA and working for Gayle Roberts and Laura.
"Okay, go to that. Don't go back to the Wargrave home; it will be too dangerous." Laura said. With that, Juanita made her good-byes and left.
Laura sat at her desk, thinking of the situation. So Henry Wargrave was about to come at her, was he? She smiled as she remembered how even her husband Don had been very afraid at his first confrontation with Wargrave, which had occurred right here in this office. And now Don was not only ready to see the emasculated, neutered Wargrave finished off, he was going up against a much, much bigger threat. Laura idly wondered exactly when Don had lost his fear of Wargrave.
At that moment, there was a knock on the side door, followed by her husband entering the room. As always, Laura's loins melted at the sight of him... tall, broad-shouldered, light-haired like she loved, and very confident and secure in himself. She'd snagged one hell of a man, she thought to herself.
"Hello, Beautiful." I said as I entered the office. "Ready to go home? It's past Bowser's suppertime."
Laura pretended to scowl as she said "That lucky dog gets more attention from you than I do."
"Oh, that's not true." I said, walking up to the desk. "You get me in bed all night."
"That's true." Laura said, flashing me that beautiful smile of hers. "I do have some things to tell you. Wargrave is possibly planning to move against us." She told me what she'd learned about Wargrave's desperate plans.
"I've got that handled." I said. "He'd better pay more attention to his own wife than trying to bother mine." I slid my hands around Laura's waist, and she slipped her arms around my neck.
"Oh, by the way," she said, "congratulations on catching Susan Wexler. The FBI is once again very, very impressed. Not only in the way you solved it, but the way you were able to actually get evidence on her. It's hard to get evidence on a dirty cop... as I guess you know from dealing with Sharples."
"Yes." I said. "I guess it takes a cop to catch a cop. And Sharples' time is coming. At least he's quietly and passionately working on that child trafficking case... for now."
"Well, that can wait." Laura said, "Let's gather the children from the back room and go home." She kissed my mouth warmly. "And I'm definitely going to give you a long hard night in bed. Here, take your gray viagra."
"Mmmm," I said, easing her back to the desk as I swallowed the little gray pill. "I sure don't need it when I look at you, baby. In fact, before we go home, I'm going to fuck you right here on your desk." My cock was as iron hard as my crowbar, and I wanted to fuck my wife right there and then.



"Ooooooo..." Laura said. She sat at the edge of her desk, pulling her legs up until her high heels were on the edge of the desk on either side of her pussy. As I kissed Laura deeply, I slid one finger, then two into her snatch, finding her sopping wet and ready for more. I unzipped my pants and fished out my throbbing cock.
"Ohhhhhhh!" Laura moaned as I stepped up between her legs and inserted my cock into her opening. I pushed forward, and we both groaned as I sank my meat into her hot, wet cunt until our pelvises met. Withdrawing slightly, I drove in again, then began fucking this incredible woman in a smooth, hard rhythm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday morning, June 21st. The official start of Summer meant some serious summer heat in the ol' Town & County. With Wargrave indicted and officially a fugitive from Justice, the TCPD was on heightened alert.
So was the University Campus Police. I was in my office at Police Headquarters, finishing up my reports for the SBI on the Wexler case, when I got a phone call from Lt. Bill Hanson of the Campus Police, asking me to come down to his Headquarters.
"What's up, Bill?" I said as I got to his office.
"Hi, Don." he said. We were on a first name basis as operational leaders of our respective Police Forces, at least when not in public. "We followed your advice to be on the watch for people observing your wife's office area as well as your home on the hill, which is on the back end of the Campus property. And we did as you asked, videotaped people who seemed to be watching."
"And you caught a couple of bozos?" I asked, elated.
"We sure did." Hanson said. "They both lawyered up immediately. We let them call their lawyers, and they'll be here in a few minutes."
"Which law firm?" I asked.
"Different ones." said Hanson. "Jason Tamarino called Sommes, Worthingdon and Williams. Jason is a student here, Junior, majoring in Fine Arts. Other kid calls himself 'Paco Valdez'. No ID on him at all, but we think he is a student, too. He's just not giving us anything, including his real name. Paco called Chase, Lynch & Berry."
"Ahhhhh." I said. "He's the guy I need to be in front of, then."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Jason's lawyer arrived, we brought Jason into the Conference/Interrogation Room. Along with myself and Lt. Hanson, Cadet Police Officer James Tarleton also was present for the purposes of training. Tarleton looked vaguely familiar to me, but I didn't know why.
Suddenly, the door to the Conference/Interrogation Room flew open. A tall, slender man walked in. He was wearing a dark gray suit, white shirt and silk tie, and carried a black briefcase. His black hair was slicked back, and his forced, set smile revealed brilliantly white teeth, almost too much so. He was handsome, but had a slick, oily look to him that bespoke of a snake-oil salesman.
Lt. Hanson was frowning at the man, while I was working very hard to not break out laughing.
"My name is Charles Jefferson Worthingdon The Third," he announced, in a half-English accent, "of the Sommes, Worthingdon and Williams law firm. I am here representing the interests of young Jason. I trust you have not asked him any questions before my arrival?"
"Not at all, 'Slick'. He lawyered up and we've asked no questions." I said, remembering Todd's name for this legal beagle, the man who'd been having an affair with my sister Elizabeth and had been Ned's representative when Melina, Todd and I first delivered Ned to the Campus Police. Oh, those memories...
Sommes frowned at my little nickname for him, then he recognized me. "Oh. My. God. It can not be..."
"Oh, it is." I said, grinning. "Have a seat, Worthingdon The Third. Do you want to confer with your client before we begin?"
"Yes, that would be best." Worthingdon said. We left them alone for a few minutes.
"Sir," said Cadet Tarleton to me as we waited in the dark room behind the one-way glass, watching but not listening to Jason Tamarino and Worthingdon The Third, "I just want to say it's an honor to meet you and work with you, sir."
"Thanks, Officer Tarleton." I said. "So you want to be a police officer?"
"Uh, I'm majoring in Public Relations and Personnel Management, sir." said Tarleton. "I like being a Campus Police Officer, but what I really want to do is be like Dr. Eckhart of 'The Vision'. Do you know him, sir?"
"Yes, I do happen to know him." I said, with an inward smile. "I didn't catch that rune necklace under your shirt right away. You've been with 'The Vision'?"
"Yes sir, and no sir." said Tarleton. "I volunteered at the camps for a couple of years after attending one of Dr. Eckhart's seminars. I don't work there full time nor live there, but he's financing my college tuition. He's done that for a lot of people."
"Yes, I know." I said. "But he doesn't do that for just anyone. He must think a lot of you--" Just then, Worthingdon got up and tapped on the one-way glass. We all went inside the room.
"I find it hard to believe that you've arrested Jason just for being on campus where he's a student." said Worthingdon. "How in the world are you going to show any malicious intent on his part?"
"Officer Tarleton, would you mind?" said Lt. Hanson, as an instruction. Tarleton began a video, which we watched. It showed someone filming Jason Tamarino, sitting on the same bench I'd sat on while waiting for Skinny Beard to show himself. He looked like he was studying, but several times brought small binoculars to his eyes, looking at the building and also the parking lot.
"This goes on for more than an hour." said Lt. Hanson. "He makes cellphone texts, as well. In conjunction with the other perp we caught, we're getting a warrant to confiscate that cellphone and get the texts Jason sent. It's obvious that he has the Psychology Building under observation."
"So what?" said Worthingdon, his voice oily and smooth. "It's not a crime to watch a building. He's a Fine Arts major, he could photograph it and paint it if he wanted to. So why don't we stop wasting time and you tell me what is really going on with you."
At least this guy wasn't a Chase, Lynch & Berry jerk, I thought as I said "The reason there's a problem is because of who works in that building. There have been threats made against Dr. Laura Fredricson. Our next move is to call the FBI about Jason keeping her workplace under observation."
"Oh, I remember that bitch from the last time I saw you." said Worthingdon disdainfully. " We were in her office-- what?" I had stood up, menacingly, tapping a red crowbar in my other hand.
"Watch your language, Slick." I said. "Dr. Fredricson is my wife now. Say that about her again, and I will rip your God-damn head off." Worthingdon did not reply. He was speechless with shock, gaping up at me.
I sat down, having sufficiently rattled the legal beagle. "So to be very clear here, Jason," I said, turning my full attention on the young 'Fine Arts' punk in front of me, "you're in a lot more trouble than you might realize. If someone paid you to watch the building and to report a person's movements, you might not realize what you're doing, but it doesn't look that way right now. So I'd suggest you come correct and tell us all about it."
Worthingdon leaned over and whispered something to Jason, who nodded. Worthingdon said "You really don't think this is going to hold up, do you?" He was trying to bluff. I called it.
"Let me re-state what I just said, which perhaps whizzed by you." I said. "Our next step is to call in the FBI. They consider the threats against Dr. Fredricson to be serious, even terroristic in nature. They are going to crawl up your ass so far that you won't be able to take a dump for six months, Jason. You won't be a student here at school, either; you'll be suspended, maybe even expelled. Now, you need to take advantage of this lawyer's presence, and hopefully get good advice that will keep your life from being utterly destroyed from this minute forward."
I leaned back in my chair, waiting. Jason was clearly frightened by the magnitude of what was about to happen to him. The lawyer Worthingdon was in total shock; I don't think he comprehended the gravity of the situation until now, either. But he stepped up and did his job.
"Okay," said Worthingdon, "why don't you offer a deal, we'll do a hypothetical discussion, then go from there."
"No, I don't like to do that." I said. "But if Jason talks hypothetically and I believe what he's telling me... and I think you know, Slick, that I'm capable of knowing if he's lying or not... and then I might even consider this situation not worth my immensely valuable time."
"Okay, hypothetically speaking, then." said Worthingdon. "Jason, tell them what you might hypothetically know, and a hypothetical reason for being where you were."
Jason spoke. "I... I might have been paid to watch the Psychology Building. I know who Dr. Fredricson is, everyone on campus knows who she is, and I might have been told to text a certain phone number if I saw her going in or out."
"How long have you been watching the building? Hypothetically, of course." I asked.
"Yesterday and today." said Jason.
"Who hired you?"
"I don't know who he is." said Jason. "He's one of the Punk crowd at the clubs I go to. I never got his name. He came to my dorm room on Campus, asked me if I wanted to make some money, then handed me that cell phone with the instructions and a hundred dollars. He said I'd get another hundred for today." I asked Jason to describe the Punk.
"Oh," Jason said, "wears all black, sometimes has blue in his hair or blue highlighter around his eyes. Sometimes black lipstick." I regretted that I did not have a photo of Gor-don to show Jason. Something was telling my inner mind that the description fit Jenna's punk assistant all too well...
"And only yesterday and today?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Jason, his voice sounding defeated.
"You can see this is nothing." said Worthingdon. "I'm inclined to not take any deals and just defend my client all the way through. It's really silly..."
"You haven't even heard the offer, Slick." I said disdainfully. "Jason, if you'll work with an FBI sketch artist to get a rendition of this Punk that hired you, and then make your best effort to never be seen anywhere near the Psychology Building again, I'm inclined to let the charges lapse."
Jason took the deal. I called Jack Muscone to provide a sketch artist.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
'Paco Valdez' was a short, slender young man. I thought he was much more Black than Hispanic. The Chase, Lynch & Berry attorney, H.J. Lynch himself, was sitting next to him, looking like a pit bull ready to attack at any provocation.
I made sure to re-read Paco his considerable rights before going further. Then Lt. Hanson had the videotape played. Another hour of Paco watching the Mountain Nest from below, Paco still on campus, but half-shrouded in trees where he wouldn't be easily noticed from the campus side. He definitely was watching the house with the binoculars he was seen using on the tape, and making notes as well as texting on occasion.
"My client is invoking his Fifth Amendment rights." said the legal beagle Lynch. "He'll answer no questions. If you want to waste your time prosecuting this silly stuff, go ahead. I'll just bide my time, and humiliate you in Court."
"I doubt the Federal judge is going to let you play those games." I said.
"What?" said Paco, then turned to his lawyer. "Hey man, you said---"
"Shut the fuck up!" roared Lynch. "You can't say anything, even if you want to! Let me talk!" Paco shut up, sufficiently chastised, as Lynch said "Federal charges? Are you frickin' kidding me?"
"Lieutenant," I said to Bill Hanson, "let's not waste our time. Let's give this bastard to the FBI."
"Why, thank you very much!"
The voice of the man coming into the room was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, escorted by Special Agent Eduardo Escobar. He introduced himself to the Chase, Lynch & Berry lawyer, and promptly took charge. That's what 'Special Agents In Charge' do.
"I'll watch from the other side." I said, getting up. I had Cadet Tarleton come with me, while Bill Hanson stayed with the FBI agents. As we watched from the other side of the one-way glass, I said to Tarleton: "James, I need a favor."
"Uh, sure, sir, if I can." he said, eager to please.
"I need you to ask Dr. Eckhart to contact me." I said. "Just tell him the Iron Crowbar, and use those words 'Iron Crowbar', and tell him these exact words, that it's 'a matter of urgency'."
"Uh, sure, sir." he said.
"Go make that call now." I said. As Tarleton left the room, I got out my cell phone and texted Tanya Perlman and Myron Milton, saying I needed a photo of Gor-don texted to me ASAP, and to not tell Cindy, Teresa, nor any other Detective of my request.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So the sketch Jason provided looked something like Gor-don." I said. "But when I showed him the picture of Gor-don that Myron texted me, which is Gor-don's ID picture from his D.A. office badge, Jason said he didn't recognize it. I observed his reaction as I showed it, though. He's lying, but I can't really prove that yet."
I was with Jack Muscone, Eduardo Escobar, and my wife Laura in her office in the Psychology Building. We were discussing the situation.
"So why did you let Jason go?" asked Eduardo.
"We got all we could out of him." I said. "He was hired to do this, he doesn't know anything beyond what he told us, and he's now scared to death that he'll be expelled from School. He won't be a problem for us again... at least I don't think he will be."
"We're burning up computer lines looking into him, though." said Jack. "What about 'Paco'? He didn't say a word. We've got him in custody now, and we're running his prints, but he's totally clammed up."
"He's not a student." said Laura. "The Campus Police ran a photo of him against all Student ID pics. Nothing."
"Would you guys say that Paco looks like a very fast runner?" I asked.
"Huh?" said Jack, totally flabbergasted at my seemingly irrelevant question.
"Does Paco look like a fast runner?" I repeated as if not noticing Jack's skepticism. Eduardo said Paco was slender and looked fast, then asked why.
"Someone came around our home a while back." I said. "My excellent watchdog Bowser got very upset."
"Ah yes," said Laura, "I remember that, and I see what you're getting at. The guy watching the house was very fast. He ran back to Campus, as well."
"Yes." I said. "I suspect Paco is living on or near Campus, pretending to be a student. Kind of like Skinny Beard and Barry Bounel..." Reverie time...
Jack said "We're working with the Campus Police and TCPD now, seeing if we can get video of him anywhere. We're going to canvas the Campus, as well. Good training for the Campus Police, and if we get anything at all, we're going to come down on Paco like a freight train roaring out of the High Sierras. We've flagged him as a potential terrorist so he can't get bail, and we've taken Federal custody of him. So Don, you think he was hired by Wargrave to watch you or Laura, or both?"
"Watching her." I said. "And not just because she's so good looking." Laura smiled and blushed slightly as I continued "I think Wargrave definitely is behind it, and I think it's time to... distract him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just after noon on Sunday, I went to the home of Henry Wargrave here in Town. Mrs. Wargrave was at home... as I hoped.
"I'm sorry, Commander," Lilly Wargrave said, "my husband is not at home."
"First," I said, "please, call me Don. And second, I'm not here to see him. I came to see you, and see how you are doing."
As I spoke, I let my eyes take in Lilly Wargrave. Her light brown hair was cut short, and framed her attractive but not beautiful face nicely. She was wearing a clingy light blue blouse and navy skirt and jacket, sheer blue stockings and very high heel blue pumps. The heels accentuated her height even more than her build, which was tall and very slender.
Her feet were elegant and shapely in them, and her calves were nicely curvy, followed by the lusciously slender tubes of her thighs. Mmmm, long, long, legs for days, I thought to myself.
Her ass was a bit thin but nice, and her waist was almost tiny; she could probably wear one of those old-school tight corsets if she wanted to. Her breasts were 'enhanced', though not too much to be out of proportion or unsightly, just enough to just out proudly from her chest and invite attention. And best of all... Wargrave was impotent and could not fuck this woman... like I intended to right now.
"That's very sweet of you." Lilly said, her eyes warming. "Why don't you come into my sitting room and have a seat." We went into the room which was towards the back of the house, behind the living room and on the other side of the house from Wargrave's office, where I'd given him the unpoisoned Scotch. Lilly's secretary was in the back corner, and a very comfortable sofa and chairs faced each other in the middle of the room.
I sat down inappropriately close to Lilly, and she didn't seem to mind. As we made small talk, she curled her legs under her as she sat next to me and I eased my arm around her, drawing her into my side. She said she realized her husband had always lived on the edge, and what was happening to him had always been a possibility.
"He didn't take you with him?" I asked. I began nuzzling Lilly's neck, gently kissing and nibbling at her jaw and up towards her ear. She tilted her head to give me better access, enjoying my seduction.
"He said... that he'd send for me." Lilly said. "And when he does, I'll go to him. And I won't tell you when or where, so don't ask."
"I'm not going to." I said. "But you'll be all... alone... until then. A beautiful woman like you needs more attention than that." I kissed her neck some more.
"Mmmm, yes I do, and you're just the man to give me that attention, Don." Lilly said. She turned her face to me and our lips met in a warm kiss. I reveled in the taste of Lilly as I slowly, teasingly sank my tongue into her mouth. The kiss deepened, lasting a very long moment.
Lilly's hands became active as she began massaging the hardening bulge in my pants. I had taken a 'gray viagra' just before arriving, and I was getting really hot and horny. Lilly's hands deftly and expertly opened my pants and fished out my little iron crowbar, which was indeed iron hard as it sprang free of the confines of my pants and underwear. Lilly jacked my shaft as our tongues twined hotly in our deep kiss...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Henry Wargrave watched on his iPad at the feeds that were coming in. The cameras gave an all too clear picture of what his wife was doing with Troy. It was bad enough watching her pant like a starved whore for another man's hard cock, but when he'd yelled out "This is what I think of your husband!" as he came inside her, it was too much. His anger burst.
He picked up a burner phone and made a call. "Austin. Pick up two helpers and get ready. We're doing it tonight. Yes, tonight. We're not waiting..."
Part 12 - Preparations
I reluctantly left Lilly Wargrave's arms, giving her a warm kiss goodbye and promising to visit her again soon, a promise I fully intended to keep. Still feeling the tremendous pleasing lassitude of intense sex, I got into my Police SUV and headed out, needing to get some work done.
Arriving at my office at Police Headquarters, I called Barry Oliver, who was a partner at BOW Enterprises, and arranged a meeting for 90 minutes later. I put together my report on the Wexler case for the SBI, and sending in a preliminary report as required. I wanted to get paid, for sure.



At the correct time, I drove out to BOW Enterprises, which was in the Industrial District and on the west side of Town, near the River. As it was Sunday, the plants were only half-staffed and not much was going on. I was escorted to Barry's office by the security guard.
"Commander, good to see you!" said Barry enthusiastically. I looked around his office as I greeted him. I saw two doors to the right. One was a bathroom, I was sure.
"Ah, that door must be an archery range." I said, pointing at the nearly concealed door to the side.
"Todd is right, not much gets by you." Barry said. He opened the door and I looked down the 2-story tall but narrow passageway, at least 75 yards long, concrete walls on both sides, with archery targets at various distances. Three compound bows hung on the wall near the door, and quivers of arrows were on the floor below the bows. "That's my only perk as an executive of this place. I don't have a lot of time to shoot, though."
"So I hear." I said. "You guys have been doing a lot and in a short time."
"True." said Barry. "Todd is getting us business left and right, and our R&D Department is very busy. Exciting times for us. But what can I do for you, Commander?"
I explained what I needed. "I saw something on 'Mythbusters' about a Tesla device that vibrated things."
"Yes." said Barry. "Tesla had a concept that putting vibrational energy into anything attuned to its vibrational frequency could literally destroy it. The Mythbusters had a whole bridge vibrating, and they stopped the experiment because they feared it might really damage the bridge."
"I don't need anything so grandiose." I said. "But do you have anything like that which could induce a vibration in glass, like a bulletproof window?"
"We sure do." Barry said, getting a device out of his desk drawer and handing it to me, having been prepared by my phone call earlier. "We call this the 'Tesla Tuning Fork', though it's not a fork." He set about showed me how to use the device...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in the 1970s, TV shows had this cute little thing where, as the driver opened the door and got in the car, someone would simultaneously open the passenger side door and get in. That happened to me as I got into my Police SUV after leaving BOW Enterprises. I am sure the doors were locked, but as I got in I suddenly found P. Harvey Eckhart sitting in the passenger seat, having gotten in right as I did.
"I always wanted to do that, young Donald." he said brightly in his gravelly voice, his face beaming. "Thank you for indulging me."
"My pleasure, Harvey." I said, maybe a little shakily. "You can cross that one off your bucket list. Need a ride back to your Headquarters?"
"If you would be so kind." said Harvey. "And while we're driving in this very comfortable vehicle, you can tell me why my young friend Tarleton gave me that very worrisome message from you."
"Yes," I said as we pulled out onto the highway. "Worrisome is right. It's happening. And if what I'm thinking is right, it's happening tonight. You'll need to protect your people..."
Part 13 - Hunted Down
It was about 10:00pm that Sunday night, June 21st. I was at the Mountain Nest, rubbing Bowser's belly as I talked with Laura and my mother Phyllis. The kids had been put to bed, and I looked forward to getting some sleep myself after a long day which had including fucking the delicious Lilly Wargrave.
"Yes," said my mother, mostly to Laura, "I am not sure what Todd is going to do. He's going to have custody of little Douglass while Jeanine will have little Jack and the baby that's due soon--"
Just then my cellphone alarm went off. I got up and went over to the table where I'd left it. It was the unique sound that meant the Cabin's sensor alarms had gone off again.
"Darling, call the Duty Desk and ask them to check it out." said Laura. "You stay here. You're tired."
"It's probably nothing." I said. "I'll just go up and check it out quickly. Y'all set the alarm, and I'll leave Bowser here to guard you."
"No, son, I don't believe that is going to be an option." said my mother. I saw what she was observing.
Upon hearing that particular alarm, Bowser had walked down the hallway to the coat closet and was sitting beside its door. He was a smart dog, and had by now figured out what the alarm meant. He was waiting by the closet for me to put his harness and leash on to go check things out at the Cabin.
"Well, I think you're right, Mom. As always." I said. I walked to the closet door. "Hey Bowser, ready to go check out the Cabin?" Bowser stood up expectantly. I opened the door and got out his harness, letting him step into it, then I got my own 'harness', my bulletproof vest, which I put on and followed with my police belt that had my gun and police radio attached.
I checked the police radio on the belt: "Commander Troy to Duty Desk. Commander Troy to Duty Desk. Radio check. Over."
"Duty Desk to Commander." came the reply through the device. "Loud and clear, sir."
I kissed my mom and my wife and headed out the door, led by Bowser. I had the leash in my hand but it was not yet needed. Bowser went right to the SUV, and when I opened the door he jumped right in and settled into the 'shotgun' seat.
We drove down the hill to a side road that paralleled University Avenue, then went north before turning right onto the road that climbed up towards the Cabin. I used the remote to open the gate to my driveway, then closed it after going in.
Pulling up to the Cabin, lit only by the streetlight on its pole that illuminated the driveway, I looked around, not seeing anything. I took Bowser and set him on the ground, ready to attach the leash to his harness--
*WHAM!*
Almost before I realized it, I'd been shoved violently against the side of the SUV, the weight of my assailant then driving me to the ground and lying on top of me. The ground rushed up to meet me, stopping just inches from my eyes as I felt something pressed to the back of my neck, then an injection of a drug into my system. I saw and heard Bowser growling at whoever was on top of me, then my dog snapped at my attacker. A figure in black kicked at Bowser, who avoided it and quickly dived under the SUV.
"Run, Bowser!" I screamed, but it was only in my mind as my mouth wasn't working to utter a sound. I could see my dog watching me as everything began to fade. "Run, Bowser..."
"What the hell are you doing?" asked one of the masked men in black, seeing the other looking beneath the SUV.
"I'm going to kill that god-damned dog." said the other. "He tried to bite me." He was looking under the car, trying to get at Bowser.
"Leave that damn dog alone!" said the other as he removed Don's police belt, throwing it, the radio and the gun into the SUV. "We don't have time for that. "We've got to get Troy out of here. We don't have any time at all!"
"Shit." said the other man, who'd really wanted to kill the dog. But he came along. There were four black-clad, masked men, and they worked together, laboring to get over 200 pounds of limp, unconscious Iron Crowbar down the driveway to the road, where a black van was backed up to the closed gate.
Bowser watched as his master was carried off by the men, his instincts knowing that something was very wrong. Safe from immediate attack, he ran to the gap in the fence and down a path on the slope, the path he normally took to the area to do his business.
Going under the fence, he crossed the road and continued through the woods on a path toward the Mountain Nest. Coyotes, owls, and other existential dangers loomed, but Bowser was on a mission, and he ran fast and unerringly towards his goal...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good night, Laura." said Phyllis as she left by the back door. "I'll see you tomorrow."
"Goodnight." said Laura. She watched Phyllis go down the stairs to the patio, then to the door of her MIL apartment below. Laura looked up the mountain at the Cabin, not seeing any lights except the streetlight. She went back inside.
As she put away toys before going upstairs, she heard scratching at the back door, along with the whimpers of a dog. She went to the door and looked out, seeing Bowser on the landing outside. She opened the door.
"Bowser, what are you doing here?" she asked. The dog whimpered and began going down the stairs, looking back at her as if insisting she follow him. "Where's..."
She looked up the mountainside, seeing the Cabin, and understanding crept in.
"Don?" she gasped...
To be continued.
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Part 14 - A Missing Crowbar
Captain Cindy Ross, Chief of Detectives of the Town & County Police Force, came up the driveway of the Cabin. She saw Lt. Tanya Perlman and Crime Lab Technician Christina Cho beside Don's Police SUV, and several Uniformed officers on the periphery. The road at the end of the driveway and below the cabin were a blaze of blue and white lights.
She also noticed Police Chief Harold Bennett and Town & County Sheriff Daniel Allgood were already here. She'd been delayed by taking Jenna to the Mountain Nest. Jenna and Phyllis were staying with the kids while Laura came up with Cindy.
Laura was calm, but unnervingly so, and Cindy both knew and sensed in her soul that she was in the presence of a woman whose years of training were overcoming some intense emotion. She realized that she would need the same resolve in order to be professional and not let what she was feeling right now... a fear that was almost paralyzing... overcome her. They arrived at the scene, which was busy with activity but abnormally somber and quiet.
"Rudistan!" Cindy called out immediately when she saw him. "Get on the radio and tell everyone to turn off all the lightbars. Every last one of them. There's no traffic on that road, and all we're doing is begging the Media to see the lights and come up to investigate them."
"Yes ma'am." Rudistan said. He got on the radio and soon there were no more flashing lights, except for one car's lights inside the back window for the benefit of any traffic that might drive up. Meanwhile, Cindy was at the SUV, ignoring Chief Bennett, who had been peering hard at her from the moment she'd arrived.
"What's going on, Perlman?" Cindy asked.
"Rudistan and Morton got here first." Tanya said. The driver side door of the SUV was open. The Commander's gun belt, gun, radio, and badge were on the driver's seat. Looks like they were thrown in there. His cellphone is also in there."
"So we can't trace the RFID chips and transmitters in his gun holster or his badge, nor triangulate the radio's signal nor the cell phone." Cindy said. "Someone knew enough to do that."
"That's right." Tanya said. "Also, a thin metal chain dog leash was found on the ground, but the dog is not here, either."
"The dog is okay." Cindy said. "Bowser ran back to the Mountain Nest and got Laura's attention. She called me, and I had the Duty Desk call you and send a patrol up here. Any signs of... something bad happening?"
"No blood." said Tanya, which instantly made Cindy feel some relief... and Laura even more relief as she was not far behind Cindy, listening in. "But his car keys were on the ground right under the door, as if he'd dropped them right there. And... uh, ah..." Tanya paused, then said with a rush "... his crowbar is still in the SUV, too. He hadn't taken it out yet."
"Ah, shit." Cindy groaned. "He'd have that in his hands if he was looking around. That means someone ambushed him."
"Yes ma'am." Tanya said, her face somber. "This dirt and gravel driveway isn't much for leaving traces, but it looks like there was some displacement here right by the door., then a little path for about five feet... I think someone came up behind Don as he was getting the dog out of the car, knocked him out, then began dragging him before picking him up and carrying him out of here. The dog must've run home."
"Yes. He's a good dog." Cindy said, wondering why she was thinking of small things like that at that moment in the face of her world about to come apart. "Sergeant Rudistan!" she yelled out.
The Sergeant came running up as fast as his semi-portly body would allow. He was in better shaped than he looked, and hustled up quickly.
"Rudistan," Cindy said, "it's way too early to begin panicking and putting out public APBs or anything that will get the Media excited and starting rumors. Get with the Duty Desk and have them put out quiet messages, through the Precincts, to be on watch for the Commander. But keep it on the down-low. He may just have gone off following some clue that he doesn't want me to know about, or he may be in real trouble, so we need to start looking, but quietly."
She continued: "Start securing all video footage of this entire road, all the way down to University Avenue and over the hill to Reservoir Lake, whatever exists, which I doubt is much. And for what it's worth, have Myron check the GPS in this vehicle." Rudistan acknowledged his orders and stalked off.
Cindy walked up to Chief Bennett and Sheriff Allgood, who'd been watching from the driveway, halfway between the gate and the SUV. She reported on what had been found, and what had not been found (blood).
"We should put out APBs." said Chief Bennett. "And let the FBI know."
"Sir," said Cindy, "I'm about to call the FBI now, but we should not put out public bulletins until we get an idea of a vehicle that came up here, or more information. And that's to keep the Media from getting onto this prematurely."
"But he could be coming to harm right now, and we're standing here doing nothing?" Bennett asked skeptically.
"Chief," Cindy said, working hard to keep herself calm and restrained. "If whoever took the Commander wanted him dead, we'd be examining his dead body right here and right now. And until we get some video footage of a vehicle, we have absolutely no idea what to ask anyone to look for."
"She's right, Chief." said Daniel Allgood quietly as Chief Bennett was about to say something. "We can't do anything hasty. Let's let these guys do their jobs."
"All right." Bennett said, almost sighing with resignation. "By the way, Captain, why is the Commander's wife over there at the crime scene? I know she's his wife, but she shouldn't be there."
Cindy whirled to face Bennett, her mouth gaping. Daniel intervened again.
"Go ahead on over there, Captain." said Allgood. "I'll explain to the Chief." As Cindy went back towards the SUV, Daniel said to Bennett: "Chief, Dr. Fredricson is technically an Auxiliary Police Officer as well as one of our Police Psychiatrists, so she can legitimately be there. But beyond that, Harold, if you want to try to tell a Deputy Director of the CIA to leave the scene of her husband's disappearance, be my guest. Just leave your Last Will and Testament with me before you do."
Chief Bennett said no more. He continued to watch Ross, waiting to see if the pressure and her own emotions would break her. He was watching to see if Cindy Ross was capable of being a Police Captain, if she was good enough to get the job done.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, shit." said Cindy. The KXTC van had hurtled up the road and almost collided with police cruisers along the road. Bettina Wurtzburg and her cameraman Scott Turnbull rushed out of the van and tried to run up the driveway, where they were roughly pushed back by TCPD officers, who then rushed to form a human barrier to prevent not only their access, but their lines of sight to take camera footage.
"Captain Ross!" called out Bettina, having seen Cindy already. "What's going on here, Captain? Why are all these police vehicles at Commander Troy's home?"
All eyes were on Captain Ross as she walked resolutely to the gate. Cindy said with alacrity "The Commander's dog is missing, and was last seen at this location. We're looking for it."
"C'mon, Captain," said Bettina, her voice turning scornful and full of acid wit. "All these officers? And acting more like their dog died than just being missing? And the last time police officers got this rough with us was when Pete Feeley was murdered. What's going on up there?"
Cindy glared hard at Bettina. The reminder of Pete Feeley's death did not go over well with her. "I'm sure the dog will tell you when he's found and interviewed." she said. Feeling herself losing restraint, she turned away from the reporterette and went back to the SUV.
"Okay, let's wrap this up." Cindy said. "Just lock the SUV and leave it here when you're done. Give me the keys. And no one is to say one god-damned word to the Press..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was unable to move as I lay uncomfortably on the floor of the back of the van. My hands were secured behind my back by my own handcuffs. But I wasn't as unconscious as my kidnappers might have hoped; their knockout drug must've been weak and had not fully knocked me out. I was dimly aware of the streetlights going by the windows outside the van. And I was aware enough to realize that we'd turned off the road coming down the mountain onto University Avenue, and had stayed on it, going straight south.
The road became the highway to Coltrane County and ultimately Midtown. It was now dark outside the van as we traveled through the countryside. Everyone in the van was totally silent, and I could sense the nervousness of these perps.
Not long later, the van slowed down, and I knew I was correct about our destination. We turned right, and went down a road that could use a re-paving. We stopped.
"Nobody's here." whispered one of the perps.
"Open the gate." said another perp, the leader. I recognized the voice through the mask.
Two perps got out of the vehicle and I heard a gate being opened. The van drove through, stopped as the gate was closed, then everyone got back in and we drove a few hundred feet further.
"It's dark." said the driver. "Looks like no one is there."
"They're there." said the leader. "Eckhart has a bedroom near his office on that top floor. Number 2 and I will scale the wall. You two stay here. If Troy wakes up, don't knock him out again."
As I'd surmised, we were at the World Headquarters of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's 'The Vision'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Eckhart's office was circular, with windows as the walls and giving a view in all directions. On the back side, which was west and overlooking the River, was Eckhart's desk, with the sofas and chairs being in the middle under the domed skylight. Just to the left of the desk, west-by-northwest as the crow flies, were French doors that led onto a balcony that served as a small deck for anyone to sit on and view the River and farms beyond it, and the lush grass of the back lawn of the building.
Ropes with grappling hooks were shot up by crossbows to the rails of the balcony. Once they secured themselves, the two masked, black-clad men climbed the ropes and went over the rail onto the balcony. Somewhat to the perps' surprise, the door was not locked, and they went inside.
Sitting on one of the sofas in the middle of the dark room was Dr. Eckhart. The shock of bright white hair was clearly visible. The perps walked up to him, and one man put a silencer-equipped .22 Magnum semi-auto pistol to his head, waking him up.
"Oh!" he said as he jolted awake. "Ah, I see I have guests." he said. "What can I do for you... Mr. Wargrave?"
Part 15 - Brainwashing
"You are a psychic." said Wargrave, taking off his mask. "But we don't have much time. I want four of your people to get my prisoner out of the back of the van parked out front, and bring him inside here. You will then use the techniques on him that you used on Eleanor Burke and your acolytes Tommy and Candy, for a purpose I'll tell you at the proper time. Don't get cute, or my people will start killing as many of your people here that we can get to."
"No, no, I'm not a violent man." said Eckhart. "I'll do as you require." He got up, and keeping his hands where they could be seen, he went to his desk and picked up the phone. "Yes, Tommy, would you and four young men come to my office for a task of some importance? Thank you."
Wargrave figured that the words 'for a task of some importance' was code for this situation... and he was right. But it was committed now, there was no backing out, and he couldn't kill anyone until the mission was completed.
Moments later, Tommy and three other young men, dressed in red 'Vision' golf shirts and black slacks, appeared in the office. They were confronted by their great leader being held at gunpoint by two masked men, but showed no shock nor visible distress.
"Tommy," said Eckhart, "I don't want any foolishness. Get that gurney out of the infirmary room and take it to the front of the building. There will be a man in the back of the van. Bring him up here and take him to the Therapy Room."
The Therapy Room was one floor below the office. Eckhart led the way down the stairs as Wargrave kept him at gunpoint. Minutes later, they were joined by the acolytes and three masked men, wheeling in an unconscious man on the gurney. Eckhart groaned as he saw the man; it was the Iron Crowbar.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was painful and I had to work to not yell out as I was roughly transferred from the gurney to the massage-like table in the room. My handcuffs had been removed. The room was wood-paneled, with cabinets of chemicals along the walls. Above was a strange, semi-spherical device with multi-colored glass circles that I guessed would emit lights.
"So," said Eckhart, "what exactly do you want me to do with young Donald, here?"
I heard the voice, which I knew was Henry Wargrave's, say: "I want you to induce the suggestion that when he hears the correct phrase, he will kill his wife."
"I can't do that." said Eckhart. "It won't---"
"If you don't do it," one of the other masked men hissed, "I'm going to start killing people. Starting with this piece of crap." He put his silencer-equipped gun practically into Tommy's earhole. Tommy did not flinch, but looked at Eckhart as if for instructions.
"Let me finish, young man!" ordered Eckhart. "What I'm trying to tell you is that it won't work. The man loves his wife, not even the process run ten times over would make him kill her. He'd be able to pull back from it; the emotions are too strong."
"Maybe killing some people will change your mind." said the second perp. He raised the gun to Tommy's head again, but Wargrave stopped him.
"So how did you make it work on Eleanor Burke?" Wargrave asked.
"This is very advanced hypnosis," said Eckhart, "but it's still hypnosis, and you can't force someone to do what they would abhor doing. Eleanor wanted to kill Ned, so it was easy to program her to do what she wanted to do in the first place. The others wanted the results the process gave them, whether to forget an act of violence upon them, or to give up a severe drug addiction, or whatever. But no matter how deep we go, or how many times, there is no way this programming could force young Donald to murder his wife."
Wargrave was not happy to hear that, but he sensed that Eckhart was telling the truth. "Okay..." he said, thinking about it, "what if you programmed him to induce him to believe he's playing a joke with a fake gun on his wife?"
"Young man, ears are to hear with." said Eckhart. "Listen to my words: there is no way this process can be used to program this man to murder his wife. He cannot be tricked into it, either. His subconscious will reject the programming immediately."
Wargrave sighed, seeing that his master plan wasn't going to work as he initially envisioned (pun fully intended). "Okay," he said, "what about someone else, say, Jack Muscone? Have him believe he's playing a joke on his friend with a toy gun, and that his service weapon is actually a harmless toy. Would that work?"
"Er, that might work." said Eckhart. "It will take a hard, deep process, but he could be made to believe his gun is a toy, and that it's all a joke on Mr. Muscone."
"Do it, then." said Wargrave. "You have until dawn to get it done."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I heard a lot of bustling around for a while, then suddenly the smell of ammonia salts blasted through my nose. "Uhhh!" I said, shaking my head.
"Just relax, Don." I heard a voice say. "We're going to give you a relaxing massage... a massage for the mind." I felt earplugs, like Apple iPhone earplugs, being put in my ears, followed by the sounds of soft music and waves lapping at the shore. "Just relax." the voice said. Then that strange spherical device in the ceiling came to life, and multicolored lights were flashing in my eyes. I felt myself drifting...
"He's under, the spell is working..." said Eckhart some moments later. That caused me to have a feeling of déjà vu; I felt like I'd been here and heard that before... I must've dreamed it...
The multi-colored lights continued to flicker, and I smelled something that resembled patchouli oil. I then felt myself being injected with drugs. I felt the burning sensation as the drugs spread up the vein in my arm, then through my body. I felt like I had to pee, then something right painful in my penis... I was being catheterized.
The delta waves assaulting my ears were then joined by voice, a voice almost too quiet to hear, but was persistently there. "You are getting very sleepy.... close your eyes..."
Voices continued. Then I heard "Take out the toy gun.... shoot Jack Muscone.... he's laughing at the joke..." I felt thirsty, I had to pee. I let the pee go, and it seemed to go on forever. Another needle in my arm, this time an I.V...
Everything was swirling before my eyes now, the glittering lights fusing into one blurry mass of color. I was seeing Officer Pete Feeley standing over me, telling me to relax... then I heard the words "Jabberwocky Joyful Jehosephat". Over and over again, I heard those words... then was told to forget them until I heard them again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was 3:00am, and Police Headquarters was as busy as if it were 3:00pm. Though it was not their shifts, many officers had come in. Their Commander was missing, and sleep could wait.
The Chief was in his office with Sheriff Allgood and Jack Muscone, who had been called and apprised of the situation. Cindy Ross was in her office; she'd gotten tired of feeling the Chief watching her relentlessly. Teresa Croyle and Tanya Perlman were also in Cindy's office, drinking strong coffee.
Myron Milton and Mary Mahoney Milton had worked the computers like never before in their lives. Fifteen minutes ago, they'd put together video images cobbled together from various street cameras and other cameras to which they could electronically access, and they were not giving a damn about warrants at the moment.



"So, a black van was videoed going up the road towards Don's cabin." Cindy told her Lieutenants. "Just before 10:00, which was when Don did a radio check with the duty desk. It came back into Town about 10:20, and headed straight down University Avenue, going south out of Town. Our last shot of it was crossing the railroad tracks just south of Junction Station."
"Coltrane County?" Tanya asked.
"We've got patrols on all of the farm roads down there." said Cindy. "Looking in ditches and everything. I called Sheriff Sorrells in Coltrane County and told him about the van, gave the license plates and told him it might be a kidnapping. He caught on quick that it was Don."
"No Media, at least not yet." said Teresa. "Who's with the kids?"
"I convinced Laura to go home." Cindy said. "Don's mom and Melina are also there. And we have a patrol cruiser station at the entrance to their driveway, and Campus Police are guarding the walking path down to Campus from the house. A bit like closing the barn door after the horse has left, if you ask me."
"If it keeps the kids safe, it's worth it." Teresa said. "Want me to go there, too?"
"No, I need you here." Cindy said. "Both of you. Tanya, you're the liaison with Jack Muscone and the FBI. I don't think I've ever seen that man as worried as he looked when he barreled into the Station. Teresa, I'll need you to coordinate working Confidential Informants all over the place. Get any word you can."
 "Grubby Paul and Lorena Rose have been doing that for two hours." said Teresa. "As of about twenty minutes ago, nothing was going on. I'm afraid that if we ask too many questions, that in itself will start rumors."
"Yeah." said Cindy. "Shit. I really wish I was a Troy right now, or at least could think like one." Her eyes glazed as she went into a reverie, trying to make her mind work.
Teresa peered at Cindy, and then whispered to Tanya "Why don't you go check with Jack and see what the FBI has?" Tanya looked funny at Teresa, but left the office. Teresa got up and went over to Cindy's side of her desk, and pulled her out of the chair.
"Don't." Cindy said. "I'll break down, and Chief Bennett is watching me like a dog, just waiting for me to slip."
"Forget him." Teresa said, hugging Cindy. "You need this." Cindy gave in and hugged Teresa back. It was like clinging to a life raft as Cindy tried not to let her emotions overcome her.
"It'll be okay." Teresa whispered. "We'll find him. It'll be okay..."
"Oh God, I hope so!" Cindy whispered. The tears could not be stopped and she held on to her friend for a very long minute.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya Perlman knocked on the Chief's door and was admitted. "I'm now the official liaison to the FBI." she announced. "Any information?"
"No." said Jack Muscone, looking very much like he needed a drink, his face beset with worry. "You guys have come up with a van and plates and put out an APB. I contacted all the airports in the area, but I don't think that's going to do any good. And I called my boss. Other than that, I feel totally helpless right now."
"We all do." said Daniel Allgood. "But Don can take care of himself. He's gotten out of worlds of shit before."
"Yeah." Tanya said, trying to put a positive face on things. "I'm hoping this is just some undercover trick he's doing, and he'll walk in the door and look at us and say 'What are you guys worried about?' or something." Daniel nodded, trying to hold on to the positive, also.
"Lieutenant Perlman, how is Captain Ross doing?" asked Chief Bennett. Tanya immediately knew what he was asking. Daniel did too, peering hard at Chief Bennett.
"Like an Iron Crowbar." said Tanya flatly and pointedly. "Holding rock steady through anything and everything." Muscone grunted agreement.
"Jack, Tanya," said the Sheriff, "why don't you two go get some coffee or check in on something. I need a moment with the Chief." Tanya helped to get Jack up and moving and they left.
Turning to Chief Bennett, Daniel Allgood said "Chief, I am more than impressed with how Captain Ross has handled this situation, and herself as well. She did a brilliant job at the crime scene, having them turn off the lightbars to keep the Media from seeing the commotion, taking charge, getting the facts, not overreacting. I don't think a Police Captain with ten or even twenty more years experience could better exhibit leadership."
"Oh, I agree." said Chief Bennett. "I very much agree."
"Good." said the Sheriff. "You know, Harold, it's been uncanny how well the Iron Crowbar has been at putting the right people in the right places. No one would ever have put Teresa Croyle in charge of any unit, much less a Vice Squad, but Don saw through that and she's been a spectacular success there. He was the one that put you in that Chief's chair, and I think that has been very good, and... if I do say so myself... he saw more than I did when he had me run for Sheriff instead of being pressured to run himself.
Allgood peered hard at his Police Chief as he said "So when he said that Cindy Ross was the right choice for that Captain slot, I knew he was absolutely right. And he didn't put her there to be his pet dog... he put her there to lead in exactly times like this... when he's not here. I hope to God he'll be found safe, and soon... but if he's not, you'll have no better situation than Cindy Ross taking over for him."
"I hope we don't have to find that out, Sheriff." said Chief Bennett, trying to not get the message the young Sheriff was pointedly delivering. "I do hope we don't have to find that out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"About two more hours." said Eckhart. "It's all autopilot now. The tape and the program will have to run its course and finish. If you interrupt it, then everything is undone and the process will not work."
"Good." said Wargrave. "What then?"
"Just let him wake up normally. Make sure you don't mention those three words to him until you're ready to set him off. Once they're said, he'll move to do his mission... but it's a one-shot deal." Eckhart's arms were folded, and Wargrave did not see the older man's left hand under his right elbow giving signals to Tommy and the two other acolytes in the room.
Eckhart slowly walked over to a cabinet, seeming to check on a bottle. Tommy was against the far wall, where there was no cabinet or countertop, the other two young men behind him. Suddenly, trap doors opened, and the 'Vision' acolytes and Eckhart sprang through them!
"Get them!" roared Wargrave. They rushed to the panels, but the doors were secured. There were no hostages left. Wargrave and his associates had intended to kill them, but they'd gotten away from him!
Eckhart and the acolytes quickly descended the circular stairs in the secret passages to the basement. Other 'Vision' people were at another passage, and as the group joined them, they all scurried down the passage, sealing doors along the way. This passage led to the dorms, which doubled as a very secure fortress. Despite his love of Peace, Eckhart's people were exceptionally well-armed, and nothing short of a nuclear attack would root out his people from their defensive stronghold.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, lets think about this." Cindy said as she, Tanya, Teresa, Jack Muscone, Sheriff Allgood, Chief Bennett and Detective Martin Nash sat in Classroom 'E'. "We know the van went south. We've scoured the southern part of this County, there is nothing there. So I'm thinking they went into Coltrane County."
The clock said 4:45am. Coffee was no longer an option; bladders were protesting harshly by now.
"They didn't go through Buford," said Jack Muscone. "I authorized Myron to access FBI resources, and he went through all the cameras on the streets approaching Buford as well as businesses like gas stations along the road. I'm sure you'll deny ever having heard this, but we looked into The Asylum's cameras that cover the road, as well. No black vans at all drove by there."
"So they didn't get that far." said Tanya. "That leaves that farm cooperative just south of the border, and 'The Vision' World Headquarters."
"They might take Commander Troy to the cooperative if they wanted to dump his body there." said Nash.
"Or maybe Eckhart and The Vision people wanted him for some reason." said Muscone.
"I tend to doubt Dr. Eckhart would want to harm Donald." said Sheriff Allgood. "They seem to be friends, from what I'm hearing."
"That guy is very dangerous." said Muscone. "He had run-ins with the FBI some years ago. We still don't trust him nor his motives. He knows a lot of stuff, too. If I didn't know better, I'd think he was this Shadow Man Don keeps talking about. He's certainly capable of being that person."
"I have my doubts about that... about him being the Consultant of Crime." Cindy said, not revealing that Eckhart had not made Don's 'Eightfold Fence' list... but that one person in the room now had made the list, and was now the one defending Eckhart. "But that doesn't mean he wasn't taken down there for some reason."
"Can anyone go down there and visit them?" asked Chief Bennett. "I doubt we'll get a warrant to go in there. The judges down there are sketchy."
"They're downright corrupt." said Tanya Perlman. "We could send Joanne Cummings down there, undercover. She could pretend to need Enlightenment."
"Tell you what." said Captain Ross. "I'll contact Deputy Strait and ask him to just check in with them, and also look along the road to the place. If nothing turns up, those of us who can play SBI and FBI agents will have to cross the County line and start looking around northern Coltrane County."
"I'm putting out a State-wide APB for that van at 9:00am." said Chief Bennett. "We can't wait any longer."
"I agree, Chief." said Cindy. "That just leaves one other very important mission."
"What's that?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"Who's going to make the run for '5-hour Energy's?" asked Cindy. That made everyone realize how tired they were.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I must've been drifting in and out of sleep. Those lights were just blinking relentlessly, shifting and changing, brighter then darker, the noise in my ears more irritating than soothing. I felt like I had to pee again... oh, wait, I don't think I ever stopped peeing. I kept hearing words, over and over again....
Part 16 - Recovery
I woke up. I felt cold. Not like the cold I felt on the night Ned shot me, but cold nonetheless. I realized I was wearing only underwear, and lying on a metal table. The I.V. had been removed from my arm, but I was still catheterized. I removed that and slowly sat up on the table. I felt dizzy, and groggy.
There was absolutely no one in the room. I got up off the table, walking slowly and jerkily as I regained control of my body. My clothes were on a chair in the corner of the room, including my bulletproof vest, but my gun belt and its contents weren't there... oh that's right, someone took them off. My memory was hazy. All I could really remember were flashing lights. I remember words being said to me, but I couldn't remember what they were.
I exited the Therapy Chamber, carrying my clothes. The only unlocked door led to stairs going up, so I slowly climbed them, feeling tired as I did. At the top was a landing which opened into P. Harvey Eckhart's office.
The office was empty. Looking out the windows, I could see the light of pre-dawn in the east. I remembered I needed to get dressed, and I did so, sitting on a sofa to put on my shoes and socks. As I finished I looked up. The sun was just peaking over the eastern horizon, first a tiny red line, then a larger, brighter orange sliver.
I looked around the empty office, seeing the two Fourth Runes still hanging on the posts behind Eckhart's desk. Time for him to give those out, I thought to myself as I headed towards the elevator.
The first floor was empty. Indeed, the entire building appeared to be totally empty. I looked around, seeing the room where visitors were 'analyzed' to see how they could be helped by The Vision. But I didn't dawdle, I had to be on my way.
As I walked out the front door, the rays of the sun were in my face. I could see that the driveway was empty. No vans, nor any other vehicles. And that's when I realized I had no cellphone on me. The front door to the building was locked; I could not get back inside, even if I wanted to. I went towards the guardhouse at the front gate. No one was there, which was totally strange, and the guardhouse doors were unlocked. The telephone inside was simply a direct line to the security offices inside the main building; there was no way to contact the outside world. Okay, then, I thought to myself, I get to walk home. I started out, feeling the warmth of the sun on my face as I headed east along the road.
I stopped to pee, still feeling the need to do so after having those drugs in me the night before. Now why was I given those drugs? I thought to myself. I started out again, remembering that Bowser had been with me when everything had gone to shit. Was my dog okay? I wondered to myself.
Fortune favored me. As I got about halfway down the road to the main highway, I saw a car coming out of the sunlight. It was a police vehicle!
"Well, well, well." said Sheriff Sorrells, pulling up alongside me. Deputy Strait was riding shotgun. "What in the world are you doing here, Commander Troy?"
"That's a good question, Sheriff." I said. "And I have no answers right now. Think I can get a ride back home, or to Buford so I can call for one?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When the Coltrane County Sheriff's car got to the gate to enter the secure employee's parking lot of TCPD Headquarters, it was manned by Patrolman Johnson. "What can I do for you, Sheriff?" asked Johnson.
"Oh, I'm just giving this gentleman a ride to work, son." said Sorrells. Patrolman Johnson looked into the backseat and saw me.
"Commander!" he gasped out. "Thank God your safe!... er... sorry sir, that's not professional."
"Yeah, don't worry about it, I'm not looking too professional, either." I said, realizing I didn't have my badge nor I.D. "Can you let me into the building?"
I thanked the Coltrane County officers and asked if they'd like to come in for coffee. Being police officers, they accepted an offer of coffee, of course.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to my office, where I had an extra badge. I put it on my belt, then made the coffee. As we drank, we watched the one and only Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the reporterette. "Channel Two News is investigating an incident that occurred at the home of Police Commander Donald Troy. Police arrived at Commander Troy's home last night, where a statement was made they were looking for his dog. While we at Channel Two News love dogs, including the dog rescued from Bryan Thatcher that survived and was adopted by Commander Troy, we do not believe that a dog is involved. Police will not confirm, however, that something happened to Commander Troy, that he may have been injured at his home. As always, Channel Two News will bring you any developments as they happen. And now for Chuck Pringle's Sports report..."
"Well, not much there." I said as I poured coffee and handed mugs to Sheriff Sorrells and Deputy Strait. I asked Sorrells how they'd happened to be coming down that road.
"Oh, your people are all in a frenzy up here, Commander." said Sheriff Sorrells. They found your car at your house, got videos of a van going south but not getting to The Asylum. I didn't ask how they got Asylum camera footage."
"Probably something I don't want to know about, either." I said.
"Uh sir," said Strait, "aren't you going to let them know you're here?"
I smiled. "Yes, but only after we've had our coffee. Let's see how long it takes them to realize I'm back."
The wait was not long. I heard a commotion outside my office, in my assistant Helena's anteroom, then the door burst open. Consider me not surprised to see that Cindy Ross was first through the door.
"What do you mean he's back...." she was saying. Upon sight of me, she stopped, but I could see tremendous relief on her face. Following her was Tanya Perlman, Jack Muscone, and Chief Bennett.
"What are you guys worried about?" I said, sipping my coffee as if nothing had happened.
"I told you, Jack!" Tanya practically yelled, a grin on her face that I didn't quite understand.
"Yes, yes you did." said Jack Muscone. "Don, you scared the living hell out of us! What happened?
"Sheriff Sorrells and Deputy Strait, do you know all of these people?" I asked. I made introductions where necessary, partly due to good manners, and partly to string them along. Once that was over, I had to explain.
"The Sheriff and Deputy found me walking along the road leading to The Vision's Headquarters." I said. "I got ambushed last night, and came to on the road right before they found me. Looks like they took my badge, gun belt and gun, and radio, so I'll need to make reports and get new ones..."
"No, we've got those." Cindy said as she texted on her cell phone. They were left in the your SUV."
"Was Bowser up there?" I asked, concerned about the dog.
"He ran to your other home." said Tanya. "Scratched at the door to get your wife's attention, and she called the Police. We've been searching for you all night."
"Oh wow." I said.
"So what happened, Don?" asked Jack Muscone. I felt a wave of dizziness as I looked at Jack, hearing his name in my head for some reason.
"I don't know." I said. "Like I said, I got ambushed at the Cabin, then woke up on the road. I remember seeing a lot of colors and lights, and it was like I was having dreams, but that's about it."
The stirring in Headquarters reached a fever pitch, and soon there was a big crowd in the anteroom and hall in front of my office.
"Okay, let's restore order here." said Chief Bennett. "Put out the word that Commander Troy has been found and is safe. Everyone back to your jobs! Lieutenant Perlman, take the Commander's formal statement."
"That can wait." said a woman's voice. It was my wife Laura, working her way through the crowd. It was she that Cindy had been texting. "First he's going to get a medical examination in your infirmary. Doctor's orders. Come along, darling."
"Good morning to you, too." I said, standing up. "The best medicine I need right now is to hug my lovely wife." I suited the deed to the word, and hugged Laura tightly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The infirmary room, where I'd been given medical attention after the confrontation with Ned nearly a year before, was also about to get crowded, until the Doctor in charge kicked everyone but the Chief, Muscone, and Cindy out. She did all the usual doctor stuff, looking into my eyes with a penlight, making me stick out my tongue and say 'aaah', and examining my arms.
"You've been injected with drugs." Laura said. "I'm going to take some blood samples." As she did, I told her that I'd been catheterized, as it hurt to pee.
She finally said "Well, I see no physical problems with you. You weren't hit hard on the head, but there's a knot on your neck where you were given a drug, probably a knockout drug. Looks like you were given an I.V. of something, too, and if you were catheterized...."
"Like that night in your office?" I asked quietly. Laura just nodded, keeping her back to the others. I saw Chief Bennett peering at us.
Jack Muscone said "Don, do you think The Vision had anything to do with this?"
"I don't know why they'd want to kidnap me, drug me, and let me go." I said. "I think this is some kind of Wargrave stunt, maybe as a warning to you guys to back off him."
"Maybe we should get a warrant to search The Vision's Headquarters." said Muscone. "Since you were found near there. Maybe they did some kind of experiment on you." He was not being distracted, even by my bringing up Wargrave. Time to try a new tactic.



"And upon what will you base that warrant?" I asked. "The Coltrane County Sheriff will tell you I was found well outside their property, albeit on the road to the place. There's no probable cause, at least not yet, and no evidence to connect them to any of this."
"Well..." Jack said haltingly, then said, "Look, Don, someone just kidnapped you and administered drugs into your system. Speaking of which... Dr. Fredricson, I'd like a report on what those drugs were when you get the results back."
"You'll be the first to know." Laura said.
"I'd like a copy of that, too." said Chief Bennett.
"That's not so easy, Chief." I said. "These guys are talking about something at a different level than our pay grade."
"Well no disrespect to Agent Muscone or your wife, Commander," said Bennett with something bordering on exasperation, "but you're this Police Force's Commander, you were kidnapped, drugged, and who knows what else, maybe brainwashed. Now I don't know what all the Federal stuff you do with these guys is about, but I don't like my police officers being treated this way, and I want some answers on it."
"And you will have them, Chief." I said, getting off the inclined table I'd been lying on. "Just as soon as I get them. By the way, Laura, is Bowser okay?"
"Jack, this man loves that dog more than he loves me." Laura said.
"Not true at all." I said. "But seriously, the dog?"
"He's fine." Laura said. "He apparently ran straight back home after you were attacked, and he was whimpering outside the door. He knew something was wrong."
"Sounds like a good dog to me." said Cindy.
"Want to keep him?" asked Laura.
"Better ask Carole about that first." I said. "Besides, Laura, you love that dog, too; you just won't admit it." Laura gave up.
Part 17 - Baiting The Trap
10:00am, Monday, June 22d. Laura went to her office with my bloodwork, and Cindy drove me up to the Cabin to get my vehicle. She'd given me my belt, gun, radio, badge, cellphone and wallet at Headquarters, and the keys to the SUV as well.
 "The Fire Department EOD checked the SUV for explosives." Cindy said as we arrived, opening the gate with the remote from my SUV. I told her to keep it for emergencies, as I had an extra at the Cabin.
"Tell you what." I said. "I'm going in and taking a shower and changing clothes. Want to come inside?''
"Sure." Cindy said. "I tempted to join you in the shower, too."
"Fine with me, but Molly will get jealous." I said.
"So would Jenna." Cindy replied. "So you go first, and I'll take one afterwards."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Cindy and I took (separate) showers, we convened on the back deck to eat some late breakfast and talk. There was nothing in the refrigerator, so I whipped up some instant grits and we were eating bowls of the Southern staple cereal.
"So," Cindy said, "what really happened?"
"For your ears alone, my friend." I said. "I was hit as I was getting out of my car. I'd just put Bowser down on the ground when I got jumped and injected with some knockout drug. When I came to, I think I was inside The Vision's headquarters, but the perps had some of Eckhart's people hostage and forced him to do one of their procedures on me."
"The one you had done to Eleanor Burke?" Cindy asked.
"I would have no idea about that." I said. "Whatever happened there was fortuitous, but I'll never be heard taking credit for that brilliant piece of work."
"I understand." Cindy said, grinning in understanding. "So you were saying..."
"Yes." I said. "I am not sure what was going on, as I was drugged up. But if they have programmed me, you are going to have to really be on watch. If I start acting funny, you might have to take me down."
"Hoo boy." Cindy said. "I'll restrain from taking advantage of that too much. So, who's behind this?"
"Henry Wargrave." I said. "I recognized his voice. By the way, Eckhart and his people are okay, they had secret bolt holes to run to, and got away."
"Good." Cindy said, looking over the magnificent view of the Town. "I'm just glad you're okay. By the way, does the Chief have something against me? Hates lesbians or something?"
"No, nothing like that." I said understanding. "He does fear that you are too much my follower and not enough your own person, and he wonders if you have the leadership qualities a Police Captain should have. Of course I know you do, and then some, but we all have to prove ourselves to the new boss."
"I got a little tired of how hard he was watching me last night." Cindy said. "It was close to bird-dogging."
"Well, you're a Captain, so he can't just fuck with you." I said. "But don't sweat it. I'll bet you did a great job while I was missing, and he'll have seen it."
"Speaking of that." Cindy said, putting her empty bowl down on the table, having practically inhaled the grits, "you said there was another reason you had them promote me to Captain. Care to share it?"
"In due time, mon ami," I said, "in due time. Want some more grits before we go back to the Station?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The press conference at 11:30am at Headquarters was pandemonium. Reporters filled the Press room to overflowing, smelling blood in the water. Something had happened to the Police Commander, and the Press wanted to know what that incident was.
"You'll have to talk to them." said Lt. Scott Peterson, Media Relations Officer. "Whatever you and the Chief say, I'll go along, but it's out of my hands."
"Oh, I do have a plan." I said. Moments later, at my request, my mother Phyllis came in, wearing her Police Auxiliary Detective uniform. "Oh, I am so glad you're safe." she said. I hugged her warmly.
"And you're not the only one." I said, seeing my mother's companion about to wet the floor with happiness.
I knelt down. "Hey Bowser, you okay?" Bowser's tail was wagging as hard as I'd ever seen it as he licked my hand. I gave him a good petting as officers came around to see Bowser; after all, we were in the hallway. "You did a great job, Bowser!" I said. "You're my hero."
"Why did you ask me to bring him, son?" Phyllis asked.
"Oh, you'll love this." I said, scooping up Bowser. "Let's go to the press conference." I put on my Tilley hat indoors, as well.
The press room just about exploded as I entered it, carrying Bowser. We assumed the podium, where questions were being shouted at me with a total lack of control. I finally raised my hand to get some quiet, and it worked.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said, "no doubt you have heard of an incident near my home on the mountain. What happened is that my dog Bowser here, who I was fortunate to adopt after the Thatcher trial, ran back home to get help after I fell down and hit my head. I'm a bit embarrassed at the commotion, but I'm okay, and I'm proud to own this excellent dog. Bowser, look at these Media people."
Bowser looked over the group as I said "These guys are not your friends, Bowser. Do not give them even one single interview about this. And that will conclude my comments on this, as well. Thank you." I left the room, escorted out by a cordon of police officers, as the Media angrily shouted both questions and insults at me and my dog. I did happen to catch Bettina Wurtzburg glaring at me; she knew exactly what I had done to sabotage her previous reporting...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bowser was a smash hit with the Detectives of MCD, especially Joanne Cummings. He was getting a bit nervous about all the people, though, as the loud noise of the Media circus had bothered him. I regretted taking him in and exposing him to that, so after a good fifteen minutes of one-on-one time to get him calm and happy again, followed by giving Joanne a few minutes to get to know him in the quiet setting of my office, I asked my mother to take him back home... with a police escort: there were Media people trying to follow her, and those cars were quickly pulled over by Police and detained until they couldn't follow her any longer.
At 2:00pm, I had a meeting with Jack Muscone, Chief Bennett, Captain Cindy Ross, and Sheriff Allgood... at the FBI offices. I introduced the Chief to Jack's boss, who filled the Chief in on some of the details of the Wargrave case. Chief Bennett seemed mollified now that he was getting some answers.
"So Don," said the DepDirector, "this is not The Vision's work?"
"I know you FBI guys had some problems with Eckhart in the past." I said. "But this is not the one to be trying to mess with him over. He's more friend than foe to me." The DepDirector noticed I was not directly answering the question, but he (most very wisely) let it go.
"Well guys," said Jack Muscone, "the reason for this meeting is to let you County LEOs know that we're going to take Henry Wargrave into custody tonight. Dr. Wellman, president of the University, is giving some awards at University Conference Center, and Wellman tipped us off that Wargrave will be there. We will make the arrest at that time, and in front of all those people, if necessary."
"You're sure he'll be there?" I asked. "I'm stunned that Wellman would give Wargrave up like that. They were tight; they've been BFFs for a long time."
"That's what I said." said Muscone. "But Dr. Wellman said that Wargrave is becoming a publicity liability for his University, and that cooperating with us will put him and the School in a more positive light."
"By the way," said the DepDirector, "your wife was supposed to attend this function, but we've asked her to make regrets and not be there, for her own security. After what happened to you, we're very concerned that it might have been a dry run for doing something worse, to you or her."
"That's a thought." I said, as if struck by it. Cindy looked at me as if surprised.... that I'd not thought of something someone else had. The DepDirector did not quite hide his pleasure at that.
"So," said Muscone, "you, Don, and you, Cindy, can be on Campus as FBI consultants. I'm not sure where Chief Bennett and Sheriff Allgood stand, with the University being State property."
"The Chief has no jurisdiction there, though you could ask him to 'assist' with your operations there." I said. "Sheriff Allgood has jurisdiction over every square inch of this County, per a tiny clause in the SBI Law passed earlier this year, so he and his Deputies are fully jurisdictional agents of the Law on Campus."
"Good." said the DepDirector. "Should be an easy enough takedown."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went by my wife's office. "Hello, darling." she said. "How are you feeling?"
"Pretty good." I said. "Having a Jack's Double Cheeseburger at the Cop Bar has a way of restoring one's vitality after a long night."
"I'll apply for a grant to study the recovery effects after sex." Laura said drily. "Your blood tests aren't done yet. Might not be for a few days. And I do apologize for trying to give away the dog; he really is a very good dog, and Carole does love him as much as you do."
"Yes, and no reason for you to be jealous of him." I said, grinning. "But that's not why I'm here. I have a couple of favors to ask of you."
When I told her what I wanted, Laura's eyes widened. "That is not a small thing." she said. "But I think I can make it happen."
I then left and made my last preparation... a visit to the hardware store.
Part 18 - Springing The Trap
7:30pm, Monday, June 22d. The University Campus was not especially busy, as it was the Summer semester. The Conference Center was just north of the Hospital on Campus, and was attached to the Student Union. And it was a bit too easy to spot the various men in suit with little clear wires and earpieces. They were FBI agents, brought in from the City to make the arrest of Henry R. Wargrave.
I saw Jack Muscone in the hallway leading to the room where the banquet was. He was nervous. "I just hope he shows up." Jack said. "We're going to look a bit silly if he doesn't. But his limo was spotted driving into the back area."
"I hate to tell you this, Jack." I said. "But I don't think you're going to get him. Now or ever. Henry Wargrave will never be placed under arrest by the FBI."
"Aw, don't say that." said Muscone. "You're always right about everything, and I want you to be wrong about that."
"Time will tell." I said. "Oh... hello Dr. Wellman."
"Ah, Commander." said University President Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, his hair slicked back, that set sinister smile on his face, looking full of vitality for his age. "I don't know what that dog business was about, but whatever happened, I am so glad to see that you are okay. I'm just sorry your wife could not make it tonight. I have the feeling it's going to be a quite... eventful evening. Would you not agree, Agent Muscone?"
"I'm hoping for a quiet evening with a quiet arrest, Mr. President." said Muscone politely.
"I have to go inside. I'll speak with you later, gentlemen." said Wellman. He went on into the room.
"Think your Consultant of Crime will be here to witness this?" asked Muscone. I peered at him.
"As a matter of fact," I said, "yes I do." Muscone then peered at me.
"Okay," he said. "I'm going to be in the banquet room, in the back, just inside the door to the left if you need me. Where are you going to be?"
"Out here in the hallway." I said. Jack went on inside. A moment later Cindy Ross came up, wearing a thin black shirt and black slacks and what looked like black tennis shoes.
"Mmm, you look good in black." I said. "But it must be hot."
"Not that bad." said Cindy. "Gonna get hotter later on, though. You look good yourself." I was wearing my darker gray suit, with a very light gray, dri-fit mock turtleneck shirt.
"Thank you. And yes, it sure is going to get a lot hotter, and soon." I said. "You ready?" Cindy nodded that she was.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dinner went along without a hitch. Dr. Wellman made introductory remarks, then Pastor Westboro gave the invocation. I didn't think invocations were allowed anymore, especially on college campuses, but I digress. Dinner was next, and there was general chitchat. But there was not yet any sign of Henry R. Wargrave.
"Ah, Commander," said a voice, coming up behind me. It was Tom Riordan, booster for the football team. He shook my hand somewhat like a politician. "It's been some time since I've seen you. Everything well with you and your family?"
"Oh yes, yes indeed." I said. "I'm sorry to hear of your own family troubles, your separation from you wife."
"Ah, it's unfortunate." said Riordan. "But it was probably inevitable. You've been through a divorce, haven't you?" Hmmm, interesting that he knows that, I thought.
"Yes, yes I have." I said. "Fortunately it was amicable."
"As I hope mine to be." said Riordan. "I just spoke with Mr. Wargrave; he should be here momentarily. I need to get inside before Dr. Wellman sends out a posse for me, if you'll excuse me." He went inside. Speaking of posses, it looked like the one for Wargrave was not bearing fruit, as the man had not yet arrived, despite Riordan's assurances.
The presentation portion started. Again, Wargrave had not made himself visible in public. But then I got a text from Myron: "Wargrave cellphone pinging off University cell tower." So he was around here somewhere. But where?
Then, it happened. My cellphone, my Police cellphone rang. Because it was the Police cellphone, any 'blocked' numbers were supposed to show up. But amazingly, this one said 'Blocked', anyway. I answered it.
"Commander Troy." I said.
"Jabberwocky. Joyful. Jehosephat." said the voice at the other end.
I felt my eyes blink hard. Suddenly, my brain was flooded with sensation, and words. Lights appeared, though I could still see.
"Kill Jack Muscone." said the voice. It was not Wargrave's voice, but it sounded familiar... nasally, and punkish.
I blinked again. The voice said "Take your toy gun and shoot Jack Muscone. He'll laugh at the joke. Go. Do it now. Jabberwocky, Joyful, Jehosephat. Do it! Shoot Muscone!"
I slowly put the phone into my pocket, looking straight ahead. In my peripheral vision, I thought I could see someone behind a door, peering at me. I barely saw Cindy rush past me towards that door, followed by Sergeant Rudistan.
But none of that mattered. I was on a mission, and it was all important that I do this, I thought to myself. I had to do it, the only thought in my mind was to shoot Jack Muscone with the toy gun in my holster under my jacket.
I entered the banquet hall, not really hearing President Wellman's speech. I saw Jack Muscone to my left, and turned towards him. As I approached, I slid my hand under my jacket, gripping my very real, not-a-toy, holstered service weapon...
To be continued.
So, readers? How can this possibly end well? Is Jack Muscone doomed? Is there any hope for the Iron Crowbar to save the day? Has Henry R. Wargrave won? Tune in next time for the answers... and some incredible, shocking twists. All will be revealed... well, almost all....
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Part 19 - Chopper Chase
Jack Muscone's dark, beady eyes turned onto me as I approached him, my hand under my jacket. I pulled out my hand, in the shape of a "L" with the index finger pointed at him and the thumb pointed up, and jabbed it at him.
"Bang!" I said out loud. Looking back towards the door, I saw Cindy Ross come in. "Did you get him?" I called out. She shook her head.
Just then I saw a movement in the door leading to the back kitchen areas. "This way!" I yelled, tearing off after the person, who'd bolted. Cindy was right behind me, leaving a stunned audience, definitely including FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
Cindy was barely keeping up as I tore down the back passageway towards an exit door, which the perp had just gone through. I'd had enough of a glimpse of him to see that he was Henry R. Wargrave.
As we got outside, I heard the roar of a helicopter. "The football field!" I yelled, slowing down and stopping. Cindy was about to tear off after the fast-running figure of Wargrave, who had a huge head start, but I stopped her.
"Come on, this way, let's go!" I yelled. Cindy actually did not argue, and followed me as I ran to a golf cart that was to one side of the Conference Center... which I myself had placed there earlier in the evening.
"Where are we going?" Cindy asked as we tore down the sidewalks in the cart.
"The Hospital." I said. I heard the helicopter with Wargrave lift off, then saw it come up to our right. It flew south as it gained altitude, then curled left around the end of the mountain finger upon which my home The Cabin was built, going east.
"We lost him!" Cindy said.
"Not by a longshot!" I yelled. I pulled up at University Hospital, grabbed a linen bag of items, and told Cindy to follow me. We ran into the Hospital and into the Emergency Room areas, then to the elevators. No one from the Hospital stopped us. We took the elevator that led to the roof.
"The helicopter on the roof is on loan to us." I said. "Laura had the Hospital's Life-Flight helicopter park County Airport in case it's needed." I said as we ascended. "Did you see who was calling me? He was watching me when he called, as I figured he would."
"Sure looked like Gor-don's backside." said Cindy. "But he got away. Damn, he was fast."
"So was Wargrave." I said as the elevator doors opened. We ran out onto the roof, where the four-seater helicopter's engines were revved to full, and the bird ready to take off. To my surprise, we had another passenger along with the pilot: my ex-wife Melina.
We got in the helicopter, put on the headphone-microphone sets, and the pilot took off. "Go to the City!" I said. I saw the twinkling lights of Wargrave's helicopter in the distance. "Follow that other chopper to the City."
As we flew along, I asked Melina "Why are you here?"
"You're going to need help." said Melina. "Laura had me come with you. If they start shooting at you, guess who gets to wax them?"
"Just don't shoot the chopper down." I said. "If it crashes in the City, it could kill people."
"Darn... you're right. That's a good thought." Melina said. She was sitting to my left in the backseat. Cindy was up front by the pilot... who was the guy teaching me helicopter flying lessons, John Tower.
"How's this guy learning to fly, Mr. Tower?" Cindy asked into her headset.
"He's getting there." said Tower. "Just needs some hours in the air."
I chose not to consider how my wife knew to send Melina along with us, but I realized Laura must've known all about what I'd done. Instead, I decided to watch the scenery. I could see lights below as we flew. In the distance to the right, I saw twin clusters of light. "That must be the Twin Cities, Westphalia and Eastphalia." I said.
Pilot John Tower confirmed it. "We have to fly south and then turn up into the City, to avoid City Airport's airspace." he said.
The lights became more frequent as we were approaching the City, the buildings getting taller. "The other chopper is landing on the roof of the Cannon Building." said Tower. That was the building that housed Wargrave's office, I knew.
"Put us down right on the roof." I said. "Melina, if they shoot at us..."
"I'm all over it." Melina said.
We approached the roof, where the other chopper had just landed on the pad. "We're going to land on the roof, but I'm going to keep it revved so we don't put weight down." said Tower. You might have to jump down." Cindy and I got ready.
Sure enough as we approached the roof's edge, someone from the other helicopter pulled out a gun. He got it aimed but did not get off a shot... Melina had fired her auto-pistol out the window already, and the man fell backwards, hit in the dead center of the chest. The other helicopter quickly lifted off, leaving him behind.
Tower came in on the now-vacated pad and put the chopper down. Cindy and I quickly jumped out, with me carrying my linen bag. A quick check of the man Melina had shot showed that he was dead. We then ran for the door, and entered. Steps led downward. I led the way, cautiously, knowing this was a direct passage to Henry Wargrave's penthouse office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Something's going on up there." said Austin Murphy, scrambling to put papers into his briefcase. He was hearing all the helicopter noise, not realizing there were two of them. Wargrave looked up and around, then listened intently.
"Austin, go." said Wargrave, stopping his task of trying to fill a briefcase with papers. "Run. Just get out of here. Don't even look back, or you'll become a pillar of salt." He had seen the second helicopter come up, and knew what it meant.
"But Hank..." said Murphy.
"Go, Austin, save yourself!" Wargrave said. "You'll continue the work after me, and you'll avenge me. Take out the bastard that betrayed me, then the Iron Crowbar and his wife! Go!"
Austin R. Murphy stepped over to Wargrave. They exchanged a handshake and a brief hug, then Murphy ran out the door to the elevator to take him to the lobby, 30 floors below.
As Wargrave finished stuffing the briefcase full of papers, he heard a noise behind him. He turned around to see two people: a man holding a red crowbar, and a platinum blonde woman in all black, with a helicopter headset helmet on, holding a blue crowbar... and a black crowbar.
Cindy Ross stepped forward and hurled the black crowbar onto the ground in front of Wargrave. "Henry Wargrave!" she called out. "Would you like a shot... at the title?"
Part 20 - The Reichenbach Falls
Wargrave reached down and picked up the black crowbar.
"Don't mind if I do." he said, moving forward.
I just watched, knowing this was dumb, but it was what Cindy wanted to do. I took the final item out of the linen bag as Wargrave attacked, and Cindy easily parried the blow. The clang of iron filled the darkened office, lit mostly by the lights of the City coming through the windows. Wargrave swung for Cindy's head and missed, and Cindy delivered a solid backhand to Wargrave's exposed ribs. He gasped in pain.
More blows and counter-blows. Wargrave was very experienced in personal combat, and had needed that experience and training on some of his smuggling operations to save his life. But now he was facing a two-time black belt with experience... and a mission. Cindy would have vengeance upon the man whose illegal weapons had nearly cost her her life. And she would have it.
Wargrave thrust and appeared to stumble. Cindy acted like she was going for the easy kill, but as Wargrave pulled back, ready to strike, Cindy also pulled back, having understood Wargrave's ruse and not falling for it. The Blue Crowbar was good, I thought happily. She was on top of it.
They were both tiring as they circled each other, occasionally thrusting and having their blows met and parried. Wargrave feinted a forehand swing, then suddenly drew back and changed to a two-handed backhand thrust which caught Cindy in the ribs, right where she had been wounded. I cringed as I heard the smack of the crowbar, then realized she had her bulletproof vest on... thank goodness!
Still, the blow hurt. Cindy gasped in pain but did not let down her guard. As Wargrave swung, trying to follow up, Cindy parried it... and suddenly planted her leg and delivered a staggering kick to Wargrave's chest. It knocked him back.
As he tried to recover, he was swarmed. Cindy landed a blow on his hand holding his crowbar, and he screamed in pain as he dropped the metal rod to the floor. Cindy showed no mercy. A powerful blow to the chest with her fist, followed by a two hand jab to the face with the crowbar which connected solidly with Wargrave's nose. He staggered, covering his face and body with his arms in rope-a-dope style, which did him little good. Cindy swung hard at his head, smashing the back of his hand covering his ear. Another blow to his ribs, then another uppercut to the side of his head. Wargrave collapsed, almost unconscious.
Cindy quickly pulled Wargrave's arms behind him, securing his hands behind his back with a plastic zip-tie. Then she pulled him up to his knees to watch me.
"Do you know who Tesla was, Mr. Wargrave?" I asked, my voice seeming to echo in the tense silence of the room.
"Of course." said Wargrave as he watched me attach two little metal rods to the window right behind his desk, secured by suction devices. It was the device Barry Oliver had loaned me. Another chain attached to Wargrave's desk would keep it from going anywhere.
"This device, when turned on," I said, "will shatter this window. It's a long way down, Mr. Wargrave... a long, long, long way down. And unlike the tall tales, you will not lose consciousness, you will have time to contemplate as you fall to the earth below. It is neither the Empty House nor the Reichenbach Falls, Colonel Moran... but it's the best I can do under the circumstances."
"Why don't you just shoot me?" said Wargrave. "Or at least beat me to death with the crowbar?"
I reached into my pocket and pulled out an ancient coin, now in a protective plastic sleeve. "Do you know what this is?" I asked. "It is the only thing my great-grandmother was able to take out of Nazi Germany with her. She was helped out of Germany and certain death... by Professor Heinz."
Understanding in Wargrave's eyes was instantly visible to me.
"Yes." I said. "My partner is here to whip your ass for supplying the firepower that nearly killed her. But me... I'm here to avenge the old man that you murdered. The man you forced to drink hemlock, and denied him the dignity of dying amongst the friends who loved him. Now you will die alone, with no one with you. I want you to think about that on your way to the ground."
"If that old Jew saving your ancestor made your existence possible," snarled Wargrave, "then I'm glad I killed him... for that reason alone."
Cindy walloped Wargrave on the back of the head. "Shut up, fuckhead." she said.
"That wasn't the worst of it." I said. "Your pathetic little attempt to brainwash me, to make me kill my wife?" I said. "It didn't work, did it? But you can think about that failure, too, as the concrete comes rushing up to meet your face, Wargrave. I'll be sleeping with my very much alive wife tonight, while your wife will be mourning your death. I protected my wife, you've left yours to defend herself alone."
Wargrave swore unprintable curses at me.
I smiled. "And I'll spit on the stain on the concrete that will be all that's left of you for trying to hurt my wife. Goodbye, Colonel Moran, and may the living God have mercy upon your soul. Ready, Crowbar 2?"
"Ready, Crowbar 1." Cindy said, the scissors ready.
With that I activated the device. A high pitched whine emitted, going higher and higher into silence. A second later it found the resonating frequency. Cracks appeared in the bulletproof glass. As the cracks spread, I picked up Wargrave's chair and hurled it through the window, shattering the glass. I pulled the chain holding the Tesla Tuning Fork, keeping it inside.
"I hope nobody's down there where the chair is going to hit." I said as Cindy cut the zip-tie. Before he could react or act, we both grabbed Wargrave and pulled him to the window... and then picked him up and hurled him outside!
Cindy tried to watch, but I pulled her back lest the air rushing out try to take her with it. We quickly put the zip-tie, scissors, Tesla Tuning Fork and such stuff into our pockets, then I folded the linen bag and secured it in my Tilley hat on my head. Grabbing the crowbars, we went out the door towards the elevators.
"This way." I said, leading Cindy into a side door. It was a stairwell, which led down. As we descended, an alarm went off, and a message to secure the building was broadcast over the speakers that normally broadcast muzak. Undeterred, we went down all thirty floors, then out a side door to the street. The door was not yet locked, as it was a fire escape door.
"Think any cameras caught us?" Cindy said.
"No." I said. I showed her the other device in my pocket, the well-used audio-visual jamming device, but this on a new-and-improved model. "Nothing like the best in CIA technology. By the way, how are you feeling? You took a couple of shots, there."
"I'm fine." said Cindy. "Kinda disappointed. He wasn't as good as I'd expected him to be."
"You won't hear me complaining." I said. "If he'd won, I'd've waxed him, but I didn't want to carry your dead hardbody ass down all those stairs." Cindy laughed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going around to the other side of the building, we saw the commotion. As I'd surmised from previously scouting the building, the ground directly below Wargrave's office was not accessible to the public. Therefore, the chair had not hit anyone, and Wargrave's body didn't hit anyone either. He was now half-liquid on that concrete path that went around the side of the hotel. Police were just coming up.
A few minutes later, Detective Sapper Warren came up. Cindy and I came over, flashing our badges, which was enough for the City Police to let us inside the cordon.
"Hi Sapper." I said. "What happened here?"
"Well, hi Commander, Captain." said Detective Sapper Warren. "What brings you two to the City?"
"FBI business." I said. "Somebody jumped?"
"Looks like it." said Sapper. "That's Henry Wargrave, from what this ID in his wallet says. The FBI's been after him. I guess he took the easy way out, huh?"
"Sure looks like it." I said. "Well, unless you'd like our help, I think we'll get out of your way and head back home."
"This one looks self-evident." said Sapper. "If you don't mind, call your FBI friends and let them know they won't be arresting Mr. Wargrave today."
I did so, calling Jack Muscone with the news. As the crime scene became an ant bed of CSIs and police officers, Cindy and I quietly left the scene.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We walked down the street towards the Hyatt City Center Hotel. In the parking lot there was a silver Town & County Police SUV. "That car looks familiar." I said.
"Oh my goodness." Cindy said, recognizing it as my Police SUV. Melina was behind the wheel.
"Where to?" my ex-wife asked, pulling out. "I'm driving. I like this car."
"Sure." I said, letting Cindy ride shotgun while I stretched out in the backseat. "By the way, when we get to Nextdoor County, take State 142 toward Buford, then Coltrane County Road 98 West."
"The Vision?" Melina asked, understanding.
"The Vision." I said. "Captain Ross wants to know why she was promoted. I think it's time we tell her, don't you think?" Cindy whirled to look back at me, but I would not let my face nor words give away anything.
Part 21 - Troy Family Values, The Saga Continues
When we pulled up to The Vision's front gate, we were immediately allowed in. As we parked in front, at least twenty young Vision people came out. The women were wearing blue shirts, the men red shirts, all of them wearing blacks slacks. Many of them wore various runes, just as Melina was wearing her Fourth Rune, contrasting nicely against her black shirt.
The Vision acolytes were cheering and applauding as we got out of the SUV and waded through them to the front doors. They knew what had happened in the Therapy Room, and that I'd still defeated the Enemy in spite of it. "You did it, Iron Crowbar! You beat them!" some of them were calling out among the cheers. I acknowledged the accolades with a smile and waves.
Young Tommy met us at the door, asking us to come with him to see Dr. Eckhart. More people were inside, including one of Eckhart's trainers, Dennis Cole. They also applauded and high-fived us as Tommy led us to the elevator. Once inside, he punched in the code, which I immediately committed to memory, and hopped back before the doors closed. As we ascended in silence, I steeled myself and put myself mentally 'into the zone', eagerly anticipating what was to come.
Eckhart's office was dark as we entered, the only lights coming from little decorative lights low in the walls. Some moonlight would be good, I thought to myself.
"Oh my goodness." said Cindy, totally surprised. "Look at who all is here."
I looked around. The two large, semi-circular sofas faced each other, one facing Eckhart's desk, the other facing the opposite side to the east. Eckhart was seated on a loveseat at the head of the circle (south as the crow flies), and there were three chairs on the other (north) side.
Cindy was bidden to sit on the sofa to the left, on the end near Eckhart. Next to her was Jenna Stiles, then Teresa Croyle. Melina sat down on the edge of the sofa next to Teresa... and her husband. Daniel Allgood was in the left-side chair on my end. And in the middle chair on my end was Chief Griswold.
On the right side, next to Eckhart, was Molly Ross Evans, pregnant with my child. Next to her was Laura, and to Laura's left was my mother Phyllis, who I observed to be anything but totally happy being here.
"Ah, there you are!" said P. Harvey Eckhart. "Wonderful job, young man. It's on the radio that Mr. Wargrave has committed suicide, having jumped to his death from 30 floors up. Can't say I'm sorry to hear that."
"Me, either." I said. "Hi, Chief, I'm glad you could make it." I said as I sat down in the right side chair next to Chief Griswold.



"I wouldn't miss this one for the world, Crowbar." said Griswold, his face beaming under his huge mustaches. He knew what was coming. "Not for the world."
"Doctor," I said to my wife, "would you please check Miss Ross out for me? She sustained a few blows and I want to make sure she's not bleeding where her lung wound is."
"Sure." said Laura, getting up. "Come along, Cindy." Cindy knew better than to protest, and they went around a corner into a room for the checkup.
"So, what happened in the City?" asked Molly.
"Well," I said "we saw the scene and talked to Detective Warren. Apparently Wargrave threw a chair through his office window, then jumped out."
"Har." said Chief Griswold. "It's about time. And I know that congratulations to you are in order, Crowbar, though I expect to never hear the details."
The old Chief paused, then added: "You know, you've come a long way, Don. When you first came to the Force, Wargrave was a powerful man, and you were rightly afraid of him. Then the power of the Crowbar rose up, and Wargrave's was diminished... and now he's gone."
Eckhart laughed heartily at the Chief's words, the sound of it sinister and echoing in the room as he nodded in agreement. A moment later, Laura and Cindy came back. "She's fine." said Laura. "Hardly a dent under that body armor she was wearing."
Yes, I thought to myself, it was 'cheating' that Cindy wore her bulletproof vest and the helmet from the helicopter while Wargrave had nothing. But she was okay, and Wargrave was a puddle on the sidewalk. Okay by me.
"Okay," said Cindy, settling back into her seat. "I'm supposed to ask how you did it, but I'm not even sure what all you've done." Eckhart chuckled again.
"Young Donald," said Eckhart, "your partner wants you to tell us how you defeated the brainwashing attempt. And so do I. I've never had a total failure like that, though I must admit I'm glad. And when you told me to let it happen, I had to trust you, though I was worried... very, very worried."
"You let that happen?" Jenna asked, her face showing shock. She was relatively new to my methods, and was about to get a huge education.
"Oh, of course." I said. "I warned Harvey the attempt was coming, and he had almost all of his people safely secured in the dorm areas. I'm guessing he asked for volunteers to stay behind and carry me in here." Eckhart nodded, his face grinning as he was seeing a step ahead of everyone else.
"What everyone doesn't realize," I said, "is that the drugs used in the process were very similar, if not the same, as the drugs Ned created and used... well, some of them. The sexual arousal drugs, the hypnosis drugs, even the sleeping agents to dull the mind for hypnosis... all from the mind of that most evil child prodigy.
I began to smile as I continued: "Well, unlike most people, I've been exposed to these drugs in varying amounts... when Ned used them on me and Todd at Melina's cabin, which was back when all this started; then during the Ward Harvester incident, where Ned's people injected me; then during an attack by that slug Skinny Beard."
I went on: "I realized when Skinny Beard injected me that his drugs did not have the effect they would've on others. And I knew why: not only had I received these doses from Ned, but I was getting low-level doses very frequently... in pills we've come to call 'gray viagras'. Is that not correct, dear?" I looked at Laura, who at first looked shocked, then realized that I must know all of it. She smiled.
"Yes, that's true." Laura said. "Ever since you and Todd were exposed and I've been doing that blood work on both of you. I kept your levels up, since the arousal components were like viagra, and I was the happy recipient of that..."
Laughter rang out, then Laura continued, speaking to the others: "But I also knew Dr. Eckhart had this process, and that it might be used against Don. And I knew Don was aware of it, because by curious coincidence Eleanor Burke apparently underwent the process and later wiped out Ned."
"Yes." I said. "So basically, I told Harvey to let me be 'programmed' in order to save his acolytes' lives, because I knew that I am immune to the drugs used in the process. I knew it for sure after the Skinny Beard attack, and I'd always figured that Laura was making me take the gray viagras as well as those 'special' vitamins to keep my immunity up. So, dear, do I still get the gray viagras?"
"That's up to you, darling." Laura said.
"I say keep using 'em!" Molly said, to an outburst of laughter.
"So," I said, "Wargrave's plan didn't work. I was groggy but never truly unconscious when they grabbed me, and I never was under the spell of the process. All that time, I was hoping the dog was okay, or else my daughter would be quite upset."
"Ah, brilliant." said Eckhart. "So one develops immunity to the drugs..."
"Yes." I said. "So I just played along, waiting to be 'triggered.' I told Cindy to be on the lookout for anyone talking to me or calling me that evening. I was sure that Wargrave had asked Wellman to tell us that Wargrave would be at that dinner--"
"Or maybe Wellman was the instigator of it." said Chief Griswold, with exceptionally astute insight.
"Yes, Chief, that could well be true." I said. "At any rate, the idea was to lure Jack Muscone and me into the same place, then the trigger would be given--"
"Allow me to interrupt with this." Eckhart said, interrupting me. "Mr. Wargrave's original demand was for you to be programmed to murder your wife. I didn't care if you were immune or not, I lied to him like a dog in the shade and told him the procedure would fail. I hoped Mr. Muscone would have on some body armor, but your lovely wife doesn't wear any."
"I wondered about that." I said. "And I appreciate you doing that." Laura nodded vigorously, then I continued: "At any rate, Wargrave fell for it, and had me programmed to shoot Jack Muscone instead. And someone called me on the cellphone to trigger it. Unfortunately, the person who called me got away, and we're not yet sure who it is." Cindy rolled her eyes, but realized I wasn't going to call out Gor-don in front of Jenna without better proof. But we'd be watching.
"I figured Wargrave would want to be there to watch me assassinate an FBI agent. So when I went up to Jack and said 'Bang!', I looked around and saw the movement behind the kitchen door."
I continued: "I figured Wargrave might have a chopper ready. A plane can only land at County Airport or one of the fields outside of town, but a helicopter could land on either of the Quads or at the football stadium or possibly the track. So I arranged to have the University Hospital chopper available, with a backup at the County Airport in case a real life-flight was needed. Sure enough, we needed that transportation and we had it nearby, and we could and did follow Wargrave into the City... just in time to find an investigation of his dead body, as he'd jumped from 30 floors up."
"I have no idea how how you made that happen," said Daniel Allgood, "and I don't want to know. So say no more of it in my presence."
"I'll distract Daniel for ya, Don." Melina said, hugging her husband. I couldn't help but grin at that.
"That's amazing." said Eckhart. "But why did you ask me to host all of these wonderful friends of yours tonight? You could be having dinner at that wonderful Steakhouse Restaurant in your County."
"And we will." I said. "But I've asked these specific people to be here for a special ceremony, and to reveal some truths." I looked over at the two Fourth Runes hanging on the posts, duplicates of the one Melina was now openly and proudly wearing. "Dr. Eckhart, don't you think it's time for those runes to stop hanging on the wall?"
Eckhart smiled and nodded. "Yes, for one of them, anyway." He got up and went over, taking the left side rune, the one he said would be mine one day. He came over and draped it around my neck, then went and sat back down in his place. Most of the others in the room gasped.
"What's that about?" Laura asked, wonder on her face.
"I'm a bit surprised that Dr. Eckhart has not chastised me for improper name usage." I said, looking at the older man, seeing his eyes gleaming. "I shouldn't be calling you 'Harvey', should I? Should I not be calling you 'Uncle Harvey'?"
As the gasps went around the room, I saw my mother through my peripheral vision. She knew, and she was not happy about this turn of events. But the truth needed to come out... and I was just getting started.
"Well," I said, "it's an old story. My grandmother, my father's mother, whose maiden name was 'Michaux', lived on a farm. When she was sixteen, the Carnival came to town. There was a young man with the Carnival. He and my grandmother met, it was love at first sight, and they had a very passionate relationship. She was going to run away with him, but her father and other farmers got out their shotguns and went after the Carnies. They brought my grandmother back home. But the damage had been done. She was pregnant."
I continued: "Back in those days, pregnant girls were sent away to visit that aunt no one knew about, and such. My grandmother gave birth to a boy. He was to be given up for adoption, but the Carnies had kept watch. And after the baby was born, they swept in and took that child away. He was raised by his father and the Carnies."
"And that child was you, Dr. Eckhart?" asked Cindy.
"Yes, my dear." he said. "My mother later married young Donald's grandfather, and his father was the result. As for myself, I left the Carnies when I was sixteen, and in time became a helper of people through 'The Vision'. It has been most rewarding for me, not for the money, but for the people I've met. Just look at this fine group as one example."
"How long have you known this, son?" asked my mother, finally speaking. "That was one of your father's most deeply buried secrets. He was deeply ashamed of it." The last sentence was a direct shot at Eckhart, and underserved. I countered it.
"He should not have been ashamed." I said. "Grandma died when I was eight. When I was six and my sister Elizabeth was 14, Grandma told us the entire story, and I did not forget one word of it. I think she told Elizabeth the story to tell Elizabeth to live her own life, which my grandmother had not been allowed to do. Elizabeth respected Grandma--"
"She's the only person your sister's ever respected." said my mother with some vehemence. "And revealing that story is one reason Elizabeth became so... difficult."
"Maybe." I said. "We'll not go further there, Mom. Suffice it to say that I've known since I was six that my father had an older brother, but I didn't know who he was for quite a while. Then Dad died, and as Executor of his will I had to put his papers in order. He still had his older brother's birth certificate, which his mother kept after baby Harvey was kidnapped by the Carnies. The rest isn't too difficult for an aspiring Detective to figure out, wouldn't you say Mom?"
"I suppose so." said my mother, relenting from what might become a sharper repartée. "Well, now you know the truth."
"Yes." said Harvey. "And yes, young Donald, you indeed must call me 'Uncle Harvey' now. Here, I can give this to you now, along with that Fourth Rune which you've earned many times over." He got up and handed me an envelope with papers in it. They revealed that the loan for The Cabin was paid off, and the title deed for the property was in my name. I tossed it to Cindy.
"Ahhh," said Cindy, looking at it. "So that's why it's not a perk or bribe. Since Dr. Eckhart is your family, it's a family gift."
"Yes." I said. "And I am very grateful to you, Uncle Harvey."
"Think nothing of it." said Harvey. "I love the view from up there as much as you do. And I have more money than I can hope to spend, so why not spend it to overcome a filthy crime by a very filthy criminal. I knew that you realized our blood relationship when you used that burner phone under the name 'Michaux'. That was my mother's maiden name, of course, and I knew then what you were revealing to me."
"Not much gets by him, Harvey." said Chief Griswold, his mustaches twitching. He then looked up at me. "Don? I know that can't be all."
"You are wise beyond your youth, Chief." I said. "Uncle Harvey... there is another Fourth Rune left."
"Yes." Eckhart said, his eyes boring into me. "But that is not my secret to reveal, not now anyway."
"Oh?" I said. I turned to Molly. "Molly, what about you?"
"Uh, no, it's not my story to tell, either." said Molly, a worried look crossing her face, her eyes staring daggers at me.
"Chief Griswold?" I asked.
"Way overdue." he said. "But it's your story to tell, not mine."
"Oh, you know I'll tell it. Contrary to popular opinion, I don't keep secrets any longer than I have to... and I could not agree more that it's way past time." I said.
I got up and went over to the Fourth Rune. Taking it off the post, I walked back to the group, seeing all of the eyes looking at me, Chief Griswold and my mom's in anticipation, Molly and Eckhart in apprehension, and everyone else in simple wonder at what Your Iron Crowbar was going to do next.
I walked into the middle of the group, then stopped in front of Cindy and draped the Fourth Rune around her neck.
"Whaaa?" Cindy gasped, looking up at me. I was looking at Eckhart.
"I am right, aren't I?" I said, watching his eyes brighten as a grin formed on his face.
"Of course." said Eckhart. "You always are. Nothing gets by you."
"What... is this about?" Cindy asked, among murmurs in the room. I knelt down in front of her.
"Cindy," I said, looking her straight in the eye, "you've been wrong about one thing all this time. You see... you are a Troy."
I shall never forget the look in those ice blue eyes as I continued: "Well, a Michaux, anyway. But the truth is that my grandmother... is your grandmother."
"How... how could that be?" Cindy gasped, her eyes wide as saucers. Then it hit her, and she looked over at P. Harvey Eckhart. "You... you?"
"Yes, child." Eckhart said, as I slipped back to my seat in the otherwise utterly silent room. "I am your biological father. Young Donald has surprised this secret, but I am glad that it is out now. Do you wish to hear this?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "Please!"
"Years ago," said Eckhart, "the FBI was chasing me around for some silly business that I had nothing to do with. I fled to Canada, whose Government refused to extradite me because the American Government had no case. I came to Alberta, and your parents came to one of my seminars. Your mother then volunteered to help at some of them. At that time your mother and father were separated. And your mother and I began a relationship together."
Eckhart continued: "It wasn't just a fling, either. I loved her, and I would've married her had she chosen to stay with me. But eventually she chose to go back to your father and sister, and I let her go. I only wanted her to be happy."
Cindy nodded and Molly looked at the floor as Eckhart said: "Only some time later did I learn that she'd become pregnant, and I was very certain that I was the father of the wonderful little girl that was brought into this world. I confirmed it later, by means I'll not discuss now. I never tried to tell you then, nor later, because you were in a loving home, you were happy. So I kept tabs on you, but did not interfere in your life."
"Then some... things... came up within your family relationships." Eckhart said. "When you left home because your family was not happy with your orientation and you were not happy with their lack of acceptance, you were subtly guided to come to 'The Vision', as many people your age do. Of course I helped you and guided you to the best of my meager abilities. I backed your college tuition loan, as I do many others, which you paid off with your earnings from those competitions. By the way, that money was placed in a trust account, and it is yours when you want or need it."
Harvey looked right at Cindy, his eyes twinkling as he said "And even if you weren't my daughter, I would be just as proud of you and your many accomplishments. But you are my daughter, and I have been filled with joy watching you and the Iron Crowbar defeating all those wicked people. When you were wounded, running ahead of young Donald to keep him from doing what he tends to do... lead his people from the front... I felt the ebbing in your energy... as did your cousin Donald. Together, we helped you come back to us, and I was very glad that you chose to come back."
Cindy smiled at Harvey, then turned towards Molly, the smile disappearing. "You knew about this? And didn't tell me?"
Molly did not flinch, but gave it right back. "I didn't know Dr. Eckhart was your father until just now. But yes, I knew. You remember how upset you were when our parents didn't come here after Ross was born, and only came to Midtown? Well, I lit into them for that. I gave them holy hell up one side and down the other."
Molly went on: "At some point, I was saying something like 'She's your daughter!' and I saw them look at each other. I knew something was not right, and I made them tell me what it was. Dad left the room and Mom told me that while they were separated, she had an affair and that you were the result. But she wouldn't say who the father was."
"And you didn't tell me..." Cindy asked, her voice an accusation.
"Oh, come on, Cindy." Molly said. "How in the hell am I supposed to come up to my sister and just say 'Oh by the way, you're not Dad's daughter, you're illegitimate.' And Mom didn't want to tell you, either... and it really was her secret to tell." Molly had glanced my way when saying that. I would have some 'splainin' to do.
Cindy looked over at me. "How... how did you know? And you too, Phyllis... I remember now how you would giggle out loud every time I said I'm not a Troy..."
"Yes, my dear," said Phyllis, her face beaming. "I observed and deduced it, just as Don did, I'm sure. When did you realize it, Don?"
"The night of the fire at the Cabin." I said. "Cindy had had that premonition and had called me, which is what saved us from that fire. Everything just started clicking in my head then, especially that hospital visit from Dr. Eckhart and the tremendous mental energy I'd felt him deliver to her. So, Cindy, as we were watching the fire I looked at you in the light of the blaze... and I saw the resemblance in your face to Harvey Eckhart."
"Don does tend to notice those things... doesn't he, Laura?" Melina said out loud, her voice seeming to strike blows at all of us. Laura smiled, and nodded. Chief Griswold chuckled and my mother just beamed at me.
"I inherited that trait from my mother, obviously." I said, smiling back at my mom. "Anyway, I realized that Harvey... er, Uncle Harvey knew... because he kept showing up. He showed up at your race last year... to see his daughter run and win the race. He showed up at the Hospital when you were at your low point, and he knew to come because of the connection between you. He'd helped you in the past, after you left home. And of course, he came to your Captain promotion ceremony."
"And I was at her Medal of Valor ceremony, too." said Eckhart. "But you did not see me then, young Donald."
"Some things do get by me, I guess." I said, smiling.
"Ohhhh, of course." said Daniel Allgood, having an insight. "That's why!" I understood.
"Yes, Daniel." I said. "That is the other reason I asked the Council to promote Cindy to Captain. I knew this day was coming, and I knew that if you, Cindy, were a Lieutenant, and a brevetted one at that, and then it came out you're my first cousin, which you are... then we could not work together any longer. But as Chief Griswold made it a point to remind me: Captains and above are exempt from the nepotism laws. So you're stuck with me, partner."



"I can't think of a better person to be stuck with." Cindy said. She got up and came over to me, and I stood up to receive the hug... a hug of blood relatives and then some, that lasted a long moment. As we broke the hug, Cindy had tears in her eyes.
"By the way," I said. "Rita saw our family resemblance at that breakfast with Selena Steele. She asked me if I knew."
"Oh, that woman..." grumbled Griswold.
"Sorry, Chief." I said quietly.
Cindy wasn't finished hugging people. She went over to Harvey Eckhart, who had stood up, and gave him a long, strong hug. Finally able to show his love for his daughter, Eckhart hugged Cindy just as warmly.
"It's... it's been a long night." Eckhart finally said as they separated, a tear now flowing down Cindy's cheek. "Miss Stiles, why don't you take Cindy home. She needs to get some rest. Cindy, do come back soon, and we will talk. There are a great many things I must talk with you about."
"Sure. I'd love that." Cindy said. She hugged Harvey again. Then Melina was hugging her gym partner, telling her congratulations, followed by Phyllis.
Jenna got up and was about to escort Cindy out, and then a wonderful thing happened. Cindy came back, grabbed Teresa by the hand, and pulled her up. "Come with us." Cindy said. "I'm going to need you, too." Teresa nodded goodbye to us all, and with that the three women left, arms in arms, none of them dry-eyed.
Molly had a profoundly sad look on her face as she watched them leave. Phyllis deftly moved out of her seat and Laura slid over to allow me to sit between her and Molly. "I think I've lost my sister again." Molly said, her voice barely audible.
"No." I said, putting my arm around her. "We'll get that fixed up. Let her come to grips with everything."
"Yes, child." said Eckhart, seeming to read Molly's thoughts. "This has been a very long day for her... and for you and all of us. And you, Donald... you're a brave young man, but putting yourself out there and letting that process happen to you... that was..." His voice faltered as he wagged his finger at me.
"It had to happen." I said. "Otherwise, there was no way to take down Wargrave. I made him take actions that were criminal and for which we could bust him. I made him reveal and expose himself to capture, when otherwise he'd be on the run and we might never catch him. But he's gone now. One little Indian left." Eckhart smiled in understanding.
"And he complains about my hair-brained schemes?" Phyllis said to Laura, who laughed and hugged Phyllis.
"Very true. Whatever you do, darling," Laura said to me, "do not put yourself out there like that when you finally confront the Shadow Man." She then added, not fooling me one bit: "My counterpart in the FBI would have a heart attack." I put my other arm around her, hugging both her and Molly at the same time.
"Well," said Chief Griswold, getting up, "it's way past this old man's bedtime. Thank you, Don, for allowing me to witness this wonderful night. I had my suspicions that you and Miss Ross were related, but didn't know what to do about the nepotism. You solved that as you do everything else. Brilliantly."
I stood up and hugged Chief Griswold. "I'll come fishing with you, one day soon." I said.
Melina and Daniel also got up to go, as did my mother, who hugged me warmly. "I'm very proud of you, son. And I know your father is, too."
"Thanks, Mom." I said. She left with the others, saying goodbye to Molly and Laura, but not acknowledging Harvey Eckhart. Laura and Molly got up, ready to go with me. Molly handed me the house ownership papers.
"Uncle Harvey, I appreciate your hospitality in having us here." I said, shaking his hand.
"It was my honor and pleasure." he said., his hand clasping mine tightly. "And I owe you tremendously for putting my young people's lives ahead of your own."
"That's my job." I said.
"Maybe. But it shows me your greatness." Harvey said. "Come back soon, Donald. We have much still to discuss." Suddenly, he gave me a hug, which I returned.
He looked up into my eyes, his own beginning to tear up. "Thank you, Donald." he said. "Thank you for bringing that truth out."
I looked down at Harvey as I said with a smile of mischievous amusement: "You're welcome, my friend... and you can cross that one off your bucket list, too."
Part 22 - Epilogue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette on the morning of Friday, June 26th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Coroner's Inquest of the death of Henry R. Wargrave has returned a verdict of 'death by suicide'. The City Coroner had brought up several objections to the suicide theory, citing injuries more consistent with being beaten than with the fall from 30 stories high. The Coroner also showed that many building security cameras had failed right at the time of Mr. Wargrave's death, including several secret video and audio recordings within his office, which the Coroner regarded as suspicious."
"However, the Coroner could not show a consistent pattern of willful damage to the security equipment, nor show that anyone had been in the office after Mr. Wargrave's associate, businessman Austin R. Murphy, left the office some minutes before Mr. Wargrave died. Mr. Murphy was seen in camera footage as well as by numerous people on the lobby floor of the building at the time of Mr. Wargrave's fall from his office."
Cindy said "I don't remember seeing Murphy at the scene. Wouldn't he at least go over and see what happened to his friend?"
"He may have seen us." I said. "And got the hell out of there."
Bettina continued: "The Inquest also pointed out that the windows in Mr. Wargrave's office were bulletproof, and designed to withstand the impact of a small airplane, yet one window was shattered completely. No one can explain how that was done, and it has generated storms of comments and theories on several Internet blog sites. Meanwhile, the City Police have accepted the Inquest verdict, and have no plans to investigate Mr. Wargrave's untimely death any further as they grapple with the tremendous fallout following the arrest for murder of one of their former living legends, Vice Captain Susan Wexler..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They watched the 11:00pm news that Friday night in the somber, silent room.
"So he committed suicide?" said the woman.
"It would've taken dynamite to blow that window open." said the man with her. "Unless... yes, of course. A Tesla device. Vibrational resonance. Yes, that's smart."
"The Iron Crowbar?" she asked.
"Of course." he said. "He majored in Chemistry; he's a scientist at heart. And his nephew's company has the technology... just as they had the technology to detect and destroy Jody Corrigan's unit."
"I'm sure you have people infiltrating that company for their secrets?" the woman asked. "After all, that's what you do."
"I do much more than that, my dear." he said gravely. "Much more. But do not concern yourself with those trifles. Your own position is immensely important to me. The Iron Crowbar is getting out of hand. He crossed my path when he ran Sergei Molotov out of Town, he incommoded me in destroying his own nephew... ah, such a brain that young man had, one to rival even mine... and then the Iron Crowbar seriously inconvenienced me by destroying Corrigan's unit. And now Mr. Wargrave is gone. Should the Iron Crowbar continue to hamper me in my plans, we shall have to make the situation an impossible one for him."
"Just let me know when you're ready." said the woman. "I want to kill him myself as revenge for Harold's death."
"Harold Malone was not murdered by the Iron Crowbar." he said. "But when the time is right, I will enjoy watching as you exterminate Malone's murderer, whom I will present to you trussed and helpless."
"I'll hold you to that promise." said the woman. "I need to be getting back home. Would you like me to give you a blowjob before I go?"
"Thank you, my dear," he said, "but the mood is not right. I have the death of my old friend Wargrave to mourn."
"I'll leave you to it, then." the woman said, donning her gear. Putting on the helmet last, she went out the back door. A moment later the buzz of a high-speed motorcycle reached his ears as the woman sped off.
He poured himself a sherry, a rare and expensive brand. How easy it has been to manipulate the Iron Crowbar into killing Wargrave for me! the thought. Maybe he is not the foeman I had believed him to be. Maybe he is not mentally up to the task he believes he is.
He turned off the television set. No, Mr. Iron Crowbar, he thought to himself and the four winds, you are not my intellectual equal, and you never will be. And in the end, that will be your downfall. I will destroy you, as I have destroyed many men before you, better men, who have crossed me... including the billionaire Henry R. Wargrave, may he rest in peace. Yes, Commander Donald Troy, I will dance upon your grave...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the beautiful redheaded reporterette into her microphone at 7:00am sharp on Monday, June 29th. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the death of billionaire Henry R. Wargrave. Mr. Wargrave died a week ago, June 22d, as a result of a fall from his office window thirty floors above the ground. State Senator Katherine Woodburn has called for a more thorough investigation of Mr. Wargrave's death."
A video tape rolled of Katherine Woodburn making a speech the previous Saturday: "I am calling upon the State Bureau of Investigation to examine the death of billionaire Henry Wargrave! There are too many questions surrounding his death, and too many coverups happening! I demand answers! And if the SBI investigation shows that Mr. Wargrave's death was not a suicide but a homicide, then I demand Justice on Mr. Wargrave's behalf!" The partisan crowd cheered.
"Now why is she so into Wargrave's death?" Cindy asked me as we watched the new flat screen television/computer monitor mounted to the wall in my office, to my desk's left. To the left of the screen was a small whiteboard, closed and locked.
"You're a Troy." I said with a grin. "Well, a Michaux, anyway. You tell me, mon cousin." Cindy gave me something between a glare and a happy look, then thought about it as I watched the second clip of Katherine Woodburn saying the same things in another speech.
Cindy said "She and Wargrave worked together and were friends, from what I've heard. So she might be rightly upset that her friend died, and maybe she really does see problems in the suicide explanation."
"Why expend political capital ginning up what the City's Coroner's Inquest has already called a suicide?" I asked.
"I don't know. Any hints?" Cindy said.
"I'll give you one: it's more practical than personal." I said.
Cindy caught on. "Ohhhh... she's laying groundwork! The State news media gets all hot and bothered by her speeches, which they'll cover because she's a 'highly esteemed' State Senator. Then the SBI comes in and says 'Sure, we will investigate for you, Senator!'."
"Yes, very good." I said. "But you weren't wrong in saying Woodburn was a friend of Wargrave, so don't let me take you off the path. There's a couple of extra pieces we can add to the puzzle. Who else was a good friend of Henry Wargrave?"
"Gosh, he had many." Cindy said. "Dr. Wellman... but he would not want further publicity about Wargrave."
"True." I said. "And you just said it yourself... who would Woodburn have come and investigate?"
"The SBI." Cindy said. "But I don't know who Wargrave was tight with in the SBI."
"True enough." I replied. "So let me add even more: who was a good friend and associate of Henry Wargrave, plans to run for Governor, and was hoping for Wargrave's support in his run?"
"Oh." Cindy said. "SBI Director Jack Lewis. Molly told me a few weeks ago that the scuttlebutt is he'll announce on Labor Day weekend, and as a Democrat. Governor Jared is not planning to run again, so I don't know who the Republicans will put up against him."
"Very good." I said. "And you're right: Jack Lewis wants to open an investigation of this, and is having Katherine Woodburn gin up the press. And I'll take it further. I predict... that the SBI will open a full investigation of Wargrave's death by Thursday."
Just then there was a knock on my office door, followed by Lieutenant Tanya Perlman's cherubic face peeking in. "Sorry to break up the family conclave," she said with a grin, a reference to the recent discoveries of my and Cindy's family relationship, "but we have a report of a burglary in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision."
The Heritage Cloisters subdivision, Country Club, and golf course were by far the ritziest places in the County, occupied by the very most well-to-do citizens. Ahhh, a nice quiet political one, I thought with no small amount of acerbity.
Cindy said "Burglary or robbery? Victims present at the time?" In case you're wondering, 'burglary' is a crime that does not involve direct contact or violence with victims; in technical terms, 'robbery' requires a victim present to be held up, mugged, etc.
"No." Tanya said. "It's a burglary. They got home early this morning and discovered the crime."
Cindy said "Tell you what, give this one to Vice. They need some cross-training."
"Will do." said Tanya, withdrawing from the office.
I nodded. "Good call, Captain. I will be sure to inform the Chief of your quick and solid decision-making."
"Thanks." said Cindy. "I think I need all the help I can get with him. You sure he doesn't have something against me?"
"All I'm sure of," I said, "is that we have a crime in the wealthiest, most influential neighborhood in the County. Let's go examine it, shall we?"
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
"We went down to our vacation home in West Palm Beach," said Mr. Hamilton Myers, "and we got back we found all the silverware missing, the silver candelabra, three extremely valuable paintings, all of my antique guns, my wife's jewelry, and about $20,000 in cash from the safe in my study."
Myers was about 70 years old, with a full head of white hair, still broad-shouldered and in decent shape. His wife Erlene was once a very attractive woman but her skin was showing the effects of way too many years sunbathing, and her silver hair was a wig, if I didn't miss my guess. They were retired and wealthy residents of the County when they weren't in Florida, and were graduates of the University and therefore large contributors to the local Institution of Higher Learning.
"What about the alarm system, sir?" asked Detective (J.G.) Christopher Purvis. Purvis was extremely straight-laced, black hair, spoke in a peculiar voice, was religious but kinda weird. He was often called 'Chris Pervert' behind his back, though he had no particular perversions of which I was aware.
"I am absolutely sure that my wife set it before we left last week." said Myers. "The staff was given time off with pay for vacation time, and they don't know the codes."
As Purvis continued to talk with Myers and his wife, Lieutenant Teresa Croyle was watching the Crime Lab technicians at work. I came up to her.
"Whaddya got, Croyle?" I asked.
"Nothing yet, Commander." replied Teresa 'Cunt'. She was not in a very good mood, as the unexpected case assignment had interrupted the Vice Division's morning coffee time. "I do have a request of you, sir: the new electronics technician, Mark Walker, is looking at the alarm. He's relatively new, and I know you're an expert on that stuff, sir..."
"Okay, I'll go scare the living bejesus out of the new guy for you." I said. "By the way, Lieutenant, I need not tell you that the Myerses are wealthy and influential with the politicians and University brass, so make sure everyone looks and acts their professional best."
"Roger that, sir." said Teresa. "Purvis is a nerd, but he's the most outwardly professional of my bunch, save for Julie Newton. The Crime Lab people are the best, as always."
"Yes, they are." I said as I walked out of the study. I found Technician Walker using an electronic device on the alarm.
"Technician Walker, I'm Commander Troy." I said. "Welcome to the TCPD Crime Lab team. What do you have for me?"
"Oh, hello sir." he said, shaking my hand. "It looks like this system was defeated by a shunt here." He pointed to a spot on the electronics board. "The way this works is---"
"Yes," I said, interrupting, "I know the basics of it. So he shunted it in the 30 seconds he had while the alarm was awaiting the keycode to shut it off. This is a Williams Brothers alarm system; that's one of its two weaknesses. Make a notation so we can notify the company of their continued failure to fix those weaknesses."
"Uh, yes sir." said Walker, looking at me strangely.
"Also, this alarm system should leave a record of it being activated and deactivated, either within the house or with an alarm company. We'll need those printouts. The shunt should cause an entry to be made when it was put on and when it was taken off."
"It's with an alarm company that services the subdivision." said Walker. "I've already told Sergeant Irwin about it, and he's contacting them."
"Great. Keep up the good work." I said. I went back into the study.
"No prints, except for Mr. Myers's." said Teresa. "So far, anyway. We did check the alarm panel for prints before letting Walker into it; no joy there. We're checking around the frames of the paintings that were cut out, and the drawers where the silverware was and the cabinets where the antique guns were, and around the safe..."
"I'll be pleasantly stunned if they find any." I said. "I'm sure someone is getting an inventory of the guns stolen?"
"Absolutely." said Teresa. "First thing I asked Mr. Myers for, and I'll be contacting the FBI and SBI myself about them."
"Good." I said. "So, Croyle, what's your analysis?"
"You won't take 'not enough data yet', will you?" Teresa asked.
"As a matter of fact, I will." I said. "And it was exactly what I wanted to hear. Carry on. I only have a few questions for the Myerses, and I'll be on my way and out of your hair. Come with me."
With Teresa in tow, I went up to Mr. Myers and introduced myself. "Sir," I said, "was the alarm active when you got home? Did you enter the code to shut it off?"
"Er, yes, yes I did." said Myers.
"Good. Let me also ask..." I said, "... you have many more than three very valuable paintings here, including that Greuze in your study. Why would the burglar take the three that he took?"
"I... I have no idea." said Myers. "The Greuze is a replica, though." He then described the three missing paintings, all water- or sea-related paintings by an artist that had died two years before. Myers had acquired the paintings several years before, and at different times at art exhibits while the artist was still alive.
"Were the paintings insured?" I asked.
"Yes," said Myers, "but not for what they were truly worth. I also had insured two others in my office and one at our home in Florida. The silverware is covered as part of the overall house coverage, and the guns had a rider on that coverage."
"Did any of your staff know the value of these paintings or the guns?" I asked.
"I doubt it." said Myers. "I don't recall ever discussing their value with anyone but my wife and my insurance agent. I bought the paintings, as well as the ones remaining here, because I liked them for the house, not as a financial investment. As to the guns, I used to do a lot of cowboy action shooting, and I picked up pieces from time to time. I never really discussed which ones were the antiques and which ones were more modern replicas, and therefore less valuable."
"What about the cash and jewelry in the safe?" I asked. "Who knew about that? And who knew the code to the safe?"
"Only my wife and myself." said Myers. "The combination is sealed in an envelope with my attorney, who will be executor of my will when that time comes. I almost never get into that safe, though. The staff might not have even been aware it was there behind the Greuze."
"I see. Thank you, sir." I said. "If you have any questions, Lt. Croyle here is an exceptionally capable Detective. We'll let you know what we find as soon as possible."
"Thank you, Commander." said Myers. I could see that Teresa appreciated my compliments of her.
"By the way, where is your wife?" I asked.
"She's in the kitchen, drinking tea to calm her nerves." said Teresa. "Do you need to talk with her, Commander?"
"I'll just say hello to her. You go ahead and get everyone to get wrapped up." I said. I suited the deed to the word and went into the kitchen, where Mrs. Myers was talking with Officer Lydia Green.
"Hello, Mrs. Myers," I said. "I'm Commander Troy. I'm sorry for your losses."
"Thank you." said Erlene Myers, her eyes seeming to take sneak peeks at me. Seeing that I'd noticed, she said "So you are the Iron Crowbar. Such a young man to have done so much."
"Thank you, ma'am." I said as I observed the woman. "I only have a few questions for you. First, has any of your staff been recently let go, or recently hired?"
"Your people asked me that already." said Mrs. Myers. "And the answer is that we've had no recent hirings or firings. The staff at this home have been with us for three years or more, all of them."
"I see." I said. "And I apologize for any redundancy in the questions. Let me ask: who did you tell that you were going to Florida this past week?"
"Oh my goodness." said Erlene, thinking. "All of my friends at the club. We play contract bridge tournaments every Wednesday while our husbands play golf, so I had to tell them I wouldn't be there. We go to Florida several times a year, often for weeks at a time during the winter, as do the other ladies, so there's nothing unusual about this time."
"And no one had the alarm codes to the house?" I asked. "You didn't have someone stay and babysit?"
"Oh no," said Erlene, "the Cloisters is gated with a guard at all times, probably off duty police officers. The house had the alarm system, which we were assured was the very best money could buy. And no one but Mr. Myers and myself knew the code."
"Oh, not even a friend in case you needed urgent help?" I asked.
"If we needed help, then tripping the alarm would be the best thing to happen." Mrs. Myers said.
"Yes, that's certainly true, ma'am." I said, smiling my most charming smile. "So do you have any idea why the thief or thieves wouldn't have stolen more of the paintings?"
Erlene glanced around, then said "It appears that they took the most valuable ones. Hamilton was always talking about those sea paintings, and how much he liked them. He said they might be worth something if the artist ever died, but the artist wasn't that old. And then the artist did die, but I don't think Hamilton was concerned about their increased value. He just liked the paintings, like he liked his little cowboy guns."
"I see." I said. "Do you think any of your staff overheard him talking about the value of the paintings, or the guns, or the jewelry? Or maybe the cash in the safe?"
"I doubt it." Erlene said. "He talked about the paintings, but more as if he were talking about a favored dog. Do you like dogs, Commander?"
"I love 'em." I said. "I've got a great rescue dog at home."
"Good." said Erlene. "My favorite charities are the ones that rescue dogs and find them good homes." After a brief pause, she said "Is there anything else you need, Commander?"
"No, ma'am." I said. "I appreciate you taking the time to answer my questions. My Team will be working diligently on your case, and if there's anything you can think of that might help us, please give Lt. Croyle a call."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Walking outside, I saw Captain Ross examining the grounds with several uniformed officers. She peered at me as I walked up.
"Where's your crowbar?" Cindy asked.
"In my SUV." I said. "Perps need to see it. The average citizens like to see it. The people that live here?" I let my hand sweep around to mean the subdivision. "They don't give a rat's ass about it, nor anything not in their social circle. So no point in carrying it."
Cindy laughed. "Thanks for telling me." she said sarcastically, exhibiting the Blue Crowbar.
"And what is the Blue Crowbar telling you about this case?" I asked.
"Not a thing." Cindy said. "We've got no footprints or traces anywhere. No windows or doors forced. We're going to have officers canvas the homes with any visibility to this house to see if any vans or trucks drove up, anything out of the ordinary. Teresa had someone contact the subdivision property managers to get all the names of the guards at all the gates. Some of them are TCPD and do this job off-duty."
"Cool beans." I said. "So, any ideas?"
"No data yet, Mr. Holmes." Cindy said with alacrity. My people were learning, my people were learning, I thought happily.
I lowered my voice. "Here's a piece of data, and for your ears alone, Crowbar 2: that Greuze that the safe is behind? The one Mr. Myers said was a replica?"
"What about it?"
"I'm not the biggest art expert in the world," I said, "but I'd bet a paycheck that it's not a replica, but the real thing."
"And... and the thieves left it there?" Cindy practically gasped.
"Yep." I said. "A strangeness, n'est pas?" Just then I received a text on my police cellphone. It was Jack Muscone. I replied that I was on an important case and would meet with him and his boss later that evening.
Cindy was looking around. "You know, Don," she said quietly, "I've never thought much about having money, having a lot of it. I've never wanted big, ostentatious houses like these, or fancy cars and such. I've never seen the point, and I don't care about 'keeping up with the Joneses'. But now... well, one day in the future I might be inheriting a lot of money when my father, Dr. Eckhart, dies, and I'm not going to know what to do with it. I do know this, though... I don't care to live in this subdivision. It's giving me a vibe... a bad vibe."
I smiled. "I hear you." I replied. "I've never been one to want to show off wealth if I had it, either. There's a line in the book 'Atlas Shrugged' where Midas Mulligan used his wealth for selection instead of accumulation, and he used it for comfort more than showing off. That's me: I rebuilt the Cabin to be as comfortable and convenient to me as possible, not giving a damn what others thought about it."
Cindy smiled. "Yeah, but it still looks good. Anyway, the bridge club will just have to do without me, I guess. I'm sure they'll be devastated."
"Their loss." I said. "Okay, I need to go back to my car for a minute."
"Why?"
"To get my crowbar." I said. "I like having it with me, and why should I give a damn if these people give a damn or not?" I heard Cindy laughing out loud as I went to fetch it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:00pm the meeting convened in Classroom 'C', Vice's classroom behind their room and next door to MCD's Classroom 'E'. Present were: Chief Bennett at the head of the table, Lt. Teresa Croyle at the far end, Detective Christopher Purvis, Detective Julie Newton, Data Specialist Sonali, the Crime Lab's J.R. Barnes, Sergeant Irwin, Lieutenant Tanya Perlman, Captain Cindy Ross, and myself, Your Iron Crowbar. I was sitting to the Chief's immediate left.



"Okay, Lt. Croyle," said the Chief. "Tell us what your group has. Keep it short and simple."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "First, I'll talk about the victims and their deep background. Hamilton and Erlene Myers have been married 45 years, no children. He was an insurance salesman and made enough money to invest in the bond markets. Over time, he leveraged bonds to the tune of making about 200 million dollars. He retired about nine years ago. His wife is originally from Florida and he has a boat down there, not quite a big-time yacht but nice enough. He likes to play golf; hence, his membership in the Heritage Cloisters Country Club.
Teresa continued: "His wife Erlene graduated from college--"
"Excuse me, Lieutenant," said Chief Bennett, interrupting. "Do we really need to know the background this far back?"
"Yes sir, we do." I replied, cutting in as I looked at the Chief. "This information could be very essential to the case of why they were chosen to be burgled." I nodded to Teresa, whose look of gratitude towards me overcame her look of anger at the Chief for interrupting her. I might add that one Captain Ross had a similar look on her ruggedly pretty features.
Teresa continued: "Mrs. Myers's degree was in Fine Arts. She met Mr. Myers at an art exhibit at the City Art Museum. She likes to swim and to sunbathe, and she played some golf and some tennis until the aches and pains of age limited her athleticism. Now her biggest hobbies are contract bridge at the club every Wednesday, and the 'Social Circuit'. She and Sally Wellman, wife of the University President, are pretty good friends, and she assists Mrs. Wellman with University-related social occasions often... well, at least when big money donors are involved, from what I gathered."
The Chief was getting very fidgety and uncomfortable with what were to him mundane details. Fortunately, Teresa was getting to the present:
"Coming up to the crime: the Myerses have lived in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision since it was built some fifteen years ago. They often go to Florida, in fact they practically live there in the winter months. They left for a week down there eight days ago."
Teresa consulted some notes, then said: "The alarm logs suggest the alarm was deactivated Wednesday night about 9:00pm, just after sunset. It was reset about an hour later, at 9:58pm. Sgt. Irwin, what do you have on the neighbors?"
Sergeant Irwin said "Neighbors noted a 'Home Freight Delivery' truck come to the house Wednesday evening, but no one saw it leave. The guard at the front gate dutifully logged the in and out times for the truck, but said he didn't remember any details about it."
Teresa said "I'm sure the Commander will be interested in the gate guard's name: TCPD Patrol Officer Justin Hendricks."
"Yes, I am indeed interested in that." I said, sitting up straight. "You've interviewed him?"
"I did." piped up Detective Purvis. "He barely remembered the truck at all, said they get deliveries there in the evenings all the time because they sleep late in that subdivision and don't want morning deliveries. He also said that some deliveries might be worth a lot of money, so they deliver when the occupants are most likely to be at home."
"That makes sense." said Chief Bennett.
"Purvis, what is Hendricks's full schedule working at the Heritage Cloisters? What days and hours is he there?" I asked.
"Uhh..." Purvis said, then became red-faced. "Sorry sir, I don't have that information."
"Someone needs to get that information, Lt. Croyle." I said to the Vice Squad Lieutenant, who was responsible for her people's failures, and she knew it. She wasn't happy, and she glared at Purvis.
"We'll get that information very quickly, Commander. Sergeant Irwin, will you handle that?" Croyle said. Irwin said he would, then I then told Teresa to continue with her case information.
Teresa said "The items stolen include all of the silverware, which was in a locked lowboy in the dining room. The lock was a simple one and easily picked. The value of the silver is in the tens of thousands of dollars. Also, all of the jewelry from the jewelry box in the bedroom and in the safe, and we're not sure of the exact value of the gems. There was $20,000 in cash in the safe; that was taken. Then there's the guns--"
"Let me ask before you go on." I said, interrupting. "How was the safe opened?"
J.R. Barnes said "It looks like the perp may or may not have had a device that could read the combination. It was an electronic numeric-entry keypad device. There was no evidence of the safe being forced or jimmied open."
"So that excludes you as a suspect, Commander." Teresa said, a tiny gleam of amusement in her eyes. I laughed, which was tepidly joined by everyone... except the Chief.
"And the paintings and guns?" I asked, wondering why the Chief was in such a mood.
"Three paintings, cut out of their frames which were bolted to the walls." Teresa reported. "Mr. Myers said he bought them from an artist..." She looked at a paper and named the artist's name; I'd never heard the name. "Myers said he paid a total of about $70,000 for the three works. The artist gained some level of fame, then died suddenly in the City at the age of forty-three. Myers said those works might fetch between half a million and a million dollars each now."
"Good grief, I'm in the wrong profession." Cindy Ross said. "I should've taken up painting."
"You have to die for your paintings to become worth something, and I prefer you alive and working with me." I said. "And the guns, Croyle?"
"Mostly antique revolvers, some shotguns." Teresa said. "Some were from the 19th century and would be worth a good bit at auction, while others were more modern. Mr. Myers said he used all of them at various times in his cowboy shooting competitions, and bought the antiques at various times when they became available, sometimes from estate sales. Again, he didn't seem to care about the value of the pieces as much as using them."
"Okay, this is for anyone who talked to him: how did Mr. Myers feel about losing his paintings and guns?" I asked.
"Come to think of it," said Purvis, "he didn't seem to be too upset about any of it. Quiet and even about it."
"I agree, sir." said Sergeant Irwin. "He wasn't indifferent, but he seemed to be rolling with it, taking it in stride."
"Yes." said Teresa. "He didn't seem to be overly bothered or emotional about the value of the stolen items. Maybe a bit disappointed about not having the paintings on his wall any more."
"Good. Good observations by all of you." I said. "Any sign of forced entry into the home?" Teresa looked at the Crime Lab technician.
"No sir." said J.R. Barnes. "Not that we could find. The door inside the garage to the home was left unlocked, according to both Mr. and Mrs. Myers. We think the outer door to the garage may have been left unlocked, then the perp locked it when he left. There are a lot of faint footprints in the garage that showed up under the UV light, some dust being moved around. Some of the footprints are tennis shoes that do not match anything the Myerses own."
Teresa picked it back up, seeing that the Chief was again restless. She said "Julie and Sonali are running data. Julie is looking into the Myers's finances, and Sonali is looking for matches of the 'M-O's with this case. Sonali?"
"Yes ma'am." said Sonali, speaking good English but with an Indian accent, since her parents were immigrants from India. "I'm searching for art thieves as well as fencers household valuables, and criminals that use delivery trucks to enter neighborhoods and homes. Detective Newton is inquiring with the FBI and contacting art auction houses, and I sent an alert to all the pawn shops in this State and the ones adjoining ours. So far, nothing has come up."
Teresa said "I've contacted the SBI, FBI, and any points of contact necessary about the antique guns so that they'll be on the lookout."
I said "That's good... but Sonali, add something to your search. Search for a criminal that disables alarms with electronic shunts, someone with good knowledge of alarm systems." Sonali made a note of that. I said "Newton, anything on the finances?"
"Not yet." said Julie "The Abacus" Newton, who was a wizard at accounting, book keeping, money laundering, tax evasion, and whatever else I could think of that involved criminal money flows. She was invaluable to us in that capacity.
She continued: "The Myerses have no debt at all. Two homes, one here, one in the West Palm Beach, Florida area. He owns a boat, fully paid for. Since he's retired, he's not leveraged in anything. He took his money out of almost every investment brokerage about five years ago, only having two accounts holding literally all of his money, which are set up as trusts and paying monthly amount and his various automatic bills, such as the boat dock in Florida. Nothing strange in his transactions, so far, but I've just begun checking."
"Anything else?" asked the Chief. "Ready to solve this one, Commander?"
"I think today will be Sonali's day to shine." I said. "When she gets the 'M-O' of the perp and some names. Anything else, Lt. Croyle?" I asked.
"No sir." said Teresa. "Purvis? Irwin?" Neither had anything to add.
The Chief dismissed us all, being the first to leave, and quickly. I said to Teresa, "Croyle, my office." She followed me into my office, as did Cindy.
"I'm sorry about Purvis not being prepared--" Teresa started as I pointed for her to sit down in a chair and Cindy in the other. I stopped her.
"Don't worry about it." I said. "He just learned, if the hard way. Reinforce it, but remember to bring him back to the lure and compliment him on the good work he has done. But do find out about Hendricks's schedule, confirm it with the security company for the Heritage Cloisters."
"Yes sir." Teresa said.
"And one other thing." I said. "I know you told Julie to do this, but I want you to follow up with the auction houses, pawnshops, any places where the loot could be pawned or fenced. I'm sure Julie is doing it, but I want redundancy there. Go ahead and do that now." Teresa acknowledged the instructions, and left.
"So, Cindy," I said, "what do you think, now that you have some data?"
"You know" Cindy said, her face looking perplexed. "There is something wrong, something out of place here. But I can't quite place my finger on it. I re-read all the case notes of all the officers at the scene before going into the meeting, and I don't see it... but something just is not right."
"Like what?" I asked, peering at Cindy.
"Like... well, like that question you asked. Mr. Myers isn't acting like I'd expect a man to act who'd just lost his favorite paintings, his favorite guns, his house violated..."
"Yes, that's true." I said. "He did seem very calm about it all. And there's something you may not have seen: when I questioned him, I brought up his Greuze, which he had not mentioned to anyone else before. Yet he not only showed no surprise that I had recognized the piece as well as its value, he seemed to not worry that it had been left while other, less valuable pieces remained behind. Yes, he said it was a replica, but I seriously wonder if he doesn't know that it's a real Greuze. And that has me wondering... who are these art thieves that know enough to take three valuable pieces but leave a 20 million dollar painting hanging on the wall, untouched?"
"Like I said," Cindy replied, "I am in the wrong profession..."
"No, you're not." I replied. "You are where you should be, doing what you do best. Oh, one more thing: get with Myron and Mary, don't speak to Julie or Sonali about this. I need them to capture cellphone pings from about half an hour before the crime to half an hour after the alarm was reset. Hopefully our perp carried a cellphone, even a burner, and if we find it on him it'll help us immensely."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, I was asked to come to the main conference room. Sergeant Irwin, Detective Purvis and Lt. Croyle were there, as were Patrol Officer Justin Hendricks... and the Police Union rep.
"Commander, what is the purpose of interrogating this officer?" the Union rep said as soon as I opened the door to come in.
"And good afternoon to you, too." I said. "To answer your question: this is not an interrogation. But I'm glad you're here, so you can see that it's just getting some eyewitness information and not harassing Officer Hendricks. Go ahead, Lieutenant." Teresa then deferred to Purvis.
"So you work at the Cloisters on Wednesday afternoons from 4:00pm to midnight?" Purvis asked.
"Yes." said Hendricks, calmly. "Wednesday is my day off from the Force."
"There's nothing wrong or against regulations about him working there." said the Union rep.
"No one said there was." I said sharply, then bore down hard on the Union rep. "Again, this isn't about getting Hendricks in trouble. It's about what he witnessed while on duty there. Hendricks, can you describe the man in the delivery truck in question?" 
"He had on coveralls and a hat which he kept low over his eyes." said Hendricks. "He showed his I.D., and I wrote the name on the log, but I don't remember it."
"I wouldn't expect you to." I said. "Was he a regular delivery driver to the Cloisters?"
"I don't know." said Hendricks. "I only work there Wednesday evenings. I don't really remember him from any other truck drivers or delivery people."
"What was his hair and eye color?" I asked.
"He had the hat on, so I didn't see any hair, and he never really looked at me so I didn't see his eyes very well."
"Like he was avoiding looking at you." I said.
"Yes sir, I guess so, now that you mention it."
"Okay, Croyle, I'm done here." I said. "But if you can think of fifty other questions to ask, just to waste the Union rep's time, be my guest." Teresa grinned, her eyes boring evilly into the Union rep, who became uncomfortable.
With that, I left the room. I went into my office and called in Master Technician Mary Mahoney for an assignment.
Part 3 - Agency Blues
I knocked on the Chief's door at 6:30pm. He had me come in.
"Sir, I've got to go to the Federal Building." I said. "Is there anything you need before I leave?"
"Come in just one second." said Chief Bennett. "Close the door." I did so.
"First," the Chief said, "the FBI people have called not once but twice asking if you can come over. I told them I'd send you over when you could break away from the burglary case you're working on. Any idea why they are so jumpy to get you over there?"
"Yes sir." I said. "Do you really want to know?"
"Yes." said the Chief, deadpan flat, his face serious.
"I suspect it's about Henry Wargrave." I said. "The Deputy Director was a bit pissed that he managed to die before I could arrest him. I'm kind of hoping he'll fire me for it."
"I see." said the Chief. "So tell me this: are all the meetings about cases like the one this afternoon?"
"Uhhhh, pretty much, sir." I said. "Usually a little more dull than today was." The joke didn't go over well.
"Did Chief Griswold run the meetings like that?" Bennett asked.
"Well," I said with a pause, then continued, "he asked about a million more questions, until he figured out I could ask fewer questions and get more answers anyway. But yes, he pretty much ran his meetings that way. He wanted as many details as possible."
"Commander," Bennett said, "if I let you run those meetings then have you give me the Cliff Notes later, would you have a problem with that?"
"No sir." I said. "Though if you're there, you can ask any questions that come to your mind and get an answer that I'll have to go back for."
"I'd agree if I weren't talking to the man with a mind like a steel trap." said Bennett. "If it's something I need to hear because I'm dealing with the Council, the Sheriff or the Press, then have me come in. Otherwise, you drive 'em."
"Yes sir." I said. Not going to argue this small blessing, I thought to myself.
"Okay, go ahead. Good night." said the Chief. "Tell the FBI people I said hello and to stop trying to hire you away from me."
I grinned, then said goodnight and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We really needed him alive." said Jack Muscone.
We were in the FBI's offices at the Federal Building off Courthouse Square. In the room were Jack, myself, my wife Laura, and the DepDirector of the FBI. For the first time, I did not get a sense of power and mastery from him. Instead, I felt his aggravation. He was not sitting down, standing on his side of the table. The three of us were sitting down, on the other side.
"Yes." said the DepDirector. "We were done no favors by Wargrave's death."
"That's one opinion." Laura said levelly. "Others differ. Especially mine."
The Deputy Director turned a baleful eye upon my wife, but said nothing. In the Washington power schemes, Laura technically outranked him, if barely. He also knew the woman's husband was sitting across the table from him. And maybe, just maybe, he knew that ultimately, she was right.
I said "Because your Agency's overseas operations now cannot be exposed by a trial of Henry Wargrave?"
"That's a lot of it." said Laura. "Especially our operations in the Russian Federation. Mr. Putin is not a forgiving man when it comes to catching foreign spies, and I don't want our people to get caught and then killed."
"I can understand that." said the DepDirector, who then looked at me. "But there are existential threats to the Homeland, as well. We might have had Superior Bloodlines at our mercy if you had arrested Wargrave instead of..."
"Instead of him committing suicide?" I said, knowing what he was insinuating. "Sir, allow me to reassure you that if Wargrave had not thrown himself out of his office window and I'd been in time to secure his arrest, he would not have been able to help you with the Bloodlines group one bit. They, and other Big Boyz, cut him off a while back after he went to the Dark Side and committed to our Consultant of Crime. Then the Consultant betrayed him, as well. After being stabbed in the back that often, I can see why he'd want to jump out of a window."
"And how do you know this?" said Jack Muscone. He had not been especially happy about me pointing my finger at him and saying "Bang!", as I had not told him about the attempt on his life. I bought him a double cheeseburger and told him what I did beat the alternative (to really shoot him), but he was still a bit ticked off... more at not getting the arrest of Wargrave than anything else.
"Some things came to light during 'Operation Gravestone'." Laura said. "Others by my husband's deductive abilities. Conrad King cut Wargrave off; they had not met nor communicated in months. King was the liaison to Wargrave. King's son is now in France, having somehow been sprung from Federal prison..." That was a shot at the FBI, I realized, and I deduced that things were not going well between certain agencies at the highest national levels.
"Okay, okay." said the DepDirector, not going there. He finally sat down. "Well, Commander, you did lose a possible inroad to your Consultant of Crime."
"Yes." I said. "Yes I did. And sure, Wargrave could have named him... or her... but I don't think he had the real proof I need to bring the Consultant down and secure a conviction, nor arrest and convict the many members of his various gangs. Wargrave's financial records are still there, and the FBI has a lot of them, so if there's a clue there, we'll find it anyway."
I then hit them with my bombshell: "But sir, what I'd like to point out is this: why did Wargrave not run when he had the chance? He could easily have been out of the country, could've eluded everyone... yet he chose to stay in the area and, ultimately, to die. Did he have so few friends that he could not have found safe harbor somewhere? Would his considerable contacts and talents be of use to someone, some nation, even?"



"We wiped those out." said Laura.
"In the Middle East, yes." I said. "But everywhere? And he still could've set up new operations, financed by rogue nations... or even the Russian Federation itself. Mr. Putin likes to avail himself of the abilities of talented people."
"Sir," said Jack Muscone, "I think this is another one of those 'Salem' moments." He meant that I was doing or realizing something that would've had me burned at the stake 400 years ago.
"Yes, I agree." said the DepDirector, working hard to control himself at the moment. "So, Commander, he didn't run. Why not?"
"He cut a deal... to save his wife's life, which was under threat by our Consultant of Crime. She inherits what money her husband had left in trusts, she'll live comfortably for the rest of her life, and he doesn't have to live the rest of his life in the misery of having to stay on the run and to rebuild at the mercy of a benefactor... especially one like the aforementioned Mr. Putin."
"Even accepting that," said the DepDirector, "let's not play games here: your Consultant got you to do his dirty work. Call it suicide if you like, and I understand 'plausible deniability', but admit it... he manipulated you."
"All right." I said agreeably. "I admit that he manipulated me." I was unable to keep a sly grin off my face. The Director noticed, his eyes narrowing as he peered at me.
"And speaking of manipulation," said the DepDirector, "Wargrave tried to manipulate you into killing one of my agents. Don't get me wrong, I'm very happy that failed... but it was Eckhart's process that might have made that possible in the first place. Why shouldn't I have that place shut down, and Eckhart in prison for the rest of his life?" Laura looked over at me, unable to hide the worry in her face.
"Because, sir," I said with alacrity, "you want to take down Superior Bloodlines." Who did this man think he was playing games with? I thought to myself.
The Director understood, as did Muscone. "So... what do we do now?" Muscone asked.
"You can call the lawyers of Gresham & Mason, P.C." I said, my voice inflective of a joke, but a serious clue underlying my comment. The Director looked like he wanted to shout at me, but held himself, then realized what I was saying.
"Yes." he said. "We've already been looking into that. Jack, what do you have?"
"It may be the inroad we need." said Muscone. "We've very quietly looked into the many offices of Gresham & Mason and their associate law firms around the country. They have offices in cities, but those may be to facilitate their operations in smaller counties and communities. We've found many places where they're operating and the same political things happening that occurred in Apple Grove, in this Town and County, and in California, where Sergeant Carroll's buddy Patrolman Delmar found work."
"Ah, him again." I said.
"Yes." said the Director, getting up. "I have to go back to Washington tonight. I'll try to convince the top brass that Wargrave's death is not the huge setback they think it is."
"Don't worry." said Laura. "I've already taken care of that... as have the top brass in my Company." The Director looked something between shocked and angry, but said no more.
As Laura and I left with Jack, I said "Jack, why don't you join Laura and me at the Chop House for dinner, my treat."
"Sure." said Jack. "But let me pay for it, and expense it. I do owe you for not really shooting me, even if my boss is pissed off about not being told about that."
"It was for the best." Laura said. "If you knew, Don's ruse might not have worked--" She was interrupted by an insistent ringing of her cell phone, her 'Company business' phone. She took the call.
"Happy happy, joy joy." she said as she hung up. "I get to go to Washington for meetings, also. But they can wait; I'm not going to miss a good steak dinner..."
Part 4 - The Meeting
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, June 30th. "Channel Two News has learned that the burglary at the home of Hamilton Myers in the Heritage Cloisters neighborhood is the latest of no less than six burglaries in that subdivision in the last three months, and there were three other burglaries in other affluent neighborhoods north of Town, as well."
"The Town & County Police Force issued a statement saying only that they are continuing to investigate the crimes, and that they have increased patrols in the Third Precinct, where these burglaries were committed. Asked why Commander Troy's Police Force has not yet solved these crimes, Sheriff Daniel Allgood said, and I quote: 'Commander Troy carries a crowbar, not a magic wand. His Police Force is working on the cases. Crimes such as these are not often solved within a day or two, and KXTC is being unfair to suggest that they should be.'."
Bettina continued: "Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook issued a statement on behalf of the Council, saying 'The Council has heard the concerns of our citizens, and we expect the Police Force to work diligently to solve these burglaries and prevent future ones.'. Councilman John Colby issued a counter-statement on behalf of several Council members, saying that the Police Force was doing an excellent job, as always, and he had full confidence they would solve the cases..."
"Hoo boy." I muttered as I drank my coffee with Cindy and the MCD Detectives in the MCD room. "Okay guys, my ass hurts already in anticipation, but it is my fault that we have not paid more attention to this. So Perlman, start looking into these cases. Work with Croyle on the ones Vice has been looking into, see if you can find some common patterns."
"Yes sir." Tanya said soberly.
"Commander," said Detective Theo Washington, "are they really so jaded they expect you to solve everything in minutes?"
"When I was at Airborne School," I said, "I had to go through a drill of doing parachute landing falls, and had to do a lot very quickly. When I did them all, the 'Black Hat' there made me do pushups, and he said 'You're too good for your own good.'. Well, this is the same damn thing: the price of us, not just me but all of you, doing a good job... and I get to do the equivalent of push-ups for it. Don't sweat it; let's get up to speed and get this done so we can stop the Press bashing."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30am, I met with "Crowbar's Angels" in my office: Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya.
"Okay, guys." I said. "Did we get anything overnight on the Myers case?"
"A lot, sir." said Teresa. "And by the way, Sonali is working like a dog on this one. Maybe it's the glare of the spotlight on her, but she has come up with a lot of stuff. First, she came up with three good matches for the possible perp:
"David Bacon is a hippie-type that has a record of burglaries where he deactivates alarms. But he mostly steals cars, and last Wednesday he was in California. He played in a chess tournament this past weekend, and was at a chess club that Wednesday night playing blitz chess with about twenty other people.
"The second name to come up was your buddy 'Dirty Lennie'. Probably because he rents and uses trucks to haul contraband, particularly drugs. For example, he rented the trucks that delivered the caches of diamonds we finally caught. It took some digging to get through the layers, but we're starting to put together a string of such rentals. There are two issues, though: first, he's not known to be a cat burglar; and second, he was in the Precinct Two jail Wednesday night after getting into a fight at a bar in the Tenderloin District Tuesday night, and he didn't get out until Saturday, when the County Solicitor ultimately declined to press charges."
"Ah, disappointing that charged were not pressed." I said.
"Solicitor Walters said the complaints about Lennie's hygiene and bad odor was a contributor in getting him out of our clean jails." said Teresa.
I laughed. "Can't argue with that. And third?"
"Much more interesting." Teresa replied. "Howard Spratt, called 'Howie', and known in the criminal world as 'Jack Spratt'. Yes, he's lean, slender build, about 5'8", so not very tall, dark brown hair, very dark brown eyes. Did prison time for a series of burglaries about three years ago, released on parole earlier this year, no problems since his release. But he's reputed to be good at defeating alarm systems."
I reached out my hand and Teresa gave me the file, which included his mugshot. "He's our best shot." I said. "Put out an APB and bring him in, under arrest for suspicion of burglary. If it's not him, he may know something about these crimes at the Cloisters and give us something. At the worst, he goes free in 24 hours, having been gifted three free meals courtesy of the County. And give Sonali my compliments on her good work..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, the local equivalent of Airborne School's 'break area procedures' commenced, and it was not pretty.
I was not called onto the carpet individually, as I'd expected to be. No, the Chief decided to make this one a dressing down of all of his top Staff, sharing the humiliation. The meeting was in the Main Conference Room. I was at the far end of the table, Cindy Ross to my left, Teresa Croyle next to her, then Supervisor Myron Milton. On my right was Tanya Perlman, then Lieutenant Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, then 3d Precinct Captain Susan Weston.
Sitting off to my right side, not at the table but in the corner, was Sheriff Daniel Allgood. Sitting to the Chief's left, not at the table, was Deputy Chief Brownlee... who was barely able to hide his glee at the situation.
At the head of the table was Chief Harold Bennett, who said "The Press has ambushed us very well this morning. The Sheriff and I are being beaten up one side and down the other by the Press as well as the Council, not to mention very rich residents of the wealthiest subdivisions in the County who are very angry. Commander Troy, why haven't you solved these cases yet?"
"I take full responsibility for not correlating these cases and prioritizing them as a spree." I said. "We are working on them, and just put out an APB for a person of interest."
The Chief was not mollified. "Okay, everyone, I'll just get this out now: I understand that the Commander has been very busy, and pulled in many directions these past few months. Not to mention him being kidnapped one night. And I can't argue with the results of his work: he solved two murders, took down one of the City Police Department's highest officers for those murders, and was instrumental in bringing the Wargrave case to its conclusion."
"What bothers me," the Chief then said, "is that this Police Force seems to be totally reliant upon Commander Troy to get anything solved. I need to know that when he is not here, crimes will continue to be solved. Everyone in this room, except the Sheriff and Deputy Chief Brownlee, is at least partially responsible for this failure to quickly solve these burglaries, and that includes me at the top. I need for some of you here, especially those of you in leadership positions, to step up and bring your 'A' games, especially when Commander Troy is not here."
He was not looking at Cindy as he said it, but did furtively glance in her direction several times. I felt relief that Cindy's face remained passive, not letting Bennett get to her.
Meanwhile, the Chief looked at some notes, then said "There's still a problem, here. I understand that of these nine cases, only this last one was given directly to MCD. Of the other eight, six calls went to Precinct Three. What happened there, Captain Weston? Why didn't you call in Detectives from MCD or Vice?"
"We did, sir, on four of the six." said PCpt. Weston. "On the other two, the homeowners told the responding officers that they were calling the police only because their insurance companies demanded it. My officers took their statements and canvassed the neighborhood to see if anything unusual was seen, but the homeowners didn't even want the Crime Lab people there. And on the other four, we notified Headquarters but never heard back."
"So, Captain Ross," said Chief Bennett acidly, "what happened?"
Cindy replied, "Sir, Detectives responded to those calls. Only one case was as big as the Myers case, though, where a considerable amount of considerable value was taken. The rest were smaller, with only one or a few items taken, but we did look into them. Nash responded to one, Washington to one, Parker to two of them. Their investigations are ongoing."
"But not very well, it looks like." said Deputy Chief Brownlee, taking a cheap shot.
"And how would you have any idea of that?" retorted Captain Ross, not taking any shit from Brownlee.
"You forget yourself, Captain." Chief Bennett quickly interjected. "That's a Commander you're talking to, and--"
"Then consider that to have come from me, Chief." I said, interrupting and near anger, my voice carrying strongly through the room. "Captain Ross is correct: it's not Paper Pusher's job to overwatch the Detectives. And if he does know all that much about it, then I'm going to wonder why he's sticking his nose where it doesn't belong, and particularly onto my turf. And I tend to punch noses that wrongly stick themselves onto my turf, literally if not figuratively."
Brownlee glaring at me did not bother me. It was Chief Bennett who was also glaring at me, and I was staring right back at him.
"Okay, guys," said Sheriff Allgood. "Let's get back to business. Captain Ross, you were saying something about the ongoing investigation?"
"Yes, Sheriff." Cindy said. "My Detectives have done everything correctly to this point. We haven't had any leads, but it's not from their lack of effort. We're correlating everything now to see if there is any commonality in the crimes, but for the most part there are enough differences to suggest that they've been done by different perps. It may not be a spree."
"That's interesting." I said, thinking out loud and near a reverie.
"Chief," said Precinct Captain Weston, "I would like to suggest at this time that it might be much better if I had Detectives dedicated to my Precinct. I could assign them cases immediately without going through the red tape of calling Headquarters, only to be ignored by Lieutenant Perlman, and none of these problems might have happened."
"I totally agree with that, Chief." piped in Brownlee. "We should assign Detectives to Precincts."
"That's ridiculous." I said, now seeing fully why Brownlee was even in this meeting. "Spreading the Detectives out only hinders communications, makes things worse than what's happening now. We can learn from our mistakes on this case and take steps to do better communicating and working together to find those correlations between crimes, but assigning Detectives to Precincts is exactly the opposite and wrong way to go."
"But look at the disaster now, Chief." retorted Brownlee. "Troy's way hasn't worked at all; it's time to try something different. The Nazis lost World War II because they were too centralized. We need to give our Precinct Captains the tools they need to do their jobs."
"It's something to consider--" said Bennett, looking not at me, but at Cindy.
"No, it's not." replied Sheriff Allgood, his voice cutting in and making people almost jump... even me. "I agree with Commander Troy completely on this, and I'll just tell you right now that while I try to let you guys run the Police Force, I will step in and kill any attempt to assign the core Detectives to Precincts. And you may be sure that I'll have the Council backing me up on it. Anyone who does not fully agree with that can leave their resignations with me before the exiting the room." Daniel stared directly at Brownlee as he said the last sentence.
Well, that ends that, I thought to myself with great relief in the awkward silence in the room.
Allgood said "Okay, let's wrap this up. We can have recriminations and work on better communications later. What is going on about catching perps and preventing future burglaries?"
Lieutenant Masters said "We have increased patrols in the affluent areas, and I've put out word to all the Precincts to be on the lookout for suspicious delivery trucks and suspicious activities related to them."
"We have an APB out for a possible suspect in the Myers crime." said Lt. Perlman.
"The Data teams have already gathered a lot of information." said Cpt. Ross, "and they're still working it."
"Okay, let's get back to work." said Chief Bennett. "All of you, go. Commander, I need to speak with you privately for a moment."
Daniel came over to me. "Need me to stay?"
"No." I whispered back. "I got it." Daniel left with everyone else.
In the silence of the room, the Chief looked at me across the table, as if marshaling his thoughts and considering what to say. Finally he spoke: "I did mean that when I said your people need to be able to continue in your absence. I really am disappointed in them."
"I'm not sure I understand your expectation of perfection from them." I replied. "As I said, it's my responsibility that these cases weren't handled better."
"I don't agree." said Bennett. "To be honest, your position is one where you should be delegating just about everything. Only your incredible deductive abilities keep you in the field when you really should not be. Meanwhile, Lt. Croyle is doing okay in Vice, but Captain Ross and Lt. Perlman are not running with the ball when you hand it off to them, which is what you're doing when you're not here. I do expect more than I'm seeing right now."
"Sir, may I speak freely?" I asked.
"No." said Bennett. "No, you may not. Anything you want to say, it needs to be within protocols."
"Then I'll speak within protocols." I said, standing up, and to hell with it if this guy wants to fire me to spite his own face. "Chief, I don't know what you have against my people, particularly Captain Ross, but if you have a problem with them, you come to me. My people, and especially Captain Ross, are doing a very good job. No, they're not perfect; neither am I. But they have done and are doing a lot. What you did to us today, Chief... that wasn't right."
"Okay, you want me to come to you?" said Bennett, staring coldly at me. "Then consider this my official complaint: I don't think Captain Ross has what it takes to do the job in your absence. I consider this failure to be her fault and a result of her lack of leadership and attention to detail. And that is for the record, not off the record. I don't give a shit about the nepotism issue, but you better get her to the point she can handle the position you've put her in, or I will be going to the Sheriff and even the Council to do something about it."
After a moment of silence I said "Is that all, sir?"
"Yes. Go." replied the Chief. I left the Conference Room, noticing that Daniel went into the Conference Room and shut the door before the Chief could make it out of there. I went to my office, where my 'Angels' were gathered. I made another observation as I went around to my chair behind my desk.
"My office furniture appreciates you confiscating the blue crowbar, Lt. Croyle." I said, seeing the object in Teresa's hands.
"That was to keep me from using it on you." replied Cindy, who was anything but happy at the moment. "You, sir, could have and should have been the Chief of Police of this Force, but you didn't take it. You fucked up." That last line stunned Teresa and Tanya.
I just stayed calm, and then made a point to take my badge off my shirt and place it on the table. "Put 'em on the desk, ladies." I said. They did so, putting their badges next to mine as I opened my bottom right drawer, took out the bottle of peppermint schnapps and four shot glasses, and poured four drinks.



"Salud, Angels." I said. We clinked glasses and downed our shots. I put away the bottle, lest we be tempted to drink more.
"Get it out of your systems now." I said, meaning for them to vent their frustrations.
Cindy said "I feel like the whole purpose of that meeting was to split us up and assign us to precincts. Am I wrong?"
"Man, did the Sheriff blow that up, or what?" Teresa said, awe in her voice.
"I have to admit I was shocked at that, too." I said. "But no, the meeting was not about that. Observe, if you will, just who was at that meeting that normally is not. Meanwhile, the Chief doesn't fully understand yet how to handle public pressure and Media ambushes. He was rattled by the Media attacks on us, and overreacted."
"By taking it out on us?" Cindy said. "That was wrong. Just wrong."
"Guys," I said, "The new chief has been in office less than two months. His Deputy Chief is an incompetent idiot who thinks he, the Deputy Chief, is God. His Police Commander is an out-of-control, confident-to-the-point-of-arrogance redhead with a red crowbar that goes off working with the FBI and SBI, as well as going after some paranoid pipe dream of a 'Professor Moriarty' lurking behind every shadow..."
By now, Tanya was laughing uncontrollably, but Cindy and Teresa were not. I continued: "And our new Chief has also been promoted quickly, from Lieutenant just months ago to Chief now. He's trying to find his space, his niche, where he fits in... just as all of you had to at times, and I've had to, as well."
"That still was not right." said Cindy. "Especially bringing in that asshole Brownlee. Why did he do that?"
"My first thought was that it was a counterfoil to me, and to irritate me." I said. "But now I think it was to get the reaction out of you that you gave him."
"Thanks for taking up for her. And us." said Teresa. They all nodded.
"Oh, that was absolutely my pleasure." I said. "But leave Brownlee to me. If you think I fucked him up last time, you ain't seen nuthin' yet if he keeps up the shit."
I then picked up my badge and put it on my shirt again. "Anyhoo, I think the Sheriff is now administering to the Chief a proper response, so let's just drive on and get busy. Anything new?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The noon newscasts brought more pain.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News at Noon!" shouted Bettina from in front of the State Office Building next to and just west of the Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. "The SBI is opening a formal investigation into the death of Henry R. Wargrave! Just moments ago, SBI Director Jack Lewis made the announcement! Roll the tape, Scott..."
The tape began to play, showing SBI Director Lewis saying "As SBI Director, I am opening an investigation into the circumstances surrounding the death of Henry R. Wargrave. The SBI does not accept the findings of suicide. There are too many unanswered questions, too many unexamined clues to simply close this case without a full and proper investigation of every aspect of it. We hope to work with the FBI and the City authorities, but we will press this matter forward with or without them..."
Cindy was watching with me in my office, having calmed down every so slightly from the morning's disastrous meeting. "You were right, they opened the case by Thursday." she said.
"And by Wednesday, and by Tuesday." I replied. "Director Lewis is not letting the grass grow under his feet. I know that Wargrave and Lewis were pretty good friends, and I've heard some scuttlebutt that Lewis really is deeply upset about Wargrave's death. But Lewis is running for Governor next year, and he also sees this as a way to encroach upon the City's so-called 'sovereignty' and really fuck with them. Nice, politically charged situation... calm compared to this place, n'est pas, mon cousin?"
"So, we have our stories straight?" Cindy asked. I nodded, got out my device to check for bugs and for I.A. listening in on us (they weren't), and we quietly went over it one more time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:30pm Cindy knocked on my door and peeked in. "Jack Spratt has been arrested. Rudistan and Morton are bringing him in."
"Good." I said. "Have him put in Interrogation-1, and let me know when he's there. Did he have a cellphone on him when he was arrested?"
"I don't know. I'll find out." Cindy replied.
"If he does, get Myron or Mary to get the signature of it, so we can compare that to the night of the crime."
"Wilco." Cindy said as she left.
About twenty minutes later, I entered I-1, where Purvis and Croyle were already interviewing Spratt. His lawyer was present, an esteemed junior legal beagle from Chase, Lynch & Berry.
"Oh wow, I didn't know I merited the attention of the Iron Crowbar himself!" Spratt said, almost excitedly as I came in. His lawyer was trying hard to get him to stop talking.
"Well, you do." I said. "Lieutenant, has the man been read his considerable rights?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "When he was arrested, and again just now when his lawyer came in. On tape."
"Good!" I said jovially. "Okay, Jack Spratt, you were paroled just a few months ago?"
"Yeah, and I've been clean since, Commander. Really." Spratt said. "I've been trying to go straight, do the right thing, ya know?"
"Then you won't be too upset at this hiccup in your direction." I said. "Howie, I'd really like to think you're innocent, but the methods used in the burglary just scream your name like a neon sign, parole notwithstanding. Now where were you on Wednesday evening and night?"
"That's just it, Mr. Crowbar." said Spratt. "I was at home. And parole is everything, because my parole officer was at my house doing a spot check at that same time!"
To be continued.
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Part 5 - The Perp
"So," I said to Spratt, a parolee. "Your parole officer was there right at the time of this crime. Now that's fortuitous, if true."
"I'm telling ya, I was watching TV, just about ready to go to bed, and in he walks. Unannounced visit." said Spratt.
For those who don't know, a parolee has no rights whatsoever. A parole officer can enter the parolee's home without warning, permission or a warrant, and search the parolee's personal effects and papers at will. The parole officer can go into the parolee's home while he's banging his wife or sleeping, and the parolee has no recourse; he or she is a parolee, and worthless in the eyes of Society and the Law. Jim Brown, the legendary Cleveland Browns running back, took a prison sentence and refused a lighter sentence that included parole, saying (in so many words) that parole makes a man a slave of the State, but he served his time and was then free.
"Okay." I said. "What is your parole officer's name?"
"Ryan Frost." said Spratt. "I've made every one of my appointments, too. You can ask him."
"Oh, we will, no doubt about that." I said. "In the meantime, you can help yourself considerably for the future if you can give me any idea who might know your methods enough to copy them and make a burglary look like you did it."
"I got no idea on that." said Spratt. "I didn't tell anyone while I was in prison. Nobody asked, either. And if I'm going to teach someone how to defeat alarm systems, I'd want to get paid for it. Wouldn't you?"
"An intriguing thought." I said, knowing Spratt wouldn't understand that. "Okay, if your alibi checks out, we'll outprocess you immediately. Any questions from you guys?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "Howie, what do you do now to make money?"
"I drive trucks, make deliveries. Legally, and all legal cargo, too." said Spratt. "And I do odd jobs, transient stuff."
"So you have a CDL?" asked Teresa.
"No, but I don't need it for the trucks I drive." replied Spratt. "I don't drive the big semis, just the smaller delivery trucks."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the interview, I called Myron Milton. "Did Spratt have a cell phone?"
"Not on him when he was arrested." said Milton. "But since he's a parolee, you can go into his home and search without a warrant. You might can't take the phone, but we can get a signature."
"By all means, get with Captain Ross and organize that yourself." I said. "It'll be some good field training for you... Supervisor."
"Yes sir." said Milton. "I'll call Sergeant Rudistan now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday June 30th, 3:30pm. Cindy Ross, Christopher Purvis, and I were headed to the County Building on the east side of Courthouse Square. Teresa had said she'd have someone interview Parole Officer Ryan Frost, but I said I would take this one myself, and take Purvis with me.
Cindy then asked to come along. "I have to get out of here for a while." she said. I understood. She still was upset about the morning meeting disaster with Chief Bennett.
We walked instead of driving, and it was a hot but nice summer day. The parole officers were housed in an annex building behind the County Building and Courthouse. As we walked, I notice Cindy positioning herself strangely. Glancing over her (it's nice to be a tall Iron Crowbar), I noticed two old ladies on a bench along the sidewalk that led towards the First Baptist Church to the east, and the Catholic Church across the street from First Baptist. I was sure one of the women was old Mrs. Boddiker, but didn't know who the other woman was, and her face was half-hidden by a shawl.
"Nice day to feed the pigeons, isn't it, Captain Ross?" I said.
"Uh, sure, I guess so." Cindy replied, looking at me strangely as we arrived and entered the building.
The offices of Parole officers were in the basement. They barely had cubicles to do their work. The place was crowded, and many parolees had their monthly meetings on the last day of the month. If the air conditioner was working, it was not working well. The air was dank and smelly. If I didn't know better, I'd say 'Dirty Lennie' lived here.
We came to Ryan Frost's cubicle, and he was sitting at his desk. He had brown hair that was thinning badly on top, a pear shaped body, a reddish/florid face, and black-rimmed glasses that looked bad and made him look even more nerdy.
"Mr. Frost?" I said at the entrance to the cubicle.
"Yeah, what is it?" he snarled, then looked up. "Oh, sorry, I thought it was one of these parolees. What can I do for you, Officers?"
"Is there some place we can talk more privately?" I asked.
"Not really." he said. "Just come on in here."
It was crowded, and I let Cindy and Purvis sit down in the chairs next to the desk, their backs to the cubicle wall. "Mr. Frost," I said as quietly as I could, "I need to confirm that you were making an inspection of one Howard Spratt last week. Last Wednesday, about 9:00pm?"
"Yeah, let me check." he said. He brought up a log on his computer, which was an old model that ran Windows XP. The Office of Paroles was not getting money nor the best equipment from the Council, I noted.
"Yeah." Frost said. "It's right here. Last Wednesday, about 9:15 to 9:45. I've been watching Howie Spratt, but he was at his home, everything was fine, no contraband, no drugs, no guns."
"Does he make all of his meetings? Any problems?"
"He makes every appointment, no problems at all." said Frost. "And that in itself is what makes me wonder about him. Almost no one is perfect, they miss a meeting here and there, get caught with alcohol every once in a while."
"Maybe Spratt wants to clean up, get out of the system." Cindy said.
"Maybe." said Frost apathetically. "But anyway, he was at home that Wednesday night."
"Can I get a copy of that?" I asked. "Or an email confirming it?"
"Sure." said Frost. "But if I may ask: did Spratt do something I need to know about?"
"No." I said. "In fact, your timing was lucky for him. It exonerates him from a crime we're investigating." Frost said no more, but handed me a printed-off sheet of the log. "I've sent the email to the Police Department and A.D.A. as well."
"Thank you." I said. Cindy was about to ask something, but I silently cautioned her not to. "Thank you for your time, Mr. Frost, and we'll get out of your way."
Once outside, Cindy said "How did he know where to send the emails? And especially to which ADA?"
"It's not his first rodeo doing that." I replied. "So Purvis, what did you think of that?"
"Seemed routine." said Purvis. "Guy is overworked, as are all of them, is poorly equipped, and has to work in a basement cubicle with the mold smell all day. Makes me appreciate what we have at Headquarters."
"Yes, me too." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not much at all." Julie Newton said in Classroom 'C' at 4:30pm. "Mr. Myers had routine bills that were automatically paid. He was a member of the South Florida Yacht Club, the U.S. Golf Association, and the Sterling Society, which is a currency-trading group something like the Hot Wives Investment Club. No debts, no large financial transactions in the last several years."
"And his wife?" I asked. Also in the room were Lt. Croyle, Detective Purvis, and Master Technician Mary Mahoney, who had been brought in by me to listen in.
"You think he's boring?" Julie said. "She is the quintessential trophy wife. The Wednesday bridge parties are just about the only thing she really does, at least around here. She puts in an appearance at University functions now and again, seems to know most of the important University people, but not much else there."
"Spending habits?"
"None." Julie said. "Apparently she pays cash for everything, her husband insists upon it. She buys fashionable clothes, expensive but not flashy cars, such as Mercedes sedans and Lexus SUVs, trades them in every two years. Mr. Myers toodles along in old roadsters and Excaliburs, but he does not trade them very often at all, especially if he likes the car and enjoys driving it."
"Any travels?" I asked.
"Only to Florida." said Julie. With that, she handed me the file she'd compiled and I perused it. For such wealthy people, they sure didn't use credit much, nor have many activities.
"No travels to art exhibits, or purchases of any art?" I asked, handing the file to Mary, who perused it as I talked.
"Not since Mr. Myers's retirement." Julie said. "I also called Mrs. Wellman and asked if the Myers were art connoisseurs or if she'd heard them talking of attending any art exhibits. Mrs. Wellman said neither had mentioned art at all."
"Okay then." I said, handing Julie back the file after Mary returned it to me. "Any word from any art brokers or pawn shops? Croyle, anything from C.I.s?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "I checked with the FBI while you were out interviewing the parole officer. The underground rumor mill is very aware of the thefts at all the houses in the past few months, but so far nothing has turned up to be fenced. The FBI isn't seeing any activity, financial or otherwise, by people who like to buy art on the black market, either."
"What about the other crimes?" I asked. "Fill me in on them while we're here."
Teresa started her report: "Nine robberies, six at the Cloisters. On two of them, including the latest one, the alarm system was shut down by a shunt. You were in Apple Grove in April when the first one occurred. It is also the only other job where any art was stolen, but the worst of that crime was that over five million dollars in negotiable securities with coupons attached were taken."
"In most of the other crimes," Teresa said, handing me a sheet listing the inventories of stolen objects, "it was mostly silverware, firearms, cash, computers and related, television sets, gold coins, golf clubs, some rare old books about the Trojan War in one home, stuff like that."
"Which home had the Trojan War stuff stolen?" I asked out of curiosity.
"Professor Donohue's home." said Teresa. "He occupies the Herodotus Chair of Ancient History at the University. He's visited Turkey and Greece several times, especially the archeological areas believed to be where ancient Troy was. He's also written several articles on the founding of Rome and Carthage in those ancient times."
"Interesting." I said. "I have a painting and a matchstick horse that might be of interest to him. So, what were the various modus operandi of these crimes?"
"All were done while the homes were empty, usually over the weekend when the owners were away, but sometimes while there was a function going on at the Clubhouse. Very often keys were used to lock and unlock the house doors. On some, the alarms were disabled by key fobs, like those on car key rings."
"Wow, a lot of inside jobs, wouldn't you say, Detective Purvis?" I said.
"Yes sir." said Purvis. "And someone aware of the owners' various schedules. I checked to see which companies supplied their house staffs, hoping for a connection there, but six different companies were used. Maybe one could be penetrated or bribed, but all six?"
"Yes, that's a thought." I said. "Okay guys, good work. Y'all can go home for the day, and we'll pick up the trail tomorrow. Mary, you're with me."
"I'll come with you for just a second." said Teresa, obviously wanting to tell me something. I sent Mary to my office, then went into Teresa's with her.
"Speaking of schedules," Teresa said, "I told Purvis not to tell anyone else this, but he found out that every single one of those robberies was on a Wednesday, sometimes two on the same day... and on every occasion, Hendricks was the gatehouse guard."
"Consider me not surprised." I said. "Thanks for keeping this quiet. We'll work on that angle of it later. In the meantime, go home and we'll pick it up tomorrow."
I went into my office with Mary, who'd waited in the anteroom. She asked to plug into one of my internet connections. As her fingers flew over the keyboard faster than I could see, she said "There was something not in Newton's report that I want to check... ah yes, here it is."
She showed me her computer screen, filled with items from a credit card. "This is Mr. Myers's S.A.S.S. Mastercard. He used it for hotels, meals, and travel when he went to various S.A.S.S. shooting tournaments."
"Judging by the prices of the meals, and the single seat airline tickets bought, he went alone to these events. His wife did not go with him." I said.
"It's as you were thinking, sir." Mary said. "Julie's report didn't have those items. I don't understand why she could not have found them; it's pretty easy stuff to get."
"Interesting." I said. "Yes, why leave off the gun stuff? Oh well... good work, Mary. For your next assignment, I want you to exercise this warrant that is under seal. It authorizes you to get into the files of the County's various parole officers. Their equipment is old; you may have to hack into each of them, so ask Myron to help if you need it. I especially need Ryan Frost's files and information, but the information of the others would be helpful, as well."
"Yes sir." Mary said, taking the warrant with her as she left the office.
Part 6 - Case Review
"Daddy!" called out my daughter Carole, uttering that wonderful word as I got home around 7:30pm. My mother was keeping Carole while Laura was in her Washington meetings.
"Hi Carole!" I said, taking her from my mom and giving her a big hug, then sitting down in the den with her. "How's my big girl today?"
"Daddy, Bowser go out." Carole said. I looked down. Sure enough, a fine looking blonde-coated dog was sitting there, looking up at me.
"Hi Bowser!" I said. "Do you need to go out?" Bowser wagged his tail as he got up and walked towards the back door.
"Carole, want to go out with me and Bowser?" I asked.
"Yeah." she said. We all went out onto the patio while my mother took care of little Jim inside. I sat down on the metal mesh seat on the patio, looking over the Town as Bowser went to do his business, with Carole paying attention to my badge on my shirt. Then I noticed her look up over my shoulder and smile.
"Cin-dee." Carole said. Looking back, I saw that it was indeed my Police Force partner.
"Hi Carole!" Cindy said happily. "How are you?"
"Good!" Carole said, surprising me. "Daddy and Bowser go out." she said, explaining our outdoor mission. That surprised Cindy, too.
"She's been able to talk but hasn't said much until recently." I said. "Now we can't get her to stop. Not that that's a bad thing."
"It sure is a good thing." Cindy said, taking Carole and sitting down with her in the chair next to my seat. Bowser bounded up and came up to sit beside me, watching Carole and Cindy.
"So, Partner," I said as I 'skritched' Bowser, "what brought you up here?"
"I just need to talk to someone." Cindy said. "And I figured either you or your mother would do."
"About the case?"
"That's part of it."
"Okay, shoot." Just then my mother Phyllis came up, holding little Jim. She sat down on the other side of me, ready to listen.
Cindy started. "I finally figured out what's been bugging the sh--, er, the stuffing out of me about this case. I think Mr. Myers is not one hundred percent there, if you know what I mean. And Mrs. Myers has the arts degree, but seemed to have little idea about the value of the art in her husband's collection."
I smiled. Cindy was on it. "Yes." I said. "I'm waiting for Carole's mommy to get back home--"
"Mommy go to meetings." explained Carole, having heard that phrase too many times for our liking. Phyllis was beaming at Carole.
"And when she gets back, I'm going to ask about Mr. Myers." I said. "Look at it this way: Mr. Myers was smart enough to take two hundred million dollars out of the bond markets. Now I'm fairly intelligent, but you don't see me taking two hundred million dollars out of the markets. And then this guy makes what really were smart investments in paintings, especially that Greuze and some of the antique firearms... but he then has no emotion about the thefts. That's something for my favorite psychiatrist to ponder, eh Mom?"
"I could not agree more, son." Phyllis said.
"And you're right, Cindy..." I said, "his wife is outwardly intelligent, but I'm not sure she realized how much that Greuze is worth. It's a strangeness, for sure."
"Well," said Cindy, "her husband did tell her it was a replica, and she might not have looked very hard at it... oh, wait..." And I had the pleasure of watching Cindy's first reverie about a case. My mother and I both watched in fascinated silence.
A moment later, Cindy came out of it. "Man, I don't know how you do it."
"Sure you do." I said. "And you're getting good practice now."
"At any rate, I'm sure you'll have the case solved by this time tomorrow." Cindy said. "What do you think, Carole?"
"Daddy smart." Carole said. "Cin-dy smart too."
And so are you, Carole, I thought proudly. So are you...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, Sonali." Teresa said. Sonali came into Teresa's office and sat down in the chair in front of the desk, opening her laptop computer. The window behind Teresa was going dark as the sun was setting. There was not a lot of room, but it was better than the days the Commander had occupied the office while a Lieutenant, Teresa thought. "What do you have?"
"Two things, ma'am." said Sonali. "First is a list of eight possible suspects in the seven other burglaries in the 3d Precinct. And second, there was another attempted burglary in the Heritage Cloisters, but it did not show up because it is not listed as a burglary. The homeowner was at home, and he shot the intruder dead. The intruder's name was Jonas Grumby, and he was known on the Streets as 'Solomon Grundy'."
"Email me that." said Teresa. "I'll forward it to the Captain."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy's phone rang as we were talking in the den. Carole began crying and hugging me tightly. I understood why.
"Don't worry, baby." I said. "Daddy is not going anywhere. I'm staying right here with you. Now pet Bowser and make him feel better." Carole stopped crying as she was distracted, and she reached down and petted Bowser's head as he sat next to us. Bowser looked up at Carole with pure love in his eyes.



Hanging up, Cindy said "Teresa is sending me some emails of data Sonali found. She cc'd them to you, too." I got my laptop off the den table in front of the sofa, and opened it to the emails as Cindy read the emails on her police cellphone. Then Cindy made a call back to Teresa.
"APBs for all of them." Cindy said. "Take them to County Lockup."
Meanwhile, I was calling Mary Mahoney Milton. "Hi Mary," I said. "Sorry to call you at night on your off-time, but I'm going to send you some data, and I need for you to correlate something... oh, Myron got phone signatures? Great..."
Part 7 - Alibis and Alibis
At 4:00am, Wednesday July 1st, I entered the County Jail and Precinct 3 Headquarters. All my 'Angels' were there, and Teresa was making coffee. Detective Purvis, Detective Nash, and Myron Milton were also there.
"Mary was up half the night running this, so I told her to sleep in." Myron said, to my hearty approval. He gave me the data she'd compiled.
"Very good stuff." I said, perusing it. "Okay, let's get it out of the horses' mouths--"
"What is going on here?" The voice was Precinct Captain Susan Weston's. She had just arrived, was wearing plainclothes, and looked as if she'd rushed out of bed to get here. Apparently someone had called her to come in, since her direct boss (me) was here.
"Ah, good morning, Captain Weston." I said. "We are about to interrogate some potential perps in the Cloisters burglaries. Feel free to watch."
"I understand, sir." said Weston. "But I understand these cases were assigned to Vice. Do we really need Lieutenant Perlman here?" That was a direct shot, as Perlman and Weston had no liking for each other.
"As you were, Precinct Captain Weston!" The voice was (full) Captain Cindy Ross's, and she had squared up to Susan Weston. "Lieutenant Perlman is here because I want her here. Do you have a problem with that?"
"Yes ma'am, I do." replied Weston, not backing down. "She has no place here." I actually was happy to see that, but I had to prevent a blue crowbar beatdown about to commence.
"Your complaint is noted, Ms. Weston," I said, "but Perlman's place is where her boss says it is, and that's right here right now. Okay, Ross, let's get these interviews going." Weston left us for her office, to everyone's relief.
"I wish Sergeant Rudistan had been here to see that." said Martin Nash. "I'd love to hear what he'd say about it."
"Remind me to steel myself against your 'pawky' sense of humor, Mr. Nash." I said, trying hard not to laugh and pretend to be serious. But the thoughts of what the mischievous Rudistan might say did lighten the mood for all of us.
One by one, Purvis and I interviewed the suspects. And one by one, a continuing pattern emerged.
"I was at a meeting with my parole officer." one perp said.
"Who is that?" I asked.
"Ryan Frost."
The next perp said he was being surprise inspected in his apartment. The parole officer making the search? "Ryan Frost."
Two perps did not say 'Ryan Frost', but 'Sarah Carter' as the parole officer they were assigned to. Sarah Carter mostly had female parolees assigned to her, as the County was wise enough to disallow male parole officers to invade female parolee's homes without a female parole officer present.
Once done, I went into the anteroom. "Say no more here." I said. "Main conference room at Headquarters. Let's go there now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fortified with mugs of coffee and two pots on the hot plates, we met in the Main Conference room.
"Myron," I said quietly to him as everyone was getting their coffee and settling in. "What did you get on the cellphone signatures at our boy Spratt's home?"
"He had two phones there, both powered off." said Myron. "One was a personal cell phone registered to his name. The other was a burner, and had the name of a trucking company in the saved list, so I think he uses it while on the road. That phone did ping off the nearest tower to the Heritage Cloisters at the time of the crime. More interestingly, there was a phone call on it at that time... want to guess where to?"
"West Palm Beach, Florida?" I said. Myron shook his head in amazement.
"Damn, nothing gets by you." he said. "It was near there: Boynton Beach, which I think is just south of West Palm Beach."
"It is." I said. "Great work." We sat down with the rest of the group.
"Well, folks," I said to start the meeting, "what were your impressions of those interviews?"
"All of them had alibis with the same parole officer for the times in question?" asked Martin Nash. There was a murmur of agreement.
"Exactly." I said. "As Dame Agatha Christie pointed out: 'You can always have once coincidence. You can never have two.' And we now have what, eight or nine such coincidences; therefore, we have none. And the two that had Sarah Carter, that's not a coincidence, either."
"So I need to go talk to Mr. Frost and Ms. Carter about this?" asked Detective (J.G.) Purvis.
"No no no no." said Tanya Perlman. "You'll tip them off. If they're covering for these perps doing the crimes, we need to get some proof of that and then bust them."
"Exactly." I said. "And right now we don't have a thing on Frost or Carter. And at the risk of offending my Lieutenants, I'm going to give some direct instructions: Purvis, I want you to start digging into Frost's background. Don't ask the data miners nor the Abacus for help, nor tell them what you are doing; do it yourself and give Lt. Croyle any information you find. Look into his personal life, finances, all that stuff. Nash, do the same for Carter. Melt the wires."
"Tanya, Teresa, get all the existing information and put it together. Myron also has some phone data for you. Just you two on it, I don't want half the Force knowing what's going on. Obviously, I'm trying to mitigate leaks. Last but not least, Captain Ross, you'll be working with me to set up a sting. We're doing this ourselves so that if it goes wrong, it's my ass hanging in the breeze, and not any of y'all's."
"Sir," said Myron, "there is that one other case Sonali found."
I smiled at Myron... an evil, ugly smile that no perp wants to see on the features of a man that wields a red crowbar. "You anticipate me, Mr. Milton." I said, my voice dripping with sinister intent. "You anticipate me."
Part 8 - Pain and Suffering
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, still Wednesday, July 1st. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police Department has made several arrests connected with the spate of burglaries at the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. Third Precinct Captain Susan Wexler, in an exclusive statement to Channel Two News, said that her precinct's officers made the arrests overnight, and that the suspects are being interviewed for information. Captain Wexler also said that they may not be the actual perpetrators of the various crimes, but are simply persons of interest that may have information that will help Third Precinct Police solve these cases."
"My God, the effrontery of that." said Cindy Ross. Lt. Perlman was scowling, also, as we watched.
Bettina then said "Channel Two News is very happy to announce our new addition to the Sports Coverage Team. Nick Eastwood will be bringing you news and inside coverage of the University football team that he was a part of the last four years, as well as all the other Sports news for the County. Welcome, Nick!"
Nick Eastwood appeared on the screen, smiling just a bit too brightly, and all of the women in the room were paying rapt attention... except Cindy Ross. "Thank you, Bettina, and it's great to be working with the best news team in the State! We're going to be fully covering the County Triathlon this weekend. With Police Captain Cindy Ross and her partner Lieutenant Teresa Croyle not defending their titles from last year due to injury, the field will be wide open for anyone willing to endure the grueling race for the championship..."
"Hell," said Cindy, "I'm ready to enter and whip all their asses right now. Whaddya say, Teresa?" That got a very determined look in her direction from Your Iron Crowbar.
Jabbing my finger at her with each word, I said "Don't. You. Even. Think. A-bout. It." Cindy grinned and everyone else laughed.
"I think she's pulling your leg, sir." said Detective Joanne Cummings.
"She damn well better be." I said acerbically. Everyone knew that I wasn't really angry, but was speaking out of concern and love for my partner.
"Seriously," Martin Nash said, "who is going to be the Police team?"
Cindy said "Claire Michaels and Hugh Hewitt. I've been training them. They've got an outside chance to win if they have the intestinal fortitude."
Teresa Croyle replied "My money is on Todd Burke and Teddy Franklin, the BOW Enterprises team. So who are you rooting for, Commander?"
"Ah, the devil or the deep blue sea." I said, deftly avoiding Teresa's trap. "I'm rooting for all to do well and no one to get hurt."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am I was called into the Chief's office. He did not invite me to sit down, having me stand in front of his desk as he spoke.
"Commander, I received a call from Precinct Captain Wexler." he said. "She is very upset that Captain Ross berated her in her own headquarters this morning, and believe that Captain Ross was out of place to do so. She is threatening to file a Union grievance against Captain Ross for that."
"And she went over my head to you." I said.
"Can you blame her?" the Chief said. "You'll just take up for your partner... and family member... without giving any thought to the facts."
I struggled to keep command of my temper. "The facts, sir, are that Weston harassed Lt. Perlman first. Captain Ross took up for her officer in an excellent example of leadership. Ross was right; Weston was dead wrong. I was there and witnessed the whole thing, so I know the facts. And I may just mention to the Sheriff, going over your head, that Precinct Captain Weston is showing herself to be unfit for the position she is in."
Before Bennett could continue, I leaned over the desk and said "I'm too busy trying to wrap up these burglaries and what I see as some other crimes, to deal with this shit, Chief. I'm not going to play any more games. I'll just tell you this: if Ross leaves, I leave. You may think that's a good thing, Chief, but it won't be. And I won't go quietly, it'll get ugly. Now make your choice, Chief. Keep it up, or leave me and Ross the hell alone." I turned to go.
"There's one more thing before you go." said the Chief. "The SBI has opened an investigation into Henry Wargrave's death, and they want to interview you and Captain Ross. I have told them that we will cooperate fully in every way, and I expect you to make yourself and Captain Ross available to be interviewed."
"Yes sir." I said.
"Get out of here." the Chief said. I executed that instruction as quickly as I could.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I appeared at Ryan Frost's desk, with Detective Purvis in tow.
"Guys, it's a busy morning." said Frost.
"I understand, and I'm in a hurry myself." I said. "I just want to confirm three parolees had meetings with you at certain times." I named the first one. Ryan got onto his computer calendar, then said "Yeah, Tom Jones, he was meeting with me that evening."
"What about Dick Harris?" I asked, naming a date and time. Ryan confirmed it.
"And Jonas Grumby?" I asked, again supplying the date and time.
"Uh yeah, there he is right there. Home inspection at that hour." said Frost.
"Can I get a copy of these three items in your log?" I asked. Ryan provided a hard copy.
"Thank you, Mr. Frost." I said, smiling. "See you later."
"Don't take offense, but I hope not." said Frost sourly as he returned to his work.
As we walked outside, I asked Purvis "Did you witness that?"
"Yes sir, I did." replied 'Chris Pervert'. This case was getting better by the minute.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Agents Greenwalt and Carter Fischer appeared at Headquarters about an hour later, to interview Captain Cindy Ross and me, Your Iron Crowbar. Cindy and I long since had gotten our stories straight on this, so it was a matter of recitation as I spoke with them in the Main Conference Room of Police Headquarters.
"The cameras at the front of the Cannon Building show you and Captain Ross walking up to the crime scene not long after Mr. Wargrave fell from thirty floors up." said Agent Fischer. I remembered him from the Murdered Football Player case; at the time he'd seemed okay, but now I could see he was hostile to me. I need not say that Greenwalt was still immature as well as hostile.
Fischer continued: "We also have reports of helicopters landing on the roof just before Mr. Wargrave's death, possibly shots being fired, and we have other reports of you and Captain Ross taking a helicopter from University Hospital to the City, and that helicopter matched the one seen coming to land at the Cannon Building."
He paused, as if expecting me to say something. I sat and waited, making him look and feel foolish in the long silence that followed.
"So, Commander Troy, is that all true?" Fischer finally asked.
"Finally, a question." I said acidly. "And my answer is: I don't know. I can't speak to any shots being fired, but Captain Ross and I did arrive by helicopter to the Cannon Building, as we were attempting to assist the FBI in arresting Wargrave. However, by the time we arrived, he had jumped out his window to his death. We went downstairs to the scene, finding the City Police already having taken charge of it. So we left and came home."
"You did not see Mr. Wargrave in his office?"
"We arrived too late." I replied.
"Who else was in the helicopter?" asked Fischer.
"It was me, Ross, and the pilot." I said. An omission is not a lie. So said Commander. Spock, so says Commander Troy, I thought to myself.
"What was the pilot's name?"
"I didn't ask." I said. Well, it wasn't a lie, I really didn't ask since I already knew who he was.
Fischer looked at me suspiciously. Greenwalt looked like he had his thumb up his ass. Fischer tried his gambit: "Commander... we talked to Captain Ross before talking to you. Her story differs from yours."
"Oh really?" I said. I wonder if they were seeing the gleam in my eye, I thought to myself.
"Yes." Fischer said. "So why don't you come correct with the real story?"
"Well, guys," I said, "I know that what I told you is not different than what Captain Ross told you. But since you've just accused me of committing a crime, at this point I'm not going to answer any more of your questions about this case without a lawyer present." I got up. "You guys have a nice day, and tell Director Lewis I said hello."
My words were not idle nor polite; they were an insinuation, one I was sure Director Lewis would not fail to understand if and when his agents conveyed the message. I left the room and went back to the sanctuary of my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You've come a long way." I said to Cindy as we talked later in my office. I need not say the anti-bugging device was on full power. "You were the squeamish one over Nathan Allen. But with Wargrave, you had no problem helping me conclude that investigation with extreme prejudice. Welcome to the Dark Side."
Cindy smiled. "Well, I'm not sure it was the right thing to do. But as the old saying goes, 'if you hit me first, you better kill me'. He didn't kill me, soooo..." She shrugged her shoulders. I understood, smiling.
"Yep," I replied, "my nephew Ned found out the same thing, the hard way."
Cindy nodded, then said "You were right that those SBI Agents would try a dirty trick. They told me they had video footage of us in Wargrave's office. And I did just as you said, I said they were lying, but since they were making an accusation, I wouldn't talk to them any more without a lawyer present."
"Yeah, Lewis is reaching, clutching at straws." I said. "I think he wants to pin this on us, or on me at least, and it didn't work."
"You think he knows?" Cindy asked, her voice nearly inaudible.
I smiled. "No. Unless he has a... 'Consultant' that told him. But I think he has other reasons for trying to stick this on me, the reasons we talked about before." I noticed Cindy peering at me as I said that last sentence.
"In the meantime," I continued, "I want you to come to The Cabin this Friday. Laura, Melina, my mother, and other ladies are having some sort of 'Girls Night Out'. In the meantime, Molly and Ross are coming up for the July 4th weekend and staying at The Cabin with me, Carole, Jim, and of course Bowser. You'll have a chance to talk to Molly about... everything."
"Oh boy." Cindy said. "I... I don't have any idea what to say about all of that."
"It'll work out." I said. "And probably more easily than you realize. At any rate, it's either The Cabin's deck... or Laura's sofas. You make the call."
"The deck, no doubt." Cindy said. "The view is better." she added, her words fooling no one present.
"A wise decision." I said, then I hit her with the bombshell. "I've invited Jenna to join us for dinner, also."
Cindy's blue eyes widened like saucers. Then she recovered.
"I do need to say one other thing." Cindy said. "I saw how you looked coming out of the Chief's office, and it doesn't take being a Michaux to see what's going on with him regarding me. I've been thinking that I can accept the FBI's offer and join them full time, and work with Jack and his crew. Then you can promote Tanya to the Captain slot, which will make her happy, and then hire Molly into MCD, maybe as its Lieutenant."
"First of all," I said, fingering the anti-bugging device in my hand, "if you think you being my cousin though we didn't know about it for a long time is an issue, how do you think it would go over if I tried to put the mother of one of my children, with another on the way, into a subordinate slot like that?"
"Second," I said, "while Tanya is doing a good job where she is, why do you think I automatically would promote her to your slot, or would be allowed to?"
"Who would they put there?" Cindy asked.
"Weston." I replied. As Cindy absorbed that one, I said "Last, I'll tell you what I told the Chief: if you leave, I leave." After a pause, I said "Look, do you trust me to handle this situation and resolve it to our betterment?"
"I guess so." Cindy said. "But I'm not taking much more shit from that man. Yeah, let's leave here together, if that's what it takes. We'll be fine. He won't."
"We'll talk about it more later." I said. "You and I have some crimes to solve... and if I'm right, some new ones to discover." I got up and Cindy got up and we left the office. She had not noticed that I had turned off the anti-bugging device for the last part of the conversation... and that Internal Affairs was listening in, full force.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had a mission to do while Cindy met with Tanya and Teresa, planning a mission to bring in some witnesses for our case. I put on plain clothes, put my badge further left on my belt so it wasn't easily seen and was covered by my jacket.
Leaving my crowbar in the SUV, I entered Precinct 3 by the side door. There was activity as Deputy Sheriff's brought criminals out to take them to the Courthouse, and others being brought in. Police were milling about, as well. I walked along the hall and to the Duty Desk counter, then right through behind two uniformed officers. Once inside, I headed down the hall to PCpt. Weston's office, in the back left of the Precinct side of the building.



A female patrol officer, Julia Rodriguez, was on duty as Weston's assistant. I simply walked by her to the closed office door and opened it.
"Hey! Stop! You can't go in there!" the patrol officer shouted, rising out of her chair to stop me. Susan Weston was behind her desk, just rising from her chair as I came in. I whirled on the young patrol officer, whose right hand was just about to draw her service weapon from its holster.
"Yes I can." I said, thrusting my badge in my left hand almost into her face. When she read the small print on top that said 'Commander', her eyes widened in shock.
"It's okay, Julia." said Weston. "This is the Police Commander."
"Good thing you didn't draw your weapon, Officer." I said, displaying my backup gun in my right hand, finger not on the trigger. "I'd've had to shoot you if you did." Leaving the Patrol Officer in deep shock, I closed the door and confronted Precinct Captain Weston.
"What is this, Commander?" said Weston. "Rodriguez is new, she doesn't know who you are. And why are you barreling past her like that, even if you are the Police Commander?"
"Just an inspection of Precinct 3, Captain." I said. "I was not stopped at the entrance to the Jail, nor at the Duty Desk. You have some things to work on, here. But that's not why I'm here. I want to know why you went over my head to the Chief and complained about Captain Ross. And worst of all, threatened to file a Union grievance. Do you realize how hard I'm going to snap your head back for that?"
"Uh, sir, I didn't go to the Chief... he called me." said Weston, her face showing pure shock, as well as fear.
"Come on, Captain," I said, "do I really look that stupid to you?"
"No sir!" she practically shouted. "I know full well who you are. I'm serious; the Chief called me this morning about the time you left, and asked what the row with Captain Ross was about. I told him... and I also told him you'd intervened and quelled it. And he asked if I was going to file a grievance with the Union, which was the first thought I'd even had of something like that."
"So who called the Chief?" I asked, my eyes boring into Weston.
"I don't know. Check the phone logs." she replied. "He called me, I swear to God."
I nodded, realizing she likely was telling the truth, though she could've used her personal cellphone to call the Chief first. "Okay, Weston, in any case I've had about enough of your antics. Whatever your beef with Lt. Perlman is, I suggest you drop it, and fast. Remember that I'm on her side at all times in any dispute with you, even if she's the one in the wrong."
I then said "I also suggest you get this Precinct cleaned up, and fast. I am on the verge of demoting and replacing you, so it would be a really, really good idea that I don't have any more problems with you at all. Am I clear?"
"Yes sir." Weston said, practically shaking with fear now. I approached her desk.
Speaking much more quietly, I said "Captain Weston, you have a chance to do a good job in your position and really make a mark for yourself. I actually think you're the right person for this position... if you just stop listening to the shit Brownlee is pouring into your ears and just do your current job in the here and now."
I continued: "I will also tell you that you will never be Captain of the Detectives while I am employed by this Police Force... and you won't want that job if I am not here. And whatever that slug Brownlee promised you ain't worth shit. *I* make things happen in this Police Force, not that paper pushing dirtbag. Think about it, Susan." I turned and left, closing the door and leaving a totally shocked Precinct Captain behind me.
As I'd exited, Officer Rodriguez had stood up. "Carry on, Officer." I said, then stopped and peered at her. "I perceive that you were in the military, Officer Rodriguez?"
"Yes sir." she said, surprised.
"What branch?"
"Army, sir." she replied. "2697th M.A.S.H. I was in the Nursing Corps."
"That's a big hospital unit, 500 beds at least? Not like the small T.V. show unit." I asked.
"Yes sir." she said.
"Why did you become a police officer instead of an EMT?"
"Uh..." she said, then gushed "I was told, sir, that I'd have much better opportunities in the Police Force than the EMS here, sir."
I nodded. "Okay. And thank you for your military service. Carry on." With that, I left Precinct 3. As I got back into my SUV, I got a surprise text...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for seeing us today, Mr. Burke." said SBI Agent Carter Fischer.
"No problem. What can I do for the State Bureau of Investigation?" asked Todd Burke. He was sitting behind his desk at BOW Enterprises, wearing a very well-tailored suit and silk tie. He looked like a young executive, and radiated both confidence and a sense of power which contrasted sharply with the young Agent Fischer and the inept Agent Greenwalt. And they could feel it.
"Have you heard of the death of Henry R. Wargrave?" asked Fischer.
"Yes, of course." said Todd.
"Have you heard of the details of the circumstances surrounding his death?"
"Only what I saw on television." said Todd. "He committed suicide. The FBI was after him, so it looks to me like he took the easy way out."
"Mr. Burke," said Agent Fischer, "the story is that Mr. Wargrave jumped from the window of his office and fell thirty floors to his death."
Todd did one of his uncle's favorite tricks: he said nothing, waiting for Fischer to finish or ask a question. The silence in the room became awkward.
"Is there a question in there somewhere, Agent Fischer?" Todd finally asked.
"You don't find that unusual?" asked Greenwalt, looking stupid and as if he didn't know why he was asking the question.
"I guess it's not normal for a billionaire to jump out of a tall window to his death." said Todd. "But he did. What am I supposed to find unusual about that?" Fischer was trying to watch Burke's face, but he was seeing nothing but boredom in Todd's features.
"Mr. Burke," said Fischer, "are you aware that Mr. Wargrave had bulletproof windows in his office, windows that were designed to withstand the impact of a small airplane or small missile?"
"No, I wasn't aware of that." said Todd.
"You don't find Mr. Wargrave jumping out that window unusual?"
"Okay, guys, let's stop wasting my time." said Burke. "Get to the point of your questions. What am I supposed to find unusual about this?"
Seeing their game wasn't producing good fruit, Fischer said "Mr. Burke, the windows were sealed shut, they could not be opened from the inside nor the outside. The window Mr. Wargrave jumped through was shattered... but as I just told you, those windows are made to withstand pretty big impacts. Now how did Mr. Wargrave shatter that window?"
"I have no idea." said Todd Burke. "Now gentlemen, if you'll excuse me..."
"We're not finished yet." said Fischer, trying to take control. Todd stood up anyway.
"Yes, you are finished if you're going to continue wasting my time with these useless questions."
"Is your Chief Research Officer, Barry Oliver here?"
"I don't know." replied Burke. "He doesn't have to clock in with me."
"Will you make him available to us for questioning?"
"No, I won't." said Burke. "I don't know what the bullshit point of this is, but you've tired me of it. Now I'm not answering any further questions from you without a lawyer present. You may not speak to any of my employees or partners without a Court-issued warrant and without them also being represented by legal counsel."
Todd pressed a button and two security men appeared, ready to cause trouble if necessary. "Butch, escort these SBI Agents off the property, and no SBI agents except my uncle and his police partner are to come on to the property again without Court-issued warrants. Shoot to kill if necessary."
"Mr. Burke," said Fischer. "What are you trying to hide?"
"What are you trying to hide?" retorted Todd. "Butch, get 'em out of here."
They didn't even make it off the property before Todd was texting his uncle...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My lovely and very competent assistant Helena French spoke on the intercom at 4:15pm. "Commander, an Officer Julia Rodriguez is here to see you, without appointment."
"That's fine." I said. "Send her in." Officer Rodriguez came inside. Cindy was sitting on the sofa.
"Sir, I came by to apologize." Julia said. "I did not realize who you were, and I was overly aggressive."
"No need to apologize, Officer Rodriguez." I said. "Please, sit down." Julia sat down, nervously looking at me.
"Officer, what is said in here will stay in here, so please speak freely and frankly to me." I said. "What's going on in Precinct 3?"
"There's no security there, sir." she said. "The Duty Desk doesn't even watch who's coming through, they don't keep good logs and don't notify Headquarters when cases need to be sent along. I've done half of that myself."
"So that's why you're gun-happy?" I asked.
"Sir, I really am the last and only line of defense to Captain Weston." Julia said. "If someone was seriously trying to come in and kill her, they would get as far as you did today."
"Thank you for telling us that." I said. "Just one more thing: can you be more specific about the EMS problems that caused you to choose the Police Force over them? Not that I'm complaining, of course."
"I just know that my friend Maria, who was in my M.A.S.H. unit and came here a month before me, told me that I should apply for the Police Force, because the EMS people got treated like shit, excuse my language, and if I got fired from there, I couldn't apply for the Police later and work for them. So I applied for the Police, and Maria is working for the Public Health Department."
I pressed a buzzer, and Helena appeared at the door. "Helena, I need to write a commendation for Officer Rodriguez. During an inspection of 3d Precinct, I found her to be efficient and on guard, surpassing her normal duties. Send me a template for that, please, and I'll fill in the details."
"Yes sir." said Helena, smiling. Everyone was aware I'd done that to praise Rodriguez publicly.
"As Captain Ross will tell you, Ms. Rodriguez," I said, "I'll put you in for a Commendation Medal, the Council will reduce it to an Achievement Medal, but expect to be present on the August 1st Ceremonies Day. And by the way, I wasn't going to shoot you."
"What if I had tried to shoot you, sir?" asked Julia.
Cindy piped in: "Crowbars hurt, Officer Rodriguez. Nuff said."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's it!" Cindy said as we sat in the office just minutes after Julia had left. "I just realized what is wrong about the Myers burglary!"
"And that is?" I asked.
"The garage door, for one thing." Cindy said.
"Yes." I said. "And?" I looked at her encouragingly as she thought about it. The light was coming on behind her ice blue eyes.
"Yesssss..." she said, more to herself than me. "The safe. The safe." I just smiled. My cousin was on point. Learning that she was a Michaux had her confidence as well as her mental acuity blooming.
"Anything else?" I asked.
Cindy thought again, then said "Ohhh... the items that were stolen."
Oh yeah, she was all over it like white on rice. "Just one more thing, and you're there." I said.
"Three out of four is good in baseball." said Cindy. "Give me a hint?"
"Sure." I said. "Why was the alarm manually defeated, and then reset?" Cindy gaped at me, then began thinking about it...
Part 9 - Allegations
"Sarah Carter was promoted in May." said Cindy in the late afternoon. "She's now more of an overseer of other parole officers, including Ryan Frost. Here's her photograph." Sarah was a black woman in her thirties, not bad looking, her body a bit voluptuous. Her ass was nice and big and round, and I was thinking I'd love to massage and squeeze those asscheeks while fucking her brains out.
Cindy brought me back to the present, saying "Frost also had two allegations of trying to force female parolees into performing oral sex upon him. One complaint was withdrawn, but the girl was found to have violated parole and sent back to State Women's Prison, where she remains now. The other complaint was allowed to languish when the girl making the claim was found dead in the Tenderloin District of a drug overdose, which was ruled 'accidental' by the Coroner at the time."
"And understandably so. Only the current knowledge of the accusation makes it suspicious now." I said. "What about other female parolees under Frost?"
"Myron says they're not keeping particularly good records down there." Cindy replied. "Closed case files get archived, and that's as paper files. Not too many computer records, and the ones that aredigital are recent."
"And we're not exactly as small as Apple Grove's paper files collection in their Courthouse basement." I said.
"All is not lost, however." said Cindy. "There's one woman, a Diane Butterhof, a.k.a. 'Diane Buttercup'. She was a prostitute and was arrested for being a courier of drugs. She got off parole three weeks ago, but only after her parole was extended due to bad reports ...from..." She paused to let me fill in the blank.
"Ryan Frost." I said, playing the game.
"Give the man a crowbar." Cindy replied. "She also had been under Carter before Carter was promoted. We have an address on her, and perhaps you should be along for the interview."
"No doubt." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The apartment was on the lower west side, south of Downtown but not quite in the bad areas of Town. Cindy and I went in a big Police "black" SUV, an unmarked vehicle that had audio and video recording equipment.
Knocking on the door, it was answered by a very beautiful blonde woman. She was now in her thirties and had long, cascading blonde hair. Her lips were full, a bit too full if you ask me, but her eyes were warm and sensuous. She was taller than Cindy and still had a great body.
Cindy said "Diane, we're with the TCPD. Can we talk to you for a few minutes? You're not in trouble; we just need some information." Diane looked at us nervously and invited us in. Once inside, I put my finger to my lips in a 'hush' sign, and got out my bug detector. I found a bug on a living room lamp of the small apartment, one in the light fixture above the table in the kitchen/dining area, and one in her bedroom.
Again, putting my fingers over my mouth in a hush sign, I wrote on my notebook "Please come to our car." Diane did. She was in the backseat with me as Cindy sat in the driver's seat. Once in the car, I spoke.
"Diane, I am Commander Troy, and as you can see, your home has been bugged."
"I know who you are. You're the Iron Crowbar." said Diane. "But why is my house bugged, and who bugged it?"
"I hope to find those things out." I said. "Captain Ross and I are investigating Ryan Frost, who was your parole officer."
Diane's face fell. 'I... I can't talk about him..."
I said "Diane, I'm sure he and maybe Sarah Carter threatened you. But I can protect you. Tell us what you can, testify against them, and I'll help you disappear and find a new life elsewhere. He's probably doing the same thing to other women that he did to you, so help those other women, even if your own parole is over."
Diane gave this story, which I have cleaned up as it was interspersed with a good bit of tears and emotion:
"Sarah Carter was my first parole officer." Diane said. "I went to every appointment every two weeks, took all my drug tests and stayed clean, did everything she said do. A few months ago she told me that she was being promoted, and I'd be assigned to one of her parole officers, Ryan Frost."
"He was a really disgusting guy." she continued. "At my first appointment with him, he stood in front of me and opened his pants and took out his cock. He told me to suck it. I said no fucking way, and he said he's send me back to prison if I didn't. I got up to leave, and I was going to go to the Police, but at that moment Sarah Carter came in and said I'd better do what he said, or she would say I violated my parole and send me back to prison. So I had to suck that little bastard's prick with her watching."
"Sarah told me that if I ever told the police or anyone, I'd go back to prison and I'd be murdered inside. I believed that; two women I knew inside that had their paroles revoked were gang-raped and then murdered by the guards, and the going rumors were that they'd pissed off someone on the outside."
Diane continued: "They came to my apartment twice, about midnight. The first time, they went through all of my stuff, looking for drugs, and of course there weren't any... but Sarah had a bag of weed and said she'd plant this and have the cops find it if I didn't do what she said. She stripped naked and got on my bed and told me to eat her pussy. I didn't have any choice, but I'm okay with muffdiving so I went down on her. It was while I was doing that, that that bastard Frost got behind me and tried to put his cock in me. I jumped up and said no fucking way he was going to fuck me, and Sarah said that if I didn't let him, I'd be found with drugs, my parole violated, and I'd be in shit creek in the big house again. So I had to let that bastard rape me from behind while I ate out Sarah."
They left me alone for a couple of months, but about six weeks ago they came into my home again. My parole was supposed to be over, but they'd extended it a month, telling me it was a warning and a sign of what they could do. They said they were going to fuck me this one last time, and if I went along, they'd let my parole end and I'd be free... but if I ever said a word, I'd be murdered."
"Did Frost come inside you?" Cindy asked, "Or did he use a condom?"
"He didn't use a rubber," said Diane, "but he didn't come. He was getting close, he only lasted a couple of minutes, and Sarah told him not to blow inside me. So he got on her and they 'fucked to pop'. That was the first time, and that ended the night. The second time, Frost tossed my salad while I ate Sarah. I had to keep eating Sarah while that little shit tongued my ass. Then he raped me again, in my pussy, and he put his finger in my ass. He shot his load in Sarah's mouth that time."
"All right, let's go upstairs and you pack a bag of clothes and other items you want to take. Don't say anything that the bugs might pick up. We're going someplace safer, and after you testify, the FBI will hide you somewhere. Any place you'd like to go?"
"California. Los Angeles." said Diane.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly midnight, and Mary Mahoney came up to the punk club entrance in the Tenderloin District, dressed in her normal 'punk' clothing with some embellishments.
"Private party. You're not on the list." said the doorman, a young black man in a nice suit, but plenty fit and ready for a fight.
"Here's my invitation." said Mary, holding up her Police I.D. badge. She was certified as a Detective and qualified with a gun.
"Where's your warrant?" the doorman said.
"Cooperate with them, Jerome." said the man coming up to them. It was T-Mac, lieutenant of the rapper T-Square. "They're keeping things cool and on the down-low instead of making a scene. We'll work with the I.C. here." Behind T-Mac was a large man in a trenchcoat, Tilley hat, and carrying the ubiquitous red crowbar.
"Yes sir." said the doorman dispassionately. He nodded at Mary. She went inside and to a table where a woman with dyed purple-red hair, cut in a mohawk, was sitting. The woman was wearing a leather vest that did not do much to hide her breasts, as nip-slips were happening. The woman was smoking a cigarette and downing a whiskey.



"Hi Lita." said Mary, sitting down next to her.
"Do I know you?" said Lita.
"You do now." said Mary, flashing her badge.
"Aw, c'mon, my parole's over in two weeks. Can't you leave a girl alone?"
"That's why I'm here like this." said Mary. "We just want to talk to you, and make this as quiet and easy for you as we can. Come on out with me, it'll look like we're going home to have sex. You talk to my boss, we leave you alone and make sure you get to the end of your parole."
"And if I don't?"
"Ah, then it gets ugly." said Mary. "The Iron Crowbar himself will get interested, and he'll personally drag you out of here by your hair in front of all these people. And your parole? Forget about that..."
"All right." said Lita. They got up and left, going to the parking lot. Lita got in the passenger seat of the black SUV while Mary drove. They drove off, no one the wiser... and no one knowing that both holders of Crowbars were in the backseat, introducing themselves professionally (our profession) to Lita.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I found bugs in lamps in every room of Lita's small apartment, which she shared with a fellow punk bitch. So we went outside and back to the SUV.
"What the fuck is going on?" Lita asked, sitting in the shotgun seat next to Mary in the driver's seat. We'd parked at Ronald Reagan Park, and were watching to make sure we had not been followed.
"Lita, is Ryan Frost your parole officer?" I asked.
"Yes." said Lita.
"Has he forced you to have sex with him?"
"Uhhh..." Lita said. "I can't talk about that. I'll go back to jail, and I'll be murdered there."
"No, you won't." I said. "In fact, I'll make damn sure you get released from parole, and into witness protection if you want it. Or I'll talk to T-Mac and T-Square, and they'll protect you from the bastard. So please, tell us the truth: did Frost force you into sex?"
"He makes me give him head at every meeting." Lita said. She went on to explain that Frost forced her to swallow his semen, then she had to drink mouthwash and swallow that to remove all traces.
"When's your next meeting?" I asked.
"Tomorrow morning." she replied.
"Lita," I asked, "would you be willing to help us put that bastard in prison?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They were sitting on the back deck of the home, watching the sun set as the woman brought them bottles of ice-cold beer.
"Here you go." said Melina. "How are you doing, Curly?" She gave the other bottle to her husband, Daniel Allgood..
"Very well, Melina, thank you. And you?" said Curly Goodwin, chief of TCPD Internal Affairs.
"Never better." said Melina. "I'll leave you two to talk. Call me if you need anything, hun."
"Thanks babe." said Daniel. Melina left the back deck of their home, going inside to look after their child.
"Nice view." said Goodwin, seeing the University to his left, the football stadium's north side dominating that view, the Town to his front, the lights of the streets twinkling, and the Fire Department Range lights and Water Works to his right. The glow of the sky reflected off the glassy surface of the River.
"Thanks." said Daniel. "So what's up?"
"This is just an off-the-record visit." said Curly. "You've got a problem brewing in your top leadership."
"Yeah, I know." said Daniel. "The Chief and Commander are at odds."
"It may be a lot worse than that." said Goodwin. "You know, because we've discussed it before, that Troy has some kind of device that disables our listening devices. We tried to upgrade, and wouldn't you know it, the guy has an upgraded device the very next morning. It's like he can read our minds, so we've given up trying to outwit him."
Daniel chuckled. "And probably wise of you to do so. You know... I remember when the Chief brought him in, as I.T. Supervisor and a Detective, and he had the most beautiful wife on the planet. The only mistake I think he's ever made is letting her go, but I'm not complaining: she's mine now. Anyway, you know how you and I talked about Malone being up to something, and there was someone behind him but we couldn't tell who it was?"
"Yeah, I remember." Curly replied.
"Well, we couldn't figure out that someone, but Don sure as hell is on his track. Don has pretty much taken over the Police Department and its Detectives, and he is on a mission to take the Shadow Man down. He is damn good at solving crimes, too, so be sure to give him every inch of space and degree of latitude he needs to get the job done."
"Yeah, I heard Griswold say that, too. Too bad he's retired." said Curly. "And that leads to the problem now. We tried to listen in on Troy and Ross today. Troy had the device on... but he turned it off and we got this snippet. Listen to it."
Daniel listened to the recording through the earpieces from what looked like a mini iPod. "Oh, shit." he said. He listened again. When he was done, his face was somber.
"They're both thinking of leaving?" Daniel said. "Oh my God, that is... geez, I told Bennett to back off." After a reflective pause, Daniel said "Any idea why the Chief hates Ross so much?"
"Oh yes." said Curly. "If Troy is in there with his device, we can't hear shit, but otherwise we're getting everything. Here, listen to file #2 in there."
Daniel listened, then said "Okay, I see. Brownlee is in there talking trash about Ross every chance he gets. Calling her a 'dyke bitch'. And Bennett is agreeing, saying he hates faggots and lezbos too. And Ross is a lesbian..."
"Yes sir." said Curly. "Well, that's the gist of it. I wanted to let you know before something bad happens. I do happen to think Bennett is a good Police Chief, but he's making a huge mistake and agitating the Iron Crowbar."
"Yeah," said Daniel. "Thanks for letting me know, Curly."
"Thanks for the beer." said Curly. "I need to get on home." Daniel escorted him to the door, then went to the sofa where Melina was sitting, her legs curled under her, reading a magazine.
"Everything okay, honey?" she asked, still reading the magazine.
"No" Daniel said. He told her what was going on. "So... " he concluded, "what do I do now?"
"What you should always do... trust the Iron Crowbar." Melina replied matter-of-factly. "He'll fix your problem for you... he fixes everything."
"I hope so." Daniel said. "Priya Ajmani has been doing those newscasts about Oldeeds' murder. How's he going to fix that?"
"Don't worry about that." Melina said, smiling mysteriously. "The Iron Crowbar has power behind him that I'm not sure even he knows how to harness. But it will be all right. It always is. It will be all right."
Daniel said nothing as he thought about it. He remembered Vito Corleone's advice, and knew that keeping both Crowbars near him was the correct thing to do. He also realized his wife was right: whether on purpose or not, the Iron Crowbar just seemed to 'fix' everything.
He put his arm around his wife and kissed her cheek. "I love you, Melina. More than anything."
"Awww," Melina said, throwing the magazine across the room and turning to her husband. "I love you, too." They kissed. "Let's go to bed. I want to make love with you, darling" she said...
To be continued.
So, dear readers, the clues are there. What is going on? Who has committed what crimes? How will the Iron Crowbar(s) take down the wily perps? Tune in next chapter, same Crowbar time, same Crowbar channel...
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Part 10 - Snares
Thursday morning, July 2d, 7:00am sharp. You know what and who that means: the one and only Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she shouted. "The SBI has opened its investigation of Henry Wargrave's death, and they report they are being met by stonewalling at every turn. The City Police has refused to help the SBI in any way, denying the SBI their police reports. Their attempts to withhold the Coroner's Inquest records was thwarted when the Superior Court ruled those records must be turned over, and the City Police have one week to show cause why the police reports and other public records should not be turned over."
"Additionally," Bettina said, "the SBI claims that TCPD Commander Donald Troy and Captain Cindy Ross took the Fifth when questioned by the SBI. Commander Troy issued a statement early this morning stating that he did not take the Fifth but only demanded to have a lawyer present during questioning, as the SBI was not asking questions but making criminal insinuations. Commander Troy also suggested that the SBI investigation was a politically-motivated effort by SBI Director Jack Lewis. As you know, Troy and Lewis sparred over the SBI bill in the Legislature some months ago, and there is evidently still bad blood between them..."
"You got that right." I said to the TV screen as I sipped coffee in the MCD room. "Cindy, what did you tell Ms. Wurtzburg?"
"She didn't bother to call me." Cindy said. "I'm surprised you even gave her a statement."
"Oh, how else could I take the gratuitous shot at Lewis?" I replied. "I think Chief Griswold would be very proud of me, don't you think?"
"You better believe he is!" said a gruff voice behind me. I turned to find Chief Griswold himself right behind me.
"Chief!" I exclaimed. Our handshake quickly turned into a hug, then he hugged Teresa, Cindy and Tanya, then shook hands with all the other officers.
"Miss Cummings," he said jovially, "are you ready for hunting season?"
"Yes sir!" exclaimed Joanne happily. "The Sheriff's wife and I are going up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen this fall. Want to come with us?"
"I'd love to, but fishing is my thing." said the Chief. "And besides, my wife would never let me go anywhere like that with two lovely young ladies."
"Smart lady." I said. "What brings you here, Chief?"
"Oh, a meeting with the Chief and Sheriff." said Griswold. At that, both Cindy and my eyebrows shot up in understanding. The old Chief chuckled.
"You know, both your eyebrows shoot up exactly the same way when you're thinking sarcastic thoughts." said Griswold.
"Next thing you'll be telling us is that we're blood relatives." I shot back. Everyone laughed at that. I handed the Chief a mug of coffee and we filled him in on the current case, saying that today was the 'come-to-Jesus' day of resolution of it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, Lita entered the conference room at the Parole Office. Ryan was inside, waiting for her. He was wearing suspenders holding up his pants, his pair shape and wide belly all the more obvious, the collars of his faded button-down shirt looking wilted.
"Ah, there you are, Lita." he said softly. "Just lock that door behind you." Lita did so, her face somber.
"Okay, you're pretty close to the end." said Ryan as Lita placed her purse on a side table near the door. "Hey! bring that over here."
Lita did so. Ryan checked the contents of the purse, emptying them on the table and going through them. He carefully examined the purse as well. "What's this?" he asked, holding up a sandwich baggie full of tissues.
"Tissues." she said. "I've been having allergies. What's wrong? Ya think I've got a gun in there?"
"No, a camera." Ryan said. "Or a bug. Your parole would be over and you'd be back in prison if I found one."
"Man, you're paranoid." said Lita. "Can we just get this overwith?"
"I call the shots here, lady." said Frost. Satisfied that the purse did not contain a bug, he told Lita to sit down. He stood in front of her and unzipped his pants, bringing out his five inch cock.
"Okay, baby, you know what to do." he said.
"Aw, c'mon," said Lita. "Can't we just have a meeting without this?"
"You know the deal, Lita." said Frost. "You're so close to the end, to being free. Now get going, bitch. Suck my cock."
In the second conference room, the Crime Lab's audio technician pumped his fist. We had just recorded what we needed.
Lita guided Frost's average-at-best penis to her mouth. Ryan thrust forward, sliding his man-sausage over her tongue. She began fellating him in earnest, her lips sliding back and forth on his cock, using two fingers to jack the base of his meat, trying to get him to come quickly and end the ordeal. Ryan put the bottle of mouthwash on the table, next to Lisa's baggie of tissues.
As she sucked, she got the tissues, all of them out of the baggie, blew her nose into them, then put the tissues down and took Frost's meat back into her mouth. He did not touch the tissues.
"Ohhhhh, yeah, that's good." he said. "Keep sucking my big cock, slut. Oh yeahhhh... oh... ohhhhh... OH YEAH!" In less than a minute, Frost was climaxing, pumping his load into Lita's mouth. "Swallow that load, bitch! Swallow every drop of my sperm!"
Letting Frost's cock slip out of her mouth, Lita reached over, took the baggie, and spit the parole officer's semen into the bag as she jumped up and raced to the door. Unlocking it, she ran out, carrying the baggie.
"Hey, you! Come back here!" yelled Frost, putting his cock back in his pants as he raced to the door. He ran headlong into red and blue crossed crowbars, making an "X" right at his chest.
"Oh, you're not going anywhere, Mr. Frost." said the very tall, broad-shouldered redheaded officer holding the red crowbar. I pushed him back into the room, followed by Cindy Ross. Outside, Technician Christina Cho had Lita spit into a separate evidence baggie, then swabbed her mouth twice, to get as much semen evidence as she could. Other technicians came into the room, photographed then confiscated the mouthwash. Photographs of Frost's unzipped pants had been made, as well.
"I want a lawyer." Frost said immediately.
"And it better be the best you can afford." I said. "Captain Ross, would you do the honors.
"Certainly, Commander." she said. She turned Frost around, bent him over the table, and affixed handcuffs to his wrists. "Ryan Frost, you are under arrest for sexual battery of a person in your custody. You have the right to remain silent..."
Part 11 - Back and Forth
Withhold my surprise that a lawyer from Gresham & Mason, P.C. came to represent Ryan Frost in Interrogation-1. Sarah Carter was in Interrogation-2, having been arrested at home, and her lawyer was from Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C.
In the room with me was Cindy Ross and ADA Paulina Patterson, who had obtained the warrants for us from Judge Watts the previous evening.
"Okay, Ryan." said Cindy. "We have you for sexual battery. We have victims and their statements, and more are going to come forth. Why don't you save yourself one hell of a lot of trouble and tell us about these burglary rings you've been providing false alibis for."
"I don't know what you're talking about." said Ryan.
"I don't know that you have anything on my client, either." said the lawyer. "It's his honorable word against the false allegation of those criminal women who will say anything to get off parole."
"Except for the small details that we have audio of him demanding Lita give him oral sex," said Cindy, "not to mention his semen in a plastic bag, more semen samples from her mouth after she ran out... and her testimony as well as that of several other victims. No, Counselor, we have this man dead to rights, and he is in for some serious prison time."
"And that leads to these burglaries." I said. "For example, Jack Spratt was burglarizing the Myers home last week, yet you said you were at his home on a surprise inspection at the same time."
"What of it?" Frost said, sweat forming on his brow over the thick black-frame glasses.
I said "And you told me yesterday that Jonas Grumby was also being visited at the time he was alleged to have invaded a home? You gave me a paper of your log of that yesterday, in front of Detective Purvis. I also have those electronic logs on my evidence servers."
"Again, so what?" Frost asked.
"It's your word against my client's, Commander." said the lawyer. "Absolutely worthless." I smiled at the legal beagle, a malicious smile full of victory. The lawyer became worried, instantly.
"The problem, Counselor," I said, leaning forward slightly, "is that Jonas Grumby was shot dead by the homeowner during the home invasion. His body was examined on the floor of that home... at the time Mr. Frost here says he was with Grumby at Grumby's home. Grumby's body was transported to our morgue and never returned to his home that night, so there was no possible way Mr. Frost could have visited him at his home and found him to be there."
I just love it when perps's and their legal beagles's faces fall when I drop the crowbar, er hammer on them.
"So, Ryan," I said, "you have got some seriously bad stuff coming your way. I have Sarah Carter in the next room. One or the other of you are going to take a deal. Will it be you?"
"I need to talk to my lawyer." said Frost. We got up to leave. I did not stop, but went right on into I-2, Cindy in tow.
"Ah, Ms. Carter." I said. "I'm going to read you your rights for the camera." I did so, then asked if she understood them. She refused to say anything, not even to answer the question.
"Why is my client here?" said her lawyer. "What's the meaning of this 'sexual battery' charge?"
"Your client forced parolees in her custody to perform oral sex acts upon her." said Cindy. "We're just beginning to build the list of victims, who will be witnesses."
"Please." said the lawyer. "Parolees making these charges? They'd tell any lie to get out of their situations."
"Numbers start to add up." Cindy said. "Juries are going to get sleepy hearing hour after hour, day after day, of people making these accusations against her. Yeah, one case you might can make the 'your word against mine' thing stick, but when it's ten, fifteen, twenty... more... it's not going to be good for your client."
"We'll take our chances." said the lawyer.
"You might take your chances on this." I said. "I've got Ryan Frost in the other room. And that poor man is in a world of shit, really bad shit, much worse than what your client is facing. He's dealing with burglary rings and even a dead body he's going to have to explain. I really am glad I'm not him right now." I shook my head in mock sadness.
Then I said "So Ryan has every reason to make a deal and throw your client under the bus. And once he does, I don't need Sarah's testimony at all. She'll go down, and as some of the judges here even give consecutive sentences, we might be talking decades of prison time before she's done. I'd suggest you consider coming correct and testifying against Frost."
"You can take that crowbar and shove it up your cracker ass." retorted Sarah Carter with a sneer. "You can go straight to hell."
With that, I got up and left I-2, Cindy following.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who's going to crack first?" Paulina asked as we sat in the breakroom not far from the Interrogation Rooms.
"Doesn't matter." I said. "We've got them both ice cold. What we need to talk about, Paulina, is what you'll offer them for their cooperation."
"What's your suggestion?" Paulina asked. Smart as well as beautiful she is, I thought to myself.
"For Sarah, nothing more than concurrent sentences." I said. "She's unimportant, and her testimony only solidifies what we have on Frost. As to Frost, we can offer him more if he comes correct and helps us take down the burglars."
"I would not be happy if he skates on raping these women." said Cindy.
"Neither would I." said Paulina. "He's going to have to admit to at least some instances of that, for which he'll do time. If he hands us the burglars, I can essentially drop the aiding-and-abetting and conspiracy charges. And he has to give us Sarah. We'll make the big example of her if he does."
Thirty minutes later, Rudistan came to us and said "Frost's lawyer wants to talk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, what are you offering?" asked the wily Gresham & Mason lawyer.
I laid it out: "In exchange for your client admitting to two counts of sexual battery of persons in his custody, one count of rape, seven counts of falsifying official County records, and one count of lying to Police, followed by his deposition and then testimony against Sarah Carter for sexual battery and rape charges, we will not prosecute for conspiracy or aiding and abetting, nor add multiple additional rape charges as we discover them when we talk to more and more women that were assigned to him as their parole officer. We also expect him to testify against the burglars for whom he provided false alibis."
"We need more than that." said the lawyer.
"And your idea is?" said Paulina, her voice full of venom and acerbity.
"His testimony against Carter and the burglars in exchange for one count of coercion of a person in his custody, and immunity against all future charges from potential accusers." said the lawyer.
"We're nowhere close." said Paulina, more to me. "Let me be clear, Counselor: Frost is doing time for sexual battery, if not outright rape. That is not negotiable. At all. He will do time for it."
"If you want my client to cooperate," said the lawyer, "you're going to have to give him something in return. That's how this works, Ms. Patterson. The only thing of value you can offer is to take the sexual battery and rape charges off the table. The rest of the stuff is minor... if you can even prove it in court."
"Counselor, there are two small holes in your argument." I said. "First, we do not need Frost's cooperation. We have his semen in a little evidence bag. We have his semen in his parolee's mouth. We have an audio tape, recorded under a warrant, of the sex act being forced upon his victim. And I have nothing but time and officers to go find case after case after case of other parolees, who now have nothing to fear if they come out against him."
"And second," I said, "whenever I see a Gresham & Mason lawyer in my Interrogation Rooms, I know that a death sentence hangs over that lawyer's client. Oh, not from a Court, but from someone far, far worse. Mr. Frost is not going to last very long unless he gives me a damn good reason to protect him."
I added: "No, that's not a threat from me nor the Police... but from the person out there who was behind the series of burglaries, the person who coordinated the entire scheme, the person who is the beneficiary of the stolen loot, which strangely has not appeared in the open nor criminal worlds of sales and fencing. Mr. Frost, I am not kidding, you are in danger, I can only protect you to the extent you remain in my custody, but when you hit State Prison..." I shrugged my shoulders in mock resignation of Frost's fate.
I saw the deep anger and hatred in the lawyer's eyes as he realized exactly what I was saying to him and his client. Frost was looking scared.
"Let's go." I said, getting up. Paulina followed me out.
Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters came up to me as we entered the hallway. "Commander," he said, "we've made seven arrests. They're being processed at County Jail. Are there any you're going to want to talk to?"
"Yes." I said. "Howard Spratt. Hold him separately from all others until I get a chance to go over there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty more minutes. Purvis came out of the anteroom to Interrogation-2. "They're just sitting there." he said. "She's not saying two words. Her lawyer is nodding off, falling asleep."
"Cool beans. I suspect she's not going to break at all. It's all about Frost now. Have Rudistan ready to sit in the room with us, if he wants to." I said, knowing Rudistan was quietly coming up behind me.
"Oh you know I want to, Commander." said Rudistan, grinning as he realized I had known he was there. "I love watching you make these guys cry." I just laughed. Just then, the Duty Desk texted Rudistan, who told me. "There it is, sir, his lawyer is ready for you."
We went back into I-1, Rudistan following me and Paulina into the room, Cindy staying in the anteroom with Teresa and Purvis.
"If my client acquiesces to any sexual charges, he'll be raped in jail." said the attorney, not fooling me as to the real threat to Frost. "So we have to have protection for him. Punk City, Supermax, whatever. Otherwise, we'll fight the charges like hell in Court. I don't think you have as strong a case as you think. The parolee consented to oral sex to get off parole more quickly, her spitting the semen in the bag was at your request and therefore entrapment, the rest of it is his word against the unworthy word of criminals on parole."
"This is not even a good try." I said. "Counselor, you are doing your client a huge disservice, here." I got up. "There's no point in further conversation with them, Ms. Patterson. Mr. Frost, you have our offer. Take it or leave it. I'm not coming back into this room. The next time you see me will be in Court, testifying against you. In the meantime, I have dozens of your female parolee's to talk to, and Ms. Carter as well. Good luck to you, sir." I turned to go.
"Wait!" said Frost, finally breaking, desperation on his face. "Look, ya gotta work with me here."
"I can't help you, Mr. Frost." I said.
"Wait!" said Frost. "Can I get a new lawyer? This guy's throwing me under the bus! Please!"
I turned to Frost. "That's up to you." I said. "I can't advise you what to do about your legal representation."
"Go!" said Frost to the lawyer. "This man no longer represents me. I want new counsel. You, go!" The Gresham & Mason lawyer got up to go.
"Your lawyers keep getting thrown out of my Interrogation Rooms by your own clients, Counselor." I said, grinning.
"Listen, you fucking bastard..." said the lawyer, coming up to me with his index finger pointed at me, as if he were going to jab it in my face. Rudistan came forward, ready to pound the bastard down, and the legal beagle backed off. As he left, he gave me a brutally ugly look.



"Do you want new representation, Mr. Frost?" I asked.
"Yes." said Frost. "Yes, I do. Can I call someone?"
"Sure." I said. "When he gets here, I will come back in."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mr. Dennison was a tall, middle-aged black man and a lawyer in private practice, making his living as a tax attorney, real estate attorney, and sometimes working for the County Employees Union. It was that Union that Frost had called, and who'd called Mr. Dennison.
He talked with Paulina about the charges, then conferred with Frost for ten minutes, after which Frost was ready to take a deal.
Back in I-1, Dennison said to me and Paulina "He'll give you Carter, he'll give you the burglary ring, answer to one count of forcing an unnatural act on a person in his custody, and he wants and needs protection in prison."
Paulina said "It's gotta be more. Two counts of sexual battery on persons in his custody at the very, very least, and on one of those counts it will be in conjunction with Sarah Carter when he throws her under the bus. It really should be a rape charge. And then an aiding-and-abetting charge, just one count."
Dennison whispered to Frost that the best Frost was going to get was the 2 sexual battery charges. When I said he'd have protection and would be relatively safe, Frost agreed.
"Okay, you're right." said Frost. "First, Sarah Carter would take me to women parolee's homes, and she'd force them into sex. Diane Buttercup was the only time I'd indulged in sex with a parolee; the other times was oral sex and then I'd come in Sarah's mouth as she sucked me to completion. I never came inside the parolee's in order to leave no semen that could be evidence."
"But you did sexually penetrate Diane Buttercup vaginally?" Paulina asked.
"And orally." said Frost. "I ate her pussy and tongued her ass, and she sucked my cock as well as the penetration."
"And you forced Lita to perform oral sex on you this morning?" Paulina asked.
"Yes." said Frost. Paulina turned to me.
"Mr. Frost," I said, "on at least seven occasions, you gave false alibis to perpetrators of burglaries in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, did you not?"
"I gave false alibis for those crimes, but I didn't know where they were nor what they were doing." said Frost.
"Specifically, did you give an alibi to Howard Spratt, also known as 'Jack Spratt' last week?"
"Yes. I said I was surprise inspecting his home." said Frost. "In actuality, I never went there. You guys are saying he burgled a home at the same time, but I'm not sure of the details. I just know I was paid to give the alibi."
"How much were you paid, each instance?"
"It varied." said Frost. "At least five hundred dollars, and on two occasions it was two thousand dollars. I never really asked why the amounts varied; I assumed it had to do with how successful the crime was for which I was giving the alibi."
"I see." I said. "Who hired you to give these alibis?"
"Sarah Carter brought me into it." said Frost. "She was the one who showed me that I could force the women parolee's to suck me off or even fuck me, and she fucked me a few times herself. Then she suggested I give alibis to parolees in exchange for money. She set up the first two, including the Grumby one. I didn't know he'd been killed, since the perps never contacted me afterward. I just got money in an envelope in my desk."
"From Sarah?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Frost. "The cash just showed up in the desk, in an envelope. After the first two cases, I just got a note at home with a name on it, the name of the parolee. He'd come to the meeting and tell me when he needed an alibi, and I logged it."
"Paulina," I said, "get that in writing, especially about Spratt. I need to go do other interrogations."
Part 12 - Pressing the Hunt
I entered Interrogation-2 with Cindy Ross. "Okay, Ms. Carter," I said, "Frost has accepted a deal, and he has given me enough to put you away for a very long time. Unless you cooperate, you may never see the outside of a prison again."
"Go fuck yourself, cracker." said Sarah Carter. "I ain't talking to you. Ever."
"That's taking the Fifth, in my book." said her lawyer. "At this time I must ask you to stop interrogating her."
"She doesn't have to answer, but she can listen to me talk." I said. "As should you, Counselor. Ms. Carter is in deep kimshee. We are talking charges of rape, sexual battery of a person in her custody, sodomy, conspiracy to commit rape and sodomy, and conspiracy to commit burglary in providing false alibis to criminals committing crimes. Now I'm willing to seriously reduce these charges if Ms. Carter provides me one piece of information: who was her contact, who put her up to these crimes?"
"What reductions are you offering us?" asked the lawyer.
"It don't matter!" Sarah said to her counsel, nearly shouting. "I am not taking any deals. This cracker can go fuck himself in his lily-white ass. I am not giving him a god damn thing. You can sit and spin on that crowbar, Cracker!"
The lawyer looked at me with something of a shrug on his face. My dealings with Sarah Carter were over, until I would testify against her in Court... and we would be bringing a heavy, heavy hammer down upon her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who do you think is behind Carter?" Cindy asked as we drove to County Jail and Third Precinct Headquarters.
"Who else?" I replied. "The Shadow Man. The burglaries fit him to a 'T'. Using parole officers to give the perps alibis is a brilliant step, also. The only reason we really got anything is because there were simply too many of them under one parole officer, that parole officer was also raping parolees as a separate issue, and of course one of the burglars was shot dead and Frost didn't know to not enter, or to erase, the log entry. That was the tiny slip that got him. Otherwise, we'd have nothing."
I continued: "You and my mom had that case where oddball stuff was stolen, and it led you to solving that crime. This was something similar, though the items were more valuable: an old set of books, some paintings stolen while a Greuze was left hanging right there in the study, then taking things like silver and baubles to disguise the real objects of the break-ins."
"Yeah, I see that." said Cindy. "What's next?"
"Spratt." I said. "I hope to turn him and find out where and to whom he delivered the stuff. And to get more evidence for the bust you are going to make."
"Me?" said Cindy, growing happier.
"Oh yes." I said. "You have come to the correct solution. It's your bust."
Cindy was smiling and happy the rest of the drive. And deservedly so.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we entered Precinct 3 Headquarters, Precinct Captain Susan Weston came up to Cindy. "Captain, I would like to apologize to you for the other day. It won't happen again."
"Good." Cindy said. "And leave my Lieutenant alone, whatever your problems with her are."
"I certainly will." said Susan Weston. I could tell she was lying like a dog in the shade about that, but let it go.
"Bring Howard Spratt to Interrogation Room 1." I said. "If he wants a lawyer, let's get one up here quickly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Spratt and his lawyer from Chase, Lynch & Berry were sitting in the Interrogation room, two uniformed guards behind them, when Cindy and I entered the room.
"Ah, Commander, you're back." said Spratt. "Come on now, you don't have anything on me."
"We've got Frost." I said. "He's confessed. He's thrown you under the bus."
"Oh, come on." said the lawyer. "Dirty criminal rapist saying anything at all to help himself, willing to tell you what you want to hear to save his own worthless ass."
"Which he has not saved." I said. "And how do you know about Frost being a rapist?"
The lawyer smiled, as if he had me. He pulled his cellphone from out of the breast pocket of his suit. "We lawyers talk." he said. "I got the call from Frost's attorney... his former attorney... telling me exactly what you were trying to do to frame my client here."
"I see." I said, smiling. "Your allegations of a frame-up aside, Mr. Frost's confession is enough to get a warrant to search your client's home, which is happening right now. Not that we need it, Spratt being a parolee... but we're not going to give you any loopholes to squeeze your client through."
"Oh come on." said the legal beagle. "Do you really think my client would leave the stolen property in his home all this time?"
"No." I said. "By the time all is said and done, he will be giving me the names of the people to whom he has delivered the stolen merchandise. I'm willing to bet that he didn't do away with his fake truck driver I.D. I'm willing to guess that he didn't throw away the hat and coveralls that not only the gate guard saw, but two cameras saw. We've long since been tracing the truck itself, and the sleazy little operation your client is a part of. They'll identify him."
"This is absolutely crazy talk." said the lawyer, getting up. "If that's all you think you have, then you have nothing. Come on, Spratt, let's go."
"Your client is under arrest, he is going nowhere." I said.
The lawyer looked at me. "You can't hold him for more than 72 hours, and every minute you keep him is a minute I'm in front of press cameras blasting your name."
"Go ahead." I said. "Frost's confession is enough to keep him. We've secured the arrest warrant already; the D.A. has the right to charge him without having to go to a Grand Jury. Your client is going all the way to trial... unless he confesses."
"You're so full of shit it's coming out your ears." said the lawyer, sitting back down. "This is absolutely ridiculous, Commander Troy. And I will have your god-damn badge because of this. Spratt, invoke your Fifth Amendment Rights, and if they try to even speak to you without me present, I'll have this asshole's head on a spike."
"Before you do, Spratt," I said, "I'll tell you one last thing. The person you conspired with to burgle the Myers home... we're about to go make an arrest. And when we do, you will be thrown under the bus yet again. You're going to get it from both ends... and your parole will be violated, and you'll go back to prison. Too bad, too... you almost made it out, but you were tempted into a relapse. I could've helped you, but your lawyer has now put you in a world of shit."
I got up to go. "See you around." Cindy got up to follow me. Spratt looked like he wanted to say something, but his lawyer quickly whispered to him, and Spratt stayed silent.
As we walked back to the car, Cindy said "You know, I have to admit it: he's right... our case on Spratt is thin. We don't have too much, and Frost's confession might not be enough to swing a jury."
"No, we have him ice cold." I said. "But I was willing to go easy on him. He really was trying to go straight, and then slipped up. He may have even been forced back into crime. Okay, let's go make your arrest."
Part 13 - Reading the Riddle
Paulina met us at the Myers home in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, warrant in hand. "Judge Folsom needed some persuading, but the phone records got us over the hump." the beautiful black A.D.A. said.
"Good." Cindy said. Four uniformed officers were accompanying us, led by Sergeant Rudistan. "Commander, you're going to talk to Mr. Myers?"
"Yep." I said. "Lead the way."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, Commander," said Mr. Myers. He was seated in his study behind his desk as I entered the room, no other officers with me. "Any new information?"
"We have hopes, Mr. Myers, we have hopes." I said. "And we're still working on recovering your valuables, though it might take a bit more time."
"Splendid!" said Mr. Myers.
"Mr. Myers, allow me to ask you a question." I said. "Has anyone ever told you that you might be mildly autistic?"
"Uh... yes." said Mr. Myers. "My doctor said I had a mild condition of something, and that it was like autism, but I'm not badly affected. I seem to be good with numbers, and it's easy to see the patterns of the Markets. But I don't seem to have the same emotional reactions as others to some things. I just do what I like, enjoy the things that make me happy, then move along..."
"Yes sir." I said. "By the way, why did you withdraw from the Markets? Your ability to see patterns suggested that?"
"Oh yes, son." said Myers. "Those idiots that think they are experts, the idiots of the Federal Reserve and the other big banks of the world. But they have screwed up everything. A big crash is coming... a very big crash. You better believe I got out almost completely. My money is in safe instruments, Erlene and I will be okay in the remaining years that we have. But do be cautious, Commander... do be cautious of the markets."
"Thank you for the advice." I said. "Mr. Myers... why didn't you tell anyone that the Greuze is real?"
Mr. Myers was not fazed by my surprise comment. He looked at me with something of a twinkle in his eye. "That Silverfish man you captured easily defeated some of the best bank vaults in the world. Truly, there is no safe place for it, so I hide it in plain sight. It has worked so far."
"And you did not tell anyone about it." I said. "Not even those closest to you..."
Mr. Myers peered at me again. "That is true. I love my wife, and always have, even though there are times that love was not deserved. There are some secrets that remain secrets because they are told to no one at all."
"Like whispering down a well at noon..." I said, referring to an ancient Japanese custom.
"Exactly, Commander." said Myers. "And I did notice that pattern of which of my things were stolen. I know that's why you're here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I have a couple of questions for you, Mrs. Myers." said Captain Cindy Ross, sitting in Mrs. Myers's sitting room with the now-elderly trophy wife. Detective Joanne Cummings was also present, and positioned as Cindy had directed her.
"How can I be of help?" asked Erlene.
"There's just a few things I am having trouble understanding," said Cindy, "and I need your help to clear up. First of all, Mrs. Myers, why do you suppose that the only paintings stolen were those sea portraits by that recently deceased painter? But the other paintings were left behind, including the ones in your husband's study?"
"I... I really don't know." said Erlene. "The thief must've known their value and taken them."
"I entirely agree." said Captain Ross. "By the way, do you know the value of the paintings left behind? I understand you have a degree in Fine Arts, and worked at the City Museum of Art years ago."
"That is true," said Erlene, "but to be very honest with you, Captain, my degree was an 'M-R-S' degree. Back in those days, women like myself looked for good, eligible husbands to marry. I was fortunate enough to meet Hamilton. But I never was an expert in art. And according to my husband, the only paintings of real value in the home were those three that were stolen, and only after the artist had died."
"Yes, interesting." Cindy said. "And the guns... could you tell which were the antiques and which were real?"
"Oh, no, certainly not." said Erlene. "In fact, I hate guns. Only the police should have guns. But Hamilton loved his guns, and loved his cowboy competitions. They bored me to tears, so I stopped going to them with him."
"I see." said Cindy. "Mrs. Myers, did you lock the doors before leaving for your Florida trip, the trip you were on when the burglary was committed?"
"To my knowledge, yes." said Erlene. "And I set the alarm just before leaving, as well."
"The outside door to the garage, you locked it?" Cindy asked, peering hard at Erlene.
"That door usually remains locked." Erlene said... peering back at Cindy. "I can't really recall if I went over and checked it."
"That's curious." said Cindy. "Most people make a point to check all doors and windows before leaving on a trip. I'm surprised you would overlook it."
"Again, Captain, I might have but simply don't recall." Erlene said levelly.
"Mrs. Myers," said Cindy, "did you know the combination of the wall safe in your husband's study?"
"Yes, of course." said Erlene. "I stored my most valuable jewelry pieces in it."
"How do you think the burglar knew the combination to the safe?" Cindy said. She noticed the look on Mrs. Myers's face and in the older woman's eyes. It was surprise, but not the surprise of hearing something unexpected... it was surprise mixed with fear.
"I don't know that I would assume the robber knew the combination, Captain." said Erlene, a bit severely. "I understand thieves have very sophisticated safecracking tools, these days."
"Yes, that is true." said Cindy, looking hard into Erlene's eyes. "But the Police also have tools, and our Commander was once in the security and alarms business. He is very familiar with both the alarm system of this house and the safe in the study. He helped our Crime Lab team discover, in a manner which they can prove in Court, that the safe was opened by simply entering the keycode combination and not using any sophisticated devices."
Cindy continued: "Mrs. Myers, the criminal knew the combination of the safe and opened it with that knowledge. Now how do you suppose the perp obtained that information."
"I have no idea, Captain." said Mrs. Myers. "Now if that is all..." She acted as if she was about to stand up.
"No, ma'am, it is not." said Cindy. "Mrs. Myers, do you have a cellphone?"
"Er, yes, yes I do." said Mrs. Myers.
"Did you make or receive any calls on it while in Florida?" Cindy asked. Mrs. Myers's eyes showed real fear now, to Cindy's amusement. She also was feeling the mental energy of Mrs. Myers's discomfort.
"I don't really recall." said Mrs. Myers.
"Where is that cellphone now?" asked Cindy.
Mrs. Myers sat up very straight, her face a mask of steel, her eyes blazing. "I don't know, Captain Ross. And right now, I think I have a desire not to know."
"Then I shall help you find it." Cindy said. She pulled a cellphone out of an evidence bag and dialed a number.
Detective Cummings was standing next to Mrs. Myers's purse. A phone began ringing inside. Cummings went into the purse, pulled out Mrs. Myers's phone, answered it, then came forward to the two women.
"Interesting, Captain." said Joanne Cummings. "Why, the number appears to be that of the cellphone you are holding now."
"As the Commander loves to say: 'Withhold my surprise.'." said Cindy, gleaming at Mrs. Myers. She got up. "Stand up, Mrs. Myers."
Mrs. Myers stood up. Cindy moved behind her with handcuffs and began affixing them to the older woman's wrists behind her back. "Erlene Myers, you are under arrest for conspiracy to commit burglary. You have the right to remain silent..."
As Cindy read Erlene her rights, Hamilton Myers walked into the room, a redheaded man with a red crowbar behind him. As husband and wife made eye contact, he said "Woman, you have betrayed me for the last time. Get thee gone! Captain, get her out of here."
Part 14 - Circular Arguments
I entered Interrogation-1 at Headquarters, my voice full of song.
"Jack Spratt could eat no fat,... the wife could eat no lean..." I sang, "and so betwixt the both of them... they robbed the mansion clean."
"Is there a point to this?" Howard 'Jack' Spratt's lawyer asked. Spratt was sitting next to him. They'd been transported to Headquarters per my instructions.
"Indeed there is." I said. "Apologies for the bad singing dramatics. Allow me to make up for it. Let's watch some TV." I pointed to Rudistan, who turned on the monitor. It showed what was going on in Interrogation-2. Paulina Patterson and Cindy Ross were interviewing Erlene Myers. The sound to the TV was off.



"As you can see, Mr. Spratt," I said, "Mrs. Myers has been arrested, and she is now cutting a deal. She is telling us everything she knows about her collusion with you to steal the valuables out of her husband's home, including the phone call you made to her to get the combination to the safe. We have the phone records for that, also."
Spratt was not watching. He was bowed over, his head on the table. He was sobbing.
"I tried!" he gasped. "I tried to go straight!"
"Why did fall into this?" I asked.
"My client has invoked." said the lawyer.
"He'd better consider making a statement." I said. "He is in a world of shit right now, Counselor. Revocation of his parole, and we're going to add the Myers burglary to it. The judges around here like to give consecutive sentences, so we're talking a long, long time before he even gets a chance at parole again."
"I need a moment with my client." the beagle said, resignation in his voice.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Prosecutor Paulina Patterson met me in the anteroom to Interrogation-2.
"She confessed all, gave us a statement." said Paulina. "The question is, what do we do with her? Technically, it's her own stuff that was stolen. The conspiracy charge might stick, but it could be tenuous with a good lawyer."
"I think I can help you make a decision." I said. "Let's go inside." We went into I-2, where Cindy and Erlene were waiting.
"Mrs. Myers," I said, "how long do you have to live?"
"Wha..." said Erlene, her eyes again blazing. "How... how did you know?"
I looked at Cindy and Paulina. "Cancer." I said. "I'd guess melanoma, metastasized to other organs of her body. She's been undergoing treatments, to no avail."
All eyes were on me, and all registered shock.
"ADA Patterson, I'd suggest full immunity for this suspect if she cooperates and gives a full confession and statement implicating Howard Spratt in the burglary of her home. It'll need to be recorded; Mrs. Myers may not live to see the trial."
Paulina agreed to the deal. Cindy came with me as Paulina remained behind with Erlene (and Sr. Patrolman Morton) to do the paperwork and arrange the taped testimony.
"Obviously, I am still not at your level." Cindy said. "How did you know she was sick?"
"She's wearing a wig, her skin color is not quite right, and her illness was part motive for the crime." I said. "She's been sunbathing for days on end for years... decades. You can see it in her skin breaking down now. She developed a melanoma, and the rest is not hard to deduce."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in Interrogation-1 I had a much more amenable Spratt and Spratt's lawyer to work with.
"What will you offer us?" the attorney asked.
"Well," I said, "I can't promise anything. But I might, just might, get the D.A. to reduce the charge to receiving stolen goods. And if you're really helpful, and Mr. Myers gets his stuff back, and I fill my jails with bad people whom you have given to me, then I might possibly persuade the D.A. and the judge to give you one more year in a halfway house, then a few more years of parole."
I continued, more for Cindy's education than anything else: "I know your parole officer Ryan Frost dragged you into this, threatened to revoke your parole if you didn't do it. You throw him under the bus and I'm on your side in this whole thing. You've made a step backwards, Howie, but not necessarily off a cliff. Now Ryan Frost... that bastard is going down hard, and you're going to help me rip him a new asshole."
Rarely have I seen a look of gratitude on a criminal's face like I was seeing on Spratt's face at the moment. He began talking.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Lieutenants Tanya Perlman, Teresa Croyle and Wes 'Coldiron' Masters planned their operation to take out the fencing operation, Cindy and I talked in my office.
"I feel like we went in circles." Cindy said. "You busted Frost, he gives us Spratt, but not enough, so we go to the other end and get Erlene Myers and she rats out Spratt, who then gives us Frost again.
"Yes." I said. "And it was you that busted Erlene, which was brilliant work. I've already sent emails to the Chief... cc'd to the Sheriff and the Mayor." Cindy smiled shyly, blushing.
"And you're right." I said. "It was the fencing operation and Ryan Frost I want to destroy. We'll get the fencers tonight; Teresa's already confirmed Spratt's information with C.I.s. And Frost, he's going down very, very hard. And sometimes we have to go in circles and get 'A' to rat on 'B', who rats on 'C', who then rats on 'A'."
"It was an interesting case." said Cindy. "How did you get onto Frost's part of it? Because he was so many people's alibis?"
"That was part of it." I said. "I don't think he realized it would be a red flag when so many alibis were coming right back to him. But what really gave him away was that one of the criminals, Grumby, was shot and killed at the scene of his crime... and Frost forgot to erase that log entry of the surprise inspection. Of course that log entry couldn't be true since Grumby had died and we knew it. Then we start looking into Frost, find the sexual abuse allegations, and it was all too easy to go on from there."
"I was right about Erlene being suspicious." said Cindy. "But I never quite understood a motive."
"I think she told you." I said. "She was bored with her husband and her life, and that life was close to coming to an end. She said she got her Fine Arts degree as an 'M-R-S' degree, then she charms and marries the up-and-coming Hamilton Myers at an art event. But she had no clue about the Greuze, and even with him telling her it's a replica, a Fine Arts degreed person should've had a clue. If this local cop on the beat could see it was real, certainly she should have. And then you realized that she had to have given Spratt the safe code."
"Yeah, 'local cop on the beat', my ass." Cindy said, the sarcasm of her voice coming through strongly. "The Iron Crowbar is an art expert, too. Geez, criminal here have no shot."
I smiled. Cindy could not know the real reason I knew about the Greuze, and it was not any kind of art expertise. I don't know shit from shinola about art. I just know the research I had been doing of a certain Consultant of Crime...
"So why didn't she just give him the alarm code too, and he could've just used it?" Cindy was asking. "Why bother defeating the alarm?"
"To make Frost's alibi of him more valid." I said. "The methods of defeating the alarm led us to Spratt... and then he had an alibi. I think we've had previous cases like that. Like Tantalus in Hades... we are led almost to the mountaintop, only to be disappointed. But that didn't work either. Too many people with Crowbars around here, figuring them out."
Cindy thought a moment, then said: "There's one more thing. The bugs in Diane and Lita's homes. We've found bugs in three more of Frost's parolee's homes, also. Those things are not cheap, and you don't just buy them off the street, as you well know."
"Yes." I said simply.
"So I was wondering where Frost and even Carter could have gotten those devices." Cindy said. "Do we have a mole somewhere? Or maybe the Sheriff Department?"
"I doubt that County Law Enforcement was the source of those bugs." I said. "Now who does have the resources to obtain those, and would have an interest in Frost and Carter planting them in parolee's homes?"
Cindy's eyes lit up, and she nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The TCPD's SWAT Teams, followed by other heavily armed and armored police officers, swarmed a warehouse on the West side of Town, just south of Ward Harvester and other industrial concerns. It was a building owned by one Thomas P. Cook and rented to a consortium of 'merchandise distributors', but really a fencing operation run by 'The Teacher' from the Tenderloin District.
The TCPD took out a big-time six-man fencing ring and recovered the loot from sixteen recent burglaries, including Mr. Myers's paintings and all but three of his guns. Other guns and valuables, such as silver, were recovered. But the cash was gone... as was the set of old books on the Trojan War.
Of course 'The Teacher' would never be implicated, but I suspected he would not be very appreciative of my actions.
And neither was the Town & County Council. While taking out the fencing ring looked good for the Police Department, the revelations of Sarah Carter and Ryan Frost being implicated in sex abuse of parolees meant that more women were coming out of the woodwork... and so were wily, money-hungry, 'ambulance-chasing' lawyers, eager to file lawsuits against the County for the actions of the parole officers. The Council would have to fight the lawsuits, costing money.
Politicians, I thought bitterly to myself. The bastards don't give a shit about stopping crime; they only care about their worthless reputations and getting re-elected...
Part 15 - Single Malt Scotch
I was on the back deck of The Cabin, watching the beautiful sunset and waiting for the news of the raid to happen, which wouldn't be for another hour. I heard the crunch of gravel; a car was coming up. I suspected who it might be, and I was ready.
Indeed, it was Chief Bennett who came around on the walkway. As he came up to me, he extended an object in a brown paper bag.
"Peace offering." he said. I pulled out the bottle of 18-year-old Highland Park single malt Scotch.
"Accepted." I said. "Have a seat." As Bennett sat in a chair to my right, I took the two glasses on table between us, which I'd brought out in preparation of this expected event, and poured two most very healthy shots of the aromatic liquid into them.
"Salud." I said. We clinked glasses. I pretended to drink until I saw that he really was drinking his shot, then I downed mine. I poured two more.
"I guess you regret steering me into the Chief's chair, eh?" he said.
"Not at all." I said. "I sure as hell didn't want it, and you're a good cop and better administrator. And you're not perfect, as none of us are. Lord knows I'm not."
"Well," said Bennett, "I guess I have fucked things up, huh?"
"Nah, not really." I said, watching the sunset as he was. "You just learned something. Mostly to not listen to that piece of dog shit Robert Brownlee."
"True, true." said Bennett. "And thank God the Sheriff doesn't have a crowbar. It hurt bad enough as it was." I smiled and drank. This was one of my favorite brands of Scotch.
"Well, Commander," said Bennett, "you're right, as always. I believed Brownlee. And it's because I wanted to... especially about Captain Ross."
"If you want peace between us, Chief," I said, "I need to know what you have against her, and why."
"It's a long story." said Bennett.
"It's a full bottle of Scotch, and plenty of time to drink it." I replied. Bennett chuckled briefly, then got serious.
"I would imagine you already have figured a lot of it out." said Bennett. "So I'll lay my cards on the table, and we'll go from there. I'm a religious man, not some fanatic like Ikea, but I believe in Jesus and the Bible. And when Ross was hired onto the Force, there were rumors that she was a... homosexual."
He continued: "Maybe I was looking for faults, but I always found her to be too reticent, not putting herself out there as most Detectives do. She did her job, but seemed to try to not be noticed. At the time, Captain Malone ruled Vice, and that fanatic Ikea was throwing his weight around. Croyle was definitely earning her name 'Teresa Cunt', and MCD was an even worse wreck. Everyone thought Croyle and Ross hated each other, too."
"Appearances can be deceiving." I said. Bennett nodded, then went on:
"Perlman was pretty good at crime scenes, and Malone was wary of her, but Griswold shielded her. And Ross, too. But that wasn't the only problem. After the merger, the arrangement between Detectives and Officers didn't go over too well. For example, I'd been a Patrol Officer for years, put in my time on the streets. Made Sergeant, then the merger happened, and to save my job I went into Administration. I was told it'd be good for my career, and I did make Lieutenant. And I guess it did help me get the Chief job."
"Yes, it did." I said.
"Anyway," said Bennett, "I didn't have a whole lot of respect for the Detectives, and especially Ross. A lot of other uniformed officers don't like it that the Detectives get where they are right out of the Academy, just as some senior military enlisted don't like 22-year-old boys outranking them as Lieutenants. You know that deal." I nodded.
"And then Griswold hired you, and oh my God how the shit hit the fan." intoned Bennett. "Everyone knew you were different, and when you beat the living shit out of Molotov, there were a lot of amazed people in the Force... and a lot of scared ones, too. And I guess you knew Ross was related to you, because almost from minute one you were bringing her along with you... even though she tried to hide herself from you."
"No, I didn't know for some time that she was related to me." I said. "I just saw in her what you didn't want to... competence, regardless of her orientation."
"Some people thought, and still do think, that you're no friend of the homosexuals." Bennett said, peering at me. I made sure to let nothing in my face nor eyes give anything away.
"I believe in the smallest minority of all." I said. "The Individual."
"Anyway," he said, failing to read me, "I've just never had much for Ross, regardless of who she is fucking. And I still am not sure she can handle the job you put her in, especially when you're gone. But I worked out a deal with the Sheriff, which I'll make with you too, if you'll accept it: I'll let you run the Force, your way, and I'll handle the public relations and the administration, and the Sheriff and the Council, and I'll keep Brownlee out of your way, and hopefully out of trouble. You run those boring meetings, catch the perps, train the Detectives and Officers, keep me informed so I don't get ambushed by the God-damned Press, and I'll make sure you have what you need to clean this County up. Deal?"
"I see you've done a wise thing: in the end, you listened to Chief Griswold instead of that idiot Deputy Chief Brownlee. Very wise." I said. "You have a deal... Chief." I shook Bennett's hand.
"Nothing gets by you. Yes, Griswold gave me some rather straightforward advice." said Bennett. "Well, I better get home. Don't drink too much of that stuff in one sitting, you've got a raid to monitor."
"See you tomorrow morning, Chief." I said. Bennett left. I looked out over the Town as darkness began to rule the night. I could see the tiny, bright light of a train coming out of the western horizon.
Since the day Karen Warner Harlan had surprised me in the University Coach's office, I'd always made sure my back was covered. Tonight, my mother had been inside The Cabin, watching over me. She now came out onto the deck.
"Cindy is a brilliant and extremely capable young lady." said Phyllis as she sat down beside me on the metal mesh love seat, pressing her hip into mine. "I don't understand why Chief Bennett doesn't see that."
"He wasn't all wrong." I said. "Cindy kept her orientation a secret for a long time. She tried not to do too much and let herself get noticed, and then have her secret come out. And it worked... until I came along. I had to let her know I was aware of her orientation when I asked her to check with contacts in her world about something. But once she realized I knew and that the world had not come to an end, she began letting go of her fear. You weren't here yet, in those earliest days. But since you came here, I suspect Cousin Cindy's work with my favorite Auxiliary Policewoman helped a lot, too."
"Oh, it has." my mother said. "But that's the one thing you do so much better than me. Like Sherlock over Mycroft: you take action. Oh, I can see things as well as you and understand them, maybe better since I'm older and have the experience of being an Apple Grove housewife..." I laughed out loud at that one as she continued, "... but you know what to do about the things you see. You fix things. You find the solutions. I thought you'd made a mistake about that Chief Bennett, but now I see you might be right about him."
"We'll see." I said. "Anyway, at least I don't come up with hair-brained schemes like you and Cindy do." I was teasing my mother, and got slapped on the thigh for it.
"My dear son!..." my mother exclaimed. "Who let himself get kidnapped just to bring down Henry Wargrave? And who--"
"Okay, Mom, I get the drift." I said. "Here, have some Scotch..."
Part 16 - Epilogue
It had happened too fast. He'd not been warned; he'd had no time to warn The Teacher nor anyone else, and the Iron Crowbar's officers had raided and taken out the fencing ring so carefully and painstakingly established.
And on top of that, Sergeant Sharples, now known as the 'Fat Boy' around Police Headquarters, was actually making some progress on the child trafficking case... getting too close for the comfort of too many too-important people.
And then there was the meeting between one of his lieutenants in his organization, meeting with one of Gresham & Mason's most powerful attorneys. "The Iron Crowbar has directly told two of my lawyers that he is aware we are working with your boss." the legal eagle had said. "I don't know if that bastard is bluffing or not, but my people are becoming concerned. This fucking little local cop has been showing up too close to us, and way too often. Something needs to be done."
He poured himself a sherry and drank, enjoying the aroma as well as the flavor of the rare and expensive brand. After draining the glass, he thought about his plan to distract his nemesis, the Iron Crowbar and gain revenge upon him. It was beginning to get... serious.
He was tired, he realized. He'd solve these problems tomorrow, the day before the July 4th race. He allowed himself a bit more sherry, barely covering the bottom of the glass. Choosing not to disturb the woman sleeping in his bed, he took that glass up to the second bedroom, as well as a book... one volume of a very rare set about the Trojan War, purloined by his agent Ryan Frost from the home of that damned professor who'd refused to sell the books at any price.
Crime does pay, and handsomely, he thought to himself as he opened the tome and began to read...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Saturday, July 4th. Independence Day. I sat on the deck of The Cabin, drinking my coffee just as the light of dawn was growing over the Town and County in the valley below me. Bowser was sitting next to me, enjoying the 'skritchins' I was giving him more than the view, I would imagine.
It was a beautiful morning and promised a beautiful day. And after the week I'd just endured, a relaxing, peaceful day was just what I needed. I chose to let go of all the problems besetting my world: the Consultant of Crime, a.k.a. the 'real Moriarty', a.k.a. the 'Shadow Man'; the SBI investigation into the death of Henry R. Wargrave; KSTD's Priya Ajmani's continuing to be an irritation in her investigations of the Jack Burke tapes as well as the death of the hideously evil Reverend Jonas Oldeeds; and of course the continuing Oldeeds Organization as well as the white supremacist Superior Bloodlines group.
Instead, I thought about the good things. Yesterday, Friday July 3d, my wife Laura, her sister (and my ex-wife) Melina, my mother Phyllis, and some other women had a big 'Girls Night Out', which was actually a full day of activities. I was relegated, happily so, to The Cabin. I'd invited Cindy Ross and her fiancée Jenna Stiles to stay in the guest bedroom, and the reason for that was the other guest and her baby son that was also coming up: Molly Evans, Cindy's sister and the mother of that baby, my son Ross.
When Molly drove up, I went to the door to admit her. I took little Ross, who seemed to be in a good mood. And then Cindy came up.
It was their first time seeing each other since the night at 'The Vision', where Cindy had learned that she was my cousin as well as the daughter of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. Molly had been present, and Cindy had not been happy that Molly had known Cindy was an illegitimate 'love child' but had not told Cindy.
Molly was obviously nervous about this meeting also. So it was a great relief to both of us when Cindy walked up to Molly and gave her a big, warm hug. Molly returned it for a long moment.
"Why don't you two go out onto the deck." I said. "I'll play babysitter with Ross, here. Whaddya say to that, Ross?"
"Dog." Ross said, pointing at Bowser in the greatroom. Yep, Bowser is the chick magnet and baby magnet in these here parts, I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Armed with 'adult beverages', Cindy and Molly sat on the deck, overlooking the magnificent view of the Town. Cindy spoke first.
"It was a pretty shocking night for me." the extremely fit platinum blonde said. "But I do understand why you didn't say anything beforehand. I thought about it, and what it would've been like if our roles were reversed. If I'd known something like that about you, I don't know what I would've done or said, either."
"Yeah." Molly said. "And even though I knew some of it, I didn't know who your biological father was. Mom wouldn't tell me. But... leave it to the Iron Crowbar to not only know, but find a way to tell everyone in just the right way."
Cindy smiled. "And I did notice that you said you took up for me when our parents wouldn't come here after Ross was born. What they did really did hurt, and even knowing all this doesn't excuse it."
"They are what they are." said Molly, shifting in her seat, her pregnancy just beginning to show. "And they are not going to change. Neither are you. And neither am I, though I learned from Don: treat you as an individual and don't worry about your choices about others."
"Yes." Cindy said. "He told me that, too. But I still don't like my orientation not being accepted, and Jenna feels much more strongly about it than I do. I'm a political atheist, I don't really care about all that shit, but Jenna... she's getting more partisan by the day."
"Sounds like someone honing her positions for a future run for District Attorney." Molly astutely observed.
Cindy's eyebrows shot up at that, but all she said was "Well, at least you're here when she and I are sleeping together in the guest bedroom."
Molly smiled. "Well... I'm going to be in the other bedroom, sleeping with a married man who has impregnated me twice. And I don't care who you're fucking; I'm going to be fucking that married man's balls off."
"Heh!" said Cindy. "Okay, changing the subject. How are things in Midtown?"
Molly frowned. "Not good. My promotion to Lieutenant has been held up, as you know. But worse, the brass is giving Captain Moynahan a hard time. Our team has been investigating three cases. One of them was the murder of that young CIA agent, Mike. Another murder has been traced to a drug pipeline from Southport... that may not be a drug pipeline but other things. And last, a reporter was looking into a group called 'Victory Christian Ministries'. They may have ties to the Oldeeds Organization. The reporter, who is male, was beaten to a pulp, sodomized, and shot. He survived by a miracle and is recovering. We were investigating the assault upon him."
Molly continued: "The Assistant Chief shut down all three investigations. Moynahan went to the Chief, who is a personal friend. The Chief told my Captain that he had no choice but to back the Assistant Chief. Then the Assistant Chief threatened Moynahan for going over his, the Assistant Chief's, head. Moynahan is a combat veteran who could give Don a run for his money with a crowbar, and he told the Assistant Chief where he could stick it. I would consider this to be an analogy to you and that jerk Brownlee."
"Oh, wow." said Cindy. "Have you told Don all this?"
"Absolutely." Molly said. "I was hoping Don could find a loophole that would let him, and you, come down as SBI Reservists and pick up the investigations. Don said he'd try to look into it behind-the-scenes, but didn't have the time to come down and open the cases."
Cindy made a laughing sound, which sounded more like a bark that Bowser would make. "That just means Don is looking into it quietly. I know that he's come up upon that 'Victory Christian Ministries' name before. Don't say any more about that out loud, by the way."
"Of course. And the SBI is so funny." said Molly. "Director Lewis hates Don, but he hates the City Police even more. He's been openly crowing about Don busting Susan Wexler for two murders, saying the whole City Force is just as corrupt. Then he opens the Wargrave investigation in spite of the City Police and Coroner calling it a suicide."
"Yessssss." hissed Cindy. "I am all too well aware of Director Lewis's interest in the Wargrave case. I told his asswipe agents I wouldn't speak to them without legal representation after they all but accused me of killing Wargrave myself. So, did you also tell Don about Captain Moynahan?"
"Yep." said Molly. "Don just got that little smile on his face that he gets, and said to not worry about it, that he'd take care of everything."
"Ohhhhh... of course!" Cindy gasped as she looked out over the Town. A train was just coming out of the western horizon.
"What?" Molly said, peering at her sister.
"Uh, nothing." Cindy said. "I just think I know what Don is up to, now. But I better not say anything, especially if I'm right. All I'll say is this: you made an analogy to me and Brownlee. You might be more accurate than you realize..."
Part 2 - Starting Line
I was parked near the starting line at the north side of Reservoir Lake. The County Independence Day Triathlon would be starting in less than an hour. I was dressed in a light blue shirt with a sewn-in gold TCPD badge on the left over the heart, khaki pants, and sensible brown shoes. And of course my khaki Tilley Hat with the badge and Airborne wings over it.
And then... Oh. My. God.
My wife Laura was walking up to me. She was wearing a clingy white blouse, a beautiful very blue skirt, flat navy shoes (what, no heels?). But she'd had her raven-black hair done into a series of waves gentle curls, not frazzled but still full. Along with the red lipstick and just the right amount of makeup, she looked stunning.
She noticed my look at her, one of falling in love with her all over again, yet again. She smiled shyly as she came up to me.
"Oh, wow..." I managed to whisper. "You are just... oh my goodness, I'm speechless. You are so beautiful..."
"Aw, thanks." Laura said. "I was hoping you'd like it."
"Like it!" I said. "I love it! Now I see what you were doing yesterday." I took her by the hand. "Come with me. I am going to show everyone here that I am the luckiest man in the world with the most beautiful wife in the world."
Hand-in-hand we walked towards where the contestants were getting ready for the race. I saw my nephew Todd, who was tall and sticking head-and-shoulders above most of the crowd. His race partner Teddy Franklin was nearby. And attending Todd was Teresa Croyle. She was off-duty today, and she was wearing a tight t-shirt, tennis shoes, and 'Daisy Dukes' denim hot-shorts that showed off her luscious thighs. I suspected I knew what Todd had been doing (to her) last night.
"Hi guys!" I said as Laura and I walked up.
"Oh wow, Aunt Laura!" exclaimed Todd, his eyes lighting up. "Great hairdo!"
"Yeah, wow!" said Teresa. "You look great!"
"Thank you." said Laura, smiling prettily. "I thought I'd try something new and see if my husband noticed."
"And he did." I said. "I'm about ready to sneak her off somewhere more private."
"I wouldn't blame you for that." Todd said mischievously, grinning. Teresa gave what for her was a sarcastic scowl but her eyes gave away her amusement.
"Todd, we gotta go check in." said Teddy.
"See you guys later." said Todd. "Hey, we got the winning number from last year: Team 29." Teresa grinned at that: she and Cindy had been Team 29, and finished as champions.
"You better uphold its tradition of winning." I warned. Todd just grinned and headed off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Laura and I walked towards the spectators area, we met many people we knew, and Laura was getting some seriously approving looks. I put my arm around her waist, drawing her to me as we walked, proud to be her husband and to be with her.
"Oh, there's the hottest couple in the County." I heard a familiar voice say. Turning around, I saw Elsie Gringer and her niece, reporterette Bettina Wurtzburg. Elsie was the County gossip columnist and had said those words. Laura and I greeted them.
"You look simply stunning, Mrs. Troy." said Elsie. "The fashion world definitely approves."
"So does her lucky husband." I said. "And you may quote me on that." The women laughed. Then Bettina said "Can I get a quick interview with you, Commander?"
"Sure." I said, in an extremely generous mood. Bettina got out her tape recorder.
"I'm at the Triathlon start line with Commander Donald Troy." said Bettina. "Commander, it looks like a great holiday celebration today, the best attendance we've ever had for the race."
"Yes," I said. "We have the largest number of entrants in the triathlon, and I don't think I've seen as large a crowd, except for University football games, of course."
"Commander, your Police team won the race last year," said Bettina, "but Captain Ross is unable to run this year due to the wounds she sustained last year. How is she taking that?"
"Pretty well." I said. "She loves to compete, but she understands the situation, and she's here somewhere cheering for this year's Police team."
"What about you, Commander?" Bettina asked with a twinkle in her eye. "You have the Police team, but your nephew is competing for the BOW Enterprises team? Where do your loyalties lie?"
I smiled. "We also have the University's ROTC team, and as a former ROTC cadet myself, I'm rooting for them also. I guess I win no matter who wins the race."
"The Bradley Rangers are looking to take the gold medal this year after coming close last year." said Bettina. "Are they the team to beat?"
"I think they'll be right up there." I said.
Just then both Bettina and I noticed a small entourage making its way through the large crowd. I saw the shock of white hair. "Okay, Bettina," I said. "Interview over." I went to rejoin Laura, who'd been giving Elsie Gringer an interview.
Hand-in-hand, Laura and I headed towards the group. Sure enough, at the center of the little human solar system was Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. He was wearing a light blue button-down collared shirt, khaki pants, brown shoes that looked like slippers, and a navy blue jacket.
Walking next to him was his daughter. Cindy was wearing a nearly-identical shirt, khaki skirt, and medium-heel slides. The look on Cindy's face was one I did not see nearly enough.
"Oh, wow." I said quietly to Laura. "I don't think I've ever seen her looking so happy."
"I agree." said Laura. "The perfect antidote to her not being able to run in the race... publicly being with her father."
They came up to us, Cindy complimenting Laura and hugging her as I hugged Harvey. He had two bodyguards and several acolytes with him, as always. They greeted me as if I were part of their family, and I greeted them back.
"Ah, young Donald." said Eckhart. "And my dear Laura, you are looking wonderful!" He hugged my wife as if she were his daughter, too. "Young Donald is a very lucky man, I daresay."
"Don't I know it." I said as Laura slid her arm around my waist. "By the way, Cindy, Todd and Teddy have the Team 29 baton, and I told them to uphold its winning ways."
Cindy smiled. "Yeah, they better."
Bettina was trying to get an interview with Cindy as the entourage walked along, asking if Cindy missed being in the race. Cindy said "For the record, I'm very happy to just be alive and here to watch with family and friends." She would say no more on the record. Nor off it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, we're just about to start this race off." said the radio announcer as I listened in, the earpiece barely noticeable. "The Bradley Rangers are looking eager to start. The BOW Enterprises Team, making their first race appearance, are also ready to go. The Police team this year are members of the SWAT Team, Claire Michaels and Hugh Hewitt, and we'll see if they can defend the title won by their colleagues Ross and Croyle in such amazing fashion last year. Everyone knows the story by now: Ross was badly wounded the day after the race, and Croyle declined to run without her partner, showing what a tight band of brothers... and sisters... our Police Force is."
No doubt about that, I thought to myself. I heard the gun go off and the splashing of teams as the first legs ran into the water. Teddy Franklin was running the first leg and Todd would be the anchor. Claire Michaels was the first leg for the Police team.
The announcer said "And Franklin of the BOW Team is out to the lead. Bradley is in second place, trying to pass Franklin. The Army ROTC team is in third, followed by the Fire Department team and the team from First Baptist Church, competing for the first time. Then follows Michaels of the Police Team, and the Kiwanis Club team..."
At that moment a group of people came up to us. Kelly Carnes, County Councilwoman and trophy wife, came up with Pastor Raymond Westboro, also of the Council. Kelly was not exactly my best friend on or off the Council. Several other Baptists were with them.
"Ah, Commander, Mrs. Troy." Kelly said, her voice on the edge of a condescending sneer.
"Ah, Mrs. Carnes." I said. "The First Baptist team is doing well, according to the radio announcer. I believe your husband is on the team?"
"Yes, he is." said Carnes. "But I don't think anyone is going to defeat that hunk nephew of yours."
Hearing that, Pastor Westboro quickly said "How are you, Commander? Professor, very nice to see you too. Your new hairstyle is very becoming."
"Thank you Pastor." Laura said politely.
"Ah, Captain Ross." said Westboro, seeing Cindy come up to us. "So nice to see you again, although I'm sure you'd rather be swimming in the competition right now."
"Yes, Pastor," said Cindy, "but I'm very happy and grateful to be alive and simply here to watch with family and friends."
"Indeed." said Westboro. "The Lord has watched over you this past year. May He continue to keep you... oh, hello Dr. Eckhart, I didn't realize you were here." Westboro's voice had become considerably less friendly upon sight of Eckhart, the founder and great leader of 'The Vision'.
"Ah, Pastor Westboro." said Harvey Eckhart, with the first slight hint of acerbity in his voice that I'd ever heard. "I'm so delighted to see you again. You've done so well, building your church to what, 2000 members?" I realized that was not a compliment. Eckhart had hundreds of thousands of participants in his seminars over the years, and thousands of them loyal to his teachings.
"Yes, the Lord had been very favorable to me." said Westboro. "But I am merely His servant on earth, and to any and all of the billions of souls in His keeping."
"Of course." said Eckhart, his blue eyes twinkling, reminding me of the woman who had inherited those eyes. "Young Donald, are you aware that Pastor Westboro was a good friend of that friend of your father's, the late Jonas Oldeeds?"
"Ah yes, Dr. Eckhart." I said. "I recall inviting Pastor Westboro into the Reverend Oldeeds' RV on that unfortunate day that Oldeeds did not survive."
"Yes, a devastating day." said Westboro. I could see he was not pleased that Eckhart had brought that up. To be honest, I didn't care to think about it, either.
Just then Teresa came up. "Cindy, we need to go now, before they close the road to even police vehicles."
"True." Cindy said. She hugged Eckhart, telling him she'd see him at the finish line. As she and Teresa walked off into the crowd, Kelly Carnes turned to me.
"New police uniform your Vice Lieutenant is wearing, Commander?" she snarled.
"My hunk nephew likes it." I replied with a grin. "And yes, it would be standard police issue if I had my way on it." Eckhart laughed and even Pastor Westboro smiled at that one.
"Laura, we need to go, too." I said. "Everyone, enjoy your day."
As we walked towards where my Police SUV was parked, another entourage was making its way towards us. I was hoping to avoid this one. No such luck.



"Ah, Commander Troy." called out State Senator Katherine Woodburn. "No crowbar today?"
"Ah, Senator, how are you?" I said. "No, it's such a festive occasion I don't feel the need for it. Though with all the politicians around, maybe I should reconsider... oh, hello Congressman Condor!" Yes, he was with Woodburn in their entourage, followed by staffers and a couple of men that I observed to be bodyguards despite their poor efforts to hide their obvious purpose for being here.
"Ah, Commander Troy, Mrs. Troy." Condor said with his too-toothy, forced grin, offering his hand, which I shook politely. "So nice to see you again."
"So, Commander," said Woodburn, "has Director Lewis contacted you yet?"
"About what?" I replied.
"Well, I shouldn't jump his claim and let the secret out, but he intends to ask you to lead the investigation of Henry Wargrave's murder. With your abilities, I'm sure you'll find the killer or killers quickly."
"Ah, no, he has not contacted me about that yet, Senator." I said, pretending joviality. "I just hope he won't be disappointed if I find it to indeed be a suicide, and that the killer of Mr. Wargrave... was Mr. Wargrave himself."
"I'm sure you'll do your usual excellent job with it." said Condor, attempting to keep things cordial. "If you'll excuse us... Katherine, we need to greet Pastor Westboro and Councilwoman Carnes." They strode past us.
"Is she serious?" Laura asked as I opened the passenger side door for her to get into my silver Police SUV. I didn't answer until I got into the driver's seat and closed the door.
"I've heard rumors that Lewis wants to ask me to do that." I said. "I'm not sure what he's expecting. Maybe he thinks I'll turn him down and he can make hay with the Press over it."
"What will you do?" Laura asked.
I smiled... a smile no perp wants to see. "Why, I'll cooperate fully." I said. "I'm sure I'll find all of the clues that show that Mr. Henry Wargrave committed suicide by jumping out his office window."
I then said "By the way, I was noticing a lot of people calling you 'Mrs. Troy' today. I wonder why that is."
"I don't know," Laura said, "but I like being called Mrs. Troy. And I like being Mrs. Troy."
"I like you being Mrs. Troy, too." I said. "And I'm very proud that you're my Mrs. Troy."
"Awww." Laura said, loving the compliments. I leaned over and kissed my wife on her luscious lips. Damn! I'm a lucky man! I thought to myself as I admired her beauty and her body as I started up the SUV.
Part 3 - The Race
"And Parker is out of the water, well ahead of the Bradley Ranger." said the radio announcer. "Todd Burke is now swimming the second leg of the swimming portion of the triathlon, down and up the long length of Reservoir Lake. He's swimming easily and with tremendous speed. There goes the other Bradley Ranger, followed by the ROTC team, with the Fire Department team now in third. The way young Todd Burke is swimming, this race just might be for second place..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy led Dr. Eckhart into her office at Police Headquarters. "It's not much, but it's mine, all mine." she said as she went around behind her desk, but did not sit down.
Eckhart looked around. "It's plenty, my dear." he said. "It's not the size or trappings of the office, but what it represents and your achievements in attaining the keys to the door. I'm very proud of those accomplishments... and you." Cindy smiled, blushing a bit as Eckhart looked at the pictures on the wall: of her in her 'Miss Physical America' competition days, her and Teresa with their medals for winning the Triathlon the previous year, pictures of Ross and Molly, and of Carole and Jim.
"Ah, is that your blue crowbar on the wall?" asked Eckhart, seeing that object mounted on the wall, sitting on small spikes driven into a wooden plaque.
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "It's the one Don used to beat the hell out of Molotov. He gave it to me when he was promoted and named me to follow him in MCD. Don't say anything yet, but the high school metalworks shop melted down parts of the machine gun that was captured in the raid when I was shot, and they made a new crowbar for me. Teresa, Don, Molly, and his mother are going to give it to me tomorrow, on the one year anniversary of that day. I'm not supposed to know that... but I got wind of it."
Eckhart grinned. "Ah, it came to you, did it?" Cindy nodded. Eckhart said "It is amazing what the human mind is capable of, my dear. You have tremendous power that you are only learning to tap into, to use." Cindy peered at her father, realizing how right he was.
Eckart said "I do have one small request, my dear. Is it possible for me to see young Donald's office?"
"Sure." Cindy said. "It's right down the hall." Exiting her office, she turned left from the anteroom into the hall, then left again at the next door. Going through the darkened anteroom, she tried the lock on the Commander's door, and found it was open.
"Ahhhh." Eckhart said as he came into the room, lit only by the sunlight streaming through the window in the back wall. "Cindy, did Donald choose this office?"
"Oh yes." Cindy said. "He kept trying to get Chief Griswold to let him move in here. For a long time, the Chief wouldn't let him, but Don worked in here a lot anyway when he wanted solitude. And he'd come in here to rest or prepare for something big, like the time he was going to confront his nephew Ned the final time. The Chief finally gave him the office, and even when he was promoted to Commander, he stayed here rather than move into the office next to the Chief's."
"Yes..." whispered Eckhart, looking around. "I can understand that. Donald can feel it. He subconsciously feels the energy of this room. Do you feel it, Cindy? Let your mind feel it, my dear..."
Cindy relaxed and let her mental energy flow... and realized what her father was saying. There was something, an undefinable feeling or energy in the room.
"Oh yeah." she said. "I think I know what you mean."
Eckhart said "And one day, this office will be yours... when young Donald surrenders to the inevitable and becomes Chief of Police." Cindy's eyes widened at that prediction, which she sensed would indeed come true one day.
"So, my dear," said Eckhart, "what is that interesting sculpture on the bookcase behind Donald's desk? And that painting he has not yet hung on the wall?"
"Ah, the painting showed up in MCD when he was promoted and put in charge of us." Cindy said. "It's a painting of the Trojan Horse and the fall of Troy. And the matchstick and toothpick Trojan Horse appeared on his desk one day, with a message inside it from a criminal. It tickled Don's sarcastic sense of humor."
"Oh, it's far more than that, child." Eckhart said, staring at the sculpture. "Whoever sent that is a person of incredibly deep Evil. Don is going to be pressed to the very limit of his powers... it is very fortunate that he has you working with him to destroy this Evil."
Cindy considered those words in the silence that followed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And Franklin of the BOW team is underway on the cycling portion of the race." said the radio announcer. "Todd Burke opened up a large lead on the Bradley Rangers. Now Bradley races to his cycle and starts off... Franklin is maintaining the lead but not increasing it as the ROTC and Fire Department teams begin their cycling on this grueling course. Hewitt of the Police team is lagging, but finally is coming out of the water now, and Michaels takes the baton and races to her bicycle..."
Molly Evans was on the deck of The Cabin. She could see the road far below, and saw the first cyclist riding from her left to right as Teddy Franklin rounded the end of the mountain and headed north towards Town.
Phyllis Troy came out on deck. "Has anyone reached the road yet, dear?"
"Yes, one cyclist just went past." Molly replied. "How are the kids?"
"Ross and Jim are napping, and Carole is playing with Bowser." said Phyllis. "That is the most patient dog I have ever seen, allowing that little girl to put hats and clothes on him like she does." Molly laughed.
"He's a sweet dog, and he sure loves the kids." Molly said. "Ross loves him, too. I wish he could see more of Bowser... and Don, and you, and Cindy."
"Be patient and keep the faith, my dear." said Phyllis, her voice sounding mysterious. "I have a feeling things are going to work out well."
"Did Don say anything?" Molly said hopefully. "I have no idea what he can do, short of moving to Midtown."
"No, his home is here." Phyllis said. "He hasn't said anything, but I know my son, and I know he's got something simmering in that red head of his." Molly laughed again.
"Oh, there goes another cyclist." Phyllis said. "And a couple more. I'd best be going now. Don wanted me to bring Carole to Headquarters."
"Why?" asked Molly, mystified.
"I'm not sure." Phyllis said. "But my son always has his reasons, even if they are strange."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I parked at Police Headquarters, then went inside for pit stops and to relax for a while before the race heated up and the crowds gathered. We planned to be at the Fairgrounds at the Finish Line.
As the door closed behind us, Laura said "It looks like Todd and Teddy will win easily-mmmff!" I had come up behind my wife, pulled her to me as I turned her around, and kissed her hard on those luscious, lipsticked lips.
"Mmmmmm!" I said as I broke the kiss. "I've been wanting to do that to you since the moment I saw you this morning." I kissed Laura again, hard. I slid my tongue deep into my wife's mouth, feeling her tongue twine around it and sucking on it.
We kissed hotly as my hands explored my wife's sexy body. It did not take long for me to have her blouse off, revealing her large, milk-filled breasts, her distended nipples standing out like spikes and begging for oral attention. I leaned over and took her left nipple into my mouth, feeling and tasting the warm milk as I suckled the firm teat.
"Ohhh, yessss..." Laura whispered. "Suck those big titties. Mmmm, that feels so good!" My hands squeezed her breasts as I went from one to the other, sucking them hard. Then I moved up and kissed her mouth again, pulling her hard into me. I felt her hands sliding over my asscheeks, then squeezing them, before moving to open my pants.
"Let's get more comfortable." I said, drawing away. I went over to the love seat sofa, which faced sideways and was right in front of the closed blinds and window to the anteroom. Throwing the cushions off, I grabbed the metal handle and pulled, bringing out the hide-away bed.
"The sheet's clean, at least." I said as I returned to Laura's embrace. We worked each other out of our clothes. Then I guided my wife to the bed. She eased herself onto it on her back, then spread her legs up and back. My cock throbbed even harder as I looked at the thick black carpet of her pubic bush, the swollen, distended labes and sopping slit of her beautiful cunthole.
Nestling between her legs, I began to eat my wife's pussy, tonguing deeply into its tasty lusciousness...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy showed Dr. Eckhart the MCD room, two other people came in: Joanne Cummings was giving her boyfriend Seth Warner a tour of the Station, also.
"Oh, Dr. Eckhart!" Joanne gushed as Cindy introduced him. "It's such an honor to meet you!"
"Likewise, my young friend." said Eckhart. "I have heard good things about you... from your Captain here as well as your friend, the lovely Mrs. Allgood."
"Oh, you know Melina?" Joanne said. "She such a great person. Oh, this is my friend Seth."
"It's an honor, Doctor." said Seth, shaking Eckhart's hand.
"Ah, thank you, young Seth." said Eckhart. "I'm so glad to hear you and your business are doing so well. I believe you have a very promising future, from what I'm hearing."
"Thank you, sir." said Seth.
"And I do believe..." Eckhart said, his voice gravelly, his eyes twinkling as he gave that sinister-seeming little smile of his, "that you and Miss Cummings here are going to be much more than 'friends' soon. Am I right?"
"I certainly won't complain about that." said Seth, taking Joanne's hand in his as she blushed.
"You're behind the curve, Father." Cindy said, smiling mischievously. "We've been observing that for quite a while now." Joanne blushed even more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"UHH!! UHHH!! UHHH!!" I gasped out loud, feeling the huge spurts of hot, ropy jism blasting out of my cock. I was on top of Laura, and was unable to hold back after just a few moments of deeply fucking her. I felt her legs around me, squeezing me, her bare heels driving into the small of my back and my asscrack, keeping me imprisoned in the heat and wetness of her cunt as I filled it with my semen.
"Ohhhh..." Laura moaned. It was her clenching cunt squeezing furiously hard on my throbbing, pistoning cock that had set me off to irresistible climax. She pulled my mouth down to hers in a long, deep kiss. "I love you, Don!" she gasped.
"I love you too, Laura." I said, trying to catch my breath. "I love you more than anything." I slammed my mouth onto hers again, and our tongues twined.
It would be many more long moments before we left the office...
Part 4 - Troy Family Values
"And Franklin passes the baton off to Burke to complete his leg of the marathon run." said the radio announcer into the ears of the County. "The BOW Team has a considerable lead over the Bradley Rangers. The real race is for third place, as the ROTC Team and the Fire Department Team are close together in the final mile of their first leg of the race. Todd Burke is running easily but swiftly... the Bradley hands off the baton to Bradley, but it's going to take an incredible move for the Rangers to catch up to young Todd Burke..."
Most of us were gathered at the Fairgrounds, at the Finish Line. My mother, Laura, Cindy, Teresa, and Dr. Eckhart and his entourage. I scanned the crowds, looking for someone, and finally saw what I wanted, and expected, to see.
"I'm going to take Carole for a little walk." I said to Laura, holding my daughter. "I'll be back in time for the finish."
"Okay." Laura said. I kissed her mouth then strolled towards Riverside Avenue and towards Town. People were already milling about, lining up to see the end of the race. I saw a woman sitting on a bench not far away, a shawl over her head to partially disguise her face. I went over and sat down next to her.
"Hello, Sister Dearest." I said as the woman looked at me in total shock. I was not fooled by the disguise, and had instantly seen that the woman was my sister Elizabeth.
"Well, if it isn't my dear baby brother." Elizabeth said. Her voice would have been scornful, but she'd noticed my companion.
"Yes," I said, noticing her glance, "this is your niece, Carole. Carole, say hello to your Aunt Elizabeth."
"Hel-lo Ant Liss-buth" Carole managed to say, then giggled.
"Awww." Elizabeth whispered. I could see the change in my sister's eyes, possibly the best show of emotion I'd ever seen from her. Out loud, Elizabeth said "She's adorable. I'm glad she takes after her mother."
"So am I." I said, unperturbed by Elizabeth's backhanded insult. "So you're here to see your son win this race, I perceive. Why not just show up as yourself, instead of hiding behind that disguise."
"Sometimes it's good to be not noticed." said Elizabeth. "Some people find being disguised as an old woman is very helpful." Hmmm, was that a message? I wondered to myself as Carole played with the ring on Elizabeth's hand.
"No doubt about that." I said in cryptic reply.
"Yes, I'm here to see Todd win." Elizabeth said. "I didn't expect to see this cute member of my family, though." She tickled Carole under the chin, drawing a laugh from my daughter.
"You have other family that you're not even aware of." I said. "Like this guy behind us. Hello, Uncle Harvey." I'd felt as much as seen Eckhart quietly come up behind us.
"Say whaaa...?" Elizabeth gasped as she turned and saw who it was. "Dr. Eckhart is what?"
"Hello, my dear." said Eckhart. "As your brother was saying, I am your father's brother, and I'm glad to finally be making your acquaintance."
As Elizabeth looked at both of us in shock, I said "Remember the story Grandma told us when you were fourteen and I was six?"
"Yeah, but... ohhhhhh..." Elizabeth said, remembering. "So the baby she had... was you, Dr. Eckhart?"
"Yes, child." said Eckhart in his gravelly voice. "And I must correct you as I have to correct your younger brother. Do call me 'Uncle Harvey', please."
"Uh, sure... Uncle Harvey." Elizabeth said, her face still looking quizzical. "How... how did you figure this out, Don?"
"Long, long story." I said. "Longer than your smuggling pipelines to France."
"I must be going." said Eckhart. "I am happy to meet you, young Elizabeth, and I hope you will come visit me at 'The Vision' Headquarters one day soon."
"Take him up on that." I said to my sister. She just nodded. Eckhart began walking off and Carole called out "Bye bye!" to him. He turned and waved at her with a grin.
"Well, I have to be going also," I said, "before someone notices that I'm talking to you... someone like our mother."
"Oh, geez." said Elizabeth, disdain showing up prominently on her face. "By the way, does she know about... Dr. Eckhart?"
"Oh yes. And none too pleased about it." I said. "Carole, say goodbye to Aunt Elizabeth."
"Bye bye, Ant Lissbth." Carole managed to say. Elizabeth smiled and said goodbye to Carole. I strolled back to my group at the Fairgrounds.
"Who were you talking to over there?" Cindy asked me.
"Oh, you didn't recognize your cousin Elizabeth?" I asked back. As my partner looked at me in total shock, I said "There is one person in this world Elizabeth shows some love for, and that's Carole here, so I went and introduced her. Just don't say anything to Mom about that, she'd have a fit."
"Yeah, you got that right." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And Todd Burke is coming up University Avenue, just a few miles from the finish." said the radio announcer. "He's running easily and effortlessly, well ahead of the rest and seemingly gaining ground with every step..."
There was a buzz around the Fairgrounds and people began taking their places, knowing that racers would be coming down Riverside Avenue soon. Police also began firming up their roadblocks and barricades. The first leg racers, having been transported to the Finish Line, also prepared themselves for the arrival of the their race partners.
"And here comes Todd Burke!" said the radio announcer. "He looks like the young god Mercury, seemingly gliding down the road on winged shoes. No other racers are even close to him... now he's passing the Police Station..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd was running down the road, keeping a fast but comfortable pace. He was exhausted yet filled with energy, knowing the Finish Line was near.
"Come on, brother!" he heard a voice whisper. "Don't let up. Run through the finish, not just to it!"
Todd couldn't believe it... it seemed like the sun to his upper right was casting a weird light, almost like a material form... and he recognized it as his brother Jack!
No! he thought to himself. This can't be... it has to be a hallucination... like Teresa had last year...
Todd ran inexorably on, seeing the people lining the street, seeing all the police in front of Headquarters, seeing the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts that had been volunteers to line the race routes with water stations, now massed to cheer on the racers at the end. There was a woman in a shawl with a crowd of people... was that my mother? Todd thought to himself, realizing it with something more than simple intuition.



"You did it!" Todd heard the voice say as he rounded the turn to the Fairgrounds and the Finish Line. "Now avenge me! Avenge my death!"
"Didn't my uncle already do that?" Todd asked his ghostly brother in the silence of his head.
"Only part of it." said Jack Burke's voice. "Even he doesn't know all of it. But you will have vengeance for me..."
Suddenly the sun blinded Todd as he crossed the finish line. The apparition was gone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I heard cheers as Todd approached, then saw him round the turn into the Fairgrounds. Indeed, he looked like a young god of mythological times as he ran through the finish line tape, and many women's eyes were sparkling with sexual hunger as they watched him... not the least of which was Teresa Croyle.
Todd and Teddy Franklin hugged briefly, then Todd went with the EMTs to be checked upon and re-hydrated... and get a blood sample. All of the racers were being tested for performance-enhancing drugs. Yes, even at an amateur race like this. Such was the effects of the scandal at the University the year before.
It would be several minutes until the next racers came in. My family gravitated towards Todd to congratulate him. I looked at him curiously... he wasn't really smiling his normal charming smile. I thought to myself that he looked like he'd seen a ghost.
"Yay Todd!" Carole exclaimed, clapping her hands as I shook Todd's hand. Todd's mischievous grin returned as he tickled Carole's belly, making her laugh loudly. Laura and my mom also congratulated Todd and Teddy, then the winning racers disappeared in a sea of people as Carole and I turned to watch the other contestants finish their grueling ordeals.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here comes Bradley, with a comfortable lead over the third place Fire Department team, who overcame the ROTC runners in the last phase of the race." the radio announcer was saying. Some moments later I heard him say "And here comes Hewitt of the Police team... he looks exhausted, ladies and gentlemen, he's barely hanging on."
Sensing trouble, I went over to the EMTs near the finish line and told them to be ready to administer to Hewitt. Sure enough, when he came down the road to the line, he was gamely running but was staggering to the finish. Gasping for air as he crossed the line, he collapsed to his knees, and EMTs rushed to his aid. They would actually administer a full I.V. to Hugh before they let him out of their sight.
I looked over at Claire Michaels, his race partner and what I thought was his girlfriend. To my shock, her features did not show concern... but disgust and contempt.
Uh oh, I thought to myself, press the panic button... trouble in paradise. And I had no idea yet just how much trouble...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the medal ceremony, Todd was grinning brightly and Teddy somewhat more demurely as the gold medals were draped around their necks. The Bradley Rangers' congratulations of them had been a bit perfunctory; they had been more than disappointed at being silver medalists for the second year in a row, and this time in such destructively convincing fashion that it had to be demoralizing.
I congratulated the Fire Department team, as did Sheriff Allgood, for their bronze medal finish. I noticed Bettina Wurtzburg and Priya Ajmani competing to get interviews with Todd and Teddy, followed by the Media trying to get pictures. They'd tried to get the Bradley Rangers to pose with the other teams, but the Bradleys were having none of it and had left the scene. I couldn't really blame them: Rangers were trained to win, and there are no silver medals in war. Hard for them to get out of that mindset, I realized to myself.
Then some Media person had wanted Todd and Teddy to pose with last year's race winners. Teresa was affable to it, standing next to Todd. Cindy was much more reluctant, but did her duty for a couple of pictures.
It was then that I realized how much Cindy being unable to do this race again was really hurting her inside, despite her resistance to showing it. She was a competitor and a winner in her deepest soul. So I did what any good police partner would do: I walked over to her and handed Carole to her, and said "Carole, tell Cindy how proud your dad is of her." Carole didn't have words for that, so she just hugged Cindy. As she hugged my daughter back, Cindy just looked over at me, her ice blue eyes sparkling just a bit brightly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How touching." said State Senator Katherine Woodburn to U.S. Congressman Gary A. Condor. "The Iron Crowbar wins again."
"Relax, Katherine." said Condor. "As a politician, you know how these things ebb and flow. We will have our win over him. Just wait until Priya's exposé of the Jack Burke tapes comes out, and her story on the killer of my friend Jonas Oldeeds. Your friend the Iron Crowbar will not be looking so happy then."
Thou fool, Katherine thought to herself, and about Condor. Out loud she said "Oh, that will be nothing. We have to go much deeper than that to destroy the Iron Crowbar. And I do have a friend... a friend who is going to do just that." Her smile broadened as she thought of what was coming.
Just then the Newton sisters, Julie and Yvonne, came up to them. "Senator, Congressman," Julie said in introduction, "may I introduce my sister Yvonne? She's ADA Paulina Patterson's assistant."
"Oh, really?" said Condor, his mind opening the possibilities. Julie was a Police Detective, and her sister worked for an Assistant District Attorney! Could these young women be corrupted into betraying the Iron Crowbar and his allies? he thought to himself.
Meanwhile, Condor was pouring on the charm for both of the raven-haired beauties... and they were pretending to be charmed, Katherine noticed with a mixture of amusement and disgust...
Part 5 - The Party
Sunday, July 5th, 6:00pm. The party at The Cabin was in full force. It was a family celebration of Todd's race win, a post-Independence-Day celebration, and also just a celebration of who was here to celebrate: a year ago this day, Cindy Ross was lying on a gym floor, nearly dead. I'd made damn sure she was off duty today and would not be put on duty; history would not repeat itself, at least on this day.
Present were myself, Laura, our kids, Molly, Ross, Cindy, Jenna, Tanya Perlman, her little son Pete, Todd, his baby son Doug, Teresa, Teddy, my mom Phyllis, Daniel and Melina Allgood and their son Daniel, Paulina Patterson, Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, Jack Muscone, Joanne Cummings, Seth Warner, Barry Oliver, Myron Milton, Mary Mahoney Milton, Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, Theo Washington, his brother ADA Franklin Washington, Teddy Parker, Geiger from Vice, Julie Newton, Yvonne Newton, Bettina Wurtzburg (having promised that everything was off the record), her aunt Elsie Gringer...
... and of course, the redoubtable Bowser.
I was concerned about Bowser being surrounded by so many people, and he was indeed a bit skittish. He remembered Joanne and let her hold and pet him, and fortunately other people gave him some space.
The kids stayed up in the attic room, watched over by several volunteers at intervals, and Bowser mostly stayed up there with them. He watched over Carole, but had the other kids under his 'protection' as well.
My mother came up to me as the party got into full swing. "I believe we're going to have a surprise today." she said, her eyes twinkling.
"Seth and Joanne?" I asked. My mother grinned; I had observed what she had observed. And about an hour later, Seth gathered everyone into the greatroom.
"Everyone, Dynacorp is now part of BOW Enterprises, officially and legally." Seth said. "I'm glad to be part of the winning team, especially that of my partners winning the Triathlon." Some laughter and cheers.
Seth then said, "But I am even happier to be part of an even better partnership, one that I intend to last for all eternity." He took Joanne's hand and drew her to his side, then knelt down as a small box was produced from his pocket. He opened it to reveal the sparkling diamond ring, and popped the question...
She said 'Yes'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bowser barked at the door to the attic room. Melina and Tanya were on baby duty, and Melina opened the door and let Bowser out. Bowser tore down the stairs, through the greatroom and along the walkway of the deck to his opening through the fence. He went down his mountain trail.
"Oh, he's doing his business." I said as the guests wondered what the dog was doing in the daytime. And then we were distracted by the arrival of a surprise guest on a motorcycle: P. Harvey Eckhart had come... alone. No acolytes, no bodyguards.
"Ah, young Donald." he said. "I am very happy to be able to accept your kind invitation."
"I'm glad you did." I said as Harvey handed me a case of wines. We went inside, where there was general acclaim at his arrival. Cindy rushed to give her father a hug and escort him into the party, making introductions where necessary.
For myself, I noted that my mother and Jack Muscone had disappeared upon Eckhart's arrival... they were now upstairs on baby duty, which allowed Melina and Tanya to come down. Jack and Phyllis were avoiding Eckhart.
"Young Donald, you know how it works." said Eckhart as he and Cindy led a progression into the kitchen.
"Yes, I do." I said. I took a bottle of wine at random, opened it, and poured three glasses... one for Eckhart, one for Cindy, one for me. We clinked glasses and I said "Salud!". Eckhart drank first. This was a symbolic test to show the wine wasn't poisoned... and it was something Eckhart did very seriously when being given anything to drink. Any security I thought I had paled in comparison to the measures Eckhart took to defeat his many enemies.
Eckhart congratulated Seth and Joanne upon their engagement then talked with Daniel and Melina for a good while as Laura and I brought out more food and drinks. Elsie Gringer, now having her social story on Seth and Joanne's engagement, was now upstairs with my mother Phyllis, which meant that the entire County's gossip would be shared and parsed.
As I poured wine for the guests, I happened to catch Todd approach Tanya Perlman. After greetings and Tanya congratulating Todd on the race, I was shocked to hear him say "I need to talk to you. I want to know more about the case of my brother Jack's murder."
"Why don't you ask your uncle?" Tanya said. "He solved it."
"I know, but I want your perspective on it." Todd replied. "I also think you might want to look into something... if Jack Arruzio really acted out of cuckold vengeance, or if there was more to it..." He had Tanya's interest, and they walked off before I could hear more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was getting late, the sun beginning to set over the western horizon. Some of the guests had made their goodbyes, and Todd's BOW group as well as Teresa and Joanne were in the front living room talking mostly about their race. I noticed Eckhart sitting in the metal mesh two-person seat that I normally sat in, Cindy sitting next to him on his left side. Sensing it was the correct thing to do, I went over and sat in the table-side chair to Harvey's right.
"Ah, young Donald, yes do come join us." Eckhart said. "I told you last year that I would return this year for a conversation with you. I believe it's time for that conversation now."
"Sure." I said. "So, what's up for us this year?"
"Danger, my young nephew... danger." Eckhart said. "The two of you are embarking upon the destruction of one of the most powerful webs of Evil that has ever been spun. You must alert at all times, and ready for anything. Especially you, Don... it is going to be a very long and lonely road for you before it is all over."
"I'll be with him, every step of the way." Cindy declared.
"Ah, my dear," said Eckhart, almost sadly, "you will indeed be working with him... but you cannot share young Donald's ordeal. He must endure it... alone. You will know of what I speak when the time comes." I was already trying to stretch my mind to understand what the threat could possibly be.
At that moment, Bowser bounded up onto the deck. He looked at the three of us, and as Eckhart said "Hello, little doggy.", Bowser jumped up into Eckhart's lap.
"Ah, such a good dog." Eckhart said, his voice nearly a whisper as he petted Bowser and stroked the dog's back. "And that reminds me... remember this, both of you: your Shadow Man deeply hates dogs."
"Oh really?" I whispered, more to myself than the others.
"Ah yes, young Donald." Eckhart said, his voice even more gravelly than normal. "That piece of filth Bryan Thatcher... do you think he was acting alone in his experiments upon those dogs and his torture of them?"
"I... I never thought about it." I said. And then possibilities began tearing open inside my mind.
"Yes, my friends, Thatcher was working for an insidiously evil man." said Eckhart. "What this very dog, who is fortunate to be alive, endured at the hands of that man is unspeakable to me; I cannot even think of those atrocities... they're as bad as what was happening in that Asylum near my Headquarters."
I looked at Bowser. "And he will pay for that, Bowser." I promised. "He will pay." Bowser wagged his tail as he met my look into his canine eyes.
Part 6 - Epilogue
There was one last act of celebration at the party. Teresa and Molly led a large group of remaining guests onto the deck, a paper-wrapped object in her hands.
"I know you already know what this is, Cindy." I said as Teresa came up beside her. "And it's a commemoration not of what happened to you or what you endured, but that you overcame it and you're still with us."
"Hear hear." said Molly.
"And you can use this to keep the bad guys down... and keep the Commander in line." Teresa said with alacrity. Everyone laughed. Cindy unwrapped the gift. It was a new blue crowbar.
"Made with the finest machine gun parts from Wargrave's arsenal that was used a year ago," Teresa said, "a certain black crowbar the Commander gave us but won't say where it's from, and the crowbar you used to win the Police Boxing Matches." That black crowbar had been the one Wargrave used ineffectively in his final battle with Cindy before being thrown out the window.
"How does it feel, child?" Harvey Eckhart asked his daughter as Cindy took the new blue crowbar and waved it around then tapped it in the palm of her other hand. "How does it feel to you?"
"Good." Cindy said, getting her father's meeting. "It feels right. Ju-u-st right. Thanks guys."
The party began breaking up. Molly was staying overnight and would return to Midtown in the morning. My mother Phyllis was also staying, spending a few extra hours with her grandson Ross. As Cindy and Jenna left, Cindy and Molly hugged warmly and promised to get together again soon.
"Just use that blue crowbar to protect Don." I heard Molly say. "I heard what Dr. Eckhart said to him... Don's going to need you."
"And you." Cindy said. "But we'll win... and we'll celebrate."
Neither woman had any idea, I thought to myself, of what it was going to take for that celebration to happen. I looked out over the Town, seeing a train coming out of the western horizon, and steeled myself for the battle ahead...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Tuesday, July 13th. The first summer heat wave was enveloping the Town & County, with temperatures approaching the upper 90s, and the humidity soaking the air into an unwanted, velvety blanket of unbreathable oppression.
The day before (Monday), my Police email account received a post from an insurance company, Reems & Berry Life Insurance, bypassing normal Police channels. This irritated me, but I held my composure and read the email. They wanted information on a missing persons case that had taken place nearly seven years ago. As is usual for requests of this kind, I sent a copy of the email to the local FBI Missing Persons office, and replied to the insurance company that I'd forwarded their request to the FBI, and to direct all further inquiries to the FBI or to our Police Public Relations Department.
That apparently wasn't good enough. This morning, Tuesday, July 14th, I'd barely had time to sit down in my comfortable chair in my office at 8:00am when the phone rang. Helena French, my assistant, buzzed me.
"It's the Governor, sir."
"Of the State?" I asked. Obviously I was not fully awake, nor had I consumed a proper amount of coffee.
"Yes sir." Helena replied with a giggle.
I took the call, of course. "Yes, Governor Jared, how may I be of help to you this morning?" Yes, Chief Emeritus Griswold had taught me fairly well about kissing ass.
"Good morning, Commander." said Governor Jared. "You sound busy, so I'll get right to it: I'd like you to do me a favor. My friend Mr. Richard Hudson of the Reems & Berry Life Insurance Company needs some help in closing out a missing persons case, and I would appreciate it if you can give him a hand in doing so."
"Uh, sure, Governor." I replied, then added. " But 'missing persons'? Would not the FBI be better able to handle that?"
"I'm sure they normally would," said the Governor, "but this is actually a cold case that occurred in your County. I know it was before your time, but maybe you can glance into it and give the insurance company some help. Two people disappeared, and the insurance company has never believed that they were dead. Some very strange things about this case, Commander; I would imagine it would appeal to your liking of those seemingly inexplicable cases that you've so often solved so brilliantly."
"Sounds interesting, Governor." I said, not interested at all. "Does the insurance company understand that if I find evidence these two people are dead, that I'll be obligated to present my findings to the families, and the insurance company will have to pay up?"
"Oh yes," said the Governor, "they understand. We- er, they just want closure on the case, if that's possible."
"In that case," I said, "I will assign my Cold Case experts to it at once. They're better than me at such things as this, and they've solved some cases I've thought impossible. I'll be backing them up, of course, but if they can't get something for your friend, no one can."
"Thank you very much, Commander." said the Governor. "I'll let Mr. Hudson know that you'll contact him this morning. Thanks so much, and you have a great day, Commander." I barely had time to say good-bye before I was holding a dead phone line in my hand. Politicians. Sheesh.
Part 2 - The Case
"Captain Ross and... Detective Troy?" asked Richard Hudson with some surprise on his face. "I thought Troy was the Police Commander. And I thought he was going to help me on this case."
Richard Hudson was in his late 40s or early 50s, with curly hair that reminded Cindy of the late Mr. Blair of Lightsource Industries from the 'Murdered Bride' case some months before. Hudson was not in as good shape as Blair had been, though, and Hudson had a sneer of arrogance about him... it was clear he'd expected Commander Troy to personally come running at his beck and call. It was just after 2:00pm, and he had kept the Detectives waiting for nearly 30 minutes before admitting them to his office, having rebuffed their efforts to see him earlier in the day.
"He is indeed the Police Commander," said Police Auxiliary Detective Phyllis Troy, who Mr. Hudson did not know was the Commander's mother, and who was making a large effort to conceal her anger and disgust with the arrogant insurance executive, "and he is helping by sending Captain Ross and myself to help you. We are his Cold Case team, and the Commander has shown his high regard for this case by sending his Chief of Detectives to personally see you and look into this case."
"I see." said Hudson sourly, not at all happy about it. Despite the heat, both women had worn their 'Duty Dress' uniforms, and apparently Hudson did not know that the silver-framed red rectangle and purple rectangle above Cindy's right pocket above her nameplate represented some of the County's highest honors that had been bestowed upon her: the Medal of Valor and Purple Order.
"Mr. Hudson," Cindy Ross said crisply, "if you will give us the details of the case, we will be able to begin our investigation immediately."
The insurance executive did not like having control of the interview wrested from him in so strongly a fashion, but could see he had no further choice. "Okay, here are the details." he said, opening a file folder on his desk.
"Nearly seven years ago, on the Labor Day holiday, two people disappeared, both of whom had life insurance policies on them with this company." said Hudson. "On that date, they can and will be declared dead by the Court if we cannot find evidence that they are still alive, and we will have to pay their beneficiaries. It is routine for us in these situations to review these cases with the Police before the time expires, and give it one last effort to make sure the insured are indeed dead or irrevocably missing."
Cindy was about to say something, but was stopped by Phyllis's hand on her arm and Phyllis saying "Please continue, sir."
Mr. Hudson said "There was a party at the address of 123 Little Street, at the home of Claude and Jenny Tolson. The house is two stories, and there was a small attic bedroom which could be called the 'third floor room' or 'attic room'. There was only one set of stairs to this room, which had a bathroom all to itself. The room below, from which the stairs ascended, was a sitting room that had been turned into a game room of sorts."
"About 5:00pm," Mr. Hudson continued, "the Tolson's oldest son Billy Joe, who was 20 years old and a college student at-" Hudson named the school that Phyllis's son Don had attended- "and was home for the summer, went upstairs in the company of Bonnie Jean Mason, age 42. The Masons lived in the home that bordered the back side of the Tolson's home."
Hudson continued: "There were about six to eight teenagers in the game room, and from the time Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean went to the upstairs room, there were never less than four people in the room. No one saw Billy Joe nor Bonnie Jean leave, nor heard the stairs creak, and by all accounts the stairs creaked loudly."
"About 6:30pm, Art Mason, Bonnie Jean's husband, came into the house and into the game room. He was angry and looking for his wife. He went up the stairs to the top room, but found it empty- completely empty. Several people had followed Art upstairs, and they looked in the bathroom, the closets, under the bed, everywhere... there was no sign of the two. There was no trapdoor or any entrance to the attic above, no damage to the walls or ceiling. The window was shut and locked from the inside; and that window opened onto the yard where there were many people at the cookout party; surely they would've been seen by someone if they'd left by the window and attempted that dangerously steep descent."
Hudson went on: "Art Mason was very angry, and grabbed Jimmy Tolson, Billy Joe's younger brother, by the collars and was screaming at him, demanding to know where his wife was. Jimmy had been in the game room the entire time, and said he didn't know where they were. Jimmy was somewhat skinny and frail, and Art was shaking Jimmy very hard and Jimmy was not defending himself."
"About that time, Claude Tolson, who was not a huge man but strong enough, came into the game room, saw Art physically assaulting Jimmy, tore them apart, and punched Art hard in the face, knocking him down. Mason got up to attack Claude, and got knocked down again with another punch to the face. People got between them, and within moments the police arrived and began trying to sort out the mess. As the game room remained occupied, and then had police in there for hours afterwards, there was no chance at all for anyone hiding in the upstairs room to escape undetected. But that is apparently what happened: Billy Joe Tolson and Bonnie Jean Mason have never been seen alive again."
"I'm sure your company investigated the case?" said Phyllis.
"Yes, we did." said Hudson. "A copy of our complete case notes and findings are in this folder, which I will be giving to you. I'm sure that you can obtain further police notes from your Department, and you can also contact the FBI about their investigation of the case... which I must say left me very disappointed with their lack of effort."
Richard Hudson handed Cindy the thick file folder, and it was clear he wanted the interview to end. But Phyllis had more questions.
"Sir, how much were the policies for?" she asked. Was that a hint of displeasure in the wincing of Hudson's eyes? she thought.
"Tolson's was for $250,000, with an education benefit." said Hudson. "Mason's was for a million dollars. In both cases, the amounts were raised just a couple months before they vanished, which is one reason we're suspicious of how they disappeared."
As she stood up, Phyllis said "If we have further questions for your company, sir, whom do we contact?"
"You can contact me through my secretary, and arrange for some time for further interviews." said Hudson. "Thank you ladies for coming, and let me know what you find. Time is of the essence, so I hope and trust that you and your Commander will find something soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow," Cindy said as she drove back to Headquarters, "if it weren't for the fact the Governor himself called Don, I'd be ready to shove these papers up Richard Hudson's arrogant ass."
"Oh, but didn't you find that to be the most interesting of interviews?" asked Phyllis, her eyes twinkling with amusement.
"How so?" asked Cindy.
"Think about it, dear." said Phyllis.
"I'm driving, Phyllis." said Cindy, who was driving and therefore concentrating on the road and the notoriously unpredictable Town and County traffic.
"Yes, dear, of course." said Phyllis. "And if you stop at the Courthouse Square Bistro for an afternoon late lunch, I'll treat you while we talk about it."
Some minutes later, as they sat down for what the British might call afternoon tea at the bistro, sitting outside and braving the heat, Phyllis said "Okay, what did you think of the interview?"
Cindy had been learning from her father to channel her thoughts and energies, and did so at this time as she thought about the interview.
"It was clear," Cindy began, "that he was upset that Don did not personally come to see him. Total arrogance on the bastard's part."
"Yes, that's true." said Phyllis. "Go on." She was watching Cindy as the ruggedly pretty platinum blonde thought about it.
"He obviously wants this case solved, and preferrably these people found alive, so that he doesn't have to pay out the money." said Cindy.
"And why do you say that?" Phyllis asked.
"He all but said so." said Cindy. "But I sense you're driving at something, and I'm not seeing what that is."
"You did well, and you're on the right track, so let me connect those dots for you." Phyllis said. "What I see is that the Governor of the State called my son and asked him to give attention to this case. That shows this Insurance Firm is powerful with the Governor, likely through political contributions, and that the Governor has no problem asking a local police officer to look into the case due to that influence."
"And that leads to this deduction: for the Insurance Firm to call in a 'chit', or a favor like that," continued Phyllis, "it bespeaks the importance of this case to the Insurance Company. Oh yes, he wants the case solved... he's almost desperate for it to be solved, to the point he calls in favors from no less than the Governor of this State. And as you said, he was clearly disappointed that we arrived instead of Don, though he doesn't realize that you and I are his better hope for solving the case."
Cindy smiled at that one, as Phyllis continued, "When I heard him say that it was 'routine' to do one last check on these in the months leading to the Limitations running out and him having to pay out on the policy, I knew that what he was saying was technically true, as far as process was concerned... but it also was a dishonest comment which conflicted with the importance he's already shown that he attaches to this case. Now the reason for that importance may be equally compelling to us as finding the truth about these missing persons."
"When we get back to Headquarters, I'll start looking at the details." Cindy said. "By the way, I joined the Force about the time this happened, but I don't remember anything about it. We'll have to dig up old case notes."
Part 3 - Beginning The Investigation
The next morning, Wednesday, July 15th, Cindy Ross came into MCD looking a bit tired. Jenna Stiles was with her. I handed them large mugs full of coffee and asked what was going on.
"I was reading the case notes of this disappearance cold case last night." Cindy said. "About two o'clock in the morning, there was this redheaded woman behind me, with my new blue crowbar in her hands-"
"If you will excuse me, I have work to do." Jenna said as she hurriedly scooted out of the room.
"So Jenna had your crowbar..." I said, getting Cindy started again.
"She said that either I could come to bed, or she would knock me out with it and put me to sleep that way." Cindy said.
"So what did you do?"
"She was standing there naked." Cindy said. "So of course I took her to bed."
It took a supreme effort on my part not to spew coffee all over the place...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am my mother came into my office, so I asked her and Cindy to bring me up to speed on the case. Just in case the Governor called, of course.
"It's very interesting." Phyllis said. "Bonnie Jean Mason was a very attractive blonde woman, fit body, nice legs... you'd like her, Don. Billy Joe Tolson was well built, slender, and according to a few notes on the police reports, he was well-endowed and a player with the ladies."
"You'd like him, Mom." I retorted. That got a withering look from my mother and a chuckle from Cindy.
Phyllis continued: "Apparently this young stud and older MILF were headed to the upstairs room to have sex. One of the teenagers in the game room apparently snuck up for a peek and told the police he observed them having intercourse on the bed--"
"Who gave that report?" I asked immediately, interrupting my mother's narrative.
"The younger son. Jimmy Tolson." said Phyllis, her eyes twinkling with understanding.
"For that matter," I said, "who called the police? I understand that they got there very fast."
Cindy replied "The Duty Desk logs of that time only show a call from a 9-1-1 operator to the Desk, and it was over a domestic disturbance at the location. They initially sent Senior Patrolman Briscoe, who is now a Sergeant, and his partner, now Sr. Patrolman Cole, who at that time was just a rookie Officer in rank. Cole is up for Sergeant on August 1st, by the way. They were in the neighborhood at the time, so their fast response time is not a surprise."
"And the 9-1-1 call? Who was that from?" I asked, persisting strongly in this important line of inquiry.
Cindy shuffled through some paperwork, then said "The 9-1-1 service gave the number of the caller, and it was a land-line at the Tolson home. It was only used for the fax machine... they didn't even have a phone connected to that line, so there's a bit of mystery there."
"So we have a strangeness right there, right off the bat." I said, hoping my point was not being lost upon my Cold Case Team.
"We have a bigger one in that the lovers disappeared into thin air." said Cindy. "In reading the police reports last night, the kids... who were really teenagers around 18 years old or more, and hardly young kids... were playing video games or computer games the entire time, and they all swear under oath on the affidavits that the couple did not come down again after going upstairs."
Cindy continued: "The police reports were pretty thorough about police searching every nook and cranny of the room and being sure there were no exits, including secret exits behind the walls. They even had sonar equipment brought in during that night, and there are no places the couple could've possibly hidden."
"Definitely a strangeness." I said. "So what's the plan?"
"I drove through the neighborhood last night." said Phyllis. "The house is empty and up for sale, so I called the real estate agent, Leanne Gonzales, to allow us in this morning so that we can look at the home for ourselves."
"I've already contacted Sandra Speer with the FBI," said Cindy, "to ask her to get the case info from their Missing Persons offices. I also called Missing Persons myself. They, meaning Missing Persons, have yet to return my calls."
"That's curious." I muttered. "I might have to look into that. No point in either of us being FBI Consultants if we can't use it to get some answers."
"I might suggest, Son," said my mother, "that your friendship with Special Agent Muscone will serve far better on this matter than your own status within the Bureau."
"You're right, Mom." I said, then wisely added "As always. Okay, what else?"
"Speaking of status," said Cindy, "I'm going to use mine to conduct some interviews of the Police that investigated the case. Most of the officers are still here on the Force. Then we'll start trying to find witnesses and talk to them again."



"Approach the witnesses with some adroit discretion." I said. "I'm willing to bet that house is empty and unsold because of the continuing nature of this case, and the people involved are more than tired of hearing questions about it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come in, come in." said Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, president of the University, as he rose from his chair behind his desk in his office, coming around to greet his visitor. "May I get you some coffee or juice?"
"Thank you, Mr. President," said Thomas Riordan, wealthy booster for the University and it's sports teams, "but I've already eaten breakfast."
"Splendid." said Wellman. "Have a seat, have a seat." He returned to his chair as Riordan sat down in the comfortable chair to the side of the desk... the chair Henry R. Wargrave had sat in many, many times.
"I know Henry Wargrave was a friend of yours, Dr. Wellman." said Riordan, as if reading Wellman's mind, "Please accept my condolences upon his loss."
"Yes, it was deeply painful for my wife and myself," said Wellman, "as well as to our great University. Fortunately, men such as yourself are filling the void he has left."
"Yes," said Riordan, "it's an honor to be able to continue his great legacy on behalf of the University. As you know, I've been named one of the Trustees of the Wargrave Charitable Trusts that will continue to serve the University for years to come."
"Ah yes, I do know." said Wellman. "Mr. Thomas P. Cook, a Town Councilman, and Mr. Austin R. Murphy, one of our University Regents, have also been named to it. A truly strong group of leaders. So, what can I do for you this morning?"
"I came to tell you of some very interesting developments I have learned." said Riordan. "For example, Commander Troy gave Detective Leonard Sharples, a.k.a. 'Sergeant Sharples', the assignment of looking into an old but ongoing child trafficking case. Unfortunately, Sharples is making progress in that case, and made connections to the ring's Texas pipeline."
"That is interesting." said Wellman. "But certainly Detective Sharples's local jurisdiction does not apply to Texas?"
"No, indeed." said Riordan. "But the Iron Crowbar can hand the ball off to the FBI. They were pissed at him about Wargrave's untimely and, dare I say it, suspicious death. This gift would appease their anger. Greatly."
"Yes, it would." said Wellman sourly. Indeed, he was no fool and had surmised how Wargrave's death had occurred. The Iron Crowbar and his loyal blonde pitbull would pay for Wargrave's death, he thought to himself.
"And in other news, Governor Jared has focused the Iron Crowbar's attention upon the disappearance of of two people nearly seven years ago. The Reems & Berry Life Insurance Company is concerned."
"Ah, indeed." said Wellman. "I remember that disappearance case. It will be a tough one for even the great Iron Crowbar to solve, wouldn't you say?"
"Knowing that man, Mr. President... one never knows." said Riordan.
"Well," said Wellman, "you'll just have to... er, monitor... the Iron Crowbar's progress. The Governor and former Chief Griswold were very good friends, and it appears the Governor is drawing the Iron Crowbar into his... circle of influence, shall we say. That could be a... devastating combination if we're not careful."
"Yes sir, Mr. President." said Riordan. "Of course, sir, you have a leash on Commander Troy, what with his wife working at your University and all..."
The look Wellman gave him sent a shock wave of queasiness through Riordan's stomach.
"Tom," said Wellman, "there are some things you're going to learn as your University patronage career develops. One of those is that Dr. Laura Fredricson is absolutely untouchable. I'd rather take ten beatings from Commander Troy's crowbar than have to come up against her even once. Best you heed this advice, my friend..."
"Yes sir." said Riordan, absorbing the lesson...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, gentlemen." said Cpt. Cindy Ross. Sergeant Briscoe and Senior Patrolman Cole came into the main conference room. "Please, have a seat. If you don't know her, this is Detective Phyllis Troy, who is working with me on a case."
After the intros and the police officers being seated, Cindy got right to the point. "We are looking at the cold case of the twin disappearances of Billy Joe Tolson and Bonnie Jean Mason nearly seven years ago. I believe you two were the first officers that responded that night?"
"Yes ma'am, we got there first, then other officers came to the scene." said Briscoe.
"Looks like you were in charge, Sergeant Briscoe?" asked Cindy.
Briscoe replied "Well, Sergeant Charles, now Captain Charles who retired last winter, was the senior officer at the time, but he had me in charge of the scene before a Detective arrived. That was then-Lieutenant Harold Malone."
"Well, we won't be getting much from him." said Cindy. "So, Sgt. Briscoe, I have your notes here, and you can look at them to refresh your memory as you tell me as best you can remember what happened that night."
Briscoe glanced over his notes quickly, then started: "We were called in around 7:00pm for a domestic dispute. When we got there, we found that Art Mason had assaulted Jimmy Tolson, and Jimmy's father Claude had defended his son by punching Mason in the face. We were about to arrest them both, but everyone there started talking about the people that had disappeared."
"We separated Mason and the Tolsons, and kept officers with them from that point on. Mason was downstairs and the Tolsons stayed with an officer in the second floor room, which was called the 'game room'. Art Mason said he'd come over to find his wife, who he thought was in the third floor bedroom, called the 'upstairs room' by everyone, and that he thought she was cheating on him with the college boy Billy Joe Tolson.
"Of course,Cole and I went upstairs, but there was nobody there. We looked under the bed, in the closet, which was totally empty, the bathroom, everywhere, thinking they might have tried to hide when they heard Art Mason coming to catch them. But they were not there. They weren't anywhere."
"No trap doors to the attic?" asked Phyllis.
"No ma'am." said Sr. Patrolman Cole. "I specifically looked for one, even inside the closet. It was all solid ceiling with no possible entrances to the attic."
"Did you try calling their cell phones?" asked Phyllis.
Sergeant Briscoe said "Yes, we did. Calls to their cellphones weren't answered, and we later found Billy Joe's cellphone in his bedroom, and Bonnie Jean's was in her house, in the kitchen."
"And her house was right behind the Tolson's?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, ma'am." said Sgt. Briscoe. "We searched the Mason home some hours later, as a precaution, but found nothing."
"Okay..." Cindy said, "it says in this police report that a... yeah, here it is... a blow-up sex doll was in the attic room."
"Oh yeah, I'd forgotten about that." said Briscoe. "Yeah, there was a deflated, folded up male sex doll under the bed. Considering that people were using the room for sex, I figured it was a prank, or someone had used it in the past. Didn't seem to be important."
"No fingerprints on it?" Cindy asked.
"Several people's." said Briscoe, "but I don't remember that they got a solid one from anyone. Maybe the Crime Lab report has it."
"They did, and they found nothing that matched anyone in any database nor anyone at the scene. No semen or anything like that, either." Cindy said as she looked over the papers in the file.
"And no other sex toys?" asked Phyllis. Briscoe shook his head and Phyllis then said "So you were saying about possible exits..."
"Yes." Briscoe replied. "As I was saying, the Crime Lab brought in sonar, which they'd just acquired, and used it on all the walls of the Tolson house to make sure there were no secret exits from the room. None of it was for any good; both of them were totally gone, disappeared, and we had kids swearing up and down that they never came downstairs out of that room."
"What did you do next?" Cindy asked.
"All the usual stuff, per procedure." said Briscoe. "We interrogated the older adults at the party as well as the younger people, and pretty thoroughly. You can see the notes and affidavits in the file, here. All the stories matched and there were no discrepancies at all. So we put out APBs on the two and called in the FBI's Missing Persons Bureau, and essentially handed it off to them."
"I see." said Cindy. "Senior Patrolman Cole, anything to add to this?"
"No ma'am." said Cole. "I had only been on the Force for a few months. I was in your Academy class, Captain Ross, and we got here about the same time. I basically stayed in the game room with the Tolsons and talked to the people in there."
"If I may," said Phyllis, "how were the Tolsons that evening? How did they act, what were their emotions?"
"Mr. Tolson, Claude, he was pretty upset that Mason had attacked his son, and of course concerned where his other son might be." said Sr. Patrolman Cole. "Jimmy Tolson was kind of irritated, not really upset at anything, but a touch of 'angry', if you know what I mean. I got the feeling... I know I'm not supposed to speculate like this, but I think Jimmy was kind of a wimpy kid, and being manhandled like that in front of other kids his age really humiliated him, and he was bothered by it."
"He was 18 at the time?" Phyllis asked.
"Yes ma'am, I believe that's right." said Cole.
"He said he went upstairs to peek on his big brother and Mrs. Mason, and that he saw them engaged in sexual intercourse, is that right?" Phyllis asked.
"Yes ma'am." said Sergeant Briscoe. "He told me that during questioning some hours later. He also took a polygraph a few days later, and we asked him about that. He passed the polygraph with flying colors, on that and everything else."
"I see." said Phyllis. "Patrolman Cole, you were in the game room all that time. Can you describe it for me?"
"Yes ma'am." said Cole. "It was not a very large room. The door came in at the left side, by the outside wall. There was a window to the outside right there at the left, outside wall. The stairs going up to the upstairs bedroom were right in front of the entry door, right next to that window, and there was a door that you had to open to get to the stairs, which looked like a closet when the door was closed. That door did not open against the wall, but towards the room, so that the view of persons in the room were blocked by that door until it was closed again."
Cole continued: "There was a big TV, big for that time, against the front wall, the wall that contained the door where we came into the room from downstairs. Anyone looking at the TV would be looking towards that front wall, with the window and the door to the upstairs to their right. There was a black leather sofa facing the TV, and a big bean bag chair that was pretty old. Also, there was a desk on the far wall, the wall opposite the TV, that had a lamp and a computer on it. "
"How was the lighting?" asked Phyllis.
"While we were there, the overhead light had been turned on." said Cole." There was a black sheet over the window, though; the kids said that was so they could see the TV better. If the ceiling light and lamp were turned off, it'd be pretty dim in there, though not pitch black until dark, and the computer screen would've given some light, as well."
"Thank you." said Phyllis.
"Gentlemen," said Cindy, "we are about to go look at the house. Would you two mind coming with us?"
Part 4 - The Crime Scene
"This house has stayed on the market for four years." said Leanne Quinlin Gonzales, the hot, tight-bodied, redheaded real estate agent as she opened the door for the officers. "Police and FBI agents kept coming around, and the owners that had bought it from the Towsons finally abandoned it. No one else wants to buy it, but I'm hoping that will change after the seven year wait, and after the insurance company has to pay out when they're declared dead. At least it'll be legally resolved then, and we can move on."
"Where did the Towsons move to?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, they still live in Town, just another subdivision." said Leanne. "They live in the Kensington district now."
"What about the Masons?" asked Phyllis.
"Still in the same house." said Leanne. She led them into the den, which had a window overlooking the back yard. "You can see the back of their house from here. The properties are next to each other."
The four police officers went upstairs to the second floor room, the 'game room'. It was empty now, and the only light was through the window at the left.
"I see that this door opens to the right, towards the room, then the door upstairs opens towards the room." said Phyllis. "That really blocks a lot of the view of anyone coming straight up the stairs from below to the attic room above."
"It sure does." said Cindy. They went forward and up the stairs to the attic room, which turned right alongside the wall of the house. At the top, one was looking to one's right toward the front of the house. A bedframe was still there, the headboard against the far wall (again, toward the front of the house). There was one window, facing the back of the house. Looking out, one saw the backyard below.
"Nice little bedroom." said Phyllis as she looked in the bathroom along the inside wall of the bedroom. "Did Billy Joe use this room while he was at home from college?"
"That's what I understood at the time." said Briscoe. "But I also understood that the 'young adults' would come upstairs for sex during parties. One couple did so about an hour before Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean snuck up here."
"So outside there were parents," Cindy said, more in a tone of thinking out loud, "and the kids, as we're calling these of-age teenagers and college-aged people, were inside on the video games?"
"Yes and no, ma'am." said Sr. Patrolman Cole. Some of the younger people were in here, and some were in other parts of the house or outside. Same with the older people; some men were inside, in the den on the first floor, watching a baseball game. Other men were outside, grilling the steaks and hamburgers. Of course the wives, the mothers of the kids, were having their own chat sessions outside or in the kitchen and living room areas."
Phyllis was looking all around the room. She knocked on the walls of the closet, whose door was to the left of the bathroom door, she tried to look under the bathroom sink, only to find that there were no doors; it was paneled cabinetry, and only the thin sides opened.
"Oh my, nothing but water pipes and the drain pipe. Certainly no room for a person to hide here." Phyllis said.
"Any theories, so far?" asked Cindy.
"No, dear, only eliminated ones, I'm afraid." Phyllis replied. "It is indeed as everyone said: there is only one way out of here, and that's through this stairway and one door. The window is very obvious to the backyard; I cannot see anyone getting out that way without being seen immediately by persons outside, and it would take professional climbers to scale that wall. There are no passages, no hiding places, and I believe the police did do a good job of searching for anyone trying to hide in here."
As they moved to the stairs, Phyllis stopped everyone. "Let me get to the bottom of these stairs before you come down." She descended, then had the others come down until they were all in the game room again.
"Did you hear that?" Phyllis asked.
"Sure did." Cindy said. "Those steps squeak a lot."
"Yes," said Phyllis, "and the insurance man said that they squeaked back then, as well. Even coming down alone, one at a time, you made a racket that I could easily hear down here. So if Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean walked down those steps, even if the other kids were gaming on their consoles and making noise, I'm not seeing that they slipped out of there undetected."
Cindy turned to the police officers. "Guys, do you remember who called in the report to Headquarters, whatever made you respond and come to the house?"
"Gosh, not offhand." said Sgt. Briscoe. "It was a call to the Duty Desk, who called us on the radio in our patrol cars."
"All right, guys," said Cindy to the patrol officers, "you can go back to your regular duties. Thanks for your help today." The officers left, and soon Cindy and Phyllis were on their way back to Headquarters.
"What's next?" asked Cindy, very sure that Phyllis had a plan.
"Why, interviews, of course." said Phyllis. "All of the reading of the past notes will not substitute for talking directly to the people involved."
Part 5 - The Mason Interviews
Cindy and Phyllis knocked on the door of the Mason home. After being admitted, they were brought into the den by Art Mason's daughter Willa. Also at home were Art and his son Danny, who was the same age and school class as Jimmy Tolson.
Willa Mason was fairly tall in her high heels, and she was what might be described as a 'big' girl, having taken after her father. She was voluptuous, with the beginnings of a nice, fleshy big butt, and her legs were curvy and shapely. As noted before, she was wearing nude/tan high-heel, peep-toe pumps, and Phyllis was remembering Don's comment that almost any girl was fuckable if she was wearing a pair of high heels.
She was wearing a clingy, revealing dress. Her light brown hair was very long and straight. She was not unattractive, but not exceptionally pretty, either. She was a year younger at age 25 than her brother, and she was Jimmy Tolson's age.
Danny Mason was medium in his build, having taken more after his attractive mother, but was strong and in good shape. He was in the State Army National Guard, had graduated from the University, and was employed at Crown Chemicals.
His father Art was getting beefier but also more out of shape as he got older. He'd worked at King & Ebenezer Food Industries, in the meat packing department, and was now working in a menial position for BigAgraFoods.
"Thank you for seeing us today." said Phyllis in her most soothing voice. "I'm sure you don't wish to go over all this yet again, but we're working it as a cold case and giving it a last try."
"It'll be over soon." said Art Mason. "After the first week of September, the insurance company will have to pay up. They've been bastards about this all the way through, and I really want to make them pay. I sued them a few years ago, and they're going to have to pay the full amount of the policy plus interest at that time, after the Court ruled they interfered with the Police investigation."
"Oh my." said Phyllis. "What happened there?"
"They said Bonnie Jean and Billy Joe had been seen in another State." said Mason. "The FBI ripped that one apart, and even suggested the Insurance Company had faked the sighting to re-start the seven year clock before having to pay. I took them to Court, and won."
"And how long ago was that?" Phyllis asked.
"About two and a half years ago." said Mason. "Well... closer to three years ago now, I guess."
"Mr. Mason, do you believe your wife to be dead?" Cindy asked. Mr. Mason's expression didn't change, but Phyllis noticed that Willa winced hard.
"Willa, why don't you and I talk in the kitchen while the Captain talks to the men of the family." said Phyllis. But as Willa got up, Art Mason objected.
"I don't want her talking to you police without me present." he said.
"Mr. Mason, your daughter is of age and can talk to us if she likes." Cindy said, her eyes boring into the older man's.
"Willa, don't say anything to 'em. You've got rights." Mason said.
"No, I'll talk to them." said Willa. Her father's face became furious and it looked like he was about to charge her.
"Mr. Mason," Cindy said, bringing out and showing off a blue crowbar, "I'm not sure why you're upset that we want to talk to your adult daughter, but I would recommend that you not interfere with our investigation."



"It'll be quite all right." said Phyllis. She guided Willa to the other room. Cindy turned to the men.
"We're not saying a damn thing." said Art Mason defiantly.
"Is that your word also, Danny?" asked Cindy.
"I'll answer your questions, Captain Ross." said Danny.
"Why you-" snarled Art, but Danny had quickly gotten up to stand off against his father. "Captain, I can talk to you here or we can go to the Station." Danny said.
"Let's go into the living room." said Cindy. Art shot off for the kitchen, and would not leave Willa.
"Okay, let's go to the Station." said Cindy, seeing what was going on. "Your father can't follow you into the Interrogation rooms. If he tries, he'll get a tour of my holding cells."
Art Mason was furious. He brought out his cell phone and immediately called his lawyer. He was then denied a ride to the Station, which Cindy was providing for Willa and Danny.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat right here." Cindy said to Danny Mason as they entered Interrogation-B. She'd called in on the way to the Station with the Mason 'kids', and we had officers ready to stay in the rooms during the interrogations.
As Cindy was about to start up with Danny, a lawyer came to the Station, demanding to be let in as Danny's legal representation. Danny clearly stated that this lawyer was not his representation, and that he wanted no representation. Willa did the same. Then Art Mason came to the Station and screamed along with the lawyer. That brought out Your Iron Crowbar, wielding my red piece of hardware and aching to use it.
"They've refused your presence, Counselor." I said to the lawyer. "Now get out of here, unless you want to represent Art Mason when I arrest him for disorderly conduct, disturbing the peace, and possibly for interfering with a police investigation. Which way do you want it to be, Mason?"
As the lawyer tried to calm Art down, I went through with it: "Sergeant Rudistan, accompany Art Mason to Interrogation-C. If he refuses, place him under arrest and put him through full booking." Mason looked at me in shock, but went with Rudistan without further trouble.
"I've got to get going." I said to the Duty Desk Sergeant. "I'm heading to the City and will be back by shift change, Lord willing and the creek don't rise. Get Captain Ross if anything breaks."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Danny," said Cindy once they got to talk. "First, what was going on before the incident of Claude Tolson and your father?"
Danny replied "Well, let me start at the very beginning. There was a big party, and it was for Billy Joe's sister Rebecca. She had been accepted to Yale."
"She was a rising Senior at Town High School, wasn't she?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." Danny replied. "I had already graduated. Rebecca and I had dated while we were both in high school; she was pretty cool. Very smart, too."
"So you were having a party..." Cindy said, prodding Danny to continue.
"Yeah." Danny said. "Their parents were hosting it, and it was the Labor Day bash for their church friends, work friends, and all that. A bunch of us came with our parents, but we mostly hung out in the house playing video games or watching TV."
"Which church?" Cindy asked.
"The Tolsons went to First Baptist, and my family went to First Methodist." said Danny. "Though I have to say that since Mom disappeared, we pretty much stopped going. My dad doesn't think much of it, and Willa doesn't care, either. Then I went to college."
"I see." said Cindy, making a note on her pad. "Tell me, what was Billy Joe like?"
"He was tall, broad-shouldered." Danny said. "I had been pretty scrawny as a kid, but I started working out with Billy Joe. He got to be pretty muscular and big. I got strong, but not so big."
"He was popular with girls?" Cindy asked.
"Oh yeah." said Danny. "He was-" Danny stopped, blushing.
"Go ahead." Cindy said. "Nothing I haven't heard before, I'm sure."
"Er, he was well hung." Danny said. "I heard several girls, and even a few neighborhood women, say that his dick was at least nine inches long, and that he knew how to use it."
"I see. Such information can actually be useful. Was he dating anyone at the time?" Cindy asked.
"No." Danny said. "He didn't really 'date' girls. He took them out, had sex with them, then went on to the next conquest. He seduced a lot of older, married women, mothers of the girls in our classes. He was a showoff, that way. The only girl he dated for any length of time was my sister, Willa. That shocked everyone, that he was going out with a 'big girl', but he really liked her as far as I could tell."
"I see. Okay, on the day of the party, when did you last see Billy Joe, or your mom? Cindy asked.
"Uhh... I didn't really see Billy Joe at all, best I remember. I saw Mom outside earlier that afternoon, talking to the other moms, and drinking some spiked lemonades."
"So your mom was drinking alcohol." Cindy said, to confirm.
"Yes, ma'am. All the parents were. She didn't overdo it, but she enjoyed drinks now and then." said Danny.
"Where were you during the afternoon?" Cindy asked.
"I was in the game room most of the time, with Rhonda Stevens." said Danny. "We were making out a lot."
"Were others among your friends making out, or doing more?" Cindy asked.
"Oh yeah." Danny said. "Steve and George were playing a video game, and their girlfriends, both named Penny, were watching. Penny P. and Penny D., we called them. Some guy came up and started fucking Penny P. right on the floor, and Steve didn't give a shit, he just kept playing the game. About 4:00pm, I took Rhonda to the upstairs room and fucked her. She was eighteen at the time, so nothing wrong with it."
"Sixteen is legal in this State." said Cindy agreeably.
"True, but I didn't do underage girls. Rhonda was eighteen, and we went upstairs and had some really hot sex." said Danny. "After we were done upstairs, we came back downstairs, then went down to the kitchen to get something to eat. I heard later that Billy Joe went up there with my mom. If I'd been up there then, that would not have happened."
"Why not?" asked Cindy.
"Uh, I'd have beaten the crap out of Billy Joe if he'd tried to fuck my mom like that." said Danny. "And by the way, I also heard that some of the other kids were trying to get Jimmy to make a play for my mom, and if he had, I would've had to beat the shit out of him, too."
"Did Jimmy know you would do that?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, nawww..." said Danny. "Look, and excuse my language in advance: Jimmy was a pussy. He was weak, a wimp. He was scared of girls. No way he would've had the courage to try to fuck my mom. Now Jimmy sometimes would try to hang out with me and some of my buddies, at least when his brother wasn't around. We would dare him to ask out girls, and one guy offered him 500 bucks if he scored with a woman, but we knew that bet would never be paid out, and I don't think Jimmy even tried."
"Why did your dad attack Jimmy?" Cindy said. "Why did he single Jimmy out?"
"I have no idea, Captain." said Danny. "Maybe he thought Jimmy knew something. But I don't think he did, and he sure as hell wouldn't have protected Billy Joe."
"Oh, the brothers didn't get along?" Cindy asked.
"Are you kidding?" said Danny. "They hated each other. Billy Joe thought Jimmy was a pussy-, er, a wimp, and Billy Joe was always fucking with Jimmy: if Jimmy showed interest in a girl, Billy Joe would start dating her and get into her pants, have sex with her, then taunt Jimmy about it. Billy Joe knocked up two girls doing that shit."
"So the word was that someone wanted Jimmy to seduce your mother," said Cindy, "and based on what you just said, Billy Joe might step in on that. Even if he didn't try to seduce her, he might have flirted with her, and might've taken her to that upstairs room just to drive Jimmy nuts."
"Again," said Danny, "I don't even know that they went up there; I was in the kitchen with Rhonda."
"Danny, why is your father so upset at all this, at you, at us? What's he afraid of?" Cindy asked.
Danny acted as if he were thinking about it, then said "I don't know, but if you ask me, he just wants the money from the insurance company. Times have been tough, and he lost his job and his pension when King & Ebenezer went bankrupt. He got on with BigAgraFoods, but it's still been tough. Not knowing if Mom is alive or dead, not knowing if she left him or not..."
Danny added: "And what's more: Willa's been good about the cooking and cleaning, but she's a burden. She went to junior college, but didn't make it into the nursing program. She's had some jobs. She was a desk clerk at the University Hotel, but they let her go. I think it's her appearance, she's not getting any thinner, if you know what I mean. She's not dating anyone, and so she won't be getting married anytime soon. So it's been hard for Dad. I'm surprised he doesn't drink like a fish."
"Like your mom did?" Cindy asked, her blue eyes boring into Danny's.
"Yeah." admitted Danny, his face a mask of resignation. "Like my mom did."
As he got up to go, he said, "If you'd like to talk some more about it, how about over coffee?"
Cindy gave a faint smile, noting that Danny was confident, aggressive, and not that bad looking... for a guy. But she flashed her ring as she said "Sorry, bud, I'm engaged. But thanks for the offer."
"Figures." Danny replied. "Lucky guy, whoever he is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Now, dear," said Phyllis to Willa Mason in Interrogation-A, "I'm so sorry about all that commotion. Now let me ask you about what happened that day. When was the last time you saw your mother?"
"As near as I can remember, it was at our house before I left for the party." Willa replied. "While I was at the Tolson's house I was inside most of the time, mostly in the kitchen snacking on the finger foods there, and I think my mom stayed outside with the other mothers the whole time."
"Do you think something happened to your Mom, or did she just leave, and by that I mean ran away with Billy?" Phyllis asked.
"I... I don't know." said Willa, then let the words flow. "I... let me just say this: I think my mom did go up to that room with Billy Joe. Billy Joe liked seducing women. In fact, he dated me. He took me out, treated me nice, and so after a couple of months I... did it with him. And almost immediately after that, Billy Joe dropped me and went on to his next conquest. I was hurt by it, but it was my own fault for being willing to sleep with him. Billy Joe and I stayed friends, but didn't date or have sex again."
"What about Jimmy?" asked Phyllis. "Did you ever go out with him?"
"Oh no, never." said Willa, her face becoming a scowl. "I tried to be nice to him, but then he asked me out a couple of times, and I turned him down. Jimmy was... he was that awkward, nerdy kid that everyone made fun of, that nobody liked. Some of the girls tried to set me up with him on blind dates as a joke, but I would find out and tell them I didn't want to go out with Jimmy. I wasn't the hottest girl in school by any means, but if I'd gone out with Jimmy, I'd've been the joke of the school, and they'd've call me 'desperate' and probably worse."
Willa then added "I did think of using Jimmy to get Billy Joe interested in me again. It was pretty well known that Billy Joe would steal any girl Jimmy was interested in, just to mess with Jimmy's head and cause Jimmy pain. But I didn't do that because I didn't want to hurt Jimmy. I didn't hate him or anything."
"So the brothers were not friendly?" Phyllis asked.
"Oh God, no." said Willa. "Billy Joe was embarrassed that Jimmy was his brother, and Jimmy really hated Billy Joe for all the years of bullying and taunting."
"So what do you think happened to your mom and Billy Joe?" asked Phyllis.
"I don't know." said Willa. "I could understand if my mom wanted to run away from my dad-"
"Oh?" Phyllis interrupted. "Did your dad abuse your mom?"
"No!" Willa almost shouted. "That's not what I meant to say or was going to say. My dad never hurt my mom at all. But he always thought she was cheating on him, and if she came home late he'd ask her questions to no end. I think he thought she was having sex with some of those younger guys, and it was killing him inside that she was cheating on him. If he'd caught her with Billy Joe, it might've been ugly, but he never got physical with her, and she yelled at him just as hard as he yelled at her."
"Willa," said Phyllis, "you were in the game room during that time?"
"I went up there, and it was right after Mom and Billy Joe went into the upstairs bedroom." Willa said. "Jimmy was on the computer, and he told me they'd just gone up there. Penny, that was Penny P., not Penny D., said she saw them go up, as well. I was shocked, and then Jimmy said he was going to sneak upstairs and see what they were doing."
"How'd he get up there without making a lot of noise?" Phyllis asked. "I was on those stairs myself today; they are very creaky and loud."
"Oh, we had a game, Rebecca had us play it before, to try to get up and down those stairs without making any noise. There are spots on each step where you can step and they won't creak, but it's tricky. I think Jimmy knew how to get up there without making noise."
Phyllis thought about that as she brought the interview to a conclusion.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Phyllis and Cindy came into Interrogation-C together to confront Art Mason.
"Okay, are you going to answer our questions today?" asked Cindy.
"My lawyer has advised me it's in my best interest to," said Mason, "but I'll stop if you try to say I did anything wrong."
The lawyer spoke up: "I'm advising you that the assault on Jimmy Tolson is well past the Statute of Limitations."
"We're not interested in prosecuting your client for that." said Cindy. "But in the interests of keeping this proceeding completely aboveboard, I am going to read Mr. Mason his rights." Cindy did so, asking if Mason understood the rights, and he said that he did.
"Okay," Cindy said, "on the day your wife disappeared, you went up into the game room, then into the upstairs bedroom, looking for her, is that right?"
"Yeah." said Mason. "I was trying to catch her cheating with that young asshole Billy Joe Tolson."
"Do you think they were having a sexual affair?" asked Cindy.
"Yeah, I think they'd hooked up before, and I heard something about someone offering Jimmy Tolson a thousand dollars to make a play at my wife. Jimmy's a fucking punk, too gutless to do anything like that. But his brother might have tried to seduce my wife, and she would've done him, too, the slut."
"Do you have any proof of your wife's infidelity?" asked Cindy.
"Never actually caught 'em." Art said. "If I had, I'd've divorced her."
"Did you ever hit your wife, Mr. Mason?" asked Phyllis.
"No. Never." said Art. "You can ask my kids about that, and they'll tell ya..."
"Did you ever verbally argue with your wife?" Phyllis continued.
"Yeah, we argued." Art said. "She'd come home late and I'd ask where she was, and she'd lie, I could see in her eyes she was lying. She'd start yelling at me and I'd yell at her to tell the truth... but I never hit her."
"When was the last time you saw your wife, and the last time you saw Billy Joe?" asked Cindy.
"I didn't see Billy Joe that whole day." said Art Mason. "I don't think I'd seen him in days, maybe a week or two. I last saw my wife during the party, but can't say exactly what time that was."
"What do you think happened to your wife, Mr. Mason?" asked Phyllis. "Do you think she ran away with Billy Joe? Or did something happen to her?"
"I don't know." said Art Mason. "But I think something happened to her. I think she's dead. I think if she was alive, we'd have found her by now. I think the Police or FBI may have found evidence she's dead, but that god-damned insurance company has done all it can to keep the truth from coming out, so they wouldn't have to pay. But the bastards are going to pay, mark my words."
"You seem sure that she's dead, Mr. Mason." said Cindy. "Are you sure you have no idea of what happened that day, of how they disappeared?" The lawyer leaned over and whispered something to Mason, who nodded.
"Don't start trying to twist my words." said Mason. "I don't know if you're working on behalf of that filthy insurance company, but what I do know is that my wife disappeared, she has never been found, and I think something happened to her."
"If I may, Mr. Mason," interjected Phyllis. "You apparently rushed to the house looking for your wife. What gave you the idea she was in that bedroom with Billy Joe?"
"Oh, that." said Mason. "I got a phone call on my cell phone. The voice was muffled, but said that my wife was fucking Billy Joe Tolson in the attic bedroom of Tolson's house. I thought it was Jimmy that called; that's why I shook him to get the truth out of him. But he told the cops later that he didn't make any phone call, and he passed the lie detector test on it, so I don't know what to think now..."
Part 6 - Missing Persons Bureaucracies
Entering the FBI offices in the City, I went to Jack Muscone's office.
"Before I take you down to Missing Persons," said Jack, "let me fill you in on where we are on following the Wargrave records."
"Sure." I said.
"I'll warn you that this is going to be slow and laborious." said Muscone. "His wife knew nothing at all about his finances. She had two credit cards, one Visa and one Mastercard, she didn't abuse them, and he had them paid off every month. But she did give us permission to examine most of what he had, and we ran with that ball even though it might not've been fully permissible to do so in some places."
"And you've found?"
"Wargrave had 33 separate corporate entities, and ten of those were wrapped up in trusts. Lots of protection, legal hoops that way. They covered his real estate dealings, his transportation hubs, and his port hubs. One of his biggest companies, Acme Consolidated, is the father company of 126 entities, including KSTD in your County, and just a host of small companies. Some did medical research, some did agricultural research, several patents, leased to bigger companies."
"And nothing illegal?"
"We're getting there." said Muscone. "Some of the companies, especially the transportation hubs, have some sketchy stuff. Kind of like your buddy Ward fudging his production numbers... Wargrave's minions probably had 11 boxes when they listed 10 on the manifest. There've been some 'random acts of accurate reports', and we're putting together the anomalies. They'll lead to bigger finds."
"And nothing leading to any certain Consultants?" I asked.
"You know, there may be." said Jack. "But we might be looking it in the face and not know even know it. So sometime in the near future, my boss wants you to scan as much of the stuff as you can. We're collating and indexing everything now, so it'll be easier for you, but you might see something we won't know we're seeing."
"Sounds good." I said. "If I survive the SBI investigation of his death, I'll take a look."
Jack laughed. "That fucking little prick Lewis, he's something, ain't he? But if he assigns his poodle Ferrell to mess with you, let me know. I'd love to beat the dog shit out of Ferrell again."
"And I'd love to let you." I said. "But maybe he got religion after the Reverend Steven Ikea laid hands on him."
Jack could not stop laughing for a moment, and it was infectious as I joined him in the amusement. Finally he recovered. "Okay, ready to head down to Missing Persons?" he asked, getting up.
"Sure." I said. "But before we go, let me ask this. Is Clark Webster up for a promotion?"



"Yeah, as Chief Inquisitor for your Witch Trial at Salem." said Jack, teasing me. "Seriously, yes, he's up for his next level. How did you know? Did you look up his file?"
"No. It's his reticence to help in this case." I answered. "He fears it'll hold up his promotion."
"I can reassure him about that." said Jack.
"Let me do it." I said. "As someone once told me, you're a blunt instrument, and I'm a surgical scalpel."
"Sounds like something P. Harvey Eckhart would say about me." Jack said witheringly as he led the way into the hall, leaving me wondering if he knew that for sure, or had just struck lightning... after all, it had been Eckhart that had told me that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Clark, this is Donald Troy, our Consultant over in the University Town." said Jack Muscone. "Don, this is Clark Webster, chief of our Missing Persons Department here in the City. I'll leave you two to talk about the case. Come see me before you leave, Don." I shook hands with Clark Webster, who had curly dark hair and a long, thin nose, the perfect stereotype of a political bureaucrat.
"So this is about the Tolson-Mason disappearances?" asked Webster as we sat down. He had a way of talking that sounded rapid even if it wasn't. In response, I employed my semi-Southern speech to slow down even more.
"Why, yes it is." I said. "Just a last check of it as a cold case before the seven year mark hits... and they're declared dead."
"If I may ask," said Webster rapidly, "why did you become interested in this case again? What brought it up?"
"Well," it happened in my local jur- er, home county." I said, suddenly remembering that Muscone had made a point to introduce me as an FBI Consultant and not the Town & County Police Commander. "And I was asked to glance at it by the Governor of the State." Name dropping. Yes, I did it.
"Oh." Webster said, and I saw the concern on his face.
"Let me reassure you, Agent Webster," I said, "that this case, no matter its disposition, is not going to have any bearing on your upcoming promotion. Of course, if you choose to not help me... well, that might have a negative impact for you."
"I see." said Webster. He peered at me, then opened a desk drawer and pulled out a file. "Okay, I might as well trust you. Muscone is the Big Boy around here, and if he personally brought you in here, that means something. So tell him I helped you, if you don't mind."
"Sure." I said. "So what do you have on the case?"
Webster said "This was the worst case of my entire career. Almost got my boss fired over it, and I've lived in fear for years that it'll keep holding me back from any advancement. Now the local police in your Town did a good job investigating, but they had no idea how those two people just disappeared into thin air. I thought that something had to have been missed, so when we went in there, we really left no stone unturned. But it was on the up-and-up, those two just disappeared, magically vanished out of that bedroom into thin air, and have never been seen again. That just doesn't happen in this day and age."
"Unless they were murdered somehow, and the bodies not found." I said.
"And their bodies were gotten out of there... how?" asked Webster, then caught himself. "Sorry. I'm not trying to be a smart-ass with you about that, Don... it's just frustration. But believe me... my team and I went over that and every other possible scenario. All the stories held up, people took polygraphs and no one failed... and no trace of these two or anyone matching their descriptions showed up, nor any bodies matching the descriptions. No leads whatsoever."
"I believe you." I said. "But nothing at all stuck out as unusual? What about the insurance company?"
"You're not working for or with them, are you?" Webster asked. I shook my head. "Yeah, they were weird about it. I can understand they won't pay until the seven years are up, but they started interfering with our investigation, then started intimidating witnesses about talking with us. Almost landed in hot water with the U.S. Justice Department and the State Insurance Commissioner over that."
"What did they do?" I asked.
"Nearly three years ago, they kept trying to get us to investigate leads of the two people that disappeared being alive and in other places. A private dick that one of the families hired sent us word that it wasn't those two, but imposters hired by the insurance company to pretend to be the two people. I wasn't personally on that, but some of our agents looked into it. It's here in the file, and the file says the leads were checked out but came to nothing, and that there was some indications that the insurance company may indeed have hired imposters to pretend to be the deceased-- er, the missing people."
"Any idea why the insurance company did that? And why they were interfering so strongly in the first place?" I asked.
"No." said Webster. "But I didn't get much chance to investigate that. My superiors investigated the claims they were elsewhere, and the claims came to nothing. Then I was told to find the missing persons, and that my job didn't go farther than that. I was told the Insurance Company was the State's problem to handle."
"And to some extent, that's true." I said. I examined the file that Webster extended to me, and when I was finished, I handed it back, saying "I appreciate your time today, Agent Webster."
"By the way, who are you working for?" Webster asked. "Jack said you were an FBI Consultant, but for who? Him?"
"Oh, that..." I said, "Well, I do work with Jack, but on this case I'm investigating as part of the Town & County Police Department."
"Troy..." mused Clark Webster, then his eyes lit up with understanding... and shock. "Whoaaaaa, you mean you're the Iron Crowbar?!? I... I had no idea... Jack never said anything..."
"Can't imagine why not." I said with a shrug. "Thanks for your help."
Back at Jack's office, I said "Why didn't you tell him who I was?" I asked.
"He was already shitting his pants about this case and his promotion." said Muscone. "If I told him that the Iron Crowbar was coming in, he would've had a heart attack."
I laughed. "Geez, am I that bad? No, don't answer. Let me take you to lunch for your help with him, though..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we ate lunch at a small but decent pub in the City, Jack was saying "One thing I didn't mention earlier: We think Susan Wexler might have something on Wargrave, and maybe a tie-in to your boy, the Consultant. But she won't give us anything more than she originally gave. She just says it's all in the Iron Crowbar's hands."
"Her confidence in me is touching." I said sardonically. "But I wish she'd give you guys more. I'm sure she could if she wanted to."
"That's the way it is with these guys." Jack said. "They think they're doing the right thing holding something back. But if they don't get it out... they might well be buried with their knowledge."
"Yep." I said. After we finished, I paid the bill. "Okay Jack, I'll drop you off then go back home. The party never stops in my Town & County. I've got to help my Bulldog buddy and my mom solve this cold case."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dropping Jack off, I was on the road towards home, when it hit me. I got on my phone.
"Jack," I said to Muscone after he picked up the phone. "You said Susan Wexler said that everything was in my hands?"
"Hold on a second." Jack said. He then came back on the line and said "Her exact words were, and I quote, 'It's all in the Iron Crowbar's hands.'. Why? You think that means something?"
"It might." I said. "I'll check on something when I get home, and let you know."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not go directly to Headquarters, but first stopped by The Cabin. I went into my small office and got out two things: the laptop that I never connected to WiFi, the Internet, or anything else; and from my safe I obtained the DVD that Susan Wexler handed me, which contained the video files of her and me having sex.
Inserting the DVD into the 'virgin' laptop, I looked through the file system. The DVD files of the sex videos were all there, in order, and could be played in sequence by an app. Using some other software to check the files, I found what I had hoped: five of the files were not part of that sequence. They were data files of information!
As I used other special apps to read the data on the files, I realized what Susan Wexler had given me. There were some leads to Wargrave's various smuggling transactions, but not much. I might could get a start looking into things with the information, but there needed to be more.
And then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw it: the jewel case that the DVD had come in. On the front it said 'Iron Crowbar', then 'R.E.M.'. R.E.M., of course, was the band out of Athens, Georgia that had made it big in the 1980s and '90s. It therefore made sense that a couple of files had been songs, including the group R.E.M.'s "Stand."
I picked up the jewel case and examined it very closely with my rectangular magnifying glass.
"Oh my God!" I gasped. "There it is!"
To be continued...
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Part 7 - The Tolson Interviews
It was still Wednesday, July 15th as the investigation rolled on.
"Thank you for seeing us today." said Cindy, after Jenny Tolson had admitted them. Claude Tolson and their daughter Rebecca were at home. "I'm sure you're tired of the endless questions, but we're taking one last shot at this as a cold case."
"If it will help find Billy Joe..." said Jenny. She was an attractive woman with a medium build and brown hair, but the years of not knowing had etched her face with pain and sadness. Rebecca, a 25-year-old woman with a pretty face and a slender, sexy body, comforted her mom.
"We're certainly going to do what we can." said Phyllis.
"Before you ask anything," said Claude Tolson, also of medium build but still showing underlying physical strength, "are you acting on behalf of the insurance company?"
"Not at all." Phyllis said quickly, keeping a straight face. "We're acting on behalf of the Town & County Police Force, and anything we find will become public knowledge... which the insurance company can do nothing to stop." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Okay." said Tolson. "I don't want to sound uncooperative, but those bastards have acted in the worst way. I don't have much to do with Art Mason, but I supported his lawsuit against the insurance company."
"I understand." said Cindy. "First, I need to ask if any of you know who called the police that day." None of the family members appeared to know, and said so.
"Okay, so we move on: who benefits from Billy Joe's policy?" asked Cindy.
"We do, his parents." said Claude. "What happened was: when Billy Joe and Rebecca were very small, we began life insurance policies on them, variable whole life policies, to pay for their college educations. The amount of the policies was not a tremendous amount, and we've borrowed against the policies to pay for the kids' schooling. But those bastards at the Insurance Company tried to shut the policy down after Billy Joe disappeared so that we could never collect, then tried to claw back what we'd borrowed for Billy Joe's schooling. Thank God Rebecca's policy was with another company; we were able to get her through Yale without going into debt."
"Oh, that's quite an accomplishment, of which you should be proud." said Phyllis. "And going to Yale in itself is something to be proud of. But the policies did not pay you a lot of money, is that right?"
"No, just $250,000." said Tolson. "Well, I guess the word 'just' sounds bad, but in reality, after we'd borrowed against the policy, it wasn't going to pay a tremendous amount. In fact, on Rebecca's policy we were only left with about $5000 after she graduated, which we redeemed and gave to her as a graduation gift.
Tolson continued: "If Billy Joe is declared dead, which he will be in September if he does not turn up alive somewhere, we'll get the full $250,000, and after the court case Mason filed that we won, we're going to get paid the interest also. The Insurance Company is very upset about that."
"I see." said Phyllis. "So why don't I take Miss Rebecca into the kitchen for a moment, while Captain Ross talks with you the parents." The parents put up no protest.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So let me just ask right out," said Cindy, "what do you think happened to your son?"
"We don't know." said Claude. "He was there that afternoon, then he wasn't. I don't know if he went upstairs with Bonnie Jean or not, but I wouldn't be surprised if he did. But how they disappeared, and why? I have no idea."
"Mrs. Tolson?" Cindy asked, peering at the woman, who was being too quiet and passive.
"I agree with my husband." said Jenny. "Absolutely no idea, and I still can't understand how no one saw them come out of that upstairs room..."
"Mrs. Tolson, do you think Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean were having a sexual affair?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." said Jenny Tolson. "I do know that Billy Joe tried to seduce just about every woman he met. The only girl he ever dated for any length of time was Willa Mason. I think he felt something for her, but he later said she was a slut, too, so he stopped dating her."
"Mr. Tolson?" Cindy asked the husband.
"I don't know about why he broke up with Willa," said Claude, "but he was a jock and girls were flocking all over him."
"Did Billy Joe get in trouble very much?" Cindy asked.
Claude Tolson answered "He was basically a good boy, minded us, his parents, got good grades and got into college and all. But he was also headstrong, and a handful. I was scared to death that one day some girl was going to show up on our doorstep and tell us that Billy Joe had gotten her pregnant."
"That did happen, didn't it?" Cindy inquired, peering at both parents. They just looked at each other with surprised looks on their faces.
"No ma'am," said Claude. "I never heard of Billy Joe knocking up any girl." Jenny agreed. Cindy made a note on her pad.
"So how was Billy Joe with his brother and sister?" asked Cindy.
Jenny Tolson said "I'm sure you'll hear, if you haven't already, that Billy Joe and Jimmy didn't get along. Billy Joe wasn't an unkind boy, though. He was protective of his sister, and they were pretty close. We did have to keep an eye on Billy Joe regarding Jimmy, or he'd do something like shove Jimmy's head in the toilet."
"Where is Jimmy now?" Cindy asked.
"He graduated school and has an apartment south of the Courthouse Square." said Claude Tolson. "He's an accountant and actuary with an insurance company. No, not the one that's given us all that trouble, but Conway Property & Casualty Insurance."
"What was Jimmy like, growing up?" Cindy asked.
"He was a very smart boy, still is." Jenny said. "He kept to himself a lot, though. We knew he was picked on a lot in school, but there was little we could do about it."
"What were his interests, hobbies?" Cindy asked.
The parents looked at each other, then Claude said "I am not sure that he had any hobbies. He was on the internet a lot. We tried to follow what sites he got on, but he was smarter than we were, and erased the logs, or whatever they call them."
Cindy then asked "What has your relationship with Jimmy been since Billy Joe's disappearance?"
The parents looked at each other, then Claude said "I'd have to say... it didn't change a lot. Jimmy didn't say much, but there was no hiding how happy he was that his big brother was gone. I don't think the rest of us reacted well to that, though I understood it. We really don't have much contact with Jimmy now. He lives his own life."
Jenny Tolson then said "Rebecca didn't take it very well at all that Jimmy was so happy about Billy Joe's disappearance. Rebecca and Billy Joe were close..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I hope you take this the right way." said Rebecca Tolson, "I really hope I look as good as you do when I'm your age."
"Why thank you, dear."said Phyllis. "I do try to keep in shape. And it is indeed quite an accomplishment to graduate from Yale, as you have done. What are you doing now?"
"I was working for Congressman Condor, here in his local office, while working on my Masters in Poli-Sci here at the University." said Rebecca. "I'm thinking of applying for the Ph.D. program, as well, but I might get a job with State Senator Woodburn."
"I see." said Phyllis. "So, tell me what you remember of your brother's disappearance."
Rebecca's face fell noticeably. "It's been really hard, not knowing what happened to Billy Joe." she said. "He was... well, let me start at the beginning. I was having to help my mom host the party, since it was for me, so I had to stay outside and talk to the older people a lot. I didn't get to spend much time with the other people my age. That kind of pissed me off, because Danny Mason was hanging out with that slut Rhonda Stevens, and I was trying to get Danny away from her."
"When was the last time you saw your brother, and for that matter, Mrs. Mason?" Phyllis asked.
"Oh gosh," said Rebecca. "I remember seeing both Mr. and Mrs. Mason, Art and Bonnie Jean, early on. I think Art went to talk with some of the older men that were watching a ball game inside, and Bonnie Jean was talking to some of the women outside. The last time I saw Billy Joe was... gosh, I can't even remember seeing him at all after the party started."
"That's okay, dear, it was such a long time ago." Phyllis said reassuringly. "So let me ask this: how has your brother's disappearance affected your parents, your family?"
"It's been hard on Mom and Dad." said Rebecca. "Not only was Billy Joe gone, they were constantly being hounded by police and FBI visits to the house, to the point they finally had to move out. They sold the house, which I think hurt them to have to do. For me, it's just the not knowing that's hurting."
"How about Jimmy?"
"Oh gosh." said Rebecca. "He tried to hide it and act somber about it, but he was absolutely ecstatic about Billy Joe being gone. He didn't and still doesn't miss Billy Joe one bit."
"And how do you feel about that?" Phyllis asked, having very accurately read Rebecca's face as the younger woman spoke.
"Er..." Rebecca said, "well, Jimmy and I were never close to begin with. It was really humiliating being his sister, and to be honest, ma'am, I felt the same way about Jimmy that most of my classmates did. I had no respect for him. Billy Joe was great, he was the perfect big brother in every way, and when Jimmy was so happy about Billy Joe being gone... well, what little respect I might've had for Jimmy fell through the floor. I really don't care if I ever see him again, and I would imagine he feels the same way."
"What do you think happened to your brother, to Billy Joe?" asked Phyllis.
"I have no idea." said Rebecca. "It was just so sudden, and so strange. I've always hoped that he and Bonnie Jean just ran away and are okay somewhere, but it's just so..." She did not finish the sentence as she struggled to keep her emotions in check.
"I understand, dear." said Phyllis. "So you never heard or saw anything to suggest that Jimmy knows anything about his brother's disappearance?"
"No..." Rebecca said, then thought about it. "No, I don't think so. Jimmy was in the game room the whole time of the party, playing on the computer. He said he saw Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean go up to the upstairs room, and he said he snuck up there and saw them having sex. He took a polygraph, too, so he couldn't have been lying."
"Very likely not." said Phyllis soothingly. "Let me ask, when the fight between Art Mason and Claude Tolson began, who called the Police?"
"Like I said earlier, I don't know." said Rebecca. "But the Police did get there very quickly after the fight began."
"Thank you, dear." said Phyllis. "If you can think of anything else, please do call me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was very late in the afternoon when Cindy and Phyllis arrived at the apartment of Jimmy Tolson. Their knocks went unanswered.
"Maybe he's still at work." Cindy said.
"No," said Phyllis, "I called there, and they said he'd left. I think he knows we're looking for him, and he's avoiding us."
"So what do we do?" Cindy said. "I can have a patrol car sit here and call us when he gets home-"
"I'm sorry, dear, but that would be a total waste of time." Phyllis replied. "Let's have some dinner, then continue with the interviews this evening."
A nearby Applebee's was not too busy, so they stopped there to eat, requesting a rather isolated corner booth so their conversation would not be overheard too easily.
"So," said Phyllis after they'd ordered, "what do you think of the case so far?"
Cindy replied "There are two points of interest to me from the interviews today. One is that Art Mason totally overreacted to us. Suggests a guilty conscience. The other is that Danny mentioned two girls being knocked up by Billy Joe, but the parents either didn't know or were acting like they didn't know."
"Oh, that's very good, my dear." said Phyllis. "Yes, it's interesting. As to Art Mason, he definitely is a person of interest. Has a temper, has had some serious challenges in his life the past few years. Now he's close to the insurance payoff, we show up on his doorstep, and he might've popped off if my son had not been there at Headquarters to intimidate him."
"Yeah." Cindy said. "Both his kids say he never got physical with his wife but that they argued a lot. And he went off on Jimmy the night of the disappearance and got punched in the face for it. Hmmm, someone knows something, there. At any rate, Art's a big bully until someone that can cut him down to size fronts him. Danny did it at their house, then Don at Headquarters."
"Yes, something to keep in mind there." Phyllis said musingly. At that moment the food came, and they settled down for a few minutes to eating. Once they were done and the check paid, Cindy resumed discussion of the case.
"My second point of interest is the insurance company." Cindy said. "How could they possibly cancel the policy, and even try to claw back legally borrowed money from it? That was just asking to get slam-danced by the Courts."
"I could not agree more." said Phyllis. "And that is interesting in itself."
"So... what do you think about the case... Aunt Phyllis?" Cindy asked, grinning as she used the term for her aunt-by-marriage, only recently discovered. Phyllis chuckled.
"You're making me feel old, calling me that." Phyllis joked, then said "But it's interesting. Don has always been very correct about ascertaining the importance of whoever calls the Police to report a crime. Sometimes it's nothing, but all too often it's a vital clue to the case. So far, we have not been able to determine that about this case... at all. Don was all over it, and I have a feeling he is correct in drawing our attention to its importance."
"What about Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean?" asked Cindy. "Do you think they're still alive? Or did something happen to them?"
"I'm not yet seeing how it was all done, but I do believe that Bonnie Jean and young Billy Joe are no longer with us." Phyllis replied sadly.
Part 8 - Other Interviews
"Oh yeah, suck that cock, baby!" the handsome young stud moaned as he sat on the sofa. The young woman, about 25 years old with with longish platinum blonde hair that hung limply, a nice tight body with medium breasts and a succulent ass, was on her knees on the floor in front of the stud, sucking his large cock. She was the 'Penny D.' from the Tolson-Mason disappearance case.
"Oh yeah, babe, I'm going to fucking come!" the stud announced. "Oh yeah, here it comes, yeah, oh yeah! Oh yeah, take that fucking LOAD! TAKE THAT LOAD!!" he yelled out as spurts of thick semen blasted into the woman's mouth, filling it. She rapidly swallowed as her hand jacked more of his cum out of his pulsing balls until he was totally satiated and spent.
"Damn, Penny, you have one hell of a mouth." the guy said as the woman finished him off. "Get me hard again, and I'm going to fuck the living shit out of you-"
 *DING DONG!*
It was the doorbell.
"Damn." said Penny D. "Who the hell could that be?" It was early evening, about 7:30pm. Penny quickly put on her housecoat and went to the door. Two policewomen were outside.
"Can I help you?" Penny asked after opening the door.
"Police, ma'am." said Cpt. Ross. "Can we talk to you for a moment about a past case you were involved in?"
"Uh," Penny said, "I'm, er, kind of busy right now." Just then the young man appeared behind Penny.
"What's going on- oh, hello Captain Ross, Mrs. Troy." said the stud.
"Hi, Teddy." said Cindy, recognizing Teddy Franklin, friend, race partner, and business associate of Phyllis's grandson, Todd Burke. "Sorry to interrupt you, but we need to talk to Penny for a few moments."
"Baby, you talk to them, and I'll be waiting for you upstairs." said Teddy. Penny looked daggers at him, but admitted the policewomen into her home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, dear, just tell us what happened." said Phyllis. "And believe me, we have heard sexual terms being used all the time, so don't hold back and tell us everything."
"Yes ma'am." said Penny D., who then began her narrative: "I was dating George at the time, and we were in the game room. George was playing a game with Steve, and I was watching them. Big Rusty and Lisa came up, and were in the beanbag chair. They began having sex, right in front of all of us."
"What time was this?" asked Cindy.
"Right at 5:00pm, if I remember right." said Penny D. " Lisa was riding Big Rusty, and I was watching his big dick going in and out of her as she rode him."
"Did you see Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean go upstairs?" asked Phyllis.
"I remember seeing some shadows out of the corner of my eye, and a couple of people went up the stairs to the upper room... yeah, Jimmy Tolson was by the door to the upstairs, and he said it was his brother and Bonnie Jean Mason, and it looked like them from the glimpse I got..."
"And Jimmy was near the doors to the upstairs and downstairs?" asked Phyllis.
"Uh, yeah, that's right," Penny D. said, though with some uncertainty in her voice. "Jimmy was standing near the door to the upstairs, talking to Willa Mason, who had just come in from the downstairs... Jimmy said he was going to go upstairs and see what his brother and Mrs. Mason were doing."
"Did Willa go with him, or stay with you?" asked Phyllis.
"Willa just hung out with us, and then Jimmy came back and said they were fucking."
"How did Jimmy look and feel about that?" asked Phyllis. "Happy, angry?"
"Er," Penny said, "yeah, he could've been pissed... but he might not really have cared. I dunno." Phyllis pressed penny to continue her story of what was going on in the 'game room' at that time.
Penny D. continued: "Penny P. and Roddy were fucking on the floor, Steve and George were playing the video game, and Jimmy went back to the computer. Willa watched Jimmy on the computer for a while; she was the only one who would talk to Jimmy, he was such a shit and we all hated his guts...
"If I may ask," said Cindy, "if you guys hated him so much, why did he hang out with you?"
"I have no idea." said Penny. "Maybe he just wanted to watch the sex. He was a real perv. The rest of us were ignoring him. Steve and Willa were the only people that would even speak to him, and Steve was into his video game with George..."
"And what about the altercation with Mr. Mason and Jimmy?" asked Phyllis. "What time did that occur?"
"It was about seven o'clock when the shit hit the fan and Art Mason came into the room. I was sucking George's cock; he was lucky I didn't bite it off when Mason came rushing in, yelling like the world was going to end...
"He went right after Jimmy?" Cindy asked.
Penny D. replied "Yeah, he went right after Jimmy, made a beeline for him. Then some people went upstairs and Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean weren't there.
"And you never saw Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean come back down?" Phyllis asked.
"No, they never came back down, I'm sure I would've seen them if they had. Nobody came down... well, Jimmy did right after he went up there to spy on them, but Billy Joe and Mrs. Mason never did come down. I'm sure of that."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The doorbell rang at the home of Penny P. and her husband, who happened to be Roddy, the guy who had been fucking her in the game room while her then-boyfriend Steve played a video game.
"It's the Police." Roddy said as he looked out the spy-hole in the door.
"I wonder what they want?" Penny said, concerned but not upset nor nervous.
"Only one way to find out." Roddy said. He opened the door...
Once Cindy and Phyllis were seated, they explained their mission.
"Yes, I remember that." said Penny as she held their newborn second child. Her face was very pretty, though her body was starting to add some weight after having delivered that second child. Roddy had taken their two-year-old upstairs. "I'm going to have to be blunt in front of you, but at the time Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean went upstairs, I was on the floor and Roddy was fucking me. He was nuzzling my neck and I was looking in the direction of the window. I saw the shadows crossing the window for a second... yes, the woman's hair was like Bonnie Jean wore hers, and I immediately thought of her. I only saw a shadow of Billy Joe for a second, and didn't know who it was until somebody said something about it being him."
"Did you see anything, Roddy?" Phyllis asked when Roddy came back to the room. She had long since observed and deduced that Roddy was not the brightest bulb in the string of lights.
"No." said Roddy. "If I wasn't kissing Penny or nuzzling her neck, I was looking up at Lisa and Big Rusty on the beanbag chair. Rusty was the tight end on the football team, he and Billy Joe were good friends. Lisa was riding him and I had this awesome view of his big cock going into her as she rode him. It really got me hot and I was fucking Penny hard and deep. I remember some shadows, but didn't really see Billy Joe or Bonnie Jean going upstairs."
"Where were the other people in the room at the time?" Cindy asked.
Roddy said "Let's see: Steve and George were on the sofa, playing their game. They had a hundred dollar bet on it. Penny and I were on the floor, and Lisa and Big Rusty were in the beanbag chair. Jimmy Tolson had been at the desk, and Gloria and Tommy had been in the game room but went back downstairs. Danny and Rhonda had also gone downstairs. Yeah, Jimmy walked over to the door right about the time Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean Mason went upstairs, then Willa Mason came in, she was talking to Jimmy. Again, it's all kind of hazy because I was busy with Penny and was watching Big Rusty's cock slamming up into Lisa..."
"Did any of you leave between that time and when Art Mason arrived?" asked Cindy.
"No, we stayed in the game room after the sex." Penny said. "Steve and George's video game lasted another hour after Roddy and I finished fucking... no, nobody came down from the upstairs room, I am positive of that." Roddy agreed with Penny's assessment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
George was enrolled in University Medical School, and was on shift at the Hospital. He said he was watching the video game, but did glimpse out of the corner of his eye Bonnie Jean Mason and what looked like Billy Joe go upstairs, but they were on up the stairs before he could turn his head from playing the game. He remembered being surprised that his friend Billy Joe was scoring with Bonnie Jean. The video game had gone on and on, there was money on it. No, he never saw anyone come back from the upstairs room, but he had been preoccupied with the game. He hadn't even paid attention to the sex going on behind him at the time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Steve lived in Midtown. He was a mid-level manager at a company there, and appeared to be shocked when the doorbell rang.
"Hi, I'm Detective Sergeant Molly Evans of the Midtown Police, and this is my partner Detective Frank Soltis." said Molly. "Can we come in?"
Once inside, Molly explained that they were cooperating with the Town & County Police in looking into the cold case of Billy Joe Tolson and Bonnie Jean Mason. In reply, Steve told the story that he'd been playing the video game with George, that he could hear Penny and Roddy fucking on the floor behind him... no, he didn't care, Roddy and Penny had fucked while he was in the room on several occasions, and he'd fucked other girls, too... yes, some other couple was in the beanbag chair, but he, Steve, was watching the video game and playing it because there was some serious money on the game. No, George had blocked his view of the door leading upstairs, and the window, so he didn't see Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean go up, but he heard Jimmy Tolson tell Willa Mason that Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean had gone upstairs.
Then Steve unleashed the bombshell: "Yeah, I fucked Bonnie Jean once, about six months before that day. Big Rusty fucked her first, I got sloppy seconds. She was a real whore for teen cock. Yeah, I'm sure Billy Joe was fucking her, that's why I wasn't surprised that he had taken her upstairs... no, I have no idea how they got back out of that room without any of us seeing them, but I was playing the video game...
Part 9 - Jimmy Tolson
Jimmy Tolson walked into the offices of Conway Property & Casualty Insurance just before 8:00am Thursday morning, heading for the relative safety and privacy of his cubicle. He didn't get far.
"Mr. Tolson! Mr. Conway would like for you to go straight to his office, immediately." said Janice, the pretty receptionist at the front desk.
"Uh, did he say why?" asked Jimmy.
"No," Janice said, her voice condescending, "he just said go straight there, don't even go to your desk first." Jimmy Tolson was such a loser to look at, she thought to herself, happy to see Jimmy walk away from her post.
Jimmy headed to Mr. Conway's plush office. The administrative assistant said when she saw him, her voice severe: "Mr. Conway has been waiting for you, Mr. Tolson. You need to go in immediately." She very quickly buzzed that Tolson was there, and opened the door for Jimmy to go in, happy to close the door so that she did not have to see any more of Jimmy.
Inside the room, Mr. Conway was sitting behind his desk. In front of the desk were two women, one middle-aged but very attractive, the other a younger platinum blonde, downright muscular in some areas. They were wearing Police uniforms.
Phyllis noticed Jimmy's face go from inquisitive curiosity to disdain and disgust when he realized the Police were there.
"Mr. Tolson," said Mr. Conway, "these police officers would like to speak with you for a few moments about the disappearance of your brother. I would like for you to make some time this morning and speak with them. I can have one of our lawyers sit in with you, if you like."
"Sir, with all due respect," Jimmy Tolson said, his voice angry, "I've given multiple statements to the police and the FBI over the past seven years about this situation. Officers, my statements are on record and I took a polygraph test. But I will answer no more questions and will not speak to you." Jimmy turned to go.
"Jimmy," said Phyllis, momentarily stopping him, "we simply want to ask a few questions to clarify the situation before we close the case. Will you not help us?"
"As I said," Tolson replied, "I will not cooperate with you any further. My statements are on record; refer to them."
"Tolson!" Conway almost yelled, standing up out of his chair. "I don't understand this at all. I strongly recommend you cooperate with these police officers! Your status of employment with us will be reviewed if you do not."
"If you want to fire me, Mr. Conway," said Jimmy, his eyes coldly determined, "that is your prerogative. But you haven't had to live through the seven years of hell these cops and the FBI have put me through. I'm done with them." Not waiting for a dismissal, Jimmy turned and left the room.
"Ladies," Conway said, sitting back down, "I am befuddled that Tolson will not talk with you, and I can assure you that if he does not change his mind, he will no longer be working for this company."
"Ah, Mr. Conway," said Phyllis in her soothing voice, "please don't do that, at least not over this matter. I can understand Jimmy's side of this."
"I can't." said Cindy. "He's talked to the police before; why can't he speak with us now? What does he have to hide? I wouldn't blame Mr. Conway for firing him-"
"No! That is what you must not do." said a voice from the doorway. A tall, broad-shouldered man with reddish-blonde hair, a light trenchcoat, and a red crowbar in his hand was walking up to them. The assistant was watching from the doorway; the Iron Crowbar had walked right past her and into the room.
"My apologies for intruding, Mr. Conway." I said, then introduced myself. "Sir, if you fire him, he can sue you for wrongful dismissal, unless you have something else on him. He was, and is, well within his Constitutional rights to not speak with us, and as he said, he has given his statements many times over. We must not harass him, nor should you retaliate against him, Mr. Conway."
"If you say so, Commander." said Mr. Conway. "But I'm embarrassed at his actions. And no, he's not a model employee... and won't be an employee much longer, anyway."
"Commander," said Captain Ross, "do we need to keep tabs on Tolson? APB?"
I just smiled. "Wayyyy ahead of you, Captain. Been there, done that, got the TCPD Prison T-Shirt all ready.." I said. Cindy nodded and Phyllis beamed at me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's driving east on Jefferson." said Sergeant Rudistan into the radio. "He's heading to Nextdoor County. I'm pulling him over." Patrolman Johnson was with Rudistan in the police cruiser.
Jimmy Tolson looked into the rear view mirror to see the police cruiser settle in behind him, blue lights flashing. He muttered unprintable curses as he pulled onto the side of the road.
"Well now, young man," said Sergeant Rudistan in his jovial manner as he approached the car, "may I see your driver's license and car registration, please." Johnson had stepped out of the cruiser, and was standing between it and the open door, behind the hinge of the door, using the car as a shield in case of violence.
"Here, officer." Tolson said, handing Rudistan the documents. "I am informing you that I am recording this stop. Why am I being detained?"
"Oh, that's just fine, my cameras are recording it also, Mr. Tolson." said Rudistan, totally unperturbed as he examined Tolson's drivers license. "So where are you going this morning?"
"That is none of your business, Officer." said Tolson. "Am I free to go?"
"No, you are not." said Rudistan. "I stopped you--"
"Then I'm being held against my will? Am I under arrest?" Tolson demanded.
"I stopped you," said Rudistan, unperturbed by Tolson's lack of manners, "because you are wanted for questioning in the case of the disappearance of your brother. An APB was put out for you, and I stopped you before you crossed the County line and left my jurisdiction."
"Am I free to go?" Tolson demanded, "If not, why am I being held against my will? Is there an arrest warrant issued for me, or am I free to go? I again remind you this conversation is being recorded."
"I hope so." said Rudistan. "So let me be clear. You were stopped by Police because of an APB issued for your arrest. Driving in this State and County is not a right, but a privilege, and I have the authority to stop you while you are driving on the highway. My probable cause for the stop is the APB issued for you. And at this time, you are being arrested as a 'person of interest' in the disappearance of your brother. Please step out of the car, sir, and keep your hands where I can see them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell is this about?" said the lawyer. He was from the firm of Chase, Lynch & Berry, who were virulently anti-Police. He'd arrived at the station, claiming to be Jimmy Tolson's lawyer pro bono, and was haranguing a very irritated Police Commander in Interrogation-1. Cindy Ross and Sergeant Rudistan were with me in the room, while my mother and Paulina Patterson were watching through the one-way glass.
"Your client refused to cooperate with Police this morning." I said. "That, in and of itself, is not the issue. However, your client then tried to flee the County, making him a person of interest in the disappearance of his brother. Judge Watts agrees with my ADA that Mr. Tolson's behavior is sufficiently suspicious to warrant him being detained, and also that Tolson is an extreme flight risk. So, counselor, we had no choice but to detain him on suspicion, and he will have to wear an ankle monitor if and when he makes bail."
"I am going to barbecue you over this." the lawyer muttered, his voice low and menacing.
"I keep hearing that from your firm's lawyers," I said, taunting the legal beagle, "yet it never seems to happen. Mr. Tolson, you can either cooperate with my officers, or you can sit in a holding cell for three days."
"Don't worry, Mr. Tolson," said the lawyer, "I'll have you out by noon. Now according to the Ninth Circuit Court, you have to invoke your right to remain silent out loud, so please do so now."
Jimmy Tolson said in a weary and bitter voice "I invoke my right to remain silent. I will not answer your questions nor cooperate with you in any way at any time."
"Rudistan, take Tolson through booking." I said. "Put him in a holding cell." I then went into the anteroom and down the hall towards my office.
"I hope you know what you're doing." ADA Paulina Patterson said, walking with me. "You've got 72 hours to do something. After that, he'll be released, without an ankle bracelet, and you may well never see him again."
"Don't sweat it." I said. "He can run if he wants, though he'll never be able to hide. Besides, he'll have to come back in September if he wants any share of the money from the insurance company, and I suspect he'll very much want to be around when his 'beloved' brother is declared dead..."
Part 10 - Insurance Issues
"Come on in, Detective Newton." I said to Julie Newton as she appeared at my doorway at 11:00am, having been sent in by Lt. Teresa Croyle at my request. Julie's hair was very black and she still kept it short. Her body was lithe but attractive in the tight blouse and skirt she was wearing, made even more shapely by the high heel pumps she was wearing.
I also noticed that, despite the long interval of time, her face had not lost the sadness that she had obviously felt when hearing that Harold Malone had been assassinated in Alabama. She had gone to the funeral, and had come back a different person. Frankly, I was a bit surprised she was still with us at the Town & County Police Force, but I was glad she was: I needed her financial skills for this task.
As Julie seated herself, I put a file folder on the front of my desk for her. "Julie, there is a cold case some of the other Detectives are investigating, and this insurance company is part of the issue. This insurance company attempted some financial shenanigans a few years ago, which has aroused my suspicions of them. I want you to investigate them, find out everything you possibly can about them. Use Lainie, Sonali, even Myron and Mary if you need to, but I need this information by tomorrow afternoon, meaning 2:00pm at the latest. The warrant to do this is the top document in the file folder."
"Yes sir." Julie said. She was about to get up. "Is there anything else, sir?"
"How are you doing, Julie?" I asked, peering at her. "Everything okay with you?"
"Yes sir." Julie said. "I'm fine. I should get started on this right away." She said nothing further, despite this opportunity to open up.
"Let me know anything that stands out as you find out about it. Thank you, Detective." I said, dismissing her. She got up, took the folder, and left without so much as looking back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for seeing me, Professor." I said as I entered the small office in the Mathematics Department at the University. "I really appreciate your help."
The office belonged to the Sir Isaac Newton Professor of Advanced Mathematics, Dr. Marvin Milton. I was wearing my Duty Dress uniform, as was the officer with me: Supervisor Myron Milton, the professor's son.
"I understand that this is of some importance." said Professor Milton. "My son said that I might be interested in it. Few things beyond the Grand Unification Theory truly interest me, so let us see what it is, yes?"
I smiled. "Sir, I found this microchip inside the jewel case of a DVD. I understand that it fits into a jump drive module, but I'm not sure how to correctly insert it and then get the data from it." I handed Milton the chip, encased in a static-electricity-proof bag. It was a small black square, barely more than 1/8th inch on a side, with four tiny silver slivers coming out each side, for a total of sixteen such prongs.
"Ahhhh, yes." said the Professor. "Yes, the CIA uses these, and I was happy to expose that to the Academic Community. Your wife was most displeased with me."
"I'm sure." I said. "So how do they use these things?"
"Well, since you've come to me," said Professor Milton, "then you don't want even your own wife to know about it until you've seen the data yourself. And that means you think its about something, or someone, that is skeptical of your investigations into a master criminal. Am I right, son?"
"Father, if the Iron Crowbar thinks it's important and needs to be kept away from the CIA, then I'd stand completely behind him on it." said Myron. Chief Griswold would congratulate him for his ass-kissing speech, I thought to myself.
Professor Milton took a jump drive out of his desk. Somewhat to my surprise, he separated the halves of it. I could see a little square slot where the chip would fit.
"The problem, Commander, and Myron," said Professor Milton, "is that if we insert that chip the wrong way, it will destroy itself and all the information upon it when we plug in and power up the jump drive. That's the insidious thing about it. You only have a one-in-four chance of making it work."
I thought about it. "I think the person giving this information would want me to find it. I think she left a clue. Hmmm..." As I thought, the band R.E.M.'s music came to me:
"Stand in the place where you were,
Now face West...
"Okay, Professor," I said, "put it in facing left."
"Are you sure?" asked Professor Milton, amazed at my confidence.
"Yes." I said. "Educated guess, and our only shot."
Professor Milton got some tweezers out of his desk (I decided not to contemplate just why he happened to have these tools for this job so readily available) and inserted the chip, top facing left. He resealed the parts of the jump drive, and handed it to me. I put the jump drive into my 'virgin' laptop and accessed the files.
Q'plaa!! They were there! They popped up, and I copied them to the laptop after they passed a virus check.
"Excellent work, Commander." said Professor Milton. "I see why my son speaks so highly of you."
"Thank you, sir, and you, Supervisor Milton." I said. Myron just gave a wan smile.
I was going to hand Professor Milton his jump drive back, but he said "You keep that, Commander. If I don't miss my guess, you're going to be needing it in the near future."
Part 11 - The Bigger The Cushion...
"The bigger the cushion,
the sweeter the pushin',
oh yeah,
that's what I said..."
--- Spinal Tap
I did not have time to further examine the data from the jump drive, however. After taking the laptop, drive and chip home, and securing them in separate places, I had another mission to attend. I headed for Willa Mason's house.
"Hello, Willa." I said as the young woman opened the door. "May I come in?"



"Sure, Commander." Willa said, her eyes lighting up. She was dressed in a form-fitting, clingy dress that seemed more like a flower-print negligee, showing off her large breasts; and plush tan very high heel pumps, which shaped her luscious, curvy legs and fleshy ass. I felt my loins stirring.
"I just came by to ask you a few final questions about the disappearance of your mother." I said. My eyes were taking a lightning inventory of the den room we were in as I spoke. "I understand that she left her cellphone here the day she disappeared."
"I think that's right, sir." Willa said, and I felt her eyes looking me up and down, evaluating me in a sexual way. I stood in front of her, seeing her eyes go from my eyes down to my crotch.
"So Willa," I said quietly, conspiratorially, "tell me: did your mother have sex with other men? Did she cheat on your father?"
"I... I don't know." said Willa, her eyes looking into mine again. I could see that there was not a lot of cunning behind those eyes. Willa would never be known as a brainy girl, so sorry. She continued: "She did flirt with all of Danny's friends a lot. She even flirted with Danny, especially after he started working out, and right in front of Dad."
"And that made your dad mad?" I asked. Willa might not be smart, but she had an aura about her... and aura of sexuality. I'd felt it with some other women, especially my wife Laura. And I let myself feel Willa's sexuality fully as I stood right in front of her.
"Yeah." Willa said, looking at me. I could tell she was aware of her feminine charms, and was projecting them upon me.
"What about you, Willa?" I asked quietly. "You and Billy Joe were hooking up?"
"We... had sex." she said as I stepped up to her and put my arms around her.
"Did he hold you like this?" I asked as she slid her hands up my chest and around my neck.
"You do it better than he did." she said. "I'll bet you do a lot of other things, better, too..."
I didn't reply, but mashed my mouth onto her full, sensuous lips, enjoying the tastiness of their fleshy warmth and wetness, then pushing my tongue past them to explore her mouth...
We went to her bedroom, where she sat down on the side of the bed. I stood in front of her and slid my throbbing hard cock into her mouth. I gently guided the back of her head as I pumped my hips, fucking Willa's face, sliding my turgid meat in and out of her warm, wet mouth. I knew that I couldn't let her do this for long, or I would come.
I withdrew my cock, now glistening with Willa's saliva. As she lay back on the bed, I took out a condom and rolled the thin latex sheath over my prick. Adequately protected, I eased onto the bed and mounted Willa, feeling her take my cock in her hand and guide it to her wet slit...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The sounds of our hot mating filled the air as I fucked Willa dogstyle on her bed. She was naked except for the high heel pumps, her big breasts hanging down and bouncing back and forth as I slammed my hard, taut groin against the fleshy sweetness of her fine asscheeks, driving my throbbing hard cock in and out of her sopping wet pussy with powerful thrusts. She was moaning and gasping, and had come hard twice already, her velvety cunt clenching hard on my cock.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I fucked her, I remembered fucking a 'big girl' in college. Her name was Michelle, she was a redhead, and she was a bigger girl than Willa. I'd enjoyed fucking her fleshy pussy, and I was watching my roommate Jack Burke fuck Michelle's friend Nicole. Nicole had been an amazingly beautiful woman, hardcore fit, what Jack Burke called a 'pornstar quality' piece of ass.
And after that, I remembered, Nicole had come in one day and fucked me when we were alone in my dorm room. She was awesome and rode my cock hard, saying how much harder my cock was than Jack's huge weapon of lust... and then Jack came in the room and caught us.
It was the only time Jack Burke took a swing at me. He was then introduced to Aikido, as when his punch missed, I saw his shoulder and elbow fly by... ah, joints, I know what to do with those, I thought to myself as I applied the techniques. Jack's face slamming into the floor made him understand that his brute power didn't always win. He never tried to fuck with me again, and I was the only person (that I know of) that ever whipped his ass.
What happened to Nicole, I didn't know. She left school shortly after the incident, and I never heard from her again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I felt the sweat dripping off my temples and down my chest in the warm room as I relentlessly fucked Willa. I felt my nut rising, and knew that I was going to come into the condom which sheathed my iron-hard penis.
"Turn over onto your back, babe." I gasped as I pulled my meat out of Willa's sloppy quim. She did so and I mounted her in the missionary position, letting her reach down and position my prick back into the folds of her warm, receptive womanhood. I began pumping, enjoying the feel as well as the sounds of the wet smacks of flesh on flesh as we rutted lustily with raw abandon.
"Uhhh, here it comes, baby..." I gasped. "Here it comes... OH YEAH!! UNNHH!! UNNGGGHHH!!" I felt my throbbing cock pulsing hard, and the warm semen around the helmeted head of my cock as my load of semen filled the tip of the condom. I regretted the need to use the prophylactic device; it would have been a really great feeling to pump my full climax into the woman with whom I was hotly copulating.
Willa and I made out for some minutes, kissing hotly as we cooled down. Finally, I got up and got dressed.
"Did you find what you were looking for?" Willa asked.
"I think you answered my questions." I said. "And I can see why Billy Joe enjoyed dating you."
"You're a good fuck, Commander Troy. Billy Joe was good, too." Willa said as she got up and put on her dress. "It's too bad he broke up with me."
"Yeah." I said. We went back into the den room. "It's warm in here. You don't use the air conditioner?"
"We keep it set pretty high." Willa said. "The electric company raises the rates during the summer. It's ridiculous what they charge."
"I couldn't agree more." I said. "Oh, there's a vent behind that chair. It's pretty big for an A.C. vent..."
"Oh, that." Willa said, her voice disinterested. "I think it's the intake for the heater in the winter. I have to dust it a lot."
"I see." I said. I gave Willa a warm, deep kiss goodbye.
"I'll be talking to you again soon, Commander." Willa said, the first hint of a malicious smile forming on her face.
"I'm sure of it." I replied, not letting my face reveal anything. I then left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Willa went to the hidden audio recorder in her bedroom and took out the digital jump drive that was recording the sound. She then got the hidden video camera.
And then she got a shock. Both were scrambled. They'd utterly failed to work, to record the lusty liaison with the Police Commander. How could they have failed? she wondered to herself... not knowing that I'd activated a certain device in my pants pocket...
Part 12 - Singing Like A Canary... Not So Much
At 4:30pm Thursday afternoon, Paulina Patterson informed me that Jimmy Tolson's lawyer wanted to meet with us and his client. I had Jimmy brought to Interrogation-1 and his legal beagle brought there also. Patrolman Johnson and Captain Ross joined us, and my mother was watching from the anteroom through the one-way glass.
"Okay, Counselor," I said, "what is this about?"
"I'm advising my client to speak with you 'hypothetically' about the disappearance of his brother and Mrs. Mason." said the lawyer. I could not hide my surprise; my eyebrows shot up. But I did not ask why.
I chose my words very carefully. I said. "So Jimmy, you waive your Fifth-"
"My client is going to speak to you on a limited and 'hypothetical' basis." said the lawyer, interrupting me with deliberate rudeness. "And only about this particular case. After he answers your questions, you will release him on his own recognizance, he will not be ankle-monitored, and you will not harass him further without obtaining a Court-issued warrant beforehand which will be obtained only based upon probable cause. If you don't accept this, then my client will not answer your questions, he will be out of here in a couple of days, I'll have a restraining order against you following or harassing him an any way and you'll get no further cooperation from him at all."
"I see." I said. "No thanks. I don't accept your terms. Mr. Tolson has taken the Fifth; if he chooses to speak to us at any time on any thing from this time forward, he revokes those rights and will not be permitted to re-invoke. Furthermore, I don't play the 'hypothetical' game, which is why you're offering to do so."
I got up. "Mr. Tolson, while I respect your Constitutional rights, I find your actions suspicious. Your actions are so suspicious that it may be enough that when the insurance company hears of your refusal to cooperate, they may be able to use your actions to delay paying the claim upon them when the seven-year time limit runs out-"
"That's bullshit!" gasped the lawyer.
"Is it?" I thundered back. "We'll see. Certainly the insurance company is going to do anything it can to prevent paying Jimmy's family on the policy. They can tie this thing up for months in Court if that's what they want to do."
Not a flicker from Jimmy's eyelashes, so I went further: "Of course, the only crime that can still be prosecuted is murder, Mr. Tolson... and any refusal of help from you just keeps me from shutting down this investigation and throwing it back into the disinterested hands of the FBI. I am looking at a murder case, Jimmy. You think about it. You think about it." I then exited the room, Cindy following. Jimmy had blinked at my last words.
Once back in my office, Cindy's excellent restraint finally broke. "Okay, Commander, what you told him was 99% bullshit. What was it about?" My mother was also peering at me, though for different reasons: she was reading me like an open book, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.
"I appreciate you going along with it, Captain." I said. "It's a bit of a gambit on my part, to get Jimmy to talk to us."
"And if he doesn't?" Cindy asked. I shrugged my shoulders.
"Then he doesn't." I said.
"My dear," Phyllis said, looking at Cindy, "you are not asking your partner the most important question of all arising from that little interview you just witnessed."
Cindy thought about it, then her eyes lit up...
Part 13 - Insurance Issues, Redux
"Wow, that was fast." I said in my most complimentary voice.
"It was pretty easy, after I looked in the right places." said Detective Julie Newton. It was 5:30pm, and Julie had been at it only a scant few hours. "I took a few shortcuts that often show quick results, but keep in mind, sir, that this is just a little bit and we're just beginning an investigation. I've informed Lt. Croyle already."
"Excellent." I said. "What have you got?"
"Reems & Berry are definitely in trouble financially." Julie said. "And Mr. Richard Hudson is the primary reason for that. I'm not sure they have the money to pay out the policies in September."
"What, fraud? Embezzlement?" I asked.
"No sir, more like leveraging to the limits of their cash flow, and perhaps beyond." Julie said. "Hudson is the main principal with the company, and he has two partners who are also principals. They've been giving substantial money to political candidates in both parties, which I suspect is to get inside information on upcoming legislation and regulations of various industries. They then trade stocks on the inside information, but also use it to write policies in directions favorable to new laws and regulations... before those laws are even passed and the regulations finalized."
"Surely they are not the only insurance company doing that?" I asked.
"I don't know, but I seriously doubt they're the only ones getting inside information." Julie replied. "Such crony capitalism is almost crucial to their industry and their survival today."
"Oh, by the way," I said, as if it were a sudden thought, "they were laying groundwork to not pay these policies on Tolson and Mason well over two years ago. So were they having these financial problems all that time?"
"I'm still getting data on that, sir." Detective Newton replied. "The Data Guyz are melting your servers and wires, and we hope to have a lot more by tomorrow noon."
Just then my intercom buzzed, with Helena telling me that Detective Troy wanted to see Commander Troy. I asked her to send my mother right in.
"Hi, Detective Troy." I said to my mom. "Detective Newton and I were talking about the insurance company and financial aspects of the case you're investigating. We're wondering about the groundwork the company has been laying to not pay these two particular policies, going back at least a couple of years, enduring a court case..."
"Hello, Detective Newton, you're looking quite lovely. How are you today?" my mother asked Julie, putting manners and correct social discourse before police business. My mom was 'old school' about that; it was a long-forgotten art that today's youth neither understood nor cared about. Julie answered graciously and in kind.
"Well, Commander," my mother finally said, "I might can help with that. I was reading over the notes the insurance company gave us about the case. There are some internal memos regarding the disappearances, and the company apparently truly does believe that someone is trying to scam them, and that Mr. Tolson and Mrs. Mason are alive."
"The Court did not agree with the company when Art Mason's lawsuit came up." I replied.
"No, indeed." said Phyllis. "And Detective Newton might just correlate an increased expenditure on, shall way say, political things... beginning right after that case. The company wants more influence on who gets appointed to judgeships, especially in this area. I suspect that the late Senator Allen was most helpful to them, even though they were a competing insurance company to his; it served his interests as well as theirs to have company-friendly judges."
I noticed Julie's face flicker just a bit as my mother mentioned Allen's name, but I continued on: "So maybe the insurance company is on the up-and-up, but I have a sneaking suspicion something is going on, there. Okay, Ms. Newton, you can head back to your desk. Keep digging; I suspect there's a lot of fire under this smoke. I need to talk to you for a moment, Detective Troy, so please stay." Julie took the hint, got up and made farewells with my mom, then left.
"Thanks, Mom." I said. "And perfect timing. That could not have gone over any better."
"Oh I agree, son." Mom said. "I am puzzled by one thing: surely the Governor would not call you to get involved with this if there was any problem with his benefactor, the insurance company itself, no?"
I looked at my mother with an enigmatic smile; this was one of those rare few instances when I was ahead of her. "Oh? You think the Governor made a mistake?" My mother still looked puzzled.
"Well," I said, "never mind that, for now. This disappearance case... pretty obvious?"
"Yes, son, I think it is." Mom said. "But I wonder..." There was a light in her face as she had a mini-reverie...
"What's that, Mom?" I asked.
"I'll bet you and I have arrived at the same conclusion, but through different visions of the case." Mom said. We began talking, comparing our ideas...
Part 14 - The Magic Disappearing Act
"You ladies have done a terrific job on this case." I said as Cindy and I enjoyed tall mugs of cold beer at the Cop Bar after work. My mother was having red wine, and Teresa Croyle was drinking Coca-Cola; she was on call. Ranks were off; we were on a first name basis as we relaxed, snacked, drank, and talked.
"I'm glad you think so, Don," Cindy said, "but I don't see that we're very far along at all."
"Oh, I cannot agree with that, my dear." said my mom Phyllis. "I think we have the full picture. We just need a few things to fall into place."
"Like evidence of a crime, and something to allow getting a warrant and making an arrest." Cindy replied.
"Good things are coming." I said. "And soon, I suspect."
"Phyllis," Teresa asked, a hint of amusement on her face, "did Don ever get offered money to seduce hot wives in Apple Grove?" My mom laughed, especially at the look on my face. Cindy was suppressing a huge grin, but failing at intervals.
"God, I wish someone would have challenged me like that." I said. "I could've used the money."
"I suspect I should not tell my son's secrets in front of his subordinates." my mother said, then did so anyway: "Especially that he was much more shy in those days than he is now, and he might not have succeeded. It's my grandson Todd that couldn't keep his pants zipped up; he would've loved to have those bets made, and he would've collected time and again."
"I remember when I was in high school here," Cindy said, "there were some rumors that money was being offered to seduce certain teachers or female students. I don't think it ran to four figures, though. More like $200 to $500."
"So, pertaining to this case," I said, "do you think that is what was going on? Billy Joe was trying to win a bit by seducing Mrs. Mason?"
"I tend to doubt it." Cindy said. "Money like that was offered to those with much less of a chance to win it; from what I hear of Billy Joe, he was getting into girls' pants all over the place. And Bonnie Jean was spreading her legs for teen studs, too. That'd be a bad bet to make."
"Oh I agree, my dear." said Phyllis. "And I also think that Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean Mason were having sex, and it wasn't a bet or a game but a full-blown affair."
Just as I agreed with my mother, Cindy's police cell phone rang. She answered it, then her eyes widened in surprise as she listened to the story. "I'll be right down." she said, then hung up. "Guess who just showed up at Headquarters, asking to make a statement to me personally?"
To be continued...
Dear Readers, you have the clues. What happened to Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean? Did they run away, or did something happen to them? And if it's the latter, who is responsible? Tune in for the solution... and the exciting conclusion...
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Part 15 - Confession Is Not Good For The Other Perp's Soul
Cindy Ross came into Interrogation-A alone. Officer Lydia Green was just inside the anteroom. Willa Mason was waiting for Cindy, alone.
"Willa," Cindy asked. "Do you want a lawyer?"
"Not yet." replied Willa.
"In any case, I'm going to read you your rights." said Cindy.
"If you do, I won't speak." said Willa. "I want to talk to you, privately, off the record. If you're recording this, then turn it off, or let's go somewhere else."
"I can't play that game." Cindy said. "But tell me, what do you want?"
"If I tell you everything, I want no charges against myself. I walk, as if I was never there." said Willa. "I'll give you enough to get the real bastard, in exchange for full immunity."
"I can't do that at this point." Cindy said. "And I have to read you your rights first."
"I'll walk anyway." Willa said. "Your boss, the guy with the crowbar, he fucked me earlier today. I've got audio and video recordings. We both know what that means, not only for your case but the scandal that will happen."
"Do you have a semen sample?" Cindy asked.
"I've got the recordings." Willa countered. "That's enough."
"I suspect you have no semen sample, and I'm willing to bet that audio and video recording didn't come out very well." Cindy said immediately. "I'm even willing to bet it's just static. But what you just did was attempt blackmail. That in itself is a felony, Willa, and I can assure you that the video recorder in this room right now is working perfectly. So you are going down, one way or another."
Cindy turned to the one-way glass and gave a thumbs-up, jerking it upwards. I turned on the recording equipment, which had been off, and disabled my device that jams recording... which had been on just in case Internal Affairs was trying to listen in.
Cindy then read Willa her rights, verbatim from the card. At that point, Phyllis came through the anteroom and into the Interrogation room, followed by ADA Paulina Patterson.
"Miss Mason," Phyllis said severely, a tone she used with me growing up whenever I was in real and deep trouble, "it's time for you to stop with the games. Now you can work out a plea deal with the ADA here and tell us all you know, or you're going to be charged with murder and conspiracy to commit murder..."
Part 16 - The Final Interview
On Friday morning, July 17th, at 8:05am, I walked into Interrogation-1 with ADA Paulina Patterson. Cindy and my mom were watching through the one-way glass. Jimmy Tolson was already sitting at the table, wearing an orange jumpsuit, his lawyer sitting next to him, both just having been brought in by Patrolman Hicks, who stayed in the room per requirements.
Saying nothing else, not even a good morning, I read Jimmy Tolson his rights from the card. When I asked him if he understood, he refused to answer.
"Okay, let the record and the video show that you have been read your rights in the presence of your lawyer, and you don't need to answer the confirmation for my Constitutional duty to have been done; as your lawyer is sitting next to you, you're fully represented and your rights maintained."
"What is this about, Commander?" the lawyer asked, witheringly but warily. He could tell something was up, and he was correct. "My client has invoked, and you're fast reaching the point where you need to swear out a warrant to charge him, or else let him go."
"I just have one question for you, Jimmy." I said, my eyes boring into his, seeing the contempt there, matching my own for him. "Just this: What did you do with the bodies?"
"What?!" asked the lawyer. "This is-" I held up my hand, silencing the legal beagle while maintaining the staredown with Jimmy. I'd seen the fear flash behind his eyes.
"C'mon, Jimmy," I said, "you might as well tell us. I already have an incredibly strong case against you... for murder in the first degree, with premeditation and under aggravating circumstances that will get you the death penalty."
"Now just a minute-" the lawyer tried again. I turned to him and made a motion to Paulina, who handed the lawyer a document.
"This is a warrant for the arrest of Jimmy Tolson." said ADA Patterson. "For the murders of his brother Billy Joe Tolson and Mrs. Bonnie Jean Mason, both human beings." The lawyer examined the document.
"It's valid, Jimmy." the lawyer said. "So, what is your evidence?"
"Willa has confessed," said Paulina, "and has agreed to turn State's Evidence in exchange for a plea deal. She has told us how she helped your client stage the scene of his brother and Mrs. Mason going to the upstairs room, and how he murdered them." Jimmy looked at his lawyer.
"The only thing Willa could not tell us," I said, "is where and how you disposed of the bodies. Why don't you at least do the families the decency of telling us where the bodies are?"
"Why should I give a shit about them?" Jimmy said, his voice full of hatred and derision. "They sure as hell didn't give a damn about me. And you can put me to death if you like, but I won't help you at all."
"There is no hope for any deal for you, except perhaps some consideration if you tell us where the bodies are." I said. "In fact, if you don't tell me where you put them, I'm going to make sure you don't get the death penalty. You'll get life without parole. You'll be placed in the general prison population, and I'll make sure you don't get protective custody or isolation. You'll be bent over and your ass turned up, and you will be raped in your sorry little ass, every... single... day. You will be some gangbanger's bitch, and you will give him and his buddies sex whenever they order it. You'll be passed around like a piece of meat, and you won't be able to shit or spit after they finish using your ass and mouth."
I leaned in. "Oh, you think nothing can be worse than what your brother did to you? Shoving your head into a shit-filled toilet, ramming a vibrator up your little ass like he did? Well, you got him back for that, you murdered him, and I might even understand that, just a little bit. But shit, boy, after the gangbangers are finished with you, you'll be begging them to kill you or help you commit suicide."
"Can this bastard really talk to me this way?" Jimmy asked his lawyer, looking sideways at him as he leaned back.
"At this point, with what they have," said the lawyer, "there's nothing more I can do for you." The lawyer turned to me. "If he gives you want you want, will you give him protective custody?"
"He'll get Supermax." I said. "Total isolation, 24/7. Life without possibility of parole, forever in Supermax. That's the best I can do for him." Paulina nodded in agreement.
"I'll take Supermax, and complete protective custody." said Jimmy Tolson. After Paulina put it in writing, Jimmy Tolson started talking.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We stood on the edge of Reservoir Lake at its northernmost point, nearly into Nextdoor County. Indeed, we'd called the Nextdoor County Sheriff to let him know what we were doing, and that the bodies dumped here might be on their side of the line. Their Sheriff said to just bring them out of the water on our side of the line, which would keep it kosher with him.
A Police Diver, also a member of our SWAT Team, surfaced just yards within the line. He then submerged again, and I knew that he was telling the other divers to bring the bodies more westerly, to ensure we were on our side of the County line when they surfaced. Indeed, when they did, they were well inside our borders.
The bodies were heavily wrapped in plastic and preserved well enough that my Crime Lab team, led by Dr. Woodrow personally, said that they should easily be able to get enough DNA to make matches. Even so, a necklace found on one of the bodies was known to be Bonnie Jean Mason's.
Part 17 - Insurance Issues, Twice Redux
The party moves fast in my Town & County. At 2:30pm that Thursday afternoon, I entered the offices of Richard Hudson of Reems & Berry Insurance, brushing past the receptionist and the man's personal secretary. I was wearing a uniform: police blue pants and my light blue uniform shirt with dark blue soft shoulderboards displaying my rank, so it wasn't like they didn't know who and what I represented.
"Ah, Commander!" said Hudson, coming out from behind his desk. His two partners were in the room with him, poring over a sheaf of documents on his desk. "I'm so glad to see you! What an excellent job on that case! We're filing the motions in Court now; since the murderers were family members, we're going fight having to pay off the policies to... you guessed it... family members. And we have you to thank for helping us!"
"I understand a Court is going to decide that." I said. "It may not go your way."
"Oh, I think we have a good case, a strong case." Hudson said, his pleasure molded onto his face. I was about to take some pleasure myself... in wiping that grin off the bastard's face. "At the least, we tie this up in Court for several more years, and at the end I think we win this one... like we always should have."
"Well, you won't be thanking me too much," I said, "after I tell you why I am here." I squared up to him. "Mr. Richard Hudson, you are under arrest, as are your two partners here... ah! ah! ah!, keep those hands where I can see them!" I said as the men's faces registered their open shock. My hand hovered over my gun until the men raised their hands.
At that moment, the door burst open and several SBI Agents, led by Ted Crenshaw and Jeff Reubens, poured into the room. Several dozen other agents were pouring into the company, ushering everyone out and seizing every document and computer that they could lay hands on. Crenshaw cuffed Hudson as Reubens and another agent cuffed the partners.
"The SBI was called in by the State Insurance Commissioner," I said, "after the Town & County Police Department discovered and documented evidence of several serious crimes by you and your partners, Mr. Hudson. And the FBI is probably going to join the party when the Racketeering and RICO charges start bubbling up. Indeed, Mr. Hudson, I am so happy to bring your Company's matter to a most very successful conclusion. You have a nice day."
With that, I turned and left, leaving the case to the State. I had one other mission to perform, and it was going to be far harder to accomplish: I had to tell the families of Billy Joe Tolson and Bonnie Jean Mason that their loved ones were dead, and at the hands of more of their loved ones.
I called Captain Ross as I headed to the Mason home... there was no telling how Art was going to react to this, and I needed the Police Boxing Matches Champion at my side...
Part 17 - Solution
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am Saturday morning, July 18th. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of two crimes solved by the Town & County Police this past week!"
"The first case," shouted Bettina into her microphone from the front of the Courthouse, "is the resolution of the disappearance of Billy Joe Tolson and Bonnie Jean Mason nearly seven years ago! Jimmy Tolson and Willa Mason were arrested in connection with the murders, and the bodies of the victims were found yesterday and the families notified.
"Commander Donald Troy released a statement praising his Cold Case team, led by Captain Cindy Ross, for solving this difficult case. Commander Troy also praised Captain Ross's exceptional leadership qualities on this and many other cases."
Everyone in MCD was ooh-ing and ahh-ing over the praise for Cindy, who was blushing and looking at me with a not-so-thrilled look, wondering why I'd made sure to get her name and praises out to the Public like that. And oh yes, I had a very good reason for doing that... it was namely for Chief Harold Bennett's benefit.
Bettina continued, "Commander Troy also praised his Vice Squad's Financial Crimes and RICO team for uncovering evidence that led to the arrest of several key officers of the Reems & Berry Insurance Company. This company was involved in the life insurance policies of Billy Joe Tolson and Bonnie Jean Mason, as well, and that case is headed once again to Court.
"Meanwhile, in a rare show of cooperation, the Town & County Police have worked with the SBI and State Insurance Commissioner to bring charges against Reems & Berry and some of their highest officers, and the FBI may also be brought into this rapidly expanding case. Reems & Berry gave large campaign contributions to several State politicians, and there is potential for further scandal rocking the State Capitol. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!"
"Sorry, Mom." I said to my mother, who was watching with us. "I wanted to announce you as part of the Cold Case team, but I was advised that your status as an Auxiliary Detective might be scrutinized; but more important, we don't want the bad guys to realize you're my mom, not that we're keeping it a secret or anything... we just don't want to bring on any issues."
"Oh, I quite agree, son." said Phyllis. "In fact, it was I who suggested to your Public Relations Department that my name not appear in the public pervue in any capacity in these matters. I won't even be called to the stand in trials unless it's totally necessary." I was relieved that my mother understood the security needs, though I'd love to have given her the public credit she deserved.
"Same excuse for you, Julie." I said to Detective Newton, who'd been instructed to come in and watch the broadcast with us. "I definitely don't want the white collar criminals around here to know who 'The Abacus' really is. You have to remain our secret weapon."
"I have no problem with that." said Julie Newton. "I just wish I could get a raise out of it."
"I'm working on that. Keep hope alive on it. August 1st is coming." I said. Everyone looked surprised, and Julie looked happy... for the first time in months.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday night we were in the back room of the Cop Bar, enjoying some celebratory beers and toasting Cindy and my mom Phyllis on their success. We also made sure to toast Julie Newton and the I.T./Data Guys for their roles in landing the big fish of the Insurance Company, a case which was beginning to get even national attention. And it was the first time in a while that we were able to pry Julie Newton out of Headquarters and to one of our parties. I wanted her to feel like part of the family... our Police family, that is.
Martin Nash came up to me for a quiet moment of conversation. "I just got word that the FBI is going to step into the Insurance Company issue. They think Richard Hudson might have been an associate of 'Superior Bloodlines', and basically laundered money for them through staged injuries and deaths, not to mention paying out more money than policies were worth."
"Good." I replied. "I think our Moriarty was also behind the scenes on this one."
"Think he's part of 'Superior Bloodlines', too?" asked Martin Nash, just a bit too quickly and incisively.
"No." I said. "He's his own man... or woman, as the case may be. But has he advised them on criminal enterprises, making and laundering money, and setting up murders of Blacks and Jews? There can be no doubt..."
Just then, someone rang a glass. "Okay, usually Cindy asks this," said Teresa Croyle, "but since she led the Cold Case Team solving the case, I get to ask... what was the answer and how did you get to it? All of you, Commander included?"
"I can lead people." said Cindy. "But when it comes to observation, deduction and knowledge, I'm still the Junior Troy around here. Phyllis, Don, it's your floor."
"Cindy is simply too modest about her own abilities." said Phyllis. "She did wonderfully on this case."
"Hear hear." I said, raising my beer mug in salute. Cindy was not cajoled, and had Phyllis do the talking.
"Let me just say this." said Phyllis, beginning the 'lecture'. "We came to our conclusions from different angles. It was a good case of Don knowing some things, me knowing some things, and Cindy knowing some things. Put together, we came to the correct conclusion and were able to make arrests and find the bodies of those poor people."
"Tell us first how they got out of that attic room." said Sonali, of the self-named 'Data Guyz" team.
"I was confused about that, also." said Phyllis. "It was Don that got me on the right path, there. Don?" Everyone looked at me.
"Well, they had no trouble getting out of that room," I said, "for the very simple reason they were never in that room to begin with." There were gasps and murmurs as I continued.
"There were three possibilities for the disappearance of this couple." I said. "First, alien abductions or the U.S.S. Enterprise came along and beamed them up, Scotty. I somewhat discounted that." There was laughter, then I continued "Second, they got out without anyone seeing them, not only in the game room but downstairs or anywhere else."
There were murmurs as I said "No one else saw them go up from the ground floor, no one on the ground floor saw them come down or leave, never mind the game room. Ergo, that left the idea that they were never in the room, and however improbable, that appeared to be the truth of the matter."
"So I'm now looking at Jimmy Tolson's story as a fabrication. Add to it that Jimmy was the only person who said he saw Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean go upstairs, and that no one else could even remember seeing Billy Joe for hours if at all, and I had a good idea that they had met their fates elsewhere."
"So... so why didn't someone else think of that?" asked Martin Nash.
"They may have." I said. "But they believed Jimmy Tolson when he passed the lie detector test, also. I'll get to that in a minute, but for now here's what happened: Bonnie Jean came to the party with her husband, but then had to go back to her house for some reason, who knows what, maybe to get her cell phone that she'd left. Billy Joe, with whom she was having an affair, and a pretty hot one at that, saw her and snuck off to her house himself. Maybe it was pre-arranged and coordinated, or just spontaneous. But the bottom line is that with the family at the Tolson house, Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean were making love at the Mason house."
"Jimmy Tolson knew they were there, because his confederate and lookout told him." I continued. "He snuck over to the Mason home, and did indeed see his big brother having sex with Mrs. Mason, upon whom he had a huge crush, which my mom will discuss in a minute. Jimmy then went into the bedroom, stabbed them both, then wrapped the bodies tightly in plastic and hid them in air vents. So the bodies were hidden in the Mason home, not the Tolson home. And that's how Jimmy passed the polygraph: he did see what he said he saw... just not where everyone thought he saw it."
"So he had the plastic ready to go, and apparently the murder weapon?" asked Martin Nash.
"The plastic was hidden in the air vents," I said. "which shows plenty of premeditation and forethought. He'd planned it for some time, and was just waiting for an opportunity to kill his brother. Of course, he's not all that big and strong, and bodies are heavy. So he clearly had an accomplice. Who would that be? Willa Mason is the only possible choice."



I continued as the audience listened with rapt attention: "At the Tolson home, a scene is staged, which came from an idea Jimmy saw on the internet. The room was relatively dark. He had Willa do her hair up to look like her mom's hairstyle, and she had something like a blow-up sex toy in her arm, to represent Billy Joe. The teens in the room were having sex or playing a video game for money; they didn't really look good, and it was fairly dark in the room, as well. The window would also silhouette the figures."
"But they went up the stairs, didn't they?" Julie Newton asked, as she tried to keep everything together in her mind.
"Yes and no." I said. "Willa came up the stairs with the doll and in her mother's hair style. She goes straight up the attic room stairs going halfway up and then right back down. While doing that, she drops the doll and opens the valve to deflate it, undoes her hair and then appears in the game room as if she'd just come from below. Jimmy was standing by the door, giving her cover, and as the doors open closely to each other, no one noticed which door Willa actually had come out of."
I went on: "Then Jimmy snuck up the stairs, being noisy on the way up, allegedly to see if his brother and Bonnie Jean were having sex. He finishes deflating the doll, threw it under the bed, then came back down the stairs quietly, knowing where the quiet spots on the stairs were. So no one really was aware of how long he was upstairs."
More murmurs as I went on:
"So far, so good." I said. "But there is another duty to perform, which is to get Art Mason involved and then the police, so that the vanishing act might be discovered. Jimmy had Willa go to the fax machine, which had a dedicated line. She got a landline phone out of her purse, connected it to the line, and called her father, disguising her voice. As soon as Art came into the house, she called the police on the same line, then put the phone in a drawer somewhere. I couldn't find any police notes reference to a phone around the only landline in the house, so I don't know where Willa put it, and she didn't say. But my hypothesis is that it was plugged into the fax machine directly to make the call, and the Police plain missed the phone or else didn't think anything of it."
"So we have the melée, we have the police come, we have the couple having disappeared, and there's Jimmy telling the story, later confirmed by a polygraph, that he saw them go up into the attic room and he saw them having sex. And this is a huge reason that I absolutely hate polygraphs, folks. In this case, it totally misled everyone at the time."
"And later on, too." said my mother. "I admit that it influenced my thinking of the case, until you put me on the right track."
I nodded, then finished up: "Jimmy and Willa got the bodies out of her home some time later, and he went and dumped them in Reservoir Lake. They were weighted down and the plastic helped preserve the bodies for lo, these nearly seven years."
"But why?" asked Myron Milton. "And especially: why did Willa help Jimmy?"
"Mom?" I said, giving the floor to her.
"Before I answer that," Phyllis said, "let me say that I came to a similar conclusion but for different reasons. It was Don that showed me the light in that the couple had never been in the upstairs room; that had confused me. But I was also looking at Jimmy's role in the matter."
She started in: "First, I've had the unfortunate experience to be part of a family where siblings did not like each other, to say the least. Don turned out okay, as did my grandson Todd, but the same cannot be said of Don's sister and Todd's brother; indeed, Ned's evil actions brought him to an unfortunate end."
"Did we not have the same thing here?" Phyllis asked. "Two brothers that despised each other, the younger one being weak and resentful? And the weak one also being of a brilliant mind, perhaps too much so?"
"I would add to it," Phyllis said, "that Jimmy was also picked on mercilessly by his classmates. They teased him, they even made money bets that he couldn't seduce some girl or woman or another. And if he did try to ask a girl out, there was his big brother, stepping in and stepping all over him, and Billy Joe was getting the sex from the girls that Jimmy wanted to date, and Billy Joe was making sure Jimmy knew, in excruciating, graphic detail.
"It continued when someone found out Jimmy had a crush on Willa Mason's mother... and once Billy Joe found out, he was all over Mrs. Mason, who was quite eager herself to date Billy Joe. They had a very intense affair, much to the chagrin of Art Mason."
After pausing to drink some water, Phyllis continued: "And that was my first thought: why in the world was Jimmy in the game room at all? The other kids up there hated him, they said so. They were having sex, which was denied to Jimmy. Why did he subject himself to that? Only Willa was even talking to Jimmy, and she came up much later than he did."
"So I realized that Jimmy had a role in the disappearance," Phyllis said, "but as I said before, I admit I was also fooled by accepting the polygraph, which Jimmy easily beat. But leaving the 'how' of the disappearances aside, I could easily see that Jimmy was involved."
"Then Willa began entering my thoughts." Phyllis mused. "First, she made sure to tell me she thought her mother and Billy Joe were in that upstairs room. That had to be established, and only my son was not fooled by that story. She also made some comments that all but threw Jimmy Tolson under the bus, which should have told me more at the moment, but I was fortunate to realize later on."
"But most importantly, Willa was, and still is, a very sexual woman. She has what I call an 'aura' about her, a tangible sexuality that attracts men to her despite her plain looks. She had been in a strong relationship with Billy Joe, who was not prone to making such strong relationships. They had broken up, but I could tell that their relationship was not one of tormenting Jimmy; Billy Joe had genuine feelings for Willa."
"So what caused them to break up? I asked myself." Phyllis continued: "I then thought about how Willa was never as cruel to Jimmy as the rest of his classmates, and I wondered if Willa had tried to get her lover to ease up on tormenting his brother. Perhaps he became angry at that, and broke up with her over her being just a bit kinder to Jimmy than anyone else."
Phyllis went on: "Willa admitted this was true, and that must be some kind of hatred for a young man to give up his love for a young woman over. Of course, she made it sound like she had given in to sex with him only after a time, but in truth they had been having sex for a while, and Billy Joe was smitten with her."
"Then Willa became angry at being dumped by Billy Joe." Phyllis continued. "It's not clear to me who led who down the dark path, but both Jimmy and Willa wanted to hurt Billy Joe. Cindy, why don't you take it up from here, dear?"
"Okay." Cindy said. "We now come to Bonnie Jean. Willa definitely had the 'aura', and was extremely sensuous, as Phyllis said; and she used that sexuality to seduce men, to entice men, to control men. She was not nearly as dumb as she played herself to be. She had much less problems getting sex than she was letting on. The key here is that she got that aura of sexuality... from her mom. Bonnie Jean had it too... it's what kept her husband Art wrapped around her finger, had her own son panting after her... more on that later... and had all those horny high school studs wanting her."
Cindy continued: "I was able to find out that Bonnie Jean's history before marrying Art was not a pristine one. She worked the pole in strip joints to make it through college, and was picked up for prostitution several times, under false names. Her husband was not able to satisfy her sexual needs, and she liked the college-aged and high-school-aged young men, only dating over-eighteen young men, I'm sure."
The look of sarcasm that only Cindy can make was present upon her ruggedly lovely face. She continued anyway:
"I also suspect that she had an ongoing sexual relationship with her own son, and Willa had an idea about it. Willa hated her mother for a number of reasons, not least was her mother's hold over her dad and her closeness with Danny." Cindy said. "Art was not the violent one... Bonnie Jean had him cowed, perhaps herself occasionally resorting to violence. And Danny worked out with Billy Joe... to get strong... to make sure his mother didn't come to any harm from his dad, nor from Billy Joe. In any case, Bonnie Jean was the strong woman in the family, and Willa didn't like that. So she was amenable to killing her own mother."
"What was the Insurance Firm's role in all of this?" asked Martin Nash.
"I'll take that one." I said. "It appears that Jimmy did have a few hobbies as well as his college studies, including understanding the stock markets and how finance and insurance worked. He told Willa early on that if Billy Joe and Bonnie Jean were found murdered, either or both of them might get caught; but if they just disappeared, the life insurance would have to be paid to the families at the end of seven years...and both of them, especially Willa, could maneuver to take charge of the finances, and they'd abscond with the money, perhaps together."
I continued: "The amounts of the policies were raised not long before they disappeared. We're not sure how that happened, and Willa wouldn't say, but one theory is that Willa prostituted herself with Richard Hudson. We're also not sure if Hudson knew Jimmy Tolson; Tolson may have agreed to become an intern at Conway and spy on them if Hudson would up the amounts on the policies. In any case, Hudson was a man not prone to honesty nor keeping promises, and he was fighting the cases as hard as he could, thinking he could safely promise to up the amounts but never having to pay them."
"For her part," I said, "Willa acted dumb so she would have to stay at home with her father. I have the idea that once that money was paid, Art Mason would wake up one morning with his daughter disappeared and his bank accounts drained."
"Son, let me ask you a question." my mother asked me. I saw the brilliant sparkle in her eyes. She knew something that I didn't. "Willa's motive was financial. What was Jimmy Tolson's reasons for his actions the past few years?"
"I..." I started, then realized what her train of thought was as it pulled into my station. "Yeah, I see what you're thinking, Mom."
"Okay, Mycroft and Sherlock," said Cindy. "Enlighten us."
"Yeah, what about Jimmy Tolson?" I asked, my voice inflective of the huge lines of thought tearing through my mind. "His parents get the insurance money... if it's ever paid out. He had absolutely no financial motive... ohhhhhh, wait! Yesssss..." I was gone, well within my reverie.
"Yes, son." said Phyllis, her eyes twinkling with merriment. Cindy's ice-blue eyes were not looking so merry.
"Spill it, Auxiliary Detective Troy." said Cindy. "That is an order."
"Certainly, Captain." replied Phyllis, her eyes still twinkling with merriment. "We know that Willa had a financial motive to go through with this, and that the payoff wouldn't happen for seven years. But what is Jimmy Tolson's incentive?"
"Oh, I see." said Teresa. "He didn't have control of the insurance payoff like Willa did. It went to his parents."
"Yes," said Cindy, "and parents who weren't happy about his attitude toward's his brother's disappearance. They'd probably save or invest the money, or might give some of it to Rebecca, but in any case Jimmy is not going to see much of it, and not for a long time."
"Yes, exactly." said Phyllis. "So, why hang around? He hated everyone in this Town. He was not close with his family at all. I would think he could find a job, a good job, in the City, or in New York or Charlotte, North Carolina where the banks are... instead, he stays here, in this Town, where all his boyhood pain had been. Now why did he do that?"
"There was a payoff for him." I said, my voice still far away. "From the Insurance Company itself... or someone working with them..." I went deep, oblivious to my surroundings.
"Wow, he's really gone." said Cindy, peering at me, trying to train herself to feel my mental energy more than anything else.
"Yes," said Phyllis, "he's taking it to another level. To fill all of you in on it, I believe that Jimmy was offered some kind of payoff by the Insurance Company if he could find a way to help them not pay out the benefits. At the same time, Willa would never want to share her money with Jimmy; she used him, and I suspect planned to discard him by throwing him under the bus. He in kind must surely have known of this possibility, and so might have had a plan to throw Willa under the bus."
"Ohhhh, I get it." said Julie Newton. "If he can find a way to pin the murders on her, that much larger payout can be disputed because she's a family member that killed a family member."
"Wow." said Cindy. "But I don't think that's where this Wildcat fan is at right now." She and everyone was watching me in utter fascination.
Finally, I recovered.
"So, Crowbar 2," I said, "would you care to go on a little visit with me?"
Part 18 - Clutching At Straws
Having called ahead and made arrangement through the FBI, Cindy and I were driving to the State to the east of ours, where the nearest Supermax prison was. The former home of Jack King, and the current home of Alicia Foster now housed the notorious young Jimmy Tolson.
Cindy asked "One question about all of this: the political fallout of this Insurance Company thing is hitting the Governor a little bit, and it's hitting legislators of both parties a lot harder. So why did Governor Jared come to you and want you to take this case? He has to know that you're the last person on earth to come to if he wants to keep the truth from being found out."
"There you go." I said. "You said it yourself."
"Uhhh," Cindy said, "you're saying he did want this to come out? Why?"
"Simple." I said. "Governor Jared is actually a relatively honest man, especially for a politician in this State. I can't speak for him, but my guess is that he knew this Insurance Company was a political ticking time bomb. Best to get it exposed now, lest it come out in a way beyond his control. I also think he wanted us to find the truth, thus forcing the Insurance Company to have to pay out... which would break them, as well."
"Makes some sense." Cindy said. "But he took contributions from them, too."
"So what?" I said. "Reems & Berry contributed to half the legislators in the State, to both Parties. It's how political business is done. It's far worse at the national level. But one thing the politicians have learned: the Voters, which I call 'the American Sheeple', do not care. They don't give a damn as long as they have their 'bread and circuses'. They just keep voting for the same incumbents, in both Parties, no matter how bad it gets."
"So he pretended to their face to be helping them," said Cindy, "when hoping you'd crush them out of existence. Typical politician, I'd say."
"But effective." I said. "Okay, I'll get off the politics soapbox. Just suffice it to say that the Governor did the right thing at the right time, for the right reasons. And I suspect he has an idea of what we are up against in our Consultant of Crime."
"He's involved in this?"
"Up to his God-cursed eyeballs." I said. "In fact, it occurs to me that Willa might not have slept with Hudson. She might have slept with someone else... someone working behind-the-scenes with Hudson, as well as Willa and Jimmy." Cindy nodded. "But as to who was working with Jimmy: you'll see, and soon."
"Oh, by the way," Cindy said, "I finally figured out why Jack Lewis tried to go after you on the Wargrave thing. I'm having dreams... strange dreams... that the Republicans have asked you to run for Governor against Lewis."
I grinned. "Now that is Iron Crowbar thinking." I said. "Yes, they sent feelers. I tried to be polite about it when I said 'no'."
"First you forego the Chief's chair." said Cindy. "Now you're giving up a shot at Governor. Geez..."
"You better believe it." I said. "I can't even handle the Town & County Council. Why in the world would I run for Governor? So, how did you figure it out?"
"I told you."
"Ah, 'dreams'." I said. "Dreams of your father, perhaps?"
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." Cindy replied, her ice-blue eyes sparkling.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After we crossed the State Line, Cindy said "Now that we're out of State, there is something I need to say, speaking freely."
"Go for it." I said.
"I know Willa had the aura." said Cindy. "But you didn't have to fuck her. If you didn't have that bug-killer, we'd be in a world of shit right now."
"Hell, we'd have been in worlds of shit a long time ago." I said.
"Still," Cindy said, "you could've endangered the investigation, created a scandal that the Media would've loved, and hurt all of us. Your private love life is none of my business, but when it comes to official suspects... keep your pants zipped up, buddy."
After a moment of consideration, I said "Within the limits of your knowledge... you are right. It was the wrong thing to do."
"Yeah, I know, I know." Cindy said. "You set a trap, made her show herself to be conniving and not as stupid as she was playing it. It helped your mother understand what Willa was up to. It even got Willa to come to the Station and try to get immunity in exchange for throwing Tolson under the bus like she intended to anyway. But you're not just the Iron Crowbar... you're the Police Commander, and I don't want to find out what life is like without you in that position anymore. Find a better way next time."
"Noted."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hours later, in the dead of night, that period of maximum darkness when the Powers of Evil were at their most exalted (yeah, a little Conan Doyle quotation, there), Cindy and I arrived at the Supermax prison.
I was thoroughly frisked then put through two detectors before being allowed into the interrogation room. I hated being unarmed and crowbar-less, but I understood the security. Cindy was waiting outside, listening on the audio as she watched through the one-way glass.
Already in the room, his hands manacled and chained to the table that was welded into the floor, was Jimmy Tolson, wearing an orange jumpsuit... a fashion he'd be wearing for the rest of his life.
"Ah, Commander Troy." he said, a half grin on his pathetic face as I entered. I could almost feel the evil ghost of my nephew Ned speaking through this piece of trash.
"Hello, Jimmy." I said. "Getting comfortable?"
"Only been here two nights." said Jimmy. "And I've already got a visitor. Now why in the world would you want to talk to me?"
I looked hard at him. "I think you know. I want him. You can help me take him down."
Jimmy's eyes widened. "Ohhhhh, wowwwww... you do know." He peered hard at me. "For you to even say that shows that you know. " He sat back and relaxed. "Wow... I never thought anyone could even realize his existence... but the Iron Crowbar knows. How 'bout that..." I think he was truly impressed.
"Yes." I said, staring levelly at him from under my Tilley hat brow (why they let me wear it inside I don't know, but they did). "Say his name!"
"And why should I do that?" Jimmy said, peering at me strangely.
"I want you to name him, which you can do. I want you to make a statement against him. I want you to testify against him when the time comes."
"You're not giving me any incentive, Mr. Crowbar."
I looked around the dark room. "I can arrange to make things ever so slightly more comfortable for you here." I said. "You're going to be here a long, long time. Occasional junk food, books, extra channel on your TV..."



Jimmy smiled. "Commander, Commander..." he intoned. "Your hand is weak, my friend. You really have little to offer me. I'm not sure I'm safe from him even here... but it's my only shot. Your creature comforts... just not enough. Now a hara-kiri knife... that'd be something I could use. I did consider demanding the death penalty; this is an existence, not a life, I have nothing but Death to look forward to."
"You're right." I said. "But he manipulated you, too. Willa manipulated you, the Insurance Company manipulated you, and ultimately he manipulated you to his gain. No, I can't offer you a lot, but you can help me clean some really bad things up, be the hero you always wanted to be. You've had your revenge on your brother. I can understand, I had an older sibling that wanted to do great harm to me. But in the end, help me take this man down, and you'll be happier for it in the long run."
Tolson smiled again, this time tinged with a slight hint of sardonic evil. I realized he was mentally gone. Then he spoke, and confirmed it.
"Commander, let me ask you a question." he said, looking me dead in the eye. "Did your sibling ever shove your face into a toilet bowl filled with turds? Hmm? Did your sibling and his or her friends ever hold you down, strip you naked and slam a butt-plug up your ass, then take pictures of it and post them on Facebook for everyone in the school to see and laugh at you about?"
I just watched his eyes, fascinated at what I was seeing, as he continued: "Did your sibling ever tie you up and make you watch as he fucked the girl you loved right in front of you? And did your parents and any other siblings always take his side, tell you that he was great and that you should be like him, but that you were a piece of shit in that toilet like the other turds?"
"Is that what your sister said?" I asked. He just nodded.
"No," I said resignedly. "I can't say any of that happened to me."
"Didn't think so." Tolson said. "And he made it possible for me to kill my God-damned brother. He showed me how I could have my revenge, get some money, and be free of that fucking bastard. You have no idea, Mr. Iron Crowbar, how good it felt to stab that steely knife into my brother's back, and then his chest when he rolled over. Seeing that light go out of his eyes, seeing my brother die, and by my hand."
He shook his head. "No, he may get to me, he may kill me. It would be a gift, a blessing, if he did. But no, I won't betray him. He made it possible for me to have that one moment of joy, the moment I watched my filthy brother die. Nothing can take that away. No sir, Commander, I will not be his Judas."
Our eyes locked for a long moment. Finally, I got up. "Thank you for your time." I said. "Good luck to you. And goodbye."
"Goodbye." said Tolson. "Oh, and... well met. Good job figuring it out."
"It served you... and him. I said. As I left the room, I thought that I would never see Jimmy Tolson again, that the long, shadowy arm of the Shadow Man would come for him and exterminate him. But the Consultant of Crime was insidious beyond belief, and knew that leaving Tolson alive was a worse torture than giving him his desired release of Death...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ride home with Cindy was silent. The name of the Enemy had been so close to her hearing, but had eluded her. And then it dawned on me... she was not asking who he was after this most previous episode...
As for me, I was realizing some other things. Sure, I'd taken beatings at the hands of my much older sister Elizabeth, until I got big enough to punch back, which I did... hard. But I was past it. I didn't wish her dead, quite the opposite.
But maybe there had been damage: I had caused, and watched, my nephew Ned's death. I had caused, and watched, the death of the evil Senator Nathan Allen. I had beaten Sergei Molotov nearly to death with a crowbar. I had thrown Henry R. Wargrave out of a window. And all was not done... there was one death left to go. Vengeance for a lot of dead people... and some tortured dogs, including my own Bowser.
As we hurtled through Nextdoor County, Cindy said "It's nearly dawn. Why don't you take State 142."
"Ah, The Vision." I said. "Need to calm your mind?"
"No." Cindy said. "You do. I just want some coffee and breakfast."
She was getting good, I thought to myself. And she was right. I turned onto State Highway 142, headed for Coltrane County...
Part 19 - Epilogue
Sunday morning. It was just past dawn, and he was reading the early Sunday edition of the Town & County Examiner. It was now a weekly paper. Many newspapers around the Nation were no longer being printed; this one was barely holding on. He read of the Iron Crowbar and his Team solving the murders. The Reems & Berry case didn't get nearly as much print, as the politicians were already conspiring with their Media allies to suppress the scandal.
"Ah, my dear," he said to the woman as she came up. "You've come over quite early. And you look tired. Did you not sleep well?"
"No." she said, her voice bitter. "I heard dogs barking all night. I guess some cat was getting them all stirred up."
"Ah, I understand." he said. "I hate dogs. I hate everything about them. If you weren't about to eat breakfast here with me, I would tell you how much I enjoyed working with Bryan Thatcher at his home, watching his experiments, hearing those dogs in pain, seeing that pain in their eyes. Revenge for their existence on this earth."
"It doesn't bother me a bit." she said. "Though I'll be much, much happier when I see some pain in some humans' eyes around here. Like that God-damned Commander Troy and his dyke partner, Captain Ross."
He laughed. "Yes, that is coming. I don't know how the Iron Crowbar did it, but he got onto the Reems & Berry connection with us... with me. I'm going to have to work hard now to shut down that thread of the web before he latches on to it."
"I'd think you'd be much more worried about his connecting you to Wargrave, not to mention the people he has that Fat Boy Sharples looking into." she said.
"Oh, don't you worry your pretty head about Sharples." he said. "His suppositions are about to be... re-directed. No, I'm not worried about him. I am more worried that Susan Wexler left bread crumbs along the trail for the Iron Crowbar to find."
He folded the newspaper and handed it to her, then got up. "If you'll excuse me, my dear, I must prepare for this morning's work. Have a good day, my lovely 'Sinon'."
"You too." she said, wondering why he called her that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meditation at The Vision had been relaxing. No drugs, no weird treatments, just meditation. Cindy had remained there with her father, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, while I had come home with a cleared mind to do some very important work.
I was working in my office at The Cabin. I was studying the files that Susan Wexler had left on the microchip. I could see the path her data was taking me down. Drug deals, gangs, pipelines... and then Wargrave using those same smugglers to move weapons around. Communications with others, laundered money. Several banks being used, including the Regional Bank in Coltrane County, and the Twin Cities Bank in Westphalia. And there it was... a connection to a bank account of 'Victory Christian Ministries'. A thread. A thread for me to tug on.
I knew, as I began accessing records, that my actions would not go unnoticed. The very poisonous Spider at the center of this web would feel the tug, would know what I was doing, would see me toiling every step of the way. But I could not stop now... I had to drive on...
 The game was afoot.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Okay, Sharples, whaddya got?"
It was me, Your Iron Crowbar, asking the question. We were in Classroom 'C', the Vice meeting room. I was at the head of the table, Captain Cindy Ross to my left. Sharples was to my right, and on his other side was Lieutenant Teresa Croyle. It was 8:00am, Monday, August 3d.
"I went back to some old investigations in Texas." said Sharples as he slid a file of papers over to me. The file was an inch thick. "The digital files related to this have been entered into the evidence servers. Basically, I haven't found any connections between them and anything going on in the Tenderloin District or the Southwestern Ghetto, but I did find a connection to a group called 'Victory Christian Ministries'."
"What can you tell me about them?" I asked as nonchalantly as I could, while perusing the file Sharples had compiled.
"They were incorporated a couple of States over," said Sharples, "in a town called Apple Grove. They don't seem to have any public offices or works, just some bank accounts in several States, including at Second National Bank here in Town."
"And who is behind them?" I asked.
"I'm still trying to get that." said Sharples. "They were filing their tax returns out of an office in the Dallas, Texas area. They claim to be an exempt religious organization with donations and all that, but the records of their donations are sketchy, at best. What is more clear is that they made sizable donations to the Oldeeds Ministries, also based in Texas. It's all in the file, there."
"Yes, it is." I said. "This is good work, Sharples. What resources do you need to continue your research on this?"
"More access to Texas databases." said Sharples. "And maybe an authorization and expenses to go down there and do some research."
"I'll see what I can do, on both counts." I said. "Keep up the good work. If you find more, I can possibly have you liaison with the FBI on this. You'll get plenty of credit if and when we bust these fuckers." Sharples nodded acknowledgement of the praise, but said nothing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow," said Cindy, "he really is coming through on this." Teresa scowled at the words.
We were in my office after the meeting with Sharples. We only had a few minutes, as the promotions and medals ceremonies were starting at 9:00am.
"Yes, he is." I said. "He found the 'Victory Christian Ministries' connection to Oldeeds, too. I had the VCM from my April trip to Apple Grove, but only firmly connected it to Oldeeds this past weekend."
I continued: "And you're right that he's coming through: Myron and Mary have been following his progress. Everything he does on a computer goes to them. Sharples has indeed given us just about everything he's found. He hasn't thrown Thomas Cook under the bus yet, though. I may have to press him on that."
"Commander," Captain Cindy Ross said, "my Vice Lieutenant won't say this out loud, but she is worried that this is not helping her get the Fat Boy out of her Vice Squad." Lieutenant Teresa Croyle just looked at me.
"I understand, Teresa." I said. "You do understand why I gave Sharples this, don't you?"
Teresa replied "I figure you're giving him something to do, and also distracting him from fucking the rest of us up. To a point, that's worked."
"True." I said, "but hasn't the real reason occurred to you? And you, Captain Ross?" That got both of my 'Angels' thinking hard.
"Ohhhhhhhhh," Cindy said, "I get it."
"I'm not a Troy, as someone in here used to say," said Teresa. "So enlighten me." I began laughing at Teresa's little shot at Cindy.
"Watch what you say," Cindy said as she glared at Teresa, "or someone just might find a family connection for you, too." Cindy then glared at me, as I was still chuckling.
"You're soul sister to this Michaux woman, Teresa," I said, "and that's good enough for me. Cindy, tell your soul sister what I'm doing vis-a-vis the Fat Boy."
"He's getting everything he can out of Sharples about the Oldeeds child trafficking ring," Cindy replied, "which he'll never get once he finally moves to get Sharples completely out of our Police Force."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "And I'm doing even more. I've been hoping Sharples would either double-cross some of his dirty allies by investigating or revealing them, or else do something so we can connect him to them and therefore bust him, and them. We have to use him, and play these dirty bastards at their own game, then we can shred them."
Teresa was not mollified. "I still want that fat slug out of my Vice Squad." she said. "He's a drain on morale, and he's becoming a problem to work around. I've already been 'informally' told by Internal Affairs that I'm not keeping enough written or email records on our operations... but if I do make any records, Sharples can access them."
"I know." I said. "I.A. is just doing their jobs, but the Police Union is pressuring them and the Chief, so the workarounds I've tried to make for you are being shot down, as well. But fear not, the pain hopefully won't last too much longer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ceremonies went well enough. The Town & County Council likes to give out awards like candy, but only after having downgraded what the Chief and I submitted to them. A ton of Achievement Medals, the lowest actual medal the Police Force awards to Officers, were awarded, as well as a bunch of Certificates of Achievement.
I try to dissuade the Council from giving me such awards, preferring my officers receive them, but they didn't listen. So after the three Precinct Captains or I pinned on a bunch of medals on everyone from Patrolman Johnson to Lt. Croyle, the Chief pinned one on me and the Sheriff one on Cindy Ross.
I did manage to get Julie Newton another 'black box' for her Detective bars, and the pay increase that went with it. Teresa and Julie's sister pinned the ranks on Julie's slender shoulders. I think Julie was much, much happier with the paycheck than the rank...
Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee was not present at the ceremonies, having conveniently arranged to be at a training course at the Police Academy during this time. With Brownlee having once again submitted no promotions or awards, it had fallen upon me and Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters to put in the awards and promotions for the Administration officers, and it fell upon Administration Captain Della Harlow to make those presentations. That was not lost upon Chief Bennett...
Part 2 - Murders and Media
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five Alive News This Morning!" said the gorgeous Indian reporterette from behind the KSTD anchor desk at 8:00am, Tuesday, August 4th. "Five Alive News is reporting that the parent company of KSTD filed a motion with the Appellate Court to have the State Bureau of Investigation take possession of the evidence in the Jack Burke-Marie Arruzio murder case... particularly the evidence of the sex tapes made by Jack Burke showing him having sexual relations with several women in the County. KSTD states their concern that since it is possible the wives of elected officials might be on the tapes, the Town & County Police Department will destroy the tapes as well as any part of them digitized into evidence servers."
"The Appellate Court is reviewing the filing." the lovely reporterette continued. "The District Attorney's office filed a counter motion, stating that they fear the SBI will leak information on the tapes to the the Press, particularly KSTD; and that they will not release the data to the SBI at any time. KSTD reached out to the Town & County Sheriff, Daniel Allgood, for a comment, but has received no reply. The Town & County Police Department issued a statement reiterating their standing policy that they will not comment further on the tapes nor the lawsuit."
Priya wasn't finished: "In other news, KSTD's investigation into the murder of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds in this County continues. In an interview for my upcoming special report, SBI Special Agent Dick Ferrell stated that his investigation of the case was impeded by the local police as well as the FBI, and that he was physically assaulted by an FBI agent as he attempted to investigate the case. Special Agent Ferrell also claimed that physical force was used to prevent the SBI from collecting physical evidence at the scene of the crime, and that the Town & County Police has refused to cooperate with the SBI. Commander Donald Troy, then a Supervisor in the Police Force, was nearly killed himself when a bullet grazed him. Asked for comment, Commander Troy referred KSTD to Public Relations Officer Lieutenant Scott Peterson, who said the Police Force had no further comment on the matter.."
"And speaking of Commander Troy," said Priya, an almost malicious smile forming on her face as she spoke, ""Five Alive News has learned that SBI Director Jack Lewis is going to request that Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Department be brought into the SBI and assigned to the Henry R. Wargrave case. Commander Troy is an SBI Reservist, and the SBI does not believe Mr. Wargrave committed suicide. Asked for comment, Commander Troy stated that he had not yet received any such request, and that he sees no reason why the City Police and Coroner's Inquest evaluations of Mr. Wargrave committing suicide is being questioned at all. Before his untimely death under suspicious circumstances, Mr. Henry Wargrave was a board member of the parent company of KSTD."
I turned off the television in my office as Priya moved on to a discussion of the upcoming Coltrane County Homespun Festival. I was sitting behind my desk in my office. In one of the 'hot seat' chairs in front of my desk was my MCD 'Angel', Lt. Tanya Perlman.
"I now know why coffee was created." Tanya said. "It's the only thing keeping me calm after watching that bitch and her reports."
"I know the feeling." I said.
"Have you been contacted by the SBI concerning Mr. Wargrave?" Tanya asked as she sipped her coffee.
"No." I said. "Not yet. I've heard rumors that Lewis wants to put me on the case, but nothing official yet."
Tanya was looking around. "Where are Teresa and Cindy-- er, Captain Ross?" she asked. "It's way past 8:00am."
"I asked them to delay coming in until 8:30." I said, knowing it was time to address the situation. "I need to talk to you privately first."
"Sure, whassup?" Tanya asked, her cherubic grin not leaving her pretty face.
"Internal Affairs wanted me to ask you why you're looking into the 'Murdered Lovers' case files, particularly about Joe Arruzio." I said. The cherubic smile disappeared from Tanya's face.
"What, are y'all spying on me?" she said, her voice not friendly.
"Not as a matter of routine." I said, knowing she was going to ask that. "But they, as well as Data Branch Supervisor Myron Milton, have been closely monitoring for any attempts to access the Burke tapes information without authorization. You didn't access any of that, but flags did come up when you accessed other case notes, and then they followed up and noticed you were getting data on Arruzio himself."
I added "There's nothing wrong with that, of course, but I am curious. So, what were you looking for, and what did you find out?"
Tanya nodded at my explanation, but was clearly, and understandably, not happy that her actions had been monitored. She said "I got a request from an anonymous source to look into Joe Arruzio, and to see if the murders were just a case of domestic violence and a man catching his wife in bed with a young stud, or if there was more."
"And this request came from the deceased stud's younger brother, I would guess." I said. "Who by sheer coincidence also happens to be my nephew."
Tanya peered at me a moment, then said "You must've overheard us at the party." I nodded then asked her to tell me what she found.
Tanya said "The only thing I found of any interest was that Arruzio was doing business deals with Jack King... the same one who came up in the 'Black Badge' case, and who escaped Supermax prison and is believed to be in France now. Their deals may have been underhanded and involved smuggling, but I didn't find any more, and didn't find anything that would connect to Arruzio shooting his wife and Jack Burke."
"I see." I said. "I told Internal Affairs that I had authorized your looking into that, and I really do want you to keep looking into it and let me know anything you find. I'd also suggest looking into Marie Arruzio's past. She was the older sister of the prostitute Cherie, who was also murdered in the City more recently. Todd might be onto something, but do not tell him anything without clearing it with me first. Last but not least, get with your friend Jack Muscone of the FBI if you need his help... and I'm sure after any work you do with him, you can... socialize with him afterwards."
Tanya's grin returned. I regretted having to wipe it off her face again, but had to ask:
"One more thing." I said. "You got Dr. Karpathian's interview request?"
Yep, the grin was gone. "Yes sir." Tanya said. "I... I don't think I want to... that I'll be able to do that."
"I understand." I said. "Just to let you know, I have agreed to do it, though I don't really want to. My wife asked me to help her fellow psychiatrist with the research. But you don't have to do it if you don't want to, and I'll stand up to my wife on that if I have to."
"Thank you, sir." Tanya said solemnly. "It... it's not that I can't talk about Pete's death... I just don't want to talk about what happened when we rescued Hugh. And for more than just emotional reasons." She meant legal reasons, and I again understood.
"I'll tell you what." I said. "If you're willing, I'll tell Bonnie-- Dr. Karpathian, to submit questions in writing, and she'll understand that you'll answer only the ones you want to. Good or good?"
"Uh, yeah, that'll work." Tanya said. Just then my lovely assistant Helena French buzzed me that Captain Ross and Lieutenant Croyle were reporting for the morning meeting. I bade her to let them in...
Part 3 - Suppositions Redirected
2:00am, Wednesday, August 5th. Detective Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples got into the backseat of the Cadillac Escalade which had pulled up to his apartment. He'd been forewarned of the pickup thirty minutes earlier.
"What's this about?" Sharples asked the man to his left in the backseat. It was businessman and Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook.
"Thank you for coming with me." said Cook in a show of manners that belied the lack of civility this really was about. "We are going to meet some friends of mine. Please say no more until we get there."
Sharples noted that the man driving the Escalade had his collars up and hat low over his eyes, to prevent easy examination of his facial features, and the man in the shotgun seat was nervous... he probably was fingering a loaded firearm, the fat detective noted to himself.
The drive in silence took them through the Warehouse and Industrial Districts, then they turned along a road leading to a back access road. Driving along that, Sharples saw the buildings of Ward Harvester coming up. Sure enough, the vehicle came to a back entrance, where men wearing dark clothing, hats and bandanas covering their lower faces opened the gate. Once the vehicle was through, the men closed the gates with themselves on the outside. They melted into the brush on the other side of the road.
The vehicle stopped near the entrance to the office areas. Going inside, Cook led Sharples through the dark corridors to an office that was lit by only one lamp. It was the office of the man himself, Mr. Thaddeus Ward.
"Ah, Mr. Sharples, do come in." said Ward in his aged voice. "I've been looking forward to having this short conversation with you. I can assure you that it will not take long. Sit down." Cook indicated a wooden chair in front of Ward's desk. Ward seated himself in his chair behind that desk.
Sharples was instantly aware that the three men were not alone. Someone was watching or listening to them from an adjoining room. A feeling of foreboding began to creep into his fat soul. And was that... a faint whiff of perfume he was catching?
"What's this about, Mr. Ward?" Sharples asked, attempting to show bravado and a lack of fear.
"We... my partners and myself..." said Ward, "... understand that you have been given an assignment by Commander Troy, and that you are working diligently upon it. Is that not so, Detective Sharples?"
"What assignment is that?" Sharples warily asked. Cook frowned and Ward's eyes sparked with a bit of anger.
"Detective," Ward said, "my partners and I are not fools, and I would suggest you not continue wasting our immensely valuable time. We are talking about your continued investigation into the child trafficking rings that you stumbled upon in Texas some years before. I would think that the experiences delivered to you there would've dissuaded you from ever attempting to reopen that investigation, but I can see that we were wrong."
"What, you're part of that?" asked Sharples accusingly.
"Oh, hell no." said Ward. "But I think you know who is part of that, and some of their friends are also our friends."
"Sharples," said Thomas P. Cook, "we've brought you here for two purposes. First, you are to cease and desist from further investigation into that trafficking ring. Second, we're going to tell you what you are going to do on our behalf, in order to fuck up the Police and their investigations into several things in this County."
"Yes." said Ward. "The Police Union and our friends on the Force will have your back completely, and there is not a thing that God-damned bastard the Iron Crowbar can do about it."
Sharples became more intensely aware of that hidden presence watching him, concentrating on him. Something was very wrong, here, he thought to himself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sergeant McCombs and Officer Justin Hendricks sat in their police cruiser outside Ward Harvester, waiting to hear from Sharples or possible trouble concerning him.
"Can't believe I wasn't promoted." grumbled Hendricks.
"Fucking Commander Troy held up your promotion. Lt. Masters gave you bad evaluation scores, too." McCombs replied. "Sharples and Commander Brownlee put me in for a Commendation Medal for getting Ricky Morris. Troy and the Chief both blocked that one, the fuckers."
"Oh well," said Hendricks, "they'll be getting what's coming to them, and soon-- whoa, who's that pulling up behind us?"
Another TCPD police cruiser had pulled up behind their vehicle. The uniformed officers getting out approached McCombs's car with hands on guns, as if it were a dangerous traffic stop.
"Gentlemen," said the officer approaching the driver's side door, "what are you doing here?"
"Stakeout." said McCombs. "And you're fucking it up. What are you doing coming up behind us like that, and without getting on the radio first?"
"I think you boys better move along." said the officer.
"Who in the fuck are you to tell me what to do, boy?" snarled McCombs. He was about to open the car door and get out to confront the officer when another person approached the car.



"You heard the man, Sergeant McCombs." said the third person. McCombs's eyes widened as he realized who it was... a Police Officer that outranked him. The person said "Go. Get moving. Go back to Headquarters, and don't let us see you on this street again tonight."
"We have no choice, Sergeant." said Hendricks quietly. "Let's go." McCombs realized Hendricks was right. He started up the car and drove off.
"Did you text Sharples?" asked McCombs.
"Doing that right now." said Hendricks, who was typing on his cellphone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The musical-quality chime on Sharples's cellphone alerted him to the text. Pulling out the phone, he saw that it was from a familiar burner, and only one letter was transmitted: "X". He realized what it meant.
"All right, what the hell is going on around here?" Sharples demanded as he stood up, putting the phone up, realizing he was in danger and strong bluff was needed. "I'm a God-damned Police Detective, and who the hell are you to tell me what I can and can't investigate?"
*CRACK!*
The sound of the bullwhip cracking startled all of them. Whirling around, Sharples saw Karen Warner Harlan, dressed in all leather, the bullwhip in her gloved hand.
"You'll do exactly as Mr. Ward directs you, Sergeant Sharples." Karen ordered. "Or else it will get very ugly for you, very quickly." She flicked the bullwhip again, catching Sharples on the leg. He screamed out in pain.
"What the fuck!?" he gasped, going for his gun.
"Don't do it, Sharples." warned Cook. "She's faster than you are."
Realizing Cook was right, Sharples relented. He also realized he was helpless: the 'X' on the cellphone was a warning that his protectors McCombs and Hendricks had been interdicted by enemy agents.
"All right, what the hell do you want?" the fat detective said, his voice a mixture of weariness and sarcasm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30am, the same Wednesday morning. I'd been a fairly light sleeper for years, and after the night of the fire at the (Old) Cabin I became an even lighter sleeper. So my cellphone going off on my bedside table woke me immediately.
"Sir," said the voice of Myron Milton in the phone, "I'm sorry to wake you, but you know that program I have running that alerts me if Sharples sends or receives an 'X' or 'O' on his cellphone? It went off. It was an 'X'."
"Uhhh, oh, wow." I said, waking on up, and fast. "At what time?"
"About thirty minutes ago." said Myron. "And McCombs and Hendricks pulled into Headquarters and entered the building with their ID cards about 20 minutes ago."
"Okay." I said. "Keep monitoring. Thanks for calling." After the call disconnected, I tried to get back to sleep, but it eluded me. Getting up, I began walking around the house, checking up on everything. The door and window alarm was set. The street light illuminating the front porch and yard of the house was on, and nothing was going on outside as I looked out into the darkness. Ditto that for the back patio and yard. It was quiet.
I went into the children's room. Carole and Jim were asleep in their cribs. Bowser was in his basket under Carole's crib, but he was awake and I could tell he was agitated.
"What's the matter, boy?" I asked, kneeling down. "Everything okay, Bowser?" Bowser looked up at me as I petted him, but his tail was not wagging. I carefully lifted him out of the basket and carried him downstairs to the den.
"What's the matter, Bowser?" I said soothingly as I petted him. He was half-lying on my lap, but his eyes were scanning towards the front door all the time, and I could feel the tension and nervousness in his canine body as I petted him.
A number of long minutes had passed and Bowser was finally relaxing when Laura came down the stairs. "Everything okay?" she asked sleepily.
"Yeah, I think so." I said. "But Bowser is agitated. Did anyone come up to the house today?"
"No, not that I know of." Laura said. She came over and petted Bowser. "Did you have a bad dream, Bowser?" Bowser looked up at my wife with appreciation in his eyes for the attention and the pettings.
"Okay, Bowser," I said, "why don't we take you back up to bed?" I put him on the floor and he bounded up the stairs to his self-assigned post as guardian of my daughter and son. I petted him again as he settled into his bed while Laura looked in on the kids.
"Why don't you come to bed, too, darling?" Laura asked me. "Maybe a nice blowjob will cure your agitation."
I was not going to argue with that. Time to take my 'medicine'...
Part 3 - State Case
Thursday, August 6th. At 10:00am Chief Bennett called me into the small conference room by his office. Upon entering, I saw the Chief at the head of the table. On the far side of the table were two other men.
One of the two men was SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston. He was in his early fifties, neatly combed gray, almost white hair, slender, fit, almost six feet tall. He would look perfect as a company CEO or a politician such as a Governor. He certainly had his own designs for upward political mobility, which for now made him definitely a 'yes-man' for Director Jack Lewis.
He'd long been a criminal investigator in the SBI, but mostly in financial and digital crimes. Now he was the Deputy Director for what the SBI called 'Violent Crimes', which included homicides, serial killers and serial rapists, and dealing with perps who were mentally unstable and dangerous to Society. He was out of his depths in those categories, but after all, he was an administrator.
With him was SBI Agent Carter Fischer, the youngish man I'd met on previous occasions, and for whom I'd developed a lack of respect.
"Have a seat, Commander." said the Chief. I sat down in the chair to the Chief's right, across from Deputy Director Gaston, as Chief Bennett said "Director Gaston has a request of us."
I looked at Chief Bennett, making some observations. Since our agreement forged over Scotch at The Cabin, he had given me leeway and let me run my Divisions while he took care of administrative and Police Chief stuff, such as dealing with the Sheriff, the Council, and disciplining Officers when needed. He had also spent a good amount of time working with Precinct Captain Susan Weston to get Precinct 3 into better shape.
He also had made himself less and less available to me or anyone else, to the point where it might be a problem. I had been making a point to go to his office at least every other day and fill him in on what the Detectives were working on. He always listened, sometimes asked questions, but on any occasion where I attempted to have more personal or informal discussions, he would generally end the meetings fairly quickly.
And now as I observed him, I could see that he looked tired. Normally a healthy hunter, he looked drained of energy. Maybe the upcoming Fall hunting season would restore some of his vitality, I thought to myself. But I did not have time to contemplate as Deputy Director Gaston spoke.
"Commander," Gaston said, "I am here to ask your Chief to loan you to us, and to ask you to take the lead in investigating the death of Henry R. Wargrave."
"I've told them you have my approval to work on that case," said Chief Bennett, "but only working around your duties here in this Town & County."
"Director Gaston," I said, "do you and Director Lewis realize I'm biased and consider the Wargrave case to be a suicide? And do you realize that I am not an independent person in all of this, that I was at the scene not long after it happened?"
"Yes, we know." said Gaston. "We also think you've shown yourself to be a Police Officer of high integrity, that you want to know the truth as much as anyone else, and that whatever you find will be accepted by all sides... the 'sides' being those who say it was suicide, and those who say it was murder."
"What about Captain Ross?" I asked. "Is she called up, too?"
"No." said Chief Bennett. "She'll be handling your duties, particularly over the Detectives, at any times you're away. She also needs to be available as an SBI Reservist in the area if called upon."
"You're not being called up as a Reservist, Commander." said Gaston. "This won't count against your Reservist time, nor budgeted to the Reserve. You'll be considered a full and active SBI Agent while on this case, with your SBI Lieutenant rank, of course."
"I'll need someone to work in partnership with me." I said. "And if Ross isn't available, and with Molly Evans from Midtown pregnant, who can I get... present company excluded?" Carter Fischer did not like that remark, knowing I was very intentionally excluding him from being assigned to me. However, Gaston did not miss a beat.
"Detective Robin Ventura of the City Police is an SBI Reservist," said Gaston, "and she has agreed to work the case, but only with you. The City Police has likewise accepted letting her work the case for the State, but again only if you take the case."
Interesting, I thought to myself. "Well," I said, "I think you and Director Lewis are going to be extremely disappointed if and when I find it to be a suicide, but tell him I'll look into it. Also tell him that if anything comes up in my home County here, that it will be my priority over any SBI case."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the SBI Agents had left, with Gaston having given me an SBI badge that did not say "Reservist" on it, I went to the Chief's office.
"Okay, Chief, spill it. What's up?" I asked.
"What do you mean?" he replied, peering at me.
"I mean that as Commander I am responsible for every Officer on this Force... including the one guy above me." I said. "I can tell something's bothering you, and for your own good and the Force's good I need to know what that is." Well, I thought, that was technically true, but there was no telling how the Chief would react.
"Not much gets by you." said Chief Bennett drily. "I've been avoiding you because I know you see too much." He thought for a moment, then said "Okay, I'll tell you some things, but it stays in this room. Don't tell your 'Angels' or any other subordinates." I agreed.
Bennett's voice was almost too quiet for me to hear as he said "I thought I could handle this job, I really did. But I had no idea of the political pressure that would be exerted on me from above. Sheriff Allgood has been a lot more calm than he was a few months ago, but he still is on pins and needles about this KSTD sex tapes thing. I've come to the conclusion that his wife must be on one of the tapes for him to be so agitated about them."
He was peering at me, and I used the opportunity to work to keep my face in total passivity and not give anything away. Seeing the Chief's eyes, I think I succeeded.
"Anyway, the Council has been under duress." said the Chief. "They're working to settle the claims against the Parole Office, which includes determining which claims are legit and which aren't. They also are getting flak from the Police Union about you keeping Sharples on restricted duty over the Ricky Morris shooting. The Council gives me flak about that, and I stand up to them and the Union. But it's stressful."
"I appreciate you standing firm on that." I said.
"That's only come up in the last week or so, though." said Bennett.
"And that is not the worst of it, though." I said. "What's really eating you up?"
Bennett looked at me and said "Okay, okay. The Sheriff did not want me to tell you this." said Bennett. "He is afraid that you will do something a bit too... active."
His voice got quieter as he said "Something's come out. Certain Council members have been told some things. I checked out what they told me, and I was told privately by people I know that the State Supreme Court is working out a deal with politicians in the Legislature and the Governor's office. They'll rule in our favor... but only if we give the SBI the tapes."
"What?!" I gasped. Struggling to keep my voice down, I said "They're supposed to be impartial jurists. What the hell is this shit about making deals?"
"I don't know." said Bennett. "In fairness, it's not the actual Justices, it's never them, it's not the politicos either. Just aides in the background scurrying around like cockroaches in the dark of night."
"That makes no sense." I said. And then it hit me. "Chief, someone's bluffing. I don't think the State Supreme Court, not all of them, would do that. This is a trick."
Chief Bennett looked stunned. "You... you think so?"
"I'd bet my badge on it." I said. "Tell the Sheriff, the D.A., and the Council to hold fast... unless you want me to tell them."
"O... okay. But don't you say anything. I'll tell them." said Bennett. Then he peered at me, a skeptical look on his face. "How do you know it's a bluff? And what if it's not? What information do you have that makes you so sure?"
I just smiled. "If something like that was going on, Chief, we wouldn't be going through these legal charades right now. So just rest easy, tell the Sheriff and Council to stand firm, and you'll see that I'm right. Now if you'll excuse me, I've got to go investigate Henry Wargrave's suicide. Oh, is that drawing a conclusion in advance?"
I went into my own office, asking Helena as I went by to call Cindy to come to my office. As I sat down behind my desk, I thought about the conversation with the Chief. What information did I have that makes me so sure? The Shadow Man's identity, I thought to myself.
Yes, I know who the Shadow Man is, I silently said to the matchstick Trojan Horse and the painting of the Fall of Troy beside me. And that is how I can be so sure.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Detective Ventura." I said as I met her in the lobby of the Cannon Building in the City. "Do you know FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone?"
"Oh, is the FBI working with us on this?" Robin asked as she shook hands with Muscone.
"More in a way of observation." said Muscone. "We're still working the case of his arms smuggling empire."
We were escorted by the building's Security to the elevator. One security man rode with us to the top floor. Walking up the man entrance hallway, the security man cut the tape that was across the doors to Wargrave's office.
Entering the office, I felt a staleness from lack of use, but also something else... an emptiness of the energy that had once filled this room. With Wargrave gone, the room was like his mortal remains... an empty shell with no purpose.
The shattered window had been replaced by a plain glass window that was not bulletproof. It looked brighter, as the light coming through it was less filtered than the thicker panes of bulletproof glass. The furniture remained in the room, but it had been stripped of all papers, computers and anything else that the FBI had determined might be useful to their investigation.
"This room has been all but scrubbed." I said. "We're not going to find much here."
"Did you get the email with all the forensic findings?" asked Robin.
"Yes, yes I did." I replied. "I was thinking that maybe Wargrave replaced the pane of glass himself so that it would shatter if and when he decided to jump..."
"But the shattered glass fragments were the same bulletproof glass that is in these other windows." Robin replied.
"Well," I said as I examined the replacement window behind the desk, "he found a way to weaken the window. And that is what you two want to know, of course."
"What do you mean?" asked Jack Muscone, unable to make his voice sound innocent enough.
"Ah, my friend," I said, "the FBI, the City Police, and the SBI all want to know how a bulletproof glass window was so utterly destroyed. You all are hoping I can find out how that was done, and will then tell you. And that's why the City Police had Detective Ventura here agree to work on this, and why your boss, Jack, had you come work with me on this. And of course its why the SBI Leadership wants me on the case, too."
"Miss Ventura," Jack said to Robin, "400 years ago, the Salem Witch Trials would have just loved having this man to make an example of. And maybe he was, in a past life." Robin laughed. I smiled inwardly, knowing that Jack Muscone would soon change the subject and begin flirting with the attractive young Detective...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was staying overnight in the City, so I took the opportunity to ask the lovely SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell to dinner. Of course we talked "shop" as we ate.
"How are things in the SBI lately?" I asked.
"After the unfortunate suicide of Henry R. Wargrave," Britt said, "things have been surprisingly quiet. Dick Ferrell of the Narcotics Task Force acts like he's leaderless, and Director Jack Lewis lost what he thought would be a financial resource in his run for Governor next year."
"Interesting." I said. "So Wargrave dies, and the SBI suddenly has nothing to do?"
"Well, I didn't say that." Britt said, her eyes twinkling. "Lewis needs a big, splashy bust for the publicity, so for the most part they're concentrating on Southport and hoping to interdict some illegal shipping down there. They'd just love to come into your County and re-open the Jonas Oldeeds assassination, and that reporter Priya Ajmani has been really trying to get them up there to do that, but they seem to be scared of someone in that County."
"Yes, they should be scared of Captain Ross." I replied adroitly.
"As good as she is," said Britt, grinning, "I don't think she's the one they're truly scared of. By the way, there's some scuttlebutt that the Republican Party in this State wants you to run against Lewis. Any truth to that?"
"They sent feelers." I said. "My first question to them was 'Why did you throw John Cummings to the dogs and not only let but help Katherine Woodburn cheat him out of his rightful win?' They wanted no part of me bringing that up, and the conversation concluded pretty quickly after that. The Republicans are not Conservatives: they want to make Conservatives outcasts from the Party."
"That incident still bothers you?" Britt asked.
"Like you wouldn't believe." I said. "The corruption in both parties is incredible. They collude to fuck over the American People, lie to our faces, and this is both parties working together, not just one. They make me sick."
"Changing the subject," Britt said, seeing my unhappiness at talking politics, "the SBI brass also are wondering about you investigating some crime ring up there, led by someone who stays in the shadows. What's going on with that?"
I took the opportunity to take a drink of water. Something had just popped into my head, like a mysterious Voice, and it was saying to not talk to Britt Maxwell about this, even if I did trust her. I heeded that message.
"Nothing, really." I said. "You probably heard that we busted a ring of thieves related to dirty parole officers. I've been following up on that to see if there are other smuggling rings connected to it, maybe a Wargrave connection. But there's not a lot there, just a local ring. Maybe I'm seeing things that aren't there."
"Doesn't hurt to look." Britt said.
"True." I said. "How is the SBI's version of Internal Affairs doing?"
"Not bad." said Britt. "I can't, and won't, say too much about it, but I can say this: Lewis keeps trying to steer it into having us investigate local and county LEO units, but of course the mission is to investigate the SBI internally. I'm putting together a few threads of webbing here and there, but nothing actionable so far. I also am finding traces of organization within various State agencies as part of the investigation of the State Prison System after the scandal at The Asylum."
"I'd love to look into that and help you with it when I have time." I said. "Right now, my plate's pretty full. You mentioned Priya Ajmani... she's stirring up a much bigger hornet's nest for us than I think she realizes."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"UHHH!" I gasped.
I was driving my iron hard cock in and out of Britt Maxwell's tight, luscious cunt as hard as I could, feeling my nut rising quickly. Britt wrapped her shapely legs around me, the stiletto heels of her black pumps pressing into my thrusting asscheeks and thighs as I powered my meat into her depths, feeling my mind fogging as an incredibly intense climax overwhelmed me.
"I'M COMING!" I cried out. "I'M GOING TO COME INSIDE YOU! UHHH!! UHHH!!" Thick spurts of hot ropy jism blasted out of my cock and into the depths of the beautiful raven-haired woman's cunt as I clutched her firm, sweet asscheeks and pulled her groin hard into mine. With several more violent thrusts, more of my hot seed spurted into Britt's eagerly receptive womanhood.
"Good God," Britt gasped as I collapsed on top of her. "That was one hell of a fuck. If I didn't know better, I would think you're not getting any pussy at home."
"It's been way too long since I've fucked your incredible pussy, babe." I gasped as I tried to catch my breath. "God! you are so fucking tight! That was... geez, that was good..." I kissed Britt's mouth, then began nuzzling her neck, enjoying the smell and taste of her...
"Mmmmm..." she moaned, her arms wrapping around my shoulders as I pressed my groin into hers and continued to kiss her neck and jaw, "I'm fertile and not on the pill, you know..."
"Good." I whispered into her ear. "Get me hard again and we'll keep working on making a baby--"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my cellphone going off, and when I glanced at it, I saw that Jack Muscone was calling.
"I'd better take this." I said, reaching over and grabbing the phone, still lying on top of Britt, my cock slowly shrinking but still buried inside her fur-lined snatch. "What's up, Jack?" I asked into the phone.
"Where are you?" Muscone asked.
"Uh... I'm at a friend's place." I said. We were in Britt's bedroom in her condo.
"Oh, good." Jack said, and I detected relief in his voice.
"Why?" I asked. "What's going on?"
"I'm at your room at the Hyatt City Center Hotel." said Jack. "You better come over. Someone broke into your room..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detectives Robin Ventura and 'Sapper' Warren of the City Police saw me first as I came up the hallway. It was nearly 1:00am, Friday August 7th. As I got to the door, I saw Jack Muscone with two uniformed officers inside.
"What's going on, guys?" I asked.
It was Robin Ventura who gave the report: "About an hour ago, several guests in other rooms called the desk to report loud bangs. Turns out it was three masked men kicking in the door to your room here. Took them several kicks. They went in and fired some shots into the bed, I guess thinking you were in it."
Going into the room, I saw a few Crime Lab people working around the bed. The Asian woman that I'd met at the Cherie Ward murder scene smiled brightly at me as I came in.
"Hello, Commander." she said, her voice barely hiding flirtatiousness. "The bullets were recovered from the mattress and the floor, and they are small caliber, probably .22s. No shells were left."
"The perps didn't stay long." said Sapper Warren. "The hallway video shows them banging the door down, going in the room and coming out about 20 seconds later. They ran down the hall to the stairwell and took off. The outside camera isn't working right, so we're not sure which way they went, and we're trying to get camera footage of the surrounding area."
"Okay." I said. "Did any other guests hear gunshots?"
"Not the ones we talked to so far." said Ventura. "There are only four other occupied rooms on this wing on this floor. The room on the floor below was unoccupied, thankfully, since a bullet could have gone through the floor."
"Not likely, but possible." I said, more to myself. "Apparently they used silencer-equipped weapons, but woke up the whole hotel banging on the doors. Agent Muscone, what do you think?"
"I think they came after you, Don." said Jack. "But they're stupid. Very, very stupid."
"Yes, yes they are." I said.
"Why is that?" asked Robin Ventura.
"Well, think about it." I said. "If I had been in this room, I'm hearing several large bangs on the door as the perps try to kick the door in. They made a lot of noise. Now if I was in here, I'm armed to the teeth and I'm getting ready to blow their asses away, not to mention administering some iron and red paint to the sides of their heads." Robin nodded.
"Exactly." said Muscone. "So what do you make of that? Desperation?"
"You know..." I said, thinking out loud, "being the cynical guy that I am, I might actually think that the perps knew I wasn't here. They bust in, fire some shots, pick up the shells, and run. Warning message. The question is 'why?', of course."
"Gotta tell you, I'm not feeling that one." asked Muscone. "What purpose does it serve?"
"Maybe someone was watching to see what the response would be." said Robin. "And now they've seen that an FBI agent showed up immediately."
"That's a good point, Ventura." I said. "Jack, how did you hear about it and respond so fast?"
"I called him." said Robin. "Our Precinct Desk called me when they got the call about a disturbance at your hotel, and I called Agent Muscone immediately."
"I see." I said, and I meant more than just Robin's spoken explanation. She had not called him, I realized. Jack Muscone had been fucking the lovely young black woman when the call to her came in...
Part 4 - Footprints Under The Window
8:00am, Friday August 7th. I was in a conference room near Detectives Warren and Ventura's desks, getting Sapper's statement of his investigation of Wargrave's death. I'd already downloaded the case notes from the City Police servers through his computer. As I finished, my personal cellphone rang. It was my wife Laura.
"Hi, dear." I said. "What's up?"
"Hello, darling. When are you coming home?" Laura asked.
"Probably in a couple of hours." I said. "I'm just wrapping up the information gathering here. Why?"
"Don't rush, but when you get back to Town, come home to the Mountain Nest." Laura said. "Don't ask, I'll show you when you get here."
I paid a quick visit to the City's Crime Lab, which had analyzed the evidence of the Wargrave case. It was an unusually silent lab. As the young woman who analyzed the glass showed me what she'd done, I noted her nervousness. As I looked at the glass in the microscope, I said "Maria, where did you go to school?"
"The University, sir." she said.
"Ah, a Bulldog."
"I don't really follow sports, sir." Maria said.
"I understand." I said. "What did you major in?"
"Chemistry, sir." Maria said.
"Ah good. So did I." I said. "You're doing more with your major than I did, that's for sure. So why are you chemists here so nervous about another chemist visiting you today?" Maria's eyes widened as I brought up her fears out loud, but she smiled weakly.
"We don't want to mess up in front of the Iron Crowbar, sir." Maria said.
"Ah, don't worry." I said, smiling. "I'm just a big ol' teddy bear. A teddy bear that majored in Chemistry like you did. By the way, The Batman and Sherlock Holmes were also Chemistry majors. We're in good company." I was happy to see the atmosphere in the room getting lighter.
Still, I had things to do. I wrapped things up within 30 minutes. Jack Muscone rode back to Town with me in my Police SUV.
"You were right, they were nervous in that lab." said Jack. "Any idea why?"
"No." I said. "Everything was fine. Evidence handled properly and all that. The glass from the window was interesting, though. Even the shards have cracks running through them. It was shattered almost to the molecular level..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Last night Bowser was very agitated again." Laura said. "He kept going to the front door and sniffing, then sniffing around the front room windows and looking outside. I had the alarm set but didn't go outside until this morning. I let Bowser out back and he ran around the house and began sniffing and growling. So I came out and looked, and found this."
I looked at the front yard and saw what Laura was indicating. There were footprints in the soft earth, human bootprints, actually. The prints were most frequent and most visible in the shrubbery under the window of the living room, which faced the front of the house.
"Did you note what time Bowser got agitated?" I asked, knowing she would have.
"About midnight, maybe just afterwards." Laura replied.
"Where is Bowser now?" I asked.
"Inside, with Carole. He won't leave her. He didn't even move when you drove up. Normally he comes to the door to greet you."
"See Jack?" I said. "My dog loves me, but he loves my daughter more." I went inside, and found Carole playing in the den, and Jim basically watching her and playing with one toy. Bowser looked up and wagged his tail, but did not leave his post three feet from Carole. I got out his harness and leash.
"Okay, Bowser," I said, "let's go out and see what is going on." Bowser agreeably let me put the harness on him, but when I tried to lead him by the chain to the front door, he resisted.
"Laura, bring Carole." I said. "Jack, would you bring Jim?"
"Sure." Jack said. With the babies in tow, Bowser came right on outside with us. I had him sniff around the front window. He growled when he sniffed the footprints.
"Come on, Bowser," I said, leading him around the side of the house, "do you smell anymore footprints?" We went around the house but Bowser only got antsy in the front yard near that front window. He followed the trail into the driveway, but it ended quickly enough.
I said "I think whoever came up just came to the front door and window and looked in. Bowser didn't seem to catch anything out back; in fact, he was more interested in using his bathroom. Still, I don't like this."
"Me neither." said Laura. "I'm having a couple of cameras put in that overlook the front and back yards, and feed into our security system inside. That'll be done today."
"Who is doing that?" I asked.
"Don't worry," Laura said, "I'm not going to let the CIA into our house to bug us. It's someone I know and trust." She told me the name of who it was.
"Oh, he was my competitor in Midtown." I said. "I'm still going to check up behind him."
"As will I." said Laura.
"By the way, where is Mom?" I asked.
"She wasn't here last night." Laura said. "I called her this morning after finding the footprints, and she said she was at the Community Center, serving doughnuts to the old ladies there. She's actually trading doughnuts for gossip, of course." Jack laughed at that one.
"Okay, guys," he said, handing Jim back to me, "you both need to be careful. After all that happened in the City and here at the same time, I'm worried for you both."
"I don't blame you." I said. "I'm getting as skittish as Bowser..."
Part 5 - Homespun Festival
Saturday, August 8th. It was a beautiful morning, and the Coltrane County Homespun Festival was in full swing at the County Fairgrounds just north of the town of Buford. Many booths were lined up, selling food, drinks, homemade clothing items and homemade home furnishings. Later there would be games such as the three-legged races, frog races, turtle races, and the like.
The Cub Scouts would have a derby race, and the Boy Scouts were running an archery range. The Girl Scouts were selling... you guessed it... Girl Scout cookies(!). They were also selling lemonade, water, and other soft drinks in the more shaded area of the park.
This Homespun Festival was a big deal in the area, so people came from our County, Nextdoor County, and the other counties in the region. I noted a lot of older women milling about or sitting in groups; even Old Mrs. Boddiker was there. But I didn't see anyone who might be the mysterious Widow Athena Jones...
Laura and I had brought Jim and Carole, who decided she liked Girl Scout cookies. I'd seen Cindy and Jenna already, and also saw Joanne Cummings and Seth Warner walking around. Teresa and Todd were there, apparently as a couple, Todd carrying his son Doug, and they were joined by Tanya Perlman, her son Pete, and Teddy Parker.
Daniel and Melina Allgood were talking with Sheriff Sorrells near the Boy Scout archery range. I should note that Melina and Joanne had gone to the archery range and, to the surprise of everyone, shot bullseyes after bullseyes, obviously having a friendly contest with each other. And amazing accuracy despite the low quality of the bows and the arrows. The Scouts kept supplying arrows bought by spectators for them (it was $2 for five arrows) as the ladies poured shot after shot into the bullseyes. Finally they agreed to call it a draw. I already knew about Melina's abilities, and I was very impressed with Joanne's shooting.
I had encouraged all of the Detectives to make an appearance at the Homespun Festival, so Martin Nash and Sandra Speer were there. Our County's A.D.A. Franklin Washington, who was black, was with his white wife, which got some very non-approving looks (downright ugly looks, actually) from Coltrane County residents.
I saw Geiger and Christopher Purvis on separate occasions, and even Sharples had come, wearing his totally unneeded raincoat/trenchcoat and fedora-like "reporter" hat. Lorena Rose and Diana Torres were excused; they'd been doing night shifts as part of their undercover work for a couple of weeks.
I also noticed someone else walking almost furtively among the crowds. SBI Agent Jeff Reubens was here. I'd made eye contact with him earlier, and he'd scurried away from me, which I took to mean he didn't want to be seen talking with me. At times I noticed him loitering around booths, scanning the crowds. He was clearly here for some professional reason, but I had no idea what that was.
By happenstance, a group of us came together, having gotten lemonades from the Girl Scout booth. Me, Laura, Tanya, Teddy, Cindy, Jenna, Joanne, Seth, Teresa, Todd, Martin and Sandra were talking in a big circle. Everyone was drinking normal yellow lemonade except Laura. She was drinking pink lemonade, which she preferred.
"This pink lemonade is very good." Laura said. "I may have to go buy another cup."
"Carole," said Todd mischievously, "do you like yellow or pink lemonade better?"
"Cookies!" yelled Carole diplomatically. Everyone laughed.
"You know, they ought to put a disc golf course in here." Cindy said, looking around. "Then I can whip Teresa's ass somewhere besides Ronald Reagan Park."
"What is in that kool-aid you're drinking?" Teresa replied sardonically. "I will crush you as I always do. You can't hit the side of a barn with a frisbee."
"Laura, I'm going to have to show both these amateurs how to play disc golf." I said in open challenge to both of them.
"I'll take you up on that, Uncle Don." said Todd with a grin. "Me, Teresa, and little Doug here against you, Cindy, and Carole."
"Oh, you're on!" Cindy exclaimed, her ice-blue eyes lighting up. "Carole, are you ready--"
"AAAUUUGGHH!!"
The scream had come from about 100 feet from us, near the Girl Scout table. We all dashed over to see what was happening. There was a small crowd kneeling around a prostrate man.
"Police officers! Let us through!" I shouted. "This woman is a doctor, let us through!" People scattered out of our way. I saw that the man lying on the ground was Jeff Reubens!
Geiger and Sharples were already there, kneeling beside Reubens, Geiger over his right shoulder and Sharples at his left side.
"Doctor!" I shouted as I knelt down by Reubens' left side, displacing Sharples, who stood up. I saw the foam bubbling from Reubens' mouth, and I could smell the almond odor.
Geiger moved over to the top of Reubens's head as Laura knelt down on his right side and checked for a pulse, having given Carole to Cindy, who handed her off to Teresa.
"He's dead." Laura said after a moment. "Looks like cyanide poisoning. Not a damn thing to be done."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - A Study In Pink (Lemonade)
"Secure this scene!" I ordered my fellow officers, instinctively using military language. "Secure the entire perimeter! No one leaves or enters!" Cindy Ross immediately took charge. Coltrane County police were also coming up, and she took control of them, too. I began looking around, seeing a plastic cup with pink droplets between Reubens's left hand and his left side. It was the only cup on the ground in the area. Taking latex gloves out of my pocket, which I always carried, I put them on, then carefully picked up the cup.
"Anyone have an evidence bag?" I asked. Tanya Perlman did (of course), and I put the cup in it, then wrote the necessary information on the bag. She and I further examined the mortal remains of SBI Agent Jeff Reubens, finding little except his wallet, which had only a couple hundred dollars and some credit cards. His SBI badge was not on his person at all.
It soon became chaos in the area, but police got the perimeter under control. Sheriff Sorrells came up to me.
"Consider your help asked for." he drawled. "What happened here?"
"Looks like this man was poisoned by cyanide." I said. I scanned the crowds. I saw TCPD and Coltrane County officers keeping people back as the ambulance and EMTs arrived...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I logged in as SBI Reservists, having been asked by Sheriff Sorrells. I told both Coltrane County and TCPD Law Enforcement to begin taking statements, not worrying about jurisdictions. It was then that several crying Girl Scouts came up to me. I called Laura over as I saw them approach, knowing I would need the help of the (to me) world's greatest psychiatrist.
"Are you the Iron Crowbar?" the tallest girl asked.
"Uh, yeah." I said. "What's the matter, girls?"
"It's my fault!" one of the girls said through her sobs. "I killed him!"
"How could you have done that?" I asked in the calmest, sweetest voice I could muster. I had the girl sit down next to me and Laura on a nearby bench. "What's your name?"
"Margaret." sobbed the girl.
"What happened, Margaret?" I asked. "Take a breath, then tell me what happened."
"We were selling lemonade, and this man came behind me with a cup of pink lemonade." Margaret said. "He said this other guy liked pink lemonade and asked me to give it to him. So I did, and then the man I gave it to drank it and fell down and died!" Margaret started crying again.
"Honey, it's not your fault!" Laura said, hugging the girl. "I drank the pink lemonade too, and I'm fine. You didn't do anything wrong."
"That's right." I said. "Margaret, can you tell me what that man looked like?" I noticed Cindy standing near me, listening and taking notes.
"He had a hat on, and sunglasses and a big mustache and beard. I think his hair was brown. His beard was brown." Margaret said.
"Was his voice deep, or kind of high?" I asked.
"It was kind of soft, like he was whispering." Margaret said.
"Was he tall or short? Fat or skinny?"
"I... I'm not sure how tall he was." Margaret said. "He was kind of big, not like a fat belly, but big all over."
"I see." I said. I talked to the other Girl Scouts, who said they had not really seen the man. They also said that there was only one pitcher of pink lemonade, and they only sold it when specifically asked for it. Tanya Perlman and Joanne Cummings were already confiscating all of the contents of the Girl Scout booth, which would become evidence to be tested.
I said "Margaret, you've been very helpful to us, and this is not your fault at all. What are your parents' names?" Margaret told us, as well as her phone number.
"Okay, we're going to call your parents and tell them what happened. And I'm going to tell them what I'm telling you now: I don't want to hear you blaming yourself ever again, okay?"
"Okay." Margaret said, pretending to concede. But I knew this was going to haunt this young girl for a long, long time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:30pm I was in the Coltrane County Sheriff's Office. With me was Cindy Ross, Sheriff Sorrells, Tanya Perlman, and SBI Agent Ted Crenshaw, who'd arrived an hour before. I'd also received a text from the Governor of the State, Val Jared, calling me and Cindy up for full-time SBI duty to investigate Agent Reubens' death.
Just then the door opened... and in walked SBI Director Jack Lewis. With him were SBI Agents Grigsby and Greenwalt.
"Sheriff Sorrells," Lewis announced, not bothering to say hello or introduce himself or anyone else, "the SBI is taking over this case."
"No you're not." said Sheriff Sorrells, not rising to the bait and instead keeping calm. "I've asked these SBI Reservists to help, but I haven't called you in, nor am I conceding the case to you. This is my jurisdiction."
"This is an SBI internal matter now." said Lewis. "And I'm taking it over because it's an SBI Agent's death. That's the law."
"Director Lewis," I said, "why don't you sit down with us and discuss this, rather than use your usual 'bull-in-a-china-shop" approach..."
"You're off the case, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Lewis. "Full-time SBI Agents are taking this over."
"C'mon, Lewis." I said loudly. "I know you got cc'd the Governor's text directly calling me up. You know it's my case now... unless you persuade the Governor himself to take me off. Good luck with that."
"Ah shit." muttered Lewis, seeing his bullying gambit had failed. "All right. I guess we have to work together again. Is Ms. Ross going to be part of this?"
"Of course." I said.
"Hey, wait a minute--" started Sorrells.
"Sheriff," I said, "we will keep you well within the loop, but Director Lewis is right: since this is an assassination of an SBI Agent, they can come in."
"As long as you are leading it, I won't make trouble about it." said Sorrells.
"Not your call." said Lewis. "I'm putting Grigsby and Greenwalt in charge--"
"No, Lewis, you're not." I said, standing up. "You can put Crenshaw as co-lead with me on this, but that's as far as I'm giving you. Now if you want to know who murdered your agent, back off, stop the theatrics, and let us get to work. Your gubernatorial campaign is not going to direct nor affect our actions, Lewis. Capice?"
That one stung, but Lewis did the smart thing: he conceded to the righteous might of the Crowbar(s).
Part 7 - The Investigation
Sunday, August 9th. At 10:00am, the meeting convened in the main conference room of Town & County Police Headquarters. In the room was myself, Cindy Ross, Ted Crenshaw, Chief Bennett, SBI Director Jack Lewis, Tanya Perlman, and J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab. I had invited Sheriff Sorrells, but he was unable to come up until later in the day.
Myron Milton and Mary Mahoney Milton had gone to Coltrane County the previous afternoon with the 'copy machine'. This device, which we used at the Law Offices of Dewey, Cheatham & Howe to get all the Olivet data into our servers before handing it to Acme Consolidated, showed its worth again as everything was digitized within a few hours, which included hundreds of statements on paper taken by law enforcement officers at the scene, and other reports. Digital copies went into TCPD servers, and were also sent to the SBI and the Coltrane County Sheriff Department.
"So what do we have, so far?" asked Ted Crenshaw.
"J.R.?" I said.
"Yes sir." said Barnes. "There was nothing in that little plastic cup except pink lemonade. No cyanide traces at all. The M.E. says Agent Reubens died of cyanide poisoning, and it was definitely in what he drank, but the cup had nothing. Reubens's fingerprints were the only ones on the cup, too."
"How can that be?" asked Jack Lewis. "How can the cup you confiscated not be contaminated? Commander, you bagged that cup into evidence in front of at least ten witnesses."
"That is true." I said. "J.R., what did you get from the Girl Scouts' table?" I asked.
"Everything was clean." said Barnes. "Nothing in any of the pink or yellow lemonade pitchers, no cyanide in the trash, or in the cups they were using to give out the lemonade."
"And since my wife drank pink lemonade just minutes before Reubens died, it's not likely there was any contamination at the source." I said. "And the Girl Scout said that someone gave her a cup of pink lemonade to give to Reubens."
"Maybe that cup you bagged was your wife's cup. Maybe she put it down to attend Reubens, and you didn't realize that and bagged it by accident?" asked Lewis.
"No, she threw hers in the trash several minutes before Reubens died." I said. "And you just heard J.R. say that only Reubens's fingerprints were on that cup." Lewis didn't want to concede those points, but had no recourse nor other explanation.
Tanya Perlman said "Commander, the TCPD and Coltrane County Sheriff's Department confiscated all of the trash containers in the park. Do you want us to run all the cups? At least the ones that have pink traces inside them?"
"No, we're not going to burn money doing that." I said. "But you did mark which locations each bag came from?" Tanya nodded and I said "Maybe check the top cups of each bag right around the area. But even if we find a contaminated cup, it's needle-in-a-haystack for fingerprints, and even then it'll be of virtually no evidential use to us."
"So where do we go from here?" asked Lewis.
"We ask this question." I said. "Director Lewis, why was Jeff Reubens in Coltrane County and at the Homespun Festival?"
"Well... I don't know." said Lewis. "Why were you there?"
"I'm a local." I said. "I live near there. Locals in my County go to Coltrane County for their Homespun Festival. Coltrane County residents come to our Fourth of July celebrations and the Triathlon. But Agent Reubens... he's not a local to these parts. He lives... er, lived in Midtown, worked out of Midtown. So, and I ask this to any of you SBI guys: why was he up here for the Festival?"
"No idea." said Crenshaw. Lewis looked dumbfounded; either he was doing a supreme acting job, or he really didn't know."
"Crenshaw, you'll have to look into that." said Lewis.
"Here's another question." I said. "Why did Agent Reubens not have his SBI badge on his person? It wasn't on his belt nor in any of his pockets, and it wasn't in the rented car he drove up to Coltrane County. Should he not have had it on his person?"
"Crenshaw?" asked Lewis.
"I..." Crenshaw started, thinking about it. "I can't think of any reason why he wouldn't. I don't know of any undercover mission he was working on."
"So either his badge was stolen from him at the scene, or he never had it on." I said. "And either way, that is what I call a... 'strangeness'."
"Uh oh." said Cindy, somewhat under her breath. "That is not a good omen for the perp that did this."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in my office, alone with Crenshaw. I was bringing up data on my computer.
"I looked into Reubens's SBI computer files last night." I said. "He left no notes on any cases he was working on in the Northwest Tri-County area, and no notes or calendar entries showing that he was coming up here, much less why he would."
"How did you get into his files?" Crenshaw asked.
"Oh, I have authorization," I said. "as an SBI Reserve Lieutenant." I did not mention that Myron and I had also hacked into the SBI files at much deeper levels, only to still find nothing on why Reubens was in Coltrane County.
"Oh." said Crenshaw, somewhat surprised. "Well, its a good question. I looked last night into what he was working on. You know he was somewhat in the doghouse with the SBI brass over a failed drug operation?"
"I heard something about that." I said. "What more can you tell me? In fact, just tell me the whole thing."
Crenshaw did so, telling me basically what Reubens himself had told me some time before (Author's note: see 'Sting of the Scorpion, Ch. 4' for that), except Crenshaw omitted any details about Sharples being the subject of the investigation. Did Crenshaw know and was hiding that info? I wondered. Or did he really not know?
"What you may not have heard, Commander," said Crenshaw, "is that since that failure, Reubens became a lot more eccentric. He was getting on his computer looking for dirty SBI Agents. I heard that Inspector Maxwell offered him a job in the Office of Ethics and Review, but he turned it down."
"Oh really?" I asked idly. "Well, I think that's the key to the case... that and the fact his SBI badge is missing. He came up for a reason, and he was waxed because of that reason."
"There is one other theory that some of us have been talking about." said Crenshaw. "The killer was after either you or your wife, and hit the wrong target."
"Yeah, I thought of that possibility. And in reply, I again direct your attention to the missing SBI badge." I said. "So... if that's true, that the perp was after me or my wife, we need something to back it up. And if it's true, the killer missed his shot. It's bad to miss... my wife won't."
And neither will I, I thought to myself. Neither will I.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
About 2:00pm that same Sunday, I got a cellphone call, asking me and Cindy, and just the two of us, to come to Campus Police Headquarters and the office of Campus Police Lt. Bill Hanson. We got into my Police SUV and headed over. Upon our arrival, we were surprised to see two unexpected visitors: SBI Agent Ted Orosco, and SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell.
"Hi Britt!" I said, giving the drop-dead gorgeous raven-haired woman a warm hug, remembering our intense sexual coupling just a few days before. I just shook hands with Orosco as Cindy and Britt, once roommates, exchanged a very warm hug with each other.
Lt. Hanson excused himself to give us a chance to talk. After we all sat down, Orosco said "Thanks for coming over. We need to talk with you, and we do not want Director Lewis and his lackey Crenshaw knowing we talked to you."
"Absolutely." said Britt.
"Sure." I said. "What's it about?"
Orosco said "I'm sure you remember Reubens and me coming up to talk with you last May, about Sharples."
"Yes, and Captain Ross is aware of that." I said. Cindy nodded.
"Good." said Orosco. "We know you gave Sharples that assignment to look into the Oldeeds child trafficking, the case he stumbled onto some years before. That was a pretty neat thing you did in doing that, Commander."
I said nothing, just nodded shortly.
"At any rate," Orosco continued, "what you may not know is that Reubens continued to look into Sharples's past, and to see if he had any connections with dirty SBI agents. The name 'Dick Ferrell' comes quickly to mind."
"No doubt about that." I said. "Britt, I heard you offered Reubens a job with the State Office of Ethics and Review. My guess is that you wanted to give him some resources behind looking into dirty officers, n'est pas?
"Oui, mon Commandant." Britt replied. "I knew he was looking into stuff, and I knew Jack Lewis was aware of it and was about to move to fuck both him and Orosco up. So I offered Reubens the job. But he didn't take it. I'm not sure why not, especially as Lewis was about to do his classic dirty tricks to throw Reubens under the bus."
"Interesting." I said. "But let me ask this: do either of you know why Reubens came up to Coltrane County and the Homespun Festival? And without his badge?"
"Yes, at least on why he came up." said Orosco, his face grave. "And that is why I asked you to come here today. Reubens was keeping me informed of what he was doing, and we were both careful to make no SBI records of it. Reubens thought that Sharples was working for someone, someone big, maybe a Crime Syndicate leader, and that dirty SBI agents might be a part of that Syndicate. He also thought that there was a potential assassination plot against you, Commander."
"And he may have been right about that." said a voice in the doorway.
I turned to see FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone in the doorway. He came on inside and closed the door.
"Sorry to crash your party," said Muscone, "but I suspect you're meeting this way so that Jack Lewis won't know about it, and I don't want him knowing I'm here, either." He sat down next to me and said "The FBI is not going to take any active interest in this case unless you call us in, but we are interested behind the scenes and off the record."
"Keeping your favorite FBI Consultant out of trouble, Special Agent Muscone?" said Britt Maxwell with a grin.
"You might say that, Inspector." said Muscone. "It's a full time job, too, considering what happened in the City the other night. Aside from that, we're also interested in following up on the Oldeeds Organization and connections to other large organizations that we'd like to break up. National syndicates."
"Ted," I asked, "any idea who this Crime Syndicate leader is that Sharples might be working with?"
"We thought it might be Thomas P. Cook." said Orosco. "We also think that there might be some ties to the University, too, and Inspector Maxwell would know more about that than I would. But Reubens and I had no luck at all finding any connections to anything we could really act upon."
"That's why they call him the 'Shadow Man'." I said. glancing over at Cindy. "Isn't that right, Crowbar 2?"
"FBI doesn't believe in the Shadow Man." Cindy said adroitly. "Or they believe he jumped to his death in the City a few weeks ago."
"Guys," I said, having an insight, "why don't you give me and Agent Orosco a couple of minutes alone?" Everyone looked surprised, especially Orosco, but they got up to go.
I quickly took the bug Jack Muscone had secreted under the arm of his chair, then stepped up to Britt's chair and found the one she'd left.
"Come on, guys," I said in joking fashion to them. "Who do you think you're dealing with here? Dick Ferrell?" I handed Cindy the bugs, who gave them back to their owners as she escorted them out the door and closed it behind her. Still not mollified, I turned on my bug-jamming device.
"Okay, Orosco," I said, "It's just us, and off the record. What's the real story?"
"What do you mean?" Orosco said.
"I hope you don't think like those guys do, and believe you're dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded." I replied. "I know that you and Reubens came to see me because the two of you think Sharples has some connection to the Oldeeds Organization and their smuggling, and you were hoping to co-opt me into solving it for you. You didn't want Sharples so much as you wanted the much bigger fish behind him. Hey, I'm fine with that, though I prefer to do it on my terms. But then Reubens came to that Homespun Festival and he did not leave it alive. And I don't think I was that target; the killer murdered the man he wanted to kill, and very successfully." Orosco winced at that.
"How do you know that?" Orosco said.
"The SBI badge going missing." I replied. "And by the way, I think Reubens accepted Inspector Maxwell's offer of a job, and with her supposedly secret SBI Internal Affairs unit. His refusing the OER job was just cover, was it not?"
Orosco's eyes practically bulged out of his head. "How... what, did she tell you that?" He meant Britt Maxwell.



"No." I said. "I realized it just now, when she planted the bug to hear our conversation. So... why don't you tell me the real story here, so I can avenge the man's murder?"
Orosco considered for a long moment, then said "Okay, you're right. It's deep, really fucking deep. I wasn't lying about hearing rumors of a plot to kill you, though. That's real enough, and Reubens did think someone might try to kill you at that Festival."
"Me or more likely my wife." I said. "But what else?"
Orosco continued. "Okay. Reubens realized your ploy in giving Sharples that assignment to investigate the child trafficking, and knew that you were getting Sharples to reveal what he knows and hoping he'd help you take down some bad guys. But the problem is that the bad guys know it, too. He was watching everyone Sharples contacted at the Festival, hoping to get a lead on possible connections. But Sharples must've had a confederate that saw Reubens, and had that Girl Scout give Reubens the poisoned lemonade."
"All true." I said. "But come on, Ted, you are holding out on me here."
"No, I'm really not." said Orosco, who finally realized he could not defeat me in mental combat this day. "There really is a Syndicate. You know State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone out of Southport?" I nodded as Orosco said "He used to be the Boss of Bosses in the Southport Mob. Gave it up for politics. Ever wonder why?"
"Sure I've wondered." I said. "But he still controls a lot of that stuff. He's the State's version of a Mob-connected U.S. Senator from a Western State."
"Well, you may not have looked into it all that deeply, like we did." said Orosco. "Cerone was basically forced out. He's a smart man, though, and realized that setting himself up in politics made him useful so that they wouldn't kill him."
"And it was this Syndicate forced him out?" I asked.
"We think so." said Orosco. "And they must be a tremendously powerful bunch to be able to so easily direct the Southport Mob's actions regarding its leadership."
I thought about it. "Ted, how have you come to know all this about this Syndicate?"
"Years of investigations, undercover operations, confidential informants." said Orosco. "Crenshaw is our best and most experienced guy on Organized Crime in the City and in Southport, but he's too loyal to Lewis for us to trust. I've been working with Crenshaw and his people on some occasions, though, so I've learned a few things from time to time."
"And that big drug sting Reubens was the leader of, the one that crashed and burned... was the Syndicate behind that?"
"We had hopes of getting some of them, maybe putting a dent in their operations." said Orosco. "But they weren't the main target."
"Okay," I said, realizing I'd get no more out of Orosco at this time, "let's get back with the others." We left the office room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what is this Syndicate about?" Cindy asked as we drove back to Headquarters... by way of the bypass loop about three times.
"Oh, one would have to be blind to not know the Mob controls Southport and their rail and river shipping." I said. "They tried to come up here when we had more rail shipping than we do now. Chief Griswold ran them out on a rail, and that was with the SBI trying to undermine him all the way."
"Oh wow." Cindy said. "I never knew that about the Chief. But those guys weren't this 'Syndicate'. So what is the Syndicate up to?"
"They're just one criminal organization I'm aware of." I said. "They sound like a big deal, but they're just one small chapter of national Mob organizations around the country. But it would be a better analogy to say that they're like that 'Black Badge' group... they infiltrate larger organizations on behalf of their leader."
"And who would that leader be?"
"You get one guess, 'Watson'." I replied. "Don't blow it."
Cindy smiled as I continued: "And for all their investigating, the Shadow Man has not really shown up on the SBI's radars. He is truly effective at hiding himself, as Susan Wexler told me. And speaking of that... didn't Molly tell you about a reporter in Midtown that was assaulted after looking into the 'Victory Christian Ministries' angle?"
"Yeah, she mentioned it when she came up for the July 4th weekend." Cindy replied. "The guy is still in the hospital, though he's out of the coma he'd been in."
"Might be time to pay him a visit... under the guise of the Wargrave investigation." I said.
Part 8 - Midtown Blues
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the State Office Building on the north side of Courthouse Square in Town, at precisely 7:00am on Monday, August 10th.
"Channel Two News has learned that Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Force has been asked by the Governor himself to take an active role in the investigation of the murder of an SBI Agent at the Coltrane County Homespun Festival this weekend! Commander Troy made this statement over the weekend..."
A tape of Your Iron Crowbar was played, showing me asking citizens to send the Police any video or photo footage they'd taken at the Festival that might help with our investigation.
And boy! did we get it! Thousands of emails poured into the official TCPD inbox, which Myron and Mary quickly had preserved in servers for our examination. Most of it wasn't worth much, but a few people had some shots and video of the time of the murder, and we were able to look at some things.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"When does that Girl Scout troop meet?" I asked Crowbar's Angels that morning at our command meeting in my office.
"Tomorrow, Tuesday evening." said Cindy. "Why?"
"I heard that the girls are not doing well mentally after this weekend, especially poor Margaret." I said. "My wife talked with her and her family yesterday."
"And as usual," Tanya said, "you have an idea what to do about that."
"Indeed I do." I said. "And it will help our case, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I drove into Midtown early that same Monday afternoon, I had a sense of foreboding. First, I was driving alone. While I'd called Molly and she and her boss, Captain Sean 'Cav' Moynahan were waiting for me, I still hated to not have anyone having my back.
But second... whenever I came to this town I was reminded of my past life, of the years I was married to Melina, selling security equipment while working in the drudgery of a chemistry lab, and the relief of being able to go to Army Reserve weekends. Wow, how the times and my life had changed...
Driving in a Police SUV on a highway was often amusing. Even though I was out of jurisdiction, other cars saw the blue lightbar on top of my vehicle and slowed down, often pulling into the right lane and giving me clearance to move past them.
Pulling into Midtown, which was caught between being a large town or a small city, I headed for Molly's Police Precinct. There I quickly found my pregnant lover and her police team: Detective Frank Soltis and Captain Moynahan.
"Good to see you, Don." said 'Cav' as he ushered me into his office for a conversation. "I guess Sergeant Evans has told you about some of our problems down here?"
"Some of it." I said. "Is there more you can tell me?"
"Yes." said Moynahan, who then looked around his office as he said "But I think we'll talk more of it while we're on the way to the hospital, or at dinner."
I pulled out my little anti-bugging device and silently raised my eyebrows, offering to use it then. Moynahan put his hands up in a 'Stop' sign and shook his head silently. He was clearly worried and desirous of taking the strongest of precautions.
"Well, let's go, then." I said.
With Molly in tow, we drove in my Police SUV to Midtown's largest hospital, which was okay but nothing like University Hospital. I again felt gratitude for what I had in my home Town.
"Don," said Moynahan as we drove, "I need to ask you to make sure I am with you at all times while you're down here looking into this. You may be able to flash that SBI Reserve badge, but our top brass might shoot you anyway. But they won't do that with me here."
"That bad, huh?" I said. "Is it safe for Molly to be with us?"
"Oh, yeah," said Moynahan, "I'm overstating the case just to make the point. We'll be fine... but things are getting a bit dicey down here. Let me tell you what' going on."
He began: "We began re-investigating the murder of that young CIA man, Mike. To be honest, I expected to find nothing, but the FBI in the City was pretty helpful to us. We are pretty sure that Vicki Oldeeds and some of her entourage that night are behind the murder, but we don't have anything concrete."
He continued: "Then there was a murder in the 'Red River District', which is similar to your Town's 'Tenderloin District'. The Chief assigned the murder to my team. The guy was a small-time hood from Southport. We learned that he'd been trying to become a 'made man' in the Southport Mob, but then, and rather suddenly, began working independently of them. He had a pipeline going, but we could not get any lead on where he might be getting drugs from. And then we found out that it might not be drugs he was pushing."
"What, then?" I asked.
"Arms." said Moynahan. "Small shipments, but several of them. One of them might have gone up towards your Town, but never got there. But then we heard a rumor, an ugly one... a C.I., one of the FBI's best assets in Southport, unexpectedly contacted us, unsolicited. He told us to look into a group called 'Victory Christian Ministries'... and he said that underage foreign girls had been shipped to the City for purposes of prostitution and pornography, and that payments were going through this VCM group."
"Wow." I said.
"And then, lo and behold," continued Captain Moynahan, "this reporter we're going to visit was found nearly dead. Severely beaten, gang raped in the ass. In addition, his home had been broken into and ransacked, totally destroyed. We'll go look there too, if you like."
"Sure." I said as we pulled into the hospital parking lot.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't remember anything about the attack on me." said the reporter. He was a young man that reminded me a little bit of the late Tim Dawdle from my County: punkish, a product of schooling and upbringing that caused him to investigate news stories based upon an agenda instead of true journalistic reporting. I'd studied his work history with KCAP, one of Midtown's news networks; he was virulently anti-Christian, and had been relentlessly 'investigating', i.e. attacking, many Christian organizations, including the Oldeeds Group.
"What do you remember?" I asked. "Any idea why you were attacked?" I should note that I was in my light trenchcoat and plainclothes underneath. My Tilley hat had an SBI Reserve badge under the requisite Airborne wings, but I was not wearing the hat indoors.
"No." he said. "I'd been working on this smuggling pipeline. A Detective Sharples had tipped me off about it, and I'd interviewed Captain Moynahan of the Midtown Police about it. I found out that 'Victory Christian Ministries' had bank accounts here, and also in the City."
"Where are your notes?" I asked. "Do you have anything that could give me a clue to who attacked you?"
"Most of my stuff was in my desk at KCAP." he said. "I didn't try to hide anything at home, which was a good thing because the Police told me my house was broken into."
"Mind if I take a look there and see if they left any clues that might lead me to them?"
"Go ahead." the reporter said. "But take Captain Moynahan with you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was getting late in the afternoon as we pulled up to the small house of the reporter. I'd taken the precaution to get a fresh search warrant, citing the Agent Reubens murder as a possible new connection. As usual, I got the warrant but it took a lot longer than it takes to get them from the judges in my County. Another reason to be grateful for what I have.
When I got there, I parked a distance away. "Molly," I said, "get behind the wheel. I expect trouble. If anyone comes after you, get the hell out of here. If something happens to me and Captain Moynahan, get up to my Town as fast as this car will take you and get your sister. She will bring down the wrath of God, but you have to stay safe in this SUV. Promise?"
"If you say so." Molly said, knowing that my main concern was my baby inside her belly.
My fears were well-founded. As 'Cav' and I reached the door of the house, I heard the roar of police sirens. Several cars whizzed in, the tires screeching. Among the uniformed Midtown Police Officers getting out of their cars was an older man, also in uniform. He was Assistant Chief Mark McCluskey. He was a tough, grizzled veteran of the force, and looked as if he'd seen the seamier side of life.
"What the hell are you doing here, Moynahan?" he growled. "I told you that you were off this case!"
Moynahan made sure to make his voice sound as gravelly and folksy as he could; in that way he reminded me of P. Harvey Eckhart. He said "I'm not on it, Chief. This SBI Agent is investigating it, and I'm just assisting in the interest of good relations with our State Bureau of Investigation."
"And who the hell are you?" McCluskey said to me. I noted his officers were tense, ready to draw guns. For myself, I stood in front of the door, my legs spread slightly in a 'ready' stance, tapping my red crowbar in the palm of my left hand.
"I'm Lieutenant Don Troy of the SBI Reserve." I thundered back at him. "I have a warrant to search these premises, and I'm investigating the attack on this reporter in connection with two State cases, including that of the assassination of an SBI agent."
"Oh yeah?" said McCluskey. "Well not anymore, you're not. This case is local, no matter what happened to your agent. Now you get the hell out of Midtown by dark, if you know what's good for you."
"Is that a threat, Chief McCluskey?" I asked loudly.
"No." he said, not falling for the trap. "It's just good sound advice, if you know what is good for you. But if you try to go in there, these officers are going to stop you, and with lethal force if necessary."
"Going to kill me?" I asked.
"If I have to." said McCluskey, getting worn to anger by my attitude.
"Better be sure." I said. I raised an eyebrow as if glancing behind him.
He and his officers turned around. Twelve uniformed State Patrol Officers stood behind him. All of them had their hands on their guns, some actually drawn. They had appeared quietly and suddenly from out of nowhere, like Japanese ninja.
"You go on inside and look around, Lieutenant." said Moynahan. "I'll wait out here with the Assistant Chief, and keep him from getting hurt."
"Sounds like a plan." I said. I went inside.
"How dare you bring the SBI into this?" McCluskey said to Moynahan.
"I didn't. He contacted me." said Moynahan. Indeed, I had made the effort to send an email on my SBI Reserve account, knowing I needed to provide cover for him.
"I am going to barbecue your ass for this, Moynahan." growled McCluskey.
"Come now, Chief," said Moynahan, "you've said that before, and we both know you' can't do a damn thing to me. And by the way, you're a lucky man to still be alive right now."
"What the fuck are you talking about?" McCluskey said, turning a baleful eye onto the Captain.
"Didn't you see what that man had in his hands?" Moynahan asked.
"Yeah, a fucking red crowbar. So wha--" McCluskey's eyes widened as the realization hit him. "Oh, Jesus..."
"No, not Jesus, but it was indeed the Iron Crowbar himself, Chief." said Moynahan, rubbing salt into the wound. "And he has his eyes firmly upon you. After you think about what that means, you should probably go home and change your underwear."
McCluskey turned around, seeing the State Patrol Officers still watching his men alertly. There was nothing he could do. At least not right now.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Looking around, I saw that the small, two bedroom house had been devastated. Every piece of furniture had been turned over, and the sofa had been been cut open and its contents spilled all over the place. The television set had been smashed open. The entire kitchen looked like a tornado had passed through. The mattress and box springs in the bedroom had also been ripped apart. There were gaping holes in the walls.
The door to the attic in the ceiling had been pulled open, the ladder still extended to the floor. Glancing up there, I saw that the heater and a.c. units had been opened up, and the insulation had been removed from every space laid, and was strewn about. The perps had been extremely thorough in their search, I noted as I went back to the main floor.
My examination showed nothing. There could be no hiding place that would not have been found. I realized that the perps had used sonar on the walls, and ripped out the drywall of any suspicious area. The medicine cabinet had been ripped out of the wall in the bathroom, even.
When I went back outside, the Assistant Chief and his men got back into their cars and left. I went to the leader of the State Patrol Officers. "Thanks guys." I said. "Keep your receipts for dinner tonight and I'll pay you back."
"Thanks, Commander." the Leader said. "If you need us again, you know where to call." They walked down the street out of sight.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did you find anything?" Molly asked as she drove us back to her Headquarters. I was riding shotgun in my own Police SUV, which I almost never got to do as I was normally driving.
"No." I said, noticing that Molly's eyes were sparkling. "The perps were thorough in their search for anything the reporter had. They knew they had time to ransack the place. They used sonar on the walls, tore up literally anything and everything that could've been a hiding place. That bespeaks a level of expertise and equipment at a very, very high level."
"Good thing you had those State Patrol guys backing us up." said Captain Moynahan. "I know McCluskey is dirty, but something's really going on for him to show up like that. I really wasn't expecting that..." Molly's eyes were sparkling even more.
"You and your entire team need to be very careful." I said. "I don't want any of you ending up in the hospital like that reporter, or worse."
"Don't worry." said Moynahan. "The Midtown Police are not nearly as corrupt as the City Police or Southport Police. We've got a lot of good people working for good. That's why I haven't retired yet: I can't let them down."
"I hear you." I said. "By the way, if you did retire, who do you think would lead the Good Guys?"
"Our Chief is a good man. He has to play the political game, but there are lines he won't cross and has not tolerated being crossed. Soltis is a good man, and I don't even need to tell you about Evans here. And there are a few others salted away in various places. Good combat veterans, all."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Assistant Chief McCluskey was boiling mad as he went into his office. Sitting down he grabbed the phone and called his contact within the State Patrol.
"Greg, what the hell were you doing, letting your officers show up at that reporters' house to protect the Iron Crowbar?" McCluskey growled. "Don't you know how fucking dangerous this guy is?"
"What are you talking about?" he was asked. He explained what had happened.
"Mark," the man on the other end of the line said, his voice furtive, "I can't speak loudly, people are nearby, including the Station Commander. I can tell you this: we didn't send any State Patrol Officers to that house, and we haven't been asked for help by the SBI, at least not here in Midtown, for months..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, Molly and I went back to her house, actually our jointly-owned house. As always, I felt the nostalgia of the years having lived here before. I made sure to make some new memories by spending a lot of time with Ross, playing with him then prepping him for bed and getting him settled in.
Sitting in the living room on the sofa, Molly was snuggling into me, her legs curled under her as I stretched my legs in front of me. Molly's hand was feeling my groin through my pants for my cock.
"Interesting group of guys, that State Patrol unit." she said.
"Indeed." I said. "In fact--"
*KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!*
I went to answer the door. Sure enough, the grinning visage of my nephew Todd was outside. I let him in.
"Hi, Uncle Donny. Hi, Aunt Molly." he said mischievously.
"Hello yourself, State Patrol Officer Burke." Molly replied, giving it right back.
"Ah, you noticed." Todd said, grinning widely.
I said "Let's just say that you and your posse looked good in those uniforms. Good thing they didn't notice you needed a haircut, though the other guys keep their hair 'military' anyway." Indeed, the Leader of the group had been Todd's friend 'The Leader', who had dated my mom in the past. His brother and Hugh Hewitt, combat brothers-in-arms, were also in the group of 'State Patrol Officers'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Tuesday, August 11th. The rustle of the doorknob to the bedroom awakened me instantly, and I was already sitting up with my gun in my hand as the door opened. Fortunately, it was Todd. He was wearing all black, and even in the dim light of the streetlight through the window, I could see he was wearing an earpiece; ergo, he was in communication with someone.
"Uncle Don," he whispered, barely audibly, "are you awake?"
"Yeah, what's up?" I whispered back.
"Get dressed and come with me." he whispered. I quickly put on my black slacks and a black shirt as Molly began to awaken.
"Stay here or in Ross's room." I whispered to her. Then I followed Todd downstairs.
"Don't turn on any lights." Todd said as we descended the stairs. He led me to the kitchen, which was to the left of the living room as one looked at the front of the house from the front yard. "Don't get near the window; stand back and look through these."
What he handed me looked like a pair of binoculars, but was actually a night vision device. Looking through them, I could see the houses outside in a dim green glow.
"Look between those houses." Todd said. Doing so, I saw what he was getting at. Two men were crouched by some bushes, watching my house.
Sweeping down the road, I saw two more men in a car parked down the road near the end of the street. They were also watching the house, and were using night vision devices themselves!
"We're ready to hit them." said Todd. "What do you want to do, Uncle Don?"
"Take them down." I ordered. "Bring them into the garage here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The four men did not know what had hit them. Masked men in black had sprung up behind the men in the bushes, taking them down, putting hoods over their heads and securing their hands behind them. The men in the car had heard the locks to their doors suddenly unlock, followed by the doors opening and hands violently removing them, then hoods put on their heads and their hands tied behind them.
Once in the garage and the door to it closed, I had Molly come down, dressed and with her badge. I signaled for my guys to remove the hoods.
"Okay, assholes." I said, tapping the red crowbar in my left palm. "I want to know why you're staking out a Midtown Detective Sergeant's house?"
"What?" asked one of them. I recognized them as four of the officers that had accompanied the Assistant Chief to the reporter's house earlier in the day.
"You heard the man." said Molly, her voice cutting. "Why are you watching my house? I am going to have your fucking badges for this." She was holding up her own badge for them to see.
"We were just following orders, Sergeant!" gasped one of the men.
"Whose orders?" Molly asked sharply.
"Our Captain's." said the man, giving the name and the precinct.
"One of McCluskey's boys." Molly said to me.
"Who is this guy?" asked one of the men, who I surmised to be the leader of their little group.
"He's the Iron Crowbar." Molly said. "Yes, the Iron Crowbar. And he looks like one very pissed of man right now." Indeed, I was still tapping my crowbar in my hand, and the looks of shock on the four men's faces was priceless. At times like this, I was grateful for the fearsome reputation I'd cultivated over the previous months and years.
As the men looked around, they saw several black-clad, masked men surrounding them. "Yes, gentlemen," I said, "you are in a world of shit right now. Are you the guys that fucked up that reporter?"
"No," said one captive, "that wasn't us."
"Look, we don't know anything about any of this." said the leader of the group. "We're on the Assistant Chief's payroll, and we do things for him when he asks us to. Usually we're just muscle for him when he's dealing with the politicians. Cops don't get paid a lot, you know."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "So who did fuck up the reporter?"
"I don't know. I think those were some guys from out of town. That wasn't McCluskey's doing, either. I don't know for sure, but I think he just got paid to make sure it wasn't investigated. I don't know why the guy was fucked over."
"What about that smuggler that was found murdered?" Molly asked.
"Sergeant, I don't know what you're talking about, there." said the leader. I could see in his face and those of his confederates that he was telling the truth.
"I did not hear your answer to the Sergeant's question." I said. "Why are you watching her house? And don't tell me you're just following orders. I want the purpose of your mission."
"Chief McCluskey told us to watch the house, see who came in and out. We saw you come home with her and we reported it."
"Are your guys watching anyone else's house?" I asked. The men did not answer, and I could tell by their looks that someone was.
"Leader," I said to a masked man, "send some guys to Captain Moynahan and Detective Soltis's homes. Round up the assholes watching them, and make sure our guys are okay. Feel free to fuck the assholes up like I'm going to fuck up these four guys." The Leader signaled to one of his guys, who quickly left.
"Sergeant, what do you want me to do with these four pieces of dog shit?" I asked.
"I'm going to have their asses fired when I get to the station this morning." Molly said. "Unless you want to take them somewhere and kill them." The fear in the captured men was palpable. I smelled a foul odor; at least one of them had just shit his pants.
"Gentlemen," I said, making my voice soft and level, "hear these words and be damn sure to believe them. If anything..."
"ANYTHING!" I shouted, and smelled more foul odors. I returned to near whisper:
"... happens to this Sergeant or her family, or to Captain Moynahan or his family, or Detective Soltis or his family..." I tapped the red crowbar on their cheeks as I went from man to man... "... then you will be seeing me again. And I will be the very last thing you see in your worthless lives. And it won't be a painless death. I really do suggest you resign and find work in another State."
I signaled to The Leader, who had his guys put the hoods back on the captured officers. They would drive them to some place out of town, along with the idiots watching Moynahan's place, beat the shit out of them, then leave them there.
"Think we'll have any more problems with them?" Molly asked after we'd gone back in the house. Todd had stayed with us.
"I don't know, but keep your eyes peeled, and watch out for each other." I said. "And do let me or Cindy know if you think there is even a whisper of a problem..."
Part 9 - The Tease
At 10:05am, Tuesday morning, August 11th, ADA Jenna Stiles's punk assistant Gor-don walked into the spacious office of Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee without knocking and without invitation. Just as Brownlee was going to begin yelling at the 'pajama boy' punk, Gor-don let a sheet of paper slip from his blue-fingernail-painted hand onto Brownlee's desk.
"What is this?" Brownlee queried.
"The names of the women on the Burke tapes." said Gor-don. "Consider it a little gift." With that, he left the office.
Brownlee looked at the names, the grin on his face getting wider. He picked up his phone to make a very important phone call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I have something for you." Brownlee said to his lunch companion at the Hyatt Hotel restaurant in the affluent north part of Town. "Consider it some juicy information from a confidential source."
"Oh really?" said Priya Ajmani, smiling radiantly. "Let me guess... the names of the women on the Jack Burke sex tapes."
Brownlee's face fell. "How did you know?"
"Oh, I'm so sorry Robert." Priya said, her black eyes twinkling. "You see, our friend Gor-don from the ADA's office has already given me the list. Robert, did you know that Gor-don has a really big cock? Twice as long as your little pecker, from what I hear."
Priya grinned brightly as she twisted the verbal knife. "Well, when Gor-don brought me the list, I gave him a really hot, wet blow job. I sucked that big cock of his for at least an hour..." Priya licked her lips in sheer lust as she went on "... and when he shot his load into my mouth, I swallowed... every... drop... of his hot cum."
"Mmmm..." Priya licked her lips again, her eyes closed as she remembered, "... Gor-don's cum tasted soooo good. He really got off, too. I think he really enjoyed that blowjob." She opened her eyes and smiled brightly at Brownlee as she said "So Gor-don got head from me for being first to bring the list, and you just don't get anything for being just a little bit too... late." She giggled at the look of bitter anger on Brownlee's face.
"You fucking tease." he snarled. "Do you know what I'm going to do to you?"
"Not a damn thing."
The voice was of a woman that had come up behind him. Robert Brownlee had again placed himself where he was at disadvantage and had not seen State Senator Katherine Woodburn walk up behind him. With her was her assistant Clark and another man, more broad shouldered and burly. Brownlee knew these were Katherine's bodyguards, and they were ready to fuck him up if he tried anything.
It had been Katherine's voice, and she continued by saying "It's really too bad, Robert. Gor-don is a pajama-boy punk, but he is getting a lot more pussy than you are, and well-deserved, too. Gor-don does his job, while you are a hopeless fuck-up that is failing to deliver time and again."
"What is the point of all this, then?" snarled Brownlee.
Katherine sat down next to Priya, allowing her hand to caress the beautiful Indian woman's thigh under the table. The two young men sat down at the table beside their booth as Katherine said "The point is that the Appellate Court is about to rule that the SBI should get the information on the tapes. You are going to call a press conference and tell the Press that you are giving the names of the women to SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston, who will be there. You will give him that list of names, and within 24 hours it will have leaked to the Press. You'll deny being the leak, and even the Iron Crowbar knows the SBI leaks like a sieve."
"Geez, thanks for nothing." said Brownlee. "The Iron Crowbar is going to rip me a new one. Why don't you just go ahead and kill me..."
"That can be arranged, Robert." Katherine Woodburn said severely. "You have your instructions. Let's go, guys." With that, Katherine and her two aides left. Priya gave Robert a malicious grin, her lips glossy and wet, as she followed them out.
Part 10 - The Lemonade Plot Redux
The Buford Girls Scouts meeting was fully attended by girls and parents. It is possible they'd all been called and told that the Iron Crowbar was going to visit them.
SBI Director Jack Lewis was there, at my invitation. He spoke for a few minutes about the SBI, but everyone there knew he was mainly there as a pre-Governor-campaign appearance. Then it was my turn to speak.
"Thank you all for coming." I said, after the leader of the Girl Scouts introduced me. "Girls, we had a tough thing happen to us last weekend, but if you're willing to help me, I think we can solve this mystery together. Who's in?" Every girl raised her hand, including the sad-faced Margaret.
"Good!" I said. " Let's go outside."
Once outside, I said "Okay, so let's set up a couple of tables as if they're your booth. I also happen to have brought some yellow and pink lemonade." I opened the pink lemonade, poured some into a cup, and drank it. "As you can see, it's perfectly good lemonade."
"My guests here are going to take their places." I said. I was referring to the group I'd asked to come with me. Cindy, Todd, Teresa, Laura, Tanya, Jack Muscone, Jenna, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer had come in a police van. SBI Director Lewis and SBI Agents Crenshaw and Orosco had also been asked to come and, somewhat to my surprise, all three were present.
"If you parents will mill about around my group as if you were at the fair, that would be great." I said. The parents did so. Everyone had been poured some yellow lemonade and were sipping it and talking.
I went up to Margaret at the table with a cup of pink lemonade. "Would you give this to the very lovely tall lady there?" Laura came up and Margaret gave her the pink lemonade as I came back around the table and joined my wife and the group.
As Laura was about to sip her lemonade, I reached up for the cup and said"Before you drink that-- oh, I'm sorry!" I'd knocked the cup to the ground. Laura and I both bent down to pick it up, and I stumbled and fell forward on my hands and knees. Recovering, I handed Laura a now-empty cup.
"Darling," said Laura, "this is not my cup." She sniffed at the cup that had purple drops in it. "This is grape juice."
"Yes, it is." I said. "And that is how Jeff Reubens was murdered at the Festival."
To be continued.
So, what happened? How was Reubens killed? Answers and a lot more in the next exciting chapter... just don't drink the kool-aid!
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Part 10 - The Lemonade Plot Redux, Cont'd
"So," I said to my shocked audience. "Did everyone see what happened?"
"I did." said Cindy. "But I'm used to you by now. You switched the cups when you pretended to fall over." I heard small gasps of understanding.
"Yes, very good, Crowbar 2." I said, pulling the cup with pink droplets from my pocket. "Reubens drank the poisoned pink lemonade. Then someone came up to him and switched the cups. That's why we didn't find cyanide in the cup next to him."
"Well I'll be damned." SBI Director Jack Lewis said quietly.
"So, girls," I said, addressing the watching Girl Scouts, "you can see that this was not your fault, and was the work of someone else. And I do thank you very much for helping me recreate the scene."
"Does this mean we can get selfies with you?" one Girl Scout asked.
"Uh, sure." I said, acquiescing to modern fads. It was not long before 'the Facebook', as Captain Moynahan called it, had pictures of Your Iron Crowbar with a Girl Scout troop posted upon it.
As everyone talked about the crime, Director Lewis said to me "This is very interesting, Commander, but it doesn't give us the criminal."
"That's true." I said. "But we've gotten a lot of footage from citizens, and we can go back and look at it. If we catch someone pocketing a cup or replacing it, then we've got something on someone." I was thinking of one person in particular as I spoke.
"So, what about the Wargrave case?" Lewis asked. "Anything new?"
"No, Director." I said. "I'm sifting through my findings and writing my report now. There is simply no evidence of anything but Mr. Wargrave committing suicide."
"And how did that shatterproof, bulletproof window break?" asked Lewis with a hint of a sneer in his voice.
"All I can tell you is that was totally shattered." I said. "Wargrave may have had some kind of sonic device, like a musical note shattering a wine glass. It may have fallen out the window with Wargrave. His associate Austin Murphy was on tape on the ground floor of the building. Maybe he picked up the device on the ground and left before the City Police realized what had happened. But that's sheer speculation, and I'm not even going to write that down for my report."
"Okay." said Lewis. "I'd rather see you bring Reubens's killer to justice, anyway. Good work figuring this much out. I'll make my goodbyes to the crowd and go." And he suited the deed to the word.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Just one thing I don't understand." said Cindy. She was riding in the backseat of my SUV, with me driving and Laura riding 'shotgun'. "I can't figure out why the killer would bother changing the cups like that. Seems like an unnecessary finesse."
"I agree with you." I said. "But I had been thinking about that, and a couple of possible reasons came to me. First, the killer thought that someone might see what happened at the Festival, and by taking the contaminated cup he removes the evidence completely."
"That's true, though he risked being seen switching the cups." Cindy said. "But what's the other reason?"
"Well, let me put it like this." I said. "I think our un-friendly neighborhood Consultant of Crime has a tendency to introduce dramatics into the crimes he is consulted upon, and sometimes unnecessarily so. The whole thing with Jimmy Tolson and the dramatic disappearance from an unescapable room, for example. The Trish Donolan murder case, and hiding the murder weapon the way it was hidden is another example. The painting delivered to me, and the matchstick Trojan Horse, and there are other examples, also."
"Leaving a map of your location at Lake Amengi-Nunagen in my office." said Cindy.
"Exactly." I said. "By having the killer switch the cups, we're left astounded by there being no cyanide in the cup by Reubens's side. It's just an extra touch to confound us. Needless, over the top, but a signature of the man who thought out the crime."
"And if that's a tendency of his, maybe we can use it to find it and take him down?" Cindy asked.
"Maybe." I said. "But he's still very good about staying hidden and keeping himself disassociated from it all."
Part 11 - Making His List, Checking It Twice
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the beautiful older redheaded reporterette at 7:00am Wednesday, August 12th. "Channel Two News has learned that the State Supreme Court has made a stunning decision in the Jack Burke sex tapes case, formally called KSTD v. Town & County Council!"
"The State Supreme Court ruled that the Open Records Act does not apply to evidence acquired in connection with ongoing Court trials and appeals. However, the Supreme Court left open other aspects of the case by returning it to the Appellate Court for further review. While the Jack Burke murder case is considered still open, it is well known that Joe Arruzio admitted to the murder of his wife and her lover Burke before committing suicide. If the case is deemed closed by the Court, it is unclear whether the evidence can be requested or released under the Open Records Act."
"Also, while the Supreme Court said that the prurient interest of the Public's Right to Know was not in and of itself a legitimate consideration when considering the public release of evidentiary information, they also said that withholding information from the Public because of potential embarrassment to citizens cannot in itself be considered a legitimate reason for withholding the information from the Public."
"The case is now back in the hands of Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court. SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is widely expected to announce his candidacy for Governor over the upcoming Labor Day weekend, said that he believes the information should be released to the Public, and that State Government should be open and transparent. Governor Val Jared has said that he will press the Legislature during the next legislative session to refine the law to specifically exclude evidence in all cases, open or closed."
"Here we go again." Cindy Ross said as she sipped her coffee in the MCD room.
"Yep." ADA Paulina Patterson said. "And it gets worse: last night I got word that KSTD had filed a motion with the Appellate Judge asking for the names of the women on the tape if he won't release the tapes themselves. We filed a counter, but Krasney is worried that Leahy will be eager to give KSTD the information. He is rabidly anti-Police and hates the Rich. Leahy has politicized his Court and uses his Bench for political purposes rather than jurisprudence. He would love to do something like this."
"They don't have that information, do they?" asked Joanne Cummings, the lovely blonde Detective. "I mean... unless they already have the tapes themselves?"
"Unfortunately, Miss Cummings," I said with plenty of asperity, "it is more than possible, it is likely that they do have the list of names without having the actual tapes. Otherwise, KSTD would still be fighting to get the tapes themselves. Now all of a sudden, they just want a name list? Connect those dots, Detectives." There was a general groan in the room.
Cindy came up next to me and said very quietly "You better get ahold of Sheriff Allgood and stay with him."
"Way ahead of you, Crowbar 2." I said. "Wayyyyy ahead of you on that one."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Daniel Allgood and his top Deputy, Charles T. Oswald, had come to the Chief's conference room for a meeting with Police top brass at 9:00am, still Wednesday, August 12th. However, Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee was not in attendance, so the administrative portion of the meeting was postponed. I invited Daniel into my office.
At 10:00am the news broke on KXTC: "This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! We interrupt this program to bring you the shocking news that Appellate Court Judge Leahy has determined that the names of the women in the Jack Burke sex tapes should be given to the SBI per a motion filed by our competitor KSTD, and he has ordered the Town & County Police Department to provide that information immediately, and without regard to any further appeals of the case. We now go to John Hardwood at the State Office Building on Courthouse square."
"Oh my God." Daniel said as we watched. I remained silent as we watched what unfolded.
SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston was at the podium, but the shocker was who was with him: TCPD Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee. Brownlee was speaking: "In accordance with Judge Leahy's legal order, on behalf of the Town & County Police Department, and to keep the Police Department in compliance with the legal order of Judge Leahy, I am now giving SBI Deputy Director Gaston the list of names on the Jack Burke tapes." With that, he handed the list to Gaston and the men shook hands.
"I am going to kill that son of a bitch!" Daniel almost screamed.
"Easy, Daniel." I said. "First of all, I've got dibs on killing him. Second, it is entirely possible that Brownlee does not have the entire name list."
"How the fuck would you know that?!?!" Daniel shouted, then saw the look in my eyes. "Wha... how... you? Did you leak those names?"
"No, not directly." I said. "But I happen to know that the list is only about a third of the total, that the women on it are either already dead or were heavy contributors to Katherine Woodburn's campaign, and SBI Director Jack Lewis will be hoping for their contributions to his gubernatorial campaign. I'm sure he'll get those contributions... if and when he bears down and keeps this information from coming out. He'll work on Woodburn to help him squelch the names, taking care of Priya, and then the thing dies down at least through the campaign season next year."
Daniel was dumbfounded. "And her name is not on that list?" He meant his wife, Melina.
"Of course not." I said. "By the way, she said she'd be glad to stand up and tell the world she fucked Jack Burke's brains out and that it was long before she ever met you, but I told her that it would still affect your political career."
"And she was married to you at the time." Daniel replied.
"Like I care." I said. "You know my affection for the Duke of Wellington in situations like that." It was Wellington that had once been threatened by the exposure of a sexual scandal. His awesome reply was "Publish, and be damned!". The ol' Iron Crowbar shares those sentiments. Hard to blackmail me.
Daniel was still shocked, but then got his wits about him. "What about that bastard Brownlee? What are we going to do about him?"
"This is where we find out how bad a mistake I made in supporting Bennett as Chief. Or not." I replied. And then I began my reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Days before, I had visited the offices of the Chief Executive Officer of BOW Enterprises. His assistant, a lovely Asian woman, greeted me as I entered the anteroom office. As she phoned Todd to tell him of my presence, I made some observations of her... and my observations served to confirm some things I'd suspected.
"Hi Uncle Don!" Todd said in his mischievous way as I was admitted into the office. "I'm a little surprised to see you here, but I'm glad you came by. We got a new contract and we're ramping up the nanotechnology factory, if you'd like to see it. Barry Oliver is excited about it."
"Yes, I'm sure he is." I said. "Sure, I'll take the grand tour, but there's something I need to ask you about first."
"Sure, what's that?" asked Todd. In reply, I took out my bug-scrambling device and activated it.
"Todd, why did you tell Priya Ajmani about the Jack Burke sex tapes?" I asked, my eyes boring into my nephew. He instantly figured out that this was not a time to play mental games.
"Wow." he said, stunned. "Not much gets by you, Uncle Don. How much do you know?"
"Not as much as I want to." I said. "I think your mother has been a bad influence upon you, but I don't know why."
"I don't know why she wanted me to, either." Todd said. "I went along to keep my dad distracted. Didn't work out as expected, though."
"I figured that." I said. "But what I don't think you know is who the women on the tapes are. You do know that one of them is Melina?"
"What?!" Todd asked, and I could see he was shocked. "I... I didn't know that..." He did the family thing of going into a reverie, realizing the ramifications.
"Yes, Todd." I said, hurling my words at him very brutally. "Melina fucked Jack in college, then she fucked him when he came to this Town before he was murdered. She's on the tapes. I figured my mother wanted you to tell Priya about the tapes to hurt Melina. Am I right?"
"I... I don't know." Todd said. "I had no idea Melina was on the tapes. If I did, I'd never have done that. I don't want to hurt her. Hell, I still have feelings for her..."
"Yes, I know." I said. "She doesn't care if all the world knows she banged your brother Jack. But there's still going to be unwanted attention for her if it comes out."
"You know," Todd said musingly, within his own thoughts, "I don't think my mom hates Melina. Not like she hates you, anyway. And since you're divorced from Melina, why would my mother want to cause her problems like this?"
"I don't know." I said, and didn't care... I had the admission from Todd that his mother was behind this.
"Wow..." Todd said. "So... what can I do to fix this?"
"I was hoping you'd ask that." I said, smiling for the first time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back to the present: the press conference at Police Headquarters was short. Chief Bennett went up to the podium and read a statement saying "Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee was not authorized to release those names to the SBI. I have formally suspended him pending an investigation of his actions as possibly criminal. The County has also filed a motion with the Court to enjoin the media from reporting any name on that list publicly. Any media outlet or reporter in this County who reports any name on that list will be arrested and prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law for illegally revealing Court evidence. I will be taking no questions." With that, the Chief walked off the podium and out of the room, leaving snarling reporters to whisper "We'll see about that..."
Within fifteen minutes, the Police Captain's Union had filed a formal grievance against Chief Bennett, demanding the reinstatement of Deputy Chief Brownlee and the resignation of Chief Bennett. The process was already in the process of being rigged...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Katherine." said SBI Director Jack Lewis later that day as he entered her Senate office in Midtown. "Thank you for making some time for me today."
"My time is yours, Jack." Katherine replied. "Interesting times up in my District, wouldn't you say?" She was grinning like a Cheshire Cat.
"Yes, but not in the way you might think." said Lewis. "Now that we have the names, there's no way, of course, that they can be released."
"Why not?" asked Katherine, peering at the SBI Director.
"Have you seen the names?" he asked.
"Yes, of course." Katherine replied. "And I know that some of the women on that list are dead, and others are contributors to our Party and helped finance my campaign."
"And I don't need to tell you how important they are to my campaign." said Lewis. "Especially now that Henry Wargrave is dead."
"So how is the Iron Crowbar's investigation of that going?" asked Katherine with a sly grin.
"Nothing special." Lewis said. "He's not going to say anything that might cause him trouble later. I was hoping he'd make a mistake and then we'd hit his partner Ross and catch him in a contradiction with her testimony."
"I guess that won't happen now," said Katherine, "since she can't be compelled to testify against him."
"She might plead the Fifth," said Lewis, "but we can still get that on record, if we were to move-- what?" He'd seen her look.
"You haven't heard?" Katherine said. "It's been discovered that Cindy Ross is Donald Troy's first cousin. Their fathers were half brothers by the same mother. Ross's biological father is Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart of that 'Vision' cult in Coltrane County."
"What? Blood kin? You're kidding." Lewis said. Reassured that she was not kidding, he contemplated that information. "And she was promoted to Captain, so no nepotism laws violations. Damn, that bastard Crowbar is smart."
"Yes, and not only that, Priya thinks he's behind this restricted list of women on the Burke tapes." Katherine said.
"How do you figure that?"
"Look at the list. Our own contributors are the ones named, and the most important name was omitted entirely." Katherine said. "Once she got the list, Priya went back to get some confirmations. One unimpeachable Source told her of the omission."
"How are you going to get the rest?" asked Lewis.
"We're not." said Katherine. "This was all just a feint. Sure, it helps us keep the Sheriff and the Police Department agitated and distracted, but in the long run, it's not our ultimate goal."
"What is?" Lewis asked. "And you need to tell me something about it... we have to work together here, Katherine. If I don't win the Governorship, our plans are severely impacted, even if I remain SBI Director, and this could be important."
"I know, Jack, I know." said Katherine. "This one is big... Priya is going to expose the murderer of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds, and this exposure will devastate the Iron Crowbar."
"He didn't do it. He was almost killed himself." said Lewis.
"I know, and I curse whatever Act of God saved him." spat Katherine angrily. "Just keep your ears open... you'll hear it soon enough. We just need one more distraction for that bastard with the Crowbar and his little blonde pitbull..."
Part 12 - The Threat
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News This Morning!" said the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Thursday, August 13th. "The Police Captains Union's grievance of the suspension of Deputy Chief Brownlee for giving the SBI the names of the women on the Jack Burke tapes was upheld! Chief Brownlee was proven to be right when he complied with Appellate Judge Leahy's orders to turn the names over. KSTD is working with the SBI to obtain the list of names, but is fully prepared to once again work through the court system to bring you the names that you have a right to know..."
"Damn." said Cindy in my office as Priya went on to other stories.
Priya then finished: "Don't forget my special tonight!" She went on to talk about her prime-time special that evening, which would be an hour devoted to the life of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds, followed by an examination of his murder and her claim of a cover up by Police.
"Can it get worse? Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said. "Yes it can. I just hope it doesn't. Priya is playing with fire, as it is."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Still Thursday, August 13th. I was catching up on paperwork in my office at 5:30pm when Cindy knocked on the door and came on in.
"The Chief has left, so you can go." she said, in the form of an order.
"Sounds like a good idea." I said. "I think I'm caught up on most of the paperwork."



"Anything new on any of your cases?" Cindy asked.
"On the Reubens case, I'm still looking at footage that was sent in." I said. "So far, nothing. But since the Girl Scout meeting, Lewis hasn't said much about it. He's leaving me alone."
"I think that bothers me more than when he's bugging you." Cindy astutely said. "So, what are you going to be doing tonight?"
"Laura and I are going to Daniel and Melina's for dinner, and to watch Priya's special." I said.
"Oh." Cindy said. "Yeah. I think I'll spend a few hours at the gym, getting the paperwork done. I have a feeling Melina is going to be... distracted."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Could things get worse? Cindy had asked. Yes. And things got worse. A lot worse.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News." said the lovely Indian reporterette on the screen as Daniel, Melina, Laura and I watched at Daniel and Melina's house. "Tonight, a special report on the cover-up of the assassination of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds."
The first part of the show recounted Oldeeds's career, his early ministry in Texas, his rise to national prominence. It was cast in the most glowing of terms.
Priya came back on. "What you're about to see may be very disturbing to some viewers. We are going to show footage of the assassination of the Reverend Oldeeds... and the near-death of now-Commander Donald Troy." The video showed from a distance Oldeeds being shot, people rushing up to him. Then a closer shot taken by a cellphone video, showing Oldeeds's shirt suddenly becoming blood red and him looking down at it then at his wife. The final head shot was not shown.
Then the footage changed. There were only a few distant angles showing me, and they showed me falling as if jerked to one side and what looked like a spray of smoke literally an inch from my head, which was a bullet smashing into the metal wall of the shed behind me.
"Glad that bastard couldn't shoot straight." Laura said.
"He did shoot straight." I said, very sure. I could still almost feel that tug on my shoulder that pulled me out of harm's way. Laura just peered at me.
"I haven't seen much of this." Melina said, her voice ice-cold. "I for one am very glad that Oldeeds saw what was happening to him before he died. That... was for my mother." She meant her adopted mother, who had been brutally violated in front of Melina upon the orders of Oldeeds.
Priya's show then began exploring the situation... and I saw where it was leading. First, she had an interview with SBI Agent Richard 'Dick' Ferrell.
"So," Priya said, "you were physically assaulted by an FBI agent when you tried to investigate the Reverend's murder?"
"That's right." said Ferrell. "They had to resort to physical violence to stop me from doing my duty."
"And the local police prevented the SBI from investigating? Why would they do that?" asked Priya, acting very shocked and disturbed.
"Yes." said Ferrell. "I don't know why. The SBI is the premiere crime investigation organization in the State. We're better than anyone else at solving crimes of this magnitude. But not only was our help denied, it was actively prevented."
"I'll take one Iron Crowbar over a hundred SBI agents, any day." said Daniel Allgood.
"Shhhh, don't bust poor Ferrell's bubble." I said, drawing laughter.
The TV screen then went to Priya at the Fairgrounds. "What is often overlooked is the second assassination attempt that took place this day, that of Commander Donald Troy, who at the time was the Supervisor of the Major Crimes unit with the TCPD.
"It is well known that Commander Troy has solved some of the very toughest cases in this County's history, from the murders of Marie Arruzio and Jack Burke, where the murderer Joe Arruzio used his twin brother to create an alibi, to the murder of Dr. Gloria Searles, the capture of the infamous bank robber 'the Silverfish', and more recently the Tolson/Mason disappearance and murders."
"Commander Troy was shot and wounded rescuing three kidnapped little children from criminal clutches at Ward Harvester, for which he was awarded the Medal of Valor. And of course, he took down a powerful serial killer, the Black Widow Angela Harlan, who had confounded law enforcement in several States. It is no wonder that Commander Troy has gained a fearsome reputation throughout the entire State, and has earned the name 'the Iron Crowbar'."
"Yet," Priya said, "he has not solved the case of the Reverend Oldeeds murder. This is very interesting, as his own father was one of the original Trustees of the Oldeeds Organization, and the Reverend Oldeeds spoke at Mr. Douglass Troy's funeral."
"And nearly died in Apple Grove himself." I said.
"You got that right." Melina said.
Priya then began giving a new exposé... of me. "When Commander Troy arrived in this Town, he was married to Melina Troy, who is a co-owner of Town Fitness Centers. Donald and Melina divorced, and she married the current Town & County Sheriff, Daniel Allgood, who sources tell us was encouraged to run for Sheriff by Commander Troy himself. In addition, Donald Troy married the University's celebrated and nationally famous Professor of Psychology, Dr. Laura Fredricson."
"See, I am a smart person." I said. Laura smiled and cuddled into my side as I put my arm around her.
Priya went on: "Dr. Fredricson's research into sexual studies is well-known, but what is not as well-known is that she was once the wife of the late Army General..." Priya named the General's name, "...and was stationed with him in Europe. The General was heavily involved in Military Intelligence, and had ties to CIA operations on behalf of NATO."
"She is not supposed to know that, much less be talking about it." Laura said, her voice barely above a whisper.
Priya added "Dr. Fredricson has also done highly specialized psychological research in cooperation with the Federal Government, and much of her work is paid for by grants from the Federal Government."
Priya landed another blow: "It also has been learned that Melina Allgood and Laura Fredricson are sisters. Their parents died when Laura Fredricson was a teenager and Melina was very young."
"So much for that State Secret." Daniel said, meaning it humorously. But it was not a jovial evening...
Priya had moved her angle so that the camera was shooting the Town Fitness Centers behind her as she said "So where did the long range shots that killed Rev. Oldeeds come from? The most likely location is this building at the north side of the Fairgrounds, which includes Town Fitness Centers. The police gathered no records of anyone who may have been at the gym at the time; like most businesses that day it was closed. But it is interesting that the other co-owner of Town Fitness Centers is The Iron Crowbar's trusted partner, Captain Cindy Ross."
"And your cousin." Laura said to me.
"That didn't come out until after this was filmed, or else Priya wisely omitted it if she knew before I made it public, if I don't miss my guess." I said.
"And you never do." said Daniel. "That one is still a State Secret, I guess. Oh wait, is that Jack Muscone?"
Sure enough, Priya was now interviewing the FBI Special Agent In Charge, Jack Muscone. "Agent Muscone, you did check the roof of that building, did you not?" asked Priya, smiling flirtatiously at Jack.
"Yes, Priya, I did investigate that location with Commander Troy." said Muscone. "We found that the roof showed no signs of being disturbed, and the only access to the roof also showed no signs of being used just prior to that day."
"What about the fire escape on the side of the building?" asked Priya. "As a weapons expert yourself, could it have been the place from where those shots were fired?"
"I very much doubt it, Priya." said Jack. "It was a much lower perch than the roof, and that would make it a much tougher shot from the 750 to 800 yards of those shots. And if memory serves me correctly, that fire escape is visible from the street. It would be a very dangerous thing to set up and shoot at someone when you could be seen."
Priya came back on the screen: "Still, from the angle of the shots fired, this building is the likeliest location."
Priya then showed more interviews, first with Jack Muscone: "Agent Muscone, as an FBI expert on weapons, just how skilled and well-trained would a person have to be to place two such fast shots into Jonas Oldeeds from that distance?"
Jack replied adroitly "I think any good sniper that practiced with a good long-range rifle could do it. After all, Lee Harvey Oswald only had U.S. Marine rifle training, and he assassinated President Kennedy with three fast bolt-action shots from a rifle ill-suited to the task."
"So someone with military or other Government training would be able to do this?" Priya pressed.
"I would not assume that it was anyone with Government training." said Muscone.
Then Dick Ferrell was back on the air as Priya asked "What kind of training would someone need to accomplish those two shots, that quickly?"
Ferrell was obviously prepped as he said "This was much more difficult than even the murder of President Kennedy in Dallas, Priya. I believe it would take someone with at least a very high degree of military sniper training and practice, and maybe more: Delta Force, or perhaps CIA training."
Priya was wrapping up. "We know that then-Detective Ross was at the Fairgrounds near then-Supervisor Troy. But the other co-owner of Town Fitness Centers, Melina Troy Allgood, declined to be interviewed for this program, and her whereabouts on that day has never been independently verified. Commander Troy, Sheriff Allgood, and former Police Chief Griswold also refused KSTD's requests for interviews."
"We can understand, with all these family connections, why Commander Troy might not want to devote his energies to the murder of his father's friend, the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds." Priya said. "But would not the interest of Justice be best served if Commander Troy exerted his tremendous powers and brought the killer of Jonas Oldeeds to trial? This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News, and in our next prime time special, I'll be investigating several deaths at the national level, including a Korean magnate, an Islamic professor in Athens, Georgia, and an agent of the Federal Reserve in Colorado. Until then, good night."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters had not wasted time. He had sent uniformed Officers to the Mountain Nest, The Cabin, and Sheriff Deputies were staked out at the entrance to Daniel and Melina's home. Sure enough, camera crews arrived at the Mountain Nest, but Laura and I and our kids (and Bowser) stayed with Daniel and Melina and their child overnight.
As we went to bed, Laura insisted upon giving me a blowjob. I watched her raven-haired head bobbing up and down as her lips slid up and down my taut, throbbing cockshaft. Her hands were exploring my tight balls and my groin, and the suction of her throat on my meat as she devoured it told me that the intensity was matching the turmoil inside her mind.
I began to play with my wife's firm ass and her pussylips. She was getting wetter and wetter as I slid a finger up and down her slit, jarring her clitoris, then finally sinking into her cunthole. She groaned, then finally moved so that she was straddling me, and settled her hair-fringed, delicious pussy right over my face in a soixante-neuf.
The air was filled with quiet moans and wet smacks as we orally pleasured each other. I worked my tongue hard on Laura's clit and her slit, then worked it deeper and deeper into her hole.
"I want to fuck you, baby." I said. "I want to get nuts deep into you."
"Mmmm, that sounds good." Laura said. She let me get out from under her and I quickly got behind her to mount her from the rear.
"Ohhhhhhh!" she gasped out as I slid my throbbing, iron-hard cock into her pussy from behind, driving forward until my groin smacked her wonderful asscheeks with a loud *smack!*. I began pumping in and out of my beautiful wife, admiring her shoulders, her back, and the sight and feel of her asscheeks as I fucked her with lusty abandon. There was the added thrill of fucking her in someone else's house, and I suspected Daniel was deeply fucking Melina with his huge tool even as I shoved my thick meat into Laura with ever-harder, deeper strokes.
After a minute or two, I realized that Laura was not going to come; she had too much on her mind. As intensely pleasurable as it was to fuck her, my nut was not really rising and I knew that I did need to build up to a hard cum. So I guided Laura's body to the bed and settled on top of her. After stroking her in this top-down 'spoon' position for a few minutes, I rolled us over so that we were on our sides. I buried my meat in her snatch and just grinded it.
"You okay, baby?" I asked as I pressed my groin into my wife's buttcheeks, simply enjoying the feeling of being coupled with this woman.
"You know me too well." Laura replied. "There's a lot going on, and it's hard to not let it distract me."
"So let it." I said. "Tell me what's bothering you."
Laura turned her head and pressed her mouth to mine in a warm kiss. Then she said "I know you can take care of the Oldeeds stuff. It's what Priya said she was going to investigate next that bothers me."
"Those killings around the country?" I asked, my voice a whisper.
"Yes." Laura whispered back. "I don't know how in the hell she found out about those, but that is huge threat to us."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "Are you going to get KSTD to stand down on that?"
Laura didn't reply, and I knew that something was really wrong. I slid my cock out of her cunt. She turned over, rolling me onto my back, then laid her head down on my chest as I held her.
"Ohhhhhhh." I said, knowing. "The Company has already tried to get KSTD to cooperate, and they wouldn't."
"That's right, darling." Laura said. "And at this point, I think we should say no more about it."
Neither of us went to sleep for a very long time...
Part 13 - Fallout
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 14th. "The FBI has released a statement condemning the prime time report by our competitor KSTD as 'a totally inaccurate report that disregards the facts and casts libelous aspersions upon decent citizens'. The Town & County Police Department have not yet issued any statement, and neither Commander Donald Troy, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, nor their wives could be reached for comment. However, District Attorney Krasney has issued a statement that his office is preparing to investigate KSTD for potentially criminal libel charges..."
The MCD room had been utterly silent, but now Detective Joanne Cummings could no longer contain herself.
"How dare that bitch Priya Ajmani make those insinuations about Melina!" the young blonde exclaimed. "She is a good person, and my friend! Why would they attack her like that?"
"Because she is my wife's sister." I said. Sure, it was a deflection, as the young and nearly-innocent Joanne would be in shock if she knew the truth about my ex-wife. But I felt sure my words were accurate.
"You think they're trying to attack your wife, Commander?" asked Martin Nash. "Or attack you through your wife? Why?"
"I don't know. They're the Media, they have to be creating something or other, and the more people they hurt, the happier they are." I said sourly as I finished my cup of coffee and stood up. "Captain Ross, you will have to conduct the 'Angels' meeting this morning. I'm going to be meeting with the Sheriff and Chief..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the Chief's conference room were Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Deputy Sheriff and Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald, District Attorney Gil Krasney, Police Chief Harold Bennett, myself, and Media Relations Officer Lieutenant Scott Peterson. Deputy Chief Brownlee had tried to attend, but had been curtly told by Chief Bennett that he (Brownlee) was not invited. Brownlee was about to make a scene, but the display and near-usage of a red crowbar changed his suppositions, and he left.
"The D.A.'s office is going on the offensive against KSTD." said Sheriff Allgood, who took it upon himself to run the meeting. "What I want to make sure is that we have a coordinated response to KSTD's story and allegations. Excuse the phrases, but we have to be in jackbooted lockstep and stay well 'on the Reservation' on this one. It may be bigger than us local LEOs."
"No doubt about that." said a voice as the door opened. In walked Chief Emeritus Griswold. As he came on in and closed the door, he said "I hope you'll allow me to participate in this meeting. You young whippersnappers haven't dealt with a rabidly hostile Press for as many years as I have." He patted me hard on the shoulder then sat down next to me.
"Always glad to have you here, Chief Griswold." said Chief Bennett diplomatically.
"What do you recommend, Chief?" asked Allgood.
"I think Gil here is doing the right thing by announcing he'll investigate for libel," said Griswold, "but Gil, you have to follow up and really do it. If KSTD thinks you're bluffing, they'll double down."
"They intend to double down anyway." I said, "so yes, a real and full investigation is imperative."
"Don't worry, it's for real." said Krasney. "The voters, and especially the ones with money, are absolutely watching me and counting on me keeping my word and going after Ajmani. I had to turn off my phone because I was literally getting a phone call every 30 seconds."
"So Peterson," said Allgood, "what is the official Police line?"
"I'm hoping we'll develop that in here during this meeting." said Peterson. "It was Commander Troy that Ajmani really went after last night; I'm ready to follow his lead on a response."
"How about just no response at all?" suggested Bennett. "Treat it as the contemptible nothingness that it is, not requiring the sanction nor dignity of a response?"
"If I may tell a story." I said. "When I was young, if there were older kids bullying me, my mother would say 'Just ignore them, and they'll eventually leave you alone.' Well, they didn't; when I tried to ignore them, they doubled down by beating the shit out of me. They made damn sure I could not ignore them, by physically harming me. After that, my parents had me taking Aikido lessons, and the next time the bullies came for me, I did not ignore them, I defended myself. One of the bullies was a promising baseball pitcher, but after I destroyed his elbow joint, his dreams of pitching in the major leagues was wiped out."
I continued: "My point is this: we can't just ignore it, we have to give some response, then we can ignore it by referring anyone back to our original response. So I do think we should have a response, and I think I know what to say." I told them what I wanted to say.
Just then there was a knock on the door, and Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters looked in. "Sorry to interrupt, gentlemen, but we're getting reports that Media reporters are on the Sheriff's property and the Commander's 'Mountain Nest' property."
"KSTD reporters?" I asked.
"Don't know, sir." said Masters. "Maybe reporters from the City, also."
"Send patrols." I said. "Trap them on the property and arrest them for trespassing. Usually the editor has to come down and get his reporters out, and he gets yelled at. This time, tell the editor his reporters are going to be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 10:00am, I said to Peterson, Allgood, and Cindy Ross in my office "Are you ready?"
"As we'll ever be." replied Cindy. I got up and led them down the hall. Only Cindy noticed that I'd left my current red crowbar on my desk; the one I was carrying was the original one that usually stayed mounted on my wall, the one made from very special melted-down metals. She knew why I was carrying that particular crowbar, also.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, the press conference began. We could walk in the back way to the podium, but I instead walked into the door the press used and walked right through them, red crowbar in hand and very visible. They knew why I was doing that, too; I was just hoping for a physical confrontation.
As I mounted the dias, the reporters began shouting questions at me with no sense of control. I raised my hand until it got quiet, which Cindy later said took a full 30 seconds.
"First," I said, "while I know this is unnatural for Media reporters, you will act like civilized human beings and show manners and respect during this press conference." I could sense the Media's hatred at my blatant shot at them.
"Second, the Town & County Police Department arrested six media reporters from KSTD as well as a station from the City, for trespassing upon private property, particularly the homes of Sheriff Allgood and his wife, and the home of my wife and myself. Both our families have small children, and we consider this breach of our private property a serious threat to our children's lives and safety.
"The arrested criminals are now being booked, and will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. We are asking that they receive no bail while awaiting trial." I again felt the reporters' hatred as I spoke. "And let me be sure to make it clear that any further trespassing upon the private property of citizens by any media reporters will result in your arrest and prosecution. That includes attempting to enter Town Fitness Centers, which has been formally placed off limits by its owner, Captain Cindy Ross of the TCPD."
"You may be thinking the First Amendment protections of the Press allow you to go onto my property, agitate my rescue dog, and threaten my children's safety. But there is an old adage that 'your rights end where my nose begins.' Your press rights end at the property line of my home and the Sheriff's home, and our wives' homes and places of work. Violations of our property and our rights will not be tolerated, and I in particular am in a position to do something about your violations of the law."
"Third," I continued, quelling the murmurs that were starting up, "in regards to the case of the assassination of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds at the Fairgrounds, I'll remind you that in order for the TCPD to make arrests, we have to have this thing called 'proof', which the D.A.'s office uses to convict the perpetrators. Without that evidence, we have no case. In the cases that my Teams on the Police Force have solved, we have either had the evidence to get arrest warrants, had the confessions of the perps, or, as in the case of the Black Widow, we caught the perps red-handed committing their crimes. The insinuation that we are not solving the Oldeeds murder simply because we don't want to is a false accusation bordering upon libel."
I raised my crowbar as I said "I will gladly accept proof of who the Oldeeds killer is, if someone will bring it to me. The rifle that killed Reverend Oldeeds would probably be the only acceptable proof to the D.A. and any Jury, so if you can bring me that, I'll be most very grateful to you. Otherwise, I would strongly recommend that you in the Media be very circumspect in your insinuations and accusations from this time forward.
"The Sheriff has banned any KSTD representation from any Public Service Department buildings, including the Police Department, and we shall obey those orders. I know you Media weasels support each other and will give KSTD footage and such stuff, but I really suggest you be careful about your actions regarding false accusations of me or my police officers. That concludes this press conference, and there will be no further comment from this Police Department on the Oldeeds case nor KSTD's maliciously false reporting. Have a nice day."
With that, I walked out of the room brandishing the red crowbar whose metal had once been used to exterminate a child-molesting false prophet of the Lord.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good show." said Chief Griswold as he and I sat alone in my office after the press conference. "But they're really going to go after you, especially after putting their colleagues in jail."
"Let 'em." I said. "I noticed that they got a little scared when I said I was going to throw the book at the arrested perps. They're a bunch of bullies, but when one punches back, they show their true cowardice."
"Did you really get beaten up when you were a kid?" said Griswold, his mustaches twitching. "I just can't see that."
"Actually, it wasn't me." I replied. "Another kid really did have his parents tell him that, and the bullies hospitalized him. Then his parents told him to tell his teachers if the bullies threatened him again. He did, and he got called a 'narc' and a 'snitch' by everyone, and then the bullies caught up to him again and almost killed him. As it was, they broke bones in his body, and he never went back to that school for fear of his life. And that is why my parents had my sister and I learn martial arts to protect ourselves. I've always had a special hatred of any parent that tells his child to just ignore those picking on him or her. It doesn't work."
"So, does that resolve this?" Griswold asked, peering at me. I just looked back at him.
"Nope." I said. "Entities at pay grades far higher than mine are very worried about Priya's next special report. Priya has no idea of the danger she is in, and I don't know if I can protect or save her life if she goes forward with it..."
Part 14 - Fair Warning
Still Friday, August 14th. While I was dealing with the Press, Dr. Laura Fredricson entered the office of University President Dr. Sidney P. Wellman at 8:00am for a breakfast meeting.
"Good morning, Doctor." said Wellman. "How are you and your lovely family?"
"Very good, Doctor." replied Laura. "The children are growing like weeds. And yours?"
"Sally is doing well." Wellman said. "She's been spending some time with Lilly Wargrave after Henry's death, getting Lilly settled into her new home in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. How are things in the Department of Psychology?"
Laura replied with a smile "We've gotten three new grants from the Federal Government for the Psychology Department, including Bonnie Karpathian's grant to study the Black Widow serial killings."
"Good, good." said Wellman. Money coming into his University was what he most liked to hear about at any time. "I heard about that incident in Coltrane County with the SBI agent. I'm glad your liking of pink lemonade did not cause you to come to harm."
"Not as glad as my husband is." Laura said. "But he says it was just the one cup that was poisoned, so no one else was in any danger."
"That's good." Wellman said as he indicated for Laura to sit down and handed her a cup and saucer, the cup full of coffee. As he sat down in the other chair with his cup and saucer, he said "What I really asked to meet you about was that hideous report by that rather over-aggressive reporter last night. That was bad enough for your husband, but it was her suggestion of the next show that has me worried... for you."
"Yes." Laura said, crossing her shapely legs, her elegant feet in high heel pumps inescapably drawing Dr. Wellman's attention. "The Company is sending a representative to talk to the KSTD leaders about the situation. They usually can prevail upon the Media's spirit of patriotism and cooperation to keep something like that of the air." Wellman did not know that she was mixing up her tenses on purpose.
After a discussion of other things, including Bonnie Karpathian's grant and research, Laura left to go back to her office. The Media was staking out the back entrance where she normally would park, and though the Campus Police were holding the Media at bay and harassing them as much as they could, Laura went around the next-door Pharmacy Building to the front entrance of the Psychology Building, avoiding detection by the Press until it was too late.
Normally she went into the side door of her office directly from the hall, but this time it was easier to go through her assistant's office. "Good morning, Gayle." she said to her assistant. "How are you doing this morning?"
Gayle looked up at her, and Laura instantly knew something was not right. Gayle's eyes glanced furtively at the door to the office as she said "You have a visitor. A 'Company' visitor." Laura said nothing, but nodded and opened the office door.
Inside, sitting in the chair in front of her desk, was Dr. Casey B. Walker. He peered at Laura through his glasses, the dome of his balding head shining. He did not bother to stand up at her entrance.
"Why Doctor, what a surprise!" Laura said, her voice showing her dislike of the surprise of finding the CIA Deputy Director for the National Clandestine Service, Counterintelligence, in her office without having warned her beforehand that he was coming to see her.
"Yes, Doctor," he said, giving it right back, "I'm sure it is, but unfortunately a problem of the highest degree has befallen us. KSTD has refused to kill the Priya Ajmani story of the various assassinations around the country performed on our behalf by 'the Huntress'. We deeply fear that 'the Huntress' will be exposed by the Ajmani stories."
"And you should fear it." Laura said. "If that comes out, and accurately, it's over for 'the Huntress', and for her sister, too." Of course Melina was 'the Huntress', and Laura was Melina's sister... and handler. "So what are you planning to do?"
"This one will require special attention, and the action of our very best agent." said Walker. He turned to the door behind Laura's desk, the one to the nursery room. The door opened and Laura gasped in total shock as the woman whose name could not be spoken, but Laura's husband had correctly surmised was 'Diana', emerged.
"Hello, my dear." said Diana. "I'm afraid that this one is really, really bad, and has required my personal attention." Laura knew exactly what this meant...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wearing a civilian suit (with light armor sewn in) and a mock turtleneck, I strode up to the offices of State Senator Katherine Woodburn. I was admitted to a side office, a room furnished as a library/study, and asked to wait.
I had tried for hours to get ahold of Priya Ajmani, but she was essentially in hiding, at least from me. Though I didn't really know it, the CIA had been pretty effective with most news outlets in no longer pursuing this story, and along with my actually arresting intrusive reporters and a deep fear of me throughout the cowardly Media, most of them were peeling off and moving on, as the 'Drive By' Media that they really are.
Still, it took Chief Griswold, who understood the gravity of the situation, to get in contact with Katherine Woodburn through intermediaries, and finally arrange this meeting.
"Well, if it isn't my favorite redheaded police officer!" exclaimed Priya as she strode into the room. "So, you wanted to talk to me?"
"Yes. And off the record." I said.
"I don't agree to that." Priya said.
"You should." I said. "I'm here to help you, Priya. And this can be for the record if you like: you have no idea what you have stepped into. I'm here to try to keep you from harm."
"Okay, off the record then." Priya said agreeably. "But reporters face danger all the time. You know what happened to Bettina Wurtzburg. I'm on guard as are all my colleagues. And that story last night got interest, but is already dying down. So why are you feeling so protective of me now?"
"Your story last night was nothing, Priya." I replied, looking hard at her. I was sitting down, and was still almost at eye level with her even with her wearing high heel pumps. In spite of the fact that I would not have minded if she were sitting in my lap, I focused on my duty and said "It's that next story you're saying you're going to do that crossed a line you do not want to cross."
"Scared of what might come out? And the exposure to your wife?" Priya said, her grin becoming wider.
"My wife has been trying to retire from the Agency for a long time." I said. "This actually might help her to do so, so she would actually be grateful. But if you go with this story about certain operations and expose a CIA agent, it won't go well for you. As you may know, President Reagan signed a law forbidding anyone, even the Media, from exposing a CIA agent publicly."
"Oh, Commander..." Priya said playfully, "you disappoint me. We're willing to challenge that law, as it violates our First Amendment Free Speech and Press Freedoms. And the Nation does have every right to know what the CIA is doing domestically... when they're not supposed to. I'm willing to risk it."
"I was afraid you'd say that." I said. "What you may not know is that I was asked to join the CIA three times, and refused all of those times because of operations of exactly those kinds. So I am no friend of the CIA, Miss Ajmani... but I am truly afraid that if you pursue this, something is going to happen to you. Something very bad, that I won't be able to stop."
"Your concern is touching." Priya said with a sarcastic smile. "I'll keep your warning in mind."
"Priya..." I said, "why are you doing this? What do you want?"
"Ah," said Priya, smiling brightly, her eyes sparkling again. She did have a beautiful smile, and I felt my loins warming even more as I looked at her lovely body. "Now you're finally beginning to talk business! What I want, Commander, is those Jack Burke tapes."
"But..." I replied, confused, "... but why? They're not even good porno tapes. You can find better stuff on the Internet, even on erotic literature sites. Why those tapes? Really, what good do they do you?"
"You'd be surprised." Priya said, matter-of-factly. "But it's not really your concern why."
"Priya, who is behind you on this?" I asked. "I'll be blunt: you are not smart enough to do this all by yourself. Who's behind you?"
"Why you son of a bitch!" yelled Priya. "How dare you say I'm not smart enough! You think you're so god-damned smart--"
"Priya! That's enough." called out a voice. It belonged to Katherine Woodburn. She entered the room from the back-side door that adjoined her office. I had to admit, she looked good in the tight, clingy blouse and skirt she was wearing. Her legs were shapely, and the high heels she wore accentuated them. Definitely fuckable.
"So, Commander," Katherine said, "If you want to protect your wife, the mother of... some of ... your children, then let's do some horse-trading and get something done. You're really a politician at heart, despite your protests to the contrary. I saw how you worked the Governor to get that SBI bill, so-"
"What, is it blackmail?" I asked. "Someone wants to blackmail someone on those tapes? What else could it be? And such small stuff, too..."
"No, it's not small." Katherine said. Priya was watching, and I could see this was way over her pretty little head.
"Senator," I said, "you have absolutely no idea what you are getting into. This is way above the likes of me or even you."
"And you have no idea what you are up against." said Katherine. I peered at her as she said "You've solved some great cases, and you're a formidable foe... but you simply have no idea..."
"Oh really?" I said. I stood up, then walked towards the door. Pausing, I looked back at Katherine and said "Tell him... the Game is afoot. Ladies..."
With a nod of my head, I left. I had tried to save Priya, I had done my duty as the Police Commander. She was now on her own, and may God have mercy on her soul! I thought to myself...
"He's a handsome man." said Priya after I was gone. "I'd love to fuck him and see if he's as good as his nephew."
"Yes, he must be good if he's keeping the hottest sex professor in the Nation as happy as she is." said Katherine, her own loins wet with desire. "But he is right, Priya... you be careful out there."
Katherine's mind was still reeling... he knew. The Iron Crowbar knew not only who the Shadow Man was, but that he was behind all this.
And the Commander showed no fear. None. Unbelievable.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got to the Mountain Nest, I was surprised to find Cindy and Jenna there, keeping the kids. Bowser didn't seem too agitated, but he was happy to see me, for sure.
"Your mom called us." Cindy said as I petted Bowser. "She got a call and needed to go see a sick friend." Jenna nodded.
"I appreciate you guys coming over." I said. "You must be tired. You can go, or stay in the guest bedroom if you like."
"We'll stay." said Cindy. "I've got one of those vibes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Leaving Katherine's offices at 10:30pm, Priya drove her BMW sedan down the roads towards her townhouse. Word was that the well-hung stud that she loved to fuck, Todd Burke, was looking at buying a townhouse in the same complex. It'd be great to get a lot of cock from him, and keep tabs on the CEO of BOW Enterprises.
She began to realize as she drove that she'd seen several old women sitting on benches. Some near the entrance to Katherine's subdivision, some at the small park at the intersection of this neighborhood. Wasn't it very late for them to be out? she thought-
"Oh my God!" she gasped as she hit the brakes. She was coming up to a van that looked like it had crashed. It was a KSTD News van!
She got out and ran up to the two men attending what looked like someone who was hurt. "What happened? Who's hurt? Can I help?"
The men suddenly turned on her, and she saw they were wearing face masks! They grabbed her, and her scream was cut short by a handkerchief soaked in chloroform was pressed onto her nose and mouth. That was so 'old school', but it was followed by an inoculation gun injecting a sedative into her neck.
Her struggles ceased as she passed out. A velvet bag was thrown over her head, enshrouding her head in complete darkness. The men quickly threw her into the back of the van. Her cellphone in her pocket was thrown onto the street, and she was checked to make sure she was wearing no RFID nor transmitter devices. Satisfied, the men closed the doors, and the van pulled out.
Part 14 - Company Actions
11:16pm, Friday, August 14th. Not exactly my way of spending a Friday night.
Someone had found an abandoned BMW with the motor running and called 9-1-1. Within minutes, Sergeant Irwin and Sr. Patrolman Hicks were at the scene, sent by the 3d Precinct Duty Desk. Being very intelligent officers, they'd called Lt. 'Coldiron' Masters, who'd immediately called Cindy and myself.
"You and your vibes." I said to Cindy as we sped to the scene in my Police SUV.
"There can be no doubt." Cindy replied.
At the scene, I got the report from Sergeant Irwin: "Commander, the plates on this vehicle are registered to a 'Priya Ajmani'. We called KSTD, and they said she wasn't there. Their efforts to find her have been as fruitless as ours."
"Then try harder!" yelled an enraged woman's voice from behind me. It was State Senator Katherine Woodburn, having been driven by her assistant Clark. "Commander, what the hell is going on here?!?!"
"My worst fears, Senator." I said simply. "Irwin, you were saying?" Irwin paused, and I said "You can talk in front of our State Senator."
"Yes sir." said Irwin, reassured. "Ms. Ajmani's purse was found in the car, and the contents do not appear to be touched. We bagged it for prints anyway." He handed me the bagged purse.
With latex gloves on, I opened the evidence bag and examined the purse and its contents as Irwin continued: "The keys were left in the car, and the car was running. We shut the car off for safety reasons when we arrived. There's no blood anywhere, no signs of a struggle except that her cellphone was found on the ground about 20 feet in front of her car, where we marked with chalk there. We bagged it for prints, too, but the UV light showed none but hers."



"What's up here on this pole?" I asked, shining a bright light on the telephone pole about 35 feet in front of the BMW. "Looks like some scuffing, but not too much."
"Hardly visible, sir." said Hicks. "We didn't even notice."
"Christina?" I called out to my Crime Lab expert. "Check out this pole. I don't think a vehicle ran into it, but I think one was slowly driven up to it to touch it. That would make it look like an accident."
"What do you think happened here, sir?" asked Lt. Masters. Everyone, even Katherine and her assistant, were looking at me with undivided attention and pure wonderment.
"She stopped here, all of a sudden." I said. "She apparently got out of her car, leaving it running, leaving her purse... which has a gun in it, I might add. Ergo, she did not feel that she was in danger when she stopped the car and got out."
"So," I continued, "what made her stop and get out? I am thinking of a simulated car crash of some kind. We've seen those before, have we not, Captain Ross?"
"Yes sir." Cindy replied, seeing where I was going with this.
"I would even suspect," I said, "that the vehicle was a van. She rushes up, is captured, thrown into that van with her cellphone thrown out so we can't trace her, and they drive off. Sergeant Irwin! Knock on doors! See if anyone saw this, or saw an unusual van in the area. Senator, what time did Ms. Ajmani leave your home?"
"Ten thirty." replied Katherine.
"That gives you guys a timeframe, Sergeant." I said. "Get going." Irwin and other officers scrambled off to implement the task.
"Damn, the Iron Crowbar is good." whispered Katherine.
Cindy looked at her and whispered back "Made you wet for him, didn't it?" Katherine's eyes widened as she turned to stare at Cindy. Cindy just looked back with a half-smile and a gleam in her eye...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Priya was very groggy but she realized that she was being carried over someone's shoulder. The mask over her head prevented her from seeing, hearing or even smelling anything. Her hands were secured behind her with a plastic zip-tie.
"Uhh!" she gasped as whoever was carrying her dumped her onto what felt like a gurney. Hands pushed her sideways to cut the tie off her hands, but then her hands were quickly secured to the sides of the gurney. The back was elevated somewhat, so she was semi-reclined.
The mask was pulled off her head. She saw the ceiling of what looked like a warehouse, but no people. As she raised her head to look up, another mask was placed on her head, this one just a mask for the eyes like a sleeping mask.
"Where am I?" she called out. "Who's there?"
She heard an old woman's voice reply "We are the ones who ask the questions here, young lady, not you."
"Why am I here?" Priya demanded.
"Tell us," said the voice, "who gave you the information about Jonas Oldeeds's assassination?"
"Fuck you." said Priya.
"Young lady," said the voice, quietly but with menace, "you should learn to control the filth of your tongue. I have two men here that want to fuck you. They will rape you to death right now if I let them, and then you will truly find out what 'fuck you' means. Now, tell me what I want to know."
"You can go straight to hell!" Priya said defiantly.
"Doctor," said the old voice, "I believe we will need to use stronger methods." Priya heard no answer, but a moment later she felt a hand in a latex glove grab her arm, then a hypodermic syringe needle pierce her skin. A small amount of liquid was injected into her arm.
"Now, young lady," said the old voice, "tell us what we want to know..."
Priya felt herself slipping into a semi-consciousness. She seemed to be having dreams. She was seeing herself at the KSTD studios and in the newsrooms, then she was in bed with Todd on top of her, deeply fucking her with his huge, hard weapon of lust. Bright colors were flashing in her head, then she realized that the mask had been taken off her face, and the multicolored lights were real, as if she were on a disco dance floor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's succumbing." said Diana, standing next to Laura.
"Yes." Laura whispered, keeping her voice barely audible. "The drugs are working."
They were not alone in the warehouse. CIA Agents Griswold and Gagnon were watching from a distance away. Laura's assistant Gayle Roberts was acting as a nurse and Laura's assistant, with a surgical mask over her face. Dr. Casey B. Walker, the counter-intelligence officer, came up and said "How much longer?"
"Not long, Doctor." Laura said, her voice sharp and acidic.
"You don't approve of what we are doing, Doctor?" Walker asked, his own voice unfriendly.
"Watch yourself, Doctor." Diana hissed at Walker. "This is my operation, not yours."
"We'll see about that." hissed Walker. "This bitch is a clear and present threat to two of our agents, though I am beginning to question the loyalty of one of them."
"Indeed," Laura said, keeping her voice calm, "you should question my loyalty. I told you to let my husband handle this."
"And he failed." said Walker.
"As did your idiots in threatening KSTD if they didn't drop it." hissed Laura. "You got their hackles up and made them push back."
"I'll hear no more of this." Walker said. "Get me the information I need."
"And then what?" Laura asked.
"You know what." said Walker.
"Yes, and that is exactly what you must not do." interjected Diana. "If you kill this woman, you'll bring holy hell down on my agents and everything we've done to work with Universities everywhere."
"I don't give a shit about that." said Walker. "My job is to protect this nation and the Company from external or internal threats. We have a dangerous threat here and now."
"Say one more word." Laura said to Walker, "and I will have you shot dead. Either here or in Washington, but you will shut your fucking mouth now. You, sir are the danger to us right now."
Walker did not reply; he was staring at Laura, knowing that she could and would make good on the threat she had just made to him, but also knowing that her statement was based upon a failing loyalty to the Company, the Institution to which he held a religious quality of loyalty. That she did not have that same level of loyalty deeply embittered him.
"Doctor," Diana said to Laura, "I think your subject is ready."
Earphones had been placed in Priya's ears, and Laura spoke into a microphone that would alter her voice then transmit the words into Priya's head. Laura spoke a recitation that was well-known to aid the administered drugs into rendering the subject easily amenable to questioning.
"Who told you about the Jonas Oldeeds assassination?" asked Laura.
"Henry... Henry... Wargrave." murmured Priya.
"When did he tell you?" asked Laura's altered voice.
"His... lawyer... gave... me... a... letter..." whispered Priya, "... after his... death..."
"Where is that letter?" Laura asked.
"At... KSTD... locked... up... lots... of... copies... made..." Priya mumbled.
"What did the letter say?" whispered Diana into the microphone.
"Said... check... flight... manifests... cities... at time... of... killings... of enemy... agents..." said Priya.
"Whose name did the letter say?" whispered Diana.
"Three... names... Allgood... Fredricson... Muscone..." mumbled Priya.
"And the Oldeeds shooting?" asked Laura.
"Town... Fitness... Centers... Henry... told... Ferrell... Ikea..." said Priya.
Laura backed off with Diana and whispered "Don knew that when Ikea tried to find the rifle at Ward Harvester. The rifle is destroyed."
"Yes, but the story is out." said Diana. "And you're right; killing this woman won't suppress the story. Too many people at KSTD know."
Casey B. Walker had been pacing about 60 feet away. He now came up. "Okay, what else do we need to know? Let's get this wrapped up."
Laura went over to ask one final question. "Priya, who told you about the Jack Burke tapes?" she asked.
"Todd... Todd Burke..." whispered Priya. Laura reeled in shock...
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Rescue
When I began working with the Town & County Police Department, it had been the I.T. and Data room, with my office in the corner. Now it was a Command Post for Police Operations, with stations for radio communications, maps to follow police vehicles, and a couple of computer consoles. It was on these consoles that Myron Milton and his wife Mary Mahoney Milton were working furiously to bring up data.
A witness in the neighborhood where Priya had been captured had reported seeing a KSTD News van going down the street some minutes before all the Police arrived. It made sense that Priya would stop if she thought she was seeing a KSTD van wrecked against a telephone pole. KSTD said that none of their vans were unaccounted for. Myron and Mary had just confirmed that.
"Sir," said Myron, "is there anything you can think of to have us look up?"
I thought about it, knowing what I had to say, and knowing what the possible cost might be. I knew that didn't matter, and if Priya died her blood would be on my hands.
"My wife's cellphone." I said. "Locate my wife's cellphone."
"Whaaa?" Mary said, looking up at me.
"I'm sorry, did I stutter?" I said, much more harshly than I should have.
"Uh, no sir." Mary said, returning to her typing. A moment later she said "All of your wife's cellphones are pinging off three towers around the University. Triangulation shows it's in the Psychology Building. I don't know the layout, but I'd bet they're in her office."
"I won't bet against you." I said. "Okay, so she left them there." I was thinking as hard as I could, and Cindy peering at me was not helping. I glanced over at her, hard. She just shook her head, and I wasn't sure what she was trying to convey by that.
"All right." I finally said. "Do we have any way of finding unusual radio transmissions?"
"No sir." said Mary. "Well, let me put it this way: there are thousands of transmissions out there, from cell phones to police radios to ham radios to computer-generated radio signals. It would take something on a military level to distinguish anything, and we have nothing anywhere near that capability."
Myron sat up straight and blinked. Then he looked up at me and said "Sir, can I speak to you alone a minute?"
"Sure." I said. Cindy was not pleased.
"Why can't you say it in front of us?" she demanded.
"If it's what I think it is, he's correct not to." I said. "And don't ever ask him about it again. That is an order, Captain." Cindy did not say anything further. Maybe she trusted me. Or maybe she realized who she'd be fucking with and this was not the time, especially as I'd just thrown my own wife under the bus.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said Myron quietly when we went into what had been my office in the Downstairs Dungeon, "you know that my father has no love lost for the CIA. He was tracking the transmissions from the top of the Federal Building off Courthouse Square for a long time. They change them up from time to time, and he can't decode the transmissions, but he knows the frequency ranges."
"And he'll tell them to you?" I asked, hope surging through my soul.
"No sir." Myron said. "But one of my first hacking jobs was to break into the file he recorded that stuff in. I won't repeat the language he used when he caught me, but I remember those numbers." It took a moment for me to stop laughing.
"How will you look for radio transmissions in those ranges?" I asked. "That takes special equipment we don't have."
"Commander, did you hear the story about the Stealth Bomber?" asked Myron. As I peered at him, he said "They did all that work to make them invisible to radar... and 400 miles out, they do disappear from radar. But someone in England found out that the microwaves used for the cellphone system could be used to detect the Stealth Bombers... and it worked. All that technology rendered useless by something as simple as that."
"Why don't you just give me the Cliff Notes of your plan before they kill Priya?" I said.
Myron blanched as he realized the stakes, and said "I have a ham radio in my office that I tweaked to extended ranges. The Police Headquarters radio tower can detect them, and we now have towers at each Precinct Headquarters from which we can triangulate these transmissions, using ham radios at each site and my computer connected with them. We'll see what frequency the Building in Courthouse Square is using, then look for it elsewhere in Town."
"Good thing you have no desire to work for a lot of money for the Federal Government." I said. "I couldn't match their salaries, and I really want to keep you here, Myron."
"No worries, Commander." said Myron, and I knew he was being genuine when he added "I'll never leave while I'm working with the Iron Crowbar."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura was almost numb. She'd allow Priya to go into unconsciousness, and started a saline IV to keep the Indian woman from dehydrating... and of course the catheter to drain Priya at the other end as her bladder was overwhelmed.
"Well, that's that." said Casey B. Walker. "We have to arrest Burke now. Right now. Bring him in for interrogation."
"Are you really as stupid as that sounded?" Diana hissed. "We have no idea who Burke is working with or why he told Priya about the tapes... which were made by his brother, by the way."
"We have to find out what Burke knows." said Walker. "And what kind of threat he is to us."
"He's not a threat." said Laura angrily. "And if you don't know that, it's because you've failed at your job and you are not keeping up."
"Says the woman who's husband's nephew is Todd Burke." Walker said, fury etched upon his features. "Maybe your husband is disloyal, too. He refused to join us three times."
Laura squared up, her eyes boring onto Walker. Her hand went to her pocket. "If you accuse my husband of disloyalty to his country ever again, I will kill you myself."
Diana got between them. "Dr. Walker, your insinuation is unfounded. Commander Troy is a loyal as well as brilliant man. Laura, Walker is right about one thing: we have to investigate Todd Burke."
"Investigate away." said Laura. "But not by overreacting and hauling him in, much less applying our interrogation techniques to him. If you did and my husband ever found out about that..." She let the sentence hang.
"Or what?" snarled Walker. "What is a local cop going to do to us? And whose side are you on, Fredricson?"
"My husband's" Laura said simply. "And you know it, because I've already told you that."
"Walker," said Diana, getting angry herself, "you may have forgotten that the Iron Crowbar is an FBI Consultant, and has the support of the exact people in the FBI that are your worst nightmares. May I suggest serious circumspection in this matter? Now go back to Langley and do your job, but do it carefully and slowly."
Diana then motioned for Gagnon and Griswold to come up. "Take Dr. Walker back to Langley. Make sure he goes straight there." Walker glared at both women, but left with the young men.
Just then another young man, who had been outside, came in and said to Diana "Police are coming, ma'am. We've monitored their radio traffic, and they're coming to this address."
"Yes, Doctor, the Iron Crowbar is demonstrating his abilities to me yet again." said Diana, peering at Laura. " Let's go. Leave Ajmani here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was about to lead the small group into the warehouse. I had Cindy (there could be no doubt), Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, Sergeant Micah Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton with me.
Just as I was about to lead the group in, Rudistan whispered "Commander, you're not going to make me sit on you again, are you?" I knew what he meant: I would not be allowed to go first, no matter what. And Rudistan was just the mouthpiece for one Cindy Ross on this matter.
"All right." I said. "You and Morton have your vests on?"
"Double vests." Rudistan said. "You don't think I'm really this fat, do you Commander?"
"You don't want me to answer that, do you, Rudistan?" I countered, making Rudistan grin. "Okay, go!"
Rudistan and Morton led the way into the warehouse. It was empty, well-lit, and surprisingly clean. It could almost be made into a mobile surgical hospital, if need be. The warehouse was in the northern parts of the Warehouse District, almost to the southern part of the Downtown District.
Everyone else led the way in, fanning out with guns drawn and pointed outward. I holstered my gun and just walked in with the red crowbar.
"It's clear, Commander." I heard Cindy say after everyone had checked the premises. Sandra and I were checking on the woman on the gurney: it was Priya Ajmani.
"She's alive." Sandra said. "Seems to be okay."
"Why don't you let the doctor make that prognosis?" came a familiar voice behind me. I whirled around. Laura was coming in the door, her hands raised as police officers had whirled to train weapons upon her.
"Stand down, guys." I said. My officers lowered their weapons, but were still wary as they looked around the perimeter. "Okay Doctor..." I said to Laura, our eyes boring into each other's, "what do you want to do with this patient? Hospital?"
"Let's just keep her here until the IV bag is empty." said Laura. "Then we can take her to her home and leave her in bed."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30am, we got home. Cindy took Jenna back to their home. As we sat on the den sofa, Bowser decided to sit down right in front of us and watch us.
I hugged Laura and said "Honey, I love you much more than I love our dog, but I have no questions about his loyalties right now, if you get my drift."
"Yeah, I know." Laura said wearily. "And if you think you're juggling a lot of shit and competing forces..."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "So I would guess that Priya knows about the 'wet jobs', and she got the information from Henry Wargrave, seeing as he told Ferrell and Ikea, who tried to find the rifle at Ward Harvester. He must've told her but then said not to use the info until after his death."
"Close." Laura said. "He had a letter to her delivered after his death. Revenge on me, and maybe you, from beyond the grave."
"Figures." I said. "How bad is the damage?"
"I think Katherine Woodburn is going to put a leash on Priya for us." Laura said. "You're always railing about how politicians are in bed with each other rather than serving their constituents... we have ways of taking advantage of that."
"Okay." I said. "So what else is bothering you?"
"Not much gets by the legendary Iron Crowbar, Bowser." Laura said to the dog. Bowser wagged his tail and I bent over and gave him a good petting.
"I am... betraying my Company for the first time in my life by telling you this." Laura said. "Do you know who gave Priya the information about the Burke tapes?"
"Oh that?" I said. "That was Todd." Laura just stared at me.
"See, you didn't have to betray anything, after all." I said. "Todd gave Priya that information at the request of his mother. I'm not sure why, but she wanted the distraction. I've been wondering what Elizabeth is up to, but I think she's in France right now."
"Damn," said Laura, "I told them to let you handle this, but they said nooooo, it was much bigger than a local LEO. We just overcommitted to a very dangerous thing, and it was for nothing."
"And now they're going to investigate Todd and cause even more nuisance." I said. "I did tell Todd that something like this was a possibility. He's on guard, and if they try anything..." I shook my head... "then they'll be wishing they were dealing with 'local LEOs' with crowbars instead."
Part 16 - Exposure
1:30am, Saturday night, actually Sunday morning, August 16th. The Cub Club in the heart of the Tenderloin District was the heart of the Punk Scene. This was not the most trendy or rockin' of the various clubs, but it was about two-thirds full of young people in various states of leather dress and strange makeup, drinking and socializing, talking about cosplay and the effects of hallucinogenic drugs, and looking for partners... or groups... for sexual encounters.
One young woman with pink streaks in her hair was talking to two other women when a fat man in a trenchcoat approached the table. "Well, hiya, Lorena!" he said loudly.
"Who the fuck are you?" the pink-streaked woman said. "My name is Roberta, fat man."
"Oh come on, you're my coworker in the Police Force, Lorena Rose." the fat man said.
"Police?" said one of the other women, her eyes staring daggers. "And who the fuck are you, mister?"
"I'm a Detective with the Police Force, Sergeant Sharples." said the fat man. "I work with this woman."
"You fat son of a bitch!" Lorena said, throwing her drink into Sharples's face. "I don't know who the fuck you are, but you stay the hell away from me!" She turned to leave.
"Where you going, lady?" said a large black man, blocking Lorena's path to the door. "You police?"
"Get the fuck out of my way." said Lorena. She realized that she was being slowly surrounded.
"Yeah, she's a cop!" shouted Sharples. "What's the big fucking deal?"
"We don't like cops in this place, especially trying to pretend they're something they ain't." said one of the black men, his eyes boring into Lorena.
"Let's take this bitch out back." said another man. He made a move towards Lorena, who steeled to defend herself, knowing she was about to be gang-raped and murdered if she didn't fight her way out of here.
"Jerome! Stop right there." called out a voice. The men turned to find THE man himself, T-Square, standing behind him, flanked by security men in suits.
"Bitch," T-Square said, wearing sunglasses to hide his eyes even in this dark room, "get the fuck out of here and do not ever come back. If you're ever seen in this club again, you will be cut. Is that clear?"
"Whatever." Lorena said, but she hastily moved to the door and out of the Cub Club. Glancing back, she saw that the fat son of a bitch Sharples was gone... he'd snuck out the back way as T-Square's arrival had distracted others from his fat presence.
"Brothers," T-Square said after Lorena was gone, "Do not ever fuck up a cop in one of my clubs. Kick 'em to the kerb if you catch 'em, but do not fuck them up. The last thing I need is the God-damned Iron Crowbar coming down here wanting to split my head open. Is that clear?"
"You scared of that cracker?" asked one of the men. It was a bad mistake.
"You damn straight I am." said T-Square, looking at him. "And you better be scared of him too. The Iron Crowbar is the real deal. He does not fuck around. Are you feelin' me, brother?"
"Yeah, sure." said the man, but his tone was derisive. T-Square turned to leave.
As he got to the club lobby, T-Square whispered. "Take care of that nigger before sunrise." A death sentence had just been pronounced, and it would be fulfilled.
As T-Square left and got back in his limo, he typed out a text message on his cellphone and sent it to the Iron Crowbar. It read simply "You owe me one."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was numb. Simply numb.
It was 5:00am Sunday morning, August 16th. In Classroom 'C' was myself, Captain Cindy Ross, Lieutenant Teresa Croyle, Chief Bennett, and at my request, Lieutenant 'Curly' Goodwin of Internal Affairs. The Police Union rep had already been called by Sharples, but I'd told the Duty Desk to prohibit his entry into Headquarters until I was good and ready for him. Lorena Rose was in Cindy's office, very upset, being consoled by Detective Diana Torres and Detective Gayle Tunnin of Internal Affairs.
"I didn't do anything wrong." snarled Sharples. "I just went and said hello to her."
"That's against protocol!" screamed Teresa Croyle, who was past anger. "You know you're NOT supposed to speak to other police officers that might be undercover!"
"How was I supposed to know she was undercover?" snarled Sharples. "There's no record of her being on any mission." I could see that Sharples was trying to take advantage of Teresa not putting things in writing to avoid him.
"That doesn't fucking matter!" screamed Teresa. At this point, Curly Goodwin told her to calm down and restrain herself.
"He is right, Commander." said Goodwin. "There's no record of the operation."
"Not one that Fat Boy here is aware of, Curly." I said. "But I have a typed report of Lorena's undercover mission, complete with Croyle's pen-and-ink signature. She's followed the rules. Sharples did not, and he has put a fellow police officer in literal danger of her life."
"Aw c'mon, she wasn't in any trouble. I was right there, and so were backup officers outside." Sharples whined, beginning to realize he was in real trouble, this time.
"Bullshit." said Cindy Ross, her voice even, but her blue eyes blazing with ice-cold anger and hatred. "She would've been cut to pieces before they could get there if T-Square hadn't intervened. And you ran out the back door like the fat coward you are, Sharples."
"I want my Union rep. Where the fuck is he?" Sharples demanded.
"Chief," I said, "would you ask everyone else to your office for some coffee and a calming down session? I want to talk to Sharples alone."
"Not without a witness and not without my rep!" shouted Sharples, suddenly showing fear.
I stared at Sharples as I said "I'm not going to touch him, Chief, unless he tries to attack me first. Leave a camera on, without sound."
"All right." said the Chief affably. "Let's go, guys."
"I'll be downstairs." said Curly Goodwin. I knew he was going to try to listen in from the depths of Internal Affairs. I knew that he was going to fail, too.
Everyone left. Once alone, I just looked at the fat piece of shit in front of me, whose actions had nearly cost me a police officer's life.
"Sharples, I gave you every chance." I said quietly. "I gave you the child trafficking case, I gave you the opportunity to make that happen, and you go and do this?"
"I didn't do anything wrong, I just said hello to her." Sharples repeated. "How was I supposed to know she was on--"
"Shut the fuck up!" I ordered. "Just stop the god-damn bullshit! Stop the fucking excuses and the procedural crap! The bottom line is that I gave you a chance and you fucking blew it straight to hell! Why?!?!"
"I got nothing more to say without a Union rep present." said Sharples. "I want someone else in the room. I am in fear of my safety."
"You didn't seem to worry about Rose's safety when you announced to a whole club full of hostiles that she was an undercover cop." I said. "Sharples, I'm not going to touch you now, just like I promised the Chief. But I don't have to. All I have to do is assign you to Precinct Two, send you on a mission into a club having let T-Square know where you are and where you'll be going, and that none of my other officers will be within a mile of that location. You'll be dead in minutes, Fat Boy."
"You wouldn't do that." said Sharples. "I'd have KSTD watching, knowing what you'd done. You'd go down if anything happened to me."
"I'll take my chances." I said. "But that's not all: in case you don't get it, Fat Boy, once the Force hears about what you did tonight... and I am going to make damn sure that they do... you're going to get a fucking bullet in the back of your head from a police officer's gun. Someone is going to take you out; you are going to get fragged."



"Is that a threat?" Sharples asked.
"Why, no." I said. "It's a prediction. You crossed the line tonight, Sharples. You're done. Your past history of moving from one position, from Department to Department, from Texas to Missouri to Midtown to here... will not go further. I'm going to end your career here, tonight. Formal criminal charges will be filed against you for putting an officer's life in danger."
"None of that will ever stick." Sharples said.
"In addition," I said, leaning in and boring down on him, "I believe you had something to do with SBI Agent Reubens's death in Coltrane County. I intend to file murder charges against you. Then the SBI will be looking to put a bullet in your head."
"You'll never prove that." Sharples said.
"We'll see." I said as I turned off the anti-bugging device. I picked up the phone on the table and called the Chief's office. Within seconds, everyone was back inside except Curly Goodwin. I called the Duty Desk and had them bring the Union rep to the room. He was steaming mad.
"Chief Bennett," he thundered, "do you know what I'm going to do to you for this?"
"Shut the fuck up, asshole." I said. "I am the one who barred your entry, not the Chief. And I'm telling you that in front of all these witnesses, so do with it what you will."
"Then I'll have your fucking badge, Troy." snarled the Union rep, but his face showed he sensed that it was different, this time.
"You're going to have a bad headache if you don't shut the fuck up." I said, my voice quiet and even. "Here's the deal: Leonard Sharples violated protocols and put the life of another police officer in exceptional and mortal danger. He left the scene instead of staying to help his fellow officer. He is suspended, completely suspended, and without pay."
I continued: "In addition, Sharples's employment with the Town & County Police Force is hereby terminated. His gun and badge will be taken from him before he gets out of his chair. He will be escorted out of these Headquarters and not permitted to return. You can grieve it, you can sue me over it, but he is finished as a Police Officer in the Town & County Police Force."
"Chief, are you in agreement with this jerk's assumptions?" sneered the Union rep.
"I'll shoot Sharples myself rather than let him return to active duty here, ever." said Bennett, surprising me with his vehemence.
Just then Deputy Chief Brownlee entered the room. "Detective Sharples, are these people harassing you?" asked Brownlee.
"Commander," said the Union rep to Brownlee, "don't make this worse than it is. Let's go outside for a moment." I have to admit I was in shock at that. Did the Union rep really realize how bad this one was for his client?
I gave the long-suffering Lt. Teresa Croyle the gift of disarming Sharples and confiscating his badge. She and Cindy escorted him out of Headquarters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called John 'Jack' Colby and secured a large table at the Country Breakfast Diner, then had everyone go there for breakfast, on my tab. The only 'problem' was that Jack Colby would try his damnedest to not give me the bill, and he would succeed.
Lorena Rose was recovering well, and I was impressed how Teresa and Cindy knew what buttons to press to get her spirits back up. The only person not eating was me. I was sitting at the end of the table, in and out of reveries. Cindy was sitting next to me, and of course she noticed.
"You okay, Don?" she asked.
"Yeah." I said. "I am just sitting here wondering why in the hell Sharples did that."
"To be honest, I'm glad he did." said Teresa, who was sitting on my other side and across from Cindy. "He's gone now. If the Union says he has to come back, I'll shoot him myself. I'm done with him."
"You won't have to do that." I said. "I cut off his computer access, did it myself. If the Union wants a piece of someone, it'll be me they have to go for, and I'll kill him before you do if that is what it takes."
"So why did he do it?" Cindy asked, getting my trains back on the right tracks. "Think Lorena was getting too close to something he was involved with?"
"No." I said. "I think he was told to do it. To create a distraction. I also am wondering why Brownlee came in so late to the party and injected himself into the whole thing." We had no real answer for that one.
I did get to speak to Lorena for a few moments.
"I guess I can't do undercover anymore." she said forlornly.
"Noooo, at least not like you were doing." I said. "But you're still a good Detective and have a good career ahead of you. Brush this one off, and keep on driving on."
Lorena said "I was talking to some of the others. Will it help to make a sexual harassment complaint against Sharples?"
"You know," I said, "it damn well might..."
Part 17 - The Rose and the Thorn
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely reporterette on Monday morning, August 17th, looking like she wanted to perform fellatio on the big, thick microphone she was holding as she stood in front of Police Headquarters.
"Channel Two News has learned that Detective Leonard Sharples was fired for cause over the weekend. The Police Union has filed a grievance, which will be heard on an expedited basis at 10:00am this morning. The grievance filed by the Captain's Union on behalf of Deputy Chief Brownlee was upheld earlier this week, and the Union's record of successes against the Police Department and Town & County Council is extremely impressive, leading experts to agree that this will also be upheld."
"Who are these 'experts'?" I wondered out loud, not really paying attention.
"She has no fucking clue what she's talking about." Cindy said to me as we drank coffee in my office. My desk was littered with papers compiled over the weekend. Witness statements, Sharples' previous record at other Police Departments, and everything I could think of was being put together. Cindy and I were wearing our Formal uniforms for the hearing, including our Medals of Valor. Teresa was also in Formal attire with her Purple Order around her neck. We were going all out for this one.
"She wants to create drama and tension." I said. "That's what Media people do." Have I mentioned that I am not a fan of the Press?
At 8:00am, Priya Ajmani delivered KSTD's report. She didn't say a word about Sharples, nor her own misadventures over the weekend. She did mention that Robert Brownlee had been reinstated, and then mentioned a big rally in Midtown where SBI Director Jack Lewis was expected to announce his candidacy for Governor.
"Can it get worse?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said. "Let's deal with one thing at a time."
At 10:00am, the hearing was convened in Classroom 'J', which had been converted to look like a trial court, with a table on the dias for the Arbiter, tables for our side and for the Union, and chairs set up behind for the viewing audience. Several Town & County Council members were here: Jack Colby, Dagmar Schoen, Kelly Carnes, Pastor Westboro, Thomas P. Cook, and Malinda Adams... who surprisingly was on our side, supporting the women in the sexual harassment issue of the case. The Chief was here, in his formal uniform. Deputy Chief Brownlee was also in attendance, but in a normal duty uniform which looked less than crisp, and he wore no jacket nor medals.
Paulina Patterson and I were at our table. Paula was dressed to the nines in a dark blue suit with light blue blouse and high heel dark blue pumps. By way of contrast, Sharples was dressed in his trenchcoat and rumpled shirt and slacks. The Union rep had on cheap but ordinary suit. When the Union rep saw me fully attired with medals, he looked a bit shocked, and I knew my psychological ploy was working: he knew I was going for the 'kill' on this one.
Still, it was me who was somewhat shocked when the Union rep opened the proceedings by saying "Mr. Arbiter, before we begin the proceedings, we wish to make an offer: if the firing is dismissed and all charges dropped, including the false sexual harassment charge, Detective Sharples will resign from the Police Force, effective immediately."
The Arbiter looked over at our table. Paulina was gaping, totally blindsided. I was still thinking clearly:
"No." I said loudly. "He has to be fired, it has to be part of his record. I am prepared to show his career of repetitive failures at many Police Departments. The cycle has to stop, and it has to stop here. He nearly got my officer killed, and allowing him to resign might end up getting a Police Officer somewhere else killed because of him."
"Commander," said the wizened arbiter, grinning slyly "do you realize that I might very well rule in his favor and you'll be forced to keep him on your Police Force?"
"If you do, then this case will go to Court, and before a full Jury," I said, "because Sharples is not coming back to this Police Force under any circumstances."
"The parties have agreed to this arbitration hearing." said the arbiter, beginning to frown as he realized that, this time, it was different. "Are you saying you will not respect my ruling?"
"I did not agree to this hearing; my presence here is compulsory." I said. "And ears are to hear with: I will not abide by any ruling that does not result in the firing of Leonard Sharples. He will not come back to this Force. I will add that this is for his own protection; I cannot protect his life from other officers that intend to kill him if he returns."
The arbiter was not the only one in total shock at that one. Even Paulina was gaping at me, and the Union rep and Sharples were astounded that I would say something like that out loud. But I think the arbiter saw Teresa's face, Lorena's face, and Cindy's... and he knew that I was not making an idle, empty threat.
"We'll see about that." said the arbiter, his face no longer showing arrogance. "I do agree with you, Commander, that Mr. Sharples cannot return. But I accept the offer of the Union that Mr. Sharples will tender his immediate resignation, and it will be accepted by the Town & County Council and Police Force. In fact, I see the resignation letter here, and I will accept it on the County's behalf. This hearing is concluded." The arbiter struck his gavel, gathered his things, and quickly exited the room.
"Captain Ross, get that fat piece of shit out of here." I ordered, not really happy but not very upset, either. "He is no longer a police officer, and will only be allowed in this building if he is being jailed for a crime." Cindy and Teresa moved quickly to escort Sharples out of my sight, the Union rep closely following.
As I walked down the hall to my office to take off the jacket and the M.O.V., I heard a loud cheer erupt from Vice as they were given the news. Malinda Adams, walking beside me, heard it also.
"Well, Commander," she said, "it looks like you have a happy Police Force again. And by the way, I think you made that speech just to get the arbiter to go along with the resignation."
"Yes ma'am, I have a happy Police Force." I said. "But no, I wanted Sharples fired."
"You would've won, but it would not have mattered." said Malinda. "You have a good day, Commander. And let's have lunch sometime."
"Uh, okay, sure." I said, stunned by that invitation as Councilwoman Adams walked down the hall with the other Council members...
Part 18 - Revenge of the Fat Boy
I saw what Malinda was talking about when Cindy burst into my office at 3:00pm and rushed to turn on the television.
A press conference was underway in Midtown, where a beaming SBI Agent Richard 'Dick' Ferrell of the SBI's Narcotics Task Force was making an announcement, his mustache a little less droopy than normal.
"I am very pleased to announce the addition of Sergeant Sharples to the Narcotics Task Force!" Ferrell announced as Sharples stood by his side. "Agent Sharples brings years of drug interdiction experience to the NTF, and will be a tremendous asset to us in the War on Drugs in this State!"
"Are you fucking kidding me?" asked a disbelieving Cindy Ross as she turned off the television at the conclusion of the press conference. "Don? Why are you laughing?"
"I can't help it!" I said between gasps and fits of laughter. "This is just too rich!" Cindy just stared at me, then began laughing herself, though not as hard. Finally, I was spent. I realized I had fallen into the fit of laughter because my emotions were just spent.
"Think we can get the SBI to take Brownlee?" I asked.
"Don't I wish." she replied.
Because of the hearing, the meeting of "Crowbar's Angels" had been postponed. I called Teresa and Tanya in to have it now.
"Where is Theo Washington? And Teddy Parker?" I asked. "I haven't seen them all morning."
"They're investigating a body that was found at Crown Chemicals." said Tanya Perlman. "It was soaking in sulfuric acid in a 55-gallon drum. It likely was taken there and dropped off. Head and hands cut off, just a torso and legs. Black male, late 20s to early 30s. Maybe a DNA match will give us something."
"I've put out feelers among the C.I.s." said Teresa. "But with all that with Lorena exploding, it may be some time before things calm down enough for info on any missing person trickles out."
"Hoo boy..." I said. "So we have our Headless Horseman, we have Reubens, and what else?"
"Priya." said Tanya Perlman. "Since she woke up in her bed with no memory of anything from the time she left Senator Woodburn's home, and since she appears to be physically unharmed, KSTD is suggesting that our investigation of her disappearance be put on the back burner. But Senator Woodburn is having none of that, and is demanding that we press forward with it." I noted a funny look on Tanya's face.
"And what else?" I asked.
"Not much gets by you, Commander." Tanya replied, looking worried. "Senator Woodburn has also demanded that Internal Affairs investigate you over the kidnapping. She claims that you, she and Priya were at her office just prior to Priya's disappearance, and that you might be involved with it."
"For crying out loud!" gasped Cindy. "He was at home when it happened! Jenna and I were there, too."
"True." I said, understanding Woodburn's motives. "Tanya, do go to I.A., and tell Curly Goodwin to take it to Inspector General Horace Wellman. The best way to defeat Woodburn is by fully complying with her absurdity on this. Oh, be sure to tell Curly to interview Bowser to prove that I was at home."
"I dunno, they'll just say Bowser is biased." Cindy replied. The rest of the meeting was filled with even more absurd jokes, with which I will not abuse the readers' sensibilities...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday morning, August 18th. At 10:00am I got a text, whose author was a shock to me. I was asked to come to Courthouse Square. I asked Cindy if she'd like some brunch at a bistro with me.
As we settled down, Cindy and I were both looking around, a habit of wary police officers. I noticed several of the Town's more elderly citizens in the Square, whether sitting on benches feeding birds, or seeming to be chatting. I did not see Old Mrs. Boddiker, though.
And then the person who texted me came up: it was Priya Ajmani. She sat down with us, holding a manila envelope that was bulging with papers. Cindy's eyes were glowing as she looked up and down the lovely Indian woman's sexy body.
"Hello, Commander, Captain." Priya said. "I'm sure you're surprised to hear from me, and this is entirely off the record."
"Entirely off the record." I replied. "So why did you want us to meet you here?"
"First, I wanted to thank you for coming to rescue me." said Priya. "I'm not sure what happened, but you did try to warn me, and then you came to get me before I came to harm. I'm not sure what might have happened if you hadn't have found me."
"I am sure," I said, "and it would not have been good. Too bad your story on those assassinations has now been squelched by your editors at KSTD. So what's in that envelope that you want to give me?"
"How does he do that?" Priya asked Cindy, who just shrugged her shoulders. "Yes, this is for you, and it's the second reason I wanted to meet you here. Your former colleague, Sergeant Sharples, sent me this information." She extended the manila envelope to me.
I examined the contents. "Oh, crap." I muttered. "Priya, are you sure it was Sharples that sent it to you?"
"Had his name on the envelope." Priya said. "Also, a text telling me where to find it came from his personal cellphone. He'd left it in a locker at the bus station, and told me to get the key from the coffee shop attendant there."
I handed the envelope to Cindy. She looked at the contents, her face growing grim as she read it. She handed the envelope back to me as she said "You know better than me what to do with this."
"Are you going to run with this, Priya?" I asked. I was not dumb enough to believe Priya didn't make copies of what was on those pages.
"No, not directly." said Priya. "But my editors started verifying the information this morning. That is going to set off alarm bells, and who knows if KXTC or someone else might also get onto it. You were right in your press conference that we in the Media are an incestuous bunch that work together behind the scenes more than people realize."
"And when it comes to the Government, stories like this are just red meat for the Press." I said. "Okay, Priya, thank you for bringing this to me. Cindy, we need to be going."
"Why are there so many old people out today?" Priya asked, looking around. "The Community Center being renovated?"
"You're the reporter." I replied. "Maybe that's a story for you to look into." Cindy's face looked uncomfortable as I said that.
"By the way, Captain," Priya said to Cindy, "I've never had the chance to congratulate you on your promotion. I'd love to interview you about your rise through the Force. It'd be a great story for Women's Empowerment."
"Thank you." Cindy said as Priya extended her card and Cindy took it. We made our goodbyes and left, walking back to the Station, the envelope secured under my arm. I could feel the many eyes of the citizens on us as we strode west along the sidewalk towards City Hall.
"Gonna give Priya that interview?" I teased my partner. "That was her personal card, not her professional one. I suspect the interview she wants is not one KSTD will be showing on the air."
"Not much gets by you. So I guess I should investigate and find out, like the good police officer that I am." Cindy said, her ice-blue eyes sparkling.
"Absolutely." I replied. "By the way, have you looked at the Coltrane County footage that was sent to us?"
"No." Cindy said. "I know you were doing it, and I've been putting out fires and helping Tanya with the investigation of that body found at Crown Chemicals."
"I sent you an email about specific videos to watch." I said. "Why don't you do that while I go make a quick visit to my favorite University professor?"
"Sure." Cindy said. "Tell Laura I said 'hello'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!" exclaimed Carole as I came into Laura's office, having called her beforehand. My daughter was sitting on Laura's desk, and her lovely mother in her chair behind the desk.
"Hi Carole!" I said, picking Carole up and giving her a big hug. "How are you doing?"
"Good!" Carole exclaimed as she hugged me. "You talk to Mommy."
"Yes, honey," said Laura, "Daddy and I are going to talk while you play and be a good girl in the nursery, okay?"
"Okay!" Carole said. I put her down and she tottered through the door to the nursery. Laura activated the audio monitor so she could hear what was going on in there.
"What's up?" she asked me.
"Sit down for this one." I said quietly. When Laura re-seated herself behind the desk, I handed her the package from Priya.



"Oh shit." Laura said as she read through it. "Jesus fucking Christ..."
The papers revealed that Nextdoor County Narcotics Officer Janet Riordan, a.k.a. J.R. Dixon, was in actuality a deep undercover CIA agent, that she was working with porn starlet Callie Carrington, who was an even deeper mole in the industry. The report further said that Janet had worked with 'Nurse Anya', who had been murdered by my nephew Ned, as well as Anya's mother, who Laura had brought out of eastern Europe. While her case handler Laura's name was not mentioned, the information was devastating in its exposure of Company assets.
I told Laura how Priya had given me the information, and her story that Sharples had forwarded that information to her.
"How in the fuck could that bastard have gotten this?" Laura asked. I just shrugged my shoulders.
"Well, I need to call Janet and have her come in--" Laura started, but her phone buzzed even as she was reaching for it. She took the message from her assistant Gayle.
"Janet is here now." Laura said. "Did you call her already?"
"No." I said as Gayle opened the office door and admitted the beautiful Janet Riordan. The woman's long red hair (darker red than mine) was falling in gentle curls around her shoulders and back, accentuated by her silver blouse. Her skirt was dark grey, almost black, and her sheer black stockings were molded to her magnificent legs. She was wearing high heel pumps, which helped since she was a short woman in height.
She came over and hugged me, her face looking somber, then hugged Laura. "Laura, I need to talk to you."
"Yes, we do need to talk." Laura said. "Honey, I'll call you later." she said to me in dismissal. I took the hint and left as Laura called Gayle to join the conversation about to happen, then handed Janet the envelope...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I went into Cindy's office at her request.
"I looked at those tapes." Cindy said. "This one is pretty grainy, but it does look like Sharples is putting something inside his coat pocket, then his hand comes out and this blob shows up that looks like the cup ."
"Yes." I said. "But it's very distant and grainy if you try to zoom in on it. But it is enough to be considered probable cause to dig deeper. I've already put it and a couple more into the evidence servers."
"I saw them." Cindy replied. "They're no better than this."
"True." I said. "So, tell me what MCD has learned about this body found at Crown Chemicals.
"DNA tests are not back yet," Cindy said, "but this morning Booker T. Washington High School on the South side received a donation of a human brain. The donor was the Frank Freeman Funeral Home, who said the deceased man's family had brought it in, just the brain, and asked that it be sent to the school. The family was a middle-aged black man and his wife, who gave the names Donald and Roberta Jefferson."
I grinned at that as Cindy continued: "The funeral home did the right thing and called the Police Headquarters Duty Desk, not using 9-1-1 and therefore bypassing the Precinct. Our Crime Lab peeps went out and got the brain, and we've taken a small sample for DNA testing."
"Which will come up the same as the headless body at Crown Chemicals." I said. "The Jefferson family will never be found; the names are fake."
"So why are you grinning?" Cindy asked.
"Let's see, 'Donald' is my name, and 'Roberta' was the name Lorena was using while undercover at the Cub Club. That's really, really cute. Any of T-Square's peeps missing?"
Cindy just looked at me a second, then said "As a matter of fact, Grubby Paul got one little sliver of information from a C.I. last night. The C.I. said that one of T-Square's 'Regiment', as he called the entourage always with T-Square, had not been seen for a couple of days. So I got with Myron. He got some street camera data from that night around the Cub Club, but it's just cars coming out the back. He tried to trace the cars, but it came to nothing."
"Put everything he did into the evidence servers." I said. "When you get the forensic data on the body and the brain, put it into the evidence servers. But then, find a way to put it on the back burner. It will not hurt my feelings if it's deep-sixed because a C.I. might be exposed. If the Crime Lab is finished with the brain, go ahead and give it to Booker T. Washington High School."
"Okay." said Cindy. "you sound like you know what's going on, here."
"Not completely." I said. "But we'll never get evidence to convict, the Media doesn't know about it, and it's an indistinguishable person from the Tenderloin District gone missing. We'll keep the evidence in case someone gets flippy with me, but until then let it languish."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura texted me just before noon and told me to be watching the news. Cindy and I watched KXTC in my office. The Fat Boy, Sergeant Sharples, was giving an SBI press conference with Dick Ferrell.
"We are investigating the drug flows in and out of Nextdoor County." said Sharples. "Their narcotics officer, J.R. Dixon, known publicly as Janet Riordan, is being investigated by the SBI for possible involvement with the drug pipelines. The SBI has learned that J.R. Dixon has close ties with the Federal Government, and the FBI has refused to assist us to clear up that part of our investigation."
Teresa Croyle bounded into my office. "What the fuck?" she asked, having heard the broadcast. "Janet and I keep in touch, and I have not heard anything from anybody about any of this."
"Can I tell her?" Cindy said to me.
"Be my guest." I replied.
"Teresa, it's even worse than what we're hearing." Cindy said. "We got some information from Priya Ajmani, of all people, and the information said that the Government connection is not only very real, but Janet is a CIA agent."
"Sharples stopped just short of actually exposing her as such." I said. "That's him... colors just barely within the lines, while doing maximum damage."
Just then, my phone rang. "Hello, dear." I said, as it was from my wife. "How is Janet doing?"
"She's angry, as am I." Laura said. "I'm expecting half of Langley to appear in our neighborhood soon. Can you have lunch with us to talk about it?"
"I'm sorry, dear," I said, "but I think Jack Muscone is about to make an appearance in my office to invite me and my Angels here to lunch." Laura and I made our goodbyes, and just as I put the phone down, I was buzzed by Helena French, my assistant.
"Please send Agent Muscone right on in." I said. As Jack came into the office, Cindy and Teresa were looking at each other with that 'How does he do that?' look on their otherwise pretty faces.
"Double cheeseburgers on me?" said Jack. An invitation not to be refused...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My boss has been in touch with your wife about the Priya Ajmani situation, as well as this business about Janet Riordan." said Muscone as he, Cindy and I ate lunch on the outside patio of the Cop Bar. Teresa had had another appointment. "He says that the CIA is about to tear itself apart over you going to Priya's rescue. Some are very upset, some are defending you and your wife."
"Finding out who our friends and enemies are, there." I replied. "But that's not what has your boss interested. Janet Riordan's exposure and Callie Carrington's subsequent exposure blows up his investigation into Superior Bloodlines out there."
"I'm not even going to ask how you know that." said Jack. "KSTD also contacted us about Sharples giving that information to Priya. Sharples may have broken the law. KSTD is not going to go public with it, either."
"Good." I said. "But Callie is still compromised."
"Yes." said Muscone. "Your wife told my boss the extent of the damage. And my boss wants to know who gave Sharples that information. That is one serious fucking leak, there."
"Yes, yes it is." I said. "And it's from Superior Bloodlines's people embedded in Washington, distributed to Sharples through our favorite Consultant of Crime."
"So," said Jack as we finished our lunches, "my boss wants to know what you are going to do about it. He's learned by now that leaving things in this County to you is the wisest course of action."
"Glad to see he's learning." I said with a grin. "Tell him that life is about to get very ugly for the Fat Boy."
Part 19 - The Power of The Crowbar
"Ohhhh, that's good, bitch." T-Square moaned. He was sitting on a bench inside his recording studios in the Tenderloin District. The beautiful black woman on her knees in front of him was sucking his big black snake of a cock. Next to her was a lithe, blonde white woman. They were singers whose careers were being advanced by T-Square's recording industry, but were here today solely to sexually pleasure T-Square. It was 3:00pm, Tuesday, August 18th.
The black woman continued to suck T-Square's large cock into her mouth then slowly slide her full lips off of it with deep suction. The white woman was fondling T-Square's big black balls. T-Square moaned, then glanced up. Through the glass of the recording booth, he saw the shadow of someone waiting for him, patiently watching the sexual act being performed.
"Get me off, bitch." he grunted. The black woman began to furiously jerk his thick cockshaft, her hand flying back and forth as she sucked the head. It did not take T-Square long to feel his nut rising, followed by the intense pain of his climax.
"Oh yeah!" he gasped as thick spurts of semen blasted into the black woman's mouth. She greedily swallowed it, not sharing with the almost-desperate white girl. Finally the big cock popped out of the black woman's mouth, and the white woman quickly sucked it into hers, moaning as another blast of T-Square's jism shot into her throat. She and the black woman began deeply kissing, 'snowballing' T-Square's cum between them.
"Okay, girls, go clean up." he said. The women left quickly as T-Square fastened his pants. He came out the side door.
"You trying to fuck up my reputation?" he asked.
"C'mon, I let you finish and get your nut." I replied. I was in civilian clothes, black mock turtleneck, khaki pants, my khaki Tilley hat, black and brown houndstooth sportscoat, and my gun underneath it. The red crowbar was in my hand, of course.
"So what do you want, I.C.?" T-Square asked.
"I just came by to express my appreciation of you not making a mess of my Officer the other night." I replied.
"Like I texted you: you owe me one, brother." said T-Square.
"Yes." I said. "Yes I do. I also came by to ask if you've seen a member of your 'Regiment', one Tyrell T. Underwood, a.k.a. 'Smooth'."
"Naw, I haven't seen 'Smooth' in a couple of days." said T-Square, and I could feel his eyes boring into me from behind the sunglasses in the darkened room. "He may be taking a vacation to Mexico or something."
"Good time to do that." I said. "Well, when he gets back, let him know I'd like to speak with him about getting a job... at Crown Chemicals. You have a good day."
I began to leave, then turned back, held up my cell phone and pressed a button as I said "I think you're about to get a reply text to the one you sent." I left the room, grinning.
With a musical tone, the text came through to T-Square's phone. It said 'Paid in full.'.
"You are one nasty cracker, I.C." T-Square said to himself under his breath as he read it. "One nasty fucking cracker."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:58am, Wednesday August 19th, I brought in a pitcher of pink lemonade and a bunch of plastic cups. I began pouring cups of lemonade and giving them out to those in the MCD room.
"A little refreshment to go with your morning coffee." I said. Seeing their looks, I then said "Okay, I'll drink mine first to show you it's all good. Salud!" I quaffed down my cup, and poured another one.
"What are you up to?" asked Cindy Ross as everyone sipped their pink lemonade.
"Up to no good, as usual." I replied. "Why, I believe Bettina is about to make her morning newscast. Let's watch it together, shall we?"
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council has decided to not challenge the arbiter's ruling that allowed Detective Leonard Sharples to resign. They passed a resolution accepting the resignation of Detective Sharples, who has accepted a position with the SBI's Narcotics Task Force."
"Commander Donald Troy and Chief Harold Bennett had formally requested the Council reject the arbiter's ruling and formally terminate Sharples's TCPD employment by firing him, giving him a record of having been fired for cause." Bettina said. "The Council went into executive session over the personnel matter, and after what has been described as a tense and raucous meeting, the acceptance of the arbiter's ruling was passed 6-4, with the second reading to come at the next meeting."
"Not worthy of a pink lemonade celebration." Cindy said.
"Patience, my friend." I replied.
Bettina then said "In further news, Channel Two News has learned that the FBI is opening an investigation into SBI Agent Leonard Sharples in connection with the unauthorized release of information pertaining to the identities of Federal Government agents. Sharples and his lawyers have vehemently denied revealing that information, and said they will cooperate with Federal authorities to clear Sharples's 'good name'."
Bettina added: "Also, the Town & County Police Department and District Attorney's office have formally opened an investigation into Leonard Sharples over the death of SBI Agent Jeff Reubens in Coltrane County. This footage, obtained from a source within the Police Department, shows what appears to be Detective Sharples on his knees next to the stricken agent, hiding a drink cup in his coat, then placing another cup down on the ground. Agent Reubens was killed by cyanide ingestion, but sources tell Channel Two News that the cup found next to the body had no cyanide nor other poisons in it."
"Asked for comment on whether the TCPD has jurisdiction for the death in Coltrane County, Commander Donald Troy said that the Coltrane County Sheriff had requested the assistance of the TCPD in writing, and that he, Commander Troy, had been assigned to investigate Reubens' death as an SBI Reserve Officer.
"Channel Two News reached out to SBI Director Jack Lewis, who referred us to SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston. Deputy Director Gaston said that Commander Troy was being pulled off the case, which would now be investigated by the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review as an internal matter, as Leonard Sharples is now an Agent of the SBI. As to Sharples, his lawyer has issued a statement that he will not cooperate with the Town & County Police Department in any way."
As Bettina continued her narrative, the MCD room was full of a lot of smiles in my direction.
"Okay, it is worthy of a pink lemonade celebration." Cindy said.
"That is nasty, Commander, just nasty." said Theo Washington, smiling his movie-star-handsome grin.
"Obviously I cannot take any credit for that... brilliant piece of work." I said. "Crying shame that I was relieved of investigating the case, too."
"So Sharples murdered Reubens?" Joanne Cummings asked.
"It's not clear if he is the man who gave Margaret the Girl Scout the poisoned lemonade." I said. "But that tape, while grainy, was pretty clear that he switched the cups while attending Reubens. Pretty odd that he was so close to Reubens at the time Reubens collapsed and was therefore first on the scene. He was wearing a rather warm trenchcoat on a hot summer day; one has to wonder why."
"What about Agent Reubens's missing SBI badge?" asked the astute Joanne Cummings.
"I think..." I said, "... that that was done as a little message that Reubens himself was the target, and not me nor my wife. That's just a guess, though. At any rate, none of this is enough to take anything to trial... so whoever released this evidence footage did no real harm. Gonna piss off the Chief that the Media has it, though."
"You got that right." said a voice. It was Chief Harold Bennett coming in behind me. "But I think I'm not going to lose any sleep on that one." I poured the Chief a cup of pink lemonade. Others got seconds, and the pitcher was soon empty.
"I just wish we could get Sharples for murder." Martin Nash said. "That guy is becoming dangerous. Like the Black Widow." I winced upon hearing that, but Nash was right.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am Priya's broadcast came on. She was interviewing Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee, who was saying "Yes, Priya, the tape that was run on KXTC this morning was TCPD evidence. It's release was absolutely illegal, and whoever did it should be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. I've already sent an email to the Town & County Inspector General, asking for a formal investigation that should include the D.A.'s office, and the Chief and Police Commander of the Force."
"What are we going to do about that cocksucker?" asked Chief Bennett as he watched the broadcast with me in my office. I suppressed a laugh at his language; his frustration with Brownlee was becoming more obvious, and I was glad of that as it kept the Chief on my side.
"Not much more we can do, Chief." I said. "He's restricted, cut off from sensitive information, and with Sharples gone he has virtually no allies on the Force anymore. Sergeant McCombs has been keeping his head down, as of late, as well."
"Oh well." said the Chief. "Don, I do have one more thing I need to say, just between the two of us. I have no idea who gave that footage to Bettina, and I don't care. I know you would never do anything like that, especially in such a way that it could ever come back to you nor anyone else on the Force."
He then said "But I learned something a long, long time ago. Yes, we trust each other on the Force, and we have to. But sometimes a person thinks he can trust someone, only to find out later or have something happen later that causes that trust to be breached. Someone you might think is a friend later becomes someone else's friend, and not your friend. If I've seemed to be not as close to you as Chief Griswold was, you'll understand when I tell you that the advice I've just given came from personal experience... twice over."
"Yes sir, I understand." I said.
"And wherever that leak came from, let's not have too many more of them." said Bennett. "Sharples fucked with us, and for him to get it back in spades is only 'meet and right', as the Bible would say. But don't go to the well too often."
"I hear you, Chief."
"Okay, you have a good day." said Bennett. "I'm going to go clean up this mess in Procurement. Brownlee cut off a shipment of protective kevlar vests, and I'm getting that order back on track. I can't have your officers out there unprotected."
"Absolutely. I appreciate it, Chief. Have a good day." With that, Bennett left my office.
I knew he was right about trust. I also knew not to put myself in anyone else's power, nor have someone else compromise him- or herself by doing something like that...
Part 20 - Epilogue
Laura did not have to fly to Washington, but she did have to go to the City, where some serious meetings were going on with the FBI and CIA leadership in attendance. I did what I could for my wife by cleaning the hell out of the Mountain Nest, until it was spotless. Carole 'helped' by putting away most of her toys. I was very proud of her.
I put the kids to bed, and Bowser went to his basket under Carole's crib. I went down to the den and began doing research. It had been a busy time, and I'd been distracted from my investigation of the Consultant of Crime. Yes, I was sure his hand was in everything that had gone on, from the death of Reubens, to Sharples outing Lorena Rose, to Priya and Katherine outing the women on the tapes, and the Oldeeds murder...



I closed my eyes a moment, feeling myself back on the Fairgrounds, feeling that tug that had saved me from Keeler's shot, then seeing Oldeeds taking the bullet in the back, the look of horror on his face, and Steven Ikea's... feeling the bullets whizzing by me...
I opened my eyes. I had fallen asleep. Bowser had come downstairs, jumped on the sofa next to me and put his head in my lap, which had awakened me. I petted him on the head, letting my hand stroke down his back as my head fell back again...
"Well, Commander Troy," said the husky female voice, "you're really looking in the wrong place..."
"Wha?" I gasped, opening my eyes. I could only see in black and white, and I was sitting in a chair in a dark room of limitless space, only a cone of light from a fixture above me beaming down on me and illuminating the dust particles... and there she was, right in front of me... Angela Harlan, the Black Widow...
"Yes, Commander, my darling Commander Troy..." Angela said, "I tried to help you, I really did..." She was standing in front of me, naked except for black high-heel pumps, her firm, luscious breasts standing out, her nipples hard and standing spikes inviting attention... her black-fringed pussy lips gaping open, desiring to be filled...
"I tried to help you, you have to look in the right place..." the Black Widow said. And then the vision faded.
I opened my eyes. I was in my den, seeing in color, seeing Bowser's yellow fur as he looked around the room. He got off the sofa and began sniffing around where Angela had seemingly stood. He looked around the room, as if looking for something but not seeing it. I could sympathize.
As I sat back, feeling a cold shiver run through my body at the memory of the Black Widow, it hit me what she had been saying... the clue she'd left, trying to 'help' me... Yes... yes, of course...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Would you like some sherry?" he asked his guest. "It's a rare and expensive brand, but a woman of your excellent tastes can appreciate it."
"Certainly. You're very kind." said Katherine Woodburn. He handed her the glass, and she swirled the dark liquid and sniffed the pleasant aroma, then tasted it.
"Mmm, excellent." she said.
"I'm glad you appreciate it." he said. "It's not often I find other people who are able to properly understand a fine drink."
"Yes." Woodburn said. "So... it's late, so please excuse me if I come to the point directly and ask why you wanted to see me tonight?"
"Yes, I do understand." he said. "Mr. Sharples did significant damage on our behalves, and exposed the Enemy's operations in California. But in doing so, he's no longer in a prime position to help us within the Town & County Police Force. Our resources there are growing thin."
"Yes, they are." said Katherine. "And I'm hearing that the Iron Crowbar is clamping down. Computer information is no longer nearly as easily accessible. Even Brownlee has been cut off."
He sighed. "Brownlee. My God, that such idiots are allowed to exist on this earth... Katherine, you are a rare exception to the norm of humanity. Do you know how staggeringly mind-numbing it is to have to deal with the idiots that most people are? The total lack of intelligence that I have put up with in these leeches, these scumbags?"
"Well, that cannot be said of the Iron Crowbar." said Katherine.
"Even he, my dear." he said. "Even he is not a worthy opponent. As you will soon see."
"I was surprised," said Katherine, "that he saved Priya Ajmani. Even went against his wife to do that. I know he pretends to be a man of integrity, but that was interesting, don't you think?"
"He hates the CIA." he said. "If he didn't, he would've joined them years ago. I'm sure he is eagerly awaiting for his wife's retirement from that filthy institution of secrets and betrayals. I so enjoy turning their agents, and agents of the FBI, to my side, and having them totally betray the Government they claim to love."
He continued: "And speaking of those: have you considered, Ms. Woodburn, how Mr. Sharples just clammed up about the investigation into Agent Reubens's death, as a guilty man should... but he so vehemently protested his innocence when accused of giving Ms. Ajmani the information about Janet Riordan and the California undercover operation?"
"Uh, Priya said it was Sharples' name on the envelope, and his cell phone that sent the text telling her where to get the information."
"And you accept that at face value?" he asked. "I certainly wouldn't, especially when the Iron Crowbar is nearby."
"If you say so." Katherine said, finishing her drink. "Well, I must go. Politics are heating up. Jack Lewis is ready to announce over the Labor Day weekend, and the Republicans have no one to challenge him. It should be a shoo-in."
"Don't be so sure." he said. "Val Jared may yet be persuaded to run again."
"What about Brownlee?" Katherine asked. "What are your instructions for him?"
"My dear Katherine," he said, "leave that piece of dog shit to himself. As I said, he is truly an idiot. Let him be washed away with the receding tide of the ocean of stupidity. He is of no value to us; indeed, he is becoming a liability. He is a hopeless fuck-up."
As she turned to go, he said "I leave you with this one thought: just how was the Iron Crowbar able to detect the location of Ms. Ajmani, and therefore go to rescue her? How did he know where she was?"
"I... I don't know--" Katherine said, but he raised a hand to stop her, the long fingers pressed together.
"Don't answer now. Just contemplate." he said. "Just contemplate." And so Katherine would as she went to her car and drove off into the night...
He got up and prepared to leave, not to go home but to his next meeting. It was at Ward Harvester. He chuckled to himself, thinking how Katherine, Priya, and their associates had no idea of his involvement with the group that colloquially called themselves 'The Four'... and 'The Four' had no idea of his involvement with Katherine, nor with his marked cards on the Town Council, nor his marked cards within the University. The right hand did not know what the left hand was doing, as the Bible said.
It's good to be the King, he thought to himself. Something that filthy Iron Crowbar would never be allowed to understand...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead reporterette at 7:00am Monday, August 24th. "Channel Two News has learned that Lieutenant Janet Dixon-Riordan of the Nextdoor County Police has resigned her position with the Force after allegations of corruption in the drug trade of that county. She protests her innocence, and has filed a lawsuit against the SBI and Agent Sergeant Sharples for defamation of character."
Bettina continued: "But no matter the outcome of that, her effectiveness with the Nextdoor County Police's anti-drug units, considered one of the State's very best, has been destroyed. The Nextdoor County Police Chief made a statement saying the SBI was deliberately sabotaging his Department's drug units in order to have the SBI's Narcotics Task Force encroach upon the County's sovereignty. The NCPD Chief also stated that he will never cooperate with the SBI in the future, and that he'll avail himself of Commander Troy and the TCPD's expertise if his Police Force needs assistance. Nextdoor County already has a contract with the Town & County's Crime and Arson Labs to circumvent the need to use the State's Crime Labs."
Bettina continued: "It is incidents like these, and deep tensions between the SBI and local law enforcement agencies, that could become a huge issue in the race for Governor. SBI Director Jack Lewis is widely believed to be running, and will announce his candidacy as a Democrat over the Labor Day weekend.
"The Republican Party has not said who might run against Lewis, but denied that they have approached Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy as a potential candidate. Asked for comment, Commander Troy issued a statement that he definitively is not running for Governor nor any other political office, and that he is not a member of any political party."
As we listened in MCD, I said "That's not all I said. I told Bettina that I would never run as a Republican after what they did to John Cummings in the last election, and that I consider the Republicans to be cowards and Democrat appeasers. Funny how she left that out."
"Yeah." said Detective Joanne Cummings, John's cousin. "They'll never bring that up if they can help it. They're part of the problem."
"Agreed." I said. "The Democrats, Republicans, and Media are a cartel, a triumvirate of pure corruption." Have I mentioned that I have no respect for the political parties, and an even deeper hatred for the deeply corrupt Media?
At that moment, we received a surprise visitor, as Cindy ushered her older sister Molly into MCD. "Look who I found wandering in the hallways." Cindy said.
"Hi Molly!" I said happily, hugging the lovely, pregnant blonde warmly. "How's the baby?"
"Wonderful." Molly said. "How's his dad?"
"I'm surviving." I said. "Thanks to all these guys. What are you doing up here?"
"I have an appointment with someone later this morning," Molly said, "so I thought I'd stop by and see you guys." I could see Cindy out of the corner of my eye; she was as confused and surprised at Molly's presence as I was.
"Okay," I said, "Well, here's a cup. Have some coffee."
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was my personal cellphone. My nephew Todd was texting.
"Hey guys!" I said. "My nephew Todd says he's the proud father of a new baby boy!" Amidst applause, I said "I'm going to go on up to University Hospital. Captain Ross, you can come see your new first cousin twice removed." That meant grandchild of Cindy's first cousin, my sister Elizabeth. Todd's child was also Cindy's third cousin. If you're confused by all that, you are not alone.
"I'll come along later, and bring Teresa." Cindy said quietly.
Part 2 - Births and Deaths
"Hi Uncle Don!" Todd said happily, presenting me with a real cigar with a blue bow on it as I stepped off the elevator onto the maternity ward floor of University Hospital. "Aunt Laura is examining Jeanine. They had to do an episiotomy; he came a couple of weeks late and is 7 pounds, 13 ounces!"
"Good grief!" I said. "What's his name?" I asked.
"Michael Todd Burke." Todd said. "The first name is not my idea, but I'm okay with it."
"Speaking of Michael, where is he?" I asked.
"In the waiting room." Todd said. "Since nothing gets by you anyway, I'll tell you that he was not allowed into the delivery room with us, partly because he's not the father, but partly because Aunt Laura specifically forbade it. And he's not wanting to see you, either."
"No surprise there." I said. "How are things between you and him?"
"Oh, not bad." Todd said. "He's almost apologetic about Jeanine leaving me for him. I'm not particularly happy about it, but if if's what she wanted, then I won't make an issue of it."
We went into the waiting room, where Michael Burke was. "Commander." he said shortly by way of greeting. "I'll leave you two alone for a few minutes." He left without shaking hands or any further acknowledgement of me.
As we watched the TV, I heard Priya's commentary on KSTD: "Tomorrow night at 11:00pm, Lance Priemus is scheduled to be executed by the State for the murder of a black police officer and his wife eight years ago. Local residents will remember the case and the controversial trial that followed."
Priya continued: "Priemus has claimed that he has been denied proper counsel as well as a proper course of appeals. The case was racially charged at the time and during the trial, but the Reverend Joseph E. Williams of the A.M.E. Church has taken up Priemus's cause publicly, saying he should not be executed before the facts of the case are re-examined. He and SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea are with Priemus now, and Pastor Raymond Westboro of the First Baptist Church, of which Priemus had been a member, is also in Jacksonville."
"I don't know why," I said to Todd, "but I feel like I just heard something very important."
"What, the execution of a criminal?" Todd asked.
"Yeah." I said. "Something about that is setting off my 'spidey sense'.
"Uh oh." came a voice from the hallway. "That usually means someone is about to get something made of iron shoved up their butt."
It was Cindy Ross who'd said that as she entered the waiting room, with Teresa in tow. They both hugged Todd as they congratulated him and received cigars. Cindy hugged me in congratulations, also, and I returned it. Todd was then fetched by a nurse and left us in the waiting room.
It was about 10 minutes later that Laura came and got me. "You and Cindy can have a couple of minutes. Jeanine is exhausted; it was a hard delivery for her." We followed her in the room. Cindy and I congratulated Jeanine, who was lying sleepily on the bed.
The lovely black woman, Nurse Jones, had been taking the baby's temperature, and at Todd's direction handed him to me. I held my great nephew, who was scrunched up but a very big newborn baby. He had all his fingers and toes and looked healthy. I contemplated the miracle of Life as I handed him to Cindy. After a few more minutes, Cindy and I made our goodbyes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ninety minutes later, I was called on my cellphone by Nurse Jones. I came back up to the Hospital, where Nurse Jones caught me at the front door.
"There is a woman in the lobby waiting room." Nurse Jones said. "She says she's Todd's family, but when I suggested she go up to the maternity level waiting room, she said she'd wait before doing that."
I looked in the lobby waiting room, seeing the backside of a woman covering her face with a shawl. It was her lovely legs that gave her away to me.
"It's good." I said. "I'll handle it."
"Who is she?" Nurse Jones asked.
"Like she said, she's family." I said. I walked into the waiting room and in front of the woman. My sister Elizabeth was looking up at me. "Come on." I said, throwing my shoulder forward in a gesture for her to follow me. Silently she did so. We went to the elevators but I went past them to an elevator that normally was not available to the Public. If I'm a Police Commander, I might as well use the power and privilege of it, I thought to myself.
I looked out before getting off the elevator on the maternity ward floor. There was no one in the immediate vicinity. I had Elizabeth go into a small breakroom nearby, then went to Jeanine's room. She and Todd were with the baby.
"Dad is out getting us something to eat." Todd said. "What's up?"
"Bring the baby for a second." I said. Todd did not ask questions, but collected his new son and we went into the hallway. Luckily no nurses took note of us as we brought the baby into the breakroom.
"Mom!" gasped Todd when he saw his mother. "Why didn't you just come on up?"
"I think it's best I not be seen." Elizabeth said. She turned her attention to her new grandson as Todd handed him to her. There was something close to a tear in her eye as she looked down on him.
"Another boy." Elizabeth said. "Always boys. Carole's the only girl." Her words triggered something in my mind, and I was having a reverie as Elizabeth spent a few moments with little Michael Todd.
The door to the breakroom opened and Nurse Jones looked in. "Okay, Commander," she said, "we need to get that baby back in his mother's room, pronto." Todd took the baby back, kissed his mother, and quickly headed back. I escorted Elizabeth back to the lobby and outside.
"Thank you, baby brother." Elizabeth said, trying not to show emotion. "I'll be going now. You have too much going on in this God-forsaken County to be worrying about me."
"Well, then... congratulations, Grandma." I said to her in a teasing voice. She cut her eyes at me, then nodded and walked off towards the visitors' parking lot. She ducked between some cars, and I saw why: Michael Burke was driving into the lot.
He strode up to the entrance, carrying two sacks of Egg McMuffins, his face registering surprise when he saw me. "Still here, Commander?" he asked, his voice unfriendly.
"Yep. For professional reasons." I said. "My profession. Congratulations to you. Goodbye." With that I strode to my Police SUV as Burke entered the Hospital.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Detective Sergeant Molly Ross Evans of the Midtown Police Force entered the Nextdoor County Police Headquarters. She checked in at the Duty Desk, showing her badge and saying she had an appointment with Lt. Dixon. A moment later, the beautiful redhead came and got her.
"Come on to my office." Janet said. Once inside, she had Molly sit down. Offers of coffee were politely declined.
"I'll get right down to it." Janet said. "You might have heard of what happened to me."
"Yes." Molly said. "It was disgusting, malicious. If you need help beating their false accusations, I can contact Commander Troy."
"Oh, I've already talked to Don." Janet said. "He's going to bring the crowbar down on the bastards so hard they'll wish they'd never heard of my name. But in the meantime, I've resigned from the Nextdoor County Force here. With my divorce going through the works, and the publicity over all the crap that's gone down, I need to just get away anyway. And that is why I've called you."
Molly looked surprised as Janet said "You have been recommended as my replacement. If you accept, you'll be the Lieutenant of the Vice Division here, which is 99% drug interdiction. We're not as big as Midtown, we're nowhere near as financially well-equipped as Commander Troy's Police Force, but it's a good job, these are good cops you'll be working with, and the people here in Nextdoor County are good people. Well, there's the rich ones around Lake Reservoir that think they rule the world, but you can handle them."
"Oh, wow." Molly said. "I'm... uh... I'm flattered. I'm also a bit stunned; I wasn't expecting this."
"I know." said Janet. "I also know you're pregnant with Commander Troy's child. And your sister is the Captain of Detectives over there. You'll be a closer to them, a lot closer, without the pesky nepotism laws to worry about."
Molly's heart was surging as she realized the personal benefits of the opportunity. "It sounds great. But I'll have to think about it. I've got a great team and situation in Midtown."
"Tell you what." Janet said. "Let's go talk to the Chief, who is a good friend of old Chief Griswold, then you can meet the people here. And then you can make your decision. I know it won't be easy to uproot from Midtown, but don't close the door on us yet."
"Oh, I'm not doing that." Molly said. "I think it could be a really great thing." With that, Janet led Molly to the Chief's office...
Part 3 - The Dream
"So... what do you think?" Tanya asked. We were in her office, as she had asked me to come and look at the written questions submitted by Dr. Bonnie Karpathian pertaining to the Black Widow. Some were simply about Angela Harlan. Others delved into Tanya's relationship with Pete Feeley, then her handling of things after his death. The last several questions were about the raid that proved fatal to Angela.
"Should I have a lawyer look at them first?" Tanya asked.
"I wouldn't blame you if you did. Or at least get Paulina to glance at them." I said, referring to the lovely Assistant District Attorney.
"I'm not answering those towards the end." said Tanya. "I'm wondering if I should answer any of them."
"Well," I said, "just between us and the lamp-post, and I'll deny it if anyone else ever asks, but my advice would be to only answer the ones about Angela herself. Don't answer anything about your own state of mind at any time. Maybe I'm paranoid, but..." I let the sentence hang.
"I hear you." Tanya said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office, I was working on my computer, finishing some paperwork and looking at the previous day's duty logs. I drank some coffee and leaned back...
... and suddenly I was back in what looked like the hallways of University Hospital, but the rooms were totally empty, and dark... dark like that painful night that Cindy had been shot and I was waiting to hear if she survived it.
Down the darkened hallway stood a woman... and I saw that it was Angela Harlan. She was again nude except for the high-heel black pumps as she strode down the hallway towards me, the heels clicking on the black tiles of the floor, the mane of black hair flowing behind her. I felt like I was unable to move.
"Things weren't as they seemed to be, were they, Don?" she said to me, her voice seeming to echo in the hallways, and in my head. "I wasn't what you thought... and I'm not what you think of me now. And she's not what you will think, either..."
"Who is 'she'?" I asked. Angela just grinned, then turned and walked back down the hallway. I was suddenly right back in my office, everything normal, but seemingly quiet. The matchstick Trojan Horse was seemingly looking at me. I looked back at it for a second, then cleared my head and got hold of my senses.
"Good grief, what is in that coffee?" I thought to myself. And then I let myself remember the past few days...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the first dream of the Black Widow at my house, I had remembered the envelope of information she had left after her death. The next morning, I went and got Cindy and we descended into the secure basement. We went into the Evidence Rooms and I led Cindy into a back area, filled with boxes. I selected a box and brought it off its perch.
Most closed-case evidence went to the storage facility that was connected to the Courthouse, but this box had remained behind on my orders, because of its special nature. I opened the box, and saw that the contents were still there.
"This box contains the information Angela Harlan left behind after she died." I said. I rummaged through the papers and found what I was looking for. "This is a list of bankers." I said. "I didn't realize it at the time, of course, thinking it was just potential Black Widow targets. But look at it now."
Cindy took the paper. "Mr. Harkins, Second National Bank. Ricky Morris, J.P. Goldman Bank. Hamilton Phillips, Grove & Partners, P.C. Richard Hudson, Reems & Berry Insurance... oh my God, Don!"
"Yes." I said. "At the time I thought these just might have been Black Widow targets. What we didn't know then but can see now is that Angela gave us the names of people we now believe may be associated with Superior Bloodlines and/or our Consultant of Crime."
"Some other names are here." said Cindy. "Charles Franklin, City & Counties Bank; Lawrence Kendrick, People's Bank of New York; Henry Boxman, Rainbow Insurance of San Francisco; Perry Richards - DFW Regional Banks, which are in the Dallas-Ft. Worth area."
"Needless to say," I said as I photographed the sheet of paper with my personal iPhone, "I'll be looking into these people."
"What's this?" Cindy said as she rummaged through the box, finding another slip of paper. "It says 'found out about the four'. Any idea on that?"
"Yes, and I'll tell you about that when we get upstairs." I said.
"How did you come to remember this?" Cindy said.
"Just popped into my head." I said, not giving my partner the real reason. She peered at me, then turned to put the box back up with what I faintly thought was a look of understanding beyond the spoken word...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Four," I said to Cindy in my office, with my anti-bugging device full on, "is a small group of people that originally consisted of Thaddeus Ward of Ward Harvester, Karen Warner Harlan, Coach Brian Harlan, and Angela Harlan herself. When Angela was waxed, my sister Elizabeth took her place in the group. And when Coach Harlan died, he was replaced also... but I'm not sure who replaced him."
"Two men, two women." said Cindy. "Is that a pattern or a coincidence?"
"Pattern, I think." I said. "I'm not sure who 'Number 4' is. I was thinking he might be Sharples, then I had an idea it was Thomas P. Cook. And then I get a vague idea it might be our Shadow Man himself... but he'd be extending himself if it was him, so I dunno."
"What's their purpose?" Cindy asked.
"Industrial espionage." I replied. "Industrial secrets. They were competition with the Corrigan Cell, among other things. They'd planned to take Dynacorp and use it as a base along with Ward Harvester, but Seth and BOW Enterprises got in the way of that. So now they're using Elizabeth's smuggling pipelines to move technological secrets from point to point."
"So why haven't we busted them yet?" Cindy asked.
"Based upon what evidence?" I countered. "Hell, I only know they exist because of Angela's note, which I am guessing is the reason she waxed Burleson. For all we have on them, they could be just a foodie and wine-tasting group instead of a criminal syndicate."
"Seems Angela Harlan is much more useful to us in death than she was in life." Cindy said, a hint of bitterness in her voice.
"Don't let Tanya Perlman ever hear this," I replied, "but if Angela had not gone bad... she might have been one of the best Detectives we ever had, or anyone else ever had... present company included. She was onto this stuff before we ever were."
"Yes," Cindy said, "but she did go bad. And I'm going to make sure you don't go bad. This Shadow Man makes people do crazy things."



I didn't say anything... but I knew Cindy had just stated an epiphany to me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in the present, I was doing my research on my secure-line computer. Every one of the names on Angela's list was coming up all gold and roses, as far as getting evidence was concerned. Their banks all had associations with Gresham & Mason law firms and/or their attorneys. And many of the banks had accounts for 'Victory Christian Ministries' or other groups with Christian-sounding names...
Part 3 - Desperate Chase
The heat of the summer day only served to add to the stillness and the quiet of the air. I looked out over Reservoir Lake, not even bothering to throw my fishing line into the water, just watching as the man sitting beside me flicked his line with the expertise of a practiced hand.
"So Chief," I said to Chief Griswold as we (really, just he) fished in the lake behind his house, "what's bothering you?"
"You're good, but not that good." Griswold replied affably. "My wife talked to you, didn't she?"
"You once told me that a magician should never reveal his tricks." I replied. That got a smile from the old Chief. But he was right.
Earlier in the day, I had been working in my office when Helena buzzed me and told me that I had a surprise visitor... Mrs. Griswold. I had her come into my office.
"Something is really bothering him." Mrs. Griswold said to me. "He won't say what it is, but I know... it's that execution that is going to happen tomorrow. I think he knows something about it, something that isn't right. Could you come and say hello later today?"
Of course I said I would, and here we were in the early evening, fishing.
"Well, she's right." Griswold said. "She can read my mind. Happens after years of marriage; can't keep a secret from that woman. You'll find out that about your wife after enough years."
"She already can read my mind. My wife is trained in secrets of the highest order." I replied. "Thankfully, my dog Bowser runs interference for me." Griswold chuckled again.
"Well, we both know that you are the one who the darkest secrets dread the most." he said. "But you're right, something's bothering me. And it's that execution in Jacksonville tomorrow night."
"Why is that?" I asked.
"Let me make a short story long and tell it to you." said Griswold. "A few years before you came to the Force, just after the merger and just after I'd become Chief, I came into contact with Lance Priemus. On the outside, he appeared to be a respectable businessman. Behind the scenes, he was a con artist, fraudster, and was using his business as a backdoor pipeline for drugs."
"Captain Malone was in charge of Vice, and the investigation dragged on for some months." said Griswold. "I began realizing something was wrong; it was my first real thought that Malone wasn't on the up-and-up. So I had a few of people I trusted, including Harold Bennett, then-Lieutenant Charles, and our new rookie Detective on the Force, Tanya Perlman, do a quiet investigation. They came up with plenty of evidence to arrest Priemus, and I went to then-A.D.A. Krasney with it. He was willing to bring the case to the Grand Jury, but he gave me another idea instead."
Griswold continued: "I went with Charles to see Priemus. We showed him what we had, we arrested him and took him through booking, but instead of the interrogation rooms, I brought him to my office. We made him a deal: if he became a C.I., and helped us bust the people behind the pipelines, including the dirty cops involved, then his case would be quietly dropped, or we might even give him immunity if he would have to testify against someone big. We'd have five years under the Statute of Limitations to bust him if he turned on us, so that was hanging on his head, too."
"He agreed to do it," Griswold went on, "and for a year we amassed a huge amount of information. Didn't quite get to Malone, but we found names of suspect Uniformed officers, we found a distribution link, we were getting close to the funding. And on top of it, Priemus was becoming aware of someone behind the organization, and gave me the first hint of what you now call the 'Shadow Man', though I didn't know that at the time. We thought we were about to make a major, major bust. And then... it all came apart."
I could see the pain on the old Chief's face as he continued, looking out over the lake: "Priemus was busted over in Westphalia. The story went that he and some friends had been drinking and partying near the City. They apparently drove down to Westphalia, where they were stopped by a black police officer. They got the drop on him, took his gun, put his own handcuffs on him, then forced him into their car and drove him to his own house."
"There, the two men took turns raping the cop's wife in front of him while the woman in their group taunted the cop. Then the cop and his wife were both murdered, and it was a pretty grisly way of doing it, from what I remember."
"Yes." I said. "I heard some details of that."
"Yes," said Griswold. "It was very, very bad. Multiple non-fatal but painful stab wounds over time, causing intense pain, then their throats slit. The crime lab over there came back with DNA from a semen sample, and it was only one guy: Priemus. Apparently the other guy used a condom, and Priemus was too inebriated to notice.
"That didn't come for few days, though; they got Priemus because the cop had radioed in the license plate when he stopped them, and it was Priemus's car tag number. The cop did not have a camera in his vehicle, by the way."
"So," said Griswold, "everything Charles and Bennett and Perlman and I had been doing was shot to hell. I realized then that I'd violated a cardinal rule of confidential informants: when you develop one, develop another for corroboration... and replacement, if need be. We had nothing."
"To shorten this up: Daniel Allgood joined us in Internal Affairs, becoming the head of it over time. Perlman wanted to keep investigating, but it was clear she was too good at crime scenes to be allowed out of MCD. So you, Don, were not the first to try to corral her into the CSI group." said Griswold. I smiled at that one.
Griswold said "And Malone saw what was going on, and backed off. I got about twelve potentially dirty cops off the Force, cleaned up a lot of the 'soft' stuff going on, like taking bribes to not give out a ticket or to look the other way at a small-time drug transaction in one of T-Square's clubs. Things calmed down for a while."
"So why is this bothering you?" I asked.
"It's twofold." said the Chief. "First, there were some real anomalies in the Priemus case, anomalies that would never stand up to Iron Crowbar scrutiny. First, the car tags called in were Priemus's... but it wasn't his car being driven. It was the car of the woman who was with them. The car that was pulled over was light blue; Priemus's car, a different make and model, was black."
"Ooooooo..." I said. "Wait a minute. The officer that pulled them over and called it in... wouldn't the radio dispatch have given him that information? He'd see the discrepancy and be more cautious? Maybe call for backup? Certainly he wouldn't be susceptible to being ambushed..."
"See?" Griswold replied. "It already is not standing up to your scrutiny. But let me go on: after finding the police car abandoned on the road, the Westphalia County Sheriff's Department sent deputies to the home of the officer and his wife, where they discovered the bodies. They then went to Priemus's home and found him there, passed out, and I mean passed out to the point they couldn't really revive him. They took him to the hospital, where he slept it off with an I.V. to rehydrate him, then they arrested him."
"Upon interrogation, Priemus did not remember anything past being at a nightclub with his friends. He said he did have plenty to drink. The nightclub cameras showed him and his two friends, then later showed them in the parking lot getting into the woman's car... with her license plates on the back."
"The two others, the man and woman, were found and arrested. The woman turned State's evidence, and then the other man also took a plea deal." said Griswold. "They said Priemus was the leader; that he'd ambushed the cop, that he was a racist and had the idea to violate the black wife in front of the black husband, and that's what they did."
"Wow." I said. "Did the Westphalia Crime Lab do any toxicology, any blood tests on Priemus?"
"Yes." said Griswold. "But it only shows Priemus was legally drunk. No other drugs."
"Yet he was so passed out the officers at the scene could not revive him and took him to the hospital." I said.
"You're already catching on." said the Chief. "It gets more strange. Priemus's lawyer contacted me right after the arrest, and said Priemus wanted to give me some information. Wouldn't tell the lawyer what it was, he would only tell me. So I went over, saying it was related to a case in my County in which Priemus was involved. But the Police there wouldn't let me talk to him."
"And it wasn't a refusal, but excuse-making." Griswold continued. "Stuff like 'oh, he's in with his lawyer right now'... 'oh, he's in his cell for lunch'... then finally they said he was being transferred to a more secure facility... which was the Men's Prison near Midtown, and once he was in there, I was flatly denied access. Always seemed to be the same guard, too, but I didn't realize that until long afterward."
"Channeling your inner 'Crowbar', I'm sure." I said.
"Yes." said Griswold. "And as the case went on, I could see that it was being expedited... and to the point that Priemus's rights were being violated. You remember the Timothy McVeigh Oklahoma City bombing?"
"Sure." I said. "He allegedly said he didn't want appeals, and it was the fastest time from arrest to execution at the Federal level that I can remember."
"Exactly." said the Chief. "Some criminals are on Death Row for twenty years, go through layers of State and Federal appeals. But not McVeigh, who they said didn't want and thus refused all appeals. Well, it was the same for Priemus. One of his lawyers told me it was the worst abuse of the appeals process he'd ever seen by the Courts at every level. So Priemus is going to be executed tonight, and there's nothing I can do about it."
"Anyway," continued the Chief, with a sigh, "I told the lawyer that I'd been denied all chances to see Priemus. He said he told Priemus, but that Priemus still wouldn't tell him anything, and said to just forget about it. And all I could do at the time was keep working here.
"I knew something was wrong, but just could not get to it. I'd get leads on crimes, have my people go after it, only to find it'd already happened and we were too late... or nothing would happen, that we'd been found out and the crime called off. I don't mind saying that I knew it was too much for me."
"So I hired the best people I could find and put them to work. Perlman in MCD wanted to keep working on things, but there would always crop up a case taking her attention. Malone was making some spectacular, really spectacular busts in Vice, but stuff was always just getting through. Of course Malone had Ikea and Geiger working for him, then Croyle came along and I thought she was honest but was being used as a front. It took you to figure out what Malone was up to, favoring one gang over the others."
Griswold then began to grin as he continued: "And then, against all advice, I hired this young woman who'd been a physical fitness guru. I hired her for her physical abilities, to help Tanya if anything went down, but I could tell she had a lot more in her head than she was being given credit for. Malone bitterly opposed her hiring, said he thought she was a dyke-- a lesbian, I should say, to be politically correct-- and I said I had no evidence of that and hired her anyway. That one has worked out very well."
"I daresay." I said, knowing how well Cindy Ross had done.
"But that wasn't my best hire." said the Chief. "When Campus Police Lieutenant Maxwell told me about a certain redheaded guy that had brought in his nephew for drug crimes on campus, had figured out some things they never had any idea about, and who'd been a Captain in the Military Police in the Army Reserve... well, I didn't have to be a psychic like Harvey Eckhart to know I needed you in my Police Force."
"And I appreciate you taking the chance on me." I said. "I wouldn't have missed this for the world. We are getting close to busting one of the greatest criminal operations in history... literally."
"By the way," said Griswold, "Britt Maxwell also told me that from the day you walked into Dr. Fredricson's office, the celebrated sex professor was looking at you as if she was hopelessly in love with you. That's worked out, too."
"Yes, love at first sight... and the feeling was mutual." I replied. "So Chief, why didn't you tell me about this Priemus business before?"
"I didn't connect the dots for a long time." said Griswold. "And then you got onto this Shadow Man's scent, and it was kind of in the back of my mind but you were rolling and Malone was gone. In hindsight, I should've remembered and should've said something."
"No biggie." I said, knowing that things like this happened. "In fact, I just came across some old evidence that I had no idea would be so helpful when I first saw it." I told him about Angela Harlan's list of bankers.
"Well, Chief," I said as I got up, "I probably can't stop this execution, but I'll see what I can do about getting information from Priemus. I have a feeling he knows something that can help us."
"Good luck, Crowbar." the Chief growled. "Good luck."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He is growing like a weed." I said as I held baby Peter Donald Feeley. I had called Tanya, then come over to her house. Officer Pete Feeley's mother Pamela had retired to her own room to give me a chance to talk to Tanya.
"So what do you know about that Priemus case?" I asked.
Tanya said "That's one of those cases where I wish we'd had you with us then. He was a C.I. for us, then got busted on the other side of the State. It looked weird from the get-go, but we had our own stuff to worry about and we didn't have an SBI Reserve then. So we had to move on."
"Anything that he gave you then, that you didn't understand then but think it might be helpful now?" I asked.
Tanya thought about it. "No." she finally said. "We were using him to get information on drug pipelines. And we got good stuff and made some good busts, or at least Malone and Vice made the busts. But Captain Malone is gone now, so I don't know if there's anything Priemus had that could help us now."
"Did Priemus have any weird habits that come to mind now?" I asked.
"The only thing I can remember that struck me," said Tanya, "is that he always went to church. If one didn't know better, one would think he was as religious as Joanne Cummings is now. I always thought he was trying to weasel into the church's confidence and scam them, but who knows..."
"Which church?" I asked.
"Oh, First Baptist." said Tanya. "Priemus was good friends with Thomas P. Cook, who was a deacon then, I guess 'deacon' is the right word, and also Perry Richards."
That name struck a chord. "Who's he?" I asked. "I don't think I know him."
"Oh, he worked at the County Regional Bank down in Coltrane County for a while." said Tanya. "But he lived up here. He was a handsome man, married but working through several married women in the church. Nothing new there; ask your mother or Elsie Gringer about how much adultery goes on amongst the members of First Baptist and First Methodist churches. Anyway, Perry had a full head of hair, could've been a politician with his made-for-TV looks."
"Sounds like you knew him very well." I said with the merest hint of true understanding.
Tanya grinned her cherubic grin as she said "What can I say? I like sex with handsome men, present company included. Anyway, Perry moved to the Dallas area to work with another bank. Coltrane County is boring as hell, of course, and he really jumped at the chance to go to a bigger city like Dallas."
"I see. Someone made him an offer he just couldn't refuse." I said. I tickled baby Pete under the chin, making him laugh. "Well, I better go so you can put this little man to bed. I'll see you in the morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two o'clock in the morning, Tuesday, August 25th. I was furiously working on my laptop computer. I had just finished looking into the files Susan Wexler had secreted on the chip in the DVD jewel case. Sure enough, a woman's name was showing up as a C.I. for Susan, but she had been even more...
My researches were interrupted as my wife came down to the den. "It's late, darling." Laura said. "Can't it wait until the morning?"
"No, honey." I said. "It's about Lance Priemus, who is scheduled to be executed at 11:00pm tomorrow-- actually tonight, now. So time is of the essence."
Laura disappeared into the kitchen and came back with a tall glass of ice-cold sweet tea. I expressed my gratitude, then drank it down thirstily. That, of course, gave my sneaky wife time to look at my computer screen and see what I was working on. Good 'Company' agent, she is.
"Finding anything?" she asked.
"First, look at this." I said. "It's the medical examiner's report of the black wife that was raped and murdered. Notice anything strange?"
Laura read the report. "Stab wounds to the breasts, nipple cut off, stabbed in her anus with the knife, extensive vaginal damage from the rape... grisly stuff. So what's the issue?"
"The vaginal damage. Think two men would do that much damage taking turns a couple of times?" I asked. "And here's Bettina Wurtzburg's medical exam that was part of the evidence file on her. She was gang-raped by at least four men, multiple times."
"Pretty similar damage." Laura said, looking at the information. "So yes, you have a point there. Unless one or both of the two men are really well-endowed, that is pretty significant. But I'd have to actually make an examination myself to see for sure. So, anything else on this Lance Priemus?"
"He had a connection to a Perry Richards from the Dallas area." I said. "An investigation was opened by the Texas Rangers and the FBI on Richards for money laundering, but they couldn't get anything concrete on him. By the way, you get one guess who gave them the tip on Richards."
"I'm stumped." Laura said, not really wanting to play the game at this hour of the morning.
"One Detective Angela Harlan, who was working down there at the time." I replied, then said as I went into a near-reverie, "You know... Harlan may have been onto the whole Oldeeds child smuggling ring down there, or at least tugging on some threads. She had some involvement in investigating Sharples, who himself was investigating Oldeeds, and she had a list of bankers or insurance people that all are panning out as possible connections to the Superior Bloodlines web."
"Too bad she went bad." Laura replied.
"Yeah." I said. "Laura, I've been meaning to ask you... we've been cutting back on me taking those 'gray viagras' since Wargrave had me put through that brainwashing process... are there any side effects to the pills, or to withdrawing from them?"
"What do you mean?" my wife asked, fully attentive now.
"I've been having... weird dreams. Almost like visions." I said. "Just at odd times, odd hours, usually when I'm tired."
"What kind of visions?" Laura asked in her professional, professorial voice.
"Just... well, it's like someone is talking to me, telling me things." I replied. "Then I follow what the voice said, and a good lead shows up."



"Well," Laura said, "you were under tremendous stress at the time you underwent that process, you've been subjected to levels of these drugs for some time. Tell you what, after you get this Priemus thing worked out, come to my office Wednesday morning, and I'll run the usual battery of tests. It'll be for my research, too, and you're due in for that anyway. And then you can walk down the hall and talk to Bonnie Karpathian about the Black Widow case."
"I am not looking forward to that." I said.
"I understand." Laura said. "Anyway, come on up to bed and get a few hours sleep, okay?"
"I'll be there in a minute." I said, and Laura knew that 'a minute' would not be a minute as I said "You'd be surprised how hard it was finding the names of the two people with Priemus the night of the murder. I finally got a 'Danny Ellis' and his wife 'Dora Ellis'."
"What happened to them?" Laura asked.
"Danny went to prison for his role in the murder." I said. "Surprisingly light sentence for accessory to murder, then paroled out after just three years for good behavior and jail overcrowding. That issue of early releases was what got the Democrat defeated and Val Jared elected Governor, by the way."
I went on: "Anyway, Ellis got out, then got blown away in the City during a drug raid... led by one then-Lieutenant Susan Wexler. One of her officers shot Ellis. It was ruled a good shoot, but records after that are sealed, and I don't have time to bust through that right now."
"What about his wife?" asked Laura.
"Dora Ellis." I said. "Turned State's Evidence in the crime. Blamed Priemus all the way. Said her husband was abusive towards her and she was too scared to not go along with them, but her husband was just Priemus's lackey, too. Husband corroborated that he was abusive towards her, surprisingly enough. She said Priemus led the whole thing, acted like a savage beast the entire time, and she was as scared of him as she was her husband. Divorced the husband while he was in jail, then went off the grid. Hasn't shown up since."
"Remarried?" Laura asked.
"Maybe," I said, "though I've found no record of that yet. I'm missing something..."
"You're tired." my wife said. "Come on, it's bedtime." I relented, closing down the laptop and letting my wife escort me upstairs to bed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commmannnderrrrrrr..." I heard the voice say as I thought I was sleeping.
"What, Angela?" I asked in my dream state.
"She's not what she seems." said Angela's voice. "What was her maiden name, by the way?"
My eyes popped open. I was in my bedroom, my wife asleep beside me. I sat up, then got up and rushed back downstairs. I think Laura woke up, but she didn't come after me.
I got onto the computer and looked. Dora Ellis. It took a while... her DMV records seemed to be missing in this State, but a blanket search found DMV records in California...
"Oh my God." I said quietly. Her maiden name was 'Dora Boxman'... she was the daughter of one Henry Boxman of San Francisco... whose name had been on the Black Widow's list...
Part 4 - The Long Wait
6:00am, Tuesday. I'd called the Chief and asked him to come into his office early.
"You want to go down to Jacksonville to try to talk to Priemus before they execute him?" Chief Bennett asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "I've uncovered information that I need to ask him about before he's executed tonight."
The Chief peered at me. "Don, you were up all night working on this, weren't you?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"There is no way in hell I'm letting you drive, then." said the Chief. "Of course you'll take Captain Ross, and I'll personally work with Croyle and Perlman on anything they need. But I want you to take Martin Nash, too. He and Ross can take turns driving."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To get to Jacksonville, the easiest and fastest way was to go by the four-lane highway to Midtown, then the Interstate towards Southport. Martin Nash was driving, and at 9:30am we arrived at the State Capitol. I'd called ahead for an emergency appointment with the Governor, which he'd quickly accepted.
As we were ushered into the Governor's private office (as opposed to his public office with the big conference table), I said "Governor, may I introduce my partner, Captain Cindy Ross?"
"Why you certainly may!" exclaimed the Governor. "It is such an honor to finally get to meet you, Captain. I've heard so much about you and your accomplishments."
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said politely as she shook the Governor's hand. "And this is Detective Martin Nash, one of our best officers on the Force."
"Ah, yes, I think I've met you, Detective Nash." said the Governor. "But it was at a reception with FBI officers in the City, if I recall."
"Yes sir." said Martin Nash, who then quickly added "My girlfriend works with the FBI and I escorted her to the reception."
"Ah, I see." said the Governor, and I'd noticed his eyes squinting, as if trying to remember something as he peered at Nash. Then Jared remembered our presences.
"Ah, please, sit down, have some breakfast with me." said the Governor, directing us to a table where there were four place settings. Some eggs, bacon, biscuits, and fruit were on the side table. This was not ceremonial: the Governor filled his plate and made sure we did the same. I was hungry and took the opportunity to eat a good plate full of eggs and bacon, as did Martin Nash, following my lead. Cindy stuck with the fruit.
"So, Commander," said the Governor, "I'm glad you were able to come early. Things are going to explode later today as that execution in Jacksonville draws near. The Media always makes a huge mockery of Justice, making us look like butchers for following the law and carrying out a death sentence. They love to concentrate on my role as Governor, which will be to confirm that no clemency is being given and telling them to proceed."
"I understand, Governor, and I appreciate you making time for us." I said, "And the execution is why I'm here. I have two requests of you, related to each other. I really need to talk to Lance Priemus before he is executed. Can you get me a pass to see him? And can you delay the execution for any length of time so I can spend some time talking with him? It's vitally important to one of my cases."
"I'm sure that it's important, since you came here like this." said the Governor as he ate. "I can try to get you a pass to see him, but the Prison System can deny you access anyway. It's a pretty rigid system when someone is on Death Watch, which started 24 hours before the time of the sentence being carried out."
"What about a delay?" I asked.
"That... is far more difficult, I'm afraid." said Governor Jared. "A stay of execution may come from the State Supreme Court or the US Supreme Court, but that's not likely. Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court in your area is usually rabid about issuing stays of executions, and the State Supreme Court has to rap his knuckles and override him. But he actually announced he'd be taking an extended weekend out of State, and won't be back until Wednesday. I'm really stunned at that one."
The Governor continued: "As to me, I could stop the whole thing, give him clemency, commute his sentence to life in prison. But there's two reasons why I have to reject doing that. First, you all know I ran for Governor as a law-and-order candidate, and I believe in the Jury System and the Courts that gave this sentence, and I believe it should be carried out. If I try to delay it, that might open the door to a rush of appeals and make a mockery of the whole process."
"What if he's innocent?" I asked. "What if he was set up?"
The Governor peered hard at me. "I know you're not one of those wishy-washy types that would ask that just to delay or hinder the sentence from being implemented. And you're probably the only person in the State right now that I would even listen to if you have some evidence to back up your assertion." Nash and Cindy were peering at me as hard as the Governor was.
"Well, sir," I said, "it's not really an assertion. There are some strangenesses, some issues that I've found, but I don't have anything solid that I could take to a Court to get a stay. And no, I wouldn't tax your patience to take my word on a whim."
"It's too bad about the timing." said the Governor. "But I'll call down and try to get you inside to see him."
"I'd appreciate it." I said.
"Maybe you could pretend to be a preacher and get access to him." said Cindy.
"Except that all three of those preachers already down there know me personally." I said. "So Governor, what is the second reason you said you can't stop the execution?"
"Purely social politics." said Jared. "Black civic leaders were all over this case from the beginning of it. White-on-black crime. Priemus actually got the 'aggravated murder' and the death penalty because the victim was a police officer, but the Black civic leaders concentrated on the skin colors... they don't have that many white-on-black crimes anymore, since the FBI all but wiped out the Ku Klux Klan decades ago."
"So they really pushed this one hard." continued the Governor. "Reverend Williams is the only one making a case for Priemus's innocence. And if I were to even delay the execution for anything but hard evidence showing his innocence... I don't have to spell out what the Media will make of that, do I?"
"No sir." I said emphatically. "You do not."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was already beginning to be a madhouse at the State Prison at Jacksonville. A gathering of people, mostly young, were outside. They bore signs that protested the death penalty in general, some of them calling Governor Jared 'the butcher of Westphalia' and such stuff. There was also a group of mainly blacks, who were eager to see Priemus die for murdering a black police officer, and their signs were pretty ugly towards him. Fortunately, the well armed guards were able to open a corridor so that we could drive my Police SUV inside the compound.
That was the easy part. Once inside, the Warden of the Prison came up to us.
"The Governor called, but unfortunately it's out of even my hands. Only lawyers and clergy meet with the prisoner. His family will get to see him about 9:00pm tonight, but that's it." said the Warden. "I'm sorry, but once that Death Watch clock starts, it's really tough."
"I understand." I said to the Warden, then turned to Cindy and Martin and said "We're stymied." We were shown into a waiting room, which had magazines and a television, which was showing one of the cable news networks. We sat down to wait.
"Okay, Commander," Cindy said quietly, "you slept most of the way to Midtown, then to here. What's up with this?"
I said "I'm not saying he's an innocent man, but I think Priemus was set up to take a fall. I think he may have been drugged, and either participated in the crime not knowing what he was doing, or he was unconscious and they jacked him off and put his semen in the dead woman's vagina. The license plates mysteriously changed from the time the car left the parking lot at the bar to when they were pulled over. Priemus's appeals have been expedited and squelched like none I've ever seen before. And last but not least, Appellate Judge Leahy took vacation time right when this was happening, which is a 'Jupiter leaving its orbit' kind of strange."
Martin Nash said "With respect, Commander, that's a pretty large number of people conspiring to put a man to death."
"Yes." I said. "And I am wondering why they're bothering to go through with the whole thing. Hell, it'd have been easier to shoot the man in the back of the head, dump his body, and be done with it. The guy was on the periphery of a drug cartel; it'd be attributed to a drug-related execution."
I got out my iPhone and showed my officers a photo. "This is Dora Boxman Ellis, the woman who turned State's Evidence on Priemus. She may show up around here, and I'd be greatly interested in talking with her. So if you see her, give me a head's up."
Just then the Reverend Joseph E. Williams, black pastor of the A.M.E. Church in my Town came into the room. He was wearing a light grey suit similar to what I often wear, with a black shirt and his white clerical collar around his neck.
"Why Commander Troy!" he exclaimed. "They said you were here." He surprised me by turning our handshake into a hug. "Hello Captain, Detective." he said to the others. "Why did you all come down here?"
"I'm hoping to talk to Priemus before they execute him." I said quietly. "Anything you can do to help me with that?"
"Uh, let's sit down over here." Williams said, leading me to a nearby table that had a couple of chairs. Once we were seated, he said, his voice barely above a whisper, "There is no way I can get you inside to talk with him. The prison is on lockdown. He's isolated in the death chamber area. He wants to talk to his lawyer alone, but they won't allow it; there is always someone in the room with them. I've sat with condemned men before, and I've never seen anything like what is going on here now."
"Why do you think that's happening?" I asked.
"I have no idea." said Williams. "Look, Commander, I know you've been investigating that White Supremacy group that Malone was part of. I know it, the whole black community knows it. And they're saying Priemus was part of that group and that is why he raped that black officer's wife in front of him then murdered them both. But I don't buy it, not all of it. And I don't want to see an innocent man go down for something he didn't do, not like this."
"Do you think you can ask him some questions for me?" I asked, hating to do this, but desperate to somehow get a question to Priemus. "Just one, really. Ask him who his ultimate boss was, who the 'Shadow Man' is. I think he'll understand if you ask it that way."
"I'll try, Commander, I'll try." promised Williams. "I don't know if I can get any alone time with him, though. Chaplain Ikea sticks to him like glue; I don't know why. Then Pastor Westboro comes in and out. He was one of the pastors of First Baptist when Priemus attended services there, and he came down right when I did. I've been trying to help the lawyers get Priemus a stay, but it's been so tough that even your crowbar can't pry us anything to crawl through."
Just then another figure came in, wearing a clerical collar, tall and slender, curly hair a bit messy. It was the ever-loathsome Steven Ikea. I had not seen him since the day I physically destroyed him at Ward Harvester a year before.
"The Lord's blessings upon you, Commander Troy." Ikea snarled sarcastically. "May He forgive you your hideous sins. Still carrying that filthy instrument of the Devil, I see." He was talking about my red crowbar, which the prison officials had allowed me to bring inside with me. In fact, we were still armed with our guns, too.
"And about to use it on you again, Ikea." I replied.
"Your day will come, Commander." said Ikea levelly. "And it will be a glorious day watching you receive the Lord's vengeance for your iniquities. The Lord will smite you down as you helplessly wave that crowbar in defeat."
"Ah now, Chaplain Ikea," said another voice, belonging to the man that had entered the room. He was wearing a black shirt and black pants, and the white clerical collar. He was taller than Ikea, as tall as me, and his beak nose under the spectacles he wore was unmistakeable. It was Pastor Raymond Westboro of the First Baptist Church, and Town & County Councilman as well.
"Forgive the Commander his crowbar." said Westboro. "It is his Palladium. What would he be without it?"
"Yes, Pastor." Ikea said shortly, looking darkly at me. "If you'll excuse me." With that, Ikea stalked out of the room.
"I'll go see if I can get a word in with the prisoner." said Rev. Williams quietly as he got up. He also left the room.
"Ah, Commander, Captain, and Detective Nash." said Westboro, his bright eyes looking over us. "I must say I'm surprised to see you here. Protesting the execution of the prisoner?"
"No, Pastor." I said. "We were hoping to talk with the prisoner before his sentence was carried out. He once operated in our County, and I was hoping he'd clear up a few small things before he meets his Destiny."
"Ah yes, I remember." said Westboro. "He seemed to be such a stalwart member of our Flock. His fall was most saddening. He has repented of his crimes, and the Lord Jesus's forgiveness will shine for all to see as he goes to his Reward. But you, Commander, you're not a forgiving man, are you?"
"Depends." I said. "But my job is to enforce the Laws of the State, solve crimes, and protect the good People of the County... many who attend your church, Pastor."
Westboro chuckled. "Yes, that is true. By the way, they're serving lunch in the cafeteria, and I do suggest you eat, as they will not serve dinner due to the impending execution. If there's anything I can help you with, please let me know." He left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a long wait. We did eat lunch in the last half hour the cafeteria was open. I noted that a number of off-duty guards were eating, as well as some staff and people who had been allowed in to watch the execution.
I did stroll down the hallways. looking around. As I came to the area that was the first locked-door checkpoint to the jail, I noticed one man staring me down. He was a bit overweight, but probably fit enough underneath like Sergeant Rudistan on my Force, but his face was chubby and he had a drooping mustache like Dick Ferrell.
To my surprise, the other guards melted into the interior of the prison, leaving this man 'alone' with me, albeit on the other side of the door of iron bars.
"People usually try to break out of here, not into here." he said. "Don't even think of trying it, Mr. Iron Crowbar."
"Trying what?" I asked affably.
"We're not idiots, Commander." he said.
"You have the advantage of me. What's your name?" I asked.
"I'm Watch Captain Lockhart." he said. "This is my prison. I am in charge here, I run it. And you're not getting inside... unless you want to commit a crime and come in wearing an orange jumpsuit instead of carrying that red noodle in your hand."
The effrontery was amazing, I thought to myself. What was up with this guy? And I knew I had something of a reputation around the State, but he seemed to really know who I was and why I was here.
"I'll pass on that." I said. "You have a nice day, Captain Lockhart. I'm sure we'll be seeing each other again soon."
"For your sake, you better hope not." said Lockhart.
Going back to the main room, I saw Nash and Ross playing chess on Cindy's cellphone, taking turns with their moves. They looked up at me as I came in.
"Well, no chance of seeing Priemus." I said. "They have encased him in hoops of iron, and there is no way to pry him out to talk with him."
"What were you hoping to get?" asked Cindy.
"Names." I said. "The Shadow Man's name, in particular. Maybe some top lieutenants in the organization."
Nash asked "Sir, do you find it suspicious that there are no less than three Reverends here with him?"
I replied "Ikea is the one I'm not feeling. I can understand Westboro, who knew him before, and Priemus may still be a member of First Baptist. Williams has been working on the legal angles of the case. Ikea? That's the strange one."
"He hasn't learned any manners since the last time you saw him... and whipped his ass." Cindy said.
"Which I think you witnessed despite being on restricted duty, if memory serves me correctly." I said. Cindy knew full well what I was saying by that. Nash didn't know the whole of it, nor of what Cindy had been carrying slung on her shoulder, nor what had happened in the metalworks classroom of Town High School later that night.



"A beautiful piece of work, it was, too." Cindy replied, deadpan straight, not rising to the bait.
Part 5 - The Executioner's Song
As evening came on, the waiting room began to fill up. Priemus had little family, just some cousins. They stayed in there a while before being asked to go to another part of the prison. Some reporters that were being allowed to witness and report on the execution had been shown into the waiting room with us.
Priemus's lawyer came out right around sundown. He was youngish, probably still idealistic. He introduced himself as Jeff Nations and said he was headed out to make one last try at a stay of execution. He then left. Some moments later, Reverend Williams and Pastor Westboro came into the room. Only State Chaplain Ikea was allowed to stay with the prisoner on his last walk to the execution chamber.
"I never had a chance to even speak to him." said Williams quietly to me a few minutes later. "Guards just would not leave us alone, even after I protested... especially after I protested. Something's up, Commander, something's up. And I think you know that." I just nodded, then thanked Reverend Williams for trying on my behalf.
The crowd outside was getting a bit larger, many burning candles. It was not as large a crowd as I'd seen on newscasts in the past; this case had not really generated much Media interest beyond excoriating Republican legislators as bloodthirsty savages determined to use the death penalty to scourge the populace. Yeah, I'm exaggerating; and yes, I hate the Press.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said a youngish man in a suit with very black hair, "I am Assistant Warden Cox, and I am here to brief you on what is going to happen tonight, barring a stay of execution. The prisoner is having his last visit with his family, and will be served his last meal in about half an hour. He requested steak, chicken tenders, and pizza."
"After the last meal, he will be escorted by the Warden, prison guards, and and the Communications Officer, who will receive any messages if there is to be a stay of execution. The prisoner will also be escorted by the SBI Chaplain Ikea on his final walk to the death chamber."
"The prisoner will be strapped to the table, and then three drugs introduced into his body via two tubes, one in each arm." said the spokesman. "The first drug is a sedative that will render him unconscious. The second is a fast-acting paralytic, which will cause the muscles to stop working completely, including the diaphragm. The third is a potassium compound that will stop the prisoner's heart, rendering him instantly dead."
"In this State, there are three men behind a wall that have three buttons to push in front of them. They will push these buttons in order at the same time. Only one button actually delivers the drug, and the whoever's button delivered the first drug may or may not be the one to deliver the second drug when the second buttons are pushed, and so on. Are there any questions?"
"Yes." said a reporter. "I'm John Hardwood, KXTC News. Lethal injection has been outlawed by several States as being painful, and therefore cruel and unusual. Will this prisoner feel pain as he is executed by the State?"
The young man replied "There has been controversy over the painfulness of this procedure. However, if properly done it will be painless for the prisoner, and death will be pronounced quickly. Yes?"
A reporter from the City asked "Will you be in touch with Governor Jared the entire time, in case he changes his mind and gives clemency to the condemned man?"
"Yes." said Assistant Warden Cox. "We are in touch with the Governor, who of course could stop the whole procedure at any time. We're also prepared to receive and act upon any stays from the Courts, should they come. Any other questions?" There were none.
"Okay, we'll escort you to the witness room now. Police officers with weapons will be required to clear them and have plastic ties placed on them." This was done to my weapon as well as Cindy's, Nash's and several other officers in the room. Some of these officers were from Westphalia, here to witness the execution of the man the State and a Jury had said had murdered one of their brothers-in-blue.
We were then led down a long, darkened hallway. There was an occasional window to the outside, and I could see the group of death penalty protestors along the outside fence, the candles shining brightly in the darkness of the night.
The witness room was like a small theater room, with rows of chairs with armrests. The family was at the front left, and the reporters dominated the front rows of seats. I and my fellow officers sat near the back. The Reverends Williams and Westboro were near the door, to my right. Watch Captain Lockhart was also in the room, standing by the door as if guarding it.
There was a TV in the witness room. It had been turned to the news, which was of course about the impending execution. Another TV beside it was closed-circuit, available to neither the Press nor the Public. It showed the hallway the prisoner was walking down, the Warden leading, the Chaplain beside him reading Scripture out loud.
Only the Warden and Communications Officer came into the death chamber with the condemned man. The Prisoner, Lance Priemus, seemed calm, but there was a sheen of sweat glowing on his brow. He did not resist as he was strapped onto the table.
The Communications Officer was holding a telephone to his ear. The television screen of the media broadcast was showing in every detail possible that Governor Jared was on the phone, was denying clemency, and ordering the Warden to proceed.
The Warden read from a script the Court order to put Priemus to death, then asked if the prisoner had any last words. Lance Priemus looked up at the window, and I prayed that he would shout the name of his traitor, the Shadow Man. But he only shouted "Deuteronomy 32:35!" then let his head fall back to the table. The Warden left the room.
The closed-circuit TV showed the three guards ordered to press a button. It actually just dripped a saline solution, to make sure the lines were clear. Then the guards were ordered to press the first of the three buttons.
The prisoner was looking straight up at the ceiling. I watched, expecting him to close his eyes, but I saw his face getting red, then redder.
"AAAUUUUGGHHHHH!! AAAUUUGHHHH!!"
Priemus screamed, his arms and legs fighting the straps as he tried to move. He was obviously in tremendous agony. None of us had noticed the guards had been ordered to press button two, which they'd done. After seconds more of screaming, the prisoner fell unconscious. Then the guards were ordered to press the last button, which they did with an unlimited capacity for obedience.
I'd felt Cindy's hands grasp my shoulder and squeeze it as she watched the horrific scene in front of us, followed by her burying her face in my arm; she could not bear to watch. I glanced around the chamber, seeing Nash's mortified face, the shock on the faces of the reporters... and in one person, the merest hint of a gleam of the eye.
"Something's gone wrong!" I heard someone shout. "Something's not right here!"
For Priemus, it was finally peace. It was anything but peaceful as reporters tore at the door, almost knocking down the two ministers as they rushed to leave and get the story out. I noted behind the glass that prison officials, including the Warden, were scurrying about, and that the room was becoming like a disturbed ant bed.
I saw that the doctor was checking on the prisoner, making the certification that meant that whatever secrets he'd held were now gone. Lance Priemus was dead.
It is amazing how slowly politicians act... until their jobs are threatened. I saw the Warden and his young assistant come into the witness room, their bulging eyes staring at me. Other police officers and guards had been looking around in confusion, but followed the the Wardens' look, and I soon and suddenly felt many pairs of eyes looking right at me.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
The cellphone ringing... was mine. Seeing who it was, I answered it.
"Yes, Governor?..."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Investigation
"That Carole is becoming a handful." said Phyllis as she and Laura sat down in the den of the Mountain Nest. "Just like her daddy was at that age. I'm glad I'm staying in the guest bedroom. I don't think I have the energy to go downstairs."
"And it's safer for you to be up here while Don is away." Laura said. "Well, we finally got them to sleep, and Bowser is right under Carole's crib, as always. Let's watch the eleven o'clock news before we head to bed." She used the remote to turn the TV to Channel Two.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette. "We are bringing you live coverage from Jacksonville, where the State execution of white supremacist and cop-killer Lance Priemus has just taken place. But something went terribly wrong during the execution! We now go to KXTC's John Hardwood at the scene!"
"Yes, Bettina, something just went horribly wrong!" shouted Hardwood from outside the gates of the prison, as if shouting made the story be more important or would give it more drama. "I was in the witness room, watching the execution. Lance Priemus was being injected with the lethal cocktail of drugs that would end his life when he started screaming in agony! The first drug is supposed to sedate him and the second drug should've paralyzed him, but I and everyone else witnessed him screaming in pain, writhing in pain and trying to break free of the straps holding him onto the table!"
"What? What's that?" Hardwood said, then looked back at the camera again. "Bettina, we've just gotten word that Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police is at the scene, and that State Governor Val Jared has already called him into SBI duty and asked him to lead an immediate investigation! I repeat: TCPD Commander Donald Troy is now in charge of the investigation into what went wrong in the execution of convicted cop-killer Lance Priemus..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I hung up my cellphone, I turned to the Warden. "Warden, you probably know that the Governor has just deputized me into the SBI and instructed me to investigate what went wrong."
"Yes, Commander." said the Warden. "We are at your service. Whatever you need."
"I need the Jacksonville Police Department to send their Crime Lab team here immediately." I said. "With plenty of evidence bags and containers for liquids. I need for you to lock down this prison; no one is to enter or leave, except that Crime Lab team. Any guards or officers that were on duty and inside need to be inside; if they left, they need to be called back immediately. Record who is here and who might have left. I need for all of the video taken from all of the cameras in this prison for the entire day to be preserved as evidence. Next, I want some scissors so I can cut this tie off my gun and the guns of my officers, here. Last, get the Media out of this Prison. Immediately and completely."
I turned to Cindy and Martin Nash. "Sorry guys, but we've got a long night ahead of us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00am, Wednesday, August 26th. It had been a productive six hours. The Jacksonville PD Crime Lab had been pretty good, and had taken evidence of the drugs used in the execution, carefully noting which line they came from, all of it being videotaped.
The JPD had also bagged the videotapes for evidence, and had put them in a guarded room in which no Prison guard nor officer was allowed to enter. We also interviewed every guard on duty. I'd taken great pleasure in going into the death chamber and surrounding rooms, then looking at Watch Captain Lockhart and saying "Well, Lockhart, I guess I get to come back here in spite of you."
"Won't do you no fucking good." snarled Lockhart. "Cop-killer is dead." He had me there, I realized.
Early on, there had been one issue. A family member of Priemus, a man becoming overweight and speaking with a heavy Southern accent, had become angry.
"My cousin just died a horrible, painful death." he thundered. "That's just not ri-ight."
"Sir," I said, "that is why the Governor has asked me to investigate this."
"Who the hell are yuuuu?" the man drawled.
"I'm Commander Donald Troy, working with the SBI--"
"Hell, you're one of them, then." said the man. "Why the hell should I trust yuuu?"
Cindy was becoming indignant and about to say something. I put a hand on her shoulder, which immobilized her, then said "You know, sir, you're right. Detective Nash! Please call FBI Agent Les Craig in Southport. Ask him to send an FBI agent up here to work with me, or at least to observe my investigation. Do that now, Mr. Nash." Nash fished out his cellphone and walked out of the room.
I turned to the man. "Will that do?" I asked.
"Yeah, I guesso." the man said, still surly but knowing he'd just had his bluff called.
At 3:00am, I was interviewing one of the three men who'd been tasked with pressing the buttons. He said they were brought in after the whole thing was set up, and he had no idea of anything but pressing the buttons. Just then, Cindy burst into the room.
"Guess what?" she exclaimed. "Dora Ellis was in the crowd and Nash spotted her. He arrested her on the spot and is bringing her inside!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You have no right to arrest me." Dora hissed. She was not an attractive woman. Her brown hair hung limply down the sides of her face. She was beginning to put on weight, the kind of weight that would stay with her for the rest of her life as she aged.
"So why did you come down here for the execution of the man you had convicted with your testimony?" I asked.
"Am I free to go?" Dora asked.
"Not yet." I said. "Answer my questions, and then you can be on your way. Again, why did you come down here?"
"Am I being detained against my will? Do you have a warrant to arrest me?" Dora snarled. "If not, I demand to be released immediately."
"You are being detained on the probable cause of suspicion of involvement with the nature of Lance Priemus's death." I said.
"I want a lawyer. I demand a lawyer... NOW!" Dora said, her face getting uglier in its ferocity.
"Fair enough." I said. "Nash, call this woman's lawyer for her."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The lawyer strode in about 20 minutes later. "I am Forrest Gillis, of Gillis & Partners, P.C. in Southport, and I am representing Mrs. Ellis."
"Formerly of Gresham & Mason, I perceive." I asked as I peered at the thirtysomething man.
"How... how did you know?" the man gasped, his eyes widening as he stared at me. Then he got control of himself. "Why are you detaining my client, Commander Troy?"
"Ah, I see you know me, too." I said, grinning. I opened the briefcase I'd brought with me, and had left in my SUV until an hour before.
"I just happen to have here a copy of the plea deal Mrs. Ellis made with Westphalia's Prosecutor's Office." I said. "She was and is required to cooperate with authorities, and answer all questions pertaining to the Lance Priemus murder case. As Priemus's execution is part of that case, and as it is obvious to me that someone arranged the drugs in the wrong order so that he would die painfully, and with Mrs. Ellis happening to be on the scene, I believe she has to answer my questions on this."
"If she doesn't," I continued, "I'll drive straight up to Westphalia and tell them Mrs. Ellis has violated this agreement, and they will come after her for conspiracy to commit murder with aggravating circumstances, which carries no Statute of Limitations in this State. She'll go to prison, and may end up on that same table Mr. Priemus was lying on just a few hours ago."
"I'm not talking to this son of a bitch." hissed Dora.
"Commander, I need a moment with my client." asked Gillis.
"By all means." I said, then turned to Nash. "Detective, escort them to the little room over there." It was a closet. "You'll have privacy, at least."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Gillis after they were done and had returned, "I'm going to monitor your questions, and I'll advise my client not to answer any that I think are outside the scope of that agreement. If we disagree on what's what, I'll tie it up in Court for years."
"Good enough." I said. "Dora, why did you come down here to witness the execution of Priemus?"
"Morbid... curiosity." Dora said, her voice a sneer.
"Have you seen Priemus since his trial?"
"No."
"What have you been doing with your life since the trial?"
"That's outside the scope of the agreement." the lawyer Gillis quickly said.
"Dora, are you the daughter of Henry Boxman of San Francisco, California?"
"That's outside the scope." said Gillis.
"I beg to differ." I said. "And I'll show it: Dora, was Lance Priemus a White Supremacist?" The lawyer and Dora looked at each other, and the lawyer whispered something to Dora.
"I wouldn't know." said Dora.
"Oh?" I asked. "I have a transcript of your testimony in the Priemus trial. You said he was constantly calling the police officer and his wife the 'n-word' while he was raping her in front of him. Then you testified that he said, and I quote, 'this is what niggers deserve!' as he slit the man's throat. Is that not accurate?"
"Yeah, that sounds right." Dora said, her voice disinterested.
"So, one more time... was Priemus a White Supremacist?"
"Again, I don't know." Dora said. "Using the n-word doesn't mean he's part of the Klan or anything like that. Yeah, he hated niggers, but so what?"
"Like you do, judging from what you just said?" I asked.
"I got nothin' for 'em." said Dora. "But that don't mean nothin'."
I glanced over at the legal beagle, who was peering at me with something bordering of avid interest on his face... but also concern.
"Okay, so one more time," I said, "and per this plea deal agreement you must give truthful answers: so you are confirming to me that neither Lance Priemus nor yourself were or are members of any White Supremacist group?" The lawyer quickly whispered something to Dora.
"I can't speak to Priemus." Dora replied. "I don't know either way who or what he was a part of. I had nothing to do with the Klan."
"Or any other group?" I pressed. "Are you now or have you ever been a member or associate of any white supremacy organization?"
"What's the point of this?" asked the lawyer.
"Answer the question, and truthfully." I said. "And in front of all these witnesses." Several officers, including Nash, Ross and FBI Special Agent In Charge Les Craig were watching and listening.
"No." said Dora. "I am not a member of any white supremacy organization."
"And you never have been a member of any white supremacy organization?"
"What is the fucking meaning of this?" Dora shouted. "I just said--"
"YOU JUST SAID..." I shouted, then returned to calmness "that you are not presently a member of any white supremacy organization. Now I'm asking you to state for the record and truthfully: have you ever been a member of any white supremacy organization?"
"No, asshole." Dora said.
"What about your father, Dora?" I asked. "Is he or was he ever a member of any white supremacy group?"
"That's enough." said the lawyer. "That's outside the scope. And I've had about enough of your badgering my client. Wrap it up, Commander, or I'll have her invoke and fight you like hell for years if you try to fuck up the plea deal in Westphalia."
"Oh, I'm done." I said, getting up. "Or more accurately... Dora is." I turned to Cindy. "Captain, I need written affidavits from everyone here of what they just witnessed and heard." The lawyer Gillis looked very, very uncomfortable as he escorted Dora out of the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The drive back was long, and we were tired. FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson had happened to be in Southport, and volunteered to drive us all the way back up to our Town, whereupon transportation would be provided by the FBI to get him to his home. With all the evidence loaded into the back of my Police SUV, we headed home.
"You obviously had something up your sleeve while you were questioning Dora." Cindy said as she and I sat in the backseat, letting Nash ride 'shotgun'. "What was that all about?"
"She fucked up." I said. "I got her to lie about not being in a white supremacy group. She should've invoked and let her Gresham & Mason legal beagle fight for her."
"And her father?" Cindy asked.
"Is in California, and safely out of my reach for now." I said. "Now no more questions until we get home. I've got to think about all this." With that, I settled into a reverie... which quickly turned to sleep.
"Oh, Commannnnnderrrr..."
I was dreaming again, at least I was dreaming that I was dreaming it. I was driving on some limitless road through farm fields. The light was a pale, yellowish haze, actually drained of color. And there in the shotgun seat was Angela Harlan, naked, her firm breasts bouncing up and down, her nipples hard.
"What now?" I asked, my voice eerie in the dream state.
"You're on the right track." Angela said. "But remember... she's not what she seems to be..."
"Who?" I asked. I opened my eyes, and was back in the SUV, and we were riding on the Interstate towards Midtown. I turned and saw that Cindy was staring at me.
"Did I talk in my sleep?" I asked.
"Just the word 'who?'." Cindy replied. Her own voice was sleepy, and soon we were both falling back into our dream worlds...
Part 7 - Agents, Chemical and Federal
We got back just at 1:00pm, Wednesday, August 26th. We first stopped at the Crime Lab building, transferring the evidence with all the proper signatures, and with me making some suggestions to Dr. Woodrow about what tests to run with immediate priority, and what safety precautions to take.
After I instructed a Uniformed officer drive FBI Special Agent Jefferson to the Federal Building, Cindy said quietly to me "I heard you making suggestions to Dr. Woodrow. Do you have an idea of what happened?"
"Several theories," I said, "which require facts to bear out. That is what the Crime Lab will give me. Okay, I need to go talk to the Chief real quick. Write up your report as soon as you can." I went to the Chief's office, into which I was immediately admitted.
"Wow, that must've been a horrible thing to witness." said Chief Bennett after I told him what had happened. "Any idea what caused the botched execution?"
"I'm waiting for the Lab to run the tests," I said, "but I'll bet dollars to doughnuts that the order of the drugs was switched, or else a different drug was introduced first, which caused Priemus great pain."
"A mistake, or deliberate?" asked the Chief.
"That depends on the tests." I said. "Either way it's going to be politically explosive. So how did Croyle and Perlman do while the Crowbar Cats were away?" The Chief told me that nothing had happened the night before, and that Perlman and Croyle had done well leading their units doing nothing in particular.
After being dismissed, I went into my office and called my wife. "I'm back in the office." I said. "We'll do the checkup tomorrow. Tell Bonnie I'll talk to her after the checkup."
"Okay, darling." Laura said. "By the way, the FBI is beginning its investigation of Sharples giving Priya that information about Janet. Jack Muscone might want to talk to you about that."
"Not until I've had some sleep." I replied. After telling my wife I loved her (very true) and hanging up the phone, I told my assistant Helena that I was not to be disturbed until the lab results came back. Then I curled up on the sofa for some sleep. The Black Widow did not visit me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:00pm, I was buzzed awake by Helena. A minute later, Dr. Woodrow and J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab came inside, handing me a folder with the expedited results.
"The saline solution went in first." said Dr. Woodrow. "That's normal, but there was an extra compound that was inert in and of itself. Then the first chemical, which was supposed to be a sedative, was actually what was normally the third compound to be administered, the potassium solution. This solution also had a compound that was inert in itself, but inside the bloodstream reacted with the extra chemical from the saline solution... and the resulting chemical was a toxin you might be familiar with."
I looked at the sheet of paper. "Holy shit!" I said. "That's a military chemical agent!"
J.R. Barnes asked "Do they have binary agents like that in the military, sir?"
"Absolutely." I said. "In fact, our artillery-fired chemical weapons have to be binary in case of a leak. When the shell is fired, the chemicals are mixed by the spinning of the round and is toxic when it arrives on the target. This was the same thing... just by injection instead of artillery. Jeez..."
I then looked up. "Gentlemen," I said, "this also just became classified information. Dr. Woodrow, contact the FBI about it, and they'll notify the Army. It'll remain in our evidence servers, but under encryption and every aspect of it sealed and treated as classified information. Make sure the Lab knows of the potential danger so that these chemicals are not accidentally mixed and we have a really bad thing happen in our Crime Lab."
"I've already isolated the compounds from each other." said Woodrow. "And we're in the process of protecting the evidence as classified information. But you or the Chief have to personally notify the FBI or the Army."
"Then I have a phone call to make, right now." I said. I suited the deed to the word.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The press conference was being held at Courthouse Square, in front of the State Office Building on the north side, at 5:30pm. As I made my way to the podium for my statement, I noticed that local citizens were milling about, and some stopped to watch while others went on their way. I noticed several old people sitting on benches, some openly watching, some pretending not to but furtively looking over. I thought I saw Old Mrs. Boddiker in the distance with another old woman, who was wearing a shawl even on this warm day and whom I didn't recognize. Unfortunately, I didn't have time to observe; my bodyguard of Uniformed officers was moving me to the podium like a river of humanity flowing down the sidewalk.
Being a press conference about a huge story, it was very well attended by elements of the rabidly voracious Media. I noticed the blonde Diane Williams from the City, rudely pushing through people to get a prime spot in front. Priya Ajmani was getting jostled around by a couple of men until she elbowed one of them in his nuts. I also noticed representatives of the National News Networks were present; they were following the botched execution story, which had a huge national following by now.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said to start the press conference, seeming to feel the eyes of the State and even the Nation upon me through the many cameras, "my name is Commander Troy, and at the request of the Governor I am the lead investigator of the execution incident, in cooperation with State and Federal authorities. We have determined that the order of the introduction of the drugs was changed, but also that foreign chemical agents were inserted into the bags of drugs normally used for the executions. These agents reacted when mixed to form chemicals that caused Mr. Priemus great pain before he died."



"There is no way this could be accidental." I continued, which hushed any buzz in my audience. "There is no way that these chemicals could be accidentally introduced during the manufacture of the drugs, nor be the result of any natural reaction of the drugs. Therefore, I have informed the Director of the State Bureau of Investigation that this should be considered a murder-with-malice case, and I've requested they open a further investigation as such."
"Furthermore," I said, "due to the special nature of the foreign drugs introduced into the system, I've notified the FBI that their assistance will be required, and they will be sending Special Agents to work with the SBI in investigating further. That is all I have for now. Thank you."
"Commander!" screamed out Bettina Wurtzburg, "will you be personally working on this case going forward?"
"That'll be for the SBI and FBI to decide." I said.
"Commander, what were the foreign drugs that caused the prisoner to suffer so greatly?" asked John Hardwood.
"I am not at liberty to discuss details of that nature." I said. "Those details will have to be given to you by the FBI. Thank you for coming, and I'll be taking no more questions at this time." With that, I made my way off the makeshift podium, but it took a cordon of Uniformed TCPD Officers to get me through the crush of shouting reporters to a police cruiser and out of there.
I would see it later on TV: Pastor Raymond Westboro was using the moment to call for the end of the death penalty by lethal injection, and really for the end of the death penalty in the State altogether. The reporters were in a Media feeding frenzy as they got the opportunity to talk to an actual witness of the death of the unfortunate Lance Priemus, and Pastor Westboro really laid it on thick for them...
Part 8 - Doctor Appointments and Dreams
My wife often had the lovely black Nurse Jones assisting as Laura performed my examination and took blood and urine samples. But not today, and for good reason.
It was Thursday morning, August 27th, at 9:30am, and we were in the clinic attached to my wife's office. The media frenzy was still going on regarding the execution, and this was a good place for me to hide out. Director Lewis had publicly thanked me and my Crime Lab for finding out what happened, then announced that a special Task Force was taking over, led by Deputy Director Robert Gaston and Agent Carter Fischer.
And then FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone barreled in and said the FBI was taking over the lead of the case. The FBI had put out word that "insecticide-like chemicals" had been introduced to the bags of drugs. Technically that was true: some of the most potent insecticides in use today, which are not easily available to the Public, are very similar to military chemical agents.
But my wife was using this opportunity to talk about something else, hence the need for privacy: Company business. "The FBI interviewed Sharples yesterday." Laura said. "He had his lawyer present. He readily gave up his phone for examination. The text Priya received was from that cellphone's number, but the text wasn't there in his phone. And by that, I mean it never was there: as you know, erasing a text doesn't truly erase it, and the FBI's forensic people determined that it had never been on that phone."
"So he removed the SIM card and used it in another phone?" I queried.
"The forensics people think that did not happen. They didn't see evidence of the SIM card having left that phone." Laura said. "It is possible to mimic a SIM card if one has the correct, very sophisticated, and highly classified equipment... but tell me this, darling: does Sharples seem like the kind of guy who is smart enough to do something like that?"
"He is cunning, street-smart if not brain-smart." I said. "Obviously he would've had help to do something like that. Not to mention to obtain that information in the first place."
"Exactly." Laura said. "Dr. Casey B. Walker has torn what little hair he had right out of his head over this."
"He thinks I somehow did it, of course." I said, peering at my wife. She met my glance.
"Yes." she said simply. "He thinks you're involved. He still does not understand how you showed up at that warehouse to get Priya so quickly, and then he extrapolates out that if you could do that, you could accomplish this Sharples thing."
"And what are my means, my motives, and my opportunities for doing so?" I asked. "But he's half right: it wasn't hard at all to find the warehouse where Priya was taken... which I'm sure you've told him pissed me off greatly that she was subjected to that by him."
"Oh, he's aware." Laura said drily. "As is all of Langley and the FBI. So, how did you find her so fast?"
"By having a matchless knowledge of this Town and County, as any good Police Commander should." I said. "Captain Ross will tell you that I am constantly asking her and my Detectives where streets and buildings are, and I fully expect them to know as well as I do. It was pretty easy to determine."
"Good try." Laura said. "But it won't hold. You don't have x-ray vision."
"Don't I?"
Laura began to understand. "Well, if I were inclined to help Dr. Walker against you, which I'm absolutely not, I'd suggest to him that one Myron Milton somehow got onto us. His father deeply hates the Company, and there are a lot of people out there very scared of what Myron himself can do with computers."
"Myron is an excellent police officer." I said. "His father, however, is an eccentric, and he and Myron don't exactly have a normal father-son relationship. So, enough about that... what's going on with these dreams I've been having?"
Laura replied "Nothing physically wrong with you, you're in great shape... of course I know that from the way you fuck me every night." I grinned as she continued: "I'll have the semen, blood and urine samples back tomorrow. I'm also going to give Todd an exam later today, and I'll compare results."
"Are you going to take the semen sample the way you took mine?" I asked. "With a hot juicy blowjob?"
"Why, that sounds like an excellent idea!" Laura said, as if it were a sudden thought. "I just might do that." I grinned again as Laura said "And you'll be getting interviewed by Bonnie Karpathian at the same time. Better take a 'gray viagra'; I saw how she was dressed in anticipation of seeing you. She wants your 'other' iron crowbar, and I suspect she's going get it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was lying on my back, naked. Bright but hazy lights were almost blinding me. I felt the wetness of the warm, wet pussy enveloping my cock as the woman bounced up and down on top of me. Looking up, I could see the mane of black hair, the firm breasts bouncing on her slender body, the nipples rock-hard and standing out like spikes.
"Ohhhh yeahhhhh," she moaned, "sooooo good, Commanderrrrr..." she moaned. I was fucking up into her black fringed pussy as hard as I could, our groins colliding as she let her weight fall down.
"She's not what she seeeeeems, Commanderrrr..." I heard Angela's voice say as she rode me hard. "Remember..."
Suddenly the lights were back to normal. It was bright, as sunlight was streaming through the windows. I was on my back on the couch, and it was Bonnie Karpathian on me, my cock buried nuts-deep inside her sopping wet cunt. She was riding me hard, moaning and gasping and tremendously enjoying fucking me. I reached up and squeezed the large, soft mounds of her big breasts. She leaned over and I sucked first one teat then the other into my mouth.
"Oh God, Don, that's so good!" Bonnie gasped. I felt the pleasure building up in my hard cock. Grasping Bonnie's ample ass, I suddenly lifted her up and twisted around. We fell to the sofa, Bonnie on her back and me on top of her, still buried in her black-fur-fringed snatch.
I slammed my mouth to hers as I began to fuck her furiously. Bonnie spread her legs wider, pulling them back to give me easier, better access as I drove into her, piledriving my meat into that sweet, wet cunt.
As I nuzzled her neck and suckled her earlobe, I again thought of Angela Harlan, seeming to hear her voice even as I fucked Bonnie's cunt into a creamy lather. "Oh yeah, keep fucking away, Commanderrrrr... let it go, work that nut out! Work it ouuuuuuttt..."
"UHH!" I gasped as I felt my nut rise. "I'm going to fucking come!... UHHH!!" The gray mist that fogged my eyes rose again as I felt my semen jetting out into Bonnie's eagerly receptive cunt, clutching firmly at my thick, iron-hard shaft as she climaxed yet again, one of many orgasms she'd experienced during our mating...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said Bonnie as we got dressed, "we could put off the interview for a few days. Of course, I'll do everything I can to fuck you again then, too."
I chuckled. "I'd have no problem with that. But let's go ahead and get it overwith. I have a feeling I'm going to be very busy over the next few days."
And with that, we began the interview. Bonnie was snuggled up next to me on the sofa as we talked. I was a bit surprised at the direction her questions went.
"If you can," Bonnie said after a few introductory background questions, "try to separate Angela Harlan's crimes, and tell me about her as a police officer. Was she a good detective? Run of the mill?"
I thought for a second. "She was pretty good while she was here with us." I said. "Competent, but didn't really show outward brilliance. But that might've been her holding back on us, or her focusing upon her mission to destroy Selena Steele."
"I will say this." I said. "I've run across her name as having investigated some things in Texas, and it appears she was very good down there. People who knew her but don't know of her crimes would say she was sharp and persistent."
"I got that impression, too, when I went down there." said Bonnie. "Why do you think she left Texas? Just following Selena Steele?"
"I..." I began, then paused. A line of thought in my head had just torn open. I had to fight to not go into a reverie over it. "I... guess she was just following Selena. I have not considered any other reasons." I said. But was that all it was? my mind screamed at me.
"In my interviews with some of your Detectives and Officers," said Bonnie, "they seem to think that Angela came up here because her cousin Brian was here, then she attacked Dawdle because he was investigating the University's athletics programs for PEDs. Would you agree with that?"
"No." I said. "Well, let me put it this way: that's too simplistic. First, some of my officers don't know all that much about the Selena Steele angle, which I think is why Angela showed up here. Now she did exterminate Dawdle because of the threat to her cousin, but that doesn't explain any of her other killings, either here or anywhere else."
"So," said Bonnie, "let's just get to the big one: why do you think the Black Widow targeted Peter Feeley?"
I sucked in my breath and exhaled, my eyes looking not at Bonnie but out in front of me. "I don't know for sure." I said. "My team and I had some conversations about it in the aftermath, but it was never quite clear why Pete was targeted. I've always sort of let it go as a target of opportunity, since I don't like to think about it at all."
"Because you lost a police officer?" Bonnie asked.
"Not only losing an officer..." I said, "... but I've never let go of thinking that we lost him because I failed to take action in time to save him. His loss was my failure."
"Does that drive you?" Bonnie asked. "Does that make you work harder?"
"Absolutely." I said. "I don't want anyone else to die... because I was weak."
"The Black Widow is dead," said Bonnie, "as are the members of her gang. You've taken revenge, and you've solved numerous other cases. Does that help mitigate the pain you're obviously feeling?"
I turned and looked Bonnie dead in the eye. "Not one bit, Doctor." I said levelly. "Not one bit."
"This is beyond the scope of my research," said Bonnie, "so I'll understand if you don't want to answer: what will it take to get over that pain?"
It only took a second for me to say "I'm glad you understand why I'm not going to answer that."
"Okay," said Bonnie. As we concluded and I prepared to leave, she said "Don, is there any way you can coax Lieutenant Perlman into answering my written questions? I submitted them weeks ago."
"I'll talk to her." I said, not revealing that I already had talked to Tanya. "But it's totally her call on what, if anything, she wants to answer."
I left Bonnie's office. I decided not to go to see Laura, as she might be interviewing Todd... and fucking his brains out, which I normally would love to watch but wasn't in the mood right now. I left the building, walking towards my SUV.
"Whaddya say we go get a beer?" I heard a voice say. There stood Cindy, waiting for me.
"Yeah, I could use one." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She's not what she seems...
Those words haunted me as Cindy and I took our tall frosty mugs of ice-cold beer to the outside patio and our table in the very back under the umbrella awning. It was not quite shift change time, so there was almost no one at the Cop Bar yet.
"So, how did it go?" Cindy asked.
"Not too bad, I guess." I said. "The funny thing was, I started realizing some things that I'd never thought of before."
"Anything you care to share?" Cindy asked. "Or will I need to pry those thoughts out of you with a crowbar?"
"Well, let me say this." I said. "We know Harlan followed Selena Steele up here, tried to frame Selena for capital murder. But I've also come across some things as I was investigating Sharples and also some of these Shadow Man and Superior Bloodlines connections. And I keep coming across Angela Harlan's name. She was considered one hell of a badass Detective down there, and I think she was actually beginning to get on the trail of some of the things we're just discovering now."
"And she left you some names connected with all that." Cindy said. "But don't tell me she wasn't bad... sometimes I wish you'd kept me as well as Tanya out of Feeley's crime scene. I will never forget that."
"Neither will I." I said. "For me, I let it burn deep. It drives me to finish all this. No, Angela was a horrific serial killer, but let me tell you what I'm thinking by asking this question: why was Angela following Selena Steele from State to State? And I still never got an answer for why she selected Feeley as a target."
Cindy replied "I think we all came to a consensus that he was a target of opportunity, that she just wanted to kill a police officer, maybe to distract us?"
"Well," I said, "as I talked to Bonnie today, some things came to me. Maybe there was a reason Feeley was chosen, that it wasn't random or just because he was a police officer. Maybe he knew something he should not have known, but didn't realize it... sort of like Tammi Edmonds."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." said Cindy. "Maybe a Canadian dollar, though. And Selena Steele?"
I replied "We've been in and out of banksters all this time while pulling on threads related to our Consultant of Crime. But we've neglected to look really hard into Selena Steele herself."
"Ahhhh." Cindy said, nodding her head. "That is a point. Maybe Harlan started following Selena, then it somehow turned personal and Angela went bad?"
"I don't know." I said, quaffing down the remainder of my beer. "But I'm going to need you to hold down the fort and run the Detectives for a while. I might be doing a lot of research over the next day or two..."
Part 9 - A Severe Loss
At 6:30am, Friday August 28th, I received the bad news that I sensed had been coming for some time. I had been called into the Chief's office, so that I could hear this at the same time he did.
"So you're going back to the LAPD?" the Chief asked.
"Yes sir." said Lt. Claire Michaels, leader of my SWAT teams. "I appreciate the experience here, and I've learned a lot from Commander Troy, sir. But as they say: home is where the heart is. L.A. is my home."
"Nothing like the big city." I said. "But what else? There is definitely a 'something else'."
"Not much gets by you, sir." Claire said. "I have to say that the whole thing with Sharples, and what he did to expose Lorena Rose on that undercover mission, really bothered me. The guy should be in jail... or worse. Where I come from... he'd have been fragged by now."
"I understand." I said. "And his time is coming.
"And then there's Deputy Chief Brownlee." said Lt. Michaels. "I'm tired of getting orders for ammo and equipment canceled for no reason, having the schedule for the outdoor range fucked up to the point I can't get my guys the training they need. If you want a public reason why I'm going, that's the one you can use. Brownlee is a fucking turd, and I don't want any part of him."
"Neither do I." I said, looking at the Chief. "Of course, I daresay moving makes your impending breakup a bit easier."
Claire's eyes brightened as she realized I understood. "Uh, yes sir, that was not working out, either. Hugh's a good guy, but I shouldn't have gotten involved with him. And I wasn't sure exactly how our working relationship was going to work out after our personal relationship ended, either."
Chief Bennett asked "So... who do you recommend as your replacement in the SWAT units? Sergeant Charles?"
"He'll do." Claire said. She also suggested the young man that was the brother of Todd's friend, 'The Leader'.
"I've had my eye on Sergeant Charles for a while." I said, more to the Chief than to Claire Michaels. "So this resignation is effective September 15th. Make it September 30th, take your vacation for those last two weeks; you've earned that. Talk to Charles, get him ready to take over for you, at least on an interim basis. And I appreciate all you've done for me while you've been here. The SWAT teams are all that much better because of your leadership."
"Thank you, sir." said Claire. "I... I do want to say that my time with the Detectives working for you was the best learning experience I've ever had. I don't know how you do it, but I'm just aspiring to get halfway there."
"And you will." I said as we all stood up. "Well, good luck to you, Lieutenant, and don't be a stranger; give us a call or drop in sometime."
"Thank you, sir." Claire said. She shook hands with me and with the Chief, and exited the office.
"Too bad she's leaving." said the Chief. "One more problem for you to solve, Don."
"Yes sir." I said. "But it also gives me a chance to solve some problems. But you heard her, sir... Brownlee is becoming a cancer within this Police Force. I hope we don't lose any more good people because of that piece of shit."
"Yes, I know." said the Chief. "The Sheriff and I have been talking about it. We're going to start having Captain Della Harlow liaison directly with the Sheriff's Chief of Staff, Deputy Sheriff Oswald, bypassing Brownlee."
"He'll go ballistic." I said. "He can't harm Captain Harlow, but he could really fuck up her subordinates, and I can't babysit that situation."
"You don't have to." Bennett said. "Leave it to me and the Sheriff. Okay, I need to make some phone calls. I'll talk to you later about SWAT." Understanding that I was being dismissed, I left the Chief's office.
So Claire was gone, and she was thinking by pasting it on Brownlee she was helping us. But that wasn't the real reason she was leaving: this was not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, I thought to myself. I knew that with Callie Carrington exposed, someone had anticipated that Los Angeles would need reinforcements in the war against Superior Bloodlines...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Friday, August 28th. "Five Alive News has confirmed that Lieutenant Claire Michaels of the Town & County Police Department is resigning and returning to the Los Angeles Police Department. Lt. Michaels was in charge of the TCPD SWAT Teams, and stated that her resignation was due to logistical non-support from Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee. The Police Department has not issued any statement about the resignation of Lt. Michaels or their plans for the SWAT Teams going forward, but Commander Donald Troy did issue a statement thanking Lt. Michaels for her professionalism and hard work in the creation of the SWAT team and its excellence..."
"How in the fuck did Priya get that so quickly?" Cindy asked as Crowbar's Angels and I watched in my office. "You just told us, and you only got it an hour and a half ago."
"I know." I said. "I'm sure you ladies caught the important part of Priya's little newscast there?" Blank looks from three pairs of eyes greeted me; I was disappointed and knew I still had a lot of work to do to get them up to speed.
"Nothing?" I asked, peering from officer to officer.
"I'm not getting it." said Teresa. "Why don't you just tell us?"
"No." I said. "That's too easy. You figure it out and tell me. There was a clue there, as important as any crime scene clue, and you all have to see through it because I'm not always going to be here as a crutch."
"Uh," Cindy said, feeling what I was seeing in all their eyes: the beginnings of anger at me for what was perceived as unwarranted and overly harsh treatment, "why don't we get through the agenda for the meeting. We've all got work to do."
"Okay." I said. "Whaddya got?"
Cindy said "All of the reports from the prison execution incident are uploaded to the servers, consolidated and cross-referenced. Myron is waiting for your permission to send it to the SBI."
"Oh heck yeah, send it immediately." I said. "I don't want them bitching about us making them wait for anything like that. I'll look into it later."
Cindy said "The FBI wants to interview every Detective and our Data people about Sharples. They're investigating a leak of classified information, and want to see what our guys knew about how much Sharples knew about things."
I said "First of all, that permission will have to come from the Chief, if not the Sheriff himself. Second, even if they give that permission, make damn sure our guys know their rights to have an attorney and/or a Police Union rep present at any of that questioning. I want to work with the FBI, but there are lines not to be crossed."
I continued: "We may also need to consult with the D.A.'s office and the Union on who can be interviewed based upon probable cause. The vast majority of our officers have no involvement with any of that; they should not be subjected to interrogation unless the FBI can 'show cause' to interview them. What else? Anything from the duty logs?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "Trouble free night last night."
"Okay." I said. "Rumors? Innuendo?" I often asked this half-jokingly at the end of a meeting, and it sometimes produced interesting results. But with the tension in the air, the normally 'ranks-off' conversation wasn't happening.
Nevertheless, Teresa said "I heard that Nextdoor County PD is getting a new Lieutenant for the Drug Division."
"Oh?" Cindy said. "Who's that?" Teresa's eyes widened at that, as did mine.
Teresa said "Let him figure it out." She was pointing at me, and now it was Cindy's turn to be wide-eyed at the blatant disrespect.
"That's no problem, Lieutenant." I said acidly, my eyes boring into Teresa. "I keep my eyes and ears open, and I understand the clues I observe. Let's just say that Molly Evans is finally going to get that Lieutenant bar she deserves, albeit with Nextdoor County instead of Midtown--"
"What?!" Cindy gasped.
"Captain Ross doesn't know that, by the way." I finished.
"She told you?" Cindy said. "She didn't say a word to me!"
"Nor to me." I said, looking back at Teresa, my eyes boring right through her. "Like I said, I observe, deduce and infer things, like you ladies should be doing... and it's that same process that keeps me from taking your head off for insubordination, Lt. Croyle. I know it's August, but get your shit together. Now all of you get out of here."
"Uh, can I see you privately for a moment, Commander?" Tanya asked. "It's personal in nature." I acquiesced.
As Cindy and Teresa got up, Cindy said "My office, Lieutenant." She was going to do her job and administer the ass-chewing I'd refrained from administering.
Once alone, I said to Tanya "Shoot."
"I think the clue in Priya's newscast was that she mentioned Brownlee by name." said Tanya. "I thought he and she were on the same side, so that shows that somebody is either out of favor or has switched sides, or both."
"Out of favor." I said. "You're right: for her to mention Brownlee like that, and so publicly, is not good for him. So not to rush you, but I've got to get my reports in to the SBI on the Priemus case so they can relieve me of investigating it. What else?"
"I just wanted to let you know I answered about half of Dr. Karpathian's questions and sent it to her. I bcc'd a copy of it to you, to keep you in the loop."
"Thanks for doing that." I said. "My own interview was pretty rough. I can only imagine how it was for you."
"It was okay." Tanya said. "There is one other thing. and it's what I really wanted to touch base with you about." She hesitated, then gathered her courage and said with a rush: "I know I'm supposed to go through Captain Ross, but I'd like to ask your permission to bypass her and come straight to you on something I want to investigate privately..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What in the fuck was that?!" Cindy demanded as she faced Teresa in her Captain's office. Teresa was standing practically at attention in front of Cindy's desk.
"I'm sorry, I don't know what came over--" Teresa started.
 "Don't answer, just shut the fuck up!" Cindy ordered. "Good grief, I thought we were past this with you." Teresa did not reply.
Cindy sat down. "Sit down." she said. Teresa obeyed as Cindy continued "Well, the Commander let you off the hook with that 'August' comment. I'd forgotten about your history in the month of August. Captain Malone would have to keep an eye on you in August, the month of the race with your sister before she died."
Cindy's ice blue eyes were boring into Teresa as hard as the Commander's had been as she said: "But you gotta get it under control, sister. And don't fuck with the Iron Crowbar, especially when he just got done with Dr. Karpathian interviewing him about Pete Feeley."
"Oh... I didn't know that." Teresa replied.
"Yep." Cindy said. "Okay, consider your ass chewed out and don't do anything like that again. So... who leaked that to Priya?"
Teresa replied "I have no idea. I didn't know about it at all until the Commander told us at the start of the meeting. Who do you think did it?"
Cindy replied "The Chief." Seeing Teresa's look of surprise, she said "Michaels gave the Chief and Commander her resignation. Ninety minutes later Priya knows of it, but KSTD apparently didn't during their newscast. Brownlee might've heard of it when it hit Personnel, but I doubt he'd tell Priya that Claire resigned because of him--"
Both women made exclamations as it hit them. Cindy said "Oh, that's what Don was getting at... Priya outright said the resignation was because of Brownlee. She threw him under the bus. Okay, that's solved, but continuing on: there are so few people who knew, it limits who it could be."
Teresa replied "If she sent an email to resign, that broadens the scope of people who might know. Of course... that means someone either was looking for it, or is looking at all our emails."
Cindy said "I'll get Myron on that, see who's accessing emails. Might be a clue to who the leak is. Chief Griswold would be screaming right now if he were here."
Teresa said "It could be Chief Bennett. But it could be--" She stopped short.
Cindy peered at her. "Go ahead, say it."
Teresa gathered her courage and replied "It could have been Don himself..."
Part 10 - Foursome
"This is Nick Eastwood, KXTC Sports!" said the handsome blonde man on the 6:00pm newscast. "Football season is starting up again, and our University Bulldogs open the season tomorrow with a tough conference game against the Purple Hawks of State University." State U was my University's arch-rival in another State. They were not tough, but the University's team was not that good, either, so Nick was setting the table.
Nick continued "The conference champion Wildcats will be playing our Enemy, State Tech, at Tech's home stadium. The Wildcats are a heavy favorite to beat the Engineers. Back to you, Amber!"
"Thank you, Nick." said Amber Harris at the news desk. "This is the one game all year where all of us will be rooting for the Wildcats to really pour it on!" That was a shot at State Tech, whose player had deliberately tried to hurt Nick Eastwood and indeed had badly injured him, costing Eastwood a pro football career. Word on the street was that every school playing State Tech would have a little something 'extra' for Tech's quarterbacks...
As Laura and I watched at The Cabin, my wife said "Nick and Bettina will be here in a little bit. You better start up the grill on the deck." Laura had invited Nick Eastwood to come up for an evening of dinner, drinks, and sex. My 'date' for the evening would be the lovely redhead, Bettina Wurtzburg.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I poured four glasses of wine. "Tonight, everything is off the record." I said.
"Off the record." said Bettina.
"Off the record." said Nick Eastwood.
"Off the record." said Laura.
We clinked our glasses and drank of our wine. Formalities done, we moved to the deck of The Cabin to watch the sunset and eat the feast we'd prepared. Steaks and salads, corn-on-the-cob and other veggies from the grill. Sitting at the metal mesh table, most of the talk was innocuous, but Laura and young Nick were openly flirting, leading me to converse with Bettina.
Laura was looking stunning in a frilly white dress that seemed to flow on her luscious body, and very high-heel blue pumps that accented her long, shapely legs and magnificent ass. Bettina was dressed in a multi-color flower-print dress, and high heel sandals with reddish straps that showed off her shapely feet and legs.
It was dark as we finished eating and drinking a good bit more wine, and we all took our dishes into the kitchen. As Bettina and I cleaned up the dishes in the sink, we looked into the greatroom and saw Laura sliding her hands around Nick's neck. My wife gave the handsome blonde stud a deep, warm kiss.
Seeing my wife kissing another man like that made my cock harden and throb. Bettina noticed, and slid her hand to my crotch, massaging my rapidly engorging cock through the thin material of my slacks.
"Mmmm, I am going to really enjoy fucking this big, hard cock tonight." Bettina said. I leaned over and kissed her luscious, lipsticked lips. We broke the kiss to walk into the greatroom.
"Honey," Laura said to me, breaking her kiss with Nick as she saw us, "I'm just going to go for it with this handsome young stud. But I do have a surprise to tell you first, Nick." She let her eyes bore into his as she said "Nick, I promised you that if you beat State Tech last year, I would let you fuck me in the ass. We've had to delay that, but I'm going to fulfill that promise tonight. I want you to fuck me in the ass while my husband watches... or not." She then mashed her mouth to Nick's in a hot kiss as the surprised young stud processed what he'd just been told.
"Damn, too bad this is off the record." Bettina teased. "Every man in this County wants to fuck that luscious ass."
"I'm looking forward to seeing it." I said, as much to Laura and Nick as to Bettina, "but it'll be while I'm fucking the hottest reporter in the State..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina and I were lying on our sides on the sofa against the side wall, me behind her in a "spoons" position, my cock deeply penetrating her sopping wet snatch. On the floor in front of us was Nick and Laura. He was totally naked, his hard, athletic young ass bobbing up and down as he steadily and deeply pumped his huge cock in and out of my wife's deep, wet pussy.
Laura was lying on her back, naked except for the pumps, her legs high in the air as her thighs were caught under Nick's strong arms. He was nuzzling her neck as she moaned deeply. I enjoyed the sight of her spread wide and being fucked, even as I drove my iron-hard meat into Bettina's red-fringed cunt.
"They look sooo fucking hot!" Bettina had whispered to me as we'd watch Nick mount Laura and begin fucking her after he'd eaten her pussy to sopping wetness for several long minutes. I'd done the same for Bettina, tonguing her tasty twat. Then Bettina had sucked me as Nick got over Laura in a soixante-neuf, pumping his huge dick in and out of my wife's mouth and throat as his tongue explored her clit, labes and cunthole.
Now as we were fucking, I whispered to Bettina "Have you fucked that big cock yet?"
"Just once." Bettina said. "Women have to fuck to get their jobs on the set, but the men have to fuck me if I want them to. I fucked Nick during his interview, but that was the only time. He's been busy trying to get Amber Harris knocked up."
"Mmmm," I said, "is he the father? She's obviously pregnant."
Bettina looked back and up into my eyes. "She just told us last week. How did you know?... never mind, don't answer that. Everything's obvious to you that we have no idea about."
"Some things, anyway." I said, leaning down and kissing her upturned lips. I didn't tell her that Laura was Amber's gynecologist...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The time had arrived. Laura stopped Nick before he came inside her pussy, and had him help her spread out some plastic sheeting on the floor, then had Nick squirt some lubricant into Laura's ass and coat the inside of her rectum. She'd given herself an enema before dinner and otherwise prepared for the invasion of her sweet ass by Nick's huge cock.
She lubed Nick's cock up, stroking it slowly as she had him put an anal plug into her ass and piston it back and forth. Then followed more lube and a larger dildo, and my wife was groaning as it went into her backside, stretching it out.
Then came the moment of truth. Bettina was wide eyed and I was aching hard as I watched Laura ease her head down onto the floor, her asscheeks high in the air. Nick's cock was taut and throbbing as he knelt into position behind Laura and put the cockhead right against the stretched hole of her anus. He pushed forward, but found resistance. Laura directed him to put more lube on his cockhead and into her ass. After doing that, Nick grasped my wife's hips and pushed forward.
"UHHHH!!" Laura gasped as her rectum was invaded by Nick's hard male meat. Nick pushed in, eased back out, pushed in some more. It took what seemed like an eternity, but with more lube and hard pushing from his muscular body, that big cock slid into Laura's ass until Nick was buried to the balls.
"Oh Jesus, he did it!" Bettina gasped. I nuzzled her neck and slid my cock back into her pussy from behind as I watched Nick begin to slowly pump his cock in and out of Laura's ass. He occasionally applied more lube as he pulled out, then sank back in. How my wife was taking it, I don't know, but she was moaning deeply and actually trying to push her ass back to Nick to accommodate the meaty inches as he sodomized her.
"Ohhhhh, fuuuuuuuckkkkk..." Nick gasped. "I can't believe I'm fucking your ass!"
"Just shut up and do it!" Laura ordered. "Easy, baby, easy... yeah, just fuck my ass slow and deep..."
As they buttfucked, Laura reached under her and began stroking her clit. Bettina saw that and reached down to strum her own clitty as I drove into her pussy from behind with hard, deep strokes.
"I'm gonna come." I said to Bettina. "I am going to fucking fill your pussy up with my come, baby!"
"Oh yeah, do it!" Bettina gasped. "Come inside me, Don! Oh yeahhhhhh..." I felt her cunt clamp down on me as she came, and I just shoved my own dick in nuts-deep and released...
"Uhhhhh..." I gasped quietly as thick jets of ropy semen blasted into Bettina's steaming hot cunt. Even as that gray mist fogged my vision, I could feel the pleasure of the release, hear the smacks of Nick's groin slamming into Laura's asscheeks, hear the moans and groans of everyone in the room...
"Oh yeah, that's the way to do it." I heard that husky voice say behind me. Angela's voice... "That's right, Don, shoot that load into that snatch!" I opened my eyes, but only saw Bettina's red head in front of me and, looking over her, Nick sodomizing Laura.
Laura's tight rectum was too much for Nick's cock. "I'm going to come!" he announced. "I'm going to come in your ass!"
"Oh yeaahhhhh," Laura moaned. "Do it! Shoot your hot cum up my ass, Nick! Fill my ass up with that load!" Nick grabbed Laura's hips, slammed his meat into her as he pulled her back to him, and groaned as he let it go...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Saturday, August 29th. I was sitting on the deck of the cabin in the metal mesh love seat, looking out over the lights of the Town. I saw the light of a train coming out of the western horizon as I heard the door open.
"Mind if I join you?" Bettina asked as she came up to me, wearing only a bathrobe and her high heels.
"Sure." I said, letting her sit down next to me, her right side pressed into my left side as she cuddled into me.
"Mmm, that was amazing sex." Bettina said. "It was even better the second time in your bed."
"Yes, it was." I said, leaning over and kissing her mouth. "You like that slow, deep missionary sex."
"You seemed to enjoy it, too." Bettina said, grinning. "So, off the record... what really happened to Priya on that night she disappeared?"
"Off the record or on it," I said, "we're not going there."
"There's a lot of rumors going around," Bettina said, "that reporters are in danger from some criminal group. Are we being targeted?" I knew this was Bettina's sneaky way of trying to get answers via another route. This is not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, Bettina, I thought to myself.
"I don't think so." I said. "But change the subject."
"What shall we talk about?' Bettina asked. "How your wife took Nick's big dick in her ass so easily? Or what wives are banging other men, according to my aunt?"
"Sounds like a good subject." I said. "So who are you going to shock me with?"
Bettina replied, snuggling into me for warmth as she looked out over the twinkling lights of the town, hearing the railroad train's whistle as it crossed a road just over the River, "Senator Katherine Woodburn and U.S. Congressman Condor, for openers."
"Oh?" I asked. "He's not fucking his sweet young intern anymore?"
"Oh, I'm sure he is." Bettina said. "But he and Katherine have been having some lusty liaisons at the Hyatt Hotel. They think we don't know anything about it. But also, and you need to hear this one: ADA Jenna Stiles's assistant, Gor-don... he's been fucking at least one of Katherine's political aides in her office in Town."
"Yes, that is indeed something I need to know." I said. "I'd love it if Gor-don would tell Brownlee that... Brownlee wants Priya Ajmani bad, but he's being prickteased by her, and maybe by Katherine Woodburn and others..."
"By Priya, yes." said Bettina. "But Katherine hates the bastard. She wouldn't let Brownlee fuck her with your dick... well, I shouldn't say that, because I heard a rumor that Katherine pretends to hate you but would really love to fuck your brains out." I felt Bettina's hand slide under my robe and massage my hardening cock as she said it.



"Mmm, that feels good." I said. Bettina got up, opened her robe and straddled me. I opened my robe and let her mount me, and groaned as I felt my hardening cock slide up into her juicy wet cooze...
"Ohhhhhh, yeah..." Bettina whispered, wrapping her arms around my neck. She rode me slowly as I pushed my cock up into her, feeling her grind her hot ass, her juices smearing my balls. Our tongues twined in deep, delicious kisses as my hands explored Bettina's asscheeks, her sides and her breasts as she pressed the tops of her feet onto my thighs for leverage and rode me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00am. Bettina and Nick were up and dressing. Nick had to go cover a ballgame. Bettina said that she normally was up at this time. "You see me at 7:00am." the lovely reporterette said. "By that time, I've been working for three hours."
After they left, Laura came to sit with me on the deck. She groaned as she sat down beside me.
"God, my ass is sore." she said. "Nick's cock is so fucking huge."
"Your pussy must be sore, too." I said. "After you two cleaned up, I know he wanted to make love to you long and slow in the other bedroom."
"Oh yes, we did that." Laura said. "It was... very nice. Nick is very good, especially for his age."
"I think you like those young men." I said. "Should I be jealous that I'm getting too old, and you'll trade me in for a newer model?"
Laura snuggled into me as she said "Noooo, I'm never letting you go, darling. I like fucking those men, but I'm going to spend the rest of my life cuddling up with you. As long as you stay alive and don't let the bad guys get you."
"Not gonna happen." I said. "I intend to give our daughter away at her wedding." We settled down into quiet, thoughtful melancholy. I knew that I had to face some serious dangers before that intention would come true...
To be continued.
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Part 11 - The Burn
"This is Nick Eastwood, KXTC Sports Sunday!" said the handsome young man on the Sunday news broadcast.
"He looks very relaxed, doesn't he?" said Laura as she watched.
"He damn well should, after what you did to him Friday night." I said.
Eastwood said "Coach Bronson and the University's Bulldogs are still reeling from the loss to the State U Purple Hawks yesterday. The 24-10 loss was made worse by numerous unforced errors such as penalties at crucial times, two costly turnovers, and poor special teams play that gave the Hawks an easy game."
Eastwood continued, smiling a bit more brightly: "Also in Conference play, the Wildcats destroyed State Tech 56-0. Not one but two Wildcats were ejected for targeting the State Tech quarterback with helmet shots to the head and neck area, and two State Tech defensive linemen suffered season-ending knee injuries when they were chop-blocked."
Eastwood continued, relishing his words: "The State Tech coach complained that the officials were not calling the Wildcats for the chop blocks and other personal fouls. The Wildcat coach replied that the State Tech coach had little room to complain after the game against the Bulldogs last year. Back to you, Amber!"
The newscast turned to Amber Harris and Chuck Pringle at the KXTC news desk. "Chuck," Amber said, "the Wildcat's Coach Richmond made that comment about last year's Bulldogs-Engineers game, where our colleague Nick Eastwood was deliberately injured. Do you think that there is an atmosphere of retaliation against State Tech? And are the officials going to look the other way on rough hits against State Tech players?"
"I don't know, Amber." said Chuck Pringle. "Coach Richmond has always been known as a coach of integrity, that works to build his players' characters as well as their athletic talents. So his comments yesterday caught everyone off guard. I've been told by Conference officials that they'll be looking into it, but the atmosphere of what happened in last year's game may continue to haunt State Tech this season. Their quarterback had better keep his head on a swivel."
"Chuck, what about Coach Russ Bronson?" asked Amber. "He took over for the late Coach Brian Harlan, but the team did not play with any enthusiasm, and they seemed poorly coached. Is it too early to say Coach Bronson is on the hot seat?"
"Not at all, Amber." said Pringle. "I've talked with several University sources, who all say that if Coach Bronson can't turn things around quickly, he might not survive the season. What Coach Bronson absolutely does not want is to go into the late October game against the Wildcats needing to win to keep his job..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Sunday brunch with Laura, I headed to the Federal Building off Courthouse Square in Town for a meeting with FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. I was surprised but not surprised to see that his boss, the Deputy Director, was also in the FBI offices in the otherwise quiet building.
"Thank you for coming in today, Commander." said the DepDirector. "It's been a busy time for all of us."
"Yes sir." I said.
"First of all," said the DepDirector, "I want to thank you for bringing us in on this execution case, and for being discreet and quiet about the nature of the chemical poisons that were used. The use of these drugs has put Washington on pins and needles: if someone could do this in a State execution, imagine the fear of terrorists using a chemical weapon against our citizens."
"That is a possibility." I said. "Though I have the feeling that it was intended just to make Priemus die a horribly painful death."
"What have you found?" asked the DepDirector as Jack listened in with avid interest. I brought up my computer and plugged it in to a small projector, displaying my screen on the wall for them to see.
"I've been looking very hard into this Dora Ellis." I said. "She was the woman who turned State's Evidence on Priemus. Her husband was also part of the killings, but he is now dead. I'll talk about him in a minute."
I continued: "Dora Ellis is the daughter of Henry Boxman of Rainbow Insurance of San Francisco. Rainbow Insurance has had a few insurance situations similar to Reems & Berry in this Town. They've also had associations with Gresham & Mason in California and their subsidiaries. I'm still trying to get into his personal life and associations."
"Dora worked with her father when she was younger, in college." I said. "She was a member of several extremely liberal campus organizations, including one that got in some trouble for accusing every male student on campus of being rapists. Some of those male students sued her group for slander, and named her personally in the lawsuit. Her father had to work to get her out of that mess, but was pretty much able to do so with the help of extremely sympathetic school officials."
I continued: "She then went to Texas, particularly the Dallas-Ft. Worth area. Now let me ask you FBI guys: why is that unusual?"
Jack said "Pretty conservative place for a very liberal woman to go, I'd say."
"Exactly." I said. "Her major in college was 'Women's Studies'. I don't know what job she's expecting to get with such a degree, outside of a campus job or doing work with politicians. But she did none of that. She began working with a bank, a branch of DFW Regional Banks, headed by one Perry Richards. Have either of you heard that name before?"
Neither FBI Agent had, so I filled in some blanks. "Perry Richards was in my Town & County for a while before going to Dallas. While in Texas, he was investigated for money laundering, though the investigation fizzled. And in another interesting coincidence, the Detective who first got onto the money laundering was Detective Angela Harlan while she was working in Texas."
"Oh, wow." said Jack Muscone. "And is the Black Widow popping up in other places in connection with any of this?"
"Funny that you would ask exactly the right question, my friend." I said. "Seems Ms. Harlan did leave some notes with her Police Department in Texas, and she definitely had Dora Boxman on her radar. Dora left Texas shortly after Angela made notes on Dora, suggesting Dora realized she was being watched, or was informed of Harlan's interest."
I went on: "Dora came up to Westphalia, worked at Twin Cities Bank and then City & Counties Bank. She met Danny Ellis, whom she married, and Lance Priemus. I delved into the City Police's computers, as well as asking Detective Ventura to have a peek on the up-and-up level. Sure enough, Captain Susan Wexler had sealed Dora's records, suggesting she'd made Dora a C.I. Of course, Wexler might've also made Dora one of her agents of crime. Director, did you ever find out if Wexler had any white supremacy associations?"
The DepDirector's lips were pursed, then he finally said "Well, I guess I should tell you, since you'll find out eventually: Wexler worked with certain organizations in the City. I don't know how much she really was a part of them, or if she just worked with them in mutually beneficial business arrangements, as she did with Henry R. Wargrave."
"The web is being weaved." said Jack Muscone. "You've put together a lot of strands, here, Don."
"Yes." I said. "What I want to do is go to Westphalia, get Dora's plea deal revoked, then offer to reinstate it if she gives us some information that can help us solidify what we're getting on these bastards."
Jack seemed enthusiastic about that, but the DepDirector frowned as he peered at me and said "So tell me, how will you get the deal revoked?"
"She lied about not being in a White Supremacy group." I replied.
"And which group is that?"
"Superior-- oh..." I said, realizing where the DepDirector was going.
"Yes." he said. "Superior Bloodlines is still very much in the shadows, behind the scenes. Their people are lawyers, bankers, insurance agents, and other upstanding citizens in their communities."
"We can still get the Court to do away with the plea deal, can't we, sir?" asked Muscone.
"No, we can't." I said forlornly. "We'd have to show that SB is a white supremacy organization. I think we have enough to do so, but all we'll be doing is telling the world what we know about them, and that we know they exist and what they're up to. They'll change tactics, put up smoke screens, and we may or may not have Dora tell us anything at all."
"Now Commander," said the DepDirector, "if you can associate Dora Ellis, her husband, her father, or Priemus to any other racist organization, such as the Klan or the 'White Roots' redneck group, then I'll be glad to have FBI lawyers back you up all the way on this."
"Who is 'White Roots'?" Jack asked.
"Rednecks." I said. "Some are bikers, but most of them are the very stereotypical types of Southern rednecks. Dora could fit in the category, but I never found an association for her with them or anyone else. And I was looking for things like Klan associations with the banks she worked at."
"What if we created that connection for you?" asked the DepDirector.
"Sir?" I said, "you mean create a false narrative?"
"Or provide something that suggests her present associations are actually this offshoot group, leaving the racists in the business suits out of it." said the Director.
"Noooo, we can't do that." I said. "If it ever, ever came out... and knowing our Moriarty, it would... then that'd do us irreparable damage. Not to mention that I really do want to do this legitimately and by the Constitution. I want to see Moriarty stand trial, to show the world his existence and his crimes, and take down the hundreds of people working for and with him."
The DepDirector nodded. "Good call." he said. "And we don't need to fake it. You'll be getting some stuff from me very soon that will help you execute your plan." He got up. "Okay, there's one other thing that needs to be done, and I'll leave Special Agent Muscone to do it." With that, the DepDirector left.
"Don," said Jack "we have to interview you about the Sharples information that went to Priya Ajmani. And I have to tell you that your rights will be read to you, and you can have legal counsel present for it."
"Let's do it, then." I said. "And I will invoke my rights if I feel the need..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My name is Bond. James Bond." said the man.
"You're kidding me." I said. I looked at the FBI lawyer, who was wearing an expensive gray suit. He was an older man, with a graying mustache and black-rimmed spectacles, and hair that was three different shades of gray.
"No, and I get that a lot." he said. "As a police officer, you know how this works. I'll begin the recorder, read you your rights, ask if you understand them, and then we'll begin."
"Okay." I said. All that was done, from reading the rights, me acknowledging them, to asking my position in the TCPD and me making sure to add that I was an FBI consultant... which I think irritated the legal beagle.
"Commander, you received a package of information from a reporter, is that correct?"
"Yes." I said.
"And how did she obtain it?"
"That calls for speculation, doesn't it?" I asked. The man looked over at Jack Muscone, who just looked back at him with a 'Why are you looking at me?' look.
"Okay, we'll do it the hard way, then." Agent Bond said, his voice becoming surly. "What did she tell you concerning how she obtained it?" asked Bond.
"She said she obtained it from Leonard Sharples, a former officer on the Town & County Police Force, now working with the SBI, to my latest knowledge."
"What did you do with the package?" asked the man.
"Brought it to the FBI." I said.
"Did you show anyone else the package?"
"Yes, my partner, who is--"
"That's enough to answer the question." said the man, trying to cut me off.
"No it's not, and I demand you let me finish the statement." I said. "The person I showed it to is also an FBI consultant and has a Top Secret clearance. I knew that, so I knew I was not breaking any laws regarding handling of classified information."
"From now on, answer my questions and leave the explanations to my discretion." Bond said.
"Then this interview is over." I said. "I'm not fooling around with your potential trap questions."
Special Agent Bond looked at me, totally stunned, then looked at Muscone, who said "He's right, Agent Bond. You're not going to trick him with the 'Scooter Libby' treatment."
"I hope you're not suggesting that I would be attempting to do so." said Bond, knowing full well that that had been the insinuation. "Commander Troy, I'll remind you again that you have the right to counsel, and if you're concerned about the questions I very much suggest you acquire counsel."
"I'll do so when I feel the need to." I said. "Do you have any more questions?" I should end the interview, I thought to myself, but I want to see where he goes with this...
"Yes. Our investigation is showing that SBI Agent Sharples did not transmit the message to reporter Ajmani. Do you have any idea how that might have been accomplished?"
"I can't speak to your investigation and conclusion on that." I said. "I only know what I was told by Ms. Ajmani."
"I'm stating it to you now." said Bond. "The FBI's investigation has determined that Sharples did not transmit the message. Do you have any idea how that message might have been transmitted to Ms. Ajmani's cellphone, appearing as Agent Sharples's number as the point of origin?"
"That again calls for speculation, which I decline to do under the auspices of this interrogation." I replied. "Furthermore, the question is too broad and general."
I added: "Mr. Bond, I'm aware of the laws about lying to Federal agents. I'm also aware of the tricks played by the FBI with the questions and those laws. Ask me much more specific questions if you want me to answer them."
"Answer the question I've asked." said Bond. I saw out of the corner of my eye that Muscone was confused at the lawyer's behavior.
"Do you have any more questions?" I replied, ready to pull the plug on this charade.
The lawyer looked at me practically through his nose. "Yes, I do. Do you know Professor Marvin Milton."
"Yes, I have met him." I said.
"Have you and he ever worked together on anything?"
"Like what?" I replied.
"Anything. Anything at all." said Bond.
"You have to be more specific." I said.
"No. The question is if you and Professor Marvin Milton of the University have ever worked together on anything at all, any law enforcement case, any gathering of information or evidence, anything at all?"
"At this point, I decline to answer that question nor any further questions without legal representation." I said, easily seeing the trap being laid for me. "I am not yet invoking my Fifth Amendment rights, but will not answer further questions without legal representation."
"Are you taking the Fifth Amendment?" Bond asked. That was a question. I remained silent.
"Are you taking the Fifth?" the lawyer asked again.
"I refer you to the answer I just gave." I said.
"At this point," said the lawyer, "you have to answer, or you have to invoke the Fifth. And then you can't discuss any aspect of the case with anyone, at all."
"You're full of shit." said Jack Muscone, very aware of what had just happened. "And I just witnessed you violating Commander Troy's legal rights. Don, I don't know what this bastard is up to, but let's just stop this bullshit and get out of here." We left the room and the building together.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He was partly right." I said as Jack and I drank some normal, yellow lemonade on the deck of the Cabin. "If I invoke, I can't talk about the case at all. And obviously I might have to talk about aspects of it while we pursue the Shadow Man."
"Yeah." said Muscone. "I called my boss already, told him how that had gone. He was pretty upset, and very suspicious at the way the lawyer handled that. But he also wondered why you stopped talking at all when asked about Professor Milton."
"He knows why; he's not an idiot." I said. "That was a trap being laid on behalf of the CIA. While you were talking to your boss, I was talking to mine: my wife. She's pissed at the whole thing, too, and she's going to investigate from the CIA side."
"You got that signal jammer?" Jack asked. I brought it out of my pocket. "Turn it on." he said. I did so.
Jack started in: "I need to share with you some things, friend to friend, off the professional record. I think you did the right thing rescuing that reporter from the CIA. But doing that stirred up a huge hornet's nest in Washington. Some of the CIA brass are tearing themselves apart over it. And the FBI came in hard, especially my boss, on your side. Sure, it was a chance to take shots at the CIA like we love to do, but they really did cross the line on that one."
Jack continued: "That might have died down, but then this Sharples thing came up. This is the second time classified information has come up either in public or to a reporter in your County. Casey B. Walker, who really is an honest man, loves his country and the CIA but is sometimes a bit too passionate, has actually said out loud that he thinks either you or your wife is behind the leaks. Your wife is not to be trifled with, and she snapped his head back so hard that Walker nearly got fired."
"And the Sharples information... that put a dent into several things, several ongoing investigations." said Jack. "I know you're aware of some of it because you solved that Porno Set murder case, and some stuff came out in the wash concerning that. Maybe sheer coincidence that that happened in your County, but it was... yet again... in your County."
"Where the Consultant of Crime also happens to live." I replied.
"I don't even want to go there, at least not yet." Jack said. "My boss is only interested in Superior Bloodlines. He is absolutely obsessed with them. He thinks taking them down is necessary to saving the nation. His zeal for that is as strong as Casey Walker's zeal for counterintelligence. If your Consultant, who my boss is still skeptical about, is related to Superior Bloodlines, then my boss will be interested. If not, you're on a different path than him."
"Our Shadow Man is indeed related to SB as well as other things." I said. "I'm afraid, Jack, that if I point out the connections too soon, then your boss... in his zeal... will go after him and them like a bull in a china shop, and *poof!* my case will be gone... and Peter Feeley's death will go unavenged."
"What?" said Jack, his neck practically snapping as his head turned to look at me.
"I am convinced," I said, speaking it out loud for the first time, "that Peter Feeley was specifically targeted for murder by the Black Widow. And until I fully avenge that death, I must live with my shame and dishonor for that crime."
"Wow, dude." said Jack Muscone. "I had no idea about that. I'd say let it go, but I get where you're coming from. Is that the only reason you want to bring the bastard down?"
"No." I said. "He tortured puppies, and my rescue dog was one of them. I want vengeance for Bowser, and also for the poor dogs that died. But more, I want him to be publicly exposed, shamed before the world, and his crimes known by all."



I added: "It's not enough to kill him, I could do that today if I wanted. But that leaves his organization in place, and only needing a new leader to fill it. No, I want to bring him down, within the constraints of the Constitution, put him on trial, imprison his network of hundreds. And then, and only then, can I face Pete Feeley's gravestone and also his son and say that my work is done on his behalf."
"So what are you going to do now?" asked Muscone.
"Work on the clue your boss gave me today." I said. "Was it not obvious?"
"I guess not." said Jack. "Then again, I'm not in danger of being burned at the stake like you constantly are."
"White Roots, Jack." I said. "White Roots."
Part 12 - Dora's Doom
Monday morning, August 31st. At 9:00am I was in the Chambers of Judge Karl Zeigler of the Westphalia District Superior Court. It was his Court that had sanctioned the agreement with Dora Ellis several years before.
"Your Honor," I said "First, these are the sworn affidavits of several persons, including police officers and an FBI Agent, that they heard Dora Ellis state under questioning pertaining to the 'State v. Priemus' plea agreement that she was never part of a white supremacy organization."
"However, I have this documentation that while she worked at a bank in the DFW area, she opened an account for a group called 'White Roots'. They are a small group of redneck militia types in eastern Tennessee. Dora not only opened accounts for the group, which they used to move money around, but she also attended functions of this group in Tennessee. This FBI undercover information from three years ago provides proof of that." I put down pictures showing Dora at a function of this militia group in the Tennessee mountains.
"Only members can attend those function, Your Honor." I said. "Therefore, Dora lied essentially under oath and definitely under the auspices of this plea agreement. I'd like the plea deal rescinded, and the opportunity to question her. I further believe this plea deal negates her right to plead the Fifth--"
"This is preposterous!" gasped Forrest Gillis, representing Dora's interest in this hearing in Chambers. I'd surmised that he would not say anything so that he could see exactly what I had, but now he was fighting for his client. "She's given up no rights, she hasn't lied, and this bozo hasn't proved a thing!"
I saw Gillis reach his hand into his coat pocket. He was going for his cellphone to surreptitiously send a message that would ultimately warn of my move against Dora. Alas, radio signals were not getting to nor from his cellphone, nor any others in the room; it is possible that my favorite little device was active, and had fresh batteries to keep the power going.
The judge looked at the information. "I have no idea at all about the legal implications of all this." he said. "I would imagine that it will be tangled up in the Courts for years. But you've got enough for a start, in my opinion, Commander. Do you know where this Dora Ellis is now?"
"Yes sir." I said. "She's within the State, and we're ready to make the arrest if you issue the warrant." Indeed... Dora was in my Town & County, trying to hide in plain sight, so to speak. She'd have to do better to fool Your Iron Crowbar...
"Okay, I'm issuing that warrant now." said the judge. "You may proceed to bring her in for processing and a preliminary hearing."
"Something wrong with your cellphone, there, Mr. Gillis?" I asked Gillis. His face turned beet red as he brought his device on out, seeing there was no signal.
"What is that, there?" asked the judge, his face turning harsh as he looked at Gillis.
"Nothing, Your Honor." said Forrest, putting the cellphone away. Only then did I pull my cellphone out, having turned off the jamming device with one finger before dialing a number on said cellphone. I was calling Captain Ross.
"Bring the Blue Crowbar down." I said into the phone. "Bring it down hard."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dora was meeting with two men in the back of the Farmers Market Restaurant on the southwest side of Town, actually on the west side of the River across from the old King & Ebenezer plant. Farmers came here to sell their products, many of them actually agents for BigAgraFoods, pretending that this was an old-time and honored institution of barter and sale.
"Okay, so I'll bring the chemical agents out in two separate shipments of 'farm products'," said Dora, "and we'll distribute them to places in the nigger-towns. I'll need you, Mr. Cook, to get the distribution devices from Ward Harvester that will disperse the agents. When the signal goes out, we'll hit 'em hard. We'll kill hundreds at each site before they even know what happened."
"And then they'll blame Islamist terrorist groups for the attacks." said Thomas P. Cook. "Our people in the Media are ready to chant that mantra. They won't say it's only niggers being wiped out."
Just then, the third person at the table felt the buzzing of his cellphone. He looked at the message, and worked hard to keep his face from blanching. "If you'll excuse me," he said, "I need to go to the restroom. It may be a few minutes. You keep negotiating and putting the plans in place, Mr. Thomas."
With that he got up and went towards the back. He quickly snuck through the back areas and out the back door, seeing a vast farm field before him. He strode around the building to his car, got in and pulled quickly out, going north along County Road 5.
Two TCPD police cruisers whizzed past him as they hurtled at high speed towards the Farmers Market and the restaurant, their blue lights blazing but no sounds emanating from their sirens. Other police cars and a van hurtled over the bridge over the River and shot up from the south. At the restaurant, they poured out of the vehicles.
"I need to hit the restroom, also." said Cook. The other man calling him 'Mr. Thomas' had been a code warning. He would heed it just in time, and made his way out of the room just as the heavily armed, uniformed officers crashed into the room.
"GET YOUR HANDS UP!!" shouted the SWAT Assault Team, their military-style rifles and the lasers on them trained upon Dora Ellis. Within seconds she was slammed to the floor, searched for weapons, handcuffed and carried out of the room, screaming and cursing. Within seconds, all Police were gone, and the patrons of the restaurant were left utterly shocked and confused...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Court hearing at 2:00pm in Westphalia was swift. Dora Ellis was charged with being in violation of her plea deal, and was told that she was to be arrested and processed. Her lawyer was fighting every step of the way, and the judge said that she might get bail but could not leave Westphalia's county, and that she'd be ankle-monitored.
After being processed, her picture taken again (she refused to hold up the nameplate with her name on it), fingerprints and DNA samples taken, she was brought into an Interrogation Room.
"Don't worry," said the lawyer Gillis. "I'll have you out of here in no time. This bullshit won't hold once we get Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court on it."
"Why didn't you fucking warn me?" Dora asked under her breath.
"I tried to." whispered Gillis. "The cellphone signals in the judge's chambers were dead. They may block transmissions from in there." He did not mention that his cellphone signal had come back strongly, and as the Iron Crowbar was transmitting the order to bring the hammer down on Dora, he was warning someone else... someone far more important and powerful than Dora.
The door to the Interrogation room opened and in walked the tall, broad-shouldered redhead, wearing civilian clothes and carrying a red crowbar. Dora looked at him with contempt; the lawyer looked at him with a mixture of fear and anger.
Right behind the Iron Crowbar was an athletic woman with platinum blonde hair and ice-blue eyes, and carrying a blue crowbar, also in civilian clothes.
"Dora," I said, sitting down, "you are going to sit in jail for years waiting for the appeals and court cases to work their way through the system. Each new appeal by your Gresham & Mason legal eagle here will be carefully considered as new precedents in law, taking considerable time to process."
"I'm not with Gresham & Mason." said the lawyer. "And I'll have her out of here by sundown."
"And if you don't?" I replied. "Gosh, just one night in this jail, Dora... at the mercy of the police officers that remember your lover Lance Priemus killing one of their own and his wife, under some pretty ugly circumstances." I shook my head. "Tsk tsk, I sure wouldn't want to be you."
"Don't let him scare you." said the lawyer.
"Oh I'm not trying to scare her." I said. "I'm just painting the picture here. But I'm also in a position to offer you a deal, Dora, a new deal. You tell me what I want to know, and the original plea deal will be reinstated. You'll walk out of here, and your daddy can hide you somewhere safe from me. But if you don't talk, and literally within an hour or so... then none of it is going to matter if you are still here after sundown."
"I am sick and tired of these bullshit threats." said the lawyer loudly. "This is being recorded, you know."
"I hope so." I said. "I hope my offer was recorded. Dora, your lawyer told you that you'd never be arrested, that your plea bargain was inviolate... and now it's being torn to shreds. Your lawyer is telling you that you have nothing to fear, but I think you know in your heart that your very life is at stake here. That's not a threat. I think you know what's going down, here."
"I'd rather die than talk to you." said Dora. "You have no fucking idea what you are up against. You are just a puny little ant compared to us. Yes, I might die, and I'm willing to die for the 'Cause', but when you're swatted like the bug you are, will it be worth it for you?"
"And what 'Cause' is that?" I asked.
"Just don't say any more, Dora." advised the lawyer Gillis.
"Hold on a minute." Dora said. "So, Mr. Iron Crowbar, what are you offering me, and what do I have to give in exchange?"
"Again," I said, "you truthfully and fully answer my questions and your plea deal is reinstated. You can leave this State, which I highly recommend that you do and never come back."
"How about this." Dora said. "I'll tell you what you want to know about Priemus. I won't betray my family or anything outside of what happened with Priemus, but I'll tell you the whole truth about him... and then I walk free."
"Geez, Dora," I said, "I could tell you what happened with Priemus now. In fact... why don't I just do that, and you correct me where I go astray, okay?" Cindy was watching from the corner of the room, trying not to laugh, having heard and seen me do this many times.
I started: "You were lovers with both your husband Danny Ellis, a small-time drug pusher, and Lance Priemus, also a small-time Mafia-wannabee who dressed well and talked the talk but did not walk the walk. Apparently Priemus fell out of favor with your people, either your family or the bankers or the man working behind the scenes, who is the real Puppetmaster here. Maybe they found out he was a C.I. for the Town & County Police Department." The lawyer's face became gravely concerned when I said that.
I continued: "So you and Danny were told to take Priemus out... and how it was to be done. You were given a drug with which to spike his drink at the bar. Once he was under that, you got him into your car then drove him away. You stopped to change the license plate on the back of the car so that it would come up as his name. While doing that, Danny was cajoling Priemus and talking about raping a black woman."
I said "Then you drove by where you were told a black cop would be waiting on the side of the road. Someone wanted him eliminated, too; maybe he found out about a drug operation going into the City. But at any rate he was slated to die and told to go set up a speed trap at the place where he did. You drove by, he went to stop you, called in the license plate, then got out of his car to ticket you."
"And then," I said, "your confederates jumped him. Not Danny or Lance, who were in your car, but the people in the car following behind you. It was them that got the jump on the cop, disarmed and tied him up, then you transported him to his own home."
"You got there," I went on, "and the wife came to the door, where Danny said the husband was drunk and he wanted to help get him inside to sleep it off. She opened the door and was captured by Danny, Lance, and those in the other car. Then the husband was brought inside at the point of his own gun and with you, Dora, threatening to kill his wife."
"Inside, the wife was raped repeatedly in front of her husband. And not just by Danny and Lance, but the men in the other car. You see, that's where everyone else has gone wrong all this time... they never considered that this was an organized event with more people. But the medical examiner's report, which was to be scrubbed of anything that didn't point to Priemus, left one thing in: that the woman had sustained more damage during her rape than your testimony under the plea deal would generally account for, that generally would happen with just two men raping her a couple of times. I got that 'second opinion' from a medical doctor; indeed, a gynecologist of the highest ability.
"I suspect you gave Lance oral sex to get him hard, then had him rape the wife in front of the husband. The other men wore condoms to keep their DNA from being found, then Lance went last, sufficiently riled up by your sexual ministrations and the cheers and jeers of everyone else. Drugged, pack mentality, all that stuff. He rapes the woman not knowing what he's doing. Then you take him home to sleep, change the license plates back, and let things develop from there."
"Lance took the fall." I said. "Yes, he was a white supremacist like you were, that's how you met him. He may have murdered before; I certainly don't think a totally innocent man was put to death by the State. But he did something that pissed someone off... and that someone was so hateful of him that he had poisons introduced into Lance's execution drugs, to make him feel great pain before he died. That's a lot of hate, a lot of hate, to make that kind of effort to do that for no really beneficial reason."
"And with you there watching, as well." said Dora. "But the thing was committed by then. And it was beneficial: it makes everyone else realize that they'd better toe the line or they, too, will be feeling some real pain."
"So, who did it?" I asked. "Did you promise Watch Captain Lockhart sex to arrange it?"
Dora's eyes did not flicker. "No. I had nothing to do with all that. I might've fucked that piece of shit Lockhart to get what I wanted from him, which was loyalty. But I don't think you realize how many of us there are, how many places we're embedded inside of, and what we can do. But that doesn't matter. I didn't care how Lance died, as long as he did die. I don't know how those drugs were put in there. I really just don't care."
"I think you're lying." I said. "You know. You see, Dora, you are not what you seem. You were caught selling drugs for Danny, and Captain Susan Wexler of the City Police offered you a deal: be a C.I. for her and she'd get you off. Then she came to you and said that you weren't to be a normal C.I., but you could help her take down the Black gangs that were polluting her City. You jumped on that, and helped Susan take down Black rings while White drug pushers went untouched. They were paying Wexler for exclusivity, and you helped Wexler provide that. 'White Roots' was that gang, and Danny was also a part of it. Captain Wexler helped you make some serious money."
"But once all was said and done," I said, "With Priemus in prison, on death row thanks to your testimony... someone turned on you. Danny was killed off... yes, Dora, he was killed by the very people you're still trying to protect, not just as part of a drug raid... and you were told to be in the crowd at Jacksonville Prison, where you were all too easily caught by my people. Figure it out, Dora, you're being betrayed. Your usefulness to him has ended."
Dora just looked at me. I stared into her eyes and shouted "Say his name!"
"This is ridiculous." said the lawyer. "Dora, this guy is baiting you with lies. Don't believe a word of his shit."
"No," said Dora, "every word he said was the truth. Yes, there was a second car of people. Yes, it was a massive gang rape, and I enjoyed watching every minute of that nigger bitch getting what she deserved. Priemus wasn't that drunk, though; he enjoyed his part of it very much. But so sorry, Mr. Iron Crowbar, I will not betray our great leader. His name shall not pass my lips."
I got up, knowing I had heard the last word of Dora Ellis on this matter. My gambit had failed; she had spurned my offer not only of her freedom but of her life.
And she knew it: as I turned to go, Dora said loudly "Commander, I may die, but I won't betray my good race as you are doing. I'll die for the sake of the Cause! Tell my father I'll die a WHITE woman!"
I left that room, Cindy following. After that, there was nothing more to be said.
Part 13 - Epilogue
Tuesday morning, September 1st. After watching Bettina's news report, Cindy and I went into my office. Chief Emeritus Griswold had come in and joined the coffee klatch. After talking to everyone for a few minutes, he also came to the office and was now sitting next to Cindy in front of my desk. I noted him peering at my Trojan Horse, then the framed badge of the late Corporal Peter M. Feeley hanging on the wall.
"Interesting artwork, wouldn't you say, Ms. Ross?" asked the old Chief. Cindy's eyes fell upon the matchstick Trojan Horse, then the painting of the Fall of Troy propped against the wall on the floor in the space between the shelving and the back wall... and she fell into a reverie...
Meanwhile, Griswold said to me, "So, Crowbar, you've taken this case to new levels that we never dreamed of in the past."
"Dream... funny you should use that word, Chief." I said, not revealing why I saw the unintended pun in the Chief's words. "But it would not have mattered if you'd have known then every thing that we know now. Our Moriarty would've cut bait and retreated further into the shadows, been more careful about his tracks, and I wouldn't be building the case against him that I am now."
"I'm glad to hear that." said Chief Griswold. "I've been wondering if I could've done something that would've made a difference back then."
"No," I said, "it is what it is. Well, maybe the fish in your lake would've appreciated it if things had been different."
The Chief chuckled as Cindy came out of her reverie. I was wondering what she was thinking, but just then my assistant Helena buzzed me, saying Jack Muscone was here. I invited him in. Jack looked pensive as he came inside.
"I just got word," Muscone said, "that Dora Ellis was found dead in her holding cell early this morning." Cindy let out a little gasp and Griswold was peering at me out of the corner of his eye; I would imagine that my face showed that this news lagged a couple of steps behind my vision.
"She was in protective custody." continued Jack. "And she wasn't killed by the police there as retaliation. She wasn't physically injured. Apparently someone got a drug to her that she self-ingested. The coroner over there is expediting an autopsy."
"She killed herself, then?" Cindy asked.
"Looks like it." said Jack. "The FBI wants to know if the same drugs were used that killed Priemus. That would be your Shadow Man's way, wouldn't it?"



"Hmmm..." I said, thinking about it. "Not necessarily. This woman stated that she was willing to die for her 'Cause'. They might have allowed her death to be as painless as possible because of her loyalty. But just as we saw in the 'Black Badge' case... the penalty for becoming useless or obsolete... is death."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I cannot understand it." he said. "I cannot understand why none of my otherwise excellent sources cannot get those Jack Burke tapes out of the Police servers."
"It hasn't been for lack of trying." the woman said. "The physical videotapes were destroyed by the Iron Crowbar himself. They were burned, so there is no hope there."
She continued: "I've consulted with a couple of experts on the files. There are three levels of security there. First is access to the two servers, a main and backup, upon which the digitized tapes reside. There is password protection on the files with sixteen required characters, and 128 possible entries in each character slot. Second is password access to the files themselves, which is another full round of encryption."
She continued: "Third, the files themselves are encrypted by something that makes the 'Rijndael AES' look easy by comparison. It's almost like a one-time pad for each videotape. The password has to be applied on the computer or server that also has the decryption key, so even if we copy the file and get the password, without that key we can't decode the videos."
She added: "Commander Brownlee got to the files before his access was restricted, but was fully stymied... and then his computer was infected by one of the nastiest viruses I've ever seen, so the files were destroyed before we could get further copies."
He stood up, then began pacing back and forth. "That is some very high-level data encryption, there. Far beyond any standard Government procedure. Even the Federal Government uses the Rijndael AES system, but Troy went even further. I'm not sure this is within his capabilities; someone helped him with that."
"The CIA?" she asked.
"Oh no, not them." he said. "Someone who is of a very high-ordered mind. Somewhere near the level of my own." The woman was careful not to be seen smirking at his self-confidence to the point of arrogance as he continued: "We should consider the possibility of Professor Marvin Milton, who hold the Sir Isaac Newton Chair of Advanced Mathematics at the University. As you know, his son is a police officer highly favored by Commander Troy."
After a pause, he asked "Are you sure there are no copies of these tapes on CDs?"
"There could be; in fact, there probably are." she replied. "But they'd have to be put into a computer with the decryption key already on the computer, and in the right place on the hard drive or server. Otherwise, it's just 'white noise'."
He nodded, continuing to pace as he drove his great mind towards the solution of this most vexing of problems. "If these files were ordered released to the public, they'd have to be decrypted. So the Iron Crowbar must've put the passwords somewhere, and others would know where to look in the event he was... no longer with us."
"I'm not so sure about that." the woman said. "Troy has said that he'll go to prison before allowing the tapes to be made public. The Chief and Sheriff have also said they'll never release the tapes, as well. So if he is the only one with the passwords, he might not have them written down... and if he dies, the solution goes down with him."
"That would be unfortunate." he said. "We must get those tapes!" He felt as much as saw the woman peering at him.
"Oh yes." he said. "We allowed Brownlee to share the names of the women on the tapes with the SBI as a diversion. But the key is what is actually on those tapes. It is absolutely imperative that we find that information... as well as the identities of every single woman on those tapes. I don't want to have to torture and kill over thirty women and none of them be the right one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's late, Cindy." said Jenna Stiles, dressed only in a see-through negligee. "Come to bed."
"I'll be there in just a minute." Cindy said, wearing only her light green see-thru teddy and high heel slides. "I've got to research one little thing..." With that she typed in the word she wanted to understand.
"Inert... rare... transition... no, that's not it... oh, capitalize it... ohhhhh, that's it..." she whispered, mostly to herself.
And she understood.
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead reporterette as she stood in front of the State Office Building on the north side of Courthouse Square at 7:00am, Tuesday, September 8th, the day after Labor Day. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the announcement over the Labor Day weekend by SBI Director Jack Lewis that he is running for Governor of the State on the Democrat ticket!"
We watched in the Major Crimes Division room as the television showed the taped announcement by Jack Lewis: "And if I'm elected, I can promise you that I will be cleaning up the corruption in this State, especially the corporate corruption of the super-rich such as the late Henry R. Wargrave!"
"Wow." said Detective Joanne Cummings as we watched. "And to think he wanted Mr. Wargrave to be his financial backer. Now... he attacks a dead man for corruption."
"That'll piss off Dr. Wellman." Lt. Tanya Perlman replied, referring to the President of the University, who had been a close friend of the late Henry R. Wargrave.
"Naah," I countered. "It's all scripted. Lewis is saying one thing on TV, then with a wink-wink and nod-nod behind the scenes, he'll take the checks of those same rich guys he's attacking."
"God, I hate politics." Captain Cindy Ross muttered. We turned back to the TV, as another clip of Lewis was being shown.
"I've been with the SBI for years, and have been proud to serve you as its Director these past few years." Lewis said to a crowd in front of Jacksonville State Prison. "But what happened to Lance Priemus, and his horribly painful death, has proved to us that the death penalty is Republican barbarism, and as your Governor I will end the death penalty in this State!"
As the crowd cheered, Martin Nash said "That'll get the far-left liberals on his side." We all agreed.
There was one more clip, with Bettina asking Lewis about his lack of political experience. "Director, you've never held elective office. Why do you think you would be fit as Governor without that experience?"
"Bettina," said Lewis, "I think the American People and the People of this great State are tired of the professional politicians that are beholden to the lobbyists, the special interests, the big corporations. I have plenty of experience with the politicians of this State on both sides of the aisle, having run the SBI for these past few years. But I am not beholden to radical business groups that support the Republicans, such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce..."
Bettina came back onscreen, live: "The Republicans have not yet announced their candidate for Governor, and with the Election a scant fourteen months away, they'll have to name someone soon. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News, and we will bring you any breaking developments as soon as we get them..."
"Sure you don't want to run for Governor, Commander?" asked Detective Theo Washington, flashing his 'movie star handsome' grin. It was well known in the Town & County Police Department that I'd been approached by the Republicans to make that very run, and I'd declined... just as I'd declined to run for Sheriff earlier, instead backing Daniel Allgood.
"Thanks, but no thanks." I said. "I would miss our morning coffee klatches too much." That drew some tepid laughter, so I said "And as you can see, my jokes don't get much laughter and they don't get better than that, so I think my career as a politician will remain on hold for a long, long time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said, "if there is nothing else, that should do it for this morning." I was in my office with my leadership team that had come to be known as Crowbar's Angels: Cpt. Cindy Ross, Lt. Teresa Croyle, and Lt. Tanya Perlman. We'd just finished our daily morning meeting.
I noticed Cindy was glancing over at the matchstick Trojan Horse on the low bookshelf behind my desk against the wall to the desk's right. Then she looked at the red crowbar, the first one, hanging on the wall. "Commander," she said, "can I have an extra moment with you?"
"Sure." I said. "Lieutenants, let's try to keep everything in our Town & County as quiet as it was over the past weekend." Tanya and Teresa agreed with my sentiments as they got up and left the office.
"Don," Cindy said once we were alone, "I'm getting a weird vibe about that crowbar on the wall, like it's going to disappear if you don't hide it or lock it up."
"Oh really?" I said, peering at her and not at the crowbar. "Think someone is going to come in and steal it?"
"I don't know." Cindy said. "I'm just getting that vibe. And considering where that crowbar came from..."
"Yeah, I know." I said. The metal in that crowbar had come from melting down the rifle that had assassinated the child-molester, the evil Reverend Jonas Oldeeds. I got up, took the red crowbar down, and locked it in the small safe in the corner of the office to the back left of my desk, where I kept some papers, an extra badge, and a couple of extra guns and ammunition. The crowbar barely fit, but I put it in there and locked the safe.
"I have an idea for a replacement." Cindy said. "The red-painted crowbar that Thatcher left on Laika's body can go on the wall. It'll remind you and all of us that we still have work to do to bring Thatcher's partner to Justice."
"That's a good idea." I said. "And I'll bet you've already taken it out of the Evidence Rooms."
"It's in my office." Cindy replied. "I"ll go get it. I've secured my first blue crowbar, also..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The brightly colored flying saucer sailed through the air, spinning rapidly as it descended toward the chains hanging from the spokes attached to a pole in the ground. Striking the chains with a musical-quality chime, the disc settled into the wire basket beneath.
"Great shot!" yelled one of the college-aged students.
"Thanks." said the young man who had thrown the disc. They were at Ronald Reagan Park on the northwest corner of Town, playing the Disc Golf course. Hole No. 6 was on the southern edge of the park, going through the line of trees towards the pin, i.e. the basket. Behind the basket the ground dropped off fairly steeply to the riverbank and the fast-flowing River itself.
"Okay, baby, it's your turn." said the boy to his girlfriend. She pulled the disc across her chest in front of her large breasts, then flung it out towards the basket. It caught some air and sailed over the basket, and over the embankment.
"Aw, Valarie," said the boyfriend, "you overshot it."
"Too hard." said one of the other players as they walked up to the basket. The girl went to retrieve her disc, her breasts bouncing under her tight, clingy t-shirt.
One boy threw his disc into the basket, joining the one already thrown in by the other boy from 75 feet away. "Okay, that's birdie for you and par for me--"
"AAAAUUUUUUGGGHHH!!"
They rushed to the embankment, where the girl was running uphill as hard as she could, screaming at the top of her lungs.
"What is it? what is it?" yelled one of the guys.
"Look!" yelled the girl, pointing to the edge of the River. They looked down and saw what she'd discovered: a body had washed up along the bank, that of a naked young man...
Part 2 - Media Relations
That morning, Tuesday, September 8th, I was sitting in the television studios of KXTC. With me were Alison Sweet and Chris King, two 18-year-old high school Seniors that were taking a Journalism class at County High School. Alison had dirty blonde hair, a wiry frame, medium-sized boobs, and a cute, sweet face. Chris was a redhead, darker red than mine, had a curious face, and a fairly athletic body. I suspected my son Ross might grow up to look a bit like him one day. (No, no family relations there.)
Being exceptional students, they'd aspired to ask Your Iron Crowbar to follow me and work with my Team for a few days as their class project. Since they were 18 years old, I agreed to do it after obtaining the requisite permissions from the Chief and Sheriff.
The first part was an interview of myself before a live studio audience... namely the journalism class itself. A TV screen was just offstage, and I could see myself on the right side of it in a chair, with the 'kids' on a sofa on the left (to my right). They were opening the floor for questions from the audience, and I'm happy to say they were good questions, better than the idiotic ones the real (adult) Press likes to ask.
"What is the difference between Vice and Major Crimes?" one student asked.
"Good question." I replied. "Basically Major Crimes, which we call 'MCD', handles crimes of violence against other persons, or crimes of large size. Some Departments have separate Homicide and Robbery divisions, but we're not that big. Vice handles the traditional vice crimes: gambling, drugs, prostitution. But they also will handle white-collar crimes such as fraud, embezzlement, financial-type crimes. If a petty crime such as larceny becomes a big one, such as grand larceny or grand-theft-auto, then MCD may get in on it. Often both branches work together, as there can be overlap."
"How is the Town & County Police leadership organized structurally?" asked one kid, who looked like he'd be a math professor one day.
"We have the Chief, the Commander and Deputy Chief, then six or seven Captains, the seventh Captain being a Chaplain." I said. "As Commander, I'm the Operations Officer. I handle the Detectives, the Uniformed Officers, and the officers assigned to Internal Affairs. The Deputy Chief handles administration and supply things, such as Personnel & Records, Physical Properties, and Public Relations... which includes you Media guys."
I continued: "The Uniformed Officers handle things you see in public, like police car patrols, speeding tickets, traffic control, accident investigations, controlling access to crime scenes and such. They usually are the first at any scene. The Detectives are in charge of investigations of crimes. They actually spend a lot of their time at their desks on the phone, investigating leads, questioning witnesses, and of course actually solving the crimes."
I went on: "Our Police Force has Detectives at a special level, between Uniformed Sergeants and higher officers such as Lieutenants. Some Departments, most of them, actually, will have multiple Detective levels, and often below the rank of Sergeant."
"How do you choose who gets to be a Detective? Do they have to go to school, or have experience?" asked another student.
"Some of both." I said. "I was in the Military Police before coming to the TCPD, and some of my younger detectives were also prior military." I was thinking not only of Hugh Hewitt and his fellow SWAT members, but also Detective Joanne Cummings, who was serving in the Army Reserve.
I continued: "Some officers who have served for years and investigated crimes will become Detectives, but many of those Officers prefer to become Sergeants, and they still do some investigating while continuing to be leaders of the Uniformed Police."
Another question: "Is your job like what they show on TV?"
I smiled at that one. "It depends on the TV show." I said. "Some shows are halfway accurate, and some not at all. At times, real life police work is more tedious and routine than television. Another thing that we have to do, that they don't always show on TV, is that we have to build a case to give to the District Attorney's office that will let them get a conviction of the criminal."
I continued: "It's not enough to know who it is, it's not enough to make an arrest. We have to collect and preserve evidence at the crime scene, we have to get witness testimony, we have to do things in what is called a 'legally defensible' way. It can be very interesting, but it can also be painstaking. TV shows don't always show that in the one hour they have in their programs."
Just then my police cellphone buzzed. I took the call, hearing Captain Ross tell me of a body found at Ronald Reagan Park. "Okay, guys, I'm afraid I have to cut this short." I said. "Alison, Chris, come with me. You're about to get your first lesson in crime scenes."
Part 3 - The Crime Scene(s)
Alison and Chris had been given Police visitor badges which I told them to keep prominently displayed on their persons at all times. Wearing those, they were allowed to come with me inside the police cordon securing the crime scene.
"Lieutenant Perlman, this is Alison and Chris, who are following us around for their school project. Guys, this is my MCD leader, Lieutenant Perlman. Whaddya got for us, Perlman?"
"Like the old song says: 'down by the river-side'." Perlman replied in a sing-song voice. She led us down the embankment. Alison and Chris's eyes were wide as we approached the naked dead body. I began examining it.
"It hasn't been moved except for being turned over to examine his front side." said Tanya. "As you can see, he's either White or possibly Hispanic, early 20s. All body hair completely shaved off... head, eyebrows, eyelids, all body hair. His penis was cut off and put in his mouth. M.E. thinks that was done after he died. He was also shot in the upper chest and neck three times, small caliber bullets, and the M.E. thinks one or more of the bullets got an artery. More after the autopsy, of course."
"Slender build, not very muscular or strong at all." I said as I examined the body. "Were samples taken from under the fingernails?"
"Yes sir." Tanya said. "Also around the mouth and eyes. There are what look like chemical burns in splotches around his eyes, mouth, around the ears, and around his fingers and toes. Not enough to destroy fingerprints though, and the fingerprints are negative... this guy is not in our database, the SBI's or FBI's."
"Any idea of a time of death?" I asked as I sniffed around the face and head where the irregular splotches of chemical burns were.
"Martha the M.E. says that the body being in the water has messed with the rigor process, so she'll do more work at the autopsy. She also says the body was in the water for at least several hours, likely overnight. J.R. Barnes and I are thinking that the body was not placed in the River here but somewhere upstream, and it migrated to this spot. The rocks in the River and the currents tend to drive stuff towards this bank."
"Okay." I said. "Alison, Chris!" I called out. They came down. "Here's something we have to look at when investigating a crime scene. Why do you think I'm guessing this body was not dumped here, but was put in the River somewhere else and it floated here?"
"I have no idea, Commander." Chris said. Alison shook her head, almost overwhelmed by all she was seeing.
I said "Put yourself in the killer's place. There are no tire tracks on the disc golf course leading up to this spot. No real place for a vehicle, be it a car or golf cart, to get down here. So that would mean the body has to be carried and dumped here. Now there are a lot of other places along the riverbank much easier to get to than right here. So in addition to the evidence Lt. Perlman and her people are finding, I'm thinking that the body was dumped elsewhere and not placed here. Whaddya think, Perlman?"
"That's what Nash said." Tanya replied. "I put him in charge of the investigation, by the way."
"An excellent choice." I said. "Who called it in?"
"Those kids back there." Tanya said, pointing at the group of disc golfers, talking to Detective Martin Nash and the Uniformed officers watching over them. "They were playing disc golf and saw the body when retrieving a frisbee, and they called it in. We're checking up on their movements yesterday and today, but I'll be surprised if they're involved."
"One never knows." I said. "Alison, Chris, one of the most important things in a police investigation is to check out whoever reports the crime to the Police. It's not unheard of for the criminal himself or herself to call in the crime in an attempt to allay suspicion."
"And the Commander has solved a number of cases by following up on that." Tanya added.
Alison and Chris nodded and made notes as I asked Perlman "So, any reports at the Duty Desk of a shooting in the County last night?"
A voice called out: "Just one... but it was a woman."
It was Captain Cindy Ross, walking up to us. I introduced her to Chris and Alison, noticing Chris looking over Cindy... and Cindy looking over Alison.
Cindy then said "The Duty Desk got an anonymous tip fifteen minutes ago of a shooting on the West Side last night. Intersection of Jefferson Avenue and Riverside Avenue inside Town, just before crossing the bridge over the river to the bypass. There's a Quick Stop gas station next to a Hispanic nightclub, and we're just getting video of a shooting in the Quick Stop parking lot around 2:30am last night."
"Okay, Perlman, you and Nash wrap this scene up. I'll go to Headquarters and look at the film of the other crime." I said. "Alison, Chris, want to stay here or come with me?"
"With you, Commander." Alison quickly said, eager to get away from the dead body.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sitting in Classroom 'E' was myself, Alison, Chris, Cindy, Detective Teddy Parker, and Supervisor Myron Milton. He began the video as he spoke.
"This footage is from a streetlight camera at the intersection of Jefferson Avenue and Riverside Avenue." Myron said. Riverside Avenue was the north-south street to the east of the River, the road that leads in front of Police Headquarters and behind City Hall, then down to Jefferson and Martin Luther King, Jr. Avenues. "It's not all that clear."
I watched. There was a group of Hispanics in the parking lot. A white and maroon van partially blocked the view, but I saw what was an altercation beginning, and people milling about in a circle. One man was very angrily gesticulating at a woman in a dress and high heel sandals, from what I could see on the video.
Then the guy extended his arm, there was a small flash of light and the woman crumpled to the ground. Then the guy leaned over and two more flashes of light showed where he shot her twice more. After more movement in circles, the body was put into the back of the van and everyone quickly hauled out of there.
"Anything better than this?" I asked.
"The guy behind the counter at the Quick Stop said the video cameras at his gas station weren't working." said Myron. "Technician Walker examined it under the warrant we'd secured to get the tape, and said the equipment was in working order. We think the guy destroyed the videotape, as the one in the machine was blank and unused."
"What did he say about the altercation?" I asked. "Don't tell me he said he didn't see it."
"No sir, he said he saw it." said Parker. "He told us that there were about eight people in the parking lot, some that had been in the van, and some in another car. He says he looked out the window when he heard shouting. A man was shouting and screaming at a woman, and she was trying to calm him down, trying to hug him and kiss him. Then he pulled out a gun and shot her. The shooter and another guy put the woman's body in the back of the van and left. Everyone else ran back to their cars and fled in them. His descriptions were pretty vague all the way around."



"I'm sure. Why didn't he call the Police?" I asked.
"He said he was told not to by one of the people in the parking lot. He said he feared for his life." said Teddy Parker.
"Uh huh." I said. I wanted to say he might be fearing a red crowbar soon, but I didn't utter that out loud with Alison and Chris in the room. "Anyone look in the parking lot for any bullets?"
"Yes sir, but nothing found." said Parker.
"What about the nightclub next door? To the east of the gas station? Any cameras there?"
"We got their footage of the parking lot." said Myron. "One camera got a bit of it, which you can see in the left edge of the frame." He showed me that footage, which was also distant and vague.
Myron said "We're still processing other street cameras in the area, hoping to get a plate of the van or car that fled the scene. Captain Thompson of Precinct Two has officers canvassing the area, and will have more tonight to see if anyone saw anything."
"Captain Ross?" I asked. "Gang activity? Drugs?"
"Hispanics have been trying to move in and gain a foothold in Town." said Cindy. "Teresa-- er, Lt. Croyle has been monitoring their activity. They haven't had much luck getting into the predominantly Black areas of the Tenderloin District, but they've set up a couple of clubs on the lower West Side of Town, right around the area of this shooting. This is the first we're seeing of any potential criminal activity or drugs at this particular intersection, though."
"No female bodies found anywhere?" I asked.
"No sir." said Parker. "Precinct Captain Thompson did alert his officers and all the other Precincts' Duty Desks to be on watch for a body, but nothing so far.
"They may have it on ice somewhere." said Cindy. "They thought enough to take it with them, so they might destroy it."
"How would they do that?" asked Chris King.
"Several ways." I said. "I won't get into the details, but they could put the body in a barrel and use strong acids. We recently had such a case. Or... and get ready for some squeamish stuff... they could dismember the body into many parts, and dispose of them in a lot of ways. Leaves a mess at the place they do that, though. Ross, put out word to all the Precincts to be on the lookout and make calls to industrial places to watch out for large pools of blood and such stuff."
"Wilco." Cindy replied. Chris and Alison looked at each other in shock. Welcome to my police world, I thought to myself.
"Ross, who did Perlman put in charge of this case?" I asked.
"Washington and Parker." replied Captain Ross. "She doesn't know that yet, since she's been working with Nash on the other case."
"First of all, I thought I heard Perlman say that Torres should be on this case also, since she speaks Spanish." I said, giving Cindy a big hint. "Also, tell Perlman she has two cases to manage, and to not get too absorbed in one or the other."
I looked at Chris and Alison, then said "Two lessons in leadership here, guys. One is delegation, the other is not to get tunnel-vision in one place and not see your overall arena. I'm delegating to Captain Ross to administer that lesson to her subordinates, and I'm also overwatching the whole situation."
"If I may ask," said Chris, "how do you guys juggle all this stuff in your head?"
Cindy piped up: "For me, I don't try too hard to know all the little details. If I have a question, I ask my Lieutenants and they can ask their Detectives, and so on. General Officers don't need to know where every squad is digging every foxhole. However, the Commander here never forgets a darn thing and can keep track of every little thing. But he's the exception, not the rule."
"Kissing up to the boss." I said with a dash of humor. "Another managerial skill that Captain Ross is applying a bit too freely, here. Okay, Ross, let these journalists follow you around while I go do part of my job, which is to keep the Police Chief informed of what's going on in his jurisdictions..."
Part 4 - Working the Cases
"Sorry to bother you, Detective Nash," said Alison as she came up to Martin Nash's desk, "but how will you start your investigation of this unknown person case?"
"Have a seat." Nash said. As Alison sat down by his desk he said "Right now I'm going over the Duty Desk logs for last night, to see if anything strange was reported. Maybe some kind of fight being called in, even reports of dogs barking. I'm also touching base with the FBI's Missing Person's Bureau, to make sure they don't have anyone missing that might be this body. We'll be getting video footage of the Park and the area around it, and I'll be checking the vehicles on that video and seeing if anything looks suspicious."
"Wow, there are a lot of cameras recording everything." Alison said.
"Not as many as I'd like." said Nash. "I do understand the balance between privacy and surveillance, and why some people are worried about it. But on the other hand, it can and does help us get murderers off the streets." Alison made notes of that as Tanya Perlman came up.
"Guys, the autopsy is going to start in thirty minutes." she said. "Alison, you should see one of these. It'll help you understand how we get evidence." Alison could not know that Tanya's smile was just a wee bit malicious in its nature.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The autopsy was being performed in the 'new' Morgue, which was in the basement of the Crime Lab building. Martha the M.E. was performing it. Watching from the side room through the glass were myself, Tanya, Martin, Alison and Chris. Chris looked fascinated. Alison looked sickish.
When it was over, Martha reported: "Male, black haired from what's left of the eyebrows as well as some hair follicles. Youngish, early 20s. Five feet six inches tall, about 135 pounds. One .22 Long Rifle bullet recovered from the chest. The fatal wound was a severing of the carotid artery in the neck, but that bullet passed through. No powder burns, so he may have been clothed when he was shot or the perp shot him from a distance of at least a couple of feet."
"Time of death?" I asked.
"Between 10:00pm and 4:00am last night. The body being in the water is making it more difficult to narrow down. I'm having some tests run to try to get you a better time." said Martha.
She then continued: "The hair on his head was shaved after he died: there are some scrapes on the head that didn't bleed. But the rest of his hair, all of his body hair, was previously shaved off."
"What about his male anatomy being cut off and stuffed in his mouth?" Tanya asked.
Martha replied. "That was done after death, also."
"How can you tell that, as opposed to him being alive when it happened?" asked Chris King. Martha explained how blood flows don't happen after death, and injured tissue reacts differently when alive than when dead. Tanya looked fascinated; Alison looked squeamish again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, what do you guys think, so far?" I asked Chris and Alison as we sat in my office after lunch, my treat, at the Cop Bar. Cindy was with us, sitting on the sofa behind the students.
"It's been... eye opening." said Alison. She had not eaten much lunch after having seen the autopsy. Tanya and Chris's appetites had been unaffected.
"My question is: how are you going to solve the case?" asked Chris. "You don't even have an I.D. of the guy. Where do you even start?"
"Well," I said, " we have a fairly standard and methodical process that we've become very used to going through. It's pretty slow and tedious, though. This is not television, where they don't show the behind-the-scenes, painstaking and detailed work that leads to seeming magical results on the screen."
I continued: "What we are going to need is time. We need to see the Crime Lab's results. I am hoping someone will call in a missing person's report. We'll contact Confidential Informants, see if they've heard any rumors. I'm hoping we'll get a break, as well."
"Commander," Cindy said, "Lt. Croyle assigned Geiger to liaison with Parker and Torres on the gas station killing, and also with Nash on our 'John Doe'. If it's drug-gang-related, Geiger will help look into that."
"And that, guys," I said to the students, "is where MCD and Vice work together."
"Commander," said Alison, "why... why did they cut of that guy's..." She did not finish the sentence, nor did she need to.
"Oh, that." I said. "I'm not sure. Gangs sometimes do things like that to someone who betrays their gang, or as a warning to others--"
Just then I got a call from the Duty Desk.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Christina Cho and J.R. Barnes were excited as Cindy, the students, and I walked up to them at Ronald Reagan Park. It was about 100 yards north of where the body had been found, and was in the main grassy park.
"Sir," said J.R., holding a videocamera, "the walking path comes closest to the River at this point, so a car could be driven in. And going towards the River, we have some deep footprints, two parallel sets."
"Kids," I said to the students as we looked at the footprints of shoes in the soft earth, "what does that mean?" They didn't know, so I said "The deep footprints suggest either they were heavy or were carrying something heavy. Two parallel sets suggests they were carrying something between them. A dead body suggests itself to my police mind."
"A regular Sherlock Holmes, he is." said Cindy. Alison giggled. We followed J.R. and Christina to the riverbank.
"Watch this, sir." Christina said. She had a blow up balloon that simulated a human body, weighted down with sandbags. She let it go about six feet in the River, where the current would catch it.
We all watched as it slowly made its way down with the fast-flowing current. A number of minutes later it came to shore, alongside another dummy... and within three feet of where the dead body had been found.
"Excellent work, guys!" I said. "You videotaped this?" J.R. confirmed that he had. "Put it into evidence with the other Crime Lab findings. Good job!"
And then my police cellphone rang.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I cannot believe they did this." said Cindy as we came into Classroom 'E'. Perlman, Nash, Parker and Geiger were already there.
"They did." said Martin Nash. "Sandra saw it and called me." Sandra Speer of the FBI was also Martin Nash's live-in girlfriend.
"You need to marry that woman, Martin." I said gruffly, in my best 'Chief Griswold' imitation voice. Cindy laughed. Martin's cheeks got a bit rosy, but he continued unabated.
"This was loaded to Facebook and Youtube this morning." Nash said.
The video showed the altercation at the gas station, shot by someone with their cellphone from the Club parking lot, at the edge of the gas station's parking lot. It showed several Hispanics. A muscular young man was behind the van with a woman, making out with her. Then another young man came to the guy, had him come to the side of the van near the driver door, and said something to him.
At that point, the young man began screaming and gesticulating at the woman he'd just been kissing, in English and Spanish, and she was trying to calm him down. Several people were around them. Then he pulled out a small revolver that had been tucked inside his belt and shot the woman. As she fell, he shot her twice more.
"Put the body in the van!" he shouted. This was done, then the van and a car hurtled out of the lots onto Riverside Avenue, going south.
"Do I even need to ask?" I said.
"No sir." said Nash. "We've run the plates on the van. Belongs to a company called 'Domingo Shipping' on MLK Drive. Precinct Captain Thompson is putting together a group to escort our Detectives down there."
"And the car?"
"Registered to a Carlos Domingo, address the same as the company." said Nash.
"And do I need to ask if the video is downloaded into our evidence servers?"
"No sir." said Parker. "Mary Milton got that and also a backup."
"Geiger, is this Domingo Shipping involved with drugs?" I asked.
"Not that we know of, sir." said Geiger. "But we're looking into it now... after seeing this, of course."
I turned to the students. "This, guys, is what we call 'our first break in the case'. Okay, guys, get with Mary Milton and run some facial recognition software on the woman that was shot. If Mary doesn't get anything, Martin, ask the FBI in your nicest voice if they can help us with that."
"Yes sir." said Nash.
Part 5 - Shipping and Handling
The white man in a loose-fitting sportscoat and slacks and Hispanic woman in a better-fitting and matching jacket and slacks entered the door marked "Office" at the first warehouse of Domingo Shipping. A security guard was there.
"I smell pork." he said in English.
"That's right." said Parker. "Can we speak with the manager please.
"I don't speak English." the guy said in Spanish.
"Too bad," said Detective Diana Torres, also in Spanish. "Your manager, where is he?"
The language barrier defeated, the security guard yelled out for a man holding a clipboard. When the man came over, the guard told him in Spanish that the officers wanted to speak to the manager.
"Thanks, Dog. I'll handle this." said the man (in English). "I'm the building supervisor. The manager is not here. What can I do for you officers?"
"What's the manager's name?" asked Parker.
"Mr. Domingo. Manuel Domingo." said the supervisor. "He's the owner. He's out of town at one of his other locations."
"How many locations does he have?" asked Torres.
"Four." said the supervisor. "Here, Midtown, Rocky Ridge in the State south of this one, and a new location in Southport. He's there trying to get it set up right. But that's not why you guys are here, is it?"
"No." said Parker. "Is there a Carlos Domingo here?"
"Ah, he's the boss's son." said the supervisor. "He's the regional supervisor for this office and Midtown. He's in Midtown now."
"Got a number where we can reach him?" asked Parker.
"I'd have to get it from the office." said the Supervisor evasively.
"Are all your vans here?" asked Torres.
"We ship in trucks." said the super. "Half of the big rigs pulled out this morning to make deliveries. The other half have come in and are being offloaded into the smaller trucks. But we don't have any vans."
"That's curious." said Parker. "We ran some plates on a van last night. Says it's owned by Domingo Shipping, with this address. Are you sure you don't have any vans?"
"I'm telling you, man, we don't use vans." said the super. "If we have any, I don't know about them. You ever seen a van with our logo on it?"
"This one was unmarked." said Parker.
"You don't have any service vehicles to go out if your trucks break down?" asked Torres.
"Our drivers have a number to call to get towed if that happens." said the super.
"Mind if we look around the place?" asked Parker.
"I can't give you that permission." said the supervisor. "Only the manager can, and you'd have to have a warrant anyway."
"Oh we got that." said Parker, pulling out the folded piece of paper from within his sportscoat pocket. "We're authorized to search these premises for a van, a car matching the description of one seen last night belonging to Carlos Domingo, and to bring Carlos in for questioning. Sure he's not here?"
The super frowned. "Naw, he's not here. And you ain't searching this place, either. Dog! Get everyone up here."
The guard was moving to obey when a worker ran up. "Police are coming onto the grounds. Six cars!" A few seconds later, a Police SUV barreled right into the truck entrance of the facility. Precinct Captain Damien Thompson, a large black man, popped out. Other SUVs were outside, officers pouring out in tactical assault gear, ready for combat action.
"Is there a problem here, Detective?" Thompson asked.
"There sure is." said Parker. "We've got a warrant to search this facility, and the supervisor here is not being cooperative."
"I'll put a call in to Headquarters and get two more squads down here." said Thompson. Just then his radio crackled to life.
 "Runner! We got a runner!" the radio said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The young Hispanic man tore out of the office areas and out the back door. He was running at the top of his speed towards the back of the lot, running between trucks, trying to get to a breach in the fence which would lead to another property and to a busy street where he could try to hide amongst the milling people...
*WHAM!*
The black police officer had been an athlete in high school and was also fast. He had hurtled into the running perp at full speed, tackling him hard to the ground and landing on him. The force of the violent collision of bodies knocked the breath out of the perp, and he barely felt his arm being violently wrenched behind his back.
"This is Davis!" shouted the policeman into his radio. "I've got the runner, but I need backup, others approaching." Several workers, Hispanic men, were running to where Davis had the would-be escapee on the ground.
Two TCPD police cars rushed up, tires screeching as they braked and stopped between Davis and the other workers. Seeing the police backup, the other man scattered and ran in several directions as Davis applied handcuffs to his catch..
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, still Tuesday, September 8th. I was sitting in my office with Alison and Chris. I'd told Helena to leave for the day, so it was a knock on the door that first announced a visitor. It was ADA Paulina Patterson.
"Come on in," I said to the drop-dead-gorgeous black woman. "Paulina, this is Alison and Chris, who are aspiring journalists following me around. Guys, this is Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson."
"Hi guys." Paulina said. "Commander, I need to talk to you."
"If it's about this case, you can talk in front of Alison and Chris." I said. "They're following the case, so it'd be good that they see everything we do."
"Okay." said Paulina, sitting down next to Alison. "And I'll give more details than I normally would for their sakes. This afternoon we got a warrant to go to Domingo Shipping and find the van on the tapes last night, the car, and also Carlos Domingo if he was there. Our Detectives went in with Uniformed Police waiting outside as backup if needed. They were needed, and moved in when the supervisor at the scene became threatening. A man we think is Carlos Domingo attempted to flee the scene, and was taken down by Patrolman Davis."
"That you think is Carlos Domingo?" asked Chris skeptically.
I said "He had no ID on him, refused to give his name, and no one else would identify him out loud. We'll get him identified in due time, though."
"Yes." said Paulina. "The Police made sixteen arrests: every man who tried to run, the supervisor, the guard at the front door, and the two women in the office. Some of those that tried to run were Illegals; we've called ICE about them. They all yelled 'Fifth Amendment!' immediately, so we won't get anything from them. The supervisor and guard clammed up, demanded lawyers. The two women also demanded lawyers."
Paulina continued: "Everyone else was questioned at the scene. Citizens and legal immigrants were ultimately allowed to leave; we really don't have anything on which we can hold them. Captain Thompson was supervising at the scene. He said they found several black vans in the employees' parking lot, and one of them had been washed out pretty thoroughly. It had no license plate on it, either. All the vans were empty."
Another knock on the door, and Captain Cindy Ross came in without invitation, as was her privilege to do. "Oh, sorry to interrupt." she said.
"Come on in." I said. "Paulina's telling me about the arrests."



"I've got some more on it." Cindy said. "We had the entire K-9 Corps go through the entire property. Long day for the pups, but no drugs found, no explosives found, no guns found. One truck scheduled to go out had ammonium nitrate from Ward Harvester. The paperwork on it looks to be legit and in order, but you know we're going to dig deep checking that out."
"Yep." I said. "What else?"
"The guy in our holding cell now is definitely Carlos Domingo." said Cindy. "He's an American citizen, and his passport and fingerprints are on file. He was arrested while in college for disorderly conduct and misdemeanor drug possession, but nothing more serious. His father, Manuel Domingo, owns Domingo Shipping. He's not an American citizen; he's either Venezuelan or Bolivian, and the State Department is surprisingly unhelpful about clarifying that at the moment. At any rate, Carlos won't speak, and he demanded a lawyer from the minute he was arrested."
"Did he call a lawyer yet?" I asked.
"Nope." Cindy said. "He called his father. I'd imagine the father will get him a lawyer and will also come here himself. By the way, Domingo, the super, the guard, and the women are here at Headquarters. Everyone else is being held at Precinct Two."
"Good." I said. "Captain, tell Precinct Captain Thompson that Commander Troy looks forward with great anticipation to reading every officer's report as well as his own reports of the raid and the interviews of suspects. I also look forward to reading Detective Parker and Torres's expedited reports." That was a cluuuuuuue to Cindy that I expected my police officers to bust their asses to get their information to me in record time.
"Wilco." said Cindy, understanding most very fully. "If you'll excuse me..." With that, she exited the office.
"So what are we charging these guys with?" Paulina asked.
"The Illegals?" I said. "Evading police, improper documentation, the standard stuff so ICE can get them out of my jurisdiction. The other runners, evading police. The super, the guard, and Domingo? Suspicion of involvement in the murder of a Jane Doe victim last night. 72-hour hold."
"And the two office women?" asked Paulina.
"Let's get Torres and Perlman to interview them." I said. "Get them lawyers. If they clam up, hold them on suspicion of involvement in the Jane Doe case. Conspiracy, whatever works for 72 hours. If they talk, get their statements and let them go home."
I called Tanya Perlman on the phone. "Perlman," I said, "I want you to come get my young journalists and let them watch the interrogation you're about to make..."
Part 6 - Homefront
"Calling them over and over is not going to make the lab results come any sooner."
The voice was Cindy Ross's. If looks could kill, my cousin would be dead. But she met my dagger of a stare with ice-cold clarity of vision and purpose.
We were in my office at 7:30pm. I'd just hung up the phone after calling the Crime Lab for the third time in three hours about the body found in the River, having harangued and badgered the hell out of J.R. Barnes. That prompted Cindy's remark. She was right, so I relented.
"Yeah," I said with a sigh. "You're right. Those lab results are critical, though. So, what happened with the interrogations?"
"Nothing." said Cindy. "The women clammed up. They started bitching about racial treatment of Hispanics, so I had them put in holding cells. They'll see their lawyers in the morning, as will Domingo and the other two guys."
"Okay." I said.
"I sent Alison and Chris home." Cindy said. "Nothing else is going to happen tonight; I'm shutting it all down until the morning. And that includes you, Commander Troy. The Chief is gone. Get out of here. Go home."
"As long as you walk out of here with me." I said, realizing that I was tired.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!" Carole happily cried out as I came into the Mountain Nest. Bowser barked happily as I picked Carole up and gave her a big hug. I reached down and petted Bowser, as well.
"Daddy, Jim is sick." Carole said as we went into the den, where Laura was holding little Jim, who was fussing and fidgety. "Mommy's taking care of him."
"Yes, I am." said Laura. "Why don't you and Carole have some supper."
"I'll take Bowser out first." I said, seeing my favorite dog looking up at me with hope and expectation in his eyes. "Carole, want to come with me and Bowser?"
"Yeah." Carole said. Going outside, I watched as Bowser sniffed around the property then went to do his business. As Carole watched her dog, I looked out over the Town as the sun was beginning to set. Two more crimes to solve so that we could continue to move towards keeping our Town safe from the monstrous Evil that was residing here, needing extermination...
Once back inside, I made supper for Carole and myself. As usual, Carole tried to feed the items she did not like to Bowser, who was happy to collude with her on this matter. Once I stopped that 'conspiracy' and got Carole properly fed, I was able to talk with Laura about Jim.
"He's got a bit of a cold, and the beginnings of an inner ear infection." Laura had said earlier. "We put him on some antibiotics. But it's hard for him to get comfortable."
Now she was saying that his temperature was down, but he was still feeling the effects of his illness.
"Poor guy." I said. "Why don't I hold him while you get Carole and Bowser ready for bed?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Wednesday, September 9th. I was in the reclining chair in the den, little Jim sleeping on his belly on top of mine. He couldn't be put down in his crib because his nose would stuff up and he couldn't breathe well, leading to him waking up, feeling pain, and crying. He also just couldn't get right with his mother holding him, but seemed to settle down with me. So father and son dozed together in the chair.
As I drifted in and out of a light sleep, I let my subconscious mind explore the myriad avenues of clues leading to the Consultant of Crime. I knew that something important was out there, but was eluding me. I thought of the past several months, of the things that had happened, the things I'd found...
"Oh, Commannderrrr..."
Uh oh. "Why are you in my head again, Angela?" I asked the voice.
"That Jack Burke was such a hot stud, wasn't he?" Angela's voice asked. Then I seemed to see her, on the sofa across from the reclining chair I was in. In my dream state, it was as if she was surrounded by flames, and she was riding Jack Burke's huge cock, taking his enormous size into her fur-fringed cunt.
"Ohhh, sooooo gooood," Angela intoned, her firm breasts bouncing, the hard nipples standing out. "Ohhhh, I wish I'd had this cock while we were alive... by the way, Commanderrrrrr... who else was Jack Burke fucking?" With that, Angela gave me an evil grin...
"Mmf, waaa-aahh" I heard as the vision went away. Baby Jim was waking up and becoming fidgety again. No, the house was not on fire, thank God. The flames in the image must've been the warmth from having Jim lying on me... or I had been watching Angela fuck the stud Jack Burke somewhere in the fires of Hell, where they both surely were spending their eternities...
"Okay, little man," I whispered, patting his back under the thin blanket I'd covered him with, "just relax, it's all good." Jim went back to sleep... his dad didn't.
Indeed, who could Angela have been talking about? And seeing her ride Jack Burke's big cock... it had seemed so real. Was she taunting me over Jack fucking Melina in our college days? That was a past life for me; I was long over it. Or maybe... yeah... someone else... Jack was fucking other women... and getting it on tape...
Part 7 - Lab Results
At 5:05am, I got into my Police SUV and began my drive to the Station. Laura had gotten some good sleep and was tending to a much improved little Jim.
I drove through the Town in the pre-dawn darkness, enjoying as always the sights of the Town by the streetlights in the quiet stillness before the new day instilled itself and the activity of a community began.
Pulling into the employees parking lot to the left of the Station as one viewed it from the street, I parked and entered the building by the side entrance.
"Good morning, Commander." said the young patrol officer stationed at the desk there. "The Crime Lab asked me to give you this." He handed me a folder with a copy of the results of the tests from the body in the River the previous day.
"Thanks, Patrolman Goodwright." I said. "Any other news?"
"Just that Captain Ross is already here." Goodwright said.
I went down the hall and found Cindy in MCD, making coffee. "Don't tell me you had a sick kid, too." I asked.
"No," she said, "just got in an early workout. Who's sick?" I told her about little Jim.
"Aww, that's too bad." Cindy said. "Well, now that you're here: have you looked at the Crime Lab results yet? They sent us emails."
"Not yet." I said. "Let me go look at them now." I went into my office and sat down behind my desk. As I perused the information in the file, Cindy came in with mugs of coffee.
Cindy said "By the way, we got an ID on the body in the River. He was a 'Raoul Martinez', and a student at the University. The Campus Police got a call from his roommate yesterday evening when he didn't come home night before last, then never answered his cellphone all yesterday. They notified the 1st Precinct Duty Desk, who took their time getting the information to Headquarters, here."
"Hmmm, lack of efficiency. I'll have the Chief look into that, like he did with Precinct 3." I said, more interested in the lab results I was reading.
"So, anything good in the lab results?" Cindy asked.
"Take a look." I said, sliding the file across the desk. "Traces of bismuth oxychloride, beeswax, cyclomethacone. Also iron oxide and titanium dioxide."
"And these led to his death?" Cindy asked.
"Not directly." I replied. "But I think it proves my theory of what happened..."
To be continued.
Dear readers, you have the cluuuues. Have you joined the Iron Crowbar in solving these crimes? Solutions in the next episode!
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Part 8 - Interrogations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" screamed the lovely redheaded reporterette from the street in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 9th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police Department has obtained information overnight that should lead to the solution of a body that was found at Ronald Reagan Park yesterday morning, and also a shooting that occurred near the intersection of Jefferson and Riverside Avenues. KXTC reached out to Commander Donald Troy, but he declined to comment, citing the ongoing investigation."
"Speaking of the Media," I said as we watched in MCD, "where are my aspiring young journalists?"
"Right behind you, Commander." said Alison Sweet as she came in, Chris King following right behind her. "Sorry we didn't get here sooner."
"That's okay. And you'll definitely want to be here this morning." I said. "We're going to put these two crimes to bed, put some criminals in jail, and then have a little celebration dinner... though this one might be just a pizza party at my Cabin."
"You've solved it?" asked Teddy Parker incredulously.
"Did you guys not get my forwarded email of the lab results?" I asked.
"Uh, yes we did." said Detective Joanne Cummings as she stared into her computer laptop screen. "And yes sir, I think I see where this one is going."
"Yep." said Tanya Perlman as she looked over Joanne's shoulder at the lab results. "We probably should've seen this one yesterday, even before these results came in."
"I... I don't get it." said Parker, looking at the lab results.
"What was your major in college, Parker?" asked Cindy Ross.
"Criminal Justice." said Parker.
"If it had been Chemistry, like the Iron Crowbar here," said Ross, "you'd have had a chance to see it. As it is, this is one the ladies will see before the guys will. Alison, Chris, take a look."
The students looked at the results. "Ohhhh." said Alison. Chris remained befuddled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was watching from the darkened anteroom as Parker and Torres interviewed Carlos Domingo. In the anteroom with me were Cindy Ross, Tanya Perlman, Alison and Chris, and Timothy Geiger from Vice.
Domingo's Chase, Lynch & Berry lawyer was also in the Interrogation Room, doing the talking, as Carlos had taken the Fifth and so could not speak.
"Your client is on tape shooting a woman at the scene of the crime." said Parker. "We have facial recognition technology confirming this."
"I have several good people that will testify that Carlos was at a party nowhere near that crime scene at that time." the lawyer said in a smooth but oily voice. He was an older man, Hispanic, graying hair over the ears, and wearing very expensive gold-framed spectacles. His thick mustache was also graying in the middle but not the edges... suggesting some coloring around said edges.
"Your technology is wrong." said the lawyer. "So where is the body of this woman, eh? Where is the gun used to shoot her? I have multiple witnesses. You have absolutely nothing." The lawyer was getting a smug look on his face.
"So where are these witnesses?" asked Parker. "Why haven't they come forward to exonerate your client?"
"You will learn of them at the proper time." said the lawyer. "Now if there is nothing else, I demand you release my client immediately."
"That's not going to happen." said Parker. "He's going to be charged with murder. He'll be arraigned later this morning. Now if you have witnesses, tell us who they are so we can ask them about it. If you have proof of his innocence, now is the time to tell us about it."
"We do not have to prove anything." said the lawyer. "It is for you to prove my client's guilt, which you cannot do. Again, no physical evidence. The time-stamped tapes are vague and unclear. The Facebook tape is not timestamped and will not be admissible in Court. Again, where is this person's body that you claim was shot and killed?"
I knocked on the glass. Parker came to the door and I told him and Diana to come out of there. We went down the hall to Classroom J, where I began speaking.
"Okay, guys, I'm going to have ADA Patterson give you some very serious training on interrogations." I said. "But until then, let's let them sweat for a few minutes in there. I'm fully expecting this guy's father to show up--"
No sooner said than the Duty Desk Sergeant knocked on the door and looked in. "A Manuel Domingo is here. He's angry and is demanding we release his son immediately."
"Ask him to go into Interrogation-A, and I'll be there in a minute." I said. "Alison, Chris, you go with Parker back to the Interrogation anteroom. Parker, wait until I get back before going back in..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got down there, Domingo had refused to go into Interrogation-A, and was all but threatening my officers. His lawyer was with him, trying to calm him down.
"Mr. Domingo, I am Commander Troy." I said to him. "How can I help you?"
"Where is my son, you filthy cabron?" the man snarled. He was short, with a balding head and a mustache, and he acted like a thug who owned the world.
"If you'll step into this room, I will explain everything--"
"You will shut your fucking mouth and you will release my son!" the man shouted, putting his (index) finger right up into my face. I stopped Cindy by handing her my red crowbar.
"Hold this, would you, Captain?" I said. "And give me a couple of minutes alone with him. This way, Domingo."
"You do not tell me what to do, cabron!" the man snarled. I grabbed him and pushed him towards Interrogation-A. Cindy stopped his legal beagle from following. Sergeant Rudistan opened the door to Interrogation-A and I pushed Domingo through it, and Rudistan closed the door behind us, leaving us alone.
"You son of a-- UHHK!" Domingo said. I had rushed him, slamming him against the wall. I grabbed his shirt collars in my fists, using my knuckles to pressure his neck, cutting off blood flow and air.
"Shut the fuck up, you piece of dog shit!" I snarled into his face, looking down at him. "You do not come into my Police Headquarters and demand anything of me. You do not come into my Headquarters and put your fucking finger into my face! You show me some fucking respect, or I will beat the living shit out of you!"
With that, I released one collar, bunched my fist, and slammed it hard into the man's soft midsection. He was bent over, gasping and coughing. He had not learned, as he said "When I am done with you, you will be lying dead on the street-- UKK!" I slammed my fist into his midsection again. He bent over, vomiting onto the floor. I pushed him down to his knees.
"You will be the one lying dead, and right here on this floor in your own puke if you say another word, shit eater!" I snarled. Grabbing his collar at the back of his neck, I pulled him back to his feet. I opened the door and violently pushed the man outside into the hallway.
"Get this piece of garbage out of my Headquarters!" To the stunned lawyer, I said "What do you have to say?"
"I apologize for my client's anger." said the man. That was a much better start. "He is simply worried about his son."
"He'd better be worried. Very worried. I said. "His son is about to be charged with murder. Now are you here to see the son?"
"That would be best, if I could see him?" the lawyer said, seemingly unfazed by any of what was going on around him.
"Sergeant Rudistan, take this lawyer to see Carlos in I-1." I said. "Desk Sergeant! Get someone to clean up the fucking mess in I-Alpha." I looked around, seeing that Manuel Domingo was still in the entrance lobby, which irritated me.
"And why is this piece of shit still in my Headquarters? Did I stutter when I said to kick him outside?" Officers rushed to get Domingo out of the building before I had the chance to take the red crowbar back out of Cindy's hands...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You okay?" Cindy asked me as we went back down the hallway.
"Yeah." I said. "Had to teach that bastard some manners, though. And it was more than that; I had to show him who the alpha-dog is around here, and it ain't him. It was a matter of manhood."
"You men and your pissing contests." Cindy said as we passed by the door to Vice. I looked inside, seeing everyone assigned there busily working at their desks as Cindy continued: "I think you defended your turf pretty well, but speaking of pissing contests: you could've pissed in his face and made a bigger mess in I-Alpha."
I laughed. "I'll keep that one in mind for the next time that bastard gives me shit." I said.
"So what's next?" Cindy asked.
"Let's get this wrapped up." I said. "I wasn't kidding. It's time to charge Carlos with murder. Let's get Paulina out of her office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're arguing in there." said Parker as he, Torres and the students watched. "We can't listen in, as it's privileged, but it's pretty heated."
"All right, guys." I said. "I've got the tapes loaded, and the lab reports here. Alison, Chris, watch this closely. I'm going close this bastard out, once and for all." I again handed Cindy the red crowbar, then followed Paulina into the Interrogation Room, Torres following me. All conversation in the Interrogation room immediately ceased.
"All right, guys," I said as I sat down next to Paulina, "this is Assistant District Attorney Patterson, and I am Commander Troy. I will re-read you your rights, Mr. Domingo." I did so, then had Torres repeat the words in Spanish. Domingo refused to acknowledge the rights had been read, but since he'd taken the Fifth, I could understand. I just said "Let the cameras and record show that you've been re-read your rights in English and Spanish, and that you have legal counsel present."
"What is the point of this, Officer Troy?" asked Carlos's Chase, Lynch & Berry (CLB) lawyer.
"You know my title is 'Commander', Counselor." I said to him. "I suggest you show me the respect of using it. And the point of us being here is to make it official: Carlos Domingo, you are being charged with the first-degree murder of one Raoul Martinez, a human being."
"Who the fuck is that?" asked Carlos. The other lawyer, who had come with the father Manuel, bent down and whispered something into Carlos's ear.
The CLB lawyer tried to keep his voice smooth and condescending as he said "What is this silly business? First your Detectives were saying Carlos murdered a woman. Now you say some man? This is ridiculous and I demand you stop this charade and release my client!"
"Not gonna happen." said Paulina. "Commander Troy has put together a case that just might get your client the death penalty."
"Stop it, stop it!" intoned the CLB legal beagle. "I am so tired of these shenanigans from Officer Troy. Bullying innocent people in his custody, exercising police brutality on Bryan Thatcher, and now this browbeating of my innocent client."
"Are you finished with your crap?" I asked levelly. "If so, I'll get down to business showing my case."
The lawyer leaned back as if ready to hear a contemptibly false story. "Okay, where is the body of this person my client supposedly killed? Where is the gun? Where is your evidence?"
"The body is in my morgue in the basement of the Crime Lab building." I said. "He was pulled out of the River yesterday, after efforts were made to hide the fact that Raoul was a man pretending to be a woman. Let's watch some TV, shall we?"
I pressed the remote and the TV came on, showing the Facebook video. "The person who shot this video has given us an affidavit and will testify as to the time of the taping. It will match the other time-stamped tapes showing the same thing. You may try to have it struck as evidence, but I think it'll be included."
I played the video, then stopped it at a point where Carlos was kissing the woman. "Carlos!" I said, "here you are kissing another man! Oh, he may be dressed as a woman, but that's a man, Carlos! Are you a ho-mo-sexxxx-ual, Carlos?" Carlos's face was beet red, and I could see anger was welling up inside of him. I knew Cindy was going to be pissed at me for that, also, but I had a case to solve and resolve. I played more tape.
"So here one of your buddies comes up and whispers something to you." I said. "Oh, we know who he is and we have a warrant out for his arrest, and I'm willing to bet he'll turn State's Evidence and testify against you, Carlos. And what will he say? I'm willing to bet he's going to say he told you that this 'woman' you'd been dating actually was a man... a transvestite."
I played more tape, showing the shooting. I said "It's a funny thing... we can see where the wounds are.. and they match where the male in my morgue was shot. So I'm betting this so-called woman was holding out on sexual intercourse, but he wast giving you really juicy, wet blowjobs, am I right? So you were letting another guy suck your cock, Carlos?"
"Stop badgering my client." said the Chase, Lynch & Berry lawyer.
"Badgering?" I said with a sardonic laugh. "Are you frickin' kidding me? What's going to happen when Carlos's father finds out that his son was dating a tranny fag? What'll happen when everyone Carlos knows finds out about this? And you say that *I* am badgering him?"
Carlos's face was no longer red with anger, but much more pale with fear as he realized his predicament. "What... what can I do--"
"SHUT UP!" screamed the CLB lawyer. "You've pled the Fifth!"
"Perhaps, Carlos," said the other lawyer, much more quietly, "you should name me as your legal counsel and ask this gentleman to leave." The CLB lawyer was almost gasping, but said nothing. Carlos just nodded, then turned to me and said "He's my lawyer now." The Chase, Lynch & Berry lawyer got up to go, and I could not resist taking a shot.
"Another lost client." I said. "And no police brutality of him at all, dontcha know?" The lawyer looked daggers at me, then left.
"I need a moment with Carlos." said the lawyer.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the anteroom, there was almost an explosion, which ultimately boiled down to one question:
"So the guy in the river was the woman Carlos shot?" gasped Chris.
"Yep." I said. "The two cases are really one. The lab report confirmed that traces of eyeliner and lipstick had been found on Raoul's body, as the the bismuth and titanium compounds are ingredients of makeup. It's pretty clear what happened-- oh, they want us back inside..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What can we do?" asked the lawyer, his voice nearly a whisper. "What is the best we can do for my client?"
"Second degree murder." said Paulina. "Act of passion. Twenty years without parole, or twenty to life with possibility of parole in less than twenty for good behavior, but risking longer than twenty."
"What about keeping this quiet?" said the lawyer. "If my client takes that, can this be kept from becoming public?" Paulina looked at me.
"If you plead guilty at the arraignment this afternoon," I said, "then maybe, just maybe, we can get this past the Media. But I can't promise anything at all. If the Media gets onto it, there is nothing I can do to stop them from reporting on it."
"Can you conceal the details of... of the nature of the victim?" the lawyer asked.
"No." said Paulina. "We're not going to publicize the lab reports or police reports, but they'll be there if the Media happens to look for them."
"If you plead guilty," I said, "my report is simply going to say you murdered Raoul Martinez, and I'll put as few details into it as I can get away with. ADA Patterson will be working with the judge on the plea agreement. But the bottom line is that you confess to the crime, plead guilty at the hearing, take your 20 years, and then we go from there."
"And you need to understand that the judge may not accept a plea deal." Paulina said. "Usually they do, but they're not required to. All I can do is present it to the judge and hope it works out. But it's your best shot. Go to trial, even take time to let this linger, and the Press will be all over it..."
Part 9 - Solution
At 5:30pm, the pizza party commenced at The Cabin. Laura had called to excuse herself, saying that little Jim was feeling much better but still needed to rest and be monitored by her.
Present at the party were: Alison, Chris, Teddy Parker, Joanne Cummings, Theo Washington, Tanya Perlman, Timothy Geiger, Cindy Ross, Paulina Patterson, and myself. Teresa Croyle and Martin Nash had previously-made appointments. Also present were my mother Phyllis, Chief Bennett, J.R. Barnes and Christina Cho of the Crime Lab (who I practically had to kidnap to get her to attend), and Molly Ross Evans, Cindy's sister and heavily pregnant with my child.
"Wow, that was just amazing." said Alison to Cindy and Molly within my hearing. "How did he put that together? Does he do things like that all the time?"
"He'll talk about it in a few minutes." Cindy said. "And yes, he does things like that all the time. This case actually was relatively easy, compared to some that he's solved before."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So Mom," I said as she passed by, "I haven't seen much of you in ages. What have you been up to?"
"Up to no good as usual, as you would say whenever I asked Elizabeth that." my mother said with a teasing grin on her face. "But seriously, I've been doing some babysitting of my new great-grandchild, finding handsome young men to... uh, ah, to 'date'... and visiting with friends, chatting with them. Completely uninteresting to men like you."
"Yeah, right." I said, grinning. "How's that new baby situation going to be resolved?"
"Oh, Jeanine will have him, and take him up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen when she's feeling stronger. She's still not one hundred percent after that very tough delivery, you know." Phyllis said. "Todd has been spending time with the baby, and will hope to have some custody of the child, especially when he reaches school age. Todd has full custody of little Doug, you know, and I'm helping with that when I can. Teresa has also been very motherly towards little Doug, which I'm very glad to see."
"Good." I said. My mother then excused herself to talk with Cindy when my partner came into the room. I used the opportunity to get some pizza and talk with Tim Geiger. Opportunities for Vice Detectives to talk with the Commander directly were fewer than either side would like, so I got Geiger to open up and talk about a few of the drug cases he was working on. Fortunately, there was not much traffic into or out of our Town & County.
"Commander," Geiger said, 'it may be a huge coincidence, but we were just looking into Domingo Shipping as a possibility for some backdoor smuggling. Not much, probably not drugs but contraband, but this murder case may have nipped their operation before it even got started."
"That's very possible." I said. "I'm sure you're going to keep looking into them. Even if they close off the pipelines, you guys might get onto something that leads us to other perps."



"Yes sir," said Geiger, "that's what we hope to do. I have to say, sir, and this is not just kissing ass... with you and Lt. Croyle running things, it's a lot more fun in Vice than it used to be. It's nice to actually get to be a policeman like I always wanted to be, without the politics and looking over my shoulder."
"Thank you." I said. "I understand. But tell me this: do you know of any underhanded stuff Sharples was doing before he got kicked to the kerb?"
"No sir." Geiger said. "I heard you say once that he colored within the lines, but barely. And that's really what it was with him. If he was doing anything outright dirty, he hid it well. He might have been behind that diamond smuggling caper that you busted, but you'd never be able to prove it. He seemed to be more into the 'cop on the take' routine for corrupt businessmen than anything else."
"Any names of those corrupt businessmen?" I asked.
"Ward of Ward Harvester is one guy we've been watching." said Geiger. "But you know that already. And Councilman Cook... his name just keeps coming up, though we don't have a shred of evidence to even suggest he's actually bad."
"I'm working on that, too." I said. "Just one more question: is everyone in Vice on the up-and-up and doing well?"
"Sure, as far as I know." said Geiger. "Grubby Paul still makes a lot of C.I. contacts, even though he's not supposed to do undercover anymore. Lorena Rose is still really pissed about Sharples outing her, but she still gets good leads. Purvis is so straight-laced that it's not even a joke anymore, but he's okay; he does good work in the white-collar crimes area. The 'Abacus'... hell, I'm totally lost adding 2 plus 2, much less the stuff she's doing unraveling ledgers and dirty dealings." The 'Abacus' was Julie Newton.
"So what do you want to do, going forward?" I asked.
"I don't mean this to sound unambitious," said Geiger, "but I like what I'm doing now. I would like a little more tactical training with the SWAT guys... not to be one of them, but to be better prepared when we make our own raids."
"That's a good idea... for everyone." I said. "I'll see what I can do--"
The sound of a spoon ringing a glass could only mean one thing: Cindy Ross's patience was at an end, and she wanted me to tell everyone how I'd solved the case.
"Okay, guys," Cindy said, "this is the time where I ask the Iron Crowbar to tell everyone how he solved the case." There was a cheer of approval and applause.
"First of all," I said, "I want Molly Evans to come in the middle of the circle here and make a very exciting announcement." Molly came forward to 'oohs' and 'ahhs'.
"Yes, this is very exciting." Molly said. "I hope as many of you as possible will come next Monday, that's September 15th, to my swearing in as the Vice Lieutenant with the Nextdoor County Police Force!" There was a burst of loud applause, then Molly said "I'm very excited to be much closer to you guys up here, my extended police family, and especially my blood family. Somebody has to keep an eye on this rowdy Police Captain of yours!" She was pointing at Cindy. Laughter ensued.
"Who still outranks you, Big Sister." replied Cindy levelly, to more laughter. "Seriously, I'm very excited to have you up here where I can see my nephews more often... oh, did I just give away that you're going to have another boy, Molly?"
"It was already an open secret." Molly said, grinning at the one-upmanship attempt. "Now, let's hear the Iron Crowbar give us the answers to the last case."
"I'm very excited to have Molly up here, as well." I said. "So... this case. I'm glad Alison and Chris got to follow us around for this one, as it was pretty straightforward, it showed all the basic tenets of the police work we all do. But it also had a couple of interesting and instructive twists."
I began: "We first came onto the body in the River. The hair of the head had been shaved off after death, but the vast majority of the body hair was already shaved off. This in itself is not entirely unusual of young men; after all, male models do that. But this guy seemed more effeminate to me, so I was already thinking in terms of looking at the tranny and punk scene. I suggested to Martha the M.E. to take samples where makeup might be applied."
"What about the... male anatomy being cut off and stuffed in his mouth?" asked Alison.
"Good question." I said. The penis being cut off and stuffed in the mouth suggested that the victim had crossed somebody and/or angered the killer, which might've been a drug ring betrayal or something similar. It also occurred to me that it was a blind, designed to lead us in a false direction. Some of us here on the Police Force remember the Carroll/Blondie murders, and some similar things happening there. I noted that, but I did not allow it to prematurely cloud my thinking. As it turns out, it was simply anger and retaliation for pretending to be a woman and humiliating the killer."
"At any rate, we got the tapes of the shooting at the gas station." I said. "It immediately was clear to me that the gunshot wounds were in very similar places to those of the body we found. So while the tape was showing a woman, I was seeing an effeminate man in my morgue with those same wounds. It immediately occurred to me that they might be the same person, and these two murders might be just one. All I really needed was for the lab results to come back with some corroboration."
"In the meantime, this whole thing sure threw a wrench into Manuel Domingo's desire to set up some operations in this County through his shipping company. And it was his own son that had for some reason gone off and shot someone dead. And the Police were showing up the very next day at the shipping company, asking for his son, asking about the van that had been at the scene of the shooting. Obviously we were on to it. Carlos panicked, tried to run, got caught. And even though everyone clammed up, wouldn't cooperate, and the lawyer tried to huff and puff and bluff, it was clear we were going in the right direction.
"So I got the lab reports, saw the bismuth and titanium compounds that screamed makeup that women use, and it was easy to formulate a theory based on some evidence: this guy is pretending to be a woman, starts dating Carlos, doesn't give Carlos sex like a good Catholic, but does give Carlos oral sex. Then someone finds out, tells Carlos. He's a Latino man, leader of a group that quite frankly is on the fringe of becoming a drug or smuggling ring, and now it's coming out he's dating a transvestite.
"This kind of humiliation not only crushes his work in setting up his gang, but is a personal humiliation that would cause a Latino man to 'lose face', as the Japanese would say. Carlos is so mortified, humiliated and angry when he hears the news that he goes into a rage, murders Raoul. They haul the body off somewhere, shave the hair off, cut off the penis as much in anger as any kind of message, then dump the body in the River, wash out the van, and go about business."
Tanya said: "They might better have served themselves better by getting the hell out of this County while the getting was good. I think we'd have still gotten Carlos, but it would've been a bit harder if he'd made it to Southport, where his daddy's crime ring could protect him."
"That's a good point." I said. "I would suggest that Manuel Domingo acted so outrageously at Headquarters because he knew of the humiliating nature of the reason behind his son killing Raoul. He was angry and on the verge of being humiliated himself for his son 'dating' a transvestite. He was trying to bluff his way through the problem."
"Trying to bluff the Police is bad enough." said Theo Washington with his movie-star-handsome grin. "Trying to bluff the man who don't play and carries the red crowbar... that's just dumb." Everyone laughed and agreed.
"I'd like to think so." I said, smiling. "And to be honest, I'm not sure what would've happened to Carlos. If he ran back to Southport, it would be running to a father he'd just humiliated, not to mention whose operations he'd endangered. Carlos may have considered that, which is why he stayed up here rather than run to daddy. Any questions?"
"Just the one I always feel after hearing you tell the answer." said Tanya. "Why didn't we solve it?"
"Oh, I think you guys did." I said. "When you saw the lab results in MCD, it hit you, Tanya, and Joanne, and Alison. You use makeup, and know what's in it. And you guys would've gotten onto it pretty quick, I think. I just happened to be all ready to go with a way to humiliate the suspect into a confession. Okay, guys, I cannot believe there is still any pizza left..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the party broke up, Cindy did come up to me and say "I know what you were doing, but the use of the words 'tranny fag'?"
"Yeah, I know." I said. "But I needed to humiliate a confession out of the guy. I knew that would work with him. Obviously it would not work on you in a similar situation."
"Nor would I use those words." Cindy replied.
"Maybe I would use those words to interrogate you." I said with a grin. "Since they're a hot button for you, obviously."
"Yeah, right." Cindy replied, not grinning. "But I'll tell ya what... Jenna would've gone ape-shit. Me, I'm just calm, cool and collected about things."
"I did not just hear that!" exclaimed a voice. Molly was walking up to us. I was laughing.
"Oh, yes you certainly did. I think I'm going to go enjoy this last slice of pizza." Cindy said, taking the last slice from the box and walking off with a great amount of dignity.
"It is going to be so much fun having you up here." I said as I tried, and failed, to stop laughing.
"I know." Molly said, then got a bit serious. "I do want you to know this: before I took the job, I talked to Laura about it. She said she was good with it. I want Ross and the new baby to know you and their sister and brother, but I also know you're married to Laura and not me. It's... strange... but I'll do whatever I can to help you make it work out."
"I appreciate you doing that." I said. "But it's all good. Laura may act a little matriarchal with you, but she does love you and Ross and will love the new baby, too..."
Part 10 - Media Circus
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the gorgeous reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday September 10th. "Channel Two News has learned that Carlos Domingo has pled guilty to the murder of Raoul Martinez! Neither the Town & County Police Force nor the District Attorney's Office will confirm that Martinez was dressed as a woman and pretending to be a woman when he was gunned down by Domingo. KXTC and our colleagues at KSTD have filed Open Record Act requests for the public papers of this case, but Judge Patrick R. Folsom has ordered the information to not be released until case details are finalized in the Court system."
Bettina continued: "In a related situation, Manuel Domingo, father of admitted murderer Carlos Domingo, says that he is closing down the Domingo Shipping location here in Town, and will be moving the company's assets to his new location in Southport. In an interview with KXTC, Mr. Domingo said that the 'unfriendly spirit' of our Town towards Hispanics, coupled with an, in his words, 'abusive and authoritarian' Police Force, make our Town and County a place where he does not want to do business."
"Well," Cindy Ross said as we watched, "at least Bettina didn't give out all the details of what happened between Raoul and Carlos. Maybe we can keep that under wraps."
"I'll bet you two boxes of doughnuts that it's going to come out." I said. "Priya's report is in an hour, and Brownlee is desperate to get into her good graces." There was a groan at my insinuations.
"And we, the Police, will get blamed for it." Cindy said. "I'll take your bet, Commander, but just so we can share some doughnuts with our fellow police officers, here. Nothing changes a police officer's morale like a box of hot doughnuts."
There was strong agreement in the MCD room with that comment.
"A lesson in leadership learned well." I said to Cindy, grinning. There was laughter in the room. I then said "Speaking of the Media, I wonder what Alison and Chris's report will look like."
"They're writing separate papers, from what I understand." said Joanne Cummings.
"I'll make this prediction now." I said. "Chris's report will be about the processes we go through, the details of what we did and how we did it. Alison's report will complain about too many cameras on the streets, the extent of the level we can access citizens' information, the violation of privacy rights, and maybe even a little comment about race relations with those of Hispanic heritage."
"She'd better not!" said Diana Torres. "I am sick of hearing that crap. We do not abuse anyone upon the basis of race. It is the criminals that say we do, so they can get off while making us look bad."
"Commander," said Joanne astutely, "we usually love your observations and deductions, but you'd better get us three boxes of doughnuts because you're depressing the heck out of us today!" Everyone was chuckling, especially Your Iron Crowbar.
"Okay," I said, sputtering through laughter, "three it is."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News This Morning!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette. Cindy watched with avid interest, her eyes sparkling. Everyone else watched apprehensively as I put three boxes of doughnuts down next to the coffee pots.
Priya shouted "We are getting new details of the arrest of Carlos Domingo for the murder of college student Raoul Martinez! It appears that this was a crime of passion by Domingo, who sources reveal had been dating Martinez. Sources have confirmed to Five-Alive News that Martinez was part of the transvestite community on campus, and dressed as a woman while on dates with Domingo. Sources also confirm that the shooting of Martinez by Domingo was preceded by an argument between the two."
Priya continued: "Carlos Domingo is the son of Manuel Domingo, owner of Domingo Shipping. Mr. Domingo had no comment upon his son's sexual affair with Martinez, but Domingo Shipping has announced that they are closing their operations in this County and will be moving their property and assets to their new facility that is opening in Southport. In a statement to the Press, Mr. Domingo stated that the 'unfriendly spirit' of our Town and our Police towards Hispanics and immigrants was a strong factor in the decision to leave."
Priya was not finished. "I asked Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook about the loss of Domingo Shipping, and here is that interview."
A video was played: "Yes, Priya," said Thomas P. Cook, "we just lost dozens of jobs and revenue for the Town because the Town & County Police handled this case with an amazing lack of tact and discretion. This is yet another example of Chief Harold Bennett and Commander Donald Troy's utterly failed leadership. We need a strong leader like Commander Robert Brownlee as our Chief to prevent these issues from coming up again and staining the name of our good Town..."
"I need something to spike this coffee with." said Martin Nash after hearing that.
"Something like Pepto-Bismol." replied Tanya Perlman, with no small amount of disgust. "I mean, for crying out loud... we just busted a murderer, and not only the Media but a Council Member acts like we committed a crime... geez!"
"Okay, okay," Cindy said, getting out her wallet. "Don, here's the money for the doughnuts."
"Keep it." I said. "You can buy 'em next time. I suspect we're going to need more morale-building in the near future. A lot more."
Have I mentioned that I have a very deep hatred of the Press, shared by many, and not assuaged by even three boxes of doughnuts?
Part 11 - Epilogue
Saturday afternoon, August 12th. I took out my 'McBeth 3x Champion Roc3' disc, named after the Professional Disc Golf World Champion. Yes, they actually have a professional disc golf league.
I aimed at the basket of the 18th hole 150 feet away, then launched the clear blue disc into the air. It looked as if it would sail to the right of the basket, but as it approached it curved left. Sinking down, the disc clanged against the metal of the basket then fell to the earth just below.
"Aw, man!" Cindy said. "Great shot, Don! It almost went in!" Indeed, the shot had almost won the day for me, Cindy, and Carole here on the 18th hole of the Ronald Reagan Park Disc Golf Course.
Teresa's shot was from much closer, and settled to the ground about six feet away. Todd and little Doug came up, and after Todd threw his disc in the basket, I came up and handed a disc to Carole, holding her right above where my disc had landed.
"Okay, Carole," I said, "drop it in." Carole did so and (thankfully) it went right into the basket.
"Yay! We win!" she exclaimed after her successful putt, clapping her hands in happiness.
Teresa quietly said "I think we tied."
"Then we all win." I said, kissing my daughter's cheek as we walked off the course. "It was fun, guys. We should do it again soon."
"Yes we should." said Cindy. "Here, let me hold this champion putter." I handed Carole to Cindy. Just then, I noticed a couple of old ladies sitting on a bench nearby. I excused myself from my group for a moment and went over to them.
"Why hello, Commander!" said old Mrs. Boddiker as I came up. "Have you met my friend Mrs. Williams?"
"I believe I did meet you, at Mrs. Myrtle James's birthday party." I said as I shook her hand politely. "How are you both doing these days?"
"Quite well, Commander." said Mrs. Williams. "Mrs. Boddiker and I were just saying how pretty your little girl is."
"Thank you, thank you very much." I said. "Fortunately, she takes after her mother." The old ladies giggled in that special way that old ladies do.
"Why, yes..." said Mrs. Boddiker, who then looked past me and said "Why hello, Pastor Westboro!"
"Ah, ladies," said Pastor Westboro, who had been walking on the walking path but stopped as he was hailed, "how are you? Commander, what a pleasant surprise to see you here also." He extended his hand, which I shook politely. "No crowbar today?"
"Gets in the way of throwing frisbees." I said.
"Ah," said Westboro, "disc golf. Our local version of the Olympic Games and the discus throw, with modern plastics for modern times."
"What brings you to the park today, Pastor?" asked Mrs. Williams.
"Ah, I'm just getting a bit of exercise on the walking path." replied Westboro. "And if you will excuse me, I need to be getting back to the church for an appointment. Good to see you all." With that, Pastor Westboro made his way down the path towards the parking lot.
"It's such a shame that he has no wife." said Mrs. Williams as the rest of my group began coming to get me. "The Pastor's wife left him years ago, you know."
"Yes, that's the story." said Mrs. Boddiker. "Some say she ran away with another man. Others say she died, but we'd have heard about that, would we not, Commander?"
"Long before my time here, but I'm sure we would have." I said agreeably as I took Carole from Cindy, who'd just walked up. "Carole, say hello to Mrs. Boddiker and Mrs. Williams."
"Hi." Carole said shyly, hugging me. The old ladies greeted Carole warmly.
"We'd better go." I said. "It was nice to see you, ladies. Carole, say goodbye."
"Bye bye." said Carole as the old ladies beamed at her some more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00am, Sunday, August 13th. Only the light from Thaddeus Ward's office was on; the rest of the building, and indeed the entire property, was deserted he came into the office, seeing the other three in their chairs.



"Just wait outside, my lovely Sinon." he said quietly to his sole attendant, a woman dressed in black and red leather and wearing a motorcycle helmet that concealed her identity. "Is everything set and ready?" he asked. She nodded and gave a thumbs up with her leather-gloved hand.
She went outside, seeing the other bodyguards in the distance. Elizabeth's two European studs were smoking and chatting. They looked tired; indeed, Karen Warner Harlan had outlasted both of them in several hours of sexual 'combat'. She had drained their balls repeatedly until they could go no more, even with the aid of Viagra.
Karen Warner Harlan also had two bodyguards, both athletic young men. They just nodded to the helmeted woman and she nodded back. They called her 'Boba Fett', as she never took off the helmet and never spoke. They did not notice the other men that had snuck into the building.
"There you are, Number Four." said Ward, as his Comrade in Crime entered the office. "Right on time. Well, everyone, we were supposed to meet Manuel Domingo tonight about shipping some extra ammonium nitrate to Southport, but with the arrest of his son, I'm not sure if he'll show up."
"He'll show." said Number Four. "He contacted me and said he'd be here." Elizabeth peered at him.
Karen Warner Harlan, dressed in a clingy black shirt and pants that allowed for freedom of movement, and carrying her bullwhip, said "I heard rumors of chemical agents that were to be shipped into the State, but the Police and FBI caught on to them. Anyone have word on that?"
"I heard something about that." said Number Four, not revealing that he'd been an integral part of that plot. "The woman that was involved in that Lance Priemus case, a 'Dora Ellis', I believe her name was, was arrested by the Police and was being interrogated by the FBI before she unhappily fell dead in her prison cell the morning after her arrest. So whatever they were going to do was stopped before it began."
"Too bad." said Karen. "Having those chemicals would be a great hedge against the FBI if they ever came after us."
"Things like that are a double-edged sword." Elizabeth said. "In the meantime, we're bringing in over a ton of gold bars from France. Sergei Molotov should've stayed in the drug business. Now Mr. Putin wants to know what happened to the Russian gold that was last known to be in Sergei's hands, and the unfortunate Sergei does not have a good answer... because he really can't tell Mr. Putin that we stole the gold from him, now can he?"
"What a fuck-up." said Number Four, laughing at Elizabeth's humorous remark. Then the humor left him as quickly as it had come as he said: "And speaking of fuck-ups, Mr. Manuel Domingo has failed us. We were financing his operation in this County so that we could use him for additional shipping, and to take any pressure off our lovely comrade Elizabeth here that might arise. Domingo will still be useful to me-- to us-- in Southport, but I want all of you to witness the valuable lesson he will be learning tonight."
A moment later, Ward's cellphone buzzed. "Ah, the Domingo party has arrived. He has eight men with him."
"A pitiful lack of resources." Number Four said. "I would suggest that we turn out the lights and that you three not be seen. I'll handle this.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Manuel Domingo walked into the large, open warehouse area. His eight Latino men looked sloppy, their powerful handguns tucked into their belts or pockets, Number Four observed. He walked out to meet them, his motorcycle-helmet-clad assistant behind him. She was armed with a .22 Magnum auto-pistol with silencer attached.
"Ah, there you are, Mr. Domingo." he said with a joviality he did not feel. "I am so glad you could come."
"My shipping operation here is being closed." said Domingo, showing no politeness. "I came to speak to you about another matter."
"Oh, what is that?" he said.
"I want you to help me kill the Iron Crowbar." said Domingo. Seeing the look of surprise, and disdain, on the other man's face, Domingo said "I will pay you handsomely, but I want that son of a bitch dead."
"Why?" he asked. "The Iron Crowbar only did his job. After all, it was your son who blew away his faggot lover and got caught. You should've been aware that your son was a faggot, Domingo."
"I had no idea about that filthy situation." said Domingo, his face reddening with anger. "But I do know the Iron Crowbar needs to be taught an unforgettable lesson. You are more familiar with the territory here than I am, so I want you to help me shove his own crowbar into his ass and then I will take great pleasure in killing him."
"The Iron Crowbar's time will come." he said. "You must be more patient. I have a greater need of your services in Southport."
"If you want my services, if you want me to help you," said Domingo, "then I want the Iron Crowbar dead first. I want his head on a platter, like that prophet John the Baptist. Without that, my work with you will not continue."
"Oh really?" he said, baiting Domingo with his words, and the inflection in saying them. "We had a solemn deal. Are you breaking your word? Are you like your son? A weak faggot?"
"You cabron!" snapped Domingo. "Piss on you." Domingo did not quite catch the slight change of intensity in the other man's eyes. Too bad for him.
He nodded to his leather-clad assistant, who pressed a button on what looked like a pager on her belt. Suddenly, eight men appeared, their military-grade automatic rifles and laser-sights trained on Domingo's ambushed bodyguards. Three more men, masked and wearing black leather outfits, suddenly came up behind Domingo and grabbed him!
Two men had Domingo's arms in solid grips. One man kicked Domingo behind the knees, forcing his legs to buckle. Held on his knees with his arms pulled behind him, Domingo was helpless as he saw the man come and stand right in front of him.
"Hold his head in place." said Number Four. The third man grabbed Domingo's head in his leather-gloved hands, holding him tightly in place as Number Four unzipped his pants and brought out his penis.
He aimed carefully, then began urinating into Domingo's face. Domingo tried to turn his head but it was held violently and painfully in place as the stream of piss shot onto his closed eyes, nose and mouth.
"It is bad manners," he said, "to tell someone you will piss on them when you are not prepared to do so. It is very bad manners to say you will piss on me when you cannot back your words up with competent force."
He finished urinating onto Domingo's face, shaking his penis to get the last drops out as he said "And it is worse than bad manners to say you will piss on me when I am the one that has the power to enforce pissing in your face while you are helpless and as weak as your faggot son. It is humiliating enough to have a son who has sex with other men; it is even worse that I am pissing on you and there is not a god... damn... thing... you can do about it."
He tucked his manhood away inside his pants and zipped up. He turned to another man waiting in the wings. "Ah, my young friend Diomedes... how is your bladder?" he asked.
"Full, sir." said the man. He nodded and pointed his hand at Domingo. The black-clad, masked man came forward, unzipped his pants and took out his penis, then proceeded to empty his bladder into Domingo's face, urinating in a long, powerful stream for a considerable time. In turn, five other men also took the opportunity to relieve themselves while delivering maximum humiliation to the helpless Manuel Domingo.
"Well now, Domingo." he said. "I think that will conclude our business tonight. I suggest you leave the United States, and that I never have reason to consider your existence again. Be sure to clean up this mess before you leave."
He nodded to all his assistants, who exited the building after taking all of Domingo's men's weapons. After they were gone, Domingo screamed for them to go after the others, but instead they walked out, no longer loyal to the man who had just been brutally humiliated in front of them.
As he staggered out of the warehouse, Domingo muttered under his breath "I will see you dead, and I will see the Iron Crowbar dead as well. As God is my Judge, I will watch you scream in pain as you die..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Mail call!"
The small group of workers hurried into the meeting room for the twice-weekly ritual after completing their twelve hour shift. Care packages and letters were passed out. These guys were contractors for a highly classified monitoring station in the extremely remote location of the northern Alaska wastelands.
"Got something there, Chris?"
"Oh yeah." Chris Washburn said happily as he tucked the manila envelope under his arm. His roommate grinned, knowing that the package for Chris was from Chris's wife. Hurrying to his quarters in the quonset huts, Chris opened the package. The results exceeded even his wildest expectations.
The first pictures showed his wife, her dirty blonde hair in gentle drilled curls, wearing a sundress that showed off her short, shapely, stocky body. The next picture was of her full body, showing her legs as she stood in high heel slides. Then followed one of her from behind, bent over slightly so that the delicious curves of her ass were outlined by the tight fitting dress.
The pictures progressed, showing his wife in the sunroom of their hope, outlined against the window, then stepping outside into the backyard. There, subsequent pictures showed that she had been joined by their young neighbor from across the street. He had light colored hair, more ash than yellow blonde, and his tall, lean body was ripped, the muscles not overdone but rock-hard on his body.
The next pictures Chris saw were of his wife and the young man sitting on the patio, having what looked like frozen daiquiris. Then the camera got closer to the lovely woman from below, showing her legs... then up her skirt. It was as if the young man didn't realize that she was showing off her private parts to the camera.
There was another set of pics. The first showed the young man pouring more drinks, not seeming to notice the woman hitching up her skirt at the camera, showing off her bare ass! Chris groaned at the sight of the delicious globes of his wife's asscheeks. Then the next picture showed his wife with a message on a piece of paper that said 'Watch the video.'
Racing to his laptop, he plugged in the jump drive and started the first video. It was his wife in her bedroom. "Honey," she said, "it's warm so we're changing into something more comfortable. He's in the other room." With that, the woman slowly let her sundress fall to the floor, then she proceeded to put on a thong bikini while looking into the camera and smiling lustily. "Okay, honey," she said, "look at the second set of pics."
Back to the pictures. Chris began going through them. They showed his wife and the young man back in the backyard in the lawn chairs. The young man was in tight fitting swim trunks that looked like blue boxer shorts, and the outline of his huge cock could easily be seen under the thin fabric. In one pic, while the guy was looking away, the wife was pointing at the bulge between his legs with her other hand to her lips in an 'Oh my!' pose.
The other pics that followed showed various scenes of Chris's wife. In one, the young man was looking away and she had the thong bikini pulled to one side, completely exposing her pussy, her cuntlips open and wet. Another pic showed her pulling the bikini top down to expose and uplift her breasts, followed by the young man getting a good feel of her fleshy boob. Then one of him sucking her rock-hard, distended nipple as she displayed a look of pleasure on her face.
That was the last pic. Chris checked the jump drive. There was a second video, but it only showed his wife and the young man talking about going out to dinner together that night. There were no more pictures nor videos. His wife was probably going to send the pictures of her date and their night on the Town in another mail package. Such a tease she was! he thought to himself.
Then he noticed another file, not named like the others. It had two photographs, which totally shocked Chris. One showed his wife very clearly sucking a huge, hard cock, her moist, lipsticked lips tightly clinging to the thick shaft. It was obviously the young man's cock, even though Chris could not see the other guy's face. Then there was the other pic, and Chris reeled...
It showed a very close-up picture of a quality not as good as the others. A man was on top of a woman in the missionary position, and his cock was buried almost all the way into her pussy. Unlike the young man in the previous pics, the backs of this man's legs were hairy, and the nutsack was smaller than the other man's...
It looked like his wife's vagina, but he couldn't quite be sure, he thought. He couldn't see any telltale moles or marks, and the lovers' bellies were pressed together, preventing any of the rest of their bodies or faces from being seen. But in his soul, Chris knew that he was looking at his wife being fucked by another man, and he wondered if this picture had been meant to be included in the package, or if others that should have been in the package were missing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, September 18th. I was watching my beautiful wife Laura on her back, her luscious legs spread and high in the air, her gray high-heel pumps the only thing she was wearing. The young teen stud Ryan was naked and on top of her, pumping his large meat into my wife with youthful vigor.
"Baby, slow down," Laura moaned, "you'll come too fast."
"It's okay, I'm under control." Ryan said. I was a bit stunned; usually men this young would come very fast, but Ryan had better control that expected. I reasoned that he must've come before meeting us for our double date.
I looked down at the lovely woman beneath me. Ryan's mother Marlena had black hair and a voluptuous but still hourglass-shaped body. Her legs were her best feature, shapely and fairly firm, and her feet looked hot in the high heel slides she was wearing. They were the slides that she'd been wearing with her housecoat on the night of the Michelle Schell murder across the street from her house, and now having those legs caught under my arms as I pumped my cock into her, tasting and tonguing her legs and feet as I fucked her, and seeing my own wife being fucked by her well-hung son, was intensely pleasurable.
I briefly remembered fucking the big girl Willa a few months back, then remembered other big girls I'd fucked in college. Marlena was hotter than them, she was moving her hips and ass in response to my hard, steady thrusts, but I did enjoy the pillowy sweetness of her body as I let my weight press my groin and abs onto hers.
"UHH!!" I heard my wife gasp. I looked over seeing her eyes closed, her body straining, her mouth in an "oh" as she gasped and moaned. Laura was having an orgasm, and I heard Ryan grunt as he pushed his ass forward, trying to keep his cock buried nuts-deep in her pussy as her clenching cunt seemed to try to push his invading cuntsplitter out. It was a feeling I'd enjoyed many, many times when Laura came around my cock.
Marlena was moaning as I sped up the power and intensity of my own thrusts. She had climaxed, though her pussy did not clutch me as tightly as Laura's usually did. It was amazing to me, as always, how women would go through their climaxes in different ways...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's an away game." Ryan said. "I'm redshirted, so I didn't get to go on this trip." Ryan was on the University's football team, which had an away game over the weekend.
"That's our gain." Laura said as she snuggled into him. "Definitely my gain." She leaned her head back and kissed Ryan's mouth.
"Ryan," said Marlena, "why don't you tell them about the couple we've been swapping with."
"Oh, yeah," said Ryan, "Sean and Cassie. They're our neighbors... well, they live in the same subdivision but farther down the road. They're a mother-and-son duo and they fuck each other like Mom and I fuck." Marlena smiled lovingly at Ryan as he said "We've hooked up with them a few times, and they might be a good couple to join us for a bigger party, or you guys could swap with them, too."
"Sounds good." Laura said, then she asked "Do you think they would be willing to talk to me for my research? Like you and your mother have been doing? Fully anonymously?"
"Maybe." said Ryan. "I can ask them. I'm sure Cassie will do it if you pay her. Don't ever get between her and a dollar bill if you don't want to get run over!"
"Ryan!" gasped Marlena. "That's not nice!"
"Sorry, Mom." Ryan said, grinning. "Anyway, I'll talk to them if you like, Laura."
"Mmm, good." Laura said. "Now why don't you get my husband's sloppy seconds while he gets yours?" With that, we swapped partners. I got behind Laura in a 'spoons' position, lying on our left hips so that Laura could watch Ryan fuck his own mother. I could feel my wife's excitement as I pumped her sperm-filled pussy, enjoying the weird wet slickness that was getting frothy.
So was Marlena's cunt, as her son Ryan was fucking her very hard and deep. Her legs were pulled way back to give her son full admission to her slick, sloppy vagina, and he was plowing her furrow into a hot, creamy lather...
Part 2 - Groundwork
"What I don't understand," said Cindy Ross, "is Dora Ellis. I've been following up on her for Jack Muscone and the FBI, as you know."
We were sitting in my office at 8:30am, Monday, September 21st, drinking coffee and just chatting after the conclusion of the "Crowbar's Angels" meeting.
"Yes." I said. "Anything new on that?"
"No." Cindy said. "Just that Angela Harlan was all over her like a wet blanket while Dora was in Texas. After Angela died up here, the FBI office in Dallas obtained everything in Texas that they could get on Angela, including all her police cases, notes, the works. But they had even more on Dora Ellis, because Angela was just about to hand off a money laundering case to the FBI down there. Dora left the State, fell off the FBI's radar... and Angela started going nuts, too. It wasn't all that much later that the first Black Widow cases started up."
"Yes." I said. After a pause I asked "Am I the only one in the room who disbelieves coincidences enough that I see a possible connection in all of this? Dora in Texas, then up here. Sharples in Texas, then up here. Angela Harlan in Texas, then up here."
"No sir, you are not." said Cindy, who then grinned. "You know... my father, Dr. Eckart, says the same thing about coincidences. He got a good laugh when I told him how you quote Dame Agatha Christie on that."
I smiled as Cindy said "By the way, Lindy Linares of the FBI up here worked with me to get some of this material."
"Yes, she's very good with the white collar crimes." I said. "She's the FBI's version of The Abacus." The Abacus was Vice Detective Julie Newton, whose wizardry with ledgers, numbers, and discovering means of moving money around was without equal in the State, if I do say so myself.
"You know," Cindy said, "Lindy and I were wondering if we should bring Julie into this. Maybe even get her on the FBI payroll as a temporary consultant or something."
I considered that. "No." I concluded. "We'll keep Julie all to ourselves. I think Teresa has her working on some other stuff, too."
Cindy said "True enough. Teresa put her onto Domingo Shipping, and she came up with a couple of names in the Tenderloin District. One of them is a member of T-Square's 'Regiment', a guy named Tyrell T. Underwood, who goes by the name of 'Smooth'. The other is Weinstein, the Jewish guy that runs a club on the Southern end of the Tenderloin District. No one has seen 'Smooth' in several weeks, and we haven't found him yet, either. We've got some people watching Weinstein."
"Interesting." I said. "Tell Teresa very quietly, and for her ears alone: don't waste much time looking into 'Smooth'. Let's just say that one is a 'dead' end."
Cindy peered at me, knowing all too well that I had a meaning in my words. I piled on.
"Also, Cindy," I said, "we need to consider the possibility of key people leaving the Force. No, don't get your hackles up, I'm not saying anyone is doing anything wrong, but people do find other jobs, or they get married, or get bored around this place."
"If they're bored," Cindy replied levelly, "it's because you made it that way. Criminals are scared to do anything in this County because they know exactly who is about to bust them up."
"I think it's my partner they're really scared of." I said with a grin. Then I frowned a bit. "I do wish it were true that we were feared that much by the criminal elements. But the point I was trying to make is that we can't allow ourselves to be diminished if someone leaves or is incapacitated. I want you to think of what would happen if The Abacus ever left. Who would we have to 'follow the money' if she wasn't around?"
"Good point." Cindy said. "You think she's looking to leave?"
"No... no, I wasn't trying to imply anything. I just used her as an example." I said. "And this is a better example, though painful to think of: what is your plan if something happens to Teresa or Tanya?"
Cindy's eyes widened a bit as she contemplated those repercussions. "Perish forbid that ever happen." she said. "But you're right, it's something I need to think about and plan for."
She then asked, obviously to change the subject, "Speaking of Angela Harlan, did you ever follow up on Selena Steele?"
"Not really. Not yet, anyway." I said. "There are just so many threads to follow, I'm just trying to find the time to keep up with all of it. And we looked into Selena back in the time of the Black Widow cases. I've got it on the list of things to work on, though."
Cindy was again peering at me, wondering what I was hiding from her. The fun thing was... I had just told her the God's-honest truth. Selena Steele was a back-burner issue for the time being.
"Okay." Cindy said. "There was one thing I was going to ask you. About Dora: by all accounts she was very liberal, majoring in 'Women's Studies' and all that. But she was part of a viciously racist white supremacy group called 'White Roots'."
"So you're saying that liberal Democrats can't be racists?" I countered. "Only Republicans can be racist?"
"No--" Cindy faltered. "No... I... well... I didn't mean it like that..."
"So Joanne Cummings is a racist?" I asked. "She and her family are very conservative, very Christian, definitely Republicans, too. But not racists."
"Okay, okay," Cindy said, trying to recover, "I said it the wrong way."
"I'm glad it was here in private, and just between us." I said. "Speaking of Texas, Laura is from Texas also. Did you know that the Texas Republican Party was founded by three whites... and 20 blacks? I need not even mention that the Ku Klux Klan was founded by Southern Democrats, nor that Southern Democrats tried to filibuster the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which was overcome by other Democrats... with Republican help."
I continued: "The problems is twofold, my friend: first, the Media labels the Republicans as racists; second, the Republicans don't fight back. They let themselves be pasted as racists, as women-haters, and so on. They're cowards, even worse... but I cannot say in front of a woman what I would like to call the Republicans. As you know, I am no fan of either political party."
"Yeah, I know." Cindy said, getting tired of my verbal lashing.
"Okay," I said, "you were saying about Dora Ellis?"
"Yes." Cindy said, getting back on track. "I was going to say that Dora went to Texas, a conservative State, and worked in banks there before coming to our State. I would not think someone majoring in Women's Studies would be working at banks."
"She was originally from California," I said, "which is not a conservative State. Her father is an insurance man in San Francisco. He's no conservative, nor a Republican, but a staunch Democrat. I know because I've been investigating him. And not that it's connected in any way to politics or political parties, but he's likely a member of the Superior Bloodlines group, which stays in the shadows, but is as deeply racist and even more dangerous than the open, public groups like the Klan or the stereotypically hick 'White Roots' people."
"So," I continued, "she obviously was working for her father. She did what he told her, whether it was to infiltrate a bank or work with drug gangs, or be a C.I. for a dirty cop like Susan Wexler."
"So, Mr. Iron Crowbar, whom not much gets by..." said Cindy, her sparkling eyes substituting for a grin, "who is going to be put up by the Republicans to oppose SBI Director Jack Lewis for Governor?"
"Admit it, you're just a political junkie!" I said with a grin. That got Cindy's eyes rolling and nearly got me cursed out. Me, I deal with the politics but I'm a political atheist. By way of contrast, Cindy actively hates the shenanigans of politics.
"Okay, just kidding." I said. "And the question is an interesting one... but far above my pay grade."
"They wanted you to run." Cindy said, her eyes twinkling again as she realized I'd gotten in a good one on her. "And I understand you telling them to pound sand. But you have to have thought about it." She was peering at me expectantly, trying to get something out of me.
"I wish you would work this hard on getting your paperwork done, Captain." I said with another grin. Again, Cindy was not amused.
I continued: "Yeah, I've thought about it. And my answer is that I would prefer to see Governor Jared run again, even though he has said he doesn't want to run for another term. Failing that... I'm not sure who the Republicans can put up against him."
"Well," Cindy said, "they'd better figure it out quick. By Hallowe'en at the latest. The Election is over a year away, but the Primaries are in March... and this is not some local race. "
"That's true. So..." I said, my own eyes peering at Cindy, "has Jenna decided to run against Krasney?"
"No." said Cindy, not bothering to ask how I was so certain of something that had not been mentioned publicly. "Meaning 'no, she's not going to do it this election cycle'. She doesn't feel like she has enough time to get organized, get support, and then campaign against her own boss and be able to win."
I fell into a near-reverie. "You know," I said, my voice sounding far away, "if I'm right, some things might open up for her, if she really wants to get into politics. Tell her... yeah, tell her to get her positions on things honed and into sound bites, and to start laying some groundwork, just to be prepared... and tell her to make sure she really wants to get into politics..."
My reverie was interrupted by a loud knock on my door. The Duty Desk Sergeant opened the door and looked in.
"Commander, Captain," she said, "we just got a call. A body has been found behind the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse building."
Part 3 - The Crime Scene
"Ma'am," said Detective Joanne Cummings, "I'm sorry, but you can't be here."
"It's quite all right, young lady." said the old woman, who was wearing a shawl that partially covered her face even in the early Autumn warmth. "I'll be on my way. But please do ask your medical examiner to look into the age of those bruises on this poor woman's face."



"I will, ma'am," said Joanne, trying to be nice, "but this is a crime scene and you really must come away from here."
"I'll take care of this, Detective Cummings." said a voice behind them. They whirled around to see Captain Cindy Ross coming up to them. "You get back to examining the body. I'll escort the Widow Jones out of here. Madam, you really do need to go before the Commander gets here."
"Yes, I suppose I must." said the old lady as she and Cindy walked away from the scene. "Such a dreadful thing, a lovely young lady murdered in the prime of her life."
"I agree." said Cindy.
"As I was telling your young but promising Detective," said the Widow Athena Jones in her scratchy voice, "have your medical examiner look into the age of the bruising on the woman's face. I might also suggest that her clothing is very interesting, and she was covering some of her bruises with actor's makeup."
"I'll tell them." said Cindy. "There's Commander Troy now, so I'll let you go. Have a nice day, ma'am."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I got out of my silver Police SUV, I did a double-take. Cindy was escorting an old woman away from the crime scene. I peered at them as Cindy came over to me and the woman disappeared into the small crowd watching outside the Police cordon.
"Who was that?" I asked.
"One of our 'seasoned citizens'." Cindy replied, and her attempt to force the nonchalant tone of her voice was not lost on me.
"More importantly," I asked, my voice more severe, "how is it that she got on the inside of our security cordon?"
"I think she was already there before we set it up." Cindy said. "Detective Cummings was politely but firmly getting her out of there when I came up, so I had Cummings go back to work and I got the lady out of the area."
"I see." I said. We were approaching the Patrolmen at the barricade. One had a clipboard. Cindy came up to him first.
"Ross, Captain, TCPD badge number one-zero-six-nine." Cindy said.
"Yes ma'am, come on inside." said the Patrolman. "You can come in too, Commander." The other officers, including Cindy, looked at him as if he'd just made an obscene gesture.
"And you already know my badge number, Patrolman?" I asked quietly.
"Uh, no sir." said the Patrolman. "But everyone knows you're the Commander."
"And that's the point, Patrolman." Captain Ross said to him. "Even the Commander, even the Chief, even the Sheriff himself has to go through the protocol before coming through this security checkpoint, with the time logged."
"Uh, yes ma'am." said the young officer, realizing his mistake. "I'm sorry, sir. What is your badge number?"
"I'll give the you the full meal deal, just to say I did: Troy. Commander. TCPD badge number one-six-four-zero." I said.
As he wrote it down, I asked "What's your name, Patrolman?" I asked even though I already knew... it's not like I couldn't read his name tag.
"Culver, sir." said the Patrolman, a look of fear suddenly masking his features.
"Relax, Patrolman Culver." I said. "You got the freebie today, and got to learn the easy way. Just don't make the same mistake again."
"Yes sir." Culver said, now looking considerably relieved that I had not administered a Crowbar beatdown, verbal or otherwise.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came up to the body of a white woman in her thirties, with light brown hair with blonde highlights and in a frazzle of curls a bit softer than Dr. Bonnie Karpathian or FBI Agent Lindy Linares wore their hair. The woman was relatively short, under 5'5" tall, with a stocky but shapely body which was relatively fit. Her dress was a clingy gown of a pale green color with gold trim, the gold matching her fingernail and toenail polish. She was wearing wedding rings, but no other jewelry... not even earrings, though her ears were pierced.
What immediately got anyone's attention was her face. She was pretty, but her face was bruised up pretty badly, as was her upper chest, shoulders, and arms; she'd been beaten up in the recent past.
"Hi, Martha." I said to the Medical Examiner as she examined the body. "How are you doing?"
"I am doing the best I can," said Martha acidly, "while every know-it-all Detective and old lady in the County is trying to tell me how to do my job." It did not take a great feat of detection to observe that Martha was peeved. I looked at Detective Cummings.
"Sir," Joanne said, "the old lady that was here said to tell the M.E. to look at the age of the bruising, some makeup on her body, and also the woman's clothes." It also did not take great ability to see the pouty frown on Detective Cummings's face, and that she was feeling a mixture of guilt at annoying Martha... but also irritation that Martha was giving Joanne hell for passing on the old lady's comments.
"Interesting." I said as my eyes took in a lightning inventory of the scene. "So, Martha, what have you found so far?"
"Death appears to be by strangulation." said Martha. "The markings on the neck suggest she was strangled from behind. Death occurred at least twelve hours ago; my preliminary guess is late yesterday afternoon or early yesterday evening."
"Detective Cummings," I said, "how close to the body did that old lady come?'
"Not very close, sir." said Joanne. "She never got closer than about 15 feet, that I saw." Other officers confirmed this upon my queries.
"Good." I said. "The garbage men found the body?"
"Yes sir." said Cummings. "And they called it in. I got their names and contact information, then let them go to do their jobs."
"Good enough. We definitely do not want the Citizens complaining to the Council that their trash is piling up because a Police Detective arrested them." I said with a grin. Joanne stifled a giggle.
As I looked around, I said "The body was brought here and dumped. Did anyone find a purse or an ID on her?"
"No sir." said Joanne. "No purse, no personal effects in any pockets of her dress. I photographed her face and sent it to the Data Group."
"And fingerprints?" I asked.
"I haven't done those yet, sir." Joanne said. "I was staying out of the Medical Examiner's way." I understood the underlying complaint of that comment.
"Martha," I said, "let Cummings get a couple of fingerprints." Martha said nothing but grudgingly got out of the way. Joanne came up with her Police iPhone and started an app that would read the deceased's fingerprints when pressed to the screen. Within seconds, the FBI database would be searching for those prints. Technology... is cool.
I also noticed that Joanne took the time to study the woman's wedding rings, even trying to pull them off the fingers. Ah good! I thought to myself. Someone learned from the Murdered Bride case!
As Joanne did her work, I asked Martha: "So let's do talk about those bruises on the victim's face, Martha. Am I right that they don't look as recent as the strangulation marks and the fingernail scrapes and splitting where she tried to fight off her attacker?"
Martha knew that I was not a 'know-it-all' Detective, that I observed and deduced things. But she still gave me a look suggesting I was a 'know-it-all' Commander. I was beginning to tire of her attitude this morning, as it was making mine not much better.
"I don't know, sir." Martha said. "I'll have to do a closer examination during the autopsy. The Crime Lab has already taken samples of the makeup that was covering the bruises on her shoulders, so ask them for those results."
"Okay." I said. "Expedite the autopsy, if you will. There are some... 'strangenesses' about this crime scene."
"By the way, sir," Joanne said, "the woman was not wearing any shoes, nor did we find any in the area."
"Hmmm," I said, "that might or might not be important. Not to put too much emphasis on it, but the likeliest place she'd be without shoes in the early evening... would be at home."
"And 'home' is what we need to find out next about her... along with her identity." said Cindy Ross. "Did the FBI App come back with fingerprints yet?"
"No ma'am." said Detective Cummings. "The app is pretty fast, too. So for it to take this long means it's likely that her prints aren't in the database."
"So, Detective Washington," I said to Theo Washington, who had been working with uniformed officers in looking for clues around the area, "why do you think the perp or perps brought the body here, behind the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse building?"
"Uh," said Theo, with a puzzled look on his movie-star-handsome face, "there was no one here last night and it was convenient?"
"Could be... could be." I said. "What do you think of that theory, Captain Ross?"
"Only that you don't share it." Cindy said to me. "I don't know what it is, but you have some knowledge about this particular place that I know I don't have. So clue us in... sir." That was Cindy's little way of barely maintaining decorum while expressing her impatience with my little game.
"I need to get as many of you up to speed on things like this as I can." I said. "You're right, Captain: this location is known as a 'dead/live' location. There is cellphone service, but there are no surveillance cameras in the immediate area. If I were a perp, I'd want to drop off a body in a place like this, where my cellphone was available to take calls, but no cameras are observing or recording me dumping the body. I happen to have an idea that the late Captain Malone used to come here to use his burner phones."
"Where are the other 'dead/live' zones, sir?" asked Theo.
"We'll have to have some classroom training on that." I said. "For now, I'll just say that good portions of the Fairgrounds, some of Ronald Reagan Park, and of course Promontory Point."
"With all the kids that go up there," asked Joanne Cummings, who had been listening to us, "wouldn't Promontory Point be the place cameras are needed most?"
"You'd think that, but Chief Griswold and I absolutely wanted 'plausible deniability' on having any idea who is up there at any given time." I replied. "We absolutely do not want parents screaming at us that their daughter got pregnant at Promontory Point and we knew they were up there and didn't tell said parents."
"Flawlessly logical, as Mr. Spock would say." said Cindy.
"Yes." I said, trying not to laugh at Joanne's facial expressions. "Okay, speaking of flawless logic, let's try to apply some to identify our Jane Doe and start solving this crime. I can tell you from my own observations that there is little of interest here. The old lady was right that the victim's attire is interesting, and that the bruising of her face where she was beaten up is older than the injuries leading to her death. Somebody beat her up a few days ago, then someone killed her last night. And I don't think she was out and about last night; her clothing suggests she was at home... or someone else's home. Has everyone examined the body?"
"I didn't take a close look yet." said Theo.
"Go do that now, so we can release the body to the M.E." I said.
After one last look around, I said "Okay, I'm heading back to Headquarters. Who has Perlman put on the case-- speaking of that, where is Perlman?" I looked around, not seeing her at all.
"She called me and said she's on another mission, sir." said Cindy. "She sent Cummings and Washington down here, so I'll deduce she wants them handling the case."
"That's fine." I said. "And Cummings, you are the primary on this one. Let me speak with you a moment before I go. Ross, Washington, I'll see you both at the Station."
I had Joanne come a few steps away so that I could speak privately with her. She looked worried, thinking she was about to get chewed out.
"Cummings," I said, "I just want to mention a few things. First, I was told how you handled the old lady with courtesy but firmness. That's very good, and I commend your handling of the situation."
"Thank you, sir!" gushed Joanne, blushing a bit at the praise. I think she was expecting anything but praise, but she'd done well from all that I'd heard.
"Second," I said, "I observed you looking at the wedding rings. What did you find?"
"They'd been on her hand for some time, sir." Joanne said. "Indentations on the fingers below showed that. Also, I didn't try hard, but I would have to try hard to get them off her hands."
"Yes." I said. "She's married, and has been for some time. She has family. So I would expect to hear of the Station being called with a Missing Persons report pretty soon. Keep in touch with the Duty Desk and all the Precinct Duty Desks."
"I will, sir." Joanne said.
"Last," I said, "I know you tried to handle that situation with Martha politely. But I want you to remember that this is your crime scene, not hers. The M.E.s are invited in as a courtesy, not a requirement. Don't let Martha or anyone else give you grief or intimidate you, okay?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said, absorbing the lesson.
"Okay, carry on." I said. "I have some work to do." With that, I took my leave of the scene.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I went straight to the small Lieutenant's office that was Tanya Perlman's. Knocking on the door, I went straight inside.
"Good morning, Commander." Tanya said, grinning up at me, her cheeks rosy. "Did you have a good weekend?"
"It was excellent." I said. "And you obviously had a good weekend, as well."
"Not much gets by you, sir." Tanya said with an even happier grin. "Dr. Wellman's wife was hostessing some function for some group dedicated to saving African elephants, so I entertained him and kept him from getting bored."
"Or kept him board stiff, if I don't miss my guess." I said, very inappropriately, very rudely... and Tanya loved it.
"You betcha." she replied. "He was really randy, all hot and bothered, too. Maybe he'd been looking at dirty pictures and his wife didn't give him any relief."
"Which begs the question of who she was giving relief." I replied. "But it wasn't me, so I'm not too worried about it. So... what did you find out that kept you away from a murder scene this morning?"
"Well," Tanya replied, "first, I didn't go down there to give my Detectives some breathing space. You might want to do that, also... they're using us both as crutches, and I want them to develop their own skills."
"I can understand that." I said. "But I'll be bored as a gourd if I don't at least go look at the scenes."
"Anyway," Tanya said, "I've been finishing up my investigation of Selena Steele for you, as well as her father Edward R. Steele and her boss, J.P. Goldman."
"What did you find?" I asked.
Tanya replied: "First of all, J.P. Goldman has been a banker for decades, and while his sphincter is as tight as a cat in a dog kennel when it comes to money, he's one of the most honest and aboveboard people you'll ever meet. He's given a lot of money to charities, supports the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, Boys and Girls Clubs, and various University Hospital projects.
"He's they only person who has simultaneously served on the Town & County Council and the University Regents Board, and he's still on both now. He's always been involved with the political people in the State, and is a friend of Governor Jared. He's twice brokered political deals between the City and the State, especially the SBI. But as he's gotten older, he's backed off all that stuff and is just living more quietly here in our good Town and County, being a philanthropist."
Tanya continued: "Edward R. Steele is also a Councilman. He's a good friend of Chief Griswold, as is Mr. Goldman. Mr. Steele was in banking himself, but then became a developer of a lot of the subdivisions in the area. The Kensington District was one of his developments. He was also a friend of late Mr. Bonniker, the former head of Crown Chemicals, and who built and owned your Cabin before you bought it... and rebuilt it. He's rumored to have been in the bond business with Hamilton Myers, whose home was robbed in the Parole Officer Case you solved, so he's got oodles of money."
"And he's aboveboard?" I asked.
"Pretty much." Tanya said. "As far as I can tell, and I dug deep. He has more international connections than Mr. Goldman, especially in Japan. If your nephew Todd wants to do more business there, it probably wouldn't hurt for him to talk to Mr. Steele."
"And date his gorgeous daughter." I said. "What about Selena?"
"Well, Selena and Todd would probably be hot in bed together, but I'm not sure how they'd get along otherwise." Tanya said, letting her eyes lock onto me as if to suggest she knew some things I didn't. "She's pretty demanding of the people working for her in the Goldman Bank, she's very sharp with numbers, and word has it that she is going to run the J.P. Goldman bank eventually. Todd, of course, is carefree, happy-go-lucky, and while he's a good CEO of BOW Enterprises, from what Barry Oliver is telling me, I think his laid-back attitude would grate on Selena."
"Interesting." I said. "What else about her?"
"She was in Texas, then Missouri, then came up here." Tanya said. "You know this because you know Angela Harlan followed her up here, trying to frame Selena for murder." Tanya's face was falling; she was remembering who the Black Widow had successfully murdered-- the father of Tanya's child, Pete Feeley.
"Yes," I said, "no need to rehash that unless there's some new bearing I don't know about."
"Nothing except that it's odd Angela would go nuts over Selena." Tanya said, then saw me peering at her. "Don't worry, Don, I'm okay talking about this."
"Not sure I can say the same thing." I said, the pain still heavy on my heart. "But go ahead."
"Like I was saying," Tanya said. "Selena is sharp, in control, a great leader. She'd have been a good military officer in the Finance Corps of the Army, if she'd wanted that. As it is, she runs the J.P. Goldman Bank, having made some good deals for them and made wise investments of J.P.'s money all over the place. I'm still just beginning to look into those investments and the companies involved."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "I want you to be a bit careful getting into these companies, though. Check with me on anything you discover before delving too deep. I want to make sure we don't step on FBI toes as they investigate some things that I'm helping with... and I sure as hell don't want to tip off our Consultant of Crime to what you are doing."
"Gotcha." Tanya said. "By the way, I know the Vice people are looking into Domingo Shipping, but I did some backdoor snooping. Seems Domingo paid a visit to State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone of Southport. Jack Muscone told me that the FBI learned that Domingo wanted Cerone to put out a hit... on you."
"So I heard." I said. "I take it you didn't get this from Muscone, at least not in his office?"
Tanya grinned. "I hav vays too make him tawk. He ees unable to ree-sist my methods of extraction." she said in her best German-speak voice.
"Your feminine wiles are too much for heem." I said, also in German-speak. "I must bee on guard against yoo myself."
"You will be unable too ree-sist." Tanya replied, her eyes smoking.
"Okay," I said in a normal voice, "so Domingo was trying to put a hit on me. Cerone very wisely told Domingo to sit and spin, which caused Domingo to fly into a rage, whereupon an armed standoff occurred. No one was killed, but Domingo has left the State, and maybe the country."
"There's more." Tanya said. "Domingo also may have been shipping for Thaddeus Ward of Ward Harvester. Some legit ammonium nitrate went out with Domingo, but you know Ward... and that he sometimes sends 'extra'."
"I sure do." I said.
"In addition," Tanya said, "I came across a company called 'Vauxhall Medical Supply'. Domingo was shipping for them, too, but then the relationship was suddenly broken off. I was starting to look into Vauxhall, who is based in the City, but Jack Muscone waved me off that one."



"First I'm hearing of them." I said. "So you found all this about Domingo pretty easily?"
"Well, the part about Cerone was from Jack, and privately," Tanya said, "so that wouldn't be easily found. But the Ward Harvester stuff is right out there. Vauxhall was accidental, but it wasn't like I had to dig all that hard for it."
"Did you come across anything related to T-Square, or Weinstein?" I asked.
"Nope." Tanya said. "And I know why you're asking. T-Square's boy 'Smooth' has disappeared. I'm guessing it was his headless body found in that drum at Crown Chemicals, and that it will take a 'Crowbar' to truly pry out all that was going on about that."
"You didn't hear me say a word about that." I said. "Though Booker T. Washington's science classes now have a very nice brain to study." Tanya grinned and nodded.
"Okay, this is great stuff, Tanya." I said. "I need not tell you that it needs to be kept between us, though if you and Jack Muscone share some things I'll understand. Oh, and be careful... always look back over your shoulder, and try not to be alone at any time. If the Shadow Man finds out about your research..." I let the sentence hang, unfinished.
"I hear you, sir." said Tanya. "And I'm always careful, just like you are." I nodded as I left Tanya's office.
Part 4 - The Curiously Unclaimed Wife
Wednesday, September 23d. The 'Angels' meeting had been more than unproductive with regard to the murdered Jane Doe case. So I had Cindy Ross, Tanya Perlman, Joanne Cummings, Theo Washington, Myron Milton, and Martin Nash join me in Classroom 'E' behind MCD for a conference.
"The autopsy came back yesterday afternoon." said Tanya Perlman. "Death by strangulation, from behind. Time of death is Sunday afternoon, possibly from 5:00pm to 9:00pm, likely toward the earlier time. That's Martha-speak for between 5:00 and 7:00, by the way; she gives wider times to cover her ass, like all M.E.s do, of course."
Tanya continued: "The bruising was definitely from an earlier time period, at least 36 to 48 hours before her death. There were some very deep bruises that were working out, as well as the more visible surface bruising. But here's the funny thing: Martha thought the bruises were strange, so she consulted with Dr. Cordell, who's a retired Navy doctor living in Nextdoor County on Lake Reservoir. Dr. Cordell said the bruising was consistent with calculated, systematic blows to the head and upper body, not the wild, disconnected punches that an angry person beating her up would produce."
"That's interesting." I said... and no one realized that my comment was about Dr. Leonard Cordell (Admiral, USN, Ret.) being anywhere near this vicinity with one of the CIA's highest officers (my wife Laura) in the next county over. Dr. Cordell had also saved Cindy Ross's life in the O.R. on the night she was so grievously wounded.
"Okay," I went on, "talk to me about this woman not being identified yet."
It was Joanne Cummings that spoke first, on behalf of MCD: "Sir, we've melted the wires over this one, but nothing has come up. We've gotten no missing calls about any woman at all in the last 48 hours, much less a woman near her description. Fingerprints were re-submitted to the FBI for a much more comprehensive search, but so far nothing has come back. Martin contacted the FBI's Missing Persons Bureau, but they don't have anything, either."
"Was this a formal check, Nash?" I asked, "Or did you or Sandra talk to someone in a more behind-the-scenes way?"
"Along official lines, sir." said Martin Nash.
"Okay," I said, making a note on my pad, "I'm going to talk to Jack Muscone and see if he or his people can get us something on the side from Missing Persons. If Sandra knows someone, Martin, see if you can get her to ask a few quiet questions.
"Yes sir." said Nash.
"What is striking to me," I said, nearly lost in thought, "is that no one has called about this woman."
"Maybe her husband or one of her family members did it, so they wouldn't want to report her missing." Cindy Ross said.
"Could be," I said, "or the husband is out of town and doesn't know that his wife is dead. The way she was dressed, she might have been entertaining a lover and something happened. Okay, what did the 'Data Guyz' find from any street cameras in the area?"
"Nothing, sir." said Joanne Cummings. "I sat with them a while to learn how they went about searching. As you said, there are no cameras in the immediate area of the Ladies Clubhouse, but we looked at the nearest camera coverage of the road leading to the Clubhouse, as well as into the Kensington neighborhood nearby. There was nothing suspicious; every car we saw on camera belongs to someone that lives in the Kensington area."
"Hmmm, that's interesting." I said. "Myron, anything to add?"
"No sir. Everything Detective Cummings said is accurate." said Myron Milton. "I did go back to the next 'ring' of cameras that leads to that area, but most of that data from the main road has been erased due to high traffic flow. Those cameras mostly are for someone to view from a monitoring station, anyway. I also sneaked a peek into KXTC and KSTD's feeds from their helicopters to their servers, but there was nothing in that area during that timeframe."
"Geez, Myron," I said, "you are going to get me in serious trouble one day."
"I'll make sure it's worth it, sir." said Myron, drawing a mock disapproving look from Your Iron Crowbar.
"Sir," said Joanne Cummings, "I would appreciate anything you can suggest to help me find out who she is and what happened to her."
"I wish I had something to tell you." I said. "But there's nothing to observe yet, much less deduce, and the good old fashioned grunt work is not coming up with anything. So that means that we have to just keep pounding away at it."
I thought about it, then added: "There is one option left: publicity. I would absolutely hate to have to go to the Media about this... but it might be our only option at this point."
Just then, there was a knock at the door, and Patrolman Culver peeked in. "Sir, we just got a call about a break-in. Kensington district." He handed me a sheet of paper with the address.
"Ah, Kensington district!" I said, looking around the room. "Captain Ross, what do you think of coincidences?" I asked enthusiastically.
"Whatever my boss thinks of them, so do I." Cindy most very astutely replied. "So we won't hand this off to Vice. Theo, take the lead on this."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The house was down the road and a couple of turns from Ryan's house and the house where Michelle Schelle had been murdered by electrocution some time before, but it was of similar construction: split level, three bedrooms, greatroom with a brick fireplace, kitchen and breakfast room/dining room area.
And it was a mess. It had been thoroughly trashed. The Crime Lab had been called in and were examining everywhere for prints and other clues. Meanwhile, Theo and Cindy were talking with the owner, a woman named Cassie Sanderson.
Cassie was the mother of Ryan's friend Sean. This was Sean's house. Cassie was a woman in her 40s, about 5'7", black hair, and voluptuous. Not actually fat, but just a bit fleshy in all areas. She was wearing a black t-shirt, blue jeans, and black sneakers.
Sean was in the backyard with Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton. It was standard to separate family members so that they could be questioned separately.
"Where are you employed, ma'am?" asked Theo.
"I work for myself." said Cassie. "I'm a photographer. I mostly do weddings and social events, but I've done a few freelance jobs and sell my photos to the Media stations."
"So you weren't here last night?" asked Theo.
I listened in as Cassie said "No sir. My son and I were visiting our friends Ryan and Marlena." She gave Ryan's address as the location, then continued "We had dinner with them, then watched some television, and we decided to stay there overnight--"
"Ma'am," interrupted Theo Washington, "why didn't you just come back home?"
"Uh... ah..." Cassie stammered. "Uh, it was just more convenient..." She was being defensive, and my immensely valuable time was about to be wasted. So I cut in.
"Ma'am," I said, turning to them and giving Cassie my full attention, "I can understand if there was alcohol being consumed and you don't want to say so because Ryan and Sean are not yet 21 years old. But that is of no concern to me. I do need to know what happened here, so please give us every detail, and be assured I'm not going to arrest you for something like that."
Theo blinked as understanding penetrated his brain. Cindy had an 'Of course!' look on her face as understanding dawned. Cassie's eyes showed me that I was right about her reticence to answer that last question. Now reassured, she said "So we stayed overnight with them and came back this morning. We found the house like this. The back door had been kicked in, and the house was trashed."
"Do you know what all has been taken?" Theo asked.
"My jewelry box in the dresser in my bedroom is missing. "said Cassie. "Sean said a couple of his electric guitars are missing, as well as the speaker he uses with them. Our flat-screen TV that was on that wall, too." I had been facing the fireplace, and looked to the wall to my left where Cassie was pointing. The mountings for the TV showed where the flat-screen itself had been. Below was a long, thin table, which had some plaster dust scattered on it, which had come from where the TV had been torn off its mounting on the wall, damaging the wall itself in the process. In the middle of that table was a clock with arms (legs?) to each side and a round middle, that was made to be set on fireplace mantles.
As I looked around the room a bit more intently, Cassie said "I had my laptop computer with me, and my two best cameras and video camera were in the car while we were at Marlena's. But the other cameras were stolen, as well as my entire file cabinet of negatives and some of my backup external hard drives."
I was looking at the mantle over the fireplace. "Where is your computer and that camera equipment now?"
"Still in my car." said Cassie.
"There's something missing from this mantle, also." I said. "There's a clean spot in the middle."
"Oh, that clock was there." said Cassie. "I moved it to the side table under the TV a few of days ago and hadn't put it back yet." I put on latex gloves and went over and picked up the clock, which was of solid wood and metal construction, and heavy. Underneath was the same evenly distributed plaster dust that covered the whole table.
"Ma'am," I said as I set the clock back down, "can you show me the room where your photography stuff and the negatives were?"
"Sure." said Cassie, leading the way down the hall.
Just before I followed, I grabbed Cindy by the arm and said quietly, my voice barely over a whisper, "Tell the Crime Lab to get photos of that clean spot on the mantle and the dust under this clock." I said quietly, my voice barely over a whisper. Cindy just nodded and went to find a Crime Lab technician.
We went down the stairs of the split-level, which led to the garage. Turning left, we entered a small office room. It was indeed trashed, with papers and photographs strewn everywhere. A wall safe on the right side was opened and empty. A filing cabinet against the left wall had four drawers, all partially open and all empty. On the far side from the door, against the window, was an office desk, which had also been ransacked.
"Yep, they did a number on this room." I said. As I turned back towards the door to the hall, I saw a large, framed photograph on the wall to the right of the door as I faced it. I gasped out loud.
The photo was of a lovely woman, her hands clasped behind her head or running through the back of her hair, which was light brown and in drills of gentle curls. She was half facing the camera, showing off her shaved right armpit and also her large breasts, barely covered by the thin fabric of a sundress. The woman's eyes gave a promise of sexuality, her lipsticked lips glossy and beckoning.
"Ma'am," I asked Cassie, "who is this in this photograph?"
"Oh, that's Emma." said Cassie. "She's my friend. She lives right across the street, to the left of the house right across from ours."
"What's her full name?" I asked.
"Uh..." Cassie said, "Emma Washburn. Why?"
"And she lives in 1105, right across the street?" I asked, peering at the photo.
"Uh yes, why?" Cassie said.
"Just curious." I said. "We may need to talk to her. When was the last time you talked to Emma?"
"Uh, Sunday." said Cassie. "She was here that afternoon, and I took some photos of her. Then I left to go to church while Emma changed clothes before going home."
"That was normal?" I asked.
"I'd left Emma here by herself before." Cassie said. "She's stayed overnight at times, too. We're good friends."
"And you haven't seen her nor spoken to her since Sunday?"
"No." said Cassie. "Her husband is a contractor and is home on leave from Alaska. I think they're spending some 'quality time' together, if you know what I mean."
"I certainly do." I said. Just then Cindy came into the room. I pointed at the photograph and said "Lovely photography, don't you think?"
Cindy's eyes widened like saucers as she looked at the photograph. The woman in the photograph... was the dead woman found behind the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse.
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Connecting The Dots
"Captain," I said to Cindy, "would you take Mrs. Sanderson into the living room while Detective Washington and I examine this room more closely? And send in some Crime Lab peeps. I want this room expedited."
"Without a doubt, sir." Cindy said. She asked Cassie to go with her. Cassie had an inquisitive look on her face, but went along.
Cindy knew not to mention that Emma had been found dead two days before. Police everywhere try to not divulge things like that without first asking the family, friends, etc., some questions to see what the answers will be. This was a crucially important time.
"Recognize her, Theo?" I asked, once we were alone. Theo looked at the picture, and understood, his own eyes widening as Cindy's had.
"Don't say anything to Cassie nor to Sean that Emma is dead." I said. "We'll spring that on them later."
"Uh, yes sir." Theo said as I began looking around the room. On the desk I found an 8" x 11" photograph that had been printed on photographic paper from a now-missing computer printer. The quality was excellent, and one would think it'd been developed from a negative, but I knew the secret tell-tale signs that gave away it being digital.
The photo showed Emma on her knees on the floor of Cassie's greatroom. She was wearing the filmy green dress that she'd been found dead in. The dress barely covered her breasts in the photo, and her nipples were hard and pretty much visible beneath the thin fabric. Emma's hands were on her thighs, and her legs were bare. She also was not wearing any shoes. It was an erotic but not hardcore photograph. I wondered if it were part of a set.
I also noticed something else: Emma was wearing heavy makeup, and it was to cover up the bruising on her face. The skin of her upper shoulders and neck also looked strangely and unevenly colored, and I realize that was makeup to cover bruising, also.
As I looked harder at the photo, I noticed the clock behind Emma on the thin table; the time on the clock was 8:00, almost straight up-and-down on the hour. The plasma TV was just above the clock; it was not turned on.
"Theo," I said as I photographed the photograph (Department of Redundancy Department, there) with my Police iPhone, "see if you can find any other photos that this one might be part of a set with. I'll be back in a few minutes."
I stepped into the hallway then out the door at the end to the garage for privacy. I made a phone call, which took a few minutes to complete. Then I went back inside and down the hall to the greatroom, seeing Cindy and Cassie sitting on the sofa. Cindy was having Cassie recount her movements of the entire time from Sunday to the present, saying it might give the Police a clue to her being observed by the burglars. Cassie was being cooperative.
I did not join them, but went instead to the backyard and saw Sean with my officers. Sean was tall, slender, fit and athletic, and his hair was blonde, not yellow or honey blonde but an ash, almost grayish-white blonde. He definitely looked the stud that Ryan had described a few nights before, and I could just tell: Sean was getting a lot of pussy.
"Hello Commander," said Rudistan in his jovial voice. "I was just talking with young Sean, here, about the burglary."
"Hi Sean." I said.
"Wow, the Iron Crowbar himself!" said Sean. "My friend Ryan told me he knows you."
"Yes, yes he does." I said. "He told me about you, too. So, what can you tell me about this mess?"
"Like I told the officers," Sean said, "my mom and I got home this morning and found the house broken into. The back door was open, and you can see where it was kicked in." Indeed, I had seen the damage to the door around the lock, and the barely-noticeable imprint of a heavy boot that had kicked it in. I'd also seen traces of that boot and others... and where others had walked over them.
I sat down on a lawn chair next to Sean and had him recount visiting Marlena and Ryan the night before. Then I asked what he'd been doing the night before last, that being Monday night.
"Uh, I was hanging out with Ryan and a couple of girls from the School." Sean said.
"University students?" I asked.
"Yeah." Sean said. "Ryan and I took them out to dinner, then we went dancing and hung out, then back to one of the girls' dorm room."
"And had sex with them?" I asked.
"Oh yeah." said Sean. "I gotta admit, Ryan has hooked me up with some extremely hot women."
"I'll be discreet," I said, "but I will need their names and that dorm room number." Sean readily gave me the information.
"What about Sunday night?" I asked.
"Uh, Mom and I were at Marlena's Sunday night, too." said Sean. "We had dinner with Marlena and Ryan."
"Did you spend the night?" I asked.
"No." said Sean. "We got home about midnight."
"What time did you get to Marlena's on Sunday."
"About eight o'clock." said Sean. "We all went to the Sunday evening church service at First Baptist at 7:00, then went straight to Marlena's house when it was over."
"So that woman whose photo is on the wall in your mom's office..." I said, "who is that?"
"Oh, that's Emma." Sean said. "She lives across the street. She's Mom's friend."
"Tell me more about her." I said. "Friendly? Outgoing? Shy?"
"Oh, she's a great lady." Sean said, his eyes brightening considerably. "She models for photographs for my mom. Her husband is in Alaska, so Mom takes photos of Emma so that she can send them to her husband."
I asked Sean to tell me more, and this was his story, which I condense here: Emma would take photos that were increasingly sexy and provocative, sometimes becoming partially or fully nude. These photos were sent as sets to Emma's husband. Emma also wanted pictures of herself on 'dates' with Sean, going to restaurants that were favorites of Emma and her husband, a few photos of them on a picnic, all taken by Sean's mom Cassie. Sean said that Emma would then pose alone more sexually while Cassie took the shots.
"Okay, thanks Sean." I said. "I'm going to have to ask you to come to the Police Station and make a more complete statement. Sergeant Rudistan, will you drive Sean down to Headquarters? And don't walk through the house. Just go around the outside..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Re-entering the house, Crime Lab Technician Christina Cho came up to me.
"Here are two more photos we found." she said. I looked at them. One showed Emma partially nude on a bed in a room with lavender walls.
"Must be Emma's house." I said. "We'll find out in just a little bit, when we go over there." Then I looked at the second pic. It showed Sean and Emma posing together, her in a sundress and him in a very tight-fitting t-shirt, both smiling at the camera, arms around each other's waists.
"Bag these as evidence." I said. "And Christina, a warrant is on the way to seize Cassie's laptop computer and digital cameras, which are in her car. Bag 'em as soon as that warrant gets here, and get 'em to Myron Milton ASAP."
"Yes sir." Christina said. Cindy then came up to me.
"Either she's a great actress, or she doesn't know about Emma." Cindy whispered.
"Okay." I said. "We're taking her to the Station." I then led Cindy back to where Cassie was.
"Mrs. Sanderson," I said, "I'm gathering that there is no Mr. Sanderson in the house, other than Sean?"
"That's right, Commander." said Cassie. "As I was telling your Captain, my husband left us several years ago."
"I see. Were you and Emma Washburn friends at that time?" I asked.
"No, my husband never met Emma nor her husband." said Cassie. "Commander, I'm wondering why all the questions about Emma. You don't think she had anything to do with breaking into my house, do you?"
"No ma'am, I do not." I said. "At least not directly." I showed Cassie the photo of Emma on her knees, which was in a clear plastic evidence bag. "Ma'am did you take this photo of Emma?" I asked.
Cassie looked at it. "No, I didn't. I copied that off Emma's Facebook account. It's only visible to friends." She got out her cellphone, which was not locked, opened the Facebook app, and after finding the photo she showed it to me. It had been uploaded to Facebook Sunday night.
As I looked at it, Cassie said "I can see it was taken here in this room, but I didn't take it. I printed it off because I wanted to ask her who had taken it. We weren't at home at the time."
"Oh?" I asked. "Where were you?"
"My son and I were at church, then we went to Marlena and Ryan's."
"That was Sunday night, not last night."
"Yes sir." said Cassie. "We visited them both nights. Sunday we came home about 11:30pm, maybe a bit later. Last night we stayed over."
"Okay," I said, putting the cellphone into an evidence bag. "I'm going to have to keep this, and I am going to have to ask you to come to Police Headquarters and give a formal statement."
"Uh, sure, but why?" asked Cassie, looking at me a bit skeptically. "What difference does it make between here and there?"
"Because we have videotaping equipment there." I said. "If you will please go with my officers here." Officer Lydia Green and Detective Joanne Cummings were ready to go.
"What? What's going on?" Cassie said, peering hard at me. I was looking right back at her.
"I'll explain everything at Headquarters." I said. Cassie did not look happy, but went with the female officers.
"What's next?" Cindy asked.
"I'm waiting for the warrants to get here, then we'll go to Emma's house." I said. "So, what did Cassie say? Particularly about Sunday?"
"She said Sean and Emma posed for some pictures, then Sean left and she and Emma took a few more pictures." Cindy said. "This is unprofessional and just a guess, but I wonder if some muffdiving happened while they were alone. Watching Cassie, I think she was smitten with Emma."
"That could be." I said. "What about Monday and Tuesday?"
"Said she spent most of her time here, working on wedding photography sets." Cindy replied. "Had a couple of appointments, which she met...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With four uniformed officers, Detective Theo Washington, and of course Captain Ross in tow, I went with warrant in hand across the street to Emma Washburn's house. My knock on the front door was answered by a medium sized man in a wife-beater t-shirt and short pants, a three-day-old beard, and bleary eyes. He'd be handsome if he were cleaned up, I noted.
"Yeah?" he asked gruffly.
"Mr. Christopher Washburn?" I asked.
"Who wants to know?" the man asked. I could smell whiskey on his breath and he was unsteady on his feet.
"I'm Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Department. We have a warrant to enter and search your home."
"Whaaaa?" the man asked. I had two officers assist Mr. Washburn back inside. "What's this about?" he asked as he half fell back onto the sofa in his greatroom.
"Sir," I asked, "is your wife at home?"
"Naw." the man said, scowling. "She's probably over at that bitch Cassie Sanderson's house, fucking her son."
"Has your wife been having an affair?" Cindy asked, trying to make her voice sound gentle and caring.
"Yeah, but so what? Is that what that warrant's for? That's no reason to come into my home." Washburn asked. He was beginning to sober up.
"When was the last time you saw your wife, Mr. Washburn?" I asked.
"What's today?" asked Washburn.
"Wednesday." said Cindy.
"Shit." said Washburn. "Geez... hell, it was Saturday or Sunday that I saw her last."
"What happened?" I asked. By now Washburn was figuring it out.
"Why do you want to know?" he asked, his voice more demanding. "Why are you police here? What's going on?"
"Just answer the question, Mr. Washburn." Cindy said. "When did you last see your wife, and why haven't you seen her since last weekend?"
"I'm not saying anything else without a lawyer." Washburn said. "And I want a lawyer here before you go through my house."
"Trying to hide something?" Cindy asked. I whirled to face her, almost grabbing her arm.
"Captain," I said, my voice shocked and severe, looking daggers at Cindy, "the man just asked for a lawyer." I turned to Washburn. "Okay, Mr. Washburn, these officers will escort you to Police Headquarters, from where you'll be able to call an attorney. We're searching your house under a warrant, and do not need to wait for your lawyer to do so."
"Am I under arrest?" Washburn asked.
"Not yet." I said. "But I can make that happen, if you insist upon it." Washburn said nothing else, and did not resist as the officers took him to a police cruiser to transport him to Headquarters.
"I will speak with you privately when we're back at Headquarters." I said to Cindy, not reprimanding her in front of the other officers, but letting her know that she was going to get her ass very thoroughly chewed out for her egregious mistake.
Crime Lab people began going through the house. I also walked through, finding a bedroom with lavender walls, as I'd expected. It was not the master bedroom but a guest room, very neat and well-appointed, but a bit lifeless and sterile.
"Sir, we've found four cellphones." said J.R. Barnes. "The one in the blue casing is Mr. Washburn's. The one in the rose casing is Emma's, as the phone number is in Cassie's phone list as being Emma's."
"Good observation." I said.
"The other two, I'm not sure about." said J.R. "The one in the flower print casing is locked. And the one in the black casing is a burner phone, and totally empty of any information at all. Could be his work-related phone, but I'm not sure of that at all."
"Bag 'em and tag 'em." I said. "And examine them for pictures, videos, and such things. If you find anything at all, get it to Milton to download to the evidence servers."
"Wilco." said Barnes as I continued my walk around this all-too-clean, too-sterile house. It reminded me of that mansion that Janet Riordan and her husband shared on Lake Reservoir. There was something not quite right about it. There were a few pictures of Emma and her husband on the walls, but the kitchen was clean and felt unused.
In the master bedroom, Lab technicians had found some half-packed luggage and a knapsack that contained a laptop computer. This obviously belonged to Christopher Washburn, who had just traveled home from his deployment. Inside the large suitcase were several manila envelopes. When the technician saw what was in them, he handed the packages to me. Again wearing latex gloves, I opened the envelopes and examined the contents.
"Holy shit." I said.
The photographs were of Emma. They were sets, going in progression from the lovely woman fully dressed to her being semi-nude, then progressing to full nudity. Then pics of Emma using sex toys on herself, shoving large dildos into her pussy. A couple of sets had Emma looking as if she'd been fucked, with a thick white liquid smearing her distended, swollen cuntlips.
Cindy was observing the pictures with me. "Looks like sugar paste." she said. "That's what Callie Carrington said they use to look like a cumshot in porno flicks. Obviously that much is more than one man is going to shoot"
"True enough." I said, knowing about the paste made of sugar, flour, gelatin and water from the Porno Set case... and not quite understanding how the lesbian Cindy Ross knew so much about the amount of male ejaculations.
"Okay, let's go to the Station." I said. "Crime Lab guys, get that computer to Milton immediately. I need to know what's on it."
Part 6 - Interviews
1:30pm, Wednesday, September 23d. Interrogation Rooms Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie were full. Cassie was in I-Alpha, her son Sean in I-Bravo, and Chris Washburn in the rarely-used I-Charlie. I was having them sit and wait, to increase their agitation at the unknown. Washburn had been allowed to call his lawyer, an esteemed legal beagle from the Men's Law Firm of Effim, Goode & Hart... normally divorce attorneys.
"We're still processing stuff." said Myron. "I'm downloading Cassie Sanderson and Chris Washburn's computers onto encrypted servers. There's a ton of video and photos, and you may want to make the contents 'eyes only', if you get my drift, sir."
"Restrict it to the Chief, me, Captain Ross, Lieutenant Perlman, Detective Cummings, and yourself." I said.
"Sure you don't want to scan it yourself first?" Myron asked. I said no, but didn't tell Myron why. Because of my and Laura's relationship with Marlena and Ryan, I had to tread carefully on legal waters. If there was something there that caused a problem, I couldn't be seen with any appearance of hiding the truth from the rest of my Police Force.
And to that end, I made sure to send other Detectives to interview Marlena and Ryan, having Joanne Cummings and her Lieutenant, Tanya Perlman, do the interviews. Joanne was just coming up to me now with affidavits.
"Sir, they confirmed the Sanderson's alibis---- er, what the Sandersons told us." Joanne said, remembering I did not like the word 'alibi'. "The Sandersons were at church with them at 7:00pm Sunday night, then at home with them until nearly midnight. They also stayed over all of last night."
"Separate interviews?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "Ryan was on Campus; we got Lt. Hanson of the Campus Police to go with us, and we pulled Ryan out of class. His mother was at work and we talked to her there."
"Okay, good." I said. "Okay, so the times mostly fit. You regularly attend First Baptist, Cummings... did you see any of these people there?"
"Seth and I weren't there Sunday night, sir." said Joanne. "We went Sunday morning, so we had dinner with Sheriff Allgood and Melina Sunday night."
"Ahhh." I said. "Okay, it's time for you to help me interview these people. Remember that none of them have been told of Emma's death, so they shouldn't know. So don't mention that and we'll see if something slips out."
I called Cindy and Tanya and told them to meet us in the anteroom to the three Interrogation rooms, and that I wanted them and Theo to watch and listen in.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Detective Cummings." I said to Cassie as we came into Interrogation Room A. "As you know, I am Commander Troy. We need to go over everything and get a formal statement from you."
"Okay, but I don't have anything new that I haven't already told you." said Cassie.
"One never knows." I said. "Detective Cummings?"
"Ma'am," said Joanne, "just to clarify: you and your son visited Marlena and Ryan on Sunday night and came home around 11:30 to midnight? And last night, Tuesday night, where you stayed the entire night and only came home this morning?"
"That is correct." said Cassie. She was getting impatient, I could tell.
"And on Sunday you went to the Sunday evening church service. What time did you get there?"
"Just before it started, within a few minutes of 7:00pm." Cassie said. Right on cue, Joanne looked at me.
"Mrs. Sanderson," I said, wanting to change the subject and introduce 'shock' value, "I want you think about this for a second: when you got home this morning, can you think of any valuable items that were not stolen from your home?"
"Uh, not stolen?" Cassie said, thinking about it. "Let's see... that mantle clock was pretty expensive and valuable, but it was still there. None of the silverware or silver plate was taken. And they took every camera, but there were several special lens attachments that were left behind; those in themselves are very expensive and valuable."



"I see." I said. "So it looks like the criminals were looking for something in particular, besides loot. Do you have any idea what that might be?"
"No sir." said Cassie. "I can't think of what they might want."
"In searching for clues to this burglary," I said, "we have come across photographs of your friend Emma Washburn. She is your friend, is that correct?"
"Yes, we're good friends." Cassie said.
"How long have you known her?"
"Uh," Cassie said, thinking about it, "several years. Five or six. Since she and her husband moved into the house across the street."
"And you were taking pictures of Emma so she could send them to her husband?"
"Er... yes." said Cassie. "Her husband liked them. Some of them got pretty... risqué. He was on assignment to Alaska, and it was something she would do for him. I... well, I don't want to be rude or uncooperative, but that's kind of private stuff between them, so unless you think it has a bearing on the burglary in my house, I'd rather not discuss it."
"It might have a bearing, ma'am." I said, perhaps a bit severely. "Do you know Emma's husband, Chris?"
"Yes, of course." Cassie said.
"How would you describe him? And for that matter, their relationship?"
"He's... okay. Seems nice enough, but he could be kind of pushy." Cassie replied, seeming to choose her words carefully. "He and Emma seem to have a good relationship, even though they've been apart for months with his deployment." Cassie said.
"How long had he been gone?" I asked.
"He had an 18 month deployment, and got to visit home for two weeks every six months. He just came home for the second visit, so he's been gone a year."
"And when did you and Emma start sending the photos?"
"Uh, shortly after his first visit home, six months ago." Cassie said. "Emma said that they'd talked about it, and they thought it would be a fun thing to do while he was gone. I agreed to help them by taking some pics."
"Mrs. Sanderson," I asked, "do you know or did Emma ever tell you of any time that Emma and her husband fought, or if he hit her?"
"Uh, not that I know of." said Cassie, her voice beginning to sound nervous and thoughtful, as if she were choosing those words carefully. "But he's been away so much, I don't see them together a lot, so I can't say they've never fought or that he wasn't abusive.
After a pause, Cassie said with a bit more emphasis: "I will say this: Emma had some bruises on her last weekend. She wouldn't say where they came from, even when I asked about them. She used some makeup to help cover up the bruises, too. I can't openly say what I think about that because I have nothing to back it up..." she let the sentence hang.
"Okay, I understand." I said, not needing to ask to know that she suspected Chris Washburn. "So let me ask, did you or Emma send the pictures you took to Emma's husband?"
"She sent them." Cassie said. "I would give her the files on a jump drive, and she would take them home and send them from her computer at home. I'm not sure which of the pics she actually sent."
"What about printed or developed pics on photographic paper?" I asked.
"Emma had me print out some of the pictures." Cassie said. "She said her husband might be without electricity for periods of time, so she would send prints so he could look at them without needing a computer."
"And when was the last time you saw Emma?" I asked, peering at Cassie.
"Sunday afternoon." Cassie replied. "Five o'clock, six o'clock or so, before I went to church."
"Do you remember what she was wearing at the time?" I asked.
Cassie sighed. "A... a blouse, light green, kind of filmy if you know what I mean. White pants..." She made a shrug, as if to suggest she couldn't really remember.
"Mrs. Sanderson," I asked, "did Emma ever mention having enemies? Do you know of anyone who would wish to harm Emma Washburn?"
"No, she was a very sweet lady." said Cassie. "Everyone really liked her.... look, I don't want to be uncooperative, but what does any of this have to do with the break-in of my home? You said earlier you didn't think Emma was involved in that. So what is going on here with Emma?"
Joanne looked over at me, her eyes silently saying 'What now?' I knew that now was the time to tell her.
"Mrs. Sanderson," I said, "On Monday morning Emma Washburn's body was found. I'm sorry to say your friend is dead."
"What?!" Cassie exclaimed, her hands going to her mouth. "Emma's... dead? Oh my God! How?"
"That's what we're trying to ascertain now." I said. "So again, are you sure there is no one that to your knowledge might have reason to harm Emma?"
"No... no, I don't know." Cassie said, shaking her head as her glazed eyes looked past us. "I... uh... no, I don't know... oh God, poor Emma..."
"If you need a minister, we can call our Chaplain for you, or Pastor Westboro if you prefer." I said. "In the meantime, please stay here for a moment." With that I got up and signaled Joanne to follow me out and into the anteroom.
"She seems shocked." said Cindy after the door had closed.
"Sir," said Joanne, "is it suspicious that she started getting defensive when you kept asking about Emma?"
"No." I said. "Put yourself in her place: if you'd just reported your home burgled, and the Police are asking exclusively about one of your friends, wouldn't you want to say 'What's this all about?'?" Joanne just nodded.
"Okay, I'll get to Sean next." I said. "Unless he suddenly confesses to something, I think we'll have to let him and his mother go home. Keep her there until I'm finished with him, though. Theo, you're with me on this one." With that, I headed for I-Bravo, which was the door a few feet down from I-Alpha.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Sean," I said, "thanks for waiting. I apologize for keeping you." I sat down, Theo Washington next to me. "This is Detective Theo Washington, and you know me, Commander Troy, already."
In case you are wondering, I was saying my name for the benefit of the camera recording every bit of this.
"Yeah, what's going on?" Sean asked.
"We've got to get your statement." I said. With that, Theo asked clarifying questions about the times, which corresponded to his mother's answers and corroborated by Marlena and Ryan, then about his guitars that were stolen. He said he had seen Emma early Sunday afternoon, then went to visit friends on the University campus. Then it was time for me to hit him with the hard stuff.
"Okay, Sean," I said, "we've come across pictures of your neighbor Emma Washburn. What was going on with those?"
"Like I said before, my mom was photographing Emma for her husband. Emma would pose and the pictures would get more provocative and sexy. Emma would take off more and more clothes, like a strip-tease."
"Were you present at these sessions?" I asked.
"Some of them." Sean said. "Sometimes Mom would make me leave before they got too hot. But sometimes I was around even after Emma started showing off her tits or pussy---- er, womanly parts."
"So you posed with Emma?" I asked.
"Well..." said Sean, beginning to falter a bit, "I... sometimes Emma would have me come to restaurants, or on a picnic, or walk around Town like we were on a date, with my mom photographing us. Emma said her husband liked pictures like that, like he and she did when he was home."
"For lack of a better term, how 'heated' did those pics get?" I asked.
"We'd hold hands while walking, or snuggle up a bit." Sean said. "I know there were a couple of pics where Emma said she wanted me to give her a good-night kiss after our 'date', so we kissed and my mom took pictures of that."
"Who sent the pics to Emma's husband? Emma, or your mom?"
"I guess Emma did." said Sean. "I didn't know anything about all that."
"Sean," I said, looking him hard in the eye, "did you and Emma ever go farther? Did you ever have sex with her?"
Sean's eyes widened for a second, then he peered back at me. "I... I think that's kind of a private matter."
"I'm asking because it's important to my case." I said.
"I don't see what something like that would have to do with our house being robbed." Sean said.
"So you won't answer the question?" I asked.
"No sir," said Sean with alacrity, and some spine, "not unless you show me why the question, much less the answer is relevant. I want to help you guys, but that question is crossing the line."
Theo was about to say something, so I stopped him by speaking up myself. "You have a point there, Sean. So let me ask this question before I explain the relevancy of my last question: when was the last time you saw Emma?"
"Uh... last weekend. Early Sunday afternoon, as I said." said Sean. "Why? Has something happened to Emma?"
Yep, time to answer. "Sean, Emma's body was found Monday morning. She's dead."
"Oh, geez..." Sean said, his voice lowering to nearly a whisper. "What happened to her?"
"That's what I'm trying to find out." I said. "And that's why I asked, and must ask again... did you have sex with Emma."
"Aw, fuck..." Sean said. "That really sucks. She was a good person." He then saw us peering at him. "Okay, the answer is yes. Emma and I had sex."
"For the pictures, or at other times?" I asked.
"Both." said Sean. "Sometimes the pictures got a little racy. Like one time Emma was posing in a bikini by the pool, then me with her. Mom had us make out, then we took some pics after Emma took off the bikini top, then Mom had me lie between Emma's legs... but her bikini bottom and my bikini were on the whole time. But after the pictures were done, I had a hard-on sticking out above my bikini and Emma was playing with it. So as Mom put a fresh memory card in the camera, Emma pulled her bikini to the side and I slid my dick into her. The pics came out like we still had our suits on, but I was nuts deep in her. Then after Mom finished, I began fucking Emma until I came inside her."
Sean continued, "Then, after the picnic shots, Mom had us simulate sex again. The sun was going down so Mom stopped taking pictures because it was dark. So I put it inside Emma again and we had sex for an hour. Mom left before we finished and I had to ride back home with Emma."
"So your mother know this was going on?" Theo asked, his voice one of shock... or awe.
"Oh yeah, she knew." Sean said. "At least those times. I don't think she knew that I went over to Emma's house a few times a week, and we would make love in her bed. No cameras, no Mom, just me and Emma hooking up. Like I said before, Emma was a really sweet lady, and she was great in the sack too. I really liked taking care of her... needs."
"Sean," I asked, "do you know if Emma's husband knew about you and her?"
"Hell, I don't know." Sean said. "Emma could've told him, for all I know. He was an okay guy, though. Before he went on his deployment, he asked me to help make sure Emma was all right while he was gone. I don't think he meant sexually, but who knows? And he was fine with me when he got back from his deployment a few days ago. He said he liked the pictures of me with Emma."
"Do you know if Emma and her husband had any arguments at all? Did he ever get rough with her?"
"Naw, nothing that I ever saw. He wasn't the real aggressive type, though he wasn't the timid cuck type, either. I know you know what I mean by that, Commander."
"Yes, yes I do." I said. "Okay, Sean, thanks for your candid answers. You and your mother need to stay in the County, and let the Police know if you need to go out of the County for any reason at all. This is a serious situation, so I'm not just suggesting this, okay?"
"Yes sir, I understand." Sean said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right," I said, "does Washburn have his lawyer?"
"Yes sir, and I might add the guy is pissed at being kept waiting." said Cindy. "We told him you were interviewing other suspects, but he's still ticked off."
"Suspects?" I said drily. "I wasn't aware we'd formed such opinions yet." Cindy peered at me with something bordering on anger as I took Theo into I-Charlie, telling her to watch from the anteroom with Joanne.
"Hello, Mr. Washburn, I appreciate you waiting." I said. I greeted the lawyer, Mr. Ferguson Stegall the Third, Esq., of the Men's Law Firm of Effim, Goode & Hart.
"With all due respect, Commander," said Stegall, "we've been waiting for some time, so if we can get right down to it..."
"Certainly, Counselor." I replied. "I hope Mr. Washburn has sobered up."
"He has." said Stegall.
"Okay," I said, "so when did you get back into Town, Mr. Washburn?"
"He got back late last week." said Stegall.
"I asked him." I replied. At that, Stegall and Washburn looked at each other, and Stegall nodded.
"On the advice of Counsel, I am invoking my Fifth Amendment right to not answer any of your questions from this time forward." Chris Washburn stated. Theo Washington looked totally stunned. Me, not so much.
"Ooo-kay." I said. "That's unfortunate, though. Does your client know what has happened to his wife?"
Stegall looked over at Washburn, who was staring at me. He looked over at his lawyer with a shocked look on his face, and shook his head.
"I'm sorry to tell you that your wife was found dead Monday morning, Mr. Washburn." I said. "My condolences to you."
Washburn looked as if a dump truck was bearing down on him at high speed. Then he broke down and began crying.
"Can I have a moment with my client?" the lawyer asked.
Part 7 - Rights and Suspicions
Some moments later, we were called back inside. Washburn had stopped crying, but still looked devastated.
"My client will maintain his invocation of his right to silence, but I'm instructed to tell you that he maintains his innocence in the death of his wife." said Stegall. "He was afraid something was wrong when she did not come home Sunday night, but he was afraid for his own safety to call the Police or do anything."
"If he's afraid for his own life," I said, "I need to know the situation so that I can protect him."
"I understand that." said Stegall, "but I'm bound by privilege to not say anything. I have advised Mr. Washburn to seek a criminal attorney, as I'm a divorce attorney and my expertise is there."
"That'll be between you guys." I said. "The only other thing I want information on is about the physical beating Emma was subjected to some days before her death."
"Again, Commander, my client has invoked." said the lawyer, which meant that on this matter he was not going to speak on his client's behalf, which was the way of giving information without the client actually directly speaking or confessing.
"Stay in Town, Mr. Washburn." I said. "If you try to leave my jurisdiction, you'll be arrested for suspicion of murder. When you get new legal representation, make sure that representation lets us know who he or she is."
With that, I got up and left the Interrogation Room, Theo following. In the anteroom, Cindy was about to explode.
"You're not arresting him?!" she asked incredulously. I stared daggers into her eyes.
"On what charge?" I replied.
"Uh, murder, maybe?" Cindy said sarcastically. "Or assault and battery? Domestic violence?"
"If you have some proof of those charges, Captain," I replied, "I would love to be made aware of it." That somewhat shut my partner up.
"Okay guys, meeting in the main Conference Room in thirty minutes." I said. "All of MCD that's on the burglary as well as the murder case, and the Miltons."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the meeting in the Main Conference Room, which had sunlight that Classrooms 'E' and 'C' lacked, I took the seat at the far end of the table. Chief Harold Bennett was asked to attend, and he sat at the head of the table. Also attending were Captain Ross, Lieutenant Perlman, Detectives Cummings, Washington, and Nash, Supervisor Myron Milton and Master Technician Mary Mahoney Milton.
"Okay," I said, "I've contacted Jack Muscone of the FBI. He's going to get a Federal warrant and have FBI agents in Alaska examine Chris Washburn's quarters at his station in Alaska. The location is remote, so it might be a while."
I continued: "In the meantime, we have Washburn's computer and Cassie Sanderson's computer. We did not find a computer for Emma Washburn, which is strange because everyone and their mother has a computer these days, and how else would Emma connect with her husband through Skype and such things?"
"Maybe whoever killed her took it." Joanne Cummings said. "Or maybe she used a tablet or her cellphone."
"Possibly." I said. "Of course, we haven't found a tablet, either, but that could just mean it was stolen, too. Myron, did you download the contents of those computers into the evidence servers yet?"
"Yes sir." Myron confirmed. "Encrypted and with limited access, as you requested. I've also got all the Crime Lab pictures uploaded to the evidence servers, as well as the contents of all the cellphones that we've taken in."
"Good, thank you." I said. "The reason it's limited, everyone, is because of the potentially salacious nature of the videos and photographs on those computers. I'm going to begin looking at it after this meeting. I'll look at Washburn's computer first, to find out what he'd been sent and had seen, then Cassie's computer to see what was not sent to Washburn. And then I'll look at everything else."
"Do you think something in those computers is relevant to these cases?" asked Chief Bennett.
"Yes sir," I said. "Or more precisely, something is in the photographs or videos that Emma was sending to her husband."
"Sir," said Joanne Cummings, cautiously, "are we sure the burglary is related to Emma Washburn's murder? Could they possibly be a coincidence?" Everyone looked at her funny and there were some murmurings... until I spoke.
"That, Detective Cummings," I said, pointing at her, "is Iron Crowbar thinking. No, we have not ascertained that the crimes are related or that they're not. And anyone else in here making any assumptions should be cautious in those thoughts." Joanne was very happy, despite some not-so-happy looks in her general direction.
"I know you don't like to theorize early, Commander," said Chief Bennett, "but do you have any ideas about this case... er, these cases?"
"Not yet, Chief." I said. "Obviously there is her husband, her friend, and her friend's son with whom Emma was having a relationship. But just to round out the picture, pun not intended, I have to consider outside possibilities. I've really got to look at the stuff on the computers, and I want to hear what the FBI finds in Alaska.
"And in the meantime," I continued, "you MCD guys need to dig into Emma's past. What her daily routines were, who her friends were that we don't know about yet, things from her past that might have come back to haunt her. And obviously I need that for Cassie Sanderson, Sean Sanderson, and Christopher Washburn."
"Sir," Cindy Ross said, "I believe we need to do something about Chris Washburn. He is scheduled to return to his work in Alaska in a few days. As such, he's an extreme flight risk."
"Ma'am, we've notified his company of his wife's death," said Tanya Perlman, "and told them that he will not be immediately available to return to Alaska until our investigation is complete."
"Even so," Cindy countered, "don't we need to arrest him?"
"On what grounds, Captain?" I immediately asked.
"You yourself, sir, always say that the spouse is a suspect." Cindy said, her ice blue eyes boring into me.
"That's true, and he is a person of interest to be investigated. But we don't have any grounds to arrest and formally charge him with anything." I said.
"He took the Fifth." Cindy said.
"So what?" I said.
"Commander," said Cindy, growing angry, "if he has nothing to hide, why did he take the Fifth instead of assisting us in our investigation?"



"Captain," I replied, "taking the Fifth is not a confession of guilt, nor can it be construed or implied as one."
"Commander," Joanne said with a bit more confidence in her voice, "there is another reason why Mr. Washburn has to be the primary suspect." She took a copy of the photo of Emma in front of the clock and showed it to us. "He doesn't have an alibi for the eight o'clock time period, while Cassie and Sean Sanderson were in church, then went to their neighbors' home for dinner."
"If she died right after that photo was taken, it fits in within the Medical Examiner's timeframe," said Tanya, "but Martha is usually more accurate than this."
"True enough." I said. "Look, everyone... I'm not saying Washburn's not a suspect; indeed, he's the primary suspect. But we have to follow the Constitution and the laws of Criminal Justice, here. Make no assumptions about any of what is in front of us."
"I'll contact the District Attorney's Office," said Chief Bennett, growing bored by our philosophical discussion, "and see what we can do about holding Washburn within our jurisdiction. In the meantime, he is under 24-hour surveillance, and any attempt to flee the County will be enough to arrest him. Commander, I will need something from you about possible murder suspects by tomorrow morning. The murder case is our top priority, and there are several people and possibly unknown persons still at large."
The Chief stood up. "I've got to go to a meeting with the Sheriff. You guys carry on." With that, he walked out the door.
"Anyone have anything else?" I asked. No one said a word. "Okay, let's get back to it, then."
As everyone got up, I said to Cindy, quietly but loud enough that others could hear, "Captain, go to your office and wait there. I'll call you into my office in a few minutes." I could feel the tension in the air grow, as everyone knew that the verbal equivalent of a Crowbar battle was about to happen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mom," Sean said, "I just checked on the Internet. Emma's not just dead, she was murdered!"
"Oh my God." Cassie said, coming up behind her son and reading the KXTC website story on the screen. "That's... awful. No wonder the Police were asking about her and being weird with us."
"Mom, the Police probably consider us suspects." Sean said.
"Yes," said Cassie, "they probably do. Of course we had nothing to do with this, but we need to be careful whenever we talk with the Police. If they want to talk to you, ask for a lawyer and I'll get Mr. Fowler to sit in on any questioning."
"Wow..." Sean said, as the seriousness of the situation dawned on him. "Okay----"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"OPEN UP!!!" yelled a voice. Sean went to the door and looked outside.
"Mom, it's Chris." Sean said. Chris Washburn banged on the door, yelling and screaming for the door to be opened. He was clearly inebriated again.
"Don't open it." Cassie said. "I'll call the Police. Oh, shit!... they still have my cellphone!"
*BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!*
Washburn was kicking at the door, trying to break it down.
"He's trying to kick in the door, Mom!" Sean said. "Tell you what, I'll open it, subdue him, and you run to the neighbor's house."
As Washburn raised his foot to kick the door again, Sean suddenly opened it. Washburn went sprawling inside the house. Within seconds, the young, muscular athlete was sitting on top of Washburn's back and had his arm pinned behind him. Cassie ran past them, screaming as she ran to the neighbor's house...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that solves that." Captain Ross said happily. "He is under arrest, charged with disorderly conduct and breaking-and-entering." Lt. Tanya Perlman was in Cindy's office, telling her of the arrest that had been effected by Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton.
"Cassie Sanderson said she wants to press full charges." said Tanya. "We can hold him and arraign him for that in the morning. Then, at the least, we can have ankle monitoring."
"Good." said Cindy. Her eyes showed that she was a million miles away. "You can go."
"Have you talked with the Commander yet?" Tanya asked as she walked towards the door.
"No." Cindy replied.
"This is out of turn and you can chew me out for it," said Tanya, "but when you go in there, remember he's your boss, not your cousin."
Cindy looked up at Tanya, her eyes showing ice blue fire. Tanya quickly left the office. Cindy exhaled, realizing that Tanya was right.
Her phone rang. "This is Helena, Captain. Will you come to the Commander's office now? And I'll show you in when you get here." Formal, Cindy realized as she acknowledged the summons and hung up the phone. This was going to be bad, she realized.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My phone buzzed. "Captain Ross is here upon your request, sir." said Helena, my assistant.
"Show her in, and close the door behind her." I said. A moment later Helena opened the door and Cindy walked in. She stood in front of my desk as Helena closed the door behind her. I was sitting upright in my chair behind the desk. Our eyes were locked together, and I could feel the battle of wills brewing.
"Captain Ross," I said, "today we had not one but two serious situations develop. At the Washburn home, you breached protocol and violated Mr. Washburn's rights after he lawyered up. You followed that by publicly stating suspicion of him based upon him exercising his Constitutional rights, and you did that in front of the Police Chief as well as Officers that are subordinate to you."
"Sir, I----"
"I didn't say you could speak, Captain!" I said, letting anger whip through my voice. "You will speak when I ask you to, and not until then. This is a formal reprimand, Captain, and I suggest you do not forget yourself while I am talking."
Cindy's face was reddening but she held her tongue as I continued: "The point here, Captain, is not the man's guilt or innocence. Of course he's the primary suspect, and that is not lost upon me. The point is that you simply cannot say something like that in front of subordinates! You are a Captain on this Police Force, and no matter your personal feelings, you must hold yourself to a higher standard than everyone else... and if you don't, I will hold you to that standard."
"What is worse," I said, leaning forward and looking at Cindy through my eyebrows, "is that if Washburn remembers what you said at his home after he asked for a lawyer, and he tells that lawyer, then any case we have on him... if he is guilty, of course... might be destroyed by that one comment you made. You know that activist appellate judges like Leahy just love to put convicted criminals back on our streets if he can point to even the slightest indiscretion by the Police."
I leaned back, then said "This is a verbal reprimand, and I expect to never have this conversation with you again. But to make sure this never happens again, you are going to attend a refresher course on the law. As you know, the Police Academy has several days of classroom instruction on just these things. ADA Paulina Patterson got the short straw this time, and she will be teaching this material at the Police Academy next Monday and Tuesday. And you will be in attendance all day, both days. I will be checking with Ms. Patterson, and I'd better hear that you were there... or else this reprimand becomes a written record in your file. Do I make myself clear, Captain?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. She wanted to say more, but very wisely held her tongue.
"Good. Dismissed."
"May I say something, sir?"
"No." I said. "Get out of my office." Looking angry and defeated, Cindy turned and left.
Part 8 - Family
4:40pm, Wednesday, September 23d. I took a phone call; it was from FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone.
"Our guys in Alaska reported back." said Jack. "Chris Washburn left some of his clothes up there, some books and stuff. But he brought back his computer and any jump drives he had. Also, his co-workers up there told us a few interesting things. He didn't drink very much, maybe a couple of beers on off nights, and he never got plastered. He also showed his colleagues some of the pictures his wife sent him. They said the pics they saw were of her dressed and in lingerie, but nothing more explicit."
"Ah," I said "so he shared the pictures. That's interesting. Thanks, Jack!"
The phone was no sooner in its cradle when Helena buzzed me. "Detectives Cummings and Rose would like to see you, sir." she said. Rose? I thought to myself.
"Okay, send them in." I said. "And you can go home, Helena."
Joanne Cummings and Lorena Rose came in, both in plainclothes. "Sir," Joanne said, "Lorena got a tip about Chris Washburn."
"Have a seat. Tell me about it." I said. The very beautiful ladies sat down in the 'hot seat' chairs in front of my desk.
"Sir," said Lorena, "some of the bars near campus are open and serving alcohol on Sunday night. I got a tip that a man was having dinner and drinking a lot on Sunday evening. His credit card showed him to be Chris Washburn."
"Lorena and I went to the restaurant." said Joanne. "The manager called the guy who'd been at the bar Sunday night. Fortunately, the guy lives near there and came in. He recognized the photo of Washburn, and said he came in around 6:00pm Sunday. Washburn had dinner, a burger and fries, and drank a lot. He stayed at the bar until 9:00pm, where they cut him off because he was getting wasted. He got angry, but didn't really make a scene, then paid his bill and left."
"And you got an affidavit of this?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Joanne said, handing me the document. I perused it as she continued "We checked the other bars in the area. There was one place where a lot of students go, it's kind of a dive, and the people behind the bar remember Washburn going there. They refused to serve him because he was already really drunk. He got belligerent but was too helpless to really do anything, so instead of calling the Police they called him a cab, which took him home." She handed me two more affidavits.
"Excellent!" I said. "Good work, both of you! Anything else?"
"Sir," Joanne asked, "this basically means Mr. Washburn has an alibi for the timeframe we think Emma was killed. Is there any advice you can give me on what to do now?"
"Sir," said Lorena Rose, "before you answer that, I am wondering if Mr. Washburn maybe staged this alibi, and maybe killed his wife before he went to the bars?"
"Let me put two things into your minds about that." I said. "We have a photo of Emma in front of a clock saying 8:00pm that was uploaded to Facebook right around 8:00pm Sunday night. I am having Mary Milton check and see if it was an auto-uploaded picture from a cellphone, and what time that photo was uploaded. If that's all good, then his alibi would appear to be good."
"The second thing I'll suggest," I said, "is that if Chris Washburn knew about the photo of Emma in front of the clock, he could create an intentional alibi. But if he did not know about it, then it's a coincidence, and at that point I want to know why this guy was drinking so heavily on a Sunday night."
The two women looked at each other as if simply overwhelmed. I hoped the gears would engage in their minds over the next few hours.
"Okay, ladies, thank you for this." I said. "Have the affidavits scanned into evidence servers and put the physical copies in evidence. Lorena, you can go. Joanne, stay a moment."
After Lorena left, I said to Joanne: "Are you still working out with Captain Ross and learning defense techniques?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne.
"Ask her to work out with you early tomorrow morning." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:20pm, still Wednesday, September 23d, Teresa Croyle knocked on the door of Cindy Ross's office and walked right on in without invitation.
"Come right on in." Cindy said sarcastically. "What the hell is it?"
"Let's go have a beer at the Cop Bar." Teresa said. "My treat."
Cindy emitted a sound that was something like a growl, followed by "I'm not in the mood for socializing or a beer."
"Let's go, mon capitaine." Teresa ordered. "That's not a request. You're coming with me." As Cindy looked up at Teresa, about to go off on her, Teresa met her eyes defiantly and said "We are going to meet someone there, whom I've already invited. So let's go, or I'll pick you up and carry you."
"I'd like to see you try that." Cindy said, but Teresa knew it was an acquiescence.
"And I don't even need a crowbar, sister." Teresa said, her eyes gleaming.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was starting to get cooler in the afternoon and evenings, Cindy noted as she and Teresa drank their beers on the outside patio of the Cop Bar.
"Hello, ladies," said an older woman, bringing her beer and an extra for Cindy, "may I join you?"
"Hi Phyllis." said Cindy. "What brings you here?"
"Your soul sister Teresa asked me to join you." said Phyllis Troy, mother of the Iron Crowbar. "I understand you had what we might call 'a bad day'."
"No doubt about that." said Cindy. "I mean... yeah, I was wrong, but wow... I didn't expect that."
"Yes, that is what I wanted to talk about." said Phyllis. "I'm sure that as bad as it was for you, it was bad for my son, also. He loves both of you more than life itself. He is still pissed off to this day that he wasn't in front of you at that ambush at the Olivet gym, and it did take three of you to tackle him and prevent him from going out there to get you."
"Yes, I know." said Cindy. "But still..."
Teresa asked "Was this the first time since you found out you and he are blood kin that he's had to reprimand you?"
"Yes." said Cindy. "And before you say it: yes, I got complacent about it and took our relationship for granted."
"Yes, you did." said Teresa. "I'd noticed it, but you and I are pretty informal at times, too, so I didn't say anything."
Phyllis said "I would also venture a guess that it was very hard for him to have to do that. Not to call you a child, Cindy, but any parent knows that when they have to punish their child it's unpleasant, but it's for the child's good as well for the future. As your boss, Don felt the same way, I'm sure."
Phyllis added "And it does have to be tough for you ladies. A Lieutenant and a Captain at ages that most police officers are barely rookies. You are exceptional ladies, but you're still growing. And of course we all make mistakes. Don is your boss, and he has to do what he has to do."
"Point taken." said Cindy. "Okay, let's change the subject. Phyllis, you are not just here to talk about me getting my ass chewed off. You want to know about this murder case."
"Oh, was it that obvious?" Phyllis asked, making both Teresa and Cindy smile.
With that, Cindy filled Phyllis in on the details of the case, then said "Washburn was arrested after he went to Cassie's house and made a scene. Washburn was really drunk and Sean subdued him pretty easily. But before I left the Station I heard that a couple of Detectives found some witnesses that might give Washburn an alibi. Goth Girl Mary is looking into the Facebook photo to see if it'll give as good an alibi as he'd like."
"That is very interesting, is it not?" Phyllis said. "Why would he go to their house in a drunken state and begin causing trouble? I believe that is a very significant event."
"Anything else you think is significant?" asked Teresa, fascinated at getting to watch the Commander's mother in mental action... and realizing that she'd seen glimpses of this in her fuck-buddy Todd, Phyllis's grandson.
"Well," said Phyllis, her eyes introspective, "there are too many events happening, like dominoes falling one by one, in a seeming order. The husband returns home. Emma is beaten up, and rather severely I understand. Emma is found dead, but no one noticed enough to call the Police. Emma's friend Cassie's house is burgled. The husband is drunk when you went to his house, refuses to talk to Police, but then goes to the Sanderson house and creates enough of a ruckus to get himself arrested."
"Just another of our simple cases." Cindy said. "How can it not be Chris Washburn?"
"How, indeed?" Phyllis said, cryptically.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Taking my laptop with me, I drove home to the Mountain Nest in my Police SUV at 7:30pm. I had been looking at what was on Chris Washburn's computer, and decided to go home and eat before looking at what Cassie's computer contained.
Laura and the kids were finishing up dinner, and we had a guest: my mother Phyllis. I made myself a plate from the items in the kitchen, then put the remaining food in the refrigerator... after throwing a few morsels to a good-looking blonde-furred dog that had come in with high hopes, and having those hopes rewarded. Bowser then situated himself in the corner of the room, watching us while I sat down at the table with my plate.
"Honestly, Carole," Laura said, "you have more food on you than in you. And that doesn't count what you tried to feed the dog." I laughed heartily at that, which caused Carole to laugh, mimicking me. I then talked to little Jim as he played with his juice cup, which most very fortunately had a cap on it that prevented spills. Then I settled into eating, feeling my mother peering at me, though not knowing the reason.
"You're a million miles away." my mother said.
"Yes, darling, you are." Laura said. "New case?"
"Yes." I said. "You know about the woman we found Monday?" Laura and Phyllis both nodded as I continued "Well, we were called to a home for a break-in. And the dead woman was a friend of this family and had been the model for the mother, who is a photographer. And you might be surprised who the photographer's son is... remember Ryan telling us about his friend Sean and Sean's mother? It was them."
"Oh wow." said Laura. "Small world. So there's a connection to the dead woman?" I gave the details of the case.
"Son, let me ask this." my mother said. "you said that Sean was having an affair with the woman that died?" 
"Emma." I said. "Yes. He admitted it."
"I am just wondering to myself," said my mother, "if Emma was having an affair with any other men."
"I haven't thought of that." I said. "It could well be, though we've found no information on that."
"Perhaps you should ask Emma's friend Cassie." said Phyllis.
"See, Laura?" I said with a smile. "I've been working on this case for days, and my mother hears a five minute synopsis and is already figuring out more than me."
"That's why she's 'Mycroft' and you're 'Sherlock', darling." said Laura.
"You're still pensive, son." Phyllis knowingly said. "What else happened?"
"Oh, yeah..." I said. "I had to bring the hammer down on Cindy today. She fucked up when Washburn asked for a lawyer, then again in our meeting." I gave the details.
"That must've been tough." Laura said. "But you did the right thing. Was she pissed?"
"I think so." I said.
"I'm sure you'll find a way to make it all right, son." Phyllis said, her eyes twinkling. "If you haven't already..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm. Phyllis had gone back to her basement MIL apartment. I was sitting on the sofa in the den of the main house, looking at videos and photos. Laura came down and sat down beside me, her left hip pressing into my right side. Her perfume smelled good...
"The kids are asleep, and Bowser is in his basket under Carole's bed." Laura said. "So, can I peek at these photos?"
"Sure." I said. "These are from Chris Washburn's computer. There's a series of photographs, showing Emma from being clothed to progressively becoming less and less clothed, to nudity. Here is one where Emma's vagina is wet and looking used, and what looks like semen all over her pubic bush. I'd say it's a bit too white and thick, and too copious, so we're thinking this is goop."



"Who is 'we'?" Laura asked.
"Cindy and myself." I said. "By the way, Washburn had printed copies of these photos as well, which we found at his home. There's also a few videos. Mostly Emma talking to the camera as if she's talking to Chris. Most of it is showing Emma buying sexy clothes, trying on shoes and the like, and then there's some of Emma having dinner with Sean. Emma's telling the camera how good the food is. Then at the end, Sean gives Emma an innocent looking kiss goodnight. But what Sean admitted today was that he and Emma were having sex off-camera."
"I don't blame him." Laura said. "She's cute, and he's a hot looking young man."
"Oh wait, I didn't see this. These were sent recently, part of the last batch." I said. I showed Laura the pics. One showed Emma sucking a huge cock from very close up; I could not see who the man was, though it was very likely Sean. The next was a closeup of a man on top of a woman, his slender penis penetrating her vagina, the cuntlips clinging to the shaft, the man's balls at the top of the photo. I could not see faces as their groins and bellies were pressed together, but I could see his legs were hairy, and there was a birthmark on the back of his leg and a big mole on his nutsack.
"Oh wow, those are nice." Laura said.
"Yes, but it might not have been so nice to Chris Washburn." I said. "Okay, now let's see what was on Cassie's computer." I began pulling up files.
The most recent was apparently taken Tuesday night. A video showed Sean on top of Ryan's mother Marlena in the missionary position. Sean was pumping his long, very thick cock rhythmically into Marlena. Her beautiful legs were caught under his arms, her sexy feet in high heel slides pointing high. The video moved around a bit, occasionally moving down to their coupled loins, where Sean's monster cock was pistoning rapidly in and out of Marlena's sopping cunt, then the camera panned along Marlena's legs back to her face. She was making an 'oh' with her mouth, obviously enjoying being fucked by this stud.
"So that's Sean?" Laura asked. "I would love to be getting fucked by him like that.... what do you think, darling? Would you like to see that young man fucking me like that?" With that, Laura turned her face to me and kissed me on the mouth. I returned it, letting my tongue slide into her mouth before breaking the kiss.
"I would love to see that, honey." I said. I kissed her again and then said "Unless Sean is Emma's killer, of course." We turned back to the video.
There were more videos, one showing Ryan fucking Cassie, and another of Sean and Marlena, the timestamp showing that this one was from Sunday night. I moved on to the next videos, taken a couple of weeks before. This one showed Sean and Emma making love.
And 'making love' it was. They were in the room with lavender walls in Emma's house, and they were sharing deep kisses as Sean deeply fucked Emma on the bed. It was obvious to me that Sean was very much into Emma, giving his all to her as they copulated lustily, and Emma was enjoying it immensely as well, pushing her loins to meet her young lover's as they adulterously mated.
"That one didn't get sent to Chris." I said. There was another video, showing Emma and Sean in a field, with picnic trappings nearby, and they were eating and talking, then drinking wine and talking. A second video of this set showed Emma giving Sean a blowjob, sucking his big cock for all she was worth. "Chris got the first video, but not the second." I said.
"I'm going to be sucking your cock like that when I get you up to bed." Laura said.
"No, because I'm going to be fucking your hot pussy hard and deep like Sean was fucking Marlena." I said. Laura and I began making out, which was not helping me make progress towards my video review... but which I was not going to stop.
"Mmm," Laura said as I nuzzled her neck, "I think you liked fucking Marlena the other night, didn't you?"
"Hell yeah, I did." I readily admitted. "You can see how hot she is. And you were going at it with Ryan pretty good, too... but I think you really want to feel Sean sinking that big dick of his into your cunt, don't you?"
"Ohhhh, yesssss...." Laura said, then shut me up with another hot kiss. My cock was throbbing as Laura broke the kiss. She said "Okay, you need to finish that up. I'm going up to bed and... prepare for you. By the way, can I get a private copy of all this, just for our personal use?"
"What, you think I haven't done that already?" I growled. I reached over and handed Laura a plastic bag with several jump drives. "Extra copies." I said. "You can look at them upstairs in bed while I finish down here."
I continued looking at photos of Sean and Emma. There was another closeup of them in the missionary position, Sean's cock splitting Emma's distended, swollen cuntlips and buried almost balls-deep, his ass and smooth bare legs visible along the top and sides of the photo, his huge pink nutsack hanging down. Then another of Emma sucking Sean's meat, his face visible in the background, looks of pleasure on both their faces.
It would be a while before I was done, but by the time I was finished I needed some serious relief. So did Laura, and she was exceptionally well fucked by the time I was done with her...
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Making Amends
5:15am, Thursday, September 24th. I did not want to get out of bed, having had inadequate sleep, but I had to do what I had to do. I swiftly dressed in gym clothes, putting my uniform for the day in the suit bag to protect it, with accoutrements in the pockets of the bag.
At Police Headquarters, I headed to the men's locker room, where I donned the body armor and a football helmet. I left the red crowbar locked in the locker with the suit bag, and took the orange one that I used for practice. Then I went into the gym, hearing the clanging of iron and female grunts and groans.
In the boxing ring, Cindy and Joanne were going through some drills. They were also attired in body armor and football helmets. Mostly it was Cindy attacking and Joanne defending. Cindy was clearly venting some anger. I would give her the opportunity to vent some more.
I walked up to the ring. The women saw me and stopped fighting.
"Okay, I think I'm done." said Joanne, very astutely. She left the ring and went to the locker room. Meanwhile, I got into the ring.
"Defend yourself, Ross!" I yelled in the Klingon tradition as I went into the attack, as I always did whenever Cindy and I got our morning exercise this way.
*CLANG!*
Iron struck iron as we battled, thrust and parried, circling and feinting, then engaging in several rapid series of blows. Cindy was attacking harder and harder, really letting me have it. I stayed on the defensive, but on purpose, just parrying her attacks, watching and learning and remembering how she liked to attack.
It was several minutes before she caught on that I wasn't trying to take advantage of the openings she was allowing me... all traps, of course. So she changed tactics and slowed down herself. Then I feinted as if to attack and she came at me with the martial arts blow, trying to kick me square in the chest. I moved out of the way, then had to parry her vicious backhand blow.
After several more minutes we were both tired, so I called the halt. We climbed out of the ring, leaning back and half-sitting on the side of the raised ring.
"Feeling better?" I asked.
"Not really." Cindy said. "But you were right. I was wrong to say that in front of subordinates and the perp." She wasn't changing her mind on being suspicious of those that take the Fifth, but we were moving past that.
"And in front of the Police Chief," I said, "who is not in your corner as it is."
"Yeah, I know." Cindy said, wincing. "By the way, who is going to be in charge for me while I'm in Paulina's class?"
"Oh, Teresa and Tanya can handle their divisions." I said. "And by the way, if this case is not solved, you can wait until the next class at the Academy in six weeks. But you are going, eventually."
"Sounds like you think it will be solved." Cindy said.
"It's not all that hard, at least as far as the murder is concerned." I said. "It's the burglary that I'm wondering about. Okay, let's get cleaned up and get some coffee..."
Part 10 - Realities and Hypotheticals
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at precisely 7:00am, Thursday, September 24th. "Channel Two News has learned that Christopher Washburn was arrested yesterday on assault charges. Washburn is the husband of Emma Washburn, who was found murdered behind the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse this past Monday."
I was barely paying attention as Bettina said "In other news, Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council has formed a Study Group to work out new solutions for the Public Safety Department's rank structures. Members of this Study Group include Councilpersons Carnes, Colby, and Westboro, as well as Sheriff Allgood, the Police and Fire Chiefs, and the Public Health Officer. The EMS services are not represented on the Study Group, as the Fire Department objected to separate EMS representation."
"Hoo boy." I said. "Another fire to put out, pun not intended. That EMS situation is going to become a real problem one of these days."
"Why would they want to mess with the rank structure?" Joanne Cummings innocently but astutely asked. That caused me to do a double-take as the implications of that hit me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, we had a meeting in Classroom 'E', attended by myself, Captain Ross, Lt. Perlman, Detectives Cummings and Washington, and Master Technician Mary Mahoney Milton.
"Sir," said Mary to start things off, "I've been able to confirm that the photograph was auto-uploaded. The FB account is named 'Emma Hot Wife', and it appears that the phone uploading to it is a burner phone, not Emma's phone that we found in her home. It may be one of the other phones we found, but Myron is going to have to confirm that."
"That's good." I said. "What about that photo of Emma in front of the clock?"
"Auto-uploaded at 8:01pm last Sunday night." said Mary. "Looks to be legit."
"So," I said, "what you're telling me is that we can say that Emma was alive at 8:00pm Sunday night. That means that Cassie, Sean, and Chris all have alibis. I might add that Marlena and Ryan have alibis, too." Mary nodded.
"Okay, ladies," I said, "this just got more interesting. Cummings, Washington, what do y'all have?"
"Sir," said Joanne, "I've been following up on the victim, Emma Washburn. She and Chris married nearly 10 years ago, and have lived here in Town for six years. He's been deployed off and on for several years. Everyone who has known Emma and Chris have said they were a loving couple, no arguments that anyone knew of, and no issues."
Joanne continued: "Chris and Emma have no real debts, and they have about $2000 in savings in the J.P. Goldman Bank. The only anomaly in their bank accounts was a cash withdrawal by Emma of several hundred dollars about three weeks ago, just before the Labor Day holiday. Where that cash went to or what it might have been used for, we have no idea yet. Chris has a credit card, but has only used in in Alaska for basic things up there."
"Did Emma have a job?" I asked. "Did she do any part-time work?"
"Not that I can tell, sir." said Joanne. "There were no direct deposits to her banking account, and no other deposits that might be work-related checks. She gave cooking classes for the Ladies Auxiliary Club and a couple at First Baptist, but as far as we can tell she wasn't paid for those. Word is that she is a top-level cook and could be a professional chef if she really wanted to."
After Joanne wrapped up, I turned to Theo. "What about Cassie?"
"Sir," said Theo, "she was married for twelve years and then her husband left her for another woman. She had a good divorce attorney and did pretty well in the divorce, getting the house and child support for Sean, but one interesting thing was that the payments were cut in half when Sean turned eighteen. They'll continue until he's 21, unless he moves out of the house permanently or if he gets married."
Theo continued: "Cassie works as a professional photographer, and does irregular work such as seasonal staffing during holiday times. About two weeks ago she applied at City Hall for a business license... for a catering business."
"Ahhh," I said. "Emma's a chef and Cassie does photography. That'd be a great business for them together: catering and photography for weddings and other events."
"Yes sir," said Theo. "Cassie has avoided any large debts but is barely solvent. She's a member of First Baptist Church, attends services more often than not. She is liked by those who know her, but she has no very close friends except for her neighbors Emma and Marlena, and their sons."
"What about Sean?" I asked.
"Not much on him." Theo said. "Football player on the high school team. Hangs out with other jocks, dates the cheerleaders, also has dated a few college girls with his buddy Ryan. Doesn't have an official job, but always seems to have at least some cash on him."
"Wonder how he's making that?" asked Tanya musingly.
"Any ideas, Theo?" I asked.
"No sir." said Theo. "If he's doing something illegal, we don't have anything on it."
"All right. You and Joanne are doing a great job on these cases." I said. "Meanwhile, there's nothing new from the FBI, and I'm waiting on Myron and Mary to give us more details from those various cellphones we recovered, as well as Cassie's cellphone."
"Oh, that reminds me," said Tanya, "Cassie called the Duty Desk last night. She wants her phone back."
"She ain't getting it back yet." I said. "Tanya, make sure our warrants to keep it are in order, and if there's any problem, ask Paulina to get us a fresh one. But no matter what, we have to keep that cellphone."
"Yes sir." Tanya said, making a note on her pad.
"So," I said, "did Chris get a new lawyer?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Guy from Succup & Payne, P.C., which are personal and family lawyers. A Mr. Gibson Stelling, I believe."
"Okay, let's call him and tell him I will be interviewing Chris Washburn at 9:00am." I said. "No, Washburn can't speak, but if this attorney is doing his job, he'll be able to speak for Chris."
"What do you want to find out from him?" Cindy asked.
"Anything I can about what happened to Emma, and why she took that beating that she did." I said.
"I'm not expecting an admission that he did that to her himself." Cindy said drily.
"Neither am I." I said, cryptically. That got two pairs of Angel Eyes peering at me, and confused looks on the faces of my young Detectives...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30am, I had a very angry Cassie Sanderson in the lobby of my Police Headquarters. I told Cindy that we would just have to do this the formal way.
"Hello, Mrs. Sanderson," I said, appearing in the lobby. "Would you please step into this room?" I was indicating Interrogation-A.
"I came here to get my cellphone." said Cassie angrily. "You Police have it, and I want it back."
"That is what I want to discuss with you, ma'am." I said. "Now if you'll please step in here, I'll explain everything." Cassie was clearly unhappy, but finally complied. Once in Interrogation-A with the door closed, Detective Cummings came through the other door, from the Police side, and sat down beside me.
"Mrs. Sanderson," I said, "I am going to read you your legal rights." I proceeded to do so from the card, then asked if she understood the rights.
"Yeah, but why are you reading me my rights?" asked Cassie. "Am I a suspect or something?"
"You are a person of interest in the death of Emma Washburn." I replied. "I just want to make sure we follow things according to the letter of the law. I want to ask you some questions about Emma's death, as well as the burglary of your home. Would you like a lawyer to be present?"
"I just want my cellphone." said Cassie.
"We have taken that into custody under a warrant." I said. "You will not be getting it back until we're through with the portions of our investigation that pertain to it. Are you willing to answer some questions? And would you like a lawyer?"
"Oh, go ahead and ask." said Cassie.
"First," I said, "when was the last time you saw Emma?"
"Sunday afternoon," Cassie said. "I took a few photos of her."
"Did you see the bruising on her face and upper body?" I asked.
"Yes." said Cassie.
"Did Emma say how she got those bruises?"
"As I said before, I remarked on them," said Cassie, "and Emma said it was nothing, and to not worry about it. It was obvious to me she did not want to discuss it, so I didn't say anything more. I figured her husband did it. I put some pancake makeup, like movie actors use, over the bruises and we took our pictures."
"Had Emma ever mentioned her husband hitting her before?" asked Joanne.
"No." said Cassie. "And that was the first time I'd ever seen her with any marks like that on her."
"Mrs. Sanderson," I said, "do you know of any reason why her husband, or anyone else for that matter, would want to physically assault Emma?"
"No, I don't." said Cassie, matter-of-factly. "I'd speculate she and her husband got into a fight, but I don't know why."
"So you left her at your home when you left for church?" I asked.
"Yes." Cassie said. "I told her she could clean up before going home, or that she could stay the night if she wanted. She wasn't home when Sean and I got back that night, so I assumed she went home."
"Do you know how Emma died?" Joanne asked.
"I saw on the KXTC website that she'd been murdered." said Cassie. "It's pretty shocking. I'm not sure of any details, though. The article was pretty vague."
"True enough." I said. "Mrs. Sanderson, are you aware that your son Sean was having a sexual affair with Emma?"
"Yes." said Cassie. "The photo sessions got a little steamy, and I know Sean penetrated Emma a couple of times."
"Are you aware of other times they had sex? Off camera?" I asked. "Or that they were dating?"
"Uh, I never saw where they were together or going out... beyond the photography sessions."
"Do you know of anyone else that Emma was having a sexual affair with?"
"Sean's friend Ryan might have had Emma." said Cassie. "But I never saw them together, so I don't know for sure. I don't know of anyone else, though. And Emma never talked to me about things like that, she never confided in me."
"Were you and Emma going to start a catering service?" I asked, as if out of the blue.
"Uh, we had talked about it." Cassie said. "I was laying some groundwork for it, but Emma hadn't committed to doing it yet."
"I see." I said. "What about Sean? What does he do for money?"
"I... I... " Cassie stammered. She stopped, then said "I don't want to be uncooperative, but I think I should ask to have my lawyer present."
"That's fine." I said. "I'll send in an officer to help you make the phone call. While you're waiting, Detective Cummings and I will step out of the room for a few minutes."
We went into the anteroom, where Cindy and Officer Lydia Green were waiting. "Officer Green," I said, "please attend Mrs. Sanderson while she uses the phone to call her attorney. Don't allow her to leave I-Alpha except to use the restroom, and escort her there if she needs to go. Captain, Detective, come with me."
We went down the hall past Vice, MCD, and our offices, then along the back hall and the various offices, classrooms and breakroom to Interrogation-2, where Chris Washburn and his lawyer, Gibson Stelling, Esq., were waiting.
"Hello, gentlemen." I said. "This is Detective Cummings and I am Commander Troy, as you know. I understand that Mr. Washburn has taken the Fifth, but I would propose talking to you, Mr. Stelling, in a discussion of 'hypothetical' situations. I have a few questions here, written on this sheet."
Talking about 'hypotheticals' was a way to get around Fifth Amendment invocations without violating the suspect's rights... hypothetically. I hated 'hypotheticals', but in this case I needed information more. Ergo, I played the game.
The questions on the sheet were as follows:
Hypothetically, how did Emma get the face and body bruises?
Hypothetically, was Emma having a sexual affair with other men? How many, and, hypothetically, who?
Hypothetically, was Emma considering leaving her husband?
Hypothetically, who would have reason to harm Emma, and why?
"I'll need a moment with my client." Mr. Stelling said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After we were seated in I-2, Mr. Stelling said "Hypothetically, my client does not know how his wife got the bruises. He might hypothetically have asked and was hypothetically told that it was nothing and she would not say more. He thinks that it's a hypothetical possibility that Cassie or Sean Sanderson could've done that to Emma."
Stelling continued: "Hypothetically, my client's deceased wife might have been having a hypothetical sexual affair with Cassie Sanderson's son, Sean. He does not know of any other such hypothetical situations, but can't rule any out."
Stelling read from his notes, then said: "Hypothetically, my client is unaware of any hypothetical situations where his wife was considering leaving him. Also, my client cannot think of any hypothetical situations where someone would want to harm his wife, unless there was something going on with Mrs. Sanderson or her son of which my client was unaware. My client was stationed far away, and so would not have any hypothetical knowledge of any hypothetical situations in this Town."
"Okay." I said. "Well, if your client can come up with any hypothetical situations that can help me solve his wife's non-hypothetical murder, please let me know."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back to Cassie, who now had Mr. Fowler with her as her attorney in I-Alpha.
"My client wants to cooperate," said Fowler, "but she will not answer any questions about her son. She does not want to give erroneous information, only to later be accused of lying to Police."
"I'm not worried about that." I said. "We can always arrest Sean for suspicion of murder, haul him in here and question him for hours and hours. We certainly don't need anything from Mrs. Sanderson." I was pleased that Joanne held her face expressionless when I said that. Cassie Sanderson was not so stoic; a look of shock appeared on her face at my menacing words.
"I will be representing him, also." said Fowler, rescuing Cassie from my scare tactic. "And I will not allow you to browbeat my clients. Yes, your reputation precedes you, Mr. Iron Crowbar, and I will not brook your shenanigans."
I smiled. "I have no idea what shenanigans you are talking about, Mr. Fowler," I said, "unless my sterling record of successes and getting legitimate confessions or convictions is considered to be 'shenanigans' by the hopelessly inept defense lawyers in this County." Fowler was steaming at the deliberate insult. Joanne broke down; she began giggling.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi, Sean." I said as Sean was escorted into Interrogation-B with Mr. Fowler as his representation. "I just have a few questions for you, but I am first going to read you your rights from this card." I read Sean his considerable Constitutional rights, and he said that he understood them.
"Sean," I said, "you probably know by now that Emma was murdered. I'm sure you understand that your relationship with her has to be investigated as part of our case."
"Yes sir." Sean said.
"So let me ask again if Mr. Washburn knew of your relationship with his wife." I said.
"Like I said before," said Sean, "I don't know what or how much Emma told him, but when he got back last week, he told me that he really liked the pictures of Emma and me, and he wanted me to keep doing them. He said he was cool with me kissing her and with the sex pictures, too."
"Whoa." I said. "He said he had pictures of you and Emma having sex?"
"Er, no," said Sean, "he didn't say that. I thought he meant our simulated sex poses. But like I said, I don't know what Emma sent him, so she might've sent pics of her sucking my cock or a penetration shot, if my mom got any of those."
"I see." I said. "Sean, your mother's income is from her photography work, is that right?"



"Yes sir." Sean said. "She was getting child support from Dad, too... until a few months ago, when I turned eighteen."
"Do you know the arrangements of that child support?" I asked.
"No sir."
"Were you ever thinking of moving out, away from your mom?"
"Uh, no sir." Sean said. Was that the slightest change of facial expression? I thought to myself. Just the slightest change in his eyes?
"What about money, Sean?" I asked. "What did or do you do to make money?"
"Uh, nothing, really." Sean said.
"Sean, we know you've been spending some money, and your mother doesn't have much." I said. "So how are you getting money?" At that point, the legal beagle Fowler leaned over and whispered something to Sean.
Sean then said "I'm not selling drugs or any bad shit like that, but I don't think it's something I can talk to the police about."
"Sean," said Fowler out loud, "at this point I think you should conclude this interrogation and say nothing more." Sean looked over at me as if he didn't want to stop, but he had his orders...
"What do you think, Joanne?" I asked my young Detective as we walked back down the hall after the interview.
"Everyone clams up when Sean's job or income is brought up." Joanne said. "I don't want to assume anything, but that has to be important..."
Part 11 - Lunchtime Meetings
Captain Cindy Ross received a text message on her personal cellphone at 11:45am. She went to the Commander's office, into which she was immediately admitted.
"Sir," she said, "I need to take a long lunch and take care of a couple of errands."
"Sure." I said. "Keep your radio with you, though. I've got a lunch meeting with the Chief, and I don't know when I'll be back. If we get a break on the Washburn case, they'll need to be able to get you on the radio."
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "By the way, do you have any idea what's going on with this case? It looks like all the persons I'd call suspects have alibis, so is there anyone else to consider? And the burglary took place a couple of nights later, and I can't help but think it's related."
"I've got a few roadblocks in my mind, as well." I said. "What I'm not seeing is the motive for Emma's murder."
"If it's related to the burglary, I can see that." Cindy said. "And if her husband did it as a crime of passion, I can see that."
"We'll talk more about it this afternoon." I said. "I think we're going to have to move on it soon." That got Cindy peering at me, but she said no more as we left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy walked along the street that went east-west and was north of the Downtown and Courthouse Square areas. She saw two old ladies on a bench near the road. Across the street was a strip mall. On the right side of the strip mall, she saw the empty space that had been Nathan Allen's campaign headquarters.
"Why, hello Captain Ross!" said Old Mrs. Boddiker. "How are you doing today? Do you know my friend, the Widow Athena Jones?"
"Yes, I do know her." Cindy said. "And I'm doing very well. And you ladies?"
"We're enjoying this warm sunshine before the weather turns." said the Widow Athena Jones in her scratchy voice, a few gray curls of hair escaping from under her nondescript light blue shawl. "Please, have a seat with us."
"I can only stay a moment." Cindy said. "Anything interesting to see from this bench?"
"Oh, the traffic is very interesting." said the Widow Jones. "People rushing from one place to another, not taking time to consider where they are, what they are doing, yes?"
 Cindy smiled. Then the Widow Jones got to the point. "Over there in that strip mall, on the left side, are the offices of Planned Parenthood for the Town, County and University. Many women go there for reproductive services."
"Oh yeah." Cindy said. "So what's significant about them? Any protests by the Pro-Lifers recently?"
"Oh no," said Mrs. Jones. "But some very interesting people have gone into that place in the last few weeks. May I suggest... that you determine if that young lady that was murdered last Monday was a... patient there."
Cindy almost gasped, but held her face set and firm. "I'll certainly see what I can find out about that. If you ladies will excuse me, I'll be on my way." With that, she got up and took leave of the ladies.
"Such a nice lady." said Mrs. Boddiker. "And so accomplished. It takes a woman like that to keep a man like the Iron Crowbar in line."
"Ye-es." said the Widow Athena Jones. "He is indeed a man that bears watching... but not as much as the man we are watching..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had changed into plain clothes. I was wearing my gray suit with black mock-turtleneck shirt. My badge was affixed to my belt and my gun was in its shoulder holster under my left armpit.
Chief Harold Bennett rode with me in my Police SUV to the Country Breakfast Diner. On the way, we discussed the case, and I got him up to speed on possible suspects.
At the Country Breakfast Diner, they were serving their lunch buffet. We went through the line and headed to the private back room. Somewhat to my surprise, several other people awaited us: Town & County Councilpersons John 'Jack' Colby (owner of this restaurant), Kelly Carnes, and Pastor Raymond Westboro. Also present were Sheriff Daniel Allgood and Fire Chief Patrick Quinlin.
It was no great feat of deduction to see that I had been invited to an 'informal' meeting of the Council's 'Study Group'.
As we ate, everyone discussed seemingly innocuous things: the Fall Festival coming up in October, the University's football team and the three high school football teams, some questions about the Emma Washburn case that weren't very deep, and general family chatter. I realized that this was the beginnings of the political 'game', and I let my mind enter what I called 'the zone', to best be ready for the serious business that would soon come.
After lunch was over, with Daniel and myself making sure to get large second helpings of food, everyone settled into the business of this meeting.
"Commander," said Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, "we've asked you here to get your input on the Study Group's work. With your deductive abilities, we're wondering if you've figured out yet what we're doing."
"I have no idea." I said, realizing I'd been asked to sit at the center of the table so that everyone could hear me, "but I'd hazard a guess that it's about rank structure of the Police Force, especially with respect to the Detectives."
"I told you." said Jack Colby, grinning at Pastor Westboro, who nodded.
"I promise, I didn't tell him." said Chief Bennett.
"Oh no, no one told me." I said. "But I've heard the rumblings, and I'm not unaware. I'm also very much aware of the issues between the Fire Department and the EMTs, which is a much worse situation." Fire Chief Quinlin grimaced as I said that.
"I'm sure it is, Commander," said Pastor Westboro, using his most soothing pastoral voice, "but we'd like to confine our discussion with you to the Police Force, over which you have such considerable influence." I could not argue with that, I thought to myself. And my opening effort to attempt to solve the EMS problem had been rebuffed.
"Don," Daniel Allgood said, using my first name to show that he was on my side, as well as showing the others that his and my status as brothers-in-law was not being set aside, "how would you describe the current Police Force rank structure?"
"It's a two-tier system." I said. "As you all know, it was put in place when the Town and County merged their governments and public services. One of the tiers is the Uniformed Officers, and the other is the Detectives. It evolved that the Detectives are more like military Warrant Officers, while the Uniformed Officers are like Enlisted personnel."
"Would you say this system is the common structure of police forces?" asked Kelly Carnes, who I could tell was the de facto leader of the Study Group.
"Yes and no, ma'am." I said. "The TCPD, and in fact all of the Public Safety Department, has a more rigid rank structure than many jurisdictions, but in actuality the two-tier lines are there in some way or another in virtually every Police Force of any appreciable size."
"And of course," I continued, "there are ranks, like Sergeant and Corporal, and there are of course Lieutenants and Captains. The 'Commander' rank is actually not all that common; usually Departments will just have some 'Assistant Chiefs' and such, then Captains. The Atlanta Police Department as a rank of 'Major'. By the way, I'm not giving up the 'Commander' title, so don't even think about that." There was some laughter in response to my half-humorous tone of voice.
"We would not dream of doing that." said Sheriff Allgood, a bit severely. "But where are Detectives within other Police Forces?"
"What we're asking," said Kelly Carnes, "is 'What is a more typical structure of police departments?'."
"There's different ones." I said. "It's still ultimately two-tier with Uniformed Police and Investigators, though. Some places, like San Francisco, have 'Inspectors'. You may remember the 'Dirty Harry' movies.
"More common, though," I continued, "is to have 'Detective-1', Detective-2', and so on. There are Detective Sergeants over them, and then a Lieutenant over the bunch. Our structure of a Vice Lieutenant and MCD Lieutenant is common, as far as that goes. Big cities will have separate divisions for Homicide, Robbery, Sexual Assault, and so on, but we're not that big. In some places, ranks are a bit fluid: a 'Detective-3' does not formally outrank a 'Detective-1', but would be respected for experience and knowledge."
"And a 'Detective-1' would not outrank a Sergeant, or even a Uniformed officer at a similar pay grade?" asked Jack Colby.
"It would depend on the particular jurisdiction, and how the structure was set up." I said. "Let me put it this way. If you go into City Homicide, you'll see Detectives in plain clothes at their desks, one or more of them being a Detective Sergeant, and a Lieutenant in an office nearby. If you go into City Vice, you'll see Detectives in plain clothes at their desks, one or more Sergeants, Lieutenant in a nearby office. Uniformed officers will rarely be seen in those areas, except to bring in perps in custody to interrogation rooms."
I continued: "If you go into Midtown, you'll see the same thing with respect to Detectives... but you'll see Uniformed Officers stationed in the same buildings, walking the same halls. Our Headquarters is like Midtown's, but our Precincts are like the Uniformed City Police stations."
"Commander," said Pastor Westboro, sitting back as if the question were casual, but his peering eyes giving away the seriousness of the question, "would you say the current system is the most efficient? Or can we do better?"
"With respect to the Detectives, the current system works very well." I said. "We have Detective Apprentices, which don't outrank Sergeants, and we have Detective, Junior Grade, which we call 'J.G.', that are like Corporals. They're called 'Detectives', but it's about the same thing as other places. The full Detectives are given responsibility, they are in charge of investigations and need a certain level of authority to get their jobs done."
"The New York Police Department isn't structured this way." said Kelly Carnes. "And they're one of the biggest and most experienced in the world. Do you think your Department is better than theirs?"
"Why, I most certainly do think the Town & County Police Department is the very best in the world, and I'm proud of them, thank you very much." I replied, shooting down the implied insult. I noticed Jack Colby grinning, and Chief Bennett and Sheriff Allgood nodding at my defense of my Police Force.
"I would add this." I said. "The NYPD may not, but the Los Angeles Police Department does makes differentiations in their Detective ranks, though not with Warrant Officer bars like we do. They use Sergeant stripes with diamonds like Army First Sergeants. But it's very similar to our own structure when all is said and done."
"Commander," said Pastor Westboro, "what is your opinion on the Precincts. How has that worked out?"
"There have been some positives and some negatives about Precincts." I said, treading carefully. "It's been good in that Patrol Officers get to know their areas, get to know the people in the areas, and what's going on. On the flip side, it's still almost too small a County for three full precincts, and we're still ironing out communications issues and dividing manpower and equipment."
"My point to the question, Commander," said Westboro, "is that you were opposed to Precincts, but now that they are in place, they seem to be working well for you. At least that is what your Police Chief has reported to us. Is he wrong?"
"He's my boss, he's never wrong." I said, drawing some laughter as I deftly avoided creating strife with Chief Bennett. "But like I said, there are ups and downs to Precincts, and I still think we're too small a jurisdiction to really justify them."
Westboro got to his point: "But despite your opposition to Precincts, the world did not fall down when they were instituted. If we were to... streamline the Police rank structure, would that really be a burden?"
"In answer to that, Pastor," I said, "I am going to be politically incorrect amongst you politicians. What is going to end up happening is that we will still have the same or very similar structure as we have now. After you guys study the structures of large cities like New York and L.A., small towns like Hillside, Westphalia and Eastphalia, and the various Police Forces within our State... whatever you decide to do will still have us end up with essentially the same thing. What I don't want, and won't brook very easily, is y'all doing anything that demoralizes my Police Force, especially the really excellent Detectives I have working for me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross practically ran into Headquarters after tearing into the parking lot in her Police SUV. She hurried down the hallway to the office of ADA Jenna Stiles, which was situated along the back wall of Police Headquarters, on the other side of the Main Conference Room from the Chief's office suite in the back left corner.
Jenna was in her office going through stacks of papers with her assistant Gor-don. Cindy knocked on the half open door and said "ADA Stiles, can I speak with you? It's business, and it's urgent."
"Uh, sure, Captain." said Jenna. "Gor-don, go ahead and take these papers to my office in the Courthouse. We're ready to go with these cases." Gor-don collected various collapsible file folders of papers and carried them out, glaring harshly at Cindy for intruding.
"What's it about, sweetie?" Jenna asked as Cindy closed the door behind Gor-don.
"I know you've worked with the Planned Parenthood people before, giving them legal advice and all." Cindy said. "And you're in contact with them in preparation for whatever political career you decide upon."
"That's true." said Jenna. "So what's up?"
"Do you have anyone inside there you can contact to get me some information?" Cindy asked. "I need to know if a woman had an abortion there recently. I don't want to go through the hassle of getting a warrant to do it formally, and then only to have them tie it up in Court for weeks on end."
Jenna considered it. "I think I can ask one or two people there to discreetly look up something, but only to confirm it, and 'off the record', as it were. Who do have in mind?"
Cindy replied "Emma Washburn... the woman that was murdered earlier this week."
Part 12 - Rumors and Innuendo
As I entered Police Headquarters from the side door that served the fenced-in employee's parking lot, Lt. Teresa Croyle fell in beside me, and we walked down the hall together.
"Can I speak with you in your office, sir?" she asked.
"You certainly may." I said. I had felt tension in the air as soon as I'd walked into the building.
Once inside, I had Teresa sit in one of the comfortable 'hot seat' chairs in front of the office as I sat in my comfortable Command Chair behind the desk. "What's up?" I asked.
"Sir," said Teresa, "My Vice Detectives are acting like cats in a room full of rocking chairs. Julie told me that there are rumors going around that they're going to change the rank structure and demote all the Detectives. Is that true, sir?"
"Wow, that traveled fast." I said, more to myself than Teresa. I saw the look on her face and said "Look, let's not get ahead of ourselves, here. I just found out about the Study Group at my lunch meeting. They are talking about the rank structure, but they can't demote anyone without cause even if they wanted to. You saw how the Police Union was about Sharples? Can you even imagine what they'd do if the Council tried to demote all of the Detectives?"
"Sir, that's not a denial." replied Teresa.
"Actually, it is." I said. Just then, there was a knock on my door and Lt. Perlman bounded in.
"Is this about the rank structure?" I asked, seeing the look in her eyes. She nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:00pm the meeting of all of the Detectives was held in Classroom 'J'. I was going to nip this shit in the bud without delay.
"Okay guys," I said, sitting in a chair on the raised part of the floor in the back of the room as the Detectives sat in the school-style desks. "This meeting is to dispel the rumors you've been hearing about the rank structure. I can't talk openly about what little I know. But I can tell you that none of you will be demoted, and you will certainly not lose your pay grades... unless you whack me upside the head with a crowbar or something." No laughter. "That's a joke, guys. Lighten up, they don't get any better."
"Anyhoo," I said, "the Police Union would scream if the Council messed with any of you... and then the Council would have to deal with me. Okay?"
Detective Julie Newton raised her hand. "Sir, are they going to split us up and assign us to Precincts?"
"Over my dead body." said Lt. Tanya Perlman, her normally cherubic face looking dark and menacing.
"No, guys, you are not getting away from me that easily." I said. No laughter... tough audience today. "Seriously, guys... that's the one line they know they can't cross as long as I'm the Commander of this Police Force--" I saw ADA Jenna Stiles peek her head in the door.
"Captain Ross," I said, "ADA Stiles has some information for you." Cindy turned and saw Jenna, then got up and went into the hallway.
"Guys," I said, "the bottom line here is to not worry about the rumors. If the Council does do anything, it'll be weeks, months even. I'd rather watch glaciers moving than have to watch these politicians take action on anything."
Julie Newton raised her hand again. "Sir," she said, "Precincts were always a rumor, then all of a sudden they were there."
"Look," I said, "I cannot sit here and tell you that the Council won't do anything. But I can tell you that none of you will be negatively affected, that you'll be working from right here in Police Headquarters, and that our jobs haven't changed. Do not let this b.s. affect your morale. And to boost that, I will bribe you with doughnuts tomorrow morning, okay?"
"Three boxes, Commander." said Joanne Cummings. That got a big laugh. What does she have that I don't, I thought to myself... besides a beautiful face, a smoking hot body, and an innocence that belies her tremendous abilities...
Cindy came back inside. "Commander, I hate to break this up, but we've got something on the Washburn case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yep," Cindy said. "Emma had an abortion a little over two weeks ago. She was about two months pregnant." The pertinent MCD people were in Classroom 'E' with me and Captain Ross.



"So that's where that cash Emma took out went to." said Tanya Perlman.
"This is good information, Captain," said Theo Washington, "but I'm not seeing where it helps us with these cases, especially the burglary."
"Oh, it helps us tremendously." I said, my voice musing. I was halfway to a reverie. "It clears up a lot of things, particularly with regard to the motive for Emma's murder."
"Care to share this clearing up of things?" asked Cindy. "I'm not seeing where this fits in. I'm not even seeing who could've murdered Emma, much less any clue on the burglary."
"Tell you guys what." I said. "I know what I always say about theorizing, but I want you to do that now. Tell me what you're thinking about these cases. Nothing is off limits, this is just a conversation. I want to see where you are on this. Who wants to go first?"
"I'll go first." Tanya said. "I've looked at all those photographs and videos. I didn't see anything except a couple of shots of Emma and Sean having oral sex, and some closeups of penetration. I can see where Emma's husband might get upset and even violent over those, even though he seemed to like them.
"However," Tanya continued, "Sean is apparently the father of Emma's aborted baby, and if Sean found out about that, he might've gotten angry that his baby was aborted and he took it out on Emma."
"So who murdered her?" I asked.
"We've simply got no proof on either Sean or Chris." said Tanya. "Nor anyone else, for that matter."
"You're wrong there." I said. "Okay Theo, forget I just said that. What's your thinking?"
"I've been looking at the burglary more than the murder, as that was assigned to me." said Theo. "I think something was caught on Mrs. Sanderson's photographs, something none of them realized was on there, but whoever broke into her house knew it and took all the pictures, videos, computers, cameras, etc., that might've contained that information."
"That's a very good thought." I said. "Did you see anything in any of the photos?"
"No sir." said Theo. "Unless the people in the background while Emma and Sean were on their dinner dates are part of the issue."
"That'll be a bear, trying to identify all those people, then having to investigate them to see if there's any connection to Emma or Cassie." said Cindy.
"And it'd likely be a waste of time." I said. "So Theo, any ideas who did trash the house?"
"No sir." said Theo. "I guess Mr. Washburn might have done it, but I don't see why. I'd say it was outsiders, but who and why... you'll have to tell me, sir. I know I've missed something that you've seen."
"You've seen everything that I have." I said. "Indeed, all of you have. But I've not just seen... I've observed! Okay, Joanne... what say you?"
"Sir, I was thinking about the interviews with Mrs. Sanderson, Sean, and Mr. Washburn." said Joanne. "Mrs. Sanderson... Cassie, if I can call her that... was constantly subtly suggesting that Chris Washburn was involved. And Chris was implying that Cassie was involved. Chris went over to Cassie's in a drunken state and tried to kick the door down, and I wonder if he thought Cassie or Sean was behind his wife's death. In any case, I get the feeling Cassie and Chris don't like each other very much."
"Good thoughts." I said. "And a very astute observation that Cassie and Chris don't like each other. I agree with that."
"And there was something else, sir." said Joanne. "We talked about it, but I'm still having trouble getting my head wrapped around it. Cassie stopped talking when you started asking about Sean's income, and she wouldn't discuss it. Their lawyer threw up firewalls about that, also. I was thinking that was really strange, and maybe it has something to do with the case. Maybe what's on the pictures or videos has to do with whatever suspicious thing he's doing to make money."
"Very good." I said. "Very good. Let me throw up these caveats, though. First, Sean does not need to burgle and trash his own house if there's something on a video or picture. He can look for that at leisure, then destroy it when he finds it. I would also ask how that ties into Emma's murder."
"Someone knew something." Cindy said. "Maybe Emma knew something she wasn't supposed to. The perps beat the truth out of her, then they killed her."
"Wouldn't they want to kill Cassie and Sean too, then?" I replied.
"Maybe they were going to when they broke in." Cindy replied. "But they weren't there, so the burglars just took all the photography and videography stuff, and a few extra things either they wanted or thought they could sell."
"And they waited two days after killing Emma to burgle the house?" I asked. "That seems rather... lazy of them. So who killed Emma, Crowbar 2?" I asked.
"Must be outsiders." said Cindy. "Cassie, Sean, and... I'm sorry to say... Chris all have alibis, though I know what you think of those."
"Indeed." I said. "If they didn't have that photograph of Emma auto-uploaded to Facebook, we'd be having entirely different conversations, wouldn't we?" That got Cindy peering at me.
"Okay, Crowbar 1." my partner replied. "Time for you to spill it."
"Better than that," I said, "I'm going to perform a little exercise. I think I have proof, but I'd like something a little more solid. Here's what we're going to do..."
Part 13 - The Sting
At 6:30pm, I headed to the house of Cassie and Sean Sanderson. Cindy was riding with me in my Police SUV, as we were keeping two-man control of the evidence I was bringing to the house. The police convoy behind me contained Joanne and Theo, Tanya, Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton, and Crime Lab Technicians J.R. Barnes and Christina Cho, both with cameras to record the lecture I was about to give.
Coming into the greatroom, I noticed that the mantle clock had been restored to its original perch on the fireplace mantle. I set about putting all the cellphones collected as evidence on the long side table against the wall where the TV had been mounted, as well as an easel and a piece of cardboard covered by a cloth.
"Ah, everyone, come on in." I said. Cassie and Sean came in, accompanied by their pastor, Raymond Westboro.
"Ah, Commander, twice in one day I'm running into you." he said. "I was in Spiritual discussion with Cassie at the church when she got your call."
"I asked the Pastor to come with me." said Cassie. "And I called Mr. Fowler, of course." Indeed, Mr. Fowler was also present.
"That's quite all right. This bit of police business might interest you, Pastor." I said. "Okay, Rudistan, bring Mr. Washburn in." Rudistan did so. Chris Washburn had an ankle monitor on, and Rudistan removed his handcuffs. Everyone sat down in the chairs brought into the room from other parts of the house.
"Okay, everyone, thank you for coming." I said. "I brought you all here to discuss the unfortunate death of Emma Washburn. There are some discrepancies in the case that I'd like you to help me resolve."
I took the cloth off the cardboard on the easel, revealing an enlarged photo of Emma in front of the clock. The image was also a mirror-image of the photograph I'd taken of that important photo while gathering evidence during the initial burglary investigation.
"Okay, folks, this is the photo of Emma that was uploaded to Facebook." I said. "As you can tell, the clock behind Emma says four o'clock--"
"Wait, that's not right!" said one of my observers. "The original uploaded photo said eight o'clock!"
"No, this is the photo." I said. "And it says four o'clock, so in reality, none of you have an alibi for the time involved."
"You're full of it." said the observer, who got up, grabbed the cellphone in the flower-print sleeve from the table, quickly entered the code, then showed me a photo. "That's the uploaded photo! The clock says eight o'clock. You've got this picture backward! You see?"
"Oh yes, I see..." I replied.
To be continued.
You have all the clues. Who murdered Emma Washburn? Why? And what led the Iron Crowbar to an (upcoming) successful arrest? Answers next chapter!
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Part 14 - A Successful Arrest
I said "J.R., did you get that on videotape?"
"Yes sir." said Crime Lab Technician J.R. Barnes, who was recording with a videocamera.
"Christina?"
"Yes sir." said Christina Cho, also recording.
"Captain Ross, did you observe that?"
"Yes, Commander." said my partner.
"Detective Cummings? Washington?"
"Yes sir." both said.
"Sergeant Rudistan, did you observe that?"
"Oh yes sir, I did." Rudistan said jovially.
"Morton?"
"Yes sir."
"Pastor Westboro, did you observe that?" I asked.
"Yes, I'm afraid that I did." said Pastor Westboro, his voice sad and his face downcast.
"What? What is it?" asked Cassie Sanderson. I took the cellphone from her hands.
"Cassie Sanderson," I said, "you are under arrest for the murder of Emma Washburn, a human being. Lt. Perlman, take her away."
"Yes sir." said Tanya. She affixed handcuffs to a totally stunned Cassie, reciting to Cassie her considerable legal rights.
"Okay guys, get affidavits from everyone else here, including each other." I said. I walked up to Pastor Westboro. "Pastor, I don't want to inconvenience you by having you come to the Station. So if you will just give Detective Cummings your statement here, you can go home when you're done."
"Yes, er... thank you, Commander." said Westboro, who was also stunned by the turn of events. "I've heard about your abilities, Commander, but this is the first time I've had the chance to observe them so closely. I must admit that I am stunned, truly stunned."
"Thank you, Pastor." I said. "Now if you all will excuse me, I must go to Headquarters."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cassie Sanderson was in Interrogation-1, her lawyer Fowler in attendance. I went in with Paulina Patterson and Detective Joanne Cummings, with Rudistan guarding the prisoner.
"That was entrapment, Commander!" Fowler snarled. "This will not hold up! I will have your badge for this!"
"I've heard that before." I said. I took a document from Paulina and handed it to Fowler. "This is a warrant for the sting operation you witnessed today. It's not entrapment. It's a sting. And Cassie fell right into it."
"What the hell did I do?" Cassie asked, a mixture of disbelief and anger in her voice. "I showed you the right picture."
"How did you know it was on that phone?" I asked. "And how did you know that was the phone from which the photo was auto-uploaded to Facebook? And how did you know the code?"
"Obviously, it's my phone." said Cassie.
"Except that we found it at the Washburn home, where you planted it." I said. "You were hoping we'd think it was Chris Washburn's phone, and that we would blame him for his wife's murder. And you might well have succeeded if you had not been stupid in other areas."
I continued. "Also, that phone is a burner phone. Last, but not least, if it's your phone, who was using it to take that photo of Emma? You told me earlier that you didn't take that picture. So if you did take it, you were lying to Police, which is a felony crime in this State. Also, if it was you that took it, you're guilty of the murder. But if it wasn't you... well, obviously it was, and you knew too much about it."
I met Cassie's stare of disbelief now mixed with hatred as I said "You gave yourself away when you saw that mirror-image photograph, then went for the phone to make your alibi hold up. You should never have known that the uploaded picture was on that phone.. but you did, and you demonstrated that by actually unlocking the phone to show me the picture."
Cassie's face was turning to shock as she began to fully realize what she had done. "Ohhhhh, shiiittttt." she moaned.
Her lawyer Fowler had seen enough, and admitted defeat: "What kind of deal can we make?" he asked.
Paulina said "If you save the County the expense of a trial and don't waste our time, confess and give a full statement, answer all the questions to the Commander's satisfaction, then I'll offer twenty-five to life with possibility of parole."
Cassie took the deal, and began talking. When she finished, I only had one question.
"Cassie, are you sure you don't know who else besides your son that was having a sexual affair with Emma? Are you sure she told you nothing?"
"I was telling the truth, Commander." she said. "Emma did not confide things like that to me. I didn't even know she was going to Culinary School at the Town Technical Institute for months, until she suggested we start a catering and photography service. She never mentioned the men in her life, besides her husband."
Part 15 - The Emma Washburn Solution
Friday evening, September 25th. The party at The Cabin was attended by me, Laura, my mother Phyllis, Jenna, Cindy, Cindy's sister Molly, Teresa, Joanne, Joanne's fiancé Seth Warner, Theo Washington, Tanya Perlman, Jack Muscone (as Tanya's date), Sheriff Daniel Allgood, and his lovely wife Melina. The kids (Laura's, Molly's, Melina's, and Tanya's) were also there, being watched over by the redoubtable Bowser.
Daniel and I cooked hamburgers and hotdogs while Laura and Melina had prepared all the trimmings. Cindy and Teresa brought beer and colas, and Joanne brought several cakes she and Melina had baked... with Joanne teaching my ex-wife how to properly bake a cake, I might add.
"So," said Cindy to Daniel within my hearing, "it was Chief Bennett that got the Council started on this rank structure thing?"
"Yes, it was." said Daniel. "I don't think he ever liked the current structure. He found some ears on the Council that were willing to listen, and poured some ideas into them. I don't think he liked it when the other Study Group members insisted on getting Don's input, but I don't think it's going to be any big deal. It's the Fire Department and EMTs that might erupt. That's been brewing for some time."
"Yeah, I know." Cindy said. "And I think I know why Chief Bennett did what he did..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Melina and Joanne were telling Laura that they were planning a deer hunting trip to Lake Amengi-Nunagen. Jack Muscone overheard and said "Laura, that reminds me... some properties up there came up for sale, if you want to check them out."
"Way ahead of you, Jack." said Laura. "I've already put down an option for a place on Lake Watchacoochie, which is east of Lake Amengi-Nunagen and over the ridgeline. It's going to be a surprise for Don on his birthday, October 26th... well, if I can keep it secret from him until then."
"Good luck with that, sis." said Melina. "Nothing gets by that man. Nothing." Joanne giggled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you ready for your Academy class Monday?" Teresa asked Cindy as they munched on snacks.
"Yeah, I guess so." said Cindy. "I'll be bored as hell for two days, but I'll do it."
"I have a surprise for you." Teresa replied. "I'm going to be there with you."
"What?!" Cindy asked, stunned. "What did you do?"
"Nothing." Teresa said. "But you won't have to sit in the class alone. We'll tell everyone we're monitoring what's being taught, and we'll get our refreshers so we can make sure our Detectives are doing it right."
"What did the Commander say when you asked him to go with me?"
"I didn't ask." Teresa replied. "I told him that I was going with you. He just asked who I was going to leave in charge of Vice, I told him Purvis needed a shakeup and some testing, and he told me to have a nice day and to get out of his office."
"Well, I'll appreciate you being there with me." Cindy replied.
"What are friends for?" Teresa asked. "I've got your back, sister." Cindy just hugged Teresa in response.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How is the Nextdoor County Police, Lieutenant Evans?" Teresa asked Molly, who smiled.
"It's going very well." Molly said. "I'm getting up to speed, mostly doing desk work, which I'll be pretty much restricted to until the baby is born in November. To be honest, though, Janet Riordan had a pretty good Vice operation going, and with you kicking ass in this County, the pipeline to the City through our jurisdictions is considered to be the 'Road of Death' for drug smugglers."
"The City gets supplied along the Southport-Midtown-City route." Teresa said. "Our problem is the lucrative market of University students. But I've been picking up on some increased traffic in things besides drugs... contraband, stolen goods, weapons and explosives."
"Yes," said Molly, "Janet showed me some things, too. We'll have to have an official cooperative pow-wow about it soon."
"How's Captain Moynahan and Frank Soltis in Midtown?" Teresa asked. "I haven't talked to either of them in a while."
"Frank is doing okay. He might be transferring to the Mob Squad... which actually investigates corrupt politicians more than Organized Crime, as you well know from your time down there." Molly replied. "Captain Moynahan is being boxed out and shut off, and with his team disbanded he's pretty much twiddling his thumbs awaiting retirement."
"That's too bad." said Teresa. "With the possible exceptions of Chief Griswold and Commander Troy, Captain Moynahan is the best cop I've ever known."
"That he is." said Molly. "Just keep your eyes peeled and your ears open. If what I'm hearing is true, he'll be landing on his feet..."
*ding* *ding* *ding* *ding*
The musical quality sound of a spoon tapping a glass echoed through the air, rung by Cindy Ross.
"Okay, everyone," Cindy said, "it is that time again. I saw it all, and I am still not understanding, so would the Iron Crowbar please tell us how he solved this case?" A loud acclaim of cheering and applause started up, aided by Bowser barking in displeasure at the noise. I gave my dog (okay, Carole's dog) a comforting skritching before moving over to the group.
"All right." I said as we all sat down in chairs and on the sofa in the main room of The Cabin, the view outside fading as it began getting dark and the lights of the room reflected off the bulletproof glass of the windows.
"This was one of the most interesting cases I've had since coming to the TCPD. It looks simple, but as I think about it, it was pretty complex." I thought about it, then said "So... in order to help everyone can understand this, I'll reverse my usual pattern. I'll talk first about my own observations, then about what led up to the murder and the burglary."
I began. "We had a body of a Jane Doe, a married woman who had no fingerprints on file with the FBI. The body was dumped in a 'dead/live' zone behind the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse, which is interesting in and of itself. She had bruising on her face, which would suggest that the beating was a cause-and-effect relationship to her death. That turned out to not be the case.
"I'd expected to hear from family of this woman's disappearance, but we never did. Considering that even prostitutes have had family contact us in the past when their loved ones went missing, this was really strange. And it got more strange when we responded to a burglary call, and lo! and behold! there is a photo of our victim on the wall. This could not possibly be a coincidence with two crimes surrounding this woman, could it?
"But before I ever saw that photo, I already had an idea that something was wrong with this picture, pun fully intended." I said, to tepid laughter. "As I looked around, something was odd. A mantle clock had been moved from the mantle, where it had sat for a very long time, to the long side table. But when I looked under the clock, there was plaster dust scattered evenly on the table from where the TV had been ripped off the wall. I realized that the most likely explanation of that was that the burglars had moved the clock from the side table, maybe to the floor or a nearby chair, to get to the TV on the wall... and then someone put the clock back on the side table!"
"Now why would someone do that? I thought to myself. Why not either leave the clock where the burglars put it, or put the clock back where it came from on the mantle... where I could see it had been, and where Cassie confirmed it had formerly resided upon my asking her about it. I asked Captain Ross to make sure that the Crime Lab documented that strangeness, though I did not know yet what it meant."
"I found that out soon enough," I said, "when I went into the office room. I saw the picture of Emma on the wall... our unreported, unclaimed, dead victim. And that is the moment I suspected Cassie of being the murderer. It could have been Sean, but I suspected Cassie, especially over time, because she had the explanation of the clock being moved, she had moved it herself by her own admission. And I was already discounting Emma's husband, who we had not yet met. The reason for that is the photo I found on the office desk, of Emma posing in front of the clock on the side table."
Seeing the looks of utter fascination, but also of non-understanding, I said "I realized immediately that the clock had to be put on the side table so that it would appear behind Emma, and that the clock had to be returned to the side table because it was meant to be an alibi for someone. The clock was not operating when the photo of Emma was taken, and Cassie had set it to 8:00pm when she took the photo of Emma.. yes, Cassie was the one who took the photo. She knew the Police had to see that clock on that side table so it would appear natural that it was in the photo. She lied and said she didn't take the photo, but that was easy enough to see through over time."
"I'm already lost." said Seth Warner. Joanne patted his thigh.
"It's harder to explain it than to have realized it." I said. "The photo being found on the desk was necessary for the alibi, as well. Cassie had that photo with her at Marlena's home, so it wasn't stolen. This was actually a bit of coincidence and luck that she did have it, as she could not print another one... the printers were stolen... and it was an important piece of her alibi. So, who knows why she had the pic with her at Marlena's?"
"Oh, isn't that obvious?" said my mother Phyllis, her eyes twinkling, already seeing it fully. "That one is easy, son."
"Easy?!" Cindy exclaimed. "Maybe to you, Mycroft, but not to me!" Everyone laughed and agreed.
"And Mom, why is that?" I asked.
"Why, the Facebook upload, of course." said Phyllis with a knowing smile. Everyone else was still stymied.
"Okay, let me show you this." I said, taking out my Police cellphone and bringing up the photo. "This is what I made the mirror-image out of. It is the picture I took of the photo on the desk... let me say that again: I took a photo of a photo. And I realized that that is what Cassie had done... she used the burner phone to photograph the photo, and it auto-uploaded. She did this at Marlena's house. She excused herself to go to the bathroom at just the right time, clicked the pic, and it uploaded. The Facebook photo is a snapshot of another photograph, not the original photograph!"
"Ohhhh, I get it!" Joanne said, as if she'd found a new toy to play with. "The original photo of Emma was taken earlier, this photo of that photo was uploaded at 8:00pm, though Emma must've been killed earlier! It was an illusion, to create an alibi."
"Yes, exactly!" I said. "The auto-upload was crucial to the alibi. Without it occurring at the right time, Cassie is left hanging in the wind. So is Chris Washburn, for that matter, but I'll get to that later."
"So I already knew two things..." I continued, "that either Cassie or Sean was the culprit in the murder, and also that the burglary was a separate, coincidental event."
"Okay, I've followed you to this point," said Tanya Perlman, "but now you've got me."
"The reasoning goes like this." I said. "The clock was put on the side table, removed, then put back, and I know this because of the way the dust settled on the table in such an even manner, and only then was the clock put back on the side table. If Cassie or Sean was staging the burglary, either would have likely left the clock where it was, knowing its importance to the murder alibi. I might add that Cassie and Sean were not at home during the burglary, and we have witnesses to that."
"So the burglars moved the clock, Cassie put it back. Ergo, the two crimes are very likely not as directly related as it would appear. This became very important later on, too."
"We move to the Washburn home." I said. "When we arrived, Chris was drunk as a skunk, like some of you are about to be if you keep drinking that beer." Tepid laughter. Your Iron Crowbar is just not a comedian.
"Even in his presence, I had already all but exonerated Chris as the murderer of his wife. Co-conspirator? Maybe, but I was skeptical, which would be borne out later. At any rate, we found several cellphones and the pictures in the house. I thought of the possibility that those phones were planted to incriminate Chris, though I did not follow that route very hard. But it would come in handy for the sting."
"So," I said, "returning to Chris: he's drunk, he'd been drunk for a while. He took the Fifth, which in a rare occurrence actually showed me he was innocent! Why? He knew that his wife was in danger, he knew that he himself was in danger. By taking the Fifth, he keeps from slipping up. And only afterwards does he find out that his worst fears are confirmed and his wife is dead, when I told him we'd found her body."
I added "He also knows that he'll be the primary suspect, and he thinks his explanations won't hold water with the Police--"
"And with any Police Department that does not have the Iron Crowbar, that would probably be true." said Cindy Ross. "I need not add that I'm still not following this very well."
"Yes, this is where I went outside the box and used some imagination." I replied. "I realized it almost unconsciously, and it was because of the bruising on Emma's face from days earlier. The beating was systematic, as revealed by M.E. Martha's astute observations that were in her autopsy report. The beating was not the wild randomness of a drunk man beating up his wife, so it likely was not Chris in a drunken state."
I went on: "Someone had beaten Emma to get information out of her, I realized. What information? Photographs and/or videos. Which ones? The only anomaly in those photos... was the hairy-legged man fucking Emma that was on Chris's computer. Not Sean... but another man. Emma sent Chris that pic, risking trouble in her marriage, as a way of preserving a record of his existence. She may have sent others to her husband, or to somewhere else, but so far the FBI has found nothing in Alaska. She may have done it so that if something happened to her, Chris might ask the Police who the Hairy-Legged Man was in that photo. Alas, her 'protection' did not work.
"Anyway, this other man obviously thought she had more photos of him, that gave more of his features, even his face. And that is why he beat the hell out of her, to get the photos that would identify him--"
"Ah, and this confirms that the burglary was separate from the murder." said my mother. "This man was behind the burglary, after Emma told him that the other pics were in Cassie's house."



"Maybe, Mom, but there are a couple of possibilities, which I'll get to in a second." I said. "But you're right that it confirms the two cases are separate. Anyway, Chris had seen that his wife was beaten up. I don't know what she told him, but he knew something was very badly wrong. And when Emma didn't return home Sunday night, he was fearful for her safety, or perhaps she told him that she was going to hide or stay with other friends. So he stayed quiet, and he drank heavily, knowing that both she and he were in a world of shit and he had no idea how to get out of it."
I continued: "So what is all that about? Emma was holding those pics of the other man, possibly as a hedge against him. That means she knew he was a bad, bad man. Unfortunately... I think he got the pictures that might show who he is. He beat her up, or had her beat up, until she told him where the pictures were."
"Now, I know what you're thinking." I said. "The burglary did not happen for two more nights... why wait? My thinking is that Emma told this man something false, to try to keep him from knowing where the pictures of him really were. She may have thought she could hide her stuff among all the many photos Cassie had stored in her home."
"However... Emma turned up dead on Monday morning. Mr. Hairy Legs knew this, and so held off for a short period of time. However, whatever Emma had told him originally had not panned out, and he couldn't go back and beat another confession out of her. But... he knew enough to figure it out.
"He knew Emma and Cassie were friends, and he knew Cassie was a photographer. So he took the precaution to burgle Cassie's home, likely with a couple of subordinates helping him, and he took every photo, video, negative, camera, computer, and video storage device he could lay his filthy dirty hands upon. One of the subordinates took Sean's guitars for his own personal use, and someone got a nice new TV out of it, as well. And those served as distractions from the real object of the break-in: all photos and videos that might expose him."
"The way you're talking about this guy," Cindy said, her ice-blue eyes suddenly glowing with ice cold fire, "I think I know who you think he is."
"That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there... Crowbar 2." I said, our locked pairs of blue eyes needing no further words to understand that we were both thinking of our Shadow Man, the Consultant of Crime... our 'Moriarty'.
"So," I continued, before others could ask questions, "he burgled the Sanderson home. It is to Cassie and Sean's great fortune that they were not at home that night, or they might have ended up on slabs next to Emma in our morgue. He simply cleans out the place of any photos and videos that he finds, not knowing that Cassie has planted cellphones on Chris at Emma's house. Cassie may not have known about what Emma hid in her house, or Emma may have asked Cassie to hide the stuff. Either way, he found what he wanted. All of that potential evidence and information is now gone."
"So why would you not think this other man was Emma's killer?" asked Jenna Stiles.
"Ah, because I already knew who the killer was." I replied. "This other lover did not have to kill Emma... because by sheer coincidence, for him anyway, Cassie had already done so herself.
"Cassie took a few photos of Emma on Sunday, and what I think happened is that she suggested to apply more pancake makeup to Emma, but when she came up behind Emma it was to strangle her from behind! She did just that, then got the body into the trunk of her car and dumped it behind the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse, which she admitted she knew had no street camera coverage. She then went to the church service and to Marlena's.
"It was pre-meditated, too, as she had the clock ready to go, the stuff she needed in the car to take to Marlena's. The body was lying all night behind the Clubhouse, and was found the next morning."
"The poor woman." said Joanne Cummings, looking sad. "But why? Why did Cassie kill her?"
"I pretty much knew that Cassie was my primary suspect by the time I'd finished examining the burglary crime scene." I said. "The only thing I did not have was a good motive, which I would need to establish with a Jury in order to get a conviction. And I got no answer through interrogating any of them... until I heard about the child support payments."
"The alimony had just been cut in half when Sean turned 18." I said. "Cassie had very little money coming in, and she was tired of that. She had hoped to go into a catering business with Emma, but that turned bad when she found out that Emma was planning to leave her husband and fly with another man.
"Cassie naturally thought that man would be Sean, as Cassie knew Sean was in love with Emma. Indeed, Emma had Sean wrapped around her finger, and I suspect she had other lovers wrapped around her fingers, as well. But for Cassie, the thought of Sean moving out, thus completely ending the child support payments as well as not having the catering business with Emma, was too much. And Cassie pretty much admitted this in her confession. She said that Sean had told her that Emma was pregnant, Cassie assumed the baby was Sean's, and she didn't know that Emma had gotten an abortion.
"Now I am not at all sure that Sean is the man whom Emma wanted to leave her husband for and run away with, but I believe Emma may have planned to not be in Town by the time her husband got home on leave from his deployment. It is even possible she was just planning to move away by herself. This part is hazy because only Emma knew the truth, and she went to her grave with the secret."
"But Cassie killed Emma, then tried to set up Chris Washburn as the patsy. And no, Cassie and Chris did not like each other; in fact, they deeply hated each other, though they put on pretenses of friendliness for Emma's sake. Cassie planted the extra cell phones on Chris, and it may have been her that sent Chris some of the explicit photos of Emma having sex with Sean."
"So at this point, I thought that I had enough for a case, but I wanted something a bit more solid. And that is where my little trap with the reversed picture and the phone came in. I put all the phones out there, including Cassie's and the burners, then showed everyone the picture with the backwards clock. Seeing that her alibi was going to hell in a handbasket as I talked about a different time frame, she unthinkingly rushed to shore up her alibi by grabbing not her phone but the burner phone showing the real photograph that was uploaded. Of course, she exposed herself in doing so, and as Chief Griswold would say... that fish was landed."
I do have to admit it... I felt satisfaction at seeing the looks of total amazement on the faces of my colleagues, friends and family.
"Any questions?" I asked. That got laughter, which started slowly and then built up until everyone was beside themselves.
"My God! where do we start?" sputtered Molly.
"You didn't see everything." Cindy said. "I did, and I'm still just dumbstruck by all this."
"Four hundred years ago, Don..." said Jack Muscone, breaking the silence. "Four hundred years ago..." He was referring to previous jokes that I would've been burned at the stake... after a fair witch trial, of course.
"I have a question, Commander." said Theo Washington. "We never found a computer for Emma. Did she not have one? Or is it missing?"
I said "Cassie admitted that Emma sent most of the stuff to Chris from her, Cassie's, computer. But Cassie also said that Emma had a tablet of her own, which as all of you know are pretty much computers in and of themselves these days. And we have not found that tablet."
"Why did Chris go over to Cassie's and start trying to beat down the door?" asked Molly. "I mean, I know he was drunk, but why make that kind of confrontation when he knows he has to be a suspect?"
"That's exactly right... he was drunk." I replied. "I think he suspected Cassie had something to do with Emma's death, maybe thought both Cassie and Sean had something to do with it. So he goes over to confront them. Of course, that gets him put in jail--" I suddenly had a thought, and almost slipped into a reverie...
"Oh! I do have a question." Joanne Cummings said. "Where was Sean getting money from? What was he doing that had everyone clamming up and shutting down?"
"That's a good question." I said. "And I think it might be best if I maintain 'plausible deniability' on any knowledge of what Sean's income source might be. Cassie didn't know, and I have no reason to bring any problems down upon Sean."
"Ahhhh... of course" said Laura, sitting next to me, her voice barely a whisper. My eyes met my wife's; we just nodded at each other as I realized she had figured it out.. .and that very likely she was the only one in the room besides me that had the knowledge to do so.
"For me," my mother Phyllis said, "I'm wondering who is the father of Emma's baby, the one she aborted."
"I figured it was the guy who burgled the house." I said. "But we'll never know. Cassie said she didn't know, either."
I saw my mother looking right through me as she said "Son, perhaps that is something you should contemplate further." I peered at her, realizing that Mycroft was trying to give Sherlock a cluuuuuuue...
Part 16 - The Sean Sanderson Solution
Sure enough, a lot of beer in a lot of police officers meant people crashing at The Cabin. Molly and Ross were staying in the guest bedroom anyway, and Laura and I (and our children) were in the main bedroom. Joanne was sober, so she took Seth and Theo home. Jack gave Melina and Daniel a ride before taking Tanya and baby Pete home. Cindy and Teresa were crashing on the sofas in the greatroom and my mother on the sofa-bed in the front living room, at her own insistence despite Molly's attempts to give Phyllis the guest room bed. Of course, wherever Carole was, Bowser was nearby.
"So you figured it out about Sean? I asked Laura as we snuggled on the bed.
"Rita?" Laura asked.
"Yep." I said. "He's secretly one of her Satyrs at 'Lashes & Lace'. Not a bad gig, but technically it's male prostitution, so I didn't want to mention it."
Laura said "I realized that Marlena was a member there, and a frequent visitor. That might be where she met Sean, too. And that would be a reason everyone would not want to talk about his income from there."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said, nuzzling my wife's neck. "Want a job on the Force?"
"Hell no." Laura said, smiling her lovely smile. "Police Psychiatrist is enough for me. Besides," she said, reaching back and caressing my thigh, "I prefer being married to the hottest cop in Town than being one..."
As we drifted off to sleep, I was remembering...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd dressed in civilian clothes for the Study Group lunch because I knew where I was going afterwards. Chief Bennett was given a ride back to Headquarters by Sheriff Allgood, and I drove towards the area south of the University, to the office spaces that enclosed the 'Lashes & Lace' establishment. I didn't want to go in wearing a uniform, for obvious reasons.
Going inside, I saw a number of people in the front area having lunch. I headed to the right, to the "back bar" area. The two large men at the door knew me, and did not impede my entry to the room.
"Why hello! Cop." I heard the familiar voice say. Rita was in the back of the room, dressed in a shimmering electric blue dress, white stockings and white high-heel pumps. With her were two Goth women, dressed in black leather.
"Mmm," Rita said as I approached, "mock turtlenecks are soooooo out of fashion that they're almost the new thing. Only you can pull off that look, you delicious man." She got up and gave me a warm hug, followed by a warm kiss to my lips.
"You really have no idea what you are doing," Rita said, keeping her arms wrapped around me, "walking in here looking like this when I have not had sex in four... fucking...days. Cop."
"Maybe I can help you remedy that." I said, sliding my hands around the statuesque blonde's hourglass waist.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Gasping for breath after an hour of intense, exhausting sex, I lay on my back on the bed in Rita's downstairs office. Rita was snuggling into my side, finally satiated. It had taken a 'gray viagra' for me to keep up.
"Mmmm, that was very good. Cop." Rita said. "Soooo, why did you really come to see me?"
"Just a little informal fact-finding session." I said. "I just want you to confirm that Sean Sanderson is in your employ, as one of your Satyrs satisfying the County's hottest women on a nightly basis."
"Mmmm, you're not just good in bed. Cop." said Rita. "I cannot confirm that, of course, but you don't hear me denying it."
"I don't expect you to." I said. "He's just over eighteen. Yet his friend's mother, Marlena, has been a client here for a while, and she has known Sean for... a while. Can't speak further of those deductions."
"A wise precaution. Cop." murmured Rita...
Part 17 - The Missing Tablet Found
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at precisely 7:00am, Monday, September 28th. "Channel Two News has learned that all charges against Christopher Washburn have been dropped. Washburn's wife, Emma Washburn, was found dead last week, and one of her neighbors, Cassie Sanderson, has confessed to the murder. The Police have declined to comment on the murder or Sanderson's reasons for killing Mrs. Washburn, citing a coincidental burglary of the Sanderson home two days later as an ongoing investigation."
"It's not going to help him." said Tanya Perlman as we watched in MCD and drank coffee... along with consuming three boxes of doughnuts. "His company fired him, saying his security clearance was revoked. I don't know what he's going to do now."
"At least he's not facing the death penalty for his wife's murder." said Martin Nash. "Which I feel very sure would be the case right now if it weren't for the Iron Crowbar."
"Don't tell the Commander I said this," said Tanya, who knew I was standing right behind her, "but if it had been most of us, that would've been the case. He was certainly my primary." There was general agreement.
"Yes, that's true." I said. "And let this be a lesson to all of you to not assume anything, and to base theories on facts, not facts upon theories." I did not mention what everyone knew: Captain Ross was not here enjoying the doughnuts because she was at the Police Academy, receiving refresher instruction for having made, and expressed, such assumptions.
"Sir," said Joanne Cummings, "any idea on the burglary?"
"I have ideas." I said. "But unless someone is caught with the stolen goods, we'll never get a case for a conviction. What I'd really like to know is what Emma did with her iPad tablet. That would help me far more than finding Sean's guitars."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had considered my mother's words about Emma's various affairs, and that any one of these men could've impregnated her. So at 10:00am I was in my office, going through days of duty logs, looking for any small thing that might show where the Shadow Man had gone in search of those pictures, perhaps on red herrings given by Emma despite the beating she received.
My work was interrupted when my lovely assistant Helena French buzzed me.
"Sir, the Duty Desk says there is a man who wishes to talk to you, and only you. He says it's urgent." She gave a name.
"Oh wow," I said, "have them escort him to the Main Conference Room, and I'll join him there."
A moment later I went into the Main Conference Room with the man's card in my hand. He was Dr. Robin Grayson, Vice President and Assistant Research Director for BigPharmaCorp.
"Hello, Dr. Grayson." I said, shaking his hand as I came in. "I believe I met you at the reception University President Wellman gave for the Pharmacy School."
"Yes, that's right, that's right." said Dr. Grayson. He had a full head of black hair that had a touch of gray on the edges... which was hair coloring because I could see he was youngish, in his upper 30s at most, and he wanted to look older instead of the prodigy that he was. He was a brilliant chemist with two patents in his name, chemical and drug processes he'd licensed to BigPharmaCorp.
I noted that he was clutching a brown manila envelope tightly to him as I indicated a chair for him to sit in. As we sat down, I said "I read your University paper on addictive drugs, and how those derivatives of some of our street drugs were refined to the point the lab mice stayed high on the drugs forever. It was interesting, though I don't want our Citizens to be trying that stuff."
"How... oh, your wife must've let you access that one." Dr. Grayson said. "The report is practically classified. For a second, there, Commander, I thought you'd done something extraordinary. And you did solve the Emma Washburn crime, which in itself in an extraordinary thing."
"Yes." I said. "And I perceive that the Washburn murder is why you want to speak to me now. So please, go ahead."
Dr. Grayson had given a visible start when I'd said that. He peered at me, then said, "I need to ask your discretion in this matter. I know you're a police officer and you have to do what you have to do. But I have a wife and two children, and I don't want to lose them to a mistake."
"I'll be as discreet as I possibly can." I said. "So tell me about your affair with Emma and share the contents of that envelope which you are holding so tightly."
"Oh... yes, that." said Dr. Grayson. "Wow, you are good. Okay, here it goes." He extended the envelope to me. I opened it, and pulled out... an iPad tablet. It was my turn to look stunned.
"As you've surmised," said Dr. Grayson, "I was having an affair with Emma Washburn. We met when she was giving a cooking class at BigPharmaCorp. I was... absolutely smitten with her. We began meeting, mostly at hotels and an apartment BigPharmaCorp keeps on retainer. I love my family, but I just couldn't give up the affair..." His face looked tortured still.
"I can understand that." I said. "And you're not the only man... or woman... upon whom she had such an effect. So how did you come to have this tablet in your possession?"
Dr. Grayson said "Several weeks ago, Emma and I were together at her home. She said her husband was coming home on leave from his deployment, and she then asked if I would do something for her. She said that if anything happened to her, she wanted me to give this envelope and its contents to the Police Commander personally. She said just that: 'the Police Commander, personally'. That is you, of course."
"I see." I said, my mind already figuring out why Emma knew to have this brought to me.
"I have no idea what's on that tablet." Dr. Grayson said. "I didn't even take it out of the envelope. I asked her what was bothering her, what she was afraid of, and she said that it was just a precaution from something from her past, something she hoped was well behind her. She then stopped me from further questions by..."
"I understand." I said. Emma was a hot, seductive little tart, I already knew.
I told Dr. Grayson that I would have to take an affidavit from him, but that no one else would see it unless it was needed as evidence in a future Court case. After getting the affidavit, I escorted Dr. Grayson to the front lobby, then returned to the office with my package.
The tablet was protected by a four-number password. I plugged in a small device that could go through all 10,000 possible combinations without causing the device to shut down. No, that did not come from my wife, but from the Deputy Director of the FBI...



Opening the tablet, I went to the videos, which were not protected. As I played them, I could see that it was Emma and a man in her lavender-walled bedroom. The camera was obviously hidden. Another video would show from another camera, secreted in the A/C vent. And what they showed... was solid gold.
I've got you, I thought to myself. I've got you now.
I recognized the man, who I already knew was my arch-enemy, the Consultant of Crime. He and Emma were rutting hotly on the bed. There were also photos of him, naked on a bed in a hotel room.
I uploaded the contents of the tablet to an encrypted evidence server. The only people with access to it were myself, Cindy, and Tanya Perlman, and Chief Griswold knew the passwords if something happened to the three of us.
As I took the tablet to the Evidence Rooms downstairs and secreted it and the affidavit in a locked safe whose combination was known again only to me, Cindy, Tanya and Chief Griswold, I thought with some amusement... and a great deal of macho pride... that my cock and balls were bigger than his...
Part 18 - Epilogue
"I saw the whole frickin' thing!" Captain Cindy Ross gasped. "He had me get the Crime Lab to document the dust under the clock and the clean spot on the mantle! And yet it just went clean over my head! Zoommmm!" She made a motion over her head.
It was Wednesday, September 30th. Cindy was sitting in a chair in the Vice Room, wearing a standard-issue dark blue Police uniform, with pants and short sleeves as the warm temperatures had not yet given way to Autumn cooling, and Captain's bars on the shoulder epaulets.
Lt. Teresa Croyle was sitting in a nearby chair, wearing a light blue uniform shirt with dark blue pants, and dark blue soft shoulderboards denoting her Lieutenant rank. Sitting at her desk was Detective Julie Newton, in a civilian blouse and skirt, and black high heels. They were the only ones in the room at the moment.
"No shame in that." said Teresa. "No one else got it, either. And the logic held, giving him a different perspective on everything that happened afterwards, including Chris Washburn's innocence."
Julie Newton said "Captain, you saw everything. Lt. Perlman saw everything, and Theo and Joanne saw everything. Yet no one else came to those conclusions. Maybe the Commander didn't just observe and deduce it."
"Wha?" Teresa said with a scowl.
"What do you mean?" Cindy asked Julie.
"The Commander knew Sean friend's Ryan." Julie said. "Maybe he knew Sean already. Maybe the Commander knew something, learned something from his friends that we never knew."
"How do you know the Commander knows Ryan?" Teresa asked.
"It's common knowledge." said Cindy. "Ryan forged the Commander's red crowbars, both of them, at Town High School."
"Oh yeah." Teresa replied. "I'd forgotten about that. But so what?"
Julie said "I'm just wondering if the Commander knew something instead of just observing it. It's much easier if he already knows the solution before he even goes to investigate, like seeing the jigsaw puzzle picture before putting it together. It was just a thought I had. As you said, everyone else saw, but no one could've put those puzzle pieces together like that."
"I might agree with you," replied Cindy as she got up, "if I hadn't been watching him for what, three years now? solving cases with that kind of brilliance. Okay, I'm going to get back to work. Newton, let us know if and when you find more on a connection between 'T-Square' and Domingo Shipping."
"Yes ma'am." said Julie as she turned to her computer screen and keyboard. Cindy walked out, followed by Teresa.
"That was crazy talk." said Cindy as they walked down the hall.
"You know," Teresa said, "she has a point. Don is definitely good, but sometimes I wonder if he has knowledge of things that we don't."
"Naah." Cindy said, knowing that she herself knew more than most. "He's just that good. With him, I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much."
"He sees way too much." Teresa said. "He sees this Shadow Man in everything that happens. But... I cannot complain about the results.
"True enough." replied Cindy. "Oh, by the way... tomorrow is little Pete Feeley's birthday, and Tanya wants us to come to her place and have a party for him. Want to go shopping with me for a gift?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
I was in the Chief's office, having briefed him on the wrap-up of the Cassie Sanderson/Emma Washburn case, making sure to express my professional happiness with Detective Joanne Cummings's good work and progress as a Detective.
"There's one thing before you go, Don." said Chief Bennett. "The Study Group isn't going to move quickly, but you and I both know the politics of all this. They're not going to waste the time and money without taking some kind of action to justify themselves to the taxpayers."
"They can really justify themselves by solving the Fire Department and EMS issues." I replied.
"Don," said Bennett, "I know you and Commander Singer of the Fire Department are friends, and she was an EMT and takes up their cause, but allow me to give you some unsolicited but friendly advice: don't wade into the cesspool of pure shit that is the Fire Department/EMS situation. That is one thing that is not going to change in this County, no matter what. You could've run for Sheriff and won the job, and you still wouldn't be able to fix that."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said, more to myself than to the Chief.
"What's that?"
"Oh!... nothing." I said. "Just an idle thought. Is there anything else, Chief?"
"Yes." said the Chief. "What I was about to say about the Study Group: I don't know exactly what they will do, and you were probably right that ultimately nothing will substantially change. But you need to start thinking of how to best handle things when Detectives are assigned to Precincts. Your core in there might stay, but others from the Uniform ranks might be made Detectives and assigned to Precincts. Get ready for that."
We'll see about that! I thought to myself. I said out loud. "Okay, Chief. Anything else?"
"No, you can go." he said. I got up and headed to the door, but then turned back as if having been struck by a thought.
"Oh, by the way, Chief..." I said, "speaking of the Study Group: I think I need to clear up something with them, or perhaps you can do it for me: it's possible that someone thinks that if the Detectives are dispersed, then the Captain of Detectives will become redundant and obsolete. But it's the name that is the misnomer; the Captain of Detectives is actually in charge of the MCD and Vice Divisions, as well as the Data Group, not just the people. And no matter where the Detectives are, there will always be an MCD Division and a Vice Division to which they'll be assigned, and always under the Captain of Detectives."
"If you'll pass that message on, Chief," I said, "I'd appreciate it. Oh, and if you'd like to discuss the Study Group some more over a glass of Scotch, feel free to come by my place. If you'll excuse me, sir..." With that, I turned and left, leaving a Police Chief behind me that realized he was not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded.
The message had been understood: I'm overmatched, Chief Bennett thought to himself as he stared at the closed door the Commander had just left through. I am in over my head. He is too much for me.
With that, he picked up the phone and dialed a number. "Yes, let's have lunch." he said in answer to the greeting on the phone. "Let's talk about your proposal..."
Finis
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Part 1 - Prologue
(Author's note: this story is a lot of laying groundwork for the future, something like an Interlude. Thanks in advance for bearing with it, and be assured that cluuuuues are being inserted.)
Monday morning, October 5th. Having spent the weekend with Laura and the kids at The Cabin, I was leaving in my Police SUV. The driveway to the road went north, and as I looked forward I saw a strange, new set of lights on the northern end of the University's property. I stopped to peer at the lights, and saw that construction was starting up.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
My cellphone was ringing and I answered it. It was my wife.
"Is everything okay up there?" she asked. She and the kids were in her Mercedes behind me. My sudden stop, which blocked her behind me in the driveway, necessitated her call.
"Uh, yeah, sure." I said. "Do you know what that new construction is?"
"No." Laura replied. "I'll check on it when I get to my office."
I drove on down to the road, then north along it until it turned downhill to meet the main roads. Seeing the construction to my right (and the University football stadium to my left), I decided to pull over and see what it was about.
No sooner was I stopping near the trailer that housed the site office, when a man in construction attire practically flew out of the trailer and walked rapidly towards my Police SUV.
"Hey!" he barked, "This is a closed site! What are you doing here?"
"I'm the Police Commander in this Town." I said in a friendly voice. "What's this construction about?"
"This is State property!" the man barked again. "You have no jurisdiction here. If you don't have a State warrant, get out of here!"
I was taken aback at the man's vehemence as much as his confrontational attitude. And though I was an SBI Reserve Agent, I knew he was technically right.
"What's your name?" I asked, in a more authoritative voice.
"That's none of your god-damn business!" the man snarled. "Now get out of here. Jeb! Round up our guys, tell 'em to bring the shotguns!"
"Coming right up!" a lanky man at the door of the trailer said before ducking back inside.
"All right, I'll go." I said. "But the Sheriff does have jurisdiction here. Expect a visit from him soon." With that, I backed out and headed down the road and through Town to Police Headquarters.
Part 2 - Dogs In the Night-Time
"This is Betting Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am. "Channel Two News is following the developing news of a series of dog killings in several neighborhoods around Town. This weekend the crimes occurred in neighborhoods in the southwest of Town. Channel Two News reached out to Precinct Two Captain Damien Thompson for comment, but we've received no response."
"Typical news media." said Theo Washington as we drank coffee in MCD and watched. "They call at 5:00am when no one is home, then say we're not getting back to them."
"I thought Bettina was getting better about that, Don---- er, Commander." said Lt. Tanya Perlman.
"She was." I replied, not chastising Tanya for her slip, at least not in front of the others. "So for her to do that is a cluuuuue that something is going on here. In addition, if a perp is killing dogs, I want to find that perp and... well, let's just say I don't carry that crowbar around just to look good." There was mild laughter.
"In other news," Bettina said, "the groundbreaking ceremony for the new State Crime Lab took place at the University on Saturday. University President Sidney P. Wellman and SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is running for Governor, participated in the ceremony. The new State Crime Lab is a joint venture between State law enforcement authorities and the University's Criminal Justice Department. Students and Campus Police Cadets will learn Crime Lab techniques in a first-class facility, and Director Lewis says the region will be served much more efficiently by the Crime Lab in their local area."
I glanced around, wondering why all pairs of eyes were on me. "What?" I asked. It was Tanya Perlman who had the nerve to say something.
"They're building a State Crime Lab in our backyard, Commander." she said. "When our own Crime Lab is the best in the State by far, and we have contracts with all the counties in this region."
"Well," I said, "it's not like I have some kind of magic wand and can stop it."
"Sir," said Martin Nash, "I think we're all wondering why they're doing this, and what your reaction is going to be."
"My reaction," I said as I poured coffee into my 'U.S. Army Airborne School' mug, "is going to be to have another cup of coffee, then go get the Precinct Two duty logs and see if I can get more about these dog killings from Precinct Captain Thompson than Bettina did." Fortified by the caffeinated product, I took leave of the MCD room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The morning meeting of "Crowbar's Angels" was cut short by a call from the Sheriff. I asked Cindy, Tanya, and Teresa to step out of my office so that I could talk to Sheriff Daniel Allgood in privacy.
"Hello, Sheriff." I said. "How was your weekend?"
"Good!" Daniel said. "The woods around Lake Amengi-Nunagen have turned Fall colors, and Melina harvested a deer. Paper-plate center shot at 300 yards." By that, he meant that a deer's vitals (and a human's for that matter) are in a circle about 8" in diameter, the size of a paper plate, and Melina of course put her shot dead in the middle at 300 yards. No big deal... for her.
"Cool beans." I said. "I called you this morning because I stopped by that construction site on the north side of the University this morning, and I got a rather rude reception." I explained what had happened. "I was wondering if you might want to stop by there. And maybe take a couple cars of very well-armed reinforcements."
"I'll check into it." said Daniel. "My chance to channel my inner Crowbar."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Old Mill Building had a much more comfortable feel to it now that it had been a Police Precinct Headquarters for several months. The Officers there were a bit surprised when I showed up with Detective Theo Washington in tow, but they seemed to be doing their jobs efficiently and everything looked good.
Precinct Captain Damien Thompson met us at the Duty Desk and escorted us to the Conference Room. It was about the size of a classroom at my Headquarters, and the exposed brick back wall and polished floor planking gave it a certain charm.
"Yes sir," said PCpt. Thompson, his gold Captain's bars reflecting the overhead lights, "I was reading the logs about it. Four calls came in on Saturday. All of them in one area, in adjoining neighborhoods. Two calls came in Saturday morning, when families got up and found their dogs dead in their backyards."
"How were they killed?" I quickly asked before Thompson could move on.
"Shot, both dogs. All four dogs, actually." said Thompson. "Officers went door-to-door, but no one claimed to have heard anything. I might add that the neighborhood is relatively quiet, but once you get onto main roads, it starts touching the area we call the 'Southwestern Ghetto'. Gunfire and cars backfiring can be heard frequently, and kids will set off fireworks sometimes."
I did not have to be told that these neighborhoods were predominately black, lower middle income homes. I also did not need to be told that people in these neighborhoods made a point to not see or hear anything.
"What breed of dogs were they?" I asked as I took notes.
"Mutts." said Thompson. "Patrolman Culver made some good observations and notes. He said one looked like a terrier, not very big, and the other looked like a boxer, but not as big as a normal boxer."
"I see. Okay, what about the other two?" I asked.
"Those were called in later that afternoon, and one of those was witnessed." said Thompson, looking at notes as he talked. "Twelve-year-old kid named Jerome -----. It's not clear if the dog was his or not. He said..." He paused, and I noted a look of tension on Thompson's face.
"What?" I asked, peering hard at him. "What is it?"
"Commander," said PCpt. Thompson, "the kid said that the man who shot the dog was a police officer."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Theo and I followed in my Police SUV as Precinct Captain Thompson drove in his Police Cruiser through the neighborhoods where the crimes had occurred. We stopped in front of a house that was old but in decent repair. Tricycles and toys were in the front yard.
"Hi, Jerome." said Thompson to a twelve year old black boy sitting on the front porch. "Can I talk to you for a minute?"
"I already told the other cops everything." said Jerome.
"You know who the Iron Crowbar is, don't you?" asked Thompson.
"Yeah." said Jerome, his eyes widening just a little.
"Good." I said, coming around the back of my vehicle. "Will you talk to me for a minute?"
"Oh wow...." Jerome said, his eyes widening a lot more and his voice almost a whisper as he saw me walk up with the red crowbar in hand, Tilley hat on my head. "You are real!"
"Yes I am." I said. I went up and sat down beside Jerome, who was too stunned to move. "Tell me what happened with the dog, Jerome."
"I was riding my bike up and down the street." said Jerome. "Dog was on the porch. A police car came up and stopped right in front of me. Cop got out and asked me what my name was. I told him 'Jerome', and he said 'Is that your dog?'. I said he just hung out here sometimes. So the cop went in the yard up to the dog, pulled out his gun and shot the dog." Jerome looked disturbed at the memory.
"Was the dog barking, was he going after the cop?"
"Naw, man, Dog didn't make a sound. Just sittin' there." Jerome said.
"What happened then?" I asked.
"I yelled out 'Whatcha doin', man?' and the cop pointed his gun at me." said Jerome. "I thought I was dead, but he just said 'Say anything to anybody, and I'll kill you.' Then he got back in his cop car and drove off."
"Anybody else see it?" I asked.
"People started coming up after the cop left." Jerome said. "I don't know what they saw."
"Jerome," I asked, "was he wearing a uniform like mine, or like Captain Thompson's here?" We were both wearing light blue shirts with dark pants.
"Naw, he was wearing a dark blue cop shirt, like the street cops." Jerome said. "And a dark blue cop hat." By that he meant the standard police officer's highwall cap.
"Was he tall? Short? Skinny? Fat?" I asked. "White? Black?"
"He was a crack---- uh, white." said Jerome. "Not as tall as you, I.C., but tall. I couldn't see much of his face and he was wearing shades. Kind of a mean looking face."
For some reason beyond my kith or kin, I had an insight as I looked at the police cars. "Jerome," I asked, "what did his police car look like? Did they look like those?" I was pointing at my silver SUV and Thompson's all-bluish-gray police cruiser."
"Naw, his car was black and white. Black front and back, white doors. Police badge on the sides."
"Like my badge?" I asked, letting him look at the 5-pointed gold Star with an encircling wreath.
"Not on the car. The badge on the car was like the cops on TV wear, big and silver."
"I see." I said. "What about the badge on his shirt?"
"Yeah, it was sort of like yours," Jerome said, "but it wasn't gold, more between gold and silver, like faded gold."
After a few more minutes with Jerome, I told him I'd do what I could to find the guy and kick his ass for killing the dog, then we walked back to the cars.
"Damien," I said, "let's go to the neighborhood where the first killing was called in."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I looked around the site. The dog had been in a fenced-in backyard. The owners said they'd heard no barking out of him the night before, and had found him dead on the back porch that morning. The dog had been shot near the fence line, and had made it to the porch before collapsing and dying, so I could see from the blood trail.
It was not the owners I really wanted to talk to, but the occupant of the house to their right. Knocking on the door, I was admitted by Mrs. Campbell, the owner, an elderly black woman.
"I don't know about this." she said. "The Iron Crowbar in my house is an omen. You know I shouldn't be talking to you. My people and the cops don't have a good history. But the big man around here, T-Square, he says you are the real deal, so I'll help you if I can."
"I appreciate that." I said. "So you were a teacher at Booker T. Washington High School, were you not?"
She looked at me as if incredulous that I would know that. "We-el, that is right. Thirty-seven and a half years. I had to retire three years ago, when I had to have hip surgery. It hasn't been right since, and I can't get around like I used to."
"I understand." I said. "And your nephew is T-Mac, who is a friend of T-Square, I believe?"
"Yes, that's true." she said. "That boy is in and out of trouble. And that's how you know about me, I guess... checking up on my nephew."
"Don't worry, he's definitely not my biggest problem in this Town." I replied. "But what I wanted to ask you about was what happened last night. Sure you didn't see or hear anything?"
"I told those other police that I didn't hear or see anything." said Old Mrs. Campbell, "because that is what we tell the police. We don't want to get involved, it just brings trouble. But I will tell you, Mr. I.C. Yes, I heard the shot. Not really loud, kind of muffled. But I heard it, and looked out the window. The moon was out, so I could see a man in a police uniform. He was walking out of the yard to his police car."
"Could you see any badges or patches on it?" I asked.
"No sir." she said. "But he had a cop hat on, just like all the cops wear. And he had a big belt with a gun and handcuffs and a radio. I could see the shadows of those."
"What did the police car look like?" I asked. "By that I mean the colors, if it had a lightbar on top, and such."
"Well," said the old woman, "it was all black, or looked black in the darkness. There were lights on the top but they weren't turned on."
"Okay." I said. "I appreciate you telling me this. If you see what you think might be that car or that man again, give me a call. Call 9-1-1 and when the Duty Desk answers, tell them you need to speak to Commander Troy personally about the dog killing, and they'll transfer you to me or my message inbox. And if you hear of any more dog shootings, let me know. I really want to catch this guy."
"I'll do that." said the old lady. "You are the real deal in this Town, just like my nephew and T-Square said..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do you make of it, sir?" asked PCpt. Thompson. We were in the Precinct Two Conference room again. I had called Captain Cindy Ross to come down, and she was present with us.
"I don't know." I said. "The TCPD doesn't have any black-and-white police vehicles. They're all blue-gray, with some silver and some all-black SUVs. And they don't have any badge emblems on the sides, though they used to."
"Think Jerome was lying?" PCpt Thompson, who was black himself, asked.
"I don't know." I said. "From your other reports, anyone who actually did comment said that they only saw the back end of a black car. I don't know why Jerome would make up something like that, though."
Cindy asked "What about the badge on his shirt?"
I replied "Jerome said the man's badge was what he called 'faded gold'. Sounds like that material they make high school class rings out of."
"Didn't we have someone impersonating an officer a few years ago?" Cindy asked, "Had a badge like that?" She meant the perp we caught in the Evidence Rooms, who'd committed suicide by cyanide... and was wearing a fake badge with my number on it.
"Yes, I remember that." I said. "And that is causing me to wonder if we have someone impersonating a police officer, going around and killing dogs."
"Why would anyone do that?" Theo Washington asked.
"That is what you are going to find out, Detective Washington." I said. "You are the lead investigator of this case, as of now. Captain Ross, inform Lt. Perlman of my egregious pulling of rank and interference with her Department."
"With pleasure, sir." Cindy said, totally deadpan. PCpt. Thompson laughed heartily, then his humor vanished.
"Sir," Thompson said, "we have to consider that this is a real police officer doing this. Do I need to call Internal Affairs?"
"Yes." I said. "That's good thinking. Yes, go ahead and call Internal Affairs, inform them of the situation. Theo, you also contact I.A. and tell them separately."
Part 3 - The Sheriff is in Town
At 10:00am six cars belonging to the Sheriff's Department pulled up at the construction site just north of University Stadium. They happened to be all six cars that the Sheriff Department owned. Eleven Deputies got out of the cars, followed by Sheriff Daniel Allgood, who made it a compliment of twelve men. Their duties at the Courthouse were being temporarily filled by TCPD Police Officers.
The foreman came out of the trailer, the same guy who had been a bit "touchy" with the Police Commander earlier in the day. He saw that the Deputies were very well armed, had their armor vests on, and were very ready for trouble.
"Good morning." said Sheriff Allgood, wearing a Sheriff's uniform and his Stetson hat, his armor underneath his shirt. "Are you the foreman here?"
"Who wants to know?" the man said.
"I do. I am Sheriff Daniel Allgood----"
"You got a warrant to be here?" the man snarled.
"I don't need one." said Daniel. "As Sheriff, I have full jurisdiction over State property within this County. That includes the University and this piece of property here, and I don't need a warrant to be here. What is your name?"
"I think you have to have a warrant to be here." snarled the man. "If you don't have one, get the hell out of here."
"And who are you going to call to enforce that?" Allgood asked. "*I* am the Law here. Now show me your I.D."
"You can go to hell."
"Deputy, place this son of a bitch under arrest. Take him to County Jail. No calls to a lawyer. He can sit and rot in there until he identifies himself." Deputies moved to enforce the Sheriff's orders.
"All right, all right." the man said, reaching for his back pocket. Twelve guns were drawn and aimed at him.
"What the fuck is going on with you people?" the man gasped. "I'm getting out my wallet."
"Do it slowly, buddy, or you might end up shot dead." said Allgood, his own gun inches from the man's head. "My Deputies are just looking for an excuse to blow you away for being a fucking asshole with me; and quite frankly, I'd be very happy if they did just kill you now and save me any further trouble."
The man was in shock as he produced his I.D., which Allgood examined. He also noticed that several of the construction crew had gathered around, and some were trying to conceal the fact they had weapons.



"Deputies, watch those guys." said Daniel. "They're armed. If any one of them draws a weapon, shoot to kill all of them. Every last one of them."
"Geez, you mother fuckers are high-strung." said the foreman.
"Call me that again," said Daniel, "and you'll go to jail right now... and you won't survive it."
"Are you fucking kidding me?----" the man started, but Allgood cut him off.
"No I'm not kidding." said Daniel, channeling his inner Iron Crowbar. "You told us to go to hell, you've been uncooperative... and you say we're high strung?"
After a pause, the Sheriff said "So your name is Bert Jones?"
"Yeah, what about it?"
"Okay, Deputies, we're going to do this the hard way." Daniel said. "Mr. Jones, I want to see every one of your required permits. Every last fucking one, from the State and the County. If even one word is misspelled, I'm going to shut this operation down so hard it'll make your head spin."
Daniel took copious amounts of time going through the books, looking at every permit, even calling the Town & County Permits Office to make sure some of them were legit. Two Deputies were inside with Daniel and the foreman, hands on guns, while outside the rest of the Deputies had acquired shotguns and were essentially holding the construction workers in place.
Finally, Daniel and the Deputies came out. "I'd suggest, Mr. Jones, that you become more cooperative, especially with the Police in this County. I can take you to jail, fuck with you and your crew... but the man you flipped off early this morning... you do not want to find yourself on the business end of his crowbar."
"The Iron Crowbar, huh?" snarled the man. "I don't give a shit about him. Let him come here again. We'll gang rape his ass and then kill him. And you can tell the mother fucker I said that."
"Oh, I'll be sure to." the Sheriff said, then turned to his Deputies. "Okay, let's go!" They got in their cars and rolled out, leaving behind a very angry foreman and a disgruntled crew. The TCSD cars got out of there just in time; a KSTD News van was rolling up to the construction site...
Part 4 - Media Relations
Still Monday, October 5th. At 10:30am I agreed to a sit-down interview with Bettina Wurtzburg in the "Press Interview Room" at Police Headquarters. It was simply a well-lighted room next to the office of the Press Relations Officer, Lt. Scott Peterson, and the Press Interview Room had some plaques and photos of previous Chiefs of Police and such.
In agreeing to the interview, I told Bettina that I wanted to get some information out about the dog-killer, and in exchange she would get to ask me some questions about the Town & County Council's 'Study Group' that was looking into changing the rank structure and status of the Detectives. Bettina was pretty good and fair about things like this; I would never trust KSTD and Priya Ajmani with an interview of this nature.
"Okay, let's start off." said Bettina, who then turned to her cameraman, Scott Turnbull. "This is Bettina Wurtzburg with Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy. Commander, thank you for sitting down with me today to discuss these issues." I knew Bettina had a show script prepared; ergo, the nature of her comments.
"Glad to be with you, Bettina." I replied, knowing that mentioning Bettina's name a lot would make her very happy... and maybe get me a hot redheaded reporterette piece of ass sometime in the future.
"What have you discovered about these dogs that were killed, Commander?" Betting asked, throwing me an open line. I took advantage of it.
"Bettina, our investigation has discovered that someone may possibly be impersonating a police officer in the commission of these crimes. My real police officers will be attired in proper uniforms, or will show their identification if they are in plain clothes. I also urge citizens to keep an eye out for their pets, and to not let their pets roam freely outside their homes or yards. I would urge owners to keep their dogs inside or in garages overnight until we find out who has been killing these dogs."
"Commander," said Bettina, "nationally there have been problems with police officers killing dogs indiscriminately, even if the dogs are not attacking police nor are a threat to police. What is your Department's position on this?"
"My position, which is my Department's position," I said, "is that dogs should not be harmed in any way unless the dog is actually attacking someone and the only way to stop the attack is to kill the dog. I would add that any time an Officer draws and fires his weapon, no matter what he or she is shooting at, creates what is called a 'serious incident' and triggers a Board of Inquiry investigation. The Town & County Police Department takes any such situation seriously."
"Thank you, Commander Troy." Bettina said. She looked over at Turnbull and said "Cut." Turnbull turned off the camera, though I did not trust the mike to really be off.
"Okay, Commander," said Bettina, "I'm going to lead in with a comment, then turn to you and ask about the Study Group."
"Okay," I said, "but you do realize I'm not part of it and really can't speak for it."
"Of course." said Bettina. I started getting concerned. She turned to her cameraman and nodded her head, and he began recording.
"I'm talking with Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy. He was Acting Chief for several months after Chief Griswold retired, and he currently supervises the overall Operations of the Police Force. Any action by the Study Group will surely affect his Unit's operations." She turned to me. "Commander, the Study Group is looking into streamlining the Police Department's operations, as well as those of the Fire Department. Are they communicating with you on their plans?"
"My boss, the Police Chief, is part of the Study Group." I said. "And of course I have frequent conversations with him about the Police Department's operations at all times. That's our job, of course."
"Certainly," said Bettina, "but are you aware of the Study Group's ideas?"
"I'm not part of the Study Group," I said, "but I've had some talks with some of its members. What was said in those discussions is private, of course, but I have some idea of what they're looking at, at least as far as the Police Force is concerned."
Bettina said "There has been some talk of your Detectives being divided among the Precincts. How would that affect your Department's operations?"
"First of all, Bettina," I said, "it is way premature to talk of such things. I would also add that Police Departments all over the Nation, and indeed the World, operate in generally the same way. The Council may take some actions for accountability and streamlining, but I don't expect our overall actions to be impacted. Our Police Force, and especially my Detectives, have done and are doing an excellent job, and I will do everything in my power to make sure they continue to have everything they need to solve crimes and serve the Citizens of our Town & County."
I realized that Betting was asking for others beside herself when she asked "Commander, you were not yet with the Police Force when the Town and County's units were merged. The Study Group is considering that the rank structure was good at the time of the merger, in order to facilitate a smooth transition, but that changes are needed now. Do you believe changes are needed? And what would you recommend?"
"Do not edit this reply." I said, then continued: "I think what we have now works very well. Of course I am an employee of the Town & County Police Department, and I will do what the Council and my superiors tell me to do regarding any changes." I had said that about editing so that Bettina wouldn't cut it up to make me sound rebellious of the Council. She knew that TCPD cameras were also recording this, and that for her to attempt to edit that line after I told her not to would be most very bad for KXTC vis-a-vis Police Force relations.
Just then, there was a knock on the door. "May I come in?" asked Sheriff Daniel Allgood.
"Certainly, Sheriff!" Bettina said, beaming at the potential opportunity. "Can I get a few words with you about the Study Group?"
"Sure!" said Daniel. I moved over so that he could sit next to Bettina, noting that Daniel was treating this situation easily, handling it like a practiced Sheriff... and politician. I'd done right to have him run for the position, I thought to myself with a pat on my own back.
Bettina got Turnbull ready, then started "Sheriff, you are part of the Study Group, are you not?"
"Yes, I am." said Sheriff Allgood.
"Can you elaborate on any of the changes the Group will be recommending, and how they will affect the Commander's operations with the Police Force?"
"As you know, Bettina," Daniel said, "you've had many opportunities to report upon the tremendous successes of Commander Troy and his Detective Teams in solving some difficult crimes. The TCPD is the best Police Force in the State, and I'm sure the Council would not do anything to diminish nor make more difficult the job that Commander Troy and his Team are doing..."
Part 4 - Dogs in the Daytime
After Bettina wrapped up her interview with Daniel and me, the Sheriff turned to me and said "Let's go to your office." I would now find out why he was here, and why he actually barged in on the Media interview.
Once in my office, he sat down in a "hot seat" chair while I sat behind my desk. He refused my offer of coffee, which did not prevent me from pouring a cup for myself.
"Thanks for rescuing me from the clutches of Ms. Wurtzburg." I said.
"I'd like to think I've learned a little bit from you." Daniel said. "So when I see you agreeing to be interviewed, I know you're at work steering things your own way." I chuckled and Daniel grinned.
"That's what you get for hanging around Melina. After eight years, you'll be solving all the crimes and I'll be obsolete." I said, referring to my former wife of eight years and Daniel's current wife. That got a chuckle from Daniel, and then I said "So what brings you to my humble office?"
"I went by that construction site," said Daniel, "and I'm glad I took your advice to treat it as a hostile situation. Those guys were really belligerent, and the foreman pretended to be shocked when we stood up to them. So I took the time and effort to go through every bit of their paperwork and permits."
"And what did you find?" I asked.
"They're pretty much on the up and up." Daniel said. "After I got back to my office, I began checking on who'd hired them and who was behind the construction. KXTC had it right: the State is building a new State Crime Lab, on State property adjoining the University."
"Right here in our backyard." I said, understanding. "So did you find out anything about the construction company?"
"Sure did." said Daniel. "They're based in Southport, which means they're Mob-controlled. The company belonged to State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone before he sold it when he ran for State Senate. This company has a number of contracts with the State, and I doubt the Open Bidding process was conducted with total honesty and transparency."
"And this guy... Bert Jones, you said he was?" I asked. "You know, I've heard that name before."
"He was the Security Coordinator at Crown Chemicals when they had that bad situation with Proactive Citizens of Greenworld." said Daniel. That caused me to remember the cold case my mother and Cindy had investigated, which they jokingly would say was part of their 'Phyllis Files'.
Daniel went on. "After that debacle, he left the County. Lived in Midtown a while, then Southport. I still don't understand his hostility, especially to you when you stopped by this morning."
"I'll just say," I said, "that a cynical, even paranoid mind like mine can see threads running all the way from failed Security at Crown Chemicals to Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, if you get my drift."
"Not really." Daniel said, who wasn't as informed of the Crown/PCGW case as I was. "Anyway, I can look further into the building of the Crime Lab, or pass it on to you----"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal cellphone, and it was my wife calling.
"Hello, Beautiful." I said.
"Hello yourself, Darling." she replied. "Busy?"
"I'm just talking to your brother-in-law about that construction." I said.
"That's what I was calling about." Laura said. "Can you take me to lunch? I don't want to talk on the phone."
"Sure." I said. "Can Daniel come along?"
"Yes, if he wants to." said Laura. I asked Daniel if he'd like to join us for lunch and he said he would.
I should note... that my wife Dr. Laura Fredricson is one of the highest-level officers of the Central Intelligence Agency. And if she doesn't want to discuss something on a cell phone, it has to make you wonder why... and if your own cellphone communications are safe and private. Just sayin', is all....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy also accepted my invitation to lunch, so it was her, Daniel, myself and Laura at Laura's favorite Soup & Sandwich restaurant. The restaurant was north of the construction site and the Town on a little man-made lake nestled under the rising hills towards Daniel and Melina's house. It was chilly outside, so we sat inside at a table with a good window view of the lake.
"I asked Dr. Wellman about the construction this morning." Laura said. "He expressed surprise that I didn't know what it was about, and said he figured that you, Don, knew and had told me. He also had a look on his face that I've come to know that he'd not wanted us to know what it was about."
"And I can understand why." I said.
"Why a State Crime Lab here?" Cindy asked. "When we have already have a better one and the University has a fully operational one, as well?"
"I'll answer that in a second, but let me tell you this first." Laura said. "Once I got to my office, I started checking into it. Guess what bill authorized the construction of this project?" We all looked blankly at Laura, so she said "The SBI Authorization bill from last Winter."
At that point all eyes were on me... as the author of the compromise bill that was passed. I said "There was nothing in the draft I put forth, and I don't remember hearing anything about it when it got to the floor. I'm sure the Governor or Billy Williams would've told me if it was." Williams was the County's State Representative.
"It must've been added later on," Laura said, "but it apparently wasn't as an amendment. It was in the main body of the bill the Governor signed."
"Oh... wait a minute." I said as it struck me. "Well, I'll check on something then tell y'all if I'm right. So the funding is in that bill?"
"Yes." said Laura. "There were three locations authorized, with the Governor and SBI to determine which one. One was the property here that it's being built on. Another is Madison County, near the Women's Prison. And the third was next to State Tech."
"That would make far more sense." Cindy said. "State Tech doesn't have a School Crime Lab, and could use one."
"And to answer your questions from a moment ago," said Laura, "Dr. Wellman told me a few things. He said the University's Crime Lab was going to suffer budget cuts. As bad as we know he really was, the late Henry R. Wargrave gave tremendous funding to the University Crime Lab, as part of the University Hospital grants he'd endowed us with. He also made sure that equipment that was being replaced would go to the Town & County Crime and Arson Labs, which gave you guys some great equipment at no taxpayer expense."
"That's true." I said. "And I've heard rumblings that Brownlee wants to start squeezing our Crime Lab's budget. What do you think of coincidences, Captain Ross?"
"People in my family think very little of them." Cindy replied adroitly.
"Well, just between us, and don't let this get out," said Daniel, "the Council has asked me about it, too. They know the School and Wargrave were pretty generous to our Crime Lab, and they know you and Dr. Woodrow run it very efficiently. But they are concerned about the cost of upkeep."
"And if I only get one guess who on the Council is asking those questions," I said, "I'll still be right."
"That's nothing." said Daniel with a grin. "You're always right anyway. So let me ask: do you think this is coordinated between Brownlee suggesting to cut the Crime Lab budget and the State wanting to build a Lab here?"
"And a certain SBI Director running for Governor on top of it all." I replied. "But I don't understand Governor Jared agreeing to it, and certainly not without telling me... or others who would then tell me. Well... I'm not going to make any judgments until I get some facts----"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Both my and Cindy's Police cellphones were going off at the same time. As we answered, both our eyes widened in surprise in a manner that would make one think we were blood-related...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"North of Town. River Valley district." Cindy said as we sped to the scene in my Police SUV, with Laura having agreed to give the Sheriff a ride back to Headquarters.
"Third Precinct." I said. "Well, this whole thing is about to piss me off." I said as I drove with blue lights flashing and siren wailing.
The call from the Duty Desk had informed me that there had been a report of two more dogs being shot dead in their backyards by a police officer.
"Theo is on the way, and will meet us there." Cindy said. "I've already called Myron. He's securing camera footage from the area. Lt. Masters had the Duty Desk to put out the word to all Precincts and patrols to be on the lookout for an odd looking police car."
"Oh, was one spotted?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Cindy. "Lt. Masters and I were being proactive, based upon this morning's shootings."
"That's good thinking." I said. We were arriving at the scene, which was in the neighborhood adjacent to the River Valley Country Club. There were three patrol cars present and a blue-gray Police cruiser, belonging to Third Precinct Captain Susan Weston.
"Hello, Captain Weston." I said as we got out of my SUV and she fell in with us as we walked. "What happened here?"
"I'm just getting here myself, sir." Weston said.
"Hello Sergeant Irwin." I said as we came up to the officers. There was also a small crowd of citizens from the neighborhood that were being interviewed by Uniformed officers. "What's going on?"
"Good afternoon, Commander, Captains," said Sergeant Irwin. "Two dogs were shot in this neighborhood. One up the street where those officers are, and this house here. The house up there has nobody at home, and the house here has a Mrs. Beverly White inside. Mr. George White, her husband, is at work. His occupation is Regional Manager for Kroger in the Tri-County area."
"What information do you have?"
"Only one witness, so far." said Sergeant Irwin. "Older lady, named Mrs. Veasley. She lives across the street and two doors down. She's an invalid, pretty much wheelchair-bound, and she was sitting by the front window, reading a book. She said she saw a TCPD Patrol cruiser drive down the street and around the curve."
I looked to where Irwin was pointing, where the road curved to the right... just past the other house where a dog shooting had occurred as he continued: "She said she saw a police officer in a standard dark blue uniform and hat walk up the road. He stopped at the other house then he came up to this one and peered over the fence. Mrs. Veasley said she did not hear anything like a gunshot, but the officer then walked quickly away back toward his car. She said the car did not return this way. That's possible, as the road loops around."



I went to the backyard through the now open gate. Theo Washington was looking around. I saw a pool of blood in the middle of the backyard, with a couple of Crime Lab people taking samples. Another crime lab technician had a metal detector, looking for a bullet that might have lodged into the ground.
The dog, which looked like a King Charles Spaniel, was lying at the steps to the back door, being examined by an Animal Control Officer.
"Two bullets, sir, in the chest and side." said the man. He fell there in the yard and bled, then managed to get up and make it to here."
"Oh geez." I said, feeling sadness and anger as I looked upon what had once been someone's family member, and a good looking dog. I thought of my own Bowser, and what Bryan Thatcher had done to him and other dogs. Your Iron Crowbar loves dogs, and I was a very upset Police Commander right now.
"Theo, have you talked to the owner yet?"
"Just said hello." Theo said. "She's pretty upset, so I came out here to look around and wait for you.
"Okay." I said, not really happy with Theo's lack of initiative. "Let's see what Beverly White has to say." I said, leading the way.
"I'll go talk with Mrs. Veasley." said Precinct Captain Weston.
"No!" Cindy said, her voice almost a shout, causing both Weston and myself to look over at her. "Come with us. We'll talk to Mrs. Veasley together after we're finished here."
"I... I thought we might save time..." started PCpt. Weston, but Cindy interrupted her.
"You need to be watching and learning from the Iron Crowbar, Ms. Weston." Cindy said authoritatively.
"Captain Weston, come on with us, then we'll go talk to Mrs. Veasley." I said, trying to make my voice nice. Susan Weston looked very miffed, but came inside with us, as did Theo.
A woman in her upper 20s was sitting on the sofa with Officer Lydia Green. She had been crying. As I came up, both women looked up at me.
"Hello." I said. "I'm Commander Troy. I'm very sorry about your dog. Do you know what happened?"
"No sir." said the woman. "Charlie was inside and went out through the trapdoor to the garage. I thought he needed to use the bathroom. I needed to go myself and went in there..." she pointed to a small half-bath.
"Did you hear anything?" I asked, "any noises at all?"
"I thought..." said Mrs. White, "I thought I heard Charlie yelp, and I heard... well, I thought I heard something like a door closing, like a garage door in the neighborhood hitting the ground when it stops dropping. I didn't think much of it, but when I came out of the bathroom I looked outside in the backyard and saw Charlie..." She began sobbing. I couldn't blame her; I felt very bad myself.
"Ma'am," I said, "I am going to find whoever did this, and it will not be a good day for him. Again, I am very sorry about Charlie. Detective Washington will be wrapping up the scene here. Okay, Captains, let's go." Cindy and Susan followed me out the front door of the somber house, with Theo staying behind.
Sgt. Irwin came up. "Sir, the other house is unoccupied. Empty." he said. "Neighbors said there was no dog living in the backyard, but there is a dead dog in that backyard now."
"Keep it in place until I get there." I said. "Captain, let's go talk to Mrs. Veasley, then we'll go down there."
"Yes sir." Cindy said. We went to Mrs. Veasley's house, where an elderly lady admitted us.
"Why, hello Mrs. Williams." I said. "I believe I saw you at the Park a few weeks ago."
"Oh yes, Commander!" Mrs. Williams gushed, happy I'd remembered. "And you had your lovely little daughter with you. And I believe Captain Ross was there, also."
"Yes, ma'am." said Cindy. "Is Mrs. Veasley able to see us?"
"Oh, of course." said Mrs. Williams. "I was just here helping her with some housecleaning and lunch. Please, come this way."
We were escorted into the living room, which had a very large front window. Mrs. Veasley was sitting in her motorized wheelchair in front of it.
I had to be very careful about name usage. Many years before, my sister Elizabeth had had a "Mrs. Beasley" doll, which had glasses and short hair drawn down the sides of her head. Mrs. Veasley looked almost exactly like that doll... octagonal glasses and short blondish-gray hair down the sides.
"Hello, ma'am." I said. "I am Commander Troy, and this is Captain Ross and Captain Weston. Can we talk to you for a moment?"
"Of course, Commander." said Mrs. Veasley, whose voice carried authority and control despite her physical shortcomings. "You will be wanting to ask me about that other police officer I saw."
"Yes, ma'am," I said, realizing for the first time that a great deal of mental energy was pouring out of this woman... an energy that I had felt in only a few people, a few times before. "Before I ask about him, what did the police car look like?"
"It was grayish-blue, like that car out there behind the SUV." Mrs. Veasley said, referring to PCpt. Weston's cruiser. "It had 'Town & County Police' on the side, like the other vehicles."
"I see." I said. "And the Officer, can you describe him?"
"It was a bit distant," said Mrs. Veasley, "and I could tell he was making an effort to hide his face under the bill of his hat, and he kept his face turned, almost unnaturally, from the houses on this side of the road. He was a white man, he had sunglasses on, and from what I could tell, which isn't much, his jawline looked like what I would call... chiseled, if you know what I mean. Angular lines along the jaw and cheekbones."
"I understand." I said. "Was he tall? short? fat? skinny? in between?"
"He was tall." said Mrs. Veasley. "Not as tall as you, Commander, but tall, about six feet. He was slender. 'Lanky', we would call him in our day."
"The same as we would call him in our day." I replied with a smile. "Would you be able to recognize him if you saw him again?"
"Maybe, but I can't be sure." said Mrs. Veasley.
"Did you happen to see the badge on his uniform?" I asked.
"Yes, it was like all of yours." the old lady said. "Maybe not a pure yellow gold as yours, though."
"A bit pinkish, or just dull?" I asked.
"Kind of dull." she said.
"What about the rest of his uniform?" I asked. "Anything out of place?"
"No, Commander, I don't think so." said Mrs. Veasley. "He had a gun belt on, holster on the side, handcuff pouch in back like the other officers have. But I see that most of you, even you, Commander, have a radio on your belt, and he did not have that."
"Ah, interesting." I said. "Did he have a nameplate over his right pocket, like I'm wearing?"
"Yes, I think so." said Mrs. Veasley. "But of course I couldn't read such small print from here."
"Of course not." I said. "Any rectangles above the nameplate? Like the red and purple ones Captain Ross and I are wearing?"
"No, no sir. I don't believe so." she said. "By the way, what do those rectangles stand for? And why are some of the metal frames around them silver, and some gold?"
"Well, ma'am," I said, "the purple ribbons are for the Purple Order, which is awarded to Officers who are wounded or killed in the line of duty. Blue ones are for the Distinguished Service Award, and red ones for the Medal of Valor. The silver frame is for the first award, and the gold frame for multiple awards. Some Officers have more than one Purple Order, but I doubt you'll ever see a gold-framed red ribbon."
"We shall see." Mrs. Veasley said, somewhat strongly, her eyes boring into me. She then turned to peer at Cindy. "You, Child... so you are the daughter of Doctor P. Harvey Eckhart. A wonderful man, he is."
Cindy was not the only one stunned by that one. "Er, yes ma'am, but how did you know that?" my partner and cousin asked.
"I keep my eyes and ears open, Child, and I learn things." she said. "And if you use those ears of yours to listen to your father's teachings, you will learn a great many things, also...."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Power of the Mind
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely athletic blonde reporterette from the anchor desk of KXTC at 10:00pm, still Monday, October 5th. "Tonight we have a special report on the dog killings that are terrifying the County tonight. Our Senior Managing Editor, Bettina Wurtzburg, is here with a special report. Bettina?"
"Thank you, Amber." said Bettina. She was sitting next to Amber at the anchor desk, and the camera began zooming onto her older but still very attractive face as she spoke: "Channel Two News has learned that six dogs have been killed in separate parts of Town. Four dogs were killed in a neighborhood in the Southwest of Town, while two other pets were killed in a neighborhood north of Town."
The camera showed the fourth dog lying dead in the backyard of the unoccupied house. My investigation of that crime had shown that the dog had dropped dead on the spot where he'd been shot. And unlike the other three dogs, this one was emaciated, as if he hadn't eaten well for a considerable time.
Bettina continued: "I spoke with Police Commander Donald Troy this morning." The TV screen showed snippets of my interview with Bettina, and I was glad to see that they showed the parts where I asked Citizens to keep their dogs watched and indoors as much as possible.
Bettina added to it by saying "Tonight the Police continue to urge citizens to keep their pets indoors or in closed and locked garages as much as possible, and to also call the police hotline if they see any suspicious activity." The screen showed a number, which was actually to the Headquarters Duty Desk, where an extra Officer was stationed to handle calls.
Bettina added: "Sheriff Daniel Allgood has asked that Citizens also be on the lookout for someone who might be impersonating a police officer. Real police officers will be properly attired, wearing their badges and name tags, and will have identification they will willingly show you. Also, if you see a Police car that does not look like the real TCPD Police Cars or the University's Campus Police cars..." the video showed what our real cars looked like, "then please call the hotline. The Police are asking for your help to solve these horrible dog killings, and a reward is being authorized for any information leading to the arrest and conviction of the criminals involved in these crimes."
"Think that'll help?" Laura asked me as we watched the evening news together. I was holding a sleeping baby Jim. Carole was in her crib upstairs, also sleeping, and I need not mention that my own dog Bowser was in his basket under my daughter's crib.
"I hope so." I said. "If people are aware, and keep their dogs safe, maybe we won't have any more killings."
I then said "I talked to Bonnie Karpathian today, too. About serial dog killers and what it means. She said that children hurting animals is a warning sign they may grow up to be serial killers of humans. She's going to look into our data and see if anything pops out that will help us."
"Good." Laura asked, seeing that I was distracted. "By the way, did you find out any more about that State Crime Lab?"
"Yeah. I called Tom Conlan." Conlan was the Deputy Director of the SBI, and Director of the SBI Reserve Corps. "He looked into it and called me back. I've heard of this happening before with the U.S. Congress, and asked him to see if it had happened: sometimes a bill is passed by the Legislature, but aides will actually add stuff in or change wording before the bill goes to the Governor's desk for signature."
"Can they do that?" Laura asked.
"They shouldn't be able to," I said, "but unless we can prove they changed it, we have no basis to challenge it in Court... and what the Governor signed is what the law is today. Apparently someone stuck it in the bill to add the University, or at least that property just north where the construction is happening, to the list of possible places. Originally, the Legislature only passed the Madison County location, or an upgrade to the current facilities in Midtown and Eastphalia. The whole paragraph was changed."
"Oh, wow." said Laura. "Did Jack Lewis know about this?"
"He had to have known." I said. "He had to approve it. Theoretically the Governor had a say-so, but apparently the State Attorney General, who oversees the SBI, agreed with Lewis on the University spot, and just told the Governor that it was decided. Chief Griswold talked to the Governor this afternoon, and the Governor is not amused and feels tricked. He's probably going to ask for the State AG's resignation, but that won't stop the construction; it's underway."
"Wow." said Laura. "That's really bad. What will it mean for the County's Crime Lab?"
"I am fortunate to have foreseen that there might be efforts to undermine our Crime Lab." I said. "By bringing in the Arson Labs and consolidating with the Public Health Department, our Crime Lab will still get funded. We will continue to serve Nextdoor County and Coltrane County by fiat of the contracts we have with them. But I've heard that the State Legislature might move to make those contracts null and void, and require the State Crime Lab to be used by them if they don't have their own facilities."
"Getting uglier by the minute." Laura said. "And don't ask Dr. Wellman for help: he says the University is going to get money so their Criminal Justice majors can intern at the State Crime Lab. Basically, the University Crime Lab is going to be shut down, and we'll be dependent on the local State Crime Lab."
"In other words, and in politically incorrect and offensive language," I said, "Dr. Wellman is being paid off by money flowing in to his University." I said.
"Not much gets by you, darling." Laura said, a bit sarcastically though meant to be humorous.
"I try." I replied. "Anyway, it's pretty obvious that this thing has been in planning for a long time. The money was allocated last Spring. What I just don't understand why they didn't start on it until just now."
"Is that what has you lost in thought tonight?" Laura asked.
"That's some of it." I said. "The dog cases are bothering me, too."
"I thought Cindy's response tonight was interesting." said my wife.
Cindy and her fiancée Jenna Stiles had come to supper with us. Carole had been delighted to see Cindy, and they had talked and played. Bowser usually just sits back and watches over Carole, but on this night Cindy called Bowser to come up on the sofa with them, and Bowser agreeably hopped right up next to them.
"Bowser is a good dog." Carole said, quoting her dad, as she softly petted Bowser. I observed that Cindy was also petting Bowser with a little extra love. Cindy would later look at me and say "How can anyone want to harm good dogs like this?"
"I don't know." I said. "And God have mercy on whoever is doing this..." I then went into a reverie, not realizing that Cindy had some things on her mind, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After getting off duty earlier that day, Cindy had changed to civilian clothes. She drove back to the River Valley neighborhood and to the home of Mrs. Veasley. The woman's words about Cindy's father had rattled her earlier, and she wanted to have another conversation.
Her ring of the doorbell was answered by an elderly lady. Cindy was shocked at the woman's presence, but the woman was not surprised at all. "Come in, my dear." she said in her scratchy voice, a shawl over her head.
Cindy came into the living room, seeing Mrs. Veasley sitting next to a lamp. The drapes had been drawn shut in front of the large window, securing the room from any prying eyes outside. Cindy then noticed three place settings at the table in the dining room.
"Yes," said Mrs. Veasley, noticing Cindy's glance, "the Widow Jones told me that you would be joining us for dinner, and here you are."
"I..." gasped Cindy, "I'm having dinner with my boss and his wife tonight. I'm afraid I can't stay."
"Ah," said the Widow Athena Jones, "we're not going to be having too much. Consider this an appetizer for your dinner with Commander Troy."
"So," said Mrs. Veasley as she drove her wheelchair to the dining room, "you have come for answers about your father, and my knowledge of them."
"And they've been answered." Cindy said, looking at the Widow Jones.
"Yes, Child." said Mrs. Veasley. "Mrs. Jones was kind enough to tell me of your discovery of your relationship with Dr. Eckhart. I had the privilege of studying with him a number of years ago. His meditation techniques are so powerful; I can feel the energy coming into my mind. You also have that energy, Child, if you will only harness it, use it."
"My father is teaching me." Cindy said as she sat down at the table, practically forced by the Widow Athena Jones, who then served the light meals before sitting down herself. Cindy then said "But what I came to ask was about this dog case. It is clear to me that you are not only very observant, Mrs. Veasley, but you weren't just idly sitting in front of the window. You expected to see something, ma'am."
"Ah, your insight serves you well." said Mrs. Veasley. "I did go to the window, feeling that something was not quite right. And that is when I saw what I reported earlier. I could feel that something wrong, something sinister was happening, and that great Evil was in our midst."
"Yes, Evil indeed." said the Widow Athena Jones. "What did you observe about these two dog killings, my dear?" The question was to Cindy.
"The one in the empty house has me baffled. That dog looked malnourished. If he'd been there a long time with no one to feed him, why didn't other neighbors call for Animal Control to come and get him?"
"Are you sure he was always there?" asked Widow Jones, looking at Cindy. Cindy peered back, the gears in her mind trying to turn.
"And I will offer another question." said Mrs. Veasley. "Did your Commander not ask Mrs. White exactly why her dog was targeted?"
"He did not ask her while I was present." Cindy said. "But we did tell her, and her husband later, to be sure to lock all the doors, and the Commander suggested he keep his gun nearby and ready, that killing the dog may be a precursor to a home invasion attempt."
"Wise advice." said the Widow Jones.
"True," said Cindy, trying to think, "but it does not explain the second dog shooting down the road, at a totally empty house which could easily be burgled without the canine theatrics, and with nothing to gain except maybe the copper wiring and the thermostat controls and such stuff."
"And as you think of that and talk with the Commander," said Athena Jones, "perhaps the answers will come to you..."
Part 7 - Puzzle Pieces
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 6th. "Channel Two News has learned that there were no reports of any dogs being killed last night. However, the hotline has been called with several tips of suspicious activity, which Commander Donald Troy says the Police are investigating. Commander Troy has also asked KXTC to pass along his thanks to you, the Citizens, for your alertness and your help in solving the dog murders, and in helping to prevent future killings."
"In other news," said Bettina, "reports are coming out of Midtown that the SBI legislation passed last Winter did not have funding authorization for the State Crime Lab being built next to the University Campus, but that Legislature aides slipped it in before the Governor signed the bill. Governor Jared has ordered an investigation, but he admits that nothing can be done now to overturn it. Governor Jared has also asked for the resignation of his State Attorney General over the matter, but it is not known if the A.G. will comply."
"Where is the Commander?" asked Martin Nash, looking around the room as they watched the broadcast and drank coffee.
"In his office." said Lt. Tanya Perlman. "The Duty Desk told me he rolled in here at three o'clock in the morning, and he went by all the Precinct Duty Desks before coming here. The third shifts got some shock treatment, but I didn't hear of anyone getting a Crowbar beatdown."
"Should've been in the gym this morning." said Captain Cindy Ross as she came into the room. "I got one. I was on the defensive all morning in our workout battle in the ring. He really let off some steam. I think he's really pissed about dogs getting killed. He loves dogs."
"As Bryan Thatcher found out, the hard way." said Martin Nash. Seeing everyone staring at him, he said "Oh come on, it's in the past and nobody will ever prove a thing."
"No, no they won't." said Tanya. "So let's say no more about it."
"I for one am very glad Bryan Thatcher is dead." said Joanne Cummings. Part of the shock was the venom in the pretty young woman's voice, considering that she was very Christian. But Joanne had been at the scene of retired Police Dog Laika's death, and she was not in a forgiving mood over that.
"Changing the subject," Tanya said, a bit more forcefully, "here's the question I have: why is Commander Troy the spokesman for the Police Force again? It's like the time he was Acting Chief. Shouldn't Chief Bennett be on the cameras over all this?"
"That is a good observation." said Cindy, sitting down in a chair and sipping her coffee. "I'll tell you guys this, but keep it under your hats: Jenna says there are rampant rumors in the D.A.'s office, City Hall, and the Courthouse that Chief Bennett may be looking to leave."
There were gasps in the room. "Why would he do that?" asked Theo Washington.
"I have no idea." said Cindy. "And Jenna didn't know what job he would be taking. And folks, it's just a rumor..."
"That's right." said a voice behind them. Strolling into the room was Your Iron Crowbar, ready to fill my mug with that Elixir of Life, coffee. As I poured my cup full, I said "And you should never believe rumors... unless *I* tell them to you, of course."
Laughter erupted as I pulled up a chair and sat down. "I'll just point out this one thing." I said. "This State Crime Lab was authorized last Spring. Yet there was no construction in May... June... July... August..." After a pause, I said "Now why do you suppose that is?"
"Sir," said Tanya, "I don't know why not until now, but wouldn't they have to start before January 1st? The State Constitution requires allocated spending like that has to happen before the calendar year is out, or it would have to be re-authorized next year."
"That's true. And good information, there, Tanya." I said, praising her. "So, they could've just not started the project. But they choose to now. Now why is that?"
Joanne Cummings astutely asked "Commander, are you suggesting there is a correlation between that construction beginning, and the rumors of the Chief leaving?"
"Who me? Would I ever suggest something like that?" I asked with very much mock shock in my voice. "And I can't correlate my daughter's feeding times, much less anything else."
"Yeah, try telling the Silverfish that." said Martin Nash, his voice deadpan flat. A clamor of agreement rose up at the memory of my correlation of the Silverfish's bank heists to the late Reverend Jonas Oldeeds' speaking tours.
"So there is a correlation." said Cindy, her voice a very hopeful whisper.
"Time will tell." I said. "Time will tell. By the way, everyone, the reports of the Animal Control Department's autopsies of the dogs are in your email inboxes, having been forwarded there by Yours Truly. I commend them to your reading attention. Especially yours, Captain Ross. Especially yours..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:30am, the Police Commander's Special Assistant for Data and Technology, Master Technician Mary Mahoney Milton, came into Classroom 'E', where I was waiting. I called Cindy and told her to get Myron Milton and Theo Washington, and for all of them to join us in the classroom.
As we waited, I said "You're looking very good today, Mary. Very Goth." Mary had black leather pants, boots and jacket on. The shirt under her jacket was also black, and her hair was combed straight back, with Emo eyes and heavy lipstick. "What's the occasion?"
"A celebration, sir." said Mary. "Of good times to come. By the way, sir, you're looking pretty good yourself. I observe and deduce that your wife got a good pickle tickle last night." I laughed out loud at that one.
"As did you, judging from Myron's look." I said. Myron had just appeared at the door. Mary smiled at me and winked. A moment later, Cindy and Theo joined us.
"Okay, Mary," I said, "you were looking into the families whose dogs were killed. Any correlations?"
"Not that I can tell, sir." said Mary. "I also checked back on previous owners of the empty house. The man who lived there was a factory manager at BigPharmaCorp. He got a promotion two months ago, but at their plant in Colorado. BigPharmaCorp bought his house from him to facilitate his move, which is standard for them for executives. They haven't sold it yet, and just had it listed with a real estate agent a few days ago."
"Who was that agent?"
"Leanne Quinlin Gonzales." said Mary. "Daughter of the Fire Chief."
"Yes, I know her; she was the agent for the folks that sold me The Cabin, to my eternal gratitude." I said. "So the house was empty. From all of the reports filed, including those of the Crime Lab and Animal Control, and from my own observations, I would say that the dog was brought into the location only recently. Would you agree, Captain Ross?"
"Yes sir, but perhaps you should elaborate for the others." Cindy replied.
"Certainly." I said. "First, there were no dog droppings anywhere in the backyard. I know from watching my own dog that dogs have a certain area for using the potty, and they go there. There was none of that in that enclosed yard. Second, if that dog was not fed and watered, he'd be dead in a few days, not several weeks going on months. Third, no one heard any barking or other noises from that house in the last two months. Ergo, he was brought in, and then shot."
"But why do that?" asked Mary, peering at me with fascination.
"To answer that, let's look at the other northside dog killing." I said. "At the Whites. Now in a total vacuum, I'd think that dog killing was someone who intended to break into that house. Taking out the first line of defense, the dog, would be the expected first step... except that in such cases dogs are usually poisoned instead of being shot, to make it seem more natural or at least less sinister, to keep the owners from being more on guard."
"True enough." said Cindy. "But the other house is empty; therefore, no need to kill the dog. And now you're saying that the dog wasn't there very long to begin with."
"Yes." I said. "That dog was brought into the location. And that leads up to what I asked you to do, Myron: canvas back several days of camera coverage, if you could. Did you find anything?"
"No sir." said Myron. "Tapes had been overwritten, as there was nothing special going on before the dog killings. I had video from about 24 to 36 hours prior, but there was nothing unusual, and no police cars in the neighborhood at all."



"So Mary," I said, "we got away from your report, there. So no correlations?"
"No sir." said Mary. "Mr. White is a regional manager of a grocery store chain. No financial issues, no big credit card debts. Mrs. White is very active in the community and volunteers for many charity events; Mrs. Myrtle James spoke highly of her when I called and asked about Mrs. White."
"Good source, Mrs. James." I said. "What about the four killings on the southside?"
"The kid Jerome has been hanging out with the wrong kind of people." said Mary. "I'd expect we the Police Force will be getting to know him a lot better in the next couple of decades."
"Yeah, he knows T-Mac and T-Square's names too well." I said. "I'm betting he's transported some drugs on that bike of his, right under the TCPD's noses."
"He's been a person of interest several times." said Mary. "The dog wasn't really his, but would hang out at his house part of the time, and then was seen at another house in another neighborhood to the south. Jefferson Creek separates the neighborhoods. It runs west to the River, and it's hardly more than a deep culvert and storm drain creek now."
"That's not surprising, about the dog." I said. "Dogs are territorial, and operate within rough circles. If they get out of that circle, they might not go back home, but create a different circle with a home base within it. So if this dog crosses the creek, he's in a second territory, and he'd go to his home base depending on which side of the creek he is on."
"That's interesting." Theo said. "Heck, even dogs can't commit crimes in this County. The Iron Crowbar would be all over them, too."
"And I'm on the dogs' side on those issues." I said. "So whose house does... or did... this dog go to when it was south of the creek?"
"Kid named Marquis. About Jerome's age. They'd hang out, dog would hang out with them. The dog was more Marquis's than Jerome's." said Mary. "Marquis has no criminal record, and he lives in a two-parent home. Father works at the Crawford Mattress factory, mother is a school teacher. They don't have much, but their only debts are a car payment and their house payments."
"Mrs. Campbell was a retired teacher." said Cindy.
"That's true." I said. "Mary?"
"The other dog that was killed at the same time Marquis's dog, we can't find any owner for." Mary said. "That dog had no collar and no rabies tag. Then there's the two done in the night. The owners of the house next to Mrs. Campbell's were a retired and elderly black couple. He had worked at King & Ebenezer Food Industries, then retired when Mr. Colby sold it. She had been a nurse in the Free Clinic for years, meaning she was technically an employee of the Town & County Public Health Department. She was forced into retirement during budget cuts a few years ago, but she has a full pension."
"And the last dog," Mary said, "that was killed in the night was a pitbull. But he was apparently a docile and friendly pitbull to those in the neighborhood that knew him. He did do some barking before being shot. No one heard the shots that killed either dog."
"That's weird." said Theo.
"Weird, and therefore a strangeness and a cluuuue." I said. "Okay Mary, Myron, thank you very much. You can go. There is one other thing I'd like you to do, Myron. I want to know where every Police patrol was at the general times of these dog killings. You are authorized to access the GPS logs and any other information to create your report for me."
"Sir, do you think a real Police officer is doing this?" asked Myron.
"It's a possibility."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once Myron and Mary were gone, I said "Let's talk about this case, guys. What do you think? Theo, you first."
"Sir," said Theo, "I don't see any patterns in these killings. But it did occur to me that we may be looking at two or more people doing it."
"That's a nice point." I said. "Lead me down that rabbit hole."
Theo said "Jerome and Mrs. Veasley's descriptions of the perp they saw matched fairly well. But different cars have been described. And if it were just one person, he'd be moving around from place to place in a short amount of time, and when Police move quickly, people tend to take notice and see them."
"Not bad." I said. "Captain, what do you think of that?"
"I actually have an idea that Theo might be right." Cindy said. "The reason is the dog killing at the empty house. It occurred to me that someone brought that sick, emaciated dog there and put him in the fenced-in yard. Then along comes this guy in the police uniform, who shoots the dog and then walks up the street and shoots the dog at the White's home."
Cindy continued: "The why of it escapes me; one dog killing could be to confuse us about the reason for the other. But if that rogue cop did not bring the dog to the empty house, a second person did. And therefore, I'd agree with Detective Washington about multiple perps."
"That's good thinking, both of you." I said. "And I'll add these things: first, Mrs. Campbell said the shadowy police figure she saw had a radio on his belt, while Mrs. Veasley made a point to say the police officer she saw in the daytime did not have a radio on his. Both are observant ladies, and I'm taking their descriptions at face value. Jerome is not so trustworthy, I'm afraid to say. He talked to me because I have developed a certain reputation in the Tenderloin District and Southwestern Ghetto areas, but that does not mean he told me the truth."
I continued before the others could say anything: "Another inconsistency in all this is that one police officer had no problem at all showing himself, shooting a dog in front of a kid, pointing the gun at the kid and threatening him. Then the northside police officer acted in broad daylight, where he was easily seen. By way of contrast, there were several dog killings at night, so that the perp or perps would not be seen. What does that suggest to either of you?"
Theo said "That there's two of them?"
Cindy said "I'd say that even if there was one guy, he's changing up his pattern, and on purpose. He suspects or knows that we are going to be analyzing these crimes for patterns; ergo, he deliberately puts out different patterns to confuse us. And that includes killings in two different areas of Town."
"That sounds like Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Okay guys, let's get back to work. Theo, keep following leads and looking for patterns. Dig deep in the logs to see if there have been reports of dog disappearances, dogs barking in the night, any incidents involving dogs. We may be just arriving to this party."
"Yes sir." said Theo.
"Okay, I've got to go ask Myron to do one more thing, then I'll meet with you, Captain, in my office."
Part 8 - Bear Trap Brutality
At 10:00am, I got a call from Governor Jared, asking if I could come down to Midtown the next morning for a meeting with Republicans. They wanted my input on who to put up as Governor against Director Lewis. I told the Governor that there was no way I was going to run, and it would be pointless for me to come down if that was their intent. The Governor assured me that they were not going to waste my time by asking me to run, so I agreed to go.
As I hung up, my lovely assistant Helena French buzzed me to tell me that Captain Ross and Lieutenant Masters wanted to speak with me. I asked her to send them in.
Lieutenant Wes "Coldiron" Masters had been doing a very good job with the Uniformed Officers since coming up from the Midtown Police Force. He still talked in his clipped, fast way, and Sergeants had gotten used to it. His personnel assignments to the Precincts had been logical and efficient, so for the very most part I left him to his work. For him to be here now bespoke an issue.
"Commander, Lt. Masters has an issue that he and I both thought you need to know about." said Captain Cindy Ross in introduction.
"Don't keep me in suspense." I said as they I waved my hand for them to sit down.
"Sir" said Masters, "I've been getting some input from the Sergeants. A good number of Officers are either confused or unhappy about your comments regarding dogs on the News Media yesterday."
"Which comments?"
"About shooting dogs and having it treated as if a human being were being shot." said Masters. 'About undergoing a full Board of Inquiry for shooting a dog."
"I think the policy is clear." I said. "So what are the real, underlying issues here?"
Lt. Masters normally kept his cool, even look on his face, but at that question he winced as he said "Sir, you may be aware that Police are being taught informally, if not outright formally, to shoot dogs pretty much on sight. During any raids, they're taught to just kill the dogs, even if the dogs are chained in the basement. They're taught to seek out dogs and kill them."
Masters continued: "Some of them believe that killing dogs is not only policy, but good and proper policy. They don't see shooting a dog as an incident or a problem, under any circumstances."
"And this was expressed to you?" I asked.
"The best way to say it is that my Sergeants are asking for clarification and direction." said Masters.
"Well, I'll damn well give them that, then." I said, feeling a bit angry. "Lieutenant, at 4:00pm today I want every Uniformed Police Officer on the Town & County Police Force in the Main Auditorium. Every officer, from every Precinct. Call up the third shift officers and tell them they are to report at 4:00pm for this briefing."
I was not finished: "Captain Ross, every Detective and Data Group person is to be in that auditorium for this briefing. I will call Captain Harlow and instruct her to have every Administrative Officer in that briefing. I mean loddy-doddy-everybody, and any absence will have to be formally explained. Do I make myself clear, people?"
"Yes sir." Cindy said. It took Masters a second to say "Yes sir." as he was stunned by my orders.
Just then, the Duty Desk Sergeant's head appeared in the doorway. "Commander, we just got a call of another dog killing."
"Thank you, Sergeant." I said. "Ross, get Washington. Masters, you can return to duty."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
University Avenue is the big four-lane road that runs north-south and separates the Town from the University. On the west side are bars, eateries, strip malls, First Precinct Headquarters, and the Bus Station where the road turns west to head towards the River and to the State Line. Behind those bars and businesses are a number of apartment complexes, some which house University students and some young people starting out in life.
I walked along a shaded courtyard between two apartment buildings, which had some large trees and a grassy walk. One would not believe in this tranquil setting that a busy street, restaurants and bars, and a busy road were just yards away.
I saw a group of people near a big bush between the sidewalk and apartment building. A young white woman was near the group, crying, and a young man with darker skin and a large amount of hair in something like an afro was comforting her.
"Over here, Commander." said Sergeant Rudistan, waving Cindy and myself over. I went over and looked under the bush, and saw one of the most brutal scenes of my life.
There was a circle of piled leaves and brush. Inside the ring a huge bear trap, with steel jaws and a powerful spring, had been set up. On the circular plate that would trip the trap was a large helping of dog food. The triangular jaws of the trap had been sharpened to razor-sharpness.
A white-haired poodle had stuck her head in to smell and taste the dog food, and the trap had snapped shut with powerful force... right into the poor dog's neck, essentially decapitating her.
"Oh my fucking God..." I gasped. I could handle the grisly scene; what made furious anger well up in my soul was the sheer brutality of what someone had done to this poor dog.
As I stepped back to gather myself, Cindy peered at the scene. She came out of there looking shocked. Her eyes were blinking, and then I noticed that she was going into deeper thought, like a reverie.
"Are these the owners?" I finally asked, nodding towards the young grieving couple.
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. I walked up to them.
"Hello, I am Commander Troy. Was this your dog?"
"Yes." said the woman. She still had some babyfat, but looked pretty athletic underneath it. The guy was slender but athletic, and sported a Fu Manchu beard and mustache as well as the mane of hair.
"I am very sorry for your loss." I said. "What are your names?"
"I'm Nikko Sexton." said the guy. "And this is my wife Jessica." The woman nodded.
"And you live in these apartments?" I asked. Nikko and Jessica confirmed it.
"What happened?" I asked.
"I brought Frizz out for her morning walk." said Nikko. "She's good about hanging around so I didn't keep her on the leash. She usually walks along the sidewalk ahead of me, finds a tree and does her business. We have to curb our dogs, so I had a plastic bag to collect the poop and put it in the trash can."
"So there are other people with dogs here?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Nikko. "This is one of the few apartments in the area that have a good pet policy without too much of a deposit. So there are several dog owners here." I asked Nikko to keep going with the story.
"Well, Frizz went sniffing under that bush, there, and went on under it. About the time I got there I heard the snap and Frizz yelped. I went under and saw... well, I tried to open the trap but couldn't get a grip on it, but it didn't matter..."
"I understand." I said. "Let me ask, did you see anyone walking around here that you normally don't see? Anyone suspicious, acting suspiciously?" Both said they had not.
"Have you heard anyone say derogatory things about dogs, about wanting to kill dogs?" I asked. Neither had. I thanked them and told them I would do everything I could to find whoever did this.
"Rudistan," I said, walking back up to him as the Crime Lab finished up with the scene, "canvass these apartments and the neighborhood. See if anyone has seen or knows of anyone acting suspiciously. Also, tell the officers to ask if anyone in a Police uniform has been seen walking in this area, acting abnormally for a police officer."
Cindy came up as Rudistan went to give the orders. "I called Myron." she said. "He's getting video footage."
"Call Paulina or Jenna, too." I said. "Get a warrant as fast as you can to get these apartments' video footage. Get the warrant first, then barge in and take it. I don't want them to have any chance to erase or fuck with the footage. Go, do that now. Time is of the essence."
As I looked around the scene, I felt deep anger. That much brutality bespoke a level of evil that I had not encountered since... Bryan Thatcher. He was dead... but P. Harvey Eckhart had suggested he had had a partner... a partner who hated dogs, and enjoyed torturing dogs...
After giving the area a good look around, Cindy and I got into my Police SUV to drive back to Headquarters. It was a somber ride, and Cindy spoke up.
"Someone who hates dogs, Commander." she said. "Mrs. Veasley said to listen to my father's teachings. And he told us that a certain someone hates dogs, tortures dogs..."
"Yes." I said. "The dog at the empty house starts to make sense. Emaciated, not fed for days, then put in that yard and someone comes along and shoots him dead..."
"Sir," Cindy said, "what I saw of that poor poodle is beyond evil. I thought the Black Widow was the worst, but... well, she's a saint compared to whoever did that..."
I could not have agreed more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:00pm, I sat in my office as Rudistan gave his report, with Cindy sitting on the sofa behind him, listening in. Myron Milton was also present.
"No one saw anything strange, sir." said Rudistan. "No police officers at all. It's possible to walk through there from the streets, but one has to go out of their way to do it; it's not a convenient shortcut."
"Myron, anything on the tapes?"
"Not in daylight, sir." said Myron. "The problem is that it is very easy for someone to play the shadows and get to that bush without being seen. I looked at the street footage to see if anyone entered that courtyard area, but no one did from the streets. The courtyard is surrounded by a high, wrought-iron fence, with a lot of old shrubbery growing in and around it. It'd be difficult to try to enter from anywhere but the gates."
"Another thing to consider," I said, "is that there are several people with dogs in these apartments. Someone could've walked their dog earlier, and if the trap were there before sunrise it is likely a different dog would be dead now."
"Either that," Cindy said, "or it was just plain bad luck for poor Frizz."
"What did you find out about Nikko and Jessica Sexton, Myron?" I asked.
"Young couple, he's 26, she's 25. She waits tables at a couple of the bar-restaurants on 'the Strip'. He's involved in some kind of sporting goods thing, selling bags and backpacks with a small startup company." Myron reported.
"Debts?" I asked.
"Credit cards are starting to get a bit on them, and they are making just over the minimum payments. His business is a startup, and they have mostly private investors." Myron said. "I don't know what those arrangements are, so he could be up to his eyeballs in debt. They don't have any student loans or debt that way, though."
"I am wondering," I said, "if that area is the normal place a dog is taken to do its business."
"I've got that for you, sir." said Rudistan, with what would've been joviality but for the somberness of the occasion. "I talked to the apartment staff. They say that they discourage walking the dogs in that closed area. There's a park not too far down the road, and most people take their dogs there. There's also a service road right behind the building across from the Sexton's, across the courtyard there. It's fenced on the other side, so people will take their dogs there and let the dog walk along that little service road unleashed, and the dogs do their business and come back."
"Okay." I said. "Thanks guys, you can go. Be sure to be at the 4:00 briefing."
After they left, I said to Cindy "Well, what do you think?"
"First Precinct." she said. "Dogs killed in every part of Town. Just one, this time, not two or four. Perp not seen at all, and in spite of us actually having a bit of camera coverage. Not shot this time, but using a truly hideous, filthy way to kill a dog. But no pattern to it with regard to the others."
"You're right." I said. "No pattern at all."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Captain, I'm ordering you to tell the Administrative Officers to remain at their desks and not go to the Commander's briefing."
The voice was a furious Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee. He'd heard of Commander Troy's orders to attend the 4:00pm briefing, and he was doing everything he could to countermand it.
"Commander Brownlee," said Captain Della Harlow, "the Police Commander is in charge of every individual Officer on the Force... including you. If Commander Troy tells me to have all of my people in that auditorium, then their place of duty at 4:00pm will be in that auditorium."
"Listen, you bitch," snarled Brownlee, "I am going to haul your fat ass before a Board of Inquiry for insubordination. *I* am in charge of Administration, not Troy, and if a single one of your people attend that meeting, I'll bring you and every one of them up for disciplinary action, including firings."
"Is there a problem here?" asked a voice. Della Harlow turned to see Captain Cindy Ross in the doorway to the office. A blue crowbar was being exhibited. Cindy continued "We can hear the unprofessionalism all the way down the hall."



"Get out of my office!" snarled Brownlee. "I'll give my people orders any way I see fit."
"Captain Harlow," said Cindy, "Commander Brownlee cannot bring you up on disciplinary charges because you're a Captain. It'll have to go through the Chief, and then the Sheriff. And you're right, Della, Commander Troy in in command of the Officers, not this paper-pusher."
Brownlee's face was almost purple with rage, giving Ross time to escort Harlow out of the office and down the hall to the Commander's office...
Part 9 - Putting It All On The Line
"Ladies and Gentlemen, the Police Commander!"
It was Lt. Wes Masters that had called the Force to attention as I walked in the door of the auditorium to the side of the stage. Nearly two hundred officers came to attention as I strode onto the stage and came to a stop behind the lectern. Only the Chief, Deputy Chief, and a few Officers that had been excused for personal reasons or vacation were not present.
"Take your seats." I said into the microphone. I then clipped a smaller microphone to my shirt collar so that I could move around and my voice still be clearly heard. The Force sat down and I looked down the long hallway at the rows of Officers.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said, "I have called this briefing because of the situation of the killing of dogs in this County, but more to address this Police Force's policy on dealing with dogs."
The room was utterly silent but for the echo of my voice as I continued: "We have a situation where someone is impersonating a Police Officer, at least I hope it's just someone impersonating an Officer, and that perp is killing dogs all over Town. One of these killings was done in front of a child. Not only do we need to work to solve this case and find out who did this, we need to make sure we are following policy in doing it.
"Now if there is a rogue Officer going around killing dogs, I need to know about it. This is not about 'circling the wagons' because we're all Boys in Blue: when a police officer goes bad and does really bad things, it stains all of us. So if there is someone out there who is hurting our Police Force by committing these filthy crimes, do the right thing. You can call the hotline and be anonymous, if you feel you have to, but do it for the Force and the good guys you work with and have your back every day."
I paused, then said "Okay, I am not worried about you in that regard, but I do have another issue, and I want to make this one crystal clear:
"I am aware that different Police Academies teach different things. I am also aware of an unwritten code among some officers that dogs are to be shot on sight, shot on any raids no matter the threat, and sometimes even shot in front of owners for no reason. I am aware of postings to Facebook and other Social Media of police officers killing dogs for no reason at all.
"I saw one Facebook post where a dog behind a fence was shot by an officer... in front of a six year old child. The dog was no threat, and the child's safety was endangered. Now I understand that if a dog becomes a threat to either yourselves or other persons, you must do what you have to do. I get that. What I do not want is to see is the Town & County Police on Facebook as having officers that shoot dogs for no reason, that put people in danger in doing so.
"I have instructed the SWAT and Vice Squad teams that do raids that they'd better not shoot any dogs unless that dog is a threat. And believe me, people, I will investigate dog shootings, and I will know if someone tries to cover up an unjustified shooting. That also goes for any dog shooting. If it's justified, fine. But do not think you will be able to fool me by an attempted cover-up. Do not think getting other officers to lie for you will help you if you do the wrong thing. I will know, and I will get to the Truth."
The entire Force knew of my reputation, and no person present wanted to challenge it at this moment.
"I want to be exceptionally clear." I said. "If you draw your gun to shoot any threat, be it a human or a dog or another animal, it generates a serious incident and a Board of Inquiry. I think all of you know that in every shooting we've had, at least every one that I can think of, the investigation has been fair and thorough, and the correct result obtained. I want you to do your jobs without having to look over your shoulder, so if you are justified in your actions and in the use of lethal force, I will have your back and this Police Force will have your back."
I could feel some stirrings of unrest as I continued: "But make no mistake about this: in my opinion, which counts a lot around here, drawing your weapon to kill a dog is like drawing one to kill a person. If it's justified, I'll be the first person to defend you. But if it's not justified, I will do everything in my power, both personally and as the Police Commander, to end your career with this Police Force or any other Force. And that goes double for any attempt to cover up or lie about it."
I walked out to the side of the lectern, tapping my red crowbar in the palm of my hand as I continued speaking.
"Now some of you out there may not agree with me, and may think shooting a dog is not like shooting a person. I don't agree, but to be clear: the issue at hand is your authority as a Police Officer to use deadly force, your misuse of that authority in situations that do not justify it, and the trust and confidence of the Citizens of this Town & County, not to mention your fellow Officers.
"Therefore, be aware that killing dogs or other pets without justification is like killing someone's family member. The Media just loves to smear you, and therefore the entire Force, with stories of killing dogs; but more importantly, *I* will not tolerate it as the person responsible for every single one of you and your actions. If you kill a dog without justification, you will answer... to me."
Still tapping the crowbar, I finished up: "And ladies and gentlemen... if you do not agree with this policy, you can leave your resignations with me, and don't let the door hit you in the ass on the way out. Do I make myself clear?"
There was a murmuring. I said very loudly "I can't hear you! Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir!" the Force shouted as one voice.
"Lt. Masters," I said, taking off the microphone and walking towards the side of the stage and the door, "dismiss them to their duties."
"Police Force, attention!" shouted Lt. Masters. Everyone rose as one body and stood at attention as I walked out the door.
Lt. Masters then took the lectern. "Stand at ease. Remain standing, though, as this will take only a minute. Ladies and gentlemen, do your jobs. Continue to do your jobs without feeling you have to look over your shoulders. If you act decisively, with confidence, and with professionalism, the Commander will have your back, as will I. If you do the right thing in the performance of you duties, we will support you. Okay, head on out, report for your duties and assignments." Officers started moving out, some rapidly, some slowly as they talked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mixed results, sir." said Lt. Masters as he, Cindy, and I sat in my office. "You put the fear of God into them, but in terms of leadership you might have lost some loyalty."
"You may be right." I said. "I sure didn't like having to tell them that one of them may be bad, and I especially hate telling anyone to snitch. Nobody likes a narc."
"I think you did what you had to do, sir." said Cindy Ross. "And I don't say that just to kiss your ass. I'm worried about Public perception of the Force, as well. Priya Ajmani has called me twice asking for an interview."
"Yep." I said. "Okay, guys, I will not be here tomorrow morning. The Governor of the State has required my presence in Midtown. So Lt. Masters, keep the guys from revolting. You can go, I need to talk to Captain Ross for a minute." Lt. Masters got up, made his farewells, and left.
"So, are you going to give Priya that interview?" I asked.
"Yes, tonight. I think I should." said Cindy. "Before she goes to that piece of dog shit Brownlee. God only knows what he'll say."
"Oh, she'll go to him anyway." I said. "But don't worry about that. You're going to be in charge while I'm gone. I am hoping and praying that we have no more dog attacks, but if we do, call me. I love dogs more than I love the Governor, or politics."
"Wilco, sir." Cindy said. "Have you cleared it with the Chief about going to Midtown?"
"I sent him an email, cc'd to the Sheriff." I said. "Daniel will run any interference for me if it's needed. And if either the Chief or Brownlee give you shit while I'm gone, call Daniel right up."
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "By the way, I've observed and deduced something. I think you believe that it really is a rogue cop doing this. I doubt you would've given that speech the way you did unless you suspect that deep down."
"There's definitely more than one person involved," I said, "but yes, I do think one of them is a Uniformed police officer. I have no idea who, at least not yet. What do you think?"
Cindy sighed. "I... I just don't know. I try to use your methods, I try to use my mind and mental energy... and all I come up with is that I am still the Junior Troy around these parts."
I smiled, then said "You're doing fine; just great, in fact. I'm the one fucking up... I think Masters might've been right about that little speech I just gave. So what are your thoughts on the crimes?"
"It's so random, it's almost on purpose." Cindy said. "By that I mean the randomness, the lack of consistency is intentional, done that way by pre-planning and orchestration. And so I very much suspect whoever is doing this was advised by a certain... Consultant of Crime. His paws are all over this one."
"Junior Troy, my ass." I said. "Those are outstanding observations! So what do you deduce or infer from them?"
"That's where I fall short, and the Blue Crowbar defers to the Red one." Cindy said.
"I'm a bit stymied, myself." I said. "I'll just say this... I get the feeling that this is being done... to distract us. Our time and energies are being occupied. Someone's right hand is saying to us 'Look over here!' while their left hand is saying 'Just ignore what is going on here'. So be on the lookout tomorrow, while I'm gone."
"Don," Cindy said, "how are you going to catch this bastard? The dog killer, I mean."
"Well, I hope to have some data in from Mary and Myron soon." I said. "And if it confirms what I am thinking..." My blue eyes looked into my partner's as I said:
"... then I'll just have to go rogue, myself."
To be continued.
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Part 10 - Memories and Politics
Wednesday, October 7th, 6:30am. I walked through the empty rooms of the house, letting the memories flow.
I had driven down to Midtown, leaving home at 4:00am for the two hour drive. After a quick stop for breakfast, I came by the house to check up on it. Molly had moved out when she moved up to Nextdoor County. I was tremendously happy to be seeing a lot more of her, and especially my son Ross, with another boy on the way.
But as I walked through the now bare rooms, I was remembering the years spent here with Melina. My life had been so different then, drudgery in labs, going to Army Reserve weekends, starting up the security equipment business that hadn't done badly... until the CIA had tried to force me to become a vendor to them.
And then that fateful day Todd and Ned had shown up, and my whole world changed. I wasn't complaining; indeed, I felt nothing but gratitude for my beautiful wife Laura, my wonderful kids, having Cindy and Molly and Ross in my family, and of course Bowser.
But still, the memories were there. I looked into the master bedroom, seeing the sitting room that Melina had really loved, remembering the many times she and I had made passionate love in this room... and then I heard a sound, downstairs. Someone else was in the house!
Making my way down the hall, I peered down into the living room. I was faintly shocked to see Chief Griswold in the greatroom, looking around. I came on down the stairs without saying anything.
"Ah, there you are." Chief Griswold said. "So this is where it all started, eh?"
I smiled. "Yes sir." I said. "This is where Melina and I lived. And then we went on a camping trip, then had to bring Ned to the University to turn him in to the police..."
"And thank God for that." the old Chief said. "Do you believe in predestination, Don?"
"No sir." I said, knowing the Chief was a Presbyterian. "But I do believe in karma."
"Same thing, really." said the Chief. "Whatever you believe in, you were meant to be where you are now, doing what you are doing. And so it was, and so it shall be."
"You planning to become a preacher in your retirement, Chief?" I asked in a joking voice. "You can tour with Robert Patterson of the Oldeeds Group, or fill in for Pastor Westboro at First Baptist from time to time."
"Or become a Police Chaplain, like your buddy Steven Ikea." teased the Chief, giving it right back to me. "But I think the Good Lord put the fish in Lake Reservoir for me to catch, so I'll do my duty. So... are you and Molly going to sell this house?"
"No sir." I said. "We've talked about it. It somehow managed to get paid for. I suspect a man with great... 'Vision'... that has untold amounts of money and just looks for ways to spend it on his relatives."
The Chief smiled as I continued "So Molly and I were talking about renting it, especially to someone in the Midtown Police Force that needs a home. Or we could make it something of a gasthaus, where people could stay temporarily from time to time, including me if I have to be down here for any length of time."
"Not a bad idea." said the Chief. I showed him around the house, including the fenced-in backyard. Not too small, but not all that big.
"Yes," I said, "I always thought Melina and I would have kids and a dog running around in this yard. But I'm not complaining. I like how things have worked out."
"The view at The Cabin is much better." said the Chief, with a lot more meaning in his words than the short sentence would indicate.
"So, Chief," I said, "I take it you're down here for the meeting with the Governor?"
"Not much gets by you, Crowbar." growled the Chief affectionately.
"If you'd have let me know, I'd've given you a ride down here." I said.
"I came down last night." said Griswold. "My wife and I spent the night at the Governor's mansion with Val and his wife, and we're planning to stay tonight, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Chief Griswold and I presented ourselves to the Governor of the State. He greeted us warmly and had us sit down for some breakfast before the meeting began at 9:30. As we ate, Gov. Jared talked of what was going on.
"Don, we've looked into that matter of them slipping that mickey into the SBI bill. We think the aides to Senator Katherine Woodburn of your District and Senator Langdon of Madison County are the culprits. Unfortunately, they covered their tracks well enough that we can't prove the bill was tampered with, so it remains law, and the University gets a new State Crime Lab."
"I wish it were the University's." I replied. "But that land is just State property that is not part of the University's land. So it's just the State Crime Lab... and out of the reach of my influence."
"Why do I think that's not true, especially since it's still in your County?" mused the Governor. "But the good news is that the State Attorney General did tender his resignation to me. He was a possible contender for Governor, but that's all over now."
"So before we go into the meeting," I said, "who are you guys looking at to run? Since I'm not going to, it must be Chief Griswold here." The Governor chuckled; Chief Griswold stared daggers at me.
"You'll be Governor before I ever will, Crowbar." said Griswold. "The only thing I'm governing is my fishing pole."
"And your computer at home." I replied, which got my old Chief staring in amazement at me.
"Nothing gets by the man, Val." said Griswold to the Governor.
"Yes, so I've been told." Jared said. "To answer your question, Don, we're actually at something of a loss. We need a candidate by the end of this month, that's for sure. But the State GOP has done an exceptionally poor job of grooming any candidates."
"Not that I'm complaining, as this breakfast is delicious," I said, "but why bring me down for the meeting?"
"Because some of my people think you're our good luck charm." said the Governor. "We know you're not running, but you have this way of getting ideas out there that somehow come to fruition. I know you're no friend of Jack Lewis, so maybe you'll help us find a candidate that can crush him."
Your Iron Crowbar is no part of any Agency of the Weak Minded. I knew something was up about all this; it was only a matter of time to find out what it was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30 the Governor led me and Chief Griswold to another room in the State Capitol building. It was where the Republican Caucus of the State House would meet. There were several small offices off this room, and we went into one of them.
Inside the room were several staffers of the various politicians that were gathering. Among those politicians were my State Representative, Billy Williams; State Rep. Wilson Hammonds, Chairman of the State House Ways and Means Committee; State Sen. Sean Stockton, the minority leader on the Senate Justice Committee; and State Rep. Johnny Perdue, the most Libertarian in the State House. The same guys that I'd worked with on the SBI bill, I noted...
Also joining us was SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan and City Mayor Lucian Phelps. Phelps was 'tight' with the Governor and Chief Griswold, I knew, as I got up and began going around the room.
"Find anything?" asked Griswold, knowing what I was doing. I was looking for bugs... and I found one, secreted as a button in the seatback of an upholstered chair. The entire group looked at me and the bug in total shock.
"Let's get out of here." said Governor Jared. That prompted a processional column back to the Governor's suite in the State Capitol, where we settled into a smaller conference room. My sweep for bugs found none.
"Wow," said Sean Stockton, "the Iron Crowbar doesn't fool around."
"No sir, I do not." I said as I sat down after my search. "Maybe it's being a police officer, or maybe that I once sold security equipment, but I'm cynical to the point of paranoia."
"It ain't paranoia if they really are out to get you." said Chief Griswold. "And you found one bug already, Crowbar."
"Thank you for that, Commander." said the Governor, with a grin that reminded me of University President Sidney Wellman's sinister smile. "Okay, let's get down to business, shall we?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meetings like the one I was in make me appreciate having a police job that challenges my mind. It was as if these Republicans were trying to see who could be the most numbingly boring. And as the meeting wore on, it was no great feat of deduction to see that the State Republicans were in total disarray.
It was a big political circle-jerk. One guy would say "Why don't you run, Mr. A?" and then another person who was opposes Mr. A would say "He can't win with (insert group here)." At some point in time Chief Griswold started watching me, to make sure I didn't get... impatient, for lack of a better term.
But then I observed a ray of hope. One youngish, nerdy looking man, a member of the Governor's budget staff, who was also tasked with polling, got my attention as he could go through different sets of paperwork and then his laptop console, correlate the information from them, and give a crisp answer to the Governor. But even more interesting was that I was sure I'd seen him before... in my class at the Police Academy.
"Why don't you just run again, Governor?" said SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan. "You're not term-limited."
"An excellent idea." growled Chief Griswold... who then glanced sideways over at me.
"I ran for Governor last time," said Jared, "saying that I only wanted one term, and that still holds. And if I did run, the Democrats would use that against me." Was it my imagination, or was he glancing over at me for my reaction, as well?
The Governor then said "Look guys, we're in a total mess here." He turned to the nerdy looking guy and said "David, would you please give these guys the full picture?"
"Yes sir." said David. He said "Our polling indicates that the Republican Party in the State is badly split, just as the national Party is. The Conservatives and the Grassroots are very angry with the Establishment Republicans for promising to fight the Democrats, but then turning around and agreeing with the Democrats on big-spending budgets."
"I hate the fucking Grassroots!" growled Wilson Hammonds, a longtime Establishment Republican in the State House. "They're idiots. They have no idea what is going on, what we do up here."
"Don't worry about them." said Sen. Sean Stockton. "They have no choice but to vote for us if they don't want the Democrats to win. We can urinate in their faces, tell them it's raining, and they have to lap it up with a smile. They have no place else to go."
"Did you really just say that out loud?" asked Rep. Johnny Perdue, who was a Libertarian in his actual political leanings.
"Sure I did." said Stockton. "What are they going to do? The Media gins them up, then calls them the 'angry' people. They're just a bunch of whiners, though. And they vote for us in the end, because we're they're only true alternative to the Democrats. They're nothing. And what's more, the Libertarians are just a one-percent fringe party. The Libertarians are less than nothing, Perdue. Less than nothing."
Perdue looked furious at the blatant, direct insult, but said nothing. If Stockton had called out my manhood like that, there'd be a crowbar beatdown going on right now... but I held back, listening with nauseated fascination...
"That's true." said Hammonds. "The problem is that those Grassroots and TEA Party bastards don't understand politics. It's a give-and-take game out there. We have to give some to get some. We have to work with the other side to get stuff done."
"Except that the Republicans give away the store and never get anything back in return." said Perdue, finally showing some courage. "And the voters see that. You call them 'angry' as if it's a bad thing, as if it makes them wrong... but righteous anger at the attack on Pearl Harbor won World War II for us against the Japanese."
"Gentlemen," said the Governor, "let's table this until David finishes his report. David, please continue."
David said "Thank you, sir. As I was saying, polling indicates a problem when any of the leading names are mentioned vs. Jack Lewis. Senator Stockton would lose by ten points, Rep. Perdue by twelve, and Mayor Phelps by nineteen."
"What about Tom Conlan?" asked Wilson Hammonds, mentioning the SBI Deputy Director, who was sitting right next to him.
"He does a little better, sir." said David. "Five points right now, sometimes it's four and around the margin of error."
"So, why not you, Tom?" asked Hammonds. I knew Hammonds and Jack Lewis had a personal dislike of each other, as Conlan and Lewis hated each other within the SBI.
"Sir, if I may..." said David before Conlan could answer, "the problem for Deputy Conlan is not the overall numbers, but the issues themselves. One reason Jack Lewis is doing well is because he's seen as a law-and-order candidate, a good administrator of the SBI, and someone who can work with those on both sides of the aisle. Deputy Conlan is seen as a decent administrator, but only as Lewis's assistant in the SBI, carried along by Lewis's greater stature. Deputy Conlan is seen as law-and-order, but has been painted as combative after the SBI Bill battle last year, and as not willing to work with the other side."
"Sorry, Chief Griswold," I said out loud. "No way I could win if that's a problem." There were chuckles in the room as the Chief nodded.
"No doubt about that, Crowbar." said Griswold, his mustaches twitching. "So what I'm hearing is that Lewis and Conlan are seen as very similar, but on the differences Lewis wins with the electorate?"
"Yes sir." said David. "Mr. Lewis is considered the more trustworthy candidate."
"No accounting for taste in the voting Public." growled Griswold. "How does Lewis get away with the SBI shooting at Town & County Police Officers on a botched raid, and the PED scandal, the Asylum atrocities... but people think he's the good guy and Conlan is the bad guy?"
"That is thanks to a Media that has worked closely with the Democrats, and worked very hard for Director Lewis." I said. Have I mentioned that I have a deep hatred of the Press?
I continued: "David, I know I've met you before and I apologize for not remembering your last name..."
"'Krueger', sir. Not to be confused with 'Freddie' from the movies." said David, drawing laughter.
"What I want to ask you is this." I said. "Who does have a shot at Lewis?"
David answered "Commander, you're in a statistical tie with him. The whole State knows you, knows of your successes. Your negatives are some rumors of overly aggressive actions towards some criminals, but your stature is high. I know that you are not running, though. The State Attorney General was only two points behind, but after this latest thing with the State Crime Lab, his numbers are likely to fall."
"And I can assure you," said Governor Jared, with considerable feeling, "that he would not have my support nor the support of any of my political friends."
"Yes sir." said David Krueger. "You, Governor Jared, would be two points ahead of Lewis. Your popularity and job satisfaction numbers are high. And last but not least is John Cummings, who many people feel was robbed in the State Senator election last year. He's four points ahead of Lewis."
"That's an idea." said Sean Stockton. "Let's get Cummings to run."
"He's no longer a resident of this State." I said. "The requirements for Governor include State residency for at least one continuous year at the time qualifying paperwork is filed."
"Oh, we can get around that." said Stockton enthusiastically. "Put his uncle's address from your County down."
I peered hard at Stockton. "Sir," I said in my authoritative voice, "that is illegal."
"So what?" said Stockton. "The Democrats do this crap all the time, and it's nothing either side hasn't done before."
"Mr. Stockton," I said, "are you aware that you are speaking in front of not one but three police officers in this room?" Stockton gaped at me as I called him out. Everyone else looked around, confused. Who was the third officer? they were wondering all but out loud.
"What are you saying, Commander Troy?" Wilson Hammonds thundered, challenging me directly.
"I am saying that if you tried to run John Cummings by falsifying documents of his residency, I will personally arrest you. I'll also be the first to bring suit against it in Court. And despite my hatred of the deeply corrupt, biased Media, I'll work with them to make sure the story gets out."
I could feel the resentment of me building amongst the Establishment Republicans in the room. At me. By way of contrast, Chief Griswold was beaming at me under those big handlebar mustaches, and the staffers were looking at me with part amazement and part appreciation.
"Doesn't John Cummings's cousin work for your Police Force?" asked Stockton, as if playing his trump card. "What she going to say if you fuck up her cousin's chance to become Governor?"
"What's she going to say if I let you get away with breaking the law?" I thundered back.
The Governor intervened in the awkward silence. "The Commander is right; we're going to do this the right way. So, Commander Troy, before we conclude the meeting and let you get back to your duties at home, what is your advice?"
"Well," I said, "I'll just say that I now understand the three reasons why I was invited here. First, to find the bug in the other office. The Governor has been desperately searching for the leaks that are giving the Democrats advance information, and now he knows."
The Governor grumbled, reached into his pocket for his wallet, and took out a $100 bill and passed it to Chief Griswold, who chuckled.
"It's easy money when the Iron Crowbar is at work." Griswold said merrily.
"You're taking me to lunch with that money, Chief." I said, then turned back to the group. "The second reason I'm here is to tell you how to do what you want to do... which is to tell you how to enable Governor Jared to run again without it looking like he is breaking his one-term promise."
"Wow, you are good." said Perdue. "So, what do we do?"
I spent a few minutes giving them my ideas for paving the way.
"So, Commander," said Sean Stockton with acid in his voice, "what was the third reason for bringing you down?"
"Testing my integrity over John Cummings." I fired back. "And it's obvious you did not like the answers I gave you. Do not play poker with me, Mr. Stockton. You'll find bankruptcy a hard thing to bear..."
Part 11 - Employee Relations
As the meeting broke up, I hurried to get David's attention.
"Mr. Krueger." I said, coming up to him. "I remember that you were in my Police Academy class. I'd like for you to have lunch with me and Chief Griswold."
"Thank you, sir, but the Governor might need me..." said David.
"Aw, go ahead." said the Governor, who had heard us. "I've got to meet with the Planning Committee..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So you two were in the same Academy class?" asked Chief Griswold after we'd ordered at the restaurant near the State Capitol.



"Yes sir." David said. "The Commander here was in the top group of the Class, while I was struggling to get through it."
"So why aren't you a police officer now?" asked Griswold.
"I got my Accounting Bachelors and Masters degrees in four years through a special program." David said. "I wanted to be a White Collar Crimes specialist, but couldn't get any work in any D.A. offices. Someone suggested I go to the Police Academy and then get a job with a Police Department. So I did. But I still haven't been hired by anyone. I ended up taking this job with the State Republican Party, doing polling work."
"Do you like it?" I asked. "Or would you still like to work for a Police Department?"
"If it were a good Department, like yours, sir..." David replied, "I'd love to work with the Police. Polling work is okay, but I don't really care for politics."
"Things are about to move fast for you, Mr. Krueger." I said. "Why don't you ride back home with me and talk to some of my senior people, and we'll see what happens."
"I'll need to tell the Governor, sir..." said David, but Chief Griswold interrupted him.
"Don't worry about that, young man." said the Chief. "I'll tell the Governor. This is a huge opportunity for you to work with the Iron Crowbar. You have no idea what I'd give for the chance to work with him again..."
"Heck, I'd love to have you back as Chief." I said. "And maybe that chance will come up..."
"No, it won't." said the Chief, his voice resigned. "I'm a fisherman now, and my wife likes having me at home. I'll leave the policing to you young whippersnappers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting back to Police Headquarters around 2:30pm, I had David Krueger sign in and then I took him back towards the offices. I took him to Sergeant Janice Holloway's office to fill out application paperwork. The nerdy guy was mesmerized by the beautiful Latina-looking woman. While David was doing paperwork, I hurried over to Cindy's office.
"Anything happen while I was gone?" I asked as I came into Cindy's office after knocking.
"No new dog crimes." said Cindy. "Myron said he has some information for you. When I asked what it was, he said he'd show me if I wanted to see it but that you'd wanted to see it first. So I didn't push it."
Then she said "But Chief Bennett is mad as hell about something. He asked me twice when you were getting back."
"But he didn't give you any other shit?" I asked.
"No sir." said Cindy.
"Okay, I'll go see him." I said. "Meanwhile, I've brought up a guy from Midtown. I want you to interview him to be a Detective Apprentice, in an accounting capacity like Julie Newton. She's got a lot on her plate with the drug rings and T-Square, and I think he might be what we need to strengthen our resources in the white collar crimes area."
I brought David in to meet Cindy and be interviewed by her, telling her to have him talk with Teresa and Tanya after she was through with him. Meanwhile, I scurried into my office to research David Krueger and find out more about him.
It did not take too long to see why he had not been getting job offers. He was Jewish, which was in and of itself not a problem with me. But some of his relatives had issues: he was a cousin of Weinstein, the bar owner in the southern Tenderloin District, and one of his uncles was a diamond distributor in the City... and a rather unsavory one, at that.
Just then, my phone buzzed. Helena told me that the Chief wanted me to see him in his office, pronto. I hurried over.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief's assistant was a woman named Donna. She was in her late twenties or early thirties, attractive with dirty blonde hair. Her face would remind me of Tanya Perlman's except that Donna's face was neither cherubic nor playful; Donna had a way of looking at you as if she were sneering and looking down upon you.
So when I went into the Chief's suite anteroom and said I was here at his bidding, she looked at me as if I were a turd on the floor as she buzzed him. So I knew that something 'not good' was going on vis-a-vis the Chief.
Going into his office, I was self-forewarned enough to be formal. "You wanted to see me, sir?" I asked, not sitting down.
"Yes, Commander." said the Chief, turning his chair and himself in it to face me. "Have a seat." I sat down as he said "I heard about that little speech you gave the entire Force yesterday afternoon. Why didn't you tell me what you were going to do... and say?"
"Uh," I stammered, taken aback. "I... well, I could say that we'd agreed that I'd handle the Officers and you'd handle the shop, but I don't think that's what you want to hear."
"No, it's not." said the Chief. "I also wasn't around much yesterday, and you could use that as an excuse. But I really believe that action you took is something you should've discussed with me before doing it."
It was time to take my asschewing. "I apologize for not doing that, sir."
"There are three problems." Chief Bennett said. "First, it created some controversy. Some of the Uniformed Officers disagree with your position, and strongly. They do not appreciate being put under the microscope for issues pertaining to dogs. Yes, your opinion counts, Commander, but it is not the Holy Gospel. Some officers, and some that openly stated they have no problem with shooting down dogs, said they think you were wrong to impose your personal feelings and will upon their actions as police officers."
I said nothing, letting the Chief finish and invite me to say something before I responded.
"Second, and related to the first," said Bennett, "is that the Police Union got involved and whined about it. I told them that you'd reiterated policy and that I stood behind you on that, which is absolutely true, of course. But I do want you to be aware that they're trying to make any stink possible, so stay cognizant of that."
"Third," continued the Chief, "is that such a speech like that probably should've come from me directly. I don't know if I would've given it, nor in the way you did. But if I had, it would've been a measure of making sure the Force knows it was coming from the very top, or at the least that you had my support by me being there for it, it would have been better for me to be present."
"Yes sir." I said.
"Anything you want to say to that?"
"Just one thing, sir." I said. "Those officers that didn't like what I said, that feel imposed upon... can and should leave their resignations with the Duty Desk before leaving today. If one of them is promoted to Commander, then he or she can impose his or her will. As long as I'm in the position, then they answer to me, not the other way around. My word may not be the Holy Gospel, Chief, but it is the word they will follow as officers on the Town & County Police Force."
"And if I imposed my will upon you?"
"Provided your orders are lawful and don't lead to someone's harm, I will follow them, of course." I said. "And my personal feelings on them would be irrelevant."
"That's what I expected you to say." said Bennett. "Sometimes, one does have to lead by brute force, but don't go to the well too often on that. These guys really will follow you to the gates of Hell and back, but don't abuse that trust."
The Chief paused a moment, then said in a quieter voice: "I think part of the problem is that this was totally unlike you, and unexpected. Unpredictability can be a good thing, but it can also be a bad leadership trait."
"Yes sir." I said.
"There is one other thing." said Bennett. "Brownlee complained very bitterly about Captain Ross intruding on his conversation with Captain Harlow. I know you're aware of it. I got Captain Ross's side of it and Captain Harlow's, and I agree with them that your orders for the Officers to be in the auditorium superseded Brownlee's. And I told him that."
"I did not correct Captain Ross for confronting Brownlee." said Bennett. "She was supporting Harlow, who was being unfairly browbeaten by Brownlee. I will leave any discussion with Ross about her actions to you." That was a hint of his disapproval, I realized.
He continued: "Harlow filed a Police Captain's Union complaint, also, but she has the problem that Brownlee is her direct superior. You know how vindictive he is; he plans to make Harlow's life a living hell. I told Brownlee to let it go, and the Union has formally taken her side... but that's one more thing for you to watch out about."
"I'll do that, sir."
"So, nothing else you want to ask me?" said Bennett, peering at me. I peered back with a look that was more an answer than a question.
"I do need to tell you something, sir." I said. "We're interviewing a guy I met earlier today. If I'm right, he will make a great addition to our White Collar Crimes team."
"And you're usually right." said the Chief. "Bring him in for a few words with me after you're done with him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Lieutenants Perlman and Croyle interviewed David Krueger in the Main Conference Room, I sat on the sofa in Cindy's office and asked her what she thought of him.
"Are you intending for him to be with the Data Guyz or be a Detective?" Cindy asked.
"Detective Apprentice, or whatever the Council will call the first rung of the ladder when they fuck with the structure." I replied. "If he qualifies with a gun, of course. He passed the Academy already."
"So what do we tell Detective Newton?" Cindy asked.
"My first idea," I said, "is to tell her that her plate is very full with the drug rings and T-Square, and he'll be working on things like Domingo Shipping and other assignments for MCD. My second thought is to reverse that. And I take it by your question that you think he'll work out?"
"On the face of it, he reminds me of Barry Oliver." said Cindy. "Not very aggressive personality, though he would be good with the books and numbers. But then I began getting a deeper vibe about it, and I was thinking that he'll work out a lot better than face value would suggest."
"Exactly my thought." I said. "I saw him working with data this morning, and I thought of Mycroft Holmes working with the British Government: taking unrelated things and correlating them, making sense of a seemingly unrelated jumble."
"And we're going to be needing that in the near future... aren't we?" Cindy asked, her ice blue eyes twinkling.
"Yes." I said, my own blue eyes locking onto hers. "Yes we are."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
David's interview with Myron and Mary became a fun discussion of numbers, data analysis, computer programming and string theory (don't ask), which I regretted having to break up so that I could have David talk to Chief Bennett.
"I think he'll be great!" said Tanya. "What's your plan for him, Commander?"
"We'll tell Julie that he's here to lighten her load, but that he'll also be working with MCD on non-drug-related financial crimes." I said. "And that's where I think he'll fit best. What say you, Teresa?"
"Meh." said Teresa. "He's brilliant with numbers, and very spatially oriented, so he'll be fine behind a desk. In the field? I don't know. But I do know this: it was a done deal the minute you brought him into the building, because you see things we don't, you know what fits where better than I do, and you would not have wasted your time or our time if it weren't a done deal."
"If Chief Griswold were here, he'd say you're doing a great job of kissing butt." I replied with a grin. "But seriously, if you have any reservations about him, say so."
"No, I don't." said Teresa. "If he can handle a gun, he'll be a positive for us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I imposed my will upon you." said Chief Bennett to me when I came to his office. "I offered him the job, and he accepted. You get him November 1st."
"How about I get him tomorrow, as a consultant?" I replied. "And then we make it formal on November 1st."
"The only thing wrong with that idea," said the Chief, "is that I didn't think of it to begin with. Make it so, Commander. Make it so." I got out of the office with all the speed I could reasonably and respectfully muster.
It was a done deal.
Part 12 - Going Rogue
It was 6:00pm, still Wednesday, October 7th, and almost everyone that worked at Police Headquarters had left for the day. All of the civilians, the Admin people, the Chief, and the Detectives were gone, leaving the building relatively quiet. Myron and Mary were driving David Krueger back to Midtown to gather his belongings, but not before Myron had handed me a file with the information I'd requested from him.
As I opened the file, Cindy Ross knocked on the door and came on in. "I never got the chance to ask you," she said as she sat down on the sofa, "how did the political meeting in Midtown go?"
"Oh, I think I managed to piss off everyone in the room, except Chief Griswold and David." I said. "Especially the Governor when he had to fork over a C-note to the Chief." I explained the story.
"That's what the man gets," Cindy replied with a smile, "when he bets against the Iron Crowbar. Even I wouldn't do that... except in the boxing ring."
I looked through my eyebrows at her from over the folder of the report I was reading. "Sounds like someone wants to make a wager on next year's Police Boxing Matches."
"We'll burn that bridge... and smoke your ass like a cheap cigar... when we get to it." Cindy replied. "Meanwhile, I will bet that you could tell me who put the bug in that room."
"No." I said. "I'm good, but not that good. Too many possible suspects to say that it's obviously Katherine Woodburn, working in close association with Jack Lewis and Richard Langdon." Cindy burst out laughing, in a way that reminded me of her sister Molly.
"And why Woodburn?" asked Cindy.
"Woodburn has links to some things that no freshman State Senator should have any inkling of." I said. "Including a device like mine that kills recording devices. She had ties to Henry Wargrave, to the Media of course, and also to Jack Lewis. But she has more... far more. She's the second-most dangerous person in the County right now."
"Darn, and I was working so hard to win the title." said Cindy.
"Well," I said, "you have definitely earned another title: that of the Officer our Chief dislikes most. He did the right thing about your defense of Captain Harlow, but I would be dull indeed to not have seen his absolute unhappiness with you for doing it. No, don't say anything, it's past and done with, and he's left it up to me to talk to you, which I am doing now. I know as you know that you did the right thing, but Brownlee will try to get back at Harlow. My only advice and warning is to choose your battles carefully."
Cindy exhaled. "Geez, is it just not possible to do the right thing, anymore?"
"If you want that question answered," I said, "spend a day with Republican politicians. I'd rather spend a day with Brownlee and Steven Ikea in one room than have to attend a meeting like that again. But the point of your situation with Brownlee is that it's getting ugly, and the Chief isn't exactly our buddy on this. And don't get your hopes up too much that the Chief is leaving. Until he actually say he is, it never happened."
"It's a Chief's prerogative to change his mind." said Cindy.
"Ohhhh... and speaking of the Media," I said, peering at my cousin, "how did the interview with Priya go last night?"
"Oh!... that." Cindy said. It took her a second to realize it was too late, that I'd long since read her like an open book, so she conceded. "It was... very good. Not much work got done, but it went... very well." It was no great feat of detection on my part that Cindy and Priya had gotten to know each other... intimately.
"Always nice to have a 'bucket list' item crossed of, eh?" I replied with a grin, knowing that Cindy had wanted to have sex with the beautiful Indian reporterette for a long, long time.
"So I'm told." said Cindy. "And speaking of bucket list items, let's work on one of yours. What did Myron find out for you?"
I nodded as I said "I asked him to give GPS proximities of all Police patrols at or near the time of the dog killings. Only two Police cruisers were near the first six killings. One of them was Sergeant McCombs and Officer Hendricks."
"You think they killed these dogs?" asked Cindy. "Neither looks like Mrs. Veasley's description."
"That's true." I said. "That's why I had Myron do something else. He ran a program which Police should not have, which identifies persons through a description. I had him run the program on the database of every TCPD Officer's official I.D. photograph."
"Ahhhh." said Cindy. "That's why Myron said he would only show me that if I insisted... which I didn't."
"And I appreciate that." I said. "But the program came up with three names... and one of them is the same as the Officer in the other Patrol cruiser near the dog killings."
I handed Cindy the Officer's file as I talked. "His name is Brett Bryce. He's now 33 years old. He was a Green Beret in the Army, but left Special Forces... and the entire Army... under 'undisclosed' circumstances. As you can see from his photo, he has what might be called an 'angular' or 'jagged' face and jawline."
"Mean looking guy." Cindy said. "Eyes of a killer. Reminds me of Tommy Gunn."
"Not a bad comparison, from what I'm gathering." I said. "He's been with the Force for five years. Hired by Captain Malone. I suspect he was one of those 'Sith Lords' that never got activated. His record is pretty decent, actually, but he did become known for going out of his way to shoot dogs on drug raids."
"Think he's our guy?" Cindy asked.
"Strong possibility." I said. "And while I'd love to beat his ass down for killing the dogs, I have to consider something else: that he's a lead to something bigger. Maybe even the biggest prize of all... the person who is the most dangerous person in this County."
"Here five years," said Cindy, "but he hasn't exactly exploded up through the ranks. Just a 'two rocker' Patrolman." That meant he only had two rockers under the chevron of his rank, which left him behind others of his time and grade on the road to Sergeant stripes.
"By the way, what about the seventh dog killing... the Sexton's poodle at the apartments?" Cindy asked.
"Too many Police Cars went by there, especially along University Avenue." I said. "None stopped for any length of time, either. So let's put that aside for the moment, and look more closely at the other ones."
"Sure." Cindy said. "So any other reasons you think it's Bryce?
"Yes. There's something else, which I haven't told you nor anyone else about, before now." I said, then leaned back in my chair as I talked. "When the Council divided us into Precincts, one reason given was so that Officers could become knowledgeable about their territory and its people, and they'd become known and trusted by those people. But I'm sure you see the downside of that: they become known by the criminals, too. Do you remember that man they call 'The Teacher'?"
"Sure." Cindy said. "He's right up there with you in the observation and deduction department."
"True." I said. "He essentially runs the small-time Underworld in this County. One thing he is well known for is knowing who the Police are in this County, and teaching his shoplifting and burgling acolytes who those cops are. He does the same for the plainclothes security people in the shopping malls and stores. He knows where every security camera in the County is, and how to defeat most of them."
"Most of them?" Cindy asked, cutting her eyes up to me.
"What, you think I'm going to let myself be a step behind him?" I asked. Cindy just grinned in response.
"Fortunately, The Teacher loves dogs. So I don't suspect him in any of this stuff." I said. "But here's my point in all this: a few months ago, six Uniformed police officers went to Lieutenant Masters. They said they didn't want to ruffle any feathers or cause issues, but they wanted to quietly rotate among the Precincts. They said it was so they could better get to know the entire Town & County, and they would not be as well known in each Precinct. They also said it might help them get promotions, which is why they didn't want to be open about it and then everyone would want to do it."



"Masters asked me about it." I said. "I went along, saying their idea wasn't that bad. But I also suspected there was more to it, so I told Curly Goodwin of Internal Affairs their names, and suggested he casually watch them over time. It might be on the up-and-up; then again, it might not be."
"So far, nothing has gone on... but two of the cops, Brett Bryce and Jeremy Hatch, got themselves moved to third shift, still rotating through the Precincts."
"Hatch?" Cindy said scornfully. "He's a frickin' dirtbag. Wasn't he on Courthouse courier duty, because he couldn't handle anything else?"
"That's right." I said. "But Bryce told his Sergeant that Hatch was doing good with him, Bryce. So they let them go to night shift. I might add that Bryce was one of the most vocal critics of my little speech the other day."
"So what's the plan?" Cindy asked.
"Obviously to follow and watch Bryce and Hatch." I said.
"Bryce is well trained, and will definitely see you if you follow him." Cindy said.
"Ye of little faith." I said. "He will not see what he is not looking for."
"What do you mean?"
"He will not see me if I follow in family tradition of putting on a disguise." I replied.
"Er, family tradition?" Cindy asked, peering more strongly at me.
"Why, yes." I said. "My sister Elizabeth is exceptionally good at it. She does it all the time, especially when she visits this County."
"Oh." said Cindy. "Yeah, I remember she was at the Fourth of July race, and I didn't even recognize her when you and Carole were talking to her."
"So," I said, "it should not be all that hard for Elizabeth's dear baby brother to do the same thing. Keeping it in the family, dontcha know."
"So, you're going to go rogue on us, just like Bryce." Cindy said.
Part 13 - Going Rogue
At 11:30pm, I dressed for work.
I put on a standard dark blue uniform, with light blue corporal stripes on the sleeves under the TCPD badges on each shoulder. My nameplate said Irons... I was ironic and cynical enough to use Ned's pseudonym of 'Donald Kyle Irons' for my name for this adventure.
"You need a badge that says 'Corporal'." said Cindy. "I'll go get one from storage downstairs."
"No, don't." said Tanya Perlman, who was also in my office. "Use this one." With that, she took the framed Police Shield of Peter Feeley from the wall next to my desk, opened up the frame and took out the badge.
"Tanya," I said, totally shocked, "I could never do that."
"He would want you to." Tanya said. "He loved dogs, too. Besides, it has an RFID chip in it, so we can keep tabs on you if anything goes wrong."
"That's true, Commander." said Cindy.
It did not feel right to put Feeley's badge on, but I did. And when I did, something changed. There was a feeling of something, a presence, in the room... maybe Pete's spirit was with me tonight... and then I saw Cindy out of the corner of my eye, and I realized that she was feeling it too.
"What are you doing for a car?" asked Tanya. "Needless to say, the Commander's SUV is about as obvious as a red crowbar." Indeed, I was using a standard police 'billystick' tonight, and it definitely felt less 'right' than my crowbar.
"There are three extra Police cruisers in the parking lot." I said. "I secured the keys to one of them earlier."
I put on a brown wig and then a standard Police uniform hat. I put my own uniform gun belt on.
"Okay," Cindy said, "Tanya and I are personally monitoring you, Bryce, and Sergeant McCombs from the command post downstairs. We'll communicate via encrypted Channel 5 radio, using code 'Quebec Alpha'. I've got Sergeant Irwin and Patrolman Culver on standby. They're going to patrol the Downtown District until we call for them."
"All right, let's do this." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I followed the Police cruiser of Patrolman Brett Bryce at a distance. He'd patrolled along the north side of Town, then down University Avenue to College Street, then turned back in and drove through Courthouse Square. He followed that route several times, with some variations. He stopped for a while at an all-night Huddle House, then resumed patrolling the north side.
"Irons to HQ" I said into encrypted Channel 5 radio. "I've got BB, where are MC and JH?"
"Patrolling the Warehouse and Industrial Districts." said Cindy through the radio."
As Cindy and Teresa watched the small dots on the digital map, Cindy said "That is just strange." She pointed to the dot where my car was, which said 'Feeley'.
Tanya gave a sad smile. "Yeah, but it's like Pete is watching over us."
"Do you believe in that kind of stuff?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." Tanya said. "Sometimes I think I feel Pete's presence, watching over me and the baby, and his mom. But it's not like Teresa when she says she literally saw her sister's ghost a couple of times. What about you?"
Cindy replied "Ever since I found out Dr. Eckhart was my father, he's been having me meditate, and he's been teaching me to let my mental energies flow. And it's not like I'm seeing ghosts... but I can definitely feel something, some higher mental energy, whenever I can quiet my mind and just let things come to me. And tonight... when Don was putting on that badge, I could feel his mental discomfort, but I also... I felt like Pete's energy was in there, but in a good way."
Tanya just smiled and nodded, then looked at the monitors. "Oh look, Bryce just changed his pattern, and McCombs and Hendricks are moving west, towards the river." She called in to 'Corporal Irons'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I began following the dot on the computer that was Patrolman Bryce's car. Then I realized something was strange.
He had gone to the Northwest corner of Town, to an upscale neighborhood. Then he went up to the main road, crossed the bridge, and on the other side of the River turned down County Road 5.
Something beyond instinct told me not to follow that path directly. So I began driving down Riverside Drive, parallel to him on the other side of the River.
"BB stopping." I heard Cindy say into the radio. "He's in the parking lot of the Farmer's Market Restaurant. Just sitting there." I remembered that Dora Ellis had been at that restaurant in a meeting when the Police arrested her.
I pulled in to a parking lot in front of a large farm equipment and hardware establishment, and parked, waiting for Bryce to make a further move. As I did, I heard Cindy's voice again: "MC and JH are just two blocks ahead of you, Kyle. Parked at the 7-11 store."
"Roger." I said. Then I noted that Bryce was moving again. I pulled out, going north, then east, then south on side streets so that McCombs and Hendricks would not see me. As Bryce turned east and crossed the bridge back over the River, he passed by the Crawford Mattress factory, then Ward Harvester... and stopped there.
I was about two hundred yards east. I drove to the access road behind Ward Harvester and pulled onto it, but did not go down it. Settling into a dark spot where I couldn't be seen, I took out my personal cellphone and texted Cindy: 'Scan all Channel 5 scramble codes for activity'.
A moment later, the message came back on my cellphone: 'Code 'QB' in use also'." I texted back 'Listen in on it'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday morning, October 8th, 6:00am. I pulled back into the TCPD parking lot. I went to my office and hurriedly put on my light blue shirt with the Commander badge. I put Feeley's badge back where it belonged, in its frame on my wall.
Cindy and Tanya came into the office. "Nothing came through on Channel 'Quebec Bravo' after you texted me." said Cindy. "Bryce met up with McCombs and Hendricks in an elementary school parking lot and sat there, I guess talking, for the rest of their patrol time."
"They didn't need to use the Channel 5 radio once they were sitting next to each other." I said. "And they'd made their point already."
"What point was that?" Cindy asked. Tanya looked as if she already knew.
"What do you think, Perlman?"
"They knew you, or at least knew someone was following Bryce." Tanya said. "Bryce went down County Road 5 so that anyone following would be spotted. Hendricks and McCombs stationed themselves on the parallel road, Riverside Drive. You just happened to stop before you got to them."
"Yes." I said. "Lucky break for us there. By the way, did either of you notice the route that Bryce took? Where he began, where he drove, where he stopped?"
"County Road 5, crossed the road, stopped at Ward Harvester's back service entrance. But he didn't go in."
"No, he didn't need to." I said. "Do you remember the night I went after those kidnapped children, when Ward Harvester blew up?"
"Of course we do." said Cindy. "You got shot up, still rescued the kids, got blown up, got the Medal of Valor. Typical evening in the TCPD."
"Yeah." I said. "And I'll never forget the route that Ned made me drive on the way to Ward Harvester. The thing is, ladies... Bryce drove that exact same route tonight...
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Static On The Line
"What?!" Cindy gasped.
"That means," said Tanya Perlman, "they knew it was you following Bryce."
"Yes." I said. "And I have a feeling they were listening in on encrypted Channel 5 radio, as well. They used the encryption code right next ours: 'QB' instead of 'QA'... they could just switch one letter over, and listen to us, then switch back to talk amongst themselves."
I continued: "So Bryce drove that route down County Road 5, stopped at the Farmer's Market to see if I came up on him. McCombs and Hendricks were ready in case I took Riverside Drive instead of County Road 5. That shows some... thoughtfulness and anticipation."
"It shows one hell of a lot more than that." said Cindy. "I didn't even remember that exact route you took that night to Ward Harvester... but someone sure as hell did."
"Think we have a leak?" asked Tanya, missing Cindy's point. "Who else knew of your plan to follow Bryce as a Uniformed patrolman?"
I said "You two, Teresa, Myron and Mary, since they showed you how to work the tracking system downstairs, the Duty Desk persons down there with you, and also the second shift personnel at the helm. The Duty Desk people I got the keys to the Police cruiser from would've known I had the car. Laura knew, since I called and said I wouldn't be home tonight."
"Someone had to have overheard someone, somewhere." Tanya said. "So what are you planning to do now?"
"I'm planning to go get a shower and clean up," I said, "and then join y'all in MCD for the coffee klatch."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am this same Thursday, October 8th, from in front of the State Office Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News has learned that the College Republicans plan to stage a 'Draft Val!' rally on Campus today. Their goal is to ask Governor Valnius Jared to reconsider his one-term pledge, and run to defeat SBI Director Jack Lewis in the General Election next year!"
"The College Republicans say the rally is spontaneous, but Channel Two News has learned that College Republicans on the campuses of City University and State Tech are also planning rallies for today, and that a rally by a group called 'Concerned Citizens of Midtown' are going to hold their own rally to draft the Governor into running again. Political experts are questioning if this is really spontaneous, or a calculated plan by State Republicans."
"Who are these 'experts' ov vich shee speeks?" asked Cindy Ross, mimicking my asking that many times while listening to media reports.
"Geez, they're so fucking obvious about it." I said. "They're too stupid to make it look spontaneous like I told them to..."
"They're Republicans. What else did you expect?" asked Jenna Stiles, her voice acid.
"Jenna!" Cindy spat, trying to keep her voice to a whisper.
"She's right, Captain." I said agreeably, noticing that Joanne Cummings had glared at Jenna, and was now glaring at me. So I said "I'm going to send Detective Cummings to their next meeting, and let her borrow my crowbar so she can beat some sense into them." Joanne smiled brightly at that as we turned back to the TV.
Bettina was wrapping up: "Asked for comment, Governor Jared stated last evening that he has no plans to run again, and that his family would be the most important consideration in any future plans." Bettina said. "Let's go to Nick Eastwood for the Sports report. Nick!"
"Thanks Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, reporting from outside the University Stadium. "The University has suffered a 1-4 start to their football season this year, and Coach Bronson is feeling the pressure to turn things around. Upcoming conference games will be key-----" The feed suddenly started getting staticky, then faded out, before coming back in again. "Let's go to the tape." said Nick.
A couple of pre-recorded interviews had Coach Bronson discussing with Nick Eastwood about the season. Nick said "Coach, if you can win the next two conference games and get back in it, the game against the currently undefeated Wildcats on Hallowe'en could be very important. What will you do to get your team ready?"
"We just have to play hard, execute the fundamentals, and have our game plan ready for every opponent." said Coach Bronson. I could see the stress on his face, however, and knew there were problems in the University locker room.
Then a tape of Eastwood interviewing the Athletic Director was shown. "Sir," said Nick, "how important are the next three games for the University's football program?"
"We need to win all of them, of course." said the Athletic Director. "But the Wildcat game is a 'must-win' for our program. Our alumni and season ticket holders just won't tolerate continued humiliation at the hands of the Wildcats."
Ouch, I thought. That does not bode well for Coach Bronson, what with the A.D. being so direct. It was the football equivalent of State Senator Sean Stockton saying voters had nowhere else to go...
Nick Eastwood came back on live. "As you can see, the Wildcats game on Hallowe'en night is crucial to Coach Bronson's----" the feed began being interrupted again, going in and out, as if it were being jammed.
"Commander," said Martin Nash, "what do you think about the continued humiliation of the Bulldogs by the Wildcats?" He was trying to start trouble... and he was succeeding.
"Mr. Eastwood was admirably exact: 'continued humiliation' is what I expect to occur." I said with a big grin. "It's going to be one scary-as-hell Hallowe'en for our opponent that day."
"Detective Nash," said an irked Cindy Ross, "isn't your evaluation coming up soon?"
"I hope so." I replied. "If the Wildcats win, I'll have some glowing comments to make."
"In that case: Go Wildcats!" said Theo Washington, who had no skin in that game. But the look Cindy Ross gave him might have dampened his enthusiasm.
"We'll just have to bribe the Commander with doughnuts, Theo." said Joanne Cummings, rescuing Theo. "Captain Ross, too."
"Three boxes, Joanne." I said. "Three boxes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Bettina," I said into my personal cellphone as I sat in my office.
"Hello yourself, Don." Bettina said huskily. "I hope you're calling to ask me for a date."
"Not this time, but we'll get together soon." I said. "And that's off the record, by the way, as is this question: why was Nick Eastwood's feed going in and out this morning?"
"Er, I'll have to check with the engineers." said Bettina. "We do get that on our satellite linkups from time to time."
"I'd appreciate it if you check and find out." I said. "It could be professionally important... meaning my profession, not yours."
"Oooh, is there a story here for me?" asked Bettina, her voice picking up noticeably.
"There might be." I said. "I'll certainly give you the scoop if I find something." After goodbyes, I hung up, then made another phone call...
Part 15 - Planning Stages
At 8:00am, David Krueger reported for duty as a Consultant. I had Mary take him through in-processing, and told her to tell the Armorer to give him practice time on the range using my allotment of practice ammunition.
"With all due respect, sir," said Cindy Ross, "you need that practice more than he does."
"Are you trying to tell me something, Captain?" I asked with a grin. "Besides, I can always buy more ammunition."
He was then taken through MCD, where he was assigned a desk. After talking with the Detectives a while, Lt. Teresa Croyle came and got him and took him through Vice. In introducing David to Julie Newton, Teresa made sure to tell Julie that David was here to help reduce Julie's overload, and that she wanted Julie to help David get up to speed with some of the white-collar financial crimes that Julie was investigating.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So how did Julie take David's hiring?" I asked at the 'Angels' meeting at 8:30am.
"She pretended to be okay with it." Teresa said. "But if there is one thing I've learned from the Iron Crowbar, it's to watch someone's eyes. I could see that she wasn't happy about it."
"I saw that, too." said Cindy, who'd been in the room at my request, and told to watch Julie's reaction. "And I'm wondering if David's training should be left to Julie, or if Myron should do it."
"Commander," said Tanya Perlman, "is there something going on with Detective Newton that we should be aware of?"
"Ah yes, I should address that very fully." I said, leaning back in my comfortable Command Chair. "First, some of you may or may not be aware that Julie Newton was having a sexual affair with Captain Harold Malone while he was here with the TCPD. It does not take my mother's abilities to observe, as well as gather gossip, to see what had been going on there. So I've never had any illusions about where her loyalties lay."
"Second," I continued, "She has been doing excellent work, but I am somewhat surprised she has not moved on from here, what with Malone's death and all that's been going on around here since. And one day she may indeed decide to leave, so I've been looking for someone that could do the things she does, and I think we all agree that David Krueger is capable of that." They all nodded.
"Commander," said Teresa Croyle, peering intently at me, "do you trust Julie Newton?"
"As much as I trust anyone, Lieutenant." I said. "As much as I trust anyone. Okay, let's plan tonight's stakeout of Patrolman Bryce."
"What?!" gasped Tanya Perlman. "You said he was onto you, or us, last night!"
"That's right." I said. "But they may not realize we know they were onto us."
"So what are we going to do?" asked Teresa.
"I'm going to follow him again." I said. "But this time, I think he's going to confront me. And if I'm right..." I told them what I expected to happen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who's up for a double cheeseburger?" called out the voice in my door. It could only be one person.
"Hi Jack." I said. "Come on in." Indeed, it was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. What surprised me was who came in behind him: Chief Griswold.
"Hi Chief!" I said. "Back from Midtown, I perceive."
"Not much gets by you, Crowbar." growled the Chief with a merry grin under his mustaches. "And I'm hungry after two days of eating Governor's Mansion swill. Let's go!" I did not need to be told twice, and soon we were in my Police SUV headed for lunch.
Arriving at the Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar, we were given a table in the private back area so that we could talk.
"So, Chief," I said, "is the Governor hating me for taking Krueger from him?"
"No, but some of Krueger's co-workers were disappointed." replied Griswold. "They were happy for him to get the opportunity, but he really made their lives easier with his abilities."
"So, Chief," I said, "Jack is here because I've asked him to be here for a very important mission tonight. So that means you are here for another reason. And you just spent not one but two nights at the Governor's Mansion. I would say you've convinced him to bring up some National Guard assets."
Jack Muscone groaned and the Chief's eyes glowed. "What did you win this time, Chief?" I asked.
"I've got to pay for lunch for all of us." said Jack.
"Which you're going to expense." I replied. "What else did the Chief win?"
"Ferchristssake!" gasped Jack. He took out his wallet and handed the Chief a $20 bill.
"Four hundred years ago, Agent Muscone..." said the Chief with a smile.
"Which is why I wouldn't bet you a hundred." replied Jack.
"Smart Federalé, he is." I said. "How come y'all aren't betting me directly?"
"Like you told Sean Stockton," said the Chief, "we'd go broke if we did."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julie Newton and her sister Yvonne sat down for lunch at the Soup & Salad place. Yvonne was Paulina Patterson's assistant. As Julie looked around, she saw several older ladies in the room, and she felt as if every one of their eyes were upon her.
"Did Helena say anything about why they hired this guy?" Julie asked.
"Not until I asked." said Yvonne. "But when I asked her who the new guy was, she said he'd been in the Commander's Police Academy class, and the Commander offered him a job when he saw him in Midtown. She also said the Commander was happy because it would take some of the workload off of you."
"It's not like I was overloaded in the first place." said Julie. "And it was weird... when 'Teresa Cunt' brought him in to meet everyone, Captain Lezbo was in there and I'm sure she was watching me."
"You are really not acting like yourself today, Julie." said Yvonne. "If I didn't know better, I'd say you're acting paranoid. It's not like they're going to fire you and replace you with this guy. You're way too valuable to them. I heard Lt. Croyle tell Paulina that just the other day."
"Maybe." said Julie, seeming from a million miles away.
"Okay, what is it?" Yvonne asked.
"It just got me to thinking." said Julie. "Ever since Harold Malone was run out of Town and then murdered in Alabama, I've been wondering if it was time to just... move on. Find an accounting job in some big corporation in the City and move over there."
"And give up being a police officer?" gasped Yvonne. "You're a full Detective, and you do tax preparation work on the side, as well as making some good money for Thomas P. Cook keeping some of his books. Why would you leave?"
"I know." said Julie. "And you're here, too, which helps a lot. But I don't know about Commander Troy. He gave that speech about dogs being like humans, and that didn't go over well with a lot of Officers. He's beyond-the-pale arrogant, and carries that crowbar around like he's some kind of hot shit."
"Don't say that out loud in front of anyone else." Yvonne warned. "Most of the people at Headquarters think he's the greatest thing since sliced bread. A lot of them say he's cleaned up a lot of corruption."
"Yeah... by saying that good people like Harold were bad." spat Julie. "He comes in, says 'This guy is bad, this guy is corrupt.' and everyone just eats out of his hand because he solved a few crimes. And I really do wonder how he's able to 'solve' those crimes. Lezbo and Cunt say because he observes and deduces things, like Sherlock Holmes. Well, I say that Sherlock Holmes is one for the story books, not reality. I think there's a lot more to what Troy knows than everyone realizes."
"You think he's dirty?" asked Yvonne, her eyes wide with shock.
"Like you said," Julie replied, "I'll just not say some things out loud."
"Tell you what." said Yvonne. "Why don't you put in for a couple days vacation, and you and I go up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen. The leaves have turned, it's really pretty up there, and you can get some rest, have a few drinks, see if we can find some young dumb studs to fuck..."
Julie smiled at the mention of the young dumb studs. "Well, I guess we can go up there for a couple of days. I want to check the properties around Lake Watchacoochie, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Okay, I usually don't have any particular fascination watching other people eat. It might can tell me some things about their personalities, but it's not the most pleasant thing. But I have to admit that it is fascinating to watch Jack Muscone eating a double cheeseburger. I truly believe that it is the nearest thing for him to Heaven on earth.
As we finished our lunch, I got a text message on my personal cellphone. "Guys, I'll have to drop you off at Headquarters. I need to go meet someone on Campus... and not my wife."
After dropping off the Chief and Jack at Headquarters, where their cars were parked, I headed to the University Campus. My destination was the Army ROTC building. I parked next to Laura's car at the Psychology Building. She kept that extra space for clients or other visitors, a perk of being the Head of the Department. I knew she would not object to me parking there, though I might have to eat her pussy for an extra half hour to make up for it. Such hard duty, I thought to myself. The sacrifices I have to make...
Walking to the Army ROTC building, I went inside. It was one of the oldest buildings on Campus, and it smelled a little musty. The basement area where a lot of military equipment and clothing was stored smelled even more musty. I heard some very light *pop* *pop* sounds, and realized that this ROTC building had a .22LR range in the basement... just as my ROTC building at my University had.
I went to the Office of the ROTC Professor of Military Science, a Lieutenant Colonel. He happened to be in the Military Police Corps, which meant that he and I had some good things in common to talk about at Dr. Wellman's receptions.
"Ah, Commander." he said as his secretary ushered me in. "Thanks for coming. I hope I'm not taking you away from important duties."
"No sir." I said. "What can I help you with?"
"Let's go upstairs." he said. "There are some people I want you to meet." We went upstairs to a conference room. As we entered the room, I worked hard to keep the shock off my face. One of the persons in the room was the Commander of the ROTC unit at my School, the Colonel who'd been on Airborne jump status for so long before being injured, and who'd alerted Coach Marshall to me being investigated.
"Good to see you again, Commander." said the Colonel, shaking my hand. "This is Sergeant First Class Tate." I shook hands with the tall, slender black-haired man, observing that his beret on the table was green. This man was Special Forces.
We sat down, and the Colonel explained the mission. "I was in Special Forces for a few years before going back to the 82d Airborne to be a battalion commander. Sergeant Tate was in Seventh Group with me." I nodded.
"Don, we've know that you've had some martial arts training as well as some basic personal combat training, and that you're working with Captain Ross." said the Colonel. "But we also know from mutual friends that you are working against some pretty bad people. That rogue CIA ring you broke up had some mean bastards working with them, and I've asked Sergeant Tate to step up your training, if you're willing to do it."
"That does sound like a good opportunity, sir." I said.
"Tate is going to teach you standard Special Forces personal combat tactics." said the Colonel. "If you think you're good with a crowbar now, you'll be devastating with it or anything else after he's done. He's one of the best in all the Army. And then he'll take you even farther with mixed martial arts to go along with your Aikido."
"I appreciate that." I said.
"Good." said the Colonel. "Oh, and if you want to work out with the ROTC MS-IIIs up here, they'll get you back into the shape of a 21-year-old. I work out with the guys at my-- er, our School, and it's the best part of the day for me."
"I'll be there, sir." I said, more to the local Commander. I knew that I needed to do this for the upcoming battles. But I also had another reason, one that none of these guys could ever guess...



Part 16 - Rulers Of The Night
At midnight, I pulled out in the standard Police cruiser. I was again wearing a standard Police dark blue uniform, but this time simply with no rank on, and with my own nametag. My badge was generic, with no rank or position listed across the top. I had to be careful at this point to not misrepresent who I was, lest any legal case I might have on Bryce could be compromised.
As I drove, I had Patrolman Bryce's ID chip and his car's GPS showing where he was on my laptop monitor that was mounted on the dashboard. He was driving around the area of the Downtown District just north of Courthouse Square, going slowly past the backsides of the Federal and State Buildings several times.
Sergeant McCombs and Officer Hendricks were nowhere to be seen. Myron and Mary, and David Krueger getting some very fast and shocking on-the-job training, were in the Command Post, monitoring.
As expected, I did not have to wait very long to find out what was going to go down. There is a copse of trees just east of the Courthouse Building, which dominates the east side of Courthouse Square. Cindy and I had walked through it on the way to confront Parole Officer Ryan Frost in his office.
In the night-time, this copse of trees was pretty dark, despite the street lighting in the area. And Patrolman Bryce had just pulled into it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The two trucks painted in brown military camouflage were fairly well concealed under the north side of the structure of the University's Memorial Stadium. Inside were National Guardsmen from the 3457th Signal Intelligence Battalion, using an impressive array of electronic equipment that had been 'hardened' for combat field use.
"Agent Muscone," said the Captain of the unit, "we're picking up the signatures. Patrolman Bryce rode by the Federal Building, then his vehicle transmitted a 'blurp' signal."
"His car may have equipment that reads the frequencies coming from the antenna on top of the Federal Building." Muscone said. "God, how did the Iron Crowbar know that?"
"Sir, the other signatures may be the receiving station monitoring not only Federal and State radio signals, but the Town & County Police Department's traffic." said a Sergeant at one of the stations."
"I'm sure it is." said Muscone. He took out his cellphone and dialed a number. "Do you have the warrant? We're going to make the raid..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I stopped my car some 100 feet behind Bryce's. I could see him outside the car, leaning against the hood. He was obviously waiting for me.
Before getting out, I looked around, including peering past him and out onto Courthouse Square. I had noticed pairs of old people sitting on benches on College Avenue along the way. Why were they out so late? I wondered.
But I had something far more important, and dangerous, to consider. I texted on my cellphone that I was confronting Bryce. I knew Cindy, Theo, and several Uniformed officers were in the area, and I hoped they'd be ready.
I got out of my car and approached Bryce, red crowbar in hand and at the ready. He just turned his head and peered at me, still acting casual, laconic even. But I noticed he was right at the front edge of the car, well forward of the front tire as he leaned against the side.
"Well, if it isn't Commander Troy." said Bryce. "Or Corporal Feeley, or Irons, or whatever you're calling yourself tonight."
"Funny how you would know that." I said.
"While you were following me, I had you on my computer screen." said Bryce. "It was weird seeing the name 'Feeley' there... like a ghost following me."
"And an interesting route you took last night." I said. "So who are you working for?"
Bryce just smiled. "The Town & County Police Department." he said. "So, Commander... you here to arrest me?"
"And what would I be arresting you for?" I asked, my senses on high alert. Something was not right here... most very not right...
"You think I killed some dogs." said Bryce. "Of course, you have no proof."
"Some witnesses might recognize you in a lineup." I said. Bryce laughed sardonically.
I then said "No, I'm not here to arrest you. I'm here to find out why you're being such a stupid fuck."
Bryce's eyes flashed anger, which I could see even in the darkness. But he recovered and said "Maybe you think you'll beat me down like you did Thatcher. I'd love for you to try. I'm not some dumb shit, I'll whip your ass up one side and down the other. You pick on shits that don't know how to fight back, but I sure as hell do."
"I'm sure you do, being a former Green Beret----" I said. As I said it, I realized that Bryce was pretending to be casual, but his body was actually tense, ready to move. At first I thought he was preparing to either attack me or defend himself if I attacked him... but then I realized that he was near the edge of the car, and ready to dive around the front of his vehicle to the other side.
I was being set up, I realized. Set up for an assassination attempt.
"Dear me, Mr. Holmes, dear me." said Bryce. He must've realized that I was seeing through the ruse. His words shocked me, but I made sure to concentrate on my surroundings rather than succumb to his obvious distraction. I let my senses flow, staying in shadow near my car so that I couldn't be easily seen in the darkness.
"Ah, I understand." I said. "And I'm sure you think you just recorded that about Thatcher." I didn't have my little anti-bugging device... I had a far more powerful unit in the car... that was shutting down whatever was in Bryce's car.
"So, Bryce," I said, "what's in the back of your car? In the trunk?"
"You'll be dead before you find out." Bryce answered.
"Oh really?" I asked, ready to signal for the reinforcements to come in. "We'll see----"
*WHEE!!!!* *WHEE!!!!* *WHEE!!!!* *WHEE!!!!*
WTF? The sounds of whistles blowing started somewhere behind me, to the east, then suddenly it was like the whole area was full of whistles. Bryce and I both looked around. He'd jumped to the front of the car, so I knew in that split-instant that I'd been right that he was ready to duck for cover.
And then I heard it...
The high-pitched whine of a small motor... a motorcycle motor. It was coming from the east, behind me.
As the whistles had gone off, the Police in the area had jumped out of their hiding places. Police cruisers were beginning to pull up... and the motorcycle was approaching!
"GET DOWN!!!" I yelled out, into my radio as well as into the air. "EVERYONE GET DOWN! COVER YOURSELVES!!!
And just in time! I saw the motorcycle suddenly appear out of the darkness, coming up the sidewalk alongside College Avenue. As I ran around to the other side of my cruiser, I could see the rider in black leather and a black motorcycle helmet... and that she had breasts. It was a woman... the woman...
She pulled up and I saw her reach into her leather jacket and pull out a pistol... semi-auto with a silencer. She extended her arm and the driver side window of my cruiser exploded.
"Get him!" I heard a voice yell. It was Captain Ross's voice. "Shoot him!"
"NO! DON'T SHOOT!" I ordered into the radio and out loud again, seeing Bryce scrambling around as the motorcyclist revved up and took off into Courthouse Square.
*BANG!!!!*
It was one shot, from somewhere south of College Avenue, but I saw smoke being to billow from the motorcycle as it reached the west end of Courthouse Square, in front of City Hall. The driver turned north, then disappeared up the road out of sight.
"Follow that motorcycle!" I yelled into the radio. "Follow the smoke trail!" Two Police cruisers sped off, blue lights flashing and sirens wailing.
Police began to gather at the southeastern corner of Courthouse Square. Cindy ran up, asking "Are you all right, Commander?"
"Yes, I'm fine." I said. "Who fired the shot?" Everyone looked at each other.
"Come on," I said. "It's better if you tell me now."
Everyone looked around, then Cindy said "Sir, I'm not sure that any police officer shot at that motorcycle."
"Sergeant Rudistan," I said, "take charge of this scene. Captain Ross, call Internal Affairs, have them send a team. Have them affirm that no officer here fired his or her weapon. No officer is to leave until their weapon is checked. That includes me, and that includes you, Captain."
"Roger that, sir." said Cindy.
Part 17 - Burning Cycle
The I.A. team had ways to quickly check to see if a gun had been fired. Heat in the barrel showing up was one way; another was a kind of blacklight that would show recently expended powder. It wasn't foolproof, but it was enough to exonerate everyone... including Patrolman Bryce.
After letting them check my gun, I began looking around. All the old people that had been sitting around were gone. There were some college-age kids that had been walking in the area that had come to see what was going on. I knew that News vans would also be coming up.
Then we got a call, saying the cycle had been found, burning. I said "Captain Ross, are you driving my SUV?"
"Yes sir." Cindy said.
"Let's go. Rudistan, stay here, secure the scene, look for the shells from the shots fired by the motorcyclist, and by whoever hit the motorcycle.
As Cindy drove me in my SUV, I said "Damn good shot to hit a fast-moving motorcycle like that."
"They missed." Cindy said. "Hit the cycle instead of the driver."
"Nooooo." I said. "That shot was intended to miss the driver and hit the cycle, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." said Cindy. "But why would someone want to hit the cycle and not the driver?"
"That," I said, as we arrived at the scene, "is the $64,000 question." We got out of the SUV and came up to the patrol cruiser and two officers. Next to them was a motorcycle lying on the ground, burning fiercely."
"Shit, this thing will be consumed by the fire before it can be put out." I said. "Guys, get back from it; the gas tank could blow."
"It already did, Commander." said one of the officers. I told them to get on the other side of their patrol car anyway. I then called on my radio for every officer possible to get down to this location and start looking for a leather-clad motorcyclist, slender in build, possibly a woman...
But all of their efforts would be fruitless. The motorcyclist would get away this night.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, about 2:00am, Friday October 9th, I got an expected cellphone call. "Okay Cindy," I said, "let's go to the construction area of the State Crime Lab."
When we arrived, there were a number of cars there, most of them black with Federal Government license plates, and a couple of military vehicles as well. Cindy and I headed to the trailer. I noticed that three men were handcuffed and being held off to one side. One of them was a very angry Bert Jones.
"Hi Jack." I said as I entered the trailer. "A successful bust, I perceive?"
"Not much gets by you, Don." said Jack Muscone.
"Hello, Dr. Fredricson." I said, as if I barely knew my own wife. Laura was also here, dressed in black pants, a black sweater and black boots, and looking mighty fine.
"Hello, Commander." Laura replied, not quite hiding the gleam in her lovely eyes. "Captain Martin, this is Police Commander Donald Troy, who gave the FBI the tip to this, and Police Captain Cindy Ross. They're both FBI Consultants with Top Secret clearances, so you can speak freely to them."
"Good to meet you both." said Captain Martin, shaking our hands. He was a handsome man with a full head of brown hair and an air of authority. "I'm in command of Company Alpha, 3457th Signal Intelligence Battalion, with the National Guard. I don't know how you figured it out, Commander Troy, but there were two trucks full of signal equipment. They were monitoring Town & County Police radio traffic, as well as signals from the University, the Federal Building in Town, and doing it from this trailer at night."
"Relative to what you have in the military," I asked, "how sophisticated is this equipment? And do you know where it came from?"
"It's not the really high-grade stuff the military has." said Captain Martin. "But it's pretty good. Definitely not what a construction company would ever have nor need."
"Don," said Jack Muscone, "they've really been tracking the Police, and especially you. We've got several logbooks of notes they made. They recorded the frequencies of our transmissions from the Federal Building; that will be enough to arrest them on Federal warrants."
"So why were they doing this?" asked Cindy Ross.
"We're working on that." said Muscone. "We're going to go back and check out Jones as well as this company. I get the feeling they've done this before."
"It may be a crime of opportunity." I said. "New construction site right next to the State's University, and near a Federal Building and Federal Courthouse in Town. The question is whether the TCPD, the Feds, or the University is the primary target of interest to them."
"We'll find out." said Muscone. "Don, you want to talk to Jones before we take him to the City?"
"Sure." I said. I went with Jack, Cindy following, to where the three men were being held.
"Ah, Mr. Jones." I said. "I believe you told the County Sheriff that you were going to have me gang-raped and then murdered. Looks like you are the one that's going to be sodomized... in prison. So spare yourself the trouble, tell us who put you up to this, and maybe you'll get protective custody."
"Go shove that crowbar up your ass, buddy." Jones said, practically under his breath. I nodded to Jack, who silently signaled for the FBI agents and military people to take the other two criminals around the corner of the nearby truck, out of sight.
"Okay, Captain," I said to Cindy, "want to help me shove this crowbar up Bert's ass?"
"Sounds like fun." Cindy said. She grabbed Jones and whirled him around so that his stomach was pressed against the back platform of the truck. I began tapping Jones's asscheeks with my crowbar, not all that hard.
"Damn, he shit his pants." said Cindy, smelling the odor before I did.
"One more time, Bert." I said. "It's going to be a long, long night."
"Go fuck yourself." said Jones. "HEY!!! HELP!!! I'M BEING ASSAULTED!!!"
"Come on back over, Jack." I said. When they came around I said "I didn't touch the bastard, but he's not going to talk. Maybe the FBI or CIA can use better methods and get something out of this stinker."
"Yeah, 'stinker' is right. You shit your pants, Jones!" Jack said with a sardonic laugh. "All right guys, take 'em away, but put a diaper on Jones before putting him in the car..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, I have to go." said Laura to Captain Martin. "Jack Muscone will be your liaison if you find out anything more."
"Sure." said Captain Martin. "It's very nice meeting you, Doctor." he said.
"Call me Laura." she said as they shook hands. He held hers for a moment.
"I may be in Town all weekend." he said. "Maybe we could get coffee or a drink?"
"Maybe." Laura said. "Here's my card. Give me a call. If not this weekend, the next time you're in Town." It was her card as a University professor. He took it slipped it into his pocket with a charming smile. They left the trailer and walked up to me and Jack Muscone.
Laura made her goodbyes to all of us, then left to go back home. Jack Muscone told us that he would give us a call if and when he learned anything new, so Cindy and I left and drove back to Headquarters.
"Want a drink?" I asked as we entered my office.
"Sure." Cindy said. "What I really want is some answers. What just happened tonight?"
"I will tell you all of that," I said as I poured Cindy a Canadian Whisky and myself a Scotch from the secret stash in my desk drawer, "tomorrow, when I have some answers myself. Right now, we should just go home and get a few hours of sleep."
"Can I just ride to the Mountain Nest with you? Jenna texted me; she was babysitting the kids while Laura wasn't there, and she's sleeping in the guest room."
"Sure..." I said, then fell into thought. "So where was my mom? I would think Laura would just ask her to come upstairs instead of calling Jenna..."
"Maybe she's not there." Cindy said. "Maybe she's with some stud that gave her a look like that Captain Martin was giving your wife."
"Ah, your powers of observation are increasing." I said with a grin. "She had eyes for him, too. All right, let's go." We left, but my mind was still wondering why my mother was not spending the night at home... and why did I have the feeling that Cindy's answer was a distraction?
Part 18 - Solution
Friday, October 9th, was a a busy day. The Crime Lab's report of the burned out motorcycle revealed practically nothing of good use to us. Ballistics were being run on the bullets that killed the dogs, and I was expecting those reports to show the same gun killed all the dogs that had been shot.
As for Patrolman Bryce, Lt. Masters reassigned him to first shift duty in the 3d Precinct only. Masters also ended the cross-precinct experiment with the six officers, and Jeremy Hatch was sent back to Courthouse courier duty.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to the Cop Bar for lunch, 'we' being Jack Muscone, Cindy Ross, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, and myself.
"All three of those guys lawyered up." said Muscone to me as we ate. "Bert Jones's lawyer is whining about his client being kept in shit-infested pants all night, but that's no big deal. As of right now, we don't think the construction company is fully involved; they picked up Bert Jones for this specific contract, and he hired the other two. We're working to find out just who recommended Jones for the job, and you know how that goes: Person A says 'I think Person B recommended him.' and Person B says 'No, Person A or C recommended him.' and so on. Government bureaucracy there."
"Who are their lawyers?" I asked.
"Firm out of Southport." said Muscone. "Ramon, Castro, and Partners, P.C. We're looking for Gresham & Mason connections, but so far all we're finding is some fringe connections to the Mob down there."
"Cool beans." I said. "Sorry to interrupt. You were saying?"
"Sure." Jack continued, " So we're working through Jones's whereabouts since he left Crown Chemicals after the PCGW disaster all those years ago. We had done that before, when your mom and Cindy here solved that cold case, as we were trying to trace the movements of those radioactive chemicals. Not a lot has come up, though."
"What do you want to bet you get pulled off this case, and told to not ask about it nor Bert Jones again?" I said.
"No way in hell I'm betting against you, ever." said Jack. Daniel laughed out loud as Jack asked "Why do you think that?"
"The sophistication of the equipment his guys were using." I replied. "Either someone is going to be embarrassed over losing that stuff, or someone is behind these guys and gave them that stuff. Either way, they're going to want this thing shut down."
"So, as you asked," said Jack, "who was their primary target? TCPD? Us? The School?"
"Let's put that off for a second," I said, "and talk about the entire case. I can see that Captain Ross's patience is on a thin 'leash', pun fully intended." Cindy gave a brief smile as I said that.
I started in: "I believe we will have no more dog killings, unless some idiot does some kind of copycat crime."
"So was Brett Bryce behind the dog killings?" asked Cindy.
"Probably," I said, "but we have no solid proof. We also likely have multiple perps involved. But the dog crimes were actually done for one reason: to distract us. Someone wanted us running around all over the County, looking for dog killers, and they did that so that we would not notice something else going on. Alas, by some fortuitous circumstances, that 'something else' was discovered and has netted the FBI some perps."



"Bert Jones?" asked Daniel.
"Yes, Bert Jones." I replied. "So, let me start at the beginning: the other morning I saw the new construction and went to the site to see what was going on. Pretty routine, one would think, but I was met with an exceptionally hostile reaction from Jones. I didn't have jurisdiction there, but Sheriff Allgood does, so I asked him to pay a friendly visit.
"That visit turned hostile, and quickly. Sheriff Allgood found nothing in the trailer, but that was because some of the equipment was removed and stored in a couple of trucks on the property during the daytime. The construction company may have known nothing about what Jones and a few of his guys were doing at night."
"Anyway, after that, everything went to the dogs. Literally. I get to Headquarters that morning and we're confronted with dog killings." I continued. "As we investigated, I kept looking for a motive. It was clear that there was no pattern, and Theo and Cindy both astutely realized that.
"So I'm left wondering why these killings were occurring. There were three possibilities: one, some serial dog killer suddenly sprang up; two, there was a connected, underlying pattern and we hadn't found that pattern yet; and three, it was being done to distract us from something else.
"I saw no pattern, even with a couple of teachers or former teachers involved." I said. "The four killings on the Southside truly made no sense, and someone even used a police car that looks like it was Coltrane County surplus. They have black and white Sheriff vehicles down there, and recently bought a couple of new ones and sold off the old ones."
"Why do that?" asked Daniel, who barely beat Jack to the punch with the question. I looked at Cindy.
"Ah, to mix up the pattern." Cindy said.
"See Jack, she's definitely worthy of a Blue Crowbar." I said. Cindy merely waved the mentioned device in my general direction in warning.
"So, I'm spending my time looking into dog killings, and then we have a second set of them on the northside. And these two, while very likely the same person or persons, were different."
I continued: "They tried to make it look like they were mixing patterns, but there was a bit more purpose in these killings. They actually imported a dog that had been abused for some time into the yard behind the empty house, then killed it and the White's dog Charlie at the same time.
"I at first thought someone wanted to break into the White's home, but they have nothing of real value to burgle, and they were now on alert, having been forewarned by us Police Officers. You can also believe that while I was following Bryce around, other patrols were constantly riding up and down that neighborhood."
"And they say you can't find a cop when you need one." said Jack.
"Well, the Whites sure had no problem the last two nights." I said. "But back to the story. Thanks to some descriptions and some good old fashioned Myron-and-Mary police work, the name of Patrolman Brett Bryce came up. He is known for shooting dogs on Vice raids, which was one reason Malone had him removed from Vice raids.
"I do believe he was one of the 'Siths' like Gunn and Brody, and never was activated by the Black Badge gang. But he was being expertly and profitably used by someone else... a certain Consultant of Crime that also deeply hates dogs. I believe that poor malnourished dog spent his unfortunate life, or the last part of it, in the clutches of that vile son of a bitch."
"Let me ask this." said Daniel. "You said you think the same perp or perps did the southside and northside crimes. What's leading you to that conclusion?"
"The firearm or firearms used." I said. "Silencers were used in all of the shootings. No one heard loud gunshots, or even the noticeable pops of a .22 auto pistol. There were some reports of muffled noises, so I'm surmising that a silencer was used, and one that was not perfectly effective. And that suggests that all the shootings were done by the same gun or guns. Ballistics will likely show that to be true, as well."
As Daniel nodded at that explanation, I went on: "So I was curious about Bryce, but I also was looking around Town for something, anything, that criminals would want to distract me from by doing this. The duty logs were about as exciting as watching fresh paint dry. The only thing out of the norm in our Town and County... was a new construction site going up with an extremely belligerent foreman."
"And I'll add this." I said. "My suspicions of this radio activity increased when reporter Nick Eastwood's transmissions to KXTC were going in and out. He was reporting from a mobile news van near the stadium, and Jones was transmitting data to somewhere, which interfered with the KXTC signal. I asked someone in KXTC to check it out for me, and was assured the KXTC equipment was fine but that it looked almost as if someone was jamming the signal. Not intentionally, but it was being jammed."
"And you are the only person in the world, much less the County, that would've noticed that." said Jack Muscone. "And you want me to bet money with you?!?!"
I grinned, then continued: "Now guys, if Bert Jones had not been so hostile that morning when I stopped by," I said, "they're probably still sitting there at night monitoring our radio frequencies and communications. But I suspect Jones panicked when I drove up the first morning. He knew damn well who I was, and was probably thinking to himself that I somehow had gotten wind of the operation going on there. He gets huffy and puffy when all I wanted to know was what the construction was about."
"But his overreaction made you realize something else was wrong." said Daniel. "And then when I showed up with the Deputies, he must've really believed you knew all about it. He got hostile with me just long enough to give his guys time to cover up anything needing it, then relented and of course we found nothing."
"Wait a minute." Cindy said. "The first dog killings had already happened... even before you pulled into that lot, from what I remember of the timeline of this."
"No Jack, you cannot steal her from me, despite this demonstration of brilliance." I said to Jack.
"I'm still going to try." said Jack. Cindy smiled at the compliments.
"You're right, Cindy." I said. "Which is why I know that there is yet something else going on. But I'll come back to that in just a second. First, let's talk about Bryce."
I began this phase of the story: "Since I had Bryce in my sights, I decided to follow him and see if anything of interest popped up. His getting himself on 3d shift was a good plan if he had some 'Black Badge'-like things to accomplish. At first I thought he might be doing some drug dealings like Sergeant Carroll did, and then I thought he might be setting up some smuggling pipeline. In case you guys haven't noticed, in the last few months we have run into a lot of non-drug smuggling: diamonds, contraband, stolen goods from wealthy homes, and such."
"But the Bad Boys somehow got wind of our plan." I continued. "And so their Consultant had Bryce drive the same route I drove on that night I rescued the kids from Ned, and McCombs and Hendricks were watching to catch a glimpse of me to confirm what I was doing. Cat and mouse games, if you will."
"I figured that the next night there would be a confrontation." I said. "I realized that Bryce was driving around the Federal and State buildings with some kind of signal-reading device in his car, helping Jones get signal intelligence information. I was hoping to catch him doing that, but he and his cronies were setting up an assassination attempt upon me. I was going to let that play out, and we damn near got that Motorcyclist..."
I sighed as I continued: "... and then all hell broke loose, and someone started blowing whistles all over the place. Enough noise to raise the damned from their graves. The Motorcyclist still came along, tried to shoot me though I'd taken cover, and then was driving away..."
I sighed as I continued: "... and then someone fired a shot at the motorcyclist... someone who was not one of our Police Officers. Hit the cycle, which caught fire and was abandoned. Bryce apparently had stopped and dumped the signal-tracking device, and I never could find it. Overall, an entirely unsatisfactory conclusion to this case."
"Oh, I wouldn't say that." said Jack. "I acted on your tip, convinced the Governor to let us have some National Guard SIGINT assets, and we caught Jones and his cronies committing acts which can get them charged with terrorist activities. So let me ask my original question, Don? Who was the primary target? Us? You?"
"All of us." I said. "The Consultant of Crime wanted that SIGINT information on the Feds and State, to sell to our enemies on several levels. But he was also gathering info on TCPD communications and operations... that's personal, and he has me in mind if he's doing that."
"Don, if I didn't know better," Cindy said, "I'd think you're paranoid as hell about that bastard. But I also know what Chief Griswold says about being paranoid, so I will excuse it."
"Spoken like a true Klingon, Crowbar 2." I replied, knowing Cindy would understand the comment about Chief Griswold's love of all things Klingon.
"What about the seventh dog?" asked Daniel. "The one that was so brutally killed by that bear trap? It doesn't seem to fit the other killings."
"Yep, another pattern-scrambling dog killing." I said. "Keeping us distracted."
"And speaking of that... you said there was another reason they were trying to distract you." Daniel said. "What was that?"
"It needs confirmation." I said. "Which is what Captain Ross and I will be doing after we finish this excellent lunch... more double cheeseburgers meeting their intended destiny at the hands of the FBI..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we got into my silver Police SUV and drove off, Cindy said "Spill it, Crowbar 1."
"What do you mean?" I asked, with mock innocence in my voice.
"You didn't just forget to check Bryce's car for that signal device." she said. "That means that there never was one, or you have it."
"That's Iron Crowbar paranoid thinking, there." I said with a grin. "But I don't have it. Let's just say I owed someone a gift, big-time, for past and future favors."
"And the seventh dog?" Cindy asked.
"I was going to ask you if you wanted to handle it." I said. "You do realized what happened there, don't you?"
"Yep." Cindy said. "And the Blue Crowbar is crying for Justice..."
Part 19 - Righting Wrongs
We picked up Detective Joanne Cummings from Headquarters, and drove to the Animal Control shelter. They had a dog ready for us.
"Not quite a year old, had all his shots." said the Animal Control officer. "He belonged to the Andersons, who died in that horrible car crash on the Bypass a couple of weeks ago. Their family turned him in, didn't want him."
"I have a perfect home for him." I said. "What's his name?"
"Charlie."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The three of us pulled up to the home of George and Beverly White. He was at home, having been asked by me to come home and attend this little gathering. Once inside, we presented Mrs. White with the new dog.
"Aw, he's so precious!" she said.
"His name is Charlie, also." I said. Beverly White looked sad at the name, so I said "When I was a little boy, I had a dog. I called him 'Tag' because he was always tagging along behind me. Tag and I explored every trail in the woods in the County, got in lots of trouble together. Then he got heartworms, and even after we had him treated at the vet, his great little heart couldn't keep up, and he passed on."
I continued: "About a month later, I found a little stray dog, and yes, it was the story of 'Mom, he followed me home.', even though I picked him up and carried him."
"That's true." Cindy said. "His mom told me this story from her end of it."
I said, "I always believed that the spirit of Tag sent that new dog to me, to watch over me. And I think the spirit of your dog Charlie has sent you a new Charlie to keep you company."
"Aw, that's a sweet story." said Joanne Cummings, who had given the dog to Beverly only with reluctance.
"I think you're right about that, Commander." said Beverly, petting her new dog. "Thank you for bringing him."
"Tell you what." I said, "Detective Cummings, if you'll stay with Beverly here and keep Charlie company, Captain Ross and I will talk to Mr. White about home security. Mr. White, can you give us a moment in the backyard?"
"Uh sure." said George White. We went into the backyard and sat down on the edge of the patio.
"Mr. White," I said, "your original Charlie was killed as a warning to you. I believe that someone wants you to use your position as a regional manager of the Kroger chain to help smuggle things amongst the pallets and trucks of food that come in and out of your warehouses. Am I right?" The look on his face had already answered me that I was right, but I still asked for Cindy's sake. Her eyes were wide as the information was absorbed into her brain.
"Uh..." George said, then admitted "Yeah, that's basically true. A guy came to see me in my office, pretending to be a new trucking firm sales rep. Once in my office, though, he said very bluntly that he wanted me to help arrange shipments of an extra pallet or two of wrapped goods from my distribution center to the City and back. I told him to get the hell out my office, and he said I had a wife and dog at home. I told him I was going to call the Police, and he said if I did I would regret it, but he left."
"What did he look like?"
"White man, medium height, not fat, not thin either." said Mr. White. "He was wearing an obvious brown wig, bushy eyebrows and a big brown mustache, obviously a disguise. Eyes were dull brown and his pupils were a bit dilated; he might have been a drug addict. He was wearing a suit, but it didn't fit him well."
"So did he contact you again?" Cindy asked.
"No." said White. "I didn't call the Police then, but I did start carrying my gun, for which I have a permit. I told my wife that I'd heard there had been some burglaries in the neighborhood, so to watch out for strangers. So when Charlie was shot, she thought it was a potential burglar, and she understood when we barricaded the doors at the Police's suggestion."
"I was halfway expecting for them to contact me again, and pressure me." said White. "I had contacted my superiors in the management chain, and they contacted the SBI about it. They told me and my assistant to immediately call a number if the guy showed up again... but he never did."
"That's too bad." I said. "I was going to ask you to help me set up a sting to catch him. Please do call me, even before calling the SBI, if you're contacted about this again, though I doubt you will be."
"I will. And thanks for the new dog. I don't know if you noticed, but Beverly has been devastated by Charlie's death, and her eyes really lit up when you guys brought that puppy inside." Of course I had noticed, but politely said nothing.
"Damn!" I spat as we got back into my SUV. "That was one hell of an opportunity that slipped by us!"
"Why didn't they contact him again?" Cindy asked as Joanne came outside to leave with us.
"A Red Crowbar would say that someone within the SBI heard that Kroger contacted the SBI, and had the criminals back off." I said. "I might also add that this master of disguises might have been the one who gave Girl Scout Margaret the cyanide-laced cup of pink lemonade to give to SBI Agent Reubens. That guy has been getting around."
"The Blue Crowbar agrees with the Red one." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The group was practicing putting at the Practice Basket near the first hole of the Disc Golf course at Ronald Reagan Park, when a platinum blonde policewoman in a dark blue Police uniform came up, the Captain bars on her shoulders sparkling in the sunlight.
"Hey Nikko," said Captain Cindy Ross, "can I talk to you for a minute?"
"Uh sure." said Nikko. His wife Jessica was about to come over with him, but Cindy said "Ma'am let me have a word with your husband for a moment." Jessica was non-plussed, but went back to the others and continued putting discs into the practice basket, the chains making musical quality sounds.
"What's up, Captain er... Ross?" asked Nikko.
"I just wanted to give you a message." said Cindy. "My boss, you know who he is?"
"He's that 'Iron Crowbar' guy, isn't he?" asked Nikko. "He was carrying that red crowbar the other day."
"Yes." said Cindy Ross. "And I don't know if you've heard of his reputation, but he was kind enough to send me to talk to you today instead of coming here himself... and beating the living shit out of you with that crowbar."
"Why would he do that?" asked Nikko, trying to keep his composure.
"Because he loves dogs." Cindy said. "And he knows full well that you put that trap there and had Frizz walk into it."
"What are you talking about?" bluffed Nikko, his face showing far more fear than his voice.
"Don't fuck with me." Cindy said, keeping her voice quiet and level. "He knows you did it, he knows it's the only explanation. I don't know if he has video proof it, but he's being very generous and giving you a chance to get out of this County and never come back. And I suggest that you never let him see you, ever again."
"And if I don't?" Nikko asked quietly. "What, is police brutality okay with you and the cops in this County?"
"Oh, he won't touch you." Cindy said. "Me, I'm just telling you to get out while the getting is good. Him? He'll arrest you, and then show your wife, prove to her that you killed her dog. You hated that dog, and when you heard of the dog killings, you took your opportunity to get rid of it. You got that bear trap from the outdoor company for whom you've been making and selling bags, and you took Frizz for a walk, put the trap on the ground then had Frizz go smell the dogfood, and the trap snapped shut around that poor dog's neck."
"If your wife finds out," said Cindy, "there's no telling how she'll react, but your marriage will probably be over. Me, I'm not willing to fuck up your life like that for killing a dog, however brutally. But the Iron Crowbar? He is as bad-ass as they get. So maybe you'll sell your bags from the City, or Midtown, eh?"
"I'll take that into consideration." said Nikko. He walked back to the group as Cindy Ross left for Headquarters.
"What did she want?" asked Jessica.
"She was just updating me on the dog killings." said Nikko. "So, let's go play disc golf. By the way, Jessica, you know how we talked about moving to Midtown?..."
Part 20 - Epilogue
"So," said Cindy as they ate popcorn and watched the movie, "why did you have all the old people blowing those whistles? The Iron Crowbar was irritated; it messed up his plans."
"It kept your Commander from being killed." said the Widow Athena Jones, her voice scratchy as she wrapped herself up in her shawl more tightly. "That nasty Patrolman Bryce, who was the man who shot Mrs. Veasley's neighbor's dog, was going to shoot the Commander if that motorcycle woman did not succeed."
"Yes, but Don had that under control." said Cindy.
"He did not have the third person under control, my dear." said Athena Jones. "That third person is the one who my friends and I were watching for. He was in the trees, in the shadows, coming up behind your Commander and Patrolman Bryce. And I would not be surprised if his firearm carried armor-piercing bullets. Do you know what those can do, even to a police officer in a bulletproof vest?"



"Yes, and I know firsthand." Cindy replied, knowing what she herself had endured from such bullets. "So who fired at that motorcyclist?"
"I don't know." said Athena Jones. "And to be honest, none of us, my friends and I, can understand that one. We thought a police officer had fired the shot, but since you said that is not the case, it must've been someone else."
"The Commander thinks the shooter missed, and hit the bike instead of the rider... on purpose."
"He's a very smart man, my dear." said the Widow Jones. "A very smart man. Most of the time..." Cindy peered at the old woman, whose face gave away nothing. They turned back to the movie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, my lovely Sinon." he said as she entered the room. There was a stillness in the air, the room seemed stuffy to her. "Have a drink with me."
"Where's the wife?" she asked as she watched him pour two glasses of sherry.
"Visiting... relatives." he said, handing her one of the glasses. They clinked them and drank.
"This is very good." she said. "You always have the very best."
"Yes." he said. "It's a rare and expensive brand of sherry, but what's the point of having all my money if I don't spend it on the very best... such as gifts for you, my dear. You are in need of a new motorcycle, no?"
"That's right." she said bitterly. "My last one is a melted blob in the Police Department's Crime Lab now."
"Unfortunate." he said. "But fortunate that the motorcycle was struck by gunfire, and not you. Which is what the shooter intended, of course."
"Really?" she gasped.
"Of course." he said. "You were wanted alive. But you managed to elude your pursuers."
"That wasn't hard to do." she said. "They're idiots, especially that redheaded dog-loving bastard at the top."
He laughed, the chuckle sounding sinister in the stuffy quietness of the room. "Yes, Commander Troy is not as smart as he thinks he is. I was close... very close... to getting him, as were you. But we failed. All those whistles going off... now that, I don't understand... yet."
"With your great mind, it will come to you." she said. "And then someone is going to be in a great deal of pain."
"Yes." he said. "But when I said you avoided your pursuers, I did not mean the Police. Do be careful, my lovely Sinon. Do be careful..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They were sitting in the office of the Sir Isaac Newton Professor of Advanced Mathematics at the University. Professor Marvin Milton poured three drinks, handing one to his son and the other to his daughter-in-law, Myron and Mary Mahoney Milton.
"I'm glad you came to dinner with us, sir." said Mary, dressed in leather but looking elegant and classy. Myron was channeling his mentor and hero, the Iron Crowbar, by wearing a jacket and pants and a mock turtleneck shirt. Professor Milton was dressed in his normal professorial clothes: button down shirt, brown plaid-like jacket, and a heavier overcoat for the outdoors.
"Ah yes, it was a good evening." said the Professor. "I appreciate you asking me."
"We should do it more often, Dad." said Myron.
"And we will, I'm sure." said Marvin. "So how is the police work going? I saw where the FBI took out that espionage ring at the construction site, but the FBI is too stupid to have figured it out themselves. I suspect your boss the Iron Crowbar has been using his brains again."
"Yes sir." said Mary, aware of her father-in-law's hatred of the Federal Government. "Not much in this County gets by him."
"Yes, of course." said the Professor. He steered the conversation into other, more innocuous channels. After a while, Myron and Mary excused themselves and left.
The Professor indeed had reason to be happy tonight, he thought to himself as he went into his personal work lab behind his office. The room was very similar to the room behind Laura Fredricson's office, that she had turned into a nursery for her children.
The professor's eyes lit up as he saw the device on the table. It was a very sophisticated, high-tech piece of signal intelligence equipment. The CIA was very wrongly using this and other equipment to keep tabs on American Citizens. The Professor was not fooled; that signal-intel-gathering operation had not just been to watch over TCPD operations, but to see what he, Professor Marvin Milton, and other University professors were doing!
As he began examining the device, he thought of the man who had brought it to him. The Iron Crowbar is indeed a very, very smart man, the Professor thought. Yes, his wife is loyal to him, she loves him as deeply as he loves her... but he and maybe even she has no earthly idea of how deeply some elements of the Central Intelligence Agency hate him.
They'd called the Corrigan Cell 'rogue', but he, Professor Marvin Milton, knew better. He knew there were other 'Corrigan Cells', just as dangerous, just as willing to subvert the Constitution and kill American Citizens. They were not 'rogue'; they were the norm!
And they knew how dangerous the Iron Crowbar really was to them... and how dangerous the FBI was. Special Agent Muscone is an honest and decent man, as is his boss, thought the Professor... but they may have no idea what they are up against.
But the Iron Crowbar does, the Professor though. He knows. And he brought me this little gift, purloined from that rogue cop Bryce, to help in the fight. And we're going to need all the help we can get... all the help we can get...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Thursday, October 15th. The baby party was going full swing at the Burke home... Michael Burke's home, which he'd never sold.
It was the 2nd birthday of toddler Jack Burke, son of the late Jack Burke and Jeanine Olivet Burke, and nephew of Todd Burke. In addition to Jeanine being there, the party was also attended by Melina Allgood, Virginia Madison, Tina Felton, Jenna Stiles, Cindy Ross, and little Jack's godmother, Teresa Croyle. Melina had brought her little son Daniel, and Jeanine had baby Michael Todd Burke, as well.
"So how is Todd doing?" Jeanine asked Teresa, who was holding her godson Jack as they talked. "I was hoping he'd come to the party today."
"He's good." said Teresa. "He's busy with his company. Travels a good bit."
"Who takes care of little Doug while he's away?" Jeanine asked.
"Don and Laura, most of the time." said Teresa. "But sometimes Don's mom, sometimes me and Cindy and Jenna. And when he's home, he really takes good care of Doug. He likes being a father, that's for sure."
"When are you due, Melina?" asked Jeanine as Melina came up and sat down near them.
"Late November, maybe early December." Melina said.
"Boy or girl?" asked Jeanine.
Melina answered. "We think it's going to be a girl, but we're not totally sure. Laura knows, but Daniel doesn't want to know until the baby is born."
Meanwhile, Jenna was talking to Virginia and Tina, as they were all lawyers and knew each other well. Virginia asked "So, Jenna, you're not going to run for D.A.?"
"No, not this time." said Jenna. "I explored my options, and Krasney is too popular. I also have the problem of some unsuccessful drug cases because of that fat bastard Sharples. With him out of the way, and if I can get some good convictions, I might run in two years for Solicitor or for D.A., especially if Krasney moves on and goes for more."
"Oh, you think he'll do that?" asked Tina. Neither she nor Virginia noticed that Cindy was listening intently to their conversation.
"Oh, I don't know." said Jenna. "It's like a set of stairs: if Mayor Vaughan decides not to run, then there will be mayoral candidates, most likely from the Council. Then Krasney can run for one of those, if he doesn't run for the mayor slot itself. If Krasney runs for another post, I'm definitely running for D.A."
"I do have one question." said Tina, raising her voice a bit to get everyone's attention. "I am hearing rampant rumors that Police Chief Bennett is leaving the Force. Anyone know anything about that?" For some reason, all eyes went to Cindy Ross.
"I can sit here and honestly say that I have no idea." said Cindy. "I've heard rumors, too, but there has been nothing from him nor the Commander about it."
"Nor my husband." said Melina. "He and Don think someone may be starting rumors just to cause trouble. Perhaps that asshole Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee is behind the rumors."
"Does Brownlee really think he has any shot to become Chief if Bennett leaves?" asked Jenna Stiles. "I have to work right down the hall from that prick. I'm honestly stunned that someone hasn't obliterated him, and I'm not just talking present company or the Iron Crowbar. A lot of Police Officers hate that bastard, and they openly say so in my presence."
"The only thing I can think of," said Jeanine, "is that the Town & County Council would consider Brownlee for Chief just to force the Commander to take the Chief job."
"Don won't play that game." said Melina. "I was married to him for eight years. He'll call their bluff, and if they do put Brownlee in the Chief's office, Don will be out of there in a heartbeat."
"Is that true, Cindy?" asked Jeanine.
Cindy exhaled, then said "I don't know about the Council trying to bluff Don, but I'm afraid that Don would leave the TCPD if they mess with him. And if he leaves, I will too."
"So would I." said Teresa. "And so would most of the Detectives."
"And maybe that's what someone intends." said Tina Felton, with astute vision. "Drive away all of the TCPD's best crime-solvers, and it could get very ugly in this County, very quickly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Still Thursday, October 15th, nearly 11:30pm. Phyllis Troy lay naked on her bed, her luscious legs spread wide and pulled back. She was wearing high heels slides of clear acrylic with a clear plastic strap, showing off her elegant, shapely feet. They weren't platforms but still "hooker heels", and they made the lovely mature woman look like the hot slut she wanted to be at that moment. Her breasts bounced and jiggled with each deep, powerful thrust of the young stud on top of her, fucking her.
The young stud was Sean Sanderson, and he was clearly very much enjoying laying on top of Phyllis and sliding his huge, throbbing hard cock in and out of the mature beauty's steaming cunt. His "eight pack" abs were rippling and his muscular ass was bobbing up and down rapidly as he pumped Phyllis with smooth, deep, steady strokes. His slender, muscular arms were taut as they held his weight above her.
Sean bent down and kissed Phyllis's mouth, sliding his tongue past hers and exploring her mouth with it in rhythm to his cock gently thrusting into her pussy.
 "Ohhhhh, Sean..." Phyllis said as the young stud began kissing her neck and jaw, "I think you need to put on some more lube... I'm tightening up..."
"Sure, babe." Sean said. He slid his massive member out of her pussy, the distended cuntlips clinging to his shaft. Reaching over, he took a tube of lube from the bedside table and applied some to his cock. He squirted some more onto his fingers and dipped those fingers into Phyllis's cunthole, working his fingers around. Phyllis groaned in pleasure at the feeling, but also at the sight of Sean's cock... the huge helmet of his cockhead leaking clear fluid, the shaft lined with veins and thick and throbbing, standing straight up in homage to his intense desire for her.
"You have a marvelous cock, Sean." Phyllis said as Sean put the lube back on the table. He climbed onto her again, aiming his big cock right at her slimy, fur-lined snatch. They groaned together as he penetrated, then sank half of his shaft into her.
"Oh geez, that feels so good!" Sean gasped. As he settled onto the older woman, he slid his hands under her back, gripping her shoulders as his mouth nuzzled her neck. He began a slow rhythm of fucking her, letting the lube warm up and get evenly spread on his shaft and her cuntwalls. He then raised his head and looked into her twinkling eyes.
"Phyllis," he said, "I have fucked a lot of women in that club, wives in their forties, thirties, and most of them aren't in as good shape as you are, or are as good at fucking. I'd think you're the thirty-year-old and they're..."
"I think you like fucking older women, Sean." Phyllis said with a grin. "And young studs like you make me feel like a young woman." She was in her early sixties, but still fucked like a woman 20 years younger. 
"Yeah, I do like fucking older women. But just about all women are older than me." Sean admitted as he ground his pelvis against hers. "But you're different... they're just pussies for my cock to fill up. Sure it feels good to fuck them, but Rita said to just think of them as cunts to fuck, to not get personal. But you... you're much more special than that..."
"Is that why you wanted to take me to dinner tonight instead of just fucking me?" Phyllis asked, to draw more compliments from him. She'd noticed how his cock throbbed when he talked about it, and she wanted him to feel as much pleasure as possible.
"Yeah." Sean said. "Unnnh..." He bent down and kissed her again, their tongues twining hotly as they deeply kissed for long seconds. He began pumping his meat into her with faster, harder thrusts.
Despite the extra lubricant, Phyllis still felt discomfort as the teen stud pistoned his cock in and out of her with increasing power. She needed to get him to his climax...
"Are you close, baby?" Phyllis whispered, wrapping her arms around the young stud's slender, muscular body.
"Oh yeah, baby," Sean replied, "yeah, I'm getting close. Where do you want me to come this time?" She had fellated him earlier and he'd quickly come in her mouth, taking off the edge and allowing him to have some control as he fucked her. But Phyllis's cunt was just too good, and he felt his nut rising again.
Phyllis wrapped her shapely legs tightly around Sean's lower back, her crossed feet pressing into his asscheeks. "Come inside me, stud! Fill me up with that hot load!" Her words, as well as the feel of her legs wrapping tightly around him drove the young stud on until he could not hold back. He slammed his mouth onto hers as he climbed her all the way!
"MMMFFFF" he moaned into her mouth as the first spurt of potent, virile semen fired out of his cock and against Phyllis's cervix. Several more bursts of hot jism joined that first shot as Sean emptied his big balls into the lovely mature woman beneath him...
After it was over and their loins had decoupled, Sean continued to hold Phyllis. They shared gentle but deep kisses, enjoying the pleasing lassitude of post-coital bliss.
"Mmmm," Phyllis asked between kisses, "so you don't have to work tonight?"
"No," said Sean. "I'l be working all weekend, though. Friday and Saturday nights are the hot party nights. Even us young guys need viagra at times to keep going. Sunday nights are quieter; sometimes just the staff have a party. I like fucking that bartender Brenda, so we'll hook up."
"What about the rest of the week?" Phyllis asked, her face not revealing the intensity of her listening to her young lover's answers.
"Depends." said Sean. "Usually groups arrange parties. Lesbians one night, then married swingers will have a party on another night. But most of the wives come in during the afternoons. I'll be hard at work fucking some very hungry wives while their husbands are hard at work in boring jobs. But right now..." He leaned down and kissed Phyllis's mouth deeply again. "...I'm making love... to you." Phyllis did not argue as she deeply kissed him back...
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
"So what's the word on the Chief?" asked Cindy Ross as she and I sped to a call of a dead person at the Cub Club in the Tenderloin District. It was Friday night going on Saturday morning, October 16-17.
"I have no idea." I truthfully said. "I don't know if he's leaving, and if he does, I don't know when it'll be. Logically, it would be at the end of the year, and we could get a new Chief installed by February 1st."
"The only time I see logic around this Town," Cindy said, "is when Mr. Spock is on television... and, of course, when you tell us how you solved a crime."
"And that's not always pure logic." I said. "Okay, here we are. Be on high alert. We're in enemy territory, here."
With several police cars and an ambulance already at the scene, the parking lot and front entrance of the Cub Club was bathed in the brilliance of blue, red, and white LED lights. As I walked up to the door, Sergeant Rudistan said "Do you want us to cut off the lightbars, sir?"
"Noooo, keep 'em on." I said. "I want the whole world to know the Police are here."
At the entrance was Patrolman Culver. He had learned from previous mistakes. "Name, rank, badge number, sir?" he asked before granting me entry.
"Troy, Commander, TCPD Badge 1-6-4-0." I said.
After Culver wrote down that info, Cindy stepped up and said: "Ross, Captain, TCPD Badge 1-0-6-9."
Once inside, I looked around. The overhead lights had been turned on, so the place wasn't dark like it had been when this unfortunate catastrophe had befallen a patron. As I stepped up to the scene, police officers got out of my way, and the body was on full display. He had been a young man, tall, slender, wearing a 'Joker' purple suit, and his face was made up with white grease paint. His unpainted hands showed him to be a white man.
"He looks more like Marilyn Manson than The Joker." I said as I came up. "Theo, whaddya got?"
"John Doe, sir." said Theo. "No ID on him. Most of the people in the place fled when it became clear a dead body was on the floor. The woman behind the bar said she didn't see anything, just heard a scream and everyone scattered. Same goes for the guys up front."
"What was the cause of death?" I asked. J.R. Barnes from the Crime Lab was examining the body; I'd long ago told Martha the M.E. that I didn't want to see her and other non-police females at Tenderloin District crime scenes, unless they were well armed and trained for personal combat. Call me a misogynist or call me chivalrous, but that's how I felt about it.
"He was stabbed." said J.R. Barnes. "Looks like someone got him in the gut from the front. But he also took a knife from behind, either right to the kidney or some big arteries nearby, as well as his spine. That's likely what killed him, but the M.E. will have to confirm that with an autopsy."
I looked at the body as J.R. partially turned it over. The knife wound to the back was several inches long, and I could tell from the point of entry that it was no pen-knife that was used here. "Large knife used from behind. Very large." I said. "What about the front wound?"
"Smaller." said J.R. "I'd say a pocketknife up front, and a 'Rambo' knife to the back."
"Worse than that, I would think." I said. "Probably a pocketknife up front, but from behind it was likely a big blade with brass knuckles for a handle, giving the guy from behind a good, solid grip to take this guy out with a deep shot to the kidneys and spine."
I stood up and said "Okay, has anyone taken the initiative to secure the videocamera tapes?"
"Yes sir." said Theo Washington. "We took those immediately. Manager started screaming about a warrant, but I told him we had probable cause."
"What with a body on the floor, I would say so." Cindy Ross replied.
"Remind me to steel myself against Captain Ross's 'pawky' vein of humor." I said with a grin. "I don't suppose the owner of this fine establishment has shown up, has he?"
"Who's that, sir?" asked Theo.
"Why, T-Square himself." I replied. "The man who makes the masses happy."
"Glad to see you recognize that, I.C." said a sardonic voice from behind me. I whirled to see T-Square himself, dressed in a dark pinstripe seersucker suit, wearing his trademark eyeshades indoors, some bling around his neck and on his fingers. He was attended by five men, four of them being bodyguards from his 'Regiment', the fifth being an attorney.
"Bodies on the floor are not good for business, T-Square." I said as I approached him. "Not good for business. Any idea who this guy is?"
"No idea at all." said T-Square, his voice a smooth near-whisper. "I've told my Regiment and the employees here to cooperate with you in every way, though my lawyer here will insist on the niceties like warrants and such for anything in the way of paperwork."
"That will be forthcoming soon, I'm sure." I said. I noticed everyone watching me and T-Square talking. "All right, guys, let's get this thing wrapped up, and maybe before the Press gets here, yes?"
"Too late, sir." said Rudistan. "They pulled up five minutes ago. Already screaming about my guys not letting them through."
"Ah, crap." I said. "Definitely keep them outside. In the meantime, I want to speak to the employees who are here." The employees were gathered around the bar, watching. They were mostly young, dressed up in Punk garb, and mostly white. I came up to them, noticing that the bartendress was an extremely attractive black woman in her late 20s to early 30s, not dressed in Punk gear.
"Guys, I know you didn't see much," I said, "and wouldn't tell us if you did. I just want to know one thing: did any of you hear an altercation, any loud voices or exchanging of words before this guy dropped dead on your floor?"
Everyone shook their heads, but I was making eye contact with the lovely barkeeper. "What's your name?" I asked.
"Katina." she replied.
"You had a direct look at the scene, Katina. You didn't hear any raised voices that would make you look up into the crowd?" I asked, moving towards her as if to exclude everyone else, and make her feel as if she were the only object of my attention.
"No sir." she said, her eyes looking right into mine, her voice smooth, intelligent, and sensuous. "The first thing I heard were some screams. I looked up and people were running, and that guy was already on the floor."
"On his back?" I asked.
"Yes sir." she said.
"Katina, stop calling me 'sir'." I said. "I know you're young, but I'm not that much older than you." Katina gave me a very pretty smile. I extended my card to her, saying "If you or anyone else thinks of anything, give me a call or at least text me, okay?"
"Sure." she said, taking the card, and not just out of politeness. After giving her a lingering look, I turned back to the crime scene.
I said. "Okay, I'm done here. T-Square, want to walk out the front door with me? Let the Press see us walking and talking?"
"You are the real deal, I.C.," said T-Square, knowing I was messing with him as only I could, "but I am not going to ruin my reputation by doing that."
"Captain Ross, is there anything else you want to see here?" I asked. "Or maybe bore T-Square here with a couple hours of questioning?"
"I'm in a good mood, I'll spare him." said Cindy, still exhibiting her pawky humor. "I do have one question, Mr. T-Square: were you already here or did someone call you when this happened?"
"See, I.C.?" said T-Square. "Miss Universe here knows the deal. They should make her Chief, keep your redheaded cracker ass in line."
"They could do worse." I said agreeably. "So what's the answer to her question?"
"The answer is that I was called." said T-Square. "My Regiment knows to not let bad news get worse with age. I walked in the back right as you walked in the front door."
Cindy nodded, so I said "Okay, Captain, let's go. Theo, it's your case for now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I walked outside, we saw KXTC and KSTD vans at the edge of the parking lot. Amber Harris of KXTC was trying to get past the Police cordon.
"Officers," I said as I came up to them, "if any Media person crosses the cordon line, just arrest them and put them in jail for the night. My personal and direct orders, there."
"Commander!" yelled Amber Harris, "Why are YOU here?"
"I'm investigating a crime, Ms. Harris." I replied. "That's what police officers do."
"What's going on in there? Who's dead?" yelled another reporter in the small crowd.
"Early days yet." I said. "We're just starting our investigation, and we'll provide you with information just as soon as we get it... as long as you stop trying to cross my police officer's line, here." I really was getting tired of the Media trying to interfere with investigations, trying to get to the crime scenes and end up screwing them up, evidence-wise.
Have I mentioned that I don't like the Press?
Cindy and I got into my Police SUV and drove out of there, the Police needing to clear media reporters trying to block our route. Once clear, we headed back to Headquarters.



"Katina sure liked your flirting with her." Cindy said, impressing me with her increasing skills of observation. "Are you going to fuck her?"
"If I get the opportunity, hell yes." I said, then added for the fun of it: "You?"
"I'm engaged." my partner replied. "Any idea what that was about? The crime, I mean?"
"You saw what I saw." I said. "What are your observations and deductions?"
Cindy said "T-Square himself was there, and when I asked, he said he was called in. I don't know if that's good or bad for him."
"I'd say it's no big deal." I said. "From what I understand, when Sharples outed Lorena Rose at this same Club, he got there pretty fast. Even if he was already here, I think if he was involved he would've scooted on out of the building, then make sure we see him coming in the front door. As it is, no pretenses. What else?"
Cindy thought about it, then said "I am thinking about the question you asked the employees. I know when you ask questions like that, you have something in mind. But I'm not sure what it is. Anyway, two people involved in the killing, one from in front, the other from behind."
"So, tell me what happened." I said.
"I'll wait for the video tapes." Cindy replied. She then peered at me. "You think you know what happened already?"
By this time we were pulling into Headquarters, so I said "Let's go to my office and I'll tell you." We went inside and to my office, where I poured us each a shot of Canadian Whisky.
"Salud!" I said as we clinked glasses and drank our shots. I poured seconds. "Okay, that's all for tonight; we have to drive home." As we sat down in our chairs, I said "Yes, I think I can say what happened there, at least to some degree."
"You're right that my question to the employees was important." I said. "This thing happened very quickly. If there had been an altercation, then I would think it would draw people's attention. But that didn't really happen. This guy was stabbed from the front, then from behind. It was over before anyone else realized what was going on. They perps walked out of there before anyone, especially the security there, could stop them."
"If a guy is carrying the kind of knife you think he was using," said Cindy, "I don't think any untrained citizen would want to try to stop him."
"Sure." I said. "But T-Square has armed security in his clubs, and undercover. And they don't cotton to having someone murdered and bringing down 'I.C.' and 'Miss Universe' upon them, much less the rest of the Police Force. So when I asked the employees, I think I got truthful answers that there was nothing preceding the attack that got people's attention. Ergo, the two slugs ambushed the guy.
"Probably the one from in front stabbed him to make him stop, to get his attention. And while he's wondering 'WTF?', the other perp comes up from behind and carves him up." I said. "We'll have to see if we can identify some peeps from the video footage, if there is any, but I think that's what happened."
"Leaves me wondering 'why'." mused Cindy. "Someone caught up to the victim, maybe they'd had a confrontation before, somewhere else, maybe the guy didn't pay his bills..."
"Theorizing without data." I said. "Which is why I say we shut this down for the night and go home." I got no argument with that suggestion...
Part 3 - The Morning After
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely, older redheaded reporterette into her microphone as she stood in front of the Cub Club on Saturday morning, October 17th, at 7:00am sharp. "Channel Two News is bringing continuing coverage of last night's stabbing at the Cub Club! An as-of-yet unidentified man was stabbed twice, and was pronounced dead at the scene."
As the television showed footage from the night before of many police vehicles at the Cub Club, Bettina said "The Cub Club is one of the smaller, quieter clubs in the Tenderloin District, and is considered to be the heart of the Punk Scene in Town. There is almost never any trouble at this location, and police records show that there has only been one call to this location in the last four years."
Bettina continued: "I spoke with the owner of the Cub Club, the legendary rapper T-Square, who said that his employees and his Regiment are cooperating with the Police in the investigation, and that he expects the Club to be open tonight. Meanwhile, the Police have issued no statements on the case thus far. Now let's go to Nick Eastwood with coverage of today's Bulldogs home game..."
Tanya Perlman said "I called Martha, and she's already at the Crime Lab. She said she was starting the autopsy at 7:00am, which is now."
"I called Myron an hour ago." Cindy said. "He's downstairs putting the video footage into the evidence servers."
"Good. Both of you. I appreciate the proactive action." I said. "So where is Theo?"
"He was at the scene until 3:00am, from what the Duty Desk told me." said Tanya. "And I'm good with it if he doesn't get here for a couple of hours. The tapes and autopsy won't be ready for a while." I felt Cindy's eyes peering at me, and I made sure to keep my own eyes on the television screen.
"Well, Miss Ross," I said, "are you ready for your Bulldogs to take another beating today?"
"I'm resigned to it." said Cindy Ross. "We've got a crappy team this year. I just hope the Wildcats bring their JV team to that game, so you only win by 28 or so." She stood up. "The good news is that game day traffic is not as bad as it normally is. Anyway, I'll be in my office if you need me, sir." She left.
I said quietly to Tanya: "Lieutenant, you may be okay with Washington not being here, but I'm not. You need to light a fire under his ass. I'm starting to worry about his initiative."
"Uh, yes sir." Tanya said. I walked out of the room and to my office, leaving her alone in the MCD room. I hoped she was getting on the phone, calling Theo in right now...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, most of the TCPD was deployed to help with football game security, along with State Patrol and other State assets. So I only had Cindy, Tanya, Theo, and Myron in the meeting in Classroom 'E'. We needed the non-windowed darkness of the room for Myron's video projector.
"Did everyone get the email of the autopsy report?" I asked. Everyone had.
"I have a question about that." said Theo. "How does a three inch knife leave a wound five inches deep?"
Tanya replied "When the first guy stabbed the victim, he pressed the knife into him." She made motions with her hands around her own gut as she continued: "The body actually gives way; you can push a couple of inches into your own gut with your fingers... well, Captain Ross might can't with her abs, but the rest of us can. But that's why the wound is deeper than the knife blade would be: the perp stabbed it in hard and the gut gave way." Theo looked a little squeamish at the crudity of the explanation.
"And the second wound?" I asked.
"Big knife, went just about through the guy." said Tanya. "The perp sliced sideways, ripping through the left kidney and the spine. The guy would likely not have lived even if this had been done to him right outside the operating room at the hospital."
"That takes some significant power to do that." I said.
"Yes, which is why I believe you're right about the handle being brass knuckles." replied Tanya. "Also, the knife was honed very sharp, and yes, it was a fast, powerful blow. I would also bet any video will show the guy's other hand was holding the victim from the front."
"Speaking of said video," I said, "what did you get for us, Myron?"
Myron started playing a video on his laptop. "The best footage of the crime is from an overhead camera to the right side of the room as you look at it from the front door, with the bar at the back end. It's not very clear, but you can see our victim is walking from a table near the bar as if he's about to walk to the front door and out. A short guy steps in front of him, the victim doubles over... okay now watch... big guy comes up behind, grabs the victim by the face, pulls him upright. I can't find any footage showing a knife, but the killer's body is almost pressed against the victim's back."
"So the first perp is short." I said after we looked at other camera angles. "He has a bit of a belly, and I can see something like a thin mustache and goatee. Blue suit, fedora hat like the Press or Dick Tracy wears in the comics."
"He looks like Velasquez." Cindy said. As we turned to look at her, she said "Small-time loser, was running a gambling operation in the back of a strip joint near Weinstein's bar. I can tell you this: Velasquez is no friend of T-Square or T-Mac. Word is that Velasquez hit on T-Mac's girl Gloria Cagle, so in retaliation T-Square had someone tip the Police off to Velasquez's operation. Precinct Two raided the strip joint and found the card tables, but no people, so Velasquez may be paying someone on the Police Force to tip him off to any raids."
"Good stuff." I said. "Let's put out an APB on Velasquez, and ask him to come in and 'assist us with our inquiries', if you know what I mean. Okay, he's not dressed in Punk clothing, nor is the other perp: very large black man, wearing a coat and a hat to cover his features. Obviously athletic, strong enough to drive a knife through a man's spine. Any ideas?"
"Reynolds?" asked Cindy. "I'll have to check with Teresa, but I think he's muscle for one of the clubs that is not T-Square's. Haven't heard of him committing murder, though."
"APBs all around." I said. "Not enough here to bring Reynolds in, though... so send some peeps to question him about his whereabouts at the time of the crime, see what pops out."
"It looks like you were right about the way this went down, Commander." said Cindy as Myron played the video again at her request. "The victim got up from the table and is moving up the aisle as if to leave. First guy steps in front, stops him, second guy comes up from a different angle, from near the bar, and it's over in seconds. The perps just walk out out the front, just ahead of others who see the body on the floor... then there they all go."
"Any luck identifying the victim?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Guy named David Collins. He was busted as a University student three years ago on marijuana possession. We got him in a sweep of a big fraternity party, and of course took the opportunity to get fingerprints and blood samples of a number of citizens, which we shared with the FBI like many Police Departments around the country do."
I nodded as Tanya continued: "He enriched our coffers with a $700 fine for that offense, and has not formally been in trouble with the Law again. Credit is shit, so he has no credit cards. He has tons of student loans to pay off, which I think he would've gotten behind on if he'd lived. He's a pretty worthless punk, too. Had jobs at McDonalds and Burger King, stuff like that, but remains unemployed otherwise."
"Geez," said Cindy, "who wants to eat food from those places knowing punks like him are preparing your burger with their hands?"
"Yep." I said. "What was his major in college?"
Tanya got onto her laptop. "Whoa, that can't be right." she said.
"What?" I asked. "Theoretical physics?"
Tanya looked up at me, then back to her screen. "Close. Biochemistry, at first. Then he totally switches to the Arts College, and majors in Ceramics."
"Ceramics? Pottery?" asked Cindy.
"And it gets better." Tanya said. "He ended up in Personnel Management in the Business College. GPA was 2.50, not the end of the world but not great."
"That's... strange." I said. "Okay, so why was he killed, Theo?"
"I don't know, sir." said Theo. "Not enough data, as you tell us all the time. He could've borrowed money from these guys and didn't make his payments, or he crossed 'em in some other way, maybe just told them to fuck off or something."
"Plenty of data here, Theo." I said. "Lieutenant, Captain, any ideas?"
"You've already told me," said Cindy, "so I'll let Lieutenant Perlman have a shot at it."
"I like the 'not enough data' answer, to be honest." said Tanya. "But... Myron, play the video again." Myron did so, and Tanya said "I'm watching to see if these guys are watching the victim, waiting for him. And... it... doesn't... look like it. It's like they just suddenly walked up to this guy at random, butchered him, and walked out as if nothing had happened."
"Good." I said. "That's very good, Lieutenant. You are without doubt this Police Force's best crime scene analyzer, present company included." Tanya blushed at the praise and Cindy gave her a smile with raised eyebrows that silently said 'Good job!'.
"I agree with you, Ms. Perlman." I said. "Myron, you and the Data Guyz will have to dig hard to see if there is any past connection between Collins and Velasquez, Reynolds, or anyone else for that matter. Once any possible connections are eliminated, and I think they will be, then I'll want to ask some perps why they just randomly chose a guy, carved him up, and left him on the Cub Club's floor."
"Yes, sir." said Myron. "By the way, we're running facial recognition on people in the immediate area of the murder. It's dark and I'm not hopeful, but we might get a break there."
"So, Theo," said Cindy, "what's your plan?" I was sending emails on my laptop, but looked up to hear Theo's response.
Theo said "I've been studying the faces in the videos. I was thinking of going back to the Cub Club tonight, maybe with some people undercover, see if some of the people that were there last night show up again. Maybe we can get someone that saw the perps well enough that they could identify them in a police lineup."
"What else?" I asked, peering hard at Theo.
"Uh..." Theo said, knowing I was looking for something, "we'll be putting out APBs for Velasquez and Reynolds."
"What would you do, Lieutenant Perlman?" I asked.
"What I'm going to do." said Tanya. "Get with Lieutenant Croyle and ask her to get her Detectives to canvas C.I.s that might've been in the area, or might've heard something about a hit on this guy Collins. And then I am going to have Theo and Parker go down and find Reynolds in the club where he works as security. And then I'm going to try to find two guys or girls that can dress up Punk, go into the Cub Club without being immediately recognized as Police, and see what they can pick up for us."
"Flip side of that," said Cindy, "won't anyone who saw anything stay away from the place? And won't any new people be looked upon as cops? T-Square is not dumb."
"No, he's not." I said. "However, I expect a good number of new people to show up to see where the murder occurred the night before. Lots of selfies for 'the Facebook', as Midtown's Captain Moynahan calls it. So if you can find someone who's not compromised, that's not a bad idea." I stood up. "Meanwhile, I am going to go learn what I can about the Punk Scene from some people in the know about it."
"Who's that?" asked Theo.
"Why, Mrs. Milton, for openers." I said. "And Lorena Rose in Vice for another. Carry on, everyone." I left the room. Consider me 'not surprised' that my partner was right behind me as I went into my office.
"I can see why you're not happy with Theo's work." said Cindy. "He usually is pretty good about gathering data, but that was an abysmal performance in front of all three of his bosses."
"Yes, I know." I said. "I'm expecting Lt. Perlman to shape him up, and quickly. Meanwhile, I know that Myron and Mary are going to the game, so I emailed Myron to have Mary call me after the game is over. In the meantime... I am going to go speak to a confidential source about some things..."
Part 4 - The Pleasures of the Decadent
State Senator Katherine Woodburn lay on her back on the couch. The attractive dirty blonde's blouse was open, as was her bra, revealing her large, luscious breasts and hard nipples pointing at the sky. Her gray-and-black plaid skirt was hitched up, revealing her black stockings and garter. Her legs were high in the air, her high heel black pumps pointing skyward.
On top of her was her personal assistant Clark, who was slender, fit, and naked. His large cock was buried balls-deep in his mistress's deep, wet cunt, and he was pumping his pulsing penis in and out of that pussy with hard, driving strokes.
She groaned as a tremor of pleasure swept through her, watching Clark's cock pistoning in and out of her, then she looked around. On the sofa on the other side of the room was Congressman Gary A. Condor. His full head of light brown hair was perfectly in place, but he was naked and his very average five inch penis was sheathed inside the redheaded woman that was riding him with gusto. She was a bit voluptuous and not especially attractive, but what everyone liked about her was that she was Lydia Green... a Patrol Officer in the Iron Crowbar's police force.
On the conference table between the sofas, lying on her back, was Condor's sweet young intern Chandra. The Jewish girl's hair was black and twirled into a mane of frizzy curls, and her pubic bush was black, thick, and glossy against the contrast of her pale, white skin. Her breasts were natural and big, deliciously ripe melons of womanly flesh for the U.S. Congressman's enjoyment.
But for the moment, Chandra was being deeply fucked by the long cock of the punk Gor-don... ADA Jenna Stiles's assistant, regarded and reviled by everyone else as a total asshole. His own asshole was twitching with pleasure as he rudely fucked the lovely girl beneath him with fast strokes, making her groan with intense pleasure.
There was another couple in the room as well: the unattractive 'Queen of Opposition Research', once State Senator Nathan Allen's sexual plaything, was now being fucked by a young man who was employed as one of that BDSM Queen Rita's satyrs, their mole into her dark organization. It was amazing what Rita was able to find out, and their mole was invaluable in their secretly sharing what Rita was finding out.
Katherine let the sexual pleasure of Clark's fucking wash through her body. She knew Condor wanted to fuck her, and badly, but she continued to deny him; she wanted to continue to tease him. Her only regret was that Robert Brownlee was not here... so that he could be totally denied any pussy, and forced to watch while totally unable to get 'relief'.
"Gor-don, are you close?" Katherine asked, seeing that the young punk was nearing the crest.
"Yeah." gasped Gor-don as he pumped the luscious girl beneath him.
"Clark, would you like to fuck some sloppy seconds?" Katherine asked.
"Yes ma'am." Clark said dutifully. He did like sloppy seconds, but would do as his mistress said, no matter what.
"Come over here and drop your load into me, Gor-don." Katherine commanded. Gor-don pulled his large cock out of Chandra and walked over to the sofa as Clark got up from between Katherine's stocking-clad legs. Gor-don mounted the attractive older woman, feeling her slightly fleshy thighs against his own and her shapely calves wrapping around his back as he slid his long penis deep into her sopping wet twat.
Meanwhile, Clark slid his cock into Katherine's mouth as she turned her face to the side. With one hung young man fucking her cunt and another fucking her face, the hot MILF was in heaven. Gor-don watched Katherine suck Clark's meat, then Gor-don leaned down and sucked Katherine's right teat into his mouth, his tongue lashing the distended, throbbing nipple, making her groan around Clark's cock.
Congressman Condor was sucking Lydia's big tits as her slimy wet cunt slid up and down his shaft, sheathing him fully then sliding up until he nearly fell out of her before she slammed her asscheeks down hard on him. She had the tops of her feet pressing into the tops of his thighs, which felt and looked very good to him as he pumped her.



He looked over, seeing the Satyr now fucking his intern Chandra's black-fringed pussy, the young woman's big breasts ricocheting up and down her chest as the incredibly hung stud vigorously fucked her with deep, stabbing thrusts until she moaned and then came hard. The Queen of Opposition Research was fingering her own pussy as she watched the young couple rutting lustily...
Gor-don groaned and slammed his cock into Katherine's cunt, and began firing thick ropes of hot jism against the older woman's cervix and cuntwalls. Katherine felt the man-snake between her legs throbbing as he emptied his essence into her eagerly receptive quim before the energy left him and he almost collapsed, spent and wilting.
"Okay, Clark," Katherine said, "slide your dick in my sloppy pussy. Fuck that punk load right out of me. Gerald, are you watching these nasty boys fucking me?"
"Yes, baby, I am." said Condor. The smell of sex filled the air as Gor-don pulled his long punk cock out of Katherine. The Queen of Opposition Research was right there to suck his meat, cleaning it off with her lips and tongue.
Meanwhile, Clark was mounting Katherine again as she pulled her legs up and back. He slid his dick into sloppy wet hole, and within moments the room was filled with the smacks of her fleshy thighs smacking into his as he began to furiously fuck her.
"Does that feel good, Clark?" Katherine gasped. "Does it feel good to fuck my cum-filled pussy?"
"Yes ma'am." Clark obediently said as he slammed his full length into her again and again. Ah yes, the perfect aide... dutiful, obedient, and a great fuck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What a beautiful view." she said as she looked at the view of the Town from the deck of the Cabin. She saw a train coming out of the western horizon, it's headlight visible even in the bright day of the afternoon.
The sounds of the crowd at the Stadium could also be heard from up here, I noticed as I watched her, her tall, regal elegance seeming to fit perfectly with that view.
"And such a lovely home, also." she said, looking back at the wall of The Cabin, composed mostly of the windows that allowed that view from inside as well as outside. "But that is not why you asked me here. Cop. So, what do you want to know?"
"I just wanted to have a few quiet, anonymous words with you," I said as I handed her a glass of wine, "and this is the best place in the County for that."
"Yes, it certainly is. Cop." said Rita as she sat down on the metal mesh loveseat, patting the seat next to her. I sat down, our hips and legs pressing together. We clinked our glasses and drank of the wine, then I poured us more from the carafe I'd brought onto the deck.
"So, not to rush you," she said, "but I must get back to Lashes & Lace, to prepare for the post-game crowds. Our restaurant is popular with the University's esteemed alumni. So what would you like to know?"
"David Collins." I said. "Came over all dead at the Cub Club. Dressed either as a Punk or as a very, very bad imitation of Marilyn Manson."
"Ah, what a man..." said Rita. She then peered at me and said "Marilyn Manson, that is. Collins was a turd. Manson was married to my idol, Dita Von Teese. Gorgeous, gorgeous woman."
"Yes, I've had a few hot fantasies about her myself." I said. So Collins was a turd?"
"So that's how you keep that delicious wife of yours satisfied." Rita said with a grin. "You just think of Dita Von Teese while fucking Laura."
I smiled, knowing that I did not need fantasies to get it up for my hot, sexy wife. "I have 'eyes only' for my wife." I said, making Rita chuckle.
Rita's grin vanished as she said "Well, 'turd' is the polite thing to call Collins. Cop. He was soundly rejected for membership in my clubs... yes, plural. Lashes & Lace is a place of business, a bowl that holds several different entities. You've only seen a couple of the floors of my place."
"Yes, I know you have several... specialties." I said. "So what can you tell me about Collins. Why was he murdered?"
"I don't understand why he was selected to be carved up like he was." Rita said. "But I do know that he was not what he seemed to be. I'm not saying it's impossible, but it's virtually unheard of for someone to be in the Punk Scene and be a loner at the same time. Punks are usually punks because they have friends who are Punks. Loners are just nerdy losers and don't waste their time playing dress-up, if you know what I mean. David Collins was a loner. He was the type of guy that was picked on and hated by everyone in high school. So for this guy to be a Punk was weird."
"Curious." I said.
"Yes. Cop." said Rita. "And then he weirded out everyone even more. He was always asking about things that were going on, about who were the people to talk to about drugs, who were the people to talk to about 'getting things done', which is slang for mercenaries for hire for criminal activities. He would ask who were the people from which he could get money."
"Ah," I said, "and everyone thought he was an undercover cop or something, trying to pump them for information."
"Not bad. Cop." said Rita, "but more likely they thought he was a confidential informant. But he was so bad at it, that my people wondered if that in itself was an act, and that someone else was watching for the reactions of other people to him. Myself, I noticed that he always seemed to have some money. Not a lot, but he working a minimum wage job part-time and he still seemed to have money. I know about following the money."
"Yes." I said, not saying that Rita liked money, and following it, herself. "That's an interesting observation on your part. You might just earn a pink crowbar one day."
"Mmmm," said Rita, "that would be nice, but I'd rather have that pinkish-white crowbar between your legs balls-deep inside me." She kissed my mouth. "But I'll have to take a raincheck."
"Too bad." I said.
"But before I go," she said, "maybe you can repay me for this information by telling me if you know of any moles in my organization. Cop."
"Think you've got a spy?" I asked.
"I'm pretty sure of it." Rita said. "I thought it might be that young stud Sean Sanderson, but after his mother's arrest, I've been able to find out that he's not the one. But some information about my clientele came out, and word got back to me that someone's lips are moving when they shouldn't be. I'd love it you'd help me find out who it is. Cop."
"I'll do what I can." I said. "I know that my Police Department does not have anyone trying to infiltrate your organization, since I'm infiltrating your sweet pussy from time to time." Rita's eyes glowed at my dirty talk as I said "But I'll check around and see if anyone knows anything."
"You're a doll. Cop." Rita said. "And one more thing: I've told my people to watch out for themselves after this murder. 'Punk' doesn't seem right. It could be 'BDSM' next. If not one of my people, maybe someone else's. Watch the BDSM Scene. Cop."
"You really are going to get a Pink Crowbar... as well as my cock in your sweet pussy soon."
"Mmm, can't wait." she said. "Unfortunately, I have to go."
I walked her through the house and to the front door. In her heels she was almost at eye-level with me. She wrapped her arms around me and gave me a deep, tongue-twining kiss before leaving.
After securing the house, I drove in my Police SUV down the road. I had to make the difficult hairpin-curve left turn instead of the easy merge to the right, as trying to drive right by the Stadium would be difficult. So I went around the mountain, down the other side and along Reservoir Lake Road to Nextdoor Highway, and subsequently back into Town.
Back at Headquarters, I began my own routine investigation of David Collins. Everything I found matched what other had found. Then I accessed the FBI's files.
What came back stunned me. The screen went black, with the FBI seal in the background and a message that read "Access Denied: Classified Information. Top Secret: CENTURION. Eyes Only."
What the fuck? I asked myself. I moved on to looking up Velasquez. No restrictions on his information, I thought to myself as I read the reports. After I was done I disconnected my laptop from the ethernet cable as I looked at the TV, seeing that the University's Bulldogs were being beaten on the field of football combat...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Beats the hell out of a shitty football game, doesn't it Gerald?" asked Katherine as everyone lay around in post-coital satisfaction, drinking wine. Only Gerald Condor hadn't been fully satiated. He'd wanted to fuck Katherine, but instead his aide Chandra and the Queen of Opposition Research had given him a double-decker blowjob to bring his modest size to climax, shooting his semen into their mouths as they hungrily lapped it up.
Meanwhile, Lydia had cleaned Clark's cock after he'd come in Katherine, then proceeded to eat the frothy loads out of Katherine's well-fucked, sperm-coated pussy.
"Yes, Katherine," replied Gerald. "It definitely beats having to sit in a cold football box with Sidney Wellman, hearing him whine about how bad his football team is."
"So, Lydia," Katherine said, "what's going on in Police Headquarters?"
Lydia replied "Everyone is wondering what the Council is going to do about ranks. A lot of the Patrol Officers hope they really sock it to the Detectives, but a lot want things left like they are."
"What about Vice?" said Katherine. "You're assigned there."
"They're stepping up efforts to see if this Punk murder is related to drug crime." said Lydia. "If I were running drugs, I'd back off for a few days. And the new guy, Krueger, has been assigned to MCD, so I can't keep tabs on him as much as I'd like to."
"That's okay. What about it, Gor-don?" asked Katherine.
"The D.A.'s office is pretty quiet." said Gor-don. "Jenna's not running against Krasney this year. Maybe against Miriam Walters for Solicitor next time. But she said the Iron Crowbar told her to keep her eyes and ears open for other opportunities for this election cycle."
"Really?" gasped Condor. "What positions?"
"I don't know." said Gor-don. "Maybe Council positions." He pretended not to notice the glance between Katherine Woodburn and Congressman Condor.
"What about Brownlee?" asked Katherine. "Is he behaving himself?"
"He and Chief have been meeting a lot the last few days." replied Gor-don. "Meetings that last an hour, even two hours at a time. Jenna's heard rumors the Chief is leaving the Police Department, but doesn't know what he plans to do. Jenna told her lover Ross about that. Also, Ross has been making trouble for Brownlee. Every time he tries to do something productive, she's either there fucking him up, or she's running to the Iron Crowbar about him."
"Yeah, that bitch needs a big cock shoved up her pussy to straighten her out." snarled Katherine.
"Pun intended." said the Queen of Opposition Research. Everyone laughed.
"Good one, Queenie." said Katherine. "What about you, Scotty? What's going on in Rita's club?"
"There's a lot of chatter about that Punk that got murdered." said Scotty. Scotty was a college Senior, and blessed with a nine inch cock. He was a proud member (pun intended) of the secret S-E-X Fraternity, and he was making good money fucking a lot of pussy in Rita's club. "Rita told all of us to be careful, that any of us might be targeted by the same killers."
"She thinks the killers will go from the Punk to the BDSM crowd?" Katherine asked, trying to keep her voice disinterested.
"I don't know, ma'am." said Scotty. "Just sayin' what Rita told us. She's always right, though. She knows a lot of stuff."
"Okay, Queenie," Katherine said derisively to the deeply political woman, "any rumors on the political front that we haven't heard?"
"One of our friends is an aide for one of the State Republicans." said the Queen of Opposition Research. "He said the Iron Crowbar took David Krueger from the Governor's political staff. Hired him for the Police Department. Governor didn't seem too upset by that, so we're wondering if he's going to make good on his promise to not run for another term. Also, the Republicans were pissed off at the Iron Crowbar after he met with them. They don't think he's loyal."
"He's not." said Condor with a derisive chuckle. "He's not a Republican, never was one. He's not a Democrat, either. He hates both Parties immeasurably. We have no idea where he really stands on political issues."
"He's part of the 'Idiot' class." snarled Katherine. "Has no idea of what the fuck he's up against on his Holy Grail quests to clean up SBI corruption. But he'll learn... he's going to learn..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What a lousy game." Mary said as she and Myron trudged down the hall towards my office. "I know the Bulldogs aren't that good, but to lose 34-6 to an inferior team like that?"
"Yeah, I think Coach Bronson is done." said Myron. "Oh, hello Commander."
I had just stepped out of my office into the hallway. "Hi guys." I said. "You have a minute to come inside?" They knew that wasn't a request.
Cindy was already in the office, sitting on the sofa and typing at her laptop. I had Mary and Myron sit down in the comfortable chairs known affectionately (well, maybe not so much) as the 'hot seats'.
Once everyone was seated, I asked Mary "Mary, do you know a David Collins?"
"The guy who was killed last night?" Mary replied. "No sir, I've never heard of him, at least not before the murder."
"From your past experience with the Punk scene, any idea why someone would want to cut him like that?" I asked.
"No sir." said Mary. "I really haven't been down there since I was 'made' by T-Square's Regiment." By 'made', Mary meant they'd found out she was a cop, and therefore of no value as an undercover operative. "And now I'm hanging out with Miltie and we have no business down there."
"True enough." I said. "So tell me, is the Cub Club the place to be for Punkers in this County? Where else would Punkers go? And do they cross-connect with the BDSM types?"
Mary replied "Well, let me put it this way: there are different tiers of people. For example, if you, Commander, and your wife wanted to go out for a drink, you'd probably go to the Cattleman's Club, or the bar at the Hyatt, since those are high class. You might go to one of the average restaurants and bars along University Avenue or a respectable club. You wouldn't go to Weinstein's club or a strip joint in the Tenderloin District, I would expect."
I nodded as Mary continued: "So for the Punk crowd, the Cub Club is where the low-lifers go. Most are not averse to using drugs, and they're looking to hook up for sex. The classier people, the ones just looking for a good time and casual fun, would go to one of the dance clubs further east. As to the BDSM types and the pure Goth types like I was..."
"And still are..." I said, which made Myron laugh.
"And still am." Mary said agreeably with a smile, "But they have different scenes. Goths like me might've gone to Punk places, or we'd make a place our own. But the BDSM people are a separate group entirely."
Mary continued: "The ones that are allowed inside Lashes & Lace, Rita's club, would go there. Rita is the standard of 'high class', as far as BDSM goes, even if that does sound like a contradiction in terms. The rejects go to Whippet's, which is just west of Weinstein's club, further south than the main Tenderloin District."
"Who runs that club?" I asked.
"I can answer that." said Myron as he furiously typed on his laptop that was sitting in his lap. "Guy named Butch Harmony... muscular guy, obviously on steroids. Wanted to be a WWE star but didn't make the grade, they never picked him up. So he started a club, set it up as a BDSM gay bar, but that totally failed. He was about to go broke so he lightened it up, made it a hangout for couples and men and women."
"Lots of fem-dom there." said Cindy. "Some trannies, but after what happened with Raoul a few weeks ago, the trannies are running scared. And the heteros are checking to make sure, if you know what I mean."
"Yes. Yes I do." I said as I considered the case.
"Sir," said Myron. "Guess where Reynolds works?"
"Whippet's." I said.
"And guess who one of Butch Harmony's financial backers is?"
"Velasquez?" I asked, surprised but knowing where Myron was going with this.
"Yes sir." said Myron. "Company called 'W.C.S. Solutions, LLC'. Velasquez has a stake in it."
"That answers my question." said Cindy. "I was wondering why you were thinking 'BDSM' instead of 'Punk', Commander."
"That's true, I'm seeing some different things than the face of this crime would naturally suggest." I said. Cindy was getting good; she was onto me about things more and more, I thought to myself.
"So, what do you think 'W.C.S.' stands for?" Cindy asked with a bit of a sparkle in her ice blue eyes.
"'Whips', 'Chains', and 'Stocks'?" I guessed. Everyone laughed. But later on, we'd find out that my guess was correct.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Myron and Mary left, I asked Cindy "What are you doing tonight?"
"Jenna and I were thinking about going to a club... a classy one." said Cindy. "Some alone time tomorrow."
"Definitely do that." I said. "Take the day, don't do any police work. That is not a request. And one more thing, Cindy... keep your eyes peeled. I've got a bad vibe about this case... a bad vibe..."
"Bad vibes are my department, Mr. Michaux." Cindy retorted. "But I'll take your advice."
As she left the office, I contemplated what was going on. These waters were not what they seemed. These waters were muddy... and deep.
Very, very deep.
To be continued.
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"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday October 19th. "The Town & County Police have no new leads in the murder at the Cub Club last weekend. Channel Two News has learned that the victim's name is David Collins, an unemployed business manager who was known by others in the Punk Scene of the Tenderloin District. Police have found no motive for why Mr. Collins was targeted in the attack.
"Channel Two News has also learned that the autopsy revealed that two men stabbed Mr. Collins. Videotape of the incident was obtained from the Club, but Police are not saying whether they were able to gather any information from those tapes."
Bettina continued: "In other news, the Town & County Council will meet tomorrow night to hear the Study Group's recommendations for revising the rank structure of the Town & County Public Safety Department. The Fire Department is not expected to encounter changes, but are pushing for fewer and lower EMT ranks within the Fire Department. As for the Police Force, Channel Two News has learned that big changes may be on the way for Commander Donald Troy's Detectives. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for the Sports report. Nick?"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, reporting live from the Athletic Complex on the University Campus. "Channel Two Sports has learned that the Athletic Board is meeting later this week. The University lost 34-6 to Protestant College, one of the perennial doormats of the Conference along with State Tech. This was the University's first loss to Protestant in sixteen years, and Coach Russ Bronson will really be feeling the heat to turn things around, and quickly. The Bulldogs travel to play the Wildcats in two weeks, with the Wildcats having an open date this Saturday."
Nick Eastwood then became more somber as he said "State Tech is now 4-2 after their win over Taco State, a Division II school from Texas. State Tech fans are beginning to say that they're looking forward to playing the intra-state rival Bulldogs, sensing an opportunity to steal a win after many consecutive years of stinging defeats at the hands of the Bulldogs..."
"I can stand losing to the Wildcats; at least they are a good team." Cindy said as we drank coffee in MCD. "But we had better beat State Tech, if I have to go down there and whip their asses myself to make it happen."
"I'll be glad to help you stick some crowbars up Tech's ass," I said, "after what those pricks did to Nick Eastwood last year." There was a murmur of agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, the meeting of Crowbar's Angels took place in my office. Obviously the first agenda item was the David Collins case.
"So what do we have so far, Ms. Perlman?" I asked.
"We've eliminated Reynolds as a suspect." said Tanya. "Theo and Parker interviewed him yesterday. They said he's very articulate, friendly, and they don't understand why he's working in an absolute dump like Whippet's."
"Let me say something to that." said Cindy. "He is a member of my gym and works out there frequently. He's taken some mixed martial arts classes, as well. He seems very soft-spoken, articulate, quiet, like some of the NFL guys that go on to do well in the Media. He's also pretty charming and sounds very credible and believable in what he says."
"But he has occasional anger issues." Cindy continued. "He's punched some people out, gotten into brawls, and has enough of a record that he can't be hired by a police force or security for businesses firms and such. And his smooth talking ways are deceptive, also; he's not on the up-and-up all the time, he'll lie to you in a heartbeat if he thinks it'll give him an advantage. Having said all that, I still don't see him as a cold-blooded killer, especially not one for hire."
"So how was he eliminated as a suspect?" I asked.
"Whippet's had timestamped video footage of him being there, at Whippet's, at the same time Collins was dropping to the floor at the Cub Club. That also goes for the manager, Butch Harmony." Tanya said. Myron thinks it's a good and legit video, too."
Tanya continued: "The Day Manager also said he was there and Reynolds was there, and gave Theo an affidavit to that effect. Butch Harmony gave them other names of workers who could vouch for Reynolds's presence. The manager said that if a few patrons allow it, he'll give us their names, too."
"So they make video available to Police very readily, have people ready to vouch for Reynolds, even the Day Manager making sure to be there at night. They either are telling the truth and he's really innocent, or they're working hard to cover for him." I said, then wistfully added "I do wish I'd been there myself for those interviews."
"Commander, you gotta let your people do their jobs." Cindy said. "You can't do it all yourself."
"You're right, but I can and should be able to tell what's important enough that I should be there." I replied. "That's not a knock on the Detectives, but I do observe things, and I also can't teach others to elevate their game if I'm not there to see what to teach. And here's an example: what is Reynolds's relationship with Velasquez? Does Reynolds do extra work for Velasquez? If not, does Reynolds know if Velasquez hires other people for odd jobs, personal jobs, and if so, who are those people?"
Tanya was peering at me as she said "Commander, they did ask if Reynolds knew Velasquez, and he said he did because Velasquez comes into Whippet's from time to time to talk with the manager about the business. Reynolds said he knew Velasquez but had not spoken to him in a while, and the manager said that Velasquez usually talks to the managers and not Reynolds or the other staff. Overall, sir, Washington and Parker did just fine with this."
"Okay," I said, not mollified but needing to move forward, "what else?"
Tanya said "I organized a number of Precinct One cops to go in plainclothes to the Cub Club. Mary got them outfitted in light Punk wear, so they didn't stand out like sore thumbs. They said that it was pretty busy, and all of the chatter was about the murder the previous night. There were tighter checks for weapons, but other than that it was what would be described as typical for that Club. And nobody there said they knew who the victim was nor who the perps were; everyone was saying that all those involved weren't normal patrons of the club."
"Not surprised about that," I said, "but a good job organizing that and getting the information. It's helpful in its own way. Anything on C.I.s?"
Teresa said "My guys are starting to reach out to confidential informants. It'll take time, since we don't want to burn anyone. So far, we're getting nothing. There's been no vibe in the Underground about any of this, and it appears everyone is shocked about it."
"What about Velasquez?" I asked.
"He's disappeared." said Tanya. "He lives in a small home in a lower middle class neighborhood in the southwest of Town, not part of the Southwestern Ghetto, but south of where those dogs were killed a few weeks ago. Precinct Two sent officers to pick him up Saturday, but he wasn't home. So they've had patrol cars go by every few hours, especially in the evenings. No lights on in the house at all, no car in the driveway at any time. They're going to drop in on his business address as well as Whippet's again this morning to see if he shows up, but it looks like he's flown."
"I've got more on Velasquez, too, Commander." said Cindy. "Myron and our new guy, David Krueger, did some digging yesterday. Velasquez and his company, W.C.S. Solutions, are in some financial trouble. Whippet's was doing a little better after they converted from a gay bar to a straight club, but they're still not profitable. Velasquez bought into them to keep them afloat, but it may not be working out.
Cindy went on: "Velasquez also bought into a club in Midtown. It apparently looked like a good deal, but David thinks someone fleeced him: they showed him good but fake numbers when in reality that club is doing very poorly, also. So Velasquez might be the one left holding the bag."
"Financial problems." I said. "Always a potential motive for crime. Any correlations with the victim?"
"No sir." said Cindy. "David Krueger, who Myron is calling 'The Guru' now, pushed hard to see patterns, but found none. Collins never went to any BDSM clubs that we're aware of. Krueger thinks Collins didn't have any real friends. He wasn't with anyone else at the Cub Club the night he died, and no one at all checked on him when he was lying on the floor. Kreuger said he'd expect friends to at least check on the guy instead of fleeing."
"Good point." I said. "What did 'The Guru' think of Collins's various college majors?"
"Funny you asked that." said Tanya. "I expected David to say it showed Collins didn't know what he wanted to do, that he couldn't make up his mind, and was drifting even then. But he said that someone with those interests could become something like a recruiter for a scientific research firm."
"Where does 'ceramics' fit into that?" asked Teresa.
"Materials Engineering." I said. "State Tech used to have a Ceramic Engineering degree, but there are too few jobs for that. There were so few people majoring in it that the School cannibalized it into their overall Materials Engineering program. I can see where 'The Guru' was going with that idea."
Everyone nodded and then I asked "Who are Velasquez's partners in this W.C.S. group?"
"According to State records," said Cindy, "he is the majority partner at 60%. There are ten other shareholders listed, sometimes little LLC entities, sometimes personal names. We're making our lists and checking them twice, but so far we have not found anything."
"Okay, ladies," I said, "just a quick check, and 'not enough data' is not the answer. What do y'all think of this crime?"
Teresa went first. "Revenge for some past issue that we don't know about yet. If Velasquez is having money problems, maybe he tried to do a drug deal with this Collins loser and it went bad. But I can't see any other reason. On the face of it, it's senseless."
Tanya said "I have two ideas. First, Collins saw or heard something he wasn't supposed to, and the two perps very quickly moved to eliminate him. I know the video evidence doesn't suggest they were watching him, but maybe something happened in the bathroom, or somewhere else."
"Second, I'm trying to put together a scenario that fits the data, but this may be off in left field. I'm thinking that Velasquez and T-Square are not friends. Velasquez's operations are going badly, while T-Square's are doing well. So Velasquez decides that killing someone in one of T-Square's clubs will cause T-Square bad publicity, bring down Police, and maybe drive customers to Velasquez's bar. Pretty farfetched, I know, but if Velasquez is desperate enough to commit murder, maybe that would be part of his thinking."
"Not bad." I said. "It's good to use imagination and see what you can come up with. And there might be a kernel of truth in what you've just said. Cindy?"
"I think Teresa's word 'senseless' is what best describes this." Cindy said. "Even leaving Velasquez out of it, if we can't find something from Collins's past to suggest why someone would want to savagely butcher him like that, then what we are left with, however improbable, is that this was just a killing for the sake of killing, maybe just to see if they could do it and get away with it. Otherwise, I agree with what Tanya said, that he heard or saw something and was very quickly rubbed out for it."
"That's good. Very good." I said. "There's good and bad in every one of y'all's ideas, especially the 'senseless' part. If he'd heard or seen something, I think they'd have murdered him somewhere else, even in the parking lot, rather than in front of a whole lot of people. If they had a past beef with him, I likewise suggest they would've taken care of it in a much less public medium, and a much less public and obvious way."
I sat up straight in my chair and said "Cindy, get with Wes Masters. I want all three Precincts to beef up patrols, especially in the evening and night hours when the clubs around Town are in full swing. I also want everyone to intensify the manhunt for Velasquez. It is important that we find him, and quickly."
"So spill it, Crowbar 1." Cindy ordered. "What are you thinking? You sound like you think this might happen again."
"Yes, that's right." I said. "I am thinking... that what happened last night was some kind of dress rehearsal, and that there will be another murder, and soon, if we don't find Velasquez. And it is the intended victim of that crime that will be the answer to this case."
Part 6 - The Fast and the Slow
At 9:00am, Helena buzzed me. "It's the Governor, sir. Returning your call." I took the call, of course.
"Hello, Governor, thank you for calling me back." I said.
"You said it was urgent." replied the Governor.
"Yes sir, it is." I said. "I need for you to facilitate something for me. It might be something that saves lives..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30am, still Monday, October 19th, I pulled up in my Police SUV in front of Whippet's, Cindy Ross in tow. As we got out of the vehicle and looked at the place, we could see that it was getting shabbier.
"Not a bad location for a decent club." Cindy said. "It's a good property. Could even put a halfway decent restaurant here. I'd bet Weinstein would love to put that in, to go along with his strip joint right down the road. Heck, that might just be a motive for something..."
"That is true." I said. We went inside. A muscular young man in a leather vest and pants was at the front desk. We were wearing police uniforms, and he just looked at us.
"I need to speak with your security guy Reynolds." I said.
"He's not here." the guy said. I'd already observed that he had pressed a button under the edge of his podium.
"Bullshit." I said. "Get him or the manager out here right now."
"All right, all right." said the manager, actually the Day Manager, coming into the anteroom from the main part of the club. He was short and fat, his fingers stained with nicotine. "I'm Bruce, the day manager here. I handle the nuts and bolts of running the place for Butch Harmony, the overall Manager. What can I do for you officers?"
"I want to speak to Reynolds." I said.
"Your guys talked to him the other day." said Bruce.
"And we want to follow up." I said.
"All right." said Bruce agreeably. "Come this way." We followed the rotund manager into the main area then off to the right side and through a door. Going down a long hallway that stretched along the right side of the building, we were soon at an office. The door was open, and I saw a tall, bald, handsome black man sitting behind the desk.
"Reynolds, more cops to talk to you."
"Sure." said Reynolds in a baritone but clear voice. "Is that you, Ms. Ross? I work out in your gym all the time. Great place, much nicer than the crap place the Viscottis run right down the road."
"Thanks." said Cindy. "This is Commander Troy. He wants to follow up with you about some things."
"The Iron Crowbar." said Reynolds. "Everyone's heard of you." he said as he got up and came around the desk, offering to shake hands. "It's good to meet you."
"Likewise." I said, shaking his hand. "Are we interrupting you?"
"No, not at all." said Reynolds. "I was changing out the tapes from last night. If you wanted something from them, it's too late now."
"No, that's not why we're here." I said. "I just want to confirm that you were here last Friday night around midnight?"
"Yes sir." said Reynolds. "My manager told the other cops-- er, officers that were here. Everyone saw me."
"Yes, I heard." I said. "Do you know a guy, short, black hair, thin goatee, goes by 'Velasquez'?"
"Oh yeah, sure." said Reynolds. "He's invested money in this place. He comes around every so often, talks to the manager mostly."
"When was the last time you saw him?"
"Last Thursday afternoon, I think." said Reynolds.
"Has he ever hired you to do other jobs?" I asked. "Personal jobs, or security work in other clubs?"
"No, not me." Reynolds said. "I told him if he had other work for me, to let me know. I could always use the money. But he only has me working here."
"Do you know of any other people he might hire for other jobs? For transient or temporary jobs?"
"No, I wouldn't know if he did." said Reynolds. "The manager might."
"Not me." said the manager, who had stayed with us during the interview. "But he did ask me a few weeks ago if I knew of anyone who would be a good personal bodyguard. I said Reynolds here, but he said Reynolds was already doing good work at the club here, and he wanted someone that could travel around with him. I told him to ask our staff here at the club, see if any of the guys was into that kind of work, and he never said anything else to me about it."
"Sounds good." I said. "Thanks for talking with us. Captain, you have anything you want to ask?"
"Just this." said Cindy. "Have either of you heard of any threats from or to any of your clientele?"
"God, no!" gasped Bruce the manager. "We run a clean club here. Safewords and everything."
"He's right." said Reynolds. "Anything gets out of hand, my guys stop it quick."
"I get that." said Cindy. "But you haven't heard of anyone looking for someone, saying someone owes them, anything like that?" Both guys said they had not.
"If you do hear anything, let us know." I said. "As much as it keeps me in business, I hate having to investigate murders. And also, if Velasquez shows up or calls either of you, give me a call. I need to talk to him, also, and there might be some reward money in it for either of you if I can find him and talk to him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was interesting." I said as we got back in my Police SUV. "Good question about possible threats to someone, and they misinterpreted it. That actually is good, shows innocence."
"Reynolds was lying, though." said Cindy. "You could see how friendly he can be, but I could see in his eyes that he knows more than he's telling."
"I agree." I said. "I get the feeling that Reynolds not only was asked about someone as a personal bodyguard, he may have given suggestions. And that's why I wanted to talk to him... see his facial expressions and his eyes. As you said, he wasn't giving us the whole story."
"Yep." said Cindy as we drove up University Avenue. "Don, can I speak freely?"
"Cindy, you can always speak freely with me when we're alone like this." I replied as I turned down a side street.
"I know, but this is an issue." she said. "Don, I know, and your Angels know, that you are a fair judge of your people, maybe sometimes a bit demanding in your expectations, but we know that's because you want to get the most out of us. I also know that you are not a racist, and that any problem you have with Theo Washington is not because he is black."



"But you think I'm being too harsh in my evaluation of him?" I asked as I turned right twice, then back left onto University Avenue.
"I think he's doing pretty well." Cindy said. "Tanya does too; she has full confidence in him. He's not you, he's not the most imaginative guy in the bunch, but he's thorough, methodical, gets along well with his colleagues, gets along well with the Citizens. He really is good at getting information out of the Black community that normally won't speak to Police at all."
"That's all true." I said, carefully checking all of my car mirrors for traffic.
"So why the harshness?" Cindy said. "I don't get the vibe that you're just trying to up his game."
"Okay, between us, I'll tell you." I said as I turned onto North Street, the road that University Avenue becomes when it turns left to run east-west along the northern border of the Town and on to meet the bypass and go west from there.
"Cindy, I am expecting the Council to pass the Study Group's recommendations tomorrow night. The current Detectives will not be affected, they'll retain their pay grades and ranks. But the way I expect they're going to structure it, the current Detectives will be strongly expected to exhibit leadership. Good Detective practices will no longer be enough."
I continued: "Some of the Detectives, like Nash, Cummings, Purvis and Grubby Paul, are doing well and will continue to do so with the higher expectations placed upon them. Teddy Parker and Lorena Rose should also be okay.
"But I'm concerned that Geiger and Theo and Diana Torres are not going to be able to be the leaders they're going to have to become. That's okay, not everyone is meant to be a leader of other people. But I want Theo to succeed, and if he's going to do so, he's going to have to ratchet it up, and quickly." I turned down Riverside Drive, then along College Street and around Courthouse Square.
"Fair enough." said Cindy. "It's okay if I tell Tanya this, so she can help him?"
"Yes." I said. "But keep it to yourself, Teresa and Tanya for now, and tell them to not to say more until the Council actually does something."
"Sure." said Cindy. "So... are we being followed?"
I smiled. "Nope, not that I can tell. Did you see anything?"
"Once I realized why you're driving like a dumbass who doesn't know where he's going, I started watching." said Cindy. "And I saw no one. Want to tell me what it's about?"
"Ever get the feeling you're being watched?" I asked.
"Only by my boss during morning 'Angels' meetings." Cindy replied...
Part 7 - Blossoming
Tuesday, October 20th. It was Homecoming Week at the University, and it's President, Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, was hosting a formal reception for the various Department Heads, Boosters, and 'significant' Alumni. It was something of a dress-up affair, black-tie and all, so I wore my best suit and... a black tie(!).
My wife Laura looked stunning in her beige dress that seemed to cling to her luscious body and float above it at the same time, and I was very proud to be her escort to the reception.
"So, dear," I said, "is this one of those where you require my literal attendance, or should I mingle separately with your fellow professors that have no idea what to say to me?" Laura laughed.
"Depend on who is there and what is going on." said Laura. "Of course I'll need your undivided attention when we get back home tonight, and I drag you to bed to fuck your brains out."
"And if you let me undress you, slowly," I said, my voice a whisper in her ear, "I will give you the fucking of your life."
"Mmmm," said Laura, "I'm going to hold you to that promise..."
Unfortunately our flirtations were interrupted as my mother came into the house via the backdoor. She was going to babysit Carole, Jim, and Doug. Todd was attending the function tonight as a 'distinguished alumni', and I already knew that Teresa Croyle was his date for the evening.
"Oh, I believe I just interrupted some foreplay." my mother Phyllis said with a twinkle in her eyes. "Just as well, since you two young lovebirds need to get going to the President's Mansion."
"Yes," said Laura, smiling radiantly at Phyllis's naughty talk.
"Son, you're going to miss the Council meeting tonight?" my mother asked.
"Not much choice." I said. "I have to go show off the hottest looking woman in the world, here. And besides, I wasn't invited to this Council meeting. They'll go into executive session and decide our fates without my input."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party was being held on the beautifully manicured back lawn of the University President's mansion, and as we walked through the mansion and out the back door onto the patio, an elderly butler announced us.
One thing 'young whippersnappers' don't realize is the old-school methods of formal introduction announcements. As I handed our card to the old man, he announced "Commander and Mrs. Donald Troy!". Not "Commander and Doctor", not "Mr. and Professor"... but "Commander and Mrs."... very formal, very old-school.
We then walked down the steps to the walkway that went down the long yard. Whenever I saw this beautifully groomed yard, I had an urge to play Ultimate Frisbee on it. But no time for those thoughts now: a lot of eyes were on Laura in her gown, and I was extremely happy that she was holding my arm as we came up to Dr. Wellman and his wife Sally.
"Laura, you look absolutely ravishing." said Sally Wellman. "And Commander, you are aptly named: you take command of any place you enter. To whom may I present you?"
"You both look wonderful, as well." said Laura. "Perhaps you could tell us if--" She was interrupted by the announcement of the next guests.
"Mr. Todd Burke and Ms. Teresa Croyle." intoned the butler. Not 'Lieutenant' Croyle; this was formal... old-school.
"Oh my goodness..." Laura and Sally Wellman both gasped. Todd looked great in his formal suit and black tie, the perfect representation of a young executive on the rise. But it was Teresa that took everyone's breaths away. She was wearing a golden gown, slightly lighter than Laura's dress, and Teresa's dress clung to her magnificent body.
Teresa was very shapely, with nice large-but-firm, high-riding breasts, an hourglass figure that expanded into shapely hips and a deliciously firm, heart-shaped ass. Despite her athleticism, or perhaps because of it, her legs were perfectly balanced: firm, trim thighs, and perfectly curvy calves that tapered to flawless ankles and elegant feet in her high-heeled sandals. Her shoulder-length hair, which she normally wore straight to the sides, was done up and styled very elegantly.
After Todd and Teresa greeted the Wellmans, they were presented to us. "Teresa, you look marvelous! Absolutely stunning!" Laura gushed.
"Yes. Yes you do." I said. "What have you done with my Police Lieutenant?"
"I told her she looked awesome." said Todd with a big grin. "Maybe now she'll believe me." Teresa was blushing, not used to such praise, and not really knowing what to do with it.
"Well, if it isn't the Iron Crowbar and his lovely family." said a woman's voice. We turned to see State Senator Katherine Woodburn. She was being formally escorted by the recently-divorced Tom Riordan, who was now a big University booster and being considered to be a Regent/Trustee.
"Ah, Senator." I said. "You know my wife, Dr. Fredricson, and my nephew Todd. And this is Teresa Croyle, my Vice Department Lieutenant. Everyone, this is State Senator Katherine Woodburn, formerly of KXTC." Katherine's eyes smoldered as I reminded her not only that I'd taken KXTC from her, but the CEO of its new owners, Todd Burke of BOW Entertainment Group, was standing right here. But Katherine kept a straight face.
"You look very lovely, Lieutenant." said Katherine, and it seemed like more than politeness. "Do you all know my friend Tom Riordan? He's now one of the Athletic Board Trustees, as well as part of the Wargrave Trust, and is very influential with the highest University officials and the Regents."
"No one is more influential in the County or the State than you, Senator." said Tom Riordan. I felt humor at the very subtle insults being hurled my and Laura's way, but I was not bothered by them. Especially since the the insults were not true.
Just then Sally Wellman came by. "Senator, may I take you away to introduce you to the President of City University and his wife?" Katherine Woodburn quickly went with Sally, wanting to make yet another high-level connection.
"Come along, Teresa." Laura said, taking Teresa by the arm. "Let me introduce you to some of the ladies around here." My wife had astutely realized that this was Teresa's entry into Town & County 'Society', which as a Police Lieutenant was something that would be to Teresa's benefit to get to know and be a part of. Laura was being matriarchal, but in a good way.
"So, Commander," said Riordan, "I'm surprised to see you at a Bulldog Alumni event. I thought you were a Wildcat." I didn't think he meant that in a friendly way, but I rolled with it.
"Oh, that's next week." I said. "This week I am simply the very lucky man who brought the lovely Dr. Fredricson to the party."
"Yes, she's a lovely woman." said Riordan. "My ex-wife Janet was always saying that she thinks the world of her. So, Mr. Burke, you are the Iron Crowbar's nephew, I understand?"
"Call me Todd." said Todd, smiling his charming smile. "And yes, I'll claim him as my uncle, even if he is a Wildcat and we're Bulldogs. I'm the CEO of BOW Enterprises, by the way."
"Ah, yes, that's where I heard your name." said Riordan. "I'm hearing great things about your company." They began chatting about Todd's company and business in general. I felt like a third wheel and was looking for a way to excuse myself, but was saved by the arrival of Elsie Gringer, aunt of Bettina Wurtzburg and the 'gossip guru' of the County.
"Ah, Commander!" she exclaimed as she came up to me. "And your wonderful young nephew Todd. You both look wonderful!"
"Hello, Elsie. You're looking very well yourself." I said. "Do you know Tom Riordan?" Elsie and Tom exchanged introductions and handshakes. Tom then excused himself, as Elsie clearly wanted to talk with me and Todd.
"Todd, you must tell me who that lovely young lady is that came to the party on your strong, young arm." said Elsie.
"Perhaps Commander Troy can fill you in on that." said Todd, his mischievous grin on full display.
"Yes, that is the Lieutenant of my Police Vice Squad, Teresa Croyle." I said. Elsie was absolutely stunned.
"Well, I never..." Elsie quietly gasped. "So, Todd, are there any secrets you need to tell me? Any diamonds in the pockets of that suit of yours? Any future plans?"
"No, no diamonds." said Todd, grinning his most charming smile. "I'm afraid there is just no story for your column, Elsie."
"Not yet, anyway." said Elsie, her voice conspiratorial as well as flirtatious. "You two are an excellent match; you look wonderful together."
"So says my grandmother." said Todd. "And you will be the first to know if there is anything to announce." That made Elsie just about swoon. Just then Sally Wellman came by and asked to take Elsie away to talk to a couple of Journalism School professors.
"Good grief, Todd." I said. "They're right. Sure there's nothing you want to tell me?"
"I could do a lot worse, Uncle Don, a lot worse." said Todd. "But no, we're still 'friends with benefits' right now. I'd have no problem making it more, but she's not quite ready."
Just then Laura and Teresa made it back to us. "Darling," Laura said, "I need to take you through the gauntlet of my professorial peers, so I can show you off and make these bitches wish their husbands were half the man that mine is." Teresa could not stifle her laughter at that, nor could Todd.
For the next hour I proudly let Laura have my arm and guide me through the introductions. Most of these Academicians knew I was a police officer and looked upon me as if I were the very Plague in their midst, but the Chemistry professors knew I'd been a Chemistry major, and the Physics professors knew I was interested in their fields of study, even though I'd be lost if I had to go to their levels of mathematics. Those conversations were actually pretty pleasant. So it wasn't a totally bad evening.
"Teresa is really blossoming tonight." Laura said as we caught sight of Todd and Teresa talking to other executives and their spouses at the far end of the lawn, near the little guesthouse. "I think they're good for each other."
"I couldn't agree more." I said. "He really brings something out of her that I don't think she's ever allowed to come out with anyone else."
"Yes," Laura said, "her femininity as a woman. She's been fighting the world too long. With Todd, she can relax and just be a woman... his woman. As to him... well, darling, he's your nephew... what do you think?"
"What you're thinking." I said, very sure. "Todd is a great play actor, and all of the world is his stage. Right now, this academic gathering is his stage. Tomorrow, his business will be. But that's all it is to him... acts in a play, and he's acting his parts... not showing the real Todd beneath."
I continued, my eyes introspective and near a reverie: "But I think he and Teresa are both groping to learn trust. We know her story, but his story is there too: he was hurt by Melina, albeit unintentionally; and he won't admit that Jeanine leaving him for his father hurt him, also. But when they both learn to let go of their fear... it'll become something wonderful for them both." I looked at my wife as I said "Like what you and I have, my love."
Laura smiled. "Yes, like what you and I have..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So we're decided on this?" asked the Mayor, trying to wrap up this executive session of the Town & County Council.
"I think the Police Department portion is settled." said Pastor Westboro, who had somehow become the mediator between sides. "As the Police Commander predicted, the changes really aren't that significant in the overall scheme of things."
"He may not even object to them." said Dagmar Schoen. "No one is demoted, the Detectives aren't dispersed to the Precincts, at least not formally."
"He hasn't seen the impending budget cuts, though." Kelly Carnes said. "And the layoffs."
"We're not even close to deciding upon those." said the Mayor. "And that is not a topic for tonight's passage of the bill. What about the Fire Department?"
"They're actually positively impacted." said Thomas P. Cook. "It's the EMTs that will rightly take the brunt of the changes."
"How do you mean 'rightly'?" asked Jack Colby in his baritone voice. "If I didn't know better, I'd say you guys are trying to totally destroy the EMTs in this County. Are you planning on having a private EMT service? Maybe a contract is already planned under the table, Mr. Cook?"
"What are you insinuating?" thundered Cook.
"I just know it was mighty convenient how hard you pushed for Precincts." said Colby fearlessly. "And lo! and behold! it is your properties that are getting leases with those various Precinct Stations."
"What of it?" said Cook. "Mr. Colby, are you formally and for the record accusing me of any wrongdoing in any of these matters?"
"I think it should be investigated," said Colby, "to determine if there was wrongdoing. Are you afraid of being scrutinized in that fashion?"
"Gentlemen," said Pastor Westboro, "may we stick to the current issues at hand, please? It's already been a long night, and we are tired. Tired people make mistakes, in their speech and their actions. To answer your question, Mr. Colby: no, there are no plans, hidden or otherwise, to eliminate the EMS Services. However, they must understand their place in our Public Safety structure."
"The Iron Crowbar has expressly desired that we lift the ban on EMS personnel that are fired or resign from being able to take other County employment positions." said J.P. Goldman. "I believe that would be a very appropriate carrot to extend in exchange for the changes proposed here."
"Why should we give the Iron Crowbar anything?" asked Kelly Carnes with a sneer. "He's our employee, not our master."
"That's a debatable point." said Ian McGhillie, who had remained silent to this point. The cutting tone of his sharp Irish brogue seemed to jolt everyone else. "Of course, he's too busy running the Governor's campaign in secret to even consider your problems, Ms. Carnes."
"Then let me bring this up." said Kelly Carnes, trying hard to take control and impose her will. "How many EMTs would up and quit and move to other County jobs? And Troy would just use that to hire EMTs into his Police Force, and get around us."
"And then we have no EMTs left." said Edward Steele. "I guess the Iron Crowbar is actually helping Mr. Cook get his private company, eh?" There was some laughter at that, but Cook glared at Steele... who just looked right back at Cook, unafraid.
"We have not heard from Councilwoman Adams on this." said the Mayor. "Ms. Adams, speak your peace so we can wrap this up."
"I believe we should vote now." said Malinda Adams, her mouth pinched into primness. "On the current bill. We can come back to the EMT ban from other County employment at a later time." That pretty much concluded the debate.
They voted. The Mayor announced the result and said "the second reading of the bill will be next Tuesday. If there is no more business--"
"Mr. Mayor," said Ian McGhillie, "there is one other thing. The Police Chief has asked to speak with us in private at the conclusion of our meeting. He's waiting outside."
"All right," said the Mayor, knowing what was about to happen, "let's hear what he has to say..."
Part 8 - Political Machinations
The Country Breakfast Diner opens at 6:00am, but an early informal meeting was convened at 5:30am on Wednesday, October 21st. At this meeting was the Diner's owner, John "Jack" Colby, Dagmar Schoen, Chief Griswold, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Your Iron Crowbar (me), and somewhat to my surprise, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer.
No amount of bad news was going to stop me from eating a good helping of breakfast foods from the buffet. There had been no formal dinner at the Wellman's party the night before, and Laura had dragged me to bed for some intense sex when we got home... yeah, I know, poor me having to endure such things... and I was now famished, for food.
Once we sat down in the private back room, Jack Colby began discussing the results of the previous evening's Council meeting. "It's not all that bad for the Police Department, Don," Colby said, "but there are some impacts."
Colby started: "First, we're honoring the contract you made with David Krueger. We don't want any ex post facto complaints out of anyone swinging red crowbars. Even Malinda Adams was good with that; only Kelly Carnes complained."
"So right now," said Colby, "your 'Detective Apprentice' and 'Detective J.G.' ranks have Corporal stripes with one and two rockers underneath, very unusual looking but everyone likes them. And they will stay. What will change are the names. 'Detective Apprentice' will become 'Detective', and 'J.G' will become 'Detective-2', and called 'Detective'. Both ranks are considered equivalent to Corporals."
"No third level?" I asked, having anticipated three levels of Detectives.
"No." said Dagmar. "We're calling these '1' and '2', but in reality they're like '2' and '3', with Senior Patrolman being the de facto first level from which these Detectives will come. You don't need Detective Apprentices anymore, since the first such rank will be filled by someone vetted and ready to be a full Detective."
Jack Colby said "The next level is 'Detective Sergeant', a rank we already have, with the symbol of Sergeant stripes and a rocker beneath. And that will remain. The Detective Sergeant will now be in charge of a group of Detectives."



"So this is where it starts differentiating." I said.
"Yes." said Dagmar. "Your current people will be left where they are, but new Detectives will be under the current people, and as they are promoted or leave, Detectives will be promoted to Sergeant to replace them. This will be done over considerable time, even years, so it's a slow transition for you, Don."
"That's true." I said. "And it's what I was anticipating. Just don't tell me you're assigning them to Precincts."
"No." said Colby. "But the only thing preventing that is the sheer lack of size of this Town and County. Carnes and Cook pushed hard for it, but just could not make a case for having what will likely still be a maximum of two groups in MCD and two in Vice and try to spread them out."
"So all you're doing" growled Chief Griswold, "is pushing the Detective ranks back so that they are under and work up to Detective Sergeant instead of being higher than Sergeants as they are now."
"Exactly, Chief." said Dagmar. "We did leave what you call the 'warrant officer' bars in place... well, the one- and two-squared silver bars... and those are formally going to be called 'Senior Detectives'. But those are going to be very long-time, very experienced, or very good people--"
"Like Iron-Crowbar-level people." growled Chief Griswold with a grin under his mustaches.
"Pretty much." said Dagmar. "Those ranks will rarely if ever be filled... like the Technical Sergeant, Master Sergeant and Sergeant Major ranks that technically exist but are not being filled. One idea is that these experienced Senior Detectives would be assigned to Precincts, would advice and teach younger Uniformed officers, and would be on the lookout for talent, kind of like the Technical Sergeant positions that are primarily for teaching."
"In other words," I said. "the Council is trying to use that as a backdoor way of putting Detectives in precincts. You just admitted it."
"Uh...no... not really." stuttered Dagmar, and my baleful stare had her very unsettled. Jack Colby tried to rescue her.
"No, don't worry, Don." said Colby. "That wasn't even put in the bill. Just discussed."
"C'mon, guys, I know you're on my side." I said. "But I can see what they're trying to do here. These 'discussions' become implemented actions all too often."
Daniel Allgood intervened: "Why don't you tell the Commander the rest of it."
There's more? I thought to myself.
"Sure, Sheriff." said Dagmar, who then turned back to me. "We are not doing away with any of the ranks, but we are trying to diminish the formality of them. One complaint of some officers was that a Senior Patrolman with three rockers under his one chevron stripe might act like he or she outranks Patrolmen with one or two rockers underneath. That's not what we really want."
"We do want the pay grades," said Colby, "so what we're going to do is allow only stripes from Corporal and up to be shown on standard duty uniforms. The cute chevrons and multiple rockers will only be on formal uniforms, and by that we mean not even Duty Dress, but formal. If you see the rank below Corporal, you'll also see medals instead of ribbons on the jackets, and in your case, Commander Troy, a Medal of Valor around your neck." His effort to butter me up did not improve my mood.
Dagmar said "Detectives will generally be expected to wear plain clothes, but if they do wear a uniform, they'll have their ranks on the sleeves, as they're considered Corporal-level officers. But we're going to strongly encourage Detectives of all ranks less than Lieutenant to wear plain clothes."
"Nothing new there." I said. "And basically diminishing the so-called ranks to pay grades among the Patrol Officers will probably be good over time, though some are not going to be happy in the here and now."
"The last thing is Technicians." said Dagmar. "Lucky for you Myron and Mary are full Detectives already. Technicians are essentially going away. They might be employees of the TCPD or TCFD, and they'll have pay grades like they have now. But new hires will be essentially non-uniformed civilians, employed by the County. Current officers in technician roles can ask for reassignment, stay where they are until they're promoted, or accept the civilian role."
"I should add," said Daniel Allgood, "that this is happening over the entire County. The Public Safety Department will have an I.T. Department serving all branches. They may be assigned to and dedicated to the Police or the Fire Department, but they'll ultimately belong to me."
"And my Data Guyz?" I asked.
"Still yours." said Colby. "They are police officers. We're talking about the hardware and base software, server maintenance, the wiring and specialized I.T. functions. But your Data Group is not going to just be people sitting and staring at computers. They'll be expected to do other Detective functions, though data will be their speciality."
"Just like observation and deduction is the Iron Crowbar's specialty." said Chief Griswold.
"I sense I'm being buttered up here." I said. "So while I go get a second large plate of delicious breakfast foods, why don't you give Commander Singer here the really bad news, as that is obviously why you invited her."
"You're really making me feel great this morning, Don." Zoe said sardonically.
"He's right, Zoe." said Dagmar. "It's not good for the EMTs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got to Headquarters and the MCD room just in time for Bettina's broadcast. It was a very silent room full of MCD and Vice Detectives that listened intently to every word. Fortunately, Bettina's report was accurate, though she made it sound much worse than it really was.
After she was done, I said "Doughnuts here, guys." Indeed, I'd brought three full boxes. They disappeared quickly.
"Not so bad for us, but those poor EMTs..." Joanne Cummings said. "Think they'll go on strike over this?"
"The Council will just fire them if they do." Cindy Ross said. "Or I guess I should say the proper term: 'lock them out'."
"Jobs are scarce as it is." said Theo Washington. "And they can't take any Town or County job, even as a school teacher, if they quit or get fired. What I don't understand is why the Fire Department treats the EMTs like shit."
"I'm a relative newbie to this County." I said. "So I don't understand it, either."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was watching for the Chief to arrive, but he did not do so until right at 8:00am. I attempted to follow him into his office, but he closed his door behind him to prevent my entry. I asked his secretary Donna to buzz him and ask him to let me in, but she sneeringly said he didn't want to be disturbed, and she would do it "in my own time."
"Your time is not going to be much longer, at least as far as employment with the Town & County Public Safety Department is concerned." I said to her as I walked out of the anteroom and back to my office.
Cindy and Teresa came into my office for the 'Angels' meeting. I asked Captain Ross to go put all Precinct Captains and Department Heads on alert for a meeting in the next hour or so... including the Admin leaders and even Deputy Chief Brownlee himself. She stalked out of the room.
"So, Ms. Croyle," I said, "how did you like that reception last night."
"It was... kinda fun, actually." said Teresa. "Not my kind of people, though." I could not resist laughing out loud at that one."
"Not mine either, except my wife of course." I said. "But you looked great! You were the Belle of the Ball and the Talk of the Town, and I hope you met some people that might be important to your career moving up the ladder in this Police Department."
"Uh, thanks, sir." Teresa said. She was just beginning to realize the importance of the social aspects, I thought... then I realized that she might actually be thinking of her future with this Police Force and her upward mobility for the very first time. Hmmm...
I didn't have time to think more of it as Cindy and Tanya came inside. "Okay ladies," I said, "I was expecting to be talking to the Chief right now, but he's making a point to not speak with me. So, anything new on the Collins murder?"
"He had no drugs in his system." Tanya said. "Tests came back confirming that. I expected at least some hits for residual drugs over time, but he was really and truly clean."
"That is a surprise." I said. "Anything else?"
"Just that the knife, the big knife, used to slice up the guy's backside," said Tanya, "was lubricated, to decrease friction as it cut through internals." said Tanya.
"Pro hit." I said. Seeing Cindy and Teresa peer at me, I said "It means this is a man used to using this knife to butcher things, and what he seems to like butchering is human beings. He's a pro, and this was a hired hit."
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "The FBI is going to glance into possible contract killers for us. I contacted Jack Muscone last night when I first got these results--"
"Don't say it!" Cindy exclaimed to me, seeing the look on my face.
"Moi?" I said in mock surprise with a grin. Just as Tanya caught on, my phone rang. I answered, listened, then hung up.
"The Chief has deigned to see me now." I said. "We'll talk more later." I got up and hurried to the Chief's office before he changed his mind.
And what Cindy stopped me from saying was that Tanya's contact with Jack Muscone was to wake him up from sleeping in her bed next to her...
Part 9 - Sloppy Seconds
The Chief's door was open when I went into the anteroom, and he called out for me to come on in. I went into his office and shut the door... perhaps with a bit of authority. He looked up at me, seeing my eyes burning.
"You wanted to talk to me, Commander?" he asked. "Have a seat."
"Yes sir." I said, sitting down. "First, sir, I'm just going to tell you this straight out: if your assistant out there ever again treats me the way she did this morning, she will be fired."
"Commander, that is not your call to make." said Bennett, with some acidity in his voice.
"I can have her access to sensitive data restricted, Chief." I said. "And even have her denied access to the building pending a deeper investigation of her trustworthiness. If my assistant treated you the way yours treated me this morning, I'd have fired her on the spot. What you do with your assistant is your business, sir, but she'd better clean her act up, and fast."
"I'll speak to her." said the Chief, knowing I was not kidding. "And you've obviously pissed off at something. The new structure?"
"No, sir," I said, "though that is what I wanted to speak with you about this morning. I'm about to call all the Precinct Captains and above, as well as Department Heads in for a big pow-wow, to clarify and explain the new structure. I was hoping we would plan what we'd say, then you'd give the talk as it really should come from you."
"They haven't even passed it yet." said Chief Bennett. "What's the rush?"
"The Media is reporting the details, and pretty accurately." I said. "But they're also distorting some things, so we need to disseminate the truth through the chain-of-command as quickly as we possibly can, nip any untoward rumors in the bud."
"I see what you're talking about." said the Chief, who was looking off to the side, almost turned sideways to me. "If you want to handle that, go ahead. You don't need me to be a part of that."
I worked hard not to openly gawk at what I had just heard. "Are you sure, Chief?"
"Yes." said Bennett. Then he said "Who do you think is going to win the Governor's election, Don?"
"That depends, Chief." I said, a bit taken aback by the sudden changing of the subject, not to mention the actual question. "If Governor Jared runs again, I think he'll win. If not, then Director Lewis will easily defeat any other Republican they put up against him."
"That's what Krueger said when I asked him." said the Chief. He then glanced over at me. "I'm sure you know the reason I'm asking."
"I can make an educated guess, anyway." I said. "I think you've been offered a job in connection with that new State Lab that's being built next to the University. Maybe as the Administrator of it. And you're wondering who you'll be working for after the Election."
Bennett gave a wan smile. "I actually think something slipped by you. You're part right, but it's more. After that disaster at The Asylum, the one you helped greatly to expose and put an end to, the Governor has been reorganizing some things in the State Department of Justice, especially the State Bureau of Prisons, as well as revamping the various State Crime Labs.
"The Governor has broken the State into several regions, and I've been offered the position of Regional Manager for this area." continued Bennett. "I'll be overseeing the construction of this State Crime Lab as well as the refurbishment of The Asylum. We're-- they're going to be upgrading the Mental Hospital there, really cleaning up all that mess."
"And you've essentially agreed to take the job already." I said. "They didn't start the Crime Lab construction here until they had the regional structure in place and you agreeing in principle to take the job."
"Well, maybe less got by you than I thought." said Bennett. He had no idea, I thought to myself, but I said nothing more. "My office will be in the State Office Building here in Town, and I'll be commuting to Midtown a lot.
"I might have a house down there where you can stay for stretches if you need to." I said.
"I'd appreciate that." Bennett said. "I will say this: I told the Council at their meeting last Tuesday, so the gears are in motion. I officially start the State job on January 4th of next year. I'll remain on as Chief until the end of the year, though I'm in a Consultant capacity right now. I expect they'll offer you the Chief's job again, and this time if you don't take it, they will make Robert Brownlee the Police Chief... and your boss."
"On that... Time will tell." I said. "Anyhoo: congratulations, Chief, that'll be a great job for you, and the State will be able to make use of your managerial talents. Is there anything else you need me for?"
"No, go ahead and prepare for your meeting." said Bennett. "And Don, do not say one word about this for now."
I made the 'my lips are sealed' motion, then left. I made sure to glare at the assistant Donna as I walked by. Yes, she'd damn well better be prepping her résumé...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to Cindy's office and offered to buy her lunch. We got into my Police SUV and I drove down to Jefferson Avenue and turned east upon it. After clearing the Town, I surprised Cindy by continuing east along the road until it became the Nextdoor County Highway.
"Yep," I said as she looked at me. "We're going to have lunch with your sister Molly."
"Good." Cindy said. "I haven't even seen her new office yet, and I want to."
In the town of Hillside, we went by Police Headquarters, where we spoke with their officers, including their Chief, for a few minutes, and then Molly came with Cindy and I to the Lakeside Restaurant for lunch. The restaurant was near the highway, and was built on the southeastern end of Reservoir Lake, complete with a dock and deck near the water.
"Ladies," I said after we'd ordered, "this information is for your ears alone, and should not be disseminated, at least not by you, Cindy." I told them that Chief Bennett was indeed leaving, and the story behind it as I'd learned it this morning. Both Molly and I noticed Cindy's eyes sparkling just a bit more brightly.
"Don't get excited, Cindy." I said, trying to hide a grin. "The Council will insist that either I take the Chief job or they'll give it to Brownlee over me... and you. And I'm not taking the Chief job." For just a second, Cindy's eyes flared, then she caught on... and I could tell she was trying to rely on mental insight as she was being taught by her father Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help group.
"You have already planned this out." said Cindy. "I don't know if you were behind getting Bennett out of the Chief's chair with the State job, but you've already decided what to do about who will be the new Chief. And..." she looked over at Molly, and I could see that she, Cindy, was understanding as she continued: "... and since you've brought Molly here, I think I know what your plan is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There are two things that the Troy Household's guardian dog Bowser does not particularly like. One of them is sweet potatoes; he'll eat anything else, but not them.
The other thing is my cellphone going off in the wee hours of the morning; he apparently remembers when I went up to The Cabin and got kidnapped. So I heard yipping right after I heard my bedside cellphone ringing. It was my Police cellphone, and it was Sergeant Rudistan calling.
"It better be good, Rudistan." I said groggily as I became fully awake, knowing full well it would be if it was him making the call.
"Right up your alley, sir." said Rudistan. "We've got sloppy seconds here. A Whippet's Club customer was kidnapped from their parking lot in the southern end of the Tenderloin District. We just found the guy's body in the field just north of Cemetery Hill... BDSM clothing, the works."
I was fully awake now. "So why do you need me to come down there?" I asked as I got out of bed.
"Uh, sir..." said Rudistan, who obviously did not want to tell me on the phone. "I think it's something you just have to see for yourself..."
To be continued.
Bonus points: The cluuuues to the Iron Crowbar's plan for the Chief's chair have been given, in this story and other stories before it. What do you think Your Iron Crowbar's plan could be?
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Part 10 - The Sloppy Second Crime Scene
Thursday, October 22d, 2:40am. I drove up to the scene in my Police SUV. A couple of Police cruisers near the road had their blue lights flashing so that motorists could see them, but there were other cars without the lights in the field some 150 feet down a dirt road that eventually would lead between the cemetery on Cemetery Hill and the Pet Cemetery to its east.
"BDSM... as you foretold, Commander." said Cindy Ross, who'd just gotten here before me. Sergeant Rudistan came up and led us to the body. A couple of klieg lights were set up to illuminate the immediate area. They were visible from the highway, which made me wonder how long it would be before the Media arrived.
"Rudistan, put out word that any Media that come are to be held back at the road." I ordered. "If they try to come closer, take great pleasure in placing them under arrest and hauling them off to County Jail." Rudistan called it out on his radio as Cindy and I began looking at the body.
"Have y'all taken any pictures yet?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said one of the Patrolmen. "Using our iPhone apps. I've already transmitted them to Headquarters."
"Good work." I said, looking at the body of the man dressed in BDSM leather straps and leather short pants that were no more than underwear. "Okay, he's an Asian man, late 20s, I'd guess... oh geez, what happened to his eye?" I was looking into the socket where the man's left eye should be. "Have you found this guy's eyeball anywhere around here?" I called out.
"No sir." said Rudistan. "That's why I called you in. Looks like the perps kept that as a memento of their evening."
"They took the whole eyeball." I said as I shined my flashlight into the eye cavity and peered inside. "Maybe even the optic nerve, or some of it."
"That is strange." said Cindy. "Some kind of BDSM ritual gone bad?"
"No data yet, Watson-- oh, I take that back." I exclaimed. I'd just turned the body over on its side, and saw the wounds. "Big knife wounds to the lower back, looks like someone cut his kidneys and spine... just like our boy Collins at the Cub Club."
"Like I said: your power of prognostication at work, Commander." Cindy said. "I'm definitely theorizing this crime is related to that one."
"Yeah, I think we can safely make that assumption." I said drily as I eased the body back onto its back as it originally was.
"Something else was strange, Commander." said Sr. Patrolman Morton. "I was going to take this guy's fingerprints on my app for ID purposes, since he has no I.D. or wallet on him. But his fingers have something on them."
I shined my flashlight on the dead man's fingers and saw that they were glistening as if wet. I sniffed the fingers. "Banana oil." I said. "Yes, this is a strangeness."
Cindy sniffed the fingers of the left hand as I examined at the right hand. "Oh geez," I said. "Look at this, guys: the knuckles of three of his fingers on his right hand have been crushed. And one of his fingernails ripped out."
"Bruising all over the face, neck and body, too, sir." said Morton. "Somebody worked this guy over."
"Yes." I said, seeing what Morton was saying. "Okay guys, who called this in?"
"If I may begin at the beginning, sir..." said Rudistan in his semi-jovial voice, which denoted that he had a story to tell.
"Sure." I said.
Rudistan began: "At about midnight the Precinct Two Duty Desk got a call that someone had been kidnapped from the Whippet's Club parking lot. We went over there, where their security man Reynolds showed us the tapes. Two guys in masks sprang up on this guy as he left the Club, threw him into a black van, and drove off."
"Reynolds gave us a copy of the digital recording." said Morton. "But we also had our own guys take the evidence, as well."
"Good." I said. "So this body is that of the kidnapped guy?"
"Yes sir, at least we think so." said Rudistan. "We could see it was an Asian man dressed in BDSM clothing on the tapes, and it matches what dead guy is wearing. We also talked to several people inside that said they saw the guy talking with different people during the evening. He's apparently a regular there, named Roy Chen."
Rudistan continued: "So we were on the alert for a van, and Precincts 2 and 3 were running stepped-up patrols. Then the Duty Desk radioed in and said that someone driving by on the highway saw car taillights out here and called 9-1-1 for the Police, thinking some kids were going to vandalize the cemetery. So Morton and I came out, followed by another two patrol cars and searched around, and we found the guy."
"Excellent." I said. "Ah, here comes the Crime Lab." As the Crime Lab people came up, I instructed them to take pictures of the eye socket, the damaged right hand, and the oily left hand fingers.
"Morton," I said, "did you take fingerprints?"
"No sir." said Morton. "I wanted to let you and the Crime Lab see the strange oil on them first."
"Good thinking, I'm glad you did that." I said. "But as soon as the Crime Lab takes samples, go ahead and take fingerprints. If that Roy Chen guy has prints on file, I'll bet this body comes up as him."
Just then I heard the squeal of rubber on the highway. The KSTD News van had barreled into the area at too high a speed, nearly hitting a Police cruiser. That got uniformed officers yelling and shoving at Bettina and her cameraman, who were screaming back at them. It was about to get ugly.
"Well, Crowbar 2," I asked my partner, "should we intervene in that debacle over there?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:30am I came into MCD in my gym clothes. I had worked out with Sergeant Tate of the ROTC cadre, then ran with the cadets that were being prepared for Advanced Camp the next summer. And while I thought I'd been in decent shape, I found out quickly that I was not where I needed to be.
"Anything new on the murder last night, Ms. Cummings?" I asked Joanne, who had been the Detective that came out to the crime scene, and therefore had the honor of being assigned the case.
"No sir." said Joanne. "We're re-submitting the fingerprints to the FBI and asking for information about him. The app came back to Sr. Patrolman Morton that it was one Xinhua Chen, who goes by the name of 'Roy'. Nothing else about him, though... no criminal record, no other reason why his prints are on file."
"Interesting." I said. "I'm going to go get cleaned up. Joanne, check on the phone number of whoever called in the tip of the car lights at Cemetery Hill. And forward anything from the Crime Lab to my inbox."
"Yes sir!" Joanne said happily, full of youthful vitality as well as excitement in having a case to solve.
I went to the Police locker rooms and showered and shaved and dressed in my uniform. When I got back, Cindy Ross had joined the MCD coffee klatch. Despite her physique, she looked tired.
"Up all night, Captain?" I asked as I poured myself some coffee and topped off her mug.
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "I should've hit the couch like you did for an hour or two, but I stayed up and did some paperwork. I came to get you for a morning workout, but you weren't there."
"No, I've been 'invited' to work out with the ROTC cadets." I said. "Crowbar battles with you are good, but I need the aerobics of running with them even though it's killing my knees."
"Paratrooper's knees." said Martin Nash, his voice connoting a total lack of sympathy. "Sandra's dad has them. He was on jump status for fourteen years. Now he can hardly walk, much less run."
"Yep." I said. "I didn't jump as much, being in the Reserves, but I still feel the pain."
"You'll feel a lot more pain if you return to our workouts." hinted Cindy as she sipped her coffee.
"Sounds sooooo inspiring." I quipped. "I think I'm going to keep working with the ROTC kids. You can teach Detective Cummings and these other Detectives what you've been teaching me."
"I would love that, ma'am!" gushed Joanne.
Our banter was stopped by the newscast at 7:00am. You know what that means... the one... the only... Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at the crime scene field near the cemetery, the gusting wind blowing her dark red hair around. "Channel Two News is bringing you coverage of the murder of a young man last night. His body was found here, just north of Cemetery Hill, about fifty yards from the road. Police say an anonymous tip led to the discovery of the body. He was stabbed to death, but Police are saying no more, including the identity of the young man."
Bettina continued: "This comes on the heels of a kidnapping from the parking lot of Whippet's, a Club south of what's called the 'main drag', which is MLK Drive in the Tenderloin District. A young man was forced into a black van by two men. Police are not saying if this kidnapping is connected to the body found this morning east of Town, nor if either of these crimes are connected to the earlier stabbing death of David Collins at the Cub Club several nights ago."
Bettina was not finished: "And Channel Two News has now confirmed through multiple sources that Police Chief Harold Bennett submitted his resignation to the Town & County Council at their meeting last Tuesday night. Chief Bennett is taking a position with the State's Department of Justice, though we have not yet learned the specifics of that position. Commander Donald Troy declined to comment on the resignation nor if he would consider taking the Chief's job himself. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for the Homecoming football game report..."
The room was totally silent, all eyes on me. Then Theo said "Commander, is she saying you're not commenting without her asking in the first place?"
I smiled. "No, she's good on this one." I said. "She tried to ambush me at three o' clock in the morning at the crime scene by asking me about that. Didn't seem to even care that there was a dead body fifty yards away. So she did ask, and I did decline comment."
"Well, I guess the cat is out of the bag now." said a voice. Chief Bennett was entering the room, and he had two boxes of doughnuts for us.
"I don't know how the Media got ahold of the story so fast," said Chief Bennett, looking pointedly at me, "but it's true. I'm taking a position with the State. I just wanted to bring these doughnuts as a token of my appreciation of all the good work you guys have done for me."
"So what are you doing with the State, sir?" asked Martin Nash as everyone tried to be polite in making a mad dash for the doughnuts.
"It's an upper level management situation." said the Chief. "I can't go into the details now, as the Governor will be making an announcement about it soon and it's embargoed until then."
"He's going to be a Police Chaplain with Steven Ikea in the SBI." I quipped. Everyone laughed.
"It would certainly take the Patience of Job to work with that buffoon." said the Chief, drawing more laughter. "Okay, you guys carry on. Commander, can I see you in my office?"
I followed the Chief into his office, closing the door behind me. "No, Chief, I am not the one who leaked it to the Media. Scout's honor." I said, making the Boy Scout sign with my fingers.
Bennett stared at me a second, then said "I actually believe that. You were an Eagle Scout, weren't you?"
"Yes sir." I said. "And I don't know who did leak it. I'd suggest someone on the Council or associated with its members."
"Or the Sheriff, or the Fire Chief, or Deputy Chief Brownlee." said Bennett. "It could be anyone. So what do you have on last night's murder?"
"Not much yet, sir." I said. "Looks like it might be related to the Collins killing at the Cub Club; the fatal wounds to the back look very similar. This guy was BDSM, not Punk, but we're looking into how the crimes could be related."
"Any chance it's that thug T-Square?" asked Bennett.
"I doubt it, sir." I said, wondering why he'd ask that. "But if I find any data that connects him to these crimes, I'll act on it."
"All right, get back to it." said Bennett. "By the way, I am still officially here until December 31st. After that... unless the Council has hired someone, and we all know how fast they are..."
Whaddya know, the Chief made a funny! I thought to myself, but held my tongue as he said "... then you'll be Acting Chief again. I'll try to get Captain Harlow up to speed on Admin things, but you're going to be dealing with Brownlee again. And he really is gunning for this Chief's chair."
"I understand, sir." I said as I got up to go.
"I hear you're good at predicting things." said the Chief. "So who is going to be the next Chief?"
"I can tell you this," I said with an enigmatic smile., "it will not be Robert Brownlee."
Part 11 - Strange Twists and Turns
"Okay, this is interesting footage." I said as I watched the Whippet's parking lot footage. "Yeah, that looks like Velasquez opening the door of the van as the big man grabs the Asian from behind, puts a cloth to his face..."
Cindy said "Myron, put on the tape from inside the club." Myron did so. Joanne and Theo were also in Classroom 'E', watching with us. "This shows our guy Chen talking to several people. I don't see anyone spiking his drink or anything."
"Who is that Asian woman he's talking to?" I asked. "She looks like she's the queen bee of that group."
"Her real name is Tomoko Shimono. She was a Japanese exchange student at the University, then applied for U.S. citizenship." said Myron. "According to what Reynolds told Rudistan, they call her 'Asa Akira' behind her back, because she looks like the Asian porn star."
"Yes, she does." I said, getting a few looks. "What? So I know what a porn star looks like... my wife studies this stuff."
"Yeah, right." retorted Cindy, earning a disapproving glance from her immediate superior Officer.
"At any rate, Chen seems pretty smitten with her." I said. "I think she might should become a 'person of interest' that we should talk to in a professional way... our profession, not hers."
"What is her profession?" asked Joanne.
"The World's Oldest, I would imagine." said Theo.
I was already typing on my laptop, bringing up the information through the Federal portal. To my shock, the screen went red and the words "Access Denied. Top Secret: CENTURION. Eyes Only." appeared. I quickly disconnected and attempted to access her files through the State's portal. It came up blank.
I said "Whoa... says there's no information on her."
"Nothing?" Cindy asked.
"Nope, database empty. Completely off the grid." I said. "Well, that discourages me from thinking she's a professional sex worker."
"She should be coming up as a former foreign student." Cindy said, furiously typing on her own computer. "Wow... no visa status, nor pending citizenship status."
"It's a strangeness." I said, my feeling of foreboding increasing. "Add her to your APB list."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am there was another meeting in Classroom 'E', with Captain Ross, Lt. Perlman, Detectives Nash, Washington, Parker and Cummings, Myron Milton, David Krueger, and me.
"Sir," said Joanne Cummings to start off, "I checked on the phone number that called to the Duty Desk about seeing the cars at Cemetery Hill. It was a pre-paid phone, purchased from Wal-Mart with cash."
"Maybe that means it's someone who wanted the Police to know, and to find the body." Theo asked.
"Maybe." I said. "What have you guys found out about Roy Chen?"
"Sir, he was virtually off the grid." said Joanne Cummings. "I couldn't come up with anything for him, so I asked Myron and David for help."
"We dug deep." Myron said. "I don't know why this was buried so deep, but he graduated from State U., which is the Commander's School's arch-rival. Chen then went to our State Tech for a Masters in Engineering."
"What kind of engineering?" I asked.
"Officially, Mechanical Engineering, which is State Tech's highest quality program." said Myron. "At State U. he was a double major in Chemistry and Chemical Engineering. Graduated with both degrees in four years."
"Great major, Chemistry." I said. "Heck, Chen might even have used that to become a Police Commander one day." Some of the people in the room laughed; others did not understand that I was Chemistry major myself.
"Is he an American citizen?" I asked.
"Far as I can tell." said Myron. "Has a U.S. passport, but I can't get any further records about it."
"So you had trouble finding that about his degrees, Myron?" I asked. "What else did you have trouble finding?"
"It really did get tougher, a lot tougher." Myron said. "Chen worked for a company called 'Energy Dynamics, LLC'. I got that from IRS tax records, as well as information that the LLC is a holding company for a company called 'Energy Dynamics Corp.'. But trying to find a location for 'Energy Dynamics Corp.' was brutally hard. It was David who found it for us."
"Ah, so desu ka?" I said, with some admiration in my voice.
"Hai!" replied David. "I reasoned that they were a research firm and realized that they might use a lot of energy, and so might set up near a power plant. The State's power company, StatePowerCorp, has two nuclear power plants, one on the River in the county southwest of Coltrane County, Farmdale County. The other nuke power plant is on the river that flows north into the City; the plant itself is south of Eastphalia. The other power plants in the State are natgas- or coal-fired."
"So Energy Dynamics is set up near the nuclear power plant." I said, already beginning to slip into a reverie.
David replied "But they're actually set up just across the county line, in Rivers County, which is north of Farmdale County and west of Coltrane County. Rivers County is 'the county between the rivers', the other river being the State Line. They're both extremely rural counties with mostly farms."
David continued: "I found out that Energy Dynamics has on-site living quarters and some amenities, and StatePowerCorp built some facilities for them and house their employees there. But most of the State employees commute to the suburbs northwest of Midtown, or live here in our County."
I said "If memory serves me correctly, a few employees live in Farmdale Village, the County Seat of Farmdale County. Tiny little town. Rivers County's county seat is Valley Villages, which they tried to make into a retirement community with golf, tennis, golf carts on the roads and such. Kind of like 'The Villages' in Florida. It's a great place, but it didn't grow all that much after it started up."
"So why was this so hard to find?" asked Theo Washington. "I mean... no disrespect to anyone here..."
David Krueger replied "Energy Dynamics is making a point to stay off the radars of public scrutiny. I found this by going through the StatePowerCorp's records, which are public, and finding the bills from 'Energy Dynamics, LLC.', which again is the holding company for this entity."
"And then I made a few 'discreet' inquiries." said Myron, which meant he hacked somebody. "What you'll really like, Commander, is that a good number of years ago they had several partnership contracts with Dynacorp, the company of the late Anthony Warner, which his son sold to BOW Enterprises."



"What kind of contracts?" I asked.
"That, I could not find." said Myron. His glance at me said more than his words.
"So we have a company secured in hoops of legal steel, attempting to wrap themselves in a warm blanket of anonymity." I said. "And we now have a dead engineer that worked for them. All right, guys, and especially you, Ms. Cummings, and you Mr. Washington: I want you to find Velasquez. Finding him is absolutely essential to this case... and possibly to his continued existence on this Earth."
"Ms. Ross, if you will lead the way in finding his accomplice, the big guy with the big knife, I would appreciate it. I might suggest asking Reynolds... the hard way. Let him know he's being set up to take the fall and whatever other fibs you can think of, but put the fear of God and Crowbars into him and make him spit out some names."
"With pleasure, Commander." Cindy said. I knew that bode ill for Reynolds.
"Myron, come to my office." I said. "And after I've talked to him, Captain, I will be contacting the guy running the Salem Witch Trials, as well as my top-secret confidential source on the University Campus."
"So what's for lunch?" Cindy asked. "Double cheeseburgers, or soup and salad?"
"A distinct touch, Crowbar 2. A distinct touch!." I replied, thinking of her developing 'pawky' sense of humor.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In my office with Myron, I said "I take it you wanted to tell me something that you did not want to say in front of the others."
"Yes sir." said Myron. "We're working on getting David a security clearance so that he can work with me and Mary more. Until then, all I can say is that Energy Dynamics and Dynacorp were partners in contracts... with the CIA."
"Withhold my surprise." I said. "We know of the Company's involvement with Dynacorp from the Anthony Warner ('The Swap') and Alicia Foster ('Credit Card Caper') cases. So Energy Dynamics worked with them?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "I saw a couple of contracts where the two companies were working together to build some things. But I didn't go to far with that. Let's just say I have means to know when someone is trying to trace me. Internal Affairs is almost silly in their attempts, but I've seen some more sophisticated tools being used. I shut 'em all off, of course, but when this one came up I just shut everything down so you can do this through Special Agent Muscone."
"Yeah. I'll call him now." I said. As Myron got up to go, I said "Oh Myron, one more thing: can you generally tell if its the CIA or FBI that's trying to worm into you?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "They try to change things up from time to time, but usually I have an idea of it, and which agency it is... or my father can figure it out."
"Myron," I asked, my eyes growing intense and boring into him, "have you seen any attempts by anyone else, someone you haven't been able to identify, try to get at you?"
"No sir." said Myron. "I know where you're coming from, but nothing like that."
"If you do see something like that," I said, "please let me know immediately."
"Wilco."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone on the phone. "Hi Jack, I said when he answered. "Where are you?"
"In my office in the City." said Jack. "Why?"
"I need to talk to you." I said. "We had a murder over here, and there might be Federal implications. Stuff I don't want to talk about on the phone, either."
"Uh, yeah." said Jack. "Listen, Don, I'm busy on something over here, so I'll have to call you back. I think Les Craig out of Southport is handling the issues you're bringing up."
"Okay." I said.
"And Don," said Jack, "I won't be over to your Town for a while. It's just as well, I need to lay off the double cheeseburgers."
"Uh... okay." I said. "Give me a call when you get a chance." The line went dead.
Part 12 - Secrets And Plots
At 11:30am, Cindy Ross went to Whippet's, accompanied by Sergeant Rudistan, Patrolmen Morton and Hicks, and Detective Theo Washington.
"Hello Reynolds." Cindy said as they entered his office, having walked past the guy at the door as if his presence were nothing to them. "I need you to come to the Police Station with me."
Reynolds showed a brief bit of surprise, then said "Am I under arrest?"
"Not yet." said Cindy. "But come on along." Reynolds did not resist.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Half an hour after talking to Jack Muscone, I was called into the Chief's office. He looked concerned, and he did not invite me to sit down.
"I'll be brief, Commander." he said. "As of now, you and this Police Department are off the Roy Chen case. The Federal Government is taking it over. Have your people cease and desist working on the case, put all digital evidence into servers and physical evidence into evidence boxes for turnover to the FBI."
"Yes sir." I said. "Is there anything else, Chief?"
Bennett looked up at me, totally stunned. "You're not going to ask what this is about?"
"No sir." I said. "You've been called by Les Craig of the FBI and was either asked or told to drop the Chen case, and you're now telling me to drop it. I have my orders, and if you'll excuse me, I'll go implement them now." The Chief nodded and I left the room.
I did not need to ask, I thought to myself. This is not an Agency of the Weak Minded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Look, Reynolds," Cindy said, leaning over the table, eye-to-eye level with Reynolds, who was sitting down, a foot from his face. "You are being set up. I just showed you a video tape of a very large black man taking down Chen, and that same man ripping Collins to shreds.
"They're going to say that it is you." Cindy continued. "They're going to say that the fifteen people vouching for you being at Whippet's when Collins was butchered are lying on your behalf in a pre-arranged alibi. They are going to throw you to the dogs, you will go to prison for murder."
"That's a load of crap, Captain!" gasped Reynolds, looking shocked. "I didn't kill anybody! Or kidnap anyone, either!"
"Names, Reynolds." Cindy said. "Velasquez asked you for some names, and you better give me those names now or else it will be your own ass hanging from a rope over University Stadium for this."
"Sure, I'll give you everything I told that bastard." said Reynolds. He wrote down several names on the notepad supplied to him by Officer Lydia Green, who was attending the 'conversation' in Interrogation-A, per the 'Ikea' protocols that a Uniformed officer be present at any and all interrogations.
"Let me ask you this, too." Cindy said. "Do you know a woman named Tomoko Shimono? Called 'Asa Akira' behind her back?"
"Oh yeah, she's a regular." said Reynolds. "Every guy in the place wants to bang her, or be tortured by her, if you know what I man."
"Know where she is now?" Cindy asked.
"No ma'am." said Reynolds as he finished writing three named down on the pad. "Don't know where she lives or where she hangs out if she's not in Whippet's."
Just then Cindy's personal cellphone went off. She looked at the text, which said "Do not speak to nor see me until you process those names." It was from a burner phone, but she knew it had to be Don sending this.
She took the paper. "Thank you, Reynolds." she said. "I'll check these names out, and I hope it'll clear you. I'd rather see you in my gym working out than having to work out in prison."
"You ain't the only one, Captain." said Reynolds. Cindy told Officer Green to escort Reynolds to the front door.
Cindy herself hurried down the hall to the Commander's office. When she got there, his door was closed and Helena was staring at her.
"The Commander said he was not to be disturbed, Captain." Helena said, her voice authoritative and connoting a warning. She extended a piece of paper to Cindy.
Cindy read it. The note said "Run the God-damn names! Email me the results, ASAP!" Helena reached out for the paper and Cindy gave it back. Feeling shocked, she left the anteroom and went to her office to process the names on her computer.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Helena stepped out of the office to use the restroom, and Cindy quickly hurried in. Not knocking, she went right on in to the Commander's office.
"I've got the names." she said, holding up three file folders.
"God damn it, Cindy!" I gasped, slapping my hand on my desktop. "You didn't email the data, either, did you?"
"I've got them right here--"
"Captain Ross!" I said loudly, letting my anger whip through my voice, "one of these fucking days you are going to learn to follow my god-damned orders! But you didn't this time, and we are now totally fucked!"
"What the hell, Don?" Cindy asked, getting angry.
I took out my bug detection device. Holding it up to the ceiling light, it glowed bright green. "Internal Affairs is listening." I said. "The Chief just ordered me to shut down the Chen investigation. All of it. The Feds are taking it over. As long as I hadn't seen you yet, you didn't know. Now I'm obligated to tell you immediately, and whatever information you have, I now cannot ask you to tell me, nor can you tell me what you have!"
"Oh..." Cindy said, realizing how badly she'd just fucked up.
I grabbed the files out of Cindy's hand and began reading them as I angrily said "So next time, do what the fuck I tell you to do, without question, and trust me to tell you when it is okay to do so... which may be never. Is that clear, Captain Ross?"
"Yes sir." Cindy said miserably. I put my finger over my lips as I handed the files back to her. "Whatever you have, put it into evidence servers, and put any and all hardcopies of anything as well as your notes in the evidence box on Helena's desk. I'll be taking that to MCD in five minutes. Get the fuck out of here." Cindy fled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I strode into MCD. "Listen up, everyone." I said. "Do not ask any questions. Say nothing. Just do what I say. The Chen case is being shut down and given to the FBI. Stop whatever you're doing on it. Any digital data, store into evidence servers. Any written notes or hardcopies of anything, put into this box." I set the box down on a nearby desk.
"Not a word!" I said, pointing at Theo and Joanne, who were looking shocked and about to ask why. "Ours is not to reason why, ours is but to silently comply."
"You heard him, guys." said Martin Nash, getting it. "Roll it up." Everyone moved to do so.
I took the box after everyone had put their notes and paper files into it. "Walk with me, Captain." I said. "Let's take this downstairs to the Evidence Rooms." We went downstairs and secured the box.
"I'm going on an errand." I said. "Walk me to my car." Cindy did so.
At my car, I said "Sorry I took your head off like that, but we'll discuss it later. Right now, we can still go after those guys whose names Reynolds gave us, because of the Collins murder, which is still ours for the time being. But we have to do it fast, and we have to do it quietly. We absolutely must get to them, and to Velasquez, before anyone else does."
"Take my head off for asking," said Cindy, "but why not just let the Feds do it?"
"Because our perps will come over all dead before I get a chance to talk to them." I said.
"What about the woman?" Cindy asked. "Tomoko Shimono?"
"She belongs to the Feds, if they can find her. We can't follow that now." I said. "I'll be back later this afternoon. Text me when you get something on those three names."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where are the kids?" I asked as I came into Laura's office, not hearing Carole's voice greeting me.
"At home." Laura said. "Your mom's watching them."
"Cool beans." I said. "Honey, does the name 'Roy Chen' strike a bell with you?"
"No." Laura said. "Should it?"
"He was the guy whose dead body was found this morning near the cemetery." I replied. "The incident that got me out of my bed and took me out of your arms in the middle of the night." Laura smiled briefly.
I said "We've run into something, and I'd like you to check it out in your other professional capacity." I explained how the case was taken from us, as well as our difficulty in getting information before that. I also told my wife about the red 'Eyes Only' screens, as well as my findings at the crime scene.
"Oh, that's interesting." Laura said. She got out a box from her desk, entered the passkey to open it, and took out a laptop. She connected it to the red cable at the side of her desk and started up the computer. This was one of her CIA computers, I knew. After she put in the passwords to get access to the computer, and also plugged in the jump drive that was needed, I gave her the information and she typed it in.
To both our surprises, the screen turned bright red, and the words "Top Secret: CENTURION. Eyes Only." were displayed in white. Underneath was an authorization warning and a demand for authorization and a password.
"Darling, I'll go ahead and look at this," Laura said. "but I can't let you see it."
"I'll go make a phone call." I said. I stepped into the hallway and dialed a number. "Katina? Hi, this is Commander Don Troy. I got your text..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura's phone rang. "Hello, Dr. Walker."
"How did you know it was me?" Casey B. Walker asked at the other end of the secure line.
"I'm married to the Iron Crowbar. His powers are wearing off on me." Laura said sarcastically, feeling a sudden urge to mess with the high-strung man. "And I know why you're calling. The reason I accessed CENTURION is because Roy Chen was found murdered in my husband's Police jurisdiction early this morning... yes, I daresay you've got a problem on your hands, a bad problem..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A moment later I came back into my wife's office. It was no great feat of deduction to see that she was concerned.
"All I can tell you, darling," Laura said, "is that Roy Chen was a research engineer in the employ of the CIA. Dr. Casey Walker asks that you stand down from the investigation until the damage to the Company can be assessed. He says that finding the killer may not be as important as the other damage."
"I'm inclined to disagree with him." I said. "The person behind this is the biggest threat to the Company, not to mention everyone and everything else. Also, the FBI already has the case; they took it from us earlier this morning."
"Aw, shit." said Laura. Her day had just gotten worse. I excused myself, telling her I was going to go make my day better...
Part 13 - Interracial Liaisons
The skirt fell to the floor, leaving her naked except for the gray high heel pumps. I stepped up to her, naked myself, feeling her hand reaching for my hard cock as I slid my arms around her waist. I pulled her to me and pressed my mouth onto hers, sliding my tongue deep into her mouth.
"Mmmmm," Katina moaned as we kissed, her hand lightly jacking my cock. I slid mouth off hers and began nuzzling her neck as my fingers searched for, then found, her wet pussy.
We were in the master bedroom of The Cabin. Our eyes had been dancing fire for each other from the moment she arrived, and we were both going for it right from the start. Our first kiss turned heated, very quickly, and I could feel her body trembling with excitement, wondering if she could feel my excitement for her. Certainly my cock in her hand exposed my desires.
Katina sat down on the bed and pulled me to her. I stood right in front of her, my cock and balls just inches from her beautiful face. She slid her mouth over my cock, and I groaned as the ecstatic feeling of her full lips sliding down my shaft surged up my spine.
As Katina fellated me, I looked down at her body. She was in her late 20s, maybe over 30 but I doubted it. Her ebony skin was lighter than Nurse Jones, but darker than Paulina Patterson. Katina's breasts were high-riding and firm, not tiny but not huge, and her nipples were long, hard spikes. Her abs were toned and her waist firm before flaring out to wider hips and the luscious twin globes of he amazing ass. Her thighs were still firm tubes but just beginning to add flesh, and her calves were not as shapely as my wife or mother's legs, but not bad. The high heel pumps helped shape them.
As she looked up at me, I looked into the dark pools of her eyes, seeing her tremendous sexual lust. I gently reached my hand behind her black hair, which was long and in gentle curls, and began to gently fuck her face. After several moments of this, Katina let her mouth slide off my cock, then she tongued down my shaft to my balls.
She licked and kissed my nutsack, her hands gently but firmly squeezing my Fruit with just the right amount of pressure, and not enough to hurt. She then engulfed each ball into her hungry mouth, moaning to make me feel the vibration of her voice. Needless to say, it was an exercise in total trust to allow her to orally molest my Family Jewels this way, but it was intensely exciting and erotic for both of us.
I wasn't going to last much longer being sucked by Katina's hot, hungry mouth, so I had her ease back onto the bed. She took off her high heels, revealing her shapely brown feet, then situated herself as I eased between her long, spread legs and began kissing my way up her thighs, unerringly moving towards my sweet, delicious goal...
"OHHHHHHHH!" she moaned loudly as I licked her slit. She began moaning and whimpering, more quietly, as my tongue delved deeper into her ebony pussy until my mouth was fastened to it and I was licking as deep inside her cunthole as I could get it.
Katina began moving her firm ebony ass, grinding her pussy into my face as the pleasure of being eaten coursed through her. I slid my hands under those sweet cheeks and gripped them firmly, holding her in place as I orally assaulted her twat. I pulled my face back enough to let my tongue slide across her cunt, licking and kissing and sucking her labes, the tonguing her slit again, going higher with each lick until I was brushing her clit.
"OH GOD!" Katina gasped out as my tongue lashed her clit. I began slashing harder at it, then let my mouth close on it in a suckling kiss, which made Katina come hard.
"OH YES!" she screamed out as she convulsed once. Her hand came to my head and shoved my face back into her creaming crotch, and I sank my tongue in her hole again...
After it was over, we both could not wait for it. She silently began pulling me up, but I was already moving up to mount her. As I settled on top of the beautiful black woman, my throbbing cock unerringly found her pussy. Without ceremony, I pushed it into her, feeling it slide in on a layer of hot cunt oil until our loins slammed together, my balls bouncing off her 'taint' and asscheeks.
"Ohhhh, yeah." I gasped, the pleasure of fucking this beautiful young woman blasting through me like waves of heat. I began to pump in and out of Katina, my ass bobbing as I plunged into her again and again.
One thing about Katina was that she was very experienced in bed, and very good. She began moving her sweet ass again, pushing up to meet every one of my thrusts, seemingly grinding into me as I was fully sheathed inside her. She matched my rhythm thrust-for-pleasurable-thrust, making our mating that much more physically wonderful.
Our mouths were welded together, our tongues twining hotly as we rutted lustily on the squeaking bed. Katina pulled her legs back, spreading them wider, giving me even deeper access to her clutching cunt, and I was by now slamming my iron hard cock into her with deep, intensely powerful strokes. I bent my head down and sucked one of her hard nipples into my mouth, enjoying the taste of her sweet ebony flesh, thinking to myself that interracial sex had a lot of good things going for it.



But Katina did not have to be black to be a hot, lusting woman. Her pussy was warm and wet like any woman's. I could feel her getting into it, hear her moans deepen, and I knew she was very close to coming. I began pounding into her harder, and she finally got her orgasm.
"UHHHH!! UHHHH!! UHHHHH!!" she screamed out, and I felt her cunt clamp down on my cock. She didn't clamp as hard as Laura; my wife would practically tear my cock off and it would seem like she was forcibly pushing it out; but I pushed in against Katina's contractions, making her feel it even more.
As much as I would've liked to have fucked Katina for hours, I knew I had to wrap this up. So I did not slow down my fucking but continued to pump lustily into her as fast I could, feeling my nut rise. I reached down and slid my hands under Katina's ass, clutching those sweet asscheeks, and pulled her to me, pressing our joined loins tightly together.
I saw Katina looking up at me, then my vision fogged as I felt the first ecstatically painful blast of semen deep into her warm, wet vagina. The intense relief of that first release spread through me as more blasts of potent, virile jism fired out of my pulsing prick and into her, filling her. As I finally felt the last jolts fire and the urgency left my body, I collapsed on top of her, my mouth finding hers and kissing her hard as my sperm began swimming into her cervix, looking for a ripe egg to fertilize...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
No matter how pressed for time I was, I took a few moments to cuddle with Katina, enjoying the feel of her brown skin pressed against mine, her luscious mouth sliding against mine as we shared deep kisses.
"So," I said, pulling her into my arms, "why is a woman as smart, outgoing and sexy as you working in one of T-Square's bars?"
"Gotta pay the bills." Katina said. "And I'm not a whore like some of those bitches."
"No," I said, "you're way too high class for that. I could see that the moment I laid eyes on you."
"And such beautiful blue eyes you have..." whispered Katina, mashing her mouth to mine in a kiss. "I knew I was going to fuck you the minute I looked into them. And you wanted me too, didn't you?"
"Oh yes." I said. "So, what did you major in, in School? I know it wasn't bartending."
Katina laughed. "No, but I did go to Bartending School for that. I graduated with an Accounting degree from the University six years ago."
"So why aren't you working in that?" I asked. I felt Katina tense up. She moved to sit up on the bed, her hands around her knees. I sat up with her, admiring her luscious body as she spoke articulately and with special clarity:
"There is only one reason I am sleeping with your cracker ass right now, and only one reason why T-Square likes you and tells us you are the real deal." Katina said. "That is because he thinks you are not like any other cop... not only here, but in this country."
"Why's that?" I asked, curious.
"When you hear my story, you'll know why." said Katina. She began relating it: "When I was in school, I was invited to a party on campus. I knew some people that were going, so I went. I stayed in the front room with most of them, just talking, drinking a little bit, but that was all."
"In a back room there were some drugs." Katina continued. "A few people went back there, some were partying back there, but most of us weren't. Anyway, the cops raided us. They were Campus Police, but the guy leading the raid was named Lieutenant Harold Malone of the TCPD. He actually said out loud to make sure to arrest every black person, but he used the n-word. The cops arrested every one of us, and charged every one of us with drug possession."
"My parents didn't have much money, and neither did I." Katina continued. "So I had to get a Court-ordered attorney. He could not have cared less about me or my case. I asked to be drug tested; he said that cost money and I'd have to pay for it myself. He said that most people were pleading nolo contendere, that I had no chance, so I should plead down, too. But I was innocent, and insisted he defend me."
"They wouldn't drug test me, and I had no money to get one. In Court, every cop got on the stand and said I was at the party where the drugs were. I insisted my lawyer ask them if they'd actually seen me using drugs, but he wouldn't. He simply refused to cross-examine them at all. I finally asked the judge to let me defend myself, and he just looked at me and said 'It won't do any good, you're going to be convicted'.
"So I defended myself, asked my own questions. Every cop said they didn't actually see me with any drugs. I had four people testify that I never used drugs or went to the back room. I challenged the prosecution to come up with even one witness that saw me with drugs, using drugs, at that time or any other. They never did, but the prosecutor, some guy named Sanders, actually laughed out loud then smirked at me."
"So," said Katina, "that jury of my so-called peers of twelve white people convicted me of drug possession. I had no money, so the judge ordered me to do 'community service' every weekend for two years. I was told later on that it could have been worse: Sanders tried really hard to have me put in jail for three years with no possibility of parole."
"So I was able to continue with school." Katina said. "But when I graduated, nobody would hire me because I had a record. Maybe because I'm black, too, but it was definitely the record that held me back. I could only get jobs like waitressing, but bartending pays better so I've been doing that. But any shot of an accounting job is out. I can't work for the Government at any level, and no bank or business is going to touch me."
Katina finished: "And that is why Blacks hate the so-called 'justice system' in this country. Ms. Patterson, the ADA, she's okay but she still works for The Man."
"I can understand the anger." I said.
"No, you can't." Katina said. She rolled her magnificent body on top of mine. "But I will give you this much: when the word got out that you were behind getting Nathaniel Jones acquitted, you have no idea what it meant for us. We know you don't allow the indiscriminate raids anymore. And when you kicked Malone out of this County, T-Square actually started believing that you are the real deal, that you might give us some hope. I don't know about that... but I know you're a good fuck." We both chuckled at that, then shared another warm kiss.
"Today is your day, Katina." I said. "I hate having to make you get off of me, but I need to go. But before I do, let's take a shower and get dressed... and you should dress as if you're going for an interview."
We took a shower together, then got dressed. Since women take longer to get dressed than men (!!)(oh yeah, you ladies know this is true), while Katina was dressing, I made a phone call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered the J.P. Goldman Bank with Katina. I'd hardly had time to look around when I saw the bank's Operations Officer Selena Steele rushing up to meet me.
"Hello, Commander." she said brightly. "And this must be Katina." I introduced them as they shook hands.
"Why don't you two talk," I said, "and I will take the liberty of speaking to Mr. Goldman for a moment."
Selena took Katina to her office as I walked back to where Mr. Goldman's office was. It was a private, 'employees only' area, but no one stopped me.
"Ah, Commander," said Goldman. "Come on in." I went into the office of Town & County Councilman, University Regent, and Bank Owner & President J.P. Goldman.
"I hope the new structure will not be too difficult, Commander." said Mr. Goldman, his voice apologetic.
"No sir." I said. "There's a lot of good in that bill, actually. As long as my Detectives are not restricted to Precincts, it will go well."
"Ah yes, I'm sure it will." said Goldman. "And your Chief is leaving... allow me to be a little bit candid, Commander, and be assured your answer will stay in this room: you were behind putting Bennett in the Chief's chair, but I hear rumors that it didn't work out so well. Any truth to those rumors?"
"Not one bit." I said. "It has worked out perfectly, sir... which is why I'm here. Chief Bennett is a decent man, but he was just a placeholder. I want you to help me put the real best candidate for the job in the chair... the one who was best last time, but not ready to take nor be put into the chair. Now, it's time."
"The best candidate would be you, Don." he said. I smiled and then explained further.
Goldman smiled in understanding. "You are a clever, clever young man. And I definitely approve of what you are doing. Consider me to be in your camp on this."
I smiled, put my finger to my lips in a 'hush' sign, then took out my bug-jamming device... just in case. Goldman's eyes widened as he saw it, and watched me turn it on.
"Mr. Goldman," I said quietly, "I want you to know that when the time comes, I will be in your camp and on your side. I hope you will fully trust me when the balloon goes up. And I hope that when that time comes, I can rely on you as well."
Mr. J.P. Goldman just nodded his head, truly understanding. "But of course, Commander. Of course."
There was a knock on the door. I secreted my device in my pocket and Goldman called "Come in!"
Selena Steele opened the door and ushered in Katina. "Sir, I think she will work out very well for us. She's good with numbers, with correlating things. My only fear is that Commander Troy will hire her away from us for his 'Abacus Team'."
"I would have already if I could." I said, knowing Katina's conviction, however wrong, precluded her from being hired in an accounting capacity for the Force. "If you'll excuse me, Mr. Goldman, I appreciate your time."
"My time is yours, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Goldman, meaningfully. "Always." I left with Selena as J.P. Goldman interviewed Katina. She would now get the opportunity, the break she needed, and would do very well with the J.P. Goldman Bank.
"Thank you for bringing her in, Don." said Selena. "Our Personnel Department deep-sixed her résumé because of her conviction. But she's really bright, and I think she'll do well. And if you're vouching for her, that's all I need to know. She's good... and maybe good in bed?"
"Definitely both." I said, my sly grin matching Selena's. "Seriously, I appreciate you considering her. By the way, have you seen Rita lately?"
"Not in way too long." Selena said. "No disrespect to your lovely wife, but you and that woman Rita matched up? God, the County couldn't handle you..."
"My wife is pretty formidable." I said with a knowing smile. "In the meantime, check in with Rita..."
Part 14 - Hanging By A Thread
"This is Diane Williams from the City National Newsdesk." said the blonde anchorette as I watched the television in my office, having just returned from the J.P. Goldman Bank. This story arrested my attention, pun fully intended.
"We are bringing live coverage of the fire in the Physics Building at State Tech!" Diane said. The helicopter camera was showing smoke billowing out of a building and firefighters working to contain the blaze.
"The nuclear physics building next door has been evacuated, but not before the nuclear reactor was placed in 'safe' mode and taken off-line, and all fissile materials secured." Diane reported. "SBI Security forces are guarding the building as firefighters put out the blaze in the building next door. Both SBI Director Jack Lewis and Governor Val Jared have assured us that there is no danger to the Public..."
That's what they think, I thought, feeling a knot in the pit of my stomach. I reached for my cellphone; this could no longer wait.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone's boss, the FBI Deputy Director, sat in the little office talking with his CIA counterpart, Dr. Laura Fredricson. She had just arrived, and they were still in the chit-chat phase.
"Yes, and I believe my husband loves that dog more than he loves me." Laura was saying--
*BRING! BRING! BRING!*
It was the FBI DepDirector's phone. He answered it. It was the Iron Crowbar on the other end of the line.
"Where are you, sir?" I asked.
"In my office." he said.
"Good! I'm coming to see you at the Federal Building here in Town." I said. "It is extremely urgent."
"Uh, I'm in conference right now." he said.
"Yes sir." I said. "And my wife needs to hear what I have to say, also, so keep her there. Oh! and please tell my wife that I do love her more than I love our dog." With that, I hung up the phone and left my office at Headquarters to get to Courthouse Square.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Entering the Federal Building, I went to the top floor and entered the unmarked door that led to the virtually-unknown offices of the FBI. Showing my FBI Consultant badge no less than three times, I was finally admitted to a small conference room, in which sat the Deputy Director of the FBI... as well as my favorite Deputy Director of the CIA.
"You wanted to speak with us, Commander?" the man said. I could still feel his aura of power, and for some reason I thought of Mrs. Veasley at that moment. But I had something else I needed to talk about, so I pressed on.
"Yes sir.' I said. "I believe there is going to be a criminal attack upon Energy Dynamics down in Rivers County."
"And why would they do that?" he asked, peering at me. Laura showed nothing in her face; she had long ago learned to defend herself against my (and my mother's) observational powers.
"To steal the directed-energy weapon they've developed there." I said. "Roy Chen was a part of that project, which is why he was murdered. I believe that domestic terrorists are planning an attack." I went into some detail.
"Pay up." said Laura. The now-very-shocked FBI DepDirector reached into his pocket, took out a $100 bill, and handed it to my wife.
"Betting against me, sir?" I asked, pretending incredulity. "And Laura, you're taking me to dinner with that money."
"If we survive this." my wife replied with brutally direct honesty.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After my meeting with the FBI Deputy Director and Laura, I called Cindy as I got into my Police SUV. As I talked, I began driving to The Cabin, to pick up something I'd left there after my pleasurable sexual liaison with Katina.
"Still no luck finding Velasquez." said Cindy. "Of the three names Reynolds gave us, one was verified as being in the Midtown Jail last night, the second was verified as being in Southport on the night of the Collins murder. The third, named Aurelius Marcus, a.k.a. 'Mr. Marcus', not only fits the description of the guy on the videos very well, he's been seen in Town several times this past month, but we cannot find him anywhere. Even C.I. tips are coming up fruitless."
"Okay, good work-- oh my God!" I gasped.
"What?" Cindy said as I pulled my SUV to the side of the road, next to the north side of University Memorial Stadium.
"I just found Velasquez." I said. "Send the Crime Lab to University Stadium, north stands."
As I had been driving by the Stadium, I'd looked up and seen something hanging over the edge of the top stadium bleachers. It was a now-dead man, who had been hung by his neck. I had recognized him: it was Velasquez.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As darkness began to take over the sky, I watched as the Crime Lab packed up. The body was being transported to the morgue.
"He was already dead when they hung him up there." said Martha the M.E. earlier. "He was stabbed in the back, just like those other two guys. Huge knife, sliced his kidney in two and severed his spinal cord. He bled out somewhere else, then they brought the body here."
In present time, I said "Takes a considerable amount of power to just haul a man's dead body up to the top of the Stadium, then lower that body on the rope gently enough so it doesn't slip out or break the rope."
"Marcus could do that." said Cindy. "He's very built, muscular, powerful."
"And in the middle of the day." I said. "I mean, I know that no one is really watching for it, but that's pretty audacious to haul a body up here and hang him from the bleachers in the middle of the day."
"And you think there's something to it." Cindy said as we went to my Police SUV.
"Yes." I said. "Two things: first, Velasquez's usefulness has ended, so he was murdered; second, they're going to strike soon."
"And 'they' are?" Cindy asked.
"Some very audacious perps." I said. "By the way, if you'd like to come with me tonight to help the FBI catch these bastards, consider yourself invited. Full armor, of course. It's going to be exceptionally dangerous."
"Wouldn't miss it for the world, then." she said. After a moment I noticed my partner had gone quiet. She was not watching out the window as she normally did, but was looking forward... introspective. She was having a reverie. I chose not to interrupt.
To be continued.
You have the clues... what has been going on? What will happen next? Will the Iron Crowbar stop the crime about to take place? Tune in for the exciting conclusion...
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Part 15 - Crowbars Rule The Night
Midnight, as Thursday, October 22d turned into Friday, October 23d. We had two heavily armed anti-terror SWAT-like teams from the FBI. All were dressed in black, with black armor with "FBI" printed in yellow on the back... except for Cindy and I, whose armor had "POLICE" in silvery-white on the back. Cindy and I were deputized into the SBI for this mission, despite the FBI leading it.
"We have one squad at Energy Dynamics." Jack Muscone quietly said, in almost a whisper. "And everyone else here, inside and outside the building. Are you sure about this, Don?"
"Want to bet a hundred dollars?" I replied.
"Hell, no." said Jack. "I still don't know how you figured out that Energy Dynamics had a directed-energy weapon. They didn't even tell me that, until my boss assigned me to lead this little welcoming party for the perps. But we're taking a risk splitting off some of our forces."
"It'll be enough, but it's necessary." I said. "Everything's been a diversion, even the threat to Energy Dynamics." I looked around, mentally re-thinking our preparations. We were not at Energy Dynamics. I had realized that a far greater threat loomed, and that threat was what we had to defeat.
We were at the StatePowerCorp nuclear plant.
"They're changing the guard now." said Cindy. We watched as the evening shift guards were replaced by identically dressed night shift personnel. All of the oncoming guards looked young and muscular compared to the older evening shift men. The shift leaders at the front gate were talking, but I could not tell what was being said.
"I don't see anyone fitting Marcus's description." Cindy whispered.
"Neither do I." I said. "But these night shift guards are not on the up-and-up." I pulled out my burner phone and texted to all the well-armed agents to watch the guards.
Sure enough, about ten minutes later, the 'guards' began stripping their uniforms off, revealing all-black underclothing. They put full head masks on, with only an open space for their eyes. The men at the front gate opened the gate. A pickup truck and a larger cargo truck pulled inside.
Jack Muscone was typing instructions into his burner cellphone on who would take down who. I just watched as the majority of the perps came inside, with a wooden crate that was about 18 inches square.
"How are they going to get into the secure area?" whispered Cindy as we watched.
"Watch." I said. Indeed, it was a bit gruesome, but the perps came up to the door that led to the secure areas, the actual reactors and the control rooms. One man took a jar of some solution, opened it, and pulled out an eyeball with the optic nerve still attached. As he put the eyeball up to the retinal scan, another man put a fake rubber hand onto the fingerprint reader.
"Chen's eyeball." I said. "They took his prints from his body and took out his eye to defeat the systems here, which are the same as at Energy Dynamics." I whispered. We watched as some of the men moved into a room that preceded the control room, and others moved to the door of the reactor room itself.
The perps had radios, and when the men at the reactor room said they were in position, the men in the control room anteroom slid an access card into the security pad next to the control room's door, then entered the code numbers.
"We got a problem." said the guy working the keypad. "The number failed."
"Try the backup number." said the next man, who was the group leader. It failed also. The time to close this out was nigh.
I typed in the text word "NOW" and sent it. FBI agents swarmed inside and outside, moving against the 'guards' as well as both groups of men inside the facility. Everything was going perfectly...
... and then it all went to shit. Seeing they were betrayed and about to be captured, every perp's hand went to his mouth, and I could even see the foam on some of their chins.
"They're all taking cyanide!" I gasped, realizing too late what was happening. And indeed it was too late... we did not take a single one of the criminals alive.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Stop berating yourself." said Jack's boss, the FBI Deputy Director. Jack, Cindy and I had been in the nuclear power plant's control room, having evacuated the staff to safety. We had watched everything from the monitor screens inside that had secondary control of all the security cameras. After the danger was over, we let the staff resume their jobs as we talked in a conference room near the office section of the Plant.
"Dammit," I said, "I should have thought of that possibility! We had them, sir, but I left one tiny fucking hole in the net, and they swam right out of it... in a manner of speaking, of course."
"How do you stop them from taking cyanide?" said Jack Muscone.
"TASERs!" I growled. "We sneak up on them and juice the living shit out of them, or we hit them with tranquilizer guns, or something to incapacitate them before they have a chance to pop the cyanide capsules into their mouths!"
"Easy, son." said the DepDirector. "You've still detected and defeated an enormous threat here. We've stopped them from exploding the reactor core, which would've killed a lot of people, and made a quarter of this State and the one west of us uninhabitable and unable to sustain human life for years... not to mention poisoning the River with radioactive materials and threatening Midtown, it's water supply, and its people. By the way, Jack, have your people secured that polonium fuse?"
"Yes sir." said Jack Muscone. "It's in the secure area where they keep radioactive materials. We'll return it to State Tech in the morning after the sun has come up."
The eighteen-inch-square box had held a cylinder made of the element Polonium. If that cylinder had been fired into one of the reactors, it would've created a massive nuclear bomb and explosion, as polonium gives off the particles that begins the chain reaction. I need not say we wouldn't be celebrating a post-case dinner if that had happened. This device was what the perps, disguised as SBI Security, had stolen from State Tech, setting the fire in the adjoining building to cover their audacious actions.
Cindy was listening on her cellphone, then hung up. "Aurelius Marcus is among the dead." she said. "He was riding shotgun in the cargo truck, and leading the group from there. When our agents attacked, he and the driver also took cyanide. He did have a huge knife with brass-knuckle type rings for a handle, which I'll bet will perfectly match the wounds to Collins, Chen, and Velasquez."
"I won't bet against you on that." I said. "By the way, Jack, have your agents at Energy Dynamics seen or heard anything?"
"I'll go check." said Jack. He left the room.
Cindy and I watched as the FBI wrapped up their operations, bagging the bodies for transportation to the City for autopsies, making their reports and such. "What happened to the real night shift guards?" Cindy asked. "If you alerted them or substituted for them yourselves, the perps would've realized the game was up."
"They're okay." I said. "I called the Governor after the Collins killing, and told him I thought there was a threat to a State facility somewhere. He had the State call for full new night crews at all the power plants, and then they did it again last night, which allowed the Bad Boys to slip a team into the plant."
Cindy was gaping. "You knew enough to do that?!" she said, half angry and half in pure awe. "You knew what was going on after the first killing?"
"Not completely." I said. "But Collins was also an agent... a former agent. We'll talk more about that later. And you should by now realize that I knew that BDSM instead of Punk was going to be next because I was seeing even deeper..."
Just then, Jack Muscone entered the room, looking grave. "Sir," he said to his boss, "we couldn't get ahold of our guys at Energy Dynamics, so I sent some people over there. Our guys were all found dead, and the energy weapon is gone."
"Oh my God!" gasped the Director.
"Ohhhhhh, shhhhhhittttt..." I said. I looked at the ceiling then let my head fall between my shoulders, feeling the pain of failure. "Oh my God..."
Cindy began rubbing my shoulders. "You did all you could, Don." she said as Jack and the Director discussed what had happened.
"He beat me, Cindy." I said. "The god-damn son of a bitch beat me. The power plant was the diversion; he wanted the weapon. And he got it. He..."
Then it dawned on me. I looked over at Jack and his boss, then pointed with my left hand right at the Deputy Director. "No, he didn't beat me. This is your doing."
"What?" gasped Cindy. Jack was trying to look shocked, too. The Deputy Director looked as if he'd been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.
I said "I just realized it: with Chen's eyeball at the power plant here, you were hoping to find a mole in Energy Dynamics, someone using his... or more likely HER live eyeball to access the weapon there. So you pulled back your people from there to make it look like the perps had clear access, and they'd move in only if someone showed up and tried to take the weapon."
"Pay up!" said a voice coming into the room, which I recognized as my own wife's. Laura strode in, wearing all black, also wearing an armor-vest with "FBI" on the back. The Deputy Director and Jack both handed her $100 bills, grimaces on their faces.
Laura smiled at me as she took the money. "This'll help." she said. "Dog food is damned expensive."
"And worth every penny." I replied, in defense of Bowser. My wife gave me a second, more sardonic smile.
"Commander," Cindy said loudly. "I believe I should place under arrest... the top leadership of the FBI and CIA. Their gambling habits are getting out of control, especially when they don't learn their lesson to never... bet... against... the Iron Crowbar."
"I'd agree, except I think the CIA Agent is a hot babe." I said, making Laura smile. "I think I'll slip the handcuffs on her myself, and at a... better time." That made Laura blush and Cindy burst out laughing the same way her sister Molly often did.
"Yes, you got us, Commander." said the Deputy Director. "I was hoping to catch a mole over there. I guess you know who, too."
"Sure." I said. "Tomoko Shimono, a.k.a. 'Asa Akira', the rogue and now-'disavowed' CIA Agent who may have tried to recruit Roy Chen, but more likely kept tabs on him."
The FBI DepDirector peered at me then said "Jack, I guess nobody showed up over there?"
"No sir." said Jack. "Nothing at all."
"Continue enhanced protection there." said the DepDirector. "The bastards might try again in a few days if we peel back now. So... how do we keep the Media from finding out about this and reporting it?"
"I can handle that." I said.
Part 16 - Appointments
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from in front of the Federal Building at 7:00am sharp, Friday morning, October 23d. "Channel Two News has learned that the murders of David Collins, Roy Chen, and the man found hanging from University Memorial Stadium, known to authorities only as 'Velasquez', have been solved!
"Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy issued a statement that the murderer, a professional hit man named Aurelius Marcus, was pursued by authorities into Rivers County, where he committed suicide rather than surrender to Police. Commander Troy stated that the killings were money-related, that Velasquez in particular had debt problems, and the TCPD is closing these cases."
Bettina continued: "In other news, the fire that badly damaged the Physics Building at State Tech has been determined to be arson. Because the fire was on campus, the SBI, directed by gubernatorial candidate Jack Lewis, has taken over the investigation. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for a report on the big Homecoming game tomorrow! Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Nick Eastwood. "Homecoming is usually a festival of events on Campus followed by an expected win against a lesser opponent. But this year the Bulldogs are struggling, and the most excitement on Campus was the body found hanging from the Stadium. Channel Two Sports has confirmed that the Athletic Board and Athletic Director met earlier this week to discuss the fate of Coach Russ Bronson, but we do not know if a decision has been made. Meanwhile, the Wildcats have this weekend off, giving them two full weeks to prepare for the Bulldogs on the Wildcats' home turf..."
"We are going to get skunked." said Cindy as we watched in my office, avoiding the coffee klatch and possibly being observed after our exciting previous evening. "Maybe not this week against Taco State, but next week... geez."
"Here's some info between you, me, and the lamp-post." I said. "The Athletic Board did decide: Coach Bronson will be fired even if the Bulldogs beat the Wildcats. They're going after the Wildcats' defensive coordinator as the next head coach. The good news is that Coach Marshall, who you remember from that PED scandal and Ferrell and Ikea trying to set him up, will be promoted to defensive coordinator at my School."
"Good for him." Cindy said. "I do remember him; he's a good guy. One of the few Wildcats I can say that about."
"Present company included?" I asked.
"Not at all." Cindy said emphatically as she got up off the sofa. "You, sir, are the very essence of the Dark Side of the Wildcat Force." I chuckled as she left the office.
She has no idea how right she is, I thought to myself... no idea...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura was in one of the examining rooms of her clinic next to her office, wearing her white coat and stethoscope, looking every bit the medical doctor and gynecologist she was.
"Okay," she said. "Well, you're extremely healthy and pretty fit for a woman in her sixties. Even so, that's the issue: you're not an eighteen-year-old girl anymore, Phyllis."
Laura's mother-in-law, Phyllis Troy, was sitting on the examining table. She said "Is that why intercourse is becoming so painful for me?"
"I'm afraid so." Laura said. "It's a very natural post-menopausal thing. There are some medications I can prescribe, and some good lubricants will help. But I know how you prefer these very well-hung young men you've been dating, and their large sizes are not making your situation any better, if you know what I mean."
"Yes, I do." Phyllis said with a sigh. "Intercourse is not as enjoyable, either. But I guess I can still give those young men head, can't I?"
"Absolutely." said Laura. "Just as I intend to give your son a blowjob every morning until the day one of us departs this earth."
"I hope that won't be any time soon." said Phyllis, who became introspective. "Don has locked horns with an incredibly evil person, who would love nothing more than to kill all of us, and especially my son."
"I worry about him, too." Laura said. "But I get this feeling... that Don is a lot farther ahead in this Game than he is letting on. A lot farther..."
Part 17 - Solution
Friday evening, October 23d. The party at The Cabin was attended by myself, Laura, Cindy, Teresa, Martin Nash, Sandra Speer of the FBI as his date, Jack Muscone, Tanya Perlman, Daniel and Melina Allgood, Joanne Cummings, and Chief Griswold. Various babies also were in attendance, and Mrs. Griswold and my mother Phyllis were keeping them (and Bowser, of course) upstairs.
Theo Washington had been invited but could not come, as he and his wife were attending a Homecoming function. Likewise, Myron and Mary had declined to visit, and I understood why...
...because, in a very rare public appearance, the Deputy Director of the FBI was joining us for the first time.
"Wonderful view." he said to me on the back deck as everyone ate supper. "Really nice job of rebuilding this place, too."
"Did you ever see the old Cabin?" I asked.
"Yes, yes I did." said the FBI Deputy Director. "I knew Mr. Bonniker very well, and visited him here a couple of times." I made a mental note of that and filed it in my 'mind palace'.
After our supper of catered barbeque chicken, pork and beef, everyone was invited to help themselves to the spirits or wine at the bar set up on a side table in front of the window opening to the kitchen. Soon, Cindy tapped her glass with a spoon.
"Okay guys, it's time." my partner and cousin said. "The Iron Crowbar has done it again."
There was an acclaim. The FBI Deputy Director stood up and said "Everyone, what you're about to hear needs to be kept in this room. Most of you have clearances of one level or another, so it should be okay, but I'm sure you understand the need to keep quiet about it. Don?"
"Yes sir." I said. "And please do refrain from discussing this in the future. Having said that, this was definitely an interesting case. I couldn't tell some of what I know because of the Federal-level security interests. But I'll try to tell enough here so everyone can see what happened."
I began: "We first had the killing of David Collins. It appeared that there was no sense to this killing. There were seemingly no connections between him and Velasquez, and the man we now know was Aurelius Marcus.
"However, there was one tiny bit of information that came to me later as important: Collins had majored in biochemistry, a Science; then he majored in ceramics, seeming an Arts field but actually useful for Materials Engineering; then finally personnel management, a Business field. Collins was not wandering around in those disciplines; he was being trained by his benefactors, which was the Federal Government."
"FBI or CIA?" asked Tanya, figuring it out quickly.
"Don't answer that." said a voice. It was not the FBI's Deputy Director but the CIA's... my wife, Laura.
"I'll let you deduce the answer from that right there." I said, which did not amuse Laura as I continued: "Anyway, I did a quick check on Collins and found that, but realized that my inquiry would be noticed and eyes would begin watching us." I did not bother to tell them that I knew this because of the 'Eyes Only' screen on my computer.
"So what happened is that Collins ended up doing hiring and personnel assignments of scientists for a project that Energy Dynamics has been working on for some years. They worked it with Dynacorp for a while, then took it over fully after we busted up Alicia Foster in the 'Credit Card Caper' case.
"Collins was into the Punk Scene, and his employers' also wanted to use him to seek out any Enemy agents or moles. But he botched it up so badly that he soon became a pariah in the Punk community. In addition, Collins was not the best employee, and was soon cut loose completely from the project as well as his employment with that certain Federal Government agency."
I went on: "So the question at hand was 'why' Collins was killed. I did realize immediately, as did some of you, that the killing was seemingly senseless, maybe just for practice. It was later, upon finding out that he had once been a Government employee, that I realized he was murdered on purpose. The perps knew who he was, and they knew that Collins would recognize what was going on when the next crime occurred."



"Whaaa?" gasped a whole lot of people.
"Ohhhhh." said Cindy. "This is how you knew another crime was going to happen."
I sipped some water, then continued. "Yes, Crowbar 2. The only reason to kill Collins was because when they killed Chen, which was still to happen in the future, they realized Collins might hear or see news of it and would know of the threat to Energy Dynamics and the nuclear power plant. So they eliminated him simply as a precaution. I didn't know all that at the time, but I was already seeing that Collins's' death did indeed have purpose with respect to future events."
"Four hundred years ago..." whispered Jack Muscone as he shook his head.
"The scary thing," I went on, as everyone struggled to digest what I was telling them, "is that they knew a lot about the people in this project, not to mention the security arrangements, and enough to know that Collins had to be eliminated."
"Yes, we at the very highest levels consider that a very scary thing." said the FBI DepDirector. My wife nodded in agreement.
"So, everyone," asked Chief Griswold, his cheeks rosy as he sipped his third glass of bourbon, "who besides the Iron Crowbar is sharp enough to figure that out?"
"I am sure," I said, "that they employed someone to help them in this: a... Consultant of Crime. And their Consultant is definitely sharp enough, and thorough enough, to see the little things and leave no hanging threads."
"Or so he thought." said Cindy. "Except for that little thread with a Red Crowbar." An acclaim of agreement followed.
"Okay, so that's the Collins killing." I said. "And from it, we had Velasquez, who suddenly went all missing. And because Velasquez was associated with Whippet's, we had a BDSM connection after 'Punk' didn't seem right. So I knew that something was up, but I didn't have the full details. Even so, I acted too slowly. If I'd acted with more speed, I might've found out that Chen was our person of interest. But the Perps got him before I could figure it out. Another death on me."
"Bullshit!" said Tanya, not liking my self-recriminations. "You're not a psychic, Don."
"But I'm the nephew of one." I said, making Cindy smile. "I was just a little bit slow, and we even had Reynolds and therefore Whippet's in our sights, even though he's innocent in all this. We were close, so close."
"Even so," Cindy said, "there was no guarantee that Whippet's was the right answer, and you'd have to get the names of the clients -or- we'd have to run undercover operations. We didn't have that kind of time, so you can't blame yourself." There was general agreement by everyone... except the redhead with the Red Crowbar.
"Maybe." I said. "But what I did know was that when something happened, they would be ready to act fast with their plan. I had contacted the State, and had them call for new night crews for all of their guarded facilities, which included the prisons, the power plants, and State Government buildings. The State does this on occasion, but this time our bad guys were looking for an opportunity to insert some perps, and took it."
"Which undoubtedly saved lives." said the FBI DepDirector. "They very likely planned to kill the night guards normally on duty and substitute themselves. That means they knew who the night guards were, and therefore knew they could substitute for them when the State called for a new crew."
"I get the feeling that Federal forces were cooperating with the State on this." I said.
"You might not have been the only one that called the Governor, Don." Laura replied.
"Whew!" gasped Jack. "I almost lost another hundred there." I just gave him and his boss looks as everyone else broke out laughing.
"All right, Don," said Cindy, "keep going. I'll spank the gamblers with the Blue Crowbar later."
"O-kay." I said. "I think I told some of you that the next crime would be the important one, and it was. Roy Chen was a regular at Whippet's, as was the woman Shimono... she probably had Roy go to the parking lot, and right into the arms of his kidnappers Velasquez and Marcus. Bad day for Chen: thought he was about to have a hot night with a hot Asian babe, and got something completely different."
"Any idea where she is?" asked Sandra Speer.
"No. And I suspect we won't see her at Whippet's again." I said drily. "So they got Roy Chen. Now the bad guys knew that the security at Energy Dynamics and the nuclear power plant was the same. People from Energy Dynamics frequently worked with and conferred with the power plant people, and of course they had very high level security clearances. So they used the same security, which is a retinal scan as well as fingerprints and entering a four-digit keycode."
"Ohhhh," said Joanne Cummings, "so that's why they tortured him, to get the keycode."
"Yes." I said. "They took pliers and crushed his knuckles, then ripped out a fingernail before he finally talked. I would even venture to guess he gave them the number after the knuckle crushing, and they still ripped out a fingernail to make sure the number he gave was the real one."
"Once they had what they wanted, they killed Chen, took his eyeball with some of the optic nerve--"
"Why do that?" asked Martin Nash. "The optic nerve, I mean..."
"The eyeball had to be upright for the scanner." I said. "Imagine a picture of an eye looking right, the lens on the right side. The optic nerve is at left, slightly below center; west-south-west on the picture. Squeamish stuff, to be sure. But it allowed them to orient the eyeball for the scanner."
"Anyway," I continued, "once they had the data, they dumped the body and planned to hit the power plant the very next night. They also killed Velasquez, whom they no longer needed, and hung him from the Stadium bleachers. I have no idea why they would do that in such fashion."
"And then you contacted us." said the FBI DepDirector. "We thought they were going to hit the Energy Dynamics lab, and take the project. When you came in and said you thought they'd hit the power plant and explode the core, I realized that this was something far bigger. But how did you know?"
"The fire at State Tech." I said. "I might add that this was the same reason they didn't take Chen's eyeball and go straight to the power plant that night. They needed a polonium ring to breed the chain reaction that would make the reactor into a nuclear bomb and explode it. They got it from State Tech the next day. That had to be the very last stage of their preparations, for obvious reasons--"
"Maybe we should not go into detail on any of that." said the FBI Deputy Director. He was right.
"You're right, sir." I said. "So they set the fire at State Tech, got what they needed from the evacuated building next door, then transported it across the State to the nuclear power plant. And I came to you Federal guys, who already had an idea of what was going on but needed your suppositions redirected to the actual threat. So, like General Andrew Jackson in 1814, we took a little trip downriver, and we didn't fire until we saw the whites of their eyes, pun fully intended."
"I've got a question." said the FBI DepDirector. "Why didn't you come to us earlier? We may not have saved Chen, but we might have prevented the attack in the first place."
"Ah, but then we never would've caught all these mercenaries they hired, as well as Marcus." I said. "Kind of like the Corrigan Cell, we had to flush out as many of them as we could. And I was hoping to get more information on their... Consultant."
I continued: "Well, we didn't catch them, as they took cyanide. Ergo, my plan to trap them in the anterooms was a poor one." I said. "I failed to think about the possibility of them committing suicide by cyanide ingestion when they were going to be captured. I left a thread hanging, Crowbar 2, and as a result we got no live prisoners to interrogate and lead us to the bastard behind this god-awful crime attempt."
"Still, you stopped it, and they are no longer a threat to anyone." said Cindy.
"Any questions?" I asked.
"Velasquez." said Martin Nash. "What was his role?
"I would imagine..." I said, "that our Consultant of Crime knew Velasquez was in deep financial trouble, and offered Velasquez a way out by paying him well to do a few things. Velasquez hired Marcus as his muscle and did what he was told: butcher Collins, then kidnap Chen. Once they had Chen and his information, Velasquez was also the recipient of Marcus's knife in the back; in fact, he might have been killed in front of Chen to show Chen what was about to happen if he, Chen, didn't talk and give up the keycode."
"Who called in the Chen crime scene?" asked Joanne Cummings, who continued to impress me with her astuteness. "I mean, why do that and alert us that that crime had happened?"
"That is a damn good question, Joanne." I said. "It is possible that it really was someone innocent that called it in. Or it could be our Consultant being just a little bit too cute. Maybe he thought that we'd keep looking in the Other World, the Punk and BDSM scenes, having no idea that we were so close to solving his actual intended crime. He does tend to get a bit cute and overdo it sometimes, and that right now is our only advantage against him and our best shot of getting him."
"Or it could be someone else." said Cindy. "Someone who is no friend of our Consultant, and who wanted to help us, albeit quietly and secretly."
"That could well be." I said. Hmm, I thought, does Cindy know something? Was that a good guess? And who is our secret friend? Rita? Someone else?
"I have one question," said the FBI DepDirector before I could go into a reverie over Cindy's comment, "and it is a questioning baffling the highest leadership of the entire Federal Government, including the White House's best counter-terrorism experts: why in the world did they want to blow up the nuke plant? By that, I mean yes it would do tremendous damage, kill people, scare the Nation and the World. We thought it might be a ransom once they took control of the plant, but there were no notes or communications equipment, or anything to suggest they were going to stay. It looks like they simply intended to turn the plant into a nuclear bomb and set it off. In addition, the NSA reports no chatter from any cells, no activity in the United States or overseas, so we don't think this was a coordinated attack with anything else. So the question is: Why?"
"Gosh, if the entire Federal Government has no idea, then l'il ol' me certainly would be at a loss." I said. "But I can theorize without data--"
"Whhhoooooooooaaaaaaaa!" came a chorus. My fellow officers were messing with me.
"Yeah, I know." I said, grinning. "But I'll indulge here. First, maybe they would've taken the plant hostage, and then you would've gotten a communication from someone. Second, this would've been disastrous, but I can think of worse things that would kill a lot more people. Third, maybe they wanted to see if they could explode a reactor core, so they can try again later, elsewhere. Fourth, in my mind I'm putting myself in the perpetrator's place, and what I come up with is that he was doing it as a demonstration of his sheer power, of what he is able to accomplish. Just sending his calling card, if you will."
"Maybe they wanted to take out 'The Vision'?" Cindy queried. "It's upstream, but the fallout might've reached them and forced their Headquarters to evacuate."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "I'm not sure if displacing 'The Vision' would affect a group of young people that are taught to 'roll with it' and would just move elsewhere, but yes, they could've been a target, too."
"Just pure Evil at work, sir." said Joanne Cummings with righteous anger. "Just pure Evil for the sake of Evil. I think I need to go pet Bowser before I head home..." She headed upstairs.
"She loves that dog more than she loves listening to you, Don." quipped Laura, getting a laugh out of the FBI people.
"Bowser. Chick magnet." I said. "He restores order to Nature, and makes everything right with the world..."
Part 18 - Aftermath
Just about everyone else was gone. Laura and the FBI DepDirector were talking in the front room. Tanya was upstairs with my mother, chatting as the children (and Bowser) slept. Jack Muscone and I were on the back deck in the chilly air of the night. The lights of the Town twinkled below us, and I saw the light of a train as it came out of the west and made the curve south just before the River.
"They tried hard to keep that information from you, Don." said Jack. "I saw you were looking into Roy Chen, but my boss cut me off when I tried to look into it myself. Then I was told that Les Craig was handling it. And they told me that if you called and asked, I was to not to say anything. I didn't understand any of it, until you told my boss and your wife more about it than even they really knew."
"Yes." I said. "And I can tell they're not happy about something, either. Not my knowledge, but I think even they were kept out of the loop on some things. But I still appreciate you giving me that heads up."
Jack Muscone and I had long since worked out a series of code phrases that we could use to communicate if there was trouble. We had phrases if we were captured and forced to call the other person, and we had phrases if something was wrong but we were unable to speak freely.
So when Jack had said that he had to lay off the double cheeseburgers, I understood that it was his code phrase that he was muzzled and that someone was keeping information from me.
"I need to tell you this, also." said Jack, "Almost every one of those perps was drugged up. Amphetamines and other stuff, stuff we know is used by Islamist armies in the Middle East when they go into battle. Amped 'em up. Made 'em fearless in battle, made them feel no pain."
"Where can I get some of that?" I quipped.
"Heh." replied Jack. "By the way, some of those guys were drug addicts already. Looks like they were all hired for this work as mercenaries. And the drugs also made them compliant; they followed orders readily, including every last one of them taking cyanide instead of being captured."
"What were their ethnicities?" I asked.
"Mixture of Black, White, and Latino." said Jack. "Nearly all served in the American Armed Forces in Iraq or Afghanistan, or both."
"Hmmm... interesting." I said.
"Don, something is wrong here." said Jack. "I trust my boss, I trust my team. I don't trust Les Craig nor just about anyone else in the Bureau. That may be unfair to a lot of them, but there is something going on, some.. unrest. Maybe corruption, even. My boss is totally focused on Superior Bloodlines, so much so that he almost completely overlooked this threat that you, thank God! figured out. All I can say is that you should keep your head on a swivel."
"I appreciate your warning... and I agree with you." I said. "The Consultant of Crime has all of us as nervous as cats in a room full of rocking chairs. He can strike at any moment, and God only knows what his next attempt to devastate us will be."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Only one small lamp lit the master bedroom of The Cabin, bathing it in a warm glow. The curtains were drawn. Laura and I were naked, lying on the bed. My wife was sitting on top of me, my cock sheathed to the hilt in her warm, sopping wet pussy.
I sucked Laura's hanging breasts, enjoying the flow of warm milk, swallowing my late-night snack until her udders were drained. She was moaning, grinding her cunt on my throbbing cock... which remained throbbing due to the gray viagra I had taken.
"Unnh!" I gasped, feeling my wife's cunt clamp hard on my cock. She was coming. I pushed up hard into her, making her gasp loudly. My hands slid down her sides to her waist just above her hips, and I held her tightly as she rode me in her orgasmic bliss.
"Mmmmm, that was sooooo good!" she whispered. She leaned over and kissed my mouth deeply, then settled onto me, her breasts pressing into my chest. "I love you, darling."
"I love you, too." I said. I felt the tops of her feet on my thighs as she slid them up back and forth, knowing how I enjoyed that. I let my hands slide past her hips to grasp and knead her asscheeks.
"Soooo," she said, stroking my hair as she looked down into my eyes, "there were some questions I could not ask you in front of everyone..."
"We do have the most amazing pillow talk, don't we?" I asked with a grin, making Laura smile and chuckle.
"Yes, we do." she said. She kissed my mouth then asked "So why didn't you come to me right after getting that first 'Access Denied', 'Eyes Only' message, when you first looked into Collins's past?"
"I was caught up in the murder side of it." I said. "I'd have gotten around to you about it eventually."
Laura looked at me with something of a knowing smirk. "Darling, we have been together over three years, and I can tell when you have ulterior motives for something."
"Well then," I said, "I'd better plead the Fifth. But seriously, when Collins was killed I didn't have enough data to warrant coming to you, nor to the FBI. And when Chen was killed, I did come to you."
"Fast work there, stud." Laura said sarcastically. I felt her squeeze her pussy around my cock as she kissed my mouth, then began nuzzling my neck.
"Well," I said, "I also wanted to capture the entire gang of mercenaries. And if I'd told you and especially the FBI too soon, you might've moved too fast, and prevented the attack, instead of catching them in the act."
"Now that sounds a little more believable." Laura said. "But it was really too bad you didn't think about the possibility of them taking cyanide... though you've seen that happen more than once now, and you never forget a damn thing..."
"You are as brilliant as you are beautiful." I said, chuckling. She had realized that I had thought of the possibility... and I had let them kill themselves.
Yes.
Why? Because Jack's boss was trying to move too quickly. The Consultant of Crime was behind this attack, and I knew there was no way we'd ever prove it nor tie him into it. And he'd slip away if they'd been captured alive, or if the crime had been prevented instead of allowed to happen.
Laura settled down onto me again, letting her head rest on my shoulder and upper chest. My cock was still in her pussy, but we were tiring and I would soon lose my erection and it would slip out.
"Pretty risky to let it go that far." Laura said.
"Honey," I replied, "how much do you know about how nuclear weapons work?"
Laura said "I know the basics. I know how to deactivate the triggering devices, or at least I did know when I was an Agent in the field. And I'm one of a dozen people that can confirm the codes if and when the President releases nuclear weapons for use."
"But the physics of it?" I asked. Laura said she wasn't so familiar with that.
"Well," I said, "I can tell you this: a nuclear weapon, at least a uranium or plutonium fission device, is a ball of the material with a cylindrical core cut out. That cylinder is separate from the ball, and when the weapon activates, an explosive rams the two parts back together so that it exceeds critical mass. At the end of the cylinder that is rammed into the ball is a polonium ring, which gives off the particles to start the chain reaction."
"Yes, I know that." said Laura.
"But that could not have set off a nuclear reactor core at a power plant." I said. "Those are not built as masses of material,but as rods of fuel with other rods to control the reaction. At worst, we would've had another 'Chernobyl', which would be disastrous, but not a nuclear explosion. And reactors in this country are pretty safe; we would not even have had a 'Chernobyl' or 'Three Mile Island' incident out of it."



"So..." Laura said, beginning to understand, "... you're saying that while there was a threat, it wasn't what we thought it was. So... why did they steal the polonium from State Tech? And why were they going to use it?"
"Because, my love," I said, "they thought that was what they were doing. They thought it was going to be a nuclear explosion. They were told to lower the polonium into the reactor core, and it would explode. They were probably told to lower it slowly and drive out of there as fast as they could, or maybe they knew it was a suicide mission. But either way... it wouldn't have worked."
"So..." Laura said, her mind ablaze, the gears turning, "why in the hell did they do that? What is going on?!?!"
"And that," I said, "is why I didn't come to you immediately about the 'Eyes Only' message. The Consultant of Crime was and is behind this, and I was and am trying to fathom his reasons... and in doing so, it'll be one more way to catch him and bring him down... and his organization, as well. I want him, but I want the hundreds that are following him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, October 24th. After watching the University's Bulldogs beat Taco State by a score of only 20-13 in the Homecoming game, Cindy and Teresa moved outside to the patio of the Cop Bar. There was a chill in the late afternoon air, so they pulled up to the lighted fire pit.
"So Don and Laura are up at Lake Watchacoochie for the weekend?" Teresa asked.
"Yeah." said Cindy. "They're going to look at a property up there, and if Don likes it, they'll buy it. Laura says it's his birthday present... but I think she has better ideas of what to give him for his birthday."
"God, how lucky is that guy to be married to a sex professor." Teresa said.
"Depends on how you look at it." Cindy said with a half-grin. "He also has to keep up with her. He must singlehandedly keep Viagra in business."
Teresa made a sound that seemed to be a bark; it was laughter for her. Cindy then peered over at her friend.
"And speaking of keeping up," Cindy said, "you're all but living with Don's nephew, who from what I hear is the absolute hottest and most long-lasting stud in the State, much less the County. So who's the lucky one?"
"Yeah, right." Teresa said. "But I am starting to miss him when he goes on trips; and yes, he is damn good in bed. Better than my ex-husband, even better than..." she stopped.
"Jack Burke?" Cindy asked. Teresa just nodded.
"Listen," Cindy said, "I'm going to go visit my father at 'The Vision' tomorrow, have lunch with him. Jenna swore off, she's busy with case prep for Monday. Why don't you come down with me?"
"I..." Teresa said, then realized she actually wanted to do it. "Okay." she said.
After a few moments of beer consumption and contemplation as they looked at the fire in the fire pit, Cindy said, "Teresa, can I ask you something. Just between us, never let it get out?"
"Sure." said Teresa.
"What do you know of Patrol Officer Lydia Green?"
"Uh," said Teresa, "she's assigned to Vice at Headquarters, like Rudistan and his boys are assigned to MCD at Headquarters, so she's not in one of the Precincts. She's a decent officer, nothing spectacular. Looks a bit overweight but is in good shape, again like Rudistan. Never had a real problem with her. Why?"
Cindy said "Can you very quietly check her out for me? Check her background, maybe even follow up on her patrols and such?"
"Sure, but why?" Teresa asked. "You think she's dirty?"
"Not in the traditional sense." said Cindy. "But again just between you and me, and I haven't even told Don this yet: when I was interrogating Reynolds and shaking him down for some names, I told him that he was being framed to take the fall for the murders. It was a fib to scare him, of course, but... one thing I said to him was that he'd be found hanging from the University Stadium."
"Ohhhhh." said Teresa. "And Velasquez was found hanging from the bleachers."
"Yes." said Cindy. "Don didn't understand why they did that, and normally he'd be right: it was an unnecessary finesse. But I realized later that I'd said that to Reynolds. And guess who else was in the room, and was the only other person in the room?"
"Lydia Green." said Teresa, understanding. "Are you sure I.A. wasn't listening in?"
"They could have been." said Cindy. "I haven't stolen any anti-bugging devices yet, though I'd love to have one of those. But anyway, Green was in the room, as a Uniformed presence is required at all interrogations thanks to that bastard Ikea beating up people. So she's my number one suspect."
"I'll look into it, and see if she's up to anything." said Teresa.
Part 19 - Epilogue
The leaves were a beautiful array of oranges, yellows, and reds, Wallace Bedford noted as he looked through the large window of his formal living room in his New England mansion. He was waiting for his guest to arrive, and was mentally preparing himself for the meeting. This was no ordinary business rival, but a colleague... or antagonist... of tremendous power and organizational abilities.
The butler announced his arrival and he entered the room, seeming to command it with his presence. Wallace Bedford strode up to greet him, shaking his hand warmly.
"Ah, Wallace," he said, "allow me to present you with this small gift as a token of my gratitude for your hospitality."
"You're too kind." said Bedford, taking the bottle of sherry, seeing that it was a very rare and expensive brand. "Allow me to pour us a couple of glasses?"
"By all means." he said. Soon they were seated. He sipped his sherry first, not only as the guest but in the ritual to show the beverage was safe for consumption. Wallace sipped of his glass.
"Ah, excellent. You are a connoisseur." said Bedford. "You always have had an appreciation for the finest things."
"Yes." he said. "I prefer the wealth of selection to the wealth of accumulation. This sherry is an example. I don't need much in my life, but a drink such as this is something to be sought, and appreciated. It is something the unwashed masses, the common man, cannot properly understand."
"I understand, and I agree with you." said Bedford, whose own wealth by accumulation was considerable.
"How is your son doing?" he asked.
Bedford said "He's doing fairly well, for now." Bedford's son was very sick with a blood disease. "The medications are working well for now, but the doctors have said that he will need a liver transplant within the next few months. We're hoping to get through Christmas before that becomes necessary. He's not the best candidate, from what I'm told, as his blood type and other factors suggest he might have a higher rejection rate than most. But we'll worry about that at it's proper time. So how may I be of service to you today?"
"We have much to discuss." he said, getting to the point of this business meeting now that the required niceties were over. "As one of the most influential... and generous... leaders of Superior Bloodlines, I felt that I should apprise you of the national situation."
Wallace Bedford was extremely proud of the fact that one of his direct ancestors had been a founding member of the Ku Klux Klan in the years just after the Civil War. And even though he lived in New England now, and most of his work was done in Boston and New York, he still yearned for a nation that was free of the pollution of 'undesirables', particularly Blacks.
"Yes." said Bedford. "We're starting to have some trouble. That bastard Deputy Director of the FBI is concentrating totally upon us. We're having to shut down operations in several places because the FBI keeps popping up. Their agents are all too easy to spot, so we lay low until they leave. But it's setting us back, and time grows of the essence."
"Yes, our FBI Deputy Director is not our problem." he said. "He thinks he's king, like Priam within the walls of Troy... but it is his Wildcat with a Crowbar, his Hector, that is our real threat."
"The Iron Crowbar?" said Bedford. He poured them both some more sherry. "Priam is hard to assassinate. He is protected within the walls not of Troy but of Washington, D.C. But the one named Troy, who is protecting him, you believe he is the problem?"
"Oh yes." he said. "I can assure you that if I set my mind to it, Priam would fall. But Hector? the Iron Crowbar?" He shook his head. "That is the luckiest man on the face of this earth. He has somehow escaped multiple assassination attempts. But he will share the fate of Hector: I will drag his dead body behind my chariot until his head falls off his neck."
Bedford could see the feeling, the passion, the anger welling up behind the other man's eyes. He realized that the Iron Crowbar's time on this earth was very limited.
"What is the Iron Crowbar doing now, while you're away and visiting me?" asked Bedford.
"Ah, I have one of my best people keeping him under observation." he said. "He has no idea how deeply I've penetrated the institutions he mistakenly trusts."
"I'm sure. By the way, we do have one question of you." said Bedford. "Why in the world did you try to blow up that nuclear power plant?"
"Ah, that." he said, sipping his sherry with a smile. "First, I really was after the Energy Dynamics directed-energy weapon. But the FBI had it evacuated out of there, so we went for the power plant. That is not a problem, as they'll return the weapon project to Energy Dynamics within a few weeks, and we will simply walk in and take it at our leisure."
He continued: "But unlike what the FBI and the Iron Crowbar believe, the reactor core was not going to explode. But now the FBI is scrambling. They are scared to death of another attack on another facility, and they are having to scatter their forces like a covey of partridge, desperately trying to stop my next move... and they have no earthly idea what that is going to be."
"And what is your next move?" Bedford asked.
He smiled, then was unable to stop himself from chuckling. "Oh, you'll see. In time. Suffice it to say that the niggers will suffer great agony, the God-cursed Jews will feel pain and death that not even the blessed Holocaust could deliver to them, and Superior Bloodlines, as well as other worthy groups of the Elites, will rule the world as it should be, in what the politicians like to call the 'New World Order'."
"And you're right there behind them, in the shadows, like a Spider in the center of a huge web, controlling everything." said Bedford.
"Controlling?" he said. "Not really. I only desire to control my organization, and those things that I can control. I leave the New World Orders to you and your friends of the Elite class. By the way," he said as he drained the last of his sherry, "when the time for your son's transplant comes due, let me know. 'Vauxhall' happens to be one of my most profitable schemes..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - The Getaway
As the four-wheel drive vehicle came over the crest of the hill, I stopped to look. The view was magnificent, looking down over the lake from its top end as it receded away from us. The hills rose on either side from the lake nestled in its valley.
The meadow through which the dirt road was going was full of brown reeds of very tall grass. There was one lone oak tree near the top of hill to our right, it was half-visible from the road to our west. That road continued up one of the rivers that fed Lake Watchacoochie, then went back west towards Lake Amengi-Nunagen, which was a much bigger body of water.
"Beautiful." Laura said as she looked over the lake.
"Yes, and the view is nice, too." I replied, making my lovely wife smile. The road led down the hill we'd just come over the top of, to the structure that was just inside the treeline of the woods that ringed the edge of the lake, with some fingers extending outward in several places.
It was Saturday, October 24th. After a two hour drive, we had arrived, going through the Wildlife Management Area, then to a road that serviced the drives to the homes on this, the west side of Lake Watchacoochie. We turned off and went up the dirt road to the crest of the hill, then stopped to admire the view.
Driving down to the house, I saw the small dock that extended into the lake. This finger of the lake wasn't very long or deep, and there were only two other houses that shared it. To the left (going north) was a small river flowing swiftly into the lake itself; I felt a pull to walk up along that creek and see what was up there.
"The house looks to be in good shape." I said. There was a porch or deck along the end of the house that faced the water, then it extended back towards the hill and the lone tree near the top. A door was in the middle of the porch (facing east), and also one in the side of the house (facing north). It was this door that the key in Laura's possession opened. The house was a simple rectangle of study wood planks, with an A-frame tin roof.
Going inside, we saw a greatroom with a fireplace made of stone on the far side. To the left of the fireplace as we looked at it was the kitchen; this was a very open floor plan, so the counter ran as a finger from the wall. The door to the outside was at left, then an area that was meant to be a dining/breakfast room, with a window there. Next to the door outside was a small door that led to a pantry/storage area behind the kitchen, which also contained the fusebox, the gas-fired hot water heater, a place for a generator against the far wall (where it could be ventilated), and even laundry hookups.
On the right side of the fireplace, on the "up end" of the house, were two bedrooms, with a small bathroom between them. There was a shower still, toilet and small vanity whose space was taken up by the lavatory. The house had running water, and a tank that could be filled by a well was installed under the house, under the far (left) side bedroom, again as an off-the-grid backup.
The master bedroom was the one at left. Both bedrooms looked as if they were made of log walls, but it was really paneling. "If we put a king size bed in here," I said, "we literally would have one foot on each side to walk on."
"Yes." Laura said. "It would have to be a queen size bed. The closet is very small, too." Indeed, the closet was against the bathroom wall, with folding doors.
The other bedroom was about the same size, with the wood of the walls just a bit lighter. The window on the side admitted a bit more light, as well.
"What do you think?" Laura asked.
"It's growing on me." I said, going back into the greatroom, seeing the beams over head and the roof above. There was no attic, just a couple of fans hanging down from above. This would actually help keep the place cooler in the summer.
We had looked at three other cabins. One was more like a regular house, like a retirement home, had a big dock, large back yard between the lake and the house... and it was totally out of our price range. One other cabin had been a bit too rustic; it had reminded me of Melina's cabin, which reminded me of those events that occurred there...
The third cabin was a lot like this one, but this one was just a bit nicer all the way around, and I loved the grounds it was on a lot more. Some trees in the backyard leading to the small dock, woods to our right, woods to our left that followed that small river back up the hill, the 'meadow' with the tall grass and the lone oak tree... that would be fun to have picnics under... and sex with my wife.
Maybe Laura was reading my thoughts when she said "That big oak tree had a lightning rod protecting it. It'd be great to have a picnic there, and enjoy the view..." She came up to me and slid her arms around my neck, then said "... and then have you on top of me and your iron hard cock plunging into me." She kissed my mouth.
"Mmmm," I said, wrapping my arms around her and kissing her. "I think this is the house you really like."
"Yes, it is." she said. "What about you?"
"It feels right." I said as we looked around, still holding each other. "And we may not get another chance to buy a lakefront property on this lake, especially at these prices."
"That's true." Laura said. Lake Watchacoochie was surrounded by the W.M.A., though the lake itself and a ring of land around it were private. It took connections to buy a property here, though, and Laura had those connections...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Late that Saturday afternoon, Cindy and Teresa drove up to the World Headquarters of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's 'The Vision'. Cindy drove around a small side service road to a parking lot that was not visible to the front doors. She then led Teresa around a cobbled path around the backside of the large Headquarters building.
Teresa looked over the beautifully manicured green lawn that gently sloped down a hundred yards to the River. It was the same River that flowed through the Town & County on the way to Midtown, whereupon it curled back southeast to Southport and joined the river that formed the State Line to the west. Eckhart also owned the property on the other side of the river for another two hundred yards or so.
"Ah, there you are, my dear." Teresa heard the gravelly voice say. The shock of white hair was what she first noticed as Eckhart himself walked up the path to meet them. He first hugged his daughter Cindy Ross with an enthusiastic greeting. Cindy hugged him warmly in return. Teresa had long since noticed that Cindy was wearing her 'Fourth Rune' openly and proudly, as Dr. Eckhart was wearing his.
"Ah, Ms. Croyle," said Eckhart, hugging her, "I am so glad you accepted my daughter's invitation to join us today."
"Thank you for inviting me." said Teresa. "But please call me 'Teresa'."
"Certainly, my dear, if you'll call me 'Harvey'. Let me show you around the place, and then we'll have some supper." said Eckhart. "It's an outdoor cookout near the River with some of our young friends that are staying here." Teresa considered that. She was wearing short pants, showing off her shapely legs, and tennis shoes as well as a collared golf shirt. Cindy was wearing khaki pants, full length, and a white golf shirt with The Vision's logo over the heart.
Teresa was openly shocked at what Dr. Eckhart was showing them as they went through the Headquarters. There were several rooms whose doors looked to be part of the walls. Eckhart also showed them a couple of secret entrances to tunnels that would lead to the dormitory buildings.
After a tour of all the floors, Eckhart took both ladies up to his office on the top floor, with it's circular design and 360-degree views. The sun was beginning to reach down towards the far horizon, and the cut in the earth that was the River shone with a copper-gold hue.
Eckhart poured three glasses of wine. They toasted to the future, clinking the glasses. "So, Teresa, what do you think of our little home in the countryside."
"It's anything but little." said Teresa. "But it's very nice, and of course so many people here have been able to straighten out their lives by coming here."
"Yes, that's true." said Eckhart. "And my second proudest achievement."
"What's first?" Teresa asked.
"Why, your lovely young friend, here." Eckhart said, meaning Cindy. "I could not be more proud of her and her accomplishments. And you have shared in many of those accomplishments, for which you are to be praised."
"You're too kind." Teresa said, not really knowing what else to say.
"So let me ask you." said Eckhart, as Teresa felt his eyes bore more deeply into her. "What was your purpose for coming here. What did you hope to find?"
"Uh..." Teresa said, "I just... accepted Cindy's invitation. I didn't really think about having a purpose."
"Ah, but you had one all the same." said Eckhart. "And I want you to do three things while you are here: relax, enjoy yourself, and let your mind flow. Let any questions you have come, but don't let them weigh you down. And the answers will come to you."
"He's right, you know." said Cindy. "Every time I come down here, I have a question inside my head. And every time I leave I have some kind of answer, and I feel better for it."
"Yes." said Eckhart. "If I may be intrusive enough to say this, Teresa... I believe you have never let yourself ask, much less answer, the questions that you have kept chained inside your mind. Over time, if you like, you can release them, answer them, and let them go their way... like the River that flows in its banks outside. If you wish our help, or my help, or Cindy's help, we are here for you."
"Thanks." Teresa said, again not sure what to say.
"So!" said Eckhart, "let's go join the cookout. I don't know about you young ladies, but I am famished!" With that, he led them downstairs, outside, and along a trail to a spot near the River that was equidistant between the Headquarters and nearest Dormitory Building. A number of people, all in their early to mid-20s, were already there, starting a fire in a well-constructed pit, unpacking food, and talking happily.
Most were wearing Vision uniforms: black pants, some full-length, some short pants, and red or blue golf shirts with the Vision logo. Some, however, were dressed similar to Cindy, though mostly in jeans, and so she did not feel too much out of place. Eckhart began introductions, and Cindy and Teresa pitched in to help cook the food.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had set behind the lone oak tree and over the hill. The electricity to the building was not turned on, so Laura and I had kerosene lanterns, a battery-powered lantern, and flashlights. The toilet did work, fortunately; indeed, there was running water into the kitchen and bathroom, which we tested...
We were lying on a blanket in the greatroom, in front of the unlit fireplace, having an indoor picnic. We were feeding each other bits of food, flirting like crazy with each other, and talking about the day.
Yes, we'd already 'consummated' the house. Laura had been in the kitchen, looking around at it, when I came up behind her, slid my hands around her waist, and began kissing her neck. She moaned and leaned back into my kisses as I slid my hands up and cupped her large, milk-filled breasts. I then slid my hands down and opened her jeans, pulling them down her sleek thighs enough to have clear access to her pussy. Laura has this poem she says when she wants me to really give it to her:
"Now I want it hard and fast;
"the second time, we'll make it last.
I bent my wife over the kitchen counter, eased my throbbing, iron-hard cock out of my pants, and worked it into her sopping slit from behind. Laura moaned as I drove my meat balls-deep into her cunt, then began fucking her with powerful strokes.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The cabin filled with the echoes of my hard groin slapping into Laura's asscheeks with each thrust of my cock as I sheathed my weapon of lust to the hilt inside her clenching cunt. We rutted furiously, and it did not take very many strokes for me to reach the crest, especially when I felt Laura's cunt-muscles clutching at my invading rod.
"UHH!!!" I cried out. I just let my nut rise, not trying to hold back, and spurt after spurt of thick, ropy jism fired into Laura's steaming wet snatch. I pulled her ass to me and pressed my loins into hers as I ejaculated into her again and again...
After that, we got our camping gear out of the car. We'd be sleeping in a large, warm sleeping bag on an air mattress for two. We then got the charcoal out of the car and I lit up the grill that was on the back porch. After cooking steaks and trimmings on the grill, we ate inside, then settled down on the blanket and shared some wine and bits of food like nuts and raisins and candy... which turned into long, tongue-twining sessions of making out with my gorgeous wife as if we were teenagers sneaking out for an illicit fuck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm so full I can't move." Cindy said. She'd eaten at least three hotdogs that she'd cooked over the fire, as had the other acolytes from 'The Vision'. People were talking among themselves, treating Cindy and Teresa as if they were always naturally part of the group, or as if they weren't even there at all. Some of the younger people shared their stories of how they got to The Vision, and Cindy related how she'd been helped by Dr. Eckhart in her younger days.
Then Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, who'd enjoyed a couple of hotdogs as if they were filets of swordfish, began to talk to the group. As he often did at these gatherings, he introduced a theme.
"Tonight, my young friends, I want you to contemplate and discuss this question: 'Is fire alive?'." Eckhart said. "Some say that fire is the most basic of life forms; it burns fuel, creates energy, seeks to reproduce itself, seeks to expand itself. It moves, and it can be extinguished, never to return. But then... it does return.
"On the other hand," Eckhart continued, "it's not organic in any way, has no material form and is purely energy. Is it possible for Life to exist as pure energy?"
A discussion followed, as the young people thought hard, made their points, and listened to those of the others... as they'd been taught and trained. At the end, Eckhart said "Okay, Cindy, what do you think?"
Cindy said "I had a discussion like this with my cousin and his wife, who is a medical doctor. We discussed what is called the 'living condition', what makes something alive vs. dead. An animal, including humans, can be alive one moment, and bodies devoid of life the next. A living tree can be cut down or uprooted and it ceases to be alive, and life cannot be put back into it. So what creates that 'condition of life'?"
Cindy continued: "My cousin said that there is something, that some movies call The Force, that religions call the incommutable soul...but it's something, an energy, a force, that is within all living things, binds all living things, and imparts a vitality to those things that, once this Life Force leaves, cannot be returned. And the question for me, then, is if fire has that Life Force within it. And I don't get the sense that it does."
"Ah, interesting." said Eckhart. "Young Teresa, how about you?"
Teresa did not contemplate Eckhart calling her 'young', even though she was the oldest person here, save for Eckhart himself. She merely said "Everything Cindy said, I say the same... except I think it does show fire is alive. Life... is will power. And fire has that will power, even if it's not at our level."
"Ah, that is very interesting, also." said Eckhart. "And it ties in with my next lesson. Fire, whether alive or not, is a part of every thing that is living. Everything has what we call a 'fire in the belly', a will power, as Teresa so wonderfully said."
"All of you have that fire in your bellies, in your hearts, in your minds, in your souls." said Eckhart. "Each of you has a fire that drives you, that moves you forward, and when you find out what that fire is... you don't quench it, but you feed it, you fuel it, you let it burn bright, and you let it propel you to acts of greatness beyond which you thought you weren't capable!" An ovation of applause broke out. Not out of politeness or ass-kissing, but a genuine tribute to the emotions the great leader of The Vision was bringing out in his young students.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Almost everyone else had long since left. Teresa had kept the fire going practically by herself. A couple of young acolytes were still there, asleep, with blankets covering them. Teresa had covered her sleeping friend Cindy with a blanket also, as she, Teresa, contemplated what she had heard.
She spent the long night looking at the dark ribbon of the River in the darkness, not feeling the cold, looking into the fire, contemplating what fire it was that burned inside her... what made her go, what made her keep going. Was it love? Anger? Hatred? A sense of duty? A need to prove something? A need to cross a finish line, like running a triathlon race? A need... to make a sister proud, a sister whose life was cut short? A need to avenge that sister's death? A need for... Justice?
Part 2 - The Waterfall
Dawn, Sunday, October 25th. My wife was leaning over my prostrate body, sucking my hard cock, as she did every morning that we woke up together. But this morning, I wanted more.
"Laura, I want to... I need to fuck you now." I moaned. Laura said nothing, but she just lay back on her back. I caught her legs under my arms, pushing them up and back, as I felt her hand grasp my cock and guide it into her pussy.
"Unnnnnnh!" I gasped as I felt my prick sheathed in the warm wetness of my wife's womanhood. I began to piston my ass up and down, driving my turgid meat in and out of her pussy. Together we guided her legs so that her ankles were over my shoulders and next to my head, and we mated in that eons-old rhythm of passion...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ma'am," said the acolyte who had come up behind Teresa as the first light of dawn appeared over the eastern horizon. "Dr. Eckhart would like for you and Ms. Ross to join him for breakfast."
Teresa leaned over and shook Cindy. "Wake up, sleepyhead." Cindy stirred, then slowly got up as the acolyte said "I'll take care of the fire. You two go on up."
As Cindy worked her body back into motion, Teresa said "You should've gone back up to the building, gotten into a bed."
"Are you kidding?" Cindy said. "That was one of the best night's sleep I've had in a long, long time. I used to love camping, sleeping outdoors. I'm Canadian, remember?"
Teresa gave what was for her a grin, and they walked back up to the Headquarters building, and took the elevator to Dr. Eckhart's office.
"Ah, ladies, there you are." said Eckhart. He guided them to a table set for three. Everyone was hungry, and food began disappearing quickly.
"So, young ladies," said Eckhart, "did you find what you were looking for?"



"Yes sir." said Cindy. "A good night's sleep by the fire, and this breakfast." Eckhart guffawed at his daughter's pawky humor.
"I'm not sure." said Teresa. "But I thought a lot about what it must've been like for my father in the Viet Nam War. His only purpose, the fire in his belly... was to get home to my mother."
"Yes," said Eckhart, "but from what I have heard, he was a true Warrior. And in your own way, my dear, you are a Warrior also. That is what I teach in my Empowerment Camp... being a Warrior of the Light. A Warrior that conquers... oneself. You have come such a long way in doing that." Teresa's eyes cut to Cindy.
"No, I didn't say a word to him." said Cindy. "Either Don has talked to him, or he's psychic." Eckhart again barked laughter.
"My daughter believes she is fearless, Teresa." said Eckhart. "But I believe that it is you who is without fear, even though you don't believe it yourself."
"Your daughter is fearless, Harvey." said Teresa. "I've never seen her show fear, even in the face of bullets and Death itself. And the only other truly fearless person I have ever met... is your nephew. Commander Troy does not know the meaning of the word 'fear'."
"Yes... yes, that is true." said Eckhart. "He is truly a man of... incredible courage in the face of what he is up against."
"And speaking of that," said Cindy, "I'm afraid, Father, that Teresa and I must return to duty." After they finished breakfast, Dr. Eckhart saw them off.
As they drove back home, Cindy said "So, how was it?"
"It was..." Teresa said, then paused. After a moment she said "When you asked me to come down, something told me to accept. And I think I needed to. I don't know if I got any answers, but I sure feel better about asking the questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I very much wanted to walk up the creek to the left of the lake house, so Laura and I packed a knapsack with some food and water and headed along the edge of the lake. We'd expected to have to work through the brush, but to our surprise, and delight, we found a well-worn trail. We followed it for about a mile...
"Oh my God, Don, look at this!" Laura exclaimed as I came up to her.
The trail had led to a small box canyon of rocks. Big flat rocks, perfect for sitting or sunning on, adorned our side of the creek. The other side was more wooded and went steeply upwards. The creek itself was coming from a deep, circular pool about 100 feet in diameter. At the far end, rising about sixty feet up, was a cliff. And over that cliff water was rushing in a waterfall.
"Wow, this is awesome." I said.
"It's beautiful." Laura said. "It's on W.M.A. land, so we won't own it, but we'll be able to come here and relax... and I can definitely see myself relaxing here." She sat down on a large flat rock, put her knapsack and gear to one side, and took off her hiking shoes. Then she stripped naked and walked into the clear water of the little lagoon, slowly walking towards the middle until she was nearly neck deep.
I made the huge mistake of following her, but as soon as I walked into the water I realized that it was freezing cold!
"Geez!" I gasped. "How the hell did you just walk into this water?" I tried to walk further into it, and got about chest deep when I realized I wanted no more of this. I went back to shore.
"It feels great!" said Laura. But still, she followed me out a minute later. The water was actually too cold to stay in; we could get hypothermia if we did. She dried herself off with a towel (as I had), then we huddled together and ate some food. I was beginning to shiver, so Laura suggested we hike back. We knew we'd be returning to this spot. Many times.
"I'll call the broker." Laura said as we got back to the cabin. "I'm sure you agree that this is the one."
"No doubt about it." I said. As Laura made the call, I was looking around... but as a military officer. This house was actually the low grounds; someone coming over the crest of the hill near that lone tree would have an advantage over us. But we were in a wooded area, too, and it was a good hike up the hill from the road on the other side.
As I looked at the road that trekked around right side of the hill as it was viewed from the cabin, I thought I saw a glint of light flash for just a second. It looked like it was coming from the hillside on the other side of the road... and that was a good distance off.
I rushed for the SUV and found my binoculars in the backseat. Quickly training the glasses onto the area, I could only see the brown of the tall grass, with green splotches denoting brush or patches of trees, and the occasional irregular dark shape that likely were rocks. I searched for some time, but did not see anything move.
"What is it, dear?" Laura said as she came up.
"I thought I saw a glint of light, like a reflection off binoculars." I said. Laura looked around, seeing that the sun had risen in the east, over the lake, and was behind us... so it was very possible I'd seen reflected sunlight.
"It could be a solar powered weather reader over there." Laura said. "They've got monitoring devices like that all over the W.M.A."
"Yeah," I said, "except that I don't see anything like that now in spite of looking for it." I felt foreboding, a sense of tension.
"We have an appointment with the broker at 8:00am tomorrow, in Waguli." Laura said. That was the town near the dam that created Lake Watchacoochie. If one took the road from near Michael Burke's house, where Dawn Starrett was found dead, and continued east for a number of miles, one would intersect another road that could get us home from a different direction. And the small town of Waguli was built around that ancient frontier crossroads. It had been a place where beaver pelts had been traded, and an outpost before heading into uncharted territory... uncharted in the 1700s, of course.
"So, I said, "whatever will we do with the time?"
"Oh, I dunno," Laura said, wrapping her arms around me. "We can take the car and explore the roads and trails, we can walk along the lake... you can take a gray viagra and fuck me until I beg for mercy..."
Part 3 - Robbery
Monday, October 26th, 9:30am. Captain Cindy Ross of the Town & County Police Force arrived at Bishop's Pawn Shop in the area south of Courthouse Square, the area where Smith-Morra Pharmacy was, and the tailor shop in front of which Commander Troy had successfully thwarted an assassination attempt upon himself.
Ross looked around as she got out of her Police SUV, scanning the area for anyone watching, or any unusual activity. Seeing none, she came to the front of Bishop's Pawn, where three Police cruisers and a squad of Uniformed officers were already gathered.
"What's going on, Sergeant Rudistan?" Cindy asked.
"Good morning, Captain." Rudistan said, jovial even at the scenes of brutal crimes. "Looks like we had a robbery attempt earlier this morning that went bad. Security guard was shot in the chest, but he was wearing his armor vest and he's going to be okay. The owner, one Quintus Bishop, was shot in the head and died instantly, so the M.E. says."
Cindy went inside. The front area was a couple of counters in an "L" shape, with some electronics in the glass cases beneath the countertops, and a grand total of four revolvers in the glass case at the far end. The room was paneled in dark brown paneling, reminiscent of the 1970. An open door at back left behind the counters revealed a small office. To the back right was what appeared to be a small storage room and a bathroom.
Inside the small office was a desk, a safe in the back right corner, a window at the wall to the left with iron bars on it... and a dead body in the middle of the floor. Quintus Bishop was a middle-aged white man with brown hair that was graying, and a gray mustache and near-goatee beard. He was dressed in a green plaid shirt, very worn blue pants, and a light green 'Eisenhower' jacket. He was also wearing a hole in his forehead, the result of a fired bullet.
Martha the M.E. was wrapping up her examination. "Shot right through the front of the head, Captain. Looks like a .38 caliber bullet."
"What about the security guard?" Cindy asked.
Rudistan picked it up: "Younger man, early 30s. His name is Ben Knight. He was a police officer in the City for six years, and we don't yet know why he left their Force." Rudistan showed Cindy a picture from his cellphone, showing a youngish man with dark black hair. He looked dazed and in pain.
The picture was taken after Knight's armor vest and shirt had been removed. His chest was badly bruised as the bullet striking his armored vest still packed a wallop.
J.R. Barnes came up. "They've taken Mr. Knight to the hospital, Captain, but I took some wipes of his arms for stippling, powder residues. There was visible powder on both his arms, suggesting he and the gunman fired at each other at close range. The bullet that struck Knight's armored vest was found on the floor, looks to be a .38 or possibly nine-millimeter, though it's deformed and Ballistics will have to run tests. Knight's gun is a .357 Magnum, and it appears that one shot was fired from it. We took it into evidence." He handed Cindy the evidence bag with Knight's gun.
Cindy put on latex gloves, took out the gun, and looked at the cartridges that had been removed from the gun. "These are .38 Special cartridges, which can be fired from a .357 Magnum revolver, of course." Cindy said. "What about the perp? If they fired that close to each other, you might find the bullet from Knight's gun. And did you find an expended shell?"
"We're still looking, ma'am." said Barnes. "Technician Bobby Patrick says the bullet may have left with the perp's armored vest. No shells anywhere; the other man might have had a revolver, also. But Bobby did find this."
Barnes handed Cindy an object in a plastic evidence bag. It was a badge, a round circle with an eagle on the top and a small triangular ornament on the bottom, silver in color.
"State badge." said Cindy, recognizing the pattern. "Says 'State Housing Authority' and 'Director'. All State badges, from the SBI to civilian positions, have badges with RFID chips in them. Check the RFID chip in this one to verify it's authentic."
"Yes ma'am." said Barnes as he took the evidence bag and its contents back. "By the way, ma'am, since you're in the SBI Reserve, you can download an app that reads RFID chips, and get the ID data from it."
"Thanks for telling me. I'll get that app." said Cindy. Just then Detectives Theo Washington and Teddy Parker came in. Their surprise at seeing Captain Ross already there could not be removed from their faces quickly enough to not be observed by her ice blue eyes.
"Nice of you finally join us, Detectives." Cindy said, putting a bit of acid into her voice.
"Sorry, ma'am." said Parker.
"We just got the call, ma'am." said Theo. "Traffic is a mess this morning." That was a mistake that drew Cindy's silent scorn.
"Well, don't just stand here gawking." Cindy said. "Get with Sergeant Rudistan and get up to speed on the case." Parker quickly rushed over to where Rudistan and Morton were. But Theo peered around, looked into the office for a couple of minutes, asked J.R. if fingerprints had been taken of the safe (they had been), tried the door himself (it was locked), looked at the cabinetry in the front room, and had not yet gotten to Rudistan when Cindy had had enough.
"So, tell me about this case, Detective Washington." she said. "What did Rudistan tell you about it?"
"I'm looking at the scene first, ma'am." said Theo. "Trying to get an unbiased impression of it. I noticed Commander Troy does that when he comes to a scene, though nobody sees his head move while his eyes are all over the place."
Cindy thought to herself that Theo had just saved himself by that explanation. "And what do you observe of this scene?"
"Strange for a pawn shop to have this little amount of stuff, nothing on shelves or cabinets on the walls, no guitars or anything like that, and only four small revolvers." Theo replied. "Pawn shops I've walked into usually have a ton of stuff inside them, especially handguns."
"That is a good observation." Cindy said. "I was beginning to be worried about you, Theo, but you're restoring my faith. Check with Rudistan and the Crime Lab to see if they found if anything is obviously missing. Also check any inventory paperwork you find against the inventory that is here."
"Wilco, ma'am." said Theo. "Out of curiosity, ma'am, where is the Commander? He usually loves offbeat stuff like this and would come down personally. And he wasn't at the coffee klatch for the morning news, either."
"It's definitely offbeat in that we have a Bishop and Knight in a Pawn shop." Cindy quipped. "A regular chessboard of crime, here. As to the Commander, he and his wife are looking at some properties for a vacation home. So let's solve this one before he gets back, and prove to him that we can actually solve a case without him."
Theo gave his movie-star-handsome grin and said "Yes ma'am!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's going to be just fine." said Dr. Morgan as he wrapped the bandage tightly around Ben Knight's lower ribs and upper abdomen. "Some bruising, maybe a hairline crack of a rib, but nothing worse. He'll be sore and he'll need to breathe deeply as a regimen every couple of hours, but other than that he should be good to go."
"Thank you, Doctor." said Cindy. She and Teddy Parker were in the outpatient ward of University Hospital with doctor and patient. "Mr. Knight, can you answer a few questions for me?" Cindy asked as Dr. Morgan left.
"Sure." said Ben, grimacing as he moved his arms around.
"First, what happened?"
Knight said "I got to the shop around eight o'clock, like I always do. Quintus and Norris usually get there by 8:30, and we open at nine."
"Who is Norris?" asked Teddy.
"Richard Norris." said Knight. "He and I are the two-man security company for Quintus. We also do night shift security at some of the dance clubs in the Tenderloin District. One of us escorts Quintus to the shop with his cash, while the other stays at the shop all day in uniform as security. Today was my day to stand while Norris escorted Quintus."
"Mr. Knight, if I may ask," said Detective Parker, "there's not a lot of inventory at this pawn shop. Looks strange to us."
"Yeah." said Ben Knight. "It started out as a traditional pawn shop, but that was sheer hell for Quintus. All the paperwork, especially with the firearms, and the BAFTE always coming in trying to trick him into an illegal gun sale. And then people weren't paying back their loans, leaving the goods... which turned out to be bad or stolen."
"Quintus lost his marriage and he nearly went bankrupt, so he converted to a Title Pawn shop. It worked out a lot better for him. He's holding car titles, boat titles, plane titles, and he's getting his money and interest paid back. So he had a few items he kept around, but he actually did very little merchandise work anymore."
"That makes sense." said Cindy. "So Quintus and Norris came in with some money. Then what happened?"
"Norris left to get some sleep, he'd been working all the night before at a club." said Knight. "Just before nine, there was a knock on the door, and Quintus said to go ahead and let the person in. I opened the door and this guy with a mask on his head rushed me. I tumbled, and as I got up he was drawing a gun on me. I drew mine and we fired at each other, and I was hit. Lucky I had my vest on."
"Yes." Cindy said. "Very. Did your shot hit him?"
"I think so." said Knight. "But I can't swear to it. I must've blacked out, because when I opened my eyes, the guy was gone. Quintus was in the back room, shot in the head. And the money was gone."
"What can you give us of a description of the guy?" asked Cindy.
"Had a jacket on, jeans, stocking mask." said Ben. "Taller than me, not as tall as Norris, who is over six feet tall. Everything else... kind of a blur..."
"Do you remember if his gun was a semi-auto, or a revolver?" asked Cindy.
"Uhhh, revolver, I think." said Knight.
"Do you remember if the safe in the office was open or closed?" asked Teddy. For the first time, Ben Knight paused.
"I... I don't know." he said. "Quintus usually left it closed, only opened it when he was putting money or a title into it or taking them out. But since he and Norris had just come in with the money pack, he might have had it open when I opened the front door."
"Do you know the keycode to the safe?" asked Parker.
"It's written on a piece of paper in an envelope, which is in the back filing cabinet of the storeroom, second-to-last file in the very back. Five digits, translated to letters by a code." He then told the simple code to translate the letters back into numbers.
"Anything else?" Cindy said. "Just sitting there, anything just pop into your head as being strange?"
"No." said Knight after a pause. "I... I should've been more careful about opening that door..."
"Can't blame yourself for that." Cindy said. "Can you tell us how to get in touch with Norris?"
"I'll give you his number and address." said Knight. "By the way, can you give me a ride back to the shop to get my car?"
"You won't be able to take your car out of the parking lot." said Cindy. "The whole lot is taped off and quarantined. We'll take you home, and if you can't get a ride there tomorrow morning, call me and I'll give you a lift."
"Sure, that'll be fine." said Knight. He walked slowly and gingerly, escorted by the Officers, out of the Hospital.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There is just something not right about this." Cindy said to Tanya as they walked to Classroom 'E' for a meeting at 11:30am. "I used to say 'I am not a Troy' when confronted with strange things like this, then Don showed me that I am a Troy, or at least a Michaux..." Tanya laughed.
Cindy continued "But I'm still the Junior Michaux. I'm missing something, here..."
"I know what you mean, ma'am." said Tanya as they entered the Classroom. "I think there's something we're missing, and the Iron Crowbar is going to see it in an instant when he gets back. Okay, everyone, let's get started."
She sat down at the end of the table to lead the meeting, with Cindy sitting at her left side. Also there was Theo Washington, Teddy Parker, Myron Milton and Sergeant Rudistan. Per the new structure of the Police Department, Detectives were being "encouraged" to bring senior Uniformed Patrol Officers into the crime-solving process.
"Okay, guys," said Tanya, "who wants to start us off?"
"I'll go, ma'am." said Parker. "I checked out Quintus Bishop. It's as Mr. Knight told us: he started a pawn shop some years ago, it started going bad, then he 'unofficially' converted to title pawns. Starting up a title pawn shop as a new entity requires lots of extra paperwork and Tax Authority involvement, so he kept the pawn shop going as what amounts to a front, and did the title pawn business behind it. Sketchy, but if he had been caught by the Police or State Tax authorities, the slap on the wrist he'd get would be less of a problem than going through the hoops of doing it the right and legal way."
"How often that happens." Cindy said sardonically. "Oh... sorry about that. Keep going."
"Yes, ma'am." said Parker. "Anyway, his wife did leave him. Her name is Bonita Bishop. Here's a photo of her that we found in Quintus's home." A photo of Bonita was passed around. Bonita was average height, medium build, large breasts, artificially blonde hair with dark roots, purple eyeliner and lipstick.
"Not particularly attractive, but not coyote-ugly." said Cindy. "Good bit younger than Quintus, though."



"Yes ma'am." said Parker. "She moved to the City after the divorce, and has since just about fallen off the grid. We've asked the City Police to help trace her. They think she went into running an Escort Agency or some kind of drug or underground barter operation."
"Good stuff." said Lt. Perlman. "Okay, Theo, what about you?"
"I looked into Ben Knight." said Theo. "He worked for the City Police Force, and was assigned mostly to their Northwest/Airport Precinct. Absolutely unexceptional record; nothing bad, but nothing good. He wasn't fired, he left of his own accord about four years ago after six years on the City Force.
"For two years we don't have anything on him. Then two years ago, he and Richard Norris formed Norris Security Services, LLC., here in our Town. They apparently contracted with T-Square's holding company to do security for several of his dance clubs. They basically were plainclothes undercover security, just hang out and monitor the clubs. Then they hooked up with Quintus Bishop for the last fifteen or sixteen months, so they were holding down two jobs. Quintus paid them in cash, but they still reported the income, complete with a 1099 statement on last year's tax returns."
"What about the safe?" asked Cindy. "Did you get into it?"
"Yes ma'am." said Sergeant Rudistan. "We found the envelope and decoded the number, and it worked. There were several car titles in there, but almost no cash. Just the petty cash box for the pawnshop, which had about $1500 in it."
"Whoaaa..." said Cindy. "My understanding is that Norris escorted Quintus in with a large chunk of cash."
"Yes ma'am." said Theo. "And that money is missing. Quintus kept his money in a small box that looked like an ice chest. Packed right, he could have several hundred thousand dollars in it. He would keep it at home in his safe there, and he and Norris or Knight would transport it to and from the pawn shop. Both men would've been heavily armed during transport, as both men and Ben Knight all had concealed carry permits."
"That is a lot of cash to be moving, especially every single day." said Tanya. "I'm surprised someone didn't move on him earlier."
"And let's add to it," Cindy said, "that even with title loans, that's a lot of cash to have on hand. Gotta wonder if something else is being bought and sold... Did anyone find drugs at the place? Anyone take a drug dog through there?"
"Yes ma'am." said Rudistan. "Sergeant Stonewall was brought in. He did not alert to anything in the store. No traces, no residues."
"Still," Cindy said, "there's gotta be something else to all that cash on hand. They may just deal the drugs from elsewhere."
"We're working on that thesis, ma'am." said Tanya. "I touched base with Lt. Croyle, and she's going to have Purvis and Geiger look for threads attached to any of these guys. We're also giving David Krueger the information on all these guys, and we'll see if he can find some financial correlations."
"Good." said Cindy. "So are there cameras at the pawnshop?"
"Yes ma'am, there are." said Parker. "But they were non-operational before business hours began, according to Mr. Knight. I might add, ma'am, that I checked with University Hospital, all the local emergency clinics and operational places, and no one besides Mr. Knight came in with any chest injuries, bruising, or the like. The perp got away even after being shot in the chest, vest or no vest, and hasn't shown up anywhere locally to get medical attention."
"What about Norris?" asked Cindy. "Anyone look for him?"
"Yes ma'am." said Rudistan. "We went by his home address, no one was there. According to Knight as well as tax records, they basically ran the business out of Norris's home, and they have no office to speak of. And Norris's personal car was the one that drove him and Quintus to work and home each day, and it was in the garage."
"I'll play Commander, here," said Cindy, "and say 'Do I even need to tell you to put an APB for him out there?'."
"Already done, ma'am." said Tanya.
Rudistan continued: "The Data Guyz are working to see if he had a cellphone, and if he does they'll get a warrant to start tracing pings."
"Cool beans." said Cindy. "Okay, so why are you here, Myron? Trying to get into field work with us?"
"No ma'am." said Myron with a grin. "And in all seriousness, I've been looking into that badge that was found at the scene."
"Oh yeah, that." Cindy said, remembering. "What did you find out about that?"
"The Director of the State Housing Authority is a woman named Louise Belfort." said Myron. "She was appointed to the post three years ago by Governor Jared. She'd been a career bureaucrat there in various administrative capacities for the four years before that, and had worked in the City Housing Authority (CHA) before that. She was basically in control of the Projects in the City."
Myron continued: "She has nothing more than traffic tickets on her record, but she's had maxed out credit cards in the past... then they get paid off all of a sudden... from $2000 in the hole to nothing, just like that. Happened six times in the last eight years."
"Nothing actionable," said Cindy, "unless there's more you haven't told us yet."
"No ma'am." said Myron. "I haven't had a real chance to dig deep there. But I did find that her career has been checkered; by that I mean up and down. She got good reviews while in CHA, then suddenly got two bad ones. Turns out she had a new supervisor, who was white, and she's black. She made a complaint that he was racially and sexually biased, so she was transferred out of there. Her next supervisor was black, and she got good reviews again."
Myron continued: "She then sparred with former City Police Captain Susan Wexler. Wexler was sending drug raid parties into Ms. Belfort's Projects in the City, and Ms. Belfort very publicly claimed the raids were racially motivated and without legal merit. So she, or more accurately her Department, sued Cpt. Wexler and the City Police. The suit was settled, with Cpt. Wexler being exonerated of racial impropriety, but the judge did agree that there was insufficient legal basis to continue the raids without much stricter warrants."
"After that, Ms. Belfort took an offer to work with the State Housing Authority. Her jobs were largely bureaucratic, pushing paper from one side of her desk to the other. She got the standard marks in reviews, got her COLA raises and standard bonuses. Some people were surprised that Jared nominated her for the Director post at SHA after he was elected Governor, but he did."
"Photos?" asked Cindy. Myron projected a couple onto the screen, showing an attractive black woman, not fat but not fit, medium height, now showing signs of age as she was in her late forties to early fifties.
"So why would her badge be found at the crime scene?" asked Tanya. "The intruder was described as a male, and bigger than Ms. Belfort is, at least from what these pictures show."
"Wait..." said Cindy, who was all but in a reverie. "Myron, you said a white male supervisor gave her bad reviews. Who was that supervisor?"
"Let me look it up..." said Myron as he typed rapidly. "His name was... holy cow, ma'am.... his name was Richard Norris!"
Cindy looked meaningfully over at Tanya. "Shall I play Commander and ask what we think of multiple coincidences?" she asked happily.
"Keep this up and you will be Commander." Tanya replied.
"Especially after they make Commander Troy Police Chief." Rudistan said mischievously.
"Not gonna happen." Cindy said. "For either of us. Okay, Myron, grab your digital shovel and dig deep into Richard Norris. Get with the FBI if you need to. And if you come across something and need a warrant, let me or Lt. Perlman know; I think we've got enough of a connection that Paulina can get us whatever we need. Okay, Lt. Perlman, keep on top of this. Get me the ballistics report and any Lab report of the cartridges as fast as you can. Meanwhile, I'm going to use my SBI Reserve status to check up on SHA Director Louise Belfort..."
Part 4 - The Belfort Badge
"Thank you for seeing us on such short notice today." said SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell, dressed in a gray pinstripe suit with a pale yellow-orange blouse and high heel gray pumps.
"My pleasure, Inspector," said Louise Belfort. "But may I ask why you are here? Is there a problem with my agency?"
"Not that I know of." said Britt. "This is Lieutenant Cindy Ross of the SBI. Lt. Ross?"
"Ma'am," said Cindy, dressed in a navy jacket and skirt with a light blue shirt and sensible shoes, and her SBI Reserve badge on her belt, "do you have your State badge in your possession?"
"Uh, why yes, it's in my purse." said Belfort.
"May I see it, please?" Cindy asked.
Belfort reached for her purse and began rummaging in it. "So what is this about?"
"I'll explain in a moment, ma'am." Cindy said. Louise Belfort pulled out a wallet from her purse, which contained her State Housing Authority badge and ID card. She extended it to Cindy, who examined the badge under her magnifying glass. Then Cindy pulled out a small device that was an RFID reader. It showed the badge was genuine, and was Louise Belfort's.
"Ma'am," Cindy said, "have you misplaced or lost your badge and had it replaced recently?"
"No." said Louise Belfort. "That pretty much stays in my purse. The detector at the entrance to the building can read it inside my purse, so I don't bother taking it out. It's been in there for... well, for a long time." They were in the State Office Building in Westphalia, south of the City. The City refused to allow the State to have any office buildings within the City limits, as part of their schism with the State, so Westphalia was the State's closest base of operations to the City.
"I see." said Cindy. She drew out the badge found at the Bishop Pawn Shop crime scene, still in an evidence bag. "This badge was found at a crime scene in my County. It appears to be genuine, as is the one you just showed me from your purse. Do you know of any reason why this would show up at a crime scene across the State? Any duplicate badges that might have gone missing, anything at all?"
"Uhh, no," said Belfort, staring at the badge in the bag. "No ma'am. The one I showed you from my purse is my badge. They may have a duplicate in storage or something in case I lose this one, but don't really know."
"We'll check on that." said Inspector Maxwell. "I'm concerned that someone is forging State badges, so we're going to have to look into it. If any of my officers come to ask you more questions, I'd appreciate it if you cooperate with them."
"Of course, Inspector." said Belfort. "Please do let me know if you find anything out of the ordinary. This is... distressing... to find what looks like my badge at a crime scene."
"I'm sure it is." said Cindy. "Just one more question: you were once supervised by a man named Richard Norris, is that right?"
Louise Belfort's dark eyes flashed and her face turned a bit ugly. "Oh yes. I had... problems with him."
"Yes ma'am, I know." said Cindy. "I just want to know if you've heard from him or of him recently, and if you might know where he is right now."
"No, I haven't heard anything of him for years." said Belfort.
"Thank you for your time." Cindy said. She and Britt made their goodbyes and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've got to be getting back." Cindy said. "Today is Don's birthday, and his wife is planning a surprise party for him this evening. Want to come over?"
"I'd love to, but I can't." said Britt. "I have a conference call with the SBI Director, the interim Attorney General, and the Governor. And I have to start looking into this badge business."
"So what did you think of Louise Belfort?" Cindy asked.
Britt thought about it, then said "She seemed surprised, but... how to say it... unconcerned. What did you think?"
Cindy replied. "The badge in her purse... was brand new. No nicks that would inevitably happen with age, even if it was left in her purse. The one at the crime scene did have some tiny nicks. I don't know for sure what it means yet... but there's something about Louise Belfort that is not adding up."
After dropping Britt off in the City, Cindy got on the highway to return home. As she traveled, she realized what she had been missing. She got out her cellphone.
"Tanya!" she said after calling Perlman. "Listen, I need you to do something... immediately!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:45pm, still Monday, October 26th. Cindy's SUV flew through Town like a streak, the blue lights flashing. Coming up to Police Headquarters, she went in the employees' side door. Lt. Tanya Perlman was there to meet her.
"Just in time." Tanya said. "Looked like he was about to bolt."
"And the money?" Cindy asked.
"Not yet." Tanya said.
"Where is he?"
"Interrogation-1. And by the way... guess who else came in." Tanya nodded towards the door... of the Commander's office.
"He's back already?" Cindy said.
"Yep." Tanya said. "He doesn't know about this arrest yet. And you're to go right on in."
Cindy went through the empty anteroom, knocked on the door, and went on in. There he was, Commander Troy, behind his desk. Wearing his "black" uniform.
"Ah, Captain Ross." I said. "Come on in. I was just looking at this report of the cartridges in Ben Knight's gun." I extended the report to her. "You were right to ask about them. Hand-reloaded with light loads. Something I'd expect to find from Hamilton Myers's cowboy shooting competitions."
"Ah yes." Cindy said as she looked at the report. "Oh, and happy birthday, sir."
"Thank you." I said as I collected the files that I'd been perusing. "As you can tell, I've been looking at this Bishop Pawn Shop robbery. I have to say that I'm a bit disappointed."
Cindy smiled at me, and I realized that she knew something. She just crooked her finger at me in a 'come on' gesture. I got up and followed her down the back hall.
"A birthday present for me, Ms. Ross?" I said.
"Let's find out." Cindy said.
"You'll have to tell me about your conversation with SHA Director Belfort." I said as we entered the anteroom to Interrogation-1."
"Sure." she said. "But let's handle this first." We looked through the one-way glass and saw Detectives Theo Washington and Teddy Parker interviewing the murderer of Quentin Bishop...
To be continued.
Dear readers, do you know who murdered Quentin Bishop? Answer next chapter... and a lot more, as well!
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Part 5 - Self-Inflicted Wounds
"Good work." I said, my whole being feeling relief. "I thought this one was about to get away from y'all."
"Have faith, Don." Cindy said. "I realized it on the way back from Westphalia, and called Tanya to make the arrest. We're still looking for the money, though."
"We'll get that." I said as I listened to the interrogation going on, seeing Rudistan listening as Theo and Teddy tried to elicit a confession. But they were not succeeding.
"The biggest problem I have," I said to Cindy, "is that it is very hard to teach good interrogation techniques in practice sessions. You have the mind to do it, but I fear these guys haven't learned enough yet."
"Then teach by example, Commander." Cindy said, more in the tone of an order. I knocked on the glass. Teddy and Theo came to the anteroom.
"Commander!" Teddy gasped when he saw me. "We... we didn't know you were back yet."
"Sorry if I spoiled any surprise birthday parties." I said. "Come to the one my wife and mom are throwing at the Mountain Nest tonight. In the meantime, what is this guy telling you?"
"Nothing yet, sir." said Theo. "I feel like he's playing with us. We read him his rights, and while he hasn't formally invoked yet, he won't tell us anything."
Cindy said "Commander, perhaps these Detectives could learn from the Master when it comes to interrogation techniques? No reflection on you guys, just watch and learn."
"Sure." I said. I entered the Interrogation Room. I very slowly and deliberately walked to the chair on my side of the table, my blue eyes boring into the suspect's. He tried to play bravado, but I could sense the fear beginning to well up behind his eyes. I sat down, continuing to bore into him, feeling my surroundings, and feeling his fear... which only caused me to bore down with even more intensity.
"Okay, Mr. Ben Knight," I said at last, the sound of my voice almost making him jump, "I know you've been read your Constitutional rights. I also must say that I am insulted. For you to come into my Town and County and try to pull off something this easy to figure out. No respect for my reputation. Simply. No. Respect."
Knight tried bravado. "You ain't got nothing on me, Iron Crowbar. Nuthin'."
I said "We shall see. I didn't even see the crime scene, but I can tell you what happened just from my Officers' excellent reports. After Richard Norris left, you went into the office with your gun in your hand, and you fired a bullet into Quentin Bishop's head. You put a fresh cartridge into your gun, then took the money pack as well as the money in the open safe. You then made the mistake of closing the safe, which was habit for an employee like you, but an outside burglar would leave it open and run. After that, you took the money somewhere and hid it, along with the fired cartridge casing."
"Then where is the money, Mr. Brainiac?" snarled Knight.
"I suggest you show me more respect, Mr. Knight." I said. "We are talking a death penalty case here, but I might save the State the trouble and get a little crowbar practice right now. As I was saying: after you took the money and hid it, you went back inside."
I saw his eyes flicker, and I knew I was right to surmise he'd taken the money out of the building, most likely to his car. I drove on: "You took your own .357 Magnum, which had a light load of .38 Specials instead of full power cartridges, and you turned the gun and fired it... at yourself. Having a .357 Magnum myself, I know that it spits out powder very badly. And .38s in a .357 can spit out powder even worse. You got sprayed on both arms, as you were holding the gun with both hands."
Though he tried not to show it, Knight's eyes fell as he realized I was seeing through his ruse. "So," I said, "you took a bullet to your armored vest, which still hurt like hell. You waited for some minutes; indeed, you may have really blacked out. But at some point you finally called 9-1-1, and acted every bit the victim."
"You will never prove that." said Knight.
I pointed at the one-way glass. Cindy popped her head in the door. I said "Where is this bozo's car parked?"
"Still at the pawn shop." said Cindy.
"Get a warrant." I said. "I want you to take Sergeant Stonewall and Sergeant Seymour to the car when you find it. You might have Seymour sniff inside the safe first, then sniff the car; he'll smell the residual scent, but I expect him to smell the shell of a fired cartridge. Stonewall might smell any residual drugs on the money, and who knows, you may find drugs too. But either way, I expect the money to be found secreted somewhere in the car. Maybe the engine block."
I went on: "If the money is not in the car, have the dogs search around the place, look for manhole covers, everything. When you find the money... and you will find it in the area... call me on my Police cellphone, which is in my pocket. But don't call me if you don't find anything, just come back here. Last, send ADA Patterson in here."
As Cindy left, I turned to Knight. "Here's the deal, 'Brainiac'." I said. "Once they find the money, it's all over for you. You give a full confession before my phone rings, and you might avoid the death penalty. You might even get possibility of parole. But once my phone rings... they'll strap you to the same table they strapped Lance Priemus, and maybe, just maybe your death will not be as agonizing as his was."
Paulina Patterson came in, and I apprised her of the situation and my offer. She said to Knight "I agree. I'll offer 25-to-life, possibility of parole, as long as the Commander's phone hasn't rung yet."
We waited. The silence was interminable. I just stared at Knight. He tried to stare back, but he knew he was beaten. Would he talk before my phone rang?
The minutes ticked by. I just stared, seeing him start to sweat. Paulina and Sergeant Rudistan looked tense, also wondering if Knight would break before the phone went off--
*BRING!* *BRING!* * BRING!*
Everyone jumped. I took my cellphone out of my pocket and answered it.
"Stuffed into the engine, in a space behind the block." said Cindy. "Both dogs alerted, and we got it all on videotape."
"Good work, Captain." I said. "Process it, then come on back." As I disconnected the call, I looked at Knight. "So sorry, Mr. Knight, but it's checkmate. You lose." I got up and headed to the door to the anteroom.
"Wait!" gasped Knight. "I'll tell you everything. You gotta give me the deal!"
I just laughed and turned back to the door.
"Come on, man!" Knight desperately gasped. "I'll save you a trial!"
I turned back. "You'll have to do a lot more than that now, bozo." I said, slowly walking back to the table, towering over him with my height. "You're going to tell me... everything. Who put you up to this, where Richard Norris is... and why Belfort's badge was lying on the floor."
"Badge?" said Knight, shock and unknowing written all over his face, "I... I don't know nothin' about no badge." I turned to walk away.
"Wait!" he said. "Really, I don't know anything about any badge! I'll tell you the rest, I'll tell you what I know! But I don't know anything about any badges. Give me the deal and I'll give you everything I have!"
I turned to Paulina. "I'm going to send Parker in here. If Mr. Knight here talks, take Death off the table. We can decide on the 25-to-life depending upon what he gives us." With that I left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party at the Mountain Nest was in full swing. Laura had had a large canvas tent put up in the back patio area, with a string of lights illuminating the inside and heated by an air blower. After I'd blown out the 32(!) candles, with my daughter Carole helping me then clapping her little hands in delight, we were sitting around eating cake and snacks as darkness took command of the evening.
Paulina Patterson had just arrived, looking beautiful in her pregnant condition, and I insisted she get some refreshment before saying a word about the Bishop/Knight/Pawn case. Finally, a group of us were settled around, which included Paulina, me, Cindy, and Tanya.
"Knight didn't give us a whole lot that you didn't already know, Don... and Cindy." Paulina said. "He admits to reloading the bullets himself. He admits to killing Bishop after Norris left. He admits to hiding the money and then shooting at himself. He says he came up with the idea all by himself, and he did it because he was tired of being poor and seeing all that money floating around. He also says he doesn't know where Norris is, and he has no idea about any badge nor who Louise Belfort is."
"More holes than swiss cheese in that." said Cindy.
"How so?" I asked, letting Cindy play Iron Crowbar with the solution.
"His partner and Belfort had some history." Cindy said. "And Knight didn't know about that? But her badge appears on the scene? And Norris has completely disappeared, has not been back to his home... where his car is parked and has not moved. Rudistan served an arrest warrant for him this afternoon, but it was 'no joy'. House was empty, and it didn't look like he hastily packed, nor was there any blood or signs of struggle or foul play. Maybe Knight killed him at or near the pawn shop, or even made it up that Norris was there after killing Norris earlier. At any rate, it's too coincidental for me."
"We have an APB out for Norris." said Tanya. "I've asked Myron Milton and David Krueger to gather what they can on Norris, Belfort, and of course their incident from the past. I also told them not to stay up all night on it, and to make sure to be seen at this party." Indeed, Myron, Mary and David were talking to Teresa and Todd at the other end of the tent.
"That's fine with me." said Paulina. "I told Knight that he hadn't earned a deal with parole yet, that he should sleep on it and consider telling us everything."
"That's all good." I said. That got Cindy peering at me.
"I get the feeling..." she said, "that you think Knight is telling the truth."
"Yes." I said. "Yes I do. That should not be confused with him not telling us everything he knows. But I have a feeling that this whole Badge thing is not a part of the Knight vs. Bishop crime. Maybe Knight did away with Norris, in which case you're spot-on that Norris never was there in the morning, Cindy; but then again, maybe there's more to it."
"I can say this." Paulina said. "Knight had no trouble talking about T-Square and T-Mac. Knight said Quintus may have been running drugs or at least laundering drug money as part of his operation, and that he and Norris met Quintus through T-Square."
"That gives me an idea." I said.
Part 6 - The Lockhart Badge
On Tuesday morning, October 27th, I went into Interrogation-2 with Paulina Patterson in one final attempt to coax Ben Knight to give us what he had. On this occasion, Knight had a Court-appointed attorney to assist him and make sure we didn't try any tricks, legal or otherwise.
"Okay, Mr. Knight," I said, keeping it formal and clean, "we already have a deal to not seek the death penalty in exchange for your confession, which you've given. That's a done deal. And you can't be in any worse situation than you are in now. So if you did something to Norris, now is the time to tell us."
"Look, man," said Knight, "I told you, I told the A.D.A. Ms. Patterson here, I've told everyone: Norris left after bringing Quintus and the money to the shop. I have no idea where he went or what he did, and I have no idea where he is now."
"Let me ask this." I said, getting out my Police iPhone and bringing up a photograph. "Do you recognize this man?" It was a very blurry photograph of a man disguised, taken from the day of Agent Reubens' death in Coltrane County. (Author's note: Pink Lemonade)
"You know, I've seen him before." said Knight. "Maybe around the clubs."
"Not in the pawnshop?" I asked. Knight shook his head as I brought up another photo.
"What about this guy?" I asked.
"Oh yeah, I've seen him." said Knight. "I saw him talking to Quintus several times. Always wearing that trenchcoat and hat. Saw him talking to Norris too, but I never asked who he was and Norris never said anything."
"What about this one?" I asked.
"That's Bonita. Quintus's wife." said Ben. "I have no idea where she is, either."
"How well did you know her?"
"We were on friendly terms, got along." said Knight. "Haven't seen her since she and Quintus got divorced. That was well over a year ago."
"Why did their marriage crumble? What was going on between them?" At that the lawyer bent over and whispered something to Knight.
"That calls for my client's speculation." the lawyer said. "I don't want any charges of lying to police based upon such speculation, so I'm advising my client to not answer that question. It should not affect the plea deal in any way, as it is not a part of this crime."
"Oooo-kay." I said. "Well, let me ask you some more questions, and if you answer these truthfully and fully, I might convince the ADA here to allow possibility of parole after 25 years. First, you were so on the straight-and-narrow that you got 1099 forms for cash payments and paid taxes... when you could've pocketed a lot of cash without the IRS knowing a thing... yet you resorted to murder? Whassup with that, Ben?"
"First of all," said Knight, "it was Norris that insisted on being squeaky clean. I went along, but I'm not going to tell you I would've been so scrupulous about it if it'd just been me. And second, like I told you before, I got tempted by the money. Do you know what it's like to watch well over a hundred thousand dollars in dirty money pass by your eyes every single day, so close, almost within reach?"
"Actually I do," I said, "as my Evidence Rooms contain things of untold value. But that's another story. Just one more question, Mr. Knight: I believe you were being paid on the side to keep tabs on T-Square, T-Mac, or both. Who was paying you to do that?"
Paulina had a stunned look on her face, and the legal beagle also looked clueless. But I'd seen it in Ben Knight's eyes... he knew that I was right.
"All I'm going to say about that," said Knight, "is that you might as well put me to death, because if I answered that question, I'll be dead tomorrow morning. No thanks, Mr. Iron Crowbar."
"Okay, Ms. Patterson." I said. "Death is off the table, but I have no reason to suggest giving this man parole. And Mr. Knight... we've taken death off the table on behalf of the State... but that doesn't mean that it's not on that someone else's mind for you. We can protect you... but only if you let us, and help us. You have a nice day, and think about it... while there is still time." With that I got up and left the Interrogation Room.
"So whose picture did you show him? The trenchcoat and hat?" asked Cindy, who had watched from the anteroom. I showed her the photo, and she gasped.
It was former TCPD Police Officer and now-SBI Agent Leonard "Sergeant" Sharples.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00am, Tuesday, October 27th, we had a meeting in Classroom 'E' behind MCD. Present were myself, Captain Cindy Ross, Lieutenants Tanya Perlman and Teresa Croyle, Detectives Theo Washington, Teddy Parker, and Joanne Cummings, Sergeant Micah Rudistan, Supervisor Myron Milton, and Technical Specialist (and Detective-to-be) David Krueger.
Myron started us off: "In addition to what we've found on Belfort before, I've found a few new things. First, I reported before that Belfort had a run-in with Cpt. Wexler of the City Police. But it seemed the animosity didn't last, because Ms. Belfort and Cpt. Wexler had later dealings.
"Because of that, the FBI interviewed Ms. Belfort after Cpt. Wexler was busted for murder, and this was done with lawyers present as a deposition. Ms. Belfort stated that the confrontation over drug raids was staged, to give Ms. Belfort credibility with her tenants in the Projects, while at the same time Ms. Belfort could become a Confidential Informant and pass on to Cpt. Wexler information about certain drug gangs that she, Ms. Belfort, would acquire."
"Fortunately for her, she did not end up like other Confidential Informants of Susan Wexler." I said drily. "So does anyone care to guess why they did this quid pro quo?"
"Politics." said Joanne Cummings. "Ms. Belfort wanted to look good in front of her people and have a name in the Black community as someone who stood up against Police. Wexler went along, and got behind-the-scenes information in return."
"Captain Ross," I said, "Despite Detective Cummings's efforts to appear young and naive, I am seeing through her disguises and deducing that she is astutely blowing the 'dumb blonde' theory to hell. Guys, watch out of these blondes." That got a tepid laugh.
"Watch out for the redheads, too." said Cindy. "They just tell worse jokes than we do." A red crowbar was waved in Cindy's general direction.
"And Belfort took money from Wexler?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Myron. "Standard C.I. payments. If there was more, it was under the table, likely in cash. David?"
Krueger said "I contacted some people I know about Louise Belfort as head of the State Housing Authority. Her career underlings handle the day-to-day operations, so there's no real complaints internally. Having said that, there is no one that will say publicly nor privately that she is a good administrator. Like any politician, she makes sure to spend all of the money allotted to her Department and then find reasons to ask for more."
Krueger paused, then said "I did find out two things that were told to me in some confidence, 'off the record' if you will. They told me that Belfort has some of her people, just a few, and scattered about the State, that she has private sessions with. Off the record, not official meetings and so not under the Open Meetings Act provisions. They often go to dinner, and it is not expensed nor comped. No one has any clue what these meetings are about, but the people in the group actually run housing projects in various cities and communities across the State."
"Now that..." I said, "... is interesting." I was going into a reverie, but Cindy stopped me.
"Let's talk about Norris before the Commander goes off into dream-land." she said. A red crowbar was again waved in her general direction, but I concurred with her sentiment to keep the meeting moving.
David Krueger said "First, the incident between Norris and Belfort. Norris is a registered Republican, and was placed in an appointed position in CHA when Mayor Phelps was first elected. Norris worked on the campaign of a State Senatorial candidate at the time, and while that candidate lost, Norris was commended for his 'loyalty'. Not competency, but loyalty."
"Norris was younger and idealistic then," said Krueger. "He evaluated the staff on the merits, not on political gravitas--"
"There's that word again." I said. Seeing everyone look at me, I said "Sorry, it's an old joke that my military unit had whenever someone used words like 'gravitas' and 'behoove', and such. Sorry for the interruption, carry on."
Krueger was grinning, knowing our Police Academy class also had chanted something whenever certain words were used, led by Yours Truly. He continued, saying "Yes sir. Norris and Belfort did not get along at all. He wrote her up twice for being late, put a note in her file about general insubordination and failure to carry out instructions, and he gave some scathing reviews to her. He even recommended her raise be denied and her bonus withheld. He also did this for three other people, two of them White."



"She made an EEOC complaint." said Kreuger. "They moved her to another office, under different management, gave her her raise, and pulled the bad reviews. They were going to uphold the complaint against Norris, saying he racially discriminated against her, but he got a lawyer and filed a reverse discrimination lawsuit. In the settlement, no negative remarks were put into his file, and in exchange for his resignation he was given a severance package of a year's salary and his bonus."
"And let's note here," I said, "that they made sure to get him to resign."
"Yes sir." said Krueger. "And after that, he struggled to find work. According to tax records, he worked in construction, then got a security guard job at the Cannon Building in the City. He left that position to come to our Town, where he and Ben Knight formed their two-man security company."
"How did Knight and Norris meet?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"No idea, ma'am." said Krueger.
"If I may, ma'am," said Rudistan, "during his questioning, Mr. Knight said he met Norris when Norris was a security guard at one of T-Square's clubs, and they got to talking about his job and one thing led to another."
"Which is a total fabrication." I said absentmindedly, in a near-reverie again. "Not how they met, but that they met in T-Square's club. I'd suggest they met in the Cannon Building in the City when Norris was working there. Okay, anyone find out anything about Bonita Bishop, Quintus Bishop's ex-wife?"
I was met with an awkward silence. Then Myron finally spoke up: "I'm not admitting defeat, sir, but I need time to dig deeper."
"That hard, huh?" I said, almost jovially.
"Yes sir." said Myron, very seriously. "We have nothing at all. I asked the FBI when I asked about Norris and Knight, and they got back to me and said she was off the grid, that they had nothing at all, not even tax returns, since she divorced Quintus."
"That is hard to do." said Cindy. "Is she still alive?"
"The FBI believes that she is, but that she's staying off the grid." said Myron. "If I may say this in confidence, which means none of you should speak of this outside of this room... their actions suggest to me that that she might be working undercover for the FBI or is a Confidential Informant of some kind."
"Except that Captain Ross and I are FBI Consultants," I said, "and they would tell us so that we could assist in not blowing her cover. So there's something much deeper about this. Myron, take the time you need to do your usual excellent job of gathering data. In the meantime, re-issue the APB for Norris, State-wide, with an Urgency Alert attached. I fear for his safety. I fear for his safety."
"I also need you, David," I said to Krueger, "to start trying to correlate Norris's past, Knight's past, Quintus Bishop's past, Bonita Bishop's past... I have a feeling there are relationships there that are important, but that we simply haven't found yet. You might look into racial issues, but don't let that cloud your overall gathering of data--"
Just then there was a knock on the door, and my assistant Helena poked her head in. "Sir," she said, "there is an urgent phone call for you." I knew that Helena personally coming down and saying that meant that it was... urgent indeed.
Going into my office, I took the call. It was SBI Reserve Director Tom Conlan. After polite greetings were exchanged, he came to the point:
"You're looking for a Richard Norris?" he asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "And I have the feeling you're about to tell me bad news about him."
"Not much gets by you, Commander." said Conlan. "Norris was just found dead on the University-Midtown Highway, just south of Coltrane County, in Hamilton County. Consider yourself and Captain Ross deputized into the SBI Reserve..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He was found here, dumped on the side of the road." said Trooper Smith of the State Patrol. Richard Norris's body had been removed already, but there were still some dark splotches where he had bled onto the ground by the highway."
"Dumped, you think?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Trooper Jones, Smith's partner. "There was no car parked within miles, there's no car parts or debris that would suggest a car hit him, and the Hamilton County Coroner said they saw no massive trauma suggesting a car hitting the man."
"Sounds reasonable." I said. "Thanks, guys. Captain, let's go look at the body."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The M.E. is just about to start the autopsy." said the Coroner as we arrived inside the Hamilton County Morgue. "You're welcome to watch it with us."
We put on Tyvex paper suits over our clothes and were allowed into the examining room, as opposed to kept behind glass in our own County. Then the Sheriff escorted us in.
"Tanya will be soooo disappointed that she wasn't here for this." Cindy said.
"Yep." I said as I watched the M.E. work. Richard Norris had been tall, once lean but putting on weight, and had brown hair. His face was unexceptional in its features, except that it looked haggard, tired out by the harshness of Life.
As the M.E. examined the body, he said to his assistant "Help me roll him over." Once Norris was lying on his belly, I could see some bruising on his neck and upper shoulders and back. But the M.E. waved me in to look at something else.
"See this?" he asked, pointing to a small hole in the base of Norris's neck. "It's a puncture wound. It looks like a very large hypodermic needle was injected at this point."
"Can you see if it goes up into the brain?" I asked. The M.E took a thin plastic wire and began threading it into the hole, carefully and slowly. "Yes sir," he said after some minutes, "the needle was pushed up into the lower brain. We'll do tests to see if anything was injected."
"We saw something like this before, Captain Ross." I said. "Dr. Paul Wicker, in our home County." (Author's note: The Medical Murder Mystery, beginning of Chapter 5)
"Ah yes." Cindy said. Everyone else in the room looked stunned.
"Sheriff," I said, "I'll send you reports of that crime, to see if it helps you." I told the Hamilton County Sheriff.
"I'd appreciate it, Commander." said the Sheriff. "And maybe you can look at one other thing. This was found in the man's shirt pocket. No prints on it." He handed me an clear plastic evidence bag. Inside was a badge.
I had latex gloves on, so I opened the bag and took the badge out. It was round, with an eagle on top an ornament below, the same as the State Housing Authority. But that badge had the Scales of Justice as the Seal in the middle on a silver background, while this badge had the Scales on a black background. The wording read "State Bureau of Prisons" with the title "Watch Captain" under the eagle.
"Looks a bit nicked up." I said. "As if issued and worn for some time. Sheriff, do you have an RFID reader?"
"No sir." said the Sheriff.
"Our SBI App on our iPhones has one." said Cindy. Taking hers, she put it close to the back of the badge and pressed a button on her iPhone.
"Whaddya know, Commander." she said. "Your old friend Captain Lockhart of the Jacksonville State Prison."
Cindy and I took photos of the badge before returning it to the Sheriff. After getting the report of the rest of the autopsy, we made our goodbyes and headed back towards home. As I drove, Cindy was using the onboard computer.
"Lockhart is still assigned to Jacksonville State Prison." she said. "But he has been on loan to The Asylum for the past two months while they transfer prisoners and rebuild parts of the facility."
"Contact the Warden." I said. "Ask him to bring Lockhart to the Sheriff's office in Buford. There is no way in hell I'm going inside the gates of the Asylum again without a full armored military battalion backing me up."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi, Captain Ross!" Deputy Strait said excitedly as Cindy and I got to the Sheriff's office. "I really appreciate those tickets to Dr. Eckhart's seminar you got for me. It was really great, and he's an incredible speaker... and he even talked to me one-on-one for a few minutes!"
"I'm glad you enjoyed it." Cindy said. "Are the other people here?"
"Oh yes ma'am... oh, hi Commander Troy!" Deputy Strait said. He'd not noticed me, as he was totally preoccupied by Cindy's presence.
"Hello, Deputy." I said. "Hello, Sheriff. How are you doing?"
"Just fine, Commander." Sheriff Sorrells said. "So what's this all about?"
"Well, come on inside and you'll see." I said. We all went inside the conference room, where the Warden of the Asylum prison was sitting with Watch Captain Lockhart.
"Well, look who came to visit me." said Lockhart with a sneer, his voice sounding like the hick he looked to be. He and I remembered each other all too well from the Lance Priemus execution. (Author's note: Dream Within A Dream)
"So, Captain, Warden, thank you for coming." I said. "I'll get right into it, so as not to waste your time. Captain, may we examine your badge?"
"My whuuh?!?!" Lockhart said, stunned.
"Your badge." I said. "I'll explain all in a moment."
"Let him see your badge, Lockhart." said the Warden. Lockhart removed his badge from his shirt. I looked at it under the magnifying glass, then passed it to Cindy, who looked at it under the glass, and also used her iPhone to read the RFID chip in it.
"It's the real thing." she said. "Assigned to Watch Captain Lockhart, State Bureau of Prisons."
"Lockhart, is this your only badge?" I asked as I handed it back to him.
"I've got another one on my cold weather jacket." Lockhart said. "It's in the car." Cindy had Deputy Strait go with her to check the other jacket.
"No others?" I asked. "You didn't misplace one or have it stolen, and this is a replacement for it?"
"No." said Lockhart, looking confused. "What's this all about?"
"Yes." said the Warden. "Is something going on with these badges?"
"The reason we're asking," I said, "is because a badge identical to yours was found down in Hamilton County, also with a legitimate RFID chip. It was found on the dead body of a man by the side of the highway going to Midtown. That man was being sought by my County's police in connection with a murder. Warden, how many badges do you issue your guards?"
"Just two, normally." said the Warden. "Usually one on the uniform shirt, one on an outerwear jacket. I wear mine on my belt like plainclothes police officers do."
"Do you make duplicates in case someone loses a badge?"
"Oh, noooo." said the Warden. "Losing a badge is a serious situation. It has to be reported and investigated before a replacement is given out."
Just then Cindy and Strait came back in. "Badge on the jacket is legit." she said.
"So now that we've established that you are in possession of your badges, Captain Lockhart," I said, "can you think of any reason why someone would duplicate your badge?"
"Naw." said Lockhart, looking bored but also as if he were getting one over on us... or more specifically, me.
"Is there anything else, Commander?" asked the Warden.
"Not at the moment." I said. "But as I said, there is a murder investigation going on, and Watch Captain Lockhart's badge was found on the dead person's body. While I don't want to harass him, it may be necessary for me or others in the SBI to talk to him from time to time. We appreciate your cooperation today." As I got up to go, Lockhart couldn't resist.
"You never found out who put Priemus to death so painfully, did you, Mr. Iron Crowbar?" he sneered. Cindy turned as if she were going to attack him, but I prevailed with calm.
"Didn't I." I replied, my eyes boring into him. "And I'll tell you this, Lockhart: whoever did that to Priemus... is the person that left your badge on his latest victim's body. Think about that, Lockhart. Maybe your friends... aren't."
As we drove home, Cindy said "The badge on his shirt was new. The one on the jacket was older, and a bit more like the one found on Norris's body."
"Yep." I said. "Just like Louise Belfort's badges. What do you think of all this?"
"I am going to make like a Police Commander," said Cindy in a playful voice, "and say... 'No data yet!'!"
I laughed. "Keep that up and you just might become a Police Commander."
"Yes, I know." said Cindy. "I'm just practicing, since they're about to make you Police Chief."
"Not gonna do it." I said in my best Elder George Bush imitation. "Wouldn't be PRU-dent... at this... JUNCT-shhurrrrrre..." It got sillier as we entered our home County; I'll spare you the pain of having to read it...
Part 7 - Locker Room Material
It was the morning of Wednesday, October 28th. I was struggling to catch my breath at the end of the run with the ROTC Junior Class, but I felt exhilarated by the exercise and the blood coursing through my veins.
We ended the run, which had taken us all over Campus, near the Athletic Complex. As the Cadets were dismissed, I headed towards my Police SUV. Sergeant Tate came up to me and walked with me.
"Good run, Commander." he said. "How does it feel to be back in the Army?" I knew what he meant: I had been issued a standard Army P.T. uniform, gray sweats with the word ARMY written on the front. I had been wearing sweats with "TCPD" on the front, but it was suggested I wear the Army gear so I wouldn't stand out. I'm 6'4", a redhead, and more than ten years older than the kids I was running with... but I was glad the Army gear kept me from standing out, I thought with Cindy-Ross-like sarcasm.
I laughed. "Whatever doesn't kill me only makes me stronger, right?"
"That's right, sir." said Tate. "Oh, here come the football players for their workout." We watched as the football players charged out of the athletic complex towards the fence-enclosed practice field. I remembered that some time before I'd watched them come out in a line, disciplined, running up the sidelines and breaking off into neat rows. Unlike then, under the late Coach Brian Harlan, Coach Russ Bronson's squad was rowdy and undisciplined.
In fact, as they came by me they started shouting stuff at me about what the Bulldogs were going to do to the Wildcats. I made the mistake of saying "Yeah, right." to one, a tall slender black kid. He 'fronted me.
"You want a piece of me, old man? You want some of this, Wildcat?" he shouted into my face.
I held up my badge, inches from his face. "Move along, punk, or I'll take every piece of you to jail." Two other players came up and literally pulled their teammate away.
"Sorry about that, I.C." one of them said. "He didn't realize who you were."
"Educate him." I replied, somewhat acidly.
Following the players were the coaches. Coach Bronson looked at me balefully; he and I were anything but friends since the days of the PED scandal. Sergeant Tate went on to his car, but something told me to watch... and I got out my cellphone. The players had formed a semicircle around Bronson, and he was screaming at them to motivate them.
"What are we going to do?" screamed Bronson.
"FUCK THE WILDCATS!" yelled the team.
"We're going to bend them over and..." Bronson yelled.
"FUCK THE WILDCATS UP THE ASS!" yelled the team.
"What are we going to do to those Wildcat pussies?" yelled Bronson.
"FUCK THE WILDCATS!" yelled the team.
It went on, then the players began going through their drills. I walked to my car, putting my cellphone in my pocket... with the video recording I'd just made on it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Look at it!" shouted the Offensive Coordinator as the entire Wildcat team watched in the auditorium of their athletic complex. "Just look at what they are saying about you! The Bulldogs are calling you cowards! They are calling you pussies! That's what they THINK of you! They have NO RESPECT for you!" The entire team watched the video over and over, silently smoldering.
"Gentlemen," said the Offensive Coordinator. "I don't want any personal fouls. I don't want any dirty action. We are not State Tech, we will rise above it. But I want you to let this sink in deep. I want you to think about what the Bulldogs think of you! I want you to think about it when you execute every practice drill, every play, and when you take the field on Saturday. I want you to be clean, I want you to be composed, but if you execute properly, crisply, and with focus, we will show the Bulldogs just who the pussies are! Now get out there, and let's get ready for this game!" With a Wildcat Roar, the team rushed out of the room. Practice was intense.
"Where did you get that footage?" Head Coach Richmond asked Coach Erskine Marshall.
"You remember that Police Commander in the Bulldogs' home town, who saved me from being framed for their PED incident? The Iron Crowbar?"
"Oh yeah, he went to School here." said Coach Richmond.
"That's him." said Coach Marshall. "He happened to be near their practice facility and picked this up. Told me his Wildcat blood was running a bit fast at having to hear those insults."
"Make sure the guys keep it clean." Coach Richmond said. "But we'll make damn sure not to let the Iron Crowbar down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Your Iron Crowbar was having a meeting at Town & County Police Headquarters with his top staff, this time in the Main Conference Room. This meant that Captain Cindy Ross, Lieutenants Tanya Perlman and Teresa Croyle, Supervisor Myron Milton, Special Assistant (to me) Mary Mahoney Milton, and Consultant David Krueger were eating the doughnuts I had generously provided. The light from the windows was refreshing, unlike the dungeon-like quality of Classrooms 'E' and 'C'.
"Anything new?" I asked.
"No sir." said Myron Milton, who looked exhausted. "I have contacted some friends in the FBI, and they assure me that Bonita Bishop is not an FBI agent nor Confidential Informant. My secret sources within the City Police say likewise. I have gone to the Dark Web to see what I can find, and while some of my peeps there have not yet gotten back to me, there's nothing so far. She is just off the grid. Maybe she's dead."
"Or she's hiding." I said. "Hiding from someone she knows very well will kill her if he finds her."
"Maybe he's already found her and killed her." said Cindy. "And we will never, ever know."
"Krueger," I said, "brighten my day."
"Yes sir." said David. "First of all, Myron and Mary have gotten me up to speed on this so-called Shadow Man. To me, he's like a Spider in the center of a web."
"I'm sure they've also made you very aware of the need to keep anything about him very confidential, and you are not to discuss it even with other officers that you otherwise think you can trust. So are there any correlations between our Spider and what's going on?" I asked.
"I would say this." said Krueger. "Ben Knight was trying to sound like he was the leader or full partner in this security thing with Norris. But I think Norris was the guy in charge of it and made the decisions. Maybe one reason Knight killed Bishop was because he felt like he was the appendage, the wingman, the Robin to Norris's Batman--"
"One more cliché out of you," Cindy Ross said, "and I will force you to drink this coffee. Who in the hell made this pot?"
"That would be me." said Myron.
"He was up all night, so he made the coffee a little... strong." Mary said. "Okay David, put some cream in Captain Ross's coffee and--"
It took five full minutes to stop the laughter and restore order.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So Norris was working with T-Square a lot as security, while Knight mostly just did uniformed guard duty for Quintus and at T-Square's recording studios." I said, once the meeting resumed. "But you've found absolutely no connection between Norris and Watch Captain Lockhart."



"That's correct, sir." said Krueger said, his face still flushed beet red. "But I did find a little something connecting Louise Belfort and Lockhart. When she was with City Housing, she personally shifted paperwork to put a rather large number of parolees into two particular projects."
Krueger continued: "One of those projects was on the northside, near City International Airport. The other is on the southeast side. That area is called 'Terminus', as it was the Railroad hub from which the entire City was built in the 1800s. It has become one of the roughest areas of the City, which is saying a lot. Anyway, Belfort worked with the State Department of Labor to have these parolees placed in jobs at the Airport and with the Railroad Yards, which is what that centralized hub is called. One of the major railroad companies still uses that hub to assemble and disassemble trains."
"Airport and railroad hub." I said, seeing the connection. "Transportation hubs. So what does Lockhart have to do with this?"
"I've traced this to about 28 parolees." said Krueger. "And all of them were paroled based upon the personal voucher of then-Sergeant Lockhart. He recommended all of their names to the Parole Board." I looked at the paperwork, seeing the connections. Krueger's work was stunning.
"That is stunning work, Krueger." I said. "I'm shocked the Governor didn't fight to keep you away from me. I guess you didn't put enough cream in his coffee--"
That pretty much ended the meeting...
Part 8 - The Ferrell Badge
Friday, October 30th. As I sat in my office at 9:10am studying some of the Jack Burke tape footage, Professor Fredricson called on the phone.
"Darling," said my wife, "you and I have been invited to fly down with President Wellman and his wife to the Bulldogs-Wildcats game tomorrow. Melina and Daniel have also been invited. I've already said 'yes' on our behalves."
"Sounds good." I said. "Though it does mess up my plans for your birthday." Laura's birthday was November 1st.
"I'm sure you'll make it up to me, darling." Laura replied, making me chuckle at the form of her sentence. After making goodbyes, I hung up and was about to resume my researches when the only person in the world who could walk into my office without being stopped by my assistant Helena, that being one Cindy Ross, came in.
"Whatcha doin'?" she asked.
"I'm going over the Jack Burke sex tapes." I said. "Yeah, watching porn in the office. But for other reasons. I've been trying to go through the tapes to find just what it is that makes KSTD and others want them so badly."
"From what I hear," Cindy said, "Jack Burke was one hell of a stud. Maybe Priya Ajmani just wants to watch and fantasize." As I chuckled, Cindy said "So how do you watch that stuff without developing a... need for relief?"
I chuckled again. "I usually do this at home after my wife fucks my brains out to the point I can't keep going. Then I can watch and concentrate on anything in the video besides the sex."
"What are you looking for?" Cindy asked.
"Like I said, the reason others want the tapes so badly." I said. "I think there's something, somewhere, that is valuable to someone. I've already done some deep digging on all of the women on the tapes. They range from wives of some of our wealthiest residents, to some like the late Trish Donolan, to more middle-class wives, to businesswomen, to County Government employees, and of course the current wife of our elected Sheriff."
Cindy said "I always figured that Melina was the one they wanted, in order to attack Sheriff Allgood. But you don't think that's the case?"
"Oh, I'm sure they'd love to create that scandal." I said. "But it's not KSTD who I think really wants these tapes. They're just the front for a certain someone, and they get the scandal as their payoff."
"If Chief Griswold and I weren't so Klingon in our attitudes," Cindy said, "you'd be under psychiatric evaluation due to your obsession with your Consultant of Crime."
"I'm under psychiatric evaluation every night." I said. "But that's because my wife thinks I love our dog more than I love her--"
Just then the phone rang. It was the Duty Desk. After getting the information, I hung up and said to Cindy "Another death. Sergeant Carswell in Precinct Two called and asked for me and you to come look at it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sergeant Carswell was a large black man with plenty of Vice Squad experience, and had requested to be assigned to Precinct Two with Precinct Captain Damien Thompson, a request that was honored. As I came up to him and Patrol Officer Lydia Green, I noted that the Crime Lab was milling about a body.
We were in the Southwest portion of Town, along the unofficial line where the Southwestern Ghetto met the small businesses and strip malls, just south of the Industrial and Warehouse Districts. Drug addicts could be found all over the place around here, and one of them, an older black man, had met his destiny behind a strip mall that contained a laundromat, a Mexican restaurant, a beauty salon, and the "Town Typewriter Company". You do not need the Iron Crowbar's deductive abilities to realize that the "Town Typewriter Company" is a front for something more sinister.
Precinct Captain Damien Thompson had pulled up just as Cindy and I were getting out of my Police SUV. Together we went around to the crime scene, where I greeted everyone I knew, and had those officers I didn't know introduced to me. I try to at least know who every one of my officers is, if for no other reason than I have to be in the receiving line at the Policeman's Ball. But I digress.
"So what's so special and unusual about this guy?" I asked as I looked at the body.
"Two things, sir." said Sergeant Carswell. "First of all, he was a Confidential Informant for us."
"That's true, Commander." said PCpt. Thompson. "He's given us a good bit of information on where the teen thugs gather, where they sell drugs, and such stuff."
"One of those elderly people that can sit on a bench, nobody notices him, and he's watching everything." I said. "Captain Ross, anyone you know of like that?"
"If I knew and they were C.I.s, I wouldn't tell you." Cindy replied with perhaps the slightest bit of energy in her voice.
"Of course." I said. "So what else?"
Officer Lydia Green handed me a clear plastic evidence bag. Inside was a gold badge. I put on latex gloves and took it out.
"Oh, now this is interesting." I said. The gold badge was an SBI badge, but instead of silver it was gold. I knew that members of the self-considered 'elite' Narcotics Task Force had been issued gold badges, and indeed this one said "State Bureau of Investigation" and "Narcotics Task Force".
But that was not the biggest surprise to come. When Cindy ran her app on the RFID chip, she said with total shock in her voice: "Commander... this badge belongs to SBI Agent Richard Ferrell!"
"Ferrell." I said. "What do you know... the party never stops with him, does it?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove towards Westphalia, where SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell had called Agent Dick Ferrell to appear, Cindy again worked the onboard computer.
"Our dead C.I. didn't work with the SBI in any way, as far as Cpt. Thompson knew, and as far as I can tell from this data." she said. "Ferrell has pretty much stayed out of our area for the last several months; they've had him working around the City in the aftermath of the Susan Wexler situation. If there's a connection, I don't see it yet."
"The badge is the only connection." I said. "Louise Belfort had a marginal connection to Ben Knight and Quintus Bishop. Watch Captain Lockhart had no real connection to Richard Norris, but did to Belfort. Now Ferrell comes up. If the pattern holds, he won't have a connection to our C.I., but he's a State Agent like Belfort and Lockhart, and he might have a connection to them."
"Any idea what this is about?" Cindy asked.
"Not yet." I said. "But if Ferrell and the C.I. are separate things, then maybe the C.I. was killed off by an O.D., and someone else planted the badge. I think there is is a pattern developing, but I haven't figured it out... yet."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the Westphalia State Office Building, SBI Narcotics Task Force Agent Richard Ferrell and SBI Agent Carter Fischer entered a small office. They were shown into a conference room. A moment later, SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell entered the room.
"Agent Ferrell," she said, "would you like a lawyer? Or a Union rep?"
Ferrell replied "I don't see why I need one, but I reserve the right to one at a later time. For now, I'd like Agent Fischer to remain as an observer."
"Good enough." said Britt. "May I please see your gold badge?"
"Uh, why?" asked Ferrell.
"I'll explain in a minute." said Inspector Maxwell. "Your badge, if you don't mind."
Ferrell took his SBI badge out of his jacket pocket, attached to a leather wallet badge-holder and handed it to her. Britt handed it to an assistant who took it into a back room.
"I will return that in just a moment." said Maxwell. "The reason for all this is because a badge that appears to be yours was found beside a dead man this morning, in the University's county. Correct RFID chip and everything. By the way, where is your regular silver badge?"
"At home." said Agent Ferrell.
"Did you lose your gold badge and have another made?"
"No ma'am." said Ferrell. "As far as I know, they only made one set of those gold badges, and I've never lost mine. I'd have to make a special requisition for another gold one."
As Britt talked to Ferrell, Cindy and I were in the back room. We both examined the gold badge, and Cindy gave it the RFID treatment.
"Legit badge." she said. "And this one has some marks on it; it's not totally brand new."
"Yeah," I said, "but it's not that special set that was made." I pointed out a small mark on it, which was the manufacturer's. "The special set was marked differently. They did that so that if someone tried to take a silver badge and gold plate it, we could tell the difference. This is a gold badge, not a silver one with gold overplating, but it's not part of that one-time set."
"Wanna go ask Ferrell why that is?" Cindy asked.
"Let's get Britt in here." I said. Britt's aide went and got Britt, who came in. I showed her the badge issue. She took Ferrell's badge with her.
"Okay, Ferrell." Britt said. "Are you sure you didn't lose your original gold badge?"
"No." said Ferrell.
"Because," Britt said, "my examiners tell me that this badge is not one of those special-made gold badges, and the one found on the body was the real and original badge."
Ferrell's face registered shock. "I have no idea about that. The badge I just handed you is the badge I've been wearing since they made that set and gave it to me." He then turned thoughtful. "You said that badge was found in the University's county? Iron Crowbar country? Sounds like I'm being fucked with. Yes, Inspector, I think I want that Union rep now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So Inspector Maxwell put Ferrell on 'Office Duty', which is basically desk duty." said Cindy as she discussed the case with me, Tanya Perlman, and her sister Molly Evans as we drank beers at the Cop Bar... well, Molly was having soda as she was heavily pregnant with my baby.
"Has Director Jack Lewis been notified about this yet?" asked Molly.
"Yep." I said. "I called him myself about it, explained how we found Ferrell's gold badge and notified the SBI Inspector like we're supposed to do. I don't think he was happy about it, and I'm sure he got on the phone to Britt Maxwell as soon as he finished with me, but he was cordial about it."
"You guys think Ferrell is involved with this?" Tanya asked.
"He looked shocked by the whole thing." Cindy said. "But he did clam up once he asked for the Union rep, and wouldn't answer any more questions once the rep showed up and they talked."
"The Union rep told him to clam up," I said, "until the Union guys can get the facts, just like Director Lewis and Britt will be gathering data on it. That's not unusual. But let me say this."
I continued: "We all know that Ferrell is not totally clean. He and Ikea tried to plant PEDs to set up Coach Marshall, they tried to come in here and fuck with us on several occasions, and I don't even need to remind you about what happened right after Ned died." Everyone nodded.
"So while no one has ever accused Ferrell of actually being on the take or anything like that, there have been some rumors that he follows the 'Malone-Wexler' method of letting some drug gangs go unnoticed while cleaning up other ones. There have also been some rumors that he's been useful to certain invisible organizations, like Superior Bloodlines, maybe the Oldeeds Organization. He and Ikea are still buddies to this day, and Ikea is openly close to Robert Patterson of the Oldeeds Group."
"There's a pattern here," said Tanya, "but I'm not seeing it yet. I'm going to research this over the weekend with David Krueger. Ferrell's career will mean going through a shitload of data, but David really is what you said he would be concerning data: he's like Mycroft Holmes with the British Government."
"Yes, he is." I said. "And we'll talk more about that later, Tanya. Meanwhile..." I said, getting up. "I've got to go. Laura is dragging me down to the Bulldogs-Wildcats game tomorrow, and we're leaving very early."
"Oh geez." Cindy said. "I think I'll go find some police work to do, rather than watch that bloodbath. And that's why Molly is here, isn't it? She's keeping your kids."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "But she's also here to keep her baby sister out of trouble."
"That'll be a first." Cindy said. Molly burst out laughing.
Part 9 - The Mile High Club
Saturday, October 31st. All Hallows' Eve. That's Hallowe'en for us in today's era. And I hoped it would be a frightening day for the Bulldogs.
Because it was the University President' plane, Laura and I had to dress up nicely. Laura wore a blue and black striped dress that showed off her magnificent body to perfection. It was the exact color and pattern dress that had created an internet controversy about being 'blue and black -or- white and gold'. I wore black slacks and jacket, and a silvery-gray button-down shirt, and had a red tie in my pocket in case I needed it. Dr. Wellman had on a University royal-blue blazer and black slacks, and a blue and silver striped tie.
Sally Wellman was wearing a silvery-gray dress, nude stockings and suede blue pumps, and she looked delicious. She was making eyes at me and was downright flirtatious when we talked. I flirted right back until she excused herself to greet the other couples that were flying with us. Tom Riordan and State Senator Katherine Woodburn were among the wealthy alumni and boosters.
I always enjoy watching these various ladies try to out-do each other, whether it be in hostessing or flirting with each other's husbands. And during the flight there was quite a bit of that going on. Katherine Woodburn was finally able to exert some political influence and be the center of a little nest, and Sally Wellman came to me as Laura talked with Melina and Dr. Wellman about their sexual research.
"Dr. Fredricson," Sally said, "can I drag your husband away for a moment, for a much needed conversation?"
"Sure." Laura said. "Just bring him back in one piece." That made everyone who heard it grin or chuckle, even Melina.
There was a very small cabin aft, i.e. the back part of the plane, where Dr. Wellman could talk privately to people if he wished. It was barely enough room for a loveseat and a table that presumed to be a desk. Sally closed the door behind us and had me sit down. She sat down 'inappropriately' close to me, and I slid my left hand around her waist.
"I really do want to talk to you for a minute, and it's what you can tell anyone who asks." Sally said. "I know my husband fucks other women, as I fuck other men, and you and your wife has a similar relationship. But your policewoman, Ms. Perlman, is not respecting the limits. Her influence on my husband is going beyond what I am comfortable with. I'm appealing to you to rein her in."
"Uh..." I said, "I usually stay out of my Officers' private lives and affairs."
"Professionally, I'm sure you do." Sally said. "But you can talk privately with her, perhaps suggest she go in... other directions."
"Well, I'll see where things are," I said, "and see if your fears are merited. I suspect they're not, and it's not as much as you think it is. Now I have something to ask you: what do you say to a little wager to today's game?"
"How many points do I get?" Sally replied. Shrewd as well as beautiful, this mature woman was.
"None." I said. "And here's the bet: if my team wins, I get to fuck you in your husband's bed, all night or until I am satisfied, and you will submit totally to me, including me kissing you and sticking my tongue as well as my cock down your throat."
"And if, by some miracle, the Bulldogs win?" asked Sally, her eyes smoldering already.
"Then I'll tell my Lieutenant that I lost a bet and she has to stay away from your husband as a result." I said.
"I like that." Sally said. "I like how aggressive a man you are, also. Why don't I give you the first installment now, and we'll join the Mile High club?" With that, she stood up, slid her panties off her luscious legs, then went over to the table and bent over it, looking over her shoulder with a 'come fuck me' look that I found... irresistible. Seeing those legs as she stood in her high heels, seeing her ass in the air being offered in an invitation to mate... my cock was throbbing.
I stood up and walked up behind Sally Wellman. Undoing my pants, I let them slide down my thighs as I lowered my underwear and stroked my little 'iron crowbar' to it's full 7+ inches in length. Easing up behind the lovely older woman, I slid my cockhead along her swollen, wet labes and found the entrance to her womanhood. I drove my meat into her.
"Ohhhhhhhhh!" Sally gasped, trying to keep quiet, as I sank the full length of my cock into her until my groin smacked her firm, sweet asscheeks. Gripping her waist just where they flared out into her hips, I withdrew then shoved my cock back in with raw male power.
*SMACK!*
My groin collided again with Sally's ass and I repeated the fluid, languid motion of pistoning my meat in and out of her sopping wet quim. I was surprised how tight her pussy was, and her cunt walls were clutching at my thick shaft as if she'd not been fucked in way too long.
"Ohhhh, that is so fucking good!" Sally gasped as she tried to thrust her hips back to meet my driving thrusts. "Oh God, your cock is so fucking thick! God! that feels so good inside me!"
"You like that, baby?" I gasped, deeply enjoying our coupling and the feel of Sally's tight wet cunt as I fucked her hard and deep. "You like getting fucked by my cock?"
"Oh yeah..." Sally whispered. "God, you deserve your name... Iron Crowbar... oh, your cock feels like an iron bar... so fucking hard! Size does matter, Don... but a hard cock like yours is a woman's dream..."
I didn't respond verbally but concentrated on fucking Sally like she deserved to be fucked, like a woman should be fucked. The room filled with the smacks of her asscheeks against my groin. I knew we didn't have too much time, so I concentrated on working out my nut and filling the University President's wife with my load of potent, virile semen.
"UHHH!" Sally gasped and I felt her cunt clutch hard at me. I drove relentlessly onward, feeling my nut rise, getting ready to climb her all the way and reach the crest!



"Ohhh YEAH!" I gasped out as the first excruciatingly wonderfully painful wad of man-cream spurted into Sally's climaxing pussy. I pulled her ass hard into my groin and held it, shooting my sperm as deeply into the lusting woman as I possibly could...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We exited the little cabin after cleaning up. I took a bottle of water with me, drinking it as I returned to my seat.
Sally didn't look any worse for wear. She put her panties back on, leaving my cum deep inside her well-fucked pussy, but she fixed up her hair so she didn't have that 'I just got fucked' look. Still, as we returned, a couple of people looked back at us, and Katherine Woodburn's eyes bored into mine as I returned to my seat. I just looked back into hers with the half-smile of the cat that just ate the canary... and enjoyed it immensely. If I didn't know better, I would think Katherine was jealous of Sally...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we landed, a (Bulldogs) University bus was waiting to transport us to the Stadium. Dr. Wellman had told me and Melina that if we wanted to go visit former friends or see the Campus again that we were welcome to detach from the group; however, I said I'd stay with Laura, and Melina and Daniel did likewise.
The high-level administrators of the colleges of our Conference treated these games like social gatherings, and they reminded me greatly of political events. So I was re-introduced to the President of my alma mater, some of the Regents and highest-level professors, and of course the ROTC Commandant, who made an effort talk more to me so that he could avoid the societal niceties that he loathed as much as I did.
Finally, it was time to go to the game. I felt a bit strange sitting in the Visiting President's box, but the seats were great: right on the 50 yard line at the club level. They were serving mixed drinks, too, and I did indulge in a couple of bourbon-and-cokes. Daniel did also, and we were admonished by our wives to be circumspect about it.
When the Bulldogs took the field, the Wildcat crowd in the full Stadium shouted "cat food!" and "kitty litter!". Then, we got something of a surprise.
The Wildcat coaches had called for a 'blackout' game, asking the crowd to wear black instead of red, as the Wildcat colors were Red, Gold, and Black. The Wildcats had never before worn black jerseys in over one hundred years of varsity college football... until today.
I felt the electricity run up my spine as I heard the crowd roar and saw the undefeated, untied Wildcats ran out to defend their home turf... in black jerseys. And they looked damn good in those black shirts, gold pants, and gold helmets with red and black stripe in the middle, and of course the team logo on the sides of the helmet. Melina and I high-fived as they came out, loving it. It was the first of many electric moments on this day.
The Bulldogs won the toss, which I hoped would be their only win of the day, and elected to defer to the 2nd half. The players lined up to kick off. Toe met leather and the ball flew in a high arc, and we were underway...
To be continued.
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Part 10 - Bravado and Fallout
70-0.
That's right. Seventy to nothing. It was the worst defeat in Bulldogs history, and it was administered to them by my Wildcats. And it was not as close as the score indicated.
It was clear that the Wildcats would dominate from the opening series, when the went down and effortlessly scored on a five-minute, eight-play drive. Then the Bulldogs were held to their first of twelve 'three-and-outs'. They only had two first downs the entire game. The halftime score was 42-0, and it was expected both teams would begin shuffling in reserves.
The game stayed relatively clean until early in the fourth quarter. The Wildcats took nine minutes off the clock and finally ran out of football field to run on, and they went up 49-0. But on the next series a couple of Bulldogs 'red dogged' the center (illegal in college football), and also hit the quarterback late. Not a bad hit, certainly no intent to injure, and yellow flags flew all over the place.
Still, Coach Richmond, a one-time college quarterback himself, was known for retaliating against late hits to his quarterbacks. He put the first string back in. On the next play, the quarterback threw a beautiful 55-yard strike to the team's best wide receiver, who caught it for the easy score over the totally outclassed Bulldogs cornerback. I felt some sense of karma at that: the cornerback had been the kid who'd 'fronted' me at the Wednesday morning practice.
The Wildcats did not relent and did not substitute, and put 2 more scores on, the last coming with 1:15 left on the clock for the historic 70-0 beatdown. I noticed as the coach's met that Coach Bronson's handshake was brief, but Coach Richmond made a point to say something to him. Bronson acted shocked, then walked off the field.
During the third quarter, Dr. Wellman asked if we should leave early. I quietly told him that, except for the Wildcats game, I had nothing against the Bulldogs and would root for them, and having said that I believed that for the team's future that he, Dr. Wellman, should go to the locker room after the game as he usually did after wins, and let the players know he supported them. He agreed, and indeed did so as the rest of his party moved towards the bus to go to the airport.
I later saw a video someone made of Wellman's talk. He said "I know you're hurting now, boys, but I can only quote a former president and say 'Only when you have been in the deepest valley can you truly appreciate the view from the highest mountain.'. We're in that valley now, but we will climb that mountain. We start climbing today. I promise you that the University will be there to support you, and to climb with you. Don't ever hang your heads, gentlemen. You are Bulldogs! We are Bulldogs!" The players responded very positively to the message.
I knew that I was seeing the birth of something, and that this 70-0 beatdown would not be forgotten... and that such lopsided wins would not be coming against the Bulldogs in the future...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To no one's surprise, the plane ride home was very quiet. Dr. Wellman talked privately with Laura for some time, while I talked with Sheriff Allgood about the 'Fake Badges' series of crimes.
Once we got home, Laura and I changed into our costumes for the Hallowe'en party at the University President's mansion. We were going as Marc Antony and Cleopatra, and let's just say that Laura's costume was... revealing. It would be more accurate to say there was almost no costume at all (Yowza!).
We made the rounds of speaking to people, but there was a tremendously subdued air to the party, mostly because of the football defeat, but partly because most of the people there had other, late-night parties to attend. Laura and I were part of that last group; we excused ourselves early and headed to our next party, at Rita's 'Lashes & Lace'.
"Mmmm, my two most delicious party favors." said Rita as she came up to us. She and Laura exchanged a two-cheek kiss, then Rita plastered a kiss right on my wife's mouth. Rita followed up with the same for me. "So, to whom may I give you away tonight, Doctor? I'm keeping your husband as a present to myself, of course."
"If you don't mind," Laura said, slipping her arm around the statuesque blonde's waist, "it has been a very long day, and I wouldn't mind just sitting back with a nice drink."
"As usual," I said, "my wife's beauty is exceeded only by her brains. That's not a bad idea."
"You do look a little tired, Doctor." said Rita. She turned to me and said "And you look like you've been fucking someone's brains out today. Cop." I just grinned.
Rita escorted us downstairs, where a full-blown orgy was in progress. I recognized at least one couple from the Wellman's party, where a female English professor was being 'spit-roasted' by a Satyr and another man as her husband watched her... while having his cock sucked by another woman.
The stage was to the right as one entered the room, Rita's alcove to the left, the 'secret' passage to her office on the left, to the right of the alcove. At back left was another hallway. Rita took us down that passage to a very comfortable room that was reasonably lighted. The walls were ringed with TVs, showing the action on the main floor. Sex in this room was forbidden; it was just for talking, having a drink, and watching. Laura and I indulged in some adult beverages as we and four other couples, also masked, watched the screens.
But while sex was forbidden, kissing and light touching was allowed. Laura sat back on the soft sofa we were sitting on and spread her long, shapely legs obscenely, allowing her pussy to be seen by anyone looking. She and I shared some kisses as she touched her clit, feeling the eyes of the other couples upon us. One couple left to join the main floor orgy; Laura had aroused them with her wanton exhibitionism.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was late, nearly 3:00am, and the other couples had left the room. At that point, Rita came in with one of her Satyrs, who I recognized in spite of his mask as Sean Sanderson, whose mother I had just put in prison for murder. Rita closed the door.
Laura was lying on the sofa, half asleep and with a good buzz, having had a couple of strong drinks. I asked her if she wanted the Satyr to fuck her, and she said that would be fine. I got up and moved to another sofa, where Rita joined me.
 We watched as Sean eased his lean, muscular body on top of Laura. He slid his huge, hard cock along her slit, dryhumping her, wetting his long, thick shaft down with her pussy juices. Then he reached down and eased the head into my wife's cunthole and sank his full length into her, his hard asscheeks bobbing up and down as he sank it deeper and deeper into her until he was sheathed to the hilt.
Sean eased his weight onto Laura, nuzzling her neck as he fucked her. Laura wasn't really responding, just taking his thrusts with whispery "oooh"s and coos of delight. Sean didn't seem to mind, enjoying the long, slow, deep fuck.
After a few strokes, Laura began kissing Sean's mouth, and I knew she was getting into the sex, heating up and enjoying it, but more enjoying the young stud that was copulating with her. She began matching Sean's rhythm, meeting his deep thrusts, wrapping her arms around him and kissing him harder. I could sense the intensity of the rutting couple's passion beyond just seeing and hearing it...
As we watched my wife make love with another man, Rita cuddled up with me. "I do have some news for you. Cop." she said, her voice a mere whisper. "I heard about those Fake Badge killings. I'm sure you realize what's going on with them."
"I have an idea." I whispered back as I enjoyed the sight of the huge teen cock plunging into my wife's fur-fringed cunt again and again. "Two separate things going on. The badges are not related to the victims they're found with."
"Hmmm, your brain is a sharp as your cock is iron hard. Cop." Rita said, complimenting me. "You're on the right track."
"Do you know who is doing this? Who's behind it?" I asked.
"No." Rita whispered. "That's what you're on this earth for, to find things like that out. I've only heard through the Underground that someone is planting badges like Easter eggs, to lead you on a hunt. I don't know if it's a red herring or a false trail, or if it's the real thing."
"You know..." I said, thinking about it, "I think it may be the real thing." Just then I was interrupted by my wife's loud moan. I saw her raise and spread her shapely legs, her elegant feet above her and Sean's head, giving him easier, deeper access to her sodden pussy.
Sean was really into it. He was groaning as he plowed Laura's cunt, and he slid his hands down to grasp her asscheeks and pull her into him, trying to gain leverage as the rutting couple lustily mated. Finally, my wife's cunt was too much, and with a deep, guttural groan, Sean came.
"Oh, that looks so good!" Rita gasped as she watched Sean come inside Laura, the agonizing ecstasy on his face. Finally, he was spent, and Rita practically dove for the teen stud's cock, licking and sucking off the combined love juices.
"Happy birthday, Beautiful!" Sean said, kissing Laura for the last time before dismounting.
"Mmmm, that was a wonderful birthday present." Laura said sleepily. "Honey, do you want sloppy seconds?"
"You know I do." I said. Sean and Rita moved out of the way as I mounted my wife. I slid my cock into Laura's sperm-filled, messy quim and began fucking her hard and deep. The sounds of our coupled loins filled the air as I pistoned rapidly in and out of her, fucking her cunt into a creamy lather, our coupled loins shining with the mixture of juices as the back of my cockhead raked Sean's sperm out of the depths of my wife's womanhood.
I thought of Sean fucking my wife moments before, and now me getting the leftovers. Some people think it's sick, perverted or wrong, but I reveled in fucking my wife after she'd been used by other men, of fucking her after she'd pleasured them, of sloppy seconds... uhhh... I felt my sperm jetting into Laura's cunt, joining Sean's load deep inside there, our sperm doing battle to fertilize eggs that they would not find inside my wife...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I took Laura to the University Diner on University Avenue for an early-morning breakfast before heading home. She sobered up with some coffee, which brought back her sense of humor.
"So my husband takes me to a BDSM club to get fucked by a teen stud," she said, "then to a diner for my birthday. What a romantic guy you are... Cop." I broke down laughing along with her.
"I told you that my birthday plans for you were messed up by going with the President's group to the game." I said. "But we're going to have a nice family day after we get some sleep, and I'm sure Carole will enjoy helping you blow out the candles on your cake, even though there are so few of them."
"Awww, that's sweet." Laura said. She was 47 today, though she looked ten years younger... and to me would be 29 forever, of course.
"Speaking of the game, there is one thing I never got a chance to tell you." Laura said. "On the flight home, Dr. Wellman said that he spoke to Coach Bronson briefly in the locker room. Bronson said that at the handshake with Coach Richmond, Bronson had said something about running up the score. Richmond made a point to say something like 'I heard what you guys were shouting at Wednesday morning's practice'.
Laura continued. "Bronson told Dr. Wellman that he saw you at the practice facility that morning after your ROTC run, and he, Bronson, thinks you told the Wildcat coaches about the 'motivational speech' he gave the team that morning, maybe even videotaped it. Dr. Wellman wanted me to ask you about that rather than him asking you."
"So nice of him." I said. "And to answer: I can't claim to be the reason the Wildcats put a seventy-burger on the Bulldogs. So tell Wellman to let it go."
"You should run for Governor." Laura said. "You do politic-speak better than the politicians."
"How does that song go? Oh yes..." I said, then began singing: "Let it go, let it go, let it goooo."
"I'll do that," Laura replied, "if you just stop singing."
"Keep the day job, huh?" I asked. Laura just nodded and held her cup up as the waitress came around with the coffee pot...
Part 11 - Outcoached
On Sunday evening, November 1st, the Orange Order dinner was held at John Colby's 'The Steakhouse'. As we ate some of the most well-grown and well-prepared steaks in the State, we talked of Police Force matters.
"For the most part, tomorrow will be about catching up on Commendations and Achievement Awards." I said to Chief Griswold, loudly enough where most could hear. "There are not very many promotions at all, especially after the Council put in the new structure. I'm glad we got Cummings a full 'black box' last time, or she'd have been stuck."
"Anyone have any idea who the next Chief is going to be?" asked Micah Rudistan with a mischievous grin. All eyes went to Your Iron Crowbar.
"I heard a rumor that Chief Griswold is coming back." I said.
"Miss Ross, can I borrow your blue crowbar and beat some sense into this man?" replied Griswold.
"I'm on his side, Chief." said Cindy, smiling. "I want you back, too." There was a general acclaim of agreement.
"Seriously," I said, "that might not be decided for weeks. But I can tell you this: it won't be me... and it won't be Brownlee."
"How can you be sure?" asked Janice Holloway.
"Because gears are in motion." I said. "I'll just give you guys this clue, knowing it won't leave this room: we went through this process last year. There were several candidates for Chief then, and they'll be candidates this time around. The process will go much faster and smoother, and we'll have a really good Chief by February 1st."
As we finished, Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick spoke up. "Everyone, we'll have the Orange Order election next month, in early December. While we never tell nor overtly suggest who people should vote for, be watching for worthy candidates to simply 'mention' to others. I'll let you know when the vote-counting meeting takes place, as well."
"How many candidates will we be accepting?" asked Della Harlow.
"That's what I was going to say." said Kirkpatrick. "Last year we had an expanded group of six. We like to keep our total numbers to ten percent or less of the overall Force. This last year we've actually had some attrition, with possibly more on the way. So it probably will be just two."
"Wow, that'll be tough." said Cindy.
"Speaking of 'tough'," said Kirkpatrick, "with Chief Griswold retired, his assistant retired, and Chief Bennett about to leave and... if I may say so... his assistant being completely untrustworthy... who should keep the voting box?"
"My assistant Helena can do that." I said. "She can be fierce under that sweet exterior of hers."
"And she has the full power of the Crowbar backing her up." Cindy said. That was the final word on the subject.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at precisely 7:00am, Monday, November 2nd. "Channel Two News has learned that Coach Russ Bronson will be relieved of his duties as head football coach at the University today! Let's go to Chuck Pringle for the story. Chuck!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Chuck Pringle in a 'rare' live report from the Athletic Complex at the University, every one of his graying hairs perfectly in place. "After Saturday's seventy-to-nothing humiliation at the hands of the undefeated Wildcats, the Athletic Director will have a press conference at 9:00am today to announce the firing of Coach Bronson. It is not clear who the interim coach will be, and we expect that will be announced, as well."
Pringle then went on: "In an unusual sideline to this story, Coach Bronson made a formal complaint to the Conference and to the NCAA that TCPD Commander Donald Troy taped at least one Bulldogs practice and sent that video to the Wildcats. Commander Troy is a Wildcat alumnus, but his wife is a professor at this University and of course he works for our local Police Department. Nick Eastwood asked University President Wellman about the allegation.
A tape was played of Nick Eastwood talking with Dr. Wellman, who said "Yes, we've heard of the allegation, but let's be serious, Nick: we didn't lose because a Police Officer might've seen or even taped a practice segment. We lost because the Wildcats were the better football team, and Russ Bronson failed to have our team prepared."
When Bettina came back on the screen, she said "KXTC reached out to Commander Troy for a comment. I asked him if he'd be willing to turn over his cellphone to be examined by the Conference. Commander Troy said, and I quote, 'There is no way in hell I am turning my Police cellphone, which contains sensitive criminal investigation material, over to any organization without a Court-issued warrant.'. Commander Troy said that he would have no further comment on this issue at any time going forward."
"Meanwhile, and speaking of Commander Troy, he told me that he has no new information regarding the murder of Quintus Bishop. While Ben Knight confessed to the murder and has entered a plea deal with the County District Attorney's office, Channel Two News has learned from other sources that this case could be connected to other cases in the State, including the death of Ben Knight's business partner Richard Norris in Hamilton County, as well as a drug addict, who Police have not yet named, found dead last week."
"Commander, are you guilty of those allegations?" asked Martin Nash, trying to start trouble in his very subtle way... and succeeding.
"Hell, I sent the Wildcats the entire Bulldogs' playbook." I replied with a grin. "There was no way we were going to win if I hadn't have done that."
"No, but 70 to Nothing?" Cindy Ross replied. "They ran that score up, and ran those puppies right out of the stadium."
"Not my job to keep the Wildcats from scoring." I said. "That was Coach Bronson's job... 'was' being the operative term."
"Speaking of videotape," I said, "Britt Maxwell sent us some, of an interview she did with SBI Chaplain Ikea. Let's go look at it, Captain."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30 the Promotions and Medal Ceremonies took place in the main auditorium. When that was over, I went back to my office and watched the DVR of the University press conference, where the Athletic Director went through the formalities of saying that Coach Russ Bronson had been informed of his dismissal as head football coach at the University. The coach was not at the press conference. The Media looked like they were dragsters gunning their engines and waiting for the start.
As soon as the floor was opened for questions, the AD was asked about the allegations of me sending the Wildcats videos of Bulldogs practices. The AD said "Are you kidding me? First, by this time of year, teams have plenty of tape on each other. Second, the allegations were made by Coach Bronson, who was desperate to save his job. Even if the allegations were true, the fact remains that Coach Bronson did not get the job done here and was going to be let go."



KSTD reporter Jeff Hull quickly stood up. "Sir, if the allegations are true, it could've had an effect on the game, particularly the running-up of the score. Doesn't Coach Bronson deserve the benefit of the doubt, and doesn't the University and its fans deserve to know if the Wildcats cheated?"
"Look." thundered the A.D., "if you haven't noticed, the Wildcats are one of the best teams in the nation, and they are at a level we are working to get to. They didn't need help to defeat our Russ-Bronson-coached team. In addition, be careful what you say about cheating: you are not accusing some booster of impropriety, but one of the best police officers in this State. You better have something backing you up, something hard, before you start going there. Now if you guys want to keep trying to start a story out of crap like this, go ahead, but you'll do it without me." With that, the A.D. angrily left the podium.
Part 12 - Oh, Yeah: the Murder Investigation
At 10:00am the meeting began in Classroom 'E'. With me were Captain Cindy Ross, Lt. Tanya Perlman, Lt. Teresa Croyle, Detective Teddy Parker, Supervisor Myron Milton and (now officially) Detective David Krueger.
"First," I said, "let's look at this video." I started the video, showing SBI Inspector interviewing SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea, who was wearing a black shirt and clerical collar.
"Chaplain, did you know a Richard Norris while you worked with the TCPD?" asked Britt.
"The man who was found dead recently? Yes, I did know him." said Ikea. "He was a very evangelical Christian man, and we attended services together often."
"Did SBI Agent Ferrell know him?" asked Britt.
"I don't know, they may have known each other, but not through me." said Ikea.
"Was Norris a Confidential Informant for you?" asked Britt.
"I... I'm not at liberty to discuss that." said Ikea.
"C'mon, Steven," said Britt witheringly, "Norris is dead."
Ikea relented. "Yes, Richard was a C.I. for me. Not really that much of one, just gave me information of things he saw while doing his various jobs."
"Even while at the City Housing Authority?" asked Britt.
"He was doing other work at the time, as well." said Steven. "Including security work."
The tape ended. Tanya Perlman said "Well, that's a possible Ferrell connection to Norris."
"No." I said, "but it explains why Norris was one of our victims in these cases. Okay, let's continue. What do y'all have for me?"
"Our last victim is named Gabe Wheeler." said Tanya. "Long time drug addict, long time confidential informant for the Vice Squad. Death was by an acute overdose. The M.E. also found that a large syringe was used to inject drugs directly into the brain stem. The syringe did not penetrate as deeply into the brain as Richard Norris, nor Dr. Paul Wicker from the 'Medical Murder' case. But it was a big syringe, on the order of the ones that killed the other two."
"Was he alive when that syringe was shoved into the back of his head?" I asked.
Tanya looked at the autopsy report. "I'll have to touch base with Martha to be sure. It sounds like she's implying he was alive, but she doesn't really spell that out very clearly."
"Please do check on that." I said. "What else?"
Teresa Croyle took it up. "Word from other C.I.s is that Wheeler was known to be a C.I. for a while. The bigger players knew who and what he was, so if they ever saw him they moved along, or redirected operations. They pretty much left him alone, otherwise. He was old, still buying their products, and they liked taking TCPD money that fed his habit."
"That's not going to go over well with the taxpayers if it gets out." I said sourly. "Not the worst policy to catch criminals, but the optics of it are bad."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "But the other C.I.s also said that they don't know who put the hit on Wheeler, or why bother to do so. In other words, the criminals are as surprised, if not more, than we are that this guy was finally rubbed out."
"Hmmm," I said, "so Wheeler is known as a C.I., and someone finally got around to taking him out. And Ferrell's badge found on him. Okay, pretty obvious what is going on there. What else?'
"Wait..." said Cindy. "Obvious? To you, maybe. Or am I the only one not seeing it?"
"I'm not really understanding it either, ma'am." said Teddy Parker. I had already noticed that only Krueger had really understood.
"Okay." I said. "Wheeler was killed for one reason, and one reason only: to plant Ferrell's badge on him." As everyone gasped and looked confused, I continued: "The killer or killers knew that Wheeler was a C.I. They hoped that we would see the crime as a drug overdose, and if we looked into it we'd find an executed C.I. and attribute it to that. But then... they planted Ferrell's badge on him, and now we're spinning our wheels looking for connections that Detective Krueger is going to tell me are not there."
"That is correct, sir." said Kruger.
"That does not make sense." said Cindy. "Oh... sorry, sir. Not trying to contradict you. But I don't get it that they're going to murder a man and want us to think it's an O.D. and then a C.I. rubout as a backup, only to plant a badge on the man and have us looking into it all the harder."
"Well, I don't insist on it." I said, sitting back in my chair. No one present was fooled by my attitude, but had nothing to say. "Okay, David, what did you get?"
"As you said, sir," said Krueger, "there is nothing linking SBI Agent Ferrell to Mr. Wheeler. I spent the weekend going over Ferrell's SBI record, his case files, everything I could get digitally. I don't know why this man is considered a success at anything at all, from what I'm reading--" He was interrupted by laughter.
"We don't know either, David." I said. "Keep going. Connections to any others in these cases?"
"Only to Susan Wexler." said Krueger. "When I was working with the politicians, one of the most constant topics of discussion was the relationship between the City and the State, which is not good even in the best of times. It ebbs and flows like the tides, but when it would get really bad in the past, the SBI would start coming into the City on drug raids, and really messing with the City's operations. They did that here, too, but someone literally took a machine gun to them when they did that."
All eyes were on me. I was grinning like Cheshire Cat. Yeah, that was me.
"So the City didn't think of that excellent remedy to the SBI?" I said. "A pity."
"Indeed, sir." said Krueger. "And it was Dick Ferrell leading the raids there, too. Captain Wexler would intervene with him, saying he was endangering her C.I.s. For the most part, he'd pull back. Some thought they had a quid pro quo going on. As to official records or data on it, there's not a lot, but there were a few notes on both sides about discussions concerning C.I.s"
"Yeah, that fits." I said absentmindedly to myself. Cindy glommed right on to it, and stared me down.
"Spill it, Crowbar 1." she said. "Data notwithstanding, tell us what you think."
"Sure." I said. "But before I do, what do y'all think? About all of these badge cases... I know you don't have all of the details, but except for my Vice Lieutenant here I think you've heard enough that you can come to the same conclusion that I'm coming to."
"Everyone is at the State level," said Parker, "and some form of Government. There are threads running between some of those people, but I'm not sure what it is."
"Could be some kind of drug ring connections." said Teresa Croyle. "Progressive State Housing is riddled with drugs, prisons have drug use and pipelines, and Ferrell is with the Narcotics Task Force itself. In addition, our drug dog Sergeant Stonewall alerted to drugs when they searched the car at the pawnshop and found the money. I've asked the Crime Lab to test some of the money for drug residues."
Tanya said "I like what they both said. But I can't get past the victims of the crimes where the badges were found. There has to be some reason that the badges were found on them."
Myron said "I like the drugs idea."
David Krueger said "I'm following the money, and the pawnshop money suggests possible drug sales behind the scenes, and everything else Lt. Croyle said fits that very well."
Cindy said "Drugs sounds like the best option to me, but that's almost too easy. I'm waiting for you to spill what you know, Crowbar 1."
"Not what I know," I said, "but just a little idea that won't leave my head. First of all, that's excellent thinking, Lt. Croyle, about drugs. It certainly fits the facts in every way that we know so far. I would only consider other things because of a couple of facts.
"One is that the dog never alerted inside the pawn shop itself, and we also know that Richard Norris was clean to a fault. Even insisted on getting 1099s for cash work. Everything he did was totally aboveboard, strictly and scrupulously by the numbers. I don't see him being involved in drugs at all... and for that matter, Quintus Bishop never went the drugs route. Maybe his wife was involved in drugs, but we haven't found her yet, and I am hoping we find her alive and that she doesn't come over all dead."
"Second," I said, "is that Ferrell has never been caught being on the take, and very likely is not on the take. He likes to take credit for busts, he'll even plant evidence to make busts, but he never did the Malone-Wexler thing of cutting a deal with one gang then busting the others. Therefore, what other reason could he have for being involved with these people? And let's include Susan Wexler in this... I would suggest--"
Just then the door opened and the Duty Desk Sergeant all but tripped on himself coming in. "Sir, you have an urgent phone call. From the Reserve SBI Director."
"God damn it." Cindy swore under her breath as everyone else groaned as I shut up and hustled to my office to take the call.
Part 13 - The Stevie Johnson Badge
"Okay, I'll get down there as soon as I can." I said. Hanging up, I looked up at Cindy, who of course had followed me right into my office. "There was a murder in Jacksonville, southwest of Midtown, actually along the River between Jacksonville and Midtown. The SBI was called in when they found a Southport Police Officer's badge at the scene. Director Lewis is letting Conlan call us in since we're already involved, so let's get our asses moving before Lewis changes his mind."
"That's going to be a three or four hour trip." said Cindy.
"Maybe not." I said with an enigmatic smile. I reached for the phone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're doing great!" said John Tower as I steered his Bell 205 helicopter through the air, following the course of the River towards Midtown. "Just keep following the River, and I'll deviate us when we veer off towards Jacksonville.
"Not bad for just a few months of training, eh Cindy?" I asked my partner, who was in one of the seats behind us.
"Not bad at all, as long as we get there and back to tell the tale." Cindy replied.
The helicopter ride really cut down the time. John Tower had to take back over the flying as we went through the Midtown airspace sector, and he followed some landmarks west of that city until we had the River and Interstate back in view as they went towards Jacksonville and then to Southport.
Tower let me land at the small airport near Jacksonville Prison, which I did without bouncing us down too hard. Still, I noticed Cindy's knuckles were white from holding on... she of little faith! I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ivan Sebrovsky." said the Jacksonville County Sheriff as Cindy and I looked at the crime scene. The body had been taken away; we would go see it next. "He was a migrant worker from eastern Europe. He worked at the packing plant on the River, just south of Jacksonville. Don't know why the SBI is muscling in on us."
"Sheriff, we're not muscling in." I said. "First of all, the SBI Reserve, which is what we are, is meant to assist local LEOs, not muscle through them. I can't say every Reservist follows that, but Captain Ross and I do. Second, this case appears to be one of a series of crimes where badges are found at the crime scenes. Do you have that badge?"
The Sheriff looked a little exasperated, but called for his Deputy to bring the badge down. It was a large shield, with an eagle as the top portion, then a sunburst of rays. It reminded me of the Los Angeles Police badge, but was gold. Cindy put on gloves and took it out of the plastic sleeve, then carefully examined it. Then she put the RFID chip reader to it.
"Southport Police." she said. "The RFID chip seems to be damaged; I'm not getting a reading."
The Sheriff said "We called the Southport Police and gave them the badge number. They said it belonged to a Stevie Johnson. He's a patrol officer down there, been there six years. He works their 3d Precinct, which is the River Docks area."
"Confirmed." Cindy said, having acquired the data from her app. The Sheriff gave her a look that seemed to say 'We don't need the SBI and your fancy apps to find out things.'.
"Thanks, Sheriff." I said. "I would be grateful if you find anything new about Sebrovsky, that you'll give me a call." I handed him my card... not my SBI card but my TCPD card.
"Oh my God." the Sheriff said, looking at it then at me in amazement. "You're the Iron Crowbar. I had no idea, Commander..."
"No worries." I said, even though I'd been carrying my crowbar all along. "Captain, let's get down to Southport and interview Officer Johnson."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What is this about?" asked Stevie Johnson.
"Just let the man look at your badge." said the Southport Police Captain. He had been cordial enough when we arrived, but at the same time acted like he wanted to get us out of there as soon as possible.
Johnson removed his badge from his shirt and handed it to me. I examined it under the magnifying glass, then passed both items to Cindy, who also did her magic with the app.
"You guys don't use RFID chips in your badges?" she asked when her reader came up with nothing. State law required those chips be used in all law enforcement badges.
"They're in there, per State Law, but I can't promise you that Central Supply activates them or enters information for them in their computers." said the Captain.
"Good enough." I said, wanting to move past. "Officer Johnson, is this your only police badge?"
"Yes sir." said Johnson, who was a tall, slender black man, about 24 years old. He must've been hired right out of high school, I thought, if he's been here six years.
"Have you lost a badge, and needed to get a replacement?" I asked.
"No sir." said Johnson, sounding irritated. "That's the only badge I've had since I joined the Force."
"You work the Docks area?" I asked.
"That's my primary beat." said Johnson. "But we get moved around from time to time."
"You been up to Jacksonville recently?" I asked.
"No. No sir." said Johnson. "What's this about?"
"Commander," said the Captain, "I do think it's time to let us know what this is about."
"Sure." I said. "There was a murder up in the Jacksonville area. A Southport Police badge was found at the crime scene, with Officer Johnson's number on it. I'm trying to eliminate it as being Johnson's real badge."
"Now why in the world..." said the Captain. "Johnson, any idea what this is about?"
"No, Captain." said Johnson. "Like I said, I haven't been out of town since I visited my mother last July 4th."
"Where does she live?" I idly asked.
"Westphalia." said Johnson.
"You married, Johnson?" I asked.
"No sir." Johnson said, again looking irritated.
"I'm sure you know some of the dock workers on your beat." I said. "You ever hear of anything unusual among them. Something that might lead to a man getting killed up in Jacksonville?"
Johnson gave a short laugh. "Man, those areas I patrol are Mob-controlled. People are saying shit all the time. You never know what's true. Most of it is bullshit."
"The workers there..." I said. "White? Black? Latinos? Americans? Europeans?"
"Mostly white." said Johnson. "A lot of eastern Europeans. I can't understand them half the time."
"Okay, Officer Johnson, thank you for your time." I said. "Captain Ross, do you have any questions?"
"Just one." Cindy said. "Who's your partner?"
"I ride with Sergeant Shafter." said Johnson.
"He's on leave." said the Captain. "His father is in Washington State and is dying. I can have him contact you when he gets back."
Part 14 - Bad Boys, Bad Boys
We made it back, and in one piece. It was late in the afternoon as we entered Police Headquarters.
"Good thing about helicopters," Cindy said as we went into my office, "is that they're faster than cars. Bad thing is that we couldn't talk on the way down or back."
"So we get to talk now." I said. "What's on your mind?"
"You think that case is related to our other ones?" she asked.
"Yes." I said. "This is the first time we've not had a State Agency involved, and Sebrovsky was shot in the back of the head instead of being stabbed by a huge hypodermic needle, but everything else fits all the patterns so far." I turned to my laptop on my desk and fired off some emails. "I'm asking Myron and David to look into the Sebrovsky guy and also Stevie Johnson and his partner Shafter."
"I sent them emails hours ago, while you were flying the chopper." Cindy said. "So what are those patterns that this fits into?"
"Near transportation." I said. "In this case, sea transportation. Ah, here come Myron and David now." Indeed, a procession came into my office, which included Mary Mahoney Milton.
"Small office, lots of people." I said. "Let's hit the Main Conference Room."
Once in there, Myron went first: "Sir, Sebrovsky is a very interesting character. He came to the United States four years ago. He's very well connected to an eastern European crime syndicate. He was in New York City for a year, where the FBI busted his ring of underage girls being imported for prostitution."
"Connection to Oldeeds?" Cindy asked quickly.
"Let him finish." I said. "Go ahead, Myron."
"Yes sir." said Myron, "His ring was busted, but he walked away from it somehow. Ended up two months later in Jacksonville. He's part of the Longshoreman's Union based in Southport. There's really nothing else about him; no arrests, no speeding tickets. Has a car that's paid for, no loans for anything at all, rents a house in Jacksonville where a number of eastern Europeans live."
"I got a lot of that from the FBI files under your access code, Commander." said Myron. "When I went aboveboard and went through DNS, the NYPD, FBI, everything came up blank on this guy except that he did enter the country at the time we know he did. He's off the grid now, as far as the Federal Government is concerned."
"All right, Myron." I said. "Let me know beforehand the next time you hack the FBI using my good name, not afterwards. Send me a secret sign via text message, something like 'Ross is impatient.'." A blue crowbar was waved in my general direction.
I said "I expect a call from Jack Muscone this evening. Okay, what's next?"
Mary said "Stevie Johnson. This guy... is interesting also. Southport Internal Affairs is just a cut above the rest of their Police Force when it comes to infiltration by the Mob and general corruption. So when they start investigating someone, that someone has to be pretty dirty, or is someone they don't trust, or is actually clean. They've been keeping some pretty open tabs on Stevie Johnson."
"Not a bit surprised." I said. "He's been in the Southport Force for six years with no promotions, his partner is a Sergeant... which in and of itself might not be a big deal, but suggests he has someone overwatching him despite his six years experience. So why is Southport I.A. so interested in him?"



"That's the rub." said Mary. "Nothing specific. Just general notes, such as contacting and being friendly with certain dock workers, stuff like that."
"Oh wow." I said. "Now that is important. So what else?" I asked before Cindy could tell me to spill it.
"You'll love this, Commander." said Mary. "I had to dig pretty hard, but Stevie Johnson's mother's maiden name is 'Allen', no relation to the late Senator."
"Oh, wait!" I gasped. "Louise Belfort... her maiden name is 'Allen' also."
"Damn!" said Mary, a gleam in her eye. "You scooped me, sir!"
"You're not the first he's done that to." said Cindy, with the merest hint of asperity in her voice. "At least you didn't lose a hundred dollars betting on it."
"Seriously, that's great work, Mary." I said. "And it is a solid connection for this series of Badge cases. Now what it means? Not so sure yet."
"'Yet' being the operative term." said Cindy. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"So Louise Belfort is Stevie Johnson's aunt." I said. "That do make some sense. Okay, David, dazzle me with more sparkling news."
"Just that Stevie Johnson has a good bit of money spread over several bank accounts." said Krueger. "All cash deposits of no more than $2000 at a time at any one bank. I'm doing a workup to show that he's actually getting over $10,000 and spreading it out to avoid Federal deposit reporting laws. If you want to, we can have the IRS go in and seize his assets under those laws."
"Johnson is not exactly the brightest bulb in the string." I said. "Okay--"
Just then the Duty Desk Sergeant peeked his head in the door, having knocked. "Sir," she said, "this is FBI Special Agent Jack Muscone. He says he needs to talk to you." The FBI Special Agent in Charge himself came into the room.
"Yes, come on in Jack." I said. "Well, Crowbar 2, it must be big. I expected a phone call later tonight; instead we get the big guy himself in our Conference Room within minutes."
"I just got here." said Jack. "Drove in from the City."
"Quelle suprise." I said. "Okay Myron, Mary, and David, you can head out now. Go home; pick this up tomorrow." Myron, Mary and David left, after Mary introduced David to Jack Muscone.
"Do you know what kind of bonus I would get if I could steal those three away from you and bring them to the FBI?" Jack asked as he sat down.
"You would never spend a dime of it on a double cheeseburger," I replied, "because I will beat you down so hard with a crowbar if you try, that you would--"
"Okay, I get the picture." said Jack. "So you were obviously expecting to hear from me. Any place we can go to talk that's secure?"
"Yep." I said, taking out my bug-killing device and activating it to prevent I.A. or anyone else from listening. "Cindy, Jack is going to tell us that Sebrovsky cut a deal with the FBI after being arrested in New York City. Sebrovsky came down here to penetrate the Southport Mob. I might even suggest he was trying to get in with the Oldeeds Group, again as a mole for the FBI, which is why I stopped you from going there a few minutes ago." Cindy just looked over at Jack, her eyebrows going up in a 'He got you again.' signal.
"Four hundred years ago..." said Jack. "Okay, that was probably an easy one for you. He was importing underage girls from eastern Europe, girls that were forced into prostitution once they got here. The FBI in NYC has busted several of these rings in the past few years, and they keep cropping back up. But we really nailed Sebrovsky to the wall; we had him cold for years of prison time."
Jack continued: "He worked out a deal to go undercover for us. And he lived up to his side of it; he brought us some really good information about the Mob down there. I might even suggest his information helped Jimmy "Coffin" Cerone decide to clean up and go into politics."
"The words 'clean up' and 'politics' do not belong in the same sentence." Cindy said. Jack laughed, which for him was something of a bark.
"True enough." Jack said. "And yes, Sebrovsky was trying to get in with the Oldeeds Organization, but they pretty solidly rejected him. Maybe they knew who he was, maybe not. Anyway, he has just been found dead, and we think someone found out who he was and killed him."
"I agree." I said. "Except that someone knew for a good long time who and what he was, but only now moved to exterminate him. Which fits."
"Into what?" Jack asked.
"Let me fill you in on all these Badge cases we've been working on." I said. I proceeded to do so. Cindy listened intently, which was good; I hoped she'd figure it out.
"Wow." said Muscone. "So you think someone waxed Sebrovsky just to plant a badge on him?"
"Just like they killed our C.I. and planted your buddy Ferrell's badge on his body." I said. "We're really starting to get a pattern going here."
"So maybe we need to bring in some people and have some... conversations... with Louise Belfort and Ferrell." said Jack. I knew he was relishing the chance to 'talk' to Ferrell.
"No, not yet." I said. "Please don't do that at the Federal level, either. First, just what are you going to ask them about? No proof at all that any of them murdered anyone. Second, we need to see where this is going. I get the feeling our perps are not finished yet."
"Does this mean you expect more people to die?" asked Cindy. "If you know anything and we could stop that..."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "And I wish I could see ahead that far. But I have no idea what they're up to, besides 'up to no good'. I was halfway expecting Louise Belfort or Lockhart to come over all dead, but so far they're not."
In the silence I said "Tell you what, Jack, why don't you take us to dinner, expense it to the United States Government. Cindy, is Tanya Perlman still here?"
"I'll see." she said. "Particular reasons why?"
"Oh, so she can have dinner with Special Agent Muscone and her two favorite TCPD Officers." I replied. "Particularly Special Agent Muscone."
"What, playing matchmaker now?" growled Jack. As Cindy went to check and indeed found Tanya in her office, Jack whispered to me: "Don, there's one more thing. We got some word from the grapevine that Coach Bronson, who was fired by the University today, is looking at filing a Federal lawsuit, claiming that you sent your School some video of their practices."
"You're kidding." I said.
"No." said Jack. "He's also made contact with the Assistant Commissioner of your Conference, trying to get them to investigate. I don't know what it's about, but your name pops up more than either School's. Looks like they're gunning for you, for some reason."
"Cool beans." I said. "We'll fuck him up pretty quickly."
"Look," said Jack, his voice dropping in warning. "Don't take this lightly. The fact that I, an FBI agent, is hearing about this and telling you about it should be your first warning that this is not a little thing."
We were interrupted by two of my Angels coming up the hallway. "Hi, Jack!" said Tanya, her cheeks rosy and her smile bright as she greeted Muscone. His face showed his delight in seeing her, as well.
"Matchmaker, matchmaker..." I whispered to Cindy as we followed them at a distance down the hall to the exit. Cindy burst out laughing.
Part 15 - Heartstopping Actions
Tuesday, November 3d. The newscasts were devoid of interest. Both KXTC and KSTD covered the University coach's firing with interviews of players commiserating, and Coach Mel Groves being promoted to Interim Head Coach. Coach Groves was an elderly black man who had been the Special Teams coach for years. Knowing that he was going to retire, and to reward him for his years of coaching service to the Bulldog players, he was given the gift of leading the team through the rest of the season.
The morning was spent going through reports. I re-read all the autopsy reports from the Badges cases, the Crime Lab reports, David Krueger's reports on where the money was going. He had found that Dr. Paul Wicker had not had any connection to any of the principals of the Badge murders.
I put that aside, and cleared my mind by looking at a separate case. I pulled up the Jack Burke files on the computer dedicated to the task, entered the correct passwords, and examined the sex tapes. As a precaution, my anti-bugging device was on; it would block the radio signal out of this computer so that it could not be picked up.
I watched as Jack Burke fucked a hot blonde middle-class housewife, then the Trish Donolan tape, then a tape of Burke fucking one of the most beautiful women in this County, the wife of one of the County's wealthiest men. This was the kind of woman that would make a man's heart stop. And they were grinding it hot and heavy, which was pretty heart-stopping in itself. Still... no clues that I could see.
Just then I got a phone call from SBI Director Jack Lewis. "How can I help you Director?" I said. "And no, no political contributions."
Lewis chuckled. "No, Commander, this is a professional call. I understand you have been looking into the murder of a guy named Sebrovsky. I'm going to have to ask you to drop the investigation of that one."
"You might want to reconsider, Director." I said. "The FBI has already gotten involved in it. You may want me around just to make sure they don't crawl around where we don't want them to."
"Oh Lord, you say they're already involved?" Lewis asked, frustration creeping into his voice.
"Yes, Director," I said, "and they came to me, not the other way around."
"Okay, then." said Lewis. "If that's the case, then there's no point pulling you off of it now. Keep Conlan and myself in the loop, though, okay?"
"Sure." I said. Lewis hung up.
I felt cooped up, so I called Cindy on the phone. "Captain Ross," I said, "I am going to go on patrol. Yes... yes... no, look, I'm going to go re-visit a couple of crime scenes... no, you don't have to come. I'll be in my SUV, so it'll be okay... yes, you can contact me by vehicle radio, my walkie-talkie radio, or my cellphone."
I got up and headed out. I began riding around. First, I went along College Avenue to University Avenue, then down some side streets south of Courthouse Square but north of the roads that led to Smith-Morra Pharmacy, the tailor shop, and Bishop's Pawn Shop. There were several apartment complexes along this road, in various states of age and repair.
As I got near Riverside Drive, driving slowly, I saw to my left the apartment complex, built a couple of decades before. I remember searching Jack Burke's apartment in that complex after his murder... the apartment where he'd made all those sex tapes. I let my energy flow, trying to feel if I was on the right track, to see what the Universe was telling me.
Then I sensed something else... a presence. And not a good one. I felt a malevolent presence, as if it were watching me, and trying to read my mind. I looked around the street, looked in all my mirrors, but didn't see anyone; no one really walked along this street.
I had not stopped, but had just driven slowly. I got to Riverside Drive, turned north, and back to College Street, the east-west street that formed the southern border of Courthouse Square. I noticed a lot of old people on benches in the park, slowly ambling along the streets, some sitting at the outdoor tables of the restaurants and bistros.
Circling around, I came along the north side of the Courthouse Square complex, seeing the State Office Building and the Federal Courthouse and Office Building, remembering in my mind the motorcyclist that had been shot at some nights before. As always, I wondered who had shot at the motorcyclist, hitting the vehicle instead, but more importantly: why?
I then drove on the street just north of Courthouse Square, along the backside of the State Office Building, then the Federal Building. On the other side were the backs of strip malls. Continuing east, I saw the County Courthouse and the newer building right behind it to my right, then further down the backside of First Baptist Church. A little further along there were some apartments as I was nearing the School, and on the left was the Bus Station...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Captain Ross!"
The voice was Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee's, and he was practically shouting down the hallway at Cindy Ross.
"Wha-at?" Cindy said derisively, turning as Brownlee was practically running up the hallway.
"That's 'What, sir?' Captain." Brownlee said.
"What do you want of me, Commander Brownlee?" Cindy asked, her voice withering.
"Why did you cross the line into my territory and rent the Junction Station Depot for December 4th and 5th?" snarled Brownlee, holding up several papers.
"Because it's for the Orange Order, I was put in charge of the logistics, which includes renting the Depot, and so I did." replied Cindy. "If you have an issue with it, you can talk to the Chief or Commander Troy about it."
"You're still supposed to go through me for requisitions like this." Brownlee said, his face getting redder. He shoved the papers at Cindy... and dropped them. As he reached down to get them, he grunted, and massaged his left shoulder and upper arm with his right hand.
"Problem with your shoulder?" Cindy asked.
"Yeah, it hurts. My whole arm hurts." said Brownlee. "Never mind that. If you're going to break the rules and bypass me, then you can take these to Harlow yourself."
"As you wish." said Cindy, quickly taking the papers and walking down the hall past the MCD room. She had what she wanted; Brownlee had just told her to bypass him. Of course, she knew he'd lose the paperwork for the reservation and not make it, which is why she did it herself in the first place, and she'd avoided bothering Don about it. All in all, a good day.
But Brownlee had dropped the papers because he'd lost strength in his arm; she knew that from being a trainer at her gym. Why did that happen? she wondered to herself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:05am, my cellphone rang. "Commander," said Cindy Ross's voice as I answered, "another Badge case. Midtown."
"I'll be right there." I hurried to Headquarters. Cindy was waiting outside, and she simply got into my SUV. We pulled out and headed for the road to Midtown.
"Director Conlan called." Cindy said. "You weren't there so Helena transferred it to me. A body of a woman was found in Midtown's Lower Riverside district, called the 'Red River' District. That's a pretty bad area, like our Tenderloin District: lots of strip clubs, bars, drugs."
"Yeah, so I've heard." I said.
"Oh that's right, you lived there." Cindy said. "I don't know why I keep forgetting that, but I do. Anyway, a badge was found in in the woman's pocket. Midtown Police badge. You remember Detective Frank Soltis, who was on Captain Moynahan's team with Molly down there?"
"Yes, I do." I said. "His badge?"
"Yep." said Cindy. I turned on the blue lights and sirens. We would make record time to Midtown...
To be continued.
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Part 16 - The Soltis Badge
"Well, look who's here! My favorite University students." said the gravelly voice of Captain Sean "Cav" Moynahan. His military-style short hair seemed whiter than the last time I'd seen him.
It was 12:40pm, Tuesday, November 3d, and Cindy and I had exceeded speeds of 100 miles per hour to get down to this crime scene.
"What do we have, Captain Moynahan?" I asked, grinning. "A new classroom for our 'edumacation'?"
"Something like that." he said. I noticed Crime Lab people working on the scene, and some uniformed officers. A dead woman was lying on her side on the ground, propped against a chain link fence. She was dressed in faded denim pants, a denim jacket, an dark blue shirt with multicolored curled lines, dark blue tennis shoes like Mary Mahoney would sometimes wear.
"Hit over the back of the head." I said as I examined the body. "No signs of a struggle, no torn clothes. Any needle marks?" I asked a nearby crime lab technician.
"A very recent one," said the tech, "in the vein at the left elbow." She pointed out the red mark. The tissue around it was slightly swollen.
"Looks like she was ambushed, then shot up with drugs to look like an O.D." I said. "I'll bet the coroner finds it to be that way."
"We didn't even think it was a crime at first." said Moynahan. "It'd be absolutely nothing if it weren't for Soltis's badge being found. Hey, Smith! Show the Commander here that badge." A technician came over as I put on latex gloves. I took the proffered badge out of its evidence sleeve and closely examined it. Cindy did the RFID reading.
"Soltis's badge." she said. "But it's coming up 'Reported As Missing'."
"Good." I said. "I'm hoping Frank will tell us that when we talk to him, too. So, Captain, any idea who the deceased is?"
"Her fingerprints came up as a 'Bonita McClure', a.k.a. 'Bonita St. Claire'." said Moynahan. "Busted for running an escort ring in the City about a year ago. No one knew she was down here, or anything about her. She's pretty much off the grid."
I said "I understand Detective Soltis is moving to a Vice unit. Think she might've been a C.I. for him, anything like that?"
"I can tell you unequivocally 'no' on that." said Cav. "Internal Affairs has already checked on that, just in case we were about to step on any toes. This girl is not a C.I. for us. Maybe for the State or Feds, but her name hasn't come up as such."
I took two photos of the body; one full length, the other concentrating on her face and head. "You might try running another name through... 'Bonita Bishop', whose ex-husband was murdered a week ago. We've been looking for her." I'd heard Cindy gasp when I mentioned the name.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi, Frank." I said as we entered the room at Moynahan's Midtown Police Precinct. It was a glass walled conference room, but was for interrogations.
"Hi guys." said Detective Soltis, his black hair combed and perfectly in place. "What's going on?"
"We've been deputized by the SBI to ask you a few questions." I said. "You can have a lawyer or Union rep here if you want one."
"Do I need one?" asked Frank.
"I don't know." I said. "Can we examine your badge, please?" Soltis produced the badge, which was new and genuine.
"Have you lost your badge in the recent past?" I asked.
"Yeah, about two months ago." said Soltis. "Right when I was transferring to my new assignment. I had a second one, but I filed the report and got a new one, per requirements."
"Where did you lose it?"
"It disappeared from my locker in my gym while I was working out." said Soltis. "I had a lock on the locker, but those aren't that hard to break open, especially with one good blow from something like a... crowbar."
"Hee ees geev-ing away our secret yoo-ses for our crowbars, Crowbar 2." I said to Cindy in my 'German' accent. She smiled briefly. Reassuming my normal voice, I said "Frank, you may or may not know that your badge was found on the body of a woman today. A 'Bonita McClure'. Does that name ring a bell?"
"No." Soltis answered, shaking his head.
"All right." I said. "Internal Affairs is going to be all over you for where you were at certain times, yadda yadda yadda----"
"They already are." said Soltis. "They've already asked me a lot of questions. I answered them, and I don't think there should be any problems over this, just irritation."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Looks like you were right, Commander." said Cpt. Moynahan as we talked in his office. "The FBI confirmed the fingerprints of the girl also matched a 'Bonita Bishop'. Seems she has a number of aliases. They're kind of curious as to why, and so am I."
"Well," I said, "it's suggestive that she's running criminal operations and doesn't want to be easily found." I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Cindy had cut her eyes at me as I said it, and that she was studying me. She really is getting better, I thought happily.
"Heh heh heh heh." barked Captain Moynahan in laughter. "Might be hard for the FBI to figure that out by themselves. So seriously, you think this has anything to do with those other badge-related murders you've been looking at the past week?"
"Maybe." I said. "But I think it has more to do with that stuff that was going on when I was down here last summer (Pink Lemonade, Ch. 2). By the way, you have any more trouble?"
Cav Moynahan gave what was a brief sigh, then said "No, not really. The Assistant Chief got a visit from Internal Affairs, and decided that keeping his mouth shut and his butt clean was his wisest course of action. But he's just biding his time. Lieutenant Evans is now up there running Nextdoor County's Vice Squad... great opportunity for her, and she's closer to you guys... and Soltis has transferred. I'm just getting new guys in place, putting in good leaders for them, and wrapping things up."
"I hear you." I said. "Cindy, we need to be getting back. Thanks for calling us down, Captain. We'll be seeing you again soon."
"Looking forward to it." said Cav, who escorted us out to our car and shook hands with us.
We'd barely made it to University Highway, the limited access four-lane highway that would take us home, when Cindy whirled to 'confront' me."
"Yeah, someone uses aliases to keep the FBI from finding them." Cindy said. "Hell, Ikea and Sharples could figure that out. What's the real story, Crowbar 1?"
I grinned, then said in the form of a quotation: "Not much gets by you, Crowbar 2." Cindy tried hard to keep a stern face, and failed. She broke down laughing.
"Okay," she said, "seriously, you were thinking of something else. What was it?"
"I think she was trying to hide, and not very successfully." I said. "But not from Law Enforcement. She was hiding from someone else... someone who represented an existential threat to her. The same person that bankrolled her ex-husband's pawn shop, then paid Ben Knight to kill Quintus and steal the money."
"Our friendly neighborhood Consultant of Crime?" Cindy guessed, and correctly.
"Would not shock me if it was." I said. "My only question is... why Soltis? He's not a bad cop, he's not dirty... unless he's done the best snow job on me since I was in high school..."
"Can I talk to Molly about it?" Cindy asked. "If she had any suspicions at all, I'll find out about them for you."
"Sounds like an Iron Crowbar plan, there." I said. "Sounds like an Iron Crowbar plan."
"One other thing." Cindy said. "Captain Moynahan said he was going to 'wrap things up'. What did he mean by that? Is he retiring?"
"Could be." I said. "He's got a target on his back."
"He doesn't seem to the type of man who would succumb to that." Cindy said. "I'd think he'd be fighting back."
"One never knows." I said cryptically as I scanned my mirrors for anyone following us "Maybe he will be..."
Part 17 - The Final Badge
Wednesday morning, November 4th. Today was Todd and Melina's son Doug's 2nd birthday, and I was looking forward to a little party for him at the Mountain Nest this evening. Melina had declined Laura's invitation, an invitation to attend her own child's birthday party... but Teresa said she was coming with Todd and little Doug.
There was no new news. Nothing on the allegations of me giving the Wildcats locker room fodder, just seemingly innocuous stories about Coach Groves preparing his team for their next game. Nothing new on the murder of Quintus Bishop nor Gabe Wheeler. Bettina had a spot about the Community Center doing some project for Veterans Day on November 11th.
I got a phone call as Priya was finishing up her 8:00am report on KSTD, and just as my Angels were gathering for the morning meeting. It was Molly. Naturally, my concern was about the baby.
"Molly?" I asked, picking up the phone, "Is anything wrong?"
"Personally, no." Molly said, understanding why I was asking. "The baby and I are fine. I just wanted to tell you that I just talked to Frank Soltis. Midtown I.A. just formally suspended him, without pay, pursuant to the investigation of his badge on that dead woman's body."
"Are you kidding?" I gasped. Recovering, I said "Did he say why?"
"No, not on the phone." Molly said. "But this is the worst thing they could do to him short of arresting him. No 'desk duty', 'restricted duty', or suspension with pay... they're bringing the hammer down, and he has no idea why."
"Okay, thanks for calling." I said. "I'll see you at Ross's birthday party tomorrow." I hung up.
"Oh my God." I said. Three pairs of Angel Eyes were upon me. I continued "Frank Soltis was suspended in Midtown. I've got to call Cav Moynahan."
"Not Frank?" Cindy asked.
"No, Cav." I said. I got out my cell phone and suited the deed to the word.
"Cav!" I said. "What's going on down there?.... uh huh.... oh really... uh huh... Cav, you need to get out of there. Right now. Get in your POV and drive your ass up here as fast as you can.... yes, I have a place you can stay... okay, see you soon."
As I put my phone away, I explained. "Suspending Soltis that hard suggests to me that Cav's last line of personal defense is being taken away from him. Cav said he'd already put in for vacation for the rest of this month, which was granted. So he's going to come up here."
"He's in danger?" Teresa asked.
"Very grave danger." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A half hour later, I realized I had one thing I still needed to do. So with Cindy in tow I went up to County Jail, north of Town. Ben Knight was due to be transferred to State Prison, and I wanted to talk to him before that happened. I also called his Court-appointed attorney to be there.
"Hi Ben." I said. "I just have a couple of questions, give you one last shot for parole in 20-25 years."
"What do you want to know?"
"When I asked you who put you up to this crime, you wouldn't answer." I said. "I don't think you were afraid of your own life, you were trying to protect someone else... weren't you?"
Knight tried to hold a straight face, but the fear was fighting hard to present itself.
"In fact," I said, "I think you were trying to protect Bonita, Quintus's wife. You were having an affair with her. She left Quintus, and you and she continued the affair, as well as some not-too-noble operations in the City."
"I got nothing to say." said Knight. I took out my iPhone. Cindy knew where I was going with this, and I caught just an edge of sadness on her ruggedly pretty features.
"Ben," I said, showing the picture of the late Bonita Bishop that I'd taken at the crime scene, "is this Bonita?"
Ben looked. His eyes widened in shock, then pain as he realized what he was seeing. "Oh my God, NO!!!" he cried out. "NO! It's a trick! Tell me she's not dead! TELL ME!"
"I'm sorry, Ben." I said. "I wish I could tell you that. But she was found dead yesterday in Midtown." Ben's face was buried in his hands. He was sobbing. I gave him a minute.
"The bastard killed her anyway, Ben." I said. "There is no reason for you not to tell me who he is. If you do know anything, help me avenge Bonita... before he gets to you, too."
"I wish I could." said Knight. "I wish I knew enough to tell you. I only worked through that fat guy in the trenchcoat and the guy with the obvious wig."
"Tell us from the beginning, Ben." I said. "Everything about you and Bonita."
"I met her when I first met Quintus." said Ben. "I think I was in love with her from that minute. We were friendly for a few weeks, then she finally let me take her to bed. It just got hotter from there. She said she wanted to leave Quintus, but she couldn't just yet. After a few more weeks, I finally convinced her to walk away from him."
"I asked her to come live with me." Ben continued, "But she said she couldn't, that I'd lose my job as his security guy, and that she needed to get out of Town anyway. I didn't really ask her about it; at the time I thought she was just scared of him... Quintus.
"But later on, I realized it wasn't Quintus she was scared of." Ben said. "She would never let me go meet her. She always came into Town on a weekend and we'd shack up at my place. She wouldn't let me take her out to dinner or anything. So I knew something was wrong. I asked her about it, and she said she was trying to avoid some bad people, and that the less I knew about it, the better off I'd be. She said that after she worked things out, we could run away together and be free together."
"Then I got asked about doing this job on Quintus and stealing the money." Ben went on. "I told Bonita about it, and said I was going to run with the whole stack of cash, and not give it up like I was supposed to. Bonita agreed, and said this was our chance. We were going to meet up in Midtown, then get out of here and go somewhere far away, like Florida, and start a new life together."
"Did you hear from her after your arrest?" I asked.
"No." said Ben. "We thought I might be held as a witness or something, but didn't think you... meaning the cops... would figure out that I'd done it myself. So she was going to lay low, then I'd call a number and leave a message, and she'd meet me 24 hours later at a place south of Midtown and we'd go."
"Did you make that call?" I asked.
"No." Ben said. "You busted me for the murder, found the money before I could get it out of there and leave Town. It was all over for me, so I thought Bonita would be better off going her own way without me."
"What about Norris?" I asked. "Was he involved in any of this?" 
"I think he knew I was banging Bonita." said Ben. "He was such a fucking straight-laced numb-nuts that he didn't approve, but I didn't give a shit. He had no idea of our plans."
"How did Richard Norris feel about race relations? About blacks?" I asked. "Was he a racist?"
Knight seemed surprised by the question. "No, I don't think he was a racist. Some people say all Republicans are racist, and he was a rabid Republican Party guy. But he never used the 'N-word' or anything like that..." After a pause, he said "The only thing I ever heard him say about something like that was that he was tired of him and me having to struggle like dogs to make any money, while blacks got welfare, especially free housing."
"Did you know a Louise Belfort?" I asked.
"I think you or your people asked about her before." said Knight. "I don't know her or who she is."
"Norris never mentioned her?" I asked. "And did he ever mention his time in the City Housing Authority?"
"He said he'd worked there, and it was really corrupt in there, so he left." Ben replied. "He didn't mention this Belfort lady by name, not that I can remember."
To Ben's lawyer, I said "We have to get this man into some serious protective custody, and quickly. I'm going to call the FBI. There is a larger case they can claim this is part of, they can take custody of Ben and get him into a Federal prison out of this State where he might be safe." The lawyer agreed.
After making that call, and arranging for solitary confinement for Knight under constant guard until the FBI came and got him, Cindy and I left the County Jail and Third Precinct Headquarters. As we got into my SUV, my cellphone rang. It was SBI Deputy Director Conlan.
"Yet another body and another badge." said Conlan. "Coltrane County, south of Buford."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was totally stunned as I looked at the body on the ground.
"Do you realize who this is?" I asked Sheriff Sorrells and Deputy Strait. Cindy didn't know, either.
"No sir." said Deputy Strait. "His drivers' license was in his wallet in his pants pocket. Says he's a 'Mark McCluskey' from Midtown. Car tags registered to the same name and address"
"No badge on him?" I asked. "Or in his car?"
"Yeah, there was." drawled Sheriff Sorrells, holding up a City Police badge in an evidence bag.
"Oh, I'm sorry," I said, "I meant his own badge. Guys, this is the Assistant Police Chief of the Midtown Force." Everyone gasped.
"Oh, wow." said Sheriff Sorrells. To answer your question, Commander... no, we did not find a Midtown badge. Deputy, I think we'll need to look again." Strait agreed and was about to walk away.
"Our Crime Lab is on the way down." I said, stopping Strait. "Let them look for it."
Just then, my Police cellphone rang. It was Lt. Perlman. "Captain Moynahan just got here. What do you want me to do with him?"
"Whatever your little heart desires. Just don't give him a heart attack." I said jokingly. "Seriously, introduce him to the MCD and Vice Detectives, and to Chief Bennett if Bennett is there. But what I also need is..." I told Tanya some instructions, after which I said "Put Cav on the line."
"Yes, Commander." I heard Cav's gravelly voice.
"Cav, did you stop on the way up here? At all?" I asked.
"No, I came straight up."
"Were you followed?" I asked.
"Now that you mention it," said Cav, "I saw the same group of about four cars right around me while I was driving through Hamilton County into Coltrane County. They dropped off when I was getting near Buford."
"Does your car have GPS?" I asked. Cav affirmed that it did.
"Cav, I need you to do something, and it's extremely important." I said. "I need you to get Lt. Perlman to get Myron Milton, and you need to let Myron download the GPS information into our evidence servers. It may be the only thing that keeps your good name in the clear."
"Well, funny you should say that, because your young Lieutenant has already rounded up Mr. Milton, and they are on their way to my car already, having purrr-loined my keyyyyys." Cav said in his particular and fun way of talking.
"Good." I said, grinning. "I'll be back up there soon. Stay at Headquarters."
By now, the TCPD Crime Lab, contracted by Coltrane County, was at the scene, gathering evidence. "Sir!" called out Christina Cho from the roadside. "We've got broken car glass in several places just down the road, rubber tire marks, and some dug-up dirt right down there; you can see it from here. It looks like it will be a match for the tires of this car. You can see that the taillights are busted out, and there's a huge dent on the driver-side door."



"Someone ran someone off the road." I said.
Cindy came up. "I did the RFID on the City Police badge. It has a chip, it's legit, but it has not been assigned to anyone. I called E.J. Jefferson of the City Police, formerly of ours, and he says the number on that badge, '2273', is not assigned to any City Police Officer."
"That is interesting." I said, in that voice Cindy says is peculiar to me whenever I encounter a 'strangeness'. "Captain, call down to Midtown PD, and ask for the make, model, and license plate of Assistant Chief McCluskey's personal vehicle. When they ask why, tell them that he has been murdered in Coltrane County, and we are verifying that the car found with the body is his. Then sit back and watch the fireworks start..."
Part 18 - Weaving the Pattern
"He was dragged out of his car, tried to fight back, got the crap beat out of him, then they drug him off the road about fifty yards and shot him in the back of the head, execution-style. Caliber is .22 magnum; they've already recovered it from the inside of his skull above the eyes."
"Fast work." I said. We were in the Main Conference Room, 'we' being myself, Chief Bennett, Captain Ross, Lt. Perlman, Cpt. Moynahan, and Myron Milton. It was 6:30pm, and it was our first chance to meet. The crime scene had gone crazy when representatives of the Midtown Police showed up, some of which I suspected were Midtown Internal Affairs.
Other SBI officers also showed up, regular ones, trying to take jurisdiction from me. Sheriff Sorrells verbally blasted the hell out of them for that on jurisdictional issues, and things became near-physical and near-violent. It took Director Jack Lewis's personal and politically-inspired phone call to make them back off when a threatened double-crowbar beatdown did not sufficiently impart fear into the SBI's asshole agents.
Myron said "Captain Moynahan's GPS logs show that he left the Midtown Police Station, stopped for gas on the outskirts of the city, then didn't stop until he got to Police Headquarters here. I have entered all that into the evidence servers."
"Thank goodness." said Cav. "I wasn't aware I was going to need an alibi when I drove up here, but I'm glad the newfangled el-ec-tronics have given me one." We all laughed. Then Cav said "And I'm doubly glad you called me, Commander Troy. It looks like you were right. McCluskey may have been coming after me."
"I'm willing to bet money that he was." I said. "And then he was run off the road and simply taken out. Question is, by whom?"
"And leaving a City Police Badge." said Chief Bennett. "I know I haven't been here much lately, and for that I apologize, but I understand that these killers are leaving a series of badges around?"
"With respect, Chief... 'killers'? Plural?" Cindy Ross asked. Hoo-boy, now I've got to intervene...
"In the case of McCluskey," I said quickly, "I think we can easily surmise multiple perps. It would take several to beat down a man like McCluskey, and force him into that field to be executed. As to the other cases, it's not nearly so clear. And yes, Chief, we've found multiple badges in what appear to be loosely related crimes."
"I also understand," said Chief Bennett, "that McCluskey's Midtown Police badge was not found on his person nor in his car, is that right? Nor any firearms on him?"
"Yes sir, all of that is correct." I said. "I would also add that he was driving his POV, his personally owned vehicle, instead of the Midtown Police vehicle assigned to him. That in itself is instructive. It means he was following Cpt. Moynahan in a vehicle Cpt. Moynahan would be less likely to recognize, and his badge RFID would give him away, so he didn't carry it with him. The alternative is that the perps took the badge. As to firearms, I'm suspecting the perps took his firearms with them. And yes, I think he planned to kill Moynahan."
"This is crazy." said Chief Bennett. "Six murders, six badges left at the scenes."
"It gets crazier, Chief." I said, almost mockingly. "In the first one, the guy who admits killing the pawn shop owner adamantly states he has no idea about the badge found, nor the woman to whom it belonged. There's no connection between victim #2, Norris, and badge #2, Watch Captain Lockhart. Ferrell's badge and the C.I. Wheeler ---- no connection. And so on."
"No pattern at all?" asked Bennett.
"I didn't say that." I said. "There are some threads here, but weaving them together into a tapestry of an iron-clad case for the District Attorney is another thing."
"What are you thinking?" asked Bennett... and I realized that he was trying to get this information for Director Lewis. His loyalties were not to this Police Department. And I realized that the epiphany I'd just had would've released some mental energy in my head... which would've been recognized.
"I'm not sure yet." I said, trying to control my voice as well as my mind. "What I do know is that these last two cases, the Soltis badge and the unassigned City Police badge, do not fit the patterns. Bonita Bishop coming up dead is one thing; I have a connection for that. But Soltis's badge? And this last one... it's like they just put a blank badge down."
"Sir, I have an idea." said Cindy. "All of these badges are coming up as seemingly legitimate. But maybe the ones we're finding have somehow had their RFIDs reprogrammed to mimic existing badges. Maybe they just didn't get a chance to program this one before planting it on McCluskey."
"There are objections to that theory." I said. "But you may be taking the first steps down the right trail."
"Chief," I said, "with your permission, why don't we break for the night, I'll get Captain Moynahan situated in his new quarters for the time being, and everyone can get some supper and some rest."
"Uh, sure." said Bennett. With that, the meeting broke up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd brought his (and Melina's) son Doug to the Mountain Nest for little Doug's 2nd birthday celebration. Also there were me, Laura, my mom Phyllis, Cindy, Tanya and baby Pete, and Teresa Croyle.
Doug decided he liked Bowser, which suited Bowser just fine... but did not suit Bowser's owner well. Carole made it more than clear Bowser was her dog. I had to help Carole understand that it made Bowser happy to be petted by Doug as well as her brother Jim and little Pete, so she finally relented. Fortunately, Carole was distracted by her cousin Todd's charms and he quickly had her laughing merrily as Bowser reveled in the attention being given him.
"So you've got Captain Moynahan staying at The Cabin?" asked Cindy as we quietly chatted.
"Yep." I said. "He's on vacation, and the Midtown Police have not yet tried to get him to come back down there, or even interview him about McCluskey. That in itself is a bit strange to me."
"A lot of people are in danger." Cindy said. "Is it just me... or is our Consultant of Crime taking some rather bold actions, lately. Like he's being squeezed. Are you doing better than you realize you are?"
"Let's just say," I said with an evil grin, "that I do realize where I am in getting that bastard into a Courtroom. There are still a couple of things on the side that I'm looking at, as well."
"What's that?"
"One is why they wanted the Burke tapes so much." I said. "The other is to figure out why Angela Harlan went after Selena Steele so hard and so personally, and maybe why she waxed Pete Feeley. I just can't shake the feeling that the answers to both these questions will lead us right to our Consultant's doorstep."
Cindy sighed. "I understand your desire to avenge Pete." she said, looking over at his son on the other side of the room, "But I also think it's eating you up inside. Kick my ass if you want to try, but I think you need to let that go a little bit."
"I hear what you're saying." I said. "But really, this isn't obsessing... it's a logical aspect of the case, and may help me bring down the Consultant of Crime."
"I also noticed what you did... that Chief Bennett's curiosity at the meeting is out of place." said Cindy. "He was fishing for information, and not just for the good of the TCPD."
"That's an Iron Crowbar observation there, ma cousine." I said in a very poor attempt at French, and realizing that my cousin had indeed picked up on my mental burst of energy in that meeting. "You are really starting to get good."
"Not at being a Troy, like you and Mycroft over there." Cindy said, referring to my mother. "But maybe at being an Eckhart. I really felt your vibe when it hit you about the Chief."
"Yes." I said. "And we are going to have to move him on out of there. I'm going to speak to the Sheriff tomorrow morning."
"So, what tapestries are you weaving?" Cindy asked. "Just between us Michaux types here."
I said "First of all, there's two sets of patterns, and we are making the mistake of intertwining them, or looking for cross-patterns that do not exist. One pattern is of the victims themselves. The second is of the various holders of these badges, except for the last two."
"I kind of see what you mean," said Cindy, "though I am not seeing either actual pattern."
"The victims are easy." I said. "It's the badge-holders that are harder to see. And even more... who is planting their badges on these crime scenes."
"It's not the killer or killers?" Cindy asked, shock in her voice.
"That is part of what is hard to see." I replied.
Part 19 - Please To Remember, Redux
Thursday, November 5th. Guy Fawkes Day. Please to remember...
After my workout with Sergeant Tate, I went out for my run with the ROTC cadets. Looking around, I saw something that bothered me: a KSTD news vans filming us.
I called the Cadet Seniors over, and pointed out the news vans. I suggested we not run anywhere near the athletic complex. I also made another phone call, then hustled to my Police SUV to get something. I had anticipated the possibility of what was about to happen. I had to explain to the cadets what today was. And then we began our run.
As we ran, Campus Police cars hurtled up to the news van, surrounding it. "What are you doing here?" they yelled, throwing the news crew to the ground and handcuffing them. "Why are you videotaping military cadets, future officers?"
Lt. Bill Hanson of the Campus Police ambled up. "Take them to the Campus Police Headquarters. Leave their vans here, unlocked. Leave their cameras on the ground, and don't bother watching over them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell is this about, Hanson?" screamed Priya Ajmani. She'd gotten the call about the detainment of her news crew. KSTD's editor was on the way. Another crew was rushing like mad to get to the vans and equipment that had been left unattended.
"Why the hell are your people filming ROTC cadets?" asked Hanson.
"We're newspeople, we have the right to film events----"
"Oh really?" interrupted Hanson. "Let me cite you this section of State Law, that prohibits the filming of military installations as well as military personnel as they are training or on exercises, without explicit, written permission of the Installation Commander. So if you'll just produce that written permission..."
"We don't need your God-damn permission to tape Commander Troy on this Campus!" yelled Priya.
"Ah, now we're getting somewhere." said Hanson. "You're targeting Commander Troy. Even so, your news crew will remain under arrest until they are bailed out of jail. They've been bound over to County Superior Court on the illegal filming charges, as well as trespassing on State property and reckless endangerment."
"Reckless endangerment?!?!" yelled Priya. "Of who?"
"You just admitted it... Commander Troy." said Hanson. "Now why would you want to film where he is and what he is doing, unless it's to broadcast it on TV and reveal to criminals his whereabouts?"
"I am going to roast you alive, Hanson." Priya snarled.
"No, you're not." said a voice behind her. University President Sidney P. Wellman walked into the room. "I consider this a very serious breach of this University's security, Ms. Ajmani. And I intend to pursue full criminal charges. Furthermore, KXTC is forbidden access to any part of this campus. If you're found on campus, you'll be arrested and jailed on felony trespass charges. As University President, I'm backing up my Campus Police all the way. If you choose to make a public incident of this, I will give you a war."
"All right, what do you want?" asked Priya. "What do you really want?"
"I want you to stop the bullshit, Priya." said Wellman. "By the way, Bill, come outside with me for a second. Someone wants to talk... privately... with Ms. Ajmani here."
As Hanson left with Wellman, Priya looked at the door... and suddenly her whole being was filled with fear. The person walking into the room was... Dr. Laura Fredricson. And not in her capacity as a tenured University professor.
"Sit down, Priya." Laura ordered. When Priya didn't move, Laura yelled "SIT!" Priya sat down. Laura had activated her anti-bugging device, similar to her husband's but the latest model and much more powerful. The tape recorder in Priya's purse was not only being scrambled, but utterly destroyed electronically.
"I would've thought..." Laura said, sitting on the edge of the desk, facing Priya, "... that you had learned your lesson, little girl. My husband saved your life. If it were not for him, you and I would not be having this conversation now. And next time... they won't fuck up and let him find you. Now why the fuck are you putting my husband's safety in danger?"
Priya sat silent.
"I asked you a question, you little bitch." Laura snarled, bearing down on Priya. "I am fast losing patience with you. Once again, why are you filming my husband?"
"My editor told me to get film footage of him running with the cadets." said Priya.
"Why?" demanded Laura.
"Because the Conference is about to open an investigation of Commander Troy sending a video of a Bulldogs practice to the Wildcat coaches." said Priya. "And he was running with the cadets that morning, also. So the news crew was getting film footage to go with the story when it breaks."
"And you've been told this in advance." said Laura.
"Yes." Priya said. "It's all been planned out in advance. The Conference Assistant Commissioner is going to open the investigation, then Coach Bronson and his lawyer is going to file a lawsuit against the both schools and your husband. The Media will have blanket, wall-to-wall coverage of it ready to go. And they're going to subpoena the Commander's cellphone."
"They'll never get that." Laura said, not understanding. "He only carries his police cellphone on his morning runs, not his personal one. And no Court in the land is going to issue a warrant to force him to turn over his Police cellphone."
"That is the plan, Doctor." said Priya. "We'll see who wins."
"When is this supposed to go into effect?" Laura asked. "When is the Conference going to open the investigation?"
"Monday." said Priya.
"Bullshit, little girl." Laura said, putting ugliness in her voice. "You're getting the film today so that you can do this tomorrow." Priya's eyes gave away the acknowledgement that Laura was right.
"Priya... you are not ready for prime time. You have no clue what you're dealing with." Laura growled. "Get out of here. Do I need to explain what is going to happen to you if you ever try to film my husband again without his consent?" Priya said nothing, but hastily left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The KXTC film crew had taken up a more secluded spot to film Commander Troy running with the ROTC cadets... and situated off-campus. As the ROTC Company ran by on the other side of the road, the film rolled, concentrating on the man running behind them.
"Ah, shit." said Scott Turnbull, Bettina Wurtzburg's cameraman.
"What is it?" asked the driver.
"Look." said Turnbull. The other man looked, and saw what was happening.
Commander Troy was wearing a Guy Fawkes mask. It was if 'Anonymous' were running with the troops.
We are Legion., I thought to myself. We do not forgive. We do not forget. And a certain Consultant of Crime was going to find that out...
Expect us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party at The Cabin was in full swing. The sun had set in the west, only a thin red line was left of the day before it gave way to night. The light of a train coming out of that western horizon glowed. I watched it from the deck until it made the turn south, then I went back inside.
It was my son Ross's first birthday. His red hair was beginning to grow out, and his blue eyes sparkled as he saw the handsome yellow-coated dog running around the room. Bowser finally came over to see him, and he laughed with happiness I helped him gently stroke Bowser's head and back.
"I am worried," I said, "that Carole is going to begin expecting these parties every day. My birthday, yours, Doug's, Ross's..."
"I can think of worse problems." my wife said. She had little Jim, while my mother Phyllis was holding... or rather restraining... Carole, who was trying hard to get into trouble.
Molly had come up, and she and Ross would be staying in the master bedroom. Captain Moynahan was staying in the guest bedroom. Also here was Cindy, Teresa, Todd with little Doug, Tanya with little Pete, Jack Muscone of the FBI, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer, Chief Griswold and his wife... and Frank Soltis, who was talking with Molly and Cav in the front room while the rest of us partied with the kids in the back room. I saw Molly wave her hand to bring me over.
"Don," Molly said quietly, "did you hear what happened with Frank?"
"The suspension?" I asked. "Yes, I did."
"No, what's happened since." said Cav Moynahan. "Tell him, Frank."
"Well," I demanded to know why I was suspended." said Soltis. "One of the paper pushers, a Captain in Personnel, told me to shut my mouth or there'd be repercussions. I asked if that was a threat and he hung up. So I called the Union, just trying to find out what was going on. They checked, and the rep they assigned to me said he could not find out anything, that there was no reason listed for my suspension, just the investigation of my badge being on that dead girl."
Frank continued: "So I got a lawyer, and got ready to sue the Department. I went through proper channels and protocols, and notified the Union of my intent to bring suit. All of a sudden, they wanted to talk about letting me back on desk duty and such stuff.
"I pressed for their reasons for suspending me, and they dodged and weaved... and offered to restore me to full active duty. I said I wasn't going to let bygones be bygones and just sweep it under the rug, that I intended to file the suit, if just to get the exact reasons for my suspension."
Frank went on: "My union rep came to see me and the lawyer." Frank said. "He said the Department had made a mistake but did not want to openly admit it, and they wanted me to just drop it and resume my duties. I said that wasn't good enough, that I smelled corruption, and I wanted concrete answers and people held to account... and that I had nothing to lose in a lawsuit. The union rep said the Union would turn against me if I didn't let this ride. I told them I'd think about it, and give them my answer over the weekend. So my question is... what should I do now?"
"Don, I can't hire him." Molly said. "We're facing budget cuts as it is."
"Neither can I." I said. "I got Krueger in, but I've been told explicitly that I can't make any more direct hires, they have to go through the full process... and that's not going to happen because we're facing budget cuts, too."



"Good thing that the Blue Crowbar has the solution." said a voice behind me. I whirled to see one Cindy Ross standing over me, Teresa standing next to her. "I called Britt Maxwell this afternoon. She needs good, honest people in her Office of Ethics and Review... for what is basically the SBI's Internal Affairs."
"And you got a good reference from someone who was once in Midtown P.D.'s Internal Affairs, that being me." said Teresa.
"So," I said, leaning back on the sofa, "it would seem that you have options, Detective Soltis."
"How so?" asked Frank.
"You could consider staying in Midtown," I said, "pretending to let bygones be bygones, and try to find out what the corruption is about from within. That would be dangerous; you might be shot in the back of the head on your next drug raid."
I continued: "You could continue the lawsuit, which will get shut down by the collusive efforts of the political machine... or you could take up SBI Internal Affairs, and help Inspector Maxwell dig out the corruption infesting our State."
"I'll have to think about it." said Soltis."
"Just like the rest of us have had to." said Cav Moynahan.
I left them to talk about those things. I saw Laura and Jack talking on the deck despite the cold outside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, we got your message." Jack Muscone said to Laura. "Don't worry about it; it'll be handled tonight. We can't guarantee it, but we think the Conference's little witch hunt will be called off."
"Good." said Laura. "I really don't understand why they're doing this. Dr. Wellman is scared to death about it; he's afraid the whole PED mess will get dragged up again. Don's School, where I used to teach, has no desire to go through this. So why is the Conference doing it?"
Muscone said "We think it's one guy inside the Conference. Just between you and me, Laura, I think your husband is really onto something with this 'Consultant of Crime' business. The FBI doesn't want to admit it, not at the highest levels. Everything upstairs of me is getting more and more politicized and political every day."
"Yes, I know." said Laura.
"So," said Jack Muscone, "how much trouble are you in with KSTD?"
"We'll soon see." said Laura. "Either Ajmani gets the message... or she doesn't."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And... and she threatened me." Priya said, tears running down her eyes despite her efforts to not cry. "She said that I would be murdered if we didn't back off her husband."
"God damn it." Katherine Woodburn whispered to herself as she paced the floor, listening to the incredible story, and knowing its implications.
They were in Katherine's office at her home, the office in which she'd been severely beaten after putting Bryan Thatcher to the task of killing the retired Police dog Laika. She was now hearing that Dr. Laura Fredricson, in reality one of the most powerful persons in the Nation, had brought that power down on Priya like a triphammer crushing a nut.
The other woman in the room sat silently, listening in on the conversation. It was cool in the room, and her slender body felt that coolness; she tried to keep from shivering.
"The plan is in motion." said the woman. "Bronson is ready to file the lawsuit. The Conference is going to call the press conference tomorrow to open the investigation. The Media, including KSTD and KXTC, are ready to tell the American Sheeple what to think about it. This is a huge opportunity to get at the Iron Crowbar."
"Really?" asked Katherine scornfully as she whirled around. "I don't see it. It'll be a nuisance to the Iron Crowbar, but nothing more. No one is really going to give a shit if he did film Bronson's team chanting some shit about the Wildcats."
"We get his Police cellphone." said the woman. "If it has the codes to break the lock on the Jack Burke tapes, then the Master can get what he needs, and then it will be all over for the Iron Crowbar. And you, Senator Woodburn, will have an unimpeded road to the power you crave."
"I'm going to get that anyway." said Woodburn. "But there is something you haven't considered. Dr. Laura Fredricson is a Deputy Director of the Science and Technology Directorate of the CIA. But that's just her title... what she really is, I'm not sure even her husband knows."
"We're aware of this." the woman said. "The Master needs this to go forward anyway. I am sure... that you would not want to cross him. Are you aware of what he will do if this does not succeed?"
Katherine Woodburn approached the sitting woman, noticing the slender, shapely legs, the perfect hips, the high riding breasts on her slender body. "And are you aware of what I will be facing if we don't abort this?"
Katherine continued: "Look, I know you are the Master's 'Sinon', and I understand what he's trying to do... but The Scorpion has the American equivalent of a license to kill... and she will do so. Not just Priya, but me, and maybe even you and your Master. Your invitation to murder me doesn't hold much significance if I'm dead either way. If you tell him that we can come up with another, better plan, we can ultimately succeed. But if Laura Fredricson puts bullets in our heads, that will be rather... final."
The woman stood up. "I'll relay the message." she said.
"And relay this." Katherine said. "We are well set up here. I have Priya in a good position; getting her killed sets us all back. We'll find another way. Tell him that we will find another way."
After the woman left, Katherine noted Priya still sitting in her chair, a look of pure fear on her pretty Indian face. She stepped up to her. "Don't worry, my beautiful Priya." Katherine said, stroking Priya's hair. "Don't worry. We'll be okay. Nothing is going to harm you... I won't let them..." It would take several more hours of 'comforting' the beautiful young reporterette, pleasurable hours, to pacify Priya...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What about these badge cases?" Laura asked.
"Let's ask Don now." said Jack.
I saw Laura come to the door and ask me to come outside. Once I was there with the Federal reps, so to speak, they got to the point.
"Don," Laura said, "what do you want to do about these badge people."
"Glad you asked." I said. "Here's my idea..."
To be continued.
What is the connection between the victims? And what are the connections of the badge owners? What is Your Iron Crowbar's plan? Solution, the answers, and of course new questions next chapter...
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Part 20 - Flight of The Valkyrie
Thursday, November 5th, 9:00pm. The Assistant Commissioner of the Conference (CAC) sat in his office in the Conference's Headquarters offices in the City, awaiting his important guest. Finally, he heard the door to his assistant's office open and close, followed by his own office door being opened.
"Come in, come in." said the CAC. "Thank you for coming by tonight."
His guest extended a package to him, and he pulled out a bottle of Scotch, single malt, eighteen years old. "Ah, thank you, my friend." said the CAC. "You know Scotch is my favorite, and this is an expensive brand. Can I pour you a glass?"
"Of course." said the guest. The CAC poured two glasses, giving one to his guest. They toasted and drank, the CAC downing his first. Fortunately, it wasn't his day to die, and his guest also drank. The CAC poured more.
"It's getting late," said the CAC, "so allow me to directly ask how I may be of service to you?"
"Are you ready to go with the investigation?" he asked.
"Oh yes, yes sir." sad the CAC. "Tomorrow morning at 9:00am, we'll be announcing our intent to investigate Commander Troy's abuse of the rules as a booster by sending that video to the Wildcats. Thanks to your people, we have copies of the tape though the Wildcats tried to erase all traces of it. And we'll be subpoenaing Commander Troy's cellphone."
"Yes, that is absolutely the paramount goal." he said. "We must get that cellphone, and its contents. The codes on it will lead us to the codes on his computers, then to the servers that contain the encrypted files I need."
"Yes..." said the Assistant Commissioner. "And we get the Iron Crowbar back for his humiliation of our Conference in helping keep that bastard Coach Marshall from taking the fall for the PED scandal. And now my friend Coach Brian Harlan is dead, his name stained, sullied forever."
"We shall remedy that--"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"Forgive me, I must take this." he said. He answered. "What?... Call it off? Are you kidding me?... Kath--... Jesus Christ... no. NO! We are not calling this off!... Fredricson?... oh for God's sake... to hell with that bitch!... *sigh*... okay, all right... we'll speak more of this later... good night."
"Trouble?" asked the CAC.
"No, there should not be-- what was that?"
"Quickly, go through that door." said the CAC. "I'll handle whoever it is." The guest left through the side door, but left it cracked open. His hand was on the revolver in his pocket, fingering the loaded firearm... a dangerous habit.
"Who's there?" asked the CAC as the front door opened. "Oh my God! William! How good to see you! May I offer you some Scotch? Eighteen years old."
"Hello, Charles." said Jack Muscone's boss, the FBI Deputy Director, his full power devoted to this mission. "I'm sorry, I can't stay. I only came by because I have to ask you to not open that investigation into the Wildcats, Bulldogs, and Commander Troy."
"Are you kidding?" asked the CAC. "That's a done deal. It's already in motion."
"No, it's not a done deal." said the DepDirector, keeping his voice smooth. "You can stop the nonsense, end the whole thing. It's not going to do anyone any good."
"I don't know if I agree with you there, William." said the CAC. The DepDirector happened to see the Scotch bottle on the table behind the CAC. And he understood.
"Okay, Charles," said the DepDirector. "I'm not going to waste time on this. I'll just be clear. It is in the FBI's best interest that you do not start this mudslinging operation over such little shit. But if you do, if you hold that press conference tomorrow morning and open that investigation, then one hour later I will be on national television... in front of the entire Nation, Charlie... and I will be telling the world that the FBI is beginning a criminal investigation of the Conference, and you in particular, for covering up the PED abuse at the University, at State U, and at State Tech."
The CAC's face showed open shock, then fell into skepticism. "You wouldn't do that." he said.
"Won't I?" said the DepDirector. He extended a file, which contained only a few papers. "Here's just the appetizer... we know that reporter Tim Dawdle gave you significant information on the University and its coach, Brian Harlan. You suppressed that information. And need I add that Dawdle was murdered."
"That wasn't us!" shouted the CAC. "That was that serial killer... er, uh.. the 'Black Widow' or something like that."
"That's not what I'm going to say at my presser tomorrow morning." said the DepDirector. "We will be looking very hard into the possibility that you hired the now-deceased Black Widow to murder Tim Dawdle. And we'll show the PED cover-up in all its criminal glory. And then a lot of former players will... 'cooperate' with us. In order to keep their NFL careers from going to shit, of course."
"William, what the hell is this?" asked the shocked CAC. "Why are you doing this to me?"
"Because, Charles," said the DepDirector, "you are giving me no choice. So what is it going to be?"
"We've been friends for 30 years." said the CAC, his voice hardening with anger. "But no longer. I'll think about it, and you'll have my answer at my press conference tomorrow morning. Now get the hell out of my office, and I don't ever want to see nor hear from you again."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With the FBI DepDirector gone, he came out of the other room. The Conference Assistant Commissioner was white as a sheet, immobilized in his chair.
"Relax, Charles." he said. "We'll call this one off. I've received other news, as well as this visit from your former friend. The Federal Government is way too interested in this, and it's getting way too deep. We'll... we'll have to find another way."
"Are you sure?" asked the CAC. "I'm ready to go through with it, and may God damn the FBI!"
"I'm sure." he said. "And may God damn the Iron Crowbar!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With the party over and everyone else sleeping, Cindy Ross and I got into my Police SUV and drove into Town.
"Rudistan, Morton, Barnes, and a cameraman are going to meet us there." Cindy said. "Sure it'll be enough?"
"Oh, yeah." I replied. "This is just a simple execution of a warrant I got earlier."
We arrived at our destination, an apartment complex just south of the Bus Station, across the street from the northern parts of the University campus. Sergeant Rudistan and his small team were waiting for us.
"Okay guys," I said as we gathered, "apartment number 209 is Ben Knight's, and it's still under our control as part of the investigation of Bishop's murder. What we are looking for under this fresh warrant are bugging devices. Okay, let's go."
Rudistan unlocked the door with the key we'd taken from Knight when we was arrested. We went inside and I flicked on a light, putting my finger over my lips in a 'hush' sign. The cameraman, actually our female Korean photographer, began filming as I used my 'official' police-issue bug tracking device, not my more powerful personal one. It still did the job.
I found two bugs in the main room, two in the guest bedroom that was being used mostly for storage, one in the hallway, secreted in the light fixture, and no less than three in the master bedroom. We took all of the bugs into evidence. The Crime Lab would deactivate them and render them useless back at the Crime Lab building when they arrived.
"Wow." Cindy said as we got back into my SUV to go home. "Shades of that parole officer case."
"Yes." I said. "I realized Ben Knight's home must have been bugged when we interrogated him. He said that he was going to call Bonita, they'd get together 24 hours later, and then flee to Florida. And that is how the Consultant found Bonita: she got that phone call, but it wasn't really from Ben... but from people with the intent to do her permanent harm. The bugs are also how the Consultant knew that Ben and Bonita were going to fuck him over and run with the money instead of giving him his proper cut... which would've been most of it."
"Damn." said Cindy. "I guess we can start checking for bugs at any crime scene where you think this bastard is involved?"
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Not a bad idea at all..."
Part 21 - Ink By the Barrel
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at precisely 7:00am, Friday November 6th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Assistant Commissioner of the Conference is going to speak at a press conference in the City at 9:00am. For the details of this breaking story, we go to Nick Eastwood. Nick!"
"Hi, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood from in front of the Conference Headquarters in the City. "The Assistant Commissioner called this press conference yesterday afternoon, and the Conference Press Office released a statement that it would be about the ongoing story that the Wildcats received videotape of a Bulldogs practice. As you know, Bettina, the Wildcats annihilated the Bulldogs 70-0 last Saturday, and Coach Russ Bronson was fired Monday. Channel Two Sports has also learned that Coach Bronson has retained legal representation, and may file a lawsuit against both schools as well as the Wildcat alumnus who allegedly sent the videotape. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Nick!" shouted Bettina. "In other news, there have been no new leads in the murder of Bonita Bishop in Midtown. Bonita Bishop was the former wife of Quintus Bishop, who was killed in his pawn shop here in Town by his security guard, Ben Knight. KXTC reached out to Commander Donald Troy, who issued a statement that he believes the Bonita Bishop murder is not related to the killing of Quintus Bishop, and that the former husband and wife being murdered in such a short time span is just a coincidence.
"And speaking of Commander Troy," Bettina said with a brighter smile on her face, "yesterday was Guy Fawkes Day in England, and someone here in the States remembered that." Footage appeared, showing me running with the ROTC cadets in my Guy Fawkes mask as Bettina said "Yes, Anonymous came to Town yesterday, and that is Commander Troy himself running with the University's Army ROTC cadets while wearing a Guy Fawkes mask."
The MCD room was full of laughing Detectives, some of them clapping for me. I wasn't nearly as amused that KXTC had shown that. Bettina had gotten one over on me, though I knew that her real reason for shooting that footage had been stymied.
"Commander," asked Joanne Cummings, "do you really think the Conference is going to open an investigation of you?"
"From what I just heard," I said, "I think not. But we'll watch the KSTD newscast at 8:00am, and that'll tell me more."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News This Morning!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette into the County's ears as she appeared on the television in my office at 8:00am. Cindy's eyes turned a bit dreamy as she watched. She had similar memories of Priya that I had of Bettina.
"Five-Alive News is bringing continuing coverage of our lawsuit against the Town & County Council over the Jack Burke sex tapes scandal. Five-Alive News has learned that the Appellate Court is going to issue its ruling next week. The case had gone to the State Supreme Court, but was remanded to the Appellate Court for additional review."
Priya continued "We are also bringing continuing coverage of the search to replace Harold Bennett as Chief of Police. Chief Bennett resigned unexpectedly to take a new position with the State Department of Justice as a Regional Administrator over State facilities and SBI operations in our Region. The plan was announced by Governor Jared over the weekend."
"And speaking of Governor Jared," said Priya, "the race for his seat in the Governor's Mansion is on! State Senator Sean Stockton is set to announce his candidacy for Governor on November 11th, which is Veterans Day. Early polling shows him ten points behind SBI Director Lewis. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!"
"Thank you, Priya!" said Hull, who was in his early 30s with a head full of perfectly coiffed black hair. Cindy and I leaned forward to listen.
"The Bulldogs will be taking to the field under the direction of Interim Coach Reb Groves, and everyone wants to know how the Bulldogs will do after last week's humiliation at the hands of the undefeated Wildcats! The Wildcats also reached the top of the polls, and will take their Number 1 ranking into their game..."
"Okay, that's enough." said Cindy. "It's bad enough that your team is ranked Number 1. It's worse to have to hear about it." I just laughed, and we listened to the rest of the broadcast anyway.
After it was over, Cindy looked at me and said "Well?"
"I'll predict a stunning reversal." I said. "And that there will be no investigation. KXTC didn't mention my name when they were talking about it, and KSTD didn't mention it at all. I have no idea why, but it's been beaten back."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do you think?" asked University President Wellman as he sat behind his desk in his office on Campus.
"We'll see." said the Head of the Department of Psychology, Professor Laura Fredricson.
"At least KSTD shut up about it." said Wellman. "You must've put the fear of God into that Ajmani woman. KSTD called me and apologized, and asked to be allowed to film on campus again. They also begged for all charges to be dropped against their crew. Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson agreed, and the TCPD also agreed to not press further charges."
"Good." said Laura. "Ah, it's 9:00am. Let's see what happens." Indeed, all eyes and cameras were upon the Assistant Commissioner of the Conference as he took to the podium at Conference Headquarters in the City.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for coming." he said. "After a preliminary investigation, as well as consultation with the Presidents of the Conference's twelve schools, it has been decided that there will be... no further investigation of impropriety that might have occurred during the week before the Bulldogs-Wildcats game."
An audible gasp filled the room, camera shutters clicking furiously as the Assistant Commissioner went on: "The Conference does not believe that such a minor incident requires the expenditure of the large amounts of money that an extensive investigation would take. I will be taking no questions. Thank you very much." He walked off the podium as reporters shouted questions at him, to no avail.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Congratulations!" Sheriff Daniel Allgood said to me as he came into my office at 9:30am. "Melina texted me and told me to tell you how happy she is for you. Me, not nearly so much, but I'm glad we don't have the distraction any longer."
"You and me both." I said as Daniel sat down in one of the chairs in front of my desk. Cindy Ross was in the other one, and she and Daniel exchanged greetings.
"So," said Daniel, "you said it was important. Let's get right to it."
"Captain Ross and I were discussing it yesterday," I said, "and we agreed that Chief Bennett may not have his head fully in the game as Chief of Police. Worse, he might be giving SBI Director Lewis information on our investigations, though I have no hard proof of that. Ergo, we think it might be a good idea if you take it up with the Council to make his resignation effective a bit earlier that scheduled... like essentially right now."
Daniel smiled. "You are not the first persons I've heard that from, and a couple of Council members have discussed it with me as well... though their goal is likely to force Robert Brownlee into the Chief's chair. But in the overall, I agree with you and your sentiment. We're going to discuss it at the next Council meeting, next Tuesday. But that, of course, begats the question: with whom do we replace him? You better have a name ready to go."
"I do." I said. "Hell, I have the nominee all ready to go, and he can be present for an interview with the Council on Tuesday."
"Good!" said Sheriff Allgood. "Excellent! And I know who you're talking about." He then turned to Cindy and said "Captain, may I have a moment alone with the Commander?"
"Uh, sure." said Cindy, who got up and left. While that was going on, I furtively turned on the bug-blocker.
Daniel turned to me and said "Any repercussions over what your wife did on your behalf?"
I admit I was confused. "What do you mean?" Daniel then looked confused.
"I thought you knew." he said. "Laura put the fear of God into Priya Ajmani over filming you on campus. Melina told me that Laura said it was brutally ugly."
"I... didn't realize the extent of it." I said. "My wife doesn't always tell me what's she's doing at the... Company level, if you know what I mean."
"Well," said Daniel, "I doubt we'll hear any more on it. They obviously got to the Conference, too. But be careful out there, and don't let any rumors fester. The Press hates you enough as it is."
"Don't I know that." I said. "Thanks, Daniel." With that, Daniel made his goodbyes and left, leaving me to contemplate what was going on behind my back... and if I really wanted to know...
Part 22 - Issues and Answers (i.e. the Solution)
It was in the back room of John Colby's Country Breakfast Diner that we gathered at 12:00pm for a meeting. The doors were closed off, I swept for bugs (finding none) and still had the anti-bugging device on, and we sat down and ate before getting into the meeting. Present were: myself, SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, FBI Special Agents Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar and Lindy Linares (all of Jack's team), Captain Cindy Ross, Lt. Tanya Perlman, Lt. Teresa Croyle (at my personal and especial invitation), Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, and Sheriff Daniel Allgood.
"I've called you guys here," I said, "to tell you what has been going on with these Fake Badges cases. I'm going to lay it all out for, then we must decide what to do, with representatives of the Feds, the SBI, and the Town & County's Law & Order teams here."
"You've solved it?" asked Tanya Perlman, with something of a gleam in her eye.
"Well," I said, "as far as the murders and their reasons, yes. As to who planted the badges? Not so much. And as far as getting convictions? We're barely getting started there. But let me tell you the facts as I see them."
It got quiet as I began: "We first had the murder at the Pawn Shop. It looked simple enough, and my excellent MCD team solved it quickly without me even being present to participate in the fun." Everyone smiled at Cindy and Tanya.
I then said "It would've ended right there, with some further research into who was Ben Knight's benefactor, but there was an anomaly... a badge belonging to State Housing Authority Director Louise Belfort."
I continued: "I considered that Richard Norris left it before he went home, which would've inferred that he knew Knight was going to commit the crime, and therefore Norris was part of it. That also made sense when we found the Norris/Belfort connection. I also considered that Knight himself left it. However, as the investigation went along, I discounted both."



"Why?" asked Sandra Speer.
"If you'll permit me," I said, "I'll come back around to that. The next crime was Richard Norris's body being found in Hamilton County, killed by a method that we've seen before in this County: a large needle injecting drugs directly into the brain. At first glance, this looked like it was connected to the Pawn Shop crime, since Norris was Knight's partner. But we had a second anomaly that seemingly had no connection: the badge of Watch Captain Lockhart of the Prison System."
"And this, Sandra," I said, "is why I eliminated Knight's involvement in the Belfort Badge and in Norris's killing. Knight was in jail and unable to plant a badge on Norris. Also, if Knight wanted Norris dead, he could've killed Norris when he killed Bishop. I suspect Knight instead wanted Norris to be the suspect, as Knight was seemingly shot by an intruder."
"Couldn't Knight have killed Norris, dumped him or had Bonita dump him, and therefore still have planted both badges?" The question came from a very astute Teresa Croyle. "And to that, if Knight wanted Norris to be the suspect, it makes him planting the Belfort badge even more likely."
"True." I said. "Let me take these one at a time. First, Knight was so adamant about not knowing anything about the Belfort badge that I actually believed him. Lt. Croyle, how many times have you seen perps go through the motions on being accused of drug distribution when they're guilty, but then fight like hell when they are accused of something they didn't do?"
Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement at that point as I continued: "So with Knight screaming that he knew nothing about a badge even in the face of getting Death off the table in an plea deal, it caused me to think maybe he wasn't involved. And then the other badges showed up, which Knight could not possibly have done himself, and that strengthened that hypothesis for me."
I went on: "As far as Norris and the badge on him: in thinking about a possible accomplice for Ben Knight, I first thought of Bonita and the possibility of Mr. Knight and Mrs. Bishop having an affair. But there were some problems with the scenario of her dumping the body: Norris is not a small man, being very tall, and it's not easy dragging a big man out of the trunk of a car and dumping him. I'll come back around to this.
"Meanwhile, Norris is dead, so I'm thinking that this is getting to be a pretty complex situation with lots of moving parts... or else this was all being staged with the intent to make it look more complex than it really was. So I re-evaluated Norris."
I continued: "I saw that he was something of an idealist, do-the-right-thing type of guy, and when he was appointed to the City Housing Authority, he idealistically tried to clean up some of the bureaucratic mess. He tried to light a fire under the asses of some do-nothings, but Louise Belfort showed him the power of corruption, bureaucracy, racial politics, and Government waste, fraud and abuse by bringing racism charges against him when he wrote her up for being a worthless piece of crap."
"As it turned out," I went on, "he was right about her, but the Government bureaucracy brought the hammer down on him, instead. He had to retain legal counsel, at great expense to himself, to save his name and reputation. To sum up, I would venture to guess that he left that post very embittered at both Government and a Republican Party that had not supported him because they were too gutless to stand up to political correctness like he did." There were murmurs of agreement... I think it was agreement.
"Anyway," I said, "I could see Norris planting the Belfort badge, but I didn't see him being a part of the Bishop crime. Knight wanted all the money for himself, and Bonita; I would think Norris would want all the money for him-self if he were going to do this. All in all, I was not seeing Richard Norris as a criminal. But he did end up dead."
"Question." said Sheriff Allgood. "What about the Belfort badge?"
"Getting there. I'll come back around to it." I said, drawing some laughter, as I'd said that several times already.
"Okay, at least give us the motive for Norris before moving on?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Guys, give me a chance here." I said, becoming irritated. "You've got to let me lay this out my way. I'll answer all questions in due course and time." Everyone quietened down, perhaps because my blue eyes were throwing daggers at them as I stared around the table.
"Okay." I said. "There was no connection at all between Watch Captain Lockhart and Norris. I had had dealings with Lockhart at the time of the Priemus execution in Jacksonville, and I don't think he's particularly clean. I kept that in mind as we moved to the next crime, which was Gabe Wheeler, found with SBI Agent Ferrell's badge."
"Wheeler was a narc for the TCPD." I said. "I get a real sense that he was eliminated for that reason, but also to put the Ferrell badge upon him. That had to be, at least partially, to distract me or lead me down a path against Ferrell while other things were put into motion. By this time, several of the ideas I had about these cases were solidifying into a coherent theory."
"Which we cannot wait to hear." chided Cindy Ross, drawing laughter. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Getting there." I said. "Meanwhile, the fourth crime, Ivan Sebrovsky with Stevie Johnson's Southport Police Badge on it, occurred next. This one I'm not sure I can talk about."
"Yeah, you can." said Jack Muscone. That was the permission I needed.
"And I will in a moment." I said. "Meanwhile, there were two more 'Badge' crimes: Midtown Detective Frank Soltis's badge on Bonita Bishop, and an unassigned City Police Badge on the body of Midtown Assistant Chief Mark McCluskey."
I took a breath and said "Thank you for your patience in bearing with me to get to this point. I will now connect all the dots." There were cheers and mock applause. I love my team, I love my team, I love my team, I reminded myself...
"First, there were two parallel but separate threads, here." I said. "The victims, and the badge owners. The victims's roles are easy: almost all of them were narcs, C.I.s, or undercover operatives." I heard a slight gasp through the room.
"I can't understand why Bishop's money had drug residues," I said, "unless I understand that Quintus's entire operation is a front. This might be why Bonita left him, when she saw he wasn't in it for the money, but for something else. And that something else..." I said, looking around the room, "is that Bishop was working with the U.S. DEA in some capacity."
"Hand it over." Jack said to Eduardo. Eduardo took out his wallet and a twenty-dollar-bill exchanged hands. Cindy Ross was aggrieved.
"You guys just don't learn, do you?" she said. "Sandra, if you ever bet against the Iron Crowbar, I will arrest you!"
"Shhhh." said Sandra. "I'm taking Martin's money every few days." Cindy rolled her eyes as everyone else, including me, laughed.
"Sandra, Martin is letting you win..." I said. "...the same way I let my wife win all the family arguments. Smart man, that Nash guy." That got more laughter, and Sandra turned thoughtful...
"Okay." I said. "It really was all too easy to see. Quintus only had a few items in his pawnshop, and title deeds are not nearly as cash-rich and lucrative as this case would make it seem. In addition, Quintus played fast and loose with the rules on title deeds, so I realized his lack of fear of the Law on that was not out of thinking that forgiveness is easier to get than permission. So I wasn't really fooled by what was going on there. It just reeked of being a front for an undercover operation.
"In addition, Chaplain Steven Ikea of the SBI has told Inspector Maxwell here that Norris worked as a C.I. with him, but I think Ikea is a dumb shit that didn't realize Norris was also working with Bishop and the DEA, and was treating Ikea like a mushroom: keeping him in the dark and feeding him a lot of shit." Laughter erupted.
I went on: "Norris was such a goody-two-shoes that, after his brutal treatment at the hands of the political bureaucracy, the DEA took note of him and asked him to work with them. They played his sense of frustration at the corruption of the bureaucracy. So they and he worked with Quintus Bishop on intel-gathering missions in the County, and pipelines in and out of here. They might've been working on Malone's involvement back in the day, though maybe not. But I think that's what was going on. We may have touched the periphery of it during the 'Medical Murder' case... and the killings by the needle into the brain is common to both. But let me continue...
"As we've learned, Gabe Wheeler was a TCPD C.I." I said. "And who knows if he was more, but he was known, and was a convenient target when the time came. Sebrovsky had cut a deal with the FBI in New York City after getting busted, and he was an informant."
"Bonita Bishop broke the pattern." I said. "But I already had ideas enough to know that her death was for betraying her and Knight's benefactor, and to clean up that little mess." 
"The Consultant of Crime?" asked Cindy. I nodded.
"And this is where we get back to Norris's body being dumped." I said. "No way Bonita does that by herself, not only physically, but because the bastard that killed Norris dead wanted Bonita dead, too. And he succeeded, I might add."
I went on: "Soltis's badge was placed on her to give McCluskey a chance to kill Captain Moynahan. This was a quid pro quo between McCluskey and the Consultant, serving both their purposes. But McCluskey was waylaid, run off the road, and executed as he pursued Moynahan up here. And a badge had to be planted, so one was planted... but it was unassigned."
"Ergo," I said, "those last two crimes were sort of appendages, and don't fully fit with the first four, though that unassigned City badge gives me ideas. And before you say it, Miss Ross, the connection is coming." A blue crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"This connection is more complex, and is why I've asked you here today." I said. "It goes something like this: Norris knew Louise Belfort was dirty at the time he was working with her, and attempted to get her fired. But she was protected and he was moved out. Why? Because Belfort was put where she was for a reason, and she was moved to the State Housing Authority for a reason: to recruit criminals for manpower."
"Watch-Captain Lockhart worked with Belfort, as well as on his own, to identify criminals that might work well as manpower for a certain... organization. Ferrell also is in a position to identify and point out criminals that are good leaders of drug organizations. And Stevie Johnson is Belfort's nephew, and has been recruiting from the Southport area. I might add that they all put these recruits to work in transportation hubs: City Airport, the City Railroad Yards, Southport and Jacksonville waterway shipping. Definitely some fertile ground for smuggling operations."
"Wow, that's a great job of correlating those things, Don." said Lindy Linares, whose eyes gave away her desire to jump me and fuck my brains out right there in front of everyone.
"I'm still waiting for them to smuggle in my order of stakes for the witch burning." Jack Muscone said. Tanya slapped him on the arm as she laughed.
"So you think these people with badges are dirty?" asked Paulina.
"Ohhhh, yes." I said emphatically. "Except for Soltis, of course. The others all replaced those badges with new ones, knew that they had done so, and lied about it when asked. They may or may not have gone through official channels for the replacements; Ferrell's gold badge suggests it wasn't the normal sources, but it could be that someone in a position to get them replacements and cover it up... did so. I haven't gone there very hard, at least not yet."
"So here's the thing." I said. "I don't have enough to bust these bastards. I don't really have the killer or killers of Norris, Wheeler, Bonita Bishop, and Sebrovsky, and we may never... all those were the work of the Consultant. But I would propose that we watch these people Belfort, Lockhart, Ferrell, and Johnson, and see what we can find... and ultimately act upon."
"What do you think it'll lead to?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Smuggling. Drugs, underage girls and boys for prostitution, maybe." I said. "Maybe even to money laundering for your boss's favorite targets, Jack, at least in the case of your buddy Ferrell." Jack barked a short laugh, fondly remembering how he beat the shit out of Ferrell at our Fairgrounds as we investigated the death of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds.
I was not finished: "But I will also say this: when I talked about recruiting manpower... I was thinking of those criminals that attacked the nuclear power station. I'm thinking of disciplined groups of well-trained criminals, many with military backgrounds that are now in the Projects or in the prisons. Being recruited, trained, and exceptionally well-organized with iron discipline. That is what I see happening here, guys."
"Wow." said Britt Maxwell. "You've uncovered a huge operation here, if it pans out."
"Yes, this could be the first thread to pull that will unwind a huge curtain hiding some really bad stuff." said Muscone, beginning to grasp the sheer magnitude of it all. We discussed some ideas, Jack said he'd take it to his boss, and we finished our meals and got up to pay the bills and leave.
As we were heading out, I did hear Sandra Speer say to Eduardo Escobar "It is amazing how he figures things like that out." and Eduardo reply "Yeah... almost like he already knows the answers. I know he's been working on it, and finding things we don't know about... but it seems like he already knows more than he's letting on..."
Cindy rode with me in my Police SUV on the way back to Headquarters. She suddenly whirled towards me and said "I just realized that you never said who is actually planting those badges on the victims. So who did?"
"You tell me, Crowbar 2." I replied. "You've seen everything, heard everything."
"It could be our Consultant of Crime, but why would he expose what may be his own operation?" Cindy asked.
"Are you sure it's his operation?" I asked in reply.
"I can't imagine he'd try to use you to squelch competition." Cindy said. "I'd think he'd do what he normally does, and there'd be a lot of dead people lying around."
"And aren't there several dead bodies already?" I asked, this time sarcastically. Cindy's ice blue eyes flared with ice-cold anger.
"I mean State operatives with badges lying around, as opposed to just their badges." my partner replied sourly. "So, did the Consultant plant the badges?"
"That will be for you to figure out, now that the FBI is taking over the investigation into the corruption." I said. "But I will give you this one word as a clue: 'Porlock'."
That shut Cindy Ross up like nothing ever had before. She was lost in thought as we arrived at Headquarters...
Part 23 - Aftermath
"Goddammit, Charles!" yelled Russ Bronson. He was in the Conference Assistant Commissioner's office. "You left me hanging out to dry! I'm not exactly employed any more, and I spent a fortune on that lawyer to get the lawsuit ready! And then you go and pull the rug out from under me!"
"Look, Russ." said the CAC. "I did what I had to do. Pressure was brought to bear to drop the investigation. Very high level pressure. You have no idea what is going on above your head."
"Bullshit!" snarled Bronson. "I've half a mind to file that lawsuit anyway... do the job you won't do. Now I know how that punk Tim Dawdle felt when you bent him over and fucked him in the ass."
"Go fuck yourself, Bronson." snarled the CAC. "We had nothing to do with any of that."
"I meant the cover-up, not his murder." said Bronson.
"I don't care what you meant." said the Conference official. "Now what you need to do is go home, take some time off, and you'll have another job next year at the latest. Maybe as an assistant with a pro team or a major school, or head coach at a smaller school."
"What I need to do," threatened Bronson, "is find a way to fuck you over like you just fucked me. One day I will find a way... to roast your fat ass on a spit!" With that, the former Bulldogs coach stormed out of the room, slamming the door hard behind him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I asked him who planted the badges, and all he said was 'Porlock'." said Cindy. "It is fortunate for him that it's very hard to get leverage to swing a crowbar while sitting in a moving SUV."
She was sitting in her office behind her desk. Tanya Perlman was sitting on the love seat sofa, and Teresa Croyle straddling the chair at the side of the desk.
"Well, let's go ask him to be a little more forthcoming." said Tanya.
"We can't." Cindy said. "This has officially become an SBI Internal Affairs investigation, led by the Inspector of the SBI and Director of the Office of Ethics and Review, that being Britt Maxwell, with covert assistance from the City office of the FBI, that being Jack Muscone and his team. Don will probably be kept in the loop, but he says it's no longer in our hands and we can't even talk about it anymore, as it might affect future operations by our higher-level friends."
"By the way," said Cindy, "I can tell you that before she left, Britt Maxwell said she'd hired Frank Soltis away from the Midtown P.D., and he will be working with her on this case. My sister Molly was very happy to hear that."
"So am I. Good for him." Teresa said. "As to whoever planted the badges, maybe it was this Consultant of Crime. Certainly the killer or killers of each of the victims had to do the badge plantings."
"You know," Tanya said, "I'm not so sure. I was thinking about this for a while, and if you ask me what got Don onto the threads of this whole thing, it was finding those badges at the crime scene. This may sound weird, but it's as if whoever planted the badges wanted to help us get onto the scent of these perps."
"That's a good point." said Teresa. "But even if Ben Knight blacked out, there was only a small window of time for someone else to plant Belfort's badge. And who was around Norris's body but not involved with his killing? There was time for Wheeler, but Sebrovsky all the way down in Jacksonville, then finding Bonita Bishop who was in hiding? That'd be something."
"You raise good points." Cindy said. "Plenty of objections, but some interesting ideas."
"If it was someone wanting to help," Tanya said, "then it was someone who knew about the ring. And therefore, might have been watching, and was able to make the badge plants possible. Maybe someone on the inside, on the Consultant's payroll. That would be very much in line with Don's reference to 'Porlock'."
"Maybe he doesn't know for sure," said Cindy, "but wants to keep anything from getting back to the bad guys, and keep people from dying."
"People are already dying, though." said Teresa Croyle. "And I'm starting to believe The Abacus about Commander Troy knowing things in advance rather than figuring them out afterwards."
"Nooooo," Cindy said, "He's just good. He's just that good. You guys are that good, too... you just move your heads too much."
"Whaa?" Tanya asked. Cindy explained about Detective Theo Washington's observation of Commander Troy...
Part 24 - Epilogue
"I have to speak to the Intendent!" said the old woman to the Duty Desk Sergeant. "I have his badge right here, and I must return it."
"Ma'am," said the Duty Desk Sergeant, "you can leave that with me, but we don't have an officer by the name or title of 'Intendent'."



"Well, here's the badge!" sputtered the old woman. Just then a very tall redhead came up, the oak leaves of his rank on soft shoulderboards on his uniform, red and purple rectangles over his nametag on his right pocket.
"Hello Mrs. Boddiker." I said to the old lady. "How can I help you today?"
"Ah, Commander!" said Mrs. Boddiker. "I was telling your young officers here that I have found this badge and I wanted to return it." She handed the badge to me, and I examined it. As with all County badges, it looked like mine: a gold badge, five-pointed star with a circle wreath around it, and the title 'Intendent' was inscribed in black where my title of 'Commander' was inscribed in blue.
But the seal was not like the Public Safety Department; instead, it was the Great Seal of the Town & County, which the Council had on their badges. And instead of "Town & County Public Safety Department" in blue (for Police; the Fire Department was in red lettering), this said "Town & County Mayor & Council" in black.
"Mrs. Boddiker," I said, as I guided her to sit down in the waiting room, "Can you tell me where you found this badge?"
"Yes, Commander." said Mrs. Boddiker, as I applied my RFID reader, downloaded after seeing Cindy use hers so much. "My friend the Widow Athena Jones and I were in Courthouse Square, under the statue of President Jefferson, feeding the pigeons like we do on many mornings. Mrs. Jones noticed this gold badge on the base of the statue, between President Jefferson's feet. She said it looked like a police badge, and she asked me to bring it here."
"I certainly appreciate you doing so, Mrs. Boddiker." I said. "In fact, why don't you come to my office, where my assistant will take your statement." I had the Duty Desk Officer affix a visitor badge to her sweater, then led her to my office suite and asked Helena to take her statement in my office, thus affording Mrs. Boddiker the opportunity to tell her friends how she had been inside the office of the Iron Crowbar himself.
As I held the badge, an insight came to me... that this was a clue. A huge clue to my mission. Whoever and wherever you are, Widow Athena Jones, I thought to myself, thank you and bless you!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dream came again to the old man. He was back in Viet Nam, early 1970s, reliving those hellish times...
He was a Navy Corpsman, and had gone out with this recon squad from the 173d Airborne Brigade. The ambush against them had left men screaming, wounded and dying. The helicopters had roared in, evacuating the Paratroopers in the midst of a fierce firefight.
He tried desperately to save the man who was lying on the stretcher inside the chopper. He placed a piece of plastic on the sucking chest wound, hearing the man try to breathe in ragged gasps. Then he realized the man had stopped breathing. He applied CPR, desperately trying to re-start the man's heart and get him breathing.
"It's okay, son." the Captain, the leader of the squad, said to him, pulling him off the soldier. "He's gone, son. Let it go. Let it go."
The corpsman sat back, tears rolling down his cheeks. "I'm sorry, sir... I tried..."
"Son, you did everything you could, and then some. You gave everything you had. But he gave all he had, too. Does he have any pictures of family on him?"
The corpsman checked. "No sir."
"Well, I'll be writing a letter to someone." the Captain said. He took out a picture from his pocket. He showed the corpsman the photo of the pretty woman.
"My wife." the Captain said. "After this war is over, I'm going home to her. We're going to have kids, start a new life."
"I'm just ready for this political war to be over sir, and for this meat grinder to stop chewing up these men." said the corpsman. The Captain nodded as he gazed at the picture of his wife.
"You married, Corpsman?"
"No sir."
"How old are you?"
"Nineteen, sir."
"And a damn good medic already." said the Captain. "What are you going to do when you go home?"
"I'm applying to medical school, sir." said the Corpsman. "Maybe I can save more of these men, like him," he pointed to the body of the deceased soldier he could not save, "if I know what to do."
"Kid, I need a guy like you taking care of my guys when they get shot up. I'm having you attached to my company."
"Sir, I'm not Airborne..." said the Corpsman, knowing that it was required of the 173d Brigade's troops.
"You will be," said the Captain, "after your first combat jump with us. What's your name, kid?"
"Cordell." said the corpsman. "Leonard Cordell."
Finis
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled my favorite redheaded reporterette at precisely 7:00am, Monday November 9th. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the major drug bust over the weekend by the Town & County Police Force's Vice Squad, led by Lieutenant Teresa Croyle!"
All of MCD was watching intently as Bettina continued: "The drug operation centered around an organization called Viscotti Cabs. Their cab service only picked up customers who were known to them, and their operation was a mere front for distributing drugs in the County. The TCPD has been working on this case for over a year, and concluded their investigation with the arrest of eight people Saturday night."
(Author's note: the Viscotti Cabs situation was first brought up in 'The Case of the Murdered Bride'.)
"Fantastic!" Lt. Tanya Perlman said, giving a fist pump.
"Teresa kicked ass on this, as did Grubby Paul, who infiltrated them." said Cpt. Cindy Ross.
"Yes." I said. "I eagerly await your submissions for commendations for all involved."
"It's worth the paperwork." Cindy said. "By the way--"
She was interrupted as Bettina said "In other news regarding the Police Department, the Town & County Council is expected to bring up the issue of hiring a new Police Chief, and have asked Sheriff Daniel Allgood and Commander Donald Troy to attend their executive session. Once again, Commander Donald Troy has taken his name out of consideration for the post, and Channel Two News has learned from multiple sources that the Council may already have our next Police Chief's name in mind."
"Is that true?" asked Tanya as she filled her mug with coffee.
"Yes." I said. "It's a done deal... well, after the Council affirms it, then has a second reading of the bill next week."
"Not going to tell us who, sir?" asked Martin Nash.
"I'll tell y'all Wednesday, once it's confirmed." I said as I noticed Vice Detectives had been trickling into the MCD room. Something was up, and I had a sneaking suspicion what it was and who was behind it... a certain platinum blonde Canadian wielding the Blue Crowbar.
"They're moving really fast on getting a new Chief." said Chris 'Pervert' Purvis of Vice. "Won't Chief Bennett be here through the end of the year?"
"That was the original plan." I said as everyone poured more coffee, and started fresh pots. "But if the Council acts tomorrow, they may let Chief Bennett go ahead to his new job, which he's pretty much doing half the time already."
Just then, Lt. Teresa Croyle came into MCD. "Where is everybody?" she asked. And the Blue Crowbar's plan came to fruition: all of the Detectives stood and gave her a huge round of applause for the Viscotti Cabs bust. And well-deserved, too.
"Congratulations, Lieutenant!" Cindy shouted as the applause finally died down. Teresa was blushing furiously as Cindy opened a box of doughnuts she'd just brought out from under a desk. "You get the first doughnut today. We'll save a couple for Grubby Paul when he comes on duty this afternoon. But you guys did a fantastic job on this. Especially you, Lieutenant. You've stuck with this for over a year, and you finally landed those fish."
"And she doesn't even need a crowbar." I said, getting laughter. "Truly great work, Lieutenant. And all of you in Vice deserve credit as well. Great job, guys!" There was more acclaim, then the boxes of doughnuts were attacked.
Teresa was not used to such praise, especially in front of her peers, subordinates, and superiors, and I could see on her face that she was trying to deal with it internally. I had a flashback to the time she was nearly fired for beating up Dean Allen, and the Christmas party and all that that had meant. Teresa had come a long way, a long, long way. And I hoped she would sustain and prevail in the tests to come...
Part 2 - Cab Service
"We've still got a lot of work to do on this." Teresa said as she and ADA Jenna Stiles sat in my office chairs in front of my desk, with Cindy sitting behind them on the sofa. "I'm hoping we can get the Viscottis to talk, maybe give us more. Maybe even the Beanstalk Gang, finally and at last. Commander, Jenna and I will try to break them down first, but I lose no face in asking if you'll help us out with the interrogations. No one else can do it any better."
"Sure, no problem." I said. "What do you want from them?"
Jenna said "We're pretty sure the Beanstalk Gang was their primary supplier. Ever since Captain Malone left Town, other gangs have been able to operate here... at least until Lt. Croyle shuts them down. However, most of the distributors stuck with the Beanstalkers, and were only now getting some inroads into them."
"This is where I berate myself for not paying more attention to the Vice side of things." I said. "Thank goodness I have someone of Lt. Croyle's ability leading us there."
"I have a lot of help, Commander." said Teresa. "And your Captain of Detectives has been giving us plenty of support, and I know you've got our backs too."
"Oh, no doubts on that." I said. "So let me ask this, at least to the extent you can tell me without blowing C.I. covers: who else do we need to be looking at to chop down this Beanstalk, or at least make it wither and die away?"
Teresa replied "As you know, Commander, it used to be that the Beanstalk Gang was the only game in Town. Captain Malone would drive the rest away or put the competition in jail. But as soon as he (Cpt. Malone) was gone, T-Square stopped dealing with them, and began opening his own pipelines. But here's the cute little trick: the Beanstalkers saw their exclusivity coming to an end, so they set up other gangs and made them look like 'competition'... but they're really all interconnected."
"Kind of like phone companies or cable companies pretending to have competition, when they're all owned by the same holding companies." I said. Jenna nodded.
"That's right." said Teresa. "And they've set up some pretty interesting groups. Viscotti Cabs was one of their oldest and best. But we can find them in just about anything to do with transportation and delivery. That Kroger regional executive was one example. That one didn't work out, but for every failure they have two successful lines.
"Another really big one is restaurants." Teresa continued. "Take the Hyatt Hotel, or University Hotel. Somebody brings in one little extra package of some food item, like ketchup, or coffee creamer. Then a guest in the hotel gets a little package with his or her room service the next morning. And then there's things on a larger scale, going through the same channels.s"
"And damn near impossible to catch." I said.
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Which is why getting the Viscottis to talk is such a big deal. They're buying from the Beanstalk Gang, and if we can set up a sting and catch them based upon Viscotti's information, then we can work on the Beanstalk Gang to turn on their supplier, and so on and so forth."
'So out of idle curiosity," I asked, "where do you usually find that the chain ends? Where is it that we stop being able to catch these guys?"
"For us, the County line." said Teresa. "Some States have good regional or State-wide task forces, while some States, like our own, have State-level law enforcement that doesn't give a damn. Dick Ferrell's Narcotics Task Force is an absolute joke; criminals do not fear him nor his people at all, local LEOs have absolutely no respect for him."
"Can't imagine who those might be." I said drily."
Teresa's eyes glinted as she said "One LEO even began shooting at him and his corrupt minions with a machine gun. I'm only sorry that guy missed. He needs range time."
Cindy and I burst out laughing at that one, knowing that I was the errant machine gun operator, and how often I instruct my Officers to get more range time. Jenna looked confused as I said "Good one, Lt. Croyle. "I'll see if I can get some time on the outdoor range with a machine gun, just in case we have that scenario again. So we have problems at the State level?"
"We do, but some States are luckier." Teresa said. "States with good interdiction, and those aren't many, usually find a helpful FBI or DEA working with them if State lines are crossed. In this State, the FBI or DEA pretty much has to come to the County-level LEOs to get anything done... assuming they, the Feds, want to get something done."
"And of course," I said, "once we take out a group like the Viscottis or the Beanstalkers, you're looking at new groups coming in and replacing them. Gangs, like MS-13; motorcycle gangs, such as the Hell's Angels or other, newer bikers like 'White Roots'. The party never stops with them."
"Good job security for us." Teresa said, with no small amount of sarcasm in her voice.
"But that is the one thing that burns me up." said Cindy, piping in from behind. "You guys spend months working to bust these bastards, the D.A.'s Office spends time and effort to prosecute them, and asshole judges like Harry 'Spud' Nance just set low bails and they walk, never to return. And then another gang starts up, and guess who is behind it? Yep, the same guys that walked on the low bails. And then Appellate Judges like Leahy look as hard as they can for any technicality over which to release them."
I observed that Jenna Stiles's eyes flashed some anger at her fiancée's comment; Jenna was of the political Left, and actively so, while Cindy was a political atheist. No, I had no desire to know what their pillow talk was about, I thought to myself.
"Well, we can only do what we can do." I said. "So!... let's concentrate on the bastards we have in our jails now, and let the cards fall as they may."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I got nothin' for you little girls." said Vince Viscotti. He was a large, muscular man with a balding head. I had to resist the temptation to call him 'Popeye'. He talked in an Italian accent, though with fewer hand motions and gesticulations than many Italians I know. Oh, is that politically incorrect to say? Get over it.
Speaking of political incorrectness, Viscotti was showing his clear disrespect for the women on the other side of the table. Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick was doing the guard duty in the room, and Viscotti just ignored him as he said "You women will never be able to prove that I was involved in any of this. By the way, where is my lawyer?"
"You haven't asked for one yet." said Croyle. "Do you want one?"
"He's trying to be sneaky with us, Lieutenant." ADA Stiles said. "By asking where the lawyer is, he's essentially asking for one. So we won't ask him any more questions until his attorney shows up. Mr. Viscotti, do you want to call your own attorney, or shall we send a Court-appointed Public Defender to represent you?"
Viscotti frowned, seeing his little ruse hadn't worked. I was watching through the one-way glass with Grubby Paul and Cindy, and I pointed out his little gambit. "Jenna did a great job on that one." I said. "My question is: who coached this meathead to do that?" We listened as Viscotti growled that he wanted a phone to call his attorney.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The attorney from Andolini & Tommasino, P.C., arrived at 11:00am and went into conference with Viscotti immediately. His name was Tessaforte. He was short, putting on weight. His hair was frazzled on either side, almost Crusty-The-Clown in appearance, with an oval face and glasses that made him appear nerdish. I knew that this law firm was dedicated to Italian clientele, mostly in the City, and was very much Mob-connected.
When Teresa and Jenna were 'invited' back, they found the attorney as disdainful of the females as Viscotti had been, as Tessaforte said "You little ladies don't have a thing on my client. He may have been an investor in this cab company, but he didn't personally run it."
"First of all," said Teresa, "if you call me a 'little' lady again, you will find out just how hard a punch I can pack. Second, we've got your little boy 'Popeye' here ice cold for big-time drug distribution as well as RICO violations."
"Who are you calling a little boy, bitch?" growled Viscotti. "I'll break you in half." His lawyer worked to calm him down as Corporal Kirkpatrick showed readiness with his billy stick and Teresa glared at him.
"Your client, Mr. Tessaforte," said Jenna Stiles, not even giving Viscotti the courtesy of acknowledgement, "is going to be arraigned in two hours or so, and we are talking tens of years of imprisonment at a maximum security facility once it goes to trial. Judges here really love to give consecutive sentences. But you think we don't have a case? By all means, walk right in there and plead 'not guilty', and we'll find out. Cooperate with us, and maybe you get concurrent sentences, with parole possibilities, at Sunnydale Medium Security Prison."
The lawyer was a whiney, know-it-all asshole. He proved it by saying "Girls, this man is not going to be doing any prison time at all. In fact, he'll be suing you and your Police Department for violating his rights and putting him through this unreasonable process."
"El. Oh. El." retorted Jenna. "Bring it on, Tessie. I'm looking forward to watching you be disbarred if you try."
The back and forth went on for a while, with the lawyer sneeringly calling Teresa and Jenna "girls" and "little girls" over and over, and Viscotti just sitting back in his chair with his arms folded, his face alternating between sneers and laughter. At one point in time he made a circle with the fingers of his right hand and pistoned his left index finger in the circle, the universal sign of 'fuck you' to the women. Jenna had to restrain Teresa. I tapped on the glass and the women came out.
"The gender gap notwithstanding," I said, "do you think you're going to get anywhere with these clowns?"
"No." said Jenna. "We've got 90 minutes to arraignment, and I'd like to break him down before then, though it's not a necessity. If you want to give it a crack, Commander, go for it."
"And 'crack' is the operative words... as in 'crack their fucking heads open'." I said. I whispered an instruction to Cindy, then said out loud "Ms. Stiles, you're with me." I opened the door and went into the Interrogation Room, followed by ADA Stiles.
"Oh, well if it ain't the big boy himself." sneered the lawyer. "Your cunts can't get the job done?"
"Watch your language, asshole." I said. "If you're trying to goad me into physically beating you down, that can be arranged. And yes, I'm saying that right into that camera up there." I'm not sure what induced the fear into the lawyer, whether it was my bravado or his realizing that I actually didn't care if there was a camera recording me whipping his ass... but I saw the change in his eyes.
When you get back home, Tessaforte," I said to the lawyer as I sat down, "be sure to tell Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone that the Iron Crowbar says hello, and that I'm taking a professional interest in pussies named 'Tessaforte'... my profession's interest, of course. Or I'll tell him myself when I see him next. In the meantime, Mr. Viscotti, you and I have a lot to talk about... a lahhhhhht to talk about."
"What, you think you got more clout with 'Coffin' Cerone than my lawyer here?" Viscotti said sardonically. Maybe he hadn't noticed his lawyer going pale and looking sickish after I'd brought up Cerone's name. And he definitely didn't realize he'd just given his lawyer away as being part of Cerone's mob clan.
"We'll find out." I said. "I'm neither forgiving nor forgetting what he just called this ADA and my female officers, and we'll see how 'Coffin' feels about that. But let's just talk about you, Vincent. I want names of your suppliers. I want the where and the how and the when of your buys from them. I want you to make your lists and I'll check them twice."
"Are you out of your mind?" snarled the lawyer. "Vince, take the Fifth, tell this redheaded stepchild to shove his crowbar up his ass."
"I think this loser is trying to bait you, Commander." said Jenna, also a redhead.
"No doubt about it." I said, "He knows he's irrevocably crossed the line, so if he's in for a penny he might as well be in for the full pound." My look at 'Tessie', boring right through him, might possibly have backed up my works. The lawyer continued to look like he was about to lose his breakfast.
I then turned to Vince, ignoring the asshole lawyer. "You work with me, Vince, and you'll have a merry Christmas at Sunnydale. You don't... well, Jimmy Cerone and the Southport boys don't have much use for you anymore, especially after I talk to him about you. And the hombres of MS-13 in prison are going to give you that circle-finger sign you gave my Lieutenant... right before they give you a few Christmas presents and get some fresh Italian cherry ass, many times over. You might live through it..." I just shrugged after that.
"That's harassment!" yelled the lawyer. "You can't talk to my client that way! Vince, say nothing. This bastard has nothing, so he's resorting to intimidation and threats. You'll be out in no time."
"ADA Stiles," I said, getting up, "just let the process run. We'll get the supplier names from one of the other guys we've arrested. They'll be glad to let Vince take the fall, and be bent over in jail, while they take the deals. And then 'Coffin' will take care of Vince at the Asylum." Jenna got up to leave with me.
"Wait..." said Vince. His face showed his fear and uncertainly.
"SHUT UP!" yelled the lawyer. "Don't listen to them! They're lying, they'll say anything!"
"He's right, Vince." I said as I got to the door. "I'll say anything... to Jimmy Cerone. And he'll listen, too. Good luck to you." I reached for the door handle.
"Hold on!" Vince gasped out. "I'll... what's the deal again?"
"NO!" shouted the lawyer.
"Shut up, jerk!" growled Vince. He turned to me. "Let's work something out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You know," Jenna said as we talked in my office later that afternoon, with Cindy and Teresa also present, "none of us could've done that interrogation like you did. But what if he'd called your bluff?"
Vince Viscotti had given us a ton of information. The other seven that were arrested with him had also taken deals, and the arraignments had turned into easy plea deals.
"What bluff?" I asked flatly.
"Cerone." said Jenna. "Acting like you knew him, had clout with him."
"That was no bluff." I said simply. "I dealt with Cerone months ago, during the SBI legislation meetings. If and when I do talk to Cerone about that asshole lawyer, Cerone is going to ask that lawyer why his, Cerone's, harmony is being disturbed because that lawyer is annoying the Iron Crowbar."
"Winning friends and influencing people, like Chief Griswold used to say." Cindy said. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Viscotti knew that I really could have enough influence on Cerone to make it very tough on Viscotti in prison." I continued. "Ergo, he wisely took the deal. He won't be at Sunnydale, he'll be in protective custody somewhere else, but with a far easier life than it would've been if he'd taken the fall.



"By the way, we took care of that lawyer." Cindy said. Indeed, when the jerk had left the building, he found all four of his tires flat, without air. Uniformed officers had confronted him as he yelled and screamed in the front lobby. He was threatening to sue; they were threatening to arrest him. They also told him to get his car off the property or it would be impounded. He'd had to call a tow truck at personal expense, swearing and cursing that he was 'connected' and that I'd be hearing from his 'friends'.
"Yeah, right. He's 'connected'." I said. "Well, enough about him. Teresa, you've got work to do. That information on the Beanstalk Gang won't stay good very long."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "But we're going to have to do surveillance, corroborate what we've been told. Stakeouts of the warehouses, all of that. If what Vince told is good, Thursday night should be fun."
"Good." I said. "Keep at it. By the way, I noticed Detective Newton came in and was listening to some of Viscotti's confession. What was up with that?"
Teresa replied "She was taking some notes on the financial arrangements as Vince gave them to us. She's tracing them now."
"Cool beans." I said. "But run me a raw report of that information, i.e. the straight transcript of Vince's own words, as well as anything The Abacus finds. I want to follow up for... other reasons."
Part 3 - Night Moods
Monday evening, November 9th. Laura and I, and our children, were having dinner with Daniel and Melina Allgood, and their child, at their home overlooking the Town from the northeastern viewpoint. As the sisters talked inside, Daniel and I took our drinks outside and talked 'shop'.
"Tomorrow night." said Daniel. "You'll need to be there, though they might not talk to you except to vouch for the candidate to replace Bennett in the Chief's chair. But it'll come to pass. Just like everything else you want to happen." I smiled at that one.
"Cool beans." I said. "I do have a question for you, Daniel: who is the Intendent?"
"Oh!" said Daniel, caught unawares by my unexpected question. "I guess you mean Mrs. Peabody."
"I guess so." I said. "Who is she?"
"Oh, you don't know?" Daniel asked, peering at me in surprise. "She's...well, let's just say she is the Town & County Government."
"How so?" I asked, seeming laconically, but my senses concentrating on every word.
"Well, you probably haven't had to deal with her." Daniel said. "She basically is the one-woman staff and secretary for the Town & County Council. She has a small administrative office in City Hall, and her position and title is 'Intendent'. I have to deal with her for paperwork issues that all of us elected officials have to do; she gets it all done for us."
"But she's not our servant." Daniel continued. "I daresay it's the other way around. She's in charge of us. She is like Elsie Gringer, and your mom from what I'm told, in that she knows everything that has gone on and is going on in this County, at least as regards our elected officials."
"Sounds like someone I'd like to get to know." I said. "What's she like?"
"I think she's over 50 now, but she doesn't look like it; she looks much younger than her age. And she's a MILF hottie; you definitely will like her. She 'has the aura', as you and Melina say about certain people. By the way, why has this come up?"
"Her Town & County badge was found on the lawn of Courthouse Square." I said. "I think I'll have to ask her about it when I return it to her."
"Want me to let her know you're coming to visit?" Daniel asked. "She won't like being intruded upon without an appointment. I found that out the hard way."
"No," I said, "don't tell her I'm coming to see her. In fact... don't mention this conversation with anyone. Maybe I'm paranoid, but I don't want anyone to know what I'm doing or who I'm talking with in advance of it happening."
"As you wish." said Daniel. "Don... I know you're going through a lot, and working on a very tough problem. But don't let it eat you up. You've got a huge support group in your family and some really outstanding Police subordinates."
"I hear you." I said, sipping my drink. "I probably sound like a paranoid crazy-man. But it's better to err on the side of discretion..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly midnight. Laura and I had returned home, and she put the kids to bed as I took Bowser outside to do his business. Once he was back inside and settled under Carole's crib, I began working on the Jack Burke tapes and Laura took care of 'Company' business on her secure laptop. Some long minutes later, she got up, went into the kitchen, and came back out.
"Looking at porn again?" she teased me as she brought me a glass of iced tea. "I thought that was my job." I smiled.
"Noooo, this is definitely in my professional arena." I said. "I think... that I've finally got an idea of what to look for in these tapes. I think one of the women on it might hold a clue to our Consultant's interest in these tapes."
"I'll let you get back to it, then." Laura said. But she did not move away.
"What are you working on?" I asked, sensing she wanted me to ask.
"Well," she said, sitting down next to me, "I'm still working on the fallout from Sharples exposing Janet Riordan and Callie Carrington. The FBI should be taking the lead on investigating this, as it's a domestic counter-intelligence issue. But they're dragging their feet on it. Jack's boss thinks someone is holding the investigation back, and doing so to protect Superior Bloodlines and other supremacist groups. He may well be right."
"Are he and Jack involved in the Sharples investigation?" I asked. "I know they haven't said a word to me about it."
"No." said Laura. "Since that idiot FBI lawyer Bond interrogated you and pretty much shredded the Constitution in doing so, the counter-intel group working on the case circled the wagons and clammed up."
"They still think I was behind that, don't they?" I asked, with no small amount of acerbity in my voice.
"Let's just say..." Laura said, knowing it'd be foolish and hardly possible to keep the truth from me, "that they are divided in their opinions. Most don't, but there are a few, led by Dr. Casey B. Walker, who want to interrogate you... and I'm not talking about a recorded discussion with lawyers."
"Are you serious?" I asked, shocked. Laura did not answer, and the silence was as telling as it was deafening. "Well, chalk up another reason I'm glad I told them to pound sand instead of working for them. So when are you retiring?" I wasn't kidding: I wanted my wife out of that organization, and she knew it.
"My presence is needed..." said Laura, "... to keep assholes like Walker from doing what they want to do. And not just to you. These guys are getting... carried away about things."
"How do you stop them?" I asked.
"By borrowing your crowbar and beating them to death." said Laura. Something beyond instinct suggested to my mind that my wife was not joking about that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Laura went back to her work, I began looking at the Burke tapes again. About fifteen minutes later I found what I wanted.
A very lovely older woman was lying on Jack's bed, and he was on top of her, pumping his huge cock steadily in and out of her. The woman had a great pair of legs and a nice body, I noted. The view was from the tops of their heads, looking down their bodies toward their coupled loins. That bastard Jack Burke got a lot of pussy, and from a lot of great looking women, I noted with some acidity... and with admitted jealousy.
As the tape rolled, the lovers finished copulating as Burke came inside the woman. The sound was garbled and barely audible, but I could tell he was saying he was going to take a shower.
And then... it happened! The woman sprang off the bed and to her purse, which was near her clothes on the floor. She pulled out a small, wrapped package and bent down to the A.C. vent, which was just off the floor. Pulling it out, she thrust the package as far into the vent as she could. Then she replaced the vent cover and began getting dressed. A moment later she disappeared from the camera's view.
That has to be it! I thought to myself. Whatever is in that package is the clue! I need to find that package...
And above all else, I realized as I watched that segment again, I knew that the woman in this tape... was The Intendent, Mrs. Peabody.
Part 4 - Coffee and Police
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at precisely 7:00am on Tuesday, November 10th. "Channel Two News has learned that the body found in the River in Southport last night is that of Ambrusco Tessaforte, a lawyer with the Andolini & Tommasino Law Firm in Southport!"
Bettina went on, her lusciously lipsticked lips looking like they wanted to perform fellatio on the big microphone she was holding: "The local connection is that Tessaforte was the lawyer representing Vincent Viscotti, who made a plea deal with the District Attorney's Office over charges stemming from the Town & County Police Department's Vice Squad's bust of his taxicab service as a front for the distribution of illegal drugs."
"Oh, shit." I muttered as all of MCD and some of Vice watched in silence.
"In other news," said Bettina, "the Town & County Council will meet tonight, and in all likelihood will go into executive session. Channel Two News has confirmed from multiple sources that at least one interview for the position of Police Chief will take place, and we also know that Commander Donald Troy has been requested to be at this meeting. This in spite of Commander Troy's constant denials of willingness to take the Chief's job himself."
Bettina continued: "Channel Two News reached out to Police Chief Harold Bennett, who said he is unaware of the Council's actions regarding the post of Police Chief, and that he, Chief Bennett, will be at the post until the end of the year... unless the Council informs him otherwise. We now go to Sports with Chick Pringle. Chuck!"
"That really sucks." said Chris 'Pervert' Purvis of Vice. "Now the whole world knows that Viscotti pled out, and we may not get to use the information he gave us."
"That's true." Cindy Ross said.
"You think they'd try to kill Viscotti instead of his lawyer." said Martin Nash of MCD. "Commander, anything to that?"
"I don't know." I said. "That's Southport's business. I've got enough problems up here in this fine County. Crimes to solve, Detectives to teach how to make coffee..." That got a laugh.
"And politics!" Cindy said loudly, and with what I knew to be sarcasm. "You've got an engraved invitation to meet the People's Representatives tonight!" More laughter.
"Don't remind me." I said sourly. "I'd rather keep drinking this coffee... ugh! Hell, people, we made better tasting coffee on Army Reserve exercises! Who is making this stuff?"
"A crime we hope the Iron Crowbar will be unable to solve." said Tanya Perlman, a mischievous grin on her cherubic face.
"So, Commander," said Joanne Cummings, "did Deputy Chief Brownlee get an invitation to meet the Council?"
"You are making trouble, Detective Cummings." I said. "I get the idea that you are the perpetrator behind this coffee, and you are trying to distract me."
"No sir!" Joanne said, but smiling as she did so. "I'm currently in the Army Reserve, and I can make better coffee than this!"
"By the way," Cindy said, "who else in here either is or was in the military, Reserve included?" The hands raised were mine, Joanne's, Martin Nash's, and Diana Torres's.
"Grubby Paul in Vice was, also." I said. "Cindy's dad was in the Canadian Air Force, and Teresa's dad was a hero in the Viet Nam War. I won't even try to name all those in SWAT and the Uniformed Officer ranks."
"Dr. Eckhart was in the Canadian Air Force?" asked Teresa.
"No, my 'dad' dad. Molly's dad." said Cindy. "How did you know that, Don? Molly tell you?" I just nodded.
"Oh, and speaking of your question, Joanne..." I said, then turned to the door leading to the back hallway. "Brownlee! Stop peeking in from behind the door! Either come in or get out!" There was a silence in the room as Brownlee stepped into the doorway. I noted that his face was red... was that just embarrassment? And his eyes looked weird. Weirder than normal.
"Don't you guys have work to do?" he asked sourly.
"Yes, and they're where they are supposed to be." I said loudly, pulling out the cup that held the coffee filter and grounds. "I'm about to give these Detectives a lesson on how to make coffee properly. Care to join the lesson?" Brownlee just shook his head and left. I taught my Detectives how to properly make coffee.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the Angels Meeting at 8:15am in my office, Cindy said "That was absolutely right that Bettina's report on Viscotti might kill our chances of nailing the Beanstalk Gang."
Teresa replied. "Maybe, but we've got surveillance of two warehouses. Both had some activity, though not much. My people are sifting through photographs taken at the locations, seeing if the people in the photos match the regular employees of the places."
"How are you getting photos of the employees?" I asked.
"Like we always do." Teresa replied. "Lainie hits tax records for name lists, then DMV for the photos. Neither the company nor the employees are ever contacted until we need to." I just nodded, having known that but still impressed (and somewhat disturbed) at how easy it was for the Government to get data on Citizens.
Teresa continued: "I've put Charles and Hewitt of SWAT on alert for Thursday night. If the perps bug out and are not there, so be it. If they're there like we think they'll be, then we are going to be making a huge harvest of 'Beans', and chopping down the Beanstalk for good."
"Okay, great." I said. "Just get Captain Ross's or my 'go' when you're ready to do it. Also, keep any information on it on the down-low. Need to know basis. It's bad enough that the Press is getting all this stuff about us so easily. I definitely know how Chief Griswold always felt."
Have I mentioned that I am not a fan of the Press?
"I hope the Council asks our new Chief-to-be about his attitude towards the Press." Tanya Perlman said. "That should be the first prerequisite for the job."
"It is." I said. "The Council pretends not to realize it, but it is."
 "So, Commander," said Teresa, "is the next Chief going to be Robert Brownlee?"
"Like Detective Cummings, you are being a trouble maker, Lieutenant Croyle." I said with a grin. "But the answer is 'no'. The Council was bluffing about that, trying to get me to take the job. But the Sheriff is in Town, and he headed them off at the pass. This interview is a mere formality. The hire is a done deal."
"Commander," said Cindy, "what happened to that lawyer Tessaforte?"
"He was fished out of the River just where it flows into Southport's jurisdiction." I replied. "I have no information on it, not even a cause of death yet. I asked them for a report as a courtesy, seeing as he was here earlier in the day, but they haven't gotten back to me yet."
"Will they?" asked Teresa.
"Oh, I think so." I said. "It'll be as bare-bones a report as they can make it, but they'll put out something in general for the public record. Okay, ladies, I need to talk with your Captain for a few moments." Teresa and Tanya correctly deduced what I wanted to see happen, and they excused themselves and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once back in her office, Lt. Tanya Perlman was surprised by who came to her office: Detective Joanne Cummings.
"Ma'am," Cummings said, "is it okay if I go home a little early today? Seth and I have one of those pre-marriage classes with Pastor Westboro this afternoon."
"Is that a group thing, or just the two of you?" Tanya asked, seemingly nonchalantly.
"It's a group." said Joanne. "Most of us are getting married next Spring; we've already jockeyed for who gets what weekend. Now it's a series of classes on the religious and spiritual nature of marriage."
"Taught by an unmarried man?" Tanya said. Joanne didn't take to that too well.
"That's not fair, ma'am." the lovely blonde said. "He was married a long time ago. I'm not sure what happened, if his wife left him or if she died, but he never remarried. He says the vows of matrimony are as sacred as the Ten Commandments."
"This is the wrong Town to have those views, from what I've witnessed." Tanya said, more to herself than to Joanne. She caught herself and said "Sure, Joanne, leave when you need to."
Part 5 - Access Never Denied
I turned the TV up so that it was fairly loud in the office, but not enough to distract nor disturb the people in the anteroom or the hallway. I also got out and turned on my anti-bugging device, so that my upcoming conversation with Cindy would not be overheard by I.A. nor anyone else. Last but not least, Cindy and I positioned our chairs in the middle of the room and close to each other's so that we could talk quietly.
"Whassup?" Cindy asked quietly.
"I think I found something on the Jack Burke tapes." I said. "Someone hid something inside his apartment. I need to find a way to go in and extract that hidden package. And I really need to do it today, at least before the Council meeting tonight."
"Why not just ask the apartment manager to let you in?" Cindy said.
I replied "These apartments are a bit low end. The renters are mostly younger types, some are University students, and a good number of them use recreational drugs. This apartment is currently occupied by a young couple that easily fits the description."
I continued: "The apartment manager is known to me. He is hostile to Police; if I asked, he would demand a well-defined and strictly narrow warrant, he would have a lawyer examine it, and he would want to be present during the search. Last but not least, any publicity at all, even getting a warrant under some other pretext, creates a public record that our Consultant is constantly watching for, and so it would tip him off."
Cindy nodded as I talked. "So you're thinking you have to go to the Dark Side to get this material, however good a cause it is." she said. I nodded.
After a moment of thought, she said "I could probably get Jenna to get a secret warrant, saying the newly developed drug information requires fast action. We can take a dog, go in and sniff around. If they have drugs, great: we make a bust. If not, we say the data must've been erroneous. It's not like that never legitimately happens."
"True." I said. "And I like that idea, but there's another problem: let's say we got a secret warrant on some pretext of drugs and went in. I still have to have time to get that stuff, secrete it and get it out of there, and do this without other officers seeing me do it. And as you know, we take videocameras to crime scenes now."
"I think we can get around that one." Cindy said. "Which room is it that you need to be alone in?"
"The bedroom." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Cindy Ross went into Lt. Teresa Croyle's office. "Teresa," she said, "we've developed a lead on a possible drug shipment at an apartment complex south of Downtown."
"Okay, I'll get some people on it, get a warrant for it--" Teresa started saying, but Cindy held up her hand.
"This one needs to be in secrecy." Cindy said. "And since you're working the Viscotti information and preparing to take down the Beanstalk Gang, the Commander has 'suggested' to me that this be a cross-training event. So I'm going to take a few Uniformed officers and handle it myself."
"Uh... okay." said Teresa, realizing that there must be more to this...



The scene was repeated in Lt. Tanya Perlman's office, except that when Cindy suggested that Cummings and Parker monitor the radios, Tanya had to tell her that Cummings had been excused for a church appointment.
Upon hearing that, Cindy went to update her boss. She wondered why the Iron Crowbar's eyes gleamed a bit upon hearing the news that Joanne and Seth would have their times occupied in Pastor Westboro's class...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Judge Patrick R. Folsom received A.D.A. Jenna Stiles in his chambers. He was surprised to see who was with her: the Commander of the Town & County Police Force. He was even more surprised as I began walking around his chambers with a small metallic device in my hand.
"My apologies, Your Honor." I said. "I'm just making sure your chambers are not bugged. As ADA Stiles will explain, this is highly sensitive information."
"Did you find anything?" asked the judge as he watched me work.
"No sir." I said after completing my sweep. I'd used my personal device, but it had found nothing. That did not preclude certain 'passive' bugs from being there, but I had to go with it as best I could.
Jenna Stiles said "Your Honor, we've gotten information from a confidential informant that drugs are in the apartment listed in this warrant application. We have reason to believe that these drugs could be moved very soon, and we are also worried about leaks. Therefore, I'm asking for this warrant to be kept under secret seal until it's executed."
After some back and forth with the judge, he stated that the warrant should be issued, and that his own assistant would type it up and issue it, therefore it wouldn't go through the normal Courthouse bureaucracy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:30pm four TCPD Police cars pulled into the apartment complex where Jack Burke had once lived. It was south of Courthouse Square, and if it had been run down when the Burke apartment was searched years before, it was even more run down now.
One of those TCPD cars was my SUV, with me and Cindy inside it. The first of two Police cruisers held Sergeant Rudistan, Sr. Patrolman Morton, Sergeant Hugh Hewitt of SWAT, and young Patrolman Johnson. The second cruiser contained J.R. Barnes, Christina Cho, the TCPD Photographer with a video recorder, and an Officer that would assist in evidence collection and two-man control.
Last was the the K-9 vehicle, a covered truck converted to safely transport Sergeant Stonewall, our best drug dog, as well as his armor and handling equipment, and also some stuff for the SWAT teams... yes, that's how we sneak some stuff in without the Press realizing what they are seeing.
When we stopped, we ran full speed to the stairs and up them to the proper address. Gathering by the sides of the door, Sergeant Rudistan knocked and announced the Police presence. No one answered the door, but Rudistan whispered that he could hear movement inside. I gave the signal to force the door.
The well-armored SWAT and Uniformed officers used (of all things) a crowbar to jimmy open the door, then rushed inside yelling "POLICE! FREEZE!" I heard a woman screech, then a man start cursing as they were subdued and forced to lie prone on the floor. The apartment was cleared and the rest of us went in.
"We're executing a warrant to search this apartment for controlled substances." Cpt. Ross said to the young couple lying on the floor. "Stay where you are, cooperate, and nobody gets hurt. Okay, bring in the dog."
I'd 'wandered' into the bedroom, and spotted the object of my interest, the A.C. vent, in the side wall. Cindy directed that the bedroom be searched first. Sergeant Stonewall sniffed around, including at the vent where I pointed, but found nothing to interest him. Then he was taken into the main room and the kitchen.
"He's alerting!" yelled his handler as Stonewall got excited in the kitchen. He was sniffing around the refrigerator. He was helped onto the counter, where he again got excited sniffing at one of the cabinets. The videographer was recording as the door was opened and Stonewall stuck his snout into the cabinet. He then barked and tried sit down, showing that he'd found something His handler got him off the counter and the area was searched. A couple of bags of marijuana were found, and then some pills were found that Stonewall took interest in when they were presented to his 'sniff test'.
While all that was going on, I was alone in the bedroom, and Cindy was guarding the door. I sprang to the vent, practically ripped it out of the wall, and looked inside with my penlight. Seeing something, I reached my hand in almost as far as it could reach and grabbed the plastic-sealed package. Pulling it out, I immediately secreted it in the large inside pocket of my trenchcoat, which I had worn for this purpose. I replaced the vent cover hastily, not really worrying about a tight fit.
Sergeant Stonewall also found small quantities of drugs in the sofa of the main room, and hiding in a potted plant's container. "This could be crystal meth." said one of the Crime Lab people, examining it. The crystalline structure was a translucent white in color.
"All right, Sergeant," said Cindy, "put these guys under arrest and take them to Precinct 1 Headquarters for booking." We were inside Precinct 1's jurisdiction, and I did not want these perps to be taken to Police Headquarters, even though it was physically closer than Precinct 1's Headquarters.
"I'll leave you guys to process this scene." I said. "Good work, Captain. Good work, everyone."
"Just put a few extra bucks in our next paychecks, Commander!" Sergeant Rudistan said jovially. I laughed and said I wished I could do that, then Cindy and I left together.
"Find what you were looking for?" Cindy asked.
"Sure did." I said. "I'm glad we found some secreted drugs, though. That legitimized this mission, even if it's only 'possession' amounts."
"Yeah, but if that stuff Stonewall found in the potted plant is what we think it is," Cindy said, "then we might've gotten a bonus in this bust. These guys will be worth talking to, for sure." I could tell that my partner was not only happy but relieved that this operation had actually borne legitimate fruit. With the Dark Side, Cindy Ross was still not comfortable. And for that, happy I was.
Part 6 - The Intendent
I dropped Cindy off at Police Headquarters and drove to The Cabin. Cpt. Moynahan was there, as he was staying in my guest bedroom. The place was spotless, I noted.
"Wow, you really cleaned this place up." I said. "I appreciate it."
"Welll," said Moynahan in his gravelly voice, getting up off the sofa upon which he had been perched, "you've been very generous to allow me to stay here, and it's the least I could do. Besiiiidesss... this Town would be a great place to live and work, but it's not exactly... the most exciting tourist attraction, if you know what I mean."
I just laughed. "Okay then. I'm going to do some work in my office and then get ready for the Council meeting, if you want to get ready now."
"I'll do just that." said Moynahan. As he went upstairs, I unlocked my office, went inside, locked the door again, then opened up the trap door to the wine cellar dug into the mountain. Descending, I went past the wine cellar room into the little cubbyhole behind it, which contained my electronic gear, servers, and stuff that I needed to remain secret. I quickly unwrapped and examined the package I'd taken from Jack Burke's apartment.
I could tell that it was some really good stuff. Mostly DVDs and CD data discs, but also some papers, some handwritten notes... and two keys to two safe-deposit boxes at two of the Town's banks, along with information on which boxes and which banks I should go to.
I didn't have time to look at the information, so I pulled what looked like a rock in the far wall out, secreted this package in the space behind, replaced the rock, re-secured the server room, then got out of the 'dungeon' and re-secured the trap door.
It was time to get ready and go to the Council meeting. I went upstairs to the Master Bedroom with my Duty Dress uniform in tow. Once finished and dressed, I went back downstairs, where Cpt. Moynahan awaited me.
"Ready to go, sir?" I asked.
"Don't call me 'sir', Commander." Moynahan growled, but in a friendly way "At least not yet." I grinned and we left, riding together in my Police SUV.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:30pm, Tuesday November 10th, the Town & County Council convened in the Council Chamber, as the auditorium was called, and proceeded to go through the County's business. Citizens came forward with various requests, there were some notices of intent to file lawsuits against the County, and some public discussion and Council repartée over zoning issues and a 'public housing' project near Ronald Reagan Park, which was being vehemently opposed by residents of the area.
As I watched the proceedings, I noticed several Sheriff Deputies in the room, as they always were. Their uniforms were pressed and they made sure to look their best, as their boss the Sheriff himself was there. With me was Cindy Ross in her Duty Dress uniform, Captain Moynahan in his Midtown Police attire, and, to my utter surprise, Lt. Molly Evans, totally pregnant and looking like she was about to burst. And to my even greater surprise, Lieutenant Teresa Croyle was there in her duty dress uniform, wearing a skirt and heels that showed off her magnificent legs.
The Mayor called for the executive session over personnel issues, and asked that those of us invited to attend come back also. Once inside the smaller room, where the Council actually did most of its work, we sat down in chairs along the walls, while the Council members sat at the table.
"Okay," said the Mayor, "let's discuss the lead candidate for Police Chief, who is waiting outside. These other officers are here to answer our questions about this candidate. His name is Captain Sean Moynahan, currently of the Midtown Police Force. We interviewed him, though mostly as a courtesy on both sides, when we were last considering a Police Chief. He was an Army officer, in the 1st Cavalry Division, before joining a Police Department in New York State, then moving to Midtown."
"We have here," said the Mayor, "Lieutenant Molly Evans of the Nextdoor County Police, who worked for several years as part of Captain Moynahan's team in Homicide in Midtown, and Lt. Teresa Croyle of our own Police Force's Vice Squad, who was in Midtown P.D. Internal Affairs for some months. And of course you all know Commander Troy and Captain Ross."
Molly went first, describing that Cpt. Moynahan was one of the best officers she'd ever worked with and learned from, detailing his stellar record of successful arrests as well as his leadership qualities while leading their team. Although no one expected her to say anything negative, several Council members grilled her about his cases. Her 'testimony' was unimpeachable.
"So, Lieutenant Croyle," said Councilwoman Malinda Adams with near-maliciousness, "you were consigned to Internal Affairs in Midtown for some months. Did their Internal Affairs ever have any issues with Captain Moynahan."
"No ma'am." said Teresa.
"I must object to this." said Councilwoman Kelly Carnes. "If Lt. Croyle was a part of Midtown I.A., she would in all likelihood be restricted from discussing any issues their I.A. had with Moynahan. Is that not so, Ms. Croyle?"
"If there were issues," Teresa replied flatly, "I would not be able to publicly discuss them. But since there were no issues at all, I am able to tell you that... and I just did." I saw Carnes's eyes flare a bit. Teresa's voice was not one insinuating respect for the Councilwoman.
Dagmar Schoen, who was Kelly Carnes's nemesis on the Council, spoke up. "Lieutenant Croyle's input is very valuable, and her unique position of being part of Midtown Internal Affairs allows us to have a good extra perspective on Captain Moynahan. I believe Lt. Croyle's positive comments on this matter should weigh heavily in our decision."
"The word of a police officer who exercised police brutality against a State Senator's son?" thundered Thomas P. Cook. "If anything, her word is nothing here. Why she is even allowed to stain our Police Force's good name with her presence is beyond my comprehension."
"Say anything like that again, Mr. Cook," I replied, standing up, not letting the anger in my voice be subdued, "and I will not only give you something to 'comprehend', I will show you the true meaning of 'police brutality'." I might have been tapping my red crowbar in my other hand as I spoke. "Lieutenant Croyle is one of the best police officers I have the privilege of working with, and her integrity is of a level you have no right to even speak of, Mr. Cook."
"What are insinuating, Commander?" growled Cook, also standing up. "If you're going to accuse me of something, you better be able to back it up. I'll also remind you that you work for us, not the other way around, and that goes for your abusive Officer here, as well."
"Gentlemen, please sit down." said Pastor Raymond Westboro, taking charge of the meeting as he often did, as the Mayor was by no means the strongest personality in the room. "We are drifting far, far away from the point of this executive session."
"I wish to go on record," said Malinda Adams, "that Lieutenant Croyle has shown herself to be a good Peace Officer in these last few months. She has defeated the Viscotti Cabs drug operation, and while some here may correctly debate the wisdom of Commander Troy's decisions, his bringing Lt. Croyle back to our Police Force can be counted as one of his better ones."
"Thank you, Ms. Adams," said Mayor Vaughan, smiling in agreement with her, "but let's do get back to the matter at hand. Commander Troy, you have worked with Captain Moynahan several times in your capacity with the SBI Reserve?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor." I said, still standing. I was still pissed at Cook's insinuations of Lt. Croyle, and I knew I had to get my head back in the game.
"And since we know you were behind Sheriff Allgood's nomination of Cpt. Moynahan to the Police Chief job, you must think highly of him." said the Mayor.
"Both personally and professionally." I said. "And let me just say this: if you want to see the measure of what type of Police Chief he will be, just look at the teams he trained and worked with in Midtown. Lt. Evans was offered the Nextdoor County Vice leadership job in no small part because of the excellent work she did in Midtown, under Cpt. Moynahan... but I'll let her make her own statements to that--"
"Then why didn't you hire her for your Vice Squad instead of this other officer with her record of abuse." snarled Thomas P. Cook.
"Don't fall for it, Commander." Cindy said, loud enough for everyone to hear.
"No worries, Captain." I said. I turned to Cook and said clearly "Solely because of the nepotism laws, Mr. Cook. Lt. Evans cannot work as her sister's subordinate."
"That doesn't stop your cousin Captain Ross from working for you, though, does it Commander?" Cook growled. "Selective application of the law, there?"
"Are we going to have to rehash all this again?" John Colby interjected, his baritone voice bursting through the room. "You know the law, Cook. Stop acting like the ass you are and quit the antics."
"Watch yourself, Colby." Cook said menacingly. "You're not exactly a saint in this Town--"
"If that ain't the pot calling the kettle black..." said Colby, ready and eager to get into it.
"That's enough!" interrupted Pastor Westboro. "Mr. Colby, Mr. Cook, the pots and the kettles can wait. You were saying, Commander Troy?"
"Thank you, Pastor." I said. "I was saying that in addition to Lt. Evans, Wes Masters, who is now my Lieutenant of all our Uniformed Officers, was part of Captain Moynahan's team, and the high level of professionalism our officers are showing can be partially attributed to the training Cpt. Moynahan gave Lt. Masters, which Lt. Masters is now imparting to my Officers."
"What about Detective Soltis, Commander?" asked Pastor Raymond Westboro. "He also was part of Cpt. Moynahan's unit, but was recently suspended after his police badge was found on the body of a dead woman?"
"He was cleared of any issues with that, Pastor." I said. I'd stepped in front of Molly, to keep her from saying anything, much less defending Soltis with more physical action.
"Yes, he was." said Westboro. "And was he not subsequently hired by the State Bureau of Investigation's Office of Ethics and Review?"
"Yes, Pastor, he was." I said, wondering where this line if inquiry was going.
"Upon your recommendation, Commander?" asked Westboro.
"No, Pastor." I said, a bit surprised. "Although I would've heartily recommended Detective Soltis, the SBI's Inspector General was way ahead of me on that one. But let that hire speak to Detective Soltis's integrity, and therefore the integrity of the man who trained him, Captain Moynahan."
"Captain Ross," said the Mayor as I sat down, "you worked with Captain Moynahan also?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy.
"Anything to add to what we've already heard?" asked the Mayor.
"Only that I agree with every good sentiment spoken of him." Cindy said. "And I most definitely agree with Commander Troy and Councilwoman Adams's opinions of Lieutenant Teresa Croyle. I will fight like hell to keep her working with me." Her eyes bored into Thomas P. Cook's as she said that.
"Thank you, everyone, for your input." said the Mayor, interjecting himself before the red-faced Thomas P. Cook could say anything. "Now if you'll excuse us, we'll bring in Cpt. Moynahan now." We all got up to go. As we left, an older woman escorted Captain Moynahan into the room. I took notice of her as she passed out papers to all the Council members.
She looked like she was in her forties, but I could tell she was actually older, maybe in her fifties already. She was wearing a silvery blouse and a black skirt, sheer black stockings and high heel black pumps. Her legs and feet were absolutely gorgeous, shapely and elegant. Truly as fine as my wife's legs, I thought to myself. Her breasts were large and her body tapered to a slim waist before flaring to wider hips, and a mouthwatering ass under that tight black skirt. Her hair was dyed frost-gray, and was likely brown or black (or turning naturally gray) if allowed to be seen in its original light.
As the door closed on my view of this MILF Goddess, I heard Teresa saying "Thank you guys for standing up for me like that." Cindy and Teresa hugged each other.
"You know we've got your back, sister." Cindy said. "Don, I've got crowbar dibs on that jerk Cook."
"I dunno, I feel like pulling rank on you for that one." I said. "We'll talk of that tomorrow. Why don't you ladies go home, and I'll see you in the morning." I escorted them to the door that led to the hallway to get out of City Hall. Just then I saw the lovely woman come out of the Council meeting room and go down the hall the other way. I decided to follow her.
I went around a couple of corners and down a couple of hallways before seeing her turn into a small office and closing the wood door behind her. There was no name on the door, just the room number and title of the office holder on a plastic plaque beside the door. I did not bother to knock, but just opened the door.
She was listening on an intercom to the Council as they interviewed Cpt. Moynahan. When I opened the door, her head flung upwards, and she showed shock that anyone dared intrude upon her private reserve.
"Yes? What do you want?" she said harshly. In spite of that, I could definitely feel that presence, that 'aura' around her, the energy coming from her. I tried to project my own energy as I willed myself forward.



"My name is Commander Donald Troy." I said as I came on in without invitation. "And I believe you are Mrs. Peabody... The Intendent.
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Listening In
Mrs. Peabody stood up, putting a smile on her pretty face... but a smile that had a slight bit of cunning to it, I noticed.
"Well, at last I get to meet you, Commander Troy." she said, offering her hand. I took her hand and brought it to my lips, lightly kissing the back of it. Her gray eyes sparkled. Her voice had a unique sound to it, like a vibrational resonance, maybe like someone who'd breathed a helium balloon, but much lower frequency... and definitely with a sensuality that warmed my heart... and my stirring loins.
"Such a gentlemen, too." she said. "Which makes you all the more a mystery, Commander: do you always just walk in on people like this? Without invitation, much less a warrant?"
"I do," I said, "when the business is professional, and my profession." I sat down without invitation. "Mrs. Peabody, did you lose your Town & County badge recently?"
"Oh, why yes I did." said Mrs. Peabody, sitting down in her chair behind her desk. "About three weeks ago. I had to get another one."
"Well, someone found it and turned it in to me." I said. "So where did you lose it?"
"I don't really know." said Mrs. Peabody, her eyes looking right into mine. "I usually kept it in my jacket pocket or my purse. I got home one day and realized it wasn't on me, and I couldn't find it in my purse. I hoped that I'd just left it in my office, but it wasn't there, either. But as to exactly where it walked away from me, I don't know for sure."
"Did you ever leave it sitting on your desk?" I asked.
"Sometimes." she said. "But I usually had it with me if I left the office."
"I see." I said. "We've had some other badges that went missing and then showed up in strange places. I'm glad yours was found by a local citizen and brought to me. Besides... it gave me a chance to finally meet you."
Mrs. Peabody's eyes glowed at my flirtations. She said "Bring your chair around here and listen in with me." I did so. We were sitting close together behind her desk. She was to my right, and had crossed her lovely right leg over her left so that her high-heeled foot was dangling between my legs...and occasionally rubbing against one of my calves. The electricity between our auras was highly charged. The smell of her perfume was intoxicating, and I felt the first stirrings in my loins...
As we listened in, I heard someone ask Moynahan "Let's get to the nitty gritty of this, Captain: if you're Chief, how will you handle the Iron Crowbar."
Moynahan said "Ohh, the Iron Crowbar handles himself, and very well. I've seen very few officers as professional as he is, despite that little rep-youu-tation of that red crowbar he carries. I will also say this: I work with my people, to bring out their best, not try to be hamfisted over them. You asked about my role as Chief; I'll tell you that I have years of experience to teach before I depart the Force and this Earth, and the Iron Crowbar absorbs lessons like a sponge, which he'll pass on to his people over time."
"I think he likes you." said Mrs. Peabody.
"Think he'll get the job?" I asked.
"Oh, that's long since a done deal." she said. "They had me checking his background weeks ago. Just between you and me..." she leaned closer to me and whispered so that I would have to lean in close to her, "... they were beginning to be unhappy with Chief Bennett, and he was angling for that State job almost from the day he became Chief here."
Wow, this woman did know everything that was going on politically, I thought to myself.
"Good." I said as I heard the meeting wrapping up. "How about I take you to lunch tomorrow, and we'll finish our... unfinished business."
"I'd be delighted, Commander." she said, smiling, her eyes twinkling again.
"Well, one thing we definitely must do." I said. "We need to drop the formalities. My name is Don, and at lunch you will have to call me that... or whatever else you like, just keep it clean." She laughed.
"Of course. My name is Adele, but don't tell a soul that. I'm not sure how many people even know it."
With that, we exchanged personal phone numbers as well as our 'official' ones, then I kissed Mrs. Adele Peabody's hand again, then let myself out of the office. Walking down the hall, I came upon the group of Council members shaking Moynahan's hand.
"Ah, here comes my ride now." said 'Cav' Moynahan as I came up to them.
"So," I said, "do I get to call you 'sir' now?"
"Yes you do, Commander." said J.P. Goldman. "We've offered him the job and he's agreed to it. It'll take the second reading next week, but then it's official."
"Excellent!" I said, shaking my new boss's hand.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at The Cabin, I told Cav that I had some work to do in my office. He said he was going to bed, and that tomorrow he'd go to Midtown and pack some clothes, then come up and find a place to live. I said I'd just let myself out when I was done.
Retrieving that package of data from the cellar, I took out my most secure of computers and activated 'the cage'. If you've seen the movie Enemy Of The State, you'll understand. When I rebuilt the house, I had the walls around this office room embedded with a matrix of wiring that interfere with radio signals within it, and from without. Ergo, signals from inside the office room, including those from my computers, shouldn't be intercepted by enemy forces. The down side is that I can neither give nor receive a cellphone signal, and my police radio in the office doesn't work while 'the cage' is activated.
I went to work, looking at the data. There was a lot of stuff about several of the Council members, and some people who had been on the Council but were no longer on it. And there was information on other people, as well. Some of the stuff was salacious, some downright criminal. Unfortunately, a lot of it was past the Statute of Limitations, but it could (and would) lead to more current data that could be used against certain perps... including one man who'd just made the huge mistake of impugning my Vice Squad's Lieutenant.
There was a lot of financial data, as well. Showing connections between certain organizations. Some of this I knew about, and some I did not. New lines of investigation were being opened in the depths of my mind as I quickly scanned the data.
I played a DVD. Mrs. Peabody's lovely face came up on it. "If you are seeing this, then in all likelihood something bad has happened to me. The data in this packet should be enough for the Police and FBI to act upon, at least for probable cause to probe more deeply. In addition to the general data here, there is more specific data about one person, who is an exceptionally dangerous criminal but will be nearly impossible to prosecute as such. Please contact Jack Burke; he can give you more information on this criminal."
Jack Burke was dead. And, as Todd and Tanya suspected, Jack's death was very possibly much more than just a jealous husband catching him in bed with a hot wife and blowing Jack to Kingdom Come with a shotgun. The waters have deepened, I thought to myself. The waters have deepened.
Mrs. Peabody's tape finished: "Also, there is data here that will connect the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds and his organization to the smuggling of underage children into this and other countries for the purposes of child prostitution. And the Oldeeds Organization is working closely with someone who lives in this County. I hope whoever sees this will be able to stop these atrocities being inflicted upon these children, and will be able to find a way to stop the madman who is behind this and many other horrible crimes across this nation..."
I put all the data into my computers, and some of it into the encrypted evidence server that I'd created for the TCPD in the event something 'wet' happened to me. And it was necessary that I do that: the name that Mrs. Peabody gave, via the data in the packet...
...was the name of the Consultant of Crime.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did it go?" Laura asked as I got to the Mountain Nest after dropping Cav Moynahan off at The Cabin. It was hours after the meeting was finished; Laura had waited up for me.
"Good." I said. "The Council approved Moynahan for Chief."
"That's good." said Laura. "I've already heard a rumor, from my sister via her husband, that there were some fireworks in the meeting."
"News travels fast in the ol' Town & County." I said, sitting down beside Laura after having poured myself a Scotch and some wine for her. "Yes... Thomas P. Cook was doing his level best to make us think he was Robert Brownlee. Went after Teresa this time. Almost got his teeth painted red... the hard way."
"And of course you came to her rescue, like the knight in shining armor you are." Laura said.
"Of course." I said. "I stand up for my people."
"I know, and that's one reason I love you." Laura said. "You're always my knight in shining armor, too." She snuggled up to me. Warm kisses followed, energizing the dull ache in my groin that had been there from the moment I'd kissed Mrs. Peabody's hand and sat by her, smelling her perfume, looking at her legs...
"And you're always my Damsel, if not necessarily in Distress." I said to Laura. "At least I hope not."
"No," Laura said, "things are all good right now. Casey Walker has other things occupying his time right now. New threats in New York State. Someone, who we think is a foreign power, hacked a dam's computers there. We faced the possibility of some really bad flooding downriver if they'd opened the locks. And Jack Muscone's boss thinks he has new clues to Superior Bloodlines, but I don't know what those are."
"Indeed?" I said. "But that will have to wait until tomorrow. I'm exhausted, and I want to take my Damsel in Distress to bed and ravish her. By the way, I may have a hot date tomorrow afternoon."
"Oh?" asked Laura. "Who with? It's not Paulina; she has a checkup with me."
"With an employee in City Hall." I said. "I'll tell you all about it after it takes place... if it does so at all."
"Mmm, that's my knight in shining armor." Laura said. "Let's go get that armor off of you and your naked body on top of mine..."
Part 8 - In Flanders Fields
In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row,
That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below.
We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved and were loved, and now we lie
In Flanders fields.
Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high.
If ye break faith with us who die
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
In Flanders fields.
World War One ended in Armistice at the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month. And so on November 11th we remember those who are serving or have worn our Nation's uniform, and served. Today was Wednesday, November 11th.
The morning began with, what else and who else, Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council formally offered the job of Police Chief to Captain Sean Moynahan of the Midtown Police Force, and the offer was accepted. Chief-to-be Moynahan will be formally sworn in on December 1st, provided no unexpected events occur before the second reading of the bill next Tuesday."
"In other news," Bettina continued, "Town & County Police executed a warrant to search an apartment believed to be a base of drug operations." The screen showed the apartment complex as Bettina very carefully and explicitly gave the address and even the apartment number. "Two young persons were arrested when drugs were found in their possession. The Police Department has made no comment on this raid, nor if it ties in to the Viscotti Cabs bust earlier this week."
Then Bettina showed me why I hate the God-cursed Media so much: "By coincidence, this apartment happens to be the very same one rented by Jack Burke, son of Michael Burke, who was murdered along with socialite Marie Arruzio by her husband Joe Arruzio two and a half years ago. That case was one of Commander Donald Troy's first big successes with the Town & County Police. Now let's go to Nick Eastwood for the Sports report..."
"Let this cheer you up, Commander." said Detective Joanne Cummings, having astutely observed my face as she came in. She handed me a cupcake with white frosting and red and blue frosting drawings on it. "Happy Veterans Day!" she said.
"And to you." I said. "Make sure you eat one of those yourself. How was your marriage class?"
"It was good!" Joanne gushed. "I think Seth gets a little bored with it. All the guys do. But it's going to be a really wonderful ceremony, and a great marriage!"
I nodded, very much hoping that Joanne and Seth would be very happy together, but knowing that even what I thought was a good marriage to Melina had had underlying cracks that had led to our divorce. Not that I was complaining, I thought to myself as I thought of Laura and our wonderful children.
"Civilian clothes today?" called out a voice behind me. I turned to see Cindy Ross, wearing a dark blue uniform with short sleeves. This Canadian doesn't feel the cold at all, I thought to myself. But I also knew I'd have to talk to her about standard uniform wear, as the Uniformed officers were supposed to be wearing long sleeve shirts. As a Captain, she should wear what was called for.
"Yes," I said in reply to her comment. I was wearing my light gray suit with a black, mock-turtleneck shirt that clung to my neck, and was heavy enough to keep me warm without really needing a coat. "I've got a lunch meeting today."
"With a woman, I perceive." Cindy replied. "If it were a man, you'd play the macho game and wear your uniform."
"Nice observation." I said. And people wonder why I have women in leadership positions... they see things like that, which us men don't pay enough attention to. And obviously Cindy had been getting extra training on observation and deduction from my mom.
"Can I see you in your office?" Cindy asked. She led the way as we crossed the hallway. Already inside was Lt. Teresa Croyle, with a small box in her hands. It had been shipped through the Post Office.
"We have a mystery here." Cindy said. "Teresa, go ahead and tell us."
"Commander," Teresa said, "I got this box in the mail two days ago. It's from my Police Captain friend in my hometown. Her letter said to open it today. Here, take a look inside."
I set the box on my desk and looked inside. There were two jewelry necklace boxes inside, as well as a letter. Opening the boxes, I saw one gold necklace in each. The sole adornment was miniaturized Airborne wings. Wives and daughters of servicemen who were Paratroopers were known to wear these.
I then looked at the letter. It explained that Teresa's father had ordered these, but they did not arrive by the Christmas Day that followed the night of Alexis's death and her father going insane and burning the house down (literally). When they came to the store, the owner took them to the Police, what with the drama that had just occurred. With the death of Teresa's father, the Captain explained, the evidence boxes at the Police Department were re-examined, and these were found.
"What do you make of that?" Cindy asked, as if testing me.
"Wow." I said, taking one of the boxes out. "I would say your father was going to give these to you and your sister, Teresa, maybe tell you of his military career. And he was going to give you a necklace as well as Alexis. And now that you know your father was a military hero, this package has come to you... just at the right time, as Dr. Eckhart would say. The Universe makes no mistakes."
Teresa had a strange look on her face, not knowing what to say. I took one of the necklaces out of its box. Coming around behind Teresa, I draped the necklace around her neck and fastened it. "Wear it with pride, Teresa."
"Thank you, sir." Teresa whispered. "But only today and Memorial Day, and special occasions."
"Well, Commander," Cindy said, her voice showing her humor, "I'll have to write Lt. Croyle up for being out of uniform, wearing jewelry with her uniform like that."
"Just put that on my desk right here, Captain." I replied with a grin. "I'll be sure to put it in its proper place. Right next to your write-up of yourself, for wearing short sleeves on a long-sleeve day. What, you think you're from Canada or something?" A blue crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"There's one more necklace." Teresa said. "Cindy, you're the cousin of a Paratrooper. Why don't you take it?"
"With all respect," Cindy said, "I wouldn't feel right about it."
I then saw Teresa's eyes light up like I rarely have before. "I know what I'm going to do with it." she said, her eyes boring into me. "On Carole's thirteenth birthday, she is going to receive a very special gift as the daughter of an Airborne Paratrooper, from the daughter of an Airborne Paratrooper."
"Now that," I said, "would be something I want to see." And something I'll have to work hard to live up to, I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Tanya joined us for the Crowbar's Angels meeting, I received surprising news.
"This couple that was arrested in your small raid, James and Susan Douglas," said Tanya, "have turned out to be very interesting. The drugs found in the potted plant are not ordinary street drugs. Dr. Woodrow says he's seen nothing like it. He thinks it's highly refined heroin."
"Oh really..." I said, mostly to myself. A memory had been triggered, and I was grasping to reach it.
"They clammed up, took the Fifth outright, asked for lawyers." said Tanya. "A young lawyer came in last night and talked to them. The arraignment is late this morning. They stayed in solitary holding cells here at Headquarters last night."
"Good." I said as I perused the files of these young perps. "So these guys are college dropouts, busted several times for pot possession, which are starting to have to be pled down because of multiple strikes. On welfare, haven't held any sort of job for more than a couple of months at a time. And they have some very highly sophisticated drugs in their apartment."
Just then there was a knock on my door, and A.D.A. Stiles was admitted. "I just want to let you know," she said, "that this Douglas couple's lawyer is planning to fight all the way at the arraignment. They've already filed motions to dismiss, they want the warrant re-examined for legitimacy, and stuff I've never heard about in a Court of Law anywhere in the United States."
"I'll bet their lawyers are from Gresham & Mason." I said. Jenna was visibly startled, which caused Cindy some amusement.
"How... how did you know?" Jenna asked. "They just informed me fifteen minutes ago."
"Gresham & Mason attorneys have a way of showing up in interesting places to represent very interesting persons at the most interesting of times." I said. "And these two young perps are very interesting persons at a very interesting time." I then told Jenna about the sophisticated drugs, and told Jenna that she needed to use this information to hold these people without bail, that this case was not a simple drug case.



"Ohhh, that's it!" I said as Jenna left the office. My Angels looked at me questioningly. "Now I remember about the refined heroin. Tanya, I need you to send a couple of Detectives to BigPharmaCorp, to talk with Dr. Robin Grayson, their Vice President and Assistant Research Director. Find out if they're missing any samples of research drugs. If he gets all antsy and in denial, tell him that Commander Troy will come to talk to him, and I'll bet that will loosen his tongue."
"How about Martin Nash and Joanne Cummings?" said Tanya, half a question, half a statement.
"Nash would be good, but trust me when I say that you should not send a lovely young woman to interview a man who has a jealous wife." I replied. "Maybe Parker with Nash." Tanya went to give her Detectives their assignment, leaving Cindy and Teresa to look at me, knowing I knew more than I was telling. I told them that I would not elaborate at this time, leaving them less than mollified.
An hour later, I got a phone call. It was Martin Nash.
"Commander, I'm at the home of Dr. Robin Grayson." he said. "I... I think you need to get here right away..."
Part 9 - Research Materials
The home of Dr. Robin Grayson was in an exclusive gated community northwest of Town, on the other side of the River, with a nice golf course as its feature. It wasn't the Heritage Cloisters, but it was not a place that people on police officer salaries lived.
The home was torn apart. There were bloodstains on the carpet of the library room, and an open pocketknife on the floor, the blade completely stained with blood. Crime Lab people were at work, the photographer was taking pictures, the videographer filming the scene.
"Whaddya got, Nash?" I asked quietly as I entered the room.
"They were both alive when we got here." Nash said. "So I called for ambulances to take them to University Hospital. I did take some pictures before the ambulance got here."
He showed me the pictures. Grayson was lying on his side, his white shirt covered with splotches of blood, his pants ripped open to expose his ass. His wife was lying on her back, unconscious, her blouse ripped open exposing her breasts, blood streaks on her chest and clothing, her skirt hitched up. It was obvious what had been done to her.
"What happened?" I asked, then added "By that, I mean what were your actions in arriving here?"
Nash said "We went to BigPharmaCorp and asked to speak to Dr. Grayson. The guard there led us to the offices of the Research Building where he worked. His assistant said he had not arrived yet. I asked if he was often late, or if he would come in late after working the night before. She said he normally would leave her a note or message in those cases, but had not left one the night before."
"Parker whispered to me that he thought the assistant was disquieted, worried." Nash continued. "So he asked the assistant if she would try to call Dr. Grayson on his cell or at home. She tried both numbers, and got nothing, and she looked even more worried. So Parker and I came to the house, found the door ajar, and took everything we knew as probable cause to enter the home. And then we found them, both unconscious."
"Good observation of the assistant, Parker." I said to the young Detective standing near me and Nash and Cindy. "By the way... they have kids, don't they?"
"No kids found." said Nash. "There are children's rooms in the house, though, and pictures of their kids all over the place, so yes they do have kids."
"Oh my God." Cindy said, pain on her face. She got out her cellphone. "I'll have the Duty Desk put out an Amber Alert. Should I call the FBI, too?"
"Sure." I said. "Call Jack Muscone directly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Boardroom of BigPharmaCorp was a large, elegant room. The large windows gave a panoramic view of the River, and the Town on the other side of the flowing water. The long conference table was slightly curved on both sides, and was made of rare and expensive woods.
BigPharmaCorp's CEO, Dr. Thomas Cubbard, was present, along with FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer, myself, Captain Ross, Detective Nash, and the head of the Research Department, Dr. Laramie Wilkins. Cubbard looked youngish, and while he was subdued right now, I could tell he could be as much of a jerk as his predecessor, the late Donovan Donolan, if he hit that switch. Wilkins was a much older man, either a light-skinned black man or a dark-skinned white man, and an esteemed biochemist. He looked haggard.
And, of course, BigPharmaCorp had a lawyer representing the company, and another legal beagle was there on behalf of Cubbard personally, or at least in his capacity as CEO.
I got a cellphone call and took it. The news was good. "The kids have been found." I said as I hung up. "They're safe. Parker says that the Graysons went out on a 'date night' to dinner and a movie, and her mother was keeping the children overnight."
"Thank goodness." Cindy said quietly. Sandra also looked very relieved.
"That's good to hear." said Dr. Cubbard. "So, what do you agents and officers need of me?"
"I have just a few questions of you and Dr. Wilkins." I said, taking command of the proceedings. "First, I am aware that Dr. Grayson had worked in the past on refining drugs. Was he doing that type of research here?"
"He was doing a lot of research on many things." said Cubbard, cutting off Wilkins from speaking. "We can't go into details of our research here. You understand that billions of dollars have gone into our research, and we can't just discuss it publicly, even under these circumstances."
I gave Jack Muscone a glance, to let him know that I had it under control. I said "Dr. Cubbard, have you received any threats concerning your research? Have there been attempts to steal research, or blackmail or coerce anything from your company? Any threats to Dr. Grayson or any of your staff?"
"No." said Cubbard, looking hard at me. "Nothing like that of which I'm aware."
"Dr. Wilkins?" I asked. "Are you aware of any threats, problems, or any attempts to steal any research?"
"Nothing specific." said Wilkins. "Of course we're aware of industrial espionage, not to mention Mr. Donolan's unfortunate death. We're always on guard, and have tight security here."
"Was Dr. Grayson acting strangely?" I asked. "Did he seem preoccupied, or worried about anything?"
"Not recently." said Wilkins. "Back in September he seemed distracted, moody and sometimes agitated. But over the last month and a half he'd calmed back down to his normal self. Didn't seem to have a care in the world, except about his research."
"Which again, Dr. Wilkins," said Cubbard, "we cannot discuss in any detail."
"Agent Muscone," I said, "why don't you interview Dr. Cubbard about national threats to BigPharmaCorp, while I spend a few moments with Dr. Wilkins? Each of them can have the legal representation already here, of course."
"No!" snarled Cubbard. "I forbid you to speak to any of my employees without me or my representatives being present. I will not permit any questioning about our research----"
He was cut short by a large redheaded man advancing upon him, a red crowbar being tapped in the palm of that man's other hand.
"Dr. Cubbard," I said, drawing up to him, "I am investigating the crime of your employee and his wife being found nearly dead, with her being repeatedly raped and maybe him too. I do not appreciate perps acting that way in my County, but I appreciate even less when asshole CEOs of BigPharmaCorp, such as Donovan Donolan and now you, attempt to obstruct my investigations."
I continued speaking into the face of the shocked CEO, who was not used to being dictated to in this fashion: "I will speak to whomever I want to in pursuit of the reason for this crime and the perps that did it, and if you attempt to continue to obstruct me, you will have the opportunity to visit the inside of my jails, charged with Obstruction of Justice."
Cubbard was furious, but said nothing else. The company lawyer came with me and Dr. Wilkins as we left the room to find another place to talk...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Look, Dr. Wilkins," I said as we sat down on opposite sides of a small table in the breakroom of the Research Building, "I have no desire to go through research papers, or know exactly what you're doing, much less to steal anything from you. But your employee and his wife were brutalized and I want to find out why."
"I understand." said Wilkins. "Dr. Cubbard is just trying to protect the company's interests. But I'll answer what I can."
The company lawyer was leaning against the wall, listening to us. Cindy Ross was at the doorway, guarding it but also listening in.
"So just in general, what was Dr. Grayson working on?"
"By your earlier question," said Wilkins, "I can see that you know about his college research into refining heroin to a level that mice stayed high for the rest of their lives when introduced to it. But he was not working on anything like that at the present time.
"His main work recently was on a process where we're taking one drug and simply adding a CH3 molecule to create another drug." He showed me printed drawings of the two molecules, both with complex aromatic rings. One had a simple hydrogen atom in the corner, while the other had the CH3 molecule. I did not let on that I understood more about it than most police officers would.
"This isn't all that groundbreaking." said Wilkins. "We've done things like this before with other drugs, such as some of the 'statins'. This one needed work to be brought to production levels, and that's what Grayson was doing. Once he had it figured out, production of the new drug would be worth billions of dollars."
"Anything else on the side?" I asked. "Anything he was doing on his own time?"
"Nothing of which I am aware." said Wilkins. "Though we do encourage young thinkers to do experiments like that, they usually get a sign-off and some budgeting first, and Robin never approached me about it. In fact, he could sign off on other people's experiments, but he wasn't doing anything himself."
"Are you aware of any threats to Dr. Grayson?" I asked. "Or any threats to anyone or anything in the Research Department?"
"No." said Wilkins. "But there is something I will tell you privately, just between us." The lawyer listened in even more intently as Wilkins said "I think Grayson's agitation a few months ago was over a woman, not over anything work-related. Some of the people here thought he was having an affair. I don't know if that has anything to do with what has happened here, but the attack on him and his wife might not be work related."
"Thank you for that information, Doctor." I said. "I appreciate your candor, as well. If there is anything else you know or find out, please do give me a call." I handed him my TCPD card, and he handed me card in exchange.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He is an agitated man." said Jack Muscone as we gathered around the Police Headquarters Main Conference Room table at 11:00am, referring to Dr. Cubbard of BigPharmaCorp. "I don't think he was lying to me, but he was extremely worried that you were talking to his Research Director."
"Well, as you well know, BigPharmaCorp has had some issues recently, what with the death of Donovan Donolan and such." I said. "Not to mention that this guy's hold on the CEO chair is tenuous. He's deathly afraid for his job."
"Any ideas on what this is about?" asked Sandra Speer. "What connections are you seeing, Commander, that we're not seeing? You knew to send two officers to talk to Grayson, and that is how he and his wife were found."
"At the risk of enduring a Blue Crowbar beatdown," I replied, "let me share some things that I did know, and you need to know now. I've met Dr. Grayson before. I know that he did college research on refining drugs like heroin to some amazing levels. The reports are not easily available, though with your security clearances you'll be able to get them if you want."
"Then we find a substance at the apartment of James and Susan Douglas." I said. "The Crime Lab thinks it's a very highly refined version of a drug like heroin. And this is how I knew to send two of my officers to ask Dr. Grayson about it. I was thinking that maybe his research was stolen from BigPharmaCorp, and I can't discount that even now.
"At any rate, we end up finding a horrible crime scene at his home, and both he and his wife unconscious and fighting for life at University Hospital. Captain Ross, do we need to quote Dame Agatha Christie here?"
"No sir, we do not." Cindy said emphatically. "This cannot be a coincidence."
"Well, do you need us Feds to work on this?" asked Jack Muscone. "With the kids found safe, I'm not sure we have a real role here."
"Is the FBI already doing surveillance on Louise Belfort and her people, and the Badge gang?"
"Yes." said Muscone.
"See if she or any of them put together a group of criminals recently." I said. "It may be those perps that assaulted the Graysons."
"Sir, we can also do some research on the BigPharmaCorp people involved, see if there really is an industrial espionage situation here." offered Sandra Speer.
"Sure, that'd be great." I said. "Beyond that, and other than the Belfort gang, I don't know what else you guys can do. If we find something, or if you find something, then we'll get back together on it."
With that we broke up the meeting. I had to decline offers to go to lunch as a group, saying that I had a lunch 'meeting', related to a case. Nevertheless, as I went into my office, I was followed by a platinum blonde with a Blue Crowbar, and I did not need to be P. Harvey Eckhart to know she was mentally agitated.
"Not a word." I said. "Let's get out of here and find a safe place to talk." As we left, I told my assistant Helena that I would not be back for a few hours, and that I could be contacted in a dire emergency by cellphone or police radio.
I drove Cindy to the Fairgrounds, which were right behind Police Headquarters and easy to get to. Pulling in at the main entrance, I left my radio in the car, bidding Cindy to do the same. I walked a short ways onto the grounds, Cindy watching and following. Finally, I stopped, feeling a sense of energy.
"It was here." I said. "I was standing right here, on this spot, when Keeler took his shot at me."
"How do you know?" Cindy asked, realizing I wanted her to ask the question. "The metal shed is no longer there."
"I can still feel the energy of this spot." I said. "It's still here. Something literally yanked my shoulder to the side, causing that bullet to miss me literally by a millimeter. And that presence is still here. I know you understand that now. If I'd told you this a year ago, you would not have believed me at all."
"There are a lot of things I would not have believed if you told me a year ago." said Cindy. "So, spill it, Crowbar 1."
"Yes, Crowbar 2, that's why I brought you here." I said. "To tell you the things I didn't tell our FBI friends, nor anyone else."
"Yep." Cindy said, almost derisively. "You know a lot more about this than you've let on."
"Yes, and here's where I bring you, and only you into it." I said. "You heard Dr. Wilkins say Grayson was having a sexual affair?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "Was he right?"
"He was." I said. "I know Robin Grayson because he was indeed having an affair... with Emma Washburn."
"Oh my fucking God!" Cindy exclaimed, looking to the sky, beginning to see it all even before I explained it.
"Yes." I said. "And more than that: Emma gave Grayson the tablet that we could never find. After her death, he came to see me. He gave me the tablet she'd given him. It had the goods, including video of our Consultant."
"Jesus Christ, Don!" Cindy said, "I know you don't tell me everything, but why didn't you tell me this?"
"Look." I said, boring in on my partner. "Grayson wanted to do the right thing by turning in the tablet, but he was scared that his wife would find out about his affair with Emma. Emma was already dead, and I could understand that he didn't want to lose his marriage. So I agreed to keep it quiet, and not tell anyone else at all unless I absolutely had to. Like a Confidential Informant situation."
"Somehow, I actually believe that." Cindy said, her insight serving her well.
"I took his affidavit, sealed it in Evidence, and took possession of the tablet." I said. "I uploaded that information into encrypted servers, as well. It's all there for you to see, especially if something happens to me and you have to take over the case."
"I seriously believe that if he gets you, he'll get me at the same time, if not before." Cindy said. "So this attack was the Consultant trying to get that tablet, not realizing Grayson already gave it to you?"
"I believe that is the case." I said. "I haven't yet interviewed either of them, but I suspect that the perps broke in on them and began raping the wife in front of the husband to make him talk. I suspect he told them that he had no tablet and knew of none, even in the face of being forced to watch his wife being raped."
"Then they ripped open his pants and sodomized him, probably with some object though they may have raped him." I continued. "Then they stabbed him with the pocketknife, but he didn't die. She was already unconscious and they didn't bother making sure she was dead, they just left the both of them on the floor after tearing apart the house. All I can say... is that it is damn fortunate those kids weren't at home."
"Oh geez..." Cindy muttered, realizing what would've happened to those children if the Consultant's hired hands had gotten ahold of them.
"So now you know." I said. "Maybe the drugs found on the the perps in the apartment was them actually having obtained the stuff from BigPharmaCorp... or maybe it really is a coincidence. Or maybe those drugs were planted."
"I was wondering if you'd found a way to plant drugs on them, to justify your getting that other stuff." Cindy said.
"No, it wasn't me. Really." I said. "Besides: if I could've planted the drugs like that, then I could've just gotten to that other information and would not have had to bother with the warrant nor the raid."
"That's true." Cindy agreed.
"The Douglas couple were at home all the time, one of them if not both were always there." I said. "I'm inclined to think they either obtained that refined stuff, or someone gave it to them for safekeeping or to pass along, kind of like Barry Bounel."
"Wow, it's a good thing you got that tablet." said Cindy. "This bastard Consultant is not far behind you. Not far at all."
I had no idea at the time how prodigious Cindy's words were as I dropped Cindy off at HQ and went to meet Mrs. Peabody at the Cattleman's Club for lunch.
Part 10 - Lunch Dates
Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson and her assistant Yvonne stopped up to Detective Julie Newton's desk in Vice.
"I'm taking your sister to lunch." said Paulina to Julie. "Would you like to come with us? My treat?"
"Sure." said Julie. She locked her computer down and the three women headed to the Cattleman's Club for lunch. The place was relatively high-end, and business executives came here frequently for working lunches.
The ladies were seated, and in due time they ordered various salads. Being pregnant, Paulina ordered the 'meat lovers' salad, which came with a selection of proteins. Paulina got chicken, ham, bacon, and beef strips on hers. Yvonne went for the chicken Caesar salad, while Julie grazed on the all-veggie salad. They all knew the salads would be huge.
"Hello, Ms. Patterson." said John Colby, the owner. He often went around speaking to his guests, playing the game of politics as well as successful restaurant ownership. "Celebrating yet another successful prosecution, I hope?"



"My job is all too easy with the Iron Crowbar at work." said Paulina. "I'm treating my assistant and her sister today, for their great work." Paulina said. She introduced Yvonne and Julie.
"Ah," said Colby to Julie, "the Vice Squad has done some great work lately. I hope you'll keep it up."
"Oh, we have much bigger and better things coming." said Julie. After another moment of chit-chat, Colby moved along.
"You are right." said Yvonne to Paulina. "When was the last time you had to go to full trial on a big case?"
"It's been a while." said Paulina. "I guess... Sarah Carter and Ryan Frost in the Parole Officer case. But like I said, when the Iron Crowbar is giving me airtight cases, not to mention getting plea deals out of most of them, my job is easy. And now that the Fat Boy, Sharples, is gone from Vice, it's getting easier for your team, too, Julie. Isn't it?"
"I would say so." said Julie. "At least as far as getting convictions----" She noticed something over her shoulder, out of the corner of her eye. John Colby had stopped at a table in back of the Cattleman's Club, almost hidden around the end of the bar."
"Is... is that Commander Troy?" Julie asked. Paulina and Yvonne peered over there.
"I think so." said Paulina, knowing that it was.
"Who is that woman he's with?" Julie asked.
"I'm not sure." said Paulina. "I think she works in City Hall, but I don't know what her name is."
"Do you think the Commander's wife knows?" Julie asked with considerable asperity.
"I'm not sure it's that kind of thing." said Paulina. "But I would bet his wife does know. She's my gynecologist, and she's told me straight out that she and the Commander have what she calls an 'honest, open relationship'."
Yvonne said "That's good, because Helena's face is like an open book, and the way she looks at him... not to mention the way she looks after coming out of his office sometimes... that guy must be one heck of a stud in bed."
Julie noted Paulina's facial expression, a smile which gave away seeming carnal knowledge as well as agreement with Yvonne's words. And then it hit her: Paulina is carrying Commander Troy's baby! Now why didn't I realize that before? she wondered to herself.
Colby had left, and Julie peered over her shoulder at Don and the woman, then said "Yes, I think it is that kind of thing with them. The way she is looking at him, he can tap her any time he wants it." Paulina could not stifle a grin, not only at Don's success with the woman, but the seemingly demure, proper Julie Newton's openly nasty language about it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not even notice Paulina, Julie and Yvonne. I was totally captivated by the lovely woman in front of me. It was taking all of my willpower to not let her know that she could have me wrapped around her finger if she wanted.
"Yes, I'm a widow," Mrs. Peabody was saying, "and I never remarried. My husband died fifteen years ago, supposedly of natural causes. But have you ever been in a situation where everything seems obvious, but you just have this hunch that something is not right, and the truth lies in a different direction?"
I grinned as I said "I would say my entire police career is one case after another of such hunches." That caused Mrs. Peabody to laugh, her eyes twinkling with more merriment than her voice.
"Yes, that's true." she said. "It's the same in the case of my husband. He died way too young for it to be natural. He was on the Town Council at the time before the merger, and he ran for Sheriff and lost. Like John Cummings, it looked very much like a rigged election. Anyway, I had just gotten my job as the Intendent when he had what was called a heart attack. Perfectly healthy, no warning, no tiredness nor pains in his arms or anything like that in forewarning."
"Why would anyone want to kill him?" I asked.
"Don, you have no earthly idea of how deep the corruption once was in the Town, and then in all the County since the merger. " she said. "Chief Griswold was a stalwart, and it was by the grace of God that he was not murdered. And then you came along, and all of a sudden people wanted to start policing themselves... before you caught on to them and started to clean up the mess by cleaning them out."
"A work in progress, I assure you." I said.
"Yes, and I was very pleasantly surprised when you refused to run for Sheriff or take the Chief's job." Mrs. Peabody said, her eyes twinkling as they bored into mine. "I can see that you are not like them. You have your foibles, but you're working for the good of the people. I can't say that about most people."
"Not that I'm complaining," I said, "but why haven't you remarried? I'd think men would be going crazy trying to sweep you off your feet... present company included."
"You're sweet." she said with a lovely smile, then I saw the slightest bit of cunning in her eyes as she thought she had an opening. "But I've been very happy with my life as it is, including dating some of the handsome young college men... and your former college roommate, Jack Burke."
"Ahhh." I said, my eyes feeling like they'd shown surprise.
"Yes, I know all about that." said Mrs. Peabody with a sparkle in her lovely eyes. "And about your former wife Melina, as well." I had steeled myself already; I showed no reaction to that last comment. Mrs. Peabody went for more.
"It would be a stretch to say I was 'dating' Jack." she said, her voice quiet but seeming to penetrate right into me. "What we were doing... was fucking each other. It was sex. Damn good sex, but still just sex. But after we'd exhausted ourselves, sometimes we'd talk, and Jack admitted that he'd only been in love with one woman. He said her name was Melina, and that he'd been run out of town by an evil woman and Melina had married his roommate. Over time, I learned of your wife Melina, then your divorce from her and her subsequent marriage to our handsome young Sheriff, Daniel Allgood."
"And you put two and two together, and so on and so forth." I said.
"I think..." she said, letting her voice flow and ebb like a river of sensuous promise, "... that you and I would make a great team. I'm neither prone to regrets nor a jealous woman, but it's almost unfortunate that you met Laura Fredricson before you met me."
"Oh?" I said, being on my guard.
"Oh, yes!" Mrs. Peabody whispered. "Of course I understand how you and Dr. Fredricson would be attracted to each other, and would get together. There was a song I remember from when I was a girl: 'More Than A Woman'. Your wife should come to mind every time you hear that song. There is something about her... she has 'the aura'."
I must've really looked shocked when she said those words, because she giggled and said "Ah, you've finally revealed something."
"So you believe in 'the aura', too?" I asked. "Because you sure have it."
"Yes, and Laura Fredricson has it in a sexual, sensuous form that makes a lot of men... and women... become extremely attracted to her." Mrs. Peabody said "Jack Burke had it, and seduced me and many other women with it. You have it... though not in the same way as most others. You give off an aura of power, of competence, of being in total control. And your partner, Captain Ross... I guess in the movies they would say 'The Force is strong with her'."
"She is definitely a force, and a powerful one at that." I said agreeably. "And I get the feeling that you are, as well, though you try to keep it behind the scenes, staying in the shadows and moving the chess pieces to suit your will."
"Like I said, Don," Adele Peabody said, her eyes flirtatious, her voice inviting, "we would make a wonderful team together."
"Yes, we would." I said. "Why don't we continue this conversation... at my Cabin up on the hill?"
"I thought you would never ask." she said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson was shown into the office of Dr. Laura Fredricson by Laura's assistant, Gayle Roberts. Laura smiled brightly as Paulina came into the room.
"Hello, Paulina." the older woman said, getting up from behind her desk. "How are you feeling?"
"Wonderful." said Paulina. "And you?"
"Couldn't be better." Laura said. "Let's go into the clinic area." she led the lovely black woman into her clinic area, where she could give proper examinations. As Paulina followed, she noted the older woman's lovely hourglass shape, the tapering waist flaring out to wide hips and a luscious ass in that tight skirt. And Laura's legs, shaped by the high heels she was wearing, were magnificent. And though Paulina was long-legged and taller than most women, Laura almost towered over her.
Paulina found herself watching Laura as the lovely doctor went through the various checks, asking questions, taking a blood sample... and noticing that Laura was not just looking at her, Paulina, as a patient. Finally, as Paulina raised herself to a seated position on the exam table, Laura stood right in front of her and pronounced her fit, and that the baby was coming along well.
"Thank you, Doctor." Paulina said. "You know..." she said, looking into Laura's eyes," I am really surprised that you're so accepting of the fact that I'm carrying your husband's child."
"Paulina," Laura said, her voice partly wistful, partly commanding, "I can't give my husband children, anymore. And you're a lovely, healthy, beautiful, successful woman. I'm very happy for you, and for him, that you're going to bring his child into this world."
Paulina felt an unexplainable energy filling, and also a desire she had not felt for years. Without another word, she reached up, put her hand behind Laura's neck, and pulled the older woman's face to hers, pressing her mouth to Laura's full, luscious lips.
If Laura was shocked, she didn't show it. Seconds later, Paulina felt Laura's tongue sliding over hers and into her mouth as their kiss deepened...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I slowly unbuttoned Mrs. Peabody's blouse as we stood close together at the foot of the bed in the master bedroom of The Cabin. She looked up at me, and I could feel more than see the sexual desire inside her. And I was feeling it, too. My cock was throbbing like almost never before. I could feel my pulse in every part of my body and I had to work to control my ragged breathing. I felt like a boy about to get his first look at the girl he had a huge crush upon.
Her black lace bra opened in front and I opened it, exposing her large, glorious breasts. Her breasts were large on her chest but not artificially or unnaturally so. Her nipples were large and erect, straining at me and begging to be touched. I cupped and kneaded her breasts as I leaned over and kissed her mouth, her full, glossy lips irresistibly drawing me to her. As our tongues twined, In undid her skirt, letting it fall down her legs.
She was wearing black pantyhose and black high heel pumps, which enhanced her shapely calves, slender thighs, and mouthwatering asscheeks. She also wore a garter belt with her black lace panties over it. I admired her mature beauty as she pulled my black shirt off, and I helped her get it over my head and off. Dropping it, I let my arms drop over her, taking her into them as she undid my pants and began pulling them down. Within seconds, I was naked in front of this gorgeous MILF, my cock throbbing and ready to be sheathed to the hilt in the warm, wet depths of her womanhood.
We kissed deeply again as she took my cock in her hand and stroked it. I gently walked her back until she was practically forced to sit on the end of the bed. She knew what I wanted, and our eyes were locked as she gave me a beautiful smile, then slid her mouth over my cockhead.
"Unnnnh!" I gasped. My God! did that feel good! Adele sucked hard as my cockhead slid over her tongue and what seemed like down her throat, but as she withdrew her mouth she vacuumed the air out, pressing her lips to my shaft. It felt like she was trying to suck my balls right through my cock.
"Oh my God!" I gasped as she began a steady rhythm of deep-sucking my cock like this. Only my wife Laura had really done this to me before, sucking with such deep intensity. "I'm not going to be able to hold back if you keep that up."
"That's okay, baby." she said, her voice seeming to vibrate as she licked my shaft, her hand cupping and playing with my balls. "Just shoot your hot load down my throat. And then we'll take our time and have a long... comfortable... fuck." With that, she engulfed my hard male meat again.
I felt Mrs. Peabody's aura, her sexual power reaching out to me, not just in body but in mind and spirit. I used a trick P. Harvey Eckhart had told me about: I just let myself 'go into it', I let my whole being be immersed in that aura of sexuality radiating from this woman. And it was as if someone turned up the amps on the pleasure that was rocking me.
"Ohhh! I'M COMING!" I gasped out in warning. Mrs. Peabody slid her hands around to cup my asscheeks, pulling me into her face as she sucked my cock as hard as she could. The first jets of my hot payload of semen blasted out and right down her throat, and I could feel her throat muscles working to greedily swallow every bit of it.
The next spurts filled her mouth as she backed off, lashing her tongue against the underside of my pulsing cockhead. I realized she was sucking in perfect rhythm to the pulses of my prick as I jetted the last of my jism... my God, even Laura had never done that to me before...
"Oh my God, that was incredible!" I gasped between pants as I tried to catch my breath. And that just from a blowjob!
Adele asked for some water, and I handed her the cup that she'd brought into the room earlier. After she drank and washed down my semen from her mouth, I helped her to slide back onto the bed, then eased between her gorgeous legs.
I reached for her panties, pulling them up over her slender thighs and shapely calves as she pointed her legs at the sky. Once they were off, she pulled her legs back, her knees to her shoulders over her big breasts, revealing her flexibility.
There it was, right in front of me, an incredibly beautiful sight: Mrs. Peabody's sopping wet snatch. Her labes were engorged, and I was overcome with an irresistible desire to eat that womanly deliciousness.
She moaned as I gently licked over them with long, slow, licks, enjoying the taste of her. Then I settled between her legs and began eating her pussy. I used every technique that I knew, that Laura had taught me, and I could sense Adele's pleasure as well as hear her moans. Before long my mouth was clamped onto her pussy and my tongue slicing as deep into her honey hole as I could get it. I again let myself 'fall into' the sensations and the pleasure as I ate her for what would be many long minutes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhhhh!" gasped Laura as she pulled her legs back. Paulina was face-deep in her pussy, eating her out with practiced ability. Laura realized that this was not the lovely black woman's first time eating another woman's pussy.
"Oh God, where did you learn to eat pussy like that?" Laura gasped as she gently pulled Paulina's head into her quim.
After a few more deep licks, Paulina said "I hooked up with a lot of women while I was in high school and college. Guys, too. I started dating only men after I graduated."
"Mmmmm," Laura moaned, pleasure washing over her body as Paulina sank two fingers deep into her sopping snatch. "I'm glad you got back into the game. Keep it up, that is soooooo good...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Adele came in my mouth. Many times. I felt her body tremor and her pussy clamp down on my tongue. Not as hard as Laura's pussy could clamp down on me, but enough to know that I was getting the job done.
I had switched to sinking a couple of fingers deep into her slit as I lapped her clit hard, making her moan and gasp some more. She was ready. And so was I; my cock was throbbing and eager to be inside her.
Again I didn't ask but took control. I lifted up and mounted Mrs. Peabody. I felt her hand grasp my cock and guide it into her swollen labes; she was as eager as I was to join our loins and copulate lustily.
"UHHHH!" we cried out in unison as my cock found her cunthole and drove deep, impaling her on my weapon of lust, sliding in on thick layer of hot cunt oil until our pelvises smacked together and my balls bounced hard off her ass. I slid my hands under her back, under her shoulder blades until I was gripping her back and shoulders.
It was incredible. It was every bit as good as the first time I penetrated Laura and fucked her. Adele Peabody was something special. Our mouths found each other and our tongues hotly twined as we began rutting in rhythm, her movements perfectly matched with mine as if we were longtime lovers.
I felt her back wall and eased up to just the point where I would just touch it as our thighs pressed together. I had to be careful... I was so worked up that thrusting too hard and too deep might be painful to Mrs. Peabody; she was not as deep as Laura's box. The air was filled with the heavenly smacks of flesh on flesh as we thrust our bodies at each other repeatedly in perfect synchronicity as we lustily mated...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmm," said Adele as we spooned, cuddling and relaxing, "I looooove the feeling of your sperm seeping out of me."
"I love the feeling of shooting it deep inside you." I said quietly. Indeed, the Intendent's pussy had seemed to suck the very life energy from my balls as she absorbed my blasts of hot seed. Her last hard orgasm had triggered my climax, and the intensity of my release was staggering.
"We're a good team." she said. I turned her head to face me and kissed her, sinking my tongue deep into her mouth. I was exhausted, and I wanted nothing more than to just lie here and hold Mrs. Peabody for another hour. Alas, duty called, and I'd have to leave the warmth of her body all too soon.
"We can be a good team out of bed, too." I said. "There are some bad things going on, that I'm trying to stop and clean up. Would you like to help me do that?"
"Of course. How?" she asked.
"Just keep on doing what you're doing." I said. "But be really careful. There's this huge Spider in our midst, and he has spun a huge web. He seems to know every little vibration of that web, knows what we're doing and saying. Just you meeting me for lunch might've been enough for him to take interest in you."
She turned to face me, our arms wrapped around each other as she slid her lovely leg over my hip. "Yes, I know something about that. I can take care of myself, but I'll stay on guard. It's you that he's deathly afraid of. I'm not sure what it is...."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"There is one thing about you, Mr. Iron Crowbar, that has everyone stunned, and maybe a bit afraid of." Mrs. Peabody said, her eyes looking into mine and right into my very soul. "You are unpredictable. You don't play by the rules, especially the rules the politicians, the 'Elites' as I call them, have tried to set up. You're not beholden to any of them; they have no way to force their power onto you or over you."
"They fear you." she added. "And hate comes from fear. And the criminal leaders, your Spider and the others that will run away when the light is shined on them, and will cower in fear before your crowbar... they are very afraid of you, and therefore they hate you very much. Do be careful."
"I will." I said. After a pause, I said "I have to go now. Can I see you again?"
"Oh yes." she said, flashing me that lovely smile. "We're going to be seeing a lot of each other. I know you and your wife have an open marriage, but she might just get annoyed when all she is getting... is my leftovers."



I laughed, but realized inwardly that The Intendent could indeed make that 'threat' come true...
Part 11 - Parting of Ways
It was late in the afternoon. I was coming down the hallway towards my office when I saw Donna, who was Chief Bennett's secretary, walking out of the anteroom to his office and down the back hall with a box in her arms. When I got to the door of my office's anteroom, I saw that the woman was just coming out of Deputy Chief Brownlee's office area.
"What's up with her?" I asked Helena.
"Oh, she's going to work for Deputy Chief Brownlee until they can find her a position somewhere in City Hall or the Courthouse." Helena said. "And Commander... Chief Bennett has been cleaning out his office today, as well."
"Hmmmm." I said as Helena and I looked at each other meaningfully.
I saw Donna heading down the hall with another box, and I slipped into the anteroom and to the Chief's door. He was inside, packing up the last of his personal effects.
"Hello, Chief." I said. "Packing up?"
Bennett looked up at me, a little bit balefully, then said "Not much gets by you, Commander." And he was more correct that he realized; I noted that the painting of the deer in the woods that I'd given him remained hanging on the wall, and that he was not going to be taking it with him.
"By the way," he said, handing me a sheet of paper, "this is your authorization as Acting Chief until my replacement is sworn in on December 1st." I noted that Sheriff Allgood had been the one issuing and signing the document.
"Well, so much for the surprise farewell party." I said. "But I hope you'll enjoy the Regional Manager job you're taking."
"It'll keep me busy." said Benton. After a pause he said "Look, I'm not going to pretend to be happy about this. The Sheriff let me know my resignation timeframe was being moved up. If you'd wanted me gone so fast, you could've come to me about it first."
"I could also tell you that I wasn't the one who initiated speeding up the action." I said, which was mostly true, and Daniel had beaten me to the punch in starting these wheels in motion. "But it doesn't matter. I'm sorry if you feel slighted in this, and I really do hope you'll find happiness in your next position." I turned to go.
"Wait, Commander." Bennett said. He came up to me and extended his hand. I shook it as he said "Look, you're a brilliant Detective. Incredibly brilliant. This Police Force is not enough for your talents, even as its Commander, or its Chief. I only hope... that you won't be betrayed by those lesser than you."
I peered at Bennett, who quickly said "No, I don't mean her. She worships the ground you walk upon. But there are others, inside this Force, inside the Public Safety Department, within the halls of the local Government, that hate you with a monstrosity I've never realized humans could feel. But they do. I'm not one of them, but they're there. Just watch your back, Commander."
"I will. Thanks for the advice. Again, good luck." I said. I turned and left, wondering what he knew that he wasn't telling me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dinner was being held in a small conference room at the Hyatt Hotel in the northern part of Town, paid for by the taxpayers of the State. It was hosted by State Senator Katherine Woodburn. Attending were Town & County Councilpersons Malinda Adams, Kelly Carnes, Pastor Raymond Westboro, Thomas P. Cook, and Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"I appreciate you all coming today," said the host, Katherine Woodburn, "and keeping me informed of what the Council is doing so that I can support you at the State level." There was a murmur of acknowledgement, then Katherine said "So what do we need to coordinate upon now?"
"Two things are coming." said Kelly Carnes. "First are going to be the budget cuts for next year. That's not coming up right away, and I only bring it up so that we can begin preliminary discussions about it. The second thing is what requires much faster action, should that be desired, and that is the new Police Chief situation."
"Why is that an issue?" asked Katherine. "You just approved Sean Moynahan from Midtown. How can you go back on that?"
"By using the Second Reading of the Bill." replied Cook.
"Refresh my memory." said Woodburn. "How does this 'Second Reading' go?"
Kelly Carnes said "Once a bill is passed, it's brought back up again the next week. If a majority votes again to pass, it's passed. Often that happens by voice vote. But if someone asks for a recorded vote, and then a majority vote against the bill, the bill is opened again for debate as if it had never been passed.
She continued: "One caveat of it is that if five of the ten Council Members vote against, i.e. to revisit the bill, and it's a tie vote, the Mayor is obligated to vote to revisit the bill. The reason for the Second Reading is in case something new came up in the week since the first passage, or if public sentiment suddenly turns in large numbers after hearing about the first passage. It's a fail-safe, rarely used, but it gives us a 'do-over' if needed."
"I see." said Katherine. "And you want to use this to stop the hire of Moynahan?"
"Yes." said Cook. "The offer to him was not a wholly popular move, and some of us would still like to see Robert Brownlee promoted to the position."
"Which would force the Iron Crowbar to leave." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. One could not tell from his inflection whether or not he considered that to be a good or bad thing.
"It would not force him to leave." said Cook. "But if he knows what is good for him, he'll resign quickly rather than be brought up on charges of various kinds and then fired."
"I'm not sure that is an action we wish to happen." said Malinda Adams in her prim way. "Commander Troy has been much more accommodative to placing women in positions of responsibility in the Police Force than Griswold or Bennett ever were. I am also sure that Robert Brownlee would not be very good about that. He actually hit a woman police officer, used physical violence against her."
"Which nearly got him killed by that Officer's cousin, the Iron Crowbar." said Katherine, remembering. "What I want to ask, and I hope you'll consider... what exactly are the benefits, to us, of having Robert Brownlee as your Police Chief?"
Thomas Cook said "Robert Brownlee is a man we can work with. He was eager to follow the law and Court rulings to give those Burke tapes names to the SBI. He also will work with us to make sure that Law Enforcement in this County goes... smoothly... instead of being at the center of disruptions in which the Iron Crowbar always finds himself centered. Again, Robert Brownlee is a man we can work with to ensure harmonious cooperation."
"Just how harmonious is it going to be," said Reginald B.F. Lewis, who was black, "when the Iron Crowbar leaves and joins the FBI; Captain Ross leaves with him to join the FBI; Lieutenant Croyle, who has just led two huge Vice busts, leaves the Force; and Lieutenant Perlman goes to the SBI Inspector's office? Police officers will be subjected to the whims of Robert Brownlee, who my people believe has no regard for them. At the least, the Iron Crowbar has been fair to us, as well as to women." Malinda Adams smiled.
"I would welcome the Iron Crowbar leaving," said Thomas P. Cook, "and never coming back. No matter the fallout, no matter the consequences."
"As would I." said Kelly Carnes. "But Mr. Lewis makes a decent point. If it meant the Iron Crowbar was the only one to go, I'd say make Brownlee our Chief in ten seconds flat. But the Iron Crowbar won't be the only one to go, and Robert Brownlee cannot handle a Police Force that loses its best people."
"So let me ask again," said Katherine Woodburn, "why did you even bother offering Moynahan the job in the first place?"
"We are not the only persons on the Council, Senator." said Pastor Westboro, speaking for the first time. "J.P. Goldman and Edward R. Steele are wealthy and formidable antagonists, as is John Colby. And Captain Moynahan is a very experienced policeman. He will teach our young Police Force many things he has learned from his vast experience. Even the Iron Crowbar admits that he will learn from Moynahan."
Westboro continued: "So let us just say... that we covered our bases, and now are deciding whether or not to go through with naming Moynahan to the Chief position. But if we reverse ourselves, that means the Iron Crowbar himself will again be Acting Chief for weeks... maybe months more."
"If I may, Pastor... let's get to the core of this." said Thomas P. Cook. "Senator, we're asking your input on Robert Brownlee. If you'd like to see him in the Chief's chair, working with us and also with you as our State Senator, then it will go a long way towards our decision. If you don't... no harm, no foul, and we continue with Moynahan."
Katherine said "I see. Okay, guys, here's what I'd like to see happen..."
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Morning Coffee And Crowbars
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted my favorite redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, November 12th. "Channel Two News has learned that Appellate Judge Leahy will give his ruling on the landmark KSTD v. Town & County Council case today at noon!"
Bettina continued as we all watched in MCD: "The State Supreme Court had sent the case back for further review, and Judge Leahy will deliver his new ruling at twelve o'clock noon. Experts believe that Judge Leahy will rule that the Jack Burke sex tapes must be released to not only our competitor KSTD, but be made publicly available to all the Media and the Public."
"Who are these 'experts' to whom she refers?" I asked out loud. Joanne Cummings giggled at that.
Bettina continued "It is not clear if the Town & County Council will comply with Judge Leahy's ruling if it goes against them. It is likely that they will appeal to the State Supreme Court again, but the ultimate question is whether they'll order Acting Chief Donald Troy of the TCPD to comply once the appeals are exhausted."
"And yes," Bettina said, her eyes beginning to sparkle, "I said 'Acting Chief' Troy. The Town & County Council formally accepted Chief Harold Bennett's resignation, but moved up the effective date... to yesterday. But Commander Troy's stint will only be for the rest of this month, as Midtown P.D. Captain Sean Moynahan will formally take over as Police Chief on November 1st, and is already working in the role in an 'advisory' capacity now."
Bettina was not finished. She said "In other news, the home of BigPharmaCorp executive Dr. Robin Grayson was invaded Tuesday night, and Police found Dr. Grayson and his wife unconscious and severely beaten yesterday morning. Fortunately, their two young children were staying with relatives and were not harmed. The Graysons are recovering from their injuries at University Hospital. Police have made no statements about the case, citing the ongoing investigation."
"Wow, she didn't say anything about what really happened to them." said Joanne Cummings.
"Yeah." I said. "She's experienced the same brutality herself. I'll bet Priya won't be nearly as discrete, and will give every detail that she can in her morning report."
"I'll take that bet." said Cindy.
"Oh, you're betting against me now?" I said in mock surprise. Cindy just shrugged her shoulders.
"Better call her on the phone now, then." I replied. "One hour to her broadcast."
"How are they going to get the information?" asked Martin Nash. "You've sealed the police report, citing the possibility of unnecessarily compromising BigPharmaCorp research."
"Observe and deduce." I said. "Bettina's broadcast has given you every clue." I looked around as everyone thought about it. It was Tanya Perlman who got it first.
"Ohhhh!" she said. "Acting Police Chief Troy. Waiting for new Chief Moynahan to arrive. That'll be enough to make the Good Humor Man, Deputy Chief Brownlee, very pissed off."
"Keep making accurate deductions like that," I said, "and I'll put you in charge of MCD."
"Don't you threaten me!" Tanya shot back. The room erupted in laughter.
Then it vanished as Theo Washington asked "Commander... what will you do if the Council orders you to turn over those tapes?" All eyes were on me in the silence of the room.
"That's why he makes the big bucks." said Cindy Ross. I knew her words were meant to rescue me.
"Not big enough, for damn sure." I said with a sigh. "I think I need to start taking these bets... in order to raise some cash for when I hit the unemployment line." With that, everyone knew exactly where I stood... and yes, it would be taking a stand.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Priya in five." Cindy said as she came to my office. "Wanna watch in MCD with everyone else?"
"Sure, why not?" I said, though not really feeling it.
"You okay?" Cindy said, instantly noticing my internal feelings of agitation and foreboding.
"Yeah, I guess so." I said.
"You hate having something affect you which is beyond your control." Cindy said, knowing.
"If I need a psychiatrist, Cindy... I'll marry one." I replied. Cindy barked a little laugh and we headed to MCD. My foreboding was prescient.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News In The Morning!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette from outside the gates of BigPharmaCorp across the River. "Five Alive News has learned that Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court will deliver his new ruling on the KSTD v. Town & County Council case at noon today! KSTD expects to win this case, and will bring you all the details of the Jack Burke sex tapes that you have the right to know!"
After finishing her gloating over the impending ruling, Priya said "Five Alive News is also bringing you the coverage that other stations won't. Five Alive News has learned more details of the home invasion of the residence of BigPharmaCorp Vice President Robin Grayson. Sources tell Five Alive News that Mrs. Grayson was raped multiple times in front of her husband, and that he was sodomized with a fireplace poker. The motive for this brutal crime is not yet known, and the Town & County Police have declined to answer our repeated inquiries about the case..."
"Three boxes of doughnuts tomorrow morning, Captain." I said to Cindy. "On you."
"Done." my partner replied. "I just wonder who in the hell leaked that to her--"
Cindy stopped talking and the MCD room became silent as Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee strode into the room, pretending to try to suppress a grin.
"Well, Chief Troy," Brownlee said sarcastically, "why are all your people sitting on their asses instead of solving cases like the Grayson rape?"
"Did you leak that information?" accused Joanne Cummings. Hoo boy...
"You work for the Public, Detective." snarled Brownlee. "And the Public has every right to know what we are doing with their tax dollars."
"You bastard..." growled Joanne. Brownlee's face went crimson, almost purple. He began striding towards Cummings, who was sitting at her desk.
"What did you call me, you little good-for-nothing--" His hand was raised as if he was about to hit her, but he happened to see over his shoulder. I was right behind him, and the Red Crowbar was actually raised and about to split his head open.
"Go ahead." I whispered. "Hit her. It'll be the last god-damned thing you ever do..."
Brownlee pulled back, but squared up to me. "What, are you going to assault me with that crowbar? Go ahead, hit me with it." I handed the crowbar to Joanne.
"I don't need it to kill you, asswipe." I growled, fronting Brownlee. And I intended to do just that. But as I advanced upon him, Brownlee backed away, almost tripping. If he'd fallen, he would've died, but by the grace of whatever demon was protecting him, he stumbled to the back doorway, through which he hastily exited.
"No one saw a thing." said Martin Nash.
"No." I said quietly. "I'll take responsibility for it. I would never ask any of you to lie for me for something like that."
Cindy's voice then cut through the room like shattering glass. "No, you wouldn't, Commander. But I want every one of you here to see that our Commander has our backs, and I want each and every one of you to follow that example and have each other's backs."
"Sound advice, Captain, sound advice!" said a gravelly voice from the side door. Into the room walked Chief-to-be Sean Moynahan. "A good Police Force has each other's backs, and goes to bat for each other. But I hardly need to tell any of you that." He stopped by Joanne's desk. "Ah, you must be Detective Cummings. I'm Sean Moynahan-- oh, is this the legendary object of our Commander's affection?"
He took the red crowbar from her, examining it, tapping it in his hand as we all watched. "Yes, I can see why you like to carry this, Commander." he said, handing it back to me.
"It's his Palladium, Chief." Cindy said.
"Hello, Chief." I said, having finally calmed down. "Allow me to introduce you to your Major Crimes Division..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I thought I would just introduce the Detectives to Moynahan, but he had other ideas. He sat down and talked with all of them as a group, then to each of them for some minutes, getting to know them, asking about the routine and procedures and such. Then Cindy and I took him to Vice, where Teresa introduced him to her Vice Squad. Just then, Lt. Wes Masters came in.
"Ah, 'Coldiron'!" said Moynahan, his voice lighting up.
"Good to see you, Captain... er, Chief.." said Masters, who had worked for Moynahan in Midtown. It was like a family reunion for both as they shook hands warmly. "Er, what do I call you?"
"Whatever it is, just keep it clean." said Moynahan.
"You can call him 'Chief'." I said. "He just not getting paid the big bucks for it until the first of next month." Everyone chuckled, then I said "Chief, with your permission, I'll leave Lt. Masters to introduce you to our Uniformed squads and take you to the Precincts. Captain Ross and I have some work to do."
"By all means, by all means," said the new Chief, shaking my hand and then Cindy's. We made our way out of Vice and to my office.
"I think he's going to be great." said Cindy. "He's going to be like all our dads, watching us and teaching us."
"Yes." I said. "But he just missed finding a body, or more accurately a dog turd, on the MCD floor."
"I think he saw it from the doorway." said Cindy. "And I think he would've said what Nash did."
"True." I said. "Okay, let's get this bit of informality overwith. Go get Joanne." Cindy made an 'Oh shit!' face, but left the office and within seconds returned with the lovely young blonde Detective in tow.
"Sir, I'm sorry about that--" she began, but I held up my hand to cut her off.
"Detective... don't ever do that again, not even to Brownlee." I said. "Consider that your reprimand. But more importantly: if that bastard Brownlee gives you any problem at all, let Captain Ross or me know. You can come to me directly if he gives you so much as a dirty look. As you could see earlier, I am more than ready to finish what he started. And just don't ever talk to Lt. Perlman, Cpt. Ross, me, or Chief Moynahan like that."
"Oh, I never would, sir." Joanne gushed. "I'm sorry, but I was so mad that he leaked what happened to Mrs. Grayson to the Press like that, and the came in and boasted about it--" I had to hold up my hand again.
"I get it, Ms. Cummings. I really do." I said. Then, to change the subject, I asked "So, what do you think of your new Chief?"
"Oh, he's going to be great!" Joanne said. "I'll bet he can teach us a lot of things about police work and our jobs as Detectives."
"You're right about that." I said. "I look forward to learning from him, also."
"You, sir?" Joanne said.
"Contrary to the belief of your Captain, here," I said, "I still have a lot to learn about this job, also. Having an experienced police officer like Chief Moynahan will only make me better... like Chief Griswold made me better. Okay, what cases are you working on?"
"The drug bust you made at those apartments and the Grayson case." said Joanne. "Martin-- er, Detective Nash asked me if I could try to find any correlations based on that refined drug at the apartment."
"Cool beans." I said. "Okay, get back to it." After Joanne left, I said "You expected me to be more formal with her about talking back to Brownlee?"
"I don't know." said Cindy. "I was going to bring her into my office and rip her harder than you did, but nothing formal. With respect, Commander, you don't know how we women feel about rape cases."
"Try me." I said. "I was once told by a woman who led self-help seminars, similar to ones your father does, that men don't feel the fear every single day that women do, that women feel that fear at least once a day. No, I'm a man and I don't feel it the same way, but I understood what she was saying, I understand what you're saying, and I understand how Joanne felt about Brownlee leaking that."
"Why in the hell did he pull that stunt?" Cindy asked. "If you weren't in front of me, I was going to go after him. And you were more restrained that I was going to be."
"Which is why I stepped in. As to why he did it?" I asked, then sighed. "I have no frickin' clue. I usually suspect he's told to do things like that, but this one was... different. I think we'll find out the 'why' of it in the near future. Meanwhile, we have work to do. The officers guarding the Graysons at the Hospital will let me know when they wake up so we can try to interview them. Until then, I'll be glued to the computers."
Part 13 - Fourth And Goal
At 10:00am, three people entered my office at my 'invitation': Myron Milton, Mary Mahoney Milton, and David Krueger. I had the anti-bugging device full on, with the TV turned up some for background noise.
"Okay, David," I said, "I've vetted the hell out of you, and Myron and Mary have vouched for you also. So to all three of you, what I'm about to tell you and assign you is of the highest secrecy. I am not kidding when I say that any leak to any person outside this room could lead to the deaths of innocent people."
"David," I continued, "I'm going to give you some information. I want you to research it and find links between this stuff, as well as to any outside information the three of you find. You will be working with Mary more than Myron, as Myron still has MCD work to do while Mary is assigned to me personally."
I went on: "Anything that any of you find is to be brought to me personally and immediately. You cannot speak of any of this, not one word, to any other person, not even the Chief, the SBI or FBI. Only to me or Captain Ross, and I'd appreciate you not telling her unless I'm dead, incapacitated, or away on assignment and she really needs to know.
"Again, folks, people's lives are at stake. Not a word to any other police officer nor anyone else. Yes, most of them are good people, but there's that one or two moles that we can't trust, and the good people can't tell the moles from the other good people. If any of you have a problem with this, speak now and go in peace, and nothing will be held against you."
To my total lack of surprise, they all agreed. Mary then said "Commander, if you'll get on with it, we can get it solved faster." I knew she was needling me, so I let it go.
"You're not going to be able to, quote, 'solve', unquote, anything." I said. "You'll be finding and correlating data and financial links, and building a court case to take this bastard down."
I then began laying out what I had in the secret evidence servers. The only things I did not tell them were where various information pieces came from. I even told them that the Consultant's sex tapes with Emma Washburn was in there, but it was mighty poor porn. I also told them to not download anything from the servers but just look at it, and only from laptops that were secure and not connected to anything else.
"Some people do not believe that this criminal even exists." I said as David began looking at the data. "And they certainly would not believe it if they knew his identity. And what I need from you guys, is the proof linking him personally to his financial network and to his crimes."
"Holy... fuck!" gasped David Krueger as he began looking at the data. Myron and Mary were equally stunned...
As they looked at the data, I had Myron stand aside with me. I whispered "Myron, we're going to lose that Burke tapes case. I want you to go ahead and make one, and only one, copy of the files onto DVDs. I've already opened the encrypted files on my laptop behind my desk there. But we're going to exclude two women out of the thirty on the tapes. One of them will be the Sheriff's wife, of course. The other... well, the less you know about her, the most better off you will be...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30am, Town & County Sheriff Daniel Allgood came to my office. He looked distraught.
"Tell me you have a Plan 'B'." he said.
"Hell, Sheriff, I'm at Plans 'F' and 'G' right now." I said. "Which means (F)ourth and (G)oal." Daniel looked like he was about to have a heart attack.
"Okay, listen in while I make a very important phone call." I said. I got out my personal cellphone and called my wife.
"Hello, dear." I said. "Judge Leahy's ruling is at noon."
"Yes, darling, I know." said Laura. "What do you want to do?"
"It's fourth and goal, honey." I replied. "We're down to our last play on this one."
"I'll run with the ball from here." my wife said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before noon, still Thursday, November 12th, Chief Sean Moynahan 'invited' me, Captain Ross, and Lieutenants Tanya Perlman and Teresa Croyle into the Chief's Conference Room for a meeting. The Chief was at the end of the table near the door, with me to his left (facing the door) and Tanya to my left. Across from me was Cindy, with Teresa to her right.
Sheriff Daniel Allgood was also in the room. He had been invited by the Chief when the Chief saw that Daniel was already at Headquarters. Daniel took the seat next to Tanya.
"First of all," said the new Chief in his gravelly, growl-like voice, "I have looked at all of your records, and I am truly impressed with each of you. You ladies are definitely Crowbar's Angels, and I say that not because of your gender, but because of your abilities in working with him, and probably keeping him out of trouble at times."
"Oh, we definitely don't get enough credit for that, sir." said Cindy Ross, deadpan flat. Everyone chuckled.
"You get more than you realize." said the Chief. "And I'll also tell you, Captain Ross, that I've heard a lot about you from your sister. And while she'll never admit this to you nor in public, she was constantly telling us in Midtown how proud she is of her sister and the things you have been doing up here."
"I can back that up, too." said Teresa.
"Me, three." I said. Indeed, Molly's praise of Cindy was always effusive... as long as Cindy wasn't actually able to hear it.
"Get it on tape." Cindy said. "No telling how much she'll pay you to keep it out of my hands."
"Heh heh heh heh." laughed Moynahan in his peculiar way. "Sheriff, I also must commend your Commander on his choices for his MCD and Vice Lieutenants. This is far and away the youngest Police Force of its size anywhere in the Nation, much less the State, but every appointment into every position, by you Commander, as well as Chief Griswold, has been correct in every way. Okay, so let's hear this Appellate Judge's ruling, and then we can talk about your de-part-ments."
With that, the Chief took the remote and turned the mute off. The TV was mounted on the wall behind the end of the table... behind where I used to sit when Chief Griswold was here.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely MILF reporterette as she stood in front of the Courthouse Building, which also housed the Appellate Courts for the District and Region of the State. "Appellate Judge Leahy has just ruled that the Jack Burke tapes are no longer evidence, and that they must be turned over to our competitor KSTD at once!"



There was a loud groan in the room from everyone but me as Bettina said "Judge Leahy's ruling carefully answered the objections of the State Supreme Court, and seemed designed to give the Town & County Council no loopholes through which they can squeeze."
Bettina's smile became more malicious as she said "Judge Leahy was particularly harsh in his language towards the Town & County Police Department, and stated that Commander Donald Troy must comply with his order to release the tapes or else Commander Troy is to be jailed on Contempt of Court charges until he does comply. He even went so far as to say that Commander Troy's resignation from the Police Force, while most welcome, would not save Troy from jail if he did not turn over those files and any encryption codes to access them."
"However," said Bettina, "the Town & County Council must decide whether or not to appeal the case, and they are calling an emergency immediate meeting to decide what actions they will take. Experts believe that the Council will appeal, thus staying Leahy's order until the State Supreme Court can again take up the new ruling by Judge Leahy."
"Who are these 'experts' she keeps citing?" I asked, derision in my voice.
"You look a-maaaaaa-zingly calm about this, Commander." said Chief Moynahan, no slouch at observation and deduction himself.
"Why, Chief!" I exclaimed. "You, sir, were in the Cavalry... don't you believe in the Cavalry coming to the rescue?"
"Welcome to the party that is the Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan." said Tanya Perlman, her cheeks rosy with merriment. She knew by now that I must have an ace up my sleeve.
Bettina had been droning on about the case and about Jack Burke's prolific sex life when suddenly we heard her say "What? What's that?" We paid attention, and Moynahan turned up the volume.
"Ladies and gentlemen!" Bettina said, almost screaming, "We have a shocking new development in the Burke Tapes case! A Federal judge has blocked Judge Leahy's order to turn over the tapes! In addition, the Federal judge, acting upon new information by the FBI, has ordered that the Burke sex tapes be classified, as in military-type classification! In a briefing with the Federal judge, the FBI and other Government agencies stated that information on the Burke tapes could be crucial to an ongoing Federal investigation, and that the release of that information might compromise national security information!"
"The Federal judge has ordered that Commander Donald Troy, who currently holds a Top Secret security clearance, to take personal charge of the classified information, and to work with the FBI to secure it in the same manner that other federally classified information is handled!" Bettina continued. "With this new development, it is very unlikely that the Jack Burke tapes will ever be revealed to the public, and that the women on the tapes will never be named publicly!"
Everyone was looking at me as I calmly and serenely looked at the television set. They did not notice that Daniel Allgood had almost collapsed with relief. When he finally looked over at me, I looked at him and just said "Fourth and goal. And touchdown on the final play of the game."
"Well, Sheriff," said Chief Moynahan, "you did tell me to never doubt the Iron Crowbar, no matter how farfetched he seeeeeems to be at times."
"I should've listened to my own advice." said Daniel, still shocked by what he had just witnessed.
"How did you do it, Don?" asked Moynahan.
"I did nothing. It was the Feds. And the FBI did not lie to the Federal judge." I said. "One of the women on those tapes... is a Federal agent, whose identity is classified, cannot be revealed per the law, and will not be revealed."
I did not need to tell most of them that the Federal agent was one of the best 'wet boy' snipers in the history of the Central Intelligence Agency; and while the tapes wouldn't reveal that about her, neither I nor my wife, a Deputy Director of said Agency and sister of said Federal agent, were going to nitpick such details...
Part 14 - Inquiries
A little after 1:00pm I got word that the Graysons were regaining consciousness at University Hospital. I hurried over with Cindy. Detectives Nash, Parker, and Diana Torres were already there, along with Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton, and they seemed shocked when I came in.
"Sir," said Nash, "I was about to have Torres and Parker talk to Mrs. Grayson, while I would talk to Mr. Grayson with Sgt. Rudistan listening in."
"That's fine." I said. "I'll listen in on Mr. Grayson. Captain Ross, do you want to listen in on Mrs. Grayson's comments?"
"If it'll help." Cindy said. "She might feel a little more comfortable with another woman there."
I followed Nash and Rudistan into Mr. Grayson's room, as Morton secured the door from outside. Dr. Robin Grayson still bore the signs of the severe beating he'd taken; his face was bruised all around his eyes and nose, his upper lip was swollen. He could barely open his eyes.
"Dr. Grayson," Nash said, as soothingly as he was capable of making his voice sound, "can you tell us what happened?"
Grayson said "My wife and I went out for the evening. Dinner and a movie. First night alone we'd had in a while. When we got home, they... were already in the house. All of them wearing all black... black ski masks, only eye and mouth slits. They grabbed us when we walked into the library room. They began... yelling and screaming... they wanted to know where a tablet was. I don't use tablets... nobody at BigPharmaCorp does... and my laptop was in my office."
He then gave the grisly details of being forced to watch his wife being repeatedly raped by the five or six men in the room. He kept shouting and pleading that he didn't have any tablet, but they just kept on raping her and beating her, and it became a savage exhibition of pure animal cruelty, a 'feeding frenzy' of violent sex forced upon a helpless woman.
Then they began torturing him. They grabbed a fireplace poker and stabbed it in his ass, but he still just yelled that he had no tablet. Then one man had a pocket knife and said he would slit Grayson's wife's throat if Grayson did not give up the tablet. Grayson said that he had no tablet and did not know of what tablet they were talking about. The masked man stabbed him and he blacked out.
"Let's give him a few minutes." I said to my Detectives. "Mr. Grayson, I'll be back later. Just rest." We left the room.
Cindy was coming out of Mrs. Grayson's room. She told the wife's story, which matched the husband's, except the wife didn't know her husband had been stabbed; she'd blacked out and was in and out of consciousness while being raped.
"Commander, she asked to speak to you specifically." Cindy said.
"All right." I said. I followed Cindy into the room. Mrs. Grayson was an attractive woman in her thirties, with brown hair and large eyes I call 'doe' eyes. She had some blackening around those eyes where she'd been slapped hard a few times, but I knew her most grievous wounds were not visible on her face.
"Hello Mrs. Grayson," I said. "I'm Commander Troy. You wanted to see me?"
"Yes." whispered the woman, who spoke with a surprisingly steady voice. "They did this to me to make my husband turn over a tablet to them. He doesn't use a tablet in his work. What tablet did they mean?"
"I'm not sure." I said, lying through my teeth. "We've only begun investigating the case."
"Commander," Mrs. Grayson said, "my husband... is not the most honest man in the world. I know he's had affairs in the past. And I may not be you, but I don't have to be you to figure out that those men weren't just making up what they wanted."
"Ma'am, you do your husband a disservice." I said. "I don't think he'd let you take the abuse you did if he could've stopped it. And maybe these guys wanted this tablet thinking there'd be BigPharmaCorp research was on it, and they were plain wrong about that."
"Commander, they never mentioned research, or drugs." she said. "They said the wanted the tablet... with the pictures on it." I turned to Cindy and Torres. Torres handed me her sheet of notes, and I read what Mrs. Grayson had told them. The men had asked for the tablet with the pictures of the woman, and her husband had said he had no tablets of any kind.
"I'll check into this, Mrs. Grayson." I said. "But I'll say again that your husband may well be telling the truth... both you and he were badly brutalized and yet he had nothing to give them to stop it."
"Just tell me the truth when you find out, Commander." said Mrs. Grayson, fire in her eyes. Now just how was I supposed to save this man's marriage? I thought to myself. I did know that I wasn't going to help destroy it further.
"Captain, you're with me." I said. "Mrs. Grayson, you get some rest. Let us find out what happened, and in the meantime I hope you won't blame your husband for the evil actions of others." With that, I left the room, Cindy in tow.
"Okay guys," I said to the waiting Detectives in the hall. "Captain Ross and I are going to have a moment with Mr. Grayson."
"I'll come with you--" said Martin Nash, but I broke him off.
"No." I said. "I want to talk to him alone. Captain Ross will be witness to it. And if you want to know why, it's because this man is a Vice President of one of the biggest and most politically powerful companies in the State, and I don't want anyone but the Police Commander taking shit from that company and the politicians they've bought off."
That froze Nash long enough for me to get into the room with Cindy. She blocked the door while I came up to Grayson.
"Dr. Grayson," I said, "Captain Ross here knows about your previous visit to me, and she is the only one besides you and me that knows the full story. Did these criminals mention Emma by name?"
"No." said Grayson. "They said they wanted the tablet with the pictures, but never mentioned her name."
"Why didn't you just tell them you'd already given it to the Police?" I asked.
"Because they would've murdered us both, right then and there." Grayson replied. "I knew that our only hope was to never acknowledge that I knew of the tablet, or that I ever had it. They'd already raped my wife, there was little else they could do. To be honest, I was surprised to wake up in this hospital; I knew I'd been stabbed. But... thank God she lived, and the children weren't there..."
"That's probably true." I said. "It had to be very hard for you, but you did the right thing. But listen: your wife is wondering why they did this, and she doesn't think they were after BigPharmaCorp research. I've told her nothing, and I won't tell her anything, but you're going to have to decide how to save your marriage."
"What do you think I should do?" Grayson asked.
"Tell her that Commander Troy believes the criminals had erroneous information, and that you didn't have any tablet to give them." I said. "And good luck to you."
Back in the hallway, I handed Nash my notes, which said simply that the criminals didn't ask specifically about BigPharmaCorp research, and that despite my methods of questioning, he could not say what they wanted. "Okay Nash," I said, "consolidate these interviews into one report for me. At this point, the reasons for this attack are becoming murky."
"What about that refined heroin sample from that drug raid?" asked Nash. "You don't think that's part of it?"
"I don't think this attack is part of that." I said. "I think there is a mole, but it's not Dr. Grayson. We'll have to look elsewhere for that, and that aspect of it may have to be worked by our FBI friends..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back in my Police SUV, I asked Cindy "What do you think?"
"Mrs. Grayson said one of the men raping her smelled particularly bad." Cindy said. "And her description of his eyes and mouth under the mask just made me think of Dirty Lennie. I really wonder if it might do good to pick him up and razz him about it, see if he trips up."
"It's a thought." I said. "Though Dirty Lennie isn't known to be a rapist, just a filthy drug pusher."
"What do you think about it?" Cindy asked.
"Let me just put it this way." I said. "If I were the Consultant and I'd figured out that Emma's tablet was in Grayson's hands, I would probably not put together this crude and violent way of getting the tablet from him. I'd just send him a little note saying that I was going to tell his wife all about his affair with Emma unless that tablet was turned over very quickly."
"Maybe he did do that." Cindy said. "And Grayson said what was true: that he had no tablet. So the Consultant then had a crew go in and search the house, which including torturing the Graysons."
"That's a definite possibility." I said. "Another one is that someone else was behind this attack, not our Consultant. And that means there is a competing force wanting to offset the Consultant by having something on him, which would keep the Consultant at bay from harming him, or her, or them."
"But they'd have to know about the tablet, and what's on it." Cindy said. "And even I didn't know about it until you told me. You really kept that one under wraps. And by the way, that exonerates you as being behind the attacks... you have the tablet, and its information is on the evidence servers, so you didn't need to do this."
"True enough. I'm glad to be cleared." I said, half-mockingly. "But it definitely creates more questions than answers."
"Commander," Cindy said, "there's something I need to ask, or say. Martin Nash wasn't very happy when you went in to interview Grayson without him, Nash. The Detectives are going to be asking the questions of what tablet, why did the perps want the tablet, and why did they go after Grayson."
"I hope they will." I said.
"Don," Cindy said, using my first name to underscore her point: "Martin Nash is a good Detective. Methodical, sometimes dull, but he has more imagination than he lets on. They already know that you knew something when you sent them to interview the Graysons about the refined heroin. So what are you going to do if Nash finds out we the Police already have the tablet... and you didn't tell him?"
"Me," she continued, "I get it why you didn't say anything, and wouldn't have if the Graysons hadn't been attacked. But Martin... he's not going to understand. From the outside viewpoint, it looks like you're holding back, even hiding things. And Nash is 'Boy Scout' personified, if you know what I mean."
"You're right." I said, realizing that I'd overlooked this. "Think I should tell him?"
Cindy realized the full implications of those actions, as well as the implications of keeping the secret.
"I'll follow your lead, Don." she said. "Whatever you decide, I'll support. I've been withholding the truth to this point, also, but I know and trust you have my back. I'm just thinking about your credibility with your own people if this comes out and they get blindsided..."
Part 15 - Crowbars and Axes
"You guys are working late." said FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone on his call to my Police cellphone. It was 7:30pm.
"We've got a raid tonight." I said. "I'll be monitoring from Headquarters."
"I see." said Jack. "I just wanted to let you know that I checked with the people watching the Belfort Badge Gang, as we call them, and there was some cellphone activity to burners a couple of days ago."
"Okay, maybe this is the start of something." I said. "Somebody put together that crew of perps that attacked Dr. Grayson and his wife. If it was them, you might have your first leads."
"My guys agree with you." said Muscone. "We're checking to see if the burners are part of a larger pack or shipment, that is, if someone bought a bunch at one time and these are part of the set. If it's part of a lot, we can expand the numbers we're looking for."
"Cool beans." I said. After we made our goodbyes, I called Martin Nash into my office. He was still at work and arrived instantly.
"So, Martin, what do you have?" I asked.
"Not much, sir." said Nash. "I've been talking with Parker and Cummings. Torres is going on the raid tonight so she's getting ready for that. What we're wondering is that if this attack was not to get BigPharmaCorp research, then why did it happen?"
"Good question." I said.
Nash said "Joanne brought up a few things, and I don't mind telling you that she's almost like you in bringing up things from limited facts. The first thing she noticed is that there were five or more likely six perps. It would cost money to hire them, so there is money behind this."
"True." I said.
"The statements of the husband and wife generally match." said Nash. "Both said the perps were demanding a tablet, not a laptop but a tablet, and that this tablet had pictures on it. They didn't mention research, nor refined heroin. We toyed with the idea that Grayson sold some of that refined heroin for money, and BigPharmaCorp sent perps after him. But he had no money problems, and they didn't ask about heroin."
"So where does that leave you?" I asked.
"Joanne still believes there is a correlation between the refined heroin found at the Douglas apartment and this case." said Nash. "I agree that it's extremely coincidental, but I'm thinking it may really be a coincidence, or unrelated cases. I think that tablet is the key, and whatever is on it holds the answer."
"Do you think these perps were hired to attack the Graysons?" I asked. "Or just a burglary crew?" Nash looked at me a little strangely.
"Sir, this had to be a specific attack." he said.
"I agree." I then picked up my phone and called Cindy's office. "Captain Ross, would you join Detective Nash and me in my office?" Cindy arrived almost before I could put the phone in its cradle.
"Have a seat, Captain." I said. As she sat down besides Nash, I said "Both of you understand the nature of Confidential Informants? That sometimes we get information of which we can't really discuss the source?"
Both nodded. I handed them both pairs of latex gloves, like we wear at crime scenes. As they put them on, I brought an evidence packet out of my desk drawer. Opening the plastic sleeve and making a notation of it, I pulled out the manila envelope. And out of that I pulled out an iPad tablet. Martin Nash was looking at it, stunned. He did not notice that Cindy had shown no reaction on her ruggedly pretty face.
"It is not fair for you to have a mystery at both ends of an investigation, Mr. Nash." I said. "Ergo, I'm letting you know some confidential information, which I hope you will keep as confidential as you can. Do you remember the Emma Washburn case?"
"Ahhhhh." said Nash, remembering. "Emma had a tablet that was missing, that we never found."
"Yes." I said. "And it was turned in, to me, under an agreement like that of a confidential informant. I put the evidence into servers, but I didn't tell anyone due to the agreement made in acquiring the tablet itself. And, as I'm sure you're figuring out, this could well be the same tablet these perps erroneously thought Dr. Grayson had."
"What's on it?" asked Nash.
"You know I've been pursuing a master criminal, that I call the Consultant of Crime." I said. "He is a pornographic actor with Emma Washburn on videos on this tablet, and a mighty poor one at that. Not enough by itself to convict him of anything. The attack on the Graysons shows that he is not aware that I have it; apparently he thought they had it."
"So will the information on that tablet help us solve the Grayson crimes?" Nash asked.
"Probably not." I said. "The perps were professional hires, probably did not know what they were going after beyond a tablet. Mrs. Grayson said one of them smelled dirtier than the others, and you might bring Dirty Lennie in and give him hell for a while. But other than that, you likely won't be able to prove any connection between them and the bastard behind it."



I continued: "I can't even guarantee this is the tablet they were looking for. There is the refined heroin out there to consider. But I wanted you to know of this from me, instead of finding out some other way and wondering why I didn't tell you."
"You don't want us to ask who it is that's on there, do you?" Nash said. By 'us' he meant Cindy, still unaware that she knew already.
"I'll just say this, Martin." I replied. "As the lead investigator of the Grayson case, you have every right to know what is on this tablet. Once you do, however, your life will be in grave danger... as will Sandra Speer's and anyone else whom you hold dear. If you slip up even the slightest bit and reveal your knowledge, people will die. And I believe this man has moles within this Police Force, within the SBI, within the FBI, within the CIA... he's like a massive, malignant spider in the center of a huge web, and he feels every vibration."
"Why don't you just arrest him?" asked Martin.
"Based upon what proof?" I replied. "I'm working to obtain that, but right now he'd walk away, never to be caught again, and probably with my employment terminated as concession to him. And if I do what I should do... if The Batman kills the Joker... then I'll be put to death on the same slab Lance Priemus died upon, someone else will fill the void in his crime ring, and the same Evil will persist. I'm trying to bust both him and his entire criminal organization."
Nash thought about it. He looked over at Cindy, only to find her ice blue eyes staring right back into his. He said "This really is that big, isn't it?"
"He burned the Commander's house down. With my baby cousins inside." Cindy replied. "This bastard was behind Priemus's tortured death, which you saw yourself. He's behind or involved with almost every crime we've worked on for the last few years."
"Captain, do you know who he is?" Nash asked.
"I've never told her." I said, peering at Cindy.
"And you haven't had to, Commander." Cindy said, her eyes locked with mine, before turning to Martin. "And to answer your question, Detective Nash... yes, I know who he is." She looked back at me. My eyes revealed nothing; I knew that she knew, of course. And how she knew...
Martin Nash looked at the tablet, about to make the most important decision of his life. He picked up the tablet in his gloved hands.
"If for no other reason than to help you guys get him," Nash said. "I've got to know." I handed him a power cord to plug into the iPad. After a moment, it had enough energy to power up. Another moment later, it was able to run the videos.
"Oh... my... God." Nash whispered as the Truth was revealed to him. "This... can't... be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00pm, the TCPD Task Force to take down the Beanstalk Gang rolled out of Precinct Two Headquarters. Lt. Teresa Croyle was in overall command of it, and had Detectives Purvis, Geiger and Torres with her, fully armored for battle. She also had one of the eight-man SWAT teams, this one led by Senior Sergeant Hugh Hewitt. The other SWAT Team, under Sergeant Greg Charles, was ready to deploy outside, in case the perps had hidden reinforcements.
"The location is very near where we took down the diamond-smuggling perps." said Lt. Teresa Croyle. "Another warehouse in the same area. This place stores shipments of things like furniture, which can be wrapped in plastic. The chemicals used to make and dye the cloth interfere with the dogs' abilities to smell the drugs. Thursday night is the night they bring in shipments, which are distributed to dealers that same night and the next morning in preparation for the weekends."
"The Viscottis would taxi people into the place, so they knew whoever was being brought in was trustworthy." Teresa continued. "With the Viscottis taken out, the word on the street is that this week only people they already know and trust will be admitted. We think someone will set up some kind of van service to shuttle in people... probably with the license plates covered in mud or something."
"Why do we think they'll be there?" asked SSgt. Hugh Hewitt. "With the Viscottis busted, won't they shut down, or move somewhere else?"
"Maybe, but we're hoping not." Teresa said. "They'll probably be exceptionally wary, but they have a lot of product to move, and it's already in the warehouse. We've been watching, and nothing major has moved out of here the last few days. And since we had that diamond bust, we know the layout of this area. Your guys are ready to come in the backside?"
"Yes ma'am." said one member of Hugh's SWAT Team, the brother of the young man known as 'The Leader'. "The fences around this warehouse to the outside are electrified and wired for alarms. But the fence to the building where you had the diamond bust is not. We'll go through it, then around to this side fence..." he pointed at the fence on his drawing map he'd brought out, "... which they didn't feel the need to protect."
"Spot to Tag. Spot to Tag." crackled Teresa's radio, which was enhanced encrypted Channel 5 radio. "First bogeys approaching."
"Roger that, prepare to interdict after they leave." Teresa replied. She then whispered to Hewitt "The first vehicles are approaching. We're going to let them go in, then we'll follow and interdict them after they're out of sight of the building. This'll prove they picked up drugs from the spot."
"When will we go in?" asked Hewitt, who'd not known about that part of the plan.
"As soon as our guys go for those vehicles." Teresa said. "We expect they might be able to warn those in the warehouse by radio if we wait. Okay, let's get through that fence and get ready."
The band moved to the the designated spot, and Teresa watched as they fully-ski-masked SWAT Team members checked the fence, then rapidly cut through it. The lights of this warehouse suddenly went black and the Team scrambled to the side fence. It was checked, then compromised. The black-clad team moved to doors that would lead into the warehouse, where they stayed stock-still until given the order to move.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two vans came through the entrance of the warehouse. Guards with M-4s held them at gunpoint until they were checked and verified.
"Over here." said a tall, slender white man, who was known as 'Shortie'. He had been a semi-pro basketball player, but any shot at the NBA was destroyed when he'd gotten hooked on cocaine. Jail time broke him of the habit, at nearly the cost of his life. When he got out, he turned to selling the product that had destroyed his life, thus destroying the lives of others.
The distributors, many of them in their late teens, came to the table set up between two pallets of what looked like bags of rubber pellets used with artificial turf. They handed over their wads of cash, and received their bags of cocaine. They headed back to their vans, not realizing that a SWAT Team member had penetrated the building and had just recorded the transaction with a videocamera.
After the two trucks left, Teresa's earpiece told her that two more 'bogeys' were on the way. She clicked the mike on her radio and said "Go! Go! Go!"
"POLICE! FREEZE!" yelled the advanced SWAT officers as they ran into the building. Fortunately they stayed close to pallets of furniture in boxes, as armed men came out from behind pallets behind the transaction table. Their gunfire was met with the SWAT's, who moved with coordinated precision to advance upon the perps.
Some perps ran out of the building, but the laser lights of weapons trained upon them made them realize that they were about to be shot by more Police waiting for them outside. These were the other SWAT Team as well as Uniformed Officers from Precinct Two, who had moved in to surround the place in unmarked vehicles and had not been detected. Perps began giving up and were quickly arrested.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Inside, the SWAT was rapidly advancing. Most of the perps were running, including 'Shortie'. He didn't get far as a bullet thudded into his leg. He howled in pain as he fell to the floor.
The gunfire stopped. As SWAT members moved to advance, perps suddenly came out to shoot at them. Teresa was just about to come out of her hiding place between pallets and saw the move.
"AMBUSH!" she yelled, opening fire with her semi-automatic M-4. The perps had to duck for cover as Teresa strafed them, giving her people time to get back to cover... but she did not see a perp suddenly raise up from the other side of the warehouse, point his rifle right at her, and fire!
Teresa felt her legs being pulled out from under her. As her chest hit the ground, she felt herself being pulled back, and saw a spray of bullets hit the floor right where she had just been. She looked over her shoulder to see that Hugh Hewitt was the one who'd pulled her out of harm's way, having anticipated that tactic by the perps.
The guy who'd shot at Teresa was struck by six rounds of Police gunfire, a catastrophe from which he would not survive. Incredibly, he was the only person who died in a firefight that expended well over one hundred rounds of military-grade ammunition.
"Thanks, Hugh!" Teresa called out as she got to her knees.
"No problem." Hugh said, kneeling beside her. "Commander said you have too many Purple Orders already, and told me to make sure you don't get another one. But you saved two of our guys, ma'am."
It was all over. The SWAT had overwhelmed the perps, who gave up. The arrests began.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa told her teams to consolidate and bring in the dogs and the Crime Lab, she was shocked to hear a voice she knew all too well behind her.
"Nice work... Paratrooper."
She turned around, looking up into the blue-gray eyes of the tall redheaded man, the Tilley full-brim cap on his head, the silver Airborne wings fastened over the badge on the front of the hat. Commander Troy had on his heavy-armor vest and leg protection over his 'black' uniform.
"Nice necklace under all that armor. too." I said, knowing she was wearing that necklace she'd received from her hometown Police Captain friend, even though I couldn't see it.
"Nice insignia on your hat, Commander." Teresa replied. "And it's about time you joined the party."
"I try. But they keep tackling me when I try to join in." I said, pointing behind me to Rudistan and Morton, also in armor over their 'black' uniforms. "And it's just as well; this is your bust, and I'm not going to get in the way. I just came by to make sure the SWAT Team followed my orders and kept you from getting any more Purple Orders. I have in mind much better medals for you."
"And for these guys." Teresa said, pointing at the SWAT Team and other officers.
"That's your paperwork." I said with a malicious grin. "I only have to write up one award."
"You sure know how to spoil a party, Commander." Teresa said, pretending scorn.
"Welcome to Command, Lieutenant, welcome to Command." I said. "But it looks like you've chopped down a rather large Beanstalk. And you didn't even need a crowbar."
"Just an axe, Commander." replied Teresa, again smiling like I'd never seen her smile before. "Just an axe."
Part 16 - Brooding and Planning
"Unbelievable." said the Guest. "They just got the Beanstalk Gang." He was watching the live KXTC television coverage.
"The Iron Crowbar has now ridded this County of the last vestiges of Captain Harold Malone's good work." said Katherine Woodburn.
"Not the very last of it." said the Guest. They were in Katherine Woodburn's private back office in her home.
"True." said Katherine. "But this is not the worst of it. I thought for sure we were going to get the Burke tapes."
"Yes." said the Guest. "The public statement said that a Federal case would be compromised, but the secret request to the Federal judge stated that the tapes would reveal the identity of a Federal agent. Now I wonder who that agent could be?"
"The same one that Priya was going to expose." said Katherine Woodburn bitterly. "The one the CIA almost murdered Priya over, but for the Iron Crowbar's move to save Priya."
"Yes, interesting that he did that, don't you think?" asked the Guest. "Even went against his wife on that."
"Yes, I know." said Katherine. "By the way, I've already made public statements supporting KSTD, and strongly suggesting they fight like hell in Federal court to get that overturned and get those tapes." She walked to the lowboy, where decanters of spirits and glasses were. "Do you want a drink?"
"Sure, but not very much." said the Guest. Katherine poured herself a bourbon, and barely covered the bottom of a second glass for her guest.
"Now I know why Nathan Allen drank." she said. "Days like this." She took a large gulp of her drink.
"Yes." said the Guest, sipping his after seeing her drink. "And now I will have to implement another way to get those Burke tapes."
"How will you do that?" Katherine asked.
"Trust me, my dear Senator Woodburn," said the Guest quietly but with severe menace in his voice, "you do not want to know the details. I will only say that I am going to play on Commander Troy's sensitivity to human life. If he saved his inadequate adversary Priya Ajmani from the vile clutches of the deeply corrupt CIA, surely he will give up those files for someone he cares much more about."
He was remembering the encrypted message he had received from his lovely Sinon. It had read:
I.C. had lunch with The Intendent.
Croyle and Stiles busted Viscottis, going after Beanstalks.
Stiles is fiancée of I.C.2.
I.C. aware of refined heroin and Dr. Grayson.
ADA Patterson carrying I.C. child.
Yes, he thought to himself... we shall see if you have the fortitude to face me, Mr. Iron Crowbar. You will have to be as ruthless, as heartless as I am if you expect to win. And I don't think you have the capacity to let the people you care about die, in order to win.
We shall see, Commander Troy... we shall see...
To be continued.
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Part 17 - Morning Massage
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at precisely 7:00am, Friday, November 13th. Yes, Friday the 13th.
Bettina was was standing outside the perimeter around the warehouse that had been raided the night before as she reported: "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the successful raid upon the Beanstalk Gang. Once the most feared drug gang in this County and even the State, it has now been utterly destroyed by the Town & County Police Department!
"The raid, led by Vice Lieutenant Teresa Croyle, netted a total of one criminal dead, eighteen arrests, and forty pallets of furniture that were stuffed with cocaine and other drugs. The street value of the drugs is conservatively estimated at well over one hundred million dollars, and is the largest drug bust in the County since the Sergei Molotov gang was interdicted two and a half years ago!"
Bettina continued: "The Beanstalk Gang is believed to be totally wiped out, and Police are following new leads based upon persons arrested that had just bought drugs from the Beanstalkers. Experts believe that other gangs will fill the void fueled by customers' insatiable desire for illegal drugs, but for now the TCPD can celebrate a major success after years of long, hard work!"
"Where are they going to store all that?" asked Martin Nash as we watched the broadcast in MCD.
"You weren't here when we thwacked Sergei Molotov--" I started.
"Literally!" interrupted Tanya Perlman with a grin. "The Iron Crowbar got his name by thwacking the blue crowbar on Sergei's back."
"Ah, those were the days." I said nostalgically. "But what I was going to say was that we learned from that experience. And it's one of the silver linings of having Precincts. The refurbished County Jail has room in the backyard with fences around it to put several 18-wheeler trailers. It'll do for now. The Crime Lab is doing analyses on the drugs, which will give us a type of 'fingerprint' on these drugs. We'll work with the FBI to see where these batches came from, and they'll run with it at the Federal level. After everyone is processed and charged, we can eventually incinerate the drugs."
"Unless we take it off your hands, like we did last time." said a voice. I whirled to see FBI Agents Jack Muscone and Sandra Speer walk into the room. It was Muscone that had spoken.
"Yes, yes you did." I said. "And that's when we first met. You interrupted my fun with the crowbar and Sergei's back." Stories were told for the Detectives that had not been here in those days.
"So, where is the heroine of the day?" asked Jack. "We wanted to congratulate Lieutenant Croyle, maybe try to hire her away from you..."
"Don't you dare." said a surprisingly quiet voice behind him. Of course, Cindy did not need to raise her voice. A blue crowbar would do the talking for her... and it was ready to.
"Methinks Lt. Croyle will be hanging out with us," I said, "unless she joins the Army. That was one of the best combat operations I've ever had the pleasure to witness, and she led it all the way."
"Where is she now?" asked Sandra.
"She'd better be at home, sleeping." I said. "As had the other Vice guys and the SWAT Team. They were up until dawn processing that scene."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhh..." moaned Teresa quietly. This must be heaven, she thought to herself. At least I hope it's what Heaven is going to be...
She was lying on the massage table that Todd had set up in his home. She was lying on her belly, her large breasts squashed beneath her, feeling the young stud's hands massaging up and down her back as he stood at the end of the table over her head. He was working the massage oil into her skin, gently but firmly working her shoulder and back muscles.
"Oh, Todd... that feels soooooo good..." Teresa whispered. "I didn't realize how tense I had been."
"You deserve this, after that mission last night." Todd said. He was looking down the thirtysomething woman's hot body. Her back was nicely toned, and he could see the edges of her breasts under her chest. Her ass was simply magnificent. He looked down her legs to her feet, seeing her heels and her toes. The sight warmed his loins, and his cock began to thicken and grow.
Teresa noticed the bulge in Todd's blue boxers. She felt her pussy melting at the thought of using her mouth to pleasure him. As he bent farther over, to work his powerful young hands on her lower back, she reached out and began fishing his cock out of the confines of the thin clothing.
Todd realized what Teresa was doing. He interrupted the massage just long enough to slide the shorts down his legs and to the floor. He was now naked, and Teresa had a close-up view of his huge cock and his big, low-hanging balls. As Todd resumed massaging Teresa's back, she playfully cupped his nutsack and began gently massaging his heavy, full balls.
Teresa raised her head as her hand slid up to grasp Todd's thick cockshaft. Todd eased his muscular ass back just a bit as Teresa guided his prick to her mouth. She kissed the engorged helmet of his cockhead, then slid her mouth over it. Todd slowly inched his body forward as Teresa welcomed his meaty inches deeper and deeper into her mouth.
He continued to massage her as she fellated him. Teresa was enjoying giving head like she never had before, sucking hard on Todd's cock as he withdrew, her hand gently pumping the base of his huge shaft. She was taking most of it, letting the cockhead explore past her tongue and down her throat, but not as far as he could've shoved it. He was taking it easy, letting her set the limits, and for the first time she realized how caring he was about things like this, and she appreciated it.
After several minutes of the incredible pleasure of Teresa's mouth on his cock, Todd felt his balls begin to tighten. He eased his cock out of her mouth and walked to the other end of the table, telling Teresa to just relax. Applying more oil to her legs and his hands, he began to work it into her thighs and calves. Then he went to work on Teresa's shapely feet.
Todd wondered if it was hereditary that men like him were into women's feet. He knew his Uncle Don was, and he knew how exquisite Laura's feet were, and Melina's-- no, don't go there, he thought to himself. He took first one, then the other of Teresa's feet in his hands, working them to massage the muscles, hearing her sigh happily.
He took his time working his hands back up her shapely calves, feeling the tension in her muscles, realizing that legs were much firmer and stronger than they looked... and they looked like the perfect woman's legs. He worked her thighs, then her asscheeks, carefully avoiding her labes to tease her, to make her want him.
He couldn't resist the urges coming over him. He slid his cock over the soles of Teresa's feet, then along the instep of one of them. Sensing what he wanted, Teresa pushed her feet together to envelop his cock, and she felt him thrust forward, the oil lubricating their skin as his long, thick cockshaft back and forth between her sweet feet.
God! that felt good! Todd thought to himself as he took Teresa's feet in his hands, pressing them together against his cock as he gently pistoned his ass back and forth. He did this for as long as he could take it, until he felt his nut begin to rise, stopping only through the sheer force of his will.
It was time, and Todd moved up to the side of the table. He began working his hands over the muscles of Teresa's asscheeks and upper thighs, letting his fingers slide toward her pussy. Over the next few moments, he began working his hands over her labes, making her moan, then slid first one finger, then two deep inside her sopping wet pussy, making her gasp.
Sparks of hot pleasure coursed through Teresa, introducing a new tension into her body, an intensely erotic tightness that could only be massaged out of her with Todd's incredibly huge weapon of lust.
"Oh, Todd..." she whispered. "I'm ready now. I need you inside me."
"Turn over, babe." he said. She turned over onto her back, and let him slide her down the table until her ass was just over the edge of it. He pushed her legs back almost to her breasts, putting her feet on his shoulders and pecs as he slid his cockhead up and down her swollen labes. Finding the opening, Todd pushed forward, and began sinking his ten inches into Teresa's tight, wet cunt.
"OHHHH!!" Teresa cried out as she felt her vaginal walls being pushed apart as Todd drove into her. The feeling of being penetrated, of being filled with his size, was intensely pleasurable. But she realized that there was something new to this sensation, something added... she wanted this man inside her, she wanted to give this man the pleasure of her body, she wanted this young man... to mate with her!
Todd set up an easy but powerful rhythm of thrusting. He took her feet in his hands, bringing first one then the other to his mouth, sucking Teresa's toes, then down to her heels, kissing and sucking them. Shocks of sexual pleasure coursed through his loins as he tongued her feet while fucking her pussy.
Teresa was enjoying the pleasure of being fucked by Todd, and when she opened her eyes she felt an even more intense jolt. She was looking at his washboard abs, then down to where his cock was disappearing into her honey hole beneath the light brown pubic bush on her mound. Then she looked up, thinking for the first time how really handsome this guy was, not just in a physically sexual sense, but in the sense that this was a very special guy to her.
She didn't realize that Todd was thinking the same things about her. He'd always enjoyed the sight of her body, as a sexy woman, but now he was seeing Teresa as a beautiful woman in much more than the physical sense, and he was seeing the beauty of her face, not in the sense of a woman being fucked and showing pleasure, but in the sense that this was a woman he really wanted to be seen with, to have her at his side even when they weren't fucking their brains out...
Teresa said "Todd, I need you on top of me." Todd could not have agreed more, and was glad she asked. She slid herself back up the table as his cock reluctantly slid out of her, positioning herself as she'd originally been, with her head near one end. There was a step at the end of the table, and Todd used it to climb on, sliding over her legs and up until their loins were aligned.
He kissed her mouth as he entered her, and felt her tongue twining over his with an eagerness neither had felt before. He noticed that she was moving her ass to meet each of his thrusts with perfect timing, and they began humping in a hot, steady rhythm, which built with the intensity of their desires for each other.
"Ohhhh!" Teresa moaned as Todd began nuzzling her neck and jaw. She wrapped her arms tightly around him, feeling the tension of his hard body that matched her own. She drove her pussy to meet his thrusts, loving the feeling of being filled by him, letting the emptiness of his withdrawal turn into the anticipation of his next plunge into her eagerly receptive body. She felt the tension increasing, the tightness of her body feeling as if it were going to explode...
Todd felt Teresa's pussy clamp down on his long, thick cock, not as hard as some other women who'd come around his pistoning prick, but enough to let him know that the lovely woman beneath him was experiencing the ecstasy of an orgasm, provided by him. He fucked her hard and steadily through it, feeling her shudder beneath him.
"Ohhh, Todd, that was so good!" she moaned, barely audibly. "You are so good to me."
"You're good for me, too." he said, kissing her mouth and looking into her eyes. "We're good together, aren't we?"
"Mmmm, the pieces fit... purrrrfectly." Teresa said. She then wrapped her arms around her young lover and pressed her mouth to his in a warm kiss that quickly turned into a deep, soul-searching embrace. Not realizing that the other was thinking the same thing, each realized that this was not just a fuck, not just physical sex... they were making love in the truest sense of the words.
Teresa was realizing that she was enjoying Todd's fucking even more than his big brother Jack Burke's. If Jack were here and she had to choose... she'd choose Todd! she realized with something of a shock. And she'd choose Todd for more than just sex.
What she did not realize, and Todd himself did not realize, was that he was thinking of Teresa while fucking her, and for the first time since he was a teenager, he was not thinking of Melina as he fucked another woman...
The room was silent except for the wet, thudding smacks of flesh on flesh as the rutting couple fucked lustily. Teresa moved her legs up and back, taking in as much of Todd's meat as she could, pushing her heels into the back of Todd's straining, powerful thighs and asscheeks to urge him on. And he surrendered to the deep, primordial urges of his soul.
As he felt his nut rise, he gasped "I can't hold out much longer, baby. Where do you want it?" He was referring to his hot load of potent, virile semen, asking as he always did if Teresa wanted to swallow it after he came in her mouth, or take it into the wet depths of her womanhood.
"Give it to me." Teresa said. "Come inside me, Todd. Shoot it into me, I want your sperm inside me..." She felt Todd increasing the speed and power of his thrusts, stabbing into her with short, driving strokes, most of his meat buried in her snatch, his balls smacking hard and loudly against her taint and asscheeks.
"UHHH!" the young stud cried out as he shoved his cock into her and stopped, pressing his thighs against hers as the first spasms of his cock shot a huge spurt of jism into her spasming pussy. He shuddered as several more pulses raced through his ten inch shaft, firing more blasts of his seed, a gray mist swirling before his eyes.
When he opened his eyes, and looked down at Teresa, he saw that she was looking at him the same way... with wonderment, and with a joy that went beyond the ecstasy of a sexual release. And he was only seeing Teresa... there was no other woman in his mind. If he'd realized it, he'd have thought 'Melina, who?'... but only Teresa was on his mind, and in his head, now.
"Mmmm, now that is what I call a good massage." Teresa said. "Thank you, Todd."
"Mmmm, you're welcome, Teresa." He bent down and kissed her. They began making out in the pleasing lassitude of post-coital bliss, their hands exploring each other, holding each other... and neither of them saying the words that each wanted to say, but were afraid to commit to...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am I introduced Chief Moynahan to Jack Muscone and Sandra Speer in the Chief's conference room. We spent a good while discussing the drug bust. We were joined by Cindy Ross and ADAs Paulina Patterson and Jenna Stiles.
Paulina said "Since you FBI guys are here, I wanted to give you all a heads-up that KSTD dropped the lawsuit over the Jack Burke tapes."
"Oh, really?" I asked, surprised.
"Well, Don," said Jack Muscone, "after our higher-ups in Washington, D.C. went to the Federal judge and got the tapes classified, what's the point of keeping it going?"
I knew exactly who one of those 'higher-ups' was... I sleep with her almost every night.
"Commander, you'll need to get the classified portions of those handed over to the FBI, then destroyed on our servers." said the Chief. "The last thing we neeeeeed is classified information on our servers, no matter how safe the information may beeee."
"I've already got people working on that, Chief." I said. "What's surprising to me is that KSTD relented. I figured they'd go all out to get the non-classified tapes."
"They can't." said Jack. "If you give all but one tape, that de facto reveals the Federal agent's identity if they have the names. The Federal judge knew that, and so slapped the classification on all the tapes."
"Makes sense. I guess." I said. No one present was fooled that I was in any way mollified by the explanation.
"Okay," said Moynahan, "let's turn to this drug bust. ADA Stiles, what are we doing with it?"
"First of all, congratulations to all of you," said Jenna, "and to Lt. Croyle and her Vice Squad for this bust. It's truly huge." We all murmured agreement.
Jenna said "The Abacus, that's Detective Newton, is already working on the financial information we've found. She's prepping a list of questions she wants us to ask when we start the interrogations. I'm sure you Commander, and you, Captain, will have many more questions for them."
"Noooo doubt about that." said Cindy. I barely nodded, halfway in a reverie.
Jenna continued: "We're also already beginning to work with the FBI to add Federal charges and to interdict the pipelines into the County. It'd be nice if they try to use the same ones they've been using, but I won't hold my breath on that."
"That brings up a point." said Sandra Speer. "I have to admit: I am amazed the Beanstalk Gang continued to operate after the Viscottis were busted."
"Yeah, Teresa and I were talking about that, too." said Cindy. "She halfway expected to find that warehouse empty, or at least no people there and the drugs abandoned."
"Perhaps... they were told to continue operating." I said, revealing what I'd been thinking for some time. "Perhaps they were sacrificed like lambs... on the alter of the Consultant of Crime." I said, somewhat dramatically.
"Well, Agent Musssconnnne," drawled the new Chief, "you get the stakes and I'll get the lighter fluid. Witch trial to fol-low." Jack Muscone laughed heartily. I could tell they were going to get along well.
I grinned and then said, primarily for Cindy's benefit as she was staring hard at me, "Bettina said it on her broadcast: other gangs will be coming in. I suspect the Consultant knew that we were onto the Beanstalkers, so he told them that all was well and to keep on going... which let us take them out. I would suggest that means he already has plans and new pipelines for drugs into the County."
"Or organized it for someone else, who is going to pay him a fortune." said Cindy. "That would be his m.o. more than doing it himself."
"Nice point." said Sandra. I nodded in agreement as Sandra said "So who is the beneficiary of this?"
"There are several." I said. "T-Square's people will jump to begin supplying the Tenderloin District's clubs and pushers. That leaves two other major areas: the affluent areas north of Town, with the rich kids and the bored hot wives; and the University, which includes the strip of clubs and restaurants along University Avenue where the students go to party."
"We're working on the drugs from the other end." said Jack Muscone. "We're hoping to get leads on who shipped that stuff into the County, how they did it, and then we'll see what they're doing elsewhere and maybe bust some other rings in this and other States."
After some more discussion, the Chief broke up the meeting, asking to speak to Jack Muscone alone in the Chief's office. Sandra headed to MCD, as Cindy had asked to speak to me in my office.



"That was a good observation about the Consultant setting up things for others." I said as we settled into our chairs in my office. "So... whassup, Cousin?"
"I'm wondering what awards to write up for everyone." said Cindy. "Teresa should get something extra after both the Viscotti and Beanstalk busts."
A quick explanation of the Town & County Public Safety Department medals: they are similar to the military's medals. There are Police medals (blue edge on the ribbons), Fire medals (red edges), Deputies (brown edges), and Public Health (salmon pink edges), and then there's a Public Safety version of most of the medals, with gray edges, that are slightly above the others.
There are Certificates of Achievement below, and then the actual medals. At the low rung are Achievement Medals, then Commendation Medals. Following that are the Lifesaving Medal, the Orange Order (and Fire and EMS equivalents), then above them the Purple Order.
The Star of Gallantry is next, with only Police, Fire, and Public Service overall having these. They're like Bronze Stars. The next level above them are the Sheriff's Medal (Public Service), Police Medal, Fire Medal, etc. Then a 'Legion of Excellence", a new medal that had not yet been awarded. Then came the Distinguished Service medals for each branch with a Public Service one as well (which is like the Department of Defense Service Medal, followed by the Army Distinguished Service Medal and the Navy's, etc.). Topping it off were the Distinguished Police Cross, Distinguished Fire Cross, and the highest award, the Medal of Valor.
There had been no Distinguished Police Crosses given out in the last 30 years, though three Medals of Valor had been awarded in that time. By way of contrast, the Fire Department had awarded six Fire Crosses but no Medals of Valor in that same period.
I said to Cindy "Did anyone do anything particularly heroic? Take fire to distract from others?"
Cindy replied "From the reports, two guys were going to ambush our SWAT guys, but Teresa started firing at them. Another perp was apparently keying on that and tried to shoot her, but Hugh Hewitt pulled her back out of the way, and that last perp died from his many wounds. That seems to be as close as anything got. Of course, it was a firefight. Everyone was in danger."
"True." I said. "Okay, you know the drill: write up the SWAT Teams for Commendation Medals, which will be reduced to Achievement Medals by the Council. You can put Teresa in for a Star, but it'll likely be reduced to a Commendation Medal. At that point, I'll go beat up the Council and the Sheriff to make it a Public Service Commendation Medal instead of just a Police one, in order to encompass both the Viscotti and Beanstalk successes."
Cindy said "The Fire Department has extra medals that the rest of us don't. They have one between Commendation Medals and the Lifesaving Award. I wish we had something like that."
"Me too." I said. "But I've got bigger things to fight with the Council over--"
*BUZZZZZ!* *BUZZZZZ!* *BUZZZZZ!*
It was my assistant Helena French buzzing me. She said that I had an 'urgent' phone call. I took it.
"This is Mrs. Peabody. I'm in my office, Commander..." said Adele Peabody, which let me know she was being formal because she might be overheard. "...and I just wanted you to know that I think someone might have been following me this morning."
"Oh really?" I said, sitting up in my chair. "Tell me about it." Mrs. Peabody told me that an old-model, run-down-looking car kept showing up in her rear view mirror, seeming to follow her at a distance. Since the neighborhood she lived in and traveled through did not normally have many cars that looked like they came out of the Tenderloin District or Southwestern Ghetto, she took notice.
"I have a parking place in the basement parking lot, which that car could not enter." said Mrs. Peabody. "I kept watch, but didn't see anyone outside looking into the parking lot."
"Okay." I said. "Keep a sharp eye out, and don't go to lunch alone. Also, I'll ask a patrol car to follow you home tonight to make sure no one is tailing you."
After hanging up, I looked up at Cindy and told her that the call was about someone at City Hall possibly being followed, though I did not name names. "Did you see anyone following you today?" I asked.
"No." Cindy replied. "But that's because I slept here after we monitored the Beanstalk Gang raid. And don't you dare complain: you've been up all night at the scene."
"Well, I did come back here, and got a couple of hours sleep." I said. "Hmmm, let me call Laura."
I called my wife and asked her if she noticed anyone following her or seeming to be watching her. She said that she was always watchful, of course, and had seen no one. I told her to be on the lookout for any potential issues.
"Sounds like you have a vibe about this." said Cindy.
"And he should." said the voice of the woman who'd just walked in on us. It was ADA Paulina Patterson. "I heard the tail end of your conversation, and I was just coming into tell you that someone was following me in to work this morning also. I made some quick left turns and lost them." Her description of the car was similar to the one that had followed Mrs. Peabody: older, decrepit, and easily observed in its mediocrity.
"All right, then." I said. "Cindy, it's time for a public service announcement to all of our Detectives. Paulina, if you'll let all of the D.A.'s Office people know. Everyone should call their families and tell them to watch over their shoulders, just to be on the safe side."
I called Molly and told her to be on the lookout, then called my mom. The background noise of her phone suggested she was in a room full of people. She said she'd be on guard.
Cindy came back in. "Okay, you definitely have a vibe about this. Do I need to use a crowbar to get it out of you?"
"You've heard what I've heard, and seen what I've seen." I've said. "So you tell me." That got me one of 'those' looks from my partner, but she thought about it, then finally admitted defeat.
"Like Paulina said," I finally told her, "KSTD dropped the lawsuit over the Burke tapes."
"So what?" Cindy said. "I thought Jack Muscone's answer was a good one."
"Except that everything I know about Priya and KSTD suggests they'd never go this far and then just give up." I replied. "And State Senator Woodburn put out a statement of support for KSTD and hoped they'd continue the fight. They had political backing... but then rolled over like dogs named 'Brownlee'."
"Sorry, I'm still the Junior Michaux, here." Cindy said. "I'm not connecting these dots."
"Yeah, I'm the paranoid Michaux, here." I replied. "But what I'm seeing is that a certain Consultant was using KSTD and the lawsuit to get those tapes, to get the information that he does not know we already have. The lawsuit is dropped, meaning he's not going that route any longer. And that means he'll go after them through other means, which I fear may be by threatening harm to my family, friends, or Police colleagues."
"Okay." Cindy said. "I'll tell Jenna to make sure she doesn't go anywhere alone. I left Teresa a text message and email, and I emailed your mom."
"I called my mom, your sister, and of course Laura." I said. "Well, we have a long, long day of interrogating Beanstalkers today. Let's get to it."
"By the way," Cindy said, "is Julie enough to handle all this financial information? Do you think she needs Krueger to help?"
"Naah, she can handle it." I said. "She's probably already catalogued six leads and will be asking Jenna and the Feds for more warrant even as we're talking now..."
Part 18 - Friday the 13th
"How about lunch." I asked Cindy as I stepped into her office. "My treat."
"Sure." she replied. "Where?"
"It's a bit cold," I said, "but we can walk to Courthouse Square and to one of the restaurants there."
Indeed, it was clear and cold today, in the 30s. Cindy was wearing a Police windbreaker (darned Canadian, not feeling the cold at all, I thought to myself), and I was wearing my black leather jacket with the sewn-in badge over the left breast, and my rank pinned on the epaulets. I really liked the leather jacket, which I also knew had a thin lining of armor protection within it.
"Wow," I said, "look at all the old people on the Square." Indeed, there were pairs of older citizens sitting on park benches, walking along the sidewalks, some sitting at outside tables of the bistros. They were well-bundled against the cold temperatures.
"Yeah." Cindy said. "Wonder why? It's cold, and they could be at the Community Center if they wanted to."
We went into a sandwich shop and got subs and coffee. Despite the cold, we sat outside, watching the Square. Cindy noticed me peering about.
"You're looking for something." she said, then realized my plan. "Are you hoping to see someone following or watching us?"
"I sure am, Crowbar 2." I said. "But except for all these old people noticing two Police Officers walking along the Square, no one has really drawn my attention."
"Well, it was a try." said Cindy. "A good try."
"Yep." I said. "Maybe I'm just being paranoid, after all."
"No." Cindy said. "I didn't tell you this earlier, but I'm feeling the vibe as well. I've felt uncomfortable all morning long. Jenna took Gor-don with her to the Courthouse, so she's not alone. It's your mother that keeps coming to my mind."
"Where is she now?" I asked. I got out my cellphone and texted my mom. She texted back that she was with friends at the Community Center. I texted to be watchful and she texted back and said to tell Cindy to stop worrying about her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What are you still doing here?" asked Chief Moynahan as he walked into my office at 7:45pm, still Friday the 13th. He'd been on his way out and had seen the light on in my office.
"Just correlating all this paperwork, Chief." I said. "Hours of interrogation of the Beanstalk Gang. Most of the guys were underlings, did what they were told. The leaders, the top two guys, are holding out for deals in exchange for loosening their tongues. The underlings have public defenders, for the most part. The top guys are represented by Chase, Lynch, and Berry, P.C."
"Mind if I have a seat?" asked the Chief.
"Oh, sure, sorry about that." I said, not having realized the Chief wanted to stay and talk.
As he sat down, Moynahan said "Those FBI friends of yours are a riot. I am going to suggest to Mr. Nash to get a ring on Ms. Speer's finger, and soooooon. And I'm surprised you haven't gone off and joined them yet."
"Chief," I said, "Unless and until the Council fires me, I plan to be with this Police Force right here in this Town until I'm either retired or dead and buried."
"Heh heh heh heh. That's good to hear." said Moynahan. "And you've built up a really fantastic young Police Force here. My friend Griswold was able to do some things, but he had a lot of corruption to clean out. He tells me that you cleaned out the Augean Stables for him, allowed him to retire leaving his Force in good hands."
"And now it's in your good hands." I said. "Well, officially after next Tuesday's second reading of the bill. I don't expect any problems there--" I stopped talking as I noticed a blonde streak pass down the hall. My door was open and I could see through the glass of the door to the anteroom into the hallway.
A moment later, that blonde streak came back. Cindy Ross came into my office. "I'm sorry to interrupt, Commander, Chief," she said, "but have you seen Jenna around here lately?"
"No." I said. I noticed that Cindy was trying hard to hide agitation on her ruggedly pretty face.
"She's not answering her cellphone." Cindy said. She was dialing Jenna's number again, but not getting an answer.
"Have you tried Gor-don's number?" I asked.
"I don't know it." Cindy replied.
"When did you last talk to her?" I asked.
"About 6:30." Cindy said. "She's been in Court all day, filing papers related to the Beanstalk Gang arrests. She said she was going to be in meetings with the D.A., then she and Gor-don would come back here."
"Tell you what." I said. "Go to the Duty Desk, get Gor-don's number and call his cellphone. I'll call the D.A.'s office and the Courthouse."
"I'll come with you to the Duty Desk, Captain." said Chief Moynahan, and I realized why... he intended to not let Cindy be alone until her fiancée was found.
I called the D.A.'s office, and to my surprise got D.A. Krasney himself. "Hi, Mr. Krasney." I said. "I'm looking for ADA Stiles. Is she over there?"
"No, Commander," said Krasney. "She left an hour ago with her assistant. She said she was going to her office at your Headquarters. Isn't she there?"
"I didn't see her, but I've been in my office all day. I'll check and see what's up. Talk to you later." I hung up, then called Myron and told him to bring himself and Mary back into Headquarters. I then walked up to the Duty Desk. Cindy was on her cellphone.
"No answer from Gor-don." she said, her face becoming more visibly worried. "I'm getting his voicemail."
"Give the Duty Desk the make, model, and license plate of Jenna's car." I said. "Guys, radio all Precincts and patrols to find ADA Stiles's' car. Priority, and let them know the Police Commander is personally interested." That was done, then I had Cindy come back to my office with me.
I called Paulina, who was at home, and asked her to try to get in touch with Jenna or Gor-don, and for her (Paulina) to be very careful and not be alone in public tonight. She said she was coming to Headquarters, and I said I'd dispatch a police officer to drive her here.
"I'm going to call the Sheriff." said Chief Moynahan. He left for his office.
"I'm sure she's all right." Cindy was saying, more to herself than to me. "She probably took Gor-don to supper after all the work they did today, and..." Her voice trailed off as she noticed I was typing on my cellphone beneath the level of my desk. I had hoped she wouldn't observe it. The text read 'Come to HQ stat.'."
It was being sent to Lt. Teresa Croyle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, Police Headquarters was buzzing. Paulina was in her office next to mine, and so was D.A. Krasney. Myron and Mary were downstairs, their fingers buzzing over computer keyboards. Tanya Perlman was in MCD with Joanne Cummings and Martin Nash. Jack Muscone was in my office with me. Teresa Croyle was in Vice, working with Christopher Purvis and Hugh Hewitt and his SWAT Team.
And Molly Evans was sitting with Cindy and Sandra Speer in Cindy's office. It would seem that when Chief Moynahan had gone to call the Sheriff, he'd made a second call, knowing that Captain Ross might need some support from her sister. I didn't mind having Molly and my soon-to-be-born child inside the safety of Police Headquarters, either.
My Police cellphone rang. It was Sergeant Rudistan. Myron had found the signals from Jenna and Gor-don's cellphones, and I had sent Rudistan and Morton to the area, with orders that they call me on the cellphone and not the police radio... to which Cindy was listening.
"Sir," Rudistan said. "We've got the car. It's in an alley behind the buildings along Jefferson Avenue. Not too far from Smith-Morra Pharmacy and the Bishop Pawnshop. Nobody inside, but ADA Stiles's purse is in the car as well as their cellphones. No blood that I can see, but no people." My heart sank as I told him to phone the Crime Lab and get a team to investigate the scene.
Jack Muscone looked at me, needing no great feat of detection to see what was on my face. I just nodded and got up and walked to the Conference Room, to exercise a most painful duty. I do not care to remember how Cindy's face looked the instant she saw mine, followed by my words:
"We've found her car..."
Part 19 - Brutality and Deceit
The dank smell of the dark room was the first thing Jenna noticed when the mask was taken off her face. Then she looked around, seeing the black walls, and what looked like a wide archway to the hall, with bars across it. Across the hall was another such room.
Where am I? she thought to herself. Is this one of Rita's dungeons? She only knew that she'd been carried down a flight of stairs, then unceremoniously dumped-- hard-- onto the metal bed with a thin mattress on it. She now realized that he right hand was handcuffed to the bed's rail that served as a headboard.
To her right was a black brick wall. She looked to her left, and saw that Gor-don was sitting on the bed on the other side of the room, which was at least 20 feet wide, and not nearly as deep from the jail bars to the back wall. He was not shackled to the bed. He looked scared.
And then she saw him. He was medium height, stocky but not fat, wearing a black shirt and olive-green military-style pants which were very old and frayed. He was also wearing a black mask, with lighter colored cloth over each eye and the nose and mouth. Like a weird Spider Man mask.
"What is this?" she demanded, trying bravado. "What do you want from us?"
"From you?" the man said, his voice muffled by the mask, "a hot piece of ass. But we're not really interested in you. We want what the Iron Crowbar has."
With that he came over and slapped her, hard. Her cheek burned from the blow as he said "Do not speak until spoken to, bitch." He reached out and tore Jenna's blouse open. He then produced a small knife, and cut her bra straps, roughly pulling it out, exposing her breasts. Her nipples were hard from the cold, and the man took notice. He began squeezing and kneading her breasts with his gloved hands.
"Get away from me, you bastard!" she gasped. The man laughed sardonically.
"Get off of her!" she heard from the side. Gor-don had said the words, coming to her rescue. The man got up.
"Stand up, punk." he ordered Gor-don. "STAND UP!" Gor-don slowly stood up. The man swung his left arm, punching Gor-don solidly in the gut. Gor-don bent over and fell back onto the bed, gasping in pain.
"Stand up, punk!" the man ordered. When Gor-don did not move fast enough, the man reached down and pulled Gor-don up off the bed.
"Strip, punk!" the man ordered. "Get your fucking clothes off." Gor-don complied, but left his underwear on. "ALL of it, punk!" the man growled. Gor-don dropped hid drawers, revealing his cock, which was surprisingly large on his lean, punkish body.
The man went over to Jenna and reached between her legs, under her skirt. She tried hard to keep them shut, and the man slapped her face again, hard. Only the glove prevented the blow from doing worse damage to her face.
"Spread your legs, bitch!" he ordered. When Jenna did not comply, he forced her legs apart and grabbed her panties, practically tearing them off as he pulled then down her legs. Finally, the flimsy fabric fell to the floor.
"Get over here, punk!" ordered the masked man. "Get down that and eat her pussy. Eat that bitch's cunt, make it wet for me."
"Leave her alone, jerk." Gor-don said back.
"Punk, you do not understand." the man said. "You either eat her pussy, or you watch me beat her to death." He provided an example by smashing his closed fist into Jenna's jaw, just below her mouth.
"All right, all right, just leave her alone." Gor-don said. He went to the end of the bed and got between Jenna's legs. Her skirt was hitched up, revealing her pussy and her pubic bush of dark red hair. He leaned forward and slid his tongue over her slit.
Jenna tried hard not to respond, but could not deny the shock of pleasure that she felt from the young punk's tongue. How could she be responding this way? she thought to herself.
"Get your fucking face in there, punk." said the masked man. "Get face deep in there and eat that whore pussy."



For the next few minutes it was quiet in the room, lit only by the hallway lamp. As Gor-don ate Jenna's pussy, the man went over and flicked a light switch, turning on the ceiling lamp. It was one bulb, one cone of light, and looked like the lights in interrogation rooms in the movies.
The man watched as the pretty redhead was being eaten by the slender, well-hung young punk. He unzipped his pants and took out his own cock, which was average sized at best, and began stroking it. Fear coursed through Jenna as she saw what the man was doing, fear which negated the pleasure of Gor-don's tongue expertly working over her pussy.
The man noticed that Gor-don was hard, his long cock taut and throbbing. "Har! Your punk boyfriend has a hard-on, bitch!" the man said derisively, chuckling. "Okay, punk, get on top of the bitch and fuck her!"
"Leave her alone, you fucking bastard--" Gor-don started, but as the man advanced on them, Jenna broke in.
"It's okay, Gor-don." she said. "Just do what he says."
"About time you showed some fucking brains, bitch." the man growled. "Get to it, punk. Fuck your bitch!" Gor-don eased up onto Jenna, mounting her. He dryhumped her with several strokes, then his cockhead found her hole. He used his hand to help guide himself in, then pushed forward, sheathing his cock to the hilt in Jenna's warm, dark pussy.
Primal instincts kicked in, and Gor-don soon was pumping in and out of Jenna with long, deep strokes. He looked down at her and whispered "I'm sorry about this." but did not stop fucking her as if they were lovers after a hot date.
"It's okay, Gor-don." she said. "He's making us do this. Just don't do anything rash and make him more violent..."
"Shut the fuck up, bitch." the man ordered. He was still stroking his cock in rhythm to Gor-don's thrusts into Jenna's violated vagina. "You, punk, get your fucking ass moving! Fuck that bitch! Come on, FUCK HER!"
As Gor-don began fucking Jenna harder, she began realizing that something about the man was familiar, and she realized his voice is familiar, I've heard that voice before! She could not remember who's voice it was, but she was certain that this man... was someone she knew.
The steady fucking continued for another minute, but Gor-don could not hold back. "I'm gonna come." he announced.
"Come inside that bitch's cunt, punk!" ordered the man. "You know you want to drop your load inside that pussy." He didn't know that this was not Gor-don's first time fucking Jenna... she had been giving him pussy every so often in her office. And that pussy now had Gor-don too worked up. With a gasp, he let it go, feeling his essence releasing into the redheaded woman beneath him.
"Damn, with a cock like that," said the man, "I expected a better performance. You really are pathetic, punk. Get over to your bed." Gor-don got off the bed, his half-hard cock smeared with Jenna's juices and his own semen. The man ordered Gor-don to sit on his bed, then cuffed his left wrist to the footboard rail of the bed.
"Now, punk, watch this." said the man. "This is how a real man fucks a whore." With that, the man went to Jenna's bed. He pushed her legs back and mounted her. She tried to move her hips to keep him from penetrating her.
"Yeah, baby, move that ass." the man growled. "You know you want this turkeyneck." He finally found Jenna's opening, and shoved forward, groaning as the hot wetness of her cream-filled cunt enveloped his invading cockmeat.
He began fucking her hard, really hard, driving his meat forward with hard thrusts, not really pulling out but pushing in hard again. "Yeah, baby, I'm going to give what you NEED!" he shouted into her face. Though muffled by the mask, Jenna still realized that his voice was familiar, even as shooting arcs of pain coursed through her loins and lower back.
The man raped Jenna for another minute, and did not try to hold back. He shot his load into her, mixing his semen with the froth that had been Gor-don's much larger load. Jenna hoped that this would be the end of it for a while as the man got off of her and slapped her face hard again.
Then she looked at the doorway in the middle of the wall of iron bars... and saw three more men, also masked but in fully black clothing. One of them already had his penis out through the opening in his pants, and this cock was easily as large, if not larger, than Gor-don's cock.
"Fuck her, 'Tiny'." the first man ordered, meaning the well hung stud. The stud complied, mounting Jenna.
"UHHH!" she cried out as she was invaded by the huge prick. This man was young, she could tell, and very well-built, very muscular under the black clothing he was wearing. He began fucking her hard and deep, not as violently as the first thug, but with plenty of power, his cockhead slamming into the back wall of her vagina causing her pain, the friction of their coupling beginning to hurt, as well.
It was only the beginning of the several hours Jenna would endure in this ordeal of sexual brutality...
Part 20 - Command and Chaos
I was looking at the large map of the Town that hung on the wall of the Main Conference Room. The board behind it was magnetic, and a small magnetic square had been placed where Jenna's car had been found.
"They could be anywhere." I said. "Warehouse District, Industrial District, Central District, and on southward to the Tenderloin District and the Southwestern Ghetto areas."
"Do you think they'll contact us? And soon?" asked Jack Muscone, who was in the room with me. My wife Laura was also in the room with us. She'd brought the kids over, and they were sleeping along with Molly's child Ross, Tanya's son Pete, and other children in the empty office next to the Chief's office on makeshift beds. At least here, they were better protected than they would be at their own homes.
"Yes." I said. "I'm kind of surprised they haven't already."
"At least the Press hasn't gotten ahold of it--" Jack started. He was interrupted by a knock on the door, and Lt. Scott Peterson looked in.
"KSTD and KXTC have both contacted me in the last five minutes about it." said Peterson. I looked balefully at Jack Muscone.
"I jinxed you." said Muscone. "Sorry about that."
"It was bound to happen." I said. "Brownlee hasn't shown up, even though the Chief had the Duty Desk call him. Want to bet me he called the Press instead?"
"Hell no." said Jack. "Betting against you is sheer stupidity."
"What do you want me to tell them?" asked Peterson.
"Tell them we have no comment." I said. "And if they make even one public statement that is false, I will have their reporters arrested and jailed for libel and then sue them to death." Peterson got out. Jack, Laura and I went back to my office. My mother was sitting on the sofa, waiting for us.
"So," said Jack, sitting down in one of the 'hot' chairs in front of my desk, "how's Cindy doing?"
As I sat down behind my desk I said "Why don't you ask her?" Indeed, a platinum blonde time-bomb was walking into my office, trying hard to hold herself together. Molly was behind her.
"I'm okay, Jack." Cindy said, trying hard to show it. "Don, I need something to do. Anything. This waiting and doing nothing is worse than anything."
"I hear you." I said. "And I wish I had something to give you, and myself, to do. All we can do is wait. The SWAT Team is ready to go if we can get a lead on where she and Gor-don are. We've got patrols out everywhere, we've got people out asking about anything suspicious, we've got people checking with C.I.s We're doing all we can, Cindy."
"I know." Cindy said, sitting down next to Jack Muscone. Her eyes looked strange, more deeply introspective than I'd ever seen. She was going deep within herself to hold on to herself, I realized.
"Well, it's nearly ten o'clock." said Jack. "Why don't I order some pizzas. We've gotta eat, no matter how we feel..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
I was surprised my office had any ceiling tiles left, so high did everyone jump at the sound of my Police cellphone going off. The number on it said "BLOCKED"... and for a number to be blocked on this Police cellphone was extraordinary.
"This is it, guys." I said quietly, then answered the phone: "Commander Troy."
"Turn on Police Channel Two." said a deep, muffled voice. I grabbed the remote and turned on my TV, mouthing "Police Channel Two" to everyone. Molly rushed off to tell everyone in MCD and Vice.
Police Channel Two was one of two internal police channels on our closed circuit feed. It usually had general announcements; indeed, it had been running messages about Thanksgiving schedules.
The screen showed a darkened room. It looked like a dungeon. On their knees in the center of the room were Jenna and Gor-don. Jenna's skirt was on, but she did not have a shirt on and her breasts were in full view. Gor-don was only in his underwear. Behind them were two masked men in black ninja-like coveralls. Jenna and Gor-don both had ball-gags in their mouths.
"Oh my God." I heard Cindy whisper, seeing her worst fears confirmed.
Another man appeared, much closer to the camera. He was tall and seemed slender, and wore a suit and tie. His face was masked in what looked like white cloths, with hardly any room for eye slits. He put a cellphone to his masked face.
"Can you see us, Commander?"
"Yes." I said into the phone. My voice echoed back; like the man's voice, my own was being re-transmitted by the broadcast. I noticed that my office was filling up with people fast: the Chief, Tanya, Teresa, and Joanne Cummings had come in.
"You have two hours to bring us a DVD copy of the Jack Burke sex tapes." said the voice of the tall masked man. "Every tape, of every woman in those tapes. You will bring the tapes to a manhole at the southeast corner of Courthouse Square, which is painted with an orange 'X'. Drop the tapes into the manhole. Any attempt to follow or trap my courier of the tapes will cause these hostages to be executed. Any tracking devices found on the DVDs will result in the hostages being executed."
"How do I know you won't kill them anyway?" I asked, which I fully expected the perps to do to their victims.
"Because I've told you that I won't." said the muffled voice. "I will set them free when I have what I want."
"We physically cannot copy the files in two hours." I said. "I need more time."
"Fine, take your time." said the voice. "I will give you until... six o'clock tomorrow morning. But remember this, Commander Troy... every minute you delay in bringing those tapes to that manhole... is a minute my men have with your woman Assistant District Attorney." He looked over at the man behind Jenna, who reached over her shoulders and began mauling her breasts in his gloved hands. Jenna moaned into her gag and squirmed.
"Leave her alone." I said. "I'll deliver the tapes."
"Better do it soon." said the masked man. "My men are horny, like Ajax in the Temple with Cassandra, and I cannot... and will not... restrain them." With that, the picture faded to black, and the room exploded in chaos. The voices only stopped when a loud police whistle blew... and it was me doing the whistling.
"Everyone," I said in the sudden silence, "take a breath, and don't talk." I picked up the phone and called Myron. "Myron, did you get that recorded?"
"Yes, sir." said Myron.
"Okay, we need to get it where we can play it back, and in the MCD room." I said. "After you do that, come to my office." Hanging up the phone, I gave orders.
"Lieutenant Perlman," I said, "have everyone review that tape for any clues to where the hostages might be. Lieutenant Croyle, keep working with C.I.s about suspicion activity in abandoned buildings towards the east side of Town, probably along Jefferson Avenue."
"Why there?" asked Jack Muscone.
"They're underground, from what I could tell of that room." I said. "Buildings near the River don't have basements; they would flood. The buildings on higher ground as we get towards University Avenue could have basements. Also, that manhole at Courthouse Square... there's a pretty large drainage line under there, with branches, and they mainly go anywhere but west. It's a good place for the drop; the perp collecting the tapes can go in any direction, and we can't cover them all."
"Commander," said Joanne Cummings, "do you think there's an underground connection between that manhole and the building they've got Jenna and Gor-don in?"
"That's a good thought, Ms. Cummings." I said. "It's very possible. But the large drainage pipe gets narrow pretty quickly, and humans can't crawl too far."
"Sir," said Cummings,"when the pharmacist Lockhart was murdered and you had me in charge of the scene, that pharmacy had a basement where some drugs were kept."
"Did it look like that room?" I asked.
"No sir, but similar. Cool and dark." said Joanne.
"Wait a minute." said Muscone. He got out his cellphone. "I'm going to call our DEA guys that raided Fillmore Pharmacy. They said it had basement rooms full of drugs. Is it okay if I send them a still shot from that video?"
"Sure." I said.
Just then, Laura came up to my desk and said "I need to speak to you alone."
"Okay everyone, out of my office!" I ordered. "Jack, Cindy, and Myron can stay. The rest of you, go look at the tape and work your memories, and be on stand-by for further instructions." The room cleared, except for Jack, Myron, Cindy, my mom, and my wife.
"Are you going to give them the tapes?" Laura asked.
"Not the classified one." I said, meaning the one of Melina. "But they can have the rest. The Enemy does not know that they are no longer of value to their client."
Laura was shocked by my words, but leaned over and whispered into my ear "As long as Melina's tape is held back, I'll authorize you to give up the others, to save you from any charges regarding classified material."
"Thank you." I whispered back. Laura then hugged me and kissed my cheek.
"I know this is killing you." she said. "Whatever you need from me, let me know."
"I love you." I whispered to her. Then I looked at Myron, who was awaiting orders.
"Myron," I said, "did you make that copy of the tapes the other day?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "They're locked in the safe in the Evidence vault inside the Evidence rooms."
"Good." I said. "And the Sheriff's wife's tape is not part of that set?"
"No sir." said Myron. "Nor is the other woman's, who you told me to hold back."
"You can put that one in with the set." I said. "Just not our Sheriff's wife. I'm not giving these bastards campaign fodder. Now, Myron, tell me how they were able to broadcast that on our closed-circuit Police channel feed."
"That would be easy enough to do, sir." said Myron. "The signal is sent with our radio traffic in the police band ranges. Our signal is encrypted, but someone who knows the frequency could send a signal that overrides it."
Jack Muscone said "It may be too late, but I'll contact the FCC and the National Guard Signal Corps." He looked at Laura, who looked back at him. I knew that they were thinking that the NSA could be contacted, as they track virtually every radio signal generated in the Nation.
Just then, Lt. Scott Peterson burst into the room. "Commander," he said breathlessly, "that broadcast on our closed-circuit line... was also sent to KSTD and KXTC. KXTC says they won't air it, but KSTD asked for a statement from the Commander, and said they fully intend to broadcast the whole thing."
"Hold on, Don!" said Jack, seeing my face as I was getting up. "I'll call the FCC right now. If KSTD broadcasts one second of that, they'll be shut down, and I'll personally go and do it." He was on the phone, and I tried to relax.
I looked at Cindy, who had not moved and was still looking at me. "We're going to get her back." I said.
"I appreciate your willingness to do this, Don," Cindy said, "but do you really think they'll let her go? They won't kill her?"
"I'm not exactly taking Slender Man there at his word." I said, speaking of the man in the suit and facial shrouds that had been the speaker. "As hard as it will be on Jenna, I'm going to try to find them and rescue them first. Only at the last minute will I give them the tapes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30pm, Jack Muscone and Teresa Croyle came into my office. Jack said "A couple of my DEA friends said that they can't be totally sure, but that dungeon room looks like the basement of Fillmore Pharmacy."
Teresa said "A couple of our C.I.s said that the Fillmore Pharmacy, which has been empty since the DEA raided the place and arrested Fillmore, has had some lights on off and on for the past week or so. They did report it to us, and we've had patrols drive by from time to time, but didn't catch anything."
"That has to be it." said Cindy.
"Okay, Croyle," I said, "go get the SWAT Team and bring them to the Main Conference Room. This one requires some planning."
I went with Jack, Laura, my mom, and Cindy to the Conference Room and brought out the map of the area, covering the large table with it. The SWAT Team was soon filing in.
"Okay, Hugh." I said. "There are underground passages that go near Fillmore Pharmacy and connect to underground tunnels. There's a cross-connection tunnel going north towards the drop point at Courthouse Square. You can get to and access these tunnels from this point here..." I pointed to a spot west of Fillmore Pharmacy "... and get in place. Some of your guys are going to have to be tunnel rats tonight."
"Sounds like fun." Hugh said. "This juncture is a 'T'; we'll have to barricade one side so that they can't go through... and we don't end up shooting at each other."
"How do you guys know all this?" asked Jack Muscone incredulously.
"Jack, you haven't been drilled until you've had this man drill you on every street on that map." Cindy replied. "It's paying off now."
"Our only hope to defeat the criminals is to know the terrain better than them." I said. "To have a matchless knowledge of the Town and County. Hewitt, you have fifteen minutes to get your people ready. Bring Croyle in here when you're ready."
Fourteen minutes later, Hugh and Teresa came back into the room, and said they were ready to go. Teresa was in her armor, as were several other Vice Detectives.
"We're ready, Commander." said Teresa. "Sergeant Charles is taking the backside cutoff. Hugh and I will go through the front and down the stairs with our teams. We've got heavy shields as well as our armor."
"Commander," Cindy said, "I want to lead this mission."
"Like hell, sister!" Teresa all but shouted. "I've been training with these guys for drug raids for months! When was the last time you went on a raid, much less led one--"
"As you were, Lieutenant!" Cindy shouted. "This is my--"
"As you were, Captain." I said, somewhat more quietly as I spun a chair around and forced Cindy to sit down in it. "Croyle, Hewitt, go." They left and I bore down on my cousin. "Cindy, you are way too damn close for me to let you do this."
Cindy was not ready to give up. "Don, if it was your wife in there, would you let anyone stop you from leading her rescue?"
"Of course not." I said. "And I'd be physically tackled before I could do it... like I was on a certain raid by you and others... and I had to lay there and watch you get shot up."
"I'm willing to risk getting shot to get Jenna out of there--" Cindy said, but I stopped her again.
"Cindy, it's not about that." I said. "You tackled me, and now I'm paying you back. I'm tackling you now. I'd lead tonight's raid myself, but they'll stop me just like I'm stopping you. We will both trust our fellow Officers, and we will let them do their jobs and get Jenna out of there. Now that is not a request, and if you think you can fight your way through me... not tonight, Cousin. Not tonight."



Cindy's anger on her face softened. "You... you're right... we'll have to let them..." She stood up, barely making it. I wrapped my arms around her in a hug as she began crying.
"It'll be okay." I whispered as she broke down into almost silent, body-racking sobs. "It will be okay..."
To be continued.
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Part 21 - Interdictions
It was the early morning hours of Saturday, November 14th. And I was facing the greatest crisis of my TCPD career, maybe even worse than the time my nephew Ned fired a bullet into me in the Ward Harvester warehouse. It was now time to resolve this crisis, for better or for worse...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The KSTD news van was parked at the Fairgrounds, and they were watching Police Headquarters like hawks. This did not suit Your Iron Crowbar very well at all, and I had Police cruisers ready.
As the 'Tunnel Rats' SWAT Team pulled out, one KSTD van tried to follow them, when one Police car cut them off and another came up behind, blue lights flashing. When the KSTD van tried to go around, they were stopped again, and the crew inside arrested for trying to evade Police.
Another van tried to follow Teresa's squad, and they were likewise stopped by Police cruisers. They did not try to flee, and so were not arrested, but held in place for the next hour.
I had Cindy in my Police SUV, and we drove out of Headquarters and went north, the opposite direction of Fillmore Pharmacy and the impending raid. This was in case anyone else was watching me. Sure enough, yet another KSTD van began following us. I radioed the Police cruiser behind them to not pull them over until we reached the Bypass Road. Once there, the van was interdicted.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Tunnel Rats came out of their van in an alley behind another building, where they were completely hidden. They rushed to a manhole, opened it, and went down into a tunnel. They had night vision goggles and ultraviolet lights that couldn't be seen but gave them them the ability to see.
They arrived at the 'T'. To the right was the tunnel that led to the back of Fillmore Pharmacy's basement. They blew up what looked like a rubber raft to block the perps trying to go the other way, and they were on the near side, ready for a party. The leader had the last man run to the manhole and up, to give a radio signal that they were in place.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's the signal." Teresa whispered. They were down the road from Fillmore Pharmacy, which stood alone on what seemed to be a bit higher elevation than other buildings. The approach would be difficult, but there was an unpaved access alley that was dark, with woods on the other side. Some officers would guard the back door in case someone tried to run out that way, but it was the front door through which they would go.
Patrol cars had ridden by but did not stop there, in case anyone inside was watching. Spotters with infrared binoculars had crept up around buildings on the other side of the street, seeing if they could spot heat signatures inside. There had been one or two earlier, but now there were none.
"Ready?" Teresa whispered. Hugh gave a thumbs-up. He went forward with several men. One had a battering ram. Like lightning, the ran up the steps to the door, and battered in the door. They silently cleared the front rooms, then two men cleared the back area that had been the pharmacy part.
 At the same time, Teresa led more men to the basement door. One man had a huge metal shield and led the way, Teresa right behind him, using him and his shield for cover. He couldn't really fire; if they met the Enemy, she would begin shooting.
And she did.
Ratta-tatta-tatta!
The perps had swarmed out of a room to the left just as the front man got to the bottom step, firing their military-style weapons. Teresa fired around the side of the shield, and the four perps ran pell-mell the other way down the dark hallway. As Teresa and her team edged forward, they heard yells way down that passage to halt, followed by an exchange of gunfire, then silence.
Teresa got to the room which was was a cage. Seeing through it, she saw Gor-don on the right side bed, sitting naked, his hands in the air. Then, on the left side, Jenna came into view. She was lying on the bed, naked, barely conscious.
"Oh my God." Teresa whispered, then went into the room. "Are there any booby traps in here?" she called out to Gor-don.
"No." he said. Teresa got to Jenna, looking around for something to cover her with. Someone brought her a blanket.
"Jenna, are you with me?" Teresa asked. Jenna opened her eyes, barely, then nodded.
"Stay with me, Jenna." Teresa said. "Medics are on the way."
"Where's.... Cindy...." Jenna whispered.
"She's upstairs." Teresa said. "The Iron Crowbar held her back, in case..." She did not need to say more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Upon hearing the 'Go' signal on the radio, I turned on the blue lights and sirens and tore down University Avenue to Jefferson Avenue, as did a number of other Police cruisers. Hurtling through the streets, Cindy and I got there right before the EMTs did. I did not let her go inside, of course. We watched as EMTs took stretchers into the building.
By this time, KXTC vans were pulling up. Having shown restraint and decorum, they were getting exclusive footage that KSTD would not be getting. Sergeant Rudistan already had a cordon around the area and was keeping the reporters back. Bettina was there, trying to get my attention, but I waved her off.
The first stretcher that came out carried Gor-don on it. He was put in one of the two ambulances at the scene, which drove off to University Hospital. Then the second stretcher came out, and Cindy rushed to it. She held her face firm as the EMT's loaded Jenna in the vehicle, and let Cindy get in with her.
Once inside, Cindy could not hold back the tears. "Oh my God, what did they do to you?"
Jenna looked up through her swollen eyes. "I was wondering where you were." she tried to joke.
"It took the Iron Crowbar himself to keep me from rushing down there." Cindy said. She gently patted Jenna's hair back from her face. "I'm sorry, I'm so, so sorry..."
"It wasn't your fault..." Jenna said. She tried to reach up to touch Cindy's face. Cindy took Jenna's hand into her own.
"Just relax, baby." Cindy said. "We're taking you to the Hospital..."
Part 22 - Aftermath Of Horror
I looked at the metal shield the first SWAT man had used as they descended the stairs. The bulletproof glass square giving him vision was okay. But there were four deep pockmarks where submachine gunfire had struck the shield.
"That takes some stones, to walk into that." I said. "Great jobs, guys."
"Just doing our job, sir." said Hugh Hewitt. "We got the hostages alive. Too bad we can't say that about the perps."
Once the perps had realized they were trapped and going to be captured, they'd all taken cyanide. Two had been mortally wounded by SWAT gunfire, but had been able to bite down on their cyanide capsules, which I surmised were in their mouths when they tried to flee.
Fingerprints would later show them to be ex-cons with long rap sheets, and all of them recent parolees of the State Prison System. Jack Muscone made special note of that and sent a report to his FBI colleagues...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was four o'clock in the morning. A SWAT Team had gone to the manhole at Courthouse Square, gone into the tunnel and searched around, but had found nothing. I'd told them to be watchful of booby traps and bombs, but they found none of those, either.
I told Myron to destroy the DVDs he'd made from the files on the servers, which he immediately did as Jack Muscone and I watched.
It might have been for the good that Jenna Stiles was in and out of consciousness at the hospital. Crime Lab people were taking samples, including the rape kit. The doctors had confirmed that Jenna had been raped multiple times, and that she had been severely beaten as well. There were small cracks in the bones around her eyes and her jaw, but they were hopeful her sight would not be affected. She had bruises all over her.
Gor-don had bruising on his face, especially his cheeks, but no broken bones, no hairline fractures. He had some bruising on the back of his thighs and his buttcheeks, but the doctor said he'd not been anally assaulted. He was giving statements to Detectives Nash and Cummings already, but it'd be some time before we'd get Jenna's statement.
I felt exhausted as I went into the Chief's conference room. Inside were the Chief, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, D.A. Krasney, and Jack Muscone.
"Excellent work, Commander." Moynahan said as I closed the door and sat down in the nearest chair, to the Chief's right. He was at the end of the table nearest the door, the Sheriff across from me, Krasney to my right.
"Not me." I replied. "The SWAT Team and Lieutenant Croyle and her Vice Squad got them back alive. Vice and their C.I.s got us the info on Fillmore Pharmacy, and Detective Cummings made the observations and deductions."
"Chief Griswold was right, you are too modest." said Chief Moynahan. "I saw great leadership tonight, under the most extreme durrrressss. You were the glue that put that all together, kept it together, and everyone else was feeding off of that. You planned the raid, then let the right people lead it."
"I totally agree." said Daniel Allgood. "And I'm proud of the entire Force. By the way, KSTD is screaming about their vans being pulled over, but I'll handle them myself." I nodded.
"So why was Stiles kidnapped?" asked Krasney, his voice surly and unfriendly. "Why did they kidnap her and brutalize her?"
"She's an A.D.A., she's Cindy's fiancée, she was a target of opportunity." I said. "I tried to warn everyone that there was danger, that something was up..."
"So what happened?" demanded Krasney. "How did they get her?"
"From Gor-don's statements," I said tiredly, "it would appear that they were getting into her car at the Courthouse when two men jumped into the backseat and put guns to their heads. They told Jenna to drive to the alley where we found the car. The perps then put blindfolds on them and drove them to where we now know is Fillmore Pharmacy."
"What I'm getting at, Commander," snarled Krasney, "is that they kidnapped, raped and beat her to get at you. To force you to give up those tapes. They must be really desperate for those Burke tapes."
The anger in the D.A.'s voice built as he continued: "What the hell is on them, Commander? Why do so many people want them, and so badly? And don't tell me about some Federal agent being on the tapes... there is something on those tapes the perps want, and my ADA was brutalized and nearly killed to get that information. What is going on, here?"
"Lighten up, Krasney." said Sheriff Allgood. "The Commander is working his ass off trying to solve this."
"Dammit, Sheriff!" Krasney shouted, his restraint breaking. "I've got a woman in the hospital here! We're supposed to be working together, as a team, to put criminals away! But I can't help you do that if you keep me in the dark!"
Sheriff Allgood and Jack Muscone were both ready to reply, and not necessarily verbally, but I held up my hand. I spun my chair around to face the District Attorney.
"All right, Mr. Krasney." I said. "If you want the tapes, I'll give them to you. Except for the Federally classified one. I'll give them to you, and you can try to find for yourself what's so fucking important that someone was ready to take it to the mattresses over. It's not like I haven't spent hours, even full nights of my life trying to figure it out, but if you want a shot at the title, by all means I'll let you go for it."
"That's not what I was trying to say----" said Krasney, but I stopped him.
"You've been here longer than me, Krasney." I said. "You've seen the corruption that was going on, firsthand. Your own ADA Sanders was a racist, and you let it slide. You know there was a lot of shit going on, including the unsolved murder of our last Sheriff, the attempt on the present one when he was a candidate, several attempts to kill me and some of my Officers----"
"The last Sheriff had a heart attack, he wasn't murdered!" gasped Krasney. I just looked at him with an 'Oh really.' look, and he began thinking about it. My eyes bore into him.
"What you are seeing, Krasney," I said, "is the last gasp of the criminals that won't let go, that are fighting for their worthless, criminal lives. And they are going to be exterminated, no matter what it takes, no matter how long it takes. My only question is: are you with me? Or not?"
The room was deafeningly silent.
"It's very late, gentlemen." said Moynahan. "We've had a long, long night. Fortunately, Ms. Stiles and Mr. Gor-don have survived, and it's time to get some rest. I'm going home, and I fully expect you, Commander Troy, to do the same. Go home, pet your dog, hug your kids, kiss your wife, and then get some sleep." Everyone but Krasney got up and left the room. He was only now realizing how deep and muddy the waters were.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went home. Laura was already asleep, having put the children to bed. Bowser bounded downstairs, very happy to see me. I sat down on the sofa in the den with him, and gave him a good skritchin' for a few minutes. Then I took him out to the backyard to do his business, while the cold helped me to think.
As I sat on the patio chair, I realized that the Consultant of Crime had gone over the line in his desperation to find the Burke tapes. I could understand; the information I now had was the starting point that would put him in prison for the rest of his life, if he avoided the death penalty. But more than that, I wanted him to know the public shame and humiliation of being exposed for what he was: consummate Evil.
He was a cool and desperate man, but he would pay for what he'd done to Jenna. And I hoped that his most recent, failed salvo would be his last, that more innocents would not have to suffer as we conducted our desperate battle.
My hopes would be in vain...
Part 23 - Saturday Sparks
Saturday, November 14th, started off with me not waking up until 11:00am. Exhausted after two long days of police work and two long nights of raids, I slept in. Lt. Masters had a good system in place for the football game traffic to come, and Chief Moynahan was using the opportunity to learn our systems and our Officers. I also knew that Jenna Stiles would need more time to recover, and Cindy was still at the hospital with her.
I was awakened by something crawling on me. Opening my eyes, I saw a toddler that was my daughter right in my face. "Wake up, dad-dy." she said, grinning. I smiled back, then looked up. Laura was standing by the bed, having put Carole on top of me.
"Hey, Carole!" I said, wrapping my arms around her in a big hug. "Give me a biiiiig bear hug!" Carole spread her arms and tried to hug me as I squeezed her gently in a big bear hug. Carole began laughing, as she always did.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly noon, and I was in my office at Headquarters. I had the ballgame on the television in my office, and the University was beating a Conference opponent. After this would be an open date, and then the big one... State Tech. After what had happened to Nick Eastwood the year before, I knew that one was going to get ugly. Alas, I had no time to think about it. Sheriff Allgood was at my door.
"Come on in, Sheriff." I said. He came in and closed the door, and sat down at my hand-gesture invitation.
"Really good work last night." Daniel said. "All of your people were magnificent."
"Thanks." I said. "I totally agree. So what brings you here?"
"How's Cindy doing?" Daniel asked.
"I think she's holding up okay." I said. "Her father, Dr. Eckhart, came to the Hospital last night and stayed with her for a long time. Nothing I can think of could've been better for her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Indeed...
While I'd been at Headquarters the night before, supervising the aftermath of the raid, Cindy was in a waiting room at the hospital, with only Molly with her at the moment.
Molly told me later that Cindy was barely responsive, just staring forward, not saying anything... and then Molly looked up to see the shock of white hair and the elderly man beneath it. Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help group, had come. Molly excused herself, saying she was going to go get Ross and go to The Cabin.
"Father," Cindy said as Eckhart had sat down beside her, "it's late, and it's cold outside. You shouldn't be here."
"My dear," Eckhart said, "for years I had to watch from afar as you struggled with your problems and your life. I had to see you lying in a hospital bed yourself, nearly dead, and I could not help you like I wanted to. I could not be there as the father I wanted to be to you. Now I can come and hug you and help you, so would you please be kind enough to indulge an old man and let me be a father to you?"
"Of course." Cindy said, leaning into his arms. "I'm sorry. I'm grateful you're here."
"So am I." said Eckhart. "And I'm ready to help young Jenna recover from her ordeal, to the best of my meager abilities. But I'll not get in the way of Dr. Fredricson and her fellow psychiatrists. They are wonderful people, and Dr. Yates is one of the best in the entire Nation. Jenna will get through this. We all will get through this."
"Thank you, Father." Cindy whispered. Eckhart would end up getting Cindy to go home. While she cleaned up and took a shower, he exhibited his cooking skills and prepared a fulfilling breakfast for them. Cindy didn't want to eat, but her father cajoled her into it, and she finally realized she was starving and cleaned her plate. Then she headed back to the hospital.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in the present, in my office in Headquarters, I stared right through Daniel as I said "Okay, so why are you really here?"
Daniel gave me a brief smile in acknowledgement, then said "Just want you to know that KSTD filed a legal complaint against the TCPD for interdicting their news vans." Seeing my face, he quickly said "Now before you get upset, let me just say that D.A. Krasney issued a press statement promising a vigorous defense of the TCPD, and actually said that if KSTD had their way, the hostages would be dead and the criminals free due to KSTD's attempt to interfere, and that the Police actions to interdict the KSTD trucks saved innocent lives."
"Wow." I said. "Considering how fired up he was last night, at us, for this happening to one of his A.D.A.s, I'm surprised his defense is so vigorous."
"He knows that you and your people saved his ADA's life." Daniel said. "But what you need to know is that Robert Brownlee issued a public statement that you, and he named you personally, should be fired for interdicting KSTD and violating their Constitutional First Amendment rights."
"Their rights end where Jenna Stiles's nose and life begins." I said. "So what the fuck is Brownlee up to now? Just what is his game plan in doing that?" I was about to go into a reverie, when Daniel's voice cut through the haze of my mind.
"What I also came to tell you," said Daniel, "was that my wife and I were talking last night. She wonders how Jenna and Gor-don could have been ambushed so quickly and effectively. She wonders how the perps knew where they were, which car was hers, what time they were leaving..."



"Your wife is an intelligent woman." I said. "Of course, it's obvious: Gor-don was in league with the criminals. He helped them to kidnap Jenna. Their 'forcing' him to rape her was a sham; that was part of his reward, not to mention mentally fucking with her mind. His injuries are very superficial: they hit him just hard enough to leave marks, but not to crack bones like they did to her. None of the blows to him were in areas that could truly injure him, just look visible to cameras, while she took blows that could've destroyed her eyesight or caused fatal internal bleeding. Shall I go on?"
"No need." Daniel said. "Melina figured he was involved. She wonders what the Iron Crowbar is going to do about it?"
I looked into Daniel's eyes and said "Which one?"
"Huh?"
"Which Iron Crowbar? The Red one, or the Blue one?"
"Oh, shit." Daniel said, suddenly understanding.
"Yes." I said. "If Cindy figures it out... then blood will be spilled. So, if you'll excuse me, I'll go clean up the mess... before it happens."
"Just don't make one yourself." Daniel admonished.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's not hard to figure out, my dear Senator." he said, as heand Katherine Woodburn ate sandwiches and coffee in her office in her private residence. "Commander Troy was seen having lunch with the County Intendent, Mrs. Peabody, followed by the journalist Wurtzburg reporting on a drug bust at a certain apartment complex..."
"... a complex that once was the residence of young Jack Burke, Michael Burke's son, who was so brutally murdered in bed by the husband of his adulterous lover Marie Arruzio, that being Joe Arruzio." he continued. "And young Burke was having a sexual liaison with the Intendent, Mrs. Peabody, as well."
"Ahhh, and that is why you wanted the Jack Burke tapes." said Katherine. "To see if there is any information that might compromise you on those tapes."
"Well, indirectly." he said. "Jack Burke was prolific Satyr, and blessed with a penis that all mere mortal men would envy. He was also very good at stealing industrial secrets. He would've done well working for me."
"Speaking of those apartments," said Katherine, "what about that raid? I heard the Police found some very strange crystal meth there."
"Yes, I heard that as well." he said. "The Douglas couple were working for the same people that employed Barry Bounel... that damned Bounel! He almost got those specialized drugs to my people... and then the Iron Crowbar crossed my path!"
He regained control from his momentary lapse, then said "Yes, that research drug is very valuable, though it is the process for making it that is of true, moneymaking interest."
"So how can I help you?" asked Katherine, coming around to asking why he wanted to speak with her this day.
"I need you to take care of your friend Gor-don." he said. "He did good work for me, and he will be very handsomely rewarded, financially. But it will not be very long before the Iron Crowbar figures out his role in the most enjoyable treatment of that bitch Stiles."
"I'll handle it." Katherine said. "But I am going to sample Gor-don's large penis first. I'm going to reward him with one hell of a good fuck."
"As you wish, my dear." he said. "But do it tonight... while the Iron Crowbar is... distracted."
"Oh? You have something in mind for him?" Katherine asked.
"You'll understand tomorrow." he said. "Everything we've discussed will become relevant, and you will realize it after it has happened..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
TCPD Patrolman Brett Bryce took the phone call on his personal cellphone. "Yeah?" he said simply into it.
A muffled voice at the other end said "Thersites, I have need of your services." Bryce listened, acknowledged his orders, and moved out to complete his mission.
In civilian clothes, Bryce went to the Bus Station, and retrieved a bag from one of the lockers. He then went to the apartment complex he'd been instructed to visit, and stopped by the manager's office.
"I need a list of your empty apartments." Bryce said.
"I smell pork." said the manager. "Where's your warrant?"
"This is not official." said Bryce. He then reached into his jacket and pulled out a paper-wrapped set of $100 bills, totaling ten thousand dollars. "That's for your personal courtesy." said Bryce.
The manager pocketed the money, and gave Bryce the list of empty apartments. Bryce visited apartments in three of the buildings, and also the one that James and Susan Douglas had lived in, knowing that if he were spotted and questioned by other police officers, he could flash his own badge...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective Gayle Tunnin of TCPD Internal Affairs came out of Jenna's hospital room, with Detective Joanne Cummings in tow. I was in the hall to meet them, and Cindy was right there with me. Gayle looked at Cindy then at me, and I understood.
"It's okay," I said, "Captain Ross can hear this."
"Yes sir. First of all," said Tunnin, "Detective Cummings handled it very well. I believe she can begin working with rape victims after she takes the special Police Academy course. If you want Dr. Fredricson to help Detective Cummings, that would work well, also."
"Dr. Fredricson will be working with Jenna during Jenna's recovery." I said. "Detective Cummings, are you going to be up this new assignment?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said solemnly. "It's not easy for anyone, but it's part of my job."
"Okay, what did you get?" I asked.
Tunnin said "Her story matches Gor-don's for the most part. Two men surprised her and Gor-don as they got into her car. She doesn't know how the back doors were unlocked; she said she only unlocked hers, then got in and reached over to unlock Gor-don's. As he got in, the doors unlocked and the men got in the back. Jenna said it happened very fast."
"Sir," said Cummings, "I've read reports about people's door locks being opened by a remote device, and then the cars burgled. Could that have happened here?"
"It's certainly possible." I said. "But let's go forward. What happened next, Ms. Tunnin?"
Gayle answered "They forced her to drive to the alleyway where her car was found. She and Gor-don were then told to put on masks. After they got out of the car, a full hood was put over their heads. She said she heard a car drive up, which apparently was a van. She and Gor-don were thrown into the van. Here's the thing, though: she said they drove around for a while, and only then stopped somewhere."
"They drove them around the bypass three or four times, I would guess." I said. "To confuse them. Go on."
Tunnin said "Jenna said she was carried in, slung over someone's shoulder. She was carried down stairs, then thrown down on the steel bed. She said there was one man at first, and he forced Gor-don to have sex with her, then he raped her. And then several other men came in the room, and they all took turns with her."
"What about Gor-don?" I asked.
"He was chained to his bed." she said. "They didn't bother with him too much. They made him rape her again, and someone gave him some baby oil to help lubricate her. That might've saved her from much worse vaginal damage than what occurred, though the damage is considerable as it is."
Tunnin then added: "Commander, what was interesting is that she said the first masked man, who was at first alone with them, Jenna said she thought that man's voice was familiar to her. However, when we showed her pictures of the dead criminals, she didn't recognize any of them at all."
"Hmm, wonder if he left the party early." I said.
Tunnin replied "That could be, sir. Jenna also said that one of the men that raped her was very well-endowed. But the M.E. assures me that none of the dead men would've been all that large."
"So two perps left the party early, and likely our Slender Man left as well. The only guys remaining were guards, and they did a poor job guarding."
Tunnin continued: "Jenna said that for the filming, they made Gor-don put her skirt back on and put on his underwear while a man with a camera came in and set up. As you know, everyone had full hood masks on."
"And the guy in the suit? Slender Man?" I asked.
"She said she remembered him being behind the camera and the bright lights that were on either side of it. She couldn't really see him; he stayed in the shadows. But he was very tall, very slender, and everyone there called him 'Slender Man'... like you're doing now."
"Where have I heard of this 'Slender Man' before?" Cindy asked.
"Google him." I said. "He's this mythical urban legend figure, especially in England. Very tall, described as eight feet tall, and very slender. Wears a suit and tie, but has no facial features. Our guy had on a white mask or some kind of cloths on his face and head, but he's definitely imitating the legend of the Slender Man...." I went into a reverie.
"Don?" asked Cindy.
"I just realized..." I said. "The original Slender Man is purported to abduct children and kill them. Now who do we know that is involved in the abduction of children for illicit purposes?"
"Oh, wow." said Cindy. I looked hard at her so that she would not mention the Oldeeds Group by name.
Before Gayle Tunnin could ask about that, I had her continue with her narrative: "After they taped the session, which Jenna thought was taped and didn't realize it was broadcast live, they forced Gor-don to rape her again, then a couple of them went at her again. After that, it calmed down for a while, until they heard noises upstairs... which turned out to be your rescue team. One guy pointed his gun like he was going to shoot her or Gor-don, but the others just said to run, and they went the back way... right into your ambush."
"Close call." I said. "Close call. Can Cindy go in and talk to Jenna now?"
"Sure." said Gayle. Cindy did not waste time, and disappeared into Jenna's room before I could hardly blink.
"Thank you, Detective Tunnin." I said. "We'll get Cummings and also Torres trained up, but I'm glad to have your experience with rape victims, though I hope we won't need it very often in the future. You can go home, and don't come back until Monday... once your report is written up and sent to me. Cummings, you're with me." With that, we took leave of Gayle.
"So, Cummings," I said, "did you interview Gor-don, also?"
"Yes sir, or I was there while Detective Nash interviewed him." said Joanne.
"What did you think of his interview?" I asked. Joanne looked dumbfounded.
"I... I don't know, sir." she said. "His story agrees with Ms. Stiles's story, for the most part. He was forced to have sex with Ms. Stiles, then forced to watch the other men rape her. The part about the video was the same, as well."
"Come with me." I said. I went down the hall several rooms until I came to the one where Gor-don was the patient inside. "Joanne," I said quietly, "I want you to stay here and look out for me. If Captain Ross comes out of Ms. Stiles's room, I want you to peek into this room and say 'Time, Commander!' in warning. I'm going to be talking with Gor-don for a minute."
"Do you want me to come in with you?" asked Joanne. And then her eyes widened as I took the red crowbar out of it's long pocket in my trenchcoat.
"No." I said. "You just be on the lookout for Captain Ross. And one thing... I want you to think about this case, Detective. I want you to think about how Ms. Stiles was so easily ambushed, and what happened." Leaving her to think of that, I went inside.
Gor-don was awake. He was scheduled to be released, and was itching to get his clothes back and get out of there. He was on the phone, telling someone he'd be out of there soon. Then he looked at the phone, perplexed. The signal had just gone dead... and that was because I'd activated my anti-bugging device, which jammed his signal, so sorry.
"What are you doing here?" he snarled at me as I approached him, tapping the crowbar in my palm. "I was on the phone."
"Apparently you lost the signal." I said quietly, menacingly. "You can call them back. Later. Right now... you're going to tell me the truth, Gor-don."
"I've already given my statement." said Gor-don. "What more do you want?"
"Like I said... the truth." I said. "Let's not fool around, here, Gor-don. I am really insulted at your lack of respect for my intelligence if you think I am fooled by your little performance."
"What the fuck are you talking about?" he snarled, but I noticed his hand reaching for the nurse-call button at his bedside.
"I'm talking about you being in league with the perps that kidnapped Jenna." I said. "You unlocked the back doors from the passenger side so they could get in the car. She didn't notice, and of course she didn't try to fight back because they had a gun to your head, too. And then you raped her along with the rest of them..."
"It's not like I haven't fucked her before." Gor-don said. "Many times. Her bitch girlfriend doesn't even know that Jenna's been cheating on her."
"Yeah, I know you've been laying pipe to her." I said. "But to help her be kidnapped, raped and beaten nearly to death? Now that... is going to get you fucked over."
"You gonna hit me with that crowbar, asshole?" Gor-don asked, trying to bait me.
"Noooo," I said. "Like I said, you are disrespecting my intelligence. I'm not rising to your bait. But you will tell me who your boss is, who put you up to this. Because if you don't..." I just chuckled menacingly, then finished: "... then I'm going to tell Captain Ross of your involvement... in the middle of the night... after you have been abducted and taken to a nice, quiet place..."
I turned to go. "I doubt Captain Ross is going to to give you the chance to live by telling me everything that you know... and nobody is going to see a thing, it'll be just you... and her. And may the living God have mercy on your fucking soul..."
Just then Joanne peeked into the room. "Commander, Senator Woodburn just got off the elevator. She's headed this way."
"Good." I said. I went out of Gor-don's room and down the hall, meeting Katherine Woodburn just as she turned the corner onto this wing."
"Well, Commander Troy." Katherine said, her voice a sneering snarl. "What a surprise to find you here."
"Just wrapping up my investigation of this crime, Senator." I said, my eyes boring into her. "Why are you here?"
"To visit our A.D.A., and pay my respects, of course." said Katherine, then said in a studied manner, as if it were an afterthought, "And her assistant, as well, of course."
Just then, Cindy came out of Jenna's room. She had a funny look on her face. I told her that our State Senator was here to visit, and Cindy just nodded. We left. I sent Joanne to Headquarters to finish her reports, then to take the rest of the weekend off.
"You okay?" I asked as Cindy and I left in my Police SUV.
"Yeah, I'm fine..." she said, her voice trailing off. I didn't say anything, so she looked over at me and then said "I might as well tell you... it was... strange. Jenna told me I could go on home and get some sleep. I wanted... I wanted to stay, and be there for her, but she said it was okay, she would be fine. I... she was kicking me out of there, being nice about it, but she didn't want me there..."
"Well, maybe she needs some time." I said. "And it's not over for her, at least not in her head. My wife is going to be treating her, and while it will be better in the end, it won't be fun getting to the end. You know all too well about the two couches in her office."
Cindy nodded. I changed the subject. "So, I can take you to your place, or to The Cabin where Molly and Ross are. Either way, you get to sleep for a while. And that is not a request on my part."
"And you won't have to 'request' twice." Cindy said. "Right now, The Cabin sounds like a good place to be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While Cindy showered and got ready for bed, I told Molly to keep an eye on her sister. I told Molly that if Cindy got the idea that Gor-don was involved in Jenna's ordeal, to get ahold of me very quickly. Molly was shocked at what I'd implied in that, but agreed to watch Cindy for me.
With that temporarily resolved, I went to Headquarters again. Julie Newton and Lindy Linares were at Julie's desk in Vice, so I dropped in and pulled up a chair and sat down. "How's it going, ladies?" I asked. "Whaddya got for me?"
"Several threads on the Beanstalk Gang, sir." said Julie. "They mostly traded money for drugs using cash. A couple of the mid-level perps have taken plea deals, and have told what they know about how the money was laundered. They've been laundering through several delicatessens, a couple of moving service companies, and a farm equipment company that is a big customer of Ward Harvester."
"Ahhhh," I said, suddenly becoming filled with interest.
"Don't get too excited, though." said FBI Special Agent Lindy Linares. "We can't find any laundering through Ward, just that this farm equipment store bought from them. But as you can see from these printouts, that store, as well as the restaurants and such, are working the extra money through buying and selling from each other at higher prices than normal, until the money gets into banks. And then gets transferred to other banks, which is where the FBI starts tracing them."
"This is good work." I said. "Great job, both of you." As I perused the data, I could see how the money was being laundered: as one example, a delicatessen was being paid a lot of overhead for a large order of meats, or perhaps a large catered event. He then paid more than average to the meat supply company, as well as a company providing things like paper napkins, condiments, spoons, forks, etc.
"Okay, ladies." I said. "Find a stopping point, and go home for the weekend. Unless there's something you think can't wait until Monday, this will keep."
"How is Jenna doing?" asked Julie.
"Hard to tell." I said. "I don't think it has set in yet." Neither of them needed to ask what I meant by that.
An hour later, I was looking through what they'd put in the evidence servers. I was seeing what I had expected to see: the Beanstalk operation had been large, very large. But the money laundering, which had been large, had been winding down ever so slowly, and was barely a trickle of what it should've been.
We'd interdicted a couple of large caches of cash and drugs in addition to what the Thursday night raid had netted us, based upon perp confessions in taking plea deals. But the cash was a lot lower than I'd expected, about a tenth of what it should be.
 This confirmed what I'd thought: the Consultant had pulled a lot of the cash out... and had brutally betrayed the Beanstalk Gang, letting the Police capture them. He had a way of doing that... betraying loyal people. Kind of like what the Black Badge people and the Superior Bloodlines power players would do.
Loyalty is a two-way street, Mr. Consultant, I thought to myself. And your lack of loyalty is one of your weaknesses... with which I intend to take. you. down.
Part 24 - Prelude To Disaster
At 6:00pm I drove up to The Cabin. Laura had brought my mom Phyllis, the kids, and of course Bowser, and they and Molly had cooked up a feast.
"It's too bad Todd couldn't join us." said my mom as we sat down to eat.
"Nor Teresa." said Laura. "I invited both of them."
"Oh, I think they're having a more... private... celebration." I said.
"You might end up with more great-grandkids yet, Phyllis." Molly said. My mom smiled brightly at that thought.
"At the moment, I'm more interested in what this grandchild of mine is doing." Phyllis said, looking over at Carole. My daughter was doing what children of all of time have done: she was feeding Bowser the food items she did not like. Her mother was not amused. Laura was even less amused when I broke down in almost uncontrollable laughter, which led to Phyllis and Molly breaking down as well.



But not much was touching Cindy. I asked my mother to have a good talk with her upstairs while the rest of us chatted in the greatroom.
"Well, Laura," I said to my wife, "your professional expertise might be more needed with Jenna's fiancée than Jenna herself."
"Yes, I've noticed." Laura said. "Jenna is trying to be strong on the outside, but in doing so she's blocking out the people who care for her the most. And that is hurting Cindy."
Molly said "There's something else I've noticed, over time. I haven't said anything because of the family friction over Cindy's orientation. I don't want to exacerbate the problems, nor have Cindy misunderstand me. But I think there were already some strains in that relationship, and this might be brining some of that out."
"Could be." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"A most unhappy conclusion." he said as he sipped his sherry, looking at the lovely, slender woman sitting next to him. She was wearing a white blouse, red plaid skirt, white stockings and black high heel pumps. But even her good looks did not stir his loins.
"How so?" she asked, sipping her glass of sherry, enjoying the smooth, mellow taste of this rare and expensive brand.
"We did not get the information we needed by capturing A.D.A. Stiles." he said. "The Iron Crowbar somehow managed to figure out where she and Gor-don were, and sent his people in to rescue them. I will freely admit that I have underestimated the professionalism of the Town & County Police Department. They were not always this... competent."
She smiled. "Yes, it was TCPD Vice that led that raid, as well as the one on the Beanstalk Gang. They are getting good... because they've had way too much practice."
He gave a brief, mirthless smile. "Yes, too much. But I think... that maybe the information on those tapes can be made useless... by them being destroyed. Tonight, my dear Sinon, it will not be the Police getting practice... but the Fire Department." He said no more; she did not ask.
"So, my dear," he said, "what are your plans for the evening?"
"Well," she said, standing up and strutting over to him, "I am one very horny woman right now." She straddled him, easing onto his lap. "Why don't give me what I need right now..." He didn't respond, and she realized it. "Or... am I too old for you? You prefer those teen girls... or what the Oldeeds Group is providing men of your stature, and means?"
He smiled wanly. "Yes, I admit I have a taste for the flower of youth." he said.
"You should get Alison Sweet into bed." she said. "She worships you."
"Yes, I have my eye on her." he said, his loins stirring for the first time at the thought of eighteen-year-old Alison. "But in the here and now, we need to satisfy your cravings, and of course I have the perfect solution for you." He pressed a button, and a young man came into the room, clad in all black.
"Mmmm, he is handsome." she said, getting off of him. The young man's eyes looked over her appreciatively.
"His real name is Scott." he said. "My name for him is 'Epeius'. He is one of Rita's Satyrs, and my mole inside her insidious organization. I am sharing this secret with you, as well as giving you the gift of his sexual prowess, in the event that something happens to me, whereupon you will be taking over my organization."
"Mmmm, something to celebrate." she said. "And I know just the right way to do so." She walked up to young Scott, who took her in his arms and gave her a warm, deep kiss, their tongues twining.
He watched, then said "It will be interesting to see which of you exhausts the other tonight. The bedroom across the hall is available to you." He watched as the lovely woman and her young stud walked arm-in-arm out of the room.
Going to his desk, he turned on the secret camera to that bedroom, and he watched. He enjoyed the sight of what he was seeing: a young couple having an intense, illicit copulation. He poured himself a bit more sherry, then sat back and watched.
Scott's huge cock was plunging in and out of the lovely 'Sinon' and she was fucking him back as hard as she could. The young Satyr worked the lovely woman through three hard, deep orgasms, then they switched to the rear entry position. She knew not to call it 'dogstyle' in front of him... he hated dogs ...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was getting late in the evening. Cindy and Molly were going to crash on the hideaway beds on this floor, my mom would be in the guest bedroom, and Laura and I would be in the master bedroom.
"Anyone want more wine?" I asked. I was already getting up to go to the kitchen, when my eyes were irresistibly drawn to the windows to the outside.
"Whoa, what is that?" I said, mostly to myself, but loud enough for the others to hear. I opened the backdoor and went outside onto the deck, oblivious to the cold air.
"What is it, Don?" asked Molly, who had come out behind me.
"See that spot of glowing orange?" I said, pointing to an area of Town I knew to be south of the Courthouse Square and Downtown areas. "That's not right... I think that's a fire."
Just then, my police radio went off, and my cellphone rang. This caused the redoubtable Bowser much consternation, which he voiced by barking.
The phone call was alerting me to a fire at an apartment complex. The radio alert was for the same thing.
Cindy came flying down the stairs just as I was getting my coat. "I got a phone call, there's a fire at---- oh, never mind, they called you, too."
"Yes, they did." I said. "Okay, everyone, y'all can hunker down. Bowser, watch over Carole, Jim, and Ross for me! Cindy, want to come with me?"
"Of course." my partner said. With that, Cindy and I left for my SUV, not knowing that Acts of Heroism would soon be transpiring.
To be continued.
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Part 25 - Fire and Heroism
Three apartment buildings were engulfed in flames. Firefighters were scrambling to put out the blazes, but they were fighting a losing battle; the fires were already fiercely out of control.
It was 10:45pm Saturday night, November 14th. And the middle building of the ones on fire contained the apartment that had once been rented by Jack Burke, where he'd made his sex tapes... and where the Intendent had hidden her evidence that implicated the Consultant of Crime.
I was standing with the Fire Chief, Patrick Quinlin, and a few firefighters that were equipped and prepared to rescue any people in the building. Captain Cindy Ross was next to me. Police had an extended cordon around the area blocked off, keeping everyone out, including most of the Press. KXTC, however, had managed to get a van and crew inside the cordon. I had Police keep them well back, but they were allowed to film the conflagration.
Most of the apartment occupants were accounted for, but the Fire Department had no way of knowing if everyone was out. The fire had grown too large, too fast, to allow knocking on doors and searches. We could only hope the fire alarm bells on each building going off was enough.
And then I saw it...
"Oh my God, there's a child in there!" I yelled. I started sprinting toward the middle building, but the run was only in my mind... I was quickly pulled back by firefighters and Cindy.
"Hold on, Commander!" one of them yelled. "That's our job!"
"There!" I yelled, pointing at a dim black shape. "Right there!"
"Let's go!" yelled a firefighter. I don't know if he saw it or not, but he was trusting what I said. Three other men followed him to the building.
"Okay, Team Two!" yelled Fire Chief Quinlin. "Get ready to go in after them if you need to!" I just watched, seeing the firefighters with their fireproof gear, their oxygen tanks and full face masks, hatchets and other tools ready.
They had radios, and did not notice me surreptitiously turn mine to their frequency so that I could listen in.
"I've got eyes on the kid!" I heard one yell, even as they were engulfed in the conflagration. "I'm going in!
"Roger that! We're right behind you!"
Suddenly we heard what sounded like a huge *CRACK!*... and the building began collapsing!
"Get back! Get back!" yelled the Fire Chief into his mike as he watched the horror... the apartment building was going down, right onto where the firemen and the child were!
I barely heard the screams and shouts of others as I watched the disaster unfolding in front of me. I felt helpless, and I need not say that Cindy was making damn sure I didn't try to run in there myself. I could feel the intensity of the tension as we watched for signs of movement.
"There!" I shouted. I could see three of the four firefighters emerging in front of the building. They were looking around for their remaining teammate.
"Easley! Come in Easley!" I heard on the radio.
"Over here!" I heard another voice on the radio. "They're over here!" The three firefighters ran back into the swirling cauldron of hell on earth. A moment later, they came out... carrying a fireman. His coat was bulging, and I knew before consciously realizing it that he had the child with him.
As they approached, two other firemen ran with a gurney towards them. The firefighter was placed on it, and then I saw what had happened... he had opened his coat to secure the child inside... and put his oxygen mask on the kid's face.
"Oh my God." I gasped. "Who is that?"
"Fireman Roy Easley." said Chief Quinlin. "Bronze Star in Afghanistan. Been with us two years now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later, I went to University Hospital. As ever, Cindy Ross was with me. I saw several firefighters in a waiting room. With them was the Fire Chief, the Battalion Chief (equivalent to me in rank), and some of the firefighters on the injured man's crew. They seemed surprised to see us come in.
"How is he?" I asked quietly.
"Not good, Commander." said the Battalion Chief. "Damaged lungs. He inhaled hot gas when he put his mask on the kid's face."
"Ouch." said Cindy Ross, her face wincing. She'd had an injured lung when she was shot, and which still gave her physical problems if she physically overextended herself.
"How's the kid?" I asked.
"The kid is going to be okay, superficial burns. Easley saved him by putting him inside his coat, and giving the kid his oxygen mask. Easley took burns to the body as well as the lungs." said Chief Quinlin. "The doctor says if he makes it through the next 48 hours and doesn't 'dry-land drown', he'll have a good shot to live. As to how much lung capacity he'll have after that, we'll just have to see.
'Dry-land drown' occurs when lungs get inflamed. The lungs try to soothe the inflammation with liquid, but if the irritation doesn't stop, liquid could fill the lungs and the person literally drown on dry land. This is how many soldiers that were gassed in World War One died...
"Commander Troy," said one of the firemen, "how did you see that kid? None of us could see him until we were right up there in it."
"I..." I started, then stopped, realizing it for the first time. "I don't know... I just... saw him. I... I have no answer for you... I just saw him there, and you guys went and got him."
Everyone nodded, amazed at what I'd just told them. I said "I'll be back in a few minutes." I went to another section of the Hospital, where the offices of the doctors on Staff were. One of them was a small office for my wife to use if she needed to. I went inside, finding her computer on the desk, and of course knowing the password to access it though she'd never told me.
"What are you doing?" Cindy asked, seeing me typing furiously. I had her come over and look.
"Make that last paragraph from both of us." Cindy said, having every right to do so.
I accessed email through the internet, fired off emails to the Sheriff, every member of the Council, and the Police and Fire Chiefs, with a copy to Cindy. I then printed a copy.
Walking back to the waiting room, I handed the pieces of paper to the Fire Chief, telling him of the email copies that had gone out. Cindy said her own emails would be following soon.
"Coming from you two, this is strong stuff." said Quinlin. "Thanks." With that, Cindy and I made our goodbyes and left for Police Headquarters.
"What is that, sir?" asked one of the firemen.
"This is Commander Troy's report of what he saw at the scene." Quinlin said. "And it contains a recommendation from those Medal of Valor recipients... that Easley join their club as a Medal of Valor recipient." There was a murmur of approval from the firefighters.
Part 26 - Aftermath And Ashes
Sunday morning, November 15th, just after dawn. As Cindy and I drove up to the remains of the three buildings, I saw a woman in black coveralls amongst several other similarly-clad Fire Department people. It was Fire Marshal Zoe Singer and her Arson Investigation team.
"Don!" she said as she saw me and Cindy come up. "How are you?" Somewhat to my surprise, she hugged me warmly.
"Okay, and yourself?" I asked, returning her hug.
"Hi, Cindy." Zoe said, giving my partner a warm hug, also. She then looked Cindy in the eye and quietly asked "How's Jenna?"
"She's... recovering." said Cindy, who'd spent the night at Jenna's side in the Hospital.
"She's a strong woman." Zoe said, reassuring. "She'll get through this, with you beside her." The women hugged again as I pretended to look over the heaps of ashes that once were apartment buildings.
"This thing burned to the ashes." I said, looking around.
"Yes, it did." said Zoe. "The wood was untreated, and the materials inside were just tinder for it. It's amazing no one was killed, but everyone got out. Speaking of that, do you know how Roy Easley is doing?"
"He's in ICU, still in danger." I said. "But just before I came here I talked with Dr. Morgan. He thinks Easley will recover if his burns don't get infected. Easley's lungs aren't filling with fluid, so it looks like the imminent threat isn't happening."
"That's good." Zoe said. "Well, you won't be totally shocked to hear that this is arson. Accelerants all over the place, in all three buildings. I'm having trouble getting the apartment manager to give me the occupancy lists, he's demanding a warrant, but some of the occupants told me enough to let me know which apartments weren't occupied. It appears that those empty apartments were just packed with accelerants and maybe devices to set off the fires. Once they got going, it was an inferno."
"Okay," I said, feeling exhausted, not even responsive to the sight of Zoe's lovely body in her clingy coveralls. "I look forward to reading your reports, if you'll be kind enough to email me a copy."
"Sure." said Zoe. "And Don... thank you for that report you gave to the Chief. The whole Department is talking about it. Do you think Easley will get an MOV?"
"That is what Crowbars are for, Commander Singer." I said. "And we have two of them against the will of the Council to downgrade medals. I suspect that the Council will find that 'resistance is futile'."
"Damn straight." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross entered Jenna Stiles's hospital room. Her heart warmed considerably when the redheaded woman looked up at her... and smiled.
"Hey, baby." Cindy said as she came up to the bed. "How are you feeling?"
"Better." Jenna said. "The food here absolutely sucks. Don't you have any pull with your boss's wife?"
Cindy smiled. "Don says it must be a law that hospital food be really bad. I was lucky they fed me intravenously when I was in here. You'll be out soon, but I'll sneak in a cheeseburger for you."
"Good." Jenna said, then got serious as she looked into Cindy's eyes. "Cindy, I'm sorry I acted like I did yesterday. I... I'm sorry I pushed you away. I know how much you care--"
"Stop right there." Cindy said, putting her finger on Jenna's lips. "You've been through hell. I understand. It's okay."
Jenna took Cindy's hand in hers. "I love you, Cindy." Cindy's vision blurred; it is possible that she was starting to cry.
"I love you too!" she said. She leaned over and kissed Jenna, then hugged her, trying hard to not break down crying...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Priya," said Katherine Woodburn, "what is KSTD doing about the Police interdictions of your vans?"
"Nothing, ma'am." said Priya. They were in Katherine's office inside her home. "The owners came down on us pretty hard, said we already looked bad trying to follow the Police on the way to rescue an A.D.A. being held hostage. The word I got is that the Sheriff was going to forbid KSTD from coming to any press conferences in any Town & County government buildings... and he has the power to order that and enforce it, we found out."
"That's too bad." said Katherine.
"I do appreciate you getting me that exclusive interview with Gor-don last evening." Priya said. "We'll be running that a number of times before KXTC can talk to him."
"Don't worry about that." said Katherine. "This is off the record, of course, but KXTC will have to find Gor-don to interview him... and they'll have to be better than the Iron Crowbar himself to find Gor-don now."
Katherine thought back to the night before. After Priya had finished her interview with Gor-don and she and her team had gone home, Katherine had taken Gor-don to bed, where she had given him hours of sex, taking his long cock deep inside her burning hot pussy until her fires of lust were finally quenched. The only scary part to Katherine... is that she was thinking of Don Troy, the Iron Crowbar, several times as Gor-don fucked her, fantasizing that Don's other 'iron crowbar' was pumping in and out of her.
The thought of copulating with Commander Troy should've been sickening to her, Katherine thought. But she could not get the images out of her mind...
Finally, she took Gor-don to a parking lot near Ronald Reagan Park, an area she knew was not covered by any video surveillance. She gave Gor-don a box, which she said had a burner phone inside that had never been turned on, much less used, and that he should not use it until he was far away from this County. Gor-don got into the old car that was sitting in the parking lot and being provided for his escape, and Katherine watched as he drove off, going west and over the State Line... and just in time.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was at the Mountain Nest, taking the afternoon off, playing with the kids in the den, something I did entirely too little of, and of which I cherished every moment. Laura was on her computer, doing 'Company' business.
Bowser barked, and that was followed by the ringing of the front doorbell. I went to answer, seeing Cindy outside, wearing civilian clothes. I let her in.
"CIN-DEE!" Carole yelled loudly when Cindy walked into the den. Cindy picked my daughter up and gave her a hug, then sat down with her. Bowser jumped up on the sofa with them.
"Okay, Bowser," I said, picking him up and setting him on the floor, "off the furniture." Cindy bent over and petted Bowser.
"Bowser is a good dog." Carole said, in the form of a quotation.
"Yes he is." Cindy said. "And you're Bowser's good friend, aren't you?" Carole agreed.
"So," I said, picking up little Jim and sitting next to Cindy and Carole, "you phoned that you wanted to talk to me."
"Let me spend a few moments with my little cousins first." Cindy said. She reached over and tickled little Jim, who grinned. "By the way, Jenna is doing a lot better, and we had a good talk this morning. Things between us are a lot better now."
"That's good." I said.
After a few moments, I looked over and saw that a yellow-haired dog was by the back door. "Someone needs to go outside." I astutely observed. "Laura, can you watch the kids while Cindy and I take Bowser out?" Laura agreed, knowing Bowser was facilitating the private conversation Cindy wanted to have with me.
"Bowser has to go out." said Carole. Cindy agreed with Carole.
Once outside, as Bowser went to do his business, Cindy and I sat down in the patio chairs. "Don, I may be the Junior Michaux around here, but I'm still a Michaux. I want your permission to do something." she said.
"You want to investigate Gor-don's role in Jenna's abduction." I said. Cindy about broke her neck whirling to look at me. I just looked back at her.
"I realized it it while I was in the hospital with her today." Cindy said. "Jenna won't believe it of him, but I can just see Gor-don being part of it. It fits too well with the bad guys knowing where she was, getting into her car..."
"Jabberwocky Joyful Jehosephat." I said, a cryptic reference that my partner immediately understood... the trigger words from the 'Reichenbach' case, which we believed were telephonically said to me by... Gor-don.
"Exactly." Cindy said. "I want to look at video footage of the abduction from the Courthouse parking lot, as well as other video of them if we can find it. I want to get Gor-don's phone records for day and the previous couple of days, as well. Obviously I'll be asking for Myron and Mary's help on this."
"What would you say," I suggested, "to me assigning Tanya Perlman to that?"
"You still think I'm too close, or that I'll fly off the handle?" Cindy replied, bitterness in her voice. "I can handle it, Don. I'm a professional."
"Of course you are, and I'm not implying otherwise." I said. "I suggested Tanya for two reasons: you really are still too close to this situation, and so am I for that matter. And the second reason... is that while you were at the Hospital with Jenna this morning, I was already assigning Tanya to do exactly what you just asked me."
Cindy rolled her eyes, then looked over at Bowser and began chuckling. "I should've known you were already on it." Bowser came up to her and stopped. She reached over and picked him up, and as he sat in her lap she reached over and gave him a good petting. "Bowser, nothing gets by this man..." she said as she rubbed him under his chin.
If Bowser could talk, he would be agreeing with Cindy.
Part 27 - Punk On The Run
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at precisely 7:00am, Monday November 16th. "Channel Two News has learned that the fire that destroyed three buildings of an apartment complex south of Downtown has been confirmed to be arson. Fire Marshal Zoe Singer has turned over her findings to the Town & County Police Department, and Commander Donald Troy has issued a statement that the crime is under investigation."
"In other news, Assistant District Attorney Jenna Stiles is recovering after being abducted Friday night. In a daring raid by the TCPD SWAT Team, ADA Stiles and her assistant were rescued from the basement of the Fillmore Pharmacy. The Coroner's Office issued a statement that the criminals who died at the scene committed suicide by taking cyanide rather than be captured by the Police."
As Bettina called in Chuck Pringle for the Sports report, Sr. Sergeant Hugh Hewitt came into MCD, and was welcomed with warm greetings and a cup of coffee.
"You know what was strange about both the Beanstalk Gang raid and the Fillmore Pharmacy raid?" he said to all of us. "Those guys... they fought like hell. They fought like combat troops, like death-before-dishonor, no-silver-medal, go-all-out type of warfare."
"Are you seeing that more and more often?" Martin Nash asked. "Criminal gangs acting like militarized units, trained for combat?"
"Sometimes." said Hugh. "To be politically incorrect, I'll say it this way: the black drug gangs, we don't see it so much. The MS-13 types, we see it some. But it's these mostly-white gangs, like the Beanstalkers... now they're showing an organizational quality and cohesiveness that is pretty rare, especially in small-team combat tactics."
"Sandra says the FBI is also seeing a lot of that nationwide." said Martin Nash. "Which is why I asked."
"And here I was, thinking you'd made a brilliant observation, Mr. Nash." I said. "Keep that up, and someone might start thinking you're more than you want us to think you are." Hugh chuckled, but I noticed the slightest bit of disquiet behind Martin's eyes.
"I'm still learning from you, Commander." Nash said adroitly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in my office during the 8:00am KSTD broadcast. Priya showed some of her interview with Gor-don, who described the abduction and the cell, but not the details of what had been done to Jenna. After it was over, I called in my Angels for the morning meeting.
"Okay, ladies," I said, "We've had enough excitement this last weekend to last for a month and a half. Can we please get through Christmas without anything else major happening?"
"What, are you leaving for a month and a half?" Cindy replied sarcastically. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. Still, I chuckled along with Teresa and Tanya.
"I would just love to sit here and twiddle my thumbs for a while." I said. "Okay, Teresa, what's happening in Vice?"



"Still working the aftermath of the Beanstalk raid." said Teresa. "We're also watching to see who, if anyone, tries to step in and take over the trafficking the Beanstalkers were doing. My concern is that this local gang being eliminated opens a hole for a larger, national gang to come in, like MS-13 or that 'White Roots' biker gang that got some attention in Tennessee recently."
"Yeah, I saw that." I said. "Funny how they're popping up in the Media, all of a sudden."
"True, sir." said Teresa. "In the meantime, I'm still working with the FBI and DEA on it all. There are a ton of financial threads that Julie has found, and we're still working through them all. I'm sending you emails as often as I can."
"Keep doing that." I said. "Okay, Tanya, what is keeping MCD busy, these days?"
"I'm going to put Joanne Cummings and Martin Nash on this refined heroin case stemming from the Grayson case." Tanya said. "We think something is going on with that. Martin talked with BigPharmaCorp's security people over the weekend, and they've agreed to very quietly help us see if there's anything going on with their Research Department. I've told them that we're doing this from the angle of catching industrial espionage perps, and we have to tread lightly: Dr. Cubbard does not like external investigations."
"Hmmmm," I said, "I deduce that their Security people think something's going on, and they're not happy with Dr. Cubbard, either."
"Not much gets by you, sir." said Tanya with her cherubic grin. "Anyway, Theo and Teddy are going to clean up what they can of the Stiles abduction."
"Who is working the arson case?" I asked.
 Tanya said "I was thinking of Diana Torres... except that she practically belongs to Vice now, working with Lorena Rose on things."
"Since she speaks Spanish, I can understand that." I said. "Lieutenant Croyle, you might have successfully poached one from MCD." Teresa nodded vigorously.
"Okay, Tanya, at the risk of telling you your job," I said, "I am having ideas of overloading Martin Nash to see how much he can handle. Have Joanne take the lead on the BigPharmaCorp case, and him working with her but in an assisting role. Then put him on the arson case as the lead, and have Parker work with him on that. Let Theo clean up the Stiles case, and you personally can help him with that."
"Sounds like a plan." Tanya said, understanding the underlying reasons for those assignments.
"Okay ladies, if that's all..." I said, "... Teresa, keep sending those emails on those financial connections; they help me far more than you know. You can go. Tanya, stay here a moment, and Captain Ross can listen in if she wants to." Needless to say, only Teresa left.
"What's your plan on Gor-don?" I asked Tanya. Her eyes cut to Cindy. "Yes, Lieutenant," I said, "your Captain of Detectives is psychic like her father, and has already found me out on your assignment. So speak freely in front of her."
"O-kay." said Tanya. "I went with Theo to Gor-don's apartment yesterday. No one answered the door. I called around to places he's been known to hang out, and no one has seen him. Of course I would never ask Myron to conduct a warrantless search for his cellphone pings, and of course he would never find out that Gor-don's cellphone is in his apartment."
"And your plan is?" I asked.
"It would be to search his apartment," Tanya replied, "except that I have no basis for a warrant, unless you authorize me to ask for one based upon potential imminent harm to Gor-don with regard to the recent abduction."
"That might not fly very well." I said. "Did Gor-don come into the office today? Or the D.A.'s offices?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "He's not here, and I called the D.A.'s office as well as the Courthouse Security station up front. They'll both call me if he shows up."
"I wouldn't hold my breath waiting for a call." I said.
"Sir," said Cindy, "I have an idea. We can go to his apartment and go in without a warrant. If there's any flak, I'll just say Jenna asked me to get some legal papers from there. If push comes to shove, she would never deny it."
"I sure hope not." I said. "Or I'll have to return my wedding gift. Okay, we'll give Gor-don until 10:00am to show up somewhere, and if he doesn't, we'll go pick up those legal papers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:20am Cindy Ross put her blue crowbar to work jimmying open the door of Gor-don's apartment. It was not hard to open, and soon we were inside. Tanya and I had cleared the rooms with weapons drawn, and we found the abode to be empty. We were all wearing latex gloves so that we would not leave our own prints at the scene.
"Looks cleaned out. Stale and lifeless." observed Tanya. Indeed, the apartment looked as if it were being showcased for new occupancy. What little furniture there was, was generic and completely straight, everything clean, no personal effects at all. The refrigerator and freezer were completely empty, as was the cupboard, the trash emptied.
"He's flown." I said.
"Commander," asked Tanya as we looked around, "do you think he's... dead?"
"I don't know." I said, going through drawers. "Why render the apartment so clean if they're going to kill him?"
"Are you sure we're in the right apartment?" Tanya asked as I checked above the tops of the kitchen cabinets. Not even a spider web had prevailed the cleanup.
Cindy recited the address, which she'd gotten from Jenna and then checked with DMV. We were in the right apartment. "I'd expect a Punk's place to be a mess." Cindy said.
"Maybe it was." I said, wiping my finger on the fireplace mantle. So many good clues come from a fireplace mantle, I thought to myself, remembering Cassie Sanderson. But this one was wiped clean.
"You think this place was vacated some time before?" asked Tanya.
"No." I replied. "It's definitely been cleaned out and cleaned up in the last 24 hours or so. No dust. Anywhere."
"Well," said Tanya, "they certainly wanted to leave nothing behind that would give us any clues."
"Lieutenant," said Captain Ross, "would you go to your Police car and radio in a missing persons report and APB for Gor-don? And ask for two Crime Lab people, and have them bring sonar equipment. Have them search the walls and any attic spaces for any secret compartments."
"Wilco." said Tanya. She scurried out. As soon as she was gone, Cindy whirled to face me.
"Before God, Don, or whatever you consider holy," she said, "did you do anything to him?"
I was shocked by the question, then realized what she was thinking. "No... no, I didn't touch him." I said. "Before God. I was more worried that you were going to do something to him."
"Sorry," Cindy said, "but I had to ask." I could see that she was not really mollified, but what was I supposed to say or do? She then said "So what happened to him? Did he fly, or did the Consultant eliminate him?"
"I don't know." I said. "No data either way. I get the feeling he didn't spend much time here in the first place--"
"Don?" Cindy asked. I did not reply. I was in a reverie. A big one...
When I finally came out of it, I said "Cindy, you're gonna think I'm crazy..."
"I already do think you're crazy." Cindy said jokingly. "What now?"
"I think we're looking at two situations." I said. "Someone got Gor-don out of here, maybe alive or maybe killed him. Then a second entity came in and cleaned up the place."
"Why the hell would someone do that?" Cindy asked.
"To induce the exact thing you just thought and asked." I said. "Causing people to wonder if I did away with Gor-don myself. And you have to admit... it worked."
Cindy nodded. I gave her some instructions before Tanya returned, and she agreed to follow them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office that afternoon, I was buzzed by my assistant Helena French.
"The Fire Marshal is here to see you, sir. Without appointment." Helena said, her voice not too friendly.
"Oh, by all means, send her right in." I said. I stood up as Helena opened the door to admit Fire Marshal Zoe Singer. Helena then closed the door behind us, frowning as she looked at Zoe's backside. I wondered what the source of that hostility from the very sweet Helena was about.
Zoe was dressed in the Fire Department's version of a Duty Dress uniform, a navy blue jacket and skirt with her ribbons above her upper right jacket pocket. She was also wearing high heel navy pumps, a bit higher than standard, showing off her legs and ass under the clingy uniform skirt.
"Commander Singer, you look wonderful." I said.
"So do you, Commander Troy." she said. "Let's drop the ranks, Don."
"Sure." I said. "Have you met my assistant Helena before?"
"Uh, no." said Zoe. "And I don't think she appreciated my unannounced visit."
"So, speaking of that, what brings you here?"
"I thought I would bring you a copy of the apartment arson report. Personally." Zoe said, handing me a folder with a printed copy of the email I'd received some hours before.
"Well, that is mighty kind of you." I said. "Let me ask you, would you like me to take you to dinner? Or perhaps both my wife and I can take you to dinner?"
"Mmm, dinner with both of you sounds very nice." Zoe said.
I called my wife on my cellphone. "Hi dear." I said to Laura. "I'm sitting here with Fire Marshal Zoe Singer. You and I are inviting her to dinner tonight... yes, both of us will be taking her out for dinner, drinks... and since she's had a long, hard day, we'll both be giving her a long... hard... night." Zoe's dark eyes sparkled at what I was implying in that invitation...
Part 28 - Politics And Pleasure
"Okay," said Mayor Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice, as the Town & County Council met in Executive Session on the evening of Tuesday, November 17th. "We have two items on the agenda. The first is the Second Reading of the Bill concerning the appointment of Sean Moynahan to the position of Chief of Police of the Town & County Police Department. Let us commence with the vote. All in favor?"
Nine hands were raised.
"All opposed?"
Thomas P. Cook raised his hand, and then said "I want the record to show my name as being in opposition to this appointment."
"Let the record note that Thomas P. Cook is the sole vote against the bill in the Second Reading." announced Mayor Vaughan.
Cook was steaming mad. He'd worked hard all the last week, talking with the other Council members. He knew he'd never get Colby, Schoen, and J.P. Goldman's votes, but he was hoping to force McGhillie to abstain, as McGhillie was the father of a current police officer, and then have his faction vote solidly against the confirmation.
They'd given him plenty of lip service, but when it came time, they'd completely abandoned their word, and him. At least Pastor Westboro had had the decency to tell him earlier that day that he, Westboro, was not going to stand in the way of Moynahan's appointment. But Kelly Carnes, Malinda Adams, and Reginald B.F. Lewis had simply betrayed him, left him hanging in the wind.
A whore, a feminazi, and a negro, he thought bitterly to himself. They'd pay, he thought to himself. They would pay.
"Okay," said Mayor Vaughan, "the second item is a surprisingly fast application for the Medal for Fireman Roy Easley, who was seriously injured in that apartment fire this past weekend. Has everyone read the email of this application?" Everyone said that they had.
J.P. Goldman spoke up first. "I wish to draw your attention to the attached references at the end of Fire Chief Quinlin's application. The two names will be very familiar to you all. And if there are any two people who have the right to make this recommendation, it is Commander Troy and Captain Ross."
John Colby spoke up. "The Commander and Captain were on the scene and personally witnessed Fireman Easley's heroic actions in saving a child's life. His self-sacrifice is simply amazing, and on top of that... well, those are the exact words... the building came crashing on top of them while Fireman Easley was extracting the child."
"Fortunately," said Dagmar Schoen, "it looks like Roy Easley will recover. I visited him in the hospital today, and while he's not completely out of danger, there's been no infections so far. He'll have a painful recovery process from the burns, but he should recover."
"Let us praise the Lord for that." said Pastor Westboro. "While it is good to see that two previous Medal of Valor recipients have so strongly recommended Mr. Easley for the award, for me it is about whether this rises to the standard for this award, or if it is more deserving of a Fire Cross."
"Pastor, I understand your love of crosses," said Dagmar Schoen, meaning to be humorous, "but if this does not meet the standard, what does?"
"I believe this does match the heroism of Captain Ross's actions." said Kelly Carnes. "And I think it rises far above Commander Troy's award, which I think was just a bit too much for his actions, as I've said many times."
"Of which you'll remind us until the Second Coming, I'm sure." snarled Dagmar Schoen. "Commander Troy was shot and wounded saving not one but three young children that had been kidnapped."
"Amazing how those situations just seem to happen for him..." said Carnes.
"If we may concentrate on the present." said Pastor Westboro, reining in his fellow politicians. "The past is what it is, and there is no doubting the courage of either Captain Ross or Commander Troy. There is also little doubt of the courage of Fireman Easley, a Bronze Star recipient with the Army in Afghanistan."
"I move that we form a commission to investigate the event, and to hear their findings before taking final action upon this application." said Edward R. Steele.
"I second that." said Ian McGhillie.
"Point of order." said Thomas P. Cook. "I object to this ramrodding this through like this."
"What do you wish to say, Mr. Cook?" asked Mayor Vaughan.
"This is... highly irregular." said Cook. "We usually consider all applications for medals and awards at one meeting in January. What's the rush, here? And why do we need a commission to handle this? Can't we decide and vote on it, like we were elected to do?"
"If I may," said Kelly Carnes, "I'd like to address just those concerns. First of all, this is not for just any award; Fireman Easley has been nominated for the Medal of Valor. Second, a fact-finding commission to determine exactly the facts and the merits of this award would not be out of place, nor irregular or uncommon. The military has similar investigations to determine if a Medal of Honor is justified."
And like I said," she continued, "I was not on board with Commander Troy's MOV, as I did not think it met the standard. I'm not trying to rehash it, I'm just saying we should be more thorough than we were then, and a commission will do exactly that for us. And in taking our time to have a commission investigate, we are doing anything but rushing to judgment on it."
"Well stated, Mrs. Carnes." said the Mayor. "Okay, if someone will re-make the motion, but please add the names of those to the commission..."
John Colby said "I'll do that. I move to form a commission to investigate the Medal of Valor application for Fireman Roy Easley, that they report their findings no later than Tuesday, January 12th of next year, which gives us time to have both readings of the bill, and that the commission members be J.P. Morgan, Pastor Westboro, and Dagmar Schoen."
"I'm afraid I must take myself out of consideration." said Pastor Westboro. "Fireman Easley is a member of my Flock at First Baptist, and I am sure I will be spending time with him as he recovers. I would likely not be impartial in the investigation."
"I object to Dagmar Schoen being on the commission." said Kelly Carnes flatly.
"Okay," said Colby, "Pastor Westboro... you name the three."
"Ah, very neatly done." said Westboro. "Giving me the three golden apples. But I accept, and make the same motion as Mr. Colby, with a reporting date by the commission of January 12th, with Mr. Goldman, Mr. Colby, and Ms. Malinda Adams as the commission."
"I second that." said McGhillie.
The vote was 8-2, with Cook and Carnes objecting, Cook to the commission and Carnes to Colby being on it. By special rule the Second Reading was waived.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I lay back on the bed, groaning in pleasure as Zoe's full lips slid down my throbbing hard cockshaft. She was on her knees next to me, naked, and I admired her luscious, firm body and dark black-brown hair as she fellated me.
My wife Laura was also naked, lying between my legs, tonguing my balls and occasionally tossing my salad. I have to admit I wasn't a big fan of that, but with Zoe's hot mouth keeping my cock prisoner in its warm wetness, I couldn't really move.
We were on the bed of the guest bedroom of the Mountain Nest, having taken Zoe to dinner. Zoe had worn a tight, clingy, form-fitting dress and high heels. She looked smoking hot, pardon the pun, and ready to play. Laura was equally hot in looks and attitude.
After I put the kids were put to bed and Bowser settled in under Carole's crib, I'd returned to the main room to find Laura and Zoe hotly making out, sharing deep, tongue-twining kisses. I poured some glasses of wine and then settled down to watch them. Soon they were undressed, except for their high heels.
"Mmmm, someone is overdressed." Laura said as they looked over at me. They got up, and a second later I had two beautiful woman on either side of me, and we were all sharing hot kisses as I wondered to myself if I'd just died and gone to heaven... because this was absolutely heaven.
We made it to the guest bedroom with our glasses of wine. I just got on the bed and laid back, wondering what the women had planned. And their first plan was to sexually attack me, using their mouths and tongues on my loins to get me fired up (pun intended).
Wanting to participate, I asked Zoe to take my place, lying on her back with her head on the pillows. I got between the beautiful Fire Marshal's legs, which she pulled up and back, and began tonguing her sweet pussy. Man! did that taste good! I thought to myself as I delved deeply into her sopping wet hole.
I don't know how long I ate Zoe's pussy, but Laura said later that it was over half an hour. Laura took Zoe's high heels off, and I felt Zoe's feet on my back, caressing my shoulder blades as I kissed, licked, and sucked Zoe's labes and into her sweet honey hole. I saw Laura and Zoe kissing, making out, their hands exploring each other's breasts. Moments later Zoe was sucking Laura's milk-filled udders, draining them of their delicious snack.
And speaking of a delicious snack, I felt Zoe's cunt gush and her pussy walls tighten as she came around my tongue. I didn't stop, just feasting, looking up her body, over her pubic bush and her jiggling breasts. I saw Laura get up and straddle Zoe's head, lowering her pussy onto Zoe's mouth. I saw Zoe tonguing Laura's cunt, working her tongue expertly over my wife's swollen labes, and I did the same to Zoe's slit in kind.
We changed positions, with Laura eating Zoe while I made out with Zoe. Laura was on her hands and knees between Zoe's legs, and the sight of my wife's magnificent ass in the air was too much. I went over behind Laura and sank my throbbing hard cock to the hilt inside her sopping quim, balls-deep in pleasure as I began pistoning in and out of her.
The sex ended after I mounted Zoe in the missionary position, pressed my body onto hers, took her asscheeks in my hands, and began pumping in and out of her as rapidly as I could, driving my cock deep into her and pistoning it back and forth. Laura was 'helping', by licking our joined loins, then as I began reaching the crest, that deep pleasure building, my wife sank her finger into my ass and massaged my prostate. My vision fogged as rockets of ecstasy coursed through me, and I barely felt my pulsing cock firing spurt after spurt of potent, virile semen deep into Zoe's quaking cunt...



Part 29 - Epilogue
Wednesday, November 18th. Deputy Police Chief Robert Brownlee was bitter. The night before, he had been told by Thomas P. Cook that the Second Reading of the Bill to cement Sean Moynahan as Police Chief had passed. Cook had made sure to note that he felt as betrayed as Brownlee by the actions of several Council members.
His calls this morning to the office of State Senator Katherine Woodburn had gone unreturned. In the first two, messages were taken. On the third call, he was informed the State Senator was in Midtown, was unavailable, and would remain unavailable to him for the indefinite future. That was politician-speak for "I don't want to talk to your worthless ass; go away and don't come back."
His temporary assistant Donna came into his office. His regular assistant had quit a couple of weeks before, and he was having trouble getting anyone assigned to the post; no one was willing to work for him. And Donna would be leaving for the Courthouse soon, to work for the Solicitor, Miriam Walters, at the end of the month.
"Sir, it's hot in here." she said. She looked at the thermostat, which Brownlee had set to maximum. The automatic system did not allow an actual heater temperature higher than 78 degrees, no matter what it was set to. But that was plenty warm.
"Are you kidding?" Brownlee said. "It's freezing!" Indeed, he was wearing his police jacket over his uniform, and was trying to huddle into it even more.
"Are you feeling okay, sir?" she asked, noting that he was very pale.
"Not really." he said. "I'm cold, I feel exhausted, I've got heartburn, indigestion..."
"You may be coming down with a cold." she said. "You should try that Zinc-eze medicine that prevents or shortens colds. Anyway, here are the budget figures you wanted." Donna said. She placed them on his desk and walked out.
As she sat down at her desk, she heard a *THUD* in the office. Getting up, she knocked on the door but got no reply. She opened the door and looked in, and shrieked.
Robert Brownlee was lying on the floor.
Donna's screams brought Lieutenant Teresa Croyle and several uniformed officers to the room. Brownlee's eyes were open now, and he looked up.
"It... hurts." he gasped, clutching at his heart.
"Call an ambulance! Get some aspirin!" yelled Teresa. A bottle was produced within seconds. She slipped an aspirin into Brownlee's mouth, and had him sip from a water bottle to wash it down.
"Ma'am," said Sergeant Irwin, who'd just appeared, "it'd be faster to take him to the Hospital in a Police cruiser than wait for an ambulance."
"You're right." Teresa said. "Get him into the back of SUV 3. I'll go get the keys."
With that, officers rushed to put the backseat of the SUV down, and put Brownlee inside amongst the equipment in back. Sergeant Irwin drove, blue lights flashing and sirens blasting, with Teresa on the radio, notifying the hospital, then notifying the Duty Desks of Headquarters and all the Precincts.
At the Emergency Room of University Hospital, E.R. personnel rushed outside as the Police SUV hurtled to the door, and put Brownlee on a gurney and rushed him inside. It was to Brownlee's great fortune that Dr. Richard Searles, one of the very best cardiologists in the Nation, just happened to be present and available to perform surgery upon him...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely Bettina at 7:00am, Thursday November 19th, from in front of University Hospital. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of Deputy Police Chief Robert Brownlee, who suffered a massive heart attack yesterday afternoon!"
Needless to say, MCD was full of absolutely silent Detectives as we watched.
Bettina continued: "Deputy Chief Brownlee suffered the heart attack in his office at Police Headquarters. He was transported by Police to University Hospital and rushed into surgery. Celebrated cardiologist Dr. Richard Searles performed a five hour, quadruple bypass surgery, which is reported to have been successful. But Commander Brownlee is not out of the woods yet; he is in I.C.U. in critical condition."
"In other news," said Bettina, "Police are still investigating the attacks on Dr. Robin Grayson and his wife, the abduction of Assistant District Attorney Jenna Stiles, and the arson fire at an apartment complex that left a firefighter severely injured. In addition, Channel Two News has learned that ADA Stiles's assistant, who goes by the name of Gor-don and was abducted with her, has now gone missing. The Police have not responded to KXTC's calls for more information on these crimes."
As Bettina turned to Chuck Pringle for the Sports report, most of the Vice Detectives left for their own room and desks. MCD Detectives were at their desks, not chatting, and the quietness was almost depressing to me. I went to my office, Cindy Ross following.
"Good news." she said as I invited her to sit down. "Jenna's getting out of the hospital today."
"I'm surprised she wasn't released earlier." I said. "The way insurance companies are nowadays, they want hospitals to dump patients on the street the minute they stop bleeding externally."
"I hear you. But on this one, the doctors insisted she stay. They were concerned about her internal bruising healing up." Cindy said. "Or at least that's what they said. I think it's her mental state they wanted to make sure about. But she convinced them that's she's okay."
"She may be." I said. "According to my wife and also Dr. Yates, women handle these things differently. Some work their way through it, some never really do. So let's change the subject: why are the Detectives so subdued about Brownlee's heart attack? I mean, yeah, they'd be subdued if any officer had a heart attack, but it felt... strange."
"I know." Cindy said. "I'm no psychiatrist, nor am I married to one like you are, but I think people are being forced to deal with their feelings about Brownlee. Everyone hated his guts, but when he went down with a heart attack, that sort of shook them up. They don't want to be happy or look happy about someone's misfortune, though they don't miss him a bit."
"Ah, Schadenfreude." I said. "But they didn't seem to be very shaken up when I beat the crap out of him and nearly killed him on the spot after he hit you."
"That was the nature of that beast." Cindy replied. "Tell me, Don... what was your first reaction, your first feeling when you heard about his heart attack?"
"I have to admit," I said, "my first reaction was if it was natural, or if it was induced by someone."
"Mine, too." said Cindy. "And for some of those guys out there, they're wondering it, too... but wondering if the bad guys were behind it, or if good guys were behind it."
"Meaning me?" I asked. "Really?"
"Maybe not you alone, but I'm just saying." Cindy said. "People talk about Nathan Allen sometimes. Then certain people start spreading rumors about how you solve things to the point they think you know something in advance."
"Fer cryin' out loud." I said.
"We all know the truth." Cindy said. "But it will be a very good thing when this Consultant is taken down. Getting him will justify and vindicate you in more ways than you realize."
Part 2 - The Night Before
Cindy's words weren't idle. The evening before, I had gone up to the Hospital, knowing I had to do it due to my position. Brownlee was still in surgery at the time. My wife Laura also went up, since she could get more information for me as a doctor on Staff.
To my surprise, when I got there I saw State Senator Katherine Woodburn and U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor. Chief Moynahan was also with them, as was Captain Della Harlow. Katherine glared at me as I approached.
"So what's going on?" I asked.
"He's still in surgery, Commander." said Condor, instinctively keeping it civil, being the practiced politician that he was. "We have no details yet."
"We do know it was a bad one." growled Chief Moynahan in his gravelly voice and peculiar way of inflection.
"Commander," said Captain Harlow, "his assistant said that he was wearing his jacket and had the heat on full in his office. He also was having indigestion and felt badly in general."
"That's no surprise." said a voice behind me. My wife Laura came up. "His circulation was being cut off, which made him feel cold. People who have heart attacks and die in their beds are often found bundled up, with their pillows over their heads, as if they couldn't get warm. And many people having a heart attack mistake it for heartburn or indigestion."
"I heard police officers saying he had pain in his arms for the past several weeks." I said. "Isn't that a sign, also?"
"Yes, it can be." said Laura. "Dr. Searles is operating on him now. I was told it's going to be at least a quadruple bypass. That's pretty bad."
"You mean there's more than quadruple bypasses?" asked Chief Moynahan in surprise.
"Oh, yes." Laura said, then added "If you will excuse me... while I'm here, I'm going to go check up on Jenna Stiles." With that, she excused herself and left. Shortly afterwards, Thomas P. Cook arrived. He was very surprised to see the Police contingent... especially me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00pm, Dr. Richard Searles came out of surgery. He was practically tackled by State Senator Woodburn, and it soon became clear what she really wanted to know.
"He survived the operation." said Dr. Searles. "But he may end up being a candidate for a heart transplant. To be honest, I'm surprised he survived the heart attack, even though people were there and acted immediately. He has serious coronary artery disease."
"Doctor," said Katherine Woodburn, "could this heart attack have been induced? By drugs?"
Dr. Searles looked shocked, then said "No ma'am, at least I don't think so. This one was building for a long, long time. It was a ticking time bomb, and that bomb went off today." He proceeded to explain further what had happened, and the buildup in Brownlee that led to the heart attack.
Laura and I were coming down the hall, and heard the tail end of the conversation. Katherine saw me, glared at me, and left. Thomas P. Cook walked her out. Congressman Condor stayed, thanking Dr. Searles for his efforts, then saying goodbye to Laura and myself, ever the consummate U.S. Congress-critter.
"What was that about?" Dr. Searles asked Laura and me. "They wanted to know if the heart attack was induced. They asked me to take blood samples, and keep any that we originally took."
"The Sheriff before Daniel Allgood died some years ago." I said. "He had a heart attack, and there are rumors that it wasn't really a heart attack. Ditto that for State Senator Nathan Allen. But why Katherine Woodburn would think the same of this case, I don't know."
"No, like I told them: this one was just waiting to happen." said Dr. Searles. "He's lucky to be alive. Nothing for you to investigate today, Commander."
"Good." I said. "And thank you for work, Doctor."
I informed the Chief and Captain Harlow of the situation. I knew that they'd been talking for a good while, that the Chief was getting to know his Captain of Administration... and soon to be his Deputy Chief, if my hunch was correct...
... and they usually are.
Part 3 - Assignments
Back to the present, Thursday, November 19th. I was in my office, and was preparing to bring in Detectives to discuss assignments. I'd warned their Lieutenants that this would be happening, and that said Lieutenants would be welcome to join the meetings. And I need not say that their Captain of Detectives was there... though she was mostly waiting for a phone call from the Hospital, so she could go take her fiancée home.
And then my plans were rearranged. Chief Moynahan asked me to come to the Chief's office. He still hadn't really moved into it.
"Mr. Crowbar, if you don't mind," he said, "I'd like for you to have your upcoming mee-tings in the small conference room... so that I can at-tend."
"By all means, sir." I said. And so we went into the Chief's conference room. He sat at the head of the table, I sat to his left, per his request, and Cindy was next to me. I began calling in Detectives, beginning with MCD. Lt. Perlman sat across from Cindy, leaving the chair to the Chief's right open for each Detective. First was Senior Detective Martin Nash.
"Okay, Martin, I'm going to be overloading you as hard as I can." I said. "First, you're already working with Detective Cummings on the BigPharmaCorp research case. You've also been given the arson case at the apartment complex. But there's one more thing I'm going to put on your plate."
No one else knew that I'd turned on the anti-bugging device as I said "Martin, you know we've been after someone we call the 'Consultant of Crime'. We also know he has henchmen, assistants in his efforts. The late Henry Wargrave was once his top lieutenant, as an example."
 "But there is someone else." I continued. "You may remember the 'Pink Lemonade' case, where SBI Agent Reubens was killed. There was a man in disguise there, that participated in that murder. This man also approached the Kroger executive about setting up a smuggling pipeline."
"Yes sir, I remember that." said Nash.
"We're going to start looking for that man." I said. "It won't be easy, but you and Lieutenant Perlman have some starting points. I will also be available to help you in any way you need. If we find this perp, we might be a long way towards cleaning up some of the dirty work going on in this County."
"Let me ask this, Commander." said Chief Moynahan. "Would you say we have any chance of solving the arson case?"
"Yes sir." I said. "I expect that the apartment manager will be interviewed, and I hope he will give us some clues."
"Sir, you said he was hostile to Police." said Cindy Ross. "Do you think he'll willingly help us?"
"Probably not." I said. "Which is why we're going to observe and deduce as we watch him and ask him uncomfortable questions."
"Sounds like you're going along for that ride, Commander." Tanya said, that cherubic grin on her face.
"Smart Lieutenant, you are." I said with a grin.
"Well, my point of ask-ing," said the Chief, "was that searching for this Dis-guise Man should become a priority, especially if you develop leeeeeds. The arson case? It would be nice to put a pyro perp in jail, but getting a killer of State agents off the streets would be much better."
Next came Detective Joanne Cummings, bright and happy and very pretty. Seth Warner must be laying some good pipe to her, I thought to myself rather wickedly.
"Okay, Detective Cummings." I said. "You have been assigned to the BigPharmaCorp research investigation. This one is going to be tough; we're not even sure a crime has been committed."
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "I am concerned about the level of cooperation the company will give us."
"And you're right to be concerned." I said.
"If I may..." said Chief Moynahan. "Detective, BigPharmaCorp is a huge company, and that means that by default they are a very political organization. They have a lot of money, and a lot of power with the politicians that rule our liiiives. If you are okay with it, I would like to help you with this, as I have learned a thing or two about politicians over the last few dec-ades."
"That would be awesome, sir!" Joanne said happily.
"We may have to play a bit of... good cop, bad cop, if you know what I mean." said the Chief. "I believe the Iron Crow-bar fulfills that role admirably. If anyone gives you trouble, let me knowww, and I will have him back you up with the power of the Crowbarrrr."
"Thank you, Chief." said Joanne. "You too, Commander."
The Chief then surprised me by asking Joanne: "So, Detective, if memory serves me corr-ectly, you were holding that crowbar when I came into the MCD room the other day... how did that crowbar feel in your hands?"
"Uh," said Joanne, "I kind of liked it." Cindy and I both grinned at that.
"Gooood." said the Chief, cryptically. He then dismissed her and we moved along.
Next in was Theo Washington. I said to him "So right now you're following up on leads related to the Stiles kidnapping?"
"Yes sir." said Theo. "I've been tracing those perps that died in the rescue. They were all ex-cons, all ex-military, and all recently paroled from State Prison. I'm working to see if I can find any financial or other strings related to them that I can pull on."
"Yes, good, keep that up." I said. "There is something you're going to need to add to it. Jenna's assistant Gor-don has disappeared. Completely disappeared. I am going to need you to work hard on finding him, dead or alive. You can work with the FBI's Missing Persons bureau, and I'll introduce you to the right people to get that going. If you need any other State-wide or Federal support, let me know."
"Yes sir." said Theo. "By the way, my brother Franklin is with the District Attorney's office, and he says he's going to be taking some of Ms. Stiles' case work until she recovers and comes back to work. After that, Franklin wants to work with us more on drug-related crimes in the Tenderloin District."
"Okay." I said. "You guys keep it going." After Theo left, I said to the group "I suspect that Theo is going to be an FBI Agent before all is said and done, and his brother Franklin will be a U.S. Attorney."
"Hmm, now that is interesting." said the Chief.
"Why do you think that?" asked Tanya.
"The way Franklin is positioning himself." I said. "But if they're smart... they'll stay right where they both are. They don't realize how good they have it in this County..."
When Teddy Parker was brought in, we discussed how he was helping Nash with the arson case. I said "Parker, you're going to be taking a lead role in that, and I'm going to be working with you on it. But there is something else you're going to be doing. I want you to become my crime scene expert. You will go to crime scenes, you will investigate for clues. You will do your best to outdo Lt. Perlman... which is going to be a damn near impossible task."
"Yes sir, it will be." Parker said.
"And the good news, Parker," I said, "is that you have one of the best teachers in the State in our new Chief. I want you to pick his brain and drain every bit of knowledge out of him that you can."
"That's right." said Moynahan. "I will be working with you and Ms. Cummings and the Uniformed officers at the crime scenes. With all due respect to all of you, there are some things I believe we can do better, and I've been talking with 'Coldiron'... er, Lieutenant Wes Masters, about that."
"I for one will be glad to see that happen." I said. "And I might show up at crime scenes just to learn a few things from you myself. Lt. Perlman, what about you?"
"I'll be there." said Tanya, who then added "As long as you don't try to put me in the Crime Lab again."
"I'd rather fight Captain Ross in the Police Boxing Matches than do that." I said. Tanya grinned happily. Cindy's ice-blue eyes bored right through me, and I stared right back. Game on, Cindy, I thought to myself. Game on.
Part 4 - Apartment Compartments
Cindy got the call to go get Jenna and take her home, and of course I excused her to do just that. I took the opportunity to go with Detectives Nash and Parker to the apartment complex. As we went to the manager's office, I could see the destruction that had been three apartment buildings the week before.
The apartment manager was medium-to-short, average build and gaining weight, with a receding hairline of brown hair and a droopy mustache. Although all three of us were in plainclothes, he immediately knew what we were.
"Get a warrant or get out." he said immediately.
"Sounds like you've got something to hide." Martin Nash shot back.
"I respect the Constitution." said the man. "And I expect you to follow it."
"You don't even know why we're here." said Parker. "We just want--"
"Are you police?" the man snarled.
"Yes we are." said Nash, showing his badge.
"Then show a warrant, or get the hell out. Right now!" shouted the man, his face red with anger. I was a bit disappointed that my Officers looked back at me, their faces showing that they did not know quite how to proceed.
I walked up to the man as he stood behind the desk/counter. "My name is Commander Troy." I said, showing my badge. "I want to--"
"You heard me! Get out!" shouted the man.
"DO NOT INTERRUPT ME AGAIN!" I yelled into the man's face. He practically jumped out of his skin. "*I* am doing the talking here!" Staring hard at him, I said more quietly: "Now we can do this the easy way, or the hard way. Keep it up with me, and I'll just arrest you and we can do this at County Jail."
The man said nothing.
"Okay," I said, more calmly. "We are investigating the arson of your buildings. I want to know which apartments were empty in the buildings that burned down."
"Get. A. Warrant." the man said. "Arrest me if you want. I'll sue your ass off. But I'm not helping you."
I played the trump card and took the warrant out of my trenchcoat pocket. "Here's your warrant, and it's actually for all of your books, financial records, the names of every person renting from these apartments, as well as your own personal records as a person of interest in the arson case as well as a drug-related case."
"I'll have to have my attorney examine this to see if it's genuine." the man snarled. "You'll wait until that happens."
"Like hell I will." I said. "Detective, arrest this man for Obstruction of Justice. Full booking at Police Headquarters."
"What the hell?" the man asked. Nash was already on the move and came up to him. "Sir, put your hands behind you." The man was in shock as handcuffs were affixed to him.
As Nash was about to take him out, I leaned over and whispered to him "You know, it didn't have to be this way. But I have the full power of the Government behind me, as you're about to find out." Then I said more loudly, "Detective, make sure to read him his Constitutional rights."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were in Interrogation-1 at Headquarters. The apartment manager's lawyer was from Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C.
"This is ridiculous." said the lawyer. "You didn't even give my client a chance to cooperate with the warrant."
"Yes I did." I said. I was at the table with Martin Nash, with Parker and the Chief watching from the anteroom, and Patrolman Hicks also in the room due to the 'Ikea Rules'.



I continued: "I served the warrant, your client tried to stall. We now have the apartment's books and the information I need, so I'm willing to drop the charges, if only your client will show the slightest bit of cooperation."
"After the way you've treated him?" snarled the lawyer. "After your harassment of him? This arrest under false pretenses, trying to intimidate my client? Why should he help you? And besides, he's invoked his Fifth Amendment rights to not cooperate with you nor to answer any of your questions."
"That's too bad." I said. "The warrant allowed us to investigate your client's records, as well. I was really hoping he could explain this very recent cash deposit to his bank account of ten thousand dollars."
I leaned forward. "That's a lot of money, a lot of money. And in an apartment complex where drugs have been found, where drugs have been known to be distributed. And now we have you depositing $10,000 in cash right before three buildings are burned down by what I can prove was arson."
"Stop intimidating my client." said the lawyer. "You have no connection between him and those crimes. If you do, you're compelled to reveal that information."
"Which will happen at the discovery phase of his trial." I said. "Right now, I have enough for him to be bound over for suspicion of conspiracy... and of course the obstruction of justice charge will absolutely be applied."
"So what do you want?" the lawyer asked.
"Cooperation." I said. "Tell me the origins of that money, and as long as I don't find out he's lying about it, he's free to go and I'll leave him alone. But Counselor... I'm here to tell you, and this is not intimidation: this man is acting like a guilty man, his Constitutional rights notwithstanding, and I will keep digging... harder and harder and harder... and something will come up."
"I need to talk with my client." said the lawyer. Everyone got up and went to the anteroom, then Patrolman Hicks went out the other door to the 'perp' side and guarded it.
"I a-gree with you, Commander." said Chief Moynahan. "That man is hiding something."
"Think you can pry it out of him?" asked Martin Nash.
"Oh yeah." I said. "He's a small fish in a big pond. I could dig, find some small-time drug courier stuff, but I really could care less about him. I just want to bust his balls over his trying to throw the Constitution in our faces. I'll respect the Constitution and his rights, but he should apply his rights... more nicely."
I continued: "There's one other thing, and this is a 'teachable moment'. This guy just went and deposited ten thousand dollars into his bank account. That amount triggers a report to the Federal Government, and it also shows that he wasn't really trying to hide or launder it. So I think he and his legal beagle there are realizing that he has some explaining to do. The question for them is whether or not that explanation outweighs the need to hide something else."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief.
"Commander," said Nash. "Why didn't you tell us that you had that warrant? Would've made things a whole lot easier." For Nash to bring that up in front of the Chief, I realized, showed he was more than a little pissed off about that, though his quiet, straightforward demeanor had shown nothing to this point.
"That was my fault, Detective." said the Chief, rescuing me. "I'll explain later, but I had the Commander keep that one under his belt. And that brings up a good point: I'd like to have an after-action session with all of you after this. Just for... ed-u-cashhhh-ional purposes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ten minutes later, we were back inside. The legal beagle said "My client is willing to talk about the origins of that money, but in exchange you must agree to drop all charges with prejudice and to not harass my client further."
"We'll drop the charges" I said, "but I'm not going to promise I won't be back in his face for any potential future crimes."
"Then no charges for anything related to this arson case, or any past crimes at these apartments." said the lawyer.
"Dude, you're being way too broad." I said. "Here's the offer: your client cooperates, truthfully answers my questions regarding the two open cases I have now, and in exchange there will be no charges against him unless he's found to have lied, and charges will be dropped with prejudice, again provided he's not found to be lying."
The lawyer looked at his client and said "That's the best you're going to get."
"Okay." the apartment manager said. "What do you want to know?"
"The ten thousand dollars." I said. "Where did it come from?"
"Last Saturday a man came to me." said the manager. "He wanted to know which apartments were empty in the three buildings that ended up burning down that night. I told him to pound sand, and he gave me $10,000 in cash for the information. I'm not a rich man, so of course I took the money, and I gave him the information."
"Was that all?" I asked. "Did you give him access to those empty apartments?"
The man's face fell, as he realized I was not going to just take his word at face value. "Yes," he said resignedly, "I gave him some keys. He returned them all."
"Describe the man." I said. "What did he look like?"
"Tall." said the manager. "Not as tall as you, but taller than most. Slender. Face was kind of angular."
"Chiseled?" I inquired.
"Yeah." said the manager.
I leaned forward, boring into the man. "Was he a police officer?"
"I... I don't know." said the manager. His eyes gave him away.
"Dude, you're very good at recognizing cops." I said. "You had us pegged the second we walked in the door, and you were trying to kick us out before we'd even said a word. Now, I'll ask you one more time, and I'd better hear the truth: was he a police officer?"
"I'm not lying, I don't know." said the manager. "He never showed a badge. But when he asked for the information and I told him to get a warrant, he said it was 'unofficial' or something like that, and so it's possible that he was."
I whispered something to Parker, who immediately left the room. I said "Give us a few minutes for my Detective to get something. In the meantime, what do you know of James and Susan Douglas?" I mentioned the specific apartment they'd been renting.
"I don't know anything about them." said the manager. "They always paid their rent on time, I don't remember having any trouble with them."
I heard my Police cellphone chime. Opening up my email, I saw what I wanted to see: Parker had sent me a photograph. I brought up the photo and showed it to the manager. "Is this the man who gave you the money?"
The manager looked totally defeated. "I need to talk to my lawyer." he said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Parker came back into the anteroom, and I thanked him for his quick work. Nash and the Chief wanted to know who's picture that was. I showed them, and they gasped.
Fifteen minutes later, the lawyer called us back in. Of course we couldn't listen in, but we saw through the one-way glass that they had had a 'vigorous' conversation.
The lawyer said "My client feels that his life will be in danger if he answers your last question. He will not do anything further to identify the person who gave him the money unless he is provided protection and full immunity from any prosecution. He is willing to have the current deal rescinded and not cooperate any further if he does not receive this protection. You may try to say he has waived his Fifth Amendment rights, but we will fight that to the last ditch, and it could take months or years in the Courts. That should show you how serious he is about this."
I'd already decided what to do at this not-unexpected turn of events. I looked straight at the manager and said "You're not worth it. I don't really need for you to answer at this point. The original deal is in place, and I'll honor it. No prosecution, and charges will be dropped. You will be released immediately... and with no protection or further consideration."
The apartment manager looked totally frightened. His lawyer was saying "Come on, let's go." Meanwhile, I had my Detectives come out with me, and told Patrolman Hicks to escort the lawyer and his client to the front door.
Part 5 - After-Action
"We're really letting him walk away?" Martin Nash asked as he, Parker, myself and Chief Moynahan sat down in the Chief's conference room.
"Not much else we can do." I said. "He had his chances. He could've identified the person in the photo. He could've cooperated, but he chose not to."
"Just who is that in that photo?" asked the Chief.
"Patrolman Brett Bryce." I said. "We've had some trouble with him before. Internal Affairs is supposed to be keeping an eye on him. Of course, if Bryce had been identified, and again in a lineup, we'd have to deal with him immediately, and therefore we might lose a potential trump card."
"Trump card against what?" asked Parker.
"Possible criminal organizations." I said. "Bryce is believed to be dirty. I don't want to go too deep into the weeds on that right now, though." I could see exasperation on Martin Nash's face. And apparently the Chief saw it, too.
"O-kay," the Chief said, "let's talk about that warrant situation, which is obviously on Detective Nash's miiiiind."
"Yeah, I'm not understanding that at all." said Nash. He was barely holding back on his feelings on this.
The Chief explained: "What happened is that the Commander and I discussed this situation with this apartment manager, who is known to be hostile to Police. I agreed with the Commander's plan to have you guys go in first and see if he co-OP-erated. And he obviously did not. So we got to do a little of what I call 'good cop, bad cop' on the guy, with the Commander taking the role of 'bad cop'. He's higher ranked, and he's willing to take the heat if there are any legal isssuuuuues on that."
"But why not let us know? Especially that the Commander had the warrant?" said Nash.
"Because," said the Chief, "you would've acted differently than you did, and I wanted to evaluate you under the circumstances in which you did go in there. We'll be discussing that in a moment. Commander, is there anything you'd like to add?"
"Yes sir." I said. "I want to embellish on what you just said. Guys, I was giving the bozo a chance to cooperate without using the warrant. He didn't. Then I served it. This was not the bozo's first rodeo with being served warrants. He knows damn well that the warrant was being executed immediately, and he had no rights or recourses about stalling us. So when he did, that gave me the opportunity I needed to arrest him. And as you could see, dominoes started falling."
"I get all that." said Nash. "But I still don't understand why we weren't told you had that warrant. You could've told us, and with all due respect, sir, I believe you should have told us."
"I think," said the Chief, "that it's time to move into the edu-cational phase of this discussion." With that, I called Lt. Perlman on my Police cellphone and had her come join our meeting. She was there almost instantly.
"Okay, gentlemen, and Lieutenant," said the Chief, "this is something I've done with my people in Midtown in the past, and something I think will be good here, but we'll see. This is an excellent situation to evaluate and teach from. It sounds negative by nature, but is actually to create a better trained and more positive Police Force going forward. Okay, Commander, what is your evaluation?"
"First," I said, "most citizens are usually helpful and cooperate, but sometimes they don't. Increasingly, citizens are aware of their rights and are distrustful of police. We have to be aware of that, respect that, and work with people, even if they start getting seemingly hostile with us about their rights. Up to a point, of course."
"Second," I continued, "and I've said it a ton of times before: Detection is about observation, deduction or inference, and knowledge. In this case, I had knowledge of this apartment manager. And quite frankly, you guys should've developed some of this in looking at this case. His name is easily found in our databases."
"Third," I said, "with some knowledge of this guy, I had a plan of how I wanted my interview of him to go. And this is the teachable point. To the extent you are able, always go into any interview or interrogation with a plan. That plan may include what to do or say if the guy turns hostile. It includes giving him rope to hang himself with, so to speak. It includes what questions you want to ask, and how you will steer him to give you the answers you seek."
"Last," I said, "and I'll be blunt with this: I held back knowledge that I had a warrant partially because I was more than disappointed that you guys didn't have a warrant already, much less know that the man had just deposited ten thousand dollars into his bank account."
"Sir," asked Parker, "how could we have known that? We had to have a warrant to access his bank records, and we had to have probable cause to get the warrant."
Tanya was about to answer, so I quickly said "That's actually a good question. Let's break it down. First, the probable cause is those heaps of ashes that once were apartments, which the Fire Marshal has already declared to be arson and therefore a crime."
"Second," I said, "do you guys realize just how easy it is for Police and Government agencies to get reams of data on any Citizen that they want to? Without a warrant, without probable cause? For example: a quick search of the local Police database came up with this bozo's name on several occasions having warrants served to him and his complaints to the Inspector General's office and the Council about the nature of the warrants, that they weren't specific, etc. And those warrants weren't so much on him but occupants of the apartments, and he's fighting them."
"Then," I continued, "I had Myron do an expanded search, a search you could have asked him for, and the Bank record of the deposit came up from Federal files. Now at this point, I did stop and I did go to ADA Patterson and ask for a warrant to get those bank records, as well as get the apartment records. My probable cause was the arson fire and the proximity in time of the payment to that arson fire."
"Guys," I said, "Not to beat the dead horse, but you could've gottent this. You have database people available to you to help search for data. You can even work with Vice's database people like Lainie and Sonali, and if there's any problem, go to Lt. Perlman here."
"Finally," I said, "when you go into a situation like that, go in with confidence and a sense of being in control. I don't mean lord it over them like I had to do with this bozo. Be courteous until they give you a reason not to, but be firm and in control of the situation. When that guy started blasting you from the start, I could see on your faces you had no idea what to do next. That's why I held back on the warrant... to observe your reactions and what you would do on the spur of the moment, in the heat of the moment."
I finished up: "From now on, you'll have some idea of what to do next because you will have as much knowledge as you can get going in, you'll have a plan going in, and you'll remain in control even when that plan goes to hell in a handbasket. Chief, anything to add?"
"Oh, I think that covered it." said the Chief. "Again, guys, that sounded harsh, but I know the Commander wants you to be the very best, as do I."
Just then, my Police cellphone rang...
Part 6 - Snapback
As my day with MCD was going on, Cindy Ross was headed to the Hospital to get Jenna. As she drove up in her SUV (yes, she has one assigned to her), she saw the huge gaggle of reporters outside the front door.
Have I mentioned that the Blue Crowbar hates the Press as much as the Red Crowbar does?
Driving around to the back, where only official vehicles could go, Cindy went inside and up to Jenna's room. Jenna was dressed and very ready to go.
"Okay," said the Nurse Jones, the lovely black nurse, "you get your wheelchair ride to the door, and probably to the nearest fast food place for a cheeseburger." Jenna smiled at that.
"Hold on just one second." said Cindy. "Is there a way we can take her to avoid those reporters out front?"
"You can take her out the back way," said Nurse Jones, "but you'll still have to drive by the reporters, and they've been known to block the road to stop people to get pictures."
"Well I can do something about that." said Cindy. She first called Sheriff Daniel Allgood, and asked for a Deputy vehicle escort, then called the Campus Police's Lt. Hanson and asked for the same thing. She got it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Press was in a near-feeding-frenzy. They could not wait to get pictures of ADA Stiles coming out of the hospital, wondering if she would still show the signs of the brutal beatings and rapes that she had been forced to endure. They only noticed the contingent of four Campus Police cars and three Sheriff Department cars when the blue lights of the vehicles all but blinded them.
Campus Police officers poured out of the vehicles and set up a human cordon that would prevent the Press from blocking the road. The Sheriff Department cruisers were there to form a convoy around one TCPD SUV.
Just as the vehicles were leaving, the Press realized what was happening, that they were trying to get Jenna Stiles out without being observed. They rushed to film the vehicles leaving.
Some in the Press were veterans of trying to get in front of cars to stop them. They were roughly pushed back by Campus Police officers and threatened with arrest, but if they had tried to stop the Sheriff Department cars, they might've been injured or killed: the cars were moving at a good rate of speed and fully intended to not stop for any reporter jumping out in front of them.
Among the reporters at the scene, Priya Ajmani watched as the vehicles got past them and safely away. She uttered unprintable curses.
Inside the SUV, Cindy and Jenna broke off from the convoy once they were on University Avenue. Cindy radioed the other vehicles her thanks.
"You know what," Jenna said, removing the jacket from her head that prevented the Press from getting any footage of her face, "the Press is going to blame the Iron Crowbar... Don, I mean... for this."
"I know." Cindy said with a wicked grin. "That's the best part of the whole plan.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nurse Jones had been right. The first thing that happened when Cindy got Jenna home was that they ate the cheeseburgers Cindy had bought at the Wendy's Drive-Thru along the way home. "Oh God, that is soooo good after that garbage they call 'hospital food'!" Jenna said as she ate ravenously.
"So, do you want to get some rest?" Cindy asked.
"No." Jenna said. "I've been having to lie in that bed for days. What I'd really like to do... is take a walk."
"We can go to Ronald Reagan Park." Cindy said. "But if the Media sees you, it's going to be worse than what they wanted to do at the Hospital."
"Let's chance it." Jenna said. She wore a scarf over her head, and they were both bundled up for the cool weather.
At Ronald Reagan Park, they walked along the exercise trail, getting away from the parking lot and main road. They perched on a high spot overlooking the River, watching a few disc golf players and some people walking on the trail.
"I just need to get back to work." Jenna said. "I'm going in tomorrow. The caseload must be enormous after the Beanstalk Gang bust."
"Relax." Cindy said. "Franklin Washington is handling some of that for you. And D.A. Krasney called and said that Monday would be plenty early enough. He also said that if you need more time, you can have until after Thanksgiving."



"No, what I need is work." said Jenna. "I'll be there Monday." With that, she got out her cellphone and texted Krasney. Meanwhile, Cindy was watching over the park, looking in a southerly direction towards Town. She saw the River to her right, flowing away from her, south to Town and onwards towards 'The Vision' in Coltrane County. She saw BigPharmaCorp on the other side of the River.
She was getting a sense of foreboding, as if something wasn't quite right. As Jenna finished her texting, Cindy said "Why don't we walk back towards the car now."
"Sure." said Jenna. They got up and completed the circuit of the walking path.
As they were driving back to North Street, Cindy saw a TCPD cruiser following a brown car. She hit the brakes, then peered at the Police vehicle.
"What's the matter?" asked Jenna.
"That... that's not right." Cindy said. She whipped out her cellphone and called the Commander.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, follow them." I said. "I'll get Rudistan on it."
Hanging up, I speed-dialed Rudistan's police cell number, staying off the police radio, feeling the eyes on me. "I'll explain in a second. Hello Rudistan! Where are you... I need you to burn the blue lights and take North Street to the West Highway... a car is trying to get out of State, and rogue cops are following it... Captain Ross is tailing, but she has a civilian passenger, so I need you to interdict... yep, and bring the people in the car back... okay, keep me informed." I hung up.
"Cindy... I mean Captain Ross called. She said she saw McCombs and Hendricks in their TCPD vehicle, and they were following a brown vehicle, that was heading west."
"What of it?" asked Tanya.
"Knowledge, my friend." I said. "McCombs and Hendricks are also under my watch as possibly rogue cops, and possibly in league with Bryce. They are also supposed to be on second shift, the evening shift, and for them to be out in a Police cruiser at this time is highly suspicious to me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While all the above had been going on, the apartment manager's lawyer was driving him back to the apartment complex. "You need to get some clothing." said the lawyer. "I'm going to take you to Hammondsville, across the State Line. They can't touch you there. You need to consider where you want to move to; you can't stay here."
"Don't I know it." said the manager. "This shit is too heavy for me. I don't want any part of it."
They drove to the man's apartment, where he packed a suitcase full of clothes. "I'll have someone get your car to you at the hotel tonight." said the lawyer. "Right now, we've got to get you out of here."
They checked carefully, but saw no police cars. They headed north, to get to North Street, upon which they would travel west and hook up with the main highway and out of the State.
"Oh shit." the lawyer said as they got on the main highway. "Cop behind us... aw, fuck, he's turning on his lights. They're stopping us."
"What are we gonna do?" the manager said.
"If it's the cop that gave you the money, the one in that picture the Iron Crowbar showed you," said the lawyer, "we're going to run for the border. If not, we'll see what they want. I'm a lawyer, you just sit tight."
As the two officers approached the car, the manager said "Neither one is the guy."
Sergeant McCombs came up to the car at an angle to the rear of the driver's door. Hendricks was on the other side, watching the passenger side from the car's right rear bumper.
"May I see your registration and license, please." said McCombs. The lawyer handed him his law firm card instead.
"Officer, I'm a lawyer, and I'd like to know why you stopped us." said the lawyer.
"I stopped you because the passenger in your car is a wanted fugitive." said McCombs. "There is an APB out on him right now, and we are stopping your attempt to flee the jurisdiction. Would you please step out of the car."
"No, thank you." said the lawyer. "This man is not a fugitive nor is he wanted in any way. I am also his legal representation. Are we free to go?"
"Get out of the car. NOW! Both of you!" ordered McCombs, going for his gun and drawing it. "Show your hands! Keep 'em where I can see 'em!" The lawyer slowly came out of the car, showing his hands. On the other side, the apartment manager also got out, under the watchful eye of Patrolman Hendricks.
"Face the car, get against the side of it." McCombs growled. The lawyer complied. "Put your hands behind your back." The lawyer did so. McCombs put him in handcuffs, then searched him for weapons. The same was happening to the manager on the other side.
"We got company, Sergeant." said Hendricks. McCombs looked up to see two Police cruisers flying towards them, blue lights flashing away. Behind them was a Police SUV... that spelled trouble, McCombs knew.
Coming up to the scene, Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton got out. In the car behind them were Patrolmen Hicks and Johnson.
"Well, what's going on here?" asked Rudistan in his jovial way.
"This is our bust." said McCombs. "Get out of here."
"Well, now, Sergeant McCombs," said Rudistan, intentionally mentioning McCombs name in front of the perps, "I'm wondering why off-duty officers such as yourselves are making a bust in the first place."
"These guys are trying to flee the jurisdiction, Sergeant Rudistan. The passenger has an APB on him." snarled McCombs.
"That's not true, Sergeant!" yelled the lawyer. "These other officers made an unlawful stop! I'm a lawyer, an Officer of the Court of the Town & County! This police agent is abusing our rights and has committed police brutality!" McCombs looked like he wanted to hit the lawyer.
"Well, now, is that true, McCombs?" asked Rudistan, getting closer, but remaining on guard.
"No, Rudistan, it's not." said McCombs. "We're taking these guys in."
"Let me see your I.D., Mr. Lawyer." said Rudistan. McCombs looked like he was going to stop Rudistan, but the contingent of Rudistan's officers were ready to draw guns. It was a tense situation, but Rudistan got the lawyer's wallet and examined his I.D. and the legal cards.
"Tell you what we're gonna do." said Rudistan cheerfully. "Mr. Lawyer, we'll take your passenger in my vehicle to the Station, and you can follow in your car and represent him at the Station until we get this allll cleared up."
"Fuck you, Rudistan!" yelled McCombs. "This is my bust! I'm taking both these bastards in, under arrest. You don't outrank me, and it's my call here."
"Oh, is someone trying to pull rank here?" said a voice from behind. Cindy had been creeping up, listening in. Now she came forward, and said with full, lilting sarcasm: "I just love playing that game. I win almost every time." McCombs looked disgusted, knowing he was fully beaten.
"Sergeant, I like your plan better." Captain Ross said to Rudistan. "Take them in. McCombs, I would suggest you stay out of my way. And I'm sure Internal Affairs is going to be talking to you about this..."
Part 7 - Smoke, Mirrors, and Crowbars
I came into Interrogation-1, pretending that I was reading something. Martin Nash was with me. Cindy, Tanya, the Chief, and Parker were in the anteroom. Sergeant Rudistan had pulled rank, and was the Uniformed officer overwatching us.
Sitting down, I looked up from my papers at the lawyer and the apartment manager. "Well, gentlemen," I said, "I guess we're going to be trying this again."
"Come on, Commander," said the legal beagle, "you don't think I see what is going on here? You send cops to stop us and harass us, in order to intimidate us. Then you send other cops to bring us in. You'll just have to excuse me if I don't want to play your little game."
I chuckled. "You know, I really wish I was good enough to even think of doing something like that, much less trying it. But seriously, I understand... I understand why you would think I'd be playing that game with you. I know you think I'm setting this up to mess with you, when what I really am doing is trying to save your client's life."
I leaned in and said, more quietly, "There's just one little problem with your thesis... as I told you last time, this guy is seriously not worth my time to play these games. I'm about to order him released again. He can keep the $10,000, I'm not even going after that. And I don't want to see him in my jails.
"In fact, I'll have my Sergeant here escort you both to the State Line, to make sure you're not interfered with again. And I'll let you call the Media, KXTC or KSTD... or both... and let them follow you to the State Line. What better witnesses can I offer than the Media itself?"
The lawyer was frowning; his face had fallen as he realized I wasn't kidding. "So what is going on here, Commander? Is my client in danger?"
"Your client would know that far better than I would." I said. "But I'm just a Police Officer following the Constitution, which you keep throwing into my face. But as you know, under the Constitution there is little I can do to prevent crimes. I'm only empowered to investigate crimes, such as murder, after they happen. And my jurisdiction is a simple one, the 300 square miles or so of this County. Outside that?..." I shrugged my shoulders.
I was about to get up, when the apartment manager said "Wait. Can I talk to my lawyer, then maybe talk to you?"
"Better hurry." I said. "It's getting near suppertime." I got up and we all left, leaving the manager and his lawyer to talk.
"Think he'll co-OP-perate this time?" asked the Chief.
"Yep." I said. "And by the way, I really did not set this up. I intended to let them go. It was just their luck that Cindy saw McCombs and Hendricks following them and called me."
"And that she knew to call." said the Chief. "She must be psychic or something."
"Like father, like daughter." I said, more to myself than anyone else... but my words escaped no one present, especially the platinum blonde waving a blue crowbar in my general direction...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ten minutes later, we were back inside.
"All right." said the apartment manager. "Let me see the picture again." I took the iPhone out, but first I showed Martin, then Parker, then the lawyer, then Rudistan... and then I held the picture up to the camera that was videotaping all of this.
"Okay, I said, "is this the man that gave you the money in exchange for the information on the empty apartments?"
He looked at the photo and said "Yes. That's the same guy."
"And you could pick him out of a lineup?" I asked.
"I think so." the apartment manager said.
"Okay, here's the bottom line." I said. "You're now a material witness to an arson investigation. I am releasing you into your lawyer's custody. I would recommend not leaving Town. If you or he see anyone trying to follow you, call the Police immediately. It won't do them any good to come after you now, you've identified this person on videocamera, and that would be good in Court. But do keep your eyes open..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what can we do with this?" asked Lt. Curly Goodwin, head of Internal Affairs. We were once again in the Chief's conference room, with Cindy, Tanya, and Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters present.
"Not much." I said. "We can trace Bryce to the office that afternoon. I've already had the GPS logs checked, and Bryce's police car went nowhere near those apartments during his shift that night. He didn't even respond to the fire; he was patrolling in the 3d Precinct. You can check that again, if you like; maybe I missed something."
"We will, but I doubt you missed anything." said Goodwin. "He was in civilian clothes at the apartment office, as well. Unless you miraculously produce a witness, we can't connect him to the actual arson crime."
"True." I said. "But you can put what we have into your servers, begin an investigation, go over phone records, financial record and the like, and it'll be there if he does anything else. And it might make him keep his head down; he definitely knows by now that he's being watched."
"How can you say that?" asked Goodwin.
"Anybody want to guess before I tell him?" I asked.
"McCombs and Hendricks went after the manager and his lawyer." said Tanya. "We know they're in 'cahoots' with Bryce, as well as Sharples from his days here."
"She's good at 'connect-the-dots'." I told the Chief, who chuckled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once the Chief left, I headed home. Laura and I cooked supper together, then we had a nice family dinner with our children. Carole liked the green beans; she did not feed Bowser anything. After dinner, I played with Jim, played with Bowser, and took Bowser outside to do his business while Laura got the kids to bed. We did some work on our computers. Then we went to bed.
I had a strong desire to eat some pussy, so I tongued my wife's slit for a long time. She did not protest; indeed, she came hard twice on my probing tongue. I finally mounted her and sank my throbbing cock nuts-deep into the warm wetness of her womanly honey hole. We made passionate love until I reached 'the clouds and the rain', as the Japanese call it. We went to sleep, lying like spoons, with her snuggling into me.
The next morning, Friday, November 20th, I got up at 4:45am. I went to the Campus gym, where ROTC's Sergeant Tate and I worked out on unarmed personal combat. He and I had moved far beyond standard military tactics, and our battles were becoming good. Then I went and worked out with the ROTC cadets, running with them on the streets and paths of the Campus, enjoying running in the cold air as I always did. My knees did not share my enthusiasm, however. I knew I might have to switch to swimming laps to get my cardio.
Going to Headquarters, I did the three 'S's (shit, shower, and shave), and got dressed. On a whim, I decided to wear civilian clothes, my usual black pullover mock-T and gray jacket and slacks, my badge on my belt and my gun holstered under my left arm.
It was 6:30am, and to my total shock, no one was in MCD. I made coffee anyway, watched the early national news broadcast, then took my mug of coffee back to my office, starting another pot in there.
Just as 7:00am approached, Tanya Perlman came bursting into my office. "Sir, someone has called in a suicide!"
Oh no, would it be the apartment manager or his lawyer, I silently wondered. Turns out, it was neither.
"Who are you assigning to it?" I asked.
"Cummings and Nash." she said. "The Chief is going to the scene, also. And here's why: the person who committed suicide is Dr. Laramie Wilkins, Head of Research for BigPharmaCorp!"
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Scene of the Crime
Friday morning, November 20th. Getting to the home of Dr. Laramie Wilkins, I was stopped at the outer cordon by Patrolman Culver.
"Troy, Commander, TCPD badge 1-6-4-0." I said.
"Yes sir." he said, then said "Sir?" I stopped and looked back at him.
"Sir, the new Chief doesn't have a badge yet." said Culver. "I... I let him through, since Detective Cummings and Detective Nash vouched for him."
"That's okay." I said. "As long as you did your job and didn't just let him walk past."
"Oh, no sir." said Culver. "I just wondered what to do in situations like that."
"Fortunately, they happen rarely. Good job, carry on." I said.
As I got to the front door, I heard behind me "Ross, Captain, TCPD badge 1-0-6-9". Turning around, I saw my platinum-haired partner, wearing her light blue uniform shirt today, long sleeves, leather sash belt, metallic Captain bars instead of soft shoulderboards, which was correct. No jacket, though. Quelle suprise.
I waited for her and she came up to me. "Good morning, Captain." I said. "No workout at the gym?"
"I worked out at my gym this morning." Cindy said. "Since you're not around for me to beat up on, I worked out with Melina."
"How is she with crowbars?" I asked.
"Better than you want to know." Cindy replied. "Good thing you didn't have any fights when you were married."
"I daresay. I didn't even have a crowbar then." I said. Of course, the red crowbar was in my hands now as we went inside.
"Back room, sir, ma'am." said Patrolman Johnson as I looked around the living room. A Crime Lab team was working on two walls. Cindy and I went back into what looked like a den study, with windows to the backyard.
"Ah, Commander, Captain," said the Chief, who was near the doorway. "Glad you could join us." He swept his hand towards the scene.
It was not clear if Dr. Laramie Wilkins was a very light-skinned black man, or a dark-skinned white man. But what was clear was that he was a dead man. He was lying near the chair on his desk, as if he'd shot himself and had fallen out of it. The bullet had entered the right side of his head, exited the left, and traveled towards the front of the house. Indeed, only the brick of the living room wall, that was the outside front wall of the house, had stopped the .40 S&W bullet.
A Beretta Model 96, which was .40 S&W in caliber, was lying on the floor near his right side. The Model 96 Brigadier version just happened to be my service weapon, so I was very familiar with it.
Joanne Cummings and Martin Nash were examining the body. I did not approach it, but asked the Chief "Was he married?"
"Er, yes, he was." said the Chief, perhaps surprised at my first question. "His wife is in the den, or whatever that room is, near the kitchen. Her pastor is with him. Commander, I did not fully realize that Councilman Westboro was a man of the Cloth."
"Yes, he is." I said. "Head Pastor of First Baptist Church. Excuse me a moment." I went into the other room, where a sobbing middle-aged woman was sitting next to Pastor Westboro.
"Ma'am?" I said, kneeling down in front of her. "Are you Mrs. Wilkins?" she just nodded. "Hello, Pastor." I said to Westboro.
"Hello, Commander." Westboro said. "Abby, this is Commander Donald Troy of the Police Department, their very best officer."
"I'm sorry for your loss, ma'am." I said. "May I ask you a couple of questions."
"Yes, of course." Abby Wilkins said. She was a white woman, medium height, brown hair, beginning to put on weight but not obese yet.
"Did your husband seem upset or agitated in the last few days, weeks, or even months?"
"No sir." she said. "He was always what he was."
"And how would you describe that?" I asked, taking my time with her and letting the questions lead to the answers.
"He... he was a caring man, but he was very much into his work." she said. "He'd spend long hours, sometimes all night, in his labs, working on things. When he was here, he was usually still working on research paperwork. We would sit and watch TV, but he'd have those papers in his lap..."
"I see." I said. "So he didn't show any signs of distress, of agitation recently?"
"No, not that I could tell. Everything was fine." she said.
"Did he receive any strange phone calls recently, or have visitors you didn't know?" I asked.
"No sir." she said. "That was the one thing he demanded... he did not permit his staff to call him at home, unless it was a dire emergency. The only time I remember him getting a call recently was when Mr. Donolan was killed in that explosion at the plant."
"Ah yes." I said. "Thank you for talking with me. Other officers will have to talk with you as well, and I'd appreciate you giving them any information you can. Pastor, can I speak with you for a moment?"
"Of course." he said. "Abby, I'll be back in one moment." We went to the front room.
"Pastor," I asked quietly, my voice barely above a whisper, "were the Wilkinses regular attendees of your church?"
"Yes." he said, also quietly, as he looked at me through his spectacles over his beak nose, nearly as tall as myself. "She was in church every Sunday. He would come about half the time. Sometimes two or three Sundays in a row, then not be there for two or there."
"I see." I said. "Are you aware of any issues he might have had, any problems?"
"No, can't say that I was." Westboro replied.
"How about their marriage?" I asked. "I don't expect you to violate the sanctity of pastor-flock relations, but were there any issues that you can tell me about?"
"No, there were no problems of which I was aware, and neither ever came to me for counseling." he said. "I'm sure you've gleaned from her comments that she might've been a bit lonely, as he was absorbed in his work. But they seemed to be a loving couple and happy enough together."
"I see." I said. "I appreciate your time, Pastor. If she tells you anything that you can tell us, and that can help us, I'd appreciate you letting us know."
"Of course, Commander." said the Pastor. "I will pray for your success, though I believe this appears to be a simple suicide. Please let me know when your work is done, so that I may make the proper arrangements for him."
"Certainly, Pastor." I said. "Oh! Sorry, I forgot to ask: did Mrs. Wilkins call you, or did one of the first responders?"
"She called me." said Pastor Westboro. "I told her that I would come immediately, but that she should call the Police right away."
"Ah." I said. "Thank you, Pastor." I took my leave of Westboro and went back into the back room, where I heard Chief Moynahan teaching his Detectives.
"So what you want to do, Ms. Cummings," said Moynahan, "is treat this first as a homicide, and work back to suicide. That is why the Crime Lab is treating this as a homicide and collecting evidence that is legally defensible in Court, and it's why we will collect personal records and other data, and look for anomalies as if it werrrre a homicide."
Good advice, I thought to myself. This man knows a lot of stuff.
"Ms. Cummings, why don't you give the Commander, Captain and MCD Lieutenant your report?" said the Chief.
"Sure, sir." Joanne said. "The firearm only had Dr. Wilkins's prints on them. His prints are on file with the FBI as he holds a Top Secret clearance. He is right-handed, and it appears he put the gun to the right side of his head and fired it. He would've been facing left, as we look at the desk here, so the bullet traveled from the back of the house to the front. He fell forward, the gun dropping out of his hand and landing at his side. Everything appears consistent, sir."
"So what happened, chronologically speaking?" I asked. "How did the Police find out about this?
"The Third Precinct Duty Desk got the 9-1-1 call just after 5:00am, sir." said Joanne. "It was his wife who called it in, from her cellphone. Lt. Perlman called me and said I would be leading the investigation of it, so I came right over. He was already dead, so I did not call for an ambulance."
"Have you talked with the wife yet?" I asked.
"Not extensively, sir." Joanne said. "Sergeant Irwin talked to her right after he got here. He was first to arrive, and I was right behind him. He managed to get the story of what happened out of her, but she was pretty upset."
"I just spoke with her, and will be giving you a full writeup of my conversation." I said. "But you should talk with her first, and we'll see how our notes compare. Oh... is that his cellphone I see on the desk?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "We bagged it and left it in place. Only his fingerprints were on it."
"Where's the cellphone charger?" I asked.
"Uh..." Joanne said, then stopped. "Uh, I don't know, sir. I haven't seen one."
"Look around the house for one." I said. "Ask his wife if he charged his phone at the desk or upstairs in the bedroom, or perhaps at work."
"No charger on or around the desk." said Martin Nash, who was looking for one. "Only the lamp plugged into the wall socket." He then pressed the phone through the plastic. "Says 50% charged, sir." Nash had the photographer snap a photo of that. He was learning that when I asked a question, however strange, it could be... important.
"Anything else, Commander?" asked the Chief.
"Go around the horn first." I said, halfway in a reverie, knowing I was missing something. "I'm still observing."
"Lieutenant Perlman, do you have any observations?" asked the Chief.
"Yes, sir." said Tanya, her voice far more cheerful than appropriate for this grim scene. "Statistically, suicides most often occur around 5:00am. We'll have to go through his papers, his emails and such, and see if he left a suicide note anywhere; we haven't found one yet." We all nodded.
Tanya continued: "We're also going to have to touch the political sphere, Chief... we're going to have to get into what he was doing at BigPharmaCorp, ask his employees what his state of mind was, if he was acting unusually, all that good stuff."
"I'll be glad to run interference for you on that, as will the Sheriff, I'm sure." said Moynahan. "And if that doesn't work, God help them when I unleash the Iron Crowbar on them." I smiled briefly at that comment, knowing that the Chief loved having a new pitbull to sic on people...
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Everything else that I can see would appear to line up: the brain spatter is aligned with the direction of the shot from the desk to the bullet in the front wall. That means that it was him, or someone had to stand behind him, put the gun to the right side of his head, then fire. That would be awkward for the shooter's wrist, pointing the gun sideways."
Tanya stood in front of us, her hand in an "L" like a gun in front of her abdomen, her right arm straight out but the hand pointing left. "The recoil of a 40-cal on the wrist at that angle would hurt, maybe even the gun flings out towards the desk."
Tanya continued: "And that leads to something else I was about to bring up: if he were gripping the gun, he'd have a death grip on it, pun not intended. He'd squeeze the trigger to fire, further tightening his grip. So I was going to suggest that the gun should be in his hand or near it, not down by his hip."
"You're right." I said, having observed the same thing. "The scene here suggests his grip was light, and that the gun was able to come out of his hand as he fell. It's not impossible that what we are seeing couldn't happen, but it's a... 'strangeness', I would say."
"There's that word again!" Tanya and Cindy said in unison. They broke out in giggles as Your Iron Crowbar gave them a 'look'. And after a second to realize what they were referring to, a red crowbar was waved in their general direction, making Joanne and the Chief chuckle.
"Look for marks on the desk, and maybe on the gun, too." said Tanya to the Crime Lab team.
"Ma'am," said J.R. Barnes after an examination of the desk, "you're right. There's a big scratch on the desk here, fresh. And the hammer of the pistol has something in the grooves. I'll take samples and analyze, but I'll bet you're right."
"Yep." I said. "Fired the gun, the barrel flung upwards, spinning out of the hand, the hammer hits the desk, gouges it. Perp puts the gun by the body, maybe putting it in Dr. Wilkins's hand first. Excellent work, Lieutenant Perlman!" I gave her a fist bump.
"She should be a C.S.I. in our Crime Lab." said Moynahan, with an evil grin on his face. Tanya turned and just glared at him, then said "Don't even joke... uh, sir." Everyone laughed, including the Chief.
"Heh, heh, heh, heh. Anything else? Commander?" asked the Chief.
"I have one question." said Nash. "Once the shot was fired, Mrs. Wilkins would've had to have heard it and would come down... as it appears she actually did. Does this guy have that much time?"
"Good question." Cindy said. "Something to check out."
"Detective Cummings," I ordered, "like we said earlier, find out if Dr. Wilkins has any other cellphones. If that one is a BigPharmaCorp-issued phone, see if he has another personal one, or if his wife's is their only personal phone. Of course, get the cellphone records for both their phones as well as any others you find. If BigPharmaCorp gives you grief, we'll get a warrant faster than you can say 'Cubbard'." I was referring to the current CEO of BigPharmaCorp.
I summed up: "Like the Chief said, we'll be treating this as a homicide first, and work back towards suicide."
A moment later, I went up to Joanne and said, very quietly, "One more thing: I want to know the order of phone calls from Mrs. Wilkins's cell phone, including the one to Pastor Westboro."
"I'll check," said Joanne, "but I think Sgt. Irwin said she called him right before calling 9-1-1."
"Fine." I said. "If that is not the case, I want to know about it."
As I gave the scene one final look-over, I shook my head. Cindy noticed.
"You okay, Don? Is something wrong?" she asked quietly.
"I don't know." I said. "I don't know. But something is just not right about this..."
Part 9 - Parallel Investigations
At 9:30am, I was at the County Jail. I had been called by A.D.A. Franklin Washington. If he and his brother, TCPD Detective Theo Washington, were standing together, one could see they were not identical twins. But if they were apart, one would swear they were twins. Franklin did not quite have his brother's smile, but they were both 'movie star handsome' black men.
"What's up, Franklin?" I asked as we sat in the 3d Precinct Conference Room. It was about the size of the Chief's conference room at Headquarters.
"Just wanted to give you a heads-up." said Franklin. "James and Susan Douglas's attorneys have been fighting us hard. They did not waive the preliminary hearing, and challenged everything during that hearing. The judge gave us three extra days to prepare for it, seeing that it was so unusual."
"Okay, so what's the deal?"
"We go back to Court at 1:00pm." said Franklin. "I don't mean for this to sound like an excuse, but A.D.A. Stiles was handling this and then was abducted, and I didn't pick up the ball fast enough. We're going to ask for more time due to the Stiles incident, but I don't think we'll get it."
"Why not?" I asked.
"Because the case was assigned to Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance." said Franklin.
I groaned. Judge J.B. Stone had been a bad judge, and likely dirty. Nance was barely better. He delighted in shooting down our cases, especially drug cases, and he was the one that would give low bails that allowed payment and skipping Town after we'd worked our asses off to put the perps in jail.
"Well, it's just an arraignment, right?" I said.
"Not even that far." said Franklin. "The defense is going to demand we 'show cause' for the warrant. The raid came up with drugs, and especially that refined heroin, but the defense is saying the warrant shouldn't have been issued in the first place, and therefore all the evidence should be excluded. And that pretty much would kill the case before it starts."
I nodded. "Okay, that's your fight, not mine."
"It may become your fight." said Franklin. "Nance wants the name of the C.I. that gave the information."
"Like hell!" I thundered. "Even Nance knows we don't give that up!"
"The defense is saying the defendants have a right to face their accusers." said Franklin. "At some point, we might have to give him or her up."
"But that's not until the actual trial!" I said.
"Normally." said Franklin. "But Nance is going to be very accommodative to the defense on this one."
"By the way," I said, "how do you know what Nance is going to say and do?"
"Because," Franklin said, flashing his family-inherited grin, "he has actually come out and told us. Well, let me put it this way: there are staffers in the Courthouse, and staffers in the D.A.'s office. People go to lunch around Courthouse Square, who knows who is meeting who and telling what."
He continued: "And then... there's someone, I'm not sure who it is, that finds out and correlates this stuff. This person got a message to one of the Court reporters, who just happens to be having an affair with Krasney. And the way it went down... was as if Nance was telling us himself. He wanted it that way; he was using that grapevine on purpose and with intent."
I chuckled, mostly at the thought of Krasney having a sexual affair. But I knew who was behind this: the Intendent, Mrs. Peabody. And I realized why.
"Okay." I said. "Fight the good fight, but tell them the Police will not reveal and burn the C.I., and that comes straight from the Police Commander. If Nance drops it and lets them go free, so be it."
"Okay, that's what we'll do, then." said Franklin. "The other reason I had you come here, is so that if you want to take one final shot at interrogating them, do it now."
"They haven't said a word, so far." I said. I had watched interviews of them, and listened to the tapes that had been recorded. "They've taken the Fifth, their lawyer is from Gresham & Mason, a powerful group of attorneys, and he's told us to pound sand."
"Make the attorney come in, cause them to be charged more billable hours." said Franklin. "That is one of my favorite tactics."
"Won't work here." I said. "Gresham & Mason attorneys are being paid by well-financed people and groups, people who are backing the Douglases. Stated another way: if a Gresham & Mason attorney is representing a suspect, then money is no object in defending that suspect..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Douglases were brought into the Interrogation Room at County Jail & Third Precinct Headquarters. Their attorney had been called and was present as I walked in with ADA Franklin Washington.
"Well, well, well." said the Gresham & Mason legal eagle. He was the same one that had represented Alicia Foster in the Credit Card Caper case, one of my favorite successes. "So the Iron Crowbar himself finally shows up to try to save the day."
"I appreciate your faith in me." I said, with the same degree of sarcasm that had been in his voice.
"You're wasting your time, Commander." said the lawyer. "We're going 'scorched earth' on this one. As I told this A.D.A., you will never get a conviction on this case."



"We shall see." I said. "I only came here to have them tell me who they got that refined crystalline drug from." The lawyer showed a slight bit of surprise; the Douglases did not. They were well trained, very well trained, to not show emotion and give themselves away.
"You have got to be kidding." said the legal eagle, who was their mouthpiece as they'd taken the Fifth. "For all we know, your Officers planted that evidence."
"Make that accusation again," I said, "and we'll take it outside, you and I. And I won't spare the crowbar to spoil the unruly child lawyer."
Turning to the Douglases, I said a bit loudly: "So, guys, I guess you haven't heard... Dr. Laramie Wilkins is dead. Apparent suicide."
"So what?" asked the lawyer. But it was too late; I saw the flicker in James Douglas's eyes. Susan's had shown nothing. I suspected he was the brains of this outfit; his wife was rather dumb and just his helper. She was cute, though, I thought, and I'll bet she's good in bed.
"I would imagine..." I said, my eyes boring into James Douglas's, "that if Dr. Wilkins has been taken out, either by his own hand or someone else's... then what is the value of your lives to the people that had you take possession of that crystalline product?" Oh, no doubt about it now, I thought, seeing James Douglas process the information.
"Another of your tricks, Commander?" snarled the lawyer. "Trying to intimidate my clients?"
"Not at all." I said. "Just keeping them abreast of the tactical situation." I got up. "You guys have a nice day. And you can always find me through the Town & County Police Department, once you realize that I'm the only one that's going to help you when the balloon goes up and the chips are down."
With that, I left the room, followed by ADA Washington.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00pm, Classroom 'E' was the scene of a meeting. At the head of the table was Lt. Tanya Perlman. To her right was Data Branch Supervisor Myron Milton, and sitting next to him was Detective Joanne Cummings. To Tanya's left was Detective Martin Nash, and to his left was Detective Teddy Parker.
Sitting against the wall to Tanya's left were Police Chief Sean 'Cav' Moynahan and me, Your Iron Crowbar. We were 'unobtrusively' listening in, and the Chief had asked me to let Tanya lead the meeting. I had nooooo problems with that.
"Okay, Myron, what do you have?" Tanya asked.
"Dr. Laramie Wilkins was a Senior Vice President and had the title of Chief Research Officer of BigPharmaCorp. Dr. Robin Grayson is a Vice President and ran the research unit at the plant here in our County, and Dr. Wilkins oversaw that as well as at BigPharmaCorp's other plants around the nation. However, he based here, and rarely traveled to those other plants, as most of the cutting edge research was being done at the plant here."
Myron continued: "More to the man himself: he and his wife Abby were married for 35 years, first marriage for both. In those 35 years, the only debt of consequence was their house. From the day he was hired by BigPharmaCorp, Dr. Wilkins had a company car made available for his use, and he always bought cars for his wife with cash on the barrelhead. He had quite a bit of money, as he owned three chemical process patents over the years that he licensed to BigPharmaCorp, which paid him tremendous royalties. That money was invested very well over time, in addition to the stock options he received on BigPharmaCorp stock."
"Money problems are not a motive here, then." said Martin Nash.
"Unless his wife killed him for his money." replied Tanya, who then quickly added. "I only say that as a possibility; I'm not seeing anything to actually suggest it, and see many reasons against it. So, Myron, is there anything else you've been able to find? Cellphone records?"
"Yes ma'am." said Myron. "He had a cellphone provided by BigPharmaCorp, and almost every call on it was to or from other company cellphones. Most of them were from his research staff, including Dr. Robin Grayson, and a few to the executive leadership, such as Dr. Cubbard."
"What were the exceptions?" Tanya asked.
"His wife's cellphone." said Myron. "None to any other number. Now her cellphone was a bit more varied. She had a few friends in the wives of other BigPharmaCorp executives, and she was part of a group within First Baptist Church of ladies of her general age. They'd have movie nights or do a park cleanup project every once in a while, but that did not take up a lot of her time."
Myron continued: "There were other calls, such as to pizza places, the golf course pro shop, and every once in a while to the Men's Wearhouse at the Mall. In other words, he might've been using his wife's cellphone for those types of calls, if she wasn't making those herself."
"I'll ask about that when I interview her." said Joanne Cummings, making a note.
"Anything unusual on the cellphone records, Myron? Especially in the last few days?" asked Tanya. It is possible that her Police Commander had 'suggested' she ask a lot of questions about the cellphone records.
"I don't know about 'unusual', ma'am," said Myron, "but there was a spike in phone calls from Dr. Grayson a couple of weeks ago. And around the same time, Dr. Wilkins got several calls from a number that is assigned to BigPharmaCorp, but the phone appears to not be assigned to anyone."
"How did you get the information of phone assignments?" I asked Myron.
"We served a subpoena, sir, for the phones as well as an employee list." said Myron. "BigPharmaCorp is not being nearly as cooperative as they were during the Harmon Biller case (the Case of the Paper Trail). They refused to give us anything until Judge Watts called their legal office himself. I understand that it was a one-way conversation. Someone must've given the judge a crowbar or something." Everyone laughed at that.
"BigPharmaCorp is also trying to stop us from talking with their employees." said Joanne Cummings. "They won't permit us on their grounds unless we have a warrant, and their lawyers are demanding probable cause for any warrants."
"So why don't we have those warrants by now?" asked Chief Moynahan. "Don't tell me you haven't asked the D.A.'s office to get them for you."
"We've asked, sir," said Joanne, "but D.A. Krasney said he wants to work with the BigPharmaCorp people first, and see if he can get them to work with us in what he called a 'spirit of harmonious cooperation'."
"An elected official not wanting to offend a huge corporation with lots of money... a corporation with money to burn supporting candidates to oppose said elected official." I said. "Great."
Everyone was looking at me. "Lt. Perlman, continue with the meeting, please." I said.
"Yes sir." Tanya said. "Anything else, Myron?"
"Yes ma'am." said Myron. "On the night before Dr. Wilkins's death, his wife's cellphone received a call from that unassigned phone. The conversation lasted four minutes. The next morning there was a call from the wife's phone to Pastor Westboro, then to 9-1-1."
"That's strange." Martin Nash said. "Why wouldn't she call 9-1-1 first?"
"That's understandable." Joanne said. "The woman hears a gunshot. She runs to the back room and finds her husband of 35 years dead on the floor. In her panic, she calls the person she trusts the most, who tells her to call 9-1-1. That would be her pastor."
"Myron," I asked, my voice cutting through the room, "are there other calls to or from Pastor Westboro on that phone?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "Mostly to the Pastor's number, and some from him. Sometimes in little clusters on Fridays and Saturdays, then spaces of times with no calls."
"Maybe that's when her ladies group has a project, and she's getting advice from Pastor Westboro?" Joanne surmised. I nodded vigorously.
"Could be." Tanya said. "Anything else, Myron?"
"The Commander asked that we take the step of downloading the GPS logs of both of the Wilkins's cars." said Myron. "Her car went to the mall, to the grocery store, to First Baptist Church, to the Community Center. His car went to BigPharmaCorp and back home, almost exclusively, but with one trip to the mall."
"Men's Wearhouse." said Tanya. "He ordered something, maybe some shirts, went to pick them up. Some of the big companies' executives do that a lot." I was impressed with Tanya for that one, I had to admit.
"Okay," said Tanya, "So I guess you did not get to interview anyone from BigPharmaCorp, since they're obstructing our investigation?"
"That is correct, ma'am." said Joanne Cummings. "They refused to allow us inside the gates to the plant without a warrant. We have the employee list, so we could go to their houses."
"They might refuse to talk to us." said Nash. "Their top brass probably came down hard on them to not cooperate with us, at least without company lawyers present, probably threatened their jobs if they talk to us." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So, Lieutenant Perlman," said the Chief, "how do you pro-pose to get around that little obstacle?"
"Door to door, sir." said Tanya. "We'll just have to visit the employees at their homes. If they don't talk, we might have to get a few warrants to bring them in as material witnesses, especially the people that worked most closely with Dr. Wilkins. I'm hoping that when the BigPharmaCorp legal team hears about it and goes nuts, I can offer them the alternative of us talking more quietly and less publicly with those employees at BigPharmaCorp, with their legal beagles present, of course."
I smiled brightly at that suggestion, and the Chief said "We-ell, Loo-tenant, that is what we would've had to do in Midtown, as well. But up here, we're very fortunate... we have the Pow-er of the Crow-barrrr." Everyone looked at me as I looked over at the Chief, who was sitting right next to me. Undaunted, the Chief said "And we should uuuse that Power for a more 'harmonious' result. Would you not agree, Commanderrr..."
"I totally agree, Chief." I said. I got up and went to the table, pulling the speaker-phone in the center of the table towards me. As I sat down I said "Okay, everyone, I'll ask you to not speak, so that the person I call has no idea I'm in a room full of the TCPD's finest police officers." With that, I speed-dialed one of the numbers on the phone.
A moment later, the speaker said "D.A. Krasney."
"Ah, Mr. Krasney." I said, channeling my 'Sergeant Rudistan' joviality. "This is Commander Troy."
"Commander," said Krasney, "I'm very busy at the moment. Can I call you back?"
"Oh, don't make me come down there, Mr. Krasney." I said, still pretending joviality, then let my voice drop: "It would not be pleasant."
"Okay, Troy, what do you need?" asked Krasney, his voice a bit short.
"I understand that my officers have asked for warrants to talk to the BigPharmaCorp employees, but there apparently has been some... delay... in getting them." I said. "What I need, Mr. Krasney, is those warrants... forthwith."
"Look, Don," said Krasney, "we can't just go blasting into BigPharmaCorp like that. They're a big company, influential. We've got to push the bullet through the molasses instead of firing it."
I need not say that a number of police officers were rolling their eyes, including their Commander. So I grinned to them as I played my trump card into the phone.
"I can certainly understand that, Mr. Krasney." I said sweetly. "By the way, Bettina Wurtzburg of KXTC has been calling me about the death of Dr. Wilkins as well as the attack on Dr. Grayson and his wife. I was about to give her an interview and discuss why BigPharmaCorp is not cooperating with us... and not cooperating with the District Attorney's Office in allowing us to talk to their employees."
There was silence on the line. I bore home. "I was going to tell Bettina, on camera, of course, that your people are doing all they can to get those warrants, so the problem must be on BigPharmaCorp's end. So if I tell Bettina that Dr. Tom Cubbard is not working with District Attorney Krasney in 'a spirit of harmonious cooperation', I won't be telling her wrong, now will I?"
"You fucking son of a bitch." I heard Krasney say, barely audibly, but audibly nonetheless.
"Oooooh, eeeeeasy on that language, Mr. Krasney!" I said jovially, working hard not to laugh out loud at my grinning officers. "So!... do you want to be the windshield or the bug today?"
"All right, you'll get your warrants. And I'll work it out with BigPharmaCorp for you to talk to their people, but it'll be tomorrow morning." said Krasney.
"Tomorrow is Saturday, Mr. Krasney." I said. "My people need to do these interviews today."
"Jesus Christ..." I heard Krasney mutter. "Okay, in an hour."
"Good enough, Mr. Krasney--" I started, but the click on the line arrested further necessity for conversation. A round of applause broke out in Classroom 'E'. Tanya got up and came over and gave me a fist bump.
"Chief," said Martin Nash, "we're good police officers, but I don't think any of us can do that and get away with it."
"Neither could I." said 'Cav' Moynahan, though I knew he could. He stood up. "And most of you shouldn't try, until you have the power to back it up, and the experience to do it right. Okay, guys, you're doing very well, keep it going." With that, he left the room. I also left, saying I would not be going to the interviews, and that I would read the excellent reports that would be filed by tomorrow morning. The MCD Squad got my drift.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:00pm, ADA Washington came to Police Headquarters, and to my office. Paulina Patterson came in with him.
"It was bad, Commander." said Franklin. "Nance was way beyond the pale today. He demanded the name of the confidential informant, which I refused to give. Nance then said he might order you, Commander Troy, to provide that name, or you'd be jailed for Contempt. I told him that he knew as well as I did that the law explicitly disallowed that, so he backed down. But he was angry from the get-go, and he dismissed all charges against the Douglases... with prejudice."
"That means we can't re-file the charges, even if we find more on them." I said.
"We can appeal the ruling." said Paulina. "And if you had new evidence, we might even win. Nance made what we call a 'highly irregular' ruling on this one. But one thing is clear: he meant to get the Douglases set free."
"Yep." I said. "I figured it was a lost cause. And now we have the death of Dr. Wilkins of the BigPharmaCorp Research Department to handle."
"Do you think this is related to the Grayson case?" Paulina asked.
"Early days yet, to know about that." I said. "The Wilkins death might have been a suicide, though we're examining it as a homicide first, as the Chief has taught my Officers. That's a normal tactic, so don't read too much into it."
Both ADAs nodded.
"Okay guys," I said, "thanks for all your hard work on this. We can't win 'em all, I guess."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:00pm, Lieutenant Tanya Perlman came to my office. Her Detectives were putting their reports of their interviews into the computers; some had taped the interviews, and those were being digitized and placed into the servers as well.
"Have a seat." I said. "What did you find out?"
Tanya sat down and crossed her shapely legs as she said "That was one exasperating experience. I almost called you. Almost, but not quite."
"Legal beagles give you trouble?" I asked.
"No sir." said Tanya. "It was their CEO, Dr. Tom Cubbard. He is a total asshole; he makes me want to work with Sharples and Ikea again, he's so bad. He was insisting on being in every interview with every member of the Research Department staff. They were clearly intimidated by his presence, and he was meaning to intimidate them. But I kicked him out. I just told him that I could call the Commander himself down, and Dr. Cubbard wisely decided getting out was the better option."
"Nice." I said. "So what is the upshot of it all?"
"They're all absolutely shocked about Dr. Wilkins's death." Tanya said. "Once Cubbard was out of there, we did as you'd told me to tell my guys: we asked about both Dr. Wilkins and Dr. Grayson, and some of them finally started to confide in us a little bit."
Tanya continued: "They said that in August and September, Dr. Wilkins and Dr. Grayson both seemed pretty agitated about something. Most of the staff thought it was research-work-related, that someone was putting pressure on them to get a process completed. That is not irregular, so I'm told. But Martin noticed something coming out, and started asking and re-asking about it."
"From all accounts," Tanya went on, "Dr. Wilkins and Dr. Grayson had always gotten along very well, and they worked together very closely. But a few weeks ago, beginning in the August timeframe, people noticed some friction between them. It peaked in September, but then seemed to subside as time went on. However, Nash got people to admit that Dr. Wilkins and Dr. Grayson were still distant with each other."
"But there was a spike of phone calls between them in the last couple of weeks." I said. "What of that?"
"Not sure yet, sir." Tanya said. "Dr. Grayson has not been back to work since the attack on himself and his wife. I told Joanne to ask Mrs. Wilkins, when she interviews Mrs. Wilkins, if the Wilkinses went to visit the Graysons at the hospital or at home since the attacks, and to also ask if the two families were good friends."
"Good!" I said. "Excellent! You are doing a great job, and so is your team. Be sure to tell them I said that." Tanya nodded, blushing a little as she grinned that cherubic grin of hers.
"What about research materials?" I asked. "Especially that refined stuff we found on the Douglases?"
"After the Grayson attacks," Tanya said, "the Security people did an inventory of all research materials. I asked their lead lawyer for the results of that inventory, but he said he'd have to check with the CEO and the Board before releasing it."
"Yeah. Right." I said acerbically. "I don't know which judge has night duty tonight, but he's going to be doing some work this evening. Call the Courthouse, get a warrant for that report from Security, as well as detailed reports for anything that was found missing. Have that warrant served as soon as you get it, call people in to the facility if you have to. If they don't cooperate, call me at home. I will not only show up, but I will have the FBI with me, and you can tell Cubbard that if you need to. I have a feeling about this one..."
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "By the way, we were working with the Security people behind the scenes, and they were going to let us know on the side about any problems with research materials... but I was quietly told today that someone brought a hammer down on them when they started looking into the situation. They're cooperating to the extent they must. but we have to do this the all legal and proper way if we're going to get anything."
"It's just as well." I said. "If and when this gets solved, it will have to be wrapped in a nice legal bow. By the way, Tanya," I said, using her first name to bring informality into the conversation, "there was a 'strangeness' about the crime scene. Have you realized what it is?"
"Uh, that Dr. Wilkins might've been murdered, and it wasn't suicide?" Tanya asked.
"Sort of." I said. "Let me put it this way... if you were going to murder Dr. Laramie Wilkins in his own home... with his wife upstairs... would you not leave the Police two bodies to find, and the stage play of a murder-suicide?"
"Now that's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." Tanya teased me with her cherubic grin. "But you're right, that's a bit strange, also... unless it's one for the side that Dr. Wilkins actually did commit suicide..."



Part 10 - Weekend Worries
A strange and rare thing occurred over the weekend of November 21st-22d: I got to stay home with my family. There was no football game, with the Bulldogs having an open date before the big game against State Tech the next week. The next week was Thanksgiving week, and many people were taking a full week of vacation and were getting out of Town while the getting was good. Traffic was wonderfully light, and the criminal elements were seemingly taking a weekend off, as well.
Letting Lieutenant Perlman handle MCD and the ongoing cases of Dr. Laramie Wilkins and Dr. Robin Grayson, I spent time playing with Carole and Bowser, playing separately with little Jim and getting in some good father-son time.
On Saturday, Molly brought Ross over. Jim and I played with Ross while my mom Phyllis kept Carole and Bowser, and Laura gave Molly a checkup. To no one's surprise, Laura said that Molly's next baby could make its appearance in the world any day now.
The next day was Sunday. November 22d. For me, this date had a special meaning: it was the one-year anniversary of the fire at the old Cabin. I took a moment to reflect on all that had happened since that horrifying night: of how Cindy's premonition that had saved us was now explained, and she knew that Dr. Eckhart was her biological father; of her promotion and knowledge of her blood relationship with me; of bringing my favorite dog Bowser into the family; of Molly now being much closer to us, of her pregnancy, of Paulina's...
And I thought with gratitude of the new Cabin, and my benefactor in building it from the ashes of the old house. I did this as I drove up to The Cabin and do my research work on the Consultant of Crime, especially about the new material I had from the 'Intendent Files', the things she'd hidden in Jack Burke's apartment. There were strings tying Victory Christian Ministries to the Oldeeds Organization, which I knew. There were strings going to a 'Castor & Pollux Enterprises', appropriately based in the Twin Cities of Westphalia and Eastphalia, which were south of the City.
And then there was Vauxhall. 'Vauxhall Holdings, LLC' was its formal name, and it was nothing more than a shell, a 'pass-through' company. I accessed the IRS computers, the FBI's computers, the State's computers, and I could not get wrapped around this entity. Money came to them obvious laundering, as well as pure cash. And then that money got paid out in a way befitting laundering. It was set up as a non-profit, with the sole name listed on the corporation records as 'Mr. Hector Priam'.
Interestingly, I had a full workup on Mr. Hector Priam. A birth certificate from New Jersey. An undergraduate college degree in Business from Vanderbilt University. And a drivers license from the State west of ours... with a picture on it of one Harold Malone, formerly of this Police Department.
So Malone was deeply immersed in this mud pit, I realized to myself. Yet after he left Town, and indeed after his death in Alabama, Vauxhall was still going strong in this digital age, digitally moving money in and out of its coffers and its bank accounts.
Just then the little device outside that warned me of approaching vehicles coming up the Cabin's driveway went off, emitting a soft chirp and a flashing light. I quickly secured my work and turned off the 'cage' around my office room, then went to answer the door. To my astonishment, my visitors were my mother Phyllis... and Mrs. Adele Peabody, the Town & County Intendent.
"Son," said my mother, "my friend Mrs. Peabody needs to talk with you. We couldn't reach you on your cellphone when she came by the Mountain Nest, so I took the liberty of bringing her up here."
"I'm glad you did, Mom." I said. "So what can I help you with, Mrs. Peabody?"
"I'll go make you some lunch in the kitchen." said my mom. "Adele, I could never make this boy eat properly."
"He looks pretty well fed and energetic to me." said Mrs. Peabody, her eyes twinkling.
"Why don't we go upstairs." I said, knowing that Mrs. Peabody might not want to talk in front of my mother. We went up to the master bedroom, where I opened drapes over the windows to let in some light. I noticed Mrs. Peabody staying well away from the windows, and I told her that they were bulletproof.
"Don," said Mrs. Peabody, "I'm very concerned."
"Why's that?" I asked innocently.
"I told you some of it the other day... after we'd made love in this bed." Mrs. Peabody said, sitting on one of the two chairs in the room that were against the wall near the closet door, facing the foot of the bed. "I told you that I'd taken measures to protect myself against certain criminal entities. Unfortunately... that protection has recently been destroyed."
My sweep of the room with my anti-bugging device revealed nothing. I sat down in the other chair, next to Mrs. Peabody, admiring her crossed legs in her patent leather high heel pumps. My loins began stirring.
"Does this criminal entity know that the protection has been destroyed?" I asked.
"I have a suspicion," said Mrs. Peabody, "that he knows very well."
"If you know that," I said, my eyes boring into Mrs. Peabody's, "then you must have other suspicions, as well." I saw the first look of cunning in Mrs. Peabody's eyes, and that she well understood. Still, she played the Game.
"What suspicions would those be, my handsome friend?" she asked.
I smiled briefly. "I am sure our police reports have not escaped your attention."
"No, they haven't." Mrs. Peabody replied. "The Council has me collect that data and give them synopses of what is going on amongst their constituents. I did not include in those reports my correlations of a drug raid by your Police Department yielding a strange drug product, followed by attacks upon Dr. Grayson and the unfortunate suicide of Dr. Wilkins, both of BigPharmaCorp."
"And what do those correlations tell you?" I asked.
Mrs. Peabody smiled. "I've heard that you like to quote the writer Dame Agatha Christie. Her books were somewhat boring to me; it was too easy to figure out who the criminal was in her writings. But your referral to her comment on coincidences... is very true."
"And, of course," I said, "you knew Jack Burke."
"Almost as well as I know you, Commander Troy." said Mrs. Peabody, her eyes heavy-lidded with lust and flirtation. "Intimately. Very intimately. And that brings us full circle back to my original problem."
"Oh, it does?" I asked, making my voice sound innocent. For the first time, Mrs. Peabody was silenced as she began to realize the inference of my seemingly cryptic words.
"Of course." she said quietly, more to herself than to me. "So either... no, he's just that close behind you."
"Yes. He's watching me. Like a hawk." I said. "I'm sure he saw the police raid and put two and two together. It was by sheer coincidence we interdicted a highly refined research drug being transferred between criminal entities. James and Susan Douglas were the couriers. But he saw through that."
"And now those apartments are ashes, with a fireman in the hospital." said Mrs. Peabody. "Thank God he's recovering well. And a certain application to the Council came to my desk. They're beginning a formal Board of Inquiry to determine if the Medal of Valor is appropriate."
"Just let me know to whose ass I should apply a red crowbar, if they try to downgrade it the least bit." I replied. Mrs. Peabody smiled.
There was a knock on the door, and my mother poked her head inside. "Lunch is ready, you two."
As we got up to go downstairs, Mrs. Peabody said "Your mother is a very interesting woman. I do believe she knows far more than she lets on."
"A problem I have had to deal with my entire life." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Darling," Laura said to me that evening, "on Tuesday night, President Wellman is hosting a Faculty event. Ostensibly it is for the Thanksgiving holiday, but it's going to be a reception for Dr. Stephanie Steele's return from her sabbatical to Hawaii and New Zealand."
"Steele?"
"Yes, she's Edward's wife and Selena's mother. She's also going to be receiving her full Professorship in Physics and Astronomy. She's been at the Mauna Kea Observatory in Hawaii, as well as observatories in the Southern Hemisphere, especially New Zealand and Australia. Anyway, the Council is not meeting Tuesday, so keep your calendar clear so that you can escort me there."
"I'll ask the criminal elements of the County to cooperate, so that I'll be free to attend." I said jokingly.
"Speaking of that, how is this suicide case and the Grayson attack case shaping up?" Laura asked, just a shade too innocently and nonchalantly.
"Well, I should find out tomorrow." I said. "We'll be following up on the data, the autopsy report should be in. I am surprised about one thing, though."
"What's that?" Laura asked, after I paused.
"I'm just wondering why the FBI hasn't come in on this yet, and when they'll get around to coming in on it." I replied, then added: "Which is what you're wondering, as well."
"Not much gets by you." my wife said. She looked at me questioningly as I stood up... then she saw Bowser sitting patiently by the back door, and said "... including knowing when the dog needs to be taken out..."
Part 11 - Monday Morning Blues
I was in my office at 6:30am, Monday, November 23d, having done my work with Sgt. Tate and my run with the ROTC cadets. I was looking at the data that had been compiled for me over the weekend.
There were phone records for the Wilkinses, the Graysons, and almost all of the BigPharmaCorp Research staff, as well as other company officers whose records I'd requested. And there was the other information I'd requested, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 23d. "Channel Two News has learned that the County Coroner, John Quincy Kelly, has called for a Coroner's Inquest in the death of Dr. Laramie Wilkins, Senior Vice President and Head of Research Operations at BigPharmaCorp. This could open a deeper investigation by the Town & County Police."
"Asked if BigPharmaCorp is cooperating with Police, a spokesperson for the TCPD said that BigPharmaCorp has responded positively to all subpoenas and warrants issued." Bettina continued. "However, other sources tell Channel Two News that BigPharmaCorp has been less than cooperative with the Police in the investigation, making the subpoenas and warrants necessary in the first place."
"In other news," Bettina said, "Deputy Police Chief Robert Brownlee remains in critical condition following a massive heart attack last week. Neither the Police Department, Sheriff's Department, nor the Town & County Council would comment on contingencies in the event Deputy Chief Brownlee does not return to duty. And now the Sports report with Chuck Pringle! Chuck!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the deliberately-gray haired Sports reporter. "This week is the big rivalry game, as the Bulldogs travel to State Tech. While Coach Groves said he expects his team to be disciplined, after last year's events, which involved our KXTC colleague Nick Eastwood, it is not clear what can be expected. The Conference is also monitoring the game, and have cautioned both Schools and their fans and boosters to be restrained and show good sportsmanship..."
"Who in the hell is this 'spokesperson' for this Police Department?" growled Captain Cindy Ross, barreling in as the newscast continued.
"Guess I don't need to ask how your weekend was." I said. "Grab some coffee and take a breath." Cindy turned to the coffeemakers, only to find Detective Cummings pouring her (Cindy) a cup.
"Thank you." Cindy said as she took the proffered cup of coffee, sucking in her breath, then exhaling. "And yes, my weekend sucked. So, Commander, the 'spokesperson'..."
"Was not me, and that's all I can tell you." I said. "I think I'm going to tear Scott Peterson a new one, though. If it wasn't him, then we have a mysterious 'spokesperson' and also 'sources' giving competing views."
"Think they're making these sources and spokespersons up, Commander?" asked Theo Washington, who was just coming in.
"If it were KSTD, that'd be a real possibility." I said. "But Bettina is usually better than this. I think I'll go rattle Scott Peterson's cage a little bit over it. Care to join me, Captain?"
"I wouldn't miss it." said Cindy. Together we left MCD and went to the front lobby area, the only way to get to Lt. Peterson's office in the Media Relations area.
Lt. Peterson was in his office. When he saw us, he immediately said "I'm not that spokesperson, nor their 'sources' on the other side. I've already called them and demanded Wurtzburg get back to me on that."
"If she doesn't respond by lunchtime today," I said, "let me know."
Back in my office, I poured Cindy some more coffee. "Okay, partner," I said as we sat down, "what's going on with you?"
"Jenna is going back to work today." said Cindy.
When she said no more, I was compelled to ask "And that is bad... how?"
Cindy replied "Look, I've never been raped, though I broke the arm and shoulder of a guy in college who didn't want to take 'no' for an answer. So I can't say what Jenna is going through. But it's... almost unnatural the way she's acting... almost like nothing happened."
"Are you sure that's all that's happened?" I asked. That got me a 'look' from my cousin's ice-blue eyes.
"She wants to know where Gor-don is." Cindy said. "I told her he's gone missing and that we're searching for him." After a pause, Cindy said "I did not give her the details of us going to his apartment, nor did I discuss our... suspicions... of his possible role in the abduction."
"Think she'll come to the conclusion herself?" I asked.
"That's the rub." Cindy said. "I think she's refusing to believe it. After asking about him, Jenna didn't say any more about it... but she was morose and moody the rest of the weekend. She did access her computers, through which she can access police servers. I don't want to pry, but I'll bet if I ask Myron what she was looking for, it'll be about Gor-don."
"Except that I've pre-empted that, and had Myron put security protocols on the Gor-don disappearance. She has to contact you or me to get through that... and it doesn't take my mother to observe and deduce she hasn't asked you." Cindy nodded vigorously, then sipped her coffee.
I said "Okay, let's get this week's party started." I looked at my emails. "Oh, good, autopsy and Crime Lab reports on the Wilkins case." I opened the Crime Lab report. "Wood splinters and varnish in the grooves of the hammer of the gun. Supports the thesis that the gun hit the desk and caused that gouge when it was dropped."
"Playing Devil's Advocate," Cindy said, "that's not enough to show it wasn't just him dropping the gun after shooting himself."
"True." I said. "Ah, this is interesting...Dr. Wilkins's fingerprints were on the gun, but no fingerprints were on the magazine... or any of the cartridges, either." Cindy's eyes widened.
"Oh, that's weird!" she exclaimed. "His prints should be all over the magazine and the bullets of his own gun."
"Yes, they should." I said. "Ballistics show that it was indeed the gun used; they found the expended shell among the paperwork on the desk. No prints on it, either, by the way. Oh, wait... the bullets in the magazine, and the one that chambered into the breach, were the expanding self-defense variety, copper-jacketed lead. The bullet found in the brick wall, that went through Dr. Wilkins's brain... was a copper solid round."
"Wow." said Cindy. "Were there one or two empty spaces in the magazine?"
"Two." I said. "They're good about checking that. Dr. Woodrow was all over them a few months ago when they failed to see that during a shooting in the Tenderloin District last summer."
"I don't remember any case about that." Cindy replied.
"You and I were a bit busy at the time." I replied. "In that little incident, nobody was injured. Basically a bar fight at a strip club. They were ascertaining how many shots each person had fired, and were a round short. Okay, on to the autopsy."
I read the Wilkins autopsy report. "Right through the head, death instantaneous. The copper bullet expands to sharp edges, and sliced a fairly wide swath... what's curious to me is that the bullet went through skull, brains, skull, drywall, space, drywall, large space that was the living room, drywall, and flattened against the brick."
"Powerful round." Cindy said. "Did ballistics check if the powder was the same in the expended round as the others?"
"Nope." I said, checking back with the other report. "Good catch. Why don't you call them and ask them to follow up on that?" Cindy got out her cellphone and made the call as I perused the rest of the autopsy report, which was consistent with a man falling dead out of his chair and to the floor.
Just then, there was a knock on my door, followed by a fireball of a young blonde Detective blasting into my office. "Sir!" Joanne Cummings all but shouted, "this ballistics report--" I stopped her by holding up my hand.
"Captain Ross is on the phone." I said quietly. "And I just saw it. You're right..."
The party was just getting started as Detective Martin Nash appeared in the doorway. He did not burst in as Joanne had, befitting his unnervingly calm demeanor.
"Sir," Nash said, "the Duty Desk just got a call. A body has been found behind BigPharmaCorp's property..."
To be continued.
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Part 12 - The Crime Scene
The railroad tracks that come out of the west with the highway begin their curve before reaching the River, and as they straighten out to go south they pass by BigPharmaCorp's plant on the side opposite the River, bracketing the property. The north side of the plant is the 'front', with a parking lot for employees fed by a drive leading to the highway. The plant stretches alongside the River for a distance, and a railroad siding branches to the BigPharmaCorp complex near the plant's back fence.
It was Monday morning, November 23d, and it was near the front of the plant and the parking lot, between the plant and the tracks, that the body had been found. A steep incline led up to the fence that protected the BigPharmaCorp plant, and the body was at the bottom of this hill. There was a line of myrtle trees along the side of the railroad tracks and a dirt road between the trees and the tracks.
"That's a steep hill." Joanne Cummings said. "It looks like they built it on purpose. I wonder why..."
"When they built the plant," I replied, "they looked at the maps for the 500-year and 1000-year flood plains of the River, then built the ground up higher than that. So if the River floods that much, half of the Town will be underwater, and this plant will be an island in the middle of a lake."
"If it floods that much," Joanne said, "they'll be looking for Noah's Ark to come get them." I chuckled.
"Who called this in?" I asked out loud.
"BigPharmaCorp's Security Office." said Martin Nash. "They saw it on their first patrol after shift change. Which means the night shift didn't catch it."
"Good thing I'm not their boss." I said. "Heads would roll."
We were watching Martha the Medical Examiner and the Crime Lab at work. The dead man was tall and large. He'd once been very muscular and powerful, but was now getting a bit of fat here and there. His skin was not dark enough to make him Hispanic or Black, but was more of an Italian 'olive-skin' color. His hair was black and wavy, and oily. He had a thin mustache and beard, somewhat reminiscent of the now-dead 'Skinny Beard'.
His clothes looked ordinary: brown work pants, work boots, faded orange-ish shirt with thin white stripes in a criss-cross pattern, and a worn brown leather jacket.
"No ID on him. No cellphone, either." said Martin Nash, coming up to me, Joanne and Cindy. "But we've taken fingerprints on the app and sent them to the FBI, as well as a photo of his face, for what it's worth. The M.E. thinks he's been dead a while, at least 24 hours, maybe 36 or more."
"Think he's an employee here?" asked Joanne. "His clothes look like what a factory worker might be wearing. I'll check with the company when I do follow up interviews today."
"Tell you what." I said to Joanne. "I want you to talk with Mrs. Wilkins and keep your focus on the Wilkins case, as well as beginning to look harder into connections with the Grayson case. Martin, this case here will be your priority, and I'll tell Lt. Perlman I've egregiously interfered with her job again."
"That's okay, Commander," said a voice behind me, which turned out to be Tanya Perlman herself, "you can do my job, and I'll go twiddle my thumbs in your office today."
"Believe me, my friend," I said, "there are times I wish I could swap our places like that. You have no idea how fortunate you are to be able to work these cases and not have to worry about the overhead crap." Cindy was nodding vigorously in agreement.
"So how did this man die?" I asked.
"Blunt force trauma to the head." said Martin Nash. "Someone hit him very hard on the back of the head, crushed in his skull halfway to his forehead. M.E. Martha thinks it was a baseball bat."
"And not a crowbar?" mused Tanya. "No respect for our Commander, there."
"Thank goodness for small favors." I replied right back.
Martin said "Martha said that if it had been a crowbar, it would've split his head in two, taken off the top, such was the force of the blow. But the fat baseball bat just crushed in his skull."
I could feel the tension amongst some of my Officers: I did not need to say out loud that we'd seen examples of both crowbar blows to heads and baseball bat blows to heads. I'd done the first to the aforementioned 'Skinny Beard'. While none of them saw that in person, a couple of 'anonymous' photos showed the damage.
And no one who saw it could ever forget the Corporal Peter M. Feeley crime scene provided by the Black Widow. I again thanked God and the Universe I'd kept Tanya Perlman from seeing that firsthand.
I heard M.E. Martha call out "Okay, Commander, you can examine him now!" I went over to do so, inviting my Detectives and their leaders to do the same.
"Okay, the Crime Lab said his pockets were empty." I said. "But they lied to me in saying that, because there is lint here in his pants pockets. Hey, J.R.! Come bag this lint! May be nothing, but it may have some chemicals on it." Barnes hurried over and took lint samples, then did the same for the rest of his pockets.
"Belt is fairly new, and not scuffed or worn in specific places." I said. "Pants are old, but there are no specific areas of wear or fading." I said. "His shirt is likewise old, but about as clean as he was going to get it. So I'd suggest these are not clothes he would routinely wear to work, but maybe to go to a bar to pick up a woman on a Saturday night."
"He wore work boots to a bar?" Cindy asked.
"Steel-toed boots, too. They'd be good if he got into a fight." I said, knowing that brand. "Good quality leather, don't look all that bad, and maybe the best shoes or boots that he owned."
"We've already taken samples from the bottoms of his boots, sir." said J.R. Barnes.
"Good." I said. "And guys, when I say he's going to a bar to pick up women, I mean women of his general economic class. We're not exactly talking the Cattleman's Club, here." There was a murmur of understanding running through the crowd as I said that.
"J.R." I said. "When you get the clothes from the M.E. at the morgue, check them carefully for chemical stains, dirt or dust stains, and specific places of wear and tear that I might not be seeing here."
"Yes sir." said Barnes.
"Okay, anyone see anything I've missed?" I asked. I only saw Detectives with dumbfounded looks on their faces, except for Lt. Tanya Perlman.
"No wedding ring, hasn't had one is quite a while, if ever." Tanya said. "No oil or grease under his fingernails. Has a gold necklace with a rectangular emblem on it; that must be why you think he was going out, Commander. That's his idea of 'dressed up', I suspect."
"You're on the ball, Lieutenant," I said, "and giving away my secrets. Anything else?"
"Just that he's a big man." said Tanya. "I'd hate to run into this guy in an alley, at least without my service weapon and a crowbar backup."
"Yep." I said. "And whoever hit him was also a powerful man. What else? Anyone?"
"Oh!" said Joanne Cummings. As we looked at her, she said "No bruising on his face! He didn't lose a fight; he was ambushed!" I vigorously nodded and gave Joanne the 'thumbs-up' signal.
"Blondes with brains!" exclaimed Cindy, giving Joanne a fist bump. This was an inside joke they'd shared a number of times over the past few months.
"Martin, anything?" I asked.
"He was obviously brought here, sir." said Nash. "Technically we're on BigPharmaCorp's property. They own this field for another kilometer west; the railroad has an easement through it. They're pretty alert at night about prowlers, and their security does patrols along the fence and looks out constantly. So whoever brought him here either knows their routines, or could possibly be an employee who would not be particularly noticed for being out here."
"Good information, and observations, too." I said. "You're not going to give the Chief too much to teach you, if you keep this up."
"Ohhhh, I don't know about that." said a gravelly voice. I looked up to see Chief Moynahan behind me. I needed to be more aware of my surroundings, I thought to myself, and not let people sneak up on me.
"For example..." said the Chief. "De-tec-tive Nash, how much blood do you see around this body?"
"Top of the back of his shirt is stained pretty badly." said Nash. "Which you'll see if you roll him over. But not his jacket."
"Ah, instructive." said the Chief. "Miss Martha," he said, addressing the middle-aged M.E., "would you say he bled out here, or elsewhhherrrre?"
"Oh, certainly somewhere else, Chief." Martha said. "And he was probably somewhere else for a while, then brought here much more recently. No animals have attacked the body yet."
"So, everyone... except the Commander and Lt. Perlman," said the Chief, "how could he be brought here without BigPharmaCorp's excellent Security people noooo-ticing?"
I looked around and saw the reason, but the Chief had forbidden me from giving the answer. Cindy and Nash seemed to just be waiting to be told, but Joanne was looking around... and figuring it out.
"I think the answer is coming now, guys." I said. A train was coming up out of the west. With a blast of noise, the screech of brakes and steel-on-iron as the train wheels grabbed the curve, the train whizzed by us as it headed south, just 100 feet away from our position.
"That's it!" gushed Joanne as the train roared on by. "Someone in a car or truck could have been behind those trees. When the train came, they quickly brought the body out and dumped it. The sound of the train would mask their sounds, and it's likely the BigPharmaCorp security people are used to trains and didn't pay much attention when it went by."
"So much for the dumb blonde theory, Chief." I said. Cindy gave Joanne another fist bump.
"In this Police Department, anyway." said Chief Moynahan, earning a 'look' from Cindy. "Just kidding, Captain Ross, just kidding. So, everyone, we're looking for the needle in a haystack of a bloody crime scene somewhere else, and a car trunk or truck bed full of blood, which likely has been washed out by now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"By the way, Tanya," I said to Lt. Perlman as we walked into Headquarters, "did you get that warrant served about the research materials?"
"Sure did." said Tanya. "I emailed you the results, but the Cliff Notes version is that nothing was found missing. Every item was either present, or had an incoming and outgoing notation on their logs."
"Hmmm." I said. "How good do you think their security and procedures are?"
"Very good." Tanya said. "They do a billion dollars or more a year on research, and industrial espionage is a top concern. So their research materials are carefully accounted for, almost like the nuclear material at the power plants."
"So you'd say that this report is accurate and reliable?" I asked.
"To the extent of my knowledge and the conversations I had with the security people," Tanya said, "I'd say it's accurate. Of course it could've been tampered with, but I saw no signs of that."
"Neither did I, when I read your email." I said. "So that just leaves one other possibility."
"What's that?" Tanya asked.
"That this sample was never entered into the logs in the first place." I replied. "No paper trail, at all."
Tanya gasped as if she had a sudden thought. "Sir, I just had a sudden thought: didn't someone say that some of their most secretive research is done in their more secure Pennsylvania lab?"
"I think that's the case." I said.
"So maybe this was shipped in from there, but no inventory record made." Tanya said.
"Good thought, Lieutenant." I said. "Keep that up, and the Chief might just replace me with you."
"And send you to the Crime Lab, Mr. Chemistry major." Tanya replied with her wicked grin.
"Don't you threaten me!" I shot back, causing both of us to break down laughing. Just then, Cindy came down the hall and saw us, wondering what the joke was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That Detective Cummings is really impressing me." said Chief Moynahan as I sat with him in the Chief's office. He was not going to formally move his things in until December 1st, citing superstition, but the desk was there and he was using it.
"Me too, sir." I said. "That's one reason I'm glad you're here. She's got a lot of talent, and your experience and teaching her can only make her better."
"She reminds me of Molly Evans when Molly first came to me in Midtown." said the Chief. "Molly was smart, and tough. Joanne is smart, and tougher than everyone would think." I agreed.
"Speaking of Molly," said Captain Moynahan, "she and her sister are not as much alike as I thought they would be. Molly has a wicked sense of humor, but Cindy doesn't have as much of one."
"True." I said. "But Cindy does have a pawky vein of humor that will show itself at unusual times. You'll start seeing it when she gets to know you and trusts you better."
"I'm sure." said the Chief. "Sooooo, Mr. Crowbar, what do you think of these cases? Think this last case is related to the Grayson and Wilkins crimes?"
"Too early to tell, sir." I said. "Did you get a copy of the autopsy and Crime Lab reports?" Moynahan affirmed that he had.
"I sent those results to the Coroner," I said, "with a note that a full Coroner's Inquest is needed. If I were a betting man, I'd bet Wilkins was murdered."
"I agree." said the Chief. "By the way, Chief Griswold told me to call you 'Crowbar', that you like it but will never admit it."
"Chief Griswold is wise beyond his youth." I said. Chief Moynahan chuckled.
"Well, then... 'Crowbar'," said the Chief, "let me tell you that I have been going over all of your cases since you arrived here. And I am absolutely amazed. I can see that you are digging very deeply into tunnels of corruption, and rooting some seriously bad things out of this County. So I know that there may be things in these recent cases of which I am not yet a-warrre. Having said that, it's clear to me that BigPharmaCorp is involved in some way in these recent cases. Too many co-innn-cidences, as you are fond of saying."
"Yes sir." I said. "Way too many. So would you be totally surprised if I said that this last killing might actually be a coincidence?"
"Why do you say that?" said the Chief.
"I don't, not yet anyway." I said. "But if he's not a BigPharmaCorp employee, I'll want to talk to Nash about it, and make sure he's not... 'distracted' by the other cases and their relation, or lack of it, to this one.
Part 13 - Case Work
At 10:00am, Paulina Patterson came into my office, her face looking very concerned.
"Everything okay with the baby?" I asked.
"Oh!... just fine, just fine." she said, giving a brief smile. But it vanished quickly as she said "Your Detectives were denied entry to BigPharmaCorp this morning. They stated the warrants no longer apply, because your Detectives have already talked to their people once, meeting the standard. In addition, the Coroner informed them that there will be a formal Coroner's Inquest of Dr. Wilkins's death, and they are essentially claiming their employees are protected from having to talk to us because of that. They also say this new murder case is separate, and therefore requires fresh warrants."
"That sounds bogus." I said. "At least the first part. That last part I can live with.
"It's BigPharmaCorp." said Paulina. "They are one of true 'Big Boy' companies in this Nation, one of the Oligarchs. They have politicians at every level bought and paid for. Krasney literally got sick, I mean he went to the sink and puked, when you forced him to let us get those warrants the other day. He's scared to death, sweating bullets right now."
"Damn, he really is that spineless, isn't he?" I mused, more to myself than the lovely black ADA in front of me.
"In a word, yes." Paulina said. "But it's more than that: he wants to run for Mayor in the next few years. BigPharmaCorp is one of the County's biggest employers and one of the Nation's wealthiest companies. He absolutely has to have their support."
"He'd get a lot more votes by being the D.A. that prosecutes the murderers of Dr. Wilkins and the guy we found this morning." I said. "Has he forbidden you from working with me, or from getting any more warrants?"
"No." said Paulina. "He's not going there. He's just not going to raise any stink with BigPharmaCorp over this situation. And technically, the company has complied with almost every one of the subpoenas and requests for data. It's just talking to the people that's a problem."
"Can they really stop us from going in and talking to their people?" I asked.
"At this point, they can stop us from going on their property, since they're fighting the warrants." Paulina said. "You could send in the entire TCPD, protected by the SWAT Team, to enforce the warrants... but it's likely they'll intimidate their employees and tell every one of them not to speak to you. Alternatively, you could go get and speak to the employees at their homes or bring them into Headquarters, but they can ask for lawyers, not speak pending the Coroner's Inquest, especially if they're going to be called as witnesses..."
"Am I the only one smelling something really bad coming from across the River?" I asked. Paulina assured me that I was not.
Just then a steaming mad Joanne Cummings came to my office, followed by Theo Washington. I told them that we were going to have to regroup and try again, but first I had to lay some groundwork...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:30pm, Senior Detective Martin Nash came into my office, followed by Lt. Tanya Perlman. "Sir, I have some information for you."
"Sure, come on in." I said.
"Where's Captain Ross?" asked Tanya. She'd phoned me to make sure I was free for this meeting, and knew I'd normally call in Cindy.
"She's with our FBI friends, doing some computer work pertaining to these cases." I said. "So, whaddya got?"
Nash said "I've got some information on this morning's victim. Fingerprints came back as a 'Michael Campbell Fulton'. Thirty-nine years old. Had a number of brushes with the law while he was in his twenties: multiple arrests for disorderly conduct, disturbing the peace, assault, all stemming from bar fights and similar altercations. He was also accused of rape a couple of times, but the charges didn't stick when the women recanted... and it's believed they recanted under threats of worse violence to their families.
"The Police in Hillside, in Nextdoor County to our east, thought they had him when the semen collected from a woman that had been raped in front of her husband matched Fulton's DNA." continued Nash. "An APB was put out on him, but he was never found. The Statute of Limitations has run out on that crime, since it was eight years ago. That notwithstanding, Fulton pretty much fell off the grid after that rape case, and has never been apprehended by authorities since."
Nash then said "I've already asked the Crime Lab to run the DNA workups from Mrs. Grayson's attackers against Fulton's DNA matrix on file. And while it may be a longshot, I'm having the Police sketch artists put together photos of his eyes as if they were behind a mask, and we'll see if either of the Graysons can identify that much of him."



Police sketch artists do a lot more than just draw, these days. They have computers that can do things that would seem to be sheer magic in Sherlock Holmes and Watson's day, I mused to myself. Digital pictures are a thing of beauty to the law enforcement officer... though they are a disaster as Court evidence.
"Good work, Martin." I said. "So what was this Fulton's occupation, if any?"
"Not sure." said Martin Nash. "I'm thinking he was working under a new identity, which is why he's stayed off the grid for nearly a decade. I'm checking for any missing persons calls for someone in the area that didn't show up to work today, and I'll keep working that angle for the next couple of days. I'm also checking for any altercations in any bars that might've been between him and what may turn out to be his killer or killers."
"More than one, you think?" Tanya asked.
"I'm not saying that's the case," said Nash, "but Fulton was a large, powerful man with a record of getting into fights. I think just one man taking him down would be quite a feat, and that kind of fight probably would've led to arrests made by Police over the weekend. So I'm thinking that he had to have been totally ambushed, or it took someone the size and strength of Commander Troy here to deliver that kind of blow."
"C'mon, I'm not that big or powerful a guy." I replied. "But I get the point: this man was a bruiser, and wouldn't be easily taken down without a good fight. So, what else are you going to do to get a bead on this man?"
"I've already checked with BigPharmaCorp's personnel office, and he was not an employee there. None of the security staff recognized his photo, either." said Nash. "I'll check with the other shifts as they come on, and I'm thinking of making the round of bars to see if anyone recognizes him."
"You can't do that yourself." said Tanya. "That's going to take some manpower."
"Yes, it is." I said. "And since Captain Ross is unavailable, I'm going to personally call all three Precinct Captains and tell them to have any and all Detective wannabees to come in wearing plainclothes, and to report to you, Detective Nash. Send them Fulton's photo and have them canvas all the bars in the areas that working-class people would tend to go, then work down to the strip clubs and the Tenderloin District as the last resort."
"Sir," said Tanya, "do you think this murder is related to the other two crimes involving BigPharmaCorp?"
"I don't know. No data yet." I said. "It could be, but I have reservations about it. Above all else, Martin, don't let the other cases cloud your judgment on this one. Treat it as a separate case, whether or not it is one. If there are connections, they'll present themselves to us soon enough." Nash nodded and made some notes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Animal fat." said J.R. Barnes. He was sitting in my office with his preliminary report. Dr. Woodrow was in the Chief's office, making the acquaintance of his new boss, the Chief.
"Slight spots on the clothes, and all in the lint you had me bag." said Barnes, not needing to say that he was impressed that I'd had him take that precaution. "Some animal blood, also, but not enough to make a good, clear determination of the species."
"Still," I said, "this is fast and amazing work, J.R. Tell everyone in the Crime Lab how impressed I am with them."
"Commendations on Medals Day would go a long way towards conveying that, sir." said Barnes. "Dr. Woodrow and I are sending you some emails."
"I've already got a couple, and yes, send the rest and I'll push them through." I said. "Okay, so Fulton had traces of animal fat on his clothes..."
"Mostly in the cloth of his pants pockets, sir." said Barnes. "He must be coming into contact with the animal fat, then putting his hands in his pockets."
"So what does that tell you, 'Detective' Barnes?" I asked with a smile.
"Tells me I'm not a Detective, Commander. Damn good CSI, but not in the ballpark of the Iron Crowbar and his team."
"Modesty is a human trait, Mr. Barnes. I will excuse it." I said with a grin, getting to use Chief Griswold's line for the first time myself. A 'bucket list' item achieved, I thought to myself. "You and all your Crime Lab people are better detectives than you let on."
"I appreciate the compliment, sir," said Barnes, "but seriously, Dr. Woodrow asks us to not speculate nor theorize, lest we bias our tests and results. He said something about the Police Commander not being happy about theorizing without facts." I could not help it; I began laughing and could not stop for a moment.
"He's right, he's right." I said as I got hold of myself. "Okay, seriously, what does this suggest to you?"
"It suggests he uses a product with animal fat in his work, sir." said Barnes. "Animal fats are used as machinery lubricants, and of course in the food industry."
"Yes." I said. "Tallow is made from animal fat, and used extensively for making things like soap, flux for soldering, biofuels, print etching, and of course food products."
"Yes sir," said J.R., "but what we found wasn't rendered tallow. Just plain old raw animal fat."
"Hmmmm." I said, thinking about that. "Okay, what else?"
"The 'bling' he was wearing, the necklace." said J.R., "It's a cheap piece of crap. Necklaces like it are sold mostly in Florida on the beaches as trinkets. Here's the thing, though, sir: a minor gang was using them as a membership emblem. I've sent an email with the details of it, but the wearers were white guys in south Florida that were infiltrating Cuban and Latino gangs. They'd set off gang wars amongst the Hispanic gangs, but then someone ratted them out, and we think it was the FBI that did the ratting."
"The Government does not like competition." I said. "They probably had their own operations, and these necklace-wearers were interfering."
"Could be, sir." said J.R. "And it was an FBI white paper that I read that talked about this. But that's not to say our guy here was one of them; it could be sheer coincidence he was wearing that same type of necklace."
"Okay, good work." I said. "I want you to brief Detective Nash fully when he gets back. I've already left him an email to contact you. You did email him all your findings, didn't you?" J.R. assured me that he had, and sent a copy to Lt. Perlman as well.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm. Cindy Ross came into Headquarters, and pronounced herself surprised to find me still at work.
"Chief hasn't gone home yet." I said. "And you know that deal. But you can go home if you like. I've already chased the Detectives out of MCD, those that aren't working with Nash on canvassing the bars, and Vice goes home whenever they damn well please--" I stopped myself, then said "That is not a complaint; I know that they do nighttime missions. So, what did you find?"
"Sandra Speer and I were catching up on Robin Grayson and his college chemistry work." Cindy said. "You'd love it, it was about---"
I raised my hand to stop her. "I read his reports, years ago. Refreshed my memory over the weekend. " Cindy was either displeased I'd stopped her narrative, or not happy that I was ahead of her on this, but she continued:
"Well, I remember you interviewing Dr. Wilkins after the Grayson home invasion." Cindy said. "He said that Grayson was not doing work on the refined heroin anymore, but someone may have been. What Sandra and I found out is that there's a patent application on file at the Patent Office, and there are two NDAs on file with the FDA with some of that work being part of the research."
One of the things about Government that frustrates Your Iron Crowbar is that a big drug company can spend billions, literally billions-with-a-'b', of dollars on research, try to keep it secret, try to sneak their patents through the Patent Office before the competition sees the applications... but then when they file an NDA (new drug application) with the FDA, they are obligated to describe the drug and the processes in making it... and just about anyone can obtain that NDA information, including foreign entities like the Red Chinese; it's all just there for the theft of the intellectual property. Sheesh.
"Hmmm," I said, "I wonder if Dr. Grayson knew this, or if someone was trying to sneak around him. From what I know of BigPharmaCorp, they're pretty good about letting their researchers file for patents personally, then licensing them."
"Maybe that was the source of the rift between Grayson and Dr. Wilkins." said Cindy. "Grayson found out someone else was using his, Grayson's, former research, he complained to Dr. Wilkins, who didn't act fast enough for Grayson's liking..." She broke off, putting the thoughts together in her platinum blonde head.
"That's a possible idea." I said. "I do daresay that the left hand did not know what the right hand was doing. You know..." I stopped. And went into a reverie myself.
Some minutes later, I came out of my thought-trance. Cindy was looking at me. "You went deeper than me, that's for sure." she said.
"Yeah..." I said, still halfway out of it. "I just realized some things. I think you're onto something about this. When we break past BigPharmaCorp's legal barriers, we have some serious questions to be asking, and of the right people."
"Cool beans." she said. "By the way, I peeked at all the emails on this morning's dead guy, Fulton. Seems to be a rough character, by all accounts. Rape, too."
"Exactly." I said. "And that is why you and I will be going with some Detectives to interview the Grayson's tomorrow at their home. The Graysons have been released from the Hospital, but are still recovering. I want you to talk to Mrs. Grayson, and show her the pics the Sketch Artists put together of this guy Fulton in a mask, and then his face from this not-too-recent mugshot. I'll do the same for Dr. Grayson, and also interrogate him about the Wilkins death."
"Wilco." Cindy said.
"So..." I asked. "What have you got against Robin Grayson?"
Cindy's eyes widened, then bored into me. "What makes you think that?" she asked.
"Ohhhhh," I said, leaning back in my chair, "I couldn't help noticing that, as you talked about them just now, you give Dr. Wilkins his title of 'Doctor'... but you're calling Dr. Grayson by his last name alone, dropping the title, showing a dropping of respect for him. What gives?"
Cindy nodded as she processed that. "I wasn't aware I was showing it so blatantly. But you're right. I think something's goofy with him. He was having an affair with Emma Washburn, his wife knows he's had other affairs, and I'm starting to get a vibe about him... the 'smarmy' vibe."
"The infamous 'smarmy' vibe." I said with a grin, teasing my partner. She could not prevent a grin. Then I said "Seriously, I do understand where you're coming from, though I don't feel that way about him yet. If you want to ask Mrs. Grayson more about that, and she's up to talking about it, go for it."
"Okay." Cindy said agreeably. "Anything else? I need to get home and see how Jenna's doing after her first day back at work."
"Yeah, just one thing." I said, "I don't want you to mention this to Martin, nor to Tanya. I want to see if he checks out the victims of Fulton's previous rape crimes, and thinks of doing that on his own in the next 24 hours or so."
"Do I understand that you're not going to be letting any perps get away in waiting like that?" Cindy asked.
"I believe that will be the case." I said...
Part 14 - Interviews
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely MILF redhead reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, November 24th, from in front of the gates of BigPharmaCorp. "Channel Two News has learned that BigPharmaCorp is refusing to cooperate with the Town & County Police and its investigation of the death of their Senior Vice President and Research Director, Dr. Laramie Wilkins, as well as the attack on their Vice President Dr. Robin Grayson and his wife!"
Bettina went on: "BigPharmaCorp CEO Dr. Tom Cubbard states that his company has cooperated with all subpoenas for information, but that the TCPD has exceeded those warrants in their attempts to interrogate BigPharmaCorp employees. Incoming Police Chief Sean Moynahan responded vigorously, stating that no company is too big to respect the law and cooperate with authorities, including BigPharmaCorp. Chief Moynahan has called upon District Attorney Gil Krasney to open an investigation of BigPharmaCorp."
Wow! I thought to myself, elated. Chief Moynahan is not playing; he is not brooking the politicians nor the political ramifications of BigPharmaCorp's power play against us. And astute observers would know that one did not ask the D.A. to open an investigation; by rights, we should be asking the FBI to do that. So I knew that Chief Moynahan was lighting the proverbial fire under Krasney's political ass. This... was going to get fun, I was thinking.
Bettina continued, as a photo of Michael Fulton appeared on the screen: "Channel Two News has also learned that a body found near BigPharmaCorp's property is that of one 'Michael Campbell Fulton'. Fulton has a long rap sheet of crimes, and the Police are asking anyone who may have seen Fulton this past weekend to contact the Police Department."
"In other news," said Bettina, who was going strong, having eaten her Wheaties this morning, "Fireman Roy Easley is making tremendous progress as he heals from the burns he received in rescuing a child from a devastating apartment fire last week. Doctors say he still has a long recovery process from his burns, but he is out of mortal danger. That cannot be said of Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee, who is still in critical condition in the ICU at University Hospital after a massive heart attack."
Bettina gave way to Chuck Pringle for the Sports report. As we listened, Joanne Cummings asked "Why isn't Nick Eastwood giving the Sports, especially this week? After what happened to him against State Tech last year, I would think they'd want to feature him." There was a general acclaim of agreement in the room.
"I think it's exactly because of last year that they're keeping Nick away from coverage of this game." I said. "The Media has been asked by the Conference to play down the tensions from Nick's career-ending injury. So Nick gets to cover the Wildcats-Purple Hawks game." There was a general acclaim of understanding in the room.
What I did not tell them, which Laura had told me, is that Nick Eastwood himself had been asked to speak up to urge calm and good sportsmanship... and he'd refused. Eastwood had said he would not add fuel to the fire, hence his not covering the Bulldogs game for KXTC; however, he had made it clear that nothing was forgiven, much less forgotten, as State Tech had cost the young man a lucrative NFL career.
I could empathize, actually. 'Forgiveness' is overrated, I thought to myself. Vastly overrated.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am. Cindy and I were watching in my office.
Priya reported: "Local police report no progress in the cases of the assault on BigPharmaCorp's Dr. Robin Grayson and the gang rape of his wife. Police are also looking into the apparent suicide of Research Director Dr. Laramie Wilkins, and consider some aspects of the case to be suspicious enough to warrant further investigation. BigPharmaCorp CEO Dr. Tom Cubbard issued a statement that the company is cooperating with the investigation."
Priya continued: "While Fireman Roy Easley continues to recover from injuries sustained in an arson fire near the Business District, Police have no leads on the arsonist, nor any reasons why the fires were set. And Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee continues to fight for his life after a massive heart attack suffered at Police Headquarters."
More Priya: "KSTD's formal complaint of Police interference with our First Amendment rights to report the news you have a right to know, has been ignored by the County Inspector General, Horace S. Wellman. KSTD plans to file formal legal action against the Police Department and Commander Donald Troy, for unlawful stops of KSTD news vans and the arrest of one news crew as we attempted to bring coverage of the rescue of A.D.A. Jenna Stiles and her assistant. Ms. Stiles returned to work on Monday, and has not returned KSTD's calls for comment."
"KSTD just does not learn, do they?" I asked as I assembled paperwork on my desk.
"Think anything will come of their lawsuit?" Cindy asked.
"Absolutely." I said. "It will be dismissed with prejudice within ten seconds of reaching Judge Folsom's desk, and he will be pre-empting any other judges from action upon it. Priya, or more accurately KSTD, has riled up just about every Government official in this County, including those of the Judicial branch."
"How do you know he's going to do that?" asked Cindy. I had to smile at that one.
"My dear cousin," I said, "I am finally learning how to play this Game. Let's just say that sources deep within the County government have quietly and confidentially informed me of His Honor's intentions."
Cindy allowed her eyes to roll. "Secret sources. Now you have an excuse for not telling me anything."
"Whaddya mean, 'not tell you anything'... I just told you what Judge Folsom is going to do." I said. "And don't tell me you're not working on developing your own secret sources. At least I hope you are... Captain." That jolted Cindy wide awake: it made her realize her Police position was as much political as professional, and she had to play the Game, too.
Just then there was a knock on my door, and Detective Nash peeked in. I waved him on in.
"Sir, ma'am," he reported, not sitting down, "the Duty Desk just told me that a missing persons report was called in. The Publix up near the Mall and River Valley County Club said that one of their employees in their meat department didn't show up for work yesterday. They called it in and our Duty Desk said they'd look into it. But as you know, missing persons cases don't become formal for 24 hours. The Publix called back this morning, so I'm going to go talk to them."
"Sure. Sounds promising." I said. "Did you or your guys get anything last night?"
"Maybe, sir." said Nash. "Sergeant Carswell and Patrolman Phil Goodwright said that Fulton looked familiar to the barkeep of the Riverside Tavern. That bar is just north of Ronald Reagan Park, on the River and near the Mall and the subdivisions up there. If Fulton is the missing guy from the Publix, it well might be where he'd go to get a drink before going home."
"Okay, but don't make assumptions." I said. "Go check out the Publix, and we'll go from there. Meanwhile, Captain Ross, you and I will go do our interviews, and we'll take Torres and Parker with us."
"Yes sir." said Nash. "I'll take Goodwright with me, if that's okay with you. He's a rookie, but he's got some promise." Cindy and I nodded in agreement.
Nash then said "And after that, I'm going to follow up on Fulton's alleged rape charge in Nextdoor County, and see what I can find about the victims of that crime... what?" he asked, seeing Cindy and I look at each other, mentally 'high-fiving' each other through our eyes.
"Nothing." I said. "I'm glad you thought of that, Martin. Do follow up on it, and let us know what you find..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove in my Police SUV, with Cindy riding shotgun, and Detectives Diana Torres and Teddy Parker in the backseat.
"This is a nice car, Commander." said Torres. "I've got to get me one of these."
"I have to say," I replied, "that this vehicle is one of the two best perks of the job."
"What's the other one, sir?" asked Parker.



"An office with a door that closes and locks." I replied. "And if you two keep doing the good job you've been doing, you'll have offices like that and SUVs like this one. I might even give you Captain Ross's SUV; she never uses it." A blue crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"Sir," said Parker with a teasing grin, "who are we going to get to replace Diana in MCD, since she's in Vice now?"
"Whaaa?" Diana gasped, looking over at Parker as if he'd lost his mind. I laughed, and even Cindy got a chuckle out of that.
"Time will tell." I said as I pulled into the Grayson's driveway. "Time will tell. Okay guys, here we are. Parker, you'll be with me interviewing Dr. Grayson; let me take the lead in asking the questions. Torres, you're with Captain Ross, and do the same in letting her take the lead in talking with Mrs. Grayson."
We were admitted into the house by Mrs. Grayson's mother, a woman about my mother's age with a polite manner but a commanding disposition if she wanted to show it. I instantly felt the vibe in the air, a chill, a formality about the house, and Dr. Grayson's mother-in-law was a part of it. I could see that Cindy had felt it too.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Mrs. Grayson," said Cindy as she entered Mrs. Grayson's bedroom on the second floor. "This is Detective Torres. Are you able to answer some questions?"
"Sure." said Mrs. Grayson. "If I had known you were coming, I would've insisted upon getting dressed to receive you. My mother means well, but she overdoes the insistence that I rest."
"I understand." said Cindy. "Let me first show you a couple of photos. One is made to look like he's wearing a mask, and then I'll show a full face. Does this look like one of the men that attacked you?"
Mrs. Grayson looked at the photo of the 'masked' man, and shook her head. "No, not that I can really remember."
"Okay, that's fine." said Cindy. "How about this man? Do you know him at all? Have you ever seen him?" She showed the full face photo of Michael Fulton.
"No, I don't recall ever seeing him before." said Mrs. Grayson. "Do you think he was... one of the attackers?"
"We don't know." Cindy said. "He was found dead near BigPharmaCorp's property. It's just routine for us to check any possibilities, however small, that they might be related events. I'm sure you've heard about Dr. Wilkins, also?"
"Oh, yes." said Mrs. Grayson. "He killed himself? That's just so sad..."
"Tell me," said Cindy, "how well did you know Dr. Wilkins and his wife?"
"Fairly well." said Mrs. Grayson. "He and my husband are colleagues at BigPharmaCorp, of course. We saw them at all the company events, and things like that."
"Were you close?" Cindy asked. "Did you and your husband socialize with the Wilkinses, have dinner together, things like that?"
"Oh no, nothing like that." said Mrs. Grayson. "Dr. Wilkins, he was a gentleman, very nice man. But his wife... she was... it's hard to describe... I don't want this to sound snotty, but she just wasn't our type of person. She wasn't a very smart person, she couldn't really keep up with the conversations that our husbands had, or even what most of us other ladies were discussing."
"I see. Did the Wilkinses get along with each other? Did they look like a happy couple?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, I think so." said Mrs. Grayson. "They stayed together during company events, as if he felt he needed to stay with her."
"Stay with her?" Cindy asked. "Out of a medical need? Just comfortable with each other? Or jealousy?"
"Possibly the latter." said Mrs. Grayson. "Again, I don't want to sound bad here, but Mrs. Wilkins had a lot of people fooled. I'm sure her Baptist Church ladies club and Pastor Westboro would be stunned to know some of the truths about her."
"What truths would those be?" Cindy asked.
"The kind that I can't prove and could get me in trouble if I said them to a Police Officer as if they were fact." said Mrs. Grayson. "In other words, I don't think it would be appropriate to say. All I will tell you is that old adage of 'follow the money'."
Cindy decided to change the line of questioning. "Did you and your husband have other friends from the company?"
"A few." said Mrs. Grayson. "Mostly those who also live in this Country Club community, though, the ones I played tennis with. Robin tried to have us socialize with Donovan Donolan and his wife Trish when he was CEO, but they were a strange couple and that didn't really work out. Lucy Cubbard, that's Tom Cubbard's wife, was friends with Trish Donolan, and Robin set it up for me to play tennis with Lucy several times, but she works at BigPharmaCorp herself, so I don't see her a lot."
"Mrs. Grayson," said Cindy, her voice changing inflection slightly, "I'm now going to have to ask you some questions that may be tough, and are very personal in nature."
"About my husband?" Mrs. Grayson asked.
"Some are." Cindy said. "First, you've said before that you believe your husband was having an affair or affairs in the past?"
Mrs. Grayson's face darkened. "I don't just believe it, I know it."
"Do you know with whom he was having these affairs?" Cindy asked.
"No." said Mrs. Grayson. "I don't know their names, anyway. There was this woman a few months ago, she gave a cooking class for people at BigPharmaCorp; they sponsor things like that for their employees. Robin likes to cook, so he went to the class, and not long afterwards I was told that Robin and that woman were seen together in Town."
"Who told you that?" Cindy asked. Mrs. Grayson looked as if she were struggling to get the answer out. "Take it easy, take your time." Cindy said. "It's okay."
"It... it was Dr. Wilkins that told me." Mrs. Grayson said. "He said Robin was acting like a lost puppy dog, and it was affecting his work. Wilkins was also a very straight-laced guy, really honest. He wouldn't brook any malfeasance from his employees, and I would imagine he didn't appreciate Robin's public infidelity or the plagues it was bringing into their work environment."
Cindy asked "Mrs. Grayson, I have to say this: it is very unusual for a man to just tell another man's wife that the husband is having that kind of affair. Usually the snitch would have an ulterior motive for his actions. So I have to ask if you know why Dr. Wilkins would come to you like that? Did you ask him? What brought that out?"
Mrs. Grayson said "It's not the first time I've suspected something. Lucy Cubbard seemed to be very friendly with Robin, and that bothered me and Dr. Wilkins. We both were worried about Robin's career and Dr. Wilkins's career if something were going on and Tom Cubbard found out."
"But there was also another woman that Robin was talking to at the Labor Day weekend picnic." continued Mrs. Grayson. "I asked Dr. Wilkins who the woman was, and he said he didn't know her; he didn't think she was a company employee. She had brown hair, glasses, not that tall. She was wearing high heels, and... I have to admit... she had great legs."
"Have you seen her anywhere else, at any other time?" Cindy asked.
"Just once." said Mrs. Grayson. "At the Fourth of July race. She was wearing a shawl, and she was sitting with your Commander Troy and his baby daughter. And then this old man with white hair came up to them... you know, that older man looks a lot like you, Captain Ross..."
It took every bit of Cindy's considerable will power to keep her face from showing anything. She merely said "I'm going to ask Commander Troy to ask you more about that woman, if that's okay with you."
"Sure." said Mrs. Grayson. "By the way, I asked the Commander to investigate Robin's infidelities. When is he going to tell me the truth, the things that he knows to be true?"
Cindy got up, about to leave. "Mrs. Grayson, as I told you... men don't tell other men's wives about infidelities... unless they have ulterior motive. Are you sure you don't want to tell me why Dr. Wilkins told you?"
Mrs. Grayson looked into the ice-blue eyes of the Police Captain. "Like I said, he was of a pious nature."
Cindy then said "Mrs. Grayson, have you cheated on your husband at any time in the recent past?"
Mrs. Grayson's face turned cold. "As this is a formal police inquiry, I refuse to answer that question." Cindy did not press it, but motioned to Detective Torres to go.
"Captain Ross," Mrs. Grayson called out. As Cindy turned back, the woman said "I know that you are a... friend... of Jenna Stiles. Please tell her... I understand what she is going through, and if she needs someone to talk to..." She did not need to finish the sentence.
"Thank you. I'll tell her." Cindy replied. "It might be good for both of you if you talk together. And maybe Dr. Fredricson can have you meet and work with both of you."
"Dr. Fredricson..." mused Mrs. Grayson. "Oh yes... how in the world did your Police Commander manage to sweep her off her feet?"
Cindy said nothing, but simply smiled as she turned and left the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Dr. Grayson." I said, entering the study of the home. It was not the room where the attack had occurred. I could see that the man was haggard, needed sleep, and probably could've used a drink or two... or three or four...
"Hello Commander." he said, his voice empty.
"Why don't you come sit on this sofa, and get comfortable." I said, drawing him out from behind his desk. This way I could see him better, see his hands, and also take away the natural dominant position of being the one behind the desk.
He sat on the sofa and I sat on the other side of it as Detective Parker sat in a nearby chair. I introduced Parker, then said to Grayson "Things not going well?"
"No." said Dr. Grayson. "Not at all. I've been kicked out of the bedroom. We've told the kids that their mom got sick and needs to rest. They're young enough they don't really understand. Right now, I'm begging my wife to stay together for the sake of the kids, but I don't know if even that will work..."
"I'm sorry to hear that." I said. "I need to ask you some questions, Doctor. First, you worked with Dr. Laramie Wilkins?"
"Yes." said Grayson. "He was my boss at BigPharmaCorp, of course."
"How well did you and he get along?" I asked.
"We had a good, professional relationship." Grayson replied. "I would not say we were personal friends, though."
"Were there personal problems between you and him?" I asked.
Grayson contemplated, then said "For years, we got along just fine. And even recently there was nothing outright, we didn't argue or anything. But he... he knew that I was dating Emma Washburn. He told me I needed to break it off, and I told him that it was my personal business. He didn't mention it again, but after that things were... polite and professional, but nothing more, and things were very cool otherwise."
"Did he take any actions against you at work? Cut off any funding? Try to get you demoted or moved out of your position?"
"No." said Grayson. "I was way too valuable to him, and to the company. I have patents that they license, and I'm putting in place some of the processes for their new drugs. If they'd done anything to me then, and I'd resigned and left... well, it wouldn't be the end of the world for them, but it would set them back. Besides, Dr. Cubbard liked the research I was doing, and would not have followed any advice by Dr. Wilkins to can me."
"Let me ask about your research." I said. "Not the details or anything, but in general. I know you had done that refined heroin research in the past. Did you do any of that while at BigPharmaCorp?"
"In my first years with the company," said Grayson, "I did some work along those lines. But the actual college research was the property of the School, and the professor that I studied under had patents for some of those processes, so I didn't really do much with it. I began doing research on multi-step chiral center blocks, to convert one drug into another, which was far more absorbing to me."
"Did anyone else work on any of your original research, the refining of drugs, stuff like that?" I asked.
"If anyone did, I'm not aware of it." said Dr. Grayson. "Of course my old professor at School might've done more with other students that subsequently came to BigPharmaCorp, but I have no knowledge of that."
"Did you ever do any work for the Government?" I asked. "And I have a Top Secret clearance, so don't hold back on that account."
"No, I never did." Grayson said. "I don't think any of that went on or goes on at our plant here in Town. We're not that secure, for one thing. But we have a smaller facility and research lab in Pennsylvania, which is incredibly tight with security. I don't know what goes on there... but I would not be surprised if things are going on there."
"So they might be working with your old research in that lab, and you'd not know about it?" I asked.
"Uh... I never thought about that," replied Grayson, "but no, I wouldn't know about it if they were doing that work at that secure facility."
"So were there any other issues that, to your knowledge, were bothering Dr. Wilkins?" I asked.
"Not that I know of." said Grayson. "Of course, he and I had stopped speaking except when we needed to for business to get done, so he wouldn't have confided in me. But he did not seem bothered or disturbed about anything, and no one else came to me and said anything was bothering him."
"Okay, Dr. Grayson," I said, "this is the part that gets harder. Besides Emma, did you have sexual affairs with anyone else, especially in the last two years?"
Grayson winced, exhaled, then said "Yes. I've had several relationships. Emma was the only one that was serious. Look, let me just tell you everything, get it out." I nodded.
Grayson started: "Excuse my language here, but my wife is a cold, frigid bitch. We only had sex during her fertile periods so that she could get pregnant. I loved her when I married her, but the frustration of our marriage got so bad that I had to either turn to drink, or I had to find 'relief' with... with other women."
Grayson continued: "Most of the relationships were only physical in nature. Buy a woman dinner, take her to bed, go home to the wife and kids. Then came Emma. She was different, she made my blood boil, and I fell head-over-heels madly in love with her. But I felt the obligation to my kids, and Emma had told me that I shouldn't leave my family for her..."
"I understand." I said. "So Dr. Wilkins knew of your affair with Emma?"
"Yes."
"Did he know of any of the others?"
"Not that I know of, or at least he didn't mention that he knew of any others."
"Let me clarify that: he didn't mention anyone else, or ask you to break it off with anyone else? Only Emma..."
"That is correct."
Just then there was a knock on the door. Cindy looked in, then asked if I could come outside for a moment. I did. In the hallway, Cindy asked me to ask Dr. Grayson something. I would imagine my eyes were very wide with surprise at her words.
I went back in the room, with Cindy following, took out my iPhone and brought up a picture. "Dr. Grayson, is this one of the women you 'dated'?"
Dr. Grayson looked at the photo and gasped. He looked up at me in total shock, the shock that I knew. "I... I'm not sure I should answer that at this time." he said.
"Good enough." I said. "Captain Ross, if you have any questions, now is the time to ask them. I'll go upstairs and talk to Mrs. Grayson. I'm sorry, Dr. Grayson, but it looks like my efforts to help you regarding Ms. Washburn have been to no avail. Your wife knows, and the genie cannot be put back in the bottle. If you'll excuse me..." With that, I left the room.
Going upstairs, I knocked on the door to Mrs. Grayson's room and was admitted, followed by Detective Torres. I showed Diana the picture, then came up to Mrs. Grayson. "Hello Mrs. Grayson." I said. "I have one question that I must ask." I showed her the picture. "Is this the woman you told Captain Ross you saw?"
"Oh my God, yes it is!" gasped Mrs. Grayson, looking at me as if I'd performed a magic trick. "How did you know to have that picture?"
"Well, that's a different story." I said. "Allow me to put on these reading glasses..." I put the glasses on. Mrs. Grayson looked up into my face, and understood.
"Oh my God, is this for real?" she asked, stunned.
"Yes ma'am." I said. "And this goes a long, long way to explaining some aspects of these crimes involving the attack upon you, the death of Dr. Wilkins... and the theft of a drug and the arson of an apartment building. Thank you for your cooperation, ma'am. I hope you and your husband can work things out... for the sake of your children. Have a good day." With that, I left a very stunned woman and exited the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm Detective Martin Nash, and this is Patrolman Phil Goodwright." said Martin Nash. "We understand you made a missing person report?"
"Oh, yes, yes I did." said the manager of the Publix. "One of our employees didn't come to work yesterday. We called you Police then."
"Yes sir," said Nash. "We went by his home address but he wasn't there, and we put out an APB on his car. Unfortunately, we can't do much more for 24 hours, but since you called again, we'll find out what we can and then work with the FBI to see what we can do to locate him."
"Oh, I see." said the manager, who was leading them into the employees areas and the offices. "Well, his name is Mike Campbell. Been with us four years, never missed a day unless he called in, and that was pretty rare. He worked in the meat department; he was our best butcher, really good with the knives, too."
"Can you describe him?"
"Yeah, big man, powerfully built, had black hair, trimmed mustache and thin beard, not quite a goatee, though."
"Did he look like this?" Nash said, bringing out his Police iPhone and showing a picture.
"Yeah, that's him!" the manager said. "So y'all found out more about him than you were letting on."
"Actually sir," said Nash, "we came across his name in connection with another case. Let me ask you a couple of questions, if I may."
"Sure." said the manager.
"Did Mike here have any issues with other employees?"
"Naw, he was pretty quiet, kept to himself, and of course nobody wants to mess with a man who uses knives to carve up meat for a living." the manager said, chuckling at his own joke. Nash and Goodwright remained serious, and the man's chuckling dropped off. "No, he had no problems with anyone, that I was aware of, anyway."
"Did he have any money problems you're aware of? Did he ask for loans or advances against his paycheck?"
"Naw, never, nothing like that." said the manager.
"Did he drink? Come to work drunk?"
"Oh hell no." said the manager. "And if he had, I'd have had to say something, because the way he used knives... he could hurt himself if he wasn't in full control of himself, if you know what I mean."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello Mrs. Wilkins, my name is Detective Cummings." said the lovely Joanne Cummings.
"Come on inside, dear." said Mrs. Wilkins. "There is so much food and drink here from my friends of the church, would you care for something?"
"Thank you, ma'am, but I'm fine." said Joanne. "Would this be a good time for us to talk. Would you be up to it?"
"Yes, I guess so." said Mrs. Wilkins. "I was told there would be some kind of 'inquest' about my husband's death. What does that mean?"
"First, let me introduce Officer Morton, who is helping me today." Joanne said, introducing Sr. Patrolman Chet Morton. He nodded to Mrs. Wilkins.
"What the Coroner's Inquest is about," said Joanne, "is that evidence has been found that the Coroner needs to be examined further, and that your husband's passing may not be a suicide... but murder."



"Murder?" asked Mrs. Wilkins. "Who... who would want to murder my husband?"
"That is what we're trying to find out, ma'am." said Joanne. "Can you tell me if your husband had any arguments with anyone, especially recently?"
"No," said Mrs. Wilkins, "I don't think so. Certainly he did not have any arguments with anyone in my presence."
"Ma'am," said Joanne, "was Dr. Robin Grayson and his wife friends of you and your husband?"
"Oh, I knew them, of course." said Mrs. Wilkins. "I would not say we were friends socially, though. Mrs. Grayson did not like me, she thought I was beneath her. And my husband did not like her very much because of that."
"I'm so sorry to hear that." Joanne said soothingly. "What about your husband and Dr. Grayson? Were they friends?"
"They were, in the sense they were working together in their labs." said Mrs. Wilkins. "They worked very closely together for a long time. Laramie said that Dr. Grayson had a very brilliant mind, and was doing some very... I think he said 'cutting edge' research."
"What about your husband's boss, Dr. Cubbard?" asked Joanne. "How did you get along with them?"
"We very rarely socialized with them, even at company events." said Mrs. Wilkins. "Dr. Cubbard and his wife were cordial with us, especially me, but it was obvious they considered themselves to be at a different level than us. My husband never really aspired to be a top level executive. He once said he only took the Research Department head job so that he could help run it right rather than let others mess things up. I thought he was a bit too retiring in not applying himself to go higher, but he was doing what he wanted, what he loved to do."
"So let me ask," Joanne said, "what was your home life with Dr. Wilkins like? Did you have friends that you visited?"
"Oh, I would have some of my friends in my Sunday School class come over, or we'd go to their houses for a group lunch. We do that a little more than you young folks, do. I've noticed you and that handsome young Seth Warner at church, but you haven't joined any of the groups yet."
"No ma'am, we haven't." said Joanne. "Maybe after we get married. And my job keeps me busy sometimes."
"Ah yes, such a young girl to be a policewoman... and a very good Detective, so I'm told." said Mrs. Wilkins.
"Why, you're very kind, Mrs. Wilkins!" gushed Joanne. "Now who told you that?"
"Oh, Pastor Westboro mentioned it, and also the Widow Athena Jones at the Community Center." said Mrs. Wilkins. "One look in her eyes and you can tell she's as sharp as a tack. She said you were very smart, and learning from that Commander Crowbar... now that is a strange name, 'Crowbar'..."
"That's his nickname, ma'am." said Joanne. "So let me ask this: did your husband mention any other people that worked for him that he thought was brilliant?"
"He said the lab manager, a young man named 'Ashok', was very bright, very orderly. He didn't think much of some of the younger hires, though. A couple of them, he thought they didn't even know any chemistry. They didn't last very long."
"Did he mention their names?" Joanne asked.
"Hmmm... no, no he didn't." said Mrs. Wilkins.
"So ma'am," said Joanne, "on the night your husband died... did he get out of bed around five o'clock and go down to his study?"
"No... no." said Mrs. Wilkins. "He was up the entire night. He worked through the night on many occasions, though less frequently in the last few years than when we were younger..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well hi, Martin!" exclaimed the heavily pregnant Lieutenant Molly Ross Evans of the Nextdoor County Police, in her office at the NCPD Headquarters. "What brings you here?"
"Hello, ma'am." said Nash. "This is Officer Goodwright, who's working with me on the case I came to see you about." Molly shook hands with Goodwright.
"So, you guys have been doing great things over there." said Molly. "The Viscottis, then the Beanstalk Gang."
"Lt. Croyle has done very well with those cases." said Nash, deadpan flat. Molly could see he wanted to get to business.
"So, what brought you here?" she asked.
"A man was found dead near BigPharmaCorp in our County." said Nash, showing Molly the picture of Fulton. "He had a past record of assaults and some rape accusations. He allegedly raped a woman in this county in front of her husband, but disappeared for nearly a decade until he was found dead. I was hoping to talk with that couple, see if there is anything they can tell me. They supposedly still live here in Hillside. Name of 'Stevens'."
"Let's go ask the Chief." said Molly. "And I'll introduce you." With that, they went to the Chief's office, where Molly introduced the old Chief to the Detectives (okay, Goodwright is a wannabee). She asked the Chief about the Stevens family.
"Oh yeah, I remember them, and that rape case." said the Chief. "Lou, the husband, operated the Hardware Store here in town, and they lived above it, on the second floor. His wife Mabel did the books for him, and for some other businesses here.
The Chief continued: "So this Fulton guy came out of the local bar, named the 'Reservoir Watering Hole', and apparently followed them into their apartment. Tied up the husband, raped the wife in front of the husband, went at her twice over a few hours, if I remember right. Their son Chad was 13 years old at the time, but said he was asleep and didn't see or hear anything. More recently, I think he just graduated from the University. Pretty skinny runt, at least he was when he was a kid living here."
"Do they still live at that address?" asked Nash. "Could we possibly talk to them?"
"Well, they moved to a house out on State Highway 142." said the Chief. "And they still live there. Why don't I go with you to see 'em. My Lieutenant here is with child, and is restricted from gallivanting across the countryside."
"Commander Troy and Captain Ross said you could go into labor at any time, Lieutenant." said Nash.
"I think I'm going to eat a lot of turkey on Thanksgiving Day, and then this little guy is going to pop out." said Molly. "I hope that's the case, anyway."
Going with the Police Chief to the Stevens home, they found no one at home. The hardware store was also closed, with a sign on it saying they'd re-open the next Monday, after Thanksgiving.
Driving back home, Nash said "I don't think we can wait. Put out an APB from the vehicle computer." Goodwright did so.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back to Headquarters, Detective Diana Torres asked me "Sir, whose picture was that you showed Mrs. Grayson."
"She is someone very well known to me." I replied. "She is an international smuggler, and a damn good one. She is a master of disguise, and she has been involved in industrial espionage for some considerable time: I strongly suspect she is tied to that sample of refined heroin we found on the James and Susan Douglas raid. She is also very good at seducing men, and getting them to do her bidding."
"But sir, why did Mrs. Grayson react so strongly when you put those reading glasses on?" Torres asked, not mollified by my answer. I smiled, and noticed Cindy barely hiding a grin, as well.
"Because, Ms. Torres," I said, "Mrs. Grayson recognized the resemblance when I put the glasses on. You see, the woman in that picture... is my sister Elizabeth...
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Sources and Information
Tuesday, November 24th. Pizza was served at the noontime meeting in Classroom 'E'. Present were: myself, Chief Moynahan, Captain Cindy Ross, Lieutenant Tanya Perlman, Detectives Martin Nash, Diana Torres, Joanne Cummings, Theo Washington, and Teddy Parker.
We all told our stories of our interviews. I had to give the Chief a thorough briefing of who and what Elizabeth was, and why she was a 'person of interest' in this case due to her past history of industrial espionage and smuggling, which in my opinion distracted from the case at hand.
"So what is the thread running through all three of these cassssse-esssss?" asked the Chief. "What is the central theme here? What is the webbing that binds these cases?"
"I think we've managed to stumble into a deep rabbit hole on this one, Chief." I said. "Practically by accident, we're about to uncover several crimes, from fraud to industrial espionage... to murder. But to answer your question, Chief, the only real link is BigPharmaCorp itself." I said.
"What about that sto-len research drug?" asked the Chief. "Is that not central to all of this, as well as the arson fire at those apartments?"
"Right now, sir," I replied, "I see no connection between that and the late Michael Campbell Fulton. In fact, the only solid connection he has to the other cases, that we know about, is that his body was deposited on BigPharmaCorp property."
"Chief," said Martin Nash, "I've asked for a warrant to search Fulton's, a.k.a. Campbell's apartment. As soon as that comes in, I'll go do that, and it may shed some light on this case."
"Okay, okay," said the Chief. "Here's what I'm getting at: the Commander has a big whiteboard in that Mind Palace of his, and he can see these links. For the rest of us ordinary police officers, I suggest we use the real whiteboards. Who'd like to start?"
"I'll be glad to, sir." said Cindy, getting up and opening the whiteboards that were on the wall on the right side of the room, as one looked from the door. "How about we start with Robin Grayson?"
I did not fail to observe that she was well-prepared with photos, and I surmised that she and the Chief had 'conspired' to do these whiteboards, which were something I personally never did do all that much... the Chief was right in that I managed to do this in my head without really realizing it.
Cindy put up a photo of Dr. Robin Grayson on the top left corner of the whiteboard. "I don't want to get too much into the weeds of his sexual affairs," she said, as a direct warning to Nash to keep his mouth shut about Emma Washburn, "but we will have to speak of my darling cousin Elizabeth eventually."
She continued: "Suffice it for now that Grayson and Dr. Wilkins had something going on between them that affected not only their working relationship, but things at the company. Grayson also once did research on the refined drugs of which a sample was found in the apartment of James and Susan Douglas... an apartment that was subsequently and conveeeeniently destroyed by fire some days later."
Cindy put up pictures of the Douglases. "We don't have much on these guys. They're basically out-of-work losers, but except for a few pot busts they've stayed below the radars. They're the kind of people we know we have to be watching in order to find out anything on them. They have new lodgings at a duplex in the same area of the apartments the used to live in, but so far we've seen nothing from them."
"Next is Dr. Laramie Wilkins." said Cindy, putting his picture up. "Head of the Research Department, Grayson's boss. Had no seeming problems in his life, but suddenly up and decided to commit suicide, or so it was made to appear. Didn't like it that Grayson was having a sexual affair with someone, even went and told Mrs. Grayson about that affair."
"Next," Cindy said as she put up another photo, "is Michael Campbell Fulton, a.k.a. Mike Campbell, a Publix butcher who was found dead on the BigPharmaCorp property. Never worked for or at BigPharmaCorp, as far as we can tell. History of violent crime, assaults, rape, but went off the grid eight years ago. Not sure what his role in all of this is."
"Okay, anyone else?" asked the Chief.
"Yes." I said. "Dr. Tom Cubbard and his wife Lucy." As everyone gasped, I said, "This would be a good time to tell you what I've found out about this lovely couple. First him: Tom Cubbard received a Masters in Industrial Engineering and at the same time worked towards his Ph.D. in Organic Chemistry. He was hired right out of school by BigPharmaCorp, and quickly placed himself on the Leadership track."
I went on: "He initially worked in the Research Department, but took a position as a Factory Overseer. He then got himself put in charge of their Quality Control Department, then became a full Factory Manager. After that, still in early thirties, he became a Sr. Vice President and Production Manager, then Chief Operating Officer. With the passing of Donovan Donolan, he became Acting CEO, and has recently been formally entitled the Interim CEO and is a candidate to take the position permanently."
"Very young to be so accomplished." said the Chief.
"He's definitely a brilliant, and also exceptionally ambitious man." I said. "In some ways I can admire him. But the Union for the workers of the Company hate his guts with a passion. One of his hallmarks during his rise was his utter hatred of the Union. He constantly pushed against them, bird-dogged the Union employees. He would make surprise visits at 3:00am to see who was working and who was not, and would write up any Union employee not working, even if they were legitimately on break. He has had more grievances filed against him than every other Plant Manager in the system combined. The Union has come out strongly against him being named the permanent CEO."
I continued: "Now his wife is an interesting woman. Her maiden name was Lucy Covington, and she got her hooks into Tom pretty quick, from what I hear tell. She's originally from central Florida, where in high school she was known as an 'easy' girl, if you know what I mean. Had some early arrests for pot possession and use, and even a prostitution charge that was dropped. Rumor has it that she took on the entire high school football team one night at a party. She had good grades out of college, though, and got a position with BigPharmaCorp's Sales Department."
"How in the hell did you get all that information?" Cindy asked skeptically. I smiled at her.
"In due time, Captain, in due time." I said. Cindy was just shaking her head in disbelief as I went on:
"So Lucy then became an assistant to a minor executive, came to our Town with him, and then met Tom Cubbard. These two became fast friends with a certain set of people, including Donovan and Trish Donolan, and certain others that are part of the Hedonists Swing Club. Cubbard is known to have a wandering eye, but word is that Lucy worked her way through half of the company's executives. Other secretaries caught their bosses with Lucy on her back on their desks."
"Sir," said Joanne Cummings, "with all due respect: where do you get stuff like this?" I could not help but smile again.
"I don't know where Elsie Gringer gets all this stuff, either," I replied, "but a certain Auxiliary Policewoman, that being my mother, and Ms. Gringer share information, and some of it happens to drop into my ears at the dinner table. That goes for the information from Florida, as well."
Among the gasps of disbelief mixed with some laughter, the Chief said "Creating sources like these is something similar to what the Vice Squad does in developing Confidential Informants. It's a valuable thing to do, and a good lesson for you Ensigns of Detection to ab-sorrrrrb."
And absorb they did, as I continued: "From these reports, it's easy to see a couple of patterns. First, Dr. Wilkins was in a place to know more than Dr. Grayson about the goings-on of BigPharmaCorp research, as Dr. Grayson was only involved in research at our plant here, while Dr. Wilkins was ostensibly over all research departments of all the BigPharmaCorp campuses."
I continued: "Second, Dr. Robin Grayson was like Dr. Cubbard in that he was also an ambitious man. Dr. Grayson 'married up', so to speak, marrying into his wife's money just as Donovan Donolan did by marrying Trish. Dr. Grayson was friendly with Lucy Cubbard, and I daresay Tom Cubbard had no problem with that: he either was hooking up with Mrs. Grayson behind Dr. Grayson's back, or else the Cubbards have open relationship... which I actually suspect is the case."
"I don't think that applies to the Graysons." said Cindy. "The open marriage part, that is."
"No, it doesn't." I said. "They have real problems in their marriage right now."
"So where do we go from here?" asked Tanya Perlman.
I said, "When the warrant gets here for Fulton's apartment, Nash and Parker will lead that. Lt. Perlman, I'd like for you to supervise that, and work with them on finding the Stevens couple, who I suspect will be in the loving arms of the TCPD sooner than y'all might expect."
"Second," I continued, "I am personally going to go with Detective Cummings and her team, which is calling themselves the 'Inquisition Team' behind her back, and we are going to do some interviews at BigPharmaCorp, come hell or high water. I especially want you, Joanne, to talk to Ashok, the research manager, though I may do so myself first if I get the chance. Upload pictures of James and Susan Douglas, as well as my dear sister Elizabeth, into your iPhones, ask all the Research staffers if those people are known to them. I recall hearing that some employees that were very bad were in the building; maybe that was the Douglases going in and getting that refined heroin sample."
"For myself," I said, "I will be having a long, hard talk with Dr. Cubbard. The feast is over with him, time now for the famine..."
"Where does your sister fit into this?" asked Diana Torres. "Is she behind the refined drug getting out?"
"That's my going theory." I said. "It cannot be a coincidence that she shows up, is friendly with Dr. Grayson, actually got into the labs and saw their layout... and then that sample shows up in the possession of the Douglases. No connections made between her and the Douglases yet, but it's something I'm working on..."
Part 16 - The Rip
Arriving at BigPharmaCorp, Cindy expressed surprise that the Security people let us in with absolutely no fuss. Joanne Cummings was in the backseat, and she also registered surprise.
"Power of the Crowbar, people." I said jokingly. "Seriously, I think I know why they did, and we'll discuss that later."
We were met at the front security checkpoint by a slenderish woman with dark red hair. She was not very attractive, though her legs might've looked decent under the pantsuit she was wearing.
"I'm Lucy Covington," she said. "If you'll come with me, I'll take you to a Conference Room, then Dr. Cubbard and his lawyer will come talk with you."
"Thank you, Mrs. Cubbard," I said, "but my time is too valuable to be wasted sitting for an hour waiting for your husband to show up at his whim. I'll be in the Research Building, per these Court-issued warrants I am exercising, and I'll be talking with the Research Staff until Dr. Cubbard makes time to see me. If you'll excuse me, I think my Detective knows the way."
Lucy Cubbard's eyes had widened with shock; she now practically ran down the hallway as we went outside and toward the Research Building. Cindy was not able to keep from laughing, and Joanne was her joyously, seemingly innocent self.
"She almost lost her breakfast when you called her out as Cubbard's wife." Cindy said through her laughter.
"That was fun, I have to admit." I said. We arrived at the Research Building, where I wasted no time corralling Ashok into their conference room for an interview. Ashok was Indian, his skin on the darker side of the spectrum, and he talked with something of an accent that many Indian immigrants have. India is the largest English-speaking nation in the world, so there was no problem with language.
"First of all, do you recognize these two people?" I asked, showing him pictures of James and Susan Douglas.
"I have never seen her, but I know him." Ashok said. "He worked here for a short time. Didn't seem to know a damn thing about chemistry, couldn't follow instructions at all. We kicked him out after two weeks."
"Who hired him? You?" I asked.
"No, not me. I do not know, but I believe the Personnel Department hired him." said Ashok. "Normally candidates talk to me, Dr. Grayson and Dr. Wilkins, but I never spoke to James here, and suddenly he was showing up as being hired."
"I see." I said. "What about this woman?" I asked, showing him Elizabeth's picture.
"Ah yes, she came in with Dr. Grayson." said Ashok. "He said she was from the Pennsylvania offices, and making a visit."
"An inspection?" I asked.
"Dr. Grayson did not say that," said Ashok, "and she did not act like she was formally inspecting anything. Dr. Grayson said it was just a visit to see if our methods were the same as the Pennsylvania labs' methods."
"So, Ashok, tell me about Dr. Grayson and Dr. Wilkins. Did you like them?"
"They were both good people." said Ashok. "Dr. Grayson was brilliant with the research ideas he had; I very much enjoyed working with him on the projects. Dr. Wilkins was a very good boss. He was efficient. He was friendly with everyone, but not particularly 'friends' with anyone, if you understand what I mean."
"Yes, I do." I said. "Did Drs. Grayson and Wilkins like each other? Friendly? Cordial? Professional?"
"Both very professional, they both loved the work they were doing." said Ashok. "They seemed to be friends, but in the last two or three months, some of my staff remarked that they were not talking to each other very much."
"Any idea of why that was?" I asked.
"No sir." said Ashok. "Neither said anything about the other to me."
"Did Dr. Wilkins ever seem agitated?" I asked. "Anything bothering him, any problems he might've mentioned..."
"No sir." said Ashok. "I don't know of any problems he had. His death is very shocking to me, to all of us I think."
"Tell me, do you know Dr. Cubbard at all? Beyond meeting him at events?" I asked.
"He was my boss in the Quality Control Division." said Ashok. "He then became a Factory Manager, and I came to the Research Department, where I am now, of course."
"What did you think of him?" I asked.
"He was a very good manager. He knew what he wanted done, told us, and we did our jobs." said Ashok.
"Did people like him?" I asked.
"In a professional way, yes. They all thought he was a good leader and manager, as far as I know. Personally, he kept himself at a different level. He wanted to move up, and he did."
"Did Dr. Cubbard seem friendly with either Dr. Grayson or Dr. Wilkins?"
"Oh, he and Dr. Grayson were talking all the time, about the research projects." said Ashok.
I heard a commotion in the front areas, and knew what it meant, so as the door opened I asked "Ashok, do you know of any research that was stolen from the labs recently?"
"No sir, our audit after Dr. Wilkins death came up with nothing missing--"
Just then Dr. Tom Cubbard himself walked in. I'd asked that last question so that he would hear Ashok's answer, and not hear directly my questions about him (Cubbard).
"You wanted to speak with me, Commander?" Cubbard asked, his voice professional but with the barest minimum of courtesy.
"I certainly did, Dr. Cubbard." I said. "Shall we go to your offices, or the big conference room we met in last time?"
"Uh, sure." said Cubbard. "But before your people continue speaking with any of my staff, I want company lawyers present."
"Better call them fast, then." I said. "My warrants do not require me to wait, so unless your people specifically ask for legal representation, I'm not obligated to wait for it... and so far they've been very willing to talk to us without lawyers present." I saw the beginnings of Cubbard's face flushing. I quickly stood up and left the room, striding down the hallway, forcing him to follow. Joanne stayed behind to finish talking to Ashok, as pre-planned.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Now I know why the Commander carries that crowbar." said Martin Nash, as the SWAT Team members prepared to use a ram to batter down the door to the late Michael Campbell Fulton's apartment. Tanya Perlman nodded, and gave the SWAT team the sign to go.
*WHAM!*
The ram was more than effective in forcing the door open. The two other uniformed officers, wearing protective gear, entered the apartment to clear it. A moment later, they were back at the door.
"Lieutenant," one said, "the apartment is clear. But you need to see this." Going in, Tanya and Martin saw what the officer was talking about.
"Yep, this is a crime scene." Nash said. The rug on the floor was soaked with blood. Brain spatter was all over the sofa and floor, as well.
"Okay, the Crime Lab is being called in now." said Lt. Perlman, who was on her Police Cellphone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenant Teresa Croyle and Detective Christopher Purvis arrived at the Grayson residence. They were getting in a bit of cross-training, as well as helping out to resolve some issues for their MCD colleagues. And Teresa knew that she was uniquely qualified for this particular mission...
"Hello, Dr. Grayson," said Lt. Croyle as he greeted them in the study. "We only want to ask if you can identify a couple of people. She showed him a picture of James and Susan Douglas. "Do you know these two people?" she asked.
"Uh, yeah, I know him, anyway. James Diggle, or something like that." Dr. Grayson said. "He was hired into the Research Department some weeks ago. Didn't work out."
"Who hired him? You?" asked Teresa.
"No, and it was strange." said Dr. Grayson. "Normally we have a rigorous interview process, where Ashok, myself, and Dr. Wilkins would talk with the candidates. But none of us talked to him. If we had, we'd never have hired him; he didn't know how to do a darn thing in the lab."
"Did you and this 'Ashok' get along well?" Teresa asked.
"Oh yes," said Grayson, "he managed the staff, but he loved to talk ideas with me, and he helped me on some of my experiments."
"Did you talk with him about your previous research?" Teresa asked. "The refined drugs, and all of that?"
"Not really." Dr. Grayson said. "We talked mostly about what we were currently doing, some fresh ideas on current processes, but nothing about my previous work. I might add that Ashok has a Masters in Chemistry and is working towards his Ph.D. at the University, but he is actually the manager and not one of our scientists."
"Okay. What about this woman?" Teresa asked, showing the Elizabeth photo. "Did you ever see her in the BigPharmaCorp facility?"
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar's sister." said Grayson, shaking his head. "My wife said that she saw the resemblance between them when he showed her that picture yesterday."
"Yes, she's his sister, but they are not close at all. Quite the opposite." said Teresa. "So, did she ever go into BigPharmaCorp? Into your research areas?"



"You'll find out, so I might as well tell you that I took her inside there, once." Grayson said. "She said she wanted to see the facility, and we jokingly devised a plan where she would pretend to be from one of our other labs on an inspection tour. I took her in, showed her around the place, and that was that."
"She never handled any equipment, drugs, or paperwork, did she?"
"Oh no, nothing like that." said Grayson. "She said she liked the 'blinkenlights', as we call the banks of instruments we have, but she never handled anything. It was pretty innocuous. She said her brother had been a Chemistry major-- oh, wait..."
"Fancy that." Teresa said, trying not to laugh. "Tell me this: how well do you know Dr. Cubbard?"
"Pretty well." said Grayson, still reeling. "He's always interested in our research, and would come down and get briefings from us on a regular basis."
"Do you know his wife?" Teresa asked.
"Oh, sure." said Grayson. "My wife and I had dinner with the Cubbards from time to time... well, not just the four of us, but usually as part of larger dinner parties. But we know them fairly well."
"Did you ever have a sexual relationship with Mrs. Cubbard?"
After a pause, Dr. Grayson said "Yes. She gave me head a couple of times, but we never had intercourse."
"Generous of her." Teresa said drily. "Do you think your wife and Dr. Cubbard were having sexual relations?"
"I'd be shocked if they were, and shocked if they weren't." said Grayson. "My wife was a prude, and had no interest in swinging or swapping. I think the Donolans and Cubbards were into that stuff, though."
"Changing the subject: were Dr. Wilkins and Dr. Cubbard friends?" Teresa asked.
"Well, this is hearsay, talking out of turn," said Grayson, "but I don't think they saw eye to eye on some things. Cubbard was pushing Wilkins hard to get projects done, and Wilkins said he would not cut corners. I also think... well, Dr. Wilkins stuck his nose in my business, told me to stop cheating on my wife... I can only imagine what he thinks of Cubbard and his wife... like I said a moment ago, they have an open marriage, swingers and all that stuff. Like your Commander and his wife, so I'm told." he added.
Teresa's face showed nothing as she declined to rise to the bait. "Okay," she said, "I do need to ask you one other thing. And let me just tell you this, in confidence, first." She acted as if she was drawing closer, and dropped her voice as she said "A few years ago, I had to work a case of a woman that died at the hospital of a drug overdose. That woman had been trying to get clean, and two very evil women took her right down to the clubs and to the men who gave her drugs. The woman was raped, she O.D.d, and she died."
"I'm sorry to hear that." said Grayson. "But what does it have to do with me?"
"That woman," Teresa said, "was named Margo Bailey. The two women that left her to die were Trish Donolan and Cat Clausen."
"Oh. Geez." said Grayson, and Teresa observed both understanding and shock on his face.
"And they, along with Donovan Donolan, were friends of the Cubbards, were they not?" Teresa asked, bearing down.
"Like I said before, yeah." said Grayson. "Of course, Dr. Cubbard knew Mr. Donolan very well anyway, they were the upper leadership of the company..."
"And now," Teresa said, "Donovan and Trish Donolan are dead, Cat Clausen is in prison, Dr. Wilkins is dead, you and your wife attacked and, quite frankly, lucky to be alive... and you're still walking along a precipice but don't fully know it..."
Robin Grayson's eyes were wide with shock and fear as he began to understand the full ramifications of what he was hearing.
"So, how did you meet the lovely Elizabeth?" Teresa asked. Grayson didn't answer, and Teresa said "Either Tom or Lucy Cubbard introduced you, is that not right?"
"Oh my God..." said Grayson.
"And did Cubbard suggest you have Elizabeth tour the labs?" asked Teresa...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No baseball bat, anywhere in the apartment." said J.R. Barnes, who was leading the Crime Lab team in the investigation and evidence collection. "No fingerprints other than those of Fulton, either. This is also a pretty old crime scene, relatively speaking."
"So what have you found?" asked Lt. Perlman.
"The guy bled out completely here." said Barnes. "This apartment is on the ground floor, so the blood soaked into the rug, then through the wood on the floor to the slab below. There's also some tissue and bodily fluids where the body must've laid for some time."
"Ma'am, sir," said Technician Christian Cho, "there is something else." She shined a light that glowed eerily green on the floor around the rug and all over the room, leading to a back door to the patio, then outside. "As you can see, there are footprints all over the place. They wore some kind of protective footies, but these are not Police footprints, as our guys are along that path I laid out for them."
Christina had checked for evidence, then marked a path for others to take to the back bedrooms, kind of like walking through a minefield. This reduced contamination of the crime scene. It was also an idea given to the Crime Lab by our new Chief, Sean Moynahan.
"So someone carried the body to the back patio, and apparently to a car on the gravel path the Sanitation Department uses to collect trash." said Nash. "That's strange."
"Why is that, Martin?" asked Tanya.
"The perp kills Fulton with the blow to the head," said Nash, "waits long enough for Fulton to completely bleed out and be otherwise drained of fluids, then carries off the body. Why not bag him and carry him off immediately? Or just leave him here, for that matter? And leaving and coming back here would be a huge risk."
"And another thing..." Nash said, as the thoughts came to him in a rush, "when we examined the body at BigPharmaCorp, remember how I told the Chief there was only some blood on the upper back part of his shirt? If he'd been lying here in that shirt, the front of it should've been totally soaked in blood!"
"Yes, that's true." said Tanya. "Good observation, Martin. What does that infer to you?"
"Sounds crazy, I know," said Martin, "but the only theory that matches the facts is that someone changed the man's clothes after he was killed, or else he wasn't wearing clothes so someone put clothes on him. Hey, Johnson! Any clothes in the dirty clothes hopper or basket?"
"No sir." said Johnson. "Nothing in the washer or dryer, either. A couple of empty coat hangers in the closet in his bedroom, though."
Patrolman Morton came up. "Ma'am, sir, there is very little in this apartment about this man. Some mail, some current bills, a couple of 'Sports Illustrated' magazines. Cellphone in the bedroom next to his wallet. No computer, no router or anything to suggest he had a computer in the first place. Pretty sterile; looks like this guy led a verrry boring life."
"Well, Martin, what do you think?" asked Lt. Perlman.
"I was about to ask you the same thing, ma'am." replied Nash. "It's... weird."
"Yes, it is." said Perlman. "So based on this data, what's your plan going forward?"
"It's times like this I realize just how much of a crutch the Iron Crowbar has been for us." said Nash. "And how lucky we are to have him. And the same goes for you too, Lieutenant."
"Butter me up, butter me up." Tanya said mischievously. "But seriously, this is just about out of my league, too. But it's right up the Iron Crowbar's alley. We'll see if we can get him to come over and look around after he's finished with the other stuff at BigPharmaCorp."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I were in the large conference room with the windows overlooking the River. Dr. Cubbard and his legal beagle were there, also. Cubbard had brought in two security guards, and I played the Game by bringing in two well-armed and armor-protected uniformed officers, Patrolmen Hicks and McGhillie.
"Ah, you've hurt your hand, Dr. Cubbard." I said, seeing a plastic brace on Dr. Cubbard's right wrist.
"Yeah, I fell on it, playing tennis." Cubbard said.
"Ah, tennis." I said. "Did you ever play against Anthony Warner, the former CEO of Dynacorp?"
"Only once." said Dr. Cubbard. "In a tournament with the Town Tennis League. He was really good and beat me badly. So... why are you asking about him?"
"He was a good tennis player, and I was just curious." I said, then got serious: "Okay, Dr. Cubbard... up to this point in time I have been more than patient with you. But it's time for you to start talking."
"Ask questions and I'll answer them, if I can without harming company interests." said Cubbard.
"You don't understand, Doctor." I said. "We are wayyyyy past any talk of 'company interests'. We're talking about murder, here."
"What?!" gasped Cubbard. "You mean that guy you found outside by the railroad tracks?"
"Yeah, there's that." I said. "But I was talking about the murder of Dr. Laramie Wilkins."
The room went silent. Cubbard and his lawyer sat dumbfounded for a moment.
"I thought he committed suicide." Cubbard finally said. He looked at his lawyer and said "I was told he shot himself. Is that not right?" The lawyer nodded, but also shrugged his shoulders as if not knowing what to say.
"Oh, he was shot," I said, "but there is considerable question as to who pulled the trigger of the weapon. In addition, Dr. Cubbard, I am finding strong evidence of several other crimes, crimes related to industrial espionage, theft of your company's property, and stealing of intellectual property, perhaps with fraud and RICO implications."
"Are you kidding me?" said Cubbard. His lawyer was equally agitated.
"Not at all." I said. "And, totally as a precaution, to protect you and your legal rights, I'm going to read your rights to you." I proceeded to read the BigPharmaCorp CEO his Constitutional rights, then asked if he understood them.
"Yes, I understand them." said Dr. Cubbard. His lawyer whispered into his ear, then Cubbard said "I reserve my right to invoke my Fifth Amendment rights at any time, but will answer your questions until such time I do invoke."
"Good enough." I said. I took out my Police iPhone, and brought up a photo. "Do you know these two people?" They were the photos of James and Susan Douglas.
"No, I don't know either of them." said Cubbard. "The man looks familiar, but I can't remember where I've seen him."
"And you have not seen the woman at all?" I asked.
"Not that I can remember." said Cubbard.
"What about this woman?" I said, bringing up the picture of Elizabeth. Cubbard's eyes failed to hide his recognition, but he said nothing.
"Doctor, is this woman familiar to you?" I asked again.
"She looks... like I've seen her, but..." Cubbard said, then his eyes seemed to get crafty as he said "You know, she looks like you, Commander Troy. I think that's where the recognition comes from."
"Except I'm not a woman." I said. "Now one more time, Doctor: do you know this woman?"
"No. No I don't." said Cubbard.
"Captain," I said, turning to Cindy, "Did you hear my question and Dr. Cubbard's answer?"
"Clear as a bell, Commander." Cindy replied as she took notes, which she'd been doing all along.
"Johnson, McGhillie, did you guys hear that?" I asked my uniformed officers. They confirmed that they did.
"Good." I said, turning back to Cubbard. "Dr. Cubbard, I have read your biography here, and I must admit that it is one of astonishing achievement, especially for a man of your young age."
"You've done pretty well yourself for your age, Commander." replied Cubbard.
"Not like this, though." I said. "Ph.D., leadership in quality control, plant management, C-level leadership. You've worked hard to rise to the very top, and now you're here. And now you're having to work like a dog to stay on top, am I right?"
"What is the point of this line of questioning, Commander?" asked the lawyer.
"Just expressing my appreciation and admiration of the journey that Dr. Cubbard has made, and the effort he as made to climb to the top of the mountain." I said. "And I would hate to see those achievements washed away, and worse... because of something as silly, but as bad... as a felony charge of Lying to Police."
"That only applies to the FBI." said the lawyer, beginning to take over to shield Cubbard.
"Not in this State, Counselor." I replied. "It's a State crime, and a felony, to knowingly lie to the SBI and/or any local-level law enforcement agent. But if you want to get technical about it, I am also an FBI Consultant, so if you want to play the Federal game..."
"If you think I've lied to you, Commander," Cubbard said with bravado. "Prove it."
I looked over at Cindy, who just looked up at me under her eyebrows as if to say 'Did he really just do something that stupid?'. I then took out my reading glasses and put them on my face as I leaned forward so that Cubbard could clearly see me.
"Oh, I will prove it, Dr. Cubbard." I said. "I will indeed prove it... why, what's the matter, Doctor? You look like you've seen a ghost!" He was now fully understanding.
At that point, the lawyer practically jerked Cubbard's collar and began urgently whispering to him. Cubbard nodded.
"At this time," said the lawyer, "my client and I wish to confer. This interview is concluded, and will not be resumed in the foreseeable future."
"Fine." I said. "In reply, Counselor, your client is being ordered to not leave this County's jurisdiction. Doing so will cause the FBI to become involved... as well as the rabidly anti-business, anti-pharmaceutical Media. I'm sure Dr. Cubbard understands the value in staying at home for the evening. I might suggest that of his wife, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Leaving the Grayson residence, Detective Christopher Purvis was astounded.
"Lieutenant," he said as they pulled out in the Police cruiser, Purvis driving, "how did the Iron Crowbar know? Everything that happened, was exactly as he told us it would happen. You asked the questions just as he asked you to, told the Margo Bailey story... and..."
"Yes," said Teresa Croyle, "the Iron Crowbar is where he is because he is a step ahead of the game."
"But that's... uncanny." said Purvis.
"We Vice guys don't get to see him work as often as the MCD guys do." said Teresa. "He's just a step ahead, like Sherlock Holmes would be. He sees things, correlates things, and takes action before anyone else has time to blink."
"Yeah, maybe... but it's like The Abacus has been telling us," Purvis said, "it's almost as if Commander Troy isn't just figuring it out, but that he already has knowledge of what happened."
"You say that in a bad way, Purvis." said Croyle. "Almost like you're saying the Commander is behind the crimes himself."
"You know," Purvis replied, "some people have actually wondered if that's the case..."
"Who are those people?" asked Teresa, peering at Purvis.
"I'm not the one to be a snitch, ma'am." said Purvis. "But there's just... talk. Happens in Police Forces everywhere. And this Police Force has an Iron Crowbar, and the scuttlebutt about him is that he seems to know too much, too soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As she and Martin Nash watched the Crime Lab people work, Tanya got a phone call.
"Hi, Jack." she said. "What's up?" It was Jack Muscone of the FBI.
"Hi there," said Jack Muscone. "We just picked up the Stevens couple. They were in the State to your east, holed up in a hotel. When we came to get them, they refused to come along, so we arrested them. Now they're asking for lawyers and refusing extradition."
"You're the FBI, can't you just bring them back to the City?" Tanya asked.
"We can," said Jack, "but if we cross that State line, it might give them a legal loophole on any State-level crimes, such as murder. Listen, Don asked me to not let Martin Nash know that he, Don, had us looking for these guys before Nash's APB went out, and we've been trailing them all along. I don't know what you want to tell Nash, but if you guys want the Stevenses back, you'll have to show some probable cause to the judge."
"I'll get right on that." said Tanya. After saying her goodbyes to Muscone, she turned to Nash. "The FBI found the Stevenses pretty fast, and arrested them... but over the State line to our east. They're fighting extradition, so we'll need to show probable cause."
"What's the best way to do that?" Nash asked.
"Normally we go through the State DOJ," said Tanya, "but do you want to go through the State any more than the Iron Crowbar would?"
"Gotcha." said Nash, understanding. "So what's the next step?"
"Call Paulina Patterson." said Tanya. "She'll run it through the Court system. By the way, after seeing this crime scene, do you still want these guys?"
After a moment of thought, Nash said "Yes. Yes I do. Nothing in this crime scene exonerates them..."
Part 17 - Cogs In The Machine
It was 4:30pm, but my Detectives were energized as we met again in Classroom 'E'. The MCD Team was joined by Lt. Teresa Croyle and Vice Detective Christopher Purvis, as well as Myron Milton and ADA Paulina Patterson.
"They're expediting an extradition hearing," said Paulina, "and the Stevenses should be in our County Jail by tomorrow. It may even be that they'll waive extradition once they understand that we're playing for keeps."
"Great!" said Chief Moynahan, "and excellent work, Detective Nash, for getting that done in such a timely manner." Nash nodded, but I could tell that inside he was pleased, and well he should be.
"By the way," said Nash, "their son Chad works in the City. We had him picked up, also, and we've sent someone to pick him up and bring him over."
"What are you going to hold him on?" asked Paulina.
"Material witness, person of interest, same as his parents." said Nash. "I've asked the Court to release him on his own recognizance, but with ankle monitoring. We're putting him up in a hotel for one night, as well."
"What if Judge Nance orders him let go, without ankle monitoring?" asked Paulina. I knew she was testing Nash, and hard, over this.
"I..." said Nash, faltering for the first time, "I'm not sure."
"Tell him his parents are being brought in." I said. "Tell him he can spend the night at the University Hotel, on our dime, and see them tomorrow, or he can go. At worst, I think he'll go to his parents house in Nextdoor County, but he won't run away and leave them hanging."
"And if he does run?" Paulina asked.
"Then he'd have run anyway, so we're no worse off." I said. "And we just call our FBI friends again. Jack Muscone loves it when I buy him double cheeseburgers at the Cop Bar."
"Good logic in that." said the Chief. "And buying off FBI agents with double cheeseburgers is brilliant in both concept and exe-CU-tion." We all laughed, then the Chief said "So we'll put Detective Nash's plan into effect, and hope that Nance is not on duty too-night."
The Chief continued: "Okay, let's carry on with these BigPharmaCorp cases. I understand that you've all done brilliant jobs today. Mr. Nash, tell us what you've found so far."
Nash began: "We went to the apartment of Michael Campbell Fulton. We found a lot of blood, which from typing matches his, and the Lab is doing a full workup for us. No fingerprints other than Fulton's, no baseball bats or other blunt objects that might be the murder weapon were present. Some strange things about the place, though." Nash went on to explain the strange things.
After that, Nash continued: "I checked back with the Riverside Tavern, taking Mr. Stevens's DMV photo with me. The bartender last night was also there Saturday night. He says he has no memory of Mr. Stevens at the bar that night. But we may have gotten a break: that barkeep did not work Friday night, but a waitress there did work Friday, and she says she thought Stevens looked familiar. Not too much there, but if she could pick him out of a lineup, we'd be halfway home.



"Except the murder likely occurred Saturday, not Friday." Cindy said.
"It may still be a good thing." I said. "Keep going, Martin."
Nash kept going: "Myron's credit card checks showed no activity Friday or Saturday night on Mr. Stevens's card, nor his son's card. However, Mr. Stevens's cellphone pinged off the tower nearest Riverside Tavern all day Friday and into Friday evening, with several phone calls being made from that phone. I checked around, and found that the hardware store chain Mr. Stevens is a part of was having a regional meeting. The hardware store franchisees meet, place orders for next year's inventory, and such stuff."
"Circumstantial." said Cindy, playing Devil's Advocate.
"But pretty strong, nonetheless." I replied. "Okay, Martin, you've done a huge job, here. Start planning your interrogations and work with Paulina on a transition to a legal case... that is, of course, if Stevens doesn't have a massive explanation for some things. In the meantime, let's go to the Grayson/Wilkins cases."
"Why don't you save us time, and let us get to our respective dinner parties," said Cindy, "and just tell us the solution now." By that, Cindy meant that I had the reception at the Wellmans to attend, while she, Teresa, Todd, Barry Oliver, and Seth were having a dinner hosted by Joanne.
"Well, I do have enough data to form some opinions." I said. "But the really huge problem here is putting it into a neat package, tying it with a bow, and presenting it to ADA Patterson. Since she's pregnant, of course we want to present her with an easy, stress-free case with an assured conviction to follow."
With that, I proceeded to outline the basics of my case, omitting all details of Emma Washburn and the iPad tablet. When I finished, I had a lot of very stunned people looking at me.
"So, Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, "how are you going to make that dream of making that neat and easy case for Ms. Patterson happen?"
"I hope," I said, "that by noon tomorrow that will take care of itself. Lt. Croyle did an excellent job of planting the seeds, and we will now have to see if that bears fruit..."
Part 18 - Family Resemblances
"Mmm, this is very good." said Cindy, as she tasted the appetizer. "What is it?"
"Venison." said Joanne. "I marinaded it for 24 hours, then grilled it with a sweet glaze sauce. Melina has used all her tags for the season and gave me two of the deer, and now I have a freezer full to cook for you guys."
"Wow, you're very good at cooking it, too." Teresa said. "Venison is not easy to get right."
"She and I are both getting practice." said Seth. "I'm learning how to cook deer steaks."
"The Commander asked for the leftovers, such as the good meat around the spine." said Joanne. "He says he's going to make stew in a slow cooker, then strain out the bones. I'd never thought of doing that."
"That should work very well." said Teresa. "Slow cook it 10-12 hours, the meat will just fall off the bone."
"Does this County have a Police Force or a Wild Game Cooking Academy?" asked Todd with his brilliant grin. Everyone laughed.
"Speaking of that," said Barry Oliver, "that woman that was killed a few months ago, Emma Washburn, she was giving cooking classes at places, and was going to open a catering service. It's too bad she was killed, that would've been really good."
"Yes, my friend Sean said something about that." said Todd. He did not mention that he and Sean were friends because they were both members of the S.E.X. unofficial fraternity for well-hung studs. "Too bad she was killed, and by Sean's mom, too."
"I think I can relate to how he feels." said Seth, whose mother Karla Warner had murdered Michelle Schelle in Michelle's hot tub in 'The Swap' case... a case solved by Your Iron Crowbar.
"I'm trying to get Seth to visit his mom in prison, and make amends with her." said Joanne. "Jesus said to remember those in prison."
"I think we all have our family issues." said Todd. "My own mother was in and out of jail."
"Todd, your entire family story could be made into a soap opera." said Cindy. "And that includes me and your uncle as part of it. At least my mother and your grandmother are the normal ones." Todd grinned again.
"What about your mother, Teresa?" Joanne asked. It got quiet in the room.
"My mother died in childbirth with me." Teresa said. "I never knew her."
"Aw, I'm sorry." said Joanne. "I didn't know that."
"It's okay." said Teresa. "I've learned some things about her, and my father, in the last few months. Apparently she was a patient, quiet woman. Obviously I did not inherit those traits."
"Oh I dunno," said Todd, "working with my uncle and cousin here, you show great patience."
"If I had my crowbar with me," Cindy said, "I would be waving it at you like I do your uncle." That had Barry Oliver beginning to laugh.
"You know," said Joanne, musing, "my cousin John, who ran for the State Senate, he said that someone prominent in the County's wife died in childbirth..."
"I think it was Edward Steele's wife." said Seth. "His daughter Selena, her mom died in childbirth with her."
"Oh really?" asked Cindy. Gears had suddenly begun turning in her head. "I could've sworn Don... er, the Commander, was going to a reception for Mr. Steele's wife tonight."
"Maybe Mr. Steele remarried." Seth said.
"Could be." Joanne said, and everyone could tell she was thinking hard of something. "But... maybe it wasn't Mr. Steele I was thinking of. I'll have to ask John if it was Mr. Steele or someone else."
"Speaking of relating to things," said Sean, "I can relate to how you, Cindy, learned about your biological father. That happened to me after my father, Anthony Warner, that is, was killed."
"Yes, you can understand." said Cindy. "But I have to say, I knew Dr. Eckhart even though I didn't know he was my father, and I knew what a great man he is. You never met the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds, did you?" Out of the side of her vision, Cindy noticed Todd's face change just a wee bit as he looked down at his plate.
"I remember seeing him as a child." said Seth. "He and my parents were friends for a number of years after Karen and I were born. But I don't remember much about him. And from what I've learned in recent months... I'm probably glad I didn't."
"Speaking of fathers one didn't know he had," said Teresa, "how is your father doing, Todd?"
"Oh, he's doing okay, I guess." Todd said. "He and Jeanine went to Florida. I wish they'd have left little Jack with me, but they didn't."
"Like Doug is not a handful by himself?" asked Teresa.
"Oh, Doug is so cute!" gushed Joanne. "And he loves you, Teresa. By the way, Cindy, when is your sister going to have her baby?"
"Any day now." Cindy said. "I will not be shocked if our Thanksgiving Dinner with the Commander is interrupted by a trip to the hospital..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You look good." said my wife as we finished dressing. The reception was not formal, so Laura was wearing a black-and-white horizontally-striped dress and high heel black pumps. I was wearing a dark gray suit with a light blue tie... no Wildcat Red tonight.
"You look good, too, as always." I said.
"No uniform, either." said Laura, then teased my by adding "Nobody will recognize you."
"That would be a good thing." I said. "And since this is going to be just about all Academia, I'll blend in a little better."
"Darling, you stand out no matter where you are." Laura said. "And every woman in the room will be looking at you." She was being very flirtatious with me tonight.
"No, I'm just the guy who is accompanying you to the party." I replied. "And very proud of that, I might add."
"Aww, you're sweet." she said. "You are going to have one hell of a long, hard night tonight, mister."
"I can't wait." I said. "Speaking of that... where are our children, not to mention their guard dog?"
"They are at The Cabin, with Molly, Tanya, little Pete, and Pete's grandmother Pamela Feeley." said Laura. "If Molly goes into labor, Tanya will get her to the hospital and call me, and Pamela will keep our kids, and Ross and Little Pete, until reinforcements arrive."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The reception at University President Sidney P. Wellman's home was indoors, as it was cold outside. There was no truly formal reception line, but Wellman and his wife Sally would be with the Steeles, and everyone would make their way up to greet them.
As we approached, I saw the Wellmans. Sally was looking very nice in her off-white and navy dress, with navy high heel pumps. I remembered my little bet with her, in which I won the opportunity to fuck her brains out in her own bed, and I made a mental note to remind her that I fully intended to make that claim.
Next to the Wellmans was Edward Steele. His black hair was beginning to turn gray, and he was still in good shape. He was not particularly handsome, but not bad looking, and I could see some of where Selena got her good looks. I did not see Selena immediately as I looked around.
Next to Edward was a woman about his age, in her early fifties. Her hair was a very light brown, and I had the feeling that it was her natural hair color. She had a curvy, hourglass body. Her legs were okay, her thighs beginning to put on some flesh. Her face was not beautiful like Selena's, but 'okay'; she was beginning to put on a bit of flesh on her cheeks and chin and under her neck. She was trying to stay in shape but would one day become 'dumpy'. Bad of me to think, I know, but that is what I do when observing people.
"Who is that with Edward Steele?" I asked.
"His wife, Stephanie." said Laura. "She's the honoree at this reception. You've never met her because she was on a sabbatical to Hawaii and New Zealand."
"That's right, she's getting the Copernicus Chair of Physics and Astronomy, isn't she?"
"Shhh!" admonished Laura. "How did you find out about that? Even she doesn't know; it's going to be a surprise for her... she thinks she's just getting a full professorship."
I saw Chief Moynahan arrive, with my mother as his escort. His wife had died of cancer a few years before, and I'd arranged for my mother to be his date for the evening. He was going to be introduced as the new Chief tonight.
"You're not going to tell me?" Laura said.
"How I know about Dr. Steele's new appointment?" I said with a cryptic smile, teasing my wife. "Well, I can't tell all of my secrets, can I? Maybe after I'm totally exhausted in bed after long hours of trying to keep up with you..."
"Mmmm, you are a bad, bad man." Laura said. "And I love you for it. Oh, there's Selena."
Indeed, the beautiful woman had come up to her parents, and we began moving towards the line to greet them, when it hit me...
"Don?" Laura said when I stopped suddenly, staring, in a reverie. "Don, are you okay?"
"Uh, yeah..." I said, trying to recover. "Yeah, I'm fine... I just realized something."
My mother walked up to us. "Ah, son, you've seen it, too, haven't you?"
Indeed I was seeing it, but I was seeing more... far more than even my mother realized.
"Yes..." I said. "I think I understand now why the Black Widow was trying to kill Selena..."
To be continued.
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Part 19 - Party Favors
"Whoa..." said Cindy as she sat on the sofa after dinner. Everyone else at the dinner was sitting around, chatting about things. It was still Tuesday evening, November 24th.
"You okay?" Teresa asked.
"Yeah... yeah." Cindy said. "I just... I just felt this... very powerful vibe..."
"What's it about?" asked Teresa.
"It's like... I felt Don's presence at the party he was going to tonight... and it was like a 'Eureka!' moment he was having..." said Cindy.
"Want to call him?" Teresa asked.
"No, I didn't get the sense he was in trouble," Cindy said, "like that night of the fire at the Cabin. I'll ask him about it at work tomorrow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My mind was reeling, and I struggled to regain control as we moved along the reception line. As Laura and I were greeted by the Wellmans, Sally Wellman was very flirtatious with me, and I had to make an effort to return it. Dr. Wellman greeted Laura as a close friend, and he had long since given up the 'I am the great University president and you are not' attitude with me, and was friendly enough. Of course I knew Edward R. Steele as the Town & County Councilman that he was. He introduced me to his wife, whose eyes lit up at the mention of my name. And she had very perceptive eyes, I could tell.
"So you are the young man who saved my daughter." Professor Stephanie Steele said to me as we shook hands. "I am ever so grateful to you."
"I'm glad I was able to be of service." I said.
"I would like to talk with you after we finish greeting the guests." she said. I agreed.
There were a number of people greeting Laura, nearly all of them fellow members of Academia. This was one of those receptions where there were very few people for me to talk with, so I played the role of the husband of the loveliest woman in the room. After a few moments, my mother and Chief Moynahan came up.
"Well, son," said my mother, "I thought you would notice that Mrs. Steele is not Selena's birth mother, but I did not expect to see the intensity of your reaction."
"Really, Mom?" I asked, shocked. "You haven't realized what that fully means?" My mother began thinking about it, and of course it only took a moment for her to realize the truth.
"Ahhhh," she said, "I see what you mean, son. The reason the Black Widow targeted Selena. But... I'm not seeing the entire picture. You must know something that I don't."
"We'll have to compare notes later on." I said. "Although I'm sure Elsie Gringer will get you up to speed once you're on the right path to begin with..." Elsie Gringer was the Town Gossip, and her social column in the newspaper, and of course online in these modern times, was required and essential reading for anyone wanting to keep up with the social scene. I might add that she was an essential source, and sometimes go-between, with her niece, the KXTC reporter Bettina Wurtzburg.
"Ahhhhh... yes." said my mother, beginning to see the light. "By the way, did you see who Elsie's date tonight is?"
I looked around the room, finally spotting Elsie as she went up to an older man. The shock of white hair was unmistakeable, and I would indeed be dull not to recognize my uncle, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help seminar empire.
"You can go greet him, son." said my mother, with some degree of asperity. "I'll introduce your new boss to the right people."
I asked Laura to come with me, and we went over to Dr. Eckhart and Elsie Gringer. We exchanged greetings, and Dr. Eckhart's greeting for me was very warm, as if I were family... oh, wait...
Laura and Elsie began chatting, both realizing that Dr. Eckhart and I wanted to talk alone. As we stepped aside for privacy, the founder and great leader of 'The Vision self-help empire said "Ah, it's good to see you, young Donald. I'm glad to see you've been keeping well."
"And you, Uncle Harvey." I said. "What brings you to an event like this?"
"Ah, I've made a few small endowments to the University," said Eckhart, "and so Dr. Wellman was kind enough to invite me, though I don't know if he appreciated where my money went."
"And you want me to ask where that money went, so I'm asking." I said, drawing a laugh from him.
"Yes, my young nephew, you are most perceptive." said Eckhart. "One of my gifts was to your wife's Psychology School, in her name. You are indeed a fortunate man to have such a wife."
"I could not agree more." I said.
"The other endowments went to the Sir Isaac Newton Chair of Advanced Mathematics, and therefore to the father of your excellent officer Milton." Eckhart said. "And lastly, an endowment to the Physics and Philosophy Schools jointly, to endow scholarships for any student who will major in those disciplines together."
"Ah, the John Galt Scholarship for Physics and Philosophy." I said, smiling.
"Not much gets by you, my young friend." said Eckhart. "But let me ask you this, young Donald: when I arrived, I felt an incredibly strong mental vibration, and I realized it was coming from you. I am curious to what caused that mental energy from you."
"Must've been your arrival, Doctor." I said jokingly. "Seriously, I didn't realize I'd done that. But I realized that I am about to solve an important aspect... of an old case."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ladies and gentlemen," said Dr. Wellman to his assembled audience, "I appreciate all of you coming tonight. Let us have an early toast to the upcoming Thanksgiving holiday, and keep in our thoughts all of the things we are thankful for. For myself, I am thankful to all of you who have chosen to teach our young minds at this University, and to those of you whose generosity have made this University and its wonderful facilities possible for the teaching of those young minds. Therefore... to Thanksgiving!" We all toasted and drank of the excellent champagne.
"Before I present our guest of honor tonight, I'd like to introduce to you our new Town & County Police Chief, Sean Moynahan." announced Dr. Wellman. He had Chief Moynahan step forward. The applause was polite at best; most here in Academia were not fans nor friends of the Police.
"And we are here," said Dr. Wellman, "to welcome home our Professor of Physics and Astronomy, Dr. Stephanie Steele. Stephanie, please come up." Dr. Steele came up, escorted by her husband.
"We have a special announcement tonight." said Dr. Wellman. "Her husband and I are seeking ways to keep her here at home, and so I am pleased to announce that the Wargrave Trust has endowed the Copernicus Chair of Physics and Astronomy with a large special grant. Tonight, I'm announcing that the Copernicus Chair, and the full Professorship that goes with it, is awarded to Dr. Stephanie Steele!"
There was loud applause for that, though I realized there was a tinge of hypocrisy and jealousy from many of the professors here, who would kill for such an endowment. I was glad my wife had no need to feel such jealousy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later, just before we were getting ready to make our goodbyes and leave, Edward and Stephanie Steele came up to Laura and myself.
"We did not get much of an opportunity to talk with you," said Stephanie, "especially about all you did for Selena."
"Well, you've had a busy evening." I said. "And congratulations on the Copernicus Chair. That's a great honor."
"Ah, you're very kind." Stephanie said. "I heard that you were already aware of it, even though it was a total surprise to nearly everyone here."
"Not much gets by my husband." Laura said. Edward Steele chuckled.
"Actually my mother is the knowledgeable one in this case." I said. "But I do try to keep abreast of the tactical situation at all times."
"Yes," said Stephanie, who turned her light brown eyes fully upon me, 'which is why Edward and I would like to invite the two of you to a dinner party, maybe next week after all the Thanksgiving celebrations are out of the way? Perhaps next Tuesday night? I'm sure the Commander has made... observations, tonight, and we would like to explain them."
"That would be very good." I said, realizing that this perceptive woman would know that I'd observed that she was extremely likely not Selena's birth mother. "Next Tuesday would be very good, as I'll be busy with Police Department matters going into the next weekend's Policeman's Ball. You'll both be invited to that, of course."
"Oh, I look forward to it." said Stephanie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If I didn't know better," Laura said as we arrived home, "I'd think you set up that Copernicus Chair for Dr. Steele yourself."
"And what makes you know better?" I said with a grin. Laura whirled to face me.
"You did set it up!" she said. "But how?"
"Oh, that was easy." I said. "My uncle Harvey, who gave a little bit of money to your Chair, I might add, gave a bit to the Wargrave Trust, with the 'suggestion' they endow the Copernicus Chair for Dr. Steele. And dominoes fell from there."
"So, why?" asked Laura.
I smiled again, this time more cryptically. "Because I need all the friends I can get, in as many places as I can get, for when the time an insidiously Evil presence makes his final, desperate move against me."
"Well, enough of that." said Laura, coming up to me and wrapping her arms around me. "A desperate woman is about to make her move to get you into bed, for an insidiously delicious night of sexual pleasure."
She kissed my mouth, hard. Unable to resist, I let her have her way with me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
You would not believe the pillow talk that occurs in the Troy bedroom. As Laura and I cuddled in post-coital bliss, I said "Honey, there's something I need to let you know about... involving your profession. Are you aware of what's going on between BigPharmaCorp and the CIA's Directorate of Science and Technology?"
"Of course." Laura said. "And yes, I'm aware that your investigation has been touching upon it. We've taken the necessary precautions, and are prepared to throw your suspects under the bus, if need be."
"Good." I said. "Because 'under the bus' is exactly where this son of a bitch belongs..."
Part 20 - Through The Finish Line
Wednesday, November 25th. Do I even need to say who we started our day with on TV? Why, the lovely Bettina, of course!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! The Town & County Police are working hard to wrap up their investigations of two recent deaths in the County before the Thanksgiving holiday. A Coroner's Inquest pertaining to the death of Dr. Laramie Wilkins will take place today, and the Police expect new developments to occur in the murder of Michael Campbell Fulton, whose body was found near the railroad tracks on the other side of the River."
Bettina continued: "This weekend also marks the big rivalry game between the University Bulldogs and their arch-rival State Tech Engineers. The game will be played at State Tech, which is located south of the City and north of Eastphalia. However, this game is secondary in national importance to the big game of the Wildcats playing their arch-rival State U. Purple Hawks. The Wildcats are ranked Number 1 in the Nation, and two wins are all they need to put them in the National Championship game in January!"
"So, Commander," said Martin Nash, needling me in his 'understated' way, "who are you rooting for?"
"The Wildcats, of course." I said.
"What about between the Bulldogs and Engineers?" Nash persisted.
"Bulldogs." I said. "I remember what happened to Nick Eastwood last year."
Teddy Parker said "Commander, do you think they're going to remember that on the field, and make it ugly?" For some reason, everyone was looking at me with abnormal intensity.
"I don't know." I said. "If the Bulldogs are real men and not a bunch of wimps, they'll make sure the deliberate hit on Eastwood is... properly addressed."
"You don't believe in forgiveness, do you Commander?" asked Joanne Cummings. She got some looks, as I was a superior officer to her, but I let that go.
"There's forgiveness, Joanne," I said, "and then there's letting someone walk all over you. But to answer your question directly: No. I do not forgive, and I do not forget. For the most part, I'm paid to have that attitude. But beyond that... when someone sets fire to my home with my baby children inside, and when one of my police officers is murdered... no, there is never forgiveness of that, and it is never forgotten in my mind."
Nothing more was said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, the Federal Marshals delivered Lou Stevens to the custody of the Town & County Police Department. He was processed through booking, and a DNA cheek swab taken per a warrant secured the night before. He was placed in Interrogation-1, where his Chase, Lynch & Berry lawyer joined him.
I gave the Duty Desk at Headquarters and the Desks of all the Precincts some instructions of an urgent nature, then went to watch as Nash and Parker went in to interrogate the suspect. It did not start off very well.
"First, per the ruling of the Ninth Circuit Court," said the lawyer, "my client is required to make this statement openly. Go ahead, Mr. Stevens."
"On the advice of my counsel, I invoke my Constitutional Fifth Amendment rights and refuse to answer any of your questions." said Stevens with alacrity.
Wow, I thought to myself, he did not even wait to hear what was going on, nor have his rights read to him. That's interesting, I thought as Martin Nash read Stevens his rights from the card, then asked if Stevens understood. Stevens stared back in silence.
"My client has invoked already." said the legal beagle. "Now we demand he be released immediately, or arrested and charged with a crime."
"Good enough." said Nash. "Mr. Lou Stevens, you are under arrest for suspicion of the murder of Michael Campbell Fulton, a human being. We believe you murdered Fulton in retaliation for him raping your wife eight years ago. We'll be presenting our evidence to the Court at the proper time. My first question is: where were you on the evening of Saturday, November 21st?"
"My client has invoked." said the lawyer. "He is not answering any of your questions."
"You can speak for him, Counselor." said Nash. "Do you want a few minutes to confer with him, get the story straight?" The lawyer stared at Nash for a moment, seeing that Nash was serious.
"Yeah, I need to talk to him." the lawyer said. The room emptied, except for the legal beagle and his client.
In the anteroom, Martin Nash said to Paulina Patterson, who'd joined us, "What do we do now?"
"You're doing great, Martin." Paulina said. "What you're going to do now is basically go in and start accusing Stevens of being in certain places, doing certain things, like we talked about before. Either the lawyer will do his job and answer, or he'll try to shut the whole thing down. If he does that, I'll come in and work him over, then we'll start prepping our case for the Grand Jury."
"Can you read lips, Commander?" asked Parker, seeing me stare inside the window.
"Not very well." I said. "And it's something I have tried to learn. But we can't lip-read any more than we can listen in on a privileged conversation like this, so that's not what I'm doing in the first place. I'm actually thinking about the other case, the Laramie Wilkins murder. Detective Nash is going to nail this bastard to the wall; it's Dr. Wilkins's murderer that I am going to nail to the wall..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While waiting for the lawyer and Stevens to finish their conference, Chad Stevens was brought in, put through booking, and put in Interrogation-2. He'd refused a DNA cheek swab, and as we had been denied a warrant for it (insufficient probable cause), we had to do without on that.
"Martin," I said to Nash, "just one piece of advice: don't mention where the body was found, nor that it was moved out of the apartment."
"Okay, but why not?" Martin asked.
"It'll give the lawyer loopholes." I said. "It's possible that the Stevenses did not move the body from the apartment. We'll burn that bridge later on."
"Yes sir." said Nash. He then went into I-2, with Parker, as Cindy, Paulina and I watched through the looking-glass.
"Hi Chad," said Nash, introducing himself and Parker. "I'd like to ask you some questions about this past weekend." I looked at Chad. He was grown up now, fairly tall... and still a slender runt, maybe 160 pounds at best.
"Where's my lawyer?" asked Chad. "I don't want to answer any questions without a lawyer present."
"You're not a suspect." said Nash. "We're asking you to help us out on something--" 
"Am I under arrest?" said Chad, raising his voice.
"No, you're not." said Nash.
"Then I'm free to go?"
"We'd like you to help us first, and answer some questions." said Nash.
"I want an attorney." demanded Chad. "As I've already said, I want an attorney before I answer any questions. Am I under arrest, or am I free to go?"
Nash's even temperament was being tested, and I saw his neck flush red. "So you won't help us?"
"Am I free to go?" replied Chad, becoming an automaton. "Or am I being held against my will?" He looked up, found the video camera, and looked into it and said loudly "I want to leave! Am I free to go?"
"No, you're not free to go." Nash said. "You are now under arrest as a person of interest in the murder of Michael Campbell Fulton." Nash read Chad his rights, then said "There's a phone on the wall where you can call your attorney. Patrolman Hicks, help the suspect with the phone if he needs it." With that, Nash came out of I-2 and into the anteroom.
"Wow, he's really hostile." said Nash. "Didn't even ask what it was about, and became non-cooperative."
"Don't hold that against him." I said firmly. "He only insisted upon his Constitutional rights, which none of us should ever have a problem with."
"I wonder if he used last night to bone up on his Constitutional rights." said Cindy, standing up to me. "I agree with Martin, his actions are not consistent with an innocent man, his Constitutional rights notwithstanding."
"What was he told last night?" I asked.
"That he was being detained on a warrant as a material witness." Paulina said. "Nance wasn't even going to require he be held and was going to revoke the warrant, but I pushed hard that he was a flight risk and that his father was also being detained. Upon hearing that, he told the judge he would stay in the County at the University Hotel and report here in the morning."
"All right," I said, moving back down to Interrogation-1 and looking in the window, where Stevens and his lawyer were still conferring. "Nash, this one is all yours. I'm not even going to watch. I might talk to Chad if he does or says something... unexpected. But otherwise, landing this fish is on you."
"I've got it, sir." Nash said. I smiled at his confidence, despite seeing Paulina and Cindy both exhibit looks of concern. No faith in my Ensigns, I thought sadly. And if the learner didn't learn... the teacher didn't teach.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What?!" said the lawyer into his phone. He hung up, then said to Stevens "Don't say a word. If they try to question you, keep stone-silent and let me know what they did." With that, he got up and bolted out of the room through the 'perp side' door. Patrolman Morton came in and stayed with Stevens, per requirements.



The lawyer almost broke the door to I-2 down as he hurtled through it. "What the fuck is this?!?!" he exclaimed.
"They tried to question me without a lawyer." Chad said. "They tried to hold me against my will before arresting me when I insisted on being released."
"The bastards!" said the lawyer. Chase, Lynch & Berry were known to be rabidly anti-Police, and this guy was getting worked up. He grabbed the phone out of its cradle on the wall, and practically tore the unit off the wall as he furiously punched buttons.
"Get Commander Troy in here!" he shouted. "Get Commander Troy in I-2 now!!" he screamed, then slammed the phone back down into the cradle.
"Well," I said, "I guess I'll be speaking to Chad anyway." I said. "Mr. Nash, you stay here, and be ready to go back into I-1. Ross, you are with me, and with your most Crowbar-like face on." With that I opened the door to I-2 and went inside.
"You bastard!" yelled the lawyer. "You tried to interrogate my client illegally! I am going to sue you to death over this! Now I'm taking him out of here with me, and if you try to keep him, I'll call the SBI."
"The phone is right there." I said quietly, pulling out a chair and sitting down. "I think the videotapes will show that we have not acted improperly. But Chad is under arrest, and will remain that way until I am satisfied he had nothing to do with the murder of Michael Fulton. So... do you want to sit down, or go call the SBI?"
The red faced lawyer sat down, as did Cindy, whose face showed a woman very ready to do some physical damage to asshole lawyers. "Okay," the legal beagle said, "what basis could you possibly have for bringing Chad into custody?"
"Like I said, he's a person of interest in the Fulton murder." I said.
"And why would he kill Fulton, a man he does not even know?" said the beagle.
"And you know they're not acquainted for sure, Counselor... how?" I asked back, trapping the lawyer. It was obvious they'd talked the night before, while Chad was sequestered in University Hotel.
"Let me talk to my new client." said the lawyer.
Part 21 - The Break
My Police cellphone rang. It was the Duty Desk. "He's here, sir. And ADA Washington is also here." came the report.
"Good." I said. "Put him in Interrogation-Alpha, and send ADA Washington back to MCD."
A moment later, ADA Franklin Washington came into MCD. He first exchanged handshakes and greetings with his brother, Detective Theo Washington, then bantered with the other Detectives. I allowed a few seconds of that, then came in the room.
"Franklin," I said, "you're with me. As are you, Detective Cummings. Parker, you can watch from the anteroom. Theo, hold down the fort here in MCD."
We went into Interrogation-A, where I sat down alongside ADA Washington. Joanne took the chair against the wall behind us, moving it up to where she was near the side of the table and at my right side. Cindy had followed us (of course), and was on Washington's left side, though away from the table, almost at the wall.
The man across the table, facing us, was Robin Grayson, Ph.D., Vice President and Research Director at BigPharmaCorp.
"I can't..." started Grayson, then he faltered before regaining his composure. "I can't let this go on. Dr. Wilkins is dead, my marriage is over. All I have left is the Truth."
"Franklin," I said, "we'll be offering Dr. Grayson full immunity from any crimes he committed or may have committed in the cases related to the death of Dr. Laramie Wilkins, the espionage of BigPharmaCorp research materials, and related crimes... in exchange for his truthful statements here and also his testimony in Court on any issues relevant to these cases." Washington began writing that as I spoke to Dr. Grayson.
"First, Dr. Grayson," I said, showing him the picture of my sister Elizabeth, "did Dr. Cubbard introduce this woman to you?"
"No, his wife did." said Grayson. "But he was right there when it happened."
"So you can testify that Dr. Tom Cubbard and this woman know each other?"
"Oh yes, they talked like good friends all the time." said Grayson. I looked over at Cindy, who gave me a 'look' back.
"Okay, Dr. Grayson, thank you for that." I said. "Now, let's take this from the top and unravel this whole twisted mess, shall we?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Martin Nash and Paulina Patterson walked into Interrogation-1. The lawyer was back with Lou Stevens, and had knocked on the glass to call them back in.
"So," said the lawyer, "you think you have anything resembling a case, here? This man lives in Nextdoor County. He runs a hardware store. He's a law-abiding citizen. And you think he committed cold-blooded murder?"
"I not only think it," said Martin Nash, "I am going to give ADA Patterson here a case that will get him convicted even with the best legal help, which he does not currently have." Oooh, that was a shot, Paulina thought with a smile. The CLB legal beagle did not appreciate it.
"It's going to be staggeringly easy to get an acquittal." said the beagle. "How are you going to prove this silly accusation?"
"First of all," said Nash, bringing up a file folder, "I have several eyewitnesses that have given affidavits, and will testify in Court, that they saw your client and the victim Fulton at the Riverside Bar on Friday night. Sat near each other, your client even bought everyone at the bar, including Fulton, a round."
"Friday night." snarled the lawyer. "I have a Coroner's report right here that says he was killed Saturday night, maybe as late as Sunday morning." Paulina looked at Nash, but Nash's face was calm. Channeling his inner Crowbar, Paulina thought proudly.
"That's right, Friday night." said Nash. "And here are several street camera photos, with the video on our computers, of your client driving and following Fulton to his apartment, then driving home."
Nash leaned forward and continued "You were smart enough to not kill him right then, Mr. Stevens. So you went home, drove back into Town on Saturday, but in a different vehicle. Nice 1969 Ford truck you have here. No GPS, no 'anti-theft' tracer devices. You watched the apartment all day long, saw Fulton get home from work, followed him to the bar again... but this time you were smart enough to not go inside."
Both Stevens and the lawyer were glaring at Nash as he continued: "Fulton came out of the bar after having several drinks, made his way home, was lucky not to be arrested for DUI, I might add... and went home. You then went to his apartment, found him asleep on the sofa, got behind him with the bat, woke him up, and just as he sat up, you swung that bat as hard as you could and crushed in his head."
"And how are you going to prove that?" sneered the lawyer.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A convoy of Town & County Police vehicles rumbled through the front gates of BigPharmaCorp, the blue LED lights flashing brilliantly against the gray sky that suggested incoming weather. My SUV was in the lead, and we came to the front door where the security desk was.
Among the several Police cruisers was a van belonging to KXTC. Bettina Wurtzburg and her cameraman Scott Turnbull quickly began setting up as I went inside with Cindy Ross and four Uniformed officers, which were Sergeant Rudistan, Sr. Patrolman Morton, and Patrolmen McGhillie and Johnson. Rudistan was almost beside himself with anticipation.
"I need to see Dr. Cubbard." I told the security people. "Immediately." I had the warrant in my pocket, but they did not ask for it. One Security officer led my group down the long hallway, whose windows on the right side showed the front parking lot (and faced north), then around the corner and down the side of the building, the railroad tracks and grove of trees visible past the fence and down the artificially-created hill.
At the end of the corridor was the C-suite. Cubbard's secretary tried to run interference at the door of his office, saying he was in a meeting with BigPharmaCorp Board members.
"He will now be meeting with me." I said, showing her the warrant. "Ready, everyone." That was not a question but an order, and the officers took defense postures. I opened the door and walked right on in, knowing I had my bulletproof vest on under my trenchcoat.
"What the heck is this?" Cubbard said as we came in. There were two other men inside with him. The secretary didn't lie, I could see that they were BigPharmaCorp Board members as Cubbard screamed "This is a meeting! Get out!"
"Dr. Thomas Cubbard," I said imperiously, "I have a warrant for your arrest on several charges, including conspiracy in the murder of Dr. Laramie Wilkins, a human being. Sergeant, would you please do the honors?"
"Oh, yes sir!" said Rudistan happily. He came up to Cubbard. "Sir, please put your hands behind your back." Cubbard looked stunned, but did as he was told. Rudistan put the cuffs on Cubbard's wrists as he said "Sir, you have the right to remain silent. If you waive that right, anything you say can and will be used against you in a Court of Law. You have the right to an attorney, sir, and to have an attorney with you at any and all questioning. If you so desire but cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided to you by the Court. Of course with your money and your company's, I doubt that is going to be a problem. Do you understand these rights, sir?"
"Yeah, I know the rights." said Cubbard.
"What is going on here?" growled one of the Board members.
"Why, I'm arresting your CEO, sir." I said, as if surprised they didn't understand. "Oh, where are my manners? You must be Wallace Bedford, Vice Chairman of the BigPharmaCorp Board, I perceive. My name is Commander Donald Troy. I've already met Mr. Conrad King, here. The circumstances are unfortunate, Mr. King, but I'm glad to see you're doing well."
"Thank you, Commander." said King amiably. "I can't say I'm happy to see you here, though. As you said, the circumstances are unfortunate."
"How do you know who I am?" asked Bedford, his voice wary and unfriendly.
"Why, your picture appears in BigPharmaCorp literature, will come up in any google search about the BigPharmaCorp Board. And, of course, as a police officer I am able to look up information like that... which I did before arresting the CEO of one of the Nation's most powerful companies."
"Ah. The Iron Crowbar." said Bedford. "Only you could be so bold."
"That would be him, Wallace." said Conrad King.
"I appreciate it." I said. "Have a safe trip back to your New England home, Mr. Bedford, and you back to Florida, Mr. King. And might I trouble you to get Dr. Cubbard a lawyer? He's going to need the very best you can get for him."
"I'll be sure to do that. The very best." said Wallace Bedford. I took my leave of them, following the police procession down the hall.
Outside, Bettina was getting the scoop of her career. She was walking beside Tom Cubbard, who was being held upright as KXTC cameras filmed his 'perp walk', and she was firing questions like 'Did you kill Dr. Wilkins, Dr. Cubbard? Why are they arresting you, Dr. Cubbard? Did you commit the crimes you're being accused of?'. It was going to be great television... I would even DVR it and save a copy to my computer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We have convicted for far, far less." said ADA Paulina Patterson.
"I'll ask again: what possible motive could my client have for murdering anyone?" asked the lawyer, as if he had no idea of anything.
"Oh, I think you know." said Nash, bringing out the folder with a copy of the case file of the rape of Mabel Stevens and practically hurling it at the lawyer. Nash turned to Stevens and said "You recognized him in that bar, didn't you? He was the man that raped your wife in front of you. He tied you up, then got into your bed and on top of your wife, and he raped her at least twice. Isn't that right, Mr. Stevens? It's a definite motive... a man raping your wife and inseminating her twice, right in front of your face, and you absolutely helpless and unable to do a thing about it but watch." He could see the anger welling in Stevens's eyes.
"That was over eight years ago!" said the lawyer. "You're going to try to connect that to this? Hell, the Statute of Limitations ran out on that years ago." Paulina had to laugh at that feeble try.
Nash said "That makes it all the worse for your client. The Justice system would never prosecute, nor convict, Fulton for raping Mrs. Stevens while her husband lay tied up on the floor." He stared hard at Stevens as he said levelly "So you took Justice into your own hands, didn't you?"
"ADA Patterson," said the lawyer, "you really need to teach your Police Officers about the law! This thing is as thin as a fashion model, it's positively anorexic!"
"I think we have more than enough to go to trial, and to convict." said Paulina.
"And how are you going to explain," queried the lawyer, "how this man was able to take a man as large as Mr. Fulton's body to his car, transport it out to BigPharmaCorp, and dump the body there? Explain that one, Mr. Detective!"
"Mind your manners." said Nash evenly, but his voice betraying a certain menace there. "You raise a nice point, but that is why I have Mr. Stevens's son Chad in the other interrogation room. Of course he helped his father move the body."
The lawyer looked stunned. Stevens barked a laugh and said "That little runt couldn't help me stack a pile of crowbars on the shelf at the hardware store--"
"Shut up! You've taken the Fifth!" snarled the lawyer, who then turned and said "That was not an admission of guilt of anything!"
"No," said Paulina, "but your client is speaking now. It's only a matter of time before reality sets in, before he realizes he's facing life in prison with out possibility of parole."
"Oh, please." said the lawyer. "With this evidence, you can't even convict him of an illegal lane change..."
Part 22 - The Knowing
It was a fun experience, watching Dr. Tom Cubbard be processed through booking. His mug shot was taken, DNA cheek swab administered (he actually consented to it, saying he had nothing to hide), and fingerprints taken.
We had to put him into Interrogation-B. My Interrogation Rooms were filling up fast, I noted. Cubbard's lawyer arrived a few minutes later, then Cindy came in with me and and we sat down and got to business.
"Ah," I said to the lawyer, "BigPharmaCorp's biggest legal gun... and once with the Gresham & Mason Law Firm in Pennsylvania, is that not right?"
"How did you know that?--" the legal eagle said with a visible jolt, before collecting his wits again. "Suffice it to say I am representing Dr. Cubbard here and now. What are the charges against my client?"
"First of all," I said, "I read Dr. Cubbard his rights the other day, but will do so again." I read the rights from the card. Yes, the third such Miranda warning... think we're overdoing it? (No.)
"Now, Dr. Cubbard," I said, "we've got rock-solid proof that your client lied to Police, a felony in this State."
"You... you arrested the Chief Executive Officer of BigPharmaCorp, one of the best and most powerful companies in the world, over a Class E felony?" asked the lawyer, and he almost had me believing he was genuinely shocked, "...that's going to be reduced to misdemeanor jaywalking if it's not dropped altogether?"
I smiled briefly. "But it's a felony nonetheless. However, sir, it is not Dr. Cubbard's biggest problem. He will be needing to explain how he stole research from Dr. Robin Grayson, had it used to create new processes and drugs without informing Dr. Grayson, and he ultimately is going to have to explain his role in the murder of Dr. Laramie Wilkins."
"I had nothing to do with that." snarled Cubbard.
"So the rest of it is true?" Cindy shot back. Cubbard's face turned red but he said nothing as his lawyer touched his shoulder to keep him in line.
"Tell you what," I said, "why don't I just explain what has happened, and you correct me if I go astray, okay?" Cindy's eyes gleamed; this was her favorite thing to see me do.
I began: "You have worked like a dog, like a dog, Dr. Cubbard, to get to the top. You have worked your way to the top, and you've done so by chewing up associates and subordinates and spitting them out. You've harassed the Union's membership so badly that they're all but ready to put out a contract to kill you rather than see you become the CEO of this company permanently. Still, you've made it to the top, almost. Interim CEO of BigPharmaCorp! What could be better?"
"The Board is deeply aware of both the good and bad in you, Doctor." I continued. "So they only gave you that 'interim' title, and wanted to see how you would do in the role. You've thought you've played the political game with your superiors on the way up the ladder... but in truth, you're not ready for the Big Game, at least not yet. And they know it."
"Is there a point to this?" asked the lawyer.
"Oh, you bet there is." I said, just getting started. "Your client had to show the Board that he could get things done, is that not right, Doctor? You had to show them that you could take this company forward. But how do you do that? Ah, new drugs! New processes!"
"So, you and your wife start schmoozing with Dr. Robin Grayson and his wife. Mrs. Grayson is an heiress to considerable money, and she has the right social connections. And you tried to get Robin Grayson to give you and the company the rights, or at least a license, to his research on refined drugs. But... he refused to give up that work, saying it belonged to his School professor."
"That didn't stop you, did it, Dr. Cubbard?" I said, pulling out a file folder. "These NDA documents, which have your signature on them, were derived from the Grayson research. And this is your first violation of the law: you stole a man's patented work, as Dr. Grayson's school professor owns the rights to these processes. In addition, you brought the process from Pennsylvania to here, which crosses State lines. Oops, that's Federal rap No. 1."
"We pay a fine, we pay the man royalties." said Cubbard. "Not even a bump in the road."
"Oh, but it gets worse, doesn't it?" I said. "A sample of that product was found during a Police drug raid. A sample of that refined chemical, in the hands of drug distributors being charged with crimes. Ergo, the cat is now out of the bag, and you now have another problem."
"And worse." I went on. "Dr. Laramie Wilkins, who has objected to your cutting corners and taking others' research before, is alert to this... as well as your attempts to coerce Dr. Grayson to helping you."
"My partner, Captain Ross, made an astute observation." I said. "A man does not just go and tell another man's wife of the husband's infidelities... without an ulterior motive. I could tell what Dr. Wilkins's motives were: first, he despised Mrs. Grayson for her treatment of Dr. Wilkins's wife. Second, he knew that Mrs. Grayson was working with you, Dr. Cubbard, to entice Dr. Grayson into your schemes.
"Grayson was not aware he was being manipulated." I said. "He loved doing the research, and he did do some good things. But what he didn't realize is that while he married his wife for her money, he did love her... but that love was not reciprocated. Mrs. Grayson saw that her husband was not the ambitious man with designs of rising to the top. That was bad enough, but then his infidelities hardened her heart against him."
I said "And the worst of all... a horrific misfortune befell the Graysons: intruders invaded their home and did terrible things to both of them. Now even I know that the one thing a man must do to keep his wife's love is to keep her and her children feeling warm, safe, and secure, whether that is by financial means or actual physical means. When that did not happen, when she was brutally raped, and only by the Grace of God her children weren't at home when it happened... well, that was the last straw, and enough to end that relationship, so sorry."



Out of the corner of my eye I saw Cindy's face change a little bit, and I realized why. But that would have to wait. I had an attentive audience right now, and I bore home.
"Doctor, did you have anything to do with the attack on the Graysons?" I asked.
"No, of course not." said Cubbard. "Why would I do that?"
"Not to recover an iPad tablet the perps believed Dr. Grayson had?"
"N... no." said Cubbard. "I have no idea what you're talking about." I could see that he was confused, and he was therefore innocent.
"Good enough." I said. "But as part of all this, it was you that suggested to Dr. Grayson to have him show my dear sister Elizabeth around the labs, and she is a devastatingly observant and quick study. It would be more appropriate to let foxes in the chicken coops, or politicians into a brothel, than allow my sister into a place like that.
"Then you and your wife had the Personnel Department hire James Douglas into the lab, from which he stole the sample that the Police recovered in his possession--"
"Now why would I do that?" asked Cubbard derisively. "I could get a sample like that any time I wanted."
"Not really, the security protocols are too tight, and the security people would throw you under the bus in a heartbeat if they could." I said. "But to your point: Captain Ross, here's where things really start getting good: as Dr. Cubbard was rising to the top, he was smart enough to know that he needed help. And so he consulted... well, a Consultant."
"Do tell." whispered Cindy, her ice-blue eyes gleaming with new understanding. By way of contrast, the looks on Cubbard and his lawyer's faces were ugly to see as I went on:
"With his guidance, Dr. Cubbard, you made it. He arranged for Donovan Donolan to help bring you up, then when Donolan was murdered, your path was further cleared by Board members with whom your Consultant had connections."
"However," I continued, staring into Cubbard's dark eyes, "when you make a Faustian deal with the Devil himself, you know you are going to be paying a heavy, heavy price. The Consultant wanted payback, and it was not your mortal soul he was coveting. He wanted a drug sample, and the process to make it, of that highly refined heroin. He also wanted a couple of other drug processes, for drugs that cause pain, for drugs that render a person helpless to resist interrogation... things BigPharmaCorp has been working on, on behalf of the Central Intelligence Agency."
"Well, things were bad enough, Dr. Cubbard." I said. "But when Dr. Laramie Wilkins found out what you were doing in Pennsylvania... stealing other people' research as well as making chemicals that even the CIA would kill for... and they have, I might add... you and your Consultant both knew that you had to eliminate him. So, Doctor... maybe you called Dr. Wilkins, told him to kill himself, or you would kill him and his wife... or, maybe you pulled the trigger of the gun yourself, and he let you in order to save his wife's life."
"No." said Cubbard. "I did not kill him, nor did I have any part in his death."
"So who did?" I asked. "The Consultant himself?"
"Maybe." said Cubbard. "I just know I had nothing to do with it."
"You know who he is, don't you?" I said.
"No." said Cubbard. "And for my wife's life, I don't want to know."
"You do know." I said, then *WHAM!* my hand hit the table, making him jump.
"Say his name!" I yelled.
"I don't know his name!" yelled Cubbard.
After the appropriate awkward silence, Cubbard said "I've never met him personally. Haven't you figured out, Commander, that he always works only through intermediaries? He knew something like this could happen. He knows you're hot on his tail. He's got people working for him that you'd never suspect. I wish to God I could help you take him down, before he murders my wife, but I can't. I don't know enough to help you, Commander."
I noted that the lawyer had not attempted to stop Dr. Cubbard as he pretty much confessed to his crimes. "Tell me this much." I said. "Who was the intermediary?"
Cubbard remained silent, just slowly shaking his head.
"Was it Mrs. Grayson?" I asked. "No... it couldn't be her... oh my God!..."
A moment later, Cindy said "Don?", waking me from my reverie.
"Oh, Jesus Christ!" I gasped out. I had said that more to myself than anyone else. I realized that everyone was staring at me. I grabbed a piece of paper, scrawled a note and handed it to Cindy. "Go, get moving!" I said hoarsely. Cindy got moving, practically running out of the Interrogation Room.
"So what do you intend to do with my client?" asked the lawyer. "That was a good fairy tale, but I seriously doubt you can prove very much of it. We'll have that 'lying to police' charge thrown out before you can sneeze at it."
"Are you kidding?" I replied. "Dr. Cubbard's words were a confession. You know it, I know it; hell, it's unanimous." I got up. "Now I suggest that you and your client have a good, serious conversation about his future. I'll be waiting outside..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lou Stevens had been taken to a holding cell to be fed lunch, and his attorney and Paulina Patterson were having coffee in the breakroom. Martin Nash was taking a potty break.
"Surprisingly good coffee for a Police Headquarters." the lawyer said. Paulina agreed. The lawyer then dropped his voice to a near-whisper.
"This is not an admission of guilt on my client's part," said the attorney, "but hypothetically if he were guilty, what would be the best you could do by way of a deal?"
"Voluntary manslaughter." Paulina said, already well-prepared for this question. "Six years, he's paroled in two with good behavior, and four years of probation. The story will be that he confronted Fulton in Fulton's apartment, it escalated and he managed to get a bat onto the back of Fulton's head. If he doesn't take the deal, it'll be Murder-2, crime of passion, but still a long prison sentence."
"I'll see what I can do." said the attorney.
"Off the record, why the change of heart?" Paulina asked.
"It scares the hell out of me," said the lawyer with surprising frankness, "that the Iron Crowbar is laying off this one. He thinks that Junior Birdman in there can handle it without his needing to come in. So the Iron Crowbar must have something devastating he's holding back if the Little Leaguer can't close the deal."
Paulina hid a grin, realizing that the Iron Crowbar's reputation was now so powerful that lawyers were fearing his not being involved. "That's the offer," she said, "but it's off the table by the end of the day."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My police cellphone rang. It was Cindy. "You need to come over." she said simply.
I arrived at the Wilkins home. Patrolman Culver did not ask for my badge number as he saw my face, and I blasted on by him in silence. Going into the house, I went upstairs to the 2nd bedroom, which looked like a child's bedroom. It was a room full of silent people.
Mrs. Abby Wilkins was lying on the bed, dead. Her hands were resting on her belly, and she appeared to be in peaceful repose. On the bedside table was a now empty bottle that had once contained pills.
"She left a note." said Technician Christian Cho, pointing out the document on the small desk on the other side of the room. It read "I am sorry. I cannot go on without Laramie. Abby."
"She's been dead for several hours. I'd estimate time of death around dawn this morning." said Martha the M.E. "It looks like she took a huge dose of sedatives. And an experimental BigPharmaCorp drug, too. It may have been really potent." She pointed at the empty bottle. I put on latex gloves and picked up the bottle, seeing the BigPharmaCorp label on the outside.
"Oh, wait..." I said as I examined the bottle closely. "Does someone have any tweezers?" I was handed tweezers, and, making sure to get it videotaped, I peeled back a corner of the label. Slipping the tweezers between the label and the bottle, I was able to pull out a very thin piece of paper that had been secreted behind the label.
"It was pressed against the bottle, hard to see." I said.
"What does it say?" asked Cindy, seeing my face as I read what was on the paper. I held it up with the tweezers so that she could read it.
It read: "Dear me, Mr. Holmes, dear me."
"Oh my God." Cindy whispered. "So that's why you had me come over here. But we were too late."
"Yes." I said. "Too late. I was culpably slow..."
Part 23 - Solutions and Aftermath
4:30pm, Wednesday, November 24th. I sat in my comfortable 'Command Chair' behind my desk, lost in contemplation. Cindy was sitting on the sofa, watching the Weather Channel. Tomorrow, Thanksgiving, looked like it would be a pretty day. Saturday would be overcast for the big game.
I had let Helena go home at lunchtime. So there was a knock on the door and Paulina Patterson and Martin Nash came in. Paulina looked very happy. Nash looked like what passed for being happy for him.
"He confessed." said Paulina. "He took the voluntary manslaughter deal."
"Good!" I said, trying hard to sound happy. "Congratulations, Martin. That was great work."
"Thank you, sir." said Nash. "And thank you for letting me roll with it, though it's always good to have your help."
"So, what did he say?" I asked, inviting them to sit down in the chairs. Cindy turned off the television set.
"He said he was in the Riverside Tavern when he saw Fulton at the bar." said Nash. "He went up to him and Fulton looked right at him, but didn't seem to recognize him. I think that actually bothered Stevens more than anything else... that the guy didn't even remember his face."
"There is one issue, though." said Martin. "He said that at the apartment, he ambushed and hit Fulton, then he just left the body laying there. He threw the bat into a dumpster somewhere, it's likely gone with the trash now. But he said that he did not move the body. So that of course begs the question 'Who did?'."
"And 'Why?'." replied Cindy. Everyone was looking at me.
"I don't know for sure." I said. "But there are a few features of this entire case that stand out to me. The first is the removal of the body. As a 'teachable moment', I realized that Stevens did not move the body himself, nor did he have help, which is why I advised you to not mention it. It would've created a loophole for the lawyer to work with."
"Good call." said Paulina, smiling. I didn't know her smile was in remembrance of what the lawyer had said about me in the breakroom. "The lawyer very likely would not have negotiated the deal if he'd thought about that."
"Probably not." I said. "The second thing is that this man Fulton was able to remain virtually unnoticed for over eight years. New identity, completely off the grid, stayed clean after years of violence and fights."
"I see what you're saying." Cindy said. "How did the barbarian stop acting like a barbarian and start acting like a civilized person for so long?"
"He knew he needed to lay low, or else face a rape charge if he were ever caught again." Paulina said.
"Naw, it's more than that." I replied. "Cindy's right; the leopard does not change his spots. Fulton had something occupying his time, channeling his energies during this time. Not sure what that was, and for the last few years he came to his butcher job every day."
Martin Nash said "You know, that might tie in to his apartment. It was lifeless, as if he had no hobbies, no pastimes, didn't collect anything. It looked like the only thing he did was watch television. But if he wasn't home during the evenings, that would explain some of it."
"Exactly." I said. "The third thing was where they dumped the body... BigPharmaCorp, near the railroad tracks. Now why there?"
"That's why I was thinking that these bozos from the BigPharmaCorp crimes were involved." Cindy said. "Though don't ask me why just yet."
"Yeah, I think you're at least partly right." I said.
"So what is Mrs. Wilkins's suicide about?" asked Paulina. "Is that legit?"
"Oh no, that's part of the overall sequence of events." I said. "I personally think it was murder, though I cannot rule out suicide over... a broken heart." My words made Cindy sit up straight and stare at me.
"Exactly whose broken heart are we discussing?" Cindy asked, her ice blue eyes boring into my gray-blue peepers. I just looked back at her, not needed to say anything out loud. She was onto it, I knew.
"So, Don," Cindy said, "you definitely did not tell Cubbard everything. Why not tell us, now?"
"I... was thinking of waiting until the Thanksgiving Day dinner at The Cabin." I said. "So I can tell everyone at the same time. Joanne almost took off my head with my own crowbar a couple of hours ago..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thanksgiving Day, Thursday, November 26th. It was a beautiful day, fairly cold but sunny and clear. Laura and Phyllis had done much of the preparation. I'd fried two turkeys, and very well I might add, while my mother cooked one the more traditional way: in the oven. Everyone brought other food items, including wine... and beer. The beer would be Todd's doing.
Present were: Myself, Laura, my mother Phyllis, Chief Moynahan, Cindy and Jenna, Molly, Todd and Teresa, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer, Jack Muscone, Tanya Perlman, Pete Feeley's mother Pamela, Barry Oliver, Teddy Parker, Joanne Cummings and Seth Warner, Chief Emeritus Griswold and his wife, Christopher Purvis, Lorena Rose, Grubby Paul, Myron and Mary Milton, Paulina Patterson (sans her estranged hubby), and Julie and Yvonne Newton.
And in a rather big surprise, Daniel and Melina Allgood came, even with Todd there. In addition, of course all the babies were there: Carole, Jim, Ross, Doug, Pete, and little Daniel... watched over by the redoubtable Bowser, who looked resplendent in his collar and (Wildcat) red bandana.
We all ate lunch, and ate a lot of it. The huge feast of food disappeared completely and quickly, and we were all winding down, energy-wise. Some people watched the pro football games on TV, others sat and chatted. I'd watched to see what Todd and Melina would do, but they were very cordial to each other, and Melina talked with Teresa a good bit, as well as with Julie and Yvonne. Daniel talked with me, Chief Moynahan, and Jack Muscone.
Dessert was served, a number of cakes and pies and vanilla ice cream. I need not mention that Carole found the ice cream to be a good compliment for the Girl Scout cookies she was loving. As everyone finished, we all heard the musical sound of a spoon ringing a glass. Cindy Ross was gathering us all, and to hear my solution of the cases.
"Okay, where to begin?" I said, mostly to myself.
"Try 'at the beginning'." said Cindy. Laughter erupted.
"Yeah, I asked for that one, didn't I?" I replied with a sheepish grin. "But it's not really as simple as that. So, let me just say this:
"These cases really began with the death of Emma Washburn." I said. "Her murder at the hands of Cassie Sanderson is not related to these cases, but one of her sexual affairs was with Dr. Robin Grayson. Dr. Grayson had no way of knowing at the time, but a chain of events began that would drag him into this, but would also expose a lot more things."
"The first of those things," I said, "is that the Police made a raid upon an apartment which found a sample of research similar to what Dr. Grayson worked on while in college. This could be considered a coincidence, except that Dr. Eckhart teaches in his seminars that the Universe makes no mistakes and there are no coincidences." Cindy smiled at that one.
I continued: "So we begin what I really thought was a simple follow-up about how a strange chemical was in the hands of a couple of low-life drug pushers. And then the obstacles start popping up all over the place. We go to simply talk to an apartment manager, he gets snotty with us, and the next thing we know he's running for the State Line being pursued by people who should not be interested in him at all."
"Then we see some powerful lawyers for these worthless drug punks; that really got my spidey-sense tingling." I said. "And then some of those apartment buildings burn down in an obvious arson case."
"We also had the attack on Dr. Grayson and his wife." I added. "Though the actual crime was coincidental to the drugs, we found ourselves being ever so surely drawn into a connected web of crimes... a web spun by criminal entities. I've long known of a group of smugglers in the area. The Corrigan Cell's removal did not entirely wipe this group out, and one of its members is my dear sister Elizabeth." My mother shook her head at the mention of her rogue daughter's name. "More on Elizabeth later." I promised.
I went on: "Since Dr. Grayson worked at BigPharmaCorp, and since we had a research drug related to him as well as the attack upon his home and his wife, we naturally went to BigPharmaCorp to see what information we could get. And as the proverbial saying goes: 'that's when the fight started'.
"In my interview with Dr. Wilkins, he was very, very quick to point out that Dr. Grayson's problems involved a woman, who was the late Emma Washburn. And we also got our first glimpse of Dr. Cubbard and his, shall we say, 'concerns' about where our investigations were going. We didn't know we were about to touch upon a huge fraud and racketeering case, and maybe much worse."
"We barely knew what was going on, when all of a sudden the case takes a huge turn, and Dr. Laramie Wilkins comes over all dead." I said, continuing the narrative. "This changed the game completely. And one thing I realized at the crime scene was that, whether he pulled the trigger himself or allowed someone else to do it, Dr. Wilkins allowed himself to be killed.
Hearing the gasps, I said "By that, I mean that he was offered a choice in some way: he could take his own life, sit there and allow someone else to do it, or else things would get much worse. The obvious threat would be to his wife's life, but I'll get back to that in a few minutes."
"It became more apparent to me that Robin Grayson was being manipulated, and that he had no idea of the depths of the waters in which he was swimming... not to mention the alligators swimming with him. So I asked Lt. Croyle to ask him a few questions, and perhaps to mention one of her previous cases. Dr. Grayson got the hint, and he turned himself in this morning. He gave us everything he had in sworn statements, in exchange for immunity from any prosecution, which I was happy to offer."
"The gist of it is that Dr. Tom Cubbard and his wife arranged for Dr. Grayson to show my sister around the research labs of BigPharmaCorp. It is definitely cause and effect that soon afterward James Douglas then was hired into that lab, and further cause and effect that a lab sample from Pennsylvania disappeared before it was properly logged into the inventory at the BigPharmaCorp Town & County Plant sitting by our River in the valley below us."
"Ah, so Douglas got the sample for Elizabeth?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Yes." I said. "But by sheer coincidence, the Town & County Police made a little drug raid on the Douglases, and that refined drug was captured. I would imagine that Elizabeth used words she did not learn in our daddy's household when that happened." That made my mother chuckle.
"Anyway, the sample was not only interdicted, its existence in Police custody meant the cat was about to burst out of the bag and the can of worms opened, to use as many clichés as I can think of. And this is where Cubbard comes in: he had arranged for Dr. Grayson's work with his professor to be purloined and used at the Pennsylvania secret research facility."



"I might add," I said, changing the tone of my voice to underlie the significance, "that Dr. Cubbard had arranged with certain entities of the Government as well as more secret organizations to use that research to create some new drugs... drugs that my late nephew Ned had once created, drugs that would be terrible weapons in the wrong hands.
"You see, I'd said before that Dr. Cubbard was looking for a way to stay on top... but just creating new pharmaceuticals and more profits for the company is not what some on the BigPharmaCorp board were seeking. They wanted to see that Cubbard was one of them, one of the true Elites that believe they control everything in this Nation and this World. And that is what Cubbard was going to provide by stealing patented processes and using them to create new drugs for the Government... and what our simple drug raid brought crashing down."
"You do like to kick the biggest hornets' nest you can possibly find, don't you?" asked Chief Griswold.
"The party is just getting started, Chief." I replied with a grin. "But let's get back to this story. Dr. Grayson did not know what was going on in Pennsylvania, and while Cubbard had tried to bring him into the fold, he soon saw that Grayson was too straight-laced to truly trust. But that was nothing compared to Dr. Laramie Wilkins. Wilkins did know what was going on... and was trying hard to stop it.
"Wilkins didn't know all of the details, but he knew some things: that Cubbard and his wife were using Mrs. Grayson to cajole her husband into helping them; that Cubbard was stealing research; and that Grayson was having a relationship with Emma Washburn. So Wilkins does something that I can understand, but I think was wrong to do: he went and told Mrs. Grayson about Emma, went and told Robin Grayson to stop seeing Emma, and also told Robin that his school professor's research was being stolen."
"Ah, so he was trying to make Dr. Grayson distrust both his own wife and Dr. Cubbard." said Joanne Cummings. "As well as expose the theft of intellectual property, and hoping the secret Government projects would be stopped."
"I think that was the intent." I said. "But what happened is that as soon as everything was exposed, Dr. Laramie Wilkins was eliminated. He was 'talked to' in the early morning hours of the day he died. And I suspect that he did not resist as someone stood behind him and shot him dead, rather than him taking his own life."
"Did they threaten his wife to make him do that?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"Possibly." I said. "Or else he was told or figured out the truth, which totally broke his heart: that his own wife Abby was one of the perps, and had brutally betrayed him."
Needless to say, that had everyone's undivided attention, and was one of those moments I enjoyed as I looked upon their faces.
"Oh, yes." I said. "Mrs. Grayson gave my Captain the clue: 'follow the money'. Abby Wilkins liked money. She had endured a lonely, unhappy marriage for years, but at least she had had her husband's money. Her husband had shown little interest in going for the big bucks or real leadership in BigPharmaCorp; he was in it for the love of the chemistry and the research, and only reluctantly took posts of authority in order to be able to continue his work without those above him fucking with him over money or pressuring him over processes to make the company money.
"So he told his wife about the stolen research, the fraud, the work for the Government that he despised happening," I said, "and Abby realized that he'd be fired one day for standing in their way. Maybe she was helped to understand that by someone else, as well. She may even have been told and cajoled into thinking she'd inherit all that money if she just went along with his removal..."
"I knew she had to be involved while observing the Wilkins crime scene." I said. "How could she have not been immediately awakened by that gunshot? If there was someone else involved, how could that perp get away before she came to investigate? And why didn't the perp eliminate her as a precaution? These are not the normally stupid perps like Dirty Lennie that we're talking about, here."
"So when Cubbard said he had an intermediary to the leader of this group of smugglers," I said, "I realized it almost had to be Abby Willkins. I immediately sent Captain Ross to her home, but I was culpably slow and we arrived way too late: she had also been eliminated."
"Don't even start with me on that 'too slow' business." warned Tanya Perlman.
"You were right about the broken heart, Cindy." I said to my cousin. "But it was his heart of which I was thinking. But her heart may have also been broken by betrayal... but she was not betrayed by her husband. Ergo, the possibility of a love affair."
"With Dr. Cubbard?" I heard a voice ask.
"No." I said. "With Elizabeth's partner in crime, or one of them: she's part of a group of four such criminals."
"One of them being my sister." said Seth Warner. As I looked at him, wide-eyed in the shock that he knew, he said "Commander, you are not the only one here with a wicked sister. I've known my sister Karen has been doing some very evil things, in addition to her uncontrolled nymphomania. She's one of that group, isn't she?"
"Joanne," I said, "I see why you like this guy. Brains as well as good looks." Joanne grinned and snuggled up with her fiancé.
"Our own 'Ken and Barbie' couple." said Todd with that wicked grin of his.
"Todd, you are being a bad young man!" admonished his grandmother Phyllis. "And yes, they are a wonderful young couple."
"So how does Michael Fulton relate to this case, Commander?" asked Julie Newton.
"He doesn't." I said. "First of all, Detective Nash did a fantastic job with that." A round of applause broke out for Nash, and he actually blushed.
"We'll have to do some cleanup in figuring out who moved Fulton's body to BigPharmaCorp." I said. "I suspect the reason was an opportunity to distract or confuse us. Of course, this Police Department is wayyyy too good to be fooled so easily."
"Modesty is a human trait, Commander. I will excuse it." growled Chief Griswold, "Of course you meant to say that this Police Department's Iron Crowbar is too good to be fooled." There was a loud acclaim at that.
"You mentioned the Security people helping us." said Joanne. "What was that about?"
"Ah, yes." I said. "Dr. Cubbard is hated by the Union, and also the employees. The factory workers hate that man very much, and so do the Security people. They had an idea we might get Cubbard, and so gave us as much help as they surreptitiously could without being caught and hammered by him."
"So what's going to happen to the Graysons and the Cubbards?" asked Cindy.
"Robin Grayson has immunity from prosecution, not that he knowingly did much." I said. "But he's paid the price already, having to watch his wife be raped, himself being tortured and nearly killed, and now his wife is divorcing him."
"And speaking of families," I said, "Lucy Covington Cubbard is trying to cut a deal with our District Attorney's office as well as the U.S. Attorneys, and appears very willing to throw her husband to the dogs, as he is no longer making money for her. Dr. Cubbard and his lawyers are working on things, as well. We'll see what happens to him."
Part 24 - Epilogue
After spending the early part of the day with us, Cindy was going to spend Thanksgiving evening with her father, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. She had invited Jenna, Teresa, and Todd to go with her, and they'd accepted.
I'd also been invited by my Uncle Harvey, but had said that after hosting this big party I would need downtime... and that Molly might come due any minute. I did tell Dr. Eckhart that this would be a good chance to talk with his great-nephew Todd Burke...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone's FBI team were having dinner Thanksgiving evening, as part of a larger party thrown by Jack's boss, the DepDirector, for those that did not have other family events... or families. Jack had invited Tanya, who'd accepted; little Pete was staying at the Cabin with the rest of the kids, with my mother and Mrs. Feeley keeping overwatch. Martin Nash had accompanied his girlfriend, Special Agent Sandra Speer.
"This is going to be weird." said Nash as they all sat around sipping after-dinner drinks. "I was thinking about the Commander solving this BigPharmaCorp case, and it was obvious in his explanation that he was holding stuff back."
"Not really." said Tanya. "He even talked about stuff we can't prove yet, which is unusual for him to do."
"Yeah," said Nash, "but I was thinking about this 'Consultant of Crime' guy, who he did not mention today. And that got me to thinking..."
"A dangerous thing." said Sandra, needling him. "Okay, seriously, what were you thinking about?"
"I..." said Nash, then let it out with a rush: "Ever since that Washburn case, when the Commander had that iPad but didn't tell anyone... I understand why to an extent, but... well, then we went to see that apartment manager, and he didn't tell us he had a warrant already... I don't care what anyone else says, I think he was wrong to do that..."
There was an awkward silence for a second, then Nash went on: "So it got me to thinking... the Commander's sister has been a criminal for a while, yet he doesn't do anything to bring her to Justice. She turned herself in once, but actually got pardoned and is back out."
"So?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Well, Chief Griswold has made efforts to get Commander Troy in with the current Governor Jared. The Governor pardoned the Commander's sister." said Martin. "And in this case, Elizabeth was identified as being involved, yet the Commander seemingly does nothing about her."
"We need proof to charge her with anything." said Tanya. "And so far we can't even really connect her to any crime at all. So what are you getting at, Martin?"
"Just this:" Martin said. "What if the Commander's sister is this Consultant of Crime, and he's covering for her?"
You could've heard a pin drop.
"Yes, he said it was someone having an affair with Emma Washburn, who was on the iPad," said Martin, giving away that secret, "but what if that was a dodge? Why won't he tell us everything he knows? Why the games with that warrant, and then the apartment burns down? Why hide that iPad, and only tell me about it when Dr. Grayson and his wife were attacked?"
"He says it's to keep others from interfering with his efforts to put together a case to bring this Consultant to Justice." said Muscone. "And to keep people from getting killed.
"With all due respect, sir" said Nash, "how has that worked out? A lot of criminals die on us instead of being taken in."
"And think of it." said Nash. "She and her group could've been behind a lot of these crimes, and the Commander is always leading us away from that. It's always something else, and always this mythical Shadow Man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, November 27th, 1:30am. I was awakened from my sleep in the master bedroom of the Cabin by noises in one of the two guest bedrooms across the hall. I got up and put my pants on, and went to investigate. I found Laura in the bedroom with Molly, and in a doctor-patient kind of way.
"Darling," said Laura, "would you get a towel out of the bathroom? And get dressed, we're taking Molly to the hospital..."
Finis... well, you know...
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Part 1 - A New Life
Author's note: this story could be called 'Interlude'; it's just a bridge between the last set of stories and what will be the final push to the confrontation with the Consultant of Crime. Your patience is appreciated.
Friday, November 27th, 4:30am. Your Iron Crowbar, who took charge and commanded people through a deadly and harrowing rescue of an Assistant District Attorney, who took charge and did not flinch in the face of the political pressure of dealing with the CEO of one of the biggest, most powerful companies in the world... was now reduced to a nervous, stressed-out, unthinking, babbling man who was walking around like a chicken with his head cut off.
The reason was plain and simple: my son was in the process of being born.
"Sit down, son, sit down!" ordered my mother Phyllis as we sat in the waiting room. "Your pacing around is not going to make that baby come out any faster."
"I know, I know," I said, "but I can't help it."
"Well, why don't you sit down and tell me how you solved that BigPharmaCorp case." said my mother. "And tell me how my prodigal daughter is involved?"
"Not here." I said, very aware that this hospital waiting room was not exactly a private place of security. "Besides, Mom, you were at the explanation yesterday."
"True." said my mother. "I'm just trying to distract you. But I don't think Elizabeth was behind everything that happened."
"She wasn't." I replied. "This was a rare case that proved that coincidences can happen. The Douglases in the apartment, the refined drug in their possession when we raided them, Elizabeth's involvement in that, Dr. Grayson's affair with Emma, Emma's tablet with the Consultant on it leading to the home invasion, and then Dr. Cubbard and Dr. Wilkins..."
"Are you sure they're really that coincidental?" asked my mother. I stopped and peered at her.
"Well, we could play 'six degrees of separation'," I said, "but the Douglases in the very apartment where Jack Burke had lived... that had to be a coincidence. Then Elizabeth using the Douglases to secure that material, and we happen to bust them... another coincidence. Then the home invasion..." I paused then added, "So, Mycroft, unless you know something I don't, I do think Dame Agatha Christie's rule has found an exception."
"Well, dear," said my mother, "you should prepare for more coincidences. Have you given thought to whom the father of Emma Washburn's baby was, the one she aborted?"
"Not really." I said. "It wasn't her husband's. It could've been Grayson's, or the Consultant's... or any number of men Emma was dating that I've been too busy to try to discover." After another pause, I said "That's something you've always talked about, Mom. You think it's important. Why?"
"Well, I may be overstating its importance." said my mother. "But it is less important to know who the father is, than who thought that he was the father."
I nodded, thinking about that. And then, something else hit me... I'd texted Cindy and tried to call her hours ago. Where was she?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't know, Father." said Cindy. "Jenna's... changed. At least to me. At least towards me. Did you notice anything?"
"Well, my dear," said Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart in his gravelly voice, "I have not had that much exposure to her, which I would need in order to see changes. But I do think she is very strong, mentally, and has been putting her ordeal behind her very effectively. Of course I'm no psychiatrist, so I would defer to the lovely Dr. Fredricson on diagnoses of that nature."
It was the wee hours of Friday morning, November 27th. Cindy and her father were sitting on one of the sofas in his office. Jenna, Teresa and Todd were in rooms in the dorm building that Dr. Eckhart had made available to them. While Todd and Teresa were making love in their little room, fucking each other with the raw, physical desires of their healthy, fit, well-matched bodies, Cindy had not felt like sleeping; indeed, she and her father had spent hours in his office room discussing many things from the philosophical to the practical. And then about Jenna.
"Let me ask you something, my dear." said Eckhart. "After your excellent Police Force rescued Jenna, I would imagine that you wanted to hold her in your arms, and do whatever you could to comfort her, heal her, and help her get over the savage acts of brutality inflicted upon her, is that not right?"
"Well... yes, of course." Cindy said, not understanding where her father was going with this.
"And Jenna has, on occasion, rejected your comforting," said Eckhart, "preferring to pretend to show strength by acting as if she does not need your help. And you feel confused... after all, you are only trying to help this woman that you love."
"Yesssss," Cindy whispered. "that... yes, that's true."
Dr. Eckhart smiled briefly, then said "And now, you're thinking that you need to give Jenna her space, and let her come to grips with this in her own way, and let her carry forward with her life."
"You're reading my mind." Cindy said. "Again."
Dr. Eckhart chuckled. "No, my dear, but I've seen the pattern all too many times. Like your cousin, the Iron Crowbar. I will bet that he spends hours reading every criminal investigation that he can, so that when he comes across it, he already has an idea of what to do and how to proceed."
"I would not be surprised at that." Cindy said.
"And that is why you must trust me when I tell you that you must not back off, that you must continue to show young Jenna your support and love," said Eckhart, "... and that you must get Jenna into treatment with Dr. Fredricson as soon as possible. Even tomorrow-- I mean today, if possible."
Cindy gasped, but as she was about to ask why, Teresa came flying into the room.
"Excuse me for bothering you." Teresa said. "Cindy, do you not have your phone with you?"
"Uh, it's in my purse." she said. She got her purse off the table and fished it out. "Oh, crap, the battery went dead; I forgot to charge it."
"You can do that in the car on the way to the Hospital." Teresa said, handing Cindy her phone. The text message from the Commander said "Find Cindy. Molly having her baby."
"Oh my God!" Cindy gasped. "Father, Molly went into labor! I've got to get back up there..." She began acting like the baby's father; the proverbial chicken with her head cut off. Teresa interceded.
"Calm down. I'm driving you up there." she said. "Jenna and Todd are waiting downstairs. Let's go." With that, she led her platinum blonde friend to the elevator as everyone made their goodbyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly's doctor, who also happened to be my wife Laura, appeared at the door of the waiting room. Her smile made me feel instantly better.
"Congratulations!" Laura said. "He's a big boy, 7 pounds 10 ounces. But he's healthy, and mother and son are doing well."
"Can I go see them?" I asked.
"Of course." Laura said. I did not wait, but practically flew down the hallway, not noticing that Cindy, Teresa, Jenna and Todd were just getting off the elevator.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They hadn't even put any clothing or a diaper on him yet, as they were getting all those birth stats and checking him out. Molly was exhausted but smiling happily, and her eyes lit up when she saw me come in.
"He's a big boy, Commander." said Nurse Jones, the lovely black nurse that Laura had made a point to bring in to assist. "Big lungs, too." The baby had started crying as a thermometer was placed under his armpit, between his chest and tiny arm; this was typical. As soon as the temperature was read and the thermometer removed, he stopped crying and settled down.
Nurse Jones handed him to me. I could hardly believe that this was a little human being, so tiny and light did he feel in my hands. I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes as I felt gratitude that he was healthy... and that he was mine. No amount of practice, of having two boys already, could dull the feeling: I had another son, and nothing on earth could match that feeling of meeting my new son for the very first time.
"Congratulations, daddy." said Molly. I bent over and kissed her.
"Congratulations, mommy." I replied. I then handed Molly the baby, settling him down on her belly so that they were 'face to face', as mother and son began to get to know each other.
"So what did you name him?" I asked.
"My grandfather's middle name is 'Ian'." said Molly. "So I named him 'Ian McDonald Troy'."
"Uh, 'McDonald'?" I asked.
"Well," Molly replied with a grin, "that precludes his first name being 'Ronald', doesn't it? But it's an old family name, in addition to being an offshoot of your middle name, so it'll work."
"Yes. Yes it will." I said. "I do like that 'Troy' part of it, too." Molly smiled. I kissed her forehead and whispered "Thank you."
"And thank you." she replied back.
The door opened, and in came Cindy, alone. Her ice blue eyes were already twinkling, and I saw them start to get shiny with tears as she caught sight of little Ian.
"Oh!" she said. "He's so beautiful." Molly gently picked him up and handed him to Cindy, who cradled him in her arms.
"Must be something in my eyes." Cindy said as a tear flowed down her cheek... matching my own tears.
"You're crying." I said directly. "Just like I am. And it's a happy cry. A very, very happy cry..."
Part 2 - Football Friday
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the television in the Hospital waiting room at 7:00am, Friday November 27th. Bettina was standing outside the gates of BigPharmaCorp as she gave her report.
"Channel Two News has learned that Dr. Thomas Cubbard has resigned as Interim Chief Executive Officer of BigPharmaCorp! The company is giving no details, but issued a statement that a search for a new CEO will begin immediately. In a related story, Dr. Cubbard will be making a Court appearance this morning, where he is expected to plead nolo contendere, or 'no contest', to both local and Federal charges stemming from an alleged theft of patented processes. The company has not been implicated nor will face any charges in this matter."
Bettina went on: "In other news, the Police have made an arrest in the death of Michael Campbell Fulton. Lou Stevens has been charged with voluntary manslaughter in the death of Fulton. Commander Donald Troy issued a statement commending Detective Martin Nash of the TCPD for bringing this case to a successful conclusion."
Bettina then got to the big news: "And tomorrow is the big game between the University's Bulldogs and the State Tech Engineers! Let's go to Chuck Pringle for the story! Chuck!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Chuck Pringle, reporting from State Tech. "The Bulldogs have endured a tough season, which saw the firing of Head Coach Russ Bronson after an historic defeat at the hands of the Wildcats by a 70-0 score. Interim Coach Groves has the Bulldogs playing at a much better level, but this game will not be easy, as State Tech is 5-6 and looking for their first non-losing season in years as well as a bowl game. The Bulldogs cannot hope for that, but a win over their in-State rivals, and gaining a measure of revenge for what happened to Nick Eastwood last year, would certainly end the year on a more positive note."
The newscast showed a split-screen, with Bettina on the left and Chuck on the right. Bettina asked "Chuck, can we expect a good, clean game tomorrow?"
Pringle seemed to chuckle sardonically. "Bettina, the Conference is deeply concerned about the situation. Both teams have been warned to show good sportsmanship, and there will be an increased number of security forces at State Tech today. No one really expects any big problems between the fans of the two Schools, but it may be a different story on the field."
"Thank you, Chuck!" said Bettina. Chuck was replaced on the screen by Nick Eastwood, who was covering the Wildcats-Purple Hawks game, which was being played at my alma mater. "We now go to Nick Eastwood, covering the huge matchup between the No. 1 Wildcats and their in-State rivals, the Purple Hawks of State U! Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick. "State U. is 8-3 and fielding their best team in several years. But the undefeated Wildcats have the opportunity to do something very special, something they have never done: win a National Championship. With a win over their rivals, the Purple Hawks, followed by a win over the Tigers in the Conference title game, the Wildcats will have the opportunity to go for glory!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had to take myself away from the Hospital and my new child, and go to a place called 'work'. In reality, I never thought of my job as 'work', as it was challenging and rewarding, and never drudgery.
Chief Moynahan had gone to the Hospital to see Molly, and I knew their relationship was as close as mine had been with Chief Griswold while he had been my Chief with the Force. I passed out real cigars to all the Detectives and their Lieutenants. And then, to my surprise, Cindy came along behind me, passing out blue candy cigars.
When she came to my office, I said "If you want to stay at the Hospital with Molly, I'll fully understand."
"Right back atcha, Daddy." Cindy replied. "But right now Molly needs rest, and she has other visitors coming in, like the Chief and Lt. Masters. Frank Soltis is coming in from Westphalia, too."
"Yes, they were a special team together." I said. "Like what we're building here. Anyway, what about your parents?" I asked, knowing that when Ross was born, a bad family issue could come up.
"They're coming here, and I mean here, this Town, on December 23d, and will be here through the New Year." Cindy said, and I could see a gleam in her eyes. "They're actually going to let me introduce Jenna to them!"
"Good!" I said. "How about they stay at the Cabin while they're here, unless Molly is planning to host them?"
"Actually, I accept your offer." Cindy said. "Molly said you wanted her to stay at the Cabin for the rest of the year, and it would be great if our parents could stay there, too."
"Consider it a 'done deal', then." I said. "We'll be having the Christmas Eve dinner up there, and they can join us for that, as well. So... changing the subject, how was your evening with Uncle Harvey last night?"
"Good." Cindy said. "We got to talk about a lot of things, and he showed me the light on some of them. And that reminds me... I need to call your wife and arrange an appointment for her to see Jenna. My father suggested that, and in more than the strongest possible terms."
"Make it so, Number One." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Darling," said my wife Laura, who was on the phone, "we've been invited to go with President Wellman to the State Tech game. Shall I tell him we're accepting his generous offer?"
"Uhhhh..." I said, "I'm not so sure about this one. With Molly just delivering Ian and still in the hospital, I think I should stay here, don't you? And of course, I'd personally rather watch the Wildcats game on television than go to the Bulldogs game this particular year..."
"I understand, darling." Laura said. "But Molly and Ian won't be coming home until Sunday at the earliest, and I have that on good authority from Molly's doctor." I chuckled, knowing that the woman I was speaking with on the phone was Molly's doctor.
Laura continued: "Also, Cindy can spend time with Molly while we're gone. The Wildcats game is nationally televised tomorrow night, and the Bulldogs game is at noon and will be over, and us back home, before the kickoff."
"Sounds like you have thought out everything, and that means you really want to go to this game. Is Nick going with us?" I asked.
"No, he's covering the Wildcats game." Laura said. "I'm sure you wouldn't mind changing places with him, and you be at that game while he spends a few hours fucking me, but we'll have to do that later."
"Okay, we'll go," I said, "but tell the Wellmans that I might have to cancel if there's any issues with Molly and the baby and I feel like I need to stay. By the way, did Cindy call about an appointment for Jenna?"
"Oh yes." Laura said. "And it'll be Monday at 2:00pm. By the way, why did Cindy sound so excited on the phone?"
"Oh, that." I said. "Her parents are coming from Canada and spending a couple of weeks here, and she is very excited that they're actually going to meet Jenna. I told Cindy to have them stay at the Cabin, by the way."
Part 3 - Revenge Served Hot
I spent most of Friday evening with Molly and baby Ian at the Hospital, as did Cindy and Laura. One thing I did was to have my mom bring Carole to the hospital, which surprised even Laura. I brought my daughter into the room to meet her new brother.
Carole was fascinated with her tiny brother, especially when I told her that Ian was her brother like Jim and Ross were her brothers. Though she was only two years old, I suspected that Carole would have a memory of this for the rest of her life. Indeed, years later a much older Carole would describe the hospital room accurately and tell of seeing her brother Ian for the first time.
We also got another surprise visitor: Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. Ian was his great-nephew through either (or both) me and Cindy. I think the old man was very happy not only for the birth, but because he could publicly come and visit the birth of a relative... which he couldn't do so easily a year before, when Ross was born...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, November 28th. Laura and I met the Wellmans and a contingent of University professors and their spouses at County Airport, and we took off in his sleek jet. The flight was not long: we'd barely taken off when we were beginning our descent to land. But I did get to talk to Dr. Wellman.
"That was a very interesting incident with BigPharmaCorp and Dr. Cubbard." Dr. Wellman said. "They've never been very... generous... about working with our University." By that he meant that BigPharmaCorp was not exactly generous with green dollar bills to the School. "They come correct with donations, but have always shunned opportunities to work with our Chemistry, Biology, and Pharmacy Departments."
"There may be a silver lining in that, which is benefitting you now." I said. "But I'd think they'd want to monitor the School for bright prospects and get them in, like they did with Dr. Grayson."
"Oh, they do that." said Wellman. "But they don't offer internships, which would be really good for our students."
"I can understand them not doing that." I said. "They're actually pretty paranoid about their research and processes. And this latest thing with Cubbard is only going to exacerbate that."
"So what really happened there, Commander?" Wellman asked, and I could feel his shrewd eyes studying me.
I told him what was publicly available to know: "Yesterday, he and his wife pled nolo contendere to local charges of Lying to Police and Obstruction of Justice, and the same to Federal charges of conspiracy to steal patented intellectual property, as well as filing an NDA based upon the stolen intellectual property. They're paying $250,000 out of their pockets, and receiving suspended ten-year sentences."



And that, dear readers, is what the very wealthiest get for committing crimes that end in the deaths and torture of other people, while the rest of us get what's coming to us from the legal system...
"By the way, SBI Director Jack Lewis will be at the game today." said Dr. Wellman. "I'm sure he'll stop by our booth. And I know this because he told me he wanted to speak with you for a few moments. But I don't know what about."
"Oh, that one is not hard to figure out." I said. "And he'll probably ask you for an endorsement, too."
"I'm prohibited from giving an endorsement to any candidate." said Dr. Wellman. "That's not law, but it's a regulation of the University System, which covers us, State Tech, City University, Midtown College, and Southport University. Our professors are not bound by those rules, however. But I guess you can claim your status as a Police Officer to avoid giving Lewis an endorsement, if you wish?"
"Actually," I replied, "there is no official prohibition from me making an endorsement. I cannot work for a candidate while wearing a uniform or representing the Police, but I obviously endorsed Daniel Allgood for Sheriff when he ran."
"Ah yes." said Wellman. "I have to say, when you first brought him to our meeting, we were all absolutely stunned. But you saw way ahead of any of us on that one, and I have to say it has worked out better than my loftiest expectations."
"Doesn't hurt that his wife is almost as beautiful as mine." I said. Laura had been eavesdropping, and she could not help but smile at that one.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had been to the State Tech campus a few times, but I was surprised how low-key it was here on the day of the biggest game of the year. Our Town gets very excited as the fans flow in to fill the 88,000-seat Stadium to capacity, and Wildcat Nation goes bonkers as they fill the 96,000-seat arena on my School's campus. By way of contrast, State Tech's stadium only seated 66,000 people, and there would likely be some visible gaps at kickoff. And the students didn't seem to even care that there was a football game on their grounds.
Still, we were given security as we were taken to the Stadium. There was a reception with the State Tech President, the University System Chancellor and Regents, and some Conference officials. I could tell the Conference officials were very nervous. They were also the 'B-team'... the very top Conference officials were at the Wildcat-Purple Hawks game, which was a Conference game, as well.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And we're underway in the renewal of the Bulldogs-Engineers rivalry that goes back to the 1800s!" said the radio announcer as Tech kicked off. There was a fairly good number of Bulldog fans in their Royal Blue and Silver, mostly in the corners of the upper deck, but also scattered amongst the State Tech patrons.
State Tech's colors were Navy Blue and Old Gold, but they wore white shirts at home along with the gold pants and gold helmets with a Navy blue train locomotive logo on the helmets (the University had a blue "U" like Miami of Florida's "U" on silver helmets, of course). Against the Red of the Wildcats, State Tech had made the slight exception of wearing Navy blue pants with their white shirts. I, for one, am not a big fan of multiple uniform changes, except for the Oregon Ducks, who make uniform changes a schtick.
The first couple of series went well, with no penalties and the players seeming to settle down and play the game. Just then, SBI Director Jack Lewis, candidate for Governor as a Democrat, came to the booth. Everyone connected to the University (except Laura) were falling all over themselves to fawn over him. I was polite enough to stand up and shake his hand when he came over to us.
"May I join you for a second, Commander?" he asked, and I could hardly refuse as he took the seat next to mine to my right, with Laura to my left. "You've had a busy month up in your County. Big drug busts, kicking Tom Cubbard in the balls. Give your people my congratulations."
"I'll do that." I said. "You've been busy, too. How's campaigning?"
"It's a grind, but I have to admit that it's been fun." said Lewis. "I'm glad you're not finding out, and running against me."
"Not my cup of tea, Director." I said. Lewis peered over and noticed that Laura was leaning the other way, talking to Dr. Wellman. He leaned closer to me and brought his voice to a whisper.
"Congratulations on the new baby." he said. "Does... your wife know about that?"
"She should." I said, trying not to laugh. "She delivered him."
"Ahhhh." said Lewis. "Well, I guess it'd be a scandal, if you were a politician. But congratulations, and I'm glad the baby is doing well." If he wanted me to notice that he seemed to know a lot about my new baby, he was getting his wish. But I held my tongue.
"What I came to ask you, Commander," said Lewis, raising his voice to normal again, "is that I would like for you to endorse me as Governor."
I chuckled. "I am holding back numerous sarcastic replies, Mr. Director." I said. "So I'll just ask why you think I would even consider endorsing you."
"Oh, I know we haven't been on the best of terms in the past." Lewis said, showing a tremendous capacity for understatement. "But the political sphere is one that creates strange bedfellows. Oh, I know you don't like the Democrats, but you don't like the Republicans, either. And you know that I'll be a far better friend to this State's police forces, as well as the State Troopers and the SBI, than Sean Stockton will be."
Stockton was the only announced Republican running for Governor. He was trailing Lewis by ten points in current polling. Stockton was pure 'Republican Establishment', not a friend of the Grassroots or True Conservatives at all, and beholden to (and bought and paid for by) the pro-Amnesty Big Businesses... like BigPharmaCorp and BigAgraFoods. I knew that Lewis and the Democrats knew all this, and they had a huge opportunity for a bonanza election next November.
"Besides," said Lewis, "I've left your County alone, and you're doing quite well. The Narcotics Task Force was very jealous when your Vice Squad took down the Beanstalk Gang. And if I'm Governor, I'll be even more out of your way."
"You've definitely learned political-speak." I said, subtly pointing out that Lewis's words were false: as Governor, he'd be in even greater control and even more intrusive into my County. "However, every day I drive to work, I drive by the construction of a new and very unneeded State Crime Lab. Not the best of reminders of being 'left alone'."
"We can debate it being unneeded." said Lewis. "Having a new facility with new instruments and equipment can only be good for Law Enforcement. I can understand your complaint about the location, but that wasn't my doing. That was State Senator Katherine Woodburn's doing."
"Uh-huh." I said, watching as the Bulldogs threw a long pass that put them deep in State Tech territory.
"Besides," said Lewis, "with Mr. Wargrave gone, your own Crime Lab does not have the patronage it once did. He made sure your Crime Lab got the University's equipment pretty much for free when he bought the School new stuff. That won't be happening any more."
"Unless I endorse you?" I asked.
Just then the Bulldogs scored, creating some excitement in the booth. So I barely heard Lewis say "Politics is a game of give and take, Commander. And you're going to be in the big Game sooner or later. You're becoming too big, too important in this State. No matter how hard you try, Don, you cannot hide forever inside a local Police Force, a good one but still a local one. So why don't you get in the Game now, and on the right side? Stockton is not going to be your friend, that's for damn sure."
"You're right about that." I said. "He's not going to win, either. The Establishment GOP brand is very toxic right now, but I'm sure you know that already."
"There you go." said Lewis. "So, name your price. Politics is about horse-trading. It's just barter, really. So what would you want in exchange for endorsing me?"
"Well, that's just it, Director." I said. "I don't want anything. My job requires me to be a political atheist, and I have no plans to endorse anyone for Governor."
"Okay." said Lewis, knowing he was hearing my final answer. "If you change your mind, let me know. I'm going to need a new SBI Director when I win the election, and you would make it into one hell of an organization."
"Thanks, Director." I said. "But I'm happy where I am." Lewis did not try to persuade me further, but got up, shook hands with me and then Laura, then moved to talk to other people.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The game went pretty smoothly until well into the second quarter. With the Bulldogs leading 14-0, they had the ball on their own 25 yard line. As they ran a play, State Tech's middle linebacker, their best player on their team with a very small shot at making the pros, was engaged by one offensive lineman. The Bulldog tight end then came over and threw a low block, driving straight into the Tech player's knees.
The Tech player did not get up; his right knee was totally blown out by the hit. There was some back-and-forth jawing between players, but the officials stepped in quickly and separated the teams. A flag had been thrown, and the Bulldogs were backed up for the illegal hit. No one could quite tell if that had been a deliberate take-out of the Tech player or not.
The game moved into the fourth quarter, and the Bulldogs had a 21-13 lead. Tech had the ball deep in their own territory as both sides made substitutions. As they lined up for the next play, I noticed that one of the Bulldogs' defensive lineman was not the normal one.
I whispered to Laura "It's about to start."
"What do you mean?---" she began to ask, but it became apparent pretty quickly. The defensive lineman I had noticed had been blocked, but long after the Tech quarterback had thrown the pass, he launched himself into the quarterback's knees. A flag flew quickly, but the quarterback was hurt and did not get up.
Adding to it, another Bulldog player that had rushed the quarterback and ran past, walked over the quarterback as he (the defender) returned to the huddle... and deliberately stomped hard on the quarterback's lower leg, then stepped on him with his full weight.
Another flag flew, but it did no good. The State Tech players rushed to defend their downed player. One Engineer pushed one of the Bulldogs, and the Bulldog players on the field just launched themselves at the Tech players, as if on a pre-planned cue, throwing closed fist punches.
Within seconds, both benches were clearing as players ran pell-mell onto the field and engaged in a furious fight. It was no longer a game, a competition: this was for honor, and it was for keeps.
"Oh my God." University President Wellman said, his voice full of exasperation. I noticed that the Bulldog coaches did not try to get their players off the field, even as the State Tech coaches were trying to restore order on their side. The officials were surrounded by fighting players, and this was not just some hockey tussle... these kids on both sides were out for blood.
Police and Security people came out to help, but it took several several long minutes before the brutal fighting was stopped and the sides dragged apart and sent to their sidelines. The injured Tech QB was attended to by medical personnel; fortunately no one else seemed to be seriously injured.
But the damage was done. The News Media would broadcast the fight into the homes of the Nation, with extensive coverage during that evening's Wildcats-Purple Hawks game. The Conference would be apologizing for the humiliation for days and weeks.
But the Bulldogs had not shirked their duty. They had avenged their fellow player, Nick Eastwood. They won the game, and they won the fight, too. And no matter the consequences, it had been a matter of honor, and they'd risen to the call. In my deepest soul I was proud of them, though I could not outwardly admit it.
And it would be the foundation of a new era in Bulldog football, I well knew...
Part 4 - Helicoptering Home
"I'm afraid that we're going to be delayed getting back." said Dr. Wellman. "Conference officials have asked us to come to a meeting in the State Tech President's suite. It's going to be bad, and I don't know how long it will last."
"Laura and I will go ahead and find another way home, then." I said. We made our goodbyes. I had called Robin Ventura of the City Police, and she'd come down in a City Police vehicle with her partner, Detective 'Sapper' Warren. They gave us a ride into the City, and Laura was told tales of the Susan Wexler case and my solving of it while working with Warren and Ventura.
"Where are we going?" asked Laura as we got into the City.
"Federal Building." I said. "They'll be expecting us." Indeed, once we were delivered, with my promise to take my City Police friends to dinner soon in payment for the ride, we entered the Federal Building.
I had my FBI Consultant badge. Laura was not in the habit of carrying her I.D. as a Deputy Director of Science and Technology for the CIA, but she had secreted two I.D.s in a secret pocket of her wallet inside her purse. One declared her to be an official with the U.S. Department of State, and the other as a senior official in the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, the I.D. she actually used on this occasion.
"You're just a regular Fred Dixon." I teased my wife as we walked down the hall to an elevator. Laura smiled at the joke.
"So where are we going?" she asked. "Jack Muscone's office?"
"No." I replied. "The roof."
We took the elevator up to the roof, where the FBI officers guarding access to the area allowed us through, having been forewarned of our arrival. As we got outside, Laura and I saw the red-and-white Bell 206 helicopter. It belonged to John Tower, from whom I'd been taking helicopter flying lessons every week.
"Our chariot awaits, Madame!" I said. We walked to the helicopter. John Tower was inside, waiting for us. He was in the co-pilot seat.
"Wait, are you going to fly us home?" Laura asked as I opened the door to the backseat for her to get in. I grinned.
"You betcha." I replied. I scrambled into the pilot's seat and put on the helmet. With Tower's help, I went through the pre-flight procedures, then radioed the City Airport. They told me to fly south, away from them, before turning west.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're a pretty good pilot, after all." Laura said into her headphones from the backseat as we flew over the green, brown and golden landscape beneath us.
"He only needs flying hours." said Tower. "He'll be able to test for his pilot's license pretty soon."
"Just get me back on the ground in one piece." said Laura, teasing me mercilessly. I rolled with it... not literally, though. Helicopters don't barrel roll all that well, at least not with amateurs like me flying them.
We had flown south, seeing State Tech's stadium to our left, then the river that flowed north between Westphalia and Eastphalia to the City. Following that, we reached Westphalia, where the local airport gave us instructions to turn and fly west.
We followed a road that went east-west from Westphalia, parallel to the Nextdoor County Highway that went from our County to the City through Nextdoor County. We followed this more southerly parallel road all the way to Hamilton County, south of Coltrane County, then turned north along the University Highway, that ran to Midtown from our County. Our home County Airport had control of us, and guided us in. I landed us at the Fairgrounds, then Laura and I got out and John Tower took off, taking his aircraft home.
The walk to Police Headquarters was a short one, and I need not say that I was able to procure a ride to pick up our cars at County Airport. One might ask why we just didn't fly into the airport itself. It was because private aircraft were beginning to fly wealthy alumni back home from the State Tech game, and the County Airport Control Tower very understandably did not want us anywhere near their airspace...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That wasn't so bad, was it?" I asked at the Hospital. Laura had checked in on Molly while I held Ian. Cindy had been reluctant to relinquish him, but knew that 'dad' trumped 'aunt', and so I had dibs.
"Oh, not too bad... for an amateur student." Laura replied.
"What are y'all talking about?" asked Cindy. I told her about having to fly home from the game separately from the Wellman group.
"So, you anticipated the fight at the game?" Cindy astutely asked. "And prepared a backup ride, just in case?"
"Well, I also made the contingency in case of any kind of emergency to Molly or Ian, here." I said. "Or any Police matter that might spring up. But it was a good flight for a... 'student amateur', wouldn't you say, dear? Could you have done better?"
Laura just looked over at me, her eyes boring into me. Uh oh.
"Darling," my wife said clearly, "I was flying helicopters and airplanes when you were a ten-year-old kid spying on your sister having sex in the basement of your home." Molly burst out laughing, and Cindy chuckled as well. I just shook my head.
"See, Ian?" I said to my son. "Your first lesson in life: never try to win an argument with your wife." Ian yawned, making Cindy and Molly laugh again.
Part 5 - Double Cheeseburgers
Melina and Daniel had invited me and Laura over to their house to watch the Wildcats game. Melina and I were properly dressed in red Wildcat jerseys, of course.
Laura even got into it a little bit; after all, she'd been a professor there before coming to our local University. Still, a bit of fair-weather fandom, I thought, still smarting over my wife ripping me about our respective helicopter flying abilities.
The Wildcats pounded the Purple Hawks, 35-0, completing only their third undefeated regular season in 120 years of varsity football. Our defense was the most impressive I'd ever seen of a college football team. I was a bit too young to remember the 1951 Tennessee Volunteers going unscored-upon for the entire season, but I was enjoying what I saw of my own team.
And yes, they could not show enough of the Bulldogs-Engineers fight on television. The Conference was talking about sanctions against the Bulldogs, but Dr. Wellman and others bitterly complained that State Tech had not been penalized when Nick Eastwood had been paralyzed and unable to play in the NFL because of a dirty State Tech hit. Would it get even more rancorous? I wondered. Or would they finally settle down and drop the hostilities?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the game, I thought we'd leave, but Melina asked Laura to speak privately for a moment. Daniel and I talked football and County Law Enforcement matters for a few minutes until the sisters were done talking.
As we drove home, I noticed Laura was a bit quiet.
"Everything all right, honey?" I asked.
"Yes, darling." Laura said. "I was just thinking of what Melina and I were talking about. Work-related issues, and I'll talk more with her about that later. So... what do you think is going to happen as a result of that fight at the game today?"
"Oh, you'll probably find out before I will." I said. "But my guess is that they'll find a way to get it under control before the NCAA gets involved..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, November 29th. I was again in Molly's hospital room, holding Ian and talking with her and Cindy about housing arrangements for when their parents came down, when Dr. Richard Searles came into the room. After introductions and congratulations, he asked if he could speak to Cindy and me outside.



In the hallway, he said "I just wanted to tell you that Robert Brownlee has regained consciousness. He's going to be moved out of ICU. Could you do me a favor and have someone bring him some real food to eat?" Cindy and I were surprised at what Dr. Searles recommended we get, but I said I'd go get the food, and Cindy could stay with Molly.
When I returned to the hospital with my package, I was directed to Brownlee's room, which was on another floor and in another wing of the Hospital. I was a bit surprised that Katherine Woodburn and Thomas P. Cook were there, but much more surprised to see former Police Chief Harold Benton in the room, talking softly with Dr. Searles.
Robert Brownlee was lying in the bed, looking gaunt. He was surprised, and not very happy to see me.
"Double cheeseburgers from the Cop Bar." I said, handing him the package. "The choice of FBI agents across the land."
"You... you brought him a... cheeseburger?" gasped Katherine Woodburn. "Good God, the man just had a heart attack! What are you doing, trying to kill him?"
"Senator," said Dr. Searles, rescuing me from Katherine's wrath, "I asked him to bring Robert the cheeseburgers. Robert needs food in his body right now, any good food, and right now cheeseburgers are just fine."
"Doctor's orders, even." I said. "Eat up, Brownlee. Now, if everyone will excuse me..." I made my way to the door.
"Commander," I heard a voice say. It was Harold Benton. He followed me outside into the hallway. "I wanted to congratulate you on your new son."
"Thank you, er, Chief." I said. I handed him a cigar. "What do we call you now?"
"Uh, Regional Director for the State DOJ." said Benton. "You can call me 'Harold' now; I'm a civilian. State employee. And that's what I wanted to talk to you about, Don."
"What's that?" I asked.
"I'm wondering if you have any suggestions for someone to be Director of the State Crime Lab here, once it's completed early next year." said Benton. "I know you're not exactly happy about it, but it will help Law Enforcement in the State, and I wanted your input on the best people for it. And Dr. Woodrow has already turned me down, by the way."
"Trying to steal my guys, eh?" I asked jokingly, then got serious. "Seriously, I don't know anyone. J.R. Barnes in my Crime Lab is the only one with any leadership or managerial potential, but he's still young and learning from Dr. Woodrow."
"Sure there's no one else?"
"Oh, there is one other person." I said. "But if I even speak her name as a suggestion, she will literally beat me to death with my own crowbar." Benton chuckled in understanding.
Part 6 - The Two Couches
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the Athletic Building on the University Campus at 7:00am, Monday, November 30th. "Channel Two News has learned that Police Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee has been moved out of ICU at University Hospital as he recovers from a massive heart attack!"
"There is no timetable for his return to duty, and while the Police Captain's Union expects he will return to his position as Deputy Chief, both Chief Sean Moynahan and several members of the Town & County Council have expressed reservations about Deputy Chief Brownlee being physically able to assume his former duties. Dr. Richard Searles, the nationally celebrated cardiologist, has said that Commander Brownlee still remains in seriously depleted health, and that he might still need a heart transplant."
Bettina went on. "But the big news over the weekend was the huge brawl between the University's Bulldogs and their rival State Tech Engineers at State Tech on Saturday. Several players were injured, and State Tech has accused the University of retaliation for Nick Eastwood's paralyzing neck injury last year.
"University President Sidney P. Wellman made it clear that he would not accept any sanctions by the Conference, as the Conference did not punish State Tech for the severe injury that cost Nick Eastwood an NFL career and almost cost him use of his legs via paralysis. Dr. Wellman made it clear that any sanctions would be met with legal action, dragging the dispute into Federal Court.
"Other schools in the Conference, including the undefeated Wildcats, have stated that it would be unfair to unilaterally punish the University, and that State Tech must share at least equal blame for the on-field hostilities. State Tech has accused other Schools in the Conference all year of targeting Tech players in retaliation for Eastwood's injury, leading to continued acrimony.
"SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is running for Governor, issued a statement asking both schools to de-escalate the situation, and for the Conference to take a step back and let tensions cool down before taking action that will only serve to ratchet up the hostile feelings. Republican candidate Sean Stockton's campaign issued a statement deploring the fight, and said that School officials on both sides must be held accountable for their actions."
"Sources tell Channel Two News that the Conference is considering sanctions against both schools, but that some within the Conference are indeed suggesting backing off and letting tensions cool down. With the injury to Nick Eastwood addressed, it is hoped that both schools will take a more conciliatory approach in the name of good sportsmanship."
Bettina went on: "But the local fallout from the fight is still being felt. Interim Coach Groves has been told he will not be retained as the head football coach of the Bulldogs, despite several wins after taking over the interim duties. University President Wellman did express disappointment in Coach Groves and the Bulldog coaching staff for their actions that led to the fight, and then for not stepping in to help stop the fight. It is believed that Wildcat Defensive Coordinator Ted Thrasher will be offered the Bulldog head coaching job in the coming week..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, I knocked on the door of A.D.A. Jenna Stiles's office and walked right on in without invitation.
"Well, Ms. Stiles," I said as she looked up at me angrily, "your two o'clock appointment with Dr. Fredricson is still on, and I trust you are going to be there."
"No, I've got too much to catch up on." said Jenna. "I've got to file these papers on the Beanstalk Gang, and a Court appearance--"
"No, you don't." I said, quietly but firmly, looking down at the pretty dark-red-haired woman. "I made a point to check with the District Attorney himself, and he assures me that your schedule is clear for the day and that any duties you're trying to set up for yourself will be taken care of by his staff. The best psychiatrist in the State, if not the Nation, will be expecting you on her couches at 2:00pm. Do not disappoint her... nor me."
Jenna's glares at me were not working, then I saw a gleam in her eye. "So... playing 'good cop, bad cop' with me? My fiancée is playing the caring one, while you're acting like the bad bull in the china shop."
"Ah, you catch on fast." I said. "Except that your fiancée is not playing; she cares about you very much. Two o'clock, my friend. Be there." I turned to go.
"Commander!" Jenna all but shouted. I looked back, and she said "Where is Gor-don?"
If she expected the question to take me off my game, she was mistaken. "I'm working on that." I said. "You work on seeing my wife today." With that, I turned and left.
Going into my office, where Cindy was waiting for me, I said "You were right. She's resisting going... and she does need to go. I think I sufficiently shook her up, and you'll be able to escort her there without her fighting you every step of the way."
"Thanks." Cindy said. "I... I just don't know what to say or do."
"That's what my wife is paid for." I replied. "You just get her to Laura's office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, 1:45 pm. Cindy was taking Jenna to my wife's office, so I told the Chief and my Angel Lieutenants that I was going to meet a C.I. I went to the little office I still had in the building that also housed Town Fitness Centers. I had not made very many sales of security equipment, though the orders I had received had been big, and lucrative.
A few moments after I arrived, my guest arrived. He was good looking, tall, slender, with blonde hair, a long face and nose, a half-dumb smile. His name was Eddie, and he was known as 'Eddie the Bounty Hunter'. One look at him and it was easy to deduce that he was getting a lot of pussy, if and when he wanted to.
He was actually more of a private investigator than a bounty hunter, and he was very good at what he did. There were rumors that he found out things by seducing wives and getting them to tell secrets, and also by breaking into homes and sometimes even resorting to blackmail. He also wore a trenchcoat similar to mine, and I'd told him before that I hoped he wasn't mistaken for me... and shot dead.
"Hello, Iron Crowbar." he said with that half-sardonic smile on his face. "Haven't heard from you in a while."
"You've been busy anyway." I replied. "The City Police solved that Ridley murder just a little too easily for their level of competence. I'm glad to see they resorted to a good C.I. to help them."
Eddie smiled. "Yes, they did. So... what can I do for you today?"
I handed him a manila envelope. "I want you to find this guy." I said. "His name is 'Gor-don'--"
"Ah, yes... Gor-don." Eddie said, breaking into my narrative. "His name is fairly well known in some of the less respectable circles in Town. Word is that he wasn't really captured with that ADA, but was part of the gang that fucked her up. So, want me to bring him in?"
"Not yet." I said. "First, you get $5000 for bringing information that he's alive. That'll be a reward from the TCPD that I've authorized for anyone, but we haven't really broadcast it. Then another $5000, from more... private funds... for keeping periodic tabs on him, so we know where he is at all times. And last, when we do need to arrest him, you'll get the word from me, and the standard County bounty will apply."
"All right." said Eddie, putting the picture and other materials on Gor-don back in the envelope after having looked at them. "By the way, I have to admit that I'm surprised. I thought you were calling me about something else."
"And what would that be?" I asked, genuinely curious.
"James and Susan Douglas." Eddie said. "They got out fast after they were released from custody. And that drug you caught them with... that was just the tip of the iceberg with them."
"Oh?" I asked. "What else?"
"The word I'm getting," said Eddie, "is that an organ donation theft ring is moving into Town. The Douglases may have been intended to be a part of that. I figured you wanted me to dig the gang out for you."
"Reward money if you tell me something that leads to an arrest." I said.
"Not on this one." said Eddie. He then peered at me and said "I know that you're working on hunting down an organized crime boss in this area, someone that everyone knows exists but can't quite figure out who he is. Word is that Domingo Shipping was coming in to set up the organ donation ring, and this guy ripped Domingo a new one. I don't want any part of this guy; he is too tough for me. People caught in his web are inevitably eaten alive. Even T-Square is scared shitless of this guy."
"Sure you don't know who he is?"
"I'm sure." said Eddie, "I don't know who he is, but he has to have a University connection, especially if he's going to set up anything to steal organs or drugs from University Hospital. So I'm thinking he's connected to the School in some way.
"By the way," Eddie continued, "this ring steals drugs, organs, tissue samples, test materials... and they've even kidnapped the occasional baby from the hospital for very wealthy people who don't want to wait for the legal adoption process."
"Oh really?" I said, frowning. Molly and Ian were now at The Cabin, but I of course still felt worry.
"Yeah." said Eddie. "Okay, I'll see what I can find out about this Gor-don guy." As he turned to go, I called out "Wait!"
This little shop was at the junction of the two sides of the building, which was boomerang-shaped in its angle. So the front window and door were small and spread out to a wider back end.
Coming to the window, I knew that it was bright light outside and I could see out more than anyone could see in. I looked around at the cars in the lot.
"Eddie, were you followed when you came here?"
"No, not that I could tell."
"Where are you parked?"
"Across the street." Eddie said.
"Okay, I'm going to let you out the back way. Work your way around to your car, and act as if someone is parked in this lot and looking for you."
"Is that true?" Eddie asked.
"I'm not sure, but we'll take the precaution." I said. And so it was done. After letting Eddie out, I watched for some minutes out the front. I knew that many Police worked out at Town Fitness Centers, but not that many at lunch... and not Detective Martin Nash, whose car I had seen parked in the lot...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, Jenna." Laura said, rising from behind her desk as Gayle Roberts brought Jenna into the office. Having done her duty to deliver Jenna, Cindy Ross did not stay, but walked towards Campus Police Headquarters.
Jenna looked around. The door from Gayle's anteroom was at the southeast end of the rectangular room. It was high-ceilinged, as this building was one of the oldest on Campus. Jenna noted a door on the right side (east) wall, which led directly to the hall outside. A door at the southwest end, a mirror-image of the door she'd just come through, led to the clinic area... and the bedroom where Laura had both watched and participated in her sexual researches. Laura's desk was at the far (north) end, and there was a door at the northwest corner, which led to the nursery room. There were three tall windows on the left (west) wall.
Dominating the room were the two sofas in the middle, facing each other. They were known by many names, most of them pretty downright ugly. Many secrets had been brought out and laid bare on these couches; it was said these sessions were worse than the original brutalities requiring Laura's psychiatric services. And now it was Jenna's turn to sit on them.
"Have a seat." Laura said, observing the redheaded woman as Jenna sat down on the sofa facing the east wall, facing away from the windows. Laura sat down to Jenna's left instead of on the other sofa.
"Would you like some tea, or water?" Laura offered. She poured herself a cup from the tea service on the round table between the sofas, and Jenna was persuaded to have some.
"I'm glad you came in." said Laura. "How have you been feeling lately, just in general?"
"Okay." Jenna said. "I'm not feeling any more physical pain. I've been doing some slow yoga exercises with Cindy to get some exercise, and that's helped."
"How are you and Cindy doing?" Laura asked, sipping her tea.
"Uh... okay." Jenna said. "She's been really excited about her sister having the baby, and he's cute. She was overdoing it, trying to pamper me, then finally started backing off of doing that. I know she meant well, but it's not like I'm helpless."
"She means well." said Laura. "So... let's just get to it: how has your love life with Cindy been?"
"We haven't, not really." Jenna said. "She's tried to hold me and cuddle me, but I... just haven't wanted that. Is that normal?"
"Oh, very much." Laura said. "So let me ask you about your ordeal. When we've talked before, you only remembered parts of it because you blacked out when they beat you. Have you had any recurring dreams of any of it?"
"Yeah." Jenna said. "Sometimes I know I'm dreaming that I'm back in that dungeon and I try to wake up to get out of it, I mean I'm aware that it's a dream... and sometimes I wake up, and sometimes the dream changes..."
"What are those dreams about?" Laura asked.
"Usually I'm in Court, trying a case." Jenna said. "And then I'm the one taken to jail, and it's that dungeon again, but then I wake up or I'm back in the Courtroom."
"Good, good." Laura said. "You're doing wonderfully with this." She observed that Jenna was being a bit mechanical, trying to hold back her emotions... but she'd been forewarned by conversations with Cindy... and Cindy's father. It was time to start digging deeper.
"Jenna," Laura said, "is Gor-don in any of these dreams?"
"Yes." Jenna said, not realizing how hard Laura was observing her. "A lot of the time when I'm back in that room... he's the one... on top of me... then he's in the Courtroom with me..."
"In your dream, are they attacking him?" Laura asked.
"No." Jenna said. "He's yelling at them to stop hurting me, and they're telling him to watch while they... well, the dreams change around, and I'm not having them very much at all, anymore."
"Have you been thinking about Gor-don?" asked Laura. "He's disappeared. Have you tried to find out what happened to him?"
"Yes, I've tried, and I've badgered Cindy and your husband about it, too." Jenna said. "I don't know if he's still alive or not, and it's the not knowing that's the worst."
"Do you have dreams about him when you think about his disappearance?" Laura asked.
"Uh... yeah, I guess so." said Jenna. Laura could read in Jenna's face that something wasn't right.
"Jenna," Laura asked, putting a bit of authority in her voice, "did you have sex with Gor-don, before that day?"
Jenna turned her head sharply to peer into Laura's eyes, and found Laura peering right back, as if reading her very mind. "Yes." Jenna said. "Gor-don and I had sex in my office. Several times." Laura nodded.
"Did he initiate sex with you? Or you with him?" Laura asked.
"Uh... mostly it was me letting him know I... wanted it, and he ran with it after that." Jenna said.
"Jenna," said Laura, "we've talked before that this is not the first time you've been sexually assaulted. Is that right?"
"Yes." Jenna replied. She then went on to explain that when she was in high school, a football player took her on a date and then drove her to a field, where he and some other football players that were waiting for them took turns with her.
"And that's one reason you've dated women ever since?" asked Laura.
"That's a lot of it." said Jenna. "I was always attracted to women, fit women like Cindy, and after that happened I really felt hatred of men, especially after those boys got away with it, and I was called a whore and everything else as if it were all my fault."
"I understand." said Laura. "But you had sex with Gor-don. And any other men, recently?"
"Before I came here, to this Town," Jenna said, "I dated a tranny, a 'chick with a dick', for a couple of months."
"I see." Laura said, then bore down: "Jenna... tell me what happened... what happened that night with Gor-don... beyond the beatings and the rapes... what happened to you?"
"I..." Jenna said as the tears began flowing. She looked up at the ceiling, then back in front of her. "I... had an orgasm... while Gor-don was... was fucking me. They were raping me, and... and I came!" She began sobbing. "Oh God, I'm so ashamed..."
Laura took the crying woman into her arms. "It's okay, Jenna. It's okay. Don't be ashamed. I understand how you feel, and why. But you have nothing to be ashamed of."
"But..." Jenna said, "... but I had orgasms... and with men! While they were... doing me..." She began crying harder. Laura held her and let her cry for a minute until Jenna's first wave of emotion was spent.
"Jenna, listen to me." Laura said, making Jenna look into her eyes. "First of all, it's not unheard of for a woman to have an orgasm while being raped. It's not necessarily common, but it happens. It's a response of your body, and there's nothing to be ashamed of, even if you feel like there is."



Laura did not tell Jenna that it was more common for the woman to have an orgasm during forced sex in date-rape situations, but she wasn't lying that it did happen, and usually did add to the shame a woman felt in being sexually violated.
"Was this with the other men, or just when they made Gor-don be with you?" Laura asked.
"With Gor-don..." Jenna mumbled, "... but... there was another man... I didn't come when the other guys beat me while raping me, but this guy... he just... fucked me, as if he didn't want to hurt me... the same way Gor-don did me... that guy had a bigger... thing... than the others, and... well I remember coming with him, even though I was half out of it..." Jenna began sobbing again.
"It's okay." Laura said. "It's okay. You got it out, and now we can work on it. Let everything out, there's nothing for you to feel shame about."
"But with men?" Jenna said. "I... I feel like I've betrayed Cindy and all the other lesbian women out there. I'm one of them..."
"No, you''re not betraying anyone. Look, here's something else for you to know." Laura said. "Eighty percent of all lesbian women... are actually bisexual. Many of the breakups between lesbians is when one of the women begins a relationship with a man. What you're feeling is not uncommon. You've been having sex with Gor-don, and when you were kidnapped and helpless, your subconscious decided your body could have an orgasm in spite of the situation, possibly because of it. The danger you were in subconsciously added to it, as well."
"Did this come from your research?" asked Jenna.
"From mine, and others." Laura said. She did not mention the extensive work she and others had done on behalf of the CIA, to understand rape as part of torture, as something female agents (and males, for that matter) might be subjected to. She did not mention the program that female CIA agents endured before going out on missions into the field... training that including the repeated violation of the woman's body as well as her mind.
"So now that this is out, Jenna," Laura said, "we can really bring everything forward and out in the open, at least between you and me. Including your relationship with Cindy, which you are now questioning."
"Oh my God, how did you know?--" Jenna replied, before realizing that she was in the company of a psychiatrist, but not realizing that it was Laura's husband who'd made observations and inferences, and passed those along...
Troy pillow talk... really, really unusual stuff...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Dinner Parties
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, December 1st. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council's meeting next week will discuss the budget cuts called for by the Town & County Assembly in their budget proposal, which was passed last night!"
The Assembly was the County's legislative body that elected 30 people from equal-population zones, without regard to the Town's city limits line. The Assembly was the only body that could set taxes and produce a budget. The Council was semi-executive, and was ten Members plus the Mayor, but the zones were half Town and half outside County, and not necessarily equal in population; ergo, the Assembly existed to prevent the U.S. Department of Justice from coming in with a complaint.
Bettina continued: "The Assembly has mandated that all Town & County Government functions institute austerity measures during these tough economic times. It is not known yet where the Council will make cuts, which departments will be the most deeply cut, nor which or how many jobs will be lost.
"In other news, 'Black Friday', the day after Thanksgiving, was considered a disappointment by the Town & County's businesses, as the biggest malls in the County report lower sales than the previous few years. Cyber-shopping, purchases on the Internet, are also down from previous years, both locally and nationally. We now go to Nick Eastwood for the Sports report. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" shouted Nick from outside University Stadium. "The Wildcats and the Tigers are prepping for the Conference Championship game, which will be held in the City on Saturday evening. The undefeated, No. 1 Wildcats are favored to win, but the Tigers will be a tough opponent. The two teams did not face each other in the regular season."
Nick continued: "And the Wildcats will have to prepare with the possibility of losing their defensive coordinator. The Bulldogs asked for and received permission to interview Coach Ted Thrasher for their vacant head coaching position, and he is widely believed to be the top candidate for the job. The Wildcats have even gone so far as to state that Coach Erskine 'Iron Man' Marshall will be promoted to defensive coordinator if Coach Thrasher leaves for the Bulldogs. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Nick!" said Bettina, "and let me just say in the Thanksgiving spirit that we are very thankful to have you with us at KXTC, Nick!"
"Wow!" said Joanne Cummings, "she must be hot for him."
"Or else she had him this past weekend." said Cindy Ross, just coming into the room. Laughter ensued as Bettina continued:
"And this weekend is the Policeman's Ball, as well as their Orange Order honorary induction ceremony!" said Bettina. "This will be the last year the Policeman's Ball is held at the University Hotel, as the new Civic Center and Library will be completed next to the State Office Building on Courthouse Square by next year..."
"So they're cutting our budget," said Tanya, "but they have money to build the new Civic Center."
"That was budgeted for this past year," I said, "and they just started building it a few weeks ago. It'll have a big auditorium room that can be rented for big events, meeting rooms, places for the old folks instead of that little Community Center they're in, and a new library, which I'll be glad to see."
"The old folks love that little Community Center." said Joanne. "They were fiercely opposed to the parts of the Civic Center plan that would force them out. They are trying to buy the property, but the Council is blocking them."
"Oh really?" I said. "I'm going to check into that. If I find that Thomas P. Cook has any inside track on buying it, I might just have to give Bettina an interview."
"Woe betide Thomas P. Cook." said Cindy. "Crowbars a'comin' at him."
"Commander, are we going to be hit by the budget cuts?" asked Theo Washington.
"I've been working hard with the Chief and Sheriff to have the Council accept our plan of reducing our numbers through attrition... retirements, resignations to go to other jobs, kicking the Sharples-types out, and not hiring and not promoting as many people as we usually do."
I decided to change the subject by asking out loud "By the way, has everyone voted for the Orange Order yet?"
"Got my ballot, but I didn't fill it out yet." said Martin Nash. There was general concurrence with that.
"I've already voted." said Tanya Perlman. "But really, only two people will make it this year?"
"Unfortunately, yes." I said. "Like I said, we're shrinking through attrition, and we had a bigger-than-normal class last year." I did not add that the bigger class the previous year was so that Cindy and I could be inducted without taking away from two others. "Captain Ross, have you voted yet?"
"Nope." Cindy said simply. "I've been having too much fun babysitting my new nephew, and less fun dealing with my fiancée. But I know who I'm voting for, so I'll go fill that out now." With that, she turned and stalked out of the room.
"I'll leave you guys to decide who to vote for." I said. "Of course I would never tell you guys who to vote for, but if you happen to see my filled-out ballot sitting here by the coffeemaker in the next few minutes, I won't mind if you happen to vote the same way. Or not. It's up to you."
I drank coffee and watched Bettina talk about the planned Christmas festivities for the next month as, by curious coincidence, every Detective came up to refill his or her coffee mug...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, I'll be alert." said Molly. "Love you, too. Bye." After disconnecting the cellphone call, she resumed making up her bed in The Cabin.
"I really appreciate all of your help." she told Pamela Feeley, who was feeding baby Ian. Molly had been breastfeeding Ian, but Dr. Fredricson had advised adding some formula at least once a day; it was like adults or children taking a vitamin once a day.
"Oh, I'm happy to do it." said Pamela. "Little Pete is beginning to grow up, and it's a joy to be able to help with sweet little boys like Ian. By the way, that phone call sounded a bit ominous."
"That was Don." said Molly. "He got wind of a ring of crooks that steal things from hospitals... including organs for donations, and occasionally actual babies. He's going to be at the Hospital all afternoon with the Sheriff, the Campus Police, and Hospital Security, implementing tighter security measures there. So, what would you like for lunch?"
"We should probably finish off those leftovers." said Pamela. "Or we can have soup and sandwiches, and you can have the leftovers tonight."
"That's what I'll do, then." Molly said.
It did not take long, and soon they were eating warmed up ham soup and grilled cheese sandwiches. Little Pete was more interested in baby Ian than his own food.
"I wonder why babies are so fascinated with other babies." Molly mused as they ate. "Don and Laura both talk about how much Carole loves all the other babies."
"I don't know." said Pamela. "Pete, little Pete's father, was an only child, but he always loved the other babies in the nursery at church."
"Which church do you go to?" Molly asked.
"First Methodist... 'Only' Methodist in this Town." Pamela said with a hint of humor. "I grew up going to First Baptist with my parents, but ended up going to the Methodist Church with my husband Mark. That was a long time ago... and when almost everyone went to church. Now... Pastor Westboro says it's only a quarter of what it used to be."
"He grew up here, too, didn't he?" asked Molly. "So he's seen the changes."
"Oh yes." said Pamela. "I was in school with Raymond, that's Pastor Westboro. I was a couple of years old than him. I went to the Junior-Senior Prom with him my Junior year. Then I met Mark that summer, and we began dating, and Mark took me to the Prom my Senior year."
"You were the belle of the ball, I'm sure." said Molly. "So did you marry him out of high school?"
"Oh no, I went to college, here at the University." Pamela said. "Mark's grades were not that good, and he wasn't accepted. So he ended up going to Midtown College, which was a two-year school back then."
"I guess Pastor Westboro went to Divinity School?" Molly asked.
"No, not at first." said Pamela. "He went to City University, but I have no idea what he majored in. I think he went to the City Theological Seminary later on, then came back here. By then I was married to Mark. But I didn't marry Mark right away. I dated several men while in college and just afterwards, including Sidney Wellman."
"He's older than you, isn't he?" Molly asked.
"Oh yes." Pamela said. "And he was a cad then, just as he is now. But you know how young girls are attracted to bad boys."
"Yes, I do." said Molly. "And I made the mistake of marrying one. But I divorced him and left him in the dust."
"Sidney Wellman was definitely what they call a 'player'." said Pamela. "I should've known better. There was just something about him, an underlying... 'badness' about Sidney. I guess it is what he needed to get to where he is..."
"Anyway," Pamela continued after a pause, "Mark got his associates degree, then ended up at the Police Academy. We began dating again, and got married. He left the Police Force after only a few years, and became a Security officer at Crown Chemicals. He was involved in all that mess with Proactive Citizens of Greenworld. That situation took away years of his life."
"How so?" Molly asked. "Was he injured?"
"No, he was lucky," said Pamela, "but he was one of those that opened fire on the protestors that charged the fence. He doesn't know for sure if he personally killed any of them, but many died. But that wasn't the worst of it. That incident really divided the Town, and a lot of people held it against Mark that he'd defended the company at all, much less with the use of deadly force. Of course others supported him, but he lost friends, and it really hurt him that people openly vilified him to his face after he did what he knew was his job, and that he was protecting other people."
"That's too bad." Molly said. "It's that way for us police officers now. Some people just hate us. I'm afraid that things are going to get really ugly with the black community in the next few years."
"Yes." said Pamela. "I think Mark was secretly happy when Pete went to the Police Academy, even though he openly encouraged Pete to consider other things. But that boy wanted to be a police officer from the minute he knew what it was. He wanted to be like his dad, but there must've been more. I was hoping Pete would do something else, also, but he was set on being a police officer..." She did not finish the sentence, and Molly knew what Pamela was thinking... that her son was the first TCPD officer to die in the line of duty since Pamela had attended the prom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So how was your day, darling?" asked Laura as I came into the Mountain Nest.
"It was pretty good." I said. "Hi Bowser." I said to the dog as he bounded up to greet me. I reached down and gave him a good petting, then headed into the den.
"Daddy!" yelled Carole.
"Da-da!" said little Jim, smiling brightly. I picked him up and sat down on the sofa, and Carole came running over to me.
"You've got a few minutes, but we have to get ready for the dinner party tonight." Laura said.
"Why don't you go get ready now, and I'll follow you." I said, knowing that my wife, like a great many wives, would take considerably more time getting ready than me, the husband would. And it gave me time to spend with Carole and little Jim, which was something I never, ever, took for granted...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dinner party was not formal, so Laura wore a dress that was relatively nice for work, but not 'dressy'. She also wore medium heels; she would be taller than everyone at the dinner (except me), even without them. I wore one of the gray suits I often wear to work, but with a button-down white shirt and a tie. Despite the occasion, I had my badge and gun under my jacket, as always.
Dr. Stephanie Steele was a hostess that knew etiquette. She sat at the end of the dining table, with her husband Edward Steele at the other end. I was seated to her right and Laura to his right, per protocol. The other two people at the dinner were the Steele's daughter Selena, sitting to my right and her father's left, and J.P. Goldman, sitting to Stephanie's left and Laura's right.
The conversation at dinner was fairly innocuous. Dr. Steele talked about her astrophysics studies, which involved gravity and black holes... and we are not talking about apples falling from the trees nor my son Jim's ability to consume large quantities of food. I was able to follow Stephanie's talk to a point.
"You know," I said, seeing that J.P. Goldman was lost, "I remember seeing in my calculus class in college that some of the equations you use in your physics work are the same ones that apply to advanced economics that banks use, such as rates of decay and even more complex ones."
"That is true." said Mr. Goldman. "I should've paid attention in those physics classes, I guess. But in my day, the physicists of the time were barely getting started with Professor Einstein's work, and landing on the moon was still a goal yet to be reached."
"Oh, you are not that old, J.P." said Stephanie with a grin. "And you must've studied something, because you have one of the best banks in the nation, while others are going under or struggling."
"And I have your daughter to thank for much of that." said J.P. Goldman. That got Selena's attention, as she had been talking to Laura and Edward Steele.
"Mr. Goldman, are you taking my name in vain again?" Selena asked playfully.
"Not at all. Not at all." said Goldman. "I was just telling your mother of the wonderful job you are doing at my Bank. My most able and trustworthy associate."
"Aw, thank you sir. Speaking of wonderful jobs," said Selena, "Commander Troy has been at it again. Taking down the CEO of a company like BigPharmaCorp is walking where angels fear to tread." I did not say that that my Angels did not fear to tread anywhere...
"Well," said Stephanie, "that does not compare to what he did to save you, my girl. I still don't understand why that Harlan woman targeted my Selena, though."
"I'm not totally clear on that, either." I said. "But Mr. Goldman mentioned 'trustworthy', and I can tell you that I am grateful Chief Griswold and ADA Patterson trusted me enough to give me an hour before arresting Selena. That literally was the difference in that case."
"So your family is originally from Texas, Mr. Steele?" Laura asked. "I grew up there myself." My wife had just rescued me; I was beginning to think of the Black Widow case, and the tremendous cost extracted by Angela Harlan before she was exterminated. Laura had given me time to recover my wits.
"Yes and no, Laura." said Edward. "By that I mean that my parents separated and divorced. My mother was from Eastphalia, and we moved back there and her family. My father did live in Texas, so every summer for two months I'd live down there with him. I ended up meeting Stephanie at the University here, and we got married."
Steele continued: "By chance, I had the opportunity to develop some projects in the Dallas area, and so I went down there quite a bit. Selena spent the large part of her teen years down there while Stephanie was on astronomy trips, and went to college down there. Then Selena made her way up here... though we didn't know she was being followed by that despicable woman..." He stopped there.
"Laura," said Stephanie, rescuing her husband, "you were at other Schools before coming here, weren't you?"
"Yes." Laura said. "I had a couple of sabbaticals to Europe while my late first husband was assigned there with the Army. Then I was at Don's school for a few years, including while he was a student there, but I never met him."
"Too bad." I said. "I would've changed physics and the Time Line if I'd met you then." I said with a grin. Laura smiled briefly.
"Aw, that's sweet." said Selena. "And despite my mother's views of theoretical physics, you two were destined to meet no matter what the Time Line said."
"Yes, 'Destiny' is an interesting subject." said J.P. Goldman. "And I'm glad it was the Commander's destiny to come here, and clean up our Town as well as he has been doing."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "But there's still much to be done." Both Goldman and Steele nodded, and I knew they understood... perhaps more than I realized.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Cindy had been invited to a more informal supper. She arrived at the home of Mrs. Veasley. Also there were Mrs. Williams and the Widow Athena Jones, wearing her trademark shawl as usual.
As they ate dinner, Cindy said "So you were in the military, Mrs. Veasley?"
"Oh my, I never knew that." said Mrs. Williams.
"I am not in the habit of telling people that." said Mrs. Veasley. "But to answer your question, Child, yes I was. You are a perceptive young woman, like your father."
"I'd like to think I got some of it from my cousin." said Cindy, then added with a cryptic grin, "and of course from his mother's efforts to drill some things into me."
"And well needed," said Mrs. Veasley, "to prepare you for your work with the Iron Crowbar. So, did you look up my record?"
"Only after observing that pin on your jacket when I saw you at the Community Center." said Cindy. "Military Order of the Purple Heart. You're the leader of this region's volunteers that help our returning wounded combat veterans. So, on a slow day at Headquarters, I looked up your record as an Army Nurse."
"And very honorable service, too." said the Widow Jones in her scratchy voice. "Why don't you tell Miss Ross how you came to be wounded, and in that wheelchair, Mrs. Veasley."
"Since you were also badly wounded in the line of duty, Child," said Mrs. Veasley, "I shall tell the story to you. Yes, I was an Army Nurse, and was a Lieutenant Colonel in charge of the Nurses in a field hospital during the First Gulf War, the liberation of Kuwait. The Media has not told the stories of some of the horrors inflicted by Saddam Hussein upon the Kuwaiti People; it is almost as if the Media was taking his side against the American and Allied armies liberating the Kuwaitis from the evil of Saddam. But I digress..."
After a pause, Mrs. Veasley said "I was actually traveling in a vehicle with some other people as part of a convoy. We were going to a PX that had been set up to buy essential things like toothpaste, soap and shampoo in a place where our hosts, the Saudis, would not see women purchasing such things. What we did not know was that to our north, the Iraqis made an incursion. They began shelling the road with their artillery, trying to hit the troops that began coming up to defend the border."
"A shell exploded near our vehicle." said Mrs. Veasley. "Everyone was hit and wounded, but fortunately the rest of them were not wounded badly. However, the one fragment that hit me did so in my lower back, and damaged my spinal cord. I do have some feeling in my legs, and I still have my bodily functions, but despite my best efforts, I have never been able to walk again."



"I'm sorry." said Cindy.
"Do not be, Child." said Mrs. Veasley affectionately. "At first, it was hard. I was awarded the Purple Heart... and was medically discharged from the Army. I became very depressed, and thought of ending my life. But fortunately, your father, Dr. Eckhart, had set up several recovery homes for our returning veterans, a couple which are still in operation today. Much like what Mr. Trump did at his Maralago Resort in Florida for our veterans." Cindy nodded in understanding.
"While I was at Dr. Eckhart's facility, I could see that his young associates were very happy as they assisted us in our physical as well as emotional recoveries, so I knew that this was a special group of people within an special organization. And then one day, Dr. Eckhart himself came to visit.
"After one five-minute conversation, I knew I had a purpose to live. And I wanted to be one of his volunteers, as well as learn from him. And so I've worked with the Military Order of the Purple Heart, and I've studied with him at his facility in Coltrane County."
"The funny thing is," said Mrs. Veasley thoughtfully, "is that it was as if he singled me out among all the people there to talk to, that he came specifically to see me."
"He did." said Cindy. "He told me." Catching herself, she said "And please don't tell him I told you."
"Yes, Child, we shall keep that one between us." said Mrs. Veasley.
"Well, such an uplifting story." said Mrs. Williams. "I've heard both good and bad things about Dr. Eckhart, but stories like that make me inclined to believe the good."
"I would say that the best of him is right here with us, in his daughter and her accomplishments." said the Widow Jones. Only Cindy caught the slightest bit of acerbity in her voice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, we basically separated into two groups, the men in the study and the women in the living room. I handed Mr. Steele and Mr. Goldman real cigars with blue ribbons in celebration of my new son. I'd secretly given Selena one so she could enjoy it later; she and Melina were women that liked a good cigar. Laura liked them too, but rarely indulged.
As we sipped the very fine cognac Mr. Steele had poured us, he got right down to the point of the discussion.
"I am sure, Don," Steele said, "that you have noticed that Stephanie is not Selena's birth mother."
"I thought that was likely." I replied. "I originally thought she was adopted, but I can see that she is definitely your daughter."
"Yes, that is correct." said Steele. "I thought it might be a good idea to share with you the entire story. Not only do you deserve to know, having saved my daughter from that atrocious woman, but it might be helpful to you going forward."
I leaned forward, paying attention, but also breathing a bit harder. I was putting myself 'into the zone', a mental zone of heightened alertness and readiness. This was something I'd learned from my Aikido teacher years before, and it was something P. Harvey Eckhart taught at his Enlightenment Camp.
"Don, J.P. and I both know that you and your wife have what some would call an 'open' marriage." said Edward Steele. "Stephanie and I had something very similar. She didn't travel all that often, but when she did it was for stretches at a time, and we both knew that we were not going to remain celibate in the prime of our lives."
"I understand." I said.
"As I said at dinner," Steele said, "I was down in Texas a good bit. I was also up here a good bit; J.P. here and I met while I was in college, and we became very good friends. He financed several of my development projects, and in turn I made his bank a lot of money. He's also like a second father to Selena, and I daresay he influenced Selena's decisions to major in Finance and become a Bank executive herself."
Steele went on: "While I was up here, I met a woman one evening at a bar. She was very lovely, she said she was recently divorced, and she was lonely. Her name was Alice, which is Selena's middle name. Alice came to my apartment with me that night, and we began an affair. For the next two weeks while I was up here, she stayed with me."
"To make a long story short," said Steele (too late), "I went down to Texas, and two months later Alice shows up at my doorstep. Pregnant. She said she knew I was married, but she was leaving this Town, and her past life, behind. She only asked that I help set her up so that she could continue her life hidden from her ex. She said that under his false veneer he showed the Public, he was a deeply evil man inside, and she feared him. She was trembling even as she spoke of him."
"Did she tell you his name?" I asked.
"No, she never did." Edward said. "And I never asked. Anyway, I set her up in a house, got her a job in a Title Deed company I'd created down there. I think most people thought she was my wife."
"Anyway," he went on, "she had the baby, but she began hemorrhaging... and she died with Selena in her arms. Of course I rightfully claimed Selena as my daughter, which she was. And I told Stephanie. She may be telling your wife right now that she had some issue that meant she could not have children, so she considered Selena a blessing and has been Selena's mother ever since."
"Just one moment, sir." I said. I got up, taking out my bug-detection device, and scanned the room. I found no bugs.
"Sorry about that, sir, but I'm paranoid and wanted to make sure we're not being heard." I said.
"You're not paranoid." said J.P. Goldman. "Selena and I sweep our banks' offices for bugs once a week, and our houses as well. Edward does the same."
"Oh yes." said Edward. "You see, Don... we know what you're going through, what you're trying to do, what you're trying to destroy. When Chief Griswold hired you, he secretly told us that you were our only hope of saving this Town. He was right."
"Yes, son." said J.P. Goldman. "I didn't get to be what and who I am without knowing some things. I could see what Harold Malone was doing. I thought about leaving, especially after my wife passed on, but I knew that if I did that, Malone and his racist gang would gain control of the other banks in the area, and this Town would become as deeply infected as your home town of Apple Grove is right now."
I must've looked startled when I heard that, as both older men nodded. "Oh yes, we're aware. I don't know what you're going to do to solve that one, but at least you defeated Malone here. And Edward and I wanted you to know we have your back, Don. Not just because you saved Selena, though that showed us you alone are capable of defeating what is infecting our Town, but because we know you will save us all."
"Do you know who the Mastermind behind all of this is?" I asked.
"Not for sure." said Goldman. "We thought Henry Wargrave was the man, and to an extent he was. But even his death last summer has not stopped the creeping malevolence."
"There are several forces at work here." I said. "One is the race group that Malone was part of. They're national, and they are indeed insidious, and I'm working with the FBI to kick them to the kerb. But there's another entity, a Spider that has spun a huge web, ensnaring this Town as Sheriff Spaulding has ensnared Apple Grove. This Spider is the Enemy we must destroy to liberate our home here."
"Do you know who he is?" asked Steele."
"Not enough to tell you." I said, lying through my teeth. "And it would be better if you don't know. Once he found out you knew, he'd kill your families, and then I'd find your dead bodies hung up at Ebenezer & King Food Industries like we found those two guys all those months ago. I'd rather have you having my back on the Town & County Council."
"We understand." said Steele. "We'll help you any way we can. With us and Colby and Schoen, you have a firm block on the Council. Cook, Adams, and Carnes are solidly against you. McGhillie is generally on your side, as his son is one of your police officers, but he and Westboro are the swing votes."
I nodded. "I appreciate it. And I am going to need that help, when the days get very dark for me. By the way, do you remember Mr. Harkins, of the Second National Bank?" I noticed the two men make eye contact with each other briefly.
"Yes, I knew him pretty well, before he disappeared." said Goldman.
"I knew him, though not all that well." said Steele. "Why?"
"Well, you mentioned that if J.P. Goldman Bank left Town, the Bad Boys would corrupt another one. I think that's what they were trying to do with Harkins, but he bugged out. I hope he's safe and alive, wherever he is. If you ever find out anything about him, please let me know. If he's still alive, he might be the only direct human witness to this Spider, that could put the bastard away forever."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Driving home from the Heritage Cloisters to the Mountain Nest, I was silent. Laura noticed.
"Stephanie explained to me, and Selena," my wife said, "about how Selena came to be conceived and then adopted. Selena had known the story, but not all the details."
"Yes, they told me the same story." I said, my voice seemingly far away.
"And it's affected you." said Laura. "So share with your psychiatrist."
"I will, when we get home." I said. We drove in silence the rest of the way.
As we came into the den, my mom looked up at me over the book she was reading. "It must have been a very interesting evening." Phyllis said knowingly.
"Mom, can you stay here with the kids for a minute, while Laura and I take the dog out?"
"Uh, certainly, son." my mother said, her brow furrowing a bit. She'd expected me to tell her as well as Laura, but I collected the dog (easy enough, he was sitting right there looking up at me) and my wife and I went out back.
We sat down on the patio love seat as Bowser went to do his business. "Okay, I guess it's safe enough out here, and this has to stay just between you and me."
"Sure." said Laura. "What is it? I've rarely seen you so affected."
"This one is a doozy." I replied. "You remember how I first reacted when I saw Dr. Steele at the Wellman's reception?"
"Yes." Laura said.
"When I saw that," I said, "I realized that Stephanie Steele was not Selena's birth mother, but Edward Steele was her birth father. Ergo, either Mr. Steele was previously married, or had had an affair which produced Selena. I happen to know the biographies of all of our esteemed Town & County Council members, and I knew that the Steeles were married before Selena made her way into the world. So at that time, I realized that whoever Selena's birth mother was... had to be at least part of the reason Angela Harlan went after Selena."
"I'm following you." said Laura.
"So... tonight Mr. Steele told me his side of the story, of the divorcée with whom he had an affair, who gave birth to Selena. This woman died in childbirth, and Edward Steele raised Selena."
"Yes, Stephanie told us that." Laura said. "She also told us that she and Edward had an honest, open relationship, like you and I have, and that she treasures Selena as her daughter as much as any mother ever could. They were both emotional for a few minutes, there."
"Yes." I replied. "So, what I've connected... is that this woman that Steele had an affair with, whom he claims he didn't know who she was or is, must've had a tie-in with a man so full of hatred that he wanted that child, Selena, to be humiliated, imprisoned, and put to death. By doing that, he would inflict death upon the child of the woman who'd spurned him, and would cause great pain to the Steele's, especially Edward. And do I even need to say who that monstrously evil person is?"
"No, you do not." Laura replied. "Did you tell either Mr. Steele or Mr. Goldman?"
"No." I said. "If they don't know, then it's best they don't know... nor that Selena finds out until that bastard is sitting in my jails... and then I will take great pleasure letting both her and him know the truth..."
Part 8 - Orange Order, Inner Circle
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely reporterette from outside University Hospital at 7:00am, Thursday, December 3d. "Channel Two News has learned that University Hospital is seriously upgrading their security measures, after learning of potential threats!"
Bettina went on: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the Town & County Police Department learned of the possibility of thieves stealing drugs, tissues, donated organs, and even live babies from Hospitals. The Maternity Ward is now highly secure, and new procedures for the handling of prescription drugs as well as tissues and organs has been implemented. Neither the Hospital nor the TCPD would comment on what those security measures are."
"In other news," said Bettina, "Channel Two News has learned that there will be a press conference this afternoon to announce that Coach Ted Thrasher has been hired as the Bulldogs's new head coach! Coach Thrasher will continue as Defensive Coordinator of the Wildcats in the Conference Title game, but there has been no announcement if he'll be asked to stay on for the National Title game if the Wildcats win..."
"You got poached, buddy." I heard a voice behind me. It was my favorite Bulldog, one Captain Cindy Ross (Laura doesn't count; she just works there). Cindy was pouring coffee, and I made her re-fill my mug, as well.
"Yes, yes we did." I said. "Not hard to understand why, either. Coach Thrasher will make the Bulldogs' football program a lot better."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the morning 'Angels' meeting in my office, I said "I am not even supposed to tell you this, but Captain Ross and I will go to lunch and not return until the end of the day, if at all."
"As Joseph Stalin said," said Tanya Perlman in the form of a quotation: "It's not who votes, but who counts the votes that matters."
"Very true." I said with a grin. "But I can assure you the count will be accurate and correct with the Voters' wishes. Anyway, we're not to be called unless something absolutely catastrophic happens. Put out the word that voting ends at noon today. Captain Ross and I will be picking up the ballot boxes of today's votes, if any, from the Precincts."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, the Special Advisor to the Police Commander on Data and Information Systems, that being one Mary Mahoney Milton, came to my office.
"Sir," she said as she sat down at my invitation, "Miltie and I have come across some data transactions that we thought you should know about." She handed me a printout of some data.
"Hmmm, so Detective Nash and Lt. Perlman have both been accessing what we have on my dear sister Elizabeth." I said as I perused the data.
"Yes sir." said Mary. "That in itself is not suspicious; after all, we just had a case where your sister's name came up. What interested me is that they accessed the data from their homes, not from here at Headquarters. When I showed it to Miltie, he saw something, and he followed it up." She handed me another piece of paper.
"By the way," she said. "Miltie and I can go into their computers and see what they've been up to with that data, if you want us to."
"Oh." I said, looking at the data on the paper. "Well, nothing I didn't know already. Tell you what, just let me know what they access, and don't fuck with their computers. Thanks for bringing me this."
I then grinned slyly. "By the way, it's going to be fun seeing you and Myron in standard uniform tomorrow."
"Ah, my one day I have to conform. But it's for a good cause." said Goth Girl Mary. "So who's going to be inducted?"
"I have no idea." I said. "Voting doesn't end until noon. Got your ballot in?"
"You betcha." Mary replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before noon, Cindy and I left Headquarters. We had picked up the ballot box from my assistant Helena, maintaining two-man control. We also gave Helena a bouquet of roses for keeping the ballot boxes for us. She'd gone by each Precinct every day and collected ballots, and kept them all in her lockbox in her desk. A lot of work for the Cause, and I'd vote her into the Orange Order if she were an actual police officer.
We went to all the Precincts, collecting the remaining boxes. Of course there were a number of ballots; like everyone else, police officers seem to wait until the last minute to do important things. We took the time at each place to do a walk-through inspection... to put a little fear of Crowbars into the Precinct leaders. Then we headed for the Orange Order meeting place.
"Where do we meet?" Cindy asked.
"City Hall." I said. "So that the votes may be counted by the most powerful person in this County... which ain't us."
We went to City Hall, parking in the basement parking lot area. Going up to the 2nd floor, we went to the office of Mrs. Peabody, the Intendent. She led us to a meeting room nearby, in which 24 chairs were in a circle. Most of the Orange Order members were already present, among them Sergeant Rudistan, Sr. Patrolmen Morton and Hicks, Sergeant Janice Holloway, Captain Della Harlow, Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick, Sergeant Charles, Sergeant Briscoe... and no party would be complete without Chief Emeritus Griswold.
"There they are!" Griswold growled happily. "Give these guys crowbars and they think they can walk in any old time."
"The fact we have crowbars is why we're the Guardians of the Ballot Boxes." I replied sonorously. "How are you doing, Chief?"
"Wonderful!" growled the Chief. "I always love seeing all you young whippersnappers. Okay, it's time to count the votes. Mrs. Peabody, would you do the honors?"
What I had not known was that Mrs. Peabody and Corporal Kirkpatrick actually counted the ballots as we watched. The Orange Order medal is an official TCPD Police Medal, and she would make out the certifications for those to be inducted. The Council would rubber-stamp the awards at their next meeting.
The process was laborious. Each police officer in the TCPD had been given one ballot. On it was a stub with a number. The number was assigned to the police officer. When the ballots were turned in, that stub had to be attached and was checked against the list, ensuring each officer voted only once.
No one said anything. I was a bit surprised how tense everyone was in anticipation of seeing who would join our ranks. For me, I spent my time admiring Mrs. Peabody's luscious MILF body as she bent over the table, remembering how fine that ass of hers felt pressed against my groin during those times I fucked her from the rear. I then had to work to keep from getting a huge boner, and thus embarrassing myself.
"Okay, here are the results." said Mrs. Peabody. First, the members of the Inner Circle came over and examined the results. The Inner Circle was like the Board of Directors within the Orange Order, and handled all the 'stuff' that was needed to be done on the Order's behalf. Captain Harlow, Corporal Kirkpatrick, and Chief Emeritus Griswold were Inner Circle members.
The Inner Circle had its own medal, which replaced the Orange Order medal; recipients did not wear both at the same time. The Orange Order drape (and ribbon) was an orange field with lime green edges and a white stripe between the green and orange. The Inner Circle medal and ribbon were the same, except that a lime green stripe went right down the middle of the drape, that green stripe bordered in white. The Orange Order medal had a green colored lantern hanging from the drape by its handle; the Inner Circle medal had an orange lantern so hanging.
"Okay, everyone," said Corporal Kirkpatrick, "here are the results. He named the two names. Everyone nodded.
"Do we accept these Officers as members of our Order?" asked Kirkpatrick. "All who agree, raise your hand." Every hand was raised.



"Okay, that's done." said Kirkpatrick. "Now, for our other business. There is one vacancy for the Inner Circle this year, unfortunately only one. This will be Chief Griswold's last year actively working with the Inner Circle, so his replacement will be chosen next year. The Inner Circle has its own traditions and induction process, and that begins by asking everyone to stand, put the chairs aside, and stand in a circle. Would the Inner Circle members please stand in the center of the circle."
We all stood up in a circle. Corporal Kirkpatrick went behind a screen for a moment, then came out with what looked like a monk's robe and a lantern with orange-colored glass. He came inside the circle and walked around it in front of us, going around a full three times, then stopping...
... in front of me, Your Iron Crowbar.
"Commander Troy," said Kirkpatrick formally, "if you accept that responsibilities and rewards of being a member of the Orange Order Inner Circle, signify so by taking this lantern.
I reached out and took the lantern. The Inner Circle members began applauding, followed by everyone else joining in.
"Okay, everyone who is not an Inner Circle member or inductee may leave. We will gather again tomorrow at 3:30 at the Main Conference Room of Police Headquarters." said Kirkpatrick. Everyone filed out, including Cindy, who gave me a 'thumbs up' as she went out the door.
"Congratulations, Commander." Mrs. Peabody said brightly. "If everyone will excuse me, I'll go put in the paperwork for these medals." She left the room, giving a little flirtatious look back at me as she left. I had to work hard again to keep from being embarrassed by my 'little crowbar'. Fortunately, my attention was distracted.
"Here's what happens, Don." said Chief Griswold. "We're all equals, here; no ranks, no insignia. We make decisions as a group. Kirkpatrick is our elected Chairman. You get to vote on that next year. As you know, there's an induction process; you will lead the new inductees on the Patrol of Honor tomorrow night. Are you physically up to that?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"Eat a lot tonight anyway." said the Chief. "Drink some beer, too. Corporal?"
"Commander," said Ronnie Kirkpatrick, "you'll wear your Orange Order medal tomorrow. You'll get your Inner Circle medal right before the inductees get theirs Saturday morning. You saw all that last year, so you know how it goes." I nodded.
"So the only other thing to do is for the ceremonial lighting of your lantern and donning your robes. You'll wear the robes when you lead the inductees tomorrow."
With that, they had me light the orange lantern. I was hoping the fire alarm wouldn't go off as I did. Then the lights to the room were turned off, and only the orange lantern gave off any light, casting the room in an eerie light. Then they had me put on the robes and the hood. Give me a scythe and I'm Death, the Destroyer of Worlds, I thought to myself. Oh, never mind, I have a crowbar already...
Then the weird stuff started. The others started walking around me in a counterclockwise direction, chanting strange-sounding words. Sanskrit? I thought to myself. I'd learn those words, and what they meant, the next day.
"Kneel, Inductee of the Inner Circle." ordered Kirkpatrick. I knelt down on my knees, and everyone laid hands upon my head or shoulders. "We take this Police Officer into our Inner Circle, praying that he receives and uses the Wisdom of the Prince of Orange and leaders of Police everywhere to guide our Order into the future."
And that was basically it. The lights were turned on, I put out the lantern, which I was admonished to be sure to bring with me tomorrow when we set up the Junction Station Depot for the induction.
Part 9 - The Gathering
(Author's note: the Orange Order induction is described fully in 'Case of the Paper Trail, Ch. 3'.)
You know how the day starts: Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she shouted from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Friday December 4th. "Today is the Town & County Police Force's Orange Order Day! Two Officers will be inducted into the honor fraternity tonight, as they follow a tradition going back four hundred years to the days of the Prince of Orange in Holland! As part of the tradition, all police officers today will be wearing standard dark blue uniforms, but lest any criminals think they can become active, the Police will be on full patrols as always! The Fire Department will have their honorary induction next weekend..."
We were gathered in MCD, all of the MCD and Vice Detectives, as well as their Lieutenants, their Captain and her Commander. We all were wearing standard dark blue uniforms, the same colored neckties virtually invisible and tucked into the shirt. No MOV or Purple Order squares: only unadorned nametags, badges, "T.C.P.D" insignia on the collars, and ranks on the shoulder epaulets, or in the case of Sergeants and Corporals, sewn onto their shirt sleeves.
"Well, just look at this outstanding bunch of Officers!" a voice growled behind me. In walked Chief Griswold, also wearing the standard uniform. His gold badge said "Chief Emeritus" and his ranks were eagles and arrows (like an Army Colonel), but bronzed instead of the normal silver.
"Hey Chief!" I said. "Let me get you a cup of coffee."
"See, Nash!" said Griswold as I poured him a cup. "This man still knows how to kiss ass properly!" Everyone laughed, then Griswold said "Damn fine job nailing that Stevens guy, Nash!"
"Thank you, sir." said Nash. It was unusual seeing him in uniform at all, much less the standard one.
"I've heard good things about all of you, and the great job all of you are doing." said Griswold. "And I'll tell ya, I miss you guys. Especially this redheaded stepchild here." he said, lightly punching my arm.
"So much for pouring you a cup of coffee." I shot back.
Everyone laughed, then Cindy said "We miss you too, Chief."
"They sure do." said another voice. Chief Moynahan came in, wearing the same standard uniform, and silver eagles on his shoulders. "How are you, Grizz?" he said, shaking the old Chief's hand warmly.
"Couldn't be better, Cav." said Griswold. "You keeping these guys in line?"
"Heck, my job is too easy." said Moynahan. "I just let these guys run the store, they bring in the bad guys, and I sign off on applications for medals."
"What is that modesty line you always use, Chief Griswold?" I said.
"Yeah, I'm excusing this blatant display of modesty." said Griswold. "Cav, I've heard about some of the things you've added to processing crime scenes, and they're working well. I need to interview-- well, let's just say I'd like to talk to you about them."
"Sure." said Chief Moynahan. Griswold was looking over at me, to see if I'd caught his slip of the tongue. I had, but I watched the television set and pretended I didn't hear it.
"Chief Griswold," I said, "last year we had Captain Charles talk about past police traditions. How about you give yours to us today?" There was an acclaim, and for the next hour a very attentive audience, including me, learned a lot of new things about old-school crime fighting...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm glad you don't wear ribbons for this." said Chief Moynahan as Chief Griswold and I sat in chairs in front of the desk in the Chief's office. "I don't have any. They said I could wear my Midtown P.D. ribbons and medals, and we wear military ribbons, if we have them, on formal occasions. But I do like seeing you guys, and Captain Ross, wearing those red rectangles with the silver borders."
"Not today, Chief." I said. "Everyone is equal, except for ranks of course."
"I like what you've done with this office." said Chief Griswold, looking around at the room he called 'home' for several years. "Little bit brighter paint, more lights."
I looked around. Chief Moynahan had finally brought in his stuff on December 1st, his first 'official' day as Chief. He'd put up a few framed military and police citations, pictures of his team in Midtown, which had him with Molly, Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, and Frank Soltis. There was also a framed flag of the Cavalry Troop he'd commanded. (Infantry has 'companies', Artillery has 'batteries', the Cavalry has 'troops'.)
And on the other side, to his right and our left... whiteboards. Making a point, I observed.
"Okay, gentlemen," said Moynahan, sitting down behind the desk. "Before this day begins, I need to discuss two things with the two of you. The first is the budget and how we are going to address the cuts that will befall us. We are actually fortunate that we already have some plans in motion. The Fire Department is going to get crushed."
"It won't be them that gets crushed." I said. "It'll be the EMTs that take it in the gut and on the chin."
"Yes, that's true." said Chief Moynahan. "The second item is Robert Brownlee. I went and visited him in the hospital. He is still a very sick man. And by that, Mr. Crowbar..." he said, pointing his finger at me as I'd grinned at his words, "I mean he's still physically in bad shape, not what you're thinking."
"Sorry, Chief." I said.
"Hell, don't apologize." said Chief Griswold. "I thought the same damn thing myself."
"Yesss," said Moynahan. "I have not had the same experiences as you two, but I can tell that he is a very unpleasant man. I am talking with the Sheriff about Mr. Brownlee not rejoining this Police Force, especially as Deputy Chief, no matter how well he re-cov-errrrssss."
My face probably showed that my heart was surging with hope at the moment...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30pm the members of the Orange Order gathered in the Main Conference Room. We put on our Orange Order medals over our right pockets, and proceeded to figure out our route to get our two Inductees. Once that was done, we started out.
Every police officer not on third shift was expected to be at Headquarters at 3:45pm. The Precinct buildings were nearly empty, only Auxiliary Police Officers were manning the Duty Desks and key functions at each of them. The County Jail was normally staffed by Sheriff Department personnel as well as TCPD officers; the Sheriff had extra men on duty to help us out.
Most Officers went on into the auditorium and sat down or stood around and talked. Some found other places to congregate, including the breakrooms. The back breakroom near the Interrogation Rooms had been commandeered by the 'brass': the Precinct Captains and the various Lieutenants had gathered there.
It was at this room that the procession of Orange Order members stopped. Corporal Kirkpatrick, followed by me, went into the room.
"Captain Thompson," said Kirkpatrick, "would you please come with us?" Amongst acclaim and congratulations from his fellow officers, Precinct Captain Damien Thompson followed me into the hall, where he was placed in line behind Captain Harlow, who was the line leader.
We headed down the hallway to get our next Inductee. People were forbidden to follow us down the hallway, but they were looking out doors, wondering where we would stop... and who the second inductee would be.
We rounded a corner and stopped in front of a door. I looked at Captain Ross and said "Go get the candidate."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenants Teresa Croyle and Tanya Perlman were in their offices. I'd advised them that this was a very good time to make a dent in their paperwork. Teresa was just about finished. Making huge busts like the Viscottis and the Beanstalk Gang was great, she thought to herself, but it sure generates a boatload of paperwork.
She sat back and happened to look up at the picture on the wall of her and her sister Alexis, the one the Commander had given her after learning of her personal torture every Christmas. She knew that after the Policeman's Ball, she'd be essentially restricted to Desk Duty. Well, it wasn't that bad, she could lead major operations if she needed to, but she knew the Commander would expect her to be at her desk or at home.
She was grateful to Commander Troy, who had saved her career, stood up for her when even Captain Malone was wobbly about it, then had brought her up with him. If staying on desk duty and not giving the Commander a problem at Christmas was the price she had to pay, she had no complaint to make. She knew that she still had a long way to go to prove to him, to everyone, to herself even, that she was worthy of his trust.
As she looked at the pictures, then at the flag that had covered her father's casket in it's triangular box, she felt a presence... almost as if Alexis were here with her. She'd seen visions of her sister before, actual visions, but this felt different... more supportive, just being there. She knew she had great friends like Cindy, and her 'friend with benefits' Todd, but she still wondered, as always, what it would've been... should've been like if Alexis were here.
Stop these recriminations! she thought to herself. It is what it is. And as soon as this Orange Order thing is overwith, she thought to herself, I'm going to go home and have a couple of shots, a few beers, and go to sleep. I'm tired...
She heard the door to her office open. Cindy came in and stood in front of the desk, a strange, serious look on her face. Corporal Kirkpatrick was in the doorway behind Cindy. Teresa could not believe what she heard next:
"Lieutenant Croyle," said Captain Ross solemnly, "would you please come with us?"
To be continued.
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Part 10 - Induction Into Honor
"Whaaa?!?!" gasped Teresa Croyle, half out of her chair.
"Please." said Cindy, extending her arm to the door. In total shock, Teresa got up and walked behind Corporal Kirkpatrick. This had to be a joke, a mistake, she thought. No way they'd vote for me after my past, she was thinking to herself, over and over.
Entering the hallway, she saw that it was not a joke. She saw Commander Troy by the window to her office by the door. Rudistan was near him, with that mischievous perma-grin on his face. The Commander just nodded and extended his hand, silently instructing her to get in the line. She fell in behind Captain Thompson, and they were marched to the main conference room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Rudistan and I had peeked through the spaces where the drawstrings went through the blinds, and it had been a joy to see Teresa's face. She'd been totally stunned. I was equally amazed that Cindy had been able to hold her face. I would not be playing poker with my cousin any time soon, I thought to myself.
After escorting the Inductees to the Main Conference Room, we set about the task of gathering the Force into the Auditorium. Some members quietly scurried down the halls, motioning for people to come to the auditorium. I sent a general text message from my Police cellphone, and heard a lot of rings and chirps as other cellphones got the text.
It took about ten minutes to get everyone in the auditorium, and Chief Moynahan used the opportunity to address his new troops.
"I first want to say," he started, "that I was very excited to be offered the job as your Chief of Police. Your reputation for excellence in this State precedes you as well as follows you, and I am very honored to be a part of this team." Everyone applauded, somewhat politely lest the Inductees hear them. For some reason, they thought they had to be quiet until the candidates were brought in.
"I also want to warn all of you," said the Chief, "that being a police officer in today's times is very tough. You have to be very dedicated to the job, to your fellow officers, and to the People that you serve. There are people out there who do not appreciate you. They hate you. They want to bring you down. They want to hurt you. You are all professional, excellent officers, and I know you'll continue to do a stellar job. Commander, do you have anything before we bring in the honorees?" 
"Yes sir." I said, mounting the stage. "I first want to agree with our new Chief's sentiments that you are an outstanding group of police officers. It's been a tough year and you've made it through impressively. It's going to be an even tougher year next year, and I am sure you will continue to be the professional and accomplished officers that you are, in whatever position you are in."
"I'd like to add this." I said. I held up my Police iPhone. "Ladies and gentlemen, everyone has one of these. Literally, just about everyone. And they want to record you doing something wrong. There are people out there who revel in posting videos of police abusing people or doing something wrong.
"I bring this up," I continued, "because there was an incident in the City recently where several officers testified the same way about something... then the videotape was brought out that contradicted their testimony. They're now facing perjury charges.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, the videotape always wins. Always. Now I know what it means to be part of the Thin Blue Line, to have each other's backs... but it's also the day and age where you must consider yourself to be under observation and even video recording at all times.
"I know that you are men and women of integrity, that you do what you're supposed to, and what's right... but should you ever be tempted, just remember that these things are out there, being used by people who virulently hate you and want you to fail."
"Okay, now that that is out of the way, it is time to meet the newest members of the Orange Order." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once the Conference Room door closed, Cindy said spread her arms out and said "I can't stand it. Congratulations!" She hugged Teresa warmly, who hugged her back though still stunned. "I am so happy for you!" Cindy gushed.
"Is this for real?" Teresa asked.
"Yes, Lieutenant, it is for real." said Chief Griswold, who was standing on the other side of the table. "You, and you Captain Thompson, have been voted into the Orange Order by your peers of the Police Force. Your induction process begins now, in spite of Captain Ross's display of emotion."
"Sorry, Chief." Cindy said, feeling chastised.
"Aw hell, girl, I don't blame you." said the Chief, grinning under his mustaches. "I'm as proud as punch of her, too."
"I'm proud of you, too, Captain Thompson," said the old Chief, "but I'm not going to hug you." As everyone else in the room laughed, the Chief said "I should note that you're the first black Officer to be voted into the Order, and that's overdue. But it's not about black and white, it's about Orange, and Police Blue."
Griswold continued, more solemnly, "Indeed, both of you have come a long, long way in this Police Force, and you absolutely deserve to be here. Now sit tight for a few minutes while we get things ready. Remain silent. I will be personally calling your wife, Captain, and letting her know why you won't be home tonight. Lieutenant, is there anyone I need to call for you?" Teresa shook her head 'no'.
They waited for some minutes. Cindy was unable to stop grinning, remembering how Teresa's face had looked when she'd entered the office. Don had pretty much insisted that she, Cindy, be allowed to go in and get Teresa, and she'd held her face better than she thought she would.
Teresa was still stunned. She still could not believe that she'd been voted into the Orange Order. She did not know, and would not know, that her vote total had been well over 90%...
"Okay, we're ready." said Captain Harlow as she opened the door to the Conference Room. Teresa and Thompson were guided down the hall to the door of the Auditorium.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I motioned towards the door, which opened, and the inductees came onto the stage. "Ladies and gentlemen, I'm honored to present to you Precinct Captain Damien Thompson and Lieutenant Teresa Croyle, whom you voted into the Orange Order. Congratulations!"
A long round of thunderous applause ensued. Teresa endured it, looking stoic. Captain Thompson seemed to be taking it in stride.
After a moment, Teresa and Damien were taken back to the Conference Room for instructions. At this time, I also was told to get my cold weather gear, and my arms. Underneath my robes I'd be wearing two pistols in their holsters, and a third strapped to my ankle. It was my duty to protect my charges as I led them on their Walk. The people that had led us the year before had been extremely well armed, I had learned.
I drove myself and Cindy in my SUV ahead of the van taking the blindfolded inductees to Junction Station, burning my blue lights to clear the path. When we arrived, I donned my robe and waited for the candidates; it was my task to give the passwords for them as others led them into the Depot building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Affirming that she was prepared for the induction, Teresa took off her blindfold. One orange and two green lanterns lit the room, along with some other candles. After downing her beer, and as she was told to take a bathroom break and get ready, she heard a voice whisper "Take your lantern!"
She grabbed her lantern, keeping it with her as required. Captain Thompson did not, and was given the punishment of standing for three minutes half-bowing. He actually made it through the full three minutes.
After they were both gone, Cindy and Chief Griswold handed me $20 bills, followed by Rudistan and several others. They'd bet Teresa would not remember her lantern.
"Betting against me, Crowbar 2." I whispered in mock disgust. "Nothing but pain comes from that."
"You sure you didn't tell her in advance?" Cindy whispered back.
"Swear to God, I didn't." I said. "Didn't need to... that is a daughter of a U.S. Paratrooper." To this day, I remembered the 'break area procedures' at Airborne School. No, I didn't tell Teresa about the lantern test, but I might've told her about what her father and I both experienced at Ft. Benning, Georgia, 'the land that God forgot'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some time after darkness descended on the Town, they began the Patrol of Honor at the southwest corner of Courthouse Square. They were walking on the sidewalks inside of the streets. People were ringing the Square on the outside of the streets; they were not permitted on the inside.
It was a fairyland of colors, Teresa noted with awe. Christmas lights were up, and had been left on for this occasion. She'd lived in this Town for years, had seen this Square so often... but this time it seemed different, more surreal.
She was even more impressed with all the Citizens that were holding up lighted candles or cigarette lighters as they walked. People took pictures as they walked around the Square. She saw the KXTC van at City Hall, taking footage.
As they began the second lap around the Square, she noted someone on the inside, on the grass of the Square. It was Todd. He took pictures with his iPhone, a brilliant grin on his face. She figured the Commander had let Todd get on the wrong side of the road, but it wasn't him... she'd learn later it was one platinum blonde Police Captain.
Speaking of the Commander, he was in front of them, leading them, wearing a robe with the hood over his head. He didn't have to wear the hood, she thought, at first thinking that he was keeping warm. Then she realized it was to keep him from being too easily identified...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I led the inductees over Town, I was extremely vigilant for any signs of trouble. Most of the spectators were gone long before 11:00pm. I'd been surprised how many people came out to watch as we walked down MLK Avenue; even the Tenderloin District's inebriated patrons and employees were respectful as we passed by.
In the early hours of the morning, as we walked down University Avenue, the main road that separates the Campus from the Town, I looked up at The Cabin. A year before, as I'd done my long walk, I had looked up to a light overwatching a burned out disaster. Now that part of my life was rebuilt. I resolved that by this time next year, the work would be done, the Town and County liberated from the insidiously Evil presence that had made the fatal mistake of choosing my home as his...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first threads of dawn were visible to the southeast as I led Teresa and Damien back to the Junction Station Depot. By the time we reached the building, it was light enough to see our surroundings as far as the eye could see. We hung up our lanterns outside, per the tradition, and I led them inside.
I was instructed to take off my robe and jacket underneath, and my Orange Order Inner Circle medal was pinned onto my uniform shirt. Then Teresa and Damien were awarded their medals. And then came the best part: breakfast!
"I still cannot believe this." Teresa said as she sat down beside Cindy.
"Why not?" asked Cindy as she ate some eggs and washed them down with beer. "No one deserved it more than you."
"I thought that with my past," Teresa mused, "that I'd never make it."
"I think all that is where it belongs, my friend." said Cindy. "In the past. And after you led that Beanstalk Gang raid, and led the way to rescue Jenna... it was a done deal, sister. A done deal."
"Well, it just... it's just incredible." Teresa said. "It's one of those 'you really like me' moments."
Cindy smiled. "Well, if you haven't figured it out already, you're highly respected in this Police Department..."
Meanwhile, I was sitting between Corporal Kirkpatrick and Chief Griswold. "So I take it the Inner Circle meets at other times beyond the Orange Order dinners before Promotion Days?" I asked.
"Not all that much, sir." said Kirkpatrick. "We usually send emails back and forth. We do meet twice a year, during the afternoon before the dinners before the February 1st and August 1st promotion days. And speaking of that, are there even going to be promotions in February, with the budget cuts and all?"
"Oh sure." I said. "But mostly medals. We've got a number of them to give out after the Beanstalk raid and the Stiles rescue. I'm working on getting more medals for Patrol Officers and the Crime Lab people, too."
"This man takes care of his people, Ronnie." said Griswold, ever the teacher. "Don't ever forget that. And by the time he's done, the Council will have spent on medals as much as they'd hoped to save in budget cuts." I chuckled at that.
"And word is that Fireman Easley will get the Medal of Valor in February, too." said Kirkpatrick.
"I sure hope so." I said. "After what I witnessed that night... the Council better come correct on that..."
Some moments later, I went over to talk with Teresa and Cindy. "I have to thank you, Teresa." I said. "You made me some good money last night when you remembered to take your lantern on your potty break."
"Someone actually bet against you, sir?" Teresa said, looking at Cindy as if Cindy had lost her mind. Cindy looked sheepish. "They never learn." Teresa said. It was a direct accusation... at her soul sister.
"Thank goodness for my dog food fund." I said.
It was funny, sir." Teresa said, "I thought I heard a voice telling me to take it, so I did. It wasn't... it wasn't Alexis's voice, though. This one was different..."
"See, the Commander did cheat!" Cindy said, accusingly but playfully.
"No, not me." I said. "I'm not a psychic like someone's father."
"Stoppit." Cindy admonished. She then finished off her beer. "I'm going to have more beer. Glad I'm not driving home, right Don?"
"Noooo doubt about that..." I replied.
Part 11 - Policeman's Ball, College Football
After cleaning up the Junction Station Depot, I headed home. I sat down on the sofa against the far wall of the den, telling Laura that everything had gone well and that I was tired and needed some sleep before the Policeman's Ball this evening. She told me to stretch out on the sofa, and I thought I heard Carole's voice saying "Sweet dreams, Daddy!"
I awoke hours later. The angle of the sun coming through the windows suggested late afternoon, and indeed it was nearly 5:00pm. As I woke up, I felt something nestled behind my legs... it was Bowser, sleeping peacefully himself. I reached down and gave him a good petting, then got on up.
"Ah, there you are." said Laura as I came up to the bedroom. "Why don't you take the kids to the Cabin while I get ready, then you can come back and get ready."
"Molly has Ian to worry about, and she's going to keep Carole, Jim, and Ross, too?" I asked.
"She's going to have help." Laura said. "Pamela Feeley will be bringing little Pete over, and Alison Sweet, the high school girl that followed you around for her class project, is going to babysit so that Molly is not overworked."
"Ah, excellent plan." I said, kissing my wife's cheek. "Keep this up, and someone in the Federal Government might try to hire you."
"They could definitely use the help." my wife replied, with the slightest touch of acid in her voice.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Most of the Officers and their spouses or dates were in the University Hotel's bar, waiting for the ballroom to be opened and the formal receiving line to begin. Chief Emeritus Griswold, wearing the Medal of Valor, and his wife were at the beginning of the line, introducing Chief Moynahan, who did not bring a date. And since he didn't have a date, Captain Della Harlow, who was Acting Deputy Chief, stood next to him in the line, essentially killing two birds with one stone. And an attractive 'stone' she was.
Next in the line were Laura and myself. Laura had made sure not to overdress, and wore a very nice but not extravagant black dress, with sheer black stockings and mid-heel black pumps. I was in my formal uniform with a bow tie, and wearing the Medal of Valor around my neck and medals on my uniform.
Next in line were Sheriff Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina, and after them was Mayor Lawrence P. Vaughan, the People's Choice, and his wife. Council Members were invited to the Ball, but were not part of the line. Thank God.
I was very happy to see that Jenna came with Cindy. My cousin was in her dress uniform, the Medal of Valor around her neck where it most very rightly deserved to be. Jenna looked like she was doing well, but seemed a bit uncomfortable. Laura gave her a warm hung when she went through.
Speaking of that, Teresa's date was the Chief Executive Officer of BOW Enterprises, Mr. Todd Burke. Teresa was in her dress uniform, with the Purple Order (with oak leaf cluster for multiple awards) around her neck, and the Orange Order medal in it's place with her other medals. Todd was in a tuxedo and bow tie, and had every woman in the place looking longingly at him. Yet the one person who got to hug him in front of everyone was his uncle. Yes, as we shook hands, he gave me a hug and I returned it. Blood kin, ya know. Well, Laura got a hug from him, too. He and Melina were far more... cordial.
After the line was done, we took our places at the tables in the room. They were mostly round tables with 12 persons per table, but the Leadership that had been in the line also sat at the long head table on the raised dias at the front of the room.
"What is that in your ear, darling?" Laura asked, observing the clear plastic coil of the wire to the earpiece disappearing down the collar of my coat and down my back. "You look like a Secret Service agent. Monitoring police radio?"
"No, something far more important, my dear." I replied with a smile.
"Oh my God, you're listening to the Wildcats game, aren't you?" my lovely wife correctly surmised.
"Like I said, something important. Verrry important." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dinner went well, with the Mayor making a few opening remarks congratulating the Police Force on an excellent year, and saying he was getting comments from Townspeople all the time about the Force's professionalism. I happened to know he was not just saying that: Mrs. Peabody had told me that compliments were massively outweighing complaints, these days. I hoped that would last.
Then I came up, and introduced the rest of the table. When I introduced Della Harlow as 'Acting Deputy Chief', the applause in the room got noticeably louder, and I knew why... she was no Deputy Chief Brownlee, and everyone was glad to see her in that position.
Chief Griswold also got a nice round of applause. After introducing the Sheriff, I brought up the evening's speaker, Chief Moynahan. He used the occasion to introduce himself to the Force again, and then said all the right platitudes and that the next year would have challenges as well as rewards.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura was a popular dance partner. The first dances were the more formal, old-school style dances, and Laura and I led the way onto the floor. Then Chief Griswold danced with Laura while I danced with his wife, who complimented me on my successes and said that he husband was proud of me. Then Todd danced with Laura and I danced with Teresa.
Last but not least, Daniel and Laura danced while I danced with his heavily pregnant wife... my own former wife, Melina.
"When is your baby due?" I asked.
"December 15th." Melina said. "But it could be any time."
"I hope she comes earlier rather than later." I replied. "Not too close to Christmas."
"I hear you." Melina said, then she peered at me. "How do you know it's going to be a girl? I haven't told anyone, and Laura said she wasn't going to tell you."
"She didn't." I said. "But my mother has been predicting it for months. She was always extremely accurate about it when I was growing up in Apple Grove." Melina smiled, then frowned.
"Speaking of Apple Grove," she said, "I've heard that things are getting worse up there."
I did not ask how Melina knew this, nor from what sources. Instead I merely said "I've heard that, too. I think someone's going to have to do something by this Summer.
"That someone being you?" Melina asked. "Need any help?"
"Maybe." I said. "But I suspect that it'll be high-level Federal help cleaning out that county. Oh wait... yes!" I paused and strained to listen to the voice in my earpiece.
"What?" Melina asked.
"The Wildcats just scored." I said happily. Melina grinned.
"So that's what that little earpiece is, a radio." Melina said. "I thought you were playing Secret Service agent or something. So what's the score?"
"Fourteen-to-nothing, Wildcats." I said.
Melina beamed. "Go Wildcats!" she said. "Hear us roar!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The music turned 'modern', and young officers and their spouses or dates, increasingly influenced by alcohol, were dancing fast to electric beats and multi-colored lights. Myron and Mary Mahoney were leading the charge with some surprisingly good moves.
Laura was talking with my mother Phyllis and Elsie Gringer, who had somehow managed to get dates. Those three sharing gossip was both a good and bad thing, I thought sardonically to myself as I went on a mission: I found a door behind the stage curtain and used it to go into the back area. The staff that was not working was watching the Conference title game, and I watched a few minutes with them. The Wildcats were in solid control, 21-0 at halftime.
Back at the head table, I told the Chiefs and the Mayor that they would have to formally leave the party before anyone else could leave. What Chief Griswold often did was to make the formal exit, then he and his wife would come back in a few minutes later.
And so before it got too late, we had the closing toast, given by Chief Griswold, then he and his wife left with Captain Moynahan, followed by the Mayor and his wife. A few other older Officers and their spouses also left, but what it meant was that I and a few other football fans went to the nearby lounge and watched Wildcat football.
I saw the final six minutes. The Wildcats executed a long, grinding drive, and scored to make it 28-6, which was the final score. I was cheering the Conference Champion Wildcats, feeling elated. Cheering with me was Dr. Woodrow of the Crime Lab, a Wildcat alumnus himself. A few Officers congratulated me. Chief Griswold would say they'd rise fast in the Force as good ass-kissers, I thought to myself. I bought everyone in the lounge a shot of Scotch.
Going back to the Ball, I danced a slow dance with Laura. I noticed that Todd and Teresa were also slow-dancing, and as usual Todd had the woman with him mesmerized. What stunned me was that Teresa had him mesmerized, as well.
"They're a beautiful couple." Laura whispered to me, seeing what I had been looking at. "They're so right for each other, but both are afraid to commit to the inevitable."
"Yes." I said, then I saw something else. "But... press the panic button, trouble in Paradise for someone else." I said. Laura glanced back and saw what I meant. Cindy and Jenna were sitting at a table, talking to Daniel and Melina. Cindy and Jenna had not danced together all night. And the body language I was reading was of a couple in love... in the case of Daniel and Melina. Not so much for my cousin and her fiancée...
Part 12 - Fiery Politics
Monday, December 7th. Pearl Harbor Day, the date that still lives in infamy. But like every other day, we start it off with the one and only Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead from outside Firehouse #6 near Ronald Reagan Park. "Channel Two News has learned that the Fire Department plans to meet Council budget guidelines by deeply cutting the EMS Department!"
"Uh oh." I said as we listened in MCD.
Bettina continued: "The Fire Department is presenting a plan to the Sheriff and the Council that will severely reduce the number of EMTs in the County, as well as virtually eliminate any promotion opportunities for them. Sources tell Channel Two News that this could even include the reduction of EMS vehicles and the outsourcing of ambulance services to a private company through a bidding process. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, with the University Stadium as his backdrop. "The Wildcats continued their magical season as they won the Conference title over the Tigers by a 28-6 score Saturday night. The National Championship game is set for Monday night, January 4th, at AT&T Stadium in Arlington, Texas. The Wildcats will be playing the SEC Champion Ole Miss Rebels for the crystal trophy!"
"Congratulations, Commander." said Martin Nash. When I didn't reply, he peered up at me, as did everyone else. And they all saw that Your Iron Crowbar was in a reverie.
"Commander?" Tanya Perlman finally asked, tapping me on the shoulder.
"Uh, yeah, yeah." I said, regaining my wits. "Er, what?"
"You are a million miles away." said Tanya.
"I was just thinking about something." I said. "Excuse me, everyone." I headed out and back to my office.
"What's that about?" asked Joanne Cummings.
"He gets that way when he's onto something." said Tanya. "It usually ends up painfully for a criminal somewhere."
"Like it's going to end up for the Wildcats in the title game!" said Teddy Parker. When everyone stared at him, he said "My dad went to Ole Miss. I'm rooting for 'em." He then saw everyone staring not at him, but past him. He turned to see a broad-shouldered, strawberry-blonde man looking over his shoulder. I'd snuck in behind him through the side door to MCD.
"I believe," I said severely, "that a small wager is in order here, wouldn't you say, Mr. Parker?"
"Yes sir." Parker said fearlessly. "How much?"
"Loser buys the winner dinner at The Steakhouse." I said. "And by the way, that means loser is picking up the tab for all the MCD officers and their spouses or dates."
"Hotty Toddy, Gosh Almighty!" said Parker. We shook hands on the bet.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did you guys enjoy the Policeman's Ball?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Myron.
"Well, it didn't beat last year." said Mary. And how could it have? The previous year, Myron had put the ring on Mary's finger in front of the entire Police Force.
"What happened last year?" asked David Krueger. Mary told him of Myron popping the question, and her saying 'yes'.
"Not many things can beat that." I said. "Okay, guys, here's why I called you in. I need for you to do some deep, deep digging. I want to know if someone has any inroads into setting up a private ambulance service in this County. It has occurred to me that one Council Member, Thomas P. Cook, might have some ideas about that, as the EMTs are suddenly being utterly destroyed by these budget cuts, and Bettina already mentioning that in her newscast this morning."
"Damn." said Myron. "He should not be trying that with the Iron Crowbar around here, seeing through him like that."
"Yeah, well unfortunately my observations are based on way too much knowledge and experience with Thomas P. Cook's little under-the-table deals." I replied. "I'm still pissed about First Precinct Headquarters, and that sweet little deal Cook got from that. Okay, guys, what else are you working on?"
"What else, the Beanstalk Gang." said Mary. "The FBI is helping us, and we're pulling on strings here and there. The Abacus has been working it, too. She found a couple of links to Midtown."
Myron said "I've been working on the BigPharmaCorp angles, with the Douglases and that gang. Most of these links are turning out to be dead ends, though."
"How so?" I asked.
Myron replied "Well, let me just give a couple of examples. First, you remember that Karla Warner and Alicia Foster had set up a little slush fund, and Alicia drained it? Well, I found a couple of links from that with the cats that set up a little variable annuity whole life insurance fund for the Douglases. I'm pulling on those strings now, seeing what unravels. And... well, there's something else."
"What?" I said. Myron looked at Mary.
Mary said "Sir, you remember that I told you that some of your Detectives were doing research on your sister? Well, we followed up what they were doing, to see if we could find more. And some of the people Miltie is finding out about... may have connections to your sister and the group she seems to be working with."
I nodded. "Good. If you find anything we can spank her over, let me know. By the way, what did the Detectives find out? Did they pursue these lines of digital inquiry?"
Myron and Mary glanced at each other, which put me on alert. "Spill it." I ordered.
Mary took a breath, then said "Sir, Lt. Perlman followed up on what Detective Nash found. She found a couple of strings that we've tugged on, but she's only doing this in fits and spurts, maybe around her other job duties. But Detective Nash... he didn't look in those directions. He only looked up your sister's past record, then her past going back to high school, as well as some of yours. It's as if he's more interested in her, and your relationship to her, than the gang she's working with."
"O-tay." I said. "So, what about you, David?" I asked Detective Krueger.
"In addition to the other project you have me working on," said Krueger, "I started digging deep into those rumors of a gang stealing organs, tissues, and even babies. What got me going was that Domingo Shipping, who tried to start up in this County, might've been laying the groundwork for that before Domingo's son killed that tranny and you busted the son for murder. Seems that both Domingo Shipping and a company called Castor & Pollux Enterprises in Eastphalia are tied to another company that's on our radar, a Vauxhall Holdings, LLC., out of the City."
"Anything on the perps doing that stuff?" I asked.
"Not yet." said Krueger. "These are all shell companies. There's a 'Castor & Pollux, Attorneys At Law, P.C.' in Westphalia, also. They're lawyers with a very wealthy clientele."
"Related to the Eastphalia C&P company?" I asked.
"No firm links yet," said Krueger, "but I get the idea that they may be. I need to do more research, though, see if I can find some common names."
"Okay, keep looking into them." I said. "Oh yeah... there is one other thing I need for y'all to look into. The Senior Citizens Community Center. It's just up the road, catty-corner across from City Hall, on the other side of Riverside Drive from the back side of City Hall. I was thinking about it on the Orange Order walk Friday night... that's a pretty lucrative piece of property, and I wonder what might happen to it if the Old Folks were kicked out and made to go to the new Civic Center."
"Ooooh, you're touching a live wire on that one, Commander." Mary said. "Those old people are angry about that whole thing. They were never asked about it in the first place, just told. They want to buy the property, but the Council is blocking them."
"So I've been told." I said. "So dig deep, see if you can find any options to buy the property. For that matter, find out who owns it now; I'd imagine the Town does, but let's find out for sure. If Thomas P. Cook's name, or the name of one of his companies comes up, let me know. I'd love nothing more than to make a big public stink about that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's always a pleasure to have lunch with my husband," said Laura as we were eating at her favorite Soup & Salad restaurant, "but it also usually means you want to talk to me about something, and not on the phone."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking there, my love." I said. "Want a job on the Police Force?"
"I'll consider it." Laura replied. "So... what's up?"
"Did you catch Bettina's newscast this morning?" I asked.
"I did, but I don't remember much about it." Laura replied. "I wasn't really paying attention to it."
"She mentioned the budget cuts." I said. "And especially that the EMTs are going to get ripped hard, maybe even pretty much destroyed. She also mentioned outsourcing the ambulance service to a private company."
"Okay." said Laura. "What am I missing?"
"Does the University Hospital have an ambulance service?" I asked.
"I think they have some, and the County parks their ambulances on the property." Laura said. "But ours, the Hospital's that is, are mostly used to transport patients to other hospitals for specialized operations or care, or to transport terminally ill patents to hospice, stuff like that."
Laura then added "You might remember, darling, that it was you who figured out that 'Santa Claus' had extracted a gun from the Jonas Oldeeds murder scene via an ambulance. After that, the Hospital began letting the County handle the ambulance work."
"Wow, I nearly get shot dead, and then this happens as an unintended consequence" I said. It was an attempt to be humorous, but it fell flat, as do many of my attempts at humor.
So I hurtled on: "What I'm looking into is if Thomas P. Cook is trying to use this EMT situation to set up his own private ambulance service, using his Council influence improperly. I am thinking that if the University and their hospital were prepared, then they could set up a service that could be contracted with the County, or could compete with Cook's operation, if such a thing happens."
"I'll make a few phone calls to the University President and the Hospital Board." Laura said. "Of course, we're getting and using inside information, just like Cook is."
"Not at all, as far as I'm concerned." I replied. "Bettina's broadcast is now public information, and to make a contingency based on that is legit. What Cook is doing, using his influence as a Government official, as a Council Member, to destroy the so-called competition, the EMTs, then use his Council position to get an exclusive contract for ambulance services... now that's dirty pool."
"And very common amongst our elected Government officials... at every level." Laura said.
Part 13 - Angels and Demons
"And we're having no luck finding the Douglases, nor Gor-don." said Tanya Perlman. "I do think other people are looking for Gor-don, though... I'm getting word that a tall blonde man has been asking about him. I thought it might be you, sir, but the peeps said he was blonde, not redheaded like you. They know who you are, and they know it wasn't you."
"Interesting." I said, not letting on that Eddie the Bounty Hunter was this blonde man's identity, and that he was not being nearly as discreet as he needed to be. "Okay, so let's talk your people's assignments. What are they doing?"
Tanya replied "Teddy Parker is trying to steal the Wildcats playbook and send it to Oxford, Mississippi." My grin matched Tanya's as she said "Not really, but he's as excited for his team as you are for the Wildcats. I might have to remind him that you outrank him by quite a bit."
"Naah, it's fun." I said. "And to be honest, I like it that he's willing to stand up to me on that, so to speak. Kind of like you and Teresa, and a certain-- by the way, that reminds me, I need to get with Captain Ross. Has she been acting unusual to you?"
Tanya exhaled and said "Yes sir. Since you brought it up, I'll say that I've noticed Cindy has not been the same since Jenna's abduction. I think she worries about Jenna, but Jenna seems to be recovering well."
"Yeah, I think you're right, on all fronts there." I replied. "But you're holding back: I think we both agree that their relationship is being tested by this."
"Yes sir." said Tanya.
"Okay, assignments. Parker is buying Ole Miss shirts. What's Theo doing?"
"He's been cleaning up the odds and ends." said Tanya. "Checking up on Velasquez and Tomoko Shimono from what you call the 'Eyes Only' case, looking further into Quintus Bishop and Richard Norris and the others from the Fake Badges case. Hasn't found much, and I'll pull him out of that as soon as something new comes in." I nodded.
"As to Joanne Cummings," said Tanya, "she closed out the BigPharmaCorp investigations, and handed off some of that to the Data Branch; they're pounding the keyboards on it. She's also been studying police procedures very hard; she wants to go to Advanced Course and Detective School early. I'm torn between driving her on with it, or trying to cool her off."
"Oh, let her work it." I said. "I told Captain Ross that I would consider sending her to schools as soon as I can, if our workload allows for it this Winter and Spring."
"Cool." said Tanya. "Torres is still on loan to Vice. I'd ask you to make that permanent and send me someone new, but with the budget cuts coming... I might not get anyone new."
"Very astute of you to see that." I replied. "How would you feel about Purvis cross-training with MCD more?"
"I'm fine with it," said Tanya, "except that I don't think he'll ever catch on and become much of an MCD investigator. He's good in Vice, though."
"Okay, what else?" I asked.
"That basically leaves Martin Nash." said Tanya. "He's been working on the aftermath of the Fulton murder, trying to get any clues as to who moved Fulton out of his apartment and over to the BigPharmaCorp railroad tracks. He's also been working on wrapping up who might've been taking stuff from BigPharmaCorp, and if there's any gang connections behind that."
"And you?" I asked.
"I'm supervising." said Tanya, her voice half joking.
"Which is what you're supposed to be doing." I replied. "So, that's all?"
"That's it, unless you have more questions for me." replied Tanya.
"What about the Burke-Arruzio case review." I asked. "Anything new on that?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "It's pretty well established that Arruzio was a friend of Jack King, who you cold-busted in that Black Badge case, and who fled to France after he escaped Supermax prison. The Feds are red-faced about that and not publicly acknowledging it. But nothing further from King, at least that I can find out. The FBI has nothing on him, either. But there is one thing..."
My ears and eyebrows perked up. "What?" I asked.
"King's father Conrad is a member of BigPharmaCorp's Board. He also is one of what you'd call the 'Big Boyz' nationally. He had ties to Henry R. Wargrave. If Joe Arruzio killed Marie and Jack Burke on orders, then it might be Conrad King or Wargrave behind those killings."
"Or someone associated with them." I said. "Keep searching. Don't expect the FBI to be much help, either." I dismissed her, then thought to myself...
She had not mentioned that Nash and herself had been investigating Elizabeth, at least not specifically mentioning my sister, only vague 'gang' connections. That had my curiosity, but I figured I'd let it stew for now.



And... it was not like I was rushing to tell Tanya about the Black Widow's possible reasons for going after Selena Steele... and the Black Widow's reason for the murder Pete Feeley, the father of Tanya's child...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I told Jenna about my parents coming down from Canada for Christmas." Cindy said. "I thought she'd be happy that they were willing to meet her. But she just... well, she just said 'That's nice.', as if it were just the next Court appointment."
We were at the Cop Bar. The fire pit on the outside deck was lit, offering the only warmth against the cold of the early evening. I was bundled up in my police-issue jacket, and took some measure of comfort that Cindy was wearing hers, too.
"Let me ask this." I said. "What's she normally like? Quiet? Talkative?"
"Usually, she's halfway in between." Cindy replied. "She'll tell me what's going on in Court, I tell her what went on during my day, the stuff that I can tell her, anyway. If she gets busy on something, then she doesn't talk much.
"And before you ask," Cindy continued, "this is different. She's been finding ways to make herself busy, and I often see her lost in thought. I try to feel her mental energy, and I don't feel anything really bad, so I don't think she's reliving her ordeal in her mind. But she's less talkative... and less interested in things."
"Well, I can hardly complain about her going into reveries." I said. Nope, the joke didn't work.
"Don, when you go into a reverie, a bad day follows for some criminal." Cindy replied, her humor being better than mine. "Jenna... it's different. Did your wife say anything to you about her appointments with Jenna?"
"Oh no, she'd never say anything about that." I replied. "That's privileged, and I wouldn't ask her, either. She only told me that they'd made a lot of progress and had some breakthroughs."
"Maybe, but I'm not seeing those breakthroughs on the home front." Cindy replied.
"Listen," I offered, "if you'd like to talk to Laura, tell her what's going on, just you and her, I can set that up."
"I guess it can't hurt." Cindy said. I got out my phone and called Laura, telling her we'd have a guest at dinner. Laura said Carole would love to see Cindy. As I hung up, what I did not say to Cindy was that, from what I was hearing, observing, and deducing... things could hurt, even if they were for the best.
Part 14 - Pink Cigars
Thursday, December 10th. This day was the birthday of my grandmother, my father's mother, and P. Harvey Eckhart's birth mother. And it was about to become the birthday of another girl.
Laura got the call at 1:45am. The woman who takes over an hour to get ready for parties and public outings took all of two minutes to get dressed and practically fly down to go to University Hospital. As for myself, realizing that I was not going to get back to sleep, I got up, checked on the kids, sat on the floor and petted Bowser for half an hour, then went to my desk and began doing some research work.
Vauxhall. This little company was staring me in the face. Money coming in, money going out, and not a single human name to be attached to any of it. I'd alerted Jack Muscone of the FBI to it, and he said he'd told his boss. But so far, nothing of consequence. We could only look at so much without a warrant, and this shell company was just not doing anything to allow us to look deeper.
So... if I were a Consultant of Crime, if I were acquiring a lot of money, a lot of money, and I need to hide it or launder it... what would I do. How would I do it? Small cash businesses were okay for local crime gangs, but we're talking a lot more money on a lot wider scale...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I woke up. The clock said 4:35am. I'd fallen asleep at my desk. I heard Bowser yip at the back door. Then I heard the *clack* of the deadbolt lock being thrown back and the door handle turned. My body tensed up as my hand went for the drawer where Laura and I kept a .38 Special revolver.
Bowser barked again as the door opened. "Hi Bowser!" said a very familiar woman's voice. It was my mother Phyllis. Bowser's tail began wagging as he surmised there was no threat. The tension left my body as she came on in. "Oh, hello son. I did not realize you were awake."
"Laura got called to the hospital." I said. "Melina went into labor."
"Yes, Laura called me while she was driving to the Hospital." said my mother. "She said you usually need to be going by five o'clock, so here I am to help Bowser watch the kids."
"Thanks, Mom." I said, standing up. I was only wearing athletic short pants and underwear, and I saw my mom looking over my body.
"Son, have a seat on the sofa." my mother said. "I know that your wife gives you a blowjob to start your day, and I haven't sucked your big, juicy cock in weeks." To emphasize her point, my mother took off her athletic sweater top, revealing her large, luscious breasts, which women half her age would kill to have.
"Well," I said, "I guess I better do what my mother tells me." I said. I removed my clothing and sat down, and my mother knelt between my legs, her eyes twinkling as she took my hardening shaft into her warm hand and began to stroke it. I felt her tongue lash at my balls and then up the shaft, then she kissed my abdomen as she brought those magnificent breasts up to envelop my throbbing cock.
The only problem with tit-fucking, I thought to myself as my mother slid her breasts along the sides of my cock, her nipples rubbing against my groin, the heat of her mammaries soaking into my inner thighs... is that it looks a lot better than it feels. For me, anyway. My mom liked doing it, and I let her.
After a moment of this, my mother took my cock into her mouth and began sucking me. I felt the warm wetness of her throat and tongue as she deep-throated me, then began bobbing her head up and down as she fellated me.
I just sat there and enjoyed the pleasure of having my cock sucked by my own mother, enjoying the nastiness of it, the forbidden badness of it, and knowing that any man to be getting head from his pretty mother was receiving a gift from the Universe. Sometimes I would think of what my enemies would do if they knew, and I would revel in that. But today, I just enjoyed the pleasure of my mother's hungry mouth swallowing my hard male meat.
I was getting close, and I did not try to hold back. Just as I neared the crest, a memory flashed in my mind... of my sister Elizabeth fellating me. The thought of my sister's hot mouth and expertise in sucking cock, and how great it had felt, flowed through my hara, my very being, and I let myself go into that...
"Uhhhh!!" I gasped as the first shot of thick, ropy jism fired out of my mouth and into my mother's throat. She swallowed greedily as spurt after spurt of hot man-lava filled her mouth, her hand jacking me furiously to get every last drop out.
"Oh geez, that was good!" I gasped. "Mom, we're going to have to get back to doing this more often."
"Yes we are, son." my mother said. "I could feel the tension leaving your body as you came in my mouth, too. Is everything all right at work?"
I laughed, a short bark that got Bowser's attention. "That depends on what you mean by 'all right', Mom." I said. "The Consultant is still out there, bad guys still out there, my cousin and her fiancée on the rocks, and it's about to be Christmas... the time when Teresa Croyle becomes Teresa 'Cunt', like Dracula in the night-time." My mother giggled.
"Oh, I hope Teresa will move past her past." said Phyllis. "And she has her new family to support her... you, Cindy, Todd, and the rest of us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we watched Bettina's newscast, Cindy's phone and mine rang at the same time. The news was better than good.
"She's your business partner." I said to Cindy. "Go. Get out of here. Move. Scoot. That is not a request. Go, go!" I practically chased her out of MCD. As I came back into the room, everyone was naturally looking at me funny.
"Well, everyone," I said, "you'll be happy to know that Sheriff Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina are the proud parents of a new baby girl!" A cheer and applause greeted my announcement.
"Joanne," I said to the lovely young Detective, "you're her hunting buddy. Go to the Hospital. Scoot!" She moved out swiftly, not needing to be told twice, much less chased out.
"Are you going to the Hospital, sir?" Tanya asked.
"No, not right away." I said. "I'll take the Chief over later this morning."
"Have they named her yet?" asked Martin Nash.
"Yes." I said. "Patricia Louise Allgood. I think 'Louise' was Daniel's mother's name. No clue about 'Patricia'..."
Part 15 - Epilogue
Wednesday, December 16th. Cindy was sitting on the sofa of her condo, absolutely stunned at what Jenna had just told her.
"Look, I know you wanted me to meet your family," Jenna said, "but my mother says my uncle, her brother, is probably not going to come out of the hospital alive, so I need to go home to Washington State."
"I..." Cindy said, trying hard not to break down crying, "I understand. Do you want me to come with you?"
"No, that's okay." said Jenna. "You stay here with your family, and your new nephew, and I'll handle my family."
"When will you get back?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know, maybe not until after Christmas, or even New Years." Jenna replied. "Mr. Krasney told me I can stay as long as I need to." She explained more of her uncle's illness. It was not a good thing.
"Okay." Cindy said. "I hope your uncle gets through it. I'll be here for you when you get back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's a beautiful baby." I said as I held tiny Patricia Allgood. "Glad she takes after her mother, Daniel."
"Me too." said Daniel affably. Little Patricia did indeed have raven black hair already, like both her parents, and she seemed to have gotten the best-looking parts of both her parents.
Cindy and I were at Melina and Daniel's home, visiting after work on Thursday, December 17th. I'd hoped this would cheer Cindy up. My cousin was very unhappy that Jenna had gone to her girlhood home and family, but Cindy had delivered Jenna to City Airport this (Thursday) morning, checked in with SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell as well as our FBI friends, then came back home.
"By the way," said Daniel, as if it were an afterthought, "did you guys check into the report of the girl from the orphanage running away?" A teen girl had disappeared the day before from the Town & County Girls Home, one of the region's two orphanages sponsored by the churches in the area, the other being for boys. This girl, named Amy, had been known to sneak out overnight, but had never left for more than a night at a time. Now, she'd been gone 24 hours.
"Yes, sir." said Cindy. "I asked Lt. Croyle to look into that. She understands December Desk Duty, but she hates it. I figured she can't get into too much trouble looking for an orphan girl. I hope you're okay with that, Don."
"Well, it might be good if a woman finds the girl." I said. "And Teresa is a lot better than she used to be, but I still worry. Maybe too much."
"You care about your people, Don." Melina said. "But you've gotta trust them, and let them make their own mistakes."
"You sound like Chief Griswold." I replied with a grin.
"Cindy," said Melina, "can I talk to you for a moment, privately?"
"Sure." Cindy said. "As long as I can hold Patricia while we talk." Good negotiating point, I thought. I relinquished the baby to Cindy, and the women went into the kitchen and breakfast room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Cindy," Melina said as they sat down at the breakfast room table, "I've been thinking about this for some time, and I wasn't going to tell you until after Christmas, but maybe now is the right time, with me having to take care of the new baby and all. It's about the gym."
"Look, I can handle the gym." Cindy said. "Take all the time you need."
"It's not just that." Melina said. She paused, then threw herself into it: "I want you to buy me out of the business."
"What?" Cindy said. "You're not happy with it anymore? I thought you loved it."
"I do love it." Melina replied. "It's been great, I've loved doing it. But... along with the babies, and being a duly elected Sheriff's wife, I just need to do this. I don't want to just sell out to someone else, so I want you to buy out my half. I've already had an audit done of the business's value, and I would imagine you can swing it financially, or bring Don into it if you want to."
"I'll tell you what." Cindy said. "Let's get through the Holidays, then I'll put something together early next year. If there's tax consequences of waiting, I'll pay the taxes for you. In the meantime, you just take care of this precious little girl and her brother. So, can you at least tell me why you want to sell out?"
"All I can tell you," Melina said cryptically, "is that I'm going to be doing other work that will take too much of my time away from the gym, and I just need to get it out of my name."
"Okay... it's been a good partnership, and I'm sorry to lose you on it." Cindy said, feeling wistful. This Holiday season was just not going her way, she thought to herself. Little did she know...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Don," said Daniel, "how are things right now? Calm? Busy?"
"The calmest they've been in a long, long, time." I replied, then after a pause I said "I think that scares me more than when things are happening." Daniel chuckled.
"I know what you mean." Daniel said. "I'm afraid that things are going to get ugly for me after Christmas and New Years. The EMTs are extremely bitter about the Fire Department shafting them. I've talked to the Council, and I just don't understand it, Don, but they just do not give a shit about the EMTs. I don't get it."
"Me neither." I said. "With regard to this particular situation, I'm really watching to see if Thomas P. Cook tries to bring in his own private ambulance service. If he does, I'm bringing the State and maybe the Feds in on him. I'm really sick and tired of that guy using his Council position for personal profit."
"I'll back you up all the way on that, as long as you have some evidence to support your investigation." Daniel said. "But I'm afraid that the acrimony is going to get worse. The Fire Department people are just as bad as the EMTs; they really hate each other, and this latest thing just makes things worse."
"Wanna bet on which news station utters the words 'We fear an outbreak of violence.' first? And when?"
"Heck no." said Daniel. "I'm not dumb enough to bet against you, even if your FBI buddies haven't figured that out yet. Melina tells me that Laura is still laughing at them all the way to the bank." I chuckled.
"Well," I said, "I can tell you this. Next year, things are going to come to a head with the Consultant of Crime, and the layers of organization in his very complex web. The SBI has been laying low, and that just means they're planning their next strike to fuck over us and all of local Law Enforcement in the State. And the FBI is pressing me to work with them on some national issues. It's calm now..."
"... but I'm afraid that it's just the Calm before the Storm..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Saigon, South Vietnam. Christmas, 1972.
"Cordell! Why aren't you at the bar with the other guys, having a drink? It's Christmas." said the Captain. He'd been sitting alone in the Quonset hut that served as barracks and his office when the Corpsman had come in.
"Same reason you're not, sir." said Corpsman Leonard Cordell. It was unusual to see Army Airborne wings on a Navy Corpsman, but Cordell had earned them in a harrowing combat jump with the Captain and his unit of the 173d Airborne Brigade, to relieve and rescue Army soldiers that had been attacked weeks before.
"Well," said the Captain, "we ought to be celebrating Christmas with our families by this time next year."
"I hope you're right, sir." said Cordell. "But this God-cursed war will go on as long as someone is making money off of it, and Congressmen are not in danger of losing elections over it."
"You are the cynical one, Cordell." said the Captain. "But we'll see. I think you and I will be home by next year." He took out the picture of his wife, looking at it. "You know, it's going to be great. We're going to have kids, and we'll be setting up the toys on Christmas Eve, then watching the kids come in on Christmas morning and seeing what Santa Claus brings them." He became lost in thought.
Cordell did not interrupt his introspection. He was cynical enough to realize that the best laid plans didn't always come to fruition. But he hoped that the Captain's dreams would come true...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, it's so good to see you!" exclaimed Molly as she hugged her mother at City International Airport. She then hugged her father. It was Monday, December 21st.
"Well, where is that new grandchild of ours?" said William Ross. He was tall at 5'11", very slender, and he seemed to look very old to Molly, much older than his age in the sixties.
"Oh, William, do be patient." said Margaret 'Maggie' Ross, his wife and Molly's mother. "Molly's right not to bring a little baby into an airport like this." Maggie was not quite Molly's height, and starting to get a bit dumpy as she grew older, but not too much. She was younger than her husband by several years.
"Let's get your baggage and drive on over." said Molly. "Cindy's on duty. She didn't think you were coming for two more days, and I want to surprise her..."
Part 2 - Runaway
Town & County Police Lieutenant Teresa Croyle was driving around Town on Monday, December 21st. She was in plainclothes: jeans, a denim jacket, tie-dye shirt underneath, and tennis shoes. She'd been looking for a runaway orphan girl named Amy.
Amy was fourteen, maybe fifteen, slender, light brown hair like Teresa's. She'd come back to the orphanage the week before, but had disappeared again Sunday. The orphanage people were beginning to get angry about it, and were saying the girl would have to be transferred to a State facility if this kept up. For some reason, Teresa told them she'd like to find out the full story before having them do that. They acquiesced... for now.
This was Teresa's only mission; everything else was paperwork and desk duty. Not much had been said, but she and her boss, Captain Cindy Ross, both knew well that Commander Donald Troy, the Iron Crowbar, did not care to have his Holidays blemished by having to deal with any problems with the name 'Teresa Croyle' attached to them. But at least she had a mission and could do some work.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oooh, Commander, you're looking sharp!" exclaimed Lt. Tanya Perlman, as she entered my office on the morning of Monday, December 21st. "What's the occasion?"
I was wearing my dark blue pants with the double row of light blue piping on the sides, and my light blue uniform shirt with metal ranks on the shoulders and a leather sash belt from the right shoulder to the left hip, connecting there to my pants belt. The dark blue necktie was tucked into the shirt between the first and second buttons.
The shirt was relatively tight and form fitting, and my badge was shined up over the left pocket, and the red and purple ribbons, both bordered in silver medal, were over my right pocket, just over my name tag. It wasn't formal, but one mere step down from Duty Dress. I looked good, impressive even... and I needed to look that way today.
"You know something, Tanya?" I replied, "I have never had the occasion to meet in-laws before. Melina's parents and Laura's parents were deceased and I never met them. Molly and Cindy's parents are coming today, and they'll be looking hard at me as the father of Molly's children."
"You'll charm them as you do everyone else." Tanya said with a grin. "By the way, I appreciate you inviting me and Pete and Pamela to your house on Christmas Day as well as Christmas Eve."
"We'd love to have you." I replied. "Carole thinks Little Pete is her brother, just like the rest of the boys. By the way, are you inviting Jack Muscone over? He should come up, too."
"He begged off." said Tanya. "He said he and his FBI Team were going to get together. Only Eduardo is married, and they don't have kids yet. Martin will go with Sandra, of course."
"I very much hope to hear that Sandra gets a ring for Christmas." I said.
"I dunno." said Tanya. "Martin said that he and Sandra have talked about it, and want to wait. I'm not sure what for, though."
"Well," I said, "I suspect that's going to be figured out by the Fourth of July..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa's cellphone rang. It was Sergeant Irwin, who was becoming to her and Vice what Sergeant Rudistan was to Tanya and MCD.
"Ma'am, a person matching the description of your orphan was just seen near the Saskia Warehouse." Irwin said.
"I'll head on over." said Teresa. "Come in as backup, but slowly and discreetly. I don't want to scare her off." Irwin acknowledged and signed off.
The Saskia Warehouse was west of the Girls Orphanage, which was west of Church Row, as it was called. The warehouse had been abandoned for a year, since the Saskia Company had moved out of Town after their Canadian-based business had failed. Teresa pulled up, seeing an opening in the fence. She went through and into the main warehouse.
Looking around, she didn't see anyone, but as she resolved to head to a back area, a teen girl darted out and tried to run past her to the door.
"Hold on!" she shouted. She easily grabbed the girl at the doorway. "Amy, I'm here to help you!"
Hearing her own name stopped the girl. "How do you know my name?" she asked skeptically.
"My name is Teresa. I'm a Police Officer, and I've been looking for you. People are worried about you."
"I always go back to the orphanage." said Amy. "Why are they worried?"
"They get worried when they can't find you." Teresa said. "And it's about accountability, too."
"Okay, let's go back." Amy said, turning to the door. It was as if she were in a hurry to get back... or to guide Teresa out of this warehouse.
"Hold on, hold on." said Teresa. "I have to talk to you first. Let's sit down on this bench outside here." She led Amy to the picnic table that had once been used by employees, and they sat down.
"Tell me, Amy, why do you keep running away?" Teresa asked.
"I just need to get out of there every once in a while." Amy said, and Teresa did not need a crowbar to see that Amy was not telling her everything. "I just need to spend some time alone, then I go back. What's the big deal?"
"Are they doing anything to you at the orphanage?" asked Teresa. "Hurting you or molesting you in any way? You can tell me, and I can help and protect you."
"Oh no, nothing like that." said Amy. "They're good to us. Honest."
"Okay, okay." said Teresa. "I have to ask, though. And look, really, if there's anything I need to know, now is the time to trust me and tell me."
"No, it's good." said Amy. "So are you going to take me back, or take me to the Police Station?"
"Oh, I dunno." said Teresa. "If I take you to Police Headquarters, Commander Troy is going to want to ask you a lot of questions."
"The Iron Crowbar?!" exclaimed Amy. "You know him?"
"I work for him." said Teresa, seeing Amy's eyes light up. The Iron Crowbar's reputation was growing, obviously.
"Oh, wow!" said Amy breathlessly. "Can I ask you something?"
"What?" Teresa replied.
"Is he really ten feet tall?"
Teresa laughed heartily, as heartily and as deeply felt as she'd laughed in years. "That's good, that's funny, Amy. No, he's about 6'4", but not ten feet tall. But for the criminals, his mind is ten feet tall and then some."
"Wow, we heard he was huge, a big giant man." said Amy. "And no criminal can escape him."
"He is that." said Teresa. "Okay, I'll tell you what I'm going to do. Here's my card. Keep it hidden on you. If anyone tries to hurt you in any way, you call me. And if you feel like running away, call me, and I'll come get you and we can walk around the Park or something. But you've got to stop running away, because the Orphanage can't handle it, and they might send you to the State Facility... where you don't want to go, okay?"
"All right." Amy said. She got up, ready to go. Teresa wondered why she was so eager to get moving...
Part 3 - Meeting the Parents
"She asked if you were ten feet tall." said Teresa. She was in my office, still in civilian clothes, which had created its own stir in the halls of Headquarters. "I took her back to the Orphanage. I talked to the Headmistress there, and told her that if Amy feels like going out, to call me and I'll be responsible for her. They're not going to send her to State, at least not yet, but they are tired of her being unaccounted for."
"I hope that works." I said. "So you said she was really eager to get out of that warehouse and then to get back to the orphanage?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "I'm not sure what it was about, but she was ready to go. I was thinking about bringing in the drug dog, but Amy had no needle marks on her, she didn't look like an addict. Her skin is really pale, and her eyes are almost yellowish, but no tell-tale signs of addiction."
"Okay, good job on that. You do need to make a police report, even though you resolved it the way you did. Just to cover our butts, if you know what I mean."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. I excused her.
As she turned to go, I said "Did she really ask if I was ten feet tall?" Teresa grinned, about as merrily as I've ever seen her grin.
"Yes sir, she did." she replied. "It was just so... unexpected, and it just struck me."
"I can tell." I said. "Okay, Cindy's parents are coming sometime today. Molly called me and said they came early. So if you want to meet them, maybe a change of clothes, there?"
"Gotcha, sir." Teresa said. "And that's why you're dressed up, isn't it?"
"Smart Lieutenant, you are." I said. "I might just put you in charge of our Vice Squad."
"You think of the best gifts for Christmas, sir." Teresa said with some slight sarcasm. I conceded victory to her on that exchange. And I was inwardly very happy to see her having such a sense of humor, such as it was for her. Especially this time of year.
After she left, I looked up something on the Internet, then made a call to the Town & County Girls Home. I spoke with the Headmistress, who said Lt. Croyle had been very professional. I then asked the Headmistress a couple of questions about policy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly had taken her parents to The Cabin, and their luggage was secured in the larger guest bedroom. They were then re-introduced to Ross and for the first time to baby Ian. Maggie held Ross while William held Ian, and Molly saw the tears running silently down his cheeks.
"Oh he's so beautiful." said Maggie. She then asked Molly a ton of questions about the delivery. After some time, and more baby holding, Molly said they needed to go to Police Headquarters to meet Cindy... and Commander Troy.
"Ah, the baby's father." said William Ross. "I've heard many good things about him, from you and especially from Cindy in her letters... but he's married?"
"It's definitely unusual." Molly said. "His wife Laura is my gynecologist and delivered Ian. I think I told you she's a professor at the University, and she and Don have an open relationship. She can't have children any more, and she tells me over and over she's happy for me. Don, of course, loves Ross and Ian as much as anyone could."
"Yes, dear," said Maggie quietly, "I guess we Catholic farmers are still tied to old traditions, but I understand. You had a bad, bad marriage, and I can understand you doing that. I'm sure Don is a good man. And the babies are precious. So, are we going to see Cindy at her work?"
"Yes." said Molly. "Yes we are. But there's something I need to tell you first. Cindy's fiancée Jenna went home to Washington State. Her mother's brother is seriously ill. I actually checked on that; the story is true, he's in the hospital there. Cindy really wanted to introduce Jenna to you, and she's very disappointed that's not going to happen."
"Jenna is the one that was abducted, wasn't she?" asked Maggie. Molly nodded. "Poor girl, that must have been horrific, terrible. But the Police got her back alive?"
"Yes." Molly said. "Don wouldn't let Cindy take part, but Lt. Croyle and the SWAT Team did an incredible job." She saw her father shaking his head. "What is it, Dad?"
William shook his head. "I know they're brave people. But they're having to do too much. It's like a war down here. Is this typical of America?"
"No, Dad." said Molly, shocked at her father's question. "Actually, it's relatively peaceful here. And crimes and violence happen everywhere."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before taking her parents to see Cindy, Molly first took them to the Chief's office, having explained that Moynahan had been her Captain in Midtown and was now Chief here. When they got to the office, they found Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters also in the office. Molly introduced them both to her parents.
"Ah, it's wonderful to meet you." said Chief Moynahan, getting up from his desk and shaking their hands. "I have heard a great many good things about you from Molly here, and also from Cindy since I've arrived here."
"We've heard no end of good things about the two of you, also." said Maggie Ross.
"Ah, is that Ian?" asked Masters. Molly handed Ian to him. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters had a reputation for directness, toughness, and professionalism... but now Molly was seeing his tender side as he held baby Ian.
After a few more minutes of talking, it was time to go see Cindy. Molly led them down the hallway to her sister's office and knocked on the door.
"Come in!" said Cindy. When the door opened and Molly walked in with her parents, Cindy was stunned. "Mom, Dad! I didn't think you were coming until Wednesday!" She got up and hugged them both.
Molly said "I was hoping to surprise you a little bit."
"You succeeded." said Cindy. "Sit down, sit down." She had her parents sit on the loveseat sofa, Molly in the chair, and herself behind her desk.
"Well, look at you, a Police Captain!" said William. "And Molly's now a Police Lieutenant in the next county. We're very proud of you both."
"Yes, yes we are." said Maggie. She was looking at the pictures on the wall. "So this is your friend Teresa, with whom you ran that race?"
"Yes, Mom." said Cindy. "We'll take you to meet her soon."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was time. I had wondered if it'd be better to have Cindy bring her parents to meet me, or for me to go to them. I chose the latter.
I walked down the hallway, took a deep breath, then knocked on the door. Opening it, I peeked in. "Hello, mind if I come in?"
"Don!" said Cindy. "Yes, do come in! Mom, Dad, this is Commander Donald Troy. Don, this is my mom Maggie and my dad William."
"I'm so glad to finally meet you." I said, taking Mrs. Ross's hand in my own, as she was nearest me. I felt a bit of a vibe from her. Not like from Eckhart, Cindy, or the FBI Deputy Director, but still a bit of a vibe. I could see where P. Harvey Eckhart was attracted to Maggie Ross, and it was more than just physical attractions that had ended up producing one Captain Cindy Ross.
"And you, sir." I said to Mr. Ross as I shook his hand. I was going to shake it firmly, but I instantly felt a lack of physical strength in him. That caused me to take a closer look at him...
"It's so nice to meet you too, Don, if I may call you that." said Maggie.
"Of course, of course." I said. I was then distracted. Ross had said "da-da" and reached out for me. I took him from Molly's arms. "Hey Ross." I said. "So what have you named your grandma and grandpa?" Everyone chuckled, but it was the right of the firstborn to name grandparents, dontcha know.
"Oh, he definitely has your eyes, Don." said Maggie, beaming at us.
"I think he's going to be a redhead, too." said William, seeing the titian locks on Ross's head.
"I hope so." I said. "Well, guys, there are a lot of us, and this is not the largest office in the building. Shall we go to an early lunch?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the way out, we stopped by MCD, where Cindy introduced her parents.
"Oh, you must be Teresa." said Maggie, seeing Teresa and instantly recognizing her. "Yes, I can see why Cindy thinks so highly of you." Teresa blushed a bit.
"Thank you, ma'am." Teresa said. "I think even more highly of her."
"Oh, is that Ian?" called out Joanne. She got up to take him and hold him, and from that moment it was an Ian lovefest in MCD for several minutes. Finally, we gathered up everyone and headed out.
After we were gone, Joanne was beaming. "Did you see that?" she asked the others.
"What?" asked Martin Nash.
"Ross." Joanne said. "He is the spitting image of his daddy. He's gonna grow up to be the next Iron Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After getting back from lunch, I headed to my office, letting the Ross families plan and do whatever they were going to plan and do. After a few minutes, there was a knock on my door. William Ross opened it and came inside.
"Ah, hello, sir." I said, getting up. "Please, have a seat."
"Thank you." he said, but he took a moment to stand and look around the office, taking in Pete Feeley's framed badge, the Laika crowbar on the wall, my framed citations for the Medal of Valor, Purple Order, and Orange Order, then the wood-and-matchstick Trojan Horse on the bookcase against the wall to the right side of my desk.
"Ah, student of the Trojan War?" he asked.
"No sir." I said. "Those are gifts from an... admirer."
"Hmmph. Interesting." he said. He finally sat down, looking at the pictures on the desk, which included Molly and Ross, and a new one of Cindy holding baby Ian in the hospital when he was mere minutes old.
"I wanted to talk to you, Don, if that's okay." said William.
"Certainly, sir." I said respectfully.
He started: "I know that you and Cindy are blood-related, and not exactly through me. Molly dragged that secret out of us last year; she was mighty upset we didn't come here last year, and I agree that we made a mistake. Molly also told us that you were aware of everything, and revealed your knowledge to Cindy."



"Yes sir, I did." I said. "No disrespect to you, but she had to know."
"Oh, I agree, it was the right thing to do, for both family and practical reasons." William said. "And I can see that Cindy practically worships you; it was best that come from you than from anyone else on earth, even Molly." I just nodded.
Mr. Ross continued: "And of course I know that you are the father of Molly's sons. I won't hide the fact that it was a bit disturbing to Maggie and myself that you're already married. But I'm finally glad to meet you, as I can see for myself that you're as good and honorable a man as Cindy and Molly say you are, and you're doing right by Ross and Ian."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "And Ross and Ian are my sons as well as your grandsons, and there's nothing I won't do for them"
"Yes, I believe that." William said. Then he peered at me. "I'm told you are a very perceptive man, and observe and understand things most people don't. So I know you're going to understand when I say that I expect you to take care of both Molly and Cindy going forward, and into the future."
"Yes sir, you bet I will." I said, fully understanding the man's words.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That evening, as the sun was setting, Cindy asked her father to come out onto the deck of the Cabin. It was beginning to get cold as the sun went behind the horizon to the west. As she sat down with her father and spread a blanket over both of their backs, they both saw a train coming out of the western horizon.
"Trains." said William Ross as the whistle of the train reached them on the wisps of the wind. "I always loved them as a boy."
"I like them, too." said Cindy. "So, Dad, I brought you out here so we can stop delaying the inevitable, and talk about it."
"That you're not my daughter?" asked William, nodding slowly. "Yes. I guess we should."
"First of all, Dad," said Cindy, "I am still your daughter and you are still my dad. Oh, maybe not biologically, but you raised me. You were the one that tucked me into my bed every night, that put peroxide on my scrapes, took me to my hockey games and cheered me on when I knocked the other girls down." She heard her father chuckle at those memories. "So you'll always be my dad." She put her arm around him and hugged him. He hugged her back.
"Yes, you will always be my little girl, and you did get a lot of scrapes as a child." he said. "Playing hockey and softball, then you started doing that training for those competitions. And speaking of that... have you truly fully recovered from your wounds from that bad raid?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "Pretty much. And I think Don promoted me partly so he can keep me back, and out of trouble."
"You think a lot of him, don't you?" William asked.
"More than words can express, Dad." Cindy replied, looking out over the twinkling lights of the Town.
"Good." said Mr. Ross. "Of all the things in the world, at least the Lord provided for him to be your, what is it, cousin?"
"Yes, Dad." Cindy said.
"I can see the positive influence he has on you, too." said Mr. Ross. "You've always been a fearless little girl, but I see it even now... I've been wondering how we'd face this awkward situation, but you just come right out with it and take it head-on... very direct, just like him."
Cindy realized that her father was right. "Yes, there's no doubt he confronts any issue very directly. Sometimes too much so. And speaking of that... I do appreciate you and Mom coming here. I wanted you to meet Jenna, but... well, I guess Fate got in the way."
"Yes." said Mr. Ross. "And I owe you an apology, for not coming here last year. But... maybe it's for the best, as you found out the truth about... things."
"Well, maybe I can bring Jenna up to Edmonton this Spring." Cindy said. "And you can finally meet her then."
"Yes, if the Lord wills it." said Mr. Ross. "If the Lord wills it..." He hugged Cindy tighter, dissipating her sense of foreboding...
Part 4 - Trouble
Thursday, December 24th. Christmas Eve.
For Teresa Croyle, it was the day that would forever live in infamy in her heart, though she'd learned to accept Alexis's death and to understand her father's agony of that devastatingly fateful night, which robbed him of his sanity.
It was early, about 7:30pm. Traffic was moderate as people went to church services or did last-minute shopping. Teresa was on her way to The Cabin, to help prepare for the big Christmas Eve party. She'd gone by Police Headquarters to get her gifts; they were now in the trunk of her car.
The Commander had wanted her to arrive early, and she knew why: he was getting her off the road and out of trouble as early as he could. The consolation prize was that she got to spend time with baby Ian, Ross, Jim, Carole, and little Pete before the rest of the Detective Force got there, and---- wait, what was that?
She had clearly seen the image of her sister Alexis as she went by a building. Looking up, she saw that it was the Saskia Building. She heard Alexis's voice say "Stop here! Stop here!"
She heeded the call, turning around and bringing her car to the front gate and the opening near it. She had her gun in a shoulder strap, like the Commander used when wearing his gun under a civilian jacket. She also had her badge, but no radio. Nevertheless, she got on her cellphone and sent a couple of texts before going in.
As she approached the main warehouse, she again clearly could see the ethereal form of her sister Alexis at the doorway. "Come on! Our sister needs your help!" Then the form vanished as Teresa got to the door.
Our sister? Teresa thought. No, Amy is not related to us, she thought to herself as she looked around the warehouse.
She heard a shuffle in the far back, near the offices. She walked back there. Just as she went by some stacked boxes, she stopped. Looking between the boxes, she saw Amy crouching down.
"Hey, Amy." she said quietly. "It's me, Teresa. Why are you here?" Amy was looking up at her, scared... and then Teresa saw Amy's companion.
He was a smallish dog, brown and white, and looked like a cocker spaniel. Amy had him clutched tightly to her chest, and was holding his snout to keep him from making a noise.
"Hey, who's your friend there?" Teresa said. "Come on out, I'm not going to hurt him or you."
"No, don't take him away from me!" Amy gasped, about to cry.
"I won't." Teresa said, seeming to understand without consciously knowing why. "I'm not going to take your dog away from you. What's his name?"
"Buddy." Amy said.
"Come on out here." Teresa said. As Amy came out, Teresa saw that the dog was indeed a cocker spaniel. "So Buddy is why you've been running away. They have a no-pet policy at the Orphanage, don't they?"
"I've been keeping him here, and feeding him." said Amy. "I want to keep him, but they won't let me. Now they're telling me they're going to send me to the State Orphanage, and Buddy won't have anyone. He might die! I don't know what to do!"
Tears were streaming down the girl's face, and Teresa knew that Amy would do whatever it took to protect and keep her dog.
"Tell you what." Teresa said. "I can't keep him because I get allergic to dog or cat hair in my apartment. I don't know what to do either, but I know who will. Why don't you come with me, and we'll go see Commander Troy. He's the Iron Crowbar. He can figure out anything."
"Really?" said Amy, hope creeping into her voice for the first time. "He'll do that for me? And for Buddy?"
"Oh you bet. He loves dogs, and he loves solving problems for people like you." Teresa said. "Will you come with me?"
"Okay----" Amy said.
"Like hell you will!" snarled a voice. A man's voice. Teresa looked up to see Patrolman Brett Bryce standing in front of them, his hand on his still-holstered gun. Near the door was the fat Patrolman Justin Hendricks.
"Get away from that dog." said Bryce.
"No!" shouted Amy. "You stay away from him!"
"I said get away from him." Bryce ordered. "I'm going to kill that filthy thing, and I'll kill you too if you get in the way."
"Like hell!" yelled Amy, holding Buddy close.
"You heard her, Patrolman." said Teresa, who'd put herself in front of Amy, protecting her from Bryce. "Stand down and get the hell out of here."
"You're not even supposed to be on field duty, Lieutenant." said Bryce. "You stand aside and get out of here, and maybe I won't report you for this. And if you don't get out of the way, I'll kill you, too."
"And you'll have to." said Teresa. "You're going down for this, no matter what."
"As you wish." said Bryce. He gripped his gun, beginning to draw it from its holster...
*WHAM!!!*
The blue crowbar came down on Bryce's hand. As he gasped in pain, he looked up and to his right to see Captain Cindy Ross standing there, about to swing at him again. He took a quick step back to avoid any further blows. Teresa had time to draw her gun, though she kept it pointed at the floor, and away from Amy and Buddy. But she was now ready to do whatever it took to protect the girl and dog behind her.
"You're done, Bryce." Cindy said. "Put your hands in the air, away from your weapon."
Bryce looked over. Justin Hendricks's hand was over his gun... but Sergeant Micah Rudistan's gun was in Hendricks's earhole.
"Oh please, try it Fat Boy." whispered Rudistan. "Please give me the excuse."
"Who you calling 'Fat Boy', Rudistan?" asked Hendricks. "You're a fucking hypocrite." Nonetheless, he put his hands on his head, and Rudistan took possession of his service weapon."
Seeing he no longer had backup, Bryce snarled "Tell you what, Dyke. I'll put the gun down, real slow, and you put down the crowbar. And then you'll find out that I'm not just some punk off the street. I'll whip your dyke ass, and then I'll whip Teresa Cunt's ass, and then I'll kill that fucking dog."
"Irwin!" called out Teresa, seeing Sergeant Irwin and Patrolman Hicks also in the building, along with Patrolman Morton, "take Bryce's weapon. Search him for more." Bryce was relieved of his service weapon, and the extra, hidden one strapped to his ankle."
"That's a violation, right there." Cindy said. She then extended the blue crowbar behind her. "Hold this for me, Lieutenant." Teresa took possession of the blue crowbar. Amy was behind her, wide-eyed.
"Okay, cocksucker." Cindy said levelly. "No crowbar."
"Who are you calling a 'cocksucker', you fucking dyke bitch?" snarled Bryce. Even so, he came at her.
*THWACK!*
His blow missed. Cindy's didn't. A hard chop to his ribs, behind the bulletproof vest. Bryce grunted, then tried a martial arts blow. Cindy easily blocked it, and slammed her fist into his chest, followed by a solid kick to his left hip. Now in pain, Bryce tried a tactical move, and Cindy easily dodged it.
She let him try a few more, seemingly anticipating his every effort, until she got bored with it. On his last swing, she threw him hard to the ground. Handcuffs were affixed to his hands behind him almost before he realized what was happening.
"Micah," Cindy ordered, "take this piece of garbage to Headquarters, put him in an isolation cell, under guard. He's charged with assaulting a police officer, that being Lt. Croyle, with a gun, having an unauthorized concealed extra weapon, and other bad-cop-using-gun-improperly charges."
"Yes ma'am." said Rudistan, who moved forward.
"Read him his rights, too." Cindy said. "Oh! I almost forgot." She looked at Bryce with a malicious smile. "I think several of us heard you say you intended to kill that dog, Bryce. I will be very sure to let Commander Troy know of your intent. And may God have mercy on you when I do."
Bryce spit at Cindy in response, then he was turned around and led away by other officers. Cindy advised Hendricks to get a good Union rep; his actions here would also come under Internal Affairs review. Hendricks just said he had done nothing wrong, and walked out.
Cindy turned to Teresa, then to Amy. "Hi Amy. I'm Teresa's friend. My name is Cindy. Let's go meet the Iron Crowbar, shall we? Yes, bring Buddy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party was well underway when I went to the front door. First came Cindy. Then came a teenage girl with a cocker spaniel in her arms.
"Commander, this is Amy and Buddy." Teresa said by way of introduction.
"Oh wow, the Iron Crowbar!" Amy whispered, looking up at me.
"Yes." I said. "Come on in, Amy." They came in and I closed the door behind them. Amy was looking around The Cabin as if it were a palace.
"Wow, what a nice house!" Amy said. "It's not like what I thought it would be."
"Well" I said, understanding, "us police officers live in normal houses, too. No bars on the windows. This is my wife Laura. She's a doctor, and I want her to check on you to make sure you're okay. In the meantime, we'll give Buddy a bath and some food."
"Hi, Amy." said Laura sweetly. However, it was clear that Amy was feeling skeptical: she was not willing to relinquish the dog.
"Okay, why don't you bring Buddy into the kitchen." I said. Fortunately, Mr. William Ross came up.
"Hello there, young lady. I'm William Ross, and I'm a farmer in Canada. I know a lot about animals, so why don't you come and help me give Buddy a bath, and I'll make sure he's healthy, okay?" Amy looked at Teresa, who nodded. To reassure her young new friend, Teresa went with Amy and Mr. Ross to the kitchen.
Cindy said to me "We busted Bryce. He wanted to kill the dog, and was willing to shoot Amy and Teresa in the process. It is possible that I whipped his ass in what you like to call 'personal combat' before arresting him."
"Oh, this is getting better every minute." I said. "He was a Green Beret, you know."
Cindy looked up at me with something of a sneer on her face. "Don, I don't want to burst the Army's bubble, but standard Green Beret tactics are so easy to beat, it's ridiculous."
"Well, for a double black belt like yourself, I'm sure they are." I said, then thought about it. Cindy was right... what I'd learned from Sergeant Tate of the ROTC cadre had indeed shown me that the standard tactics weren't so hot against a well-prepared opponent. And there was no opponent more prepared than the current Police Boxing Matches champion...
Part 5 - New BFFs
Mr. Ross and Amy gave Buddy a nice bath, the water not too hot and not too cool. He came out a much cleaner dog. Then Mr. Ross fed Buddy some milk in small doses, telling Amy that Buddy would get sick if he ate too much, too fast.
"Okay, Buddy is clean, and we'll look after him." I said to Amy. "Now it's your turn for a bath and a checkup."
"It'll be fine." said Laura. "Come on up. I have some clean clothes for you, too." Still, it took Teresa going with Amy to get her upstairs.
"Wow." said Molly. "Nice little girl."
"So she was running away from the Orphanage to feed her dog." said Joanne. "That's so sad, but it's uplifting, too."
"What are you going to do about all this?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, we'll see if Buddy and Bowser get along." I said. "If they do, we can keep Buddy here and work out Amy visiting him. If not, then I'd be grateful if one of you could keep him. Teresa's allergic over time to dogs and cats in her home."
"So is Jenna." said Cindy.
"Oh, I can keep him." said Joanne happily.
"Okay, for the litmus test." I said. I went upstairs and got Bowser, who was in the kids room with the kids and my mom and Pamela Feeley. Bowser sniffed at me and seemingly recoiled in wonder.
"Okay, Bowser" I said, "let's go meet your new friend." With that, I took him downstairs, where Mr. Ross was drying off Buddy. I held Bowser as he and Buddy sniffed at each other. Then we put the dogs down. I was ready to grab Bowser if he attacked Buddy, but the dogs sniffed each other some more, started circling and sniffing each other's butts, then sort of settled down like "What's next?"
"They seem to like each other." said Mr. Ross. "You'll have to do some training. If Buddy has been left alone, he won't be house-trained. You'll have to do some cage training for that, but he's a young dog and will take to it. And we'll have to watch them when feeding them, that's when Bowser might stake a claim."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, Amy came down the stairs, looking very refreshed after her bath and new clothes. The clothes were a bit big on her, but it was all good. Laura told Teresa and Amy to go through the food line and eat, and for Amy to eat as much as she wanted to.
"How is she?" I whispered to my wife.
"We'll talk later." Laura replied. "She should stay here tonight and she can be part of Christmas tomorrow. After that...well, we'll talk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Feeding time. I put down two bowls, one with Bowser's meal, one smaller one for Buddy. Bowser did try to wander over to Buddy's bowl, but I took Bowser and put him back at his bowl, and told him to eat. After a couple of times doing this, Bowser seemed to get the hint, and ate his own food. Buddy wolfed his down, and Mr. Ross said it would be best to give him smaller portions more frequently.
Still, Buddy improved tremendously. His eyes got brighter almost as I watched him, and he began walking around and exploring. I set Bowser down, and he began leading Buddy around. This looked like the beginning of a be-yoo-tiful friendship, I thought to myself.
Part 6 - Paying It Forward
We'd had a Secret Santa gift exchange amongst the Detectives earlier in the week. My gift went to Teddy Parker, and it was a liner for his trenchcoat that he always wore. The gift for me came from Grubby Paul, who gave me a nice bottle of single malt Scotch.
So we weren't really exchanging gifts this evening. But Teresa had a bit of a surprise for us. She stood in the middle of the greatroom as we all listened.
"A while back," Teresa said, "I was given a gift at this party, at the Old Cabin. It was a picture of me and my sister Alexis, but it was a whole lot more than that. I found out that I had a family that night, and that people had my back and stood up for me when I had no right to expect nor ask them to.
"So now I want to give a few gifts." Teresa continued. "This one is for Cindy, my soul sister." She handed Cindy a wrapped gift, which was obviously a framed picture. Cindy opened it to reveal a picture of her, Cindy, throwing a disc golf shot at the course in Teresa's hometown."
"Ah, that's nice." Cindy said. "And this is definitely the best part of that town, the disc golf course."
"I couldn't agree more." Teresa said. "And this is for Don." She handed me bigger package. One of the items inside was a framed poster of the 250-foot towers at Ft. Benning, Georgia, with the "Airborne" word and wings beneath them. Another picture, the same size as Cindy's, showed me letting Carole drop the frisbee into the 18th hole basket at the end of our outing some time before.
"Aw, these are so cool." I said.
"I have one more." Teresa said. "I thought I was going to wait on this one, but I think there's no time like the present. I received this necklace I'm wearing now from the Police in my old hometown." She pointed to the necklace with the Airborne wings that was on her neck. I could feel the emotion in the room.
"There are two necklaces." Teresa said. "One was for my sister Alexis, who you all know died on Christmas Eve. So I think she would want me to pass this necklace along to another daughter of a Paratrooper. I know Carole won't really understand this now, but one day her dad can tell her the story, and she'll be proud to be the daughter of a Paratrooper, too."
She opened the box and took out the other necklace, and draped it around Carole's neck. Carole was being held by Laura. Laura said "Carole, you're wearing a necklace like Teresa's. You look so pretty with it on." Carole smiled happily, then grabbed the necklace to see and feel what it was."



"Teresa, hold Carole." I said. "Let me get a picture." Teresa sat down next to Laura, and Carole went to her. Teresa pressed her cheek to Carole's, and they displayed their necklaces as I took pictures of them. I would frame one picture for Teresa, frame one for myself... and frame one for Carole when she got old enough to understand.
Other people took pictures, too. I asked Teresa and Amy to pose together, and Amy of course had Buddy be in the shot. This picture would find itself on Teresa's wall, also...
Part 7 - Night of the Christmas Crowbars
The Rosses were in the guest bedroom of the house, and Molly was in the Master bedroom, with Ian in the crib. Amy was in the other guest bedroom, sleeping with Buddy. In the front room was a full hideaway bed; Pamela Feely was asleep on it. In the greatroom, the two sofas pulled out to become sort of futon-beds, enough for Teresa and Cindy to sleep comfortably on.
I had been sleeping on a futon in the upstairs room, Carole with me, and of course Bowser next to the bed. Laura was in the basement on yet another hideaway bed, and she had Ross and Jim on a mattress on the floor, where they were comfortable and safe.
I woke up Cindy, and told her to come with me. She was already pretty much dressed, and I was in my all-black ninja outfit and trenchcoat, Tilley Hat, and gunbelt with badge attached, of course.
Officers who were Jewish generally volunteered for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day duty. It was overtime (double time, actually) for them, and it allowed the Christian officers to be home with their families. It was the Duty Desk Sergeant, an older Sergeant named Abram, that called me at 1:30 am, December 25th.
When we arrived at the Station, I saw what was going on. Sergeant McCombs was trying to take Brett Bryce out of the holding cell, and he was browbeating a young Patrol Officer.
"Listen, punk." McCombs was snarling. "I am transferring Bryce to County Jail, now, tonight. You get the hell out of my way."
"Sergeant, I have orders to not let anyone take him out nor see him until morning." said the Patrol Officer, whose brow was shining with sweat, his voice almost shaking with fear.
"Listen, shit eater, I'm a Sergeant, you are not." said McCombs. "Now you either do what I tell you, are you're up on insubordination charges."
"I'm not a Sergeant either." said a voice behind him. "But we're about to find out just who is going to get jacked up, here."
The voice belonged to me, Your Iron Crowbar. I was standing in the doorway to the hall, at the ready, tapping the red crowbar in the palm of my left hand, more than willing and able to use it. I saw the young Patrol Officer almost collapse with relief. Sergeant McCombs had a hatred-filled look on his face.
I was not alone, by the way. Cindy was right behind me, brandishing the blue crowbar. She'd already had her fun tonight, though... it was now my turn.
"I told you before, McCombs." said Cindy. "I usually win the rank-pulling game. But this is the one guy who really wins, and I'm glad I'm not you right now."
"Yeah?" said McCombs, facing us. "What're you gonna do, beat me up with those crowbars?"
"I'll put it this way, McCombs." I said. "There is only one way out of that room... through me. So you can either spend the night on a mattress in the holding cell... or you can try to get through me."
"That's easy enough." said McCombs. He attempted to walk past me.
*THUMP!*
I swung the crowbar right at McCombs's head. He stuck his arm up to protect himself and I got him solidly on the shoulder. I then grabbed him by the collar and threw him back, then swung the crowbar at his knees, taking him out. He fell hard to the floor on his hip and ass, howling in pain.
"Maybe I didn't make myself clear, McCombs." I said. "So one more time: you can walk into one of those cells, or you can try the stupid thing again. And this time... I might let Captain Ross take a shot at you. Sometimes she misses, though... she seems to hit guys in the balls when she swings. Is that not right, Captain?"
"Who says I'm missing when I do that?" replied Cindy. McCombs got up and walked to the holding cells. I secured him inside one.
"It'll be up to the Duty Desk to let you out." I said. "After I've taken Bryce to County Lockup myself." I turned to the Patrol Officer. "You did well to stand your ground, Officer Meir. If this jerk gives you any trouble at all, you call me directly and let me know."
"Yes sir." said the young Officer, still in shock. "Thank you, sir. And I didn't see a thing."
'Thank you for that." I replied. "Have a good Holiday." With that, Cindy and I went and got Bryce, handcuffed his hands behind his back, then transported him to County Jail. Deputy Sheriffs would hold him in isolation and under guard, and there would be no chance to spring him loose.
"Sir," said Cindy as we were driving back to The Cabin, bringing up the subject that had to be brought up, "what are you going to do about Lt. Croyle?"
"Oh, plenty of time to get that all figured out." I said. "But let me be clear, Captain. Her punishment is reserved for me, and me alone. You are not to do anything, nor even bring it up with her until I tell you to do so. Do I make myself clear, Captain?"
"Crystal, sir." said Cindy.
"And we'll also figure out Bryce." I said.
"What about Amy, and the dog?" Cindy asked.
"You know me, I'm a dog-lover, as is young Amy. We will figure it out, and for the good. After all, my dear cousin, it's Christmas..."
Once back, I said "Cindy, let's go onto the back deck." We did, and sat down on the metal loveseat, watching over the Town. It was the usual dots of light, with some extra reds, oranges and greens, it seemed.
"I was going to do this tomorrow," I said, "but now seems like the right time. I just wanted to tell you that last Christmas you didn't know we were family, and while I had suspicions, it's only now I can say it openly."
"I just want you to know, ma cousine, that I love you." I said. "As my partner in the Force, as my cousin, and just as a very special friend and person."
"Aw, that's sweet. I love you, too." Cindy replied, snuggling into me.
"So," I said, "as I've come to know you, and trust you with my life, I think it's time for me to show that trust." I pulled out what looked like a necklace box. "So Merry Christmas, Cindy."
Cindy opened it, likely expecting a necklace. Instead, she saw two metallic objects, shiny gold, with little buttons around the edges. One was a bug-detecting device; the other, a recorder-killer. Both like mine. The latest technology, the very best.
"Oh my God, is this for real?" Cindy asked, stunned. She knew what this gift truly meant, and the total trust it implied.
"I was using one of these tonight, to kill the TCPD cameras so McCombs has no video proof of me kicking his ass." I said. "Use these sparingly and wisely, but do use them when you feel you need to. And if you lose one or both, let me know immediately. I won't be mad, I promise, but we have to know."
"Of course." Cindy said. "Oh wow, thank you, Don. Not just for the devices, but for the trust in giving them to me." She gave me a warm hug, which I returned.
"By the way," she asked as we got up to go inside, "who gives these to you? Laura?" I looked at her and shook my head.
"No, Laura does not know I'm giving you these. And don't tell anyone you have them." I said, then began grinning as I said: "As to where I get them... well, it's probably best that I keep something from you."
"Oh, like you've never done that before!" Cindy said, playfully slapping my arm, but grinning also.
Part 8 - Christmas Day
Dawn, Friday, December 25th. Christmas Day.
I went onto the deck. It was cold, but I heard the Catholic Church bells ringing, then the Presbyterian Church's bells. I saw a train come out of the western horizon, and I watched as its light came toward the River, then turned south as the train took the curve. As the light got a little better I enjoyed the sight of my Town appearing before me.
"Ah, good morning, Amy." I said. She had come out, holding Buddy. "Merry Christmas."
"Thank you, Mr. Crowbar." she said. "Merry Christmas to you, too. I think Buddy has to go to the bathroom."
"Okay, let me call Bowser down, and we'll let them go do their business." I said. I hurried inside, went up to the playroom, and softly called Bowser. He bounded up. I took him downstairs and set him down on the deck. Amy set Buddy down, and the dogs went along the side walkway, then down along the hillside trail.
"They'll come back, won't they?" Amy asked, concerned.
"Yes, I think so." I said. "The area is fenced, so they can't go too far anyway. But remember, sometimes you've got to let something you love go free. If Buddy comes back, he's yours. If not, he never was."
"Buddy's all I've got." Amy said. After a few moments, a white-yellow haired dog came back along the trail.... followed by a brown and white one. The relief and happiness on Amy's face was palpable.
Back inside, we got ready to bring the kids down for Christmas. The tree was in the greatroom, against a window overlooking the deck. It could be seen if one looked for it, but the outdoor tree on a pole and wires that I'd constructed and set up was clearly visible to all the Town at night.
And of course, it was a day of joy as Carole dug into her toys. Ross and Jim weren't quite as understanding, but they knew they had toys to play with. Ian... was happy with a bottle and going back to sleep. For myself, I was paying attention to the Rosses, seeing their happiness at watching their grandchildren as well as the other kids. And I was making observations...
Meanwhile, Amy said to Teresa "Thank you for rescuing me and Buddy last night. That was the best Christmas present I could have. I don't have anything to give you, but I'll find something."
"Aw, sweetie," said Teresa, hugging the teen girl, "having you here with us is the best present I could have."
"By the way, you said something about your sister last night." Amy said. "What happened? Is it sad?"
Teresa nodded. "Yeah, it's sad. My sister died on Christmas Eve, when a drunk driver hit her car head-on."
"I'm sorry." said Amy. "Maybe I can be your sister today, and that can be my present."
"That would be a great present." said Teresa. She hugged Amy again, who hugged her back, both trying and failing to hold back tears. And they weren't the only ones in the room with tears in their eyes. Both of the Crowbar-wielding people were misty-eyed, as well.
After a minute, I said "Okay, guys, you get in front of the tree so I can take a picture of you." They posed, then Cindy posed with them, then Amy asked me to pose for one with her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After breakfast, as everyone talked and played with the babies and the dogs, Laura asked to speak to me privately. We went onto the deck.
"Did you call the orphanage?" Laura asked me.
"Yes." I said. "I told them Amy was our guest. When they balked, I said they could play it one of two ways, that she was in police custody as a runaway after being found, or she was my personal guest at my home. They're not really happy about it, and said they'd talk to me about it when I bring her back tomorrow."
"That's what I need to talk to you about." said Laura. "I'm sure you've noticed she's not totally well. Some yellowing in her eyes, pale skin, all that?"
"I did notice, but I was wondering if she just needs some nutrition after being in that warehouse for a couple of days."
"I think she needs some tests." said Laura. "I'm going to take her to my clinic in my office, give her a checkup, do some bloodwork. And she's not going back to that Orphanage until I say so, if I have to get a Court Order or bring in the entire CIA to keep her."
"Consider that my job, and consider it done." I said. "But I'll let you tell her about needing the tests... and you should tell Teresa at the same time. But it can wait for awhile... let them have this Christmas, and each other as sisters."
Laura agreed, then said "And I suppose we now have another dog to take care of?"
"Yes, yes we do." I said firmly. "I told Amy I would take care of Buddy like my own family. And that is a promise I will keep." Laura could not argue with that...
Part 9 - Epilogue
Saturday, December 26th. It was 10:30am as I went into the Interrogation Room at County Jail and Third Precinct Headquarters. At the table were Patrolman Brett Bryce, in a prison orange jumpsuit, his lawyer from Gresham & Mason, P.C., and the Police Union rep as an observer.
Patrolman Morton was keeping watch. Paulina Patterson came in with me. Cindy and Teresa were watching through the one-way glass. They'd wanted to come in, but I suggested that it would rile Bryce up, and to let me handle it.
"All right," I said, sitting down, "we have you, Patrolman Bryce, for assault upon a police officer, actually two counts of that; drawing your service weapon when the situation did not call for deadly force; brandishing your weapon at other human beings when deadly force was not indicated; having a concealed and unauthorized weapon on your person while in uniform; and the all-encompassing making terroristic threats."
"Your Captain assaulted my client." said the legal beagle. "Your Lieutenant was also armed; therefore it is very debatable whether nor not deadly force was needed."
"And the assault on my Lieutenant, and making threats to kill her, as well as a teenage girl armed only with a puppy?" I said. "By the way, Hendricks has already turned; his own official affidavit confirms what the other officers have said, and he added that Bryce made the threats even before everyone else got there."
"Hendricks will tell any lie to get his fat ass out of trouble." said Bryce, who had never invoked the Fifth, by the way.
"I dunno, when added to all the other affidavits, including that of the aforementioned teen girl at the scene," I said, "it does not look good for you, Bryce."
The lawyer looked back at the Union Rep. "This one is yours." said the Rep, somewhat to my surprise.
"Oh, that's right..." I said, letting my face show considerable menace, "you, Bryce, made a threat to kill a dog. And after what I said in front of the entire Police Force... And you just went and threatened to kill a dog, even tried to through two people. That means I'm feeling... personal... about it."
"What are you going to do?" sneered the lawyer. "Assault my client like your Captain did?"
"No one else is saying my Captain assaulted your client." I said. "In fact, it's the other way around, and even Hendricks is putting his sworn signature on that. But since you asked, Counselor..."
With that, I pointed at the one-way glass. Sergeant Rudistan opened the door and peeked inside.
"Sergeant," I said loudly, "I understand the Rodrigo-san got drunk Christmas night, and go into a bar fight. He might deny that, but we need to pick him up and hold him in here for 24 hours or so, until we get the story straight. Tell him he'll get three free meals... and tell him he'll have Patrolman Bryce as his cellmate."
"Yes sir, right away, sir." said Rudistan. He withdrew and closed the door.
"Okay, I guess that wraps this up for now." I said.
"Hold it." said Bryce, his face openly showing his fear. "Let's cut a deal."
"What, are you crazy?" yelled the lawyer. "He's just trying to intimidate you! You know some moves, you can handle it!"
"What, the standard Green Beret tactics?" I asked. "I hear tell those didn't work so well against my Captain. Oh, and as an aside, the Rodrigo-san is probably the one person in this County that even she fears. And I understand the Rodrigo-san loves dogs... almost as much as I do. Have a nice day, guys.."
"Wait!" said Bryce. Yes, he was scared shitless, I could tell as he looked at his lawyer and said "Just keep your fucking mouth shut." Turning to me, he said "What can I do?"
I slid a file folder with some papers in it. "This is your voluntary resignation from the Town & County Police Force, effective immediately. Sign it, and the Rodrigo-san sleeps alone tonight."
"What else?" asked Bryce. "What about the charges?"
"Oh, we're not even at those yet." I said. "That can all be determined... after you resign from the Force."
Bryce looked over at the Union Rep. "It's your call, Bryce." said the Rep. "We're not going to step in on this one." I was astonished, but kept my face passive.
Bryce signed the papers, immediately making himself a former police officer.
"Okay, ADA Patterson," I said, "You decide how much effort you want to put into this case."
"Well," Paulina said, "if he agrees to a nolo contendere on the assault on police officer charges, and guilty on a weapons brandishing charge, which means no weapon carry and no concealed carry for at least ten years, then we can probably see our way to recommending probation for Mister Bryce."
He took the deal.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Dr. Laura Fredricson had given Amy a thorough examination, and taken some blood. She ordered tests, and a couple of those were done immediately. She looked at the results.
"Amy," she said, "you're going to be staying at the Hospital for a couple of days, until these other tests get back."
"What's wrong?" Amy asked.
"Just relax." Laura said. "But tell me, you haven't been feeling well, have you?"
"I've been tired, but I haven't eaten a lot." said Amy. "I feel much better now."
"Well, I'd rather have you at the hospital for observation until the tests get back." Laura said. "It may not be much, or there may be a problem. But we'll work it out."
"How..." Amy said, looking scared, "how do I pay for this? And what about Buddy?"
"Don't worry, it's on me for now." Laura said. "And Buddy is staying with my family, so don't worry about him." She called in her assistant Gayle, and gave instructions to call the Hospital to prepare to admit Amy as her patient.
As Amy got ready to go, Laura texted her husband...
Finis... pour le moment.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"So, my lovely Sinon," he said, as he handed her a glass of sherry, "our friend Bryce went afoul of the Law. He is no longer an asset to us."
"That is correct." said the lovely Sinon, accepting the glass and clinking hers with his. She took a sip, then said "In his defense, he was trying to kill a filthy dog. A couple of the Iron Crowbar's Angels got in the way."
"Yes, I applaud his effort to improve this good world by eliminating filthy dogs." he said. "So, what happened to that foul creature?"
"The Iron Crowbar himself is taking care of the dog now." said Sinon. "Which makes the dog untouchable."
"Oh?" he asked. "Why do you say that?"
The lovely Sinon fixed her eyes upon him. "You did hear about what was done to Bryan Thatcher at the Asylum? And that was for a Police dog. I want no part of what the Iron Crowbar would do to anyone who went after his own dogs."
"I happen to agree with you. For now, anyway." he said in agreement. "So, McCombs and Hendricks have proved utterly worthless to us, I perceive."
"They never were of much value." said Sinon. "Bryce achieved some things, but the Iron Crowbar is all over all three of them like white on rice, and has been for a while. Fortunately, this distracts from our real assets in the Police Force, the most valuable ones."
"Still, my dear," he said, "we must choose wisely, and not simply discard good assets just because they seem of little value. Take Gor-don, for example... he is going to be a strong asset for us again, I believe. Get in touch with Bryce, through intermediaries; I have plenty of uses for him, and will soon have him freed from the Iron Crowbar's clutches. And Brownlee... even he might be worth saving."
"I understand that Dr. Searles has recommended he be put on the transplant list." said the lovely Sinon. "And in any case, the Iron Crowbar, the Chief of Police, and the Sheriff are all working to keep Brownlee from returning to the TCPD, at least as Deputy Chief."
"Well, then," he said, "we shall have to steer that boat into currents that favor us. I'm sure Jack Lewis can find a place for Brownlee at the State level."
"He's running for Governor, and is very busy right now." said Sinon. "Gaston is practically running the SBI. Governor Jared is getting pissed; Gaston dodges and weaves, doesn't answer the Governor's questions. Gaston and Conlan are in constant conflict, as well. And this might not be good for us. Our people in the SBI have been laying plans for weeks, months even, and are getting ready to go operational. But Gaston could blow it for us, without even realizing it."
"Yes, I'll have to intervene there, get that all straightened out." he said. "One final thing: how is the Iron Crowbar doing in his relentless pursuit of me, the one he calls the Consultant of Crime. Nice name, I like it, but how is he really doing?"
"I don't know." said the lovely Sinon, her brow furrowing. "I am not sure. He's been sniffing around 'The Four' after that BigPharmaCorp disaster. Or at least he has his minions Perlman and Nash investigating them for him. They're really concentrating on the Iron Crowbar's sister."
"Ah, that is... interesting." he said. "Most very, very... well, to have subordinates researching that suggests several things. We shall have to see which direction is the true path..."
Part 2 - Philosophical Discussion
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette on Tuesday, December 29th. "Amidst the Joy of the Holiday season, there is serious trouble within the ranks of the Fire Department. The National Brotherhood of Emergency Services Workers, the NBESW, the EMT's Union, has declared the Fire Department's austerity measures cutting all the EMT's pay and furloughing many of the senior EMT personnel to be a violation of the County contract, as well as singling out the EMTs unfairly and unlawfully. The Fire Department has announced they will not cut nor lay off any Fire personnel other than the EMTs. The EMT Union is considering further action, including lawsuits and a possible strike."
A video was played, showing Jack Naples of the NBESW. Naples had a long face that angled down to a chin in a triangular way; put some white makeup and a green wig on him, and with his perma-grin, perma-sneer, he could be The Joker of comics fame. "It is time for the EMTs to stand up to the oppressive actions of the Fire Department and the illegal actions of the Town Council." said Naples. "We must take decisive action to save EMT jobs and serve this County as it deserves to be served!"
Bettina then continued: "Speaking for the Town & County Council, Thomas P. Cook has declared that a strike by the EMTs would be illegal, allowing the County to fire them and replace them completely. When asked if the EMTs would be replaced by a private ambulance service, he said only that nothing has been decided yet. But he made it clear that the Council would not tolerate a strike by the EMTs."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "the Wildcats are preparing for the National Championship game, to be played at AT&T Stadium in Arlington, Texas. But they'll play without their defensive coordinator, Coach Ted Thrasher, who was released from his contract and is taking over the duties as the Bulldogs' head coach full time."
"Why didn't they keep him through the Title game?" asked Cindy to me as we drank coffee in MCD. The room was nearly empty; only Joanne Cummings was here already. She and Cindy had gotten in some good crowbar training in the ring. I'd worked out with Sergeant Tate, then run with him and some of the cadets, even though School was not in session for the Holidays.
"It was kind of a solidarity move." I said. "The Wildcats made a point to tell the Conference they were allowing Coach Thrasher to take over before Christmas because they support the Bulldogs in the controversy against State Tech."
"Oh wow." said Cindy. "That's some solidarity, there. But your Coach Richmond is like that."
"Yes, he is." I said. "The Conference got the hint, though. I heard from my favorite confidential source on Campus that they're backing off and will let hostilities die down. The Bulldog players got justice for Nick Eastwood, and it should be cleaner from now own."
"That's an interesting concept." said a voice behind me. I turned to see the lovely light-skinned black woman, ADA Paulina Patterson, come into the room, obviously pregnant, looking radiant.
"Good morning." I said. "What concept is that?"
"Justice." said Paulina. "What is 'Justice'? How do you define it?"
"There's earthly Justice, and then there's the Lord's Justice." Joanne said.
"That's a thought." said Cindy. "What do you think it is, Paulina?"
"What we do, of course." said Paulina. "Catch criminals, bring them to Court, give them their fair trial, then put them away if and when they're found 'guilty'."
"What if they're actually innocent?" said Joanne. "It happens."
"Sure it does." I said. "No system is perfect. But I believe the American Justice System is as good as it's ever going to get on this planet."
"I know a lot of people that don't agree with you, Don." said Paulina. "Most of them have my skin color. I know better, but I'm in the vast minority of that Minority. What about you, Cindy? What do you think?"
"One of the many things I've learned from my father, my blood father, Dr. Eckhart," said Cindy, "is sort of what Joanne is saying... but it's more karma than anything else. He says that those who do others wrong on this earth will eventually pay for it. If not here, then in the next life or somewhere else."
"That's what Hell is for, ma'am." said Joanne.
"And that's one of the things about Christianity that I've never liked." I said. "I just cannot accept the concept of Christian 'Hell'. Eternal damnation and torture just for not believing Christ is the Messiah? Or for earthly actions that might be bad, but certainly don't merit torture and damnation for eternity. Not to impugn those who believe, but the concept of Hell seems to contradict the entire rest of the Bible." Joanne did not like my words, but did not say anything.
"What about you, Don?" asked Paulina. "What is your idea of 'Justice'?"
I sighed. "You know, I could say it's catching the perps and putting them through the Court system. But that's not a perfect answer. Take that Lou Stevens guy. His wife was raped in front of him, and the Statute of Limitations had run out on the crime, insuring that Fulton would never pay for his crimes through the Justice System. Of course, Stevens's own administration of what some would call 'Justice', particularly to Fulton's head, got Stevens in trouble with that same Justice System. That's the law, that's 'Justice'... but is it really?"
"So that's why you let Nash solve that case, instead of solving it yourself?" asked Cindy.
"Oh no, Nash solved the case because he was working on it and he did a very good job. No need for me to be involved, and I was bringing Dr. Cubbard to 'Justice' at the same time. That's another example: Cubbard did not get nearly what he deserved from the Court system."
"If you'd had to bring in Stevens," said Paulina, "or if there was a crime committed where you sympathized with the criminal, would you let him or her go? Or do the right thing and bring him or her in?"
I nodded for a second, remaining silent. "You know," I finally said, "that's like those ethics questions they asked us in our ROTC classes. About war crimes, stuff like that. And while everyone wants to say they'll do the right thing... well, all I can say is that I could only decide when I'm actually confronted by the situation. And I hope I won't ever be."
Cindy was accepting of my answer. Joanne was thoughtful. Paulina seemed miffed, though. She said "I really do hope you'd never let a killer walk free."
"Speaking of ADAs," I said, changing the subject, "when is Jenna getting back?"
"Oh yes," said Paulina, "how is her uncle?"
"He didn't make it." Cindy said. "He died last Tuesday. I called the hospital up there and found out." The unspoken implication in my cousin's words was that Jenna had not told her; Cindy had had to find out on her own.
"Oh, I'm sorry." said Joanne. "Has anyone from the Police Department sent flowers?"
"Yes." I said. "Teresa told Scott Peterson, who is Public Relations as well as Press Relations. He had someone send flowers."
"Speaking of Teresa," said Cindy, "How is her friend Amy doing?"
"Laura said the tests would be back today." I said. "But we can ask Teresa herself. Good morning, Lieutenant. The coffee is right here waiting for you. I perceive you slept at the Hospital last night."
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa. "And good morning everyone. Amy's doing okay. She's just tires really easily. And how did you know I stayed at the Hospital? Your wife tell you?"
"Nope." I replied. "I'll be blunt, Lieutenant: you look like hell. You need to go home, clean up, and get some rest. It's a quiet time. Take half a day."
"Thank you, sir." Teresa said.
Part 3 - Storm Clouds Gathering
"I just don't know, Don." said Fire Marshal Zoe Singer. "It's getting really bad, really hostile. I've been called in to investigate three reports of physical attacks upon EMT technicians. They're refusing to do the grunt work, like clean the Firehouse floors, and a couple of the EMTs were attacked. The leadership is still holding the line and doing the right things, and I've suspended three Firemen already. But it's getting ugly."
She was sitting in my office at 10:00am that same morning, wearing her dark blue shirt and matching dark blue pants, her oak leaf clusters of the same rank as my own on her shoulders. Her badge was like mine, except the lettering and numbering was red and had the words 'Fire Marshal' instead of my blue-colored lettering that said 'Commander'. She was also drinking the coffee I'd poured for her, and she looked very tired.
"What's the top brass say?" I asked.
"Chief Quinlin has put out an edict that he will not tolerate violence or abuse of anyone." Zoe said. "I think he pretty much means it. But the Assistant Chief is openly hostile to the EMTs, as are a couple of the Battalion Chiefs, whose ranks are the same as yours and mine."
"The Superintendents are a mixed bag." Zoe continued. "Davies is the best one of the bunch, and he laid down the law along with the Chief, but Superintendent Harris of the Downtown Station, Fire Station No. 1, has encouraged his people to be as hostile as they like to the EMTs. I secretly had the video cameras in that Station kept on permanently, and your Supervisor Milton is getting a direct feed, in case anything happens."
"Good." I said. "Do you have a warrant to do that?"
"Yes." said Zoe. "For the feed to the Police, anyway. Inspector General Wellman had the Police secure one; I think your Lieutenant Perlman formally made the request."
"Good." I said. "Then we'll be able to act immediately upon any probable cause." After a pause I said "Well, I don't know what else we can do, Zoe. Once the New Year hits, I guess we'll find out then." After another pause, I added "I still don't understand the hostility towards the EMTs in this County."
Zoe nodded, then said "Neither do I. Changing the subject, how is Jenna Stiles doing?"
"As far as the abduction and her ordeal is concerned," I said, "she seems to be doing okay. But as far as her relationship with my Police Captain... I dunno, I'm not liking what I'm seeing and hearing."
Just then the phone rang. It was my wife Laura. "Can you come to the Hospital?" she asked. My heart felt a chill at her next words: "And bring Teresa."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Amy." said Laura as she entered Amy's hospital room, followed by me, Teresa, Cindy (of course), and Dr. Richard Searles. "This is Dr. Searles. He's a heart doctor, but he can do other transplants, and he's the best in the world at what he does."
"Hello, Amy." Dr. Searles said quietly, giving as much of a smile as he was capable. "How are you feeling?"
"Okay, I guess." said Amy. Teresa came up to the other side of the bed from where Laura was standing, to be by Amy's side.
"Amy," Laura said, "your tests came back. I'm not going to sugarcoat this. You're very sick." She told Amy in fairly simple terms of the serious disease that had befallen the teen girl, and finished by saying "You need a liver transplant. Dr. Searles is going to put you on the list to get one. You just stay strong, okay?"
Teresa took Amy's hand in hers. "Don't worry, we'll get through this. We'll find you a new liver and you'll be a lot better."
"Thanks." said Amy, trying to smile to reassure Teresa, and trying to mask her inner fear.
"And we'll bring Buddy to see you, too." said Teresa. She looked over at me.
"Absolutely." I said. "I'll bring Buddy in later today."
Just then, a nurse came in bringing Amy's lunch. I was glad that I did not have to eat it. Laura used the moment as an excuse to call me and Teresa outside.
"There's one more thing, that I don't want her to hear." Laura said. "Amy's blood type is O-Negative, which is bad enough for getting a transplant. But worse, she has other blood factors that make it pretty unlikely we'll find a good match. We're looking for 'close enough', but I don't want you getting your hopes up too much. It'll be a minor miracle if we get a match... in time."
"How much... how much time does she have?" asked Teresa, her eyes widening at the import of what she was hearing.
Laura looked into Teresa's eyes and said "Teresa, you may have found her just in time. She may have only three or four weeks left without a transplant. I'm sorry."
"No." said Teresa defiantly. "She has a chance. We'll find her a liver--"
"And who is going to pay for this?" asked a voice. Laura whirled to face the Hospital Administrator, Dr. Louise Alcott. Dr. Alcott and my wife did not like each other. I'd heard rumors that Alcott had a heart that would turn even Julie Newton's stomach when it came to money, and that Alcott could squeeze a dime out of a turnip.
"Are you kidding?" Laura hissed. "I'm trying to break this news to her closest friends, and you come in talking about money?"
"I've talked to the Orphanage." said Dr. Alcott, as if Laura had said nothing. "Their insurance doesn't cover this. And the County's Indigent Services will only pay a certain amount. If she can't make up the rest, she'll be transferred to State Medical in Midtown."
"Come on, Dr. Alcott," said Dr. Searles, who had just come into the hallway, "they don't have the resources we do, the resources this little girl needs to survive."
"That's the regulations." Dr. Alcott said. "I'll only give her 24 more hours to remain here."
"Wait!" said Teresa. "I'll get ADA Patterson to file a petition with the Court, and make me her legal guardian. Then I can put her on my insurance."
"That can't happen for at least a month." said Dr. Alcott, seeming to hurl the words at Teresa with contemptuous delight. "And even then, the Insurance Company for the County, which covers the Police Department, will refuse because she has a pre-existing condition. And that's even if you're allowed to become her legal guardian, which will take months for the Court to decide. Months. Your solution is unacceptable, Officer. I'm going to have this girl transferred."
"I've got some money saved up." said Teresa. "Please, just let her stay, I'll find a way to pay for it."
"Teresa," whispered Cindy, "you don't have anywhere near that kind of money. None of us do." Dr. Alcott's look at Teresa was a sneer, and my crowbar was whispering to me, aching to wipe that look off that bitch's face.
"Like your father says, Cindy," said Teresa, groping for an answer, "where there's a will, there's a way."
"Ah, how true that is." I heard a gravelly voice say, followed by that shock of white hair coming up behind Dr. Alcott. "And, my dear Teresa, your will shall become my way. Dr. Alcott, I will be personally taking care of young Amy's expenses while she is in this Medical institution."
Dr. Alcott seemed none to pleased about that. "We accept insurance here, Dr. Eckhart, not your ill-gotten money." I had to stop Cindy from charging the woman by stepping in front of her.
"Ah, Dr. Alcott," said Eckhart, with a look on his face I had not seen before, a look of cunning mixed with contempt, concealed in a sinister smile, "I am so sorry to hear that. My money was lawfully earned; it is legal tender, and perfectly legitimate. But of course, if young Amy is denied this Hospital's medical services, then I might have to speak with my nephew, this County's Police Commander, about a few interesting things going on at the very top levels of this hospital, as well as some persons that you've been very friendly with--"
"All right!" hissed Dr. Alcott, cutting him off. "As long as you pay the bills in full, and keep your mouth shut, she can stay." She turned on her heel and walked away. Cindy gave Teresa a hug. Eckhart exchanged a glance with me before turning his attention to the others.
"I believe my daughter has the very best taste in who she chooses as her friends." said Dr. Eckhart, beaming at Teresa. "Both she and young Amy are fortunate, indeed."



"So am I." I said. "Speaking as her boss, of course. By the way, Doctors Fredricson and Searles... if that woman gives you the first hint of trouble, let me know."
"She really can't fuck with us, we're Staff." said Laura. "And she knows I have more sway with Dr. Wellman than she does."
"I think you have more sway with the Iron Crowbar too, Laura." said Cindy.
"I'm just glad he and and all of you are on my side." said Teresa. "And thank you, Dr. Eckhart."
"My dear," said Eckhart, "that is what family is for." Even as he spoke, an idea was forming in my head.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Amy's medical bills were taken care of, but we still had some issues. That afternoon, I took Buddy up to see Amy. The young girl's face brightened up considerably when she saw him, and he was very happy to see her, too. She petted him for a long time, until Nurse Jones came around and told me I had to go for the night.
But the next day, as Cindy and I came through the service entrance that Staff used, we were confronted by two burly security guards.
"You cannot bring that dog into the hospital." one of them snarled at me.
"What?!" I said, stunned. "I most certainly can."
"It's against policy," said the guard, "and we have been given orders to prevent you, especially you, Troy, from bringing that dog into this hospital. If you try, we will stop you by whatever means necessary, including the use of lethal force. And you have no jurisdiction here. State property."
"And whose orders would those be?"
"This Hospital's Administration, based upon complaints by the Staff."
"Not the Doctor's Staff." Laura said as she walked up behind them. "Let my husband through... with the dog. By the way, those two officers are SBI Agents, and have all the jurisdiction they need." That wasn't true, we couldn't be SBI Reserve Agents in our home jurisdiction, but I wasn't going to correct my wife at this juncture.
"We have our orders, Doctor." said the guard, hurling his words at us. "And I intend to follow them, including using deadly force to kill your husband if he tries."
"Laura, would you come over here?" I asked. My wife went past the guards. I handed Buddy to her. The red crowbar came out. "Two against one, this will be all too easy." I said.
A blue crowbar was also produced, by my platinum-blonde-haired partner. "Two against two, Batman. And it's going to hurt."
"I pity the fools." I said. We prepared to charge the guards, who were going for their guns, when an older voice called out:
"Hold on, hold on!" The voice belonged to the Captain of the Hospital Security Staff, with whom I'd talked just days before on Hospital security. "Gentlemen," he said to his guards, "are you crazy? This is the Iron Crowbar. Let 'em through before something wet happens to you."
"Sir, we have our orders." said the guard.
"You have direct orders from me." said the Captain. "Commander, come on through. And I assure this won't happen again."
"Thanks." I said. I took Buddy, and with my wife and Cindy in tow, escorted him towards Amy's room.
"I think we'll know who started this trouble in just a minute." I said. Sure enough, as we went past the Nurse's Station, I heard a voice call out "Stop!"
It was the woman we called 'Nurse Ratchett', who looked (and acted) so much like that evil woman in the movie. "You cannot bring that dog in here! I told Security to stop you at the door!"
"Yes they can, and on my authority." said Laura.
"No, Doctor." said Nurse Ratchett. "Either take that dog back out, or I'm calling the Police!"
I just turned and looked at her with one of those 'Really?' looks. She realized her folly. "I'll call the SBI, then. The FBI. Whatever it takes, but I'll find someone to stop you!"
I said nothing, but just turned and walked down the hall... with Buddy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Dr. Searles and Laura talked with Amy (and Buddy), I told them that Cindy and I would be back in a moment. As we went down the hall, to the Nurses Station, I told Cindy what we were going to do.
A nursing supervisor was at the desk, listening to Nurse Ratchett's bitter complaints about me bringing in the dog. I could tell she was more furious about the dog's presence than mine.
"Commander," said the supervisor, "may I speak with you a moment in this private room?" She indicated a small room behind the nurse's station.
"No, you may not." I said. "Because I will be talking with this nurse about a very serious situation. Captain, escort the nurse into that room, please, and under arrest if necessary." The shocked nurses just watched as Cindy all but shoved Nurse Ratchett into the room. I followed and slammed the door.
"Have a seat, Nurse." I said, bringing out a computer tablet I'd brought, anticipating this situation. Cindy put the chair behind Nurse Ratchett, and pushed her shoulders down, forcing her to sit. I brought a chair up next to the nurse, and set up the tablet.
"Let's watch some TV, shall we?" I said. I played a video. "Ah, this is just a recording of some of the paperwork I have, pertaining to some morphine sulfate being stolen from this Hospital. The SBI investigated, but they didn't do a very good job of investigating, I'm afraid." (Author's note: Case of the Paper Trail.)
"Ah, this file shows where you, Nurse, went out the basement door instead of the normal front door, thus evading search and thus getting the morphine out of the Hospital."
"You'll never prove that." said the Nurse.
"Won't I?" I said. "Ah, here's some footage from a Kroger parking lot. We were investigating the murder of Edna Biller, and we found that her husband was the culprit. But I also found this extra piece of video. Now this car on the left... that's Coach Brian Harlan's nurse, who provided medical services for him until his unfortunate death at all too early an age, from cancer. By the way, Nurse, do you see who's car is pulling up to hers?"
"Ah, Nurse, here is where it gets good." I said. "The person in that other car is handing a package to Coach Harlan's nurse... ah, looks like a morphine bottle. Well, I do declare, that is very suspicious. And Nurse, do you recognize that other car? Do you know who it belongs to?"
Nurse Ratchett was sitting in her chair, her face set in a prim veneer of anger. I said "I am sure that if I go into this Hospital's employees parking lot right now, I will find that other car. What do you think, Nurse?" It was the Nurse's car, of course, and she knew it.
"What do you want?" 'Nurse Ratchett' spat.
"Oh, not much." I said. "Coach Harlan was dying, and was in pain. I certainly have no problem with his nurse wanting to ease his pain in his final days and hours on this earth. But the Medical Examiner did find a lethal amount of morphine in the bag, and he asked for a murder investigation. We still have all that evidence, and there is no Statute of Limitations on murder..."
I turned to the Nurse and looked her hard in the eyes, and said very quietly "And if I hear one more God-damned word about bringing that dog to see his owner, a little girl who is dying, I will personally arrest you and you will be charged with conspiracy to commit first degree murder. Oh, you think I won't win that, but I don't have to... the charges will be enough to get your Nursing license suspended. You'll never work in this State again."
I then pulled out my FBI Consultant badge. "You mentioned the FBI, Nurse. Why, I happen to be a Consultant with them. Their Deputy Director does not like racists, Nurse. He does not like them at all. And if I mention to him that you're a racist, support white supremacists, and on top of that you've conspired to commit murder..." I chuckled, a chuckle which Cindy later told me sent chills down her spine.
"So that's it." I drawled. "Dog and little girl spend time together, makes her happy... you get to be a nurse. The next peep I hear out of anyone, anyone at all... sad day for you, Nurse. Sad day for you."
I got up to go, Cindy following. Once outside I looked at the Supervisor and said "I think everything is resolved now." She hurried into the other room, where Nurse Ratchett apparently decided to not make any more issues out of anything. I would have no further trouble with bringing Buddy to see Amy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, honey," I said to Laura as we prepared for bed. "I hope what I've done won't cause you any problems at the Hospital."
"Are you kidding?" Laura said. "The entire Staff hates Dr. Alcott with a passion. She is a duplicitous, mean-spirited bitch, and that little scene she made was intentional. It was a joy to watch Dr. Eckhart light her up like he did."
"And very, very generous of him to pick up Amy's bills." I said. "Cindy swears she did not tell him nor call him... and neither did I."
"He must be psychic, like everyone says." Laura said drily. "As to the Nurse, you have put the fear of God into her. All the nurses are wondering what you said to her, and she says she won't talk about it. They asked if you threatened her, and she says you didn't, and to just leave it be."
"So, maybe I'll need to talk with my uncle about Dr. Alcott, about those friend he said she has." I said. "Or maybe she'll find her way to another Hospital, along with her little imitation guard dogs that almost got hurt today."
"Imitation?" asked Laura.
"Oh yes." I said. "They weren't regulars. The Security Captain doesn't know all his people, as they change in and out all the time. These two... were there simply to stop me. I actually intended to arrest them, find out who they really were, but the Security Captain came in, and with you and the dog there, I chose to de-escalate the situation."
"Oh, wow." Laura said. "As to Alcott, it'd be a crying shame if she did choose to leave. And it was a crying shame I didn't get to watch you and Cindy take down those idiots. I never get to see my husband the fighter... only my husband the lover."
"I hope that's not a complaint." I said, rolling over on top of her.
"Not at all. Not at all." my wife replied with a lovely smile as she spread her long, luscious legs and I settled between them...
Part 4 - New Year, New Crimes
Thursday, December 31st. It was the New Year celebration at the home of University President Sidney P. Wellman and his lovely wife Sally. It was one of Laura's favorite parties, and she was looking mighty fine. I was exceptionally proud that she was on my arm when I saw the looks coming her way.
The CEO of BOW Enterprises, that being my nephew Todd Burke, was definitely getting the attention of the lovely ladies in the room, but he was 'taken'... that was my Vice Lieutenant on his arm, and Teresa was looking as lovely as I'd ever seen her.
At one point in the evening, hostess Sally Wellman asked my wife to come speak with Elsie Gringer and my mother. I knew that there was a reason for this, and it quickly became apparent when Dr. Wellman asked to speak to me in his library, the room I'd introduced Daniel Allgood to him and others as candidate for Sheriff.
Alone in the room, Dr. Wellman offered me a cigar, which I accepted. As we puffed, he said "I heard there was a ruckus at the Hospital the other day. Your reputation both precedes and follows you, Commander, and you leave... interesting stories in your wake."
"I hope I wasn't too much of a bull in a china shop." I said.
Dr. Wellman chuckled. "Ah, let's have a seat." We sat down in two comfortable chairs, a small table between them for drinks. I was not having alcohol tonight, and if I had drunk anything, I wouldn't have accepted the cigar... those don't mix well together within Your Iron Crowbar.
"I was more than a little shocked at the Hospital Administrator's attitude." said Wellman. "I would've made a point to insist that young girl be allowed to stay, even if Dr. Eckhart had not intervened. I'm also going to tell him that while I appreciate his offers to pay for her treatment, it will not be necessary. The flip side of that, of course, is that it's good publicity for the Hospital, and the School."
"Oh, don't do that." I said. "The Hospital deserves to get paid, or at least its costs reimbursed. And just between us, Dr. Wellman... Dr. Eckhart wants to do this, and for more than just helping that girl. And he has more than enough money, many times over."
"Okay, if you insist." said Wellman. "By the way, I made a point to discuss the situation with the Hospital Administrator, Dr. Alcott. I believe she will be much more circumspect in the future, or else she'll be finding employment elsewhere. I don't have totally direct control of the Hospital Board, but I do have considerable influence."
"I appreciate that, Doctor." I replied.
"I also spoke to the Captain of Security, and the owners of that company, as well." said Wellman. "The two guards that accosted you, and very foolishly, I might add, have not shown up to work since that day, but when and if they do return, they will find that they have been reassigned... to where, I have no idea, but it's not this Campus and not the Hospital."
"Thank you for that." I said. "And yes... they were very foolish." Wellman chuckled again.
"So what was that altercation with the nurse about?" Wellman asked.
"She objected to my bringing Amy's dog to see her." I said. "I had to redirect her suppositions about a few things."
"I should tell you that her Nursing supervisor complained about the incident, and you." said Wellman. "Something about 'throwing your weight around'. Dr. Searles told her that that beat swinging your crowbar around. He then went on to shame her for complaining about you trying to make a sick girl happy by bringing her dog to see her."
"Well," I said, "I expect no more trouble there."
"No, there won't be." said Wellman. "By the way, I must again congratulate you upon that situation with BigPharmaCorp." He sighed, almost a shudder. "Taking on a company like that, and a man like Dr. Cubbard... that takes some brass stones, there, Commander Troy. No doubt you have them, but it has gained you attention at a national level. And not all good attention, if you understand my drift."
"I think they'll get over it." I said. "I get the feeling they never were all that happy with Cubbard in the first place."
"Ah, yes, you are indeed as observant as you are reputed to be." said Wellman, peering at me. "But there may still be ramifications. If BigPharmaCorp decided they might have to close one of their plants..."
"It won't be this one." I said. "It's one of their biggest, most efficient factories, and the lab is their second most important. Their best drugs are made here. And they built the plant because of the proximity to this University. They don't want to give up that asset. And I doubt they really think a local cop on the beat is a problem to them."
"What about those research drugs, the ones that were found in that raid your Police made?"
"Ah, that was a bonus." I said. "It blew the doors off of what was going on at BigPharmaCorp. Unfortunately, I have not had time to work on the other end of that smuggling ring."
I felt more than saw Wellman peering at me as he sipped his drink. "Oh?" he said. "You haven't had your subordinates working on it? Pardon my directness in saying this, but I heard that your sister and her smuggling operations might've been involved."
Now how did he know that? I asked myself. And more, why is he mentioning it to me? I put that into its compartment and moved on.
"Possibly." I said. "But I have not yet found a direct connection between her and this ring."
"What do you know about that ring?" asked Wellman. I realized he was trying to glean information from me. As I turned to look at him, he said "I only ask because of what happened with that PED situation. I remember that your sister's son was a part of that. Of course I know your integrity is of a much higher level than hers, but I want to make sure there is no threat to harm my University."
"I understand." I said, knowing that Wellman was lying to me like a dog in the shade. "I don't think there is any threat to the School. Of course my wife works here, and I have your University under my protection for that reason, if not more. But I haven't connected my sister to whoever was trying to get the BigPharmaCorp research drugs."
I don't think Wellman was mollified, but he let it go. He said "By the way, we've beaten back the Conference over that fight at State Tech. I found it... interesting how the Wildcats and other Schools came so readily to our defense."
"I think every other School was angry at State Tech for that cheap shot that ended Nick Eastwood's career." I said. "State Tech has also been a bit snippy, saying their academics are so much better than everyone else's, and that's the only reason they're so crappy in Sports. I, for one, think that State Tech is nothing special, academically or otherwise. You can pass this along to the Regents, Doctor, but they need to upgrade some of their Engineering programs. They're falling behind the power curve."
"Yes, that has been mentioned at State levels. This is embargoed, but Jack Lewis is going to make improving them, and providing us additional funding, a priority plank of his platform in his campaign for Governor. Governor Jared has been good to us, but the Republicans as a whole are basically telling us to pound sand. Sean Stockton is a disaster. I wish Jared would consider running again, as a Republican or even as an Independent."
"Or you could get Dr. Alcott to run." I said. "She definitely has the temperament to be a State politician." Dr. Wellman laughed out loud, a cold sinister laugh that could bode ill for someone if he so chose.
Just then, there was a knock on the door. Sally Wellman peeked her attractive head in and told her husband he was needed. We headed back to the party.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As midnight neared, many of the couples at the party were dancing to the soft music. I had Laura in my arms, with her arms around my neck, and we did not care what anyone else in the world thought of our slow-dancing. Todd and Teresa were dancing a slow-dance, but he held her right hand in his left hand, a bit more formal and 'old-school'.
I had noticed some things. First, Myron Milton and his lovely wife Goth Girl Mary Mahoney Milton were here, and Mary was making all leather look classy. Myron's father Marvin was also here... he was Elsie Gringer's date.
The only other Police officer here was Julie Newton. She had come with a handsome young man who I had heard worked in the District Attorney's office. I think his name was Scott or Scotty, but for the first time I realized that hostess Sally Wellman had made sure Laura and I were not formally introduced to Julie and her date, which was unusual even though Julie and I certainly knew each other already.
The other odd thing about it was that the people invited here were either part of the School (like Laura), or were wealthy donors (which explained Todd). Julie had no connection that I knew of to the School, so did her youngish looking date? Hmmm...
Julie's sister Yvonne was also here, escorted by another young man I did not know. As Laura and I danced, I noticed that Sally Wellman was talking with Julie's date Scotty, while Julie was talking to Dr. Wellman in what they thought was a darkened alcove of the room that led to the back patio and back lawn. They were talking animatedly, with Julie's eyes looking up into Wellman's, and his locking with hers as he wore that sinister smile of his. Hmmm...
A few minutes later, everyone counted down the seconds to midnight. As 'Auld Lang Syne' was sung, I of course kissed my beautiful wife very warmly. I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Todd had dramatically bent Teresa backwards and then kissed her. Life of the party, those two...



Part 5 - Family, Friends, and Football
Saturday, January 2d. Cindy and Molly hugged their parents goodbye at City Airport, then watched them go through the line and into the terminal. Then Cindy checked the arrivals.
"Jenna's plane won't be here for two more hours." Cindy said. "Want to get lunch?"
"Sure." said Molly. "As long as it's pizza." Fortunately, the Airport had a good California Pizza Kitchen, and soon the two hungry sisters were wolfing down two rather large pizzas.
"Mmm, didn't realize how hungry I was." said Cindy.
"Oh, I did. I was starving." said Molly. "But that hit the spot. So, I'm glad you got everything worked out with Dad. I think he was very worried about things, but he said you just plowed right into it."
"Yeah." said Cindy. "He told me that, too. But to be honest... I don't think he was upset about putting off meeting Jenna."
"He was ready to, though, for your sake." said Molly, peering at her sister. "Remember that." she added cryptically.
"Well, he said we could come up this Spring." Cindy said. Molly didn't say anything. Cindy felt a vibe, and said "What?"
Molly said "Just that Spring is the busy season on the farms, as you well know, and Don thinks things are going to heat up for your Police Department as you go after the Consultant of Crime. It may be months before you get up there."
"You may be right, but we'll see." said Cindy. "There's Easter and Spring Break, and I'll bet I can squeeze in a long weekend." When Molly didn't say anything, this time masking it by drinking some of her soda, Cindy knew that there was something Molly wasn't saying.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you ready to go?" Laura asked.
"I'm packed. How about you?" I asked.
"Ready." Laura said. "Admit it, darling, I surprised you."
"Oh, I admit it: that you did." I said, taking her into my arms. My wife had managed to procure four tickets to the National Championship game(!). I need not say that I was absolutely staggered when she presented them to me the day before.
"Melina and Daniel will be joining us in Dallas on Monday." Laura said. "Todd and Teresa will keep the kids at their place, and your mom is going to watch over Bowser and Buddy. Teresa will take Buddy to see Amy every day. Meanwhile, I've procured a Government jet to take us to Texas. There's someplace I want to visit before we go to Dallas..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There she is." Cindy said. "Jenna! Over here!" She waved at Jenna, who finally saw her and came over. Jenna looked tired as Cindy hugged her.
"How are you?" Cindy asked. "I'm sorry about your uncle."
"Thanks." Jenna said. "Hi Molly. Yes, my uncle passed on, and we had the funeral and a big family gathering."
"Let's go get your luggage and get back home." said Cindy. "Molly wants to get back to Ian, too, I'm sure."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, January 3d. Midland, Texas.
Located along Interstate-20 on the west side of Texas, near Odessa, Midland was near where Laura had grown up. We had landed at Midland International Air and Spaceport, the official name of their airport, the evening before, and checked into our hotel. There not being much else to do, we had sex. Lots and lots of sex.
Now this morning, Sunday, Laura drove our rented car along the roads as I looked at the scenery. I saw a lot of farms. I saw a lot of dirt. It was definitely West Texas.
After a tour of the town, Laura stopped at a cemetery. "This is where my parents are buried." she said. "It was on the outskirts of town when they were buried here, and I left." The cemetery was now surrounded by developed housing subdivisions and neighborhoods.
We walked along the cemetery gravestones until we came upon those of Laura's parents. She had brought some flowers and laid them on the gravestone, then spent a few minutes contemplating. As discreetly as I could, I took a few photographs, which I could show Carole and Jim one day in the future.
"I haven't been here since the funeral." Laura said. "I've always meant to come back, but haven't had the chance, so I thought now would be the best time."
"I'm glad you did." I said.
"And..." Laura said, "this may be the last chance I get, at least for some time."
"Yes." I said quietly, knowing that a busy time was ahead for both of us. "But if we can get you retired from the Company, maybe we can come back with the kids."
"Maybe." said Laura. I was a bit disturbed in my heart at the tone of her voice... as if she expected to never come back here again, that this was a 'bucket list' item for her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday January 4th. "The National Brotherhood of Emergency Service Workers has called upon the Fire Department to engage in formal talks over the severe sanctions placed on the Town & County EMTs by the Fire Department. They are threatening a general strike if the County will not negotiate with them.
"The Town & County Council has formally stated that any EMTs who go on strike will be formally and summarily fired, and that EMS services will be provided by either the University Hospital or a private company. The National Labor Relations Board has called upon the two sides to engage in negotiations, and are ready to step in with a 30-day cooling off period, but the Council has rejected the Federal Government's overtures, saying the law allows the Council's unilateral actions, and the Council is prepared to go to Federal Court to stop the NLRB, if necessary."
Bettina continued. "Sheriff Allgood's office put out a statement that he will not intervene with the Fire Department until both sides make their positions more clear. Calls to his office yesterday and today have not been returned. Chief Moynahan of the TCPD has said that his Police Force remains neutral in this fracas, but his Officers will enforce the law should hostilities become physical or violent, or if the safety of the County's citizens are threatened."
"In other news, it's the big game between the Wildcats and the Rebels at Dallas tonight, and millions will be watching. While the Wildcats are our Bulldogs's conference rival, some of our residents are Wildcat alumni, including our own Police commander, Donald Troy." said Bettina...
"Speaking of Commander Troy," said Martin Nash. "Why isn't he here having coffee with us?"
"This is not to get outside of this room." said Cindy Ross. She looked around to make sure she had everyone's understanding, then she said "He's going to be at the game."
"Whaa?!?!" came a chorus.
"His wife got him tickets." said Cindy. "They're in Dallas." She did not mention that Daniel and Melina were also in Dallas. With the powder keg of the Fire Department situation, Daniel wanted it kept under wraps. He had not even wanted to go, but his wife's persuasive charms won him over.
"Must be nice." Teddy Parker said as everyone chatted, agog at the news. "I need to find a wife like that."
"Good luck with that." said Cindy. "She's one of a kind.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 'Jones Mahal'. The 'House That Jerry Built'. AT&T Stadium. It was truly as magnificent as described, and more. Laura had somehow obtained all-access passes to the field, and we were now looking up at the huge video scoreboard hanging over the field. Wow. Just wow.
"Incredible." I said, looking around. It was 8:00am local time, and there were a few employees milling about. It would soon get very busy in anticipation of tonight's game. "How did you get these passes?"
"I've got people." said Laura. "Here come some of them now." I looked over to see Edward and Stephanie Steele coming to greet us. Selena and J.P. Goldman were with them, but it was the other person with them that stunned me.
"Ah, there they are." said Steele. "Jerry, you know Dr. Laura Fredricson, don't you?"
"Oh yes, I do. I met you in Washington a few years ago, Doctor." said Jerry Jones, giving Laura a hug. Yes... the Jerry Jones. Owner of the Dallas Cowboys and the Stadium.
"Yes, I remember." said Laura. "Mr. Jones, may I present my husband, Commander Donald Troy?"
"Ah," said Jerry Jones, looking right up at me and firmly shaking my hand, "Edward has told me a lot about you, Commander."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "It's an honor to meet you." I was still stunned, and then was stunned again.
"Ah yes, the Iron Crowbar, here in my stadium." said Mr. Jones. "Oh yes, I've heard of your reputation, and what you've done. Your friend in the FBI speaks very highly of you, very highly." That would be our mutual friend, the Deputy Director of the FBI, I realized. Wow. Just wow.
We did not get any time to talk, as one of Mr. Jones's entourage said something to him. "Okay folks, I have to go. Enjoy yourselves today. Great to see you again, Edward. Good to see all of you." He was shaking all our hands again, then went off with his group.
"I don't think I've ever seen the Iron Crowbar this surprised." teased J.P. Goldman.
"That was... Jerry Jones." I said, making the group chuckle.
"Yes." said Edward Steele. "I met him years ago. I need not say his developments have done much better than mine. Don, Laura, we're going to go see Dealey Plaza. Would you care to join us?" Laura and I agreed.
Just then a couple of men in Fire-Department-like uniforms came up to us. "Are you Commander Troy?" one of them asked, a man becoming overweight, losing his hair, and with a big brown mustache.
"Yes, I am." I said. "And you are?"
He shook my hand. "My name is Terry Ruffkin, and I'm an administrator in one of the nearby county Fire Departments. I used to be police officer with Angela Harlan."
He must've read my face, because he said "Yeah, I heard about what happened with her, and I hated it. She was a damn good Detective when she was with us. But that's not why I wanted to talk to you. I've also heard that your EMTs are having problems. We can't take all of them, but if there are one or two that you'd like to send my way, we might can find a place for them."
"Oh, that would be great." I said. He handed me his card, and in exchange I gave him mine. "And maybe one day we can talk about Harlan. I still don't know why she went bad. Maybe there's something you don't realize you know that might help me."
"We'll do that, Commander. And good luck with your EMT situation up there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy's cellphone went off and she checked it, then laughed. "Hey guys," she said to the MCD Detectives, "the Commander sent this."
She showed them the photo. It was of the Texas School Book Depository. The text from Commander Troy said "Hey guys! I have a crime here for you to solve!"
"He wants us to solve the Kennedy assassination?" asked Theo Washington. "He does set the bar high for us, doesn't he?" Everyone laughed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have you ever been here before, Don?" asked Laura as we looked around Dealey Plaza.
"Yes." I said. "When I was a Boy Scout, we flew into Dallas, then took a bus to Philmont Scout Ranch in New Mexico. We stopped by here, then the bus drove on the Kennedy route on the way out of town."
"Who do you think did it?" asked Selena as she took pictures. "Oswald? Someone else?"
I was very, very aware of who my wife worked for as I said "I don't think it was a lone gunman." I said. "For example, we are now right below the School Book Depository building. The car slowed down to make the left turn right here. A lone gunman up there had a full frontal shot at President Kennedy at that point, and from close up, with the car just about stopped. Even I could make that shot. Yet, Oswald chose to let the motorcade turn, then make difficult shots from behind. I've never gotten over that question."
"I agree with you, Don." said J.P. Goldman. "And not many snipers can make the shots that were made from up there."
"I know one that can." I whispered to Laura, my face away from the others. Laura just arched her eyebrows in agreement. And that sniper and her husband would be joining us at the game later today.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a great game, for those without skin in the game. Two great defenses were in competition, and it was grinding and low-scoring. Melina and I were in our Wildcat red jerseys and black pants. Laura wore a solid red blouse that was form-fitting on her lovely body, her large breasts stretching the material, and black pants and black boots. Daniel was wearing a button-down western shirt, similar to what he often wore as Sheriff in our County. Down here in Dallas, though... he was just one of the crowd.
The Wildcats had the more consistent offense, and drove up and down the field. The Rebels' offense was stymied by the great Wildcat defense, and their quarterback found no refuge but the sidelines when their punter was called to duty.
In the fourth quarter, the Wildcats led 17-3, when our running back was hit and dropped the ball. Ole Miss ran it back to make it 17-10. They had momentum, and if they could stop us, they'd have a chance to get back in it.
They did not. Our quarterback was as cool as the other side of the pillow as he led the drive. Coach Richmond showed his trust in our running back by calling for running plays again and again, and there were no more fumbles. Short passes on third down moved the chains. The Wildcats chewed up the last nine minutes of the game. With all of the Rebels's time-outs used up, my team was on the Ole Miss 15-yard-line and got into the best formation of all: the victory formation. Downing the ball twice, the clock was ground out.
Amongst all the cheering and incredible noise in the stadium, I just tried to take it in. My alma mater had just won the National Championship! Laura was taking a picture of me, with Melina on the other side of me jumping up and down. When Laura showed the photo to me, I saw I had a tear running down my cheek. This was nirvana, and I had witnessed it.
I hugged Laura, and said "I don't know how you got the tickets, but thank you for this!" She hugged me back and said what good are strings to be pulled if she doesn't pull them...
Part 6 - It Begins
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette, with University Stadium in the background, at 7:00am, Tuesday, January 5th. "They have done it! The Wildcats won the National Championship, 17-10 over the Rebels! Let's go to Nick Eastwood for his Sports report!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" shouted Nick Eastwood, also with University Stadium in the background. They were actually only 50 feet apart as Nick said "It was a great college football game, and the Wildcats brought home the crystal trophy and their first-ever National title! And some of our own County residents are celebrating. Let's go to the tape!"
The tape played, and Your Iron Crowbar was being interviewed the night before by Nick Eastwood outside AT&T Stadium. I had been corralled by Nick, and I suspect he had some help locating me. Ah, the price of those tickets, I thought to myself.
"How do you feel, Commander Troy?" asked Nick.
"It... it's awesome!" I said, obviously exhilarated. "I'm proud as a fan for my school, but I also know Coach Marshall and some of the other coaches, and I'm happy for them and the players. This is something they'll have for the rest of their lives!"
"I have to ask," said Nick, "we just saw Coach Thrasher's defense, led by Coach Marshall tonight. Do you think Coach Thrasher can bring that level of play to the Bulldogs?"
"I think Coach Thrasher is going to do very well, and the Bulldogs are going to be a lot better with him." I said. "I'm glad we won tonight, because it's going to be tougher in the coming seasons."
Nick came back live. "Police Commander Troy, a very proud Wildcat alumnus, is celebrating today, Bettina. It's also a great day for the Conference, and University President Sidney P. Wellman issued a statement congratulating the Wildcats, their team and their fans on the ultimately successful season..."
"How did he find you amongst all those people, Commander?" asked Martin Nash, and very astutely, I might add.
"I think he was tipped off." I replied. Yes, I was in MCD with everyone else. We'd flown home, arriving at County Airport in the wee hours of the morning. I'd cleaned up, then went right on in to work, knowing that a lot was going on and I had to catch up.
Teddy Parker came in, looking forlorn. He did come up and shake my hand. "Congratulations, Commander. Your team was definitely the best."
"Thanks, Teddy." I said. "Your team played tough, too. I'm sure those with no skin in the game loved it."
"That we did." said Teresa Croyle, who'd joined the coffee klatch. "The Cop Bar was very rowdy last night. Good thing all the partiers were cops, or we'd all be in jail today."
"I hope you left the place standing." I said, grinning.
"Barely." said Chief Moynahan, walking in. "Congratulations to your team, Commander. When you finish with your coffee, come to my office." I took the hint, and immediately followed him to his office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'll tell you right now, we really don't need you here." said Hans Logan, a full Paramedic with the TCPD EMTs.
"Look, guys," said Jack Naples, president of the National Brotherhood of Emergency Service Workers (NBESW), "you need us behind you. You need the power of a national presence, and you need a national story. It's really your only hope."
Jack Naples was a large, broad-shouldered man, and his physique reminded many of the Iron Crowbar's. But, as was shown on TV, his face was long, his jaw nearly triangular, and he has this sinister perma-grin.
"You don't know the local issues." said Wilbur James, leader of the local NBESW chapter, and nephew of Mrs. Myrtle James's late husband. "We're really behind the eight ball when it comes to local and State law. This is a Right-To-Work State. We have to take this patiently, or we're out on the streets without jobs, and we'll never be hired by anyone in this County if we get fired."
"Guys," said Naples cheerfully, "they're walking all over you. If you don't stand up to them, if you don't show brotherhood and solidarity, then you're salaries are cut, your jobs are cut to the bone. A strike, with the public opinion behind you, is what you need to force your elected officials to work with you instead of against you."
"Didn't you just hear Mr. James?" said the last man in the meeting hall. His name was Jimmy Lawson, and he was a young redhead and just months out of the Army as a Medic. His young wife had given birth to their first child, a son, just a couple of months before. "If we go on strike, they'll fire us, and we're done. My wife has already been told she'll be fired from her job at Target if I go on strike with the EMTs. The whole Town is against us! We can't go on strike!"
"Kid, you've got a lot to learn." said Naples. "They threaten you so you won't cross the line, but when you do cross it, all the pressure goes away when they see that you're serious."
"We can't risk it!" said Lawson, seemingly desperate. "We can't just throw away our jobs!"
"Easy kid." said Wilbur James. "Jack, he's right. We've got to do this carefully. And you've got to let the locals take the lead on this. If you start jumping in front of television cameras with threats to strike, you may do us more harm than good."
"Gentlemen," said Naples, as if he were talking to children, "We've handled dozens of cases like these across the country. That's why I'm here; we know better how to handle this. We know the power of the Press, especially when we have it on our side. Now you guys follow our lead, and we'll teach these local politicians a thing or two about the power of a National Union!"



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was about 10:00am, and Cindy was in my office, briefing me. "The EMT Union's national leaders came into Town last night. The scuttlebutt is that they're going to organize everything, get the national Media in, then call for a strike. They may contact the Police Union people, try to get the Police to go on strike in sympathy with them. Lt. Masters has extra patrols near all the Fire Departments, and I put the SWAT on call at all times for the time being."
"What is the sentiment of our guys about all this?" I asked.
"It depends." said Cindy. "Many of the older Uniformed Police, that have lived here for a long time, are solidly against the EMTs. Most are pretty neutral, since it's Fire Department vs. EMTs. A good number of the Second Precinct guys are sympathetic to the EMTs, though. Some of that may be because a lot of the Black Community is believing what they are told that 'The Man' is coming down on the EMTs.
"Cindy," I said, "you've been here a long time, since your college days at least. What is with this animosity, this rift between the Fire Department and the EMTs?"
"I really don't know." said Cindy. "In a way, it's like the Hatfields and McCoys: no one is exactly sure why or how the feud started, but it's just ingrained now. I've had some Fire Department people say the EMTs have to go through initiation, like West Point Plebes or basic trainees."
"Except that it never ends for the EMTs. Ever." I said. "I think I'll ask Chief Griswold about it, see what he can tell me--"
Just then Mary Mahoney Milton burst into my office. "Commander! Something's happening at the Downtown Station. Myron is recording it onto the evidence servers. A couple of male EMTs are being beaten up, and a female EMT is being raped!"
"Shit!" I gasped. "Let's go! Ross, deploy our troops!" Cindy had a habit of running ahead of me, so she was well down the hall when Mary stopped me.
"Commander, the rapists are filming it." she said. "Get their cell phones."
"Call Paulina for a warrant for them now." I said. I then turned and ran down the hall...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Internecine War
The yelling at the Fire Department ceased Police Cruisers careened into the parking lot, blue lights blazing and sirens blaring. A SWAT vehicle also pulled up, and heavily armed para-military Police poured out, M-4 machine guns ready to be used.
As I pulled up in my SUV, I took in a lightning fast evaluation. Two Firemen were holding back an EMT while another was relentlessly punching him in the face. The EMT's face was bloody. Another EMT was on the ground, unconscious, blood seeping from his nose and mouth as a Fireman sat on him.
"Arrest those four!" I shouted to my Officers as we swarmed onto the scene. I yelled at the SWAT leader: "Sergeant Charles! All fireman are to be put on the left side, away from the doors! Rudistan, Morton! Go get the girl!"
"Stop them!" yelled a Fireman. He tried to get between Rudistan and a doorway. Rudistan took him down swiftly, and Morton and Hicks ran to the door.
"Hey! Stop!" yelled another Fireman, who had on Sergeant stripes and had light brown hair.
"Get back!" yelled Cindy Ross, getting in his way.
"Fuck you, bitch!" the man growled, and took a swing at Cindy. Oops.
My partner parried his blow, then delivered a staggering kick to his midsection. He slammed into the column between the big firehouse doors, whereupon Cindy hit him again, hard. She then grabbed him by the back of his collar and took him down, his chest and the side of his face slamming into the concrete with a sickening thud.
The other firemen were angry and about to charge, but then all noise ceased. Your Iron Crowbar was walking up, the red crowbar very visible and about to be used. I may also have drawn my service weapon. My first order was to the SWAT Team: "Shoot to kill anyone who tries to move past you." That froze most of the Firemen in place.
More EMTs arrived, and they helped their fallen, beaten comrades. Then two of them went in and brought out a young woman on a gurney. She was barely conscious. Her face was bloody, her shirt ripped open, and her pants had been torn off. The EMTs covered her with a blanket as they moved her to an ambulance. Hicks and Morton brought out two firemen, their hands in cuffs behind their backs.
"Do they have cellphones on them?" I asked.
"In their pockets." said Hicks. I put on latex gloves and extracted the cellphones. "They were taping the rape with their cellphones. The evidence will be used against them." I put the cellphones in separate evidence bags.
"Hey, you gotta have a warrant to take those!" yelled a Fireman.
"I've got probable cause, cocksucker!" I yelled back. "And a warrant is being issued. Okay, Captain, the guy that attacked you is under arrest for assaulting a Police Officer. These guys beating up the EMTs are under arrest for assault and battery, and conspiracy to commit rape, since they were blocking the EMTs from trying to help the girl. Oh, it's a State felony to interfere with EMTs in the course of their duties, add that. And I need not say that those two pieces of dog shit are going down for forcible rape."
"What the fuck is going on here?" yelled a voice. Superintendent Harris, a older man beginning to put on a paunch, came barreling out. "You can't just come in here and-- uhk!" He'd tried to move past the SWAT guys. One of them took him down hard, and put a pistol in his ear. To make a point, I bent down over the prostrate man and put my own gun on his cheek, right below his eye.
"You'd better shut the fuck up, Harris." I said. "You'd better show my officers a hell of a lot more respect than your men have, or I'll start just shooting people dead, and you first--"
"What the hell? Get off of him!" yelled a voice. It was Fire Chief Quinlin. "Commander, tell your people to stand down, and release all of my Firemen. Now! That's an order!"
"Fuck that and fuck you!" I shot back. "Your firemen have committed rape and assault. They're going to prison."
"I gave you an order, Commander, and you'd better--" started Chief Quinlin.
"That order is countermanded." said another voice. Sheriff Daniel Allgood had just pulled up, with four heavily armed and armored Deputies. "Commander Troy is correct and is doing his job. Carry on, Commander. Quinlin, not another word out of you, or I'll arrest you for aiding and abetting rape."
"You have got to be kidding." said Quinlin. "Rape? Really? Harris, is that true?"
"I've got proof. Video proof." I said. "This is not just an internal matter anymore. Okay, guys, every Fireman here has to give a statement."
"Don't do it!" yelled Harris, still being held down by the SWAT Officer. "Demand a lawyer or a Union rep! Tell this cocksucking Crowbar to eat shit!"
"Fine." I said. "Rudistan, call for a paddywagon. Every Fireman that wants a lawyer or Union rep will get one... at County Jail."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This one's bad, isn't it?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"The worst." I said.
We were in his office. It was 2:00pm. The young female that had been raped was at University Hospital, as were the two beaten male EMTs. Evidence had been collected. Myron also had the videotaped evidence, which was clear, and put it into the servers. I'd also broken into the rapists' cellphones. They had indeed taken photos and videos of themselves raping the girl, and that was now in evidence servers.
All of the Fireman had been processed. None of them would speak against their fellow Firefighters, meaning all of them had eventually had to take the Fifth. Fire Chief Quinlin had apologized to me, and then suspended Superintendent Harris. Harris immediately grieved his suspension with the Fire Department's Union. So had the Engineer, which is what the Fire Department called their Sergeant-level people, who Cindy had taken down.
"Captain Ross did right, and I'll stand by her to the death." I said. "The rest of this is cut-and-dried."
"Yes." said Chief Moynahan. "Pertaining to the rape, you are correct. We also have what we think will be sufficient video footage to prosecute the ones who stopped the EMTs from helping the girl and started beating them. I think the gray areas are all the other guys. I don't think we can charge them with much anything."
"They didn't try to help that girl." I said. "Aiding and abetting, I'd say."
"Look, Commander," said Moynahan, being formal with me, "you are one of the few people who would stand out from a crowd and even defy that crowd in order to do the right thing. Most people... are too scared to. I don't know what any of them were in a position to do, but it's likely that any Fireman that had tried to help would've been beaten, maybe murdered, and his career with the TCFD would have been over; he'd have been branded a traitor. I'm not saying they were right; I'm saying that I understand the mob mentality and why they held back."
"Gutless cowards." I said under my breath.
"Yes." said Moynahan. "But you and your people are not. And that girl is alive because of it. ADA Stiles is alive because your people have the guts to do the right thing. I'm proud of you, and I will be right there in front of you when the shit hits the fan over this."
"What shit, and what fan?" I asked sourly.
"They're already trying to sweep this thing under the rug." said Moynahan. Seeing the look on my face, he said "Don't worry, we are not going to let that happen."
Part 8 - Gathering Clouds
That evening, January 5th, a few good moments occurred amidst all the problems. First, Teddy Parker paid off his dinner bet. The Detectives of MCD and Vice and their families had a private dinner in the back room of The Steakhouse. Word had it that several Detectives told Teddy they'd pay for their meals, or help with the overall bill. Hell, I would've paid it myself.
But we didn't need to. When Teddy went to pay the bill, he was met by the restaurant owner, John 'Jack' Colby. Mr. Colby instructed Teddy to give him a $1 bill. Upon taking it, Colby said "Paid in full. Enjoy your dinner. And Ole Miss will get 'em next year." I'm not sure if Teddy was comfortable with that 'perk', but I later told him to roll with it; it's one of the 'okay' perks.
As the dinner neared its end, Paulina produced a manila folder, and her beautiful smile told me it was something good. I looked at the documents, then did the Cindy Ross thing of tapping my glass with a spoon.
"I have a brief announcement of something to celebrate." I said. "Not football-related, either. Teresa, would you please come up here." She came up and I handed her the documents.
"Congratulations, Lieutenant Croyle." I said. "You are now officially the legal guardian of our friend Amy." Everyone applauded, and Teresa tried to be stoic, but the light in her face could not be turned off.
The party broke up soon after, and a number of us headed to University Hospital to give Amy the news. It is possible that some tears were shed, especially when Amy said "Wow, I've never had a family before..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the redheaded reporterette in front of the Fire Department Headquarters at 7:00am, Wednesday January 6th. "The growing hostilities between the Fire Department and EMTs severely worsened yesterday, as a female EMT was raped by two Firemen. Two EMTs who tried to help their colleague were severely beaten. All three are hospitalized, and one of the male EMTs is in ICU at University Hospital, in critical condition."
Bettina continued "The Town & County Police Force reacted quickly and strongly upon being alerted, and Sheriff Daniel Allgood said that the swift actions of Commander Donald Troy and his Officers saved the lives of the brutally assaulted EMTs. Several arrests were made and evidence confiscated. The rapists were using their cell phones to videotape the sexual assault, and those cellphones were taken into evidence."
"Chief Quinlin of the Fire Department did suspend the Superintendent of the Fire Station where the attacks occurred." continued Bettina. "Sheriff Allgood has put all Fire Stations on notice that any assaults upon EMTs will be met with criminal prosecution of both the perpetrators and their Station leadership. However, Assistant Fire Chief William Jefferson has called upon Fire Marshal Zoe Singer to treat this as an internal matter, with internal punishments, and has demanded the Police release all Firemen and drop all charges."
"In response to the rape of one of their own, and what they call the 'tepid' response by the Town & County Council, the EMTs are staging a 'sick-out'. The EMT Union is in conference, and sources tell Channel Two News that a general strike is very likely. In response, Town & County Council spokesperson Thomas P. Cook has stated that the 'sick-out' will be met with administrative discipline for anyone participating, and that the Council is, in his words, 'absolutely willing and prepared' to summarily fire all EMS personnel should any go on strike."
Bettina then showed a tape of Jack Naples: "The Town Council should be ashamed of themselves! They still hide behind press statements and the walls of their City Hall castle, while three EMTs lay seriously wounded in the Hospital, one of them brutally raped. Does your Town Council condone rape? I ask. Call your Councilmen and -women today! Tell them to open a dialogue with us before other people are hurt or killed!"...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The arraignment of the arrested and charged Firemen was held that morning. ADA Paulina Patterson worked very hard to keep them in jail without bail. The lawyers for the Firemen pulled every string, including not waiving the preliminary hearings.
That didn't take long, as Paulina had the video evidence ready to go. Judge Folsom was meticulous in his following of the Law and procedures, and he denied bail for the two rapists. The others were more fortunate; they were given bail of $100,000 each, and ankle monitoring. Their bail was made immediately, by 'concerned citizens'.
"It's amazing." said Paulina. "If you didn't have that video evidence, I'm not sure what we would do. Judge Folsom is not as rigidly law-and-order like Judge Watts, but he's usually straightforward. Today... he put me through the ringer, but couldn't get past the video evidence. And since you had warrants for all the tapes and was getting one for the cellphones even as you took them, he couldn't fight that. But he wanted to."
"Yeah." I said. "You would not believe what the Firemen were saying either. I was asking them how they would feel if it was their wife or daughter being raped like that, and every one of them was saying they didn't see anything, or they couldn't do anything even if they wanted to. I even had a couple of them say that she wasn't a woman, she was an EMT, and she deserved to be raped."
"Wow, they actually said that?" Paulina asked, stunned.
"Yep, a few of them did." I said. "I just don't understand the hatred for the EMTs, to the point they think rape is okay. Help me understand that."
"You're asking the wrong woman, there." Paulina said. "By the way, the latest Public Policy Polling has come out. The attacks dented the Fire Department's majority support, but not nearly enough. The EMTs are facing a huge uphill battle, still."
"Wow." I said. "Well, Paulina, just remember this. I think of it all the time when people are cheering my successful cases... the next day, those same people might be calling for my badge, or my scalp..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, gentlemen," said Jack Naples of the national NBESW, "do you now understand why we have to fight these bastards, instead of spreading your legs and letting them rape you like they did one of your women?"
"Watch your language on that." said Wilbur James of the local NBESW. "That's a serious crime, far beyond the political issues we're dealing with."
"No it's not." said Naples, with that perma-grin on his face. "You have to fight back, punch them in the gut for what they did. If you don't go on strike now, it'll be like begging them to rape you again and again."
"You just heard Mr. James, Naples." said Hans Logan. "You don't need to throw that in our faces. We're hurting for our colleagues, and the way you're talking isn't going to inflame us to do something rash. Your comments to the Press that they aired this morning were not helpful to us. At all."
"Well then," said Naples, "what do you want to do? Take more of what they're dishing out? They're willing to use violence, to assault your people, to even violently rape your women... what are you doing? What are you going to do?"
"If even some of our EMTs go on strike," said Jimmy Lawson, "all of us are going to be fired. That's obviously their plan from the start."
"I agree." said Wilbur James. "I almost believe that whole incident was staged, though I can't believe they would actually rape a girl to make a point. Are they really that evil? And they're willing to go that far to force our hand, so the Council can just eliminate us?"
"Yes, yes they are!" said Naples, almost shouting at them. "That's why we go on strike! That's why you let me and my people handle this! We know how to bring in the Press, to have them with us, at the local, regional, and even national level. And believe me, guys, when the Public starts hearing about Firemen raping a woman, the Public will be on your side so strongly that your Council will have to concede and stop persecuting you!"
"We need to discuss this." said Hans Logan to his fellow locals. "Why don't we break for lunch."
"What, you can't say something in front of me?" snarled Naples. "Listen guys, you better get your shit together on this. Now I'm here to help you, to help you win. This is not a fucking game. This is about respect and honor. You've been dishonored already; they didn't just rape one woman, they raped every one of you. The Public will look at you as dirty, defiled, if you don't rise up and take them on!"
"Guys," said Logan, "we need to talk without this guy in the room. He's an instigator; he's using us."
"Are you serious?" asked Naples, staring at Logan. He then put up his hands as if in resignation. "Okay, boys, go to your lunch. Talk without me. Plan what you want. But I'll tell you this. Right now, every other EMT Union in the Nation is looking at you with scorn, as if you're too cowardly to stand up for one of your own people that was raped. And that's what I'm thinking of you, right now. Now I say you call for a strike and go on strike. I'll be here until 2:00pm, waiting for your answer. If you turn me down, there won't be a local EMS Service to represent, anyway. Go on, get out of here."
The three locals left. Naples called some of his people and checked his emails. They'll come around, he thought to himself. They'd better...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No," said Dr. Searles, "nothing on the transplant list."
"How's she doing?" I asked. Dr. Searles and I were in the hallway. Amy and Teresa were inside the hospital room, petting Buddy and talking.
"She's trying to stay hopeful." said Dr. Searles. "Her symptoms are progressing at the normal rate, however. Her red blood cell count is dropping. We can give her red blood cells to a point, but we don't have a lot of O-negative, and her white blood cell count went up... a reaction to the red blood cells. Her body is fighting them. If we're not careful, a liver that might be 'good enough' now... won't be later on. She'll have antibodies built up, and she'll reject the new organ. And that in itself will kill her."
"I understand." I said. "I appreciate all you're doing, trying to help her."
"You know," Dr. Searles said, "I've always tried to stay detached. We lose patients all the time, and some of my experimental patients are long shots to begin with. But after my wife died last year... I realized that sometimes just the professionalism isn't enough. I don't know what it is, but this little girl was ready to fight for her little dog, and so I'm going to fight for her."
"Thanks, Doctor." I said. I went inside the room. Amy was petting Buddy, who was sitting beside her. She looked happy, but more noticeably weak than before. I told Teresa we needed to go. She hugged Amy as I collected Buddy.
After taking Buddy home, and as we drove in my Police SUV to the Station, Teresa said "She loves that dog. I think that's what's keeping her going."
"That, and you being there for her." I said. "We'll find a transplant for her soon. I'm manifesting it."
"So is Cindy, and Dr. Eckhart." said Teresa. "So, what's going to happen with this EMT business?"
"It's going to get worse before it gets better." I said. "And no amount of manifesting is going to change that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, gentlemen," said Naples as the three EMT representatives came back into the Union Hall, "what have you decided?"
"We're split on it." said Wilbur James. "All of us don't like the rash way you're trying to take us to a confrontation. We're not Iron Crowbars, here. But, we do realize that something has to be done. We want to approach the Council first, see if we can get a negotiation going. If that fails, we'll consider a strike."



"You'll talk to your Council without national help or approval." said Naples, his grin fading. "I won't help you at all with that. I say you put a strike vote to your rank and file. There really is no other choice."
"There's always another choice." said Jimmy Lawson. "There has to be. We're trying to save our jobs here, not throw them away."
"Yes." said Hans Logan. "What good does it do us to just go on strike without trying to negotiate first, at least? Maybe the Council will be shamed by what happened to our people, and will sit down and talk. We should at least try that."
"Are you with them on that, Mr. James?" asked Naples, his eyes boring into Wilbur's.
"As I told my colleagues here," said James, "I think it'll be useless, I think we're up against a brick wall, and I think there's deeper, more sinister purposes behind all this. But I think we should at least see if we can have a dialogue. At the least, we can tell the Press we tried and The Council wouldn't meet us halfway."
"All right." said Naples. "Twenty-four hours. I'll give you that. I'll see you here tomorrow at 11:00am. Let me know your progress, we'll go to lunch, then at 2:00pm, you'll give me your final answer."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm. The Town & County Council was meeting in their 'private' Council Chambers, the one they went into for executive sessions. This was not an official meeting; ergo, no record of it was being kept. And the agenda was obvious: the deepening problem of the EMTs.
The long table had five chairs on each side. The Mayor sat at the end. On the other end was a podium, and behind that was a projection screen. At formal meetings, the speaking Council Member would take the podium and speak into the microphone. Today, they were seated in their chairs. On the right, as one stood behind the Mayor and looked at the podium, was Pastor Raymond K. Westboro nearest the podium. Next to him was Ms. Malinda Adams. Then J.P. Goldman, then Edward R. Steele, then Thomas P. Cook next to the Mayor. On the left side was Kelly Carnes by the podium, then Reginald B.F. Lewis, then John 'Jack' Colby, then Dagmar Schoen, and last but not least was Ian McGhillie to the Mayor's left.
They always sat this way, despite the deep political decisions between the two camps into which they'd gravitated. And today, those divisions showed.
"Well," said Jack Colby, his deep baritone voice shocking as it came out of his slender body, "the sexual assault did not do anything to help resolve these issues. The Police did an outstanding job handling that, though."
"That's not what I heard." said Kelly Carnes. "The word I got is that the Iron Crowbar had his gun to Superintendent Harris's face when the Fire Chief got there."
"That's because Harris crossed a line and was taken down." said J.P. Goldman. "I don't care what else you think, Mrs. Carnes, but don't even try to pin any of this on Commander Troy." This level of threat from the normally quiet J.P. Goldman was faintly shocking to the rest of them. Carnes looked at him balefully, but said nothing else, at least not about the Iron Crowbar.
"I do have to ask," said Pastor Westboro, "just how did the Police get there so quickly?"
"Fire Marshal Singer said it publicly, Pastor." said Dagmar Schoen. "She asked the Police to monitor the video cameras at that Station. They even had a warrant to do so. Superintendent Harris had openly called for violence against EMTs, and obviously, his calls were answered."
"Ah, I see." said Pastor Westboro. "The Iron Crowbar is good, but I thought that was little fast, even for him and his talents."
"He was ready, as he always is." said Jack Colby. "He does not let the grass grow under his feet. And thank God for that! as that poor woman's life and those of her two colleagues were very likely saved because he got his people there in time."
"But a full SWAT Team?" asked Malinda Adams. "With all due respect to the victims, our Police are supposed to be Peace Officers, not some paramilitary army invading Fire Stations."
"I doubt the three people in the Hospital would agree with you, Ms. Adams." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "But I do concur that a full SWAT Team was perhaps excessive?"
Mayor Vaughan spoke up. "I talked to Chief Moynahan about just that this morning. He told me that the Commander's rationale had two points. First, there were a number of potentially hostile Fireman there; indeed, some of them tried to block his Officers from helping the girl being raped. Second, the Commander was making a distinct point, and showing just what he is capable of responding with. Now everyone in this County, including us and the Fire Department, know that the Iron Crowbar is not fooling around. He comes in with more than enough firepower to back him up."
"No doubt about that." said Jack Colby. "But gosh darn it, you guys have done it again. We're talking about the Iron Crowbar instead of the root of this problem: the Fire Department and the EMTs. Now I think we let the Fire Department get away with too much in putting all of their austerity measures upon the EMTs. I think we should at least have a dialogue with the EMTs, hear their side of the story, and see if we can come to a more reasonable conclusion to this matter."
"I disagree with that completely." said Thomas P. Cook. "And I thought we were all in agreement about this; at least I did think that when I put my ass out there with the public statements on the matter. I'll reiterate that it's a matter of the Law: if the EMTs go on strike, they are fired, can never be rehired, and that's that. I'll also reiterate that we agreed with the Fire Department's plan for the austerity measures; I think we should maintain that position, and I'll fight any attempt to retreat from it."
"Goddammit, Cook!" snarled Colby. "A girl got raped, for Christ's sake."
"Easy on the language, my son." said Pastor Westboro reprovingly. "It does not serve this conversation."
"So being insensitive, even callous to rape does serve this conversation, Pastor?" Colby shot back.
Kelly Carnes said "I am sympathetic to what that girl went through, and to her colleagues who were harmed when they tried to help her. But I agree with Mr. Cook that we cannot back off from the law and our publicly stated positions."
"I do want to say one other thing." said Cook, feeling he had won and could go for more. "This whole thing is becoming a public relations disaster. Not only are the Fire Department and EMTs irretrievably split, this incident could cause severe damage between the Police and Fire Departments.
"And yes," continued Cook, "I'll have to bring up the Iron Crowbar again: some of the Firemen have contacted me with complaints about the zeal with which the Police, not just the Commander, but all of them, acted in arresting Fire Department personnel. Some of the Firemen think at least some of the arrests should not have been made. Captain Ross won the fight with Engineer Jenkins; there was no reason to compound it by arresting him."
"What are you suggesting?" asked Ian McGhillie. "That the Police should not do their jobs? They intervened in a rape and two brutal assaults. You're suggesting they should've let that go?"
Thomas P. Cook exhaled. "I'm just saying this is being escalated too much. I'm not saying the Police were wrong, but there are hostilities brewing. We need to tamp this down, we need to find a way to cool it off."
"And how do you propose to do that?" asked Colby, his voice cold.
"I think we should talk to D.A. Krasney about quietly cutting deals with these Firemen, and getting this out of the public eye."
"Are you suggesting that two rapists not be prosecuted?" thundered Malinda Adams, her face furious with indignation. "Are you suggesting, Mr. Cook, that this woman was just a piece of meat for two men to brutalize how they wished?"
"No, I'm not--"
"Shut your goddamned mouth!" yelled Malinda Adams, stunning the entire assemblage in the room. "I am not finished yet! The assault on Captain Ross, who is a woman, you think that is okay, too? You can take your sexism and go straight to hell, Mr. Cook! I'll fight every step of the way to make sure those two raping thugs get what they deserve!"
"You misunderstand me." said Cook. "I am not condoning rape, I am merely saying that we need to get this thing out of the public eye. It'll hurt all our careers if it continues."
"Or maybe you're just afraid the Public will take the EMTs's side?" said Jack Colby. "That'll hurt your plans for a private ambulance service, won't it, Mr. Cook?"
"What are you insinuating?" asked Cook. "Are you accusing me of a crime?"
"I'll tell you this." said Cook. "Any private ambulance company contract had damn well better have a very open bidding process, or else we'll let University Hospital create one. Otherwise, I'll be having conversations with the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review... and yes, Mr. Cook, your name absolutely will come up."
"You'd better have some proof before accusing me of anything, Colby," snarled Cook, "or I'll shove a crowbar so far up your ass you'll be shitting nails for a week."
"Gentlemen! Gentlemen!" shouted Pastor Westboro. "Contain yourselves!" The silence that followed was prolonged and awkward. Finally, Westboro said "Well, Mr. Mayor, we should move this along and wrap it up, wouldn't you agree?"
"Yes." said the Mayor. "Yes, we should. Okay, ladies and gentlemen, you need to formulate a plan going forward for any dialogue with the EMTs, if any at all; then you need to decide what to do if and when they go on strike. That includes what to do with EMS employees, but also how ambulance and emergency services will be provided."
"That last part is easy." said McGhillie. "The Fire Department has Fire Medics. They've been hiring them little by little, anticipating this situation with the EMTs would come to a head. Emergency services can still be provided."
Edward Steele said "Those Fire Medics are meant to help other Firemen at fire scenes, Ian. They're not nearly as trained and experienced as Paramedics and EMTs."
"They're better than nothing." said Thomas P. Cook. "And firemen can drive an EMT vehicle to the Hospital."
"If the EMTs go on strike," said Dagmar Schoen, "we have the right to fire them. The problem, per the law, is that their services cannot be duplicated within the Fire Department, or the firings come under State review, and maybe even the Federal NLRB gets to come in on it. We may win, but we can easily lose, and it's the EMTs path to taking it to the Courts. So we'll have to have University Hospital run an emergency service until we find a more permanent replacement."
"Well then," said Pastor Westboro, "I guess we'd better call Dr. Wellman and the Hospital Board, and start making arrangements now..."
Part 9 - Strike!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely MILF redhead at 7:00am, Thursday, January 7th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council has rejected all requests for meetings or talks with the EMTs Union. The Council issued a statement stating that they expect the EMTs to refrain from further 'sick-outs', return to their jobs, and do their jobs as directed by their Fire Department superiors."
Bettina continued: "In a public statement, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer explicitly rejected Assistant Fire Chief William Jefferson's calls for her to treat the rape of an EMT as an internal matter. She has turned the case over to County Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, who in turned called upon the Police Department to continue investigating the case and bring full criminal charges where warranted. In addition, Inspector General Wellman stated that the Police Department could bring in the SBI or even the FBI to assist if they thought it would produce a more impartial investigation."
"Commander Donald Troy released a statement saying that the TCPD's investigation would be fair, impartial, and comprehensive. He also said that there is plenty enough evidence to go to a Grand Jury, and said that the District Attorney's office was already involved in processing the case." Bettina continued. "In addition, Channel Two News has learned that there is political pressure for the District Attorney's office to bring these cases to a swift conclusion, even by cutting deals with the accused. All eyes are now on District Attorney Gil Krasney as the cases go forward."
Bettina concluded: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the EMT Union leadership will be calling for a rank-and-file vote to strike if the Council continues to refuse to open a dialogue with them. Channel Two News will bring you any breaking news as this situation develops."
"What's going to happen, Commander?" asked Theo Washington.
"How can they not go on strike?" I mused. "They're finished anyway; it's only a matter of time before the Council obliterates them. So they have nothing to lose. It's heads they lose, tails they lose. And if the coin stands on edge... they lose."
"Is the Fire Department really angry at us? At you, Commander?" asked Martin Nash.
"Some of them are." I said. "They think we should've closed ranks with them, but they also see it as the EMTs being wrong no matter what. Me, I just don't see it the same way, and I sure as hell don't condone assault and rape that leaves three people in the hospital and one still in ICU."
Cindy then looked at me and said "Commander, if the Council awards Easley the Medal of Valor, then either me or you will have to put it on him, per tradition. What do you think the Fire Department will do then, if they're hating us now?"
"I'd say they better get over it, and quick." I replied. "But to your point... it does underscore how bad things are getting right now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, FedEx came with a package for me. Helena signed for it, then for some strange reason called for Cindy to come to my office's anteroom.
"Commander, can you come with me?" Cindy asked, taking charge of the package. I knew something was up, but still followed Cindy to MCD. All of the Vice Detectives were coming into the room, so I really was wondering what my cousin was up to... besides 'up to no good', of course.
"Open your box, Commander." Cindy said as everyone gathered around. I did so, using scissors to cut the tape, then opening the box. Styrofoam peanuts flew as I pulled out a clear plastic box. Inside was a football.
And it was no ordinary football... it was one of the game balls from the National Championship game! The "17-10" score was on one side, and it was autographed by many of the players and coaches. Under the laces, above the "17-10", was printed "For the Iron Crowbar, Wildcat Donald Troy".
"Oh wow, this is incredible." I said. There was a letter inside, written by Coach Marshall. "To the Iron Crowbar, thanks for all you've done and for your support! Wildcats National Champions!"
I took the football out of the plastic container. I then noticed on top, just under the laces, two extra lines of writing. One line said "Trigon Rules The Night! - E.M." That was by Coach Marshall. Just beneath it was printed "Airborne All The Way!" and the initials of the Wildcats R.O.T.C. Commandant.
"Now that... is impressive." I said, holding the football as if it were the crystal trophy itself.
"Congratulations, Commander." said Martin Nash. "Is this for that videotape you allegedly sent them?"
"Hell, it'd have to be gold plated to be a reward for that!" I said. "Just kidding, of course. But it's nice of them to think of me."
"You saved Coach Marshall's ass from the SBI wringer, sir." said Tanya Perlman. "I'd say it's only right he remembered you." There was a concurrence of that sentiment by all.
It was a gift I would treasure for the rest of my life. I sent Coach Marshall an email, thanking him and the team.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, gentlemen," said Jack Naples, his perma-grin annoying as hell to the three local EMT leaders, "what is your decision?"
"We're going to put it to a rank-and-file vote." said Wilbur James.
"You don't look happy about that, Mr. Lawson." said Naples sneeringly.
"I'm not." said Jimmy Lawson. "I don't agree with this."
"Your fellow EMTs will decide if they agree with you or not." said Hans Logan. "I'm not righteous about it, either, but the Council has totally snubbed us, spit in our faces."
"The emails are going out now, with a link to click on and vote." said Wilbur James. "They have until midnight to vote. We'll know the totals, and it'll be done."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Beer at the Cop Bar?" Cindy asked at 6:45pm. "On me?"
"Sure." I said. "But nothing alcoholic for me. I'm staying sober. The EMT strike vote is going on until midnight."
"How's that going?" Cindy asked as I got up and got my jacket.
"According to KXTC, it's running 5-1 in favor of going on strike." I said. We drove in my Police SUV to the Cop Bar.
It was called the 'Cop Bar', but Fire Department personnel normally came here also. As Cindy and I came in, the Police were mostly on the left, and the Firemen were mostly on the right. It was a lot quieter than normal, and there was some tension in the air. The Firefighters were watching the TVs with avid interest.
Cindy went to the bar and got a beer for herself, and a Coca-Cola for me. I saw the 'Command Table' just behind the door at left, which led to the outside patio. No one was outside, but Fire Chief Quinlin was sitting at the 'Command Table', alone.
"I'm going to go make a public display, here." I said to Cindy. I took my Coca-Cola and went to the Command table. Chief Quinlin was quick to offer to shake my hand, and I shook his hand, making sure everyone in the bar saw it.
"Let me buy you a beer, Don." said Patrick... at this table everyone was on a first-name basis.
"Thanks, but I'm the designated driver and designated sober Commander tonight." I said. "So I'll take a raincheck."
"Sure." said Quinlin. "Some of my guys are pissed at you Police, but for the most part they understand. Some of them were telling the others about you at that apartment fire, so even if they're pissed, they respect the hell out of you, as do I."
"Thanks." I said. "I do hope that nothing will mess up Easley's day on February 1st."
"Think the Council will downgrade his Medal over this?" Quinlin asked.
"They better not." I replied. "They've got enough problems without being chased around by a very angry redhead with a crowbar in his hands."
"Make that two angry redheads." said Quinlin. "And I'll find a crowbar to help you beat them down."
"I'll dye my hair red," said Cindy as she joined us, "and make it three crowbars."
"I think all that will be okay." I said. "So how is Easley recovering?"
"He's pretty much back to normal." said Quinlin. "But he's not cleared to go back to firefighting. He's going to be promoted to Engineer, which is your Sergeant level. He's probably going to be stuck with some kind of desk or non-firefighting job, though. His lungs will probably never get back to one hundred percent."
"I can empathize." said Cindy. When Quinlin looked at her in lack of understanding, she explained how her lung wound had kept her from running the Triathlon race again.
"He can still do a lot of things." I said. "He can work with the Fire Marshal as an arson investigator. He an be an instructor at the Fire Academy."
"Yes," said Quinlin, "and he can still do a lot of jobs. He can be in charge of a truck or engine, he just can put on an oxygen tank and go into a fire. That was what he loved to do, though."
Everyone was watching the televisions, some of which were on KXTC and some on KSTD. Both were covering the EMT strike vote.
"Wow, online voting, on-the-spot coverage." I said. "Well, we'll know what our day will be like tomorrow, Cindy, especially if they strike."



"How are you going to cover that?" asked Quinlin. "By that I mean, what if they try to block our trucks, or block ambulances from coming in or out of University Hospital?"
"Well, if they go that far," I said, "we'll have to clear them out. As long as they are peaceful and don't put anyone in harm's way, they have that Constitutional right of peaceful assembly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The owner of the Cop Bar announced last call at 11:00pm. He didn't want any problems in his bar with the midnight vote closing. I called Laura and told her that I was going to the Station to monitor the situation. Cindy called Jenna.
On the way back, I asked "How are things with Jenna?"
"She's agitated about the girl that was raped." said Cindy. "She went to the Hospital to visit her, and give moral support."
"I happen to know," I said, "that there is going to be political pressure brought to bear on Krasney to lessen the charges and cut a deal. What would Jenna think of that?" I did not mention that my source was the lovely Mrs. Peabody, the County Intendent.
"Why don't you ask me what *I* would think of that." Cindy replied. "I'll be royally pissed. And Jenna just might explode on Krasney... Don, do you really think he'd do that?"
"I don't know." I said. "But you won't be the only one going off on Krasney. I'm told I have political pull in this County. If he balks at pressing charges, we're going to find out just how much influence I have with this County's good Citizens."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely blonde athletic reporterette at midnight, as it became Friday, January 8th., reporting from in front of Union Hall. "The vote totals are in, and they are overwhelmingly in favor of a strike. 96.6% have voted to strike. We now go to local NBESW leader Wilbur James!"
Wilbur James came up to the microphone at the podium. "With the vote totals in, the members of the local chapter of the National Brotherhood of Emergency Service Workers have authorized me to call a General Strike. I implore the Town & County Council to open a dialogue with us before this last step is necessitated. With three of our members in the hospital, one of them having been violently raped by Fire Department personnel, we cannot understand why the Town & County Council refuses to talk with us. So, should the Council continue to condone rape by not speaking with us, the Strike will be called at 8:00am tomorrow, I mean today, Friday, January 8th."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We do not condone rape." said Councilman Thomas P. Cook fifteen minutes later at City Hall. "We also deplore the Union's lies and using that crime to pressure us into breaking the law. The law is clear: if the EMTs Union goes on strike as threatened, all of their members will be summarily fired, and prohibited by law from being re-hired into any public position of employment in this County. There is nothing more to be said, except I want to underscore my anger with the Union for their dishonest words in saying we condone rape, and I reassert our resolve to stand up to their filthy bullying tactics."
As the reporters attempted to tell us what we should think about this, I killed the sound on the TV set in my office. "So, Crowbar 2, it's 'awn'."
"Yep." said Cindy.
Just then, Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters came to the door of my office. "Commander, Captain," he said, "I didn't realize you were here."
"Best place to secretly drink each other under the table." I said jokingly. "Come on in. What brought you in?"
"The strike." said Masters. "I've got to start immediately implementing conditional plans for whatever they do."
"Here's my input." I said. "As long as the EMTs keep it real, keep it peaceful, and don't block any fire trucks or ambulances, they can peaceably assemble. If they get rowdy, violent, threatening, or block anything, then you need to notify me immediately. I'll take the public hits; that's what I get paid to do."
"Yes sir, I'll put out the word." said Masters.
"Okay," I said, "I'm going to go home, pet the dogs, kiss the kids, and go to sleep. Captain, you should get some sleep also. 'Coldiron', if you do stay through the night, expect to be told to leave at noon tomorrow to get some rest." With that, Cindy and I made our way out of Police Headquarters and into the cold winter night...
Part 10 - The Cowardice of Politicians
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, January 11th. "While the EMT strike has been peaceful so far, it has not been peaceful at City Hall. The Town & County Council has called an emergency meeting for this morning, to formalize the firing of all EMTs in the County. The second reading of the bill will occur tomorrow night at the regularly scheduled Council meeting."
Bettina continued: "Also on tomorrow night's agenda for the Council is to hear the recommendation of the committee to determine if Fireman Roy Easley should be awarded the Medal of Valor. Police Commander Donald Troy and Captain Cindy Ross, both Medal of Valor recipients, happened to be at the scene of Fireman Easley's heroic actions that saved a child from a fiery death, and both have strongly urged the Council to award the Medal of Valor to Fireman Easley."
More Bettina: "However, there is still tension between the Fire and Police Departments over the arrests of several Fireman during the Police interdiction of the brutal rape of a female EMT. Several Council members have called for District Attorney Krasney to work out a solution of the problem that includes a plea agreement for the Firemen involved."
"What was it that John McEnroe said? 'They cannot be serious!'." Cindy said. "I'll raise hell myself if the guy who attacked me is let off, much less those bastard rapists."
"Get in line." I said. "I'll be pulling rank on this one."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Cindy and I were called into the Main Conference Room. Waiting there were Chief Moynahan, Captain (and Acting Deputy Chief) Della Harlow, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, his Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald... and Chief Emeritus Griswold.
"Come on in, guys." said Moynahan. "Take seats." I sat at the far end of the table, that seat being left open for me by some unspoken rule. Cindy sat to my left.
Moynahan started. "I asked Chief Griswold to discuss with us the reasons for the hostilities between the Fire Department and EMTs."
"And I replied," said Griswold, "that I don't know much. But I can tell you what I do know, and Oswald can tell you what he knows."
"Many years ago," said Griswold, "back when I was a young whippersnapper on the Force like Crowbar is now... but I was a Sergeant, not a Commander... the Town and County were still separate. The Town had a Fire Department. The outlying County had volunteer Fire Departments, but some of the subdivisions around the Town's City Limits contracted with the Town to provide Fire service."
"There was no EMT service to speak of." said Griswold. "The University had an ambulance service, and would send medical interns on them, but they charged out the wazoo for that. So the County tried to begin an EMS service. They were hoping for a reciprocal agreement with the Town and the Fire Department, but the Town declined."
Griswold continued: "Well, some years before the Town and County formally merged, they were granted some State and Federal money if and only if they created a combined Fire and EMS Department. So the Town and County's governing bodies formed an elected Commission to do just that. I'll have to talk to y'all separately about Commissions in this County, but back to the original story."
"The Fire and EMS Departments were separate from each other." Griswold said. "They were housed in the same buildings, though. And that's where I think the first real problems began. First, there was money. The EMS was getting a lot of money to get vehicles and hire and train people, and the Fire Department resented that.
"But I think it was also more: the Fire Department has something of an initiation ritual for their new people. Having to clean up the Station, having to do the cooking, cleaning the senior guys's equipment, stuff like that. Well, the EMTs didn't cotton to that very well, and refused to do all that. And so things got pretty hostile, pretty quickly, though it was pretty much under the surface. And then... the merger.
"During the merger, the Council decided to put the EMS under Fire Department control. There was supposed to be some semi-autonomy for the EMTs, with their own leadership structure. But that got ripped pretty quickly by the Council when the Fire Department complained the EMTs weren't doing their share, weren't cleaning up as they were told to, and so on.
"The EMTs started being harassed, and when the Council told them to pound sand, they unionized. That did nothing; the Council just made the structure to where the EMTs were literally subservient to the Fire Department. So, the EMTs started getting jobs in the Police Department, Public Health Department, and a few even went over to the Fire Department. And that's when the Council passed a law that EMTs who leave before a certain amount of time-in-grade could not be in any other County Government position; not as a Fireman, Policeman, EMT again, school teacher, librarian, anything at all."
Charles T. Oswald took it up. "That's the gist of it. The question has always been 'why'. I've been with the Sheriff's Department almost as long as Grizz was on the Police Force. What I saw was that certain Council Members put their people in place on the Police Department, Fire Department, and such. They kept Grizz out of the loop; he was too damn honest. I need not mention that Harold Malone was one of their people, and I daresay his replacement here is a damn sight better than he was."
"And she looks a hell of a lot better, too." said Chief Griswold. Cindy blushed, realizing they were talking about her.
"So," said Oswald, "it just grew, little by little, by degrees, until there was just a mob mentality about it. And I'm afraid that our EMS is going to be utterly destroyed by this."
"Crowbar, what are thinking about?" asked Chief Griswold, looking at me. I was in a reverie.
"I was just thinking, Chief," I said, my voice far away, "All of what you and Chief Deputy Oswald have said is logical. But there has to have been something behind it, something else."
"Only the Iron Crowbar could see that far into it." said Daniel Allgood.
"Well," I said, "I think we've had an example of the 'why' of it. I do recall being the intended target of an assassin, who extracted his weapon via a University Hospital ambulance. So maybe someone had intentions of turning the EMTs into his personal courier service, maybe to transport drugs like Carroll and Delmar were doing as Police."
"Wow, you might be right, Commander." said Moynahan, fascinated. "And yes, that's a brilliant observation."
"With respect, Chief," said Cindy, "he was the guy whose head dodged that bullet by the smallest of fractions. That will definitely put perspective on it."
Just then there was a knock on the door. The Duty Sergeant looked in.
"Apologies for disturbing you," he said, "but the Commander asked me to notify him if any news was about to come up. KXTC just called Lieutenant Peterson with a five-minute warning."
"Mighty nice of them." I said. "Shall we watch, everyone?" I moved to turn on the TV.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead MILF from outside City Hall. It was 10:35am. "The Town & County Council has just formally passed a motion to fire all EMTs in the County, and to dissolve the EMS as a branch of County public service. This will not formally go into effect until the second reading of the bill at tomorrow night's regular Council meeting! EMT Union rep Wilbur James has begged the Council to open a dialogue with the EMTs before taking the ultimate step of firing them, and he also says the he is prepared to file a lawsuit to enjoin the Council from firing the EMTs until Federally mediated negotiations take place."
"However, there is a lot more!" Bettina said, setting off my spidey-sense. "Channel Two News has learned that District Attorney Gil Krasney is considering offering plea deal packages to the Firemen that were arrested last week on various assault charges. Several sources have confirmed that Fire Department lawyers and Union reps are in talks with the District Attorney's Office."
"Also," said Bettina, "Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling has told Channel Two News that the County's citizens are firmly on the side of the Council, and would support the firing of the striking EMTs. Many comments on social media are calling the EMTs 'selfish' and 'arrogant'. People do see the EMT strike as a separate issue from the rape and beatings of several EMTs last week; however, there are many that say the rape of a female EMT should not be excused, and expect the suspects to be brought to trial. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News, and we will break in with any new developments!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The tension could be cut with a knife. District Attorney Gil Krasney was at the head of the conference table in his 'public' office, his desk behind him. Solicitor Miriam Walters was at the other end of the table, and her main assistant ADA, Savannah Fineman, was to her left. Walters had raven black hair, a tall, erect posture, and beady eyes that seemed to stare right through you. Fineman was blonde, beautiful, curvaceous, but smart and tough underneath. To her left was ADA Franklin Washington, younger brother of TCPD Detective Theodore Washington, and, like his brother, 'movie star handsome'. To his left was ADA Jenna Stiles, who was to Krasney's right.
ADA Dwayne Gregory was to Walters's right. He was far and away the most inept ADA of the bunch. To his right was ADA Ted Mason, a young but very up-and-coming D.A., who told people he ultimately wanted to be considered to be 'Perry Mason' in the Courtroom. To his right was the redoubtable ADA Paulina Patterson, radiant and pregnant. Paulina was to Krasney's left.
"Look folks, the news reports are wrong." said Krasney, getting exasperated. "We are only talking to their lawyers; we have not cut any deals."
"Why talk to them at all, then?" asked Miriam Walters, her eyes boring into Krasney. "Why not just come out and say you're prosecuting these bastards, and end any rumors or controversy?" Krasney stared back at Walters, believing her to be using this as an opening salvo in angling for his D.A. position.
"Look, everyone." Krasney said. "We have an absolute tinderbox of a situation here. It could get very ugly for the Fire Department will all this EMT crap going on. Everyone is concerned the National Labor Relations Board will step in, and that's going to be a nightmare if they do."
"What the hell does that have to do with that woman being raped?" thundered Jenna Stiles, unable to hold back.
"We have to take into consideration the publicity of everything else." said Krasney. "We have to find a way to keep this tamped down, so that the other stuff can be resolved. And then we can proceed with this." He could tell that the others in the room were not buying this, so he added "There are no deals right now, guys."
"That's not what I've heard." said Jenna Stiles. "I'm hearing that you want to cut the deals, you want to let rapists go free, you want to let a guy who attacked a Police Captain, who is also a woman, go free."
"Where did you hear that?" snarled Krasney.
"From a Town & County Council member." said Stiles. "Are they pressuring you to let rapists off the hook, Mr. Krasney?"
"Why you--" Krasney said, then stopped. Jenna's eyes were like lasers, and everyone else was staring at him, as well.
"It's true, isn't it?" Jenna snarled. "You're making a deal with them right now, aren't you?" She was rising from her chair as her voice rose.
"Now hold on just a minute..." Krasney started. He did not get to finish.
"You son of a bitch!" yelled Jenna. "Are you so fucking callous to what happened to that girl... to what happened to me... that you're going to let rapists go free?"
"Look, Jenna, I know what happened to you, but that's different--"
*WHAP!!*
Jenna's hand flashed as she swung and slapped Krasney full on the face. "God damn you!" she gushed, her voice bitter and also near tears.
"Why you bitch--" Krasney snarled, rising suddenly and acting as if he were going to attack Jenna. He was stopped by seeing Franklin Washington rise, a look of menace on his handsome face, ready to defend his fellow ADA by beating the living shit out of Krasney. "You need to calm down, Jenna. I'm the D.A. here, I make these decisions."
Jenna had not backed off. "You won't be D.A. after November, if I can help it." With that, she turned and walked out the door, slamming it behind her.
In support, everyone except Miriam Walters also got up and left the room. Krasney paced around a moment, then realized Walters was staring at him. "What?" he thundered.
"Gil, you just fucked up." said Walters. "If Stiles goes to a reporter, it'll get ugly. And that's not the worst of it, you know."
"What do you think is?" queried Krasney.
"The Iron Crowbar." Walters replied. She got up and left, leaving Krasney alone to contemplate his problems.
Part 11 - Sex and Secrets
"Uhhhhh!"
I gasped in pleasure as I slid my throbbing hard cock into Adele Peabody's sopping wet pussy from behind, driving in with raw sexual power until my groin slammed into her succulent asscheeks. I heard her groan, matching mine, as I pulled my meat out of her then shoved it back into her.
The staccato slaps of flesh on flesh filled the master bedroom of the Cabin as we rutted lustily. I admired the sight of Mrs. Peabody's asscheeks rippling as I smacked into them repeatedly. Her head was on the mattress of the bed, her ass high in the air, giving me total access to it. I was grasping her hips, pulling her to me in rhythm to my forward thrusts, feeling the hot wet ecstasy of burying my meat balls-deep into her cunt.
Now this is a great way to spend lunch hour, I thought to myself as I fucked Mrs. Peabody lustily, feeling her push back to meet my thrusts as we mated...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We lay together, cuddling, lying on our sides. I had come deep inside Adele's pussy, then we'd collapsed together on the bed.
"Mmmm, that was wonderful." she said, pressing her ass into my groin and her back into my chest. I gently kissed her neck and jaw, and she turned so that our mouths could press together in a hot kiss. Our tongues twined for long minutes.
Finally, she turned to face me. "So, what is it that you wanted to know?"
"Everything." I said.
"Well," said the Intendent, "I can tell you that it's absolutely true that Krasney is negotiating to reduce the rape charges, and to drop all the other charges against the Fireman."
"Why?" I asked. "That could be crushing to his re-election."
"He's running unopposed, at least right now." said Mrs. Peabody. "And there are Council members looking to get this whole thing squashed, because it helps the EMT side and makes the Council look bad for not even talking to the EMTs. They're also afraid it could bring State or Federal people in to mediate the dispute."
"Which, of course," I said, "is what they don't want. They have to destroy the EMTs. And I'm betting Thomas P. Cook is all ready to start up an ambulance service, and the Council will sell him the EMT equipment at a tremendous discount, which he'll use in his business."



"Yes, that's at least part of it." said Adele.
"There's more?" I asked. I knew she would only tell me as little as she could, partly to protect herself.
"Let me ask you this, Don." she said, turning onto her back and staring at the ceiling. "You're well aware of the things Cook is doing with his businesses, and profiteering from his Council position. But other Council members are going along very easily, don't you think? Why would that be?"
"Well," I said, "Reginald B.F. Lewis would get a big campaign contribution, funneled through T-Square. Malinda Adams gets support for her feminist causes, maybe a nice donation to Planned Parenthood. McGillie, Colby, and Schoen will have none of him, nor will Goldman and Steele. Pastor Westboro will get a nice ten percent tithe, and probably more, for First Baptist Church. Kelly Carnes? Hmmm, her husband is a wealthy dentist, and I'm not sure what her lodestone would be for working with Cook."
"Having said all that," I said, "obviously someone benefits further in this." I let my mind wander into the compartments of the Eightfold Fence...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police cellphone, and Cindy on the line. "Commander, there's been a murder at Union Hall. The National Union President, one Jack Naples. He's dead, stabbed from behind..."
To be continued.
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Part 12 - The Crime Scene
"Teresa and I were at the Hospital when Tanya called me." said Cindy. "We took Buddy to see Amy. Teresa is taking Buddy home, to your home, and I came on down here."
It was still Monday, January 11th, about 2:30pm. There was a Police cordon around Union Hall, and I was delighted to see Patrolman Culver firmly holding the line. He was aided by a number of officers in heavier-than-normal protective equipment, and I realized Lt. Masters had had them prepared in case of trouble. We now had 'trouble'.
"So what do we have in here?" I asked, going inside. It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the light. When they did, I saw Crime Lab personnel at work gathering evidence, and Tanya and Theo Washington examining the body.
He had been sitting at the table, facing the wall with the television. He had fallen forward onto the table, then he slid out of the chair onto the floor, and was now sprawled on his back.
"So he fell out of the chair, Perlman?" I asked.
"Looks like it." she said.
"How can you tell?" asked Cindy.
I said "He's lying on his back, which means he fell out of the chair. It would be rare for him to be standing and to fall straight onto his back like that. But if he was sitting in his chair, fell forward against the table, then slid over to the side... then where he is now is a very probable outcome." Tanya nodded in agreement.
"He has a stab wound to the back of his neck." Tanya said. "I felt for a pulse and got blood on my fingers, and felt the wound when I explored for it."
"You were the first to arrive?" I asked, surprised.
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Theo and I were having lunch with Theo's brother Franklin just down the street when we got the call."
"Who called it in?" I asked.
"The Duty Desk called it in to me." said Tanya. "I don't know who called it in to them."
"I can tell you that, sir." said Sergeant Rudistan. "One of the striking EMTs, man named Jimmy Lawson. He was one of the so-called leadership group that was a liaison between the Union reps and the rank-and-file. He's a redhead like you, Commander."
"Well!" I said, "At least he has that going for him. Ah, there's Martha the M.E. Hi, Martha. If you wouldn't mind giving me a cause of death as quickly as possible, I'd be very grateful and will be out of your way."
"I'll see what I can do." said Martha acerbically. She and I had developed something of a rapport, once I'd figured out her acerbity was actually a sardonic sense of humor. I watched as she began examining the body. It did not take long when she turned the body onto its side.
"Yep, stabbed with a sharp knife right here in the neck." said Martha. "Base of the skull. Looks like the perp cut his spinal cord."
"Looks like he knew right where to do it, too." I said, looking closely at it as I squatted next to Martha. "Am I right that that is just the right spot between the neck and skull?"
"Yes sir." said Martha. "I think he may have stabbed the knife, which is thin and very sharp, like a stiletto, right up into the head, too... but that might've been secondary to the first cut that severed the spine."
"So who am I looking at on the floor here, Theo?" I asked abruptly. Theo was ready.
"Jack Naples, Commander." Theo said. "He's the National EMT Union president. Came down to help organize the strike, so I'm told. One of his people found the body, began shouting, and others came in. Lawson checked for vitals, said he was dead, and called the Police."
"Tell me more about Naples." I said. "Besides the fact that he's not married and has not been married for some time, if ever; that he uses amphetamines; gets little sleep; is diabetic; and is not a very popular man even with his Union associates."
"Oh my God." said Cindy. "You're just showing off, Commander." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. Undaunted, she said "Okay, I can see the amphetamines and no sleep, but where are you getting the diabetes and unpopularity?"
"The diabetes is on the medical alert tag on the bracelet on his right wrist." I said. "Yeah, even I could see that one, Crowbar 2." A blue crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"As to the unpopularity," I said, "the fact he's lying here dead in the middle of a Union Hall floor was my first clue to that." That got Theo laughing, Tanya's eyes rolling, and Cindy giving me a look that hinted at a desire to kill.
Theo saved me by saying "He's forty-nine years old, lives in Washington, D.C., Georgetown area address on his drivers license. Been with the EMT Union for the last ten years. He was with the SEIU before that. Was arrested numerous times participating in demonstrations and protests. He was part of the PCGW protests against Crown Chemicals here." That made Cindy groan.
"That just widened our list of suspects." said Cindy. "If someone recognized him from the PCGW protests, they might've acted to kill him. There's still bad blood over all of that, even after years have passed."
"True enough." I said. "Okay, we need to talk to people to see who was here, when."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Moynahan had been asking me to allow my Detectives to take the lead roles in questioning suspects. With that in mind, I told Lt. Perlman to have Teddy Parker and Theo Washington interrogate those closest to the situation and most possibly involved. But I had to admit that I was chafing hard in my exercise of extreme patience as I listened in as much as I could.
The interviews were videotaped, giving me the opportunity to review them, as well. Hans Logan was interviewed by Detective Parker. His name was explained by him having a German mother who met his American serviceman father while said father was stationed in West Germany. They married and she came to the United States with him, and named their son 'Hans'.
"I left here for lunch with a couple of EMTs and a reporter." said Logan, whose answers to questions are condensed here. "When we got back, Naples was dead... no, we were all going to lunch, and Naples generally stayed behind alone and made phone calls and emails... no, I don't know if anyone stayed behind after I left.... I'll be honest, none of us liked Jack Naples very much. He was pushy, he was manipulative, he was basically trying to come in and run this whole thing, which I thought was very bad.... no, I don't think he had our interests at heart, only himself and his national Union..."
Next was Wilbur James, interviewed by Theo Washington: "I left for lunch right about the same time as Hans and Jimmy. No, I was pretty much by myself. Walked out with several others, then went my own way to get lunch... I'd say that's right, that Jack Naples was not very popular with us. I think he wanted the best for us, because without a local EMS, there's no local Union, and that hurts him... no, I can't say that anyone expressed a particular hatred of Naples.... look, he was brash, offensive, wanted to run things himself, really wanted to create a lot of conflict to give the Media a story as well as to push his own agenda... no, I was not opposed to the strike call, far from it... yes, we were being destroyed anyway, so we might as well go down fighting, you know..."
Then came Jimmy Lawson: "Yes, I was a medic in the military, got this job when I was discharged... honorable discharge... yes, I have a wife and a son, he was born a few weeks ago... no, I wanted to avoid an outright strike; we're losing our jobs over this... no, I didn't like Mr. Naples's tactics, he was very confrontational, really wanted the strike... he was strongly opposed to any dialogue with the Council, he was telling us to not even try... well, I went to the restroom, and everyone broke for lunch, and I left behind most of them... didn't see Naples, I thought he went to lunch, too... no, I went home to see my wife and the baby, we don't have much money so I don't eat out very much for lunch..."
While I was listening to Teddy Parker interview the people who found the body, I noticed that Theo and Tanya were talking to Cindy, and the conversation seemed animated. Then Cindy took out her cellphone and made a call. Quite frankly, I would've preferred my Detective Leadership be involved in interrogating these suspects, but I curbed my irritation when I saw that Cindy's face was becoming increasingly worried.
"Okay, Perlman," I said as she came up, "so what are you deducing about this case?"
"Uh, not enough data, sir." Tanya said.
"And why don't you have the data?" I asked, rather acidly. "Going to wait to review the tapes of the interviews rather than listen to them and watch the interviewees firsthand?"
"Well, yes, I was planning to do that, sir." she replied, then looked at me. "Is there a problem, sir?"
"You tell me." I said, my eyes boring into hers.
"Well, yes there is." Tanya said. "You might want to ask Captain Ross or Theo about it, though. I'm just hearing it secondhand."
"Okay, then." I said. "But be ready to answer any question I have about this case tomorrow morning. Carry on." With that, I walked away from her, observing that she was irritated at me. The feeling was mutual.
Cindy was on her phone again, and getting frustrated. "Is there a problem, Captain?" I asked, stiffly and formally.
"Yes sir, there is." Cindy replied. She looked up at me and saw that I was not very amused right now. "Sir, may I explain?" By that, she meant she wanted to tell the story without Crowbar interruption.
"By all means." I replied, giving her the latitude.
"Detective Washington got a call from his brother, ADA Franklin Washington." Cindy said. "There was a meeting of the D.A. and his staff, and it turned ugly when Solicitor Walters brought up Krasney negotiating deals with the Firefighters, including the rapists. Unfortunately, ADA Stiles got angry when Krasney wouldn't outright deny negotiating, and Washington said Stiles slapped Krasney. She then walked out, and no one has heard from here since. So I'm trying to call her."
"I see." I said. "Well, you'd better----"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my own Police cellphone. And it was Bettina Wurtzburg calling. I pressed the button to send it to voicemail.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Now it was Bettina on my personal cellphone. I thought maybe this one was big, and bad, so I called Bettina back on the Police cellphone.
"It better be good, Bettina... no, this is off the record, confirm that... okay, yes I've heard about it... no, I don't know... no, I don't know... oh really?... you've confirmed that?... okay. By the way, are you not interested in the murder of a national Union president?... Yes, Jack Naples. I'm here at the crime scene... no, Hardwood is not here... okay... okay, see you later."
I looked at Cindy, who'd tried twice more to reach Jenna as I'd talked to Bettina. I said "Well, Jenna was seen meeting with Councilwoman Malinda Adams at lunchtime, so Bettina tells me. Bettina was calling for confirmation of the story about slapping Krasney, and trying to get me to confirm Krasney is going to make plea deals."
"So Jenna's okay?" Cindy asked.
"So it appears." I said. "But it's pretty obvious what she's up to if she's meeting Adams, isn't it?"
"Uh.... I guess she's bitching about Krasney?" Cindy offered. I just looked at her.
"Think about it, Crowbar 2." I said. "It's much deeper than that. Okay, you go find Jenna. Get out of here. You're distracting me, and your head's not going to be in the game right now. Go." Cindy looked faintly shocked at me, but she headed out. I returned to the crime scene.
"Okay," I said to Lt. Perlman, "anyone find a stiletto-type knife anywhere around here?"
"No sir." said Perlman. "Rudistan has officers checking all the trash cans and curb drains in the area, but nothing showing up so far. Oh, here comes KXTC."
Bettina and her cameraman burst out of the van and made a beeline to me. I whispered to Tanya: "Today is 'Be nice to the Press' day, so I'll handle Bettina. Go take charge of this investigation, light a fire under everyone's asses.... ah, there you are, Bettina. I'll give you a quick interview, but make it fast. I have to go..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where the hell were you?" Bettina asked John Hardwood as she came up to him at his desk at KXTC News Headquarters.
"What do you mean?" asked Hardwood.
"I sent you to Union Hall." said Bettina. "A man was murdered there. National Union president. BIG story, John. Why didn't you show up?"
"Your assistant called me." said Hardwood. "He redirected me to the Courthouse, said there was a bigger story brewing there."
"My assistant called you?" Bettina asked. "Hell, John, I don't have an assistant, other than my camera crew."
"Oh." said Hardwood. "Well, all I know is that I was sent to the Courthouse, and there *is* a big story brewing. Krasney wants to cut deals with the firefighters, his entire ADA staff is essentially rebelling. He's going to work through the night and make the announcement of the deals tomorrow."
"Oh, wow." said Bettina, going into 'reporter' mode. "What have you gotten on that?"
"I've confirmed with sources with knowledge of both Krasney and the Firefighters' Union's actions, and working on people near the lawyers right now."
"Great!" said Bettina. "Okay, keep on it. I'll look into this 'assistant' thing----"
"Ms. Wurtzburg?" asked a breathless young intern who rushed up. "There's someone in the publisher's office to see you. Says he's the owner of the company!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mr. Burke?" asked Bettina as she came into the office. Inside was Todd Burke, CEO of BOW Enterprises, parent company of the company that owned KXTC.
"Ah, Bettina." Todd said with his charming smile. He was wearing a well-tailored suit, looking like the young, successful executive that he was. "Come in, have a seat."
"How can I help you?" she asked, sitting down. Todd leaned back against the edge of the desk.
He said "I wanted to tell you that it was me who redirected your reporter Hardwood to the the D.A. Office situation. And while I'm not telling you to lay off the Union man murder, I would like to... 'suggest'... that it be a back-burner, low priority story for you."
"Uh, why?" asked Bettina. "A murder is big, no matter what."
"Yes, I understand." said Todd. "And again, I'm not telling you to bury it. This is all off the record, by the way. But I know that my uncle will need as few distractions as possible as he solves the case, and it's going to end up not being all that much of a story."
"Did your uncle ask you to talk to me about this?" Bettina asked warily, trying to make the gears in her head turn.
"Oh no, he'd never ask me to do that." Todd said. "But this thing with the District Attorney's office? That's big, Bettina. Really big."
"I know." said Bettina. "Okay, I'll follow the murder case by just following the Police reports, with no further deep digging. But you do realize that this could become a national story, and it might not be easily buried?"
Todd grinned, even chuckled. "Bettina, there's a reason Rush Limbaugh calls the Press the 'Drive-By Media'. You report, the story lasts two days, then everyone moves on to the next story, leaving pure destruction of people's lives in their wake. This Union man story won't last the full two days, if I don't miss my guess."
"Are your guesses as good as your uncle's, Mr. Burke?" asked Bettina. It could've been playful skepticism, or flirtation in her voice.
"In some places, yes." said Todd, smiling that charming smile of his. "Knowing what technologies are going to be the next best thing, and which aren't... I've done very well with those guesses, so far. Can I solve crimes like my uncle can and does? Oh hell no."
Todd then leaned over close to Bettina and said "One thing I don't have to guess on... my uncle thinks you're a really great piece of ass."
Bettina did not rise to the bait. She merely looked at Todd and said "Well, and definitely off the record, your uncle definitely knows what a great piece of ass I am... but he didn't tell you that. He's too much of a gentleman. Nice try, though." She got up to leave. "Have a nice day, Mr. Burke."
Todd grinned as Bettina left. She's good, he thought to himself. Not good enough to break the biggest story of the century to this point, but she's good.
Part 13 - Multiple Lines of Inquiry
I knew that I did not even have the night in order to get this problem nipped in the bud. I had called ahead to the Station and put out some orders, and now they'd come to fruition.
The contingent in front of City Hall was fairly large as the sun dipped behind the building on its way to the western horizon. I had called a Press conference, and the Media was well-represented at it, including Diane Williams from the City.
I brought out one of the big police shields that had been used in the Jenna Stiles rescue. The several pockmarks of machine gun fire that had struck it were easily visible.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said into the microphones. "Look at this. Take pictures of this. Take camera shots of this and show your viewers. This is the shield that my Officers used to go into the dungeon and rescue ADA Jenna Stiles. The perps tried to kill my people with machine guns. Jenna Stiles endured unspeakable atrocities at their hands."
Now that I had their attention, I said "My officers did not need this heavy shield the other day, but they still went into harm's way and had to engage in physical altercations to rescue a young woman that was being brutalized. My officers acted with courage, and with distinction."
"And now I'm told," I said, letting anger creep into my voice, "that these rapists of this young woman at the Fire Station are going to be able to make plea deals... they're going to walk free with no consequences for their actions. The whole thing is going to be swept under the rug in the name of political expediency. Now these accused men do have their right to a fair and speedy trial. But I genuinely hope that District Attorney Gil Krasney will reconsider, and will prosecute these accused men to the limits of his Office's ability."
"I will be very angry if my Officers went into harm's way to protect the victims of these crimes, only to see the perps plead down because some politician doesn't want to be bothered by the bad publicity." I thundered. "I've been in harm's way, and I've had to ask my Officers to go into harm's way... and for what? Political expediency? If D.A. Krasney does cut a deal, I hope someone will run for office against him, and I hope you'll consider supporting that opposition candidate. I call upon District Attorney Krasney to do the right thing, and bring this case forward to and through a fair and speedy trial. Thank you."
With that, I took the big shield and stepped aside. Chief Moynahan then took the podium. "I wish to support my Police Commander's words on this." he said. "I have only been Chief here for a short time, but I have known Commander Troy for a longer time, and I am completely impressed with his integrity, his courage, and the leadership he provides the excellent Officers of the Town & County Police Force. I also hope that his leadership, and the courage of his Officers, has not been wasted in the making of the arrests of the alleged perpetrators. That's all I have."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The room was full of cigar smoke and the smell of half eaten submarine sandwiches. The various lawyers were talking back and forth, mostly over each other. D.A. Krasney was feeling sick to his stomach, despite the Pepto-Bismol he'd consumed.
"Mr. Krasney," said ADA Gregory, his only aide in the room against the battery of legal beagles for the Fire Department Union as well as the accused Firemen, "there's something on TV you need to see." All voices ceased as the TV was turned on. It was 10:00pm.
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News at Ten!" said the athletic blonde beauty. "The Town is reeling from the Press Conference given by Police Commander Donald Troy and Chief Sean Moynahan today." Video footage of my press conference was played, showing the bullet-scarred shield as well as my words.
Amber Harris, speaking from the KXTC anchor desk, said "Channel Two News has confirmed that District Attorney Krasney is indeed in talks with attorneys for the Fire Department Union and the accused firefighters. Let's go to John Hardwood at the Courthouse. John!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Hardwood. "D.A. Krasney is in his offices now, meeting with attorneys. His office is releasing no press statements, only saying that they'll have an announcement in the morning. Also making an announcement in the morning will be A.D.A. Jenna Stiles. Channel Two News has learned that Ms. Stiles and D.A. Krasney had an altercation this morning, and she has spent the rest of the day at City Hall, filing paperwork, and she has also been in consultation with Councilwoman Malinda Adams and representatives of the State Organization for Women, the S.O.W.s."
All eyes went to Krasney. "Oh God, no." he gasped. "Jesus fucking Christ." He then looked around. "Okay guys, we'll have to resume this tomorrow."
"I thought you wanted to get this done tonight, spring it on them as a done deal." said one of the Union lawyers. He was clearly needling Krasney, egging him on.
"If it's not obvious to you, the element of surprise has been destroyed, thanks to the Iron Crowbar." said Krasney. "I'm backing off for now. We'll have to wait until tomorrow."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I collected Buddy after he spent two and a half hours with Amy. Teresa had talked to Amy and Buddy while I worked on my iPad tablet on the Naples murder case. Then it was time to go.
"She's getting worse, isn't she?" Teresa said as we walked into the parking lot. "She tries not to show it, but she is."
"I'm afraid so. She needs that transplant soon." I said as I carried Buddy to my SUV. Teresa was parked nearby. As we said our goodnights, I looked over at the entrance to the Hospital. Striking EMTs were posted there, on the sidewalk, having chosen that location as one of the places to publicly protest their treatment at the hands of the Fire Department, and the Council.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"THERE you are!" gasped Cindy as Jenna came in. It was nearly midnight.
"Hi." said Jenna. "I got your texts, but I was way too busy to reply. I'm sorry. You want a drink?"
Cindy was staring, unable to believe what she was seeing and hearing.
"Jenna." she finally said. "I am told that you slapped your boss, left the room, have been gone all day, I can't reach you, you don't reply to my texts, and now you just walk in like nothing has happened...." Jenna still said nothing, but she sat down on the sofa, on the opposite side from Cindy.
"Well," Cindy said, pretending to return to her reading, "it's a good thing I work for the Iron Crowbar. I'd be tearing my hair out of my head by now if he didn't tell me what you're doing."
"What does he think I'm doing?" Jenna asked, then caught herself. "Oh, never mind, I'm sure he did figure it out. And yes... the incident at the Courthouse is true. Krasney wanting to plead down is true. And tomorrow... I'm announcing that I am going to run against him for District Attorney..."
Part 14 - Battle of the Sexes
Tuesday, January 12th, 7:00am. You know what that means: Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! Channel Two News has learned that District Attorney Krasney's press conference, scheduled for 10:00am, has been postponed. Sources close to the D.A.'s office are telling Channel Two News that D.A. Krasney did not come to an agreement with lawyers representing the arrested Firefighters to reduce the charges against them in exchange for guilty pleas."
Bettina continued: "Meanwhile, a press conference has been called by Town & County Councilwoman Malinda Adams for 9:00am, to make an important announcement. Ms. Adams is an outspoken critic of D.A. Krasney for his generally tepid responses to crimes against women in the County."
"Also, a lawsuit was filed by the EMTs Union against the Council, asking a judge to enjoin the Council from firing the striking EMTs." said Bettina. "The lawsuit was denied in Superior Court, as Judge Harry "Spud" Nance said the Council was acting legally." Bettina went on. "An appeal to the Appellate Court was summarily dismissed. The Union is now filing in Federal Court, but so for the Court has not issued any ruling to prevent the Council from terminating the employment of the EMTs and disbanding the EMS as a County service."
"Also, don't miss my special report tonight." Bettina said. "The year before last, I brought you the story of Teresa Croyle, the Vice Lieutenant of the TCPD. We'll have a follow-up story, as well as the story of the orphan girl she has befriended, who needs a transplant to live."
All eyes in MCD were on the Vice Lieutenant when she walked in. "What?" she asked.
"Consorting with the Press, Lieutenant Croyle?" Cindy asked.
"If it'll get Amy a transplant, then not only yeah, but 'hell yeah!'." Teresa replied defiantly.
"Sounds like a plan." I said in support of my Vice Lieutenant. "I hope it works. And speaking of what works, Lieutenant Perlman, I hope you and your MCD Detectives have been working on the Naples murder."
"Your hopes are well met, and we have been working on it." said Tanya.
"We will find out." I said. "At eight thirty."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting in the main Conference Room was attended by Chief Moynahan, me, Captain Cindy Ross, Lt. Tanya Perlman, Detectives Theo Washington, Teddy Parker, David Krueger, and Data Gurus Myron and Mary Milton.
"Okay, Lt. Perlman," I said, putting her right on the spot, "tell me what you have. Don't delegate; you make the report." I think Tanya finally fully realized that I was still irritated at her not paying attention at the crime scene the day before.
"Sir," Tanya replied, "as you know, Jack Naples was the National NBESW Union president. He came down to facilitate the EMT strike; some say he pushed it onto them. He was 49 years old and from Washington, D.C. He had no friends here, and didn't exactly make any while he was here."
Tanya continued: "The autopsy shows he was killed by a very sharp, thin knife that cut through his spinal cord right below the base of the skull. The knife was then driven into his cerebellum from below. His drink cup was tested, and contained a barbiturate, which the M.E. says had begun working into his system."
"The last three people that were with him were Hans Logan, Wilbur James, and Jimmy Lawson, who were the liaisons between Naples and the EMTs. Well, more accurately, they were the local EMT Union reps. This is what we've gathered on them:
"Hans Logan is a full Paramedic, which is the same as a Police Sergeant or Fire Engineer. He is divorced, his wife leaving him after a couple of domestic disputes. The Police reports are attached to the workup of him in his file. He is considered to be a very good Paramedic, and has saved several lives at the scene of the trauma incidents, and is one of only two EMTs to be put in for any medals at all in the last two years."
"Wilbur James is fifty-three years old. He was a part-time EMT while he was in Law School here at the University. Upon getting his law degree, he began working as a Union rep for the EMTs, and has seen most of the Fire Department/EMT wars before and after the Merger."
"Jimmy Lawson served in Afghanistan as an Army medic. He had extensive training as a medic, including being able to perform things like tracheotomies in the field. His military record is clean, but after his enlistment he did not re-enlist, despite efforts to keep him. He was honorably discharged and came home to his wife. He's been an EMT for a little over a year, and he and his wife just had a baby a few weeks ago."
"So what were their attitudes towards the strike?" I asked. By now, my Detectives knew that I did not ask idle questions, nor questions idly. They tuned in.
"I had people interview a number of EMTs, as well as people on the scene." Tanya replied, finally impressing me with her initiative. "The consensus I get from the consolidated reports is that Hans Logan and Naples were like oil and water on the issue. Logan felt like Naples was using the situation and the EMTs for his own purposes and his own gains. Logan also was the primary person calling for a dialogue with the Council."
"Wilbur James apparently believed that the Council was inevitably going to destroy the EMTs. So he was cautious, but he was in favor of calling for a vote to strike, if not the actual strike itself. Some say Logan was more strongly pushing for it, so I get the idea that people's opinions are mixed on who wanted what."
"But one thing is for sure." Tanya continued. "Jimmy Lawson did not want the strike. He was very concerned the EMTs would be summarily terminated, so he wanted to take a less confrontational path that would not put the EMTs's jobs and existence on the line."
"Murder weapon not found yet?" I asked.
"No sir." Tanya said. "We're still working on warrants to search these three guys' cars. Wilbur James allowed a search, and nothing was found, but both Logan and Lawson asked that warrants be obtained first."
"Interesting." Cindy said. I knew what she was thinking.
"It is more strange to me that the lawyer of the bunch, Mr. James, would allow the search without a warrant." I said. "Even if he's innocent, he more than any of them knows he should make us work by the book. So, why don't we have warrants?"
"I don't know, sir." said Tanya. "Paulina put in for them yesterday afternoon, but Folsom is sitting on the requests, and we don't know why."
"Hmmm." I said, more to myself than anyone else. After a moment of thought, I said "Chief, do you think we have enough probable cause to search the cars while we wait for the warrants?" Several people at the table were surprised at my question; sadly, some were not.
"Noooooo," the Chief said with his peculiar inflection. "If you'd done it on the spot, you might have no admissibility problems. But if you do it now, especially with the warrants being asked for but not issued, that would probably be a case-killer."
"Yes sir, you're right." I said. "And the evidence is probably destroyed and the car cleaned out by now, so it's probably a moot point."
"So what's next?" asked the Chief.
"Interviews." I said. "Lt. Perlman, bring in Logan, James, and Lawson. To the Station."
I noticed Cindy glancing furtively at her watch. "Okay, everyone," I said, "who wants to watch the 9:00am announcement at City Hall?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, a group of women stepped up to the podium. They included ADA Jenna Stiles, Councilwoman Malinda Adams, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer (not in uniform), KXTC Managing Editor Bettina Wurtzburg, the president of the State Organization for Women (SOWs), and State Senator Katherine Woodburn.
In the audience were women brought on buses by the SOW, a large number of EMTs that had been asked to attend in uniform and make a presence, and a number of college students that Katherine Woodburn's political machine had arranged to attend. Some of them had signs with various political slogans. A few of those slogans cannot be repeated here.
It was Jenna Stiles that took the podium. "Thank you for coming. My name is Jenna Stiles, and I am an Assistant District Attorney for this Town & County. As you know, I was recently kidnapped and brutalized for hours before the Town & County Police Force made a daring raid to rescue me and my assistant. I will be forever grateful to the Police Force for putting their lives on the line for mine." The crowd applauded politely, not yet warmed up.
"You may also know that another young woman, who served this county as an Emergency Services Worker as well as a volunteer Nurse, was attacked and brutalized by two men who were employees of the Fire Department, and other men stopped others from helping the girl, and even tried to prevent the Police from doing their jobs in saving this girl's life and arresting the thugs that violated her."
Jenna continued: "We now know that District Attorney Gil Krasney was in negotiations as recently as last night to arrange plea bargains with these criminal monsters. I guess I should say 'alleged' criminal monsters, but the point is that District Attorney Krasney is bowing to political pressure to sweep these crimes under the rug on behalf of the Fire Department. I am disgusted that the District Attorney of this County would even consider such a thing. I do not believe Gil Krasney is fit to continue as District Attorney, and I urge him to step down immediately."
There was applause from the crowd, then Jenna said "Whether or not Mr. Krasney continues as District Attorney, I urge you to contact his office as well as the Town & County Council to express your anger at the callous way rape and the abuse of women is treated by District Attorney Krasney. And I intend to do more. I will stand with and stand for the women of this County, which is why I am now announcing that I am running against Gil Krasney for the office of District Attorney!" A very loud cheer followed.
"It is time to tell criminals that the violation of women in this County will not be tolerated!" Jenna yelled. "And it is time to tell the District Attorney that coddling rapists will not be tolerated by the women of this County, nor the men who love those women!" More applause. The crowd was getting heated up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, District Attorney Krasney appeared at a podium hastily set up inside a hallway of the Courthouse just outside his office. He stepped up to it.
"Good morning." he said. "I called this press conference to clear up some disinformation, and I hope you will report this as zealously as you've reported the disinformation. First, there are no plea deals offered for the alleged rapists. There are no negotiations presently occurring to reduce their charges."
"Second, we are in consultation with the Sheriff's Department and the Fire Department, to determine which of the lesser charges against other Firemen can be handled as an internal matter, and which should be handled judicially through the Court System."
"Third, A.D.A. Stiles has every right to run for the office of District Attorney. However, as a matter of County regulations, she is on leave of absence from the D.A.'s office while running against the incumbent D.A. that is also running. This is to prevent any conflicts of interest, and I refer you to the Town & County Council's Office for any questions regarding that policy."
"To conclude my remarks," said Krasney, "I wish to express my disappointment in the Press for reporting false information, and my disappointment that so many people chose to believe this false information and making rash statements before getting the facts. That especially includes high level Police Officers who have a brilliant record of solving difficult cases, but couldn't take the time to find out the real truth of this matter. Thank you for coming, I'll be taking no questions."
With that, he walked away from the podium as Security in suits held back the reporters as they shouted questions...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I take it that last bit was a shot at you, Mr. Crowbar." said Chief Moynahan as we sat in his office. Sheriff Allgood had come to visit after hearing the D.A.'s press conference.
"Sure." I said. "As was that really cheap shot at the Sheriff."
"You got that right." Daniel Allgood said. "We have not had any discussions with Krasney nor anyone else in his office about any of the Firefighters being disciplined administratively. Once Fire Marshal Singer referred it to the Inspector General, and therefore to us, any chance of that happening ceased."
"That was Krasney's gambit to drag the entire Public Service Department into the mud with him." I said. "He's trying to suggest that others are amenable to administrative discipline. Are you going to have a press conference and shoot him down?"
"That's why I'm here now." said Daniel. "To consult with you, and then with the Town & County Attorney's Office, that handles these things for us. I take it you want these charges to be pressed, all the way?"
"At this point, we're boxed in and have to do it." I said. "My original plan was to drop the charges against Superintendent Harris, let the guy Cindy beat up plead out to administrative discipline, let the two guys who beat up the EMTs plead down but still do time, and then throw the book and the kitchen sink at the rapists. But now... Krasney is going to be fighting for his political life, and he's forced our hand as well."
"You'll never believe this," Daniel said, "but Krasney still wants to severely reduce charges against all but the rapists, even the guys that beat up the EMTs, and let them have probation in exchange for guilty pleas to misdemeanor offenses."
"Is he nuts?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"That's a debatable point." I said. "But a debate for later. What it shows us, Chief, is that Krasney is still being pressured hard to put out these fires in a way beneficial to the Fire Department. Am I the only one smelling sleaze and corruption, here?"
I was not.
Part 15 - Interviews
We call them "ABC' days... days when all three of our lettered Interrogation Rooms are used. These are the rooms that lead to the outside and are used for witnesses and not-yet-arrested people.
I stepped into Interrogation-Charlie with Theo Washington. Hans Logan and was with a Union-furnished lawyer.
"Paramedic Logan," I said, "For our protection and the preservation of your rights, I am going to read you your rights." I did so from the card. Logan affirmed his understanding, and said he reserved the right to invoke his 5th Amendment rights at any time.
"Okay, you say you left Mr. Naples, Mr. James and Mr. Lawson to go to lunch, is that correct?"
"I think Lawson had already left the room." said Logan. "But yes, I left and met up with others to go to lunch." He gave two other names, saying he was in sight of at least one of them until they got back, by which time Naples was already found dead.
"Okay." I said. "Just a couple of other questions----"
"My client has already provided an alibi for his whereabouts." said the lawyer. "It should not be necessary to ask him any further questions."
I just looked at the legal beagle. "Counselor, I would be shocked if you were not aware that I'm not asking these questions solely to determine Mr. Logan's guilt or innocence, but to provide information that might lead to who else might have committed this crime. Now Mr. Logan, I do understand that you and Mr. Naples were at odds over calling the strike, is that not so?"
"Not quite." said Logan. "Let me explain fully: I did not like what Mr. Naples was doing regarding pressuring us to go on strike. I did not feel his motives included our best interests. To that end, I was definitely skeptical of him and cautious to rush into anything he suggested. But that does not mean I was at odds over calling the strike. I was in favor of it, as were many of my colleagues. But I wanted to try dialogue first, and at least show our side's willingness to negotiate in good faith. The Town & County Council showed bad faith in summarily refusing to even talk with us, even after one of their County employees was violently raped."



"I see." I said. "Okay, you are a skilled EMT; indeed, you are a full paramedic, is that not so?"
"That is correct."
"Are you aware of how Mr. Naples was murdered?" I asked, my eyes boring into his.
"Uh, I heard he was stabbed, but I have no details." said Logan.
"Then I will give you some." I said. "Mr Naples was stabbed in the back of the neck, in a way that an expert at human physiology would know would cut his spinal cord and kill him. You would have that kind of knowledge, wouldn't you, Mr. Logan?"
The lawyer immediately pulled Logan towards him, and began whispering in his ear. Then the lawyer said to us: "Your question is a leading one, and an insinuation. I am advising my client to not answer it at all. Furthermore, unless you are going to arrest my client, I am concluding this interview and demand we be let out of here immediately."
"Okay." I said shortly. I then looked at Logan. "Mr. Logan, you are not under arrest, at least not yet. However, you are a 'person of interest' in this case, and your rights have already been read to you vis-a-vis that designation. Do not leave the County, Mr. Logan. If you do, we will ask the Federal Marshals to find and arrest you, and you will be detained as a fugitive fleeing from the jurisdiction. Is that clear?" Logan looked discomfited and angry, but said he understood.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I then went to Interrogation-Bravo, where Mr. Wilbur James was sitting. Alone.
"Mr. James," I said, "I will read you your rights." I did so from the card, and he affirmed he understood. Then I said "I understand you are a lawyer, Mr. James, but you may have, and I advise you to have, separate counsel to represent you. Do you want to obtain such representation?"
"No, I'll represent myself." said James.
"Very well." I said, having stuffed one legal loophole. "So I understand you left Mr. Naples, Mr. Logan, and Mr. Lawson when you went to lunch, is that right?"
"Partly." said Mr. James. "Mr. Lawson was not in the room; I believe he went to the restroom. Mr. Logan left just ahead of me."
"How much ahead of you?" I asked.
"I mean I could see the stitches on the back of his suit coat, and those of his two friends." said James.
"Were you with someone else the entire time you were at lunch?" I asked.
"I can't say that I was." said James. "I followed Mr. Logan and his friends out the door. They were going to a bistro, so I went to City Hall to take care of some legal and paperwork issues concerning the strike. I was in the City Attorney's office most of the hour, talking with one or more persons the entire time, then I walked back. Others had found Mr. Naples dead by that time."
"How long did it take you to walk to City Hall?" I asked. Mr. James replied that it was about ten minutes, as he did not walk swiftly. Getting back was about six or seven minutes, as he walked more quickly then.
"Mr. James, you were an EMT in your younger days, is that right?"
"Yes, I worked with the University Hospital's ambulance service while I was a law student, which paid my way through school. I was then with the County EMTs, but soon found that being a Union lawyer was much more my calling."
"Were you ever in the military, or had any kind of para-military medic training?" I asked.
"No, nothing like that." said James.
"Do you know how Mr. Naples was killed?" I asked.
"Yes." said James. "I've seen the autopsy report."
"What?!" I asked, astonished. "How? I only saw it this morning."
Wilbur James smiled. "You saw the raw report, straight from the Medical Examiner, and first thing in the morning, I would bet. I saw the official report, signed off on by the Coroner a few hours ago. The Union filed an Open Records Act for it, which we're able to do for portions of it under the law, and the Coroner readily complied."
"O-kay." I said, not really happy about that, but unable to do anything at the moment. "So, what other Unions have you represented as a lawyer?" I asked.
"For a while I represented the SEIU in the City." said Mr. James. "But after a few years, I saw what that Union really was: a front for activists and anarchists. So I dropped them and concentrated on the labor unions: the IBEW was my biggest portfolio for a long time. But I've always served the EMTs here, and they've needed all the help they could get with the headwinds they were facing. I've never seen such hatred for public service workers as the Fire Department and the Town & County Council showed for these EMTs."
"Why is that?" I asked out of curiosity. "I'm admittedly a newcomer to this County, and I don't understand it."
"I don't have that answer for you, Commander." said Wilbur James. "But I can tell you this: the truth of it is as easy as the answer to almost any other unexplained political matter: follow the money. Just follow the money, and somewhere down that path you will find the true answer."
I gave him the boilerplate about not leaving Town, and had a Patrol Officer escort him out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into Interrogation-Alpha with Theo. Inside was EMT Jimmy Lawson. His hair was almost the same color as mine. He was slender, almost slight, and a bit nerdish looking. He also had a Union-supplied lawyer, but this lawyer looked bored and disinterested in what was going on around him.
"Okay, Mr. Lawson," I said, "I will read you your rights at this time." I did so, and Lawson said he understood. Surprisingly, the lawyer did not advise Lawson about the nuances of his rights, so I said "Mr. Lawson, we will appreciate your cooperation in answering our questions, but you may invoke the Fifth at any time. Once you do, any waiving of those rights means they cannot be re-invoked." The lawyer seemed faintly shocked that I was being so helpful to his client. And I began wondering if he was intentionally not serving his client. Were they going to set up Lawson to take the fall? I wondered.
"Okay, Mr. Lawson," I said. "You were in the military as a medic, is that right?"
"Yes sir, I was part of a MASH unit, one of the bigger-bed hospitals." Lawson said. "I went out to help transport the wounded back to the hospitals."
"You were not assigned to any combat troops as a medic?" I asked.
"No sir." said Lawson. "I had an Expert Medical Badge, but my assignments didn't allow me to qualify for a Combat Medical Badge."
"I see." I said. "Still, you must've seen some harrowing things over there. Afghanistan, wasn't it? So you had to learn how to take care of yourself, is that right?"
"Iraq at first, then Afghanistan, sir." said Lawson. "And yes, we were trained and prepared for just about anything. We never knew if terrorists would attack our field hospital, or attack our medical convoys."
"Would you say your medical training was of a high quality?" I asked.
"Yes sir, it was." said Lawson. "It's helped me to be a good EMT, and I was trying to get to Paramedic ahead of time, but the Fire Department brass caught that and began holding me back."
"So you must be pretty pissed at the Fire Department?" I asked, looking steadily at Lawson.
"I'm not happy about it, but it's the System." said Lawson. "You really can't fight the System. I never could get put in a place to get my CMB, either. So I was just looking for a job somewhere else."
"So Mr. Lawson," I said in my folksiest manner, "I am hearing from some others that you were not really in favor of the strike. Why not? Especially as the Fire Department was holding you back."
At this point, the lawyer should've said something. My question was presumptive, suggesting Lawson was against the strike as if it were fact. But the lawyer remained silent, passive, and bored. Lawson was practically left on his own.
"Uh, it's not that I was against the strike." said Lawson. "But I knew that going on strike without really laying groundwork, getting the public on our side, would simply mean us being out of our jobs, which I guess is going to happen tonight."
"Mr. Lawson," I asked, "who do you think would want to kill Mr. Naples, and why?"
"Uh, I have no idea, sir." said Lawson. I again noted his lawyer had let my question go unchallenged. "I don't think anyone liked him, but why they'd want to kill him, I'm not sure."
"Okay, one more question." I said. "By all accounts, you were the last person in the room with Naples before he was found dead. Is that so?"
"Uh..." said Lawson. "I don't know. I went to the restroom just as everyone was breaking for lunch. When I came out, the room was empty. I figured Mr. Naples had gone to lunch or was in the other restroom. So I left and went home to see my wife and baby. When I got back, a couple of people had just found Naples. He was dead. I called the Police, and other people started coming back in from lunch."
"All right, then." I said. "By the way, you need to stay in Town, as you are a person of interest in this case. Should you need to leave town, you need to let the Police Department know first. Thank you for your time." I had an Officer escort him and his worthless piece of crap lawyer out of the building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once the interviews were over, I did something I don't often do: I went into MCD to talk to Tanya and Theo about the case in an off-the-cuff manner.
"So, who did it?" I asked. "Theo?"
"Sir, we're not there yet." Theo replied. "From the interviews, I can make cases for and against Logan and Lawson. I'm inclined to think Mr. James is not involved, though."
"Why is that?"
Theo replied "I think either EMT or Paramedic, Logan or Lawson, could have the knowledge to kill like the perp did. Mr. James, not so much. Second, he's physically less fit that the other two younger men. Third, Logan and Naples were at odds, that could be motive, but Logan may have the best alibi of the three. Lawson might have means and opportunity; he was apparently the last to leave the building, and may or may not have been alone with Naples. But, and this applies to all of them, I'm not seeing where this murder benefits any of them, especially a guy with a wife and baby to take care of."
"Very true. That's very true." I said. "But we cannot count out Mr. James just yet. Lt. Perlman, what say you?"
"Theo was bringing me up to speed on the interviews," Tanya said, "and we've been talking about it. I agree with what Theo just said."
"So, what's your plan of action?" I asked.
Theo said "I don't know if this is the correct action, but I thought I would work on Logan's alibi. It could be that his friends were in on it with him, and they came back around and killed him. So I was going to go to the restaurant he said they went to, ask around to see if anyone remembers him being there. If they do, we can at least back-burner him and look into the other two more closely."
"That's a good idea." I said. "What else?"
"What Myron is doing now, sir." said Tanya. "He's getting background data on them, financial data, all that stuff. We'll see if anything pops out and go from there." I nodded, and after a pause she asked "Sir, what do you think of the case?"
"I will withhold judgement until the data comes in, and Theo checks out Logan's alibi." I said.
Part 16 - Television Specials and Ringing Endorsements
Cindy took a long lunch, not getting back until 3:00pm. I was good with that, having given her permission, and I knew well the reason: to do the closing paperwork to buy out Melina's half of ownership of Town Fitness Centers.
When she got back, she came to my office. "I see you kept the Police Force from going on strike while I was gone." she teased after I had her sit down in one of the comfortable 'hot seat' chairs. "So, what's up, sir?"
"Detective Washington is confirming Hans Logan's alibi." I said. "Once that's done, we may be able to move quickly on this case."
"You know who did it?" Cindy asked, surprised.
"It's easy enough." I said. "You tell me, Crowbar 2. You were watching the interviews in the anterooms. You were at the crime scene, saw what I saw, and you've read the reports."
"The problem for me is reasonable doubt." Cindy said. "I can make a case for any of them, and then I can pretty much knock the case down for any of them. We're going to need something solid to get a conviction."
"A conviction... yeah." I said. Cindy did not fail to notice that I was going into a reverie. She waited me out.
"So," I finally said. "Who was your lawyer for the gym closing?"
"Virginia Madison, of Dewey, Burnham & Winn." Cindy said. "It was pretty straightforward. I've added Melina's taxes to the sale, so that she does not lose on that. It being this year means I don't have to pay taxes on the sale, and all but two percent of her shares, or 48% of the total, are in an escrow to sell to someone else in the next two months so that my LLC doesn't get hit with a huge tax bill next year. All cut-and-dried, and you probably heard a ton of this from your father while you were growing up."
"As a matter of fact," I said, "I did. By the way, have you heard from your parents since they left for home, for Canada?"
"No, Molly talked to our mom." Cindy said. "It's hockey season, and that's apparently all that is going on up there. My dad asked Molly about Amy and Buddy, and she told them the current situation. Why?"
"Oh... I was just wondering, since you've made so much progress with them." I said. "What about Jenna?"
"She's pissed that I was not on the stage with her when she announced." Cindy said. She then paused and said, reflectively, "I don't know, maybe I should've been there. I thought it might be inappropriate, with me being a Police Captain and all."
"You definitely can't do anything for her campaign while in uniform." I said. "So make sure to be in civilian clothes if you so much as enter her campaign headquarters, for any reason."
"You know me, Don, I'm a political atheist." said Cindy. "Jenna's always wanted me to get more involved in lesbian issues, but I'm not like that. I just want to be a Police Officer. Is that so wrong?"
I chuckled. "Not for me. But it must be tough for you. These are not easy questions. Help your fiancée in a highly politically charged situation at risk to your political future, or stay out of the fracas, do your job, and piss off the woman you love."
"My political future?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, you bet." I said. "Even in a small Town like this, Police Captain is a political position. You are not just a Patrol Officer on the street, no offense to them. And yes, my ass is even higher up the flagpole than yours, but I of course just do not care, as T-Square is so fond of saying." Cindy laughed.
"So," I said, "are you going to watch the Bettina special tonight with Teresa and Amy? She's already told me she'll be at the Hospital."
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "Where are you going to be?"
"At home. Mountain Nest." I said. "I'll take Buddy to visit Amy, but I'll bring him home before the show starts."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said Bettina from the anchor desk at 8:00pm, still Tuesday, January 12th. "Tonight, my special report will be a follow-up on Town & County Police Lieutenant Teresa Croyle."
Bettina recapped the previous special, then said "Since returning to the TCPD, Lieutenant Croyle has led the Vice Squad to some tough victories in the War on Drugs. Her superiors credit her as a major factor in stopping a diamond smuggling ring in the County, and after a year-long operation, her team took down Viscotti Cabs for their drug smuggling operations.
"That was quickly followed up by the takedown of the Beanstalk Gang, a well-established and feared drug gang. She endured gunfire while leading the raid that captured many of the gang as well as the biggest haul of drugs since Sergei Molotov was raided and run out of Town by the now-famous Iron Crowbar."
Bettina then brought out the shield that I had brought out at the press conference before: "This police shield was used by the lead SWAT Officer on the raid to rescue the kidnapped ADA Jenna Stiles. As you can see, it was directly hit by machine gun fire several times. What has not been publicly told, until now, is that besides the SWAT Officer holding this shield, Lt. Croyle was behind it, leading the charge, firing at the perpetrators. Actions like these were certainly a contributing factor to Lieutenant Croyle being inducted into the Police Honorary Society, the Orange Order, in early December." The tape showed Teresa saying that she'd never expected the Orange Order honor because of her past, and she was totally surprised by it.
Then Bettina continued: "But Teresa's personal life also has changed. In the previous show, we told of her sister Alexis's death one Christmas Eve years ago. Since then, Teresa's father became grievously ill, and she reached his deathbed just in time before he passed away. What she had never known, and only learned then, was that her father was a decorated hero of the Viet Nam War." The tape showed Teresa saying that she was glad her father got the military funeral that he deserved, and his coffin's flag, in it's triangular display box in Teresa's office, was shown close up to the viewers of the show.
"And that's not all." said Bettina. "This past Christmas Eve, Lt. Croyle found a runaway orphan named Amy, who was caring for her dog Buddy." One of my Christmas pictures of Amy, Buddy, and Teresa was shown. "Teresa and her Police colleagues took Amy and Buddy into their family for Christmas. But the news is not all good. Commander Troy's wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, who is on Staff at University Hospital, discovered that Amy is very ill... and will need a very rare liver transplant to survive. Celebrated cardiologist Dr. Richard Searles says he is ready to perform the potentially complicated operation just as soon as a suitable organ can be found."
On screen now was a picture of Teresa and Amy at the hospital, with Buddy the adorable Cocker Spaniel sitting next to Amy. Bettina continued: "Teresa Croyle applied for and was granted temporary guardianship of Amy, and the process continues to make that permanent, and she has found a new sister on the day her older sister was taken from her by a drunk driver. But it will take a post-Christmas miracle to get Amy the transplant she needs, and they ask that you keep Amy in your prayers. By the way, Buddy is being cared for by friends."
Bettina then closed up with a change of subject: "In closing tonight, I want to say something to you, the viewers, that I have never discussed before, but needs to be brought out. Recently, a young woman, working as an EMT to help others, was brutally raped by two Firemen. In addition to Lt. Croyle and her fellow officers saving ADA Stiles, who endured hours of being raped and beaten, the Police acted swiftly to save the woman's life and arrest the thugs that violated her.
"What I have not said before is that a few years ago, I was also attacked and sexually assaulted, and brutally beaten as well, in a effort to stop my reporting. In all of these cases, the efforts of the Police Force are to be lauded. But District Attorney Gil Krasney's actions and tepid responses to crimes against women are inexcusable. KXTC has confirmed that he was negotiating to let these 'alleged' rapists go free on much lesser charges, and these negotiations only stopped when they were revealed to the Public.
"As Managing Editor of KXTC, and on behalf of the Board and ownership of KXTC," declared Bettina, "I am authorized to endorse Jenna Stiles for District Attorney, in the hope that Gil Krasney will be defeated. Only when he is defeated will the women of this Town and County know that the District Attorney's Office has their interest at hearts instead of the political convenience of others. This is Bettina Wurtzburg, saying goodnight."



Part 17 - Progress and Hope
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said Bettina at 7:00am, Thursday, January 14th. "The outpouring for support for young Amy Croyle has been tremendous! People from across the State and even the Nation have called in, asking how they can help. Amy's name was elevated on the national organ donation list, in the hopes that the very rare match she needs can be found before it is too late."
A video came on, showing Amy, Buddy, and a visitor at the Hospital: "Yesterday, the famous rapper T-Square visited Amy and her dog Buddy in the Hospital. Amy is a fan of T-Square, and said she was very excited to be visited by the world-renowned rapper."
"Meanwhile, the first Public Policy Polling has come out since Jenna Stiles announced her candidacy for District Attorney, and D.A. Krasney as a four point lead, almost within the margin of error. As to the continuing EMT strike, only 25% of respondents support the striking EMTs. Ten percent have no opinion, and 65% say they either support the Fire Department's side or simply don't care. Over 75% of respondents do say that their County taxes should not go up to pay for a private ambulance service."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I were in my office just before 8:00am, preparing for the 'Angels' meeting, when our Catholic Chaplain, Father Romano, came to my office. I offered him some coffee, which he gratefully accepted.
"I just wanted to tell you," he said happily, "that last night young Amy professed faith in Christ and received the Sacraments. We also prayed for success in finding her a transplant, and she insisted on praying for Buddy, as well."
"I also believe the Lord loves dogs, Father." I said. "But I perceive that there is something else you came to tell us?"
"I've been told that not much gets by you, Commander," said the good Father, "and I can see that's true. Amy told me an enlightening but... difficult story last night. She said she was no longer afraid to die, not just because she had accepted Christ, but... well, she said that she thought she would be buried in an unmarked grave, with no one knowing her name. But now, she said, she has a name for her tombstone, since Lt. Croyle has 'adopted' her. Lt. Croyle was there, and told her that she expected a transplant organ to come, and that tombstones could wait. For myself, I... was not sure what to say about that."
I just nodded, understanding. Cindy asked to be excused for a moment, and left the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I got a piece of news, as Detective David Krueger, Supervisor Myron Milton, and Master Technician Mary Mahoney Milton came to my office. I fought the urge to call them the 'Three Musketeers'.
"Sir," said Krueger, "a money transfer went through Vauxhall Holdings last night. Rather major amount: $200,000 came in, essentially laundered through several banks on the East Coast. The money then went out in two directions, being laundered again. But we were able to trace one of the two paths to a little distribution and delivery company called 'Moschel and Stein, LLC'."
Mary took it up: "There's not much on them, but the only officer on the State incorporation filing is one 'Steven Moschel'. Here's his DMV picture." I took the file folder, seeing the photo of a youngish man with very curly black hair. Mary continued: "He's 5'9" tall, pretty lean. Has a few hundred on his credit cards now and again, pays them off. But he also has offshore bank accounts, and it looks like his business routed a good bit of this money to them."
"Can you get the information on the offshore account?" I asked.
"It'll take a bit of time." said Krueger. "We'll need Jack Muscone's FBI team to work with us on that."
"Which they'll do, as soon as you tell them about this." I said. "Okay guys, great work. Keep monitoring, and as usual, not a word about this." Everyone agreed. I dismissed them. David and Mary got up and left. Myron remained seated.
"I take it you need to talk to me about something?" I asked. I took out the bug-killer, in case I.A. was listening in, and activated it.
"Yes sir." said Myron. "And it may be something big."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I think we've got it!" said Dr. Richard Searles. It was 9:30pm, and Laura and I had brought Buddy to see Amy. Teresa was there, of course. Dr. Searles had practically knocked the door down.
"Let's go into the hallway." Laura said. She and I went out with Dr. Searles.
"City University Hospital has a woman that is dying." said Dr. Searles. "She's expected to die within about 24 hours. As you can see from this report, her liver may be 'close enough'."
"Have you put in the claim?" Laura asked.
 "You bet." said Dr. Searles. "Several of her organs have been asked for, but Amy's top of the list for the liver. Only one other claim was made, and that's not an exact match either. We've already been told we'll get it."
"Should we tell Amy?" I asked.
"We need to tell her that it's possible, and that things will go fast if it happens. She'll have to be prepped for surgery, we'll have to get ready because that organ will be here very fast once the woman dies."
"Is there anything I can do to help?" I asked. "Transportation, etc.?"
"No, it has to go through an accredited delivery service." said Dr. Searles. "Don't worry, that's all been arranged, and is routine for all our hospitals for organs going in or out."
"Okay," I said, looking at Laura. "I'm going to allow myself to feel some hope. How about you?"
"It's not a perfect match, but it might save her." Laura said. "It'll definitely give us time to find a better match..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, my lovely Sinon." he said as the lovely Sinon came into his private study. "Would you care for a drink?"
"Thank you, but not tonight." she said. "I have hours of work ahead of me. I came here because a very urgent situation has developed."
"Yes, I know." he said. "The liver for donation has been claimed for that orphan girl at University Hospital."
"She's a national story now, too." she said. "I guess we'll let this one go?"
"Are you kidding?" he snarled. "That little waif getting sympathy for caring for a filthy dog? That simply disgusts me. But think no more of it, my dear. And by the way, we may be near getting Robert Brownlee the heart he needs."
"It'll be the first time that bastard has ever had a heart." she said. "And what he really needs is brains."
"And a pair of balls." he said, making her giggle. "So what will have your attention for the next few hours?"
"The Police." she said. "The three Mouseketeers, Krueger and the Miltons, are working on something hot. I'm going to have to try to invade their systems and find out what it is. Thankfully, everyone is distracted by the exploding politics of the Fire Department and the D.A.'s Office."
"Yes, that." he said. "Between all this, my plans are indeed being hampered. I shall have to take swift action to rectify these problems. By all means, do let me know what you find in your hacking efforts. Are you sure you don't care for a drink?"
"No, thank you." she said. "But after all this settles down, I'll take you up on that... and have a long, hard night with my boy-toy stud. Would you like to watch, as you often do?"
Part 18 - Victory and Failure
"War is hell!" ---- General William Tecumseh Sherman
Friday, January 15th. The ROTC Cadets made a point to start their Winter P.T. by trying to run the Town & County Police Commander into the ground. But they did not run me into the ground. Even after a grueling hour of work with Sergeant Tate, I kept up with them.
After the run, I addressed them. "Ladies and gentlemen, I am honored that I am able to work out with you. Your commitment to our Armed Forces is something I am very grateful for. Having said that, and having been there myself, there is something you need to know."
"I was never in military combat in the Army," I said, "but I've been in situations close to it with the Police Force. And I can tell you what my ROTC Instructor, who was a Green Beret in Viet Nam, told me and my ROTC class: there is nothing on this earth as hard, as physically strenuous and mentally taxing, as combat. There is nothing else on earth that can prepare you, except for the training you are doing every morning, and even it is not enough when the balloon goes up and the shit hits the fan."
"There is no silver medal in war, ladies and gentlemen." I told my very attentive audience. "If you lose in war, you lose everything. And I mean everything. Your conquerers will take your possessions, your families, your spouses and your children. They will rape your wives and daughters in front of you because they won and you lost. The Freedom we enjoy today... will be gone if you lose. Period. No silver medal. So remember that every time you do your pushups, every time you run around this campus, every note you take in class. It is not 'win or go home', it is not 'win or lose'. It is 'win'. Period."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
South Vietnam. Somewhere west of Saigon.
"All right, guys, get these god-damned helicopters ready to go!" yelled the Captain, the shoulder patch of the 173d Airborne Brigade standing out against the olive drab of his uniform. "There is no telling when we're going to have to jump to go fuck up Charlie!" Men scrambled.
"Cordell!" the Captain yelled at the Corpsman, who came up and saluted. The Captain returned the salute and then said "You got all your medical stuff ready to go on ten second's notice?"
"Yes sir!" said Cordell as the stood in front of a sandbagged building that served as the terminal for the line of choppers. "Sir, do you think an attack is imminent? The TV is full of chatter about peace talks in Paris."
"I don't care about that shit." said the Captain. "I don't know if we're going to be attacked, but there's chatter going on in our own intel room, and they won't tell me about it. Besides, we have a job to do here, until they tell us we can go home. Besides, Cordell, you're the cynical one."
"Yes sir." said Cordell. "I'm just wondering what's going to happen to these people, the Vietnamese people, when we leave. I don't trust the NVA not to cross the line and invade once we're gone. And they'll show no mercy. They're going to kill a lot of people, brutalize the women in front of their children. And then... well, it'll be oppressive under the Communists."
"Well, Cordell, we can't do a damn thing about that. All we can do is our job right here, right now. Besides, Cordell, those so-called peace talks are a sham. They're making too much money to pull out now. But you and I will be home by Christmas."
"I hope so, sir. I hope so..."
To be continued.



        Hampered in His Plans Ch. 04

        The Consultant unleashes his worst act yet upon the Team.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/hampered-in-his-plans-ch-04

Title: Hampered in His Plans Ch. 04

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Non-Erotic

Description: The Consultant unleashes his worst act yet upon the Team.

Tags: mystery, crime drama, police drama, dark side

Series: Hampered in His Plans


The chronological order of my stories is now listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
*****
Part 19 - Forewarning
"Oh, Commannnderrrrr..."
"Get out of my dream, Angela."
It was 2:30am, early Friday morning, January 15th.
"Oh, Commander," chided Angela Harlan. In my dream she was in black and white, under a cone of light, naked but for her high heel black pumps, her raven black hair cascading behind her. "Your day is coming, your day is coming."
"What day?" I asked in my dream.
"Oh, your day to join the Dark Side, my beloved Iron Crowbar." Angela whispered, her voice sounding as if it were very near me. "Don't you want to know why I went bad, Don?"
"I already know." I said.
"You don't know shit." Angela said, then began pacing in front of me. I was sitting on some chair, not restrained, but seemingly unable to move. "But you're about to find out. You are about to face the same choice I had to make. The Dark Side is coming, Don. Will you go into the Darkness, into the Deepness?"
"No!" I shouted. I looked around. I was sitting up in bed, having waked up and violently thrown the covers off me. That had awakened Laura.
"Don?" she asked. "Don, are you all right?"
"Yeah... yeah, I'm fine. I just had a... weird dream. Go back to sleep."
"Come, lie back down." she said. But I was getting up.
"I'm going to go get something to drink." I said. "I'll be right back." With that, I went downstairs to the kitchen. There was some orange juice in the refrigerator and I poured some of that. I might have added a touch of vodka, as well.
I downed my drink, following it with a glass of water. Then I went back upstairs. I checked on the kids, who were peacefully sleeping. But two dogs were looking up at me.
Bowser was in his basket at the foot of Carole's bed, which had rails on the side to keep her from falling out. Buddy was in a basket under Jim's crib, which he'd taken to from the get-go.
I sat down on the floor, and both dogs came up to me. I would make a point of giving them equal time, so I was petting Buddy with my left hand and Bowser with my right hand. "You guys guarding the kids?" I asked. They didn't respond, but let me keep petting them for a while. Perhaps they sensed my feeling of foreboding, partly due to the nightmare dream with the Black Widow, partly due to her words of forewarning... but also because of something more, as if a House of Cards was about to fall on my head...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely MILF redheaded reporterette at 7:00am on the same Friday, January 15th. "Channel Two News has learned that there is a possible, let me say that again: possible transplant organ that could become available for young orphan Amy Croyle. This is contingent upon a terminally ill person passing away, and University Hospital and Dr. Richard Searles are prepared if and when the organ arrives."
"In other news," said Bettina, "the EMT strike remains peaceful, but the Town & County Council has asked the Police Department to clear the EMTs, saying that they have no lawful authority to be on strike, and their presence is a danger to the Community. However, Sheriff Daniel Allgood and Police Chief Sean Moynahan issued a joint statement that as long as the EMTs remain peaceful and no one is put in immediate danger by their actions, they will not be molested by the Police. Asked for a statement, Commander Donald Troy stated that the EMTs have a Constitutional First Amendment right to Peaceably Assemble, and as long as it remains peaceful, he has no reason to bother them."
Bettina said "When asked if they would open a dialogue with the striking EMTs, a spokesman for the Council has stated that the EMS service no longer exists, that the former EMTs have no jobs to return to, and they are disqualified from any County Government job. The Council considers the matter closed, except for seeking legal action to force the former EMTs to disband."
Bettina had more: "Meanwhile, the Police responded to a KXTC inquiry into the murder case of NBESW president Jack Naples, and the Police response was that they continue to actively investigate the case, but do not yet have sufficient evidence to serve an arrest warrant. However, Commander Troy did say that there is plenty of evidence to bring the arrested Firemen to trial in the rape and assault cases.
Bettina added: "There has been surprisingly little national interest in the story of a national Union president being murdered. Some experts suggest the NBESW is not a very influential Union, nor one with much clout, while other experts suggest that this an example of Unions losing their influence overall. However, sources close to this situation suggest that it is the relatively hopeless situation of the local EMS as the reason for the lack of national interest in this story."
Who are these 'experts'? I once again asked myself as I listened to Bettina's broadcast...
"And in the continuing saga of the District Attorney's office, D.A. Krasney has moved to bring the Fire Department rape case forward." said Bettina. "This occurred after both the State and Federal Departments of Justice began an inquiry into the matter. The Fire Department Union will continue to provide legal representation to their Firemen, and D.A. Krasney named A.D.A. Paulina Patterson as the lead prosecutor for all the Fire Department cases. She and Commander Troy have brought many cases to a successful conclusion with guilty pleas before trial, and these cases may be soon brought to an end."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander," said Detective Martin Nash as he entered my office, with Lt. Perlman right behind him. "I did a routine check through the FBI of any issues with Jimmy Lawson's medical unit. At the time he shipped out, a couple of long scalpels were reported as missing. It is not totally uncommon for items to disappear here and there, but they actually made a full investigation and report about it."
"Long scalpel." I said.
"Yes sir," said Nash, "I also checked with the Medical Examiner, and she said that type of long scalpel would definitely fit the profile of the murder weapon."
"Looks like this is enough probable cause to get a warrant to search Lawson's home and car." I said. "Get with Paulina and make it happen."
"Better call Ted Mason." said a voice, which belonged to the gorgeous black ADA. Paulina came on into the office. "Commander, you and I have appointments at County Jail. The lawyers for the TCFD perps say they're ready to get this done. But I suspect they'll need to have you in front of them to put the true Fear of God and Crowbars into them."
"Okay, Perlman," I said, "Get with ADA Mason, secure the warrant, and let me know what your guys find. Good work on that, Nash. Keep this up, and the FBI will probably steal you from us."
"Not if I can help it." Tanya said with her cherubic grin. Nash was silent, and looked a little uncomfortable.
Part 20 - Resolution
The two firefighters accused of rape were brought to the County Jail's Interrogation Room 1. Yes, '1'. They'd finally renovated two more rooms into Interrogation Rooms, so I and Third Precinct now had three secure and videocamera-covered rooms to work with. Happy happy, joy joy, I thought to myself.
The firefighters were in orange County Jail jump suits, and had been held in a separate detention cell to prevent them from being attacked by other inmates. They had never been very exceptional firefighters, from the reports I read, and now they were haggard and looked beaten.
Their lawyers, despite any talk of amicable conclusions, were still going to press for everything they could. But they might have known to not fuck with me, and that I was their last hope of any pre-trial conclusion.
"All right, guys," I said, "you're going to do hard time, no matter what. We can make this a bit easier on you, or make it very very hard."
"Commander," said one of the lawyers, an older man with white hair on both sides of his hair, and glasses on his beakish nose, "Why should my clients capitulate, when the video was illegally obtained, and their arrest unlawful?"
"Are you really going to waste my immensely valuable time this way?" I shot back, keeping my voice as calm as I could. "First, the victim has picked these two men out of a hundred photographs. She will also be able to pick them out of a lineup. Second, the semen samples recovered from the victim, as well as skin from under her fingernails, has 99.9999% DNA matches to your clients sitting here before me. Third, the video evidence was very much lawfully obtained, and it's clear. Do I even neeeed to say 'Lets watch some TV.'? You're clients are done, Counselor."
"Let's make a deal, then." said one of the firefighters, overruling his lawyer's attempts to make him stop talking. "What's the best we can do?"
Paulina said "Let me first make you understand what happens if you take this to trial, and you're convicted. And let's be honest, guys, with this DNA evidence alone, you are going down. You're looking at 25-to-Life, especially if I tack on aggravating circumstances, which is very possible here. Basically it's the rest of your lives. But if you plead guilty, the judges around here would very likely give 20 years each, with some possibility of parole. That's not too likely, as you face other charges, but I might can swing concurrent sentences instead of consecutive ones."
"Protective custody?" the other fireman asked.
"No doubt about that anyway." I said. "I've already labeled you 'keepaways', and that'll follow you to State Prison. You'll probably get a transfer to Supermax."
"How long before parole?" asked the first firefighter.
"There's no guarantee of it." Paulina said. "I intend to wrap this whole thing into one ball and put it on the Judge's desk. Your most likely scenario is 20 years, straight up."
"It beats the hell out of life without parole, which you could conceivably get if you go to trial."
"We need to confer with our clients." said one of the lawyers.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What about the rest of them?" I asked Paulina as we waited in the anteroom.
"From what I'm hearing," Paulina said, "the guys holding the EMTs while the third was beating his face want to hold out. They're going to say the EMT was attacking their fellow firefighters, and they were just restraining him, and the Police got the wrong idea when they drove up."
"Like we didn't get camera coverage of it?" I said. "We did, you know. Pretty clear pictures, too."
"They think they can get that tossed." said Paulina. "Or at least their lawyers do. Anyway, the guy who was punching the EMTs might be a bit more reasonable; he knows he's in deep shit.
"Tell you what, let me take the lead on it." I said. I told her what I would do, and being a smart as well as beautiful woman, she agreed with my idea.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The rapists agreed to plead guilty in exchange for 20 year prison terms, but held out that they could change their plea to 'not guilty' if the judge rejected the plea deal. In the end, Judge Folsom would accept the deal, and they would have two decades in near-solitary-confinement to contemplate things.
Next up were the three men who were holding the male EMTs and beating them nearly to death.
"Okay, guys." I said. "We can sit here and watch TV, which shows very clearly that you prevented these two EMTs from helping their female colleague. Then you deliberately held and beat them. So, the charges I've filed are conspiracy to commit rape, conspiracy to commit murder in the first degree, harming persons in your custody, which happened when you physically held down the EMTs, and the biggie: attempted murder in the first degree."
"That's ridiculous!" thundered one of the lawyers. Where do they get these guys? I wondered to myself.
"Ridiculous?" I asked. "How so? They were beating that man with the intent to kill him. I'm certainly willing to let a jury decide if this is attempted murder, which will carry life without parole because of the other charges. I also intend to ask for consecutive sentences, which judges around her like to give, and that means your clients here will spend the rest of their lives in Supermax prison."
The three firefighters suddenly had scared looks on their faces. "What's the matter guys?" I asked, loudly and menacingly. "Your lawyers tell you you'll only get assault charges, maybe plead down to misdemeanors? Nope, not gonna happen while I'm Police Commander in this County. I'm going for the full meal deal, and all felonies. I really am, very seriously guys, talking about life sentences when all is said and done. You are going to do hard time, and a lot of it."
"By way of contrast," said Paulina, right on cue, "we can probably get this wrapped into one neat package of 20 years without parole, then you walk out with the rest of your lives."
"We need to consider this, guys." said one of the firefighters. The lawyers admonished him to shut his mouth.
"Tell you what, guys." I said, getting up. "I'll go into the other room, take a potty break, all that stuff, while you guys talk with your lawyers for a few minutes. And I hope you get better legal advice than you've gotten so far." With that, Paulina and I left the room.
"You were right." Paulina said. "They really thought they'd get off light. And when you said 'attempted murder', I thought they'd dump in their pants. Think their lawyers told them they'd get off easy?"
"I'd suspect their Union reps were the ones feeding them that hot air." I said. "Quite frankly, I don't care if they take any deal or not. They're hip deep in it."
"Supervisor Harris is next." Paulina said. "What about him?"
"He'll be the hardest one to convince." I said. "In fact, I won't be surprised if he takes it to trial. But maybe vee hav vays to make him see reeeson." I said in my 'German' accent.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After thirty minutes of wrangling with their lawyers, the three firemen offered to plead guilty to assault and battery charges. I said it wasn't enough; the political climate required restitution for the rape, as well as one EMT nearly dying from their beating. In the end, they agreed to plead guilty to aggravated assault with the intent to do bodily harm, and conspiracy to commit rape, which meant they'd have 20 years without parole each.
And then Superintendent Harris was brought in. His lawyer was the older man who'd represented the rapists. They were both feisty.
"Your Police Captain attacked me." snarled Harris. "I'm going to press charges and sue her. And I'll call every firefighter in that building to the stand, and every last one of them will tell the jury that your bitch cop attacked me first. No way in hell I take any deals. I'll see your redheaded stepchild ass in Court, Troy!"
"I think he's trying to irritate me." I said to Paulina. "I think he's succeeding, too." I turned back to Harris. "Okay, buddy, let's be clear. First of all, even if you do get 14 firefighters to perjure themselves for you, I will then bring out the videotape which will prove who assaulted who."
"But since you've decided to be an asshole about it, Harris," I said, "you've got something worse to think about. You see, Captain Ross is my blood kin. A fellow cop, to be sure. But my family, too. My blood, Harris. And the way I see it, shithead, you attacked her, and she didn't kill you on the spot, which she could've done. She didn't kill you... but if you get out and walk free... well, I'll be there, Harris. I'll be there."
"Are you threatening me, Troy?" snarled Harris.
"Harrumph. What do you think?" I replied sneeringly.
"You know this is being recorded." said Harris's lawyer. "This alone will get him off. The judge will drop the charges, and you'll be hearing from the Inspector General."
"I'm sure I will." I said, letting my eyes bore into Harris. "Superintendent Harris knows about the cohesion, the brotherhood within a Fire Station. I'm sure he knows that the Police have the same cohesion. And they'll support my Captain, even if they don't support me. Someone will be out there, Harris. And that's not a threat, it's a prediction."
"My God, how can you be speaking this way--" the lawyer started. Then it hit him. "Those damn microphones better be on and working!" he snarled.
 "And if they're not?" I asked.
"They'd better be, or I'll have your ass strung up so fast and hard you'll wish you were dead." the lawyer threatened.
"Now who is threatening who?" asked Paulina. The lawyer and Harris both glared at her.
"Okay, on to trial." I said. "No deals for this piece of shit, Ms. District Attorney." I got up to go.
"Wait a minute." said the lawyer. "In light of all this acrimony, we should be able to come to some sort of agreement here. For all our sakes."
"Oh, I have nothing to fear." I said. "Superintendent Harris, though... as the Station Commander that he was, he's responsible for what happens in his Station. Forcible rape is what happened. He can be charged with conspiracy to commit rape, since he didn't try to stop it. Every charge we're bringing against his subordinates, I intend to bring against him. And through it all... he still assaulted my blood kin. See you in Court, Harris." I turned and left.
They did manage to get Paulina to listen, and she pretended to get me to come back in. Once back inside, the lawyer said "Okay, what do you want? And by that I mean something we can actually agree to."
"Well..." I said, as if thinking about it, "... if your client makes a plea bargain that includes his immediate resignation from the Fire Department, voluntary forfeiture of any Fire Department pension, and an agreement to never work in any County position of employment... the same treatment the EMTs have always gotten... then he can plead guilty to misdemeanor assault on a police officer, and get probation. That's not negotiable, that's my final offer, take it or leave it."
"Let me keep my pension, and it's a deal." Harris said.
"Ears are to hear with." I said. "Start using yours. I said my offer was non-negotiable, take it or leave it. No pension. Not one dime."
"I'll leave it, then. I'll see you in Court." said Harris. "And in Hell."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Pretty good day." said Paulina as we ate lunch at the Cattleman's Club, my treat. "The rapists are getting pretty standard sentences, there, so no public backlash should happen. The bullies got served, but still got less than they could have. But I think you could've had Harris, too."
"Paulina," I said with something of a grin and something of a thought of pain, "if you think Cindy beat the shit out of him, just imagine what she would've done to me if I'd cut a deal with that prick. As it is, he's going to trial, he'll face a host of charges of aiding and abetting rape, as well as felony assault on a Police Officer, for which he will be convicted."
"In the meantime," I went on, "he faces TCFD discipline for losing control of his Fire Station, basically being in charge of a Fire Station where people in his charge committed forcible rape... they're going to strip him of his pension anyway. He was a fool not to take that deal, it's no longer on the table, and *he* walked away from it."



"You win all the way around." said Paulina, smiling her beautiful smile. "Oh!..." She looked down at her distended belly. "Your baby just kicked." I had to smile at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at the Station, Paulina and I were greeted with news.
"Sir," said Tanya Perlman, "we got the warrant and executed it. We found a long scalpel among Jimmy Lawson's old Army belongings. He said it was souvenir from the war, but we confiscated it. The Medical Examiner is now studying it to see if it matches the wounds on Mr. Naples. It was cleaned, though, so I'm not holding out hope for DNA."
"Did you arrest Lawson?" I asked.
"Sort of." said Martin Nash, who was standing next to Tanya. "We told him he needed to come to the Station. He asked if he was being arrested and we said not yet, but he was coming to the Station. He's in Interrogation-A, and has called his lawyer."
"Was his wife and baby at home when you got there?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Tanya said solemnly. "I let him hug and kiss them goodbye before bringing him in. It was... one of those moments that make this job less easy."
"Good, you did the right thing." I said. "Okay, you videotaped finding the scalpel?"
"Yes sir." said Nash.
"Good." I said. "When his lawyer gets here, start asking him questions."
"Sir," said Tanya, "if the M.E. comes back with a match to the scalpel, we have him cold, don't we?"
"Well, I suppose the scalpel could've been planted by Mr. Logan." I said. "But men have been put to death for less than what you'll have if it's a match..."
Part 21 - The Evil That Men Do
At 8:30pm, Friday the 15th, I got the call from Laura that the organ donor had just died. The liver would be at University Hospital in two hours. They were beginning to prep Amy. She and Father Romano prayed together, he said a mass for her and she took the Sacraments. Then it was time to say goodbye to Teresa.
"I'll see you when you get out of surgery." Teresa said. "You just be strong and keep fighting, okay?"
"Teresa," Amy said, reaching for her hand, "thank you. Thank you for everything. I just want to say... I love you."
"Aw, I love you too." Teresa said, tears in her eyes.
"You'll take care of Buddy?" Amy said.
"The Iron Crowbar will. He loves dogs, and he loves Buddy as much as you do." Teresa said. "Buddy will be fine." Amy smiled weakly, then began falling asleep as tiredness and the sedatives began working...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dr. Morgan," said Dr. Searles, "I really appreciate you volunteering to assist in this operation. It's going to be a long, tough one."
"Yes it is." said Dr. Morgan. "But it's the least I can do for that little girl. And I love dogs, too, so this is for both of them." Dr. Searles nodded, and he and Dr. Morgan began discussing and mapping out what they would do. The bottles of O-Negative blood, were ready; they'd been sent from hospitals all over the State as well as the Red Cross after seeing the Bettina special on Amy. Hundreds of persons had given blood, even if only the O-Negative ones could help Amy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, that's it." said the doctor at City Hospital, who'd just removed the liver from the dead donor. "Get this to University Hospital, stat."
"Yes, Doctor." said the nurse, who was preserving the liver in a solution, and that inside an ice-filled chest. As the Doctor began extracting other organs, the nurse took this one down the hall and stairs to the pick-up point.
A van with a label denoting his company as an organ transfer company was parked at the back entrance. The young man, tall and slender with curly black hair under his cap, signed for the organ, gave the nurse a copy of the paperwork, then put the chest in his van and pulled out.
"Okay," said the nurse to an orderly, "let's go get the next one." Just as she turned to go in, a van with identical markings to the previous one pulled up in a rush. A man popped out.
"I'm here for the liver for University Hospital." he said. "For that orphan girl."
"Whaa?!?!" exclaimed the Nurse. "But... that guy just picked it up seconds ago."
"Wha?" said the driver. He and the shocked Nurse and orderly looked down the drive where the other van had just gone.
"Oh my God!" gasped the Nurse. "Call the Police! QUICKLY!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15pm. As we waited in Laura's office inside the Hospital, there was a soft knock on the door. To our utter shock, the door opened to reveal FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. Lt. Tanya Perlman was behind him. Muscone's face was as white as a sheet. Tanya had tears trickling down her cheeks.
"Don." gasped Muscone. "The FBI got a call half an hour ago. The liver for Amy was stolen from City Hospital..." He could not continue.
"Oh my God!" Laura wailed. I was standing there, in total shock.
"What... what happened?" I finally asked as Laura rushed out to find Dr. Searles.
"Guy in a regulation van pulled up, took the liver." said Jack. "Seconds after he left, another van pulled up. He was the real courier."
"Oh, geez." I whispered. And then it hit my mind like a punch in the face. "Perp was a young man, black curly hair?"
"How the hell did you know that?" gasped Jack. "This ain't no '400-years-ago' thing, either! How did you know?"
"Did my Data Guyz tell your guys about that money that went in and out of Vauxhall?" I asked.
"Oh." said Jack, realizing where I was going with this. "Shit. Yes, they did. We'd only started to look at that. Do you think this guy was the one?"
"Yeah." I said. "And feel free to burn my ass at the stake for this one. I should've realized this, I should've put out the word, I should've gone there myself to escort that liver..."
"SHUT UP, DON!" shouted Tanya. "This is not your fault!!"
Tanya's words were like a badly needed slap to my face. I took a breath, regaining a modicum of control. "Yeah, you're right. Oh my God. Jack, does the FBI have any idea where he might have gone?"
"Maybe I can help with that." said a voice. It belonged to Dr. Searles, who looked very somber. "Come to my office." We went to Dr. Searles's office. He sat down in front of his computer.
"This is the organ donor national system." Dr. Searles said, bringing up the program. "I told you before there was only one other claim on this liver, and that claim was dropped earlier today. Boston Medical was the hospital making the claim, and they were going to kick it, as the term is called, to a facility in New Hampshire."
"I'll alert the FBI." said Muscone.
"Agent Muscone," said Dr. Searles, arresting Muscone's attention. "Send your agents, but if they can't find that liver and get it here within the next hour or so... it may not matter. If it's going to Boston, it'll be on a plane, too."
"We can damn well try, and we can catch the son of a bitch that stole that organ!" snarled Muscone. He stalked out of the room.
"Has anyone told Teresa?" I asked.
"No." said Tanya. "Unless your wife did. Cindy's with Teresa now."
"Well," I said, "this is my punishment. It's my duty to tell them. Excuse me." I left the office and began walking down the halls, agony eating at my soul.
I met Laura in the hallway. "Have you told Teresa yet?" I asked.
"No." she said. "Do you want me to do it?"
"It's my job, and my duty." I said. Laura nodded. The look on her face was the most profoundly sad that I'd ever seen.
A moment later, I entered the waiting room. Cindy had Teresa looking at crime reports to distract her, and get Cindy up to speed on what Vice was doing. I sat down opposite them, and Cindy felt the vibe immediately.
"Don, what's wrong?" she asked.
"Ladies," I said, working my ass off to get the words out, "the organ that was coming to Amy was stolen from City Hospital. The FBI is trying to track it down now. But... but it's gone. It's not likely they'll find it in time..." I couldn't go on.
Teresa gaped, no sound coming from her mouth. She almost pitched forward, and caught the coffee table to balance herself. Cindy then caught her and took her into her arms.
"Nooooooo," Teresa was moaning. "Nooooooo."
"Dr. Searles is putting out the word to try to find a new one." I said, my voice haggard, barely working. "We will really need a miracle now."
Teresa was trying hard to rally. "We cannot lose hope. We cannot lose hope." she said. I silently commended her Warrior Spirit...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00am, Saturday, January 16th, City Police Detective 'Sapper' Warren called me. "We've got video footage of the guy. The van was found at City Airport; it's been impounded. We've turned the case over to the FBI."
"Okay, thanks." I said.
"Hey, Commander," said Sapper. "Tell everyone there we're all hurting here, too."
"Thanks, Sapper. I will." I said.
We were in Dr. Searles's office. He was scanning the organ donor system, as if the harder he clicked the mouse, the more likely a donor organ would appear. No such luck, though. Meanwhile, Amy had been taken back to her room, and we were told she'd likely sleep until morning.
I asked Teresa if she wanted me to call Todd. She said he'd had to fly out of the State, to California. It was strange that he had not told me. He usually did, or my mother did because she would take care of little Doug.
I called David Krueger, Myron Milton and Mary Milton to the hospital. I had Dr. Searles show them the organ donation system, and the Boston entry for the liver, as well as our own. It would not take Mary long to not only access that data from her laptop, but to go into the depths of the system, to see who'd accessed the records of that liver.
"It's obvious someone else wanted that liver." I said. "They monitored the system. When they saw it was coming for Amy, they stepped in and stole it."
"And it's someone from this County." said Mary. "Didn't try to route it around too many times. Looks like... well, this Hospital. Maybe I'm reading the data wrong."
"No you're not." said Myron, looking over his wife's shoulder. "These are Dr. Searles's computer's links, they're direct. These others are from another place in this Hospital."
"Okay guys, stay here." I said. "I need fifteen minutes to think about this, and then I'll have some instructions."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes became forty-five minutes. I sat in Laura's hospital office, alone, in the dark, putting every ounce of power that my mind could generate to see through this one. It was slow and agonizing, and it didn't help that someone's voice was in my head.
"Oh, Commmannnddderrrr..."
"What now, Angela? I'm trying to think, here."
"Oh yes, you do that soooo well, Commander." Angela taunted. "You didn't catch me in time, and now that precious little girl is going to die because you didn't act in time. But all can be saved... if you just come over to the Dark Side with me. The answers will be soooo clear then."
"Either side won't do me any good if we don't get that organ or another one for that girl." I thought.
"Oh, you poor man." Angela said inside my head. "You just can't see that you can't fight Fate. Young Amy has served her purpose here, and valiantly. You have another job to finish. You have someone else far more powerful to stop, someone who I failed against, who corrupted me and beat me..."
I opened my eyes. It was still dark in Laura's office. But I now realized some things. Threads were now weaving together...
But God damn it, Angela! Why does Amy's life have to be the payment for this?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, guys." I said, returning to Dr. Searles's office. My bug-killer was on, which took out Mary's wi-fi reception. "I want you to continue looking into Vauxhall. Dig deep, find what you can. Tell me anything you find, then tell the FBI if I say you can. Then I want you to start digging into this Hospital. I want you to look at everything Dr. Searles has done vis-a-vis this organ donation system, though I suspect he's clean. Look anyway. Then look at anyone that might have a connection to the system. I'll give you a shortcut: Dr. Louise Alcott, the Hospital Administrator. She may have used aides or proxies, so look at them. And dig so far up the Hospital Board's asses that they shit data bytes for a week."
"I don't suppose asking about a warrant is necessary?" asked Myron.
"Damn the warrants." I said. "Do it. On my authority. I may go to jail, but the bastard that stole Amy's organ as well as the slugs who paid him... will go down first."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I was about to leave and go to the Station, a redheaded woman came out the elevator, alone. It was Bettina Wurtzburg. She saw my face, and her eyes got a bit too wide for her face.
"Off the record." I said, coming up to her.
"Deep background?" she asked quietly, giving it a try.
"How about... embargoed until I release it." I said. Bettina agreed.
"Is it true?" Bettina asked. "The organ for Amy was stolen?" I just nodded.
"How?" Bettina asked. Reminding her this was embargoed and the FBI was investigating, I told her the gist of the story.
"Oh my God." Bettina said. Having gotten to know Amy for her news story, she began crying. I took her into my arms and held her, fighting hard not to break down myself.
Part 22 - Relentless Ticking of Time
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said Bettina, standing outside University Hospital at 7:00am on Monday, January 18th. "We're bringing you continuing coverage of the devastating story over the weekend that a donor organ meant for young orphan Amy Croyle was stolen from City Hospital Friday night before it could be delivered. While Dr. Richard Searles searches desperately for a new organ for Amy, time is running out for the young girl. Doctors say she may have just days left to live."
"In other news, Jimmy Lawson was arrested for suspicion of the murder of Jack Naples a week ago." Bettina continued. "He is being held at County Jail, having so far been unable to make the one million dollars bail set by Judge Harry Nance."
It was an exceptionally somber MCD room. I thought about the weekend: when Amy woke up, Teresa had told her that the organ didn't arrive, and they were still looking for a new one. Teresa had literally torn out the wires of the TV set so that Amy would not hear that the organ had been stolen.
Still, Amy heard about it soon enough. When I brought Buddy to see her on Sunday, Amy asked me and Teresa to forgive whoever had stolen it, and that the organ hopefully had saved someone else's life.
"Amy," I said "you don't need a heart transplant, because the one you've got is wonderful. But it's my job to go after whoever did this, and keep them from ever doing this to someone else. It's what I get paid to do. Anyway, we'll keep looking for another one."
Amy nodded, and petted Buddy. She was trying to stay strong, but the ravages of the disease on her young body, the drugs that had been given to her to prep her for the surgery, and the effort to endure and drive on were all taking their toll. Amy was getting weaker, much weaker, every day. Buddy settled down by her side and lay there, his canine eyes showing his love, making it easy for her to pet him and for her to feel better with his presence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How can someone be so... evil... to steal a little girl's only chance to live?" Joanne Cummings said quietly, nearly in tears.
Just then, Detective Julie Newton came into MCD. "Commander, can I see you for a moment?"
"Sure." I said. We went out into the hallway, which was apparently enough for Julie.
"Sir," she said, "I've been trying to track the guy who stole that organ from City Hospital, but I'm being blocked."
"Hacked?" I asked.
"No sir," said Julie, "but I can't get data."
"Well, the FBI might've cut you off, by accident or just as a precaution." I said. "And I appreciate your trying to help, but let's let the FBI handle this one. It's bigger than us, and not even in our jurisdiction."
Julie did not seem mollified, but she headed back to Vice.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The M.E.'s report was devastating. It showed conclusively, enough to be admitted as Court evidence, that the scalpel recovered from Jimmy Lawson's home was the scalpel that had cut Jack Naples's spine and been driven into his head.
Jimmy Lawson had done the wise thing: he'd immediately invoked his Fifth Amendment rights. I had watched from the anteroom of Interrogation-2 as Tanya and Theo Washington had questioned Lawson, through his lawyer. They even offered to do hypotheticals after getting my permission, but neither Lawson nor his lawyer would play the game.
"I don't get it." said Paulina, watching in the anteroom with me. "I know he has rights, but we've got a strong, strong case against him. He was the only one pretty much alone with Naples, though someone conceivably could've snuck back in later. He didn't want to go on strike, and Naples was pushing relentlessly for a strike. The Union has furnished the lawyer, but no one is stepping up to pay his bail. He has no money, he and his wife have no family. If he doesn't speak out, find a way to show he's innocent-- yeah, I know he doesn't have to-- but still..."
Tanya and Theo came out of I-2 and into the anteroom. "I don't know." said Tanya. "Maybe they'll put up a defense that the scalpel was planted, though his words at the scene that it was souvenir damns him on that."
"Unless they throw it out because his rights weren't read to him yet." said Theo.
"But they were read to him." I said. "I mirandized him myself. He could still say someone stole the scalpel, killed Naples, and returned the scalpel... but my God, how that can be shredded by a good prosecutor... a good... prosecutor..." I was off to the races in a reverie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy came into my office later that morning. "You're not with Teresa?" I asked.
"No. Todd's back from his trip, and he's staying with her at the Hospital." Cindy said, then added. "Don, I don't think Amy has a week left."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "How's Teresa holding up."
"She's staying strong for Amy's sake." Cindy said. "But I know she'd really like to be working on the case. If she ever finds the bastard before anyone else does..."
"Hell, he'll have a better chance with her than he will with me." I said.
"You okay, Don?" Cindy asked, peering at me.
"No, Cindy. No I'm not." I replied. "I am not okay. I cannot believe the unspeakable level of evil that I have seen here. We are going to put an end to it, my friend. I am going after the bastard that is behind this, and after he is publicly exposed for his crimes, I am going to watch him die at Jacksonville State Prison. And then... I will be okay."
Cindy just nodded. "Sometimes I wonder if would be better just to kill him, even though that's stooping to his level, and we just become criminals. But how many lives would we save by exterminating his?"
"I know." I replied. "To me, the only problem with killing him is that the World won't know of his crimes, his evil. They'll only know he was killed by us. He might even become the martyr, the hero, and we the villains and killers. Like The Batman and The Joker."
"So," I said after a pause. "How are things with Jenna?"
"I have not seen her in days." Cindy said. "I've been at the gym doing all the paperwork, at the Hospital with Teresa, trying to keep up with Vice on Teresa's behalf; and Jenna's working on her campaign for 20 hours a day, sometimes staying at her Headquarters office overnight." I just nodded.
"I'm going to go check on Vice." said Cindy. She got up to go.
"So how is the bug-killer working?" I asked, realizing she was using it now. Cindy turned with a smile.



"I guess we'll find out if I.A. comes and visits us." she said, then turned and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's thin." said D.A. Krasney. "It's circumstantial. I don't doubt your ability to prosecute it, but a good lawyer is going to put up a tough defense."
He was meeting with Paulina Patterson in his office, looking over the case she was preparing against Jimmy Lawson.
"Yes sir," said Paulina, "but it's a pretty strong circumstantial case. I've got no problem going with it."
"What about the Harris case?" Krasney asked.
"God, if we can't win that on the videotape evidence alone," replied Paulina, "then it's time to take down our shingles and find something else to do."
"Let me ask you something." said Krasney. "And answer me honestly: whose side are you on, mine or Stiles's?"
"None of the above." said Paulina flatly. "Mr. Krasney, I'm here to do my job and do it to the very best of my abilities. My loyalty is to the job and the Court, not to any person. I've never given you reason to question my loyalty to the Office, and whatever I think of you personally or you think of me, doesn't matter when it comes to Justice."
"I'll buy that." said Krasney. "The only reason I asked is to let you know that whomever you choose to support is okay with me, just as long as you don't let that affect the stellar job you've been doing. And that brings me to these other Fire Department cases... it looks like the judges are going to go with them. You did a good job with them, you and Commander Troy both, and I appreciate that." Paulina just nodded.
"There is one other thing." said Krasney. "How would you feel if Commander Troy gave this case to another A.D.A. and worked with him or her?"
"If that's what you and he want, I'll go with it." said Paulina. "But why would he or you do that?"
"I don't know," said Krasney, trying to show humor. "I heard a rumor that you might have a baby one day soon. We're going to have to get your colleagues up to speed, even if you're not gone long. And with Ms. Stiles out of the picture for the next few months...
"I'd think she'll never be back." said Paulina. "If I bitch-slapped you like she did, I'd expect to never see this side of the Courthouse again."
"Yes, I know." said Krasney. "But I also know that I handled that poorly, and I understand her frustration. She went through hell, and I understand that. And you can tell her if you see her that if I win in November, I'll be open to bringing her back to her old job."
Paulina was stunned, but said nothing about that. Instead she said "Okay, we'll see what Commander Troy wants to do with this Naples-Lawson case. But I really think it's going to take me to get it through..."
Part 23 - Coming To An End
Cindy came into her condo at 10:30pm, feeling exhausted. She'd spent the last couple of hours with Don, Teresa, Todd, Amy and Buddy. She had nearly burst into tears, seeing how weak Amy was, how the girl was barely able to pet her beloved dog.
To her shock, she saw Jenna sitting on the sofa, going through a sheaf of papers. "Hi Jenna, how are you doing?" she asked.
"Tired, but energized all the same." Jenna said. "We're starting to get some donations. By the way, I should be able to keep up the payments on the condo for a while."
"Don't stress on it." Cindy said. "You want a drink?"
"No, I've got way too much to do." Jenna said. "But are you sure you can handle the condo payments alone? After buying out Melina's half of the gym?"
"I'm going to be bringing in minority partners for the gym." Cindy said. "I'm already talking to two girls I was on the Miss Physical America circuit with."
"Good." said Jenna. "How is Amy doing?" When Cindy didn't answer, she looked up to to see tears rolling down Cindy's cheeks.
"She's not going to make it." Cindy said. "I've tried to hold out hope, but she's so weak now she won't survive an operation. The phone could ring any time..." She did not finish the sentence.
"I'm sorry to hear that." Jenna said. "That was so incredibly cruel." Cindy just nodded.
"By the way, I have a speech tomorrow at the Ladies Auxiliary Club." Jenna said. "Why don't you come? Having your public support would do wonders for the campaign."
"I..." Cindy said "I can't right now. There is so much going on..."
"Look." Jenna said. "I know you can't support me while you're in a Police role. But put on some civilian clothes and show up. Sit at the head table with me. You don't have to say anything."
"I know, but..." Cindy said. "Look, you've got your thing to do, and I've got mine--"
"Dammit, Cindy." Jenna said, looking up at Cindy. "Everyone's busy, but I need your support. This is going to be a tough, uphill battle. I thought I could count on you of all people to be there for me."
"Come on." Cindy said. "You know I'm into the politics thing. I'm supporting you, of course, but I can't make it to every speech. That's your thing."
Jenna sighed. "Look, are you in this with me, or not? It can't be halfway. And it's not just for me, its for the County."
"What?" Cindy said. "I do a hell of a lot for this County already."
"Yes, but we have to get Krasney out of there. You can do more--"
"What the hell?" Cindy gasped, whipped to anger, her restraint finally breaking. "I took fucking bullets for this County! I was lying in that Hospital nearly dead for this County! My best friend went into that dungeon after you, and I had to wait to see if either of you would come out alive! And now that same friend is trying to help a teen girl hold on to her life after her last chance was stolen from her, and my support is needed there far more than your God-damn political campaign! How dare you even suggest I'm doing less than I should!--- Oh my God..." Cindy was shaking. Jenna was just staring at her.
"I've... I've got to get some air." Cindy said.
"Fine, run away from it." Jenna said. "But don't pretend this is not a problem..."
"You fucking bitch!" Cindy gasped. She grabbed her coat and practically ran out of the condo.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got a call from the Duty Desk at 2:00am, Tuesday, January 19th. "Sir," said the Duty Sergeant, "this may be none of my business, but Captain Ross came in about 11:00pm and went to her office. I'm calling because she's still in there, and the light is not on."
"Uh, yeah, okay." I said, trying to wake up. "Yeah, you did right to call. I'm coming down there. If she comes out, ask her to wait there for me."
Getting to the Station, I came in through the south-side entrance from the gated employees lot. I turned left and walked down the hall, then left again to the anteroom of Cindy's office on the left, and Lt. Masters's office on the right.
I knocked on the door and heard a "Leave me alone!" from inside. That would not do, of course. I had a red crowbar, and expected I could stave off most of the blows.
"Now you know I'm not going to do that until I'm satisfied you are okay." I said, coming right on in. I saw Cindy in her chair behind her desk, not crying now but having been in the past few hours.
"Sorry, I thought it was the Duty Desk or something." Cindy said as I sat down in the chair at the side of her desk.
"So what's up?" I asked. "Amy?"
"That's some of it." Cindy said. "Jenna was at home tonight. She got insistent about me supporting her campaign, said something that set me off, and I went off on her. Called her a bitch, too. I should go apologize, but... I dunno..."
"Did she yell back?" I asked. "Did she put in a few good names in reply?"
"No." Cindy said, then said as if realizing it for the first time, "No, she... she was cold as ice the whole time. Almost like she was goading me. Saying I was running away. Just..."
"I understand." I said. "Well, you can talk to her tomorrow. But just between us, cousin-to-cousin, friend-to-friend... this relationship may not survive these next few months."
"I know." Cindy said. "That is what I was thinking about. I love her, I want to be with her... but at the same time I cannot support some of the things she's doing, especially this campaign."
"Think she was wrong to do it in the first place?" I asked.
"Yeah." she said. "She's not going to win, and she's doing it out of vindictiveness. She had planned to take it more slowly. Now... I don't know what she'll have after the Election. I don't see how she'll have a job here, the Town is pretty saturated with private lawyers."
"But more importantly," Cindy said, turning her ice blue eyes onto me, "if she moves away... well, I know I won't be going with her. My place is here... with you, Don. As long as you're our 'Sherlock', I am your 'Watson'."
"Yes, yes you are. And a whole lot more." I said, feeling moved by her words of loyalty. "And you've been through a lot." And I knew that she would have more to endure.
"Tell you what, when did you last eat?" I asked.
"Lunch yesterday." Cindy replied.
"Let's go to the Diner on University Avenue. On me." I said. "We'll solve all the world's problems after the sun comes. Right now, I'm hungry."
"You won't have to ask twice." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Jimmy." I said to Jimmy Lawson, who was being brought into the Interrogation Room 1 at County Jail. His lawyer was also present. It was 9:30am, Tuesday morning.
"I want to talk to you about this situation, Jimmy--" I started.
"He's taken the Fifth." said the lawyer.
"I know." I said. "So I'll do the talking. Jimmy, I want you to understand that while the case is circumstantial, it's still strong. Very strong. If there is anything, anything at all, that you can tell your lawyer and have him relay to us that will shed more light on this case, or help establish your innocence, you need to tell him. I know you have a family, and they have nothing right now, not even you at home. Let me help you if it is in any way possible."
I got up to go, sliding my Police card over to the lawyer. "Anything you can give me that will help me. Off the record, hypotheticals, anything."
I left the room. Hope wasn't in strong supply right now.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And hope ended.
At around 10:00pm, I was in the den of the Mountain Nest, reading the Lawson case file again, and again. Laura was on the other sofa, the one against the wall.
I noticed Buddy come down the stairs. He went to the back door, and began whimpering. My eyes widened and I stood up, staring at the dog.
"Don, what is it?" Laura asked, seeing the look on my face. Buddy looked back at me, then at the door, whimpering again.
"Does he need to go out?" Laura asked.
"No." I said. I knew. I could feel it, too.
"Laura," I said, putting on my gunbelt and trenchcoat, "get Mom up here to take care of the kids, then come to the Hospital after me. I'm taking Buddy now." Laura's eyes widened as she began to understand.
With that, I collected Buddy and took him to my Police SUV. I drove somewhat like a maniac, burning the blue lights and siren. I blasted down University Avenue, then cut across traffic to the entrance of University Hospital, seeing striking EMTs on either side of the drive. I flew up the drive to the back parking lot, tires screeching as I pulled in.
Buddy was still whimpering. I grabbed him and ran into the hospital. The elevator was unbelievably slow. Running down the hall with Buddy, I saw Father Romano coming out of Amy's room.
"You're just in time, Commander." said the priest sadly. Then he added "I've just given Amy the Last Rites."
"Thank you, Father." I said. Steeling my resolve, I opened the door and went in.
Teresa was at Amy's right side, holding her hand. Todd was standing behind Teresa. The intermittent sound of the machine monitoring Amy's heartbeat showed the weakness.
I went to Amy's left side, and sat Buddy down next to her. The young girl was barely able to open her eyes.
"Buddy!" she whispered, a smile of joy forming on her face. Buddy settled down next to her, and she petted his head with her left hand, stroking down the back of his neck. "Buddy, you're here with me..."
With barely any light in her eyes, Amy looked up at me. "Will you... take care of Buddy for me?"
"Like my own family." I said. "Buddy will be fine."
"Thank... you..." the girl whispered. She looked back at her dog. "I love you, Buddy." Buddy looked at Amy, watching her eyes. For several interminable minutes, her hand stroked him, slowly... getting slower each time.
Teresa looked up. A bright light seemed to be filling the room, filling her eyes. She thought she saw her sister Alexis's form next to her. "You've done well, Sister." she thought she heard her sister say. "I'll take Amy home. Avenge her..."
Amy's hand was barely able to move as she petted her dog for the last time. Then her hand slipped down his side to the bed. Buddy had been looking at Amy, and now he looked up at me. It did not take the steady tone alarm of the heart monitor for either him or me to know.
A teen girl that had fought to take care of her dog, and then fought for her life, was finally at rest and peace, her last chance to live taken ruthlessly by unspeakable Evil.
Amy was gone.
To be continued.
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Part 24 - Release of Agony
Teresa closed Amy's eyes and pulled the sheet over her just as the nurses came in. I had Buddy in my arms as we left the room.
"Commander," Teresa said, barely able to speak, "I... I want to lead the Funeral Procession, and the Honor Guard, for her funeral."
"Of course." I said. There was a small unit of Police Officers that served as pallbearers if someone died indigent, and of course for deceased current or former Police Officers. "And if there's anything else you need, let me know. I'm going to take Buddy home... home." I'd blurted it out a second time as I realized that Buddy was now my dog, and his home was with me.
"Todd, will you take Teresa home?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Todd said. With that, I headed for the elevator, knowing that Teresa was doing all she could to not break down in front of me. Once I was out of sight, she did indeed break down sobbing in Todd's arms...
Laura was getting off the elevator as I was coming up to it. One look at my face told her everything. I hugged her with one arm (the other holding Buddy), and she held me for a long moment. "I'm taking Buddy home." I finally said.
"I'll wrap up things here." Laura said. She headed down the hallway. I am sure that she would tend more to Teresa than to 'wrapping up things'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting to my Police SUV, I noticed I'd left the blue lights flashing. I got into the vehicle, putting Buddy in the passenger seat, and turned the lightbar off. I pulled out, feeling numb. As I got to the road, the striking EMTs were looking strangely at me. One of them waved me down.
"Is everything okay, Commander? You barreled in here like a bat outta hell..." he asked when I stopped and rolled down the window. I just shook my head.
"You heard about that orphan girl whose transplant organ was stolen?" I asked. The people listening nodded. "She didn't make it." I heard groans as the news was disseminated. I pulled out onto the street and drove home...
I took Buddy up to the kids' room and put him next to his basket under Jim's crib. He chose instead to lie down on the floor. I petted Bowser, who had awakened, looked in on the sleeping kids, then headed for the door. As I looked back, I saw something that I had not seen before, and would never see again: Bowser had left his post by Carole's bed. He went over and lay down beside Buddy, their bodies pressed together. They would spend the rest of the night that way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My mom was asleep in the guest room, and I chose to let her sleep. I also did not text Cindy; she'd find out soon enough.
I was sitting on the 'front' sofa in the den (which faced the sofa against the wall). Laura came in, and I noticed that 45 minutes had passed since I returned home. She came down and sat beside me, to my left.
"Teresa finally went home." Laura said. "I gave her a sedative before Todd took her home." After a pause, she asked "Did you get there in time?"
I nodded. "She... she got to pet Buddy... one last time. She asked me to take care of him... of course I will..."
The dam broke. The pain that had been welling up inside me exploded. I began crying, crying as I had that night at the old Cabin after Pete Feeley had died and I was realizing who the Black Widow was. I felt Laura wrap her arms around me, holding me.
"Let it out, let it all out." I heard her say as she cradled me tightly. And I did. All of the pain, the months of fighting the criminals, the politicians, the desperate attempt to stop the Consultant of Crime without getting good people killed, everything came out as I grieved over a young girl who was now a victim of one of the most brutal crimes of which I could conceive.
It would take a very long time to 'let it all out'.
Part 25 - Into Darkness
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." Bettina said somberly from in front of University Hospital at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 20th. "We are heartbroken to report that Amy Croyle, the orphan girl whose transplant organ was stolen before she could receive it, has died."
A groan went up in MCD. I had just come in, and had not yet told everyone. They all listened silently as Bettina said "Lieutenant Teresa Croyle of the TCPD had been granted legal guardianship of young Amy, and the Police Department has announced that she, along with Police Chaplain Father Romano, will be making Amy's funeral arrangements."
"Sir," said Joanne Cummings quickly, "I want to volunteer to be part of that." Everyone else quickly volunteered also.
"Not my call." I said. "It'll be up to Lt. Croyle. I'll be in my office." With that, I turned and left for the sanctuary of my office. I sat down behind my desk. I had expended my grief the night before, so now I was feeling numb.
I looked up at the wall to my right. I saw the Laika crowbar, and Pete Feeley's framed police badge below it. As I thought of them, and of others that had died or been wounded, and the near-misses such as the fire at the Cabin, I went into the deepest, darkest reverie of my life...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I came back, I was not alone in my office. Captain Cindy Ross was sitting in one of the chairs in front of my desk, her energy focusing on me. If she could feel what I was feeling, then she'd be feeling a cold sense of purpose, dead to all feeling but Justice.
"You okay?" she asked.
I shook my head. "No." I said. "And I won't be until I get the bastard behind this. Tell the Data Guyz to start looking hard for a Steve Moschel. I don't want any public APBs out, that will alert the Enemy, who will tell him and he'll run. Tell the Data Guyz to watch for any strangenesses in the Organ Donor System, which they need to monitor."
Cindy nodded. "Anything else? Do you want to be left alone?"
I exhaled. "No, that's all right. Thanks for asking, though. How are you holding up?"
"Okay." Cindy said. "Todd called me early this morning. He said your wife gave Teresa a sedative, and she was out like a light. He also said you took the dog home, and that you did not look like you were in a mood to talk, so it didn't suprise me that you didn't call me."
"You've had so much going on," I said, "that I decided it could wait until morning. Not much you could do, anyway."
"True." Cindy said, getting up. "Teresa will be here about noon. She called me a few minutes ago. She's going to contact the Hospital and Father Romano and get the funeral arrangements started. I'll tell the Data Guyz about their mission. Paulina will probably want to talk to you about Jimmy Lawson, as well. If you'll excuse me, sir..." I just nodded shortly in dismissal.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa lied, sort of. She was at Headquarters at noon. She was at Headquarters at 10:45am, as well. She endured the condolences of many fellow Officers, then came to my office and knocked on the door.
"Commander," she said, "I have almost 200 emails in my inbox. Just about everyone but you and the Chief have volunteered to be pallbearers for Amy's funeral."
"Laura and I intend to be there as family." I said. "So, who will you choose?"
Teresa said "Sergeant Irwin and Sergeant Rudistan and their people were there on Christmas Eve, and helped save Amy and Buddy from Bryce. They deserve it." I nodded.
"Sounds good." I said. "If there's anything you need from me, don't waste a second asking for it. And Teresa..."
I then said some ancient words that were allegedly Aramaic, but I wasn't sure. "That means 'I grieve with thee.'. And I do."
"Thank you, sir." Teresa. "And I know you'll take care of Buddy."
"With my life." I said. "Listen, don't overdo things. The funeral is your only mission right now, okay? Take time off if you need to."
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa.
As she went towards her office, Cindy intercepted her. They went into Cindy's office.
"How did the Commander look to you?" Cindy asked.
"Kind of..." Teresa started, then said "Well, it's hard to describe. Somewhere between 'punched in the gut', 'angry', and 'cold'."
"Yeah." Cindy said. "I've only seen him like this one other time... when he realized who the Black Widow was, and was going after her. It is going to be an ugly day for someone if he catches the bastard that stole that organ. By the way, how are you feeling about that?"
"Do you want to me to tell you the truth, or what you want to hear?" Teresa replied. "All I'll say... is that I hope the Iron Crowbar finds the perp before I do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
David Krueger came to see me. My anti-bugging device was full on: I.A. was listening in on my office, and I was not in the mood to play around.
"Sir," said Krueger, "we checked out the Boston Medical thread, the only other hospital to claim that organ. They never got it either. But another liver, which would not have been a match for Amy, was delivered to them, and then what they call 'kicked' to this facility in New Hampshire." He handed me a file with a few sheets of paper, giving me all the information.
"I see." I said. I did not say out loud what this data was telling me. It was hard enough to not destroy the desk and windows of the office with my crowbar. "Anything on Moschel and Vauxhall?"
"Yes sir." said David. "Another payment came through Vauxhall to the same account. And this time, we worked to the second account as well. The money ended up in an account at City & Counties Bank in the City. They're a small bank with no brick-and-mortar branches, but their legal address on all their paperwork is the Cannon Building, and a suite near the top. Henry Wargrave controlled the top three floors, including his penthouse office, and it was part of that suite of offices."
"I see." I said. "And the account the money went to?"
Krueger said "The account name is a 'Hamish Stamford', with an address of 221B Coburg Square in the City."
I blinked hard. "What did you just say?" I asked, if only to give my own brain time to work.
"Uh, '221B Coburg Square'." said Krueger. "By the way, it may not be a real address, I couldn't find it on Google Maps."
"I'm not surprised, it's a fake address... and I've heard it before." I said, trying desperately to conceal my elation. "And 'Hamish Stamford', eh? That sounds familiar to you, doesn't it, Krueger?"
"Uh, no sir." said David. "No one that I've come across before." I called Cindy to my office, and had David tell her the information he'd just given me. I then asked Cindy who 'Hamish Stamford' was. It did not take her long.
"Let's see, 'Stamford' was the man who introduced Sherlock Holmes to Dr. Watson." said Cindy. "And 'Hamish'... wait a minute. Oh, of course... that's Watson's middle name! John Hamish Watson, M.D."
"And that is why she's a Police Captain with a Crowbar." I said proudly to David. "Very good, Captain!"
"Well," Cindy said, "the Canon is required reading for anyone hanging out with you, Commander." I smiled for the first time that day.
"All right, Krueger," I said, "put this stuff and whatever the three of you guy find on it onto password-protected jump drives, which I'll store in Evidence. We can't just put it on the evidence servers; those could be hacked. It is imperative that no one else have any inkling of this. Clear?"
"Yes sir." said Krueger. "The Mouseketeers will get right on it."
"The what?" I replied.
"The Mouseketeers." said Krueger. "Someone started calling the three of us that, and we kind of like it. Kind of like 'Crowbar's Angels' and 'the Abacus', and..."
"Don't you dare say it." Cindy said, thinking it was Teresa's very bad nickname.
"What, the 'Iron Crowbar'?" asked Krueger, not understanding.
"M-O-U-S-E." sang Cindy. "I'll get back to work, sir."
I thought about it. This was a huge break. We were getting close. Vauxhall, anything with 'Coburg Square'. I told David to look into that address, and also work hard on City & Counties Bank, and to notify Jack Muscone of the FBI. I dismissed him to the tasks and he left the office.
As I sat alone, going back over this information, a plan began to form in my mind. It was a break for me in more than one way. It was a chance to test something I'd long wanted to test, and a chance to gather even more information. But if the plan to exterminate the late Senator Nathan Allen was going to the Dark Side... this was not just going into Darkness... but into Deepness...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30pm, still Wednesday, January 20th, the Cabin sensor alarm tripped. I told Laura that I would not take the dogs, and would text her when I got up there. I knew she'd have Police up there nearly instantly if she did not hear from me.
Driving up, I saw a vehicle parked in front of the house. I knew to whom that car belonged. I texted Laura that everything was okay, then went around the walkway to the back deck.
Teresa Croyle was sitting in the metal loveseat chair, looking over the Town. She had a blanket on over her jacket. There was a patio light that was motion-sensor-activated, and it came back on as I walked up. Teresa looked to see who it was, and I could see that tears had been streaming down her face. I came up and sat down beside her, putting the blanket I'd brought from my SUV over both of our shoulders.
"I must've tripped an alarm." she said. "I'm sorry I bothered you."
"Don't be." I said. "Mi casa, su casa.." I noticed the light of a train coming out of the western horizon, and I followed it with my eyes. It would be several more minutes before Teresa spoke.
"Don," she said, using my first name for the first time that I could remember, at least in a long, long time, "why does it hurt so much?" I knew what she meant.
"Because, Amy is gone from out here," I said, pointing to the Town, then tapping my chest over my heart with my fist, "but she is not gone from here, inside us."
"I only knew her for a month, maybe less." Teresa said, the tears beginning to flow again. "But it feels like I lost my sister again. Why do I always lose the people I love? That I want to love?"
"You don't. Cindy is still here." I said. "And this may not mean much right now, but the way I see it is that you were brought into Amy's life to make her last month happier. She had a Christmas with a new family, her dog has a home and is safe, and she had the dog and people she loved with her until the end."
"Will it ever stop hurting?" Teresa said. "Especially the way... someone stealing that organ, and her last chance to live..."
"Well, we don't know if she would've lived, even with it." I said. "But to answer your question... the pain will ease, over time. That's what 'Time' is for; it heals all wounds. And you'll have the good memories forever, which will keep her alive in your heart forever."
Teresa nodded. "Thank you. How do you always know the right thing to say?"
"I don't." I said. "But Dr. Eckhart would say I'm just speaking my Truth, from the heart and the mind. Which is all I can do." Teresa nodded, almost absently as she looked over the lights of the Town below.
After a few more minutes I got up. "I'm going to head back home before my wife gets worried about me. Feel free to stay here as long as you like."
"Thanks." said Teresa. She did stay for a long time, wrapped in both blankets.
As I left, I thought I heard the faint hum of a motorcycle... no, two motorcycles. Now what was going on with that?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She pulled up into the parking area of Promontory Point, and right alongside the other motorcycle. There were no teenagers up here; it was cold, and it was a school night. She saw him, clad in black leather, a black motorcycle helmet, and a black motorcycle to match. He was Darkness, and was dressed befittingly.
"Don't take off your helmet." he said. "Who knows if that godforsaken Iron Crowbar has put a security camera up here. By the way, the pink in that new motorcycle is too bright, too obvious."
"Yes, that's true." she said. "I was surprised to get your summons. What can I do for you?"
"I had to risk it." he said. "We're close to making a move on a few things. Moschel is lining up a new heart for Brownlee. But I am deeply concerned. The Iron Crowbar is understandably furious after that girl's organ was taken. He wouldn't understand that it was for a much higher purpose, that it was more sorely needed elsewhere."
"You are right that he is furious." said the lovely Sinon. "Captain Lezbo said he's been acting weird, too. He did meet with David Krueger today, as well."
"Ah, now that is what I needed to hear." he said. "It tells me some things. Do you know what those pesky 'Mouseketeers' are up to?"
"They've put nothing into the Evidence servers." she said. "But they have not been using computers connected to the Police Department system, either. I even tried hacking into Milton's father's School accounts, but they're not using that backdoor, either."
"All the same," he said, "my plans to relocate cannot be sped up. We have to wait until this summer, when Operation Apple Grove takes place. So if the Iron Crowbar begins hampering my plans, I will have to come up against him. The hard way."
"I'm ready to help." she said. "Just give the word. Whatever you need to destroy the Iron Crowbar..."
"...and his little dog, too, my Pretty." he replied ominously.
With that, they both cranked their engines and sped off into the night, the sounds of their motors carrying on the wind to another home on the ridgeline...
Part 26 - The Final Goodbye
I have always wondered why bagpipes existed. They are discordant, blaring, and sometimes painful to my ears. But I got my answer today: bagpipes were given by God to play "Amazing Grace" at funeral cemetery ceremonies...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was Thursday, January 21st, 2:00pm. The Police Officers were in formal uniforms, with medals and white gloves, as they carried Amy's casket up the steps and into the Catholic Church, placing it on a rolling gurney. The pallbearers were Sergeant Rudistan, Sergeant Irwin, and Senior Patrolmen Morton, Hicks, Johnson, and McGhillie. Walking behind the casket was the Honor Guard leader, Lt. Teresa Croyle, also in formal uniform, the Purple Order around her neck.
I was not in uniform; instead wearing a black suit with a black tie, to de-emphasize my role with the Police, and emphasize the family aspect. Laura was in black, and wearing a black hat with a veil. Molly (in uniform with ribbons) and my mother (in a black dress and hat and veil) were behind us, and Cindy, also in civilian attire. Lt. Tanya Perlman, in uniform with ribbons instead of full medals, led the Detectives and a rather large contingent of Police Officers behind us.
The Church was nearly full; many people came to pay their respects for a brave young girl. The Orphanage's young charges were there. That had taken a certain Police Commander's initiative to send a Police bus to pick them up, escorted by some Officers to placate the surprisingly indifferent Orphanage staff.
Father Romano and Father Francisco said the Funeral Mass. As the service proceeded, I furtively looked around at the crowd. I saw the shock of white hair in the back. Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision', was there with some of his acolytes. I'd invited him to sit with us but he'd declined, perhaps knowing my mother was sitting with us, or perhaps just to de-emphasize his presence.



After the Funeral Mass, the pallbearers took the casket down the aisle and back outside. An announcement had been made asking only the immediate family and close friends to attend the ceremony at the cemetery.
There was a section in the southeast part of the Cemetery for indigent burials (and few of those; most were cremations), but someone had bought a plot for Amy very near Dr. Heinz's grave; it did not take a great feat of deduction to know that my wife was the benefactor in that.
Teresa led the pallbearers through the procession. Father Romano poured dirt on the casket in the shape of a cross as he recited the "ashes to ashes, dust to dust..." lines. Then he made the sign of the cross and led the group in prayer.
And then Patrolman McGhillie was joined by his father, Town & County Councilman Ian McGhillie, in using their bagpipes to play "Amazing Grace". It was not discordant, it was not blaring. I let the music flow through my soul, grieving for one last minute for a girl who'd loved her little dog...
Once done, it was time to get busy. It was time to take vengeance. I was later told that a great many people saw the cold look on my face, and knew that serious pain awaited a criminal. They had no idea how right they were...
Part 27 - Into Deepness
Friday, January 22d. Around 4:00pm I received a call from Dr. Searles. I went up to the Hospital, and to his office.
"A heart is about to become available for Robert Brownlee." said Dr. Searles. "A young man was severely injured in a motorcycle accident near Midtown. He's brain-dead, and his family is going to execute the living well to have his life support taken off. He matches Brownlee almost perfectly, and I've already received confirmation we'll get the heart."
"What time will that be?" I asked.
"Should be in just a few hours." said Dr. Searles. "The living will is being worked through the Court system now. That's pretty routine. And I'm sure you're wondering why I called you to come here instead of just calling or texting you."
"Glad you said it out loud," I replied, "before I had to ask."
"I wanted to show you something." said Dr. Searles. "I got that confirmation... without even asking for it. Usually I get notified, I then look at the organ, see if it matches, and then put in my acceptance for it. Since Brownlee is at the top of the list and it's such a good match, I'm not surprised we're getting it... but this time, they're like 'Hey! Here it is!'."
"I see." I said. "Has this ever happened to you before?"
"Just once." said Dr. Searles. "I was once asked to do a heart transplant in Florida. I was flown down there on a private jet, the hospital there had already put in the paperwork for me to do the surgery in their hospital. It was all arranged. And I just checked the records; that heart came in the same way. It was routed to that hospital already. The recipient was one of those new-age Internet billionaires who had a rare heart defect."
"I heard that Steve Jobs just happened to get a pancreas he needed, that kept him alive a few more years." I said. "I'm sure his money helped procure that. Not that I'm complaining, but after what just happened with Amy..."
"And that's the second reason I called." said Dr. Searles. "I called a colleague at Boston Medical, Dr. Falkner. He said they expected for us to get that liver over their candidate, but get this, Don: they were told they were getting the liver. And not through normal channels... but just like Brownlee's incoming heart, here."
The puzzle pieces were going into place with every word. I could see what was going on. And because I knew that Vauxhall had just put through a payment, I knew that this was my chance.
"Doctor," I said, "do you think Dr. Falkner will give an affidavit to the FBI about that? And will you give your own affidavit to what you've told me, about everything?"
"Of course." said Dr. Searles. "Think this will help you get the guys you're looking for?"
"Oh, yes." I said. "Ohhhhhhh, yesssss. Listen, Doctor, please, not a word to anyone about this. Anyone, not your people here nor the Hospital Staff nor Administration. Let me know when you get word of when that heart will arrive, but do let me know before it gets here. You'll get the heart; just go on in and replace whatever Brownlee has inside him with it. Leave the rest... to me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Here are the jump drives." David Krueger said, handing me a static-proof sleeve with a number of jump drives inside, sealed with evidence tape. "We added one last thing. When you asked us to check on the Organ Donation System, we saw the confirmation for the heart that is coming here. But the thing is, it was not entered into the regular system. Someone bypassed the system and sent a direct confirmation to University Hospital. It happens from time to time, but is irregular. I can't say if that is legal or not, by the way."
"It's not explicitly illegal." I said. "But that will change if I have my way, both at the State and Federal level. You need to accompany me to the door of the Evidence Rooms with these; once I'm inside there, you can go home."
We went downstairs, where we both signed the jump drives into evidence. I then told the Officer on duty there that I was going to come in and personally lock them into one of the drawers in the safe. There are drawers in there like safety deposit boxes, but with electronic combinations. I set one with the four-digit code '9078', then came out of the safe room.
"I'm going to check on something before I go." I said. "David, have a good weekend, you can go." With that, I went into the room that was for weapons evidence. I turned on my bug-killer, which would cause any tapings to look like Slender Man was coming; the tape would have a hum and start breaking up and whacking out.
I went to the very back, where the manila envelope with my personal seal on it had lain dormant for a long, long time. I opened it, opened the gun case, and took out the packet of four syringes... Ned's drugs that I had not destroyed. I put the packet into the inside pocket of my trenchcoat, which I was wearing as if I were going to go directly home from here. I resealed and put the now-empty gun case back where it was.
"Have a good evening." I said to the Duty Patrolman. I went back upstairs, and secured the pouch in my safe in my office, next to the Red Crowbar whose metal had exterminated the Rev. Jonas Oldeeds."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"ETA 10:45pm." came the text from Dr. Searles at 10:15pm.
I was in my office. I had met Laura for supper at the Cattleman's Club, then come back to the office hours before. There were no lights on inside. I had worked in the dark, filling two plastic syringes from the Hospital (all too easy to steal, to be quite frank about it) and half-filling them with two of the four drugs from the vials. I hoped they retained their efficacy after all this time.
I put on my trenchcoat. I left my badge and my gunbelt on my desk, and was armed with only a backup revolver, for which I had a concealed-weapons permit to carry... and the current Red Crowbar. Just as I was about to leave, the door to my office opened... and in came Cindy Ross.
"Going somewhere?" she asked, her voice almost dripping with cynicism.
"As a matter of fact," I said quietly, "I am."
"Anything you care to share with your blood kin?"
"Not really." I said. "This is personal, not official."
"Yeah, sure." Cindy replied. "Then I'll personally go get my coat, and go with you."
"You are not coming." I said, in the tone of an order.
"Then you are not going." Cindy replied fearlessly. "I swear to God that I will personally arrest you if you try to leave this Station without taking me."
We stared at each other, our blue and gray eyes locked. Then I said "If you do come, you're going to see some things you should not have to see. I don't know if you can handle it."
"Only one way to find out." Cindy said, crossing her arms.
I knew she was going to win this battle of wills, so I said "All right. We've done everything else together; you might as well come over to the Dark Side with me."
I then said "Leave your gun and badge either here or in your office. Bring a backup gun if you have one, but have nothing on you that shows you're Police. Bring your ID card so we can get back in the building."
We went down the hall, my bug-killer full-on. Cindy stopped by her office and did as I'd instructed. We went out the side exit. I took her I.D. card and mine, and secreted them in a little crevice under the steps. I then led the way to an old, beat-up green car.
"Nice ride." Cindy said. "Where'd you get it?"
"Impound Yard." I said. "I'll tell the Officer at the gate that we're going undercover." Indeed, the Officer at the gate was Sergeant Rudistan. He told us to have a good weekend.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Here's the heart you're waiting for." said Steven Moschel at the Nurse's Station, dressed in his courier uniform. The nurse took the ice chest and signed off on the paperwork while an orderly raced with the life-saving organ to the surgical wing, where Dr. Searles had Robert Brownlee prepped. It was 10:50pm.
"Yes, it's all good." Moschel said into his phone as he walked back to his car. "Just delivered it. Sure... I can do another one in a few days, if the check clears... okay, bye."
As he came up to his car, a brand-new Lamborghini Aventador LP 700-4 Pirelli Edition, he saw a tall, broad-shouldered man in a trenchcoat and Tilley Hat, with only Airborne wings attached, looking at the car.
"Wow." said the man in a low, husky voice. "That's one heck of a car."
"Thanks!" Moschel said brightly. "Got it with the money from my last job. Excuse me." He reached for the door handle.
*WHAM!!*
With lightning speed, the red crowbar had flashed, hitting him squarely in the back. The force of the blow slammed him against the car. As he turned, the bigger man's fist crashed solidly into his jaw, and he crumpled to the ground.
A shorter person was there in a flash as the big man secured Moschel's hands with a plastic zip-tie, which are used as handcuffs when need be. Then the big man put a plastic ball in Moschel's mouth, and secured it with a bandana. The shorter person, who was masked, then half-dragged Moschel down to the end of the parking deck, where an old green car with it's trunk opened awaited them.
"Watch." said the person into his ear when they stopped Moschel watched as the big man in the trenchcoat slid detcord into the gasoline tank of the expensive new car. On the end of the detcord was plastique covering a blasting cap. Another detcord line went under the engine block, where a larger block of plastique had been wired up as Moschel had delivered the heart to the Nurse's station.
As the big man approached the other two, he stopped at a concrete column. He held up a clacker, to which a thin wire led to a blasting cap that was attached to the near end of the detcord. He clicked the clacker a couple of times. The result was instantaneous...
***WHUMPOOM!***
I felt the explosion from behind the column. Cindy had secured Moschel on the other side of the green car, and there were other cars parked there, too. Shrapnel was flying all over the place. Expensive shrapnel, too; it had once been a Lamborghini.
"Too bad about the car." I said in my 'gruff' voice. We threw Moschel into the trunk and hurriedly got out of there just as nurses were coming outside to see what the noise was about.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The first thing they're going to do is call you." Cindy said. "And your cellphone is in your office. Mine is in my office."
"Darn, I forgot it there." I said. "My personal one is at home, too. Laura is going to tell them that I'm driving to the City to meet our FBI friends about a lead. That can be your excuse, as well, unless you have a better one."
 "Does Laura know what this is about?" Cindy asked.
"Not all of it." I said. "If she did, she would've stopped me... but for different reasons than you were going to."
We drove to an alley and to an empty unit in a strip mall. We hauled Moschel out, and I carried him over my shoulder into the back room, which Cindy noticed had corrugated cardboard on the walls.
"Soundproofing." I said. "We're going to need it." With that, I put Moschel face down on what looked like a massage table, and handcuffed his hands and ankles to the four legs, immobilizing him.
"Okay, Mr. Moschel." I said, squatting to his eye-level so he could see my eyes behind the mask I'd put on. "You stole a liver meant for a little orphan girl. She died. That pisses me off. So... you are going to tell me everything. You are going to tell me your contacts on both ends, you are going to tell me who's been financing you through Vauxhall." I removed the ball gag.
"Fuck you!" Moschel shouted. "HELLLLP!!"
I slapped his face, hard. "No one can hear you, fucker." I said, still in my gravelly 'gruff' voice. "Now, talk. Who's your sponsor? Say his name!"
"I'll see you in hell!" gasped Moschel. "I'd die more painfully if I told you."
"Oh, I doubt that." I said, rising back up to my full height. "But let's find out." I went down the side of the table and pulled the back of Moschel's shirt out from his pants, exposing his lower back. Cindy was watching me intently, probably expecting me to hit his kidneys with the Crowbar. He would not be so lucky.
I took out the first of the two syringes in my trenchcoat, took the plastic cap off the needle. "Watch this." I said to Cindy. I stabbed the syringe into Moschel's back, very close to his spinal cord, and injected just a tiny amount of the drug.
"YEEEEARRRRRRRGGGGHHHHH!!" Moschel screamed. "OH GOD! OH GOD! MAKE IT STOP!"
'Want it to stop?" I asked. "Start talking."
"AAAUUUUGGGHHHHH!!" Moschel screamed, tears running out of his eyes, spittle beginning to drool from his mouth.
This was the pain-inducing drug that Ned had created. I could see why the CIA wanted it. Moschel was in excruciating, agonizing pain. Even the tiny amount I'd injected was attacking his nerves, the pain going up his spine and all over his body. And part of the cocktail of drugs in this mixture prevented his body from shutting down or emitting endorphins to kill that pain. It would eventually kill him, but not before hours, even days, of the most agonizing pain one could feel relentlessly attacked him.
I then injected a small amount from the second syringe. This was the antidote to the first compound. The pain was still there, but much less than before.
"Okay, are you ready to talk?" I asked.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Moschel reminded me of Barry Bounel. He seemed incapable of telling the truth. He began giving me information that I knew was false. When I asked questions to trip him up, it worked, but he just told more lies. I'd recorded that, just to see if any truth would be mixed in. But I'd had enough.
"Okay, asshole." I said. "I am tired of you." I injected another small amount of the first drug. I saw Cindy's eyes crinkle; she was wincing as the she saw and heard what was happening. She probably could smell it, too... Moschel had lost control of his bladder and his bowels.
"AAAAAUGH! Stop the pain! I'll talk, I'll talk!" he begged.
"I'm listening." I said, making no move to relieve his pain. After a moment, he realized through his agony that he would be talking through the pain. And he broke.
He gave me Vauxhall. He gave me City & Counties Bank. He gave me his bank accounts, all four of them in the State, and ten more in other States. He gave me Dr. Alcott, the Hospital Administrator, and a Nurse... the one that was Nurse Ratchett's supervisor, that had challenged me and then bitched about me.
"Pleaseeee! Stop the pain, please!" he gasped, his body quivering, sweat pouring out of him everywhere, his curly black hair soaked and matted to his head.
"You know what you have to tell me." I said. "Say his name!"
"I don't know his name! I swear to God!" Moschel yelled out. "I only know... he's behind City & Counties Bank... he may be connected to the University..."
"Okay, I think you need a stronger dose." I said, readying the needle.
"NOOO!!" Moschel yelled desperately. "I swear to God, that's all I know!"
"What's his connection to the School?" I thundered gruffly.
"I don't know! But he has... access to the Hospital... he goes there... to use computers so he can't be traced..."
I took out the other syringe, and injected enough to eradicate his pain over the next several minutes.
"Here's the program, Mr. Moschel." I said, again crouching so his eyes were looking into mine. "You are going to be left where the Police will find you. You will tell them, voluntarily, everything you have told me. If you leave out anything, even one word, I will find out, and I'll bring this first syringe back to you... but not the second one. If you don't talk to the Police, they'll release you... and you'll be seeing me again. Figure it out, boy: I found you tonight, and I will find you again. Your only chance to live is to talk to the Police. Do you understand?"
"Yeah" said Moschel weakly, totally beaten, totally broken.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Perhaps it's a family trait, as I share my late nephew Ned's sense of irony. We drove Moschel to the Saskia Warehouse, where Teresa had found Amy and Buddy. We left him tied to a fence stake, gagged, on the back side of the building.
As we drove the green car back to the Impound Yard, taking dirt back roads through farms owned by BigAgraFoods, Cindy was abnormally quiet. Finally she said "What did I just witness tonight?"
"You witnessed your cousin going to the Dark Side." I replied. "I told you that you shouldn't have come."
"Not that." she said. "The drugs. What the hell was that stuff you injected into him?"
"That," I said, "I will not answer."
"Oh, never mind, you don't have to." Cindy said. "I did look up the classified stuff on your nephew Ned one time. I thought you destroyed those drugs."
"Which is why I did not tell Laura about this." I said. "She thinks I destroyed them, too. But as you can see, I didn't. I don't want the CIA knowing they still exist, but more importantly, I needed to test them. And getting Moschel to talk was a good way to do it."
"Test them?" Cindy asked, stunned. "For what?"
"If what I think is going to go down actually does..." I said, "... then one other person is going to be the recipient of the pain-inducing drug. Do I need to tell you who that is?"
"But... you keep saying you want to arrest the bastard instead of killing him." Cindy replied, and astutely. "So that doesn't make sense."
"I do want to arrest him, put him on trial." I said. "But there is a very good chance he's not going to let that happen. If that's the case, I might need these drugs one more time... to save my blood kin."
Cindy said no more.
Part 28 - Test and Temptation
I unlocked the gate to the empty Impound Yard near the State Line with a master key (I'm the Police Commander, of course I have a master key!), parked the old green car in the back of the lot from where I'd obtained it. I also emptied the two syringes I used on Moschel at the Impound Yard, then buried the separate parts in some dirt under a car in the junk area.
Cindy had already started the engine to the Police Cruiser that was parked at the site and pulled it outside the gate (it looked like a radar trap, other cars were slowing down when they saw it). I locked the gate and got in.
"The radio is full of chatter about the exploding car." Cindy said. "They're looking for a green car already."
"Yet we drove all over this Town and County in it, and no one saw us or stopped us." I replied. "Methinks we have places we can still improve this Police Force."



"Yep. Where to now?" Cindy asked.
"Headquarters." I said. "We've got to pick up our badges and guns." Cindy drove there, and Rudistan let us in without question. We got our I.D.s and went inside.
"Wow, don't tell me you've trusted Rudistan with this." Cindy quietly said. "I mean, he's a good guy and all, but..." She did not finish the sentence.
"I only told him we were on an undercover mission." I replied. "He tends to understand these things without being told. And I might as well trust him because he was in the room with me when we arrested Bryan Thatcher, so I'm not really in any worse shape as far as Rudistan having stuff on me."
Cindy got her stuff out of her office and came to mine.
"All right," I said, "let's go." We went back outside, now that we had IDs, badges and guns back on, and drove in my Police SUV towards the Saskia Warehouse. I parked in an obscured place where we could watch, then took out a burner phone and sent a text.
"What's happening?" Cindy asked.
"A good Citizen is about to call the Duty Desk with an anonymous tip that a man with black curly hair was seen at the Saskia Warehouse. Our guys already know that the bombed out Lamborghini is his; I heard the radio chatter as we were driving. I estimate... oh, about ten minutes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A Police cruiser pulled up to the Saskia Warehouse. Sergeant Irwin was driving, and Lt. Teresa Croyle came out of the passenger seat. There were already three other Police cruisers there, blue lights blazing.
"He's around back, behind the warehouse." said Patrolman Culver as they went through the opening in the fence. Memories were flooding Teresa's mind as they walked to the building.
"Lieutenant Croyle," said Sergeant Irwin, "we'll stay here if you want to go back there alone. And if he tries to make a run for it or attacks you, we'll understand whatever happens.
Teresa stood there, feeling as if nothing else existed in the world. The bastard that had stolen the organ meant for Amy was now around the corner. The temptation was enormous, and the desire to act out of her pain and fury was almost overwhelming. She remembered what she thought Alexis had whispered to her at Amy's deathbed.
And then, again seeing nothing else, she saw what looked like not one, but two ethereal forms in the distance, watching her, waiting for her. And she heard in her mind Amy's words to forgive the perp.
Exhaling, she made her choice. And suddenly she was seeing everything again, the warehouse eerily lit up by the blue lightbars of the Police cruisers, the Officers standing near her.
"Thank you, but I'll do this right." she said. "Come around with me. Videocamera, too." She led the way around the corner, seeing Moschel tied up. "Untie him." Officers rushed to do so.
"Would you like to borrow a crowbar, ma'am?" asked another officer, who had not heard Sgt. Irwin's offer.
"Those are for the amateurs." Teresa said. "I don't need one." She walked up to Moschel, who was still on his knees. She went behind him and pushed him to the ground, but only to pull his arms behind him and handcuff him.
"Steven Moschel, you are under arrest." Teresa said. "You have the right to remain silent..." She recited the rights to him, then followed as Officers walked him to a Police cruiser. Someone had put down plastic on the backseat; their noses had told them that Moschel had soiled himself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I watched from a distance away, I felt very proud of Teresa. She had withstood the test. I had gone to the Dark Side, but she had risen above it. I would not have blamed her if she'd done something to Moschel, beaten the shit out of him as she beat down Dean Allen... or even killed Moschel. No one would've said a word, and the Thin Blue Line would've covered it up. But she didn't. She rose above it.
"She's a better person than I am." I said.
"No, not necessarily." Cindy said. "Maybe tonight, though..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went back to Headquarters. Moschel was cleaned up and given an orange jumpsuit, and then was taken through booking. Cindy and I tried to sneak in the other side, through the employee's entrance.
It did not take long before the Duty Desk Sergeant was at my door. "Commander! Captain!" he exclaimed. "We've been trying to get in touch with you!"
"Yeah, I left my cellphone here by accident." I said, holding it up. "We went to the City, just got back. So what's going on?"
"I'll tell him, Sergeant." said a voice behind him. The voice belonged to Lt. Tanya Perlman. She came in, a strange look on her face.
"Sir, ma'am," she said as she sat down in the chair besides Cindy, "tonight a car was blown up at the Hospital with military plastique and detcord. Extremely expensive car, belonging to one Steven Moschel. He'd just bought it. He also had just delivered a heart for Robert Brownlee. By the way, that operation is still going on, last I checked."
Tanya continued: "We started searching for Mr. Moschel, and we found him... tied up behind the Saskia Warehouse. I might add that this warehouse is where Lt. Croyle found Amy, twice, including once on Christmas Eve."
"Yes, I know." I said. "Discipline still to follow. But go on." I pretended to ignore the shocked look on Cindy's face.
"Moschel was a mess." said Tanya. "He still is. He's acting drunk and out of it. We're going to let him sleep it off overnight, then begin questioning him in the morning. Jack Muscone is coming over; he wants to be a part of that."
"By all means." I said. "With what is Moschel being charged?"
"We seem to have plenty to take him down for stealing the organ meant for Amy." said Tanya. "We'll see what we get tomorrow, well, later today, I should say. The sad part of this, is that you two missed all of the fun. And so did Sergeant Rudistan. Now why in the world is he doing guard duty of the parking lot tonight?"
"No idea, you'll have to ask him. I'm sure that whatever he tells you will be correct." I said, my face impassive. "But you didn't need us here, you handled it, and well. Am I right?"
Tanya just stared at me a second, then turned to Cindy and said "Ma'am, please remind me to never, ever, play poker with this man."
"Harrumph, 'no shit Sherlock' on that!" Cindy said. "And you should never bet a hundred dollars against him, either. FBI humiliation to follow."
"I would've bet that he would never, ever, leave his Police cellphone behind." Tanya said meaningfully. "He never forgets it. Ever."
"First time for everything." I said. "So, is the SBI already here to look into the exploding car at University Hospital?"
"Not yet." said Tanya. "Do you want to call in the FBI to stop the SBI from coming in?"
"That would be fun." I said. "But the SBI could not even figure out who stole morphine from the Hospital some months ago. So I have my doubts they'll be able to find anything on this."
"In other words: by all means, Lieutenant," said Cindy, "call the SBI in."
"Not me." said Tanya. "Jack would never speak to me again if I did."
"Folks, let's wrap this up and go home." I said. "We'll burn those bridges, pun not intended, in the morning."
"Where's Teresa?" asked Cindy.
"She's the Vice Lieutenant." Tanya said. "Why would she be here?" I realized what Tanya was doing. I kept my face impassive, but could not help Cindy...
"She made the arrest, didn't she?" Cindy asked.
"How'd you know that?" Tanya asked. "No one's said a word about it, just to keep her out of any trouble over it. It wasn't on Police radio."
Well, Cindy was trapped. But her recovery was about as good as any I'd ever heard:
"I'm psychic. Like my father before me... Lieutenant." Cindy said, her eyes boring into Tanya's. The matter was closed.
To be continued.
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Part 29 - Good for the Soul
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redheaded reporterette from the front lawn of University Hospital, with the Hospital in the background, on Monday, January 25th. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of several events over the weekend, including a car explosion at University Hospital, and the arrest of an alleged donated-organ snatcher!"
Bettina started: "The special edition Lamborghini that was destroyed in the explosion at the parking deck of University Hospital belonged to one Steven Moschel. Mr. Moschel was found to be running an unauthorized organ delivery service, and had forged paperwork. He is believed to have been paid well over $100,000 for stealing the organ which was meant for Amy Croyle, who died last week after another suitable organ could not be found. Moschel has reportedly confessed to his crimes, and may soon be transferred to State or Federal custody."
Bettina continued: "Moschel's legal status is somewhat in limbo, in that the SBI and FBI are fighting over jurisdiction of the car explosion, and this battle is spilling over into other areas. The SBI's Bureau of Firearms and Explosives, the SBI-BFE, began investigating the explosion last Saturday. However, the FBI's Anti-Terrorism Task Force, based in the City and led by Special Agent In Charge Dana Fox, claimed Federal jurisdiction. The SBI did not yield, with SBI Director and candidate for Governor Jack Lewis declaring that the FBI was violating State sovereignty and the Tenth Amendment to the Constitution in their egregious overreach. The SBI is expected to file a lawsuit in Federal Court today over the matter."
More Bettina: "Meanwhile, Deputy Police Chief Robert Brownlee received a heart transplant Friday night. The surgery was performed by nationally renowned cardiologist Dr. Richard Searles, who said that the surgery went very well, and that Robert Brownlee should recover fully.
"However, Commander Brownlee's status on the Police Force and in the Public Service Department is also in limbo, as Police Chief Sean Moynahan joined Sheriff Daniel Allgood in a report to the Council that Brownlee's position must be filled soon, that Brownlee is not entitled to that specific job, but could be assigned to an equivalent job anywhere within the Public Safety or Public Health Departments. The Town & County Council is asking for legal opinions, and will make a judgment soon."
As Bettina signed off, Martin Nash said "Doesn't seem right. Nice girl like Amy really needed that organ, and died when she didn't get it. Brownlee would've lived on without a transplant, did get one, and gets to walk to of the hospital."
"I wouldn't wish death even on Commander Brownlee." said Joanne Cummings. "But we did get the guy who stole Amy's organ, and her life."
"Yes." I said. "Yes we did." I was remembering the events of the weekend...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the previous Saturday morning, Police Headquarters was a near-madhouse. The SBI and FBI were there. I kicked out the SBI, saying they had nothing to do with the organ theft case. Then I watched from the anteroom of Interrogation-1 with Chief Moynahan, Cindy, Teresa, FBI Agents Jack Muscone and Sandra Speer... while Steven Moschel was interrogated by Lt. Perlman and Detective Theo Washington. Sergeant Rudistan, no worse the wear from his stint guarding the parking lot, was in the room as the Uniformed presence.
Doctors had checked Moschel, and said that he appeared drunk. But blood tests came up clean for alcohol and drugs... well, drugs like marijuana, cocaine, and the like. They didn't know to look for traces of neurotoxins and pain-inducing chemicals created by the demonic brilliance of my late nephew Ned's mind.
At first, my guys got nowhere. Moschel took the Fifth, and his Gresham & Mason lawyer was being particularly belligerent. After a few minutes, I said "I'm going to go assist them with their inquiries, and shut that fucking lawyer up."
"Crowbar, are you sure?" asked Chief Moynahan, the only person who could stop me, but showed wisdom in not actually doing so.
"I'll just take a minute. No worries." I said. I opened the door to the Interrogation Room, and walked in... with my Tilley Hat on, the Police Badge restored underneath the Airborne wings.
"Lieutenant," I said levelly in the sudden dead quiet of the room, "is this suspect cooperating?"
"Not like I would like, sir." Tanya replied. My gray eyes did not waver from Moschel's. I could see the look of fear in his eyes, and his gaping face. I leaned over from behind Tanya, staring harder at Moschel.
"That's... unfortunate." I said quietly. "I hope he will reconsider his situation. Things could become quite... painful for him through this long, legal process."
"Now just a damn minute!" shouted the attorney. "Who the hell are you to come barging in here threatening my client----" But it was to my back, as I was walking out of the room already.
The transformation in Moschel was stunning. He not only looked scared, he began sweating and shaking. "Okay, I'll talk, I'll talk!" he gasped.
"What?!" cried out the lawyer "No! Keep your mouth shut, you've taken the Fifth! That was not an abrogation of his right to silence! Now let me have a moment with my client----"
"NO!" shouted Moschel. "I want to talk, I want to confess! You..." he said to the lawyer, "get out of here. Now." Turning back to Tanya he said "This guy no longer represents me. I want to talk."
"Well," said Tanya to the legal beagle. "I guess you can be on your way, Counselor. There's a nice diner on University Avenue on your way out of Town, if you'd like some breakfast."
"I.... I'm going to get to the bottom of this." snarled the lawyer. "I'm going to find out what happened here. Preserve the videotapes of this interrogation; I'll be subpoenaing them!"
"Mr. Moschel," said Tanya, "are you sure you do not want this man to represent you further? Would you like to call another lawyer to represent you?"
"I'm sure. I want to talk. I want to cooperate. I don't need another lawyer." said Moschel, still shaking.
Meanwhile, the anteroom was about to explode.
"What did you just do, Commander?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Why, I just suggested he reconsider his situation." I said, with as much of an innocent look as I could put on my face.
"Sheesh," said Jack Muscone, "That is one hell of a reputation that you've developed. I'm jealous, for damn sure." Sandra Speer just grinned at that. Cindy refused to look in my direction.
Steven Moschel gave up everything. Within two hours, a Federal warrant to shut down Vauxhall was issued. Another warrant to investigate City & Counties Bank was issued. The FBI formally asked for the help of the TCPD's Data Branch, and I gave permission provided that I was also a part of the investigatory team with first knowledge of whatever they found. It took all of five seconds for the FBI DepDirector to agree.
There was one issue. As Detective David Krueger took over the interrogation of Moschel, Tanya came and got me. Going to I-1, I saw that Detective Julie Newton had also gone into the Interrogation Room. She was just listening, but staring at Moschel, and he seemed unsettled.
I knocked on the glass, stepped into the room, and with the crook of my finger made that universal sign to Julie that meant 'come here'. She came out.
"Detective Newton," I asked, once we were out of the anteroom and into the hallway. "Why were you in there?"
"I wanted to hear his stuff about the money laundering." said Julie. "There's likely some stuff I've run across in the past, so that information can help me, and I can help David, as well."
"I understand." I said. "But you can watch the tapes of the testimony. Don't go back in there until they're done. If you have some questions, pass them along to Krueger or Lt. Perlman, or make a list and I might can give you some time with Moschel after they're done, okay?"
Julie was not pleased, but she didn't have a choice. She agreed, somewhat perfunctorily, then headed down the hall to her office, her high heels clicking on the floor.
Part 30 - Odds And Ends
Back in the present, Monday, January 25th, I heard Theo Washington ask "What about Commander Brownlee returning, sir?"
"Months off, if it happens at all." I said. "Bettina's a bit behind the power curve; the Council has already gotten legal opinions and have resolved the matter. You'll see that this coming Monday... oh, that's embargoed, you did not hear a word of that."
The Detectives all grinned happily. They might not solve the Kennedy Assassination, but they knew what was up with that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy had not been at the coffee klatch; she was going to City Airport to pick up two friends. So I spent time getting paperwork done, and there was a hell of a lot of it. I then stepped into Paulina's office, which was next to my own, to inquire about something.
"Murder can't be among the charges, Don." said Paulina, in reply to my suggestion of tacking that on to Moschel's long list of charges.
"Not even murder in the commission of a felony?" I asked, still trying. "What about manslaughter?"
"No." said Paulina. "Look, he'll have an adequate defense in saying there was no guarantee this liver transplant would've saved Amy's life for sure. I talked to Dr. Searles and your wife. They both said it was a longshot at best."
Then Paulina dropped her voice and said "I don't want Teresa or Cindy to hear this, but both doctors said it was likely Amy would've died on the operating table, and if she'd survived that, it was better than 50/50 that she would've rejected the liver and would've died anyway." Seeing the sad look on my face, she said "I'm sorry."
"No, I understand, and you're right. On all counts." I said. "I had just hoped... for more."
"He won't be executed at Jacksonville State Prison." said Paulina. "But I suspect he's ultimately going to get what is coming to him... one way or another, in this life or another."
"We talked about 'Justice' the other day." I said. "I don't think there's any way that bastard can be administered proper Justice on this Earth. It will have to come from a Higher place." Paulina just nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy asked me to come to Town Fitness Centers and then go to lunch with her and her friends. So I went over there. I went into the Co-ed side, which had a few older men working out. Most of the weekday business was in the morning and after normal working hours.
I saw Cindy talked to two women, and did a double take. They were both drop-dead gorgeous! A black-haired woman about Cindy's age was wearing a black dress and strappy high-heel sandals. Her body was magnificent, and well-toned on top of that. The other woman was older, with dirty blonde hair, full lips (a little too full, if you know what I mean), and wearing a blouse and Capri pants. Her legs were too good for those pants, I thought as I went up to them.
"Oh, Don, there you are." said Cindy. "Ladies, this is my boss as well as my cousin, Commander Don Troy. Don, this is Ariel and Wanda."
"Call me Don, please." I said, shaking hands with them in my flirtatious way. The younger black-haired woman was Ariel; she didn't really respond to me. The older woman was Wanda, her eyes sparkled as I took her hand in mine.
"Don," Cindy said, "Ariel and Wanda are looking to buy in to the gym. They were on the 'Miss Physical America' Tour with me."
"If all the men in this Town look like Don, here," said Wanda, who had a Southern accent to her voice, "it's a done deal for me."
"No doubt about that." said Ariel, in a friendly but more polite voice.
"How about we go to the Cattleman's Club for lunch?" I suggested. "My treat. And it'll definitely improve my reputation to be seen with three women as lovely as you are..."
Part 31 - End of the Line
Just as I got back from lunch, Patrolman Hicks came up to me in the hallway. "Commander, we've got a problem. EMTs are trying to block the entrance to University Hospital."
"Okay, head on over there, call in another couple of patrol cars." I said. I went to MCD, seeing Martin Nash at his desk. I asked if he had his armored vest, and he pulled it out of his desk drawer. We headed out.
I arrived at the Hospital in my Police SUV, Martin riding shotgun. I had deliberately gone south far enough to turn left and back up University Avenue, so that I was on the same side of the street as the drive to the Hospital. I came right up to the kerb, blue lights blazing.
"Stay in the car for a second." I told Martin, who was fastening the straps of his vest over his shirt and tie. I then got out, the red crowbar prominently visible. The EMTs did not attack me.
Across the street was a contingent of Fire Department personnel. They'd been occasionally staging counter-demonstrations, trying to goad the EMTs into something foolish or confrontational. Over the past few days and weeks, the EMTs had consolidated their efforts to the front of the Hospital, where they could be seen by passersby on the highway as well as anyone going to the Hospital. The 'Drive-By Media' had pretty much stopped covering the strike.
Assistant Fire Chief (AFC) William Jefferson almost got killed as he burst across the street, as motorists had to swerve to avoid hitting him. Undaunted, he ran up to me. "They blocked the ambulances, Troy!" he shouted exultantly. "We've got it on videotape, three times over! They blocked the drive and impeded an ambulance. Arrest them all! Clear their worthless asses out!"
"I'll handle it." I said, and turned to find the EMT leader.
"God damn it, Troy!" said the AFC, whose rank was the same as mine. "I said we've got them on tape breaking the law! Now I demand that you arrest them!"
"I said I would handle it." I replied, not rising to the bait.
"Fuck you! Who's side are you on?" snarled Jefferson. I turned on him.
"Fuck yourself, Jefferson!" I yelled, my hand tightly gripping the red crowbar. "I'm sure as hell not on your side! Now get back across the street, and leave me to do my job!"
"Or what?" Jefferson yelled. "You gonna hit me with that thing? Or arrest me?"
"Not a bad idea. I just might arrest you, right here in front of all those EMTs." I replied, squaring up to him.
Just then, two more cars flew in. One had a red lightbar and was a red car, and it was Fire Chief Quinlin's. The other one, a beige SUV with red, clear/white, and blue lightbars, contained Sheriff Daniel Allgood."
"What's going on here, William?" asked Quinlin.
"We've got video of those cocksuckers blocking an ambulance." said Jefferson. "And this bastard won't arrest them!"
"I haven't even had time to check anything out." I said, more to Daniel. "This bozo in the bad fitting uniform just ran at me and began yelling. He's disobeyed Police instructions to get back across the street, too." My implication was that an arrest was imminent.
"Patrick, get your guy across the street. Keep them all there." Sheriff Allgood said, authority in his voice. As Quinlin escorted a pouting, protesting Jefferson across the street, Daniel turned to me and said quietly "I'll just tell you now, Don. Put an end to all this. The Council is not going to tolerate much more. Either they or the Campus Police are going to swear out warrants to arrest these guys, so see what you can do before it gets uglier."
"Yes sir." I said. I walked towards the striking EMTs as Daniel went to secure the video evidence from the Fire Department personnel. I saw a KXTC van a little ways down the road, and a crew filming us. The EMTs were holding signs, but were clearly blocking the lane. I had Nash get out of the SUV and join me. I called out "Who's the leader here?"
"I am." said Wilbur James, coming up.
"Mr. James, you can't block ambulances." I said. "There could be a dying person inside one of them. I know that you and all your EMTs would never want to be responsible for an innocent person dying because they couldn't get to the help they need."
"I understand, Commander." said James. "But we're desperate here. We're dying, and that's not just saying words. My guys will have no jobs, no income, they'll never find work in this County and they can't afford to move, either. They are literally..." He didn't finish.
"You know I'm sympathetic." I said. "But I can't let you block ambulances nor access to the Hospital. Now the Fire Department bozos are saying they have video of your guys doing that, and breaking the law in the process. They want me to arrest every one of you, and I obviously don't want to do that. So have a word with your people, but let them know that I'm not leaving until they disperse from here, and from the Campus... and although I'm a patient man, when I get tired of it I'll have to start making arrests."
Wilbur James looked exhausted and totally defeated. He knew what that meant, but he did the right thing. "Okay guys, let's meet back at Union Hall. We can't stay here." There were voices beginning to be raised, and while it was probably Wilbur James that persuaded them, it might also have been the three Police cruisers that drove up that convinced them to stand down. Within fifteen minutes, they were all gone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I was called into the Chief's office. He had me sit down, then said "You did a great job handling that EMT situation today. The Fire Department guys have been harassing them for days now."
"But on the flip side," continued Moynahan, "the Sheriff said that tapes show the strikers blocking an ambulance, and when the ambulance tried to go around over the grass, the strikers ran to block it again. The Assistant Chief still wants the strikers arrested, but Chief Quinlin is going to lay down the hammer on his people and start squashing further hostilities."
"Good." I said.
"My second thing is that I don't know what happened with that Moschel guy, and I don't think I want to know." said Chief Moynahan. "But leave the 'cowboy law enforcement' to the Sheriff in the cowboy hat. You be that shining example of setting the example and solving the hard crimes that everyone loves you for being, if you get my drift."
"Yes sir." I said.
"So... Monday is set." said the Chief. "Anything else?"
"Yes sir." I said. "Some disciplines on Thursday, the 28th. Oh, by the way... do you still have friends in Midtown you can ask to check something for you? All my friends from down there are either in this Department or Nextdoor County now, and of course that one guy with the SBI Inspector General. I don't have anyone down there to talk to, anymore."
Moynahan grinned. "You hire us all away, then complain about it." he said. I chuckled. He then said "Yeah, I've still got contacts down there, what do you need?"
"The donor of Brownlee's new heart was a young man who had a motorcycle accident." I said. "I emailed you the details that I got, including his name. Maybe you can ask your friends down there to let you know what happened. If it seems like just an accident, maybe they can be persuaded look a little bit deeper for us?"



"Hmmm..." said Moynahan. "You think something's up with that?"
"It seems a little too convenient around the edges." I said. "It may be paranoia on my part, but maybe a quick check..."
"I'll tell you..." said Moynahan with mock asperity. "You come up with some wild and crazy shit, and then it turns out to be something big. Okay, I'll make some calls..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had told Cindy to offer to let Ariel and Wanda stay at the Cabin. Laura and I also invited them to have dinner with us at the Mountain Nest, with my mother Phyllis taking the sixth seat at the table. Buddy was a bit skittish of people, but took well to Wanda, who quickly showed herself to be a dog lover. Bowser watched over Carole, of course.
After dinner, as we were talking in the den, Cindy told me quietly that it was a done deal, that Ariel and Wanda loved the gym and the Town, and they were going to buy 24% each of the ownership, and would manage and run the place. That would really help Cindy free up some time.
"So Ariel will handle the women-only side, and Wanda the co-ed side." I said.
"Not much gets by you." Cindy said. Confirming my observations, Cindy told me that Ariel was bisexual, and that she and Ariel had been close on the Tour, including getting to know each other's bodies very intimately. Wanda, by way of contrast, was totally straight and had been married but had left her husband. "No doubt seeing you helped Wanda decide to hang around." my cousin said with a 'knowing' look.
"And they are both stunning women." I said. "Your business is going to grow. Just feature them in a few ads, press releases of them buying in as owners..."
"Way ahead of you on that." Cindy said. "And they're another temptation for your libido, as if your wife, my sister, your ADA, and the Intendent aren't enough to keep you satisfied..."
If I'd had it in my hands, a red crowbar would've been waved in Cindy's general direction.
Part 31 - Crime and Punishment
Wednesday, January 27th: "This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! The EMT strike is over! While not officially declared ended, the former EMTs have given up the fight, having made absolutely no gains as a result of their illegal actions. Meanwhile, the Assistant Fire Chief has made a complaint to the Inspector General that Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD ignored video evidence that the striking EMTs broke the law by blocking ambulances."
Video, obviously provided by the Fire Department troublemakers, showed the desperate, striking EMTs blocking an ambulance's path. Then KXTC footage taken with a long range lens showed me talking with Wilbur James.
Bettina said "Reached for comment, Commander Troy said that the situation was de-escalated, and that he used discretion in dispersing the EMTs rather than arresting them, as was his prerogative to do. Sheriff Daniel Allgood, also at the scene, said that Commander Troy made the correct call once again, and Fire Chief Quinlin said he considered the matter closed with the dispersal of the strikers, and that arrests were not needed."
"However, many Firefighters celebrated the end of the strike and the demise of the EMS service." Bettina finished as some videos of firefighters celebrating and mocking the EMTs was shown. I was sure that that video footage was well planned and carefully orchestrated...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, January 28th. In the Army they call it "Article 15". In the Navy, they call it "Captain's Mast". They are the military's forms of non-judicial punishment. In the Army, they have 'company grade' Article 15s, usually issued by a company commander; and 'field grade' Article 15s, more serious punishment and administered by a field-grade officer, such as a battalion commander.
Every month or so, near the end of the month and if needed, the Town & County Police Department has similar punishments. Most are handled by division Lieutenants, sometimes the Captain of Uniformed Personnel (at this time covered by Lt. Masters), and then up to Precinct Captains or a division Captain. However, I as Commander decide who administers what, and I sometimes take certain cases myself. I had three such cases today.
Captain Ross was sitting on the sofa in my office and watching that afternoon as the offending Police Officers were brought in by Lt. Masters. The first was Patrol Officer Jeremy Hatch. I was taking this to add weight to a host of problems from this inept officer. Why he was still here was a bit beyond me.
"Officer Hatch." I said as he stood at attention before my desk. "You were to bring three issued warrants back to Headquarters. However, you went to lunch first, and then brought the warrants, rather than the other way around. While the warrants were issued, my Vice Squad didn't know that, and nearly missed a bust. In addition, this is not the first time you've been disciplined for these types of bad decisions. One more strike, Mr. Hatch, and you are out. A reprimand will appear upon your record. Dismissed." Hatch left. Sergeant Toole of Second Precinct was brought in.
"Sergeant Toole," I said to the older Police Officer. "We first have a case of you taking sides in a dispute in Second Precinct, where a black family and a white man had a car collision. Although plenty of evidence shows the white man failed to yield the right-of-way, you issued a citation to the black driver as being at fault. That will be resolved in Court, but I agree with the official complaint of racial bias, which is entered into your record.
"In addition, Sergeant Toole: later that same night, you became intoxicated at a bar and engaged in a physical altercation with other bar patrons. Fortunately others separated the sides, but your actions reflect badly upon the Police Force. I am demoting you to Corporal, but am suspending that demotion for one year. If you stay clean for that year, the demotion will be expunged, but if I have any more problems with you, any at all, the demotion will be applied. Furthermore, a reprimand will appear upon your record. Dismissed."
After Sergeant Toole and Lt. Masters left, I looked at Cindy. "Go get her." I said. Cindy left, and I put on my Duty Dress jacket, making myself look about as formal as I could.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's time." Cindy said as she entered Lt. Croyle's office. Teresa nodded and stood up. She was in her Duty Dress uniform, as was Cindy.
"I have no idea what he's going to say or do." Cindy said. "So just take the asschewing and we'll drive on."
"Yes ma'am." Teresa said formally. They left the office, Cindy leading the way, both of them feeling eyes looking at them from the Vice and MCD rooms. They knew the seriousness of what was coming...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa came in and stood before my desk, at attention, looking dead ahead. I opened the file in front of me. Cindy stood behind her, off to one side, as Lt. Masters had stood relative to his officers when they'd come in.
"Lieutenant Croyle." I said. "Your longstanding instructions were to avoid conflict during the Christmas season, particularly on Christmas Eve. However, you instead acted to investigate a situation at the Saskia Warehouse, which led to a larger conflict between other Officers."
I looked up at her; she just stood there, taking it, making no attempt to defend herself nor her actions. Good, I thought to myself... it's time...
I said "Lt. Croyle... because of your actions, this Police Force... is rid of one very bad, dirty officer, that being Bryce. In addition, you discovered a runaway orphan and her dog, and brought them to my home. Because of these actions, we were able to get the girl medical attention, and the dog cared for.
"Because of your actions, Lieutenant, that girl was given a chance to live she otherwise would not have had. Furthermore, your actions during the arrest of Steven Moschel were exemplary, and reflected great credit upon yourself, your leadership, and the Town & County Police Force. And in his arrest, we may have a chance to clean out some of the filthiest corruption ever seen anywhere."
I looked up and said "Nevertheless, you did take actions contrary to the spirit of my instructions. I am sure you understand that, no matter the result, the need to take action in this matter, Lieutenant?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said, still looking ahead... perhaps seeing something far beyond this room.
"Good." I said. "You have left me with no choice, Lieutenant... a commendation will appear upon your record." Teresa had not flinched, but Cindy's face broke into obvious relief.
"Have your uniform looking a hell of a lot better than it looks right now," I said, "as you will be in front of the entire Police Force next Monday, receiving at least one medal. Dismissed."
Teresa turned to leave. I nodded to Cindy to follow, but as Teresa got to the door I called out "Teresa..." She stopped and turned around as I stood up.
I looked at her as I said "I was told that bringing you back here was a mistake. I was told that you would never make it, that you would pop off again and do something wrong. My judgement was questioned. So... I am grateful that you have vindicated my faith in you. Please continue to vindicate me. You can go. Captain, you also." The women left my office.
Back in Teresa's office, Cindy was ecstatic. "Did you hear that? That was absolution! Congratulations!" She hugged her friend.
"I..." Teresa started as Cindy hugged her, then said "Between us... I wanted to kill that bastard. I really did. The only thing that stopped me... was hearing Amy's voice asking me to forgive him. I... can't forgive him, I won't... but it stopped me from killing him. For Amy's sake."
"You did much better than that." Cindy said, hugging Teresa again. "Come on, I'll buy you dinner. It's either that or another lonely night in my condo, and I want you to meet my new gym partners. And don't forget that Sunday night we have the Orange Order dinner..."
Part 32 - Dishonor and Honor
"Jimmy Lawson is being bound over for trial." said Paulina to me. "His lawyer filed a motion that his bail is unreasonably high, and he demands a speedy trial. Judge Nance seemed almost overeager when he granted the motion and set Lawson's trial for late February or early March."
"I really will laugh if you go into labor during the trial." I said.
"Krasney's already considered that." Paulina said. "He's going to have someone else handle it. He said he will be contacting you about that, as well." I nodded, trying to keep my face passive, and hide my elation from the lovely black ADA...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you all right?" the lovely Sinon asked. She had never seen him this dark, this moody.
"Would you care for a drink, my lovely Sinon?" he asked, already a bit inebriated himself. "I'm having gin tonight."
"No thank you, I'm driving." she said. "You only drink gin when you're upset. What's happened?"
"That God-damned piece of dog shit, the Iron Crowbar, is what's happened." he spat. "Jack Muscone and the FBI have raided Vauxhall, they are all over City & Counties Bank like a wet blanket, and over one-third of my financial operations have been destroyed."
"But you still have plenty of money in other places." the lovely Sinon said helpfully.
"It's not about the money." he said. "They are beginning to be able to trace things back to me. I was on the verge of making the jump to new, more secure operations, but I can't now. The Iron Crowbar has truly hampered me in my plans. He has trapped me in the proverbial corner, and the only way out now is to fight my way out. I cannot slip out with the shadows of the Night."
"What can I do to help?" she asked.
"I was hoping you would ask that, my lovely Sinon." he said. "I have something for you to do, and it is only the beginning. It is time now to begin using you for the purpose for which I've recruited you, trained you, groomed you."
She smiled, glad that at last! her time to strike had come...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, February 1st. It was cold, but clear and beautiful. It was going to be a busy day, too.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted Bettina from in front of the Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square at 7:00am. "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI has made several significant raids based upon the information provided by Steven Moschel, who plead guilty to multiple counts of theft of donated organs, theft of drugs from hospitals, money laundering, and aggravated assault, which stems from stealing the organ meant for Amy Croyle and the fatal harm that caused her."
"The FBI raids are large, and could lead to some of the most important white-collar busts since the death of Henry R. Wargrave and the dismantling of his criminal empire." Bettina continued. "Several companies, including Vauxhall Enterprises, Castor & Pollux Enterprises, and John Clay Financial Services have been raided. City & Counties Banks, based in the City, is now under investigation by State and Federal authorities."
Bettina continued: "And in a surprising development, University Hospital Administrator Louise Alcott was placed on administrative leave without pay, as both the TCPD and FBI have opened investigations of her involvement in the organ theft rings. In addition, a Nursing supervisor was also placed on unpaid leave, but no details of that case have been released."
"Laura is going to be ecstatic about that." Cindy said. We were watching in my office rather than MCD, as we'd been talking about what was going to happen at the upcoming ceremonies.
"And she's not alone." I replied. "The Hospital was close to losing some good people. With Alcott gone, Wellman has one less headache, and everyone is happier."
"I can think of another organization that is happier with a person being gone." said Cindy. "The Admin people are ecstatic that Brownlee is not going to be back."
Bettina then said into the televisions of the region: "And the District Attorney's race is heating up in these cold months, with incumbent D.A. Gil Krasney and A.D.A. Jenna Stiles trading barbs about each other's records. With the EMT strike and the guilty pleas of several Firemen in connection to the incident involving the rape of an EMT, the political atmosphere has settled down, and D.A. Krasney's lead is up to eleven points."
"How are things with Jenna?" I asked.
"I told her that with my new gym partners coming in, I would have some time to help her with her campaign." Cindy said. "I thought that she would be happy about that, and she said she'd be glad to have me working with her..."
"But the vibe is not there?"
"I was going to say that I did not have to be the Iron Crowbar to see that she was more skeptical than welcoming..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ceremonies would be in the backyard of Police Headquarters, our 'parade field'. There were bleachers there, and access from the gym as well as around the side of the building. They were scheduled to begin at 9:00am, and there were a lot of officers from 2nd and 3d shifts milling about.
"We had a bit of an issue." said Captain Della Harlow, the Administrative Captain. "The Fire Department hasn't had a Medal of Valor recipient in nearly 30 years, so they were wearing the red rectangle with the silver metal border for the Fire Cross on their duty uniforms. We haven't had a Police Cross recipient in 30 years, but three MOVs. The Council and the Sheriff had to tell the Fire Department to get with the program, so I had to order these for them.."
She showed me the white rectangles, bordered by silver metal, to denote the Fire Cross and Police Cross. They were actually not-quite-bright-white, but a mere hint of silverish-gray white. I nodded.
"Nice." I said. "And yes, your Police Commander and Chief Emeritus won that argument with the Fire Department, and the Council took our side." I said. "But it's not a big change for the Fire Department, and the white looks good between red and blue."
Blue was for the Distinguished Service Award. Chief Griswold had one from the Police and one from County-level, so his blue ribbon was bordered in gold. Sergeant Briscoe, who'd worked with Cindy in the Disappearing Couple case, had one, and he was nearing retirement.
"And here's the biggie." said Della, showing me the Medal of Valor in its box. Even though one that looked exactly like it was around my neck at the moment, I never got used to the sight: it was still impressive to see in the box. Della continued: "They asked me to order it; I've had practice the last few years."
"Too much practice." I said. "It looks good. Okay, that's at one o'clock in Courthouse Square. Let's go give some medals away now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And there were a number of medals to give out. A lot of Officers got Achievement Medals for a number of things; even I got one for solving the BigPharmaCorp case.
Detective Martin Nash was awarded a full Commendation Medal, partly for the Stevens case, and partly for overall service as I thought of the future. Sergeant Rudistan also got a Commendation Medal, as he'd been doing a great many things... and keeping his mouth shut about some of them. And, as I'd promised, Lt. Teresa Croyle received a Commendation Medal, ostensibly for busting Viscotti Cabs, but more for her overall work in Vice.
The SWAT Team got Public Safety Commendation Medals for the raid that saved Jenna Stiles. Those were just a bit higher on the ladder than Police or Fire or Deputy Sheriff Commendation medals. I'd've awarded them higher medals, but there was a quandary: their armed raids are their jobs, and the Council was not going to award them higher medals every single time they went into a raid that had a firefight. But the Stiles raid was special, even by their standards, so the Sheriff solved the problem by putting them in for the overall Public-Safety-level (a.k.a. the 'County-level') award.
And then came the piece d'resistance of the Police Force's medals day. I read the proclamation as Captain Ross pinned a Police Star of Gallantry on Lt. Croyle's uniform. Teresa's actions had not been 'normal', and the entire SWAT Team had written the Council to ask them to award it to her for leading the raid, as well as leading the Beanstalk Gang raid. I had tried to get Teresa a Police Medal, but the Council did what it does, ratchets it down a notch. Even so, the Star was considered to be our equivalent of a military Bronze Star; it was a very big deal for Teresa to be awarded it.
Then came promotions. Because of attrition and Council edicts, there were few. But one big one... one mighty big one. I again read the proclamation, this time promoting Della Harlow to Deputy Chief.
Chief Moynahan and her husband pinned Commander Harlow's oak leaf clusters on her shoulders as the Personnel, Properties, and Public Relations people cheered loudly. They knew what this meant, as did we all: Robert Brownlee, bless his transplanted heart, would not be returning to the Town & County Police Force.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a parade through Town, composed of several Fire trucks and engines, with the honoree, Engineer Roy Easley, riding on top of one of them. The bands of the three high schools, Town High, County High, and Booker T. Washington High, also marched in the parade. At the end of it, on the Courthouse Square grounds, the B.T.W. High Band broke into some seriously good coordinated moves, reminiscent of Florida A&M and the 'battle of the bands', and even the graduation ceremony in the movies 'Stripes'.



With most of the bad blood gone, the day went well. At 1:00pm, the Council members, Sheriff, high-ranking Police and Fire Department officers, and other personages all took their places on stage, all shaking hands with each other and chatting. The Fire Department had the center bleachers in the front rows. A large crowd, well over 1000 people, had also gathered to watch as Roy Easley was brought to the front of the stage.
Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem read the proclamation. Cindy was holding the box, and I took the red-ribboned medal from it and draped it onto Easley, fastening it at the back of his neck. I then retreated, as did Cindy, leaving Easley alone to receive the tremendous ovation, well-deserved, as the newest Medal of Valor recipient...
Part 33 - Epilogue
At 2:30pm or so, the majority of Police Officers began trickling back into Headquarters. I had been talking to Commander Della Harlow about offices. She wasn't getting mine, she thought Brownlee's space was too much, and with Gor-don disappeared, we and the Chief were going to angle for Della to have the office next to Jenna's old office, now empty. The 'other' office was larger than Jenna's. Even Tanya Perlman thought that would be appropriate.
"AAAHHH!"
The scream had come from my office, and the voice was my assistant Helena's. She looked white a sheet as we came running up. She pointed at the wall to the right of my desk. I looked, and felt a deep shock:
Pete Feeley's badge and it's frame were gone!
The Laika crowbar was gone, also. And in place of the badge and it's frame, was a note pinned to the wall. Putting on latex gloves, I removed it. It read:
"crossed path,
incommoded,
seriously inconvenienced,
hampered,
positive danger."
Underneath was scrawled the word "Troilus".
Among those that had come to see what the Disturbance in the Force (literally) was about, was Lt. Tanya Perlman. Her eyes got wide when she saw what was missing.
"Tanya." I said. "You need to be very careful. You need to take extra precautions, especially over little Pete's security. Ross! Get the word out to all Detectives and all the Police Force! Everyone is to be on watch!"
"Yes sir." Cindy said.
"I'll take precautions." said Tanya. "But what does this mean?"
"Vauxhall. City & Counties Bank. The organ donor ring." I said. "We've hit him hard. We have bloodied his nose. We have hampered him in his plans, and he is like a wounded, man-eating tiger in a storm drain." I looked at the note again, foreboding in my very deepest soul...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Early Sunday morning, January 31st. She sat on the bench, looking at the flowing water of the River at the bottom of the valley. The countryside on either side of the river was a greenish-brown; it would be a beautiful grassy green in the summer.
She was wearing fleece athletic wear, and gray hoodie sweater over that. She had the hood over her head, from the side she was like the Emperor in the Star Wars saga.
She felt as much as heard the steps coming up to her from behind. It was her father, of course. He was bundled up heavily against the cold, but moved with spry steps befitting his good health at his age.
"Ah, Cindy, there you are." said the gravelly voice. "Am I intruding?"
"No, Father." said Cindy Ross. "Please, join me." She made room on the bench for him. They sat there for a few minutes, in silent contemplation of different things. After a while, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help group, and Cindy's blood father, finally spoke.
"Have you found your answers yet, my dear?"
Cindy exhaled and said "No sir. I'm just getting the questions figured out." Eckhart barked, what was a laugh for him.
"I understand." he said. "And what questions would those be, as you watch this wonderful River flow before you?"
Cindy smiled. "Yes, I was just thinking about this River. It flows through our Town from the springs in the hills to our north, then down here and on to Midtown. A long journey, but foreordained every step of the way. Our lives, by way of contrast, are not. At least I don't think so."
"I agree with you, my dear." Eckhart said. "So... what is troubling your young Spirit? Young Amy's passing?"
"No." said Cindy. "I can't tell you all of it, Father. But Don, your nephew... I thought I knew him. He's more than the Iron Crowbar to some of us. He's the very Rock of Integrity. But... the other night... well, like I said, I can't tell you about it. But I'm confused. I don't know who he really is."
"I can make guesses." said Eckhart. "Mr. Moschel, who was arrested by your Police Force, arrived at your Headquarters in a very... depleted condition. I am surprised Don took you with him... no, I take that back. I am not surprised. You imposed upon him, of course."
"Yes. I did. He gave me fair warning." Cindy said. "But I'm still confused about him. And myself."
"My dear," Eckhart said, "you were just looking at this River. Tell me, how long has this River been here?"
"Years." Cindy said. "Decades. Centuries, even."
"And it's the same River whenever you see it, yes?" Eckhart asked.
"Yes." she said. Then she caught on. "Wait, no... the water is not the same."
"Ahhhh." exclaimed Eckhart. "Yes. For the water molecules to be the same ones, in the same arrangement, to pass exactly this way again, and to do so with you watching both times... the odds are so astronomical as to be unreasonable. Indeed, if even one of those water atoms is split, or reacts with other substances, then those odds go pretty much to Infinity. So, my dear, I'll ask again: is this the same River whenever you see it?"
"No..." Cindy said. "Well, the Riverbed is pretty much the same, save for erosion. And it's still here, same place."
"Ah, you see the paradox." said Eckhart. "So what makes it the River? The water, or the bed?"
"Uh, both." Cindy said.
"Indeed." said Eckhart. "It's about context. Take the bowl of cereal that you ate this morning. Was it delicious?" Cindy nodded and Eckhart went on: "So you enjoyed the taste of the cereal, the fruit, the milk. Tell me, how was the bowl?"
"I did not eat the bowl." Cindy said, smiling.
"No, and that's not what I meant, of course." said Eckhart, himself grinning. "But could you have had a bowl of cereal... without the bowl?"
"No." Cindy said.
"Ah, quite right." said Eckhart. "The word you are seeking there, is 'context'. No one thinks about the bowl as they eat their delicious cereal. But it is the bowl that gives context to the meal." Cindy just nodded.
"So," said Eckhart, "back to our River. Is it the same River?"
"Well," Cindy says, "I guess it depends on how you look at it."
"Yes." said Eckhart. "But there's something even more important about it..." He stopped, and let Cindy contemplate.
"Oh!" Cindy said. "I guess it's how I want to look at it!"
"Splendid!" exclaimed Eckhart, proud that his daughter was absorbing the lesson. "So, you see what you choose to see, and it is your choices that create your reality. In what some would call 'reality', the River is the same, and it is not the same. It is your choice, your chosen perception, that creates your reality." Cindy nodded.
"And now, consider your cousin, young Donald." said Eckhart. "What is the reality of the Iron Crowbar?"
"Its.... oh, it's as I choose to see him." Cindy said.
"Yes, my dear." Eckhart said. After a moment of silent thought, he said "Well, I'll be going back inside. Stay as long as you wish." Before he could get up, he was being hugged warmly by his daughter.
"Thank you, Father." Cindy said. "For more than just the conversation."
Eckhart hugged Cindy back. "You're quite welcome, my dear. Quite welcome. I love you very much, Cindy, and I am very proud of your accomplishments. Not just those with your Police Force, but of freeing your mind and your Spirit."
Eckhart didn't get back in for a while. Cindy did not release him from her hug for several long minutes...
Part 2 - Wheels In Motion: The Mundane
He began gasping as he slammed his turgid cock in and out of her with faster, harder thrusts, his thighs smacking hers as they fucked furiously towards his climax. She wrapped her shapely legs tightly around him, not letting him withdraw... forcing him to pump his full load of potent, virile semen deep inside her sopping wet, clutching vagina.
"Here it comes, baby..." Sidney P. Wellman gasped as he drove into Tanya Perlman again and again, feeling the intense pain building in his loins.
"Give it to me, baby!" Tanya shouted in encouragement. "Come inside me! Give me every drop of that hot load!" Her dirty words combined with the wet heat of her pussy were too much, and Wellman could not hold back.
"UNNGH!" he gasped out as the first wad of jism fired out of his long cock-tube and against Tanya's cervix, followed by several more blasts of baby batter. Tanya was clutching at him with both her hands and legs to keep him buried inside her sweet snatch until he was spent, and had no more sperm to give.
Finally, he rolled off of her, drained of both his load and his energy. As he struggled to catch his breath, Tanya snuggled into him, her head on his chest. It was Sunday afternoon, January 31st, and the lovers were enjoying their illicit, adulterous liaison while Wellman's wife was at a Ladies Auxiliary event.
"Mmmm, that was sooooo good." Tanya said dreamily. "I just don't get enough of your big cock, baby."
"Hell, you practically snapped it off the last time you came." Wellman said. "I can hardly keep up."
"Yeah, right." said Tanya, grinning her cherubic, playful grin. "I'll have this big cock sucked back to iron hardness, and you'll throw another fuck into me as hot as the last one. And you know I give it to you better than your wife and those college cuties you're banging."
"I would never admit to corrupting my young co-ed students' morals." said Wellman. "As to my wife... well, you know that our marriage is based upon... other things." He meant her being the perfect University president's wife, and he also did not tell Tanya that Sally Wellman was still a hot tart and a hungry MILF tiger in bed.
"You could trade up, though." Tanya said. "She's never given you a baby. I can. And you know I want to have another baby, just as soon as you drop her." They'd had variations of this conversation before. And like the previous ones, Wellman would not commit.
To emphasize her point, Tanya slid down and took Wellman's cock in her hand, stroking it. It began to harden, as he'd taken a Viagra at the beginning of his sexual encounter with Tanya. As his cock responded and became hard, Tanya slid her mouth over his meat and began to fellate him.
"Mmmm, that's good." Wellman said, "My wife can't hold a candle to what you do to me."
"She needs other men to satisfy her needs, while you satisfy mine." said Tanya. "Of course, after what Commander Troy did to her the other day, you'll have to work hard to satisfy her like he did."
"What? He told you that?" asked Wellman. Commander Troy had collected on his bet with Sally Wellman (made before the Bulldogs-Wildcats game), and had used his little 'iron crowbar' to fuck the bejezus out of Sally. He'd taken firm control of Sally, who normally liked to be in full control, like Eleanor Burke with her husband. But Troy had forced her to kiss him whenever he liked, and power-fucked her with raw abandon, and he'd worn her out and sated her like she'd rarely experienced before. He also told her he would kiss her whenever he liked, including in front of her husband, and she'd submitted to his whims.
"No, he didn't say a word." said Tanya. "He's pretty discreet about stuff like that. But she told a few of her friends, and women talk. I heard about it quickly enough. And of course..." she gave his cock a few quick sucks, "... I am a Detective, you know."
"And almost as good a Detective as you are a cocksucker." Wellman said. "So show me what you do best." As Tanya began sucking him in earnest, deep throating him and alternately licking his shaft and balls, Wellman allowed his fantasy to come to him. It wasn't his wife nor the college teenyboppers that got him hotly aroused, but the thought of the woman he could not have: Laura Fredricson. That Iron Crowbar was one lucky bastard, Wellman thought. He is fucking that woman whenever he wants -and- getting plenty of pussy on the side...
Tanya moved up and mounted Wellman, straddling his loins. She guided his cock to her wet, sperm-filled pussy and let her weight drop, impaling herself on his throbbing member. As she rode him, she thought of how this was her fertile time and she was off the pill... and hoping Wellman's sperm would impregnate her today.
As Wellman watched Tanya's face scrunch in ecstasy and her breasts bounce as she rode him, he thought of how he'd had a vasectomy years before, so long past that the scar was hardly even visible anymore. Sally had not wanted children, and he made sure there were no 'accidents' with the college girls. He knew that what Tanya was trying to do now would fail. Let the Iron Crowbar sire those children, he thought to himself. I prefer my sex free and easy, and without consequences...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He watched as the young Satyr fucked the lovely Sinon, sipping his drink and enjoying the sights, sounds and smells of the young couple having hot, hard sex. The young man was blessed with a huge cock, and the lovely woman was climaxing hard around it as he pistoned it in and out of her with raw abandon....
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Ah, the phone call he was expecting. He took it.
"Yes... thank you for calling me so quickly. I need to know why Steven Moschel broke.... no, he broke completely, gave the Police and the FBI everything he had... um hmm... no, he is the first person that close to me that has been completely broken, completely turned..."
After listening for a moment, he said "No, Commander Troy did not publicly interrogate him at any time, that is the interesting part... no, he came into the Interrogation Room once, maybe a second time, but I understand he asked no questions... yes, his distance and detachment are a clue in themselves, is that not so?... yes, someone found Moschel and obviously worked him over... no, no marks on his body... yes, that's true, he was raving like he was drunk when they brought him in... ahhhh....
After a pause, he said "No, I was just thinking... you gave me an idea... like reflected light from a mirror... I just realized that Moschel would have had to have been tortured... no, even waterboarding or the other enhanced methods would not have been so effective, or would've taken much more time... yes, it had to be drugs... now, my friend, what drugs are that devastatingly effective, that quickly?... no, not even the CIA has drugs this powerful... yes, I will talk with you later."
The young stud had come inside the lovely Sinon's pussy, and his semen was leaking into the black hairs of her pubic bush. The sight aroused him.
"Want some sloppy seconds?" she asked invitingly, spreading her legs obscenely in invitation. "You deserve a release."
"Don't mind if I do." he said, unbuckling his pants and freeing his painfully throbbing cock. Still clothed, he mounted her and entered her, enjoying the slickness of her sperm-filled pussy. Even as he began fucking her in a steady rhythm, his mind was considering other things...
The drugs, those made for the CIA by the Iron Crowbar's brilliant nephew Ned... had not been destroyed. The Iron Crowbar had them, and had used them to torture Moschel and break the young man. Ah, now what to do about that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had set and the cold had sapped all vestiges of heat from the land as the members of the Orange Order sat down to dinner. they were at Ian McGhillie's Golf Club Clubhouse, which was closed to all outsiders this night.
Chief Griswold and I had used the grill in the kitchen to cook up steaks and seafood, including the Chief's special trout preparation. I was merely the student as I watched him expertly cook the food, and I also worked on the side dishes. Della Harlow helped us out as well. As an aside, Cindy Ross was not permitted into the kitchen. She is accomplished at a great many things; cooking is not one of them.
We acknowledged Teresa Croyle and Damien Thompson's first Orange Order dinner. They had the duty of bringing out the plates of food and pouring the wines. Their only other duty as the newbies was to make sure that the beer did not run out. Teresa was a very smart Vice Lieutenant: I knew she'd brought in an extra keg, just to make sure.
After a lot of banter and discussion of the cases of the last three months, as well as talk of the EMT Strike, the conversation turned to promotions and medals. When I announced that Della Harlow would be promoted to Deputy Chief, there was a great exclamation of cheering and applause. Della already knew she was being promoted, so there was no ruined surprise there.
"There aren't going to be a lot of other promotions." I said. "Some pay increases amongst the Patrol Officers, for the most part." I quickly went through those. "As to medals," I continued, "there will be a good number of them, including a few that I won't discuss because I like to surprise people at times." Everyone knew that meant someone in the room was getting a high medal, but weren't sure who it was nor what it was (it was Teresa's Police Star of Gallantry, for those keeping score at home).
We then discussed the upcoming Medal of Valor ceremony for Roy Easley. And at that time, someone asked a question: "Who was the last Fire Department M.O.V.?"
"Which reminds me: who was the last Police Cross winner?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"I can tell you that." said Chief Griswold. The room became quiet as he talked.
"Almost thirty years ago, there was a young Police Officer named Joseph Smedley." said Griswold. "We called him 'Joe'. Worked like a dog to get a two-year degree. Top of his Class at the Police Academy. A couple of years in, he responded to a hostage situation call, at a gas station where the Nextdoor County road comes into University Avenue. Went to 'talk', to 'negotiate', walked right up to the front door. When the perp extended his gun arm, Smedley grabbed it, wrestled the man to the ground, took the gun away and shot the other perp who was firing at him, but missed."
"It was only the Town Council then, and they awarded Smedley a Police Medal." said Griswold. "What no one knew is that a corrupt Police Captain at that time had staged the whole thing to get Smedley killed. Smedley was an honest man, like the Iron Crowbar here, and some people didn't like that."
Griswold continued: "Should've been a higher medal, but they managed to keep it downgraded. But Smedley wasn't done. We had a firefight with a drug gang, and our guys didn't have the equipment the SWAT team today has. Smedley went on the attack, drew the fire of the bad guys, caught two bullets in the legs. The other guys had been ordered to hold back by that same corrupt Captain, but they disobeyed and cleaned up the perps and saved Smedley. The Town Council got the message and gave Smedley the Police Cross, and that corrupt cop found work in another organization. Care to guess which one, Crowbar?"
"I'd say the SBI." I said.
"I'd say you're correct, too." said Griswold. "He became Jack Lewis's boss, which explains a lot of things. Anyhoo, the Town Council had the idea that Smedley was exposing himself too much, so they 'invited' him to transfer to the Fire Department. And sure enough, a few years later he ran into a burning building and brought out a couple of kids, then went back in and got their dog and her newborn puppies."
"My kind of guy." I said. Everyone laughed; they knew I love dogs.
"Yep." said Griswold. "So he got the Fire Department M.O.V. for that. Set a pretty high bar, and the Council never gave another one until Easley was nominated by our M.O.V. guys here. Easley did the same thing Smedley did, saved a child. Smedley, meanwhile, also went into a burning building and rescued two other trapped firefighters, for which he got a Fire Cross."
"That is some serious hardcore stuff, there." said Micah Rudistan, his eyes showing his sheer fascination.
"It sure is." said Griswold. "Only man like him I ever saw was this redhead with the red crowbar, and I had to give the rest of my Police Force orders to tackle his ass so that he doesn't try to beat Smedley's records." There was some laughter at that, but I wasn't amused: Cindy had been shot obeying those orders, and I'd have preferred to take those bullets in her stead. But that's water under the bridge, I said to myself. Let it go.
The Chief continued: "So the Council had to make Smedley move to the Sheriff's Department. He did Courthouse duty and they'd send him to the schools with the drug dogs or to teach traffic safety. He liked kids, and they loved having a hero like him in front of them."
"So what happened to him?" Cindy asked.
"He retired a few years ago." Griswold said. "He was getting long in the tooth, and there were some stories that he was drinking more than he should. I haven't seen him in a while. I need to bring him around, let him meet you new heroes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The City. Late Sunday night.
The FBI Agents were monitoring their screens, seeing reams of digital data flowing before them, data showing financial transactions in and out of the banks of the City and most of the State. A 'FISA' Court had issued a warrant to collect this data from citizens as a matter of routine, 'rubber stamping' in the name of the War on Terror. But this Task Force did have more specific warrants, to watch the State Housing Authority's Louise Belfort and others, to monitor their cellphone activity as well as potential money transfers.



The Agents were waiting for the midnight shift change, when they'd be relieved of the mundane routines, when a young Agent exclaimed "Sir, we've got something!"
The Supervisor came over. "What is it?"
"Belfort had dinner with her group earlier, and we've got some cell phone chatter with burners we believe belong to her and Watch Captain Lockhart." the young Agent said.
"Okay, alert the next shift to be watching out for credit card or other financial transactions, see if there's anything we can trace." the Supervisor said. The young Agent made the notation.
The next group came in, and the alert news was passed off... but the urgency seemed to disappear...
There is a true story that on December 7th, 1941, the day that will live in infamy, a radar station picked up the Japanese aircraft on the way to Pearl Harbor. Their radio was out, so they sent word by telegraph, but not priority... it went 'routine'.
That telegram was delivered to the Pearl Harbor commander, Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, as he watched the Japanese destroy his base and kill his people. The U.S.S. Arizona had blown up, killing over 1000 Navy sailors. That number of casualties would more than double in the overall sneak attack.
A piece of shrapnel broke through a window, just missing Admiral Kimmel. It is alleged that he said it would've been more merciful if it had hit and killed him. And he was right: Admiral Husband E. Kimmel was court-martialed by the Navy for the attack on Pearl Harbor. A telegram treated as 'routine' had made a huge difference.
Likewise, the reports of the Belfort Gang activity lay dormant for hours. Even as Della Harlow was being promoted and Lt. Teresa Croyle presented with the Police Star of Gallantry, the report was being added to a routine batch of reports for the FBI Deputy Director and for dissemination to the City's FBI teams. It would not reach FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone for another 24 hours... and with devastating consequences...
Part 3 - Theoretical Discussion
Tuesday, February 2d. The MCD coffee klatch was well underway as we listened to the one and only Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! It was a day of celebration yesterday as Fire Engineer Roy Easley was awarded the County's highest decoration, the Medal of Valor!" As tape showed me putting the Medal around Roy's neck, Bettina said "In the tradition of past recipients giving the award, it was Police Officers Donald Troy and Cindy Ross that draped the Medal onto Fireman Easley, who is the first Fire Department Officer in three decades to receive it." The taped Bettina re-told the story of Easley's heroism in saving a child trapped in a fire.
Bettina then was back on live as she said "Yesterday also saw Della Harlow promoted to Deputy Chief of the Town & County Police. Commander Harlow is the first woman promoted to Command level within the Police Force, and is the second woman in the Public Safety Department to be so honored, after Fire Marshal Zoe Singer."
Bettina laid the media groundwork: "This brings up a quandary for the Town & County Council, as Robert Brownlee was in the Deputy Chief position before having a massive heart attack. The Council believes they are on firm legal ground in stating that Commander Brownlee will be reassigned to an equivalent position within County Government, but the Police Union has filed a complaint. That is a lesser action than a full grievance, and it may hold little sway. Robert Brownlee and that position are covered by the Police Captain's Union, which issued a statement saying it will raise no objection to the moves."
"In her first act as Deputy Chief, Commander Harlow will be conducting a full internal audit of the Police Department accounting and financial expenditures. Chief Sean Moynahan, also recently hired into that position, has instructed the entire Police Force to be prepared to cooperate with the audit and that he looks forward to the results."
Bettina went on, a bit more quickly than I would've liked: "Also, Lieutenant Teresa Croyle was awarded the Police Star of Gallantry for her actions in the harrowing rescue of former ADA Jenna Stiles. Ms. Stiles is now running for District Attorney against incumbent Gil Krasney, her former boss. Early polls had them within the margin of error, but now D.A. Krasney is beginning to open a lead of six to eight points. And now, let's go to Sports..."
"What job could the Council possibly give Brownlee that he would want and that he could do?" asked Vice Detective Christopher Purvis. I might add here that most of the Vice Detectives that came in early enough were raiding MCD coffee pots and watching the news with the rest of us. This was fine, provided they contributed cans of coffee to the collection that was made every so often... and the Police Commander had already made sure they were aware of those obligations.
"There's actually quite a few." I said. "I think the Fire Department and Sheriff's Department are out, but there are some equivalent positions in Public Health, as well as the County Education Department. The Council also believes they can put him in a lesser position, provided they continue paying him at least the same amount of money. But my bet is that he'll be offered a State position... like Administrator of the State Crime Lab when it becomes operational."
There was a groan at that. "How many cases will get thrown out because he flubs something?" asked Theo Washington as he sat down with his coffee.
"It's not a done deal." I said. "I just suggest the possibility."
"The problem with that, Commander," said Cindy Ross as she came in and went for her coffee mug, "is that whenever you 'suggest' something... it generally comes to pass."
"Like it says in the Bible, 'And it came to pass'..." I replied, "'not to stay, but to pass."
"I like that, Commander." said Joanne Cummings. "I heard Pastor Westboro say that once."
"I have a question for you guys." said Teddy Parker. "I was watching a PBS special this weekend, and they talked about six degrees of separation. Anyone know more about this?"
"I think they made a movie about that." said Joanne Cummings. "And there's the Hollywood legend of any actor or actress connecting to Kevin Bacon in six steps or less."
"Here's what the Internet says." said Lt. Tanya Perlman with her mischievous, cherubic grin on her face. "And you know that if it's on the Internet, it has to be true."
She then read from her screen: "Six degrees of separation is the theory that everyone and everything is six or fewer steps away, by way of introduction, from any other person in the world, so that a chain of "a friend of a friend" statements can be made to connect any two people in a maximum of six steps."
"For Commander Troy, every crime can be traced back to the Consultant of Crime in six steps or less." said Cindy.
"True." I replied. "But please... I don't want to think of him while I am enjoying this delicious cup of coffee. By the way, the 'six degrees' theory is a basis for some real science, too. Do you guys know what the 'hub and node' or 'hub and spoke' theory is?" Most of them had not heard this.
I said "Our brains are wired with cells, where each is a hub, and spokes go out to connect to the others. If you look at a map, you'll see how cities are hubs and the roads interconnect them. And the Internet is the same way: there are hubs, and they're interconnected with paths. Like Fibonacci Numbers, this type of organization appears to be fundamental in Nature."
"What, is this a Police Force or an Advanced Mathematics class?" asked Deputy Chief Della Harlow as she came in. She received congratulations on her promotion.
"This is the Police Force." I said. "The Math class is downstairs, or wherever Myron, Mary, and David are." Everyone laughed.
"Did someone call for the Mouseketeers?" asked Mary, also coming in. To my surprise, David and Myron were also coming in behind her.
"M-O-U-S-E." sang Cindy Ross. More laughter.
"You guys have so much fun." said Cmdr. Harlow. "I'd love for our guys to be like this.
"And this is a slow day, ma'am." said Tanya. "But I'm sure it'll get better for y'all, now that Brownlee is out of the way." Time for me to change the subject.
"So," I said, changing the subject, "you are welcome to be here, Mouseketeers, but I'm curious as to why you're here."
"I asked them to come up." said Della. "We're about to have a meeting with the Chief. You and Captain Ross are 'invited', as well."
"And that's 'invited' in the Japanese sense, that it is not a request?" I asked. Della confirmed my suspicion.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting of the Department of Psychology professors was being held. Most things for the Spring semester were set; this meeting would discuss the Summer semester, sabbaticals, and such stuff. The Head of the Department, Dr. Laura Fredricson, kept the meeting on the agenda with near-ruthless efficiency... which she'd learned from observing Mrs. Myrtle James leading the Hot Wives Investment Club.
"I do have one announcement." said Dr. Karpathian. "My grant came through to study mob behavior, with a particular study of the recent hostilities between the local Fire Department and Emergency Medical Services groups. In most places, these groups work well and efficiently together, but not here, and the Federal Government is going to pay me to find out why."
The meeting concluded when the breakfast pastries and coffee ran out. Afterwards, Laura went to Bonnie's office.
"So you think that was a mob mentality situation?" Laura asked as they sat down.
"I think it became a mob mentality situation." Bonnie replied. "And the culmination of it was the rape of that young EMT. As you know, I've been studying the Crown Chemicals and PCGW case, to see what caused that to erupt, and that's under this new grant, also.
"That's very good." Laura said. "What have you learned, so far?"
"Only that it was different that most confrontations of that kind." said Bonnie. "Usually the defending business relies upon Government law enforcement to defend them. Crown Chemicals did not. They were heavily armed and were shooting to kill. I've lined up an interview with your husband to get a Police perspective on that."
"I think you'll find his attitude is not typical of many Police." Laura said. "But go ahead."
"Well, Dr. Fredricson," Bonnie said, "not much in this County is typical. It has a Police Department that is unafraid to solve crimes. I don't know of any other law enforcement entity that would've gone after the CEO of BigPharmaCorp like the TCPD did."
"I'll pass that along to my husband as a compliment." said Laura. "By the way, how is the research on the Black Widow going?"
"It's getting there," said Bonnie, "but it's been tough. Angela Harlan left some raw emotions and exposed nerves out there. People do not like talking about her. People in Texas that knew her can hardly believe she went bad, while people up here..." She did not need to finish the sentence.
"Yes," Laura said, "and tomorrow is February 3d... the anniversary of the day Pete Feeley was murdered. It is going to be a moody day at home..."
"Don going to kick the dogs?" Bonnie said, meaning it as a joke.
"Oh, noooo." said Laura, a shocked on her face. "He would never do a thing to harm those dogs. Sometimes I think he loves them more than he loves me..."
Part 4 - The Mantle of Leadership
"Tanya sure is down." said Cindy as she and I sat alone in my office. "Think it's over Pete Feeley?"
"No, at least not that alone." I said. "Just between you, me, and the crowbars, I think Tanya always had an idea that Sidney Wellman would dump his wife for her. But that ain't 'happnin', and I think she came to realize it this past weekend."
"I would say something about dating married men," Cindy said, "but you are absolutely the last person to talk to about that."
"I think your parents feel the same way." I said. "But at least they weren't bad to me about it in person."
"No, they like you." Cindy said. "My mom and Molly did some talking. My mom really understands about Molly not re-marrying, and even about having two children by you. Mom didn't say this out loud, and neither did Molly, but I think Mom understand why Molly went for you; she thinks you're a hot guy.
"Hoo boy, that's all I need." I said. "A scandal with your mom."
Cindy smiled. "No kidding. And my dad, I think it offends his religious sensibilities, but he says you're a good man and doing the right thing by your sons, so he's looking the other way."
I peered at Cindy as I asked "So he's giving me a pass?"
"Yeah, I think when he saw the boys in front of the Christmas tree, he realized it was a good thing overall." Cindy said. I just nodded, having made my observations...
Just then, my assistant Helena buzzed me, saying I had a visitor. It was Fire Engineer Roy Easley. "Send him in." I said. To Cindy I said "Stay here, I think I know what he's here about."
Easley came in, wearing his Fire Department jacket, white shirt and tie. The red rectangle in its silver border was in its correct place next to the purple one with gold border (multiple Purple Orders) over his pocket. I had him sit down.
"Thank you, sir." he said. "First, I wanted to thank you both for helping at the ceremony."
"I wouldn't have missed it. And it'll be your turn to do it next." I said. "Of course, you'll understand when I say I hope there is never a 'next'."
"Yes sir." Easley said. "What I wanted to ask you was... " He stopped. I finished for him.
"Let me guess." I said. "You're thinking you don't deserve the M.O.V., and you want to know how we handle wearing it." Easley was stunned.
"Yes, yes sir. How'd you know?" he gasped.
"That's why he is the Iron Crowbar, Mr. Easley." Cindy said. "Not much gets past him."
I smiled. "I know because I remember Captain Ross here coming in and asking just that... and before that I was in Chief Griswold's office, asking the same thing. I think it's part of the ritual."
"Yes sir." said Easley. "So what's the answer?"
"For me, I tell myself I'm wearing it on behalf of the courage of the entire Police Force, to honor them and their service." I said.
"I wear mine," Cindy said, "to inspire others when they see it. I've come to grips with what it means for me."
Easley said "I can understand that. So, Captain Ross, I understand you have some lung issues, as I do. Apparently not as bad as mine, though, as you're still on duty. I'm not sure what I'm going to do."
"What do you want to do?" I asked, rescuing Cindy from having to talk about that dark spot in her life, her lung injury.
"I've never been a desk person, or a real leader like you are, sir." Easley said. "I was very happy with my job, putting out fires, going into them when needed to help people. But they won't let me do that now."
"Why don't you think you're a leader, Easley?" I asked. "I watched you lead the way into that fire. They could not have gotten there ahead of you if they'd tried. And I know that this last case was your most heroic example, but by no means your first of courage under fire, literally, pun not intended."
"Thank you, sir." Easley said. "But I've just looked at that as doing my job, taking action. Not as leading others."
"I see." I said. "Well, you're in front of everyone now. Since you can't run into burning buildings, it's time to learn to teach others to do so, so that people keep being saved. I think you can command a truck or engine; by all means do that, and delegate what you can't personally do."
"Yes sir." said Easley. "I guess you've been ingrained to lead all your life, sir. As have you, ma'am. This is the first time I've been confronted with it."
After some more chatting, Easley left. I saw Cindy thinking.
"Penny for 'em." I said.
"Just thinking about what we just discussed, about leadership." Cindy said. "When you first got here, I was all but trying to stay in the shadows, just be a 'local cop on the beat', as you like to say. But nooooo, you came along and dragged me right along with you, not quite kicking and screaming, but close. At first, I was terrified. But now, leading others is as natural to me as breathing."
"Success breeds confidence, confidence breeds success." I said. "It's a great cycle on the positive side; a horrible one on the negative side. And experience brings both confidence and success." After a moment of thought, I said "I think Easley is going to find it tougher than you did. He's got a spotlight on him, and expectations thrust upon him that I'm not sure he wholly wanted."
Cindy agreed. Then she said "Same thing happened to you."
"Yeah, and again just between us..." I said, dropping my voice, "I always thought Chief Griswold pushed to get me the MOV to facilitate my rise in the ranks. From what I saw of Easley, and you, I've never thought my actions ever held a candle to either of you. It should've been a Police Cross at best, maybe a Police Medal."
"Well, since we're talking just between us, and this time as blood kin, here's the full story." Cindy said, boring in on me: "When I came up to the scene that night, there were three kidnapped little children running up to us, saying the 'big redheaded man' had saved them. Then we came upon you lying there on the ground, next to that burning warehouse, bleeding from your wound and with burns, and your nephew also there, whom we arrested. And then I heard Rudistan behind me, saying in his irreverent way: 'That's gotta be an M-O-V.'. Everyone there agreed with him, too. He was right, of course, and you deserve it as much as anyone."
"I won't argue." I said. "I only know that I'll have truly earned it if I can put that bastard Consultant at the defense table in a Courtroom..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, February 2d. Captain Cindy Ross called Lt. Tanya Perlman into her office.
"Ma'am?" asked Tanya as she appeared in the doorway.
"Come in, have a seat." Cindy said. Once Tanya was settled on the loveseat sofa, Cindy got right into it. "I understand that you have been looking into Commander Troy's sister, and her smuggling operations, and that Martin Nash is doing the same thing. What's going on with that?"
"Uh..." Tanya said, "Elizabeth came up in a previous investigation, something to do with the BigPharmaCorp business."
"So why is Nash looking up all the old stuff on Commander Troy and his sister when she was arrested?" Cindy asked. "And digging into stuff going back into their youths?"
"He was trying to create a full workup of her." Tanya said. "What's the big deal? And why are you guys monitoring our computer research?"
"I'm asking the questions, here, Lieutenant." Captain Ross said acidly. "Now what is going on with all this? Especially the level of research being done on the Commander himself?"
Seeing the intensity in Cindy's eyes, Tanya knew this was trouble. For her. She said "Ma'am, it was routine follow-up of that case. Martin tends to go the extra mile on things like that, and I had no problem with it, especially if it's a threat to the Commander, or to any of us."
Nope, Cindy was not buying it, Tanya realized. And Cindy confirmed it when she said "Okay... now the real reason."
Tanya sucked in her breath, then said "I'm not trying to put this off on Martin, and I approved everything he did. He had this idea, maybe from the FBI or from his own head, that Commander Troy seemed to look the other way about this sister's involvement in the BigPharmaCorp case. There was even an idea floated that the Commander may have covered for his sister and any involvement that she had. Add to it that Martin still has a bee in his bonnet about Commander Troy having that warrant at the apartment where the fires were but not telling Martin, and he might've gone about it with a bit of zeal."



"What did you and he find?"
"Nothing." Tanya replied. "Elizabeth is at least as smart as her brother, and she's one of the best smugglers in the world for a reason. We've found nothing, not even with the FBI's help. As to Commander Troy, he has other things on his mind, so he'll probably address his sister's situation in its due time."
Cindy exhaled and shook her head. "Look, I can understand you not wanting to tell me this, because I'm related to the Commander and his sister, as well. However, if you think there is any issue with the Commander, much less any other Police Officer, you are obligated to go to the Chief and/or Internal Affairs with your concerns. And if you really think Don Troy is a bad cop, then..."
"Ma'am, I don't think that at all." Tanya said, somewhat emphatically. "Just the opposite."
"What about Nash?" asked Cindy.
"With respect, you'll have to ask him." Tanya said.
"No, you tell him what I just told you: if he has a problem, he should take it to the Chief or to I.A." Cindy replied. "And unless you've found a lead in this stuff with his sister, stop wasting your time on it. By the way... the reason we're monitoring computers around here is because we very much think we have a mole inside the Police Department. You should consider everything you do to be monitored by Internal Affairs. All right, dismissed."
Tanya got up and left. She was more than a bit shaken up at what had just happened. And was everyone really getting so paranoid that they're investigating us now?...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm, February 2d. Cindy was in my office and we were wrapping up mundane administrative stuff.
"Commander Harlow is now in what some called Gor-don's old office." said Cindy. "It's about the same size as this one. Jenna's old office is smaller. I don't know who is going to be in there."
"Deputy Chief Harlow is in charge of such things now, since she's over Captain Marc Aaron of Physical Properties." I said. "Her suggestion is that it be the generic A.D.A.'s office for any of them that come over here, or for the Sheriff Department's Chief of Staff to use when they're doing Organization & Equipment reviews. The Chief and Krasney will hash that out."
"Doesn't seem right." Cindy said. "Jenna not being in there now, and they just assign it away."
"Well," I said, "she'll likely never return to it." Seeing my partner's shocked face, I added "If she wins the Election, she's the D.A. If she loses, I'd be shocked if she was back at all. And the bad blood with Krasney is building as the campaign goes along."
"True." said Cindy. "It could be cathartic, though, and cleanse out some stuff." I thought to myself that this was clutching at straws, but said nothing.
"So, with Harlow's promotion," asked Cindy, "who is going to take over Personnel & Administration? Holloway?"
"She's not far enough along yet." I said. "She just made Sergeant. Some people are talking about Susan Weston in that slot."
"Would she take it?" asked Cindy. I could tell she wasn't all that happy about the thought.
"Maybe." I said. "She'd get promoted to full Captain, she's done Admin work before. I know how you and Tanya feel about Weston, but Della likes her and thinks she'd be a good choice."
"And who gets Precinct 3?" Cindy asked.
"Ah, there's the rub." I said. "A number of good candidates present themselves. Tanya and Teresa are top of the list. Lieutenant Masters is also a strong candidate."
"It'd be great for Teresa." Cindy said. "Of course, I'd miss the hell out of her."
"Yes." I said. "And it'd be as good, if not better, for Tanya. But... let's burn those bridges later. Weston isn't a done deal. Also, as you heard in the meeting this morning, our Data Guyz are moving. There is a rather large consensus that their cubicle space down there is a waste that could be better used by others, and I'm hard pressed to disagree."
I continued: "You heard some of it this morning. But there's a bigger situation. As you know, the top brass of all the Departments are being pressed to be more efficient. And with the Council, we have to actually do something to look like we're doing it, even if it makes no good difference. They're targeting MCD and Vice. There's 12 desk spaces in MCD and 10 in Vice, which could be made into 12. There's talk about putting Senior Patrolmen in those places, especially ones being 'monitored' for Detective assignments."
Cindy rolled her ice-blue eyes. "They disperse everyone to Precincts, and now they're bringing them back. Frickin' politicians!"
"Well," I said, "I have a solution, which I told Della and Marc. We're bringing Myron, Mary and David to MCD. We'll make the corner desk that's by the wall with the Vice room into a glass-enclosed cubicle for Myron. David is a full Detective, he'll take a desk and begin getting more training even as he continues his data work. On the Vice side, Lainie and Sonali will come up to the Vice Room. Julie will be appeased by getting a corner cubicle, not fully glass-enclosed but a cubicle, mirror image location of Myron's.
"That's fine," said Cindy, "but I'd rather Myron's cubicle be on the other side, by the back wall next to the door to the back side." I agreed with the sentiment. Then I noticed Cindy looking at my wall, and the blank space there.
"Any idea who did that?" she asked. "Who took Feeley's badge, and why?"
"No." I said. "No prints on the note. I have two photocopies of it in my desk here, by the way, in plastic sleeves, the paper untouched by ungloved human hands. And that reminds me: put out the word that everyone is to be extra-careful tomorrow. It's the anniversary of Feeley's murder, and I have a bad feeling that whoever took that shield has something in mind..."
"... for tomorrow." Cindy said, finishing the sentence.
"Yep." I said. "Tell Jenna, too. By the way, how are things with her going?"
"We haven't seen each other in days." Cindy said. "I get here about the time you're running with the ROTC cadets, and I work out. Jenna usually gets up after I'm gone... of course she's up half the night at her Campaign Headquarters nowadays. By the way, Joanne is getting to be pretty good in the ring. Maybe if you went a few rounds with her, it would bring her up a couple more notches."
"I'll think about it." I said.
"Sir, I have a question?" Cindy said. "Why was I asked to be in that meeting this morning? I know the Mouseketeers are my people, but there was a lot of stuff that had nothing to do with me nor the Detectives."
"I'll answer your question with a question, Captain." I said, looking right at her. "If, perish forbid, by really bad chance something 'wet' happened to the Chief, to me, and to the Deputy Chief all at the same time, who becomes the leader of this Police Force?"
"Uhhh..." Cindy said, and then it struck her. "Ohmigod, I never thought of that. Me."
"That's right." I said severely. "The Mantle of Leadership, my friend. The Chief has been talking with me about it a lot. He intends to be here for years, but it won't be forever. At some point I will be pretty much forced to take the Chief's chair. Della Harlow is a damn good Administrator; she will not rise to Commander of the Force. Guess who, Lord willin' and the creek don't rise, will?"
"Wow." said Cindy.
"That's what I said when Chief Griswold told me I was about to become the Commander." I replied. "I also will admit only to you, and don't you dare tell a soul, that I really did not know if I was ready for that. But it 'came to pass', and so I embraced it. Get ready to embrace even more leadership, mon ami. And start ingraining that into every one of the Officers under your command."
Leaving Cindy to contemplate the situation, I said "By the way, Perlman is taking a half-day tomorrow morning. She and Pete's mom will go visit Pete's grave, then she has a doctor's appointment for little Pete. So... unless there's something else, get out of here. Go home." Cindy obeyed the instruction.
I knew the Chief had just left, so I packed up to go. I took the packet with the vials of chemicals with me; I was going to hide them in the secret space behind the wine cellar at the Cabin. I took one last look at the empty spot on the wall, a feeling of foreboding filling me.
Part 5 - Anniversary of Death
Dawn, Wednesday, February 3d. I laid the flowers at the foot of Pete Feeley's tombstone. I remembered his fierce desire to be a Detective. I now had other young Detectives, and I resolved to help them grow as I should've helped Feeley.
I did not stay long, not wishing to feel the recriminations of my failure to save Feeley. I had another batch of flowers, and I walked to the other side of the hill and placed them on Amy's grave, remembering her fierce desire to care for her dog against all odds.
I watched the sun come up over the eastern horizon. I looked around, seeing the cemetery, the pet cemetery to the east. and to the northeast the field where Roy Chen's body had been found, and then the highway back to Town and the sloped end of the ridgeline where The Cabin was.
"Oh, Commmannndderrrr..."
"Wha?" I gasped, turning around. I saw the gravestone of Angela Harlan, the Black Widow. It had been her voice. I turned back, looking into the sun, thinking I saw a shadow on it's red edge.
"Oh yes, Commander," Angela's voice said into my head, seeming to come from the black form at the sunlight's edge. "You can feel it, can't you? It's going to be here."
As I looked back at the field in the growing light, it came to me. Yes, Angela was right. It would be here. The final confrontation with the Consultant of Crime... would be here.
I left the cemetery, walking by Angela's grave. I didn't want to think of her, not on this day... but I could not get her words out of my head.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Town woke up and began bustling with the new day, a black van rolled through the streets, towards a neighborhood of older, modest homes. Most people probably did not notice the first time the van drove through the neighborhood at a slow pace.
Thirty minutes later, the van had circled around and came back into the neighborhood again. It quickly backed into a driveway. Masked men poured out and assaulted the front door, using a ram to batter it in...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'll get Pete ready." Tanya Perlman said as she went to the back room, setting her Police gear, her armored vest and her holstered gun, down on the floor. She saw little Pete lying asleep in his crib. She hated to wake him up as she looked down on her child, thinking of how proud his daddy would be of him.
Pamela Feeley was putting her things in her purse when she thought she heard a car pulling into the driveway. She turned towards the front door----
*BAM!*
The door flew open, unable to resist the power of the ram. Before Pamela could scream, one of the masked men fired his machine gun at her, followed by another. The bullets ripped her apart and she was dead before her body hit the floor.
Tanya heard the noise, and she knew. She had seconds to act. She grabbed her vest and gun...
The door flew open as it was violently kicked in. Tanya began firing as the first man fired at her. Three bullets struck her and she instantly dropped to the floor.
The leader of the men came into the room, seeing the prostrate form on the floor. He stepped over her as he pulled out a .22LR semi-auto pistol. He saw the mound under the blankets in the crib, and fired two shots into it...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - The Crime Scenes
"Officer down! Officer down!" came the call over the police radio, with a call for an ambulance and an address.
Someone in the neighborhood had seen the van pull in and the masked men exit the vehicle, and immediately had called 9-1-1. The Police, already on heightened alert, converged. The first to arrive at the house made the call, and now the entire TCPD vehicle fleet was moving all over the place like a disturbed ant bed. It was not long before the black van was spotted.
"We've got company." the van driver said. Two Police cruisers had pulled in behind them, blue lights blazing.
"Go for the State Line!" one man called out. The van sped up, hurtling through traffic. They had their radio tuned to Police frequencies, and realized that they were about to be cut off. The driver sped through traffic towards North Avenue, which would lead to the West Highway out of Town and towards Hammondsville, across the State Line--
*WHAM!!*
The Police cruiser came out of nowhere and t-boned the van, hurling it through the air. It came to rest on its side. Officers pulling up got out of their cars and converged on the van, guns drawn.
The leader inside the vehicle had been strapped in. Seeing what had happened, he released himself from his seatbelt, then got out the .22LR auto pistol with silencer.
*pop* *pop* *pop*
The officers heard the muffled noise. They yelled for the occupants to come out of the van. There was no response. Finally, one well-armored officer got to the vehicle and looked inside the windshield.
"I think they're dead." he said. Another officer came to the back doors and opened them, covered by his teammates Looking inside, they saw four dead men... three by gunshots to the head at close range, the fourth by taking cyanide.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in my office. I had gone over the duty logs and was working through emails. Most of them were between other officers with copies to me; I made sure to read those to understand what my people were doing.
I became aware that there were people moving around in the halls. Since Precincts had been established, traffic in the hallways had fallen off, so for activity to be going on now meant something was up. I felt a strange vibe.
And then my door practically flew off its hinges, and I became aware of a platinum blonde Police Captain rushing in. The look on her face was sheer horror, and chilled me to the bone even before she spoke.
"Don... it's Tanya."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered the house. The bustle of activity by the Crime Lab and Uniformed Officers immediately ceased upon sight of me.
"Carry on. Carry on." I said quietly, almost hoarsely. The activity resumed.
I was not numb; I felt the blood rushing to my head, the agonizing pain in my heart, and the lead weight in the pit of my stomach. I willed my legs to move as I came into the front room. Martha the M.E. pulled up the bloodied sheet to let me see the mortal remains of Pamela Feeley.
"She died instantly, Commander." Martha said. "Semi-automatic gunfire. One of the guns raked across her abdomen, practically cut her in two. Others got her in the head and heart area." The sight of what machine gun bullets could do to a human body was morbidly fascinating to me... but in this case was utterly horrifying.
I looked up at Cindy, who understood. "This way. Back room." she said. Patrolman Hicks led us to the room, which was little Pete's nursery room.
Going in, I saw no body on the floor, but there were two large bloodstains in front of the crib. "She's still alive, sir." said Hicks. "They rushed her to the Hospital in a Police car rather than wait for an ambulance."
I steeled myself and looked in the crib. There was a mound. I could see where someone had marked two bullet holes. Underneath the blanket... was Tanya's armored vest, wrapped into a tube.
"She wrapped her vest around the baby." said J.R. Barnes, who had come into the room. Normally, .22 long rifle can penetrate kevlar vests, but the bullets hit where the vest overlapped itself. He's alive and didn't seem hurt, but he was taken to the Hospital with his mother."
"Oh my God." I whispered. Then I felt my legs leave me, unable to hold me up. I realized I was sitting on the floor. "Oh my God, she wrapped her vest around Pete rather than put it on!" My head fell into my hands as the pain overwhelmed me. "She gave herself up to save him..." I was crying, feeling the tears running down my face, unaware of anything else for a moment.
Then Sergeant Rudistan came in. He saved me from dishonor by saying "Commander, are you finding any clues down there that we missed?" I sucked it up, then looked up at him and Cindy.
"No, I guess not." I said, then took his hand and let him pull me up to my feet again. I listened as Rudistan gave the report of the van being interdicted and the perps found dead. Ballistics would be run to see if the guns in the vehicle matched the casings and bullets found here at the house.
"All right, thanks for the report." I said.
"Commander," said J.R. Barnes, "there's one more thing you need to see. These were found in the crib next to the baby." He then brought out Pete Feeley's shield, still in its frame, and the Laika crowbar. Both were now in evidence bags.
"The fucking bastard..." Cindy whispered, anger now on her ruggedly pretty face.
"We'll get these back to you after we've examined them for evidence, Commander." said Barnes, knowing from where they had come.
"Thanks." I said. "Take your time, get everything you can." Then my spidey-sense started going off, and apparently I was not the only one so affected.
"Commander," said Cindy, "we need to go to the Hospital. Right now."
"Yeah." I said.
Part 7 - Confrontation
I'd been to the Trauma area of the Hospital entirely too many times. When I got up to the Nurse's Station and the waiting room area, I was only a bit surprised to find my wife Laura already there.
"Tanya's been rushed into surgery." said Laura. "She took three bullets. The E.R. people said she did not look as bad as Cindy did the night she was brought in, but it's still serious."
"And baby Pete?" I asked.
"Tanya put a pacifier in his mouth, so when the vest impacted him, he didn't cry out." Laura said. "Also, the vest hit his entire back, dispersing the force of the blow. Babies are surprisingly resilient, but it was still a hard blow for him to take. He's got some bruising on his upper back, but it looks like his kidneys are okay. If there's no internal bleeding or head trauma, he should be okay."
"Good." I said, relief flooding my soul. Then I remembered: "I need to call Paulina."
"Why?" Laura asked.
"Tanya's living will calls for me to become Pete's guardian if she's incapacitated." I said.
"Funny," Cindy said, "I had a thought about that very thing at the house. That's why I told you we need to come here."
The waiting room was beginning to fill up as Officers and Detectives came up. Teresa, Julie Newton, Julie's sister Yvonne, and Helena all rushed up, followed by Martin Nash and Joanne Cummings. Then the Chief came in.
Just then, my cellphone beeped, as did Laura's. We were independently getting messages to come to the Main Reception Area in the lobby.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am taking that baby into Child Protective Services right now." the woman was telling the woman at the front desk. "If you do not cooperate, I will have these two SBI Agents arrest you. His mother is incapacitated, and I am formally taking custody of Peter D. Feeley."
"Like HELL you will!"
I need not say my crowbar was in my hands as the woman whirled to face me. She was black, middle aged, and was dressed well. She was also the head of the County's Child Protective Services, and her name was Linda Farris. The SBI Agents with her were Agent Greenwalt and Carter Fischer.
I continued: "The baby's mother left a living will, naming me as guardian. You even try to touch that baby and I will kill you on the spot!"
"Gentlemen," said Farris, "arrest that man." I just looked at Fischer and Greenwalt.
"Ma'am," said Fischer nervously, "that is the Iron Crowbar. He is the Police Commander in this County."
"I don't care who the fuck he is." said Farris. "Arrest him. Right now."
I spoke up, sheer menace in m voice. "I'll save Fischer and Greenwalt by asking you to exhibit your warrant to arrest me. Oh, you don't have one. And it wouldn't matter: you will have to kill me to take that baby from me, and that's if I don't kill you first."
Laura hung up her cellphone. "Paulina called Judge Watts. He's already putting out a bench warrant for you to appear before him immediately, Ms. Farris." The woman's phone began ringing, and by sheer coincidence confirmed what Laura was saying.
"Agents, stay here." said Farris. "If anyone tries to take that baby from your custody, arrest them."
"I'd suggest you two guys leave my County before I get really upset." I said to them. To Linda Farris's shock, they quickly left. They had no desire to learn what a Crowbar beatdown felt like...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Honor, here's the living will giving Commander Troy and his wife guardianship of Peter Donald Feeley during his mother's incapacitation." Paulina said.
"Ms. Farris," said Judge Watts, who was looking surprisingly angry, "would you explain to me why you even think you have custody of that child? And why are you acting unilaterally without securing the required legal paperwork, which will now include a warrant that will never be issued?"
"Your Honor," said Ms. Farris, "it is not unusual for Child Protective Services to take physical custody of a child immediately upon learning of the mother's incapacitation. This child needs to be cared for, and arrangements made for that immediately."
"How did you learn of the mother's incapacitation so quickly, Ms. Farris?" asked Judge Watts skeptically.
"There was a call to Child Protective Services, Your Honor." said Ms. Farris.
"By who?" asked Watts, his voice underlying his growing irritation.
"I will have to check and get back to you, sir." said Ms. Farris. "When I was told of it, I assumed the Police made the call."
"Really!" said Watts, shaking his head. "The incapacitated woman is herself a Police Officer. Any one of her colleagues would take care of that child, even if she didn't leave the legal papers to have Commander Troy assume guardianship, of which he is fully capable of doing. Now why don't you tell me what's really going on, Ms. Farris? Why are you trying this end-around to take custody of that child?"
"I'm not sure what you're asking, Your Honor." said Ms. Farris. "I'm just trying to do my job."
"That's a load." said Watts. "Ms. Patterson, your writ is granted. Commander and Mrs. Troy have guardianship of Peter Donald Feeley during Ms. Perlman's incapacitation, and while I pray to the Lord she recovers... should she die, that guardianship will continue as the process to make it permanent is completed.
Judge Watts was not finished: "Furthermore, Ms. Farris, neither you, nor anyone at Child Protective Services, nor anyone associated with you or CPS, nor hired by you or CPS, is to attempt to take custody or physical possession of that child. To attempt to do so will be considered Contempt of this Court as well as a felony criminal offense of kidnapping. Do you understand, Ms. Farris?"
"Your Honor, I intend to appeal this ruling--"
"I SAID 'DO YOU UNDERSTAND?', MS. FARRIS!" yelled Judge Watts, his patience gone. "Give me one more word of crap and you will be in jail for Contempt. DO. YOU. UNDERSTAND?"
"I understand." said Ms. Farris. The look on her face was sheer ugliness.
Part 8 - The News
I was in the waiting room. The Chief and Cindy were there, as well. I had permitted Martin Nash and Teresa Croyle to stay, and told the rest of the Detectives to go back to work, promising to give them updates as I received them myself.
Paulina had given me the paperwork making me Peter D. Feeley's temporary guardian. "She's already appealed, and to my utter shock, Leahy squashed it like a bug. With prejudice, too." Paulina said. "I don't know what the hell is going on with all that. I've never seen anything like it. Good thing you called me and had me already on the move about it."
"Thanks to Cindy and her vibes." I said. "But it's obvious why Farris is doing this--"
Just then FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone barreled in, his face as white as a sheet. He was followed by Sandra Speer, who broke off and went to hug her boyfriend Martin Nash (which is why I let him stay).
"How... how is she?" Jack gasped.
"Have a seat." I said, indicating the space next to me. "C'mon, sit!" He finally obeyed, and I said "She's alive, she's in surgery, we're waiting to hear more. Early word is that it's not life-threatening like Cindy was, but I'll believe that when I see it."
"And the baby? And Pamela?"
I said "The baby is fine, despite an attempt to kill him, and another to kidnap him. Rudistan and Morton are guarding him now, and it will take nuclear weapons to get past them. Pamela... was killed in the initial attack."
"Oh, geez." said Jack. "Wait... what kidnapping attempt?" There was a chorus of agreement with the question.
"The head of Child Protective Services tried to take custody of little Pete and take him out of here. And right under my nose." I said. "They must think I'm a stupid idiot and would not see what they are up to."
"But why?" asked Teresa. "Of course, I can ask that about this whole attack."
"Speaking of that," I said, "it's time to go to work and figure it out. Captain Ross, take direct charge of this case. Get Detective Cummings and start putting the puzzle pieces together. Lt. Croyle, get your people to work contacting C.I.s and the like. See if there's anything else going on, or if this is meant to distract from something. Mr. Nash, you are the liaison to our FBI friends here. Stay with them, work with them on any traces of information. Jack, you might ask the Belfort Badge Gang Task Force if anything was going on recently."
"I don't have to ask." said Jack. "You're going to hate me when I tell you this, but they told me yesterday that there was some activity on Belfort's network Sunday."
I had to take in a breath, then I exhaled and said "No, I don't hate you for that, Jack. You're sitting there hating yourself enough for both of us. Seriously, tell your Task Force People that moving like pond water won't get it done, and has gotten a Police Officer wounded and her mother-in-law murdered."
"That won't be all I tell them." said Jack. "And then my boss will have his turn with them. You might get some leftovers."
"Good enough." I said. "While you're at it, check up on Linda Farris, see if she's part of this group..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had sent Cindy out of the Hospital not only to take charge of the investigation, but also because I knew Tanya had a lung wound, and I did not want Cindy to re-live her own horrific experiences when any news came out.
At 2:15pm, that news came. Dr. Morgan came to the waiting room. "May I see the Commander and the Chief?" No one knew if this was good nor bad, but Chief Moynahan and I followed Dr. Morgan down the hall to a small exam room where he could show X-rays and stuff.
"I have good news and bad news." Dr. Morgan said. "The surgeries went very well. As long as there is no internal bleeding that we missed, she should begin recovering. She has three wounds. One is in her left leg; it fortunately missed the bone and the big arteries and veins, and it's not too bad.
"The second, or probably the third, is in her right lung. She's very fortunate that it went straight through without severe damage. Captain Ross's damage came from an expanding bullet that hit in the wrong places and did a lot of tissue damage; Lt. Perlman is far more lucky."
"And the third must be the bad news." I said.
"Yes, it is." Dr. Morgan said. "The third... hit her in her back. She must've been spinning when it hit." He pointed to a drawing of the lower back he'd posted on the whiteboard. "It hit right here at the base of the spine, above the coccyx. It shattered these vertebrae, and cleaning that up was what took so long. But worse... her spine is damaged. I'm sorry, but I believe she will be paralyzed from the waist down."
I felt the Chief put his arm around me as the agony went through my own spine.
"I'll tell the others, Commander." Moynahan said.
"No. No sir, I should be the one to tell them... especially Jack." I said, rallying myself, and steeling myself to do my duty.
Part 9 - Spinning The Webs
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette from outside Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Tuesday, February 4th. "The Town & County Police Department remains in shock after the brutal attack upon Major Crimes Division Lieutenant Tanya Perlman and her family!
"Pamela Feeley was killed in the attack upon her home on the second anniversary of the death of her son, Police Corporal Peter M. Feeley. Lt. Perlman saved her baby son, Peter D. Feeley, by wrapping him in her Police armor vest. Lt. Perlman is in intensive care at University Hospital, but doctor's say she is expected to recover. Baby Pete Feeley will be released into the care of relatives later this morning, as he suffered only minor injuries."
"In a related story," Bettina continued, "Governor Val Jared suspended Child Protective Services Director Linda Farris, after Farris attempted to gain custody of baby Pete Feeley without authorization. Judge Rodney K. Watts not only blocked Farris's illegal move, but recommended to the Governor that Ms. Farris be suspended until her actions are either explained or discovered. Ms. Farris has retained legal counsel and is not cooperating with authorities."
"The perpetrators of this horrific attack were chased down by Police, but are reported to have killed themselves after their vehicle was rammed by a Police cruiser. Police are investigating the case, but so far have no leads as to who is behind this attack upon one of their own..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You must've been getting way too close to them." said the DepDirector of the FBI. We were in the Federal Building, in the FBI's hidden-away conference room. It was 10:00am, Thursday, February 4th. Present were himself, Jack Muscone, Sandra Speer, Lindy Linares, Eduardo Escobar, all of the FBI; myself, Chief Moynahan, Cindy Ross, and Martin Nash.
"We got a huge break with Vauxhall." I said. "We shut it down, we shut down the John Clay Financial Services, the Castor & Pollux Enterprises, and you FBI guys were and are crawling up City & Counties Bank's ass. We got Steven Moschel, and he sang like a canary, so that whole organ donation ring is now being busted by your guys across 22 States. Hospital Director Alcott has confessed and cut a deal in exchange for her testimony."
"Not only that," said Jack Muscone, looking exhausted, "we're pretty sure those four guys who attacked Tanya and her family were hired out of the Belfort Gang system. We're looking hard for any financial transaction that might've had a Vauxhall connection and a connection to Belfort. Or maybe we'll find the bastard Consultant's new payment pipelines, and can get something straight to him."



"The Coroner's reports states that the perps were drugged, amped up." I said. "Similar patterns to previous hired hitters."
"What I don't understand, and would like to be enlightened upon," said the DepDirector in a prim voice, "is why attack Tanya Perlman. Why her?"
"Not her, not directly." I said. "Her son. Pete Feeley's son. The Consultant was trying to kill the baby."
"And the steps that lead you to this conclusion?" asked the DepDirector, his eyes boring into me. He seemed pretty peeved at something, I could feel.
I turned to Cindy. "Want a shot at the title?" I asked.
"I'm not seeing it." said Cindy. "It's your party."
I said "First of all, Feeley's badge was stolen from my office, and was left at the crime scene. A piece of paper was left in my office in the badge's place." I showed them a copy of the paper, with 'hampered' struck through. I also brought them up to speed on the previous notes and the progression of the strike-throughs.
"You'll also note the word 'Troilus' scrawled beneath the other words." I said. "Troilus was the young son of King Priam of Troy in the Trojan War. Legend was that he had to be killed for Troy to fall. So the plan was to kill baby Pete Feeley as a prelude to the fall of Troy... that being me." I heard gasps as the mythology lesson was absorbed.
"Third was the kidnapping attempt when the house raid didn't kill baby Pete." I said. "That was Plan B, somewhat desperate, and it failed as well. But it shows me that baby Pete is the real target, though I'm sure the bastard was happy to cause me and everyone else pain by killing Pamela Feeley and especially Tanya Perlman."
"Last, but not least," I said, "they did not administer a head shot to Tanya to finish her off. I don't know if they knew if she was alive or not, but if they'd specifically wanted her dead, they'd have made sure. They didn't; ergo, she wasn't the primary target."
"Damn." said Jack, quietly. He was hurting, I could tell.
"So you are right, sir." I said to the DepDirector. "I am getting close to the son of a bitch. Shutting down Vauxhall and its threads, and especially City & Counties Bank, has hurt him, and he has retaliated in this fashion. He missed the primary target, Pete Feeley's child, but he's killed and maimed everyone else along the way."
"And while we're distracted," said Sandra Speer, "he'll be setting up new financial pipelines to launder his considerable hidden wealth."
"So we need to be looking for more pots of gold at the end of rainbows." said Lindy Linares.
"At least you have the Mouseketeers helping you." I replied. Lindy smiled. I had to explain to some of the others about Myron, Mary, and David.
"So, besides financial institutions, he could launder through property ownership." Jack Muscone said.
"Or through a large public University." Cindy replied, with considerable meaning in her voice. I nodded her way.
"Either way," I said, "he has had, and will continue to have to go national with the kinds of money we're talking about. City & Counties Bank was just one of those institutions. I'm sure he has more, but they're likely out of State. And that's why we, meaning the TCPD, need your help at the Federal level."
"You've got it." said the DepDirector. "Jack, this is your team's priority for right now, as if I have to say it. Let's help the Iron Crowbar take this bastard down."
"Yes sir." said Jack Muscone, his beady black eyes turning jet, dead to all but Justice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's not just him, it's a huge organization that he's built." said Cindy as we drove back to Headquarters. "That's why just killing him doesn't work. If you do, they just come after him in wave after wave... after wave after wave."
"Yep." I said. "I have to weave my larger web around his web, then spring upon him at the right time."
We pulled into Headquarters. As we walked inside, Cindy said "Commander, I want to stay in direct control of MCD for the time being, at least until we know more about Tanya's status."
"Sure." I said. "But you need to think seriously about a succession plan."
"That's easy. It'll be Nash." Cindy said as we walked down the hall towards her office. To her surprise I followed her inside.
"Why Nash?" I said, once the door was closed behind us.
"He's the only one anywhere near ready, sir." Cindy said. She sat down behind her desk as I sat down on the loveseat sofa. "Joanne has tremendous potential, but she hasn't even been to Detective School nor Advanced Course yet. She's just not experienced enough yet. Ditto that for Teddy. So that leaves Washington, Torres and people in Vice. Purvis might could take over, but I don't think any of the others, including Theo and Diana, are good enough to actually take the leadership role in MCD. At least not yet."
I nodded. "Well, I'm going to have good thoughts about Tanya returning. I agree with you about Nash, but I'm surprised you haven't figured out why we need a Plan 'C'. And here is my Plan 'C'."
I told Cindy what Plan 'C' was. She nodded, and I could tell she was trying to figure out why I needed to think past Martin Nash in the first place.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
No sooner did I reach my office and sit down, when Helena told me I had two guests to see me. One of them was Lt. Teresa Croyle. The other was my nephew, Todd Burke.
As I had them sit down in the 'hot chairs', I said "Since I don't see a ring on your finger, Lieutenant, I'm guessing this is a professional visit."
"Yes sir." said Teresa, not even blinking at what I'd just suggested. "Todd and I talked about this last night, and I suggested he come and talk to you."
I nodded, and Todd began: "A few months ago, I talked to Lt. Perlman about beginning a deeper investigation of the murder of my brother Jack and his lover by her husband. We wanted to see if there was more to it than just a domestic situation."
"Yes, I know." I said. "And as far as I know, she hadn't found out much that we didn't already know."
"We were wondering, sir," said Teresa, "if this attack on Tanya might be related to her investigation of that stuff."
"Well, that's certainly a thought. My own theory is that since Pete Feeley's shield was stolen from my wall here," I said as I pointed to the wall to my right, "and was placed in little Pete's crib, that he was the target more than his mother actually was."
Teresa looked at Todd and said "That's probably it." Todd did not seem to be convinced.
"Tell you guys what." I said. "Todd, I'm sure you have your own resources, but Teresa, you can work with Todd and look into whatever Tanya had found on this. Get with Mary about accessing files so that others can't see what you're doing; don't trust your computers in your offices to be secure, either."
They nodded, and got up to go. "One more thing, Lt. Croyle," I said. "With Lt. Perlman hospitalized, you'll need to step up and help Captain Ross with the overall Detective leadership. I'm going to talk with her about bringing you more into the loop on MCD stuff as well as Vice. Those dinners Todd is cooking for you might have to be served a little later in the evening."
"Not much gets by you, Uncle Don." my nephew said with that grin of his.
"That comes from growing up with your mother as my older sister. I'm always watching behind my back." I retorted. "You guys have a good day. Now, scoot." They left.
Part 10 - Awakening and Gloom
Friday, February 5th. I was called by my wife to come to University Hospital. The doctors had not sedated Tanya too heavily, and they expected her to wake up.
As I drove with Cindy in my Police SUV, she asked "Was it like this when I was in the Hospital?"
"No. It was much worse." I said. "We didn't know if you were even going to live, and at one point you got pretty close, there."
"My father told me about that." Cindy said. "He said he knew for sure that you were his nephew when you got to my bedside before he did."
"I think he knew already." I said. "Anyway, Pamela's funeral is this afternoon at the Methodist Church. Are you going?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "The normal Police Honor Guard is going to be the pallbearers, by the way. I think Pete and his dad would've like that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Tanya?" asked Dr. Morgan, touching her shoulder. "Tanya?"
We were in ICU, and Dr. Morgan was waking Tanya up. Her head began moving slightly, and she opened her eyes. As is common, the first thing she did was try to reject her breathing tube."
"Relax, relax." said Dr. Morgan. "That's a breathing tube. Just let it work... there you go." Tanya calmed down. "You've got a couple of friends, here."
Cindy and I came up so that Tanya could see us. Tanya smiled as I said "Well, there you are. Glad to see you back with us." Tanya smiled, then I saw the inevitable shock in her eyes, knowing what it meant. 
"Relax, relax." I said. "Pete is fine. He's with me and Laura. We're keeping him safe." Relief flooded Tanya's face, then she looked up inquiringly again.
"Pamela didn't make it." I said, again knowing her thoughts. "She died in the attack. There's nothing you can do about that, so just try to relax. We're taking care of Pete, so don't worry about him. By the way, here is someone who knows what it's like to be where you are now." I backed away as Cindy talked to Tanya for several minutes.
As they did, I was remembering the evening before, as Laura and I showed Carole her new room. It was the bedroom facing the front of the house, which had four overall bedrooms. And Carole was now in the 'Why' phase of life.
"This is your new room, Carole." Laura said. "Your own room! There's your bed, and your toys, and Bowser's basket."
"Why?" Carole asked.
"Because Jim and Pete are in your old room, so you get your own." I said.
"Why?"
"Because Pete is staying with us." Laura said. "His mom is sick, so we're taking care of him."
"What about his daddy?" asked Carole. Laura looked at me.
"His daddy is in Heaven." I told Carole. "He died a long time ago."
"Why?"
No way I was going to answer that one. Fortunately, little kids have a six second attention span. I took advantage of that by saying "We'll talk about that later. Right now, you need to take your bath and go to bed. And there's Bowser, looking at his new room." Indeed, Bowser was sniffing around, and so was Buddy. Bowser was surprised to find his basket in the room. We wondered what he and Buddy would do.
"Is Pete going to get a dog, too?" Carole asked.
"Not right now, Babygirl." Laura said. Her voice was just a tad acidic. "We have enough dogs."
"He can share Buddy with Jim." I said. "And you should be a good girl and let both of them play with Bowser, too." That did not go over very well.
"Bowser is my dog!" Carole declared emphatically. Yep, she was her father's daughter, all right.
By the way, Bowser slept in his basket in Carole's room, and Buddy slept in his under Jim's crib, seemingly undisturbed by the new arrangements. People should be more like dogs, I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The funeral at the Methodist Church was fairly well attended. I wore civilian clothes, as did Cindy. Teresa wore her duty dress uniform, as did a number of the Uniformed Officers that had known Pete Feeley: Rudistan, Morton, Hicks.
Among the crowd was Pastor Westboro of First Baptist. He sat with his Council colleague, Kelly Carnes, and her dentist husband, who looked fairly nerdish; I had non-church-like thoughts that Kelly, a beautiful woman, was probably spreading her legs for other men. Actually, I was sure of it, but I digress...
I also took note of who was not there, and who rightly should've been. And I realized I had work to do, but it would have to wait...
We also attended the graveside service. She had had to bury her husband, and then her son... something no mother should have to do. And now we laid Pamela Feeley to rest at Cemetery Hill, next to her husband. Their graves were on the other side of the hill from Pete's. After the ceremony, several of us Police Officers walked over to his graveside. The flowers I had left there had been removed, and another display in a small flowerpot was there.
"Doesn't seem right, sir." said Rudistan. "Pete Feeley and now his mom, good people murdered, while bad guys are getting away with everything."
"Not everything." I said. "And we're here to do what we can, Rudistan. We're gonna get the bastards behind this, and you'll be right there with the cuffs."
"Better not trust me, Commander." said Rudistan. "He might not make it to County Jail, if you know what I mean." I smiled, knowing that he would be lucky if he made it into Rudistan's custody...
Part 11 - Reckoning
Sunday, February 7th. Tanya was recovering well. The breathing tube was removed, somewhat to my amazement. She was going to be moved to a private room, as well. Dr. Morgan called me and asked me to come to his office in the Hospital.
"We ran the preliminary tests while she was half out of it." Dr. Morgan said. "But we need to do the tests while she's awake. And I'll tell you now, Don... she's never going to walk again."
"What about her... bodily functions?" I asked. One problem of paralysis not discussed is not being able to control doing one's business, or the body not being able to eliminate wastes without external help. I won't describe it here, but it's not good.
"Fortunately, she has most of that. A couple of vertebrae higher, and that might not've been the case." Dr. Morgan said. "We're not sure about the sexual functions, though. But what I need right now... is for you to be there when we break the news to her."
"Sure," I said, "but maybe Jack Muscone would be better?"
"You can call him, but there is one thing I know." said Dr. Morgan. "Your officers worship you, Don. Ms. Perlman did not arrange for custody of her son to be with anyone else. She may love others, but she trusts you. Having you there will help her through this like nothing else can."
"Okay." I said. I called Jack Muscone anyway.
When he got there, we went to Tanya's room. I was tired of Hospital rooms, having seen Amy's life slip away over a month of visits with Buddy, and the pain-filled memories of Cindy's time here. But I was grateful for this Hospital, and its doctors and staff; without them some of my finest Officers, and some fine Fire Department people would be dead... and I'd been a patient myself.
Tanya was happy to see both of us. I told her that Pete was doing fine with Jim and Carole. Jack asked her how she was doing, and she said she was doing fine and wanted to get out of here.
They began running the tests. Tanya could move her arms, she could feel the pinpoints on her abdomen and most of her back. Then Dr. Morgan took the bandage off her leg wound, and I could see the stitching. "Can you feel that?" he asked, touching around the wound.
"Uhhh... no." Tanya said.
"Do you feel your toes?" Dr. Morgan asked.
"Yes." Tanya said.
"Wiggle them." said Dr. Morgan. They didn't move. Tanya looked surprised.
"I feel them there, but I can't... move them." she said.
"Okay, don't try to move anything." Dr. Morgan said. "Just relax."
"What's going on, Doctor?" Tanya asked. I could see she was trying to move her toes again, and was failing. She looked up at me.
"But... but I can feel my legs!" she exclaimed.
"Do you feel your wound?" Dr. Morgan asked. "Do you feel the pain from it?"
"No, it doesn't hurt..." Tanya said as Dr. Morgan brought a stool around and sat down.
"Ms. Perlman," he said, "one of the bullets struck you at the base of your spine. The damage was pretty severe. We'll run more tests, but there's no way to say this but straight out: you're paralyzed from the waist down."
"No, I feel my legs!" Tanya said, then looked at me. "Don, tell him I can feel my legs."
"Tanya," I said, "that's your brain playing tricks on you. It's telling you what should be there; it hasn't figured out yet that your legs aren't responding."
It was hitting her. "How am I supposed to be a cop and help you catch bad guys?" she asked. And then the tears started.
"Why don't we worry about that when the time comes." I said. "Right now, Tanya, you need to think about getting well. One step at a time, okay?"
"Don..." Tanya said, her eyes pleading, "I'm scared."
My heart went out to her, even as I knew I could not know what she was facing in her mind as well as her future. Still, I tried my best to assuage her fear.
"Try not to be." I said. "I'm here to help you, Jack's here to help you, and Cindy and Teresa and everyone. We'll get through this, as the team we are. We're with you, and we're not going to abandon you. We will face the fear together."
"Yes, we will." said Jack Muscone. Tanya reached out for both our hands and squeezed them. After a moment, I put her hand on Jack's and said "I'll let y'all talk while I talk to Dr. Morgan..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Leaving the Hospital, I went to the building that housed the University President's office. I knew that University President Wellman was there... because he was meeting with my wife Laura as well as other Department Heads of the various Schools and Colleges.
As the meeting concluded and people chatted as they left, Laura went up to Dr. Wellman. "Dr. Wellman, you are about to have a visitor."
"Oh? Who's that?" asked Wellman skeptically.
"My husband. He wishes to talk to you about his Police Lieutenant that is in the hospital." Laura said.
"Well, actually I'm very busy and need to..."
"Doctor." Laura said severely and formally. "This is not a request. I'm just letting you know. You might want to just suck it up rather than keep him waiting."
Wellman stared daggers at Laura, but realized he was not going to get past the Iron Crowbar. He said nothing but his eyes showed that he was relenting. Laura went to the door and opened it, then left the room. A second later her husband walked in, his trademark red crowbar in his hand.
"You wanted to speak with me?" Wellman said, acidly and formally.
"Yes, Dr. Wellman." I said. "I want to know why you have not visited Tanya in the hospital yet."
"I... I've been very busy--" Wellman stammered.
"I'm busy, too." I said. "But I'm there for her because she needs me to be. She needs you to be there for her, as well. This is her darkest hour."
"I..." Wellman said, then finally sucked up his resolve, and his courage. "Look, Commander, there's not much I can do for her. You're caring for her child, you're leading your Police to find who did this..."
"Dr. Wellman," I said, "Tanya cares about you a great deal. In my opinion, way too damn much for her own good. But that's not my business. What is my business is seeing her get well. And for that to happen, you need to go visit her. You're her lover, you need to resolve your relationship with her."
Wellman's eyes had flashed anger at the 'too much for her own good' comment, and they about popped out of his head at my last remark. "How dare you!" he gasped. I was having none of it.
"I dare," I thundered, "because she is one of my Police Officers, and I take care of my people. I do not leave loose ends, Dr. Wellman. If all she was to you is a sex object, you're going to tell her that. If it's more, and you're going to see her through this, you're going to tell her that. Whatever she is to you, you're going to tell her. You owe her that much. So... what is it going to be?"
Wellman did not ask what the other options might possibly be, which was a wise move on his part. "All right," he said, "I'll visit her tomorrow."
Part 12 - And Life Goes On
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead at 7:00am, Monday, February 8th. "Channel Two News has learned that Town & County Police Lieutenant Tanya Perlman... is paralyzed from the waist down."



The MCD room was full, and it was utterly silent as Bettina continued. "Lt. Perlman's other wounds were not life-threatening, and she is recovering well from them. But the bullet that shattered her lower spine has left injuries that may never heal."
"The Police Department declined to make any statement concerning Lt. Perlman's position as the leader of the Major Crimes Division. The Sheriff and the Town & County Council also declined to speculate on her future with the Police Force."
"Damn," said Theo Washington, "at least let her get out of the hospital..." There was a murmur of agreement. Have I mentioned that I am not the only one who has cultivated a deep dislike of the Press?
There was the beginnings of speculation on what would happen in MCD, including who would be leading it in Tanya's absence. I simply told them that they still had me to deal with, and nothing had changed regarding that.
You may wonder why I did not shut the rumor mill down. There were a couple of reasons: first, I wanted to hear whose names came up. Martin Nash's did the most. Some speculated that Lt. Croyle would come over, and the Vice leadership slot would be filled.
And then my second reason bore fruit when Captain Cindy Ross came in. She did not brook the rumor mill too well.
"Ladies and gentlemen," she called out, "I want to hear no more speculation on this matter. You'll be notified of any structural changes at the proper time, and all these rumors do nothing for our mission nor Lt. Perlman's health." That pretty much silenced the room again.
"All right," I said, "everyone get back to work. By the way, unless Ms. Perlman is in your direct chain of command, let her get out of the hospital before visiting her. She needs to rest and recover. Those who do visit, keep the visits short, and be positive in her presence. Carry on." I turned to go.
As I went through the door I heard Cindy say "Mr. Nash. My office." I knew what that was about, as Cindy had told me. She was going to tell Nash that she was temporarily putting him in charge of MCD for the time being, though without title. I stayed back, letting her do her job.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Tanya." said Sidney P. Wellman as he came into Tanya's room. He was carrying no flowers nor other gifts.
Her face broke into a smile when she saw him. "Hi, Sidney!" she said happily. "I was hoping you'd come visit me."
"Yes." he said, then added, "I wanted to let you recover before I bothered you."
"You're never bothering me." Tanya said. "Have a seat."
"I...I really can't stay." said Wellman. "I just came by to see how you were doing, and..." Tanya peered at him as he stopped speaking, his face falling.
"It's okay." she said.
"No, it's not." said Wellman. "I can't tell you how terrible I feel about this... about you being wounded, and Mrs. Feeley being killed. And... well, I know you'll think badly of me for saying this now, while you're still in the hospital... but you know I can't be here for you the way you want me to be... the way you've wanted me to be."
"I understand." she said, understanding, and trying to hold back her emotions.
"I want you to know," Wellman said, "that it could not have been what you wanted even before all this happened. I think a great deal of you, Tanya, but it was an affair."
"I appreciate you coming to tell me." Tanya said. "A lesser man would've just walked away."
Wellman gave a brief smile. "You're a very special lady, Tanya. And I know you'll still do great things, no matter what your condition is."
"Thanks." said Tanya as Wellman kissed her forehead.
"Take care." he said as he left the room. Tanya watched the door a moment, and was surprised but not surprised when it opened again, and Dr. Laura Fredricson came in.
"How are you doing?" Laura asked, sitting down on the stool next to the bed.
"I... I'll be all right." Tanya said, knowing full well why Laura was here, and the real Power of the Crowbar that was behind both Wellman and Laura's visits. "I'll be all right. I... I knew it, in my deepest soul... but now it's out there. So it's done."
It wasn't done, and Laura knew it. She stayed and talked to Tanya for a considerable time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was dark outside as I finished up the paperwork. I was waiting for the Chief to go home. It had been a long, long day. Corporal Feeley's badge was back where it belonged, on my wall; it was technically still evidence, but the Crime Lab had done all they could with it and had brought it back to me. They retained the Laika crowbar in the Crime Lab for the time being.
"Come in!" I said as I heard a knock on the door. I looked up to see Chief Moynahan come inside.
"Chief!" I said, rising out of my chair.
"Oh, sit down, sit down." he said as he came to a 'hot chair', "and I'll do the same here, if you don't mind."
"Please." I said. As we sat down, I noticed him looking at Feeley's shield.
"So, Mr. Crowbar," he said, "would you mind sharing a little of whatever you have in your drawer?"
I smiled and brought out two drink glasses. "What'll it be? I've got bourbon, Scotch, and Canadian Whisky."
"I'll try the Canadian." Moynahan said. I poured two shots. We toasted and drank.
"Ah, that's good." he said. "Of course I knew you had something in your drawer because I have yet to meet a Police Captain or higher that doesn't have at least one bottle of something stashed away... for medicinal purposes, of course."
I grinned again, but said nothing, letting the Chief come around to his purpose of conversation.
"You know, Don," he said, "I never lost anyone directly under me while I was at Midtown PD. Never had anyone wounded as badly as Ms. Perlman was, much less Ms. Ross. The Army was a different story, of course. What I wanted to tell you is that I know its hurting you inside, but don't let it eat you up. As you know, what's done is done; all we can do is move on, help our wounded heal up, and get the bad guys."
"Yes sir." I said. "And don't worry, it drives me but it doesn't consume me."
"Good." Moynahan said. "And I'm very impressed with how you've handled this, and everything else that has happened. I've got to admit, when I was in Midtown and I heard that a barely-thirty-year-old man was becoming second-in-command of a not-insignificant Police Force, I thought it was crazy. And it would've been crazy... for anyone else."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "It's not all that crazy, though. I think of D-Day... those 22-year-old Lieutenants, 26-year-old Captains, if that.. leading men into that machine gun fire on the beach, then up that mountain at Point du Hoc. Leadership far beyond anything I'm doing."
"I'm going to call Chief Griswold and get that quote of his about modesty." Moynahan said as I poured two more shots. "Anyway, we're getting short-staffed around here. The Council is already badgering me and the Sheriff about who is going to take over Lt. Perlman's position. They are a cold-hearted bunch of bastards. The Sheriff can act indignant with them, and he did. Put 'em to shame. Me, I just told them to ask the Iron Crowbar. Funny thing, they shut up completely after that." I just nodded knowingly.
He continued: "But they do have a point. If Perlman were a Captain, we'd put her in a wheelchair-accessible office and give her paperwork to do. But she's not. The Council has reservations about the job she'll be able to do, even if she fully recovers otherwise. It's brutal, but that's the world we live in. Life goes on, and the Council is right in that we have to keep on going. And I'm afraid that it is going to fall upon you and me to make that happen, as painful as that is going to be. It's just such a waste... Lt. Perlman was a very talented Detective."
"I've already got a plan, sir." I said. "And I hate to waste great talent..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, February 10th. It was time.
Jack Muscone entered Tanya Perlman's room, bringing some red roses. "Aw, that's sweet." Tanya said as he kissed her forehead and sat down beside her in the chair by the bed.
"How are you feeling?" he asked.
"Okay." Tanya said. "They're going to release me soon. Well, it'd be more accurate to say they're moving me to the rehab wing on the other side. The beds are normal, it's not as much like a hospital, and at least the view is better, so I'm told." The windows on that side looked south, with a better vista than the north side, which looked at the Campus and the Stadium.
Jack noted Tanya was looking down. "Feeling okay? You're looking a little down."
"I'm just tired." Tanya said, attempting to hide her depression over Sidney P. Wellman. "Bored, too. Five hundred television channels, and not a God-damn thing on that's worth watching. I'm reading books, but that gets tiring too, especially when I can't move."
"I'm sure it's tough." Jack said
"And of course," Tanya said, "I have to sit here and wonder about my future. I've heard that the Council is already asking about replacing me, and that makes me wonder what my future is going to be. I love being a cop, and working with Don and Cindy and Teresa and all my MCD guys. Now... I can't even help."
"Nonsense," said Jack, knowing the real situation about the police situation, and also about Wellman. "Look, don't let anything get you down. And it's times like this that you find out who loves you, and who doesn't. And while that can hurt, in the long run, you're better off for it. You've got some friends that love you very much. The Iron Crowbar takes care of his people like no one I've ever seen, and you will always be one of his people. And that goes for me, too."
"Thanks." Tanya said, a bit dully. "I do appreciate it, even if I'm cranky and feeling down."
"Well, we can't have that." said Muscone, getting up. "Maybe this will cheer you up." He went to the door and opened it. Right on cue, Your Iron Crowbar walked into the room with a precious bundle in my arms.
"Pete!" Tanya gushed upon sight of her son, her eyes practically bulging out of her head as they lit up, the rosy color coming back into her cheeks, her cherubic smile radiant. "Oh my baby!" she said as she reached for him. I put him in her arms.
"Oh, my baby, I love you so much!" she said as she hugged him. Then I noticed that she went quiet, her head down. As I looked on, I noticed that she was crying, silently sobbing as she held him to her. I went up and put my hand on her shoulder, more the back of her neck and head, to let her know I was there for her.
Finally, her eyes shining and tears streaking down her face, Tanya finally looked up at me and said "Thank you. For everything."
"Least I can do. It was you that saved him, Tanya. You saved him." I said. She nodded, more tears flowing down her cheeks, understanding my words and my acknowledgement of her heroism and self-sacrifice.
"It was... it's worth it." she said. She then turned back to her son. "Oh Pete, I'm so happy to see you..."
"I'm going to go check in with Dr. Morgan." I said. "I'll be back in a minute." I left Tanya and Pete alone... with Jack, who was still sitting by Tanya's bedside.
After a few minutes of playing and talking with Pete, accompanied by tears at times, Tanya said "I don't know how I'm supposed to keep up with this guy when he starts running."
"You'll do fine." Jack said. He then said, more seriously, "Tanya, I want you to know something." She looked over at him and he said "You won't have to do this... alone." She fully understood what he meant...
Part 13 - Another Death In The Family
Friday, February 12th. The workout with Sergeant Tate and the run with the ROTC Cadets had been tough. I'd surprised Sergeant Tate with a few new Aikido-related moves. That had started a discussion that it was time for both of us to up our games, and we both agreed to get some extra training. Sergeant Tate liked my idea. Then, when it was time for the run, he told the Cadets that today was 'Run the Iron Crowbar into the ground Day'. But they did not run me into the ground.
Back at Headquarters, I did my 'three Ss' in the locker room, then went to MCD. Detective Martin Nash was already there, making coffee.
"Ready to lead MCD, Martin?" I asked.
"I'll step up, sir." said Nash. "But I hope Lt. Perlman can come back, and soon."
"Me, too." I said. Just then, I heard a whirring noise coming down the hallway. Curious, I looked out and saw Mrs. Veasley, the woman from the 'Going Rogue' case, driving her wheelchair at a high rate of speed down the corridor, with a Patrol Officer from the Duty Desk trying to keep up without running.
"Ah, there you are, Commander Troy." Mrs. Veasley said in her authoritative way.
"Uh, sir," said the Patrol Officer, "Mrs. Veasley asked to see you."
"That's fine, Jones. You can go back to the Duty Desk." I said. As he left, I said "Come into my office, Mrs. Veasley." I led the way, and she drove into my office, parking herself next to the sofa. My offer of coffee or tea was politely refused.
"So, Mrs. Veasley," I said, sitting down behind my desk, "what can I do for you?"
"I'm not sure, Commander," said Mrs. Veasley, "but you must trust me when I say that I had a very strong feeling that I needed to come here this morning. Ms. Ross will be needing my help."
"Oh?" I asked. "Any idea what about?" Just then, my Police cellphone rang.
"I believe you're about to find out." said Mrs. Veasley. I answered the phone.
It was the Police Chief of the Nextdoor County Police Force. And indeed, his words revealed all. He said that one of his county's Sheriff Deputies was bringing Molly Evans and her children here, to my Police Headquarters. He told me why. After a moment of conversation, I hung up.
"I think I understand now." I said. I told Mrs. Veasley the news. She nodded. I immediately called Chief Moynahan and Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, then another call to Laura...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, Molly arrived. I hugged her as Mrs. Veasley took charge of Ian, holding and admiring him. I took Ross, who seemed happy enough to see me. Moments later, Laura came in with paperwork.
A moment later, Cindy came in, Teresa following. "My goodness," said Cindy, "you've got a party going on in here, Commander. Hello, Mrs. Veasley, it's nice to see you again."
"I am happy to be able to be here to see you, Child." said Mrs. Veasley. "Commander, why don't you take care of business while we wait here."
"Yes, a good idea." I said. "Cindy, Molly, come with me, please." I led the way out of my office and to the Chief's office nearby. The Chief called out for us to come in. Lt. Masters was also in the room... as was Police Chaplain Father Romano. Molly wavered upon sight of him, and I gently squeezed her arms to bolster her; she understood.
"Have a seat, ladies." said the Chief.
"What's this about, Chief?" Cindy asked. Molly's face was already showing what she knew was coming. Cindy looked puzzled; she had no clue, I realized.
"Commander?" asked the Chief, knowing that this should come from me.
"Yes sir." I said. Turning to Cindy and Molly, I said "Ladies, I am sorry to inform you that I have received news from Canada. Your father passed away last night..."
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Another Death In The Family (continued)
Cindy was stunned, her ice blue eyes looking into mine, and seeing that my words were true.
"What... how?" she finally said as the tears began spilling down Molly's cheeks.
"I understand that he died in his sleep last night." I said. "The Police up there called Molly's Chief. He called me and a Deputy brought Molly over."
"Did your Chief tell you?" Cindy asked Molly.
"No." Molly said, not looking up. "He just told me to bring the boys here, and had a Deputy drive me. I suspected it was this, but thought it might just be some danger we're in."
"What did he die of?" Cindy asked. "Heart attack?" She was beginning to peer hard at Molly. Time for me to intervene.
"Guys," I said to Moynahan and Masters, Molly's former teammates, "will you look after Molly for a minute? Cindy, come with me." I managed to get Cindy to stand up and walk out of the office, and I followed her.
In the anteroom, Teresa was waiting, a sad look on her face. She came up and hugged Cindy, who hugged Teresa back. "I'm so sorry." Teresa said.
"Thank you for being here for me." Cindy whispered. After they finished hugging, Cindy all but whirled on me. "Okay, Don, what's going on? How did my dad die? And why does Molly seem to have known all along that something was wrong?"
"Cindy," I said, my gray eyes boring into her blue ones to keep her attention, "when your parents were here at Christmas, did you notice anything about your dad?"
"Not really." said Cindy. "He looked kind of tired. Old. Ohhh, waaaaait..." She was beginning to realize it. "His skin color was wrong... he was weak... oh my God, why didn't I see it then?"
"You had a lot on your plate, Cindy." I said. "Helping Teresa and Amy, the whole thing with Jenna, making amends with your dad, which you did."
Cindy just nodded, and Teresa put her arm around her friend. "Let's go in here." Teresa said, leading the way to the Chief's conference room. Inside were Mrs. Veasley and Laura.
"Hello, Child." Mrs. Veasley said. "Here, sit down beside me."
Cindy did so, and Mrs. Veasley said "Dr. Eckhart would give anything to be here for you now, but I have explained to him that it might be awkward, if not inappropriate at this time. If you'd like to call him, he will be glad to talk to you, but he will give you your space on this until after you return from the funeral."
"I understand." said Cindy. "And thank you for being here."
"It is my privilege, Child." said Mrs. Veasley.
Teresa was sitting to Cindy's right. I was on the other side, beside Laura. Cindy looked at me and said "Did you know?"
"I suspected he was sick." I said. "I thought he might tell you before they left, and when he didn't, I decided not to speak of mere suspicions as I might have been wrong."
"You're never wrong, Don." Cindy said. It was an accusation.
"I was hoping that I was, that time." I replied. "And I certainly didn't want to say something to you when I was not totally sure."
"Now you listen to me, Child." said Mrs. Veasley, becoming stern. "Your Commander did the right thing. So did your sister. If you didn't see your father's illness, nor feel it, then that was how it was supposed to be. Let the recriminations go. Right now, you need to be strong for your sister and your mother."
"Yes, ma'am, you're right." Cindy whispered. "And I do observe that Laura has our paperwork ready to go."
Laura smiled briefly. "Yes." she said. "Air Force accommodations. Someone will meet you at the airport up there. I didn't book a hotel, thinking you might stay with your mother. Just call when you're ready, and I'll arrange the return flight."
Laura continued: "I am going to tell Molly that I would strongly recommend not taking the boys over the border. It might be difficult getting them back into the United States without paperwork that she does not have time to get."
Cindy said "I understand. Thank you. So, was it cancer?"
"My guess is leukemia of some kind." I said. I looked over at Laura, who nodded.
"That was my guess, too." Laura said. "I was paying a lot more attention to Amy, and never got to talk with either of your parents about it."
Cindy nodded, then blinked as if she was remembering something. "There is one thing I need to do before we go. And you might need to book a third seat." She told us where she was going, and I gave her leave to move out swiftly.
"And a seat for me." said Teresa. "Commander, I'd like leave to accompany Captain Ross to Canada. She was there for me for my father's funeral, so I want to be there for her."
"I understand. So would I." I said. "But with Tanya in the hospital, we are badly short-staffed. So while you do not need a crowbar, you are still going to be my Crowbar 2 while Cindy is in Canada. Here is what you and I are going to do..." I explained the plan.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The campaign office was bustling when Cindy came in, with staffers at desks on the phones and others poring over data on their computer screens. Most of them realized who she was as she made her way to the back office. The secretary wasn't one of them.
"May I help you?" she said acidly as Cindy came up as if she owned the place.
"I need to speak to Ms. Stiles, please." Cindy said in a subdued voice.
"Do you have an appointment?" the woman said, her voice a sneer. "Ms. Stiles is very busy right now, and..."
"One moment, Captain Ross." said an older woman, rushing up. She was the Campaign Manager. She knocked on the door, then opened it and told Jenna that Cindy was there. Cindy was admitted, closing the door behind her as the Campaign Manager 'helped' the secretary to understand that someone had just narrowly avoided a Blue Crowbar disaster.
"Hi." Jenna said as she moved sheafs of paper on her desk. "I'm sorry, we're really busy today. What's up?"
"Uh..." Cindy said, then launched into it. "I just came to tell you that my father died in Canada last night. I'm going to be flying up today, and I wanted to know if you wanted to come with me and Molly."
"Oh, I'm so sorry." Jenna said. She got up and came around the desk to give Cindy a hug. "What happened?"
"Apparently he was sick and I didn't realize it when he came down." Cindy said. "But it makes sense, the way he was willing to meet you and make amends with me. He knew it was a dying gesture."
"I'm sorry to hear he's passed." Jenna said. "And I'm also sorry that I can't go with you today. I've got three meetings with donors that can't be rescheduled, and an interview with Bettina..."
"I understand." Cindy said. "It's short notice. The funeral will probably be on Sunday. I'll buy you a ticket if you want to come up."
"That's sweet of you." Jenna said. "But look, text me with the details, and if I can get free, I'll buy a ticket and come up." Cindy nodded and they hugged again, then Cindy left... knowing that Jenna was not going to be there.
Part 14 - Company Business
Friday, February 12th. High noon. Melina Allgood came into the Soup and Salad place for lunch. She saw Laura, already at Laura's favorite table. As she approached, Laura stood up and the sisters embraced with French-style 'two cheek' kisses, then they sat down. Melina looked out the window at the light dusting of snow on the ground from the day before.
"We're supposed to get a big snowstorm this weekend, or early next week." Laura said, noticing Melina' s look.
"Yes." Melina said. "I hope it won't impact air travel to and from Cindy's stepfather's funeral. I didn't get a chance to tell her how sorry I was to hear of his passing."
"I'm sure she'll understand." said Laura. "She was a bit dazed. Molly talks to her mother more often, and I suspect she had a much better idea of it, and how close he was to death. Don ran a bit of interference to keep Cindy from realizing things like that."
"He's not on the plane to Canada sitting between them to keep them apart." Melina said. "That'll be all right, though. So, how are Carole and Jim?"
"They're great." Laura said. "We have little Pete Feeley right now, as well. Carole thinks he's another baby brother. But the therapists want Tanya to begin doing more with him, and Jack Muscone is helping her out a lot. How about your little ones?"
"Little Daniel is growing like a weed." Melina said. "And Patricia is just wonderful. She's always happy and giggling, especially when her dad holds her."
Melina then asked: "So, how's Teresa been doing since Amy died? I'm still sick over that, and Daniel still can't believe it."
"She's doing well, actually." Laura said. "Don's talked to her, and he keeps her busy, too. Cindy's taken her to see Dr. Eckhart a couple of times. That's been therapeutic, also."
"And she's dating Todd, too." Melina said, mentioning straight out what Laura had hesitated to say. "So, are they... seriously together?"
"Oh, I think so." Laura said, watching Melina's face to gauge her reaction to that news. "Don thinks they are a lot closer than either one is willing to admit."
After some more chit-chat and finishing their lunch, Laura said "Let's go back to my office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once Laura got back, she went to check up on the kids. Gayle Roberts was babysitting. "Hi Gayle," Laura said. "Why don't you go get lunch, and take some extra time if you like. I'm going to be talking with Melina." Gayle said hello to Melina, who was just walking in, and then left.
"Hi Carole." Laura said. "Aunt Melina has come to see you."
"Hi Ant Meleena." said Carole, who then grinned, happy with herself.
"Hi Cutie." said Melina. "How's my favorite niece? Are you being a good big sister to your brothers?"
"Yes." said Carole. "And Bowser is, too." Melina looked at Laura with surprise.
Laura said "I've always said Don loves that dog more than he loves me. Now I think Carole loves Bowser more than she loves me, as well."
"Bowser is a good dog." Carole said, in the form of a quotation, looking over at Melina, who could not help but giggle. Melina then 'chatted' with Carole and Jim and Pete while Laura checked her office for bugs.
Once it was clear, Laura and Melina sat down at Laura's desk to do business. "So," Laura said, "how are things going?"
"Good." said Melina. "Except for that jerk Casey B. Walker. I get tired of getting phone calls from him every time I access a file."
"I still get calls from him myself from time to time." Laura said. "So, what files are garnering his interest?"
Melina told Laura, naming some of the Company's most highly classified projects, some of which were completed, and others ongoing. She said: "I think 'Operation Tomato Garden', where we're monitoring Red Chinese attempts to destroy crops in Africa and starve the native populations there, wasn't really worth his time to call me. I could understand his interest in 'Operation Eastern Seaboard', as that's a joint CIA-FBI operation to counter both cyberattacks and physical attacks on our train systems. But the one that really bugged me, pun not intended, was 'Operation Beekeeper'."
"What's that?" asked Laura.
"I don't know." Melina said. "I was told I didn't have clearance to access it, and then Dr. Walker called. He told me that it was an 'Eyes Only' project, and that no project within my realm could possibly have anything to do with it. He sounded angry about it, too."
"Well," said Laura, getting out her Agency computer and hooking it into the secure line, "I have eyes that only look at any file I desire to see." She brought up 'Operation Beekeeper'.
The screen turned red and said "Access Denied: Classified Information. Top Secret: BEEKEEPER. Eyes Only." There was no request for a password. Laura was completely locked out.
"Geez." said Melina.
"You got that right." Laura said. "This is the first time since I was promoted to Deputy Director that I have been shut out of a file that wasn't for the President's eyes only. I'm going to get to the bottom of this--"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Laura picked up the secure phone. "Yes, Dr. Walker?... I knew it was you because I'm psychic... yes, I tried to access 'Beekeeper', and I want to know why I can't--... Bullshit! I have every right to access that file, and I don't have to answer to you for it--... Don't you interrupt me again, asshole! Now why I can't access that file?... I have to get clearance from the Director or the NSA? We'll see about that! I'll call the Director himself... No, fuckwad, I won't stand down!... do whatever you want, I'll see you in hell!"
She slammed the phone down. "Motherfucker hung up on me." She picked the phone back up. "I'm not letting this one go." She dialed a number. "Yes, this is Dr. Fredricson, may I speak with the Director please?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, Laura hung up the phone. Melina set down a full mug of coffee in front of her sister.
"Thanks. I need this. I probably should spike it with something." Laura said, sipping the coffee. She leaned back in her chair. "My God."
"What is it?" Melina said.
"That was the CIA Director himself I was talking to." Laura said. "He inquired into 'Operation Beekeeper', and was told it doesn't exist. As you heard, I had him bring it up on his screen, and it came up... and he's locked out, too. He's going to call Walker onto the carpet and demand to know what's going on."
"And Walker will just bullshit him." Melina replied. "You'll get nowhere."
"You're getting good at this Game." Laura said with a brief smile. She then settled back into her chair. "I'm afraid you're right, though. So... if we were to think the Iron Crowbar way, what does this tell us?"
"That this is something Walker himself is doing, and we've stumbled onto it." Melina replied.
"But what?" Laura asked. "Is he searching for moles? Double agents?... and speaking of that, how's your search for double agents or spies within NATO?"
"Going slowly." Melina said. "The French lost two agents last week. Would've been more, but they were warned by someone... someone believed to be in the French Syndicate. Not sure why they helped us, but there it is."
"Probably saving their own guys while saving the French agents." said Laura.
"Just one other thing on this." Melina said. "We don't think the Russians are the infiltrators. Maybe Chechnyans. Or private criminals trying to gain secrets to sell for money. We think that when all is said and done, we'll be looking at Sergei Molotov as being involved."
"I told my superiors that we should just give him to Mr. Putin." said Laura. "He's not as contained as they think he is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was busy that afternoon at Stiles Campaign Headquarters. Jenna was tired after her third meeting with potential donors, her third long-practiced pitch. Bettina Wurtzburg had given her the easiest softball questions in her interview, and it would look good on TV. But before she left, Bettina quietly had said that the questions would have to become harder, to toughen her up as well as to fend off KSTD's ambush questions.
Jenna barely registered the 'hush' that came over her the outer room, until she saw the shadow of the large man in the door, in the trenchcoat, Tilley Hat (made in Canada), and carrying a red crowbar. The secretary had deigned to stop Cindy from coming in; she had no chance with the Iron Crowbar himself, and wisely did not try.
"Hello Jenna." I said quietly, closing the door behind me. I was wearing black civilian clothes under my trenchcoat.
"Well, Commander," said Jenna, her eyes studying me, "here to make a donation?"
"Not exactly." I said, idly thinking that I'd like to make an donation of potent, virile sperm deep inside Jenna's pussy. Getting my mind back to business, I sat down in a small chair beside Jenna's desk without being invited to do so. "I am here to ask you a question or two."
"Professional?" asked Jenna, trying to joke. "Do I need a lawyer?"
"Naw, nothing like that." I said, then after a pause launched into it: "Jenna, are you committed to this campaign?"
"Of course." Jenna said, studying my face to see what I was getting at.
'Truly committed?" I asked.
"Yes. Why?" Jenna replied.
"That ring on your finger." I said. "Are you committed to Cindy Ross?"
"Ah. I see." Jenna said, knowing now where I was going. "But that's none of your business, is it Don?"
I smiled a brief, pursed smile. "Well, I'm sorry to say that it is my business, on three counts. First, professionally. I don't try to pry, but I take interest in all of my Officers' lives and what might affect them as Police Officers. If a Patrolman is getting into domestic abuse with his wife, you know I will be right there telling him to clean it up before I have to take further, harsher action. If an Officer has a sick or dying child, I need to know that too, so I can help as much as I can. I even got a new dog doing that. The bottom line is that my Captain of Detectives is unsure about her home relationship, and your commitment to that, and it affects not only her but all of us."
"Second," I said, not giving Jenna time to respond, "Cindy Ross is my partner, my Police partner, of course. Additionally, she is Kato to my Green Hornet, and with her martial arts skills, that's an almost literal analogy. What affect her, affects me."
"Third," I said, "Cindy Ross is my blood. You can tell me the first two counts are still none of my business as far as your relationship with her, but don't even try to tell me that blood doesn't count. So I will ask you again: are you as committed to your relationship with Cindy to the level that ring on your finger deserves and expects you to be?"
Jenna sat silent, but her face was showing her contemplation. I got up. "Have a nice day, Jenna. And good luck with your campaign..."
Part 15 - Being There
Sunday, February 14th. It was the pre-dawn hours and the sleek jet was coming in for a landing at County Airport. Teresa and I were waiting for it. We were in civilian clothes, both wearing appropriate black attire. I had left some chocolates and a picture I helped Carole draw on the table for Laura for St. Valentine's Day; we were star-crossed celebrating this day together for the last couple of years.
After the plane taxied up, an Air Force Captain got out and checked our passports. We had no luggage to check; I was even leaving the red crowbar at home. We went aboard, sat down in the seats that made commercial first class seats look bad, and buckled up. As we took off, we could see in the east the sun that was about to rise over our County.
On the way up, I got a chance to talk with Teresa in a way we really never had before. I asked her what she ultimately wanted to do in the Police Force, and she said she was really happy doing what she was doing now: leading the Vice Squad, planning and leading missions and drug raids, and working with Cindy and me. She thought she could handle MCD, and eventually succeed Cindy as Captain of Detectives, but she had no desire to be a Precinct Captain.
In exchange, I answered her questions about what was going on in the Police Force and in County politics, I discussed with her the possibility of moles within the Police Force, and I told her some of what the FBI and I were doing to track down the Consultant of Crime. I figured Cindy had told her some stuff (and I sure hoped so; it was Cindy's job to disseminate information down), and I filled in some gaps. It was now personal for Teresa, too... she was as intent on avenging Amy as I was on avenging Officer Pete Feeley.



It was six degrees below zero Fahrenheit (-21 Celsius) when we arrived in Alberta. We were met by a Canadian Air Force vehicle, which transported us to the farming town of Drumheller, which was about 80 miles east of Calgary. We got there just before noon. The funeral was at 2:00pm (local time).
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're almost ready to go to the church." said Maggie Ross, wearing a widow's black dress. She looked tired; having cared for her husband in his last months of life had been exhausting, the mental toll even worse than the physical.
Cindy, also dressed in basic black, went to the door of the house she had not been inside of since the day she'd left in anger over her family's failure to accept her sexual orientation. Opening the door, she exclaimed "They're here, they came!" She saw her cousin Don and her BFF Teresa walking up.
"Aw, you guys came up!" Cindy said, rushing out the door. Molly came up behind her. Cindy and Teresa hugged warmly while I hugged Molly and suggested we get inside quickly.
Once inside, we said hello to Mrs. Ross and offered our condolences. Mrs. Ross introduced us to her friends that were here (and introduced me as Cindy's boss, I might add), and then insisted that we eat some of the enormous amount of food that was sitting before us.
"Oh, I'm so glad you guys came." Cindy said, and I could see in her eyes how much it had meant to her. After we ate, Cindy showed us (mostly Teresa) the house, including her room as a child. On her desk I saw a little stand with two flags, the Stars and Stripes of America and the Maple Leaf of Canada. Cindy had been born in the United States and therefore was a natural-born American Citizen, but she also claimed and held Canadian citizenship, and was proud of her Canadian heritage...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had not intended to, but Cindy and Molly insisted that we be part of the family at the Funeral Mass. Cindy was dressed in her formal Police uniform, with medals on her chest and the Medal of Valor around her neck. Molly was likewise dressed in her formal Police uniform, with her Medals from the Midtown P.D. and the one from the Nextdoor County Force with it. The fellow farmers of William Ross were seeing that his daughters were accomplished, and gave him reason to be proud of those accomplishments.
"Dad was cremated, and his ashes will be spread on the family farm in lieu of a burial." Cindy said. "He'll have a memorial tombstone at the edge of the cemetery. The other request he made was that we sing the Canadian National Anthem at his funeral. Since we sing 'God Save the Queen' at the end, we'll sing 'Oh Canada' at the beginning. All English, by the way."
"He'd have loved seeing that." said Molly.
And so it was. After the casket was rolled in, the priest in charge of the mass mentioned that Mr. Ross had been a part of the Canadian Air Force, and asked everyone to honor his last wishes by joining in the singing of the national anthem. And everyone did... even us American types:
O Canada!
Our home and native land!
True patriot love,
in all thy sons command.
With glowing hearts
we see thee rise,
The True North strong and free!
From far and wide,
O Canada, we stand on guard for thee.
God keep our land
glorious and free!
O Canada, we stand on guard for thee.
O Canada, we stand on guard for thee.
The old Canadian Air Force Officer would indeed be proud...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Teresa, we have to be getting back." I said. It was growing late, the sun just reaching for western horizon that was rising up to meet it.
"I am so grateful that you could come, both of you." said Mrs. Ross. Molly and Cindy chimed in with their agreement and thanks.
We made our goodbyes. As I hugged Cindy goodbye, I said quietly "Cindy, take all the time you need, as much as your mother needs. No need to rush back; in fact, I'd prefer if you take at least three or four days. Don't let me see you before Thursday, and that is not a request. And if it's Monday a week from tomorrow, that will be just fine."
"As you wish, mon Commandant." Cindy replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was very late, indeed the early morning hours, when I arrived back home at the Mountain Nest. As I entered the front door, I observed two dogs sitting there, side by side, looking up at me. Not really wagging their tails as they normally did, just looking up at me.
"Hey guys," I said, crouching down and petting both of them. "Have you been good boys? Have you watched over Carole and Jim and Pete?" They responded to me, but I noticed Bowser looking back towards the den.
"Okay guys, go back upstairs! Go guard Carole and Jim!" Bowser bounded upstairs, followed by Buddy. I went into the greatroom, where Laura was sitting on the sofa against the wall. I did not need to be Sherlock Holmes to figure out she was not happy.
"Hello, my love." I said as I went over and sat down beside her. "I'm sorry about Valentine's Day..."
"Hello, darling." Laura replied. "I understand. Thank you for the chocolates and the drawing. It was really cute, and Carole was ecstatic when I put it up on the refrigerator door. How was the funeral?"
"Sad, but a very nice service." I said. "Thank you for arranging the flights for us. I think it really meant a lot to Cindy that we came up."
"It was my pleasure to do it." Laura said. "I would've liked to have gone with you, except your mom definitely needed the help to look after five young babies. Todd came over with Doug, and that was six kids."
"Seven, including Todd himself." I joked. Laura barked a little laugh.
"Well," I said, "I know you can't just cross a national border at your whim, either. So... what's wrong?"
Laura looked over at me. "What makes you think something's wrong?"
"Oh, not much... except I was met at the door by not one but two outstanding dogs, who desperately wished they could talk so they could ask me to come talk to you."
"You've added dog whispering to your talents, I see." said Laura.
"I should." I said. "I'll bet it pays more than what this County pretends to pay me. Okay, stop avoiding the question. What's bothering you?"
Laura conceded. "It's Company stuff. I can't really talk about it. Casey B. Walker is raising a snit about some stuff, and I escalated it. There's a lot of tension, and that's on top of other stuff going on. You may not realize that this entire Nation is sitting on a political powder keg,and that includes its Government agencies."
"Oh, I think I do realize it." I said. "But saving the world will have to wait until the morning. Do you want a drink before I carry you to bed and fall asleep before I can get you out of your clothes?"
Laura smiled, but didn't laugh. "Sure... but just a small one."
Part 16 - The Grind and The Grit
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redhead at 7:00am, Tuesday, February 16th. "Local and State races are beginning to heat up, with the primaries looming in late April. The District Attorney's race is becoming more hotly contested, as Jenna Stiles received the formal endorsement of State Senator Katherine Woodburn and other State Legislators that are part of the Women's Caucus. Incumbent D.A. Gil Krasney received the endorsement of Fire Department Assistant Chief William Jefferson, causing some controversy, as he is a County Government employee."
Bettina went on: "Public Policy Polling came out with fresh polls over the weekend. In the D.A.'s race, Krasney leads Stiles 50-44, with only 6% undecided, which is unusually low this early in a political race. Meanwhile, in State polls, Democrat Jack Lewis leads Republican Sean Stockton, 52-38 percent. Experts say that Stockton is running a 'textbook' Establishment Republican campaign, and that the Voters are simply not responding to him, as the Republican brand is very toxic both State-wide and nationally."
"And in something of a surprise," Bettina said, "several Town & County Council members are receiving strong challenges, while others face no opposition. Businessman John Colby and businesswoman Dagmar Schoen, both running as Republicans, are facing tough, well-funded Democrat challengers in November. Senator Woodburn has stated that the Democrats especially want to defeat Colby and Schoen for several positions they have taken in the last year, citing as one example their pro-EMT positions during the EMT Strike."
"Meanwhile," Bettina went on "Ian McGhillie and Edward R. Steele are also facing challenges for their seats on the Council, but are expected to win easily. J.P. Goldman, Pastor Raymond Westboro, and Kelly Carnes do not face any announced opposition at this time."
"In other news, Lieutenant Tanya Perlman of the TCPD has recovered sufficiently to be moved into rehab. She is learning to cope without the use of her legs. She was visited yesterday by the Chairman of the County Senior Citizens Board and ranking member of the Ladies Auxiliary Club, Mrs. Veasley." There was film footage of Mrs. Veasley and Tanya in their wheelchairs, with Tanya holding little Pete. "Mrs. Veasley was an Army Nurse, and lost use of her legs while serving in a combat zone. Lt. Perlman said that Mrs. Veasley's example and advice to her have been both inspiring and helpful..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mr. Nash," I said, "you simply are not 'G-Q' enough to be a Crowbar Angel."
I was meeting with Martin and Teresa. With Cindy still in Canada, this was the Angels meeting. I immediately went to work giving Martin Nash a hard time.
"I'll work on that, sir." said Nash, not rising to the bait of my joke. If anyone dressed well in a suit and tie in this Police Headquarters, it was Martin Nash. Teresa had actually giggled a bit at my joke. She must've gotten a good pickle-tickle from Todd last night, I reasoned.
"Okay, what's going on?"
Teresa went first. "It's kind of quiet on the Vice side. They're not sure what to do with Sonali and Lainie in the Vice Room now. Anyway, we're hearing some chatter that a smuggling operation may take place soon."
"Drugs?" I asked.
"No." said Teresa. "Guns. And possibly explosives, ammonium-nitrate-type stuff. We also got a tip that the SBI thinks this shipment is a feint, a distraction, and that a much larger shipment is moving through here, but it will continue on out of State. I told our FBI friends about it, and Sandra told me they're thinking a large quantity of arms are being brought in from several places to your old home, Apple Grove."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "And I agree that it's a feint: why smuggle ammonium nitrate into or through this County when Ward Harvester makes the shit? And I happen to know how explosive it is firsthand." I was referring to my ordeal at Ned's hands at Ward Harvester.
I then asked: "Has the SBI formally contacted you or anyone here about this?"
"Not to my knowledge." said Teresa.
"Okay." I said, then chose my words carefully as I said "Lt. Croyle,, I want you to increase surveillance on one Karen Warner Harlan. I also want you to put it out through the Underground to be on the lookout for my sister Elizabeth. If she's seen in this County, then I daresay you are right that some smugglin' is goin' awn." As Teresa jotted a couple of notes, I kept Nash in my side vision. He seemed unperturbed by my words.
"Nash, whaddya got for me?"
"Myron loves his cubicle with the door." said Nash. "Mary and David are fitting right in. They've been melting wires looking for anything to do with the Belfort Badge Gang as well as working with the FBI guys on related financial stuff. We've also opened a file on Linda Farris of Child Protective Services. Seems she's got an interesting history, sir."
"Don't keep me in suspense." I said.
Nash said "A few years ago, before you got here, sir, Child Protective Services had two incidents within weeks of each other, where children were taken out of abusive homes but then returned to those homes, and both children were beaten to death. The previous CPS Director here was removed, and also indicted for negligence. The State slipped Ms. Farris in as Director. She was from the City."
"What was her record in the City?" I asked.
"Spotty." said Nash. "She ended up in a desk job, just admin stuff, then they sent her here. What's interesting is that Myron found a long string of financial records that show she lives beyond her means, and has for quite a while. He also found that she didn't close her bank account in the City, though she opened a new one here at Second National Bank when she moved here. That old City account gets deposits every month, and not her paycheck from the State. After peeling through the layers, Mary and Lindy Linares from the FBI office made a connection... to City & Counties Bank."
"FBI is on this?" I asked. "Not letting the grass grow under their feet?"
"They're on it, sir." said Nash. "Myron also found phone records from the past. Linda Farris and Louise Belfort do know each other, and a few years ago called each other often. That decreased, but didn't totally stop when Farris moved here."
"What's her record like with our CPS?" I asked.
"No real issues." replied Nash. "A couple of CPS people were fired when she came in, possibly getting rid of deadwood while showing the world they were doing something. They've had no incidents, but do have a spotty record of who they approve as foster parents. There were some complaints from the State CPS office in Midtown, but it looks like they got that fixed."
"Any way we can look into their records?" I asked.
"Judge Watts issued a warrant when the Governor suspended Farris." said Nash. "We've been able to look at everything... except the adoption records for newborns that were taken from women at the Asylum. This County's office handled those."
"Hmmm..." I said, going into a mini-reverie. Coming out of it, I asked "Anything else on Farris? Anything more recent?"
"No sir." said Nash. "She hired Gresham & Mason attorneys. She's not seeking her job back, but wants a large settlement from the State."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes sir... I understand... thank you for looking into it for me, sir... yes sir... have a good day, sir."
Laura hung up the phone. Her conversation with the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency had been brief. He'd been nice, as he and she got along very well, but he'd said that Casey B. Walker had explained that 'Operation Beekeeper' was Walker's internal investigation of a potential C.I.A. mole, and that it was of such sensitivity that not even he, the Director, would be able to find out the information until the investigation was complete, or if higher level persons ordered it released. There were very, very few 'higher level persons'.
Something was nagging at Laura. Something was not right. Picking up the phone, she called Jack Muscone's boss, the DepDirector of the FBI. "Hi William, it's Laura. Where are you right now?...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not even trust the bug-killer with this one. I invited Myron and Mary to lunch, and after we were done I drove them in my Police SUV to The Cabin. We went out onto the back deck. I had a CD player with me, and turned it up a bit while I huddled with them.
"All right, guys, this one is way off the record." I said. "You have the right to refuse this request, as well. I need to find out some information about adoptions, from both Child Protective Services and women prisoners who gave birth at The Asylum. Women are now housed at State Women's Prison, so check there, also. I won't tell you exactly what to look for, so as not to prejudice your findings, so let me know whatever you find... and not at Headquarters or any place where we can be compromised."
"Sir," said Mary, "I'll be glad to do this, but my question is what we can do with what we find. We can't just come out and say we found something..."
I nodded, understanding what she was saying. "Don't worry about that." I said. "I'll have to handle it from other directions if we do find anything. The key is to have an answer, so that I can then formulate a solution... and in a way that doesn't come back to us sneaking around in records we are not supposed to be seeing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura entered the FBI offices in the Federal Building off Courthouse Square in Town. She was led back to a small office, which was especially bug-proofed, including being inside a plexiglass cube on springs, with a device to run vibrations through the walls so that the vibrations of voices would be scrambled.
"What can I do for you?" the DepDirector asked after some small chit-chat.
"Looking for moles within the CIA is an FBI job, is it not?" asked Laura.
"Normally." said the DepDirector. "If they're based in the United States or an Embassy. Field agents overseas might be left to your Counterintelligence guys."
"Yes." Laura said. "Have you ever heard of 'Operation Beekeeper'?"
"No, that doesn't ring a bell. Why?"
Laura explained how she'd come up against a file unavailable to her, then added "I was told it was a search for CIA moles. But it makes no sense."
"Well, it definitely should be an FBI case, so I'll try to access it." said the DepDir. He did so, from his most secure computer. A message came up saying 'Operation BEEKEEPER' did not exist.
"How long before Casey Walker calls one of us?" the DepDirector asked jokingly.
"If he doesn't call at all, I'll be worried." Laura said.
"Let's go get some lunch, then. Cattleman's Club. My treat." he said. Laura accepted. At lunch she filled him in on her husband's recent successes, and Tanya Perlman's ordeal, and he filled her in on the case his people were building against the shadowy Consultant of Crime, based upon Commander Troy's breakthroughs.
When they got back... still no call from Casey B. Walker. Laura called her assistant Gayle, who confirmed there'd been no call.
Part 17 - Hubs and Connections
Thursday, February 18th. After my morning workouts, I did not go to the Station but to the Cabin to clean up. The reason was that Myron and Mary were on the way; they'd found some stuff. We talked as we ate breakfast, watching the Town come into view with the light of dawn.
They had no notes, but Myron's mind did not need any. Nor did Mary's mind, for that matter. Myron said "Sir, the records weren't hard to find. CPS mostly puts children into foster homes, and formal adoptions are handled with an offshoot agency. That goes for the prison system, as well. If a female prisoner gives birth inside the prison infirmary, and there is a relative there to take custody, they facilitate that. But many of these women have no one to care for the baby, so its put up for adoption... and sometimes over the protests of the birth mother."
"Wow." I said. "That cannot be legal."
"Neither is raping every woman at the Asylum, Commander, but they were doing it." said Mary, with some acerbity and feeling. "Here's the thing, sir: There were forty-seven live births at the Asylum in the past ten years before you raided it and shut it down for women. Those were State records, open to the Public, no problem to see or get. Ten of those were claimed by relatives and remanded to the relatives' custody. But our 'underground' research showed that only twenty-eight of the remaining babies were adopted with formal paperwork... leaving nine totally unaccounted for."
"And at the Women's Prison, since all women were moved there a few months ago," said Myron, taking up the narrative, "there have been twelve recorded births in the infirmary, and only five of those have formal adoption paperwork. And none of those births were claimed by relatives."
I emitted a low whistle. "Did you look into Women's prison before the Asylum's women were transferred?" I asked.



"We looked, sir," said Myron, "but it appears that the standard procedure was for any woman known to be pregnant to be sent to the Asylum, as a 'medical' facility, yadda yadda yadda. Though there are no records for it, I heard a rumor a while back that any woman at State Women's Prison who was found to be pregnant and in the early or even middle stages of her term... would have her food drugged and she would wake up having had an unrequested abortion. Those that were too far along... were sent to the Asylum."
I did not need much time nor energy to see what was going on with this. I thanked Myron and Mary, admonished them to tell no one of what they'd learned, and that I would have to handle it with 'extreme' discretion... and caution.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Laura Fredricson had meetings to attend. First the Department Heads meeting with Dr. Wellman, who had overcome his anger at her about that little confrontation with the Iron Crowbar. Then a Psychology Department meeting that was pretty perfunctory.
Once back in her office, she went through her School-related emails. Then she hooked up her secure computer and checked her 'Company' emails. She worked through them, knowing that her assistant Gayle Roberts also had gone through them, and would've alerted her to anything big. What surprised her most is what she did NOT see... anything from Casey B. Walker nor anyone else with any fallout over 'Operation Beekeeper'.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
She picked up her phone and answered. It was her FBI counterpart, the DepDirector. He asked her to come by his office as soon as possible...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Country Breakfast Diner was full of patrons, mostly older and retired folks. The younger business crowd normally ate earlier in the morning. I found that the great majority of these patrons wanted to shake my hand as I weaved through them towards the back. Knowing the value of acting like a politician running for something, I shook all the hands, said nice things to everyone, and did all the niceties required of me.
I finally made it to the back of the room. Chief Griswold and John Colby, the restaurant's owner, were at that table, finishing up their breakfasts and chatting about who knows what. As I approached them, they hailed me and asked me to sit with them.
"Where's your lovely wife, Chief?" I asked as I sat down.
"She's with that group of Presbyterian Women down in Florida." growled the Chief. "They think this great weather is too cold for them." John Colby grinned and I chuckled.
"I like it cold, too." I said.
"You two are rugged outdoorsmen." said Colby. "Just like me. Nothing like getting up in the morning and getting out on the farm on a Winter's day."
After a couple more minutes of chit-chat, I said "I'm sorry, Mr. Colby, but I have to take this Police Chief away from you. I need to get some advice from him, and the perps won't wait."
"I don't believe it." said Colby with mock shock. "The Iron Crowbar getting advice?"
"And thank God I have the best possible source in Chief Griswold, here." I replied.
"This young man is not only smart, he's wise." said Griswold, who was not-so-secretly pleased at the compliments. "He knows he's not so damn good that he can't ask for help from time to time."
"That's true." said Colby. "We're just so used to him figuring out solutions before we even know what the problem is,. It's a surprise to find out he's a human being."
"Oh, I am that." I said. "And I've got a lot to learn, still. That's why I like working for great Police Chiefs like this man and like Chief Moynahan. Can't tell you how much Chief Griswold here helped me up my game when I first came here."
After a few more minutes, Chief Griswold and I left, again weaving through the crowd of well-wishers. We drove back by the Station, where I parked and then got into Chief Griswold's Ford F-150 truck. I used my bug-detector, finding no bugs.
I explained the situation with Linda Farris and the adoptions. "So Chief, how do I get an investigation of this started, without someone realizing I've peeked into adoption records without a warrant?"
"The first thing that comes to my mind," said Griswold as we drove around the south bypass, ultimately towards his house, "is to get with SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell. You've been legitimately investigating Farris, as has the SBI, and you can show her what's public about the records. She can then do an inspection, and very likely can get a warrant for any adoption records as part of that."
"Sounds okay," I said, "but my two objections are that it would alert the prison people, and possibly others, to what's going on; and also... I think Inspector Maxwell's Office of Ethics & Review is more riddled with moles and spies than the American Embassy in Moscow."
"So you think your Consultant of Crime is involved?" asked Griswold as we pulled into his driveway from Reservoir Road. I saw the '2461' on his mailbox as we pulled in, and wondered why I was noticing that.
"Uh, yes, yes I do." I replied, getting my train of thought back on the tracks. "Less than six degrees of separation on this one." As we went around his house to the fishing deck, the wind was whipping up a bit and the skies were turning cloudy.
I continued as we sat down on the chairs, bundled up against the cold and wind. "Think about this, Chief: a couple wanting to adopt a newborn baby would pay what, a hundred thousand dollars? More? Just ten of those and you're into the millions. Now imagine someone arranging for women prisoners giving birth to have those babies taken and illegally sold. The new parents file for the adoption somewhere else, with a ready-made story to get the paperwork done. The birth mother is in prison and will very likely be unable to ever find out what happened to her child, even if she wanted to. Damn lucrative business, Chief."
"Yes, and right up your Moriarty's alley." said Griswold. "So, is there anyone else in the SBI that you trust at all?"
"Not really." I said. "Ted Orosco, maybe. But the problem is this: in the FBI, Jack Muscone and his team can plan and execute an investigation or operation, and they'd be able to block other FBI teams from knowing what they're doing, to an extent at least, if that is what they wanted. The SBI has no such barriers. One Agent starts an investigation into anything, and just about any other agent can get the details of it. The SBI leaks like a sieve, and Jack Lewis has always wanted it that way."
"Harrumph, that bastard." said Griswold. "Don, I can't tell you how many times I've asked Governor Jared to run again, because Sean Stockton is an Establishment Republican pussy who is beholden to the interests of wealthy donors, Big Business, and pro-Amnesty Elitists. Lewis is going to crush Stockton, and then we will have the most corrupt political leadership in the history of this State, and there have been some doozies in the past."
"Yeah, I know." I said.
Chief Griswold was thinking, twirling the edges of his handlebar mustaches. Finally, he said "You know, Crowbar, there might be another way. I think you're right about there being too many moles in the SBI's Office of Ethics & Review. But Frank Soltis from Midtown is relatively new there, and they might not be watching him as hard as others. You might very quietly ask Molly Evans to talk to Frank, and she can ask him to talk to Inspector Maxwell, being careful to not be overheard or be in a place that might be bugged."
"Now that's an idea." I said.
"So, Crowbar," said the old Chief with a twinkle in his eyes, "you would've thought of things like this ten times over in ten seconds flat. You don't need my advice on it. So why the visit?"
"No, seriously, Chief," I said, "I wanted to hear your ideas. I do admit I wanted to talk to you, catch up on things, see how you're doing. Hope you don't object to that..."
"Naw, I'm always glad to see you, Crowbar." Griswold said. "By the way, how's Cindy taking her father's death?... I guess her stepfather..."
"She was shocked because it was unexpected." I said. "But I think she's doing okay. I told her to stay up there for several days. She and her mother can re-connect. She and her dad, her Canadian dad, talked and made amends on things over Christmas. I think she's going to be very glad that she was able to do that."
"Good." said Griswold. "So, I just have one more riddle for you to solve, Crowbar."
"What's that, sir?" I asked.
"How are you going to keep that corrupt son of a whore Jack Lewis from becoming the next Governor of this State?"
"I don't know, Chief... I don't know." I said. "If I could do that, I could run for God..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said the DepDirector, "I guess we've heard from Casey B. Walker... sort of."
"Yeah." said Laura, acerbically. She was looking at the email that had been sent to the DepDirector, demanding that he arrange for FBI Consultant Donald Troy to be 'interviewed' by FBI lawyers James Bond (yes, that's his name) and Earnest Staffeld again, concerning the Sharples/Priya classified data situation (Author's note: See 'Dream Within A Dream, Ch. 3' for the first time).
"Are you going to comply with this shit?" asked Laura.
"Not of my own accord." said the DepDirector. "But they'll come after your husband anyway, whether or not I help them. So I'm planning on talking to your husband, anyway. The FBI is supposed to handle domestic cases of CIA moles, so if 'Operation Beekeeper' is about that, then I'm going to ask my FBI Consultant about that, as he has a Top Secret clearance with us. You know nothing about that, by the way... that's to give you 'plausible deniability'."
"Thanks, but I'm absolutely not worried about that." Laura said. "I'm more worried about my husband."
"I hear you. So, in addition to that, I'll be letting him know about these legal goons, and see what he wants to do. I will suggest that whatever else he does, he should retain legal counsel. Does he have a private lawyer?"
"Yes." Laura said. "Madison & Ives Law Firm, which amuses me because the initials are 'M.I.L.F.' When Don was in Apple Grove last year, a young lawyer that helped him, one Mike G. Todd (Author's note: Secrets of Apple Grove, Ch. 2), was fired. Don didn't take kindly to that, and got Mike a job with Madison & Ives. Their feistiest lawyer is Bernadette Rosalyn Gillem, daughter-in-law of former Fire Chief Gillem. She's in the County Investment Club with me, as well."
"He needs to give her a call, and she needs to be in her most 'attack dog' mode when they come up against Bond and Staffeld." said the DepDirector. "I ripped Bond a new asshole the last time he tried to fuck with your husband, but Staffeld with him means deep-kimshee trouble."
"And I agree with you that Walker is behind this, somehow." Laura said.
"Think he's dirty? Part of the Shadow Man's organization?"
"I have no idea..."
Part 18 - The Empty House
9:00pm, Thursday, February 18th. The sleek aircraft touched down smoothly at County Airport, then taxied in to the terminal. The door opened and Cindy and Molly descended onto the tarmac. They saw the two figures waiting for them outside the terminal waiting room doors... outside despite the cold temperatures.
"Hi guys!" called out Cindy as she came up to them, pulling her suitcase behind her. Molly's suitcase didn't have wheels, or else something was wrong with it, and so I rushed out to get it and carry it for Molly. We hugged warmly first, though.
Meanwhile, Cindy and Teresa were hugging. "How was it?" Teresa asked.
"It was a good flight." Cindy said. "Those Air Force executive jets are really nice."
Teresa gave what was for her a smile. "I meant how was your time in Canada with your family?"
"Oh." Cindy said. "That was okay, too. I'll tell you about it on the way home."
"Molly," I said as she and I walked up to my 'Angels', "I'll take you to the Mountain Nest. Teresa, you're taking Cindy home?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Please, do stay." said Laura. "Your boys are asleep, and you can stay in the guest room."
"I appreciate it," said Molly, "but they said on the plane that a storm was coming in, and I texted my Chief that I'd be in to work tomorrow. So I need to get home."
"I'll take you." I said. We loaded Ross and Ian, both still sleeping, into their carseats, then strapped them into the back of my Police SUV.
Molly had bought a townhouse on the southeast end of Lake Reservoir in Nextdoor County, which strategically put her closer to my County and northwest of the town of Hillside. I helped her bring the kids in, got her suitcase as she put the boys to bed (they had not awakened the entire time), and looked out the patio doors at the view of the lake.
"Nice view." I said as I heard Molly come up behind me. I turned around and almost gasped at the stunningly hot sight: Molly was wearing a white button-down shirt that had been mine, high heel black pumps... and nothing else.
"Thanks. Can you stay a few minutes?" Molly asked.
"How can I say no?" I replied. She led me to the sofa. She unbuckled my pants as I unbuttoned my shirt and took it off. With my pants around my ankles, I sat down on the couch, my cock throbbing at the sight of the hot blonde, her luscious pussy dripping wet. She eased onto me, straddling me. Needing no foreplay, she reached down and fit the head of my prick into her swollen labes, then let her weight drop her onto me, impaling her womanhood onto my iron-hard size.
"Oh God, that's so good!" Molly gasped. She began riding me, grinding her hips and ass as I thrust up into her repeatedly. For a long moment we just fucked, saying nothing. I'd opened her shirt and was sucking her large breasts as she rode me, then she pulled my face up and mashed her lips to mine. Our tongues twined hotly as we mated lustily.
"Mmmm, maybe we can make another baby tonight." I said as I grasped Molly's sweet, firm asscheeks and drove up into her hard and deep.
"Not likely, baby." she said, her voice almost a whisper. "I'm on the pill now. I love having your babies, but two is enough. So just fuck me and enjoy it..."
As Molly impaled her pussy on my cock, taking me deep inside her again and again, I fondled her hot, fine asscheeks. Then I suddenly had a flash thought in my mind. I was remembering my visit to Jenna's office and what I'd thought about making a 'donation' into that hot redhead's pussy. Even as Molly fucked me, I let nasty fantasies of fucking Jenna play in my mind...
After more long moments of hot grinding sex, I reached the crest. Sensing it, Molly scrambled to get off me and kneel in front of me. I felt her warm, wet mouth engulf my cock just as the painful ecstasy of my release coursed through me and the first large wad of baby batter fired into her throat. She greedily sucked the cum out of my aching balls until I had no more to give...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It was actually pretty good." Cindy said. "When Molly was around, my mom mostly talked about my dad, but when I was alone with her we talked about other things, like my work down here, and what people I went to school with were doing. A lot of catching up, really. And of course we talked about keeping in touch a lot more in the future."
"That's good." Teresa said. "So, what's she going to do?"
"I'm not sure." Cindy replied. "She's younger than my dad, but she can't run that farm alone. She was talking about leasing the farming rights to someone and she would just retire."
"She could move down here." Teresa suggested. "Help Molly with the kids, watch them grow up, keep you in line..."
"Harrumph." Cindy said. "But I think she and Molly might have talked about that. The issue with that... is my father, Dr. Eckhart. That's one of those things Don's mom calls 'awkward'. So, enough of that... what's going on down here?"
"Tanya is doing well, but she's scared to death of what she's going to do if she can't come back to the Police Force." Teresa replied. "The Commander has been looking into some issues with that Child Protective Services woman that was suspended for trying to take custody of little Pete Feeley. Nash is handling MCD pretty well, but he's lucky... there's nothing big going on right now."
"How's Jenna doing in her political campaign?" Cindy asked.
"I have not paid a bit of attention to that." Teresa replied.
They pulled into the parking lot of Cindy's condo subdivision. There were three condos in each building of the complex. The middle condo was bigger, but the outer two had outside walls in compensation. Cindy's was on the right side.
She noted that Jenna's car was not parked in its designated place. Teresa pulled into it. They got Cindy's suitcase out of the car and walked up to the door. Cindy opened the door and immediately pressed the keys on the keypad next to the door that disabled the alarm. She flicked on the light... and gasped.
"Oh my God." Teresa said as she came in behind Cindy.
The room looked bare, even though Cindy's furniture and belongings remained. The big TV was gone. One of the bedrooms was completely empty and bare. The dining room table and chairs were gone, as well.
The kitchen table remained; it had been Cindy's. On it was a small jewelry box. Cindy opened it to find the ring she'd given Jenna inside. There was a note on the table, as well. Cindy read it, and exhaled, a wave of depression hitting her.
It was clear... Jenna had moved out.
To be continued.
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Part 18 - The Empty House (continued)
"I'm sorry." Teresa said as she looked at Cindy.
"It's okay." Cindy said, not feeling okay.
Teresa looked at the note, which read:
"Cindy,
I'm sorry to do this this way. You have been the best thing that every happened to me in my life, but I cannot give you the love nor the commitment you deserve right now. Call me when you get home if you want to talk.
Jenna"
Seeing the look on Cindy's face, Teresa said "Why don't you come home with me."
Cindy said "I... I don't want to... impose."
"Come on." Teresa said, taking charge. She guided Cindy back to the car, put the suitcase in the trunk, and drove to Todd's house. If he was surprised to see that Teresa had brought home company, he did not show it. After Teresa explained what had happened, she poured Cindy and herself some strong drinks while Todd prepared breakfast foods for them to eat.
Part 19 - More Hubs, More Nets
"Geez, I'm sore!"
The words came from Cindy Ross. She had gone to her gym and worked out, putting herself through an extremely rigorous set of exercises.
"It's been a week." I said. "You'll work back into it. By the way, you didn't have to come in today."
It was Friday, February 19th, and Cindy and I were in my office after watching Bettina's morning report on the MCD television screen, which covered the weather. It was a Winter Wonderland of white snow covering the ground in the Town and County, but it had not been as bad as the weather services had predicted. Traffic was not impacted, the University still had classes though the Public Schools in the County were closed, and the only real issue was my having to suppress a desire to go create snowmen worthy of 'Calvin & Hobbes'.
Teresa had made a point to come into the room a bit early and spread the word that Cindy and Jenna had broken up, so Detectives were circumspect in what they said to their Captain. Several boxes of doughnuts had been brought in, including two each from the Police Chief and Police Commander.
"So," said Cindy, "when are you going to get back into the ring with me? The Police Boxing Matches start in May, and you're going to be woefully out of training." I knew what she was doing with this, and I avoided the trap.
"I'll be okay." I said. "I'm not the one that took a week off from working out." Cindy rolled her eyes at that.
"Okay," I said, "let's stop avoiding the issue. If you need time to talk to Jenna, or otherwise deal with that situation, feel free to take today and do it."
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said. "So, what went on here in my absence?"
I started filling her in on the Linda Farris situation, not mentioning the adoptions, but was interrupted by a knock on my door. To my surprise, it was Jack Muscone of the FBI.
"Come on in, Jack." I said. "Have a seat. Early hours for the Salem Witch Trial Judge to be coming into my office, isn't it?"
"Yes, way too early." said Jack, sitting down. "Hi, Cindy. I heard about your father, and I'm sorry for your loss."
"Thank you." said Cindy. "So, help the Commander get me up to speed on what's going on."
Muscone said "We got some new information last night. I asked your Mouseketeers to double check for me, but it looks like Linda Farris's phone records show calls to and from Watch Captain Lockhart from the Bureau of Prisons."
"Ahhh," I said, "a Belfort Badge Gang member."
"And one high up in their food chain." said Muscone. "And here's something you may not know... guess who was very recently hired by Watch Captain Lockhart to be a guard at State Women's Prison?" I shook my head, causing Muscone to grin like he rarely has before.
"Wow!" he said, "I'm finally going to get one over on you. Your former TCPD dog-killer, Brett Bryce."
"No, I did not know that." I said. "But it makes a lot of sense."
"How so?" asked Muscone. "Your Consultant finding a new place for his minion?"
"Yes, that." I said. "But also some other stuff." I pointed at the light fixture, suggesting that we were possibly being listened in upon. Cindy nodded, but Jack look confused until she wrote a note to him on her pad that said 'we might be bugged'. Surprised, Jack nodded.
"There is one other thing I should tell you." said Muscone, his beady black eyes glowing. "It concerns records at the Asylum and now the Women's Prison. Inmates that give birth can't keep their babies, so either a relative has to take it, or it gets put into the Foster Care system. As we were looking into Farris, we found discrepancies in the birth records vs. what Child Protective Services had recorded. We got a Federal warrant that allows us to look into the adoption records, and there are some problems there."
"Oh really?" I asked, feigning surprise. "Well, update us on this, especially Captain Ross, who has been out of Town for a few days."
Muscone explained that some babies had completely fallen off the radar. He gave the numbers, which I already knew. I realized that I was now in the clear as to knowing this information.
Muscone said "We suspect they were put into the black market for adoptions. People will pay into the six figures for a newborn baby. Hard to trace, though, as we have to find the adopting parents, then go back and find the adoption records wherever they filed them, and then try to work it back to Farris or anyone else within the Prison System."
"You know..." I said, as if thinking about it, "you just said Bryce was hired by Lockhart. Now I understand that before our little raid on the Asylum and the can of worms we opened there, women that were found to be pregnant at State Women's Prison were transferred to the Asylum. Now, they're just held there, at State Women's Prison. I would not be totally shocked if the numbers you just told me, Jack, are not the real numbers, that some of the pregnancies were kept off the books, no live birth records, and those babies were sold into the black market."
It was Jack's turn to look surprised. "Only you would think of that, and within five minutes of being told my data." he said, not knowing that advanced secret knowledge made me look like a great observer and deducer, and in need of a Salem Witch Trial.
"Just think of this, Jack, Cindy." I said. "Six figures for a baby. Let's just call it $100,000 to keep the numbers tidy. Ten of those is one million dollars. And let's say a network is set up in not only this, but several States. Ten States, ten adoptions per... now we're in the tens of millions of dollars. That is tremendously lucrative... lucrative enough to interest a certain Master Criminal into being the Puppeteer behind these operations."
"Hubs and spokes." Cindy said. "Six degrees, or less, of separation."
"Yes, good thought." I said, then began musing, halfway in a reverie. "And let's take this further: let's say that a new operation is set up. We know Senator Richard Langdon takes women to be prostitutes at his parties. Maybe one or two of them get knocked up. Then maybe some women there are offered money to become pregnant by one or more of the guards, and they get paid to take the baby to term and give it up for adoption... type of surrogate motherhood, there."
"Wow." said Muscone. "Sometimes you scare me with the things you come up with."
"One way to solve crimes is to put myself in the place of the criminal," I said, "and ask what that criminal might do. If those women are held in isolation for their term, and there are no records at all of the birth, this thing could be something... big."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Jack Muscone's cellphone. "Yes sir.... yes I'm here with him right now... yes sir, I will... yes sir, we'll be right there." As he disconnected, Muscone said "That was my boss. He's asked me to bring you to the Federal Building. Just you; your partner here was not invited. He said it's crucially important, which means it's something big."
"Well," I said, "my partner will be coming, and she can talk to you and your team about all this while I talk to your boss...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I told you not to bring her." said the DepDirector, more than a bit rudely, when he saw Cindy come into the hidden FBI offices with Jack and myself.
"Sir," said Muscone, "trying to separate these two takes more than crowbars. My team is going to consult with Captain Ross while the Iron Crowbar talks with you." Perhaps it was my glare that caused the DepDirector to concede. I did not care if he was the President of the United States himself; he was not going to tell me to not bring my Crowbar 2, my 'Kato', along with me to watch my back.
"Good enough." he said. "Don, please come this way." I followed him into the small office with the plexiglass cube. Hmm, this was something 'hot shit'...
And what was more... at the far corner of the table in the room was my favorite CIA agent, my wife Laura. I smiled at her, but she just looked at me as if she'd never met me before, and she did not speak at all.
"I appreciate you coming so quickly, Commander." said the DepDirector. "We've had something come up, something very important, and troubling."
"How may I be of service, sir?" I asked.
The DepDirector slid some papers over to me. "Commander, please sign this document, which says that you are about to be told Top Secret information, and that you will not divulge that information to anyone at all without the express permission or upon the orders of superior officers." I looked at the sheet, seeing that it indeed was what the DepDirector said it was, and I signed it.
"Okay," said the DepDirector, relaxing just a bit. "Don, have you ever heard of 'Operation Beekeeper'?"
I shook my head. "No sir."
"Do you remember when that FBI lawyer, named James Bond, interrogated you? Tried to trap you into an indiscretion?"
"Yes sir."
He slid another piece of paper over to me. "As you can see, this email is a pretty rude order for me to make you available to be interrogated by him again, and also by his cohort Earnest Staffeld. Staffeld is one of the most brutal men I have ever met; he should've been born in the Nazi era. He works with our Special Agents rooting out spies and traitors. He also enjoys trying to trap people into a contradiction or a lie, so he can charge them with lying to a Federal agent and put them in prison. The 'Scooter Libby' treatment, as you know."
"And the bastard wants to talk to me?" I said, re-reading the email. "What did you tell the dipshit that sent this?"
"Here's the reply." he said, passing over another sheet of paper. In the email, the DepDirector stated that he would not cooperate, and that he intended to forewarn me, Your Iron Crowbar, of their intentions to interrogate me. "I got a call from the Director of the FBI over that, but after I explained, he's on my side again."
"But here's the situation." he continued. "Bond and Staffeld are working in cooperation with Dr. Casey B. Walker of the CIA, whom I believe you have met. Walker is the CIA's top Counterintelligence guy, and Bond and Staffeld are working for him under this project called 'Beekeeper'. Your wife cannot access 'Beekeeper', nor can I, nor can the Directors of our respective Agencies."
"Beekeeper..." I said, going into a reverie. It was not a long one. "Well, I have to commend Dr. Walker on his name selection."
"Why is that?" asked the DepDirector. Laura said nothing, but just peered at me.
"Well, sir," I said, "who do we know that retired to a hobby of beekeeping... on the Sussex downs?"
"Ohhhhh..." whispered Laura, understanding. The FBI DepDirector took longer.
"Oh." he said. "Sherlock Holmes."
"Yes. Sherlock Holmes." I said. "So we do not need to access the files to surmise that Dr. Walker is investigating me. And Bond and Staffeld are his opening salvo, or perhaps I should say his continuing salvo after that first interview that Bond fucked up so badly."
I turned to Laura and said "And now I think I know why two outstanding dogs have been so... concerned. They know someone has been worried about this." Laura just nodded, still not speaking, but conceding the point. A moment later she got up, nodded to us, and left the room. Of course I watched her magnificent ass in her tight business suit skirt as she went.
"So," said the DepDirector, "I will not facilitate nor help them in their witch hunt. What I will do is advise you to seek legal counsel, especially if they try to corner you into an interrogation."
"I can refuse that, of course." I said. "Unless they have a Court-issued warrant to arrest me, based upon probable cause that must be explained to the judge."
"Still, be careful." said the FBI Deputy Director. "With these secret FISA Courts and the flouting of the Constitution in the name of the so-called 'War on Terror', these guys can get away with a lot, if they want to. I know you're already watching your back, Don... but look out for these guys with those eyes in the back of your head, as well."
Part 20 - Continuance
"Well, Mouseketeers," I said, "the FBI has informed me that they secured warrants to look at adoption records pursuant to the Linda Farris case. Let me tell you what they found..."
"Sir," interrupted Mary Mahoney Milton, "with respect, the FBI told us, also. No need to cover old ground, sir." We all smiled... if I.A. was listening in, we now had 'plausible deniability' to discuss what we'd learned before the FBI did, and by most certainly extra-legal means.
It was Monday morning, February 22d. More weather had come through, dumping more snow. Fortunately, it had not come in such large amounts that it could not be handled.
Cindy had gone to see Jenna at Jenna's campaign office on Saturday. There were few people there, and Cindy and Jenna had not needed to say much. Cindy gave Jenna back the ring Cindy had been given, remaining composed and stoic, as had Jenna.
When Cindy left, she was met outside by her cousin. Of course I was not going to let her be alone at a time like this, so I took her to the Mountain Nest. Carole was happy to see Cindy, and vice versa, and two good dogs got a lot of skritchins. Dogs just make things better.
And Cindy braved the snow to travel down to 'The Vision' World Headquarters on Sunday, driving in her four-wheel-drive Police SUV. (Mine is also so equipped.) She'd come in today looking a lot better than she had been, and I was glad for that.
So now I was meeting with the Mouseketeers, who'd been helping the FBI compile a serious paper trail. The FBI was going to get a Federal arrest warrant for Farris, but I told the Mouseketeers to not get their hopes up.
"They're going to have to have a lot more than they do now, or they won't get an arrest warrant." I said.
"Why, sir?" asked Detective David Krueger, astutely listening to this important lesson.
"Six degrees of separation." I said. "Or even less. Their investigation touches something else: the State elections. If there is another prison scandal, then there's no way Governor Jared can be persuaded to run, because he'll lose badly. It won't hurt Lewis much, and it won't hurt Sean Stockton, who is a Legislator, but the current Administration will be shredded by the hate-filled, militant Media."
"I'm glad you don't have anything against them, sir." said Myron Milton. I just mock glared at him for a second, then grinned at the joke.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After my meeting with the Mouseketeers was over, Paulina asked me to come into her office. She was practically waddling, so heavy with child was she.
"Don, we need to go over this." she said. "It's the Jimmy Lawson case. I think this baby is going to come before the end of the week, and Krasney has already told me that he'd better not see me anywhere near the Courthouse for twelve weeks."
"Smart D.A., he is." I said. "Prudent advice, he gives."
"I'd agree," Paulina said, "but this case could become a bit iffy. I wanted to get a three month continuance, but Nance won't give Lawson bail, Lawson's attorney demands bail or a speedy trial, and Krasney has even come out against the continuance."
"This might tick you off," I said, "but I'm sort of on their side on this. The trial is scheduled to start March 3d, about a week and a half from now. I've already been served my subpoena for it. The sooner this gets done, the sooner the Fire Department/EMT tensions die down and we can move on."
"Don..." asked Paulina, staring hard at me, "do you think Jimmy Lawson murdered Jack Naples?"
"He's the most likely suspect." I replied. "But a good lawyer will create reasonable doubt."
"Not quite what I asked you, Don." Paulina said. "Do you think Lawson did it, or not?"
"That's why we have juries, Paulina." I said, avoiding the trap she was trying to put me in. "And I won't be on the one for Jimmy Lawson."
I could tell Paulina was getting miffed at me. She said "Well I think he did do it, or I wouldn't want this case to go forward. And I'm going to need you to help whoever Krasney assigns this to in order to get a conviction----"
*DING!*
It was my Police cellphone. I looked at it, then said "I expect Sergeant Rudistan to knock on that door in three... two... one..."
*KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!*
The door opened, and Sergeant Micah Rudistan peered in, then stepped inside, his usually-jovial face almost glowing with happiness.
"I'm sorry to bother you, ma'am, sir," Rudistan said, "but there are two FBI Agents at the front desk that insist upon speaking to you, Commander Troy."
"You know what to do, Rudistan." I said, briefly smiling.
"Yes sir, I do." he said, and then retreated from the office.
Part 21 - Action Stations
"I am FBI Special Agent Bond, and this is FBI Special Agent Staffeld." said Bond, James Bond, to the Duty Desk Sergeant as both agents exhibited their FBI badges and ID cards. "Please call Commander Troy up here immediately. We need to speak with him."
"Yes sir," said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "If you'll just step into this room here, Commander Troy will join you in just a moment."
"No." said Bond. "Bring him up here to us. Immediately."
Neither agent had noticed the Patrol Officer at the Duty Desk press a button under the counter. That action had sent pre-planned texts to several cellphones, including the Commander's police cellphone. It also set in motion a set of events intended to show these FBI slugs the cohesion of the Thin Blue Line.
"Sir," said the Sergeant, "you will have to go into this room in order to speak with Commander Troy."
"No." said Staffeld. "Agent Bond, let's leave for now. We'll get a Federal arrest warrant and have Commander Troy brought in to our offices in handcuffs." His words were meant to threaten and intimidate.
But as the two FBI agents turned, they found themselves confronted by a full eight-man SWAT Team, in heavy armor and with shotguns and semi-automatic rifles.
"Sir," said the Sergeant, "you have two choices. You go into the room to my right, or you both will be arrested, taken through booking, and Commander Troy will speak to you at County Jail."



"What the hell is this?" snarled Bond. "Are you holding us against our will?"
"If you want to play it that way, Agent Bond," said the Sergeant, "we will definitely arrest you."
"Like hell you will!" snarled Bond again. "We are agents of the FBI! I demand you bring Commander Troy to me NOW!"
"Ohhhh, I wouldn't be making any demands around here, now." said Sergeant Rudistan, coming around the corner, wearing a protective vest over his uniform. "Gentlemen, this is not some coward's home that you can just bust into and shoot dead without a warrant... this is a Police Station. And it's the law of this State that you are to follow a Police Officer's instructions, or you can be arrested. Now what will it be? This room over here? Or a prison cell?"
"Let's get out of here." said Staffeld, but he found the SWAT Officers blocking his path to the front door."
"Ohhh, that wasn't one of the choices, Agent Staffeld." said Rudistan with great joviality and a big grin on his face. "Now why don't you just step into that room so that we can bring this to a... peaceful conclusion."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They must be jamming our cellphones." said Bond. "I'm not getting any signal." By now, Staffeld had figured it out, and was sitting silently. Bond was furious. His personal loathing for the Iron Crowbar had grown by leaps and bounds in the 20 minutes he'd been sitting at the table in Interrogation-Alpha.
Then the door to the Police side opened and in walked the man himself, the Iron Crowbar. He was brandishing his trademark red crowbar, and his face easily gave away his strong desire to use that weapon. With him was a woman in her late 30s, dirty blonde hair, a nice hourglass figure, and a great pair of legs accented by her tight skirt and high heel pumps.
"Commander Troy, we demand you submit to an interview with us-----" started Agent Bond, but he was not permitted to finish. Commander Troy did not speak; the woman did all the talking.
"Shut up." she said, her authoritative voice cutting through the air like a miter saw. "Agents, I am Bernadette Gillem, and I am Commander Troy's personal attorney. I am representing him here and and in any future encounters with you. Commander Troy will not speak with you. I am advising him to not meet with you at all and to answer none of your questions at any time. I do not appreciate attempts to entrap my clients with bullying interrogation tactics."
She was not done: "If you wish to compel Commander Troy to be interrogated by you, you must get an arrest warrant based upon good probable cause and explained fully to the Judge, and in a real and legitimate Court, not some kangaroo FISA Court. I am seeking a restraining order prohibiting you from attempting to contact Commander Troy again and from conducting any surveillance upon him without a legitimate and legitimately obtained warrant. Any attempt to contact him again will be met with legal action against you, and I believe I can find a great many Police Officers around here that will enforce those legal actions against you."
With that, we turned and left. A moment later, two people walked into the room. They were Deputy Directors of the FBI and CIA, respectively.
"Gentlemen," said the FBI DepDirector, "you heard the man's attorney. And now I'm following up. Any attempt by you, or anyone else, to molest Commander Troy in any way, will result in your suspension and also your arrest. Do not even try to contact him, do not try to follow him, do not try to send others to molest him or his family... or I will snap your heads back so hard it will sound like a sonic boom going off. Do I make myself clear?"
Neither man answered. The DepDirector said "One more time, and you damn well better answer me. Do you understand?"
"Yes sir." said Staffeld, the more pragmatic of the two.
"You can arrest me if you want." said Bond defiantly. "But this isn't over. We will have our interview with Troy, and he'll be forced to admit to treason or take the Fifth. This is going to go higher than you, Director. A lot higher."
"I'm done here." the DepDirector said, to Laura. "They're yours. Bond's toast, he just doesn't realize it yet." With that, the DepDirector opened the door to the anteroom. He admitted another person first, who would be Laura's bodyguard, then he left.
This person was dressed in SWAT-like clothes, heavy armor and a helmet, and a black silk mask with only slits for her eyes. She had an automatic shotgun, and she had it pointed levelly at Agent Bond's head. She had a badge on her belt; a closer examination would reveal it to be a C.I.A. badge.
Laura held up a gold disc and pressed a small button on it. It was a bug-killer, even more sophisticated than her husband's or the one Cindy had but she didn't know about. Laura then looked at the two FBI Agents, fire in her eyes.
"Agents," she said quietly, "the FBI Deputy Director was being too generous, too kind. I'm going to make this emphatically more clear to you. If I even have a thought that you or anyone associated with you, including Casey B. Walker, are bothering my husband in any way at all... I will have you 'terminated with extreme prejudice'. Oh, I know that's a cliché, but it's very true and very, very real... I have the power to order both of you to be exterminated, to be killed... and you will be. I don't know what kind of bull shit you are trying to do to my husband, but I will have no more of your games. Now go back to Washington, and stay the hell out of my way."
With that, Laura turned on her heel and walked out of the room. The masked bodyguard kept her shotgun carefully trained upon the agents, then darted out the door, which closed behind her.
"Well," I said in the anteroom, "I owe some people lunch."
"Not at all, Commander." said the DepDirector of the FBI. "We're all on the same side against these bastards. Why don't we go to your office for a moment, though."
"Heh heh heh heh." said Chief Moynahan, who'd watched it all. "We never had this much fun in Midtown. We only had slimy State politicians down there. Okay, Mr. Crowbar, I'll have our SWAT Team stand down while you talk with our Federal friends, here." He exited the anteroom, and we followed.
Laura told her bodyguard to sneak out while the sneaking was good. I looked into her eyes as she left, nodding my thanks. She nodded back then swiftly went out the employee's parking lot door nearby.
I did not have to ask; I knew those eyes. For eight years I had gone to sleep and awakened looking into those eyes. Of course she was my ex-wife Melina...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nice office." said the DepDirector, looking around. I had him and Laura sit down. The SWAT team had 'escorted' the FBI lawyers to the door, then were dismissed to their regular duties by the Chief.
"Thank you, sir." I said. "And thank you both for that. If that doesn't scare them off, then 'termination with extreme prejudice' may just be our only remaining option."
"We'll see." said Laura. "I don't need to tell you that we had our Directors' solid approval to do that. We're also asking this State's U.S. Senators, Richard Nunn and Samuel Russell, to begin investigating Walker, and what we believe to be the illegal 'Operation Beekeeper'."
"I hope this office is not bugged, and Internal Affairs not listening in." I said. Laura flashed a smile; her anti-bugging device was full on.
"Again," I said, "I do appreciate it."
"Oh, I know you'll be paying me back," said the Deputy Director of the FBI, "when you help me utterly destroy Superior Bloodlines and those other filthy racist groups... beginning with your Shadow Man."
"No doubt he is the start and end of it all, the Alpha and the Omega of it." I replied. "Six degrees of separation always come back to him."
"That leads me to one question, Don." said the DepDirector. "Do you think Casey Walker is in league with your Shadow Man?"
I sat back as I contemplated it. "I'm not sure." I said. "Walker and his intentions towards me.... I think that's something my lovely and brilliant wife will have to unravel."
Part 22 - In Black and White
"So, what do you want to do?" Jack Muscone said.
"I'm the wrong person to ask." I said.
It was Friday, February 25th. We were sitting at the Cop Bar, eating lunch. Jack needed a double cheeseburger to make himself feel better. I had a ground beef patty and eggs and some trimmings.
"All we need is to show there's a baby factory going on in State Women's Prison." said Jack Muscone. "Then we can arrest Linda Farris for that. And then we can make an offer to drop the charges if she gives us Louise Belfort and her Badge Gang. That'll stop the pool of para-military gangs from being so easily recruited, and it'll give you a huge inroad to your Consultant of Crime."
"How are you going to get that?" I asked. "Likely as not, the prison is keeping absolutely no records of these women that might've agreed to carry a baby and give it up in exchange for money."
"We've got a few records of past women getting $9900 each deposited into their bank accounts. They get paroled a few months later, and have that money when they come out. We checked a few of them out, even talked to a few, and none of them would say anything. We had to let them go; nothing to charge them with, to hold them."
"This is a near-perfect crime." I said. "And I'm not sure how much of a crime it is. The women get money, the babies get a good family... think of it, anyone able to pay six figures for a baby is going to be able to raise it well... and whoever made the arrangements gets paid big. Yeah, I know, some women may have been coerced, some didn't even know the babies were put on the black market. But stopping it?"
"Les Craig in Southport thinks if we expose it and arrest the Prison System people involved, like Lockhart and maybe Bryce now," said Jack, "then it'll stop. But we need evidence. What would you think about us sending someone undercover?"
"A woman? Already pregnant?" I asked. "That's too dangerous, especially if the woman was found out. And if they put her in isolation, or otherwise 'disappear' her... that could be really bad. I suspect the women in this program are not expected to be paroled early, not expected to receive any family or visitors during their terms."
I continued: "The only other option is to have a woman go in that's willing to have sex for the program. Basically you'd need a prostitute. And again, if she's exposed, that'll be bad... and again... how to extract her?"
"Yeah." Muscone said. "It's good you're a Consultant with us and not a Consultant of Crime... you're too damn good."
"I have to be, if I'm going to take down the bastard who is the Consultant of Crime." I replied.
"What about sending a man in." said Jack. "As a guard or other prison employee. Maybe getting him to infiltrate the program. Maybe he gets laid, then we can extract him easily enough."
"That'll take a long time." I said. "I suspect they're only using people they trust. Lockhart hiring Bryce, for example. You'd have to recruit someone they would trust to bring into the system, and I suspect the aforementioned Consultant would be consulted... and like 'The Teacher' in the Tenderloin District, our Consultant knows who is on the 'naughty' list and who is on the 'nice' list."
"So... what can we do?" asked Jack. "Look, I understand you punching holes in my ideas, and it's a good thing... but how about some ideas for something that will work?"
"Okay." I replied. "Start putting together an airtight case connecting Linda Farris to Louise Belfort and Lockhart and their cronies. Look for financial transactions, follow the money. Once you have enough evidence, get a warrant, conduct a very fast raid, haul them all in at once, then start working them over to turn State's evidence. But don't do that until you're really ready to go, because it'll just let our Consultant know that we're hot on his tail. We really need to add him to our bag in the first go-round, or it may be for naught."
"Always back to him, eh?" asked Muscone.
"He's the big hub, radiating the spokes. He's the Spider at the center of the big Web." I replied.
"That's going to be one hell of a thing, proving all that to a jury." Muscone said. "We'll need Lindy and Sandra, the Mouseketeers, the Abacus, and everyone else with an Accounting degree to unravel it, and Paulina Patterson ten times over to spoon-feed it----"
*BRING! BRING! BRING!*
"Speaking of Paulina," I said as I checked the message on my phone, "Oh shit! We gotta go, Jack! Paulina's going into labor!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She was scrunched up like all newborns are, with a pink toboggan on her head. As I held my second daughter, I again contemplated the miracle of life.
"She's beautiful, just like her mom." I said. Paulina beamed. "What did you name her?" I asked.
"Just as we'd talked about before." Paulina said. "LaTasha Dionne Troy-Patterson. 'Tasha' for short."
"That's nice." I said. "So... is there any family I need to call?"
"No." Paulina said. "I don't think I ever told you the whole story. My father was in the Army, rose to Sergeant First Class. Then he beat the shit out of a Captain, and that was the end of his career. He was lucky to escape jail time, but there was some question of racism from the white Captain."
"Anyway, he got out, married my mom, who was half-white, half-black." Paulina continued. "And then he got in with the wrong people. He really was a good leader of people, and soon had a drug distribution gang going on. Made a good bit of money, too. But he started drinking, and he beat up my mom a few times after I was born. She got a restraining order against him, but he'd entice her back to him. The last time... he beat her to death."
"Ouch. Sorry to hear that." I said.
"I was extremely lucky." Paulina said. "My mom's mother took custody of me, raised me. I worked like a dog to become a lawyer, then a Prosecutor. My grandmother told me I had a brother, that my dad had knocked up another woman before hooking up with my mother, and that he was taken in by his dad's family. Anyway, my grandmother died a few years ago. I had some money in trust, which paid my college bills and gives me a little bit to supplement my income. I've been investing that."
"No idea who that brother is?" I asked.
"Not really." Paulina said. "No one I want to talk about, anyway."
"Does he know about you? That he has a sister?"
"I don't know, Don." said Paulina, her tone making it more than clear she did not wish to discuss it. "Right now all I got is you and Tasha. And I'm very happy to have Tasha." The baby made a sound and moved her tiny arms around.
"Dr. Fredricson said she'll turn lighter as she gets older, by the way." said Paulina. Tasha was not any lighter than her mother, despite having a white father, me. "And well she should: she's more white than black."
"Doesn't matter what color she is." I said. "She's beautiful and I love her." I gave her back to her mother as Nurse Jones came in.
"All right, Commander, it's feeding time." said Nurse Jones. "And then we're going to shut it down, so you might as well go home until tomorrow morning."
"I'll do that." I said. I kissed Paulina goodbye, telling her I'd be back in the morning.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Pretty easy delivery." Laura said as we ate dinner. She had done the delivery. "By the time we'd texted you, that baby was coming out. Literally, 20 minutes after Paulina got to the hospital she was a mother."
"Well, that's good." I said. "She's a cute baby. I could see a bit of resemblance to Carole around the eyes---- Carole, what are you doing?" I'd noticed that someone was giving two dogs her carrots.
"I'm giving Bowser... and Bud-dy... my carrots." Carole said.
"Carole, that's people food, for you to eat." I admonished. "We'll feed the dogs later tonight with their food."
"Why can't dogs eat people food?" Carole asked.
"Because they are not people. They are dogs." I said. "They like dog food so they eat dog food. And we eat the people food because we're people."
"Why?"
Hoo boy....
Part 23 - The Witness for the Prosecution (with apologies to Dame Agatha Christie)
On Wednesday, March 2d, the trial of Jimmy Lawson began. I could not be inside the Courtroom, as I was being called as a witness. But I knew what was going on.
I had steered Krasney into the choice for the ADA to prosecute this case: Dwayne Gregory. Nerdish, with curly black hair and glasses, and a whiney voice, Gregory was by far the most inept of the District Attorney's staff. He was all but relegated to Staff duty and assisting other ADAs, and often forced to be on duty for Night Court. In spite of that, I'd suggested to Krasney that Gregory be given this shot.
Paulina Patterson was fired up angry about it. She and Tasha had left the hospital two days after Tasha's birth, and Laura and I had gone to Paulina's house to visit and help out with things. Laura's breasts still make milk, and she normally bottles the milk and gives to other women she knows with babies. So Laura breast-fed Tasha, and Paulina talked to me.
"Are you insane?" Paulina whispered to me. "Gregory can't successfully prosecute a jaywalking case! He's damn near getting fired!"
"That's why he's perfect for this case." I said.
"I get the feeling you don't think Lawson did it." Paulina said.
"I'm willing to let a Jury decide." I replied. What I did not say was that Jimmy Lawson's wife had been fired from her job at Target, not for doing anything wrong, and not because Jimmy was accused of murder. He was a striking EMT, and the Target management took delight in firing her for that reason alone.
She and their newborn child had nowhere to go, no one to help. Both their parents were deceased, they had no other relatives. They'd been struggling, now it was a desperate time. Not even the churches would lift a finger to help: her husband was a striking EMT.
They may not have had family... but I did. And when I told P. Harvey Eckhart of their plight, he wasted no time in bringing mother and child to 'The Vision' World Headquarters. She worked around the place like the other acolytes there, finally belonging. And now, her husband was on trial for the murder of what I knew to be a bad, bad man.
"Well, I hope you'll at least train Dwayne to ask you the right questions, so you and he can spoon-feed this case to the Jury." Paulina said.
"I always have believed that Juries are more intelligent than they might give the appearance of being." I said. "They'll make the right call."
In addition, many Fire Department personnel, led by Assistant Chief William Jefferson, were sitting in Court, in their uniforms with jackets, being sure to sit on the Prosecution side. Hearing this, EMTs had come out, in civilian suits and ties or whatever they could afford, to sit behind Lawson and give him moral support. Lawson's wife was sitting in the front row behind him, the first time she was seeing him in weeks, as he'd been denied visits while in County Jail upon Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance's explicit orders.
I'd heard that the Fire Department people were pissed that one Police Captain Cindy Ross had given Lawson's wife rides to and from 'The Vision'. A few even snarled vague threats at her. But that got stopped cold when Fire Chief Quinlin and other, more reasonable Fire Department people disseminated the word that the Iron Crowbar was taking any insults towards his Police Captain as a personal affront. They wanted no part of a Crowbar beatdown... especially one administered by a most very angry Police Commander...
Fortunately, nothing was going on. The FBI was trying to put together their case on Linda Farris and the Belfort Badge Gang. There had been nothing more from Casey B. Walker or his poodles Bond and Staffeld, which actually had Laura worried. Chief Moynahan, Cindy, and Teresa were taking care of Police business.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 3d. "Channel Two News is bringing continuing coverage of the trial of former EMT Jimmy Lawson, who is accused of murdering Union leader Jack Naples during the EMT Strike!"
Bettina started in: "With little time to prepare for this trial, both Prosecution and Defense will be hard pressed to make their cases. Prosecutor Dwayne Gregory is getting his first shot at what D.A. Krasney calls a 'major' case, while Defense attorney Mike G. Todd of the firm Madison & Ives Law Firm, P.C., is a relative newcomer to our County. He formerly practiced contract law in the town of Apple Grove, a couple of States over from here."
"Experts believe this case should be an easy win for the Prosecution." Bettina continued. "Yesterday the Coroner showed evidence that a scalpel owned by Lawson from his days in an Army medical unit was the weapon that killed Mr. Naples. Several Police Officers have been called to testify, but today is the crown jewel of the Prosecution's case, when Commander Donald Troy will be called to the stand. His testimony is expected to be devastating..."
"Ooooooh," said Martin Nash. "Crown jewel. Devastating. They're not building you up, are they Commander?"
I flashed a brief smile. "What I want to know... is who are these so-called 'Experts' ov vich shee speeeks."
"Who do you think they are, sir?" asked Joanne Cummings. "Besides yourself, of course."
"Oh, I'm not the one giving Bettina background info." I said. "I think half the time she says 'experts', she's giving her own opinion, or the opinion KXTC tells her to have, and using 'experts' to make people believe it's fact and not just the Media trying to steer and make opinion."
"The Media would never try to make news or steer our opinions, would they?" asked Theo Washington, deadpan serious. We all gaped at him until he gave his 'movie star handsome' grin, then we all laughed.
After watching the Sports coverage, I said "Okay, guys, I've got to go get dressed for Court. Y'all have a good day, and keep things as quiet as they have been all this past week, okay?"
"We'll do that, Commander." said Cindy. "Nice and quiet, like it always is when you're not around." Laughter erupted as a red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In his nasally voice, Dwayne Gregory said "Your Honor, the People call Police Commander Donald Troy to the stand."
The trial was being held in the Old Courthouse, with it's high ceiling and church-like walls and windows on the sides, the pews full of observers. The back doors opened to admit Your Iron Crowbar.
I saw Paulina sitting on the Prosecution side, near the back of the Courtroom. Her eyes flashed fire when she saw me. She would have had me wear my Duty Dress uniform at the very least. But today I was wearing the simplest of Police uniforms: dark blue, a barely-visible double-line of black 'piping' on the sides of the legs, long sleeve uniform shirt with matching color tie tucked into the shirt. It was like Orange Order Day.
This uniform was a bit big on me, as I normally wore light armor underneath the shirt. Without that, it looked loose and frumpy. In addition, as I walked up the aisle, I did not stand at my full, broad-shouldered, imposing 6'4" height, but stooped just a little. My walk was not an unconscious swagger, but an almost nervous shuffle. I could feel the eyes of everyone on me as I approached the bench, letting the Bailiff guide me.
Taking the stand, I was sworn in and I sat down. I could not be dressed improperly, so I had to have the silver-bordered red rectangle and silver-bordered purple rectangle over my nameplate on my right side. But I'd put just a little space between them, and they were ever so slightly off center. In addition, my badge over my left pocket was not brightly shined as it normally was, and looked dull.
I also took advantage of the option to wear the silver 'TCPD' insignia on my left collar and my rank on my right collar, instead of two 'TCPD' insignia on the collars and my rank prominently displayed on the epaulettes of my shirt near the shoulders. And the letters and the rank were miniatures, not full sized, which was not improper uniform wear (especially if it was me doing it), but did not exude my normal power or authority.
For those that don't know and/or have never been on jury duty: the legal process in a Courtroom is slow. The Prosecution has to slowly build every block from the foundation up, not unlike Carole playing with her toys. So the normal course of action would be for the Prosecutor to build me up as a witness, sort of an 'earn the right' thing to impress the Jury.
"State your full name and occupation, please?" said Gregory.
"James Donald Troy. Police Officer." I replied. I could feel more than see Paulina shuffle herself around; she'd have had me say 'Police Commander', of course.
"What is your position with the Police Department?" asked Gregory.
"Police Commander." I replied. At this point, Paulina would elaborate, or have me elaborate that this was Second-In-Command of the entire Police Force. Gregory did not do so. Also, normally at this time Paulina would ask to read my record of service, and at least my medals, into the Court record. Medals of Valor impress juries. Gregory did not do this.
"You were at the crime scene where Mr. Naples was found dead?" asked Gregory.
"Yes." I replied.
Gregory asked me to describe the crime scene, which I did. Then he asked me to evaluate the position of the body on the floor.
"Objection!" cried out the Defense counsel, Mike G. Todd. "This witness has not be established to be an expert witness, and he has been on this Police Force for only three years."
At this point, Paulina would spell out my military M.P. career, reassert my position within the Police Force, comment on my number of successful cases, mention that I was Top Third in my Police Academy Class, Top 10% of my Advanced Class, and Top of the Class, No. 1 in my Class, at Detective School, and so on and so forth, then say that this "more than qualifies him as an expert witness".
Judge Folsom looked over at Gregory, expecting to hear this and routinely overrule the objection. But Gregory only said "I withdraw the question, Your Honor."
I saw Paulina actually come up out of her seat before catching herself. She was en fuego now. I merely sat there like a bump on a log. Judge Folsom was shocked, but he said "Very well. And the objection is sustained." Gregory was now playing cards with a weak hand, so to speak.
Gregory had me confirm several statements by witnesses. The Defense, sensing an opening, made several objections. Judge Folsom denied most of them, but allowed a few as Gregory made no attempt to easily rebut the objection.
Finishing up, Gregory said "Your witness." The Defense attorney rose and asked "Commander Troy, from these witness statements and police reports, which I'm sure you've read, do I understand that the victim, Mr. Naples, was in the room alone when everyone else left for lunch?"
Gregory should've immediately objected to the stipulation that I'd read the reports, forcing the Defense to establish it. But he sat at his table, taking notes as if he were a junior Law School student, making no objection.
"That is correct." I said.
"So it's entirely possible that someone else could've come into the room and killed Mr. Naples?"
This was leading the witness, and even a Law Student would know to object. Gregory sat there. Judge Folsom was almost open-mouthed in his disbelief.
"That cannot be ruled out." I replied. I felt as much as heard the Jury members murmur. Reasonable doubt had been introduced.
"The scalpel that was the alleged murder weapon," said Mike Todd, "did it have the Defendant's fingerprints on it?"
"The Crime Lab report said there were no fingerprints on it." I said.
"So while the scalpel belongs to the Defendant, it could have been stolen, used by someone else, then returned to where it was stored, is that not so?"
Gregory should've been screaming an objection, as this was calling for speculation, and I had already been denied 'expert witness' status. Gregory said nothing, even though the Judge and I were both looking at him. The Judge finally just nodded to me.
"Yes, that is possible." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next day, Friday, March 4th, the lawyers gave their closing arguments. Dwayne Gregory actually gave a pretty strong one; I very much suspected Paulina had contacted him and worked with him on that to salvage his case, even though she was not supposed to.
The Judge gave instructions to the Jury, and they retired to the Jury room to deliberate. I left the room to call Headquarters. Cindy said that the FBI had spotted a money transfer and was looking into it with the help of the Mouseketeers. I was about to say that I was coming to Headquarters, when a Deputy Sheriff came up to me and said "The Jury is coming back in. They've already reached a verdict."
"Gotta go, Captain." I said and disconnected. To the Deputy I said "Really? Already?" We went back inside.
Ten minutes later, the Jury filed back in. A sheet of paper was handed to the Judge, who read it, nodded, and gave it to the Court Reporter to read. As is tradition, the Prosecution and Defense stood up, and everyone in the Courtroom also stood up to hear the verdict.
"In the first count of Murder in the First Degree, We the Jury find the Defendant... not guilty..."
There was a scream from Lawson's wife as he hugged his attorney. The former EMTs all erupted in a loud cheer as Lawson and his wife hugged, both of them crying. Judge Folsom was furiously banging his gavel and shouting "There will be order in this Courtroom!..."
I might've had a little smile on my face, until I looked over at Paulina, sitting a few rows ahead of me. She was staring daggers at me. I did not waver, and made sure to lock my eyes with hers...
Part 23 - Bitter Aftermath
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" Bettina yelled from outside the Courthouse Building. "We break into your regular program to bring a shocking report from the Courthouse. Former EMT Jimmy Lawson has been found 'not guilty' of the murder of Union boss Jack Naples!"
"The Jury only took minutes to come back with their verdict!" Bettina continued. "Everyone seemed stunned, expecting a conviction or perhaps a hung jury, but the Jury members were adamant in their post-trial statements that the Prosecution had simply not proved their case, and that the 'reasonable doubt' was so strong that they had no choice but to acquit the suspect."
Bettina interviewed an EMT that had been in the room: "This is... vindication for all we've gone through, the abuse we've taken, the loss of our jobs and our livelihoods. At least we got Justice for this one man." the man said, his face looking worn and etched, but happy for this moment.
Bettina interviewed a young Fire Department fireman, who said: "This is a travesty of Justice. A filthy EMT got away with murder in this County, while our fellow fireman go to jail on trumped-up rape charges. Something's not right here, something's not right at all..."
Bettina then said "Let's go to the Channel Two News Decision Desk. Amber!" The coverage went to studio, where Amber Harris was talking with two elderly men, former lawyers and judges both.
"Ooooh, 'experts'!" cried out Joanne Cummings as everyone watched from MCD. I had just come into the room. I'd changed from my standard uniform to my light blue shirt, dark blue pants with a double line of thin, light-blue piping down the sides, and my ranks on soft shoulderboards and twin 'TCPD' pins on the collars. Back to 'full power', I was.
"Yes, 'expert' sighting!" I said. Everyone laughed. They wanted to ask me questions, but I pointed to the screen.
"Gentlemen," said Amber Harris, "how did we get to this stunning verdict? It seemed like an airtight case to convict this former EMT of premeditated murder. What happened?"
The first panelist said "There were numerous errors by the prosecution----"
"I'm sorry to interrupt!" Amber Harris said, cutting off the panelist. "We now go to John Hardwood at Stiles Campaign Headquarters! John!"
Hardwood came on the screen. "Thank you Amber! Jenna Stiles, who is running against District Attorney Krasney, is about to make a statement." The camera panned to Jenna as she came up to the hastily constructed podium with a bank of microphones.
"Thank you for coming." Jenna said. "With regard to the recent verdict moments ago, we first and foremost appreciate the Jury's service on this case, and we respect the Jury's decision. Having said that, we have to ask if the many poor decisions by District Attorney Gil Krasney contributed to the failure to achieve a conviction, and Justice denied for the late Jack Naples. We understand that ADA Paulina Patterson just gave birth to a beautiful baby girl, and we congratulate her on that. But even with her being unavailable, we question why Gil Krasney could not have prosecuted a much better case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross pulled out in her Police SUV, working through a throng of Firefighters that were screaming at them. Finally, she got through.
Jimmy Lawson was in the shotgun seat, and his wife and their baby in his carseat were in the back.
"Okay, we'll get you down to The Vision." Cindy said. "The Commander said he wants to talk to you tonight, and he'll come down."
"I really appreciate everything you've done for us, and for caring for my family." said Lawson.
"Dr. Eckhart is a very great man." Cindy said. "He has helped many people like you. So, any idea where you might go?"
"I have to find a job, but we don't have any money, we can't even move." said Lawson. "And I'm scared to leave my family here while I go somewhere else to work. Those Fire Department jerks are out of control." 
"Well, we should be past them... oops, I spoke too soon." Cindy said. "We're being followed by Fire Department vehicles." As she continued down University Avenue, she got on the radio.
"Break! Break! Break!" Cindy called out. "I am going South on the Midtown Highway with civilians in my vehicle. I am being pursued by Fire Department vehicles. I need backup and interdiction."
"Roger that, Captain Ross." said the voice on the radio. "All units, proceed to University Highway south..."
Cindy drove on, knowing that to stop might be a problem. But as she neared the line to Coltrane County, she saw a backup of cars. And ahead of them, she saw the Fire Engine blocking the road...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove like a madman down Riverside Drive, then took County Road 5 down to County Road 2. My partner was in trouble. She'd called in again, describing the situation near the County Line, and that she was under siege with a family, including a baby, in her SUV. Other Police were in the backup of cars, and in addition were deliberately being impeded by Fire Department cars. Me, I skirted the whole mess, knowing County Road 2 would let me come in behind the blockade.
Meanwhile, Cindy had driven up to the blockading Fire Engine. Firemen were advancing on her SUV, and she had unstrapped her service weapon and was ready to draw it...
*WHOOSH!*
The silver Police SUV practically flew in, aiming at the advancing Firemen. They scattered to avoid being run over as the SUV spun 180 degrees with a screech of tires. She saw the Iron Crowbar driving as he pulled up alongside her vehicle. And his face was not one that perps wanted to see.
I got out of my vehicle, oblivious to the danger, knowing I had armor on under my shirt and another armored vest over it. I had a sudden flash thought of R. Lee Ermey in the barracks in the movie Full Metal Jacket. I barreled in with my very best impression of him.
"What in the hell is going on here? Who in the fuck is blocking my highway with a fucking red Fire truck? Get that god damn thing off the road, Engineer Forbes!"
"Stand your ground!" yelled a voice. It was Fire Assistant Chief Jefferson. He technically was my equal in rank, but today he was breaking the law.
"What the fuck are you doing, Numb Nuts?" I hollered as I came striding up to him. Other firemen looked ready to attack me, but at the same time were hesitating... none wanted to be the first to take a crowbar to the teeth.
"We're stopping that filthy murdering EMT from escaping, that's what we're doing!" Jefferson yelled back. "He's not leaving this County. We're going to have him tried again until he's convicted and is put to death!"
"You fucking idiot!" I yelled. "Have you ever heard of a thing called the 'United States Constitution''? I suggest you read it. Double jeopardy. Lawson was acquitted. He cannot be tried again. EVER!"
"You trying to tell me that filthy piece of shit EMT is going to get away with murder?" Jefferson snarled loudly.
"Yes, that is exactly what I am telling you." I said, also loud enough for everyone else to hear me. "He was acquitted. If he did do it, he's gotten away with it. Just like O.J. Simpson, Jefferson! That EMT is walking free, and YOU are about to go to jail." I turned to the others. "Why is that Fire Engine still blocking the road?"
"Stand where you are!" said Jefferson. "Anyone that moves that engine will get his ass handed to him, by me!"
Just then a Fire Department car came rolling in. Fire Engineer Roy Easley stepped out. He was in a Duty Dress uniform, with jacket and tie.
"Guys, you know this isn't right!" he called out. "Forbes, get that Engine off the road! Everyone else, get off the road! Let's go!"
"I'm going to fry your ass, Easley!" threatened Jefferson. "I'm the one giving orders here!"
"No you're not." I called out. "*I* am the one giving orders here. Do what Engineer Easley told you to do. Jefferson, you're under arrest."
"Try to take me in." said Jefferson. "Just try, cocksucker."
"No problem." I said. I advanced upon him. He took a swing at me. If someone takes a swing at me, they'd better not miss... I won't. He missed, and I saw his shoulder joint as it flashed by me. Knowing Aikido, I know what to do with those.
*WHAM!* Jefferson's face hit the pavement, his arm being twisted behind him. Within seconds, I had handcuffs on him.
By now, several TCPD cars had made their way down, and the Fire Engine was being moved. I had Rudistan and Morton transport AFC Jefferson to Headquarters for booking. I came up to Cindy's SUV and she rolled down the window.
"Chief Griswold always said you're the kind of girl that can stop traffic." I said. Cindy burst out laughing the way Molly often did, dissipating the tremendous tension she had been under. I continued "Beat feet down to 'The Vision'. Stay there until I come down."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Friday, March 4th. I was in the City Hall office of Town & County Sheriff Daniel Allgood. With me was Police Chief Sean Moynahan.
When we came in, Allgood said "This is a serious situation, gentlemen, so no jokes, please." He had us sit down. "I have spoken with Fire Chief Quinlin. He was not invited to sit down, and it was a one-way conversation. I actually asked him if those were real Fire Department personnel, or actors dressed up as Firemen, so unprofessional were they."
"I will say this." the Sheriff continued. "I believe he is truly as stunned by all of this as we are. Having said that, there is a growing problem, here. The Police have put two Firemen away for rape; well deserved, of course. And some others have been taken down, as well. Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson is suspended without pay, pending an investigation by the Inspector General for his actions today. You will not believe this, gentlemen, but I've actually had citizen complaints and even members of the Council call and complain about what they perceive to be an overly harsh attitude towards the Fire Department."



It took everything I had to not speak out, but I held my tongue. Daniel was watching me, and slightly nodded approval when I didn't speak. He continued: "Chief Quinlin told me that a lot of the Fire Department people truly do not believe anything was wrong, because it was an EMT who was raped, and they say she deserved it. They also followed Jefferson's orders because he told them Lawson could be re-tried."
"Here's the bottom line, guys." said Sheriff Allgood. "I can't have a quarter of the Fire Department in jail. They'll be internally disciplined, and Chief Quinlin will get my approval for the punishments, so you can count on them being severe. As to Jefferson, the Union is already rallying around him, and he has lawyers from Gresham & Mason at the Courthouse, getting Nance to have him freed. We don't have to charge him immediately; we can wait for the Inspector General to report, even if that takes a couple of months."
"Sir," I said, "if Judge Nance has the charges dropped with prejudice, we can't go back and charge him."
"That's why the ADA will ask the Judge to release Jefferson on his own recognizance pending a further investigation." said Chief Moynahan. "We're going to be.... Don? Don?"
I didn't hear him. I was in a reverie, and it was a deep one. I was told later that I was making hand gestures, as if using sign language, and that my eyes rolled up into my head a couple of times. Daniel and the Chief just watched, utterly fascinated. Finally, I came out of it.
"Oh my God." I said, mostly to myself. "I am an idiot. An utter imbecile. How could I have not seen this?"
"What is it that you're seeing now?" asked Daniel.
"I just realized..." I said, my voice still far away, "... that this whole EMT thing... and these Fire Department slugs... yes, that has to be it."
I sprang up to my feet and got out my cellphone. "I'll explain in a minute, but time is of the essence now... yes, Duty Desk, this is Commander Troy. Has the Assistant Fire Chief been released yet?.... Good. Keep him there until I get there... If his lawyer shows up, just delay him... paperwork shuffle, you know the drill... just keep Jefferson there until I show up."
As I hung up, I said, "Sheriff, Chief, if you'll excuse me, I've got to talk to Jefferson before he's released."
"I'll go with you." said Moynahan. "Excuse us, Sheriff."
"Like I'm going to miss this?" said the Sheriff, following us out the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I strode into Interrogation-1. Jefferson was alone in the room. Sergeant Rudistan came in with me.
"I want my lawyer." said Jefferson. "I refuse to answer any questions without one present."
"Fine." I said, sitting down opposite him. "Your lawyer will be here in a minute. You'll be released into his custody. And I'm not asking questions, I'm going to give you some news."
I stared at him, my eyes boring into his. He became uncomfortable, like a dog being watched. Finally I said "I want you to tell him something. I want you to tell him that I know what he's doing, ginning up hatred for the EMTs. I want you to let him know that I am coming for him. Tell him to... expect me."
"Who? What are you talking about?" Jefferson replied. I just bore down.
"You heard me. Pass the message along." With that, I got up and left the Interrogation Room.
Part 24 - Closing In
Jeffersons's lawyer had come and picked him up. In the Chief's office, I'd explained to the Sheriff and the Chief that I had realized that many of these Firemen were rogue, just as we'd had (and still had) rogue Police Officers.
"I don't know why I didn't see it." I said. "Every one of these 16 or so Firemen are white, are grouped together, mostly by Jefferson's doing, and have been instigating the EMT hatred. They go around to the social clubs, their churches, and tell their friends about how bad the EMTs are. But they're not acting alone. Someone has been guiding the Media to be subtly if not openly hostile to the EMTs, and many of the so-called 'good citizens' may just be paid for their 'loyalty'... sort of like how the 'Occupy' and 'Ferguson' movements had paid operatives at their cores."
"Ah, I see what you're getting at." said Daniel. "So you think the Consultant of Crime is behind it? But what's his motive? His reasons for it?"
"He creates strife. He creates discord, discontent, chaos." I said. "I think some of the EMT attacks were to get rid of them, and so get an ambulance contract with the County."
"You've been thinking Thomas P. Cook was doing that." Sheriff Allgood said. "Is there something you're trying to tell us, there?"
I smiled. "I will let you draw your own conclusions about that. Suffice it to say that Cook is a dirty dealer, and loves to use his Council position to enrich himself personally. Not that he's the only one to ever do that. Some people do it at the National level, even create email servers to hide their private Foundation bribes and all. But I digress. It's actually bigger than just an Ambulance Service."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sorry for the delay in getting to you." I said at 3:30pm in my office. "It's been a busy day. So, you have some financial movements?"
"We understand, sir." said Mary Mahoney Milton, who was sitting next to Myron in the hot chairs in front of my desk. "And yes, some money was transferred to an account at Third National Bank in the City. It was from an account at a bank in the State east of us, called 'Spartan Hellenic Bank & Trust'. This bank is like City & Counties Bank... no brick-and-mortar outlets, just a small office inside a three-story office building, no name on the door, only two offices and a server room."
"So the FBI went into that office, I perceive." I said. "And the capitol city of the State east of us is not named 'Sparta', so that's doubly interesting."
"Sir," asked Mary, "I don't see a Trojan War connection, like most of the other things we're finding."
"If memory serves me correctly," I said, "Helen of Troy, the cause of said War, was not only Greek, but she actually was from Sparta. Ergo, 'Sparta Hellenic'. I strongly suspect that when our Consultant set up some of these things, he didn't expect us to find out about them."
"Or they're a distraction from his other things." said a voice. Captain Cindy Ross came right on into my office.
"Good point, Crowbar 2." I said. "But I thought I told you to stay at 'The Vision' until I got down there."
"And I've disobeyed your orders, at the request of my father." Cindy said. "We are both getting bad vibes that something is about to happen."
"Actually, I'm glad you're here." I said. "We were just talking about a financial transaction. So... who is the account at Third National in the City?"
"A Charitable Trust." said Myron. "Three names on the legal paperwork, a 'Lou Bell', a 'Lynn Hart', and a 'Kyle Ferris'. The FBI went by the main branch of the bank, and also pulled DMV records. 'Lou Bell' is a man, very average in height and build, brown hair with a full beard. The address on his driver's license is one of those hour-rate hotels in the Red Light District, and of course he's not there. They have absolutely no idea who Lynn Hart and Kyle Ferris are, and there are no DMV records of them."
I smiled. "These guys are so cute."
"What?" asked Cindy. "Kyle Ferris reminds me of your nephew Ned's alias, and I guess 'Ferris' could be a bastardization of the latin for 'iron', your crowbar's favorite element."
"She's good, guys." I said to the others, to compliment Cindy. "I think you're right, Crowbar 2. The name 'Lou Bell' sounds like a simple shortening of 'Louise Belfort'. I think we've found our Disguise Man that is wanted in connection with SBI Agent Jeff Reubens. And this shows he and Louise Belfort are connected."
"Oh wow!" Mary exclaimed.
"The name 'Lynn Hart' is a consolidation of 'Linda Farris' and Watch Captain Lock-'hart'." I continued. And while 'Ferris' could be an approximation of 'Farris', I suspect that Captain Ross is spot-on that it's about 'iron'. And 'Kyle'.... hmmm...."
"Enlighten us." Cindy said. "It's come up a lot before, mostly with your nephew Ned."
I just said "No. You'll have to trace that one yourselves."
I knew who 'Kyle' was, I thought to myself. I did not need six degrees of separation to get to him. And he could be found at the center of an insidious Web of Evil.
"So," I said. "Police Force on full alert. The Belfort Badge Gang is getting paid, which means they are about to try some mischief. Every Police Officer, including those in Admin, is to wear some kind of armored vest for the next week at least."
"There's one more thing, sir." said Mary. "We also have come across a connection to University Hospital's wi-fi that cannot be accounted for by anyone. We've found it a few times in the past, as if someone brings in a laptop or tablet and connects to the Hospital Staff's wi-fi service. Your wife has helped me to gain access to the wi-fi servers, and I will receive an alert if this signature shows up again. And it showed up today."
"You didn't get this from the FBI, did you?" I asked, peering at Myron and Mary with a knowing smile.
"With respect, sir," said Myron, "we did not hear that question." I just nodded and grinned. I suspect the Milton's had had help... from another Milton. Myron's father had intercepted that trace.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had set behind the horizon, and darkness had consumed the day as Cindy and I arrived at 'The Vision' World Headquarters. Young Tommy escorted us on the elevator to the office of its founder and great leader, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. I would always remember this office as the place where Cindy had learned of new family relationships, and learned them from me.
"Ah, there you are." said Dr. Eckhart as we got out of the elevator. "Tommy, would you be so kind as to bring my guests something to drink." Tommy acknowledged the command and re-entered the elevator, the doors closing seconds later.
Also in the room were Jimmy Lawson and his wife, who was holding their baby. I took a moment to admire the little guy, then sat down at Eckhart's bidding.
"You've had a busy day, I understand." said Eckhart.
"Yes sir." I said. "And forgive me for coming straight to the point and finishing out the business." I turned to the Lawsons, handing Jimmy an envelope. Inside were a card and some instructions.
"Down in the Dallas-Ft. Worth area, there's a Fire Department that needs some good EMTs. There is a man down there named Terry Ruffkin. He is very eager to hire you, especially after I told him of your military medic experience. Dr. Eckhart has been kind enough to arrange transportation and lodging for you, and you'll be on your way tomorrow morning."
"I... don't know what to say." said Lawson. "You've done so much for us, Commander, I'll never be able to repay you."
"There will come a time," I said, "when you will have the opportunity to pay it forward. And you'll get the chance to save lives with real and good EMT service. Good luck to you."
Lawson's wife was crying as she thanked me and Cindy, and the young redheaded EMT was also near tears as Cindy and I made our goodbyes.
As we drove back, Cindy said "My father and I heard about your 'performance' in the Courtroom. So... was he really guilty or innocent?"
"Jury found him not guilty." I said. "I think he'll do very well down in Texas, with this second chance at life, and he and his wife can raise their child and any new ones they have."
"Didn't answer the question, Crowbar 1." Cindy said, looking out the window.
"And I'm not going to." I said.
Just then, the Police radio in the car came to life. A second later, both my Police cellphone and Cindy's began ringing. We answered.
"This is Sergeant Rudistan, sir." Martin Nash was telling Cindy the same thing as Rudistan said "We've found a body in the trash dumpster behind the Cub Club. Fingerprints are telling us her name is Linda Farris..."
To be continued.
So, dear readers... was Lawson guilty or innocent? What is going to happen to Tanya Perlman? Clues have been left in this and previous series.
What is Paulina Patterson's family secret? And what evil will the Consultant of Crime perpetrate upon the Iron Crowbar next? The exciting conclusion to come in the next chapter...
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Part 25 - The Crime Scene
"Whaddya got, Nash?" I growled as Captain Cindy Ross and I came up to the scene.
"Right back here, sir, ma'am." said Nash. He led us over to the dumpster. We were behind the Cub Club, and the alleyway was full of Police vehicles.
Inside the dumpster was Linda Farris, lying on her back, her eyes staring sightlessly upward, dressed tastefully as she had been on the day she tried to purloin baby Peter D. Feeley from me, though she was not wearing any shoes. Also inside the dumpster was J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab, wearing a Tyvex suit over his clothes.
"Who called this in?" I asked first, as I often do.
"The Club manager called it in to 9-1-1." said Nash. "An employee came out to dump some trash and he noticed the top was open. They're constantly reminded to close and lock it, so he looked inside, saw the body, and ran back inside. You can see where he dropped the bag of trash, there."
"Someone taking his statement?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Nash.
"I'll want to speak to him, anyway." I replied. "Whaddya got in there, J.R.?"
"Not much yet, Commander." said Barnes. "No visible wounds from the front, nor around the head area. I'd like to get the body out of here so I can examine the back."
"Make it so, Number One." I said. As Officers worked to remove the body, I asked Nash "Was Farris at the Club tonight?"
"I don't know, sir, not yet." said Nash. "Theo Washington is interviewing people inside. Morton and Hicks are helping him, and I haven't had a chance to talk to them before you came up."
"Good enough." I said. I watched as Farris's body was placed on a gurney. J.R. Barnes began quickly examining it.
"No outward sign of sexual assault." he said, as he moved her clothes around. "No stab wounds on the front. Okay, guys, let's turn her over." They did so. Barnes lifted her woolen blouse and gasped.
"Oh geez, what is this?" he asked. I looked on as he lifted her blouse up to her neck. I saw what had made him gasp: there were two punctures in her back, one between the shoulder blades, the other near the base of the spine. It looked like a long prod had been stuck into each place.
Both had large, circular areas of scorching radiating from them. Barnes used a thin wire to gauge the depths of the wounds. "Over two inches deep, at least." said Barnes. "Sealed from bleeding by the hot flash of the obvious electric shock."
"Ever seen this before?" I asked.
"No sir." said Barnes as I put on latex gloves. I took out my magnifying glass from my trenchcoat pocket and examined the base of the spine.
"Yep." I said. "Get this photographed. Two smaller punctures. I'd say she was TASERed to subdue her." I then began pressing on the flesh of her back, then the sides.
"Geez." I said. "Insidious."
"What is it?" Cindy asked. I had her and Martin put on gloves and feel the body as I had.
"Wow, really stiff, rubbery." said Cindy. "Not soft at all like normal."
"Yes." I said. "Looks like they drove prongs into her to run a very strong electric current through her body. When the M.E. does the autopsy, I expect she is going to find that this woman is literally cooked on the inside. Whoever did this... cooked her alive from the inside out..."
Just then, there was a commotion at the back door of the Club. Patrolman Culver was holding the line, and I went to see what was going on. The owner of the Club, the legendary rapper T-Square, was trying to come out."
"Let him through, Culver. And his Regiment." I said. Culver did so. The bodyguards stayed near the door, while the lawyer came up with T-Square.
"I am seeing too much of you at my clubs without paying the cover charge, I.C." said T-Square. He was in a heavy black coat and was wearing his trademark shades.
"And I hate the professional visits as much as you do, T-Square." I said. Linda Farris had been turned back over and a sheet put over her. "Do you recognize this woman?"
The sheet was pulled back and he looked. "She's the Child Protective Services woman." he said. "I saw her on TV. I never met her before, though."
"Any idea why she's in your club's dumpster?"
"Oh hell no." said T-Square. "It's supposed to stay locked so people don't dump drugs into it, and then I have your Vice Squad crawling around."
"I hear ya." I replied. There were rumors that Captain Harold Malone would have drugs planted at black-owned businesses so that he could make raids on them. I didn't play those games, and I understood T-Square's caution.
"All right, Martin, wrap this up." I said. "Expedite reports to my email inbox. A word with you, T-Square, if I may."
We stepped away from the scene so that we were out of hearing. "I just wanted to congratulate you, T-Square."
"For what?"
"Why the birth of your niece." I replied.
'Which niece is that?" asked T-Square.
"Oh, come on." I said. "This is not an SBI idiot you are talking to. I know you and Paulina Patterson have the same father. He's in prison for the murder of your mother, after getting away with murdering her mother."
"Damn, Cracker, you really are the shit." said T-Square, and I could tell he was impressed. "But don't you go telling that to nobody else."
"Nooooo, we wouldn't want to ruin your already useless reputation by having everyone know an A.D.A. is your sister." I said.
"Your reputation is about to take a dive, I.C." he said, then caught himself. "From what I hear, anyway." Too late, I thought to myself. The cat is out of the bag, T-Square. Cat is out of the bag.
"Oh I hope not." I said. "I know you wouldn't want your new niece's daddy to have a bad reputation."
"Shit." said T-Square. "First a murder at my Club, and now the I.C. is telling me he's the baby-daddy of my sister's child. This definitely qualifies as a bad night."
"Good thing you don't have to pay a cover charge to drink at the bar, here." I replied...
Part 26 - Investigation
Saturday, March 5th, 9:00am. Captain Cindy Ross entered the MCD room. Only Martin Nash was there.
"Hi, Martin." she said. "Anything new?" By that she meant the Farris murder.
"M.E.'s report and the preliminary toxicology came in." said Nash. "I forwarded the email to you and the Commander, even though you both probably got it already. I'm also consolidating a financial workup on her, a lot of which was already done after she was suspended and investigations opened upon her."
"Good." Cindy replied. "So, who did you delegate this case to?"
"Uhhh..." said Nash, "I guess myself. I didn't really delegate it to anyone."
"No problem." said Cindy. "But for the future, that's something you'll need to learn to do, and one of the hallmarks of leadership. In fairness, it's difficult to do, and I'd say it's the Iron Crowbar's biggest, maybe only weakness."
"I hear you." said Nash.
"Okay, he's in his office." Cindy said. "Are you ready to talk to him?"
"I always feel like I'll never be ready enough." said Nash. "But I guess I'm as ready as I'll ever be."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting at my desk, reading the various reports logged by the Officers at the scene. I thought they were woefully inadequate, but I curbed my irritation, knowing they'd done their jobs as well as they could. From the reports, I gleaned that Linda Farris had not been seen inside the Cub Club at all. I had talked to the employee that found the body, a young black man named Jerome, and he seemed on the up-and-up. No one had heard any commotion behind the building, no one had seen any cars go back there.
Film footage was spotty. A camera in the front parking lot barely caught a black car driving around the side of the building, but it didn't catch the license plate. There were no cameras covering the back alley. It surprised me that T-Square left that area uncovered. I thought idly that I'd have to think about that some more, then I let it go and moved on.
The preliminary autopsy confirmed what I had suspected: Farris had been connected to two prods, and a steady electric current was run through her body. She died of cardiac arrest, as her heart could not take the electric current interfering with its normal function, but the autopsy report made clear that she was alive as this was being done to her. It did not take much for me to connect the dots and see that Linda Farris had been tortured to death via this method.
What the autopsy could not show, at least not yet, was the time of death. The electricity effect on the body made the normal tests ineffective. Martha the M.E. did say that Farris had not eaten for at least sixteen hours before she died. That was of some help, I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good morning, guys." I said as Cindy and Martin Nash came into my office. "Help yourselves to some coffee before you sit down." Being good and smart Police Officers, they both availed themselves of the offered coffee. As they sat down, I refilled my U.S. Army Airborne School coffee mug.
"Okay, I saw the autopsy report." I said. "It is clear that some sadistic people tortured that woman to death. Anything new?"
Martin Nash said "I called the Electric Company this morning when I got in. I asked if they had any power surges in the previous 48 hours that they couldn't readily account for. They said they didn't, but bringing electric service back online after the big snows a few days ago might mask other surges."
"That's good thinking on your part, though." I said. "So let's open a few trains of thought. First, that much electricity can be drawn from a line leading to a house, but it's more likely from an industrial place. Second, they didn't just plug into the outlet and connect to the two prongs; they had to step up the amps on this, and control it to torture her like they did, so they needed a transformer of some kind. So... where would you expect to find something like that?"
"A whole lot of places." said Cindy. "Any place that does things like electrical welding, any place that uses ovens or kilns, even laboratories and schools..."
"Sir," asked Nash, "do you think the Shadow Man was personally involved in this? If so, we might can make guesses as to places he might have access to."
"Another good thought." I said. "You ate your Wheaties for the Brain this morning, fer sure. And to answer the question... our guy is normally a Consultant of Crime, not the hired help that does the dirty work. However... the brutality of this crime suggests his personal touch. Hired guns shoot to kill, dump the body, and move along. This method of torture... was personal."
"Retaliation for her failing to kidnap baby Pete?" asked Cindy.
"Maybe." I said. "And maybe because the FBI investigation was getting close to her."
"If that was the case," said Martin, "none of them said anything to me about it... while I've been the liaison between them and you."
"Okay..." I said, "Martin... have you been up all night working on this?"
"Yes sir." said Nash.
"I appreciate the effort you're putting into it," I said, "but right now I want you to go home and get some sleep. This is neither going to disappear nor solve itself in the next few hours. Go." Martin Nash did not argue; he made his goodbyes and left.
"Okay," I said to Cindy, "let's look a couple of things up, here." I logged into my SBI Reserve account. I began looking up what they'd been doing on the Linda Farris suspension. I dug deep into their servers, which were woefully inadequately protected from a modest hacker like myself. I'm sure Myron and Mary would be laughing at them.
"Finding anything?" Cindy asked.
"They're not exactly pushing this as a priority case." I said. "They seem to be doing more to avoid working with the FBI than anything else... oh, wait... here's something. Yep, just what I figured. That makes sense."
"As someone around here keeps saying: 'Don't keep me in suspense'.." Cindy said.
"Oh, I would never do that with you." I retorted. That was a dangerous comment, and Cindy's face made it clear to me.
"Just kidding." I went on. "What I just found is that Linda Farris was in contact with the SBI. She wanted to make a deal with them, tell them what she knew in exchange for full immunity. The hitch was that she refused to cooperate in any way with the FBI or the TCPD, and wanted to work with only the SBI. They couldn't give her that, even though they wanted to, of course. So the negotiations broke down."
"Why couldn't they give her that, or at least say they could?" Cindy asked.
"Because we locals technically still have jurisdiction of her case." I replied. "And no Court, even the corrupt ones, would allow it."
"Nothing there for us, then." Cindy said.
"Don't be so sure." I said. "This tells us a hell of a lot."
Cindy thought about it, looked at what I'd seen on the computer, then said "I'm still the Junior Troy around here. So what are you seeing that I am not?"
"Nothing." I said. "And by that, I mean I am seeing what is not stated out loud. The point here is that Farris was trying to make a deal with the SBI. The Consultant found out. He had to know how much she'd told them. Ergo, Farris becomes a brisket in the Cub Club's dumpster."
"Oh." said Cindy. "I see. But why the SBI? Why not the FBI?"
"What's your inference?" I asked, testing my partner in crime-fighting.
"She obviously trusts them in a way she doesn't trust the FBI." Cindy said. "I understand her refusal to work with us, or more specifically, to work with you, but she's still got Federal issues from those adoptions..."
I let Cindy think about it, and I re-examined the SBI information. Finally, she said "Okay, I could say a lot of things, but I don't want to waste your time, nor mine. So give me the Cliff Notes on where you are going with it."
"Sure." I said. "It occurs to me that that Linda Farris and Louise Belfort are friends, and maybe even colleagues in crime. And Farris knows Lockhart, too. Farris may or may not know that the FBI is investigating Belfort and Lockhart, and in any case she's not going to take the risk. The FBI would want her to turn on Belfort and her gang in exchange for any deals, and she was not going to do that. Instead, she goes to who she thinks she can get the most from while giving up the least she can... the SBI. That does not speak well at all for the SBI's integrity, of course. Anyway, this case got up to Deputy SBI Director Robert Gaston, and he shot down the deal. Guess who was Farris's first contact, though?"
Cindy shook her head, so I told her:
"Sergeant Leonard Sharples."
Part 27 - It Begins
Do I even need to say it?
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she blared from in front of the Courthouse at 7:00am, Monday, March 7th. "Channel Two News has learned that suspended Director of Child Protective Services Linda Farris, who was murdered Friday night, had been attempting to cut a deal with the SBI. That agency's Director, Jack Lewis, who is running for Governor, issued a statement saying that no deals with Farris had been made, and Deputy Director Robert Gaston confirmed that in his own statement.
"The Police Department issued a statement that they have few leads in the murder of Ms. Farris, and believe it may have been a professional hit. When asked how this matched with the autopsy report that Ms. Farris died of electrocution, the Police did not respond.
"In other news," said Bettina, "every former EMT that applied for Unemployment benefits was denied by the County's office of the State Labor Department, citing that they were fired for cause as a result of their illegal actions. Their appeals have been denied, and a lawsuit filed over the weekend was dismissed with prejudice by Judge Harry Nance, who stated that the EMTs have no legal grounds to sue, and no legal standing. An emergency appeal was flatly denied."
"Meanwhile, a press conference has been called for 10:00am by Assistant Fire Chief William Jefferson, who was suspended by Sheriff Daniel Allgood pending an investigation into his actions last week in attempting to re-arrest former EMT Jimmy Lawson, who surprisingly was found not guilty of murder last week. Lawson is said to have left the County with his family. Channel Two News has not been able to confirm reports that Assistant Chief Jefferson is going to announce his resignation from the Fire Department. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports..."
Martin Nash was sitting at his desk, shaking his head. "How does the Press get information like that, and so quickly?"
Vice Detective Julie Newton, a.k.a. 'The Abacus', came into the MCD room, set down a can of coffee in payment, then poured a cup of brewed coffee. "I'm not trying to be facetious when I say this, Martin," she said, "but obviously someone leaked it."
"I get that." said Nash. "But who?"
"We have to wonder," said Julie, "if the person who complains about the Press the most is actually the one doing the leaking? Like people at the top, who know the most."
"I don't think Chief Griswold was leaking to the Press." said Nash. "And if Commander Troy ever does, he usually has an ulterior motive, and is using the Press to our advantage."
"I agree on the part about ulterior motives." Julie said. "Anyway, if you need any help with data, come see me. It's getting boring in Vice these days. Lieutenant Croyle has scared off the drug gangs, it would seem."
"I hope that's not a complaint." said Nash. "But thanks for the offer to help..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette as Cindy, Teresa and I watched in my office. Cindy's eyes were glowing just a little bit as she watched the beautiful reporterette deliver KSTD's version of the news.
"A major press conference has been called by Assistant Fire Chief William Jefferson for 10:00 this morning." said Priya, her face molded into a smile of pleasure. "Five Alive News will bring you the press conference alive, as we expect a major announcement. The Fire Department Union will also have comments at the press conference."
"Meanwhile," said Priya, "the Police have no idea who murdered former Child Protective Services Director Linda Farris, nor any motive for the killing. When asked if they were in over their heads and if he needed to call in the superior skills and resources of the SBI's Major Crimes Task Force, Chief Sean Moynahan said that he had much more trust in the abilities of Commander Donald Troy than the SBI."
"That's not what he said." I said to the room. I shut off the TV with the remote.
"They're pushing that press conference." Cindy said. "Any idea what it's about?"
"No." I said. "But I doubt Jefferson would call a press conference to resign. Anyway, do we have anything new on the Farris case?"
"Just a little bit." said Cindy. "Toxicology came back with results. Nothing in Farris's system. At all. Also, her car was still parked in the garage of her home. We executed a search warrant and found a house that was clean and sterile. Furniture all in place, bed made, everything clean, dishes washed and put up, no dirty clothes in any hamper. Almost like it was staged to be sold. Definitely no signs of break-in or violence."



"She knew her attacker or attackers. Let the person in, got TASERed, and that was that. So, no computers, no personal effects?" I asked.
"No computers." said Teresa. "Her cellphone, and her purse for that matter, have not been found at all. Cellphone is not pinging anywhere either. I would not be surprised to find it at the bottom of the River. Anyway, Uniformed Officers canvassed the neighborhood. No one out of the ordinary was noticed."
"Okay." I said. "Unless we catch a break, this one is likely going to go down as a pro hit, and unsolved."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:50am, I got a phone call on my personal cellphone. It was The Intendent, the lovely Adele Peabody.
"Don, I have to talk fast, so don't interrupt." she said quietly. "That ten o'clock press conference is going to involve you. Something's going on, and some of the Council is very interested in it. I just called to tell you to watch your back, and don't overreact to anything. Gotta go, bye."
Well, I thought as I hung up the phone, that was very brief.
I had little time to ponder it. The Chief buzzed me on the phone. "Mr. Crowbar," he said, "can you come to the Main Conference Room, please?"
"Yes sir." I said. I secured my crowbar under my desktop, where I'd put a couple of coathanger-like hooks to hold it in place. I then left the office. I knew it was big when I saw the Chief in the hallway.
"Let's go in, shall we?" said Moynahan. He led me into the Main Conference Room. Already inside were Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Deputy Chief Della Harlow... and Fire Chief Patrick Quinlin.
After brief hellos, we settled in to watch the press conference...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This press conference," called out Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson, who was at a podium in front of the Courthouse, "is to announce the filing of a lawsuit on my behalf by the Fire Department Union and the Concerned Citizens for Safety, a non-profit organization dedicated to the safety of citizens.
"As some of you know, some days ago a number of former EMTs, who were illegally on strike, attempted to block the progress of an ambulance attempting to reach University Hospital, putting the patient inside in grave danger. The EMTs did not care about anyone's lives but their own when they illegally impeded the ambulance.
"These illegal, dangerous, and intentionally harmful actions were video-recorded by multiple persons. This evidence was made available to Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy. Commander Troy not only refused to take action against the illegal strikers, he instead threatened Fire Department personnel with bodily harm. Furthermore, this video evidence was collected by Sheriff Daniel Allgood, and that evidence was not only not acted upon, it has disappeared. No actions were taken to arrest nor charge the illegal strikers; they were allowed to remain free, even after their lawbreaking actions.
"Our request to the Inspector General has not been acted upon. Filthy lawbreaking EMTs continue to walk free. Therefore, we are compelled to file this lawsuit to force the Inspector General to investigate the Town & County Police Department, and particularly Commander Donald Troy, for dereliction of duty, and covering up for criminals."
This was followed by a Union official in a five thousand dollar suit calling for my suspension without pay from the Police Force. "We also ask for the SBI to suspend Commander Donald Troy as an SBI Reservist, and we demand the SBI open an investigation of Donald Troy for corruption." he said.
Then the Media got their shot.
"Chief Jefferson!" yelled Priya Ajmani, "is this a political retaliation for Commander Troy arresting you the other day?"
"I look forward to my day in Court to clear my good name from the smears upon it by Commander Donald Troy." shot back Jefferson. "The record will show that my actions were in the right, as I and others attempted to arrest the murderer Jimmy Lawson as he attempted to flee the jurisdiction of the County"
"Chief Jefferson, Lawson was acquitted by a jury of his peers!" called out John Hardwood. "Aren't you committing criminal slander now?"
"I don't care what that rigged jury found." snarled Jefferson. "That EMT Lawson is a murderer, and let me point out again that he is a filthy, lawbreaking EMT. If Lawson wants to sue me for slander, he can come right here to this Courthouse, in the jurisdiction of this County, and personally file the lawsuit. I look forward to Lawson personally coming here and facing me. I do not fear that filthy EMT punk. If he's innocent, why doesn't he show his cowardly face and stand up to me?"
"Chief Jefferson, the Iron Crowbar stood up to you, and arrested you for your own lawbreaking actions." said Bettina. "And he's legally done nothing wrong, while you not only broke the law, you assaulted a Police Officer. So why are you of all people making an issue of this?"
"Okay, that's all the questions we're going to take." said Jefferson's lawyer. He hustled Jefferson and the others away. All the other reporters glared angrily at Bettina.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've done nothing wrong." I said in the Conference Room.
"It's gotta be a political ploy." said Daniel Allgood. "And by the way, the evidence has not disappeared. It's in the Sheriff Department's Evidence Room."
"Better check on that." I said quietly. Allgood looked stunned at my implication.
"Don," said Fire Chief Quinlin, "I came here to tell you that I had nothing to do with this. Jefferson went way over my head, not to mention the Sheriff's. He's already suspended; there's nothing else we can do to him right now, so I guess he thought he can get away with this."
"I know, Chief." I said. "Anyway, this is not spontaneous at all. Very carefully planned, well orchestrated according to a very tight script. You may think Priya's question was hostile, but I think it was pre-planned so he could give that pre-planned answer. That was pure kabuki theatre."
"It may well be," said Chief Moynahan, with his peculiar inflection and accents, "but it is still dangerous to you, and to all of us. The Media intends to run with this. Miss Ajmani intends to milk this for all it is worrrrth."
"The lawsuit will be squelched within five minutes of being filed." Della Harlow said. "By the way, we've received no paperwork, no subpoenas, nothing at all."
"If they do file, that will come in time." I said.
"And they'll still run with the story until the proverbial cows come home to roossssst." replied Chief Moynahan, intentionally mixing his metaphors.
"We'll see how serious it is," I said, "if and when the SBI says something. The locals and the Union are nothing. The SBI is the key on this."
"Why do you say that?" asked Della, who was just beginning to learn my methods.
"That Union guy telegraphed it." I said. "The key of that whole charade was that they wanted me suspended as an SBI Reservist. That suggests the SBI, and probably Jack Lewis himself at the top, wants me out of their way, and unable to poke my nose into their business..."
With that, I went into a reverie..
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You've got to say something." said Lt. Scott Peterson, the Media Relations Officer, as we sat in the Chief's office at 2:00pm, still Monday, March 7th. "I need something to give them, something to counter Jefferson's brazen lies."
I sighed. "Tell them that I will not bother dignifying his smears with a response."
"Chief..." said an exasperated Peterson, "with all due respect to the Commander, can you get him to say something, anything at all? I can't give the Press a non-statement."
"Sure you can." said Moynahan. "Go tell them exactly what the Commander just said. You can also tell them that Chief Moynahan says he, Chief Moynahan, looks forward to Jefferson's own trial for assaulting a Police Officer."
"Please don't say that, Chief." I said. "Our main defense right now is to call Jefferson's stunt politically motivated. If you draw attention to that, then we're going to be hit with the political retaliation theme. And guess whose side the rabidly dishonest Media is going to take?"
"They're not all dishonest." said Peterson. He exhaled. "Okay, Commander, I'll tell them what you've said. But at least think of giving one of them an interview. Bettina Wurtzburg is pretty fair to you. Her question wasn't scripted, and she's taking heat from other reporters for asking it."
"I'll think about it." I said.
"Go give them that statement now." said the Chief. Peterson got up and left.
Part 28 - Making Amends
Monday evening, March 7th.
Paulina Patterson and I were sitting on the deck of the Cabin. Laura had baby Tasha inside, and was breastfeeding her. My wife liked putting her udders to good proper use instead of having to bottle the milk.
"I cannot tell you how angry I was with you when that verdict was read." said Paulina, sitting next to me on the metal loveseat. It was cold outside now that it was dark, but we were bundled up pretty warm.
"What changed your mind?" I asked as I watched the light of a train coming out of the western horizon.
"I'm still a bit pissed, so don't think you're off the hook." Paulina said. "But... well, after all that's happened, I thought maybe you know he's innocent but can't prove otherwise, so you let Gregory make a fool of himself."
"You seem intent on blaming me for this." I said.
"Don, we've spent hours... hours... together on trial prep." Paulina said. "We worked on that Bryan Thatcher case as if the fate of the World depended on it. I know you could've helped Gregory through that---"
"And Krasney couldn't prep him? Or Washington?" I queried.
"I'm mad at them, too." Paulina said.
"So what cooled your anger at me?" I asked.
"It's hard to stay mad at you." Paulina said. "Especially every time I hold your daughter, feed your daughter..."
I smiled. "We did something good together, there."
"Yes we did." said Paulina. "Anyway, when I heard what Jefferson said this morning, I was livid. Even more angry than I was at you. And I realized that no matter what else, Lawson had his day in Court. The Jury made its decision. I just don't get the level of hatred of these Firemen towards the EMTs."
"Kind of like hating the other guy after winning the girl, eh?" I said.
"Yeah... yeah, that's a good analogy." Paulina replied. "All right, let's go inside. Think Laura will mind if we have make-up sex in the main bedroom?"
"No, she won't mind." I said. "And she'll probably join in. Why don't you go on inside. I'll be there in a minute." Paulina got up and went inside.
I thought about it. Yes, I'd all but engineered Lawson's acquittal. But was he guilty? Of course he was.
Oh, yes.
He was alone with Naples. It was his scalpel. He had the knowledge and the ability to use it. And he had motive: fear for his family, fear of job loss.
I could only imagine being dirt poor with a wife and baby child depending on me just to eat, and the existential threat to my life and my family. Only to be vilified, hated, robbed of my livelihood by the insidious, unappeasable, and incomprehensible hatred of others, a hatred born of a desire to squeeze every last dime out of me for their personal enrichment.
And this done to a military veteran, a Conscientious Objector that still did his duty for his Country and served as a medic, trying to save lives from the meat grinder of war created by politicians...
Lawson had had little hope. But me, I was in a unique position to make it right. Even at the cost of letting a murderer go free? Maybe I was wrong. But what is 'Justice'? Really?
I went inside. Lawson would be a great EMT in Texas. He would save many lives. He would not make the same mistake, born of desperation, again.
I was not going to lose sleep over it. I put Lawson and my decision into their 'compartments' of the mind, and turned my attention to the future...
Part 29 - Building the Pressure
Tuesday, March 8th. At 10:00am, Cindy came to my office and asked me to come to the front lobby.
There was a bit of a crowd there as we came up. They made way for me. Looking out the doors, I saw one person standing on the sidewalk in front of Headquarters. He was wearing a black robe with hoodie, a Guy Fawkes mask, and held up a sign that said "STOP POLICE CORRUPTION".
"Sir, shall I remove that trash from the premises?" asked Sergeant Rudistan in his jovial way as Commander Harlow came up to see what was going on.
"Oh, we have an Anonymous." she said when she saw him.
"Let him stand there for a minute." I said. "I have an idea." I hurried back to my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I cannot believe he's doing this." said Cindy.
"Does he have his armored vest on under his uniform?" asked Deputy Chief Della Harlow? Cindy affirmed that I was so attired.
"Rudistan, you're loving this, aren't you?" Cindy asked, seeing the smile on Rudistan's jovial face.
"Oh yes ma'am, you better believe I'm loving it." Rudistan replied. "I wish I'd thought of it myself.
They all watched as I walked out front to face the 'protestor'. I had gotten my Guy Fawkes mask that I'd worn last November on the cadet run, put it on, then put my Tilley hat on over it. Walking out, I came face to face with my counterpart. He seemed shocked to be confronted with... himself.
"So," I asked from behind my mask. "Who do you say is corrupt? And why?"
"Do you fear the coming retribution for your corruption?" Anonymous said, his voice deep, weird-sounding behind his mask.
"No." I said. "There is no corruption here. If you want that, go to tonight's Council meeting, or engage the Haters like Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson."
"Wise advice." said Anonymous. "At least you have the guts to face us, Iron Crowbar. Perhaps one day, you will will wear that mask as you join with us, to face the Evil that we will not forgive, and not forget."
"I'm fighting them my own way." I replied.
"We are Legion." Anonymous said. "We do not forgive. We do not forget. Expect us."
With that, 'Anonymous' lowered his sign, turned and walked off down the sidewalk towards Town, and City Hall. I went back inside to a throng of greatly amused Police Officers.
"Who was that, Commander?" asked Cindy.
"I have no idea." I said. "And I don't think I want to know"
We went back to my office. I put the Guy Fawkes mask down next to my matchstick Trojan Horse and sat down. Cindy came in behind me.
"Just between us and the crowbars," she said, "I spoke with Britt Maxwell a few minutes ago. She said the Fire Department Union did contact her office to make a formal report accusing you of corruption, but they have nothing backing them up, and she plans to take no action. Jack Lewis has also not said anything to her about it."
"Least of my worries." I said. "I'm much more worried about what the Council is going to say and do tonight."
"I know some of them hate you." Cindy said. "But come on, they can't do anything to you. You were obviously in the right when you arrested Jefferson, and you were never under obligation to arrest the EMTs... especially as they were on State property when they blocked the ambulance."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "But my worry is not about myself... I am worried about what the Council is going to do to Tanya..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was early evening, and the sun was just going down. She came into her house, setting her purse and keys on the breakfast table. As she came into the living room, she stopped short, seeing him sitting on her sofa.
"Hello, my lovely Sinon." he said. "I apologize for the unannounced visit, but we have an urgent matter to discuss."
"You are welcome, any time." she replied. "At least when I'm here alone, so you won't be recognized by anyone else. Can I get you something to drink?"
"Thank you, no." he replied. "I'm going to be busy tonight, necessitating this visit now. I'll leave as I came, on my own motorcycle, fully helmeted and masked, which will create no real chance to identify me."
After a pause, he said "My dear, the Iron Crowbar is just not getting the message. I would have thought the attempt to kill Pete Feeley's child would've been warning enough. However, that attempt was badly bungled, and we've ended up having to eliminate a good asset in Ms. Farris as a result."
He continued: "I grow sick and tired of the Iron Crowbar's repeated intrusions upon my operations. He has his FBI pitbulls sniffing around me. So... I will try one more time, and a little closer to him. It will also help eliminate a distraction in one of my colleagues, who I am coming to not trust any more. So here is what you are going to do, my lovely Sinon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Council convened at 7:30pm, a lone man stood outside, wearing a black robe and hoodie, an Anonymous/Guy Fawkes mask, and a sign that read "Stop Government Corruption". Walking up with Pastor Westboro, Thomas P. Cook saw him, and demanded the Police remove the man. Sergeant Rudistan refused, saying the Police Commander himself had ordered the protestor remain unmolested, provided that he remain peaceful in his protest. Cook was livid, but could do nothing.
"Let it go, Mr. Cook." said Westboro. "We have our meeting to attend, and he is too much of a coward to show his face." Still angry, Cook allowed Westboro to persuade him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There being no more public business," said the Mayor at the Council meeting, "we will retire to executive session to discuss personnel matters." It was 8:30pm, the public meeting having lasted an hour. The Council left their chairs in the auditorium chamber, and retired to the second floor private Council room, taking the seats they always took as if their names were on them.
"Okay," said the Mayor, "we have one major item to discuss. Police Lieutenant Tanya Perlman is out of life-threatening danger, but is paralyzed from the waist down. We have asked her Police Department superiors for evaluations of her being able to return and her ability to do her job as the MCD Lieutenant."
"How is this even our business?" asked John Colby, his baritone voice booming out of his slender body, and anger running through it in a thin thread. "Isn't this for the Police Force to decide for itself?"
"Not quite, Mr. Colby." said Pastor Raymond K. Westboro. "The issue we're going to be discussing is a possible pension package for Lt. Perlman. There are several options, but we'll have to vote on exactly what to do." Colby nodded his acquiescence.
The Mayor said, reading from papers: "Captain Ross submitted her opinion that Lt. Perlman could continue at her current position. Police Headquarters is fully compliant with the myriad Federal regulations supporting handicapped persons. Captain Ross said that Lt. Perlman does not necessarily have to go to crime scenes to do her job as the MCD leader. Captain Ross also said, quite interestingly, that Lt. Perlman could be promoted to Precinct Captain, especially if Precinct Captain Weston is considered for the Captain of Administration slot, which opened up when Harlow was promoted to Deputy Chief."
Mayor Vaughan continued: "Commander Troy stated that Lt. Perlman will be able to function normally as MCD Lieutenant, as she has a very capable team helping both her and him get the job done. Chief Moynahan said---"
"Wait." said Kelly Carnes. "Is that all Commander Troy said?"
"Uh, yes." said Mayor Vaughan. "His reply to our email was rather terse and brief, but got his points across."
"I'm surprised he's not banging on the door with that crowbar of his right now." said Carnes. "And I think he would be, if he really wanted to keep Lt. Perlman in her position."



"I sincerely hope," replied Dagmar Schoen, "that Mrs. Carnes is not trying to put words into Commander Troy's mouth, especially by making assumptions based upon what the Commander has not said and is not doing."
"Looks to me like he came across that email as part of his routine." said Edward R. Steele. "He read it, answered it, and moved along."
"Speaking of Commander Troy," said Thomas P. Cook, "shouldn't we instead be talking about suspending him, or calling for the SBI to come in and investigate him for corruption, as Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson has requested of us?"
"Based on what?" thundered Colby. "Where has Commander Troy done anything wrong, much less corrupt?"
"Why didn't he arrest those EMTs?" asked Pastor Westboro. "They did have video evidence."
Just as Colby was about to reply and a bigger argument about to erupt, the Mayor stood up. "Ladies and gentlemen, let me stop you right there on this. I spoke with the District Attorney and the City Attorney about that issue, and I also got an opinion from a disinterested legal expert, that being my private lawyer.
"We can blow hot air all day about it, but the bottom line is that the EMTs were actually on State property, that being the University Campus, when they blocked the ambulance. Commander Troy technically did not have jurisdiction, there. So he cannot be accused of dereliction of duty in not arresting the EMTs. Period. We will have no more discussion of that." He sat down.
"I'll add that AFC Jefferson did block a public road with a Fire Engine." said Dagmar Schoen. Why aren't we talking about firing him and bringing charges against him?"
"His intentions were honorable." said Thomas P. Cook. "He was trying to stop a filthy EMT from escaping the jurisdiction, since Troy won't do his duty by that."
"You have a double standard about that." said Colby. "You don't seem to apply it to the Iron Crowbar when you're relentlessly attacking him."
"Who's talking a double standard here?" Cook angrily shot back. "Troy should've been fired months if not years ago! Troy almost murdered Robert Brownlee, and you defended Troy. Why hasn't Troy been suspended---"
"Robert Brownlee assaulted a woman, Mr. Cook." Malinda Adams said angrily, interrupting Cook. "Brownlee deserved worse than he got. I am not a fan of Commander Troy's overly aggressive style of leadership, but if you're going to use that example, then first explain why Brownlee wasn't arrested for assault and battery upon a woman."
"He didn't assault her, Ms. Adams." said Cook. "She attacked him first. There were witnesses, who were ignored. And stating that truth does not make me a misogynist."
The Mayor had a little gavel, which he rarely used. But he did so now, repeatedly banging it on the table. "Okay, folks, that is long past history." he said. "Brownlee is gone from the TCPD. Let's get back to the present, and Lt. Perlman's situation."
"Okay," said the Mayor in the tense silence of the room. "Chief Moynahan stated that his relative time in the Department is short, but he has been impressed with Lt. Perlman's crime solving as well as leadership abilities. However, he had reservations about her mobility in the field. I then had a phone conversation with him to address that, and he admitted that she would be limited in any field operations, such as a search for a missing child, pursuing criminals, crowd control in an emergency, and so on."
"So what's the issue here?" asked John Colby.
Pastor Westboro spoke up. "Lieutenant Perlman does not presently meet the physical standards required of a Town & County Police Officer. She can be granted a waiver, but that is position-dependent. If she is promoted to Captain, she's automatically exempt."
"What about Precinct Captain?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"They are not considered full Captains." said Westboro. "They are still covered by the Police Union, not the Police Captain's Union. They're considered senior-grade Lieutenants, if you will. They are not exempt from the physical fitness requirements like full Captains are."
"But to this point," continued Westboro, "we must consider if she should be allowed to be promoted at all. There are financial and other issues that would crop up if we do. So the time to act is now."
"You absolutely cannot just throw her off the Force, after what happened to her, and what she did to save her baby." said Dagmar Schoen, totally shocked.
"We have to do what is best for the overall Police Force, and for the People of this Town & County." Kelly Carnes replied with a sneer, taking a shot back at her enemy Schoen.
"We don't have to be so cold and callous about it, Mrs. Carnes." said J.P. Goldman. "Pastor Westboro, what are you recommending?"
"Yes, we can solve this with both discretion and compassion." said Westboro. "My recommendation is that Ms. Perlman be offered a full disability retirement, and the full pension that goes with that. She will also have standard Police insurance for the rest of her life, as any Police retiree does."
"What if she doesn't accept that?" asked Carnes. "What if she puts up a fight? Worse, what if the Iron Crowbar backs her up and fights for her?"
Her question was met with deafening silence...
Part 30 - Going Too Far
Vice Lieutenant Teresa Croyle entered the offices of the Chief Executive Officer of BOW Enterprises, Inc. at 8:10pm, still Tuesday, March 8th. Seeing no one at the secretary's desk, she knocked on the door and peeked inside.
"Teresa! Come on in." Todd Burke said. His assistant, a lovely thirtysomething Japanese woman named Mariko, was taking final notes before being sent home.
"Ah, hello Teresa-san." Marko said happily with a bow. "You look lovely today."
"Hi, Mariko-san." said Teresa, bowing back. "So do you. Forgive me for interrupting."
"Not at all." said Todd. "We're finishing up. You can go, Mariko-san. Have a good evening, and I will see you tomorrow."
"Thank you, Todd-sama." Mariko replied. With another bow, she left the office.
"She's a very nice lady, but so formal." Teresa said.
"Yes, she's from a Japanese family of ancient samurai heritage. So... where do you want to go to dinner tonight?" Todd asked.
"Anywhere you like." Teresa replied as Todd put on his heavy coat. Teresa knew that it had light body armor, as did his uncle's trenchcoat. She was wearing her own Police vest under her Uniform shirt and coat. They left, Todd turning off lights along the way.
BOW's factory was on the west side of the River. The lights of Crown Chemicals were visible from the main entrance, which faced north. BOW Enterprises was southwest of Town, due west of Junction Station as the crow flies.
As they got to the door, Teresa was about to go out when Todd said "Hold on." He was feeling something. "Something is not right, here."
They both looked out, but did not see anything. Todd peered out to the right, seeing the River and the rising land on the other side, an empty field dotted by a few trees. To his left were the railroad tracks running north-and-south, and farm fields on the other side.
Teresa was also peering into the darkness. "I don't see anything." she said.
"Well, let's not dawdle getting to the car." Todd said. They walked out into the parking lot and swiftly made a beeline towards Teresa's car, parked next to Todd's.
Reaching the cars, Todd was about to open Teresa's door for her when time seemed to slow down. They both saw the red dot flash on the car window, then move onto Todd's shoulder and chest...
"GUN!" Teresa shouted as she pulled Todd violently back and down. Just as they fell below the window line, Teresa's car window exploded in a shower of glass. A split-second later the crack of the rifle shot reached their ears.
"Stay down!" Teresa ordered. Taking out her gun, she peered around the bumper of Todd's car at the field across the river. She could not see anything, but as she reached for her Police radio to call it in, she heard the sound of a motorcycle being revved up. It faded away as the rider sped away...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The SWAT Team was moving through the dark field, using night-vision devices to see in the dark. They made a thorough sweep, but found no armed perps, nor anyone else for that matter. The Crime Lab personnel later found an expended .308 Winchester shell, and the tread of a motorcycle not far away, of which they got an impression. There were no fingerprints on the shell.
While the SWAT Team was in action, a bulletproof Police SUV came into the BOW Enterprises parking lot towards the front row of cars. Cindy Ross, riding shotgun as I drove, was looking for the two people lying on the ground between cars.
"Stop!" she said as she saw a mass. As I stopped, a flashlight emitted the dot-dot-dot dash-dash-dash dot-dot-dot of the S.O.S. morse code sign. I pulled in at an angle, very close to the cars, to give Teresa and Todd shielding as Cindy practically crawled into the backseat to open the backdoor for them. The door also offered shielding as Todd and Teresa dove into the backseat. I then backed the SUV to the far side of the parking lot, then drove them out of there as Cindy got on the radio to announce that the intended victims had been safely extracted...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from outside the gates of BOW Enterprises. It was Wednesday, March 9th, 7:00am. "Channel Two News has learned that gunshots were fired at BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke last night!"
"Mr. Burke was not injured," continued Bettina, "and the only damage was to the vehicle of Police Lieutenant Teresa Croyle, who was on the scene and called in the Police. The TCPD has made no statement about the shooting, citing that the investigation is in the earliest stages.
"In other news," Bettina went on, "The Town & County Council passed an ordinance prohibiting anyone from protesting, even peacefully, while wearing a mask. The ACLU stated in a press release that they would sue the Council if the ordinance passes next week's second reading of the bill. The measure was introduced by businessman Council Member Thomas P. Cook. However, the Council took no action with regard to the lawsuit filed by suspended Assistant Fire Chief William Jefferson against Police Commander Donald Troy. And now we go to Nick Eastwood for Sports..."
"Damn!" said Theo Washington as the Detectives watched in the very crowded MCD room. "First Lt. Perlman, now Lt. Croyle. Who will the bastards try to kill next?"
"I don't think they were trying to kill Lt. Croyle." said Detective Joanne Cummings. "I think they were trying to kill the Commander's nephew, and that after trying to kill Pete Feeley's baby."
"Why do you think that, Joanne?" asked Detective Julie Newton as she sipped her coffee.
Joanne replied "Todd is at work every day. He can be expected to be there, and to leave at some point in time. He parks his car in the same place every day. By way of contrast, Lt. Croyle does not go there every day, cannot be expected to, and might not park in the same place every time. If someone wanted to kill her, they'd set up outside Police Headquarters." There were murmurs of agreement.
"Also," Joanne said, "Todd is Commander Troy's nephew. Perps stole Pete Feeley's police badge from Commander Troy's office and left it at the crime scene when they thought they'd murdered the baby. I think both these murder attempts are directed at Commander Troy himself. And I hope he's on guard, because he himself may well be the next target."
"Very astute of you, Detective Cummings." said a voice behind them. "And yes, I am always watching behind my back." It was me, Your Iron Crowbar, that had said that as I came into the room.
As I poured myself a cup of coffee, I said "But all of you need to be careful. Wear armor if you're out in the field. And watch for motorcyclists. Tire impressions of a motorcycle were found, and the sound of a bike was heard right after the shots were fired at Todd and Teresa."
"Any idea who did this, Commander?" asked The Abacus, Julie Newton. "Is there any chance of catching and stopping him?"
"Time will tell, Detective Newton, time will tell." I replied. "All right, carry on, and keep your heads on swivels out there." With that, I left MCD for my office.
Of course, the Blue Crowbar followed the Red Crowbar into the office. Cindy had a full coffee cup as well. I called Teresa Croyle's office and asked her to step down the hall and join us, preferrably with a full coffee cup of her own. She complied.
"You did a great job last night, Teresa." I said after she was seated. "But I swear to God that if you get another Purple Order, I am going to put you on desk duty for the rest of your life. Especially if it's posthumous."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, knowing that I was being half-humorous but also serious, and that my words were out of concern for her.
"So, who do you think was the target?" I asked... though I'd asked the night before, as well.
"Sir, I still think your nephew was the target. I heard what Joanne said, and I think she's right. Someone is coming after you, but by the roundabout way of killing people close to you. I would really suggest you put your cousin on desk duty for the rest of her life, since she might be the next target."
I laughed heartily, not only at Teresa's words, but at Cindy looking daggers at her best friend. "That might be a very good idea." I said, then my humor left me as quickly as it had appeared. "But you do have a serious point. Cindy, you be damned careful out there."
After a few more minutes of talk, Teresa was called into the Chief's office, for the routine Internal Affairs review. Cindy was pensive.
"Don," she said quietly, and I suspected her bug-killer was on, "I know your nephew might have been the target, but my best friend might have been killed. And Tanya was almost killed, her mother-in-law shot dead, her baby lucky to be alive, and she's in a wheelchair and the Council is about to force her off the Police Force."
Cindy was staring at something as she said "I don't know if I can take much more of this. I know you want to to take this bastard alive, but I don't want to lose anyone else in the process. It might be Carole and Jim, or Ross and Ian and Molly he targets next."
I just nodded. I noticed that she was staring at the Trojan Horse, and the Anonymous mask next to it.
"Yeah." I said. "He's crossed the line. He's gone too far. I'm not willing to risk my family just to see him in a Courtroom. This can't go on like this."
Part 31 - Epilogue
Wednesday night, about 10:30pm. He was tired as he finished up his work. He turned off the lamp and left his office, going down the hall. The attempt on Todd Burke's life had unfortunately gone wrong, and young Burke had had that Police Lieutenant with him, covering him and preventing his lovely Sinon from getting a second shot.
Nevertheless, he would have the paper message delivered to the Iron Crowbar's office, to be seen the next morning, and the Iron Crowbar would know that if he didn't back off, it would get uglier. Much, much uglier.
Going outside, he heard the traffic and saw the white of the snow-covered ground; it had snowed again this afternoon. He saw some people walking about, and a number of old people from the Community Center, sitting on benches in spite of the cold. He wondered why he was seeing so many of them all the time around Town.
As he got to his car, he realized he had forgotten something in his office and would have to go back and get it. Walking swiftly, he went back inside the building and down the hall to his office door.
He stopped at the door... it was cracked open. Pushing it, he looked into the office, seeing that it was empty. The desk lamp was on; he could've sworn he turned it off. And then he saw it.
Going around to the other side of his desk, as if he were going to sit down, he looked at the object. It was a Guy Fawkes mask. The eye holes seemed to look at him, the sinister smile mocked him.
Beneath it was a sheet of paper. It was a photocopy of the message left on Commander Troy's wall in place of Feeley's shield, with 'Hampered' crossed out. The 'Troilus' was also crossed out, but in bright red Sharpie ink, and a message was scrawled in red on the paper:
"We are legion.
I do not forgive.
I do not forget."
He laughed derisively. What kind of puny threat is this? he asked to himself. He picked up the mask, and a slip of paper, a tiny slip, that had been attached to it floated down to the desk. He picked it up... and for the first time in his life a chill of fear raced down his spine as he read it:
Expect me.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Tuesday, March 15th. The Ides of March. For me, it was the anniversary of the failed attempt to assassinate me in front of the tailor shop, and I had been forced to shoot a person dead. That's something never to be taken lightly nor shrugged off, and I realized that if I ever did become desensitized to killing, that it would be time to hand in my badge as a Town & County Police Officer.
For some reason, I was feeling a sense of deep foreboding as I went into MCD to join the Detectives for the morning coffee klatch. And we all know what that means:
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at precisely 7:00am. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council will consider what actions to take regarding Police Lieutenant Tanya Perlman. While Lt. Perlman has mostly recovered from her wounds, she remains paralyzed from the waist down.
"There is a brewing battle between the Police Union and the top level Officers of the Police Force. The Police Union states that if Lt. Perlman returns to duty, then former Commander Robert Brownlee should be reinstated as Deputy Chief. Additionally, several Council Members have stated that their constituents are concerned about Lt. Perlman's ability to assume her duties, and that she cannot meet TCPD physical fitness requirements."
Bettina continued: "Channel Two News has also learned that the Council expects to receive notification of the civil lawsuit filed by the County Concerned Citizens for Safety and the Fire Department Union on behalf of Assistant Fire Chief William Jefferson.
"Police Commander Donald Troy was formally cleared of any wrongdoing in the dispersal of striking EMTs, and he was also cleared by a Board of Inquiry of any wrongdoing in personally making the arrest of Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson for having Fire Department officers block the Midtown Highway near Junction Station.
"Jefferson remains out on bond, charged with assaulting a Police Officer and using Government property to commit a crime, that being the blockage of the highway. All of the other Firemen involved have been disciplined internally, and will face no more legal challenges."
"In political news, Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling has told Channel Two News that SBI Director Jack Lewis continues to lead Republican Legislator Sean Stockton by a substantial 54-39 percent margin, with 2 percent going to the Libertarian candidate Blade Schwartz, and 5 percent undecided. Stockton faces strong headwinds from reports that the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, which is strongly pro-Amnesty, is funding political PACs and television ads sympathetic to Stockton. Let's go to the tape."
The tape showed Republican Sean Stockton giving a speech to a sparse crowd. "We must respect immigrant workers and their families! We must have compassion for them!" he said. "Giving them Amnesty is an act of love!"
For some reason, most of the Detectives in the MCD room looked at me when they heard that. I let my face show nothing.
Bettina came back onto the screen. "And in local races, Dagmar Schoen and John Colby were expected to have tough races for their Council seats, but have surged to double digit leads, shocking expert observers. And in the District Attorney's race, incumbent Gil Krasney leads Jenna Stiles 55-45 percent. Karl Frazier says that the number of undecideds in this race is virtually non-existent, which is also astonishing with this much time left in the race."
"Doesn't look good for Jenna." Cindy said sadly.
"It's early yet." I said, then peered at my cousin. "You okay?"
"Yeah." Cindy replied. "I'm just missing her. Ariel and Wanda have the gym running as good or better than I ever could run it, so there's not a lot for me to do there. Teresa was talking about one of us moving in with the other, and I had to say 'Hello! You're dating a hot young stud that is the CEO of the hottest young company on the planet right now!'."
I smiled. "What did she say to that?"
"She said they're just 'friends with benefits' right now." Cindy said. "I told her to go get a shovel to clean up the bullshit on that one." I laughed out loud.
Cindy then said: "Hell, Teresa loves little Doug more than that baby's birth mother does... oh, you didn't hear me say that."
"Er, no." I said. "Well, I understand why you're feeling down. It's been a tough year for you, so far. Why don't you go to your office and prepare for the Angels meeting."
Cindy left MCD and crossed the hall to her office. Going in, she saw an object on the desk. It was a stand holding two flags on black sticks at angles. One was the American flag; the other, the Canadian flag. The flags were bigger than the ones at her childhood home, but reminiscent of them. There was a note attached, that said 'American by birth, Canadian by the Grace of God. Never forget your heritage. Don.'."
"Aw, that's sweet." she said. She felt much better now.
Part 2 - Death of a Marine
Tuesday night, March 15th, 10:30pm. Two black vans rolled up Reservoir Road with their lights turned off. The license plates on the back were the only markings that they were State Government vehicles.
Inside were a total of eight SBI Narcotics Task Force officers, wearing full combat gear: helmets, double armor vests, and dark blue military-style clothes, including heavy steel-toed boots. They were armed with M-4 semiautomatic 'assault' rifles as well as Colt .45 semi-auto pistols that had been Army surplus back in the day.
Pulling into the driveway of 2467 Reservoir Road, they exited the vans swiftly and quietly. Going to the door, the leader signaled to two men to ram it.
"Wait!" said one of them. "Aren't you going to knock and announce our presence?" This was required by State Law.
The leader walked up to the man that had said it. He grabbed the man's collars, half choking him.
"Listen to me, you fucking faggot." the leader snarled. "This is a no-knock drug raid. Now shut your god-damn mouth." Turning to the man with the ram, the leader said "Okay Rogers, let's go!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hearing the noise outside, Gunnery Sergeant Manuel Jose Guernica sat up in his bad. He was on leave, having served three tours in Iraq, two in Afghanistan, and a couple of others in places that cannot be mentioned in this unclassified setting.
He heard scraping around the front door. He got his lockbox by his dresser, pressed the code numbers to open it, and took out his Beretta M9. He advanced down the hall---
*BAM!*
The SBI agents battered in the door and rushed inside. Gunny Guernica yelled for them to stop. In reaction, the SBI agents open fire upon him, relentlessly squeezing the triggers of their high-powered, military-grade rifles, emptying their magazines into him. After several seconds, the leader ordered a cease fire.
Guernica's wife Vera was screaming. Their six year old boy Miguel was screaming and their two year old daughter Sofia was crying. The agents rushed in, dragged the woman to the ground and put their guns to her head. The little boy was also thrown to the ground, and the hot barrel of an M4 was pressed into his cheek. The baby girl was then put on the floor, where an SBI Agent pressed his boot onto the side of her little face. They could all see the husband and father lying dead in the hallway as SBI Agents milled about, screaming and hollering as they tore the house up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We got company." one of the agents snarled. Six TCPD vehicles, including a SWAT van full of armored men that had been on call, rushed up to the house, followed by a silver Police SUV driven by the Police Commander, and another one driven by the Captain of Detectives.
As we exited our vehicles, the SWAT Team leveled their guns at the SBI Agent that was outside, showing his gold badge of the Narcotics Task Force. "We're SBI! This is our raid!"
I came up. "You didn't inform us of this, which violates State Law." I thundered. "Where is your warrant?"
"Right here." said the Agent. I looked at it, shining my flashlight on it."
"2461 Reservoir Drive... that's in Nextdoor County, on the other side of the lake!" I screamed out.
"Sir, this is 2467, too." said Hugh Hewitt, leader of the SWAT Team. "Wrong on two counts."
"Arrest this son of a bitch!" I ordered. "SWAT Team! Disarm and arrest every SBI Agent here!"
The SWAT Team went inside as if they were facing an ISIS army. I heard them yelling at the SBI Agents to put down their weapons, and the SBI saying for my guys to drop theirs. I then yelled into the house "This is Commander Troy! Shoot to kill all SBI agents! I say again: shoot to kill all SBI Agents!"
"Sir, there are two children and a woman inside." said the SWAT man at the back, closest to the door.
"Don't shoot them." I said. "Shoot the God-damn SBI agents if they do not surrender immediately. SBI Agents! If you do not drop your weapons and surrender, you will not leave this house alive, I swear to God!"
The SBI leader got out his cellphone, as if to call reinforcements. "Shit." he muttered. "No signal." Geez, I wonder how that happened, I thought to myself.
"All right!" said the SBI Leader. "We're coming out." They all came out. My men were more than a little rough in disarming them, searching them for weapons, then cuffing them and putting them into the SWAT van for transportation to County Jail.
"Commander!" called out Hewitt. "You need to see this."
Cindy and I went inside. A man was lying dead on the hall floor, his body riddled with bullets. In the bedroom, a woman and two children were lying face down on the floor. Their hands were secured behind their backs by zip-ties... including the two year old girl.
"Somebody cut off those zip-ties." I ordered. "Captain Ross, will you please attend to these children until we can get a child psychologist here?" I knew that these traumatized children would respond much better to her than to the men in armor that resembled the men that had just murdered their father...
As I went outside, I saw an older man coming up. He was allowed through the cordon; after all, he was a Police Chief Emeritus.
"What the hell happened here, Crowbar?" asked Chief Griswold. He lived three houses down the road.
"The God-damned SBI." I said. "Did you hear anything, Chief?"
"I need to make a statement to your Officers." said Griswold. "Those Agents did not call out and identify themselves before battering in the door. The first thing I heard... was the door being rammed in, then gunshots..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00am, March 16th. The wife's story, videotaped, was devastating. She told us what had happened, that there had been no warning nor identification by the Agents. Her husband had thought they were burglars and went to confront them. He did not fire his gun, and the intruders had kept shooting him over and over again. One of them had stood over her husband, just firing bullets into his body as he lay on the floor.
"Sir," said Martin Nash as the Crime Lab busily worked. "We have Gunnery Sergeant Guernica's Beretta... preliminary results show it wasn't fired."
"Gunnery Sergeant?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Nash. "Active duty, United States Marine Corps. On leave, visiting his family after his last deployment ended. His wife works at Town High School as a Spanish teacher. They both grew up here, though her parents moved to Arizona a few years ago."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"None of you are to say a word." said the SBI leader as they were being transported to jail. "Demand lawyers. Our guys will have us out of here in no time."
"Oh, I'd think about that one some more." said Sergeant Rudistan in his jovial way, which belied the tension and his readiness to kill any SBI Agent that so much as sneezed the wrong way. "The Iron Crowbar is not very happy right now. He is going to barbecue your asses."
"The... Iron Crowbar?" gasped the man who'd questioned the no-knock entry. His name was Matty Graves. "Oh my God..." He leaned over and vomited.
"Jesus!" gasped the SBI leader. "You fucking wimp!"
"And I'm going to shove your face into that mess, and make you clean it up." said Rudistan... to the leader.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what do you have, Mr. Crowbar?" asked Chief Moynahan as I sat in his office with him. Cindy was sitting beside me; she had relinquished the Guernica children to the care of Dr. Laura Fredricson, helped by Detective Joanne Cummings in civilian attire. Dr. Fredricson had treated the burn on young Miguel's cheek, a circle that matched an M4's fire suppressor. She also said it was like being branded, and would never go away. I gave orders to identify the exact SBI weapon that had done that, so that the rifle's owner could be charged with various child battery charges.
"We've got eight SBI Agents that conducted a drug raid." I said. "But the warrant, which was issued in Midtown instead of their home office jurisdiction of Westphalia, gives the address of 2461 Reservoir Drive... which is in Nextdoor County. They instead hit 2467 Reservoir Road, in our County. I called the Nextdoor County Police. They were not informed of any raid by the SBI, which as you know, they are required to do after their last drug raid fiasco in my County."
"Yes," said Moynahan, "The story of you firing a machine gun at them is still talked about all over this State, and in the most reverent terrrms."
"Sir," said Cindy, looking at the warrant, "this address does say '2467'."
"No, that's a European-style '1', with the little flick down from the top." I replied. "It does look like a '7'... a '7'..."
Cindy looked up to see me going into a reverie. After a moment, she said "Don?"
"Uh..." I said. "Sorry about that. I was just thinking of something. By the way, where is Chief Griswold?"
"Last I saw him," said Moynahan, "he was in the Main Conference Room, calling the Governor of the State about this."
"Good." I said. "Anyway, they hit the wrong place all the way around. There were no drugs in the house, except ibuprofen and her blood pressure medicine. Both the wife and Chief Griswold have given sworn statements that the Agents did not identify themselves before breaking into the house. Having the Chief give that is going to be devastating for them. They also were really abusive towards the children, totally unnecessary use of force. The M.E. is doing an autopsy on Guernica now."
"The SBI is going to say it was a botched raid, but that the Agents should be released and punished internally." said Moynahan. "What do you say to that?"
"I say," I said, "that they are going to be charged with the first degree murder... of a United States Marine."
Part 3 - Legalities
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she said from in front of County Jail at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 16th. "Channel Two News is following the breaking story of an SBI drug raid gone horribly wrong! Manuel Jose Guernica, an active duty Marine, was shot and killed by SBI agents during a raid on his home on Reservoir Road!
"Channel Two News has learned that the SBI raided the wrong house, and that the correct address was over in Nextdoor County. The Town & County Police responded to 9-1-1 calls of gunshots, and arrested the eight SBI Agents after an armed standoff. The SBI Agents are being held at County Jail. Commander Donald Troy has stated that there is enough evidence to charge the agents with murder and other crimes, but would not elaborate, citing the ongoing investigation. The eight agents have been assigned lawyers provided by the SBI. So far, SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is running for Governor, has not responded to calls for comment."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Consider me to be the representation of the United States Government on behalf of Marine Gunnery Sergeant Guernica." said Jack Muscone of the FBI. "I know it's your jurisdiction, but consider this an offer of assistance, and we may be wanting these assholes that did this after you are through with them."
"Which won't be until their dead bodies are taken off the table at Jacksonville State Prison, if I have my way." I replied. "But I'm glad you're here, Jack. This one is going to get ugly. Fast."
"Yes, it is." said Jack. "I'm hoping I'll have a chance to... 'talk' with Dick Ferrell again."
"And it's very likely that you will." I said. "He's in the State Office Building next to your Federal Building off Courthouse Square. Jack Lewis is here, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." said Jack Lewis as he read the TCPD reports. "Oh... my... God. Dick, weren't you monitoring this?"
"Yes sir." said SBI-Narcotics Task Force (NTF) Director Richard 'Dick' Ferrell. "From Westphalia. We had radio contact until the TCPD showed up, then our signals were jammed."
"This is... bad!" said Lewis. "You guys do realized that I'm running for Governor? And what this could do to my campaign?"
Deputy SBI Director Robert Gaston said "Yes sir, we know. We're working on mitigation right now."
"What about our agents?" said Lewis.
"Our lawyers are meeting with them this morning." said Ferrell. "They're going to have a preliminary hearing this morning, where we will ask for them to be remanded into our custody. This was a location mistake, nothing more. We'll probably have to settle with the family, but insurance will cover that."
"Who's the judge at the hearing? Nance?"
"No sir." said Gaston. "Folsom stepped in and appointed Watts to do it."
"Shit!" gasped Lewis.
"He's a Conservative." said Ferrell. "If he doesn't give us our guys back, we say he's politically partisan and trying to hurt your campaign, then appeal to Leahy."
"He's also black, Ferrell." Lewis said. "You try to smear him, and we'll be called racists."
"He's Conservative, Director." Ferrell pressed. "Black hate his guts, call him an 'Uncle Tom'. They're not going to turn against you and the Democrat Party over that Conservative piece of dog shit, no matter what color he is."
"Dick," said Lewis with no small amount of exasperation in his voice, "you have to understand that the Media would try to gin it up as a racial issue, just because they can. They know Blacks will vote for Democrats no matter what Democrats do to Blacks, so they, the Media know they can make a circus out of it. So just forget about that idea."
"Yes sir." said Ferrell. "Anyway, all I care about is getting our agents out of the Iron Crowbar's jails. They're in grave danger while they're in there."
"I daresay." said Gaston. "I'm getting word that the Iron Crowbar is really going to push for murder charges. I've been told he's really hot about this one, though I'm not sure why."
"The first thing that needs to happen," said Lewis, "is that I have to have some separation from this. I'm going to say I didn't know about it ahead of time, which is mostly true. I'm going to say all the right things about how sorry the SBI is about that man being killed, and that I'm going to start an investigation to get to the truth. Meanwhile, make sure the lawyers get our men out of this County... and out of the clutches of the Iron Crowbar."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Forty one." I said. "Forty one times. Guernica was shot forty one times." I was reading the autopsy report.
"And the Crime Lab confirms that he did not fire his weapon at all." Cindy replied. "That weapon was legally obtained. He had a concealed carry permit, too, though he doesn't need it in his house."
There was a knock on my door, and ADA Paulina Patterson came in. "We've got some very strong stuff here. Plenty to have them bound over."
"Make sure to add that photo of that child with the burn mark on his face." I said.
"Oh, that's right on top of the file." Paulina said. "But Don, let me tell you this. We'll have enough to go to the Grand Jury, and to keep these bastards here without bail. But the trial might be a different thing. The wife's testimony will be heavily challenged. It was dark, she's emotional. The six year old boy's statements are surprisingly clear, and we got it on videotape, but his memory will be lost over time, and they'll intimidate the hell out of him on the witness stand. I am thanking God that Chief Griswold was a witness, but even he can be impeached because it's well known he and Director Lewis are mortal enemies."
"You need for someone to turn State's evidence." I said.
"You catch on fast." Paulina replied with a grin. "Not much gets by you."
"No doubt about that." Cindy replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
County Jail and Third Precinct Headquarters. As I came into the Jail portion of the complex, I felt the tension. All of the guards, both Sheriff's Deputies and TCPD Officers, were fully armored and heavily armed, as if expecting a siege of the place. I was pleased with their readiness as I went into the anteroom of Interrogation-1.
"What's his name again?" I asked.
"Graves." said Paulina. "Matthew 'Matty' Graves. SBI Agent for six years, spotless record until now."
"Yep." I said. "Rudistan said that he and the team's leader, Justin Pelletier, were at odds in the paddywagon on the way to County Jail. Pelletier is very dirty; we're starting to find stuff on him. But let's see what we can do with Graves. What are you prepared to offer him if he turns?"
"I was going to ask you that." Paulina said.
"How about full immunity and witness protection if he turns now and testifies against the others?" I said. "And then, we'll give the next one immunity, and any others get probation after that. Except Pelletier. I'm going to try to have him strapped to the table at Jacksonville State Prison for this."
"You're really into this." noted Paulina. "Any reason for it?"
"Yep." I said cryptically. "Their true target in this raid, and the fact they must think I'm an absolute idiot if they thought I wouldn't see through this."
"What's it about?" Paulina asked. Just then, Graves and his lawyer were brought into the room, and Graves handcuffed to the table.
"We'll talk about that later." I replied. "Ready to go? Cindy, will you be joining us?"
"I'll watch from here." Cindy said.
"Make sure the videocameras are running and not interfered with." I said. That was a coded message for Cindy to not use her bug-scrambling device. I wanted, and needed, this one on tape.
Going in, we sat down, me opposite Graves, Paulina to my left. "So, Matty, are you related to Billy Joe Graves?"
"Yes sir." Graves said. "He's my cousin---"
"Don't say anything!" barked the lawyer. "I'll do the talking."
"Billy Joe is one of the reasons I have a Purple Order for being wounded in the line of duty." I said. (Author's note: 'Sperm Wars: The Family Menace') "Is he the black sheep of the family?"
"Actually," said Matty Graves, "I'm the white sheep---"
The lawyer practically grabbed Graves. "I told you to stop talking!"
"Don't tell me that again!" snarled Graves, pointing his finger right in his lawyer's face. "And don't touch me again. I'll talk if I want to! I haven't taken the Fifth yet, and can do so whenever I want."
"Well," said the lawyer, acting as if he was going to get up, "I don't see how you can expect me to represent you if you won't listen to good legal advice."
"Why don't you do your job instead of badgering me?" replied Graves. The lawyer got up, gathered his things, and left.
"Okay, Mr. Graves," I said, "you need to call another lawyer or we'll have the Court appoint you one."
"I don't need a lawyer." said Graves.
"All the same, I want you to have one." I said. "We want to be sure we remain on strong legal ground. Just sit tight, and ask Sergeant Rudistan here if you need water or a bathroom break. Ms. Patterson, let's go talk outside..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, Mr. Dennison, who I'd met in the 'Case of the Parole Officer', came in as Graves's legal representation. They talked for five minutes, after which Paulina and Mr. Dennison talked.
"What's going on?" Cindy asked. "You may be the only cop in history that has actually insisted a suspect have a lawyer."
"That's because I believe Graves here will turn. I want him to get his immunity package; ergo, I want a lawyer to make sure it goes like it should. And I don't want a single atomic-sized loophole for Jack Lewis and his thugs to slip through." I replied.
Cindy peered at me. "Paulina's right: you're really into this. What's got you riled up?"
Just then, Paulina asked me to come in. "We'll talk later." I said as I followed Paulina into the Interrogation Room.
After we were all seated, Mr. Dennison said "My client was not a willing part of the crime that occurred last night. He wishes to cooperate with you, but I must insist he be given immunity from prosecution in exchange for his cooperation." I nodded to Paulina.
"Full immunity, witness protection for Graves if he wants it, and I would recommend that he should take it, provided his information is true and accurate, and he testifies in Court against the others." Paulina offered, sliding the written offer over to Mr. Dennison.
Dennison looked at it, then nodded to Graves, who began speaking:
"First of all, Commander, I'm sorry about my cousin. As I was saying, I'm sort of the white sheep of a bad family, not the other way around. I was a Police Officer for two years and then joined the SBI. I was involved in the Task Force led by Agent Reubens, the one where we were betrayed. Nowadays, Sharples is part of Dick Ferrell's team and fawned over, while good men like Reubens are dead and other good men are being smeared." I just nodded.
"I had been transferred out of Narcotics after the Reubens fiasco went down." said Matty Graves. "I was in White Collar for a long time, mostly tax fraud cases; then BFE, the Bureau of Firearms and Explosives. I got good evaluations from my bosses every time."
"Which is why I don't understand your participation in this scheme." I said. "What happened?"
"It was like this, Commander." said Graves. "A couple of weeks ago, Deputy Director Gaston called me into his office in Midtown. He said the Narcotics Task Force was short-handed, and as I'd had experience with them in the past, he wanted me to participate on one of their raid teams. He said it was a temporary, short-term assignment, and that if I would do it, any damage from being part of Reubens's team would be mitigated. Now I'm still pissed about that: I think Reubens was set up to take the fall, and that neither he, I, nor any of our team did anything wrong.
"The long and the short of it is that I had doubts, but Gaston dropped the hammer and pretty much ordered me to do it. And it got worse when I heard that the Squad Leader was Justin Pelletier. Everyone knows he's the dirtiest SBI Agent in the State... well, second now, after Sergeant Sharples. I attempted to get my boss in BFE to get me out of this, but he said it was a done deal and I was transferred and out of BFE now.
"The raid was supposed to be in Nextdoor County. The guy we were raiding was a name I'd heard while I was in the Tax Division. His name is Tom Riordan. He's now a big-money Trustee with the University. Dick Ferrell said the NTF had obtained probable cause evidence to get a warrant and raid his home.
"I'd only trained a couple of days with the other guys on the team. One of the guys, guy named Greenwalt, was also new, and he was like some immature kid thinking this was some kind of team paintball exercise. Anyway, we loaded up in the vans. It was dark and I couldn't see out of the windows, so I didn't realize where we were when we got out.
"I knew something was wrong when they were about to ram down the door without announcing themselves as Police. That's illegal in this State, as you well know. I asked about it, and Pelletier grabbed me by the collars and threatened me. Then they rammed down the door and rushed inside. I was the last one in, and it was sickening. Four of the guys, including Greenwalt and Pelletier, were just shooting at this guy. Even after he was lying on the ground, Pelletier was standing over him, just shooting bullets into him again and again and again.
"They threw the mother and the kids to the floor... violently. One of them, not sure who it was, had his boot on the toddler's face, literally pushing the baby's head into the floor. They had them all handcuffed with zip-ties, even the baby. They started tearing up the place, saying they were looking for drugs and money. That's when our guy outside shouted, and we heard the sirens. It was the TCPD. I was totally shocked to see it was you, Commander... I thought we were in another County."
"I'm going to let you give further details to Ms. Patterson and some of my Detectives." I said. "But let me ask this: did any of them pick up the victim's gun, his pistol, off the floor?"
"Yeah, I think Pelletier did, but he put it back when our guy shouted that the local LEOs were coming."
I nodded. "Agent Graves, I appreciate your honesty and integrity. I will also say that you are fortunate, very fortunate, that my people arrived when they did. Otherwise, your brains would've been blown out from behind, and by the victim's gun. I sincerely believe that was Pelletier and Ferrell's intention when you were put on the team and brought on the raid. Take care, and if you need my help, let your lawyer know. Paulina, get everything this guy has..."
Part 4 - Distractions
"We've got 'em." I said twenty minutes later, as I came into the Chief's office. "Especially the leader Pelletier. Graves has turned. I'm going to start working over the others this afternoon, after the arraignments."
"Outstanding work." said Chief Moynahan, extending his hand to invite me to sit down... next to Chief Griswold, who had been sitting there when I came in. "So, let's switch gears for a moment: in all this excitement, I have neglected to tell you about another very important thing that we have to address." With Chief Griswold also here and sitting next to me, I knew what was up.
"The Council meeting last night?" I queried.
"The Council meeting last night." replied the Chief. "I'm sorry, Mr. Crowbar, but it's official: Lt. Perlman will not be returning to the TCPD."
My face fell, followed by me bowing my head until my chin was on my chest, pain grabbing at my heart. Chief Griswold patted me firmly on the shoulder in support. After a long moment, I finally looked up and said "What's the damage?"
"They're going to offer her a full disability retirement." said Moynahan. "Medical insurance for the rest of her life, as all Police retirees here get. Here's the issue: if she doesn't take that, and tries to fight it, then they'll fire her for not meeting physical fitness requirements, and she will literally be left with nothing... well, maybe an injury settlement."
"Don," Chief Griswold said, "I don't think we need to tell you that this is where you come in."
"Yes sir, and I'll take care of it." I said. "I was afraid of this, but I did start the wheels turning on a Plan 'B'." I paused, then said, "I understand the Governor is coming up here. Do you know what time he'll be here?"
"About one o'clock." said Griswold. "He's going to visit the family of the dead man, then he'll come by here."
"Chief, can you call him and ask him to add an item to his itinerary?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I have ordered a full and independent investigation of this horrible tragedy." said Jack Lewis on the television at 1:00pm, still Wednesday, May 16th. "It will be led by Deputy Director Robert Gaston, a man of unimpeachable integrity. The mistakes that led to this accident will be corrected, and those responsible internally punished."
"I've had enough of that." said Tanya Perlman as she shut of the TV with the remote. "And you're looking like you want to go administer a Crowbar beatdown to someone."
"No doubt about that." I said. "But I'm here to see you in your new home right now."
"It's not bad at all." Tanya said. "Everything's easy to get to with the low countertops, the doorways are wide, and Pete's new crib is lower so I can get him in and out of there. Jack stays here when he's in Town, and I think he's making a point to do that a lot more. Cindy and Teresa have been staying every so often, and Mrs. Veasley has visited several times and shown me tricks of the trade with the wheelchair. So I have a lot of help."
"That's good, and the place looks nice." I said as I held baby Pete and looked around Tanya's new condo on the northeast side of Town. It was built with the elderly in mind, and was very wheelchair-accessible. "And I see the outside doors and frames are solid metal. It'd take an Army tank to bust through them. And the windows would not be easy to bust through, either."
"Not much gets by you." Tanya said. "It's not the new Cabin, but it's pretty secure."
"And not too far from the University, and the new State Crime Lab." I said.
"Yeah." Tanya said. "I was talking with Christina Cho about it the other day. She says that place is going to be really nice, state of the art and everything."
"Is she afraid that our Lab will be closed down?" I asked, obviously with ulterior motive.
"Yes." Tanya said. "There are rumors, that I've heard elsewhere as well, that Dr. Woodrow met with Dr. Wellman last week, and will be offered a professorship at the University starting next Fall. I'm guessing Dr. Woodrow will be the University's connection to the State Crime Lab. If he goes... Christina says that everyone else will probably start looking for jobs. And the only ones available... will be across the street."
"Could be worse." I said.
"Okay, Don." Tanya said. "Tell me."
"Not much gets by you." I said as a quotation.
"That comes from working for the very best." Tanya replied. "So... go ahead, I can take it."
She was making this as easy for me as she could, I realized, when I'd been trying to find a way to make it easier for her. So I just dove in: "The Council is going to offer you a full disability retirement. That's like a regular retirement with the time waived, as you know. You'll get your pension as a Lieutenant, you and Pete will have insurance coverage. And you'll get a 'Retired' badge, like Chief Griswold and Captain Charles have. So you're still a part of the Team. And you always will be, as long as I'm there."
Retirees got badges that were silver instead of gold, had their number on them, and said "Retired" where the position normally goes across the top.
Tanya nodded. "And you think I should take it?"
"Yes." I said. "You can't stay on. That's the Council's decision. So this is the best thing for you. At least you'll have some money coming in, even when you get another job. And your retirement will be official on May 1st, so you will get paid until then, and you'll be expected to be at the Awards Ceremonies that morning."
"Then I get the cake and well wishes and hugs goodbye." Tanya said, trying to sound stoic... but it didn't last: "And then... what... what am I going to do?" Tanya asked. "I... all I know is being a cop."
"Don't you know by now I take care of my people?" I asked as I heard the crunch of tires, signifying cars pulling in. Thank goodness for the timing, I thought to myself. "So, let's see what your new visitors have to say."
The doorbell rang, and I got up to answer it. Governor Val Jared and Chief Griswold, along with SBI Deputy Director Tom Conlan and a couple of Jared's staff, were at the door. I invited them inside.
Chief Griswold hugged Tanya, and introduced the man who needed no introduction, our State Governor. Jared sat down by Tanya.
"Lieutenant Perlman," said Jared, "I heard of the attack on you and your family, and I'm so sorry to hear of your injuries. I also know that you'll be moving on from the Police Force. And that's why I'm here... I need your help."
"How so?" asked Tanya, trying to hide the shrewdness in her eyes.
Governor Jared said "I need a really top person, the very best, to be Director of the State Crime Lab here at the University when it's completed. I need someone who knows what is going on in a Crime Lab, is of unimpeachable integrity, and is a leader of people that can get things done. And I know that you are exactly the person to be that."
The Governor continued: "It's not a political appointment, so you don't have to go through those hoops. It's fully wheelchair-accessible in the building, so there'll be no problems there. And you can live here in Town where you always have."
Tanya turned to me, her eyes boring into me. "Damned if you didn't get me back in the Crime Lab, Commander Troy!" said Tanya to me. She was trying to joke about it.
"I would've preferred it otherwise, but at least you've done it before." I said. "And I know you're going to get me back by stealing my Crime Lab people from me."
"And this was a group effort, wasn't it?" Tanya said, looking over at Chief Griswold, whose mustaches were twitching merrily.
"Oh, I only told the Governor how good you were, and are." said Griswold.
"And the word of Chief Griswold and the Iron Crowbar are all I need, Ms. Perlman." said the Governor. "You'll still get to work on solving crimes. And I'm going to appoint you to be a Lieutenant in the SBI, which will give you additional authority and allow you to work crime scenes with CSI teams."
"I think I heard words like that the last time I was put in a Crime Lab." said Tanya, her eyes boring into me. I just looked back at her.
"Okay." said Tanya, knowing this was a good thing for her. "I accept your offer, Governor Jared. Thank you."
"Outstanding!" said Griswold. I just nodded.
"Welcome aboard." said Jared. "Harold Bennett is the Regional Director, and you worked with him in the TCPD before. He was very enthusiastic when I asked about putting you in as Director and Administrator. And everyone knows of the integrity of your work with the TCPD Crime Lab... that'll be a huge boost for all the law enforcement agencies in the State."
"Okay, Governor, you can stop campaigning." Tanya said with a grin. "I'm taking the job."
The Governor laughed. "Okay, okay. Well, I need to go. Let's get some pictures for the Press announcement." They posed for a couple of photos, then the Governor began making his goodbyes.
After they left, I handed Pete to Tanya and said "I've got to get back. I'm glad you're taking that job. It'll be good to have a member of my Team in charge of that place."
"I thought of that." said Tanya. "I'd hate for you to have to work with Sharples or someone worse." I grinned, or more like a painful grimace.
"Okay, I gotta go." I said. "I'll talk to you very soon. And congratulations. Even if it's not a perfect solution, it's still a big job, and you'll do very well in it."
"Thanks." said Tanya. I made my goodbyes and left.
Still, nothing could assuage the pain of not being able to be a TCPD Police Officer any more. In a way, Tanya was feeling what Pete Feeley had felt when he didn't make Detective, and it was a very helpless feeling. The tears came, and they flowed freely...



Then she looked at her baby, thanked God yet again that he was still alive, and also gave thanks for friends like the Iron Crowbar and Chief Griswold...
Part 5 - Motive
Back at Headquarters, I went into the Main Conference Room. Chief Moynahan had been briefing the Governor on the 'Gunny Guernica' case. I sat and listened as the Chief went through the evidence reports and the data, including the devastating testimony of Agent Matty Graves.
"Wow." said the Governor. "This is going to be a political bombshell, for all of us at the State level."
"Governor, Jack Lewis has his people scrambling to give him cover on this." said Tom Conlan. who was the Director of the SBI Reserve.
"Who is he going to throw under the bus?" asked Governor Jared. "You?"
"I don't know, Governor." said Conlan.
"Me." I said. "It's going to be me that Lewis tries to throw under the bus. Not directly, but through Ferrell. The SBI-NTF will say they got the wrong address, but that it was based on good intel... and that I interfered with their operation for the second time. They're going to try to say that if I hadn't have brought my people in, they would've gotten this thing resolved."
"What, with a massive coverup?" growled Griswold.
"Very likely." I said. "And with at least one dead SBI Agent, supposedly killed by Guernica's gun. By the way, Director Conlan... has there been any discussion with you about suspending me from the SBI Reserve?" All eyes went to Conlan.
Conlan looked surprised, then looked like he'd been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. "Not specifically." he said. "But Inspector Maxwell contacted me and said that some local groups here wanted you investigated, with an eye towards your suspension and removal from the SBI Reserve program. She told them to present their evidence, to put up or shut up. Nothing else on it, though."
Governor Jared then said "I've been hearing from a lot of State Legislators. Mostly Democrats, but a surprising number of Republicans, as well. They want me to bring the weight of my Office to bear upon you to get the Agents released. I told them what I told Jack Lewis when we talked: we're talking about the murder of a U.S. Marine here, and I'm going to let you local guys run with this and administer the legal process."
"My question is," said Tom Conlan, "how could they make a mistake that bad?"
"The answer to that is simple." I said, my face growing dark. "It wasn't a mistake."
"What do you mean?" asked the Governor.
I looked around the room. "Governor, would you mind if you and I have a word alone, just you and me?" I asked.
Everyone looked surprised, but he nodded and asked everyone to leave the room. I told Chief Griswold he could stay, but he said it was best that whatever I said was only to the Governor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once Graves had turned, three other SBI Agents were also eager to cut deals. After hearing their 'hypothetical' stories, Paulina chose one of them to receive immunity, as his story was the most complete and best corroborated Graves's story. The other two received offers of lesser charges. One of them had a decent lawyer who worked the charges down further, and that deal was taken.
The other man, named Rogers, said that what he was being offered was not enough, and he turned it down.
"My client has to have to have full immunity." said his wily lawyer, a tall, slender man with horn-rimmed glasses and gray hair that stuck up on the sides, like a bespectacled, freakish Crusty-the-Clown.
"Why should I give him that?" I asked. "You need to understand that we already have confirmed testimony that Agent Rogers was one of the drivers of the SBI vans. So he had to know where he was driving to, and what County he was actually in."
"That's why he needs full immunity in exchange for his truthful testimony." said the lawyer. "He can give you more than most of the others, but he needs more."
"I don't agree." I said. "He knew more, therefore his guilt is much greater. Therefore, he is going to have to come correct more, and get less in return." Talks quickly broke down after that.
And next was Agent Greenwalt, who was represented by a much younger legal beagle. But the guy was a pretty smart and competent lawyer, Paulina and I both quickly noticed as the interrogation went along.
"What are you offering?" he quickly asked.
"Right now, I have no reason to offer anything." I said. "Not only did Agent Greenwalt participate in the murder of a United States Marine... it was a Hispanic man that was murdered... and Agent Greenwalt has been known to make racist statements on several occasions, as well as associate with known racists."
The lawyer quickly whispered something to Greenwalt to keep his client from speaking. The lawyer then said "It's not racism to complain about White's being discriminated against and held back by Affirmative Action programs that go too far. My client also didn't know that an Hispanic family lived in that home... in fact, the correct address would've been of a white man. I don't see how you're going to prove racism from my client."
O-kay, I thought to myself, my first line of 'inquiry', designed to shake up Greenwalt, had been pretty effectively rebuffed. So I tried a different line.
"Okay," I said, "so your client also was involved in an attempt to take baby Peter Donald Feeley out of University Hospital, and away from my custody, which I still do not appreciate. Why was your client involved in that, which I consider a kidnapping attempt?"
"My client left the premises upon your orders, when it became clear that Ms. Farris was not on solid legal ground in that matter." said the lawyer. "I might add that she was Black, and my client seemed to have no problem working with her or associating with her."
"And she ended up dead, too." I said.
"Are you accusing my client of that?" the lawyer asked, anger creeping into his voice.
"I just bring it up to round out the picture." I said. "So, Agent Greenwalt, what is your relationship with SBI Agent Leonard Sharples, a.k.a. 'Sergeant' Sharples?"
Greenwalt had been listening and watching with a Rudistan-like grin on his face, but now he frowned. I peered at him, knowing I was finally getting somewhere. Alas, the lawyer was a bit too active. He whispered something to Greenwalt, who then said "On the advice of my counsel, I invoke my Fifth Amendment rights to not answer any questions."
"Well, that should do it." said the lawyer. "If you want him to abrogate his Fifth Amendment right, you'll have to offer him something significant in exchange." I looked at Paulina, who looked at me... then we both got up and left.
Once in the anteroom, I said to Paulina and Cindy, "You know, I should probably be asking them what they would've done if they'd hit the correct house in Nextdoor County."
"If they had, my sister would be asking them these questions," said Cindy, "and wondering why they murdered Tom Riordan in cold blood."
"If he was even at home, which I suspect he wasn't." I said. "Captain, you might want to discreetly inquire with your friends and relatives of the Nextdoor County Police Force, and see if Mr. Riordan was indeed at home." Cindy took out her cellphone, which had reception somehow, and dialed a number.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Last was SBI Agent Justin Pelletier. He was tall, curly brown hair, fairly slender body and in shape.
"Okay," I said as Paulina and I sat down opposite him, "you have a verrrry interesting file here, Agent Pelletier. Military record... went to Special Forces Assessment School, all the way through it, then failed to make the cut. The evaluation of you was that you were too much of a hothead if and when you lost control of your emotions. Then an 'other than honorable' discharge from the Army, finally corrected to 'honorable' discharge after some serious legal work by your lawyer. Then the SBI, where you've been on the borderline of getting fired until Dick Ferrell brought you into the NTF to lead raids."
"My client has a clean record." said Pelletier's attorney, a man with graying hair on the sides, octagonal glasses, a very bushy gray mustache, a square head and somewhat chubby cheeks. His neck bulged out of his shirt at the collars, mostly because the shirt was too small and the tie too tight.
The tightness of the shirt also made him look bigger than he really was.. He was medium height and looked stocky, but he was pretty average, fair-to-middlin', in his girth. His name was Chuck Roland. He was not provided by the SBI, but a card-carrying member of... you guessed it... Gresham & Mason, P.C.
"Not what I'm seeing here." I said. "No less than five open investigations by the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review of possibly taking bribes to look the other way at drug deals, and two investigations of drugs that were captured as evidence subsequently disappearing while in your team's custody."
"None of them finding that my client did anything wrong." said the client. "Those allegations were filed by inferior Agents looking to advance their own careers by smearing my client's good name."
"Well," I said, "that's just building blocks leading up to the first degree murder of Manuel Jose Guernica, a United States Marine. Agent Pelletier led the raid, and two agents turning State's evidence will testify that your client continued to fire bullets into Guernica well after he was lying on the ground, dead."
"The drug perp had a gun was was going to shoot my client." said the lawyer. "My client was securing the scene. He did nothing wrong."
"Are you really going to waste my time with this?" I asked. I looked over at Paula. "No deals at any time for this one. Let's go for the death penalty, too."
"You took the words right out of my mouth." said Paulina. We got up and left. I could feel the hostility of the lawyer as he watched us go.
In the anteroom, Cindy was still watching through the one-way glass. She turned to me and said "There's something not quite right about that guy."
"Pelletier?" Paula replied. "He's as dirty as they come."
"No." said Cindy. "The lawyer. I am sensing something there..."
"His name is Charles 'Chuck' Roland." I said. "Check him out thoroughly, Captain. I was getting what you'd call a 'vibe' about him, too..."
"You Troys and your vibes..." Paulina muttered as she left the anteroom. Just then, a Third Precinct Duty Desk Officer came to give me a message...
Part 6 - Opportunity
"Welcome to the Six O'Clock News!" intoned the announcer. "At the Channel Two Newsdesk, Amber Harris and John Hardwood."
"Welcome, everyone!" said the athletic blonde Amber Harris. "It has been an enormous news day here in the Town & County today, beginning with the arrest and arraignment of eight SBI Agents on a raid that killed U.S. Marine Manuel Jose Guernica, and ending with a volcanic announcement by Governor Jared! But first, let's go to Bettina Wurtzburg at the Courthouse. Bettina!"
"Thank you Amber!" shouted Bettina from in front of the Courthouse. "After leading the teams that caught the SBI Agents in the act of their murderous raid last night, Commander Donald Troy called a news conference today, and explained exactly upon whom he thought the blame lay. Roll tape!"
The tape rolled. Your Iron Crowbar appeared at a podium. "We have conclusive evidence, as well as eyewitness testimony, that this SBI raid was not just a mistake of address, but a brutal assault upon an innocent family in which a six-year-old child was literally branded with the hot metal of a rifle and a two-year-old's head was stepped on by the boot of an SBI thug. And worse, a United States Marine was struck forty one times by SBI gunfire as he defended his family!"
"FORTY ONE TIMES! ladies and gentlemen!" I shouted. "Forty-one times. Let that sink in! The SBI emptied their guns into this man, who had committed no crime, who did not fire his own pistol, and who was not alerted to a police raid as the SBI did not announce themselves but broke in and invaded his home like common thugs in the night!"
"Ladies and gentlemen,"I went on, very much into it, "the blood of this dead United States Marine will forever stain the filthy hands of SBI Director Jack Lewis! I blame Jack Lewis for the death of this husband and father! Jack Lewis allows his agents to use Gestapo tactics, flout the law, and commit murder. Yes, outright murder! I am seeking first-degree murder charges against the leader of the raid, Justin Pelletier, and other members of his team. And I am asking for a full investigation by the FBI, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, of the State Bureau of Investigation from the top down... especially the very top, beginning with Director Jack Lewis!"
"I call upon Director Lewis to resign as Director of the SBI!" I shouted. "I call upon him to reconsider his campaign for Governor, and to drop out of the race And if he won't have the decency to do that, I ask you to consider an alternative candidate to Jack Lewis to be our next Governor!"
With that, I turned the podium over to the Governor of the State, Val Jared. And he made sure he got the Media's undivided attention.
"At Commander Troy's request, as well as that of Police Chief Sean Moynahan, I will indeed be asking the FBI to assist the TCPD in further investigating this brutal crime of murdering Gunnery Sergeant Guernica and physically abusing his family." said the Governor.
"I also have an announcement to make." said Jared. "For the longest time, I've been encouraged to run for a second term as your Governor. I had not intended to run again, but after this incident, and what I can see is a continuing problem in the State Bureau of Investigation, I do not believe I can leave a mess for the next Governor to solve. The People of this State must have a level of trust in their law enforcement that is beyond reproach, and we do not have that at the State level. Therefore, today I announce that I am running against Jack Lewis for another term as Your Governor..."
Cheers erupted by the 'onlookers' who had been planted in the crowd. Cindy and Paulina, standing by on the stage's edge, whispered to each other.
"Wow." said Paulina. "I heard that the Iron Crowbar convinced the Governor to run again. How did he manage to do that?"
"I don't know," whispered Cindy, "but I do know that something has ticked Don off... bad. I don't know what it is... but I don't think I've seen him as focused and 'into it' since Pete Feeley died. He is really, really into it..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Politics
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redheaded reporterette, wearing a green dress on this St. Patrick's Day, Thursday, March 17th. "The County and indeed the entire State is reeling after the announcement that Governor Val Jared is running for re-election as Governor!"
Bettina went on: "Democrats condemned Jared, saying he was breaking his promise of a one-term Governorship, and that breaking that pledge shows his total dishonesty and corruption. Republicans countered that it is Jack Lewis who is corrupt after his SBI murdered a United States Marine in a botched drug raid where the wrong house was raided.
"Polls show that while Director Lewis's numbers have not yet been substantially hurt by the SBI incident, Establishment Republican Sean Stockton's numbers have cratered. In a spot poll last night conducted by Public Policy Polling, Governor Jared's lead for the Republican nomination for Governor is 82-18 percent. The State and local primaries will be held Tuesday, May 3d."
Bettina continued. "And in other news, the Town & County Police Department announced that Lieutenant Tanya Perlman will retire on May 1st, after accepting an agreement offered by the Town & County Council!"
A groan went up in the crowded MCD room. Bettina continued: "Lt. Perlman was wounded and paralyzed in an attack on her home in early February. And in a related story, Governor Jared announced that Lt. Perlman will be taking over as Director of the new State Crime Lab, which is nearing completion just north of the University Campus. The Police Department has declined to comment on who will be taking over Lt. Perlman's position as leader of the Major Crimes Department. We reached out to Commander Donald Troy, who issued a statement congratulating Lt. Perlman on the new Director job, and further saying simply that 'speculation on the Major Crimes unit is a waste of time. They will continue to do the same outstanding job they always have'."
"Does that mean it's a done deal?" asked Theo Washington to Martin Nash. "Can we start calling you 'Lieutenant Nash' now?"
"And start calling you one of Crowbar's Angels?" teased Julie Newton of Vice. To their surprise, Nash looked a little uncomfortable.
"No word on that yet." said Nash. "And it may not happen, so don't start spreading rumors."
"I know what you're feeling." said Christopher Purvis, also of Vice. "Lt. Perlman's paralysis is what opened this up for you, and it doesn't seem right. But in football, if a teammate fumbles and the ball comes to you, you gotta pick it up and run with it. Bad analogy, I know..."
"No, I understand." said Nash. "But that's not what I'm thinking."
"Okay, folks," Captain Ross said as she entered the room. "Let's please not speculate any further."
"You're killing all of my fun, Captain." I said as I poured a cup of coffee. I was in civilian clothes today, so that I could wear a green golf/polo shirt. I had an orange t-shirt on underneath it, and khaki pants. My badge was on my belt, and my gun in a shoulder holster, over which I could put a jacket if I needed to. "But yes, everyone, Captain Ross is right that speculation serves us no good purpose."
"What's with the orange, Commander?" Theo asked.
"It's St. Patrick's Day." I said. "Green is for the Catholics, and I wear it so Captain Ross won't pinch me on the butt."
Laughter ensued, then I said "Orange is for the Protestants. The Irish flag is green, white, and orange for the same reasons."
"What's the white stand for?" asked Nash.
"It's to keep the Green and the Orange separated." I said. "They used to fight all the time, you know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How in the world did this happen?" he asked. "Do you realize the sheer magnitude of the damage that has been done to my plans?"
Katherine Woodburn looked at him as he casually glanced around her office here in her home. "It's been pretty bad for me, as well. I was just lining up Robert Brownlee for the Director of the State Crime Lab, as we'd discussed. Harold Bennett is weak, and is easily maneuvered. Then Tanya Perlman was wounded, but left alive and not finished off, and now the Iron Crowbar has maneuvered to put her in that slot."
"Harrumph, that is a small thing." he said. "Nothing compared to what I'm facing: Pelletier is about to be exposed. Ferrell might be exposed. Jack Lewis can kiss the Governor's Mansion goodbye. And my own excellent source of recruits is being looked into by the FBI. Shutting that down would bring severe damage to me. It would put me in positive danger of losing my liberty."
"Yes sir, which is what I was about to say." said Katherine. "With Lewis as Governor, there would be almost no limits to what you and I can achieve. Give me the State, and you take as much of the rest of the Nation as you like. Lewis would crush Sean 'Act of Love' Stockton, but Val Jared is going to annihilate Lewis."
"I happen to agree with you." he said. "But it may not matter, at least for me. I've been making plans to relocate, perhaps to the New England States. The autumns are beautiful there and some of my friends are preparing their defenses for the coming Race Wars there. But that damned Iron Crowbar is all over me now. I fear that his restraint will break if another incident like what happened to Ms. Perlman occurs. His allowing himself to be constrained by the law is the only thing keeping him back now. He wants to see me in the dock; I say I shall never stand in the dock. Ergo, he may snap and seek a more... permanent solution."
Katherine acted as if she was thinking. "Let me ask you something... how did the Iron Crowbar get onto your so-called Recruiters, the ones who gather the manpower for you?"
"Oh, that was the case where someone was planting my people's badges on dead people." he said. "Led the FBI right to my people, damn it all!"
"And who planted those badges?" Katherine asked.
"I..." he started, then stopped. "I have to admit that I don't really know. I thought it might be that Eckhart bastard, the Iron Crowbar's uncle and the Blonde Pitbull's father. But my sources in his organization say that he had nothing to do with it. So..." He shrugged is shoulders. "Even I don't know the answers to everything. But I will find out. And when I do..."
"I don't know, either." said Katherine. "But it would seem to be someone who could access badges and their RFID chips, and someone knowledgeable of the crimes... perhaps foreknowledge. Perhaps... they were left by the Iron Crowbar himself."
He nodded. "I like the way you think, Senator Woodburn." He got up to go. "Well, I need to be off to my duties. I am telling my people to step up our plans to destroy the Iron Crowbar once and for all. Time grows short, and thing are beginning to get 'warm', as the children say in that game they play..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
State Senator Sean Stockton walked up to the closed door at the State Capitol in Midtown. Adjusting his tie, he mentally steeled himself before opening the door and going inside.
Inside the conference room, with white drapes hanging and partially covering the true blue walls, a number of prominent State Republicans were seated at one end of the long table. Staffers were at the other end. At the head of the table was State Representative Wilson Hammonds, Chairman of the powerful Ways and Means Committee.
"Have a seat, Sean." said Hammonds. Stockton noticed that the seat was not near the end of the table, and was meant to convey that Stockton's 'stock' had fallen precipitously over the course of less than one day. Stockton considered leaving, then decided that doing so was political suicide. He went to the other side of the table and sat down at the seat designated for him.
"Okay," said Hammonds, "there is no doubt that Governor Jared entering the race changes everything. I had breakfast with him this morning, and he wants to meet with you today, Sean. Anyway, I learned two things: first, that he is very seriously intent on beating the hell out of Jack Lewis, and maybe not just politically..." There was laughter from everyone... except Sean Stockton.
"Second," Hammonds said, having observed Stockton's demeanor, "I am convinced that Jared is serious about helping the Republican Party as well as running his own campaign. There were some, may still be, that believed he was not fully committed to the Party. But he says he's 'in for a penny, in for a pound'. Sean, I think you've seen----"
"That's 'Senator Stockton', Representative Hammonds." Stockton said indignantly. Hammonds frowned deeply; he knew what Stockton was conveying... that he intended to continue the fight for the nomination, and that Stockton was going to take this personally.
"We're all friends here." said Hammonds. "We're all Republicans, on the same side."
"Are we?" replied Stockton acidly. "Yesterday we were having meetings about my campaign for Governor. Today you're telling me you're breakfasting with the Governor, a breakfast to which I was not invited, while I just get a phone call telling me to come to this meeting in a tone that sounded like Army orders. And when I get here I'm relegated to this seat at the table and in a meeting of all these people -and- everyone's staff except mine. I can see who my friends are, and I don't see any at this table right now."
"Why you little---" started Hammonds, his eyes ablaze at Stockton's effrontery, though Stockton was a Senator and a candidate for Governor.
"Mr. Hammonds," said Rep. Sharon Marshall, who was from Westphalia, "I believe Senator Stockton has a valid point. He is not being treated with respect. I suggest that he, you, myself, and Senator Molinari get together in the side room and talk more privately."
"An excellent idea, Sharon." said 'Moe' Molinari, who was the State Senator for Westphalia and Eastphalia and the area just south of the City. He was a tough, grizzled war veteran and experienced politician, and was called the 'Republican Cerone', the counterweight to Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone. If Molinari had Mob ties, no one had ever been able to get wind of it, much less prove it... and most did not care to find out.
Stockton agreed, and the four of them went into a side room. It had a small round table with four ornate chairs. They sat down, Hammonds on the far side facing the door, Stockton facing him with his back to the door. Sharon Marshall was to Stockton's left, Molinari to his right.
"You've just buried yourself in a pile of shit, Stockton---" started Hammonds, but Molinari intervened.
"Hold on, Wilson, there's no need to get ugly right now." Molinari said, his voice raspy and quiet, and Italian-accented. "Sean, you and I have been friends for years now, and I've admired your progress through the ranks. But there are some realities here that you need to understand. Sharon, why don't you explain the numbers."
"Senator," said Rep. Marshall to Stockton, being polite and respectful, "as we discussed in our meeting a couple of days ago, your numbers were at 39%. That is the absolute, rock-bottom. We know that 39% is the base number of people that will vote Republican no matter who we nominate. You're getting no independents at all."
"C'mon, Sharon," said Stockton, "after this SBI debacle, Jack Lewis is dead in the water. The next polls will have me climbing sky-high."
"No, they won't." said Sharon Marshall. "I've already gotten spot-polling from our own people, as well as Public Policy Polling, KXTC and KCTY (a City station). There was no movement on the needle until Val announced he was getting in. Your candidacy is so toxic that even the SBI murdering a U.S. Marine isn't going to help you."
"I can't believe that." said Sean Stockton, halfway to himself. "A Marine gets murdered by Lewis's SBI, and the voters don't even care?"
"That's how toxic you've made the Republican brand, Stockton." Wilson Hammonds said venomously.
"Wilson, you are not helping." said Molinari. "Sean, look at it this way: you know that the Media is telling the American People an outright lie when they say the 'Independents' are in the middle between Republicans and Democrats. In truth, the 'Independents' are who we once called the 'Reagan Democrats'. They are Grassroots Conservatives that are sick and tired of being lied to by the likes of John Boehner and Paul Ryan, tired of those bastards urinating in the voters' faces and telling them it's raining, then telling voters they have no choice but to vote for whoever is the Republicans put out there and tell them to vote for."
"But that's true." said Stockton. "They have no choice. It's us or the Democrats."
"There's a third choice." said Sharon Marshall. "They stay at home. And in this race, the Grassroots Conservatives that call themselves 'Independents' have made it very clear that they will not vote for you, no matter what. Senator, your campaign is already dead."
"Jared is already cutting into Lewis's lead." said Wilson Hammonds, his voice harsh, as if he wanted his words to cause physical pain to Stockton. "I hate Val Jared as much as I hate any Democrat, but as I said outside, Jared is committed to defeating Lewis, and he's committed to advancing the Republican agenda. And he hasn't offended the Conservatives like you have, the true Conservatives as opposed to whatever the Media is calling 'Conservative' these days. We are all getting shellacked on the Immigration issue. Val Jared is above that, so far."
"Well, it's going to come up." said Stockton. "I damn well guarantee it. You know I can say in here what we can't say out there in public: every one of us, all three of you as well as me, are beholden to the Big Business companies and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. They've given us untold millions, and they expect results in return. And they'll expect the same damned results from Val Jared!"
"Look, we're rehashing old stuff here." said Wilson Hammonds. "Stockton, you're starting to sound like the Iron Crowbar, may God strike him dead. Now here's what's happening. You're going to very gracefully drop out of the race for Governor, and endorse Val Jared. Today you're going to have a meeting with him and... where the hell are you going?" Stockton was getting up, putting on his coat, and gathering his things.
"I'll meet Val Jared on the debate stage." said Stockton. "As to meetings... this one is over."
"There won't be any debates!" called out Hammonds as Stockton turned to go. Hammonds stood up. "You just don't get it, do you Stockton... it's over. Jared is going to be our nominee. Now you can play ball, take the consolation prize he's going to offer you... or you can do it the hard way. And if you do it the hard way, then what I told you a few minutes ago will be true: you will be finished in State politics."
"So, Sean... what's it going to be?" asked Molinari in his unnervingly gentle, quiet voice...
Part 8 - Retaliation
Captain Cindy Ross was typing on her computer when there was a knock on the door. Myron and Mary Milton came in.
"Ma'am," Mary said, "we need to make your computer more secure."
"Oh!" Cindy said as she looked at her monitor. "Well... okay."
Mary unplugged the access line to Cindy's laptop and hooked in what looked like a little box, then plugged that back into the computer. Mary then put a jump drive into the USB port and copied and ran a program.
"This program scrambles the signal coming out and going into your computer, ma'am. Our main computer is also running programs that will recognize your signal and decode the information, but in such a way that it can't be tracked as easily. We've put this on the Chief's lines and the Commander's lines, as well."
"Can't someone come in at night and hook up and read what this little box in the wires does?"
"Well, they can, ma'am," said Myron, "but it doesn't help. It's only one layer. Another is now on your computer, and a third on our servers. It's based on PGP from years ago, but adds more layers."
"All right." said Cindy. "By the way, since I have you two here... I am looking for information on a lawyer, Charles 'Chuck' Roland. I've been getting basic stuff, but was about to go to the FBI for more. Why don't you two glance into him and see what you can get."
"Wilco." said Myron. "Anything in particular?"
"He was SBI Agent Pelletier's lawyer yesterday. Not SBI-appointed, but brought in by Pelletier, and he's 'Gresham & Mason'. I had a feeling when I was seeing him at the table yesterday, and I think there's more to him than meets the eye. Just a hunch."
"Or a vibe from the daughter of the psychic Dr. Eckhart." said Mary irreverently. "Yes ma'am, we'll look into it."
"And while you're at it..." said a voice from behind them. Your Iron Crowbar had quietly intruded upon the others in Cindy's office. "... get a picture or two of Roland and run it through the FBI's facial scanning technology, as well as that DMV picture of 'Lou Bell' we had before. Oh, sorry to intrude. I'll leave you alone to continue..." With that, I left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am. State Senator Katherine Woodburn walked into the Campaign Headquarters of SBI Director Jack Lewis in Midtown. She was led to the meeting taking place in the back room. She was asked to secure her purse and cellphone in a locker with a key, like those in a bus station. She did so, keeping the key. She was swept for bugs, then admitted. The room was nearly full, as she was one of the last to arrive at the 'all hands on deck' meeting.
A moment later, Director Lewis arrived. Even he was asked to secure his belongings in a locker, which he did. Upon his coming in, everyone stood. He took his place at the center of the long oval table rather than the end. Katherine was seated in a high place, only two seats to the right of the Democrat Candidate for Governor.
"Okay, guys," said Lewis. "It's been a rough couple of days. So, what's the damage?"
"Sir," said the Queen of Opposition Research, Katherine's staffer who was on loan to and being paid well by Jack Lewis's campaign, "your poll numbers yesterday didn't move. But the overnights we got this morning show you've dropped some. It was 52-39 before the SBI incident, and against Stockton alone. Today it's 50-38 against Stockton if he were the nominee... but it's 48-45 vs. Jared, and of course I have to add the old 'within the margin of error'."
"How's that trending?" asked Katherine Woodburn, meaning the way that undecideds and crossover voters were going.
"Still too early to tell, ma'am." said the Queen of Opposition Research. "We were expecting to get most of the undecideds against Stockton. But Jared entering the race and the recent news might change that dynamic."
"If I may, sir," said one of the pollsters, "we are still expecting the Republicans to have a fight, even with short time to the State primaries. If Stockton roughs up Jared enough, you might climb back to your comfortable lead."
"Thank you, son," said Lewis, "and don't take this personally when I say that I'm not looking for 'might' and 'maybe'. We have to prepare for all eventualities, including Stockton conceding to Jared, and this SBI fiasco blowing up in our faces. Now I think the Republicans are so fucked up and so fucking toxic that we can win against them no matter what. But Jared is a popular Governor that can bring a populist message from the Republican side and get away with it. So we have our work cut out for us."



"Sir," asked a staffer, a young woman out of college with thick glasses and a near-anorexic body, "what are we going to do to respond to the Iron Crowbar's assertion that you're guilty by association? Are you going to suspend him from the SBI Reserve?"
"Maggie, welcome to Basic Politics 101." said Lewis, smiling benignly at the girl. "First, I legally can't suspend him; only Deputy Director Conlan or the Governor can do that, and we have no cause. Second, it would be very bad optics to do that. It would look like political retaliation."
"Sir, with respect," said the Campaign Manager, "we still need to do something. Polls were showing that Val Jared and Donald Troy were the only people who could beat you in a head-to-head race for Governor. The Iron Crowbar's reputation has somehow grown considerably in the last few months, especially after he resolved that EMT crisis up there."
"Yes, I know." said Lewis. "Okay, guys, to my knowledge the Iron Crowbar is not running for Governor. Val Jared is. Stockton is a turd on the side of the road; we can only pray that he keeps going. So, start gearing up for Jared. Find out if there is anything we can hammer him on, anything unpopular that he's done. Look for dirt behind the scenes, even though the Media says he's thoroughly vetted and transparent, yadda yadda yadda."
After some more talk, Lewis told the ad people to get to work on new ideas, and then said he needed to meet with just a few people. He named Katherine Woodburn, Richard Langdon, Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, Justin Madoff, and Zack Millner, who was running for U.S. Senator against U.S. Senator Samuel Russell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay guys, thanks for coming in." said Jack Lewis as they sat around a small table. "What I said out there was for semi-public consumption. But they are right: what the Iron Crowbar said about me yesterday is potentially fatal. Fortunately, the Media buried it, but Jared will have ads made of it and run them until the cows come home. So, any ideas what we can do about that redheaded stepchild with the red crowbar?"
"I think it might be a good idea if I take a phone call right now." said Millner. He was a relatively honest and clean Democrat, and wanted nothing to do with the dirty side of politics that everyone knew was about to be discussed. He made his goodbyes and left the room.
"Now we can talk out loud." said Langdon. "Jack, what do you have in mind for the Iron Crowbar?"
"I don't know what the issue is." said Justin Madoff, a deeply corrupt politician from near the City. "His comments were inflammatory and insubordinate, so you suspend him from the SBI Reserve for insubordination. There have been calls to open an investigation of him from officials in his County, so you direct the SBI to open a full investigation of him. You also demand publicly that Governor Jared suspend him as a Police Officer, forcing Jared to either do so or to take Troy's side. If he takes Troy's side, that's an issue you can hammer Jared over."
"And why do you think the vast majority of the People of this State will think that's a good thing?" asked Lewis. "That guy has a huge reputation. The only reason what he said about me is even worth talking about is because so many people will listen to him."
"I agree with you, Mr. Lewis." said Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone of Southport. "What I suggest is that you let what he said go. Don't let him under your skin. Also, let the SBI Agents go; they're toast. The Media will stop covering the story, but only if there is no more drama associated with it."
"I agree we need to get it back-burnered." said Lewis. "But we can't just leave those Agents in the lurch like that. They did nothing wrong, except hit the wrong address."
"Start a smear campaign against the guy they shot... Guernica is his name?" said Madoff. "Get our close allies, the Media, to say it over and over and over again that he was a drug distributor, or that he dealt in filthy guns, and your guys were right to go after him. He resisted arrest with a gun, and they had to shoot him."
"You're an idiot, Madoff." said Cerone, his voice level and quiet, which underscored the menace of it. "The guy was a U.S. Marine. His story is already a national story of cops gone wild. I expect by the end of the week that it's going to affect Mr. Lewis's polls."
"Then what do you suggest, Mr. Cerone?" snarled Madoff, "instead of sitting there on your fat ass..." There was a slight gasp in the room.
"I'd suggest you watch your tone." Cerone said evenly, the quietness and civility of his voice belying the severe danger Madoff had just put himself into.
"Katherine," said Jack Lewis, "you've been quiet over there. What do you think we should do?"
"I just wanted to hear your ideas before I said anything." said Katherine Woodburn. "And now I'll tell you that I already know that others are just as sick and tired of the Iron Crowbar as we are, and other plans have already been put into motion. Jack, these plans will take a few weeks to bear fruit, and you may have to endure some pain until the results come to bear. But my friend has a plan that is going to not only take down the Iron Crowbar, but totally destroy the bastard's reputation in the process. When my friend is done, the Iron Crowbar's children will grow up hating their father and being ashamed of him... if they live, that is."
"It needs to happen fast, Katherine." said Richard Langdon. "We need something that will damage the Iron Crowbar now, to mitigate the damage to Jack and distract from the SBI story. And then our friend can go to work and utterly destroy that God-damned piece of dog shit Troy."
"It will happen fast." said Katherine. "And I'm going to ask the Media why they haven't asked the Iron Crowbar a simple question... something I'm totally shocked to say has not been asked by anyone at all."
"What's that?" asked Lewis.
"Jack..." said Katherine Woodburn, giving clear emphasis to each syllable of every word, "... can someone please tell me how Commander Troy and his people arrived at the crime scene as quickly as they did? In other words... how did the Iron Crowbar know the SBI was coming into his County?!?!..."
Part 9 - Better Wrap Up Warm
Friday, March 18th. Old Man Winter was not going away quietly, and had dumped upon our Town & County a fresh layer of snow followed by unseasonably cold temperatures, creating ice patches and slick footing. The TCPD was very busy handling accidents as well as helping citizens that had lost electrical power and needed transportation to shelters that had been set up at places like the churches and Government buildings.
At 9:30am, Paulina knocked on my door and came inside. I'd told my assistant Helena to take the day off with pay and not try to come in to work. I had Paulina sit down, and she talked about Tasha. She also gave me a photograph, which I would soon have framed and sitting beside the ones of my other children on my desk.
"All right," I said, "what's the big news?"
"It's not good." said Paulina. "The Grand Jury declined to indict Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson."
"Can you tell me what happened?" I asked.
"Not all of it." said Paulina. "The proceedings and deliberations are secret, but I can tell you that there are fifteen Grand Jury members empaneled, that it takes 2/3ds majority, or ten of them, to indict, and we only got 7 votes to indict and 8 against."
"The good news," Paulina continued, "is that Krasney can still bring an indictment anyway, and I'm still working hard on him to do so."
"Oh, he won't do that." I said, feeling very sure.
"Ye of so little faith in me!" Paulina said, jokingly, flashing her beautiful smile. I smiled briefly back.
"It's political." I said. "And even l'il ol' political-atheist me can see that bringing an indictment will rile up the Fire Department guys and lose Krasney a considerable block of votes."
"You're forgetting the other side of it." said Paulina. "The Fire Department guys hate Jenna, they absolutely hate her, because her campaign was started on and is built on the prosecution of their fellow firefighters for raping that EMT girl. So Krasney has that cushion built in."
"Yeah, that's true." I said. "I still think he might not do it. The Council really wants to get things calmed down. They've pushed me to drop the charges, but I told them that I didn't bring the charges personally, and it's not my call anymore. Of course, if it was my call, I'd be throwing the book at him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"M-O-U-S-E!" sang Cindy Ross from the doorway of my office. It was an announcement, and she was followed in by the Mouseketeers: Myron and Mary Milton, and Detective David Krueger. I had them sit down in the chairs, as Cindy took her seat on the sofa behind them.
"It must be good." I said. "Whaddya got?"
"This lawyer Roland is very interesting, sir." said Mary. "He's been with Gresham & Mason for a long time. Admitted to the bar in a number of States, including California, Texas, Florida, Georgia, and of course our lovely State, as well."
"Sort of their 'roving fireman'." I said. "Goes around putting out fires where he's needed."
"Maybe." said Detective David Krueger. "But I checked on cases where he's represented someone, in civil courts, criminal courts, and Federal courts. He's only been involved in three cases that went to trial."
"So he's putting out fires another way." I said. "Okay, spring it on me, I can see it in all your eyes..."
They all grinned, especially Goth Girl Mary, who really had a beautiful smile when she chose to show it. She said "Sir, have you heard the name of a 'Charles Franklin'?"
That name rang a bell with me. "Yeah..." I said, letting my mind roam. "He was... oh my goodness, I'd forgotten... he was with City & Counties Bank in some way."
"He was." said Mary. "Then he went to Spartan Hellenic Bank. And just before we found out about both of them, he ups and disappears. But the key is... he was represented by Charles Roland in a DUI case in the State east of us. Charges were reduced to misdemeanor improper lane change. Now for some other names... have you heard of a 'Lawrence Kendrick', 'Henry Boxman', and 'Perry Richards'?"
I sat bolt upright in my seat. "Oh my God!" I gasped. "Yes I have." I glanced over at Cindy, whose ice-blue eyes were also wide with recognition. I said "Kendrick was with a bank called the People's Bank of New York. Henry Boxman from San Francisco was Dora Ellis's father, and she was from the Lance Priemus execution case... and yeah, Perry Richards has crossed my path a few times..."
"Sir, who represented Dora Ellis when you went after her?" asked David Krueger.
"Guy named Forest Gillis." I said. "Once of Gresham & Mason. By the way, did you guys get photos of Roland?"
"Uh, yes sir." said Mary. "But I think I forgot to bring them. Sorry, I'll go get them---"
"No biggie. Stay here for now." I said. "Captain Ross, would you call the County Jail and see if we can get a still shot from the video of Charles Roland while he was representing Pelletier? And get his DMV picture from whatever State he has a drivers license with."
"Wilco, sir." said Cindy. She stepped outside to make that call. Meanwhile, the Mouseketeers told me more.
David Krueger said "Sir, one of the cases where Roland's name showed up... was representing Richard Norris in his case against Louise Belfort and the State. Roland engineered the settlement on Norris's behalf."
"Which I don't understand." said Myron. "Norris wasn't one of the bad guys, never was, as far as we could tell. Why would Roland represent him?"
"Well, it does make sense." I said, idly thinking about it.
"Seems like a contradiction to me." said Krueger.
"Ah... and that brings up my absolutely favorite quotation of all time." I said. "From Ayn Rand, in her book Atlas Shrugged, as spoken by the character Francisco D'Anconia: 'Contradictions cannot exist. If you think you have a contradiction, check your premises. You will find that one of them is wrong.'."
"Well, Norris knew Chaplain Ikea, if memory serves me correctly." said Krueger. "Ikea and Ferrell are good friends. Ferrell was mixed up in that 'Fake Badge' situation, as was Norris. Ferrell may end up having some involvement in this 'Gunny Guernica' case. But I still don't see it..."
"You've mentioned the bread crumbs lying on the trail." I said. I then saw Cindy about to come back into the room. "Okay, we'll talk more about that later. Ah, Captain, what do you have for me?"
"They worked fast over there." Cindy replied. "Dunno if they just happened to have it available, or if Precinct Captain Weston is driving them with a bullwhip... seeing as she may be up for Captain of Administration."
"Quite possibly." I said. I looked at the picture of Charles Roland in the Interrogation Room, which was a profile view. Then I looked at his Texas DMV photo, which was straight on... and his mustache was thin and black in that photo. "Okay, Mouseketeers, keep up the good work. You can go now."
Once they were gone, I said to Cindy "So... what did you think of all those names that were just brought out?"
"In addition to our coming up against some of them on previous cases," replied Cindy, "they were all on Angela Harlan's 'naughty' list that she left behind."
"Right you are." I said. "That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there. So, try this one: does this guy look familiar to you?"
Cindy looked at the photos as I worked on my computer to get some information, which I downloaded onto my Police iPhone.
"No," she said. "Do you think we've seen him before?"
"I wouldn't bet against it." I said. "You remember Ben Knight from the Pawn Shop murder?"
"Yes." said Cindy.
"If I'm right, then Knight might've thought this guy looked familiar in another photo I showed him." I said. "And I think this guy has been showing up in several of our inter-related crimes having to do with our Consultant of Crime, as well as other situations. Okay, let's go visit our FBI friends in the Federal Building."
"Think they know who he is?" asked Cindy.
"No..." I replied, "... but I'm hoping their facial recognition software will figure him out..."
Part 10 - There's An East Wind Coming
Friday, March 18th, 2:00pm. Cindy and I were at the Federal Building, at the hidden-away offices of the FBI, meeting with Jack's team.
"My boss is in high-level meetings in Washington." said Jack Muscone. "We'll formally announce opening an investigation into the SBI on Monday morning."
I knew that something was going on in D.C., as my own wife had been called into meetings there the day before. But I didn't say anything about that... not enough data yet.
"Okay." I said, passing around the pictures of the lawyer Roland. As the FBI agents looked at the picture "The reason I'm here is that I'd like to ask you guys to run your facial recognition software on this guy, and compare and contrast with a couple of other pictures we have. Then maybe some digital mockups of the guy in various disguises."
I then passed the comparison pictures around. Cindy's eyes widened when she saw them.
"This one's pretty grainy." said Lindy Linares. "But we'll give it a shot. What disguises do you want to see made up?"
"Full beard and mustache, in brown and then brownish red." I said. "Full hair mop. And shades over his eyes. And if they come out like that DMV pic of 'Lou Bell', maybe work it up, too."
"We can do that." Lindy said.
"So who is this guy?" Sandra Speer asked.
"His name is Charles Roland, and he's a lawyer for Gresham & Mason." I replied. "He's defending Justin Pelletier, leader of the SBI raid on Gunny Guernica's home. He also has had some connections with people associated with some of our past cases... and may be a factor in your boss's favorite target, Superior Bloodlines."
"Oh, he'll love that." said Jack Muscone. "So, what do you expect from the disguise workups?"
"And maybe a voice workup, too." I said. "Captain Ross, call in and get some voice samples from the interview tapes at County Jail."
"Wilco, sir." said Cindy.
"As to your question, Jack," I said, "I'm going to show the workups to the Kroger executive, as well as people around here that were on the scene of Agent Reubens's death in Coltrane County."
"Oh my God." said Sandra Speer. "You mean..."
"Yes." I said, nodding. "I think this guy may be 'Lou Bell', and therefore may be our 'Disguise Man'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There is one other thing I need to talk to you about." said Jack Muscone. "Just between you and me." He led me deeper into the labyrinth, to the office inside the plexiglass cube. We sat down at the table.
"Don," said Muscone, "we have been getting some reports that the FBI lawyers Bond and Staffeld are going to try to have you interrogated again. Before you say anything... they're trying to go the route of you being a witness in the Ajmani/Sharples classified leak, as opposed to being the leak yourself."
"That won't wash for a second." I said. "They already blew their wad on that, and trying to change my status doesn't wipe the slate clean."
"That's partly true." said Jack. "But here's something you can try... ask for total immunity for anything you say."
"That implies I'm guilty of something." I said. "And it's like that circus show where the guy puts his head in the lion's mouth. It only takes one time for those jaws to snap shut... so I'd rather not put my head in that noose in the first place. I'll call my lawyer, but I'm not going to talk to them. Ever."
"Good enough for me." said Jack. "But the point is that they're still trying to get at you... relentlessly. And that's not all... we have had some credible reports to possible threats to you. In fact, when I first heard of the Gunny Guernica case, I thought it might've been something directed at you."
"Any idea from who?" I asked.
"All I can say," said Muscone, "is that it's related to the SBI. I don't know if it's an internal plot to kill you, or if it's something else. But, like always, keep your head on a swivel."
"I will." I said. "So, what else?"
"Stop reading my mind like that, you 'Vision'-ary psychic." said Jack in a joking voice. "But yes, there's something else: we've developed other leads that suggest there will be an orchestrated effort to smear your reputation with the Public. We think Katherine Woodburn is part of it, and she'll have allies in the Media on it."
"I've heard rumors of that myself." I said. After a pause, I asked "Anything else?"
"Well, there's---"
Just then, Sandra Speer rushed into the room and knocked on the plexiglass door. Opening it, she said "Commander Troy, your Press Relations guy, Lt. Peterson, has been trying to contact you. He says it's urgent."
I had to go outside of the cube to get signal reception. When I did, my Police cellphone lit up with no less than six texts from Peterson trying to contact me. I called his number.
"Peterson, it's Commander Troy." I said. "What's so urgent?"
"Sir," said Peterson, "I've got eight Media contacts asking me the same one question: how did you get to the Guernica crime scene so quickly? They're starting to camp out in the Press Room here at Headquarters. They won't leave without some answer. It's starting to get a 'frenzy' feel, sir."
"Geez." I said, then caught myself. "Peterson, I'm in an extremely important meeting right now, and I don't have time to change the Media's diapers. You can tell them that I said we got there quickly because we're damn good, and the criminals should always be aware of that."
I was about to hang up, when Peterson shouted into the phone. "Sir! They're asking if you knew about the raid in advance! They're making insinuations that you knew. They're also saying the SBI is coming out and saying Guernica was a drug dealer, after all, and they, meaning the SBI, was right to raid him."



I wanted to tell Peterson to do his fucking job, but doing so would get him all pissed off, and I could not piss off the guy who was telling the Media stuff every day. So I somehow held myself in check.
"All right, Peterson." I said. "When I get back, I'll hold a press conference."
"When will that be?" asked Peterson. His tone bordered upon insubordination.
"When I get there." I said. "Like I said, I have an important meeting, and I'll be done when I'm done..."
Part 11 - Always Faithful
At 3:30pm, Friday March 18th, I entered the Press Room of Police Headquarters. The room was now full of Media reporters and camera-operators. They were already worked into a frenzy, and were boiling mad that I'd made them wait. Chief Moynahan came to the door but not inside. I had been meeting with him about these issues for the last half hour.
"Before I take questions," I said, "I will make a brief statement. Some of you are wondering how the TCPD was able to interdict the SBI assault upon the Guernica family last Tuesday night. Some of you are even asking my Press Relations Officer if we knew in advance, which is pretty insulting of you. If I knew in advance, Gunnery Sergeant Guernica would be alive, because the SBI would have had to shoot its way through me and my Officers to get to him.
"As to how we supposedly knew," I said, "it should be obvious to you that the Police Force has been on high alert for weeks. After Lt. Perlman was attacked, we have been on a higher status of alert than we've been in the past. There have been credible threats against us, which we have not taken lightly. As such, we were able to react quickly when we developed information of the SBI invading our County.
"You should also know that the Public is an important and active part of our ability to defend our Citizens. A citizen called in the Perlman attack, and while we were unable to stop the attack that left Pamela Feeley dead and Lieutenant Perlman wounded, we were able to catch up to the perps quickly. It is a similar situation with the SBI raid.
"Unfortunately, Police are by nature and definition reactive. We can't do anything unless and until we know something is going on, and usually a crime has already started to be in progress before we know anything about it. What are your questions?"
Noise exploded as all the reporters tried to talk at once. I just stood back with an 'I can wait you out.' look on my face until they calmed down. Finally, Priya Ajmani asked "Commander Troy, according to several reports, including your own police logs and several eyewitnesses, you arrived at the scene of the SBI attack only three minutes after it began. How can you say you did not know that something was happening beforehand, in order to react that quickly?"
"Ears are to hear with, Priya." I replied. "I just told you."
"Commander," said John Hardwood, "the SBI is claiming their information was not wrong, that Mr. Guernica was a drug distributor and they can prove it, and therefore their agents were correct in their actions. Since the SBI has this evidence, why haven't you released the SBI Agents?"
"First of all," I said, "I have not seen one thread nor shred of this so-called evidence you cite. Second of all, their original story was they got the wrong address. Are they now saying they got the right address? If so, why aren't you so-called journalists hammering them on that contradiction?"
"Commander!" shouted Priya, who I would've ignored but the other reporters stopped to let her ask, "It is clear that you have a hostile relationship with the SBI's Narcotics Task Force as well as Director Lewis personally. Therefore, it is not possible for them to get a fair trial nor Justice in this County. Will you agree to allow the SBI Agents to be moved to another venue until this situation is resolved?"
"Read the United States Constitution, Priya." I said. "Sixth Amendment. The crime was committed in this jurisdiction, and it shall be prosecuted and tried in this jurisdiction."
"Commander, Tim Sioban, KSB Television in the City." said another reporter, a youngish man with black hair. "Senator Katherine Woodburn has asked the SBI to formally investigate your for abuse of Police power as well as corruption, and that you should voluntarily step aside as Police Commander as well as an SBI Reservist until the matter is fully investigated. Will you do so?"
"Senator Woodburn needs to exhibit some proof of any allegations she makes." I said. "Otherwise, I just ignore her and her hot air."
"Commander!" said John Hardwood, sounding angry, "I must come back to my earlier question: the SBI has credible evidence that Guernica was a dishonorable man that was running drugs from Afghanistan into this State. Why are you refusing to accept this credible evidence, and why won't you admit that Guernica was the criminal here?"
"Mr. Hardwood," I said, "First of all, as I said, I have not seen the SBI's allegations. Second, for you to call their evidence 'credible' is your opinion, not an established fact as of this time, and that clearly shows your bias and lack of objectivity. And third, where is your well-sourced proof to make those allegations that Gunny Guernica was the criminal?"
"Surely you don't doubt the SBI, do you Commander?" asked a reporter towards the back, that I could not easily see. The reporters suddenly hushed and the room became eerily silent.
"Be sure to write this down and report it verbatim: I very much doubt the SBI, especially its current leadership and its Narcotics Task Force." I said. "Their Director is running for Governor, a position of political power with high stakes. And don't insult me by asking if I don't doubt the integrity of politicians. I will add that the SBI raid the other night violated several State laws... and laws that I actually wrote myself when I handed them the SBI bill in last year's Legislative session. We could be here all day going on from there."
"If you distrust the SBI, Commander," whined Priya, "why don't you resign your commission as an SBI Reservist?" There was a chorus of 'yeah!' and stuff like that... almost like the British Parliament during 'Prime Minister's Question Time'.
"The SBI Reserve was created to mitigate the corruption within the SBI, and to work with local law enforcement that has come to distrust and disrespect the SBI, especially its leadership and it's Director, Jack Lewis." I said. "You're right, I could walk away. But by being part of the SBI Reserve, I can fight the corruption more efficiently. And Priya, why are you and Katherine Woodburn so hell bent on getting me to resign from the SBI Reserve?"
The other reporters covered for Priya by shouting questions. Finally, someone asked "Hasn't Guernica smeared the reputation of the US Marines with his drug distribution?"
"Again," I said, "you're making a libelous accusation if you don't have proof."
"Come on, Commander!" shouted John Hardwood. "You were in the Army. You're supposed to hate those Navy and Marine guys!" He said it with a smile as if joking. The look on my face was a different story.
"Let me tell you something, asshole." I said, my eyes boring into him. "Army and Navy may play a varsity football game every year, but when it comes to supporting the Constitution and fighting for this country, we are all on the same side."
I raised my voice in the silent room. "I know you Media bastards loathe the military and hate the Constitution. Hell, by your standards today, on June 5th, 1944 you'd be scrambling to print stories of 'Allies To Invade Normandy Tomorrow! Germans, get ready to kill the Americans coming ashore!' I know you hate the Marine Corps, but I don't.
"And if I had to go back in the Army and fight for this Nation and our Constitution, I'd give thanks to God if the people fighting beside me were United States Marines. Because I know that they wouldn't quit on me. And so I won't quit on getting Justice for Gunnery Sergeant Guernica and his family."
Applause broke out, mostly among the police officers around the sides of the room and in back, including Chief Moynahan. The reporters did not applaud; indeed, their faces openly showed their utter hatred for the military, the Marine Corps... and especially for me for daring to openly say what I'd just said.
"I think that'll conclude this exercise in journalistic stupidity." I said. I walked off the podium towards the back. As I did, I saw four Marines in dress uniform.
"Commander," said Chief Moynahan, "this is Captain Little and his team."
"Sir," said Captain Little as I shook his hand, "My team and I appreciate your comments in there."
"I'm glad you heard them." I said, still feeling a bit hot at the reporters. "How can I help you?"
We walked up to the Duty Desk, and I had them sign in as Captain Little said "Gunnery Sergeant Guernica was in our unit, sir. We're here to transport his body to Arlington National Cemetery for burial, as well as assist his family."
"Chief, I'll take them to Commander Harlow." I said.
"That'll be great, Commander." said Moynahan. "Come to my office afterwards."
I took the Marines to Deputy Chief Harlow's office and introduced them. She shook all their hands, expressing her condolences for the loss of their fellow Marine. As I left them, I heard one of them say "Semper Fi, sir!"
"Airborne all the way!" I replied. Gestures of mutual respect, those were.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Excellent work in that press conference." said Chief Moynahan. "You really shot them down and shut them up when you went off on them about hating the military. And you pretty much kept your cool in doing so."
I just nodded, exhaling to release tension. "Man, I hate those bastards!" I said.
"Out of sheer curi-osss-ity," said Moynahan, "why did you do it in the first place?"
"To get the answers I need, Chief." I replied. "They give themselves away every time with their agenda-based questions. I can now tell you the SBI intends to smear Guernica's good name to rescue their filthy murdering agents, the Media and whoever is controlling them is trying to get me to voluntarily leave the SBI Reserve, and they're looking for any inroad to attack me. We actually respond quickly to a crime, and the Media acts like we were the frickin' murderers."
"Yes, I thought that was interesting." said Moynahan, "So tell your Chief just how you did get there so quickly. The real story, of course."
I smiled. "Well, I didn't lie in there. We did get a 9-1-1 call, from Chief Griswold. He was watching for them because I'd warned him as I've warned you and all our Officers to be on high alert for attempts against them. But what I didn't say, and it's not a lie to withhold the truth, is that we got an anonymous tip that they were coming, just a few moments before."
"Ohhhhhh," said the Chief in his peculiar way. "I don't expect you to name a name, but do you know who it was?"
"The Tipster only left enough information with Lieutenant Molly Evans to show he was on the up-and-up." I said. "He then said there was going to be an attack intended for Tom Riordan, but was actually going to be against someone in this County."
"And who was the intended victim?" asked Moynahan.
I looked at him. "Oh, isn't that easy to see?"
To be continued.
So, dear readers, who was the intended victim of the SBI's attack? Why did the Governor get into the race? Why is the Iron Crowbar so focused and hot on this case? Who is the Tipster?
Answers next chapter...
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Part 12 - One Step Ahead
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 21st. "It is hard to believe it's now Spring with all this snow on the ground, but the Channel Two News Weather Center says that last night's snow was the last storm of the season, and we should soon be thawing out with warmer temperatures!"
Bettina then got to the news: "It is already getting hot politically, as the highly-charged situation of the SBI Raid that killed Marine Corps Gunnery Sergeant Manuel Guernica is now the center of barbs and mudslinging between State politicians and Police Commander Donald Troy! After Commander Troy vowed to stick by the slain Marine and get Justice for him, he has come under withering political and personal attacks."
The tape showed Katherine Woodburn making a speech at the University, where she said "I have called upon the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review to suspend Commander Troy from all law enforcement duties and investigate him for corruption. I have given the SBI evidence of Commander Troy's illegal tactics in solving some of the crimes he has been credited with closing. I do not understand why there has been no action upon my requests."
Bettina then said "Asked for a comment, Commander Troy replied that he declines to be bullied and intimidated by politicians covering for corrupt and murderous SBI Agents, and that he will continue to pursue the case relentlessly until the alleged criminals have their day in Court."
"In political news," said Bettina, "Governor Val Jared says he will not participate in the debate being set up by Fox News Midtown, citing that he will be running on his record, not Sean Stockton's rhetoric. Stockton called upon Governor Jared to accept the debate challenge. Meanwhile, Channel Two News has learned that Senator Stockton is being pressured to drop out of the race, and sources tell Channel Two News that a meeting between the Republican contenders might happen as early as today."
"And another political hot potato has emerged in Midtown." said Bettina. "Experts are telling Channel Two News that with SBI Director running against Governor Jared, who is widely expected to easily win the Republican nomination, it will be difficult for the SBI to communicate with the Governor's office, and vice versa. Republicans have called upon Director Lewis to take a leave of absence from the SBI while he runs for Governor, but Mr. Lewis has refused, stating that Governor Jared should likewise take a leave of absence. Channel Two News has learned that each side will likely set up liaisons to avoid communication problems during the Election season. And now to Nick Eastwood for Sports! When are we going to get to play baseball, Nick?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Cindy Ross, coming into MCD, "are you guys ready for some real news?" Everyone murmured that they were as Cindy came up alongside me.
"Mrs. Milton," Cindy called out. "Don't keep us in suspense. Roll that beautiful footage."
"Yes ma'am." said Mary. She took over the monitor on the wall we'd been watching Bettina on, and rolled a video.
My eyes widened as I watched... myself. It was a Youtube video of my press conference from the previous Friday, where I ripped the reporters and supported the Marine Corps. The curse words were silenced out (thank goodness), but the message of support for the Marine Corps was clear.
"This is going viral and is hot stuff right now." Cindy said. "The comments are 90% positive and are nationwide. Welcome to the big-time, Commander." After hearing the tape, the other Detectives in the room clapped for me."
"Guys," I said, "I appreciate the sentiment, but this is a 'teachable moment'." That got some groans as I continued: "This could easily be a very ugly exchange in a press conference. It could easily be a police officer beating someone to death, shooting a dog, or shooting a person in cold blood. Our jobs are hard now... and you have to be aware of people out there with the desire to make it worse for you."
"Understood, sir." said Cindy. "But we're still loving how you kicked the Media's ass yesterday." A chorus of support rang forth.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Public Relations Director Michael Horner came up to the podium in the Westphalia offices of the SBI. "Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. I am here today to show that the man that was killed in the SBI raid last week was indeed a drug distributor, having set up pipelines from Afghanistan to America, and bringing in millions of dollars worth of opiates to sell to our children. The SBI's actions in this case were correct, and we are taking action to gain their release after being illegally arrested by Commander Troy of the TCPD."
Horner gave dates of Guernica in Afghanistan, and gave details of the drug pipeline. He also reminded reporters of the Iron Crowbar stopping an SBI drug raid with machine gun fire. "Commander Donald Troy always seems to take the side of the drug offenders, and that needs to be investigated."
"We also ask how Commander Troy and his Officers arrived at the scene of the crime so quickly." continued Horner. "There is no way they could've gotten there just three minutes after our heroic agents, unless they knew we were coming. And that would imply their complicity in the death of Guernica."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Old news." I said at the press conference less than an hour later, referring to a question about the machine-gun incident. "Move along. Next question."
"The SBI laid out a strong case of Guernica's drug pipeline." said John Hardwood. "Are you sure you want to continue defending this criminal?"
"Okay," I said, "you said the dates were---" I named dates, Hardwood confirmed them.
"Well, the funny thing..." I said, bringing out a sheaf of documents and hurling them at Hardwood, hitting him in the chest, "... is that those documents will prove that on those dates, Guernica was in Iraq, had not set foot in Afghanistan and would not do so for many months into the future. You can confirm that information with both the Pentagon and the FBI.
"So I would ask why Director Jack Lewis's SBI not only murdered Gunny Guernica, but have now committed criminal slander against him with a false smear campaign. Take your time and get a good, well researched answer on that, Mr. Hardwood. Maybe Director Lewis can himself explain why his SBI is now trying to smear the good name of a Marine they murdered, as well as trying to smear my name."
I could feel the hatred of the Press as they realized I was playing them like the fish they were. "So," I said as I prepared to leave the podium, "is this Press conference going to be on Youtube also, like the last one was?" The Media members looked confused, and talk between them began. "Look it up!" I said as I walked down the aisle and out of the Press Room.
Part 13 - Cutting Bait
"Come in, Sean." said Val Jared as the State Senator and candidate for Governor was ushered into the office. It was the private office of the Governor, a small room behind the large public office. "Can I offer you some coffee, tea, water?"
"No thank you, Governor." said Stockton. He sat down at the designated seat opposite the Governor at the small table.
"Sean, we've been friends for years, and we've worked together and fought a lot of political battles together." said Jared. "So I obviously do not want to go through a deeply painful primary process against you."
"Then why did you run again, Governor?" asked Stockton. "If you'd run from the beginning, I never would've gotten in. Now I look like a total fool."
"Nonsense, Sean." said Jared. "And call me Val while we're in here having this private meeting."
"I could not be so disrespectful, Governor." said Stockton, meaning it as a gesture of respect.
"Look." said Jared. "I am prepared to offer you one of several positions when I win re-election. I'm going to need a new SBI Director, that's for sure. I'm also probably going to need a new Attorney General, or one of the new Regional Director positions we're creating."
"I appreciate it, Governor," said Stockton, "but I'm a Legislator, first and foremost. I'll still have my State Senate seat."
"And you can fight Katherine Woodburn every step of the way as she attempts to consolidate power in the State Senate." said Val Jared. "Or... you can run the SBI and make it into a much better organization, give it the integrity it needs so badly."
"So you drop out," said Jared, "you get your campaign debts paid off, you'll have something in my administration or you can stay in the Legislature, and you grow the name recognition and get ready to run for Governor again in four years."
"All right." said Stockton, pretending to concede, now getting what he wanted and needed in the face of the inevitable. "I'll drop out and endorse you, and we'll see where it goes. I just have one question, and just for my personal curiosity."
"Sure, go ahead."
"Why did you get back in?"
Val Jared nodded, his face something of a grimace. "It's like this, Sean. I was ready to let it all go and retire, and then this thing with the Marine came up. I support the Marines. My daddy was a Marine, and he loved the Corps more than he loved my mama and me. Jack Lewis and his thugs murdered that Marine, then just tried to cover it up by smearing his name. Thank God for the Iron Crowbar, though. He is going to shove the Crowbar of Justice so far up Pelletier's ass that Pelletier will be shitting nails for the rest of his worthless life."
"Some people don't like that man, the Iron Crowbar." said Stockton. "Be careful of him."
"That man is going to clean up the SBI, after he finishes with what he's working on now." said Jared. "You have no idea of what he is uprooting in this State and this Nation. But anyway, back to the SBI. I can see that Jack Lewis has turned it into a den of corruption. He has destroyed the reputation of what was once the best State Law Enforcement organization in the Nation. And so... I'm running to keep Jack Lewis from doing to the State what he did to the SBI... and to clean up the SBI in the next four years before I retire."
Stockton nodded, accepting the explanation. He did not know that it was only partly the truth.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who in the hell put that out there?" asked Jack Lewis. "I mean... didn't you guys know that the Iron Crowbar could check the veracity of that data? Even if the Media wasn't going to? Hell, especially if the Press wasn't going to..."
Deputy SBI Director Robert Gaston said "We got that data from the Pentagon. We double-checked it with our people in the FBI, people we can trust. It looked good. The data looked good. And only after we ran with it did it come out about the attempted cyber-attack to change the data, and the Iron Crowbar having the real information."
"I'd say we were set up." said SBI-NTF Director Richard 'Dick' Ferrell, his droopy mustaches wilting even more with his depression.
"You are actually going to sit there and tell me the Pentagon and FBI used some of their immensely valuable time to concoct this scheme to fuck with us?" replied Lewis. "C'mon, Dick, that's beneath you."
"With respect, sir," said Ferrell, "they don't like us as it is, and now they're pissed at the treatment of their Marine. This makes us look even worse now. And don't forget that the Iron Crowbar is working with the FBI, and his wife is... well, you know who she works for."
"And you'll be telling me next," said Lewis, "that the Media helped out by letting the Iron Crowbar humiliate them in that video that went viral. My God, that was better for Val Jared than any advertising his idiots of the State Republican Party could've dreamed of, and he got it for free."
Just then there was a knock on the door, and Lewis's assistant looked in. "Sir, they're ready for the meeting now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely MILF reporterette at 10:00am, still Monday March 21st. "We now go to the State Capitol in Midtown for a breaking announcement! Nick, are you there?"
"Yes, Bettina!" shouted Nick Eastwood from among the throng of reporters in the main atrium of the State Capitol. "I was here to cover the Conference meetings when we were alerted that State Senator Sean Stockton was going to speak now, at 10:00am. Oh... here he comes now!"
The cameras all went to Sen. Stockton as he came to the bank of microphones on the podium. "Thank you for coming on such short notice." said Stockton. "Today I am suspending my campaign for Governor of this great State. While I am proud of the great campaign we ran, and while I greatly appreciate the effort my staff and many volunteers have made, I also understand the need for Republican Party unity behind the best candidate possible. Therefore, I am endorsing Governor Val Jared for another term as your Governor..."
"And there you have it." Nick Eastwood said. "Senator Stockton has bowed out of the race for Governor. It's going to be Val Jared vs. Jack Lewis."
Bettina said "Great job covering politics for us, Nick! A lot different than Sports, I would guess."
Eastwood flashed his brilliant smile as he said "Not as much as you think, Bettina! When it comes to our Conference, things can get really political... and make the Governor's race look like a tiddlywinks match..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The applause died down as Jack Lewis's campaign group, Democrat legislators, and staffers turned from the televised announcement of Stockton dropping out of the race.
"Okay, guys, that's one down and one to go." Lewis said. "But in reality, this only helps the enemy gather around one candidate. Okay, Queenie, what do you have for me?"
"Sir," said the Queen of Opposition Research, "your numbers did begin to slip after the SBI shot that dirty Marine baby-killer. You're now behind 48-45, with Libertarian candidate Blade Schwartz at 2%, and five percent undecided."
"Okay, guys." said Lewis. "Let's not speak such rhetoric out loud. As you might know, things get put on Youtube, and those things can hurt us."
He stood up to address everyone clearly. "Guys, I don't know who did it, I don't know what happened about that data, but I do know one thing. There comes a time to fish, and a time to cut bait. We... are going to have to cut bait on this one. We'll do what we can for our arrested SBI Agents as far as legal representation. But we can do no more for them. They're on their own..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the room were Lewis, Ferrell, Gaston, State Senators Richard Langdon and Katherine Woodburn, and the Queen of Opposition Research.
"Queenie, as much as we agree with your earlier comments, I would recommend that you don't say that about the Marines in front of the Iron Crowbar." Jack Lewis said.
"What's he going to do? Kill me?" asked the Queen of Opposition research, poster child of the Leftist Millennials, with little respect for anyone or anything.
Katherine Woodburn spoke up and said "Yes, Queenie. He just might. If the Iron Crowbar heard you say that, you very well might be found dead in a dumpster. And I am not kidding about that. Remember what happened to me after that Police dog was killed. Remember what happened to Senator Langdon. Remember what happened to Henry R. Wargrave.
"With Commander Donald Troy, the Iron Crowbar... " Katherine continued, choosing her words carefully, "...the normal rules we hold the Republicans to, the rules of decency that we demand the common people follow but we are above... the Iron Crowbar cannot be held to. He does not play the Game the normal way. He simply does not care."
"Good Lord, Katherine..." said Jack Lewis. Robert Gaston was totally shocked.
"She's right." said Richard Langdon, a cold-blooded killer himself. "The Iron Crowbar has put us off our game by playing on different terms... sometimes our own terms."
"Yes, but why say it out loud?" said Gaston.
"To make a point." said Katherine Woodburn. "I told you before that plans are being put into effect to destroy the Iron Crowbar, the only man who is a real threat to us. We will do this in two ways. First, we will use his own actions against him. We will destroy his reputation." She paused for effect.
"And second?" asked Jack Lewis.
"Also as I said before: we have a friend, a great great friend, who is going to take care of that for us." said Katherine. "He is going to obliterate the Iron Crowbar... and every member of his family of every generation. There will be nothing left of the Iron Crowbar when this great man gets done with him. Nothing, including the Iron Crowbar's filthy progeny... nor anyone who shares his blood..."
Part 14 - The Tipster
"Great news!" said Paulina. "The Grand Jury brought indictments against the five SBI Agents who didn't take deals. Krasney is going to let me run with it, too. I've already filed the formal charges, and with an 'aggravating circumstances' for Pelletier. I'm going for the death penalty for him."
"That's great!" I said, smiling for the first time in a while. "By the way, what about Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson?"
Paulina frowned, then got a resigned look on her face. "Krasney offered to drop the charges in exchange for Jefferson dropping his lawsuit against the Council and you. Jefferson told Krasney to pound sand. Krasney gave it one last shot to get Jefferson to cop a plea, but Jefferson refused and even dared Krasney to take it to trial. So Krasney now is making the excuse that he thinks Jefferson wants to use the Courtroom as a stage to attack you, and he doesn't want to give Jefferson that stage."
"He's going to drop it, then." I said. "And that pisses me off. Stay here and listen to this." I picked up the phone and called my attorney, Bernadette Gillem.
"Hi... this is Don Troy... yes, fine, how are you?... listen, did you file that countersuit against Jefferson?... well, can you file it on my behalf, since he named me in the suit?... okay, thanks. Yes, file it... okay, bye." I hung up.
"Okay," I said, "I've joined the battle. Krasney can offer whatever he wants, but I've flied a countersuit to Jefferson's, at least the parts where I'm personally named, and I won't drop it."
Paulina grimaced as she looked at me. "You know you could lose your indemnification over that." she said.
"I don't care." I said. "I bought my own liability insurance years ago. So you can tell Krasney that his efforts to bury this are fruitless, and he might as well go all in and bring the charges."
"I'll tell him." said Paulina as she got up to go. As she was walking to the door, she turned back. "Don," she asked. "Why do you always have to escalate things? Why do you always pour gasoline on the fires others are trying to put out?"
"Because, Paulina..." I replied, "... if others won't do the right things, and stand up for Justice... then I'm left with no choice but to fight for myself, and my own way."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Noon, at the Cop Bar. Jack had brought his entire FBI Team, and I'd brought Cindy and Martin Nash.



Lindy Linares said to me "The facial recognition software was unable to give us any exact matches to the blurry pictures from the Reubens crime scene. We ran the program over the entire weekend, and so far nothing has come up of this guy Roland anywhere... except occasional visits to the State Prisons to confer with clients."
"Needless to say," Jack Muscone said as he enjoyed his double cheeseburger, "we're going through the names of every client he visited, looking for connections to Superior Bloodlines, or any of the names in your previous cases. Not much there, so far."
"We did work up those digital sketches you wanted." Lindy said. She handed me the pictures and I looked at them.
"Definitely a possibility." I said. "By the way, did you work up those sound recordings?"
"Sure did." said Eduardo Escobar. "There's a jump file with the audio recordings in the package we're giving you. We got a voiceprint pattern, but it doesn't match anyone else's on file."
"At State Prison..." I said, "... was Roland ever in the vicinity of Watch Captain Lockhart?" I noticed everyone looking over at Jack. "Jack, did you just lose another one hundred dollars?"
"No, just twenty." said Muscone. "To answer your question: we didn't see much in the video snippets we got. But I checked, and Lockhart was on duty at the prison that Roland went to... every single time."
"We're getting close-rrrrrrrrr." I muttered. "Okay, nothing more on that for now. So, it was very interesting that the data sent to the SBI by the Pentagon turned out to be cyber-hacked, while the real and original data was subsequently found and sent to me. You guys behind that? Or your boss?"
"Not us." said Muscone. "We're not good enough nor have authority enough to do that. I figured your Mouseketeers were at work."
"Noooooo." I said. "They don't fuck around with things like the military's computers. My people also are more efficient than the hackers... these hackers only changed the data in one place, but it's backed up. And other records in other places, like the pay system, weren't also changed. My guys... would not have been so sloppy."
"So who pulled that off?" asked Jack. I could tell the FBI people were listening intently while trying to pretend they weren't. Cindy was seeming looking off to one side.
"Let me just say that something like that came from a very, very high level." I said. "Higher than all our pay grades, put together."
Cindy then looked up. "Hey, look." she said. "They're burying Gunny Sergeant Guernica at Arlington National Cemetery."
We all looked at the TV. The cemetery ceremony was being shown on the City's KSB feed. I watched as the Marine Honor Guard folded the American flag with formal, crisp movements. Then it was presented to Sergeant Guernica's widow, her two small children next to her. The little boy Miguel had a band-aid patch over where his face had been branded by an SBI Agent... a thug I still could not get properly identified.
We finished our lunch in near-silence. Jack Muscone expensed it. I thanked the FBI guys for their help and information, then Cindy and I left for Headquarters. Nash said he'd get a ride with Sandra, by the way, so he didn't come with us.
As we drove, Cindy said "I have rarely gotten the vibe from you that I did when you were watching that funeral. Why is it affecting you so much? I mean, yeah he was a Marine, and yeah, they abused his children, but you're still hot over it."
"Yes." I said. "Yes I am. We'll talk about it later this afternoon. I have two things I need to do first."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Agent Carter Fischer came into the University Psychology Building and went to the office of Dr. Laura Fredricson. Introducing himself to Gayle Roberts, he was admitted into the room, which seemed empty as the door was closed behind him.
Then he saw the chair behind Dr. Fredricson's desk wheel around. The person sitting in that chair was... the Iron Crowbar.
"Thank you for coming, Agent Fischer." I said. "This is the safest room in the County to have a private talk that can remain private. Have a seat."
Fischer did so, sitting in front of the desk. I slid a piece of paper over so he could read it. It read: It was you that called in the tip?.
Fischer looked up at me and just nodded. I took out a small plastic ashtray, set the paper on fire, and let it burn to ashes in the ashtray as Fischer watched.
"Agent Fischer," I said to start, "I am very rarely wrong in my evaluations of people, if I do say so myself. You are one of the very few I missed on; I thought you were going to be one of the good guys. "So, I just want to hear your whole story, off the record, just between us."
Fischer said "From the beginning?" I nodded.
"I always wanted to be an FBI Agent." said Fischer. "But as you can see, I'm pretty skinny, and not all that athletic. So I didn't make it through Quantico. But I did get into the SBI as a data analyst, then managed to get into their full Agent program."
"I don't think I'm one of the corrupt ones." said Fischer. "But I saw what was going on around me. I would never actively do anything dirty, but I let what others were doing slide. I thought it was just the normal political machinations of a bureaucracy."
I nodded. "I can understand that. So what happened?"
"Agent Grigsby, who is a rock solid guy, asked to not work with Greenwalt anymore. Grigsby said Greenwalt was a racist and constantly making racist comments. Grigsby also said that Greenwalt was immature, and acted like our missions were ROTC exercises in the woods or something. So they had me working with Greenwalt at times. Not all the time, but I was supposed to get him squared away, and at least get him to stop talking the racial stuff."
"Well," continued Fischer, "Greenwalt caught the eye of some people in the NTF. Ferrell had Pelletier bring Greenwalt in, to see if Greenwalt would be good on things like drug raids and paramilitary exercises. Ferrell and Pelletier thought that Greenwalt would wake up and get it together when he realized that those were real bullets coming at him... or Greenwalt would be a casualty, and that would be that."
"Tough training program." I said. "I'm glad the Police Academy is not that harsh."
"Believe me, Commander," said Fischer, "that is not the norm. It was just Greenwalt that I ever heard that said about. Anyway, they put him on Pelletier's team, which is basically an SBI SWAT Team. We've been beefing up since you shot up some our people in that bad raid in your County with that machine gun."
"So glad I could assist in your people's training." I said acerbically. "So you didn't work with Greenwalt anymore?"
"Oh yeah, I did." he said. "If we got a call, like that Linda Farris calling us in, he usually was tagged to go with me. And when you showed up and was about to rip Ms. Farris a new one, he and I were only glad to get out of there and out of your sight as quickly as possible."
"Anyway," Fischer continued, "this raid was being planned, and Greenwalt has a habit of not keeping his mouth shut. He was doing a bit better about not being overtly racist, but he still talked a lot. So the night of the raid, d a bunch of us went to a party at one agent's house; the driver Rogers's house. They would have parties to disguise how they were getting together, and then *poof!* suddenly were up and gone in vans.
"Well, there were a bunch of us not on that raid, some not even in the NTF, and some of those guys were bantering about the upcoming raid. I happened to hear Greenwalt telling someone that they were supposed to go to Nextdoor County but that they really were going to your County, and they had to make sure they got in and out of there before you, the Iron Crowbar, got wind of their raid.
"So I called Lt. Evans in Nextdoor County." said Fischer. "I had worked with her some on drug information, though she doesn't trust us any more than you do. I gave her a code sign we'd worked out if a C.I. we were both using got compromised, so she knew it was me. I told her what I knew. I guess she called you guys."
I nodded. "So, how much of this are you willing to put down in an affidavit, and testify to."
"All of it, if I have to." said Fischer. "Look, I just want to be an Agent, State or Federal. I looked into other States, but many of them are as bad or worse than this one. If I testify, I'm done in that capacity. But I'll do it if I have to, because it's the right thing to do."
"Agent Fischer," I said, "would you like to help me and others clean up the SBI? Make it a force for good, and as free as possible of corruption?"
"Sure." said Fischer.
"Then we won't use your testimony, unless it becomes zero-option necessary." I said. "What I'd really like for you to do is just keep your eyes and ears open. Do what you've been doing, going with the flow, but just do good Agent work. If Greenwalt gets past this, keep an eye on him to see if he's connected to other racially-related people, stuff like that."
"I'll do it, sir." said Fischer.
"All right, thanks for coming by. I'm thinking better of you now." I said, standing up. He stood up and we shook hands.
"I appreciate it, Commander." He crossed the long office and exited from the door in which he had come in.
The door to the nursery behind the desk opened. Cindy Ross came out.
"Do you trust him?" she asked.
"Yes and no." I said, sitting back down in Laura's chair. Now how is it that she got a better chair than I have? I idly wondered.
Then I said "Methinks what he said was true, but he left out a few things. He's working for someone, maybe the FBI, and was already gathering information on white supremacy groups from Greenwalt."
"How do you know?" Cindy asked.
"Elementary, my dear Watson." I said. "Greenwalt trusted Carter there enough to keep talking things like raids in front of Carter. So Carter is considered 'okay' by Greenwalt and maybe others. So he's ingraining himself with them. If he were really trying to keep Greenwalt from talking race, as Grigsby apparently did and got fed up with, then Greenwalt might work with Carter, but likely would not say much to him. Ergo, the real truth is that Fischer is worming his way into Greenwalt's all-white world."
"The logic holds." said Cindy. "But what about him informing Molly of the raid, who informed me instead of you directly, then I came to you?"
"You've heard me say that sometimes the Media will actually tell the truth, and I call it a 'Random Act of Journalism'."? Cindy nodded, and I said "This is similar. Fischer is sort of on the fence, but he's basically a good guy. He knows something really is badly wrong about this raid he's hearing about. So he alerts Molly to the details, which is the right thing to do, while keeping his own person out of the picture. With Mr. Fischer, there... we'll just have to see..."
Part 15 - Voiceover
Detective Joanne Cummings and I went to the office of Kroger Regional Director George White, whose dog had been killed in the 'Going Rogue' case. After we were admitted, I showed him some pictures.
"These are artist sketches." I said. "Mr. White, do any of them look like the man that threatened you when you wouldn't smuggle goods for them?"
He looked through the photos, and his eyes kept coming back to one man in a reddish-brown beard and mustache. "I can't swear to it, but this guy..." he tapped at the picture as he spoke, "... he sure looks close."
"Thank you, Mr. White." I said. "And I don't suppose you've heard from the guy again?"
"No." said White. "But my wife and I are being audited by the State Tax Authority, going back seven full years. We've retained an attorney; the State seems to be out for blood."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did you think, Detective?" I asked as we got in my SUV.
"If you can find the man and put him in a lineup," said Joanne, "I think Mr. White will correctly identify him."
"Me too." I said.
 "Where to now, sir?" I asked.
"To the Campaign Office of Jenna Stiles. " I said. "And this is why I brought you instead of Captain Ross. Prepare for possibly emotional times..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I played the audio tape for Jenna. As I did, I noted her recoil sharply, her eyes widening, almost popping out of her head.
"Oh my God." said Jenna.
"Do you recognize this voice, Jenna?" I asked.
"It... I can't testify to it..." she said, "but yes, it sound a lot like the first man, the one that forced Gor-don to rape me, and then he raped me..."
Jenna then said "And... he's the one whose voice I thought I'd heard before that night. Do you know who he is?"
"Before I answer that," I said, "take a look at this sketch of a man in an mask. Does it look like that man?"
Jenna's eyes teared up. "Again... I can't testify to it, but... yes...it does look like that masked man."
"I know this is hard, Jenna," I said, "and I appreciate you doing this. So let me ask you, do you know a lawyer named Charles Roland?"
"Yes." said Jenna. "He was representing Perry Richards in some deal that was going on several years ago. I wasn't an ADA yet, I was working for the people on the other side of the deal. Roland was a real asshole... oh my God..."
"His voice?" asked Joanne Cummings, who was sitting next to Jenna and comforting her.
"I... I think so..." said Jenna.
"If we catch this guy," I said, "do you think you might be able to identify him from moles or other marks on his body?"
"Yes." said Jenna.
"Okay, again I am sorry to have to put you through this." I said.
"If it catches the bastard, it's okay." Jenna said. I had the Campaign Manager come in, who I'd forewarned about the questioning that was to occur. She comforted Jenna as Detective Cummings and I left.
Part 16 - Solution
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she shouted at 7:00am, Tuesday March 22d. "Channel Two News has learned that District Attorney Gil Krasney has decided to not press charges against Assistant Fire Chief William Jefferson for assaulting a Police officer and other charges. However, Jefferson is still under investigation by the Inspector General, and may be relieved of his duties as Assistant Fire Chief."
"Jefferson's lawyer made a statement that his lawsuit against the County and Commander Donald Troy would continue. Yesterday, Commander Troy filed a counter-suit in the case, clouding the legal entanglements considerably. Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook has stated that if Commander Troy does not drop the counter-suit, he will lose his indemnification as a Police Officer, but the Mayor and some other Council Members issued a counter-statement saying that Cook was not speaking for the Council and has no authority in that matter."
"In the case of the shooting of a Marine by the SBI on a raid gone horribly wrong, five State Agents were formally indicted and have pled 'not guilty' of multiple charges, including first degree murder. In the case of the leader, Agent Justin Pelletier, the Town & County District Attorney's Office has said they will seek the death penalty for the aggravating circumstances of the case."
"And finally," said Bettina, "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI may begin an investigation of the SBI very soon. The FBI will not confirm this, but has not denied it either. And SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is running for Governor, has said he has heard nothing at all of any possibility of such an investigation."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I finished my chicken Caesar salad as Jack Muscone polished off his second double cheeseburger. We were eating lunch at the Cop Bar, which was surprisingly not busy today. The rains and messy road conditions probably were a factor.
"Nice appetizer." I teased. "What's the main course?"
"Hell, Don," replied Muscone, "I haven't eaten since lunch yesterday, and I was up half the night working on stuff."
"You guys are busy." I said.
"Thanks to you." said Muscone quietly. "What I wanted to tell you is that the rumors of opening up an investigation on the SBI is true. What has happened is that we went to get a warrant to begin surveillance on Charles Roland. The Federal Judge agreed that we had probable cause based upon what you gave us, and he issued it, but then he called me and the U.S. Attorney into his Chambers.
"While there, he said that with the Belfort Badge Gang investigation, and Roland being an offshoot of that, and with the SBI raid fiasco, he was supportive of our opening an overall investigation... but he wants it rolled into one package. So we've formed a Task Force. My team is on it, you and Cindy are on it as Consultants, Les Craig and Miles Winters are going to look into SBI connections with corrupt politicians like Dick Langdon. The idea is to bag just as many of these bastards as we can."
"Well, perish forbid I tell the FBI its business." I said. "I just hope that you are prioritizing some things over others."
"What do you think is the most important?" asked Muscone.
"Disguise Man." I said. "He's the thread on the web that takes us right to the center, and the Consultant. Next is Louise Belfort, Watch Captain Lockhart, and the small armies they raise from time to time."
"I agree." Jack said. "My boss... does not. Those Washington meetings with him and your wife and some of the highest level people in the Government... are allegedly about the ginning up of race wars in this country."
"I didn't think they were ready to go with that." I said.
"Neither did I, nor my boss." said Muscone. "And I know very little. So you, me and my team, and Cindy can work on the Consultant, and my boss will keep his eyes focused elsewhere. In a way, that's good... I have carte blanche for our operation."
Something was going on, I realized. Both operations were big. But we were being directed to one and made to focus on one. Giving me, through my FBI friends, this kind of investigation of the SBI... that's dangling a *big* carrot in front of my face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I was visited by a contingent of people. The Guernica family had come to say goodbye. They were moving to Arizona, where Mrs. Guernica had relatives. She thanked me for capturing the criminals, and for upholding her husband's honorable name in the face of smears.
Her little daughter looked a bit scared of me, but Joanne Cummings held her and told her the big redheaded man was her friend. So the little girl smiled a little bit at me.
As for Miguel, he came up to me and said "I drew a picture for you, Mr. Crowbar."
I knelt down and looked at it. It was in crayon. My whole head was in orange, with lots of orange-red hair and very large ears. Did I really look like that? I thought. The rest of me was in blue, with a silver star pasted over my chest where my badge would be. And in my hand was what looked like a red candy cane, representing my crowbar. That would do, I thought. That would do.
"This is very good, Miguel." I said. "Will you help me put it on my wall?" I put him on the desk and we thumbtacked the picture next to Pete Feeley's shield. Miguel was very happy. I would later put the drawing in a frame and hang it on the wall on the other side of the room.
"Miguel," I said, "I want you to do something for me. When you're growing up, I want everything you do to be something that will make your daddy proud of you, okay? Your daddy was a good man, and he's watching over us somewhere up there. Make him proud of you, okay?"
"Yes sir!" said Miguel. I put him back down on the floor, noticing that his mother had tears in her eyes.
As everyone was leaving, Miguel suddenly ran back and hugged my leg. "Thank you Mr. Crowbar!" he said, then darted back to his mom. Cindy was watching, and her eyes got a little moist. I held back, but thought to myself that moments like that made what I do worth the fight, and worth the pain.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That evening, we had dinner at the Cabin. Laura was back, and Carole was overjoyed to see her mom again. My mother Phyllis was there, as was Chief Griswold, Cindy, Teresa, Todd, Jack Muscone, Tanya Perlman, little Pete, Paulina Patterson and baby Tasha, Sandra Speer, Martin Nash, Molly and the boys, and Chief Moynahan.
I had told Cindy about my findings about Charles Roland. Her ice-blue eyes became jet when I told her of his very likely involvement in Jenna's ordeal. I also promised that his takedown would belong to her.
After dinner, we talked about the case, reaching the final part, what everyone wanted to know:
"That just leaves one big question, son." said my mother. "I keep hearing that you believe the SBI raiders did not make as much a mistake as we are led to believe."
"Not only that," said Chief Griswold, "when Commander Troy told Governor Jared what he thought, the Governor suddenly announced he was running for re-election." Everyone was stunned... and of course wanted to hear a lot more.
"All right." I said. "I have here a copy of the warrant that was issued for the raid. Everyone please take a look at it." As they did, Ross had decided to play a game of pinching my nose, so I played with him for a moment.
"Oh, I see it." said my mother the instant she examined the documents. No one else caught on. Chief Griswold did not bother to look at it. He was holding baby Jim, who was fascinated by the Chief's big handlebar mustaches... just as his sister Carole had been months before at one of these victory parties.
"Still don't see it." said Cindy.
"You've got a lot on your mind, I can tell." I said. My mother patted Cindy on the arm, and Cindy patted my mom's thigh in appreciation.
"So," I said, you may have noticed that the letters and numbers are very much in the European-style. The 'z' has a line through it to differentiate from a '2', the '7' has a similar horizontal line to differentiate it from a '1', and the '1' has a little flag-tail on top of the line."
"Now in America, we generally don't write that way." I continued. "I made a check of as many places of origin of SBI warrants as well as other Government documents as I could. There is only one place where this writing is consistently used, and it's the Clerk of the Court of the Midtown Superior Courts. She's in her sixties, and she emigrated from Germany forty years ago."
"So," I continued, "most of the time, 70% of the time for the pollsters out there, the SBI uses the Westphalia Courts to get their warrants. 20% of the remaining time, the SBI gets the warrants at the local jurisdiction of where they're executing it. And the last 10% is the Midtown Courts.
"Now usually warrants are typed." I said. "Chief Moynahan and Molly will remember when I went down there once before, and I lamented on how long it took to get warrants. One of the reasons was because they insisted on typing them, for clarity. But then, after the Midtown PD made some complaints, they started writing them out longhand if they got backed up, or if the warrant was very quickly needed."
"So instead of going to Westphalia Courts, instead of going to our County's Courts, which was the jurisdiction for either our County or Nextdoor County, they go to Midtown. Why? Because that is where the woman that writes the Germanic numerals works."
"Someone asked for an address of 2461 Reservoir Drive. That's the Nextdoor County side of Reservoir Lake. Our side is Reservoir Road. I might add that there is officially no '2461' on Reservoir Drive, and that Tom Riordan does not live at his Riverside Drive home now... but that's not relevant to what I was seeing."
"So," I said, "the SBI death squad rolled up, but the driver misread the address as '2467'. And that led to Gunnery Sergeant Guernica's death. He thought burglars were invading his home and he went to defend his family. He was obliterated, and his family is lucky to be alive."
"Because you got there in time." said Chief Griswold.
"Maybe." I said.
"So they misread the '1' for a '7'." said Cindy. "And they meant to go to '2461'. So who lives there?"
"The houses are odd-numbered on the right, even-numbered on the left." I said. "So they meant to go three houses further down."
"But that's..." Cindy said, and then her eyes widened. "Oh my God!"
She was looking over at Chief Griswold. "That's your address, Chief!" she exclaimed.
Everyone gasped, looking over at Chief Griswold, who was nodding. Then they looked back at me, seeing a man whose face was set in iron.
"That's right." I said flatly. "I do not believe in this many coincidences at once. They must think I am a stupid idiot that wouldn't see through that. I believe that the orders for this raid came from the top, from Jack Lewis himself... and the purpose and intent was the cold-blooded murder of Chief Antonio Griswold. And yes... I took what they did very, very personally. And still do."
"And once the Iron Crowbar showed his well-reasoned analysis to the Governor," said Moynahan, "the Governor did not appreciate his friend Grizz being targeted like that. And his announcement to run again came swiftly."
"Can we prove this?" asked Martin Nash. "Any of it?"
"If push came to shove," I said, "I have a C.I. that heard one of the raiders say well before the raid that they intended to come into our County. We also have Graves's testimony. But linking Lewis to the killers, and showing intent? Ain't likely gonna happen."
"I'm sorry for that family." said Cindy. "But I'm glad you're alive and still with us, Chief." She got up and went over and hugged the old Chief.
"So what are you going to do, Don?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Payback is coming." I said. "And it will be a bitch for Director Jack Lewis. He will regret the day he ever heard my name..."
Part 17 - Epilogue: Death Before Dishonor
At 4:00am, Wednesday, March 23d, I was awakened by my cell phone ringing... and Bowser barking at it. I answered. It was the Deputy Director of the FBI.
"Commander, can you come down to the Federal Building as soon as possible?" he barked. "And wear a sharp-looking uniform."
"Er, yes sir." I said. I got up, made a hasty toilet, kissed my wife on the cheek, then left. I was in my Duty Dress uniform. No idea what was going on, though.
I pulled up and parked behind the Federal Building, gaining access with my consultant badge. The guard at the door asked another guard to escort me to the third floor, where the FBI rooms were. I could feel a touch of something in the air, not excitement, but not tension. I would soon find out what.
Going into the FBI area, I was brought to the conference room. I saw the FBI DepDirector, and across the room, and older man in a Marine Corps uniform.
"Thank you for coming, Commander Troy." said the DepDirector. He began introducing me to the Marine General. As the man turned to face me, I was stunned... he was no less than the Commandant of the United States Marine Corps, the highest Marine in the Nation!
This man's presence would literally be classified information. To say it was a surprise was a huge understatement.
"Ah, it's an honor to meet you, Commander." he said, coming up to shake my hand.
"Likewise, General." I said. I didn't know it yet, but this man would one day be Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. And if the FBI DepDirector gave off an aura of power, this man gave it off even more so.
"Commander, I have been briefed on your Police Force's response to the attack on Gunnery Sergeant Guernica and his family.." said the General. "I also was informed of your support of him in the face of smears, and I happened to see that video that's going around. I wanted to tell you personally that I am very grateful to you for your actions and your words."
"It was my honor, General." I said, still a bit stunned.
"Even so, I want you to have this." he said. He extended his hand and dropped a small black metal object into my hand. It was an Eagle, Globe, and Anchor, the official symbol and insignia of the United States Marine Corps. "This was Gunny Guernica's, pinned on him when he graduated from Parris Island."
"Sir... I can't accept this." I said. "His family should have it."
"They have his other ones." said the General. "They wanted you to have this one. I know that you'll treasure it as you do those Army Airborne wings of yours."
"Yes sir, I will." I said, then remembered my manners. "Thank you, General."
He shook my hand again, and said to the FBI DepDirector. "We need to be getting back to Washington, William."
"Yes, we do." said the FBI DepDirector. "Our plane is at County Airport. I'll be seeing you again soon, Commander."
As he left the room, the Marine Commandant said loudly "Semper Fi, Commander!"
"Airborne all the way, General!" I replied, a Paratrooper to the last.
He chuckled, then the room emptied of all but myself. I looked at the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor in my hand, still stunned at what had just happened.
I went to my SUV, and drove to Headquarters. I would frame the insignia, on a red background, and hang it on the wall near the picture drawn by Miguel. I would not forget. And I would fully avenge Gunny Guernica's death.
The lights in my officer were off. As I looked outside the window of my office, seeing the first threads of dawn, a song kept playing in my head. A song that had led Gunny Guernica and his fellow Marines for many years, and would carry the Corps forward...
From the Halls of Montezuma
To the shores of Tripoli;
We fight our country's battles
In the air, on land, and sea;
First to fight for right and freedom
And to keep our honor clean;
We are proud to claim the title
Of United States Marine...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Saturday, April 2d. At 1:45pm, Laura and I walked along College Street to the walkway that led to the front doors of First Baptist Church. The church faced south, and the bright Spring sunshine felt good on our backs as temperatures finally began going up a little bit.
Going into the front atrium, we were greeted by my nephew Todd, wearing a gray tuxedo. He gave us a program, and said that we had reserved seats near the front.
As we went into the main Sanctuary, I was impressed by it. It was relatively new, and the gray façade outside gave no indication of the sheer size of the large, auditorium-style room within. The carpet was a dark red, and there were two aisles that led to the front podium and the choir section behind it. Behind and above that was the baptismal pool. Me, I'd gotten sprinkled, not dunked, when I'd been a small child in Apple Grove.
We sat down towards the front as the chamber filled up. Including the upper deck, this room could easily fit 2000 people. Very impressive, I thought to myself as Cindy Ross came in and sat down beside me. Her sister Molly was at the Cabin, keeping a lot of kids. Chief Moynahan and Chief Griswold also came in and sat with us. Tanya Perlman was here, as well, in her first truly public appearance since being wounded and paralyzed. She was sitting just in front of the front right pew, along with Mrs. Veasley, both in their motorized wheelchairs. Jack Muscone and his FBI Team were all on the front row.
Flowers bedecked the entire church, white roses and other arrangements that gave away this occasion as the wedding it was. Just before 2:00pm, the organist began the processional music, which was a little too loud for my liking. The bridesmaids and groomsmen came down the aisles. Some of the ladies were college friends of the Bride, and Detective Diana Torres of the TCPD was also a bridesmaid. She looked much, much more beautiful in her salmon-pink dress than a police uniform, I noted. And the Matron of Honor was no less than the wife of the Sheriff, Mrs. Melina Allgood. I have to admit she looked fantastic.
Todd was one of the groomsmen, as was his fellow champion triathlete, Teddy Franklin. The Best Man was Barry Oliver, who had become very good friends with the groom, Seth Warner.
The organist paused, then began playing 'Here Comes The Bride'. We all stood, per time-honored tradition. And when the Bride appeared in the doorway, escorted by her father, an almost audible 'Awwww' seemed to course through the church.
Joanne Cummings was the very vision of a blushing, beautiful, happy bride as she came down the aisle in her white dress and veil. I happened to catch Elsie Gringer, the Town's Social Queen, surreptitiously but furiously writing notes.
After the ceremonial of the giveaway, Pastor Raymond K. Westboro, with his beak nose and wearing his ministerial robes, went through the ceremony. When he got to the part about 'speak now or forever hold his peace', I instinctively looked around... either the paranoid or cop part of me was halfway expecting something dramatic to happen.
Fortunately... this was not television, and the ceremony continued without a hitch... well, with the happy couple getting hitched...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Most people went through the back doors of the sanctuary and down the hall towards the Fellowship Hall. But there were stairs along there, so Jack Muscone and I escorted Tanya and Mrs. Veasley around to an outside door that gave wheelchair access to the Fellowship Hall. As we went in, I happened to look down to my left, and saw a half open door to another room. Curious, I went down and looked.
It was a chapel. The stained-glass windows of brilliant colors were shining as the sunlight came through them. There were a few rows of old wooden pews.
"Ah Commander." I heard a voice say. Turning, I saw Pastor Westboro beside me, "Admiring our Chapel?"
"Yes, Pastor." I said. "I never even knew this was here. It's very beautiful, especially the windows."
"Ah, if you would join our flock on Sundays, you'd see it much more often." said Westboro, ever the recruiter. "This was the original church, built when the Town was built in the 1800s. It was reconstructed a few times, then we finally bought the land facing College Street and built a bigger Sanctuary. We preserved the old windows, rebuilt the walls, and we use this space for small services, funerals and the like."
"Very nice. I seem to feel the Lord's presence in places like this more than those large, modern auditoriums." I said.
"I understand. I know what you mean." said Pastor Westboro as I allowed him to guide me back to the Fellowship Hall, which was on the upper floor. Classrooms and offices were below us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Much later that afternoon, indeed almost evening, the Bride and Groom came out the front of the Church to formally leave for their new lives together. A Police Honor Guard raised and crossed swords, creating an archway for Joanne Warner, née Cummings, and her husband Seth to walk through. Then came all the rice throwing as the couple made their way to a car. After emotional hugs with her family, the car drove Joanne and Seth away.
"Where are they going on their honeymoon?"Laura asked, still holding some rice in a little bag.
"Florida, I think." I said. "Daytona Beach, then Jacksonville for a concert. Then they're going up to the historic Savannah, Georgia and historic Charleston, South Carolina sites."
"I've watched you scan the crowds ten times." Laura said. "What are you looking for?"
"I've been wondering if we'd see Seth's sister show up." I said. "And of course, there's always the possibility of someone even more sinister coming around and trying to mess up our party."
"Melina said that Seth did not invite his sister, but Joanne did---" said Laura.
Just then we were interrupted by Elsie Gringer and her niece, Bettina Wurtzburg, "Oh, it's the loveliest couple in the County!" gushed Elsie. "I can only hope that Seth and Joanne will look as happy as you two when they grow up!"
I laughed, understanding Elsie's joke. "I hope I never have to grow up." I said. "And of course my lovely wife will look like she's 21 forever." Laura smiled.
Elsie said "You are a shameless flirt, Commander. May I take a photo of you two?"
Though Elsie might not have known it, taking a picture of a Deputy Director of the CIA was not always a good thing. Nevertheless, Laura allowed it and we posed for a quick picture together. I notice Laura had lowered her hat's veil just a bit, which would help cover her face ever so slightly, and being as tall as me in her high heels, she could get away with bowing her head a bit to help. Small things that most wouldn't notice...
Part 2 - The Escape
"All right guys, we're having a little party tonight." said Senator Richard Langdon in his Midtown State Senate offices. "The early one is a fundraiser for SBI Director Lewis. Then we'll have a smaller, more private party for the really big donors. So we're going to need some girls."
"No problem, sir." said his aide. "How many? Any specialties?"
"Usual number, about twelve." said Langdon. "Standard stuff, no kink."
The aide called Watch Captain Lockhart, who called contacts in State Women's Prison in Madison County, to the east of Midtown, and placed the order for 'comfort women' to be made available for the sexual use of wealthy political donors.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, your son got married today?" asked the female guard as she escorted Karla Warner back to her cell from the prison library.
"Yes." said Karla. "Seth came and visited me earlier this week. She's a cute girl; he adores her. Only problem is that she's a cop."
"Maybe she'll keep him out of trouble, then." said the guard. Just as she was about to leave, the guard whispered to Karla "It's on for tonight. Be ready to move, and when we come get you, don't say anything. Make sure you're in the last van."
Karla nodded. The guard then went further down the hall and gave a sign to the woman in that cell, then another. Then she stopped at one final cell. "Are you ready, Goth Girl?" she whispered.
"You bet." said the woman. The guard gave her the same admonitions she gave Karla, then moved on.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The four vans passed through the gate of the prison and up to the end of the finger of the building that protruded out from the main prison. In this wing were the kitchens and laundry, and at night there were almost no people on the entire wing.
"All right ladies, you know the drill." said the lead guard. "Four per van. You four... you four... you four... hey Charlie! I thought there were just twelve."
"One extra set tonight, Tom." said the other guard. "We got a call that the party got bigger."
"Okay, you four ladies in the last vehicle." said the first guard, Tom. The four women nodded. Tom didn't think much of three of them being older, only one being a hot young thing that State Senator Langdon normally liked.
"All right, here come the vans." said another guard. The vans pulled up. The women were escorted into them, guards closing the doors. Karla Warner and three others got into the last van.
"All right, take them to the safehouse to change into some dresses. A little extra makeup for the ones in the last van, yes?" joked Tom. "And then to the Midtown Marriott Hotel. Our guys will be waiting for you at the back service entrance." The driver affirmed the instructions, then the convoy pulled out.
Karla had noticed that the driver of her van was a woman, dressed up to be disguised as a man. She looked at the other three women, all who had knowing, expectant looks on their faces. As they neared Midtown, they got off the highway, following surface streets.
Suddenly, the other person in front, riding shotgun, turned and said "Hold on, ladies! Now's the break!" With that, the van sharply turned right at high speed, then the driver accelerated as they went into a residential area.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, what's up with that?" asked the driver of the police car behind the van. "Follow them!" The driver turned, sped up, and turned on the blue lightbar and sirens.
"What's going on, Tango-Uniform-4?" asked the radio, who was the driver of Van No. 3.
"The last van peeled off!" shouted the shotgun-seat rider of the police car. "In pursuit, call for backup!" The chase was on!
As the car hurtled to catch up to the van, a truck suddenly pulled out in front of it. The driver hit the brakes, the tires screeching loudly in protest, and the car spun out, ending up broadside just inches from the truck. The cops exited their vehicle and ran up to the truck's cab, eager to teach the driver an unforgettably painful, perhaps fatal, lesson. To their shock, the cab was empty... the truck had been moved by remote.
As other cars came up, the officers frantically searched for someone that might be controlling the truck. There was no one. Then one cop looked up.
"Goddammit!" he gasped. "There's a drone up there. See it?" He pointed, and the other officers had to look hard to see the black drone against the black sky.
"Van spotted on Fremont Road." called the radio. Cops converged upon the scene. The truck was empty. The six women had made their escape.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What?!" State Senator Richard Langdon exclaimed as he held the cellphone to his ear. "They did what?" Anger was etched on his face as he listened to the report. "Okay... yeah, you did right sending the other girls back. Listen, keep this under wraps, do not let it get out that there has been an escape!" He hung up.
"What is it, Richard?" asked the deeply corrupt Rep. Justin Madoff, who was eager to sink his thin, inadequate cock into some Prison Pussy. "Problem?"
"Yeah, you could say that." said Langdon. He called another number. "Yeah, put the backup plan into motion. Get some girls here from Kristin's." He hung up. "We'll get the boys laid, Justin. It's just going to cost me a hell of a lot more tonight." He did not elaborate further. Justin Madoff did not ask.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Warden entered his office at 1:00am, Sunday, April 3d. "All right, what's the status?"
"Midnight bed-check in Cellblock 'Danger' revealed four missing prisoners." said the Watch Captain. "A spot-check alarm was raised for the entire facility, and the four were not found."
"Any ideas how they got out?" asked the Warden. "Were they part of Langdon's group of whores?"
"No sir." said the Watch Captain. "Cellblock 'Danger' is where our most dangerous prisoners are housed. They're not permitted to go anywhere else, or be a part of Langdon's projects or any other ones at the facility. I'll add that all twelve of the girls Langdon called for were returned when the 'Able Witchcraft' alarm was raised."
"Sir, that's not quite true." said a guard as he came in. He'd been the leader of the contingent escorting the 'Prison Pussy' detail to Langdon's hotel party. He was youngish, black, had served in the Army in Iraq and gained a reputation for cruelty towards his enemy in battle. His nickname was 'Blinder', because of what he did to the eyes of Iraqis who were unfortunate enough to be captured by him.
"The escapees were added to the 'Prison Pussy' group." said 'Blinder'. "We were told more had been asked for. When we called our guys with Langdon after the escape, they said no extras had been ordered."
"Who told you that?" asked the Watch Captain. The man named names.
"Round those guys up." said the Watch Captain. "Personally take charge of that, 'Blinder'. We need to know the truth."
"Yes sir." said the guard, with great relish.
"Does Senator Langdon know?" asked the Warden quietly.
"Yes sir, he does." said the Watch Captain. "He wants the information suppressed from the Media and the Public for as long as possible, to clear any chance of his operation being exposed. His people also called me later, said they'd prefer this not get out for 48 to 72 hours, then act like it happened more recently and only tell the SBI quietly."
"Harrumph!" said the Warden. "Langdon is hoping those girls will clear the State. If they're caught, they might tell someone how they got out... as part of his little contingent of whores. Well, that whole thing has been utterly blown, and I don't really regret that. But if these women kill someone... that'll be bad."
"Warden," said the Watch Captain, "I do think you need to cover your ass to the point that you call SBI Director Jack Lewis. If this gets out, he needs to have cover himself, since he's running for Governor."
"But you don't want to call Governor Jared himself." said the Warden. "Ohhhhh, shit... Okay, who were the women that escaped? Any of them particularly dangerous?"
"Three of them are considered very dangerous, sir." said an aide. "One of them is Karla Warner, murderer. Another is Eleanor Burke, who committed murder and attempted murder. The third is Cheryl Belle Dunston, who committed fraud... but her brother was murdered and she was implicated in the overall case. The fourth... oh my God."
"What?" asked the Warden. "Who is she?"
"Sir," said the Watch Captain, "do you remember when that guy, Ned Something-or-other, kidnapped a baby and drew the Iron Crowbar into an ambush?"
"Sure." said the Warden. "The Iron Crowbar turned that around, the Ned guy got played... and shot dead."
"Yes, and it was Eleanor Burke who did that." said the Watch Captain. "But the woman that was with Ned, the really dangerous one, is the fourth escapee. She goes by 'Goth Girl Kathy, she has family in the University Town up there..."
"Geez." said the Warden. "This is bad." He got up and paced around, thinking about the situation for a full five minutes. Then he said "Okay, we can't play around with this. I'm going to call Jack Lewis on it, get him in the loop. It'll probably be kept on the down-low, but they can begin searching, they can protect families needing protection. Watch Captain, call Langdon's people, tell him to lay low and that we're going to cover for his operation but will not be doing any more of it in the near future. Also tell him that someone has penetrated his operation, as it was used to make this escape."
Just then another aide rushed in. "Warden," he said, "we're getting phone calls from the Press about four escapees!"
"What?!" gasped the Warden, as others gasped also. "How the fuck did they find out?"
"I don't know, sir." said the man, who was thin and looked ready to jump under a bed at the slightest sound. "But they asked if four women had escaped from Cellblock 'D', if the women were dangerous, and if SBI Director Jack Lewis and Governor Jared had been called yet... and one of them asked if Eleanor Burke, by name, had escaped."
"Oh my God!" said the Warden. "We've got a fucking leak, here!"
"Maybe not, sir." said the Watch Captain. "It could've been someone associated with helping the escapees, to embarrass us and Director Lewis."
"Yeah, right." said the Warden. "Which Media stations?"
"KCAP in Midtown, KSB in the City... and the one that asked about Eleanor Burke: KXTC..."
Part 3 - Reunion
5:00am, Sunday, April 3d. I was awakened by the incessant buzzing of my personal cellphone. Bowser was in the hallway, barking his disapproval. I picked up the phone and sleepily said "Troy."
"I have little time," said a voice, a mechanical-sounding male voice, "so please listen without interrupting. There has been an escape from State Women's Prison. Four women: Eleanor Burke, Karla Warner, Cheryl Belle Dunston, Kathy Larrington, a.k.a. Goth Girl Kathy. The Governor has not been told."
"Can I confirm with the Prison?" I asked.
"You may do as you like." said the voice. "They'll never trace me. Take action." The line abruptly went dead.
"Hoo boy." I said.
"What's the matter?" Laura asked sleepily as I got up.
"Anonymous tip of a prison break. One of them is Eleanor Burke." I said. That got Laura fully awake. "I'm going to see if I can confirm it." I said.
I went to the office area that was behind the kitchen, and got on the computer. There were no internet stories. I logged into the Police website, and went through to see if they'd gotten any bulletins. Nothing. I called the Duty Desk; they'd heard nothing from the Prison System at all.
I called State Women's Prison, half expecting to get no answer. But someone picked up the phone. "This is Commander Troy of the Town & County Police Force. Has there been an escape from down there?"
There was a pause, then the person on the line said "We have four people unaccounted for, sir, but we are not calling it an escape as of this time. The prison is on lockdown. If you'll call back in a few hours, our Press Office might have more information for you."
"Okay, thank you." I said, knowing I'd get no more from them.
I sat and pondered. The person that had called me had not only known my relatively private personal cellphone number, but had called from a burner phone. I thought it might be Dr. Eckhart or his acolytes, but he or they usually would leave some kind of little word or indicator that would let me know it was him. Oh well, don't look gift horses in the mouth, I thought to myself.



I logged into the SBI computers, under my SBI Reserve ID. There was nothing untoward going on there... oh wait, there were email exchanges...
Back to the Police website, where I went for cellphone entries, warrants be damned. Yes, Jack Lewis had received cellphone calls in the early hours of the morning. Val Jared had not.
I called the Governor's direct line, a number only a few people had. A sniveling voice of an operator at the Governor's Mansion answered.
"This is Commander Troy of the TCPD, and this is an emergency." I said. "Please put Governor Jared on the line."
"What's it about?" said the sniveling punk.
"It's an emergency, and the Governor will know who I am. Put him on the line." I said.
"If you won't tell me what it's about, I won't bother the Governor. It's up to me to determine if it really is important enough to bother him----"
"Listen, you." I said. "If I have to come all the way to Midtown, I will. I'll find out who you are, and I'll arrest you and put you in jail for failure to follow emergency Police instructions. Now put the Governor on the line!"
The line went dead.
Given no choice, I called Chief Griswold and explained the situation. Ten minutes later, the Governor called me. "I'm sorry about that misunderstanding, Commander. What's this about?"
"Governor, who was your switchboard operator that hung up on me?" I asked.
"Someone who is no longer employed by me." said the Governor.
"With respect, sir," I said, "he's going to jail when I find out who he is. Yes sir, I am dead serious. Anyway, sir, what I called about is that I've been given an anonymous tip that there was an escape from State Women's Prison last night. Director Lewis may have been advised of it. Were you?"
"Uh, no, I wasn't." said the Governor. "Tell you what, I'll check into it. Thanks for letting me know, Don."
"Yes sir." I said. The line went dead.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mom!" Karen Warner Harlan gasped. She rushed into her mother's arms. Their hug was a strong one that lasted a long time.
"It's so good to see you again, baby!" said Karla Warner. She and her fellow escapees had been driven up to Westphalia, where they changed vans and drove on up into the suburbs west of the City. It was a small, two-bedroom safehouse, stocked with beds, food, and other provisions.
"So," said Eleanor Burke, "this was your doing, Karen?"
"No." said Karen. "It was hers." Karen went to the woman who'd just come in, dressed in a business suit and high heel pumps, and hugged her. "Thank you for doing this... Elizabeth!"
"My pleasure, dear." said the Iron Crowbar's older sister. "My pleasure..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Director Lewis, it's the Governor on the line." said an aide. "And sir... he knows you've been informed of the jailbreak."
Lewis picked up the phone. "Hello, Governor... yes, I was just informed by my staff minutes ago... no, Governor, they were trying to confirm it with the Prison before waking me up... of course I was going to call you, as soon as it was confirmed... yes, we need to set up a better liaison... goodbye, Governor." He hung up the phone. "Shit."
"Bad, sir?" asked a staffer.
"Could've been worse." Lewis said. "Who the fuck told him?"
"Director," said another staffer, "I just got word that Commander Troy of the Town & County Police Department called State Women's Prison to get confirmation of the escape."
"When?" asked Lewis.
"About 5:15 this morning, sir. Their automatic phone system logged the call. I called to ask what they told him, and they said they confirmed that there were missing people, but they had not yet called it an escape."
"Well," said Lewis, "ten-to-one that's how the Governor found out. Wonder who snitched to Troy?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So you are the Iron Crowbar's sister." said Eleanor Burke. "You definitely resemble him in the face, though not the hair."
"And your body looks a hell of a lot better than his." said Karla Warner. "By the way, where is Katherine? I'd love to see her again." She was referring to her sister-in-law and lover, Katherine Warner Wilson.
"We'll arrange that meeting later, Karla." said Elizabeth. The others were eating breakfast in the kitchen, their first 'normal' food in a very long time. "I suppose you're wondering what this is about."
"Well, I'd hope it was your generosity," said Goth Girl Kathy, "but since we were all put in jail by your brother, I would imagine it has to do with him."
"In part, Kathy." said Elizabeth. "What it comes down to is this: Karen and I have been a part of an organization of four people. We believe that one of them, Mr. Thaddeus Ward, is becoming too old to be of help to us, though he's a very loyal and wonderful man. The other... well, we just call him Number Four. He is a very bad man. Worse, he takes way too much of the cut of our operations."
"So," Elizabeth continued, "I think women do a better job of things than men. It was a woman's plan that got you out of State Women's Prison, and it's a woman's plan that is going to make us some serious money so you all can move along and we can re-start our lives."
"As long as it includes taking revenge on some people," said Cheryl Dunston, "I'm all in."
"You'll be helping me with some financial things, Cheryl." said Elizabeth. "Number Four's accounting specialist is too loyal to him personally, and we'll need a replacement soon. As to you other ladies, I think we'll be having a lot of fun along the way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Cindy Ross as she sat in my office at 8:00am, still Sunday, April 3d. "Four of our biggest and baddest... walked right out of that jail. How?"
"State Women's Prison is being very quiet about things right now." I said. "But because we can not only observe and deduce, but apply some knowledge, I think we can come up with a solution. So, which one of you wants to take a shot at it?"
Teresa Croyle and Martin Nash were also in the room. I'd called Chief Moynahan with the jailbreak news a half hour before, and while he did not need to do anything, the doughnuts and coffee we were consuming had been courtesy of him. He was in his office at the moment.
"They're all four from previous cases in this County." Teresa said. "So I have to think that that a big reason why they are the escapees. I guess they met each other, realized they had a hatred of the Iron Crowbar in common, and now are coming to get you, sir."
"No doubt about that, at least in my mind." I said. "So how did they break out?"
"Confederates from the outside." said Nash. "Obviously we don't have full details yet, but maybe they got to know some guards, got someone to be around at the proper time and place, they go to that place at that time, and they're whisked away."
"Don," asked Cindy, "how much do these guys know about Richard Langdon?"
"I don't know." I said. "What do you guys know?"
"He's a State Senator." said Nash. "Tall, slender, professorial type. Then he opens his mouth and this harsh voice of his ruins the image. He's believed to be dirty, connected to Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone's mob outfits, but no one seems to be interested in investigating him."
"I heard a lot about him when I was in Midtown I.A." said Teresa Croyle. "For a while, he was believed to be the guy running underground casinos and prostitution rings in Midtown and the southeastern part of the State. No one connected him to drugs, though that's where the Vice money really is. And like Martin said... no one wanted to investigate him. He controls Madison County, his district, like one of those old 'Boss Hogg' types in the South. And he's in deep with crooked elements of the SBI."
"And he's in deep with other crooked Legislators and such." I said. "So he controls Madison County with an iron fist. What else is in Madison County?"
"State Women's Prison." said Cindy.
"Ah." I said. "So is it reasonable to assume that he has some control over the State Prison?"
"Only so much." said Nash. "It's still a State-controlled facility."
"As is the SBI, and we're quickly getting back to dirty politicians." I said. "Okay, Blue Crowbar, connect these dots."
Cindy said "I think we discussed that Langdon has prostitutes at his parties, like Senator Nathan Allen would have. But Langdon likes to save money by having girls from State Women's Prison brought in to fuck the male guests."
"Ahhh, now we're getting somewhere." I said. I saw Teresa's eyes flash, then she regained her composure. I said to Cindy "Keep going."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "I would suspect that these women were part of a group of women chosen to be whores for the night. But they somehow managed to escape, instead."
"Outstanding!" I said. "I think that's it. There are some objections, though. All four of these women were in Cellblock 'D'. Now I've done some research and talked to some people who, in exchange for a few green dollar bills, told me how the Prison System works there. Cellblock 'D' is also called Cellblock 'Danger', because the most dangerous women are put in there. It is more carefully guarded, has more security cameras and features, and the women there are not allowed to participate in programs the other prisoners partake of."
"So it's unlikely they'd be chosen as Langdon's prostitutes." said Nash.
"Yes. Normally, it would be prohibited." I said. "So, I think some guards were asked to bring these women into the group, but they were told to be in their own vehicle. That vehicle then veers off from the others, making their escape. They may or may not have been pursued by guards, but plans would be made to impede the roadway. A van was found empty near Midtown last night; the MPD actually logged it as an entry before the Prison System or Langdon could stop them."
Just then, Chief Moynahan knocked on the door. "Commander, may I borrow your Captain of Detectives for one moment?"
"Yes sir." I said. Cindy went with Moynahan to his office. I turned to Nash and said "Martin, will you check with our FBI buddies and see what they're hearing about this? Teresa, hold here a moment."
"Yes sir." Nash said. He left.
I peered at Teresa. "I can see that you knew about Langdon's prostitution ring. Spill it."
"Off the record, sir? And may I speak freely?"
I smiled. "By all means." I took out the bug-killer and turned it on.
Teresa said "Sir, Todd told me that Langdon had tried to force his mother, your sister, to be one of his prostitutes. Todd then said that someone retaliated by beating the living shit out of Langdon. A crowbar was mentioned as a possible assault weapon."
"Indeed." I said. "Todd should be more careful about what he says in his sleep."
Teresa gave what was for her a smile. "That's why I asked to speak freely, sir. Todd told me that, and other stuff, because he and I both want to keep you alive. We are trying hard, and the TCPD is trying hard, to find the Consultant of Crime and bring him in before you do... because we know you will do something to get him that might get you killed. And we'd rather have you alive and beating the living shit out of dirty Legislators that fuck with your sister. Sir."
I shook my head, chuckling. "Good grief." I said. "Okay, I understand. Y'all were trying to get Ned before I could, too. How'd that work out for everyone?"
Teresa shrugged, and I then said: "I do appreciate your caring. Todd still needs to keep his fucking mouth shut. Find ways to keep his mouth shut, will you please?"
"Any suggestions sir?" asked Teresa, a wicked look on her face.
"I might refer you to my wife for some suggestions." I replied. "Fun ones, too."
Cindy came back in. "The Chief wanted me to make sure that Michael and Jeanine Burke are told of Eleanor's escape. You've told Laura, by the way?"
"Yes, and my mother." I said. "We also need to get word to Katherine Warner Wilson, who turned on Karla Warner. And I'm debating if we should let Joanne and Seth know."
"The Chief has already tried." said Cindy. "He says Joanne didn't take her Police cellphone, and I had to admit to him that I'd suggested she leave it here during her honeymoon. And I got my first asschewing from Chief Moynahan for that one."
"Softening you up for my asschewing." I said, none too pleased with what I'd just heard. "I know she's on honeymoon, but still... she should've taken her Police cellphone, just in case something catastrophic happened."
"And this qualifies, IMHO." said Teresa. "Oh, sorry."
"You're among friends." I said. "Okay, get with Joanne or Seth on their personal cellphones. If Shayla Belle still lives in this County, notify her as well. There's no telling who these escaped women may take a shot at."
"With respect, sir," said Teresa, "we all know the one person they want the most. That would be you, sir. Keep your armored vest on, and that is not a request." I chuckled at Teresa's use of my own quotes against me.
"Yes ma'am, Chief Croyle." I said.
"One day, sir... one day." Teresa replied.
Part 4 - Sex, Sand and Sensational News
"Oh yes, that sooooo good!" the lovely blonde gasped. Joanne looked up at her handsome new husband Seth as he slowly and steadily pumped his huge cock in and out of her tight wet pussy. She slid her shapely legs up and wrapped them tightly around him. "Oh yes, Seth, fuck me!"
"Oh God, baby." he gasped. "You are so fucking beautiful! I want to fuck you forever!" He sank his turgid meat in, wetly sliding on a layer of cunt oil and lubricant, until his balls solidly impacted her taint. They ground their hips together, unconsciously matching their rhythms perfectly. He slid out and her body instinctively moved to take him in as he drove into her again. Their steady rutting continued.
"Oh, I can't believe I'm being fucked by a married man!" Joanne gasped as her hands clutched at her husband's biceps. He slammed into her a bit harder, fucking her a bit faster. "Ohhhh, it's got to be so wrong...
"No baby, this is right, so right..." Seth gasped. They'd shared variations of this joke many times before their wedding and now after it. It seemed to get Joanne off that she was 'sinning' by fucking a married man, and Seth went along. As for him, the tight wet sweetness of his wife's pussy clutching at his huge, throbbing cock was the hottest thing in the world right now. He still marveled that this blonde beauty was his wife, was married to him! He began to fuck her harder and harder, feeling the pain of his nut rising, knowing he'd come in her several times already and having little left to give...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God, I am going to be sooooo sore." Joanne mumbled as she cuddled with her new husband. "What will we do the rest of the week?"
"Eat... sleep... recharge my balls so I can fuck you some more." Seth said. Joanne fondled his depleted nuts and half hard cock, which was still impressively thick.
"And the Timmy Pemberton concert." Joanne said. "That is going to be so awesome!"
Timmy Pemberton was a Christian music singer and was the 'hot stuff' amongst the Evangelical Christian set. He was handsome and a favorite of the young women, and word was that he was still a virgin because he was not yet married and was true to his Christian values. His concert tour was totally sold out, and Joanne and Seth had tickets to his concert the next night in Jacksonville, Florida. After the concert, Joanne and Seth would continue up Interstate-95 to Savannah, Georgia and Charleston, South Carolina.
"By the way," Seth said, "you really are in great shape... even better than you were. What have you been doing?"
"Oh, I've been training with Captain Ross." said Joanne. "She's been teaching me a lot of self-defense tactics. I'm going to enter the Police Boxing Matches, but I don't know if I'll get that far. She's going to win it, hands down."
"You don't think Commander Troy can beat her?" Seth asked. "Todd says his uncle has been working out and training, too."
"He's good, but I think she's going to kick his ass, and everyone else's." Joanne said. "She's been beating me up almost every day. It's good exercise, though, and I'm in better shape... which I have to be to keep up with you and your big cock fucking me!" With that, she bent over and took her husband's cock into her mouth, sucking it deeply. Fortified by Viagra, Seth's penis began responding.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, I'll tell him." Joanne said. "Yes, we'll be careful... yes ma'am... okay, bye."
"Who was that?" asked Seth as he dressed for dinner.
"Captain Ross." said Joanne. "Sit down a second."
"What's up?" Seth asked, knowing something was amiss.
Joanne sucked in her breath, exhaled, then said "She was telling me that there was a prison break from State Women's Prison... and your mother was one of the women that escaped."
"Ohhhh..." said Seth. "Have they caught her yet?"
"No." said Joanne. "Captain Ross said she thinks your mother and the other women are still in the State, but she told me to be on the lookout in case your mom comes for you. She thinks that won't happen because we're traveling, but she said to watch our backs, just in case."
"Yeah." said Seth, his mind aflame with thoughts. "You know, it's my Aunt Katherine they'd better protect... my mom just might go after her..."
Part 5 - All Points Bulletin
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead at 7:00am, Monday, April 4th. "Channel Two News is bringing continuing coverage of the escape from State Women's Prison in Madison County!"
"Four women prisoners were discovered to be missing on Saturday night." said Bettina. "State Women's Prison only admitted this yesterday afternoon, however, after Governor Jared announced it first. When asked if SBI Director Jack Lewis had notified the Governor in a timely manner, the Governor replied that he'd heard it from other sources first, and was disappointed that Director Lewis had politicized the event by not telling the Governor earlier. Director Lewis's campaign office stated they were attempting to confirm the escape when the Governor called them."
Bettina went on: "According to Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Force, the four women escapees are Eleanor Burke, Cheryl Belle Dunston, Kathy Larrington, and Karla Warner. All four of these women were sent to prison by the work of Commander Troy and the TCPD, and he is putting his Officers on elevated alert..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ladies and Gentlemen, the Police Commander!" announced Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. The entire Town & County Police Force (loddy doddy everybody) was in the main auditorium of Police Headquarters, and they rose as one and came to attention. It was 8:00am sharp.
"Take your seats, please." I said as I mounted the raised stage. I attached the mobile microphone to the collar of my shirt as the Officers sat back down.
"Officers, we have had a serious situation develop over the weekend, which brings the safety of each and every one of you into question." I stated. "Some of you may have heard of the escape of four women from State Women's Prison over the weekend. These four women are all from this area. First slide, please."
The projector came on, flashing an image on the screen on the back wall behind me. I moved out of the way as I said "This is Eleanor Burke. She was convicted of first degree attempted murder, as well as aiding and abetting a wanted fugitive. Her former husband, Michael Burke, is from this area, and Mr. Burke's son Todd Burke is the CEO of BOW Enterprises, Inc. There was an attempt to assassinate Mr. Todd Burke some days ago, as well. Next slide, please."
"This is Karla Warner." I said. "She was convicted of first degree murder and conspiracy to commit murder, as well as securities fraud. Mrs. Warner is the mother of Seth Warner, also a C-Level officer of BOW Enterprises, and the mother of Karen Warner Harlan, who resides in this area. Seth Warner is also the lucky man who just married Detective Joanne Cummings Warner of this Police Force. Next slide."



"This is Cheryl Belle Dunston." I said. "She was convicted of fraud, theft by deception, and other financial crimes. While she has not committed murder, her brother Derrick Belle was murdered in this County, leading to the discovery of her own crimes, and she is considered potentially dangerous as a possible cyber-hacker. Next slide."
"Last, but certainly not least, is Kathy Larrington, also known as 'Goth Girl Kathy'." I said. "Goth Girl Kathy was a close associate of my late nephew Ned, who was an exceptionally dangerous criminal. Captain Ross can attest to this, as her Purple Order and Medal of Valor came as a direct result of Ned's actions, aided and abetted by Goth Girl Kathy. Kathy has a mother and sister living in this County, and Kathy may be the most dangerous of all these escaped women."
"Officers," I said, "the priority of this Police Force is the apprehension of these very dangerous women, should they come into this County. We are notifying the families now of the escape and the potential dangers to these family members, and we will be stepping up surveillance and protection for the family members. Be alert, and be prepared for possible sudden assignment changes as well as emergency calls for assistance."
"Also, and this is not a request but a direct order from me." I said. "Every officer, even those of you in Administration or desk duty assignments, are to wear your protective vests under your uniforms. Loddy doddy, everybody. No exceptions. Protective gear at all times unless you are in the bathroom or the shower, or safely secured in your homes. The threat level to Police Force officers has been raised to 'Elevated'. If you have any questions, direct them to your Precinct leadership. Chief, do you have anything for them?"
"Yes, thank you." said the Chief, assuming the podium and taking the microphone I offered him. "I want to say that I continue to be impressed by your professionalism and devotion to duty, and I'm not just saying that idly. We've seen the Fire Department and EMTs in an ugly squabble, and all of you showed those guys what true professionalism is really about. You're a credit to me and the leadership of this Police Force, and to the Citizens of this Town & County."
"Having said that," said the Chief, "I want to add to what Commander Troy said about wearing protective gear and being on heightened alert. I want all of you to go home safely to your families every night. Things are getting a little hostile, a little chaotic out there, so keep your heads together, keep your eyes peeled, look out for each other, and continue to serve as well as you have been. Anything else?" He was asking me and the leadership to the side of the podium. We all had nothing. "Okay, then, you're dismissed to your duties." Everyone stood up as the Chief left the podium, calling out "Carry on!" as he went.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Southport, 10:30am, Monday April 4th. At the main branch of Two Rivers Bank, the security guard watched as two women walked in. One was older than the other. The younger girl had dyed red hair with pink highlights, a tight, clingy, rhinestone-studded purple-pink t-shirt, very tight blue jeans and flat-heel boots. The older woman wore a brown dress and beige medium-heel pumps, and seemingly unconsciously kept her face turned away from the security guard and not looking up.
They went to the little table in the middle of the room where the deposit and withdrawal forms were. The women seemed to be debating something. Two other women came up to the other side, both with large handbags.
"Okay, Mom, just do it." said the redhead, just a bit too loudly. She walked back towards the security guard and the front door, shaking her head in seeming exasperation. There were rows of tellers on both sides; the older women went to the far teller on the left side as the other women went to the right side.
The redhead turned back just as she reached the security guard. "She is slow as Christmas." she said, folding her arms.
"We older people move slower." said the guard. "You lovely young ladies have to be patient with us." The redhead smiled and nodded.
Just then, the security guard noticed a little red light at the teller station the girl's mom had gone to. It was a directed beam at the front door, where the guard would notice but the customer directly in front would not. The teller had pressed the button under the counter... a robbery was in progress!
"Hold on." said the guard, his hand dropping to his gun as he was about to move forward. Suddenly he stopped as he felt something press into his lower back. The redhead was pressing a gun against his kidney.
"Please don't move." she said. "Take your hand off the gun, nice and slow, hands to the top of your head. There you go." She took his gun. The three women were telling their tellers to fill the bags they'd given the tellers with money, and threatening death if ink bombs or tracers were put in the bags. The tellers filled the bags.
"Okay, everyone on the floor!" the redhead called out. Everyone dove, and the security guard was made to lay prone, as well. The women then ran out the front door. They ran around the side and hopped into the ubiquitous white van with no markings and mud on the license plate, and the driver drove off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said Precinct Captain Susan Weston, "do you have any idea where these escapees might show up?"
We were in the main conference room. Chief Moynahan was at the near end of the long table, I was at the far end. To my left was Captain Ross, followed by Martin Nash, Teresa Croyle, Lt. Masters, and Scott Peterson. On the Chief's left was Deputy Chief Harlow, followed by Precinct Captains Weston, Thompson, and Holsom 'Hal' Briggs. Sheriff Allgood occupied the seat to my right.
"No," I said. "We suspect that one or more of them will attempt to either make contact with their families, or possibly attack them. Todd Burke has secured extra protection, and will give Seth Warner that protection when he returns from his honeymoon. Michael Burke has refused our help, but may secure his own bodyguards and take other measures. I've personally taken precautions to help Nora Larrington and her daughter Becca... Goth Girl Kathy's mother and sister. Last but not least, we are not able to locate Karen Warner Harlan right now. I may just put out an APB on her... just to make sure she is okay."
"What about Shayla Belle?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"She's in California, last I heard." I said. "I notified Claire Michaels of the LAPD, but we can't do anything more about her."
Just then there was a knock on the door, and the Duty Desk Sergeant looked in. "Chief," he said, "we just got a report of a bank robbery in Southport. Four women." Moynahan looked at me.
"Anyone hurt?" I asked.
"No sir, not that we know of." said the Duty Sergeant. "The security guard was disarmed and his weapon stolen, but no one was harmed at the bank." He handed the Chief a piece of paper, which was passed down to me. It had descriptions of the women.
"Think that's them, Commander?" asked the Chief.
"Girl in the t-shirt could be Goth Girl Kathy." I said. "Older women could be Karla Warner and Cheryl Dunston. That fourth woman doesn't sound like Eleanor Burke, though, and I don't know that she's all that spry... to use an 'old school' word." Everyone chuckled.
"Okay," said the Chief, "so let's notify the FBI that there may be more than four women in this gang."
"Why notify the FBI?" asked Precinct Captain Thompson.
"The FBI has jurisdiction over all bank robberies." I said. "Just as locals have jurisdiction over all murders, except the President of the United States."
"But..." said Thompson, "... but didn't you lead the Silverfish cases, sir? At least the most recent ones?"
"Yes." I said. "But that's because our local FBI Agents are friends, and are smart people that appreciate our help. And, of course, Captain Ross and I are FBI Consultants. In this case, in Southport, I would imagine the FBI will come in themselves. Should be fun... FBI vs. SBI is always amusing in these here parts."
"Now now, Mr. Crowbarrrrr..." admonished the Chief.
"Sorry Chief, couldn't resist." I said. "And if you'll excuse me, Chief, I'll go call the FBI now."
"Yes." said the Chief. "Precinct Captains, disseminate information to your people, and be on the lookout. Those four may be in Southport now, but they might make their way up here...
Part 6 - A Mother Seduced
"Kathy was the bad seed." Nora Larrington said as we sat in the greatroom of The Cabin. Laura and I were staying in the master bedroom. Nora, Goth Girl Kathy's mother, was in one of the guest rooms, and her other daughter Becca was in another guest room. "Becca has been wonderful."
Carole had taken a strong liking to eighteen-year-old Becca, and Bowser approved as well. They were in the front room of the house, Carole 'reading' her books and Becca watching TV. Becca was also on her iPhone texting her BFFs. Buddy and Little Jim were playing with toys on the floor near us older folks, pretty much ignoring the rest of us.
Nora was a very attractive woman at 43 years of age. Fairly short, brown-black hair, with an hourglass-shaped body, a saucy ass, shapely legs, big breasts, and of course 'mothers hips', which were always a dead giveaway that a woman had had a child. Becca was very pretty, with a bit more athletic body than her mom, but still shapely and curvy in her ass and calves.
"It was a bad time when Ned was loose." said Nora. "We knew they were hiding in that room over the garage, and I kept the doors locked and told Kathy to stay out. And we were scared Ned would pop off and do something terrible, like set the house on fire or something. Then he was killed, and while I was grateful that Kathy lived, I knew she was bad, that she hadn't been simply coerced."
"It hurt you job-wise, too." I said. "You were in the D.A.'s office, but had to transfer out after all that with Kathy happened."
"Yes." said Nora. "I was lucky to get a position in the library system. I had to give up my hopes of being a paralegal and earning more money that way. But then Mrs. Peabody got me a position in City Hall, handling the Road Maintenance schedules."
"Okay," I said, "I'll go clean up the dishes while you put Carole to bed, honey." I had noticed that Carole was getting sleepy, and was fighting like hell to stay awake. That meant she was getting ornery, and Bowser was looking over at me with an expression that suggested 'Come put this girl to bed already!'."
Laura was headed over there. "Come on, Carole. Becca and I will get you ready for bed, okay?"
"NO!" shouted my daughter. Uh oh, the 'no' phase was starting up.
"Well, Carole," said Becca, "I'm going to bed whether you do or not. So are you going to come with me?"
Carole was still fussy, but didn't pitch TOO much of a fit as Becca took her upstairs, Laura was carrying Jim behind, and a very relieved Bowser followed, with Buddy bringing up the rear.
"I'll help with the dishes." Nora said. We went into the kitchen. There wasn't too much to do, and soon we were drying the dishes.
"So has Becca found boys yet?" I asked.
"Not really." Nora said. "Kathy was sexually active at way too early an age, and smoking and all that. Becca's part of a smarter, cleaner set of girls. They were doing the 'Lesbians Until Graduation' thing when that was a fad, but in the overall, Becca's been a good girl and I don't think she's slept with any boys yet."
"What about her mom?" I asked, standing 'inappropriately' close to Nora. She was looking really good in that clingy salmon pink dress.
"It's been way too long since I've had a real man." she said, looking up at me. It was very obvious what we both wanted to do. And of course, I went and did it. I leaned down and kissed Nora's lips. She pressed her mouth to mine and soon our tongues were locked in a hot, deep kiss.
We began doing that dance of ages past. I slid my arms around Nora and she melted into me. I turned her so that her back was to the counter top, and we worked together to get her lifted onto it. Her hands were between us, searching for the zipper of my pants as we hungrily made out like love-starved teenagers.
"Your wife going to be okay with this?" Nora whispered as she opened my pants and pulled out my throbbing, iron-hard cock.
"She'll probably regret not being able to watch." I said as my hands slid under the hem of her dress and up her sleek thighs. I grasped her panties and began pulling them down her legs as she shifted her weight to make it easy for me. We needed no more words as her panties fell to the floor.
I stepped up between her legs and guided my hard male meat between her swollen labes, sliding slickly up and down them until my cockhead found the opening to her hole. I pushed forward and we both gasped.
"Ohhhhh!" Nora gasped as I slid into her as if we were tailor-made for each other. I felt her tight pussy stretching, opening up as I drove in deeper, withdrawing and then thrusting again until I was balls-deep inside the lovely mother. I slammed my mouth into hers as I withdrew almost all of my cock, only to shove it back into her with relentless desire.
"Oh God yes!" Nora hissed. "God I've wanted a cock like this, so fucking hard! Shove that big hard thing into me, Don! Oh God, you really are as good as your reputation!"
"Oh, what reputation is that?" I growled as I began pistoning my cock into Nora, plowing her tight cunt into a creamy lather with raw male power. I was nuzzling her neck and pulling her waist and ass to me as I pumped her.
"There's a lot of women..." Nora gasped, "... that want to find out... ... just how good you are! And a few that already know... and aren't keeping it... a secret... And they're right... you're cock really is hard as iron! Fuck me with that thing!" She was trying to push her ass forward to take me in, despite being pinned to the countertop. I felt her wrap her legs around my thighs as her arms went around my neck.
We copulated lustily for several minutes, until I felt and heard Nora gasping for breath, followed by her pussy clutching tightly at my cock.. She was coming, and I drove harder into her as that feeling of her pussy trying to expel my cock consumed my loins. With a final shiver, Nora began coming out of her orgasmic bliss.
"Ohhhh, that was soooo good!" she gasped. I slid my cock out of her and helped her off the counter. She was barely able to walk.
"Let's go to your bedroom, baby." I said. "And I'll spend the next hour fucking that sweet pussy of your until you can't stand it any more."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhhhhh..."
Nora moaned as my tongue slid between her swollen labes and deep into her sweet pussyhole. She was on her back on the bed, her shapely legs pulled up and back, her feet in the high heel sandals pointing up to the ceiling. My strong hands were on the backs of her sweet thighs at her knees, pushing her legs back into her large breasts as I worked my tongue over her juicy slit.
Her black pubic hair was trimmed into a 'runway', similar to how Melina liked hers. I idly thought of my beautiful ex-wife's pussy, and thought to myself that an 'older' pussy like this hot MILF was just as sweet to eat as any younger babe.
As I got face-deep into Nora, eating her pussy with enthusiastic intensity, it really turned me on to think that this woman's of-age daughter was in the next room, and my own wife was just across the hall. I don't know if it was cheating, as Laura wholeheartedly approved of her husband fucking other women; but it was adultery, and I reveled in the wicked sinfulness of it.
"Oh God, that is so good!" Nora whispered. As those nasty thoughts had coursed through my head, I had been eating her pussy harder and deeper, my probing tongue sliding deeper and deeper into her vagina. My cock throbbed, taut with hardness, aching with the desire to be fully sheathed in this woman. I felt Nora's cunt clutch as another orgasm built up in her, so I slid my tongue up her labes and began lashing her erect clit, then sucking the bud into my mouth. Nora went off like a bottle rocket.
"UUUHHHHHH!" she cried out, her hand grasping my head and pulling me into her quaking loins. I pushed harder on her thighs to pin her in place as the pleasure coursed through her.
She was recovering as I slid up, sitting over her, sliding my iron-hard cock into her labe and back and forth, dry humping her with long strokes, feeling the wetness of her pussy on my aching balls. I reached over and got some lubricant I'd brought in, and coated my cock and her labes with it, making sure she wouldn't dry out too quickly.
Nora looked up at me and smiled, her hands sliding along my abdomen and sides. "Oh, I can't believe this is happening... it's even better than my hottest fantasies."
"And it's going to get even better, baby." I said. With that, I let my cock slide deeper into her labes, catching her cunthole. I pushed down, and we both watched, holding hands, as inch after inch of my turgid meat slid into her sopping wet hole.
"Ohhhhh, yessss..." Nora moaned quietly. I shifted myself so that I was in a pushup position over her, then let my knees find the mattress of the bed. I ground my hips, churning her pussy with my cock, and realized she was already matching my motions with her hips.
"Mmmm, those pieces fit perfectly, baby." I said. "You are one hell of a woman, Nora."
"It's all for you, baby." she replied. "Fuck me with that big, hard cock. Oh God, it's so fucking hard..."
I began pistoning my cock into Nora again with long, deep, solid strokes. I was looking down at the top of her head as she watched my cock slide in and out of her honey hole. I could see her firm nipples, taut with lust. I could feel her thighs against my arms, trapped beneath me as I fucked her.
Fucking a hot, lusting older woman like this was pure heaven, every second, every stroke to be treasured. I settled in and began fucking the woman beneath me like there would be no tomorrow and we didn't care...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Four Little Indians
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead reporterette from in front of the State Office Building at 7:00am, Tuesday, April 5th. "Channel Two News has learned that the political fallout over the escape from State Women's Prison has reached the race for Governor!"
Bettina continued, "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI has formally opened an investigation of the SBI, ostensibly for falsely reporting that the recently murdered Gunnery Sergeant Guernica was a drug dealer. The FBI is not commenting, nor are they confirming that they've opened the inquiry, but sources tell Channel Two news that the FBI is actually probing much more deeply into overall SBI corruption..."
"Also," Bettina went on, "incumbent Val Jared has accused SBI Director Jack Lewis of withholding the information of the prison escape from him, which Director Lewis denies. Governor Jared has threatened to suspend Lewis as SBI Director, citing that no matter what it looks like politically for him, it is imperative that the SBI be freed of the political corruption for which it is now being investigated by the FBI. The Democrats have countered that it is Governor Jared who is acting for political gain, and have asked that the Lieutenant Governor declare the Governor unfit for duty, and to convene the Legislature in special session to impeach Governor Jared if he does suspend Lewis. Jared continues to lead Lewis 48-45, well within the margin of error."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said State Senator Katherine Woodburn as they listened to the broadcast and ate breakfast, "we certainly have no shortage of problems, these days."
"No doubt about that." said Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook. He had slept with Katherine the night before, and his balls were totally drained to the point they almost hurt. "What is Lewis going to do about the FBI investigating the SBI?"
"Oh, things like that go on for years." Katherine said. "Jack will be Governor by then, and the whole thing will be swept under the rug by his friends at the Federal level."
"What about this prison break thing?" asked Cook. "That could definitely come back to haunt Lewis. My contacts are telling me that Jared is like teflon on this, and that people do believe Lewis withheld information from Jared. If that becomes the popular perception, it could be bad for all Democrats."
"Our friends in the Press have not had a chance to massage the minds of the People. Let them do their work." replied Katherine. "And it's just one little thing. Something new will come up, and this will be forgotten as soon as the prisoners are recaptured."
"And they'd better be recaptured." said Cook. "I'm already getting calls from concerned citizens. All four of those women were arrested here, in this County, and put away by the Iron Crowbar. People are scared that these women will return here, and will kill again."
"That's not the right way to frame it, Thomas." said Katherine. "What you should say is that the Citizens of this County, and my District, are worried that violence and bloodshed will continue to follow in the Iron Crowbar's wake."
"I do like the way you put things, when you put them like that." said Cook.
"So," Katherine said, "I understand you're very interested in a new property. Particularly the one on the west side of Riverside Drive, across from City Hall."
"Ah yes, the Community Center." said Cook. "Those God-damned old people refuse to let go of it, though a new space for them is being provided in the new Civic Center. But we'll get them out of there, one way or another."
"I've heard," said Katherine, "that the Iron Crowbar is making noise about that, and about the new ambulance service that you're proposing the Council give a contract to. He is openly saying the open bidding process is being subverted, and Colby and Schoen are echoing that in their campaign speeches and in Council meetings."
"Those two asswipes can hang." snarled Cook. "As to the Iron Crowbar... well, his reputation is about to take a hit. A bad, bad hit. He won't be Police Commander much longer, and then he can whine about corruption all he wants... nobody will be listening."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Twelve thousand dollars." Cheryl Dunston said at the safehouse. "That's not a lot, but it's a start."
"Yes." said Elizabeth. "We need a bigger haul. A much bigger one."
"What do you suggest?" asked Karla Warner. "There are not that many places, even banks, that have large amounts of cash on hand."
"Banks will be alerted to us now." said Cheryl. "Our chances of being captured really go up the more often we hit them."
"Not only that," said Goth Girl Kathy, walking into the room, "robbing that bank will bring the FBI into our case, and they'll be pursuing us now. I don't fear the SBI; they are idiots. But the FBI is a different story."
"All of that is true." said Elizabeth. "What we need to do now is lay low for a few days, let things cool down."
"What I need right now," replied Kathy, "is a good, hard cock. Balls-deep inside me. I haven't gotten laid in a long time."
"I hear you, sister." said Karen Warner wistfully. "I could fuck an Army battalion right now."
"If you ladies will have just a little patience," said Elizabeth, "I'll make sure your sweet pussies are fucked raw in a few days. But for now, let's relax and hang out here for a while. I'm putting together something for our next job. It won't be long."
"Arrrrgh!" groaned Kathy impatiently. "Well, I'm going to go take a nap." She left the room.
"Too bad she's not bi." said Karen Warner. "Then I could give her some serious fucking relief."
"So could I." said Elizabeth. "Karen, you look tired. Why don't you get some sleep, too."
"Not a bad idea." said Karen. She left the room, as did Eleanor Burke and Cheryl. Elizabeth and Karla were left alone.
"So, my dear," said Karla Warner to Elizabeth, "I think you have something in mind already."
"I do." said Elizabeth. "Karla, I know Karen and Seth are Jonas Oldeeds's biological progeny. How much did you know about his organization?"
"Not much." Karla said. "I had a long affair with Jonas, and bore two children by him. But I was never part of his organization."
"A pity." said Elizabeth. "With your brains and talents, you could have helped Jonas immeasurably. The reason I ask about that is this: did you ever hear of the 'Silverfish' bank burglaries?"
"Not really." said Karla.
Elizabeth filled Karla in on the details, including how Elizabeth's brother the Iron Crowbar had defeated the Silverfish. "My baby brother discovered Jonas's brilliant plan to steal the offerings at his speaking engagements. What we need to do... is something similar."
"Ahhh..." said Karla. "Just one hit should make us enough to go our own separate ways and finance ourselves with new lives."
"If that is what you want." Elizabeth said. "Tell me, Karla, how do you really feel about Katherine Warner Wilson betraying you?"
"I don't consider it a betrayal." said Karla. "Your baby brother, as you call him, mentally tortured Katherine, coerced her into what I consider a forced confession. I was already caught; I would've told Katherine myself to betray me to save herself."
"Very noble of you." Elizabeth said. "I know that those other women have vengeance on their minds... especially against my baby brother and his cohorts."
Karla sighed. "I am grateful to you, Elizabeth, for busting me out of that prison. And I am glad to help you with these cash-raising crimes, and with your operations if you need it. But I have no desire for vengeance, not anymore. I just want to go away, live in peace in a new life. By the way... what about you? How do you feel about your baby brother?"
Elizabeth smiled. "I hate his guts. But he has a daughter, a little girl... I never had a daughter... and I realized that Carole will have a better daddy than I had..."
Karla nodded in understanding. "I raised a daughter. And she's a nymphomaniac, but otherwise was a joy to have. Seth was too, though. I'm glad he turned out better... and is working with your son."
"Todd has turned out much better than I'd expected." said Elizabeth. "He was a brash, rotten kid growing up. You think Karen has a libido? Sheesh... I figured Todd would have knocked up half the girls in his school before he graduated... and a couple of the teachers he fucked, as well. And he came damn close to being accused of rape a couple of times---"
Both women suddenly jerked their heads as they heard what sounded like a floorboard creak. But they saw no one at the doorway...
Part 8 - Traitors and Moles
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she said at 7:00am, Friday, April 8th. "In an exclusive interview with Channel Two News, Town & County Police Chief Sean Moynahan stated that no one has yet been named to lead the Major Crimes Division."
A tape rolled, showing Chief Moynahan in the Press Interview Room. "We will not be making any announcement until after Lieutenant Tanya Perlman formally retires on May 1st." said the Chief. "We have several good candidates under consideration, and Captain Ross and Commander Troy will give me their recommendations sooooon."
"Chief," asked Bettina in the taped interview, "what about Captain of Administration? With now-Commander Harlow promoted to Deputy Chief, who are you considering for that role?"
"We are fortunate to have good candidates for that position as well, Bettina." said the Chief, expertly using her name to ingratiate himself with her. "And we will be making that recommendation to the Council very soon, as well."
Back to Bettina live: "In other news, the FBI reports no new leads in the bank robbery at a Southport bank, which is believed to have been committed by at least some of the four women that escaped from State Women's Prison last week. Asked for a comment, a spokesman for the Town & County Police has stated they remain on elevated alert status, but so far have no indications that any of these fugitives have dared to come onto the Iron Crowbar's turf..."
"That is what we call 'buttering up the Iron Crowbar'." said Cindy Ross as we all watched in an MCD room full of Detectives from Vice and Major Crimes. "Wonder what that's about." There was a chorus of hums in agreement with that question.
"I'd say the Media is daring those women to come onto my turf." I said. "The Press wants to see a takedown."
"Of whom?" asked Teresa Croyle, somewhat venomously.
"Me, I'm sure." I said.
"Four against one, Commander." said Julie Newton. "Can you handle those odds, sir?" There was some laughter at the question, though tepid.
"Don't see why not." I replied. "Those odds are already in my favor."
That drew a chorus of 'Ooooooooooooo' from my Detectives. I love my team, I love my team, I love my team, I love my team...
Meanwhile, after the Sports report, Bettina came back onto our TV screen with one final segment.
"And people in Town are excited about the Timmy Pemberton concert at the University Arena tomorrow night!" Bettina said. "Pemberton's Christian concerts are totally sold out across the Nation. He's performing tonight at the Civic Center in the City suburb of Carlington Heights before coming here. As usual, the Salvation Army will be taking donations at the concert venues."
"Joanne will be sorry she missed that." said Theo Washington. "She's a big fan of his."
"She and Seth went to his concert in Jacksonville, Florida." I said. "Seth surprised her with tickets, and that's why they went down there for their honeymoon."
"Oh, wow..." came another chorus...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun went down and darkness enveloped the Town, leaving a sprinkling of lights twinkling in the night, he took a sip of his sherry, enjoying the flavor more than the view of the Town. It was a rare and expensive brand, and he thought it deserved a better complement than this filthy hellhole of a County.
He heard the whine of a motor in the distance, growing louder, ever louder. He looked down and saw a pink streak flying across the disc golf course of Ronald Reagan Park below the hill; it was a motorcyclist. Seconds later the bike buzzed up the hill to the bench where he was sitting.
"Ah, my lovely Sinon." he said as she got off the bike and walked up to him. "Are we ready?"
"Yes sir." she said, sitting down beside him at his invitation, speaking quietly. "Because the concert tomorrow night is on University property, the Police are not giving the concert special coverage, nor have they been asked to help. The Campus Police will have officers on the scene to escort Mr. Pemberton in and out of the facility, as well as vehicular assistance if needed."
"Ah, good." he said. "I am sorely, sorely tempted to leave a Christian Fish symbol for the Iron Crowbar, to confound him after we've stolen the money."
"Uh, wouldn't it be better to leave a red crowbar drawing?" asked the lovely Sinon. He laughed, a short bark, amused at her suggestion.
"That would be fun, also." he said. "But the important thing is that we shall be much wealthier by Sunday morning. As it says in Ecclesiastes 1:9, 'there is no new thing under the sun'. The Reverend Oldeeds's brilliant scheme will be done again. Your own cut will be substantial, my lovely Sinon."
"You're very kind." she said. "By the way, your plans to ruin the Iron Crowbar's already worthless reputation are underway."
"Splendid!" he said. He was beginning to like the view of the Town just a little bit better...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The armored truck pulled up to the back service entrance of the Carlington Heights Civic Center. Two women in uniforms with badges, showing their employment by the private security firm, hopped out of the cab. Two other women, in coveralls with the company's logo, were in the back.
"We're here to transport the money to the bank." one of the uniformed women said. She was an older woman, with strikingly handsome features and black hair.
"Yes, we've been expecting you." said the chief of the guards. He looked at the truck, seeing the registration number on the side. Underneath it were two small symbols that would hardly be noticed by anyone, but were crucial to the guard: it was a special extra layer of authenticity, and the symbols matching meant this was the real truck. As expected, the truck guards all showed their I.D.s, and they were correct and proper in every way.
"Okay," said the chief of the guards as they went inside the room, a large holding area with caged cells holding equipment and boxes. "Are you here for the Civic Center's money or the Salvation Army's money?" The question was a trap, as only the genuine couriers should know the answer.
"Both." said the other woman guard, who was shorter than the first, and had brown hair and glasses. "We're picking up both, and dropping them off separately. I understand that two Salvation Army officers will be going with us?"
"That right." said the chief of the guards. They had passed the test. "By the way, we weren't expecting all women on your crew. Sure is a damned sight better than those ugly guys we normally get." Both women smiled slightly.
"No one should take us for granted." said the shorter, brown haired woman. "Okay, what are we picking up?"
"These lock boxes are the Civic Center receipts, and these green bags are the Salvation Army's cash donations."
Just then they heard a roar of voices nearby. "Oh, don't mind that, it's just Mr. Pemberton being escorted out of here. Fans are lining the hallway and back exits."
The women and the guards loaded the back of the truck. With Timmy Pemberton having left the building, there were no crowds to impede them as they drove out.
A few minutes later, an armored truck pulled up. Two men got out. "Hi, we're here to take the money to the bank." Everyone's eyes widened, the chief of the guards gaping at them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Saturday April 9th. My Police cellphone rang. Bowser barked his head off, very unhappy. He was not the only one.
"Troy." I said, answering the call.
"Commander, this is Tom Conlan." said the SBI Reserve Director. "There's been a robbery. The money from the Timmy Pemberton concert near the City was stolen. Four women were involved."
"And you want me to go over and look at it?" I mumbled.
"If you don't mind. It may look... familiar to you." said Conlan. "And bring Captain Ross, as well."
"All right." I said. "It'll be a couple of hours at least, though."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The truck was found in Westphalia." said Detective 'Sapper' Warren of the City Police. "Empty, no fingerprints. There were two Salvation Army guys riding with the money. They were drugged and tied up, but they'll be okay."
"That's good." I said.
Warren said "The real truck's driver said they were told to wait until Mr. Pemberton left the facility to come in, but the facility said they never gave such instructions. And before you ask, all of the men assigned to the real truck have spotless records and reputations."
We were at the Carlington Heights Civic Center. City Police, SBI and FBI were all present, none working together. My arrival caused a groan from all of them, and hostile looks from the SBI's Agents, whom I had not met before. But no one dared speak nor confront me. Crowbars have a way of bringing 'civility' to a situation.
"So it was all women on the first truck." I said.
"Yes, it was." said Special Agent in Charge Les Craig of the FBI. "We think it was the same women, or some of the same, as the ones that hit the Twin Rivers Bank in Southport, which is why we're here. Jack Muscone relayed your analysis that it might be more than four women in this gang, by the way."
"Good." I said. "Well, let's see if we can get some IDs of these women." I said. I went to the chief of the guards, who was sitting on a crate, looking somber. The SBI Agents had been harsh in their questions of him.
"Hello, sir," I said to him, ignoring the SBI Agents, "I'm Commander Troy, working with the SBI Reserve. Can I ask you to look at some pictures?"
"We're interviewing him right now, Troy." snarled an SBI Officer.
"And who are you?" I asked.
"Ted Ruble, the real SBI, not some worthless reservist."
"And you?" I asked his partner, who was Asian and much quieter.
"Norm Chow." said the other SBI Agent.
"Either of you Lieutenants in the SBI?" I asked.
"No, but I don't recognize ranks of filthy Reservists. I outrank every Reservist, and if you don't like it, you can go fuck yourself." snarled Ruble.
"Ted," said Chow quietly but firmly, "calm down. These two do outrank us." Ruble turned and stared at Chow. Chow then leaned closer and whispered something to Ruble, then guided him away.
"Agent Chow seems to be competent. And this is the City's jurisdiction; the regular SBI is not supposed to be here at all." I said to Cindy.
Turning to the other man, I said "Okay sir, did this woman look like one of the four women on that truck?" I showed a picture to the chief of the guards, one of Karla Warner.



"Yeah, she was one of the uniformed guards." said the man. Eleanor Burke and Cheryl Belle Dunston were not recognized. Then I showed a pic of Goth Girl Kathy.
"You know, she might have been one of the other two women, the workers in coveralls." said the man. "I didn't get much of a look at them, though."
"Were both those women young?" I asked.
"Yeah, they both looked early 20s." said the man.
"The other uniformed woman, you said she was shorter than this woman, had glasses, brown hair?"
"Yeah." said the guard.
As I searched for another photo, I asked "Did that woman look like me, except for the hair color?"
The guard looked at me, then gaped a bit. "You know, yeah, she kinda did. Older than you, though."
"She look like this?" I asked, showing him a photo.
"Yeah, that's her, that's the one!" the man exclaimed. Agents of every level of law enforcement hurried over. I showed Cindy the photo.
"You can choose your friends, Captain Ross..." I said, the first part of the quotation that would end 'but you can't choose your relatives'. The picture was of my sister Elizabeth.
"I hear you, sir." Cindy replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I drove back to our home County, she asked "How did you know Elizabeth was involved?"
"The modus operandi of the crime." I said. "I'm sure you recognized that it was a very Silverfish-like robbery, which is why SBI Reserve Director Conlan called me in the middle of the night to see it. And while Karla Warner bore two children by Jonas Oldeeds, I suspected it was another person, with far more intelligence and cunning, and who also had a strong relationship with Oldeeds. Elizabeth would've known about the Silverfish crimes, may have known about them when they were occurring. As it is written in Ecclesiastes: 'there is no new thing under the sun'."
"So, what now?" Cindy asked. "APBs for your sister are being put out. They're looking all over the northeast quadrant of the State for the gang. Agent Chow apologized to me for Ruble, and said Ruble didn't know that we were 'those Crowbar people'. He also told me that a lot of SBI Agents don't like the Reservists. He then asked me what the protocols were about Reservists coming up when regular Agents are on the scene already; that usually the local LEOs have to call in Reservists."
"Well, Conlan can direct Reservists to be activated and go to a crime scene, regardless of local LEOs asking." I said. "And as I said before: the SBI is not supposed to encroach upon the City's sovereign jurisdiction, and they are barely more tolerant of SBI Reservists. But Chow is right: it was an overlap, and not really covered by the regulations. One thing is for sure, though: 'Lieutenant' outranks 'Agent', and crowbar outranks knees, backs, and soft-skulled heads." Cindy laughed at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg with the Channel Two Noon Report!" said Bettina from the KXTC News Desk at 12:00 noon, Saturday April 9th. "In the wake of the robbery of the Timmy Pemberton concert in the City last night, the University Campus Police have asked for the assistance of the Sheriff's Department and the Town & County Police Force in providing extra security at tonight's concert at University Arena. Police Chief Moynahan issued a statement through the Press Office that additional security would be provided, led by Commander Donald Troy himself."
Bettina went on: "The robbery last night left two Salvation Army officers shaken after being drugged and tied up, but they were otherwise not harmed. The FBI has invoked jurisdiction of the case, claiming the same gang of all women that committed this heist also recently robbed a bank in Southport. SBI Director Jack Lewis stated his reluctant acceptance of the FBI taking jurisdiction of the case, mostly to avoid further hostilities with the City Police, which has already complained about the SBI's presence at last night's crime scene.."
"Police did not respond to questions that women other than the four that recently escaped from State Women's Prison are involved in this gang, nor if any other local women were suspected of being involved. But Commander Troy said that the Police Force would remain on an elevated alert status."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." he said. "Oh my God."
"What?" asked Katherine Woodburn.
"Nothing, nothing." he said. "Would you like a gin and tonic?" Woodburn did not know, as the lovely Sinon did, that when he drank gin it was not a good thing.
"It's a bit early for me." Katherine replied. "Are you all right?"
"Yes... yes." he said. "I just... well, I just realized that I have traitors in my midst."
"I hope you're not talking about me." Senator Woodburn said, somewhat severely.
"Oh no, my dear, not you." he said. "I mean within my organizations. Someone went and did something... independent. Didn't consult me as they should have. I will have to... have some words with someone."
Katherine did know that those words bode very ill for someone. She excused herself and left.
He picked up the cellphone and dialed a number. "Yes... call it off... Yes, call the whole goddamned thing off. The Police will be all over the place, the Iron Crowbar himself will be watching... Yes, just call off the operation and stand down... Yes, just pay them for the prep time and expenses, and tell them we'll have something else for them soon..."
Part 9 - First Times
Sunday, April 10th. Laura and Cindy (and Carole and Jim) had taken Nora to her home to do laundry, get fresh clothes, then do some shopping. Becca had chosen not to go with them, but to stay with me at the Cabin. And I had a good idea of why.
And my ideas were confirmed when I saw Becca as she invited me to watch television with her. She was dressed in a schoolgirl-style blouse and no bra, her large breasts jiggling under the shirt. Her dark hair was pulled back from her pretty face and braided and tied back. She was wearing a short blue and green plaid skirt, and black lace panties underneath. And then came the black socks over her calves, and matte black high heel pumps with rounded toes. Needless to say, my little 'iron crowbar' was iron hard, and throbbing.
And no, I did not resist temptation. As we sat inappropriately close together on the sofa, this eighteen-year-old bombshell talked to me openly about sex, and how she and her friends talked about what their first times would be like, and who they wanted to have sex with.
"We all think you're hot, Don." Becca said. "Some of the girls want a tall, dark and handsome guy; but some of us like tall, blonde and handsome, and you're definitely close enough. And we like your swagger... you walk around like you know what you want and you're going to get it."
"Mmmm, and I definitely know what I want right now..." I said, then bent down and kissed Becca's full mouth, "... and I'm definitely going to get it." I kissed her again, and it turned into a deep embrace, our tongues twining hotly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmm," Elizabeth said as she sank her tongue into Karla's mouth before breaking their kiss, "you are definitely as hot as your daughter..."
"I think you'll find I'm even better at pleasing an... appreciative woman." Karla whispered huskily. They were alone in one of the bedrooms, and some long-building desired had finally erupted into irresistible attraction. Elizabeth had gone for what she had wanted, which was Karla.
Their hands undressed each other as they made out hotly, oblivious to the other women on the other side of the bedroom door, not caring a whit about the outside world for this moment. They reveled in their respite... and each other's bodies...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, it's beautiful!" Becca said as we entered the Master Bedroom of the Cabin. The drapes were closed, and the room was bathed in the light of candles, some in candlesticks, some pan-type, low-height candles, some in-between. The candles gave the room a bit more ambience for a romantic first experience. "It's like a dream..."
"You're the dream." I said as I closed the door behind us. I walked up behind Becca and slid my arms around her. "And you're very beautiful, too." I was unbuttoning her blouse as I kissed and nuzzled her neck. She mewled softly as I bared her breasts, sliding the blouse down her arms and off. Then I cupped her soft, pillowy tits, letting my hands gently roam towards her rock-hard nipples. My fingers pinched them as she let her head fall back onto my chest. I bent over and kissed her mouth again.
She turned to face me, not breaking the kiss, letting her arms slide around my neck. I felt her hand reaching for my pants, tentatively but with strong desire as I eased her back to the bed. She sat down on it and I stood before her, letting her open up my pants and take them down. She felt my cock through my underwear, then finally pulled them down, revealing my male anatomy, her eyes widening.
"Oh wow," she said, "it's really big."
"It's all for you, baby." I said, my voice between a grunt and a whisper. "Go ahead, touch it. Play with it." Becca did, gently jacking the shaft as her other hand massaged my hanging balls. I groaned as the pleasure of her soft hands coursed through my loins.
"Does that hurt?" she asked.
"No, it feels great." I said. "Keep going."
"I... I've never sucked a man's... thing before." she said. "I'm not sure what to do."
"Just do what comes natural, baby." I said. "Kiss it, then go from there."
I felt Becca kiss my cock head, then kiss it again. Then she licked it before sliding her mouth over the spongy helmet. I very gently guided a few inches over her tongue and into her mouth, slowly fucking her beautiful young face. Becca was a quick study, and soon was sucking more of my meat into her mouth, moaning her own pleasure as she fellated a man for the first time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"MMMMMFFFF!" Karla gasped. "Oh, that is so fucking good!" Her body was undulating as Elizabeth's tongue expertly worked up and down her slit, over her clit and then into her sopping wet cunthole. Karla's long, shapely legs were pulled up and back, spread wide to give the other woman easy access to her most intimate parts...
"Are they fucking in there?" asked Goth Girl Kathy as she heard the moans from the bedroom. Karen Warner smiled.
"Ohhh, yessss." Karen replied. "They've been making eyes at each other for days. Now my only question is 'when are you and I going to get some serious cock in our little cuntholes?'."
"Soon, babe, soon." said Kathy. "We're going to go out after dark and hook up with a couple of guys. Gotta be careful we don't get seen, much less caught..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were now naked, except for Becca's black socks and high heels. I pushed her back onto the bed and eased between her legs.
"Ohhhhhhh, yessssssss...," she moaned as I kissed my way up her sleek, teen thighs. Her pussy was boxed in by a nice, thick pubic bush, her brown and pink pussy wet and mouthwatering. I worked my way up between her legs and slid my tongue up her snatch, making her shiver and cry out.
"Oh yes... that's so good... oh yes... eat me, oh yes, eat me... just like that..." Becca moaned. I enjoyed the taste and wetness of her, and I most enjoyed eating virgin pussy. It was definitely a rare experience to be treasured, and I let my mind and senses fully enjoy the experience of slurping on Becca's fresh quim as if it were a ripe, juicy peach...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Karla was climaxing hard as Elizabeth ate her pussy. Elizabeth had slid a finger into Karla's sopping wet hole as she tongued her swollen clit, and Karla had taken off like a bottle rocket. She was trying to keep quiet, but just couldn't.
"OH YES!" she cried out. "Ohhhhhhhhh... yes, eat me, oh yeah, right there!... .oh yes, eat me, eat me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was time. Becca was a little bit nervous as I eased up onto her. I had a little white cloth next to our loins, ready for use. I bent down and kissed Becca's sweet mouth again, and as our tongues twined I slid my hands under her thighs. She pulled her legs up and back and I settled onto her.
"Just be gentle, it's my first time." Becca said, and I had the feeling she'd rehearsed and thought about that line for a long time. I slide my cockhead along her labes.
"I'll go slow." I said. "Just relax, just let it happen..." With that I fit my cockhead into her labes and pushed inside. Becca was tight... yes, virgin tight... and I took it slow and easy as I steadily pushed into her.
My wife, the sex professor, told me that most girls do not lose their hymens through first sex, but either by a finger (or two or three), or doing athletic activity like running or gymnastics. Becca was athletic enough, and I expected no real resistance... but as I got into her I felt the increasing tightness. I shoved my ass forward... and popped Becca's cherry!
"AAAAHHH!!" Becca cried out as my cock slid balls-deep into her until our pelvises met. "OH MY GOD!" I groaned as I felt the tightness of her pussy sheathing my meat. I had just deflowered the young, lovely virgin... and it was so awesome!...
"Easy, babe." I said. "Easy..." I churned my ass in a tight spiral, making Becca gasp, then I pulled all the way out. I used the cloth to wipe off the juices and a bit of blood, then sank my cock back into Becca. It was easier this time, and I pulled out and wiped my cock and her labes off again. There were some smears of blood on the cloth now.
I threw the cloth aside and concentrated on the lovely, teen ex-virgin. I sank my cock into her again, this time finding it much easier. Becca was gasping and breathing hard as I stroked in and out a few times, then sheathed my meat to the hilt inside her again.
"There babe, you buried it." I said. "How does it feel?"
"Oh, it's heaven!" Becca whispered. "It's... it's really good. Oh Don, thank you... thank you for making my first time so good..."
"It gets better... let me show you." I said. I kissed her mouth and began fucking her again, slowly at first but then with more steady power, until I was plunging into her again and again with gusto. Becca was taking it, wrapping her legs around my thighs as I fucked her like the hot, lusting young woman she now was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Elizabeth got up, straddled Karla's face, and sank her pussylips down onto the other woman's mouth. Karla slid her tongue up into Elizabeth's soaking wet snatch as Elizabeth bent over and began eating Karla's cunt again in a steamy soixante-neuf.
Mmmmm, like daughter, like mother, Elizabeth thought to herself. Karen had been one tasty bitch, but her mother was just as delicious. Elizabeth had always wondered if mothers and daughters would taste the same... and they weren't exactly the same to her. Ah, women, Elizabeth thought to herself as she settled into eating Karla again... we're unique, all different, no matter where we come from...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Becca's tight, clutching cunt would have me coming in no time, I realized as I fucked her. I sucked her breasts, which were larger than her mother's, then nuzzled her neck as we rutted lustily. Despite it being her first time, Becca was a really hot piece of ass. She was responding to me as the very natural act of fucking came to her very easily. She was thrusting her hips up to meet my drives down into her, clutching my asscheeks and exploring my back and sides, and just trying to get as much of my cockmeat buried inside her as possible.
"I'm getting close, baby." I said. "You're too hot, too tight... I can't hold back.
"Come inside me!" Becca gasped as I felt her legs wrap tightly against me. I slid my hands under her asscheeks and began fucking her furiously, pulling her to me with each thrust as I whispered into her ear what I was about to do to her. And then, I did it...
"OH MY GOD!" I cried out. "OH YES! I'M COMING! I'M COMING IN YOUR CUNT!! OHHHH!! OHhhhhhhhh..." Spurt after violent spurt of hot semen fired into Becca's no-longer-virginal pussy, coating the back wall of her quaking quim. Our loins were tightly pressed together, and I pushed against her as the last of my huge load jolted out of my shaft and into her sheath...
Afterward, Becca and I lay together for a long time, cuddling, kissing, talking about things. "Don," she asked at one point in time, "do I fuck like my mom does?" Wow, she knew I'd fucked her mom, I realized.
"Mmmm, you are your own woman." I said. "You're unique, and very special. And I don't want to talk about fucking anyone else... just you, babe."
After some more talk, Becca slid down and took my cock into her mouth again. And after she got me hard, I rolled over onto her and sank my meat deep inside her sopping wet, sperm-filled pussy... a woman's pussy, no longer a virginal girl's...
Part 10 - Onward Christian Soldiers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Monday, April 11th. "The Timmy Pemberton Christian Music concert was well attended and had no problems! After hearing of the money stolen from the Salvation Army at the City concert the night before, the attendees and many others gave in record amounts to the organization!"
"The FBI have stated they have no new leads in the City robbery nor the bank robbery in Southport, and they are working on leads of sightings of the four escapees from State Women's Prison that have been called in from all over the State by citizens..."
"Good morning, good morning!" said a fresh young voice as the lovely blonde Joanne Cummings Warner came in. "How is everyone?"
"Great." said Cindy Ross. "How was your honeymoon?"
"Oh, it was so wonderful!" Joanne said happily. "Especially the Timmy Pemberton concert! So inspiring!"
"Yezzz..." I said. "Inspiring enough for someone to commit a robbery at the City concert."
"Oh, yes," Joanne said, making a frown, "I heard about that..."
Bettina was now on to her next segment. "And Channel Two News has learned that the complex legal case of Fire Department Assistant Chief Jefferson has been resolved. Commander Donald Troy's countersuit was the sticking point, but finally was worked out when Commander Troy's demand that Jefferson receive no pension from the Town & County was finally agreed to. Legal experts said that AFC Jefferson was extremely fortunate, as he faced severe civil and criminal charges, and possibly jail time. As it is, he will receive probation and will resign from the Fire Department, again with no pension."
"Wow, you settled." said Cindy as everyone else looked at me.
"Got what I wanted, which was the original plea agreement." I replied. "Krasney doesn't look very good in any of this, though. He's pretty pissed at me, as is half the Council."
"In other words, nothing has changed since I left, sir." said Joanne, matter-of-factly... and accurately. Everyone laughed heartily as I grinned at that one.
"Actually..." I half-whispered, then continued out loud: "Okay, everyone, let's get to work and find some culprits. Detective Warner! My office, if you please..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had Joanne sit in a 'hot chair' as I settled in behind my desk. "So married life suits you." I said. "You've gained a few pounds."
Joanne gaped at me, but knew I was teasing her. "Why, sir! But you're right. And Captain Ross blew me away in our training this morning. I had no idea that taking one week off would set me back so far."
"Oh yes, it will." I said. "But you'll be back up to speed in no time. How's Captain Ross doing in her training?"
"Uh, she's kicking butt, sir." said Joanne. "I don't see how anyone is going to have a chance against her in the Police Boxing Matches. No disrespect to you or anyone else competing, but she's just so agile and fast..."



"I think you're right." I said. "I don't have a prayer against her. So... let me tell you why I asked you to come in. You know about Seth's mother escaping prison?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said. "We've been careful since you called us."
"Good." I said. "I want you to continue to be careful. It's possible that Seth's sister Karen is involved in this gang of women, and she is far more dangerous than Seth's mother. Wear your armor at all times, keep your eyes peeled, and if you see anything out of the ordinary, anything that just doesn't seem right, call for some help. False alarms won't bother me; I'd rather you be wrong and okay, than right and hurt because you didn't call for backup."
"Yes sir." said Joanne.
"Okay, talk to Captain Ross about assignments." I said. "You'll also have to catch up on things. You can go."
"Thank you sir." said Joanne. "Sir, if I may ask... I've been wondering why you haven't named Detective Nash the MCD leader already. I guess it's none of my business, but I just noticed..."
I said "Yes, you are very observant. And that's good. But don't read into things too much. The truth is that the Chief is taking it slow, and Captain Ross is remaining in direct charge for now, what with all that's going on."
Joanne nodded, and I said "All right, scoot. I've got a ton of paperwork to do because someone in my Detective Group changed her name a week ago." That was a reference to Joanne getting married. She smiled brightly as she left.
Part 11 - Cracks in the Façade
Tuesday, April 12th.
"God damn, that was good!" gasped Karen Warner Harlan as she and Goth Girl Kathy ate breakfast. "Where did Elizabeth get those hung studs?"
"I don't know." said Kathy. "One of them was enough for me, but you took on all four and wiped them all out. You ever consider going into porn?"
"Yes, I have." replied Karen. "Once I get going, I just cannot get enough cock! I pulled a train at the SAE Fraternity House one time, thirteen guys, and I felt pretty good after I drained their balls a few times each. My problem is that I get dry and sore before I'm satisfied. I want to keep going, but my body won't let me."
"Well, they have some good lubes for that." Kathy said. "The porn industry buys that stuff by the 55-gallon drum. Ned once told me how he could make explosive gels out of that stuff, that would be a pretty powerful bomb."
"I don't need a bomb, I just need some guys that can make me come like a bomb." Karen replied. "Oh, good morning Eleanor."
"Good morning, girls." Eleanor Burke said. "We'll be moving soon. We're going into the Iron Crowbar's County. And it'll be our chance to get some revenge upon him."
"They're on high alert, from what I've been told." said Karen. "We're going to get some ammonium nitrate then head across the State Line for a while." As she said it, she noticed what seemed to be a scowl on Kathy's face.
"Okay." said Eleanor. "Since you ladies are done in the bathroom, I'll go take a shower now, before Elizabeth and Cheryl get back. Karla is still asleep, by the way." She left the room.
"What's the matter?" Karen asked.
"Revenge?" Kathy hissed quietly. "That old bitch is the woman that shot my Ned dead. I want some revenge, all right."
"Kathy, that was the Iron Crowbar's doing." said Karen. "He had her hypnotized by those 'Vision' people. If there's anyone you should want to kill, it's Donald Troy and P. Harvey Eckhart."
"Oh, I do want to kill them." Kathy said. "But I'm going to slit that old bitch's throat, too. By the way, what fucking good is she to this gang?"
"I don't know." said Karen. "I'm trusting Elizabeth on that one. Elizabeth is at least as smart as her brother, and that's just what we need to defeat him... and terminate him."
"Well, Eleanor is getting a full cut of the money." said Kathy. "And I am not seeing where she deserves it."
"She was our getaway driver at the bank robbery." said Karen. "And she's been cooking for us and cleaning up after us."
"Hell, I can cook better than she can." said Kathy. "I'm just sayin'... if she's not pulling her weight, her full weight, around here... then she shouldn't be getting a full cut..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The weather was turning overcast on this Tuesday morning, but not yet raining, and seemed to be unable to make up its mind as to what it wanted to do. Town & County Council Weather, I called it.
"Absolutely no leads." Cindy said. "Martin says that the FBI guys don't have anything, either. In fairness, Jack Muscone's group is not concentrating on the 'Estrogen Gang', as they're being called behind closed doors. Special Agent in Charge Dana Fox from the City is officially in charge of the bank robbery and concert robbery now."
"I've never met Dana Fox." I said. "Is 'Dana' a man or a woman's name?" I asked.
"Man." Cindy said. "Has a reputation for competence, and was called 'Bloodhound' in his earlier years for doggedly following suspects all over the nation and capturing them."
"Cool beans. We should put him on the Oldeeds Organization's scent." I said. "How's the Force doing, morale-wise?"
"Okay. 'Coldiron' Masters says there has not been any problem with the requirements to wear armor gear." Cindy said. "Of course, with all the stories out there of cops being shot at by snipers, our Boys in Blue see the value of it even without the extra threats around here."
"Good." I said. I paused, then said: "I don't know if it's this weather, or just a feeling in my soul. But something's about to break on this. Something is about to break..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right." said Elizabeth, handing out bank debit cards. "The haul was a little over $220,000. Split six ways, and deposited into these new checking accounts for you, all at different banks. Cheryl here was very instrumental in setting those accounts up for you, and the authorities not having a clue."
"Good job, Cheryl!" said Karla Warner, praising the other woman. She and Elizabeth both noticed Kathy and Karen scowling just a bit.
"Okay," Elizabeth said, "get packed up. We're going to be driving across the State tonight. We have a safehouse in my baby brother's County." Seeing the looks of excitement on her team's faces, she said: "Yes... we're going in. Y'all go ahead... Kathy, can I speak to you for a minute?"
The others left the room and Elizabeth sat down close to Kathy. "What's the matter, dear? You don't look happy."
Kathy nodded and said very quietly "We're wondering what Eleanor's part in all this is? We understand Cheryl, but why is Eleanor getting an equal cut when she's not doing jack shit?"
"I see." said Elizabeth. "Well, she's part of the plan. She doesn't know it, and don't tell her... but she is going to be the bait for the Iron Crowbar. He used her as bait to kill my son, your man Ned. So it's only right she be used to get back at my brother." Kathy nodded, much happier.
"So I shouldn't disembowel her for what she did to my Ned?" Kathy said.
"Maybe after we're all done with our plan." Elizabeth replied adroitly. "And we're going to split Eleanor's share of the haul amongst the rest of us. Tell Karen, and keep quiet for now. Go ahead and get packed." Kathy left the room. As Elizabeth watched her go, she went into a reverie... which apparently was a family trait.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Number Four." said Thaddeus Ward as he came into the office. "The sun has barely set. Where are our other two members?"
"Our women have turned on us, Mr. Ward." he said. "They have gone rogue from the group and are working independently of us. I'm sure you heard on the news of the All-Women's Gang of robbers? They are the leadership of that group of PMS Pussies."
"That's not a problem, is it?" asked Ward. "We're all independent operators, as you of all people should know."
"Well, as a group we are supposed to share information, and especially not get in each other's way. They are not doing that." he said. "Oh well, we'll have to meet without them tonight. I just came to tell you that I'm going to need some things. Ammonium nitrate, plastique... and I'll have a special order coming in a few months from now. By July 4th, I'm sure."
"As long as you promise to annihilate the Iron Crowbar with some of it." said Ward venomously.
"Oh, please be assured that the Iron Crowbar is going to meet a fate worse, much worse, than your explosives can mete out to him. His fate will be worse than Hector, son of Priam. It won't be just his head that falls off his body... I am going to totally obliterate the Iron Crowbar from the face of this earth."
"Now that is talk I enjoy hearing." said Ward happily, seeing the look of pure hatred on the other man's face at the mere mention of the Iron Crowbar's name...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"KXTC just gave us a five-minute alert." said Cindy Ross as she came into my office. "Which means it's something bad for you."
"Why do you say that?" I asked, amused, as Cindy turned on the television.
"They only alert us when they want to be sure you see it." replied Cindy. "And it's almost always bad.
"Flawlessly logical, Mr. Spock." I replied. "Okay, let's see what's going on. Have a seat and watch with me."
"This is Amber Harris at the KXTC Channel Two News Desk!" said the lovely athletic blonde at 3:00pm. "We're taking you to a press conference that is just beginning in Westphalia!"
The press conference was with the Inspector General of the SBI, the lovely Brittany M. Maxwell. Both Cindy and I admired her lustrous mane of raven black hair, her magnificent body in the tight-fitting dark blue business suit, and the gorgeous legs made shapelier by the high heel pumps she was wearing.
"This Press Conference," said Inspector Maxwell, "is to address the problem that has developed between our candidates for Governor, the incumbent Val Jared and SBI Director Jack Lewis. In my independent role as Inspector General for the State and the Director of the State Office of Ethics and Review, I am implementing these procedures."
"First, a liaison from each side will meet regularly to exchange information on SBI operations. These liaisons will meet in my presence. Director Lewis has selected SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea, and Governor Jared has selected State Representative Peter Long Cox of Nextdoor County."
Peter Long Cox represented the constituents of Nextdoor County. Peter was relatively young, black haired, tall, lean, handsome, and a Grassroots Conservative Republican that hated the Establishment as much as I did. He was also aptly named, as he had a very long cock, which measured ten full inches. I knew this because Janet Riordan had told me, and she knew because Rep. Cox had been sinking that big dick into the lovely redhead Janet and pumping his nuts into the depths of her sweet pussy many times as they engaged in a sizzling hot affair. Janet had verbally tortured her husband Tom Riordan before their divorce about his relatively inferior size to Peter.
Chaplain Ikea still walked with a limp after the beatdown I gave him for hitting my mother on the night Ned had been taken down. Even though I whipped his ass, I would still get angry whenever I saw the bastard Ikea.
After Britt finished outlining her procedures, she opened the floor to questions. And Cindy and I found out why KXTC gave us the alert.
"Inspector, I'm John Hardwood, KXTC News." said Hardwood, identifying himself. "Senator Katherine Woodburn filed charges with your office of corruption on the part of Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy. You have disregarded these serious allegations---"
"Let me stop you right there." said Britt. "First of all, Senator Woodburn did not file any allegations. She only filed a piece of paper saying Commander Troy had committed corrupt acts, with absolutely nothing backing them up."
"But Inspector," persisted Hardwood, "in view of the seriousness of the Senator's charges, should you not investigate Commander Troy?"
"Hardwood," Britt said, getting irritated, "if Senator Woodburn wants me to investigate the Iron Crowbar, she has to present some allegations, and something for me to investigate. I don't waste my time on rumors. If someone handed me a piece of paper saying 'John Hardwood and the Media are corrupt', should I open an investigation of you?"
"But ma'am," said Hardwood, "it's not the evidence, but the seriousness of the charge that is important! So why won't you investigate---"
"Look! I don't accept your premise!" Britt thundered. "You know how things work; you're just trying to gin up a story out of nothing. I'm not playing your game, Hardwood. Okay, any questions on the SBI liaisons to the gubernatorial candidates?"
"Inspector, this is Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Sioban. "Again, why won't you investigate Commander Donald Troy for corruption? Legitimate allegations have been made to your Office. Are you not obligated to investigate him for the charges leveled against him?"
"Again," said Britt, "no charges have been leveled against him. Next question."
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD!" shouted Priya, anger in her voice. "Why are you covering up for Commander Troy in the face of serious, legitimate charges against him? Why aren't you doing the job your office requires, and formally opening an investigation of him? What are you helping him hide, Inspector?"
"Okay, that's it." said Britt. "This is obviously a Media lynch mob, not a Press conference. Tommy, KSTD's credentials are pulled. Have a nice day, everyone." With that, she walked off the stage and out of the room. Guards came forward to escort Priya and the KSTD camera crew out... and by violent force if need be.
"That didn't go very well." I said. "They got under her skin, got her angry, and now they'll be showing those parts accusing her of corruption all day and night. So, Crowbar 2... wanna bet how long it'll take Peterson to get here?"
"Asking for your response when the Media deluges him?" Cindy replied. I nodded. "Less than three minutes... oh, and less than 30 seconds. Here he comes now..."
Part 13 - The Ripple Effect
"None of you should go outside. Any of you could easily be recognized here, or worse, a Police surveillance camera might spot you." said Elizabeth as everyone settled into their new safehouse. It was an older, modest two-bedroom house in a subdivision just north of Courthouse Square and just south of the Kensington neighborhood and the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse. The women were in Enemy territory, and they knew it.
"So what's the game plan?" asked Karen Warner Harlan.
"As you ladies know," Elizabeth said, "I run a smuggling pipeline in France. I can't tell you all the details, and it's better you not know anyway, but I've developed information that guns are going to be brought through this County. We're going to interdict those smugglers and take the guns for ourselves. I'll then sell them myself, and split the money with all of you."
"Why do you need us?" asked Eleanor Burke. "You're a world-class smuggler."
"I can't use my normal people for this one." Elizabeth replied. "It's going to create an uproar in the Federal Government when we steal these guns. Our group can disband, go our separate ways before they realize what has happened. I'll give you the details, and your roles in the overall plan, in a couple of days."
Elizabeth turned to Eleanor. "Your role, Eleanor, will be simple: do you want revenge on Dr. Laura Fredricson for what she did to your son Jack?"
Eleanor was riveted. "Oh, yessss." she hissed. "Ohhhhh, do I ever."
"You shall have it." Elizabeth said. "More will be told to you later. Until then, I'll find some studs to get Karen laid, and Karla... I'll be arranging a meeting with Katherine Wilson, if that's what you want."
"Oh, that would be so wonderful." Karla said, her eyes lighting up.
"What?!" gasped her daughter Karen. "Mom... that bitch betrayed you! How could you possibly want to see her again... unless you want to kill her..."
"Now young lady, you listen to me." said Karla severely. "That was not Katherine's doing. It was that god-damned Iron Crowbar coercing her, tricking her, browbeating her. I don't blame Katherine for that one bit. I forgave Katherine a long time ago, and you should also."
Karen said nothing, a look of shock still on her face. Forgiveness would not be forthcoming anytime soon.
"O-kayyyyy." said Elizabeth. "Ladies, you are on the verge of not only being free, but being very wealthy. Let's not fuck it up. Put the hatreds aside just long enough for us to get this done, and then you can go after the party that ruined your lives... my baby brother..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30pm, still Tuesday, April 12th, Cindy and I were putting together our recommendations for promotions, medals, and filling vacated slots, when Helena buzzed me to say that Lt. Croyle and Detective Newton wanted to see me. I had them come in, then be seated in the hot chairs.
"Sir," said Teresa, "Detective Newton has developed some information you and Captain Ross need to hear. I know some of it, but suggested she give the details to all of us at the same time."
"Cool beans." I said, wondering why I'd started using that phrase so much. "Whaddya got, Newton?" I looked at Julie, in her lavender blouse, tight black skirt, sheer black stockings and black high-heel pumps, admiring her attractive looks and especially those luscious legs of hers. I definitely appreciate women with beautiful legs...
"Sir," said Julie Newton, "I know I'm the stay-at-home girl in Vice, but I do have a couple of C.I.s in the financial industry. I got word from one of them that some bank accounts had been set up in the City. Knowing that Cheryl Belle Dunston was one of the escapees, and knowing her account setup methods, I checked them out. Six accounts at six different banks, totaling the money from the concert heist almost exactly. But not including the money from the bank robbery in Southport." She handed me a folder with some figures printed on paper.
"Hmmm," I said, "I would imagine the bank robbery loot remained in cash for their expenses. But this is really good stuff, Julie. You've done very well. I'll give this to the FBI and let them chase after the accounts."
"I put a flag on the accounts, as well." said Julie. "If they use bank cards to withdraw any of the money, we'll be alerted."
"We need to share that with the FBI, as well." I said. "These names are obviously fakes, addresses probably will be, too."
"There is more, sir." said Julie. "This one went layers deeper, so I think Dunston had some help creating it, but it's an account in an investment firm... in Switzerland. It's a Swiss company. They've given up on the secrecy laws because of the IRS harassing them, so I was able to get the information. The account only has a thousand Swiss francs in it, though. It looks like it has been set up for future use."
I made sure to look right at Julie, my eyes not swerving to the other women in the room. Easy enough to do with her attractive face, as well. "So..." I said, "you think something is going to happen in the near future?"
"Possibly, sir." said Julie. "But I can't tell you what it might be. International smuggling based in Europe is what I would suggest, but I have no backing for it at this time."
I nodded. "Okay. Well, if there's nothing else, you can go, Julie. This is really great work. I'll get with the FBI myself on it. But I won't tell them you did this, because they'd try to steal you from my Police Force."
"No worries there, sir." said Julie. "Besides, I've got my sister in Town to take care of."
"Lucky you." I said. "My sister is one to be taken care of... but not in a good way. Captain Ross is more fortunate." Cindy just nodded vigorously. Julie excused herself and left.



"Wow." said Teresa. "And here I was, wondering if she was totally on the up-and-up."
"Yeah, I was wondering myself." I said. "But this is really good stuff, really deep. Okay, don't tell Julie, but I'm going to have David Krueger independently verify this, and then I'll pass it to Jack Muscone. So... what do you two think?"
Cindy said "That Gang of Four, with Ward, your sister, Karen Harlan and the unknown Number Four. Looks like elements of smuggling."
"I'm thinking it's not The Four." I replied. "My sister and Karen Harlan, who is Karla Warner's daughter, definitely. But the two men may not be involved; this is an All-Woman group."
I then steered the topic around. "Teresa, there were some reports of gun smuggling recently. Anything ever come of that?" 
"No sir." said Teresa. "We got some spotty stuff, then it came to nothing. Then it started up again, and we couldn't really get a hold of it. I talked to Sandra Speer of the FBI, and she didn't have any leads, either." Teresa paused, then said: "Sir, this is just a hunch... but have you ever had the feeling you're being played?"
"Sure." I said. "Every time Captain Ross tries to get me into the boxing ring... so she can beat the living shit out of me." Teresa barked a laugh and Cindy waved a blue crowbar in my general direction, but her face had a look of cunning on it.
"Well, sir," said Teresa, "that's what I was beginning to feel about these rumors. That they were just red herrings, distractions. And I need not add that gun-running through the Iron Crowbar's home turf is considered 'ill-advised' by the criminal community."
"Hmmm..." I said. "You know... something you just said... let me ask this: once again, why these particular women to spring from prison?"
"We now know why Cheryl Dunston was one of them." said Cindy. "So she could set up bank accounts and stuff. But not to well, it would seem."
"Yes, so it would seeeeeemmmmm..." I said, my voice barely a whisper.
"Unless those are the 'loss leaders', and they set up other real ones elsewhere." Teresa said.
"Another great point." I replied. "But Julie said the money was the same as the haul from the concert heist, so I doubt they'd put all the money into those accounts if they weren't meant to be real and used by the group. Julie just caught Cheryl..." And then a thought hit me...
"Uh oh, he really is in the zone now." said Cindy as I went into a reverie.
"Okay, ladies..." I said as I came out of it. "Re-issue APBs for the four escapees as well as my sister Elizabeth and Karen Warner Harlan. I suspect they are here, in this County. Cindy, have David Krueger confirm Newton's information. I think it'll be found to be good, but I just want to double check before giving it to Muscone. Teresa, have your people 'get hot' making contacts to see if any smuggling operations are coming into or through this County..."
Part 14 - Impatience
After eating dinner at the Cabin with Nora and Becca, I asked Laura to come out onto the deck with me. We sat on the metal loveseat, Laura sipping some wine. Me, I was staying sober.
"Laura," I asked, "when you took down Wargrave and his arms operations, did anyone replace him?"
"Yes... and no." Laura said. "As you know, the situation over there has become much more volatile. Wargrave would arm both sides, at great profit to himself. Now, sovereign nations are arming factions, and groups capture each other's weapons, and so on. Much uglier, not like it used to be in Wargrave's heyday.
I nodded. "So who are the big arms players over there now, if any?"
Laura said "Since you have a Top Secret clearance, I'll give you the Cliff Notes. The Red Chinese have an entire group of people over there, all of them well-trained agents and smugglers. Several Middle Easterners, of course. Sergei Molotov has dipped his toe in the water, but he's a good example of what you were asking earlier... his competition is the Russian Government, and Mr. Putin doesn't care too much for competition."
"So there's no niche market for privateers to go in and sell arms like Wargrave did?"
"There could be a black market, supplying the bazaars and smaller groups of people." Laura said. "But it wouldn't be very lucrative. That whole region is saturated. The Kurds are underfunded and underarmed, and our own Government is not very helpful to them despite my advice that they should be. That would be a good niche... until people not under my control in the Company are told to go stop it. Terminally."
"What about Africa? Or other places?" I asked.
"Africa may be interesting." Laura said. "But if I'm getting the drift of your questions, you're probably looking at Eastern Europe. Everyone fears the Russians will try to re-conquer the former Soviet States, and want arms to fight the Russians as savagely as possible, to the death. So, what's this about?"
"Well," I said, "I know you've been to some high-level meetings recently, and the FBI brass attended, as well. In return for what you just told me, I'll tell you that I've gotten word that arms are being moved around this country, possibly through this County, and I believe that this Women's Gang, led by my dear sister Elizabeth, is looking to grab some of those guns. The place for Elizabeth to sell them is what I'm trying to figure out; hence, my questions."
"Wow." Laura said. "Not much gets by you."
"So," I replied with a grin, "how much trouble am I in now?"
"Let's just say no more." said Laura. "Stop your sister, if you can. That's all I can say for now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Midnight, beginning of Wednesday, April 13th. Goth Girl Kathy woke up out of a fitful sleep. Something was not right. She got up and put on her jeans, forcing the tight fabric over her succulent ass, then sliding into her t-shirt. Walking around, she saw everyone else asleep... no, wait. Eleanor was not in her bed.
Neither bathroom was being used. A quick check of the entire house showed that the front door was unlocked, and Eleanor was not to be found.
"Elizabeth! Karla!" Kathy said as she hurtled into their room. "Eleanor is gone! She's not here. She snuck out."
"Ah, shit." said Elizabeth, hopping out of bed as Karla groggily came awake. Karen appeared at the doorway, still trying to fit her magnificent ass into her own tight jeans.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and the kids were asleep in the master bedroom of the Cabin, and Nora and Becca were in the guest bedrooms. Buddy was half-sleeping in the greatroom, while Bowser and I were on the back deck. His head was lying on my thigh and I was petting him absentmindedly as I considered these issues.
There be strangenesses here, I thought to myself. I can see what my sister Elizabeth is doing, to a point. Cheryl Dunston has financial knowledge and connections. Karla Warner had Dynacorp connections, and maybe some Government contacts or knowledge. Karen Warner Harlan is well connected through her late husband as well as her mother. She's Elizabeth's apprentice as far as smuggling operations go. But why Eleanor? Elizabeth herself has more and better connections to Todd, and the Warner's through Seth. Why Eleanor?
I watched over the Town, seemingly shrouded and colorless in the cloudy skies. I didn't see the train that came out of the western horizon, only hearing its whistle as it crossed a farm road while heading south.
I looked down towards the Mountain Nest. My mother was staying with Cindy, but a couple of lights had been left on to give the impression that it was inhabited. Despite the hatred of the escaped women for me, and indeed Karen Harlan's unappeasable hatred of me and my sister Elizabeth's longstanding animosity, I did not really feel any fear of a threat to myself. But I was duty-bound to protect others.
As I idly looked at our other home, I thought I saw a flickering shadow. That had to be a tree swaying, I thought, but I still picked up the night vision binoculars I had put on the table beside me, and gave that picturesque pile a look.
And to my shock, I saw it: a shadowy figure of a person definitely was running along the side of the house!
I put the binoculars down and got out my Police cellphone and texted Sergeant Rudistan to come make a timely arrest...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do we do?" asked Cheryl Dunston. "If Eleanor is caught by the Police, she might tell them we're here."
"All right, ladies, pack up." said Elizabeth. "Leave nothing personal behind."
"What if Eleanor just went for a walk?" asked Karla. "When she comes back, we'll be gone."
"That's her problem." said Elizabeth. "Yeah, it sounds harsh, but Eleanor is blown, and so is this place. Let's go, ladies! Move!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eleanor Burke crept up to the front door of the Mountain Nest, which was illuminated by the streetlight that was at the far end of the gravel driveway/parking lot that was in front of the house. She had gone around back, but that door had been locked. The front door looked more promising, and she could jimmy it open with the chisel she'd found at the safehouse.
It had crossed her mind that something was badly wrong about her 'role' with that group of women. And she had overheard what the Goth Girl had said about her shooting Ned, and the Goth Girl's desire to kill her, Eleanor. She began to see that her only role was to be bait for the Iron Crowbar while the rest of the women went about their scheme... which she, Eleanor, had not been apprised of.
She knew she'd get no chance to kill the Troys, Don and Laura, unless she acted on her own, and quickly. She'd snuck out of the house and managed to hail a cab at the bus station. The ride wasn't all that far, but enough that it'd been too far to walk.
Just as she was about to put the chisel to the jamb, she thought she heard something behind her. Looking back, she saw that she was looking right into the 'business end' of a powerful handgun. On the other end of the gun was Town & County Police Captain Cindy Ross. Behind her was Auxiliary Police Officer Phyllis Troy.
"Get down, lie flat. Spread your arms and legs." Cindy ordered. She then sat on Eleanor's back and was reaching for her police radio when two cars pulled quickly up. They were Police Cruisers. Phyllis showed her Auxiliary Police Badge.
"Well, Officer Troy!" said Sergeant Micah Rudistan with great joviality. "You seem to have found an unauthorized trespasser this evening! Oh, Captain Ross! As usual, you've beaten us to the punch. You sure you're not psychic, ma'am?"
"Yes, Sergeant, I'm sure." said Cindy with a half grin. "Would you be kind enough to transport this prisoner to County Lockup?"
"If one of you will come with us, ma'am." said Rudistan. "We need a female officer to escort a female prisoner, of course." He turned to Eleanor, who was being handcuffed. "Well, Mrs. Burke, what a pleasant surprise! I'm so glad we were able to assist you before you were injured doing something more naughty than nice. The Troys have right vicious dogs in there, and they don't particularly like strangers near the children."
"I'm sure." said Eleanor. "Okay, I'm caught. Get me out of here..."
To be continued.
So, what is Elizabeth's plot? How does she plan to defeat her baby brother, the Iron Crowbar? And what will the Consultant of Crime have to say about all this? Tune in for the exciting conclusion, next chapter!
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Part 15 - Closing In
"Well, Mrs. Burke," I said as I came into Interrogation-1 of County Jail at 2:00am, Wednesday, April 13th, dressed in my 'black' uniform. "So nice to see you again."
"And you, Commander." said Eleanor Burke, her sarcasm matching mine with equal exactitude.
"So," I said, "how did you escape from State Women's Prison?"
"Why should I tell you?" Eleanor said. "I might want to try it again."
"I don't think you're going to get the chance." I said. "Senator Langdon's little Prostitute Parties aren't all the rage they used to be. That is how you and the other ladies got out, isn't it?"
"Of course, Commander. Not much gets by you." Eleanor said. "By the way, your sister is a remarkably intelligent woman. I was very impressed by her. Much more of a credit to your family name than you are, I might add."
"I couldn't agree more." I said facetiously. "So why were we finding you separated from your group, and all alone? And please don't tell me you were just out getting some fresh air."
"No, I won't insult your intelligence there." said Eleanor. "I was trying to get into your house so I could kill you and your wife."
"Good thing you were caught outside." I said, then let my joviality drop considerably. "My wife is very protective of our children. She'd have blown you away before you could blink twice. So why not stick with your group, and come after me and my wife later?"
"We escaped prison together." Eleanor said. "That's all. I have no obligation to the rest of them, and we're not really a group."
"Nice try, Mrs. Burke." I said. "What's the real situation here? And I'm trying to catch them and keep them alive before they're caught by others that wish to do them considerable harm. Help me out on that, won't you?"
"I gave your Officers the safehouse address." said Eleanor. "That's all I know. I don't even know what your sister's grand plan is. I had the distinct feeling... that I was nothing more than the bait."
"And perhaps that is what you are now?" I asked.
"I doubt it." Eleanor said. "The bank robbery and the Civic Center heist were planned and practiced first. We hadn't talked about, much less practiced, anything since we got here, to this County. Whatever your sister is planning... it's not operational yet."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00am, Wednesday, April 13th. We were in the Main Conference Room of Police Headquarters. Present and drinking coffee were Chief Moynahan, myself, Deputy Chief Della Harlow, Captain Cindy Ross, Lieutenant Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Detective Martin Nash, FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer, and FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"It appears that there was a 9-1-1 call saying that a woman matching Eleanor Burke's description was seen near the Bus Station." said Cindy Ross. "Shortly afterward, Commander Troy contacted Sergeant Rudistan on his Police cellphone, saying he'd seen someone at the Mountain Nest. And then Phyllis Troy and I arrived at the location and caught Mrs. Burke trespassing and attempting to break and enter the Troy home."
"My mother was staying at your place with you, wasn't she Captain?" I asked.
"Yes, and she still is." Cindy replied, almost defiantly.
"And who alerted who about Mrs. Burke?" I asked. Cindy knew full well why I was doing this in front of everyone instead of privately.
"She woke me up, sir." Cindy said. "I'm not sure how she knew, but she said Eleanor Burke had been spotted. Maybe she got a text from someone."
"I will be greatly curious to find out from whom." I said, perhaps a bit acidly. Cindy made no reply, her ice blue eyes as fierce and determined as my gray eyes were.
"That aside, the Federal Marshals will be at County Jail at 10:00am to transport the prisoner back to State Women's Prison." said Cmdr. Harlow. "Unless you want to keep her for some reason. If so, we'll need to file something with the Court."
"Commander?" asked the Chief, looking at and meaning me.
"No sir, let 'em take her back." I said. "I think we got all we're going to get from her. She didn't know a whole lot. She told us about being taken to Westphalia, then the City suburbs, then to here. We raided the house at the address she gave. The others had flown the coop, and not all that long before. We do have enough from her to charge my sister Elizabeth and Karen Warner Harlan with crimes related to this gang, as well as the escapees."
"Where do you think they might be now?" asked Jack Muscone. "The State Troopers have roadblocks set up near the State Line, and the State Police on the other side are also watching to see if they cross over. We have roadblocks on the Nextdoor County highway and the Midtown Highway, as well."
"I think they're still here, somewhere." I said. "Eleanor both said and otherwise implied that Elizabeth was the leader of this group, and Karen Harlan was big with it. It's Elizabeth's game, and I'm trying to figure out what it is..."
"You can't let her beat you, Crowbar 1." said Cindy. "It's a matter of Troy family honor now."
"Says a member of said family, Crowbar 2." I replied. "But it's pretty easy to see what Elizabeth is doing. The question is... who are her partners? This Women's Gang? Or the group I've called 'The Four' in the past?"
"Does it matter?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Tremendously." I said. "If it's 'The Four', then it's actually going to be less dangerous. If it's not... then I am very afraid of what might happen."
"Why is that?" asked Della Harlow. "And what is going on?"
I smiled. "We've had some past intel of smuggling operations going through here. Not stopping here, but going through. The intel is sporadic and vague, and has so far led to nothing. Now... one of Europe's best smugglers breaks several women out of prison, leads a bank robbery then a concert heist, and is very likely in this County now. So, something is up with that."
"What is she smuggling? Drugs?" asked Sandra Speer.
"Probably not." I replied. "This one is about guns, I think." Jack and Sandra immediately became uncomfortable. And was that my imagination, or did Sheriff Daniel Allgood also react?
"What the hell does she need guns for?" asked Daniel.
"She could smuggle them into Europe, or Africa." I said. "They just can't get enough guns in many parts of the world. She'd make some serious money if she could pull off a heist like this."
"That's true enough." said Chief Moynahan. "So let's concentrate on finding and stopping these women before someone gets hurt. Any ideas, Commander?"
"Chief," I said, "all we can do is wait. Patrol, scour the Town, but mostly wait for something to happen."
"And you expect something to happen?" asked the Sheriff.
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "I do."
As the meeting broke up, I went over and whispered to Jack Muscone that I needed to speak with him privately...
Part 16 - Treachery
The gray clouds had lightened up, but now were back again. The Town felt dark and bleak, but the rain just would not fall. It was Thursday, April 14th.
They were in a barren apartment south of Courthouse Square, with nothing but sheets and their personal belongings.
"They got her." said Karen Warner Wilson, reading the news from a burner phone she'd activated, which Elizabeth had bought the day before from Wal-Mart. Elizabeth was good enough with disguises to go out. The rest had stayed put, and Elizabeth had brought back some food.
"They arrested Eleanor night before last at the Troy home, trying to break in." continued Karen. "She's already back at State Women's Prison."
"I figured as much." said Elizabeth. "Okay, ladies... at this point, I cannot ask any of you to continue forward with me. Our plan is shot to hell. I'm going to salvage what I can, and go back to France. I can take one of you with me. Karla?"
"I'd like to see Paris again." said Karla. "I might as well go with you. I'll miss my baby girl, though." She hugged Karen warmly.
"Aw Mom, you're going to make me cry." Karen said, her voice emotional. "And just when I got you back."
"Where will you go?" Karla asked.
"California." said Karen. "I can't stand not having sex! I'm going to see if I can get into the porn industry. I can make films as much as perform in them, and I'll be auditioning a lot of studs."
"Good plan. What about you, Cheryl?" Elizabeth asked.
"I don't know yet." Cheryl said. "I'll see this operation of yours through, then go my own way. South America sounds good right about now." She was not good at hiding her feelings in her eyes, and Elizabeth was reading her like a book.
"Kathy?" asked Elizabeth.
"When you guys leave this apartment, I'm going to leave too." said Kathy. "But I'm going to go my own way. Maybe back to the City, or to L.A. or New York. Someplace a Goth Girl can disappear into."
"Karla," Elizabeth said, "you may want to stay here until the operation is done."
"No, I'll go with you." said Karla. "We're just having too much fun, aren't we?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The white van pulled up to the old Standard Tools warehouse. The office entrance door was unlocked. Elizabeth led Karla, Karen and Cheryl into the warehouse, which opened up into a large space.
Karla wondered why Elizabeth was wearing a bulky sweater, heavy sweatpants, and tennis shoes instead of her normal upgrade attire. But she didn't have much time for questions.
"Hmmm, a few pallets of ammonium nitrate, boxes of nails." Elizabeth said. "They haven't brought the guns yet."
"So what now?" asked Cheryl.
"We wait." said Elizabeth, looking at her wristwatch. "They should be here within half an hour. If not, we go."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The pair stood on the roof of another warehouse, overlooking the Standard Tools building. He was using his binoculars. She was still wearing her black and pink motorcycle gear, and had not removed her helmet.
"Okay, they've gone inside." he said. "Oh wait... what is this? Ahhhhhh, a bonus..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Seth and Joanne Warner were riding in his truck, having gone to lunch together. Joanne was wearing a white collared golf/polo shirt with the TCPD badge embroidered over the left breast, and khaki pants. This was technically a casual uniform, as Joanne had her gunbelt on. She also had her light armor on under it.
As they rode up Jefferson Avenue, Joanne saw four figures enter the old Standard Tools warehouse, and a white van parked beside the door.
"Seth! Stop the car!" Joanne shouted. "Pull in right there!"
"What is it?" Seth said, continuing on.
"STOP THE CAR!!" Joanne yelled. Seth finally pulled over and into a nearby parking lot.
"Here, call 9-1-1, tell them 'police emergency', give my badge number 1-9-2-9, and ask for backup!" Joanne ordered as she got out of the truck. She grabbed the heavier armored vest she'd been carrying, and put it on.
"What's going on?" Seth asked. "What are you doing?"
"I just saw three fugitives!" Joanne said. "Seth, PLEASE! Call it in!"
"Wait!" Seth yelled. "It could be dangerous!"
"It's my job, Seth, now for God's sake, PLEASE MAKE THE CALL!" Joanne yelled, wondering why this was so hard to get through Seth's head. Not contemplating further, she ran off towards the building. Seth made the 9-1-1 call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, one of the Iron Crowbar's Detectives is running into the building." he said. "This is going to be soooo good."
"If she dies, the Iron Crowbar may just come and kill you." the lovely Sinon said.
"Maybe..." he said. "Here, let me put on this listening gear so I can hear what's going on in there...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne looked in. She saw Karla Warner, now her mother-in-law to her left. Elizabeth, the Iron Crowbar's sister, and yes she did look a good bit like him, was to Karla's left, about 20 feet away. Facing them was Cheryl Dunston. She could not see Karen Warner.
She heard them talking, and finally saw Karen come into view, looking at a cellphone, trying to get a signal.
Joanne sucked in her breath, said a quick prayer, and rushed in.
"POLICE!" she yelled. "EVERYBODY FREEZE!"
"Oh my God." said Karla. "You're my son's new wife."
"Get on the floor!" Joanne said. "NOW! DROP!" Unfortunately, she could not cover everyone. She began to turn towards Cheryl, seeing movement, but wasn't fast enough. Cheryl pulled out a pistol and fired.
"AAUGH!" yelled Joanne, grabbing her left arm, which had been hit. Her gun clattered to the concrete floor. As she reached down to get it, Cheryl fired again, just missing the blonde Policewoman's head.
"What are you doing?!" yelled Karla, rushing to help Joanne. "You shot her! She's my son's wife!"
"I don't care." said Cheryl. "I'm going to kill her, and then kill all of you if you try to stop me. Stand aside!"
Karla acted like she was going to comply. Then with a fast move, she grabbed Joanne's gun off the floor and fired twice at Cheryl. It was a 'double tap', and two bullets drilled into the center of Cheryl's chest. Cheryl Belle Dunston dropped to the ground, dead.
"Oh geez." said Karla as Elizabeth and Karen were about to rush up. Then they heard a voice come over the loudspeakers.
"My dear Elizabeth, my dear Karen..." came his voice on loudspeakers, "you have betrayed me for the last time. Prepare to meet thy God!"
The shocked women heard the voice. Karla saw anger on Elizabeth's face, shock on Karen's, followed by fury.
"YOU SON OF A BITCH!!" Karen yelled. "I WILL KILL YOU---"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, the meaningless threat..." he said. "My lovely Sinon, if you please..."
She dialed a cellphone number. When that phone rang, it set off the explosives in the warehouse...
Part 16 - Life And Death
"Yes, this is a Police emergency!" Seth was saying to the 9-1-1 operator. "Detective Joanne Cummings Warner, TCPD badge 1-9-2-9, needs backup at the Standard Tools Warehouse on Jefferson Avenue---"
***KA-BOOM!!***
"OH MY GOD!" yelled Seth, horrified. He jumped out of the truck, running towards the building. "Joanne! Joanne!"
"Sir..." said the 9-1-1 operator... "Sir... are you there? Sir?..."
As Seth ran towards the building, he heard a sickening creak, then something that sounded like a huge *snap!* He watched in sheer terror as the building collapsed in front of him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, splendid." he said, watching through is binoculars. "My test is complete, Sinon. That rigging did work, and it brought the building down. I needed to know that for my next operation."
"We need to get out of here before Police and Media helicopters converge." said Sinon.
"Yes, let's do leave, quickly." he said. They went to the door and down the stairs into the building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne shook her head, trying to clear the tremendous pain in her ears. Karla Warner was on top of her, having covered and shielded her as the explosives had detonated. Joanne felt a sharp pain in her leg.
"Oh my God... Mrs. Warner, are you all right?"
"No." said Karla, who half rolled off Joanne. Joanne was able to clear some debris and get out from under Karla. And then she saw the damage.
The nails had been place next to the explosives to become shrapnel. Karla's back was covered in wounds. But the worst was the foot long splinter of metal that had become a stake through Karla's chest.
With her last, supreme effort, Karla grabbed Joanne. "Take care... of my son..." she whispered. "Give him... good... children..."
Joanne felt Karla's grip lose its energy, and saw the woman' body slump. Her eyes stared sightlessly forward. Karla Warner was gone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Joanne!" yelled Seth, rushing into the debris field. "Joanne! Oh God, say something! Call out! Joanne!"
"I'm... I'm over here." Joanne said.
Seth rushed up, "Oh thank God! Are you hurt?"
"I don't think so, not badly." Joanne said.
"Mom!" Seth said, recognizing the other woman. "Mom!"
"She's gone, Seth." Joanne said, her voice coming in gasps. "She covered me with her body... I'm sorry Seth, there was nothing I could do..." She began sobbing. Seth checked his mother's neck for a pulse, finding none. He then turned to comforting his wife...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's just sitting there." Cindy said to Chief Moynahan. "Just watching them work, waiting for them to find something."
The Chief looked over and saw what she was saying: The Iron Crowbar was sitting on a large chunk of debris near the collapsed building, watching Fire Commander Zoe Singer and her Arson Team search for the remains of his sister and the other women.
Karla Warner had been brought out and taken away by Crime Lab personnel. Joanne was checked by Dr. Morgan, who had rushed to the scene from University Hospital. He found one gunshot wound to the arm, and a nail that had driven into her lower leg. She was being taken out on a stretcher, holding her husband's hand, having given Captain Ross a video-recorded statement while being examined. Seth also would give his statement at the Hospital.
Cheryl Dunston's body had been found, intact. It was noted that she had two bullet wounds to the chest. Joanne had said Karla Warner had shot Cheryl after Joanne had been hit, thus saving Joanne's life.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Excuse me, Chief." said Cindy. She walked over to where Commander Troy was sitting. He did not look over at her, continuing to stare into the debris field. Cindy did not say anything, but merely sat next to her cousin, focusing her mental energy on him.
Some moments later, Todd Burke was driven up to the scene by Lt. Teresa Croyle in her Police Cruiser. Cindy went over to meet them. Todd saw his uncle, still staring at the debris. He went over.
"Uncle Don?" he said. "Anything?"
"Not yet." I replied, my voice sounding far away. "Have a seat, if you want to wait with me."
"I'm too restless." Todd said. "Does Grandma know?"
"No, at least I haven't told her." I said. "I'm still waiting to see if they find... anything."
Todd nodded, then walked back towards Teresa and Cindy. To his shock, and everyone else's, Seth Warner was walking up to them.
"Joanne is being examined and they wouldn't let me in there." Seth explained. "She told me to come ask about Karen. And Todd's mom. I'm sorry, Todd."
"Hey, I'm sorry for your mom." said Todd, as he and Seth man-hugged.
"Joanne said my mom saved her life." said Seth.
"Tell me that story again."
The voice was mine. I had come up behind them. Seth repeated everything he had seen and known.
"Stay here a second." I said as I got out my cellphone. "I want you to hear this." Everyone watched me intently.
"Yes... this is Commander Troy of the Town & County Police Force. Please put me through to Governor Jared." Needless to say, I was not hung up upon this time...
"Governor... "I said, "Yes, we're at the scene now... no sir... I don't know, sir... yes sir, Karla Warner died in the explosion, and that's why I'm calling... yes sir, I would like you to commute her sentence to time served... yes, she saved my Police Officer's life... yes sir, so her family can bury her instead of the Prison System... thank you Governor, thank you very much..."



Seth was moved. "Thank you, Commander."
"Least I could do. She saved my Officer's life... and your wife's. Cindy, get someone to take Seth back to the Hospital, would you?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Another hour later. I was still sitting on that big chunk of debris, being left alone. Finally, Zoe Singer came up to me, with a large plastic bag. Inside was a gray high heel pump, and some jewelry, including a wristwatch, a necklace and a ring.
"That's her necklace, and she wore that ring..." I said.
"We'll do a DNA test on them and the shoe." Zoe said. She sighed, then continued, "These items were found on the ground right next to the hot spot where we think some of the explosives were. It looks like she was right in front of them when they blew... are you sure you want to hear this?"
"Yes." I said. "Go ahead."
"The explosion probably atomized her body." Zoe said. "We may not find much more. I'm sorry, Don."
My head was bowed. I then asked "What about the others?"
"No trace of Karen Warner." said Zoe. "No trace of Goth Girl Kathy, either, but from the witness reports, she may not have been there in the first place."
I just nodded. "Thanks, Zoe." I got up and went over and told Todd what had been found. And then I left.
Part 17 - Smoke and Mirrors
I went by the Hospital. Joanne was going to be held overnight, to make sure there was no internal bleeding. Her gunshot wound had not broken the bone or hit the major blood vessels, so Dr. Morgan expected her to feel a lot of pain but recover quickly. The shrapnel in her leg had not gone very deeply, and had been removed and stitched up.
"She's lucky, Commander." said Dr. Morgan. "We'll do another hearing test in the morning, as well. She seems to be hearing okay, but still has some ringing in her ears. That's not unexpected. We're not seeing any real signs of a concussion, either, but will check that again in the morning."
"Thanks, Doctor." I said. I went on inside the room, where Seth was sitting next to Joanne.
"I'm sorry, Commander." said Joanne. "I fucked up." I was mildly shocked to hear the language.
"No, you didn't fuck up." I said. "I would've done the same thing, and gone in there to make the arrests. We need to get you some more tactical training, though. As Captain Ross is so fond of hearing, you need 'range time'."
"My favorite words." said Cindy, who I'd felt and seen come into the room. "Welcome to the Purple Order club, Joanne."
"And I'll tell you what I told Lieutenant Croyle." I said. "Get any more Purple Orders, and you will forever be on Desk Duty. Seriously, don't beat yourself up, you did a good job. Waiting for backup is a 'damned if you do, damned if you don't' proposition."
After some more chatter, Cindy and I left. As we drove away from the Hospital, Cindy said "She really should've waited for backup."
"Probably." I said. "But it's a tough call."
"Don..." said Cindy. "I, uh... want to offer my condolences, for your sister."
"She's your blood, too." I said.
"But I didn't grow up with her. You did." Cindy replied. "And even if it wasn't a close relationship..."
"Yep. Thanks." I said. "And I guess I better go say something to Mom."
"Todd and Teresa are with her." Cindy said. "The Crime Lab got a sample from her to see if there's a mitochondrial match with what they found at the crime scene, for faster identification. Your mom is pretending this isn't hurting her."
"Okay." I said. "Cindy... there's something I need you to do for me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came into the Mountain Nest, seeing the family scene before me... Carole being held, Bowser being petted, and Buddy nearby. But just as I came into the room, I heard the back door unlock. My mother was coming up from her apartment below.
"I heard you drive up, Don, and so I---" my mother started, then saw the shocking sight. Sitting on the sofa, holding Carole and petting Bowser... was my sister Elizabeth.
"What in the hell..." Phyllis said, totally and utterly stunned.
"Long time no see, Mother." Elizabeth said sardonically, not all that happy either.
"Don," my mother said, staring at her daughter, "what is going on here?"
"Oh, I'm not understanding it, either." I said. "Why I would want to save my sister's life, I don't know, but that is exactly what we are doing right now."
"What? Why?" Phyllis asked.
"Have a seat, Mom." I said.
"No, I don't think I'm going to be staying." said Phyllis, her hackles now up. "You can tell me about it later."
As she turned to go, I said "Mom, you might want to say goodbye to your daughter. You will probably never see her again."
"That's fine by me. And 'goodbye' is the right word, Elizabeth..." my mom said darkly as she went out the door.
Laura came from upstairs with little Jim. "Okay, he's all cleaned up now." Laura said then added with mock casualness in her voice: "I must admit, Darling, I did not expect to find your sister here. Bowser seems to like her, though."
"Bowser is a good dog." Carole said, in the form of a quotation. Elizabeth smiled at that one and petted Bowser again. I made a phone call.
"Okay, Elizabeth, it's time to go." I said. "Bring Carole." Laura looked shocked at that, but I just nodded to her in reassurance.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were riding in the back of Cindy's Police SUV. Cindy was driving. Elizabeth and I were in the backseat, Elizabeth holding Carole, Carole's child seat on the other side of Elizabeth.
"Oh, she's such a darling child." Elizabeth said. "She is your luckiest and best thing, baby brother."
"I couldn't agree more." I said.
"I never had a daughter." Elizabeth said. "I so wanted one. Todd turned out okay, but Ned was a disaster from the day he was born. And I never could have another baby, though it wasn't for lack of trying." I nodded, noting that this was the most emotion and love I had ever seen from my big sister. "And I wanted a sister, too, but that sure didn't work out."
"No apologies from here for that." I said, then added what needed to be said: "But I will tell you this... if I could change things... I'd never say a word about seeing you with that guy in the basement. Even then, I knew what our parents were putting you through with that religious shit was just wrong."
"It is what it is, baby brother." Elizabeth said. "We'll just say you're making up for it now. So... where are we going?"
"City Airport." I said. "There will be a plane there, ready to take you to France. No, you cannot take Carole."
"Why?" asked Carole.
"Because you have to go back home and take care of Bowser." I said.
"Bowser is a good dog." Carole said. "But Mommy doesn't like him." Elizabeth's eyebrows arched up at that.
"Your Mommy loves Bowser more than she'll admit." I said in reply.
"He's a sweet dog." said Elizabeth. "Carole, you take care of Bowser for your Aunt Elizabeth, okay?"
"O-kay, Ant Lissbuth." said Carole. Elizabeth likes dogs, I thought to myself. A redeeming feature of my sister, in my opinion. Definitely a redeeming feature...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went through a side access gate to the Airport. Cindy's FBI Consultant badge got her through the FBI Agents guarding the gate. Cindy drove up to a building, practically onto the tarmac. A plane was waiting nearby.
"Goodbye, my precious." Elizabeth said, hugging Carole one last time. "Take care of your daddy for me."
"Bye, Ant Lissbuth." said Carole, hugging her aunt back with her little arms. I saw a tear in my sister's eye as she handed Carole back to me.
"Well, this is goodbye, mon petit frère." Elizabeth said.
"More like 'au revoir', if I'm not mistaken." I replied. "Take care of yourself."
"I will. And you too... that man is pure Evil. He will stop at nothing. Don't let him harm this little girl. And thank you... for everything."
With that, Elizabeth gave me a fast hug, then broke away. Not looking back, she went up the stairs and into the airplane.
I walked back a distance as the plane taxied out. I followed it with my eyes to the runway, then watched it take off into the night sky.
"Come on out, Todd." I said. "She's gone."
"You have eyes in the back of your head, Uncle Don?" Todd said, flashing his brilliant smile as he came up from around the building behind me.
"No, but I have a daughter that looked behind me and smiled when she saw her cousin." I replied.
"Think she'll be all right?" Todd asked, meaning his mother.
"I would imagine she will be." I said. We began walking back to the SUV. "Need a ride, Todd?"
"Sure." said Todd. He got in the shotgun seat next to Cindy as I put Carole into her child seat and strapped her in. She'd be asleep before we made it out of the Airport.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So the whole thing was a deception?" Cindy asked as we drove back on the highway to Nextdoor County, then home.
"Not all of it." I said. "I was able to contact Elizabeth on Wednesday. I told her that I thought she was in danger, and that our Consultant of Crime, who was also the 'Number Four' of her little group, was going to try to kill her."
"She wore full armor under her athletic wear." I continued. "I think she intended to shield Karla Warner, but Joanne showing up screwed that up... Karla shielded Joanne, and died in the act of saving Joanne's life. Karen's body wasn't found, and I suspect it won't be... I think she got clean away."
"Can't imagine how." Todd said.
"The explosives were rigged to take down the building, crash it down on their heads." I said. "There were apparently some nails piled up near the explosives to be shrapnel, but that wasn't the Consultant's major intent. He wanted to see what it took to take down a building like that."
"Why?" asked Cindy.
"Very observant to see that there is always a 'why' with the Consultant." I said. "As to what that 'why' is, say that three times fast... I dunno yet."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
What I did not tell Cindy nor Todd, was what happened at the Wal-Mart the day before, Wednesday.
Elizabeth had been disguised and was shopping for some things when I came up to her. She recognized me and I quickly said 'Come with me to the back area, you're in danger'. She did, and we went into the Men's Room.
"Your Number Four has a knack for betraying people loyal to him." I said. "Unless you are in with him on your plan to interdict the gun run... he's going to come against you, and kill you and your fellow women in your gang. Karen, too."
"How do you know..." Elizabeth said, then began realizing some things.
"Yes." I said. "He is much more than just a member of your Group of Four. He has an organization that stretches across this nation, and he wants to go overseas. He'd love to take over your smuggling pipelines... after you're dead."
"I must commend you, baby brother." Elizabeth said, looking up at me with a gleam in her eye. "You know a lot more, a lot lot more, than I ever would've given you credit for."
"I'll take that as a compliment---" I stopped, as we heard someone coming to the men's room.
"They'll catch us." Elizabeth had said. "Here, I've got an idea." She pulled me to the lavatory counter and sat herself on it, then began unzipping my pants. She fished out my manhood, which was rapidly getting hard, and fit it to her cuntlips. I thrust my manhood forward... and sank balls-deep into my sister's snatch!
I began thrusting in and out of her as we heard the door of the bathroom being opened with a key. The employee looked inside and saw the backside of a man with a woman's shapely legs wrapped around him, and the man was fucking the hell out of the woman He gasped, then quickly retreated.
"Okay, he's gone." said Elizabeth.
"I'm not stopping now." I growled. I was already about to come. Elizabeth watched between us as she reached around and pulled my ass into her, matching my rhythm perfectly. It didn't take long for my nut to rise, powerfully and eagerly.
I groaned as I shot my full load deep inside Elizabeth's pussy, thinking that maybe that would get her knocked up with the daughter she desired... who knows?
Finally, we disengaged and I fastened my pants. We raced out of the bathroom and into the back employee areas just as the employee was bringing his manager in from the main store. We hurriedly found a back exit, and made our escape. Elizabeth made a hasty run to her vehicle, and old green car that looked vaguely familiar to me. I didn't try to follow her... it would've done no good, and I would have failed to keep up with her.
Part 18 - Solutions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled Bettina at 7:00am, Friday, April 15th. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the explosion at the old Standard Tools warehouse, which claimed at least two lives, with others missing!"
"These are the details we have so far." Bettina said. "We know that Police Detective Joanne Cummings Warner spotted the women that had escaped from the State Women's Prison several days before. Her husband called in for backup while Detective Warner entered the building to effect the arrests. Detective Warner was wearing double body armor, but she was wounded in the arm as she exchanged gunfire with Cheryl Belle Dunston, one of the State Women's Prison escapees. Dunston was killed in that exchange of gunfire."
"At that point, there was an explosion that buckled the supports for the building, and it came crashing down on those inside. Detective Warner was covered by her new mother-in-law, Karla Warner, also a prison escapee. Detective Warner was not seriously hurt; however, Mrs. Warner was badly injured, and died of those injuries. The formal Police report as well as Commander Troy confirmed that Mrs. Warner saved a police officer's life, and Governor Jared made this announcement yesterday. Roll tape."
The tape rolled, showing Governor Jared: "Having received the reports that Karla Warner died in the act of saving a police officer's life, I am commuting her sentence to time served, so that her family may claim the body and bury her, instead of this being done by the Prison System."
Back to Bettina live: "Two other people known to be in the warehouse, Karen Warner Harlan and Elizabeth Troy, are presumed dead. Their bodies have not been found, but personal effects that both women were known to be wearing were discovered at the scene. And yes, Channel Two News confirmed with Commander Donald Troy that it was his older sister that died in the explosion. Our condolences to the Troy and Warner families."
"Eleanor Burke, former wife of Michael Burke, was recaptured and has been returned to State Women's Prison. The last escapee, one Kathy Larrington, apparently was not with the rest of the group in the warehouse. Her whereabouts remain unknown, and it is believed she has fled the State. The FBI continues to search for her."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, April 16th. A tax attorney firm had rented The Steakhouse to celebrate a successful tax season for them. So we reserved the back room of the Cop Bar.
Joanne Cummings Warner got a standing ovation when she entered the room with her new husband, having been released by the Hospital the day before. All of the 'usual suspects' were present, including Chief Griswold, who wasted no time sampling some bourbons.
This was not a victory party. No one felt like celebrating; we just needed a break. A lot of the questions people wanted to ask couldn't be answered in front of the whole group. And there were still a lot of unanswered questions, as well.
"I've got one question" Teddy Parker asked quietly. "Joanne admitted that she dropped her gun when she was shot, and that Karla Warner picked it up and shot Cheryl Dunston. Why does the official report say Joanne and Dunston exchanged fire?"
"Because it was Joanne's gun that was used to kill Dunston." I said. "Boards of Inquiry don't like hearing that a cop lost control of his or her gun. If Joanne had been shot dead with it, we'd be having a much uglier scenario right now. And it would probably ruin her career if she received an official black mark over it from the report."
I added: "This is one of those times where the Truth doesn't necessarily serve us best. We'll get Joanne and everyone coached up with some more training, and she'll have a wound for the rest of her life to remind her of what happened."
"What I noticed," said Jack Muscone, a few moments later, "was that the shots that killed Dunston were exceptionally well placed, center of mass, double tap. Karla Warner was a very, very accurate shooter, and that with a gun she picked up off the floor."
"I noticed that, too." I said. "I spent a few minutes with Martha the M.E. talking about it. Karla Warner definitely had some firearms and shooting training. I think there was more to her than meets the eye."
"So why did Cheryl try to kill Joanne?" asked Jack.
"I have a sneaking suspicion... a bad one... that Cheryl was someone's mole within that Women's Group." I said. "I think she was going to ambush and kill the rest of the women for him. Then Joanne came in and surprised all of them, and Cheryl was already fingering her loaded firearm... a bad habit... a bad, bad habit..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"By the way, sir," said Julie Newton some moments later, "I found out that Cheryl Dunston moved her money from that account she set up. Almost immediately, too, before the FBI moved in on it."
"Was she the only one?" I asked.
"No sir." said Julie. "Your sister moved half of hers to an offshore account, and I'm having trouble chasing that down. Karen Warner moved about 30% of hers, and to where... I have no idea yet. Karla Warner, Eleanor Burke, and Goth Girl Kathy left theirs in, and that money's gone; it's been impounded by the FBI."
"Good work on that, Julie." I said. "By the way, what do you do for hobbies? And it better not be solving theoretical physics problems."
Julie laughed. "No sir. I leave that to Myron Milton's father. But higher order mathematics is the same as higher order economics equations, so there's more of a link there than you might know. But for a hobby, I do what you do, sir... I read a lot of crime reports and stories. Everything that has happened before, shows up again. I think there's a Bible verse about that... 'there is no new thing under the sun'."
"No doubt about that." I said. We clinked beer mugs and drank.
"Sir," said Julie, "I did want say I'm sorry about your sister, however bad she was."
"Thanks." I said. "I'll tell you this, Julie, and just between us: she trusted the wrong people. She was part of a Gang of Four, and there is one member of that group that has a nasty, nasty habit of betraying people loyal to him."
"Who is this guy?" Julie asked as I downed some more beer.
"He's the one we've been calling the Consultant of Crime." I said. "We don't talk a lot about him out loud, as we don't know much about him. What I do know, though... is that Henry Wargrave was loyal to him, and he turned on Wargrave and fed Wargrave to the dogs. And he did the same to my sister and Karen Warner Harlan, and now they're dead, too."
Julie nodded. "Maybe they betrayed him first."
"Maybe." I said. "Or maybe they didn't, and he just thought they did and turned on them. I just know... if I were loyal to someone with a track record like his... I'd watch my backside... and my family's. Okay, enough of that. You want some more beer?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What I don't get," said Cindy later in the evening as we pounded down some beers, "is why those four escapees? You asked that before, and I freely admit I'm stumped."
"Well, I can only guess." I said. "Karen Warner was not broken out of jail, and she was Elizabeth's buddy from The Four. I think Elizabeth may have met Karla Warner in prison, as well. At any rate, I think Elizabeth liked Karla, and vice versa. Similar ages, both had kids, both had relationships with Jonas Oldeeds. Goth Girl Kathy was her son Ned's girlfriend, and I think Elizabeth liked her... and I'll admit, Kathy is one smart-as-hell Goth Girl, like our own Mary. It's too bad Kathy went bad; she'd have been a great Detective, I'd bet."



"Maybe." said Cindy. "So Eleanor and Cheryl?"
"I'll come to Cheryl last." I said. "Eleanor is the one that's hardest to understand. I'm just not seeing where she could contribute much. I thought she might try to get something out of her ex-husband Michael, or maybe even Todd in some way, but that's sheer speculation. Maybe she herself had it right: she thought she was going to be the bait dangling over our heads while the rest of them did their own plan."
"What was that plan?"
"Smuggling." I said. "Gun-running. Our FBI peeps, even Jack and Sandra, know something they are just not telling us. There's gun-running going on, maybe the race wars some are thinking are about to happen. Anyway, I think Elizabeth wanted to help herself to some of those arms, then smuggle them overseas and sell them. Even a small haul to a small market would bring in beaucoup bucks."
"Sounds like a plan." Cindy said. "If I weren't heiress to the Eckhart fortune, I'd say I'm in the wrong money-making business. Okay, Cheryl Dunston."
"I think Elizabeth thought Cheryl Dunston was a better financial expert than Cheryl really was. Cheryl is no 'Abacus'. Either that... or Elizabeth knew Cheryl's accounts would be shut down and the money put into them would be lost."
"Why do that?" Cindy asked.
"Well, I'm kind of running this wild-ass guess that Elizabeth knew the Consultant was coming after her, or might do so. He has a bad reputation for betraying people that were loyal to him. Just ask Henry Wargrave, or the stain on the sidewalk he became. So she left some 'Easter eggs' so to speak, for us and the FBI to find."
"Easter eggs... you know... oh my gosh... whoaaaaa..." Cindy said.
"The badges?" I asked, very proud to see Cindy connecting the dots.
"How... how did you know?" Cindy asked. "Gosh, you can read minds. Yes, I was just wondering if your sister left the fake badges in that other case."
"I've been wondering that for a long time." I said. "And I believe that it was indeed my sister Elizabeth that left those badges on the bodies."
"Why?" asked Cindy, looking stunned... and now sober again. So much for that pitcher of beer.
"Because I think my sister knew, and knows, the level of the monstrosity of the Consultant of Crime." I replied. "Leaving those badges exposed the Belfort Badge Gang, the source of the Consultant's private army of drugged-up, amped-up thugs. And through the Belfort Gang and the Moschel organ theft ring, we're now starting to make some good, solid legal headway into putting that bastard into a Courtroom to face the trial of the Millennium. I think Elizabeth wanted to hurt the Consultant, weaken him before he betrayed her and wiped her out."
"So that's why you created the ruse that she's dead, then let her go back to France." Cindy said.
"Yes." I said. "I don't think Elizabeth is a bad person, though my mother disagrees. Strongly. Me, I'm a little more forgiving. Elizabeth had a bad childhood, especially her teen years, and the little sister she wanted was a brother she hated. And I admit that I added to her pain for some of those years."
"I hope Molly expects no apologies." Cindy said. "They will not be forthcoming."
"That's your business." I replied. "And of course, there is that one other factor: Bowser likes Elizabeth, and he is the final word on the subject." Cindy burst out laughing, which stopped quickly when she saw the disapproving look on my face.
"I'm not kidding." I said. "Bowser is the final word on the subject of good and bad people. Remember that." Cindy peered at me, then poured some more beer. For herself.
After a momentary pause, I said "Anyway, my sister saw the true Evil, and tried to help expose him for us."
"Wow..." Cindy said, "she's lucky she's not dead."
"Yes." I said. "My sister actually engaged in mental combat with the Consultant of Crime... and lived to tell the tale. We can only hope... to be so fortunate ourselves. We can only hope..." Those remarks earned me a very sharp and disapproving look from my cousin.
"Let's have some more beer." Cindy said, filling my glass...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was not fully sober when I got home later that night, but I knew something had to be taken care of when I took the dogs out to do their business. The light coming from my mother's basement apartment was normally the bluish colors of a television being on, and frequently changing in intensity. This time, it was solid blue and unchanging.
After taking the dogs back in, I told Laura I was going downstairs for a moment. Doing so, I knocked on the door of my mom's apartment and then went inside, not happy that it was unlocked. My mother was sitting on the sofa, not asleep, not watching the blank screen of the TV.
"Mind if I sit down?" I asked.
"You're going to anyway." my mother said. She was right. I sat down on the sofa beside her.
"Still mad?" I asked.
"I just don't understand." Phyllis said. She was not fully sober either, by the way. Grey Goose vodka was her 'medicinal' of choice.
"What part of it?" I asked.
"Not arresting her. Letting her go."
"Do you want her dead?" I asked, brutally, sparing nothing.
My mother sighed. "Don, she is responsible for your father's death. The pain she caused him, her actions... that is what drove him to his death."
"Mom," I said, "we both know that is not true. We both know Elizabeth did not kill Dad, nor lead to his death."
"How would you know?" my mother asked scornfully. "You weren't there those final months. I had to watch him deteriorate... like a watch winding down... until he could not raise his head any longer..."
"Mom," I said, "I know a lot now that I did not know then. I think I know what happened in Apple Grove, what really happened. I know the truth."
My mother looked at me. She was beginning to sober up. "Oh my God." she whispered. "You do know... don't you?"
"Yes." I said. "And we both know that what is happening in Apple Grove and Providence Springs is coming to a head. The FBI knows it, too, and they're trying very hard to keep me from knowing it. I should make one-hundred-dollar bets with them."
"When, Son? When?" my mother asked. I turned and looked into the blue screen on the television.
"Soon..."
Part 19 - Epilogue
Sunday, April 17th. The funeral for Karla Warner was in the old Chapel at First Baptist Church, arranged by her daughter-in-law Joanne Cummings Warner. Police Chaplain Calvin, the Protestant Chaplain, performed the service, as Pastor Raymond Westboro had gone out of Town.
The Police Honor Guard served as the pallbearers, and we thought that only a few family members and Detectives would be there. To our surprise, Mrs. Myrtle L. James led a rather large contingent from the Ladies Auxiliary Club to the service. Todd Burke, Barry Oliver, Teddy Franklin, and a slew of BOW Enterprises employees came for Seth's sake. The Police Force was also well represented.
"I am reminded," said Chaplain Calvin at the service, "of the men on the crosses to the sides of our Lord Jesus Christ. One of them mocked Jesus, but the other confessed his faith and was saved, even at the moment of his death. Whatever wrongs Karen Warner has done, she ended her life with an act of bravery and sacrifice. Her act was one of repentance, and love... and may the Lord bring her eternal peace and rest..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm so sorry, Mom!" said the weeping young woman, dressed in all black, as she knelt before her mother's grave. "I let you down. I should've saved you..."
It was before dawn, and Karla Warner had been buried by her late husband, the plot having been bought long before. Karen Warner Harlan had snuck in to say one final goodbye.
As she sobbed in grief, she became aware of someone. Looking over her right shoulder, she saw the outline of the Tilley Hat, the trenchcoat, and the crowbar in the hand, silhouetted against the barely lighter pre-dawn sky to the east.
"My condolences, Mrs. Harlan." I said quietly.
Karen stood up to face the Iron Crowbar. "So... are you going to arrest me?"
"No." I said. "You would be murdered in prison. You know, as Elizabeth knew, just how evil your Number Four really is. He betrayed you. He murdered your mother."
"Yes, and your sister as well." Karen replied. "Not that you care."
"I care a great deal." I said. "As Seth would, if something happened to you. Here, take this." I extended a gloved hand and she took the device. It was a burner phone.
"There will come a time, when he will be on trial." I said. "You can get total immunity in exchange for testifying against him. I'll call you on that phone when the time is right. You can set it to forward a message to another number, then leave it plugged in somewhere safe. I will also leave a message if I find out he's trying to get to you, and warn you of the danger."
"Why are you doing this?" asked Karen. "We are not friends."
"No, we're not." I said. "My reasons are far more practical. So... say your final goodbyes to your mother, may she rest in peace. And then you need to leave my County... and never be seen here again, at least until I call."
"And if I don't come back when you do call?" Karen asked.
"That's your decision to make." I said. "But it's the only way you'll be able to avenge your mother's murder at his hands..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She walked up the peaceful hillside, the sun just coming up on the other side, the first threads of dawn lighting the sky. She came up to the grave and laid the flowers at the foot of the tombstone.
"I did not get him this time." she said. "But next time, I will. I promise you that, Ned."
She was startled to hear someone come up behind her. She turned, looking over her right shoulder, and was frozen as she saw the woman in the gray dress and black stockings, gray pumps, and long, lustrous black hair. The beautiful woman also laid a small bouquet of flowers at Ned's tombstone, next to Kathy's.
"Hello, Kathy." she said. "I thought you might come here."
"What do you want?" Kathy asked, skeptical.
"I want to speak with you." the woman said. "We have some things in common, not the least of which is we both fucked Ned's wonderful cock."
"Yeah, from what I hear, you pretty much raped him." said Kathy. "Not that he really regretted that, he just didn't understand it."
"I had my reasons." the woman said. "But I came here to ask you... to join my organization."
"Are you kidding?" Kathy replied. "Do you know who I am, and what I've done? I'm not one of the good guys. I don't take orders well, and I'm not much of a team player."
"Things change. Attitudes change, when you're given a real sense of purpose." the woman replied. "You have a lot of anger in you, but you also have tremendous skills, which I would find useful. And perhaps you would find our line of work... rewarding for yourself, as well. Why don't we at least talk about it over breakfast? You must be hungry."
Kathy was near starving, and it didn't take too much consideration. "Well, I don't have much to lose, do I? If I don't do something, it won't be long before the Iron Crowbar catches me."
"Don't worry about him." the woman said. "Once you are with us, you will never have to fear him again."
Kathy nodded. She and the woman left Ned's graveside and walked to the car, a black limousine with U.S. Government plates. They got in, Kathy noting the sumptuous comfort of the car.
Yes, this girl will do very well, Melina Allgood thought to herself. We will train her to become a Weapon of Death, as I have been. Part of her training will be what most would call 'brainwashing', but I prefer to call 'brain cleansing', simply to get the clutter out. We will calm her impulses of hatred considerably. Yes, my dear Kathy, we may not have been able to coerce Ned into the Company, and we utterly failed to get Donald Troy... but you will be a tremendous asset to us...
Kathy took one last look back at Ned's grave as the car pulled out of the cemetery, leaving it quiet and peaceful in the dawn. She then looked forward as the car and Melina took her into a new life...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Tuesday, April 26th. "Channel Two News has learned that tonight's Council Meeting will include ratification of the Police Department and Fire Department's planned promotions!"
Needless to say, the very full MCD room was paying rapt attention.
"These ratifications will not require a second reading of the bill," said Bettina, "and the promotions will go into effect next Monday, May 1st. Important positions to be filled are the Major Crimes Lieutenant position, vacated with the medical retirement of Lt. Tanya Perlman; and the Captain of Administration, vacated by the promotion of Della Harlow to Deputy Chief. Promotions from within would create new vacancies, as well."
"Another item on the Council's agenda is the second reading of the bill to accept several Boards of Inquiry findings, which include the finding that Detective Joanne Cummings Warner was wounded in the line of duty. She should receive the Purple Order next Monday."
The Detectives all began clapping for Joanne, who blushed as she sat at her desk.
Bettina was not done: "And as the political races in the State become white-hot with rancor, the SBI is becoming a central issue of the Election. Governor Jared has made it a central plank of his campaign that the SBI will be totally overhauled, and could be reduced severely. SBI Director Jack Lewis is defending his organization, saying it is the premiere law enforcement organization in the State, especially in the War on Drugs, and he has promised to strengthen the SBI and give it more authority over law enforcement in all of the State's 96 counties."
"And in local races," Bettina said, "the District Attorney's race tightened over the weekend, with incumbent Gil Krasney leading 50-48 over Jenna Stiles, within the margin of error. Experts say this is due to endorsements of Ms. Stiles by State and National Women's groups, and an infusion of contributions to her campaign that has allowed her to run new advertising. Councilman John Colby is now unopposed, as his opponent was arrested for DUI in the City over the weekend, and dropped out of the race after Channel Two News broke that story yesterday. And now let's go to Sports with Nick Eastwood. Nick!..."
"By the way, where is Martin Nash?" asked Julie Newman as she poured herself some coffee.
"He's probably getting fitted for that new Lieutenant's uniform he's going to need on Monday." said Detective Theo Washington, with his 'movie star handsome' grin. Several Detectives laughed, but Cindy and I exchanged silent glances.
"Captain," I said, pretending to be quiet but knowing my voice would be heard, "all Detectives, Classroom 'J', at 8:30... sharp." More quietly, I said "Masters, too. And I'll let the Chief know." With that, I left the room, which had suddenly gotten quiet in my wake...
Part 2 - Revelation
As I screened Classroom 'J' for bugs, my thoughts went to what had happened the Thursday and Friday before, April 21st and 22d...
"Chief," I said to Chief Moynahan as Cindy and I stood in his office on Thursday, "I am ready to determine the next MCD Lieutenant."
"It's about time!" exclaimed the Chief. "We are up against the deadline on that."
"Yes, sir." I said. "I am going to go talk to Martin Nash now, but the offer has to be couched in... proper terms. May I indulge you, sir, to take a little trip with me and Captain Ross? And apologies in advance for the theatrics."
"Chief Griswold said there would be days when you did strange shit like this." said the Chief. "But I'll play along. I think I know what it is, anyway. What about you, Captain?"
"I submitted Nash's name to the Commander, Chief." said Cindy. "I have no idea what he is up to right now... par for the course around these parts." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. Moynahan chuckled as we headed down the hallway...
(Author's note: at this point, dear readers, you may wish to pause and figure out what the Iron Crowbar is up to (besides no good). What will happen with the MCD Lieutenant position?)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The River that flows through the Town and then southeasterly towards 'The Vision' and Midtown begins in a set of springs in the mountains north of us, the mountain whose finger forms the ridgeline upon which the Allgood's home, Promontory Point, and the Cabin reside upon. The River actually starts in the State north of ours, but is fed by springs all along the way until just north of the Water Works.
Near the northern border of the County there sits an old farmhouse. The property's east line is the River, which is hardly more than a large gully and creek at that point. The northern border of the property is the County Line... and also the State Line with the State to our north.
The farmhouse was on the highest point of the property, which sloped gradually and did not seem like a hill. It was fairly large and two stories, with high ceilings and probably a cellar. It was painted white and was in good condition... though no one has lived there for sixty years. The front door of the house faced south, and a barbed wire fence, now overgrown with weeds and muscadine vines, ran along the property line about 30 yards behind the house. The backyard, once manicured, was now a fallow field like the farmlands.
To the south, there was a dip, a depression in the earth. There had been apple orchards and lines of grape vines at one time, growing in the furrow gouged out by the River. The trees were now untended and 'feral' and formed a forest of sorts that seemed sunk into the ground as viewed from the farmlands. The farmland stretching to the west was still seemingly good soil for growing crops or raising cattle or horses... but lay fallow for the most part.
There were trails leading north along the River and on into the hills. On a pretty day, people sometimes came up and picnicked on the grounds. And I'd heard that the Presbyterians used to come here and hold their Rogation services, to pray for blessings for the crops.
Scientists from the University and other Schools often came up to study the soil, which seemed fine... but had traces of radioactivity from very heavy elements that did not exist naturally. They could not explain the lack of deterioration in the house. In addition, strange lights had been seen on the property, which was difficult to get to, served only by a poorly maintained road that wound around the sunken forest and came up along the west side of the property.
Everything from ghosts to aliens to the Slender Man had been reported being seen. It was the County's contribution to those things abnormal and paranormal in the world. But worst were the reports of cries and screams coming from the forest of trees in the Hollow. Sounds of screams that some thought came straight from the gates of Hell itself. There were animal howls on occasion, but these screams were distinctly human, and it was said that those who directly heard them were destined to share the fates of those before them, and be eternally damned to make those same screams for all eternity.
This was Point Hollow.
On Friday morning, some University college students that came up decided to set up their tents on the front lawn field. These students took soil samples for their class, water samples from the River, and went all through the old farmhouse. As the sun went down and it turned dark, the three guys and three girls set up a fire pit, broke out food for cooking, and of course opened up the cooler full of beers... okay, they'd long since started on the beers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, April 21st. I led Cindy and Chief Moynahan into the Federal Building and up to the third floor. As I used my Consultant card to gain access to the FBI areas, I was met by the new receptionist, an attractive young woman with brown hair in a ponytail, glasses over her pretty eyes, and large breasts. Her body was curvy, voluptuous, and maybe a bit 'stocky'.
"They're waiting for you, Commander Troy." she said. "You can go right on on."
"Thank you." I said, leading my fellow Officers into the conference room. Inside was Martin Nash, as well as FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer and Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. The other two persons in the room surprised Cindy and the Chief... one was the Deputy Director of the FBI, and the other was... Chief Emeritus Griswold."
"Thanks for seeing us today." I said as the DepDirector had us all sit down. As he often did, he remained standing, slowly pacing behind Jack and Chief Griswold.
"So what's this about?" asked Jack Muscone. "Trouble?"
"In a manner of speaking, it could be." I said enigmatically. "For someone, anyway. I am here to talk to Mr. Nash to gauge his desire to become my next MCD Lieutenant."
There were murmurs of praise and congratulation from everyone... except the DepDirector. He was peering at me, and I felt the power of the man reaching out and trying to get into my mind... and Cindy was doing likewise.
"That's great, Martin!" said Jack Muscone. "But why did you need to talk to him here, Don?"
"Well," I said, "the job is Martin's... if he wants it." I replied. "But there is a mitigating factor in the decision he'll be making, and all of you will need to help him with it. It's a matter of the Bible... Matthew 6:24."
Everyone looked confused, except the DepDirector and now Chief Griswold.
"Forgive me for not knowing my Bible well enough, Commander." said Chief Moynahan in his peculiar inflection. "What would that verse beeeee?"
"Well, sir," I said, "Jesus Christ said it Himself: 'no man can serve two masters'. And that is true... Martin, you are going to have to choose... between being the MCD leader and a Lieutenant in the Town & County Police... or remaining a Special Agent with the FBI."
You could've heard a pin drop.
Cindy's eyes looked like they were about to bulge out of her head. Chief Moynahan was nodding his head as he absorbed the information. The FBI agents in the room looked surprised, but more at the fact that I knew than anything else. The FBI DepDirector had a pursed smile on his face as he attempted to hide a bigger smile. And Chief Griswold's handlebar mustaches were twitching about as merrily as I have ever seen them twitch.
I looked at the FBI Agents. "I hope none of you lost any money over this." Several pairs of eyes rolled.
"How long have you known?" asked Sandra, finally.
"Oh, almost since the day Martin walked in." I said. "He was hired directly by Chief Griswold, and that without me interviewing him first; he was already superbly trained, he dresses like an FBI agent every day, and that is a compliment; he was already dating Sandra and it was no great feat to figure out where they'd met. Others remember seeing you two together at parties in the City... where you both were FBI Agents."
I turned and looked right at Chief Griswold. "And you, Chief, are the one who hired him... to watch over me. I did not fail to notice who tackled me when we went after Ned at the Olivet Gym... and Martin was just as quick to stop me as Cindy herself was. In addition, he's been the unofficial FBI liaison, which is fine with me, as I'd been telling y'all the same information up front that he might've given you."
"Four hundred years ago, Jack..." said the DepDirector with a twinkle in his eye, teasing his operative.
"You got that right, sir." said Muscone, not rising to the bait, still stunned.
"And to make sure you requisition the firewood sir," I said to the DepDirector with a wicked grin, "I happen to know that 'Nash' is your sister's married name... and Martin is her son, and therefore your nephew."
"I give up." said the DepDirector. "Griswold, you didn't tell him, did you?"
"Not one thing. I didn't know he was your nephew, either." said Griswold, then turned to me. "You're right, Crowbar. The Deputy Director asked me to bring Nash on with us in order to help keep you safe while you started busting up Malone and the really bad stuff in our County. We thought it would just be the white supremacists, but then you went and found not only Wargrave, but your 'Moriarty'. Nowadays, I don't know if there are enough FBI agents in the world to protect you... the only one capable of that is the Blue Crowbar over there." Cindy smiled at the Chief for that compliment. I nodded vigorously.
"So, Martin." I said. "I need to know by tomorrow of your decision. I'll be glad to have you if you remain with us, and I'll understand if you return to the FBI."
"Thank you, sir." said Nash. "I do appreciate the offer."
"Talk with Sandra about it, this affects both your lives." I said as I got up. "Okay, Crowbar 2, we need to be getting back, if y'all will excuse us." Chief Moynahan and Chief Griswold came with us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Martin Nash came into Headquarters later that day, looking around furtively as if he were sneaking in after curfew.
"Martin?" called out Julie Newton as he passed by Vice. "Detective Na-ash?" He finally realized he was being called.
"Sorry, Julie," he said, coming into the Vice Room.
"Here's that data you wanted on Michael and Eleanor Burke." said Julie, handing him a file folder.
"Thanks." he said.
"You all right?" Julie asked, peering at him. Then she dropped her voice and said "Did they finally tell you they're going to promote you?"
"Well, don't say anything to anyone." said Martin. "But let's just say... something was mentioned." Julie gave him a knowing look and a smile.
As he came back into the hall, Cindy Ross called him into her office. Once the door was closed, Cindy said "Well, consider me shocked. I had no idea, and the Commander never said a word to me. He is soooo going to get a crowbar beatdown for that."
Nash gave what was for him a smile. "Well, ma'am, I wouldn't trade the experience here for the world. I could never have learned as much with the FBI as I did from Commander Troy, and Chief Griswold, and you."
"As Chief Griswold would say," Cindy replied, "you've learned how to kiss ass. I'm still the student as much as you are. And whatever your decision, it's been great working with you here. But that's not why I called you in."
She extended her hand and handed Nash a small box. It contained an engagement ring.
"It's a Troy family trait to be blunt and direct." Cindy said. "You and Sandra have more to talk about than your job. So make a real decision. I'm not needing that ring, so if you want to give it to her, you can pay me back for it over time. If not, or if you want to get another one, just hand that one back to me."
"Uh, wow." Nash said. He then looked up. "Ma'am, there is one other thing. I've been essentially undercover here, and I don't want these guys to think I've been a spy on them. If I do go back to the Bureau, what should we tell them?"
"I don't know." Cindy said. "But I damn sure know who will have that one figured out." She then said, almost under her breath: "He figures out everything."
Part 3 - Personnel Matters
At 9:00am Friday morning, Helena buzzed me that I had two people to see me. They were Martin Nash and Sandra Speer. I made observations as they came in and sat down at my invitation. Cindy was sitting on the sofa, also peering at them.
"I don't know which way you're going on the job choice." I said. "But congratulations on the engagement." They looked at each other, then back at me.
"Oh, c'mon." I said. "Sandra walks in here with her hands behind her back, then tries to hide her left hand with her right hand out of sight of my vision under the edge of the desk. And of course I see the light in her eyes that a newly engaged woman just cannot hide."
"Why do we even try, Martin?" Sandra asked with a 'knowing' smile on her face. She held up her left hand, exhibiting the ring. I made another observation.
"Why, indeed." Cindy said in reply to Sandra. "I gave up a long time ago."
"Yeah, right." I said, rolling my eyes on purpose. "Guess who gives me the most practice every day. So, Captain Ross... is Mr. Nash staying, or is he returning to the FBI?"
"Returning." Cindy said.
I nodded. "She's good."
"How did you know?" asked Nash, looking stunned. I looked over at Cindy. She just began laughing uncontrollably. Martin and Sandra looked at her quizzically.
"She guessed." I said. "I had no idea, myself."
Cindy said "I did play the odds, as it was better than even that you'd return to the FBI, Martin. While the Commander was observing Sandra and her best friend... the diamond, of course... I was looking at your face, and it suggested relief at having made a decision... and we're back to the better than even odds, again."
"As to what we are going to tell everyone else," I said, "I am going to announce that you have taken a new job with the FBI, that Jack Muscone stole you from me. So you'll be here for the May 2d Promotions and Awards ceremony, then your resignation will become effective. No one will have to know that you were already an FBI Agent. I can also pretend that I knew you were going to accept the FBI's job offer, and you might want to tell people you're going to Quantico, to which you've already been, of course."
"That'll work." Cindy said. Martin nodded vigorously.
"Okay guys, go announce the engagement to everyone, while Captain Ross and I do paperwork."
Martin said "Sir, I wanted to say that it's been really good working with you. I'll never be able to do what you do, but I've learned a heck of a lot along the way."
"And you did an excellent job with us." I said. "We'll be seeing you both as we work together on things, but I am going to miss having someone who out-GQ's Theo every day..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And so it was, this Tuesday, April 26th, that I watched from in front as all the Detectives filed into Classroom 'J', and sat down in the school-classroom-style desks.
"Secure that door, Captain Ross." I said. Cindy closed the door and stood so that the narrow vertical window in the door was blocked.
"Okay, everyone." I said. "I've decided to go ahead and tell you a few things, and they had better not get out of this room before May 1st. First, if you bet that Martin Nash would be the next MCD Lieutenant, you have lost your money."
Amongst the gasps I said "I'm both happy and sorry to say that Mr. Nash has accepted a position with the FBI, and he'll be leaving us after the ceremonies on May 2d. I know Martin will do great with the FBI, but I'm sorry to see him go. I really appreciate the job you've done with us, Mr. Nash." I led a round of applause for Martin, making him blush a bit.
A moment later, as the applause died down, I said "So that leaves the MCD Lieutenant slot open. Lieutenant Croyle was given dibs and has chosen to stay with Vice, and I don't blame her for that. Fortunately, we have someone who not only is very qualified as a Detective and a leader, but he has agreed to make the move. Your next MCD leader is... Lieutenant Wes Masters!"



There were exclamations and some clapping as everyone looked over at 'Coldiron' Masters. I said "Chief, do you have anything?"
"Yes, I do." said Chief Moynahan. He came up to the raised platform and I sat down. "First, congratulations to Martin. Jack Muscone's team just got a lot better at our expense."
The Chief went on: "I want to reiterate what Commander Troy said about keeping this quiet for the rest of the week. I also want to say that I have had the privilege of working with Lt. Masters for many years, and I even followed him up here after the Iron Crowbar hired him away from me. You'll find that he is an excellent leader that takes care of his people, and he's not a half bad Detective..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sorry, 'Coldiron'," I said, "but no matter how hard you try, you just do not look good enough to be a 'Crowbar Angel'." I said.
We were in my office after the Classroom 'J' announcements. Teresa and Cindy were also in the room.
"He can be the 'Crowbar Demon'." Teresa said with a straight face.
"I've got more than enough of those already." I said.
"I just have one question, sir." said Masters. "Do I get to keep the office?" Cindy burst out laughing like her sister Molly often did, and Teresa even chuckled, as did I.
"I'm sorry to say that you'll be moving into Tanya Perlman's office." I said. "I would've left you where you were, but Commander Harlow wants to put some cubicle walls in and give Myron, Mary and Sonali more private space, and I have to agree that it's a good idea."
"Is this considered a promotion for Wes?" asked Teresa. All eyes went to me.
"Technically, it's a lateral move." I said. "Actually, 'Coldiron' was doing a Captain's job as leader of the Uniformed Officers. The problem is that the position was created just to put Captain Charles into it, and now that we have Precincts, that position is like a Battalion Sergeant Major... it can be important, but it can also be virtually obsolete. The Council wants to phase it out, so it makes sense to move you to the MCD slot."
Cindy said "And Chief Moynahan is not the only one that thinks you'll do a great job, Wes. Molly was really singing your praises, and she'll be very excited when I tell her the news... unless you want to tell her yourself."
"Sir," asked Teresa, "can you tell us who is going to fill the other big slots?"
"Sunday night, Ms. Croyle." I said. "Sunday night." I was referring to the Orange Order dinner, which Teresa would be attending.
Just then there was a knock on the door. Detective Teddy Parker looked in. "Sir, everyone," he said, "we just got a call that six University students have disappeared..."
Part 4 - Sex, Hollows, and Videotape
"Who called it in?" I asked as the Crime Lab and Police contingent scoured the grounds in front of the house at Point Hollow.
"Professor Mickelson." said Detective Parker. "He holds the Gregor Mendel Chair of Genetics in the University's Biology Department. Two of the students were his, two others were Biology majors, and two were majoring in Radiochemistry, whatever that is."
"That's chemistry dealing with radioactive substances." I said. "So what happened?"
Parker said "The story is that they came out here Friday to collect samples over twelve hour intervals over the weekend, and they were camping out, as well. There are some samples in the blue cooler over there. They were on ice, but that ice has almost completely melted. They set up these tents that you see in front of us. The red cooler there has three cases of beers, about a third of the cans consumed and the rest unopened."
Parker went on, reading from notes: "On Monday, the six had not returned to Campus, and none of their friends had gotten texts or calls from them since Friday afternoon. A couple of guys went to Professor Mickelson and asked if he'd heard from them, and the Professor said he had not, but that they weren't expected to be in his classroom until Tuesday morning."
"Tuesday morning arrived, and the six did not show up. And so the Professor and the two students who'd contacted him Monday went to the Campus Police. They referred them to us, and here we are."
"Okay." I said. I called Cindy and Wes Masters over. "I am egregiously stepping all over you two, and personally appointing Detective Parker here to be in charge of this case."
"Get used to that, Coldiron." Cindy said. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A blue crowbar was waved back in retaliatory response.
"Detective Parker," I said, "the questions that come to my mind that I want your answers upon very soon are these: Did these six arrive in vehicles or were they dropped off? Did they leave by those vehicles? Where on this property did they walk? Are there footprints or other traces of them on the trails around here?"
"Yes sir." said Parker.
"Okay, I'll go talk to J.R. and Christina over there." I said. "You guys carry on." I fully expected Cindy and Coldiron Masters to begin working with Parker to make sure my questions were answered, so I left them to it.
"Hi, Christina." I said. "Anything of interest?"
"To me, sir, not much." said Christina. "To you, sir, probably a lot that the rest of us won't see."
"You underestimate yourself." I said as I looked around. "You're a good crime scene investigator, as well as an excellent technician. And I say that because I know you might be considering following Lt. Perlman to the State Crime Lab, and I wouldn't blame you if you did. But if you want to stay with us, there will still be plenty of work and plenty of fun for us."
"Thank you, sir." Christina said. "The only thing of interest is in the middle tent. One person had a blanket with a sheet inside instead of a sleeping bag, and there are some bloodstains on it. But I think it's menstrual blood, and a couple were having sex while she was on her period."
"See, you are a sharp CSI." I replied. "No other blood? Any other signs of assault, sexual or otherwise?"
"No sir." said Christina as J.R. Barnes came up.
"Sir," said Barnes, "we have some tire tracks coming into the drive from the road, but they only came about halfway to the house, then appear to turn around and go back to the road. There are no tracks overlaying them, or fresher tracks."
"Suggesting they were dropped off." I said. "How is cellphone coverage out here?" Barnes pointed to a cell tower on top of the ridgeline to the south of the property.
"Pretty good, sir." said Barnes. "I'm getting good coverage on my phone, as well."
"Good." I said. I walked away from them and looked around the property. Crime Lab people were going through the house. To everyone's surprise, they said the electricity was on and lights inside worked, and there was running water, though it was weak.
"Masters," I said, "I need to know who's paying the bills for that electricity and water."
"No one, sir." said Masters, who had brought out an iPad tablet with WiFi connectivity, making Cindy look envious. I knew a requisition would appear on my desk shortly, but I put that into its compartment and concentrated on the present.
Masters continued: "There is a solar panel on top of the roof, and it still feeds electricity to the house. And there's an artesian well that feeds water from the hillside to the east, which is piped in to a tank in the house basement. There's a pump to assist the water pressure into the house, but it's not working beyond the pressure of the artesian well."
"Wow, self-sufficiency." I said. "Who owns this property?"
"That's in dispute, sir." said Cindy. "Jenna told me about it when I was looking at tax liens to buy. The County tried to put a lien on the property and then sell that lien, but the estate's lawyer filed a lawsuit five years ago to stop it. The estate lawyer said there's a fight among the heirs of Old Man Bonniker, who was the last owner. He also supposedly gained title through a tax lien, so there's further dispute.
Cindy went on: "BigPharmaCorp also filed a claim to it, saying it was part of the parcels of land they bought for their factory. Their claim is suspect, and it's suspected they just want the water and mineral rights."
"So, Crowbar 2," I asked, "do you want to be the legal beagle on this, or give it to The Abacus or the Mouseketeers?"
"I think I'll take it myself." said Cindy.
Just then, we were called to the tents. "Sir, I've got something!" yelled Christina Cho. We went over. Christina was holding a small videocamera.
"We've taken prints already." said Christina. "The digital memory is about 2/3ds full."
"Can you download it?" I asked.
"Yes sir." she said. She went to a Crime Lab vehicle to get her laptop.
"Okay, has anyone searched down there in the Hollow?" I asked.
Sergeant Rudistan came up. "Some of our guys are in there now, sir. Morton is carrying a videocamera, and they're trying not to walk on the main trail leading into the forest."
"Hoo boy, I better get down there, then." I said. I headed down the trail that ran alongside the River until I got to the rim of the depression. The trail began curving downward along the bowl so that the grade was not too steep. Despite their efforts, the officers had left distinct impressions on the ground, and had significantly damaged what might've been there before they went down the path.
I got on my radio and ordered all officers in the area of the Hollow to stop in place. I began carefully watching the ground as I moved slowly along, looking for any clues, any traces of movements.
The sun was greatly filtered as I got down into the Hollow. The temperature was noticeably cooler... and I felt a coldness beyond that. I was reminded of the coldness I had felt the night I'd been shot and was lying on the ground outside Ward Harvester... a coldness that had reached for my soul. It was the same here and now...
I came up to Morton and Hicks. "Okay guys, you didn't do too much damage."
"Sir," said Morton, "I videotaped the trail before we walked alongside it, if you want to review it."
"Okay." I said. "Find anything, so far?"
"There's something blue over there, near that big oak tree with the tangle of roots." said Hicks, pointing forward about forty meters. I led the way as we inched towards it, crouching down as I looked for traces of movement, at some points doing the 'duck walk'. The officers and Cindy were watching me.
When we got to the tree, I observed that the blue object was a pair of woman's panties. Christina Cho came forward and bagged the evidence, the whole process being videoed by Morton.
"Sir," said Cindy. "There's a videocamera to your right, just under that plant with the big leaves." I looked over and saw it: it was indeed a videocamera, about a foot off the ground on a small tripod."
"Looks like it ran out of power." I said. "Cho, bag this too, and transfer its digital contents to your servers the same as you're doing for the other video recorder you found." Cho checked the video recorder for fingerprints, finding some, and then bagged it. Very professionally done, too, I thought. I am going to fight Tanya to keep this woman, I promised myself silently.
As she worked, I got out my cellphone. "Hmmm, no coverage." I said. "Does anyone else have cellphone reception?" Everyone got out their various cellphones or other devices and tried them.
None of them had any reception down here. At all.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got an email from Christina Cho about an hour after we got back from Point Hollow. She said the videos were in the servers, but under seal, and she recommended discretion in viewing them. I opened them, and I could see why. After reviewing them and doing some quick work, I called in Cindy, Teresa, and Detective Teddy Parker.
"Okay," I said, turning off the lights of my office. "Let's watch some TV." I pressed the remote, and the first video started. It looked like it was being filmed from one of the tents, and showed the campfire. It also showed a young man undressing a woman as the other students cheered them on.
The young man was tall, slender, very fit and muscular, and handsome. He had dark brown hair. The girl was not particularly attractive, a bit voluptuous, had a plain face, and light brown or dirty blonde hair that was somewhat stringy.
"Is Teddy old enough to be watching this?" asked Cindy as the young man was easing the girl back onto a blanket.
"We should ask if Commander Troy is old enough." said Teresa, needling me. "But seriously, this looks like something his wife should be studying."
"I don't disagree." I said. We watched as the young man ate the woman's pussy. She was moaning, and we heard the occasional "yeah, eat that pussy out!" from a woman, then encouragement from a man. I was also trying to watch behind them, to see if the camera had caught anyone intruding on the students.
"The young man's name is Jason Stone, nicknamed 'Jake'." I said. "I spoke with our young friends Ryan and Sean, as well as Rita, and 'Big Jake' here is a member of that secret sex fraternity on Campus." Everyone could see why... as Jake mounted the young woman in the video, his huge cock was easily visible, hard and erect.
"I would also ask you to note the timestamp... last Friday night, about 10:30." I said as we watched. The young woman moaned as the young stud penetrated her and slowly sank his incredible size into her. As Jake pumped his hard, muscular ass up and down, plowing his meat in and out of the moaning girl, we could hear the others on the tape saying things like "Oh, yeah!", "Give it to her, Stone!", "Fuck her, Jake!".
I said "The girl's name is Natalie Jenkins. She's one of Professor Mickelson's students, studying genetics."
"Yeah, we can see that." Teresa said. "Especially big Jake's genetics." I chuckled. Teresa was really developing a sharp, sarcastic sense of humor... and that came from hanging around with my nephew Todd.
"This may sound cynical," said Cindy, "but I'll bet they're not a couple... at least not beyond these few minutes, anyway."
"You're right, Crowbar 2." I said. "And that's for the next tape."
This session went on for several minutes, with Big Jake fucking Natalie steadily until he came. He pulled out and jacked himself to climax, a long, think rope of jism spraying up her chest, hitting her chin. Several more spurts of his seed followed.
And then, just as he finished, we all heard a loud scream on the tape... a woman's scream. The people on the tape reacted.
"What the hell was that?" asked Jake. He scrambled off of Natalie. The camera started panning around.
"Okay, that guy with red-brown hair and the beard," I said, freezing the video, "is Jeff Slake. Had to use facial recognition to get that. He's one of the chemistry students."
"So who screamed?" asked Teresa. "Was that one of the students?"
I played the tape again. "Good God." whispered Cindy."
"What?" I asked.
"That... scream..." Cindy said, looking shocked. "That wasn't... normal... And by that, I mean it wasn't just a person screaming. It sounded like it was... from beyond the grave..." I don't know if it was her words or the scream itself that had a chill running down my spine. And I noticed that none of the rest of us in the room had any disagreement with her assessment...
Part 5 - Into The Hollow
"Okay," I said a bit shakily, as I loaded the next tape, "let's look at the other tape. The timestamp and date aren't set right, so we can't use that as a reference. The shadows of the moon that you can see filtering through suggest a time of about 4:00am, if it's Saturday morning, which had clear skies. Sunday morning was cloudier, so I ruled that out."
The tape showed the handsome stud Jake Stone against the oak tree with the root system where we'd found the blue panties. He was putting a blanket down between a couple of roots. And then the woman came into the picture.
She was relatively tall and her body was shapely. Her breasts were naturally large, her hips wide, her thighs slender and her calves shapely. Her raven black hair cascaded past her shoulders in gentle curls. Her face was very pretty, somewhere between the woman Ivy and my ex-wife Melina.
"Her name is Annemarie Reynolds." I said. Biology major, but with either a minor or second major in Cinematic Arts."
"She could definitely be in movies." Cindy said, openly fascinated with the beautiful young woman. I have to admit, I thought Annemarie was hot, too...
The film showed Annemarie lying down on the blanket, and Big Jake taking off her panties then moving between her legs to eat her pussy. For some minutes we watched as Annemarie held her long shapely legs up and back as her young stud feasted on her hairless womanhood, his tongue swirling over her swollen labes and clit, then delving deeply into her wet slit. It was getting pretty intense in my office...
"Someone is operating the camera." Teddy Parker said, finally getting over his stunned look at what he was watching. Indeed, the camera was moving around as Big Jake mounted Annemarie, and they deeply kissed, their tongues twining openly for the camera as it zoomed in. Then the camera drew back, and we could all see the young man's huge penis sliding into the beautiful woman's tight, sopping wet quim.
For some moments we watched the scene of intense intercourse. Jake was nuzzling Annemarie's neck, her calves draped over his powerful thighs as he pumped her hard and deep. The camera angle was from over their bodies. They were really into it, I could tell, and from their intimacy as they mated, I could tell this was more than just a couple of porn stars rutting for the camera. And then another thought hit me:
"Looks like they were trying to recreate the scene from the movie Antichrist." I said. "But no hands appear out of the ground. Now here the camera operator sets the camera down so that it looks up between their legs, and the camera no longer moves." The scene clearly showed the enormous cock plunging in and out of the stretched pussy as she somehow accommodated his size, and her legs wrapped around him as her moans of pleasure could be heard.
As we watched the hot copulation, Teddy asked "So are we going to hear any screams?... besides hers?"
I smiled. "No, but watch." As we watched, Jake groaned and began coming inside Annemarie's pussy. As he withdrew, semen was leaking from her well-filled quim. It was one hot creampie, and I was a bit surprised that the most avid watcher was Cindy.
Just then, horizontal static lines began going across the screen, as if the tape was off-track. A staticky buzzing noise began getting louder and more constant, then the garbled screen went blank and silent.
"Okay, that's it." I said. "Teddy, your job is to find out who all six people are and get some background information on them. Then see if you can put together any sort of timeline of their trip to Point Hollow, when they should've been picked up, and so on...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So," I said, "that's pretty much it."
I was standing in the yard of the house at Point Hollow. It was 2:30pm. With me were FBI Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster, in charge of the Missing Persons Bureau in the City, and FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. I had called them in just as soon as my Detectives and I had finished at the crime scene earlier this morning.
Cindy was here with me; Parker and Theo Washington were on the University campus, looking into the six missing persons. The tents and belongings had been removed and taken into evidence, so there were few traces of anything left as Webster's FBI team looked around. I had provided all notes and digital photographs, as well as copies of the video tapes to the FBI team.
"So I'm handing this off to you," I said, "because the back fence there is the State Line, and if anyone abducted these people, I very much suspect they would've carried them off in that direction."



"So when did they disappear?" asked Webster.
"Friday night or early Saturday morning." I said. "That's the last we can confirm they were here." I looked around. "They could've gone along those trails upriver any time during the weekend, though. I'm thinking of climbing that hill and seeing what I can see."
"Save yourself the trouble." said Muscone. "Clark, you guys have drones with cameras, don't you?"
"Sure do." Webster said. "I've got Ted setting that up now." I saw a couple of agents assembling a drone and testing its transmission signal to the receiving assembly.
"We'll record what the drone sees, correlate it to a GPS and map, and send you a copy, Commander." promised Webster. I thanked him.
"Don, why don't you and I look around inside the house." said Jack Muscone. I followed him inside. My Crime Lab team had scoured the place already. It felt like an old, unoccupied house, stale and devoid of energy... but certainly not like a place abandoned for years.
"Don, how do you think this place stays in such good shape?" Jack asked.
"I don't know." I said. "Ghostbusters Cleaning Service, I guess." Jack barked what was for him a laugh.
"Sooooo, Jack." I said as I continued to look around. "Why are you here?"
"Uh, you called in the FBI." said Jack.
"Yes, yes I did. Missing Persons." I said, turning to peer at Jack. "But why are you here?"
Jack's small black eyes looked back at me, then he relented. "Not much gets by you." he said. "And I'm sure you understand that when anything happens involving you, my boss wants to know what's going on."
"So now that Nash is no longer my FBI Guardian Angel," I said, "your boss just sends you. By the way, we're telling everyone Nash just accepted a new job with the FBI, so no one will be surprised to see him working with you guys."
Muscone nodded, then realized I was staring at him. He began to feel uncomfortable. "What?"
"Now the real reason you're here." I said. Jack rolled his eyes.
"Sheesh." he said. "Okay... as you've probably observed, a property like this right on a State Line, with foot trails leading to possible hiding places, is a pretty good place for smuggling drugs or other things. My boss wanted me to check this place out. He and I both fear these students came upon something they weren't supposed to see."
"Not a bad train of thought boarding at your station, there." I said. "Well, let's see if we can find some hiding places. My Crime Lab is going to come in with sonar to find passages in the walls and floors, so I won't waste our time with that."
"I'm looking for something more akin to a drug lab, or a large hiding place for contraband." said Jack. "I know your guys searched the attic and found nothing, unless they missed a secret hiding place."
"Would you want to lug contraband of any weight up and down several flights of stairs?" I asked. "Would you even want to bother climbing those stairs yourself? No... tell you what, let's go outside."
I went outside to the back yard, seeing the vine covered back fence that was also the State Line a distance back. Walking around the yard, I looked at the back of the house.
"What are you looking for?" asked Jack. "Seeing if the outside dimensions equal the inside?"
"No." I said, not telling Jack I'd done that earlier. "These old houses would have outside doors leading to basements or crawlspaces. I'm looking to see if there is anything."
"I'd think a basement would flood" said Jack. "With the River right by here, being fed by springs, and there being an artesian well and all, which shows there's an aquifer underground..."
"True." I said. "But the house itself is built on something of a knot, or knoll on the ground. It's the high point of the area, but it's hard to tell because the ground elevates gradually. So there could be a half basement... hmmmm, that's weird."
"What?" asked Jack.
"I see two screened-in back porches. One to our left here, which is closer to the River, and a door to what I think is the kitchen. The other, to the right, is near the end of the house... and with no door to the inside of the house. And note that the underside is solidly boarded and not left open for air circulation."
We went into the screen porch area, as the screen door wasn't locked. I looked closely at the boards of the floor, painted gray. Going to the right, I saw what looked like a crease between board panels."
"Okay, let's give the ol' red crowbar some legitimate work to do." I said, taking out the mentioned device and prying at the crease. A large section of the floor began coming up easily, as it was not fastened down.
"Oh wow." Jack said, helping me to move the panel. The one next to it also easily came up. We set them aside.
"Jackpot." I said looking down. Slanted doors were beneath. "Yep, it looks like someone built this porch to hide these doors. Okay, let's open it up." I reached down, jimmied open the lock hinge, then opened the doors. A blackish-brick-lined set of stairs went to a passage going under the house.
I called Cindy to come around back, so she could stand guard while Jack and I went below. I daresay my trenchcoat over my uniform protected me from the dirt and grime better than the 'nothing' that Jack had protecting his suit. Still, armed with a battery-powered lantern and my crowbar, I led the way down the passage.
It wasn't very long, turning left and ending at a metal door. A couple of blows with the crowbar were sufficient to knock open the Masterlock on the door. I had Jack stand back as I pushed open the door with the crowbar, expecting booby traps. Fortunately, there were none. We went inside.
"All right, drug lab." I said, seeing the tables with several chemical retorts and other apparatus. "I'll have Cindy call the Crime Lab. They might can even tell us what batches of confiscated drugs were made here."
"So you think those students found this?" asked Jack.
"No." I said. "It is more likely they ran into some drug perps..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I watched the film that Special Agent Webster and his people showed me. The drone had flown higher than the top of the hills to our immediate east. Looking south, we could see the Lakeview Subdivision that had been the scene of one of my mother's cases, then the Town, the University, and I could even make out the Cabin in the far distance. In the northeast, the terrain was hilly, with some relatively steep climbs up to hilltops and into crevices and valleys. More straight north, along the River, were forested areas, and to their west was more farmlands.
"Do you need our help searching these areas?" I asked.
"Don," said Muscone before Webster could speak, "we're going to have a totally Federal operation to do that. I want to keep you and the locals back, and the various State agencies back, as well. You may cross a State line and not realize it, and there'd be legal issues."
I knew that was a crock of shit, but said nothing. With Jack Muscone himself here, and his obvious desire to keep me back, I knew something was going on.
Part 6 - Investigation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 27th. "Channel Two News has learned that six University students have disappeared over the weekend. They were on a School-related field trip to areas in the northwest corner of the County, and were reported missing when they did not come back to classes on Tuesday."
"Police have been notified but have no leads on the case thus far. The Town & County Police called in the FBI due to the close proximity of the State Line, and the possibility the six students crossed the State Line before disappearing. The FBI is making no comments on the case so far, nor releasing the names of the six persons that are missing."
"In other news," said Bettina, "the Town & County Council meeting last night was the scene of a raucous and intense debate over a proposed County contract with a private ambulance service. Councilman John Colby and Councilwoman Dagmar Schoen cried foul at the proposed contract, saying that it had not been openly bid upon as required by County ordinance and State Law. Colby also showed financial connections to Northwest Properties Management, a company owned by Councilman Thomas P. Cook. Colby offered a resolution to formally call for the State Office of Ethics and Review to investigate the proposed deal and Mr. Cook's involvement. That resolution was defeated, but the Council tabled further consideration of the contract for the time being."
"The Council then went into Executive Session to consider promotions in the Police and Fire Departments. The Police and Fire promotions were ratified but will not be made public until May 2d. However, they did make the public announcement that Fire Engineer Roy Easley, who recently was awarded the Medal of Valor, will join the Fire Marshal's team as an Arson Investigator. Channel Two News has learned that Easley is also being strongly considered for assignment to what is considered the Fire Department's equivalent of Internal Affairs. And now for Sports..."
"That's good for Roy." Cindy said. "He's an upstanding guy. He came in and really kept things from getting out of hand when those FD jerks were going to attack Jimmy Lawson and his family, and go through me to do it."
"True." I said. "Though I think those bastards would not have made it through you to get to them. Anyway, I'm glad John Colby stood up to Thomas P. Cook. That's some real sleazy stuff going on there."
"I wonder how Mr. Colby got his information about that ambulance contract." Detective Joanne Cummings Warner wondered out loud. A little too loudly.
"M-I-C! See you real soon..." said Mary Mahoney as she came in the room.
"K-E-Y!" sang David Krueger, coming in behind her.
"Why? Because we like you!" replied everyone as if on cue.
"M-O-U-S-E!" sang Cindy Ross. Everyone clapped and cheered as I looked around in admittedly stunned amazement.
"Well, Joanne," I said, "I think you have your answer.
"I think it's the 'Iron Crowbar Fan Club' that we're all members of, sir." said Joanne brightly.
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said. "It will not affect the Monday awards. But nice try." Everyone laughed.
"And I do suspect," I said, "that Thomas P. Cook is not a member of the fan club right about now. Good work, guys."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30am, Detective Teddy Parker said he was ready to give his preliminary report. The MCD Detectives filed into Classroom 'J', as did Lt. Teresa Croyle, Captain Cindy Ross, Chief Moynahan, myself, and Commander Della Harlow. Also invited and present were the FBI teams of Jack Muscone and Clark Webster.
Sitting down, I gave the floor to Detective Parker. He turned on the overhead projector, and a 3x2 image of students came up.
"These are the six missing students." said Parker. "At top left is Annemarie Reynolds. She is a Cinematic Arts major, and was minoring in Biology until she was granted a special program where her arts classes qualified for Biology major electives so that she could double major."
"All those looks and brains, too." said Cindy Ross. Those FBI agents not familiar with her looked at her is shock. "What?" she said, looking back. "This ain't the home of political correctness, people." I chuckled, breaking the tension.
Parker continued: "Her biological studies have been devoted to the study of cannabis. We are not a State where medical marijuana is legal, but the University has license to study all manner of drugs, and Annemarie also often goes to California."
"Next up is Sherry Kim." said Parker, pointing to a very pretty Asian girl. "She did not appear on any of the tapes we found earlier. As you can see, she is Asian, of a Japanese father and Chinese mother. She's a Genetics major under Professor Mickelson. Her dorm mates said she was very quiet, did not socialize much, and was extremely devoted to her studies; by that, I mean she apparently did nothing but her studies. She's in her third year, but is working on a program where she gets her Bachelors and Masters degrees together in four years or so. I'll talk about her boyfriend in a moment."
"The third girl is Natalie Jenkins." said Parker. "Biology major. Something of a political activist on Campus, but not one of the really rabid ones."
"At bottom left is Jason Stone, a.k.a. Jake Stone." said Parker. "He's a Sophomore, a radiochemistry major, and is well known by a lot of people on Campus. Attends all the right parties and events, and has a reputation with other students and some female professors of being a real Campus stud. He and Annemarie Reynolds often attend functions together, and some people we talked to thought they were a couple. But Annemarie's apartment mates said it was more like a 'friends with benefits' situation, and they both dated other people."
"Next is Jeff Slake." said Parker. "He and Natalie were considered to be dating. He was considered by some people that knew him to be a bit of a pervert; he liked watching porn and he liked watching others have sex. He's a chemistry major, which is how he knows Big Jake Stone, and he is often Stone's 'wingman' in social situations."
"Last is Danny Cantrell." said Parker. The picture at bottom right was of a nerdish character that reminded me of the inept prosecutor Dwayne Gregory. "Cantrell is a Genetics major and works with Sherry Kim a good bit. People that know them say that they look like they are dating, but while Cantrell has a huge crush on Sherry, she apparently doesn't have any more feelings for him than friendship or just collaboration on projects from their classes. He switched his major to Genetics just a few months ago, and some believe it was because of Sherry."
"Has she ever complained to anyone, Campus Police, teachers, etc.," asked Teresa Croyle "of being harassed by Danny?"
"No ma'am." said Parker. "The Campus Police has nothing on any of these six, except they occasionally catch Jason Stone having sex with a girl in the parking lot by the Track & Field area. And as an aside, Annemarie has never been caught with marijuana or illicit drugs anywhere except the authorized laboratories. And no one said that Sherry had a problem with Danny, and figure that he just has a puppy love crush on her."
"Had this group been out to this Point Hollow place before?" asked Special Agent Webster.
"Yes sir," said Parker, "but not as a full six-person group. They all knew each other to an extent, as Sherry knew Natalie and Annemarie fairly well and helped them with their biology studies from time to time. Jeff Slake was probably the least connected with this group."
"What did Dr. Mickelson say about the students?" I asked.
"He knew Sherry the best, sir." said Parker. "Said she was a straight-A, brilliant student. He said Danny was average at best, seemed to be doing just enough."
"What about the crime scene." said Jack Muscone. "Were their cellphone still there?"
"Yes sir." said Parker. "They all had cellphones, and they all were found in the tents. The tent on the right or east side, had Annemarie and Jake's cellphones. The one on the left, or west side, had Slake and Jenkins's cellphones. The tent in the middle had Sherry Kim's, but her sleeping bag had not been laid out, it was rolled up. Danny's was half undone, as if it was being unrolled but had not been slept in."
"We've broken into all six cellphones." said Parker. "Nothing out of the ordinary on any of them, no videos made while they were out there. None of them made nor received any phone calls. Stone received a text from a woman, asking if he was available that Friday evening, and he replied that he was on a field trip. Sherry Kim exchanged texts with a girlfriend, a Mai Ling, if I'm pronouncing that right, and she said she and her group were at the site and were fine. Our Mouseketeers downloaded all the information from all the phones into our evidence servers, and a copy has been sent to our FBI friends."
I nodded, feeling eyes on me. I said "I have one more question: Who took them out there? and who was supposed to pick them up?"
"The story I have, sir, "said Parker, "is that the Biology School has a couple of vans and a jeep. One van and the jeep took everyone out. The drivers were a Ron Estes, a Biology grad student; and Ben Ellman, a biochemistry teacher seeking professorial status. Estes has black hair, fairly well built, shorter than Jake Stone. Ellman has very light brown hair, almost bleached blonde, and full beard and mustache. Fairly tall and thin."
"After dropping off the six," said Parker, "Estes and Ellman went back and got another group of students, and they went down and camped by the River south of the nuclear power plant. They were collecting soil and water samples to see if the power plant was causing any radioactivity in the soil, and from what Professor Mickelson told me, the idea was to have a comparison between the two sets of samples."
"And before you ask, Commander," Parker said, "Estes said the Power Plant group came back Monday morning, but no one went to get the six at Point Hollow. There's been some back and forth about 'I thought so-and-so was going to get them.' and so-and-so would say 'I thought you were going to pick them up."
"And Professor Mickelson said about that?" I asked.
Parker's face fell. "Uh, I didn't really ask him about that, sir. I'd already interviewed him when I talked to these other people."
"No biggie, we can always go back and ask the Nutty Professor Mickelson." I said. "Good job getting all that, Parker. Make sure you forward everything you have to Special Agent Webster."
"And we appreciate what you've given us already." said Webster. "I wish we'd get this much cooperation from other law enforcement agencies, particularly at the State level." I smiled at Webster's blatant shot at the SBI.
I then stood up. "I'll wrap up with the physical evidence report of what we have so far: the blue panties are believed to belong to Annemarie Reynolds. The DNA tests will take a few days to get back. Ditto that for all the other samples we found around the tents, in the sleeping bags. The blood that was found types to Natalie Jenkins, and tests confirm it is menstrual blood. There were no illicit drugs found in the tents or the belongings of the students. The drug lab we found in the basement is being analyzed, but it appears it's the standard crystal meth lab, and maybe some refined heroin in small quantities..."
Part 7 - Activism
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News in the Morning!" shouted Priya at 8:00am, Thursday, April 28th. "We're bringing you coverage of the Student Group that is organizing a search party for the missing University students!"
There had been increasing Press coverage of the missing students. The FBI had had to ask for the TCPD's help to keep people off the Point Hollow property, and students and the Media took the opportunity to take cheap shots at the Police.
Priya was talking to a young woman of Southeastern Asian descent (that's India and neighboring countries, by the way) who was shouting like a protestor: "And we must organize and search for our fellow students who are missing, because the Town & County Police won't look for them!"
The day before, there had been a Press conference that had turned very ugly and rancorous, as Priya led the charge to attack the TCPD for inaction. I finally took the podium and asked Priya directly "Are you asking us to break the law and cross the State Line?... Are you saying we should cross the State Line, where we have no jurisdiction?..." Priya wouldn't let up, accusing me of wanting the students to die. At that point, I asked officers to escort all KSTD personnel out of the Press Room, and pulled KSTD's press credentials... denying them access to Police Headquarters, all Precincts, and any property that belonged to the Town & County Police Department.



Other Media outlets promised to give KSTD footage and help them out in any way, but I did not care about that. Priya was over the top, and she and her station would pay for it by being denied the access her competitors were getting. And needless to say, Bettina Wurtzburg and KXTC were getting the exclusive interviews and background information.
"So," said Cindy as we watched Priya's newscast, "do you think this so-called search party is being ginned up by KSTD?"
"Or by someone else." I said. "But it's definitely being ginned up. And I have no problem with it... they can cross the State Line and search. We can't, not officially anyway."
"That's just such dirty pool." said Cindy. "And after what you did to save her life. Damn, not a shred of gratitude."
"Well, that's understandable." I said. "Priya has to show she's not 'beholden' to me for saving her... and she does that by going the other way and actually attacking me. I also suspect she's being guided, directed, and ordered by Katherine Woodburn and others to do what she's doing."
"Katherine Woodburn is bound by her agreement with the Feds to not have operational involvement with Media companies anymore." Cindy said. "Is there something we can do along those lines?"
"Geez, Cindy." I said. "We've got six missing people out there, the aftermath of the Elizabeth Women's Group to clean up, Thomas P. Cook's corruption coming to light, promotions within the TCPD, the Consultant of Crime out there poised like a rattlesnake to strike at us, and you want to start a fight with the most crooked and most ambitious politician in the State?" Cindy looked hard at me until I grinned at her.
"So what do we do?" Cindy asked, after the requisite waiving of the blue crowbar at me.
"We wait." I said. "And pray."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The KSTD news footage showed students looking for the missing people. They were going through woods near the road that led north, as if the bodies had been dumped near the road. It was just for show and I strongly suspected it would be of no value.
And sure enough, it was the FBI that found something. I got a call about 2:00pm that a small cabin had been found hidden in the woods, nearly four miles north of the State line, well camouflaged. Two of the women had been found: Annemarie Reynolds and Sherry Kim. They were being life-flighted to University Hospital.
"There's still no sign of the others." Jack Muscone told me at the Hospital. There was some blood and vomit on the floor at the foot of the beds, and it doesn't type to either of the women. We'll run more tests, including DNA markers, and see if it's any of the others."
Dr. Morgan and Dr. Laura Fredricson came out to give us the report. It was not good.
"Both women were severely dehydrated." said Dr. Morgan. "Twenty-four more hours and they'd have been dead."
"In addition," said my wife, "both women were repeatedly raped over the course of several days. Sherry Kim had particularly damaging injuries to her vagina and anus... I think she might have been a virgin, and the violent penetrations caused severe abrasions. They really worked her over. Annemarie's injuries are not nearly as bad as Sherry's."
"I take it we won't be talking to them for a while." I said.
"We couldn't even sedate them because they're so dehydrated; the drugs would be too strong." said Dr. Morgan. "We've got them on IVs right now. Once they get to a safe level, we'll mildly sedate them while we put more saline solution and nutrients into their bodies. Then we'll slowly bring them out, and Dr. Fredricson will be here for that... I suspect her tremendous psychiatric skills will be needed."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm. I was at the Mountain Nest with the kids and dogs while Laura was at the Hospital. Cindy and Teresa came in, having phoned me that they were outside. Carole was happy to see them; Bowser was a bit more skeptical. Buddy went right over to Teresa.
"Buddy looks so healthy now." Teresa said. "Thank you for keeping him, Don."
"I love having him as much as I love having Bowser." I said.
"Bowser is a good dog." said Carole, as if on cue.
"What about Buddy, Carole?" Teresa asked.
"Bud-dy is a good dog, too." Carole said. We were all proud of her.
It was a bit early, but I announced bedtime, and had help getting the kids ready. Once Cindy got Carole to go to sleep, and once the dogs were settled into their baskets, we adults headed back downstairs.
"Any word on the other missing students?" I asked.
"No, sir." said Teresa. "The FBI brought in human scent dogs and cadaver dogs to the place they found the women. So far, they've found nothing. There's trail leading by there, big enough for a motorcycle or four-wheeler to use, so the FBI thinks that's how people got in and out of there."
"What do you think this is, Don?" asked Cindy.
"I don't know." I said. "Probably the drug perps that set up the meth lab. But there are some things that are bothering me... strangenesses..." Cindy and Teresa looked at each other, then back to me.
"For example," I said as they were about to ask, "I still don't know who was supposed to pick them up. I don't think they were going to hike back in, as they had those coolers of samples to lug in, and they really didn't have backpacking equipment to transport their gear. But no one seems to know just what the plan was to go get them, and who was to do it. I followed up with phone calls to Professor Mickelson and the other biology students. None of them would admit to knowing anything. Ben Ellman apparently left for a conference yesterday in Tennessee."
"And what's more," I said, "I am pretty sure they expected to come back Sunday. The ice was slowly melting in those coolers, and if they took it out fresh on Friday, I'd expect it to be melted by Sunday... probably by Saturday night."
"Who were the two people that contacted Dr. Mickelson about the people going missing?" asked Teresa.
"One of them was Estes, who was one of those that drove them out." I said. "And that bothers me... he could've gone to check on them if he was worried; he has keys to the vans. The other person was one of Sherry Kim's Asian girlfriends."
"What did those activist searchers say when they were told two were found nowhere near where they were looking?" Cindy asked, and I noticed the disdain in her voice.
"I don't know." I said. "KXTC mysteriously got a tip about the two women, and KSTD was left in the dust on it."
"For all your efforts, Don," said Cindy, "it's not working. KXTC gave KSTD their footage of the life-flight taking off. By the way, Scott Peterson, our Public Relations Officer, may be talking with KSTD behind your back. Don't ask me how I know that."
"I don't need to." I said. Acolytes of 'The Vision' were everywhere, including the offices of KXTC and KSTD. And they would tell their beloved great leader's daughter if they found out about this treasonous communication.
"So, ladies... 'teachable moment'." I said. "What would you do about Peterson if you were me?"
"Get the evidence of their communication, and then fire him." Cindy said. Teresa was looking at me with more of a gleam in her eye.
"I would say that," Teresa said, "but I have a feeling you have another idea."
"And you don't need a crowbar for that good feeling, or thinking." I said. "Yes... when we know we have someone like that in our midst... I will see if I can use him to my advantage." The women nodded, understanding my tactical idea.
"And one more thing." I said. "We were pretty much going to put Peterson in the 3d Precinct Captain slot. But that would... waste this opportunity, so sorry for him..."
Part 8 - Treachery
Thursday, April 28th. As I talked with Cindy and Teresa, other events were transpiring in the City.
"Why should I trust you, Fat Boy?" said the criminal, a tall, lean black man, lean to the point of near emaciation.
"Look, you give me those Spics in the 8th Street Gang, and my guys will let you have exclusive access to the territory." said SBI Agent Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples. "But you better show some respect, and call me 'Sergeant'. That would promote trust... and a spirit of cooperation."
The other smirked, then laughed shortly. "You outta yo mind, Fat Boy. Like I said... it ain't about you trustin' me... it's about me trustin' you."
"Tell ya what." said Sharples, his drawling voice sardonic. "I got your boy 'Skinnydip' in the van over there. I'll hand him over to you as a token of our new friendship. With the cash to make the buy from the 8th Street Boys. Then you step out of the way, leave the drugs, we come in and catch them with both."
"Bring Skinnydip out here." said the man. Sharples pointed back at the van, where two rough looking men brought another young black man out of the van and pushed him over towards Sharples and his counterpart.
"All right, Fat Boy." said the man, taking the briefcase of cash from Skinnydip, knowing it'd be marked and maybe tagged with a tracking device. "I was told not to trust you. It better go down smooth, our I'll put a price on your fat head."
"Yeah, yeah, cut the theatrics." said Sharples, hypocritically. "Go on up there now. Our team is watching over you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All of a sudden..." said the leader of the 8th Street Gang, a Latino man wearing a white wife-beater t-shirt and smelling of stale beer as he smoked his cigar, "... you have the money to buy my drugs, so you can distribute them to your niggers in the Railyards. Now why am I have a lot of trouble believing that... a laaaahhht of trouble..."
"Listen, man," said the emaciated black man, "you wanna do business, or not? I just scored this loot and my people want their hits. And then I'll have more money to buy more from you."
"I know how the business works, 'Chubby'." said the Latino man. "Okay, Pedro, let's give the man his coke."
'Chubby' the emaciated man did the routine checks of the quality of the drugs. Real cocaine, not washing detergent.
As the men were about to go their separate ways, suddenly eight cars hurtled into the alley. Well-armed and -armored men rushed in, the letters "SBI" on the backs of their jackets. Many wore masks to conceal their identities as NTF agents. They screamed for the 8th Street gangsters to get on the ground.
"I got a couple more for you." said Sharples, coming up to them. "Couple of Darkies. Tried to run." The emaciated 'Chubby' and his partner 'Skinnydip' were roughly led up, both in handcuffs behind their backs.
"Good job, Sergeant." said the group leader as he came up. It was Dick Ferrell.
Just then four City Police cars came rushing in, their red and blue lights flashing. The leader got out of his car.
"What the fuck is going on here?" he demanded to know.
"SBI." said Ferrell. "This is a drug bust."
"Not in the City, you shithead!" yelled the City Lieutenant. "This is our jurisdiction and the SBI is to stay the hell out. Boys, disarm and arrest the SBI agents!"
Suddenly, he found himself surrounded by another two large groups of SWAT-like SBI Agents, ready for combat and ready to kill him and his fellow City Officers. Ferrell came up to him.
"Listen, you little local shit eater." Ferrell said. "The SBI has jurisdiction over every inch of this State. WE tell YOU what to do, not the other way around. You obey MY orders, or you go to jail for disobeying the orders of an SBI Agent. We are sovereign over you, and if think otherwise, you're going to find out the hard way... as will the rest of this State. And when Jack Lewis is Governor... then the City Police won't exist after we dig up your asses for corruption. Oh... and just to make a point."
Ferrell turned and went up to one of the arrested 8th Street Gang members. "Take his cuffs off." Ferrell said. "Everyone take a good look at this guy. He's a mole, an undercover City cop worming his way into your gang. You know him by the name 'Domingo', but his real name is Vasco Rodriguez of the City Police. Take a good look at him!"
The gang looked at Rodriguez with hatred. Ferrell said "Get out of here, Rodriguez. Go back home with your tail between your legs with your other worthless locals."
"You'll pay for this." said Rodriguez. Suddenly Ferrell drew his weapon and put it to Rodriguez's head.
"What did you say, you fucking piece of shit?" Ferrell snarled. "I should blow your fucking head off right now." Ferrell then lowered his weapon. "But I think I'll let the 8th Street Boys do it, when they make bail. They can look up your home address, know where your pretty, fertile wife and daughter are, and they'll do the right things. They'll make sure your wife and daughter are... properly satisfied." The SBI Agents laughed, laughs full of menace.
The gangsters were hauled into vans and driven down to Westphalia for processing. The two black men stared at Sharples, unappeasable hatred in their eyes. He just looked back at them and smirked...
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Turf Wars
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted Bettina from in front of the State Office Building in Courthouse Square at 7:00am, Friday, April 29th. "Channel Two News has learned that two of the six missing students have been found! They are identified as Annemarie Reynolds and Sherry Kim, both University students. They were found by the FBI yesterday, and they are in the Intensive Care Unit at University Hospital with serious injuries. Neither the FBI nor TCPD would give a statement on those injuries nor what happened to the women, only that they were found several miles north of the State Line. The other four students are still missing."
"In other headline news, the SBI Narcotics Task Force arrested several members of the 8th Street Gang in the City!" Bettina said. "The large bust of drugs and cash was made by NTF Director Richard Ferrell and his highly trained, professional agents. In a statement, NTF Director Ferrell gave credit to SBI Agent Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples for his excellent leadership and work in bringing down the gang, as well as two at-large fugitives that were conducting a drug operation with the gang. Those two men are being returned to State Prison."
Bettina went on: "City officials have exploded in anger, as the State Constitution and many laws give them exclusive jurisdiction over the City's territory. Mayor Lucian Phelps has already directed the City Attorney to sue the SBI as well as to obtain warrants for the arrest of Agents Ferrell and Sharples."
"In a related story," Bettina said, "SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is running for Governor, gave a speech yesterday in Midtown. He reiterated his earlier comments that the SBI Narcotics Task Force has jurisdiction over all of the State, including the City, and that all local law enforcement entities are required to work with the NTF or get out of their way. Director Lewis said that the State is sovereign, not County Sheriffs, and that he, Director Lewis, would be enforcing the authority of the NTF more and more going forward."
"Reached for comment, Director Lewis issued a statement earlier this morning praising his NTF team, and he also said the SBI will be continuing its drug interdiction work as well as flexing its muscle and its authority over other counties in the State."
"Asked for a comment, Governor Val Jared's campaign office issued a statement saying that if the SBI murdered any more U.S. Marines or innocent, law-abiding citizens, then Lewis himself would be held legally responsible."
As we watched in MCD, I could see what was going on. I called Cindy to my office and told her to make certain preparations...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, the Media is setting up in the front yard." the Duty Desk Sergeant called in to me at 7:45am. "KSTD, KXTC, KSB, KCTY... all setting up mobile feeds." I thanked him and told him to expect visitors.
Right at 8:00am, SBI-NTF Director Richard 'Dick' Ferrell strode up the front steps of Town & County Police Headquarters. Behind him was SBI Agent Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples and eight armed and armored SBI 'SWAT'-style agents. As he came to the front door, he had a smirk on his face that was about to become a grin.
He entered the lobby with his gang and strode up to the Duty Desk. "This is a warrant for the SBI to take control of all drug evidence collected at the Point Hollow property. Bring me that evidence right now." The armored SBI Agents were tense, their guns pointed at the floor but ready to swing into action.
"I'll have to notify my superiors of this." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. He suddenly found Ferrell's gun pointed right at his head.
"I said bring me that evidence NOW, you fucking shit eater!" Ferrell snarled. "Send that punk next to you and get it, or I'll haul your ass into jail for disobeying SBI orders!
The Duty Desk Sergeant responded by whipping out his gun and levelling it between Ferrell's eyes. "You don't give me orders, shithead." the Sergeant said. Only now did Ferrell see that the man had his armored vest on under his shirt... as did the other Duty Desk Officer, who had also drawn his weapon. Tension mounted in the room... and then went sky-high.
The TCPD's eight-man SWAT team poured out of Interrogation-A, the hallway to the Press Room, and the hallway leading to Booking. Their arms were pointed at the SBI team... and the TCPD guys the tactical advantage. Sixteen more TCPD officers, heavily armored, also poured into the hall, guns at the ready to exterminate SBI pestilence.
And then it suddenly grew silent. From Interrogation-A strode a tall, broad-shouldered redheaded man, armor on under his shirt and over the shirt but under his trenchcoat. And that was not a red crowbar he was holding... it was a shotgun.
I strode silently up to the Duty Desk. Ferrell turned to me and thrust the warrant at me, hitting me in the chest. "This is a warrant, you fucking cocksucker. The law is on my side here. You follow this warrant, or my men will shoot every one of your officers dead to get that evidence.
Haaawwwwwwwwwwwk! came the loud sound from my throat. Everyone watched.
Ptui. My spittle hit Ferrell right in the face. The SBI agents raised their guns, but found my team's guns in their earholes.
"We're not leaving," said Ferrell, wiping my spit off the bridge of his nose, "until we have that drug evidence. The Media is outside, watching us. You'll have to murder us to get us out of here."
"That can be arranged." I said, speaking for the first time, and quietly. "Gentlemen, get ready to shoot to kill every SBI Agent in this building, except the Reservists, of course. One... two..."
"Hold on, hold on." said a voice. It was Sheriff Daniel Allgood, right on cue. "ADA Patterson, will you serve the papers, please."
"Yes, Sheriff." said Paulina, who then raised her voice and said: "The SBI warrant was illegally obtained, and outside this jurisdiction. Judge Folsom has issued an order canceling it."
"And Judge Leahy reinstated it on appeal, you nigger bitch." snarled Ferrell.
"Don't kill him, Mr. Crowbar." begged Chief Moynahan, who had come up with the Sheriff and Paulina. I had thrust my shotgun under Ferrell's chin at what he'd called Paulina. And yes, I was about to pull the trigger... I was still considering it, too, yes I was...
"And then," Paulina said, "the FBI went to Federal Court, claiming jurisdiction because of the kidnapped students and crossing State Lines. The Federal Judge has granted the FBI's writ, and it's their jurisdiction, not the SBI's. You have no standing, Ferrell... or should I say 'Cracker' Ferrell. Here's your 'cease and desist' order."
The writ was passed up to the Duty Desk Sergeant, then to me. I thrust it at Ferrell, hitting him in the chest with it. Hard.
"Sergeant Hewitt," said Chief Moynahan to the SWAT Team leader, "get these pieces of SBI dog excrement out of my Police Station. Crowbar, my office please... after a medicinal cup of coffee, of course.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your officers love the bravado." said Moynahan as Daniel and I sat in the chairs in front of his desk. "I just hope you don't get someone killed, Mr. Crowbar. Especially yourself."
"A Marine has already been murdered by the SBI, Chief." I said. "And that was their mistake while trying to murder Chief Griswold. The SBI has drawn blood, they're on the wrong side of the law, and this power play by Jack Lewis and Dick Ferrell are what's going to get people killed. If I ever see Ferrell again in this County, he's a dead man, and it will be by my hand. If you want my badge, sir, I'll hand it to you now. But I'm not tolerating those bastards anymore."
"I understand." said the Chief. "But their killing that Marine, and you pursuing them like the pitbull you are for that crime... that's about the only thing keeping the Media from waging war against you. They hate your guts, Mr. Crowbar, and they are looking to take you down. One of these days, they're going to take Ferrell's side... just because he's wrong and they like taking the wrong side at all times."
"Has anyone called the Governor about this?"
"Yes." said a voice. It was Chief Griswold coming into the office that was once his. "I told him the whole story, at least what I got from Captain Ross and the Duty Desk Sergeant. Jared is livid, about this, and about the City incident last night."
"What happened last night?" asked Daniel.
I said "The SBI made a raid on a drug gang in the City... where the SBI is not supposed to go. The State Constitution and many laws give the City semi-sovereignty over things like law enforcement; they're almost like their own State over there. But what's worse is that when they arrested the gang, Ferrell made a point to expose an undercover City Police officer, yelled the man's name to the gang, told them the man had a wife and daughter."
"Jesus Christ." muttered Moynahan.
"The FBI and Federal Marshals have taken the exposed City cop and his family into Witness Protection." I said. "And that exposure alone is enough to kill Ferrell. I should've pulled the trigger when I had the chance." I was angry that I'd let that opportunity slip away.
"No, you should not have." said Chief Griswold. "You have a much bigger, more evil man to put down first. And then you can clean up the trash."
"Now Grizz, don't go giving the man ideas." said Moynahan.
"Sean, Jack Lewis and those bastards meant to kill me." Griswold said. "I'm not forgetting that... nor forgiving it."
"Gentlemen," said Sheriff Allgood. "I know emotions are running high right now. But we've got to scale this back. The Council, or half of it, are going to be all over Don for this. Thomas Cook got exposed for that contract situation, and he's already gotten word that Police Department assets gave John Colby the information. Cook is filing an ethics complaint with the State over Colby not charging for some of your success parties at his restaurant."
Allgood continued: "Cook is out for blood, your blood, Don, and he's going to make as much of a stink as possible. The Press, especially KSTD after you banned them from Headquarters, is eager to pick up the chant against you. I want you to take down the bad guys, Don, but you've got too much incoming fire, and it's going to interfere with your mission and the Police Force's mission."
Chief Griswold said "And the Governor can only do so much, now that he's running against Lewis. The Democrats in the Legislature have threatened to impeach Jared if he suspends Lewis, and it would be bad politically, anyway."
"So, Don," said Daniel, "We've got to calm the waters. And to do that, we've got to get you out of the hole that's just been dug for you. And when you 're in a hole, stop digging."
"All, right, I'll get the SBI thing calmed down, at least the part here. I get the feeling the Media will be happily reporting what is about to happen in the City, anyway. Would you please excuse me?"
"By all means." said Moynahan.
As I left the anteroom and went into the hall, Cindy came out of MCD, obviously having been waiting for me. "So, what's the story?"
"First," I said, "I have to put out a fire. Come on in and watch."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell appeared at the podium of her Press Office in Westphalia. "I have a brief announcement to make, and will be taking no questions afterward. Last night, the SBI's Narcotics Task Force violated the State Constitution and numerous laws by entering the jurisdiction of the City without authorization and making a drug interdiction. They were not working with City Law Enforcement, nor the FBI, nor did they have the City's permission or consent to operate within the City's jurisdiction as required."
"As a result," Britt continued, "I have suspended NTF Director Richard Ferrell, without pay, pending a full investigation of his illegal actions. I have asked the FBI to participate in this investigation as part of their overall investigation into SBI corruption. I am also investigating the allegations that Agent Ferrell intentionally exposed a City Police Officer as an undercover agent, which has threatened the lives of the Officer and his family. The City Attorney has issued an arrest warrant for Ferrell in connection with that exposure."
"Furthermore," said Inspector Maxwell, "the State Narcotics Task Force is suspended, per a 'cease and desist' order by State Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts. SBI Agents assigned to the NTF are to be reassigned to other positions and assignments in the SBI for now. That is all."
With that, Inspector Maxwell walked off the stage and out of the room, declining to answer the screams of "Did Governor Jared put you up to this?" by the rabid reporters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was talking to my wife Laura as I treated her to lunch at the Cattleman's Club. A good lunch at this really good restaurant with the most beautiful woman in the world (in my considered opinion) was what I needed to lift my spirits.
"So," I said as we waited for our food orders to arrive, "tell me about Dr. Mickelson and Dr. Ellman."
Laura replied "Well, when Dr. Mickelson was much younger, he published a breakthrough paper on human and animal genetic strains over the course of centuries. Then he published a few papers on the effects of nuclear and other radiation upon genetics, though they were mostly follow-ons to earlier work. He was hired into the Gregor Mendel Chair for that, but Biology is one of the more lagging fields at the University; most pre-med students go into Chemistry now."
"Anyway," Laura continued, "he's done all right, but the past couple of years he's been applying for grants for strange stuff, such as crop circles, cattle mutations, all that stuff concerning aliens. He's gotten some small grants for radiation effects on soils and crops, but not a whole lot."
"As to Ben Ellman," said Laura, "he's struggling to get a professorship. There have been some rumors of scandal, involving trading sex for good grades. None of the women have ever turned on him, but one girl had to plead the Fifth in order to not be compelled to testify when he was under investigation at one of the Schools in North Carolina."
"So why even hire him?" I asked.
"I don't run the Biology Department, Darling." Laura said. "But he's being watched, and there's been no hint of scandal while he's been here. He's probably as decent a Basic Biology teacher as anyone, so all's well and good... except that the door to a professorship isn't opening for him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It would be a very, very good idea if you are not seen in the City again." said Jack Lewis to Dick Ferrell. "The SBI won't honor the City's warrant for your arrest, and we're saying you're indemnified by State Law. We're working to get a judge to slap the City back, and hard, but if you're seen up there, they'll put you in jail and light your ass on fire."
"Yes sir." said Ferrell. "What about Inspector Bitch, though? Right now I'm out of work."
"The Union is grieving your suspension." said Lewis. "We're going to use that to at least get you half-pay. So don't sweat that. By the way, I heard the Iron Crowbar spit in your face. Now that is going around, and it's going to hurt your reputation. As bad if not worse than that time Muscone beat the shit out of you."
"What am I supposed to do about that?" snarled Ferrell. "I would've shot the bastard, but then all of my men would've been wiped out in there."
"Yes, they would've." said Lewis. "But I'd suggest you do something about that, do something to restore your reputation." Ferrell just nodded. Lewis was pleased at the spark of hatred he saw in the other man's eyes. "Okay, go home, get some rest. I'll update you on the situation in a few days."
As Ferrell left, he saw Sergeant Sharples in the hallway.
"How bad is it, sir?" asked Sharples.
"It's bad." said Ferrell. "Sharples, the time for games is over. The Iron Crowbar is responsible for what has happened to us." He leaned close to Sharples and whispered "Do him in."
Sharples nodded and gave a thumbs-up sign. He would get the job done.
Part 10 - Twists And Turns
"Well, if they don't find the other four soon," I said, "they'll be dead of dehydration and exposure... if they're not dead already."
We were meeting in the main Conference Room. Present were: Sheriff Allgood, Chief Moynahan, myself, Commander Harlow, Captain Ross, and Lieutenants Croyle and Masters. It was 1:30pm, Friday, April 29th.
"Do we have anything new?" asked the Sheriff.
"Yes sir." said Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. "The DNA tests came back, confirming all the identities from samples in the sleeping bags and Ms. Reynolds's blue panties. I also managed to get some information on the place two of them were found, though the FBI tried hard to keep it back. The vomit and blood was Danny Cantrell's. No DNA from the other three: Slake, Jenkins and Stone... well, let me rephrase that... it's likely Stone's semen was one of several workups found in the rape kits of Reynolds and Kim, but no other outward DNA signs. The FBI also doesn't know if those three were even at that cabin. And no further sign of Cantrell, either."
"The doctors brought Annemarie and Sherry out of sedation." I said. "They both had bad reactions. Annemarie calmed down, but Sherry was screaming and fighting to get out of the bed, and they had to sedate her again. Annemarie couldn't remember anything, but was also agitated, so they mildly sedated her so her body could rest and heal. The doctors will try again over the weekend."
"Let me add this." I said, "Toxicology reports I obtained said that both women were drugged, probably during their ordeal. The drugs were a mixture of muscle relaxers, probably to prevent them from fighting back as they were raped, and also some strong hallucinogens."
"Might be why Sherry was reacting so strongly when she was brought out of sedation." Cindy said. "What about alcohol?"
I brought up the reports on my laptop computer. "Annemarie had a reading of 0.04, not very high. Sherry had no alcohol, according to this report." I said. "And adding to the theme of the FBI's sudden desire to not share stuff with us... all of you obviously know that my Hospital source is my own wife, whose own counsel she keeps on what she tells me. She also said the FBI tried to bully the Hospital staff into silence, and she snapped their heads back on it."
"How could she do that? Especially to the FBI?" asked Lt. Masters. I just smiled.
"She's the wrong person to cross." I said.
"Okay guys," said Sheriff Daniel Allgood, "I want you guys to take this weekend off like you normally would, and get some rest. It's very likely the missing persons are out of our County and State, and it's the FBI's case. So chill out, start working out for the Police Boxing Matches, and whatever else you do to relax."
"If anyone is just starting to work out for the Boxing Matches," Teresa said, "they're going to get destroyed."



"Especially by this Blonde with the Blue Crowbar." I added.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "I, for one, cannot wait to see the Matches for the first time. Okay guys, I do agree with the Sheriff. You guys have been working your butts off for the last several months. Take a breather."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, April 30th, 10:30pm. Cindy and I drove up in my Police SUV to the crime scene in Hamilton County, just south of Coltrane County. We'd been called in by SBI Reserve Director Conlan, and on the way down the Governor had called to speak with us.
We were deputized into the SBI Reserve. As we got to the farmhouse, we were stopped by State Troopers Smith and Jones, whom we'd met in the Fake Badges case.
"Sir, ma'am," said Trooper Smith, "we've been ordered by our Post Commander to be your escort and bodyguard while you are here."
"Good!" I said jovially. "Glad to have you with us." We parked where the Troopers directed us, then got out, making sure to have our crowbars in our hands and very visible.
There was a large number of State Patrol Troopers on hand, and I had a good idea of why. We walked down to the crime scene, where the Hamilton County Sheriff greeted us warmly. The man next to him was not warm at all: he was SBI NTF Director Richard 'Dick' Ferrell. It was easy to deduce that Ferrell and the Sheriff were antagonistic towards each other.
"Why is Ferrell here?" whispered Cindy to me. "Wasn't he suspended?"
"The Union grieved it." I said. "The hearing is not until Monday morning." We walked on up to the Sheriff.
"Good to see you, Commander." said the Sheriff. "We've got a real problem here. This SBI asshole and his toy soldiers have been throwing their weight around. The Governor himself had to call down and tell them to back off."
"No doubt Ferrell is an asshole." I said. "If he gives you trouble, you just spit in his face. Isn't that right, Crowbar 2?"
"As long as I'm there to finish Ferrell off." Cindy replied. "So what's going on, Sheriff?"
"Come this way." said the Sheriff. We followed him, my Trooper bodyguards making sure Ferrell got nowhere near me nor Cindy as he followed us down... with his own State Trooper bodyguard.
"We had a pursuit onto the grounds of this farmhouse." said the Hamilton County Sheriff. "Guy named Scrawny Haskins. He's cousin to your boy Dirty Lennie up in your County."
"I know him well." I said. "I can smell Lennie from a mile away."
"Scrawny ain't much better." said the Sheriff. "Anyway he was pursued onto these grounds. Then these SBI pukes came in."
"You better start showing the SBI more respect, Sheriff." said Ferrell.
"Or what?" I thundered, turning and facing Ferrell. "What are you going to do, Ferrell?" My State Trooper bodyguard had moved quickly forward, as had Ferrell's. Still, I did not yield, continuing to confront Ferrell. "Thing is, Ferrell, you can't back up your words. You talk like a big boy, but in truth you're just a pansy begging to get fucked up the ass."
"Watch your mouth, Troy." said Ferrell.
"Again: or what?" I said. "If you want a piece of me, let's settle it right here and now. One of us doesn't leave alive. Let's see if you can back up your big mouth, Ferrell..." I readied with the red crowbar, aching to use it...
Ferrell was finally figuring out it might be a good idea to shut his trap. By now we were surrounded by a large number of State Troopers, SBI agents, and local Police Officers and Deputies. And all except the SBI agents were itching to see Ferrell get physically beaten down... and they knew I would do it.
"Why don't we go investigate the crime scene?" said SBI Agent Ted Ruble, trying to break up the showdown. SBI Agent Chow was behind him. But I wasn't ready to let Ferrell off the hook yet.
"Come on, Iron Crowbar." said Cindy, also ready to move along. "Everyone here knows Ferrell is a coward. Let's just treat him as the unimportant piece of dog shit that he is. Not even worth the time or effort of swinging your crowbar at him. Not even worth wasting spit on him." There was chuckling at that, and I 'allowed' myself to be 'persuaded' to continue along the gravel road with the Sheriff.
"As I was saying," said the Sheriff, "the SBI pukes came in. One of them circled around behind where Scrawny had run to, back behind the farmhouse here. There was an exchange of gunfire, and Scrawny ended up dead."
We went around the farmhouse, which was lighted brilliantly by the lightbars of the many LEO vehicles. Going around back, we went towards a copse of trees. A man in his thirties but looking much older and more emaciated, wearing a dirty t-shirt and jeans, was lying face-down on the ground, dead.
Sitting to one side, surrounded by State Troopers... was SBI Agent Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm telling you, Commander, it was a good shoot." said Sharples, his voice whiney. "I circled around to catch him, yelled at him to freeze, he fired at me and I fired back."
I had ascertained that a couple of Hamilton County Sheriff's Deputies had heard Sharples shout "FREEZE!", that two shots were heard, and that drug packets had been found on Scrawny's body.
"So what happened," said the Sheriff as I examined the body and both Scrawny's and Sharples's weapons, "is that Scrawny here would sell drugs to the truckers at the Love's Truck Stop at the exit ramp to the Midtown-University Highway. Well, our guys got a tip, we saw him at the truck stop, but he made a run for it in a beat up car. Went to this farmhouse, just a mile and a half down the road to town. We began converging, but found that SBI cars were already pulling in."
"That asshole Ferrell came in and said this was their bust, and for us to stand down and let them handle it." said the Sheriff. "Well, I don't cotton to those bastards just coming in and giving me orders, just as you don't. While we were arguing, that fat SBI agent yelled that he saw Scrawny, and they gave chase. I called in the State Troopers, and then we heard the shots."
"I see." I said. "Thanks for telling me. Now I need to talk to a couple of SBI Agents, and you are authorized to keep Ferrell away with the use of deadly force, if necessary." I went over to Agents Ruble and Chow, and asked them to step with me away from the gaggle."
"Okay, Agent Chow." I said. "I think I'm a good judge of characters, and I think you are a competent and honest law enforcement officer. I also think you are ex-military, and I'm favoring you having been a Green Beret over a Navy SEAL."
"Good Lord!" gasped Ruble.
"Fifth Group." said Chow, showing no emotion. "You must've read my record."
"Uh, no, actually I did not." I said. "Anyway, Agent Ruble, if you wish to get back in my good graces..."
"Who the fuck are you to be saying that?" snarled Ruble.
"Are you seriously asking that question?" asked Cindy. Ruble glared at her, then relented.
"What I need to know, gentlemen," I said, "is why the SBI is making this massive show of force to bring down a really low-class lowlife. C'mon, what's the story here?"
"Sir," said Chow in his quiet, even voice, "we were told it was a gang. Eight people at least, big haul of drugs into here for delivery to a truck at the truck stop."
"That's right." said Ruble. "We were expecting a big haul, and when we heard on the radio that a guy was running from the locals, Ferrell told us to haul ass and get to him before the locals did."
"Did Ferrell tell you to take the guy alive or dead?" I asked.
"He didn't give any special orders like that." said Chow. "We try to take anyone alive, unless they're a deadly threat to us or innocents."
"One more question." I said. "Did either of you actually see Scrawny run behind the farmhouse?"
"I didn't." said Chow. "But I wasn't one of the first to arrive."
"I was with Chow." said Ruble. "I never saw the guy until after the gunshots. Scrawny was dead and Sharples was right there."
"All right, thanks guys." I said. I saw that Cindy was getting agitated, that she wanted to ask questions. I just whispered to her to let it ride and to watch our backs, then we went back to the rest of the group.
"Okay, so why am I here?" I asked the Sheriff. He drew me to one side where we could not be heard."
"I called the Governor and asked for you." he said quietly. "There's something really wrong here, Commander. Scrawny, he has never... ever... been arrested with a gun in his possession, on his person or in his car. He's been on probation whenever he's not in jail; searches of his house have never produced so much as a cap gun. Yet he was found dead tonight with a gun in his hand. And second... the SBI showing up at all. Of course they didn't say a word to us that they were coming. But I have yet to hear a reason why they're here, what led them to come here, what led them to go after Scrawny and get in front of us to do so."
"I hear you." I said. "There is definitely something wrong here. I take it the Governor sent the State Troopers?"
"Oh yes." said the Sheriff. "The Governor said he'd send State Troopers here to keep the peace, and you'd be here to investigate this crime."
"Have y'all searched the farmhouse?" I asked the Sheriff.
"Yeah, it's empty." said the Sheriff. "We searched attic to basement, and we'll do it again in daylight. But nothing's there, and it looks like no one has been in there in years. No marks in the dust on the floor, anything like that."
"All right." I said. "I'm sure you'll secure the scene and search the grounds at first light, but I doubt you'll find much. Unless someone has something to prove otherwise, then this'll be considered a 'good shoot' by Sharples. But kick the SBI out of your county, now; you have the prerogative to do that as the duly elected Sheriff. If Ferrell refuses, let me know; I'll arrest him, and if he resists arrest... the sun will rise upon his dead body."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A State Patrol vehicle was behind us, escorting Cindy and me back to our County, seeing as they were from our County, too. As we drove, Cindy took out her anti-bugging device and turned it on.
"What did you think of that, Crowbar 2?" I asked, knowing she wanted to talk.
"Lots of what you like to call 'strangenesses'." said Cindy. "I know the SBI is trying to muscle in on locals. I don't understand that, as they are going to alienate a lot of people in both political parties and cost Lewis the election. But this one, I really don't understand. Either they got bad intel, or something is going on that does not pass the smell test."
"I totally agree." I said. "What did you think... of that farm property?"
"Abandoned... nothing there..." Cindy said. Then it struck her. "Oh... it's like Point Hollow. You think there was a drug ring there?"
"They may find something, but likely they won't." I said. "It looked more to me like---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Cindy's personal cellphone. She had to turn off the bug-killer so that the phone would transmit, and she did as she answered the phone. "Oh, hi Tommy... yes... oh really?... yes, I'll be sure to tell Commander Troy... okay, you too... yes, tell my father hello for me... bye."
She turned to me. "That was Tommy, my father's assistant at The Vision." she said. "There is a road that runs near The Vision's southern property line. Just a two-lane farm road, but asphalt-paved and in good condition. Bells Ferry Road."
"Ah, yes, I know it." I said. "Runs into Rivers County and to the State Line, over the bridge that goes over the river there."
"Yep." said Cindy. "The Vision monitors the road, as my father is a cautious man..."
"I'd say 'paranoid'," I joked, "except that, like Chief Griswold says, 'it ain't paranoia if they really are out to get you."
"Like uncle, like nephew." Cindy retorted neatly. "Anyway, Tommy said that two 18-wheeler big-rig trucks were going down that road at a pretty fast rate of speed, and my father wanted you and me to know."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "What do you make of that?"
"If we were close enough," Cindy said, "I'd say we should go after them."
"Well, we're not close enough." I said. "But why would you go after them?"
"I think they're gun-smuggling trucks." Cindy said. "And they're too scared to go into the Iron Crowbar's home County. They're working their way around."
"I'd say you're right about the trucks." I replied. "But their fear is not of me... it's the guy who might waylay those trucks, kill the drivers and anyone else on the trucks, then steal the guns. The Consultant would love a haul like that."
"Except he can attack them anywhere." Cindy said. "You are bound to your jurisdiction, and they are avoiding that jurisdiction."
"True." I said. "Yet someone felt the need to take us out of our jurisdiction tonight, out of the way... and we're just not quite in time to go after those trucks as they pass by your father's place..."
Cindy turned to me with a gasp. "You mean... this whole SBI thing... was just to get us out of the way?"
"I think that's some of it." I said. "I figured this was a distraction when I first got the call."
"That's a large conspiracy, lots of people involved." Cindy said.
"Not really." I said. "Just needs a few high-level leaders to send in the SBI, then to call you and me into it. Most of those involved, maybe even Ferrell, have no idea of the big picture."
"So why did you take the bait?" Cindy asked.
"Well," I said, "I thought I might get an opportunity to beat Ferrell's head in. But they sent State Troopers to keep us separated. And I wanted to see that crime scene, too."
"And let the gun-runners go." Cindy said.
"Let me just ask you this, mon ami." I said. "Whose side do you think the gun-runners are on?"
That silenced my cousin and partner until we were at my home, the Mountain Nest, having a very late night snack with Laura and the redoubtable Bowser and Buddy, followed by Cindy staying the night in the guest room...
Part 11 - Honor Roll
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Monday, May 2d. "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI has found three of the four remaining missing students!
"Although details are sketchy, at some point this weekend Jason Stone, Natalie Jenkins, and Jeff Slake were found, all alive, between the towns of Rome and Apple Grove, a couple of States over from here. They were taken to a local hospital in Rome, where they are recovering. Danny Cantrell is still missing, and the FBI continues to search for him."
"And in local news, the Public Service Department's various branches will be honoring and promoting their personnel today." Bettina continued. "Channel Two News has learned that Lieutenant Tanya Perlman will be given a special honor as her formal medical retirement from the Town & County Police Department takes place..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was looking at me as the newscast continued. "Don... are you all right?"
We were sitting in my office instead of in MCD, and we were in our formal uniforms. And I was one pissed off Police Commander.
"No, I am not all right." I said. "The FBI found those three on Saturday. No one, including anyone on Jack Muscone's team, has said one word to me about it. Considering that these students were last seen in this County and were found in my boyhood home county, I am really failing to understand the lack of communication."
"Did you talk to Agent Muscone about it?" Cindy asked.
"I tried calling him all day yesterday." I said. "Not one call was answered; all went to voicemail, and I have yet to hear back from him. I called Clark Webster, who didn't return my call but texted me that he'd get back to me as soon as possible... which seems to not have been any time up to right now."
"Well, Martin is here for his last day, and Sandra will be at the ceremonies." Cindy said. "Why don't you ask them about it?"
I exhaled, a sigh of release. "I don't need to ask them. But I won't be forgetting this. Anyway, Tanya will be here soon, and I don't want to be pissed off on her last day. It's going to be special."
"That's right. It is." said Commander Della Harlow as she came into my office after knocking on the door. "Would you like to see the medal?"
"Sure." I said. After the merger, the Council had set up all the medals. The Star of Gallantry was like a Bronze Star, and expected to be one of the highest awards. But above it was the Sheriff's Medal, Police Medal, Fire Medal, etc. Above that was the Distinguished Service Medal, Distinguished Fire and Police Crosses, and the Medal of Valor on top.
The Fire Department put a medal between the Distinguished Service Medal and the Fire Medal, called the Conspicuous Service Medal. After complaints from the rest of the Public Safety branches, particularly the Police Force, a new medal was created.
Della opened the box, showing us the medal formally called the Public Safety Legion of Excellence. The drape was a red field with gray edges (denoting Public Safety Department) and thin white lines between the gray and red, then a gray stripe bordered in white down the middle. The medal beneath looked a lot like the Medal of Valor, like our badges but upside down, but did not have the enameled green of the wreath and gold wreath of the middle circle; it was more plain and unadorned but for the Great Seal of the Town & County Public Safety Department.
The Legion of Excellence had never been awarded. The Council had balked at awarding Lt. Perlman the Distinguished Service Award, and one angry Police Commander had railed that the Police Medal or Sheriff's Medal was not enough. But it was when Chief Griswold (literally) took my crowbar out of my hands and went into the Council's private meeting that something got accomplished...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The applause was long and loud when Lt. Perlman wheeled herself into MCD at 7:45am. She had been to Headquarters before, and cleaned out her office... saying 'good riddance' when she left that all-too-small space for the last time.
Now she was being served coffee and doughnuts as everyone chatted about the upcoming ceremonies and how baby Pete was doing. There would be gifts and cakes later on.
As the 8:30am time neared, Tanya said "Before we go out, I just want to say one thing to Lt. Masters." She turned to face him and said "These are great people, 'Coldiron'. You're lucky to have them working for you, and I know they'll be even better with you teaching them. Just take care of them for me, okay?"
"You know I will." said 'Coldiron' solemnly. "And I have you to thank for making them into the great Detectives they are."
"And to all of you guys," Tanya said, trying to not get emotional, "you really have been a Dream Team for any Police leader to have. I know you'll give Lt. Masters your best, just as you've given me. Keep on keepin' on, and keep the frickin' Iron Crowbar out of trouble, okay?" The room burst into cheering at that one as I laughed out loud...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The medals portion of the ceremonies was not too long. Martin Nash received a Public Service Achievement Medal from the Sheriff. Lt. Masters was not actually being promoted, so his Police Commendation Medal was the way to recognize his service as leader of the Uniformed Officers. They gave him a strong ovation as Chief Moynahan announced his position change.
And after a number of Certificates of Achievements and some Achievement Medals, Detective Joanne Cummings Warner was brought up. First, she was awarded a Public Service Commendation Medal by Sheriff Allgood. The Council again had balked at a full Star of Gallantry, and the Sheriff had gotten 'miffed'. He could unilaterally upgrade a Police Commendation Medal to a Public Service one, and he did so to spite the Council.



And then came the medal I least like to give out: the Purple Order. Not because it's undeserved; quite the opposite. But it means someone got hurt, or killed, in the line of duty. I draped the purple-and-silver ribbon around Joanne's neck, the enameled Purple star and wreath hanging from it. She was loudly applauded.
Last, but certainly not least, was Lieutenant Perlman. I draped a Purple Order around her neck. The Council had fought bitterly about this award, some saying her wounds were not in the line of duty. Then John Colby went off on them, saying she'd wrapped a baby in her armor vest, then faced and shot at the perps who invaded her home, and if that wasn't a Police action, what was? And then the discussion ended... when Chief Griswold reminded the Council that he would be giving me back my crowbar within moments...
After the Purple Order award, Chief Moynahan read the proclamation as I pinned the Legion of Excellence Medal on Tanya's jacket, the first awarding of this medal in Town & County history.
As Tanya wheeled herself back into the group of officers in the bleachers, I scanned the crowd. If Jack Muscone was here, he was hiding himself very well.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The promotions were the big items of the day. There were a couple of promotions to Sergeant among the Uniformed officers, and a few pay grade increases, as this was the 'supplemental' awards, not the big ones of February 1st and August 1st. Then came the 'surprise' announcements.
First was the promotion to full Captain of Susan Weston, as she filled the role of Captain of Administration. Cmdr. Della Harlow had pushed for her. Cindy had grumbled to me about it, and I wasn't exactly thrilled about it. But, as I told Cindy, it was Della's choice to make, really. I reminded Cindy how I had pushed to make someone a Police Captain, and I could hardly refuse Harlow's action. Besides, Weston was a good administrator. And she'd be out of my hair as she'd no longer be a Precinct Captain.
I noticed the applause was particularly loud from the Third Precinct Officers, and I wondered if they were truly happy for their former leader... or if this was applause that she was gone and now reassigned.
And speaking of that now-open Third Precinct Captain slot, there had been a number of people that had emailed to the Chief, Cmdr. Harlow, and myself their interest in the position. Lt. Scott Peterson, the Public Relations Officer, had applied, even though he was in a full Captain's position now. Several Sergeants applied, though it'd be a leap for one of them to get it.
Teresa Croyle had been offered the position, but to no one's surprise (and to Cindy Ross's great relief) she turned it down flat. And then Chief Moynahan came up with a good idea:
"We're going to punt, Mr. Crowbar." he had said. "We're going to kick the can down the road, and give a deserving Policeman a promotion." And so Sergeant Bob 'Brick' Briscoe, from the 'Disappearing Act' case, who had been talking retirement, was promoted to Lieutenant and then brevetted a Precinct Captain. He was going to retire at the end of they year, so this would be a 'holding pattern' until we developed some talented people to take the role.
The Union had agreed to not file a grievance, as there had been an agreement to not brevet to the PCpt. position, but the Chief and I said that Briscoe would be able to retire a legitimate PCpt. or even a full Captain. And we would honor that agreement months later.
I did notice as the announcement was made, and the Chief and Briscoe's wife pinned his gold Precinct Captain bars on his shoulders, that Lt. Peterson looked very unhappy at this turn of events...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd asked Tanya where Jack Muscone was. She said he was out of Town, and had asked Sandra to come in his place, especially as it was also Martin's last day.
The farewell party was in MCD, complete with both serious and gag gifts for Tanya and Martin. She and Martin both got framed pictures of the MCD group taken on the last Orange Order Day. Many of the Crime Lab people also came by to send Tanya off.
And then... it was that time. Chief Moynahan came to the door and asked if Tanya and Martin would step into his office for a moment.
Once inside, Chief Moynahan said "I haven't been here very long, but I have been here long enough to say that I have enjoyed working with both of you, and I'm honored to have worked with you. I know you will do very well in your new jobs, and if you ever need some friends to shoot the bull with, feel free to drop in on us any time."
They thanked the Chief, then Tanya said "Where is Commander Troy? Or has he got something up his sleeve?"
"The party never stops with the Iron Crowbar in the House." said the Chief.
"If I did nothing else here," Tanya said with that cherubic grin of hers, "at least I have the honor of knowing I was the one that named him that."
"Heh heh heh heh." laughed the Chief. "Yes, I heard you were the one that started all the trouble. Okay, Martin, would you mind driving Tanya to the Duty Desk, where you'll both be signing out for the last time?"
"Yes sir. I'd be glad to." said Martin.
"I'll get the door." said Moynahan. He got up, shook hands with Nash, gave Tanya a warm hug, then opened the door. Tanya gasped when she saw it.
There was a double line of people, a gauntlet much like the one that had formed to honor Chief Griswold on his last walk out of the building. This one led the long way around the building, as many more officers were inside (some had been in the parking lot for Griswold's exit).
As Nash pushed Tanya into the line, another difference became apparent: instead of being at attention or being formal, everyone reached out to shake Tanya's hands or pat her on the shoulder as she went by. She returned all the well wishes, shook or held hands, trying not to cry too much. That ended when Christina Cho, in a rare show of emotion, bent over and hugged Tanya, a hug that lasted a moment as both women shed tears.
Finally, as the cordon wound around the halls to the front Duty Desk, Tanya finally saw him. The Iron Crowbar himself had taken the Duty Desk Station, to personally sign her out.
First Martin Nash came up. He handed me his TCPD badge and signed out on the sheet on the clipboard. I then held up an FBI badge, which most didn't know was already Martin's, and that I had picked his pocket to acquire. I handed it to him and shook his hand. The Police Officers in the lobby, including Sergeant Rudistan and his team, and Chief Griswold at the front door, applauded, and shook his hand as he left. Martin went ahead and left the building, waiting outside for Tanya.
Then came one of the hardest moments of my life. Tanya wheeled up and signed out on the sheet. Then she took her TCPD badge off her uniform jacket and placed it in my hand... pressing it into my hand with both of hers as our eyes locked. I fully understood. Then she handed me her gun. I handed her her 'Retired' badge in its plastic sleeve, then handed her back her gun... pressing it into her hand with both of mine, our eyes locked. She fully understood.
"Good luck and Godspeed, Lieutenant." I said, then raised my hand to my eyebrow in a formal salute. Tanya returned the salute in the utter silence of the hallway, and I could see she was trying to not break down. I was having to work at it, also.
"I'll be back, Iron Crowbar." she whispered. Then she wheeled towards the front door, hugging other Officers along the way. At the door, Chief Griswold gave her a hug, then escorted her out to the parking lot.
Part 12 - Puzzle Pieces
Early in the afternoon of Monday May 2d, I finally got my first reports about the three found students. Detective Teddy Parker greatly impressed me by digging out the information. I did not ask for his sources. Cindy was in my office, listening in as Parker gave his report:
"The three of them, Slake, Jenkins, and Stone, were found in your boyhood county, near the town of Rome on the north-south highway. They were found by the side of the road that leads towards Apple Grove. Tests showed them to have drugs in their system similar to Reynolds and Kim. Hallucinogenic drugs. They don't remember anything. They all were dehydrated, but must've had some water and food at some time because they were in relatively okay condition. Jenkins was sexually assaulted several times, but apparently not as violently as Kim was."
"And that reminds me, sir." continued Parker. "Annemarie Reynolds had a good bit of the hallucinogens in her system, like the other three recently found. But Kim had less in her system. Significantly less."
"Have you had any chance to talk to those girls in University Hospital?" I asked.
"No sir." said Parker. "Dr. Fredricson, your wife of course, has been very helpful to us. Annemarie was able to talk with us a bit. She said she was having sex with Stone in the Hollow. She remembered having an orgasm, then hearing a sound like a scream... and then she doesn't remember anything else from that point on until she woke up in the Hospital. Kim... every time they wake her up, she goes into hysterics. Dr. Fredricson thinks she remembers a lot more than Reynolds, because she had less drugs in her system."
"That's good work, Parker." I said. "Really good work gathering this information. Let me ask this: have you talked more with friends of these six people?"
"Theo and I talked with as many as we could find." Parker said. "And while I'm not saying anyone was uncooperative, no one had very much to tell us, or had much they were willing to tell. Jason Stone was popular, a BMOC. Annemarie Reynolds was hot and she knew it, but nobody hated her that we could find. Natalie Jenkins was one of those with friends due to her politics. She and Councilwoman Malinda Adams are or would be very good friends if they met."
"I understand." I said. Cindy was nodding. "What were her political causes?" I asked.
"Women's rights." said Parker. "But that's the standard cliché these days. She was more into LGBT issues, but lately had begun organizing a movement to legalize marijuana in this State."
"Do tell." I said. "Okay, keep going with the rest of the students."
Parker continued: "Slake was the kind of guy that girls thought was a bit perverted, but he didn't get into fights or anything, and nobody said anything bad about him. Sherry Kim was close to the Asian exchange students. The Asian girls tend to form groups, mostly to keep guys off them. They can be hard to penetrate--- er, that might not be the right word, sir."
I laughed, and Cindy suppressed a snicker as I said "That was a good pun, though, Parker. Keep up that sense of humor. So... what about Cantrell?"
"He's... well, he's the outcast, the loner type. Has no real friends. Would hang around with the computer programmers, but they didn't care for him, took no notice of him. Neither did the chemistry majors. He's... sir, this may not be a fair comparison, but he reminds me of that Jimmy Tolson guy from that disappearing couple case... everyone hated him, didn't want him around or ignored him."
"It's a fair comparison." I said. "Remembering someone or something from the past could well be a clue to a current or future case. That's why I suggest to you guys to read old cases and keep up with our current ones. Nothing new under the sun, Mr. Parker."
"Yes sir." said Parker. "Anyway, he was always trying to find ways to be noticed. He'd try to play the intellectual, the know-it-all, and of course even I know that turns off women faster than a loud fart. He tried all he could to get Sherry to like him: flowers, took her to dinner, even changed his major to be with her more. Her friends said, as they did before, that she basically tolerated him, let him buy her dinners for the free food, and she studied with him some. But she didn't let him so much as kiss her."
"How did these six people like each other?" I asked.
"Seemingly well, sir. For the most part, anyway." said Parker, perhaps surprised at my question. "Stone and Reynolds were dating, or at least having sex regularly. Jenkins and Slake may have been dating, and we know Cantrell has a crush on Kim. Jenkins may have been Reynolds's 'wingman', or 'wing-woman' I should say, on social occasions, and of course they're both interested in marijuana legalization. Other than that, this was a group sort of put together by circumstances... that being the sample collecting."
"Good, very good." I said. "That is a very important question to answer in order to solve this case, by the way. So... Parker: based upon the data you have now... what do you think happened out there?" Parker paused, and I said "No wrong answers here, Teddy. Just let your mind work. Think out loud."
"Yes sir." said Parker. "I... well, based on that drug lab you and the FBI found, it looks to me like these guys came across a drug gang. They were kidnapped, taken up to that cabin, and at least some of the girls were raped while Danny Cantrell was beaten up. The others were then taken away by vehicle, then eventually let go. Not sure why, but that's what it looks like."
"Not bad." I said. "Captain, care to take a shot?"
"On the face of it," Cindy said, "it looks like what Teddy said: drug gang kidnapped them, drugged them, took them away. I would make this guess, though: knowing Danny's crush on Sherry Kim, and his wanting to be the guy in the spotlight, he might have tried to play hero and tried to save her from the perps, telling them to leave her alone and such stuff. So they beat the shit out of him, and they made him watch as they raped her as brutally as they could, for his viewing benefit as much as anything else."
"I like that theory." I said. "It would fit why his blood and vomit are at that scene, and why Sherry was injured more than Annemarie. May even explain the lack of drugs: they wanted him to know she was feeling more pain."
"I'm not sure the two women were raped right at the same time." said Cindy. "Annemarie's ordeal could've come later, or with other perps."
"DNA will tell us that." I said.
"There's still a ton of questions, though." Cindy said. "How did the perps get them to that cabin? Did our students walk up that way and were captured up there? If they did, then how were the other students taken out of there? I dunno, some of this stuff doesn't make a lot of sense."
"Well, let's come back to the first squares, to the basics." I said. "Here are the questions I would ask, and you guys can work on answering them for me while I work on another matter."
I started: "I've asked this before, and the answer is imperative: what were the arrangements to pick up these six people and bring them back to the University Campus? There had to be something... they couldn't just take those samples and not bring them in."
I continued: "And as I said, I would also really like to know why these six people were on this trip. There are some connections, but I'm not really seeing this particular group as a group. And I'm not understanding the tent arrangements, either. So... who put this little party together, and for what reason.. besides sample collecting?"
I went on: "I'd really like to know more of what happened during their time out there. All of their cellphone were found at the camp. If we get a chance to talk to the recently found students, we might get more information. I really want to see the picture on the jigsaw puzzle box... then we can start putting the actual jigsaw together---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police cellphone. I answered it, took the message, then said "Yes sir, I'll be right over." Hanging up, I said "That was Campus Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson. He'd like for you and I, Captain, to go see him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's been way too long since I've seen you, young man." said Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Dexter Robinson as Cindy and I came into his office. "You too, young lady."
"I hope you're doing well, Commissioner. I said as we both shook hands with Robinson before we all sat down.
"Oh, it's not too bad these days." said Robinson. "Kids are too scared of the Iron Crowbar across the street there, to get into any real trouble, these days. We may be the only University in this country that can say that, too."
"So how can we help you, sir?" I asked. "Is it the missing students' case?"
"No, no," said Robinson, "that's clearing up a bit. They've found five of the six, and alive. The three that were found a couple of States over are going to be transferred to University Hospital here in the next day or two. We'll be sure to let you know, so you can interview them."
"I appreciate that." I said.
"What I called you about," said Robinson, "is that I've got a couple of friends of yours that wanted to meet with you and talk with you... without really being seen or arousing suspicion. Ostensibly, my daughter is visiting me, her father." With that, a side door opened, and in walked City Police Detective Robin Ventura, Robinson's daughter, and her partner Detective Thomas 'Sapper' Warren.
We all shook hands and then sat down around the table that was in the office. The Commissioner excused himself, leaving us to talk. Per a previous conversation with Cindy, it was my bug-killer in operation for this one.
"We wanted to share some stuff with you about that SBI raid into the City." said Ventura. "We're starting to find out that there was a lot more going on that originally met the eye."
"We're treating this as a crime by the SBI." said Warren. "The judges have given us every warrant we could possibly want, and then some. They want to stick it to the SBI as badly as we do."
"So we're not the only ones with bad blood with the SBI." I said, somewhat whimsically.
"No sir, you are not." Robin Ventura said emphatically. "Especially Sapper and I... as we're both black." That got my ears perked up and my eyebrows raised.
"We can talk about that later. Here's the story of that raid." said Ventura. "You know Agent Sharples, formerly of your own Police Force. He got a couple of black guys, 'Chubby' and 'Skinnydip', to make a drug buy from the 8th Street Gang, which is mostly Latino. He'd promised them immunity, would get them off some petty charges that Skinnydip was being charged with, and such."
"So they made the buy, and in comes the SBI... in tremendous force." Ventura continued. "They arrested the 8th Street Gang, but also arrested the two black guys, who really are no more than vermin on the streets. Set them up all the way, it looks like."
"He's done things like that before." I said, of Sharples. "What's new and different here?"
"Not much, really." said Ventura. "Except the SBI's Narcotics Task Force Director, Dick Ferrell, was actually on the scene. He personally outed our mole in the 8th Street Gang. We've lost a good man and a huge asset, but at least he's alive and okay. We've gotten his family in Witness Protection. He's no longer in this State or any State touching ours."
"Good." I said. "That really was a dirty thing to do."
"And since the SBI raid was illegal," said 'Sapper' Warren, "the 8th Street guys are fighting the charges, and are being released at their arraignments. If the SBI had let it be a joint operation, they'd be in jail awaiting trial, but it was all for nothing. So it's a damn good thing we got Vasco out of the State."
"No doubt." I said.
"Here's where it gets good, I.C." said 'Sapper' Warren. "First, since you busted Captain Wexler, our Drug Units have had some good successes. They were able to slip moles into several gangs as Wexler's favorites suddenly found they had competition. Gangs were bidding up for good members, like a hiring spree, if you know what I mean. Some of those are still in place, some we've taken out as a precaution."



"Okay, that's good." I said. "Now... why don't you tell Captain Ross about what you've learned about the SBI operation in Hamilton County." The two City Police Detectives just looked at each other, then back at me.
"Damn, you can read minds, I.C." whispered Sapper.
"Naw, Captain Ross is the psychic one." I said, teasing my partner. "I've been researching all of this myself, and came across your guys looking into it. We're on the same paths. So what did you guys come up with?"
Robin Ventura said "That SBI operation in Hamilton County was one of the strangest ones ever seen. They were putting out a story they were chasing a gang, but they turned up with one single low-life... kind of like our black guys in this 8th Street bust. Not a single one of the local LEOs saw this guy alive at the farmhouse. Not one. They saw him at the truck stop, chased his car there, and then none of them saw him until his dead body is found."
"And guess who was right there... Agent Sharples." I replied.
"You got it, sir." said Ventura. "But there's even more to it. There is absolutely no SBI communications about this. They're bad about putting stuff into emails that can be hacked, but on this occasion, there was nothing at all. We have some, shall we say, 'friends' close to the top SBI leadership, and we got word that SBI Director Lewis did not even know about that NTF raid into the City ahead of time, nor did he know about the Hamilton County raid. It's all Ferrell."
"What about Gaston?" I asked. "Or Conlan?"
"Conlan is kept so far out of the loop that he's in danger of not being called a planet anymore." said Robin, making an astronomy joke. "Lewis is looking for ways to get him fired. Gaston is as corrupt as Lewis, but our friends don't think he knew about these last two raids."
"This is great stuff, guys." I said. "I shall find ways to pay you back."
"Sir, this is just part payment for you busting Wexler." said Sapper. "We still got a long way to go to make that slate clean."
"All part of good cooperation between honest law enforcement agencies, my friends." I said. "But do me one favor... get your 'friends' to check and see if there is any danger to SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell. If something 'wet' happens to her... that would be bad."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was late afternoon, almost evening, as I came up to Cemetery Hill. A small contingent of Police Honor Guardsmen carried the casket with the mortal remains of Scrawny Haskins to his final resting place in the Indigent section of the cemetery. There was only one other attendee... Dirty Lennie, Scrawny's cousin.
"My condolences, Lennie." I said as I came up to him.
"I appreciate you doing this for Scrawny." said Lennie. "I don't understand why, but I'll say thank you on behalf of his dead mother."
"He was murdered in cold blood." I said. "He did not deserve what he got. And Lennie... if you want to thank me, and maybe save your own life... I need your help with something...
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Meetings
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from outside University Hospital at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 3d. "Channel Two News has learned that the three students found by the FBI outside the State have been transported to University Hospital, where they are currently recovering. There is still no word of the fate of Danny Cantrell, the only student still missing."
"In political news, today is Primary Voting Day in the State." Bettina continued. "Most local and State incumbents are not being primaried, and the red-hot District Attorney's race is officially non-partisan and will not be contested until November. In that race, District Attorney Gil Krasney maintains a 49-46 lead over Jenna Stiles.
"And in the Governor's race, it will be a mere formality to name Val Jared the Republican candidate and Jack Lewis the Democrat's challenger. Governor Jared has developed a 50-44 percent lead. Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling has told us that the recent SBI raids into the City and Hamilton County have not gone over well with the Public, and this could be hurting SBI Director Lewis's standing in the polls."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, get your doughnuts here!" I said as I brought in two boxes of the Police staple breakfast. Detectives quickly attacked them.
"Parker will be here in a little bit." said Cindy. "He was here until 2:00am getting data on the missing students. The FBI has essentially cut us off, by the way."
"I know." I said, then said much more quietly, "I unleashed the full power of the Mouseketeers yesterday. I'm sick and damn tired of people I thought were friends and colleagues not even having the common courtesy of returning a phone call to tell me to mind my own business."
"I am the choir. You are preaching to it." Cindy said, then raised her voice and said loudly so that everyone could hear it: "By the way, we have over 120 entrants for the Police Boxing Matches, Freestyle Division. My only regret is that I only get to whip some of you."
"I hope I'm in your bracket, Captain." said Detective Joanne Warner. "We'll see who whips who." The bravado got some cheers as the two blonde stared each other down, then Cindy made the 'V' with her fingers to her eyes then at Joanne. Game on!
"By the way," said Lt. Wes Masters, "who makes the brackets?"
"Usually the Captain of Uniformed Personnel..." said Cindy, then stopped as she looked at him. "But now we don't have one. That would mean..." All eyes went to Your Iron Crowbar. I smiled.
"That's right." I said. "Me. Actually, Commander Harlow and I are doing it together, and the Chief will look at it before it's final. First rounds are this weekend. Finals are June 4th."
"A day which will live in infamy... for the Iron Crowbar." said Cindy with great alacrity.
"I think I hear smack talk, Mr. Coldiron." I said with great coolness as I sipped my coffee. Lt. Masters nodded with a grin.
"More like smack-down!" said Mary Mahoney Milton as she came in. "It's gonna be Girl Power all the way!" She and Cindy high-fived.
"I'll be in my Man Cave, that being my office." I said, then said quietly to Mary as I passed by: "You know, man cave... the big office, not the cubicles." Mary laughed as I walked out of MCD with all the male dignity I could muster.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy came into my office just before 8:00am. "Commander, I have a question about------"
She stopped short, seeing what was on my wall to the right of my desk, her left as she came in. Instead of Pete Feeley's badge alone in a frame, there was a frame that contained two badges side-by-side... Pete's on the left, and Tanya's next to it on the right. Just above the bottom of the frame was a slip of paper, a tiny slip, with the inscription 'Deuteronomy 32:35'.
Cindy stared at the framed badges for a long time, then finally looked at me. I was looking right back at her. She just nodded her head, then said "Excuse me a moment." and left the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meetings. It was a day of nothing but meetings. First, what was formerly called the 'Crowbar Angels' meeting... with Tanya gone, we respectfully retired that name. Teresa then rather sarcastically suggested we call it the 'Detective Fiction' meeting... and of course that stuck.
"What's the uniform policy for us, Commander?" asked Wes Masters. We all happened to be wearing light blue shirts with soft shoulderboards. As Senior Officers, Masters and Ross had on pants with a thick light-blue piping stripe down the sides. Teresa was wearing a dark blue skirt, and therefore had no piping. I had the double line of thin light-blue piping on the sides of my pants, representing the Command Group.
"Whatever I'm wearing." I said jokingly, then said "Seriously, the Chief wants Captains and above to wear uniforms, and preferrably the light blue shirts, though of course we can wear white shirts with Duty Dress or Formal uniforms. You and Teresa will be just fine in plainclothes or like Cindy and me, here. Detectives are being encouraged more and more to wear plainclothes, except on Promotion Days and Orange Order day, etc."
"Just wear clothes." Teresa said. "It'd get really bad if everyone started running around here 'nekkid'." We all laughed, then I brought the meeting to business.
"Okay, Coldiron," I said, "I know you've hit the ground running, but you're still barely up to speed. Teresa, what does Vice have going on?"
"First, Lorena Rose's mother died, so she will be ending her unpaid leave of absence and going to Detective School." Teresa said. "I'll be very glad to have her back, too. Right now, there's not a lot going on. We're trying to help with the missing students case and the drug lab found at Point Hollow. The FBI is not really interested in the drugs aspect of the case, though."
"Okay, Cindy, whaddya got?"
"We're going to have to start talking personnel." Cindy said. "With Torres still on loan to Vice, MCD only has Joanne, Theo, and Teddy. I really, really, really want to get Joanne to Detective School and Advanced School. Teddy has been doing well, and we need to get him to Detective School. Theo's already been to Detective School, 'Coldiron', so he's good to go."
"Yeah, we'll have to talk about that." I said. "Detectives will now be coming up through the Uniform ranks, as well. The current people you see will be expected to be leaders of teams. Of course some in the Council want these teams dispersed amongst the Precincts, but that's simply not going to happen while I'm alive and while Daniel Allgood is Sheriff. So what will happen is we'll have more people coming in to the MCD and Vice Rooms here, but they'll be Corporal-level Detectives, green as grass yet thinking they can solve the Grand Unification Theory."
"No worries there, guys." Cindy said to the others. "One day in the field with the Iron Crowbar, and they'll quickly be cured of any illusions of grandeur on their own parts..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting with the Precinct Captains was being held in the Precinct 3 Headquarters Conference Room, as PCpt. Briscoe was the new man. The other Precinct Captains congratulated him as we gathered. Briscoe and Precinct 1 Captain Briggs were old friends, and while Briscoe was not as laid back as Briggs, they were going to be talking fishing more than Police leadership, I suspected. Oh well, Chief Griswold had been guilty of that, too...
"Okay guys," I said, "I know Briscoe is getting up to speed, so he gets a free pass this meeting. Enjoy it." The others laughed. I was their direct superior officer, with no in-betweens, and I had developed a small reputation for expecting questions to be answered and plans well in place and easily explained. They even made sure they knew what the duty schedules were or had copies available to show me.
We went over personnel and equipment wants and needs, then I opened the floor for questions.
"Sir," asked 2nd Precinct Captain Damien Thompson, "is there any truth to the rumor about having Detectives assigned to Precincts?"
"In the minds of three Council Members, yes." I replied. "But that is a figment of their imaginations, like the 'Leg Ranger'. Basically, you guys will be expected to evaluate and recommend good talent for Detective positions, and if they want to take that path, they'll be assigned to Headquarters, and sent to the field anywhere in the County."
"Sir," said 1st Precinct Captain Briggs, in his drawlish way of talking, "I've been getting questions about emergency medical service. With the EMTs gone, who's going to be doing that? Some of my Officers are getting Red Cross training to supplement our basic training, but we're not paramedics by any stretch of the imagination..."
"You're right." I said. "We're looking at getting some increased training for all our Officers, but we have to be careful: if either us or the Fire Department starts having anything resembling medics, the Federal Departments of Justice and Labor will come in and hammer us, that being the County, over the disbanding of the EMTs. Right now, we just have to call University Hospital for an ambulance, and let their paramedics take care of it."
"What about that private ambulance service that's been talked about?" asked Briggs.
"My two cents on that is that it's not going to happen." I said. "The optics are bad, especially for what some are trying now." I knew that this conversation would get back to Thomas P. Cook... and I wanted that to happen. I wanted that dirty S.O.B. to know that the Iron Crowbar was watching him, and would be all over him like a wet blanket if he tried to enrich himself at my County's expense with a private ambulance contract.
After we completed the agenda, the meeting broke up. I stayed around to talk more with PCpt. Briscoe. We toured the facility, noting things that might need some improvement, then went to his office.
"I think Captain Weston left this Precinct in decent shape, sir." said Briscoe.
"I think so." I said. "But there's room for improvement. One reason we asked you to take this position before you retire is so that you can share some of your vast experience with the younger Officers. I'm not expecting you to overhaul the place, as you won't be here more than another year unless you change your mind on that..."
"Noooo, sir." said Briscoe. "I was happy to have this opportunity, and it's a good capping stone to end my career with the Force. But the day is coming to leave things to the younger generation. I'll definitely teach them what I can, though."
"Good." I said. "So... while you have me here, what are your questions of me?"
"I was talking to some of my people about that storm drain under the County Jail." said Briscoe. "It's locked up, but there's still some security concerns about escapes. Do you think we should consider filling that in or something?"
"I talked to some engineers about that." I said. "They said if we fill it up and then have that once-in-a-millennium flood, the drain would not be able to take the water away and we'd be up to the ceiling in floodwaters. It's also there for us to evacuate the Jail if there's ever a dire need, so we have the keys if we need them. We could add some monitoring, though, like that secret passage we found at Headquarters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next meeting was a lunch meeting at the Sheriff's Office in City Hall. Sheriff Allgood liked to have these meetings on the days of Council meetings, so that he was prepared to meet with the Council before or during their meetings.
Present at the meeting was the Sheriff, his Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald. Police Chief Moynahan, myself, Deputy Chief Della Harlow, Fire Chief Quinlin, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels, and Assistant Public Health Officer Beth Paige. There was no longer an Assistant Fire Chief, so that seat was vacant for the moment. Sometimes the Coroner came, though not always. And after this meeting, Chief of Staff Oswald would usually meet with Harlow and the Assistant Fire Chief and Assistant Public Health Officer to go over 'beans and bullets' issue, i.e. personnel and equipment.
After we made our cold-cuts sandwiches and grabbed drinks, we sat down to have our meeting. It was mostly small talk while we ate. Afterwards, we got down to (the Sheriff's) business.
"Okay," said the Sheriff. "We are under budget for the year, so you're all to be commended for that. I might add that some of that comes from the EMS no longer existing, but the Police Department is much more efficient now that Deputy Chief Harlow has the reins..." There were murmurs of acknowledgement for Della.
The Sheriff went through a few agenda items, then opened up the floor for comments and questions.
"Just one question, Sheriff," said Chief Moynahan, "and since we're doing well with the budget: I'd like to get my SWAT guys some more range time and some more practice with less restrictions on their time. I wouldn't mind getting another set of eight guys trained up, as well. Times are getting more chaotic, and we're going to need our guys to be trained as best as possible."
"I agree, Chief." said Daniel, and I was not fooled into thinking that this was their first conversation on this... just the first one in front of the rest of us. Daniel said "I'm working with the Council to lift the time restrictions on their training, but Malinda Adams is putting up a huge fight on it, as always."
Loran T. Michaels, the Public Health Officer, spoke up next. He was in his 40s, slender, and it looked like his suit was consuming him. He had a pursed mouth and smallish eyes, and his brown hair was neatly combed outward from the middle of his head to the sides.
"Sheriff," he said, "I'll bring up a touchy one: I'm being told that if Robert Brownlee tries to get his job back, he's going to be pushed off onto the Public Health Department. I can tell you right now that my people want nothing to do with him, and we'll fight hard to keep him out."
"I'm not sure what to tell you about that, Loran." said Sheriff Allgood, who was over the Public Health Department the same as he was over the various branches of Public Safety. "I'd say that Robert Brownlee is nowhere near in good enough shape to return to work anywhere, and we should burn that bridge when we come to it."
"Sir," said Michaels, not ready to drop it, "I don't see why we should bear the brunt of having to provide that man a job. Why can't he go back to the Police Department? That would be the correct thing to do under the law."
"There's also an opening for the Assistant Fire Chief." said Assistant PHO Beth Paige.
"Don't you go telling me who to put in my Fire Department positions!" growled Patrick Quinlin. "You mind your own damn Department and leave mine to me!"
"She's right." said Michaels, with an unnerving calm, and a facial expression like he was about to get something over someone. "Why can't Brownlee go to the Fire Department?"
Daniel Allgood looked like he was developing heartburn. "Guys, we are nowhere near having to even think about that situation. Why are we fighting about it now?"
"Because the longer the can is kicked down the road without assurances that my department won't be polluted with Brownlee's filth," said Michaels, "the likelier it'll be you'll try to force him on me."
"I'm not sure what the Council will do, if they've even thought about it." said Allgood. "I do know Brownlee will not be returning to the Police Force. But there are other positions in the County, not even in my Public Safety Department, where Brownlee can be sent to. The Parole Office, the Library System..."
"So are you assuring me that Brownlee will not be forced onto the Public Health Department?" asked Loran T. Michaels, ever persistent.
"Loran, I'd be lying if I could give you that assurance." said Allgood. "It's in the Council's hands, not mine. Now why don't we move along with more current and realistic issues... what?" He saw Michaels and Paige collecting their paperwork as if to leave.
"I'm sorry, Sheriff," said Michaels, "but I need to consult with attorneys and the Council. I believe you're going to try to force Brownlee on us, you won't assure me that you won't, and I'm not really taking your word on this."
"Mr. Michaels," I said with authority in my voice. "Sit back down, please, and I'll tell you what is going to happen with Brownlee." Michaels looked at me in shock; technically, he was the equivalent of the Police Chief.
"Okay, Commander Troy," Michaels said with something of a sneer in his voice. "Tell us."
"Robert Brownlee is going to try to come back to the Police Department." I said. "He will be flatly denied. He may or may not be offered a Public Health position or even a Fire Department position... but that doesn't matter, because he's going to scream and cry and threaten to sue if he does not get his Police Department position back... and that ain't happening. He'll probably file the lawsuit, and the Council will settle with him for some undisclosed amount of green dollar bills, and he will go away... to a new job with the SBI. So stop worrying about it, willya?"
Michaels and Paige sat back down. "You better be right, Commander Troy." Michaels said.
"He always is." said Chief Moynahan. Zoe Singer did not quite suppress a smile.
"Okay, is there anything else?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"Well, Sheriff" I said, "I might as well bring up the 800-pound gorilla in the room. My Precinct Captains are getting asked by Citizens about emergency medical services. With the EMTs gone, they want to amp up our Officers's training, but that won't be to a First Responder level. This private ambulance service business of Councilman Cook is not kosher, and is going to be looked at by law enforcement both within and outside of this County. So my question is... what do we do, and what do we tell the Citizens?"
"You're right, Mr. Crowbar." said Chief Moynahan. "That is indeed an 800-pound gorilla." Everyone laughed.
Sheriff Allgood nodded, then said "It's a good question, though, and I need to be prepared for it if and when the Council asks about it. As to what is happening: the Council was looking into a private service, but as you said, John Colby exposed some issues with it.
"I can also tell you that the Council has expressed concerns that a private service carries severe risks... if inadequate services are provided and someone dies, then there might be lawsuits. With the County EMS, they were indemnified by State Law unless they could be shown to be grossly negligent or intentionally harmed someone. The legalities of a private service are not nearly as clear. They might be fine, but the Council is composed of a lot of worry-warts."
We all laughed at that accurate description of the Council.
"So," the Sheriff continued, "there's the University Hospital. But that's the State, and I know how much you love the State coming into your business, Commander Troy." There were some chuckles at that, but I was not amused: I have no love lost for the SBI, and might have expressed that with a machine gun every once in a while...



"I can tell you this." said Fire Chief Quinlin. "Long before the EMS was done away with, we created a position in the Fire Department called the 'Fire Medic'. These positions were not First Responders; they were like combat medics that went into the fires and gave emergency treatment, and helped bring firemen out of danger situations. For example, EMTs would not have gone in after Roy Easley, but Fire Medics would have if they were on the scene that night. I'm looking into expanding the Fire Medics to be able to be first responders as well as going into dangerous situations."
"Chief," said Commander Zoe Singer, "we've had this conversation: we're on the verge of the Federal Department of Labor coming after us, and if you expand the Fire Medics, the Feds will say it's a replacement for the EMTs... and they'll allow the fired EMTs to sue as well as to be able to get unemployment and other benefits."
Quinlin looked upset at Zoe for bringing that up, but she was independent of him as our Internal Affairs was independent... and she had no fear anyway. I liked that about her.
"My point," said Quinlin, "is that the Fire Medics existed before all of that EMT business happened. It's pre-existing, or ex post facto, or whatever you want to call it. I consulted with the City Attorney's office, and they agree with me that this might be our way past the Feds."
"But it would still give the EMTs the legal opening they need. They can still sue in Federal Court, especially if the Federal DOJ or DOL backs them up." said Deputy Sheriff Charles T. Oswald. "Yeah, you might win, Chief Quinlin, but you could just as easily lose."
"That's true." said Sheriff Allgood. "So, Patrick, who are you going to nominate for the next Assistant Fire Chief?"
"Since the Fire Marshal here has said she's happy where she is," Quinlin said, causing Zoe to nod vigorously, "I'm considering some of our Battalion Chiefs and Superintendents. Not sure yet, though."
Part 14 - Lost and Found
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted Bettina from in front of University Hospital at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 4th. Star Wars Day. May the Fourth be with you.
"Channel Two News has learned that in their meeting last night, the Town & County has made a stunning decision to contract out their Emergency Medical First Responder Services to University Hospital!" Bettina said. "The decision will be ratified with the Second Reading of the Bill next week. The vote was 9-1, with Councilman Thomas P. Cook the lone dissenting vote. Sources tell Channel Two News that the Council acted out of concern that Citizens were beginning to be fearful that proper First Responder treatment might not be available when needed."
"And in other news, the five students that had disappeared but have been since found alive are recovering at University Hospital, and most of them may be released very soon. One student, Sherry Kim, is reported to still be traumatized, and is being evaluated and treated by psychiatrists. One student remains missing."
"Guess what you and Theo get to do today, Mr. Parker." I said as we drank our coffee.
"Uh, interview students?" guessed Teddy Parker.
"Yes, that is the correct answer." I said. "Take someone to videotape the interviews, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was wrapping up the 'Detective Fiction' meeting when my Police cellphone rang. It was Teddy Parker at the Hospital.
"Sir!" he said, "the FBI is here and they're refusing to let us talk to the students."
"I'll be right there." I said. I had Cindy come with me, making sure she had her armor on, as did I. And crowbars, of course.
It was one of those rare moments when I burned the blue lights and drove like a bat out of hell across Town to get to the Hospital. I parked in the 'authorized vehicles only' area, and Cindy and I went inside and up the elevator.
My wife Laura met us at the elevator. "Don't do anything rash, guys." she said. "They're just following orders."
"We'll see about that." I said. I strode down he hall, Cindy following, both with crowbars at the ready. We came upon Teddy, Theo, and Sr. Patrolman Morton, the videographer. Two men in suits were not only blocking the door, but trying to confiscate Morton's camera.
"What in the heck is going on here?" I demanded to know as I came up.
"These guys won't let us through, and they're trying to steal our camera." said Parker.
"We're the FBI." said one of the Agents. "We have orders to prevent anyone but FBI Agents from speaking to these patients. And we also have orders to confiscate any cameras filming us."
"Who is your supervisor?" I thundered. They remained silent. "Look, bozos, I am the Police Commander in this County, and an FBI Consultant as well. You had better start answering some questions, or I'll have the two of you arrested. Who is your supervisor?"
"Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster, chief of the Missing Persons Bureau in the City." said one Agent.
"All right, Captain, we're going to go in and interview Mr. Stone here." I said. We were in front of his room. "If these guys try to stop us, show them no mercy in beating them down with your crowbar. If they draw guns, Officers, shoot them dead." I moved towards the door. The Agent moved to block me, Cindy raised her crowbar, and Parker drew his gun.
"Hold on, hold on." came a voice from down the hall. The FBI Deputy Director himself was striding down the hall. "They're just following orders, Commander."
"I don't care. They'd better get out of my way, sir." I said, and not in a friendly voice.
"May I see you a moment, Commander? Privately?" asked the DepDirector.
"No sir, you may not." I said with alacrity. "Not until I have interviewed these five kidnapped students. And I will interview them, if I have to shed your Agents' blood to get my mission done."
I could feel the power of the man as he tried to reach into my brain and force his will upon me. This time, however, he was up against someone who was pissed off, tired of the games, and exerting my own will. He could see it in my eyes, as well.
"I can see you're upset." the DepDirector said. "Guys, let these police officers interview the patients." The FBI Agents walked away from the door and down the hall, like automatons. "Commander, would you come to the Federal Building after you're done?"
"How about Dr. Fredricson's office? Neutral ground." I said, then added "If she will allow it, of course." Laura just nodded.
"Good enough." said the DepDirector.
"William," said Laura, taking his arm and leading him down the hall, "why don't I get you some coffee and we'll head on back to my office..."
Cindy and the Officers were just looking at me, and my partner's face had a look of stunned amazement. "Don, did you really just bust the FBI Deputy Director's chops?"
"I'm getting tired of being treated like a mushroom, Crowbar 2." I said. "Okay, Teddy, I'm going to lead the interviews. Come on in..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The interviews will be somewhat condensed here for brevity. First was Jason 'Big Jake' Stone. He was a handsome young man with a very fit, muscular body, and he reminded me of my nephew Todd and the other well-hung young studs like Sean and Ryan in that one could sense his virility. It did not take a great feat of detection to know that Jake Stone was getting a lot of pussy.
"I don't remember much." said Jake. "We were doing two things out there. We were collecting samples for Sherry and her professor, and we were doing a cinematic arts project for Annemarie. She was filming Sherry and I taking samples, and we were flirting... uh, the plot of Annemarie's film?... she wanted me to have sex with her, with Natalie, and with Sherry, and she'd decide which one worked best for her project."
"With Sherry?" I asked. "Was she sexually active?"
"No sir." said Jake. "That was the story line. I was going to take her virginity."
"What about Danny?" I asked.
"Huh!" Jake exclaimed with disgust. "That fucking twerp? He'd been trying to hit that for a long time, and couldn't get the job done. Sherry was very eager to go along with Annemarie's project, especially in front of Danny."
"So," I said, "We know you and Natalie had sex, and you and Annemarie were having sex in the Hollow. What about Sherry?"
"Oh yeah." said Jake. "I did her first, right about sunset. Annemarie and Jeff were both filming it. After taking the samples, we went back to the tents, and Sherry and I started making out. We got out of our clothes, and laid down a blanket, and I got on top of Sherry. She's really hot for an Asian girl, and I was hot for her. So I popped her cherry and fucked her. Made her come her very first time, too."
"And this was filmed?" I asked. Jake affirmed it.
"And how did Danny take all this?"
"He was really pissed off. He was begging Sherry to stop, to not do it." Jake said. "Annemarie is pretty tall, taller than Danny, and she threatened to beat him up and cut off his nuts if he interfered. Then Sherry told Danny to go away, that she was going to give me her cherry. I thought all that was part of the script, at first. But then Danny left in a huff.
"Did you see where he went?" I asked.
"No, I was too busy fuck------ er, making love to Sherry." Jake said. "And after I came inside Sherry, Danny wasn't there. We made supper, then I had sex with Natalie, and Jeff got sloppy seconds with her."
"So what happened to you afterwards?" I asked.
"I... don't remember." Jake said. "We went down into the Hollow after dark, and I had sex with Annemarie on camera.... no, it was Natalie filming it... well, she filmed for a while, then she set the camera down and left. Annemarie was really into it, so I concentrated on her and gave her all I had, then finally came inside her... yeah, I took a Viagra. Hell, not even John Holmes could keep up with three hot women like that, especially Sherry. I was going to spend the night with her in her tent... but... I don't remember..."
"So the last thing you remember is having sex with Annemarie?" I asked.
"Yeah, I came in her and I was about to get up off her... and... I...." It was clear he could not remember.
"Did you hear a scream, or any other loud noises?" I asked.
"When I was fucking Natalie..." Jake said, "... there was a strange scream from the woods. It was... weird... but there wasn't anything there... we went down there... we were going to film the scene with Annemarie..." I could see Jake was becoming agitated, but it didn't help his memory.
"Just take it easy." I said. "Don't try too hard and it'll come back on its own. Just one more question: who was supposed to pick you guys up, and when?"
"Uhhh..." said Jake. "I don't remember... we were going to call..." He shook his head, as if it wasn't coming to him.
"If you remember that, please give me a call." I said, leaving my card on his bedside table. We all left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, that seriously changes things." Cindy said as we went into the hall. "Danny might not have been there at all, or he was hiding somewhere."
"Or my theory," I said, "which is that one of the vehicles stayed there, and Danny drove it back, stranding the others. But that opens a whole new slew of questions. Let's talk to Jeff next."
Jeff Slake didn't add much. He said that he was helping Natalie and Annemarie with filming, that he watched Jake pop Sherry's cherry and then have some really hot sex. Danny got pissed and he, Jeff, was helping Annemarie stop Danny from interfering with Sherry and Jake... Sherry was really into Jake, and Jeff thought some of it was Sherry's pleasure in tormenting Danny... then Jake fucked Natalie and after they were done Jeff fucked Natalie to get sloppy seconds, which he liked a lot. He didn't know if Annemarie filmed him, Jeff, with Natalie.
No, Danny had walked off... didn't see him again... as far as Jeff knew, they were going to call to have the van come and get them on Sunday... the last thing he remembered was Natalie on top of him, fucking in their tent... he'd heard a scream when Jake was fucking Natalie... no... no more screams... but he heard what sounded like someone walking outside the tents while Natalie was fucking him... no, just nothing after that...
Natalie Jenkins seemed a bit more alert than the others when we went to her room. She confirmed that they'd been taken out in a couple of vans... no, the vans had left... no, Sherry was supposed to call for them to be picked up on Sunday... yes, they filmed Jake and Sherry making love, and they were really hot and going at it, then Jake fucked her, Natalie, then Jeff was all hot to get sloppy seconds, so she let him... yes, she filmed Annemarie and Jake, and Annemarie was really into it... yes, she put the camera down and went back to camp and had more sex with Jeff... she'd heard a scream while Jake was fucking her, and it was really spooky... no, she heard nothing else like that... yes, she was having sex with Jeff, then the next thing she knew she was being put into an ambulance in a town called Rome, and she was really groggy and out of it...
Last, and certainly not least, was Annemarie. Though still in physical pain, she was ready to be discharged from the Hospital. She was a very beautiful young woman with her black hair and very pretty face. What is it about raven-haired women that attracts me so much, I wondered, thinking of Laura, Melina, Ivy, Ryan's mother Marlena...
"Look, I'll tell you the whole story, since I've heard of your reputation, Mr. Iron Crowbar." Annemarie said. Her eyes were looking at me with something resembling awe. "Sherry and I had been talking, and she needed to go get samples as part of her professor's study. I needed to make a short film, so we thought we would combine our work on one trip."
Annemarie continued: "Sherry had a crush on Jake, and to be honest, he was hot for her too. And she was getting tired of that little worm Danny. He'd asked her to marry him, even had bought a ring. She'd told him she wouldn't even think about things like that until she had graduated, but she knew she couldn't string him along any further... yes, that's right, she said she was stringing him along all that time. So, she wanted to find a way to break Danny off, and she thought making him watch while she gave her virginity to Jake would get the message across."
"So, we went out, set up camp, and Jake and Sherry were taking samples and flirting while I filmed it.... yeah, they were kissing a lot, making out... yeah, Danny saw it and he was getting upset... Jeff and Natalie were making sure he didn't get to talk to Sherry or mess with her... So we went back to camp, and Jake made love to Sherry. Danny was trying to get her to stop, and she said something about telling him to watch a real man pop her cherry... and then Jake got on Sherry and did it, he deflowered her right there in front of us with the cameras rolling...
"Uh, no, I only had the one videocamera... it was on there, close to the beginning... yeah, the camera Natalie was using to film Jake fucking me in the forest. I was thinking of editing it to be something like the 'Antichrist' scene, but that wasn't original so I was thinking I'd have to do something else with it... we were thinking of having Jake dress up as 'Slender Man' and come and fuck me, maybe take the unclothed Jake's place and I'd edit that in, but we'd have to go home and get his suit and stuff...
"So yeah, we filmed Jake and Sherry making love, and I do mean making love, Jake was really hot for Sherry and she was into him, it was really beautiful to see... no, Danny had walked away from us... I don't know, never saw him again that day or that night... the last thing I remember is having a mind-blowing orgasm when Jake was fucking me under that big tree... then he came in me and was getting off and... no, don't remember anything after that... yeah, I had what I thought were weird dreams that there was a lot of shouting and I was being fucked again and again... no, it was a lot more dreamlike, I wasn't really awake for it...
"Who was supposed to come get us? Gosh, I don't know... I think Sherry was going to call to have the van come back and at least take the samples back on Sunday...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Get that video into the evidence servers, pronto." I said, once we were back in the hall. "I'm going to be studying those interviews over and over. I'd caution all of you to make no theories until we get all the facts."
"That was mindblowing stuff in there." Cindy said, the gears in her head turning a million miles a minute.
"Sir," said Parker, "should we put out an APB for Danny Cantrell... and as a suspect instead of a missing person?"
"Uh, not yet." I said. "He's being searched for as it is. Okay guys, y'all can go back to Headquarters. I'm going to my wife's office."
"Invite the FBI to the Police Boxing Matches." Cindy said. "I want to whip their asses as much as you do right now."
Part 15 - Formulating Answers
I called ahead and Laura answered. "Hi Darling. Listen, he had to leave, and it was for legitimate reasons. That's me telling you that darling, it was legitimate. He did say Jack Muscone would come to your Headquarters later today, and to please not hurt him... Yes, I think he underestimated how pissed off you are..."
So I went back to Headquarters. The MCD was buzzing. I 'invited' Parker, Masters, Washington, and Ross to my office.
"So, guys," I said, "You'll have to catch up by listening to us, Coldiron, but I wanted to hear what the rest of you thought.
"Those interviews changed everything." said Cindy. I wanted the Detectives to hash on this one, so I asked Parker and Washington to give me their thoughts.
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "I'm still processing it all, and I want to see the tapes of those interviews again. For me, Danny Cantrell has turned into a suspect. Maybe he left, called for help, then went back and abducted the rest of them."
"Way too many holes in the argument that Danny is the creep." I said. "First, he left his cellphone in one of the tents, so how did he call for help? Second, it was his vomit and blood found at the scene where Sherry and Annemarie were raped. So if we'd come across five or six people dead of gunshot wounds, I'd say Danny was the cause of a murder-suicide. But I don't think that's the case."
Theo Washington said "That was pretty brutal, how they acted towards Danny. Reminds me of that Jimmy Tolson case... why would he hang around with people treating him like shit like that?"
"Especially after Sherry herself teased him, then cuckolded him." said Cindy.
"I've got a question." said Lt. Masters. "From what I've been told so far, all four of the ones you talked to lost their memories right about the same time. Sherry Kim is still too traumatized to talk with us, but I'd like to know where she was and what she was doing at the moment the rest of them went blank."
"Good thought." I said. "Keep that up and I'll put you in the MCD Lieutenant position."
"Don't threaten the poor guy." Cindy replied, and everyone laughed.
"Okay," I said, "Seriously, that's a good thought. Danny wasn't seen in any of the videos. For that matter, we don't have the video of Sherry and Jake. Did you guys check on that?"
"Oh you bet, sir." Cindy said. "I've got the Crime Lab re-examining all the tapes and cellphones, as well as the rest of the stuff we collected there. It's digital, not tape, so we're looking for any media storage devices. Having said that, I would've thought we'd have found something the first time through."
"Hmmm..." I said. "Okay, anything else?"
"On behalf of everyone here," Cindy said, "what do you think of this, Commander?"



"Well," I said, settling back into my comfortable Command Chair, "my original and most burning question is still unanswered: what were the arrangements to return these people home to the University campus?"
"Yessss! I get to say it!" Cindy exclaimed, a huge light in her ruggedly pretty face. "Okay everyone... 'teachable moment'!. When the Iron Crowbar focuses on something as closely and persistently as he is doing with this question, that is our cluuuuuuue to give it the same amount of attention! Consider yourselves warned!"
I chuckled. "Yes, that is very true." I said. "And it definitely is a key issue in this case. Anyway, Lt. Masters covered my second question: what happened to all these people right at the same time, such that their memories left them right at the same time? And last, and pretty obvious to state: what is the sequence of events that led to Sherry and Annemarie and Danny being at that cabin, and the others found so far away?"
After a pause, I said, "Okay, if you guys will get to it, I have a couple of things to do." That was a dismissal, and the Detectives needed no help understanding it. Everyone left. I made a call to the Crime Lab.
"Ah, Christina." I said. "I need you to search something in particular..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Mr. Muscone." my lovely assistant Helena French said brightly as FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone came to the anteroom of my office. "Commander Troy said you could go right in whenever you got here."
"Thank you." said Muscone. He mentally prepared himself, knocked on the door, opened it, and entered my office. I was sitting behind the desk, my eyes boring into him. He closed the door behind him.
"Have a seat." I said.
"Thanks." he replied. After sitting down he said "I know you're mad, so go ahead and rip me a new one."
"I can understand the FBI not sharing information with the locals; they do that all the time, nationwide." I said. "And I understand that for the most part this case is out of my jurisdiction. But I thought you and I were better friends than this, Jack. Not even returning a phone call?"
"I know." said Muscone. "And I won't insult you with excuses. I will say this, and you can believe it or not believe it: I talked to my boss earlier this morning. I'd already told him I didn't like us treating you this way, and after what happened at the Hospital I told him I was going to talk to you no matter what his orders were. After he saw you, he relented."
"So, what is going on?" I asked.
"You can probably tell me." Muscone said. "The missing people have been Clark Webster's case, and they're not sharing much with my team, either."
"And the gunrunning?" I asked, my eyes boring into Jack's. He winced.
"You do know, don't you?" he asked. "That's where my boss and I are at odds. All I can say is that I've been ordered directly to not tell you nor Cindy anything about it. I think that's stupid, I'd rather have you both working with us, but those are my orders. Yes, I'm your friend, but you know how it is with these things... hell, your own wife doesn't tell you everything, like that Priya Ajmani incident."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "And I understand. But again... next time, pick up the god-damned phone and tell me straightaway, whydontcha."
"All right." said Muscone. "So, how about I make it up to you by treating you to lunch. Cop Bar, of course."
"Sure." I said. "But let me call Cindy. She's pissed at you guys, too." I got on the phone and called Cindy to my office.
When she got to the office, I said "Agent Muscone is treating us to lunch, Cindy. I'm going to have a couple of double cheeseburgers myself, Jack. I'm going to need to pack as much protein as I can if I'm going to have a shot in hell in the Police Boxing Matches."
"The cheeseburgers are tasty," said Cindy, "but they're not going to help when I get you into the ring, Brother Crowbar." Jack laughed, though it was a tepid one.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Jack and I consumed two double-cheeseburgers each, and Cindy practically inhaled a fish and chips dinner, Jack did tell us some things.
"Martin Nash seems happy to be back, but I think he's going to miss you guys more than he realizes." Jack said. "So tell me something, Don... when do you think you'll be ready to move on the Consultant of Crime? To take him down?"
"Two months." I said. "Literally... I think all will be said and done by July 4th. I am starting to cast my nets around him. The Mouseketeers and I are beginning to put together the financial case that'll get him charged with RICO violations, and I'm starting to put together evidence and witnesses that'll get him the death penalty for multiple murders."
"Conspiracy to commit murder?" Jack asked.
"We may can get him for a direct charge in this last case of the Standard Tools Building blowup." I said. "But it's going to be tricky, no doubt about it."
"Think you can get him without getting yourself killed in the process?" Cindy asked, brutally and directly. I looked at Cindy, then down at my plate. I did not reply, and Cindy was not pleased as she stared at me.
"He better not get himself killed." said Muscone. "No one else will be able to correlate everything and wrap it up tight for a Court case. Paulina's good, and so are my U.S. Attorneys, but this one is going to need the Iron Crowbar."
"Don't worry." I said. "When all is said and done... we will not have failed." I would say no more, and I still had one agitated platinum blonde with a blue crowbar sitting next to me.
Part 16 - The Camera Doesn't Lie, Does It?
Later that afternoon, I got an email from Christina Cho. She said that they had found the digital media storage device for the camera Annemarie was using, in a false bottom of Jeff Slake's backpack, just where I'd suggested she look. She also said the data was on evidence servers, and was password protected due to the 'adult' nature of the material. I forwarded the email to Cindy, Coldiron, and Teddy, then sat back to watch.
The video showed Sherry and Big Jake at the river. Sherry was a beautiful Asian woman, short and lithe, but with very shapely legs under the 'Daisy Dukes' jeans she was wearing, a mouthwatering ass, relatively large breasts that jutted out proudly under her low-cut shirt. Her black hair fell in gentle curls down her upper back. Her lips were full and inviting, and her high cheekbones and slanted eyes were a hot interracial contrast to the young white stud next to her.
After collecting some samples, Jake leaned over and kissed Sherry, and she eagerly returned it. Their lips locked, alternating with showing their tongues twining hotly. I could hear some voices in the background, a male voice whining "Sherry, what are you doing?" and another voice, a woman's, saying "It's for the video, just watch and enjoy it."
Jake was now on his knees, and Sherry was kneeling between his thighs. He unzipped his jeans and fished out his cock. Even half-hard, it was huge, and it was quickly hardening to its full length. Sherry grasped the huge weapon of lust in her small hand. As she gently jacked it, I could see the veins and ridges of his cockshaft as the camera zoomed in on it, and the drop of pre-cum on the huge, helmeted head.
The camera zoomed out a bit as Sherry bent down and slid her mouth over Jake's cock. Her full lips slid up and down his taut shaft, stretched by his thickness as she fellated him hungrily. She took almost all of it into her throat, gulping and gasping as she sucked him hard and deep. The look on Jake's face was pure pleasure, and Sherry's eyes betrayed her pure lust.
Finally Jake stopped it, saying he would come if she kept that up. They got up and Jake closed his pants, then they walked hand in hand towards the camp in the yard of the Point Hollow property, the house visible on the right.
The video went dark for a second, then came back on. This time Sherry was wearing only a skirt and t-shirt, and high heel sandals instead of tennis shoes. The sandals had a block heel. She and Jake were making out on a sheet on the grass, and it was obvious they were really into each other. They began stripping each other, and Sherry's breasts came into view, her nipples hard and pointing out with arousal. Jake's huge boner was bobbing in front of his large, low-hanging balls. Sherry had a nice little pubic bush above her pink slit. Jake eased Sherry onto her back, then slid between her upraised legs and began feasting on her virgin, Asian pussy.
Again I heard voices off-camera, someone saying "Sherry, stop! What are you doing?" and a woman, likely Annemarie, saying "She seems to like Jake's tongue better than yours, limpdick!" Others laughed.
Then the moment arrived and Jake mounted the beautiful Asian woman. Sherry reached for the young stud's big cock and eased it to her labes. Jake dryhumped her several times, slicing his long, thick cockshaft along her slick labes several times. Then he prodded at her swollen clit a number of times, making her moan. Then she reached down and pushed his cockhead into her cunthole. He pushed forward.
"AHHHHH!!!!!" Sherry gasped out as she was penetrated. Jake eased his ass up then sank down again, burying more of his meat into her virgin cunt. He withdrew and pushed in hard again, and his long cock sank all the way down into her!
"Oh yeah!" I heard someone off camera say. A woman then said "Damn, he just popped her cherry with that big thing! Sherry! how does it feel?"
"It's heavenly." Sherry said as Jake ground his loins against hers. "Ohhhh, it so good!" He slowly withdrew until his cockhead was visible between her labes, then slowly sank all the way back in again. They both groaned.
"How does Sherry's pussy feel, Jake?" asked Annemarie, who was holding the camera.
"Tight." he gasped. "So fucking tight! But frickin' awesome!" He began pumping his cock in and out of the lovely Asian woman, slowly at first, then increasing the speed and power of his strokes until he had a good, steady rhythm going.
Sherry was responding to his thrusts, meeting them like a practiced lover. She was kissing Jake's chest, then as he bent down to smash his mouth against hers, she kissed him hard back, pulling his face into hers. Her legs wrapped around his back, then his ass and thighs.
"Wow, not bad for a virgin!" came a voice off camera. Then another voice saying something muffled. Sherry then said "Ohhhh, I'm so glad you popped my cherry, Jason! I'm glad it was a real man like you!"
"Oh yeah, a woman like you deserves the very best of everything, nothing second rate." Jake said. I realized these words were meant for Danny Cantrell, to make him feel the pain of his inadequacy.
The rutting couple humped lustily for several minutes, kissing each other hard and nuzzling each other's necks. The camera moved to show the huge cock pumping the clinging Asian pussy as Jake fucked Sherry to her first of many orgasms. I heard her gasping out.
"Damn, you're a natural at this." Jake said, making Sherry smile up at him.
"It's because I love you, Jason!" Sherry said. "I want to make you happy, only you, Jason!" Jason kissed Sherry again, tenderly then deeply as her arms wrapped around his neck.
"Where's he going?" I heard someone say off camera.
"Who gives a shit?" said someone else. "Come on, Stone! Fuck her like you mean it!"
"I do mean it." Jason said. He then kissed Sherry's cheek then nuzzled her neck. When the camera panned around to show their coupled loins, I could see white froth... Jake had come inside Sherry and was so aroused that his huge cock remained hard, and he continued to steadily and deeply fuck her.
The tape went on for several long minutes. Then Jake raised up, trapped Sherry's sexy legs under his strong, muscular arms and began powerfucking down into her. Sherry cried out in pleasure as Jake fucked her until he announced that his nut was rising. A moment later he cried out as he began shooting his load deep into Sherry's eagerly receptive, Asian pussy. The couple collapsed, holding each other and sharing kisses and small talk, and then the scene ended.
There was a bit more on the tape. It showed Sherry (clothed) and Natalie collecting more soil samples, then the camera went inside the house. I watched and re-watched that portion, but there was nothing of interest in the few rooms shown... but that was an interesting mirror over the fireplace of the greatroom, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." Cindy said as she came into my office some minutes later. "I am going to need a few drinks after that one. You are buying at the Cop Bar tonight."
"Agreed." I said. "Yes, that was pretty... steamy." I said. I did not mention that I'd already secreted copies of all three of Jake' sessions with the three women onto a jump drive to take home for Laura and I to watch... while in our bed making love.
"One thing is for damn sure." Cindy said. "Sherry might have been a virgin until that day, but she was one hell of an experienced cocksucker. I'll pet a paycheck on that."
"I won't bet against you." I said.
"So why did Annemarie say that was on the same tape as the other sex scenes?" Cindy asked. "And for that matter, how did you know where to tell the Crime Lab to find it? Christina Cho is in awe of you yet again."
"Well," I said, "Jeff has a reputation for watching porn and being a pervert. I think he switched out the camera storage device, and intended to keep the Jake and Sherry tape for himself... or maybe force Danny to have to watch it again and again. Annemarie might not have noticed the switch, and thought it was the same storage device."
"Makes sense." Cindy said. "About the only thing that does make sense in this case. Any good clues, though?"
"Well, we do get a better sense of the timeline." I said "We can hear background voices asking where someone was going, likely Danny as he got upset and left. He has not been seen nor heard from since." I said.
"Until his vomit and blood were found in that cabin." Cindy said. "So do you think he walked back to Town?"
Just then, there was a knock on the door. Detective Teddy Parker was admitted. "Ma'am, sir," he said, "I just found out why the Point Hollow house stays so clean. There's been a cleaning service that goes out every Wednesday and cleans the house, top to bottom. They've been paid out of a trust from the Bonniker estate, and the estate's lawyer has maintained the trust. The cleaning service is 'Gomez Cleaning and Repair, LLC'. I talked to the owner, who says they've been routinely cleaning the house for nearly 20 years now, and they've never had a problem nor seen any intruders or trespassers on campus.
Parker added: "The owner did say that they always go in the morning because they refuse to be there after dark. They've never heard any weird noises, but some of them are very superstitious, and won't go near the Hollow itself. They had one woman who worked for them a few years ago. She said the Hollow was haunted by evil spirits."
"No doubt about that." I said, getting a look from Cindy. "Oh, you know it's true, Crowbar Two."
"Yes." Cindy said. "I did feel something really deep and dark there when we were out there the other day. I don't know what it is..."
Part 17 - The Flatfoot Grind
Still Wednesday, May 4th. There were a lot of University students dressed up in Star Wars gear as I drove in my Police SUV to the Biology Building. In the vehicle with me were Captain Cindy Ross and Detective Teddy Parker.
The Biology Building was one of the older and least-kept-up buildings on Campus. It was one of the least funded majors on this campus and many others, for right or for wrong.
Coming around back, I saw three vehicles parked near the back dock. There was a young man unloading one van, and I recognized him from his DMV photo.
"Ron Estes?" I asked loudly, coming up to him.
"Yeah?" he replied.
"I'm Commander Troy of the Town & County Police Department. This is Captain Ross and Detective Parker. Can I ask you a couple of follow-up questions about the students that disappeared?"
"I thought you guys found them." Estes said as I indicated to him to sit on the concrete steps at the end of the loading dock.
"Most of them." I said. "One's still missing. Danny Cantrell."
"Oh, him." Estes said with a hint of derisiveness.
"Something about him you can tell us?" I asked.
"Not really." said Estes. "I thought he was an idiot. He was chasing after Sherry Kim, and it was plain to the world she didn't think much of him. He didn't give a damn about Biology, either. Changed his major to get near her."
"What do you think of Sherry Kim?" I asked.
"Oh, she's a great girl." Estes said. "Kind of quiet, like many Asian women are. But she could take charge when she wanted to. She'd organize field trips to collect samples, stuff like that."
"So she arranged the trip to Point Hollow?" I asked.
"Uh, no, that was Professor Mickelson. He arranged two trips at the same time: one to Point Hollow, one to Farmdale County, south of the nuclear power plant."
"And you used those three vehicles to take them there?" I asked. "Two vans and an Jeep Wrangler type of truck?"
"Uh yeah." said Estes. "We used the Wrangler and one van to take them out to Point Hollow, then we drove back and used the two vans to go to the other collection point."
"The two vans?" I asked. "Why not take the Wrangler, like you did with the Point Hollow group?"
"Uhh..." Estes stammered, then collected himself, "... we took a lot more gear to the Power Plant collection site. The guys going to Point Hollow mostly had their own stuff in their backpacks or rucksacks, and just a cooler for their samples. To be honest, I didn't know if that was a real sample collection trip or just going out camping and drinking beer."
"Who went on the Power Plant trip?" I asked.
"Me, Ben Ellman, Shani Waughton." said Estes. "That dirtbag Cantrell was supposed to go with us and do some work for a change, but he went with Sherry's group. Of course."
"Where is Shani now?" I asked.
"She went with Dr. Ellman to his conference in Tennessee." said Estes.
"So let me ask this." I said. "What was the arrangement to pick the Point Hollow guys back up?"
"Sherry was supposed to call." Estes replied. "She has my number as well as Professor Mickelson's and the Biology Department's line. But she didn't call at all. I got a bit worried on Monday, as did one of her dorm mates. We thought maybe they got back another way, but when they didn't show up Tuesday, Professor Mickelson suggested we call the Police."
"So why didn't you go out there to check up on them?" I asked. "You're in charge of all three vehicles; you could've taken one out there, to see what was going on?"
"Well, Commander," said Estes, just a hint of testiness creeping into his voice, "with perfect 20/20 hindsight, you're right; I should have. At the time, we thought little of it. We'd just gotten back from the other trip, we had samples to process and test, gear and vehicles to clean up, and all that."
"When did you get back from the Power Plant trip?" I asked.
"Sunday. Just before sunset." Estes said.
"Nothing out of the ordinary down there?"
"No sir."
"Okay, thanks." I said. We all took our leave of Estes and went around to the front of the Biology Building. I told Cindy and and Teddy that my appointment with Professor Mickelson was for me alone, that he was touchy and would balk at seeing three of us, and that they could walk a couple of buildings down and visit my wife in her office and I'd catch up to them there.
I went up to Mickelson's office, where I was ushered in by his assistant. His office was most very typical of a Science professor's: books on shelves that reached from floor to ceiling, a few awards hanging on the wall, a desk littered with papers.



"Ah, Commander." said Mickelson, standing up to shake hands. He was short and had to look way up to make eye contact. He was getting wider in girth, though not 'waddling' fat; indeed, he was fairly spry. His graying hair and beard were a bit unkempt.
"Walk with me, I have to check on some things as we talk." he said. I followed him through the hall and into a lab. "I gave you this interview because your wife asked me to. She is not a woman one says 'no' to. Being her husband, I am sure you know that already."
"I certainly do." I said. "So to not waste your time, I'll just begin asking my questions. Can you tell me about the project that you sent the students to Point Hollow to do?"
"Well, I sent Sherry Kim, Annamarie Reynolds, and Jason Stone. Jeff Slake went along, and Natalie Jenkins ending up going with them. Stone was in radiochemistry, so he had a useful purpose for going. Danny Cantrell went too, but I'm not sure why; he wasn't part of this project. Estes had wanted him to go to the other site, said he wanted to make Cantrell do some real work."
"What was the project, to the extent you can tell me, and with my assurance of confidence..." I asked.
"Yes, I can tell you're married to a University professor." Mickelson joked. "I know you'll keep this in confidence, though it's not a big secret. We're doing soil sample testing well above the Nuclear Power Plant, and down below it. The purpose is to ostensibly to see if there is more radiation below the Plant vs. a control upstream. But in reality, Point Hollow is no place to run a control test. There's some strange radiation there. That's what I'm really studying, though I'm trying to keep that hush-hush."
"If I may ask, why?" I said, genuinely curious. I watched as the Professor checked on several soil samples, then some plants. Then we headed back towards his office as he talked.
"Have you noticed all the students wearing that silly Star Wars stuff today?" he asked.
"Sure." I said. "It's May 4th. Star Wars Day."
"Yes, so if they're doing crap like that," Mickelson said as we sat down in his office, "then imagine how nuts they'd go if they thought aliens were landing at Point Hollow."
"Say again?" I asked.
"Now don't get me wrong; I'm not one of those nutjobs." Mickelson said. "But there are some interesting things going on up there. First, as you may know, no crops are grown on those grounds. Just the old orchards, left to grow wild, and some muscadine vines left over. The rest is nothing but short grass that cattle won't eat."
"Yes sir." I said.
"There is some radioactivity there. Some heavy elements that normally shouldn't be there. But that's relatively small and minor. What's interesting to me is the Sigma radiation. Have you heard of that?"
"Vaguely, sir." I said. "There's been some association with the paranormal, if I recall correctly."
"Not bad." said Mickelson. "Yes, Sigma radiation is not really radiation, but an energy signature. It's associated with the Slender Man, and the Rake, and possibly other paranormal occurrences. With all the goings-on up at Point Hollow for so many years, I wanted to test for it. But quietly, of course, as this is not accepted as genuine scientific study."
"I see." I said. "Purely for my own curiosity, what have you found?"
"There is definitely something. If not Sigma radiation, perhaps some other unique energy that is affecting that area. It may be byproducts or breakdown products of the radioactive substances. So tell me, Commander, what do you think might be causing the radiation at Point Hollow? I understand you were a Chemistry major, and you were in the military."
"Yes sir." I said. "If I recall, there was a Government facility near Dawsonville, Georgia, decades ago, where they did work on nuclear materials when the science was new. There are still glass-like rocks there that are radioactive. I suspect that something like that occurred around Point Hollow... or materials were dumped there, decades ago."
"Could well be, could well be." said Professor Mickelson. I couldn't tell if he was impressed with my answer, or disappointed that I knew as much as I did.
"So let me ask you, sir," I said, "these students went on this trip, didn't come home as planned. What was the original plan to bring them home?"
"You know, I don't know." said Mickelson. "They usually work that out themselves. Estes usually works out the details of that, so you might ask him."
"Yes sir." I said. "So when these students didn't show up on Monday, what did you do?"
"Estes came up to me, along with one of Sherry Kim's friends." said Mickelson. "They were concerned they'd heard no word from the students. It's not unusual for young people these days to take off on whims, so I suggested they waited until these kids were supposed to show up for my Tuesday class. They didn't show, and that's when we decided to call the Police about it."
"I see." I said. "So no concern before Tuesday?"
"Oh no, it wouldn't be the first time a student didn't come in when expected." said the professor. "In fact... the first place I'd look for a missing student would be the Police Station... they tend to get arrested for drunken and disorderly behavior."
"That could well be possible." I said as I extended my card to him. "I appreciate your time, Professor, and if it's not too much to ask, I'd be very interested in hearing about your research in the future."
"I'll certainly let you know of any interesting findings or symposiums I give." said the professor. "And say hello to your lovely wife for me."
"Oh, by the way," I said as I reached the door. "I need to talk to one of the teachers and one of the students here. A Ben Ellman and a Shani Waughton."
"Oh, he's out of Town." said Mickelson. "Attending a conference in Tennessee. He's due back next Monday. I'll have him call you when he gets in. I'm not sure who Shani is, she's not one of my students..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I entered Laura's office, a piercing scream split the air, followed by the shout of "Daddy!" It was my daughter Carole, who worked her way out of Cindy's lap and ran at top speed to me and hugged my leg.
"Hey, Carole!" I said, picking her up and giving her a big hug. "How's my girl?"
"Good!" Carole said. "Cin-dee came to see me."
"Aw, that's good of her." I said. I moved to the group, sitting on Laura's sofas, and sat down next to Teddy Parker. Laura was holding Jim. After a few moments, Carole became restless, so I gave her back to Cindy and took Jim in my arms. He smiled when he saw me.
"So," Laura said, "what did you think of the nutty professor?"
"You know," I said, "some of the stuff he talked about was kind of interesting. I get the sense he's bored, though."
"I haven't thought of that, but you're probably right." Laura said. "Like I told you before, he's studied radiation effects on genetics for years. They're not giving out grants for that kind of study, not like they used to. So he starts looking for radiation sources from the paranormal, alien landings and such stuff, and the contributions of aliens to human genetics. Of course there will be no grants for that, unless he can somehow actually find proof of something."
"So how is Sherry Kim?" I asked.
Laura said "I was just telling your partners here... she's not doing well at all. She's going to need some serious therapy. Maybe hypnosis therapy. Dr. Yates is taking over her treatment from me. There's nothing more that I can do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I told Cindy and Teddy of my conversation with Professor Mickelson, couching it in pretty innocent terms regarding the paranormal stuff. "The bottom line is that I am still not happy with everyone being so nonchalant about these six not showing up on Monday. Oh... I have an email."
I looked at the email. "It's the FBI's results of the DNA tests on Sherry and Annemarie. Both had Jason Stone's semen in their vaginas, and there were DNA workups of at least two other men from their vaginas and Sherry's anus, none of the DNA matching anyone on any Federal or State database. That's curious."
"What about Natalie Jenkins?" asked Cindy.
"Yeah, it's in here, too. Slake and Stone, both men's semen found in her vagina and underwear. Annamarie and Sherry were found naked, and no clothing at the scene, by the way. Natalie had two other men's semen in her vagina, one of them matching Sherry's anal rapist, the other being different and also not found in any database."
"Kind of getting hard to not have one's DNA on file with the Federal Government." said Cindy, with a great deal of acerbity in her voice. "Every military and Federal officer has to give blood for medical exams, so they're on file. Most anyone in any Government job likely is in the databases. Most if not all convicted criminals in the last couple of decades."
"Yep." I said. "So this means one of three things... these men are foreigners, these men are so under the radar that they've never had their DNA matrix saved..."
"And what else? The third thing?" Cindy asked.
"The FBI is lying to us in this report." I said.
Part 18 - Plots
"You have got a lot of nerve, a lot of nerve, coming here." said Dirty Lennie.
"Yeah, right." said SBI Agent Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples.
"Not only is this the Iron Crowbar's County," said Lennie, "I heard he's out for blood. Your blood."
"We'll see whose blood is shed first." snarled Sharples. "Listen Lennie, do you want a shot at the bastards that killed your cousin?"
"I heard you SBI Agents planted him." said Lennie. "I even heard that you shot him."
"Aw, that's stuff for the media. Political stuff to make Lewis look good." said Sharples. "But the truth is, Lennie, when we got there, Scrawny was already shot dead. The drug gang we were after killed him then ran up the highway to this County. Now... would you like a shot at helping me bring their asses down? Getting some revenge for your cousin?"
"I'm listening." said Dirty Lennie...
To be continued.
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Part 19 - Media Relations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 6th. "Channel Two News has learned that the suspension of SBI Narcotics Task Force Director Richard Ferrell without pay has been upheld!"
A cheer went up in the MCD room as we listened. Bettina continued: "The grievance filed by the SBI's Union was denied by the Federally appointed arbitrator, who stated that NTF Director Ferrell very likely broke a number of laws in conducting a drug raid within the jurisdiction of the City. The arbiter also made reference to a number of spotty warrants obtained by the SBI for some of their previous raids, the worst case being the raid that led to the death of a U.S. Marine. The SBI and Mr. Ferrell can appeal the ruling in Federal Court, but that will not be heard for some time."
Bettina went on: "The FBI continues to investigate the SBI, though it is believed their findings will not come out for weeks or even months. It is very possible the FBI could release its findings in late October... just in time for the November elections. SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is running for Governor, has demanded the FBI either show cause for their investigation or drop the investigation altogether. And in a stunning development, Director Lewis ordered all SBI Agents to refuse to cooperate with the FBI, at least until the election is over.
"Republicans charge that this is a ploy to keep the FBI report from being released until after the election. They accuse Director Lewis of corruption, and have demanded he resign as SBI Director or face possible impeachment.
"Meanwhile, Governor Val Jared has made reform of the SBI a major plank of his platform." Bettina said. "In a speech yesterday to the State Fraternal Order of Police, Governor Jared stated that the SBI is too corrupt to be allowed to continue unchecked. He is proposing a scaling back of the SBI's assets and ability to run operations without cooperation from local law enforcement authorities. Director Lewis will give a speech to the F.O.P. over the weekend, and they will endorse a candidate next week."
"In local news, the new State Crime Lab is nearing completion." Bettina said. "Some members of the Town & County Council are calling upon the Police Department to scale back its own Crime Lab, and use the State Crime Lab's better facilities. Asked for comment, Lt. Scott Peterson, Public Relations Officer of the TCPD, said that policy procedures would come under review at the appropriate time. And now, let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My 'Detective Fiction' meeting did not occur, because at 8:00am I was called into Chief Moynahan's office. When I got there, Deputy Chief Della Harlow was already there. As I sat down at his invitation, I observed that the Chief was as ticked off as I'd ever seen him.
"Commander Troy," said Chief Moynahan with an unusual formality, "are you the source of Lt. Peterson's comment to the Press about procedures coming under review?"
"No sir." I said.
"Neither was Commander Harlow, and certainly I was not the source of that comment. I'm fighting like hell to keep our Crime Lab, and that little twit went and undermined me." said the Chief. "And that's not all: Ms. Harlow, would you tell Mr. Crowbar what you told me, please."
Della half turned to me in her chair and said "Scott Peterson came to me yesterday and said he wanted to reinstate KSTD's credentials. He said he thinks it's his call to make, and mine after that, and that, 'with all due respect', he said, you're not in the chain-of-command to make that call."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said, half-musingly. This apparently was not the expected reaction.
"I expected a stronger reaction than that, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief.
"Well, he has a point." I said. "Not that I agree with it, but it's a perspective. So, Della, what was your response?"
"I told him that I'd bring it up with the Chief, which I have." Della said. "What I don't want is for you to think I'm going around you on it."
"I appreciate that." I said. "Well, the Chief can override either of us any time he wants to. And if you wanted to reinstate KSTD, I'd have a tough time coming up against that, as I'd expect the Chief to support you on it."
"What would you do if Ms. Harlow did reinstate KSTD, and I refused to get involved?" asked the Chief.
"Sir, you ask hypotheticals like a lawyer." I said, teasing the Chief. "But since every officer except You The Chief is under my command, I would give orders to every officer that if KSTD personnel were seen in Headquarters, any Precinct, or on any grounds owned by Police Department, to arrest those personnel for trespassing and confiscate their equipment. They might make bail on recognizance, but their equipment remains confiscated as 'evidence'. Do that two or three times, and they start having equipment issues, and those cameras run $75,000-$100,000 apiece."
"Wow, you don't play around, do you?" Della said with a grin.
"See, Della," I said, "first of all, KSTD and especially Priya Ajmani have to learn a lesson. The SBI Inspector pulled their credentials just like I did. If someone came into your home, cursed in front of your kids, urinated in your refrigerator, vomited on your floor, then tried to kick your dog, you'd kick that someone out of your home. Well, I'm tired of Priya accusing me of committing crimes and covering up others. She will learn manners, or else."
"In addition," I said, "this is a trump card for us to use with KSTD. At the very least, we should make a deal, and give them their credentials back only if we get something back in return, and something valuable."
"Like positive press coverage." said Della.
"More like specific coverage at a specific time, have them run something specific at a certain time." I said.
"Ah, I like your way of thinking, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "As to what Peterson said about the Crime Lab, completely undermining me and my efforts to fight to keep our Crime Lab... I'll be dealing with that perrrrsonally."
I thought to myself that I'd rather take a crowbar beatdown from Cindy than be Lt. Scott Peterson right now...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I left the door to my office open and the blinds on my windows drawn up so I could see into the hallway. Sure enough, 30 minutes later I saw Lt. Peterson hastily exiting the Chief's suite and walking fast down the hall, his face crimson and his eyes blazing with anger.
I got out my personal cellphone and made a call to Eddie the Bounty Hunter. "Eddy," I said, "I have something I need for you to do..."
Part 20 - The Crime Scene
Saturday, May 7th. The Chief juggled the schedules so that some of us had the early rounds of the Police Boxing Matches. Defending Champion (Freestyle Division) Cindy Ross was, by tradition, the first to go, and she faced off against Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick. She did not endure much of his standard Police tactics, and had him yielding in about 20 seconds.
My round was tougher. I had Detective Theo Washington. He actually was not bad with his metal Police baton, and played a decent 'read and react' strategy. I tried not to show too much, and had him subdued about two minutes into the round. Teddy Parker scored a nice win against Patrolman Morton.
We then had to leave the gym because the FBI had finally agreed to take us to the cabin where Annemarie Reynolds and Sherry Kim had been found. Cindy and I dressed in black shirts, khaki pants, black boots (mine were my old Army boots, that I'd worn at Airborne School), and light jackets with "FBI" on the back, as we were consultants. Yes, we had on armor. Teddy and Theo had jackets that said "POLICE".
We... meaning Me, Cindy, Theo, and Teddy... met Jack Muscone, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer at the Mall at the northwest corner of Town, then followed them west, out of the State. We turned on a road north before we got to Hammondsville, and followed this road for a good number of miles. The road went through largely uninhabited areas but was well-paved, well-painted and in good condition. I knew this road would hook up with the main road to Rome and Apple Grove about 20 miles further north.
Then Jack pulled off behind another vehicle that also had Federal Government license plates. Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster and two other FBI Agents were in that vehicle. They were the same Agents that had tried to stop me from interviewing the students in the hospital. They acted as if they'd never seen me before and as if nothing was wrong. 'An unlimited capacity for obedience', as Ayn Rand would describe it (and did, in Atlas Shrugged).
Jack and Sandra were dressed similarly to me, Cindy and my Detectives. Martin Nash had on a gray suit, collared white shirt and bluish tie, looking 'GQ' as always, but at least he had on sensible walking shoes. The two FBI automatons had on suits and shoes that were better for office wear. Oh, well.
As I looked around, I saw a two-track dirt lane going into the woods in a southeast direction. "This is the road to the cabin where we found them." said Clark Webster. "It's a couple of miles walking. There were a lot of tracks on it at the time, boots, shoes, dirt bikes, motorcycles, four-wheelers. Hunters use this trail a lot."
"It's not deer season," said Teddy Parker, "Or else Joanne and the Sheriff's wife would be up here with us right now." Cindy and Theo laughed, and I smiled.
"Feral hogs are year-round, if memory serves me correctly." I said, looking all around the area we'd pulled off and at the entrance to the trail. Webster told his robots to lead the way, and they did... walking right on the paths, and over any tracks that were there. Hoo boy. I asked Cindy to bring up the rear... and to watch her and our backs.
We made our way along the winding trail through mostly pine forest. We crossed the River, which was little more than a wide (but deep) stream, via a wooden bridge, and came upon the Cabin a short distance further. Behind it was a dropoff into a deep gully that led to a canyon that would come out near Reservoir Lake in Nextdoor County if it were followed.
"If someone fell down that at night, they'd break their neck." said Teddy Parker. I was busy shining a light under the crawlspace under the cabin, which was barely a foot off the ground. There was nothing under there, nor any sign anyone had crawled in the dirt of the ground below. Theo and Cindy confirmed my observations.
I think Clark Webster intentionally did not tell us to prepare for what was inside the cabin. Annemarie and Sherry had been tied to their respective beds for two days, and had to do their bodily functions where they were. The small shelter had not been cleaned since, and it had been days. I need not say what it smelled like.
However, I am not an idiot like Steven Ikea. I was prepared, and I passed out face masks to my Officers and myself (my wife works in a hospital; who knew!) and after putting those on we went inside. I went first, looking around from the doorway, then went on inside. I saw the soiled, blood-spattered mattresses, the blood on the floor at the foot of the beds, then the vomit. They'd taken samples, but left the mattresses instead of taking them in as evidence.
"See anything, Commander Troy?" Clark Webster asked, his voice sarcastic. Jack Muscone gave him a sharp look.
"Oh yes, I am seeing a lot." I said. I went back outside, and began walking through the woods in ever-widening circles around the cabin, looking at the ground, the trees, the plants. I took my time doing this; it was important. Clark Webster seemed impatient. His automatons looked disinterested. Martin Nash and Sandra Speer watched me with interest, as did my officers. Jack Muscone was making his own observations around the cabin.
When I returned to the group, Webster said "Did you find anything that would help us find Danny Cantrell?"
I said "There's a trail that generally follows the River, which I would imagine goes back to Point Hollow. If the students walked up here, that's how they got here, but there are no recent markings on the trail. I also saw no markings for 200 feet around the shelter, though I did not go down the cliff or into that canyon below."
"Our guys went down there, and found nothing." said Webster.
"Hmmm, interesting." I said, partly to myself, and partly to the person I was looking at: Cindy Ross. Her eyebrows arched up slightly.
"But to answer your question, Special Agent Webster," I said, "my initial thesis was that Danny might have been disposed of here. But now I think he is nowhere around here."
"So you think he's dead?" asked Webster.
"I'm not saying that, at least not yet." I said. "But he was vomiting blood, which was one thing I've confirmed by coming here; there's blood mixed with that vomit. So he was being beaten, and was coughing up blood and likely vomiting blood, as well. Untended internal injuries... I'm not saying much for his chances."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the same time, a meeting was occurring in Midtown, at the office of State Senator Richard Langdon... the office where he'd taken a severe crowbar beatdown for trying to make the Iron Crowbar's sister into one of his prostitutes. Bad plan.
"All right, so the SBI is practically shut down." said Langdon. "The NTF is practically destroyed, and Dick Ferrell is hanging on by his fingertips. This is starting to hurt Jack in the polls, too. What do we do?"
"About the SBI, Ferrell, or Jack, here?" asked State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone.
"All of the above." said State Senator Katherine Woodburn. Also in the room were Rep. Justin Madoff and SBI Director Jack Lewis. Lewis had snuck into the building for this most unofficial of meetings.
"Seems to me the problem is the State Inspector General." said Justin Madoff. "Maybe we need to take it to the mattresses with her."
"Watch your language." said Jimmy Cerone. He was a real mobster, not some amateur wannabee like Madoff was trying to be with his verbiage. "We don't talk about stuff like that out loud. We don't consider it unless its all out war, and our final option."
"For Dick Ferrell, it's getting to be about final options." said Langdon.
"It's also getting to be all-out war." said Katherine Woodburn. "If we lose the SBI, if we lose State control over the counties, it sets us back immeasurably... not only in this State, but nationwide. You guys all know this. We're at a critical juncture in the country. It's poised for the taking, for the destruction of individual freedom and subservience to the State... but a setback like losing our grip on our State's law enforcement agency..." She did not need to finish the statement. They all understood the stakes.
"I'm not sure what we can do." said Cerone. "I'm going to be a little bit blunt here: Dick Ferrell and his boys have had some major fuck-ups in the last few months. Going into the City was bad, even if the raid was successful. And what in the world was someone thinking, sending a paramilitary death squad into the Iron Crowbar's home turf and killing a United States Marine?"
"They got the wrong house, there." said Jack Lewis, finally speaking. "Yeah, it was bad, but that was an accident. Their only real failure was not hitting the correct target."
"I don't know who the dumbass was that was behind that." said Cerone, peering at Lewis. "If I'd wanted someone dead, I'd have called for a professional hit. Clean, quick, untraceable."
"I just wonder what the Iron Crowbar would've done if the intended target had been hit." said Langdon.
"We wouldn't be having this conversation now." said Cerone. "Most of us in this room now would likely be dead. Griswold is like a second father to the Iron Crowbar, and the the Iron Crowbar does not fool around. He does not play. I don't understand why it is so hard for that lesson to be learned."
"We know, Mr. Cerone." said Katherine Woodburn. "We've been trying to get the Iron Crowbar to cross the line, although not to the level that that SBI raid would've done. He always seems to step back, though... colors just inside the lines, and you can't see where he steps out of bounds, at least not in time."
"Aside from nearly killing Brownlee with his bare hands, where has he stepped over the line?" asked Madoff.
"Oh, I find it interesting," said Katherine Woodburn, "that the organ thief Steven Moschel was reduced to a blubbering mass of absolutely frightened crybaby when the Iron Crowbar simply walked into the room and asked if he was cooperating. And Moschel was found by the Police in an utterly dreadful physical condition. Something happened there."
"This is all very interesting," said Richard Langdon, "but I must ask everyone to not waste the next Governor's valuable time. We need to figure out what to do going forward... and especially what to do to restore the SBI to its full status again, with full sovereignty over every county and the people of this State. How do we get around Maxwell?"
"We can't." said Justin Madoff. "Only the Governor can. And he's corrupt and partisan in his zeal to win the Governorship and destroy the SBI."
"What if we were to force Maxwell's hand?" asked Katherine Woodburn.
"Care to tell us how you would do that, Ms. Woodburn?" asked Jimmy Cerone in his nicest voice.
"Let me paint a picture for you." said Katherine Woodburn. "Inspector Maxwell is presented with irrefutable evidence of the corruption of Commander Donald Troy. She either has to suspend him and investigate him, or her own integrity will come under severe question. Val Jared may be friends with Grandpa Griswold and his little boy the Iron Crowbar, but Jared will be forced to have Maxwell investigate the Iron Crowbar... or his lack of integrity is clearly shown."
"I like what I am hearing." said Cerone, who was the ultimate power in the room, and everyone knew it.
Katherine smiled and continued: "And all this using the raw energy of the most powerful and most unchecked entity in the world... a single-minded Press driving a relentless agenda. The power of the Press is unstoppable. They can destroy anyone at any time, if they have the desire to do so... and when it comes to Commander J. Donald Troy... they have an unappeasable desire to do so."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back home, I asked my peeps what they thought of that crime scene.
Teddy Parker said "I think I appreciate our Crime Lab people even more than I did before. That was some friggin' sloppy work by the FBI."
"I second those remarks." said Cindy, who was riding shotgun.
"Yeah, they found the people and didn't give much of a shit about the rest of it." I said. "But it's instructive. So, what else did you guys see, or should I say not see?"
"They had to have driven those people to that site." said Theo. "No way they're carrying three or more human bodies deadweight on foot up that trail from Point Hollow."
"Good point." I said.



"Commander," said Cindy, "can we just skip the middle of the movie and have you tell us what you saw or didn't see?" There was a chorus of agreement from the backseat. I smiled.
"Okay." I said. "But I'm going to make a short story long. First, I went up to the scene wanted to see certain things, and just left my mind open to the rest, of course following Dr. Carl Sagan's advice to 'keep your mind open, but no so open that your brains fall out'." Everyone laughed at that.
I continued: "What I saw was that there were absolutely no marks on the trail leading to Point Hollow. That means that not only did our students not come up that way, but the FBI did not even search along that trail for Cantrell, nor the other students that were still missing at the time." It suddenly became very quiet in the Police SUV.
I went on: "I went in a circle around that shelter, like a Boy Scout earning a Merit Badge, looking for any sign of human movement through there. Except for the shelter, which was spotted by drone and investigated via going down the road, there was just nothing there. So that means no one came from any direction, except the road."
"Last, I saw what I expected to see inside the cabin, and in a little greater detail. The girls were tied to the bed, repeatedly raped, and likely in front of Danny Cantrell, who was beaten so badly that he was vomiting and probably coughing up blood. I think they made him watch the rapes while beating him... and that shows some serious hatred for that young man."
"Where do you think he is now? Rome? Apple Grove? Farther beyond? He's not at home." Cindy asked.
"Long way to go before we know that." I said. "The FBI did show some competence in checking every hospital within a five hundred mile radius of Point Hollow, but so far they've found nothing..."
Part 21 - Zapped
I had intended to spend Sunday, May 8th, with my family. That was not to be when Jack Muscone called me at 9:30am and asked me to come out to Point Hollow. Of course I got Cindy first, and we drove up to the property.
Once we got there, I saw a large number of FBI agents there. Jack's full team (including Nash), Clark Webster and his team, Les Craig and Miles Winters from Southport, and others that I did not know.
"Thought you might want to see this." said Muscone. He led me over to where two FBI Agents were. They were technicians, and there were a number of devices around them that looked like videocameras.
"What happened," said Muscone, "is that we set up eight small cameras and listening devices around the perimeter of this place. We were hoping to catch the drug perps or possibly Danny Cantrell or anyone else associated with his case coming back to this place." I nodded.
"We had a couple of camera secreted in trees up on that hillside over looking the place, a couple in trees on the edge of the Hollow, a couple near the entrance at the road. They're not easy to see."
"When did you put them up?" I asked.
"The Wednesday after the students disappeared, after sunset." said Clark Webster, who was standing nearby and listening.
"We got some interesting video footage of the area last night." said Muscone. "We'll show you that in a minute. But first, take a look at the equipment. Show him, guys."
Maybe it was habit, or maybe to make a distinct point, but I put on latex gloves, which I always carry, before handling any of the electronic equipment. I took a look, and let out a low whistle, and had Cindy come look with me.
"Wow, these are totally fried." I said. The equipment's electronics were damaged, every piece looking as if it had taken a direct lightning hit, the acrid smell of burned electronics still easily detectable. "This happened last night? The weather wasn't bad; there weren't any lightning strikes that I know of."
"We had camera coverage until midnight last night." said one of the techs. "Here, take a look." He handed me his laptop computer, which had built in side and top shields so we could see the screen in daylight. Cindy and I watched. All was quiet and dark, then suddenly there were several blue-white flashes of light, like lightning rolling off a transformer or a Tesla coil. Then the screen went black. Every other camera's video showed the same things.
"Any idea what could've caused that?" asked Muscone.
"Only thing I can think of," I said, "is to check for anything that was connected to the devices, so that a remote device could have a surge of electricity blast through each device at the same time. And that surge might be what the cameras caught before they were destroyed.
"There's also the audio, Commander." said Clark Webster. I listened closer as the tapes were run again. Just before the bluish light... there was the unmistakeable and unearthly sound of a young woman's scream. I looked over at Cindy... she had gone pale.
"All of the cameras were still in their places when we recovered them." said Eduardo Escobar. "I looked for traces of anyone walking around them and leaving footprints before I went up to them, and there was none."
"How was the data transmitted to your computers?" I asked. Several FBI Agents looked at each other as if not wanting to answer. Jack Muscone became impatient.
"For God's sakes, people, the Commander has a Top Secret clearance, is an FBI Consultant, and has worked with this stuff before." Jack himself then went on to describe the equipment and the fact the digital data was transmitted by a radio signal to a stronger relay transmitter, which in turn sent the data to the Federal Building in Town.
"So..." I said, "someone could detect the radio signals, and know the devices were there. Was the relay transmitter damaged?"
"Yeah." said Clark Webster. "It was on top of the house, and it was totally destroyed, as well.
"But no damage to the house itself?" I asked.
"That's right." said Escobar. "Nor any damage to the trees in close proximity to any of the devices, nor to the fenceposts near the road..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is it just me," asked Cindy as she joined us for lunch at The Cabin, "or is the FBI a lot less impressive than I expected them to be?" Also present for lunch were my mother Phyllis, Cindy's sister Molly, and Ross and Ian. I had swept for bugs, finding none, so we could speak freely.
"Why do you say that, dear?" asked Phyllis, who was holding Ian. I was holding Ross.
"When we were looking at the place the two women were found, that crime scene was trampled upon, unpreserved, evidence not collected." Cindy said. "Then they set up a monitoring apparatus that, so sorry, a ten year old child could do a better job of hiding. The system gets fried, and they act like they have no clue what's going on."
"And what is going on?" asked Molly.
"Someone easily detected the cameras from their radio signals, then set up something to fry them." Cindy replied.
"What I meant was..." said Molly, "... why would someone want to burn out the cameras? I would think the drug makers would not come near there anymore. If they were bringing drugs over the hill and through the woods to Lake Reservoir on four wheelers, we 're now on increased watch for that. And I'm sure you guys stepped up patrols to the area."
"Not really." I said. "They see or hear us coming up the road, they cross over the State Line, we can't do anything. So I just left it to the Feds."
"You don't think Danny Cantrell would go back there, son?" asked my mom.
"No, Mom." I said.
"You think he's dead?" asked Cindy.
"I don't know." I said, then went into a reverie as I mused again, "I don't know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There is something I need to tell you guys." said Molly as we chatted after lunch. "Frank Soltis called me. He's noticed some people following both him and the SBI Inspector around. He called the Westphalia Police on his cell phone to pull one of the tails over, but they suddenly turned down a street and ran away; they must've gotten wind of it."
"Probably had a police radio in their car, heard the dispatch." I said.
"Yeah, we figured that, also." said Molly. "Anyway, Britt lives in a condo in the City with pretty good security, and she asked them to keep a closer watch. Sure enough, someone pretending to be a plumber tried to gain access to her condo yesterday, Saturday. The security people grabbed him in the hallway, but his paperwork checked out and he said he'd gotten a call to go to that apartment. Britt checked it out, and the call was from a burner phone."
"What did they do with the plumber?" I asked, my face set in stone... er, iron.
"He checked out, so they let him go." said Molly. "He seemed as confused as everyone else."
"I'm sure." I said, no small amount of sarcasm in my voice. "Well, that's an opportunity missed. Laura, we need to ask Chief Griswold and his wife to drive over the mountain and come visit. Like, right now."
"Ahhhh." said my mom. She understood.
"Yes, Mom." I said. "Molly, call Frank today and tell him that Inspector Maxwell could be in serious danger, and he and her other subordinates might also be in danger. Cindy, when the Chief gets here, you and I will explain everything to him... and he'll call the Governor. And then... we'll see what happens."
Part 22 - Plans In Motion
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" Bettina shouted from in front of the State Office Building at 7:00am, Monday, May 9th. "University students are preparing for final exams, and Seniors are getting ready for graduation ceremonies next week."
After rolling a taped piece about the University's year coming to a close, Bettina came back live and said "In State news, Democrats in the State Legislature are demanding that Governor Val Jared override State Inspector General Britt Maxwell, and restore the SBI's Narcotics Task Force. The Democrats are saying that the NTF is needed to interdict drug trafficking in the State, and they accuse Governor Jared of helping distributors sell drugs to our State's children. Republicans deny the charge of helping drug distributors."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Chaplain Ikea," said Jack Lewis as Ikea came into his office. "How was your meeting with Representative Cox?"
"Contentious, as usual, sir." said Ikea. "I brought up the NTF, and said that we accused Inspector Maxwell of harming drug interdiction efforts throughout the State. Cox's reply was that he was aware of efforts to follow Inspector Maxwell and to gain entrance to her home, and he said that any further attempts to intimidate her would be countered."
Ikea then said, his face more concerned: "He also said that the Iron Crowbar was aware of the problem, and that if anything happened to Inspector Maxwell, the Iron Crowbar would respond; and that, and I quote, 'what happened to you was minor in comparison to what he is prepared to do on Ms. Maxwell's behalf', close quote."
"Good grief." said Lewis. "And he would do it, too. That damn Justin Madoff... fucked everything up yet again. Okay, we'll have to go with Plan B, then." He picked up the phone and made some calls.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"KXTC just gave us a five minute warning." said Della Harlow on the phone.
"All right." I said. "Thanks." Hanging up, I looked across the desk at Cindy. "Something's going on." I turned on the TV.
Five minutes later, KXTC joined a news conference going on in Midtown. SBI Director Jack Lewis was speaking at a podium. SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston and Dick Ferrell were standing behind him.
"As SBI Director, and upon the advice of both State and personal attorneys, I am reinstating the Narcotics Task Force." said Lewis. "Inspector Maxwell may can suspend an Agent, provided there is sufficient legal cause. However, she does not have the standing to suspend a department of my Agency. That is for me or the Governor to decide. I have full confidence in the Narcotics Task Force as the premiere anti-drug unit in the State. If Governor Val Jared wants to show his corruption, and help drug dealers sell drugs to our children by suspending the NTF, let him do so directly instead of having the State Inspector General do his dirty work for him."
"Furthermore," said Lewis, "I am requiring Inspector Maxwell to show legal cause to suspend Richard Ferrell, an outstanding SBI Agent with many successful drug arrests under his belt already. I am requiring her to do so through the Court system. Until a Court actually rules to suspend Agent Ferrell based on probable cause, I am reinstating him as the Director of the Narcotics Task Force."
Lewis took no questions, and the three men walked off the stage.
"Can he do that?" Cindy asked.
"He can try." I said. "We'll see what the Court says. And I'm sorry to have to say it, but I think he's right that Britt cannot suspend the NTF as a unit."
"What does this mean?" Cindy asked.
I got out the bug killer and turned it on. "It means," I said, "that my warning to Lewis over Britt Maxwell's personal safety was received and understood. Okay, I have one other thing to do; stay and listen."
I picked up the phone and called Dr. Mickelson. "Doctor, did Dr. Ellman return from his conference yet?"
"I haven't seen him, Commander." said Mickelson. I thanked him, hung up, and called Dr. Ellman's direct line. The Biology Department switchboard answered.
"I'm sorry, sir, but Dr. Ellman is unavailable." said the woman's voice, trying to sound helpful, but also trying to 'persuade' me to accept her words without question.
"Is he in the building at all?" I asked. "Did he come in this morning?"
"I'm sorry sir, I don't have that information." the woman said. Seeing that I was going to get nowhere, I thanked the woman and hung up.
"All right, we'll do this the hard way, then." I said. I explained to Cindy what 'the hard way' entailed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Inspector Maxwell has already filed the lawsuit over Ferrell." said Robert Gaston at 1:30pm, still Monday, May 9th. "She's pretty much conceding the NTF fight. The good news is that the Superior Court in Midtown took jurisdiction of the case, and they've enjoined the suspension of Ferrell until the case is heard. And that won't be for several weeks. The appeal will go to Leahy, and he's already gotten word to us that he's going to squash Jared and Maxwell like ants."
"Excellent!" said Lewis. Dick Ferrell was sitting next to him, and Lewis shook Ferrell's hand. "Congratulations, and welcome back, Dick!" Lewis said.
"Thank you sir, and thank you for the work you've done for me on this." Ferrell said.
"No problem at all." said Lewis. "So, Robert, what's next for us before I go to the campaign meeting?"
"Now that the NTF is back," said Gaston, "we're going to be making a drug raid... in our University's county." Ferrell grinned. Lewis did not.
"You guys just don't know when to to quit, do you?" Lewis said.
"Sir," said Gaston, "if we don't take care of this problem now... we only give the son of a bitch time to come against us on Jared's behalf. If you want to be elected Governor, sir... the Iron Crowbar must be neutralized as an impediment to your well-deserved success..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knocked on the door of Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, as her assistant Yvonne Newton was taking a late lunch with her sister Julie. Paulina had me come in. Of course she first showed me pictures of baby Tasha and we chatted about our daughter.
"Okay, what brought you in here?" Paulina asked. "And no, we're not going to make another baby; I have a meeting with Krasney in twenty minutes."
"Call and ask him to postpone it; and yes, it's for an important reason... and not making babies." I said. "I need some warrants, and we're probably going to have to visit the judge to get one of them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina and I were sitting in the chambers of Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts. I had put on a tie and my Duty Dress jacket for the occasion.
I explained the first warrant, which was to bring in Ben Ellman as a material witness. Judge Watts had no problem with that one. The second one required a lot more explanation, but he finally went with it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenant Teresa Croyle went into the Vice Room. "Julie," she said, "go to the Commander's office; he has an assignment for you." Detective Julie Newton locked her computer and left.
"Okay, guys," Teresa said, having the other Vice Detectives come to the long table in the middle of the room. "I've got some intel that there's going to be a drug dropoff tomorrow night at Point Hollow. The scuttlebutt is that they think it's safe to go there precisely because we think they're avoiding the place. It's supposed to happen right after dark tomorrow night."
"But here's the catch." Teresa said. "The FBI has asked us to not interdict. They want to see if these guys lead them to the last missing student, Danny Cantrell. Our only job is going to be holding the road south of the Water Works, in case the slugs decide to do something stupid like come back into my jurisdiction."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, Detective Newton." I said. I had her sit down, then said "I want you to investigate something, and it's very delicate, so your discretion is very necessary to this. Have you heard about the rumors of guns being run through this County?"
"I heard about them, sir," said Newton, "but Lt. Croyle said they'd come to nothing."
"And she was correct." I said. "But we've come across some new intel that militant Blacks may have been involved in running guns, and they want to use those guns to shoot white Police Officers." I handed her a file. "This is all I have, it's thin, but there's a predominantly black moving business called 'Three Brothers Trucking'. Their address is off Jefferson Avenue. They have ties to the County Regional Banks. It may be nothing, or it may be something, but check into them, if you will."
"Yes sir, I will." said Julie. "Especially if these bastards are going to target police officers." I could see a fire behind Julie's dark eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, so we're basically just playing a waiting game now." said Chief Moynahan as we sat in his office at 5:20pm. I was briefing him on the day's activities.
"Yes, sir." I said. "Just a few threads to wrap up---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police cellphone, and it was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone making the call.
"We've got Ellman." he said. "He wasn't in Knoxville, Tennessee, but in Nashville. Said he was conferring with Biology professors at Vanderbilt University, but no one at the School knew a thing about it nor had any appointments with him. The Marshals will fly him back to you overnight."
"Thanks, Jack." I said. After we disconnected the phone call, I told the Chief: "After we got the warrant, I put out a national APB for Ben Ellman as a material witness, with an emphasis for Tennessee. He was supposed to come home today, but didn't... and he didn't stay in Knoxville, either. The FBI found him in Nashville, and he'll be in our custody tomorrow morning."
"Good work." said the Chief. "Do you think he'll be able to help us find Cantrell?"
"I don't know, sir." I said. "But I'm hoping he can shed some light on the disappearances, all of them. I'm not getting anywhere with anyone else, that's for sure."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Tomorrow night," said Ferrell, to Sharples and other SBI Agents of his newly-regathered NTF, "we're going into the Iron Crowbar's turf. We're going to bust a drug operation at Point Hollow, where those students disappeared. The FBI wants to tail them, but we're going to arrest them inside the State Line. We'll get big headlines for the bust, and the FBI will be left holding the bag."



"What about the missing guy the FBI is trying to find?" asked Agent Norm Chow.
"It's been long enough that he's either dead or he was the perp that kidnapped and hurt the other students." said Ferrell. "But maybe we'll force these perps to tell us what they know about him. If they're involved, it's another coup for us at the FBI's expense."
"What about the 800-pound gorilla in the room?" asked Agent Ted Ruble. "What about the Iron Crowbar?"
Ferrell smiled. It was an ugly smile. "Word is that he's not patrolling the Point Hollow area because he thinks they won't go there after the students disappeared. We're going to humiliate him that way. But if he does show up... he'd better have a hell of a lot more than one machine gun, that's for damn sure. We're going to light his ass up like a Fourth of July fireworks show. And then... I'll spit in his face when he's dead."
As the meeting broke up, Ferrell had Sharples stay behind. "Did you have your contact leak this to the TCPD?"
"Yes sir, I sure did." said Sharples. "He's ready to bust the Iron Crowbar... with extreme prejudice, if you get my drift..."
Part 23 - Gathering Storm Clouds
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 10th, from in front of Police Headquarters. "Channel Two News has learned that Federal Marshals brought Dr. Ben Ellman here to Police Headquarters within the last couple of hours. Dr. Ellman is considered to be a material witness in the case of the disappearing students, and he was brought from Tennessee on a warrant issued by Judge Rodney K. Watts of the State Superior Court."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am. Ben Ellis was in Interrogation-1. He had immediately asked for a lawyer upon arrival, and H.J. Lynch of the firm of Chase, Lynch, and Berry, P.C. was representing him. I had hoped Ellis's trip was long and exhausting, and that he'd be agitated. But it was hard to determine who hated me more at the moment: Ellis, or his CLB legal beagle. Paulina Patterson was in the room with me. You do not need three guesses to get it right that Sergeant Rudistan was the Uniformed presence.
"What the hell is this about, Troy?" thundered Lynch when I came in. "Harassing citizens again, coercing and intimidating them, yet again. Chasing this man across half the United States, humiliating him by arresting him and having Federal Marshals bring him in like he's some kind of common thief in the night... Now why are you exercising your police brutality upon this good man?"
"If you're done with the B.S. theatrics," I said, "I'll tell you why I had Dr. Ellman brought in. He was supposed to return yesterday; he did not. He is a material witness in the disappearances of six students. Now, Dr. Ellman..."
"I demand that I be released immediately, or else formally charged with a crime." said Ellman, hostility dripping in his voice.
"A warrant was issued for your arrest, Dr. Ellman." I said. "And you are now under arrest as a potential flight risk. What were you doing in Nashville, by the way?"
"I intended to interview for a position at Vanderbilt." said Ellman. "I did the same at the University of Tennessee, and a friend said he would set me up for an interview at Vanderbilt while I was in the State."
"Who was this friend?" I asked.
"I'm not a rat; I don't narc on friends." said Ellman. "Now with what am I being charged?"
"You're not yet being charged with anything." I said. "You are being detained as a flight risk and being an uncooperative but material witness."
"You didn't give him a chance to come back, Troy." growled Lynch. "He didn't even know he was being sought, so how could he be a flight risk?. And I don't blame citizens that don't cooperate with abusive cops."
"Good!" I said. "So Dr. Ellman should be cooperating with me. Dr. Ellman, I want to ask you about your trip to collect samples---"
"I demand to be released immediately, or else charged with a crime." said Ellman. He turned to his lawyer and said "Do I have to put up with this bastard's crap if I'm not charged with a crime?"
"Don't worry, Dr. Ellman." said Lynch. "We're the first case when Court goes into session at nine o'clock. I'll have you out of here in five minutes."
Paulina turned to me and said "Just do it." I got out the card.
"Dr. Ellman," I declared with authority, "you are under arrest as a person of interest in the disappearance of six students, the sexual assault of three of them, and the continued disappearance and possible death of one of them. You have the right to remain silent. If you give up the right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you in a Court of Law. You have the right to an attorney, and to have an attorney present during any and all questioning. If you so desire but cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you by the Court at no charge to you. Do you understand these rights as I've read them to you?"
Ellman refused to answer. I held up the card to the camera over the one-way glass and said "Let the record show that I have mirandized Dr. Ellman and advised him of his Constitutional rights. Now Dr. Ellman..."
"I wish to confer with my lawyer." said Ellman. He obviously was prepared with the maximum time-wasting runarounds, but Paulina and I got up and left, and Rudistan guarded the other door from the outside.
"Think he did it?" asked Cindy in the anteroom as we watched them talk, though prohibited from listening in. "His actions are certainly suspicious." She then added "That's not meant to deny him his rights, but still..."
"I know what you mean, Crowbar 2." I said. "And I agree that his actions are pretty suspicious. Something is not right, here, though it may not be this disappearance case."
"What do you mean, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief, who was also watching along with Teddy Parker.
"He's making sure to legally protect himself from something." I said. "He was looking for jobs in Tennessee, meaning he wants out of here, permanently and soon. He did not come back yesterday, as he was expected to do."
When we came back in, the lawyer Lynch said "My client has not yet invoked the Fifth, but reserves the right to do so at any time. Until he does, you may ask questions, and he will give truthful answers, provided I agree that it is okay to answer."
This guy must think I'm stupid, I thought to myself. He just wants to know what the charges might be against his client, via the nature of my questions.
"I just have a few questions at the moment." I said, my own need for answers outweighing playing games with the legal beagle. "When the six students went to Point Hollow, what were the arrangements to get them and return them to the University Campus?"
"I don't know." said Ellman. "You'll have to ask Dr. Mickelson."
"You went to the nuclear power plant site to take samples?" I asked.
"South of the facility, along the River." Ellman said.
"And when and how did you get back?"
"Sunday. By the vans that took us there." said Ellman.
"And you didn't see any of the six missing students at any time after getting back?" I asked.
"No." said Ellman.
"All right." I said. "That's all I've got for now. "Paulina, at the least we'll need this man to be under house arrest, ankle monitored."
"Oh come on." said the lawyer Lynch. "For what?"
"I'm going to have more questions for Dr. Ellman, and soon." I said. "And he's absolutely a flight risk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ellman is under house arrest, ankle monitored." said Paulina in my office when she got back from Court. "Judge Folsom was less than amused at the scarcity of your reasons for holding him, and Lynch fought like hell. It was the flight risk situation that saved us from having to let him go."
"I appreciate it, and your hard work on it." I said.
"So," said Paulina, asking on behalf of Cindy, who was also in the office, "what gives? Why hold him?"
"What I said was true: he's a material witness to this case. We'll get it all ironed out tomorrow. We've got a drug bust lined up for tonight, then tomorrow I'll bring in the FBI and see if we can't help them find Danny Cantrell..."
Part 24 - Evil at Point Hollow
It was cloudy, the sun obscured as it was setting on the evening of Tuesday, May 10th. The two men were under the trees in the Hollow. One looked over the rise of the land towards the house. There was a figure in the window of the lighted greatroom.
"Okay, you stay here." the man said to the other man in the trees. "I'll be back in a minute."
The man climbed up the trail to the land that was in front of the house.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, let's go." said Ferrell. "The drop will be soon."
The agents got into the two ubiquitous black vans, with regular State car tags instead of State Government tags. The drove to the road leading up to Point Hollow and turned north. The men were heavily armed with military-assault-grade weaponry... and not all of it was meant for the drug perps.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He did not see anyone as he neared the front of the house. The wind was flowing through the trees, creating eerie whispers that seemed to call out to him. He ignored the atmosphere, concentrating on his task.
He saw no one as he approached the window. Looking inside, he saw what he wanted to see: his target. The Iron Crowbar. He was in the window, facing sideways, apparently talking to other people.
He took out his silencer-equipped semi-auto pistol and took careful aim at the red head above the trenchcoat. He gently pulled the trigger.
He heard the tinkle of the breaking glass of the window and saw the Iron Crowbar falling as he turned to run back to the copse of trees. He heard the beginnings of voices shouting from inside the house, but he knew it was too late...
To be continued.
So, dear readers... what happened with the disappearing students? And will the TCPD have to solve this and other problems with their Commander dead by an assassins' bullet? Who fired the shot? And what will happen next? Has the Consultant won, despite all efforts to stop him?
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Part 24 - Evil at Point Hollow (Continued)
He ran at the top of his speed to the copse of trees, shouting "He's over here! He ran this way!" Then he stopped short.
"We've got him! We've got him!" shouted several heavily armored TCPD Officers. They had Dirty Lennie under arrest, and were bringing him out of the Hollow. Dirty Lennie was wearing a protective vest, and the Officers had him totally surrounded, protecting him from possibly being shot while taking him to waiting TCPD vehicles.
Other Police had sprung out of seemingly nowhere. They were by the River, near the drive to the road, and around the house. And then Captain Cindy Ross came up, wearing double armor, her gun drawn.
"Agent Sharples!" she called out imperiously. "We need your help in the house! Commander Troy has been shot! Let's go, let's go!" Not really given a choice, Sharples came with the contingent of Officers that suddenly were all but surrounding him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the SBI vans drove up, NTF Director Dick Ferrell's eyes grew wide when he saw what was in front of them. The driver had to stop.
TCPD cruisers were stacked and staggered three-deep along the road. Barriers were set up on either side. Behind all this were both 8-man squads of the TCPD SWAT Team, as well as twice their number of Officers in heavy armor, and with military-grade rifles. The Town & County Police were not just ready to stop the SBI... they were totally prepared for full combat.
In the Navy, it's called 'crossing the T'. This was done by Lord Nelson at Trafalgar to win that huge victory, and it was done by the US Navy in the Philippines in World War Two to defeat the Japanese and retake the Philippines. The TCPD had just done the equivalent on land. The TCPD had every tactical advantage. The SBI Agents were dead if the signal was given.
And yes, the TCPD had more than one machine gun... a hell of a lot more than one.
"Pull back." said Ferrell, bitterness in his voice. "Retreat and regroup. If they follow us, we'll have to make a stand, but let's get out of here."
"What about Sharples?" asked the driver.
"He's on his own." said Ferrell. "There's nothing we can do for him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Agent Leonard Sharples was led to the greatroom of the Point Hollow house. There were lamps on, illuminating the room. To his shock, Sharples saw broken glass from the window... and from a shattered mirror. A small chair was in the middle of the room, as were a number of TCPD's Finest.
"What's going on?" asked Sharples.
Suddenly, he had two handguns pointed at the sides of his head. Cindy Ross came behind him and quickly and deftly fastened handcuffs to his wrists behind his back.
"Sit down." she said, bringing the chair over and forcing Sharples to sit on it. She then tore open his trenchcoat, then his shirt and pulled them down his arms.
"That's just in case you have a cyanide capsule on you." Ross said as officers searched him. They'd confiscated his SBI service weapon as well as the silenced pistol... and a third gun, a revolver whose small caliber matched the auto-pistol, strapped to his ankle.
"Concealed third gun." said Cindy. "Illegal for Officers of the Law at the State level to carry those like that. You SBI farts never learn, do you, Fat Boy?"
"What the hell is this about?" asked Sharples.
"Why, it's about the attempted murder of the Town & County Police Commander." said Cindy. All eyes then went to the entrance to the great room. Standing there, dressed in ubiquitous Tilley Hat, trenchcoat, and tapping the red crowbar in his hand... was none other than Your Iron Crowbar.
"Aw, shit." breathed Sharples, seeing that his attempt to assassinate me had utterly failed.
"Hmmf!" I uttered as I walked slowly up to him. "Serrrgeant Sharples... Serrrrrrrrgeant Sharples... how you thought you could succeed with this ridiculous plan, I"ll never know. But you are busted. For attempted murder, conspiracy to commit murder, and when the Hamilton County Sheriff files the papers, you will be charged with the first degree murder of Scrawny Haskins, a human being, and planting a gun on his dead body."
Sharples's eyes got wider, and then he began looking around.
"No, Sharples, your SBI buddies did not show up." I said, knowing his thoughts. "They've abandoned you. They didn't come... they left you to your fate, they left you totally alone. You are well and truly fucked, Sharples."
Sharples turned away from me, and looked at the mirror shards on the floor. I could see him trying to marshal his thoughts. I poured it on.
"That's right, they abandoned you, Sharples." I said. "So why don't you tell me who put you up to this... instead of going down alone for it."
"You can take that crowbar and shove it up your ass, Troy." snarled Sharples. "You don't know jack shit. You're as clueless as the day Harlan murdered Pete Feeley because you couldn't figure it out in time. You think you're hot shit, but Pete Feeley is dead, your sister is dead, Perlman is in a wheelchair... because you are not good enough, and never well be."
"Don't rise to the bait, Commander." said Cindy Ross, watching me carefully, concern on her ruggedly pretty face.
"Oh, I won't." I said. "Fat Boy here is not worth it. Captain, read the suspect his considerable rights, and make sure you are videotaped doing so. Then put adhesive tape over his mouth so he can't try to swallow cyanide, and transport him to Police Headquarters."
"Not the County Jail, sir?" asked Sergeant Rudistan.
"No." I said. "Police Headquarters. We're going to be up all night with this fat ass, and I want to have my own coffee cup available." No, that wasn't the only reason...
Everything was videotaped. Sharples tried not walking to the Police cruiser to be transported. Now my instructions to have a dolly available made sense to my officers... it wasn't to transport drugs, but one fat former police officer to the vehicle. The Officers might have been a wee bit rough with putting Sharples on and off the cart...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was well after dark and getting near midnight as we finished up all of our crime scene work and cleaned up. I had supervised it all, making sure nothing was overlooked, nothing was messed up. This one had to go down smooth and rock-solid.
"That's it, Commander." said J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab. "We'll send you all the reports as soon as we process them. We'll be back in the morning for more work in the Hollow, too."
"That's good." I said. "Great work, as always. Y'all have a good night."
I was last on the scene. I headed to my Police SUV to follow everyone down the road back to Town. And then I heard it.
At first, it sounded like a mountain lion beginning to roar, then the sound changed to an eerie wail, as if a woman were calling out from the trees of the Hollow. As I looked that way, I saw nothing at first. Then I heard a woman scream, a chilling scream as if from the depths of Hell itself.
I felt a coldness grip my soul as I gripped my gun and began walking towards the Hollow to investigate. As I started walking, I thought I saw a glowing bluish light in the trees. And then it seemed to move up. I realized I was seeing what looked like a human form. Like a man wearing a suit and tie. His head was featureless.
No, this has to be a joke by one of my officers, I thought to myself. Slender Man? Really?
And then the wind blew, hard. And I heard a deep male voice say "Leeeeeave heeeerrrre." The cold clutched at my soul again.
Then the lights of a vehicle struck me from the right, nearly blinding me. It was Cindy's SUV, coming up to me. "Come on, Commander! We've got a fat suspect to question!" She was not going to leave me here alone, I realized. I got into my vehicle and headed down the road, now seeing nothing in the Hollow but pure darkness. Cindy followed me as we drove away from that place...
Part 25 - A Successful Arrest
Wednesday May 11th. Sharples was sitting in Interrogation-1, in an orange jumpsuit. His clothes had literally been cut off of him during booking before we would remove the tape from his mouth and unhandcuff him. We found a capsule attached to the collar of his trenchcoat, as well as an upper button being too big. Tests would show that they were indeed cyanide-filled.
Earlier, Sharples had tried to call Dick Ferrell; the call went unanswered. Then he called SBI Headquarters to get a lawyer. They told him bluntly that he would not be getting one from them.
"Get Mr. Sharples a Court-appointed attorney." I finally ordered. It was a beautiful day when the lawyer that showed up was the incompetent Dexter Epstein. We made sure it was documented that he really was the next in line, and not assigned out of turn. When Sharples saw him, he immediately demanded another lawyer, and Cindy took pleasure in telling the Fat Boy that he was correctly represented.
"Before you take the Fifth," I said to Sharples, "you should consider that the SBI has totally abandoned you; they have left you in the dirt to take the fall yourself. It will go much, much easier on you if you give me Dick Ferrell. He does not deserve your loyalty."
"As if you do?" snarled Sharples.
"I tried to give you that child kidnapping and molestation case." I said. "I really did give you a chance. Ferrell.. he's going to walk away while you sit here rotting... until you get to the syringe table at Jacksonville State Prison."
"That's harassing my client." said Epstein.
"I want to talk privately with my lawyer for five minutes." said Sharples.
We all left the room. When we went into the anteroom, I said "Clear this room. All but Captain Ross." Everyone else was puzzled, but left. Cindy realized why I'd given that instruction when I flipped the switch to hear the conversation. She didn't even bat an eyelash.
"Listen, punk." ordered Sharples. "You call Dick Ferrell. You tell him that if he does not send me a real attorney, and a competent one, I am going to start telling Troy everything I know... and I mean everything."
"I can't do that." said Epstein. "I'm not going to relay a message like that."
"Fine." said Sharples. "I'll just tell the Iron Crowbar there that you're part of a drug gang, and their mole in the Court system. I'll tell them, and swear to it in Court, that you are as dirty as anyone in this State. It doesn't matter if it's true... you'll be suspended as an Officer of the Court while it's investigated, and then you'll be fired and out of a job. All because you're trying to play it righteous and won't make a simple phone call."
Epstein was clearly rattled. He got out his cellphone and made the call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00am. The lawyer from Gresham & Mason was young but determined when he walked into Headquarters and imperiously announced that he was Leonard Sharples's' attorney.
After a ten minute conversation with Sharples (which we did not listen to), the lawyer banged on the one-way glass. Cindy and I went in.
"My client needs sleep." said the lawyer. "Put him into a holding cell, under protection, until I come back later this morning.
I could feel Cindy's eyes on me, and the anger welling up inside her, as well as in myself. "Come in here." I said, pointing to the anteroom door. Cindy was behind him and practically shoved him into the room.
Inside the anteroom, I squared up to the guy. He was much shorter than me, and I towered over him. "Listen, punk, you do not give me orders in my Police Station. You show me some fucking respect, or I'll beat the god-damned shit out of you right here and right now. Now I will give you some orders: if you're Sharples's representation, then get your fucking ass in there and represent him... and you damn well better do it with courtesy and respect to me and my Officers."
I turned to Captain Ross. "Would you like to reinforce what I just said?" I asked.
"If you need to take a bathroom break," Cindy said, "I'll keep this guy company for the next few minutes, and get in some practice for the Boxing Matches." Maybe it was the blue crowbar Cindy was tapping in her hand, or maybe a premonition that he was about to get hurt, but the legal beagle got the message...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in I-1, the lawyer said "Okay, how in the world are you going to prove one bit of these fallacious charges against my client?"
"Sergeant," I said to Rudistan, who was watching near the hallway door, "what are my favorite four words?"
"Uh... 'you are under arrest'?" Rudistan guessed.
"Well, yes." I said, grinning and conceding the point. "So what are my next favorite four words, Captain?"
Cindy's face lit up as she said "Ah... 'Let's watch some TV'."
"Yes, indeed!" I said jovially. "Let's do watch some TV." I clicked on the TV with the remote and began playing the pre-prepared tape.
"Okay," I said, "here we have Sharples escorting Dirty Lennie into the Hollow. Oh, what is this? Sharples is tying Dirty Lennie to a tree... has his mouth gagged so he can't call for help. Let's put kidnapping down as a charge, Captain."
"My client was making an arrest of that suspect." said the lawyer.
"Before the assassination attempt? Interesting... we'll see about that." I said. "So now I have film from several angles showing Sharples going to the house... oh, that's a drone up above him, filming the whole thing as well. Very kind of the FBI to loan us that equipment... oh, what do we have here? Why... who is that taking out a gun and shooting through the window? Why, that would be Mr. Sharples, here."
"My client shot a mirror." said the lawyer.
"Point Hollow is not exactly a good place for target practice." I said. "Anyway, here's some film footage of me preparing to stand to the side of the mirror, so that whoever is outside would think I'm standing in the window. I had to make sure it looked right from the outside... guess I did well enough, eh, Sergeant Rudistan?"
"You shoulda been in Pictures, sir." joked Rudistan with his great joviality.
"This is entrapment." said the lawyer. "I'm going to roast you on a spit for this."
"Oh yeah, that." I said. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a document. "Ah, here's the warrant for the sting, issued by a Superior Court Judge. No entrapment, and I'll have to ask why an SBI Agent is shooting at what he thinks is a Police Officer in a window."
"Well obviously no one was shot." said the lawyer.
"Yeah, and that's because I prevented Dirty Lennie from being murdered by Sharples." I said. "Here's the footage of my guys untying Lennie, and they wait for Sharples to start running back... then they take Lennie out of there, protecting him from being shot... oh my, Sharples... looks like your plan didn't quite work."
Sharples had a dull, defeated look on his face, and the lawyer looked totally shocked at the enormity of what he was realizing had happened.
I turned to Sharples. "You murdered Scrawny Haskins just this way in Hamilton County." I said. He drove to that farmhouse, you took him to the back, tied him up, then when everyone else got there, including the SBI, you shot him, then shot a second gun into the air, which you then planted on Haskins. You were going to do the same with Lennie... you intended to run into the Hollow, have a 'shootout' with Lennie, he'd wind up dead, and you'd have seemingly 'caught' the murderer of the Police Commander."
"You'll never prove that." said the lawyer.
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "Juries in Hamilton County are composed of smart Citizens. The Sheriff there has countered the SBI claim that the Haskins killing was a 'good shoot', and they intend to bring up murder charges against you, Sharples. The similarities of that killing to this attempted one will be plenty for a Jury to consider, especially with that illegally concealed gun with no serial number we found strapped to your ankle. I'm certainly willing to let a Jury make that determination, after your fair trial, of course. And you'll still be on trial for the attempt to kill me."
"By the way," I said, "one difference in the cases... why didn't the SBI show up this time, Sharples? Why did they abandon you?"
"Are you kidding?" asked the lawyer. "Why would they show up at The Hollow? They never even tried to go up there."
Cindy couldn't wipe the grin off her face in time, and Rudistan was grinning like the Cheshire Cat. The lawyer caught it, and he groaned...
"Sharples." I said. "You should really reconsider not talking to us. I'm not kidding and this is not a threat... when we're done, you're going to be strapped to the table at Jacksonville State Prison like Lance Priemus was, and you are going to be executed by the State. Save yourself from the death penalty, and don't go down alone..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I told Cindy to call in all MCD and Vice Detectives to be here by 6:50am. It cost me a good deal of money, but I had enough doughnuts delivered to every Precinct and to Police Headquarters for every Officer (on both third and first shifts) to have at least two.
When my Detectives came into MCD that morning, the doughnuts were there, the coffee pots were full of well-prepared coffee. I invited Della Harlow and her Administration people, and of course Chief Moynahan and Chief Griswold came in. Everyone in the overcrowded room chatted as they enjoyed the doughnuts, wanting to know what the celebration was about.
At 6:59am, I said finally spoke, and said "Let's watch some TV.". I turned on the monitor with the remote. Only seconds later, the fun began.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette, her makeup and attire just a bit better than usual as she spoke from outside County Jail. "Channel Two News has learned that SBI Agent Leonard Sharples has been arrested and charged with the attempted murder of Police Commander Donald Troy..."
The room erupted into the loudest cheer I'd heard since the National Championship football game. After a moment of celebration, it got quiet as I turned back the DVR so everyone could hear the whole thing again.
"Agent Sharples was caught by Police firing a gun into a window where Commander Troy was standing at the Point Hollow farm in the north of the County." Bettina said. "The shot missed Commander Troy, and Sharples was apprehended at the scene. Asked why he was there, Commander Troy said that he and his Officers were following up on the case of the disappearing students. He reserved further comment, referring Channel Two News to the District Attorney's office..."
KSTD had the story an hour later, but only because they'd watched KXTC. Priya was way behind the power curve in her reporting of the arrest of Sharples. She didn't look all that happy, for sure...
Part 26 - Another Successful Arrest
"Okay," I said at 8:30am to my 'Detective Fiction' Club. "Let's wrap up this disappearing students case with a neat bow. Lt. Masters, have Detective Parker take some Officers to bring Ron Estes to Interrogation-Alpha. Have Detective Washington lead a team to bring Ben Ellman to Interrogation-Bravo. If either resist, arrest them and bring them in anyway. They are material witnesses."



"In addition," I said, "I am having Paulina Patterson get some warrants for us. Captain Ross, get ready to issue orders to the Precincts in my name to execute those warrants..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, I entered Interrogation-A with Teddy Parker and Paulina Patterson. Cindy and the Chief were in the anteroom. Ron Estes was in the room, attended by Sr. Patrolman Morton. "Why am I here?" he demanded to know.
"You are here to answer some questions I have for you, regarding the Danny Cantrell case." I said. "First, I am going to read you your rights." I did so from the card, asked if Estes understood his rights, and he said he did, but wanted to know why he was forced to come to the Station.
"I just have one question for you, Mr. Estes." I said, looking hard at him. "What did you do with the body of Danny Cantrell?"
Silence in the room was instantaneous. Estes looked at me as if I'd lost my mind. Admittedly, so did everyone else.
"Say what?" Estes finally spluttered. "I didn't do anything with Danny. I don't know where he is, and he could be alive for all I know."
"We'll see. Stay here." I said. I got up and went into Interrogation-B, where Theo Washington was waiting, and Patrolman Hicks was attending. Ben Ellman was in the seat. I read him his rights from the card, then asked him the same question. He was more practiced and prepared for me, and said I was out of my tree and he wouldn't dignify me with a response.
It was then that I got to put into execution one of my favorite ploys. With a pre-planned signal to Cindy, I told Ellman that he was going to go through booking. He was made to stand up, cuffs were put on him, and with a second signal, we opened the door to the hallway and brought him out... at the same moment Cindy brought out Estes.
Their eyes bulged as they caught sight of each other, but neither said a word. I told Cindy to take Estes through booking first and put him in I-1. Ellman was destined for I-2.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right." I said, going into I-1 thirty minutes later. A Chase, Lynch & Berry attorney had almost magically appeared to represent Ron Estes.
"More police brutality, more lynch mob tactics against innocent citizens." the lawyer snarled. Chase, Lynch & Berry were rabidly anti-Police as well as ambulance chasers.
"Mr. Estes, your rights have been read to you." I said. "I ask the question again: what did you do with Danny Cantrell's body."
"Don't answer that." said the lawyer.
"Is your client taking the Fifth?" I asked. "If not, he's compelled to give an answer."
"That's bullshit." said the lawyer.
Paulina Patterson said "If he doesn't answer, the Court will consider him to have invoked... so if he says anything in the future, he will be willingly giving up his Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination."
"You people are absolutely ridiculous." the lawyer said.
"Ms. Patterson," I said, "I am getting tired of this lawyer's lies, as well as his slander against the Police Force. I would suggest we go to Court and ask them to assign new counsel to this defendant, just to protect his rights. I will then arrest this lawyer for slander, for his comments about police brutality in this case, which has not happened."
"Sounds good." Paulina said. "I'll call the judge now." She got up to go.
"All right." said the lawyer. "We'll do it the proper way. Mr. Estes, invoke your Fifth Amendment rights."
"I invoke my right to remain silent." said Estes. "I will answer no questions and will not help the Police in any way."
"Too bad." I said as Paulina came and sat down beside me. "I only have one offer to keep Death off the table. And since you're no longer able to talk, I guess Ben Ellman will get it."
"That's harassment!" screamed the lawyer. "That's intimidating my client!"
"No it's not." I said. "And you know it. And let me just say this, Ron... my Officers are executing a search warrant of your apartment. Specifically, they are looking for an engagement ring purchased by Danny Cantrell for Sherry Kim. If that ring is found in your apartment, Ron, it is all over for you. All over. I'll be going for the death penalty for you."
Estes had turned pale as I'd talked, and I knew I was very close. Still, I got up and left, as did Paulina.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ben Ellman had none other than Forest Gillis, who'd defended Dora Ellis in the Lance Priemus case, as his legal beagle. That in itself told me volumes.
"Okay, Ellman," I said, "your rights have been read to you, and you have legal counsel with you at this time. I am not going to waste any time on you. You are going to prison for having sexual relations with girls in your classes in exchange for better grades. I can charge you a number of ways for that alone, including rape if any of the girls testifies that they were coerced by you. In addition, there is one deal on the table for either you or Estes. One of you talks, gets a reduced sentence; the other gets the death penalty."
"Go fuck yourself." said Ellman, his eyes boring into me. I could tell he was getting a little unhinged. "Oh, and by the way... I'm invoking my right to remain silent."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If they don't find that ring, or something else," said Chief Moynahan in his office, "then you don't have a case, Mr. Crowbar."
"I think I have a good circumstantial case." I said. "Eventually Sherry Kim is going to come out of her trauma, and she's going to remember. Also, we got warrants to take DNA samples of both Ellis and Estes; I'm going to bet 'all-in' that those DNA tests show a match for Ellis, if not both men, with the rape kit evidence from any or all of the women."
"So where do you think they put Danny's body?" asked Cindy.
"This is going to sound very brutal, but remember that these guys are biologists... they dissect things." I said.
"Oh, geez." Cindy cried out. "Like that headless guy in the Crown Chemicals acid drum?"
"Worse." I said. "The Biology Department and Vet School do a lot of testing on animals, and they have to destroy the tissues and the bodies, usually by incinerator..." I could see the others were getting squeamish; human faces are not supposed to be those shades of green...
"Not much evidence to test for DNA, then." said the Chief.
"And that makes things a little trickier," I said, "but we're still going to have a solid case, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you rarely do." said the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The evidence bag was placed on my desk. Inside was a ring box, inside of which was a diamond engagement ring.
"The Jared Jewelers at the Mall identified it as the one they sold to Danny Cantrell a few weeks ago, and we have a sworn affidavit to that effect." said J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab, who had participated in the evidence collection raid.
"We've got him, then." I said, a smile forming on my features. "Captain Ross, would you care to join me in a philosophical discussion of ideas with Mr. Estes?"
"I wouldn't miss it." said Cindy.
Part 27 - The Solution
I put the box in its evidence bag on the table in front of Ron Estes and his lawyer.
"It's over, Ron." I said, as Cindy and I sat down. "And when the DNA sample we took comes back as a match of the rape victims, you're looking at the death penalty."
"You have no body." said the lawyer. "The students were found in other States. You have no habeas corpus."
"Oh, I think I do, as the crimes started at Point Hollow." I said. "The missing engagement ring was found in this County, as well. And Mr. Estes here is going to tell me what he did with the body, to save his own life."
The lawyer leaned over and whispered something to Estes, who nodded.
"We're calling your bluff, Commander Troy." said the legal beagle. "We don't think you have a case. And again, I'll be fighting you to the Gates of Hell on jurisdiction."
"Whatever." I said. "I'll be called to testify in any jurisdiction. And my story will have Mr. Estes never seeing personal freedom again, even if he avoids the death penalty. Shall I tell you what happened, Mr. Estes? And you just have your legal beagle correct me if I go astray."
As I settled in, I noticed that Cindy's ice-blue eyes were lighting up. She just loved it when I did this to perps.
I began: "On Friday, April 21st, you and Ben Ellman delivered the six students and their gear to Point Hollow. You left the Jeep in case of an emergency, and to bring the samples back, and you told them you were going to bring a van back on Sunday to pick them up. You also said you were going to go to the other site, south of the nuclear power plant. But you and Ben never went down there at all. In fact, there never was a second soil collection expedition at all."
"You and Ellman intended to come up to the Point Hollow site, where you and perhaps some of the six students were going to treat Danny Cantrell to a nasty night of humiliation. You see, Ron, I know that you also were in love with Sherry Kim. You were totally smitten with her. She used Danny to reject your advances. She teased you by dating Danny. And when you'd heard he bought her a ring, you just about went berserk.
"I know that Sherry and a couple of her Asian girlfriends gave Ben Ellman blowjobs in exchange for good grades." I said. "They didn't fuck him, though. And you... you weren't getting jack shit from her. She wouldn't even let you take her out to dinner... Danny was getting that much from her, and you weren't."
"So maybe you were going to make Sherry give you head in front of Danny, maybe your initial plan wasn't to rape her. But as you and Ellman drove up that evening, you were surprised to find someone walking back towards Town from Point Hollow... Danny Cantrell."
"When you stopped to pick him up, he probably told you the story of Big Jake Stone deflowering Sherry in front of everyone, popping her cherry earlier in the day. I'm sure you were enraged by that as well, Ron. Sherry wouldn't even date you or blow you, but big Jake Stone was getting nuts-deep into her."
Ron Estes's eyes showed his utter hatred... and I could see he knew I was right, so far. I continued: "So you subdued Danny, tied him up, pounded a few punches and kicks into his belly, then waited until night. Then you and Ellman planned what to do."
"I suspect that you went on up to camp, leaving Danny tied up, and not driving all the way up so as to not leave fresh traces of your vehicle. I'm sure the other students were surprised to see you. Jake and Natalie had finished having sex by then. So Ellman broke out some wine, which was laced with powerful hallucinogens. Everyone but you and he drank the wine. The hallucinogens would take time to take effect, but it explains why they all were affected at the same time."
"So the next morning, you and he gave them more drugs, then got Sherry and Annemarie into a van. You took them up to that shelter, maybe met up with some of Ellman's friends, and you beat the living hell out of Danny and forced him to watch Sherry being repeatedly raped and sodomized by yourself and the other men."
"Is this for real?" the lawyer sneered.
"It will be when the DNA tests come back." I said. "Unfortunately for you, or maybe intentionally, Danny Cantrell was vomiting and coughing up blood. He was dying as a result of the beatings you gave him. So you left the women at the shelter, and drove back to Point Hollow. You took the Wrangler back to Campus, got the other van, went and got Danny's body and disposed of it, cleaned out the van, and hid out until Sunday. You'd taken the engagement ring off Danny's body, maybe to pawn it later, and left it at your apartment."
"So maybe that's not exactly what happened," I said, "but it's the gist of it. If Ellis cuts a deal, he'll fill in the blanks. So, Mr. Estes, this will be our last meeting until I testify against you in Court. Sure you don't want to talk?" Estes said nothing, but the gears were turning behind his eyes.
I got up to go, and made it halfway to the door when he called out "Wait!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into I-2 with Paulina and Cindy, over an hour later. Ben Ellman was staring daggers at me... no, it was Paulina he was looking at that way.
"It's over, Ellman." I said. "Ron Estes confessed. He's given us everything."
"Then why are you in here talking to my client at all?" asked the lawyer.
"Oh, he knows." I said. "Death for him can come off the table... provided he comes correct with what he knows about 'White Roots'."
"I'm not giving this nigger a damn thing." Ellman hissed, jerking his thumb at Paulina.
"Good enough." I said. "What I am going to do... is give you to the FBI." I turned to the one-way glass and waved. The door next to the glass opened, and in walked the Deputy Director of the FBI, followed by Jack Muscone and Eduardo Escobar.
"Bad day for you, Dr. Ellman." I said. "Those drugs you gave those students are of great interest to our National Security friends. And they have some very good methods of... persuasion... in getting you to talk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, May the 13th. Yes, Friday the 13th, but a good one. This party definitely was worthy of The Steakhouse. Chief Griswold said he paid for it. Jack Colby declined to comment on just how much, or little.
It was the Chief Emeritus, the current Chief, me, Laura, Cindy, Teresa, Teddy Parker, Theo Washington, Julie Newton, Christopher Purvis, Tim Geiger, Paulina Patterson, Jack Muscone, Sandra Speer, Martin Nash, Lindy Linares, Eduardo Escobar, his gorgeous wife Rosalyn, my mom Phyllis, Molly Evans, and of course all the kids. Others had been invited, including the Wellmans, the Seth and Joanne Warners, and Dr. Mickelson, but they all had been unable to attend for various reasons.
After an exceptionally delicious steak dinner, we settled down for some discussions of the events after Cindy rang the glass with her spoon.
"First, Don," she said, "what led you to Estes and Ellman?"
"Well, first of all I want to say that Detective Teddy Parker did an outstanding job with this case. He gathered a lot of information, including about the engagement ring and where it was purchased from, and learned a lot about imagination along the way." Everyone applauded as Parker blushed a bit.
"The Rebels will get the Wildcats back next year, sir." he said. "But I don't hold a candle to your case-solving abilities."
"You are well on your way, Parker." I said. "And I mean that. I am very impressed by your work on this case. And speaking of the case... where to start..."
"That burning question you always had." said Cindy.
"Oh yes, that." I said, smiling. "What I kept asking was, 'What were the plans to pick the students up again?' and variations of it. But first, let me say this: my attention was first drawn to Estes when he was one of two persons who went to Dr. Mickelson about the students... but he had the keys to the vans and the jeep. Why could he not have just gone out there himself and checked on them? I could not make much sense of that, and I was not convinced by his answers."
"And the reason my first question was important... because all indications and stories told to us were that the students were left at Point Hollow. In fact, the Jeep was left there with them, and they were going to drive the samples back, then get the jeep or other cars and get the rest of the group. I surmised that after I realized the non-answers on the plans to come home were something of a cover up. Some were guilty, and others were confused or didn't want to become involved by saying anything."
"So," I continued, "let's now talk about this concept of the two soil-gathering trips. I noticed that the group going to Point Hollow didn't seem to care a whole lot about the samples. They took only a few, and were more interested in making Annemarie's very steamy sex movies than in sample taking."
"Can't blame them for that!" said Molly. Everyone broke out into laughter, including me.
"No, no doubt about that." I said. "But since the Point Hollow trip seemed to be much less than serious, I thought about the other trip... and came to some startling observations."
"First," I said, "some of you might remember our case involving the Nuclear Power Plant ('Eyes Only'). I can't go into detail, but suffice it to say that the Plant and the Facility next to it are very closely guarded. One does not go down there on a whim to collect samples... one would have State and Federal agents and security people swarming like hornets. They'd have to go miles downriver to avoid any problems, and at that point, would any samples taken be worth anything?
"When I add to it that Dr. Mickelson didn't seem all that interested in the trip south of the plant, I let my imagination flow a little bit, and concluded that there was no second trip. From that point on, things that had not seemed possible, now started to be possible."
"So everything Estes had said about the second trip was a lie." I continued. "But he did show one thing very clearly: his hatred of Danny Cantrell. And it wasn't too much of a reach to consider that the reason for his hatred was Sherry Kim. You see, guys, Sherry was a virgin until Jake deflowered her... but she was not as sweet and demure as she pretended to be. She was a tease, and she liked to use weak men to her advantage."
I continued: "Sherry Kim was using Danny against Ron, used Jake against Danny, and so on. So Ron had some hatreds building up, though misdirected. I'm not sure who first came up with the plan, but one thing was clear... some of those kids at Point Hollow were part of a plan to torment Danny Cantrell. They did so at the camp, then he left to walk home, and the others got hold of him."
"So, son," my mother said, "why was Danny's cellphone found at the Point Hollow site? Would he not have taken it with him?"
"He may have forgotten it in his haste to get out of there." I said. "Or he took it, and Ron Estes planted it back in the tent. And that brings up something else I observed at the scene. Sherry had rejected Danny, so why would she share a tent with him? Answer... she didn't. There had to be another tent. And that is what I think Estes carried Danny's body in when he took it back to Campus."
"Another thing that held us back," I said, "was that neither Ron Estes nor Ben Ellman had DNA on record. Ron is young, and had never been in trouble with the law, so that's not too hard to understand. Ben Ellman, on the other hand, had to work to avoid having his DNA on record somewhere. And that led me to new discoveries with him."
"Speaking of that, who were the friends of Ben Ellman?" asked Theo Washington. I looked over at Jack Muscone, who nodded that I could continue.
"He's part of a white supremacy group, and so were they." I said. "That was his real reason for going to Tennessee. A couple of his friends from that group came up this way to visit, probably to create some mischief somewhere..."
"Ohhhhhhhh," said Teresa, "the gunrunning."
"Somebody promote this woman to Vice Lieutenant!" I exclaimed with a grin. Everyone laughed, then I said "Yes, that might have been some of it, though I don't know and have no established links. Anyway, I think we'll leave that in the FBI's hands. As it is, this whole case has jurisdictional issues that will keep the Courts busy for a while."
"Okay, what about Sharples?" asked FBI Special Agent Martin Nash. There was a loud acclaim followed by clapping and cheering. I could not help but smile widely.
"There are two important points here, ladies and gentlemen." I said. "First, even if the FBI and I had some 'philosophical differences' in these cases, I never felt like I was being betrayed. But the people that Sharples was running around with, and placed his trust in... would not and did not hesitate to betray him with a ferocity that makes Brutus and Iscariot look like angels in comparison. I trust good people like you all, and our FBI friends here. Sharples trusted people who sliced him to ribbons with knives in the back."



The second point," I said to the quietened room, "is that I get really, really irritated when people treat me like I am some kind of stupid idiot. I may not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but I am not the dumbest rock in the box, either. And the SBI clearly thinks I am as dumb as a Betta fish. Did they really expect for me to see that Hamilton County crime scene and not see the comparisons to Point Hollow? Did they think I would not see the SBI's little tricks already in the making?"
"They knew of the drug lab at Point Hollow," I said, "even tried to muscle in and take the evidence and take over the investigation. Maybe I should've let them; that would've caused some humorous moments to see." I was looking at Jack Muscone as I said that.
"Anyway, as I examined the Hamilton County scene, I could see that there was some kind of set-up to it. Why would the SBI go in after one loser? They were told it was an eight-man gang, but there was no evidence of that, and no previous evidence of gang activity in that area. Why would the SBI muscle in on Hamilton County? That just made a new enemy. Then at the site, Captain Ross made the same observations that I did... similarity to a certain place on our own turf."
"So..." I said, "after I got wind of a plot to eliminate me, I decided to make it easy for the SBI. We put out word of a possible return of drug gang elements to Point Hollow, and painted a scene of only a few people there, me being one of them."
"I suspected Sharples had set up and shot Haskins, and I thought he would try the same thing again at Point Hollow. He chose Haskins's cousin Dirty Lennie, who I'd forewarned and who agreed to work with us, and of course I had as many cameras as I could obtain at the site, filming everything. After that, it was all to easy to reel in that fat fish. Is that not right, Chief Griswold."
"You're a lousy fisherman, Crowbar." said Griswold. "But you're the best damn cop I've ever seen, and a good daddy to this sweet little girl." Indeed, Carole had fallen asleep in Griswold's arms.
"Maybe the SBI meant for you to see that scene." said Cindy. "Literally an in-your-face move. And if you hadn't had the SWAT Team interdict the NTF agents coming up to support Sharples..."
"That's true." I said. "I think not all of them are involved in the plot; they were just following orders. Ferrell is the one. He wanted to set a precedence, so that when I was shot and Dirty Lennie was then killed and named the assassin, there would be the Hamilton County case. Flip side of that is that too many of the same things start to look suspicious in themselves."
"They counted on you being dead, and the rest of us being idiots and not seeing it." said Teresa. "But while Sharples was a cunning runt, he wasn't as smart as he thought he was."
"He was, and is, dangerously cunning, though." I said. "He's a lot more dangerous than people give him credit for, including myself. And Agent Reubens of the SBI also found that out... the hard way."
"What about the drug lab at Point Hollow?" asked my mother. I sensed mischief being created, there.
"Ah yes, that." I said. "Nice little set up. Great little stage play there." I looked over at the FBI Agents. They did not look very comfortable at the moment. "All I'm going to say about that, is that a lot of what I saw these past few weeks remind me of a book I read that was written by the great Dame Agatha Christie.
"Curiously, the book was called The Hollow, and while I won't give away the plot, Monsieur Poirot realized that the clues offered to him were designed to lead him away... and astray. I would say that drug lab and several other things were just that... designed to distract me, to lead me away from the truth. To that, I only have one thing to say: this is not an Agency of the Weak Minded, as the great Sherlock Holmes would say. It would be far, far better to respect me and trust me than to try to fool me."
"No doubt about that." said Teresa.
"Strong crowbar beatdown to follow." said Cindy. "And speaking of that, I have Police Boxing Matches tomorrow. Drink heavily, Commander."
"Glad I'm not your opponent tomorrow." I said. "But you're right. It's past my bedtime... and Carole's as well..."
Part 28 - Epilogue
It would take weeks for Sherry Kim to come to grips with her ordeal, and that with the help of Dr. Yates, who was a specialist in that area. The good news was that Jason Stone stayed with Sherry the whole way. In time, they would get married and have a lot of hot sex... and make a few babies, as well.
Jurisdiction for the murder of Danny Cantrell, whose body was never found, was awarded by a Federal Court to the State north of us. With his confession, Estes got 25-to-life with possibility of parole after 25 years. Ben Ellman was convicted of conspiracy to commit murder, then went into the custody of the FBI, who made his whereabouts unknown. I am glad I was not him.
Annemarie Reynolds and Natalie Jenkins became lobbyists for the legalization of marijuana. Annemarie was also reported to be making porn films in California, as a producer of them, not an actress. I might possibly have suggested she look up Callie Carrington, and together they would make some extremely hot films that Laura thought were of the best quality, and my wife is the last word on that subject...
Jeff Slake never got over his fifteen minutes of fame being over. He went from meaningless job to meaningless job, watched a lot of porn and a lot of strippers, and would die in a bar fight ten years later.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, May 14th. After my win over Patrolman McGhillie in the Police Boxing Matches, I watched Cindy take out Janice Holloway of Administration. I had to admire Holloway's courage, and she put up a good fight that would've subdued any perp on the street... but not Cindy, who actually might've taken it easy on her.
There was a knock on my door as I finished up some paperwork. Christina Cho came in. Her face looked strange, and somber. Cindy came in behind her.
"Commander," said Christina, "we've processed all the tapes of the Sharples case at Point Hollow. There's one you need to see. I swear to God it wasn't edited." She told me the file. I hooked my computer up to the TV screen in my office.
The tape was showing the last of the work at Point Hollow. The tape showed me giving final instructions, then J.R. Barnes saying goodnight. Then the cameraman moved to the car.
"Whoaaaa..." I gasped. "What was that?" I backed up the video player on my computer. The cameraman was just leaving, and showed me just turning to my vehicle. Behind me was the Hollow... and that bluish light I'd seen was clearly visible... I advanced a frame, and the image of that Slender Man I thought I'd seen was clearly there!
"Okay, who was the prankster?" I asked, a chill rushing through me.
"Sir..." said Christina, "there was no one still out there. You were the last to go."
Cindy was standing up, staring at the video. "That's the bastard that was talking when Jenna and Gor-don were in the dungeon!" she gasped out. "I'm sure of it... it's the same guy!"
"Cindy," I said, "I'm not sure it's anyone at all. I saw it when we were out there, but I thought it was just the trees, and my eyes playing tricks on me." No, that isn't what I thought, but I wasn't going to tell Cindy or Christina that...
"Commander, you're going to have to trust me on this one." Cindy said. "I can sense it, I can feel it... that's a person... and the same person that was in that TV broadcast of Jenna in that basement..."
"Well, that makes as much sense as a prankster." I said. "We'll have it checked out. By the way, were there any screams on the video?"
"No sir." said Christina. "The audio was turned down because the wind was buffeting the microphone."
"O-kay..." I said. "Well, that's very spooky. Whoever's pranking us did a good job."
"Sir... please be careful." said Christina Cho. "The legend of Point Hollow is that whoever hears the screams from the Hollow will be the next to die, and to spend eternity screaming from there."
"I'll keep that in mind." I said. I could see the worry on Christina's face; she was not kidding. I could see the anger and determination on Cindy's face.
And with the ultimate showdown against the Consultant of Crime to come... would I indeed be the next to die?
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Tuesday, May 17th. It was a second straight beautiful Spring day: cool in the morning, warm but not too hot in the afternoon, sunshine with just a few clouds in the sky. At 9:30am, I was driving to the University campus in my Police SUV, having just come out of a meeting with John Colby and Dagmar Schoen, both of the Town & County Council.
"They're going to do it tonight." said Colby, as we met in his business office on the north side of Town. "They're going to use eminent domain to condemn the Junction Station Depot, then sell it to Thomas P. Cook's company so he can put a hotel on the property."
"We've gone to the Press." said Schoen, "and they openly told us they won't cover the story, nor anything that might hurt Thomas P. Cook politically. I can understand KSTD doing that, but not KXTC."
"Did you talk to the owner of KXTC, one Todd Burke?" I asked.
"Yes, I did." said Colby. "Todd was polite, but he said he didn't want to dictate to KXTC what news to cover and not cover. Right now the Federal Government is really throwing their weight around, pushing against news outlets and trying to dictate what the Media can and cannot cover. To an extent, they can't stop the Media completely, but when you watch how the Media, even Fox Cable, won't cover certain scandals, won't ask certain very obvious questions publicly, and do this for both political parties that are in bed with each other, you see what the issue is. They tried to shut down The Drudge Report, and that was the Establishment Republicans doing it. So I can understand Mr. Burke's reticence to get involved."
"I see. The usual suspects at work, here." I said. "Okay, I'll see if I can unleash the nuclear bomb against Thomas P. Cook, at least about the Junction Station Depot."
As I drove down College Avenue, the dispatcher on Police radio said something about vandals at First Baptist Church. I headed on over.
First Baptist Church's main front doors face south and face College Avenue. The building then stretches north, the old Chapel part facing north and Elm Street, which becomes the northern line of the Courthouse Square (College Avenue is the southern line, and Riverside Drive the western border). I came up along Elm towards the Bus Station, seeing a Police cruiser already parked in the Church's back parking lot.
"Well, hello, Commander." said Sergeant Rudistan with great joviality. He and Sr. Patrolman Morton had just apprehended two ten year old boys, Davie Marsdon, and Timmy Austin. Davie was something of a troublemaker, and Timmy was a follower. "We just found these two boys trying to get under First Baptist Church."
"I'd say you caught them coming out, from the looks of the dirt on their pants." I said. the boys grew wide-eyed as they realized who they were now dealing with. "And I see that Davie Marsdon is one of the boys."
"The usual suspect in a case like this." said Rudistan jovially. He'd 'handled' cases involving Marsdon a few times before.
"Okay, guys," I said, "I'll handle this one. Y'all can hang loose in your car while I talk with these guys on this bench here." I had the boys sit down on a bench on the church lawn.
"Okay, boys," I said, "less than one week out of school, and you're already in trouble with me. So why are you prowling around inside a church? It's a good thing Pastor Westboro is out of Town. God Himself might be watching you, though."
"We weren't going to hurt anything, Mr. Crowbar. Honest!" said Davie Marsdon. "We weren't going to steal anything, either."
"So why were you in there?" I asked.
"We were just looking around, exploring." said Timmy Austin. He had blonde hair, sort of ash-blonde like Henry Wargrave's hair had been. No facial resemblance, though.
"So how did you get in there?" I asked.
"There's a secret passage." said Davie in a conspiratorial voice.
"Okay, show me." I said. We went to the west side wall of the church, where the Fellowship Hall was the 2nd floor, and offices underneath. Davie showed me where what looked like a panel of the foundational wall was really a concealed door. The plank moved back enough to let them through.
I peered inside with my flashlight and saw where some ground was dug out. Just above was the floor with pipes coming through.
"Okay, I see what this is." I said. "The main heating unit is just above there. They used this door to get to it when they installed it, and left it in case they had to go under there and fix it."
"Yes sir." said Timmy. "There's a hole that we climbed through, up into the Utility Room. Then we just went out the door to the hallway."
"Okay." I said. "Boys, I want you to do me two favors. First, promise me you will not trespass this way into the church again. If you make that promise, I won't have to say anything to your parents." The boys promised.
"Second," I said, "don't tell anyone else about this... unless I ask you to. Okay?"
"Yes sir." both boys said simultaneously.
"Okay, you two move along, and don't give my officers any more trouble, y'hear?" The boys got out of there as fast as their legs would carry them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My next stop was the office of my favorite University Professor, and the most beautiful woman in the world, at least to my biased opinion. I had called ahead, and Laura was expecting me. The kids were in the back room.
I explained the situation with the Junction Station Depot. "I think I have an idea how to stop Thomas P. Cook cold on that one." I said. "That is, if you wouldn't mind pulling a few strings really hard for me."
"Oh, that will be no problem, Darling." Laura said. She made a few phone calls...
Part 2 - First Salvo
The public session of the Town & County Council meeting was going on at City Hall, with Pastor Westboro's absence excused. First the lawsuits against the County were served and processed; this was usually just a formality. Then citizens would address the Council on certain issues. Then the Council would take up certain bills, with some debate. Everyone who was anyone knew that the real debates had already occurred.
So when a very tall redheaded man in a suit and tie approached the podium to address the Council publicly, there was more than a few surprised people.
"My name is Donald Troy." I said. "I am here--"
"With respect, Commander Troy," said the Mayor, "as the Police Commander, you hardly need to approach the Council this way. I would gladly have taken your phone call..."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." I said. "I am here simply as a Citizen today, and also as a representative of the Town & County Historical Society, as Mrs. Myrtle James's stand-in. Unfortunately, Mrs. James is feeling a bit under the weather.
"We're sorry to hear that." said Jack Colby. "So what do you have for us, Commander?"
I said " I am here to formally serve this notice from the National Park Service of the Federal Government. They are formally considering placing the Junction Station Depot on the National Register of Historic Places. As such, it will have to be preserved, and so any plans to sell it, or condemn it under eminent domain would be met with a Federal Court issuing a stay enjoining such action, until the Park Service has made its determination." The formal paper was served.
I could see out of the corner of my eye that Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes were both looking at me with faces that betrayed their pure hatred. By way of contrast, Dagmar Schoen could hardly keep from laughing, and she could not hide a huge grin.
"Well, that's very interesting." said the Mayor, also with something of a grin on his face. "It would be of great historical import for our County if the Depot were indeed so honored. Thank you for bringing this to us, Commander."
With that, I left. Interestingly enough, the scheduled vote on the Junction Station Depot was not brought up.
"Let us retire now into executive session," said the Mayor, "to hear other business involving County personnel..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How in the world..." he said as he sipped his drink.
"Sir?" asked the lovely Sinon, also sipping the rare and expensive sherry that he had shared with her.
"How in the world was that man able to not only find out about the takeover of the Depot, but to stop it that quickly by having the Federal Government put it on the National Register of Historic Places?"
"They're just considering it, sir."
"No, no, they're pretending to take time with it, but I happen to know it's going to happen." he said. He shook his head. "He's starting to get ahead of us now, to anticipate us. That's very, very bad."
"Maybe he was just lucky this time." the lovely Sinon said. "Colby and Schoen told him about it; he has plenty of contacts in the Federal Government, including the one he sleeps with every night; so he stops us in our tracks before we could move on it."
"Maybe." he said. "And then there's what happened to Sharples. My God, what a brilliantly neat trap. Sharples headed to possible execution, Dick Ferrell needing my help to avoid being prosecuted himself, and Jack Lewis on the verge of being annihilated in the Election in November."
"You won't hear me complaining about that one. About Sharples, that is." said the lovely Sinon.
"No, he was a fat buffoon, and it's good he's out of our way." he said.
"Do you not fear what Sharples might say about you?" she asked.
"Harrumph." he said. "Sharples knows little. He can't harm me. In fact, it would almost be better if he did say something. Then all of the work done by the Iron Crowbar to put me in the dock... will be for nothing. I'll slip out of his nets, and *POOF!* be gone..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that night, my personal cellphone rang. Bowser barked angrily, despite my reassurances that it was not an intruder alert at the Cabin.
"Troy." I said as I answered it.
"This is Jack Colby." said Colby. "I wanted to give you a heads-up. The Junction Station Depot might've been a feint. They pulled a surprise on us in the executive session... they voted to sell the property the Community Center is on..."
Part 3 - Pushback
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely reporter from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 18th. "Channel Two News has learned that a plan by the Town & County Council to condemn the historic Junction Station Depot by eminent domain, and sell it to Northwest Properties Development Corporation, was stymied when the National Park Service served notice that the Depot is a candidate to be placed on the National Register of Historic Places. With that knowledge, the Council took no action last night. However, they did vote to consider selling the Community Center property."
"In other news, our competitor KSTD filed a lawsuit against the Police Department after their credentials were pulled and they were denied access to Police Headquarters and all Police properties. Legal experts are evenly divided on who will prevail in this matter."
"And in political news," said Bettina, her smile fading somewhat, "with the news of the attempted murder of a Police Officer by SBI Agent 'Sergeant' Sharples, the overall trust of the People in the SBI has fallen to a low of 27%, according to Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling. This is beginning to affect the race for Governor, as Val Jared has taken a 50-42 lead over SBI Director Jack Lewis. In local races, District Attorney Gil Krasney holds a 51-47 lead over challenger Jenna Stiles."
"Wow," said Cindy as she and I headed back to my office after the newscast, "an SBI Agent tries to murder you, and Jack Lewis is still even alive in this race?"
"I'll make a prediction." I said. "As people forget about this in the next month, Lewis's numbers will go back up. He may even win the race."
"Well," Cindy said, "at least Jenna is still holding on, so far." Her eyes showed that she was mentally far away from here.
"Have you seen her or talked to her lately?" I asked. Cindy shook her head 'no'.
"She's either in her campaign office, or meeting with potential donors, or giving speeches." Cindy said. "I took her some of your mom's medicinal soup, as she looked like she was not eating well. I think it helped; her next speech was pretty fiery. But we didn't get to talk... and I don't think she really wanted to."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Dagmar Schoen walked across Courthouse Square, she saw Thomas P. Cook coming seemingly out of nowhere and essentially chase her down.
"I want to talk to you." Cook snarled.
"Make an appointment with my office." said Schoen. She attempted to walk around Cook, but he moved to block her path.
"I'm going to tell you something, bitch." he said. "You keep fucking with my plans, and something ugly is going to happen to you."
"Is that a threat?" Dagmar asked.
"You damn straight it is." Cook said, his face ugly, his voice filled with menace. "I'm tired of little whores like you trying to stop my good and legal business ventures. You think you're playing it straight, you think you're playing it high and mighty like the Iron Crowbar, but you're going to find out what's real."
"We're done here." Schoen said, again trying to move past Cook. He again blocked her path, and all but pushed her back.
"We're done when *I* say we're done, you little whore." Cook hissed. "Let me tell you something; I've got the goods on you and Colby. All the neat pictures of you and him fucking around on your spouses. Now you better start behaving, or your husband will get a copy of those pictures..."
Dagmar tried again to move around Cook. When he moved to block her, she yelled at the top of her lungs "GET OUT OF MY WAY! THIS MAN IS BLOCKING MY PATH! CALL THE POLICE!"
"You fucking idiot bitch---" Cook started, but he noticed that twelve old people had suddenly appeared out of nowhere and were beginning to surround him and Dagmar.
"Is there a problem here, Mrs. Schoen?" asked Mrs. Williams.
"Yes, this man is accosting me and won't let me through." said Schoen.
"I would suggest, Mr. Cook, that you stop harassing Mrs. Schoen," ordered Mrs. Veasley, wheeling up at high speed in her wheelchair, "or there will be serious trouble."
"And what are you going to do from that wheelchair, you old bitch?" snarled Cook. He seemed ready for physical violence.
Suddenly everything seemed to get quiet. Cook turned around to see someone who was not wheelchair-bound, was well-armed with a red crowbar, and had a badge to back it up.
"Is there a problem here, Colonel Veasley?" I asked, using Mrs. Veasley's old Army rank; she'd had to retire as a Lieutenant Colonel with her war wounds.
"No, there's no problem here, Troy." said Cook, trying to wrest control of the situation away from me. "Shouldn't you be at work catching criminals instead of hanging around the Square with these old farts?"
"I *am* at work, catching one criminal right now." I said. "Physically assaulting Ms. Schoen is bad enough. Using your Council seat and eminent domain to get sweetheart deals to enrich your own pockets... that's corruption, and really bad. I don't like corrupt politicians, Mr. Cook."
"You tell him, Iron Crowbar!" shouted one old man that had come up in a wheelchair. He was a war veteran, and he looked like he could use that cane of his as a weapon as formidable as a crowbar.
"Are you accusing me of a crime?" growled Cook. "You better have some damn solid proof of that, or I will barbecue your ass!"
"Believe me, Mr. Cook." I said. "Your day of reckoning is near. And if I hear even a whisper of something happening to Ms. Schoen, then I'm going to beat you down with this crowbar and ask questions about it later. Ohhhhh, I almost forgot... yesssss... there's that little trick you pulled in executive session, voting to put up the Community Center property for sale."
"What?!?!" came a chorus of old people.
"Oh yeah, tell them about that, Cook." I said. "And how you tried to do it secretly, too. Ms. Schoen voted against it, but you pushed it hard and the others voted for it."
"If you know about that, you and someone have broken the law." said Cook. "What's in executive session is secret."
"Bullshit." said Dagmar Schoen. "It's part of the public record; only personnel names are redacted. And that should not have been in executive session, anyway."
"We'll see." said Cook. "As for you, Troy, you mind your own fucking business, or you won't be employed here any longer."
"Is that a promise for me to hold you to, or a threat to be ignored?" I asked. The red crowbar was tapping in my hand. Cook was stymied, and he walked away from me, towards City Hall. The old people were laughing as Dagmar thanked me.
"Keep your eyes peeled and your head on a swivel." I told her. "Tell Colby that, too; Cook is like a cornered, wounded tiger. There is no telling what he will permit himself to do."
"And thank you, ladies and gentlemen." said Dagmar.
"Think nothing of it." said Mrs. Veasley. "We are always ready to help young ladies from bad men. But is it true about the Community Center property?"
"Yes." I said. "But don't worry, I have ideas for stopping that. And I do think you for standing up for Councilwoman Schoen." I was looking at the old man who had wheeled, up, seeing his American Legion hat.
"Mr. Davis," I said to the ancient man in the wheelchair, "weren't you one of the Paratroopers that jumped behind the lines on D-Day?"
"Aw, that's nothing." he growled dismissively. "I've forgotten about all that stuff."
"I haven't." I said. I brought my hand up to the brim of my hat in a crisp salute. "All the way and then some, Paratrooper Davis!"
The parakeets fluttered as Mr. Davis returned the salute. "Airborne, Paratrooper Troy!" he said. "I can tell you are a man who respects what soldiers do." He then extended his hand and I shook it.
"I was one, once. " I said. "Didn't have to do what you did, though. Why don't we go to the Community Center. I want to hear about that day."
"Well, I'll tell you about it." said Mr. Davis. We went to the Community Center, Dagmar Schoen making sure to come and hear this, as well as all of Mr. Davis's elderly friends. He never talked about his war experiences, but for the next two hours we listened with avid attention to some serious history from the perspective of one of its participants...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There sure are a lot of old people out there." he said as he finished his salad at a bistro on the south side of Courthouse Square.
"Yes, there are." said Katherine Woodburn, sitting with him, looking through the glass of the shop. "The weather's getting better, so they come out of their little Community Center and hang out on the Square."
"There were a lot this morning, too." he said. "Sprang out of nowhere at the first sign of an altercation, had it surrounded in no time. Do you not find that interesting, Senator?"
"I was more interested in knowing that the Iron Crowbar showed up with amazing speed." said Katherine. "Seemed to be very ready to start some trouble, too."
"Yezzzz..." he said. "Well, I shall take even greater delight in kicking their ancient arses out of the Community Center, and selling that property for a lot of money... or developing it for even more money."



"The Iron Crowbar has been all over that." warned Woodburn. "The Council had better use an open bidding process, or he'll be screaming his redheaded face off about it."
"Oh, my dear," he said, "you will so enjoy what I am going to do there." he said. "Let the Iron Crowbar have his open bidding process. What will happen next... will absolutely devastate him... as well as all of those old pieces of shit out there... oh yes..."
Part 4 - Helping Hand
"So where did all the EMTs go?" asked Detective Joanne Warner at 2:00pm that same Wednesday, May 18th, as the MCD Detectives were talking at their desks.
"Some of them were homeless." said Theo Washington. "Some bank in the City bought up their delinquent mortgages, then colluded with the Courts to get them kicked out of their homes. Then Fire Department assholes kept calling the Police to come arrest them for being homeless on the streets. Then Commander Troy put out an order for him to be called personally, so he could handle those situations himself, and the EMTs started disappearing."
"Maybe he did away with them." said Julie Newton, who had come into the MCD room from Vice.
"Noooo! He wouldn't do that!" exclaimed Joanne.
"Well, they've disappeared." said Julie. "Anyway, I came in to ask if any of you have had a problem with a company called 'Three Brothers Trucking'."
Joanne looked it up on her computer. "They're located off Jefferson Avenue. Moving company, mostly move people from one house to another. No issues with them on record. Why?"
"The Commander asked me to look into them." said Julie. "They've had some unusual money transactions. Some of their employees are ex-cons, and suddenly get flush with cash from time to time."
"Is it enough to cross over into MCD from Vice?" asked a voice. Julie turned around to see Captain Cindy Ross standing behind her.
"Not from my research, ma'am." said Julie. "But I thought I'd ask if MCD had come across them in any way."
"Cool beans, as the Iron Crowbar would say." Cindy said. She looked at the file folder of information that Julie handed her. "Not much here. Someone pays them in cash, they might just pay out in cash, keep the employees's taxes down."
"By the way, Captain," said Joanne, "we were just talking about the former EMTs. They've all disappeared, and the conspiracy theory is that the Iron Crowbar made them vanish."
Cindy barked a little laugh. "Well, in a manner of speaking, that's true. Dr. Eckhart asked him, and me, to take them down to 'The Vision' if and when we find them. My father has been finding them jobs all around the country, sometimes EMT work, sometimes other things. Helping their families with moving expenses. And most importantly, getting them out of the Fire Department's reach."
"That's very nice of Dr. Eckhart to do that." said Julie Newton.
"My father is a great man... a much greater man than I ever knew at first." Cindy said. "The more I learn about him, the more I see how great he truly is."
"With respect, though, ma'am," said Julie, "he's not a man of God."
"That's true." Joanne said. "The only way to true salvation is through Jesus Christ."
"You know, ladies," Cindy said, her ice-blue eyes a little brighter than normal, "there are a lot of preachers out there, like the late Jonas Oldeeds, like Vicki Oldeeds, and Robert Patterson, that talk the talk but do not walk the walk. I'll take my father's good deeds over their false piety any day."
Cindy handed Julie the folder back and walked out of the room. Julie and Joanne just looked at each other, then got back to their work...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Agent Richard 'Dick' Ferrell came to the door and knocked upon it. Upon being admitted to SBI Director Jack Lewis's office, he saw that SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston was also in the room, as well as State Senators Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, Katherine Woodburn, and Richard Langdon... and Chaplain Steven Ikea.
"I came as soon as you called, Director." said Ferrell to Lewis.
"I appreciate it, Dick." Lewis said affably. "Get some coffee or water and have a seat." Ferrell did so, and sat down next to his buddy Ikea.
"So 'Operation Point Hollow' did not work out so well." said Lewis. "You are lucky, Dick... very lucky. Sharples... not so much. He might even get the death penalty."
"Yes sir." said Ferrell, chagrined. He'd left Sharples behind, and he himself was fortunate to have gotten out of the Iron Crowbar's County with his own scalp attached to his head.
"Fortunately," said Katherine Woodburn, "a good friend of mine thought you were worth saving, Mr. Ferrell. Sharples will keep his mouth shut, and there will be no further investigation into that incident. The Iron Crowbar has his fat suspect in custody, and his attention is elsewhere right now. We must use that to our advantage."
"Eventually." said Senator Cerone in his soft, smooth voice... a voice that belied his heartlessness and his willingness to kill for his personal gain. "Right now, Mr. Ferrell, you are going to take what amounts to a vacation. You and Chaplain Ikea will be sitting in your offices at your desks, evaluating personnel, cleaning up paperwork, and strengthening the Narcotics Task Force for future missions."
"Which will not be happening any time soon." said Director Lewis. "We absolutely need to get you and the NTF out of the news. Despite the efforts of our good friends in the partisan Media, my poll numbers are slipping."
"I understand, sir." said Ferrell. "What would you like for me to do?"
"We'd like for you and Chaplain Ikea to go into that room, where you'll meet some men you are going to be working with for the next month."
Ikea stood up, guiding Ferrell towards the door. It led to a small side room with a table. They went in and closed the door behind them.
"Have a seat, Agent Ferrell, Chaplain Ikea." said one of the men sitting at the table. "We look forward to working closely with you. And in the end, the two of you will have the honor of personally arresting Donald Troy, and bringing him to our custody to face Justice."
"Sounds good." said Ferrell. "And you are?"
"Ah, this is FBI Special Agent Ernst Staffeld." said the man, introducing his partner. "I am also with the FBI. My name is Bond... James Bond."
"You're kidding." said Ferrell. Ikea just grinned.
"I get that a lot." said Special Agent Bond. "No, I am not kidding. And I'm definitely not kidding about what you are going to help us do to put the Iron Crowbar behind bars for the rest of his filthy life..."
Part 5 - Murder In Coltrane County
"Thank you for coming, Commander." drawled Sheriff Sorrells. It was late in the day, the sun working its way over the horizon to the west, as Wednesday May 18th came to a close.
"No problem." I said. Cindy and I were there as SBI Reservists. SBI Reserve Director Tom Conlan was on his way up from Midtown, and there were a number of State Troopers present. I suspected the Governor really, really did not want to hear of any altercations between myself and the regular SBI.
"Hi, Captain Ross!" said Deputy Strait enthusiastically. "It's good to see you again."
"You too, Deputy Strait." Cindy said. "So what do we have here?"
"Two males, both black, both Town & County Fire Department firefighters." said Sheriff Sorrells. "Neither of them live here nor have relatives that live here."
Indeed, I was looking at two dead TCFD Firefighters. We were on County Road 98, which goes east-west along the upper part of the County. It connected on its west end to the Midtown-University Highway near the road to The Vision, and on its east end to State 142 that ran from Buford in Coltrane County to Hillside in Nextdoor County. The bodies were just lying on the side of the road, one on his back, one contorted on his side with his leg in an "L".
They were in their TCFD uniforms. Their wallets were still on their persons, though any cash had been removed. I wore latex gloves to handle the wallets, examined them, and bagged them as evidence.
"Who called it in?" I asked as I observed that their hands had been tied behind them and their mouths gagged at some point in time before their deaths.
"Motorist coming over from Hillside." said the Sheriff. "He lives in Nextdoor County. When I asked why he was on County Road 98 and not State 142, he seemed confused and said he must've taken the wrong road. Name is Stevens."
"Chad Stevens? Lou's son?" I asked, remembering the case of the murder of Michael Campbell Fulton.
"No, not him." said Sorrells. "Dwight Stevens. Youngish looking, and seems like he's a bright kid until he realizes he was on the wrong road in the first place."
"I'll have to check up on him." I said. "Looks like these two guys were shot in the chest and head areas at fairly close range. They were tied up when that happened. Then they were obviously driven here and dumped."
"Why do you say that, Commander?" asked Deputy Strait.
"The way their bodies are lying here." I said. "Not all that common to find someone dead on their back, at least not on the floor or a road. They usually fall forward or sideways, through lack of impediments. The other guy landed on the ground and essentially bounced, and his legs and arms just went every which-a-way."
"Why here?" asked the Sheriff. "They could just as easily have dumped them on one of your County roads. Jurisdiction isn't going to matter much."
"True." I said. "Well, I'll call the Town & County morgue to come get these guys... and I'll have to call Chief Quinlin."
"Think this was line of duty?" asked Cindy.
"I don't know." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg with the Channel Two Magazine!" said Bettina at 8:00pm. "Tonight, we're bringing you the story of the people of the Community Center, and also the story of those who want to sell it for development."
Bettina told the war stories of Mr. Davis and Mrs. Veasley, of their heroics and their wounds in combat. She interviewed them, and they told of how the Community Center was their second homes, where they spent time with their friends, the elderly of the Town.
Then Bettina outlined how Thomas P. Cook and his business entities were behind several sweetheart land deals, many that came from Council actions. Bettina pointedly implied that corruption was involved in the removal of old war veterans from their Community Center, though careful not to say so explicitly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a somber autopsy room as we watched Martha the M.E. at work. Coroner John Quincey Kelly was with us, as was Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Fire Chief Patrick Quinlin, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, and Sheriff Daniel Allgood.
"Got two bullets. It looks like they're nine millimeter rounds." said Martha as she finished. "Fired from about two feet away, with closer shots to the head to make sure they were dead."
"Think a former EMT did this?" asked Fire Chief Quinlin.
"No." I said, and rather emphatically. "Martha, can you give me a time of death for these men?"
"They were killed right about the same time." said Martha. "I'm estimating five to six hours ago. Neither had much food in their stomachs, suggesting they hadn't eaten in a while, so I'd say sometime in the mid- to late afternoon today."
"Chief Quinlin, what can you tell me about these two Firemen?" I asked.
"The older one is Johnny Jackson." said Quinlin. "He was up for Engineer, which is the same as Sergeant stripes in the Police Force. He was going to be in charge of a Fire Truck. Solid, dependable. The other is DeSean Malcolm. With us for about a year. Had some attitude problems early on, but settled down."
"What kind of attitude problems?" I asked.
"Racial ones." said Quinlin. "Always talking about the white man keeping the black man down, always singing rap songs in the Firehouse he was assigned to. They were both assigned to Station Two, by the way. Southern areas of the County."
"And you say he worked his way out of the racial stuff?" I asked.
"I think some of the older guys talked to him. He wasn't a bad guy, good fireman, did his job, so they talked to him, got him to tone it down, and he responded. Some guys don't, and they're not in the Fire Department much longer. Probably the same as the Police, isn't it Commander?"
"Not quite." I said. "Any Police Officer doing the rap and talking shit would be gone immediately. I can't have Police Officers carrying guns and authorized to use lethal force saying that stuff, and we don't have time for them to be asked to tone it down. We try to screen them out before we hire them, and that's both white and black Officers. It's not black and white, but Police Blue with us."
Everyone had been listening, and nodded at my words. It was Sheriff Allgood that broke the silence by saying "So what's the timeline for these guys?"
"They were off duty." said Quinlin. "As you know, we have three shifts and a 24/48 schedule... 24 hours on duty, 48 hours off, 6:00am to 6:00am. They'd just come off duty, weren't due back until Friday morning."
"Were they personal friends?" I asked. "Did they hang out together?"
"I don't know." said Quinlin. "You'll have to ask their Station 2 co-workers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said at 1:00am, Thursday, May 19th, sitting in my office with Cindy, "neither man was married. Jackson's wife left him three years ago, Malcolm never was married. Neither formally complained of any racial bias against them by the Fire Department leadership, though as Quinlin said, Malcolm had some attitude about shift assignments early on."
"In what way?" asked Cindy.
"He was saying they were dispersing blacks in a way that made them hard to stick up for each other when they were racially abused." I said. "This comes from a report filed by his Engineer at the time. It wasn't a reprimand, but considered a suggestion to the leadership. It was at this time he was talked to about toning it down, but they did heed his suggestion, and Stations 2 and 5 in the southern areas, read 'predominantly black' areas, were assigned a larger percentage of black Firemen and given more black leaders."
"But they wouldn't lift a finger when a female EMT was being raped." Cindy said.
"Which brings up an interesting point." I said. "Station 1 near Downtown, where the rape occurred, was almost all white. Station 3 in the northern part of the Town & County, that serves the wealthier areas, is all White and Asian. The overall numbers seem balanced and reasonable, but assignments are skewed."
"We're guilty of that, too." Cindy said. "We have more blacks in Precinct 2, relatively speaking. But Precinct 3 is not all white."
"True, and we're not overly skewed like the Fire Department is." I said. "Anyway, these guys were off duty. Sergeant Rudistan and Patrolman Hicks went to their homes with warrants. Nothing out of place, though Malcolm's dirty laundry was piling up... and I mean his actual, literal laundry."
"Sergeant Irwin and Patrolman Goodwright put on some civilian clothes and went around to the bars these guys were known to frequent. DeSean Malcolm often went to T-Square's clubs in the Tenderloin District. He was not seen last night, though."
"And Jackson?" Cindy asked.
"Bit older and therefore a bit quieter." I said. "Often went to the Southside Chess Club on MLK Jr. Drive. Yep, the US Chess Federation site here shows that he played chess tournaments, had a rating of 1780. Irwin went by there; Jackson had not come in at all, but the place doesn't open until 6:00pm."
Cindy yawned hard, so I asked "Before I tell you to go home... what do you make of this, so far?"
"Not a shred of data yet, Mr. Holmes." Cindy replied.
"Oh, I wouldn't say that." I said. "We do have some features that stand out."
"Don't ask me to guess, just tell me." Cindy said tiredly.
"Sure." I said. "First, they died right about the same time, which is instructive. They died by bullets fired from the same gun, if I don't miss my guess. Ballistics will confirm that, and if I'm wrong I'll admit it, but with that 'totally shocked' look on my face while doing so." Cindy giggled at that.
"They're both black, and I suspect that has something to do with this." I said. "Their wallets were found on their persons, sans cash, but bank and credit cards still in the wallets. Cellphones still on them. Jackson was wearing a wristwatch; it was still on his wrist. Malcolm was wearing bling: a gold necklace. This all points to robbery not being the motive."
I looked over. Cindy had fallen asleep. I wondered what had been keeping her up, why she was so tired. Nevertheless, I locked my computer, got out a blanket and covered her, then turned out the lights as I left for the night.
When I got home to the Mountain Nest, I was a bit surprised to see two handsome dogs waiting for me at the door. I spoke to them and petted them, then they led me to the den. I saw why they were up and about: my mother was sitting there, reading a book; she was waiting for me.
"Hello, son." she said. "I heard you've had an interesting day."
"No doubt about that." I said. "The Party never stops in our Town & County."
"So sad about those two Firemen." my mom said. "What did you make of that?"
"Well," I said, sitting down next to my mom and petting Bowser as he jumped up to sit next to me, "I haven't decided if it's more important that they were found near 'The Vision', or that they were both black."
"Those could be equally important, don't you think?" my mom said. "But what I really wanted to ask you about was this morning's little altercation on Courthouse Square. My, how the people at the Community Center were carrying on about Mr. Davis's war experiences, and how you got him to talk about them... and very respectful of you to salute him that way. He won't admit it, but that meant so much to him."
"That's good." I said. "I loved hearing his stories, as well. We're losing our World War 2 veterans, and people are forgetting the cost of Freedom. It's a whole new world now..."
"Very true." said my mom. "By the way, I saw Bettina's special on TV tonight. That was a very helpful thing. But tell me, son... why did Mr. Cook make such an ugly scene with Ms. Schoen? You really could have arrested him, you know."
"Maybe. And more and more I'm thinking I should." I said. "So Mom... you think that was important?"
"Oh, I would say that that was of the very highest importance, son." said my mom. "Very telling."
"I'll figure it out when the sun comes up." I said. "I need to get a few hours of sleep before my run with the cadets in the morning."
"Oh, are you still doing those?" said my mom.
"Of course." I said. "Why wouldn't I?"
My mom just turned to stare at me. Nope, there had never been, and never would be, any getting past her...
Part 6 - Explosive Consequences
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted Bettina at 7:00am, Thursday, May 19th, from in front of Fire Department Headquarters, which was near the Fire Department range north of Town. "Channel Two News has learned that two Town & County Firefighters were found dead yesterday in Coltrane County. The Police Department issued a statement that the men were murdered, but have no other details at this time. Names have not been released pending notification of next of kin. We at Channel Two News join in the condolences for these Firefighters and their families."
"In other news, Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council have discussed the matter of putting the property where the Community Center now sits up for sale. The senior citizens have been offered space in the new Civic Center as well as other possible arrangements, but they are angrily saying they won't leave their beloved Center.



"Speaking for the Council, businessman Thomas P. Cook stated that the elderly citizens had no choice, that the property would be sold and the building on it destroyed to make way for new developments. When asked if there would be a fair and aboveboard open bidding process, Mr. Cook smiled brightly and said 'Of course.'."
"How does he know what they're going to do with the property?" Cindy asked, a great deal of sarcasm in her voice. She had spent the night here, on my sofa in my office, but looked a great deal more rested than the day before. I chastised myself for not noticing her fatigue much sooner.
"Oh, he already has the plans drawn for when he buys the property." I said.
"That's just so dirty." said Joanne Cummings. "I saw that special on TV last night. Kicking those poor people out of there, especially the old war veterans, then rigging the process to buy the property... just disgusting."
"Yep." I said. "And if it's a rigged process, I'll be right there... and someone will go to jail, whether he's a Council member or not..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Community Center was crowded at 9:00am. The Senior Citizens were meeting to try to find a way to save their Center.
"What is that smell?" Mrs. Myrtle L. James said to Mrs. Veasley as people gathered.
"I don't know, my friend." said Mrs. Veasley.
"It smells like some kind of insecticide solvent." said Mrs. James. "Maybe they sprayed for bugs yesterday."
"Why bother, if they're going to tear the building down?" replied Mrs. Veasley.
As the meeting progressed, there was a lot of rancor in the room, most of it at Thomas P. Cook. "He's a dirty dealer." shouted Mr. Davis, shaking his fist to the air. "He's using his Council position for his personal gain!" There was much agreement.
"But what can we do about him?" asked one of the old ladies. "He was threatening Mrs. Schoen yesterday; I saw it myself. He means to kick us out, and I think he'd hurt us if he could... physically hurt us."
"We can bid against him." said someone. "We can buy this place ourselves."
"We don't have that kind of money!" shouted someone.
Suddenly, the chatter and voices stopped. Into the room walked Cindy Ross, wearing civilian clothes: a navy blue skirt and jacket, and white blouse with blue stripes running across. Her badge was on her belt, and her gun in a shoulder holster underneath.
With her was the Widow Athena Jones, dressed in her trademark shawl. She stayed near the door as Cindy walked forward to the stage area, which was in the back of the building.
"Ladies and gentlemen," Cindy said, "I want to tell you two things. First, the process will not be rigged. You know who my boss is. The Iron Crowbar is on our side, and he will not brook any criminal actions by Thomas P. Cook. Second, when that open bidding process happens, just remember that we have friends... friends with the resources to help us, to stop Thomas Cook and his plans cold---" She stopped short, looking around and sniffing.
"What's that smell?" she said. As she concentrated, a memory came to her, a memory associated with that smell. Oh my God! she thought to herself in horror.
"Gas leak!" she shouted. "Everyone, please get out, NOW! Go! Let's go! Everyone out! Get away from the building!"
As people left in a quickly but orderly fashion, helped by the Widow Jones, Cindy came up to Mrs. Veasley, who was trying to manually push the wheels of her motorized wheelchair.
"Drive out of here, Mrs. Veasley!" Cindy ordered.
"It might set off a spark, Child." Mrs. Veasley replied.
Cindy leaned over and whispered "It's not gas, it's a bomb. The smell is plastique. Now drive!" Mrs. Veasley drove right on out of there. Cindy was right behind her, the last to leave the building.
Cindy had everyone get clear of the building, with Mrs. Veasley and the Widow Jones helping to get people 300 feet back. Cindy also began blocking traffic as she got out her cellphone to call the Police and Fire Departments. "Don!" she said as the Commander answered. "We've got a problem at the Community Center! It's a---"
*KA-BOOM!*
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Cindy! Cindy!" I called out into my phone. "Oh shit." I muttered as I ran out the door. I ran into MCD.
"Explosion at the Community Center!" I yelled. "Call for the Fire Department and ambulances! Move, people!" As the Detectives scrambled, I ran on out and to my SUV. Just as I reached it, I heard a voice in my phone.
"Don, are you there?"
"Cindy!" I shouted, relief in my voice. "What happened?"
"The Community Center exploded." Cindy said. "No one seriously hurt. Send people to control the scene..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We are lucky." I stated. "We are exceptionally fortunate." I was at what used to be the front of the Community Center. It was now a pile of rubble.
"It was your Captain that got everyone out in time, Commander." said Mrs. Veasley. "She saved all our lives."
"How did you know, Captain?" I asked.
"She used her mind. She felt it." said Mrs. Veasley.
"Yes, ma'am." I replied to Mrs. Veasley. To Cindy I said "I would like to hear more specifics, though, Captain."
"I'll tell you in private." Cindy whispered. I had her come with me a distance away, near City Hall, as we watched Police Officers securing the scene, Fire Department people checking for fires and gas leaks, the Media trying to get in and being held back, but filming everything.
"Okay." I said. "What happened?"
"Don," Cindy said, "do you remember right before the Cabin was burned down, how we smelled something in your old SUV?"
"Oh my God." I said, understanding.
"Yes." Cindy said. "I smelled that exact same smell, and I knew it was plastique like what exploded in your car that night."
"You remembered." I said. "And acted. Thank God. And thank you."
"Do you think Thomas Cook was behind this?" Cindy asked.
"Depends." I said. "If you think he's the Consultant of Crime, then no doubt about it. It was the Consultant who used that plastique in my car when he burned down my home. It was the Consultant that used explosives to take down the Standard Tools building, almost killing one of my Detectives."
"Whether he is or isn't the Consultant... did he do this to remove the opposition to selling the property?" Cindy persisted.
I looked around. "Where is the Widow Athena Jones?" I asked abruptly. "It's high time I met her."
"Uh, I don't see her anywhere around." Cindy replied truthfully.
"She was here earlier, Commander." said Mrs. Veasley, driving up. "But I do not see her now. I hope she is okay."
"Looks like we were fortunate, Mrs. Veasley." I said. "And thank you for your help getting everyone away from the building."
"You are quite welcome, Commander." said Mrs. Veasley. "And as I am a Nurse, my services are available if they are needed."
"I appreciate that, ma'am. Fortunately, it seems we have no casualties." I said. "Captain Ross, call up the Police Auxiliary to help with crowd control. And you bring Auxiliary Detective Troy to my office immediately."
"Uh... yes sir."
"Do it today, Captain, do it today." I said brusquely as I strode off. Cindy knew what that really meant. She and Mrs. Veasley looked at each other, then went their ways to fulfill their missions.
Part 7 - The Widow Athena Jones
An hour later, Cindy and my mother came into my office, my mom in her Auxiliary uniform, Cindy in her uniform as well.
"Have a seat, ladies." I said. They sat down as I began speaking. "I do not think that bomb was set because of the property dispute. I believe it was an attempt by the Consultant of Crime to kill everyone in the place. He wanted to wipe out as many Senior Citizens as he could."
I continued: "I believe the reason was because the Consultant figured out that the Senior Citizens of this Town & County have been organized into something of a Neighborhood Watch Unit, and they've been watching the Consultant for many months. When they interdicted Thomas P. Cook's assault on Dagmar Schoen, their actions were recognized, and they nearly died for it."
"Sir..." said Cindy, but I held up my hand.
"No." I said, standing up. "I do not want to hear from you right now, Captain Ross." I leaned over my desk, my weight on my arms and hands. "I want to hear this..." I said, my eyes boring into my mother's, "...from the Widow Athena Jones herself...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - The Widow Athena Jones (continued)
Previously, in the Iron Crowbar series... (specifically, 'Sting of the Scorpion, Ch. 5')...
"BINGO!" yelled out Mrs. Parker in the Fellowship Hall of the Catholic Church. The other old ladies groaned.
"Well," said one old woman, getting up, "I must be off. It's getting late. Thank you for such a lovely evening, Father Francisco."
"Ah, my pleasure, madam." said Father Francisco, smiling benignly. "I hope we'll be seeing you next Wednesday night."
"I do, too." said the old woman. "Goodnight ladies. I'll see you at the Community Center. Goodnight Mrs. Boddiker." she said, touching her friend's shoulder on her way out. Among the chorus of salutations, Mrs. Boddiker said goodnight to her and promptly went back to her bingo cards.
Once out of the Fellowship Hall and beyond the eyes of anyone, the old woman scurried up the passageway towards the back of the building. If caught, she'd say she was looking for a restroom. She was not caught.
Exiting by a back door, she moved past the living quarters of the priests that were at the back of the Church grounds. The gate was open and she moved along the sidewalk, almost to the street. She stopped in the darkness and listened intently, watching along the street for any sign of anyone watching her.
Seeing none, she stepped out onto the sidewalk of the street and walked as swiftly as she was able in a westerly direction. She turned between two buildings, stopping and waiting to see if she was being watched or followed. She then went up that alleyway and between buildings, in what would've been called mews in the days of horses and carriages.
Coming out on another street, she repeated this pattern until she was just south of Courthouse Square. Entering a door that led to a small apartment upstairs above the shops, she let herself in with her key. Closing the door and locking it, she flicked on the light switch, which turned on one lamp on the chair-side table... and saw the woman sitting in the chair, waiting for her.
"Oh my heavens!" the old woman said. "You startled me. And why are you here, at this hour?"
"Why, I came to see you." said Captain Cindy Ross of the Town & County Police, getting up out of the chair. "The Widow Athena Jones, I presume?"
* * * * *
Phyllis Troy took off her shawl and wig. "Yes, it's me. I am the Widow Athena Jones."
"Why are you doing this?" Cindy asked. Phyllis sat down in the other chair, motioning for Cindy to sit back down, as well.
"Cindy, my son is in great danger. Incredible danger. What he is doing is noble, is valiant, but he cannot do this alone. He needs help if he is going to win against this Shadow Man."
"Do you know who he is?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." Phyllis said. "And it would shock you if I told you."
"So what's with the 'Athena Jones' thing?" asked Cindy. "Why the disguise?"
"Oh, he would know who I am by sight." Phyllis said. "But my estranged daughter's ability at disguises was inherited. I am also good at them. But I cannot do it alone against this foul beast of man, either. So I've enlisted help."
"Ohhh... all the Senior Citizens." Cindy said, suddenly seeing the light.
"Yes, your intuition serves you well." Phyllis said. "The only thing I must ask you is that you never reveal this to Don. If he finds out, so be it, and I'll step up and take the blame. But the Shadow Man must never find out... I fear what he would do. Not to me, but to others...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in present time, Thursday May 19th, in my office...
My mother's eyes were twinkling as she stared right back at me, not giving an inch.
"So, Mom." I said. "Why don't you tell me what I already know half of, fill in the blanks, yes?"
"We are trying to keep you alive, son." my mother said. "I have lost my husband. My daughter is a rogue smuggler and testimony to my disastrous raising of her, as well as her rejection of the Scriptures. You are all I have left, and while your work to take down the Consultant of Crime is noble, it won't do me any good if I have to bury you for your efforts."
I finally sat back down. "And having the Senior Citizens of this County be your watch patrol?" I asked.
"Oh come on, son." my mother said. "They're old. They only have Death to look forward to. They haven't had so much fun in their lives, and they know they're doing something important. They knew and know the risks, and were willing to keep watch against this foul bastard. And they want to clean this County up of the filth infesting it as much as you do, if not more."
"And it was them blowing the whistles that night I was confronting Bryce... because you thought the Consultant had the drop on me." I said.
"He did have the drop on you, son." said my mother. "You expose yourself much too freely. I very much fear whatever your 'hair-brained scheme' is to take the Consultant down."
"Don't worry about that." I said. "And speaking of hair-brained schemes... " I was shaking my head. "Fortunately, Cindy recognized the smell of the explosives and got you all out in time."
"Yes, she was very brilliant and decisive in that." said Phyllis. I looked over at Cindy.
"How long have you known?" she asked. Nice deflection, there, I thought to myself.
"For a long time." I said. I reached over to my bookshelf, and pulled out the Sherlock Holmes Canon that had been put on my desk, the 'they set fire to our rooms last night' passage highlighted.
"Let's see here..." I said, turning through the early pages of the tome. "Hmmm... 'The Sign of Four'... ah, 'Detective Athelny Jones'. Interesting name, there, don't you think?" My mother's eyes twinkled even more as she grinned.
I was not grinning as I continued: "And of course... 'Athena' is a Goddess, and she's the 'Pallas Athene' of the Trojan Temple where Cassandra was raped by Ajax, all parts of the story of the Trojan War... a war which is being newly waged against us Troys by the Consultant of Crime, as this painting and matchstick Trojan Horse attests to. I assume you looked at the capsule inside, Mom?"
My mother nodded. "Yes, I did. I had to know. Anyway, you caught on to my disguise. I should have known... you never asked what I was doing all these days and nights for all these months." she said with perfect 20/20 hindsight.
"But it was Captain Ross who did find you." I said, then looked at Cindy and said darkly: "Went to visit her, you did. Told your boss, you did not."
"No I didn't. I kept the secret." Cindy said, with both defiance and pride in her voice. "Her plan was dangerous, but if it helped keep you alive and able to beat the son of a bitch, it was worth doing."
Just then Helena buzzed me. "Sir, there are twelve senior citizens out here who want to speak with you."
"Your defense team is here to rescue you from me." I said. "Helena, please escort them to Classroom 'J'. I'll be right down." I got up. "Okay, let's go tell them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This was our doing." said Mrs. Veasley, leading the defense. "We proudly volunteered to help your mother and Captain Ross watch for mischief in our Town." There was a chorus of agreement.
"Yes, and you've done a very good job, all of you." I said. "I very much appreciate the work you have done all these months helping us. But it should be obvious that your cover is blown, and our Enemy knows what you are doing. He tried to kill you once already. So I am going to have to ask you to stop."
"Not so fast, young man!" said Old Mrs. Boddiker, rising and shaking her umbrella at me. "I was born in this County, I have lived in this County all my life, and I will die in this County by the Grace of God. And until that happens, I want to help you get rid of this filth in my County!"
There was another loud chorus of agreement. I saw Mr. Davis, who'd parachuted behind enemy lines on D-Day. I saw Mrs. Williams and the others, and the determination in their eyes. And Mrs. Boddiker... I'd rather fight Cindy in the Police Boxing Matches than tangle with that determined woman. How could I tell them 'no'?
"All right." I said. "But do me this favor. Just keep your heads down until July 4th, okay? By then, all will be well."
Part 8 - Racial Divides
"The FBI is involved in the bombing now." said Sheriff Daniel Allgood as we sat in the Main Conference Room thirty minutes after my meeting with the Senior Citizens. The Sheriff had come into that meeting and stated his relief that none of them were hurt, and was inundated with well-deserved praise for Cindy Ross.
The Senior Citizens were now getting a full tour of Police Headquarters. I figured the jail and the underground areas like the Shooting Range would excite them the most. Turns out their favorite place to see... was the Iron Crowbar's office.
The Sheriff continued: "The Fire Department's Arson Squad is also working on the case. The SBI's Bureau of Firearms and Explosives (BFE) have been explicitly denied entry to the scene, and their help specifically and explicitly rejected."
"Think the FBI will find anything?" asked Chief Moynahan. He was looking at me when he asked.
"No." I said. "Zoe Singer and her team found the detonator. It was set off by a timer device. The FBI will run tests on the plastique traces they found, but this seems like uniquely made stuff that they don't have an ID for." Batches of plastic explosives can have unique signatures when run through a mass spectrometer, gas chromatograph, and liquid chromatography methods.
"No one smelled anything before today," I continued, "so it's likely this was done last night. The Mouseketeers have already analyzed all the street cameras in the area. They went down around 1:00am, started whacking out with horizontal lines, then went blank."
"They were jammed, in other words." said Sheriff Allgood. I just nodded, not saying that someone on the Enemy team had a video-killer similar to mine and Cindy's.
"And whoever did that knew that cameras were there, where they were, and what to do about them." continued the Sheriff. I nodded.
"Well," said the Chief, "our friends in the Fire Department and FBI will handle all that. My concern is the murders of two firemen... black firemen. I've already been called by Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, and the Reverend Joseph E. Williams of the A.M.E. Church. They are already hearing rumblings amongst their people."
"I have Officers talking to all the Station 2 Firemen." I said. "They will also interview friends of the deceased that they can find. I talked to the Station 2 Superintendent just before the Community Center explosion, and he told me that he was not aware of any threats to the Station nor any Firemen, much less those two men. In addition, neither Chief Quinlin nor any of the Battalion Chiefs nor Fire Marshal Singer had received any information of a threat to any Firemen. The TCPD also had nothing in advance that would suggest this attack was coming."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nothing, sir." said Detective Theo Washington, who was the lead Detective on the murder case. "All the Firemen were pretty much in shock about it. They said they knew of no specific threats to either one of the guys, nor any Fire Department personnel. They also said that Johnny Jackson was pretty quiet and never went drinking at bars; he was mostly at the Chess Club. DeSean Malcolm, however, regularly went to bars or clubs in the Tenderloin District, but never overdid it with the drinking, and never got into fights that they were aware of."
"Does the Fire Department have a place like our Cop Bar?" I asked. We were in my office. Cindy was sitting on the sofa, as usual, while the Detectives were in the 'hot chairs'.
"Well, the Firemen in the northern half of the County come to the same Cop Bar." said Teddy Parker, who was working with Theo on the case. "Neither of these guys came all the way up to it, though. Our Precinct Two goes to the 'Jefferson Tavern', a watering hole not far from the Old Mill, which sits on the River on the south side of Jefferson Avenue. Some Fire Station 5 guys go there, as well, but again.. neither of these guys went there very often if ever."
"Okay. Good work." I said. "Anything else of interest?"
"Uh..." said Parker. Theo looked at him, then caught me peering.
"Spill it." I said.
"We were debating whether we should even bring this up, sir." Parker said. "Several of the black Firemen asked if we thought these guys were targeted because they were black. They couched it as questions, but I got the idea they were doing that to 'suggest', or plant the idea in our minds. And nearly every white Fireman we talked to asked if the former EMTs were behind the murders. A couple even outright said they suspected it was EMTs."
"That's definitely something to bring up to me." I said. "Did either of you guys get the idea that there are racial problems in the Firehouses? Theo?"
"Not really, sir." said Theo. "I should tell you this, though: a lot of people in the black community don't like black firemen nor black policemen. Not all of them, but some, say that we've sold out to The Man, that we're betraying our race by working for the Government in any way. Now some of these people are just jealous; they'd kill for a good job like mine or a Fireman's. But some genuinely see it as a betrayal, especially by people like me who go to work for the cops."
"Yes, I've heard a few rumors like that." I said. "And it's unfortunate. Having said that, did you get any vibe at all of racial tension inside the Firehouse?"
"No sir." said Theo. "They have to depend on each other too much. That's why Malcolm was told to tone it down by more senior black Firemen, including Jackson."
"Okay." I said. "Captain, lets get the word put out to all Fire Stations for their guys to watch each other's backs and try to stay in groups, even when off duty. I suspect these guys were targeted partly because they were lone wolves that didn't stick with the pack, so they were easier prey."
"Wilco, sir." said Cindy, making a note on her pad.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As a gesture of goodwill, Cindy and I went with Sheriff Allgood to the Fire Department Headquarters, to report on the murder case. Present were Fire Chief Quinlin, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, Battalion Chief Carlson and Battalion Chief Tucker, both longtime veterans of the Fire Department.
We laid out what we knew, which was little so far. Zoe added what she could about the explosives and the device used. We asked them to disseminate through their ranks the warnings to stick together and be careful.
"So," said Battalion Chief Tucker, "do you think the former EMTs had anything to do with this?"
"No." I said. "There are no EMTs left in this County that I am aware of." I said... then made a point to say "If you know of any EMTs still here, please let me know so that I can evacuate them."
"Is it true," said Battalion Chief Carlson, "that you helped those filthy EMTs out, helped them get jobs?" I could see that this was a pre-planned ambush attempt.
"You damn straight it is." I said, looking the man dead in the eye. "I did everything I could to help them, as did P. Harvey Eckhart of 'The Vision'."
"That fucking son of a bitch." breathed Tucker. The reaction I hoped for did indeed happen: Cindy stood up, the blue crowbar ready to go.
"Watch your language, asshole." she said. "That's my father you're talking about." There were plenty of stunned looks to go around, and one of exasperation from a Sheriff trying to keep order and peace.
"You can't talk to me that way, Captain." said Tucker, standing up himself.
"I can." I said, quietly but levelly. "And Eckhart is my blood kin, too. Now sit down."
"Okay, guys," said Sheriff Allgood, "let's just move past this shit. The EMS no longer exists in this County. The Police are trying to solve the murder of two Firemen here. Have a seat, Chief Tucker."
"If they want to solve this, then they should start considering that it might be EMTs that murdered our guys." said Carlson.
"All right, guys." said Chief Quinlin, finally bringing his people into line. He then said "But they have a point, Sheriff... if not EMTs, who would want to kill two Firemen like that?"
"They may not have been killed because they were firemen." I said. "They may have been killed because they were black. And the racial angle is the one I've been trying to confirm or dispel all day."
"We haven't had any racial problems in the Fire Department for years." said Tucker.
"I don't think it's internal." I said.
"But to what end?" asked Quinlin.
"I'm not sure yet." I said. "So... you're having a memorial service on Saturday?"
"Yes." said Chief Quinlin. "At the A.M.E. Church. Two o'clock. All off-duty personnel will be invited to attend, and we'll have skeleton crews at Stations 2 and 5. Some of the people there will be on-call, and called out of the service if needed."
"You think someone is going to burn or bomb a building at that time?" asked Sheriff Allgood. "Maybe the Community Center was a prequel to it? Practice for it?
Hmmm, pretty astute he is, I thought to myself. "I don't know." I replied. "I don't think the Community Center bombing is related to these killings at all. As to what might happen, and when?" I shrugged my shoulders.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, you stirred the pot again." Cindy said as we drove back to Police Headquarters. "Of course, I did too... "
"Yes, we learned some things from that, too." I said.
"Think they'll come after me for insubordination?" Cindy asked.
"No." I said. "As you know, Captains and above enjoy a certain immunity from that, at least as demonstrated with Brownlee and with those old farts. Don't worry about it, they know they crossed the line when they insulted our blood kin that way."
After a pause, I continued: "But it was instructive. I guess you've noticed they'd really like to blame an EMT for this. Sort of like the Media always immediately tries to blame a Conservative TEA Party member for school shootings or theater shootings, then it turns out the Media was lying. As usual."
"I just don't get the hatred." said Cindy. "The EMTs are gone, yet they wanted to kill you right there for telling them you helped the EMTs get jobs. I could see it in their eyes, they really wanted to come up against you for that. And I hope that doesn't come back to haunt us, the Police. Some people in the Fire Department are still pissed that we busted those firemen raping that girl."
"Yep." I said. "And that's something else now out in the open. Those Battalion Chiefs pre-planned that little attack on me."
"Maybe the Fire Chief will rip them one."
"Oh hell no." I said. "Quinlin has played it straight in public, and he's pretty much done the right things. But the first thing he said upon learning about this was to ask if EMTs did it. He keeps things in line, but he's no friend of the EMTs. So... what do you think about these murders?"
Cindy replied "I've learned over time to observe you and deduce from your questions and statements what you think is going on. You were very interested in that memorial service for Saturday. You think something about that is important. If it's not setting a fire elsewhere at that time, then maybe you think something will happen at the service itself."



"You're getting good." I said. "I might just tell the Fire Department to promote you to Assistant Fire Chief."
"I'll remember that when I'm busting your ass during the Police Boxing Matches." Cindy said. If all went well, we wouldn't meet until the finals on June 4th, but Cindy was anticipating that already.
"Well, I have to just make it to that point." I said. "I don't have the quick and easy path like you do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00am, I got a call on my personal cellphone. Bowser was not pleased, and his barking made that point crystal clear.
"Troy." I said, taking the call...
Part 9 - Plan In Motion
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the bombed out Community Center at 7:00am, Friday, May 20th. "Channel Two News has learned that there are no new leads in the bombing of the Community Center yesterday. The FBI has been called into the case, but do not believe this is an act of domestic terrorism. Asked about the future plans of the site, Councilman Thomas P. Cook said this. Roll tape."
The tape rolled, showing Thomas P. Cook talking to a gaggle of reporters, Priya Ajmani right there next to him. He said "This does not change our plans at all. We intend to sell this property to the highest bidder for future development that will bring jobs and tax revenues to the County."
"What about the elderly people and the Community Center?" asked Priya loudly.
"They were going to have to find a new place anyway." said Cook. "And now that's even more apparent."
"Does it bother you that a lot of people could've been killed in that explosion?" yelled Bettina.
"No one was hurt." said Cook. "So your question is moot, pointless. Okay, come to the Council meeting Tuesday to see the final disposal of the property."
Bettina came back on live. "Asked for comment, Commander Donald Troy praised Captain Cindy Ross for her quick action in evacuating the Community Center in time to save everyone's lives. Fortunately there were no casualties."
For God's sake, I thought, give Cindy more than half a sentence, would you, Bettina? Hmmm, have I mentioned that I really, really hate the Press?
"In other news," Bettina went on, "there are no new leads in the case of two Town & County firemen who were found dead the night before last. Lt. Scott Peterson, Press Relations Officer, issued a statement that the Police do not think the men were murdered because they were Firemen, but are working on the possibility that the attacks were race-related. Both victims were black men."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right," said Chief Moynahan. "I've had about enough of Peterson." We were in the Chief's office, with Cmdr. Della Harlow also present. "I am going to begin the paperwork to suspend him, which the Union was grieve, and we'll fight like hell over it. Unless one of you two have a suggestion?"
I smiled. "I believe I do, Chief. Take a look at these." I handed the Chief a manila envelope. He handed the contents to Della, who gasped.
"Commander," she said, "I know you're a man of integrity... but you are no Boy Scout."
"No ma'am," I said, "I am not." The contents of the envelope were steamy and salacious photos of Priya Ajmani giving Scott Peterson a hot, wet blowjob.
Eddie the Bounty Hunter had come through for me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lt. Scott Peterson came into the Chief's conference room under the orders of Chief Moynahan. The Chief was sitting at the end of the table, me to his left, facing the door, Della to my left.
"Have a seat, Lieutenant." said the Chief. "And be advised that this is a formal discussion of your actions making an unauthorized statement to the Media. You may have a Union representative, if you wish."
"What statement is that, Chief?" he asked.
"You do not go and tell the Media that we're looking at the racial angle of a murder case, not without my personal blessing. Both Commanders here have been well-advised of that, also." said Moynahan.
"But that's what it's about, isn't it, Chief?" said Peterson.
"Why would you go and tell the Press?" asked Della Harlow. "You jeopardized the investigation, you've possibly stirred up racial discord unnecessarily. So why did you tell the Press that?"
Peterson said "I don't see what the problem is. If those Firemen were murdered because they were black, the Public has a right to know."
"Am I hearing this correctly?" I asked. "You sound like a reporter. Whose side are you on?"
"With all due respect, Commander Troy, it's not about sides, we're not at war with the Press."
"I beg to differ." I said. "Our relationship with them is adversarial. They know it, we know it. They enjoy endangering our mission and our lives. I have little respect and NO trust of the Media, and I thought you understood what they're really all about."
"I disagree with you about them enjoying endangering our mission, and I do have respect for them and the job they're trying to do." said Peterson. "Without the Press, our whole democracy breaks down."
"If they were doing their jobs," I said, "I might agree with you. But they're not. They abuse their First Amendment Rights so badly that our Republic is in danger of being destroyed by a corrupt collusion of the Media and the Establishments of both political parties, and working together against the American People. Today's Press is agenda-driven, not news-driven. They create news, not report it. But we're not here now to have a theoretical discussion, Peterson. I'm well aware of why you're doing what you're doing."
With that, I threw the file envelope on the table in front of Peterson. "Look at those." He opened the envelope, took out the photos, and gasped as he looked at him. His face turned crimson red... then his shock turned to deep anger.
"What is this?" he thundered. "Are you spying on me?"
"These came through an anonymous tipster." I said. "But it's their content that's important. Priya Ajmani is really going to work on your cock, there, Peterson. Now I can understand you wanting to have sex with a woman as beautiful as she is... it's just the quid pro quo deals coming from your liaisons with her that are the problem."
"So what?" snarled Peterson. "Captain Ross had an affair with her, too." Della looked shocked at that.
"Captain Ross did not go and give the Media unauthorized statements." I countered. "You've been doing quite a bit of that lately."
"And it's going to stop." said the Chief. "Peterson, when I begin putting together the paperwork to have you suspended and fired... these photographs will be what keeps the Union from trying to save your worthless ass. Fortunately for you, Commander Troy... not Commander Harlow but Commander Troy... has suggested an alternative to kicking your ass onto the street..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Priya." I said as I sat at a sandwich shop on the south side of Courthouse Square, at one of the outside tables. Cindy was sitting next to me. "Have a seat."
"Why should I?" Priya asked with an unfriendly voice.
"Do you want KSTD to get their credentials back?" I asked.
"We're going to get them back anyway. Leahy will overturn any Court decision in your favor." Priya said. "Besides, I heard of that nasty stunt you pulled on Scott Peterson, getting some P.I. to take pictures of me blowing him. I've got nothing for you."
"Priya," Cindy said with authority, "shut the fuck up and sit down. Why do you have to keep making everything so frickin' hard? And I'm not talking about Peterson's puny cock." I burst out laughing at that one. Priya gave Cindy a withering look... but she sat down.
"Here's the deal." I said. "You get your credentials back if you agree to behave and stop the slanderous attacks during press conferences... and you cover a little news event for this afternoon... in a way favorable to the People, not the Politicians..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:30pm, there was a large gathering in the northwest corner of Courthouse Square. The bombed-out remains of the Community Center could be seen on the other side of the street from City Hall from here.
"We are gathered to announce," said Mrs. Myrtle L. James, "that the Community Center will be rebuilt, and very quickly. We have many friends that have volunteered to help in many ways..."
The contractor who had rebuilt the Cabin for me, named George, came to the podium. "We will rebuild the Community Center at only the cost of materials. My employees have agreed to donate their time to this effort."
The Electrical & Builders Union, Local 684, president stepped up. "We are proud to be able to support our many elderly friends, some of who are war veterans, by agreeing to help rebuild the Community Center at no pay, and we are glad to defray some of the costs by donating materials."
Other businessmen came up, volunteering to donate materials at cost, and others said they would donate money. The Kiwanis Club, the Ladies Auxiliary Club, and other groups pledged support. The Boy Scouts said they would be holding a drive this weekend to raise money to help rebuild the Community Center.
I was very proud of my adopted Town & County as I watched, seeing them gather together and pull together. The only issue was getting the land... and you know that Your Iron Crowbar had a plan for that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell was that about?" snarled Thomas P. Cook at Priya Ajmani as they finished covering the conference.
"The community is coming together to support our elderly and our veterans." Priya said cheerfully. "Can I get an official comment from you, Councilman Cook?"
Cook just stared at Priya for a moment, then stalked off.
Part 10 - Counterattack
"Okay, this is an emergency meeting of the Town & County Council, in executive session." said the Mayor as the Council met that Friday evening in their 'private' meeting room. "The issue of the Community Center and its land is the subject of the meeting. By the way, it's good to see you back, Pastor Westboro. We missed you."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Westboro. "It was a wonderful trip, but I'm pleased to be back among friends and the Flock."
"As are we." said the Mayor. "With the announcement today of the plans to rebuild, and to get the money through donations, we're going to have to move very fast."
"We can have the building permit blocked." said Thomas P. Cook. "If they try to so much as lay a brick, we can have them arrested."
"Who are you going to call to enforce that?" said John Colby, who had not been called to attend but got wind of the meeting at the last moment. "The Iron Crowbar?"
"Yes!" said Kelly Carnes, decisively and derisively. "He either upholds the law of this County, or he can turn in his badge. If he does neither, we'll run him out on a rail."
"Using brute force to get your way, and running over the elderly to get there?" replied Dagmar Schoen. "Not to mention threatening Council Members not in jackbooted lockstep with your plans for personal enrichment?"
"Now, Mrs. Schoen," said the Mayor, "let's stop the recriminations. There are no threats here. However, the sale of the Community Center property will put needed revenue into the County's coffers, and will further help the County and the People as tax revenue from businesses there pour in. As it is now, we're not making a dime from having that Community Center there. We have all of our Citizens to think of."
"Hell, I've been a farmer all my life." said John Colby in his deep baritone voice, "and I've never been around that much horse shit. Spare us the platitudes, Mr. Mayor. We all know that Thomas Cook is pushing this to get the property for his own company, using his Council seat for personal financial gain."
"Are you accusing me of---" started Cook with his well-worn reply.
"YES!" shouted Colby. "Yes, I'm accusing you of graft!... unless you go on the record saying that neither you nor your companies will have any part of the bidding on that property. Are you willing to do that?"
"Mr. Cook is doing nothing illegal." said Pastor Westboro. "We must be careful in our speech here, Mr. Colby."
"This is exactly why the People no longer have faith in their Government, at any level." said Ian McGhillie. "Spare me the layers of legalese, Pastor. This looks dirty. It smells dirty. It's dirty."
"I don't give a shit what it looks like." said Cook. "It's not illegal, and I say we proceed with this. Let's have the second reading of the bill. Now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's set for Monday, on the Courthouse steps." said John Colby. He and Dagmar Schoen were sitting with me, Cindy, and Chief Moynahan in the Chief's conference room at 10:00am, Saturday, May 21st. Cindy and I had both won our Police Boxing Matches contests earlier in the morning. We would be attending the memorial for the Fire Department men later in the day.
"This has all been done under some serious stretching of the rules and law." said Dagmar Schoen. "The first vote was in executive session, and was misrepresented as studying it, not doing it. Then last night's second reading of the bill was done in an unannounced meeting, which I think violates our procedures of having meetings, much less passing a bill."
"Like deeming a bill to be passed, when it really wasn't." I said.
"Exactly. The vote was 7-3." said Colby. "McGhillie voted with us, but even Goldman and Steele went with the pack. And I mean that literally: they are a pack of wolves, salivating over this property. I have no idea what that's about."
"It's a choice piece of Downtown land." I said. "With City Hall across the street and the Courthouse across the Square, lawyers would pay top dollar for an office building there."
"You should've been in real estate." said Dagmar.
"I am, and so is Captain Ross, here.." I said. "We just do our purchases legitimately, and not through force or fraud."
"I get a sense it's more than that with these guys, though." said Colby. "So what do we do next? We could file a lawsuit, we could make an ethics complaint to the State... but that'll take time, and Leahy of the Appellate Court might just let things go forward, and by the time our case is heard, it'll be a moot point."
"When is the auction?" I asked.
"Monday morning, 9:00am." said Colby. "On the Courthouse steps." Well... there's a small room at the front of the Courthouse complex as one enters it. Inside, sheltered, but officially designated part of the front porch and the 'Courthouse steps'. The auction would be in that room.
I smiled. "Well, I guess we'll see what happens then."
Everyone saw the look in my eyes, and nodded. They knew that Your Iron Crowbar had a plan.
"Okay, if y'all will excuse me," I said, getting up, "I have a mass murder to prevent."
"What?!" gasped the Chief. "Care to tell your boss about this first?..."
Part 11 - Race War Interdiction
I strode into MCD, Cindy following. Teresa brought Julie Newton and Christopher Purvis over from Vice. The Chief also came in to listen.
"Okay, guys," I said, taking a chair and placing it in the middle of the room as everyone sat at desks, "I think I know what is going on with these murders. Someone killed them, with the idea that a memorial service would be held. The perp or perps intend to kill more Firemen, probably targeting black ones, though they may use a bomb. I've already arranged with Fire Chief Quinlin to postpone the service until tomorrow, and that will be announced about 30 minutes before the event. We've got drones in the air looking for snipers on buildings around the A.M.E. Church, we're going to have bomb-sniffing dogs go in, and we're watching for suspicious personnel in the area."
"What's the purpose of all this?" asked Theo Washington.
"Someone is trying to start a race war." I said. "They kill some blacks, they say it's the former EMTs, but then gin it up to make that sound like an excuse. Then we have chaos and looting and burning buildings, the Media comes in, agitates it even more, the Feds and the State come in, and it becomes just a sheer fucking mess. I prefer to not lose any lives, and keep the God-damned SBI out of here."
"Okay," I said, "Newton, have you found any more on Three Brothers Trucking?"
"They did deposit $1500 into their bank account yesterday." Julie said.
"Okay, bomb-sniffing dogs need to check out every one of their trucks. Theo, lead that operation, but only after the dogs finish at the A.M.E. Church. Croyle, lead the mission at the Church."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What?!?!" he gasped. "No, no, no, no..." He regained his composure, then let his great mind go to work for a moment. "Okay, here's what you need to do... you need to get this thing called off... no, goddammit, it's too near our other operation, the big one, Operation Apple Grove... okay, goodbye."
My God, he thought to himself, I cannot believe any of this. What are these dolts doing? Do I have to guide them by the hand every step of the way on this?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Two burners." said Myron Milton. We were in his cubicle in what was once Lt. Masters's office next to Cindy's. Mary was at her desk in her cubicle, as well.
"One from just north of here." said Myron. "It's gone now, must've been disconnected completely."
"Probably physically destroyed." I said. "And the other?"
"Cell tower by the Bus Station." said Myron. "It's a weird thing, though... it didn't triangulate on other cell towers. Specialized stuff. Anyway, it's gone now, too."
"That tower serves half the University as well as the north and east parts of Town. Dr. Wellman's office, Thomas P. Cook's office..." I said. Then I added: "You know, criminals could really beat the shit out of us if they started using landlines again." Mary laughed.
"Yes sir," she said, "but nobody has a landline anymore. Not hardly. Anyone using one now is considered suspicious." That was humor, but there was an element of truth to it.
"Okay, I'll be in my office." I said. I suited the deed to my word and went there. Some minutes later, Cindy Ross came in. Behind her was a decrepit old man concealing a videocamera under his ragged coat. He was actually Detective Grubby Paul of the TCPD Vice Squad, and a master of disguise himself. And behind him was The Widow Athena Jones, in her final appearance in such wear... at least that was her promise to me.
Cindy gave me the thumbs-up. One more piece of the puzzle had fallen into place.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The four men got into position in the building opposite the A.M.E. Church. They looked out the windows of the top floor, which was all storage space and full of clutter and dust. A lot of dust.
Their high-powered rifles and auto-pistols were fitted with silencers They knew their first shots would blow out the windows in front of them, and then they intended to pump bullets into as many black firefighters and other blacks as they could see. Then it would be a race to the basement and the sewer drain into the labyrinth of passages below, and their escape made.
The leader of the group, former Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson, had the men get in position. The memorial service would be starting soon, and...
The cold steel of the muzzle of a rifle slid along his neck. "FBI. Drop your weapons." said a masked man quietly. He was heavily armored as were his fellow Special Agents. Jefferson looked around, seeing that his men were also at the mercy of the Feds...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My phone rang at 2:05pm. "We got 'em." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. "Four men, including Jefferson, like you figured. You may not like it, but we're taking them to the City for interrogation."



"Were the others TCFD Firefighters?" I asked.
"One of them was." said Muscone. "He was of the guys at Station 1 when that EMT was raped and the others beaten. The other two are from out of town, but have been on our radar in Tennessee for a while. They're the guys Ben Ellis brought in.
"Well, you can have 'em." I said. "Just get a murder confession out of 'em, so I can close the case here and finish the paperwork."
Part 12 - Issues And Answers
Saturday night at the Cabin. In addition to my mom, Laura, the kids and the dogs, Molly brought the boys, and Cindy, Teresa and Todd and little Doug came. Also there were Chief Griswold and his wife (who doted on the kids), Chief Moynahan, Teddy Parker, and Joanne and Seth Warner.
"Did the FBI get back to you on those arrests?" asked Cindy.
"They're making some progress." Laura said. "Jefferson says he killed the two Firefighters because they were black and sympathetic to the EMTs. The ones from Tennessee said they'd been recruited by Ben Ellman from the Point Hollow case, and Jefferson had them come along after Ellman was arrested. I know that's not the full story, neither from the perps nor from the FBI, but it is what it is for now."
"Did they really think they could start a race war?" asked Joanne. "Sounds like 'Helter Skelter' all over again."
"It's interesting." I said. "I'm not sure why Jefferson snapped, but he was still trying to garner hatred for the EMTs. I'm starting to think there is some kind of cultish thing about that."
"What do you mean?" asked Teresa.
"I mean, come on." I said. "This kind of hatred, and months after the EMTs have been wiped out of this County. I am honestly starting to think some of these guys were drugged and hypnotized in their sleep."
"One of my Psychology professors had an interesting idea about it." said Laura. "What you're saying, Don, is not far off from her thinking. She thinks it's some kind of proxy for race-hatred, though. These guys were somehow made to hate EMTs as an experiment. More generally applied, it could be a factor in racial tensions being built up all over the Nation."
"In that Jefferson was going to shoot black firefighters as part of his plan," I said, "I can see that. Anyway, they're busted."
"How did you know what it was about?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Well," I said, "the two dead Firemen didn't hang out with other firemen very much. Jackson played chess, and Malcolm liked going to clubs. So their kidnapping would not be quickly noticed by other firemen. Who would have some idea of that? A former Fire Department Assistant Chief would, and one who was erratic, at that."
"One other thing I noticed," I said, "was that they were in uniform when they were found. Now they got off shift at 6:00am that morning. Most of us, when we get off duty, change clothes if we're in uniform. I would think a Fireman on 24 hour duty would go home, get out of his uniform, maybe eat, then go to bed and get some sleep. Upon getting up, and not due back on duty for a couple of days, they usually put on regular clothes.
"So I surmised that either they were kidnapped not long after they got off duty, or their uniforms were put back on them. And that suggests we're looking at a concept that the murderer wanted us to quickly figure out they were TCFD firefighters, but not so fast they couldn't dump the bodies where they wanted to."
"And like Sheriff Sorrells said, why dump them in Coltrane County?" Cindy asked.
"And near 'The Vision'." I said. "After Uncle Harvey helped all those EMTs find jobs. Those Battalion Chiefs that 'fronted us on that, Cindy, they knew that already when they asked the questions at that meeting. So maybe in someone's deranged mine, planting the bodies there would implicate The Vision, or at least have us looking at it."
"But to your question, Cindy," I said, "my guess is that someone wanted you and me out of the County, and fully distracted while the Community Center was being rigged with plastique. And they achieved that, for sure." Everyone nodded in agreement with that idea.
"What about the Community Center?" asked Chief Griswold. "Those poor people are very angry right now. Can't say I blame them."
"We will try to make them less angry." I said. "Come Monday, at the auction...
Part 13 - Winning Streak Ended
On Monday morning, May 23d, the bidding began. A representative for Northwest Properties Development, owned by Thomas P. Cook, was there. His name was Mr. Cole, and he'd once accosted Jeanine Burke over some Acme papers, if I recalled correctly. He seemed confident in a quick and easy process. There were only a few others there, and some of them were waiting for tax liens to be sold off.
"We will start the bidding at $750,000." said the auctioneer, looking at Cook's representative. The price was well under the fair market value of over a million dollars. Mr. Cole raised his paddle. "Do I hear $800,000?" asked the auctioneer.
"One million dollars." said a voice. Everyone looked over with gasps. The man was young, had a full head of black hair, was dressed in a well-tailored suit, and looked serene and confident. He was Marlon Stonecliff... and what most in the room did not know is that he was one of P. Harvey Eckhart's most trusted attorneys.
"One million dollars, do I hear one million, fifty thousand?" the auctioneer intoned. Mr. Cole signaled that as his bid.
"One million, three hundred thousand." said Stonecliff, again causing gasps. The auctioneer acknowledged. Mr. Cole's face reddened, and he raised his paddle at the next $50,000 increment. At that point, Mr. Stonecliff acknowledged the next higher bid. Soon, the price was up to $1.6 million.
A woman next to Mr. Cole was on her cellphone, which was against the rules, but the auctioneer did not stop her. She whispered something to Cole, who nodded.
Then, at $1.8 million, Mr. Stonecliff said "I bid two million dollars." Again, bulging eyes looked at him. Cole looked at him furiously, then acknowledged the auctioneer's call of $2.1 million. Stonecliff raised another $100,000. The woman next to Cole shook her head, and Cole just shook his head at the auctioneer.
"Sold!" called out the auctioneer with a bang of his gavel, indicating Mr. Stonecliff was the victor.
After doing the paperwork at the window, Mr. Stonecliff was in the front lobby of the Courthouse building when Cole accosted him, with two large men behind him. "Who the hell are you? Who do you work for?"
"I work for Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, sir, the great man and leader of 'The Vision'." replied Mr. Stonecliff. "And you are Thomas P. Cook's representative?"
"You're about to learn a lesson in interfering with Mr. Cook's affairs. Gentlemen, I believe this man has committed fraud. Arrest him!"
"Is there a problem here?" came a voice. Everyone turned to see a large man in a Tilley Hat, and a platinum blonde woman with no hat. Both were in TCPD uniforms, with red and purple rectangles above their right shirt pockets. More importantly, both were carrying crowbars.
"Who are you two?" I asked the burly men.
"That's none of your business." said one of them.
"Uh, hold on, Charlie." said the other, getting the picture much more quickly. To me he said "We're private security for Mr. Cole, Commander Troy. We are licensed to carry firearms as part of our duties."
"But you have no power to arrest anyone in my County." I said. "I'm giving you about fifteen seconds to get out of my sight. I do not forget faces, and if I see either of yours in this County again, you are the ones that will be arrested." The men quickly hustled out of there.
"Mr. Cole," I said, "go run like the dog you are to your master, and tell Thomas Cook that I am watching him... and there'd better be no more trouble for Mr. Stonecliff here nor anyone else associated with 'The Vision'... or I'll personally administer a spanking to Mr. Cook's fourth point of contact. Now get out of here before I decide to arrest you for assault." Mr. Cole wisely made a hasty retreat.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, May 24th. At 10:00am, there was an announcement in front of the Community Center. The grounds were already being cleared.
Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart assumed the podium and said in his gravelly voice "I am putting this land into a charitable trust, to be managed by my daughter and my nephew equally. The land will be used for a Community Center for our elderly friends, our brave war veterans, and other community groups that serve people. I will also be defraying costs of reconstructing the Community Center." There was applause from the group in attendance.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30pm that Tuesday night, Sergeant Rudistan and Patrolman Morton escorted two people from City Hall to Police Headquarters. Councilpersons John Colby and Dagmar Schoen were brought to my office, where Cindy and her father Dr. Eckhart were sitting on the sofa, and me in my chair behind my desk.
John Colby spoke first: "The Council voted to use eminent domain to condemn the Community Center property. They're going to seize it and sell it directly to Northwest Properties Development Corp., with no public auction this time. They claim State Law allows this."
"The vote was 5-2, with McGhillie, Goldman, and Steele abstaining." said Dagmar. "Word is that Cook and the others threatened to use eminent domain and seize McGhillie's golf course if he voted against them. Don... they were totally out of control in there. Even Goldman and Steele... they just sat there and let it happen."
"Five to two is not a majority, is it?" I asked.
"Technically, yes it is." said Colby. "The Mayor votes only in case of ties, and he made a note for the record that if the abstentions were 'no' votes, he would vote in the affirmative with the five. Archaic rule, but it means it passed. Deemed passed, I guess you would say."
"Well," I said. "There's little we can do about it. Eminent domain is one of the few flaws in the United States Constitution, and there is only one explicit property right in the Constitution."
(Author's note: Trivia question: what is that one explicit property right in the United States Constitution?)
I continued: "I think Dr. Eckhart here may have a legal case concerning the timing... taking his money and then taking the property back immediately."
"They addressed that." said Colby. "They said if push came to shove, they'd return all of Eckhart's money, but Cook said he was going to have the property come hell or high water."
"Ms. Ross," I said, "would you prefer to be hell or high water? I'll take what's left."
"Oh, I'm going to be hell on earth for him, sir." Cindy said.
"Well," said Eckhart, who had been on the phone, "I'll have this in Federal Court within ten minutes of the second reading of their bill. They'll enjoin the development of the land, though that means we can't build a new Community Center, either."
"Well," I said, feeling terrible inside, "that's all we can do. John, Dagmar, carry guns, both of you. Watch your backs."
"I'm going to find someone to run against Cook." said Cindy. "May even do it myself."
"It's too late to file." said Colby. "A month before the primaries is the deadline, and the primaries were May 3d. You can't even run as an independent now, at least you can't get your name on the ballot."
"Okay, everyone." I said. "We've had a bad night. We've had a severe setback. Hell, we've lost one, and I hate losing. You guys go home, get some sleep. I'll have Officers take you back to City Hall, then follow you home to make sure you get there safely. Cindy, take Dr. Eckhart home, take Rudistan and Morton with you, County line be damned."
"What about you, Don?" Cindy asked.
"I have to think." I said. "I have to think about what to do." They all left me alone. I locked my door and turned out the lights, then sat down in the 'Command Chair'.
It would be dawn before I became aware of my surroundings again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, May 26th. Councilwoman Dagmar Schoen had filed a formal assault charge against Thomas P. Cook, with several members of the Senior Citizens that had been at the scene filing affidavits on her behalf. I was prepared to make the arrest, but the charges were dismissed with prejudice by Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance.
"This guy is like Sharples." said Cindy as we ate lunch at the sandwich shop on Courthouse Square. "Just cannot get him."
"We got Sharples." I said. "We'll get this bastard, too. Just not for this."
"Maybe my father can win the lawsuit." Cindy said.
"He might get his money back." I said. "But he won't win. It's the Government on the other side in the Courtroom. And the Government has rigged the game so that they win and good People lose."
"Yeah, I know."
"It's like that old movie, when the Police Chief said 'Round up the usual suspects.' Well, all you have to do is round up the politicians. Both Establishment political parties, Republican and Democrat, are equally criminal, equally corrupt. They are above the law. They are not held to account. They are not held to the same standard as you and I and all the Citizens."
"And it's a triumvirate of corruption." I said. "Tell me about the Media coverage of what the Council did. Not one word. I called Bettina myself about it, to no avail. The Media is covering for Cook, covering for the Council, it's all a rigged game and they are all in it together..."
As I took a breath, I saw Cindy staring at me. "Don," she said, "I have never seen you like this nor heard you say things like this, not this strongly and bitterly, anyway. Are you okay?"
I shook my head. "This weekend may be the last peaceful weekend I have. After Memorial Day, the shit is going to start hitting the fan. The final phase of the Consultant's plan is going to begin, and I am going to move against him and begin the final attempt to take him out before he can get away. In addition, I am going to have to go prevent the FBI from making a huge mistake and a huge mess, and right some wrongs done to my family..."
"You're scaring me, Don." Cindy said. "Let's walk back to Headquarters."
As we walked, I said "I need to say this, too. Thank you, Cindy. Thank you for being there for me, and working beside me all this time, and for keeping the faith even when you thought I wasn't keeping faith with you."
"I am your Kato, Green Hornet." Cindy said. "I'll be right there with you until the job is done."
"And speaking as family... I love you, Cindy. I haven't said that enough, and I don't want to begin this without you knowing that."
"I love you too, Don." Cindy said. "Now what can I do to cheer you up, besides beating the shit out of Thomas P. Cook?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to the office, Lt. Croyle was waiting for us.
"Sir, ma'am," she said as we sat down in my office, "looks like someone is trying to bring in a shipment of drugs Group of guys that have been 'disavowed' from T-Square's Regiment. Looks like they want to compete with him. The drugs coming in are oxycodone, vicodin, morphine. Painkillers."
"Painkillers." said Cindy. "Must be a special order for the SBI." I laughed.
"All right, Lt. Croyle, you know what to do..." I said, then grinned as I added: "Round up the usual suspects..."
Part 14 - Epilogue
Memorial Day, May 30th. It was early afternoon, and Lt. Teresa Croyle was in her office. She heard a knock on the door and called out "Come in!... oh, Commander!..."
"Hello." I said. "Why are you working on this Holiday?"
"I have no other place to be." Teresa said.
"Well, you don't know it yet, but you do have somewhere to be. Change to civilian clothes and I'll be back in five minutes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When she was ready, I came by her office. To Teresa's surprise, I took the picture of her father from his wartime days from her wall, and said we'd take it with us.
I drove us to the Cop Bar, which was closed for the afternoon for the Holiday... or so it appeared. When we went inside, there were a number of old men in the room. Mr. Davis was there, cranky as ever, and some younger men, but younger only in relation to him. They were all drinking beers.
"Was this your doing, Commander?" Teresa asked me.
"You betcha." I said. "I called every veteran of the Viet-Nam-era 173d Airborne Brigade that I could find in this area of the country, and asked them to stop by."
"Glad you did, young man." said one of the old soldiers.
Teresa sat down at a round table with some of them. When I put the picture of her father on the table, some of the men gathered around and looked at it.
"Yeah, that's him, I remember him." said one man. "Are you his daughter?" Teresa nodded. "I was in the 173d with him. He was a no-nonsense man, that was for sure. And one of the bravest sons-of... well, one of the bravest men I ever saw."
"Should've had the Medal of Honor." said another man. "But we're not supposed to talk about that."
"I'll say it, in here at least." said another. "Young lady, your father rescued an entire Special Forces team. One was already dead, but they got his body out, and the rest of them out alive. Your father covered the retreat. His Corpsman went and grabbed him as some of the rest of us started mowing down the Charlies."
"I dunno how we all got out of that, but he led us in, and he led us out." said the first old man. "Most fearless man I ever met. Here's a toast to your father, ma'am." Everyone toasted and drank, including Teresa, who'd been provided a beer by me.
"All I can say," Teresa said, "is thanks to all of you, and for serving, too. A toast to you all." Everyone clinked mugs and drank beer.
"Mr. Davis," said one man, "what Division were you in?"
"Why, I was in the One-Oh-First Airborne Division." said Mr. Davis with great pride. "The Screaming Eagles."
"To the Screaming Eagles!" said a man.
"The 173d was absorbed into the 101st Airborne after the Viet Nam War." said a man. "So let's sing the 101st song for Mr. Davis, here." There was much acclaim.
"Hey, where's that young Police Commander?" asked Mr. Davis. I was sitting at the bar, trying to be unobtrusive. No such luck.
"Come on over here, Commander!" yelled Mr. Davis. "You're a Paratrooper too, by God." To emphasize the point, two 173d Brigade veterans came over and got me.
"Definitely make him sing." Teresa said. "You guys have fought your wars... he's about to start his."
It does not matter how bad their voices are, or out of key, when old soldiers sing a military song, it somehow comes out sounding just right. And so we sang, remembering those that had fallen in battle, for their comrades, for their country, for Freedom...
We have a rendez-vous with destiny.
Our strength and courage strike the spark,
That will always make men free.
Jump right down through the skies of blue,
keep your eyes on the job to be done.
We're the men of the hundred first,
we'll fight till the battle's won!
Screaming Eagles diving from the sun,
striking boldly from the air.
Now it's time to jump, look out below!
Stand up! Hook up! Screaming Eagles, GO!
We have a rendez-vous with destiny.
Our strength and courage strike the spark,
That will always make men free.
Jump right down through the skies of blue,
keep your eyes on the job to be done.
We're the men of the hundred first,
we'll fight till the battle's won!
As the old men clinked beer glasses and congratulated themselves on their singing, I thought about it. I realized the words to this song were appropriate. I was about to enter battle with the Consultant of Crime, the final battle, and I would have my rendezvous with Destiny.
Here we go...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"He is the Napoleon of crime, Watson! He is the organizer of half that is evil and of nearly all that is undetected in this great city. He is a genius, a philosopher, an abstract thinker. He has a brain of the first order. He sits motionless, like a spider in the center of its web, but that web has a thousand radiations, and he knows well every quiver of each of them."
------ Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, 'The Final Problem'
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Would you like a shot... at the title?"
The words were uttered by defending Police Boxing Matches champion Cindy Ross as she stood in the ring for the final match of this year's tournament. It was Saturday, June 4th.
"Don't mind if I do."
The reply came from me, Your Iron Crowbar. Loud cheering followed as I stepped into the ring, ready to do battle for the title.
We had each won our previous contests, leading to this inevitable clash. The smack talk and betting throughout the Force had been tremendous since the quarter-final rounds. In the semis the day before, Detective Joanne Warner, who had been sparring with Cindy for months, made a very impressive showing. She fought well, and hard, and actually lasted into the second round before Cindy finally subdued her. She may have tired Cindy out some.
My semi-final was against Teresa Croyle. I don't know what it says about my Police Force that three of the Final Four were women, but these were tough Warrior Women. As Teresa and I 'boxed', I became aware that she had good knowledge of Aikido It struck me that she had been working out with my nephew Todd, who was a student of Aikido, as Elizabeth and I had been as youths. For the past several months, I'd continued my Aikido training with a master. I actually was glad; it was good to see the skills of Aikido being used.
Expecting a tough fight against Teresa, I was surprised when she seemingly slipped early on. After taking her down and forcing her to yield, she just gave me a knowing look and said "Take her down hard." I realized what was going on.
And now, it was time. Cindy had on her white plastic protective gear, trimmed in blue, her football helmet blue as well; my gear was trimmed in red, with red football helmet. And our crowbars.
"The rule is suspended," announced referee Micah Rudistan, "in order to allow the finalists to use their own crowbars!" The crowd of almost 200 Police Officers cheered loudly. He then had us come to the center, where we crossed swords, so to speak, my red crowbar against Cindy's blue crowbar, as Rudistan said to follow his instructions and to not beat up the referee. We then went to our corners.
"Box!" ordered the referee Rudistan.
As we came out, the thrill of the competition was flowing through me. I had prepared for this for months. All of the sweat, tears, and pain of the long, hard runs with the ROTC cadets, the combat training with Sergeant Tate, the weightlifting, agility training, and the Aikido... it had not been just to get in shape, or to battle the Consultant of Crime. It was for this moment, for this match. It was all done to defeat Cindy Ross in this tournament. Would it be enough?
*CLANG!*
In addition, I thought as our crowbars clanged, I had declined to get into the ring with Cindy, so she could not see my progress. She'd tried to get me into the ring with her, or with Joanne, but I'd avoided it, knowing why she wanted me in the ring, and knowing that I was not going to show my hand. But I had watched her in the ring with Joanne, studying her moves and her tactics, making sure I was mentally ready for everything she could throw at me.
*CLANG!* *WHANG!*
And then came the psychology. The buttering up. While she talked smack, I talked about having no chance, that she was going to just beat up everyone. Did it work? I thought. We'll soon see...
There were three rounds of three minutes apiece. For the first thirty seconds of round one, Cindy made some feints and thrusts, feeling me out. I deftly avoided them all, but did not rise to the bait of her seeming allowing me to advance, knowing the pain that would follow if I did. However, when she made one of her martial arts moved, I had learned that I could move in a different direction than expected.
*WHAM!*
I avoided her kick, and my backhand slap with the crowbar caught her right on the side of her ribs... right over her previous gunshot wound. The smack of iron on plastic protection reverberated through the gym.
I could see it in her eyes. She was starting to understand the new level of my training. She went for a series of overwhelming shots with the crowbar to my armor, but only got in a glancing blow as I parried the rest. The bell rang... the first round was over.
As I got water from my corner and tried to breathe, I realized I could barely hear all the noise in the gym. It was LOUD. Everyone in the packed gym was cheering, rooting for or against one or the other of us. Money would change hands at the end of this.
Round 2. Cindy had decided what her line of attack would be, and she began using more of her martial arts. The big problem with her mastery of two black belts was that the techniques were mostly defensive, not offensive... and I was not attacking blindly like most contestants would. Then she made a move I'd noticed her make when sparring with Joanne, a variant of her trademark punishing kick. As she went for it, I saw that it was a feint, and she swung her crowbar high. But I was already ducking straight down, the blue crowbar flashing over my head, and before she could get out of her swing, my backhand shot came solid and hard, right to her helmet.
*THWACK!*
We weren't supposed to go for head shots, but as long as they weren't to the visors, they weren't illegal. Mine was a lawful retaliatory strike, and it was a good one; Cindy had forgotten that I'm ambidextrous, and my left-hand shot was good and powerful.
She was affected by the blow, and we exchanged several more blows, the clang of iron-on-iron ringing throughout the gym over the shouts of the crowd watching. I got in two good blows to her ribs, over her wound again, and I could tell she was feeling them. But she also got in some good blows, learning from my strategy and successfully hitting me over my old wound, as well as to the hips and legs. Despite the protection, the blows HURT.
As the bell to end Round Two clanged and Rudistan jumped in to force us to our corners, I realized that if neither of us were defeated, she'd retain the title as the defending champion. Needless to say, that is not what I wanted. I sucked it up, thought about the pain, let it drive me. It was now or it was never!
The bell rang. Cindy was tiring. Those months of working out, of running, were paying off for me; I had a second wind. And I needed it: Cindy had worked out, too, but not with the same sense of driven purpose that I had. But now, she was pressing, pushing harder. She wanted to beat me to a pulp, to force me to yield just as much as I wanted to win. She made several martial arts moves, but I was ready for them, and made sure to give glancing blows along the way.
And then... it happened. Cindy went for a hard headshot with her crowbar, and it glanced off my helmet. But in that second, that split-second, I saw a shoulder joint flash by. Ah yes, a joint.
I know what to do with those.
*WHAM!* I had her arm and shoulder and I slammed her down to the ground, head first. She hit hard, her helmet protecting her head from what was a powerful, and potentially fatal blow to the unprotected and uninitiated. Aikido is a punishing art if need be. I followed up with my crowbar to the back of her neck, pushing down with my weight and what strength I had left. She was stunned, and now completely helpless. And I forced Cindy Ross to utter the words she'd never had to say before:
"I yield."
The room erupted as Rudistan came in to break us apart. By the rules, I had to stand erect to win, and I managed to push myself onto my feet. It was hard; I was exhausted. But I made it and went to the neutral corner.
Cindy was slapping the floor of the ring in frustration, and she slowly got to her knees, then was helped to her feet by Rudistan. She turned to me and I went out and our handshake became a hug. I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Teresa had a mischievous little smile on her face.
"Fair and square." was all Cindy said as we went to our corners and came out of the ring. It was a compliment, I knew. I tried hard to be calm about it, but inside I was exulting. I had just won the Police Boxing Matches, but in doing that I had beaten the best to be the best. I had managed to defeat the undefeatable Cindy Ross... and that would never be forgotten.
And of course, that was the point.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the winner of the Boxing Division," said Chief Sean Moynahan, "is Sergeant Micah Rudistan!" Rudistan was presented the trophy to loud cheers. He'd boxed well, taking out more veteran boxers. And he'd had the heart and will to win.
"And for the Freestyle Division, first runner up goes to Captain Cindy Ross!" said Moynahan. There was a strong acclaim for Cindy by about half the number in the room; the others were being a bit polite. Cindy was stoic but clearly disappointed in getting the second place trophy.
"And the Freestyle Division Champion is Commander Donald Troy!" said Captain Moynahan said. The other half of the room cheered loudly; the first half were more polite in their acclaim. I tried not to rub it in and be a jerk about it, but I did hold up the trophy after being awarded it... hell, I earned that thing!
One bucket list item checked off... two to go.
Part 2 - Friends and Family
"Okay," said Dr. Laura Fredricson as she examined Cindy in the Police Headquarters Infirmary Room, "you have a mild concussion. It shouldn't be a problem, but if you start experiencing severe headaches, blurry vision, or vomiting, then you need to let me know immediately. In fact, I'd really like for you to stay with us overnight, stay in the guest room."
"If I have these symptoms after drinking a lot of alcohol tonight, does that count?" Cindy asked.
"Very funny. Not a good idea to do that." Laura said. She was listening to Cindy's heartbeat with a stethoscope. "Breathe in." Cindy did, and winced.
"Sore ribs?" Laura said, examining Cindy's side and front.
"Yeah, he really worked me over there." Cindy said. "He showed absolutely no mercy."
"He wanted it more than you did." Laura said. That earned Laura a harsh look, but she just came right back. "I think he's been training for months just for those ten minutes in that ring. You beat the shit out of him, too, but I think he was pretty determined to win that one."
"Well, I hate these words," Cindy said, "but they sound good right now: Wait 'till next year!" She noticed Laura get quiet. "What?" she asked, feeling Laura's sense of concern.
"If there is a next year." Laura finally replied.
"What do you mean?" Cindy asked.
"There's a lot of stuff going on." Laura said. "Nationally, internationally, and right around this County. I am really worried about what this Consultant of Crime that Don has been hunting down is going to do if he actually gets caught."
"Don's going to win." said Cindy, trying to sound hopeful. "If he can beat me, he is really going to whip the Consultant."
"I hope so." Laura said. "Do me one favor."
 "What's that?" Cindy asked.
"Watch his back." Laura replied. "He doesn't do that well enough."
"Now you tell me." Cindy joked. She then got somber... Laura's face was not one of humor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You really enjoyed that." I said in my office. I'd already had my exam. I had no injuries other than a few bruises, but I still hurt. And I was tired. A tiredness born of euphoria and relaxation from tremendous tension, but a creeping exhaustion nonetheless.
"Not as much as you did." Teresa Croyle replied, sitting in one of the hot chairs in front of my desk. She could not hide a grin, though.
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "I think you did."
"Okay, I did." said Teresa. "I love Cindy more than life itself, but she needed that. She needed a reminder that she's not invulnerable, that she's not going to win every time."
"And me?" I asked.
Teresa looked up at the wall to my right, where the framed badges of Pete Feeley and Tanya Perlman were displayed side-by-side. "You get yours every time you look at that wall, and those shields." she said. A part of me was amazed at her insight, her astuteness. Another part of me was feeling a pain beyond the physical. Her words were right, but nonetheless seared deep into my soul.
"You're right." I said. "And that is coming to a head, pretty soon. You were right on Memorial Day, when you said my fight was just beginning."
"Our fight, Don... our fight." Teresa said as our eyes locked. The moment only lasted a second, as Cindy and Laura came into the office. The platinum blonde looked sheepish; the raven-haired beauty, more concerned. Laura gave her report, and told us to watch Cindy for concussion symptoms.
"Well, if you Police Officers are done beating the hell out of each other," Laura said, "I'll head back home and get the guest room ready for Cindy. She's going to be staying over tonight. It's either that or the hospital."
"Carole will love having her stay with us." I said. "By the way, Laura, we're about to go to lunch. Care to join us?"
"I'll take a raincheck." With that, Laura made her goodbyes and left.
"Well," I said, "let's head on over to the Cop Bar."
"Is Cindy paying for it?" Teresa asked. "Don't tell me you two didn't have a bet on it."
"Tell you what. I'll pay for this one." said a voice at the door. Jack Muscone of the FBI was letting himself in. Martin Nash and Sandra Speer were behind him.
"And then Don and I can have a private conversation." Jack said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The six of us had a table in the back room of the Cop Bar. 'Pop', the owner and barkeep, brought Cindy a large bowl of chicken noodle soup, saying it was to heal her body and her hurt pride. That was Teresa's little ploy, and it had not taken Cindy long to realize who was behind it.
"If my neck wasn't so sore," Cindy said, "I'd come over there and smack you."
"Don't let your excuses stop you from trying." shot back Teresa.
"Don," Cindy said, "next year, I am doing the schedule... and making damn sure this trash-talking Lieutenant gets placed right in my bracket."
"As compared to the trash talking the last several weeks?" Teresa replied. "I agree, Commander: set those brackets up right!"
By now I was laughing so hard it hurt. Martin and Sandra were laughing, too. I said "I will be damn sure to make sure you two meet in the semi-finals. And then I am going to spank the winner and defend my title."
"Oooooooooo." said Sandra Speer.
"Ooooh, yes, I dolike the sound of that..." I said. "defend MY title..." Almost everyone burst into laughter. It was my first rub-it-in jab at Cindy, and the look I received could've melted iron...
"So Martin," I said, "who in the FBI lost their money on the outcome?" Sandra and Martin got quiet, while Jack Muscone beamed.
"I took 'em all to the cleaners." said Muscone. "Makes paying for lunch easier, for sure. And my new strategy of never betting against the Iron Crowbar is paying off."
"Until next year..." murmured Cindy. "And you'd better not bet against the Blue Crowbar."
"Won't matter." Teresa replied. "I won't need any color crowbar." That got a huge amount of banter going.
Double cheeseburgers and beer were a very good celebration lunch, and afterwards Jack and I went to a side booth to talk privately.
"Your Mouseketeers are really doing a super job." said Muscone. "The stuff they've given us is tying your Consultant as well as the Oldeeds Group to dozens of organizations across the country. Money laundering, RICO violations, smuggling, fraud, the whole ball of wax. We can't move too soon, though. Your boy must be seeing what we're doing."
"Enough to try to put it all on the Oldeeds Organization while he crawls away like a cockroach in the dark." I said. "In all honesty, I don't know what's keeping him in Town now."
"Does he have something planned against you?" Jack asked.
"Yes, of course." I said. "Something he's been planning for months... at least a year. And it's about to come down on me like a freight train roaring out of the High Sierras."
"So what are you planning to do?" Jack asked.
"Monday is my son Jim's second birthday." I said. "We're going to have the party for him at The Cabin tomorrow. You and Tanya and baby Pete are invited, by the way. On Monday, I am fully expecting your boss to call me to a meeting and clue me in to what's going on in Apple Grove. If he doesn't... then there will have to be a reconsideration of my level of cooperation with the FBI."
Muscone was stunned. "You're kidding."
"No." I said. "And I hate having to say the words out loud. But I'm tired of being treated like a mushroom... kept in the dark and fed a lot of shit. I really hope he and the rest of you don't think I'm a stupid idiot like the SBI apparently did when they sent Sharples to assassinate me."
Muscone looked very discomfited, and I was thinking those double cheeseburgers felt like lead weights in his stomach right about now. But he rallied.
"Okay," he said, "I'll let him know. And I'll give him my strongest advice to stop playing games with you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, June 5th. The party at The Cabin went well. Molly had stayed over at the Cabin Saturday night, and brought over Ross and Ian. We'd had a big supper at the Mountain Nest, where Cindy was staying, and if you think Molly showed her sister any sympathy, guess again. Teresa was tame by comparison. Sisters...
Tanya brought baby Pete to the birthday party. I'd invited Paulina and Tasha, but Paulina declined, citing other matters she needed to address. Todd and Teresa came with little Doug. My mother and Cindy, Jack Muscone, and of course Buddy and the redoubtable Bowser.
Carole did not seem happy that Jim was getting toys and she wasn't, which required an explanation from her mother and her dad both that this was Jim's special day. And when Jim looked over at his sister and said "MY toys!", I knew I was in for years of smack talk that would make the Police Boxing Matches seem like a lovefest.
Part 3 - Ripening Apples
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 6th. "Channel Two News has learned that a Federal Court has issued a stay in the case of Eckhart v. Town & County Council, enjoining the Council from proceeding with the sale of the Community Center property to Northwest Properties Development Corp. Although it would appear the Council has acted legally, there are several side issues over which P. Harvey Eckhart, founder of 'The Vision' self-help enterprises, is suing the Council, and the Federal Court will grant a trial."
"In other news," said Bettina, "plans for the Fourth of July celebration are under way! Anyone who wants to enter the Town & County Triathlon must do so by June 20th. Todd Burke and Teddy Franklin, last year's champions, have already entered, as have the twice-runners-up, the Bradley Rangers."



"In political news," Bettina went on, "a scheduled debate between District Attorney Gil Krasney and challenger Jenna Stiles was postponed by mutual agreement. It will be rescheduled for later in July or early August. Mr. Krasney leads in the polls by a 50-46 margin.
"In the Governor's race, it was a devastating blow to SBI Director Jack Lewis when the Fraternal Order of Police endorsed Governor Val Jared. The State Police Chief's Organization has postponed making an endorsement, but the State Sheriff's Society has strongly endorsed Governor Jared. Polls remain 48-40, with an increasing number of likely voters choosing to wait and hear more before making their decisions..."
"Any idea why Jenna agreed to postpone the debate?" I asked Cindy as we went to my office after the morning coffee klatch.
"She didn't." Cindy said. "Krasney postponed it, said it was due to an increasingly heavy workload. He even told the Press that 'Commander Troy is too good at catching criminals; it gives us a lot of extra work to do'. Jenna wanted to raise a stink about it, but Bettina told her 'off the record' that the Press was not going to cover it, and would cast her complaints in a bad light."
"Good grief." I said. We sat down in our respective chairs in my office, me behind my desk of course, Cindy on the sofa (of course). "Okay, Captain, I am going to meet with the FBI today at the Federal Building. I may have to leave Town for some days after that, so you'll be in charge. Don't let the power go to your head, and keep the Chief and Commander Harlow well informed of what's going on."
"And don't let them be surprised by the Media." said Cindy. "Your number one rule, of course."
"Make it so, Number One." I replied.
"What about Scott Peterson in Public Relations?" Cindy asked. "I know Della's his boss, but you're the one he's afraid of."
"No, he's afraid of the Chief right now." I said. "Peterson better thank whatever he considers holy that Moynahan and not Griswold is Chief... Chief Griswold would've barbecued him alive."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into the FBI's well-hidden offices on the third floor of the Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. Jack Muscone was there waiting for me, telling the cute receptionist that he'd take me into the conference room. And it was the conference room in the 'cube', designed to prevent any bugging or listening-in attempts. The DepDirector was waiting for us.
"Glad to see you, Commander." said the DepDirector, extending his hand. I shook it firmly. "I haven't seen you since you put me in my place at the Hospital."
"The interviews there went a long way in helping me solve the case." I said.
"So they did." said the DepDirector, peering at me. He had us sit down, Jack to my left as usual. Then he did a surprising thing... he sat down himself.
Keeping his voice quiet, the DepDirector said "I suspect you know a lot more than you've been officially told about what's going on in Apple Grove, and it's county... what's the name of that county?
"Fillmore County, sir." I said. "Named after President Millard Fillmore, 13th President of the United States, and last to not be a Democrat or Republican. Very exciting kind of guy, sir."
"I see your sense of sarcasm has not been lost." said the DepDirector, making Muscone chuckle. "I didn't even know there was a President Fillmore. Anyway, Fillmore County is about to get a lot more exciting. But it's getting ugly, too."
He continued: "Sheriff Spaulding has really clamped down over there. The whole county is in fear of him. Several blacks have been murdered or disappeared. But worse... in the last two weeks, two families in Apple Grove were attacked. The wives were raped in front of their husbands and the husbands beaten, and in one of the cases in front of their children."
The DepDirector leaned forward, lowering his voice as he said "One of those couples, the one without the children, were FBI informants. They've been working for us, giving us information on what's been going on up there."
"What about the other family?" I asked.
"We don't know what happened there." the DepDirector said. "They were not informants of ours. They lived only three houses down on the same street, though."
"Hmmm," I said, "I wonder if the perps had an idea that one of the two families were working with you, so they just attacked both of them."
"400 years ago..." Jack Muscone said. The DepDirector nodded. Jack continued: "We pulled our people out before someone decided to finish the job and kill them. But we have other assets up there. By the way, what do you know of the town of Springer?"
"It's in the northwest corner of the county." I said. "They're cut off from the rest of the county by a ridgeline and a river, and they don't consider themselves to be really part of the county. I heard they tried to have the State Legislature redraw the county lines so they could be in the county north of Fillmore County."
"Generally true." said the DepDirector. "They also recently drew a proverbial line in the sand and said that any blacks from Providence Springs that come to Springer would be arrested and sent to the Sheriff and the County Jail... and that pretty much means death for the arrested black person. They further said they did not want anyone from Apple Grove or Rome to be coming over, either."
"Yeah, someone might spot an FBI Special Agent in the area." I said. "Can't have that, now can you?" The DepDirector and Muscone just looked at each other.
"How much do you know?" asked the DepDirector.
"A lot." I said, leaning back in my chair. "Do you two have money on this?" Muscone grinned; yes, they had money on it.
I began: "There has been gunrunning going on in and around my County. And while my sister and the Consultant of Crime both wanted to help themselves to some of that weaponry, the main reason for going around my County is because you do not want the ol' Iron Crowbar to know what's going on. What is going on is that two separate groups are smuggling arms into Fillmore County. One of those groups is Superior Bloodlines, the other is the Federal Government... not really sure which agency, but it's the Government at work."
I continued: "I can only surmise that the white supremacists would like to start a race war by attacking and killing a lot of black people in Providence Springs. Now I don't know if that's to just clear the county of blacks, or if it's meant to get to the Media and so start a chain reaction. Whoever thought this one up... 'Helter Skelter'' and Manson ain't got nothing on them."
I finished up: "I would say that Hamilton Phillips of Grove & Partners, P.C. is heavily involved in this, as will be the bank president, the Sheriff, maybe a Developer or Real Estate type... they'll want to seize the land left by the dead in Providence Springs. So what assets do you have up there? HUMINT-wise, that is?" 'HUMINT' meant 'human intelligence', or people on the ground collecting and distributing information... you know, spies.
"Well, we had that couple," said the DepDirector, "we have a couple of people embedded in Providence Springs. You remember Special Agent Julius Jefferson?" I nodded and he said "He's been up there a lot. Comes in out of the west, so he can get to Providence Springs without having to go through Apple Grove."
"Tell me this." I said. "Why you don't just call up the National Guard."
"We can't." said the DepDirector. "The Governor of that State is very hostile to us, and won't allow the State to bring up the Guard. There's also Posse comitatus issues. We could federalize the Guard, but that would just tip off the white supremacists, so they'd just lay low and we're just sitting there with our pants around our knees... and burning through Federal tax dollars."
"Like that's ever stopped Congress." I said. "But I digress. So the white supremacists are going to come up against Providence Springs, and you're going to try to stop them."
"Yes." said the DepDirector. "And it's worse than you might realize... their plan is to kill everyone in Providence Springs, literally. They intend to leave no black person alive within the county borders by the next morning."
"So..." I said, "why bring me here?"
"Special Agent Muscone here convinced me to." said the DepDirector. "He said leaving you out of the loop was acting in bad faith, and after what happened at the hospital... and your wife having a pretty strong conversation with me herself... I realized that it would be better to tell you. But I don't want you trying to barge in there and save the world. This is going to take an operation much, much bigger."
Don't laugh, I thought to myself, don't laugh, don't laugh, don't laugh...
"All right." I said. "So now you've told me, but expect me to do nothing."
"Well," said Muscone, "if you have any contacts in that county that could help us..."
"I don't." I said. "I burned those on my last trip up there. And I'm also known up there, as well as having grown up there. When do you think this is going to happen?"
"That is why we're talking with you now." said the DepDirector. "We think it's going to be soon... this month. And with you about to shut the legal trap on your Consultant's fingers, he might just time things to, shall we say, 'coincide' with the breakout of hostilities, and make his escape."
"But he's not behind this thing with Apple Grove, is he?" I asked. "Oh, why am I asking... no, he's not... but he's the ultimate Consultant, so he's advising them, through Nathan Bedford and Henry Boxman, Lawrence Kendrick, and Perry Richards..." I went into a reverie.
When I came out, I asked "Yes, he is the Spider at the center of every Web of crime. So, is there anything else?"
"No, unless you have something you can give us." said the DepDirector.
"Well," I said, getting up as the Agents also stood, "it's what you need to give Agent Muscone, Mr. Director. Pay the man, he won the bet."
"How in the...." the DepDirector started as Muscone laughed. Then the DepDirector got out his wallet and handed over a $100 bill.. and a $50 bill. "The fifty is that you knew who won the bet."
"Thank you, sir." said Muscone. "My policy of never, ever betting against the Iron Crowbar is paying off."
"Uh huh." said the DepDirector, not very amused. "We'll be talking with you again, Commander."
Part 4 - The Black Beauty
When I got back to Police Headquarters, I called Cindy into my office. When she got there, I pulled out the bug-killer and turned it on.
"Cindy," I said, "can you call your father and tell him I asked if the 'Black Beauty' is ready?"
"You guys aren't getting into drugs, are you?" Cindy asked. I just shook my head.
"Okay, I'll make the call..." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, Cindy and I were headed south in my Police SUV. We were wearing civilian clothes, and I'd told the Chief we might not be back for the day.
Upon arriving at 'The Vision' World Headquarters, we were met by a number of young persons, all wearing black slacks, the women wearing blue shirts and the young men red shirts, all with the 'The Vision' logo. They seemed very happy to see us.
"Must be 'Happy Juice in the Prune Juice Day' here." I whispered to Cindy as we got out of the car.
"Stoppit." she replied. We allowed the acolytes to guide us into the building. I expected that young Tommy would take us up to Dr. Eckhart's office, but to my surprise the man himself was right there in the lobby to greet us."
"Ah, my dear," P. Harvey Eckhart said as he hugged his daughter Cindy, "it is always so good to see you." He then gave me a warm hug, which I returned after getting over the surprise. "And you, young Donald, you're looking very well. All that training for the Police Boxing Matches has paid off... and in more ways than one."
"Uhhh." Cindy groaned. "Don't remind me." Eckhart put his arm around her.
"Ah, my dear," he said, "it's in our losses that we find the strength and the keys to our victories. Come, both of you. I know why you have come. Let's show you both that, now."
We went to the left, past the rooms where 'evaluations' took place, and on around. We went through a set of double doors that led to offices and to seminar theatre rooms. At the end, I could see out the window, seeing the dorm buildings in the distance, and the River off to the right.
"Ah, just step in here," said Eckhart," and we shall go down into the garage areas." We got on an elevator. Eckhart put his hand on a lighted panel and the door shut. The elevator began going down.
"Biometric hand reader." I said. "Cool stuff."
"Yes, and both of your handprints will be read most favorably, as mine is." said Eckhart.
The elevator stopped. I thought it would stop at a garage on a lower floor, as the first floor entrance is actually an above floor as the ground slopes downward on the left side of the building. But instead, we were in a darkish tunnel.
"Ah, young Donald, and dear Cindy," said Eckhart, "this is one of the secrets I need to show you both. This tunnel goes towards the dorms. It can be blocked off in several places. Another tunnel running parallel to it is the one we used to escape when that despicable Mr. Wargrave tried to have you brainwashed by my methods."
"His brain does not need washing, Father." Cindy said. Eckhart chuckled.
"No, indeed." he said. "Here, come this way." We went down the tunnel for a distance, maybe 50 yards, then turned left and down another tunnel. At the door, the reader accepted Harvey's handprint. The door opened, and we walked into a long, multi-car garage.
"The access doors lead to a tunnel that goes to the surface. One of those garage doors is really to this location." said Eckhart. "I have three such garages here; it's one reason you don't see so many cars in our parking lots."
"You're not afraid of flooding?" I asked.
"Oh dear me, no." said Eckhart. "The Headquarters building and the dorms are built on 1000-year and 500-year flood plains, respectively. And these tunnels are built well, and very low... like the New York City subways, but without the leaks." I nodded.
Eckhart then took us down to the far end of the garage, where two beaming acolytes were waiting for us. Beside them was a very old model car, but in flawless shape, the dark green paint gleaming.
"It's all ready to go sir." said one of them. "Good afternoon, Commander, Captain."
"Hi guys." Cindy said. "Wow, is this what I think it is? 1965 Chrysler Imperial Crown?"
"Yes ma'am." said one of the young men. "Well, assembled from various junkyard parts."
"Wow!" Cindy said, "but what's it..." she looked over at me. "...for?"
"Yes." I said. "Cue 'Flight of the Bumblebee' music, Kato." Eckhart laughed.
"Gentlemen," he said, "show the Iron Hornet and his Kato their new car."
Cindy was stunned as the guys talked: "The tires are heavy-duty, to handle extra weight. All of the panels, and especially the door panels and around the gas tank, have layers of kevlar in them. All the glass is bulletproof... well, don't subject it to sustained M60 fire, but it should hold for most pistols and rifles... and here's our baby..."
He'd raised the hood. I whistled. "That's a million dollar motor!" I exclaimed.
"Yes, young Donald." said Eckhart. "Race car quality, can outrun most cars. And then there's the nitrous boost if you really need it. I wouldn't drag race it, though... way too much power. This is for chasing down people, or running from them as your case may be." The acolytes spent a few minutes showing us the engine and telling us of its capabilities. Cindy was enthralled, and I was appreciative.
"As you can see," Eckhart continued, "the outer headlights are green tinted. Actually, they're not lights. Show them, boys!" The 'boys' took off a panel on each side of the massive power plant. Underneath were small Gatling guns, one on each side."
"Plenty of firepower to the front." I said, realizing the green 'headlights' would move aside and the bullets would fire. There were several hundred rounds under the guns, ready to be fired.
"In the back," said Eckhart, "we have the old caltrops release." Caltrops are like little jacks in the game of jacks, but have all spike rays coming out from the central sphere. These could cut up the tires of a pursuer. "Sorry, but I couldn't manage to fit in a backward-firing machine gun, nor any missiles. You are not James Bond, my young friend."
"Tell that to all the women he sleeps with." said Cindy. Eckhart laughed out loud as a red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"This is fantastic." I said. "Thanks, Uncle Harvey."
"He asked you to build this, Father?" Cindy queried.
"He said he was inspired by your Green Hornet and Kato talk." said Eckhart. "And I hope this green-painted Black Beauty will be of service to you."
"It will." I said. "I'm very grateful. But I do suspect... that you had as much fun building this as your two young friends, there." Eckhart grinned.
"Oh, indeed I did, young Donald." said Eckhart. "And I just might have driven it at a speed that some would consider... unsafe." I just grinned, remembering how fast and carelessly Eckhart drove motorcycles.
Cindy was behind the steering wheel, learning about the sonar and radar devices (not great, but could be useful if taken out of the car and set up), the infrared reader, the powerful radios, shortwave and regular, how to fire the machine guns.
"Okay, it's time to take her out, young Donald!" said Eckhart. As I went over to the driver's side door, Cindy was vigorously shaking her head.
"No." she said. "I'm Kato, I'm the chauffeur, I'm driving." I just smiled and relented, and went and got into the shotgun seat.
"Atomic power to battery, turbine to speed." I said, remembering the old Adam West/Burt Ward 'Batman' show.
"Roger, ready to move out." Cindy replied. She gunned it, and the car moved out of the door that was opening. She drove unerringly up the tunnel, which curved around. We then had to stop at what seemed like a wall, but I realized it was an elevator. Cindy pressed her finger to a biometric glass circle, like an iPhone fingerprint reader, and the elevator took the car up. Once up, a garage door opened and we drove out into the parking lot.
For the next half hour, Cindy drove at high rates of speed along back roads and two-lane roads in Coltrane County. The engine was amazingly efficient and quiet, considering its incredible power. The muffler system must've cost Dr. Eckhart a fortune, I realized. The ride was smooth, the handling like a modern-day C5 Corvette, not an O65 Imperial Crown.
Then we switched places and I drove it around, maybe not quite as fast as she did. Actually nowhere near as fast. Then we went back to 'The Vision' World Headquarters, and parked inside the garage. Harvey insisted we stay for 'afternoon tea', and then we came home... Cindy driving my SUV.
I took the 'Black Beauty' to The Cabin, and parked it in the far-side garage, which was next to my office. Okay, I had transportation ready. It was only a matter of time before the call came...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So why do you need that kind of car, and that kind of firepower?" Cindy asked as we had a beer on the outside patio of the Cop Bar.
"You remember last year, when some things were going on in my old hometown of Apple Grove?" I asked.
"Yeah, right about the time Teresa's father died." Cindy said.
"Yes." I replied. "Well, things are flaring up there again, and this time worse. The things the Superior Bloodlines types were trying to do here, and started in Teresa's hometown but got nipped in the bud pretty quick; well, they're embedded a lot deeper in Apple Grove, and I'm going to have to root them out and give them a good Crowbar beatdown. I can't really drive around in a TCPD Police SUV, and I really may need to move fast or fight my way out of there. Ergo, the Black Beauty."



"I love it." Cindy said. "So when are we leaving?"
"We are not." I said. "You are going to stay here, hold down the fort for me, and look after my children... your cousins... if you don't mind. Don't worry, I'll have help up there.. even though they don't realize it yet."
Cindy thought about it, then said, "Oh, the FBI." She thought about it some more. "Ahhhh, the gunrunning. Something to do with that?"
"Your insight serves you well, O! Daughter of Psychic Eckhart." I replied. "But I'm going to leave that to them... for me... it's about cleaning out some trash and exacting some serious Justice..."
I thought about it and said "Well, not Justice... Revenge..."
A moment later, Teresa Croyle and Todd Burke appeared with a pitcher of beer. "Hi guys." Teresa said. "Mind if we join you?"
Part 5 - Rotten Apples
"Ah, that's good bourbon." said Sheriff Spaulding as he sat behind his desk in his office, his feet propped up on the desk. His red hair, darker than the Iron Crowbar's titian hair, seemed to have a 'flaming' quality to it in the light of the bulb above him.
"Yes, it is." said Mitchell T. Baker, IV, the president of the Fillmore Bank and Trust, the only bank in the county. Baker was originally from North Carolina, having worked in the Big Banks there, and carefully groomed and schooled by their leadership. He was tall, with a full head of now-graying black hair, a chiseled face with a square jaw. He'd been brought to lead the Fillmore Bank and Trust after the previous owners of the small bank had been 'encouraged' to sell to Baker's financial group. "Hamilton, do you like bourbon?"
"This is good, but I'm a Scotch drinker myself." said Hamilton Phillips, Esq., who was more elderly. He was the lead partner of Grove & Partners, P.C., the law firm that had bought out all competition, including Douglass Troy's practice not too long before Troy had died. "And right now, it doesn't really matter what it is, as long as there is alcohol in it."
"Well," said Baker, "it won't be much longer."
"No, it won't be." said Sheriff Spaulding. "Maybe even just days. 'Operation Apple Grove' is set and ready to be implemented. I'm just waiting for the word. We're going to have to move soon. One of those families we took it to the mattresses with were FBI informants. We have to strike quick, before they get time to implement counter-measures."
"Just let me know when." said Phillips. "I want to be a good distance from here when it happens. I'm not a man of violence; I'd just as soon let you and your people handle all that."
"You have nothing to worry about, Hamilton." said 'Mitt' Baker cheerfully. "Nothing is going to happen in Apple Grove itself."
"That's right." said Spaulding. "And me and my boys will be hanging back here to make sure nothing does happen. My only question is, what other areas of the country are going to implement the plan, and when?"
"From what I've been told," said Baker, who was well-connected with the country's Financial Elites, "this is the first major operation. If it... er, when it goes well, we'll begin implementing it in other places, and fairly quickly."
"It's a good plan." said Spaulding. "It will work. After we have eradicated the nigger filth in this county, we'll begin setting up operations to move 'supplies' into neighboring areas." By 'supplies', Spaulding meant military-grade guns. "We'll also start stocking up on foodstuffs and other essentials for the time when shit hits the fan. I've even heard some rumors that FEMA might work with us to set up some camps, though I don't really want them in here, either. But we'll have a solid base. Once a few more are set up in various strategic locations around the Nation, we'll be in good position to expand outward."
"Yes, it'll be good when that happens." said Mitt Baker. "It's time the common people understand that we know better than them what is best for them. They call us the 'Elites'... and that is exactly what we are. We have 95% of all the money, the wealth, because we are the intelligent ones, the ones who know what to do and how to do it. If we didn't, and the common pukes out there did, then they'd have all the money."
"All the money in the world won't matter when the blacks began rioting." said Phillips. "Some Government agencies are actually behind some of these incidents we've seen the last few years. Stirring up chaos." Baker and Spaulding grinned at that.
"Hamilton," said Mitt Baker, "don't you know that the people controlling those rioting blacks are the same people controlling the white supremacists, and controlling the Government, as well? You realize of course, that it is our hands holding the puppet strings over all of them? We rule both political parties, and they know it. Our friends all over the world are implementing the same plans in their countries."
"Yep." said Spaulding laconically, making a carving into a wooden stick with a sharp hunting knife. "If it weren't for the Second Amendment, and so many of your so-called 'common men' having guns, your plans for the world would've been successful decades ago."
"Your plans, too, Spaulding." said Phillips.
"Harrumph." said Spaulding. "All I want is my county here. Once 'Operation Apple Grove' is successfully completed, I'll have full control. You can have the rest of the world, Mr. Baker, and I'll rule this corner of it for you."
"And friends like you are what we need." said Baker. "Your part in this is valuable, and we recognize it, and will reward it. You're at the center of your web here, and we have many Spiders like you, all across the country, ready to help us with our noble goal of serving the People by taking care of them as they cannot take care of themselves."
"And all will be right with the world." said Spaulding sarcastically, as he seemingly lazily carved his stick, "Of course, there are only three things wrong with this world now: niggers, common people with guns, and dogs. Once we eradicate all three, I'll be a happy man."
"Why do you hate dogs so much?" asked Phillips.
"The man we're working with, consulting with, who is advising us on setting up our nation-wide operations... you know, the real Spider at the center of all webs..." said Spaulding, "... he explained it to me once. He said that dogs are filth, represent filth. The Muslims hate dogs, too, and rightly so. He said that people who love filthy dogs are inferior, and weak in their hearts. They are food for the strong, and pawns for us to use at our whim, for our betterment. Show me a dog owner, and I will show you a piece of dog shit."
Mitt Baker and Sheriff Spaulding helped themselves to more bourbon, toasting to an end to all dogs. Phillips passed, citing indigestion. And it wasn't indigestion from age and liquor not mixing... he was sick to his stomach at what was going on, the violent aspects of it. He wanted nothing to do with it, but knew that he was also a pawn, and had to toe the line with Sheriff Spaulding... a man of temper, of violence, and of an insidiously evil mind...
Part 6 - Warning Flags
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 8th. "It's official! The Reverend Robert Patterson, now head pastor of the Oldeeds Ministries, will include our Town on his twelve-city speaking tour! The event is set for Wednesday, June 22d! There will be a special service at 6:00pm in the 2000-seat auditorium of First Baptist Church, then a rally at University Stadium at 9:00pm!"
"Oh, that will be so great!" squealed Detective Joanne Cummings Warner. "I can't wait to hear Rev. Patterson's inspiring message!"
Hoo boy, I thought to myself. "As long as he doesn't try to speak at the Fairgrounds." I replied.
"Stoppit." said Cindy, knowing what my underlying message there was.
"Okay, okay." I said. "Joanne, better put in for leave time now... or you might end up on security duty."
"Oh, put me on his personal security detail, if you're asked to have one." Joanne replied. "I'll get to hear him anyway." I could not argue with that logic.
"And in other news," said Bettina as we were talking, "a formal lawsuit was filed by the office of State Senator Katherine Woodburn, on behalf of several Members of the Legislature, against the State Office of Ethics and Review, and specifically SBI Inspector General Brittany Maxwell. Senator Woodburn charges that she and others have presented evidence of corruption by Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy, and that Inspector Maxwell is refusing to investigate Commander Troy and indeed is stonewalling on his behalf.
Bettina continued: "The State OER has filed a counter-claim to the suit, stating that no evidence has been presented to their office concerning Commander Troy, and that Senator Woodburn is attempting to make political points to counter the corruption of the SBI's Narcotics Task Force. As you know, SBI Agent Leonard Sharples is in custody and awaits trial on charges of murder as well as the attempted murder of Commander Troy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News in the Morning!" Priya said at 8:00am as Cindy and I watched in my office. Priya was made up, her hair just so, her lipstick glossy, and a smile molded onto her pretty face as she made her report.
"State Senator Katherine Woodburn has filed a lawsuit against the State Office of Ethics and Review, citing that SBI Inspector General Britt Maxwell is refusing to investigate Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy despite clear evidence of corruption on the part of Commander Troy. Specific charges include physically assaulting suspects in his custody with his crowbar, intimidating suspects and witnesses and other citizens, acting outside his jurisdiction on criminal cases, physically assaulting fellow police officers, graft, taking bribes and unauthorized perks, and withholding evidence from the SBI in the course of their lawful investigations. The State OER has responded to the lawsuit with a counterclaim."
Elaborating no further on that side of the story, Priya then said "Inspector Maxwell was once the University Campus Police Captain, and worked closely with Commander Troy during that time. She was appointed to her position by Governor Val Jared, who is a close friend of both Commander Troy and his former Chief, Antonio Griswold. Jared is running for Governor against SBI Director Jack Lewis, whom Commander Troy has openly and heavily criticized in the past."
Priya went on, obviously enjoying herself as she said: "Lieutenant Frank Soltis of the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review worked on the same team in the Midtown Police Department with now-TCPD Chief Sean Moynahan as well as Nextdoor County Lieutenant Molly Ross Evans. Evans is the sister of Town & County Police Captain Cindy Ross, who is Commander Troy's formal partner in the TCPD. We have to wonder if these close personal friendships are the real reason that Inspector Maxwell refuses to investigate these serious charges...."
"Damn, one hell of a hatchet job." Cindy said.
Turning on my anti-bugging device, I said "I am honestly surprised Priya didn't tell them that Molly's children were fathered by me, and that you and I both have had sexual relationships with Britt Maxwell."
"Why are they gunning for you so hard?" Cindy asked. "I know they hate you immeasurably, but still..." After a pause, she asked "Do you think you're hurting Lewis's chances in the polls a lot more than we realize?" 
"We can only hope so." I said. "But I've been anticipating an attack of this nature, upon my reputation, by the Consultant of Crime for some time. The Spider is now weaving his web to ensnare me. And as you know, the time of his reckoning draws near."
I continued: "It's the worst possible timing for me, though. I have to respond to this just when I might have to go out of Town-------"
I stopped dead in my tracks as it hit me like a freight train roaring out of the High Sierras. "Oh my God." I whispered.
"What?" asked Cindy, peering hard at me, and I could feel her mind trying to reach into mine. "The Consultant is about to do something?"
"No..." I said. "Something else." Gathering my wits, I said "Okay, Captain, let's get to work. Go get ready for the 'Detective Fiction' meeting while I send some emails." Cindy looked puzzled and a bit peeved, but she did what I wanted her to do: she left the office.
Once alone, I took out my most valuable of burner phones and fired it up. I sent a text that said "Check your sources. Within five days?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Look, Don," said Chief Moynahan, as we sat in his office at 8:30am. Sheriff Allgood was also in the office, and sitting in the chair next to mine. "This lawsuit by Woodburn is very serious for you. You saw what some politically corrupt people tried to do to me and to Frank Soltis down in Midtown. Katherine Woodburn is doing the same to you, and she's using the Media as her bullhorn."
"Yes sir, I know." I said. "It's a hatchet job, pure and simple. And I believe it's to help Jack Lewis politically. I'm not counting on people to know that and to not believe the lies the Media are telling them, so we'll have to counter it."
"I've learned enough from you, Don," said Daniel Allgood, "to know a coordinated attack when I see one. I've had three Members of the Council call me this morning already, and verbally beat me about the head and shoulders as if it were the Police Boxing Matches of politics. They are outright demanding I suspend you."
"Three guesses who they are." said Moynahan. "They woke me up this morning, as well."
"Kelly Carnes, Thomas P. Cook," I said, "and... well, it could be Malinda Adams or Pastor Westboro."
"Westboro." said the Sheriff. "He says he's concerned that you are not setting a good example for his Flock, and the children of his church in particular."
"The children." I muttered. "That's always their mantra, isn't it?" I then said "Sorry, I digressed."
Sheriff Allgood said "I also got a call from Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis. He supports you, but he is very concerned about all this. He says that your personal integrity is respected among his people, and that if you were to be found to be corrupt, it would have a negative impact upon relations between Blacks and the Police."
"So, what are you going to do, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"First, I'll make a statement that the Press will not read on the air." I said. "Then, I'll offer Bettina an exclusive interview, as long as it's broadcast live. Then ..."
I broke off, looking around. "Er, where is our Press Relations Officer, Lt. Peterson?"
"In his office." said the Chief. "And still in my doghouse. I'll be dictating terms to him through Commander Harlow. Just let me know what you want him to do, and to set up."
"I'll set up the Bettina interview myself." I said. "Now... is there any possible way I can co-opt KSTD, and break them to my fist, to use a little falconry lingo, there..." I began thinking...
Part 7 - Dog Days
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporter at 7:00am, Thursday June 9th, standing outside Police Headquarters. She was looking hot today, dressed in a clingy red and white dress with a red jacket, and red pumps. I knew this because I was standing next to her.
"Channel Two News is bringing you an exclusive interview with Police Commander Donald Troy, who has been accused of corruption by State Senator Katherine Woodburn." She turned to me, having to look up as I was much taller than her. The camera panned out to include us both. "Commander, what is your response to the Senator's charges?"
"As you know, Bettina," I said, looking down at her and not at the camera (the correct thing to do), "there are a lot of fireworks going on in political circles, especially at the State level, and I'm not surprised some politicians would try to drag me into the mud with them. I'll also say that there were no specific charges leveled against me, and that any past issues have had Boards of Inquiry investigating them. The results of these Boards of Inquiry are a matter of the Public Record, and you or any Citizen can see them."
"So you are denying guilt of the charges Senator Woodburn has accused you of?" asked Bettina.
"Again, Bettina," I said, "the First District State Senator has not made any specific allegations to be investigated, much less for me to deny. If she would care to state specifics, I'll have a response at that time."
"If there's nothing wrong here, Commander," said Bettina, "why not have Inspector Maxwell investigate?"
"Again, Bettina, investigate what?" I countered. "If someone thinks I've done something wrong, state the specific allegation, and it'll be addressed. Again, this is just political posturing by a political party whose candidate for Governor is the Director of the SBI, and is embarrassed that one of his SBI Agents is now in jail and awaiting trial for trying to murder me."
"Allegedly trying------" Bettina started, doing the legal thing. I was having none of it.
"Bettina, it was not 'allegedly' for me when a bullet was whizzing by my head." I said.
"Do you have any idea why Agent Sharples tried to kill you, Commander?" Bettina asked. This question was off-script, but I rolled with it.
"I have no comment on that." I said. "All of that will come out in his trial, I would think. I'll have to refer you to the D.A.'s Office, for any further comment on that case."
"Speaking of that," said Bettina, again off-script, "what do you think of the race for District Attorney?"
"I know that I've worked with both of them, and I'll be working with the winner of that race going forward." I said. Bettina was not getting any more out of me, so she wrapped it up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Apple Grove, 10:25am, Thursday, June 9th.
Eight-year-old Timmy Owens was sitting on the front porch of his house, playing with his short-haired terrier Skippy. Timmy's father was the pharmacist at Apple Grove Pharmacy, the town's only apothecary.
Skippy was fetching a small rubber ball and bringing it back to Timmy when a car pulled up in front. It was the Sheriff's car. He was technically out of jurisdiction, as this was inside Apple Grove, but no Apple Grove Police Officer nor any citizen dared make a complaint; they might well endure a beating, or be forced to watch the rape of their spouse (of either gender).
"Boy, your dog is supposed to be leashed." snarled Sheriff Spaulding, walking up the walkway towards the porch.
"He ain't hurtin' nothin'." said Timmy. "And he's in the yard."
"You talking back to me, boy?" growled the Sheriff. "I'll take that dog to the pound, and they'll put him in the gas chamber." Just then, Skippy came up to the Sheriff and sniffed around him, then barked.
"Fucking little shit." snarled the Sheriff. He kicked at Skippy. Skippy dodged the blow, and started barking angrily, snapping at Spaulding's leg.
"You bastard!" snarled Spaulding. He kicked again, this time catching Skippy hard. The dog flew several feet and landed hard on his side, yelping loudly in pain.
"Skippy!" cried out Timmy, running up to help his dog.
"Get away from him." shouted Spaulding as he drew his gun. He aimed at Skippy and fired. Skippy yelped, shivered, and was still.
"Skippy!" yelled Timmy, going to Skippy. "Skippy! No!" He began crying as he held his dead dog's head.
By now several people were coming out of their homes, alerted by the gunfire.
"Everyone, get back in your homes, or I swear to God I'll arrest every one of you!" shouted Spaulding. Timmy's mother had come to the door as well.
"Get your kid back in the house, bitch!" said Spaulding.
"You bastard!" yelled the eight year old boy. "You shot my dog!" Timmy rushed the Sheriff, hitting and kicking his legs. Spaulding raised his hand up and slapped Timmy hard on the side of the head. The child went sprawling.



"If your kid does that again, bitch," Spaulding said to the shocked mother, "I'll shoot him just like I shot that god-damned dog." To emphasize the point, Spaulding fired another round into Skippy's lifeless body. Blood flew everywhere.
"Tell your husband," said Spaulding, "that he should consider selling the pharmacy and leaving this county. Otherwise, something bad is going to happen to all of you." With that, Spaulding went back to his car and drove off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:30pm, the Apple Grove Fire Department got a call that a downtown building was on fire. It was the Apple Grove Pharmacy. As the fire trucks rushed to the scene, they were blocked by Sheriff Deputy cars.
"Y'all ain't goin' nowhere." one Deputy said to the Fire Engine driver. "Not until it's... safe to approach." The message was clear.
Timmy Owens's father watched as his pharmacy and the building it was in burned to the ground, nothing but ashes remaining. Tears ran down his face as he heard the explosions of alcohol bottles and medicines inside. It had been his father's pharmacy, and his great-uncle's before that. Now it was engulfed in flames.
Sheriff Spaulding came up to him. "Too fucking bad about your pharmacy, Owens." he hissed. "You're going to find that it will be found to be arson. The Insurance Company is not going to pay you a dime until it's all figured out... and that might be years. And my own report will be very... discouraging for your claim."
Spaulding continued, hurling the words at Owens: "Guess you have no reason to be in the county any more, do you? Guess you better move your pretty little wife and that fucking brat of yours out of this county, before something worse happens to you, and especially before something happens to that little shit brat."
"You son of a bitch..." hissed Owens. He saw several Deputies surrounding him, knowing they were there to kill him if he tried anything.
"Watch your language, boy. Better get home to your wife." said Spaulding. "Leaving her alone is bad... niggers might break in and rape her while you're gone."
Owens knew that several other residents were protecting his family while he'd come to see about his now-burning pharmacy. Still, he knew he had no choice but to leave, go home, and get his guns ready for the attack that was sure to come...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I received a phone call at 9:30pm at home. The phone said the number was 'Blocked', and the person on the other side of the line spoke in a low growl, and I didn't recognize the voice. The person told me that the Apple Grove Pharmacy had been burned to the ashes, and that a dog had been shot by Sheriff Spaulding in front of an eight year old child. Needless to say, Your Iron Crowbar felt the burn of anger when he heard about what happened to that child and his dog.
"Looks like we're close." I said, mostly to myself. Laura looked up at me, and I explained what was going on.
At 11:30pm, I got a text from a burner phone. It simply said "Within two days."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said, "I'm ready." I had a bag packed with some clothes. I was dressed in civilian clothes black pants and black pullover collared golf shirt. And the Tilley Hat with Airborne wings but no Police insignia.
"What should I tell Carole when she wakes up?" Laura said as we looked upon our sleeping daughter in her bed.
"Tell her I went to meetings, like her Mommy sometimes has to do." I said. "She sort of understands that." Laura nodded. I reached down and petted Bowser, who was looking at us skeptically. He settled down as we left the room. We then went into Jim's room, where I patted his back, then gave Buddy a petting.
Back downstairs, I hugged Laura. "I love you, baby." I said. "I'll be back soon."
"Be careful, darling." Laura whispered as she held me tightly. "I might can send some intel, but I can't help you much with this."
"Thanks." I said. I kissed her, then began wheeling my bag out the front door. Cindy was waiting for me in her SUV. She transported me up to the Cabin.
As I opened the garage door to let out the Black Beauty, she came up to me. "Be careful, Don." she said. "And come back in one piece, please?" She hugged me, and I returned the hug as warmly as I could.
"I will." I said. "I know you'll keep things in order here while I'm gone. Don't tell anyone but the Chief and Teresa where I am, though." Cindy agreed. She then handed me an envelope.
"It's what you asked for." she said simply. I put the envelope into a pocket of my trenchcoat as Cindy went back to her Police SUV and headed home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I drove the Black Beauty, which was actually green, down North Avenue to go west, I was actually pulled over by TCPD Officers! Since the night of Steven Moschel's capture, there had been a standing alert for an old green car...
As Sergeant Irwin and Patrolman Phil Goodwright approached cautiously, I rolled down the window.
"Sir, may I see.... Commander?" said Sergeant Irwin, stunned to see his Police Commander in the car.
"Yes, Sergeant, it's me." I said. Both officers relaxed, considerably relieved.
"Heck of a car, sir." said Irwin.
"Yeah, a relative of mine reconditions them." I said. "I'm going to take it for a spin on the bypass while there's not much traffic... unless you're going to arrest me, of course."
Both officers laughed. "No sir." said Irwin. "We'd prefer not to tangle with the Police Boxing Matches Champion." I grinned, we all said goodnight, and I was on my way...
Part 8 - Going Home Again
"Life is a mystery,
everyone must stand alone.
I hear you call my name,
and it feels like... home..."
------Madonna, 'Like A Prayer'
"Wow, look at this!" said a teenaged boy as I pulled into a strip mall in Rome, fifteen miles from Apple Grove at 9:00am, Friday, June 10th. "Nineteen-sixty-five Chrysler Imperial Crown! You ride in style, Mister!" Several teen boys, all wearing white t-shirts and blue jeans, gathered around to look. They were suitably awed.
"Thanks." I said, grinning. "Just don't try to steal it. It'll blow up if you do." I let the boys decide if I was telling the truth or lying about that. I went into the shop in front of me, the local ASPCA...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was aggressive, Spaulding, very aggressive." said Mitt Baker as he and the Sheriff talked in the Sheriff's office. "We're coming up on it. We don't need any distractions like that." He was referring to the shooting of the dog and the burning of the pharmacy.
"Don't worry, Mittens." said Spaulding derisively. "It's all going as planned. In fact, that pharmacy incident has allowed us to sneak more people in unnoticed while they're looking at the downtown mess.
"I'll take your word for it." said Baker. "Okay, I've got to run. I've got some big meetings in Rome today. You won't see me in person again... until this is all over."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eight-year-old Timmy Owens sat on his front porch, moping, trying not to cry at the loss of his beloved dog Skippy. The day was clear and sunny, and would be warm later, but there was a pall in the air, and one could still smell the smoke of the pharmacy fire. Timmy had heard his parents whispering in the night, heard his mother crying. His dad had told him they had to be strong, but he didn't feel strong right now... he felt helpless, completely without hope.
He looked up to see a very tall man with a full-brim hat, a matching beige trenchcoat, and black pants and shirt coming up the walk. He looked warily at the man, whose hair was a lighter red than the Sheriff that had murdered his dog the day before. The man had a package of some kind under his trenchcoat, the boy observed.
"Hi, Timmy." I said. "My name is Don, and I grew up in this town. Can I talk to you for a minute?"
"I guess so." the kid said. I could sense the presence of his parents inside the house, looking out the screen door.
"I heard about your dog, Timmy." I said. I reached into my trenchcoat, into one of the spacious inner pockets. Love those inner pockets, I thought to myself. "I've brought you something."
I took out a puppy, only a few months old. "He's had his shots, and he needs a good home. How about here?"
Timmy smiled, then frowned. "He... he's not Skippy."
"Well," I said, handing him the dog and watching him pet the cute creature, who was a handsome looking beagle puppy, "when I was growing up here, I had a dog. His name was Tag. I called him Tag because he tagged along with me wherever I went. And Tag and I went everywhere, exploring all over Apple Grove and the county. Then Tag got old, and he died." I declined to mention Tag's fatal illness.
Timmy nodded as I continued: "So a little while later, another puppy came along, and followed me home. Well, that's what I told my mom. But I always believed that my dog Tag was somewhere in Heaven watching over me, and he sent me that new dog to keep me company. And I think Skippy is watching over you, and wants this dog to keep you company."
"What was your new dog's name?" asked Timmy.
"Patches. Had a couple of brown patches on his white back. Darn good dog, too." I said.
The puppy was wagging his tail as he sniffed around Timmy, who was warming up to it, and I knew a new bond was being formed. "Just do me one favor, Timmy... keep him inside for now. I don't want the Sheriff or his Deputies to see him until it's safe."
"When will that be?" asked Timmy.
"Soon." I said. "You'll know when it is. Oh, and would you give this to your mom and dad?" I took an envelope from another trenchcoat pocket and handed it to Timmy.
"Sure." he said.
"So," I said, standing up, "what are you going to name your new family member?"
"Don't know yet." Timmy said. "He'll let us know some way, pretty soon." I smiled. Astute boy, this was.
"Okay, see you later." I said.
"Sir?" he said. "What should I tell my mom and dad about this?"
I smiled and took my red crowbar out of its pocket inside the trenchcoat, displaying it. The boy's eyes grew wide as saucers; he now knew who I was, and the reputation of an old Apple Grove homeboy.
I stood erect and tall. "Tell them," I said in my most authoritative voice, "that the Iron Crowbar has returned to Apple Grove."
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Waylaid
Friday morning, June 10th. The woman walked rapidly down the sidewalk on the southern side of Courthouse Square, which was College Street. She looked around, scanning for any elderly people, whom she knew to be her enemy. She saw none; most of them were at the Kiwanis Clubhouse, which the Club was allowing the elderly to use. The elderly were refusing to use the space allocated for them at the Civic Center.
As she walked by two men sitting at one of the bistros, having a late-morning coffee and talking, she dropped her purse. As one of the men reached over to hand it to her, she surreptitiously handed him a note, which he pocketed. A moment later he read it as his companion was looking the other way.
The note read: "IC not at work today."
The woman continued down the street, stopping at a dress shop. Then she headed up and around Courthouse Square to the Federal Building, where the Post Office was located. She saw no one following her, so after a few minutes she walked back towards her place of work, thinking she had not been observed. She had been careful, and she had not seen anyone following her...
... which is what one may expect to see when being followed by Phyllis Troy. She had photographed the note exchange...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective Timothy Geiger knocked on the door to Lt. Teresa Croyle's office. She called out "Come in!" and he entered the small office.
"Hello, Geiger." Teresa said. "What's up?"
"Ma'am," said Geiger, "Here's the information on the C.I. tips on the Painkiller Gang's activities." He handed her a file.
"All right." Teresa said. "We'll be developing our interdiction plan soon, so make sure I can find you. You can go."
"Yes ma'am." he said, turning as to leave. He then turned back and said casually, "Ma'am, do you know where Commander Troy is? He wasn't at the coffee klatch this morning..."
"Uh," said Teresa, "I think he's at the Federal Building, working with the FBI on something. Why?"
"Uh, I wanted to ask him about getting more training for going on raids." said Geiger.
"We've been working on that." said Teresa. "With the students out for the summer, things calm down here a lot. So probably in the next couple of months. I'll bring it up again with Captain Ross."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Geiger. He made his way out of the office and back to the Vice Room.
"He's apparently at the Federal Building." said Geiger, upon returning to the Vice Room. "Working with the FBI on something." The other Detectives in the room nodded, and went back to their duties. They did not see Lt. Croyle come into the hallway and to the next suite of offices... where Captain Ross was doing paperwork...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, Geiger." said Cindy. "So he's the one that asked about Commander Troy, eh?"
"Yes ma'am." said Teresa, sitting on the loveseat sofa in front of the desk. "So he's the mole?"
Cindy replied, her eyes looking at the ceiling as she thought about it, "Don said that if someone asked about his whereabouts, to take note of it. Geiger was always close with Ikea. Yeah, he could be passing info to Ikea in the SBI now."
Just then there was a knock on the door. Auxiliary Policewoman Phyllis Troy came in. "Ah, good morning, ladies." she said. "I couldn't help hearing what you said about Detective Geiger as I came to the door. I do have some new information in connection with that."
"If this is 'Widow Athena Jones'-related," Cindy said, "I don't want to know. I am so close to being fired over that as it is."
"Oh no, I promised Don I would not do that again." said Phyllis. Cindy did not fail to see the twinkle in the older woman's eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, June 10th, 2:30pm. Hamilton Phillips, Esq., deposited his very large satchel of papers into the passenger seat of his luxury Mercedes sedan, then strapped himself into the driver's seat. Pulling out of the parking lot of the office of Grove & Partners, P.C., he sped down the Apple Grove - Rome Highway, passing the Sheriff's Office and County Jail along the way. He did not stop.
Getting to Rome, he took the main highway north. The airport was some miles north, and he had a private plane waiting for him there. As he sped along the highway, he noticed an old car with gleaming dark green pain coming up behind him. The outer headlights looked like they had green glass over them. What the hell? he thought to himself.
And 'what the hell?' again when the car put itself on his tail. As he crossed the county line, he sped up, knowing the powerful motor of his car could outrun any half-century-old car.
To his stunned amazement, after an initial gap between them, the old car began catching back up, matching his speed. Phillips pressed on the gas and the Mercedes responded, now going well over 90 miles per hour. He looked in the rear-view mirror...
The 'Black Beauty' was still behind him. Matching his speed. Relentlessly following him.
He thought about turning around, going back to Fillmore County, calling for the Sheriff. But then a police car came up behind both cars at a high rate of speed. It looked like the cop was pulling the green car over.
Then the police car suddenly passed the slowing older car and pulled in right behind Phillips. Oh crap, he thought to himself.
He pulled over, the police car pulling in behind him. Then he was shocked to see two things happen: the old Chrysler Imperial Crown moved in front of his car, blocking him. And the men that got out of the police car behind him were not wearing police uniforms... but suits and ties.
"Step out of the car, Mr. Phillips." said the man cautiously approaching the driver-side door.
"Who are you?" Phillips demanded to know.
"FBI." said the man, showing a wallet with his FBI badge and I.D. card. "Step out of the car, please. Slowly. Keep your hands where I can see them." Phillips got out of the car. He was frisked for weapons.
"What is this about?" Phillips demanded to know.
"This gentleman will tell you." said Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. Phillips looked over.. .and his heart turned to lead. The man that had exited the green car and was walking up to him was wearing black shirt and pants, a beige light trenchcoat/raincoat... and a full-brim Tilley Hat with Airborne wings attached. It was what was in the man's hand that made him unmistakeable: a red crowbar.
"Well, Mr. Phillips," I said as I approached. "I did offer to help you when I was last in Apple Grove. You did not avail yourself of my assistance. So now your chickens... are coming home... to rrrrrroost."
"What the hell is this about, Troy?" snarled Phillips. "You're way out of jurisdiction, here."
"Not really. We're not in Canada." said Jack Muscone, taking a document out of his inner jacket pocket. "Mr. Hamilton Phillips, I have a Federal warrant for your arrest, for RICO violations, money laundering, illegally wiring money across State lines, and a few other charges involving racial supremacy groups... and some dirty things the Oldeeds Organization has been doing behind their Flock's backs."
Phillips was handcuffed and taken to the 'police' car. Muscone was driving him to the airport, all right... where Phillips would be transported to a Federal facility near the City. The other FBI Special Agent would transport Phillips's car to the airport.
"Don, be careful." said Jack Muscone to me after the other man had driven off in Phillips's car. "By the way, we lost contact with Special Agent Julius Jefferson. He was in Providence Springs to organize them. Spaulding has Deputies crawling around all over the place. Using your cellphone will be dangerous. The bad guys are watching everywhere... but they're not the biggest problem. The FBI guys, including my boss, would be very unhappy if they saw you. "
"Oh, I fully expect to brighten their day when I see them." I said. "Thanks for your help, here, Jack. You just made the first arrest in what will be the takedown of the Consultant of Crime."
"Make sure you stay alive to make that happen." said Jack. "All right, I'll take this piece of shit on in. Good luck, Don." We shook hands and I watched his car pull out and head down the road. One down, the first of many. I hoped.
I pulled out, heading back south towards Rome. I would be meeting someone later tonight...
Part 10 - Shadows of the Night
As the sun set in the West, over Providence Springs from the Apple Grove point of view, Sheriff Spaulding sat in his office, not exactly eating his curds and whey. His choice of refreshment was bourbon.
"Ah, one more sunset after this." said his Deputy. "Providence Springs's last one."
"That right." said the Sheriff, working on his stick carving. It was taking an octagonal shape down its length. "So, how is the county?"
"Peaceful, but a bit tense." said the Deputy. "We've already begun cutting communications to Providence Springs. Their cellphones aren't working too well over there."
"That'll be county-wide tomorrow afternoon." said the Sheriff. "Get the word out on the local public access channel. Also say that the electricity grid is being worked on, that there are sunspots, and there could be intermittent outages tomorrow night. We'll cut the power when our people move out."
"Sheriff, are you going to be personally supervising this effort?" asked the Deputy.
Spaulding smiled cynically. "Yes and no. I'll be right here, manning our radios, overseeing everything, coordinating the pincer movements and the final assault. Once our guys lay waste to Providence Springs, they'll move on west and out of the county. We'll 'discover' the carnage Sunday morning."
"That'll be a great morning, Sheriff." said the Deputy. "Well, if you have nothing else for me, I'm going to go give the girlfriend a good 'pickle tickle'."
"You do that. Get her good and knocked up." said the Sheriff. "Oh, and get a good night's rest. We're going to be busy... very, very busy... tomorrow."
"Will do, Sheriff." said the Deputy. He left.
Spaulding continued his carving, putting in the flat edge on one end. The artwork was becoming the object of his obsession... a crowbar. He could not believe that there'd been no sight of the Iron Crowbar, that he was still down in that University Town when things were about to burn up here. Too bad, he thought to himself. I'll kill you some other time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The green car came over the hill and through the farm fields as it neared the town of Springer, the powerful engine surprisingly quiet and efficient as it sped down the county farm road. Being an old car, it had no 'THEFT' light, which had a tracker connected to it; ergo, neither Spaulding nor the FBI would be tracing it, as they were both tracing every car in the county that had such devices. Amazing how little the American Sheeple know about the raw power of Government, I thought to myself.
The town was abnormally quiet. The streetlights were sparse, and seemed more dim than usual. Despite it being Friday night, there were no teens driving around, nobody hanging about.
I had spent the day watching the Sheriff's Office and the County Jail. Though careful not to have too many cars stop at the same time, a large number of cars had come in with four people and had left with only the driver. I also had what looked like a radio, but was actually a totally passive receiver, a gift from Myron Milton's father. I took note of which shortwave and other radio wavelengths were being used. There was quite a bit of radio traffic in this area, much of it emanating from the County Jail. It was a large jail for such a small, sparsely populated county.. easily as big as my County's facility, if not larger.
As I'd moved around the county, then spied on Sheriff Spaulding and his Deputies, and now his base of operations, I'd felt a thrill, an excitement. Doing all this reminded me of my military days, when we'd go on training operations in the field, doing recon missions at night. But my mission now was as dangerous as any combat operation in any theater of war. Maybe more so...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You both are very quiet this evening." said Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart as he watched the fire in its pot on the patio deck behind his office. He, Cindy, and Teresa were sitting there, having watched the sun set.
"I won't deny it; I'm worried about Don." Cindy said.
"So am I, my dear." said Eckhart. "But he can take care of himself. He's probably enjoying himself, playing soldier behind enemy lines."
"I just wish he had some help." said Cindy. Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw Teresa's normally scowling face soften just a bit, as if it were a substitute for a smile.
"Well," said Eckhart, "my young friends here are taught the ways of peace, not of war. However... it might surprise you just how many friends I have... and where they might be at any time."
Cindy smiled. "I didn't go to Don's father's funeral. I got the short straw and had to stay at home and hold down the fort. I've always wondered what Apple Grove looked like. You think a small father-daughter sightseeing trip this weekend is in order, Father?"
"I think you have read my mind, my dear." said Eckhart. "What about you, young Teresa? Something is clouding your thoughts."
"I was just thinking about something you said earlier." said Teresa. "It's damn sad that the county Don grew up in is now considered 'enemy lines'. What has this country come to?"
"Yes, my dear," said Eckhart, "it's getting bad. Not as bad as Europe, at least not yet, but bad. But with good men like young Donald, perhaps this great nation can be saved..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell?" asked the Army General in the darkened room. "How the hell did you get in here?"
"It's all right, General." said the DepDirector of the FBI, Jack's boss. "He's a friend."
"I know who he is." said the General. "But you are going to have to explain yourself, Colonel..."
The 'Black Beauty' had gone around to the northwest side of Springer, and we came to what looked like a complex of old warehouses, fenced in. My passenger's I.D. and my FBI consultant badge was adequate to get us inside. We'd simply walked through the rooms to the 'Plans' room, no one taking real notice, as my companion's military uniform was not out of place here.
He was the Commandant of my School's ROTC, the Colonel that had been on jump status for years until sidelined by injury. He'd agreed to meet me in Rome, and to take me into the FBI and National Guard's secret base of operations, right here under Sheriff Spaulding's nose.
"My explanation is simple, General." said the Colonel. "I want this operation to succeed as much as you do. And I brought along the very best help you can get."
"I don't see how Commander Troy is going to do better than me and my Staff." said the General. He probably meant no insult.
"Maybe not better, General," I said, "but I can help for two reasons: one, I grew up here. Unless someone else here is a local, I know this terrain better than all of you put together. And second, I know the mind of our Enemy, the Spider who has spun his web and who really planned all this out for Sheriff Spaulding. I'm here, so you might as well avail yourself of my help."
"General," said the FBI DepDirector, "you can do far worse than get the input of the Iron Crowbar."
"All right." said the General, a huge amount of sarcasm in his voice. "Here's the map, son. Show us."
I looked at the map. "As you know, there's a bit of a ridgeline from the north that curls around to the west, and essentially cuts off Springer from the rest of the county. There's a lesser ridge that runs south before petering out around Apple Grove, where it all becomes flat farmland. There are two main creeks: one on the east side of this ridge finger that serves Apple Grove's water needs, and one along the western side of the county, that goes to the county west of us, and is the creek that the Providence Springs spring feeds into from this tributary."
I continued: "The high ground is to the north of Apple Grove, on this hillside here." I pointed to a spot. "There's a cell tower there now. This spot is a good overlook of the road from Apple Grove to Providence Springs, if a bit distant. Some forward observers there with night vision devices can give you initial warning of the coming attack."
"We think they're going to come out of the west." said the General. "Over the county line. We're going to block the bridge over that western creek you mentioned. Sheriff Deputies have been parked there all week, preventing anyone from Providence Springs leaving by going west."
"They will have a contingent come from there." I said. "But look at it this way: they have to block all means of Providence Springs people escaping... west, north towards here, south over the farms, and even possibly east."
"The best way to do that," I said, "is to have a three-pronged attack. One from the west, which is going to be a holding operation. One from the south, over county Farm Road 1 over here. That's also to contain anyone trying to escape. The main thrust, though, will be a pincer movement out of Apple Grove. Once they cross the ridgeline, one branch will split north, the other is the main thrust into Providence Springs, to kill all the residents there."
"That's going to take a lot of people." said the General. "We don't think they have enough troops... er, people to do that."
"They've got dozens." I said. "I've been watching them bring people into the County Jail all day. And they don't think they're going to have opposition. Twelve to sixteen people from the south, which will advance and help the main force in the eradication, sixteen from the west, twelve going north to cut Providence Springs off from Springer... and I estimate about 32 coming in the main assault wave from the east."
"How many people do we have, General?" asked the DepDirector.
"Small company's worth." said the General. "About 70 armed Guardsmen. Three platoons."
"APCs?" I asked. That stood for 'armored personnel carrier'.
"No, too loud and too slow." said the Captain who'd been standing next to the General all evening. "Trucks. We're going to move out after dark, drive to Providence Springs, then deploy from there. We'll interdict them when they try to come in. We can move more rapidly from a central location."
"Only two problems with that." I said. "One, you're reacting to them. You're on defense from the get-go. Two, they get the high ground, and west of the creek to Apple Grove."
"So what would you do, Commander?" asked the Airborne Colonel.
"I would do what General Robert E. Lee's Confederates failed to do at Gettysburg: I'd get on the high ground." I said. "Get some forward people east of the creek, then when the perps cross the bridge come up behind them. Traps them between the creek and your much better position on the hillside."
"Then," I said, "you get whatever people you can to defend the bridge over the western creek. Don't let them cross. Then you have one platoon in reserve, to swing south if needed, or west if needed, or to back up your main force."




I'd been pointing out places on the map. Even as a kid, my buddies and I had played 'Capture the Flag' a ton of times, most often with paintball equipment. The only difference here?
Real bullets would be flying.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the night deepened, Sheriff Spaulding's eyes grew heavy. He did not drink enough bourbon to get drunk, but had a good buzz. Still, he was tired, he felt sleepy. He put his head on his arms on his desk just for a moment...
As the slept, the tall, lithe figure in all black quietly entered the room from the outside window, his head shrouded in a black mask with only the merest eye slits. A syringe was jabbed into the Sheriff's neck, giving him more of the sleeping potion that had been put into the bourbon.
The silent invader very carefully took the Sheriff's gun out of its holster and exchanged the bullets for the ninja's own special ones. The speedloaders in the Sheriff's pockets were next, and the bullets in the Sheriff's belt came last.
The mission done, the shadowy figure left, and was not spotted by anyone in the county jail complex...
Part 11 - The Waiting Game
The Colonel and I had not been permitted to leave; I'd expected that would be the case. We were given bunks and sheets and a blanket each. Sleep came easy.
I woke up just before dawn. I did my toilet quickly, then went back towards the 'Plans' room.
"Commander, over here." I heard a voice say. It was the FBI DepDirector in a side room. "Come in here, please." I did so, closing the door behind me.
"Couple of things." he said. "First, your plan was a hell of a lot better than the one they had. For the most part they're going with it. The other thing is that I had Special Agent Julius Jefferson go into Providence Springs some days ago. Do you remember him?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"He was brought in under the guise of a State survey team member. Sheriff's deputies caught up to the group that afternoon, told the crew boss that the blacks would have to be gone by dark. They used the n-word, of course. So the team pretended to get Jefferson out, but he actually snuck back in."
The DepDirector continued: "He was supposed to go into Providence Springs, try to organize the locals to put up a defense. I got one message from him that the locals didn't have any guns at all, and had no idea how to organize a defense. I sent a message to see if we could organize an evacuation, but never got a signal that he got the message, much less a reply."
"Think something happened to him?" I asked.
"He may be laying low." said the DepDirector. "Communications are becoming spotty; the Guard's Signal unit says cellphone communications are being intermittently jammed, and Providence Springs is already cut off as of about this past midnight."
"It's going to get worse." I said. "They were broadcasting on public access TV yesterday that sunspots were causing intermittent electrical grid problems. So when they cut all power, people won't ask too many questions right away."
"So," said the DepDirector, "that leaves just one question: when we meet the attack, what are you going to be doing?"
I smiled, an ugly smile. "The only way to kill a beast like this... is to cut off the head of the beast. And it's personal."
The DepDirector nodded. "Let's go get some breakfast. I'm starving. Even this Army food tastes pretty good, these days."
"I always liked Army chow." I said. "Napoleon said that 'an Army travels on its stomach'... and the U.S. Army always did a good job feeding its soldiers good food."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sheriff? Wake up, Sheriff!"
"Uhhhh, what?" said Spaulding. He woke up, feeling groggy. Sunlight was streaming into the office through the window. "What time is it?"
"Eight thirty." said the Deputy.
"Oh God, I must've fallen asleep." said Spaulding. "Anything happen last night?"
"No sir." said the Deputy. "The radio room said some strange 'blurps' were broadcast from Springer last night. At 2:00am and 4:00am on the dot." 'Blurps' were very short bursts of compressed radio signals, which could be decoded at a receiving station with the right equipment.
"The company that owns the cellphone towers sends status reports that way." said the Deputy. They did not realize the FBI was piggybacking that signal.
"Anything else? No traffic, no people movement last night?"
"Nothing in Providence Springs." said the Deputy. "Some of our guys in Apple Grove, though... thought they got heat signatures of people in their infrared binoculars. But the night vision devices saw no one. We checked it out, and couldn't find any people around and about, nor any other heat signatures."
"How many of these?"
"Three." said the Deputy.
"Shit." said Spaulding, still trying to fight his grogginess. "Deputy, would you get me a cup of coffee, please? Strong." The Deputy went to comply.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mitt Baker was arrested in Utah last night." said the DepDirector. "Our guys were all over him like a cheap suit as he was about to leave the airport. Good spot, though; we were able to bring in a small plane and fly him out of there and to the City."
"Good." I said. "That's our second arrest in the case of the Consultant of Crime."
"Baker may be bigger than your case." said the DepDirector. "He's one of what we call the 'Big Boys'. His disappearance is going to be noticed, and fairly soon. Especially after what's going to happen tonight."
"Sir," I said, "you may just not realize yet how big the Consultant's operations are. When I say he is the big Spider at the center of a country-wide Web, I am not kidding. When we take him down, it is going to be a national story, and the names that are going to start popping out will be huge. And then we'll start getting the Superior Bloodlines people for you."
"We'll see... we'll see." said the DepDirector. "I can say one thing, and I mean no insult to you in saying this: I can see why you did not come back to this county. It's small, feels like it's dying... and certainly not worthy of your immeasurable talents."
"True, sir." I said. "But in the long run... there's no place like home. I owe my home town this much..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the afternoon began to lengthen, the car drove down the road of the farm. They were in the county north of Fillmore County.
Stopping just before getting to some buildings, two people got out. Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart looked around, his face having a slight sadness of memories. Cindy Ross, who'd been driving, looked around with curiosity.
"Can I help y'all?" asked a lean man in his thirties as he drove up in an old pickup truck. "This is a private farm."
"Ah, I'm sorry to have intruded upon you." said Eckhart. "My mother was born and raised on this farm, and I was just showing it to my daughter here."
"Oh really?" the man said skeptically. "I didn't know Douglass Troy had any brothers."
"Yes, he did, though we were separated by age, fathers, and locations." said Eckhart. "Did you know Mr. Troy?"
The man got out of the truck. "Well, not too well. His mother leased the farm to my dad's dairy farm company after her husband died, and we've been running it ever since. She died over 20 years ago, and Mr. Troy offered to sell the place to us the day after her funeral... literally. So we bought it, signed the papers the day the will was probated. We've been running it ever since. Good farm. Now don't tell me you have any claim on it."
"Oh no, I don't." said Eckhart. "The will was quite clear that Mr. Douglass Troy inherited the farm from his father, and our mother only lived on it and ran it until her death. Your title is clear, I assure you. Anyway, thank you for giving us a few moments to look around." With that, Cindy and Eckhart left.
"My mother is buried in the town cemetery just a few miles from here. Care to visit?" Eckhart asked.
"Sure." Cindy said. "She's my grandmother. I should pay my respects..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I lay prone on the southern crest of the high hill, the cell tower looming over me. Looking south, I could see the creek going south towards Apple Grove, and the town itself in the distance, the Courthouse and the steeple of the Methodist Church visible. Using binoculars, I looked into the town, as did the two FBI Agents and one National Guard Sergeant that were with me. They would be staying here and monitoring; I would leave after dark for my own mission.
I looked west, seeing the spire of the Providence Springs A.M.E. Church in the distance. There were no lights; electricity to the town had cut off an hour before. Further to the west, the sun was sinking towards the horizon. It might or might not be Providence Springs's last sunset; it might or night not be my last sunset.
But one thing was for sure... the night was here. The night I'd been waiting for, waiting nearly four years for, was finally here...
Part 12 - The Battle of Providence Springs
"All right, we're ready to move out." said Sheriff Spaulding. "Full power will be cut at 10:00pm sharp. Vehicles will be moving out of Apple Grove, from over the county line, and from here at that hour."
He continued as he addressed the assembled men, many in masks and camouflage uniforms: "You all know what to do! This is the first strike in taking our country back! It will truly be a monumental moment in history!" The assembled mercenaries cheered lustily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Electricity cut to the entire county." reported a soldier. "We're operating on generator power."
"And it's making a damn lot of noise out there, too." said the General as they looked at the map in the 'Plans' room.
"General!" said another soldier. "Cars moving out of Apple Grove. Vans and SUVs, all black. Three cars moving west-by-southwest, at least seven west along the main road to Providence Springs. No... ten vehicles on the main road."
"Anything coming in from Rome?" asked the Colonel. He'd spotted the one thing I'd overlooked... a contingent coming in from Rome via the main highway that ran through there.
"No sir." said one man.
"Launch drones." ordered the General.
"Roger, General. Launching drones." replied another man. The FBI had brought in several camera drones, which had been deployed all over the county. They had not been used before now, lest their radio signals be picked up. Now, the need for information overcame the need for the secrecy of the shadows...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sheriff," said the operator from the radio room of the Sheriff Department... which had equipment that virtually no other Sheriff Department in the nation had... "we're picking up some high-frequency signals near our vehicles. Just south of Group Sierra and east of Group Echo." Group Sierra was the group coming from the south; Group Echo, the main body from the east.
"What do you think that is?" asked Spaulding.
"Don't know, sir." said the radio operator. "Could be an echo from our guys, but they're on radio silence right now and not transmitting anything."
"Keep an eye on it." said Spaulding, growing uneasy. "By the way, power to Apple Grove and this building will be cut in five minutes. Are the generators ready?"
"Yes sir," said the operator," but it won't power the overhead lights. Only the radio equipment and lamps plugged into the orange sockets."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, here they are now." said Eckhart. Cindy saw four people in their twenties and thirties coming up to meet them. And one older person. "Cindy, these are friends of 'The Vision', and like yourself, they stayed there at some point in their lives."
They were west of Rome, not having yet moved further into Fillmore County. There were many hugs as Dr. Eckhart greeted his former students and introduced them to Cindy. Then everyone greeted the fifth person, dressed in a clingy, all-black outfit that showed off her magnificent body. She needed no introduction: she was Dr. Laura Fredricson.
"We brought the equipment, Doctor, courtesy of Dr. Laura here." said one acolyte, a black woman in her upper 20s. She opened the back of a van and took out a box. Inside were five tranquilizer guns and radios of a frequency that local police forces should not know anything about, much less have access to.
"If things don't go well," said Laura, "destroying these radios is everyone's first priority."
"And probably our last priority before we die." said Cindy.
"I have briefed my daughter on the plan, and she will be leading it." said Eckhart. "You are to neutralize all Deputies in Apple Grove, as well as the operators inside the Sheriff Department. But leave Sheriff Spaulding alone... he will find himself pursued by a much more formidable Bird of Prey. Doctor, you are welcome to stay back with me."
"Yes, we'll be monitoring your progress." Laura said. To Cindy she said "I know you'd rather die than abort and pull back, but these kids aren't as well trained, so think of them if something happens."
"Yes ma'am." Cindy said. She remembered Don's words from the past about the mantle of Leadership. She was feeling it now.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Two vehicles coming west from Rome." said the soldier to the general in the Springer headquarters warehouse.
"Maintain watch over them." said the General. "Now how did they get past the Sheriff's Deputies along that road?"
"They stopped for a moment, sir, then started again." said the soldier. The FBI DepDirector began chuckling.
"What is so funny?" asked the General.
"I think I see the influence of a Troy at work." said the DepDirector. He just didn't realize which Troys...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was only one battery-powered lantern in Sheriff Spaulding's office as he listened to the radio receiver. Radio silence would be broken when the creek was crossed and the forces split to go north and to go west.
"Sir," said the radio operator over the phone speaker, "there's reports of singing in the A.M.E. Church in Providence Springs. The actual spring and water well is on their property, and people are around it."
"Yes, let them pray to their false God." said Spaulding. "And we will soon be arranging a meeting between them and their Savior. Very soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I hope the FBI is there." said the Providence Springs barber to the few men around him.
"They will be." said the preacher of the A.M.E. Church.
"Preacher," said Tyrone Biggs, son of the late Junior Biggs, "why can't we put up a defense for ourselves? I'd rather die fighting and sit here waiting for them to come."
"There's no way we can stop them." said the preacher. "We don't have the guns; the Sheriff and his Deputies have done too well disarming us over time. We must trust in the Lord, and the word of Special Agent Jefferson that they will defend us."
A young man ran up, wearing a white t-shirt and jeans. "Sir," he said to the barber, "they just left Apple Grove. We either have to run for the county line now, or stand and fight."
"We'll stay put." said the barber. "Have you heard or seen anything from the FBI?"
"No sir." said the man. "No vehicles out of Springer, either. I think we've been left to our fate."
The preacher went into the church and announced that it was time. Everyone began pouring out into the backyard. They gathered around the spring which had been given them by Providence, hoping for a new miracle tonight as they began singing 'Amazing Grace'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the caravan crossed the bridge over the creek, but not yet at the point where they were to split off, the lead driver saw the two cars on the road... it looked as if they'd collided and were blocking the path. They were forced to stop.
"Goddammit." said the driver. "There's ditches on both sides, we can't go around. Guys, get out and move those damn cars! Shoot the drivers if you see them!" Men poured out of the vehicles.
Suddenly, bright lights illuminated them, blinding them. "THIS IS THE FBI!" blared a voice over a megaphone. "DROP YOUR WEAPONS, COME OUT WITH YOUR HANDS UP!"
"Like hell!" yelled the leader, seeing the vehicles ahead of them, and the barricades on the high ground in front of them. "Attack!" More men poured out of the vehicles. They began shooting at the silhouettes against the night sky on the higher ground above. The FBI and National Guardsmen began firing back.
What would become known as The Battle of Providence Springs had begun.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Through many dangers, toils, and snares,
I have already come,
Twas Grace that brought me safe thus far,
And Grace will lead me Home.
--- Amazing Grace.
"Unit One!" shouted Spaulding into the microphone. "Unit One, come in!" There was nothing but static. "Unit Two!" Still nothing... radio signals were jammed, and had been after one brief message came through saying "We're under attack! They're behind us---"
"What the hell is going on?" Spaulding said. "Ernie! Bert! Where are you guys?" He called out. No response from the radio operator nor the Deputy that had been in the main lobby.
He got up and went to look. He found the men unconscious, lying on the floor. The other four men who'd been in the jail areas were also unconscious.
He heard what sounded like static from the radio in his office. Going in, he went behind his desk and picked up the mike. "Unit One, Unit Two! Anyone out there?" There was nothing. And then he looked up.
The figure was in silhouette and had been behind the door as Spaulding had rushed in. Now he could see the outline of the full brim hat, the broad shoulders... and the crowbar. It was him.
"Ah, so there you are."Spaulding said quietly. "I knew you'd show up."
I said nothing. I just slowly advanced, my purpose inexorable.
Spaulding tried to laugh. "Well, you stupid son of a bitch. Bringing a crowbar to a gunfight." With that, he rapidly drew his revolver from holster, aimed at the shadow that was me, and pulled the trigger!
*Click!* *Click!* *Click!*
Spaulding's face was a mask of horror as he realized his gun was not working. He had no time to do anything else; I was on him too fast as he grabbed his billy stick.
He managed to fend off my first two blows. "I was a Green Beret." he said hoarsely. "I'm going to kick your ass, then kill you!" I said nothing, letting the eerie silence speak for me. His billy stick went flying; he was unable to hold on as he jerked his head back to avoid my swing and I connected solidly with the stick.
He tried a few kicks and martial arts moves, but as Cindy had said to me before: these standard Special Forces moves weren't getting it. As he missed, I drove my knee into his testicles, then jabbed my crowbar into his face.
*SMACK!*
Spaulding reeled from the blow, and I pounced. A staggering blow to the ribs, followed by a closed-fist punch to his belly. As he doubled over, the crowbar came down hard on his back, followed by a swing to the back of his knees.
*THUD!*
He hit the ground hard. He tried to cover the back of his head, and I whaled away at his lower back, going for the kidneys. Blows rained down on his back, his legs, his arms... then his hands protecting his head. I thought of all dogs that had been tortured and killed by these evil men, and let my fury channel into the swings of my crowbar.
*THWACK!*
That was for Skippy, and Timmy Owens, I thought as I brought the crowbar up and drove it down upon Spaulding's shoulders again. I just kept swinging, blow after blow after powerful blow pummeling the bastard. As I connected with his head again and again, something cried out, a small voice in my head telling me to stop.
I did not listen to it.



Part 13 - Morning of Liberation
"Over forty dead, the few remaining alive severely wounded." said the DepDirector as he surveyed the scene of the battle.
The vehicles to the south had been interdicted before getting to Providence Springs. They had not given up, but had fought to the death or had taken cyanide.
The battle to the west had not happened. Seeing the FBI and National Guard blocking the bridge, the perps had turned tail and run back west. Having to hold their ground, the Good Guys had to let them go.
In pitched battle, the Iron Crowbar's funneling trap had worked to perfection. The FBI and National Guard holding the high ground had poured M-4 and other weapons fire into the perps. Though also armed with military-grade 'assault rifles", the perps had had no chance. They chose to die fighting, and later tests would show they were amped up with drugs of various kinds.
There were no FBI nor National Guard fatalities, only a few minor wounds. Some would consider this to be 'miraculous'.
The Sheriff Deputies that had been rendered unconscious by tranquilizer guns all over Apple Grove were taken into custody by the FBI and the Apple Grove Police Department.
"Anyone find Sheriff Spaulding, or the Iron Crowbar?" asked the General as his soldiers began to clean up the mess.
"Not yet, General." said one of the FBI Special Agents. "But we found Julius Jefferson, alive and well. He had to hide in Providence Springs; somebody may have ratted him out. The Deputies had been looking for him."
"Sir," said another agent, "we just overheard a communication from the Apple Grove Police... they've found Sheriff Spaulding..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Timmy Owens was playing with his new puppy as his parents and their two guests watched in the living room.
"What are you going to name him?" asked Cindy Ross.
"I'm going to name him 'Mr. Crowbar', after the great Iron Crowbar." said Timmy. "He gave him to me."
"Yes, a worthy name." said Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. "The Iron Crowbar is a good man."
"As are you, sir." said Timmy's father. "I don't know how we can thank you enough for this loan. The insurance company is trying to not pay."
"Don't worry about that, my friend." said Eckhart. "My lawyers will have the insurance company squealing, and soon. In the meantime, you can set up a temporary pharmacy, then rebuild in the building you now own."
Timmy's mother was near tears. "I was in the class a year ahead of Donny Troy." she said. "I never thought he'd grow up to be what he has become."
"Or that he would need to be." said Timmy's father. "I still don't understand what happened to this town."
"Ah, but all that is in the past." said Dr. Eckhart. "And Apple Grove is now in the 21st century with the rest of us. Well, my dear Cindy, we need to gather our friends and be going home." Those friends included several other moles that had been imbedded in the town for some time. The one that had helped the Iron Crowbar the last time he was here had been by no means the only one.
"Bye, Mr. Crowbar." said Cindy, petting the puppy. "Take care of Timmy for me." The dog wagged his tail most very happily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Sunday, June 12th, the tall, bald black man, dressed in a well-fitting suit and tie, came up to the Providence Springs Barber Shop. He had a package in his hand. Inside were a number of men, including the Preacher, the Barber, and Tyrone Biggs.
"Gentlemen," said the man, "as you now know, I'm Special Agent Julius Jefferson of the FBI. I wanted to let you know a couple of things. First, the people who were coming to kill you have all been taken out. Hopefully this county will be able to move forward into the twenty-first century, and people of all colors can live together in peace."
"That will be a good day." said the Preacher. The others in the room were eerily silent.
"Second," said Special Agent Jefferson, "Sheriff Spaulding was found dead. He was found in the exact same spot Junior Biggs was found, and I mean the exact same spot. We checked with GPS; it's to the inch."
"How did Sheriff Spaulding die, Agent Jefferson?" asked the barber, the real leader of the group.
"He was beaten to death." said Special Agent Jefferson. "Badly. Tremendous blows to the body, then the head was beaten to a pulp. We had to identify him by fingerprints."
"Tire iron?" asked one man. "Like what they used on Junior Biggs?"
"More like... a crowbar, if I don't miss my guess." said Special Agent Jefferson, very sure. "With everything else going on, we probably won't have much time to really investigate. By the way, there was a Bible found on Spaulding's back. A verse was marked. Deuteronomy 32:35."
"Ah yes." said the Preacher. He took out his own Bible, the 'New American Standard' version, and found the relevant verse, and said "Let us open our hearts to the reading of God's Word. Deuteronomy 32:35... 'Vengeance is Mine, and retribution, In due time their foot will slip; For the day of their calamity is near, And the impending things are hastening upon them.'." Everyone nodded and murmured.
"There's just one other thing." said Special Agent Jefferson. "Someone ordered this from the Town & County Police Department." He extended the package.
"Ah yes," said the barber, "that was me." He took the package and opened it as Special Agent Jefferson made his goodbyes and left.
Inside the package was a framed photograph, the official Police portrait of Commander Donald Troy, with medals on his formal jacket, the Medal of Valor on its red ribbon around his neck, American flag behind him.
"There's a place for this on the wall." said the barber. A hook was on the wall below the portraits of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr. Not on the same level, but close enough...
"Tyrone," he said to the young man, who had been shedding silent tears since hearing of Spaulding being found where his father had been found dead, "why don't you hang this up."
Tyrone took the portrait and hung it in its new place. Stepping back, he said "That boy Troy was a lousy football player..." the tears came fast as he finished, "... but one hell of a good man." And then he broke down. He was sobbing as the barber hugged him, followed by the preacher, then the other man. Tyrone's father was avenged. The Iron Crowbar had not forgotten... nor forgiven.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross and Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart stood together in front of the mausoleum in the back of the Apple Grove cemetery. The water tower that served the town loomed over them to their right. There were sixteen places in the four-by-four matrix of the mausoleum, and the second one across and second one down had the name of Douglass Troy upon it, with a place for Phyllis when her time came.
"I never knew my uncle, Don's father." Cindy said. "Did you ever meet him, Father?"
"Oh yes, a couple of times." said Eckhart. "He was not very fond of me, to say the least; I was the black sheep of his family: illegitimate, a non-believer. But he was a decent and honest man, and a father that a son can be proud of. Of course, there is that one secret that he tried to take to his grave..."
"What secret is that?" Cindy asked.
"That my father committed suicide." said a voice behind them.
It was me, Your Iron Crowbar, walking up to them, my trenchcoat flowing behind me like a cape in the wind, the red crowbar in my left hand. Cindy would later say that my face looked very eerie as they looked upon me. I was looking at the place in the mausoleum.
"I didn't know it at the time, I didn't know enough." I said, my voice hauntingly quiet. "Dad was already in failing health, and Elizabeth and Ned going bad and all that stuff didn't help. Then he found out that the man he sold his law practice to, Hamilton Phillips, was actually a very bad man and part of a ruthless set of thugs that were taking over the bank, county government, all the controlling institutions."
"He was going to expose them," I continued, "but he trusted the one wrong man... Jonas Oldeeds. And so a much closer friend of Oldeeds... a certain friend, a Consultant... visited my dad and told him that he could take his own life, or he would witness his wife, Elizabeth, Todd, Ned, myself and Melina at that time... we would all be murdered, and then my dad would be, also. He had no way out, so he took the one option left to him, to save the rest of us."
"How did he die?" asked Cindy. "You and your mom said heart attack in his sleep."
"Hemlock." I said. "The coroner and doctor here had no clue what to look for with something like that. It just looked like heart failure. I realized it when Wargrave forced Dr. Heinz to drink hemlock, and the follow-up connection was simple to make."
"Does your mom know?" Cindy asked.
"I think so." I said. "I don't think Dad told her, though, and I think she might have tried to be in denial about it. But now Phillips and Baker are in custody, they will do prison time... and Spaulding is not going to be hurting any person... or dog... ever again. One person left, and I will have avenged my father as well as Dr. Heinz, Pete Feeley, and Amy, and all the rest."
After a moment of silence, I said "Would you guys... would you mind giving me a moment... alone?"
"Yes, of course, young Donald." said Eckhart. "We shall be at my car if you need us."
As they walked away, Cindy suddenly came over to me and hugged me tightly from the side. I hugged her back with one arm.
"We'll be over there." Cindy said, then walked off to join her father.
I stood there, alone, contemplating. I understood why he did what he did. I understood that he took the only way available to him to fight them. I had not told Cindy and Dr. Eckhart everything: the evidence he had, which was helpful, was on a jump drive. they were going to torture my mother in front of him, to force him to tell what he knew and to give up what he had.
Instead, that jump drive survived, and was among the contents of the safe deposit box my mother brought to our current Town. Rather than allow them to force the information from him, he took hemlock, and so defeated them. It was now my time to finish the battle, and destroy our Enemies.
My father and I had not been as close as we could have been, and his nobility in death had taken away any chance of coming together again. I thought of my own sons, and resolved that I would be there for them, that I would be closer to them, and I'd raise them to be good men, as my father was, and had raised me to be...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the distance, watching the Iron Crowbar, were Takaki Masaki and Todd Burke, both wearing all black.
"Your uncle has shown himself to be a man of the highest honor, Todd-san." said Takaki. "As you know, it is our highest imperative to avenge our family liege, which for him is his father. He has done that. And you have helped most honorably, as well."
"Arigato, Masaki-sama." Todd replied. It had been Todd that had replaced the bullets in Spaulding's gun with rounds that had no working primers, thus not firing.
"Let us go, Todd-san," said Takaki, "before your uncle becomes aware of our presence here." They left, joining the other black-clad men. All of them, including Takaki himself, had relayed messages to the FBI Deputy Director about the enemy's actions, thus helping to ensure the victory and the liberation of Apple Grove. And they had watched over Cindy's group tranquilizing Spaulding's Deputies, ensuring none of the 'Vision' acolytes were harmed.
Part 14 - The Hunt Begins
He listened to the report, confirming what the earlier report had said. He had heard from Nathan Wallace Bedford, who was trying hard to not panic as he relayed the information of the total failure in Apple Grove, of the disaster that had struck. And now Mitt Baker could not be found; he had not been seen since landing at the Salt Lake City Airport.
Once he had the information, he thought for a long time, carefully sifting through the information in his mind like searching for gold nuggets among specks of black sand.
He realized that his plan had been defeated, and by the mind of the one man capable of defeating him, a man who knew too much about him and had been a perfect storm of military ability, knowledge of his boyhood home county, and a true example of the 'know thine enemy' concept. It had been the Iron Crowbar that was the source of a great organization's pain... and his, the Consultant's, shame.
He finished his drink, the rare and expensive sherry that he often enjoyed, then realized that the time was now: his plan must be put into effect now, immediately, as he and others would struggle to rebuild and move forward from the ashes of 'Operation Apple Grove'.
He called in his assistant, the lovely Sinon. She came in wearing her motorcycle gear, black and pink leather, her helmet still on her head.
"My lovely Sinon," he said, choosing his words for her benefit, "it has been a disaster. The operation to begin reclaiming this Nation for the white man, and rid it of the filth of the black man, ran into a disaster in the person of the Iron Crowbar. He has destroyed the work of our loyal friend Harold Malone, and now he has devastated us in Fillmore County and Apple Grove."
"I am sorry to hear that, sir." said the lovely Sinon. "What would you like me to do to avenge this loss, to correct it?"
"Ah, thank you for asking." he said. "The time is now, my dear. You know what to do. Do it tomorrow. We must move quickly and we must utterly destroy the Iron Crowbar."
The woman took off her helmet and looked into his eyes, her own eyes jet with hatred and purpose. "It will be my pleasure, sir." said Town & County Police Detective Julie Newton...
To be continued.



        Along Came A Spider Ch. 03

        Hunt The Iron Crowbar.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/along-came-a-spider-ch-03

Title: Along Came A Spider Ch. 03

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Erotic Couplings

Description: Hunt The Iron Crowbar.

Tags: milf, mature, hot wife, big cock, police drama, crime drama, mystery

Series: Along Came A Spider


The chronological order of my stories is now listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
Part 15 - Flashback: Call to Glory
South Viet Nam, somewhere west of Saigon, early 1973.
"We're surrounded on all sides!... one dead, one wounded... need evacuation..."
The call came over the radio into the Headquarters compound. The radio man immediately sent word to the Bird Colonel in command.
"What is it?" the Colonel said, coming into the room. Other officers also came in.
"One of our LRRP units walked into an ambush. They're surrounded and are fighting off the Charlies, but they need immediate evacuation."
"All right," said the Captain, "we'll get them out. Let's go!"
"Hold on, Captain!" ordered the Colonel. "They're on the other side of the line. We can't get them out. They're on their own."
"The hell you say!" shouted the Captain. "Those are our guys, and we're not leaving them there to die!"
"Captain!" called out the Colonel, but the man was already moving.
Once outside, he yelled to his men: "Get these choppers going! We've got a Special Forces team pinned down!" Men scrambled. Just then, the Colonel strode out, several MPs attending him.
"Captain! I am ordering you to stand down! Now!" yelled the Colonel. "MPs! Arrest this man." The MPs advanced, but the Captain's fellow soldiers were also armed, and it was a standoff.
"You'll have to kill us to stop us, Colonel." said the Captain. "We are going to go get those men!" He turned around and strode off, heedless of the Colt .45 pistols pointed at his back...
"Shall we shoot, sir?" asked an MP.
"No." said the Colonel, exhaling with the decision made. "They'll all be captured or killed by the enemy, and we'll disavow their existence. Let them die trying..."
Part 16 - Back to the Grind
"Welcome back, Commander!" Detective Joanne Warner said brightly as I entered MCD at 6:50am, Monday, June 13th. "Did your work with the FBI go well?" she asked as she poured me a cup of coffee.
"Extremely well." I said. "I think it's going to be an exciting month around these parts." Over the next ten minutes, we and the other Detectives chatted as they trickled in. And at 7:00am we turned on the TV to start our day with the one, the only... Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the State Office Building off Courthouse Square, at 7:00am. "Channel Two News has learned that State Senator Katherine Woodburn's scheduled appearance today with District Attorney candidate Jenna Stiles has been cancelled. Senator Woodburn's office issued a statement that the joint appearance had only been postponed, as the Senator had an unavoidable conflict. Ms. Stiles's campaign said that her appearances today would continue as scheduled."
"Also," said Bettina, "the FBI has asked the Town & County Council for its full cooperation with their investigation into the bombing of the Community Center. The FBI says they wish to interview several Council Members with regard to the Council's actions condemning the property in order to sell it, and the timing of the Community Center explosion in relation to those legal actions."
"In other news," said Bettina, "preparations continue for the Fourth of July festivities, including the Triathlon race. Mrs. Myrtle L. James of the Ladies Auxiliary says that this year will be the biggest event ever..."
"Where is Captain Ross?" I asked Lt. Teresa Croyle as we watched Bettina and drank our coffee.
"In your office, sir." said Teresa. "By the way, sir, Detective Newton called in sick today."
"First time I can remember that happening." I said. "Okay, let me find our Captain and see what she is up to."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was sitting on the sofa of my office, flipping through channels, when I came in. "Everything okay?" I asked as I went to my desk and sat down.
"I can't believe it." Cindy said. "Not one word. There was a battle, a military combat battle, in Apple Grove this weekend. And there is not a single word of it on any television network. Not one word."
"And there likely won't be." I said. "Do you really think the Federal Government wants to advertise that a bunch of White Supremacists tried to wipe out a town of Blacks this weekend?"
"Yeah, that makes sense. But do they really have the Media under that tight a control?" Cindy asked.
"Control? No. But cooperation by two branches of the Triumvirate Elites? Certainly." I said. It does not behoove (there's that word again!) the Media to report on what actually happened; ergo, no reporting on it."
"I get the idea." said Cindy, dropping the remote on the table next to the sofa. "By the way, I forgot to tell you on our drive home: Geiger asked about your absence last week."
Cindy had driven home with me from Apple Grove in the Black Beauty. Her father had been driven home by his acolytes. We had a long, productive conversation about the near future.
Cindy continued: "Teresa and I took note of it. Think he might be passing information to Ikea? I asked the Mouseketeers to look into Geiger's activities. Official passing of it to Internal Affairs upon your orders."
"Hmmm, dunno." I said. "It's always a possibility Geiger's still friendly with Ikea and passed along information. But lets not involve I.A. just yet. By the way, Jupiter left orbit today: Julie Newton called in sick..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All I know is that there was a ton of Media trucks driving through here." said Chief Moynahan. "From the City, from Midtown, from Southport, from the State east of us, all going west. Then yesterday, they all drove back through here, apparently on their way back to the homes from whence they came."
"As long as they didn't stop here," I said, "who's complaining?" Everyone in the Chief's Conference Room laughed. With us were Commander Harlow, Sheriff Allgood, and Captain Ross.
"The Senior Citizens are going to make a huge stand at the Council meeting tomorrow night." said Sheriff Allgood. "All of my Deputies will be tied up with security there. So I need you guys to put on extra staff at the County Jail." I made a note to inform Precinct Captain Briscoe.
"The audit of our finances is done." said Della Harlow. "They're pretty clean. Brownlee didn't steal anything, though he canceled a lot of orders that should have gone through. The report is going to the Council tomorrow night."
"Make sure to tell them that we are going to spend that money." I said. "Or else they'll try to divert the funds from us and give 'em to somebody else."
"Or slip the money into their own pockets." Cindy said. That got a disapproving look from the Sheriff.
"That is very true." said the Chief, rescuing Cindy. "So, Mr. Crowbar, are you planning to attend the Council meeting?"
"No sir." I said. "I've already gotten word that the Council will immediately go into executive session to discuss personnel matters, thus avoiding the Senior Citizens at the open meeting."
"The cowards." Cindy said under her breath.
"They're trying to not be served subpoenas." I said. "The tactic won't work--- the subpoenas can be served at the County Clerk's office--- but they won't be read into the meeting's record. And of course, they have the FBI to contend with over the Community Center bombing."
"That actually helps them, though." said Sheriff Allgood. "They can just say they can't make any comments, because they're cooperating with the FBI investigation."
"Still," said the Chief, "they'll avoid the Public as much as they can on this. They are hoping that the furor will die down and be forgotten... as very frequently happens with these kinds of things."
The Chief was not finished. "Oh, there is one other thing I need to tell all of you about. The Union filed a grievance on behalf of Lt. Scott Peterson over those photos of him receiving oral sex from the reporter Ajmani. They said his privacy was intruded upon, and insist Commander Troy reveal his source of those photographs."
"I'll never tell." I said. "Confidential Informant."
"Which is what I expected to hear, and of course I will back you up all the way on that." said the Chief.
"Chief, we need to talk about that later." said Daniel Allgood. "It's a problem, but now is not the time to discuss it." The Chief looked stunned at Allgood's words, and I suspect he just got ambushed about something.
"In any conversation you want to have about Scott Peterson," said Cindy Ross, "I want one question brought up: how did Peterson know of any relationship I might have had with Priya Ajmani? It would seem Peterson speaks with for-ked tongue on this issue."
"He can say Priya told him." I said. "Though I suspect that's not what really happened."
The Chief moved to break up the meeting, and I noticed his face and neck were a bit flushed. "Okay, we need to begin logistical planning for the Fourth of July events. I know you have the template from past years, but we need to start getting things in order now. Sheriff, would mind coming to my office for a moment? And Commander Troy, if you'll be prepared to come into that meeting when I call you?"
As we left the Conference Room, Cindy whispered to me. "Ouch. What did you do this time?"
"Methinks the Sheriff just threw the Chief under the bus about something." I replied. "Oh well, I'll catch up on paperwork until I'm called in. In the meantime, check up and see what our Detectives are doing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was not too long before I was called into the Chief's office. When I got there, both the Sheriff and Chief were red-faced. It was no great feat of detection to know that the Chief ripped the Sheriff a new one over the comments in the earlier meeting. I suspected the Chief and Sheriff had discussed it previously, and the Sheriff had not told the Chief to be quiet about the issue... until they were in front of subordinates, particularly my subordinate.
"Have a seat, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. I sat down in the chair next to the Sheriff. "Sheriff Allgood would like to bring up a few points about the Peterson issue."
"Commander," Allgood said, his use of my title showing me that this was serious, formal, and not friendly, "there are several problems with this situation of the Peterson-Ajmani photographs. First, blowjobs are not illegal, or you would've been in jail years ago."
I knew that came from knowledge of what Melina did and does for her various husbands over the years. Meanwhile, the Sheriff went on: "Second, even if the Union accepts your claim of a confidential informant, and even if a judge accepts that in a lawsuit that Peterson and the Union just might file, you still did not go through appropriate procedures in the handling of this. I was in Internal Affairs for quite a while, and so I know those procedures."
The Sheriff continued: "You should've immediately notified I.A. when you received those pictures, regardless of their source. This should've been handled by I.A. as a formal investigation of Peterson's conduct. If not I.A., then you should've gone to Inspector General Horace Wellman, who may or may not have notified me. In any case, I have told the Chief that any disciplinary action against Lt. Peterson cannot happen, and I've instructed the Chief to take the issue of Lt. Peterson to Internal Affairs. They will conduct the review of him from this point forward. Is that clear?"
"Yes sir." I said simply. Take my medicine, take my medicine, take my medicine...
"We can only hope that this is not going to blow up into something much more serious." said Sheriff Allgood.
"Oh, it will." I said.
"What?!" both men said together, at once.
"Well, maybe not the Peterson thing itself." I said. "But the Consultant's final attack on me, waged through the Media and State entities, is about to begin. I estimate by Friday morning at the latest."
"What makes you say that?" asked Chief Moynahan, with a dumbfounded look on his face. Daniel Allgood was peering hard at me.
"A few small things going on." I said. "Katherine Woodburn canceled a political event with Jenna Stiles. Detective Newton called in sick. The Union backing Peterson in his grievance. And I'm sure more will be coming."
"And you're sitting there as cool as the other side of the pil-low." said Moynahan. "That means you think you know what you can do about all this. I just hope you're corrrr-rect about that."
"All right, we need to lay groundwork." said Daniel Allgood. "You're dismissed, Commander. Chief, call in Captain Ross."
"With all due respect, Sheriff," said the Chief, his voice pure acid, "I will handle my Police Department myself, thank you. Why don't you go with Commander Troy." The Sheriff was stunned and angry and was about to say something, when I intervened.
"He's right, Sheriff." I said. "It's his ship and his calls to make." I made sure Daniel left the office with me. He led the way into my office.
"What the hell was that about?" Daniel snarled as I shut the door. "I'm the Sheriff here---"
"Sheriff," I said, standing up to him, towering over him with my height, "you are the Admiral, but he is the Captain of this Ship. He's in command of his ship, and though he's your subordinate, you're the one that's out of line for not letting him do his job."
"You military guys kill me sometimes." Allgood said. He then exhaled and said "But you're right. It's his job to do. But I will be making damn sure he does it. And you, Commander, let's just get one thing straight right now: our friendship is not going to stand in the way of me doing my job correctly. You're a damn good cop, but you have to follow the rules like the rest of us. Be prepared to answer to some questions about your conduct. By the way, does my I.D. get me into the basement and into I.A.?"
"Yes." I said. "Though the Duty Desk Officer will have to escort you past the first door. As to I.A., you of all people know you can't go in there without them escorting you. Call Curly Goodwin from the Duty Desk." Daniel nodded and left my office. As he went into the hall, he nearly collided with Captain Ross, who was headed for the Chief's office. She just gave me a 'look' as she went on by...
Part 17 - The Hunt Begins
Laura and I entered the University President's Mansion at 7:30pm that Monday evening. The party was not formal, so I wore a civilian suit and tie, and my wife wore a basic black dress and high heel pumps that showed the magnificence of her body without being too overly 'inviting' nor formal. The occasion was the pre-Summer School kickoff, and was more than anything just an excuse by Sally Wellman to throw a party.
"Ah, Commander, Doctor," said Sally Wellman, greeting us. "You both look so wonderful tonight. Dr. Fredricson, the Sociology professor on sabbatical from Oregon State is here; I'll introduce you. I'll be right back for you, Commander." I took the moment to observe the people milling about the large room, idly wondering why this occasion was not outside in the lovely weather.
A moment later, Sally Wellman came back. "So, Commander, to whom may I present you?"
I said "I see that Pastor Westboro looks a little bored over there. Why don't I say hello to him?"
"Oh, of course." Sally said. She brought me to the Pastor, who was nearly as tall as myself, and we shook hands as Sally left us to do her hostessing.
"So, Commander," said Pastor Westboro, "any new victories on the law enforcement front?"
"With the students out for the summer, it's quietening down." I said. "Which is good. It's been a long winter."
"Ah yes, your unfortunate Lieutenant was so gravely wounded, but at least she survived." said Westboro. "Ah, and here is another of your Detectives, and one of my Flock. Hello, Mrs. Warner. How is married life?"
"Wonderful, Pastor." Joanne Warner said brightly as she came up to us. "How are you?"
"Doing well, doing well." said Westboro. "Are you attending the Reverend Patterson's sermon for our Revival next week?"
"Oh yes sir!" said Joanne. "I am so looking forward to it!"
"And you, Commander?" asked Westboro. "Is it possible for me to entice you to attend?"
"I well might." I said. "But there will be a lot of security details for my Police Force to attend to, and my duty will lie there, of course."
"Of course." said Westboro. "But I hope you do come. The Reverend Robert Patterson is an inspiring speaker, as was his mentor, the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds. Hearing Robert's message just might inspire you to come to church more often."
"Possibly." I said. "That does remind me of something... my father would not be amused at me when I did this, but I always liked to ask Christians this question, and I'll ask you now: Jesus asked us to forgive our enemies, but at the Last Supper, He said that one of his Disciples would betray Him, and that 'it would be better if that man had not been born'. The ultimate act of forgiveness would be to forgive the one that betrays you, but Jesus did not forgive Iscariot, even chastising him for betraying Him with a kiss in the garden."
"So my question is... why didn't Jesus forgive Iscariot?" I said.
"I think I heard this from you before, Commander." Joanne said. "My answer is that Jesus did forgive Judas, but they just didn't say it in the Bible."
"It is an interesting question, Commander." said Westboro, who's brow had furrowed somewhat upon my question. "I will give it prayerful consideration, and will try to come up with an answer for you when we next meet. Do you have an answer for your question?"
"Yes, Pastor." I said. "And the next time we meet, we'll see how closely our answers match. Of course, forgiveness of one that betrayed you... that is truly the ultimate in Christian love, would you not agree?"
"Certainly an interesting point." said Westboro. "You're giving me material for my sermons..."
Just then, Sally Wellman came up. "Pastor, the University Chaplain just arrived. Joanne, you may need to rescue your poor husband from the clutches of Elsie Gringer. Commander, will you be able to carry on alone?"
"Certainly." I said.
"I'll take care of the Commander." said a voice coming up to us. It was Thomas P. Cook. Hoo boy...
"Well, Commander," Cook said once we were alone, "it is most fortunate that your cousin was at the Community Center, and acted so quickly to evacuate everyone. How did she ever know that there was a bomb in that facility?"
"She smelled the plastique." I said. "My officers train hard on things like that. And this time, it paid off. We also train in financial crimes, and detecting graft... and I think we're about to have a case or two of that coming up most very soon."
Cook got the hint, and he frowned. "Commander, your effrontery is amazing, yet confounding. How you expect to come up against me and win, I don't know, but let me assure you that you will lose... every time.
"Remember, Troy, I am Government. I have the raw, political power of Government behind me, and that power can and will crush ordinary people under our tank treads with ruthless efficiency. I think I told you once before, Troy: you're either with us, or against us."
"Well," I replied, trying not to laugh, "technically, I'm Government, too. And I have something even you do not have, Mr. Cook: a Government Gun. When you are badass enough that you can outrun a bullet from my Government Gun, Mr. Cook, then you can talk shit to me. But if you can't outrun a bullet, you ain't badass enough to impress me. I guess that goes for the guillotine, as well... remember what the French Revolutionaries did to the haute bourgeoisie. Have a good evening... and by the way, too bad about your tape recorder, there."



Cook's hidden recorder had come up against the best of CIA technology. And the CIA technology won. The electronics in Cook's digital recorder were utterly destroyed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead from in front of City Hall on Tuesday, June 14th, at 7:00am. Her makeup looked perfect, and I could see in her eyes that she was reporting on something she thought was very big.
"Channel Two News has learned that a press conference has been called by the State Attorney General and the SBI Inspector General for 10:00am this morning!" said Bettina. "The reason for the press conference has not been announced, but it is believed to have something to do with State Senator Katherine Woodburn's allegations against Police Commander Donald Troy in the past few weeks. Senator Woodburn's office only put out a statement that the press conference should be well covered, and all would be made clear at that time."
Everyone in MCD was in total silence, and looking at me. I was drinking coffee and watching the TV as if I did not have a care in the world.
"In other news," said Bettina, "the Town & County Council meets tonight in what is expected to a be a raucous session, as the Town's Senior Citizens are furious over Council actions against their Community Center's property. The Mayor has advised Channel Two News that the Council will be in executive session immediately after the opening gavel, giving the Citizens no time to air their grievances during tonight's session. And now let's go to Sports with Nick Eastwood! Nick!..."
As KXTC went to Sports, my Detectives went to 'stare at the Commander as if he's been physically tortured' mode.
"What are you guys worried about?" I asked out loud. They turned to their desks as if I didn't even exist. But I could feel their worry...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"May I speak freely?" asked Cindy when she came into my office right behind me. I looked around as if searching for something.
"I don't see anyone else in here." I said, sitting in my chair. "So of course you can."
"Do you know why the Chief called me into his office yesterday?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said, "though he doesn't know I know. He told you to get ready to take over my job if and when I get suspended."
"Yes, that's exactly what he said." Cindy replied. "And since you know you're about to get suspended, I cannot understand how you can be so calm about it."
"First, Cindy," I said, "I won't be suspended, at least not immediately. Second, I'm actually happy about this... what we've been working for, for years now, is coming to a head. We took down two of the Consultant's big dogs in Apple Grove. The Mouseketeers and the FBI are putting it together. By the time I'm suspended, he's going to be in jain and indicted, and my work will be done."
"And after that?" Cindy asked, her voice harsh. "You're just going to walk away?" She waved her hand around the room. "From all this? From your Detectives? From me?"
I nodded in contemplation. "I don't know. I haven't gotten that far along. I'm not sure what I'm going to do."
"You do plan to be alive, don't you?" Cindy asked. Ah, now we were getting to the real crux of the matter that was in Cindy's heart.
"Oh yes." I said. "My bucket list item to walk my daughter down the aisle at her wedding is still there." Cindy's face showed considerable relief as there was a knock on the door. Teresa Croyle did not bother to wait to be invited in.
"Okay, Commander," she demanded to know, "what is going on with this suspension business?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, the State Attorney General appeared at a podium at the State Capitol in Midtown. SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell and State Senator Katherine Woodburn were flanking him. Britt looked somber; Katherine was trying hard to suppress her excitement, and failing.
The AG spoke: "Thank you for coming. This press conference is to announce that, based upon credible evidence by a reliable source, an investigation of Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy is being opened jointly by the Inspector General's Office and the State Department of Justice."
"I will caution you that this investigation is of a fact-finding nature, and Commander Troy is not suspended nor accused of anything at this time. This operation is being conducted jointly and cautiously in part due to the highly politically charged nature of this election season, as well as a desire to get to the true facts and acting in a responsible manner in accordance with those facts. I'll open the floor for question, and please conduct yourselves in a orderly fashion so that we can get in as many questions as possible."
"Why isn't Commander Troy suspended?" shouted out Priya Ajmani of KSTD.
"Again, this is a fact-finding mission as of now." said the AG. "Should our joint investigation find substantial reason to suspend Commander Troy, we will go to the Governor with our findings at the appropriate time.
"Is this just a whitewash to cover up for the Governor, instead of making him do his job and suspend Commander Troy?" shouted John Hardwood of KXTC.
"Your question shows just how politically charged this situation is. Despite your desire to create chaos, this Office, and that of the State Office of Ethics and Review will act with deliberate speed in order to rise above the politics... and the Media lynch mob."
"Senator Woodburn," shouted Tim Sioban of KSB in the City, "are you in agreement with these deliberately slow actions?"
"I have asked for an investigation," said Senator Woodburn, "and now we are finally getting one. Of course I would like to see this investigation proceed with all appropriate speed, but I understand that a complete investigation in this political environment will take time and cooperation by State authorities."
"Who is your credible source?" asked the decided blonde Diane Williams of City National News.
"Someone in a very unique position to give us the information we need to research this case." said the AG. "Her identity will come out in due time, probably soon as you Media wolves relentlessly dig for it."
"Her identity?" asked Priya Ajmani. "With slips like that, why don't you just tell us!" The reporters laughed loudly... the AG and SBI Inspector General did not.
"Inspector Maxwell!" called out John Hardwood, "what do you have to say about the investigation into your good friend Commander Troy? Shouldn't you recuse yourself from this investigation?"
"My office is working in cooperation with the State Attorney General." said Britt Maxwell. "My officers are people of the highest integrity, and will do their jobs diligently, with fairness, and with the purpose of arriving at the Truth. I will not be personally doing this investigation, but will continue to do my job as the State Inspector General."
"But can you do an honest job, given your relationship with Commander Troy and other officers of his Police Force?" Hardwood persisted.
"I'll do a more honest job than you will as a Media reporter, Mr. Hardwood," said Britt, "though admittedly that does not require much effort." The gaggle of reporters became quiet after that shot, their hatred of Britt Maxwell palpable. But they did not question her integrity out loud again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Jack," I said as he and I sat in my office, having watched the press conference on TV together, "you are not here to buy me the comfort food of double cheeseburgers. So what's up?"
"Just more pain, I'm afraid." said FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, "My boss got a tip when he got back to the City from Apple Grove yesterday. While all of that was going on, and while we were getting tips that the State was about to come after you, my boss found out that the FBI lawyers Bond and Staffeld are preparing to go to Federal Court in the City. They are seeking to compel you to testify as a witness in the matter of Priya Ajmani obtaining classified information from SBI Agent Sharples."
"I thought we'd gone through those legal hoops." I said.
"We did." said Muscone. "But they're going the route of you being a witness as opposed to a suspect. They're trying to find a judge who is very amenable to overlooking their past actions, so that they can essentially start with a clean slate. Sure, you can appeal, but that will take years... and you could be jailed if you refuse to testify."
"And if I take the Fifth?" I asked. "They can't do a damn thing, then."
"Except they'll revoke your Top Secret clearance, they'll have any clearance you may have revoked, which means you may can't even do your job as Police Commander." said Jack. "In addition, taking the Fifth is your legal right, but they can assume your guilt if you do, and can seek to have you suspended as a Police Officer altogether. They'll pull your passport for damn sure, and I'm sure they'll sic the IRS on you and whatever other intimidation they can think of."
"Guilty until proved innocent, eh?" I said, half musingly.
"Well, they likely won't get that far, unless the judge is really corrupt." said Muscone. "But the real problem for you and me is that if you take the Fifth, your case against the Consultant of Crime is dead. We'll have to let Phillips and Mitt Baker go, as well, since you can't even talk about those cases anymore."
"That is likely." I said forlornly.
"My boss thinks this was a coordinated effort between Katherine Woodburn, the SBI, and Bond and Staffeld." Muscone said. "The actual tip that came to my boss was that Dick Ferrell and Chaplain Steven Ikea have met with Bond and Staffeld several times over the last several days."
"Sounds about right." I said.
"Any idea who Woodburn's source is?" asked Muscone.
"Julie Newton." I said. Her absence the day before made sense now. I saw the totally shocked look on Muscone's face, and I said "It's only a matter of time to see what she has to give them."
"Think Britt will tell you?" Muscone asked.
"Not directly." I said. "They'll push to keep her as far out of the loop as they can. She acquiesced to the investigation because she couldn't hold off any longer, and she hopes to stay in the loop as much as she can and keep some level of control. But it's an uphill battle for her, and the Governor can't help her right now."
"Geez." said Jack Muscone. "By the way, where is Captain Ross? Hasn't lived down the Boxing Matches loss?"
I smiled wanly. "No, she's okay with that." I leaned back in my chair and said "She is now pretty much doing my job. I'm going to have to stay out of the loop now. Things are about to get tricky..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that Tuesday afternoon, I was called into the Chief's office. Lt. Molly Evans of the Nextdoor County Police was there. I could tell she had been crying.
Standing next to her chair, I took her hand in mine and said "Why so down?" I took out my bug-killer, held it where they could see it, and engaged it.
"I was just talking to the Chief, here." Molly said. "I talked to Frank Soltis today. Cindy tried to talk to Britt Maxwell. They can't say anything about the case against you... and they won't... I suspect they're scared to; they don't know who they can trust."
"They're probably right to not say anything." I said.
"Listen, Don," said the Chief, "and keep that contraption working while I say this. We did get a little bit of word from Frank, as well as from some of our friends in the City Police, who relayed word to our friends in the Campus Police. This is bad. It is ugly. Do you realize who has betrayed you?"
"Julie Newton." I said, sitting down beside Molly. "She's been loyal to Harold Malone forever; she was having an affair with him for years."
"If you knew..." said the Chief...
"Why didn't I get rid of her?" I asked. "Well, first, she did a good job for us on many crimes, and she gave us nothing against her. Second, knowing that a mole is in the room can be very useful at times. And third... I expected something different from her, not this. She made a mistake doing things this way."
"Oh really?" said the Chief, his face showing his puzzlement. "Well, what in the world are you going to do about it now?"
"Me, nothing. I can't do anything. I can't be seen touching this." I said. "But Captain Ross? Lieutenant Croyle? And the Mouseketeers?" I just grinned evilly. "Newton will regret her perfidy, I assure you."
"I wish I could feel assured. " said the Chief. "I've already got Thomas Cook and Kelly Carnes calling me like timeshare salesmen, demanding to know when I'm going to suspend you. Of course I told them that no one has shown you to have done any wrong. All right, keep your head on a swivel, Mr. Crowbar... they are really using you for a piñata right now."
"Don, there's one more thing." said Molly. "I did manage to find out just what Newton has been saying about you. She is accusing you of being the Consultant of Crime!"
I began laughing, and I could not stop. Maybe I just needed the release. But it was just too funny. Unfortunately, neither Molly nor the Chief shared in my amusement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Carole," I said at the dinner table that night, "if you give those dogs one more carrot, you and I will sit in 'time out' for fifteen minutes." Carole looked worried at the threat; the institution of 'time out' was not one my eldest daughter liked to be a part of.
"And if you're sitting in 'time out' with me," I added, "then Jim gets to play with Bowser and Buddy all by himself."
"Yeah!" Jim said happily, not really realizing the gist of the conversation.
"Bowser is MY dog!" shouted Carole.
"Not if you're in 'time out'." I said. Needless to say, the dogs received no more carrots. It was still a chore to make Carole eat them. I then noticed that Laura was not exactly making a good example of eating her own food.
"Everything okay, honey?" I asked, concerned.
Laura just said "We'll talk later."
And when 'later' happened an hour later, Laura said to me "I told you that bitch Maxwell was trouble. And now she's folded, and has opened an investigation against you!"
"Honey, she's not the one to blame for that." I said. "Plus, if she hadn't, someone else would have, and we'd have no idea what was going on, nor be able to delay it or steer it in directions we like."
"I hope you're right, Darling." Laura said. She was sitting next to me on the sofa, and I put my arm around her and held her to me.
"I've never felt so helpless." Laura said, getting to the real truth of her worries. "There is nothing I can do to help you. Casey B. Walker has Bond and Staffeld on his leash, and he's doing all he can in the Courts to let them snap at you. That investigation is not just to stop you locally, Don. Walker is seriously after you like a rabid dog. He wants to put you away for treason! I really would like to have them killed, but then others would just come after you."
"The party never stops around here." I said. "So, let's tear them down one brick at a time..."
After some conversation, we heard a loud "BOWSER IS MY DOG!" from upstairs. I chuckled.
"What's so funny?" Laura said disapprovingly.
I kissed her as I got up. "I love you every day for giving me these kids. Seriously, I wouldn't trade these little squabbles for the world." I went upstairs to teach a small lesson on sharing, and canine 'ownership'...
Part 18 - Building the Pressure
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 15th. "Channel Two News has learned that an investigation into local TCPD Police Commander Donald Troy for corruption has been opened. Sources tell Channel Two News that TCPD Detective Julie Newton is giving the investigators sworn information on Commander Troy's crimes, suggesting that he has been able to solve crimes others cannot because he is behind those crimes himself!"
"Investigators will not comment on allegations that Commander Troy is actually the head of a regional Crime Syndicate, and that he has used his position in the TCPD to wipe out competition in smuggling as well as drug distribution." Bettina continued. "Sheriff Daniel Allgood and Chief Sean Moynahan issued a joint statement stating that they had full faith in Commander Troy, and that the Commander would not be suspended unless and until the investigation showed conclusively that Commander Troy is guilty of these charges."
"In other news," Bettina said, "the Town & County Council meeting last night erupted into near-chaos when the Council attempted to go into immediate executive session. Elderly citizens, furious at the treatment afforded them in connection with the Community Center property, shouted down the Council members, then loudly booed them as they left the auditorium chamber to go into executive session. Channel Two has learned that there were no votes taken in that executive session, and the content of their discussions remain unknown at this time."
Police Headquarters was silent, almost dead silent. The normal chatter of day-to-day activities was muted at best. Detectives worked silently at their desks, no banter, no jokes, not even really any cooperation in discussion of cases. The depths of the brutal betrayal by Detective Newton was one they were just coming to grips with.
The 'Detective Fiction' meeting was run by Cindy in her office, consisting of herself, `Teresa and Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. All of them were somber. Teresa had a look on her face that had Cindy worried; that look of cold fury whenever she heard about a drunk driver... and more recently, organ donation thieves.
Teresa must've sensed Cindy's thoughts. She turned to her platinum blonde friend and said "I'm okay... well, not really, but I'm in control."
"Good." Cindy said quietly. "I'm barely in control myself."
"I don't know what to say." said Masters. "I haven't been here as long. But I can tell the Detectives are hurting."
"There are few things worse than being betrayed by one of our own." said Cindy. "There's no understanding of it, let alone forgiveness. So, let's figure this out. Commander Troy and the Chief have both told me that he, the Commander, is hands-off this entire thing. We are on our own for now. So, we're going to act fast."
Cindy started: "The Commander was not letting the grass grow under his feet all this time, and had the Mouseketeers keeping track of Newton. They've amassed evidence of her spying on us, and giving that information to other perps, who are as yet unknown. We have some photographic evidence of her making calls with burner phones, taken under the most secret warrant ever issued in this County's history, by Judge Watts. Only he, the Commander and I knew about it; not even Chief Moynahan knew."
Cindy went on: "We have evidence that Newton helped Harold Malone launder money for one drug gang, the Beanstalk Gang, while helping money from other busted gangs disappear into Malone's coffers... and those of the Consultant of Crime. Julie was paid well, and the Commander found her secret accounts while looking for the Consultant of Crime's accounts... and Julie is about to be very short of funds. We are going to arrest her and charge her with these crimes."
"Ma'am," said Coldiron Masters, "won't the Media just say we're doing this to protect Commander Troy? Won't we be accused of corruption ourselves, by the Media and the SBI?"
"They may try." said Cindy. "And this is why our own case must be airtight and totally locked down hard. She's our key to the Consultant of Crime. We get her, and she gives him to us."
"Ma'am," said Masters again, "she's in Westphalia, working with the SBI investigators. She's under guard, and she'll never come back to this County, especially if she finds out we're putting out a warrant for her arrest."



"That's a thought." said Cindy. "We'll burn that bridge when we come to it. Okay, Wes, I want you to get Detectives Warner and Krueger, and the Mighty Miltons, and start putting the case against Newton together. Teresa, stay here a minute."
When Masters was gone, Cindy activated her anti-bugging device and said to Teresa, "I'm going to tell you the Iron Crowbar's plan to get Newton back into our jurisdiction. It is mean, it is brutal, and the Commander just does not care. If you don't want any part of this, say so now."
"I'm going to beat you down for even asking that." said Teresa. "Time's a wastin'! Let's go..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I groaned and kissed her neck and jaw as I steadily and rapidly pumped my cock in and out of Adele Peabody's tight, wet twat. Both her pussy and her hands clutched at me as I fucked her hard and deep. My hands had slid under her and were now clutching the firm globes of her sweet asscheeks as we humped hotly on the master bed in the Cabin.
Adele moved her head and turned mine to kiss her. I smashed my lips against hers, driving my tongue into her mouth. The lovely MILF sucked hard on my tongue as her hand pulled my face into hers. She whimpered as she met my every thrust, and I felt her pillowy tits pressing against my hard chest as we rutted lustily.
"I'm going to fucking come!" I gasped as we broke the hot kiss. "Where do you want it?"
"In my cunt!" Adele gasped. "Come in my cunt, you God damned stud!" she ordered as she pulled my head into her neck again. I nuzzled her neck again as she pressed her body up into mine, wrapping her shapely legs around my hips and upper legs and pulling me to her. I thrust harder and harder, feeling my nut rise and the painful pressure building in my loins.
Finally, the gray mist swirled around the edges of my vision and I felt the violent pulses as my cock fired my hot seed deep into the clutching vagina of the woman beneath me. I felt her pussy clutch violently at me, almost fighting to push me out, and I pushed into her even harder in instinctive reply. Finally, my balls drained and spent, I stopped my short violent thrusts into Mrs. Peabody's womanhood, and I relaxed as she finally released me from the grasp o her arms and legs.
"Oh, wow." I gasped as I relaxed, letting my cock shrink inside her pussy, grinding my loins into hers, sliding my hands up under her shoulder blades and holding her as we kissed warmly in the pleasing lassitude of post-coital bliss...
Some time later, we were cuddling, her lying half across me on the bed. "Mmmm," she said, "I just love it when a man comes inside me... feeling your body shivering as you squirt your seed into me... knowing that your body is feeling the ultimate ecstasy, and that my body gave you that pleasure. That makes me come hard, every time."
"Mmm," I groaned, "I love making you come that way every time, too."
"So," Adele said, "while you're holding me here in your bed, why don't we talk about what you want to know."
I wrapped my arms around the beautiful older woman. "I need to know two things. First, what happened at the Council meeting?"
"I thought that would be the only thing you wanted to talk about." said Adele. "And you'll be surprised to know that you were not the topic of conversation nearly as much as you would expect or that I did expect. They mostly fought over the eminent domain situation. Some of the Members said that the Town is really up in arms about it, more than just the old people. J.P. Goldman and Edward Steele finally joined Colby, Schoen, and McGhillie in opposing things. They're trying to force the Council to concede the lawsuit to Eckhart. The Mayor keeps voting with the other five, so no progress was made."
The Intendent, Mrs. Peabody, went on: "It was surprising how they avoided talking about you. Whenever your name came up, Thomas Cook and Kelly Carnes would get these little grins on their faces. Carnes even said at one time that 'we won't have to worry about him anymore, soon'. Colby and Schoen would just look downcast whenever your name was mentioned, as if they were at your funeral or something. Do they know something, Don?"
"You tell me." I replied.
"Cook and Carnes sure do." said Adele. "They're in touch with Katherine Woodburn and Jack Lewis every day. Colby and Schoen are talking to the Sheriff and the Police Chief more and more, these days. Chief Moynahan always expresses confidence in you, though Sheriff Allgood seems more worried... or skeptical..."
"Sounds about right." I said as I wrapped my arms around Adele a bit more tightly, enjoying the feel of her large breasts pressing into my chest.
"So, what was the other thing you wanted to talk about?" asked Mrs. Peabody.
"Well," I said, "there's something I'm going to need you to do for me. It's all about to go down, within a week. Whether or not I make it through, I need for you to take whatever you have on The Consultant of Crime, and give it to the Sheriff and Police Chief. Extra copies to Bettina Wurtzburg and the FBI won't hurt."
I felt Adele stiffen in my arms. She finally said "So you know."
"Enough to be able to ask." I said. "I know that you're alive only because you have something on him. I know that what you have on him must not only be illegal, it must be something that will devastate him in the Court of Public Opinion. And the only thing I can think of that would meet those requirements... is that you have photos of him in flagrante delicto with... how to say this... some of Jonas Oldeeds's 'merchandise', yes?"
Adele sighed and snuggled up into me, her leg over mine. "When do you want me to do this?" she asked.
"You'll know when the time is right... you will know... you will know..."
Part 19 - Penetration
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Thursday, June 16th. "Channel Two News has learned that five members of the Town & County Council have filed a lawsuit over the procedures used to condemn the Community Center property under eminent domain and sell it. The five Council Members filing the suit are semi-retired businessman John Colby, businesswoman Dagmar Schoen, banker J.P. Goldman, developer Edward R. Steele, and golf course owner and manager Ian McGhillie."
"It is likely that this case will be taken up by the Federal Court hearing the 'Eckhart v. Town & County Council' Federal lawsuit, and will be ruled upon swiftly. Some of the irregularities cited include the unannounced nature of the meeting at which the Second Reading of the Bill was made, the irregularity of going into Executive Session unnecessarily, intimidation by one Council Member against others, which is backed up by at least six affidavits by witnesses, and the attempt to sell the land without an open bidding process the second time around."
"Do we have a shot with this?" asked Cindy in my office. By 'we', she meant the 'Seasoned Citizens' of the Community, who had pretty much adopted her as one of their own (and she, them) after going through the explosion together.
"I don't know." I said. "One never knows with Courts, and it'll take time."
"Well, the silver lining in the cloud is that they are not talking about you." Cindy said, meaning it humorously.
"Actually," I said, "and no joking... that scares me more then when they are talking about me. It means they are actually doing something while the Media distracts us with other issues."
"Don," asked Cindy, "do you really believe the Media colludes with the politicians to that level?"
I just stared at my cousin, gawking, unable to speak for a moment. "Cindy, you have no idea how much they collude, and with the Establishments of both political Parties. One day in a future presidential election, you are going to see it in its full glory... until then, educate yourself, talk to your father about it, he knows... and make sure to protect yourself from the Media at all times, treat them as if they are your enemy, and as if they want only to bring you harm... because they do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Unnnnh... uhhhh!" gasped Laura Fredricson. Her face and shoulders were pressed into the bed, her magnificent ass in the air. Behind her, pistoning his massive cock in and out of her was young Scotty, one of Rita's Satyrs.
The young man's hands firmly held Laura's hips, pulling her back to him as he drove his huge cuntsplitter deep into the beautiful older woman's sopping wet pussy. Laura's cunt made loud sucking and squishing sounds as he pumped her, adding to both their moans and the loud smacks of his hard, muscular groin colliding with her sweet asscheeks on every powerful thrust.
"Oh, that feels so fucking good!" Laura cried out as young Scotty fucked her hard and deep. "Yeah, just like that, keep fucking me!"
They were in the bedroom of Laura's office. Some of Laura's other well-hung young college studs had recommended she have a 'conversation' with Scotty, and they were now letting their hot bodies do the talking.
Things hadn't been going so well at home, Laura thought to herself. Don was not his normal self. The pressure of being under scrutiny while chasing down a vicious killer was bad enough. But she was feeling the pressure, and the threat to her children, as well. She loved her husband, but she could not let anything happen to her babies... they were all she had left to give to the future...
"Ohhhhhh..." she moaned as she felt Scotty's cock drive deep into her from the rear, probing her cuntal depths, pressing into the back wall of her deep vagina. The young stud had the right equipment: a long, thick cock, a huge pair of low-hanging balls full of potent, virile sperm, and a fit, muscular body. Yet, he was fucking her a bit routinely, as if going through the motions, not really into it. Oh well, she was into it, very much enjoying being deliciously and adulterously fucked by a young, huge cock.
She thrust back at him as she felt her orgasm building. The Satyr may have sensed it, as he began fucking her harder, with more physical power, smacking his groin into her ass and making her sweet globes shake and ripple. She cried out as her orgasm took her, hot pleasure blasting through her loins and all over her body, her rock-hard nipples scratching the bedspread...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Standing behind Laura's desk in her office, looking out, one saw the two sofas in front of the desk, facing each other. On the far wall, the door at left went to the anteroom, her assistant Gayle Roberts's office. The door on the right went back to the bedroom and the clinic areas. Between them was a piece of furniture like a low cabinet or a dresser, and if one opened the doors to it, one would expect to see a ton of papers and magazines stuffed into it.
After the young Satyr had come inside Laura, emptying his balls into her as she enjoyed her second hard orgasm, he quickly dressed as she went to the bathroom. In her office, he quickly planted three bugs: one under the leaf of her desk, one under one of the buttons of one of the sofas, and one under the edge of the cabinet. When Laura came out to her office, she was surprised to find the stud already gone...
Part 20 - A Successful Arrest
"So Commander Troy knew those diamonds were there, because he colluded with Agent Sharples to smuggle them through your County." said the SBI Agent, taking notes. SBI Agent Frank Soltis was also at the table, though he had said nothing so far. It was Thursday evening, June 16th, and he was hearing variations of what he had been hearing the last three days.
"That's right." said Julie Newton. "And notice how nothing happened to Sharples; he wasn't arrested. And then Commander Troy didn't arrest the EMTs, even when the Fire Department's Assistant Chief had proof they committed a crime. He was at the State Prison when Lance Priemus was so painfully taken out. And then there's Henry Wargrave's murder... you don't really think that was a suicide, do you? How could that high-quality bulletproof glass have been shattered like that? Certainly not by a chair being thrown through it."
"So he burned his own house down, are you saying that?" asked Frank Soltis.
"Why not?" said Julie. "His family got out in plenty of time, he rebuilds it even better than it was, and not on his own dime. Pretty sweet deal, I would say. How did he know about Emma Washburn and the photographs? How did he know about the mantle clock? Maybe he was the one that helped Cassie Sanderson kill her, and destroyed the computer evidence because he knew it led back to him."
Julie went on: "And that nightclub murder, followed by the Chen murder... he was right onto that, and so fast. How did he know so quickly? And the BigPharmaCorp murders... maybe he was helping his sister with the smuggling, then cleaned up when it was about to be found out... by killing those who knew too much. He and his sister grew up hating each other, so he blows up a building like he burnt his own house down, and kills her off. And then he blows up the Community Center, creates chaos there, then tries to swoop in and buy the place, using his rich uncle's money... but the Council got wind of him and stopped him there."
"Tell you what," said Frank Soltis, "let's break for dinner. I'm starving."
"Good idea." said the other Agent. Julie said she'd get her own supper.
"I dunno," said Soltis as they went to the cafeteria to eat. "The Iron Crowbar has always been uncannily good, but some of that doesn't make sense... burning down his own house; being in cahoots with his sister then killing her off, that's a contradiction right there; colluding with Sharples, who then tried to kill him... doesn't make sense."
"Sharples thought he was being double-crossed." said the other Agent. "That actually makes more sense to me now. I don't know if she's telling the truth, Frank... but she has a point. This guy was, and is, too good for his own good. Some of the cases he solved... gotta wonder if he didn't know something..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The middle-aged woman approached Julie Newton as she walked out the lobby of the building. "Ms. Julie Newton?"
"Yes?" said Julie warily.
"I'm Mrs. Martin with the Red Cross." said the older woman. "I'm glad I found you before you left. We have a Red Cross message for you. Your sister has been injured in an accident, and was rushed to University Hospital."
"What?!" Julie gasped. She took the typed note and read it; it was a correct Red Cross message in every particular.
Still, she was wary. She thanked the woman, then as she went towards her car, she got out her Police cellphone. She found she still had access to the Police reports. And her heart turned to lead... there it was, a police report for a car crash involving one Yvonne Newton.
She tore out of the parking lot and raced to the highway to get home, catching the SBI Agents totally flatfooted and unawares...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She rushed into the University Hospital parking lot and parked, then ran into the lobby.
"I'm looking for Yvonne Newton's room?"
"Room 503." said the Nurse. "Only family permitted. Are you related to her?"
"I'm her sister." said Julie. The Nurse just pointed at the elevator, and Julie rushed to it. Getting out, she tore down the hall of the fifth floor to room 503. When she went in, she saw... that the room was empty.
Turning around, she found herself looking down the barrel of a powerful handgun. Behind it was one angry-looking platinum blonde.
"Do not even blink funny." said Cindy Ross. "You're under arrest, Newton."
"For what?" said Julie. By now, Teresa Croyle had come out of the little bathroom. She all but threw Julie on the bed. handcuffed her hands behind her back, and checked her for weapons. Julie's service weapon and badge were confiscated from her purse.
"Julie Newton," said her former boss, Lt. Teresa Croyle, "you are under arrest for numerous RICO violations, financial fraud, unauthorized use of Police assets, and a host of other crimes. You have the right to remain silent..."
"What happened to my sister?" Julie cried out.
"Oh, she's fine." said Cindy. The Red Cross message and Police report were fakes. The Iron Crowbar knew that your sister is your only weakness, Julie, and he had us use this ruse to get you back into the jurisdiction..."
Part 21 - Takedown
When Julie Newton had been brought into I-1 after her booking, she had immediately demanded to call a lawyer. Cindy Ross could not have been happier at who came in. He was told he'd have to be checked for weapons before going to I-1, and he acquiesced to it. Then he was taken to I-1.
Meanwhile, Cindy had gathered a small team of well-armed and -armored Police Officers. They had participated in the raid to rescue Jenna Stiles, and were offered the dibs on the takedown.
As he entered I-1, the lawyer said "I am Charles Roland, and I'm counsel for Detective Newton here... what the hell?!-- AWK!" He had no time to react as the SWAT Officers burst from the anteroom and rushed him, threw him to the floor and kept his hands behind his back. His jacket and shirt were pulled down so that he could not access possible cyanide capsules, which later analysis would show that he did have on his person...
"Charles Roland," said Captain Cindy Ross, "you are under arrest for kidnapping and rape." She read him his legal rights, all videotaped.
Leaving the shocked Julie Newton alone with Officer Lydia Green and Detective Joanne Warner, Cindy supervised the booking of Roland. As his clothes were stripped and he was to be put in an orange jumpsuit, the Police Photographer was there to take pictures of his body, particularly around his male anatomy. Every identifying feature Jenna Stiles had given before about one of her masked attackers... matched Roland perfectly. All of it was recorded on videotape.
Cindy then went to I-1. "So sorry, Ms. Newton." she said. "Your attorney just happened to be a wanted criminal. He's a rapist and murderer. I am afraid you will have to get your Master to send you different representation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, that's him." said Jenna Stiles. Our lineup room at Headquarters was Interrogation-2, and Jenna was behind the one-way glass. Five men, naked and wearing masks, had been brought into the room. "He is the man who was the ringleader, and one of the rapists."
"Thank you Ms. Stiles." I said. "I know this is hard, but I appreciate you helping us." Jenna just nodded, the tears coming out. Dr. Laura Fredricson was there, comforting Jenna. They left the anteroom, along with Teddy Parker, the videotaped identification having been completed.
"We've got him cold." said Paulina Patterson. "Rock solid. Jenna taped her testimony of the identifying features of several men months ago. Then this guy comes up, and she identifies the already-discussed marks. I spoon-feed this to a Jury, and it's all over for Roland."
"Yes, it is." I said. "But we've got to see if we can get more."
"Are you going to interrogate Newton?" asked Paulina.
"No." I said. "She will not see me at all. She's going to be trying to say that I'm behind every crime we accuse her of."
Paulina sighed, drawing a look from me. "Don," she said, "your people are good... but when it comes to interrogations, no one I have ever met in my life is as good as you."
"Well, they'll have to grow up fast." I said. "We'll have to work with the hand with which we've been dealt."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julie Newton's new lawyer was Forest Gillis, who'd represented Dora Ellis and SBI Agent Justin Pelletier. After they conferred for half an hour, Cindy told him that the Police were not going to interrogate Newton further until the morning, and he could talk to her or she'd be taken to the holding cell to get some sleep. He chose the latter.



Chuck Roland was nowhere near so fortunate. His lawyer had tried the tactic of saying he'd be there in the morning, and I replied that Roland would sit in I-2, handcuffed to the table, until the lawyer got there. The lawyer, one of the young men from Gresham & Mason that I'd seen before, arrived half an hour later, then conferred with his client for another half hour. Finally, Paulina and I got our chance to talk to him, and I brought in a file chock-full of papers.
"Okay, Mr. Roland." I said. "Before you invoke your Fifth Amendment rights, you should hear what I have to say." I read him his rights, then began:
"Let me paint a very accurate but very grim picture for you. You have been positively identified by voice and body markings as one of the kidnappers and rapists of Jenna Stiles. In addition, FBI facial-recognition technology is scary in how good it is; you have been identified as being near SBI Agent Jeff Reubens when he was murdered in Coltrane County. In addition, you have been identified as the man attempting to solicit a Kroger executive into smuggling for you. He will be here in the morning to identify you, as well."
I continued: "I daresay, Mr. Roland, that the aggravated kidnapping and rape charges are bad enough, but I'm going to try to get you convicted of the murder of Agent Reubens. And then the Feds will be wanting to talk to you. I would advise you to speak with your lawyer here, decide what you want to do, and see what kind of deal we can work out in exchange for your truthful information on several White Supremacy groups you are known to work with, as well as a local Consultant of Crime with a national syndicate."
Paulina and I got up to go. "We'll give you a few minutes with your lawyer, who might want to talk to us about what we've got on you." I said.
Forrest Gillis said "We don't need more time." He looked over at Roland who said softly and clearly:
"On the advice of Counsel, I am invoking my Fifth Amendment right to silence, and I will answer no questions nor help the Police, SBI, or FBI at any time going forward."
"We reject all plea deals." said Gillis. "We look forward to our day in Court, and our Right to face my client's accuser during his trial." The intimidation in his voice was meant to lend credence to his threat to put Jenna Stiles through living hell.
"I'm not sure Gor-don is the type of guy who intimidates easily." I said. "But you do have your rights at your trial."
"Gor-don?" asked Gillis, looking confused. "We're talking about that bitch Stiles, here. And Gor-don was missing, last I heard."
I looked at the legal beagle, my gray eyes shining with intensity. "Missing? Hmmm... By the way, who do you think gave us the information on your client so that we could effect the arrest?" With a wicked grin, I turned to go.
"Why did you do that?" asked Paulina as we walked down the hallway towards our offices. "We don't have Gor-don, do we?"
"No." I said. "But they don't know that. And I never explicitly said anything, just insinuated it. If they misinterpret, it's on them." Paulina smiled brightly at that one...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I should've bought that Cabin when I had the chance, before the Iron Crowbar got to this Town, he thought to himself.
He was on the top of the ridgeline, near Promontory Point, looking down at the valley in the darkness, seeing the twinkling lights of the Town below. Looking down the length of North Avenue and the road leading west, he saw the train coming out of the western horizon just south of the road and paralleling it. He liked the view, but was dangerously exposed by being here. The Iron Crowbar had that great view from the deck of his home, and did not need to explain his presence there.
So... my lovely Sinon was arrested by the Enemy, he thought to himself. She'd known of the possibility, of the risks, and she knew that if she sat tight and fed them the prepared story, then all would be well. And she would be rescued from the clutches of the Police while they were busy cleaning up the mess he was going to make... which including the extermination of the damned Iron Crowbar.
Yes, all was in readiness, the plans were being implemented. He would not see July 4th in this Town, but he would see it among friends, good White men and women all. And while 'Operation Apple Grove' had been a disastrous setback, it would not stop their inexorable purpose.
He felt the vibration of his silenced phone. Taking it out, he read the text... and blanched, almost dropping the phone. The text had read simply 'Roland arrested'.
Oh my God, he thought to himself. They got Roland! They got him for rape, for being part of the Team that had defiled that bitch Stiles! How on the face of this earth did the Iron Crowbar figure that one out?!?!
No matter, he thought to himself, breathing deeply to bring his emotions under control. We will destroy the Iron Crowbar's reputation, then we will destroy the man. He will not be buried a hero, but as a despised criminal...
And then he noticed the phone number of the person that had sent the text, and a chill went down the length of his back. It was from a burner phone that had been bought in Rome, in Fillmore County a couple of States over, over a year before. The burner phone had been rarely used. But now the phone's owner had sent him that text... the effrontery of the man! he thought with deep fury.
And he now knew that he was "in positive danger of losing my liberty"...
Part 21 - The Traitor
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the beautiful redheaded reporterette from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square, at 7:00am, Friday, June 17th. "Channel Two News has learned that in addition to his troubles with the State, Police Commander Donald Troy is being investigated by the Department of Justice for the unauthorized release of classified data! Elements of the FBI wish to subpoena him to testify in a case involving a local reporter and a former SBI agent being in possession of classified material. Commander Troy has not responded to our repeated inquiries on this matter."
"Also, Channel Two News has learned that Police Detective Julie Newton was arrested last night on a number of charges, mostly financial- and computer-related. Newton's lawyer has asserted that this is retaliation for her giving the SBI information on Commander Troy's crimes, but Chief Sean Moynahan says that the Police have been building a case against Newton for some time, and her actions in going to the SBI were a desperate attempt to save herself. Again, Commander Troy himself could not be reached for comment."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, we have a warrant to search Julie Newton's house." Cindy Ross had said to the SWAT Team and gaggle of Uniformed Officers assembling in the gym. "We are specifically looking for motorcycle-related clothing, protective wear, and of course the motorcycle itself. Okay, let's move out."
The convoy of Police vehicles moved out, burning the blue lights to get through morning traffic. At Julie Newton's house, they opened the door with the keys taken from Newton's purse, then cleared the house. It was empty.
"No motorcycle in the garage." said one officer. "Her car is in the Police Impound yard, of course."
"What's that room behind the garage?" asked Cindy.
"Tool room." said Sergeant Micah Rudistan. He opened the door and Cindy looked into it. There was a slender workbench, some tools hanging up, a box with small plastic drawers that held fuses, screws, wires, and such stuff.
Cindy said "Let's get Sergeant Seymour and Sergeant Stonewall up here. I want to know if there are any hidden traces of bombs, chemicals, other drugs, and so on." Sr. Patrolman Morton went to make the call.
Lt. Teresa Croyle came up to Cindy in the garage as Cindy studied the back wall of the room. "Ma'am, there is nothing in this house that could be related to motorcycles. No clothing or protective wear. The only reading material in the whole house are copies of 'The Economist' magazine. Some knitting material that is likely Yvonne's; she knits as a hobby. Yvonne lives in her own apartment near where I live, by the way. We're still turning up carpets and going into the attic."
"Don't destroy the house, at least not yet." Cindy said. "What we have on her is fairly thin, and we don't need a lawsuit if she beats the rap."
"No motorcycle?" Teresa said.
"Not yet." said Cindy. "By the way, take a look into that tool room, and tell me what you think."
Teresa looked into the room. "Looks like a tool room to me. Only strangeness is that the washer and dryer hookups are in a closet in the kitchen area instead of in here. Hot water heater is also in the house instead of in here."
Cindy said "The door of this back room is at the left as we're looking at the wall, and the house entrance is at the right side, not the back. But the space in the tool room does not go down the full length behind the garage. Now why is that?" She went into the house, and ascertained there could be a bit of space behind the small pantry near the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sergeant Seymour, the bomb-sniffing dog, was very interested in the workbench in the tool room. However, he found no explosives anywhere. Cindy had him sniff along the wall of the tool room, the wall that theoretically should be against the house. Seymour did not alert to anything.
"Okay," Cindy said to Teresa, Sgt. Rudistan, and several Officers, "I think there's a false wall here, and a space behind it. Sergeant Seymour seems to think it's not lined with explosives, so let's see if we can find a latch.
With videocameras rolling, Cindy made a meticulous search of the room. All light switches were tested, and their purposes ascertained. She knocked on the wall; it sounded hollow. Going into the garage, she knocked on the back wall near the door of the house.
"Definitely an empty space back there." she said. Going back into the tool room, she looked hard at the wall. Down at the base, the molding looked funny, and she got the Blue Crowbar out and pried at it. A small section of molding came loose!
"It's about time you found a good use for that crowbar." said Teresa, earning her a withering look. "Looks like there's a latch behind there."
Cindy got down and shined a flashlight into the small opening. "Ah, I see it, yep, it's a latch lock like on doors." She pulled the latch back, then pushed at the panel.
Nothing happened.
"Ma'am, try pulling on it." said Sergeant Rudistan.
"Insert child prank joke here." Cindy said. She pulled at the wall, and it began moving towards her!
The panel was attached to a center pole. The left side came out while the right side went into the space beyond.
"Julie is a slender bitch, ain't she?" said Cindy. "Rudistan, I don't think you're going to make it through here."
"Er, no ma'am." said Rudistan. "But you ladies aren't fat like me." Everyone laughed. Teresa was squeezing through the space, shining her light inside.
"Yep, motorcycle!" Teresa's voice called out from the black maw. "Pink and black. Put the videocamera in here!" The videocamera was poked into the space, it's light illuminating the room.
"Okay, I see what's going on here." Teresa said. Everyone saw a small panel at the right end of the wall suddenly push out on a hinge. Then another wall began coming through; it was the wall of the garage!
Everyone rushed into the garage to see the back wall opening up. And behind it was indeed a motorcycle, as well as a pink and black motorcycle suit and protective gear, and a helmet.
"DNA tests on all the clothes and the helmet!" Cindy ordered. She looked inside, seeing a metal box tucked away in a space that probably went under the kitchen. Putting on latex gloves, she opened it, seeing bricks of a clay-plastic substance. The smell triggered her memories. It also triggered Sergeant Seymour's great interest.
"Plastique." Cindy said. "And my nose tells me it's the same stuff that blasted the Community Center, and Commander Troy's old SUV. Run tests!" Christina Cho was all over it like a cheap suit as Sergeant Seymour got his reward of playing with his favorite tennis ball.
"We've got her." said Teresa.
"Maybe." Cindy said. "Maybe. By the way, we have one more arrest to make. Let's go..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenant Curly Goodwin of Internal Affairs entered Interrogation-1 along with Captain Cindy Ross at 10:00am, Friday morning. (Suspended) Detective Julie Newton and her lawyer Forest Gillis were seated at the table, ready for verbal combat of the legalistic kind.
Cindy read Julie her rights; Julie merely nodded her acquiescence.
Cindy then said "We found the motorcycle, Julie. We found your suit, and DNA tests will show it was you wearing it. The license plate is a forgery."
Gillis said "It's not the same motorcycle that is on any Police evidence video. Having a motorcycle does not constitute a crime. If you can't show the motorcycle was driven... anywhere... then having a fake tag is not a criminal offense."
"The suit is on our evidence tapes." said Cindy. "Oh yeah, we found plastique. The FBI is checking to see if it matches the stuff that blew up the Community Center... and Commander Troy's cars over a year ago. It's illegal to even have that stuff, as well."
"We'll challenge that." said Gillis. "And as Detective Newton was a Police Officer, that allows her to possess materials that other citizens may not be allowed to have."
"That's not going to fly." said Curly Goodwin. "Even Police, even the FBI, has to go through protocols to possess that stuff, and they certainly cannot just store it at home."
"It was planted, then." said Gillis. "And we will prove who planted it." He looked at Julie, who nodded, then back at the Officers and said "My client wishes to make a statement."
Julie Newton sat up primly and said "First, I reserve the right to invoke my Fifth Amendment right to silence at any time." Cindy and Goodwin just nodded. Newton began her statement:
"I wish everyone to know, and I will testify to this, that everything I have done has been on the orders of my Master, a great man, a good White Man who understands the superiority of the White Man over the Negro. My Master is of the highest mind that you have ever come in contact with. He is the head of a great Organization, and a Consultant to some of the most powerful persons in the World, people you call the 'Elites'. You call him the 'Consultant of Crime', but he is much greater, much more brilliant, and he has been fooling and humiliating you for all this time...
Julie looked Cindy right in the eyes and said "The man you call the 'Consultant of Crime', is in reality Commander James Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Force..."
To be continued.
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Part 22 - Flashback: A Ruse of War
Southeast Asia. Somewhere on the other side of a politically drawn line, early 1973.
The helicopters came flying in from the east, nearing the position where the Green Berets were holding out, but just barely. The Enemy was about to make its final, lethal push.
"Throw smoke, good buddy." said the Captain into the radio to the men on the ground. That meant to throw a red-colored smoke grenade.
"Roger that, I am throwing red smoke." came the reply.
Suddenly, eight plumes of red smoke rose out of the jungle in a ring. The Enemy was listening to the Americans' radios!
And out of the middle of that ring, yellow smoke rose to the sky as a voice on the radio said "Shoot the red smoke! I threw yellow!"
As the Cobras swooped in and began pouring gunfire into the areas of the red smoke, the Captain chuckled. The Charlies probably crapped their pants when they heard that, he thought to himself.
But it will give us just the tiniest window to get in there and get our guys, he thought. He gave the orders to go in. It would be a 'hot LZ', but he would not let that nor anything else stop him...
Part 23 - Thrust and Counter-Thrust
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 20th. "Channel Two News has learned that Detective Julie Newton of the Town & County Police Force has been arraigned and ordered held without bail! In a search of her home over the weekend, Police found plastic explosives, and she has been charged with unlawful possession of those explosives. Newton's lawyer says the explosives were planted at her home by Commander Donald Troy after Newton provided the SBI with evidence of Commander Troy being the leader of a criminal syndicate."
"Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling says that Commander Troy's popularity numbers have dropped precipitously since Memorial Day. His personal popularity numbers dropped from 89% to 55%, while his disapproval numbers have gone from 10% to 43%. In addition, the Police Commander's numbers for 'honesty and trustworthiness' have plummeted from 84% to 49%, with 10% undecided in the poll."
"A group calling themselves the 'Committee of Concerned Citizens' has filed a petition asking for the suspension of Commander Troy while he is being investigated. State Senator Katherine Woodburn, speaking for the group, had this to say. Roll tape."
The tape showed Katherine Woodburn speaking to reporters, with a group of people holding signs behind her. Because of the signs, it was not possible to tell how many people were actually in the group. It might have been 50, but was more likely five or six.
"It is only right," said Woodburn, "that Commander Troy step aside, accept a suspension, and allow this investigation to proceed. Arresting one of his officers for coming forward with the truth shows how deeply corrupt Commander Troy has become. He was too young to be placed in the position he is in, and we must correct that mistake!" The 'crowd' behind the signs cheered loudly into the Media microphones.
A woman in her late twenties with a very short haircut was also interviewed. "We need to know the truth about Police corruption. It's about the safety of the children."
Bettina came back live: "Also, Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance attempted to dismiss the lawsuit filed by several Council members, but a Federal Judge overruled Nance and stated the case would be brought to the Federal level and combined with another Federal lawsuit concerning the same issues."
"In the Governor's race, it is tightening up considerably, with Governor Val Jared holding a 47-44 lead, within the margin of error. Libertarian candidate Blade Schwartz is at 2%, and Green Party candidate Al Bohrman does not have sufficient support to register a result in the poll."
"And in other news," Bettina went on, "excitement in the Town is growing, as the Reverend Robert Patterson's scheduled appearance for Wednesday draws near. When asked if he thought he would be safe, as his mentor the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds was murdered in our County, he said he believed that security would be adequate, and that the Lord had called him here to heal the wounds of the past..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How are you feeling?" I asked. Cindy looked a little tired. We were sitting in the Chief's office, with the Chief behind his desk. And yes, we were drinking coffee, and lots of it.
"Okay." Cindy said. "After she was arraigned over the weekend, she talked for several hours. All of it was her saying that she was just following your orders, and she didn't realize it was for criminal purposes. And when she did realize it, she investigated you on her own, then went to the SBI with her material."
"And not to I.A." said the Chief.
"She said she felt I.A. would be rigged on Don's behalf." Cindy said.
"I.A. wouldn't investigate me, technically their boss, anyway." I said. "It would go to Inspector General Wellman. She went over his head too, to the SBI."
"The good news is," Cindy said, "she's admitting to almost everything we charged her with, at least the financial crimes stuff. She says the motorcycle is legally hers, we can never prove she used it in a crime or even driven on a road, and that Don planted the plastique on her; she said he could get it from his Army buddies while she has no way of acquiring such stuff."
"And the old motorcycle is a pile of scrap in a plastic box in our Evidence Rooms." I said. "It goes without saying that the shot fired that destroyed it is now explained."
"Though we don't know who fired that shot." said the Chief. Speak for yourself, Chief, I thought to myself, but said nothing out loud.
"Okay." said the Chief, going into 'decisive action' mode. "I am under increasing pressure to suspend you, Don, but I will not be doing that unless you confess to something. However, it would be a good idea if you lay low for a few days. A week of vacation at your little hideaway on Lake Watchacoochie might be well-advissssssed."
"That's not going to be possible." I said. "But I have the feeling I'm going to be taking care of my own legal business for the next few days. Captain Ross is already leading the Newton investigation, and the only thing that might come up for me is Roland, the Disguise Man. Captain Ross cannot be involved with that, as the victim in that case was her fiancée at the time."
"Very well. Okay, Commander, go ahead and get started on that. Captain, stay here a moment." I took my dismissal like a man, and headed out the door.
As I went to my office, the Duty Desk Patrolman came up to me. "Sir, he said," there are a couple of men in the front lobby that asked to see you."
"Okay, I'll be right up." I said. I knew what this would be about, and I knew I could stay back here and not let it happen. But in truth, there was no avoiding it. So I went up.
In the lobby, two young Indian men were waiting. One of them asked "Commander Donald Troy?"
"This is me." I said.
The other man was using an iPhone to video-record this as the first man handed me a document. He said "You've been served."
Then both men went running out the door as if Slender Man himself were walking up to them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Honor," said Bernadette Gillem, Esq., in the Federal Judge's chambers in the Federal Courthouse in the City, "it is absolutely ridiculous to serve a man a warrant to appear as a witness on the day before he is supposed to appear. And with the--"
"Your Honor," interrupted FBI lawyer James Bond, "this is a months-long lingering case involving classified information being compromised. There is no more time to waste, and we insist Commander Troy be made available to answer our questions."
"Your Honor," said Gillem, "if I may be allowed to actually finish a sentence without being interrupted by Mr. Bond... I insist that Commander Troy's Constitutional Rights be observed, as well. Mr. Bond has already abused the Commander's rights once, as an FBI Agent's sworn affidavit gives testimony to, and--"
"Mrs. Gillem," interrupted the Judge, "this Court has already ruled that Commander Troy's rights were not abrogated. He insisted upon legal representation in all future proceedings, and you are that representation. He never invoked the Fifth, and may still do so at any time."
"Even so, Your Honor," said Gillem, already thinking of her appeal to come, seeing the rigged nature of this alleged tribunal of Justice, "as his attorney, I should be given adequate time to confer with my client, and prepare for any future hearings--"
"How much time does Troy need, if he's simply going to truthfully answer the questions put to him a a witness?" Bond asked, again interrupting again.
"Are you trying to imply that my client won't tell the truth if he's given adequate time to confer with me, his attorney?" Mrs. Gillem thundered back. "Are you saying the only way he would tell the truth is if his rights are stripped away from him--"
"I am only saying, replied Bond loudly, "that this is a national security matter, time is of the essence, and Commander Troy does not need weeks of preparation to give truthful answers as a witness--"
"Time is of the essence?" growled Bernadette Gillem. "You've been letting this linger for months, and now all of a sudden I'm given less than 24 hours to have my client on the stand? Your Honor, this railroading of my client cannot be tolerated--"
The Judge banged a little gavel on his desk. "Okay, I've heard enough. There are reasonable arguments on both sides. The fact that this has lingered because of FBI interference does make time more of the essence. However, Mrs. Gillem must be given reasonable time to confer with her client. Therefore, Commander Troy's sworn deposition will take place next Monday, June 27th, at 9:00am, in my Courtroom." He tapped his gavel to signify the discussion was at an end.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What great, great news!" Jack Lewis exclaimed as he and Katherine Woodburn finished their lunch in her Midtown State Senate office. "My poll numbers are going back up, and at long last we're going to get that son of a bitch, the Iron Crowbar!"
"Yes, he'll be suspended Thursday." said Katherine. "Robert Brownlee gave his sworn affidavit that the Iron Crowbar attacked him first, and therefore it was assault and battery. Chaplain Ikea and NTF Director Ferrell also have accused Troy of physical assault upon them, and Ikea's beatdown was witnessed by dozens of people."
"Why wait until Thursday?" asked Lewis. "Why not suspend him today?"
Oh, that bitch Maxwell pushed back on it." Katherine said. "We also have to get our ducks in a row to go to Court. If Governor Jared does not suspend Troy, we'll get a Court Order for it. We're laying that groundwork now."
"I see." said Lewis.
"The wheels of Justice turn slowly, Mr. Governor-to-Be." said Katherine. "But they are turning. We're going to interview many TCPD officers tomorrow, see what we can get. If they don't give us truthful answers, if they try to cover up or take the Fifth, they'll be suspended."
"There might not be a TCPD anymore, if that happens." said Lewis. "And so the SBI-NTF will be needed all the more in that County."
"That's part of it, Jack." Katherine said. "That'll be part of it. By the way... stay completely away from that County on Wednesday. The Reverend Patterson is going to be coming in and having his rallies."
"I was invited to be there." said Lewis. "I sent my regrets. Maybe Jared can show up and be seen side-by-side with Patterson."
"We can only pray that happens." said Katherine. She did not say anything further. It was she, not Britt Maxwell, that had pushed the Commander's suspension back to Thursday. It was imperative that Commander Troy be in charge until then, so that her full plan would come to fruition. If Jack Lewis only knew, she thought to herself, he'd be shocked. Hell, they ALL would be shocked, she thought, laughing inwardly.
Part 24 - Cracks In the Façade
"So," said Detective Teddy Parker, who was sitting with Lt. Curly Goodwin in I-1, interrogating Julie Newton, "who else did Commander Troy recruit into his network?"
Newton's lawyer, Forest Gillis, was sitting back in his chair, looking very bored. Julie was watching the Detectives, a smirk on her face which was a perma-sneer, Cindy noticed as she watched from the anteroom through the one-way glass.
"I don't know." said Julie. "If you caught me, you should have caught anyone else, as well."
"What about your sister?" asked Parker. "What is her involvement in this?"
Julie tried to keep a straight face as she stared at him and said "None... that I know of. My sister had nothing to do with anything I did."
"But she's right outside Commander Troy's office." said Goodwin. "He could give her instructions to pass along to you, and you could use her to get messages to him, is that not right?"
"No, that is not right." said Julie. "My sister has no clue of the operation that Commander Troy was running. It's too big for her to understand. Most of it is too big or me to understand."
"Why should we believe your sister is not involved?" pressed Goodwin. "We're going to have to do a full investigation of her. What do you think that will turn up, Ms. Newton?"
"I thought we were talking about Commander Troy." said Julie.
"Noooooo." said Goodwin. "No no no no. We're taking about you, Ms. Newton, and we have been all along."
"You should be talking about Troy." said Forrest Gillis. "He's the real criminal, here."
At that moment, Cindy banged on the one-way glass, then looked in. "Lunchtime for the suspects, folks. We'll pick this up in a couple of hours."
Patrol Officers Lydia Green and Inga Gunddottar came in, handcuffed Julie behind her back, and took her out the perp side door. As she turned left to go to the holding cells, Julie almost ran into the suspect being taken out of Interrogation-2. It was her sister, Yvonne!
"Julie!" Yvonne cried out, her face a mask of pain and fear. "What is going on? Why are they questioning me about you? What's going on?"
It took an instant, but Julie Newton hardened her heart. "Don't say a word to them, Yvonne! Not one word! They don't know anything! Don't let them intimidate you!" Julie could say no more, as she was led into the holding cell areas...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think it'll work?" asked Teresa as she sat in Cindy's office.
"I don't know." Cindy said. "But Don thinks it may be our last and only chance to get through to Julie. She might just give us something in exchange for letting Yvonne go."
"Think Yvonne is involved?" Teresa asked.
"Don doesn't think she is." Cindy said. "But she won't be able to work for Paulina anymore. Remember Nora, Goth Girl Kathy's mother? Same frickin' thing. The innocent get hurt by the actions of the guilty..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Laura, are you all right?" asked Gayle Roberts, coming into Laura's office. She saw the tear trickling down the woman's lovely face.
"No." Laura said. "Gayle, I'm going to have to do it."
"Oh, nooooo." Gayle whispered.
"I can't go on like this." Laura said. "My children are in danger. My husband will not give up this obsession with this 'Consultant' person. And this... this thing about the classified data... what if it's true? I can't believe it of him... but what if I'm married to a traitor? I can't have my children growing up knowing they're the daughter and son of a traitor!"
"No, no way he's a traitor." said Gayle. "Look, maybe you just need a few days away. Get your mind cleared up."
"No." Laura said, her voice growing cold. "I've made up my mind. I know what I have to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am here," said SBI Legal Counsel Earl Drake, "to interview Town & County Police Officers with respect to the investigation of Commander Donald Troy. I also need a room made available to conduct these interviews."
"Yes, we're expecting you." said Lieutenant Scott Peterson, Public Relations Officer. "Sergeant, I need to ask you to escort this man an his team to a room to conduct the interviews, and make available what he needs."
"One moment, sir." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. He picked up the phone.
"Who are you calling?" asked Peterson.
"The Chief, per his instructions." said the Sergeant. Lt. Peterson's brow furrowed and he flushed with anger.
A moment later, Chief Moynahan was at the Duty Desk. "And what is the problem here, Sergeant?" he asked, seemingly affably.
Lt. Peterson answered before the Sergeant could say anything: "SBI Counsel Drake is here to interview Officers in connection with the Troy investigation. I'm trying to meet his request for a room to conduct the interviews."
"Ahhhh, I see." said Moynahan. "Well, that will not be happening. Agent Drake can find his own accommodations, perhaps in the State Office Building on Courthouse Square. Furthermore, Mr. Drake, I will save you some time by telling you that I will not be making my Officers available to you for the purposes of your witch hunt. I think you will find that our Police Union objects to our Officers being interrogated like criminals. Get warrants, based upon probable cause, Mr. Drake."
"Chief," said the stunned legal counsel, who was totally not used to being treated in such a manner, "I must remind you that I represent the State in a formal investigation of your Police Commander. I insist that my team be allowed to question your Officers upon the Commander's conduct."
"And every last one of them will take the Fifth." said the Chief. "Every last one of them will decline to answer your questions. It'll take days to process the formal suspensions of over 200 Police Officers, by which time the Courts will be hammering you over probable cause and due process. Now why don't you crawl back to Jack Lewis and tell him that I am in agreeee-ment with Chief Griswold over our mutual and utter disgust of the SBI..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Can he do that?" Cindy asked me in my office, referring to what the Chief had just done.
"Oh yes." I said. "He can require the SBI to use due process every step of the way in their investigation of me. Well.. technically it's the State DOJ, but you get the idea."
"I'm getting a lot of ideas right about now." Cindy said. "And they are not kind ones about the corruption within the SBI."
Just then my personal cellphone chimed. I read the text. My face must've given away my reaction.
"Don, what is it?" Cindy asked, her voice tense.
It took a moment for me to find my voice. "It... it's from Laura. She just texted me... to come say goodbye to the children..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, Pastor Bundy, so good to see you again." said Pastor Raymond Westboro. "This is our new Associate Pastor, Calvin Derkins." Bundy introduced the security staff for Rev. Robert Patterson, and the TCPD liaison, Precinct Captain Holsom 'Hal' Briggs, was also introduced to everyone.
As they began the tour of the facility, that being First Baptist Church, Associate Pastor Derkins said "We've recently installed a new burglar alarm system on all the windows and doors, that can be partially or fully activated. We had a couple of boys get in here and walk around. The Police Commander gave them a stern talking-to, but it led us to realize we needed to upgrade in these uncertain times."



"Yes," said Pastor Bundy, "it's unfortunate that today's youth don't know the ways of the Lord. What do you say, Captain Briggs?"
"Aw shucks," said Briggs, "back when I was young, they were lamenting our youth for dressing up like Madonna wannabees, and in my parents day, they were lamenting Elvis Presley doing those gy-rations on the new color TVs." Everyone laughed at the generational comparisons.
"We have a study room just back of the Sanctuary." said Pastor Westboro. "I often work in here on Sunday mornings before Services. I believe my friend Robert Patterson will find it comfortable until he's ready to come in for the Revival service."
"What about Commander Troy?" asked Bundy. "The Reverend Patterson is looking forward to a few words with him. Of course, the last time we were here, he caught that 'Silverfish' burglar. Who is he going to catch this time?"
"Hopefully nothing more than a couple of boys trying to come through a window." drawled Precinct Captain Briggs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered the office, and immediately felt that something was different. It seemed stale, as if occupied but no longer the home of a great mind of research. Laura was at her desk. She turned towards me as I came in, and I could see the emotion in her face as she rose.
"Let's sit on the sofas." she said. She had me sit down on the sofa facing the windows, and the door to the clinic, while she sat on the one facing the inner wall and the door to the anteroom.
"Don," she said, struggling to get the words out, "I... I'm going to Washington tonight. I'm taking the kids with me."
"When will you be back?" I asked. You know what they say about asking a question you don't know the answer to?...
"I don't know." Laura said. "Not for a while. Maybe not... at all."
My heart seemed to try to leap out of my chest. "What?... Why?"
"Don, it's been... you know things haven't been very good lately." Laura said, looking anywhere except at me. "We're not having sex, we're not talking like we used to... and the kids... my children are in danger... Don, you've been obsessed with catching this Consultant guy, but... it's eating you up, it's eating us up... and now I don't know if I'm going to wake up and find my kids gone, or dead..."
"Honey," I said, "you've always know the risks... from both our jobs..."
"It's more, Don..." Laura said. "This Federal investigation... if they find you mishandled classified information... they'll bury you alive... maybe even charge you with treason."
"C'mon, I've done nothing wrong." I said.
"Don, some people are above the law." Laura said. "But you and I are not, and if we mess with classified information, we get charged for it. And Casey Walker believes with all his soul that you're a traitor... and I can't... I can't let my children grow up thinking their father is a traitor..."
"My God, Laura, you don't think..." I said.
"I don't know what to think." Laura said. "I just know I'm going to take the children with me, and we're going to stay in Virginia until all of this is over. It may be months..."
"Or never." I said. "What about your professorship here?"
"I'm going to have to talk to Dr. Wellman about that." Laura said. "But not now, not yet. I have to decide what I'm going to do first... stay with the Company, maybe go back to Texas, or to California..."
My heart was thumping in my chest. This must be what it feels like when it's breaking, I thought to myself. I had never felt more miserable in my life than at this moment... my wife was leaving me...
"I... I can't leave. I have to stay here." I said. "I can't run away. I've got to stay and take the son of a bitch out."
"When will that be?" Laura asked.
"By next Monday." I said. "I have to do it by then, because that's when I'm going to be deposed. After that... it won't matter, will it?"
"No. Come say goodbye to the children." Laura said. "We're flying out tonight. The Air Force is sending a small jet for us." We got up and went to the nursery room.
"Daddy!" Carole yelled out when she saw me. She ran up to me and hugged my leg. I picked her up.
"Hi, baby." I said, hugging her.
"Daddy, Mommy is taking me to her meetings." Carole said.
"I know." I said. "You take care of Mommy, okay?"
"I will." Carole said. "Daddy, are you going to take care of Bowser and Buddy while I'm gone?"
"Of course." I said, with a sideways glance at Laura. No, she was decidedly NOT taking the dogs. I hugged my daughter tightly, knowing that this could well be the last time I ever saw her. "I love you, Carole."
"I love you too, Daddy." Carole said, hugging her little arms around my neck.
Then I held Jim, and hugged him goodbye. "Bye Dad-da." was all he said in reply to my farewell words. And words cannot express how I felt as I prayed that he would grow up to be a better man than his father...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I just talked to Molly." Cindy said. "She called me. She said everything was fine, she's really watching out for anything unusual, and her fellow Nextdoor County Police Officers are watching out, as well. I tried to get her to come stay with me, but she said she'll be all right, and it would be better if she stays out of my way."
"Good." I said, my thoughts a million miles away. The sun was setting outside, casting an eerie light through the blinds of my window. The lights of my office were not on.
"Don..." Cindy said, "I know you're hurting. I can only say... I've been there, recently. If there's anything I can do to help..."
"Yeah, thanks." I said. "One step at a time, my friend. We can only take things one step at a time. So... how are things going with Newton?"
"She pretty much was shellshocked when she saw we arrested Yvonne and we're grilling her." Cindy replied. "She knows the deal... give us the Consultant, and Yvonne goes free. But I think she knows we're bluffing."
"We may have to show her that we are not." I replied. "By the way, I appreciate you volunteering to go with me to see Laura off at the airport. After that... it's going to be very dangerous to be around me. I will understand if you stay away from me, handle the Police Force..."
"I am going to beat you down silly for even saying that... Green Hornet." Cindy replied. "I am your Kato."
"Bruce Lee played Kato on the TV show." I said. "You were a big Bruce Lee fan, weren't you?"
"Still am." Cindy said, her mind drifting into her memories. "He was my hero, my inspiration, when I was growing up. Two black belts because I wanted to be like him... never mind that I was a girl." Then she said, more sarcastically, "Fat lot of good that did in the ring of the Boxing Matches." Her eyes went to the trophy on my bookshelf, next to the matchstick Trojan Horse.
"That could be my epitaph." I said with a wan smile.
Part 25 - The Embodiment of Evil
The sleek jet came out of the western sky and landed at County Airport, then taxied to the small terminal building. He watched as a a tall, black-haired woman wearing a scarf and carrying a child, the sleeping girl's head on her shoulder, came out of the Terminal building and went into the airplane. The woman's assistant was carrying the smaller child, in a carseat, and went onto the plane ahead of them. Then came six large bags of luggage.
He saw the Police Commander and Captain of Detectives watching from about fifty feet from the terminal building. They did not see the young man in all black sneak up to the Police SUV behind them, closer to the Airport gate. He dropped some coins in the cupholder of the vehicle; one of the nickels was actually a powerful microphone that would transmit conversation a surprisingly long distance away. The man who planted the bug would be following the car, listening in.
The Consultant of Crime watched as the plane taxied out, then took off, flying west-to-east. He used a specialized mobile device to check the transponder of the plane...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What are you looking at?" I asked as we got into my Police SUV.
"Just an app on my iPhone." Cindy replied. Actually it was a special app from her father; it looked up airplane transponders. "By the way, I would've been very pissed if that plane had crashed at the end of the runway."
"Been there, done that." I said. "And you know the old saying: 'Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me'. We did not fool the Consultant at all last time; I double doubt we'd fool him this time, and I wouldn't dream of trying it again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He smiled as he heard the conversation in the SUV. He got out one of his burner phones and made a call. "Yes... I need you to do something for me." He read out the plane transponder, then said "It's headed for Washington, D.C. When it gets over West Virginia, over the mountains... shoot it down."
After a pause, he said "Yes, I know Stingers are precious commodities. Shoot the plane down. This one will be worth it, I assure you... yes... thank you. Yes, I will reward you more than you can dream... yes, I can dream a lot, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Go home, get some sleep." I said.
"Where are you going to be staying?" Cindy asked.
"The Cabin." I said. "Mom took the dogs up there, and she's staying with them right now."
"I'll head home in a few minutes." Cindy said. "I have something to do in my office before I go."
After Don left, Cindy got on her computer and ran her airline app, one that only Federal officials should have. She reasoned that she was an FBI Consultant. She watched the transponder of Laura's plane as it traveled east, towards Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia. It seemed dull, but was somehow hypnotically entrancing to watch the blip move a millimeter east every few seconds on the screen.
Then she saw another blip coming towards the plane. It had no transponder, and seemed to be on a collision course. As Cindy watched, fear growing in her heart, the two blips seemed to merge. For a second, the transponder disappeared. Then she sighed in relief... the two blips separated, Laura's plane continuing east and the other plane continuing its trajectory.
As Cindy watched, her eyes grew heavy. When she opened them again, the sun was rising over the ridgeline east of the Town...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead at 7:00am, Tuesday, June 21st. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police Department has formally refused to make its Officers available to the SBI for questioning in the investigation of Commander Donald Troy. Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement that the SBI and DOJ were not using proper due process, and seemed to be attempting to smear all of his Officers with a label of corruption."
"Sheriff Daniel Allgood supported his Chief of Police, but issued a statement that the Police would need to cooperate when the Officers were provided protection of their rights. Town & County Council Members Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes issued a joint statement condemning the Police Chief, accusing him of covering up for Commander Troy, and demanded Chief Moynahan and Commander Troy resign immediately. Council Members John Colby and Dagmar Schoen issued a counter-statement in support of the Chief and Commander, and said that Mr. Cook should resign his Council seat over corruption and graft issues.
"Due to the lack of cooperation from the TCPD, the State Department of justice will seek a Court order to compel Governor Jared to suspend Commander Troy. This is expected to occur on Thursday or Friday.
"SBI Director and candidate for Governor Jack Lewis has issued a statement condemning the Town & County Police Force, saying that it was corrupt when Chief Griswold was running it, and it is corrupt now with Moynahan and Troy in charge. Governor Jared has stated that the current investigation of Commander Troy must run its path before any judgments can be made."
"In other news... what's that?" Bettina asked, listening to her nearly invisible earpiece. "Ladies and gentlemen, we have breaking national news from the Channel Two Newsdesk! Let's go to John Hardwood at the desk. John!"
"Thank you Bettina." said John Harwood at the anchor desk in the KXTC studios. "Channel Two News has learned that a small jet has crashed into the mountains in West Virginia last night. Rescuers reached the plane only in the last hour, and say that everyone aboard is dead. The plane was believed to be an Air Force jet that transported Government executives about the country. The names are not being released pending notification of next-of-kin, but Channel Two News has learned that at least two adults and two small children were found..."
"Oh my God!" Cindy Ross wailed as everyone in MCD watched, her hand going to her mouth in horror, tears welling in her eyes. "No, no, no... Oh my God..."
"What is it?" Joanne Cummings Warner asked.
"The plane..." Cindy gasped... "was Laura's plane... Carole and Jim were on it.. oh God, oh God..." She turned and ran out of the room. Teresa bolted after her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross hurled herself against the door of Commander Troy's office, almost breaking it down. Going into the office, she saw the Iron Crowbar seated at his desk, looking out the window, his face a mask of shock and agony, the tears rolling down his cheeks.
"I'm going to kill him!" Cindy shouted. "I don't give a shit about the rest of it, I am going to kill that son of a bitch NOW!!"
I turned to face her. "If you do, he wins, and their deaths are meaningless." I stood up. "I will take him out myself, but it has to be my way."
"NO!" Cindy screamed, unable to control her pent up fury. "He dies! Today! If you don't do it, I am going to!"
Teresa shut the door to the office. "Cindy, take it easy!" Cindy whirled on her, and Teresa squared up to her... totally unafraid, I noticed.
"Cindy!" I called out in my most authoritative voice. She turned to me. "They were my wife and children, I will avenge their deaths. But you must let me do it! It's going to happen, everything is in place, it is inexorable... but if you act too quickly, he'll get away. You won't find him, you won't be able to kill him, and everything will be for nothing."
Cindy was staring at me, her ice blue eyes almost burning with white-hot fury. I could not tell if I was reaching her. She looked down for a moment, then bent over, and I knew her soul was racked with a pain that barely approached mine, but was still overwhelmingly agonizing.
Then she stood bolt upright.
"Molly!" she gasped. "Oh my God, we've got to find Molly!" She took out her phone and dialed her sister's number. There was no response.
Teresa was not fast enough to stop her as she bolted out of my office, running like a madman down the hall, but Teresa tried. As Cindy got to her Police SUV, Teresa was on the passenger side, getting in.
"How..." Cindy gasped as she got in. "I only unlocked the driver side door."
"I know, I unlocked the other one." Teresa said, showing Cindy the extra key and fob with the lock/unlock button. Cindy did not say anything further, but tore out of the parking lot and down Riverside Drive, blue lights burning and sirens blaring as they drove towards Nextdoor County...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Detectives in MCD were stunned, and a mess. Mary Mahoney Milton was sobbing, her husband Myron trying to comfort her. Tears ran down Joanne Warner's cheeks... and Theo Washington's. Teddy Parker looked sick to his stomach, and Wes 'Coldiron' Masters had an inscrutable blank look on his handsome face.
"Oh no..." Joanne said when she looked into the hall and saw FBI Agents Jack Muscone and Martin Nash coming down the hall, their faces showing grim pain. Martin looked in on them, and just shook his head before continuing to the Commander's office for the official notification of the next-of-kin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, I came out of my office and went to the Chief's office. After talking with him for a few moments, he told me to find a place of duty that did not include Police Headquarters. I nodded. I had to get out of there.
I went to MCD. People started trying to offer condolences, but I raised my hand to silence them.
"Not now, guys." I said, my face a mask of stone. "Thank you, but not now. Coldiron, until Captain Ross returns, you're in charge of the Detectives. Keep doing the great job you've always done, people. And break Newton down." With that, I left the room and went down the hall to the exit door as Chief Moynahan came to MCD and called Lt. Masters to his office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's not at Nextdoor County Police Headquarters." Cindy said as she disconnected the phone. "They thought she was going to spend the week with me in our County." She was already driving 90 miles per hour, but still tried to push the SUV harder.
"Does she ever go undercover?" Teresa asked.
"Not without telling me." Cindy said. "And she'd have made arrangement for the boys."
Pulling into Molly's condo complex, Cindy was about to rush in, when Teresa stopped her and drew her gun. Cindy's eyes widened in surprise, but she realized Teresa was right: they had to clear the apartment.
Cindy unlocked the door and Teresa opened it. "Molly! It's Teresa and Cindy! Anyone in there?" There was no response.
Teresa went in first, slowly and carefully. One by one the rooms were cleared. There was no one at home.
"Everything is neat and orderly." Teresa said. "No signs of a struggle. No baby bag, which means she has that with her."
"Oh, geez." Cindy said. "Oh my God." She was trying to hold on mentally.
Teresa said "Cindy, relax. Breathe. Molly may just have gone into hiding. The Consultant went after Laura and her kids first, and Molly may be just fine somewhere."
Cindy said "I know. But... look, remember that guy Fulton that was found near BigPharmaCorp? His apartment was found neat and tidy except for bloodstains. And all these other crimes, the badge crimes... the victims's places were left neat and tidy, as on show for sale. Look around here... Molly keeps it pretty clean, but it's just perfectly clean... too clean."
Teresa saw the look in Cindy's eyes change. "Don't do it, Cindy."
Cindy whirled and said "I am going to kill him. Now. If Molly is okay, she'll come out; if she and the boys are dead, it's too late anyway. I'm done with this."
As she went for the door, she felt the sting of an injection into the back of her neck. As she turned, she lost her balance and went down... then her eyes closed as she fell into blackness.
Teresa looked up at the person just coming in the door. "I had to stop her." Teresa said.
"I know. You did right." said the man entering the house...
Part 26 - Night of the Long Knives
The handsome young Satyr entered Lashes & Lace and went to the back room. Putting on his mask, he was admitted to the underground chambers, and was told to go to the Satyrs' Lounge, a room on the second level down. It was something of an employees' room, but orgies amongst the staff were frequently held there.
Once down there, a pretty girl, naked except for her high heels and her own mask, wordlessly escorted him into another side chamber. He had never been in this room before. It was small, and poorly lighted with artificial candles. At the far end was Rita, wearing a mask, her usual bluish-silver clingy outfit, and high heel sandals.
"Ah, my precious Scotty, there you are." Rita said in her seductive voice. "Come, kneel before me." Scotty obediently complied.
"Ah, you've been a bad, bad boy, haven't you, Scotty?" Rita said as she stood up.
"Ma'am?" Scotty asked, confused.
Then he looked around. He was surrounded by other men, most very muscular, all wearing masks... leather masks of executioners, not the party masks of Satyrs and Nymphs. There were also some women in the circle of people.



All of them had long knives, unsheathed, ready for use.
"What, what is this?" asked Scotty.
"A small ritual." said Rita. "A little ceremony when I find a traitor in my midst. I have known that there has been a mole amongst my lovely Nymphs and handsome Satyrs. And now... I know who it is."
"Ma'am, I'm loyal, I've always been loyal." Scotty said, fear running through his very soul... and for good reason.
"Oh, really?" Rita said. "So would you mind explaining these?" She opened her fist, displaying three metallic objects in her right hand, and what looked like a thick U.S. nickel in her left hand.
"These are bugs, listening devices." Rita said loudly, for everyone's audial consumption. "Only you could have planted these in the delicious Dr. Fredricson's office... and now she's dead. And then this coin, found in the Police Commander's vehicle. He really is very angry, you know. And who can blame him... his children dead because of you."
"Ma'am, I had nothing to do with any of that." Scotty said, trying to defend himself. Rita just stared at him, feeling him wilt mentally.
"You are fortunate." said Rita. "I can only imagine what the Iron Crowbar would do to you if he were here now, what he would permit himself to do in his agony. But you are only with us, amongst... family."
Rita came up to Scotty, who was still on his knees. She put a golden crown of leaves on his head, then a red robe over his shoulders.
"Why, I have a wonderful idea." Rita said, as if it were a sudden thought. "Let's play 'Julius Caesar'... and it's the Ides of March..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We will now go into Executive Session." said the Mayor. He led the Council Members out of the public meeting arena and upstairs to the private meeting chamber, the catcalls and boos of hundreds of people chasing them. People were still angry about the Community Center land sale.
Once they were in their seats in the chamber, the Mayor said "Well, it's obvious what tonight's meeting will be about."
"Yes, to do what we should have done a long, long time ago." Kelly Carnes sneered.
"What, arrest Thomas Cook for assault and graft?" snarled Dagmar Schoen. Cook glared at her, but both she and Jack Colby stared back at him.
"Look," said the Mayor, "I'm not happy about this. Commander Troy has done an amazing job cleaning up the drug gangs, cleaning up the corruption, and solving some difficult crimes. But apparently he's not totally clean himself, and the State DOJ is finding some things. The standoff with the SBI makes our entire County look bad, and like we're trying to hide something."
"My God." said John Colby. "You heard those people screaming at us in the public meeting, and you say the TCPD not kowtowing to the corrupt SBI is making us look bad?"
"Commander Troy's actions have made us look bad for months and years now." said Thomas P. Cook.
"I don't see how saving my daughter's life made any of us look bad." said Edward R. Steele.
"Then you should recuse yourself from this vote." demanded Cook.
"I'll see you burning in hell before I recuse myself from any such vote, Mr. Cook." thundered Steele in reply, his eyes boring into Cook's.
"Guys, I don't want to be here all night." said the Mayor. "Now Commander Troy is likely going to be suspended by the State on Thursday or Friday. What we need to do is decide our course of action when that happens. We can either suspend him ourselves, with the intent to fire him after a Board of Inquiry; or we can countermand the State and refuse to suspend him until the State provides a solid legal Court case. Let's go around the horn for comments."
"I think we should not only suspend and fire him, we should bring criminal charges against him." said Kelly Carnes.
"It's a sad day." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "I very much fear what will happen to my people when Commander Troy is gone. They respect that man, and there is no one else they will respect. But if he's shown to be corrupt, that respect will be gone, and then there is no hope anyway." Everyone peered at the black Councilman, wondering what those cryptic statements meant.
Malinda Adams spoke up. "Commander Troy has done well in elevating women. Of course, one of those women is his cousin, so I'm not sure how well that counts. But the problem to me is that our Peace Officers are being made to look like brute thugs by that man going around swinging that crowbar, throwing his weight around."
"And the woman he brought up with him doesn't also use a crowbar?" asked Dagmar Schoen. "And who was it that led the officers to help the woman being raped by thugs from the Fire Department? That was Commander Troy..."
"Let's not go there, please." said the Mayor. "J.P. Goldman, what do you have to say?"
"Only that no good deed goes unpunished." said Goldman. "The Iron Crowbar has worked his ass off to clean up this Town. He's been shot, they've tried to kill him several times, and now his family is gone. And some of you here want to kick him out? Reginald says there's no hope for his people... I say there's no hope for any of us if a good man like Commander Troy is paid for his work to protect us by being kicked out by corrupt politicians working for their own enrichment."
"It's not clear to me that Commander Troy has done all that good a job protecting us?" said Pastor Raymond Westboro. "The Ward Harvester warehouse explosion, the Standard Tools Building explosion, the explosion of those trucks on the Bypass, the explosion of that car in the Hospital parking lot, the explosion at the Community Center... and I have not even begun listing the names of the victims of his crowbar. Too much violence for me, I'm afraid."
"All right, Mr. McGhillie, close it out for us." said the Mayor.
"My son is a police officer." said McGhillie. "And no, Cook, I won't abstain from the vote. My son says that the morale of the TCPD under Commander Troy is very high. They love working for that man. They know he has their back. They know he stands up to the deeply corrupt SBI. They don't believe this SBI crap about him being corrupt. I suppose some here want him gone, so they can do whatever they please to use their Council seats for profit and political power, rather than serve the People. But if our decision is to do what is best for our Police Force... then give the men and women of the Force the leadership they deserve... and that leadership is the Iron Crowbar."
"The vote will now take place." said the Mayor. "The vote is to suspend Commander Donald Troy from the Police Force if he is suspended by the SBI, or if formal criminal charges are brought against him at the State or Federal level."
The vote was 5-5: Carnes, Cook, Adams, Lewis, and Westboro vs. Colby, Schoen, Steele, Goldman, and McGhillie. All eyes looked to the Mayor for the tiebreaking vote...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:15pm, Tuesday, June 21st. Lieutenant Wes 'Coldiron' Masters worked his way through the crowd in the parking lot of Whippets on the southern side of the Tenderloin District. With him were 2d Precinct Captain Damien Thompson, Detectives Theo Washington and Teddy Parker, Sergeant Sean DeLong and Patrolman Jermaine Davis, the last two being black officers assigned to Precinct Two.
"What a mess." said Coldiron as he looked upon the body of a young, fit, white man, naked except for a red cape, with dozens of stab wounds all over his body. He was lying on a white sheet.
"He didn't bleed out here." said Teddy Parker. "Looks like he was killed somewhere else and dumped here."
"Got the parking lot videotape?" asked Masters.
"Got that first thing." said Sergeant DeLong. "Black van came up, must've known where the camera is because nothing can be seen, then it drives away and the body is just lying there on that sheet. No license plate on the van, either, just a temp tag, which I suspect will prove to be fake."
"Call Lt. Perlman out here." said Theo Washington. "This guy has a huge dick. She always liked cases where the dead guy had a big dick."
"Call Rasputin, she would say." said Teddy Parker. "The body was wrapped in this plain white sheet in order to be moved here. Not a high threadcount like the hotels would have. Either a very cheap hotel or bought from Wal-Mart."
"Looks like different knives did this." said Theo Washington as he examined the body more closely. "You can see that some of the wounds are longer than others, suggesting a wider knife."
"All right." said Masters. "The autopsy will tell us more, and maybe we'll get an I.D. from fingerprints. I'd call the Iron Crowbar, knowing how he likes these types of cases, but he's in mourning right now."
"That's not right, killing a man's kids like that." someone from the crowd around the crime scene called out.
"Yeah," said another, "the Iron Crowbar didn't deserve that. His kids didn't, either..."
"Wonder what this guy did to deserve this?" Theo Washington mused as they all looked upon the dead young man...
Part 27 - The Confrontation
"My nerves are fairly proof, Watson, but I must confess to a start when I saw the very man who had been so much in my thoughts standing there on my threshold.
...
"'Danger is part of my trade,' I remarked.
"'That is not danger,' said he. 'It is inevitable destruction. You stand in the way not merely of an individual, but of a mighty organization, the full extent of which you, with all your cleverness, have been unable to realize. You must stand clear, Mr. Holmes, or be trodden under foot."
-- Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, 'The Final Problem'
11:30pm, Tuesday, June 21st. I sat on the back deck of the Cabin, alone. All alone. Cindy had awakened in the guest room of Chief Griswold's home, and 'Hornet' did not begin to describe what I was dealing with when she saw me waiting for her in the living room. After a lot of yelling, screaming, and finally crying together, she calmed down enough to be functional again. I even told her to go after the Consultant if she wanted to... and she knew she'd never find him. Then Chief Griswold took over, and finally got her head right and back in the Game.
I contemplated events. The special Council meeting was tomorrow afternoon, before the big Robert Patterson rally. I had not heard from Colby or Schoen; I had no idea what the Council's vote was. I did know they'd asked Griswold and the Sheriff to be there at the next day's meeting. Almost all of my 'Eightfold Fence' list of suspects would be there...
I think I felt his presence before I heard the steps on the outside walk. I folded my arms as he came onto the deck, walking around the right side table, keeping it between us. He looked out over the Town as the clouds rolled in, the fog beginning to obscure the more distant lights. I felt my heart beating in my chest.
It was him. The Consultant of Crime was here. At long last, we were in direct confrontation.
"Yes, a dangerous habit indeed." he said. When I'd crossed my arms, my left hand under my right armpit held a small revolver. Remember, I'm ambidextrous... and qualified with a gun both left-handed and right-handed. This revolver had a laser sight, and that little red dot was square on the center of his chest.
"Yes, I would love to say it's been an intellectual joy watching you pursue me." he said. "But I'm long past that. The pain you have caused me... well, murdering your children in that plane crash was only the smallest of payments back."
I knew he was trying to goad me. To kill him now, though I deeply wanted to do it, would be the undoing of all of the years of my work. He would die a martyr, his organization would continue, I'd be on Death Row...
"I simply do not understand how you thought you could come up against me and defeat me." he said. "Your sister foolishly thought so, and she died. Tanya Perlman is lucky to be alive. Pete Feeley, not so much... oh yes... I not only corrupted Angela Harlan, I actually got her to murder one of your police officers." He laughed, the evil sound of it searing my soul. Still, I held myself in check.
"Yes, you have no idea what you are up against." he said. "In fact, you have no idea of the sheer power I hold in my hands, which you can never hope to duplicate. Would you like a demonstration?"
I just stared at him, not speaking. Holding myself in check... holding myself in check.
"I'll tell you what I'm going to do." he said. "I'm going to allow you... to commit suicide."
He had my attention, that was for sure.
"Like father, like son." he said. "I'm going to make you kill yourself, like I made your father kill himself. Here is my most generous offer: if Bettina Wurtzburg tells me and everyone else on her morning newscast that you are dead by your own hand, I will let your mother live. I will let your mistress and your two sons live. I'll let your dyke cousin live and the Officers of your Police Force live. I'll let your nephew live, and his associates and friends survive. And many, many more people..." He said the words softly, as if they were a caress.
"Now if you are alive tomorrow, if I do not hear what I want to hear on the morning broadcast," he said, "I'm going to make you kill yourself anyway, but I will kill your family and friends, and many others. So the choice is yours, Commander Troy."
"You'll try to kill them anyway." I said. "Why should I believe a word you say?"
"Because I've said I would spare them." he said indignantly. "I'm sure you understand that I cannot run the organization that I do unless I and all my people adhere to a ruthless and rigid integrity. If I give you my word, that is what will happen."
"Of course," he said, "I'll spare your remaining sons... but not that filthy halfbreed niglet you brought into this world. That alone is reason to kill you. And those God-cursed dogs of yours will die, and most painfully." He was trying to goad me again... retribution would be merciless, I promised myself. But not now... not now...
"But the rest of your family, and the thousands of others..." he said. "They will be spared."
"So why shouldn't I just kill you right now?" I asked. The red laser dot appeared on his chest again.
"Oh, I would die stunned, of that you may be sure." he said. "But whatever would you do with my body?"
"Ohh..." I drawled, the thought amusing me, "probably the same thing that caused me to realize who you were in the first place." I saw his eyes light up as he understood.
"Oh, I think you are more of a sportsman than that." he said. "Well, I'll be going. Lovely view from this deck. I should've bought this place myself, years ago. Your fortunate... well, as long as the house is not on fire..." He chuckled sardonically as he made his way around the table and back down the outside walk.
I remained sitting on the deck for a long, long time. The clouds had obscured most of the Town; I could not even see any trains coming out of the western horizon. The weight of the world was bearing down on me, and I was now having to bear it alone. I had chosen this path; I had not expected to pay this high a price to win this battle. My family was gone, my reputation shattered, my career and any possible future destroyed.
And now I had a fatal choice to make. As I looked out over my Town, a deep sense of foreboding overtook me. It seemed that Doom walked the heavens...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The two figures, in black masks and clad in all black, had crept silently around the far side of the Cabin. They listened to the conversation between the formidable antagonists, the Iron Crowbar vs. the Consultant of Crime. When it was done, and the Consultant gone, they crept back up the road and over the hill.
Removing their masks, Teresa Croyle and Todd Burke just looked at each other, unable to believe what they had just heard... and unable to believe who the Consultant of Crime was. They silently made their way down the other side of the mountain, now armed with knowledge that could provide needed help to the Iron Crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Unaware that the conversation had been overheard, I came out of my reverie. No, everything was in place. Everything I had worked for, planned for, fought for, bled for... it was now time. P. Harvey Eckhart would say that most people fail without realizing they were 99% to the finish. I had to run through the finish, not just to it.
I had spun my web and cast my nets. I had planned this and worked for this day, yes, I had even been able to know the day. I just had to trust myself, and believe that Good would triumph over Evil. In seeming answer, somewhere through the mists the University Clock Tower chimed. It was midnight.
It was Wednesday, June 22d.
Finis.... for now.
Last chance... who is the Consultant of Crime? And not just the name... what were the clues that led to identifying that most evil of dog haters?
Here it comes...
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Part 1 - Prologue
Southeast Asia. Somewhere on the other side of a politically drawn line, early 1973.
The Captain watched as the Green Berets and his own men of the 173d Airborne evacuated the body of their dead comrade, as well as the wounded. He ordered the retreat, and the men began falling back.
But the Enemy had regrouped, and were coming after them. He felt as much as heard the bullets whizzing past him. He turned and stood, firing his machine gun into the advancing enemy soldiers, slowing them down just enough to give his men time to get out.
He barely felt the bullet that struck his upper right shoulder area, driving through his lung and deflecting off his scapula and out his back. He maintained his fire...
The explosions of grenades between him and the enemy rocked his world. He felt himself being grabbed from behind as two other men began raking the enemy. Then smoke grenades were thrown to cover the retreat.
"Come on, Captain," said Navy Corpsman Cordell, dragging his Captain along. "Time to get out of here." One of the other soldiers came up, grabbed the Captain's legs, and together they ran with him to the last helicopter to take off. Everyone was aboard, including the dead Green Beret; none were left behind to face dishonor and desecration at the hands of the Enemy.
As the lush jungle canopy got smaller below them as they headed up and to the east, the Corpsman attended the Captain's wounds. He'd been hit at least three times, once in the upper right shoulder, once in the left side, and once in a glancing blow in the neck that by the Grace of God and the Universe had not ruptured an artery, vein, or his trachea.
Still, the wounds were serious, life-threatening. The Corpsman did all he could, working through the tears blurring his vision, and rolling down his cheeks.
"Good job, Cordell." the Captain whispered. "Tell all the men... I'm proud of them."
"You'll have to tell them yourself, Captain." said the Corpsman. "Don't you dare give up on me now. You have your wife to go home to."
The Captain's face formed a little smile. The Corpsman got the picture of the Captain's wife from his shirt pocket over his heart, the corner stained in blood from the side wound. He handed it to the Captain, who just stared at it...
Part 2 - Brand New Day
"But at last he made a slip—only a little, little slip—but it was more than he could afford when I was so close upon him. I had my chance, and, starting from that point, I have woven my net round him until now it is all ready to close." ------ Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, 'The Final Problem'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." shouted the lovely redhead at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 22d, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council did not act to suspend Commander Donald Troy in their Executive Session last night. However, they have called a Special Session for this afternoon, and have 'invited' several important persons in the County to attend, including Sheriff Daniel Allgood, former Chief Griswold, and University President Sidney P. Wellman."
Bettina continued: "This meeting will occur before the evening's festivities begin at First Baptist Church, where the Reverend Robert Patterson will be speaking. The Reverend Patterson will then give a large rally speech at the University Basketball Arena."
"Meanwhile," Bettina said, "suspended Detective Julie Newton of the TCPD was transferred to County Jail last night, where she will continue to be interrogated for what the FBI is calling serious financial crimes on a national level. And now let's go to Sports with Nick Eastwood! Nick!..."
No mention of the death of the Iron Crowbar.
"I thought Reverend Patterson was going to speak at the football stadium." said Joanne Warner.
"They only sold 2,500 tickets." Cindy replied. "So they decided to move it indoors."
"Why did they take Newton to County Jail?" asked Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters.
"Lt. Goodwin of Internal Affairs ordered it." Cindy said as she sipped her coffee. "Security reasons, so I'm told. She expressed fear for her safety here at Headquarters."
"Hell, she's safer here than at County Lockup." said Teddy Parker.
"I agree." Cindy said. "But the decision was made by higher powers than myself."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
If this was going to be my last day on this earth, I thought to myself, it would include one hell of a good breakfast. I made a great steak-and-cheese omelette and a stack of pancakes... then I remembered how Carole would 'help' me make pancakes, and I had to work through the pain. The bodies would be flying back here tomorrow...
Still, I resolved to eat well, and did so, washing it down with delicious coffee, thinking of all my Detectives at the coffee klatch. Good Detectives. Great people.
I spent a good bit of time with Bowser and Buddy, giving them a lot of skritchins and loving, talking to them and letting them show their love for me like they liked to, mostly by licking my face and pressing their bodies against me while I gave them belly rubs.
After my toilet, I dressed today in my 'black' uniform. It looked good, it gave me ease and freedom of movement. I would need to be able to move today. And if it were my last day, at least I would look good when I went down. Damn good.
"Okay, guys," I said, "it's time to take you to your place of protection." The dogs were in as grave danger as I was, I knew. Fortunately, there was a place they'd be safe, and people to protect them.
We drove to the headquarters of BOW Enterprises, with me being careful to make sure I was not followed. I walked two leashed dogs to the office of the Chief Executive Officer. His assistant Mariko bowed, complimented the dogs, then led me into Todd's office.
"Hello Commander." said a cheerful voice from behind the desk. It was Lieutenant (Ret.) Tanya Perlman. "I see you brought your cute buddies today."
"Buddy and Bowser." I said. "How are you and little Pete doing?"
"Just fine." Tanya said. She began driving her wheelchair to a door to the right side of the room as one entered it, to the left of Todd's desk. Going through, she drove down the hallway and stopped at an elevator, which was barely noticeable in the wall. We got on, and descended a couple of floors. Getting out, I found myself in a narrow hallway with gray concrete blocks for walls. Going left (back underneath Todd's office a couple of floors above), I opened a gunmetal gray door. Tanya drove in, leading the way, and I followed with the dogs.
"Come on in, guys." said Barry Oliver. It was another room, well-protected. Also inside were my nephew Todd, Teddy Franklin, Seth Warner, and Lt. Teresa Croyle, who was holding little Pete Feeley. Buddy went right to Teresa, so she gave Pete back to Tanya and took Buddy into her lap. Bowser sat on the floor near them, skeptical and wary.
"Hi, Uncle Don." Todd said with a bright smile. "As you can see, this is our safe room, as well as where we meet to talk about our secret technologies. We can monitor everything just like the Security Desk up front, and when we go on lockdown, it'll take some serious firepower to get to us." I just nodded as I looked around, seeing the monitor screens.
"How's Cindy?" Teresa asked.
"Still very pissed off." I said. "So if and when you come into Headquarters, do reconsider not being crowbar-armed."
Teresa was officially assigned to protect the BOW Enterprises CEO and top Staff. It had been Todd that had helped move Cindy after Teresa had knocked her out with a sleeping drug; it was Your Iron Crowbar that had anticipated the need for that to happen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He put on his suit and adjusted his tie. It was going to be a big, big day. His lovely Sinon had been transferred to County Jail, making her extraction easier... though no less deadly for the 'Peace Officers' working there.
'Sinon', he thought to himself. What a perfect name. A mole within the walls of the Enemy's stronghold. 'Sinon' had been the name of the Greek left with the Trojan Horse outside the walls of Troy, buried to his neck. He had told the Trojans that the Horse was a gift in admission of defeat in the War. The night after he and the Horse were brought inside, it was Sinon that released the Greeks from inside the Horse... and the rest is most very ancient history.
Likewise, Julie Newton had been his 'Sinon' inside TCPD Headquarters for a long time. She adored Harold Malone, she would fuck Malone's balls off whenever she got the chance... but she was loyal to him, the Consultant of Crime, first and foremost. Ditto that for Angela Harlan, the Black Widow, being loyal to the Consultant first and foremost... but she got caught. Julie didn't... until now.
He had listened to Bettina's broadcast this morning, and had not heard what he'd wanted to hear: a report that the Iron Crowbar was dead, and by his own hand. It is just as well, he thought to himself. What I have in store for him... will be much, much better.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're not getting anything." said FBI Special Agent Martin Nash. Sitting in Cindy's office with him was Special Agent Eduardo Escobar. "We've talked to her for hours. She's all but admitting to every bit of it, but says that Commander Troy instructed her to do every bit of it."
"Where's her proof?" Cindy asked.
Martin Nash said "Her attorney provided us... and the SBI investigators of Commander Troy... with a number of emails and texts. Texts are from burner phones that were bought in Fillmore County, in the Rome Wal-Mart. There's a sales receipt that Commander Troy did buy a couple of burner phone while he was in Apple Grove last year."
"But are they the same ones?" Cindy said.
"The ones used were from same batch of one hundred as the ones the Commander bought." Nash said. "Yes, someone could have come in right behind Commander Troy and bought them, but Newton's lawyer, as well as the rabid dogs of the SBI, are going to push hard to say it's a connection."
"Or a frame-up." said Cindy.
"It gets worse, though." said Nash. "Newton is saying that the ammonium nitrate bought from Ward Harvester and used to kill those rogue CIA agents on the Bypass was bought by Commander Troy himself, through intermediaries. She provided a paper trail link through front companies that the CIA has used from time to time. Dr. Casey B. Walker of CIA Counterintelligence gave some documents to the SBI... who gave them to Newton's lawyer... that show the front companies were indeed used to buy the ammonium nitrate, and that Commander Troy was behind the purchase."
"If anything, it'd be Laura that made those purchases, which would make them legal."
"Ma'am," said Eduardo Escobar, showing respect, "I'm sorry to have to say this, but Dr. Fredricson is now dead, and cannot vouch for her husband in this. They can twist it however they want, and she's not here any more to counter them."
Cindy bowed her head, more due to the pain of her cousins Carole and Jim's deaths than anything else. She could also feel the sorrow the FBI Agents were feeling for her right now. She willed herself to continue.
"Did Walker give those documents to the FBI?" asked Cindy.
"No." said Nash. "Walker did not give the FBI those documents at all. That in itself might be a crime, but good luck bringing any charges or any accusation on that. That's way above all our pay grades put together."
"Where is Jack Muscone? And Sandra?" she asked.
Nash said "Mr. Muscone is at the Federal Building. You know how you always complained about Commander Troy not telling you stuff? We have the same problem with Jack from time to time. And Sandra?... Well, I'm not sure. She said she had a mission from Jack today and left, and I haven't heard from her since."
"So guys, just between friends, off the record..." Cindy said. "How bad is this?"
"There's nothing as bad as losing his family." said Escobar. "But it's going to be very rough for Commander Troy in the next few weeks. Even if he survives all this and is exonerated... his reputation will be destroyed..."
Part 3 - Security Arrangements
The Precinct Captains meeting was at Precinct 1 today. Captain Ross was presiding in Commander Troy's stead.
"All right, guys," she said, "I can sit here today as Commander Troy's surrogate. If he gets suspended, I'm not sure what's going to happen. It will be up to the Chief. But for now, we have two issues. One, security for the Reverend Robert Patterson. Two, Julie Newton in County Jail. Okay, Captain Briggs, tell me about the security for Patterson."
"It's all set." said Briggs in his casual, laconic voice. "The Reverend Patterson has a private security detail that makes the U.S. Secret Service look tame by comparison. The TCPD will be handling mostly parking and crowd control at the Church and its perimeter, and at the University Arena. The Campus Police will be doing most of the traffic control on Campus. There's really a lot less for us to do than I expected."
"But..." Cindy said, then made sure to keep her voice under control as she continued: "... but what are we doing to monitor possible threats to the Reverend. I don't need to remind you guys what happened when Jonas Oldeeds came in here. The Commander nearly got his head shot off... and Jonas Oldeeds did get his head blown out. And then there's the possibility of someone firing at the Church, firing a rifle, or even a small missile like an old LAWS rocket."
"Yes, ma'am." said Briggs. "Again, the Reverend Patterson said his security was handling most of that, with our cooperation where asked for, of course. The Church itself recently installed a new security system, and Pastor Westboro gave Patterson's people access to it. The Church itself is not overlooked by too many buildings, mostly the Catholic Church on the other side. Not many sniper nests nor opportunities, ma'am."
"Are we going to have bomb-sniffing dogs go through the place?" asked Cindy.
"Ma'am" said PCpt. Damien Thompson with a grin, "we've got you." He was referring to Cindy's nose at the Community Center.
"I'd rather have Sergeant Seymour go through, if it's all the same with you guys." Cindy said with a smile. "Oh, don't tell me... Reverend Patterson's team will handle all that."
"That is what they told me." said Briggs.
"All right." Cindy said. "Captain Briscoe, let's you and me go up to Precinct 3 and County Jail. I want to check on security around Newton. Hal, Damien, keep up the good work."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy drove her SUV south down University Avenue, then turned right on College Avenue, going west. She went slowly, observing First Baptist Church to her right, the Catholic Church and Methodist Church to her left. First Baptist had a fair sized lawn to its right, as one faced the front door, and a copse of two-hundred-year-old oak trees to its left, part of the same trees that went west towards Courthouse Square.
Cars behind her were not happy at her slow pace, but what are they going to do, blow their horns at a Police vehicle?
She saw some men in suits and ties around the Church, and already was seeing roped off areas. Security for the event was being put in place.
When she got to Precinct 3 Headquarters, PCpt. Briscoe gave her the tour. "Everything's pretty secure here, ma'am. The Interrogation Rooms have that double door lock where you can't open the door to one side and the other at the same time. The jail doors have standard security and are manned by Deputies or TCPD Officers at every important juncture."
After touring the Jail, they headed back toward's Briscoe's office. Cindy said "With all the extra security for Patterson's rallies tonight, a lot of Deputies will be assigned to that, especially on Campus. I want you to make sure that the Officers manning all the posts here know each other very well, and know who should be here and shouldn't be. Put out orders than no one from the other Precincts are to man posts here. I will back you up on that if you have any problems at all."
"Yes ma'am." said Briscoe. "Do you think there will be trouble today?"
"I don't know." Cindy said. "I am doing as the Iron Crowbar taught me, and trying to figure out how I would extract a prisoner from this Jail. Events like the Patterson rallies, with us scrambling to provide security, would be a good time to try something."
"Yes ma'am, that's smart thinking." Briscoe said. "I hope all that crap about the Commander is just that... a bunch of crap. But if it's not, I think you're going to do very well in his place."
"Chief Griswold would applaud your kissing ass and buttering me up." Cindy replied with a grin. "But I pray to God the Commander overcomes this. We may be good... but no one else is the Iron Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When they got back to PCpt. Briscoe's office, a patrolman hurried up to her. "Ma'am," he said, "Mrs. Veasley asked to see you when you were finished here. I don't know how she knew you were here..."
"She's good." said Cindy with a smile. She went to the lobby. "Hello, Mrs. Veasley."
"Ah, hello Child." said Mrs. Veasley, turning her wheelchair from the window to face Cindy. "I need to have a moment of conversation with you. It is of the utmost importance."
"Right this way." Cindy said. She took Mrs. Veasley past the Duty Desk and into the office areas that was Precinct 3. Finding a small conference room, they went in and closed the door. Cindy also activated her anti-bugging device. Greatest. Christmas. Gift. Ever. she thought to herself.
"I can see, Child," said Mrs. Veasley, "that you are considering the security of that despicable harpy Newton."
"Yes, ma'am." said Cindy. "There is something here, something not right... but I don't know what it is."
"Yessss," hissed Mrs. Veasley. "But there is so much more. You must now think about saving Commander Troy."
"How?" asked Cindy.
"Use your mind, Child." Mrs. Veasley ordered. The words seemed to sear through Cindy's soul. "Yesss, that's it." Mrs. Veasley said as she felt Cindy going deep into a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julie Newton watched as Captain Ross, escorted by Sergeant Rudistan and Patrolman Morton, looked around outside her cell.
"Okay, it looks secure enough." Cindy said. "Captain Briscoe, I want to interrogate Newton in I-1. Rudistan, Morton, escort this traitor to the Interrogation Room.
"Yes, ma'am." said Rudistan.
"Ma'am," said PCpt. Briscoe, "we have to have at least one female officer escort her."
"What do you think I am?" asked Cindy derisively. PCpt. Briscoe blanched, and Rudistan did not manage to control his laughter.
Once they had Newton in I-1, she said "Where is my lawyer?"
"Oh, I'm sure he's on the way." Cindy said. In fact, when PCpt. Briscoe had said he'd have someone contact Newton's lawyer to get him here, Captain Ross had countermanded him. "I know the legalities." Cindy had said. "I'm going to be doing all the talking."



"Okay, you bitch traitor." said Cindy. "This is your last chance. I'm not playing any more bullshit games. You give me something to expose the Consultant of Crime... or I am going to leave this place, and go kill him myself."
Obviously the anti-bugging device was on, and at full power.
"You're going to kill Commander Troy?" Julie asked skeptically.
"No, idiot." Cindy replied. "I mean the real Consultant of Crime. I'm going to kill him. Then I get to tell everyone what's really going on. Your Master will be dead, his public image dishonored. I may be executed, but I'll gladly die to save Commander Troy. And killing your Master will do that. You know it in your soul, traitor."
Julie did know. "Do it, then. You have no idea how much shit is coming down on Troy's head. You can't beat it out of me with your crowbar, you fucking dyke.... oh, by the way, how is Jenna doing? Those men really worked her over with their cocks, made a good hetero woman out of that dyke bitch, didn't they?"
Cindy did not rise to the bait. "Maybe I should have that done to you."
"Take your best shot." Julie said. "I went through the same training that Troy's wife went through in the CIA. They rape the shit out of their agents before putting them out in the field. It won't work. I'm much stronger than your dyke girlfriend was."
"What about your sister?" Cindy said. She felt Julie's reaction, though the other woman tried hard to hide it. "Oh yes, I'll bet she's not trained. And my guys will be raping her, beating her, raping her, beating her... demanding she give up the info on you... and she won't know what to say because she has no idea... she'll die not even knowing why it was happening to her..."
"Well, since we're taking it to the mattresses," Julie said, her eyes mere slits as she peered at Cindy, "you and your bitch buddy Teresa Cunt will be getting the same treatment. It will be too bad if you murder an innocent woman in my sister, but the Master's payback will be... well, it's going to hurt. And the dogs will feed off your bellies when the men are through using you for their sexual pleasure. I damn well guarantee that if you harm my sister."
As Julie ranted, Cindy was mentally studying her enemy, trying to do as Mrs. Veasley said and use her mind to understand... it was said her father was psychic... she wished she'd inherited his powers if that was true. Oh, wait... what did she just say?"
"Dogs, eh?" Cindy said. "Tell me about your Master's love of dogs." Ah... she'd found it.
"My Master rightly hates dogs." snarled Julie. "They are foul, filthy beasts. Every dog on earth will be eradicated when we have won."
Julie was into it, and began ranting: "My Master has tortured and killed many such filthy creatures. He worked with Bryan Thatcher, a good white man who knew what to do to filthy dogs. They made those dogs feel pain, just as you and your sister and your friend are going to feel pain. His only regret was that he didn't finish off that filth the Commander adopted; that piece of shit survived. But my Master will personally torture and kill that dog, and correct his one and only mistake..."
Cindy's ice blue eyes were gleaming. "Yes... one and only mistake... and your tiny slip." Cindy got up and ordered the officers to escort Newton back to her cell. A female Patrol Officer assisted Morton in that task as Cindy left Precinct 3 Headquarters.
Julie Newton watched Cindy leave. Thou Fool, she thought to herself. You could kill my sister in front of me and I would not care; I care only for my Master and his success. I'll be out of here soon. And into the trap you go...
Part 4 - Day of the Michaux
"I will be pissed if my last meal on this earth is double cheeseburgers." I said as Jack Muscone and I ate in the back room of the Cop Bar. We were the only ones in the back area. When we'd come in the front door, the banter of police officers and firefighters quietened down to almost nothing, and I could feel their furtive looks at me as I went past them.
"What do you mean? This is the best last meal in the world." Jack said, and his gusto at eating his double cheeseburgers attested to his love of them. "Well, at least you're not paying for them, since I'm picking up your check. So, you think it happens today?"
"I know it." I said. "It's all in readiness. The Consultant has planned this down to the last detail. He is going to force me to commit suicide, and most of the Town will be watching on television."
"Like you're just going to let that happen." said Muscone. "I'm more worried about your family."
"Molly, the boys, and my mom are in hiding." I said. "I think they'll be safe. Todd made his own security arrangements, which included Teresa, Tanya, and baby Pete Feeley. They should be fine, too."
"What about Paulina, and Tasha?" Jack asked as he ate some french fries.
"She wouldn't let me help her." I said. "She knows Tasha is a primary target, but she said she'd make her own arrangements. I think... I hope I know what they are, but there's nothing else I can do. Ditto that for Captain Ross and the other Detectives."
"I hope they're keeping their heads on swivels." said Jack. "I told my people to be careful, as well. What about the Sheriff and your ex-wife?"
"They were pretty standoffish when I tried to talk to them." I said. "I think Daniel actually believes the shit about me. And Melina... well, I don't feel I even know her anymore. They're on their own."
I continued: "It's Cindy I'm most worried about. But she has chosen to 'hide in plain sight', as it were. She's almost hoping they'll come for her... so she can take her shot back at them. She must have Michaux blood in her." Jack chuckled at the joke, knowing that I was doing the same thing.
"All right." said Jack as we finished. "The FBI will continue the case against the Consultant, no matter what."
In the parking lot, Jack turned to me, extended his hand and said "Good luck, Don."
I shook Jack's hand. "Thanks, my friend. And thanks for everything. I'll see you on the other side." Our handshake turned into a brief man-hug, then Jack got into his car lest his emotions overcome him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Robert Patterson's plane will be landing at County Airport about 6:00pm." said Priya Ajmani into her microphone as she reported from near First Baptist Church. "He will then be helicoptered in to First Baptist Church, where he'll give what is expected to be a rousing Revival speech to the 2000 people in the Sanctuary. From there, he'll be driven by motorcade to the University Arena. This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News at Noon!"
After signing off, Priya and her team were putting up their mobile equipment when she looked over to her left. A hundred feet away stood the platinum blonde woman, just standing there, watching her.
"I'll be back in a minute, guys." said Priya. She went over to Cindy. "Well, hello Captain. I did not expect to see you here."
"Off the record, and shut off that recorder in your purse." Cindy said. Priya sighed and turned off her digital recorder. It wouldn't have mattered, Cindy's device was on.
"Okay, off the record." Priya said. "What do you want?"
"I want you to tell me," Cindy said, "where Lieutenant Croyle is right now."
Priya looked surprised, then her eyes became more contemplative. "And what's in it for me?" she asked with a knowing, wanting smile.
"A hot date." Cindy said. "One of the hottest nights of your life. With me and Callie Carrington." It was easy for Cindy to offer this; she wanted to fuck Priya as much as the gorgeous Indian woman wanted her. And she knew Callie would jump at the chance, too.
"The porn star? Really?" asked Priya, her eyes sparkling at the thought of fucking both these blonde women. "Mmm, that is definitely a deal. And by the way, watch your back. Bad people are after you. They may be following your car wherever you go, too."
"Yes, I know..." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sorry about your wife and kids." said Eddy the Bounty Hunter as he came into the back door of my little security systems shop in the same strip mall as Town Fitness Centers.
"Thanks." I said. "What do you have for me?"
"I finally found that punk Gor-don." said Eddy. "He's holed up with at least four other people in Rooms 202 and 204 of the Sunrise Hotel south of Town."
"Cool." I said. "I've already sent the money to your account."
"Thanks." said Eddie. "Listen, Commander, something is really weird about this one. I couldn't get a trace on Gor-don for months. Not in Midtown, Southport, the City, or around here. I think he was shipped way out of State, or was really deep in hiding. And then all of a sudden, I get not one but three tips on his location, and it turns out to be good info."
"The three sources related to each other?" I asked.
"Not that I know of," said Eddy. "But it was strange... as if someone wanted me to find him and tell you."
"Yep, a 'strangeness'." I said. "Okay, Eddy, this was good work. I think you need to get out of Dodge. Florida, California, Alaska, wherever you want to go, but get the hell away from here for a while."
"I heard that." said Eddy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy went into her office at Headquarters and sat down at her desk. She brought up the email program and began to write:
"With the authority invested in me as Captain of Detectives in the Town & County Police Force, I hereby commission Bowser, owned by Commander Troy, into the K-9 Police Force with the rank of Sergeant, effective immediately. (signed) Cindy Ross, Captain of Detectives."
She sent the email to every place it needed to go. She then got up, got a blue bandana with the TCPD logo on it, and left her office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to the home of J.P. Goldman. Selena Steele admitted me and took me to the Library Room of the large home. J.P. Goldman and Edward R. Steele were waiting for me there.
"Our condolences on the loss of your family, Commander." said Mr. Steele.
"Thank you, but I must apologize in advance for having to move past the formalities so quickly." I said. "I need to speak to Mr. Harkins." That was the Mr. Harkins that had worked at the Second National Bank, and had disappeared.
"So it's time?" asked J.P. Goldman, understanding. I nodded.
A moment later, a panel in the wall of the room opened, and out came Mr. Harkins. The room was a small bedroom suite, with a desk, bed and television in it, concealed behind the fireplace. Mr. Harkins blinked at me as he got used to the light.
"Mr. Harkins," I said, "as you know, I am Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD."
"Yes, the man who has saved my life." said Mr. Harkins. "It's been a long, long time, though."
"Yes, it has." I said.
"Oh, he didn't spend all of his time in that room." said Goldman. "And I had him do some bank work for me. Right good work he did, too."
"Well, your ordeal is over Mr. Harkins." I said. "Are you willing to testify against him?"
"More than anything." said Harkins.
"Just one more thing, and in front of these witnesses." I said. "Say his name!"
Harkins stated the name of the Consultant of Crime.
"Okay, Edward, we have a Council Meeting to attend at five o'clock." said Goldman.
"Leave an hour and a half early." I said. "They told you five o'clock, but our enemies are meeting at four o'clock. And don't stop if any TCPD vehicles try to pull you over. Selena, if you will attend Mr. Harkins until some of my officers get here to transport him under heavy guard to Police Headquarters, to get his full statement on videotape..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy went into the office of the CEO of BOW Enterprises. The lovely assistant Mariko stood and bowed formally.
"Such an honor to see you, Captain Ross-san." Mariko said. "How may I be of service to you today?"
Cindy bowed back, formally and correctly, having been well trained by both the Iron Crowbar and her father. "Hello, Mariko-san. I am delighted to see you looking so well. Please excuse my hurry, but I must speak with Lieutenant Croyle immediately."
"Ah, so desu ka?" Mariko replied. "Excuse me one moment, please." She picked up the phone and pressed a button...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah," said Seth, "I worry about her. When that building collapsed, I thought Joanne was dead."
"It's hard." Tanya said. "It's hard on all of us, and our families."
"How do you cope?" said Seth. "I mean... I want to protect my wife, and she's the one rushing out there into danger. I kind of want her to resign, but she says she loves being a police officer and working with you guys."
"That's how we all feel." said Teresa, who was petting Buddy, and had pretty much been doing so for hours. "Seth, have you talked to Joanne about it? Really talked to her?"
"Yes." said Seth. "She says she understands how I feel, but I don't think she really does..."
Tanya said "You know, it might help if you talk to Dr. Fredricson------- oh...." she said as she remembered. "Well, maybe Dr. Karpathian. Maybe that would help you cope with Joanne being in danger, even though it's not really as dangerous as it seems."
"Says the woman in the wheelchair, to the husband that watched a building collapse on his wife." Teresa said, showing no mercy to their feelings. "Let's not sugarcoat this; police work is dangerous. Rewarding as hell, but it has its moments of sheer terror. Seth, you really should talk to someone, a professional. It will help."
Just then the phone rang. "It's for you, Teresa." said Barry Oliver. Teresa took the phone.
"Teresa," said Cindy, "I need you to come to Todd's office. We have a mission. It's 'vitally urgent'. And bring Bowser, only Bowser..."
As she waited for Teresa, Cindy made one more phone call...
Part 5 - The Consultant of Crime
(One more time: spoiler alert.)
Wednesday, June 22d. Just after 4:00pm, some of the Council were meeting in the private chamber. Present were Kelly Carnes, Reginald B.F. Lewis, Thomas P. Cook, Malinda Adams, J.P. Goldman, E.R. Steele, Pastor Raymond Westboro, and Malinda Adams, and of course Mayor Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice. Also in attendance were Sheriff Daniel Allgood, University President Wellman, and Chief Emeritus Griswold.
"Okay," said the Mayor, "where are Mr. Colby and Mrs. Schoen?"
"Traffic difficulties." said Thomas P. Cook. "And they were also pulled over by TCPD Officers who respect the Law, unlike Commander Troy.
"They were pulled over?" snarled Steele.
"Oh, did I mix up my tenses?" said Cook, with a malicious smile on his face. "Oh, I guess Mr. McGhillie is also delayed. Traffic today is terrible with that Reverend Patterson event."
"A great event for my Church." said Pastor Westboro.
"Of course, of course." said Cook agreeably. "Okay, Mr. Mayor, let's proceed to business."
"Last night I voted against suspending Commander Troy," said the Mayor, "because I wanted to hear from the Sheriff and the former Chief that hired the man, as well as the University President, whose opinion the Council greatly respects. I want the Sheriff's opinion on the future of the Police Force without Commander Troy, and then I want to hear Chief Griswold's explanation why he hired such a young and inexperienced man into such a high position, then promoted the man to Commander. We are now learning of the seriousness of the mistake in those actions."
"What do you have to say for yourself, Griswold?" said Thomas P. Cook sneeringly.
"Show Chief Griswold some respect." said Sheriff Allgood, "or I will whip your ass myself."
"Come now, Sheriff," said Pastor Westboro, "no need to play Iron Crowbar here. And Thomas, do show Chief Emeritus some respect, despite the mistakes he's made."
"I stand by my decision to hire Commander Troy, and to promote him." said Chief Griswold defiantly, his mustaches twitching in anger. "I would do it again, I would do it every day of my life if I had the choice. I've never met a better police officer nor more honorable man in my life. I'll stand with Donald Troy any day."
"Sheriff, what do you say?" asked the Mayor.
"Commander Troy is not perfect. No one is." said the Sheriff. "But he's a man of incredible insight and vision. He has solved crimes that no one else here, with all due respect to Chief Griswold, would have been able to solve. He has cleaned up the corruption that pervaded our Police Force and this County. I believe the witch hunt against him is to try to stop him from cleaning out the continuing corruption of certain elected officials, including some in this room."
"But how will the Police Force do without him, Sheriff?" asked the Mayor.
"We will go on." said the Sheriff. "Cleaner, better, and on guard against future corruption. But we won't be better off. With Commander Troy on the Police Force, the criminals stay aware, and make less trouble for us."
Suddenly, there was heard a scraping at the solid double-doors at the entrance of the chamber. The Mayor practically leaped to the other side of the table, where the podium was.
The solid doors and steel deadbolt lock were no match for a Blue Crowbar and a determined platinum blonde using it. The doors swung open out into the hallway, and Police Captain Cindy Ross entered the room.
"Captain Ross, what the hell are you doing?" snarled Thomas P. Cook. "This is a private meeting!" Everyone had sprung up out of their chairs at the intrusion. They stood stock still as Cindy took command of the meeting.
"Ladies and Gentlemen," Captain Ross said loudly. "I cannot help but think that there is one witness from whom we have not yet heard. A witness that will not only show Commander Troy's innocence, but will reveal the identity of the real Consultant of Crime. Detective, if you please!"
From around the corner and into the room came Detective Joanne Cummings Warner, holding Bowser. A K-9 Police Badge was on his collar. With his Police bandana also on his collar and over his back like a cape, the yellow-haired dog looked utterly adorable.
"Oh, such a good sweet dog." Joanne cooed as Teresa Croyle followed Joanne inside, ready for an arrest, or battle. "What a sweet dog!" Bowser was skittish with all the strangers as Cindy took him.
"This dog," Cindy announced to the stunned audience, well, everyone except Chief Griswold, "was tortured by the Consultant of Crime, working with the late Bryan Thatcher. Sergeant Bowser barely survived. Of course Commander Troy adopted Sergeant Bowser here, and has shown nothing but the great love of his heart for dogs with this one here. But one of you here in this room tortured this dog... and it is time for payback."
Cindy went first to Chief Griswold. "He seems to like you, Chief." she said as Bowser sniffed at Griswold and wagged his tail.
"Bowser is obviously a perceptive creature." growled the Chief in his most Vulcan-esque voice.
"No doubt." said Cindy. She took Bowser up to the Mayor, who looked as if he were undergoing a rectal probe. Bowser sniffed, and did not react. Cindy went to Kelly Carnes. Bowser sniffed at her, then sneezed, but otherwise did not react.
"Maybe a little bit too much perfume, there, Mrs. Carnes." Cindy said. She then had Bowser sniff at Reginald B.F. Lewis. Bowser had no problem with him. "Bowser seems to like you, Councilman Lewis." Cindy said.
"Bowser is obviously committed to racial diversity." said Lewis humorously.
"Indeed." said Cindy. She took the dog to Thomas P. Cook. Bowser sniffed.
"Well," said Cindy, "Bowser seems to like you, Mr. Cook. No accounting for taste."
"Watch yourself, Captain." Cook replied. Cindy was already past him. Teresa was watching intently, ready for action.
Cindy and Bowser went by Goldman, Steele, and Malinda Adams without incident. Only two men left, Wellman and Westboro. Cindy went up to one of them, and Bowser sniffed.



"Grrrrrrrrr....hunnnnnnnnnn.....grrrrrr......"
Bowser growled, then snapped at the person in front of him. It was all Cindy could do to control the angry dog. She looked up at him.
"Why, Bowser doesn't like you....Pastor Raymond Westboro!" Cindy exclaimed. She held Bowser forward, and he snapped his jaws at Westboro, growling furiously.
"So..." said Cindy. "It's been you all along, Pastor. You were behind the murder of Pete Feeley, the theft of Amy's organ, the shooting of Pamela Feeley and Tanya Perlman's paralysis. You, Pastor, are the Consultant of Crime!"
"Get that foul beast away from me!" roared Westboro. Bowser growled and snapped at him again. "I'll see you in hell, you dyke bitch!" He raised his left arm, and as Teresa went for her gun, Westboro pushed a button on what looked like a car key fob.
All of the lights went out.
There was the sound of scuffling for a second, then quietness. Then a cigarette lighter flamed up, held by Chief Griswold. Joanne got out her cellphone and turned on the 'Flashlight' app. The Sheriff and others did likewise with their cellphones.
Cindy had dived under the table, to protect Bowser in case Westboro tried to hurt the dog. She now crawled out, handed Bowser to Chief Griswold, and ran out behind Joanne, Teresa following.
"Such a good dog, Bowser, such a good dog." said Griswold, stroking Bowser to calm the shaking, agitated dog down as the stunned group of people looked on in the dimly lighted room. It would take a good deal of such petting before Bowser would calm down. But this dog had had his day... he had exposed the Consultant of Crime.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sheriff, Chief Griswold, a word with you?" said Adele Peabody as she came into the private Council Chamber some minutes later, after the lighting was restored.
"Certainly, Mrs. Peabody." said the Sheriff. The Council Members peered at her, especially Kelly Carnes and Thomas P. Cook.
"Why don't you clear this chamber first." said Mrs. Peabody. The Sheriff ordered everyone out. When Cook protested, he found a gun in his face.
"Get. Out." said Daniel Allgood. "Or I will kill you now." Cook looked furious, but left.
Once alone, Mrs. Peabody said to the men as she petted Bowser, who seemed to like her very much, "I know that Pastor Westboro was the Consultant of Crime, as the Police are calling him. I have evidence of some of his crimes, and kept this evidence a secret so that he would not kill me. I will give you that evidence now."
"That's great, Mrs. Peabody." said Sherif Allgood. "Let's go get it."
"It's in here." said Peabody. "It's also in the main Council chamber. Let me show you." She went to the Great Seal of the Town & County, which was hanging on the wall behind the projection screen. Raising the screen, she put her hand behind the Seal, a large wooden disk, and pushed a small knot of wood. A panel slid open, and she extracted a large manila envelope.
She handed the envelope to the Sheriff, who opened the envelope and took out the contents. As he looked at the photos, he nearly got sick. He passed each one to Griswold as he looked at them."
"These are... simply disgusting." the Sheriff said. "I cannot un-see this."
"No, we can't." said the old Chief, who had seen a great many very bad things in his long Police life. "But once this becomes public, it's all over for Westboro's reputation, and it saves the Commander."
The pictures were of Westboro, naked, engaging in sexual acts... and the only way to describe it is that he was doing these acts with the kidnapped 'merchandise' of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds. Illegal to be sure. Disgusting to be more sure.
"I'm going to go swear out a warrant against Westboro," said Sheriff Allgood, barely able to speak, "for these illegal acts." With that, he took the evidence and left for the Courthouse.
Part 6 - The Chase
As Cindy, Teresa and Joanne tore down the stairs and towards the front door, they heard a helicopter taking off from the lawn of Courthouse Square. Getting outside, they saw a Bell 47-OH-13 helicopter with a clear 'soap bubble' canopy rising into the air, then taking off to the south.
"Let's go!" Cindy said, running for her SUV. Teresa got into the shotgun seat.
"Where's Joanne?" Cindy yelled.
"I don't know. Drive!" yelled Teresa. They tore off after the helicopter, Teresa keeping it in her sight as Cindy drove...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The policewoman came to Julie Newton's cell. "Okay, sweetie, let's go. More interrogations for you."
"Sure." said Julie, peering at the woman. The policewoman walked Newton past the guards to the entrance to the hall that led to the interrogation rooms. Newton then showed no surprise as the police woman walked her past that hall, around a corner, and into a small room.
"Quiet." said the woman as she pulled up the large drain grate in the floor. "Follow me down." The woman went down, and Julie followed.
They were in a basement room. The woman led Julie to an iron door, and opened it with a key. They went through, and the woman locked the door back. She'd replaced the grate in the floor as well.
They went down the dank, wet tunnel for what seemed forever. Julie saw a light at the end of the tunnel, with a grated door covering it. As they got near that door, the woman stopped.
"Okay, Julie," the woman said. "This is your chance. I need someone of your talents in my organization. If you agree to work for me, you'll get a pardon and a new start with us. You'll undergo a training program that isn't bad at all, and you'll be a better person for it. What do you say?"
"Working for the CIA?" asked Julie. "I could do worse... Mrs. Allgood."
"You're a smart lady." said Melina.
"Yes, I thought that was you that shot my motorcycle out from under me." said Newton. "So that you could recruit me later. Glad you didn't miss."
"I never miss." replied Melina. "All right, let's go." She opened the door to the grate... and was grabbed by two men. Then the TASER was fired into her back. As Melina writhed in agony, a plastic zip-tie secured her hands.
"You idiot bitch." said Julie. "Do you think I have forgotten for one moment who murdered my beloved Harold Malone? Do you think I would ever work with you, you God-damned bitch?"
"Guess not." Melina said flatly.
Julie kicked at Melina, and caught her in the leg. "And now... you're going to tell us where Troy's children are."
"I have no idea." said Melina. One of the men kicked her brutally in the back. As he attempted another kick, Melina swiftly worked her hands under her feet so that her arms were in front of her. She tried to protect her head from the kicks, then the other man kicked her hard in the ribs.
"UHH!!!!" Melina cried out.
"Where are the fucking children?!?!?" yelled Julie. "You've got one minute to answer, or we kill your husband and your children!" More kicks rained down, battering Melina.
"One more chance, whore!" Julie snarled. "Troy's children... or Daniel Allgood and your children. Who do you prefer to see die?"
After a couple of more kicks, Melina gasped out "In Dr. Fredricson's office... nursery... back room..."
"Take her and check it out." said Julie. "If she's lying, rape her to death, and then call me and I'll kill Allgood and his kids." One of the two men hoisted Melina over his shoulder and they left.
Some minutes later, Julie Newton left the tunnel. It emptied not far from the River, and had been a storm drain but was rarely needed now. As Julie made her way towards the road, she was shocked to see a man in a suit and tie seemingly raise out of nowhere!
"Don't move, Newton!" yelled FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. "You are under arrest, yet again. This time, though, it'll be the Feds having pleasant conversations with you." Martin Nash came up behind his former TCPD colleague and affixed handcuffs to her, behind her back, as he recited her considerable rights to her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It landed at Ward Harvester." said Teresa. Indeed, the Bell 47 had landed in the big concrete parking lot.
"Yeah, the building where Ned shot Don, Don got Eleanor to shoot Ned." Cindy said. "Last place in the world I want to be."
"Probably why the bastard chose it." Teresa said. "Let's go get him."
Cindy radioed their location in to Headquarters and asked for backup. Not waiting for a real response, she got out, got an M-4 from the back of her SUV, handed it to Teresa, then got a shotgun for herself.
There was no one in the helicopter. The policewomen went to the open trucking bay of the warehouse and peeked in. They could see no one. They went inside, Teresa leading, Cindy covering and following.
"Wait!" Teresa whispered. "Did you hear something?"
After a moment, Cindy said "Yeah, someone moaning. Over there." At the left end of the warehouse (from the direction they entered) was an area to work on vehicles, with a pit to work on vehicles, farm equipment and forklifts, from below. They made their way to it. Lying in the pit was Mr. Thaddeus Ward.
"He's been shot!" Teresa whispered. She went down into the pit.
Just then, they heard the helicopter roar up. Cindy went after it, but it was too late; the helicopter took off. She hurried back to the pit.
"Who did this to you, Mr. Ward?" Teresa asked as she checked his wounds. He'd been shot in the chest and stomach. It looked bad.
"Westboro." Mr. Ward whispered. "Westboro did it. He's an insidiously... evil man..."
"Just relax, we'll get you to the hospital." Teresa said. Cindy was going for her radio and Teresa was standing up when Teresa heard a *clink!*. She did not waste time, and began tackling Cindy even as it started.
*Ratta-tatta-tatta-tatta!*
Bullets flew over their heads, zinging as they bounced off the walls. Teresa quickly looked up and saw that four men had come into the trucking bay door, and were now firing at them.
The machine gun fire ceased for a moment. And then they heard a voice call out "Come on out, you fucking sluts! Come on out, Ross, you dyke bitch! I'll make a real woman out of you like I did your bitch Jenna Stiles!"
"Come on out, pussycats!" yelled another man. "Come on out! We'll give you some prime dick! You'll love it!" The men laughed and continued their taunts and promises to repeatedly rape the women.
Teresa looked over at Cindy... and for the first time she saw fear in Cindy's eyes. Real fear. The fear that every woman feels more often than they'd like to admit.
Cindy just looked at her friend and said "Teresa, promise me... you won't let them take me alive." She pulled up the hem of her pants to reveal a small revolver strapped to her ankle. Teresa was in shock, but she nodded.
"Do the same for me?" Teresa asked. Cindy nodded.
"Well, only one fucking way out of here." Teresa said. She readied the M-4. She stood up and began firing at her attackers.
Cindy pulled her back down just in time. Bullets flew overhead, just over the ground level, where Teresa's head had just been. The firing continued for a second... then seemed to get louder, more intense!
Teresa covered Mr. Ward as the assault continued. Then Cindy realized that smoke was filling the warehouse, and drifting towards them. The high volume of machine gun fire continued, then stopped. It was eerily quiet.
They peered over the edge of the of the pit. Smoke obscured their vision, but seemed to glow in the sunlight of the door behind them. She saw four bodies lying on the ground.
And then... through the smoke came the silhouette of a man, in that full brim cap, trenchcoat loosely on his body. Cindy had never felt such exultant relief. It was the Iron Crowbar himself!
"Well, ladies." I said as I got up to them, members of my SWAT Team behind me, all of us in black uniforms. "If you're finished chatting, we have work to do."
"Don!" gasped Cindy. "Oh my God, it's you!"
"Don!" Teresa yelled. "We've got a wounded man, here!" I called for Medics, and some from the University Ambulance Service came in, put Mr. Ward on a stretcher, and rushed him out.
"Four dead bodies." I said. I took off the masks of two of them. I did not recognize them. Then I removed the mask of a heavy set man. "Agent Greenwalt of the SBI." I said. Then I said to Cindy "The last one is yours."
She removed the mask of the last dead man, and gasped. "Oh my God, it's Gor-don!" Yes, the young punk assistant to Jenna Stiles had been this little gang's leader.
"Yep, I got a tip to his location and followed him here." I said. "Called in the SWAT team when it became obvious where they were going."
Cindy took the gun strapped to her ankle (which was illegal, but I wasn't going to arrest her with a gun in her hand(!)), a .22 WMR revolver, and fired a bullet into Gor-don's head in a coup de grâce. "That was for Jenna." Cindy said simply.
"Okay, ladies, let's go get the bastard." I said. I looked at Teresa, who was quiet. Something wasn't right... and then I noticed the crimson stain under her right armpit.
"Teresa, you've been shot!" I said. A bullet had flown under her arm, where her armored vest had a space for her arm. Just like where Ronald Reagan was struck when they attempted to assassinate him.
Teresa looked down. "It... it doesn't hurt, I didn't feel..." She fainted just as I got to her, catching her in my arms.
"MEDIC!" I yelled as I rushed outside. Sergeant Irwin rushed up.
"We'll take her to the Hospital in my car!" he said, opening the back door of his cruiser. I put Teresa inside, Patrolman Hicks got in the back with her as Sergeant Irwin got in the driver's seat.
As Cindy was about to get in the car, I held her back. "No, there's nothing you can do." I said. "I need you with me!" Cindy nodded as she watched Irwin's car tear out of the parking lot and onto the road, blue lights flashing and sirens wailing.
We ran to my SUV. "Where to?" Cindy asked.
"First Baptist Church." I said. "It's going to happen there." We tore off, and I could tell that Cindy was wondering if her best friend's life was the price we had just paid...
Part 7 - The Trap Slams Shut
"Where is Reverend Patterson?" said Pastor Derkins of the First Baptist Church. "His plane is due, and no sign of him."
"He should be here very soon." said Pastor Fred Bundy, assistant to Rev. Patterson. "I tell you what, I'm going to get a vehicle to drive me to the airport. I'll be back shortly." He left, leaving Pastor Derkins stunned. Derkins did not notice that nearly all of Patterson's security team were no longer anywhere to be found.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carrying the manacled Melina Allgood over his shoulder, Agent Fred Dixon led the way into the Psychology Building, followed by turncoat CIA Agent Griswold (no relation to our Chief).
They came into Laura Fredricson's office, and saw three women: Phyllis Troy, Gayle Roberts... and Dr. Laura Fredricson herself.
"Well, well, well... reports of your death were greatly exaggerated, Dr. Fredricson." said Fred Dixon, aiming a powerful handgun at the women.
"No shit." said Agent Griswold, also well armed. "Dr. Casey Walker told us you weren't really dead, but I didn't think we'd find you here."
The women winced as Melina was thrown violently to the floor.
"What do you bastards want?" asked Laura, her voice a snarl.
"Your children." said Dixon. "Tell us where your children are, or we will kill this bitch in front of you." With that, he drew back his leg and kicked Melina in the back of the head as hard as he could. She was protecting her head with her hands as best she could. Then Griswold kicked her hard in the upper back.
"Where are the children!?" yelled Dixon.
"I'll never tell you, even if you kill all of us." said Laura. "You'll kill us anyway."
"No." said Dixon. "We'll leave your assistant and Mrs. Troy alive; the Consultant agreed to let her live. But if you don't tell us where the children are, there will be a lot of blood shed until we do find them."
With that, both men continued to kick Melina as hard as they could, in the belly and ribs and at her head and face, trying to do so at the same time so she could not protect both sides of her head...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson sat in her study, baby Tasha in a car-seat/rocker combo next to her. She'd rejected the Iron Crowbar's pleas to hide her and her baby, saying she'd never run from threats and she wasn't going to start now.
There was a knock at her home's front door. "Who is it?" she asked into the speaker. A young black man that she knew from the Courthouse was on the front step.
"It's Thomas, ma'am." he said. "I have some papers for you from D.A. Krasney." That was true; he'd called and said he was sending the papers over, but she thought Epstein was going to bring them.
"Okay." she said. She buzzed him in.
Thomas came into the study. "Here you go, ma'am." he said, putting the papers on her desk.
"Thanks, Thomas." she said. "Here's some to go back---OH!!!!" she gasped as she looked down the barrel of a .22 WMR auto-pistol...
"Yeah, and I got something from the Consultant... for Troy's halfbreed kid..." the man said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Police SUV came barreling into the front yard of First Baptist Church, running a barricade and almost running over a couple of Police Officers. As I screeched to a halt, I saw the Bell 47-OH-13 on the grass near the trees.
Because I was studying the chopper, I did not react in time. Cindy tore out of the SUV and rushed to the Church, going into the front door.
"Cindy, no! Wait!" I called out, but it was too late. She had gone inside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy rushed through the front lobby and into the door of the Sanctuary. Two police officers were at the door.
"Right this way, ma'am." one of them said. She rushed through... and the door clanged behind her. She heard all of the Sanctuary doors suddenly shut. Looking back, she saw the black device on the door, the bricks of plastique and the sophisticated electronics on it.
It was a bomb. She and 2000 people were now trapped in the Sanctuary of First Baptist Church.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, shit." I said to myself as I saw what looked like Police Officers running out of the building. That was strange. And then I looked over near the helicopter again.
There he was, standing next to the the chopper. It was him. I turned to face him, then began walking towards him.
"Ah, 'Fools rush in!', eh, Commander?" said Raymond Westboro, chuckling, his eyes looking daggers at me. "Yes, your cousin is now trapped inside, with my Flock. Now it's just you... and me...."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Flashback: Chain of Events
Saigon, South Viet Nam, early 1973.
Navy Corpsman Leonard R. Cordell walked into the office and stopped in front of the desk, rendering a crisp salute.
"At ease, Corpsman." said the four-star Army General behind the desk. "The report of every soldier is that you went back and got your Captain while under enemy fire, and evacuated him to safety. That's damn brave, son."
"Not as brave as he was, General." said Cordell. "Is he all right, sir?"
"He made it through the operation." said the General. "It looks like he's going to make it. But his war is over. He'll be shipped home. We're going to conveniently overlook his insubordination. None of you are going to be charged... unless you say so much as one fucking word about any of this, ever. Do you understand me?"
"Yes, General." said the Corpsman.
"So, son," said the General, "what do you want to do now?"
"I want to go to medical school, General." said the Corpsman. "I want to be able to help put these men back together again when they come out of the meat grinders."
The General nodded. "Well, you're on your way... Annapolis, then Medical School. We need doctors like you, Cordell. Okay, you'll get your orders within a day. Dismissed." Cordell saluted, and it was returned. As he walked to the door, he turned.
"Excuse me, General," he said, "but is it possible for me to see the Captain before I go?"
"No, son." said the General. "He's being shipped to Pearl Harbor, then the States to recover. It could be a long time, and you'll be in Maryland very soon." The General did not mention that none of the Captain's men were going to be allowed to see him again in Southeast Asia.
"General, I respectfully recommend he be put in for the Medal of Honor." said Cordell.
"I wish I could do that, son." said the General. "But you know how it is, where you guys went into."
"Sir, being on the wrong side of a politically drawn line should not prevent him------"
"Cordell." said the General, stopping him. "I understand. I'd like to put you in for a Navy Cross, too... but the politics are tying my hands. Now go, son. Go become the best damn doctor in the history of the United States Navy. But leave this behind. All of it."
Cordell left. Yes, he'd be the best doctor he could for those warriors who would need his services in the future.
But he would never forget what had happened here...
Part 9 - Knocking on Heaven's Door
Teresa Croyle opened her eyes. A bright light was above her. As she looked ahead of her, she saw a rushing stream, the water looking cool and inviting, going from her right to her left, cutting through a beautiful, grassy meadow. A bridge went over the stream, brightly colored, beckoning.
"Hello, Sister." said Alexis, who was sitting on a bench on this side of the bridge. Teresa looked and saw someone on the other side of the stream, standing by the bridge. It was Amy, looking brilliantly healthy and radiant, wearing a gossamer gown, smiling and happy, in no pain.
And further up the meadow, under a tree, a couple was sitting as if they were at a picnic. Even from here, Teresa could feel the love between the man and the woman. And then they looked at her.
The woman looked just like her, like Teresa. It was her mother, Teresa realized. And the young man with her, who looked like Alexis but with darker hair, was her father. He was wearing what looked like Army khakis from the Viet Nam era, the era that defined him, but he was happy... a happiness that Teresa had never seen. He seemed to be peering at her.
"All is forgiven here." said Alexis, reading Teresa's thoughts. "Here there is no pain, no regrets. Only love and peace. Are you ready to cross the bridge and be with us?"
Teresa knew the answer in her soul, even as she contemplated what was before her.
"No." she said. "I... I have work still to do. It... it's not my time."
Alexis smiled. "If you chose to stay here, it would be understood. But you are right: you will still make a difference if you go back."
"Then that's what I have to do." Teresa said. "It is my 'giri'."
"From this point on," Alexis said, "your duty is to yourself, and to no one else. Remember that... remember that... we'll be here waiting for you when your time comes..."
Teresa closed her eyes for a moment, seemingly just a blink of her eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When she opened her eyes again, she saw a bright light overhead... and realized it was the lights of the operating table in the operating room.
"Doctor, the patient is awake." a nurse said.
"Yes, I see." said the old man. "More local anesthetic, but no more general. Hello, Ms. Croyle. My name is Leonard Cordell. I'm just fixing up this shoulder wound. The bullet got you just above where your armored vest ended. Unlucky ricochet. But you're going to be fine."
Dr. Cordell was continuing to fix up her shoulder wound as he talked. "Okay, we got the bullet where it hit your scapula. Fortunately it did not break it, nor hit anything else major. Just a bit of your lung. Take it easy... by they way, I knew your father in Viet Nam. When all this is done, I'll tell you about some of that. No, relax, take it easy... that's right, just relax..."
This man knew her father, and was now operating on her, Teresa thought to herself. An amazing coincidence? Or foreordained for nearly a half century? she wondered.
Teresa closed her eyes for a moment. She would not open them again until the next morning...
Part 10 - Loyalties
"'It has been a duel between you and me, Mr. Holmes. You hope to place me in the dock. I tell you that I will never stand in the dock. You hope to beat me. I tell you that you will never beat me. If you are clever enough to bring destruction upon me, rest assured that I shall do as much to you.'
"'You have paid me several compliments, Mr. Moriarty,' said I. 'Let me pay you one in return when I say that if I were assured of the former eventuality I would, in the interests of the public, cheerfully accept the latter.'
------ Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, 'The Final Problem'
Back in Dr. Fredricson's office, Phyllis Troy yelled "Stop it!" as the men kicked Melina viciously.
"Shut up, bitch!" yelled Dixon, "or you'll be next!"
Even though the men had guns, Phyllis prepared to launch into them, hoping to disarm them with her own Aikido skills. Even if she were shot, it'd give the other women time...
*FWUP!*
Dixon realized that he was seeing Griswold's head explode like a watermelon. As blood flew, he turned to the cabinet between the doors leading to the anteroom and the clinic. The last thing he might've seen was the .22 WMR bullet from the silenced auto-pistol coming at his head.
*FWUP!*
The bullet hit Dixon squarely in his left eye. He fell back, dead before he even hit the floor.
From out of the cabinet crawled Detective Joanne Cummings Warner. "Wow, that was really a cramped space!" she said. She rushed to Melina as Laura began examining her injured sister.
"Good shooting, Rogue 2." Melina whispered to Joanne.
"I had a good teacher." Joanne replied, trying to keep the tears out of her eyes.
"How did you ever get into there?" asked a stunned Phyllis.
"Never mind that. Let's get Melina to the hospital." said Laura. "We've got to check for internal injuries, and operate immediately if there's any bleeding." Gayle had already run into the clinic to get a gurney, and they soon had Melina on it and were rushing her to a vehicle...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy began walking towards the front of the Sanctuary. The seats were almost completely full. Mrs. Veasley was in her wheelchair at the front right, where the wheelchair-bound always were.
"Hello, Child." Mrs. Veasley said affably.
"Hello, Mrs. Veasley." Cindy said. "What is going on here?"
"I am not sure, Child." said Mrs. Veasley. "It's past 7:00pm, and the Reverend Patterson was due here an hour ago. There has been no sign of him nor word from him."
Cindy got on her Police radio. "Captain Ross to Duty Desk." After getting acknowledgement, she said "Has the Reverend Patterson's plane arrived at County Airport?"
"No ma'am." said the Duty Desk. "The Tower says they have no expectation nor flight plan of any plane from Texas, where the Oldeeds Ministry is, nor from Kansas City, where the Reverend Patterson was last known to be."
Cindy and Mrs. Veasley looked at each other. "I would say that the Reverend had a change of plans, Child." said Mrs. Veasley. "Would you mind getting me a working microphone from the podium?"
As Cindy went to do so, the screens that were set up to give a good viewing of the speaker at the pulpit's podium lit up. It was a man in a suit, with a featureless white head, or a mask with no holes over his head. Horizontal lines cut across the screen like static, blurring the figure.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said the voice, the voice of Pastor Westboro, "do not try to leave the Sanctuary. If any of its doors are opened, bombs will go off, killing every person inside. All of you. If anyone tries to come in from outside, if any window or door is opened, the bombs will explode. This is being heard over KXTC and KSTD, as well as in the Sanctuary."
Indeed, the signals on KXTC and KSTD were being jammed and overwhelmed by another signal, both TV and radio signals being so affected. The entire Town and County would be witness to the Consultant of Crime's grand scheme...
"Everyone," boomed a voice over the loudspeaker, "please remain calm and in your seats." The voice was Mrs. Veasley's, having anticipated this and now moving to the front of the Sanctuary. Her reason for asking Cindy for the microphone was now understood. Cindy realized she was about to get a huge lesson in leadership...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I heard you followed the advice to take helicopter flying lessons." said Pastor Raymond Westboro as I came up to him, next to the Bell 47-OH-13. "That's fortunate. I will now tell you the only way you can save the two thousand people inside the Church."
"And what is that?" I asked skeptically, tapping my red crowbar in my hand. It was the crowbar forged from the metal that had exterminated Jonas Oldeeds. Only this crowbar could be here for this day.
"You will take off in this helicopter and achieve an altitude of 500 feet." said Westboro. "If you do not do so within the next... eight minutes now... then the bombs inside the Church will explode. Once you reach 500 feet, if you come back below it, the bombs will go off."
I looked at the helicopter, and I could see the powerful bomb in the tail assembly. The picture, and a bleak picture it was, began coming into focus.
"Yes." said Westboro, seeing the understanding in my face. "You see that iPhone-like device on the front dash between the seats? The little circle button can read your fingerprint. Once you've attained 500 feet, you can place any finger on that button, and it will defuse the bombs in the church..."
"...but the bomb in the helicopter will explode." I finished.
"Not much gets by you, Iron Crowbar." Westboro said with no small amount of sarcasm. "So that's it. It's as I told you... you are going to kill yourself, or the bombs will go off. There is a timer on that device, so you only have a few minutes to stop the timer with your finger; otherwise, the bombs in the church will explode."
"Or I can kill you now, and find another way to get them all out." I said.
"I'm sooooo sorry, there's just not enough time." said Westboro. "This chopper must be airborne in minutes, and you are the only one here who knows how to fly it. And no one else's fingerprint can defuse the bombs; even my own will not work to set the bombs off without a special code first... a code you will never get.
Westboro continued: "The headphones in the helicopter are transmitting the police band frequency, so you can hear the agony of your Brothers in Blue as they die and watch others die. By the way, you have nothing else to lose; your family is all dead now. I told you last night this would happen."
I looked darkly at the man, the desire to kill him overwhelming me. "I can kill you before I take off. In fact, why don't I..." I advanced toward him. Two men suddenly sprang out behind him, guns aimed at me.
"No, I'm not going to play that game." said Westboro. "I'm so tired of you, Commander. I gave you every chance, I told you what to do last night. You didn't do it. Ergo, our time is done. I win. You lose. Period. Now get on that helicopter and get it up there, or watch a lot of people die------"
Suddenly, the guards fell on their faces on the ground as bullets slammed into the backs of their heads. As Westboro began to realize what was happening, a .38 Special revolver slid up his neck until the barrel was stuck into his right earhole. Looking down and behind him, I saw the holder of that weapon. It was...
...my sister Elizabeth.
"Troy Family Airlines will be taking off from Gate 'Number Four'." said Elizabeth. "You'll be aboard with my brother... Number Four. Gino, Marco, put the Pastor in the passenger seat, please."
"You treasonous bitch!" growled Westboro, whose face betrayed his total shock at this turn of events. I was equally shocked; I had not known Elizabeth had come back, much less that she was going to do this.
"You know all about betraying your friends, don't you?" said Elizabeth. "Roland and Newton in jail. And blowing up a building with me and Karen in it... next time, you better be more sure. But I suspect there won't be a next time, will there? Boys, take him away."
The two Italian men came up and grabbed Westboro, forcing him to the other side of the chopper. They put a chain around the base of the seat and handcuffed his hands to it between his legs so that he could not move his arms at all. A chain around the helicopter seat top held his neck in place so that he could not bend over. A headset with microphone was placed on his head.
As I prepared to climb aboard, I looked at my sister and said "Merci beaucoup, ma soeur."
"De rien. C'est moi qui vous remercie, mon petit frère." Elizabeth replied. I got in the chopper and started it up, putting the red crowbar on the floor to the left of my seat, near the door. A moment later, I took off, seeing her standing there, watching us.
"Godspeed to you, mon petit frère." Elizabeth said as the helicopter climbed into the air and turned east. Then she and her young men turned and disappeared under the oak trees at the back right of the Church grounds.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thomas the courier's gun was leveled at Paulina Patterson's head. He did not see the shift in her eyes. As the gun was grabbed and his arm pulled up, she was ducking for cover... and to grab her baby.
Thomas was disarmed and held in seconds. He looked up to see the rapper T-Square in his face. Behind the rapper was his 'Regiment', all wearing suits and ties and shades, and all of them carrying crowbars. Black crowbars.
"How did you?...." Paulina asked.
"The I.C. said you were being a bit stubborn, Sister." said T-Square. "He asked me to check on my niece's safety. Good thing; not much gets by the I.C. Okay, men, you know what to do." They took Thomas away, and would in time get the full story of his employment with the Consultant of Crime. Then they would complete the job.
'The Regiment' would show the would-be killer no mercy.
Part 11 - Blue Crowbar Rising
The screens came back on in the Sanctuary. At first it was just audio, and was set off by the altimeter in the helicopter. The Iron Crowbar had taken the chopper to 550 feet as he flew southeast.
"I am so sorry, my friends and Flock," said Westboro's voice, "but I have had to make a little demonstration to you and to the Iron Crowbar about real power. Here is the story. Commander Troy is aboard a helicopter..."
The screens came on. A camera was behind the Iron Crowbar's right shoulder as he flew the plane. The right side of his head, the dash of instruments, and the iPhone-looking device were all visible. The passenger in the passenger seat was not visible.
"If Commander Troy simply presses the button on that iPhone-like pad, the bombs in the Church will be deactivated, you'll be allowed to walk right out of here. If he doesn't, or if he tries to land the helicopter... then every single one of you will die."
People began to chat nervously, some crying out, some beginning to sob. Mrs. Veasley got on the microphone and said "Stay strong, everyone. Be calm. We will find a way out of this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh yes," said Pastor Westboro, with surprising and unnerving calm, "the answer I promised you. Jesus did not have to forgive Judas Iscariot... because Jesus asked Judas to 'betray' Him. It was all a final ruse."
"That's my thesis, as well." I said. I could hear him in my headset, but our voices were not being transmitted anywhere.
"And speaking of treason," said Pastor Westboro, "your sister is more treacherous than I gave her credit for. The way she talked about you, I never thought she'd have taken your side like that."
I smiled. "Funny thing about blood, wouldn't you say, Pastor? Like Selena Steele... and her blood. Particularly her blood mother's side of the family."
"I see." he said simply. "You know all about that. My whore of a wife betrayed me, left me, and was impregnated by another man. Well, the Black Widow did not get that whore's daughter Selena, thanks to you... so I'll have to settle for knowing that Officer Pete Feeley is dead... because you were just too slow to save him."
"Yes, so I sped up my game." I said. "Figured you out, I did." Our repartée, taking shots at each other, were verbal blows designed to deliver emotional pain.
I listened in on the Police radio in the headset. I couldn't talk to them, only listen. I heard that they were seeing me on the camera. I reached back and tore the camera out, heedless to whether it would set off the bomb on board. It didn't, and I opened the slit window and threw the camera out.
"What, you don't like being in Pictures, after all?" sneered Westboro.
"Not for what is about to happen." I said.
I headed for Cemetery Hill. As I'd presaged, it would be there that this final confrontation would be resolved. Reaching the spot where Roy Chen's body had been found, I turned the chopper to face the Town, seeing the sun hanging over the horizon in the west, the side of the mountain where the Cabin windows were sparkling in a strange gold color in the light...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross and the people in the Church saw the video cut out, and they groaned. The doors did not open; the bombs were still active.
"Every door has a bomb and a transmitter on it." said the police radio. "All doors and windows to the Chapel are also covered."



"The burglar alarm system is activated," said Myron Milton into the radio, "and is tied into the bombs. If you open any window or outside door, it'll activate the detonators."
"Break! Break! Break!" said Cindy Ross, from inside the Sanctuary. "Clear this channel of all but the most essential communications. Keep looking for an entrance. And somebody tell me where the helicopter is."
"Helicopter last seen flying east-southeast, towards Cemetery Hill." said a voice on the radio.
"Stay away from that helicopter." said Captain Ross. "We have no idea what might trigger the bombs, including our proximity to it. Stay west of University Avenue."
"I concur with that order." said Chief Moynahan into the radio. He'd just arrived at the scene...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sergeant Rudistan, Sergeant Rudistan!" cried out two boys as they rushed up to him. They were Davie Marsdon and Timmy Austin.
The Police had set up their command post on the northwest side of the Church, in the parking lot near the copse of trees, the Chapel to their dead east. They also had the entire Church ringed and College Street blocked off at University Avenue. They did not close University Avenue, but anyone who tried to stop was told to move along. Elm Street, which ran by the Chapel side of the compound, was also closed off.
"Not now, boys." said Rudistan. "We've got an emergency here."
"But the Iron Crowbar told us to give you a message!" said Davie Marsdon. That got Rudistan's interest.
"What is it, boys?"
"We told the Iron Crowbar about our secret passage into the Church, and he told us to show you." said Davie. Suddenly, all of the Officers were interested.
"Yes, boys, show me!" said Rudistan. The boys took him to the wall where the panel was. Rudistan checked carefully, then got on the radio.
"There's a panel here, which doesn't seem to be wired." Rudistan said. "I'm going to try it. Two thousand souls held their breaths as Rudistan edged open the panel. Nothing happened as it opened up to one side. Rudistan looked inside, seeing the dirt of the ground.
"There's a big hole over there." said Davie, trying to get in and point at it. Rudistan went in first, then had Davie come show him. Rudistan pushed up the panels, again without incident.
"Okay boys, you've done very well." said Rudistan. "But I'm going to have to ask you to stay in the safe zone with Officer Gunddottar." The boys reluctantly allowed Officer Inga Gundottar to escort them back to the safety of the command post. Soon, they were joined by Chief Moynahan, who said they could be his special guests as long as they stayed with him and stayed out of trouble. The boys eagerly agreed, and would get a front-row view of what was unfolding.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The hole was big enough for Rudistan to climb up. He found himself in the utility room, seeing the large heating unit. He turned on the light, then slowly opened the door. It was not wired to the alarm system nor to any bombs.
"I'm in!" he said over the radio.
"Roger that." said Cindy. "But all the doors to the Sanctuary are wired, even the ones from the Pastor's Study next door...."
And the she saw it.
"The baptismal pool!" Cindy cried out, almost exultantly. Mrs. Veasley nodded approvingly as Cindy got on the radio. "The baptismal pool! The baptismal pool! Rudistan, go to the second floor. There should be a bathroom or shower room with stairs leading down to the baptismal pool! Check for wires!"
People in the Sanctuary heard her, and chatter began. Two thousand pairs of eyes watched the pool in the back, behind the choir loft, and the door on the left side.
A moment later, they heard the door open. The bright, mischievously smiling face of TCPD Sergeant Micah Rudistan looked in. "Well, everyone, step right up!" he said. "It's time to be baptized again!"
The Consultant of Crime had overlooked two small things. Tiny slips, tiny slips indeed, which would allow hundreds to be saved.
Everyone cheered at the sight of Rudistan, and people were about to rush up, when Mrs. Veasley got on the microphone!"
"No one move!" she ordered. No one moved, frozen by the power of her voice, and her will behind it.
"We will go in an orderly fashion." Mrs Veasley said into the microphone. "Families with children first. In an orderly line, please."
"Women and children first!" yelled someone.
"Oh, please!" replied Mrs. Veasley. "What good will the mother and child do if the breadwinning father is dead. Full families! Let's go... orderly but swiftly. Let's waste no time, please."
Eight-year-old Susie Haskins, who was a distant relative of the late Scrawny Haskins, and her parents were in front, and came up first, a line forming behind them. Susie went up to Mrs. Veasley. "Thank you, Mrs. Veasley." she said. "See you on the outside!"
"Go, child." Mrs. Veasley said. "And do great things with your life."
That started a strange ritual, as everyone came up to Mrs. Veasley on the way to the baptismal pool, which was drained and dry, by the way. She shook hands or held hands with everyone that walked by, giving them words of encouragement. Cindy watched in fascination.
Then she wondered... what about the Iron Crowbar? Fear began to creep into her soul...
And then she heard singing. As the congregation formed the orderly line to the baptismal pool, a song broke out, from Psalm 23:
"Surely goodness, and mercy, shall fol-low me, all the days, all the days of my life... and I shall dwell in the House of the Lord, forever, and I shall feast at the table spread for me..."
Part 12 - The Master Plan
"Again and again he recurred to the fact that if he could be assured that society was freed from Professor Moriarty he would cheerfully bring his own career to a conclusion. "I think that I may go so far as to say, Watson, that I have not lived wholly in vain," he remarked. "If my record were closed tonight I could still survey it with equanimity. The air of London is the sweeter for my presence .... Your memoirs will draw to an end, Watson, upon the day that I crown my career by the capture or extinction of the most dangerous and capable criminal in Europe."
------ Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, 'The Final Problem'.
"So, Pastor," I said, "let's play no more games. Tell me the code to stop the bombs, all of them."
"No way I'd ever do that." said Westboro. "And there's no way for you to make me."
"Ohhhh, I don't know about that." I said with a bit of emphasis. I reached into my trenchcoat and pulled out a small leather billfold. Inside were two syringes.
"Oh my God..." Westboro whispered. He understood. At long last, he truly understood. "You did not destroy those drugs, after all."
"I'm afraid not." I said. "And you can take my word for it, and Steven Moschel's word, that they work very, very effectively. Now, are you going to give me the codes? Or will a demonstration be required?"
Westboro said nothing, as he willed himself to not feel fear. I took one of the syringes and uncapped the needle. Turning to the side, I pushed Westboro's head forward with my left hand, as much as I could before the chains stopped him from going further forward. Then I stabbed the needle into his upper back with my right hand. The amount I shot into Westboro was at least five times what I'd injected into Moschel.
"AAARRRRRRRRRGGGGHHHHHHH!!!!!" Westboro screamed. His whole body tensed and shook as he screamed. His eyes were bulging out, sweat beginning to pour from his skin everywhere, tears and mucus coming from his eyes and nose. "AAAAAUUUUGGHH!" he screamed again as the excruciating pain racked his body.
I felt no sympathy. I thought of the dogs this man had tortured and killed. I thought of Pete Feeley. I thought of Amy, lying there dying, waiting for an organ that would never arrive... because this bastard had arranged for it to be stolen from her. Mercy was not in my blood at this moment; there was no forgiveness in my soul. The pain he was feeling was more than well deserved.
And I had no intention of giving him the antidote.
Westboro shook and screamed. And then, with a mental power that I considered unbelievable, he looked over at me, through the fire that was burning uncontrolled in his head and body.
"Yes..." he gasped... "Yes, as long as I am alive, you can make me tell you... as long as I'm alive... so therefore, I will see you in Hell, Iron Crowbar!"
I saw his tongue move in his cheek. Suddenly, the cabin of the helicopter was filled with an overpowering, pungent, almond-like aroma. I had to open the slit window and stick my nose out to get air, holding onto the stick to keep the helicopter up.
Finally, the air cleared, and I looked over. His eyes were looking sightlessly at the top of the canopy, and the sky. His mouth was open and his tongue lolled out, and the remnants of the foam that had come out of his mouth were on his chin and shirt. He had had a cyanide capsule in his mouth all along, or he had one secreted in his teeth or something. Either way, it did not matter...
Raymond Kyle Westboro, Head Pastor of First Baptist Church, Town & County Councilman... and the most insidiously evil and genius mind of our generation... was dead.
My work was done. I looked at the timer on the device. Fifteen minutes to go...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All units," said the Police radio, "be advised that several witnesses saw Pastor Westboro being put on the helicopter with Commander Troy. They are both airborne, and the helicopter is northeast of Cemetery Hill."
Oh my God, thought Cindy, how in the world did Don accomplish that? She saw Mrs. Veasley staring at her, a seeming smile on the woman's face. She felt the power of Mrs. Veasley's mind, and tried to use her own mind, to feel what was going on.
"Yes, Child, that's it..." was all Mrs. Veasley said. But it was too chaotic, too much going on...
"Also," said the Police radio, "be advised that Dr. Laura Fredricson was seen at University Hospital, bringing in a patient. Dr. Fredricson is alive." Cindy was stock-still, totally stunned at what she'd just heard.
Oh my God, she thought to herself. It was a trick. Another trick by the Iron Crowbar and he didn't say a word to me. And Molly must be safe, as well. I am really going to beat that man down for this, for not telling me...
Then she thought of the enormous difficulties that would have to be overcome to make that crowbar beatdown possible. But if anyone could do it, it would be Donald Troy. She had to trust in the Iron Crowbar and his latest hair-brained scheme...
The line to the baptismal pool extended up the stairs, through the bathroom, down the hall, down the stairs, and to the utility room. Police Officers were helping people along the path, putting their lives on the line to help others. Other Police were having them move away from the Church, but many wouldn't leave completely.
The Media was all over the place. Bettina Wurtzburg and Priya Ajmani were trying to get interviews and information. Cameras were set up everywhere, waiting for the bombs to go off.
Commander Harlow set up a media tent and manned it herself, listening to radios and relaying information. Lt. Scott Peterson could not be found; he had not responded to phone calls nor texts.
Inside the Sanctuary, Cindy watched the screen. A timer had appeared on the TV when it reached fifteen minutes, and a recorded voice said that it was the timer in the helicopter. It was now counting down, inexorably towards zero.
"How many people left?" she heard Chief Moynahan's voice on the radio.
"About three hundred." Cindy replied. Mrs. Veasley looked over at her as she greeted the line of people moving by. Cindy just shook her head... it would not be enough time to get them all out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I looked at my surroundings. I saw that I could shunt the altimeter bomb; it was crudely set up, and a circuit around it would keep it from triggering the Church bombs. It would also delay the bomb behind me in the helicopter.
I shot the remaining chemicals from the syringes out the window, and put the empty syringes near the motor and the bomb behind me. I kept the helicopter where it was, to make sure the signal to the Church was uninterrupted... if the connection broke down, the bombs at the Church would be triggered.
I had already searched Westboro's pockets and clothing for any markings, any scrap of paper that might clue me in to a way to survive this... nothing. There was no way out.
I saw the clock tick down... five minutes to go...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Less than 200 people left. There was a backup in the hallway and Fellowship Hall, though. They weren't going to make it.
"Any word on Lieutenant Croyle?" Cindy said into the radio.
"Roger that, Captain, Lt. Croyle has come out of surgery and is expected to fully recover." said someone into the radio.
Relief swept through Cindy's soul. "Roger that." She then said what she knew had to be said: "If I don't make it out of here, someone tell her that I love her. And tell my sister and my mother, too."
"You can tell them that yourself, Captain." growled another voice... the voice of Chief Griswold. "You'll get out of there with the rest of them." Even with everything on a knife's edge, Chief Griswold was there, keeping calm and keeping everyone else calm, and focused.
"I love you too, Chief Griswold." Cindy said into the radio.
"He's right." said Mrs. Veasley. "Believe that you will make it, and you will."
"Maybe." said Cindy. "But I'll be the last one out of here... and that includes you, Mrs. Veasley.
Mrs. Veasley had refused to allow anyone to remove her from her post. She had sat there, greeting everyone, calming the children, encouraging everyone. Cindy could not help but admire Mrs. Veasley's fortitude, and drew strength from it.
Now how to get the Iron Crowbar out of that frickin' helicopter without killing anyone, Cindy thought. Damn, that was one insidious trap the Consultant had put him in... and knowing Don... he just walked into it...
Oh my God, she thought to herself, realizing it... he did just walk into it. On purpose. He knew all along... hell, he's had to have known for months!... and he went right into it...
Part 13 - The Totality of Self-Sacrifice
I heard the police radio say that there was not enough time to get them all out. Cindy had tried, and she'd done a damn good job somehow. Most of them would live, but not all... if I did not do my duty.
As the clock ticked down to less than three minutes, I thought of my life. I could not complain. I thought of my mother, my 'Mycroft', who would keep Cindy and Teresa and the rest in line and on the right path. I thought of my father, and that I'd avenged his death, as well.
My heart felt happy but heavy as I thought of my wonderful wife Laura, the fantastic children she had given me... yes, they were alive, of course that had all been a trick to save their lives... Molly and the boys, Ross and Ian. Bowser and Buddy. No man could have a better family...
There was Dr. Eckhart, a very great and kind man to so many people. All my Detectives, good people that would keep fighting the evil that constantly seeks to destroy us. Rudistan, and all the Uniformed Officers that I did not thank enough...
I thought of Tanya and baby Pete, and the price they'd paid. I'd avenged Officer Pete Feeley's murder; the Consultant of Crime was dead. Tanya would raise her son, and they would go on to honor Corporal Feeley with their lives' work.
I thought of Teresa Croyle, and remembered how I'd defended her, knowing that she had a Warrior Spirit in her that would prevail.. and it had. I knew she wasn't marrying Todd because of the nepotism laws; as my niece-in-law, she couldn't work for me... that obstacle was soon to be removed. I hoped she'd find peace and happiness, not just in her work but in her life.
Chief Griswold... like a second father to me. He'd brought me in to defeat this insidious man who now was sitting dead next to me. I had done my best to honor the Chief's trust in me, and to rid his Town & County of insidious Evil. In that, I had succeeded.
And Cindy. I began getting emotional as I thought of Cindy. No better partner, no better friend, could I possibly have had fighting this battle with me. And no better person to take over the mantle of Command than her. I'd brought her and her blood father together; she would learn from him. She would be okay. She would fight on.
I looked down at the Cemetery below as the sun settled down to the horizon. I could swear I was seeing people looking up at me. I saw Pete Feeley in his uniform, and Dr. Heinz, and Amy, and the police dog Laika.
And then, coming up from behind them, I saw Angela Harlan looking up at me, wearing a black, spidery negligee and high heels. Somehow, I could feel her looking up at me more closely than the others... waiting for me to join her in Death. All their deaths, caused by the evil of the Consultant of Crime, were now accounted for, and avenged.
One minute to go... I thought of my kids again; I wanted my last thoughts to be of them. Carole would not have me walking her down the aisle at her wedding, but she would make that walk. Jim would grow up into a great man; I wouldn't be there for him, but he would grow up, and in a better world now.
Last, I thought of Takaki Taichi, and the totality of his sacrifice. I had hoped then that my death would be as honorable as his... it would be, I knew.
Fifteen seconds to go. I took one last look at my Town. A strange euphoria came over me. No, it was not too hard, I realized.
The timer struck "00:10" as I reached out and pressed my finger to the button. I saw my name 'Donald Troy' flash on the screen, then the whole screen flashed bright green



        A Tiny Slip Ch. 03

        Emotional aftermath;  some answers;  a funeral by the River.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/a-tiny-slip-ch-03

Title: A Tiny Slip Ch. 03

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Non-Erotic

Description: Emotional aftermath;  some answers;  a funeral by the River.

Tags: mystery, police drama, crime drama, detective

Series: A Tiny Slip


The chronological order of my stories is now listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
This story is dedicated to those who died on the other side of a politically drawn line...
Part 14 - Realm Of The Senses
The time disappeared off the screen. The blinking lights on the bombs went dark. Nothing else happened. Cindy looked around, seeing the remaining people leaving through the baptismal pool, Mrs. Veasley still greeting the last of them.
"Helicopter down! Helicopter has dropped off radar!" said the Police radio. Cindy heard it, not quite believing, then heard her own words in her head:
He pressed the button.
She knew it in her soul. She felt an agonizing pain in her heart as she bent over. Don had pressed the button. He had saved her, saved all of them, but he had paid the ultimate price in doing so.
Then, it happened. Her mind was flooded. She looked up, and could only see in black-and-white. She saw a cone of light from a limitlessly high distance, and it illuminated Mrs. Veasley, who was alone with her, sitting there in her wheelchair in a black, limitless space.
"Use your MIND, Child!" Mrs. Veasley ordered, her eyes burning right through Cindy. "Search your feelings! Reach out as you know how to do!"
Cindy closed her eyes and let her mind flow. She fought through the turmoil of her heart, the static of everything else around her. She reached out with her mind, letting it settle, letting it flow.... and she felt it.
She opened her eyes, now seeing full color, now seeing everyone. She saw Mrs. Veasley staring at her, then turning her head and slumping as Cindy whispered "He's alive..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I looked around, sitting before the small charcoal fire, drinking the medicinal green tea. I saw the last of the sun descending below the horizon to the west. I saw the grass waving in the breeze. I could make out the grains on the tops of the stems. I saw a dragonfly skipping along from plant to plant, and I could hear the wind rustling through the field. I realized the dragonfly was at least fifty yards away from me, yet I could see it and its bright colors with untoward clarity.
"What a beautiful night." I said, smelling the fires as well as the grasses around me. "I can see... so far..."
"Yes, your senses are on a higher plane, only to be achieved by one who freely goes to meet Death, yet returns to the living." The words were stated by Takaki Misaki. He was sitting to my right, wearing all black but with an overmantle and a samurai-style belt. "Here, have some more tea."
"Arigato, Misaki-sama." I said. He poured and I drank from the simple white porcelain cup. The tea tasted incredibly good, almost alive on my tongue.
About fifty yards behind my left shoulder was the burning wreckage of a helicopter. I vaguely remember having shunted the altimeter, dropping quickly to about 100 feet altitude, then disengaging the motor from the rotors. They auto-rotated as the helicopter dropped.
Below me, Masaki's black-clad men and women had put a large air mattress, like stunt people use in movies, and blown it up. It was enough to break my fall. But the springs on the helicopter were not good, and I landed *HARD*. My lower back hurt. Really hurt.
The pain was enough to keep me conscious, though. I remember two men helping me out of the seat, cutting off my seatbelt straps as other men sprayed liquid nitrogen on the bomb to keep it from detonating. Two others were cutting out Pastor Westboro, cutting through the chains that had bound him. How had they known to have equipment to do that? I wondered as I was placed in the sidecar of a motorcycle and driven to where a makeshift fire and tea service was being set up, with Misaki-sama waiting for me there. Pastor Westboro's body was about twenty yards to my left, well away from the burning chopper. The bomb finally exploded, but was facing away from us and so most of the debris went the other way. Still, we ducked.
A tall man, masked and in all black came up. "Hello, Todd." I said. "I was wondering when you would show up."
He took off his mask, grinning that handsome grin of his. "Yes, it's me, Uncle Don. How did you know?"
"If you seriously wish to deceive me, Todd-san," I said, "you will have to change your bodywash while my senses are at this level." Misaki chuckled.
"Sire," Todd said, "we need to go. The Police are coming."
"Yes, we must go." said Misaki. "Please help your uncle to stand."
"No, I'll do it." I said. I knew it was more than just my duty to do so. Cindy would call it a useless exercise in men's alpha-dog games. I knew that this time, it was much, much more.
And it was one of the most agonizing chores of my life. Pain shot through my back, and I was feeling an exhaustion like I'd never known before. My legs shook almost violently as I pulled up off my hands and knees and willed myself to move.
And I made it. I stood erect. Misaki and Todd and the other masked men there all bowed to me. I bowed back as much as I could.
"Todd-san, your duty is to your uncle now. Stay with him." said Misaki-san.
"Where's my crowbar?" I asked. "It was on the helicopter..."
"We'll find it, Uncle Don." said Todd. "Don't stress on it."
They packed up all the stuff, and a motorcycle with a sidecar pulled up to take Takaki back to the 18-wheeler truck just down the road. I heard sirens, then saw the blue lights of a Police cruiser, followed by the red and white lightbar of an ambulance.
Part 15 - The Final Victim
"That's it, everyone's out." said Sergeant Rudistan. "Only Mrs. Veasley to go."
Cindy looked over. Mrs. Veasley had slumped over, and seemed to be sleeping. Cindy went over to her. "Mrs. Veasley, it's time to go." There was no response. Cindy felt for a pulse... and found none.
"We need to give her CPR." said Rudistan, attempting to take her out of her chair.
"No." said Cindy, tears beginning to roll down her cheeks. "I saw her slumped several minutes ago. She's gone." She did not say that her certainty came from more than just the physical; she could feel that Mrs. Veasley's Spirit had departed to a Higher Place.
"I'm sorry, ma'am." said Rudistan, seeing Cindy's tears. "I'll carry her body out of here."
"No, I'll do it." said Cindy. She went over and got the cloth from the communion table and used it to cover Mrs. Veasley's face and upper body. Then she picked up Mrs. Veasley's mortal remains, and followed Rudistan to the baptismal pool.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was still a large crowd gathered, watching as people came out of the Church one by one. Families were reunited and moved to safety, but no one wanted to leave. Some people were still singing as they watched.
Then they saw two Fireman bring an American flag to the entrance. A body was brought out, covered with a cloth, and put on a gurney. The American flag was then draped over the body. It was the least they could do for the late Army Nurse, Lieutenant Colonel Veasley.
Everyone groaned as they watched the body being taken to the hearse that had been on standby, and was only needed in this crisis. Word quickly spread who it was.
When Sergeant Rudistan appeared, followed by the last one out, Captain Cindy Ross, the gathering applauded. Cindy acknowledged the praise as she walked to the Command tent. She was greeted by Chief Griswold, and they hugged for a long moment.
"Well done, Captain." said Griswold. Chief Moynahan also praised her.
"What happened to Mrs. Veasley?" asked someone.
"Natural causes, I think." Cindy called out. "She just slumped over." She heard a child crying and looked over. Little Susie Haskins was sobbing uncontrollably. Cindy went over to her.
"Why did Mrs. Veasley have to die?" Susie asked through her sobs as Cindy hugged her. "Why her? She was the bravest one of all, she kept us calm, she shouldn't have been the one to die..."
Cindy was at the point of tears herself as she hugged the little girl. She then said "Susie, sometimes the good people die, too. Mrs. Veasley did so well, and her heart was so great, that the Lord took her up to be with Him. Her purpose here was done. We don't understand things like that. All we can do is what she told you to do: live your life as best you can. Do great things."
Susie Haskins would do great things. She would become a Nurse, as Mrs. Veasley had been. And she would care for the patients of University Hospital for decades.
Part 16 - The Consultant's Final Atrocity
After Susie's parents took Susie home, Cindy came back to the Command tent. "What about..." she asked. She couldn't go on.
"We don't know yet." said Chief Moynahan, fully understanding. Chief Griswold also had a faraway look in his eyes. Fire Chief Quinlin came up.
"Excellent work, Captain." he said to Cindy. "We're ready to send in the Bomb Squads to defuse and take out the bombs."
"Go for it." said Moynahan. "By the way, where is Sheriff Allgood?"
"At the Hospital." said Commander Della Harlow. "His wife was the patient Dr. Fredricson brought and admitted to the hospital. Not sure what the situation is, but he's over there."
After briefing the bomb teams, Cindy watched them as they went in. They were able to enter the front doors to the lobby, and open the sanctuary doors. Two teams worked to clear the Sanctuary. The other two teams were in the back, in the Chapel, taking the bomb off the front doors of the Chapel.
Just then, Myron Milton ran up to Cindy, carrying some sort of device which looked like a portable radio. "Ma'am, I'm getting a radio signal... it's a repeating hum from high pitch to low." He let Cindy listen on the earphones.
"Oh my God!" Cindy cried out, very sure. "It's a countdown!"
She grabbed Chief Quinlin's radio. "GET OUT OF THERE!!!" she yelled into it. "There are more bombs! Get out!!!! Get out!!!"
One team rushed out the Chapel doors. She saw another come out, then a third around the front.
*BOOM!* *BOOM!* *BOOM!* *KA-WHAM!*
Everyone watched in horror and shock as the Church began to collapse. The main Sanctuary folded in on itself, the walls falling inwards onto the roof. Then the Fellowship Hall and offices went down as if on cue as more explosions were heard. Then the roof of the Chapel also caved in.
"All teams, report!" yelled Cindy into the radio. "Report!"
"Team 1, accounted for."....
"Team 3, accounted for."...
"Team 2... accounted for." Then silence.
"Team 4, report! Team Four!" yelled Cindy. Finally, she heard the radio answer as the final team came around the rubble of the Sanctuary, one man being helped.
"Team 4, accounted for. One injury."
The Police and Firemen cheered. Many church members were too shocked at what had just happened to their House of Worship, though others cheered the Firemen getting out in time.
"Good work, Blue Crowbar." growled Chief Griswold into Cindy's ear. He saw her worry. "If you want to leave, go ahead.
"No," Cindy said, "my place of duty is here. Wow, would you look at that..."
She pointed to the Chapel. The roof had caved in, but the walls had stood... and the beautiful stained-glass windows, over a century old, had survived. Not one broken pane. They would become the foundation for the Church's renewal from the devastation wrought by Raymond Westboro.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd and I heard the noise of the bombs and the collapsing Church just as the ambulance and Police cruiser arrived. Detective Joanne Warner, Lt. Wes Masters, and Sergeant Irwin got out and came up to us.
"Commander!" said Joanne brightly. "You're looking mighty chipper today for a man who crashed in a helicopter." She could see the damage and the scene as the light faded.
"Your Pastor was not so fortunate." I said, pointing at the body, the face and head covered by a cloth. Sergeant Irwin called for a Crime Lab team and a hearse.
"What happened in Town?" I asked.
"Captain Ross got everyone out alive, except Mrs. Veasley." said 'Coldiron' Masters. "She may have had a heart attack, but she died inside. Then there were more bombs, and the church collapsed. That's what the radio said. Nobody died, except Mrs. Veasley."
I felt sad for Mrs. Veasley. She would go down as the last victim of the Consultant of Crime. But he would harm no one else.
"Sir," said Joanne, extending the radio, "would you like to tell the world that you're still alive and kicking butt?"
"Why don't you do it, Detective Warner." I said. "You've earned it. He failed to kill you, and now he's failed to kill me. So why don't you tell them of his utter failure." Masters nodded as Joanne smiled brightly.
The ambulance medics were searching me for injuries, finding nothing external. Still, my lower back hurt as I said "Meanwhile, somebody please find my crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone at the Church gathered around as the Police radio crackled.
"Break, break, break." came the voice of Detective Warner over the radio. "This is Detective Warner. We are at the scene of the helicopter crash at Cemetery Hill... Raymond Westboro is dead. Raymond Westboro is dead..."
Some in the crowd groaned, while some, including Cindy and those around her, held their breaths as they waited for the rest of it. The tension could be cut with a knife. It seemed like forever, but the next words finally came out:
"Commander Troy... is alive! I say again... Commander Troy is alive! He is being transported to the Hospital with minor injuries..."
A huge cheer erupted from the Police and Firemen at the scene. Davie Marsdon and Timmy Austin were high-fiving, and Policemen started high-fiving them as they ran around.
Cindy Ross was bent over, the relief in her heart so great that it was painful. She felt someone pat her back and looked up to see Chief Griswold, tears streaming from his eyes. He gave her the first of many hugs she would receive that night...
Part 17 - The Morning After
I woke up in University Hospital. It was 5:00am, Thursday, June 23d. The lovely black Nurse Jones was checking my temperature. My mother was lying on the sofa in front of the window, asleep.
"Good morning." I said sleepily. "Anything out of place?"
"Oh, good morning, Commander." Nurse Jones said brightly. "You have a couple of vertebrae that did not appreciate your helicopter crashing, but they're hairline fractures, not total breaks. And nothing else broken. You're a lucky man... a brave man, but a lucky man."
"Yes, very brave, and very lucky." said my mother, who had woken up.
"Hi, Mom... it just sorta happened..." I said, using the time-honored excuse for the many times I came home in my youth knowing I was about to be in trouble.
"Yes, a lot of things 'just sorta happened', son." said my mother, her face breaking into a grin. "And thank God you came out of it in one piece."
I remembered being brought in the night before, checked out thoroughly by Dr. Morgan... and by my wife. I gave Laura a very long, warm hug. She told me the children were fine, and she was going to take them home, as Carole was old enough to understand that something wasn't right. Chief Griswold would bring Bowser and Buddy home, as well.
Then I was filled in on the day's and night's activities by Sergeant Irwin and Patrolman Hicks. Della Harlow came by and filled me in on more details, as well as warning me that the Media was being kept out, but were like rabid dogs in wanting to know what happened to me. I began tiring, probably aided by a sedative, and I vaguely remembered my mother coming into my room as I fell asleep...
Back to the present. I could see my mom was tired, so I asked her to go home and get some sleep. Nurse Jones also said my mother should do that, as I was going to be getting tested by the doctors soon, so my mom left the room.
I looked around as Nurse Jones finished her routine. I saw a metal cane next to me, which looked to be aircraft-grade aluminum with a rubber end, a black rubber handle, and what looked like a twistable connector to extend it. I suspected what it was.
"I'll see you later, handsome." said Nurse Jones. She leaned over me and pressed her lips to mine in a warm kiss. It deepened as our tongues twined for a moment, then she stood up. "You've got one hell of a reward coming when you get out of here." the beautiful black woman promised. As I watched her leave, I realized that my male anatomy was still working just fine...
After Nurse Jones left the room, I checked the cane. Sure enough, it was a sword cane, and the sword was as fine a steel as any samurai katana. This was from my black-clad friends and Misaki-sama, for me to protect myself. Which reminded me...
Still no crowbar to be found. I hated to lose it, considering what it meant and what it was made out of. At the same time, it was time to move forward. Westboro was defeated, and he was dead. It was all about cleaning up the details and putting his Syndicate out of action, and then moving on to the next task at hand: Superior Bloodlines.
I got up and, using the cane, walked into the hallway. I was wearing dark blue pajamas... real pajamas. Laura must've brought them after I'd fallen asleep.
My back hurt, but I bore the pain. What is pain, but a privilege for an Iron Crowbar to bear, I thought to myself. As I went down the hall, I saw Sergeant Rudistan sitting at the guard post near the Nurse's Station. He saw me and grinned.
"Looking mighty spry, there, Commander!" he said, getting up. "You should be resting."
"As should you, Sergeant." I said. "Have you been up all night?" I extended my hand and he shook it.
"No sir." said Rudistan. "I got a few hours sleep last night, got here about 30 minutes ago."
"So," I said, "give me the Cliff Notes. Casualties?"
"Mrs. Veasley died in the Church during the evacuation of it." said Rudistan. "Medical Examiner says it was natural causes. Heart failure, though not a heart attack. M.E. Martha said the woman just died, it was her time. Pastor Westboro himself was the only other death. Martha said that was suicide by cyanide ingestion."
I nodded. "Injuries?"
"One fireman, not serious. Also, Lieutenant Croyle's wound wasn't too bad. Some doctor came in and assisted Dr. Morgan. Dr. Morgan said the other doctor was a military surgeon from combat zones and is really good with wounds. Patched Lt. Croyle up really good."
Rudistan went on: "Sheriff Allgood's wife was brought in. She was beat up pretty bad. Your wife brought her in, and I think you'll have to ask your wife what happened there; we were told to 'not remember' anything we'd seen about it."
"Consider me 'not surprised'." I said. "And Mr. Ward?"
"He pulled through." said Rudistan. "Dr. Morgan said it was touch-and-go, but the old man rallied hard. He's in ICU. Lt. Croyle is in a room, by the way, just down the hall."
Just then, Chief Moynahan came up, along with Lt. Curly Goodwin of Internal Affairs. "I'm delighted to see you standing, Commander." said Moynahan. "Now let's go back to your room for your official statement of what happened."
"Sergeant Rudistan," I said before going, "I heard of your own actions yesterday. Outstanding job."
"Thank you, sir, but Captain Ross was the one." Rudistan replied.
"And you were right there, as well." I said. "I will not be forgetting that."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I sat on the sofa in my room and gave my statement of everything that had happened from the time I followed Gor-don to the Ward Harvester warehouse until I was met by ambulances in the field near Cemetery Hill, all of my statement recorded on videotape.
I might have omitted portions about Misaki's ninja setting up an air cushion for the helicopter, and my use of Ned's pain-inducing drugs, though I did say that Elizabeth forced Westboro onto the chopper. I did make sure to emphasize that Westboro had committed suicide rather than be arrested and made to face a Courtroom.
As everything was finished, Chief Griswold came in. "Hi, Chief." I said. "How much trouble am I in this time?"
"You'll never get the paperwork for this one done, Crowbar." said Griswold, his eyes showing his true emotions.
"Okay, we'll finish this up later." said Chief Moynahan, observing us. He escorted Lt. Goodwin out.
I stood up and extended my hand. "We did it, Chief. We got him. At long last."
"Yes," said the Chief. "You did it." He shook my hand, but only to pull me to him in a hug. He was getting emotional, and I just hugged him and let him get it all out. His Town was finally clean, ridded of the Evil that had infested it for too long. His one 'bucket list' item was finally complete.
"And you damn near paid too heavy a price, Crowbar." the old Chief finally said, wiping the tears from his eyes as he finally let go of me. "It would not have been worth it to lose you."
"Well, you didn't lose me." I replied. "And we've got a lot more fun in store... as soon as I dig out of that hole my reputation has fallen into."
"Oh, don't worry about that, son." said Griswold. "The roaches are scurrying for cover as fast as they can. Between your legal eagles and the FBI, all of that shit will be cleared in no time flat."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My back began hurting so I got back into bed. Chief Griswold and I talked about some things to wrap up the case, things the Chief would relay to the FBI. As we finished, Cindy Ross came in. She was in civilian attire, a dark green dress and sensible shoes. When she and I made eye contact, much more than words were communicated between us.
"We'll talk later, Crowbar." said the Chief, who smiled at Cindy and then left the room.
"The baptismal pool." I said as I lay in a half-sitting, half-reclining position in my bed. "That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I then saw that Cindy's eyes were too wide for humor at this moment.
"You... pushed the button, didn't you?" she asked, advancing towards me. "You did, didn't you?"
"At the time, it seemed the logical thing to do." I said in my best Vulcan-esque voice. "Seriously, I could hear in my earphones that everyone wasn't out yet."
Cindy then all but collapsed on me in a hug. I heard her whisper into my ear as she cried, saying "Don't you dare ever try to leave me like that again!" I just hugged her back for a long moment as she sobbed, letting a lot of held-back stuff come out. "It's okay... it's okay..." I whispered as she held me like a lifeline.
Finally, I broke the hug and made her stand up. "Look, I'm fine. I made it. Westboro didn't. How's Teresa, by the way?"
"She's fine. Don't try to distract me." Cindy said, shutting down my ploy. "Of all the hair-brained schemes..." Tears were still streaming down her face. I got a Kleenex and dabbed them away.
"Well, it was Westboro's scheme." I said. "I'd intended to force him onto the helicopter with me, and I got some unexpected help on that. I was going to force him to defuse the bombs, but he didn't; he chose death instead. He wanted to make me commit suicide, but it ended up being him that committed suicide."
I could tell that Cindy was seeing right through that story. It was technically true, but it was obvious I'd been prepared to die to save the others... and her. She just shook her head, and I was sure she was contemplating just how bad my crowbar beatdown at her hands was going to be.
"So," I said, "seriously, what about the others?"
Cindy said: "Molly is all right. She and Sandra Speer were keeping the kids in Dr. Heinz's old dungeon under the Psychology Building, as you know. All your kids, Todd's kid, Daniel and Melina's kids too. Laura brought them all out last night."
"Good." I said. "And I'm sorry I couldn't tell you about that. It was imperative that you not know, in case the Enemy was watching you. And I'm sure they were watching you."
"And your wife and kids... and the plane crash? Couldn't tell me that, either? Let me suffer thinking my little cousins were dead?" Cindy asked.
"Your reaction was very likely reported back to Westboro." I said. "Me, I just had to look mean. You had to be genuine; you couldn't fake your reaction. I know, I know, and crowbar beatdown to follow. But take my word for it... it helped us win."
Cindy nodded. "I figured as much. But what really gets to me is you. I know you weren't trying to kill yourself... but you didn't think you were going to make it, did you?" I could see in her eyes that this meant a great deal to her.
"I did not consider it a suicide mission." I said. "But I very much understood that it might mean going over the Reichenbach Falls with Moriarty, if you know what I mean. I had to take him down, and in a way that exposed him for what he was. That was unmistakably done, and we have a Church in rubble to show for it. If I'd died, it would've been worth it. Fortunately, we only lost one person, Mrs. Veasley. We're lucky. Damned lucky."
"It would not have been worth it to me if you had died." Cindy said strongly. "Like I said, do not ever do that to me again... or I will beat you down... and then put you on Desk Duty for the rest of your life..." I began laughing at that, and the mood in the room lightened up considerably.
After a few more minutes of chatter, I said "You need to go to Teresa's room. I am going to pee, then write up your Medal of Valor application."
"My what?" Cindy said, stunned. Then she came to her senses and said "Write it up for Teresa, not me."
"I'm writing one for each of you." I said. "I heard about everything you did yesterday, especially at First Baptist Church. That could not have been done better by anyone. Outstanding job, Cindy. Simply outstanding."
"Thank you, sir." said Cindy. "But again, Teresa deserves it more than I do. She got wounded. When we were in that maintenance pit, she was going to counter-attack them. And she covered Mr. Ward during the shootout, protecting him from further harm. I'm going to be making my own write-up, of course."
"Lieutenant Croyle... wounded yet again." I said. "What-ever am I going to do with her?"
Part 18 - Past and Present
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said Bettina at 7:00am sharp, from in front of the rubble that was just yesterday First Baptist Church. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of yesterday's shocking events!"
"First," said Bettina, "Pastor Raymond Westboro has been conclusively shown to be behind the events leading to the bombing of First Baptist Church last evening, as a means of forcing Police Commander Donald Troy to commit suicide while flying a bomb-laden helicopter.
"Police and the FBI say that the bombs in the church were defused when Commander Troy pressed a button on a device that saved the people in the Church, but caused his helicopter to crash. Commander Troy, who was recently awarded his helicopter pilot's license, was able to bring the helicopter down in a crash landing, which he survived with minor injuries.
"Pastor Westboro was also in the helicopter, but was found dead near the crash scene. The Coroner has formally declared Westboro's death to be a suicide by cyanide ingestion. And it's as well; Sheriff Daniel Allgood had sworn out a warrant for Westboro's arrest after finding evidence that Westboro molested underaged boys and girls. Channel Two News has seen that evidence, and it is too shocking and disgusting to discuss further.
"The members of First Baptist Church are understandably in deep shock after the events, but they have promised to rebuild and to be better than ever before. Donations are pouring in for the rebuilding of the Church.
"Lieutenant Teresa Croyle is recovering after being wounded in a gun battle with wanted fugitives at the Ward Harvester plant yesterday afternoon. Lt. Croyle has been credited with saving the life of Mr. Thaddeus Ward, owner of the company, who also was wounded at the scene. Mr. Ward is in the ICU of University Hospital, recovering from his extensive injuries.
"And praise is pouring in from all quarters for Captain Cindy Ross, whose leadership in the First Baptist crisis was described as stellar and cool-headed..." Bettina went on to comment on the loss of Mrs. Veasley, discussing her honorable military career, and her leadership in the Church during those trying hours, as well.
Bettina finished: "There is also some confusion on why the Reverend Robert Patterson did not show up for the rally at First Baptist nor the event at University Arena yesterday. His spokesman says that he'd cancelled the day before, and those who purchased tickets can get refunds or tickets for other Patterson events. However, local organizers say that they never got word of the cancellations..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Bettina Broadcast, I ambled along to Teresa's room. She was awake, and Todd and Cindy were in the room with her. I came up to her beside.
"I know, I know." Teresa said. "Desk duty forever... and the same for you. You're grounded, sir. No more helicopter flying for you."
"Yes... and no Purple Orders for me, either." I replied, pretending severity. "This is, what, your third Purple Order?" Teresa nodded
I stood up as tall as I could and said severely "I swear to God, if you get a fourth one, it's Desk Duty forever..."
Everyone broke down laughing at that. I took Teresa's hand in mine and said "Damn good job, Lieutenant. Damn good."
"Thank you, sir." Teresa said. Just then, as I'd arranged, an older doctor came in.
"Ah, how's my patient doing?" said Dr. Leonard Cordell. He checked everything. "Hmmm, your lung is doing fine, not making a lot of fluids. No infections, always a good thing. You're a tough young lady, Ms. Croyle."
"Sir," said Teresa, "when I woke up on the operating table, you said you knew my father."
"Yes, I did." said Cordell. He looked over at me.
"Yes, tell her." I said. I looked over at Todd and Cindy. "And you two should be listening to every word of this."
Dr. Cordell pulled up a stool and sat down next to Teresa. "Yes, I knew your father in Viet Nam. I was a Navy Corpsman at the time, and he had me attached to his unit. He was the bravest man I ever knew, and he fought harder than anyone. He had a picture of his wife... your mother... in his pocket. She was all he ever thought about."
Teresa nodded as Dr. Cordell continued. "In our last action, he led his team in to rescue a group of Green Berets. And he saved them, he got everyone out with no casualties that had not already happened. He should've gotten the Medal of Honor for that, but it was on the other side of some politically drawn line, and the Army tried to bury the whole thing." The cynicism in Dr. Cordell's voice could not be mistaken.
He continued: "He was wounded, shot three times, but he survived. I admit that me and a few others helped by dragging his ass out as he fired at the advancing Charlies to cover his men. We got him back to the choppers and out of there, and the surgeons were able to save him."
"Then I have you to thank for me being here." Teresa said.
"Not really. But I'll say this: you are you father's daughter." said Cordell. "One of his wounds was in the shoulder, a lot like yours here. I didn't know how to properly fix wounds like that back then. I got a lot of practice in the wars over the last 20 years, though. Way too much practice..."
After a pause, he said "But it was my honor to be able to fix up that man's daughter. I know he'd be proud as hell of you... yes, I know of your history, how your mom died in childbirth with you... but I think deep down he would be proud of you today."
Teresa didn't reply, and the look on her face was inscrutable.
"By the way," I said, "Dr. Cordell also fixed up Captain Ross after her wounds."
"And those were much, much worse than Ms. Croyle's shoulder." said Cordell. "We were a hair from losing you that night, Ms. Ross. Commander, you have some tough women working with you. Ladies, you're both great people, and I'm glad I was able to help you."
"I haven't had the chance to thank you." said Cindy, getting up. She hugged Dr. Cordell. "I'm very grateful to you, Doctor."
"And I'm grateful to you, also." I said. "I couldn't do it without them on my team."
"I'll let you get some rest, and we'll talk more later, Ms. Croyle." said Cordell. "Commander, a moment with you outside?"
"Yes, Admiral." I said. Teresa's eyes widened at my mention of his rank, I noticed.
Once outside, Cordell said "You can show that gratitude... by getting your wife to retire from that Organization she is currently serving."
"I'm working on it, sir, believe me." I said.
"Good." Cordell said. "The bastards are trying to do to you what they tried to do to me. Don't let 'em beat you, fight back like hell."
"Yes Admiral, I will." Cordell shook my hand, and then headed down the hallway.
Part 19 - Present and Future
I left the others with Teresa and went down the hall to ICU. No one stopped me as I went inside. In one bed was Melina Allgood. Next to her was and her husband, Sheriff Daniel Allgood. Yeah, who is going to throw the Town & County Sheriff out of anywhere he wants to be?
"Well," I said, coming up to the bedside, "I'm sure the loser of the fight looks a lot worse." Melina chuckled briefly.
"A lot worse, both of them." she said. One of her eyes was swollen with dark bruises around it, there were many more bruises on her head where bruises should not be, as well as her arms and probably other parts of her body under the sheet of the bed. She'd been diagnosed with a severe concussion, broken ribs, and soft tissue damage. An operation was performed to stop internal bleeding.
"Thank you." I said. "For everything."
"Thank Joanne." Melina murmured. "She saved me, your wife, your mother, Gayle..."
"... and the kids." I said. "You weren't supposed to take this kind of beating to draw them in there, though."
"I'll remember that," said Melina, "the next time someone likes Westboro dares to come up against you." It was the kind of joke we'd shared for years as a married couple.
She was tiring. "You get some sleep." I said. As she dozed off, Sheriff Allgood came out into the hallway with me.
"I'm still not sure what all happened, there." said Daniel. I wasn't sure if he was talking about events, or if that was an accusation at the beating his wife had taken.
"The story will come out, in time. I still need to talk to the FBI about it; I only know that they got Newton after she escaped County Jail." I said.
Allgood said "And I know that the State AG and Inspector Maxwell are going to suspend the investigation of you. They'll say that their source, Julie Newton, was found to be 'not credible'. That's a fucking understatement."
"No doubt." I said. "Anyway, I'm sorry about Melina having to endure that."
"We'll talk about that one later." said Daniel. At that moment Nurse Jones came up to me, a determined look on her face. I was wordlessly led back to my own room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I was lying in my bed, having just undergone some tests. The door to my room opened, and I sucked in my breath at the sight.
Seeing the most beautiful woman in the world, my wife Laura, was of course wonderful. But the tears started coming when I saw what was she was carrying in her arms: our son and daughter.
Laura came up to the bed and deposited Carole on it on my left side, then Jim on the right. "Daddy!" Carole said. Jim was smiling, too, though he didn't say anything.
"Hi, Fussbudget. Hey, Little Man." I said, putting my arms around them and drawing them to me.
"Daddy, why are you in the hos-pittle?" Carole asked, straining her neck up to look up at me.
"Because I hurt myself." I said. "So they're helping me get better."
"Daddy, why are you crying?" Carole asked as she leaned over my chest.
"It's a happy cry." I said. "Because I'm so happy to see you."
Carole laid her head down on my chest, over my heart, then extended her little arms as far as she could, to try to give me a hug. "I love you, Daddy." she said.
I lost it.
I'd held it when Chief Griswold had lost it. I'd held it when Cindy had lost it. But now it was my turn, and it all came out. All of the pain, the emotional torture, the mental exhaustion of four years of pursuing the most dangerous criminal of our generation... it all came out. I'd survived, my family had survived, and we were together again...
"I love you too..." I said, hugging her with one arm and Jim with the other. I looked up at Laura, my eyes telling her to join us. She came over and kissed my forehead, stroking my hair. "I love all of you so much..." I said through my sobs and tears.
We would share this emotional family moment for some time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was much, much better when Molly brought Ross and Ian to see me. They sat with me in the bed and I chatted with them, and with Molly.
"Thank you, Molly." I said. "I know it was rough in that dungeon room."
"It wasn't too bad." said Molly. "Kind of dark. We had some electricity, so Carole watched videos, and the boys played and slept. Carole loved helping me with Patricia. And Sandra Speer was with us. She told me a lot about what you did in Apple Grove, and what the FBI is doing about these race-gangs, Superior Bloodlines and White Roots."
There were stairs down to that basement lab where Dr. Heinz had died, behind the non-working elevators whose shafts had been sealed off. I'd sealed the entrance from the tunnel that led to the University Bell Tower. The night Laura and the kids had 'died' on the plane, she actually had taken the kids, Molly, her kids, Todd's son Doug, the Allgoods' kids, Sandra and Gayle down there, leaving them with plenty of food, water, some books and magazines (mostly on sexual psychology, which Molly told me Sandra read with great interest), and a shortwave radio.
And the plane crash? My wife's power was demonstrated as she arranged for another Air Force plane to fly directly over the plane from County Airport. At the moment of the crossing, Laura's plane turned off its transponder and the other plane turned theirs on... which was the same transponder setting. Both planes turned so that it looked like the transponder plane kept going straight.
And when the plane was shot down over West Virginia, the pilot of the other aircraft (which was about to be taken out of service anyway) had bailed out, and an empty plane crashed. The plane with the Agents pretending to be Gayle and my wife diverted south, and landed at Pope AFB, next to Ft. Bragg, North Carolina.
"I can't thank you enough, Molly." I said. "It was rough on Cindy, though."
"Yeah, we talked before I came in here." Molly said with a grin. "You better find your missing crowbar fast, is all I'll say about that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At noon, I was visited by the FBI Team, with Lt. Tanya Perlman joining them. Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar, Lindy Linares... and the Deputy Director himself. Needless to say, I first thanked Sandra for guarding my children.
"Here, I brought you some real food." said Jack Muscone. The sack contained two exceptionally delicious double cheeseburgers from the Cop Bar.



"Oh, thank you!" I exclaimed. "I've refused to eat whatever it is they've tried to serve here. My wife says there are three certainties in life: death, taxes, and that hospital food will be God-awful."
"Testify, brother." said Tanya,who'd had more than her fair share of hospital food.
"And some even better news for you," said the DepDirector as I ate, "your lawyer, Ms. Gillem, in cooperation with some people way over my head and your wife's head in various Federal agencies, beat back Casey Walker's investigation of you. Your deposition has been put off for months, and likely will never even happen. Staffeld seemed to just roll with it, like he rolls with everything, but Bond was very angry." I nodded.
The DepDirector continued: "And no one has seen Casey B. Walker since the CIA Director and head of the NSA personally ordered him to stand down on Operation BEEKEEPER. He and your wife really got into it, and I mean it was a vicious internecine fight of the kind that usually doesn't end well."
"Wow." I said, a feeling of foreboding creeping into the back of my mind.
"By the way, Don," said Lindy Linares, "you're going to be seeing a lot of us over the next few days and weeks. We've started making arrests all over the country of people known to be connected to Westboro, but we're going to need you to look over the data and make the cross-references only you can do."
"Cool beans." I said. "Let's get this party started..."
Part 20 - When Heroes Meet
I was told that I was going to be discharged at 3:00pm. My mom brought me some clothes, civilian clothes, and I put them on: black shirt, khaki pants, light black Police jacket with embroidered badge in front and 'POLICE' in big letters on the back. Then, to my surprise, my mother excused herself and left, saying someone would be along to escort me out of the Hospital.
I finished dressing and was about to go when two persons entered my room with a wheelchair for the traditional ride out of there. Chief Griswold was one of the persons. I simply could not believe who the other man was, though I recognized him from pictures.
He was short, now a bit stocky, with iron gray hair and a big brush mustache. His eyes had something of an introspective, perhaps even haunted look. He didn't walk a lot nowadays, using a wheelchair to get around, but today he was bound and determined to push me in my wheelchair out of the Hospital.
"Joe," said Griswold, "I can see that he knows who you are." My eyes being wide as saucers probably gave that away. "Commander, this is Joe Smedley. Joe, Commander Don Troy."
"It's a great honor to meet you, sir." I said hoarsely, not quite finding my voice as I shook his hand. Joe Smedley was the most decorated hero in Town & County Public Safety history. Medal of Valor, Police and Fire Crosses, at least six Purple Orders...
"Believe me, son, the honor is mine." said Smedley, his voice more soft-spoken than I'd expected. "Grizz, this man is not only brave... he's got the brains to go with it. You and I didn't have what he does."
"Very few people I've ever met do." said the Chief. "I'll wait for you out in the hallway." He exited the room.
"Have a seat, Commander." said Smedley.
"Yes sir." I said, sitting down in the wheelchair.
"Oh, I'm not a 'sir' to you, Commander." said Smedley. He came from behind the wheelchair so that I could see him.
"Commander... Don," he said, "there's something I'll tell you, just between us alone." He paused, then said "I know what you felt on that helicopter. I know, because I was in situations like that many times. I know what I felt, facing Death, feeling it embrace me like a warm blanket. It's like that 'Nexus' in that Star Trek movie."
The man's words seemed to penetrate to my soul, as he described all too accurately how I had felt in those last moments on that chopper.
"Son, I didn't have children. You do." said Smedley. "I never learned to value life, and living. I hope you will... and won't do the things I did, at least unnecessarily."
I understood what he meant. I just nodded as our eyes locked. He then nodded and said in a much more jovial voice "Well, let's roll you on out of here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Media reporters were set up in relentless force on the Hospital front lawn, held back by barricades, Police, and Hospital Security. As I emerged from the front door of the Hospital, my current crowbar (IC3) in my hand and my sword cane in the other, they shouted questions at me. I managed to get out of the wheelchair without help, then I just waved at them and yelled "No comments right now."
As I was driven off, Priya turned to Bettina and asked "Who was that old man pushing the Iron Crowbar out of the hospital?"
"That..." said Bettina, her voice one of awe, "was Joe Smedley, the only man more highly decorated than the Iron Crowbar... though Don is fast catching up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was driven to the Mountain Nest. My Police SUV was parked there, having been driven up by Sergeant Rudistan and his Team. I told him I was glad he didn't accidentally hit the 'driver seat eject' button, and he laughed; I knew he'd really looked over the vehicle and the neat stuff in it as he drove it.
Upon coming home, I was greeted by two good looking dogs, and they were as overjoyed to see me as I was them. Carole 'helped' me pet Bowser, who sat between us on the front sofa, with Buddy on my other side. I sat with them for a good long time, praising Bowser in the fondest terms for exposing the Consultant of Crime, though knowing it must've been bad for him to have to face one of the men who'd tortured him nearly to death. He did huddle rather tightly to me, I noticed.
My mother Phyllis also came up, having cooked some of my favorite foods, such as macaroni and cheese. I didn't even scold Carole when she fed some of her green beans to the dogs. The simplest of things in life... family dinner... meant a whole lot to me that night. And I knew that a lot of people were having family dinner tonight because Good had defeated Evil the night before...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was setting as I took the dogs out to do their business. As I sat on the patio, I reflected on where I had been twenty-four hours ago, and what I had done and endured.
"Was it worth it, Darling?" I heard my wife's voice ask as she came up to me and sat down beside me.
"Yes." I said. "I guess it's easy to say that since I'm here and Westboro is dead. But it was worth it. I only regret that it never ends; tomorrow, someone else will be taking Westboro's place and we'll have to go after him."
"Yes." said Laura. "It never ends, does it?" After a moment, she said, "Why don't you come to bed, Darling. You still need to rest and recover."
"Promise you'll help me recover... properly?" I asked. Laura smiled a beautiful smile, and the dogs nearly did not beat us to the door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, Commmaaaannnnderrrrrrr." I heard the voice say in my head.
"Angela, go away." I said to the dream, and the voice.
"If only I could, Commander." the Black Widow whispered. "But you've freed our souls. I just came to thank you."
"You can thank me by bugging someone else's dreams, Angela." I said.
"Oh no, I am totally yours, my dear Commander." Angela whispered. "And don't think for a minute that it's over yet..."
Part 21 - Storm Clouds Rising, Redux
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Friday, June 24th. "Channel Two News has learned that the State DOJ investigation of Commander Donald Troy has been discontinued, as the events of the past two days have rapidly shown that the organization of Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro was behind the disinformation being spread about the Commander."
"In addition," said Bettina, "the Federal probe into Commander Troy has also been shut down, and the FBI is working with Commander Troy to bring Westboro's organization to Justice. Asked if the Oldeeds Ministries is being investigated in connection with Pastor Westboro, Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone would only say that many leads were being pursued, and he congratulated Commander Troy and the TCPD on successfully bringing down the worst criminal mastermind since Jack the Ripper and the fabled Professor Moriarty of detective fiction fame."
"Also congratulating Commander Troy and his Police Department was Governor Val Jared, who is running for re-election." said Bettina. "Governor Jared said that Commander Troy's brilliance, courage, and persistence are the qualities needed to reform the 'deeply corrupt' SBI, and he hopes Commander Troy would consider 'a large role' in the Governor's next administration. SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is running against Jared for Governor, issued a statement through his campaign congratulating Commander Troy on the successful defeat of Raymond Westboro and the dismantling of his national organization."
"Surprisingly," Bettina said, "State Senator Katherine Woodburn issued a statement urging the State DOJ and the Federal Government to continue their investigations of Commander Troy. Woodburn stated that the circumstances surrounding the death of Pastor Westboro itself should be more thoroughly investigated, as well as how Commander Troy managed to survive the helicopter crash while Westboro did not.
"Woodburn further stated that Commander Troy could still be guilty of corruption, that the seriousness of the charges outweighed any good that Troy might have done in stopping the Westboro Syndicate. City Councilman Thomas P. Cook and former Police Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee openly joined Senator Woodburn in her statement that was totally devoid of any praise for the Commander and the TCPD."
"Spot polling by Karl Frazier's Public Policy Polling has shown that Commander Troy's approval ratings are back up and even higher, over 90%." said Bettina. "Governor Jared also increased his lead over Director Lewis to 52-44%."
"And last but not least, Lieutenant Teresa Croyle of the Town & County Police Force may be released from University Hospital as early as tomorrow or Sunday. Doctors say Lt. Croyle's progress has been remarkable." said Bettina.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The large crowd of MCD Detectives applauded me and Cindy when we walked into the room for the coffee klatch. I tried to get them to focus on what Cindy did at the Church, but they were having none of that; they wanted to know what happened in the helicopter. I told them I had formal statements to make before I could talk about it to everyone else... and that was also the line I gave in a statement to the Press.
After we listened to the Bettina Broadcast, I told all the Detectives that they'd done great work, but we still had a lot to do to clean things up. The Mouseketeers were already busy, working with the FBI to put together the incredible amounts of data that were already coming in.
In addition to what had been coming out from Hamilton Phillip from Apple Grove, Mr. Harkins of Second National Bank had been taken into protective custody by the FBI. He was giving them everything he knew on Westboro, as well as elements of Superior Bloodlines, and his knowledge was quite large. He'd organized his data while in hiding, and it was easy for the FBI to form leads. And every lead just turned into three, four, even twelve more leads. This thing was getting huge... and it became apparent that I personally would be needed to begin weaving the tapestry that would destroy the Enemy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've got a big problem." said Commander Della Harlow as she came into my office. I had her sit down.
"Besides Lt. Peterson, what problem is that?" I asked. Lt. Scott Peterson had shown up to work the day before as if nothing had happened on Wednesday. He said he'd never gotten any calls or texts from Commander Harlow, and had been at home that evening, reading books and not watching any television. I personally suspected he'd been meeting with the Union to press his complaint against me, and that he was doing so on Wednesday evening.
"No, not him." said Della. "Needless to say, the traditional case solution victory party is going to be a bit larger than normal. We don't know where to have it. The Steakhouse may not be large enough. Most of the pavilions in the parks are already booked for the weekend, as well."
"We can do it Monday." I said. "Late afternoon. Call the River Valley Country Club and reserve their main room. I'll pay for it."
Della smiled. "Don, it's already paid for many times over, and I won't tell you who those patrons are, nor how many of them there are. But I do know this... it's going to be the biggest victory party you've ever had..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Myron and Mary Milton came into my office on Friday afternoon. They both looked tired.
"Commander," Myron said, "can you come to lunch with us? Some... er, friends want to talk to you." I was intrigued, so I came along.
Sure enough, Myron drove me to the Mathematics Building at the University, and they escorted me to the office of the Sir Isaac Newton Professor of Advanced Mathematics, Dr. Marvin Milton.
"Come in, come in, Commander." Dr. Milton said enthusiastically. "Thank you, kids." he said, dismissing Myron and Mary, who withdrew. "Have a seat, have a seat, Commander. Wonderful job you did. I never in a million years thought that bastard Westboro could be brought down. I didn't even know who he was, nor did anyone else, until you disposed of him so effectively."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "And your colleague got his old books on the Trojan War back, as well." The books purloined in the Parole Officer case had been found in Westboro's home, and had been returned to their rightful owner.
"Ah yes, he was very happy." said Milton. "So, the reason for my asking my son to bring you here..." He turned to a side door and said "Come on out, Leonard." To my surprise, Dr. Leonard Cordell came out of the little room and came to sit beside me.
"Commander," said Cordell, "would you be kind enough to activate that little device of yours?" I got out my bug-killer and turned it on.
"Here, take this." said Cordell. It was a simple belt buckle, like what I and all TCPD Officers wore.
"If you press these two buttons simultaneously," he said, showing me two small buttons on the buckle, "then a very powerful transmitter will emit an alert. Depending on where you are, other relay towers and even satellites will pick up the signal and re-transmit it. It may even be possible to locate you anywhere in the United States once you activate that transmitter."
"I get the idea," I said, "that either you purloined this from the Company, or Dr. Milton was able to duplicate their technology." This was hot-shit CIA stuff, I realized.
"A little of both." said Professor Milton. "As you know, Commander, Admiral Cordell had a few run-ins with the CIA, especially while he was in theaters of war, putting our soldiers back together again. And you also know how I feel about them."
"Er, yes." I said.
"We know that you are a man of the highest, highest integrity." said Milton. "We know your wife is an honorable woman, and a Patriot, and I hope you will follow the Admiral's advice and encourage her to retire from that organization." I nodded.
"Anyway," said Cordell, "that device is in case you get into any trouble. I don't trust those bastards, and neither does Dr. Milton here. Something ugly was going on with that investigation by those turds Bond and Staffeld. You know how to watch your back, son... and now is the time to not let your guard down. Be on watch. And use this if you need our help."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "I hope I'll never need it, but it's nice to have." I would begin wearing the device from that afternoon on.
"And speaking of Patriots," I said, "Admiral, will you be at the funeral tomorrow?"
"I'm afraid not, son." said Cordell. "I still don't need to be showing my face much in public."
"I hope we'll be able to change that soon." I said. With that, I took leave of them and headed back to Headquarters.
Part 22 - Farewell to a Patriot
-Shall we gather at the river,
-Where bright angel feet have trod,
-With it's crystal tide forever,
-Flowing by the throne of God?
-Yes, we'll gather at the river,
-The beautiful, the beautiful river;
-Gather with the saints at the river,
-That flows by the throne of God.
Saturday, June 25th. At the Fairgrounds there was a concrete abutment at the side of the River, which was once where boats would dock. People would go there and fish or just watch the River flow by. It was now an 'observation deck' to watch the River flow by.
On this deck was a casket, draped with the American flag. Inside, in an urn, were the cremated mortal remains of Mrs. Veasley. An empty wheelchair was off to one side. Over one thousand people were at the Fairgrounds to attend her funeral service. She had wanted it to be here, by the River, and everyone sang her favorite song, 'Shall We Gather At The River".
Mrs. Veasley had no family that we knew of. Cindy Ross had been shocked to learn that she was the heiress to Mrs. Veasley's medals and other military things, as well as some of the furniture of the house. Most of the rest was bequeathed to 'The Vision'.
So Dr. Eckhart sat on Cindy's right, and me to her left. Cindy and I were in our formal uniforms, Medals of Valor around our necks. My mother was to my left, in her Police Auxiliary uniform, and many of Mrs. Veasley's friends from the Community Center were surrounding us up front.
It was a military funeral all the way, with a military Chaplain and Pastor Derkins saying the service. Then came a seven gun salute. The volleys echoed over the River and the fields beyond as they performed the precision routine. Then Taps was played. The flag was taken and folded tightly, then the Colonel brought the flag to Cindy, to whom Mrs. Veasley's last instructions had ordered it be given. Cindy accepted it, holding back tears.
There would be no interment, as Mrs. Veasley had asked that her ashes be spread over the grounds of 'The Vision'. John Tower brought his helicopter, and I took the controls with Cindy taking the urn and sitting in the passenger seat. Most people had left, but a few had stayed and watched as we took off.
We flew south, along the River, seeing the farms and the roads. I thought about my previous helicopter ride, and the result. This mission, while very sad, was one of honor, as Mrs. Veasley's last wishes were fulfilled.
As we came over the grounds of the Vision, seeing the large stone building, and the dorms further south, I saw a large number of acolytes lined up on the lawn behind the main building, watching.
As I flew by, Cindy opened the window on her side and began pouring the ashes out, slowly, shaking the urn as I flew in a large circle over the grounds twice. Then the urn was empty, and I turned north for our Town & County. All the acolytes waved and Cindy waved back to them.
Her duty done, Mrs. Veasley had been called Home. And our duty to her was also done as I flew the helicopter home...
To be continued.
Author's note: last chance to give the true clues to the Iron Crowbar detecting and defeating the Consultant of Crime...
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Part 23 - Blinded By The Light
Sunday, June 26th. The four State Legislators sat in the office of State Senator Richard Langdon, having a lunch meeting. With him was Sen. Katherine Woodburn, Sen. Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, and Rep. Justin Madoff.
Only Senator Cerone's appetite seemed unaffected as he enjoyed his lasagna, having a second helping along with the Caesar salad he'd practically wolfed down. The others did not seem to be hungry, as the news of the previous Wednesday had been enough to ruin their appetites for days.
"I wish I could have your Olympian detachment, Senator Cerone." said Katherine.
"I learned a long time ago that no matter how bad it seems to be, it won't get any better by not eating." said Cerone. "And I daresay not a single vote will be different if I don't eat lunch today."
"I'm not sure how different things are going to be, even after last week's events." said Justin Madoff. Langdon just stared at him.
"Looks like your friend didn't come through, Katherine." said Cerone, relishing his words as much as the garlic bread he was enjoying. "He ended up dead, and now the Iron Crowbar is a hero on a national scale."
"Not really." said Katherine. "He's getting mentions, but the FBI is not letting the story really get out, because they're working on leads all over the place."
"So what is the real damage here?" said Madoff. "To us? To the State Democrats?"
"Too early to tell." said Langdon, drinking his wine a bit too freely, knowing it was not really too early to tell. "The exposure of Westboro isn't really rubbing off on Jack Lewis, nor on us. But God only knows what might come out over the next month or two as Troy and the FBI keep digging."
"The worst damage is that the Iron Crowbar survived the helicopter crash." said Katherine. "He saved the thousands in the church. All of our work to destroy his reputation is totally gone. And now... my colleagues in my District are scared to death that they could become his next targets."
"I have my people working on damage control for anything that might touch us." said Langdon, meaning himself. "We circled the wagons after that escape from Women's Prison, so I think we're going to be okay. Katherine, I don't know if you can say the same thing."
"I've got a few things up my sleeve that can distract the Iron Crowbar, and maybe even get the Media to start hounding him again." said Katherine. "I'll first have them asking him if he knew that church was rigged with bombs, and if so, why did he let them be in mortal danger by going in there. And then... well, I'll just save that part for later."
"Okay," said Langdon, "we've got a meeting with Jack Lewis and his campaign staff in an hour. Let's decide what we need to tell him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'll tell you guys what the big problem is." said SBI Director Jack Lewis. "The Media has suppressed it so far, but SBI Agent Greenwalt, who was a piece of shit in the first place, was one of the gang that attacked Thaddeus Ward and two of the Iron Crowbar's officers at Ward Harvester. Greenwalt and the other attackers were killed by the Iron Crowbar's SWAT teams, saving Ward and the Officers."
Lewis continued: "If it gets out that Greenwalt, an SBI Agent, was part of an attack on the TCPD, and after that botched disaster raid that killed that US Marine... then we've got problems. It will come back to me. It will hurt my candidacy."
"That's true, sir." said SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston. "But you had nothing to do with any of that, we know that, everyone knows that. The guy was rogue, and that has to be the line we take."
"That won't do the Director any good." said a campaign staffer. "What I think you need to do is begin an investigation of Greenwalt, so that you can say you have no comment while the investigation is going on. That's what the U.S. Department of Justice does to stall investigations into any criminal operations they've committed."
"Sir, you can also bring up where these situations occurred." said the Queen of Opposition Research, who looked haggard and exhausted. "Keep reminding the voters that it Greenwalt died in the Iron Crowbar's County, as a result of his actions. And the lawful raid on that baby killer Guernica was interfered with by the lawless Iron Crowbar."
If she wasn't so good with research, thought Jack Lewis to himself, I'd fire her in a New York minute. But he couldn't do that, so he chose the patient route.
"Well, we can't do that, Queenie." said Lewis. "The Iron Crowbar's popularity is sky-high right now. He has just defeated one of the deepest criminal syndicates not only in this State but in this Nation. Gaston, do you really mean to tell me that we had absolutely nothing on Westboro and what he was doing?"
"Not a peep, sir." said Gaston. "Not even a suspicion. Until he sent that recording to the First Baptist Church that he was behind putting bombs in there, he was considered halfway a saint. If any of us had accused that man of a crime, he'd have hauled our ass into Court and come out with our pensions going to him to compensate him for the slander done to him. How the Iron Crowbar even detected what he was doing, much less stopped him... is beyond me even now, today."
"So what do we say," said Lewis, "when Jared calls us incompetent for not having any idea about Westboro, much less catching him?"
Katherine Woodburn spoke up. "You can say that their former Police Chief Griswold had no idea about Westboro for years, much less other things going on in that County right under his nose. You can say the FBI didn't have a clue about Westboro, either, and if they bring up the Iron Crowbar, you just say he got lucky and figured it out."
"In other words, Jack," said Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, "they can't make much political hay out of it, and the Media will protect you, as well."
"Welp..." said Jack Lewis, "according to my sources, the Iron Crowbar is going to be much too busy working with the FBI on this stuff for at least a month. So use that time to make sure we are clean and clear of any problems, that any issues get buried so that they are never found, and get ready to go full throttle with attacks on Jared. Attacking his puppet Griswold is an excellent idea. We also have the Fourth of July coming up; let's make sure we get my appearances then right, as well."
"Think you should be seen at the Town & County Triathlon?" asked Gaston.
"Well... that might not be a bad idea..." said Lewis...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At that same time, Federal Judge K.M. Landis looked upon the two women in his chambers with skepticism... especially the young woman in Goth leather pants and boots.
"Special Agent Speer," he said to Sandra Speer, "who is this young woman so... unusually attired?"
"I'll handle this." Mary Mahoney Milton said quietly to Sandra. She pulled out her TCPD badge. "This goes with my attire, Your Honor."
"And what is your position with the Police Force?" asked Landis.
"Special Assistant to the Police Commander for I.T." said Mary. "That being Police Commander Donald Troy."
"Oh... him." said the Judge. "Quite a feat he pulled last week."
"And that is why we're here, Your Honor." said Sandra Speer. "We are requesting a warrant to make several arrests. Master Technician Mahoney will walk you through the financial transactions leading from Raymond Westboro to these people...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Louise Belfort of the State Housing Authority was walking to her car after having a late lunch with some of her 'friends', the core of her gang that recruited ex-cons. The death of Raymond Westboro had been shocking, and she had just told her group that their operation would be shut down, and they should consider scattering to the Four Winds.
As she reached for the door handle of her car, she felt something on the back of her neck and heard the words "Don't move. FBI." The words came from Special Agent Sandra Speer, who was holding the gun to the back of Belfort's neck.
As the FBI Agents swarmed, arresting members of her gang inside and outside the restaurant, Belfort was handcuffed, and her mouth was taped shut. There would be no cyanide suicides if the Bureau could help it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Watch Captain Lockhart came to the office of the Warden. "You wanted to see me, sir?"
"Yes." said the Warden. "Come on in." Lockhart stepped inside----- *WHAM!*
He was on the ground, held down by several burly FBI Agents as his hands were secured behind his back. Tape was also applied to his mouth.
"Thank you for your help, Warden." said FBI Special Agent Martin Nash. The large contingent of well-armed and -armored FBI Agents hauled their large fish away...
Part 24 - The Consultant of Crime Solution
Monday, June 27th, 5:00pm. On the day I was supposed to be deposed and would have to take the Fifth, thus destroying my case against the Consultant of Crime, I instead was part of a large party at the River Valley Country Club, in the large room where the Hot Wives Investment Club met every month.
Believe it or not, a surprisingly large number of members of the First Baptist Church had a funeral for Raymond Westboro. In a public statement to the Press, they blamed me for his death, and for the destruction of their church. This would be akin to blaming The Batman for The Joker murdering some 600 people, but some people would do that. Sheesh.
There were a lot of people present at River Valley Country Club for the party. All of my Detectives, the Police leadership, a bunch of Uniformed Officers, some Fire Department people including Roy Easley, Jack Muscone's FBI team and other FBI people, SBI Deputy Inspector General Frank Soltis, Warren and Ventura from the City Police, Commissioner Robinson and Lt. Hanson from the Campus Police, members of my family, including Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, and of course Chief Griswold.
And to my utter shock, Teresa Croyle was there. She was in a wheelchair, being pushed around by either Todd or Cindy, her right arm in a sling and her shoulder immobilized. But she was there.
"Sure you're okay?" I asked her. "You were just in surgery a few days ago."
"And you're going to be in surgery within a year, with that back of yours." Teresa predicted. "But I'm fine. You didn't really think I'd miss this, did you?"
"Remind me to never bet against you, on anything." I said.
 "Especially next year's Police Boxing Matches." Teresa replied. I just laughed. Cindy did not. Her ice blue eyes flashed fire.
And the food! My goodness, was that food good and in large quantities. Plenty of beef, including prime rib (!), chicken, and fish, vegetables, rice, potatoes, bread, salads, and other trimmings. And it was all consumed, too.
The Country Club had set up round tables for everyone to sit at, and those were towards the back of the room (if the stage is considered to be the front of the room). I was at the table near the stage, with family: Laura, my mom Phyllis, Todd, Teresa, Cindy, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, Molly, Chief Griswold, and of course the kids. I'd asked Paulina to bring Tasha, but she said she might be late, and indeed she slipped in and sat at a back table towards the end of lunch.
"Commander, I have a question." said Joanne Warner, who'd brought up a chair and was holding Ross as she asked. "Did Pastor Westboro ever give you an answer to your question about Jesus and Judas?"
I smiled. "Yes. Yes he did. On the helicopter before he bit down on the cyanide capsule."
"What was his answer?" asked Joanne. "I'm kind of stumped by it."
"His answer was the same as my own thesis." I said. "Let me ask this: Before Jesus could rise from the dead, what did He have to do?"
Joanne looked blank, so I said "He had to die, of course."
Joanne still looked blank. Cindy said "Not much gets by you, Commander." Chief Griswold grunted a laugh.
"He had to die," I continued, after giving Cindy the appropriate withering look, "and not just in a quiet private way... it had to be a public death, such as an execution. Remember that there were many people claiming to be the Messiah in those days. I would add that in Matthew 4, where Satan tempted Jesus, Satan asked Jesus to jump from a building, saying Angels would save Him. So Jesus could not commit suicide, is my thesis from that."
"I never thought of that." said Joanne.
"Let me go further." I said. "Jesus needed to be publicly executed, so He got the Authorities's attention by going to the Temple and overthrowing the moneychangers' tables. And that did get their attention: they were after Him with the intent to kill from that moment on."
"So," I continued, "they went after Him, but as I said, there were plenty of imposter Messiahs at the time. So Iscariot goes to those Authorities, says he'll give them Jesus. And if you think about it, Jesus needed for that to happen. And that is why they put on the act at the Last Supper, then the so-called betrayal. Jesus asked Iscariot to betray Him, and Iscariot did, and the sequence of events played out. I also surmise the Authorities figured it out too late, and retaliated by executing Iscariot by hanging instead of him committing suicide."
"But the Bible doesn't say that." said Joanne.
"The Bible, written hundreds of years later," I said, "was written by the Catholic Church with a deep bias against Jews. They called Iscariot 'Judas', to paste him to the Jews... the German for 'Jews' is 'Juden', so you can see the connection. So the Bible's human authors had intent to make the Jews the bad guys in the execution of Jesus Christ. And my thesis is that they twisted what happened. I certainly don't know if my theory is more correct, but it all comes down to religious belief anyway."
Joanne had a lot to think about, I could tell...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After everyone had eaten, I took a chair to the stage and brought in a bag of stuff. People began migrating themselves and their chairs towards the front. And finally... her patience no longer able to handle it after all these years... Cindy stood up.
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
As the musical sound of spoon ringing glass echoed through the room, a loud acclaim started up... and then the applause began. At first it was a smattering, and before I knew it, the entire room was giving me a standing ovation that just kept on going.
It is a 'human trait' that people appreciate being recognized for a job well done, and I have to admit that I very much enjoyed that ovation. I sat for a moment and absorbed it, then I stood up to acknowledge it, and it just got louder and more prolonged.
Finally, I sat back down and reached into my bag to bring out something as the applause died off and everyone took their seats in a big semi-circle around me.
"Okay, where to start..." I said.
"At the beginning!" yelled Tanya Perlman, who was sitting up and to my right, along with Teresa. Everyone laughed, but I just smiled wryly.
"Actually," I said, "not the Consultant's beginnings... so I'll start at the time I caught on." After a pause, I began:
"There was, about a year and half ago, an unfortunate plane crash at County Airport. It appeared that several FBI Agents were killed in that crash. The good news is that it was all a ruse, a staged theater play, and it was designed to flush out who we thought was the Consultant at that time, the late Henry R. Wargrave. As part of that Federal Government operation, the bodies aboard were those of already-deceased persons."
"Unfortunately, the Enemy saw through the ruse, and rather egotistically let us know that he'd seen through it. But in doing so, he made a tiny slip... a tiny, tiny slip. And it cost him the Game, and his life."
With that, I held up a slip of paper. It was framed, and had a black cloth background. The words on the tiny slip of paper said "DEER me, Mr. Holmes, DEER me."
"Yes." I said. "It was this 'tiny slip', literally as well as figuratively, that brought down Raymond Westboro."
As my prize artifact was passed around for viewing, I said "Now the author of this Government plan considered it a failure, but I kept telling the author as well as the FBI that this was the most successful Federal plan since General Washington crossed the Delaware and took Trenton. It revealed the Truth.
"What happened is that two deer were cremated and the human bodies meant for cremation were taken for the plane crash." I said. "I was called into the Frank Freeman Funeral Home to investigate, as the family of one of those deceased persons had noticed the strangeness of the ashes, and the Funeral Home had noticed their crematory had been used overnight."
"So when I saw this note on a map in Cpt. Ross's office," I said, "I realized instantly that not only was the true Consultant of Crime not Henry Wargrave, I knew who he was! You see, in order to have seen through the ruse, and also to have known how it had been done, he had to have been there, at the Funeral Home."
"I discounted the Funeral Home people, though I checked them out just in case, but they weren't the ones. I discounted the Lawson family as being the farming family and country folk that they were. There was only one person left at the Funeral Home, and that was the person who had gone to the Funeral Home with the family... their pastor, Raymond Westboro."
There were murmurs through the room as the first pieces of the puzzle fell into place for them. I said "So now I had a very strong idea who the real Enemy was. And it was a perfect place to be... pastor of a church, hearing many things from his Church's members as well as other clergy, able to travel on sabbaticals on occasion, connections to Jonas Oldeeds which now had a more sinister reason than just being fellow Men of the Cloth."
I went on: "At that time, a book was left on my desk. There was highlighted a passage from the Conan Doyle stories that 'they set fire to our rooms last night'. And indeed, the Cabin, with me and my family in it, was set on fire. And thanks to one Cindy Ross and her intuition, we escaped with our lives." There were more murmurs as I smiled at Cindy, who smiled back.
"And what this showed me," I said, "was that there were competing forces at work. Wargrave had left a picture of my wife in the book, as a threat to her. That ticked off the Consultant. He had a bad habit of seeing mistakes of his minions as treason, and from that moment on he was throwing Wargrave under the bus, feeding him to the FBI dogs."
"So I knew who the man was," I said, "I could see what he was doing, but at the time I had no proof at all to bring him to trial. Therefore, I set about getting that proof, as quietly as I could, knowing that if he figured it out too soon, he'd try to kill me and my family, and perhaps other Police Officers and FBI friends, as well. I knew he'd stop at nothing: he'd already burned down the Cabin, and I was getting ideas he was responsible for other deaths, as well."
"I did let the FBI know that there was someone besides Wargrave at the helm of this Ship of Evil. And I also set a trap for the rogue CIA group by giving some information at a gathering where the Consultant was among eight possible suspects. Captain Ross and I called it the 'Eightfold Fence'. It was the Consultant that passed along the information to the rogue cell, but fortunately they ran into a truck driven by Takaki Taichi-sama before they could come kill me."



"I could also see the influence of the Consultant in the 'Medical Murder Mystery'." I said. "John Clifford consulted with his pastor, Raymond Westboro, and the pharmacist Lockhart was murdered soon after. Doesn't take much to mentally make that connection, though proving it is virtually impossible without a confession, which I did not get."
"In the 'Disappearing Act' case, Westboro had helped Jimmy Tolson with that boy's plans to steal insurance money related to his brother's death." I said. "And Tolson was Westboro's spy in the company he was working at. And Willa was having a sexual affair with Westboro. He was using them against each other, which was par for the course for him."
I then said "So, let's look at the other thread that ran through this whole saga: the Trojan War, and the Moriarty lines about being 'Seriously Inconvenienced' and 'Hampered in His Plans". When Westboro first sent that painting of the Fall of Troy, through Julie Newton, we all understandably thought at the time that it was from Wargrave. And then I got that wonderful match-and-toothpick Trojan Horse. We thought it was a play on my name, 'Troy', but I realized that it was more. Westboro was into the Trojan War itself, and he revealed that a few times."
I continued: "During the Lance Priemus execution (Dream Within A Dream), Pastor Westboro was in Jacksonville, and we now know it was to make sure Priemus didn't reveal what he knew. But he made an interesting comment, and I believe Captain Ross glommed onto it and realized who he was. He said of my crowbar: 'it is his Palladium'."
"It was a slip, another tiny slip." I said. "He was not referring to the element palladium, vis-a-vis my crowbar made of iron. The 'Palladium' was the statue of Pallas Athene, a wooden sculpture of the goddess Athena that resided in the Trojan Temple. The legend was that it had to be stolen from there in order to defeat the City-State of Troy, and Odysseus and Dionysus did steal the Palladium from the Temple, if memory serves me correctly."
"And it usually does." growled Chief Griswold, generating laughter.
I grinned, then said "I also seem to recall Westboro saying something to my Lieutenants about Paris and the golden apple; that is also part of the Trojan legend: Paris was the son of King Priam, and Paris was given Helen of Sparta, who you all know as Helen of Troy, in exchange for the apple."
"And when Priemus died," I said, "I noticed a slight gleam in Westboro's eyes as Priemus died... painfully." I didn't mention that karma on that had come back to Westboro in his final moments.
"Also, I did tell some people that the Consultant was the 'Alpha and Omega' of certain criminal organizations... a very direct clue to Pastor Westboro." (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 4)
"In addition," I said, "on the note about being hampered in his plans, he wrote the word 'Troilus', who was a young son of Priam that had to die before his 20th birthday in order for Troy to fall. That was a precursor to Westboro attacking the Feeley family, killing Pamela, paralyzing Tanya, and thank God! baby Pete's mother found a way to save his young life." Murmurs came up, then applause for Tanya as she and Teresa fist-bumped.
"So those were big clues, there." I said. "And once I was onto Westboro's trail, I was determined not to let him get away from me. Of course, he quickly figured out that things were not right for him, helped by having an insidious mole inside our Police Force, whom he called 'Sinon'... and we called 'Julie Newton'." There were groans at the mention of that traitor's name.
"When the 'Silverfish' case began," I said, "we talked to a man named Mr. Harkins of the Second National Bank. He realized his life was in danger from Westboro as details of that case came out. So he disappeared. Fortunately, I was able to send intermediaries to get him to hide here in this County, and he is now helping the FBI nail Westboro's carcass to the wall for numerous crimes, and lead us to elements of the Consultant's Syndicate. Harkins had to hide until I was ready to arrest Westboro, though, and I'll mention no names but I appreciate the help of those who took care of him in that time."
"And then I went to Apple Grove last year." I said. "I found a document for 'Victory Christian Ministries', an Oldeeds offshoot, and it had Westboro's name on the document. That was my first documented evidence of him. And from there, it became a game of weaving my tapestry against him."
"I began getting more and more stuff on him as we went through last Fall and Winter." I said. "And more of you began learning who he was. He was in the Emma Washburn photos which were on the tablet Dr. Robin Grayson gave me, and which I put into sealed evidence. He was behind the burglary of Cassie Sanderson's home, looking for photos of himself with Emma Washburn. And that reminds me... well, that will have to wait its turn. Jack, can I talk about the Fake Badges case?"
"You sure can." said Jack Muscone. "Louise Belfort and Watch Captain Lockhart, as well as several others, were arrested over the weekend. Charles Roland gave us enough on them to make those arrests, and we're getting more."
"Good." I said. I took another drink of water, then continued: "So, let's talk Fake Badges. For those who don't know, I'll simplify it by saying that it was a group of people who used paroled convicts for manpower, especially armed firepower. The Consultant was the man who conceived the idea, recruited Louise Belfort and others to do it, and they in turn provided him with manpower when he needed and called for it, such as in the 'Eyes Only' case, as well as the attack on the Feeley home."
"The 'Fake Badges' case would've been just some simple robberies and murders," I said, "until someone started planting badges of the perps from the Belfort Badge gang. This one really got to Westboro, as it was exposing his assets, and neither he nor Julie Newton could figure out who was doing it. Turns out... it was my sister Elizabeth. She wanted to capture some guns that were being smuggled, and so did Westboro... neither succeeded... and she needed that gang suppressed or out of the way. Westboro didn't take kindly to that, though... so he tried to kill her in the Standard Tools explosion."
"So... your sister is alive?" asked Joanne Warner, who was also in that building when the Consultant detonated its explosives.
"Yes." I said. "Trying to keep people alive, especially my family, has been the hardest part of this whole thing. Elizabeth got out alive, and she paid the Consultant back... and avenged your mother-in-law's death... by being the one to put a gun in Westboro's earhole and forcing him onto the helicopter with me. Once that happened, Westboro had to choose either cyanide or being placed under arrest by me. He chose to end his own life."
"So," I said, "back to Robin Grayson, which turned into a big hullabaloo with BigPharmaCorp. There was some evidence that would've exposed the Consultant of Crime secreted in an apartment. The reason so many people were after the Jack Burke tapes was because he accidentally recorded that material being secreted in his apartment." I saw many people nodding at that.
"Westboro thought that information could harm him badly, and he worked to retrieve or destroy it." I said. "I believe that Westboro was the man dressed in the suit and white mask like Slender Man in the video transmission of Jenna Stiles's ordeal, as he was trying to get those tapes. Unable to get the tapes, Westboro set three buildings on fire. We also stumbled onto a couple of people trying to steal research material from BigPharmaCorp."
"But the big thing, and a crime we can now close, was Dr. Laramie Wilkins and his wife ('Ensigns of Detection'). I'd surmised that Abby Wilkins was part of the evil group that had Dr. Wilkins killed, and that she supposedly committed suicide over a broken heart... but for whom? And who did she turn to when she supposedly found her husband dead? Her pastor ------ Raymond Westboro. He'd been having an affair with her, then forced her to take sleeping pills, as he knew I'd figure her out sooner or later, and that she not only witnessed her husband's death, but was a part of it. And then Westboro left that 'Dear me, Mr. Holmes, dear me.' note in the bottle of pills."
"And then..." I said, knowing this one was going to hurt, "... we had the Steven Moschel case. Westboro was making a lot of money on organ thefts; he was the power and money behind Moschel's business." I saw Teresa's head bow down as I said the words, and Tanya reached over to put her arm around Teresa's back.
"If there is a silver lining to that dark cloud," I said, "it was that we began getting very solid links to Westboro through Vauxhall and the laundering of money for the organ theft business. And that put tremendous financial pressure on Westboro, leading to him making desperate moves that would eventually bring him down, including attacking the Feeley family, then trying to assassinate my nephew Todd." I saw Todd grinning out of the corner of my eye.
"So..." I said, "now we can talk about Raymond Westboro's past, and his beginnings. I think he was always a bad man, and he chose the Cloth as his profession perhaps out of deep sarcasm. Of course, it was great cover for what he intended to do."
"But a few events helped shape his life. He was spurned by Pamela Feeley back in his high school and college days, which embittered him. But worse, he then met and married a woman named Alice. I kept hearing about him having had a wife in the past, from some of the elderly ladies of the Community Center and elsewhere, such as the disc golf course. Information was spotty about whether this wife had died or had left him, and it turned out to be both."
"This woman Alice saw the evil man that Raymond Westboro truly was, and she left him. She had a relationship with another man, became pregnant, and had the baby... but she died in childbirth. That baby grew up to be Selena Steele, who was raised by Edward and Stephanie Steele."
People were looking at Selena Steele, now beginning to understand some things. Still, I told the story: "What also happened was that Detective Angela Harlan, who at one time was a really, really good Police Detective, had issues with Selena. Raymond Westboro found out somehow, and also somehow corrupted Angela Harlan to begin pursuing Selena... not to kill her, but to cause her to be accused of murder and given the death penalty for it. This would bring pain to the Steeles as well as the daughter of Westboro's estranged wife."
"Fortunately for me, Chief Griswold, ADA Patterson, and my fellow Officers trusted me enough to give me time to prove Selena's innocence... but in that, I also failed completely, and the Black Widow murdered Pete Feeley. Feeley wasn't a random killing; the Consultant targeted him and had the Black Widow kill him because he was Pamela Feeley's son, and Pamela had rejected Westboro's advances years before. He was a deeply vindictive man. By way of contrast, Angela was not; she killed Pete on orders, not out of personal passion."
It was Teresa's turn to put her (left) arm around Tanya. I had to fight not to get emotional at my failure to save Pete.
"My last comment," I said, "is that Pastor Raymond Westboro was the most unforgiving man you're likely to ever meet. He was of a brilliant, philosophical mind... but he was also the most paranoid man in the world. His organization was tremendous and rigid, and brutal for those who trespassed against it. His wife left him; he considered that a betrayal to the point he plotted to have the woman's daughter framed and executed. He thought Henry Wargrave betrayed him, though it was exactly the opposite: Wargrave remained loyal to him. Still, Westboro threw Wargrave under the bus, forcing Wargrave to jump 30 stories to his death. He believed Lance Priemus had betrayed him; so he had drugs put into Priemus's death cocktail to cause Priemus pain. He shot Thaddeus Ward, and he tried to murder my sister Elizabeth and Seth's sister Karen Warner Harlan."
"So." I said. "Any questions?" That got some laughter, as my stunned audience was still barely processing what I'd just told them.
"Yes sir." said Christopher Purvis of Vice. "What about Julie Newton, Captain Malone, and Steven Ikea?"
I nodded. "First of all, Captain Malone was part of another group, a group that the FBI is still chasing down, and I'm now going to concentrate on helping the FBI take this group out. They're a race-based group of national scope, and we've defeated them in Teresa's hometown, here in our Town & County, and more recently in Apple Grove and Fillmore County, where I grew up."
"And righteously." Cindy murmured. I just nodded.
"Captain Malone worked with the Consultant on several occasions, though. They were behind the attempted assassination of Daniel Allgood while he, Daniel Allgood, was running for Sheriff." I continued. "Malone might've become more involved in those bad things in this County, but Chief Griswold made a few hires into his Police Department that didn't work out so well for Malone."
"Ain't that the truth." said Chief Sean Moynahan. There was laughter and some applause.
I went on: "Julie Newton was having an affair with Malone, and we're beginning to find her ties to racially-based hate groups. But she was co-opted by the Consultant, and I am really wondering if he had some kind of brainwashing technique that he used on her as well as on Angela Harlan. They both had some very unnatural loyalties, there. But... it is likely I'll never get any proof on that."
"As to Steven Ikea," I said, "he's just a dirtbag that thinks he's better than everyone else, when in reality he's as dumb as a box of rocks... and I apologize to the rocks for the insult." That got some laughter, as I continued: "Well, let me just say further that Ikea is an ideologue and a religious nutcase who is beginning to find that the people he revered most, from Jonas Oldeeds to Harold Malone to Raymond Westboro, were in reality Agents of the Devil himself, insidiously evil men."
"What about Julie's sister Yvonne?" asked Theo Washington.
"She's innocent, as far as we can tell." I said. "She's in total shock that her sister was a criminal and a spy within our midst. But like Goth Girl Kathy's mother, Yvonne will not be able to work for Paulina Patterson anymore. We're getting her a job somewhere else, perhaps in the library system or the Public Health Department."
"Are you going to be able to get the Oldeeds Organization, through Westboro?" asked FBI Special Agent in Charge Les Craig.
"I don't know." I said. "They're certainly scurrying like cockroaches in the night. But I think we'll do well not to say much more on that, as there is still an ongoing investigation. Ditto that for all Federal investigations right now."
Mary Mahoney Milton asked "Sir, how did Westboro communicate with others without giving himself away?"
"Oooh, good question." I said. "First, he used a lot of burner phones. As you know, Mary, we were able to trace some of them, including some communications between him and Julie Newton. But you guys found out that someone was using computers in University Hospital to access the Internet. And that's another place where Westboro's cover as a pastor came into play: he was a frequent visitor to the Hospital, and was hardly noticed walking down the halls. So he'd go to the Hospital, and could access their WiFi without being noticed."
There was a silence as I looked around. "Okay, any more questions? Cindy?" I asked, seeing my cousin's eyes.
"I think I'll hold my question for a more private time." Cindy said.
"Party pooper." Teresa replied. Tanya and I laughed out loud.
"Okay, let me make some announcements now." I said. "Detective Joanne Warner will be reporting to Detective School next Tuesday, July 5th. And when she gets back, we'll help her un-learn everything she learns there. While Lieutenant Croyle is recovering from her wounds, this is a good time for her to report to Advanced Course on Tuesday July 5th, so she can learn a bit less about leadership than she already has shown."
I finished up; "Okay, I see some children that are up way past their bedtimes. I'm sure I'll be talking with many of you about this for weeks to come. Everyone have a good night, and get home safe and sober."
The room again broke out into applause before everyone began dispersing.
Part 25 - Above and Beyond
I stopped by my office at Police Headquarters before going home. Somewhat to my surprise, as I secured the tiny slip note in its frame in my safe, Cindy came into the office.
"Have a seat." I said, which she did on a hot chair instead of her normal place on the sofa. She put her purse and keys on the edge of my desk as I asked "You had a question?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "I didn't want to bring this up in front of others, but it's been bothering me... did you know the Church was rigged with bombs?"
"Yes and no." I said, and truthfully, and you better believe my bug-killer was full-on. "I knew Westboro was up to something, and he was going to do something that night. I had an idea that he'd do something somewhere else, perhaps at County Jail, take Police Officers hostage to rescue Julie Newton."
"But you pre-empted that with the FBI." Cindy said.
"Well, to some extent. But having said that," I continued, "it was just like the bastard to attack his own church and the people of it. I should have realized something when I heard that Reverend Patterson was taking care of security in bomb detection. We should've insisted on having Sergeant Seymour go through; that's something to note for the future." Cindy nodded vigorously; she also had thought about using Sergeant Seymour but had been assuaged by bad information.
I went on: "I also should've realized Patterson might not show up, and we could've evacuated the Church, or prevented its occupancy for the event. But just between us, I'll tell you this: you remember that Priemus died of those chemicals being mixed, and Dora Ellis and her crew were planning to murder blacks with deadly chemicals?"
"Yeah." Cindy said, then she caught on. "Oh my God, you thought Westboro was going to gas the Church?"
"Or Third Precinct and County Jail. And yes, something along those lines of nerve gas." I said. "I thought Patterson's 'Security' team would bring in the chemicals at the last minute, and dogs couldn't detect them like they do bombs. And then Westboro would force me to take the helicopter up to prevent people from being killed by nerve gas. Why he went ahead with bombs, I'm not sure."
"Wow..." Cindy said, thinking of the monstrosity of that possibility. "But you had to have known something."
"I had ideas, but there was no hope for early detection, or so I thought. I certainly did not want to put 2000 people at risk, of course." I said. " And, of course, I knew for over a year that it would involve a helicopter. I got that fortune cookie in Rome, near Apple Grove, and then the bastard actually paid for me to get lessons to fly a chopper. I just didn't know his exact plan until he pretty much had sprung it."
"So you found out..." Cindy said, her ice blue eyes showing cold fire, "... by walking straight into his trap."
"Well, sometimes springing the trap is the best way to defeat it." I said. "I intended to have you arrest Westboro while I took the chopper up. But someone who shall remain nameless, but her initials are (C)indy (R)oss, got a bit impatient and ran into the church before I could stop you. As it was, it worked out. I still say seeing the baptismal pool was really, really good thinking."
"Stoppit." Cindy said, not allowing me to distract her by heaping praise upon her, however well-deserved. "I'm still not over you being willing to die to stop him."



"But I didn't die." I said. "So this office does not pass into your hands yet."
"Nor do I want it to." Cindy said with alacrity. "Except for the Chief's office, this room is right where you belong."
"No." I said. "I belong at home, in bed. I am exhausted. Let's go."
"I need to go to my office first." Cindy said. "You go ahead, and I'll follow when I'm done."
I knew what she was doing; I had observed that she had left her keys on my desk when she left the room. I put them in my center desk drawer, letting what needed to happen... happen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After seeing Don drive away in his Police SUV, Cindy walked back to his office. She did not see her keys on his desk, and realized he'd probably put them in his desk drawer. Sitting in his chair, she opened the drawer and found the keys... and the envelope next to them. Pulling it out, she saw the words scrawled upon it that said "Upon my death, please have Todd Burke give this to his assistant Mariko."
Cindy's father, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, was a wise man, but also had his own extensive web of knowledge. He had told her that Todd's assistant was the sister of the late Takaki Taichi, who'd sacrificed himself to destroy the rogue Corrigan Cell... and this meant Mariko was the daughter of Takaki Misaki, one of the most powerful and well-connected men in the World. And Cindy knew that Don truly meant for this envelope to go to Takaki Misaki.
The envelope was not sealed. Unable to contain her curiosity, Cindy opened the envelope and took out the rice paper inside. There was writing in hiragana script as well as English. It read:
Like the dew I was born,
Like the vanishing wind, I am gone;
My life, and all that I have done,,
Is but a dream within a dream.
It was Don's death poem.
Cindy sat back in the chair, oblivious to all but her own deepest thoughts. There probably really was no way to prevent 2000 people from being put in mortal danger, but Don had let the Consultant spring the trap... and had been prepared to die himself to take down Westboro. It was more than a 'hair-brained scheme' on Don's part... he had gone into battle with the expectation of his own death.
He had even written his death poem...
Cindy sat there for a very, very long time, trying to process the enormity of it, the sheer magnitude of what had happened.
Part 26 - Epilogue
As I drove out of the parking lot of Police Headquarters, I noticed a small, sleek jet coming in for a landing at County Airport to my north. I drove east on College Avenue in the darkness of the night, seeing my Town in a new way, a different way... free of the pestilence that had held it hostage for these past number of years.
The FBI was making arrests across the country. I knew I was going to be busy, very busy, over the coming days, heck---- weeks, and that I'd be spending a lot of time in Courtrooms, testifying to make Juries understand the complex financial twists and turns this evil man had used to hide his Empire of Crime.
I was tired. It was very good to be able to get into bed and go to sleep. Restful, deep sleep...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I woke up. My mind was still not fully awake, but I felt strange. I sat up in the darkness, hearing nothing but the hum of the air conditioner. Only the light of a streetlight through the window of the sitting room provided illumination.
My wife had awakened. "Don, what is it?" she asked. "What's the matter?"
"I... nothing." I said, gathering my wits. I looked at Melina, my wife, and said "Honey... you won't believe the dream I just had..."
Finis?!?! To be continued?!?!
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Part 1 - Awakening
-Driver take away my worries of today,
-And leave tomorrow behind,
-Ooh Dream Weaver,
-I believe you can get me through the night,
-Ooh Dream Weaver,
-I believe we can reach the morning light...
------ Gary Wright, 'Dream Weaver'.
"That must've been one hell of a dream." my wife said. "You look like you're a million miles away."
"I feel like it, too." I said. "I haven't woken up yet."
We were at the breakfast table, eating cereal. It was early September, just past the Labor Day weekend. I was not looking forward to the week.
"So when are you going to get the severance package?" Melina asked.
I'd been working for a private lab that was contracted to do Crime Lab testing for the Midtown Police and the SBI. But the State Legislature had cut funding, trying to force all law enforcement units to use the State Crime Labs exclusively. As a result, I was being laid off, along with a number of others.
"End of the month." I said. "I had enough vacation to get paid through the month, so the forced me on furlough until September 30th. Then everyone gets kicked to the kerb and they pay the severances."
"We could sure use the money." Melina said. "I still think you should let me take that job."
"Not with Jack Burke!" I said strongly, then caught myself, trying to calm myself down. "You know I don't want you working with that son of a bitch."
"Look, Don," Melina said, "we need money. You're not in the Army Reserve anymore. You won't sell the security devices businesses to Jack, you won't let me work for him. I know you don't like him, but this is ridiculous."
"Melina," I said, trying to keep calm, "we've gone over this time and again."
"Yeah, I know." Melina said. "And you are one stubborn bastard." She got up and began clearing the dishes, taking them to the kitchen. As I watched her ass swaying in the tight robe she was wearing, I still remembered that dream I'd had, where I'd had a happy family... with children.
"So, Melina," I said as she returned to the breakfast table and poured herself some more coffee, "have you thought any more about us starting a family?"
My wife just stared at me for a second, then shook her head. "Don, we have no money, we're about to lose the house, you're about to lose your business. And you want to start a family?"
Earlier that summer, in June, we were planning to go to her property on the lake, where she and I would have unprotected sex for the first time in our marriage, and try to start a family. And then my sister Elizabeth had tried to force her sons Todd and Ned upon us. Melina had adamantly refused to let them stay with us, and we ended up canceling our vacation, as well.
Because they did not visit us, Todd and Ned stayed up in the University town... and Todd had been in a fatal car crash. The Police up there had said he'd lost control of his vehicle and that he'd been intoxicated. He had hit a Police cruiser head-on, and both of the Officers in the other car had been killed. Todd's body had had to be pried out almost piecemeal from the convertible he'd been driving.
"Look, Don," Melina said, "I know you're still upset about Todd being killed, and you want to have kids. But we have to resolve our situation first."
"I know." I said. "I'll find work, somewhere, somehow. And you can, too, just as long as it isn't for Jack."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Here I am, only 28 years old, and my life is a near disaster already, I thought to myself as I went through the papers, the invoices, the bills. My security equipment company had been doing a marginal business, but a steady enough one. And then some people who obviously were working for the CIA had tried to place a large order through me. I'd refused to take it.
Since then, my business had dropped off steadily, and considerably. Customers began dropping me, and no new ones would come in. Even when I went around on sales calls, I found the doors emphatically shut in my face. I finally got word from a vendor to the lab I worked at, that word had been put out to not do business with me anymore, but the vendor did not know who was behind it.
Even worse, I'd ordered and received equipment for some new customers... who then cancelled without warning. My inquiries to their businesses showed them to have suddenly disappeared. The'd seemed legitimate when I first took their orders, but now... 'Hey, presto!', they were gone.
And when I tried to return the equipment I'd ordered, the vendors refused to take it back, and also insisted on full payment immediately. Even had lawyers sending me letters. I could see what was going on, that someone was orchestrating all this.
I heard the door to my shop open, and I groaned inwardly. It was Jack Burke. He was dressed in a suit and tie, his full head of black hair perfectly set, looking every bit the powerful executive that he was since taking over his father's business the year before.
I suddenly remembered that dream I'd had... that my nephew Todd was related to Jack. And for the first time, I realized that Jack and Todd did look very much alike. That had to be a coincidence, but still...
"Well, Donny," said Jack, the derision in his voice palpable, "how's business?"
"I get the feeling you already know." I replied.
"Yeah, it's unfortunate." said Jack. "I just came by to make one last offer to buy it from you. Get you out of the hole you've dug for yourself."
"No way in hell." I said. "I'd rather file bankruptcy than sell to you."
"Suit yourself." said Jack. "But why are you putting up a fuss about me hiring Melina into my accounting department? It's a good job."
"You know why, Jack." I said. "And you're just trying to get into her pants again, as you always have been."
Jack grinned, a brilliant grin that definitely reminded me of Todd. "Come on, Donny, I haven't messed with her since college, and you know it. You see the women I'm dating, and fucking, these days. That hot blonde 'Cherie'... I can barely keep up with her. And her older sister, Marie... she's a firecracker in bed."
"I have no interest in your love life, Jack." I said. "Especially since it includes rape."
Jack's smile disappeared. "You better watch yourself, Donny." he said, his voice low and menacing.
"Or what?" I asked, 'fronting him. Jack was well aware that I was the only person who'd ever whipped his ass, and I'd done so in college with my Aikido skills.
"All right." Jack said, pretending resignation. "I've tried to help you. I'll tell you this: you might want to stay in that hole you've dug for yourself, but I have no intention of letting Melina be hurt. She's too fucking good for you." He turned for the door. "See you around, Donny."
As he left, I was remembering what had happened at School. After Jack had seduced Melina and taken her virginity, she'd almost broken off her engagement to me for Jack. Then he was accused by a woman named Ivy of rape, and the woman was backed up by a professor there. Jack had disappeared, Melina and I had gotten married and finished School.
Then a couple of years later, Jack was back. The woman Ivy had recanted her rape accusation, saying the professor had asked her to make the charge. The professor was then fired.
I wonder what happened to her, I thought to myself. Her name was Dr. Laura Fredricson, and I remembered her in my dream... as my wife, I suddenly recalled.
Curious, I got on my laptop computer. I had an account with the FBI through my security business, so I tried to access it. I typed in the password: 'J-A-N-U-A-R-Y'. It came back with a screen that said: 'Access Denied. Account does not exist."
I tried again, making sure I didn't mistype... then I remembered that I'd put in the FBI account from my dream; I didn't have one like that in real life. So why did I think that I did? And why did I type it in, instead of the correct one?
Moving along, I accessed records that were publicly available. Dr. Laura Fredricson was not a professor at the University, not at any University in the State nor the Conference. I tried more general google searches, and the only things that came up were papers from before I'd graduated School.
Part 2 - Unraveling
Friday, September 7th. Melina had not given my my morning blowjob; she's stopped doing that a couple of months before. I really felt like our marriage was not doing well.
"Honey," I said at the breakfast table, "we need to do something. How about we go away for the weekend. To your place on the lake, or up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen. Even a hunting trip. But let's spend some time together." In the past, this had worked well to rejuvenate our romantic fires.
"I'm sorry, Don, I can't." said Melina, with no show of emotion. "There's something I need to tell you, as well." I put down my spoon of cereal in the bowl and gave her my attention.
"Don," Melina said, "I told Jack I'm taking that job he offered me." I groaned, and felt my eyes closing. I opened them to see my beautiful wife looking at me skeptically.
"It's not up for discussion, Don." Melina said. "We can fight about it if you want, but I'm going to do it. I've got to generate some income."
"I know." I said, not catching her words properly, that 'she', not 'we', had to generate income. "Me, too. If I get a new job, will you drop the job with Jack?" I tried not to peer at her, but she could tell I was studying her for her response.
"We'll see." Melina said. As she cleared the table, I got the laptop and began searching job sites.
"Oh wait, here's something." I said out loud. "Town & County Police Department is hiring Officers as well as Crime Lab technicians." I quickly sent résumés for both jobs.
"Find something?" asked Melina as she came into the living room, looking hot in her blouse shirt, jeans shorts and high heel sandals.
"Mmm, you look good." I said, as I noticed her. She didn't smile at my compliment like she used to. I continued: "Police Department up in the University Town has openings, so I applied. It's a long shot, but we'll see what happens. By the way... whatever happened to that professor you were working for in college... Dr. Fredricson, her name was?"
"Oh. Her." Melina said. "What brought her to mind?"
"I dunno." I said. "Maybe that dream I had the other day. But I just thought of her name." I did not want to tell Melina about Jack Burke's visit to my store.
"Well..." said Melina, "come to think of it, I don't know. After we left School, I didn't hear from her again. And then when all that came out about Jack and the false rape allegation, I certainly wouldn't have wanted to have anything to do with Dr. Fredricson again. I have no idea what happened to her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, September 10th. A young lawyer came into my shop. I recognized him as Cy Hart, an attorney that worked with my father in Apple Grove.
"Hello, Don." he said, shaking my hand. "How are things?"
"Could be better." I said. "How about you? And Mom and Dad?"
"Your father is doing okay, but he's an obstinate man." said Hart. "Your mother thinks he's ill, but he won't go to the doctor."
"No, he hates 'em." I replied. "What about the Law Firm?"
"He's going to sell, at long last." said Hart. "That's one reason I'm down here. I'm not real happy about this man your dad is selling to. Guy named Hamilton Phillips."
The name sounded familiar to me, but I wasn't sure why. "But he is selling it?" I asked.
"Yes." said Hart. "And I'm looking for new work. Maybe with the State AG's office. I might try that University town on the way back home, too."
"Well, while you're at it," I said, "think you might help me go through bankruptcy for this business? And maybe give me a discount on your rates?"
"Sure." said Hart. "Let's look at it."
After half an hour, Hart said "Yes, it's going to be bad. Let me ask this: how are your personal finances?"
"Not great." I said. "Melina and I are barely holding on right now. She has a new job and I've got some severance and then unemployment would kick in... if I take this place into bankruptcy first."
"Well, if things get ugly, it might be better to go personal bankruptcy as well." Hart said. "You do realize that the way this business is set up, creditors can go for your personal assets?"
"Whaa?" I asked stunned. "I thought I set this up as an LLC!"
"You did." said Hart. "But you've been mixing personal funds with business funds. That's 'D.B.A.', short for 'doing business as'. Your creditors' lawyers are easily going to pinprick your bubble, and go for the personal assets."
He showed me where funds had been mixed. "I never did that." I said. Then I realized it... Melina had done it when she was paying some of our bills. She'd dipped into our personal funds, then taken the money back out. Several times over the past year.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Hart left, two men came into the store. They were wearing suits and ties, and I instantly realized they were Federal Agents.
"Mr. Donald Troy?" asked the first man, who was stocky, with short black hair and beady eyes. The other agent was younger, face a bit chiseled but handsome, black hair in place, suit fitting perfectly.
"And you are?" I asked.
"I'm Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone with the FBI." said Muscone, who looked strangely familiar to me, as he showed me his I.D.. "This is Special Agent Martin Nash. Can we ask you a few questions?"
"Sure, but what's it about?" I asked.
"Sir," said Special Agent Nash, his voice quiet, level, steady... unnervingly so, "did you attempt to access an FBI site from this location the other day?"
"Oh, that." I said, and realized that it would do no good to lie. "Yes. Accidentally. I thought I was accessing another account. I realized the mistake when the password failed."
"Mr. Troy," said Muscone, his beady dark eyes burning through me, "that is not the type of account one just 'accidentally' attempts to access. How did you come to know that URL in the first place?"
"I'm not sure." I said. "You won't believe this, but I had a dream a few days ago, and that URL was to an account I had. I mixed it up with my vendor account."
"Have you ever had an FBI access account like that?" asked Special Agent Nash. "Maybe when you were in the Army Reserve?"
"Not that I remember." I said. "Look guys, I know it sounds weird, but I don't know where I got that URL... like I said, it was part of a dream I had." The Agents looked very skeptical.
"Let me ask you guys a question." I said in the silence. "If I really wanted to do the FBI harm, I would've made pains to hide any attempt to hack you. I'm sure you know by now that this was a one-time access, and it's not been done by me before or since. I'm also sure you've checked me out very thoroughly, and I hope you're finding I'm no threat to you. So why this level of attention?"
"Routine." said Special Agent in Charge Muscone, barely blinking an eyelash. "But the nature of the access attempt was very strange, so we're checking it out. We'll be in touch, Mr. Troy. You might want to stay in town, so we can find you if we need to." With that, Muscone led his fellow agent out the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home, Melina wasn't there yet. I poured myself a Scotch and sat down in the greatroom, drinking it as I tried to think and understand what was going on. I thought of that dream I'd had; it had been so real, and now I was being visited by the FBI because of it.
Then I thought of something else in the dream. I went upstairs to the bedroom. I opened the dresser to find Melina's jewelry box, where she kept some items. In the dream, she'd had this rune from a self-help group secreted in it. I began seeking the hidden compartment... and I found it!
Wow, the dream was right, I thought to myself as I opened the secret drawer. There was no rune nor necklace in it, though... but something presented itself when I opened the drawer the whole way.
It was a badge. A CIA badge.
I was in shock, reeling. How did Melina have this badge? Was she really part of the CIA? Was she really a sniper, as she had been in my dream?
Hearing her car drive up, I quickly closed the compartment and put the jewelry box back in the drawer, and headed downstairs.
"Hi, honey." I said, enjoying the sight of my wife. She had on blue jacket and skirt, with dark blue stockings and dark blue high heel pumps. Her ass looked magnificent and I felt a stirring in my loins... but my cock did not harden.
"Hi, Don." Melina said. "I went out with some of my new coworkers for a beer and I had some food. So cook for yourself or you can order a pizza."
This was strange, as Melina never had been a very social person. I guessed she was just getting to know her new coworkers. "I'll do something." I said. "How is your new job?"
"It's okay." Melina said. "I'll tell you about it in a bit. I'm going upstairs to change."
"When you come down, we need to talk." I said. "You want a drink?" But she did not answer; she was already up the stairs, and a moment later I heard the shower running.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's it." I said, after telling Melina of the mixing of funds that destroyed the protection of my LLC. "A really good lawyer might keep the LLC entity separate from our personal assets, but that will cost a lot of money. Money that we simply do not have."
"I didn't think about it when I did that." said Melina. "I was trying to cover monthly expenses and didn't want to take out a ridiculous payday loan."
"I understand." I said, trying not to be angry about it. The damage was done. I drank the last of the Scotch in my glass. "I'm going to pour another drink. You want one?"
"That was your third already." Melina said.
"It's that kind of day." I replied. After pouring my drink, I sat down with the laptop. There was a new email inside.
"Hey, look." I said, as I read the email. "The Town & County Police responded to my application. They want me to come up Wednesday..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, September 11th. It was early evening. I had not driven up the Midtown-University Highway for some months, and not often at all, but it felt very familiar to me. I saw the exit for the StatePowerCorp nuclear plant, then through Hamilton County to Coltrane County. I drove the speed limit through Coltrane County; their Sheriff was well known as a dirty cop, and loved to implement speed traps against unwary Citizens.
I saw the Lake Ocheekobee Golf and Country Club and the town of Buford, then the warning sign to not stop for the next five miles. And then the State Hospital for Mental Diseases, a.k.a. 'The Asylum', came into view. I felt an overwhelming sense of depression and foreboding come over me as I saw the forbidding stone walls of the building behind the layers of fencing, topped off with triple -concertina barbed wire. I wondered if the atrocities I'd dreamed about there were really occurring.
As I went on north, I saw the turnoff to the left that went to the The Vision World Headquarters. The road was in bad condition, though, almost a gravel road with plants growing up in it. I'd never actually gone down that road, and I was enormously curious to take it. But I had things to do, so I resolved to look into it on the way back home.



Junction Station looked oddly familiar to me as I drove through it. There was the Junction Station Depot, newly refurbished as a meeting place. I saw the rows of hotels, then the lights of the businesses on the left (west) side of University Avenue, and the beginnings of the Campus to the right.
My reservation was at the University Hotel. I went inside and checked in, and received a room on the sixth floor, the window facing north. As I took my luggage inside, it had a familiar feel to it, as if I'd been here before.
I stepped out onto the thin patio ledge and looked over the University and the Town as the last of the sun faded over the western horizon. Why does this feel so familiar to me? I thought to myself. Looking north, I could see the picturesque white brick pile that was the Mountain Nest in my dream; there were lights inside it. Then I looked up the ridgeline, above it. There was nothing where The Cabin had been, just empty darkness. From what I could tell, there was no home there at all...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, September 12th. I dressed in a dark gray suit with white shirt and blue tie with black and silver stripes running diagonally through it. As I drove through Town, I saw First Baptist Church, and wondered if their pastor really was a Crime Syndicate mastermind.
I tried to put that dream in it's compartment and behind me, knowing I needed to be sharp and on my game for my interview with the Police Department. I parked in the public parking lot to the right (north) side of the building, then walked around to the front doors. They were glass, with the wreath-and-star badge etched into each door. Going inside into the modern-looking lobby, I went up to the Duty Desk.
"Can I help you, sir?" asked the Duty Desk Officer politely. His name was Patrolman Hicks.
"I'm here for an interview for the Detective position." I said. I gave him my name.
"Ah yes, just one moment." he said, making a call. I looked around the lobby, seeing a hallway go down the side wall, and I sensed that was to the Press room. Another corridor went to my left (facing the Duty Desk), with three doors in the right-side wall. To my right was a metal door, painted white like the walls with a reinforced slit entry, which said "Authorized Personnel Only". It was to the booking areas and holding cells, I thought to myself.
Just then a tall brunette came from behind the Duty Desk. Her face was attractive but angular, sharp and chiseled. Her eyes were neither warm nor cold, but very penetrating. I almost gasped out loud when I saw her, and then was further stunned by her next words as she reached out to shake my hand."
"Don Troy?" she said. "I'm Captain Angela Harlan, Chief of Detectives."
Part 3 - Parallel Universes
"Uhhh, hello." I said, shaking her hand.
"Is... something the matter?" she asked, peering at me.
"Uh, no, I'm sorry." I said, feeling myself flush. "It's just... that you look familiar to me, somehow, though I don't think we've met."
"No, I don't think we have." said Angela. "Here, sign in and come on in with me." I signed in, clipped on the temp badge I was given, and then followed Angela down the hall. Her lavender pullover shirt clung to her body, as did her black slacks, and she had a very nice body, I noted. I also felt a sense of foreboding; as if something was all wrong, here. But c'mon, that was just a dream...
Captain Harlan led me to one of the Captain's offices, it was the one on the left side. "Have a seat." she said, indicating the chair in front of the desk. I sat down just after she did. She had a file on her desk, and she opened it.
"Interesting." she said, perusing the file. "Chemistry major. Army ROTC. Commissioned Army Reserve, Military Police. Worked in a lab contracted to do evidence testing, that's good."
She looked up at me. "You check the boxes as far as your background goes. So let me ask you this: have you applied for jobs with the Police before? I'd think you'd already be one with this background."
I said "I found the lab job, and then started my own business on the side, which was going well until recently. And I was in the Army Reserve, so applying to a civilian Police Force just didn't happen, until now."
"Yeah." Angela said in her husky voice. "The reason I ask is because we have a lot of applicants for the Force. A lot of military veterans, a lot of paramilitary types. And some of them really want to be Police Officers, maybe always have been wanting it and preparing for it through high school and college; while others are applying just to get a job, and have no clue about what they really want, much less what they'd be getting into. Which are you?"
"Candidly..." I said, "... somewhere in between. I am looking for a job, but I've done Police work before, albeit in the military. And I think I have skills that match what you're looking for, and I'll be an asset that makes your Police Force better. I think it'd be a win-win for both of us."
"Pretty good answer." Angela said, nodding. "A lot of people trip all over themselves when I ask them that. Trying to find your life's purpose is not a thing to be doing when someone is shooting at you on a street."
She then abruptly changed the subject: "So... you said I looked familiar to you. Any idea why? Because I know you didn't look me up on the TCPD website."
"I did look at the website; and no, you're not on it." I said. "To answer your question with a question, did you make any big busts that made the news? Maybe in Texas, where your accent seems to come from? My wife is originally from Texas."
"Wow, good observation." Angela said, smiling slightly. "Yes, I did come from the DFW area. I was hired here in July to be the Major Crimes Lieutenant. I came on duty on August 1st... and as a Captain, since the previous Captain is now the Chief of Police. You'll be talking to him soon. His name is Harold Malone."
That was the second shock to my system today, though I didn't know why. I tried to keep my face passive as Angela continued: "He's a hardened veteran of the Police Force here. And I'll tell you now: he's very big on loyalty."
After Angela was finished talking with me, she escorted me down the hall to the break room to wait for my interview with Chief Malone. As we walked, a section of the wall got my attention. It had photographs of the Officers that had died in the line of duty. When I saw two of them, I stopped short.
One was a photograph of Chief Antonio Griswold. Next to him was a photo of Detective Cindy Ross. The date of their deaths... was the same as the day Todd died.
"Oh my God." I whispered. Captain Harlan had stopped when I did, and was watching me. "These two Officers... the Chief and the Detective... were they killed in a car crash?"
"Yes, they were." said Angela. "I never knew them. Some college kid crossed the centerline, smashed into them head on. Autopsy said the kid was intoxicated."
As we walked to the breakroom, I had a strange feeling in my soul. For some reason, seeing that picture of Detective Ross had filled me with a strange sadness, though I had no idea why... oh, yeah, the dream. I felt like I had known her, and Chief Griswold, in that dream.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I waited in the breakroom, a lovely light-brown-haired woman with a very cherubic smile on her pretty face came into the room. Her eyes twinkled, showing that she had a mischievous streak as well. So why did it seem strange to me that she was walking? I thought to myself.
"Hi." she said. "I'm Detective Perlman. Tanya Perlman."
"I'm Don Troy." I said, getting up and shaking her hand with just a slight bit of flirtation. Tanya's eyes sparkled.
"Applying for the Detective job?" she asked as we sat down at the table.
"Yes, I am." I said. "Tell me, what's it like working here?"
"Oh, pretty good." Tanya said. "We had a bad summer, though. Lost our Chief and a Detective. First line-of-duty deaths in years."
"I'm sorry." I said. "I saw their pictures on the wall. Tell me, what was Detective Ross like?"
"She was really competent." said Tanya. "She also had a couple of black belts, so nobody messed with her. But she was quiet, kind of kept to herself." Tanya then leaned closer to me and softly said in a near-whisper, "Some people thought she was a lesbian. Nothing wrong with that, of course, but that might be why she kept herself in the background."
I nodded. Tanya then continued "The funny thing is... she and one of the Vice Detectives, Teresa Croyle, were always bitching at each other, and we all thought they just hated each other. But when Cindy was killed, Teresa cried her eyeballs out for a week, and insisted on being part of the Honor Guard for her."
"Sometimes those people fighting are actually friends." I said.
"Yeah," Tanya said. "I think Teresa didn't realize how much Cindy meant to her until Cindy was gone, and that was part of Teresa's pain. The other part was that it was a DUI------" She stopped short, realizing she was saying too much to a stranger.
"So tell me," I said, to change the subject, "what is Captain Harlan like?"
"Oh, she's good." Tanya said. "Great at crime scenes, but even better at figuring out who the guilty parties are. And since she's gotten here, she's really whipped us into shape. We're worlds better than we were------ well, I shouldn't tell tales out of school."
"I understand." I said. Just then Angela Harlan herself came and got me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I expected to go into the Chief's office, but Angela diverted me into the Main Conference room and closed the door.
"Look," she said, "the Chief and I know that it was your nephew in that crash that killed Chief Griswold and Detective Ross. We know that wasn't your fault, and we're not holding it against you. But you might be asked about it, and if some people around here find out about it, it might be... awkward."
"I understand." I said. "And I do have one request, this whole job interview notwithstanding: do you think I can see the M.E.'s reports on my nephew's autopsy before I go home? They're public documents, but maybe you can help me out and pull them for me?"
Angela nodded. "Yeah, I can do that. But why?"
I said "My nephew Todd was never a big drinker in school, didn't do drugs. He was always chasing girls, but that's a different story. Anyway, I've never been comfortable with the story that he was drunk when he crashed into the Police car, and I just wanted to see the reports for myself, to satisfy myself."
"Sure." said Angela. "When you're done with the Chief, come to my office and I'll have my assistant pull the records for you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Angela Harlan brought me into Chief Harold Malone's office, which was the Chief's office in the corner of the building. I was a bit surprised how devoid it was of any decorations, framed citations, or personal effects of Chief Malone.
Malone stood up and shook my hand and had me sit down in front of the desk. Angela was staying for the front portion of the interview. She filled Malone in on what she and I had discussed.
"He's qualified enough." said Angela. "And he's observant; I've already seen that."
"Good." said Malone. I willed down my foreboding of what he had been in my dream days before. But how did I even know to dream about this man, that I hadn't met before? I wondered to myself. I put that aside; I needed to concentrate on the interview.
"So, describe your experiences with the Military Police, Don." said Chief Malone.
"I supervised Warrant Officers that were CIDs, and I supervised uniformed MPs in various police activities, including drug busts." I replied.
"Typical MP Officer stuff." said Malone, "So, do you think you're more qualified to be in Vice, or Major Crimes?"
"I can do either one." I said. "With my crime lab experience, I might help you more in Major Crimes."
"You agree with that, Captain?" Malone asked Angela Harlan.
"Yes sir." said Angela huskily. "I think he'll be really good at crime scenes, and also putting together the puzzles."
Malone nodded as he thought about it. "And we're short-staffed there, as it is. I'll tell you this, Don... I'd be hiring you in a New York minute for my Crime Lab, even supervision of it, if I could. But we can't hire into it because the State is shutting us down; they want to force us to use the State Crime Labs. If we don't hire you here, I'll put in a word with the State Crime Lab to talk to you."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "I appreciate it. By the way, sir, isn't Mr. Henry Wargrave a patron of the University, and University Hospital?"
"Yes, yes he is." said Malone. "Why?"
"I just thought that if persuasive people talked to him, he might in turn persuade the University Hospital to give your Crime Lab their old equipment, and you could make a case to keep your Crime Lab. From what I hear, it's the best in the State."
"As our late Chief would say," said Harold Malone, "you're good at kissing ass and buttering us up. Unfortunately, there are two problems. First, the State is still insisting we shut down, and the Legislature is going to act to force all agencies in the State to use their Crime Labs, so it's a moot point."
"And the second problem," continued Malone, "is that the Town and the University, including our respective Police Forces, have a very adversarial relationship. Chief Griswold worked hard to repair that damage, but too many egos and too many politicians got in the way. You had a good idea, just not in time to do us good."
I nodded, hoping at least that I'd gotten puppy points for the idea.
"Okay, Captain," said Malone, "you can go, and I'll talk to Don, here." Angela patted me on the shoulder as she got up and turned to leave the room.
Once the door was closed behind her, Chief Malone studied me. I met his gaze, letting him think about whatever it was he was thinking about.
"Mr. Troy, I have just two issues, here." said Malone. "First, we checked on your Army record. You were doing great for several years, then suddenly you got a bad Officer Evaluation Report, and you were passed over for Captain. What happened, there?"
It didn't sound right that I was not promoted... must be that damn dream again. What is the reality here? I wondered. But I answered: "Well, Chief, some sensitive stuff came up missing. I made a report of it, and passed it up to my direct superior. What I didn't know is that he tried to bury the report, but I'd sent it up to his boss, the battalion commander. When things came down on my boss, I also forwarded the report to the I.G.'s office, to make sure he didn't put it on me. My boss got court-martialed, but in the interim he wrote me a bad O.E.R. and pulled strings to stop my promotion."
"You're not the first person I've heard stories like that about." said Malone. "You did the right thing, and you got punished for it." I just nodded.
"My second issue," said Malone, "is what happened with your nephew. I know you weren't at fault there, but losing two of our people, including our Chief, really hurt. Some here aren't over it yet. And if it comes out that you're that boy's uncle, it might be rough on you."
"All I can ask, Chief," I said, "is for you to give me a chance to prove myself. Once I have, I don't think that'll be a real issue."
"Hmmm, I dunno." said the Chief. "Okay, I appreciate you coming up, and I'll let you get out of here and drive home before it gets too late. If you make the second round, we'll give you a call." He called Captain Harlan to come get me, then he stood up, as did I. We shook hands, and I took my leave of him and the sterile-feeling office.
Angela took me to her office. In the anteroom, a uniformed Police Officer was sitting at a desk. I again felt a shock to my system as I saw who it was:
Angela Harlan' assistant was Patrolman Pete Feeley.
He looked up at me, and I thought I could feel that he was reading my thoughts, and knew something, knew more than the others. I remembered that he had died in my dream... and at Angela Harlan's command and doing. That was just a dream, I reminded myself.
"Don," said Angela, "this is Patrolman Feeley, my assistant. Pete, this is Don Troy, who is interviewing with us." Patrolman Feeley stood up and shook my hand. "Pete, did you bring up that data I asked you?" Angela asked.
"Yes, ma'am." said Feeley. He handed her a file folder with papers in it.
"Y'all come into my office." We followed her in, and sat in chairs in front of her desk.
"What did you find, Pete?" asked Angela.
"I think Mr. Troy might be on to something, ma'am." said Feeley. "His nephew had a blood alcohol level of .32, four times the legal limit. That is really high."
"May I see the report?" I asked. Angela handed me the file.
"If I may ask, where did the accident occur?" I said as I perused the document.
"On University Avenue, north end of Town." said Patrolman Feeley. "Almost where it turns west for North Avenue and to the West Highway."
"Any bars in that area where Todd was drinking?" I asked, knowing somehow that there were none.
"Not right in that area." said Pete Feeley again. Most of the bars are further south. And by the way, I remember that we canvassed all the bars, trying to find out where your nephew had been drinking, and no one at all remembered him. Anywhere."
"No surprise, they didn't want to be held responsible for this alcohol level. " I said.
"That's likely." said Angela.
"Ma'am, we also got video from streetlight cameras, cameras of buildings along the road, as well as from a lot of bars and package stores in the area. We could not find anything showing Todd to be drinking or to have bought alcohol."
"And Todd lived on Campus, didn't he?" I asked.
"No, he lived in an apartment just south of Campus." said Pete. "Had a couple of roommates."
"Male or female?" I asked. Angela grinned at that one.
"Male," said Feeley, "but the going rumor was that there were a lot of sex parties there. Orgies. The Campus Police have jurisdiction there, and raided the place a couple of times. Nothing there, no drugs, no alcohol. Lots of women's underwear lying around, though. All of the police reports are in the file."
I nodded, seeing some things. "Captain, there are some serious anomalies in this autopsy report, as well." I said. "First, Todd was tall, almost as tall as me, but he was not as broad shouldered or as large as me; he was slender. And he was a nineteen-year-old kid. With a blood alcohol level of .32, he should've been found asleep under the bar, or wherever he drank his booze."
"That's a point." said Angela. "It is very high."
I said "I'm also looking at the blood tests run on him. To be at that level, Todd had to have been drinking for some time... long enough that he should have breakdown products in his blood and urine... but there were none listed here, even though the tests were run."
"Wow." said Angela, taking the report. "You definitely know your way around the chemistry." She looked at the report. "So, what do you think explains this?"
I said "Who is your Coroner?" I asked.
"Steven Lester Haines." said Pete Feeley, with a certain emphasis in his voice.
"Politically oriented?" I asked.
"Yes, he is." said Feeley. "The Coroner's office is elected, and it's pretty well known he's very ambitious and wants to run for further office, like a seat on the Town Council."
"So what are you saying, Don?" asked Angela, her eyes peering at me. "You think Haines or the Lab made a mistake?"
"I think your Lab people are competent, until I'm shown otherwise." I said. "I'm sure they ran the tests of the samples they were given accurately and with respect to protocols."
"As to Coroner Haines," I continued, "saying it was a 'mistake' might be very kind. I'm sure the Town was in an uproar over the Police Chief being killed, and Haines made sure that it was shown to be Todd's fault. Now I'm not saying it wasn't Todd's fault, he did cross the centerline, but I'm not sure he was nearly as drunk as this report indicates... if he was drunk at all."



"Okay." said Angela. "I'll take this to the Chief, say the family requested a re-examination of the report based upon the anomalies. I can't promise you anything except that I'll check it out."
With that, I made my goodbyes. Officer Feeley escorted me to the Duty Desk. As we walked down the hall, I asked Feeley. "What do you want to be in the future, Patrolman Feeley? Sergeant? Detective?"
"I'm working my butt off to be a Detective, sir." said Feeley. "That's one reason I'm working with Captain Harlan. Trying to learn as much as I can from her."
As we got to the Duty Desk, I shook Feeley's hand. "Good luck with the Detective track, Patrolman Feeley."
"Thank you, sir." said Feeley. "And good luck to you. I hope they hire you to work with us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was late afternoon as I headed south on the Midtown-University Highway. Before it became limited-access south of Buford, I saw the road come up on the right that I thought led to 'The Vision' World Headquarters. On an impulse, I turned onto it.
The road was in poor condition, so I drove slowly and carefully. I got to a gate after a couple of mile or so, and stopped. Getting out of the car, I looked around.
The fencing and the gate looked old, rusted in some places. There was a guardhouse, but it was in a dilapidated condition, and the fence went along the outside of it, blocking it off. I noted that the chains and locks securing the gates were in a much newer condition than the rest of the place.
Looking inside, I saw the building that had been the World Headquarters of 'The Vision'. There were no lights at all in it, nor on the grounds of it. I couldn't really see the grassy lawn that led down to the River, nor could I see much of the buildings in the distance to the left. The place was abandoned, and it looked forbidding. And the sign on the gate, which looked like signs on fences to Federal installations, warned readers not to trespass.
I felt the need to get out of this place. I got in my vehicle and began driving back to the main road. About halfway down it, a Coltrane County Sheriff vehicle came driving along. After we crossed, the patrol car did a U-turn and came up behind me. The driver turned on the lightbar to pull me over.
I had sped up a bit when I saw the patrol car, to get as close to the main road as possible, and it was within a quarter mile of the main highway where I pulled to the side. Out of the vehicle came two LEOs in brown uniforms. One was older and putting on weight; the other was very young and fresh-faced. The older man approached my car.
"May I see your license and registration, please." he said. I handed it to him, thinking that the man looked vaguely familiar. He was the county Sheriff, I noted.
He looked at my documents, then asked "Why are you driving on this road, Mr. Troy?"
"Curiosity." I said. "I thought it was 'The Vision' headquarters, but I was wrong; the place is abandoned."
"Yes, I do believe it is." drawled the Sheriff. "So why are you up here in my county, on roads that do not lead towards your home in... Midtown, I believe it is." he asked as he read my address again from my license.
"I was interviewing for a job with the University," I said, "and I was on my way home and just was curious about this road. I do take backroads from time to time, to see what's there."
The Sheriff went to his vehicle, checking up on me as the Deputy watched. Some moments later, he came back to my car and handed me my documents back.
"Mr. Troy," he drawled, "This road is not public, and is off limits to traffic, so I could give you a trespassing citation. However, since it's poorly marked, I'm going to let you go... this time. I believe you need to get on the highway and go back to your home in Midtown. I would recommend you not stop in my county, nor stop until you get home."
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. I went down the road and turned south onto the highway. The Sheriff followed me until I got to the county line.
Part 4 - Going Home
The sun had set as I got into Midtown. I was going to call Melina and let her know I was arriving, but my iPhone was in my pants pocket, there was heavy traffic, and so I just drove on.
When I arrived home, Melina wasn't there. I called her and she said she was coming home now, that she'd had to work late. It was thirty more minutes before I heard her car pull into the driveway. She had a large pizza with her for our supper.
"So," she said as we ate at the table, "how did the interview go?"
"Good, I think." I said. "Kind of strange... felt like I'd been there before, the people were familiar. Oh, and one other thing: I got to see the autopsy report on Todd. There were some problems with it. They're going to look into it for me. Todd may not have been drunk when he crashed into that Police car."
Melina said "Do you think they'll really do anything about it, Don?"
"What do you mean?"
"Well," my wife said, "if the toxicology report was wrong, it would reflect badly on their lab. And they won't want to open any cans of worms in the case of their Officers being killed. If you brought up any issues, they'll just cover things up."
"If that's the case," I said, "then I'll know something just from that. Namely, that I wouldn't want to work for them."
"Look, Don," Melina said, "you need to face it that Todd got drunk, and he killed two Police Officers. He was an irresponsible kid, and he made a bad decision that got him killed, and other people killed, as well."
She seemed to be hurling the words at me, with a brutal disregard for my feelings. I just got up and left the table, and went into the greatroom to watch television. She came out of the kitchen some minutes later.
"You got any plans for this weekend?" I asked.
"Not really." she said. "But I'm not feeling like going on any romantic getaways, and we need to save money."
"No, I wasn't thinking that." I said. "I was thinking we could go up and visit my parents."
Melina nodded. "You know," she said, "why don't you go up yourself, spend some time with them."
"Okay," I said, then got out my iPhone to call my mom. "Er, honey, can I borrow your phone? My battery is gone on mine." Melina unlocked her phone and handed it to me, and I called my mom to let her know I was coming up. Melina left the room and went upstairs, and I heard the shower running as I talked to my mother, who sounded tired but said I could come up on Saturday. And then a thought came to me.
There were no photographs in Melina's cellphone. But there was an app called "Find my iPhone", and I activated it, knowing I could trace it on my laptop computer.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, September 15th. It was nearly noon, and the four and a half hour drive from Midtown had been exhausting. The town of Apple Grove was quiet, and seemed a lot smaller than it used to be.
I was feeling cold as I pulled up at my boyhood home. I had on a jacket, but I still felt a deep coldness inside me, that just would not go away. I wondered if I was coming down with the flu or something.
The house looked like it had not changed a lot. Getting out, my mother Phyllis came to greet me. We hugged warmly.
My mother had been a very lovely woman in her younger days, with a very pretty face, a shapely hourglass body accented by large breasts and fantastic legs. If one had taken a picture of her and captioned it "If I weren't your mother, would you fuck me?", my answer definitely would've been "Hell, yeah!".
But as I looked at her today, I saw that she looked tired. Haggard and exhausted, even. And there was something in her eyes, something not right.
"I'll just warn you now, son." she said quietly. "Your father isn't well. And he wasn't happy when I told him you were coming up here." I nodded, and she led me inside.
My father was in his study, working at his desk. That had not changed a bit from my youth: my dad was almost always at that desk, working, even in the evenings and on weekends. He looked up at me from under his eyebrows as I came in.
"Hi, Dad." I said. "How are you?"
"I'm doing quite fine." he said. "Why did you come up here?" Direct as always.
"To see you and Mom." I said. "It's been a while."
"Sit down." he said, indicating the chair in front of his desk. As I did, he said "So... you're having problems with your business? Going bankrupt?"
"Yes sir." I said, seeing my mother sit down on the sofa, observing both of us.
"If you'd become a lawyer like you should have," my father said, "you wouldn't be going bankrupt before turning 30. And you should be praying to the Lord God to deliver you from these evils besetting you." The last was a reference to my not being as deeply religious as my father was.
"Water under the bridge, Dad." I said, trying to be diplomatic. "So you're selling your law firm? Retiring?"
My dad's face turned bitter. "Yes. Already sold it, actually. I'm just cleaning up the last of some contracts, and then I'll be done. I don't have anyone to leave it to, so I might as well sell it."
"Have you heard from Elizabeth, son?" asked my mother. I saw another scowl pass on my dad's face.
"Not since Todd's funeral, Mom." I said. "By the way, I had an interview with the Police in the Town where he died. They let me see the autopsy report, and I don't think Todd was drunk when he crashed. They're looking into it for me."
I thought this news might cheer my parents up: the manner of Todd's death had been crushing to them. To my shock, they both reacted not with surprise, but with shock... and what seemed like fear.
"That's over and done with, son." my mother said. "You'd do well to just let it drop."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My mother is a good cook, and lunch was delicious. But it was also an ordeal, and it was nearly silent in the room as we ate. My mom and I made some small talk, but that was it.
I was still feeling cold, very cold, and I could not shake it despite having had coffee with lunch. I was wearing a jacket, and it wasn't helping. By way of contrast, my mother was wearing a dress with blue crisscross lines on white and high heel blue pumps as she had me drive her around Apple Grove, talking about where people had gone and what they were doing with their lives. A couple of hours later we returned home, and my mother and I sat on rocking chairs on the front porch, drinking sweet tea.
"Mom, what's going on?" I asked. "What's really going on?"
My mother nodded and just looked outwardly at the neighborhood, avoiding eye contact with me. "It's been a bad time since Todd died." she said. "Your father has always been disappointed that you didn't become a lawyer like him, and he really hated it when you went into the Army Reserve. And he's always been upset that both you and your sister rejected the Lord, especially her."
"But she didn't." I said. "She was always studying the Bible with the Reverend Oldeeds's youth group, and she went on one of his speaking tours as an intern."
"Yes, that is true." my mother said. "But take my word for it on her lack of genuine love for the Lord. So, how are you and Melina doing?" When I paused before speaking, my mother turned her eyes upon me, and I felt her penetrating to my very soul.
"Not all that well, Mom." I said. "Especially since Todd's death.. And with our financial issues cropping up, I think it's getting worse."
"Divorce?" my mom asked.
"Not yet, not even a separation, nor have we brought that up or talked that way." I said. "I think it's just the pressure on us, right now. We'll be fine when we get back out of it."
"I don't know, son." my mother said, then she hit me with a bombshell: "Look, son, I'm going to tell you some things, because now is the time, and I really need to. First, I think you can see that your father is not well."
"He looks tired." I said. "But is it just aftermath of Todd, and selling the law firm and all?"
"I don't think so, son." said my mother. "But he's a stubborn man, a prideful man, and he won't go to the doctor. But there's more, and I'm just going say it right out: I hope you do divorce Melina. She's not right for you, and she never was. I didn't want you to marry her in the first place, and after all these years you've never had a child with her. You need to move on, find a wife that loves you, and start a real family."
I was totally shocked. "Mom, what's wrong with Melina? And you never said anything about me marrying her, or about having children. And on that... we were talking about starting a family, then Todd died and we started having financial problems, so that's on hold for now."
"I never said anything," my mom said, "because you were very much in love with her, and I was hoping that I was wrong and that things would go well for you two. There's nothing wrong with Melina, she is a good person, but I never thought she really loved you. She reminded me of Cheryl Starnes, who was in your sister's class in high school. Cheryl admitted to her mother that she had to 'settle' when she married her husband. I think that's how Melina felt, and feels, about you."
Again, I was totally in shock. Then my mother put her finger to her lips in a 'hush' sign and extended her other hand. She dropped a key into my hand.
"Son," she said quietly, "this is the key to our safe deposit box at the Bank. Keep it. Do not let your sister know you have it, and do not let her ever get to the contents of the box. Don't ask me to explain, and don't mention this to your father. If something happens to us, you can access it. The bank will ask you for a password first." She told me what the password was.
"Come on, Mom," I said, "we've never had any secrets. Tell me what's going on."
"You're going to have to trust me on this, son, and not ask." my mother said. "We're having our own issues, the whole town is, but when they're resolved I'll explain to you. Now I think you need to get on the road before it gets too late. You don't want to be here after dark."
"Why not?" I asked. My mother looked at me in a 'let it go' kind of way, and I matched her look, not dropping it.
"You grew up here, son, but you're not a part of this town any longer." my mother said. "Whatever you do, don't go to Providence Springs, or even drive through there. Things are tense there. And that's rubbing off on the whole county. The Springer City Council asked the State to redraw the county line to put them in the county to our north. Again, son, don't ask questions about things that don't concern you."
"If they affect you, they concern me, Mom." I said.
"Say goodbye to your father, son." my mother said. "You need to get on the road home."
I went inside, where my father was in the den, reading the weekend edition of the New York Times. "Dad, I'm heading home." I said. He stood up.
"Get your life right, son." he said. "Make me proud of you, for a change."
"I will, Dad." I said. I then came up to him and did something 'unexpected': I gave him a hug, which shocked him. "No matter what, Dad, I love you." I said.
"You better get going before it gets dark." he said, not know what else to say. My mom and I left the house, and walked to my car.
"Drive carefully, son." she said as I put my arms around her waist to hug her. She put her arms around my neck to hug me back, and then I did something else 'unexpected': I kissed her mouth.
It was a warm and gentle kiss and only lasted a second, nothing deeper. But it was a 'not appropriate' kiss for a son to give his mother. My mom was shocked by it.
She put her hands on my cheeks and said "Stay safe, son. And I love you."
"I love you, too, Mom." I said. I kissed her mouth again, and she briefly kissed me back, pressing her lips to mine. Then the moment was over, and I got into the car.
As I drove away, still tasting my mother's lips on my tongue I saw her watching after me in the rear-view mirror.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was growing dark as I drove towards Rome. I saw a Sheriff's car come up, then settle in behind me. I was going slower than the speed limit already, and made sure to keep it that way. Nevertheless, after a moment the patrol car's lightbar began flashing. He was pulling me over.
The Sheriff's Deputy came up to me and said "Sir, may I see your drivers' license and registration, please." I handed him the documents, and heard him gasp, then he bent down slightly and peered at my face.
"Donny Troy, is that really you?" he asked. "What are you doing around here?'
"Hi, Ernie." I said, recognizing the Deputy. He had been two classes behind me at Apple Grove High School, and we were on the football team together. "I was just visiting my parents, and now I'm headed back home."
"Midtown, eh?" Ernie said. Just then another Sheriff's patrol car pulled up behind us, and another deputy, that I did not recognize, came up behind us, but maintained an alert posture.
"Don, do you know why I stopped you?" Ernie asked.
"No." I said. "I was going under the speed limit, too."
"Yes, you were." said Ernie. "But when I called in your car tag, an alert came up. An FBI alert. Any idea why?"
"What?" I asked, surprised. "No, I have no idea why."
"It's a flag that asks us to contact the FBI if we come across you." said Ernie. "Not to the level of a terrorist watch list or a no-fly list, but they're interested in you for some reason."
I felt foreboding as Ernie then said "Well, I'm going to need you to follow me back to Headquarters, and Bert here will follow you." Having no choice, I drove with them to the county jail.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I sat alone in the Interrogation Room for a long time, long enough to need two trips to the potty. I still felt very cold, and was even shivering despite wearing my jacket. Finally, two FBI Agents came into the room. They were Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, and Special Agent Martin Nash, looking as 'GQ' as ever.
"Thought we told you to stay in Midtown." Muscone said. "What are you doing up here?"
"Visiting my parents." I said. "My father is not well. And besides, if I'm not under arrest, I'll go where I please, unless you start explaining your interest in me."
"We told you the last time." said Nash. "You tried to access an FBI account."
"Which I didn't access, and which you two seem to be spending a lot of time on, as well as having an abnormal interest in me." I said.
"The interest is not abnormal." said Muscone. "You tried to access an FBI account. You left town despite being told not to------"
"Was I under arrest?" I asked, interrupting Muscone. "You don't tell me to do anything if I wasn't." I could see that the FBI Agent was getting angry. Nash's eyes showed nothing, no emotion at all.
"All right, if you want to play it that way." said Muscone. "You did not cooperate with other Government agencies when they wanted to buy security equipment from you, either. Why not?"
"I'm not under obligation to do so." I said. "And those agencies were fronts for the CIA. They were surprisingly amateurish, and it was easy to see who they were. The CIA should not be doing anything domestically like that."
"Mr. Troy, do you have a problem with the Federal Government?" asked Muscone.
"If they are violating the law and the U.S. Constitution, you betcha." I said. "As any and every good citizen should. Including right now, with me being detained for no reason and interrogated by the FBI for reasons you won't reveal. Now why am I being subjected to this?"
"Mr. Troy," said Muscone, "are you now or have you ever associated or been associated with militias or other groups dedicated to the overthrow of the U.S. Government?"
"No, of course not." I said. "I was also in the Army Reserve. I'm loyal to my country."
"They all say that." said Muscone. "Are you now or have you ever been associated with any groups dedicated to white supremacy?"



"No." I said. "Why would you ask a thing like that?"
"WE are asking the questions, here!" shouted Muscone. "And your lack of cooperation is more than a little suspicious!"
"I don't know what's going on, here," I replied, "but I'm not playing this game. I want a lawyer before I answer any more questions."
"You're not under arrest." said Muscone.
"So I'm free to go?" I asked.
"After you cooperate with us." said Muscone.
"Then I want a lawyer. Now." I said.
"What's your problem with the Federal Government, asshole?" thundered Muscone. "Are you a White Militia member?"
"Lawyer." I replied simply, looking Muscone right in the eyes. I thought he was about to come over the table and attack me, but Nash put his hand on Muscone's shoulder.
"Jack, he's right." said Nash. "Let's not fuck this up."
Muscone stood up and went to the door, where a Deputy was waiting outside. "Can we get this bastard a lawyer in here?"
"Sorry, sir." said the Deputy. "Night Court is closed on weekends. He can call a lawyer in the morning."
"All right, Nash, come on." said Muscone. He and Nash left. Some minutes later, Ernie came and got me. He led me to a breakroom that had a sofa, and he gave me a blanket.
"Those FBI assholes told me to put you in a cell, but you're not formally under arrest." said Ernie. "I don't know what's going on with those Fed bastards, but I don't like it. You can sleep in here until morning. I'll have to lock the door, but you can knock on it if you have to go to the bathroom."
"Thanks, Ernie." I said. I lay down on the sofa, wrapping the blanket, which reminded me of my old Army blanket, around me. I was freezing cold and could not get warm. I tried to think about what was going on, what I could possibly have done to deserve this scrutiny by the FBI...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I must've fallen asleep, but it felt like I was instantly being wakened. "Mr. Troy," said the Deputy Ernie had called Bert. "Wake up, Mr. Troy."
"Wha?!" I asked as I began sitting up, trying to get my wits about me. I felt exhausted and disoriented. Then I looked up and saw that Bert was not alone. An Apple Grove P.D. Officer was with him.
"Leanne!" I said, seeing the woman I'd dated over a decade before, Leanne Wisocky. She was now a Sergeant in the AGPD.
"Hi, Don." said Leanne. "I need you to come with me. I have some bad news for you." I saw her steel herself, then she said "Your parents' house burned down last night, and they were in it. I'm sorry; they're dead."
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Depths of Despair
There was virtually nothing left of the house. It had been reduced to pile of ashes, literally. No structure remained, the beams and walls had all burned completely. What had been my boyhood home was now just a pile of gray charcoal and ash.
"Your parents' bodies were incinerated." Leanne told me as I looked at the disaster. "We're running DNA tests to confirm it's them, and a sample of your blood would help with that." I just nodded, unable to speak. I barely felt it as a medic came up and took a sample of my blood.
The preacher of my parents' church came up to me. "Hello, Donny." he said. "I'm so sorry about this. Why don't you come to my house."
"I'll bring him there." said Leanne. I dimly realized that I was being escorted by Police wherever I went.
At the preacher's house, I called Melina and told her what happened. "I'm going to make arrangements and stay up here for the funeral. It'll be on Tuesday. Are you going to come up?"
"No." Melina said, and I was beyond shock at that. "I'll stay down here. Don... I'm sorry about your parents, and I'll see you when you get back."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Melina did not come, but guess who did...
She came into the preacher's house wearing a black dress, sheer black stockings, and black high heel pumps. I first saw the magnificent legs, then looked up into the face of my sister Elizabeth.
"Hello, baby brother." she said, and not in a very friendly manner.
"Hello." I said quietly.
"Have you started the arrangements?" Elizabeth asked.
"Yes." I said. "The church is taking care of most of it. My dad left some money that is paying all the expenses."
"Good." she said, then turned to speak to the preacher and his wife. I heard something going on outside and looked out the window.
An entourage of three black limousines were pulling up. Security men in shades got out first, looking around warily. Then they opened the back door of the middle vehicle, and out popped the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds, his black hair perfectly in place, his extremely expensive black suit fitting perfectly.
The entourage came inside, security men taking posts near the windows. Oldeeds first hugged Elizabeth warmly, and she seemed to be pressing her body into his as she hugged him back. Then he came over to me. I minded my manners and stood up.
"Hello, Don." he said, shaking my hand like a practiced, veteran politician. "I'm so sorry about your parents."
"Thank you, Reverend." I said. Oldeeds then shook hands with the preacher and his wife, then with Leanne Wisocky, who was still here with me. I heard him say to the preacher that he, Oldeeds, wanted to say a few words at the funeral of his friend Douglass Troy, and the preacher said Oldeeds would be most welcome to do so.
Some minutes later, I went to sit on the front porch, hoping the sunshine would warm me up; I was still freezing cold. Leanne came out and sat with me.
"Any idea what caused the fire?" I asked.
"No." said Leanne. Then she looked outward as she said "But it's considered 'suspicious'. It burned very hot, and completely consumed the house, and that was before the Fire Department even got there. It had collapsed already when they pulled up."
"Arson?" I asked.
"Maybe." said Leanne.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, September 18th. The funeral was a solemn ceremony, and well attended. Most people that were my parents' ages were there, to be expected. I had an idea that many of the others, the younger ones, had come to see the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds. Indeed, I heard that at the lunch for the family before the funeral, Oldeeds was in another room letting people take selfies with him.
"Where is Ned?" I asked Elizabeth at the lunch, as my sister and I were pretty much forced to sit together.
"He didn't even come to his brother's funeral." Elizabeth said acidly. "I can understand that; he and Todd hated each other, and much more than you and I hate each other. And speaking of no-shows, where is your wife?"
"I was already up here." I said. "I visited Mom and Dad, then was staying over in Rome for the night. I got the call the next morning." It was a lie, and my sister was peering hard at me as I said it. "I called Melina, but she decided to stay in town. She has a new job, so she doesn't have any vacation days yet."
"Tough job, if they won't let her come to her In-Laws' funeral." Elizabeth said. "It's just as well; Mom and Dad did not like her. They were respectful about it on your account, but none of us liked her, except Todd. But I think he just had a crush on her, and wanted to get in her pants." I did not know if Elizabeth was saying these things to hurt me, or just imparting information without regard to my feelings.
After the funeral ceremony, we went to the cemetery, where my parents' mortal remains would be placed in the mausoleum space my father had bought for them years before. I noticed that Jonas Oldeeds's security people were very anxious, looking around alertly.
"Is something wrong?" I asked. "Reverend Oldeeds's people seem to be anxious."
"He told me that there have been some threats against him and his Ministries." Elizabeth replied. "They're just being cautious."
The preacher said the final words, Oldeeds sitting near us, security around him. Just as the service ended and we all stood up, I heard something... a *whizz!*, followed by what sounded like a loud *snap!* and *zing!* in front of us. I saw a spot on the corner of the mausoleum that was very fresh relative to the stone around it, and realized I'd just seen a bullet strike it!
Most of the people at the service didn't see or hear anything, but a few were looking around as if something wasn't right. But Oldeeds's security had noticed. They quickly surrounded him, and one man whispered something to him.
"Folks, I'm sorry, but I have to go." Oldeeds said. He quickly hugged Elizabeth, shook my hand and the preacher's hand, then strode to his limousines, surrounded by his men.
"What just happened?" my sister asked, watching after him. I quickly pulled out my iPhone, and checked the app to see where Melina's iPhone was... to my shock, it was not in Midtown... it was pinging in Rome, just a few miles down the road from us.
What the hell? I thought to myself, though saying nothing. And even more... what gave me the idea to check that?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, September 19th. We were in the offices of Grove & Partners, P.C., in the office of Hamilton Phillips... the office that used to be my father's. They were handling my father's will. I was named Executor of the will, which did not please Elizabeth all that much.
"Okay," said Hamilton Phillips, an older man, distinguished but with an aura of furtiveness around him, "there's not much left for either of you. The house and most of the physical assets were consumed in the fire. You can sell off the cars. Your father had life insurance that he was going to convert into an annuity, but your mother was the sole beneficiary listed, and she left no will. So the insurance company is not going to pay anything at all. You might try to fight that in Court, but I can assure you they'll just drag it on to drain you dry financially, and then they'll win anyway."
Elizabeth and I both nodded. I wasn't thinking of money, but I was sure my father had some.
As if reading my mind, Phillips said "We were paying your father for his Law Practice over time, into a trust. You will both inherit that, and accounts are set up for you at the Bank, but that's over the next thirty years." He named the monthly amount, which was not much at all. And I knew my portion was at risk due to my impending bankruptcy, even if it was a trust.
"Did my parents have a safe deposit box?" asked Elizabeth.
"No." said Phillips. "Well... they did have one, but your mother emptied it several months ago and let go of the lease on it. If she took the contents home, they probably were burned in the fire. My inquiries into other banks in the area show no other accounts nor deposit boxes."
Elizabeth seemed to be unhappy with that news, and I wondered why. I didn't say anything, but I was remembering a key my mother had given me the day before she died... a key to a safe deposit box.
"Thank you, Mr. Phillips." said Elizabeth. "If I'm not needed, I'll be heading home now." Phillips assured my sister that all was taken care of, and she left with nary a nod in my direction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sergeant Leanne Wisocky drove me to County Jail to get my vehicle. Ernie the Deputy was waiting for us when we got there. After saying brief goodbyes to Leanne, she drove off.
"Donny," said Ernie. "There's a couple of things you need to do. Take your car here to our buddy Eddie's Auto Stop in Apple Grove. He's going to give you an oil change, but what he really will do is take out the tracking devices like the GPS and the 'Theft' light in your vehicle. I don't know what the Feds are doing, but you've been followed everywhere you've gone since you've been here. A lot of us in these here parts don't like the Feds. Let's just say they're too partial to those people in Providence Springs, and take their side against good citizens in the rest of the county, and the State... and the Nation."
"Okay, thanks." I said. I got into my car and drove towards town. Sure enough, there was a car following me down the road, even taking the side roads that I took as I approached Apple Grove.
"Hiya, Donny, it's been a long time!" said Eddie as I pulled in. "Oil change?"
"Sure." I said. I brought the car into the bay, and got out. Eddie began lifting the vehicle.
"Eddie," I said, "I'm going over to the bank while you do the oil change. I'll be right back."
"Sure thing, pardner." Eddie said. I walked over to the Bank. Going inside, it felt like the air conditioning was on full blast, and it was freezing.
"May I help you, sir?" said an attractive young woman that I did not know.
"Yes," I said, producing the key my mother had given me. "I need to access this safe deposit box."
"Certainly, sir." she said. "Please come to my desk." We went to her desk, where she looked up something. "Sir, she said," that box requires a password. You can type it into this computer." She let me drive, and I typed in the password: "S-U-B-O-R-B-I-T-A-L". The computer screen flashed green, and said "Access Permitted."
Once inside the vault, we inserted our keys and opened the box. There were some Morgan silver dollars, and a manila file folder with some computer floppy discs and jump drives. I emptied the contents into a leather bag I'd brought in, then put the empty drawer back in the safe deposit box and closed it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This car is now safe to drive." said Eddie. "I turned off the anti-theft device and wired around it so you can run the car. I also completely took out the GPS, so you'll have to use your iPhone. You might want to secure that iPhone before leaving." He handed me a plastic envelope that was lined with what looked like metal foil. I turned off my iPhone and secured it in the shielded envelope.
Eddie had more tricks up his sleeve. A car just like mine, same paint color and all, was in the next bay. One of Eddie's workers got into it and pulled out. A moment later I saw a black car following it.
"That'll give you about five minutes." said Eddie. "You know the backroads, Donny, you always did know them better than us. Get on out of here."
"I will." I said. "Thanks for your help, Eddie."
"Least I can do, after you lost your folks that way. That was bad." said Eddie. I thanked him, got in my car and pulled out. I went south, through some neighborhoods, and onto a farm road. I could see that I was not being followed. Still, I took other farm roads until I got out of the county. I stopped and looked for drones, seeing none.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I pulled into the Second National Bank's parking lot. Going inside, I saw an older man, who came up to me. "I'm Mr. Harkins. How can I help you, sir?"
"I may be getting a job here in Town." I said. "So I want to open an account, and also rent a safe deposit box."
"Certainly, sir." He opened an account, into which I deposited $200, and then did the paperwork for the safe deposit box. I put the contents of my mother's safe deposit box into it, then closed the door and took the key.
I had surmised that I should not trust my computer to look at the information on the discs and drives, and the safe deposit box I shared with Melina in Midtown might not be safe. Ergo, my mission to Second National Bank.
I was about to drive home, when I looked up at the ridgeline. A thought struck me, and I found the road that led up the side of the mountain, the University below me to my right.
The gate to the driveway was locked, so I parked off the side of the road and walked up. There had once been a house here, but now it was cleared off to the slab of the foundation. It was empty space, and I could see the vista of the Town below, the sun beginning to set in the west. A train was coming along the tracks out of the western horizon in the distance and I watched it for a second.
"Mr. Troy?" I head a husky female voice say. I turned and saw Captain Angela Harlan, with Patrolman Pete Feeley next to her. Their car was parked behind mine, blue lightbar flashing its LED lights.
"Hello." I said as Angela came up to me, Feeley lagging behind and watching warily. "There used to be a house here. I was wondering if this property was for sale. Great view of the Town."
"Yes, it is a great view." said Angela agreeably. "Unfortunately, it's not for sale. Pete, what happened here?"
"Old Mr. Bonniker died." said Feeley. "His family is fighting over the estate. Thomas P. Cook of the Town Council got an eminent domain proclamation, and the County sold it him, and then he sold it to one of the cellular networks. They're going to build a cell tower here."
"Wow." I said. "That'll be an eyesore for the whole Town to see."
"Yes, it will." said Angela. "Environmental groups are fighting it in the courts. So, Mr. Troy, why are you here?" I did not pretend to not understand the true intent of her question.
"I was passing through, on my way home from Apple Grove, where my parents lived. They just passed away." I said. "So while I was here, I just looked around and found this road and came to look."
"All right, but you're going to have to leave." said Angela. "It's private property." I nodded and we left. I went down the road and around the mountain finger, ending up on the road to the Mountain Valley Golf and Country Club, then to the Nextdoor County Highway. I took it west, then the Bypass to the Midtown Highway, and home. I noted that the TCPD Cruiser followed me at a distance the entire way.
Part 6 - Dissolution
It was late when I got into Midtown. I did not go home, but to my place of business. I used my laptop to see where Melina was... and felt my stomach drop into my bowels.
Midtown does not have a lot of high rises, and the highest one is twelve floors. The top of that building is leased or owned by Burke Enterprises, and Melina's iPhone was there...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Being involved in the security devices business, I had a universal access card for a side door to the building, but I had to get around the guard in the front lobby to get to the elevators. So I stopped off at the Wal-Mart on the way. They had some fireworks, 'poppers', with long fuses. They would just go off with a loud bang.
Parking in the lot, I put Scotch tape on the 'poppers', then got out of the car. As I walked towards the building, I quickly lit the fuses then taped the fireworks to door handles of expensive cars along the way. As the fuses burned, I walked to the side door, knowing my hat and turned-up collar would help hide my face.
*POP!* *POP!* *POP!* *POP!*
*WHEEE!* *WHEEE!* *WHEEE!* *WHEEE!*
As the car alarms set off, the guard rushed to the front, then outside, to see what the commotion was. I went through the side door and to the elevators.
I punched in the universal number code in the elevator to the penthouse, and up we went. Getting out at the top floor, I saw no one. The lights were turned off or dimmed, and the assistant's desk in front of the CEO's office was unoccupied.
As I got to the door, I heard a moan. I knew that it was my wife. I got out my iPhone, and very quietly cracked the door open.
Inside, on a sofa, my wife Melina was lying on her back, naked except for her high heel navy blue peep-toe pumps. On top of her, completely naked, was Jack Burke. Their tongues were twining in a deep kiss, and Melina's hands were on Jack's hips, pulling him to her.
His muscular ass was bobbing up and down in short thrusts, and I realized that his huge cock was inside her tight, deep pussy. Almost as if on cue, Melina pulled her legs up and back and Jack shifted his position. And I could see their merging loins.
Jack's cock was buried almost balls deep inside Melina's clutching cunt. His large balls were pressed against her when he sank it it, then hanging in the air as he pulled out.
"Ohhhhhh, yessss!" whispered Melina as Jack pumped her. "Fuck me, baby! Fuck me with that big thing!"
"Yeah, babe, take that big cock." Jack said. "Your husband can't give you what I can." Melina's response was to pull Jack's face to hers and smash her lips to his another hot kiss.
I just watched as the stud vigorously pumped the beautiful woman, their bodies moving together perfectly, their loving raw, physical, well-matched. If this weren't so brutally personal, it would be like a hot porn movie. Watching them make love was deeply intense, though deeply painful.
I kept hearing a voice in my head, telling me how I was being cuckolded, how humiliating this was for me. Though in pain in seeing my wife betray me with Jack Burke, I felt a strange sense of detachment from this, as if my mind were trying to block it out.
I clicked the lever of my iPhone so that it was silent. Bringing up the camera app, I began taking photos of them. Then I turned on the video and recorded a few minutes of the couple's hot copulation.
For a few moments, Jack fucked Melina with longer strokes, withdrawing half of his huge cock and shoving it back into her. The wet smacks and slurps of his body plunging into hers filled the room. They were too busy kissing deeply to talk, and no words were needed.
Melina began pulling her legs back more, and Jack was climbing her all the way. He was close. He began thrusting harder, making Melina moan and gasp, urging him on to give her more."
"Ohhhhh, give it to me Jack! Deeper! Oh yes, you're going so deep! Give it to me, baby, give it to me!"
"Oh yeah... " Jack grunted. "Oh yeah... oh my God, here it comes... OH YEAH!!"
He was coming inside her. Jack Burke was doing what I had never done: he was pumping his sperm into Melina's unprotected womanhood. I just looked on, pain in the depths of my soul.
"Uhhhh..." Jack gasped as he pressed his groin hard against Melina's as she watched him come. "Oh, this is what I think of your husband! Take my cum, baby!"



"Oh my God! Yes!" Melina cried out as Jack's nasty words brought her over the edge. I saw her body shiver for a moment and Jack gasped as her climaxing cunt clutched his cock hard.
As they finished their climaxes, Jack's half hard meat finally fell out of Melina's pussy, coated with the combined juices. I stopped the iPhone, put it in my pocket, and quietly left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting out of the elevator at the ground floor, I simply walked by the guard. As he peered at me, I stopped.
"Hi, my name is Don." I said. "Let me ask you: are you employed by a company, or the building's owners?"
The middle-aged guard introduced himself, then said "I work for a private security firm that's contracted by the developers."
 "Are they hiring?" I asked. "My uncle is looking for work. He's a former police officer."
"Tell you what," said the man, looking around his desk, then finding what he was looking for, "here's a card. Have your uncle contact them." I took the card.
"Thanks." I said. "By the way, what were all those car horns about?"
"Oh, some pranksters, probably some kids, set off the car alarms." said the guard. "Happens all the time. Kids got no respect these days." I heartily agreed with him, then exited the building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home, I was in for another total shock. The house was virtually empty!
All of the furniture in the greatroom was gone, as was the dining room table and chairs. Most of the silverware was also taken from the kitchen, though some of the appliances such as the crock-pot and toaster remained.
Going upstairs, I saw that all of Melina's clothes were gone, and so were most of mine, with only one suit, one belt, and one pair of shoes remaining in the closet. Melina's desk in her sitting room was gone, as was the dresser from the master bedroom. The other bedroom was also cleaned out. My desk in the study room remained, but that room was totally trashed, papers strewn everywhere.
I first called the Midtown Police, then called Melina. "Melina, you need to come home. The house has been robbed."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm Detective Evans, and this is Detective Soltis." said the attractive blonde woman at the front door. I let them in, introducing myself and then my wife.
"So what happened?" asked Detective Evans.
"I just got back from my parents' funeral." I said, "and I found the house trashed and empty."
"Ma'am," said Detective Evans, "were you with your husband?"
"No." said Melina. "He was already up there, and I have a new job, so I didn't go up for the funeral."
"Detective Soltis," said Detective Evans, "why don't you interview Mr. Troy in his study, see what papers the thieves might have wanted to take, and I'll talk to Mrs. Troy upstairs." I knew this was so they could interview us separately.
I told Soltis of my trip to Apple Grove that had lasted for some days, then returning to find the burglary. He questioned me at length on what had been taken, asking specifically if any guns or computers were missing. A Crime Lab team was going through the house, looking for fingerprints and any other clues. They seemed halfhearted in their efforts, I observed.
It was nearly an hour later when Detective Evans came down the stairs with Melina. "Mr. and Mrs. Troy," she said, "you should not stay here tonight."
"We'll make arrangements." Melina said simply and Detective Evans nodded. She handed Melina her card, and I saw the name 'Molly Evans' on it. My wife then said "Don, we need to talk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got into Melina's car, with her behind the wheel, but we did not go anywhere. I knew what was coming.
"Don," Melina said, "I was going to tell you this when you got back, which was tonight of course. It's unfortunate that this robbery happened, but I need to say it anyway."
She paused for a breath, then said "I haven't been here at the house since you left last weekend. I've been staying with Jack. I'm leaving you, and I'm filing for divorce."
"I'm not surprised." I said.
"My lawyer will be in touch with you soon." Melina said. "I want the house. Jack will take care of the back payments."
"You're not getting the house." I said. "And you're going down with me on the bankruptcy."
"Oh, you think you can hire a lawyer that can beat Jack's lawyers?" Melina said, her voice almost a snarl.
I took out my iPhone and showed her the recently taken photographs. "Any lawyer will know what to do with these pictures." I said. Melina's eyes widened, then she reeled as she realized what I had.
"Whatever." she finally said. "Get out of the car." I did so, and she backed out and drove away... more like screeched away, burning rubber. That got Detective Evans coming out front to see what was going on.
"What happened?" she asked me.
"She wants a divorce." I said, then showed her the pics. "She didn't realize I had these, and I think she's a bit ticked off. By the way, I don't know what she told you, but I don't think she's been here the last few days, so the burglary might not have happened today."
Molly nodded. "Yes, she did tell me that. Mr. Troy, do you think your wife just took everything out of the house while you were gone?"
"I'm sure she would've told you if she had, since she can't be charged with stealing her own things." I said. "So unless she told you she did, it probably was a burglary."
"That's true, and logical." Molly said.
"Got any openings on your Police Force?" I asked. "I was a Army MP, and I'm looking for a job."
"Unfortunately, no." Molly said. "We've got a hiring freeze. Our Internal Affairs busted some cops and politicians on the take, and the politicians cut our funding..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Because I'd packed for my trip, I had some clothes behind the few that were left. I took what little I had left, and went to my place of business, being unable to really afford a hotel. I was in the back office, when I thought about something.
I went through my suit, the remaining shirt, the belt, and the shoes. One of the heels of the shoes was loose; the glue to rebind it had not set yet. I pulled the sections apart... and found an electronic device inside. It was a tracking device. I found another one secreted in the leather of the belt, and a very thin device inside the lining of my suit.
What the hell? I thought to myself. This is worse than that movie 'Enemy of the State'. What the hell have I done to deserve this?
I let those thoughts go. I was exhausted. I lay down on the sofa and fell asleep.
Part 7 - Second Chances
Sunday, September 24th. I was driving back up to the University Town. Captain Angela Harlan had called me, said I'd made the second round, and wanted me to come back up for another round of interviews. Of course I agreed, and was told to be at Police Headquarters at 9:00am Monday morning.
To my surprise, Cy Hart had come to see me on Thursday, the 20th, and offered to handle my divorce and my bankruptcy pro bono. He cited my parents' deaths as the reason, but I had a nagging idea that there was something else behind his generosity. But I did not look this gift horse in the mouth. I gave him copies of the photos and video I'd taken of Jack fucking Melina, and told him I wanted to make sure she didn't escape being part of the bankruptcy.
I checked into the University Hotel. As I sat on the little porch outside, looking over the School and the Town, I thought about my future. I was at rock-bottom, but it was also a chance to start fresh, a completely new life. It would have to be what I made it to be.
I realized that I was tired, very tired. I felt an exhaustion like I'd rarely felt before. I trudged to bed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted a lovely redhead reporterette on the television as I got ready on the morning of Monday, September 25th. "Channel Two News has learned that the case of the car crash that killed two Town & County Police Officers will be re-opened!"
That got my attention, and I listened carefully as the lovely redhead mentioned Todd's name, then said "The family requested a re-examination of the autopsy reports, citing some discrepancies. The TCPD agreed to look into the case, and found several problems with the assertion that the young man whose car ran into the Police cruiser was intoxicated. While the fault in the case still resides with that driver, the charge of vehicular homicide is likely to be dropped, and this could actually be a tragic accident."
Bettina continued: "State Bureau of Investigation Director Jack Lewis has ordered an investigation of the TCPD Crime Lab, and Police Chief Harold Malone has opened an investigation of Coroner Steven Lester Haines in connection with the discrepancies of the autopsy report. Coroner Haines said this to Channel Two News. Roll tape."
The tape showed the Coroner saying "I stand the autopsy report and the Coroner's Inquest's findings. That boy was drunk, and he murdered two Police Officers, including the Police Chief."
The tape then showed Chief Malone and District Attorney Gil Krasney. Krasney said "We'll do what it takes to get to the truth. It won't bring our Officers back, but it might give the family of the young man some peace to know he wasn't driving drunk when the crash happened."
Chief Malone said "I'm very disturbed by Coroner Haines's handling of that case. This should never have happened. It besmirches the memory of Chief Griswold, and brings shame upon the Coroner's Office."
Hmmm, now what is behind all that? I wondered to myself. Well, maybe I'll learn more later...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Welcome back, Mr. Troy." said Patrolman Pete Feeley as he met me at the Duty Desk. "I'm glad you made it through to the next round."
"Thanks, me too." I said as he walked me down the hall to Captain Harlan's office. Once there, Angela Harlan greeted me enthusiastically, shaking my hand vigorously as Office Feeley withdrew.
"Hi, Don." she said. "Have a seat." As we sat down, she said "I don't know if you heard the news, but it looks like you were right about the autopsy report. It's causing a stir, but it looks like your nephew was likely not intoxicated at all during the car crash. It doesn't absolve him, but he won't go down as a murderer anymore."
"I appreciate that." I said. "And I appreciate you guys looking into it. I saw the morning news. Seems like some political issues have cropped up."
"Oh you bet." Angela said, looking happy. "And between us and the lamppost, I'm glad to see it. Too much crap going on around here for my liking. What's happening is that Coroner Haines, D.A. Krasney, and Chief Malone all have political ambitions, and likely for the same positions. Krasney wants to be on the Town Council, as does Haines. But Haines might also run for Sheriff, and that's Chief Malone's lodestone. So they're using it to take shots at each other. The silver lining is that your nephew is absolved of vehicular homicide charges."
"That's good." I said.
"Okay," Angela said in her husky voice, "this very comfortable conversation is actually a job interview. So let me ask a few new questions. First, what were you doing around that abandoned site in Coltrane County that got the Sheriff after you?"
"Oh, that." I said. "I tend to explore places, just like I was when I found that place on top of the mountain, where the cell tower is going to be built. I turned around when I saw the road ended and that place was fenced off, and the Sheriff was already on the road and pulled me over. And out of curiosity, he didn't ticket me or anything, so how did you come to know about it?"
"The Coltrane County Sheriff -and- the FBI called us about it, asking if you'd been here like you said. I told them you had. And I think I know why the FBI's involved."
Angela began: "There's a self-help group called 'The Vision', run by a Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. Kind of an old geezer. He has seminars all over the country. I heard him talk when I was in Texas. That abandoned place was their World Headquarters. Some few years ago, the FBI started coming after Dr. Eckhart, allegedly for tax evasion, but they also claimed he stole classified information from the Federal Government and passed it to groups the Feds consider subversive. Eckhart fled to Canada, who gave him asylum, and the Feds took over the Vision's property."
Angela continued: "Detective Ross, who died in that car crash of your nephew's, had been helped through college by Dr. Eckhart, and she lived with them a while. She was really upset about that whole situation, and she was not the one we would assign to work with the FBI. She was a dual American-Canadian citizen, as well. Anyway, there are rumors that the CIA took that property and installed a secret facility under the buildings. No one ever sees cars entering or exiting, but anyone who goes down that road gets pulled over by the Sheriff, and the FBI is always right behind them."
I nodded. "That explains some things."
Angela said "I also heard that your house in Midtown was burgled."
"Yes." I said. "Just the other day. I was at my parents' funeral. They died in a house fire."
"Aw, I'm sorry to hear that." Angela said.
"Thank you." I said. "Anyway, I got back home, and the place was cleaned out."
"And your wife wasn't there? She didn't report it?" Angela asked. I realized she knew a lot more than she was letting on.
"No, I was already up near Apple Grove when my parents died, so she didn't come up. She has a new job. And then after the burglary, she tells me she wants a divorce. So I'll be coming up here free and clear, with no attachments."
"Ah," Angela said, "you're confident about getting the job. I like that."
"Even if I don't get it," I said, "I'm thinking of coming up here. It feels right, like home."
"Yeah, it's that kind of Town." Angela said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Part of 'Round 2' was meeting the people who would be my co-workers. MCD wasn't much of a problem. The only Detectives were Tanya Perlman and a young ex-Army guy named Hugh Hewitt. A nerdy-looking young man named Myron Milton was their Data Analyst. I'd met Tanya, and got along well with Hugh and Myron.
Then came Vice. And it was a disaster from the get-go.
I wondered why Captain Harlan stayed with me when I went into the Vice Room, and it became apparent: she was nothing short of my bodyguard. There was only one person in the room at the moment.
That woman, maybe slightly older than me, was staring daggers at me. She had light brown hair, a really shapely hourglass body, and great legs. She also had a frown on her face, and her eyes bespoke nothing short of hate... and pain.
"So..." she said when Angela introduced her as Detective Teresa Croyle, "... it was your nephew who drove drunk and killed our Officers. I hate drunk drivers. I hope your nephew is burning in hell, and you can too, for all I care."
I didn't flinch. "I'm sorry about the loss of your friend." I said. "But it's likely my nephew wasn't drunk when he crashed into her car."
"What friend is that?" Teresa snarled.
"Detective Cindy Ross." I said, looking her dead in the eye. I could tell we both knew I was right.
"You're full of shit." Teresa said. "Excuse me, Captain. I don't need to hear any more from this guy." With that, she walked out of the room.
"Well, that's why they call her 'Teresa Cunt'." Angela said by way of apology and explanation. "She does have a special hatred of drunk drivers, though nobody knows why."
"I can understand it." I said. "She's in pain."
"She's going to be out of a job soon." said Captain Harlan. "She's a good Detective, and Chief Malone thinks she can be really great, but she has anger management problems." I didn't know what to say.
"Okay, have a seat with Patrolman Feeley," said Angela as we entered her office suite from the hallway, "and fill out some paperwork."
As Pete and I filled out the forms for a background check and other stuff, a fairly tall man with curly brown hair entered the room. He had a manner of arrogance about him, and a sneer on his face.
"So, is this the new recruit?" he said.
"Yes, Detective Ikea." said Feeley, his face showing dislike, but also concern. I noted Feeley did not introduce me. Ikea was peering at me, studying me as if I were some sort of insect in a biology lab. He had not offered to shake hands, and neither did I.
"I don't think you have what it takes." he said at last. "What are you going to do when you have to take down a perp trying to beat your head in with a crowbar? Or is shooting at you? And how are you going to get someone to confess to their crimes?"
"I can handle myself." I said, peering straight back at him, resisting the urge to ask him if he wanted a demonstration.
"So," said Ikea, "our Chief values loyalty. To whom are you loyal? Our Chief? This Police Force?"
"To the United States Constitution." I said levelly. Ikea frowned at that.
"If you're hired here, you better figure it out." Ikea said. He turned on his heel and exited the room.
Captain Harlan came out of her office, having heard the exchange. "Well, Don, you are not making friends with our Vice Squad. Not that many people do." I didn't know what to say.
The Vice Squad's data person was a waifish but attractive woman with short, raven-black hair named Julie Newton. She seemed friendly enough to talk to, but was always peering at me skeptically. Pete Feeley had whispered to me that her nickname was 'The Abacus', and that she'd forgotten more about numbers than I would ever know.
"I ran the background checks on you, Mr. Troy." she said. "You just filed for bankruptcy?"
"Yes." I said. "I had a bad turn of events."
"That's what they all say." said Newton. "It was kind of strange.. you never ran up a credit card debt, but the credit card companies canceled your cards and flagged you as an extreme risk... before you filed for bankruptcy. That's very strange." Indeed it was, I thought to myself. What is up with that?
"I didn't know that." I said. "What else about me seems strange to you?"
"Someone else has been going through your financial records." said Julie. "And digging deep. The only time I've ever seen this before is when the Feds were pursuing someone they thought was a traitor. What's that all about?"
I dimly became aware that this progression of interviews had been planned and orchestrated, and was moving with a purpose to some end. But I didn't play the game... because I had no game to play.
"I don't know." I said. "I'm certainly not a traitor, and the FBI is welcome to investigate me and find that out for themselves. As to the digging into me, it could be identity thieves from the recent burglary of my home, someone like your Police Force checking on my background..." I let the sentence hang, indicating I was fresh out of ideas. Julie Newton nodded, though her face still registered skepticism.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Chief," I said, "I appreciate you looking into my nephew's autopsy report."
"No problem." said Malone as we sat in his office, with Captain Harlan seated next to me. "I will admit that I had my own reasons for pursuing it; that Coroner Haines is a dirty, slimy piece of crap, and if this shows he's been fucking around with crime samples, I'll run his ass out of Town on a rail." I just nodded.
Chief Malone then asked me some questions, seemingly innocuous, about my military experiences, any potential conflicts I'd had with soldiers under my command, with perps and the like. After I answered them, he dismissed Captain Harlan.
"We are..." he began, then continued, "... a fairly small Police Force here, and pretty tight-knit. The media is rabidly hostile to us. Certain groups of people are hostile to us, and politicians like to use us as punching bags, as you may have seen if you saw any reports of your nephew's autopsy situation."



He continued: "What I'm getting at, Don, is that whoever I hire into this Police Force, I have to know that you are going to be loyal to this Police Force. You're going to stand by your fellow Officers, you're going to have their backs as they'll have yours. I have to know that you're going to follow lawful orders, as the lives of your fellow Officers might depend on your obeying those orders swiftly. We're a very thin Blue Line here, very thin, and for some of us, each other is all we have."
I didn't really know what to say, so I said "You can count on me, Chief."
"This Force is like any other." said Malone. "There's small stuff, like being offered free cups of coffee, maybe sandwiches. We don't sweat the small stuff. Obviously taking bribes is not tolerated, participating in crimes is not tolerated... but there will be times when you'll be told who is right and who is wrong in a situation... and you'll be expected to understand what's in the best interest of the Police Force."
"Yes sir." I said, not sure just which way he was testing my integrity.
He peered at me for a long moment, then said "Okay, here's the deal. If you're accepted, you'll have to go to the six-week Police Academy, which fortunately is up here on State Property next to the University. You may be sent there before November 1st, but the 1st will be your official start date. And there'll be a customary three-month probation period."
"I understand." I said.
"All right, that's it." said the Chief. We shook hands and I left. Pete Feeley was waiting for me in the anteroom and took me to Angela Harlan's office.
"Okay, Don," she said, "I hope to be giving you good news soon. If it were up to me, I'd hire you on the spot, but we've got hoops and layers to go through."
"I understand." I said. "And I appreciate it."
As she walked me down the hall to the Duty Desk, I happened to see inside the Vice Room. Detectives Ikea and Croyle were talking to a relatively fat man in a trenchcoat.
Part 8 - Inquisition
As I exited the Police Headquarters building, I realized I was hungry and it was nearly noon. I decided to leave my car in the parking lot and walk over to the area known as Courthouse Square, and have lunch at a bistro there.
As I finished my lunch, a shadow suddenly darkened my table. Looking up, I saw FBI Agents Jack Muscone and Martin Nash standing there.
"Lawyer." I said.
"You can call one at our office." said Muscone.
"Am I under arrest?" I asked.
"If you want to do it that way, yes." said Nash. "We can handcuff you and force you into our car in front of all these people, or you can come with us quietly."
"Creating a scene won't do much for your job prospects in this Town." said Muscone, as a direct threat.
"Where's your warrant to arrest me?" I asked, not getting up out of my chair.
"Don't need one." said Muscone. "Probable cause. You're a flight risk, too."
"Even with probable cause, you need a warrant to arrest me." I said. "Produce it."
"Go fuck yourself." said Muscone. "Now get up."
"Lawyer." I said, remaining seated. With that, Muscone moved with surprising swiftness and threw me out of the chair and to the ground. He cuffed my hands behind me and he and Nash half dragged me to a nearby car as I yelled "POLICE BRUTALITY! POLICE BRUTALITY!" as loudly as I could, hoping as many people as possible would see us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ride in the car wasn't far; it was to the back parking lot of the Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. I was again roughly handled as I was taken inside, then down an elevator to the basement, escorted by four more FBI Agents that I'd never seen before.
I was taken into a small room with a table and chair, a light overhead. Quintessential interrogation room. Nash took off my handcuffs, then pushed me into a chair. Muscone sat down on the opposite side.
"Let's watch some TV." he said, using a remote to turn on a TV on the side wall. "Here you are in Midtown, taping firecrackers to door handles... here you are going into the building and up the elevator, then looking into the door of the offices of Jack Burke. What were you doing there?"
"Lawyer." I said, staring at Muscone.
"Buddy, you better start answering my questions." said Muscone. "Nobody knows you're here. If you disappear of the face of the earth, no one will notice, and nobody will give a damn."
"Lawyer." I said. Muscone flew around the table, grabbed my by my shirt collars and rammed me into the back wall. I made sure not to hit him back in any way, lest I be charged with a crime.
"Listen, you little fucking piece of shit!" Muscone growled. "You ain't getting a goddamned lawyer until you answer my fucking questions! You better get your head out of your ass!" With that, he drew back his right fist and threw a punch at my face. I moved my head to the side and his fist hit the wall, going through the drywall.
"POLICE BRUTALITY! POLICE BRUTALITY!" I yelled again and again. Muscone was about to try to hit me again, when Nash intervened.
"Jack!" Nash yelled, "Don't do it!" After a pause, Muscone tore himself out of Nash's grip, and left the room.
"Sit down." said Nash, forcing me back into the chair. He came around to the other side and said quietly "Look, he's right about one thing. We're not playing around. No one is coming to help you. You need to answer our questions."
"Is this the 'good cop, bad cop' routine?" I asked. "Listen carefully: I want a lawyer."
"Okay," said Nash, "let me paint the picture for you. You tried to access an FBI account, and to us it looks like you were trying to acquire classified data with intent to commit treason. You left Midtown and the State without letting us know, after you were told not to. Don't even try any shit about not being under arrest; the FBI told you to not leave town and you still did."
Nash went on: "While in Apple Grove, you were seen talking with known members of White Supremacy groups, dedicated to overthrowing the U.S. Government. You had the GPS and tracking devices of your vehicle disabled by one of those Supremacists, obviously with the intent to deceive the FBI."
"In addition, you were found attempting to trespass on Government property in Coltrane County, attempting to access a Federal installation without authorization, and the Coltrane County Sheriff stopped you on the road. Then we have this crap with Jack Burke's offices, and then a false burglary report to the Midtown Police after you and your wife conspired to move out. Looks like you're going defraud the insurance company."
"My boss, Agent Muscone," said Nash, "he thinks you're a traitor. He thinks you're dirty, and he'd just as soon as kill you as look at you. I'd strongly suggest you start explaining some of this stuff. If it's legit, why play around with the Constitutional bullshit? Just explain yourself. Or we just keep it up until we find something on you, and then you'll be executed for treason."
I wanted to deny these ridiculous charges, but I knew I couldn't speak; though I had not said so, by demanding a lawyer, I was essentially invoking my right to silence. To talk now could be construed by a corrupt Court as waiving my rights. And I could see that there was some serious Federal corruption in my face right now.
"I. Want. A. Lawyer." I said simply.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, Special Agent Muscone came back. "Bring this piece of dog shit upstairs."
On the first floor, I found that a lawyer was jawing with Federal agents. "Mr. Troy," he said, "my name is Charles Roland, and I'm with the law firm of Gresham & Mason, P.C. I'm serving as your attorney right now. Have these agents violated your rights?"
"Yes." I said. "And physically assaulted me, as well."
"Gentlemen," said Roland, "you have ten seconds to produce the warrant to be holding this man. Otherwise, he walks out of here with me, and the lawsuit over his treatment begins."
"Go ahead." said Muscone. "Take him out of here. We know where to find him again. He'll never get away from us, and he's going to answer for his crimes... eventually."
Once outside, Roland said to me "Mr. Troy, you need to get back home to Midtown. You need to watch your back. Here's my card in case you get into trouble again. I'm not sure what's going on, but they are really gunning for your ass. Keep your head on a swivel and eyes in the back of your head."
"Okay, thanks." I said. Roland drove me to Headquarters and to my vehicle. As he pulled away, I realized I didn't have my keys, wallet, or cellphone. Then I saw the keys in the ignition of my car, and my wallet on the seat. But no cellphone.
With hits on my credit, I knew I couldn't get a new account. I'd have to buy a phone and have my old account restored in Midtown. As I got into my vehicle, I wondered if things could get any worse...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
"All right," said Chief Malone to the assembled group in the Main Conference Room. "We have four candidates: Claire Michaels, Donald Troy, Lorena Rose, and Leonard Sharples. Let's talk Michaels first."
"She's good, she's experienced." said Julie Newton. "But she's from the L.A.P.D., and she has no family here. I don't understand why she's wanting to move here. At the least, she'll be bored here. At worst, there's something going on with her that I don't trust."
"You have a point." said Malone. "Okay, Lorena Rose. Speaks Spanish, so she can go undercover in the Hispanic community."
"She's a firecracker." said Tanya Perlman. "She might be good in Vice, but I don't know if she has the disposition for MCD."
"True." said Angela Harlan. "But I think she would be good in Vice, and hiring her would help our minority issues with the U.S.D.O.J."
"Goddamn Federal Government." breathed Chief Harold Malone. "All right, Don Troy."
"I like him." Tanya said enthusiastically. "I think he'd be great in MCD."
"I agree." said Hugh Hewitt. "Cool guy, ex-military, good head on his shoulders. He'd be an asset."
"I don't agree. At all." said Steven Ikea. "He's an ass."
"Takes one to know one." Tanya said. Hugh and Angela laughed. Ikea, Croyle and Malone looked at her darkly.
"He's all wrong. He's not loyal, Chief." said Ikea. "Bringing him in would be a problem. He could become a cancer to us."
"Afraid he'll make you look bad, Ikea?" asked Angela Harlan. Ikea glared at her.
"Cap-tain..." admonished Chief Malone, protecting his 'boy' Ikea. "Okay, Harlan, tell me what you think about Troy."
"He's sharp, good with people." said Angela. "He spotted that autopsy issue right away. I think he'd be great in MCD."
"Newton?" asked Malone, trying to keep his eyes from smoldering as he looked at his mistress, Julie Newton.
"He's starting to have financial and credit issues." said Newton. "I think he's in a position where his loyalties could be tested, and he could be turned away from us. He's a red flag, Chief."
Malone nodded. "Croyle?"
"Sir, my opinion on these four candidates does not matter." said Teresa. "But I don't want to work with Don Troy. Chief, have you forgotten that his nephew drove drunk and killed two of our Officers?"
"He didn't drive drunk." said Angela. "We're proving that now. And Don lost a family member, so this was bad for him, too." Teresa scowled as only she could.
"Other than that family issue," said Tanya, "what did you think of Don as a potential MCD Detective, Teresa?" asked Tanya.
"I don't know. I'm not past that issue." said Teresa. "He might be the best Detective we ever had, but I don't want to have to see his face every day."
"One other thing not in his favor," said Chief Malone, "is that he'll have to go to the Police Academy, while the other three have already gone. Okay, Leonard Sharples..."
"That guy is weird." said Tanya. "Says his nickname is 'Sergeant'. He's been all over the place, but I don't get a sense of competence from him."
"Yeah," said Angela Harlan, "his history is strange. Vice to MCD, or Homicide or equivalent... then to a new Police Force... rinse, repeat. Strange."
"No issues with his past that I could find." said Julie Newton.
"Chief," said Steven Ikea, "I think Sergeant Sharples is what we're looking for. Experienced, has some good busts, but most of all... I think he's going to be loyal. I think he'll be a good member of the Team, if you know what I mean."
"Yeah, I agree." said the Chief. "Okay, guys, you can go. Captain, stay here." Everyone left.
"Final word from you before I tell you my decision." said Malone.
"Lorena Rose for Vice, Don Troy for MCD." said Angela. "He'll be awesome in there."
"The Vice guys don't like him. At all." said Malone.
"He won't be working in Vice." countered Harlan. "The MCD guys like him, and they're the one's he'll be working with. I like him, too. I think he'll do well.
"Yeah, but there's some baggage." said Malone. "I can overlook all of that, but there's one thing that has swayed me. Loyalty. Steven is right: we can count on Sharples's loyalty. I'm not confident I got that from Troy."
Angela grimaced as Malone pronounced the words: "I'm choosing Leonard Sharples over Don Troy."
Part 9 - Visions
I felt exhausted as I pulled out of the parking lot and onto College Avenue, going east towards University Avenue. I'd checked out of the University Hotel this morning, and I considered checking into a cheap hotel and getting some sleep.
Just then, I noticed a car pulling onto the street a distance in front of me. The car had Federal Government tags, and I realized that the occupants were Special Agents Jack Muscone and Martin Nash.
I half-humorously thought to myself that I could follow them for a while instead of them following me. They turned right (south) on University Avenue, and a moment later, I did also.
I wasn't driving very fast at all, so I figured they'd lose me pretty quickly. But as I got to the outskirts of Town, past Hotel Row and to Junction Station, I could still see them about a hundred yards ahead of me.
I followed them, pretty much at the speed limit, crossing the line into Coltrane County. I wasn't really paying attention to them at all, my mind on other matters... like the rest of my life, such as it was. I felt depressed, weak, tired...
Whoa, what was that!... I thought to myself. I saw the Federal Agents turn onto the road to the 'Vision' Headquarters!
The urge to follow them was irresistible. I remembered what someone had said, and this would be 'proof', such as it was, of the place being a Federal installation!
The gate was open when I got to it, but I did not drive through. I did not see the other car at all. I parked my vehicle in a copse of trees on the outside of the gate, where it couldn't be seen at all from a distance. Putting the keys on the back left tire, I went down the road and through the gate.
Going to the building, I went inside the unlocked front door. The building was empty, totally devoid of life. Panels in the walls were open, revealing hidden rooms, all of them empty. The elevator that in my dream went to Dr. Eckhart's office was open, but there was no electricity to it.
Walking to the left, past the various rooms, I felt like there was something strange... then I realized it... there were no spider webs, no cobwebs, no collections of dust... this place was totally empty, but totally clean!
I went down some stairs to what appeared to be a garage. There was an elevator there, open. To my surprise, this one had electricity. I went in it, and put my hand on the reader. Again, to my shock, it worked! The elevator closed and I felt myself descending.
When it opened, I was in a dimly lit corridor. I had no idea what was ahead, but I knew that a meaningless existence was behind me. I went forward, down the corridor, passing a couple of hallways that went left and right.
I got to a space that widened out, seeing an elevator to my front and stairs to each side. Suddenly, four armed men sprang out of the stairwell! They were heavily armed with M-4s, and were wearing full military combat gear.
"What are you doing here?" snarled one of them.
"I knocked at the front door." I said half jokingly, knowing I was in a world of shit right now. I felt the presence of other soldiers behind me, but tried to remain cool and calm.
*WHAM!*
Stars flashed before my eyes, and as I crumpled to the ground, I realized someone had hit me with the butt of his rifle to the back of my head. Then all went black...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I opened my eyes. I felt weak, very very weak. I felt pain all over my body, and I felt thirsty, desperately thirsty. And cold. So cold.
I tried to look around. I was in a bed, a hospital-like bed. My wrists were handcuffed to each side of the bed. The room was like a hospital room, but painted in that weird green. And I somehow realized where I was.
I'm in The Asylum!
Oh my God, they brought me to The Asylum. And there is no one on the outside who knows where I am. I am fucked.
The party was not stopping, however. A moment later, the door opened, and the psychiatrist turned on the lights, blinding me. She came up to me and I noticed the magnificent legs under the dress, the shapely body, the high heels shaping her ass perfectly, her breasts large and straining against the fabric of the dress.
"Well, I see the patient is awake." she said. I looked up, into the eyes of Dr. Laura Fredricson...
To be continued.
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Part 10 - Revelations
Dr. Fredricson got a stool, pulled it up to the bedside next to my left arm, and sat down. "How are you feeling?" she asked.
"Thirsty." I said. "Can I get some water?"
"Maybe after we're finished, and you start cooperating." Laura said. "So, is your memory improved? Who am I?"
I noted the wedding rings on her fingers. They were not mine from the dream I'd had days... what, weeks?... ago. "You're Dr. Laura Fredricson." I said. "Still married to that Army General?"
Laura looked at me darkly. "How did you know that?" Then she caught herself. "Never you mind about me. We're talking about you. Why were you in that facility in Coltrane County?"
"Why has the FBI been harassing me?" I asked in retaliatory response. Laura nodded.
"We've gone through this before," she said, "and obviously your short-term memory is still not working properly. Mr. Troy, you are being investigated for treason. You accessed an FBI site and attempted to acquire classified information. Do you remember that?"
"I never accessed the site." I said. "The password failed."
"You went to Apple Grove," said Laura, "where you contacted several people known to be hostile to the U.S. Government... including the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds. You then managed to get jump files from a safe deposit box, and by a deception, I might add. Where are those jump drives?"
"They were in my car." I said, which was technically true, for a while. I could see that those were important to her, and to whoever was backing her, so I lied: "They must've been stolen. By they way, why did you guys clean out my home, and leave only one suit that was wired to the hilt with tracking devices?" I noted that Laura looked confused.
"I had no part of that." she said. "I have no idea what you are talking about. So you tried to take those jump drives to The Vision Headquarters? Maybe Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart was going to pay you very well for that information?"
"I've had no contact with him." I said.
"Bullshit." Laura said simply. "His lawyer, Cy Hart, contacted you several times... even is doing your divorce and bankruptcy pro bono. Very generous of him... and even more 'generous' of the man backing him, wouldn't you say?"
"I... I had no idea he was working for Eckhart." I said, feeling very confused. I was getting dizzy, as well.
"What did you give him?" Laura demanded.
"Nothing!" I said, rather loudly. "I haven't stolen any classified information, and I haven't sold or given anything away! This is bullshit!"
Dr. Fredricson peered at me, then said "Okay, why were you captured--- er, arrested at the old 'Vision' facility? How did you get down into that underground tunnel?"
"Your security there must be shit if I was able to do that." I replied.
"No doubt about that." Laura replied. "But you're not answering the question: why were you down there?"
"Looking for answers." I said. "It was obvious FBI Agents Muscone and Nash were leading me there. It's entrapment if anything. I want to know why they're harassing me and you've got me imprisoned here in The Asylum?"
Laura jolted, her face a mask of shock. "How do you know you're in..." She stopped and peered at me again.
"So, Dr. Fredricson," I said, pressing the tiny advantage I had for the moment, "what happened to you after Ivy accused Jack Burke of rape? Are you and my wife in cahoots in all of this, somehow?"
Laura's eyes turned jet, staring daggers at me. "If you must know, I was fired from your School after Burke ran to his daddy. Michael Burke is a very bad man. He tried to buy Ivy off, and she told him to go to hell. Then he got the Police to go after her for a false allegation. I helped Ivy, and we pushed back on it. The allegation was not false; Jack Burke raped Ivy and a lot of other women. But you know that to be true, don't you?"
"Yes, I know what Jack Burke was... and is." I said. "So you never worked at the University here?"
"No, Michael Burke pulled every string he could to keep them from hiring me." Laura replied. "So I went with my husband when he was assigned to NATO in Europe, and did research there. When we returned, I was offered this job here at The Asylum, analyzing wackos... like you."
"I'm not the one that's the wacko." I said. "You and your entire Federal Government are the wackos... and corrupt."
"I can see we're not getting anywhere today." said Dr. Fredricson, closing her notebook. She stood up. "Mr. Troy, I suggest you begin talking. I suggest you tell us what you know. The FBI is not playing around. If you have any hopes of going free, you'd better talk."
"You'll kill me anyway." I said. "No way you can do to me what you've done, then let me free to tell anyone about it... especially the Media."
Dr. Fredricson did not reply. She merely turned and walked to the door.
Part 11 - A Night in Hell
I felt myself getting dizzier. And weaker. I dimly wondered if they were drugging me. And I was feeling colder and colder.
I tried to hang on to my sanity, and to figure out what was going on, and why I was being subjected to this treatment...
And then the screams started.
At first, I thought I must be dreaming. I heard a scream. A woman screaming. Then another.
The screams went on for some minutes. Then silence-- no, what was that... it was sobbing. A woman was sobbing.
Then more screams, all from women, coming from different places. What the hell was going on here?
This went on for some time. And then the door to my room opened up.
There was only one bedside lamp on. When the visitor finally came into the circle of light, I saw who it was: Special Agent Jack Muscone.
"Still not talking, eh, traitor?" he snarled. "I'm going to give you one more chance. You are going to tell the truth. You're going to tell us what you did with the classified information you stole. You are going to give us those jump drives you took out of Apple Grove. You are going to admit that you are a traitor, or you are going to die."
"And you are going to go straight to Hell." I replied. "I've committed no treason; it is you that's abusing the Constitution, not to mention me."
"Oh, you think this is abuse?" snarled the FBI Agent, his face red with anger, and hatred. "You're about to find out a new meaning of the word." He went to the door and opened it. A technician in a labcoat came in, wheeling in a rolling table with some sort of instrument on it.
The man looked familiar to me, and then I heard Muscone say "Okay, Technician Bond. Give this traitor the full treatment."
The name triggered a memory, and then I realized it was from my dream. There had been an FBI lawyer named 'James Bond'... and it was this guy, but he was a lab technician now, an employee of The Asylum.
He began attaching electrodes to me. Over my nipples, on each ankle, on each wrist, on the small of my back, and on the back of my neck. The attaching electrodes were tiny pins that bit into my flesh, and were mildly painful. Technician Bond then got the stool Laura had been sitting on, and sat down in front of the device. Muscone plugged the device into the outlet on the wall, and I realized it wasn't the normal outlet... it was the special plug-in for 220 volts, not the normal 120 volt plug-ins in most American homes.
Shit, this thing is right out of Atlas Shrugged, I thought to myself as the machine turned on with a slight whining pitch that rose higher and higher as the fan began whirring. I heard a scream of a woman from somewhere in the facility, adding to my foreboding.
"Why are those women screaming?" I asked.
"They're being raped by the staff." said Muscone. "Sometimes men get raped too, and I just might get an orderly in here to fuck you in the ass. Okay, Bond, let's pay this bastard back for his treason."
Bond pressed a button, and a current of electricity went from my left ankle to my left nipple.
"AAAUUUUGGHHH!" I screamed out. At first it was not actual pain, just a feeling and knowledge that something was not right in my body. Then the pain kicked in.
"Number Two." said Muscone. The current went from my right wrist up my arm to the electrode on my nipple.
"ARRRRGGGGHHH!!" I screamed out. I could not stop the pain, but I tried to roll with it, screaming out instead of trying too hard to resist what I could not resist.
Muscone went through several iteration, having various parts of my body endure the pain. "Ready to talk now?" he growled after what seemed like an eternity of doses of pain.
"Yeah." I said. "And here's my statement. Fuck you. I'm not a traitor, you are."
"Fucking shithead." said Muscone. "Bond! The mixed series!"
Bond pressed a button and electricity tore through various parts of my body. A leg would be subjected, then an arm, then my torso, then from one wrist to the other. Each dose would last about fifteen seconds, then switch to different route with no idea to guess which one.
There was nothing I could do, I just had to endure it. I knew I was dead anyway, so I just lay there, my screams helping some to work against it. I realized I was rapidly becoming much more exhausted, that my body was being sapped of any energy I had left. I had not had water nor food for an unknown amount of time, either.
Finally, Technician Bond stopped the series of shocks. It felt good... in the manner of it feeling good after being hit by a hammer, when it finally stops hurting.
"We can do this all night." said Muscone. "It's not hurting me a bit."
"Get it overwith, then." I said.
Part 12 - An Excuse For The Sky
I was barely conscious when Dr. Fredricson returned to the room. It must be daytime outside, I reasoned, though I had no real way of knowing. Then I saw the watch on her wrist... sure enough, it was 8:30am. What day, though?
"Wow." she said softly, looking at me. "I'm surprised you're still alive."
"Like you care." I replied. "You're part of this. Why don't you just kill me now? I'm innocent of any charges, I have nothing for which to confess. I won't bother with a false confession, as you're going to kill me anyway. So just do it, and get it overwith."
"So... are you so eager to die?" Dr. Fredricson asked.
"What are clouds, but an excuse for the sky?" I said, quoting the Kasigi death poem from the book Sho-gun.
"What is Life, but an escape from Death." Laura replied, finishing the quotation. "Well, a man without fear of death is a man who cannot be corrupted. But before you will be allowed to die, we need to obtain those jump drives you took."
"Why?" I asked. "Why are they so important?"
"They will prove your treason." said another voice. It was a man, older, tall, distinguished. He had a balding head, glasses, a long thin face. I had never seen this man before, I realized... I had never... seen him before...
"They can't prove what I haven't done." I said. "I've committed no crimes. None."
"May I speak with you for a moment, sir?" asked Dr. Fredricson. They went over to the door, but for some reason I could still hear them.
"He's stuck to that story from the beginning." said Dr. Fredricson. "No guilty person has ever maintained their innocence this far along in the process. In addition, he's at the point he's willing to die. Even enhanced techniques like waterboarding can't be assured to be successful."
"Oh really?" the man said sardonically. "Well, then, we'll just have to find new methods of persuasion. Maybe having him watch some family and friends being tortured in front of him."
"And what family and friends would those be?" asked Dr. Fredricson. "You killed his nephew, you've killed his parents, his wife is divorcing him so he may not care on that one, either. And he has no friends."
"Okay then..." said the man. "Bring in 'The Madman'. If he can't get the job done, we'll just have to kill Troy and hope those jump drives don't fall into the wrong hands."
The man left the room, and Laura came back over to my bedside.
"What did he mean, 'you killed my nephew'?" I asked.
"You're about to find that out." Laura said. "Well, Mr. Troy, my work with you is done; there is no more I can do to help you. And I'm sorry about that; I wish I could've helped you save yourself. I won't be seeing you again."
"Before you go," I said, "I just have one question: What does the name 'Carole Diana' mean to you?"
Laura's eyes widened in total shock. "How did you...?" she started to ask, then regained her composure. "You know too much about me, Mr. Troy. All I'll say is that I was always going to name my first daughter 'Carole Diana'. The reasons need not concern you. Goodbye, Mr. Troy, and may the living God have mercy upon your soul."
With that, Dr. Laura Fredricson went to the door and exited the room, not looking back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I must've fallen asleep. It seemed line an interminable time had passed, yet at the same time it seemed like I was instantly awake again. I heard screams again, the screams of women. They seemed closer than before. I also felt like I could no longer move; I was too weak. My head was hurting, and I was beyond thirsty. I'd had no water for... what, days now?
And then I saw and heard what had awakened me. The door to my room had opened, and into the room walked a young man with wispy brown hair, slender, tall but stopping over. He was wearing a labcoat over a dirty shirt and blue jeans. His eyes peered at me.
It was my nephew Ned.
"Well, Uncle Donny." Ned said quietly. "It's been a while. A long while."
"You hiding out here, or what?" I asked.
Ned smiled, a brief, mirthless smile. "No, Uncle Donny. Let me explain. A few years ago, while you were in the Army Reserve, you were offered the opportunity to join the CIA. You rejected their generous offer. As far as I'm concerned, you did them a favor and prevented them from making a huge, huge mistake."
Ned got the stool and sat down upon it. He then said "What you didn't know is that when I began college, I was asked to join the CIA... and I accepted. I've been working in labs at the University, and then I work in a lab across the way, in the facility below the 'Vision' Headquarters's old dorms. And I've made some really good stuff for the CIA. Really good stuff."
"And now you're going to be a 'meth lab slave' to them." I said. "They'll never let you go free."
Ned smiled that smarmy smile of his. "Oh, I don't agree, Uncle Donny. I'm free to go where I please... and I do. They know that if they try to fuck with me, then something ugly might happen to some of their best people... and their highest leadership. I have friends... friends they only wish they could have."
"And who might those friends be?" I asked.
"Oh, don't concern yourself with that." said Ned.
"You're going to kill me." I said. "You might as well tell me, satisfy a condemned man's curiosity?"
"Curiosity killed the cat." said Ned. "But satisfaction brought him back. And I can only kill you once; I can't have you coming back with nine lives and causing me problems."
"And speaking of nine lives... that's getting to be how many I've taken by now." Ned continued. "The most pleasurably wonderful was that God-damned piece of shit Todd. Uncle Donny, you have no idea how much I hated that bastard. He tortured me, physically, mentally, emotionally, for years. Years! Uncle Donny. And our mother was fucking him, and they both were making fun of me."
"Mom ran off to France." Ned said. "Came back for my grandparents' funeral, but I missed the opportunity to get her then. Jonas Oldeeds was protecting her, like he always has. Lucky for her. But Todd..." Ned began to laugh, an evil laugh. "Todd wasn't so lucky."
"He wasn't drunk in that car crash." I said. "What happened to him?"
"Ah yes..." said Ned. "The Town & County Police is totally inept. The only smart thing they did was to decline to hire you. They had no idea what happened when Todd crashed into their Chief and their dyke Detective." He stopped a moment, a smile on his face, obviously enjoying the memory of his brother's death.
"What did happen?" I asked.
 Ned looked at me, as if irritated I'd interrupted his thoughts. He said "You've probably heard news reports about an alleged CIA 'heart attack' gun that induces heart attacks? Like what killed that reporter Michael Hastings. Well, sometimes the rumors have a basis in truth. Not exactly what they report. But Todd and his car were subjected to something similar to what killed that reporter, and a number of others who wish to subvert the Federal Government, and expose the good things we were doing."
"What, was Todd going to expose something?" I asked skeptically.
"Naw, the only thing he ever exposed was his dick to our mother whenever he wanted to fuck." Ned said. "I killed him because I wanted to see that piece of shit die. My grandparents... I really had nothing against them, but they had to die, and so they did."
"Now you, Uncle Donny, I want to see you die, too... but apparently some people have a purpose for what I'm about to do to you. They think you've done something subversive, too."
"They're full of shit." I said. "Well, whatever you're going to do, get it overwith." I just lay back on the bed. I'd been right about Todd, and maybe Captain Harlan would follow up, expose what happened to him. I hoped the Apple Grove Police might find something about my parents' deaths and follow up. But they'd have to do it without me... I saw very little hope for my own continuation.
"You're not getting out of it that easily, Uncle Donny." said Ned. He pulled out a leather billfold and opened it. There were four syringes inside.
Part 13 - The Final Trip
"First, let's put these earphones on you." said Ned. He fitted earphones to my head, and I could hear binaural tones in them.
"Okay, syringe number one." said Ned. He took the first syringe, and injected the contents of it into my arm.
The world began changing colors. Lights flashed and the light literally seemed to swirl before my eyes. I was dizzy, a vertigo-like dizziness. I heard ringing in my ears, then the binaural tones, then the ringing again. Then what sounded like an alarm going off.
I felt disoriented, and like I wanted to vomit... but there was nothing in my stomach to bring up. I felt like my muscles were twitching, of their own accord, independently of my thoughts and of each other. And then... I felt like I was floating away...
Finally, I thought, let Death come. But Death would not come. Instead, I felt my mind clearing. Did Ned inject me with a new drug, an antidote?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where are the jump drives?" I heard a voice say. I had no idea how long it had been since my trip. I was no longer hearing the binaural tones, nor any subliminal suggestions. I couldn't open my eyes, and I wasn't sure whose voice was speaking to me.
"Where are the jump drives?"
"I destroyed them." I heard myself say, my voice barely a murmur.
"Why did you give that reporter classified information?"
"I didn't give any reporter classified information."
"Where are the jump drives?"
"I destroyed them."
"What did you do with them first?"
"Copied them onto my computer."



"What is the password?"
I did not respond. The tones in my ears came back, getting louder. This went on for some time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I opened my eyes. I saw Special Agent Muscone standing over me. Technician Bond was sitting on the stool, running the binaural tone machine. Muscone had a laptop in his hand.
"Mr. Troy," said Muscone. "You will now unlock your laptop computer. Put the password into the computer." He placed the computer on my belly, just above my groin, and put my hands on the keys. I could barely see, I could barely feel the computer keys beneath my fingers. I realized I was typing the letters 'D-E-N-O-M-I-N-A-T-I-O-N'.
"Thank you, Mr. Troy." I heard a voice say... not Muscone's voice. I felt blackness envelop me. I could hear voices, but couldn't make out what they were saying. I could not open my eyes. I felt the beating of my heart in my chest, but I could not move. I knew I was close to the end...
Part 14 - The Return
I put the last of my energy into concentrating on what I was hearing. I heard a voice say "Hmmm... 'January', 'Suborbital', 'Denomination'. Try those words."
*WHOOOSH!*
It was like a flash of light hitting me. I opened my eyes. I was awake!
I was on what seemed to be a hospital bed, but was a metal tray like a gurney. I was naked. Something like a big diaper was over my loins, but that was just to keep the pee dribbling out of my cock from spraying into the air. I'd lost control of my bowels, and that stuff had been flowing down between my legs.
I knew I was in bad shape as I tried to look around. At the foot of the bed I saw two men. One was sitting at a computer console; he was FBI lawyer James Bond. I recognized the other man, and was shocked: he was Dr. Casey B. Walker!
As they watched the computer screen, I looked to my left. On the chair next to the table-bed I was on, was a chair with my clothes piled on it. I thanked God and the Universe that my pants were on top, but even more importantly was the belt in them... and the belt buckle.
I reached over with my left hand and grabbed the buckle. Finding the two small buttons, I pressed them, praying that the signal would be activated. I then lay back down, that effort exhausting me. I don't know how much time passed as I listened.
"No, those passwords did not work." said Bond.
"Damn!" muttered Walker. "How in the hell could they not be the correct passwords?"
"None of them work for his FBI account, his TCPD account, his SBI account." said Bond. "I have no idea why not."
"Shit." said Walker. "Those had to be the right passwords. These methods have never failed before."
Just then an alarm began going off. I heard the words over the loudspeaker:
"SECURITY ALERT! SECURITY ALERT! SECURE ALL POINTS! SECURITY ALERT! THIS IS NOT A DRILL! SECURITY ALERT!"
Walker got on the phone. "What the hell is going on?" he thundered. After a moment of silence, he breathed "Oh, shit." Hanging up, he said "They've found us. They're on their way."
"How?" asked Bond.
"I don't know." said Walker. "But they'll find him dead." He came up to the side of my bed. I violently opened my eyes wide and raised my head.
"Whuh?!" Walker gasped, literally jumping back like a spooked cat. "Oh my God, he's awake!" he shouted as, with the very last of my strength, I jumped up off the table. I swung as hard as I could, my fist connecting solidly with Walker's jaw. He went sprawling.
Bond hurled himself at me, but I sidestepped him and pushed him forward, and he crashed into the chair that had my clothes on it, then to the floor. Before either man could get up, I rushed for the door, oblivious to the fact that I was as naked as the day I was born.
I rushed into a hallway that was a square with doors on all four sides. Two men had been guarding my door; they went for me, but I got them off me with Aikido moves. I looked for the door that was an exit, and found it quickly enough... it was opposite the door I'd come out of. The problem was, several men were now coming through that opening into this hallway. They attacked me.
I did the best I could. Bond had come out of my torture room and was trying to hit me. I elbowed him in the face, then was using Aikido as the other men tried to subdue me. I managed to throw several off, but there were too many of them.
I had no more energy in my body. I was done, completely done. I felt myself falling as I was tackled to the ground, feeling the cold floor coming up to hit my chest, then my face. Bond was hitting me, kicking at me, as the others were keeping me to the ground. I could see the pants and boots of several more people running down the hallway towards me.
For the only time in my life, I lost all hope. I had fought as hard as I could. I had fought with a living being's right to exist. I felt no more pain, just a strange euphoric peace. I felt my eyes closing for what would be the last time...
To be continued?!
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Part 15 - The Whirling Dervish
I was barely aware of the commotion above me. I could not move. I managed to open my eyes, and I saw blood spattering. A second later, FBI lawyer Bond fell to the floor, his head bloody, crushed in...
... by a crowbar.
Cindy! I thought to myself. She's here, she's fighting above me! I realized to myself, somehow knowing it. I saw more blood spatter, and heard a man scream in pain. I still couldn't move, but I fought to stay awake... to live.
Others joined in, and the fight was over. I heard the voice of an older man say "Let's get him in here." I felt hands pull me up off the floor, then half-carry, half-drag me back into the room I'd come from. I was now back on the table, but sensed I was among friends.
"Saline solution, Doctor." said a voice. I realized it was FBI Agent Sandra Speer.
"Good." said the voice of Dr. Leonard Cordell. I felt a needle go into my right arm, into the vein. As the saline solution started going into my vein, I felt instantly better. Life and death kind of instantly better.
"We've got to get some moisture into him, but not too much at one time or it'll thin out his blood. Then we've got to get some nutrients into him." I heard Dr. Cordell say.
A moment later, I felt another presence, then heard another voice, a very familiar voice say "How is he, Doctor?" It was Cindy's voice.
"He's near death." said Dr. Cordell. "We're doing what we can."
"Near death, hell." I whispered, forcing my eyes open. "Not even close."
"Don!" Cindy gasped, taking my left hand in hers. I squeezed her hand as hard as I could... that wasn't much, but I felt her squeeze back.
"Damn, I cannot believe it." Cordell said. I wasn't believing much of it, either...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Laura Fredricson, Deputy Director of the CIA for Science and Technology, dressed in all black, came into the hallway and surveyed the carnage. Four men lay dead on the floor; the heads of two of them had been crushed by severe crowbar blows, one that almost took the top of the man's head off. Two others had had their necks broken. And other men were seriously injured.
Hell hath no fury like a platinum blonde scorned, she thought. And a blonde armed with a crowbar.
Laura had come up to Cindy and taken the blue crowbar from her with the words "May I?" Now, as she wiped the crowbar down, she turned to the object of her sheer fury.
Dr. Casey B Walker was being held to one side by FBI Special Agent Martin Nash, Walker's hands cuffed behind his back. Jack Muscone, Todd Burke, and Teddy Franklin had helped Dr. Cordell get her husband Don into the other room for emergency treatment. Other agents, loyal to Laura, were waiting for their orders.
There was one other person there, as well. The woman whose name could not be spoken came up to Walker. "Looks like Commander Troy was not guilty of treason, after all." the woman 'Diana' said.
"Like hell he's not, even if I didn't prove it... this time." Walker snarled, his face a mask of fury... and insanity.
"There won't be a next time." the older woman said. She turned to Laura.
"Well, Dr. Walker, looks like you're the one who has committed treason here---" Laura started, but Walker interrupted her.
"I want my lawyer." he said. "I'll see you in a courtroom in New York. And then we'll see who's the traitor."
Laura smiled... a smile that nobody ever wants to see. She tapped the blue crowbar in her hand as she said "Oh, I don't think this one is going to see the inside of a courtroom." Then her voice quietened but filled with menace as she said "You know how we handle things like this Walker." She then turned to the CIA agents loyal to her and said "Take this piece of crap out of my sight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in and out of it as I felt hands cleaning me up. I found out later that it was a pretty bad mess. Then I was covered in sheets and transported out of the building. Then I was dreaming that I was in that helicopter with Pastor Raymond K. Westboro. 'Kyle' Westboro, the man whose name Ned had used for his identity while in The Asylum, perhaps out of sarcasm... or respect.
In reality, I was being life-flighted to University Hospital. I would find out later that the facility I'd been in was underground, below an old dilapidated warehouse on the outskirts of the City that was secretly owned and operated by the CIA.
At one point during the flight, I woke up and said "Laura!" I heard Cindy say "She'll be coming right behind us. She's taking care of the bastard that did this to you..." I was back out of it by the time she finished the words...
Part 16 - Awakening
When I woke up again, I was in a room in University Hospital. Two bags were hanging on a rack next to me... one was whole blood, the other some liquid food... the only way to be properly fed in a hospital, I thought to myself. I was also catheterized, I realized. Not the first time I'd awakened to that, I realized.
I looked up. I could see through the window that it was still dark outside. Cindy was asleep on the sofa in front of the window. My iPhone and other personal items, as well as some clothes, were on a table to my left, and I could not reach them.
About that time, Cindy woke up, and saw that I was awake. "Good morning, sleepyhead." I said. "What time is it?"
She looked at her watch. "4:30am." she said, getting up and coming to my bedside.
"I think the better question is: what day is this?" I asked.
"Friday, July 1st." Cindy replied.
"Geez... what happened to me?"
"What's the last thing you remember?" she said, answering the question with a question.
"Uhh..." I said, "We had the victory party for solving the Westboro case. You and I talked in my office, then I left for home. I saw a plane come into County Airport, then... nothing after that, until I woke up in that room."
Cindy nodded. "On the road to your house, the Mountain Nest, you called in on the radio that there was an accident. When the responding Officers got there, they found the two collided cars, and your Police SUV, with your crowbar, badge, and gunbelt in the seat. The other cars were empty. Cameras caught a van coming out of there, which went to County Airport. And that plane you saw... probably was the one that took off with you in it. It went to the City, landed at their smaller airport for small private jets. We lost you after that."
Cindy continued: "Your wife recognized the plane that came in as belonging to the CIA, so she had an idea that something was going on with them. We told Bettina and Priya that you were working with the FBI on the Westboro Syndicate, and so to not even bother asking about you. Needless to say, we were all beside ourselves trying to find you, but your wife and the FBI guys were the ones doing most of the work."
I nodded. "So, where was I?"
"There's a secret CIA facility in the bad areas of the City. They had a building there, and an underground base. Apparently they have one in Midtown and one in Southport, and Laura wasn't sure which one you might've been taken to, until that signal device you had was set off."
"I seem to remember someone over me, abusing some heads with a crowbar." I said. "Which I appreciate very much."
"Yeah, I took care of business." said Cindy. "When I saw you lying there..." She paused a moment, working hard to keep from getting emotional, then said "Well, let's just say I didn't hold back."
As much as I tried to stay awake, I couldn't. "Wake me up for Bettina's broadcast..." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" was the next thing I heard. "Channel Two News has learned that Police Commander Donald Troy has been admitted to University Hospital for exhaustion and dehydration!"
Bettina went on, reporting from in front of the Hospital: "Commander Troy has been working for several days with the FBI on leads to the Raymond Westboro syndicate. While many arrests have been made, more are expected. The FBI reported that Commander Troy simply overworked himself and did not take proper care of his body until he collapsed. The Hospital issued a statement saying Commander Troy was resting comfortably, and recovering rapidly."
As Bettina went on, talking about the Fourth of July festivities, my doctors came in. One was Dr. Morgan, the other... Dr. Leonard Cordell.
"Ah, you're looking one hell of a lot better than yesterday." Cordell said.
"Thanks for saving my life." I said.
"Did what I could." said Cordell as Dr. Morgan listened to my heart and took my pulse, you know, doctor stuff. He said "Dr. Cordell, I think we can take him off the blood and saline after this bag is done. We'll keep tube-feeding him, though."
"Good, if that means I won't have to eat the hospital food." I said, trying to smile. Dr. Morgan chuckled, then left.
"I'll just tell you this, son." said Admiral Cordell. "I didn't think we were in time. I am stunned you survived. Happy, but totally stunned. You're one tough S.O.B."
"Not gonna let those bastards get me down." I said. "And please tell Dr. Milton that his device worked... and saved my ass."
"Yes, yes it did." said Cordell. "We picked up the signal. Fortunately we were close by, but your wife will have to tell you all that."
"Which she will," said my wife Laura, entering the room, "when my husband is sufficiently recovered to hear it."
"I'll leave you two alone." said Cordell.
"Thanks, Doctor." I said. He nodded to me, and to Laura, I noted, before leaving.
Laura turned to me. "Come here." I said. She bent over me and I pulled her down and kissed her mouth as hard as I could. She returned it.
When she raised her head, there were tears in her eyes. "Darling, I am so sorry..."
"It's not your fault." I said. "How are the kids?"
"Distracting me, I see." she said, seeing my ruse. "The kids are fine, but Carole has been missing you and asking where you are."
I nodded, then realized I was tired again. I heard Laura say "Just relax, Darling... we'll talk later..." I didn't catch the rest...
Part 17 - Issues And Answers
When I woke up again, out of a (fortunately) dreamless sleep, I felt better. Much better. The I.V.s were no longer attached to me, though I was still catheterized. I took the catheter out (hey, it's my penis, nurses!) and tried to sit up. I made it to a sitting position, my legs hanging over the side of the bed.
I felt a bit lightheaded, but that cleared up as I breathed and then looked around. I was wearing black pajamas (real pajamas, not a ninja suit). I noticed red marks on my ankles, then I looked at my wrists: there were round red marks on them, as well. I realized that the electric shock torture had been real.
No one else was in the room with me. Getting up, I saw my sword cane next to the chair with my clothes on it. I checked my iPhone; it was 5:30am, Saturday July 2d. Taking the cane, I headed to the door. When I opened it, I saw a Police Officer sitting by the door in a chair. It was Patrolman Phil Goodwright, and he seemed shocked to see me.
"Commander!" he whispered. "Are you okay? You should be in bed, sir."
"I'm tired of bed, Patrolman." I said. "Did Captain Ross go home?"
"No sir." said Goodwright. "She's in the waiting room right down the hall, there. Her father just came in a few minutes ago."
"Good." I said. "I'll be back in a minute." With that, I ambled down the hall towards the waiting room. I heard a woman's voice, and she sounded upset. I turned into the room.
Cindy was on the sofa to the left of the door, her father Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart sitting to her left side. And she was crying.
"He was just laying there," sobbed Cindy, "and I couldn't do anything about it. I couldn't help him..."
"Now you know..." I said out loud, "exactly how I felt when you were lying on that gym floor."
Cindy looked up, her eyes showing her shock. Eckhart's eyes were twinkling as he nodded.
"Don..." Cindy said. "For God's sake, sit down." I did so, on her right side. She put her arms around me in a bear hug and would not let go. I hugged her back. I also reached over her and shook Eckhart's hand.
"Thank you, Dr. Eckhart." I said. "For everything."
"Oh, it was my pleasure, young Donald." said Eckhart. "I am delighted to see that you were able to survive those despicable people and what they did to you."
"Thanks for what?" Cindy asked, knowing there was something going on between me and Eckhart, but not knowing what.
"Later." I said. "I think I'll keep this secret from you, just for the sake of doing it." That got Cindy laughing, then she started crying again.
And then, standing before me, was the lovely black Nurse Jones. She needed no words. I got up and went back to my room, Cindy helping me and Dr. Eckhart following.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead from outside the Hospital at 7:00am. "Commander Donald Troy remains in University Hospital, recovering from exhaustion and dehydration! Doctors are saying that he is recovering well and should be released from the hospital soon."
"Channel Two News is also investigating a report that Commander Troy was life-flighted from the City to University Hospital. The FBI is not commenting on the situation of Commander Troy's illness, nor where he was taken ill. Chief Sean Moynahan of the Town & County Police Department would not confirm any details, but said he expects that Commander Troy might have to be restrained from trying to return to work too quickly."
"Good thing this is a three-day weekend." I said to Cindy, who was watching the newscast with me. "I guess running the Triathlon is out."
"If you try, I'll chase you down." said Cindy. "And knowing us, we'd end up winning the damn thing." I chuckled, as did Eckhart.
Bettina wasn't finished: "And in national news, career State Department diplomat Dr. Casey B. Walker was tragically killed when he stumbled in front of a moving bus in Washington, D.C. yesterday afternoon. Eyewitnesses say Dr. Walker was on his afternoon jog and tripped just as a bus was coming around the curve. The bus driver, who was a substitute driver, could not stop in time. Police say that the driver was not impaired, and no charges are expected in what was simply an unfortunate and tragic accident..."
"That karma is a bitch." said Cindy.
"As is my wife, when she's fired up." I said, knowing what had just really happened.
"Okay," Cindy said, getting up. "I'm going to go call in to the Station and see if anything is going on. So you guys can talk about whatever it is that you won't tell me about."
"In due time, my friend." I said. Cindy was not mollified, but left. I had obtained the anti-bugging device from my wallet in my pants, and I now activated it.
"I owe you a debt of gratitude," I said to Eckhart, "for that post-hypnotic suggestion."
"Ah, I see you figured that out." said Eckhart.
"Yes, as soon as I heard the words 'January, Suborbital, Denomination', and came out of their drug-induced hypnosis." I said. "I figured you'd planted it in my head when Wargrave forced you to brainwash me."
"Actually, no, my young nephew." said Eckhart. "It was done the night you brought Eleanor Burke in. That's why the three words had to be the same; you were being treated at the same time she was. You were made to believe you were sitting in my office, looking out at the River the whole time, but you were undergoing my therapy at the same time she was."
"You see, Donald," continued the founder and great leader of 'The Vision', "I knew that it was possible that someone in the Government might try to come after you. Your FBI friends are good people, and your wife is a wonderful woman... but there are some very bad apples in those organizations, as well. So I 'conditioned' you that if you heard those three words from someone else, and not yourself, it would create what I call a 'post hypnotic snap', which would flood your brain with activity and allow you to overcome any hypnotic spells you might be under at the time."
I nodded. "It worked. I guess that's why I used those words for my passwords when I was in that dream state... for lack of a better term. But it felt real... very real, too real."
"Yes. Their methods are diabolically effective, and they work untiringly to make them even more viciously efficient." said Eckhart. "And by the way... my daughter has also been conditioned the same way by my methods, without her knowledge. If she is ever in trouble, you can use those same three words to activate her mind and snap her out of any trouble she is in."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, Cindy and I received visitors after Dr. Eckhart had returned to The Vision World Headquarters. The visitors were my wife Laura, and Cindy's sister Molly. The only child with them, however, was Carole.
"Daddy!" my daughter cried out upon seeing me, a radiant smile on her little face. There was a smile on my face, too as I held out my arms for her.
"Hi, Fussbudget." I said. "Are you being a good girl for your mommy?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "Are you coming home soon?" Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Laura nod.
"Yes, Carole." I said. "I'm coming back home soon, and you and I can play with Jim, and with Bowser and Buddy." Carole smiled brightly at that.
I chatted with Molly some while Laura waited patiently, then Cindy said "Hey Carole, why don't you and I go take a walk with Molly." Carole reached out for Cindy, who took her, leaving me alone with Laura... who had a computer in her hands.
"Dr. Morgan is going to release you later today." Laura said. "But only after finding a way to make you promise to go home, get in bed, and continue resting. He was seriously considering having you sedated to keep you from doing too much too soon, so don't push your luck."
"Yes, ma'am." I said. "What's the computer for?"
"I'll tell you the whole story when we get home." Laura said. "But I wanted you to see this first." She opened the computer and started a video. It showed a camera in that hallway, recording me coming out, trying to fight off my attackers, and then being subdued. And then it showed what happened next.
My God... how in the hell did I win the Police Boxing Matches? I thought to myself. The video showed the lawyer Bond throwing punches at my head, then getting up to kick the back of my head. He missed and got me on the shoulder... and then there was a flash of blue.
The CIA agents were well trained in the martial arts. But they had no chance when Cindy came into the fray like a whirling dervish. It looked like a choreographed Bruce Lee movie... but the blood showed that it was not.
One man took a solid crowbar blow to the side of the head, and the crowbar nearly went through his head; he was dead instantly. Two other men tried to grab Cindy and were thrown off, the second one having his arm torn out of its socket by a savage blow as Cindy pulled him by her.
Then the lawyer Bond went at her, and the blue crowbar swung again. Blood went everywhere as his head was crushed in. Another man tried to grab Cindy from behind, and as he came over her shoulder she grabbed his head, twisted it, and he dropped dead with a broken neck. One last man received a powerful kick to the head, which also broke his neck and killed him, so I was told.



I saw others helping me to the other room, followed by Admiral Cordell, and Jack Muscone and Martin Nash helping to secure the arrest of the other men. The tape then stopped as Laura was taking Cindy's blue crowbar from her and wiping it down.
"Wow." I said. "She obliterated six agents and that asshole Bond."
"Six highly trained agents, too. I've never seen anything like it." Laura replied. "She was on fire. Any idea why?"
"Didn't like her blood kin being fucked with?" I asked. Laura nodded.
When Cindy brought Carole and Molly back in, I said "Carole, give your cousin Cindy a big hug for helping your daddy." Carole gave Cindy a big hug, and Cindy realized what I'd just been watching.
"You saw?" she asked.
"Did I ever." I said. "Thank you."
"You did the same for me, and Teresa, at Ward Harvester." Cindy said.
"I wasn't facing six-to-one odds." I said.
"Oh heck, those odds are in Cindy's favor, every time." Molly said, teasing her little sister. That got me laughing, and I couldn't stop...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here he is, being rolled out of University Hospital in a wheelchair!" shouted Bettina Wurtzburg as KXTC and KSTD carried my dismissal from the Hospital live at 2:30pm. I waved at the small crowd, being held behind a police tape line with officers behind it.
"Commander, what happened to you?" shouted Priya Ajmani.
"Didn't drink enough water." I shouted back.
"Where is your crowbar, Commander?" shouted Bettina Wurtzburg. That was a damn good question, I thought.
"Captain Ross is the real Iron Crowbar today, but don't tell anyone; it's her secret identity." I shouted back. A blue crowbar was waved in my general direction by the aforementioned platinum blonde.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I got out of the car at the Mountain Nest, I was greeted by a lovely sight. My mother Phyllis came out to greet us... alive, well, and looking healthy and radiant. I gave her a warm hug and she helped me inside.
"First, some soup." my mother said as I sat at the breakfast table. The soup was a medicinal chicken and herb dish, and it was delicious. I felt very much better as I finished off the bowl.
"Okay, I'll be going now." said my mother a half hour later. "Don, Molly and I are keeping the kids and the dogs, and of course we'll have Cindy, Teresa, and Todd looking in on us. Meanwhile, you get some rest son. Mother's orders."
"And doctor's orders, too." Laura said. She escorted Phyllis to the door as I went into the den. The bed inside the sofa on the far wall had been pulled out and made up so that I could sleep in it without having to climb the stairs. I changed into pajamas and laid down. Laura came and cuddled beside me.
"I saw the news report that Casey Walker had died." I said. "Tragic accident."
"Not tragic to me." Laura said with asperity. "So, first, I need you to tell me everything you can remember during your ordeal." I told Laura the story as best I could remember it, leaving virtually nothing out... except the actual passwords themselves. That was my and P. Harvey Eckhart's secret.
"So," Laura said, "they induced you to believe Todd, Chief Griswold and Cindy were dead, and that you had no children. They killed off your parents in your 'dream state'. I didn't exist at first, and you were married to Melina, who cheated on you with Jack Burke and then left you. They were taking away all the people and things you loved and could cling to, then inducing you to feel emotional pain, to demoralize you."
"I guess that's why they had Jack and Martin be bad guys, too." I said. "You know, I first started realizing something wasn't right when I saw a man at The Asylum that I'd never seen before. You once told me that we cannot dream of people that we don't know or haven't met or seen, that our brains can't make up anyone out of nothing. This guy was older, distinguished, big forehead, glasses, tall. Does that ring a bell?"
"No." said Laura. "You're right about people in dreams... so maybe he was really standing there, and you were aware of him?"
"Yeah, that's what I was thinking." I said. "So they kept asking me about jump drives, and classified information, and trying to make me admit I was a traitor... which I am not."
"Yes." Laura said. "What happened is that Dr. Casey Walker began 'Operation BEEKEEPER' to investigate you. He thought you'd passed classified information to Priya Ajmani, and blamed Sharples for it. He then further thought you were a criminal, maybe even the Consultant, when he thought you knew too much and were solving too many crimes too quickly. He's not the only one that has ever thought that, I might add."
"Your old mother, 'Diana', thinks that, too." I said.
"She once did." Laura said. "Then you called her by her name and rocked her world, in the non-sexual sense. Anyway, Walker got Bond and Staffeld to go after you, and for Walker and Bond it got really personal, especially after you pushed back against Bond on the questioning. Then I stepped in, and that made them angry at me as well as you, and even more determined to 'prove' you were a traitor."
Laura went on: "They tried to force you to confess by those 'enhanced interrogation' techniques, but you never would confess. That convinced some of my superiors at the very highest levels that you're loyal. Walker pretty much went insane, and went way over the line in his treatment of you; ergo, after we interrogated him, my authorization to terminate him with extreme prejudice was approved... and again, at the very highest levels."
I nodded. "I guess those methods aren't all that effective." I said. Laura looked at me funny.
"Don, you have no idea." Laura said. "Those are some of the most devastatingly effective techniques we have. And some of the most brutal and least-used. We rarely have to go that far; enemies usually break long before that. Even some of our most hardened Islamist enemies broke from things like waterboarding, which pales in comparison to what they put you through."
"I guess that's because I was innocent? And not unwilling to die... and that because they went too far in taking my life away, giving me nothing to live for, to hope for."
"That may well be the case." Laura replied. "Especially the latter part. You'd just all but tried to commit seppuku on that helicopter, and your mind is such that you refused to submit, preferring death to the dishonor of treason."
I nodded, contemplating it all. And I decided it was too much to process at the moment. "Okay." I said. "Well, I guess on Tuesday I'll start helping the FBI with the Westboro Syndicate again. How are they doing with that?"
"Oh hell, they stopped the minute you were reported missing." Laura said. "Poor Jack Muscone has been beside himself, and now has a reputation for grinding agents into the ground relentlessly looking for you. His boss, the Deputy Director, was working with me looking for you, as well."
"How did y'all find me?" I asked.
Laura replied, "You saw that plane come into the airport just before you blanked out?" I nodded and Laura said "That plane was Walker's, and they used it to fly you to the City. We traced it quickly enough, but we didn't know where you were. I didn't even know about that secret CIA facility west of the City; I only knew of the one near the Railyards, and you weren't there. But we were monitoring the City area, so when your alarm went off, we were almost right on top of you."
"And Admiral Cordell helped you?" I said. "You asked him? or he asked you?"
"No." Laura said. "I think Teresa told him about you being missing, or maybe it was Myron and Mary. Cordell was one pissed off man, too. Then Todd and his friend Teddy showed up and insisted upon helping look for you. It was easier for me to just let them than waste time arguing. And when your transmitter went off, Cordell and Todd were all over it like white on rice."
My brain did process that, and rather quickly. There was only one question left... where the hell was my original red crowbar, that had been on the helicopter with me and Westboro?
"There is one other thing, Darling." Laura said. "The processes and the drugs that were used on you... have never been used on anyone we intended to keep alive." As I looked at my wife in shock, she nodded and said "Yes, every person who has ever been subjected to what you endured... did not survive. You are the only one who managed to live through it."
"As such," Laura said, "I'm going to be studying you, and watching over you. Others will be watching over you, as well, including Cindy and your Chief. Please don't take their heads off if they seem overly concerned about you or watchful over you. The truth is that you should be put on Restricted Duty for a long time, even months, but you'll never go for that."
"So it's unofficial," she admonished, "but we have no idea how you're going to react to things going forward. So take it easy, let me know of any physical, mental, or emotional strange feelings you have... besides when looking at my legs like you are now... and don't try to hide anything, especially if it might endanger the lives of anyone on your Police Force."
I was stunned at what I was hearing, but I agreed with Laura's 'requests'... knowing they were not just the TCPD Psychiatrist's 'requests'.
Part 18 - Day of Freedom
Monday, July 4th. Though I was recovering well, I was still tired. So I was given a wheelchair to toodle around in. That morning, instead of going to the Start Line for the Triathlon, I went to Police Headquarters. I had to shake a lot of hands of Officers welcoming me back. Well, I didn't have to; I wanted to.
"Oooooh, nice ride." said the ever-perky Tanya Perlman, driving down the hall to greet me. "Wheelchair races, anyone?"
"I'll take a raincheck." I said. "How are you doing?"
"Good." Tanya said. "They're going to be finished with the new State Crime Lab building soon. I'll give you a tour. By the way, you have a visitor in your office." I wheeled down the hallway.
Inside my office was Jack Muscone. When he saw me, his beady eyes became a little wide, and his handshake with me was a bit firm.
"Hi Jack." I said. "Someone tried to beat you to the witch trial."
"Thank God they failed." said Muscone. "I think you heard what Captain Ross did to those guys who were beating you down in the hallway. My only regret is that I did not get to do that to them myself." I wheeled around behind my desk as Jack sat in a 'hot seat' and told me that on Tuesday we could start nabbing more Westboro people. All I had to do was sit in a chair or in bed and correlate the data.
"You'd better have a damn good reason for being in this office instead of at home resting." I heard a voice say. It belonged to the Town & County Sheriff, Daniel Allgood. He came into the office, followed by Chief Moynahan. I made a point to shake hands with both of them before answering.
"Sheriff, I am at home." I said. "This office is home."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Moynahan. "Sheriff, you will never be able to con-tain the Iron Crowbar. At least here in his office, I can make him sit quietly instead of chasing after bad CIA Agents."
"Uh huh." said the Sheriff skeptically. "Seriously, Don, Melina and I are very happy you're okay. Having said that, I really don't want you overdoing it until you've recovered." The mention of Melina's name triggered my memory of the induced dreams in my head. If I wasn't careful, I'd begin wondering what was the dream, and what was reality...
"May we join this party?" asked a happy voice, belonging to the ever-irreverent Mary Mahoney Milton, as she and Myron came to the door.
"By all means, please!" I said.
"Don," said Muscone, "these two people have been a godsend to us in tracking down Westboro. Please tell me what it will take to hire them away from you."
"Not even burning me at the stake will work." I said. I would later thank Myron and Mary, and tell them to thank Myron's father profusely for that signal device that had fortunately worked to perfection... and saved my life.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here he comes," said the radio announcer as I listened in on my earpiece. "Todd Burke is in clear first, with the Bradley Rangers simply unable to keep up with Burke and his partner Teddy Franklin today. The real race is for third place, with the Army ROTC team holding off the Coltrane County Fire Department team..."
I was at The Fairgrounds, near the finish line, sitting in the wheelchair. I was wearing my light blue shirt with my badge embroidered over the heart, khaki pants, and my khaki Tilley Hat. I had my (current) red crowbar, as well. Technically, this was a uniform, so I had my gunbelt on... I had not yet been put on restricted duty.
With me were Laura, Molly, Cindy, Teresa, Joanne and Seth, Barry Oliver, Myron and Mary Milton, Tanya Perlman and Jack Muscone, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer. A large number of people had greeted me today, everyone from the Mayor, Congressman Condor, and Councilman John Colby, to little Susie Haskins, Davie Marsdon and Timmy Austin. I took selfies with the kids.
"Davie, Timmy," I said to the boys, "you did a great job telling Sergeant Rudistan about your secret passage under First Baptist Church. Because of you, a lot of lives were saved."
"That's because of you, Mr. Crowbar, and Captain Ross." said Davie. "We just showed them the secret panel."
"You did your part." I said. "And I suspect good things are coming your way for that." Yes, I did have plans...
"Mr. Crowbar," said Timmy, "can we get a tour of Police Headquarters?"
"Why, I think that can be arranged." I said. "Maybe on August 1st, how about that?" The boys were very excited.
"Sir," Teresa said quietly, her right arm and shoulder immobilized, "August 1st is Promotions & Medals Day. It'll be a really busy time..." I just smiled enigmatically at my Vice Lieutenant.
"Yes, it will be." I said. "And trust me, it'll be the perfect time for the boys to come through and see us..."
I then studied Teresa. "Tell me, Lt. Croyle, how you happen to be able to still be on active duty?"
"She qualified with a gun left-handed." said Cindy Ross, overhearing us. "Only the second person ever to be qualified with both hands with a gun. Hmmm, wonder who the first person was..." That first person to do that was Your Iron Crowbar.
Just then, Todd Burke crossed the finish line, in first place. Teresa was not beaten going over to him for congratulations, followed by his BOW Enterprises people and Cindy. Meanwhile, Tanya was peering at me, her cheeks rosy and her eyes twinkling.
"You've got something planned for those boys." Tanya said.
"Oh, I've got a lot planned... a lot." I said, smiling. "And I'm going to need your help on some of it, too."
Part 19 - Soul of the Iron Crowbar
For the next several weeks, I basically sat at my desk. I'd re-qualified with my gun, both left-handed and right-handed. Lt. Teresa Croyle was at Police Academy Advanced Course, and Detective Joanne Warner was at Detective School. They'd be back by August 1st.
Fortunately, it was a very quiet month. I spent most of my time either with the FBI or with Myron and Mary, putting together the threads that wove into a tapestry of successful prosecutions of dozens, even hundreds of Raymond Westboro Syndicate members.
I also spent time putting Officers in for awards, writing up recommendations at every level. Cindy wrote up one that made me smile when I approved it. And some of my nominations caused Boards of Inquiry to be convened... I'd put both Cindy and Teresa in for the Medal of Valor.
It was a busy time, but fortunately not a physically demanding one, and I'd fully physical recovered from my ordeal, and was even beginning some swimming and Aikido training. But my back still hurt, sometimes badly. That was a problem.
And that led to Friday, July 22d. My nephew Todd came to get me before dawn. I hugged and kissed Laura goodbye, and I noticed Todd sneak a kiss from Laura while I hugged my mom. Todd then drove me to County Airport, where we boarded a plane. It took off, then headed northwest.
We landed at Seattle, then boarded a bigger plane. It looked like a typical Japan Air Lines jet, but once I was aboard I was surprised to see it was not typical of airline seating. It was composed of compartments.
"Ah, Donald-san." said Takaki Misaki as I was invited into a back compartment after we took off. "I am honored to have you with us on our flight."
"I am honored to be here with you." I said. After Todd and I were invited to sit down, we were served saké by Todd's assistant Mariko, who was actually the daughter of Misaki-sama.
After talking with them for a good while about how I defeated Westboro, we all went to our assigned beds to get some sleep. I woke up just before we landed. Our destination was Tokyo, Japan.
I had my passport, but did not need it. Special buses met our plane, and whisked us out of the airport and onto the road that led south and west of Tokyo, towards Odawara and Atami, with Mount Fuji-san in the west.
I was taken into a complex of buildings that had once been an ancient castle. As it grew dark, I was given proper clothes to wear: a red kimono with black patterns across it, a sash belt, leggings, socks and slippers. The ancient costumery was kind of cool.
Todd was dressed similarly, but his kimono was all black. Takaki Misaki met us and led us into an audience chamber. I was totally stunned at whose presence I was in... the Emperor of Japan himself.
We all bowed formally and he bowed back. He congratulated me on my successes against Westboro, but also against the rogue Corrigan Cell, the Casey Walker Cell, and the fight against Superior Bloodlines. There must be something bigger than I originally realized, I thought to myself.
After our meeting with the Exalted, I was then led to a small room. It opened into a large outdoor courtyard. I was invited to sit down and watch a short video. And I found out where my red crowbar had gone.
"We took the liberty of taking your crowbar, Donald-san." said Misaki. "As you can see, it has been transformed." That was an understatement. I watched as a disciple of Yoshindo Yoshihara, Japan's preeminent swordsmith, melted down my crowbar, along with other metal from the helicopter, from First Baptist Church, and from raw iron ore. Over time, which was several weeks, the metal was forged into two swords... one of them being a katana.
As I had watched, Misaki had left me and Todd. Now, as a large drum beat steadily my nephew escorted me into the Courtyard. There were several dozen people, all in black, some masked, a few not. I went through the rows of men to the rhythm of the drum to the dias in front, where Takaki Misaki awaited me. He was now in a formal kimono uniform with a large overmantle, as he'd worn in the field at Cemetery Hill during the Tea Ceremony back home.
Behind him, I noticed that someone was in a chamber, shrouded by curtains. And I realize that it was likely the Emperor or a family member in there, thus giving the seal and mandate of the Chrysanthemum Throne to this ceremony.
Misaki-sama opened the ceremony by saying something in Japanese, and the assembled gathering shouted as one in reply. He then said "Donald-san, the Iron Crowbar, your virtue and service are beyond reproach. To whom do you swear loyalty?"
"To the United States Constitution." I replied with alacrity. That apparently was a good answer. An old man, a scribe, imprinted words on five pieces of rice paper with hiragana script. Mariko came up, her hands in latex gloves that contrasted with her lovely peach kimono, and used a device not unlike a diabetes-tester to prick my finger. She pressed my finger to the five pieces of rice paper, my blood smearing them.



"Donald-san, you gave my son Taichi great honor in his greatest moment. In return, and for your greatest honor in defeating a most powerful enemy, I give you your crowbar back as a memento, perhaps in slightly different form."
Todd came up with long box. Opening it, Misaki displayed the two swords in their sheaths, wrapped in silk. "These swords were crafted at the invitation of the Exalted himself by the swordsmith Yoshindo Yoshihara and his apprentices. Remember, Donald-san, the sword is the soul of the samurai, and your crowbar will always be part of your own soul now."
With that, Misaki extended his left hand with the short sword. "Arigato, Misaki-sama." I said. Mariko helped me to put the sword in my sash belt, then Misaki extended his right hand with the katana, and I thanked him again. Instead of putting the sword in my belt, I turned to the audience and pulled the sword halfway out of its scabbard so that they could see it. The craftsmanship was incredible; I was now in possession of one of the very finest swords in the world. The assembled group shouted three cheers.
Misaki took out a fan with an intricate design on it and opened it. He waved it three times with some wording, and all of the assembly raised both hands and shouted again and again in reply. Todd would tell me later that this was a ritual of renewed loyalty to whatever we'd sworn loyalty.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I guess you've figured out what that was all about, Uncle Don?" Todd said as we flew back home.
I said: "The Media likes to talk about groups like The Illuminati, the Bilderburgers, Skull & Crossbones, and whatever. They're the Globalists, the Elitists, and people like Mitt Baker, Conrad King, and Wallace Bedford are a part of them."
I continued: "What the Media does not tell us about are the groups opposed to the Global Elitists, who worked to found the United States after winning our freedom in the Revolution, who work to keep Free Men free, who work to stop the corruption. Takaki Misaki is one of those, as is the Deputy Director of the FBI, Jack Muscone's boss. Obviously you're a part of it."
"As is my mother, your sister." said Todd. "We're sort of independent, though I've allied with Misaki-sama for a long time. The CIA tried to recruit me as well as my mother and Ned. Ned gave them lip service, while Mom and I flat-out rejected them, as did you."
"So Melina tried to recruit you into the CIA, eh?" I said.
Todd looked surprised and said "No, it wasn't her. She didn't commit to them until recently."
"And Eckhart?" I asked. "He's allied with us, isn't he?"
"Not much gets by you, Uncle Don." Todd said with that brilliant grin of his. "Yes, Dr. Eckhart is a... 'friend', I guess would be the best word. And now you are one of us, if you want to be, or you can stay independent and work on your own. Knowing how good you are, that might be best for all of us, that you stay on your own. We know you have no love for the Establishment and the Globalists."
I felt the katana in my left hand, in its scabbard. The handle was covered by an intricate weave of read and black threads. Good Wildcat colors, I thought to myself. And the steel is of the steel that destroyed the evil Reverend Jonas Oldeeds, and the insidiously evil Pastor Raymond K. Westboro. The sword felt alive in my hand.
"What are you going to name it, Uncle Don?" Todd asked. "The katana?"
"I don't know." I said. "It'll come to me." Well, actually it already had a name in Japan, it was simply 'The Crowbar Katana'...
When we got home to County Airport, Lt. Teresa Croyle was there to greet us. She no longer was wearing her sling. Surprisingly, she bowed to both of us, and we bowed back as she said "How was your trip, Commander?"
"Good." I said. "You qualified with your gun again?"
"Both hands." said Teresa. "Just like you. May I see the Crowbar Katana?"
I showed it to her...
Part 20 - Day of Honor
August 1st. A lot was going on, but the most important thing was that it was my daughter Carole's third birthday. We had had her party for her the day before, knowing that today would be busy. I looked in on her, seeing her sleeping peacefully. The redoubtable Bowser, by way of contrast, was alert and watching me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, August 1st. "It is going to be a huge day today as the Police and Fire Departments celebrate their promotions and medals day. It's an especially huge day for the Police Department, as the Town & County Council has confirmed that at least one Distinguished Police Cross will be awarded for the first time in over a quarter century! There will be a parade at noon, followed by the public ceremony at 1:00pm here in front of City Hall."
"Channel Two News has also learned that the last recipient of the Police Cross, Joe Smedley, will be present at today's ceremony, showing himself in public for the first time in years. It is not known if Mr. Smedley will present the Fire Cross to its recipient, whom neither the Council nor the Police Department will identify at this time."
"The Council has not confirmed what other awards will be given out today." said Bettina. "Many people believe that a special award is in store for Commander Donald Troy after his role in breaking up the Raymond Westboro Crime Syndicate, but there is no confirmation on what that might be, especially as Commander Troy has already been awarded a Medal of Valor in the past."...
"The Commander?" said Joanne Warner. "A Police Cross for what he did? He should be getting the Medal of Valor."
"He already has an M.O.V." said Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters.
"He should get a second one." said Cindy Ross.
"True." said Teddy Parker. "Maybe it's you for the Police Cross, Captain Ross. Or Lt. Croyle."
"The only thing I know," I said, walking into the room with my companion, "is that just about every Officer on the Force is going to be getting something today."
I then turned to Joanne with my companion. "Detective Warner, you remember your buddy Bowser, don't you?" I handed Bowser to her after he sniffed her and found her to be a friend.
"Oh, I just love this dog! What a sweet dog!" she said, petting him as he sat on her desk. Bowser had on his Police bandana over his back, and his K-9 badge on his collar. He looked utterly adorable and his usual redoubtable self.
"Joanne, would you keep Bowser for a couple of hours for me?" I asked. "You can keep him in my office or another room."
"Yes sir, I'd love to." said Joanne as Teddy Parker attempted to make friends with Bowser. I told him to let Bowser sniff Teddy's fist, and soon enough, Bowser had more friends.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30am, two groups of Army ROTC cadets convened in the Civic Center. They were both going to be in the parade today. One of the units was from the University. The other was from my School. They were Cadets of the rising Senior classes.
"It's great to see you again." said the Colonel of the Wildcat delegation, shaking my hand. "I heard all about your day with Pastor Westboro, and also what happened with some bad people at the Federal level. Glad you're okay."
"Thank you, sir." I said. Then I stepped up before the two groups."
"Ladies and gentlemen, I'm Police Commander Troy, and---" I was interrupted by applause, as both groups gave me a standing ovation.
"Thank you." I said after a moment. "I need to hurry, here. First, I want to thank both groups for being in the parade today. It's an honor to have some of my fellow Wildcats here; I remember when I was one of you. And I got to work out a lot of mornings with the Bulldog cadets, which I also appreciate. You're all great people, and I hope you'll do well in your military careers."
I then said "I asked you here this morning so that you could hear from someone." I turned to the door, and Chief Griswold wheeled in old Mr. Davis. Mr. Davis was in his old Army uniform, with Airborne wings and the Pathfinder badge over his rows of medals... which included the Distinguished Service Cross and the Purple Heart.
"Mr Davis here was one of those that jumped behind the lines on D-Day." I said. "And even more, he was a Pathfinder that marked the landing zones for the Paratroopers. Mr. Davis, would you mind speaking to these future Officers?"
"Commander Troy is too kind in his introduction." said Mr. Davis. He then proceeded to talk to the Cadets, who were a rapt audience. I had to leave for the Medal ceremonies at Headquarters, but I was told that it was an extremely fascinating next two hours for those in the room. It was also recorded on videotape for posterity, for those days when Mr. Davis was no longer among us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Here it is." Commander Della Harlow said as she opened the box. We were in my office, and she was showing me the new medals.
"Wow, that is beautiful." I said. It was a Distinguished Police Cross. The Maltese Cross was in blue enamel with silver trim over a wreath, with the Public Safety seal in the middle. The cloth drape and ribbon was solid red, with blue border and thin white stripe separating the red and blue.
"And here's the Distinguished Service Medal." said Della. The ribbon was solid blue with blue edges and a thin white stripe between them.. The Medal was a sunburst of rays, every other one enameled blue and the remainders enameled white.
"Also very nice." I said. "What else?"
"Well, we're about to find out." Della said mysteriously. "It's time to go into the backyard and give some medals out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There were few promotions, but a lot of medals. Mostly Achievement Medals, and those were given out in groups, units, of Officers to save some time. Then came Commendation Medals.
This included my personal favorite award of the day. I brought my dog Bowser up, and Cindy pinned a K-9 Commendation Medal upon his collar as the Chief read the proclamation rewarding Bowser for exposing the Consultant of Crime. That proclamation would proudly hang on Bowser's owner's wall... next to my Medal of Valor citation. I held Bowser up with great pride as the Officers applauded him.
"He loves that dog more than he loves me." Laura whispered to my mother Phyllis in the grandstands as they watched the ceremony. Phyllis just giggled and patted Laura on the thigh.
Higher medals then came. Every Officer that went into the Church while it was rigged for bombs, save two, received Police Medals. One of those two excluded Officers was Sergeant Micah Rudistan.
And that was because he became the second Police Officer to be awarded the Public Safety Legion of Excellence, which was pinned up on him by the first recipient, Lt. (Ret.) Tanya Perlman. It is possible they were a both a little mischievous about it as she pinned the medal on his uniform jacket.
Then came the Purple Order. The medal around the neck could only have one oak leaf cluster, designating multiple awards, so I pinned a medal with a drape and two clusters onto Teresa Croyle's uniform jacket. Amazingly, this was the only Purple Order for the Police. The Fire Department was awarding one to the bomb squad member who was injured when the First Baptist Church collapsed.
"Okay," said the Chief to conclude the ceremony, "those in the parade be at your assigned places before twelve noon. The rest of you, report to City Hall before 1:00pm for the ceremony."
After the ceremony, my mother took Bowser to take him and his medal home, and I took Davie Marsdon and Timmy Austin and their families on a tour of Headquarters. They were dressed up in suits and clip-on ties, looking as uncomfortable as I am sure they felt. But they were loving every minute of it. The inmates in the holding cells shouted at them to intimidate them; the inmates were actually doing it for the kids' own good, to scare them straight. Davie and Timmy wanted no part of jail.
And like the Senior Citizens some months before, the boys' favorite part of the tour was the Iron Crowbar's office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The parade was a good one. The three high school marching bands marched. The Bulldog and Wildcat Cadets marched. Fire trucks carried Fire and Police Officers around the route, including me, Cindy and Teresa. After we disembarked at City Hall, the Booker T. Washington High School Band performed on the cleared street between the City Hall portico and the grounds of the Square, which was rapidly filling with people. The BTWHS Band put on an excellent choreographed routine.
And then came my surprises.
I'd gone to the Trophy Shop and gotten some medals. They had red, white, and blue ribbons, and either silver or gold medallions. I had the words "Crowbar's Crew" engraved on them. Two were gold, the rest silver.
To start off the ceremonies, I had Davie Marsdon and Timmy Austin come up. One way to instill leadership in others: put them in front of people. Davie and Timmy faced several thousand people in Courthouse Square as I draped the the gold medals around their necks for their part in the evacuation of First Baptist Church. Davie the former troublemaker was loving it. One day in the far-flung future, David Marsdon would become a Brigadier General in the United States Army... and it all started here.
Then came the twelve Senior Citizens of the Community Center, including old Mr. Davis and old Mrs. Boddiker, Mrs. Williams, and the others. They got the silver medals, and had insisted that Cindy Ross put them around their necks; she was their honorary member. Even old Mr. Davis got emotional; it had meant something to him to be able to contribute in his old age.
Next up... was Captain Cindy Ross. For her role in leading the evacuation of First Baptist Church, she was awarded the Police Distinguished Service Medal. Chief Griswold read the proclamation as I clipped the medal on her uniform jacket pocket. I thought it should have been more, but this was indeed a very high award, rarely awarded before retirement. And it came with a metal-bordered blue ribbon, giving Cindy three such rectangles on her regular uniforms. Dr. Eckhart was on the stage, and had been sitting by Cindy as her family. He had tears in his eyes, I noted.
Then Chief Griswold made an announcement: "For the next award, the first Police Cross in decades, we are honored to have a special guest to make the award. Retired Admiral Leonard Cordell is a veteran of several wars, including Viet Nam, serving as a medic and then a doctor, patching up our wounded soldiers, and some of our wounded Police Officers, as well. He has asked for the honor of pinning this award upon it's recipient."
Admiral Cordell came up in his formal uniform, the first time he'd worn it in years. I saw the foremost medal on his jacket: the Navy Cross. Cindy Ross moved to the podium to read the proclamation. She had insisted, and after what I'd seen on that videotape, I was not the one that was going to tell her she couldn't. She called up her friend, Lieutenant Teresa Croyle, and read the proclamation as Admiral Cordell pinned the Police Cross on Teresa's uniform.
Dr. Cordell then gave Teresa a crisp hand salute. Not flinching, Teresa returned it. Only a few of us knew that that salute was not just between them: this was a salute that reached across generations, and a father and a daughter.
After a huge round of applause for Teresa, she did not return to her seat, but came around behind the group of dignitaries on the stage... and stopped behind me. She unclasped the Medal of Valor around my neck and handed it to Laura, who just happened to have its box in her purse. Then Teresa motioned for me to come forward.
Sensing what was happening, the crowd began cheering. Chief Griswold came up and said "Ladies and gentlemen, I cannot trust myself to read this one. So I've asked my friend, and former Police and Fire Officer Joe Smedley to help read the proclamation." Joe Smedley came up, wearing civilian clothes and the Medal of Valor around his neck.
Fireman Roy Easley had been the last recipient of the Medal of Valor, but today he conceded to be the one holding the box. Cindy put a stool behind me as I stood at the front of the stage. As Joe Smedley read the proclamation acknowledging my defeating one of the most viciously evil crime syndicates ever, and at extreme danger of the loss of my life, Cindy took the Medal of Valor, with an oak leaf cluster on the panel above the medal, and draped and fastened it around my neck. I was the first, and would be the last, to receive more than one Town & County Medal of Valor.
As the audience began applauding loudly, I felt something tugging at my leg. I looked down to see a three-year-old hugging my leg. My three-year-old. Carole had somehow gotten away from her mother and run up to me. I picked up my daughter, ignoring the pain in my back, and told her to look at all those people. She just clapped her little hands like they were doing.
As I looked over the crowd, I cynically thought of how they wanted my scalp just weeks before, because the Consultant and the Media told them to hate me. Now, they were cheering me loudly. Tomorrow, they would demand my scalp again, if told to by the Media or anyone else taking advantage of their lemming-like desire to blindly follow.
I also remembered the words of the final scene of the movie 'Patton', as stated by George C. Scott:
"For over a thousand years, Roman conquerors returning from the wars enjoyed the honor of a triumph - a tumultuous parade. In the procession came trumpeters and musicians and strange animals from the conquered territories, together with carts laden with treasure and captured armaments. The conqueror rode in a triumphal chariot, the dazed prisoners walking in chains before him. Sometimes his children, robed in white, stood with him in the chariot, or rode the trace horses. A slave stood behind the conqueror, holding a golden crown, and whispering in his ear a warning:
"All glory is fleeting."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Wednesday, August 3d. I took a step back and surveyed my work. On the wall to the right of my desk in my office, I'd just hung or re-hung four framed items.
The top two items were the framed citations for my first and second Medals of Valor. Underneath the 2nd M.O.V. citation, on the right side, was a photograph taken at the ceremonies two days before. I was in the middle. To my left was Cindy Ross, and to her left was Fire Lt. Roy Easley. To my right was Chief Griswold, and to his right was Joe Smedley. All of the living Medal of Valor recipients in one photo. I had asked the photographer for five copies; the other four were being sent to the other M.O.V. recipients in the photo.
And the fourth item, under the first M.O.V. citation, was Bowser's Commendation Medal citation. Maybe the Westminster Dog Show winners' owners were more proud of their dogs, but not by much. Not by much. I did not love Bowser more than my wife or children, but I loved my dog.
Underneath them, just above the level of the desk, hung the framed shields of Pete Feeley and Tanya Perlman. Even after defeating the Consultant of Crime, I'd decided to leave them up... as a reminder to be ever vigilant and of the cost of failure.
As I finished my work, there was a knock on the door. Deputy Chief Della Harlow came in, followed by Captain Cindy Ross and Lieutenant Teresa Croyle.
"I just wanted to give all of you these at the same time." Della said. She extended a plastic sleeve to me. Inside were three red rectangular ribbons, framed with gold metal. denoting multiple Medals of Valor.
"Wow." said Cindy, looking at the gold-bordered rectangles as I put one on my shirt. "We may never see this again."
"I sure hope not." I said. "Y'all know what I mean when I say I never want to award an M.O.V. or Purple Order again... too much pain goes into them." I said this as I sat down, and my back reminded me that it was still not recovered.
"And desk duty forever, for certain Lieutenants." said Cindy, making a point to look at Teresa. Della laughed. Teresa did not.
"Here are your blue ribbons, Captain." Della said to Cindy, giving her a sleeve of three ribbons. Cindy now had three rectangles, red, blue, and purple, all silver bordered. Della said "I'm working on getting a back bar for them, so you can slide them on and put them on as one set."
Cindy nodded. I piped up and asked for a bar that would hold two of them together. They looked sharper, as they were easier to line up together.
"And these are for you, Lt. Croyle." said Della. giving Teresa a sleeve with three ribbons. "The Fire Department's Quartermaster had some extras." The rectangles were for the Police Cross, just a shade silvery of pure white, and was bordered in silver metal. Only Joe Smedley would've had one bordered in gold. Teresa put one on her uniform shirt, next to her gold-bordered purple rectangle.
"What happens if someone like Joe Smedley gets all four?" asked Cindy. "They'd line them up white, blue, and purple, with red on top?"
"The Council actually addressed that in the laws merging the Town and County Public Safety Departments." I said. "You'd wear the red, white and blue across, and the purple one over the white one in the middle. Or you could get a special order of smaller rectangles side-by-side, four in one row, that would be red, white, blue, and purple. And once again, 'Kato'... I personally hope we never have that situation."
"Meeeeee, neither!" growled a voice at the door. Chief Emeritus Griswold had just ambled in. "I prefer my favorite Officers alive, uninjured, and kicking ass. And I agree with the Commander, Ms. Croyle... one more Purple Order, and I'll have Chief Moynahan make you the permanent Duty Desk Officer."
"That's too easy, Chief." I said. "I was going to assign her to be Captain Ross's personal assistant." That got me a glare from Teresa and a grin from Cindy.
"I take it back about not needing a crowbar." said Teresa, looking straight at me. I laughed.
The Chief was looking at the framed citations on my wall. "Nice picture there, Chief." I said. "Did you get yours?"
"Yes, I did, thank you." said the Chief. "Duty Desk is holding it for me." Then he laughed as he saw Bowser's citation. "Har! You love that dog, dontcha, Crowbar?"
"You betcha, Chief. Damn good dog, he is." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am that same morning, Tanya Perlman drove down the hall (literally). She said that Cindy had called her over.
"Yes, I did." said Cindy, coming up to us in the hallway. "Let's go to MCD. You too, sir."
"I'll be right behind you." I said, quickly going into my office and grabbing a package. I knew what was going on, as Cindy had told me. And I'd arranged my own surprise.
In the MCD room were Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, Detectives Diana Torres, Theo Washington, Teddy Parker, and Joanne Cummings. Vice Detectives Grubby Paul, Chris Purvis and Tim Geiger came in, as did their Lieutenant, Teresa Croyle. Chief Sean Moynahan accompanied Chief Emeritus Griswold in from the other door, as well.
"Okay, guys." said Cindy, getting their attention. "After consultation with the original and one and only Iron Crowbar, we're going to start a new tradition." She took an object out of a large sack. It was a blue crowbar, sitting in rings on a backboard where it could be mounted on a wall.
"This is the original blue crowbar that Commander Troy used to beat down Sergei Molotov." Cindy announced. "The Iron Crowbar gave it to me when I was named MCD leader. From now on, this will hang in the office of the MCD leader, to be cared for and jealously guarded by said MCD leader. So here you go, Lt. Masters." She handed it to him, and everyone clapped politely.
"Now that one will stay in the office," said Cindy, "but here are some blue crowbar replicas for our past and current MCD leaders." She handed a blue crowbar to Tanya, and another to Lt. Masters. "I guess this is the 'Coldiron Crowbar', eh, Wes?" Masters chuckled; Chief Moynahan chuckled louder. Cindy handed me one, also.
"What about you, Captain?" asked Joanne Warner. "It wouldn't be right for you not to have a crowbar."
"Well, if my Vice Lieutenant doesn't need one, I guess I can do without one, too." Cindy said.
"Maybe." I said. "But I would just not feel right if my Crowbar 2 did not have a crowbar. And I need to say something personal about this."
Having their attention, I said "All of you accomplished a great deal this past year or two, and I could not have taken down the Consultant of Crime without all of your help. Having said that, there was one person who was right there with me the whole time. She kept me level-headed and on the right path, sometimes by means of a crowbar beatdown during morning practice. And she had my back, too, and I certainly wouldn't be here without her. So Captain Ross, this is for you. And it's personal."
I handed Cindy an object wrapped in newspaper, and turned on a DVD player. As the appropriate tune played, Cindy unwrapped the package, and gasped.
It was a green crowbar.
The tune was the Green Hornet theme song, played by the great trumpet player Al Hirt. I said "The great Bruce Lee played Kato, martial-arts-expert and assistant to the Green Hornet. And my 'Kato', this martial arts expert, deserves a crowbar worthy of her idol, Bruce Lee. The metal in it might have come from the remains of First Baptist Church and a certain crashed helicopter."
"Awwwww," said Cindy, admiring the green crowbar as if it were made of gold. "This is cool. Arigato, sir." She hugged me and I hugged her back, as everyone in the room applauded.
"You guys are turning me into an old softie." said Chief Griswold.
"The fish in the lake behind your house disagree, Chief." I said, to laughter.
"What about you, Commander?" asked Joanne. "Is the red crowbar going to become the Commander position's 'Palladium'?"
"Nooooo." I said. "For me, the red crowbar is a personal thing... it is part of my soul." I saw Teresa nod vigorously; she knew what my red 'IC2' crowbar had become.
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
At 10:30am, Friday, August 5th, I arrived at the scene of the crime. It had occurred in one of the apartment complexes that were south of the University Campus but north of Jefferson Avenue that turned into the Nextdoor County Highway going east. These apartments were large, some being four bedrooms, and were meant for college students to rent during the school year.
As I came in, I noticed that all of the Officers and even my Detectives had very worried looks on their faces. All of them were silent and somber as they stared at me; no normal chatter of a crime scene being processed.
"Good grief, what's going on?" I asked. Captain Cindy Ross blocked my path with her green crowbar for a second, to stop me from going into the back bedroom where the crime had occurred. "Brace yourself, Commander." She then nodded and let me go into the room. And once I entered, I immediately understood.
"Holy Mother of God." I said quietly as I surveyed the scene. The room was barren of any furniture; indeed, the entire apartment was not occupied. In the middle of the room was a metal frame chair with a black cushion seat. A young man, college-age as near I could guess, was tied to the chair. His wrists were secured with a plastic zip-tie, and heavy string further held him to the spines of the back of the chair.
His head had suffered a severe blow to the back of the skull, crushing in his head. He was shirtless, and was very well built and muscular, with hard six-pack abs. His pants were unfastened and pulled down to about his knees. Between his legs was a pair of big balls and a very large cock, still elongated: he had been erect when he was murdered.
A chill rushed through me as I saw what else was between his legs. Just above his cock, drawn on his groin, was a black circle in face paint. Inside it were two red triangles touching at their apexes, bordered in white, forming an hourglass.
It was the mark of the Black Widow.
I felt the eyes on me, seeing how I would react to this scene. I steeled myself, reminding myself that I needed to be professional in front of my officers if I expected them to be professional. Still, this was different. I looked around the scene, letting my eyes go in a circle over the body then gradually away from it.
The Crime Team was gathering evidence, taking samples of blood from the body as well as the soaked carpet of the floor, and also from the paint and lipstick that formed the Black Widow sign. Others were searching for any other evidence that could be found.
"Who called this in?" I said, speaking for the first time.
"The owner of these apartments." said Lt. Masters. "He said he got a phone call right at dawn, telling him that some people were in this apartment. He came to check it out, found the door open, then found this. The Mouseketeers are checking the phone numbers involved."
"Good." I said. After another moment I asked "Lieutenant Masters, who are you putting in charge of this case?"
"Detective Parker, sir, as the lead." said Masters. "With Washington assisting him, unless you're thinking I should put someone else on it."
"Hold off on that." I said. "It will depend on what the Crime Lab data shows us. I might have to plug some leaks, especially to the Media. Be ready to give all the Detectives assignments, but only after we have some more data to work with."
"Yes sir." said Masters.
Just then Cindy came up to me. "Sir, can I see you outside?"
"Sure." I said. We stepped outside, near to our vehicles. I surveyed the area; the Uniformed officers were doing a good job taping off the scene, and controlling access to it.
"Are you okay?" she asked me, peering at me.
"Yes, I'm fine." I replied, peering right back. "Are you?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "But everyone will understand if you just let us handle it."
"No, really, I'm fine. I said. "My worry here is leaks. We can talk about that later. Let's go back inside and figure out what's going on." Once inside, I gathered everyone into the front room and said what needed to be said:
"Folks, there is no shame or blame if any of you, especially those of you who remember the original Black Widow crimes, want to be excused from this one, or needs a break." I said loudly. "Those were hard times; these are hard memories to endure."
No one moved.
"Okay, I appreciate your professionalism. Carry on." Everyone got back to work. It was still somber, but having been given and having made the choice to stay, they all exhibited renewed energy as they continued with the work.
"Any injections?" I asked as I looked over the deceased's back and shoulders.
"Yes sir, spot on the left shoulder." said J.R. Barnes, the leader of the Crime Lab technicians. Then I saw that Chief Moynahan was there, and was watching everything from the corner of the room. He'd snuck in as I was talking to Cindy.
"No idea what he might have been injected with, though." Barnes finished. "We've taken samples for the lab."
"Excellent." I said. "Was he brought to climax?"
"Hard to tell yet, but we think so, or at least close. We'll get more from the autopsy." said Barnes.
"Any ID on the body? Anything at all?" I asked.
"No sir." said Christina Cho. "We've taken fingerprints, and we're running them with the FBI now, but so far nothing has come up."
"And may not." I replied. "This guy looks young. He may have never been fingerprinted before. He does look familiar to me, but I can't remember where I've seen him before."
"Maybe your nephew knows him?" Cindy said helpfully.
"Maybe." I said. I took a photo of the deceased's face with my iPhone. "I'll start inquiries in that direction. We can also check with the male strip clubs in the Tenderloin District and see if one of their... male performers... is missing."
"Commander," Christina said, getting my attention, "as you know, and as Lieutenant Perlman was fond of telling us, a hard penis at the moment of death remains a hard penis. This guy remained hard. He was nine inches long, and there aren't many of those around."
"And they all seem to live here in this County." I said, drawing some tepid laughter. "Or at least they seem to come here to die."
"Yes sir." said Christina. "He also has a small tattoo in the small of his back. It's a couple of Chinese characters, which I'll run through our databases and also send to the FBI, with your permission."
"Go for it." I said. "But do it by the expedient of calling Jack Muscone and sending it to him and his team for processing. We've got to keep this one under wraps from the Media. In fact..."
I raised my voice: "I want to make damn sure we get no press leaks of this. Do not speak of this to anyone, anyone at all, not your wives, husbands, girlfriends, boyfriends, friends, neighbors, priests... nobody at all. I will be very pissed if this gets out to the Media. Very pissed. Okay, carry on." To emphasize my point, I turned to leave, so that those words would have a semblance of finality with everyone present.
"Sir," said Lieutenant Masters, "can I call in Dr. Karpathian to see this? It's obviously a copycat crime, but she's studied the original Black Widow cases, and she might can give us some insight."
I thought about it, then said "Sure, bring her down if she's available, but if she can't come right away then she'll have to miss seeing it. We need to process this quickly and efficiently and be done before the Press gets wind of it. Okay, I've seen all I need to. Ross, we'll have a meeting this afternoon. The Chief is invited, but he has to bring doughnuts if he comes."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Moynahan. "You have a deal, Mr. Crowbar. Captain Ross, a moment, please."
"Ross," he said, knowing I could hear him, "keep an eye on the Iron Crowbar. If he shows any signs of emotional issues, let me knooooow."
"Already on it, Chief." said Cindy, very directly and brutally, looking me squarely in the eyes. I just nodded acquiescence. Cindy and I left.
"By the way... good luck with that." Cindy said as we got into my Police SUV.
"With what?" I asked, not comprehending, thinking hard about the case.
"The Media not finding out."
"Yeah, I hear you." I said. "By the way, my instructions there apply to certain Assistant District Attorneys you might happen to know."
"Jenna's too busy running for D.A." said Cindy.
"How's that going?" I asked.
"Okay." Cindy said. The abruptness of her voice was my cluuuue that things were not all that 'okay', but I did not persist in that line of inquiry.
Part 3 - Investigational Issues
The meeting at 2:00pm in the Main Conference Room was attended by Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Police Chief Sean Moynahan, myself, Captain Ross, Lieutenant Masters, Detectives Diana Torres, Theo Washington, Joanne Cummings, David Krueger and Teddy Parker, newly-promoted Crime Lab Supervisor J.R. Barnes, and Commander Della Harlow. In addition, I had invited our friends of the FBI to the meeting, and Special Agents Jack Muscone, Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar and Lindy Linares were here.
There were also two other people there: SBI Lieutenant Tanya Perlman, and University Professor of Psychology Bonnie Karpathian.
The SBI had tried to muscle in on the case, stating that the crime occurred on State property. That was in question, but Sheriff Daniel Allgood had told the SBI they were not welcome... and that the Iron Crowbar was prepared to make them feel 'most unwelcome' in a crowbar-beatdown kind of way. State Regional Director Harold Bennett suggested Lt. Perlman be the liaison, which made me and Cindy blanch. But Tanya herself assured us it would be okay.
And Dr. Bonnie Karpathian was there at the invitation of Chief Moynahan and Lt. Masters. Indeed, she was writing her book about Angela Harlan, the Black Widow, and was researching our files as well as interviewing officers. The book was nearly finished and due for publication soon, so I was told by my favorite secret source within the University Psychology Department.
"No lab results yet, and the autopsy is still in progress." said Barnes. "We're comparing the face paint and lipstick to what was used by Harlan in the original crimes. We're checking the blood for poisons, we're running DNA tests, etc. etc. etc. One interesting thing about this scene that was not common with the Harlan crime scenes is that we believe the victim's penis was sheathed in a condom, and then the condom was taken away. So we don't even know if it was a woman that's copying Harlan, or if it's an all-male cast that killed this poor guy."
"The phone that called the apartment manager was a burner phone." said David Krueger. "Purchased at Wal-Mart one month ago. It is currently not pinging any cell tower in the Nation."
"Commander, any ideas who might be behind this?" asked the Sheriff.
"No sir." I said. "We have no data yet; we don't even have the autopsy or lab data on the blood work."
The Sheriff then surprisingly turned to the others and said "Agent Linares? Any of you FBI guys? Any ideas from any of you?"
"No, Sheriff." said FBI Agent Lindy Linares. "Like Commander Troy said, we're at the very beginning of this investigation. Besides the obvious copycatting of the Black Widow, we don't have any data yet."



Sheriff Allgood then said "Dr. Karpathian? Any light you can throw onto this?"
"From what I saw of the crime scene, Sheriff," said Bonnie Karpathian, "it's a clear and intentional copycat crime. And copycats usually commit their crimes to get attention, but sometimes do it to throw the police off of who they really are, and then they move on in other directions."
Sheriff Allgood pressed: "What I need to get at here is this: from your experience of serial killers and copycat killers, do you have any idea who might be behind this, and more importantly: can we expect more crimes of this nature, and can we do anything to prevent it from happening again?"
Bonnie said: "No, Sheriff, we don't have enough to know if this killer is going to become a serial killer, and we certainly don't have enough yet to get a psychological profile of this current killer."
Cindy Ross intervened: "Sheriff, unless someone in here in psychic, we very likely won't be able to stop a second crime if the killer really wants to commit one. Once the Police start rolling with the investigation, sir, they'll start gathering intel and being more aware of certain situations that could lead to another of of this type of crime, but we need time to get that data."
"All right," said the Sheriff. "Look guys, I am really worried about what the Press might make of this. I'm even more worried about what the SBI is going to do. They were very embarrassed that Commander Troy and you guys of the TCPD not only detected but defeated Raymond Westboro while they had no clue at all what was going on... and they were more embarrassed when their attempts to smear the Iron Crowbar's reputation blew up in their faces. So I'd really like to get this thing solved as quickly as we can. I know, I know, we want to solve every case as fast as we can, but you guys get the idea of what I'm talking about here."
"Yes we do, Sheriff." I said, taking control. "And I believe that Lt. Perlman here will beat the SBI down if they give us trouble."
Tanya grinned her cherubic grin as the Sheriff groaned. "Sorry, Tanya." he said. "I keep thinking you're one of us."
"I still am, in my heart and soul." said Tanya. Everyone nodded vigorously.
I changed the line of discussion by asking: "Chief Harlow, any Press inquiries yet?"
"No sir." said Della. "Which absolutely shocks me, since the first call and response has been entered into the duty logs, and the Press asks for those at least three times a day. Scott Peterson said he hasn't been contacted at all."
Peterson was still on duty, but it was a tenuous hold on his job. He was still complaining about my getting photos of Priya Ajmani sucking his cock, and Chief Moynahan was having him investigated by the County Inspector General for giving out unauthorized information in an unauthorized manner to people not authorized to receive that unauthorized data... say that three times fast.
"Okay," I said, "there's not much else to do until the lab results come back. Mr. Barnes, I don't even need to tell you to make sure I get a printed or email copy of those results before the ink dries on the reports, okay?" Barnes nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the meeting broke up, Bonnie Karpathian came up to me, smiling her cheerful smile. "Don, why don't we talk about this case a bit more privately." she said. "Maybe over a drink after work?"
"Er, I don't know if I'm going to be able to leave until---"
I was interrupted by Commander Della Harlow putting her arm in mine and saying "The Chief wants to talk to us, Don."
"Sure." I said. "Bonnie, I'll talk to you later." As we entered the Chief's suite, leaving Bonnie in the hallway, I said "Della, you've lost weight. You're looking good."
"Why, thank you kind sir." Della said. "I've been working out with Wanda at Cindy's gym. She has a great workout routine. All three of her classes are full. And I have to keep up with you guys here." I chuckled.
Cindy was coming behind us, and saw Bonnie looking after me and Della from the hallway. "Everything okay, Doctor?" Cindy asked.
"Oh... yes... " said Bonnie. She then smiled and said "I'll talk to you guys later." She went down the hall as Cindy came into the Chief's office behind us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Sheriff seems unhappy." said Jack Muscone to me as we shared a pitcher of beer on the outside patio of the Cop Bar. "He was really pushing to get some kind of theory before you had facts."
All the FBI agents had invited Cindy, Tanya, and myself to join them after work for a more 'informal' discussion of the crime. The others were at the back outside table, sharing pitchers of beer, while Jack and I talked at the front outside table.
"Yeah, I was disappointed in that, too." I said. "I think he might be getting pressure from the Council about this. And I agree that the SBI issues could be a problem."
"He is getting pressure, for sure." said a voice accompanying a shadow that approached us. Sheriff Daniel Allgood set another pitcher of beer in front of Jack and myself. "Mind if I join your pow-wow?"
He was dressed for it: khaki pants, a white 'Western' shirt with his badge over the front left pocket, a bolo substituting for a tie, a brown jacket that was thin but still looked too warm for this weather, and a cowboy hat with a smaller version of his Sheriff badge affixed. Daniel was cultivating this 'look' to the hilt, I noticed.
"Sure, have a seat." I said. "And to let you know, I'm still waiting for the data to come in before forming any theories on this copycat killer."
"I don't blame you." said Daniel. "I got a little antsy about it earlier because Council members have been calling me all day. The story is starting to spread that the Black Widow is back."
"Any calls from the Press?" I asked.
"Not yet." Daniel said. "But there's no way they won't find out about it."
"I agree." I said. "We'll see if we can't get a grip on it, though. Not having Newton or Brownlee blabbing to the Press will help."
"Yes, I agree." said Daniel. "So, let me ask the question in a different way: what do you think the lab results might tell you about this?"
I said simply "The extent to which this copycat can recreate every detail of Angela Harlan's crimes will tell us a lot about who it might be, and just how much the copycat knows. Obviously, the more the crime matches Harlan's work, the more likely we have some kind of mole or insider job."
"It could be that Julie Newton gave this killer the information on Harlan." said Daniel. "And it's being used now, later rather than sooner."
"True." I said. "And then the question will be 'To what end?'. We also need to determine who the victim is. It may be all about him, and all this 'Black Widow' stuff is meant to distract us."
"From what?" asked Jack Muscone.
"We'll know more when we find out more about the victim himself." I said. "So I'm waiting for those two pieces of data that will go a long way to painting this picture."
"Okay." said Daniel Allgood. "Well, I've got to be getting back home, but I need to speak with you for a moment, Don."
"I'll go join the other group and make them buy me a beer." said Muscone, taking the hint. He got up and went to the other table, taking the first, half-empty pitcher at my insistence, and leaving Daniel and me alone.
"What I came here to tell you, Don, informally and off the record, so to speak," said Daniel, "is that I've got very good information that Robert Brownlee is going to push to get his old job as Deputy Chief back. The Police Captain's Union is going to go whole hog for him on it, and he also intends to file a lawsuit, primarily to intimidate the Council."
"Hoo boy." I said. "What's the official response going to be?"
"I'm not sure yet." said Daniel. "My plan always was to force Brownlee to the Public Health Department. But Loran Michaels is a real asshole, and he's already in consultation with lawyers, and he's lobbying Council Members as hard as he can. He's going to fight us all the way, and really, really hard."
"Brownlee won't accept that, either." I said. "He's gunning to get back into the Police Department, and he'll accept nothing less."
"Yes, true." said Daniel. "Well, there's no way in hell anyone is going to try to remove you from the Police Commander position, so they're going to go after Harlow. I'll be talking with the Chief about it, but I wanted your input first. Any ideas what to do about this situation?"
"I'll think about it." I said. We left it at that.
Part 4 - Return of the Porn Star
Friday night, still August 6th. I went back to my office to take care of a couple of things. Though it was past being too late, I 'classified' and encrypted all of the digital information regarding Angela Harlan and the 'Black Widow' cases. As I finished, I turned in my chair a little too hard... and my back let me know it.
As the pain ripped up my spine, making me gasp, I tried to relax it by concentrating on the pain, then breathing steadily and deeply, yoga-style, to relax my body...
"Oh, Commmanndderrrrrr..."
I opened my eyes. Everything seemed to be in black and white. Only the light streaming through the window illuminated anything, and that without any color. And that light was illuminating...
...her.
Angela Harlan was standing by my desk, naked except for her ubiquitous black high heel pumps. Her mane of black hair was cascading down her back in gentle curls, her pubic bush thick but trimmed into a triangle above her pussy, her labes swollen.
"I really hate the imitations." she said, her voice filling my head. "These copycats can't hold a candle to the original." Seemingly without moving, Angela was now in front of me, practically straddling my legs. I looked up, seeing the firm breasts, the hard nipples, that angular face...
"Oh, my dear Commander," she said, her voice a whisper but still filling my whole head, "I would so love to sink my pussy down on that big, hard cock of yours... whatever you do, don't put that glorious manhood into the wrong woman... don't give the bitch the satisfaction..."
"Who?" I asked. Angela smirked...
... and then the lamp was on, and the computer was on, and I was sitting in my office, seeing full color.
And the Black Widow was gone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura had told me to come up to the Cabin, and that she had a surprise for me. As I drove up, I went the long way around, seeing how much activity was going on in the apartment complexes and Greek Houses on or near Campus. Not so much, I noted...
Arriving at The Cabin, I left the Police SUV in the driveway outside (as the 'Black Beauty' was in the far-side garage). I went into the front door where, somewhat to my surprise, I was not greeted by two good dogs; this had to mean Carole and Jim were already put to bed.
"Hel-loooooo..." I called out. "Anyone home?"
"Oh, yesssss... hello, stud." said a woman's voice, sultry and inviting. I was surprised to see Callie Carrington strutting out of the kitchen. But very pleasantly surprised, to be sure.
The hot blonde porn star was wearing only a light blue see-thru teddy and matching high-heel sandals. Her large breasts were capped by her nipples, which were hard and standing out like spikes. She had no pubic hair; it was shaved completely off. And I could see her swollen pussy lips, obviously stimulated and ready for a lot more.
"Wow..." I gasped as I felt my cock rising, about to be standing out hard and ready, as well. "Hello, Callie."
"How do you like my gift for you?" my wife Laura asked, coming out of the kitchen. She was dressed in a very tight, form-fitting white t-shirt, her high-heel black peep-toe pumps... and nothing else. Her thick black pubic bush contrasted hotly with her white skin and the white of the t-shirt above it. Her nipples were also hard and poking through the fabric of the shirt.
As the women came into the greatroom, Laura was standing at well over six feet with the high heels, towering over Callie, who at 5'2" without heels was typical of movie stars and porn stars in how short they truly were. I realized that they'd not waited for me, and had warmed each other up.
"Mmm," I said, kissing my wife as they came up to me. "I think I'm going to like this beautiful present a lot." I then leaned over and kissed Callie on her full, luscious lips. The kiss turned hotter, but the act of bending over irritated my back... and my back let me know.
"Why don't we go upstairs to the main bedroom." Laura said. As we headed for the stairs, Laura slipped something into my hand. It was a 'gray viagra'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women were lying on the bed as I undressed, doing a little striptease for them. Callie's bright blue eyes were glowing, and my wife's gray eyes were smoldering as I worked my shirt off, then my pants. I'd already secured my gunbelt in the locked cabinet portion of the bedside table.
"Mmmm, look at that ass." Callie said playfully as I turned my back to them and slid my pants and underwear down and off. "Are you going to toss his salad while he fucks me, Laura?"
"No, bitch." said Laura, meaning the term affectionately. "I'm going to toss yours while you're on top of him, riding his iron hard pole. His back doesn't hurt nearly as much when he's lying on it."
I turned around, letting my throbbing cock and heavy, full balls come into their view. Callie's eyes lit up some more and she grinned that beautiful smile of hers that helped make her famous in the porn world.
"I just have to suck that thing." Callie said, moving up until she was sitting on the end of the bed. I stepped up to her as her hand reached out and took my meat. She began slowly jacking my shaft, then kissed the helmeted cockhead. And then I groaned as Callie's full lips slid down my shaft. Callie also moaned, and the vibration seemed to go right through my whole body.
"Mmmmf!" Callie moaned again as she slid her mouth off my cock and tongued her way up and down the underside of my throbbing shaft to my balls. Her other hand was cupping my Fruit and the gorgeous blonde kissed, licked and sucked my nutsack before finally working her way back up my shaft. I could see why Callie was considered one of the hottest stars in her industry; she was an incredibly good cocksucker.
As the hot blonde beauty sucked my cock back into her mouth and began fellating me in earnest, vacuuming her mouth and sucking hard as her lips slid along my thick tube, Laura knelt behind her, pressing her large, milk-filled tits against Callie's back as Laura reached around and massaged Callie's big boobs. My wife pinched the younger woman's hard nipples, making Callie whimper around my meat as I began to fuck the blonde's beautiful face. Laura was also nuzzling Callie's neck with soft, warm kisses.
I put my left hand behind my wife' neck, forcing Laura's chin over Callie's shoulder. I slid my cock out of Callie's mouth and sank it between Laura's lips and deep into her mouth. After a few strokes, I pulled back out and slid my cock into Callie's eagerly receptive mouth again. I went back and forth, fucking each beautiful woman's hot mouth, then Laura pulled back and Callie went to work on my throbbing hard cock again.
Several long, pleasurable moments passed as Callie sucked my cock. I felt the pangs of my nut rising, and finally withdrew, telling Callie to lie back on the bed. She complied, sliding back and lying down so that her head was on the pillows and her shapely legs were spread wide. I climbed onto the bed and eased between her legs. Lying flat, with my cock pressed into the sheets and the mattress, my back did not complain. Neither did my tongue as I licked Callie's engorged labes.
"Ohhhhhhh..." Callie gasped as my tongue slid up her pussylips. I felt her ass move, pushing her womanhood into my face. I licked again, my tongue sliding deeper into her slit, then again, deeper and deeper and deeper, until my tongue was buried in her sweet snatch and my mouth was clamped to her mound.
"Oh my God, that is so fucking good!" Callie moaned. I felt the fingers of her left hand sliding through my hair as she pulled my head into her. As I ate her, I looked up and saw that she and Laura were kissing, their tongues twining in an open French kiss before their lips finally pressed into each others. Laura's hand was feeling up Callie's breasts, pinching her nipples as I slid my tongue along Callie's pussywalls again and again, feeling her cunt spasm as she built up to a powerful orgasm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I groaned in deep pleasure. My wife was kneeling on my left side, and Callie on my right, and they were giving me a double-decker blowjob. Callie would suck voraciously on my cock while Laura tongued my balls, which were like rocks with lust; then Laura would suck my cock while Callie tongued my balls and down to my ass. Often the two women would end up kissing when their lips met along my shaft.
After a while, Callie took over fellating my cock, and my wife slid up to kiss my mouth and nuzzle my neck. This was every man's fantasy, including mine, having two beautiful women servicing me sexually. For me personally, the hottest was when one woman was sucking or fucking me, and the other woman was twining her tongue with mine in a deep kiss. And soon Laura and I were making out like teenagers while Callie worked my cock and balls to expert perfection.
"Mmmm, you're getting too close, too quickly." Callie said as she backed off, kissing my groin then my abdomen, not touching my throbbing cock.
Breaking our kiss, Laura said "Lie flat." As I did, my wife mounted my head, facing my groin, and settled her swollen pussylips over my mouth. As I began tonguing Laura's slit, going deeper with each delving swipe, Callie mounted me, facing Laura. Seconds later I felt the warm wetness of Callie's cunt enveloping my bare cockmeat. The blonde beauty impaled herself on my weapon of lust, then began riding, slowly but steadily, pushing herself down onto my groin and rolling her sweet ass.
Laura and Callie were making out above me, moaning into each other's mouths as they kissed. My wife was getting wetter, slicker, and I could tell she was close. I went for her clit...
Some moments later, I came inside Callie. As my wife nestled between the beautiful porn star's legs and began eating my cum out of Callie's thoroughly fucked snatch, the sight of my wife's ass up in the air made me iron hard again... aided by the gray viagra, of course. I mounted my wife from the rear and began fucking her pussy with hard, powerful thrusts. I barely remembered collapsing and falling asleep, nestled between them as we came down from our post-coital highs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I opened my eyes, I was sitting on a chair. My hands were not tied, but I couldn't move them. Everything was in black and white, and there she was... Angela Harlan was standing over me, naked except for the black pumps.
"Mmmm, I can't wait to get a taste of this." I heard Angela say in her husky voice as she knelt between my legs and my opened pants. I felt her grasp my cock and jack it, then the warm, wet pleasure of her mouth engulfing my cock overpowered me. I groaned as Angela's head bobbed up and down, her black hair draped about her shoulders as she fellated me.
After a moment, Angela straddled me. "I've been wanting this cock for a long time. And now I'm going to ride it, Commannderrrr..." I groaned again as I felt the warm, wet heat of her tight pussy sliding down over my meat. The Black Widow was fucking me!
I looked up, seeing Angela's high-riding breasts bobbing as she rode me, a look of ecstasy on her angular face. She lowered her nipples to my mouth and I sucked on one of them.
And then... I could see in color again. I was on my bed, and it was Callie Carrington riding my hard male meat with intense enthusiasm. I sucked Callie's large breasts, reaching my hands up to cup her massive mammaries.



"Mmmm, hey baby, what a way to wake up, huh?" Callie said, grinning down at me as she rode me hard. I noticed that Laura was not in the bed with us as Callie said "Your wife asked me to give you your morning blowjob, but I wanted more."
"Fine with me." I said. "God, you are fucking tight..."
"Not too bad for a woman that fucks for a living, huh?" Callie said teasingly. I didn't answer, letting the sound of the smacks of our flesh echo through the room.
It took some minutes, but Callie was so tight and hot that I felt my nut rising. "Yeah, give it to me, Don. Come inside me. Give me that big load... Ohhhh!! UNNHHH!!"
Callie's clutching cunt was too much. As she gasped in her orgasm, I felt my own climax overwhelm me, the intense, painful ecstasy filling my loins. I felt the release of my semen as I ejaculated it deep inside Callie's quim, followed by my whole body almost collapsing into a swirling lassitude.
Callie fell off me and onto the bed. She put a pillow under her ass as she lay on her back, keeping my sperm deep inside her. I half-rolled over and kissed her deeply.
"Damn, girl." I said. "I don't know if I can withstand another night like last night."
"Sure you could." Callie said, grinning. "You've got more stamina than half the male porn stars I have to work with. And your cock is harder than any other man's I've ever had. No wonder they call you the 'Iron Crowbar'."
"I was hard because you're so fucking hot." I growled.
"Well, don't worry." Callie said. "I have another date tonight, so you'll just have to give your wife the rogering of her life tonight."
"Sounds like it's going to be a great evening for both of us." I said as I kissed Callie again then got up off the bed, letting her lay there in her own bliss. "And speaking of my wife, where is she?"
The answer was that Laura was downstairs, and Carole was awake and 'helping' cook breakfast. As a near-disaster was about to befall my kitchen, I hastily took over the breakfast preparation duties...
Part 5 - Information
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 8th, from in front of Police Headquarters. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police are investigating a possible serial killer, who may be a copycat killer employing the tactics of former Police Detective Angela Harlan."
"As many citizens will remember," Bettina pointedly reminded us, "Angela Harlan was the serial killer known as the Black Widow, who murdered Police Officer Peter M. Feeley in the first TCPD line-of-duty death in three decades. Harlan was caught by Police attempting to kill another Police Officer, Detective Sergeant Hugh Hewitt, and she was shot dead by Lt. Tanya Perlman during a raid to save Sergeant Hewitt's life."
"The Town & County Police are not commenting on this new copycat case." Bettina went on. "Chief Sean Moynahan, who was not with the TCPD during the original Harlan murders, issued a statement that with the investigation in progress, the TCPD will not be making it easier for any criminals by talking with the Press about details of the case. Commander Donald Troy, who solved the original Black Widow murders, did not respond to our attempts to contact him."
"In other news," said Bettina, "Robert Brownlee, former TCPD Deputy Police Chief, is suing the TCPD and the Town & County in an attempt to get his old job of Deputy Chief back. Commander Brownlee was offered an equivalent position in the Town & County Public Health Department, but he and the Police Captain's Union rejected that offer. Additionally, Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels came out strongly against Mr. Brownlee being assigned to his Department, and said he'd take the matter to Court to block being forced to accept Mr. Brownlee if it became necessary."
"And finally, next weekend is the Coltrane County Homespun Festival." Bettina said. "It's going to be the biggest Festival ever..." I began tuning out, as did many of my Detectives. They were already agitated over hearing the name of Robert Brownlee.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, a small meeting convened in the Main Conference Room. Attending were Chief Moynahan at the head of the table, myself at the other end, Deputy Chief Della Harlow to the Chief's left, Captain Cindy Ross to my left, Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters to her left, Lt. Teresa Croyle to the Chief's right, Crime Lab Supervisor J.R. Barnes to the left of Della, and Myron Milton to his left and my right.
We chatted for a couple of moments over coffee and doughnuts, supplied by me, Your Iron Crowbar. Just as we were about to get started, the door opened, and in walked Sheriff Daniel Allgood.
"Mind if I join you?" he asked.
"Do we have a choice?" I replied. The whole room looked at me in shock. Daniel peered hard at me.
"If you're serious, then no, you don't have a choice." said the Sheriff. He came around to sit between me and Myron.
"You're always welcome, Sheriff." said Moynahan, still looking at me funny. "So, I gather that this meeting is to discuss the Crime Lab's find-ings. Mr. Barnes, don't keep us in sus-pennnse."
"Yes sir." said Barnes. "Christina is emailing you the results as we speak, and this was done to prevent leaks or early dissemination of this information."
"That sensitive?" asked the Sheriff.
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "They are following my instructions on this, and very efficiently, I might add. You were saying, J.R.?" That got me more looks, and J.R. rescued me by continuing:
"The grease paints, black and white," said Barnes, "were virtually identical to those used by Angela Harlan. The lipstick was the exact same shade of red, though it may not be from the same manufacturer."
Barnes continued: "The poisons were not identical, but were as close as could be approximated with common pharmaceutical drugs. The poor man's version, so to speak. But it's clear, at least to me, that the killer knew what chemicals Angela Harlan used, and tried to duplicate them."
The room was dead silent. Everyone was looking at me. I had taken the report from Barnes, and looked through it, and now I was in a reverie.
"Don?" queried the Sheriff. "Any ideas?"
"A whole bunch of them." I said. I then took a breath and concentrated on the present. I said "There were two major possibilities for this murder: someone who was imitating the Black Widow, but did not have the details of those crimes beyond what was reported in the Press; and someone who did have the knowledge of the details beyond what the Public knows. Unfortunately, this report shows that it's the latter case."
"Who does this make a suspect, then?" asked Daniel. I let my eyes move to my right and lock onto him.
"Many suspects, Sheriff. Including possible moles within our own ranks." I said with alacrity. "J.R., who manufactured this grease paint?"
"Company in California." Barnes said, naming the company. "Pretty major supplier to Hollywood studios. The University's Cinematic Arts and Theater Arts schools use it, and they've shared with the three high schools."
"Common stuff." said Cindy.
"What about the lipstick?" I asked.
"Any woman could go to any mall or drugstore and buy this lipstick. For that matter, so could any man." said J.R. Barnes. "There are three manufacturers of this color of red." said J.R. Barnes. He mentioned the brand Angela had used. "The lipstick used in this copycat crime could be the same as Harlan's brand, and probably is, though I can't conclusively prove that."
"Commander," said the Sheriff, "you don't really think someone within the TCPD did this, do you?"
"No, Sheriff." I said. "But Town & County Law Enforcement would have the inside knowledge. So we can't rule it out."
"Or someone within giving the information to an outsider." said Cindy. "Or giving the information to the Press, who then shared it with the wrong person."
"Good grief." said Sheriff Allgood, as the room filled with relief. "So, besides those of us in this room, who is in a position to know this much about the Black Widow murders... the original ones?" he asked. "Who has access to that information?"
"Seriously, Sheriff, way too many people." I said. "Look, everyone... at this time I am going to ask you to not speak to anyone further about this case. I love Tanya Perlman more than life itself, but she is not to be told anything from this point forward. That also goes for Dr. Bonnie Karpathian, and even my wife Dr. Fredricson. Lieutenant Masters, you'll need to tell all the MCD Detectives that I'll have assignments for them, but their information will necessarily be limited and they are not to discuss anything with anyone else... or each other."
"Why this level of secrecy, and compartmentalization?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"One reason is to stop leaks." I said. "Bettina Wurtzburg already knows too much about this recent crime. But the far more important reason is because the people with the best access to the information of Harlan's crimes... are Police Officers themselves, which is the little wake-up call I was trying to give you earlier. That's followed by anyone associated with the Coroner's Office, and then the D.A.'s Office... and anyone who can access County records and the documents related to the Harlan murders." My eyes wandered to the Sheriff as I finished.
"We should seal all the County data on her crimes." said Della Harlow.
"I did." I said. "I sealed all that data last Friday, but that's like closing the barn door after the horse has left. The culprit already knows, and has demonstrated his or her knowledge with this killing. Okay, Barnes, Milton: any clue to the victim?"
"Glad you asked, sir." said Myron, trying to be jovial. "His name is Reece Patrick. He was twenty years old and a student at City University. Majored in Business Administration. Parents lives in the City, and are pretty wealthy.
"The father, one Richard Patrick, is a partner in a development company, called 'Northeast Regional Development Corporation, Inc.'." said Myron. "Mostly housing subdivisions, but they did develop the Wright Building, the tallest building in the City except for the Cannon Building that Henry R. Wargrave built.
"The Mother, Delise Patrick, owns and runs a temporary staffing service called Randy's Staffing Services." continued Myron. "Mostly women, mostly secretarial positions, serving mostly people in the aforementioned Wright and Cannon Buildings."
"How did you get his identity so quickly?" asked the Sheriff.
"He'd had an arrest, Sheriff." said Cindy. "He was at a big party and was intoxicated, so he was charged with underage drinking. His daddy's lawyer got it reduced to misdemeanor disorderly conduct and a suspended sentence that will be expunged this coming New Year. At any rate, they got his fingerprints, so those were on file with the State and the FBI."
"Tell them the rest." I said.
Cindy nodded, then said: "That party was actually some sort of bachelorette party, or at least a women's party with male strippers. 'CFNM' party. Reece was working with this group called the 'Dancing Leopards'. The City University mascot is the Leopard. These guys would wear mascot leopard heads, and by the end of the session that would be all they were wearing. Basically, the party Reece was arrested at had become an orgy when the City Police raided it."
"The records say the City Police made that bust," I said, "but the truth is that it was the SBI's equivalent of a Vice Squad, led by Agent Steven Ikea. I am not making this up when I say that after everyone was cuffed or zip-tied, he began preaching to them about the errors of their sinful ways. That allowed the City Police time to show up and assert their jurisdiction."
"Good frickin' grief." said Moynahan.
"So why was he targeted? This Reece Patrick?" asked Daniel Allgood.
Lt. Masters said "He was recently seen at a party thrown by the Alphas. He was apparently part of that Fraternity at City U., and came to a summer party thrown Thursday night by the Alphas of the University here. No issues with the Campus Police, fairly well attended by the Summer School students, basically a huge cookout. Next week, I should say this week, is the last week before final exams the week of August 15th, so that weekend is something of a blowoff before everyone settles down and gets serious about exams."
"That didn't answer my question." said Sheriff Allgood acidly. "So we've got a lot to do to determine why this young man was chosen for murder?"
"Oh yes, Sheriff, we have a hell of a lot to do." I said. "As I said, Detectives are going to be getting assignments. Captain Ross, Lt. Masters, I would like Parker to take a Patrolman on the Detective track, a white male in plainclothes, to interview the Alphas on our University's campus, and as many people as possible to see if anything comes out about this guy---"
"Why a white male?" asked Della.
"The Alphas are a Fraternity known to observe and honor, shall we say, antebellum traditions of the South. They will say nothing to Theo Washington nor Diana Torres, and they won't talk to a white woman, either... well, they'd likely make some sexual innuendos."
"Maybe we should send Theo with Parker, and shake them up." said Della.
"And get nothing but pointed silence out of them, and maybe miss a chance to solve this case quickly." I replied, then reinforced it with my most authority-carrying voice: "I don't approve of their attitudes, but now is not the time to challenge them. Meanwhile, I would like Joanne Warner to talk to the parents when they get here to identify their son and claim his body. Maybe Chris Purvis can do some cross-training and work with her, Lt. Croyle?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
"Meanwhile, Captain Ross and I will act in our capacity as SBI Reservists and head on over to the City, where we will talk to employees of the parents's various companies, and then visit City University and see what we can find out about Reece Patrick."
"So you have no clue what's going on." said Sheriff Allgood. Everyone looked in shock at the pointed nature of his attack upon me.
"If I did, Sheriff," I said, "I would not be wasting my time nor anyone else's by going to the City, unless it was to make an actual arrest."
"Okay, if that's all..." said Chief Moynahan, looking at me, and seeing me nod, "... then lets go get this sollllved."
"I need a private word with the Commander." said the Sheriff. Cindy just looked at me, her eyes silently asking if she should go... or stay as my bodyguard. I nodded to her, and she correctly interpreted that as a signal to go. In a moment, I was alone with the Sheriff, and I turned in my seat to face him. The pain in my back began welling up, but I willed myself to ignore it.
"Commander Troy," the Sheriff said, being formal, "did you not want me to attend this meeting?"
"Do you want the truth?" I replied, my eyes boring relentlessly into his, "or do you want me to tell you want to hear?"
Daniel looked startled, but said "The truth."
I replied "No, I would have preferred it if you had not attended this meeting."
"And why is that?" Daniel asked, some acid creeping into his voice.
"These people already have to deal with me." I said. "But at least they know I want them to speak openly. When you are here, they're not sure how to act or react, especially with the pointed nature of your questions today, so they often sit and say nothing. Your presence intimidates them, including the Chief."
"But not you." said the Sheriff. I shrugged my shoulders. My back pain flared up.
"Well," said Daniel, "I came in to hear everything firsthand, so that I can more appropriately address the Council when they call me every ten fucking minutes, and wake up my baby daughter at home with their relentless calls."
"Shut your phone off." I said. "You're an elected official, not a slave of the Council, and neither you nor Patricia should have to endure their shit."
"I wish it were that simple." said Daniel. "I take their flak for the Chief, and especially for you."
"And I appreciate it." I replied. "In the meantime, the Chief, myself, or even Captain Ross can give you an excellent, comprehensive briefing on what's going on. But let us do our jobs."
"All right, then." Daniel said. "Get to yours." I could see that the Sheriff was not mollified, but wasn't going to spend time arguing uselessly. I struggled out of my chair and got on out of there. I went to MCD as the Sheriff went to the Chief's office...
Part 6 - Summer Night City
At 1:30pm, Cindy and I finally got away from Headquarters. We were driving to the City in my Police SUV, and had clocked in as SBI Reservists as soon as we crossed the line into Nextdoor County.
"Don, what's up with the Sheriff?" Cindy asked. "I'm getting a weird vibe from him... something bordering on hostility within him."
"Yeah." I said as I drove. "I think it's a combination of things. First of all, he's under pressure from the Council over this Black Widow copycat situation---"
"Yeah, but..." Cindy said, interrupting, "he's an elected official himself. The Council is not the boss of him."
"True." I said. "But they disburse the budget money to the Public Safety Department, they set hiring and promotions numbers, they have to approve most of the medals we want to give out, and they control the Boards of Inquiry that come up. He can't just dismiss them, nor piss them off."
"You have no problem doing that." Cindy said, needling me.
"Nor does my dog, who exposed one of them as the worst criminal since Adolf Eichmann." I replied with a grin. "And of course, I simply do not care. But back to the Sheriff: he also is having to deal with Robert Brownlee trying to get his job as Deputy Chief back."
Cindy groaned. "Geez... well, I do need to break in this green crowbar." She tapped that weapon in her hands as she looked at it.
"Hell, I have a katana that needs to be blooded." I replied. "But I think we can stave off any return to the Police Force by Brownlee. Anyway, Daniel's third issue, and it's with me, is over what happened to Melina on June 22d."
"Her getting beat up?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, and probably closer to being killed than anyone wants to admit." I said. "Just between you, me, and the crowbars: she was supposed to lead those dirty agents into a trap, but not take that beating. I am still not sure what happened, and Melina is not saying. But something happened, there. Things did not go as I'd planned, not by a longshot."
"A lot of your plans for that day did not exactly go according to the script." Cindy replied with no small amount of sarcasm. "So did Melina's beating have something to do with Julie Newton?" When I did not immediately reply, she said "Our FBI friends said something about capturing Julie escaping from County Jail, and I am my father's daughter."
"Yes. Yes you are." I said. "But like I said, I still don't know for sure what happened there."
"Do you trust Melina?" Cindy asked. She obviously was getting a vibe off me.
"As long as Laura trusts her, I trust her." I said. "But anyway, I think Daniel has not gotten over Melina taking that beating, and how near a thing it was before Joanne blew those bastards away. So he's kind of pissed... and not really trusting me right now."
"That's a mistake that hurts people that make it... not trusting you." Cindy replied. "I learned that the hard way myself."
"It was a 'baptism' for you, eh?" I said, a reference to her seeing the baptismal pool as the escape route from First Baptist Church's sanctuary. Cindy smiled.
"Well," Cindy said, "my vibe about the Sheriff wasn't quite along those lines. I think there's more to it. And to that point... what's next for us, now that Westboro is exterminated?"



"Well..." I said, thinking about it as I talked, "... I fully expect that someone, or several someones, will try to fill the vacuum left by Westboro. And it's a big vacuum, with room for several people to get pieces of that action. So I'm watching to see who is doing what, and trying to beat them down silly before they even get started."
I continued: "And we also have Superior Bloodlines to work on. Several of the Westboro threads have led to some of them, but there's a lot more to do. And we're going to need to do it fairly quickly, because racial strife in this Nation is getting worse... and not by spontaneous chance. Forces on both sides are deliberately ginning up racial hatred, and it's part of a much, much bigger plan to destroy the very fabric of this Nation... as well as destroy the Constitution of the United States..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun set, Cindy and I joined the Muscone FBI Team at their favorite watering hole, the City Tavern. We were also joined by the SBI Inspector General, Inspector Britt Maxwell and SBI Deputy Inspector General, Lieutenant Frank Soltis. We were sitting outside on the 2d floor deck, overlooking the vista of a parking lot and then other buildings.
"Pretty much a waste of our immensely valuable time." Cindy said of our inquiries about Reece Patrick. "He had a 2.5 grade point average. No disciplinary issues with the School. Part of the Alphas Fraternity, and they don't have any particular problems, at least not like the SAEs. Don went to the Fraternity House, almost nobody there, and the two guys that were there didn't even know he was dead nor that he'd been out of the City."
Cindy continued: "I went to talk to employees of his parents' businesses. Reece was not a part of either business. The employees at his father's place of business clammed up and just gave standard boilerplate about the company and Mr. Patrick being good to work for, yadda yadda yadda. The mother's business was more interesting. There were three employees, all women; they place women in temporary positions in offices. I think I want to talk to the City Police about that place; the word 'escort' came to my mind as I talked to these women."
"That would explain why their taxes show a barely-surviving business," said FBI Special Agent Lindy Linares, "but they have an office in the Wright Building, a high-rent place."
"That could also be explained by Richard Patrick being the developer of the Wright Building." I said. "And he's giving his wife a break on rent... like a $1-per-year break."
"Speaking of Delise Patrick, she has an interesting history, as well." said Frank Soltis. "We came across her when I was in the Midtown P.D. Her name came up in a minor role with State Senator Richard Langdon. She would send 'secretaries' and 'stenographers' to the Senator... in the evenings. We started digging to see if she was actually sending him escorts, but never found anything. And then she came up to the City about a year and a half ago."
"Hmmm," I said, "she came up here as her son was going into college. Now he and some buddies are allegedly running a male stripper business. I wonder if Mother was helping book Son's appointments..."
"That's hardly worth a stake-burning." teased Jack Muscone. "Maybe firing up a cigarette lighter in front of you." Sandra Speer laughed at that; she'd had a few beers already. Martin Nash was sitting next to her, and he peered at her pretty hard.
"Not drinking any beer tonight, Cindy?" Britt Maxwell asked.
"Nope." Cindy said. "I'm the designated driver."
"We can get a couple of hotel rooms." I said. "The best perk of being Commander is that I get to authorize spending the County's money on Police business."
"Naah." Cindy said. "Your wife wants you back home. And we already have one murder case; I don't want any perps getting active because the Iron Crowbar is away."
"Nor his 'Kato'." said Sandra. "Yeah, we heard about that. Show us the green... as in green crowbar, sister." The green crowbar was in the car; Cindy promised to show it off when we left.
"So how are things going with the SBI?" I asked Britt and Frank.
"Quiet." said Britt. "Much too quiet, if you ask me. With the Governor's race going on, I think Director Lewis has told his people to stay on the down-low and not stir up trouble."
Frank Soltis said "They've also been keeping their heads down since you put Westboro down, Don. I don't know if they're scared you'll find a connection between them and Westboro, or if they just realize you're too good to be fucked with, but even Ferrell and Ikea are behaving themselves, and sticking to assignments well away from the 1st District."
"Hmmm..." I said, followed by pouring some more beer into several empty glasses, including mine.
"Uh oh." said Jack Muscone. "Whenever he says 'Hmmm' like that, it usually means he's onto something."
"Four hundred years ago," I replied with a grin, "they'd have burned you at the stake, Jack!" That got everyone laughing, and we stopped talking shop after that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How's your back doing?" Cindy asked.
"Within parameters of operational limits." I replied. "Alcohol helps. A lot."
"I can feel how you've set the lumbar support in the driver's seat here." Cindy replied. She was driving my Police SUV, as I was legally and actually impaired after consuming a good bit of beer.
"Yes." I said. "So, did Laura really ask you to bring me home tonight?"
"She didn't really ask out loud." Cindy replied. "But when she asks as many questions as she does, I don't need a crowbar to know she wants you at home as much as possible."
"So am I affected?" I asked. "Beyond the beer, that is?"
"You were... more than a bit direct with the Sheriff." Cindy said. "Of course, you were flirting with Della Harlow, and Bonnie Karpathian is drooling over you, so things are pretty normal there. And of course, you have Callie Carrington talking about you with puppy love in her eyes." I chuckled, then grew silent as I went into a reverie.
We were in Nextdoor County when Cindy said "Penny for 'em."
"I was just thinking about this copycat murder." I said.
"Think it's a one-off?" Cindy asked.
"Unfortunately... no." I said. "I think chances are better than even that we're going to have another Black Widow killing."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Searching for Clues
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 9th. "Channel Two News has learned that the victim in the 'Black Widow' copycat killing last Friday is Reece Patrick, a 20-year-old student at City University. Sources tell Channel Two News that Mr. Patrick was visiting friends at the University, and was never noticed to be missing until he was found dead."
"The Police have no leads in the case, so far." continued Bettina. "The parents of Reece Patrick, Richard and Delise Patrick, identified their son's body yesterday, and will take custody of his remains when they are released by the Coroner, which is expected to happen today."
"And in political news," said Bettina, "Incumbent Governor Val Jared continues to lead SBI Director Jack Lewis in the Governor's race, 50-44%, with nearly 6% undecided, and Libertarian candidate Blade Schwartz not getting enough support to register in the polling.
"And in the hotly contested race for District Attorney, Incumbent Gil Krasney continues to lead Jenna Stiles, 52-45%. Ms. Stiles has gone on the attack, accusing D.A. Krasney of ducking her calls for a debate between the two candidates. The State Organization for Women, the SOWs, have joined Ms. Stiles in demanding Mr. Krasney debate Ms. Stiles..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in my office after the morning coffee klatch, watching the tapes of Joanne Warner's interview with the parents of Reese Patrick. Mr. Richard Patrick was stocky, a bit like Jack Muscone, but Patrick had light brown hair that was thinning out. Delise Patrick had dark brown hair that curled outward. She was slender and not particularly attractive, and wore eyeglasses somewhat like my sister Elizabeth's... but my sister could carry it well and look good, while Delise looked... what's the word... 'smarmy'... the ol' 'smarmy' vibe...
"Ah, there you are, Detective Warner." I said when Joanne knocked on the door and opened it. "Come in, come in. Have a seat." She sat down in the hot chair nearest the wall, as I was facing that way looking at my computer screen.
After a moment of inconsequential chit-chat, I said "I've been going over your interview with the parents. Tell me, what were your observations?"
"They were both shocked at their son's death, of course." said Joanne. "But Mrs. Patrick didn't look like she'd been emotional over it. No bags under her eyes, no real redness from crying. Mr. Patrick seemed... composed. Like he intended to not show any emotion, to not let any get out."
"As if this were a business meeting or negotiation." I said.
"Yes sir, that's it exactly." Joanne said.
"So I'm hearing here in the interview that neither of them knew Reece was over here on Friday," I said, "and that they know of no one that would wish to do him harm."
"Yes, sir." said Joanne. "I pressed to ask if there were any bad business deals, or anyone that might have a grudge against Mr. Patrick, but he said there was no one he knew of, and there were no business problems that might suggest anyone."
"What about Mrs. Patrick?" I asked, letting my eyes cut left to lock with my young Detective's eyes.
"Uhhhh... " Joanne said, "I guess I didn't really press on anything to do with her, sir."
"That's all right." I said, bringing Joanne back to the lure. "But for the future, it's always wise to consider both parents. So let me ask this: do you think they have a strong, loving marriage? A relationship of convenience? Or are they estranged?"
"They didn't seem to be estranged, sir." said Joanne. "Her body language did not suggest it. She did not lean away from him nor cross her legs in a manner of 'blocking' him. He just sat still, with his hands in his lap the whole time. Neither of them made any facial gestures that would suggest estrangement. At the same time, they didn't hold hands or really comfort one another in this time of the loss of their only son."
"Excellent!" I said enthusiastically. "Those are excellent observations, Detective Warner! You're on the ball." Joanne blushed modestly at the praise.
"Okay," I said, "we're going to be asking them to come back in for some more interviews. You'll be sitting in with me when we talk to Mrs. Patrick, and I'll probably have Teddy Parker with me for Mr. Patrick. Follow my lead, and these will be much tougher interviews than your earlier discussions with them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, Cindy came into my office. "The parents are here again." she said. "I had Mr. Patrick go into 'Alpha' and Mrs. Patrick into 'Bravo', as you requested."
"Good." I said. "How did they respond to being split up?"
"He didn't put up any fuss at all." Cindy said. "She asked 'Why?' and looked skeptical, and I said it was routine procedure, and that we would be asking them different questions."
"Okay, good." I said. "As you've likely figured out, I asked the Coroner to not release the body yesterday so that I could have a chance to talk with them. These interviews are going to be a wee bit more vigorous than Joanne's sympathetic words yesterday."
"Anything we should be looking for?" Cindy asked.
"Just their facial expressions." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered Interrogation-A with Teddy Parker, and introduced myself and Teddy to Mr. Richard Patrick. We sat down opposite him, with Sr. Patrolman Morton as our Uniformed presence.
"Mr. Patrick," I said, "I'm very sorry for your loss, and I'm sure it's been a shock to you. I'm attempting to ascertain who might have a reason to harm your son. Do you have any ideas who would have reason to go after him?
"No." said Mr. Patrick, his voice scratchy. He sounded dull and defeated, though I suspected his voice could carry a lot of weight... and menace... should he choose to use it in that manner.
"Are you sure?" I asked. As he looked at me skeptically, I said "Mr. Patrick, I know that you're a developer of real estate projects in the City. Now if Mob members came to a developer in this County and attempted to extort money, those Mob members could rightly expect a visit from me and a crowbar applied to their backsides. By way of contrast, the City is a different place, and I'm sure you've had your fair share of dealings with people whose intentions are not entirely honorable."
"I hope you don't expect me to name any names." said Patrick.
"Of course not." I said. "Nor am I really interested in that. I'm trying to find whoever murdered your son and put those persons in my jails. If there is anyone who might've threatened you or had reason to go after your son, I need to know something that can put me on their track."
"Look, I do have to deal with riff-raff." said Mr. Patrick. "It's part of the job. Sure the Family Boys come around to get their cut, and I pay 'em and they leave me be... even help me with regulatory issues on occasion. And of course the politicians get their cut; Justin Madoff comes around. But if he gets greedy, and he often does, I let him know he's over the line. And then the others get their piece of the action. It's the price of doing business in the City, and I've done okay for myself."
"So no threats to you?" I asked.
"No sir." said Patrick.
I nodded. "I understand. So did Reece work with you? In your company?"
"No, he did not." said Patrick. "He had no interest at all in Development, nor Real Estate."
"He was majoring in Business Administration." I said. "What did he like doing?"
"Running around banging women." said Richard Patrick. "And I'm not saying that idly, Commander. Reece couldn't keep his pants zipped up. I don't know what he planned to do with his life. He was making money, he wasn't a big spender type, I never had problems with him. But he liked cavorting with the wrong type of women."
"Were you close to your son, Mr. Patrick?"
"We were okay." said Patrick. "I was really busy, not at home a lot, and he was closer to his mother than to me. Not to say he was a mama's boy or anything like that. He was an okay kid. I just have no idea what he wanted to do with his life. Besides bang women."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Entering Interrogation-Bravo, I said "Mrs. Patrick, I am Commander Don Troy, and I believe you know Detective Warner." Delise Patrick and Joanne nodded at each other. "And this is Officer Lydia Green, who will be our Uniformed presence during the interview, per protocols."
I sat down, as did Joanne. I said "I'm sorry for your loss, ma'am, and I'm sorry that we have to ask some questions at this time to try and determine who killed your son. First of all, do you know of anyone who might have had reason to want to harm Reece?"
"No sir." Delise said. Her voice was matter-of-fact, not quite shrill, but not pleasing to hear. I got a vibe that she'd married up... way up... when she got her hooks into Mr. Patrick.
"None at all?" I queried. "Have you had any problems at work, anyone give you trouble or threaten you?"
"No sir." said Delise.
"Reece was majoring in Business Administration." I said. "Do you have any idea what he intended to do after college? Work with his father, in his business? Or something else?"
"To be honest, I don't know, sir." said Delise Patrick. "Reece never talked much with either his father or me about his future plans, except in vague terms of starting up a business."
"What kind of business?" I asked. "And while I'm asking, what were his hobbies, his likes?"
"He never said what kind of business he wanted to do. What he did like was dating girls." said Delise. "That much I know. He never had any real hobbies. He was pretty social, and he liked to go out with friends, ride bikes, play baseball and football, all the usual boyhood stuff, I guess."
I nodded. "So your business is temporary staffing?" I asked.
"Yes sir."
"Of what nature? Secretarial? Accountants?" I asked.
"Mostly secretarial." said Delise. "Sometimes staffing for big projects like audits, to pull papers, clean up afterwards, stuff like that."
"And before, you were in Midtown?" I asked, peering at her. Her eyes became wary, almost suspicious.
"Yes sir, I was."
"And did you have any problems in Midtown or in the City?" I asked. "Angry clients? One of your temps get disgruntled?"
"No sir, I never had any problems like that." said Delise.
"Tell me, Mrs. Patrick," I said, "who were your clients? What kind of clientele did you serve?"
"Mostly office managers, executives, people in offices that needed temporary staffing." Delise said. Her eyes were really wary now. I decided to hit her with a new line of questioning.
"Mrs. Patrick," I said, "while in Midtown, I understand that you did business for certain State politicians. You also provided some of your ladies... and I know that virtually 100% of your temps are women... during evening hours. In addition, your business shows that you're cash-poor, and little cash flow... suggesting that said cash flow is perhaps under the table?"
"What?" asked Delise, bluffing. "What are you suggesting, Commander Troy?"
"Look, I don't care if you're running an escort service or not, Mrs. Patrick." I said. "I'm much more interested in why your son was chosen, singled out, to be murdered. Now are you sure that there is not someone you've done business with that might have wanted... for any reason... to kill your son?"
"Not that I know of." Delise said. "And that is not an admission of anything. Furthermore, at this point I want a lawyer before I answer any more of your questions."
"I don't blame you." I said. "Do you want to call one, or do we need to call the Courthouse to have one appointed for you?"
"I'll call one myself." said Delise.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back to I-Alpha.
"Mr. Patrick," I said, "I do have a couple more questions for you. What is the nature of your wife's business?"
"She runs a temporary staffing agency." said Mr. Patrick.
"Does she get reduced rent at the Wright Building, which you developed?"
"Oh, certainly." said Mr. Patrick. "Practically free, to be honest. I don't want a frying pan upside my head. I'm sure you know what I mean by that."
"No sir, I don't." I said, rather emphatically. Mr. Patrick frowned as his joke fell flat. I said "Sir, do you know what type of client your wife's business serves?"
"People who need secretaries, I guess." said Patrick. "Office staff, receptionists. The usual, I would guess."
"You don't keep track of her business?" I asked. "You don't file your taxes jointly?"
"Our personal taxes, we file jointly." said Mr. Patrick. "Our businesses are incorporated, so those are filed separately."
"Okay, sir." I said. "I would imagine the Coroner will allow you to make arrangements for your son very soon. I appreciate your help, and if there's anything you can remember that might help me solve his murder, please let me know."
"I will." said Patrick. "Sir, I have one question: what happened to my son? What really happened? I hear talk that some serial killer kidnapped and murdered him, but then that serial killer is supposedly dead..."
"I am working to find that out now, sir." I said. "I'll give you a more complete report when I have some information to give you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the hallway, Cindy said to me: "I'm tempted to call in Callie Carrington to go undercover and see just what business Delise Patrick is running."
"In all seriousness," I said, "I'd let you do that, except that Callie showed up in this Town right as this murder happened."
"You're kidding." Cindy said, obviously shocked. "You don't really think she was involved with this, do you?"
"All I know," I said, "is that it's a possibility. So say nothing to her about this." I then went to my office to make a quick phone call.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief called me, Joanne, Teddy, and Cindy to the Chief's Conference Room after the interviews. He was mostly sitting in, listening. I ran the meeting.
"Okay guys," I said, "what did you notice?"
"Mrs. Patrick did not play." Cindy said. "She asked for a lawyer the moment you got within sniffing distance of her businesses possibly being an escort service. And to that end, why didn't you ask if Reece was a male prostitute, and if she was booking his appointments?"
"Because we are a long way from that." I said. "I'm not sure she was making his appointments, though it's logical that she would be. And her son was just murdered, so if she's not involved, that would be cruel. That can wait, for a little bit at least.
"She doesn't seem emotional at all about her son's death." said Joanne.
"Neither did Mr. Patrick." said Teddy. "But men, and especially men like him that deal with tough people, are taught to not show emotions. So I don't know if his demeanor means anything."
"You are right about that, young Mr. Parker." said Chief Moynahan.
"And in this case, for sure." I said. "I think he's pretty stunned by Reece's death. He's been pretty quiet and still. I think he's struggling to cope with it in his own way. Now her reaction, that's a different story. Even Julie Newton cared about her sister. Delise Patrick only cares about one thing: green dollar bills."
"Think either of them are involved, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief in his unique voice.
"Let me just ask one more question." I said, a smile forming on my face. "Was there anything else that any of you observed?"
Everyone thought a moment, then Cindy's ice-blue eyes lit up. "Oh. I see what you're saying. Reece looks like his mother's son; he does not look like Mr. Patrick."
"No wonder you carry a green crowbar." I said. "Seriously, that's good. I was thinking that myself. I didn't ask, at least not yet, but it may be Reece is not Mr. Richard Patrick's biological son."
"Another rooster in the hen-house." said Joanne, which made us all laugh, partially because of the seemingly naive way she can be and can say things.
"Yes." said Cindy. "And that could be a motive."
"But the Commander does not think so." said Joanne, and very astutely. I just smiled, continuing to be impressed by Detective Warner.
"Ohhhhhhh," Cindy said, "because you didn't have either of them detained, or give them the 'keep in touch' warning..." I nodded.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "I love working with you guys..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:30pm that afternoon, the Duty Desk Sergeant escorted FBI Special Agents Martin Nash and Sandra Speer to my office.
"Hi, guys." I said, having them sit down in the hot chairs. Cindy was on the sofa.
"Hello sir, ma'am." said Nash, still giving us respect even though he was not one of our employees anymore. "We wanted to come by and give you what we've found on the Reece Patrick case. We've been looking at it from the Federal angle of money laundering, through his father's business, his mother's, or both."
"Find anything?" I asked.
"Nothing really big with his business." said Nash. "He's a Developer, and has gotten into bigger and bigger projects over time. With that, and especially in the City, he had to deal with Government at the City and State levels more and more. And of course there's Organized Crime, who control most of his Labor building the projects."
"However," said Sandra, "Delise Patrick's business is much more interesting. We're going to get with the IRS and open a joint investigation. Not only is she running an escort service, some of her girls are possibly being used as couriers of information and drugs. Kind of like your friend Rita, Don, at least on the information part."
"Don't you guys dare go anywhere near Rita." I said. "I need sources of information, also, and hers is the kind of information that saves lives."
"No, we're not going to become the Federal Vice Squad." said Nash, showing his understated sense of humor. "But Delise, and possibly her husband, have connections that we are interested in. Guess who they had dinner with last night?"
"Well," I said, "they're from the City, so Katherine Woodburn, Billy Williams, and Congressman Condor are not likely suspects. So to meet someone here who could still be politically influential for them... I'd guess it was one of our U.S. Senators from this fine State?"
Sandra and Martin looked at each other. I said "Who won the bet?"
"Nobody." said Martin. "Jack's boss brought the hammer down on any more betting against you. But you're right. It was U.S. Senator Samuel Russell." I saw Cindy grin and shake her head.
"Is he clean or dirty?" I asked.
"You're asking that about a United States Senator, Don." said Cindy. "So that's a no-brainer." We all broke out laughing.
"True." I said. "And the terms 'no-brainer' and 'U.S. Senator' are well matched, also."
Sandra said "As far as we know, he's fairly clean, relatively speaking. He's a Republican, but one of the Establishment Elitists like Mittens Baker. Total coward, will give the Democrats anything they want, while telling his constituents he has their backs. Senator Richard Nunn is more truly Conservative and Anti-Establishment, and our guys in Washington tell us that they don't like each other at all, even though they're in the same Party. Russell is up for re-election this year, but his opponent is Zack Millner, who couldn't win a raffle if he bought all the tickets."



"Okay, guys, I appreciate this information." I said. "You have dinner plans? Cindy? I'll treat you all to The Steakhouse tonight. Laura has a Faculty Dinner sans spouses, and my mom is keeping the kids..."
"Can I invite Callie?" Cindy asked. I enthusiastically agreed.
Part 8 - Seeking Council
Callie Carrington was in the office of Dr. Laura Fredricson, blissfully unaware of the fearsome reputation of the couch she was sitting on, nor the one across from her.
"Janet is doing fine." said Callie, meaning former Nextdoor County Police Lieutenant Janet Dixon Riordan. "She likes California. And I've been working with Claire Michaels in the LAPD Major Crimes division, who used to live and work here. Their 'Major Crimes' is a lot more specialized, while your husband's is more all-encompassing of crimes against persons."
"That's true." said Laura, sitting on the other sofa. "It sounds like you're studying police work. You asked Don a good number of questions the other day about his work. Are you doing the same with Cindy?"
Callie smiled her beautiful smile. "To tell you the truth, I was fascinated when they were solving the Steve West murder last Winter. So I started writing a book on that, and that's how I got in touch with Claire Michaels. She says she left here because she loves L.A., but she talks about how great Don and Cindy and all those guys here were, so I get the feeling there was more to her leaving than just loving L.A."
Laura smiled. "My husband would commend your observational powers---"
Just then, Laura's intercom buzzed and her assistant Gayle said "Ma'am, Dr. Karpathian is here to see you."
"Send her in." Laura said. A second later, Bonnie came through the door.
"Hi, Bonnie." said Laura. "Callie, Dr. Bonnie Karpathian has studied criminal behavior, so you might want to talk to her. Bonnie, this is my friend Callie Carrington."
"Ah yes, I remember when you were in Town a few months ago." asked Bonnie. "How are you, Callie?"
"Very well, thank you." said Callie. "And you?"
"Oh, very well." said Bonnie. "My new book is coming out soon. So, you're becoming famous in adult film circles, aren't you?"
"Uh oh." Callie said with a grin. "Looks like I won't be doing any undercover work any time soon."
"More like under covers." Laura said drily. "Yes, Bonnie, as you remember, Callie was involved in that case of the murdered porn producer last winter, and she was kind enough to let me interview her. She's been researching police work since the Steve West murders while continuing in the adult film industry."
"Yes, and I've followed her career." Bonnie said, "I have to admit that I'm a fan of yours, Callie." Just then, Laura got a phone call and went to her desk to take it. Bonnie sat down opposite the beautiful blonde porn actress.
"So what brings you to Town?" asked Bonnie. "Your research?"
"Yes. I came to interview Laura's husband and Cindy Ross about the West case and some of their other ones for my book." Callie said, not revealing her real reasons. Then she grinned her beautiful grin and said: And of course... I came to re-ignite the relationships I developed with them last time. Cindy introduced me to that smoking hot Indian reporter, and of course I fucked Laura's husband's brains out."
"Oh really?" Bonnie asked.
"O-M-G." Callie said. "I'm in the porn industry, and those guys and girls don't fuck me like the people here do... especially that man with the iron hard little crowbar and that hot blonde Miss Physical America..." Callie sighed in pleasure, then peered at Bonnie. "You should know... you've fucked him, too. Haven't you?"
"Oh!" Bonnie gasped, then said "I didn't realize it showed."
"It doesn't." Callie said with a knowing grin. "But I hear things. And Don is so fucking hot----" Her cellphone rang and she answered it. "Hi... tonight?... sure... dinner sounds great... you, Don, and the FBI... sounds like trouble!... no, I'm kidding. I'd love to come... okay, bye."
Hanging up as Laura came back to the sofas, Callie said "Well, I just got a dinner invite with your husband, Cindy, and two yummy FBI Agents."
"I envy you." said Laura. "Bonnie and I have a boring Faculty Dinner tonight. "But have fun..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Members of the Town & County Council came into the private meeting room after finishing with public business and going into Executive Session.
"Can't believe those old people are still being so ugly about the Community Center." breathed Kelly Carnes as she sat down in her seat.
"I don't blame them." said Dagmar Schoen. "And we're going to fix that tonight."
"Oh really?" snarled Thomas P. Cook. "And how do you propose to----"
*TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!*
The Mayor was tapping his gavel. "Okay everyone, let's settle down and run this meeting like a meeting, so that I can actually get to bed at a decent hour." Everyone sat down... and the seat to the left of the podium at the far end of the table was palpable in its emptiness... the seat once occupied by the late Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro.
"Okay," said the Mayor. "We have three items to work through tonight, and no tabling of them. First is the Robert Brownlee situation. Second is the Community Center situation and that lawsuit. And third is approval of the Special Election to fill the seat of the late Pastor Westboro."
"We can handle that last one first." said J.P. Goldman. "Because it's past primary elections, State Law generally guides that there should be an open, non-partisan election for the seat, and anyone who otherwise meets the requirements of the seat is eligible. We need to approve it tomorrow night at a special meeting, because there will be one month of open registrations, then the registrations will be verified and the eligible names sent for printing on the ballots. That has to happen by one month before Election Day."
There was no disagreement, and there was a 9-0 vote to call for the Special Election, and to meet the next evening for the Second Reading of the Bill and getting the process underway.
"Okay, which do you want to deal with next?" asked the Mayor.
"The Community Center." said Dagmar Schoen, very eager to stick it to Kelly Carnes and Thomas P. Cook.
"Mr. Mayor," said Thomas P. Cook, "despite your previous words, I believe we should table this matter until we have a report from our lawyers regarding the court case... and also until after we've elected a replacement for Pastor Westboro, may he rest in peace."
"May he rest in Hell." said Edward R. Steele. When Cook peered at him, he matched the look and said "It was my daughter that bastard Westboro tried to frame for murder. I'll never, ever, forgive that."
"Whether you forgive him or not," said Kelly Carnes, "I second the motion to table this discussion."
There is a motion to table," said the Mayor, trying to hide his exasperation. "Let's vote, per requirements." The vote was 2-7 to table the discussion, a solid defeat, with only Cook and Carnes voting for that.
Jack Colby took it up: "I propose, as a motion, that the Council and therefore the County withdraws its opposition to Dr. Eckhart's lawsuit, and that we reverse the previous ordinance to declare eminent domain, and that Dr. Eckhart's Charitable Trust be awarded the deed to the property that was rightly bought by him."
Thomas P. Cook said "Point of order, Mr. Mayor. Only someone who voted to pass that previous bill can bring it up again for a re-vote."
"I voted to break the tie." said the Mayor. "So I can bring it back up again."
"No, you're just a tiebreaker." said Cook. "I believe that legally it has to be one of the five of us... oh, that's right, Pastor Westboro is dead and won't be bringing it up, and I can assure you that I will not be."
"It doesn't matter, anyway." said Edward Steele. "I propose to amend the motion to make it a separate action, not a re-vote of the previous one. We'll vote to stand down on the lawsuit, and to award Dr. Eckhart's Trust the title deed that we technically hold through eminent domain. Either way, Eckhart gets his title deed back."
"I'll tie this up in Court for years if you do that." said Cook.
"It'll be you versus the Council and every bit of legal firepower we can bring against you, Cook." warned John Colby, relishing his words. "You'll have to bring it up as a private citizen, and we'll run roughshod over you, legally as well as practically."
"Okay, a motion has been submitted." said the Mayor. "Is there a second."
"I wish to be the one on the record seconding this motion." called out Dagmar Schoen with great alacrity.
"Let the record show it." said the Mayor. "Let's vote." The vote was 5-4 to undo the damage and the Government assault upon the Senior Citizens of the County. Thomas P. Cook's face and neck were red with suppressed fury.
"Okay," said the Mayor. "Just one more thing: dealing with the lawsuit filed by Robert Brownlee."
"If we're going to not resist the Community Center lawsuit," said Thomas P. Cook, acid in his voice, "then we should not resist this one. Furthermore, Commander Brownlee should be restored to his position as Police Deputy Chief, and immediately."
"No way in hell." said John Colby. "I say we fight the bastard to the last ditch."
"It would improve our relations with the Police Captain's Union to support Deputy Chief Brownlee, and it's the law as well." said Kelly Carnes.
"It's not the law, not in stone. We have other options." said Ian McGhillie. "Mr. Brownlee can be given an equivalent position anywhere within the Public Safety Department, and possibly anywhere within the County Government structure. There is an open position in the Fire Department with Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson gone. There can be more than one Deputy Public Health Officer; Brownlee can go there."
"Loran Michaels will fight Brownlee going to the Public Health Department." said Carnes. "He's already furious with Sheriff Allgood about it. For that matter, why not have Brownlee be put in the Sheriff's Department?"
"Or go nowhere at all." said Colby. "I believe we can make a strong case that Brownlee is unfit for duty, both physically and also because of his physical assault upon a female police officer."
"She initiated that." snarled Kelly Carnes.
"Bullshit!" thundered Dagmar Schoen. "We've got video proof that Brownlee initiated that assault on Ross."
*TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!*
"Language, Mrs. Schoen, language!" admonished the Mayor. Dagmar apologized for her potty mouth language.
Thomas P. Cook said "I think we should stop trying to end-around the law, here. Commander Brownlee deserves to be restored to his position as Deputy Police Chief."
"They already have a Deputy Chief." said Dagmar, looking at Malinda Adams, who caught the look.
"Then put her in the Public Health Department, or the Sheriff's Office," said Cook, then his face broke into a grin as he said "or demote her back to Captain."
"Are you suggesting, Mr. Cook," thundered Malinda Adams, taking up the bit, "that Deputy Chief Harlow, who has shown herself to be a most capable person in that position, should be demoted? Why? Because she's a woman?"
"No." said Cook. "Because she never should've been promoted to Deputy Chief in the first place. I warned you all about this at the time. And I will be in full support of Brownlee being restored to Deputy Police Chief, no matter what we have to do to Mrs. Harlow."
"Let's be practical, here." said J.P. Goldman. "Robert Brownlee is not going to be welcomed back to the Police Department, nor the Fire Department for that matter. But especially the Police. The Force simply won't allow it."
"They have no choice." said Cook. "They'll do what we damn well tell them, or they'll be out on their asses... especially that bastard with the crowbar."
"Who only has two more Medals of Valor than you do, Mr. Cook." said Dagmar Schoen. "Not to mention he owns a dog with more integrity in his left paw than you have in your whole body."
"What are you saying----"
*TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!*
"Okay, okay... back to business, people." said the Mayor, once silence was restored. "Let's decide how we're going to handle this. We can let it run through the Court system, which the County will likely win. We can simply demand that Brownlee be assigned elsewhere. I agree that there is no way Brownlee can go back to the Police Force. That's sending him to his death, and I might not be speaking rhetorically, there."
"That's all he'll accept, being returned to the Police Force." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "He'll push the lawsuit, even if offered an equivalent position elsewhere. Don't get me wrong; I'd love to see Loran T. Michael's face when Brownlee walks in the door as his Assistant PHO. But it's not going to be as simple as that."
"So, Reginald," said Edward Steele, "you think we should just let the Courts decide?"
"No, no-no-no." said Lewis. "We do need to make a positive action step, to at least lay groundwork for our side of the Court case."
"Okay, someone make a motion." said the Mayor. Someone made a motion, which was seconded. The vote was 7-2. You do not need to be the Iron Crowbar to know who voted against the measure... or do you?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Darling." said my lovely wife Laura as I came into the Mountain Nest. "How was your dinner?"
"Good!" I said as I came into the den. "Cindy was more relaxed than she has been in months. Drank a good bit of wine, so I drove her home. Martin and Sandra got to talk about anything but their FBI work, which I think they enjoyed. And, of course, anything about Westboro was off limits. And Callie charmed the hell out of everyone."
I sat down on the near sofa beside my mom and kissed her on the mouth. "Hi, Mom. How were the kids?" Laura was sitting on the far sofa against the wall.
"Oh, they're wonderful." said my mom Phyllis. "As always. Carole read a book to Bowser. I think she actually is beginning to read some words."
"She is." said Laura. "She's reading stop signs and asking what words are, already."
"Wow, and she's just barely turned three." I said. "She must have a brilliant mom... and grandmother."
"And a silver-tongued dad." said Phyllis. "So, Son, how is your case going?"
"First, I want to hear about the Faculty Dinner." I said.
"I was saving that to put you to sleep." said Laura. "It was okay, though. The whole Faculty is working on plans for the Fall Semester, and we basically add supper to the end of it. Dr. Woodrow is going to be teaching Evidence in the Criminal Justice Department, so that's new, and may interest you. My Department's only issue is that Bonnie Karpathian is about to publish her book on Angela Harlan... which will tear the scabs off some old wounds, if I don't miss my guess."
"Well," I said, "with this copycat killing we just had, all that just got dredged up anyway. As to the case, Mom, we're just beginning to get data on the victim and his family. Interesting stuff."
"Oh, I wonder if that's the correct direction." said Phyllis. "There are certainly obstacles to it being enemies of the victim's family, or one of the parents being the culprit, don't you agree?"
"Yes I do agree. How did you get into our files?" I asked.
"Through my Auxiliary Detective account." said my mother, not even bothering to ask how I knew she'd gotten into the files.
"Except everything is sealed." I said. "Did Cindy give you the passwords?"
"Oh no, Son, she would never do that." Phyllis said. "But may I recommend changing them from time to time. The current ones are getting rather old and well-known..."
No, they weren't, I thought to myself. I almost never use the same passwords when sealing and encrypting evidence for different cases. My mother 'Mycroft' figured my ass out, is what happened here. I need to be more careful... much more careful...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before going to bed, I watched the late night news.
"This is Amber Harris at the Channel Two News Desk." said the lovely, athletic blonde from behind the anchor desk in the KXTC studios. "Tonight, an exclusive interview with Dr. Bonnie Karpathian, who has studied the Angela Harlan murders and has written a book about it.
A few minutes later, I watched as Bettina interviewed Bonnie Karpathian, obviously taped earlier.
"Doctor," said Bettina, "your book is coming out soon. What will it tell us about Angela Harlan and her crimes?"
"She was a brilliant Detective." replied Bonnie. "In many ways it is very unfortunate for us and our Police Force that she went bad. Her crimes were motivated by passion, by jealousy, as she pursued Ms. Selena Steele for years."
I knew that might actually not be true, but continued watching.
"Doctor, this apparent copycat killing that imitated Detective Harlan's methods." said Bettina. "What would be the reasons for using her methods? Is this also a crime of passion?"
"We don't know yet what the motives are for this particular crime." said Bonnie. "Copycat killers usually are attention-getters; they are seeking the publicity of the original killer. They often are caught quickly, as they want to be known for their crimes."
"So the copycat's motives might not be the same as the original killer's?" asked Bettina.
"That is often the case." said Bonnie.
"What are you watching?" Laura asked. She had come back downstairs after getting ready for bed.
"Interview with your psychology professor." I said.
"What the hell?" Laura asked. "She should know better than to talk about this stuff while your case is ongoing, even the general stuff."
"She has a book coming out." I said. "She wants it to sell. And I suspect it will."
"Maybe I should write a book." Laura said. "About how good my husband is in bed. Why don't you come upstairs with me and help me do some research on that subject?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmm, that is sooooo good." Cindy murmured. She was lying on her bed, on her belly, totally naked. Callie Carrington, equally naked, was straddling Cindy's back and massaging Cindy's muscles in her shoulders, neck, and back. Callie was very expert at deep tissue massages, and Cindy was groaning and mewling at the same time.
"Wow, you're really tight in a few places." said Callie. "You been working out?"
"Learning some new techniques." Cindy said. "Got into a fight against six guys, and I realized I need to keep up my skills. And I lost the Police Boxing Matches to Don... not gonna let that happen again... and training starts... now..." She was half asleep, then jolted awake as Callie found some sore muscles and worked them hard. "Aah!"
"Mmm, relax, let it work out." Callie said. "Looks like you won the fight against those six guys, I'd say."
"Yeah, but I was motivated." said Cindy. "Enough about that. Want me to do your back?"
"Mmmm, later." Callie said. "Just let me work on you... you have a magnificent body, Cindy. I'm loving working my way down... to that magnificent ass of yours... can't wait to get my tongue on you, down there..."
With that, the hot blonde worked her hands down Cindy's back. Callie put her palms and wrists together, pushing down on Cindy's backbone, 'popping' it as one 'pops' one's finger joints. Then Callie went back over the muscles over Cindy's ribs.
As she succumbed to the pleasure of Callie's hands, Cindy was remembering the other night. Cindy had kept her promise to Priya Ajmani. She'd invited the beautiful Indian reporterette to a small private dinner with her and Callie. And both Priya and Callie's eyes had sparkled at the sight of each other...
Part 9 - Venomous
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said Bettina from Courthouse Square, with City Hall in the background, at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 10th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council has voted to require the Public Safety Department to give Robert Brownlee the position of Deputy Public Health Officer, as an equivalent position to the one in the Police Department that he left when he suffered a massive heart attack. Mr. Brownlee had a heart transplant, and is suing to be returned to his old position. As the law allows for him to be placed in an equivalent position within the County, and at no less salary, the Council has wisely chosen this alternative course of action."



"And in other news, the Council voted to drop their defense of the lawsuit by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart over taking the Community Center property by eminent domain, and they voted to award Dr. Eckhart's Charitable Trust the title deed to the property in exchange for the money he has already paid. In a statement to Channel Two News, Council Members Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes have stated that they believe the Council's actions were unlawful, and intend to file a lawsuit to enjoin the Council from awarding the property to Dr. Eckhart's Trust."
"Finally, the Council set into motion the process for electing a replacement for the late Pastor Raymond Westboro. Westboro was exposed as the leader of a huge national criminal syndicate by Commander Donald Troy, and Westboro committed suicide rather than be arrested by Commander Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did your father take the news of the Community Center?" I asked.
"He's happy about it." Cindy said. We were sitting in my office after the coffee klatch. The 'C-Level' meeting, meaning 'Crowbar-level', would be in a few minutes. I'd banished the 'Detective Fiction' name; it just didn't fit the straight-laced Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, nor the acerbic but honorable Warrior, Lt. Teresa 'Police Cross' Croyle. Cindy? That was another story... just kidding. She's the most honorable of the bunch, I thought to myself.
Cindy continued: "His Charitable Trust for this property is composed of two people in equal measure to run it: you and me. He thinks it'll still be some time before the legal issues are settled. My question to you is: who are you going to get to run for Westboro's seat on the Council, and keep our numbers in the majority?"
"I wish it were that easy." I said. "The rules are that someone running for that seat either has to live in the district or have his or her primary work address in it. Westboro used First Baptist Church as his address. Since it's mostly businesses and apartments in that area, it'll be interesting to see who might run. And I have no marked cards in that deck."
"Too bad." said Cindy. "I was hoping Krasney would run for it, and then Jenna would very likely win the District Attorney job. But he's staying in the race he's in."
"To be honest, I don't blame him." I said. "He's always wanted a Council seat, and it's the Mayor's job that's his true lodestone. But he needs to lay more groundwork for a run at either post, and this vacancy kind of snuck up on him as a surprise. His risk-reward isn't good for a run at this time."
"That's what I was saying about Jenna's run for D.A." Cindy said. "So, changing the subject: I've been meaning to ask you this about Angela Harlan. You said something while explaining how you solved the Westboro case, and it was that Angela Harlan and maybe even Julie Newton's loyalties were perhaps induced by brainwashing?"
"Yeah." I said. I got out my anti-bugging device and activated it, then said: "Something along those lines. And after... what I went through... I'm more and more convinced that Westboro did something to them, especially to Angela, to make her go bad. We know of some of the drugs Ned made... he could've made others, drugs that could've caused abnormal reactions, especially mixed with hypnosis or other brain-altering techniques."
"Like my father's?" Cindy asked, peering hard at me.
"Uhhh..." I faltered, then collected my thoughts. "I would venture to say that your father knows a few things, and can do a few things, that in the wrong hands could be devastating. The post-hypnotic suggestions, where a word triggers actions that a person wouldn't normally do, like what Eleanor Burke had done to her. And your father wasn't the first to use those techniques; the Soviets were studying that stuff for decades. I'm sure the CIA and MI-6 have been equally aggressive in their researches... well, actually I know it from experience."
"True." said Cindy. "And I've done a bit of my own research on all that. What happened to Eleanor is a short-term trigger, probably only good for a one-time action, and only good for a few hours at best. Angela... was much more and much longer than that."
"Yes." I said. "Deep down, I think Angela had some latent hatreds of Selena Steele, but she only acted upon them because the Consultant took advantage of her somehow and brought those hatreds out. Maybe Angela was more bad than anyone realized, and once unleashed, she was unstoppable. But would she have acted if she had not been induced to do so?"
Letting that question hang in the air, I continued: "And Julie Newton was a bad seed from the start, but she was actually loyal to Harold Malone, and she was likely a white supremacist on top of it all. And once again, the Consultant was able to do something to act upon that. In fact..."
I stopped. It hit me. Hard. I saw it, saw a thread clearly that had been eluding me before. I pushed my mind as hard as I could to explore it...
"Don?" Cindy asked, her voice cutting through my mind.
"Huh?" I gasped, coming out of it. "Uhhh... I... I just thought of something..."
"And you've been in that zone of yours for the last ten minutes." Cindy said. Indeed, that amount of time had elapsed from the clock on my wall. Oh, wow...
Just then, Lt. Masters appeared at the door. "Come on in." I said, thinking he was coming to the meeting. I was still trying to marshal my thoughts and bring myself into the present.
"Sir, ma'am," he replied, "I just got word from the Duty Desk that a body was found in the Tenderloin District... and it has the markings of the Black Widow on it..."
To be continued.
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Part 10 - New Crime Scene, New Black Widow
"Good morning sir, ma'am," said 2d Precinct Captain Damien Thompson as Cindy and I came up to the property that was hosting the crime scene on the morning of Wednesday, August 10th. We gave Patrolman Culver our names, ranks, and badge numbers, duly recorded, then went inside.
The property was a complex of public storage units. Three long buildings stretched back from the road, the far end of the property facing the half-creek, half-sewer that was Jefferson Creek, which emptied into the River west of this location.
In one of the empty back storage units in the left-side building was a young, fairly light-skinned black man. His hands were tied behind him and he was strapped to a metal chair with a black cushion seat. He was wearing a light brown jacket over a white t-shirt, blue jeans and athletic shoes.
The jeans were pulled down to his knees, and his penis was elongated, though not as large as Reece Patrick's cock had been. On his chest was simply the two red triangles touching at their apexes to form an hourglass, outlined in white with no black background. His head was thrown back, his sightless eyes looking at the ceiling. He'd been hit in the back of the head, as well.
"Who called this in?" I asked.
"Guy who runs this place." said PCpt. Thompson. "Name is Mike Jones. Been running this facility, called Town Public Storage, for seven years now, though the property is actually owned by T-Square's business corporation. We've had an eye on it as a place drugs or contraband might be left and picked up, but nothing solid."
Thompson continued: "Jones says that he always does a check of the property when he gets here; he goes up and down the aisles to make sure nothing happened the night before. He came to this unit and the metal door was open. When he looked inside, he saw this. He ran back to the front office and called 9-1-1."
"Well," I said, "I'm delighted to see the Crime Lab laid down a path." Indeed, the Crime Lab had checked a path to the body for footprints and other evidence, then laid down a thin strip of carpet for us to walk on. Everyone was told to not walk anywhere else until they got right to the body."
As the Crime Lab team worked on the body, I started looking around the place. Near the opening, I saw footprints to one side, as if someone had stood there to not be seen.
"Get someone to get photos and impressions of those prints in the dust." I told Cindy. She went and got Christina Cho and the Police Photographer.
"High heels." said Christina. "Not very large feet. Likely a woman, or a small man, even an underage boy. But most likely a woman."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "But why did she go there?"
"Maybe to close the door." said Cindy. "The switch is over there."
"Likely enough." I said. "Good observation." I then went up along the carpet path to the body. "Good morning, Martha." I said. "Any idea of a time of death?"
"Good morning, Commander. About seven hours ago." said Martha. "I'd say one to two o'clock in the morning."
"Not that long ago." I said. "Whaddya got, J.R.?"
"The needle where the poison was injected is in the back of the neck, just below the head." said J.R. Barnes. "Looks like a crowbar or tire iron to the back of the head, versus something wider like a baseball bat. Not as hard or damaging as previous victims' wounds, though it did damage. No black grease paint, but the white paint and red lipstick look the same as the other recent killing. Lab tests will prove or disprove that."
"Sex involved?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said J.R. "And a condom was definitely used. We got some of the lubricant from under the foreskin."
"And his manhood is not as big as Reece Patrick's was." I said.
"Our new Black Widow downsized." said Cindy, flat deadpan.
"And just destroyed the reputation of the Black Man's size... dammit." said Damien Thompson humorously.
"I wasn't gonna say it... I wasn't gonna say it..." I said jokingly. Thompson laughed and even Cindy chuckled a bit.
"Sir," said a Uniformed Patrolman, "I ran the guy's fingerprints through our app. He's not showing up in our database."
"Send that to me and I'll forward it to the FBI." I said. The Officer did so, and I did so. But the results came back negative.
Just then, the entrance to the facility darkened. There were seven men in the doorway: T-Square, his 'Regiment', and his lawyer. T-Square was the real owner and financial backing of this facility... which is one reason the Police paid attention to the place.
"Well, hello Miss Universe. You're looking fine, as always." said T-Square to Cindy, deliberately ignoring me. "Any time you're ready to work my poles... at my strip clubs... just let me know."
"I'll keep that in mind." Cindy said, not rising to the bait. "No beauty pageants here, though. Commander, you want me to keep these guys back?" It is possible that a green crowbar was being tapped in a platinum blonde's hand as she spoke.
"Naw, let 'em look." I said, then added: "So they can tell me who this dead man on T-Square's property is."
"Good thing you're a cop, I.C." said T-Square as he came up. "I heard you can't fly helicopters worth a shit. Your last passenger didn't complain, but that's because he came over all dead when you crashed."
"My last two passengers, actually." I said, remembering the final flight for Mrs. Veasley. "Probably not a good idea to book a flight with Troy Family Airlines, T-Square. By the way, I heard your 'Regiment' there did pretty well with black crowbars, though I hope they don't get ideas about making that a permanent fashion statement while in my County."
"Being associated with you is definitely not a fashion statement I want to encourage, I.C." said T-Square.
"Neither is what I'm seeing here." I said, indicating the body. "Any idea what's going on with this?" I asked, letting him and his group come up the path.
In reply, T-Square did something I had never seen him do before: he took off his shades and peered hard at the body, his eyes wide with surprise. "Jeeezzus..." he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "What the fuck is that about, I.C.?" he asked.
I went to the body and took a picture of the dead man's face, then brought it back to the group and showed it to them. "Anyone recognize this guy?" I asked. They all said they did not, and I believed them.
"I'll make inquiries." said T-Square. "But he looks more like a college kid than one of my boys."
T-Square's lawyer leaned over and whispered to him, within my hearing, "Why are you helping this cracker cop?"
"I am not helping a cracker cop." said T-Square, with authority and emphasis in his voice. "I'm helping the Iron Crowbar. Do not ever forget that he is the real deal in this Town. And he is investigating a murder on my property." The lawyer just nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The victim's name is Jason Marquis Solomon." said Myron Milton. "Facial recognition came up with him from his I.D. in the University database. He had no arrests, and his fingerprints are not on file anywhere. He was 20 years old. His mother is deceased and his father is in State Prison. He was raised by his maternal grandparents. His grandmother is white and his grandfather is black, if that's of relevance."
"It could be." I said. "Please, keep going."
We were meeting in the Main Conference Room, and it was 2:00pm. The Chief was presiding, me at the other end of the table, with Cindy Ross, Wes Masters, Teresa Croyle, Della Harlow, Myron Milton, and J.R. Barnes in attendance.
"He was student at the University, about to start his third year though he had Senior hours already." said Myron. "He had a 3.4 grade point average, double-majoring in African-American Studies and Management. Member of the Black Student Union, Alpha Kappa Psi Fraternity, and the Student Intercommunity Council, which my father says is theoretically a liaison between Students and Faculty, but the Faculty and School leadership could not care less about what the students say."
"Active student, leadership positions." said Cindy. "Looks like we're going to have to work with the Campus Police again on this."
"Good thing a few of us have excellent secret sources there." I said, thinking of my wife and Myron's father. "So nothing at all on him, Myron?"
"No sir." said Myron. "The J.P. Goldman Bank gives University students free checking accounts, and he had one. A little over a hundred dollars in it. The amount goes up when he gets scholarship money to deposit, then goes back down when he pays matriculation and other fees. Other than that, no financial issues or strangenesses at all."
Just then the door opened and in walked Sheriff Daniel Allgood. "I came to get a briefing on this new murder." he said, then added with some acerbity "I wasn't aware you were having a meeting, Chief.
"Sheriff, we have meetings all the time." replied the Chief. "Should we tell you about each and every one of them?"
As Daniel Allgood pulled up a chair to sit between the Chief and Myron, he said "If it gets to the point I have to ask you to do that, then maybe so. Is this latest case the work of our Copycat Black Widow?" I saw the Chief glance at me; he was getting angry that Sheriff Allgood had usurped his meeting.
"J.R., what's the Crime Lab report?" I asked, ignoring Sheriff Allgood and keeping the meeting going.
"Grease paint and lipstick appear to be identical to those substances found at the Reece Patrick crime scene. We're running the tests to confirm that. Early blood tests also suggest the injected poisons are the same as the Patrick scene, though we'll need the tests for confirmation. Martha the M.E. did make one other observation; apparently an air bubble was injected with the drugs, and it got to his heart and expanded. That, and not the drugs nor the blow to the back of the head, is what killed him."
I nodded. "Interesting. The blow to the head, it wasn't that severe, was it?"
"No sir." said Barnes. "Martha says it did damage, but the blow delivered to Reece Patrick as well as Harlan's victims were much worse."
"Any connections with the first crime?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"Too early to tell, Sheriff." I said. "We're working with the Campus Police to get as much information on the victim Solomon. Only then will we be able to see if any patterns or correlations show up."
"Have you discussed this latest crime with Dr. Karpathian?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"No." I said. "And we are not going to. The fewer people that we talk to about this, the better."
"Commander," Allgood said, formality in his voice, "Dr. Karpathian is an expert on serial killers, and the copycats of them. She is also a professor at the University, where this kid was a student, no? We should avail ourselves of her expertise."
"Sheriff," I said, looking Daniel squarely in the eye, "We've got a pretty decent record of solving crimes around here, and there is nothing Dr. Karpathian can tell us that the people in this room can't figure out for ourselves. I don't want any more outsiders involved here, not even Lt. Perlman."
"I think you're making a mistake not to have Dr. Karpathian consulting with us." said the Sheriff.
I stood up, my back screaming in pain. "Chief, apparently the Sheriff thinks he and Dr. Karpathian can do a better job of solving crimes than I can. So I'll leave them to it. Have a good day." With that, I walked out of the meeting.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Winning friends and influencing people, as Chief Griswold would say." said Cindy Ross as she came into my office less than one minute behind me. "You okay?"
"I'm fine. But I don't need that shit." I said, the calm in my voice contrasting with my inner anger.
"I don't blame you a bit." said Cindy. "I don't care if he's Sheriff, the President, or the Queen of England, that was just uncalled for by him. By the way, Chief Moynahan ended the meeting, threw everyone but Commander Harlow and the Sheriff out, and I suspect that they are having a 'philosophical discussion' about this right now."
"I'm sure they are." I said. "And don't you dare tell me I should've run for Sheriff myself." I added, knowing my cousin's thoughts.
"Obviously I don't need to." Cindy shot right back. After a second we started chuckling, which turned into outright laughter for a minute.
"Good grief." I said, composing myself. "All right, until my suspension becomes formal, go ahead and have 'Coldiron' send the troops out to interview people that knew this Solomon kid. And see if we can establish a timeline of his movements, and when he might have disappeared."
"Think there might be a racial issue behind his death?" Cindy said. "I know I'm speculating here, but we know that Reece's fraternity, the Alphas, favor the White race, while Solomon was involved with Black issues on Campus."
"Yes, that's true." I said. "But don't bring that up with anyone interviewing people. I don't want their questions to be colored, pun not intended, with preconceived notions. By the way, is Callie Carrington still in Town?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "You think she's a suspect?"
I smiled, a brief, mirthless smile. "She and about 5000 other people."
Cindy got up. "Anything you want me to tell the Sheriff before I beat him down with my new crowbar?"
"Yeah... he's also one of the 5000." I replied.
Part 11 - Secrets and Government
I spent the rest of the afternoon in the Federal Building, correlating some more Westboro Syndicate stuff with the FBI. I met with several U.S. Attorneys as they began putting together legal cases, and got them up to speed with the tremendous amounts of data they were having to deal with.
"Bring a seat cushion to Federal Court." one of them said. "You are going to be on the witness stand for a long, long time."
After dealing with that, I went into the Plexiglass 'Cube' with Jack Muscone. I had told him and his boss about the man I'd never seen before in my 'dream state' during Casey B. Walker's torture of me, and wondered who he was. The DepDirector said he'd see if he could find out.
"No progress on that." said Jack Muscone. "And we might not get very far with it, either. Washington wants to bury 'Operation BEEKEEPER' as fast as they can. They've even reached out to your personal lawyers and offered a settlement for five million dollars. Your lawyers said twenty million plus legal fees on top of that, and the CIA's lawyers didn't bat an eyelash agreeing to it. So congratulations, you're a millionaire now."
"Yes, Ms. Gillem told me... and her firm netted six million out of it." I said. "Anyway, I can understand why they want to get all that behind them. But there was something about that guy..."
"Perhaps I can help you with that." a female voice said. An older female voice. To my shock, the woman whose name cannot be mentioned, whom Laura named our daughter 'Diana' after, came into the room.
"Please, stay seated." she said as I attempted to stand up out of courtesy. "Your back is still hurting you, I perceive."
"You perceive correctly." I said. The woman asked Jack for a moment alone with me, and he quickly exited the room.
"I just wanted to tell you, Commander Troy," she said, "that I personally was as upset as your wife when I heard what that bastard Walker did to you. And I had no problem with your wife's order to terminate him. I would like to have carried that order out myself."
"Thank you." I said. "So how may I be of service to you today?"
"I am here to be of service to you." said the woman as she sat down. "Please sign this paper that you will not divulge what I am about to tell you... not even to your wife." I signed the paper.
"I have been briefed on what you've told your wife and the FBI." she said. "Let me first give you some background. There are a number of people like myself within various branches of the Federal Government. Our names, positions, ranks, and job descriptions are classified and compartmentalized at the very highest levels." I nodded.
She continued: "We, meaning the FBI, your wife, and myself, believe the man you saw while under that enhanced interrogation was one of those people, someone so deep in the shadows that even I don't know a thing about him. And I will tell you this, Commander... you should never speak of him again. If he knew you saw him, and could identify him by sight... he might try to finish what Walker started. You are a wise and careful man, Commander, but we are not talking about politicians at the County level, here."
"I understand, ma'am." I said. "Any ideas what he's about?"
"You have been working with the FBI Deputy Director on white supremacy issues, and a group known as 'Superior Bloodlines'. He may be involved with that. He may be on the Deputy Director's side, or Superior Bloodlines's side. I don't know. Certainly if I find out anything, and especially anything that is a threat to you or your family, I will let you know, or I'll tell Laura and she'll tell you."
"Thank you." I said, then asked suddenly: "Ma'am, what is Melina Allgood's role in all this? And in the CIA?"
"I believe you know just about everything about your former wife." the woman replied. "And I'm not dodging your question; there simply is nothing to tell, there."
Uh huh, I thought to myself, but let it go. Instead I hit the woman with the bombshell: "Ma'am, how are you feeling today?"
My capacity to surprise this woman was long since gone, but she understood. "Not much gets by you, Commander, as I've had previous occasion to understand. To answer you: this entire conversation is classified and under that document just signed. You had better not speak even one word of my health to anyone, and especially not your wife."
"Ma'am," I said, "my wife loves you as if you were her own mother. Please... do right by her and let her know."
"I'll consider your suggestion." she said. "But it is my decision to make." I nodded, unable to argue with that. She then said "If you'll excuse me, I will go surprise your wife in her office. Please don't call her; let me surprise her."
I nodded, not saying out loud that this woman was chock full of surprises at every turn...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:45pm I walked back into Police Headquarters. My I.D. card allowed me in, and no one tried to take my badge from me. As I was about to go into the anteroom of my office, Helena said "Don't even cross the threshold, Commander. The Chief wants to see you in the Main Conference Room."
"Thanks, Helena." I said. "Well, if worst comes to worst, thank you for all you've done for me."
"It's not that bad, sir." Helena said with a smile. "At least that's what Captain Ross said." I nodded and told Helena she could go home... and that she could consider that an order to do so.
The Main Conference Room was occupied by the Chief, Captain Ross, Commander Harlow, and the Three Mouseketeers: Detective David Krueger, Supervisor Myron Milton, and Master Technician Mary Mahoney Milton.
"Welcome back, Commander." said the Chief as I sat down... slowly. "How was your day with our friends of the FBI?"
"Enlightening." I said.
"That's a good word." said the Chief. "Our County Sheriff received some enlightenment today, as well. He has agreed to let us do our jobs, and will stay out of your wayyyy."



"Is the threat of a green crowbar beatdown involved in his agreement?" I asked, my eyes glancing sideways at my Captain of Detectives.
"Not much gets by you, Don." said Della. Cindy just assumed an innocent look on her face that fooled no one present.
"Sir," said Mary, "the Campus Police and our Officers have done interviews and I've collated their expedited reports. Everyone on Campus that knew Jason Solomon was shocked by his death. No one knew of any enemies he had, anyone who had threatened to harm him or had argued, meaning really argued, with him in the past."
"Any idea on a timeline for him last night?" I asked.
"The Black Student Union had a meeting last night." said David Krueger. "He was there from 7:30 until at least 10:30 when the meeting ended. There were two speakers at the meeting, one talking about the history of integrating colleges in the South back in the 1960s and 1970s, and the other discussing the role of the Black Student Union on campus and working with the State Legislature to pass bills the Black Community wants passed. According to Detective Washington, who interviewed the BSU members along with Sergeant Carswell, nothing in the meeting was inflammatory nor overly political.
"After the meeting," said Krueger, "Solomon left to go back to his dorm room. He was enrolled in the Summer semester. However, his roommate said he never came home last night, and his roommate didn't worry about it, thinking he'd probably gone home with a girl."
"Is the roommate black or white... or 'other'?" I asked.
"Black." said Mary. "He is also in the Black Student Union, but had stayed home to study for exams."
Just then my Police cellphone chimed, indicating an email deemed 'urgent'. I looked at it. "Ah," I said, "T-Square has sent an email. Hmmm... a personal services contract offer for Captain Ross..."
Cindy glared at me. I continued, unperturbed: "Ah, he says this kid Solomon is a University student, has a job tutoring football players and other athletes, and was an intern for Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis last summer. T-Square says Solomon had no dealings with anyone T-Square is connected with."
"Nothing we didn't know already." Mary said. "We knew about the connection to Councilman Lewis, and Theo has made an appointment to talk with the Councilman this evening."
"Good." I said. After a moment I realized I'd gone into a reverie.
"Any ideas, Commander?" asked the Chief.
"Let me ask everyone... anyone see any connections between our two 'New Black Widow' victims?" I asked in reply.
"Both were Management majors." said Cindy. "Then there's the mirror-image relationship of one being in a Good Ole Boy fraternity and the other in the Black Student Union."
"Stating the obvious, sir," said Krueger, "they were both college students, and Patrick was visiting the University, while Solomon was an enrolled student."
"Good point, and we should not make the mistake of overlooking the seemingly obvious." I said. "And adding to it: both were either on or very near the Campus when they disappeared. That could be important."
"I've already talked to Campus Police Commissioner Robinson." said Chief Moynahan. "They're stepping up patrols, and we're going to send a few patrols through to help them out, as will the Sheriff's Department. President Wellman called Sheriff Allgood asking for that assistance, to make it formal and keep things tidy."
Just then, there was a knock on the door. The Duty Desk Sergeant looked in. "Commander, Dr. Bonnie Karpathian is in the front lobby. She says the Sheriff asked her to come down so you can brief her on this latest Black Widow killing."
Everyone was in shock, and I groaned out loud. "Thanks, Sergeant. Ask her to wait in the waiting room and someone will come to get her." The Sergeant left.
"I feel like going and hiding somewhere." I said. "I don't want to be mean to Bonnie, but I am not briefing her on this."
"I'll handle her." said the Chief.
"I'll hide in Captain Ross's office until she passes by." I said. "Then I'll sneak downstairs where she's not allowed to go. Maybe I'll get in some range time, even though Captain Ross needs it more than I do."
"That sounds like a challenge with a bet behind it." said Cindy. "And it is accepted."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy won the shooting contest. Consider me not surprised. For her reward, I offered her an evening with my family at the Mountain Nest, complete with being fed supper, having Carole 'read' to her, and petting Bowser and Buddy. She said she'd take a raincheck, as she and Callie were going out to dinner tonight.
My mother did join us for supper. Afterwards, she and Laura put the children to bed while I took the dogs out to do their business. As I sat outside waiting for them, I considered the two crimes of the new Black Widow. But my thoughts kept drifting to other things.
"Yes, you should be wondering what is going on with the Sheriff." I heard my mother's voice say from behind me. She then came around and sat down beside me.
"Taking up psychic lessons, Mom?" I asked. "I thought you didn't like P. Harvey Eckhart."
"You're right about that, son." my mother said. "As to what you're thinking... a mother knows."
"And what's your answer?" I asked.
"Daniel Allgood is a good man, and he means well." my mother said. "But he lacks one quality that you possess: he cannot handle pressure very well, certainly not as well as you do."
"And he's under pressure?" I asked.
"Oh, yes." my mother said. "You're able to handle the fact that your wife is a CIA Agent obligated to withhold secrets from you. Daniel has not understood that of his wife. Daniel still does not understand why his wife was beaten up so badly on the day you destroyed that despicable Consultant of Crime. I don't understand that either, perhaps you do, son?"
"Nope." I said. "I have not figured that one out, at least not yet."
"And being Sheriff is a very political position." my mother said. "He has this Robert Brownlee situation to deal with. It's easy for you to deal with; it's very difficult for him, especially with Public Health Officer Loran Michaels going to the Media about him, the Sheriff. And then he has this rebellious young Police Commander to deal with."
"I wouldn't be 'rebellious' if he'd let me do my frickin' job." I mumbled. "And that part of it, I don't understand. I think I've demonstrated that I do a pretty good job. Help me to understand his problem with that, Mom. And with me."
"Oh, I have no idea." said my mother. "What I do know is that there is a conflict somewhere, and it is creating a conflict within Daniel. And it is that conflict, and the root of it, that is our key to understanding everything else. Now let me ask you this before I go back to my apartment and you talk to Laura: do you have any idea what these Black Widow killings are about?"
"I have some ideas, Mom." I said. "But I can't prove a damn thing right now, nor do I even see where to start finding the evidence to prove it."
Part 12 - Into the Parlor
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" Bettina yelled at 7:00am, Thursday, August 11th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels will run for the Town & County Council seat vacated by the death of Pastor Raymond K. Westboro! Mr. Michaels says he is running to, and I quote, 'rein in the actions of the most arrogant Sheriff in the State'. Mr. Michaels has expressed strong opposition to Sheriff Daniel Allgood's plan to put former Police Deputy Chief Robert Brownlee into an equivalent position in the Public Health Department."
"In other news," continued Bettina, "Police still have no clues in a second murder believed to have been committed by a copycat killer imitating the methods of serial killer Angela Harlan, a.k.a. The Black Widow. SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is running for Governor, said that the Town & County Police should call in the SBI to help solve these cases, and avail themselves of the superior resources of the State-level organization. Sheriff Daniel Allgood has stated that he expects the TCPD to solve these murders quickly and he expects them to prevent future killings, as well."
Bettina continued: "Police Chief Sean Moynahan stated that he wants no help from the same SBI whose Agent Leonard Sharples tried to assassinate his Police Commander, and that he trusts Commander Troy and his team to solve the copycat killings."
"That is ridiculous." said Teresa Croyle as we watched the Bettina broadcast.
"Which part?" I asked.
"All of it." said Teresa. Have I mentioned that others share my deep hatred of the Press?
"Hey, Theo!" called out Cindy Ross. "What's this I hear about your cousin being on the Enemy football team?"
"He's not with State Tech." I said. "He signed with the Wildcats."
"That's even worse." said Cindy, taking a direct shot at me. "Now Theo and Franklin are going to be going around in red jerseys..." She sighed.
"I went to Eastern State, in the State east of us here, ma'am." said Theo. "But yeah, I hope Jamaal does well." Jamaal Washington was a tall, strong wide receiver who had committed to the Wildcats. He was a true Freshman, but expected to play for Coach Richmond's offense this year.
"I hope he does well, too." I said, then added for Cindy's benefit: "Especially this October across the street." A green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said at the 'Crowbar-level' meeting, "Nothing new nor exciting from the Crime Lab reports. The Mouseketeers report no connection between Solomon and Reece Patrick, nor any connection between any of their families. Simply nothing to connect these two young men... except they're young men and college students."
"That in itself might be a clue, sir." said Lt. Teresa Croyle. "The absence of a connection is in itself something of importance."
"You are most very correct, Lieutenant." I said. "It is important. Okay, any new agenda items?"
"Just some new State regulations on crime scenes." said Cindy. "Nothing we don't already do: securing the scene, setting up blinds or tents to keep people from seeing too much, collection and identification of evidence, videotaping of the crime scene."
"Email that to all of us." I said. "Let's make sure our ducks are in a row at the crime scenes."
"Sir," said Teresa, "I've got something. It may be small, and we're just developing it, but since Pastor Westboro died, there may be someone coming in trying to set up a gambling operation. They may be doing it alternatively on and off Campus."
"Who's behind it?" I asked.
"Early reports are a guy named Harry Silver." Teresa said. "Small-time bookie, was in Southport but Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone's Mobsters ran him out of there and revoked his 'Southport privileges'. He's currently believed to be operating tables somewhere in the City, and with Westboro gone, he thinks he can get puppy points and become a Made Man if he can successfully set up here."
"For all his many, many faults," I said, "Westboro was no fan of the basic vices: Gambling, Drugs, Prostitution. Unless he was running those operations himself, of course. Lieutenant, we will have to show Mr. Silver the error of his ways if he tries to come into our County."
"Yes sir, we will." Teresa said, the look on her face being one criminals did not want to see...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, ma'am," said the Duty Desk Sergeant to me and Cindy, coming into my office at 9:15am, "we've got another one."
"Shit." I muttered. "Where?"
"Safe-Mart, on Meridian Avenue." said the Sergeant. The Safe-Mart was a small grocery store, just west of the bars and apartments on the west side of University Avenue, named after its founder. Students and 'Millennials' often went there, allowing the store to compete with the Krogers and other big-store chains.
"Thanks, Sergeant. All right, Captain, let's go." I said, grabbing my red crowbar.
We got into my Police SUV and drove over. My vehicle was allowed through the cordon that blocked off the alleyway to the back of the store. After parking, we went towards a back door entrance, giving our vital stats to Patrolman Culver.
"Why is Patrolman Culver always the one taking our numbers?" I asked Cindy as we walked towards Sergeant Irwin.
"Because he does it well, and because he has no interest in the Detective track." Cindy replied. I couldn't complain about that.
"Okay, Sergeant Irwin, what's going on?" I asked.
"Sir," said Sergeant Irwin, his voice connoting warning, "the Sheriff is already here, and he brought Dr. Karpathian."
"What?!" Cindy almost screamed.
"Easy, Crowbar 2." I admonished. I led the way inside, where Officer Phil Goodwright led us to a back warehouse room. Among the boxes of canned food was the crime scene. The Crime Lab people and Martha the M.E. were examining the body of a man in his late thirties or early forties, tied to a metal chair with a black seat cushion, pants pulled down to his knees.
Sheriff Allgood was talking to Bonnie Karpathian at the edge of the crime scene. She smiled brightly at us as we came up and was about to speak, then realized that my face matched Cindy's in stone-cold anger at her presence as well as the Sheriff's. Cindy outright glared at them. I nodded to them but did not speak as I went up to within 3 feet of the body, and crouched down to peer at it.
The 'Black Widow' markings were on his lower abdomen, just above his groin. Either his penis was not engorged, or it was very small. "I guess there have to be some short-dicked men to make that five inch average work, eh, Captain?" I said to Cindy.
"Sounds about right, Commander." Cindy replied as I noted that the hourglass in the black circle were much smaller than those on past victims, barely the size of a Kennedy half dollar.
"Commander," said Martha the M.E., "I am not convinced that this man achieved an erection at all. I'll know more after the autopsy, but I don't think he got it up, even with drugs being injected into him."
"No condom, either." said J.R. Barnes. "And I'm not finding any residual semen, so far. So I think Martha may be right, and this guy didn't get it up."
"Interesting." I said, which caused the Sheriff to peer hard at me. Bonnie was just watching, seemingly fascinated by the process.
"Sir," said J.R. Barnes, "this guy was not hit in the back of the head at all."
"Air bubble in the bloodstream, Martha?" I asked the M.E. as she examined the body.
"Could be." Martha said. "Definitely a syringe injection. And before you ask, time of death was between midnight and 1:00am."
"Thanks." I said. Then I called out: "Sergeant Irwin! Who called this in?"
"If I may begin at the beginning, sir..." Irwin said.
"By all means." I replied.
"His name is Bert Cooper." Irwin said. "He's thirty-nine years old and he was the evening shift manager. He was usually the last to leave, and he locked up after they close at 12:00 midnight. He was found here this morning by the morning shift employees coming in. They called 9-1-1. We're getting the names of evening shift people so we can send Officers to interview them as quickly as possible."
I nodded. "Excellent. Captain Ross, where is Lt. Masters?"
"At Headquarters, working with Myron and Mary to get any evidence from any cameras in the area." Cindy replied. "I asked him to do that, so if that's wrong, blame me, not him."
"No, that's fine." I said, inwardly elated that Cindy was stepping up and taking responsibility for her people, even though Lt. Masters probably should be here. "So, J.R., anything in the room or building that could be of interest to us?"
"Very little, sir." said Barnes. "They do a good job of cleaning and waxing the floors, so there's no dust to give us any impressions. There are camera in the grocery store areas, and we have those tapes. There is only one camera in these back office areas, which is trained upon the safe in the manager's office. The safe is undisturbed, and it appears that no money nor any merchandise has been stolen. Cooper's car is in the front parking lot, and a team is dusting it down for prints."
"Ms. Universe," I said to Cindy, lowering my voice, "would you please ask the Sheriff how he came to hear about this crime and arrive so quickly? I'll be looking at the body."
I examined the body more closely as Cindy went over and talked to the Sheriff and Bonnie. I noticed that the man's fingernails were clipped, not chewed on nor bitten, and that his face had no razor cuts nor razor burns. I also noticed that his hands were zip-tied behind the chair.
Cindy came back over to me. I said "I'm finished here, Captain. Anything you want to look at before we go?"
"No sir." said Cindy, her eyes showing suppressed anger.
As we were leaving, Sheriff Allgood called out "Leaving, Commander?" there seemed to be just a hint of mocking and acerbity in his voice, which irritated me. Other Officers noticed it, too, which irritated me even more that the Sheriff had called me out in front of my subordinates. I turned to face him.
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "I've seen all I need to see here, and learned what I wanted to learn. I'm sure everything is equally obvious to you." With that, I turned and strode off, Cindy struggling to keep up without running.
Once we were in my Police SUV, Cindy said "Seriously? You know who is behind these killings?"
"Maybe." I said. "So, what did the Sheriff tell you?"
"He said he heard it on the Police Band radio and then called Dr. Karpathian." Cindy said. "Which is pure cow dung because we've had radio silence on these killings to keep the Press from finding out about them, and we're only communicating through cell phones. So I don't know..."
"He was tipped off." I said. "And he doesn't want us trying to figure out who his source is."
"With you it's never 'trying', it's succeeding." Cindy replied. "Scott Peterson, maybe?"
"Maybe." I said as we passed by the First Baptist Church property. "Wow, they cleared the church rubble pretty fast, and now they're marking off the new foundations for pouring."
"Yes, they're not wasting time rebuilding." said Cindy. "So, are you going to tell me what's going on here?"
"Let's get back to the office first." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Cooper was divorced about four years ago." said David Krueger. "Wife moved out of State. No children from the marriage. He had an Associates Degree from Town Technical Institute. Worked at this Safe-Mart Grocery for two years now. Worked at the Kroger near the Northwest Mall before that. No social nor service clubs, no involvement in anything. Totally unexceptional guy."
We were in my office at 10:30am. With us was Myron, Mary, and Cindy. The Mouseketeers had quickly amassed what little data there was on Bert Cooper.
"He had a bankruptcy about four years ago." said Myron. "Coincident with his divorce. Didn't have much before that, but his wife really took him to the cleaners. Got some scoop on him having an affair, and the judge gave her everything."
"Probably didn't help him that his wife later married the lawyer that was representing her in the divorce." said Mary.
"Hoo boy." I said. "Don't get me started on the double standard of divorces."
"What are you complaining about?" inquired Cindy Ross, knowing my divorce from Melina had been amicable and without problems.
"I was the exception that proves the rule, mon ami." I replied. "Okay, any correlation at all to the other two copycat Black Widow victims?"
"Absolutely nothing." said Kreuger. "If either Reece Patrick or Jason Solomon went to that grocery store, they paid cash... because there are no records of them using credit or debit cards there. The FBI has absolutely nothing on Cooper being involved with any racial issues, nor being politically active. Cooper has no ties to the University that we know of, either."



"We're running through all the other employees of the store, as well." said Myron. "Nothing on any of them so far, and no correlations to the first two victims."
"Like he was chosen at random." said Cindy, more to herself than any of us.
"Yes." I said. "I agree... and I wonder if maybe all of these killings are random."
"You mean these victims were not chosen for any particular reason, sir, ma'am?" asked Krueger.
"Well," I said, "they're not connected to each other, so we have to consider that this copycat Black Widow is doing this for other reasons. Okay, guys, you did great getting this information this quickly. I need you to do two things: first, get with the FBI and all Police Departments in the region, including over the State Line, and ask if any unidentified bodies have been found. Contact the Campus Police and ask if there are any missing persons reports. You can ask the FBI that, as well. Okay, y'all can go." With that dismissal, the Mouseketeers left. I went into a reverie. Cindy waited me out.
"Captain, let's go see the Chief." I finally said, pushing myself up out of my chair.
"Your back is not right, is it?" she asked, seeing me struggle to stand up.
"It lets me know if I move it in the wrong way." I said, not discussing the true extent of the pain. Concerned, Cindy followed me to the Chief's office, into which we were admitted.
"Sooooo..." said the Chief after he had us sit down, "... what do you think of this last killing?"
"It seems to be random, or at least this victim is random in relation to the other killings." said Cindy. "I have to admit that I'm at a loss to see any connections."
"There is one connection." I said. "The same person did all three killings. Before this last killing, I considered that it might be more than one person, but I now believe it to be the same person."
"What else can you tell us?" asked the Chief.
"This person had or has a limited amount of the grease paints and lipstick." I said. "This person may have had an accomplice for the first killing, but not the last two, so we're dealing with a Lone Wolf. I don't believe the victims are connected to each other. As to the motives of this Bad Actor, I feel like we're the flies being invited into the spider's parlor."
"So Chief," I continued, "I'd like to ask you to tell the Sheriff that I won't be visiting any more of these Black Widow crime scenes, that I'm assigning Captain Ross and Lt. Masters these cases, and that I will not be personally involved with them any further. And you can tell him to feel free to disseminate that information as far and wide as he cares to."
"Are you serious?" Cindy asked.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief in his unique way. "I think I see what you are doing, Mr. Crowbar. And yes, I will tell our Sheriff exactly those things."
"How about telling your 'Kato' what you are doing." Cindy 'suggested'...
Part 13 - Flytrap
Thursday evening, August 11th. It was about 10:30pm, and the sun had long since made its way past the western horizon, leaving the Town in Summertime darkness. I was sitting in my office, wearing a civilian black shirt, khaki pants, and black Army boots.
I was deep in a reverie, putting together the pieces of the puzzle. I was sure who the New Black Widow was. The trouble... was proving it. Even just getting probable cause to execute a search warrant and then an arrest warrant. And doing something... before someone else was killed. I looked up at the ceiling, making patterns in my head of the indentations in the tile. Then I looked over at the framed shields of Pete and Tanya. My eyes closed...
"Oh, Commmannnnndderrrrrr.." said that husky voice.
I opened my eyes. It was dark, only the moonlight filtering into the room. I was seeing in black and white. Angela Harlan was sitting on my desk, naked but for her black pumps, her shapely legs crossed in front of her, yoga-style.
"Soooo close, my darling Commander... but soooo far away..." Angela said. I couldn't tell in my head if it was a commiseration or if she was taunting me.
"What did Westboro do to you?" I heard myself ask.
"Ohhhh, I seeee..." said Angela. "You're beginning to figure it out." She looked over towards Feeley's badge. "Way too late, though. Waayyyyy too late."
"What do you want, Angela?" I heard myself ask.
"Mmmm... sex with you was... out of this world, for lack of a better term." Angela said, grinning. "Of course, Callie was the perfect medium, wasn't she? And don't tell me you didn't like it..."
"Okay, I won't tell you." I said. "So why do you insist on being in my head right now?"
Angela stretched out her legs, then stood up on the floor. "Just to tell you," she said, "that your problems are solved..." Then I was blinded by a light and closed my eyes...
When I opened them, my office light was on, I was seeing in color... and I was seeing Captain Cindy Ross standing on the other side of the desk.
"Sorry I woke you up, Commander." Cindy said. "You okay?"
"Yeah." I said, feeling disoriented. "What brings you here?"
"You." Cindy replied simply. "You're obviously expecting something to happen. How can I help?"
"You and your 'vibes'." I said, very sure that's what it was. "Well, I---"
Just then my Police cellphone chimed. There was a text message for me. When I opened it, I gasped in shock as I saw the picture. I showed it to Cindy.
A woman was tied up, and her mouth was gagged. She was looking at the camera that had taken the picture of her face from up close. But more chilling was the message. It said to come to the warehouse where Pete Feeley had been murdered... and to come alone.
It was signed 'The Black Widow'.
To be continued.
So, dear readers, who is the New Black Widow? And who is her latest, tied-up victim? And what is the reason behind these killings? Solution next chapter... and a whole lot more.
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Part 13 - Flytrap (continued)
Thursday night, August 11th, about to become the 12th. I drove up to the warehouse, foreboding filling my mind. The memories of this place, of the investigation of Pete Feeley's murder, of the raid to rescue Hugh Hewitt, were foremost in my mind as I parked and got out of my Police SUV. Only the warehouse at Ward Harvester held worse memories for me.
I left my keys and my crowbar inside the SUV, knowing that I could unlock the vehicle with the five-digit passcode. My service weapon today was a Beretta 92, 9mmP caliber, and it was holstered.
It was dark when I entered the warehouse. I could see in the distance, behind boxes and pallets, that one light was on, emitting a cone of light to the floor. I did not take the direct route, but zigzagged between pallets, getting the 'layout of the land' and the situation into focus.
Approaching the light from behind the security of a large wood box, I saw the empty chair directly under the light above: silver metal with a black cushion seat. On the other side, about as far away from the chair as I was, were two women. One was Callie Carrington, the other was Dr. Bonnie Karpathian.
Callie was on her knees, her mouth covered with a bandana, her hands bound behind her with a zip-tie. Her ankles were apparently zip-tied, as well. She was wearing a t-shirt, blue jeans, and high heels.
Bonnie wearing a black trenchcoat and black high heel pumps... and was holding a revolver to Callie's head. Even an ambush sniper shot was too dangerous at the moment.
"He better get here quick, bitch." Bonne was ranting. "Or I'll just put you in that chair and inject an air bubble into you, and he can find your dead body."
Say 'Beetlejuice' three times, I thought to myself. It's 'showtime'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let her go, Bonnie." I said, coming out from behind the box. "I'm the one you want. I'm here. Let her go."
"Ah, there you are!" Bonnie said with a mocking smile, which faded as her voice turned ugly. "Where's your crowbar?"
"Whatever else happens tonight," I said, my eyes staring daggers into hers, "you are not going to use my own crowbar to bash in my head. Now let her go, and let's finish this."
"You're not in a position to do the talking nor give the orders, here." Bonnie said. She grabbed Callie's head and put the revolver in Callie's earhole. "Now take off your gunbelt, with the gun in its holster but that safety strap not engaged, and come put it down on my side of that chair."
Giving up one's gun, in any case, is a huge no-no. "Major uncool", as the Miami Vice line went. But I had no choice. I holstered my gun, took off the gunbelt, and walked forward and put it down in front of the chair, which was facing Bonnie and Callie.
"Back up." Bonnie said, her voice becoming ugly. Her eyes were flashing a dark fire; I could tell she was well into the process of becoming deranged. I backed up, almost to the box from which I'd come from behind. Bonnie darted forward, grabbed the belt, and rushed back to Callie. She took out my gun and the handcuffs from their containers, and threw the belt on the floor next to Callie.
"Okay." Bonnie said. "You know what's next. Come stand in front of that chair. Slowly open your pants and pull them down to your knees, then sit down and put your hands through the slats of the chair.
I did as I was told. Both women were watching my loins as I pulled my pants down, getting a good look at my cock and balls hanging low between my legs. I then sat down and put my hands through the slats of the chair. Bonnie came up, moving like a cat, sideways, carefully, pointing my gun at Callie, until she was behind me. She fastened one of the handcuffs tightly to my wrist, then the other to my other wrist, securing me to the chair.
"Okayyyyy." Bonnie said, her voice becoming a whisper. "Now we can talk."
"Let her go." I said. "You don't need her now---"
"SHUT THE FUCK UP!" Bonnie screamed as she swung her arm backhand and hit the side of my head with the revolver. The blow of metal-on-head hurt, but Bonnie was not particularly strong and I had rolled my head with the punch, mitigating what power in it there was.
"You must think I am crazy if you think I'm going to let that worthless bitch live to tell your Police who I am." Bonnie snarled.
"I do think you're crazy." I said. "And much, much worse."
"You don't have much longer to live to think about anything." Bonnie said. I saw her eyes flash as the rant started. "I tried, Don." she whispered. "I tried to get you to pay some attention to me. I invited you out for drinks, I asked you to come see me and fuck me... but no, you were always too busy for me. You had time to fuck those other women... your secretary, that old bitch in City Hall, that nigger D.A, this fucking porno whore... when you could've been fucking this!"
With that, Bonnie opened her trenchcoat and let it fall to the floor. She was totally naked underneath. Her pubic bush was trimmed into a triangle above her sopping wet pussy, her nipples hard and distended.
"You could have been fucking this," Bonnie said, her face ugly with distorted hatred, her hands on her hips as she stood before me in her high heels, "but no... you were fucking that little whore instead" She was pointing back at Callie.
"That's because she and those other women are better than you." I taunted. "You are just not worth the iron crowbar." I said.
"SHUT UP!" Bonnie roared, slapping me with her open hand, the *smack* echoing through the warehouse.
"I won't waste time with the drugs; I know you're immune to them." Bonnie said, trying to control her fury. "But what you are not immune to... is getting your cock sucked." With that, Bonnie knelt between my legs. She began stroking my cock with her hand, lightly jacking me. I did not resist the pleasurable feelings in my cock as it hardened.
As Bonnie's black-haired head of frazzled curls bobbed up and down on my lengthening meat, I looked over at Callie, who was watching us intently. Making sure Bonnie wasn't looking up at me, I looked at Callie and winked. I saw the beautiful blonde's eyes and body relax as she realized I had things in hand. Sort of.
Soon my cock was throbbing and iron hard. Bonnie's mouth was warm and wet, but her cocksucking skills were pedestrian. But who was I to complain about a blowjob? After a couple of moments, Bonne stood up.
"Okay, now I'm going to get mine." said Bonnie. "This is definitely for me, not for you." With that, she straddled me, and guided the head of my cock to her swollen labes. Fitting me into her slit, Bonnie sank her weight down impaling her warm, wet cunt onto my throbbing rod of iron-hard flesh.
"Ohhhh, that's so fucking good..." Bonnie gasped. She began riding my meat, easing her pussy up and down on me. It felt good to be sheathed in her wet cunt, seeing her breasts lightly bouncing in front of my face. Again, I just let the pleasure flow through me, letting her fuck me until she was gasping and I was feeling my nut rise.
I pushed up into Bonnie each time she sank down on me, making her groan. It wasn't long before I felt her pussy begin clamping down on my cockshaft, and her warm juices wash over my balls. A few moments of this was enough to feel that pleasurable ecstasy of my impending release well up inside me. Bonnie could feel it too, apparently.
"Yeah, I can feel that nut rising." she whispered. "I'm not on the pill, either. I'm going to make you shoot that come up into me..." She was riding me hard, and I was pushing up into her as hard as I could, as well.
"Here it comes!" I gasped. I felt the burst of 'the clouds and the rain' as my semen fired up into Bonnie's belly as she pushed down on me one more time. And I felt her pussy clamp down as another orgasm rocked her world...
"UHHHH!" she gasped. And then, I struck!
With a sudden burst, I broke out of my handcuffs. I grabbed Bonnie by the waist, pulling her up. I twisted her around, and flung her to the ground on her belly before she realized what was happening. As I was going for my belt in my pants to secure her arms with, hands reached out and pulled me up, then grabbed her. Sergeant Rudistan was affixing handcuffs to Bonnie as Cindy and Officer Lydia Green rushed over to Callie to untie her. I made the effort to pull up my pants as I stood up.
"Well, better late than never, I guess, Captain Ross." I said.
"What are you complaining about?" Cindy replied. "We let you get your nut first."
Everyone burst into laughter over that one. Kato 1, Iron Crowbar 0...
Callie was fine; in fact, she began griping at the ambulance medics who came on the scene, saying she was fine.
"Captain Ross," I said, "take Callie to the Hospital to make sure she is okay."
"Who's going to escort you for the same thing?" Cindy asked.
"Ohhhh..." said a gravelly voice, belonging to Chief Moynahan, "I'll personally take the Commander to the Hospital. And get his incredible explanation for... all this." He was waving his hands around as the Crime Lab team poured in. Within minutes, bottles of grease paint and lipstick were in evidence bags, as was a wipedown of my genitals...
Part 14 - Kangaroo Coffee Klatch
"So it was Dr. Karpathian, all along." said University President Sidney P. Wellman in his office on Friday, August 12th, at 6:30am. With him was Dr. Laura Fredricson, briefing him on what had transpired in the previous night.
"Yes, Doctor." Laura said. "It's early to understand everything that has happened, but the Police obtained evidence last night that ties Dr. Karpathian to the three 'New Black Widow' murders, as well as a kidnapping charge."
"This..." said Dr. Wellman, his head bowing, "this is going to reflect very badly upon our University, Dr. Fredricson. Very, very badly."
"Doctor," admonished Laura, "I am so surprised that you have not learned to trust my husband in matters of these kinds. He will mitigate the damage to the School as much as he can."
"I believe you, Doctor," said Wellman, "but there's no getting away from the fact that this woman was one of our Faculty... and her book on Angela Harlan is coming out."
"No, that's been stopped." said Laura. "I put the brakes on that last night."
"Well, Priya Ajmani has made three calls to me, and Bettina Wurtzburg has made two calls." said Wellman. "What am I supposed to tell them?"
"I've written a statement, if you'll just approve it." said Laura, handing Wellman a piece of paper. It said: "The President, Faculty, and Staff of the University are deeply shocked by the allegations against Dr. Bonnie Karpathian. We are internally investigating this matter, and are cooperating with the Town & County Police in their investigation. Due to the investigation, the University nor its Employees will have any further statement at this time."
"Works for me." said Wellman...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Friday August 12th. "Channel Two News is following the breaking story that University Professor Bonnie Karpathian has been arrested in connection with the recent copycat 'Black Widow' murders!"
Bettina continued: "Channel Two News has learned that Dr. Karpathian, a Psychology Professor at the University, kidnapped a young woman, whose identity the Police are withholding. Sources tell Channel Two News that Police Commander Donald Troy engaged in hostage negotiations with Dr. Karpathian and managed to subdue her, freeing the hostage."
"Police have not made any determination of Dr. Karpathian's motives in kidnapping that hostage nor in killing three young men. As part of her University professorship, Dr. Karpathian had been researching the work of former Town & County Police Detective Angela Harlan, who was the original Black Widow and murdered several people, including Corporal Peter M. Feeley. The University issued a statement just moments ago..." Bettina read the statement Laura had put out on Sidney P. Wellman's behalf.
Needless to say, the coffee klatch was full of Detectives and Officers eager to know what had happened... well, that's putting it rather kindly.
"Did she say 'engaged in negotiations', Commander?" asked Mary Mahoney Milton in her most mischievous tone of voice. "That's not what I heard!"
"He was 'engaged', all right." said Sergeant Micah Rudistan, sipping his coffee. "And letting his 'negotiating tool' do the negotiating." There was some laughter at that, while others were wondering how I'd react.
"The Iron Crowbar 'rises' again." said Teresa Croyle loudly, her face a mask of deadpan innocence. Laughter swept through the room, and I was so red-faced that my titian hair stood out. But I was rolling with it, laughing as well.
Cindy came up and patted me on the shoulder, then said "Yeah, what's that new song coming out? 'I fucked the Law, and the Law won.'." More laughter rang out as I turned and tried to glare at her... and failed, unable to stop laughing myself.
"You are never going to survive Kangaroo Court, sir." said Detective Teddy Parker.
"Speaking of that," said Detective Joanne Warner, "when's the victory party?"
It suddenly got quiet as everyone looked at me. I said "You know, guys, we'll talk about this after my Board of Inquiry if you like, but... I don't think I really want a victory party for this one. This woman killed three people over an obsession with me... and copycatted the methods of the Black Widow. And you all know how I feel about that." There was a murmur of understanding in the room.
"So when's the Board of Inquiry?" Cindy asked.
"This afternoon." said a voice behind us. Chief Moynahan had just come in. "Be in your sharpest of uniforms and at City Hall at 3:00pm, Commander."
"Yes sir." I said. "Okay, everyone, get your reports in so we can put this one to bed... oops, poor choice of words..." Everyone laughed, and the mood of the room lightened a bit.
Part 15 - Assisting With Their Inquiries
The Board of Inquiry was meeting in the 'Commissioners Room' in City Hall, which looked like a cross between the Council's public auditorium and a Courtroom. The Board consisted of three to six members, depending on the nature of it. They were seated in the front of the room, three to each side of the raised 'bench' where a higher official, even a judge, might sit. If the room was used for Coroner's Inquests, the Coroner would sit in the middle.
The Board of Inquiry over Tanya Perlman's shooting of Angela Harlan had had all six Board Members and a presiding judge. This time, there were just three Board Members, one of them acting as presiding officer. I was sitting at the table facing them, wearing my Duty Dress uniform jacket with ribbons... and for the first time in public wearing the Medal of Valor ribbon with an oak leaf cluster.
"So, Commander," said one of the Board members, an elderly black man with contrasting white hair on the sides of his head, "let me make sure I have this straight: you took out the firing pin of your firearm, so that it would not be able to be fired when you gave it up, is that right?"
"Yes sir." I said. "I knew that it was totally inoperable. Dr. Karpathian had another firearm, of course, but I had disabled mine anticipating she would use the hostage to make me give up mine."
"And those handcuffs you had were fakes?"
"Yes sir." I said. "I anticipated she would use my own handcuffs to secure me to the chair. They're trick handcuffs, and when I jerked on them the right way, they came open."
"Why did you allow yourself to be captured, Commander?" said another Board Member, who was white and had been a lawyer for years before retiring. "Why not bring in your SWAT Team, or take the perpetrator down immediately?"
"Sir, there were several reasons." I said. "First, Dr. Karpathian stayed close to her hostage, so there was no real opportunity when I first got there. And second, I wanted to capture Dr. Karpathian alive. I believe she is a troubled woman and needs help. And I thought we could take Dr. Karpathian alive, as opposed to the result with the... original Black Widow. Last, I wanted to make sure we could collect evidence and have enough evidence to go to trial. Until Dr. Karpathian acted the way she did, it was sketchy if we had enough evidence to get good convictions."
"I can understand that." said the man who'd asked that question. "Any more questions, anyone?"
"No, but I have one comment to make." said the elderly black man. He peered at me and said "Commander Troy, you know Joe Smedley, don't you?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"So do I, Commander." he said. "I knew him very well, for many years. Joe Smedley is a friend of mine. I won't say 'You're no Joe Smedley', Commander... because in truth, you are. And in some ways, that's unfortunate. We had to force that man out of the Police Department before he got himself killed, and he still ran into burning buildings while in the Fire Department."
"You are the only man I've ever met that has courage like his, Commander." the man continued. "But you have children. Commander Troy, I truly want you to see your children grow up. I want you to be able to hold your grandchildren in your arms. And with respect to the Chief, who is a good man, we all know who the true leader of the Police Force is. You are the soul of that Police Force, Commander, and I hope you will consider not exposing yourself to harm in this way again. Do you understand what I'm trying to say here?"
"Yes sir, I do." I replied. And I knew what he was saying was true.
The Board would find my actions 'acceptable' in light of me knowing my gun wasn't operable when I gave it up. But I received a 'light reprimand' for unnecessarily exposing myself to danger.
Part 16 - Solution
Apparently some people with Green Crowbars just don't listen. Callie Carrington wanted to give the Police an informal 'thank you' party for rescuing her, and Cindy had helped her put a party together at Cindy's condo on Saturday night, August 13th.
Attending were me, Laura, my mom Phyllis, our kids, Molly and her kids, Callie, Teresa and Todd, Myron and Mary, Teddy Parker, Seth and Joanne Warner, FBI Agents Martin Nash and Sandra Speer, Chief Griswold and his wife, and (somewhat to our surprise) Micah Rudistan and Chet Morton (no, not as a couple).
Callie was no worse for wear; indeed, she was almost happy about her experiences. "What is it they say about the Army and the Police?" she asked. "Mostly boredom with a few minutes of sheer terror? That's what it was like for me..." Laura had talked to Callie extensively, partly as part of the Police investigation, but also making sure Callie was mentally okay.
After some hamburgers and hot dogs, chips, trimmings, and sodas and beer, it was time to talk about the solution of the case. Cindy was holding Carole, and showed Carole how to tap her spoon against a glass. As the rings went out, Carole was delighted at her new trick. Laura and I both shook our heads, knowing suppertime was forever changed...
"So when did you first know, Commander?" asked Joanne.



"The third murder cemented it for me." I said. "But let me start at the very beginning, chronologically." Everyone settled in for the story.
"The first thing I noticed at the first crime scene, the Reece Patrick scene, was that the apartment manager had been called." I said. "This was an indicator that someone wanted this crime to be found, and very quickly. As I've said a ton of times, it's very important to ask who called in the crime, as it might be the criminal that called it in; and at the very least we might gather some valuable information."
"In this case, Karpathian called on a burner phone." I continued. "We didn't know that yet, of course. And when we got to the scene, we found what very much appeared to be the work of Angela Harlan, the Black Widow. It was obviously a copycat crime, but what was immediately running through my head was that this was meant for me, for Donald Troy, to see. A whole list of possible suspects went through my head, from SBI enemies to acolytes of Pastor Westboro. So I waited for data to show just how much this copycat knew, and it turned out the copycat knew everything."
I went on: "This showed me that the suspects were limited. Not that many people knew the full Black Widow story, especially about the chemicals she used, the grease paints and lipstick, and so on. But the Copycat also made sure to use a condom, which suggested she didn't want to get pregnant -or- her DNA might be on record. Unfortunately, that put Police Officers on the list of suspects, but while I didn't think it was any of you, and most of you had alibis without even knowing it, I couldn't exclude the possibilities."
"As we investigated the Reece Patrick case," I said, "we came across some interesting things concerning his parents. But there was nothing to show a motive there -and- a relationship to the Black Widow."
"Then Bonnie Karpathian showed up. It was logical to want to consult her, at least at first, because she'd studied the Harlan crimes. And then she started to... shall we say... throw herself at me a little bit. And she had a book coming out, and these new cases would really feed into that. So to answer your question, Joanne, I'm not sure when it really started creeping into my mind about her, but at some point I started having a lot of puzzle pieces at the same time just asking to be put together."
"So we had our second murder." I continued. "And it actually began clearing things up. University student, but no other correlations to the first victim. I began looking at these cases as separate crimes of opportunity and convenience, and again the only motive I was seeing was one of getting attention."
"The third killing was really instructive. No blow to the head, which exonerated the Green Crowbar, here." I said, looking at Cindy, who glared back at me as everyone else laughed. "Limited use of the grease paint and lipstick, and all that. And the guy was impotent; he couldn't even get it up to have one last bang before he died, poor guy. But then Bonnie Karpathian was at the scene, having gotten the Sheriff to bring her to it. And that was probably when I knew for sure it was her. But getting proof, or even a search warrant, was a different matter entirely."
"So," I finished up, "I told the Chief I would no longer personally investigate these crimes, and made sure that got back to Karpathian. I was hoping it was cause her to not bother killing any more people, but she went crazy and kidnapped Callie, then called me in to the warehouse where Pete Feeley was killed. That was easy enough to handle once I took the firing pin out of my gun so she couldn't use it against me."
"You thought she might've had an accomplice in the first crime, but not the others." Teresa said. "Any ideas on that?"
"I've been scanning missing persons reports in the area, and I asked the FBI to keep on the lookout. I've also looked for reports of unknown bodies being found. So far, no joy on any of it. So it's possible that an accomplice is still out there."
"And the motive?" asked Cindy. I turned to Laura.
"I haven't talked to her," said my wife, "but Dr. Yates did talk to her, and I've seen some of the interrogation reports and tapes. She reacted when she was told her book on Angela Harlan had been stopped from coming out until after her trial. If she's convicted, she can't profit from any books published that concerns her conviction, so for this book to be delayed takes that from her. So we can reason that book sales were part of it."
"However," Laura continued, "and as I think most of you know by now, Dr. Karpathian was definitely stalking my husband to the point of obsession, and was using murder as a means of trying to get his attention. Looking back with perfect 20/20 hindsight, we can see places where she was trying to get his attention, but with the Westboro case and all that was part of that, his time was totally occupied. But even afterwards, Bonnie thought she wasn't getting any attention from Don, and I think she'd long since had ideas of getting his attention through the Black Widow crimes."
I nodded. "And after all I've done to acquire a good, clean reputation... winning the Police Boxing Matches and all..." Everyone laughed as Cindy scowled at me.
"You think your back hurts now, just wait until I win back my title." Cindy replied.
"Your title?" replied Teresa Croyle, her voice the very essence of mock shock. "Yeah, keep on counting those chickens before they're hatched, sister."
"And you are going to do something about that?" Cindy shot back. Teresa's eyes were gleaming, but it was Todd's eyes that gave away to me what was going on. Aikido was going to rule, come next Spring...
It just might not be my Aikido skills doing the ruling...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly and the boys were staying at the Cabin, so she, Cindy, Teresa and Callie were talking in the greatroom after the party at Cindy's was over. I was on the back deck while Laura was tending to Carole, who had decided to throw Jim's toys down the stairs and was now in 'time out' with her mother, and absolutely hating not being able to know what was going on.
The doorbell rang, and Cindy went to answer it. She was shocked by who it was, but admitted the new guest, and said that I was on the back deck.
A moment later, as I sat on the metal mesh loveseat and watched the light of a train come out of the western horizon, I heard someone come up to me and put a package down on the metal mesh table next to me.
"Have a seat." I said, pointing to the chair on the other side of the table as I took the bottle out of the package. It was a bottle of single malt Scotch, the same brand I'd once gifted to Henry R. Wargrave. I opened it, poured two shots into the glasses I'd brought out in anticipation of just this occasion, and let the guest choose which glass to take.
"Salud." said Daniel Allgood as he downed his shot. I then downed mine from the remaining glass and poured two more shots.
"Good stuff." I said.
"Well," Daniel said, as he settled into his chair and looked out over the Town, "I guess I got my comeuppance and then some. I had no idea when Bonnie Karpathian kept asking me about the crimes and wanting to see the scenes, that she had ulterior motives."
"That's understandable." I said. "And you really did think she could help."
"And I do owe you a big apology for the way I treated you." said Daniel. "I'm just glad you didn't give me a crowbar spanking for it."
"Naah." I said. "The results of the case did that. With regards to Bonnie, you thought you were doing the right thing. With regards to the rest of it... well, this Scotch is good stuff. Mighty good stuff."
"I've learned my lesson." said Daniel. "I'll keep out of your way. I was even thinking of resigning as Sheriff. Melina and I talked about that, and a lot of other things. It might be time to find new ground, set new roots."
"Nooooo, don't do that." I replied. "Despite this last hiccup, you've done just fine as Sheriff, and you'll continue to do so. Besides, what would you do if you resigned? You've always been a police officer."
"Yeah." said Daniel. "That's what Melina said, too. She wants me to stay on, too. She says she can do her new job, and I know you know what that is, from here. She claims to want to raise the kids near their cousins, and all that. For me, though, it's the politics of it. This whole Brownlee thing, and Loran Michaels, and then there's the corrupt Members of the Town & County Council. And there seem to be no inroads to negotiations, to acceptable compromises. Everyone's definition of 'compromise' is 'you give me what I want, period'. And only Republican pussies accept doing that."
"You're right, especially about the Republicans. Tell me, Daniel," I said, "are you and Scott Peterson friends?"
Daniel turned and peered at me, then said "Yeah, we are. When I was in the Police Force and in charge of I.A., I was going to bring him in there with me. Then you got me to run for Sheriff, and he took the Public Relations role. How did you know we were friends?"
"The way you got mad at me when I got those photos of him with Priya Ajmani." I said. "And a lot of your subsequent anger at me has been related to what's going on with him. So... are you ready for me to tell you what we're going to do about Peterson, Brownlee, Loran T. Michaels, and the Town & County Council?"
Daniel peered at me again, then shook his head. "When it comes to you, Iron Crowbar, I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much. So... what are we going to do?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday night, August 14th. Laura and I were getting ready for bed. She handed me a package in a plain brown wrapper. I opened it to find a book... Dr. Bonnie Karpathian's book on Angela Harlan, entitled 'The Black Widow: History of a Serial Killer'.
"There won't be many copies of that in circulation." Laura said. "The University Library will get two, Dr. Yates and I got one each, and I got this one for you, if you want to read it."
"Actually..." I said, "I do want to read it."
"Think it'll help you understand Bonnie?" Laura asked.
"No." I replied. "I'm hoping it'll help me understand Angela."
Laura got onto the bed and snuggled into my right side. "She's always been your 'Nemesis', hasn't she?"
I paused, then said "I don't want this ever to reach Tanya Perlman's ears, but I've always wondered what might've been if Angela had not gone bad. And then, in the aftermath of taking down Westboro and what happened to me with Casey Walker, I wondered if something was done to help Angela go bad. I do know that she was one hell of a Detective before she started killing people in her unique fashion..."
"How would he have done that? The Consultant, that is..." Laura asked, and I sensed her wariness.
"Oh, all these specialized drugs going around." I said. "Ned's fertile mind created a ton of them, and then there's what Dr. Eckhart is capable of doing. And then on the far end of this spectrum... what happened to me."
"Tell you what." Laura said. "Come to my office tomorrow. It'll be safer to talk there. Now..." she said, nuzzling my neck as her hand went for my groin, "let me show you why no Black Widow can hold a candle to me when it comes to fucking your brains out, Mr. Iron Crowbar..."
I did not resist the demonstration...
Part 17 - Aftermath
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 15th. "Channel Two News has learned that Lieutenant Scott Peterson, Public Relations Officer for the Town & County Police Department, will move to an equivalent role in the Sheriff's Department, as Public Relations Officer for the entire Public Safety Department!"
"Lt. Peterson will likely be promoted to Captain to go with his transfer, per a statement by Sheriff Daniel Allgood." said Bettina. "Asked if Lt. Peterson would still be the Police Department's spokesperson, Deputy Chief Della Harlow said that she expected the Police Public Relations role to be filled in the near future. As the position is technically a Captain's position, it could be filled with a Captain, or a Lieutenant promoted or brevetted to the Captain position."
"Or a Precinct Captain promoted to Captain." I said as we drank coffee in the MCD room.
"And in other news," said Bettina, "another hat has been thrown into the ring to fill the vacant Council position left by the death of Pastor Raymond Westboro last June. Sheila Sorrells, who is the local representative of the State Organization for Women, the SOWs, announced her candidacy at a rally for Jenna Stiles this weekend. Ms. Stiles is running for District Attorney against incumbent Gil Krasney, and both women are pointing out the serious mistreatment of women with regards to law enforcement and prosecutions."
"And speaking of the elections," Bettina said, "Channel Two News strives to bring you minute-by-minute coverage of all the important races! In the Governor's race, incumbent Val Jared's lead over SBI Director Jack Lewis increased by three points, to 54-42, as the SBI Director came under fire for a conspicuous lack of presence in the recent cases of the copycat Black Widow killings as well as the Pastor Westboro Syndicate investigations that continue to this day. Director Lewis said that local police solved those crimes, but the SBI will have a stronger presence going forward in protecting the rights and lives of the State's citizens."
"That's all we need." I said as I filled my Airborne School mug with coffee, and added pollutants (cream and sugar).
"Would someone explain to me again how SBI Agent Sharples was protecting the rights and life of one local Police Commander at Point Hollow?" Cindy inquired as she sipped her coffee from her mug.
Bettina continued: "In the local races, Gil Krasney continues to lead Jenna Stiles by a 54-44 percent margin. Experts are saying that Ms. Stiles's campaign needs a boost, as well as a fresh infusion of cash, but that Sheila Sorrells's campaign for the Council might take needed dollars from the Stiles Campaign. And now to Sports, where the Bulldogs are in Summer Camp. Let's go to Nick Eastwood! Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the smiling face of Nick Eastwood, causing (most of) the women in the room to watch with more avid interest. "The Bulldogs, under first year coach Ted Thrasher, believe they're going to have a much better season this year, and with the Wildcats game here at University Memorial Stadium in late October, the Dogs might have a chance to reach the Conference Championship game..."
"Where are those 'experts' when we really need them... to correct Mr. Eastwood's wishful thinking?" I asked out loud.
"He must have a source within the Captain of Detectives' Office." Cindy replied. "The Wildcats are going to get 'Dogged' out this year!"
I just turned and looked at the Green Crowbar, and said "Sounds like you want to put a whole lot of money on that, Captain."
"Uh, not all that much." said Cindy. "Police Captains don't get paid as much as Bettina's 'experts'." Joanne Warner laughed out loud at that.
"No doubt about that." I said. "But we shall see who 'dogs' who out this October... right Theo?"
"If my boy Jamaal has anything to do with it." said Theo, flashing his movie-star-handsome grin. A green crowbar was waved in his general direction, which got her stared down from the side by the holder of the Red Crowbar. Everyone laughed when Cindy all but gasped when she saw me looking at her so sternly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You know the deal by now." Laura said, handing me a document. "It says you won't reveal what I'm about to tell you here and now, yadda yadda yadda..." The document did indeed say that, and I signed it.
"Okay." Laura said. "Here's the larger situation about Ned's drugs as well as some of the others that we use from time to time. I'm sure you know that Intelligence Agencies of many nations have researched the use of drugs to enhance interrogations, as well as brainwash people, for lack of a better term.
"The Soviets did a good bit of work on the post-hypnotic triggers in the 1970s. It is the fruits of that research that Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart was able to obtain and, with the use of chemical enhancers, achieve several breakthroughs in this arena. You saw it with Eleanor Burke and your devastating use of her to eliminate your nephew Ned and rescue Jeanine's baby." I nodded.
"The problem we found with these techniques is that they tend to wear off over time." Laura continued. "It was rumored that during the Cold War the Soviets had several Americans in this country that could be triggered to attack power stations and some such. We were able to obtain the names of some of these people during the Yeltsin Era, and when we went to trigger them, we found that they didn't respond... the triggers were no longer effective."
"How long would you say a technique lasts before it wears off?" I asked.
"It could be months, it could be years." Laura said. "One thing... it's virtually impossible to reinforce. The same codewords have to be used, and of course if they're used during a second treatment, the words actually 'activate' the person."
I could see the flaw in that, but I said nothing. Instead I asked "So a person with one treatment will, over time, lose the efficacy of that treatment."
"That's right." Laura said. "But Eckhart has been able to combine hypnosis and certain drugs to replicate the effect, at least temporarily. We, the Company, were able to get most of that information from moles within his organization.
"Oh, of course." I said immediately, before I could stop myself. "And she has a Fourth Rune, doesn't she?" That earned a dark look from my wife.
"Damn... nothing does get by you, does it?" Laura said, more to herself than to me. "I should've known you'd make that connection."
"I am what I am." I said. "And she's your sister, and I was married to her for only eight years. By the way, I will not hold myself accountable to that document when it comes to this... I'll tell my uncle if she tries to get any more information from him... or if I catch any more of your moles."
"Fair enough." Laura said. "Eckart already knows about her, though. He started feeding is false information through her, and once we realized it, we had her pull back from associating with him too much... including selling her half interest in his daughter's gym. Funny thing, though... he never seemed to be angry about any of it."
"No, he knows the Game." I said. "And to be honest, I think he plays it better than most of you do."
"Yes, and so do you." Laura said, peering hard at me. "At least you think you do. So... you didn't destroy Ned's pain-causing drugs, did you?"
As I looked back at her, my wife said "Oh come on, you don't think I didn't realize what was going on with Steven Moschel, though he certainly deserved it. And while there was no official tests on Pastor Westboro's body after his death, I did have my people secure extra blood and tissue samples... and do you want to guess what we found?"
"I don't have to guess." I said. "And I apologize for having to deceive you on that. That being you personally. But I had to keep those drugs because I knew of the upcoming battle I was facing. I knew I'd have to break someone to get the goods on Westboro. Moschel's actions that led to Amy's death made him a candidate to test the drugs. And yes, Pastor Westboro had to go to his death in pain... or my work would've been in vain. And of course..." I paused, then said, "the self-test worked, as well."
"What?!" Laura exclaimed. "You tested those drugs on yourself?"
"The tiniest bit." I said. "And yes, I knew they were going to be all too good when I injected much more into Moschel and Westboro."



Laura shook her head. "You do realize you could've incapacitated yourself and been unable to give yourself the antidote... which in itself is a fatal drug?"
I did not fail to notice how much Laura knew about those drugs, which was why I was telling her this in the first place, but I moved on: "Oh yes, which is why I had the antidote going with the other hand just as soon as I injected the first drug. Being ambidextrous is a very valuable thing. Fortunately, I am at least semi-immune to all of the drugs Ned has made, so the effect was slightly delayed."
"So," Laura said, "where did you hide the drugs? I searched all of our homes multiple times, even had dogs brought in. They weren't there."
"Oh, I'm sure you understand when I say I have to keep some secrets, just as you do." I replied. Laura nodded, knowing she was not going to get that truth out of me.
"Anyway," said Laura, "Ned also created other drugs, which our people enhanced tremendously. Casey Walker used some of them on you, and we'd used those on Wargrave's people overseas. There was one guy, whose code name was 'Bugs Meany'... he resisted the drugs and the enhanced interrogation, but he died on the table. You somehow didn't."
"Thank goodness." I said. "So, my fertile little mind here is surmising that Ned made another class of drugs, that duplicated the post-hypnotic trigger effect. He might well have stolen P. Harvey Eckhart's methods, or they both stole the recipes from The Asylum, where they were being tested."
"How in the world?..." Laura gasped, her eyes wide with surprise. I just matched her look with one that said "Yeah, right; of course I know."
"So Ned may have concentrated his recipes." I went on. "Pastor Westboro somehow got ahold of them, and he used the drugs and techniques on Angela Harlan as well as Julie Newton. Julie was eager to be 'persuaded'; she's one mean bitch. Angela... maybe she had latent, buried angers, or maybe the Pastor's techniques fucked up her mind, and her sense of right and wrong..."
I felt more than saw Laura studying me this whole time. We were both playing games with each other, despite being a loving, married couple. This would be fun, except I don't like deceiving my wife.
"Anyway," I said, "you, meaning the Company and it's Agents, are looking for these drugs, I'm sure Eckhart and other groups are doing the same... and we apparently get to play this game of 'musical drugs' all over again. Where's Barry Bounel when I need him?"
Laura chuckled. "Yeah, that was damn bad luck for us, and good luck for you, that you found those drugs like that. But I can assure you that I am not a part of 'Drug Scavenger Hunt 2.0'. I've put in for retirement from the Agency."
"Ah, so no 'Mr. and Mrs. Smith' for us?" I said, standing up and walking around Laura's desk. My wife stood up, slid her panties down her long, shapely legs, then sat down on the edge of her desk.
"No, we're on the same side now." she said, lying back on her desk as I unzipped my pants and took out my rapidly hardening cock. Stepping between her legs, I grabbed her thighs just under her knees and pushed her legs back to the desk, her knees next to her shoulders. My throbbing, iron hard penis found her sopping wet slit, aided by her hand. I thrust forward, burying my meat to the hilt inside her. I began fucking my wife savagely with hard, deep thrusts...
Part 18 - Epilogue
Tuesday, August 16th, 9:00am. Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and his team sat down in the conference room nearest their office in the Federal Building in the City.
"Okay guys," Muscone said to his team, which consisted of Special Agents Sandra Speer, Martin Nash, Eduardo Escobar, and Lindy Linares, "the U.S. Attorneys are beginning to get really good results from the lower level people of the Westboro Syndicate giving up higher level ones... to a point. And the Bureau's leadership, as well as the Iron Crowbar, believe that the higher we get, the more we're touching on what Don Troy calls the 'Establishment Elites', people like Wallace Bedford, Conrad King, Senator Samuel Russell, and the high-level Banksters. Mitt Baker absolutely refuses to give up any significant names; he's going to fight us like hell every step of the way through the judicial process."
"So," said Muscone, "we're going to be shifting our focus. My boss, the Deputy Director, believes we can get at the same people by going after Superior Bloodlines, the backers of several white supremacy groups and other gangs throughout the country. The Iron Crowbar has already taken down one such gang, the 'Black Badge' gang. We're ready to go for more."
"Yes, we are." said a voice. The DepDirector came into the room. "Sorry to interrupt your meeting, but I just stopped in to check in with you before I fly to Washington."
"I'm glad you're here, sir." said Muscone. "You can give this talk better than I can."
"The Iron Crowbar's Chief Griswold would say you've learned well how to butter me up." said the DepDirector with his pursed smile. "But yes, let me give you a few words on what we're going to be doing."
He started: "There are numerous racially-motivated groups in the country, and not all are white supremacists. 'La Raza' is an organization being watched as a potential terrorist group, and there are militant Blacks being organized behind the scenes. But the real threat, at least to me, is 'Superior Bloodlines'. They are not an openly active group; they play the shadows, finance and back other organizations, and direct operations from the center of a web. To me they are like the Consultant of Crime in the way they operate, but they are many instead of one man."
He continued: "We are also beginning to find evidence that they are working with the Elitists. The same people who are behind the Establishment Politicians of both Parties, working hard to deceive the People and impose their rule over the masses. The same people that ruthlessly control the Media, making sure you see and hear only what they want you to, and don't see nor hear what they want to hide from you. If we crack these people... then the Constitution might have a chance to survive, and this Nation along with it..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette from just outside the new State Crime Lab at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 31st. "The new State Crime Lab will open for business tomorrow morning! There will be ribbon-cutting ceremonies, and it will be very interesting with both candidates for Governor planning to be in attendance!"
"Are you going to be there, Commander?" Detective Joanne Warner asked me as we drank coffee in MCD. We were the only two there. Joanne had come in for morning sparring with Cindy, who was still cleaning up in the gym facilities.
"Yes, I've been invited... and ordered... to attend." I said. "The Chief does not want to be there by himself, and I don't blame him. But Tanya Perlman has promised me a tour of the facility before all the politicians get there and start irritating me."
Joanne giggled, then said "You worked in a crime lab a few years ago, didn't you, sir?"
"Yes, I did, in a lab that was contracted with Midtown." I said. "I was State-certified to run lab tests on evidence."
"Why did you leave?" Joanne asked.
"Well, I started up my own business, which was pretty successful." I replied. "And I also realized there was some corruption going on in that lab. So I got out of there as quickly as I could."
"Are they still operating?" Joanne asked.
"Noooooo." I said. "When the State Crime Lab was caught not running samples in our case of the Murdered Football Player, that lab suddenly shut down before they could be audited. Their equipment was bought out by the Forbes and Sehgal Engineering Company for their Environmental labs. Now the State has built new Crime Labs, and they're all but forcing us to use them."
"Will there be corruption again?" Joanne asked. I loved how she was losing her naivety, and was asking the correct questions.
"You know, probably not as much as one might think." I said. "Since that Murdered Football Player case, Defense lawyers are being really tough on Crime Lab witnesses, not giving them an inch nor any concessions on anything. So the State Crime Lab has really had to get their act together. Overall, it's a positive thing. And of course, Lt. Perlman is running the show across Town, there. She won't brook any bullshit."
"What will happen to our Crime Lab, sir?" asked Theo Washington as he came in and put his things on his desk.
"We'll still be running some preliminary stuff, and tests for the Coroner." I said. "I've also begun migrating our people towards a C.S.I.-type of role, so they're doing more fieldwork, evidence collection, stuff like that. For the most part, they're loving it. Tanya thought she'd get Christina Cho to come work over there, but Christina stayed here."
"You know why that is, don't you sir?" said Joanne. I shook my head as I looked at her.
"You." Joanne said simply. "Christina told Tanya that, with all due respect to Tanya and her Crime Lab, there was nothing like working for the very best... and your name was brought up as 'the very best'."
"As it well should be." said a voice coming in. It belonged to Captain Cindy Ross. "Ask Paulina Patterson and Jenna Stiles: our evidence and testing has held up better than any other Police Department in the State since the day Commander Troy walked in here... as a babyfaced Detective."
"I wish I could take credit for that." I said, smiling. "But the truth is that Chief Moynahan, and Chief Griswold before him, are the true masters of the crime scene. I still learn things from them."
Just then, Captain Susan Weston came into MCD, holding a wrapped package. "Your girdle came, Commander." she said, handing me the package.
"Girdle?" Theo practically shouted. Cindy was grinning, as well.
"In a sense." I said, opening the package. Inside was what amounted to a back brace in a corset, meant to give me some support for my injured back. The fun part was that it was woven mostly out of kevlar, and would protect my abs, lower back, and kidneys from gunfire. I showed everyone what it was.
"Girdle." Cindy said simply. "Bulletproof, but still a girdle." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How's the girdle?" Cindy asked as she, Lt. Masters and Lt. Croyle came into my office for the 'C(rowbar)-Level meeting.
"Not too bad." I said. I was sitting up very erect in my chair. "It sure keeps the pain in my back down."
"President Kennedy was wearing one of those when he was shot." said Teresa. "The back brace kept him sitting up after the first, likely non-fatal shot, and of course the next shot blew his head out."
"I'll try to keep that in mind," I said, "if I'm riding in any open limousines through Dallas. Okay, Captain Ross, did you get that uniform issue squared away?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. She had always thought being shot in her gym ('Russian Roulette') wasn't a line-of-duty shooting, and was wearing a ribbon with a silver frame, for one Purple Order, which she definitely got when she was shot in the Olivet Gym. It seems Della Harlow reviewed that, found that Cindy had been awarded a Purple Order as a line-of-duty wound, and should be wearing a gold-bordered Purple Order ribbon.
"Good." I said. "You'll be looking squared-away tomorrow at the ceremonies."
"As long as I don't have to have my picture taken with Jack Lewis." Cindy said. "What are you going to do, sir?"
"Be glued at the hip to Governor Jared." I said. "Okay, what issues do we have, beside security for politicians that don't deserve it?"
"School starting back." said Lieutenant Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. "And security for the football game this weekend."
"I'll be blunt, sir," said Cindy, "I don't know what is going on in Precinct 1, but they're not writing up any tickets, there were three DUI accidents that in my opinion could've and should've been stops by Police much earlier, and when I asked for the coordinated security plan for Saturday's game, Precinct 3 was ready with the same stuff from last year, but Precinct 1 had nothing at all."
"I'll take the blame for that, for the lack of a game plan for the game." I said. "I'm their direct supervisor, and I have not given that the attention I should have. I have a meeting with the three Precinct Captains today; I'll make those corrective actions right away." I could see that Cindy was not mollified by that, but she held her tongue until the meeting was over.
After I dismissed the others, I said "Okay, let it out." Cindy smiled, knowing I was reading her thoughts.
"Sir, since your ordeal in early July, I've been trying to take some of the load off of your desk." Cindy said. "I've been interacting more with the Precinct Captains on your behalf."
"Yes, I know, and I appreciate it." I said.
Cindy went on: "I was talking to the Precinct Captains for a month about this. I don't know what Precinct Captain Briggs is doing, but he or his people should've taken some initiative on this, and without you having to ask."
"Well," I said, "I've noticed a tendency for the more... lacking... Officers to be assigned to 1st Precinct. Captain Briscoe has been weeding out some of the trash in his Precinct, and Captain Thompson gets the toughest Officers because his district sees the toughest crimes. But I am disappointed that leaders in 1st Precinct with opportunities to show some initiative have not stepped up."
"They're like their Precinct Captain." said Cindy. "They just sit back and let things happen. And sir, thing brings up another thing. May I speak freely?"
"Always, when we're alone like this." I said.
"Sir..." Cindy said, "I think you need a layer between you and the Precinct Captains. A Captain of Uniformed Officers again, but have one person answering to you and the Precinct Captains answering to him or her, and it being his or her full-time job. Captain Charles was able to just do that job before Precincts were put in. The way it is now, you've got five people answering to you instead of three: me, Detectives; Goodwin, Internal Affairs; and three Precinct Captains when it should be one person."
I nodded. "I hear what you're saying. And the Chief has already brought this up with me. I kind of had the feeling he and 'Coldiron' talked informally about it, and that's okay. But there are two problems. One is that the Council, even our friends on it, don't want to reinstate the Captain of Uniformed Officers slot. The second problem is that it might give Brownlee a crack to slide into in his efforts to get back on the Police Force."
"Oh God, him again..." Cindy said, a scowl marring her ruggedly pretty face.
"Yep." I said. "I don't know who he is answering to, but someone is pushing him hard to get back into the Police Force."
"He's not doing it on his own?" Cindy asked, as her ice-blue eyes began to sparkle with new understanding.
"Oh hell no." I said. "He doesn't have it in him. Okay, I've got a Precinct Captains meeting to attend, and fortunately it's at 1st Precinct. Then I'm going to get the early tour of the State Crime Lab from Lt. Perlman..."
Part 2 - Certifiable
Thursday, September 1st. The SBI had wanted to muscle in to do security for the Governor and SBI Director, as well as the other 'personages' due to attend the ceremony. I told them that any SBI Agent inside my County without my permission would be arrested, and with the use of deadly force if need be. I then had the State Troopers come in with a consignment to protect the 'personages'.
The new State Crime Lab, situated just north of University Memorial Stadium on the edge of the State's property that abutted the University, was a three story building. The back half of the building, all three floors was composed of various labs, with exhaust hoods and other such devices that led to scrubbers on the back side of the building. The front half of the building, all three floors, were offices.
I was in my Duty Dress uniform, as was Cindy. The Governor's Media and Campaign people had all but screamed at me for not wearing my formal uniform with ribbons, obviously wanting to use me for their own purposes. When I told them that I would endorse Jack Lewis if they raised their voices at me again, they maintained a dumbfounded shock in my presence. The Governor also had a stern word with them.
U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor and State Senator Katherine Woodburn were there, as were the U.S. Senator candidates: incumbent (Establishment) Republican Samuel Russell, and Democrat Zack Millner. Our local State Representative, William C. 'Billy' Williams, had declined to attend, as he'd been against spending the money on a new State Crime Lab from the start.
Regional State DOJ Director Harold Bennett was there, and his office would be in the building. Also there was SBI Lieutenant and State Crime Lab Director Tanya Perlman, driving at high speeds along the hallways. Media people and State Senators alike learned quickly that if they did not get out of her way, she would have no compunction in running them down. Katherine Woodburn almost learned the hard way.
"Commander, I must congratulate you on your successes earlier this summer." Congressman Condor said to me right in front of Katherine. "And you also, Captain Ross... very cool under pressure inside that church."
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said politely.
"Yes, you're to be congratulated, Commander." Katherine said, acid in her voice. "Is your back recovered?" That caused Cindy to smile, what with her knowledge of my 'girdle'.
"Operating within normal parameters, Senator." I said. "It's not a hindrance in getting my job done."
"That's good to hear." said Katherine. "Of course, if your position were vacated, then the County's trouble with Commander Brownlee would be resolved."
"Senator," I said behind the mask of a smile, "I think you know as well as the rest of us that Mister Brownlee cannot command his way out of a paper bag. Of course, if ever I am incapacitated, I feel very reassured in the knowledge that Captain Ross would do an exceptional job in my place." Cindy almost glared at me when I said that.
"I'm sure she would." said Councilwoman Malinda Adams, coming up to us. "Senator, may I introduce some ladies to you that are running for various local positions?" With that, Katherine was drawn away. Congressman Condor congratulated both of us again, then made his way over to U.S. Senator Russell.
FBI Agents Jack Muscone and Sandra Speer were in attendance, as well. Jack was personally invited by Tanya, and Sandra was there to have his back, just as I always made sure to have someone with me. It also kept SBI Narcotics Task Force Director Richard 'Dick' Ferrell from attending; he knew Muscone would not hesitate to physically destroy him, and that I'd help by having Sergeant Rudistan pull Ferrell over and arrest Ferrell for conspiracy with Agent Sharples to kill one certain local Police Commander. Nope, I had not forgotten, much less forgiven.
The Media was all over both candidates for Governor, trying to get them together for photos though they made every effort to not be near each other. Finally, Regional Director Bennett began the ceremonial ribbon-cutting outside the front door. He, Tanya, Senator Russell, State Senator Woodburn, the Governor and the SBI Director all had scissors to make the shot. The Media wanted to take several shots, but Tanya broke them down hard, saying they'd get one chance, then everyone would go inside.
Then we went on the tour. A lot of the lab employees were at their stations, most of them looking scared to death. Of course the various candidates, especially the Governor and SBI Director were going through the rooms shaking the employees' hands, and a few techs took selfies with candidates. Then we got to a lab on the last floor, and Tanya sprang her biggest surprise.
"Okay, everyone," she said, "I have arranged a demonstration of a test for you. As you know, the State Certification testing requires taking a written test as well as running some sealed quality control samples. Commander Donald Troy has passed the written part and most of the tests; he has one test to go to be re-certified to run evidence tests. This also will make him an expert witness in any Court cases where a lawyer is dumb enough to challenge him."
There was laughter at that as I took off my Police jacket. Cindy quickly took it, to prevent one of Jack Lewis's aides from taking it. I put on a labcoat and safety glasses, and went to a station where a colorimetric test was to be performed. Filling the burette, I made my standards in volumetric flasks and ran them, telling everyone what I was doing each step of the way. Everyone was fascinated as the blue color went to clear.
"Weren't you a Chemistry major, Commander?" asked Congressman Condor as I worked.
"Yes, Congressman." I replied. "And so were The Batman and Sherlock Holmes."
I then cracked open an ampule of the sample to be tested, pipetted a certain amount into a volumetric flask. Everyone was watching closely, including the Governor and SBI Director. I completed the task and submitted the answer. Tanya checked it on the computer, then printed out a form.
"This is your certificate, Commander." Tanya said. "You are now re-certified to work in any State Crime Lab. Just give me a call if your current job doesn't work out." Everyone applauded politely.
"So that's the basics of the labs." Tanya said. "Better living through chemistry."
"There's a reception in the First Floor Conference Room." said Harold Bennett, who had not known Tanya was going to have me complete that test and get my certification back, and was feeling upstaged. All of the dignitaries went down to the reception, where the 'personages' made their speeches.
After it was over, Tanya invited me, Cindy, Jack and Sandra to her office. It was on the third floor, on the southeast corner, which overlooked the road leading up to The Cabin. "Yep," she said, "I get the view of the side of the mountain. Regional Director Bennett has the corner office that overlooks the Bus Station and the top of the Town."
"How do you like working with Bennett?" Cindy asked. Tanya's eyes sparkled a bit.
"I noticed he avoided you all day, Captain Ross." Tanya replied. "But to answer you: he is definitely a political man. He's nice enough, but he has political ambition. You guys saw how he fawned on both the Governor and Director Lewis today."
"He didn't look too happy when you had the Iron Crowbar run that test." Jack Muscone said.
"Especially when Lewis and Jared were in the picture with me, and Bennett wasn't." I said. "How do you think he's going to be when you need money for the Lab?"
Tanya nodded at me. "It is extremely fortunate that the rates of pay for my lab people were set by the Legislature. Mr. Bennett actually suggested we hire people out of high school instead of people with degrees, to save money on salaries. I told him that would be problematic in Court. Some of these people are going to have to be called to testify, especially the lab supervisors. Just imagine a nineteen-year-old kid on the stand during a big murder trial."
"Speaking of the hires," I said, "what do you think of them?"
"I'm sure you can tell me more than I could tell you about them, after seeing them on your tour, Commander." Tanya said, her cheeks rosy as she teased me. "They're a pretty good bunch. Most are right out of School, and a lot of them were not having much luck getting jobs anywhere else. So they're eager to work, and I'll be able to train them up right."
"Good." I said. "Prepare now for turnover, when many of them become C.S.I.s in Police Departments all over the place."
"Is Chemistry really that bad?" Jack Muscone asked. For some reason, all eyes went to me.
"I'll just tell you this." I said. "When someone asks me if they should major in Chemistry, I reply that they should do one of two things: either plan from the moment they step on Campus to get their Ph.D.s., do not pass Go, do not collect $200; -or- double-major in something else like Chemical Engineering, or Computer Programming, or Business, or Criminal Justice. Because after ten years, a Bachelors Degree is nothing anymore, and they'll max out on what they're paid. Of course, pre-Meds are what they are."
I went on: "The University, as well as my School, doesn't have a Chemistry Masters Degree program. If you are in the Ph.D. program and drop out with enough hours, they'll issue you a Masters Degree, but that's the only way to get one in many Schools these days. Ergo... go for the Ph.D., get some patents and get paid for them."
Part 3 - The Crime Scene
Friday, September 2nd. It was a long weekend, and Alumni were already beginning to come in for the University's game against the State U. Purple Hawks, who were the Wildcats' arch-rival. The Purple Hawks were a good team, and expected to win the game and start Coach Ted Thrasher's career with a loss. The Wildcats, by the way, were playing State Tech to begin their season and the defense of their Conference and National titles.
Just before 1:00pm, Cindy came to my office. "3d Precinct just called in a dead body at the Hyatt Hotel." I grabbed my crowbar and we headed out to my Police SUV.



The Hyatt Hotel was on the Northwest side of Town, near where the West Highway split between the Bypass going south and North Avenue going east towards University Avenue. Ronald Reagan Park was just north of the Hyatt, and the Cop Bar was just a bit west-by-southwest, closer to the River. Just south of the Cop Bar was the strip mall that housed Town Fitness Centers, and the Fairgrounds were south of that.
"Who called it in?" I asked as Cindy and I drove north on Riverside Drive.
"Hotel staff called 9-1-1 at 12:33pm. Maid service came to a room on the fifth floor, and found a body inside. They ran screaming to the front desk."
"Sounds about right." I said. "Checkout time is 12:00 noon at the Hyatt, and maid service would be starting up shortly afterwards."
"By the way," Cindy said, "Tanya Perlman called me and asked if some of her evidence collection people could come and work with our guys, to get training if nothing else. I'm not sure why she didn't just call you directly, or the Chief."
"She's actually following protocol, and being polite to you." I said. "Calling me would be going over your head, technically. Plus, it does give her that layer of sounding board. But to answer her request, call her up and tell her she can send her trainees."
"Wow, what did you do with the real Iron Crowbar?" Cindy asked, teasing me. "I didn't think you'd want to work with the State in any way."
"Well, I'm making lemonade out of lemons." I said. "We're going to have to work with them going forward, it'll be a chance to train them right... and for them to learn who you and I are. And Tanya's still one of us, at least in my mind."
Cindy nodded. "It's going to be hard on her." she said. "One day they're going to test her loyalties, and deliberately. I don't like Harold Bennett now any better than when he was Police Chief, either."
"Yeah, I've had some conversations with Tanya already." I said. "We'll burn those bridges, and any SBI assholes that fuck with her, when we get to them. As to Harold Bennett, we'll see. I usually am not that wrong about people, and I thought he'd be fine as Police Chief."
"He didn't really get pushed out the door." Cindy said. "Why did he leave?"
"Like Tanya said," I replied, "Bennett has more political ambition than I originally realized. He saw that being a Police Chief with me and you right there was not going to work out for him. So he pulled some strings, got the Regional Director job. I'm sure you observed at the ceremonies that he's scared to death about his job after the Elections."
"No, I didn't see that far into him." said Cindy. "I did see that Senator Katherine Woodburn would love to drag you into bed and fuck your brains out, though."
"Don't give her any 'Black Widow' ideas." I replied, remembering our recent case. "And I get the feeling she doesn't like me all that much, so I wonder why you'd have that idea about her wanting to get me into bed."
"For all your powers and knowledge," Cindy replied, "you still have some things to learn about women."
"Oh, that education never ends, for any man." I replied with a grin. "Okay, here's the hotel..."
We pulled in and parked at the far side, as directed by the Uniformed Patrolmen. "Why the hell are you having all of us park over here?" I asked them as I got out of my SUV.
"The Hotel asked us to park to the side to be more inconspicuous." said one of the Patrolmen. "They said a lot of big money Alumni were beginning to come in for the game this weekend."
"Well," I said to Cindy as we walked towards the side entrance, "can't have the precious Alumni offended by our lowly presences, now can we?"
"Don't get me started." Cindy admonished. Patrolman Culver admitted us, and I went down the hall to see that it was blocked at the other end by other Officers. We were allowed to get onto the elevators to the fifth floor. Once there, Sergeant Rudistan was there to guide us to the room.
"Sir, ma'am," he said, "Lt. Perlman and some of her people are already here, and they're working with our Crime Lab team. She said you authorized it, sir."
"I did." I said as we strode down the hall. "Who is collecting the video footage of the hotel and all the hallways?"
"The Crime Lab, sir." said Rudistan. "Already working on it, and they'll get it to the Mouseketeers as fast as they can."
"Excellent." I said. "Good work." We turned left into Room 502, whose door was open. I had to stop suddenly to avoid crashing into the back of Tanya's wheelchair.
"Someone's holding up traffic." I said. "Write up a ticket, Captain."
"Oops, sorry, Commander." Tanya said. Beyond Tanya I could see Crime Lab people gathering evidence around the body of a woman in her mid-thirties. She had brown hair with blonde highlights. She was about medium height, in decent shape, and she was naked except for her pink-and-white high-heel slingback sandals.
"Everyone, this is Commander Donald Troy and Captain Cindy Ross." Tanya announced. "They are the best teachers you will ever have, so listen to every word they say."
"Except the cuss words." I said out loud. "Okay, Perlman, whaddya got?"
"I love hearing those words again." Tanya said wistfully, and I felt some emotion at that as she said "Looks like there was a party here. There's still some liquor, chocolate candies, and peanuts on the table, several cups around the place. There's an epi-pen on the floor next to the woman, and from the looks of the mark on her leg, it was injected into her."
"She must've eaten some of the peanuts and been allergic to them." one of the State lab techs said.
"Hold on there, one second." I said to the woman that had made the statement. "What's your name?"
"Uh, Connie." said the young woman, who was a black-haired caucasian woman.
"Hi, Connie. First lesson of the day: never theorize without data." I said. "And here's why: let's look at this logically. If this woman is carrying an epi-pen, and I'm only assuming that for this discussion, would it not be logical to believe that she already knows she's allergic to peanuts?"
"Er, yes sir." Connie said.
"So she probably wouldn't eat the peanuts on the table, there." I said.
"Yes sir, you're right." Connie said, dispirited.
"But hold on." I said. "You may not be wrong, Connie. It is very possible that the epi-pen is someone else's, that this woman didn't know she was allergic. She ate some peanuts, had a reaction, and the epi-pen was used on her. So you may very well be right, Connie. But let's get some more data first, then come to a more accurate conclusion, okay?"
"Yes sir." Connie said.
"Okay, so what else do you see here, Connie?" I asked, drawing her back to the lure.
"There was semen in her vagina." said the young woman. "We did a full rape kit, even if it might've been consentual. We're taking in the sheets for more evidence collection, and all the towels and bathcloths."
"Good." I said. "Anything else, and by that I mean physical evidence on the body?"
Connie looked around. "No signs of violent trauma, though her face is discolored."
"Martha," I said to the M.E., who was standing near us, absorbing my lesson, "what's the time of death, and how would you explain this discoloration?"
"Death was probably about twelve hours ago, Commander." said Martha. "One to two o'clock in the morning. The discoloration would be consistent with the trauma from a reaction to peanut poisoning and being unable to breathe. The epi-pen came too late."
"What does that tell you, Connie?" I asked my junior apprentice of the moment. "And tell me for certain if it was this woman's epi-pen, if you don't mind."
"Uh, I'm not sure about that, sir." said Connie.
"Neither am I, Commander." said Tanya Perlman. "So don't feel bad, Connie."
"Anyone else?" I called out. No one had anything to say. They were all looking at me in rather dumbfounded amazement. "Captain Ross?" I asked.
"I'm looking for a medical alert tag, and I am not seeing one." called out Cindy.
"And that, Connie," I said, "is why she is a Captain and carrying a crowbar. It is no shame on you nor anyone else that you didn't see what is not there." I raised my voice and said, "Captain Ross is right. If this woman was truly allergic to peanuts, she'd likely be wearing a medical alert bracelet or necklace. Did anyone find such a piece of jewelry?"
"No sir." said J.R. Barnes. "Her purse is missing, also."
"Splendid." I said sarcastically. "Makes identifying the victim all the more fun. Okay, Connie, you're doing fine, and now you'll know what to see and what's not there to see."
I looked around as Tanya wheeled closer to the body and peered at it. The sheets of both beds had been stripped. Fortunately, photographs were taken first, and a videotape of the crime scene was being filmed even as we worked. The various cups in the room had been photographed, and their locations marked with numbered markers as they were bagged. I had go through all of them and sniff the contents."
"Hmmm, lots of bourbon, some Scotch... ah, here's an Amaretto." I said. "Fingerprints, Barnes?"
"A ton of 'em." said Barnes. "And in the bathroom areas, too. All of the staff, including the cleaning personnel, have been fingerprinted in the past, so we can eliminate the prints that are theirs. We're doing a 'deep clean', as well, where we'll pull the bathtub drain, and sample down the potty, and all that stuff." Some of the new trainees looked wide-eyed if not downright squeamish at that.
"Good first case for our new State Crime Lab friends, I would say." I said, with a sideways glance at Tanya. She grinned that cherubic grin of hers.
"So, Lieutenant Perlman," I said, "what do you think has happened here?"
"Murder, sir." Tanya said. Everyone in the room looked at her, some gasping. Tanya continued: "Both beds were used for sex, so there were at least three, probably four people in the room. I'll break your rule and theorize that it was two heterosexual couples." I nodded.
Tanya continued: "I think our dead woman sampled some of those homemade chocolates, which had finely ground peanuts in them... I could smell them even though they're ground up so you can't see them. The bracelet is missing, but you can see the slightly discolored line on her right wrist where the sun did not tan her arm evenly; ergo, she was wearing a bracelet of some kind, and maybe it was a medical alert bracelet. I suspect she used the epi-pen on herself, and if she did, it shows she knew what was happening to her and tried to save herself. Then others cleared out of the room, taking her stuff along with theirs."
"Verrrry good." I said. "Martha's autopsy will prove or disprove a lot of that."
"With you guys around, my autopsy is hardly needed." said Martha with some acerbity.
"I wouldn't want anyone else doing it." I said nicely. "And Martha, isn't it fun to have Lieutenant Perlman working with us again?" Tanya and Cindy both smiled at that.
"Well, yes it is." Martha said sweetly.
"Captain, is there anything else you need to see?" I asked. Cindy shook her head 'no'. I said to Tanya: "I'd appreciate copies of your expedited reports, Lieutenant, and I'll return the favor."
"Sure, sir." said Tanya.
"By the way," I said to Tanya, "if you find any evidence of drugs on this scene, tell me before telling the SBI. If Dick Ferrell comes into this County and is seen by me or my Police, he will be arrested... for conspiracy with Agent Sharples to assassinate this County's Police Commander." With that, Cindy and I took our leave of the scene, leaving behind a shocked group of State Crime Lab technicians.
As we walked to the elevator, Cindy said "Did I just witness Lt. Perlman making an observation that you did not?"
"Yes you did, and yes she did." I said. "Contrary to popular rumors, some things do get by me. And it's all the more reason I like to keep good teammates around me..."
Part 4 - Investigation
"Okay, Mr. Crowbarrrr," said Chief Moynahan from the doorway of my office, "step into MCD with me, please." I followed him into MCD, where Detectives Joanne Cummings Warner and Teddy Parker were putting information on whiteboards. Cindy and Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters were watching--- er, 'supervising'.
The Chief said "I am going to begin encouraging these Detectives to use whiteboards more often in their investigations, and this hotel murder case will be a perfect start. Obviously not everyone has whiteboards in their heads like you do, Mis-ter Crowbarrr. I know I sure don't."
"I understand, Chief, and I agree with you we should start using them." I said. "So, guys, what do you have on this case?"
"The deceased woman was identified by fingerprints, sir." said Joanne, pointing at a DMV picture of a 'decidedly' blonde woman. "She applied for a concealed carry permit five years ago, and her fingerprints were taken then. Her name is Melissa Darby Cash. She is married to an Arnold G. Cash, who is a member of the River Valley Country Club and owns the AGC Trucking Company."
Joanne pointed to the DMV picture of Arnold Cash. He was white, tall, with a sharp, angular face and black hair. His eyes were dark and looked menacing. "The AGC Trucking Company runs a fleet of 18-wheelers, and they move freight around the country. Pretty big, well-to-do business, sir."
"Do I even need to ask if you've asked the Mouseketeers for a big financial workup?" I asked.
"Of course not, sir." Joanne said. "And they're working on it now. Paulina got the warrants an hour ago, so they just started."
"Cool beans." I said. "Let's find Mr. Cash, as quickly as possible. Put out an APB. If you find him tonight, both of you interview him and I'll watch the tape in the morning. Okay, who else was in the room?"
"A couple of the drink cups had fingerprints belonging to a Tina Sasskind. She also applied for and obtained a Concealed Carry Permit." said Teddy Parker. "There were also fingerprints of two men. One is named Jerry Kidd. He's nineteen years old, and was arrested in the City on the same raid that nabbed Reece Patrick. He's not enrolled at City University nor the University here. And the fourth person, the second man, is named Paul Claisson. French. He's older, in his early 30s. The FBI says he may have connections to Jean-Paul Baptiste, of the 'Murdered Chessplayer' case you solved some time ago.
I thought to myself how long ago that case had been, and all that had transpired since. "Let's put out some APBs for these people, as well. Let the FBI and Homeland Security know about Paul Claisson. Have his passport flagged, and get Paulina to obtain a warrant for his arrest."
As Parker went to his computer, I looked at the photos. Tina Sasskind's hair was darker brown than Lainie or Teresa's, and it was straight until it got to her shoulders, where it curled up and outward, almost like Dilbert's tie, reminding me of Delise Patrick from the New Black Widow case. But Tina was much prettier, and much more refined, than Delise could hope to be.
Jerry Kidd had a full head of hair on top, which was dyed bright blonde, almost Cindy's color. But the sides were cut short in a 'highwall', like an Army Ranger haircut, leaving just the mop on top. He was slender but the DMV picture showed he had broad shoulders, and I could tell that he was likely muscular and fit.
Paul Claisson was older, had brown hair with flecks of gray, and a thin mustache and goatee. Stereotypical Frenchman, was what came to my mind as I examined his Interpol photo.
I said "Chief, why don't we step across the hall and speak with our Mouseketeers." Moynahan followed me to the office next to Cindy's which was now partitioned off into cubicles. Myron, Mary and David Krueger were at their desks.
"Hi guys!" I said. "Whaddya got for me, so far?"
"Not much yet, sir." said Myron. "I'm digging pretty deep into AGC Trucking, so it may take some time. I'm also working up Tina Sasskind and the two guys whose fingerprints showed up at the scene."
"What, you don't have it all in fifteen seconds like you usually do?" I asked in mock shock. I then grinned and said "Just kidding. You guys do great work. Take your time and find all you can."
"Yes, you guys do excellent work." said the Chief. "If I'd had you guys while I was in Midtown, I'd be a legend like the Iron Crowbar, here."
"Modesty, Chief." I intoned. "Modesty..."
"Speaking of legends, sir," said Mary Mahoney Milton, looking at me, "how's your back doing with the girdle?" The guys chuckled at that one.
"It feels better." I said, not submitting to the teasing. "And it's nice to have bulletproof vest protection, too. So, Mary, do the warrants allow you to obtain medical information on our victim?"
"Yes sir," said Mary, "and I'm getting that now."
"Guys," said the Chief, "if you're going to the game tomorrow, keep working your butts off. If not, don't stay up too late for this. Go home by suppertime, which is 7:30pm in my household, and therefore 7:30pm in your households."
"I agree." I said. "We know who was in the room and we've got APBs out for them. We can't do much else immediately. Whatever you get tonight, send it to my mailbox. I'll look at it in the morning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, September 3d, 7:15am. I was sitting in my office, drinking coffee, having just watched Bettina's broadcast. Fortunately, she did not reveal the name of the victim in our murder case, correctly citing that the TCPD was withholding the name pending notification of next of kin. Bettina was eager to move on to the Sports report, and I turned to my emails to see what my Data Miners had mined.
"Good morning, Commander." said Cindy Ross as she knocked on my door and came on into my office.
"Good morning, Captain." I said. "Help yourself to some coffee." Cindy immediately complied with that 'order'. After filling her mug, she sat down in one of the 'hot seat' chairs.
"The videos have been processed." I said. "I'll put them on the TV screen so you can see them."
As we watched, Cindy said "They are not particularly good quality."
"Hotel cameras rarely are." I replied. "In fact, some hotels don't even keep footage; their cameras are fakes or just video monitors. So let's count ourselves lucky, here."
"True, that." Cindy replied. "This young blonde guy looks like Jerry Kidd. He checked in at the desk... alone."
"Yes." I said. "And with a fake ID showing him to be 22 years old. Check-in time was 10:30pm Thursday night. Hotel said he had a reservation, in his own name of 'Jerry Kidd'. He then gets into the elevator with two women, who are Melissa and Tina. These are the clearest video images from the hotel footage."
"They look like they're ready to fuck his brains out right there in the elevator." Cindy said. "Except they're bringing in those trays of snacks. At least he had the decency to help them by bringing in the liquor." I laughed.
"Well, they waited on banging him until they went down the hall, which this upcoming footage shows." I said. "And there they go, into Room 502."
"So where is Claisson?" asked Cindy.
"Patience, my friend." I said. "Myron spliced this video from the actual footage, so that we don't have to watch the boring intermezzo time. Claisson arrived about thirty minutes later. Here he comes now... and he knocks on the door, and is admitted."
"Very exciting stuff." Cindy said.
"Yeah, I wish the sex party had been filmed for us to watch." I replied, earning a smirk from my partner in crime-fighting. "For my wife's research, of course."
"Of course." Cindy said, her eyes still smirking at me.
"Okay, this tape fast forwards to about 1:15am, when Paul Claisson rushes out and down the hall."I said. "He obviously dressed hastily. Then at 1:25am, Tina Sasskind and Jerry Kidd come out together, walk down the hall, fairly hastily dressed, walking fast. Can't see if their faces are flushed in this black-and-white film. In the elevator, they keep their heads down, so I can't really see facial expressions."



"Well, if nothing else," Cindy said, "this proves Martha the M.E. correct on time-of-death yet again. Yes, I know that's an assumption on my part, but I'll bet I'm right... and that Martha was right."
"I agree." I said. I went back through the digital tape again. Cindy watched also, but I suspected she was just being polite, and patient.
"Anyway," I continued, "I was just opening these emails on Melissa Darby Cash and her party friends when you came in... hmmm... says here that she's 37 years old. Married to Arnold G. Cash for 15 years, no children. She majored in Journalism and Communications at the University and had a short career with KSB in the City, but pretty much washed out within a couple of years. Then she got into an MLM selling beauty products, did okay for a while, then let that drop."
"Credit cards..." I went on. "Typical expenditures at the Mall, pays off the cards every month, no real issues there. No hotel reservations or anything like that, though."
"Makes sense." said Cindy. "They had Jerry Kidd check in at the desk. If they've been doing this before, we might never find it... because they're not leaving a paper trail."
"Very true... oh, this is interesting." I said as I continued reading, "she's reportedly a good cook, and had some involvement with Emma's catering startup. She was said to be the force behind Emma's cooking classes around the County."
"Yet her name never came up when Emma Washburn was murdered." Cindy very astutely observed. "So, was she was married to Arnold Cash all that time?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I replied. "As to him, he's the owner of AGC Trucking. Bought a small, failing trucking firm and worked it up into a pretty big transportation hub. His main offices are in the City, and they have hubs in Southport and in Nextdoor County... their back fence almost touches our County line. He's a graduate of the University, same year as his wife, and he majored in Business Administration. He has one arrest for DUI about ten years ago, and an arrest for involvement in a bar fight about six years ago; that was a disorderly conduct charge. Ah! Here we go... he then had a domestic abuse charge five years ago. Pled down, went to counseling. I'll have to check for more on that."
"Sounds like a guy who needs a round or two with me in the ring," said Cindy, "to calm him down from time to time."
"You'll be happy to know," I said, "that his middle name is 'Gay'. Arnold Gay Cash."
"Yes, that's a redeeming feature." said Cindy. "So I'll go easier on him in the ring."
"Well, let's not jump to conclusions," I said, "until we meet him. Okay, on to the medical information, as gathered by Mary Mahoney Milton..."
I opened the next email. "Hmmm, says here she was in generally good health, but putting on a bit of weight the last few years. Definitely had a peanut allergy; could not ingest them, could not be exposed to peanut products for prolonged periods. Prescribed an epi-pen, which she carried at all times."
"I'm not a doctor, nor do I play one on TV," Cindy replied, "but her peanut allergy could not be that bad, could it? If she's cooking, especially with Emma Washburn, she'd be around peanut oil a lot. So it's probably one of the milder allergies, as opposed to being unable to be within a mile of a peanut and reacting, like some people are."
"Maybe." I said. "I'll have to ask for Laura's medical opinion about it, though your thought was my original thought, as well. Okay, now to my favorite part of the show: finances. Krueger has been filling Julie Newton's role there most effectively."
"As long as he's not passing our info to the bad guys." Cindy said with some considerable asperity.
"No, I think he's trustworthy." I said. "Neither Myron nor Mary would tolerate him for a moment if he was bad... and they would know. Okay, we discussed Melissa's finances, and found them to be boring. Now for Arnold and AGC Trucking. Hmmm, doing well financially. Cash had all the correct legal bubbles to protect his personal assets. He had two protected pension trusts, as well: one for him, one for his wife."
"What are those about?" Cindy asked.
"Well, just in case something happens, and he's wiped out financially, neither the Bankruptcy Courts nor Courts in a lawsuit can touch these trusts, and he and his wife would have money to live on. Jesse Livermore, the famous stock market trader, had one of these because he kept making and losing all his money in the markets. And I set one up for all my kids with some of the money from the CIA settlement."
"Sounds like a plan." Cindy said. "So why would he expect to be wiped out?"
"He may not have been." I said. "He may just be that forward-thinking. Meanwhile, family finances seemed to be okay, as well. Only debts were the house and two cars... both Mercedes products. I can't complain there; Laura loves Mercedes cars."
"Borrrring!" Cindy loudly declared. "Gotta go with those O65 Imperial Crowns!"
"The Black Beauty will ride again, Kato!" I said with a grin. "Okay, Tina Sasskind. Married to Russ Sasskind. They live in the same neighborhood as the Cash couple. And as the women were in that same hotel room, it's no great feat of detection to surmise that the women were friends."
Cindy nodded as I continued: "Tina Sasskind is almost not even on the grid. She has one credit card, which she used at the same malls and shops that Melissa did, but more sparingly. No hotel charges or anything like that, either."
"Russ Sasskind was an NFL player for three years, offensive lineman, then blew out his knee. Has a good annuity, and he's now a football coach at the NFL level. So he's pulling down some coin, but not quite at the millions-of-dollars level."
"And not at home a lot, leaving a bored wife behind, if I don't miss my guess." said Cindy. "By the way, no joy on those APBs?"
"No, not yet." I said. "Our Officers went to the Cash and Sasskind houses, no one at either home. But I expect we'll catch up to them sooner rather than later. Okay, nothing else of significance in the finances, so far. Let's take a peek... oh, wait a minute."
I went back through some things, then sent an email. "I just asked J.R. Barnes to confirm who any fingerprints on the epi-pen at the crime scene belong to. I didn't see any reference to that at all. You'd think Melissa's would be on it, but we'll have to see."
"Good thought." Cindy said.
"Let's go to the toxicology report. I see that Tanya is doing a good job of getting results out quickly, and her report jives with our own Lab's findings. Oh wow..."
"What?" Cindy said as I paused, stunned.
"Tanya put a note on her report asking us to verify the results of the epi-pen tests. She says they didn't find the antidote drug, epinephrine... but curare. A potent poison..."
"Oh my goodness." Cindy said. "That means..."
"... that it's definitely a murder case." I replied.
Part 5 - Missing in Action
We hardly had time to think about the ramifications of this new information, because the Duty Desk was paging me on the phone.
"Sir," said the Desk Sergeant, "a gentleman here wants to make a missing persons report on his wife. His name is Arnold Cash."
"Ahhhh." I said. "Sergeant, put him in I-Alpha and tell him someone will be right there. And find an uniformed officer in the building to be in the room with us." The Desk Sergeant acknowledged the instructions and disconnected.
"Okay," I said as I hung up the phone. "Mr. Cash is here, wants to make a missing persons report. What say you and I go have a chat with him? And of course, say nothing of his wife's death until we're ready to spring that on him."
"Let's do this." Cindy replied. We headed to Interrogation-A.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we looked into I-A from the anteroom, I said "Tall, slender man. Make note of that." Cindy just nodded, and followed me into the room.
"Hello, Mr. Cash." I said. "My name is Commander Donald Troy, and this is Captain Cindy Ross. Sergeant Rudistan here will be staying with us, per protocols. You said you wanted to make a missing person's report?"
"Yes, but... wow, the Police Commander himself? And a Captain?" said Cash with some incredulity.
"We happened to be on duty here this morning." I said as an explanation. "Most of our Officers are on patrols or working the football game. So! how may we help you?"
"My wife has not been at home since Thursday afternoon, and I've been unable to get in touch with her." said Cash.
"Why did you not come to us yesterday afternoon or evening?" Cindy asked. Cash let his dark eyes rest on her a second, and I did not fail to see that they seemed to show contempt.
"Melissa, that's my wife, sometimes stays with her friend Tina Sasskind if they are out late and have a drink too many." said Cash. "Usually she calls, but sometimes her cellphone battery goes dead. I wasn't really worried yesterday, and only became worried when she didn't come home today, wasn't at Tina's house, and I couldn't reach her after calling around to her other friends."
"Mr. Cash," I said, "in the process of investigating a missing person, we have to ask some questions of you that might seem intrusive or personal in nature. So first, where were you from the time you last saw your wife until now?"
"I was at home when she said she was going over to see Tina." said Cash. "That's not unusual; Tina's husband is a football coach and often is out of Town. Melissa will go over to Tina's, they'll share some alcohol, and Melissa stays there instead of coming home."
"She usually calls you if that's the case?" I asked.
"Usually." said Cash. "And she called Thursday night, about 9:30pm, and said to not expect her home that night."
"So, please continue." I said. "You stayed home Thursday night?"
"Yeah, I went to bed, got up Friday and went to work."
"What work is that?" I asked, before Cindy was about to say something. I didn't want Cash to realize we knew all about him.
"AGC Trucking Company. I'm the owner." said Cash.
"Business good?" I asked. "Any problems with it?"
"Reasonably good for this economy." said Cash. "My main hub is near the City, though I'm headquartered here.. or in Nextdoor County, to be more accurate... to avoid the City's exorbitant taxes."
"Any other hubs?" I asked.
"Southport." said Cash. "I've been trying to sell it. Too much Mob interference down there."
"Has the Southport Mob been giving you a hard time?" I asked, probing this opening. "Making any threats to you or your wife?"
"No, nothing like that." said Cash. "I pay the Boys down there, and they leave me alone. They do control most of the Union truck drivers. But I've taken most of my trucks out of there. Can't get a buyer for the property, though."
"So no problems with them?" I persisted. "No reason they'd want to harm you or get to you through your wife?"
"No, no problems like that." said Cash. "At least they haven't said anything to me. I'd think if they had a problem, they'd say something. They don't like to threaten anyone unless they really have to. Bad for their business."
"Okay, so you were at work Friday." I said. "Here in Town?"
"Part of the day." said Cash. "I did go over to the City, also. It was a pretty long day. Orders for things like beer and food really pick up during football season. We had a lot of stuff coming in. Our trucks were bringing in orders to distributors, then coming back in to our hub for new assignments."
"I see." I said. "So last night, your wife had not come home yet. You weren't worried then?"
"I was in the City." said Cash. "Went out with the managers, had a few drinks, crashed at the hotel. Got up this morning and drove home. Melissa wasn't at home when I got there, and I started calling around. And then I came here."
"Okay, so no contact between the two of you from Thursday night to now?" I queried.
"No sir." said Cash.
Just then the phone on the wall next to the anteroom door buzzed. Rudistan answered it, then handed it to me.
"This is Lt. Perlman over at the Crime Lab." Tanya's voice said through the phone.
"I'll have to call you back." I said. "Give me two minutes."
"Okay." Tanya said. "Has Arnold Cash been found yet?"
"Yes." I said. And that was all I said.
"Ahhhhh, you're interrogating him now, aren't you?" Tanya said, catching on fast.
"Yes." I said.
"You might not want to let him walk out of there..." Tanya said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Sergeant, if you'll help Mr. Cash fill out this paperwork," I said, "Captain Ross and I will be back in just a few minutes. Mr. Cash, I'd appreciate it if you'd stay here a few minutes until we get back. If you need some water, or need to use the restroom, Sergeant Rudistan will escort you." With that, Cindy and I left the Interrogation Room.
Going to my office, I called to see if any Data Miners were available. Only Lainie Everett, who hated football, was on call. I asked her to run some data, then emailed her the starting points. Then I called back Tanya, and put her on speakers so Cindy could hear.
"Yes, we were talking with Mr. Cash." I said when she picked up. "So, why should we detain him?"
"I've had a couple of my Techs follow up on the epi-pen and the curare." said Tanya. "Melissa Cash had a prescription for epi-pens, and she always carried one and had another at her house. Here's the rub: she always got hers from the Kroger Pharmacy near where she lived; they would order them for her if she needed one. However, the epi-pen that we found at the crime scene was not from that pharmacy. The prescription label was peeled off, but the injector had a serial number, which we found was part of a bulk shipment. I'm working on getting more on this, but AGC Trucking often moves the local Kroger distributor's stuff that doesn't actually come in a Kroger truck."
"Sehr interresant." I said, making an inexcusable mess of the German language.
"Also," Tanya said, "my techs began exploring a bit too eagerly. Little Iron-Crowbar-wannabees, they are. One of them found a domestic violence charge against Arnold Gay Cash. Part of the plea deal included counseling, but we can't get into those sealed records, not being psychiatrists like someone's lovely wife."
"Ah, that's also good to know." I said. "Please send me what you have... oh, never mind, there's the email already." We made our goodbyes. Just then, Lainie knocked on the door, and I bade her to enter.
Lainie Everett was a youngish looking woman, slender with decent breasts, what would be an hourglass shape hidden by a bit of babyfat, nice shapely legs and feet. Her hair was light brown, pretty much the same color as Teresa's, but Lainie's hair was very long... past her hips and to her shapely buttcheeks... and she wore it very straight. Her 'feature' was that she wore eyeglasses, and the frames were always clear plastic in some bright color. Today's color was fluorescent green, which oddly matched the salmon pink dress she was wearing.
"Sir," Lainie said, "I have the information you asked for. Mr. Cash was arrested for a domestic abuse incident five years ago. He pled down and got probation, and he had to go undergo counseling. He and his wife also went through marriage counseling at the time. I can't get those records; they're sealed. I sent you an email with my data results."
"That's great, Lainie." I said. "Thanks. You can go--- oh, by the way, Lainie... Captain Ross and I will want to be discussing what future opportunities you might want while working with us. So think about that, and we'll get together some time next week."
After Lainie left, Cindy said "What's that about?"
"We're running the Mouseketeers ragged." I said. "And the FBI is, as well. Myron never trusted Lainie very much, but Mary thinks Lainie is okay, if a bit introverted. So I'm going to see if we can up her game. Ditto that for Sonali in Vice, though she's not nearly as capable as Lainie, in my personal estimation."
"Which matches Lt. Croyle's." Cindy said. "So we have all this going on, and you're thinking of where to best use your chess pieces. Does your brain ever take a day off?"
"Only when I'm getting brainwashed." I said, somewhat acerbically. "Okay, we're going to go talk to Cash again. Follow my lead; I'll be asking very specific questions in a specific way. By the way, what do you think of him?"
"He doesn't like women, for sure." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Re-entering Interrogation Alpha, Cindy and I sat down opposite Arnold Cash. "Mr. Cash," I said, "I am going to follow standard procedure, and take the precaution of reading to you your rights." I did so from the card, then asked if he understood the rights.
"Yeah, but why are you reading them to me?" Cash asked. "Am I a suspect in something?"
"It's just standard procedure." I said. "And for your protection. These questions will become pretty intrusive. First... does your wife have any medical conditions?"
"She's allergic to peanuts." said Cash. "She carries an epi-pen around all the time. Funny thing, though... she can cook in the kitchen, but she just can't eat any peanuts."
"I see." I said, then hardened my voice as I asked: "Mr. Cash, are you aware of any sexual affairs your wife has had or may be having?"
Cash's eyes glared for a moment, then he said "No, not that I am aware of."
"Never in the past?" I asked, peering hard at him. Cindy peered hard at him, also.
"No." Cash said. "And I've never had reason to be suspicious of her having any affairs."
"Okay." I said. "Mr. Cash, have you ever had arguments with your wife? Have you ever verbally or physically assaulted her?"
Cash's eyes became slits as he leaned back. "Okay, now I understand. I'm sure you know that there was an abuse case several years ago. I'm still on probation for that now. But since that time, I have never hit her. We've had arguments from time to time, don't all couples? But nothing serious."
"What were the arguments about?" asked Cindy, her voice connoting derision. Cash seemed to glare at her as if a bug had intruded upon his water glass.
"Typical things." Cash replied. "She'd whine about me not spending time with her, and I'd tell her, as always, that I was working my ass off to give her a good home and lifestyle."
"Have you recently argued with your wife?" I asked. "Have you had any dispute, any at all, of which we may become aware?"
"No." said Cash. "The job has forced me to work long hours, but things were fine between us. As far as I know, anyway. And besides... I'm on probation. Do you think I'd touch her and violate that probation?"
"This will be very invasive, but I have to ask." I said. "What were your sexual relations with your wife like?"
"Once a week, usually." Cash said. "Maybe every two weeks if things were busy at work. Usually on weekends."
"Make-up sex after arguments?" Cindy asked, almost scornfully. I realized what she was doing, and let her do it.
Cash contemplated his answer as he contemplated her, then said "No, Captain. And I resent the insinuation. And our sex life is personal, as well."
"Nothing in your life is personal right now, Mr. Cash." I said, knowing it was time. "You see, sir, we are not investigating your wife's disappearance. Melissa Darby Cash was found dead yesterday morning, at the Hyatt Hotel..."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Friends and Family
"What?!" Cash gasped, his eyes growing wide. "She's... dead?"
"I am sorry to say that she is, sir." I said. "You will be escorted to our morgue across the parking lot to identify her body. I must also state that you are a person of interest in her death, and that you need to stay in this County, and let us know if you leave the County. If you cross the State Line, you'll be arrested as a wanted fugitive, and your parole will be considered violated. Do I make myself clear, Mr. Cash?"
Cash was just staring at me, as if a railroad train was bearing down on him. Finally he said "What happened? How did she die?"
"We're still investigating that." I said. "Now are you sure there is nothing you can tell us? Any threats to you or her? Was she seeing someone?"
"No, it's all like I said before." Cash said. He began getting his wits about him again. "Everything I said before was the truth, every bit of it."
"Very well." I said. "Do you have any idea where Tina Sasskind is?"
"Er, no." said Cash. "You think she has something to do with my wife's death?"
"I don't know, but I sure want to talk to her." I said. "Sergeant Rudistan, call the morgue. Have a couple of Officers escort Mr. Cash over for the identification. It might be a couple of days before we can release your wife's body to you, Mr. Cash." I stood up. "And again, don't leave the County without informing us. You might want to put some other people in charge at your business hubs outside the County until we get this cleared up."
"Was she murdered?" Cash asked, looking up at me. "Tell me, dammit... was she murdered?"
"We are trying to determine that now, Mr. Cash. Excuse me." With that, I left the Interrogation Room via the anteroom door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya Perlman watched the taped interview of Arnold Gay Cash as she, Cindy and I sat in my office. "Wow." she said.
"What do you both think of him?" I asked.
"No wonder the Iron Crowbar gets all the results." Tanya said with her playful grin. "He asks us for the answers first."
"Believe me, sister," Cindy replied, "he doesn't need us as much as we need him. He's just asking as a courtesy."
"Au contraire, ma cousine." I replied. "I really do seek and value your inputs, especially if they keep me from making a mistake that lets a killer go free."
"We're messin' with ya, Don." Tanya said. "As to Arnold Cash... he has some serious issues with women, he's been violent to his wife in the past, he seems totally unaware of what she might have been doing when out of his presence, and he got real antsy when you asked about their sex life. Ergo, he's a narcissist, only aware of himself and his world, he has an inferiority complex whenever he's challenged, especially by women, and only the threat of jail time is keeping him from hurting his wife. That last is just a guess."
"But accurate." I said. Just then, Lainie Everett knocked on the door.
I had her come in, and after some appropriate greetings with Tanya, Lainie said "Sir, I found a record in the Courthouse. Melissa Cash had just filed for divorce."
"How long ago?" I asked.
"Apparently that Thursday morning... by her lawyer, Virginia Madison, from the firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn. The Court had not yet sent notice to Mr. Cash." said Lainie.
"This is great! Thanks, Lainie." I said. Lainie left as I opened the email she'd sent and quickly examined it.
"He never mentioned that she was going to divorce him." Cindy said.
"I'm not sure he knew." Tanya said. "He was emphatic about nothing being wrong in their marriage."
"He could be lying through his teeth about that." Cindy replied.
"I dunno." I said. "He figured out that we knew about the domestic violence incident, and that he's on probation. If he lied, or lies, about anything, we'll be all over him like a cheap suit."
"Yes," said Cindy, "but if he committed the murder of his wife, then he's in for a penny, in for a pound, and probably would lie about things like that. His alibi, such as it is, is very thin already---" She stopped talking as Tanya started laughing, unable to control herself. "What?" Cindy asked.
"I'm sorry." said Tanya. "I'm just remembering what the Iron Crowbar has said about alibis maybe a million times."
"And I told you a million times not to exaggerate, too." I said with a grin.
"So, Don, what do you think?" Cindy asked, not liking having lost control of the conversation.
"Ohhhhh..." I said, leaning back in my chair as much as I could with the back brace on, "I really want to know where Tina Sasskind is, why she didn't go home, why we can't seem to find her. To that end, Captain Ross, have the Duty Desk put out a nationwide APB for her. Have her passport flagged, have the airlines notified, all that good stuff."
"We already have, sir." Cindy said. "And no joy on any of it. You think she's involved?"
"I think you are trying to get me to theorize without data, Miss Ross." I said. "And your efforts will fail."
"God! I miss you guys!" Tanya said as she continued to laugh.
"We miss you too, too." I said. "And it's time for you to become 'Lady Ironside', and help us solve this case."
"Ooooh, yeah!" said Tanya excitedly. "Raymond Burr ain't got nuthin' on me!"
"Except that Raymond Burr was a Canadian-American." Cindy said proudly. "You can't match that."
"Touché." I conceded on Tanya's behalf.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Much to the surprise of the sports-following nation, the Bulldogs delivered Coach Ted Thrasher's first victory as they soundly whipped the State U. Purple Hawks 24-3. Their defense was stubborn, and an amazing improvement over the previous year.
Later that day, the Wildcats played State Tech. State Tech played dirty, with illegal chop blocks, late hits on the quarterback, and two personal fouls for hits out of bounds. But the worst was when a State Tech player went for the Wildcats's Senior running back's knees and injured him badly.
A big fight ensued, the State Tech player was thrown out of the game, but that didn't do the Wildcats any good... our running back was lost for the season. We would now have to rely on a promising but still green Freshman, Clarence 'Johnny' Appletree. He got a good start: four touchdowns as the Wildcats ran up the score, winning 63-10. Detective Theo Washington's cousin, Jamaal Washington, also a Freshman, caught two touchdown passes.
"State Tech is so dirty." said Laura as we watched the game at The Cabin. We were hosting 'the usual suspects' with a large food spread and general party. Carole decided she liked the red Wildcat dress she was wearing, making her daddy most very proud. Bowser barked whenever the Wildcats scored and Carole (and her dad) cheered.
Cindy was also rooting for the Wildcats against the hated Engineers of State Tech. Buddy had gone to Teresa the moment she walked into the house and had stayed with my Vice Lieutenant as if he were her dog... and that was okay with me.
Molly was staying at the Cabin with Ross and Ian, and my mother was all over the place, having cooked food and now serving it. Phyllis seemed to have a frantic energy about her, I observed. Todd noted it too, and mentioned it to me.
Later on, I talked to Laura in the kitchen in private. "Honey," I said, "can you use your super powers and invade some Court-sealed psychological reports for me?"
"I'm sure I can, Darling." Laura replied. "This Melissa Cash case?" I nodded as Laura said "That was before our time here, but as the official Police Psychologist, I can probably get the data without a warrant."
"Thanks." I said. "That'll help. Oh... and can you do one more thing for me?" When Laura heard my request, she smiled and agreed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we watched the Tigers play Protestant in the night game, Jack Muscone and I talked quietly as we pounded down some beers. Then Tanya rolled up in her wheelchair.
"Jack, will you do me a favor?" Tanya said. "Call whoever you call in the FBI and ask them and the local Police in Dallas to see if they can find Tina Sasskind? Her husband's team is playing the Cowboys in Dallas tomorrow."
Jack got out his cellphone and made the calls. When he hung up, I said "Very good thought, Tanya. Wish I'd thought of that."
"We have enough evidence for your witch trial already." Jack said. "I'll order some extra firewood for this SBI Lieutenant, though." Tanya grinned her cherubic grin.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday morning, September 4th, 10:30am. Cindy and I were looking through the one-way glass into Interrogation-Alpha. Inside the room, guarded by Officer Lydia Green, was Tina Sasskind. And she was one very angry woman.
Tina had a very shapely body, helped by exercise. Her breasts were naturally large, her shape an hourglass, not quite as hot at Teresa Croyle, but pretty sexy. Her legs were smoking hot.
"What's going on?" asked Chief Moynahan as he came in.
"Tina was with her husband in Dallas, like Lt. Perlman realized." I said. "The FBI had the Federal Marshals arrest her and transport her here overnight. Her husband was told he could coach the game today, but he can expect to be escorted here after the game. And she is very pissed off about it."
"That's two that Tanya's gotten over on you." Cindy said to me.
"Didn't realize we were keeping score," I said, "but it's all good. Tanya is one sharp Detective. Okay, Captain, let's talk to Mrs. Sasskind, and follow my lead on the questioning."
We went into the room, where Tina's dark eyes glared at us. "Hello, Mrs. Sasskind." I said. "My name is Commander Donald Troy, and this is Captain Cindy Ross---"
"I know who you are." said Tina. "Why they hell was I handcuffed in Dallas in front of my husband and his coworkers and dragged up here?"
"Because, ma'am," I said, "you are a person of interest in a case we are examining. And for your protection, I will now read to you your legal rights." I read the Miranda warning from the card, and asked if Tina understood the rights.
Instead of answering, Tina said "Why am I here? Am I under arrest?"
"You are being detained." I said. "As a flight risk, having fled the State last Friday morning."
"I went to be with my husband." said Tina. "There's nothing wrong with that. It's a free country... or is it?"
"Odd time to fly down there." I said. "And by the way, our records show that you are not in the habit at all of visiting your husband during away games. So why the sudden interest in a visit now?"
"That's none of your business." said the woman.
"Mrs. Sasskind," I said, "would you like a lawyer to be present during this interrogation?"
"Do I need one?" Tina replied sharply.
"I would seriously recommend it." I said. "Mrs. Sasskind, where were you last Thursday night?"
Tina looked at me with surprise for a moment, then her face changed. "Yeah, I want that lawyer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The lawyer arrived within half an hour. He was furnished by a firm in the City, and had been provided by Coach Sasskind's team. His name was Chuck Prentiss, and he was a tall, slender, black man. He'd been a college football star, but didn't make the grade in the NFL, and so he completed his schooling and became an attorney for them.
He and Tina Sasskind conferred for twenty minutes, then Cindy and I went in and Officer Green also returned. "What is this about?" the lawyer asked.
"I'll tell you in a moment." I said. "I would like to know where Tina was last Thursday night.
"My client reserves the right to invoke at any time." said the lawyer. "But I will allow her to answer questions, one at a time, until she does revoke." I nodded my concurrence.
"Mrs. Sasskind," I said, "where were you Thursday night?"
"At the Hyatt Hotel." Tina said. "Getting my brains fucked out."
Most people would react to that, and the lawyer seemed shocked. Didn't faze me a bit, though, and Cindy was more than used to it by now, as well. Tina noted our lack of reaction.
"By whom?" Cindy asked simply.
"By two different men." said Tina. "One was Paul Claisson, a Frenchman. The other... I don't even know what his name was. But he had a big cock. A really huge dick."
"Does your husband know what you were doing Thursday night?" I asked.
"No." Tina said. "I guess he's going to find out, though, isn't he?"
"Why would you say that?" queried Cindy.
"This is about Melissa, isn't it?" Tina asked back.
"What do you know about Melissa?" I asked.
"She was there." said Tina. "She was with me and the guys. They were fucking her, too. Then she had that allergic reaction and injected herself with her epi-pen. She calmed down, seemed to be okay and breathing again, then Paul started panicking and ran out. The other guy said we should go and that he'd call an ambulance to come get Melissa. I wanted to stay but the guy said it might be on the news and my husband might see it. So I left. Melissa's okay, isn't she?"
I peered hard at the woman. Her face grew more concerned.
"Are you and Melissa good friends?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, pretty good." Tina said. "We hang out, go shopping together. She gets sloppy drunk and has to stay at my house sometimes, which pisses off her husband. It's just as well, he's a bad seed anyway. I'm always glad when she's not alone with him."
"Yet, you left her alone when she was having an allergic reaction." I said, my voice full of accusation.
"She was okay, though." said Tina. "And she'd had reactions before, and had injected herself, and she was fine."
"You're sure she was fine?" I asked. "You didn't tell anyone at the hotel about her, to check up on her?"
"No... the guy... oh, what was his name..." Tina said, "he said he called 9-1-1 but we had to leave because the Media monitors the ambulances."
That was true, I knew all too well. "Tina, did you and Melissa have sex parties at other times?"
"Uh... yeah." Tina admitted. "We went barhopping and hooked up with guys a lot. College guys are all over the place, and they're hot and randy and ready to satisfy us. Our husbands... my husband is never home, even during the off-season, and Melissa's husband is a dirtbag that can only get it up after they fight."
"Does he hit her?" Cindy asked.
"Not to my knowledge, ant least not since he got put in jail a few years ago." Tina said with some bitterness. "But he's mean. He says mean things to her. She knows he won't touch her or he'll go to jail, but he lords it over her. Fucks her when he's good and ready, but that's it."
"Had you... connected with these same two guys before?" I asked.
"With Paul, yes." said Tina. "The other guy, I didn't know him. He was new. Great in bed, though, I'd have him again if I could."
I thought about it a moment, then asked "Did Melissa ever have an allergy fit during one of these sex parties?"
"No." said Tina. "The other time I saw it was when she was helping her friend Emma with a cooking show. Emma was murdered several months ago, almost a year ago now, by the way. Anyway, Emma used some kind of peanut oil and Melissa didn't know it when she tasted the food. Melissa started having trouble breathing, and her face got red. She went right for that epi-pen, and after she injected it she got a lot better."
"Did she go to the doctor?" I asked.
"Yes." said Tina. "But she was okay."
"So Thursday night," I said, "she injected herself, you guys all left her, and you have no idea if she was okay or not?"
"That's right." Tina said. "But... an ambulance came, didn't it?"
I peered at her. The lawyer said, "Commander, at this time I need to ask you to tell us what is going on, or I'll ask my client to end the interview."
I looked at Cindy, then said "No, an ambulance did not arrive. Melissa Cash was found dead on Friday."
"Oh my God!" Tina gasped. "No! Say it isn't true!"
"It's true." I said. "And Mrs. Sasskind, you are a person of interest in her death. You will be required to wear an ankle bracelet and to surrender your passport, or else we will arrest you and hold you here in my jails."
"With what is she being charged?" asked the lawyer.
"She's shown herself to be a flight risk." I said. "And the charge is suspicion... of murder."
"What?!" Tina shouted. "I didn't kill her!"
"If that's the case, you'll be free to go once you're cleared," I said, "But not until then. Now..." I continued, looking more at the lawyer, "I would suggest you confer with your attorney. You can accept voluntary ankle monitoring, or we can arraign you tomorrow morning, meaning you'll spend tonight in County Jail..."
Part 7 - Friends and Lovers
7:00am, Monday, September 5th. You know what that means, in spite of it being Labor Day: Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the Courthouse complex on the east side of Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News has learned that several persons are being questioned in connection with the death of Melissa Darby Cash, who was found dead at the Hyatt Hotel on Friday morning!"
"Mrs. Cash is believed to have had an allergic reaction to peanuts, and she used an epi-pen to counteract the symptoms but still died at the scene." Bettina continued. "Police have arrested Tina Sasskind and Arnold Gay Cash, who were Mrs. Cash's friend and husband, respectively. Police have arrested them primarily upon suspicion, and cited that they were flight risks."
"And in other news," Bettina went on, "today is Labor Day, and that means politicians having rallies and making speeches! Governor Jared, whose lead over SBI Director Jack Lewis has slipped to 48-44% in the last couple of weeks, will be at the Rocktown Homespun Festival in the rural southeastern part of the State, while Jack Lewis will be visiting Southport and Jacksonville today. Experts say Jared is making a big mistake. Roll tape."
The tape from Amber Harris's program over the weekend was shown. Dr. Peter Romanov, Professor of Politics at the University, and reporter John Hardwood were the 'experts'.
"Yes, Amber," said Romanov, "Mr. Jared is concentrating on the rural areas, where the votes hardly count, while Director Lewis is working to gather votes in the larger populations, the votes that will decide the elections."
"Are you saying that the rural voters don't matter?" asked Amber.
John Hardwood answered "Yes, Amber. It's just like the Nation. 'Flyover Country' is unimportant. Their values of hard work, patriotism, and religious virtue are completely out of date. Today's key voters are millennials, women, immigrants, and minorities. They're all that matter, and Governor Jared is making a huge mistake in these Labor Day visits."
"Could this cost the Governor the election?" Amber asked, and her voice betrayed her hopefulness.
"It very well could, Amber." said Professor Romanov. "The Governor's only real positive virtue, law enforcement, is mitigated by Lewis being the SBI Director. The Governor has little to offer the voters that count the most. They do not want to hear the tired old stories of working hard and making one's own way. They want to know what the Government is doing to help them, be it financially or in prosecuting Bankers who donate lavishly to the Establishment Republicans as well as the Establishment Democrats, and in return are not prosecuted at all for financial crimes that devastate the common man."



"That is so true." said Amber. The tape was cut off there, and Bettina came back on.
"In the District Attorney race," Bettina said, "Jenna Stiles has renewed her calls for District Attorney Krasney to debate her face-to-face. The Krasney Campaign has issued a statement saying that their efforts to negotiate a possible debate are constantly disrupted by the 'unreasonable demands' of the Stiles Campaign. Mr. Krasney continues to lead Ms. Stiles 50-44 in Public Policy Polling's most recent numbers. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports! Big Bulldogs win, Nick!"
"Yes, Bettina, it was!" said a happy Nick Eastwood, with University Memorial Stadium behind him. "The Bulldogs are the surprise of the Nation after their solid win over a very good State U. team..."
"Commander," said Joanne Cummings Warner to me as we sipped coffee in MCD, "when was Mr. Cash arrested?"
"Oh, that." I said. "Well, he attempted to leave my jurisdiction for the City within two hours of me telling him to stay at home. The Nextdoor County Police Force pulled him over and arrested him, then we went and got him and brought him back here. Judge Nance allowed him to post bail, but he's now wearing an ankle monitor. Paulina is going through the motions of having his parole revoked, though his lawyer is fighting that very hard."
I looked over at the whiteboards. There were several lines of information about the victim Melissa Darby Cash, about the husband Arnold Gay Cash, and about Tina Sasskind. Photos of Jerry Kidd and Paul Claisson were also on the boards, but very little was listed about either.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we sat in my office before the 'C(rowbar)-Level' meeting, Cindy said "By the way, Molly told me that Cash almost got a resisting arrest charge when she was going to handcuff him. Her uniformed officers, who are males, were given no trouble."
"Is she going to file those charges?" I asked.
"She's going to talk to Paulina, then her county's D.A. about it." Cindy replied. "I don't understand all these legalities, but if she were to bring the further charges, it might complicate things."
"I need to call her," I said, "and tell her that if she has it recorded on video, she absolutely needs to file the charges. His business is in Nextdoor County, and it would help having a charge against them there."
"Sir," said Lt. 'Coldiron' Masters, "any new information on any of our suspects? Particularly Kidd and Claisson?"
"No." I said. "I'm going to be meeting with the FBI and Lt. Perlman this morning. I hope they'll have something. Claisson may have gotten out of the country. Kidd probably is in the City. I've asked the City Police to give finding him priority, but so far they haven't come up with anything."
"No informational workups on them?" said Lt. Masters, persisting.
"Not by our guys." I said. "At least not yet. I think the FBI and Tanya will be able to get more."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before going to the FBI offices, I went to the Psychology Building at the University. Laura's assistant Gayle told me to go right on in, so I did. To my surprise, Laura already had a visitor: Lt. Tanya Perlman. And in Tanya's lap was my firstborn child.
"Daddy!" Carole cried out joyously as I came in, and she reached out for me.
"Hi, Sweetpea!" I said, taking her in my arms for a big hug. "Are you being good for Mommy and Tanya today?"
"Yes, Daddy." said Carole. "And Pete is in the room with Jim. Is Pete my brother, too?"
I paused, then said "Pete is not your brother like Jim, Ross and Ian are, but he's like family, so we should treat him like a brother, yes?"
"Okay." Carole said simply. I wish all my explanations were so quickly accepted.
After taking Carole to the back room and asking her to look after her brother and Pete, I came back into the office area. "So, Lady Ironside, what brings you to see my lovely wife?"
"She was asking for the psychological profile of Arnold Cash." said Laura. "So I'm glad you're here so I can talk to both of you at the same time about it.
"Good." I said, glad to see Tanya's astuteness, as well as her initiative in going to Laura to get the information. "So, whaddya got?"
Laura said "I'll tell it chronologically. About five years ago, Arnold Cash and his wife got into an argument, and it ended with him beating her up, fairly severely. The Police came, and as you know, they can't leave a domestic abuse scene without making an arrest, even if the victim doesn't want to press charges. So Cash was arrested."
"He was very remorseful about what he'd done, and they both wanted to work on saving the marriage. So the Judge gave a probation sentence that included extensive psychological profiling and counseling, and they also had marriage counseling."
"Just don't tell me Westboro was the marriage counselor." I said.
"Okay, I won't tell you." Laura said, then added: "Seriously, he wasn't. They were Methodists, but it was outside counselors that worked with them. But let me get back on track."
Laura continued: "Cash had a rough childhood. You know how we have to be careful about naming children, so their initials don't come out 'S.O.B.', and such stuff. Well, Arnold's maternal grandparents had the surname 'Gay', which in their day was not a problem. His parents gave him 'Gay' as his middle name. And in the more recent decades, the word acquired an association with homosexuality."
Laura went on "Arnold's parents didn't understand, and openly affirmed what the 'G' stood for... and his classmates teased and taunted him relentlessly. Basically, he fought his way through Junior High and High School, was constantly in trouble for fighting. His parents still never understood what the problem was, so they blamed him for it all."
I nodded. "So he's always having to prove his manhood, his toughness."
"Yes." Laura said. "I can only imagine what Cindy would be saying about all this."
"Which is why I chose to not bring her here to hear this." I replied. Tanya gave me an understanding nod.
"So when he beat up Melissa, he was really scared he was going to lose her. He went to all the counseling sessions, did everything asked of him, and worked hard to win her forgiveness. And she did forgive him, though family and friends told her she should leave him."
"When did he stop seeing the counselors?" I asked.
"About two years ago." Laura said. "His insurance paid for the sessions for three years. After that, he paid for them himself for about three months. Then his business started getting busy, and he was short of time, so he stopped them. And there have been no real problems, until now. So... does that help?"
"Immensely." I said, looking out the window, halfway into a reverie. Then I came back. "Thank you, dear." I said. "It does confirm something for me. Okay, Tanya, what say you and I go visit our FBI buddies?" Tanya's eyes lighted up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All we have right now," said FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer, "is that Paul Claisson is a, shall we say, 'professional' associate of Frenchman Jean-Paul Baptiste, who was a, shall we say, 'professional' associate of your sister Elizabeth, Don."
"No 'was' about it." I said. "They're still working together. But what's Paul's story?"
In the room with us were Special Agents Martin Nash, Lindy Linares, and their boss, Jack Muscone. They were all listening to Sandra's report with avid interest.
"Claisson's pipelines were mostly from South America to France," said Lindy Linares, "while Jean-Paul, and likely Elizabeth, worked Franco-American pipelines. Elizabeth worked guns more than drugs; Jean-Paul and Paul Claisson were all over the drugs. Claisson had an interesting side business, though... he had a plant that made generic prescription drugs, which he sold on the cheap on the black market, undercutting the prices of the big pharmacy corporations, especially South of the Border. This made him mighty popular among the very poor people in those countries, almost god-like."
I nodded. "South America. Tanya?"
"Yes, I was just thinking of the curare." Tanya said. "He could produce it down there, bring it up here. And while we're on the subject relative to this murder... curare was the perfect drug to put into that epi-pen. Peanut allergies cause anaphylaxis; someone injected with curare would be mistaken as being affected by peanuts. Makes the autopsy much more difficult, too. With all respect to Martha, she likely would not have found the curare in the bloodstream if we hadn't have found it in the epi-pen."
"That's very true." I said. "Good observation, Tanya." The FBI Agents all agreed.
"Don't tell me she just realized something you didn't." said Lindy.
"Okay, I won't tell you." I said, repeating my wife's earlier joke. "But hey! I'm not perfect, and I'm glad to have sharp minds working with me if and when I start thinking about double-cheeseburgers and miss something important." The attempts to suppress chuckles failed, and laughter began sweeping the room.
"Now you're making me all hungry." Jack Muscone said, taking my ribbing well. "But yes, that's a great observation, Tanya. So... did Melissa have a peanut allergy, or was it all the curare?"
"Yes, she did have the allergy." I said. "And a prescription for the epi-pen."
"But according to these reports Tanya compiled," Jack said, "the epi-pen found in the hotel room was not the same lot, and maybe not the same company as Melissa's prescription pen?"
"That is correct." Tanya confirmed.
"So," Jack said, "our next task is to find out where the murder weapon epi-pen came from."
"I've been researching that already." said Tanya. "The serial number for the injector was sold in a large batch. Injectors of these types are also used by the military to inject atropine in soldiers affected by nerve agents. They can also be used to inject local anesthetics, and of course can be used illegally for things like horse doping, and people doping in the case of cycling. I'm still trying to trace where this one originated."
"And somewhat changing the subject, I've got one question for you." I said. "Due to his conviction for domestic abuse and being on probation, Arnold Cash cannot have a gun. But his wife had a Concealed Carry Permit, and very likely had a gun. But if the parole officer on a search found her gun in the house, even if it was hers, his probation is revoked and he's in jail. Now how did that work?"
"Ooooh," said Tanya. "Implications abound! I'll check up on that."
Just then, Jack Muscone's phone rang. He answered it, then hung up.
"We just found Melissa Cash's cellphone on the highway to the City." said Jack. "right at the turnoff to AGC Trucking, just across the County Line, in Nextdoor County."
I did not need to ask how the FBI got a cellphone to ping, even if it was turned off. The Government controls our cell phones much more than We The People do...
"I wouldn't think he'd throw the phone away that close to his business." said Lindy Linares, more to herself than anyone else.
"I wouldn't either," I said, "but why are we assuming that it was him that threw it away... when Jerry Kidd was from the City and would use that road to get back home?"
"That's a thought." said Martin Nash.
Just then, my phone rang. It was Cindy. "Sir, Coach Sasskind has just arrived at Headquarters." I excused myself from the Federal party and headed back to Police Headquarters.
Part 8 - Coaching
Russ Sasskind was once an imposing physical specimen of a man. However, when he transitioned from playing to coaching football, he lost weight in a careful way under medical supervision. I might add that retiring sumo wrestlers in Japan do this, as well.
In the last few years, however, Coach Sasskind had been less rigorous in his training, and was beginning to acquire some girth around his middle.
"Hello, Coach." I said as Teddy Parker and I walked into Interrogation-Alpha. Cindy and Joanne were watching from the anteroom.
"Gentlemen." he said. He had brought a lawyer, at the insistence of his NFL team; he was the same man that had represented Tina Sasskind, Mr. Prentiss.
"For your protection, sir," I said after introducing myself, Teddy, and Officer Morton, "I am going to read you your rights." I did so from the card and Coach Sasskind acknowledged he understood.
"With respect to your attorney here," I said, "he also represented your wife the other day. I might suggest that you consider each of you having separate attorneys."
"We understand that." said the attorney. "And we'll be working on that. In the meantime, I'm here to represent the coach's interests in this particular session."
"Okay then." I said. "Let's get started. Are you aware of the situation concerning your wife Tina and her friend Melissa?"
"Melissa's dead, and Tina's a suspect." said Sasskind. "I know Tina was arrested in Dallas while we were down there, but I'm not sure of much else."
"Are you aware that your wife and Mrs. Cash were having sexual affairs with other men at the time of Mrs. Cash's passing?"
"I am now." said Coach Sasskind, his eyes showing a bit of emotion, but held well in check. "And before you ask: I'm away from home for long stretches of time, and my wife did not get the nickname 'Sassy' because of her wholesome good virtues. So I didn't know, but I'm not really all that surprised."
"Do you know Arnold Cash?" I asked.
"Yeah." said Sasskind. "Sometimes Tina and I would go out to dinner with Melissa and Arnold, since they were close girlfriends. He was an all right guy. Ran a good business. Knew something about Sports, so we could talk about things."
"Hmmm..." I said. "Did you and Arnold talk about your NFL job, sideline stuff, behind-the-scenes stuff?"
"A little bit." said Sasskind. "He seemed to be most interested in how we moved our operations around, how we packed and moved the team to another city for a game, how we got stuff in and out of our training facility. Since that tied directly to his own business, I wasn't surprised he asked about those things."
"How would you describe Mr. Cash?" I asked.
"Driven." said Sasskind. "I wish some of our rookie football players were as committed to their jobs as he was to his. He was driven in everything he did."
"When you talked with him, did everything come back to him? As in 'was it all about him'?"
"Not in a bad way, but you could say that." said Sasskind.
"Okay, I'm going to have to get a bit personal, here. How was your relationship with your wife?"
"I wish I could say it was good." Sasskind said. "But I was away a lot, and even when I was home, my head was in my job. I knew I was neglecting her too much, but you have no idea how much of your time the NFL will occupy. So when she came to Dallas to see me, I knew she was getting lonely and frustrated."
"Had she done that before? Come visit you unexpectedly?"
"Yes, sir." said Sasskind. "And on some of our away games, it's a 'bring-the-wives' trip. Usually to New York, Miami, and such, so they can enjoy the big cities."
I nodded. "Is your wife a good cook, Coach?"
"Uh, yes." said the coach, as he and his lawyer both registered surprise at the question. That's one reason I'm developing this tire around my gut. When I'm home, she goes all out in the kitchen for me."
"I see." I said. "What about Mr. and Mrs. Cash? What were they like when they were together?"
"I usually only saw them at dinners and social occasions." said Coach Sasskind. "But they seemed to be close, like they loved each other."
"Are you aware Mrs. Cash had a peanut allergy?" I asked.
"Yeah, I think Tina said something about that." said the coach. "She has one of those epi-pens in case she has an attack."
"Any players on your team have anything like that?" I asked.
"Not on my team." said Sasskind. "But maybe some players on another team do. But the trainers and medical people would handle that."
"I see." I said. "Okay, Coach, here's the deal. My friends in the FBI have contacted your team, who will take custody of you and be responsible for you. Whenever you travel, please let the FBI know where you're going. If we need you, don't make it hard for us to find you. If you do that, you can keep doing your coaching job."
"What about Tina?" Russ asked.
"She's basically under house arrest." I said. "She cannot leave the County until we clear this matter up. We'll keep your attorney, or any new one you have, updated on our progress." With that, Teddy and I left, and Morton escorted the lawyer and his client out the front way.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You obviously don't think Coach Sasskind did it." Cindy said. "Or you would not have let him walk out of here." We were in Classroom 'E', that being me, Cindy, Lt. Masters, Detectives Parker and Cummings, and Supervisor Myron Milton.
"Well" I said, "he's the least likely suspect. He wasn't anywhere around here at the time of the crime, and though we can't rule him out, I'm not going to destroy his coaching career just to keep him here. It's a good thing that his job is with an organization like the NFL, which can take custody of him and will overwatch him for us."
"Sir," said Joanne, "did it bother you as much as it bothered me that he didn't seem to be too upset that his wife was cheating on him?"
"Naw." I said casually. "I think he had a better idea than he was letting on to us, though he didn't explicitly lie."
"He's also a coach." said Cindy. "From what could find about him, he's pretty level-headed, just like we saw today. Definitely not like Arnold Cash. I think Coach Sasskind was not going to show us much emotion, no matter how much of it he felt."
"And what did he feel, my psychic Captain?" I asked with a grin.
"You're asking the wrong Michaux on that." Cindy replied.
"Touché." I said. "And this Michaux got the feeling that the Coach wasn't so much upset as he was just getting confirmation of what he knew. Whether the marriage is on solid ground... I'm not as sure."
"It's on better grounds than the Cash's marriage." said Teddy Parker. We all turned to peer at him.
"Why do you say that?" I asked.
"Confidence." said Parker. "Commander, with all due respect, I know you and your wife have an open marriage, and you and she are both very confident in yourselves and each other. Coach Sasskind is also confident in himself; he has to be in order to be a coach. He barely blinked an eye when you brought up his wife's affair; it didn't seem to worry him."
"However," Parker continued, "when I reviewed the interview of Mr. Arnold Cash, I saw a man that was not confident in himself nor in his marriage. It wasn't just her death that shook him up... it was her cheating on him and him not even seeing it that got to him."
"What would you say about Seth and me?" asked Joanne, perhaps testing him.
Teddy's face reddened and he got disquieted, but he turned to her and said "Seth loves you, but he is scared to death of losing you. I can understand that; he watched you walk into a building and then watched that building explode while you were in it. I think he's worried about you being a Police Detective, though he might keep it to himself because he knows you love doing this so much."
Cindy's face was one of open shock at what she'd just heard, and Joanne was processing it all. Me, not so much.
"Not too bad an observation, there, Parker." I said. "I'm actually disappointed in you, though."
"Sir?" asked Parker. Cindy almost broke her neck whirling to look at me. I smiled.
"You have some very good observational powers, Mr. Parker..." I said, "... that you have not been using properly. I can assure you that Captain Ross and I will be assisting your development of those observational abilities. Is that not right, Captain?"



"You better believe it." Cindy said, smiling at Parker. "Good job, Rebel." She meant Teddy's affiliation with Ole Miss.
"Someone is about to get a nickname." said Joanne, most astutely.
"Oh, we're past 'about to'." I said with a grin.
Part 9 - Break In the Case
At 1:15pm, still Monday, September 5th, I was called on the phone by a somewhat excited Tanya Perlman.
"Commander, we just got something!" she said.
"Who is 'we', and what is it?" I asked.
"Oh... 'we' are myself and Sandra Speer, and what we have is a connection between Paul Claisson and smuggling PEDs into the United States, and guess who is distributing them to sports teams and athletes across the nation?"
"APC Trucking?"
"Close." Tanya said. "APC mostly stays in the State, due to tax considerations and possibly other things... like an owner on probation crossing State Lines a bit too often for his Parole Officer's liking. So APC's hubs in the City and Southport have contracts with someone else you might have heard of... Domingo Shipping. Out-of-State goods are brought into and out of APC hubs by Domingo. I daresay Domingo would be handling the Nextdoor County shipping if you hadn't have busted Domingo's son for killing that tranny the son was dating."
"Wow." I said. "And that adds a layer of reason to why Cash wanted out of his Southport hub."
"Maybe." said Tanya. "But anyway, the FBI is helping me establish pipelines that are possibly being used to bring PEDs, steroids, and other such things into the United States, and distributing them. It seems the FBI has a lot of understanding of these pipelines, and they say it's because a certain Commander shut down his nephew Ned, Coach Brian Harlan, and a certain Pastor who was unlucky enough to be taken on a helicopter ride of the most terminal kind."
I was laughing and had trouble stopping. "And now you're tying this all up in a big bow." I said. "That's great work, Tanya. If the Jack's boss in the FBI does not make you an FBI consultant, I will have to have strong one-way talk with him, which might include a crowbar spanking."
"I can assure you..." said another voice on the line, "... that such an offer is under consideration right now." The voice was Jack Muscone's. He had been listening in, the fucker!
"NSA has nothing on the FBI when it comes to listening in on phone calls, I see." I said with mock severity. "You owe me a big double-cheeseburger dinner for this one, Jack."
 "I'll cook the burgers on the fire used in your Salem Witch Trial, Don." replied Jack.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't want to rush you, Mr. Crowbarrr," said Chief Moynahan as Cindy and I sat in his office with him at 3:00pm that afternoon, "but the sooner an arrest is made in this Darby Cash case, the happier we all will be."
"Our FBI friends and Tanya Perlman will be here in an hour." I said. "The key here is to get the evidence needed for a good court case and to secure a conviction. We have means and opportunity; I am still looking for motive."
"And proof." said Cindy. "If we don't find Jerry Kidd and Paul Claisson, and get them to tell us something, we may never get it."
"We'll see." I said. "Maybe someone will come up with something in the meeting this afternoon." That got Cindy peering at me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was shocked when the door to my office was darkened by no less than the Deputy Director of the FBI, Jack's boss.
"May I come in, Commander?" he asked.
"By all means, sir." I said, standing up out of respect. Cindy had been sitting on my sofa, and also stood up. "I had no idea you were also coming to this meeting." I said.
He did not reply, but peered around my office, seeing the framed drawing of me by Gunny Sergeant Guernica's son, the matchstick-and-toothpick Trojan Horse, the painting of the Fall of Troy still on the floor and leaning against the wall, and my citations on the wall to the right of my desk.
"Captain Ross," said the DepDirector. "How many medals and citations has the Commander been awarded since joining this Police Force?"
"Oh, gosh, sir." Cindy said. "He's gone 'silver oak leaf' on Achievement Medals, almost there on Commendations Medals, and of course several higher awards including two Medals of Valor." Silver oak leaf clusters were used to denote five instances of an award; an Achievement Medal with a silver cluster meant the wearer had earned six such medals.
"Yes." said the Deputy Director. "Yet on this wall, all I see are citations for two well-deserved Medals of Valor, the Purple Order, the Orange Order, and a Commendation Medal... which was awarded to the Commander's dog. Now that, Captain, is modesty in the finest degree."
"Yes sir." Cindy said, peering hard at the Deputy Director, knowing he was trying to convey something to her.
"Well, shall we go into the meeting?" said the DepDirector. We headed for the Main Conference Room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Tanya Perlman looked over the reports I had given her, the meeting settled in. The Chief was at the near end, and I was at the far end. Cindy was to my left, Sandra Speer to her left, Tanya at the Chief's right, closest to the door. Martin Nash was to the Chief's left, then Lindy Linares, the DepDirector in the center, then Lt. Masters, then Myron Milton to my right. Teddy Parker was squeezed in next to me, but had sat back from the table to give his legs some space.
"This case has acquired a scope that has crossed State lines, so the FBI is coming into the investigation." said the DepDirector. "But the murder case is yours, and to that end, we hope you'll be able to solve things very quickly, so we can begin pulling at the loose threads."
"Understood, Mr. Director." said the Chief. "And I am glad all of you are here today, to help us with that. I'm sure the Iron Crowbar won't mind if we offer some assistance to his great mind?"
"Not at all." I said. "I'm stuck on the motive part. The means and opportunity are self-evident."
"Sir," said Tanya, "am I reading this right that Mrs. Cash did file for divorce from her husband?"
"Yes." I said. "The Court had not notified him of the filing, though."
"Even so," Tanya said, her eyes beginning to twinkle, "he might've known or found out. And that's motive, right there."
"True." I said. "Good observation."
"Sooooo," said Chief Moynahan, "anyone want to put forth any ideas on who did the dastardly deed?"
"You know the Iron Crowbar's not going to answer." said Cindy. "Not without sufficient data, of course." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"I could make a case for any of these suspects." said Martin Nash. "Claisson was involved with the wife of a football coach, who might've been a conduit for PEDs for his football players. That stuff is getting more and more sophisticated, you know."
Nash continued: "As you guys just pointed out, Mr. Cash might have several reasons for killing his wife. Maybe he hit her and knew if he didn't kill her she might tell the Police? Maybe she was threatening his probation in some way? And then there's Tina Sasskind. I'm not seeing the motive as clearly, since she was Melissa's friend. Maybe they had an argument, and Tina thought Melissa would tell Coach Sasskind of his wife's infidelity."
"We need to weave those ideas a little tighter." said Jack Muscone.
"Captain Ross?" asked the Chief.
"All I can say right now," said Cindy, "is that I keep thinking of Dame Agatha Christie."
I smiled. "That the spouse is always guilty?" I asked.
Cindy nodded. "And I think part of my problem is that I want the guy to be guilty. But I don't have a lick of proof."
"Yes, proof is what we need." I said. "But don't abandon those thoughts too quickly. Dame Agatha Christie was a wise woman; best ye heed her words."
"Wait!" Tanya gasped. She was thinking hard. "Yes... yes... okay..." I watched her face with interest, sending good energy and good thoughts her way.
She looked around the room, then said "It's circumstantial, but I'm sure of who it is, and I think I can prove it. The killer is..."
To be continued.
Has the Iron Crowbar been outsmarted?
We shall see... So, dear readers, who did it? And what is the proof?
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Part 10 - The Lady Ironside Solution
We all looked at Tanya as she announced the killer's name. Then, for some strange reason, everyone looked over at me.
"Why?" I asked simply.
"Motive, means, and opportunity." said Tanya. "If you all look at the evidence at the crime scene, there was liquor and some snacks... chocolates and peanuts. Melissa could not eat the peanuts, so of course she'd go for the chocolates. Kind of like a 'loss leader', guiding her to those snacks."
"Ah, and at the crime scene, you said you could smell the ground peanuts in those chocolates." I said, nodding my head in understanding.
"Yes sir." Tanya said. "So that had to be done intentionally, grinding up the peanuts, putting them in the chocolates, then also having peanuts there, so that Melissa would go for the chocolates instead."
"And we'd be sitting here, thinking Melissa ate the peanuts themselves." said Cindy.
"Yes." said Tanya. "And moving to Part 2 of my thesis. I think the killer, who did all that, also brought in the bad epi-pen with the curare inside it. Maybe even switched it out with Melissa's prescription one, and either Melissa or the killer used that bad epi-pen and injected the curare into Melissa's leg."
"Ahhh, and that means there's a process of elimination." said Jack Muscone. "Only a couple of people would really be able to switch those epi-pens: Tina Sasskind, and Melissa's husband, Arnold Cash."
"True." said Tanya. "But we can go further from there... Melissa probably kept a gun in her purse, especially when meeting strange men in hotels. Now Melissa very likely would never keep this purse where Arnold could get at it. The Commander gave me a clue in that direction the other day. So she probably kept her purse in her car while she was at home, and the car was locked and Arnold didn't know the code on the door keypad. And the parole officer could not search Melissa's car without a warrant."
"There's some serious litigation on that working through the Courts." I said. "But for the most part, a parole officer isn't going to bother with Melissa's stuff... and like you said, Melissa would not want Arnold having access to a gun."
"True, sir." said Tanya. "So that all but eliminates Arnold. And something else that I think eliminates him: I seriously doubt he'd throw Melissa's phone away anywhere near his business... but that's where the phone was found. But someone else could've thrown it there while en route to the City... to catch a plane at City Airport. Tina, Paul, and Jerry all went to the City, but then we're back to the epi-pen and the chocolates again."
"And on top of that... when I once again ask who could make those chocolates in the first place?" Tanya summed up. "Melissa could, but she wouldn't do that to herself. So that leaves one suspect. And therefore, my assertion is Tina Sasskind is the murderer of Melissa Darby Cash."
I have no idea why, but everyone was looking at me again. So I said "Someone has earned her blue crowbar yet again. And Mr. Director, the sooner you hire this woman as an FBI Consultant, the better off the FBI, and our Nation, will be."
"If I had doubts before," said the DepDirector, "I sure don't have them now. I'll be contacting you soon, Lt. Perlman. Very soon."
I could feel everyone's happiness in the room... and none less than Tanya, who, for all her efforts to hide her cherubic smile, could not keep her eyes from sparkling...
Meanwhile, I got up and went to a phone mounted on the wall, and called the Duty Desk. "Have Sergeant Rudistan procure an arrest warrant for Tina Sasskind, then go and pick her up. Full booking, then put her in I-1."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I wish we had something else, something more solid." said Paulina Patterson in the anteroom as we watched Tina being interrogated. "What we have now is circumstantial, at best."
"Tanya gave us the answer, we now have the means to get an easy solution." I said. "Kroger and the other grocery stores keep better records on food purchases than Citizens would be comfortable with if they knew the truth. Turns out Tina bought all the ingredients to make those chocolates, including the peanuts. She was smart enough to have the peanuts out as a snack on their own, but she still bought them."
I went on: "Tina also had availability to epi-pen injectors that belonged to her husband's football team... and the serial number of the murder weapon was part of that team's batch of injectors. Then we're going to have a connection between Tina and Claisson, and back to his South American connections. He was an accomplice to the murder, and if he's ever arrested in the United States again, he gets to see me about that."
"Motive, though." Paulina said. "We need motive!"
"You're about to get it." I said. "Watch."
Inside the anteroom, Tina Sasskind and her attorney were trying to intimidate the woman in the wheelchair opposite them, and also the platinum blonde next to her. Probably the worst choices one could make in women to intimidate, I noted with some glee.
"That's all a nice story." said the lawyer. "But it won't hold up for one minute in Court. You have nothing to connect that epi-pen to my client. You have given no motive explaining why my client would want to kill her best friend."
"Oh, that's coming." said Tanya. "You see, I may be a State-level agent, but I've already asked the FBI to assist in this investigation, and---"
"The FBI doesn't handle local murder cases." the lawyer interrupted.
Cindy was getting ticked. "Do not interrupt either one of us again." she said, the authority in her voice enough to freeze blood. "And the FBI definitely becomes involved in crimes that cross State lines. You were saying, Lieutenant?"
"Yes, I was." said Tanya. "The FBI is going to be working with the NFL to investigate if any of Coach Russ Sasskind's team's epi-pen injectors is missing. If so, Coach Sasskind will be arrested as a conspirator in the murder of Melissa Cash."
"My husband had nothing to do with this!" screamed Tina. Her lawyer tried hard to get her to be quiet, but she was having none of it. "My husband is innocent! They're making idle threats to intimidate me, and him!"
"Oh, there's no intimidation." said Tanya Perlman. "Just the truth of what is going to happen. If we match that epi-pen injector to your husband's team's stock of them, he'll be fired at the very least. No questions asked. And the FBI will just be getting started. They'll want to know his connection to Paul Claisson... beyond the fact he and Paul were both having sex with you, Mrs. Sasskind... and if and when they find that connection to Claisson, your husband will be doing serious jail time, along with you."
"This is over." said the lawyer, getting up. "I'm taking my client out of here----"
"Sit your ass down." said Cindy Ross menacingly. "Your client is under arrest and being charged with murder in the first degree. Now you stay and represent her, or get out and get ready to be disbarred for dereliction of your duty to your client."
Wow, I thought, I'd never threatened a lawyer that hard! The Green Crowbar was playing for keeps today!
"Okay, what can I do to prove my husband is innocent in all this?" said Mrs. Sasskind.
"Tina! Be quiet!" said the lawyer. To Tanya and Cindy he said "That was not an admission to anything!"
"Yes it was." said Tina, then turned to Tanya. "Offer me a deal, one that includes my husband's safety."
I whispered to Paulina "I believe that is your cue, Ms. District Attorney." I watched Paulina's lovely ass and legs as she opened the door and went into the Interrogation Room...
Part 11 - The Iron Crowbar Solution
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely MILF redhead on Tuesday, September 6th, at 7:00am sharp. "Channel Two News has learned that Tina Sasskind has confessed to the murder of Melissa Darby Cash last Friday night at the Hyatt Hotel. Chief Sean Moynahan and Commander Donald Troy issued a statement giving credit for solving this case to former TCPD Lieutenant Tanya Perlman, who is now the Director of the local State Crime Lab. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone also issued a statement praising Lt. Perlman's work. And now let's go to Sports with Nick Eastwood. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick, with University Memorial Stadium behind him. I realized he was on the road to The Cabin in order to have that shot. I then heard him name the Wildcat running back that had been injured the weekend before. "... will not be returning this year, as his knee, injured by an intentionally dirty shot from a State Tech player, will require extensive surgery and rehabilitation. The Conference is coming down hard on State Tech, citing a total lack of control by the Tech coaching staff. State Tech is claiming bias, that they are being singled out, and said they will explore all options in fighting the possible probation and loss of scholarships the Conference and the NCAA are considering."
"Nick," said Bettina, "I've heard that State Tech is considering leaving the Conference over these issues. Do you think that is possible?"
"Yes I do, Bettina." said Eastwood. "Ever since my injury after a State Tech dirty hit, all of the other Conference members have been unified in their condemnation of Tech, and they're holding Tech responsible for dirty play that their coaching staff seems to tolerate. It is believed that Tech leaving the Conference would be a relief to the rest of the Conference. They consider Tech to be an embarrassment to the Conference, and to have no redeeming value to the Conference. While expulsion is unlikely, they won't make any effort to keep Tech within the Conference if Tech wants to leave."
"Wow, big news there." said Bettina. "And in politics, rallies for Governor Jared were marred by so-called 'student groups' disrupting his speeches. Some of the Governor's supporters were injured by violent attacks upon them. SBI Director Lewis refused to condemn the attackers, and his Campaign issued a statement saying that it was Jared's supporters who were to blame because they did not disperse and therefore allowed themselves to be attacked."
"Oh my gosh, did they really say that?" burst out Joanne Warner in MCD.
"Yes." I said. "They really blamed the Jared supporters for standing up to their thugs. I might add that the local Police there did nothing to stop the thugs, either."
"What happens if those protestors try to start something here?" Theo asked. I looked at him, then around the room.
"This had better not get to the Press, and if it does, expect to be demoted to Patrol Officer." I said, then said loudly and with alacrity: "I have already ordered the SWAT Teams to begin training Officers in all Precincts in the use of tactics to hold the line against violent protestors. If the protests are peaceful, they can protest. But if they do what they did to the Jared supporters at those rallies, I will bring not only the Crowbar down on them, but the full might and power of this Police Force on them with absolutely no holding back. We will make arrests, the use of non-lethal and maybe even lethal force will be authorized, and we will make the Police Boxing Matches look like a picnic. I will not tolerate jack shit from lawless thugs in this County."
"And the Commander will have the full backing of his Police Chief and his Sheriff in that, as well." said Chief Moynahan, coming into the room and pouring himself some coffee. "And you Detectives will be getting specialized defense training, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The coffee klatch got pretty subdued after my verbal rampage, so I headed back to my office, feeling very tense inside. When I walked in the door, I was stunned to see a beautiful arrangement of flowers on my desk. Roses, carnations, and other flowers in a red, pink, and white display. The card only said "Thank you for taking care of us."
"Good morning, Commander." said Captain Cindy Ross as she came in. She had not been at the coffee klatch, and I did notice that she showed no surprise at the floral arrangement on my desk. The deduction was simple.
"Thank you for the flowers, Cindy," I said, "but what's the occasion?"
"It occurred to me last night." Cindy said. "The FBI Deputy Director was giving me a message when he was in your office yesterday, a message about your so-called modesty. And I realized that Tanya Perlman, while she is very good, did not see anything that you did not see. You let her solve the case, maybe even helped behind the scenes. Now I have word that she's going to be made an FBI Consultant, and will have fallback if the SBI tries to fuck with her."
Cindy came around behind my desk and stood next to me, and said "If it were Harold Bennett or Dick Ferrell, their egos would not allow them to step back and let someone else solve the case. But you, Don... you take care of your people, and you're man enough to let someone else have the spotlight. And if no one else realizes it, I do, and I appreciate and love you all the more for it."
"Awww." I said. "That's sweet of you." I hugged Cindy warmly and she hugged me back tightly.
"Get some coffee, have a seat." I said. She did so as I put the flowers on the bookshelf next to the matchstick Trojan Horse.
"So yes, just between us," I said as we sat down, "I let Tanya run with it so the FBI could see her abilities. She can't be a field agent, but she would be a hell of an asset for them in an analysis capacity. She could be their 'Oracle', as Barbara Gordon was after being paralyzed and unable to be Batgirl anymore. I also agree that Tanya is going to struggle to do an honest job, especially with Harold Bennett as Regional Director, and even more so if Jack Lewis wins the Governorship."
"God help us all if that happens." Cindy said. "The SBI is already so corrupt that they tried to kill Chief Griswold and tried to kill you. I can't imagine what it would be like if Lewis was Governor."
"This bulletproof girdle might get tested, that's for sure." I said, meaning it jokingly. Cindy did not take it that way, and her face showed it, so I said "So how did you figure out I was holding back on this case?"
"You're not going to let a perp get away, no other considerations withstanding." Cindy said. "You had Tina Sasskind in an ankle monitor from Minute One, almost illegally so. You didn't seem nearly as concerned as I was about Mr. Cash's attitude towards his wife. So, what did you know, and when did you know it?"
I nodded. "Well, I will say that Tanya saw the bracelet thing at the scene better than I did, and she smelled the peanuts in the chocolates. And she was spot-on that only Tina and Melissa were responsible for the food in the room, and Melissa was dead. But I think I started eliminating Arnold Cash when I saw that he'd created an annuity for her as well as one for himself. That showed me that he loved his wife. It might be thin, but as more things came out, I was more and more convinced that he didn't want to harm his wife."
I added: "And add to it that he did not know that his wife was divorcing him. That was another key to the case. And as Tina showed in confessing to murder rather than letting her husband be accused of complicity in it, she loved her husband, even if she was stepping out on him and having sex parties with other men. I suspect she was fucking one of the trainers on the football team, and used that to gain access to an epi-pen injector."
"There was another thing I noticed." I said. "Arnold Cash is slender, but Coach Sasskind is gaining weight in a bad way. I surmised that the good cook, Tina, was making good meals for her husband, but Melissa, supposedly a good cook, was not going out of her way to feed her husband. That said 'trouble in paradise' to me with regard to the Cash household."
"So, Melissa was filing for divorce. I think Arnold would've contested it; he'd gone through hell to try to save the marriage. Maybe he had something on Melissa's cheating, maybe not, but Tina sure thought that if Melissa filed for divorce, then it was possible that her own participation in the sex parties would come out, and that it would damage her own marriage."
"You know," Cindy said, "seeing as you are happily married but the father of my sister's children, and your wife seems to be a 'hubby watcher', I try to keep an open mind on situations... but this one confounds me. Tina's husband had to have known she was cheating on him, but didn't seem worried about it... yet Tina thought Melissa getting a divorce would expose Tina's own affairs and that it might end her own marriage."
"I dunno." I said. "My thought there is that the publicity of the scandal might be enough to hurt Coach Sasskind with his team and with the NFL; he'd have almost no choice to divorce her. And I wouldn't be too stunned to learn that Coach would not have minded freeing himself with a divorce... so he could concentrate totally upon his ambitions within the NFL. He may have loved his wife, but she definitely loved him a lot more. In it's own way, it's very sad."
I continued: "Anyway, next in my thoughts was that Tina admitted that both she and Melissa carried guns in their purses. Melissa obviously secretly kept guns in case her husband went off on her again, as well as for protection during the sex parties."
"I also wonder what her reasons for wanting a divorce were. My guess is that Arnold having to keep himself caged up mentally was wearing him down. He was getting tougher and tougher on his people at work, and I suspect Melissa could see that he was an impending explosion inside, just waiting to happen. I would also guess that the sex wasn't good; if we dig much deeper, we're going to find that she was stepping out on Arnold a lot."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." said Cindy. "And a Canadian dollar at that. By the way, who cooks in your household? No one in your family is porky." I laughed loudly at that.
"Laura is an okay cook, and my mother is a very good cook." I said. "But I do most of the cooking on the weekends, especially big breakfasts. Carole 'helps'. What about you?"
"Molly was always the best cook amongst us." Cindy said. "My mom is pretty good, but believe it or not, my father, Dr. Eckhart, is an extraordinarily good cook; I think he could be a professional chef if he wanted to. He's taught me some good stuff in the kitchen. When Jenna was living with me, we mostly ate out; neither of us were any great shakes at cooking..."
Part 12 - Who's In Charge Here?
At 10:00am, Cindy and I were summoned into Chief Moynahan's office. After we sat down, he surprised us by taking off his badge and putting it on his desk.
"Put 'em on the desk, people." he said. "We're going to have a Come-to-Jesus meeting here, and it will be a free for all." Surprised, we put our badges on the desk.
"Okay." said the Chief. "I've made some observations of my own, and talked to several people, none of which are in this room now. I know that you, Ms. Ross, have been doing some of the Commander's work for him. This has been welcomed by him and by me as well, as he's been busy helping the FBI clean up the excrement left behind by that piece of dog shit Westboro, and he's also been recovering from that ordeal he went through after he was kidnapped."



"However," continued the Chief, "I need to state something, and state it clearly: Ms. Ross, your title is 'Captain of Detectives'... not 'Assistant Commander'. You are in charge of two groups of the best Detectives I have ever had the pleasure to watch at work, no disrespect to your sister intended. I need and expect you to continue taking charge of them, and to be the Commander's assistant and firewall upon those matters."
"The particular area to which I'm referring is the Precincts." said Moynahan. "They are not going to draw the ire of the Iron Crowbar by saying anything formally, but they are chafing that you are seemingly taking over control of them. Some of them feel that you are not their boss and they should not have to answer to you."
Cindy's face darkened a bit. She was thinking what my first thought was... that at least one of these Precinct Captains did not like being ordered about by a woman. I knew differently, at least about one of them, but held my tongue and let the Chief handle this one.
"Sooooo." said the Chief. "How shall we resolve this?"
"My first inclination," I said, "would be to nominate Damien Thompson as full Captain of Uniformed Officers, and change that position such that it oversees the Precincts themselves and then answers to me. And before you say the Council won't accept it, I'd say that they'd have to accept it because Damien is black and the Council is scared of their own shadow if any racial issue comes up. I'd also say our allies on the Council would accept it, that Reginald B.F. Lewis would push for it, and Malinda Adams would cross over and vote with us."
"That might work." said the Chief. "But I think you overestimate the Council. They have their own designs on integrating Detectives into the overall structure."
"By that, sir," said Cindy, "you mean they want to disperse the Detectives into the Precincts."
"Some of them do," said the Chief, "but they don't want to fight that fight with the Commander. Probably because they know he's right that this Town is too small for that."
"So what are you saying, Chief?" I asked. "Put Captain Ross formally in charge of the Precincts as well as the Detectives? Integration complete, in that case."
"Why, what an excellent idea, Commander." said the Chief, and I knew he was half-kidding. "But Captain Ross has the same objection that Captain Thompson does... her youth and inexperience."
I laughed heartily at that one. Cindy wasn't quite so amused.
"It'll sure put whichever Precinct Captain that doesn't like working for a woman in his place." said my partner, with no small amount of acerbity in her voice.
"Cindy," I said, "one of them definitely hates being led by the nose by a woman, and a younger woman than him. But one of the others simply has a complaint about the chain-of-command being bypassed, and it's not personal nor misogynistic. I can empathize with it. And while I have every confidence in your abilities to do the job, it'll be a lot on your plate."
"I'm going to be blunt." said Moynahan. "I don't mean disrespect to you, Ms. Ross, but I do think it's too much."
"Since the badges are on the desk, Chief," replied Cindy, "it cannot be any bigger than the job you are doing, nor the Commander doing his job. And no disrespect to either of you... but if you can do that job, so can I." I smiled. Cindy had just passed a huge test.
"I believe you." said the Chief. "But we have someone overseeing the Detectives and the Uniformed Officers both. His name is Commander Troy. So, Crowbarrr, what do you think of all that?"
"Sure, Cindy can be in charge of the Precincts." I said. "And I know what you're thinking... we have a Lieutenant in Vice that is all ready to take on the Captain of Detectives role. But there are issues with that. Chief... we're going to have to think about this one, hash it out, sleep on it."
"Yes, yes we will." said the Chief. "Just don't let Jesus come back to Earth before you decide." He picked up his badge and put it on. "Okay, guys, let's go to work."
"Don't say anything to Teresa yet." I told Cindy as we left the Chief's office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the same time, State Democrats were meeting with SBI Director Jack Lewis in Westphalia.
"What the hell are you guys doing?" asked Lewis. "Attacking Jared's supporters at his own rallies like that?"
"That wasn't us." said State Representative Justin Madoff. "That was an independent group supporting the cause of equal rights for blacks."
"Look," said Lewis angrily, "you can spew that shit to the idiots of the Media that will blindly accept anything you say, but don't try to feed it to me. I know what the fuck was going on with that. And it doesn't help us one bit."
"Yes it does, Mr. Lewis." said State Senator Katherine Woodburn. "Queenie, would you explain it to the SBI Director?"
"Yes, ma'am." said the Queen of Opposition Research. "Sir, you're behind Governor Jared in the polls. We need issues. We need to show the frustration of the people that are being oppressed and held down by the policies of the Republicans, especially the plight of Blacks. The Media is completely in with us on this. They are as deeply against the Republicans as we are. We carefully coordinate and plan with the Media to put these events in a positive light for us."
"For crying out loud." said Lewis. "Next you'll be telling me that you plan to do this kind of shit in the Iron Crowbar's County, to get a reaction from him---" He saw the looks on everyone's faces. "Oh Jesus Christ, that is what you're going to do, isn't it?"
"Of course." said Katherine Woodburn. "He'll move to shut down the opposition when our people make it violent and start hurting Jared supporters. The Media will record his Police Force's brutality against our people, show it to the State and the World, and then make damn sure to show Troy and Jared together on every occasion they've ever shaken hands."
"Oh my God." said Lewis, his head between his hands, his mind exploding with pain. "My fucking God."
"What, sir?" said Queenie, almost defiantly. "This works all the time. The Republicans are too gutless, too cowardly to oppose us. They let their own people get the shit beat out of them, and don't lift a finger to stop us."
"The Iron Crowbar is not a Republican, Queenie!" Lewis all but shouted. "And he is not gutless, he is not cowardly. But don't take my word for it. Ask Pastor Raymond Westboro about the Iron Crowbar's cowardice, eh?"
The room grew oppressively silent. SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston stepped up and said "It's committed, sir. It will look like University students are starting it. Then we'll move into the Town, especially the Tenderloin District areas. Our people will start fires, and the Media will follow them from fire to fire, as if led by a ring in their noses. And Commander Troy will look like he is unable to handle it."
"Are you fucking kidding me?" said Lewis. "Actually... let me put it more directly, Robert... are you willing to put your job now, and your future position as SBI Director, on the line over this? If it fails, I can assure you now that you will no longer have a career in the SBI."
"That's your call to make, Mr. Lewis." said Gaston. "I've been loyal to you for years, but if you feel I am not serving you well, it's your call to make a change."
"Mr. Lewis," said Richard Langdon, speaking for the first time, "do you want to be Governor, or not?"
"How about I just win by showing the people what a piece of shit Jared is?" said Lewis. "The Republican brand is toxic. They're going to get their asses whipped at every level. The People are tired of their lies. Hell, we could run the most corrupt, treasonous politician since Benedict Arnold against them for President, and our candidate would win, because the Republicans are just filthy, lying cocksuckers that no one wants to vote for!"
"Jared is not an Establishment Republican." said Katherine Woodburn. "He's one of the Conservatives, the Grassroots, and that's why he's ahead in the polls. Establishment pukes like Sean Stockton, you can crush like a cockroach... but a true outsider? That's why we need to move against the Iron Crowbar, and fast. Time is running out on this campaign, Mr. Lewis."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the City National Bank & Trust, high ranking State Republicans and businessmen were meeting in a large conference room. It was a working lunch, and a sumptuous meal was served.
Among the dignitaries were bankster Perry Richards, who had flown in from Dallas, State Senator Sean Stockton, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, State Rep. Sharon Marshall, State Rep. Marsha Collins, State Rep. Wilson Hammonds, and special guest Wallace Bedford.
Governor Jared, U.S. Senator Richard Nunn, State Senator 'Moe' Molinari, and State Rep. Johnny Perdue were NOT invited. This was a meeting of the Republican Establishment.
"Well, Sean," said Russell to Stockton, "it is too bad Governor Jared got back in the race. Does anyone know why he did?"
"That U.S. Marine that Lewis's SBI murdered." said Stockton. "Pissed Jared off and he got into the race."
"Well, it's killing us." said Wilson Hammonds. "The Grassroots love Jared, and that's bad for us. We have to find a way to defeat Jared."
"What?" asked Sharon Marshall. "He's the nominee of our Party?"
"He's not one of us." said Russell. "He's an outsider. He's against Immigration, he doesn't want to work with Democrats, he wants to actually do the things we campaign on but of course have no intention on actually doing."
"Sharon," aid Wilson Hammonds, "it would be better for us to help the Democrats win than have outsiders, Grassroots candidates like Val Jared, win.
"That's very true." said Perry Richards. "We in the Banking industry lost a good, good friend, Mitt Baker, recently. He was arrested by the FBI in whatever that was that happened a couple of States over, in that small town... what was it's name?"
"Apple Grove." said Wallace Bedford. "The Iron Crowbar's boyhood home. Worst place in the world to have done what they tried to do. That man, the Iron Crowbar, did not play. He crushed them. Personally took care of Sheriff Spaulding, if my friend Pastor Westboro is to be believed."
"And your friend Pastor Westboro is now dead, too." said Perry Richards. "He had a tremendous organization. But he was crushed by one fucking local cop. And that local cop is a friend of Val Jared."
"All the more reason we need to get Jared out." said Wilson Hammonds. "He appeals to the Grassroots. God! how I hate the Grassroots!"
"I'd rather lose to Democrats every time than let the Grassroots win with a candidate that appeals to them." said U.S. Senator Russell. "The damage Ronald Reagan did to us was tremendous. We tried to take him out, and put our boy, Vice President George H.W. Bush, into the Presidency, but the old man survived the assassination attempt."
"Let's not go over old history, and old failures." said Perry Richards. "Let's talk about now. What can we do to help defeat Governor Jared... without getting wiped out in the State Legislature ourselves?"
"The Republican brand is toxic right now." said Marsha Collins. "People are tired of being lied to by the likes of John Boehner and Paul Ryan. They see through the lies and don't believe a word those people say. It's hurting all of us."
"I hope you're not suggesting we cave in to the Grassroots, and let someone like Val Jared win." said Wilson Hammonds, sounding angrier by the minute.
"So what is your suggestion, Hammonds?" asked Sean Stockton bitterly. He still deeply hated Hammonds for torpedoing his own campaign months before.
"I think we need to publicly come out and say we're not behind Governor Jared's ideas that are in contrast with our own." replied Hammonds. "We have to stand up and fight for more immigration, to give cheaper labor to businesses, and we have to make damn sure nothing is done to investigate our banks and prosecute anyone for financial crimes?"
"When was the last time a major banker was prosecuted?" asked Samuel Russell. "The Federal Government gives lip service, but NO ONE was arrested for the mortgage crisis, where untold thousands lost their homes due to bank fraud, NO ONE was arrested or charged for bank fraud like opening accounts for people that didn't want them. And, my Republican friends, NO ONE will be prosecuted in the future... because we all are on the same side, no matter what the Media is feeding the American Sheeple...
"So again I ask," said Sean Stockton, "what are we going to do to defeat Jared and crush the spirit of the Grassroots, without us Establishment Republicans being wiped out ourselves?"
"I shall tell you..." said one of the attendees...
Part 13 - Epilogue
I got out a burner phone and turned it on. As soon as it connected, I typed in a text, which read "Stop working with Paul Claisson." Then, totally committing myself, I added "He's CIA."
Fuck the NSA if they're monitoring this, I thought to myself as I pressed the 'Send' button. I don't owe them nor the CIA a God-damned thing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bedtime in the Troy household. Bowser watched as Carole read her book to me. "See, Daddy, that word is 't-r-a-i-n'. That's a train. Bowser barks at the trains when they whistle."
"Yes, he does." I said, having observed that of my redoubtable dog at times. And I was very impressed with my daughter's acumen, as well. "And you're spelling words very well. We'll read more tomorrow night, okay? It's time to tuck you in."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. She hugged me goodnight and I tucked her in. I gave Bowser a good petting on the way out of the room and into the hall. Laura was getting Jim ready, and when she was done, I put him into his crib. "Nite Daddy!" he said out loud, very pleased with himself.
"Nite, Little Man! Sleep well." I said. I petted Buddy, who was in his basket under Jim's crib, then Laura and I headed back to the den to watch the late local news.
"By the way, honey," I said, "I meant to ask you something the other day. How do you think Mom is doing?"
"What do you mean?" Laura asked.
"Well, she was being the Widow Athena Jones all of those months," I said, "and now that's stopped. She still visits with the old people, but at supper tonight I got the sense she's bored."
Laura thought about it, then said "I've noticed she's been on the computer a lot lately, and reading more books. I think you're right."
"So, what can we do to give her mind-challenging things, while keeping her out of danger and out of trouble?" I asked. Laura began laughing.
"You're asking me?" she said. Then the laughter stopped, and Laura said "You know, she was at her happiest when she and Cindy were solving cold cases together. If you have any more of those for her to look into..."
"Yeah, that might be a good idea." I said. "And then there's Tanya Perlman, who is bored and restless where she is now. I think they're going to make her an FBI Consultant, but the State DOJ Regional Director might be trying to prevent her from having both jobs... maybe if she and my mother worked together on something."
"Lady Ironside and the Widow Athena Jones working together?" said Laura. "Hmmmmm, sounds 'hair-brained'." I laughed and kept on laughing, as Laura was tickling me as her hand slid down towards my groin...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely reporterette from the side of City Hall, at 7:00am, Monday, September 19th. "As you can see behind me, progress on the new Community Center is well under way, and is expected to be completed within days. The Town has come together to make this happen since the Courts ruled in favor of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's Charitable Trust and allowed the work to begin."
"And in other news, the politics are heating up!" Bettina said. "SBI Director Jack Lewis has renewed his attacks on Governor Val Jared, especially Jared's positions on tough law enforcement against illegal immigrants in the State. Surprisingly, several State Republicans, including Representative Wilson Hammonds and Senator Sean Stockton, said they do not agree with Governor Jared's positions on immigration, and while they stopped short of withdrawing their endorsements of the Governor, they made it clear that they would not support him legislatively. The Governors race is tightening, with Jared holding a 48-46 lead, well within the margin of error."
"And in our hottest local race, District Attorney Gil Krasney's campaign finally definitively stated that he would not debate his former Assistant D.A., Jenna Stiles, citing his strong record of prosecutions was enough for the voters to choose him to continue as District Attorney. Meanwhile, Ms. Stiles's support is beginning to slip, and our political experts told us why. Roll tape."
A tape came on, showing Dr. Romanov of the University's Center for Politics, as well as (deeply biased) reporter John Hardwood, in a taped interview the day before: "Yes," said Hardwood, "Ms. Stiles's campaign is single issue, based upon the treatment of women by the District Attorney's Office. But the actual record of D.A. Krasney is not weak in that area, and voters are beginning to tire of the single-issue message of Ms. Stiles."
"What can Ms. Stiles do to rejuvenate her campaign?" asked hostess Amber Harris.
"She needs a broader message." said Dr. Romanov. "Her record of drug prosecutions was marred by some bad policework from the Town & County Police Vice Department, particularly that of their former Detective, Sergeant Sharples. The women's issues by themselves are not enough to overcome the District Attorney's superior overall record of convictions, especially in the last four years."
The program returned to Bettina live: "And in other news, the FBI's attempt to hire SBI Lieutenant and Crime Lab Director Tanya Perlman as a Consultant has hit a snag, as both Regional DOJ Director Harold Bennett and SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston have objected to her dual role. Lt. Perlman, who was paralyzed when her family was attacked by criminal agents of the late Pastor Raymond Westboro, was credited with solving the recent murder of Melissa Darby Cash. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Good grief." said Teddy Parker as we watched in MCD. "I know the SBI is corrupt, but Bennett too?"
"They're doing the FBI a big favor if they try to get rid of Tanya." I said. "If they get rid of her, the FBI could hire Tanya as a full Agent and analyst."
"Commander," said Joanne Warner, anger visible on her beautiful face, "why are the Republicans attacking their nominee for Governor?"
"Because he's not an Establishment Elitist like they are." I said. "Governor Jared is putting out a message that is popular with the American People. The Establishment Republicans, who consider themselves beholden to the Big Business interests that give millions in campaign dollars to them, hate that popular message almost as much as the Democrats do."
I went on: "Big Business wants illegal immigrant labor, which is cheaper than having to hire legal immigrants or American Citizens, and it's also a way to keep from hiring Blacks, which Democrats want so they can keep Blacks subjugated and voting for them, the Democrat Party. So everyone wants to sabotage Jared, even the Republicans, and even if it means losing to the Democrats."
"That is so wrong." said Joanne.
"Yes." I said. "People are beginning to figure out the Establishment's lies, but will it be in time? And I never cease to be amazed at how many people don't seem to care about pure corruption. Jack Lewis tried to have Chief Griswold murdered, and ended up killing a U.S. Marine, a father of two children... and nobody seems to give a shit; they'll vote for Lewis no matter what, simply because he's the Democrat."
"And Joanne," I continued, "you won't like hearing this, but the Republicans have done this to themselves. Their message as well as their actions have made their brand so toxic that nobody on any side of the political spectrum wants to vote for them. They've allowed Democrats to paste them as racists without putting up any kind of counter-argument, as one example."
"Captain," said Theo Washington to Cindy Ross, "what do you think of Krasney using the record of Commander Troy and ADA Patterson against Jenna Stiles?"
Cindy replied: "I'll never be heard complaining about the successes of the Iron Crowbar. As to the drug convictions, that God-damned bastard Sharples is going to be on Death Row. But politics is what it is, and Jenna will have to bear the brunt of that."
"All right, folks," came the gravelly voice of Chief Moynahan as he came into the room, "we're Police Officers, dedicated to upholding the Law, no matter the politics. So let's talk about something less controversial: Mr. Crowbarrrr, how badly will the Wildcats whip the Bulldogs this year?"
I noted he was looking sideways at Cindy as he said that, and he was seeing that he'd earned a 'look' from Cindy that would kill mere mortals. Theo and I both laughed.
"Er, it won't be 70-0, Chief." I said. "But be assured... the Wildcats will win the day, and maintain the honor of the Red Crowbar over the Blue... or Green, as the case may be." Cindy was now glaring at me, and I was glad I had the bulletproof 'girdle' on. Everyone else was grinning or laughing.
"I'm going to start doing Steven Ikea imitations." said Cindy, who then raised her voice and preached: "The dayyyy of retribution is at hand! The pow-er of the Bulldog Nation will ri-i-i-i-ise up to defeat the iniquity of the Wildcat Pestilence!" We were all but rolling on the floor, so hard were we laughing.
"Hoo boy." said the Chief through his laughter. "My mistake. Politics was less controversial..."
"And less damaging to our sensibilities, sir." I added...
Part 2 - Silver Linings
"Thank you all for allowing me to usurp your 'Crowbar-level' meeting." said Chief Moynahan. We were in the Chief's conference room. The Chief was at the head of the table, I was at the far end. Cindy was to my left and Teresa to her left (to the Chief's right). Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters was to the Chief's left, and between him and me was Deputy Chief Della Harlow.
"Well, you did provide doughnuts, Chief." I said. "Always a successful bribery technique."
"And judging from the speed with which they disappeared," said the Chief, "I would think you guys never eat at home. Okay, the reason I wanted to meet with all of you is to hear the information being developed by our Vice Squad. Lt. Croyle, the floor is yours."
"Thank you, Chief." said Teresa. "Since the death of Pastor Westboro, we've been on the watch for any groups that think they can come into the Iron Crowbar's territory and make mischief. For the most part, no one has tried to fill the vacuum left by Westboro, until recently. We're beginning to get information on a possible gambling operation. Commander, if you'll wheel out of the way..."
The television was mounted on the wall behind me, and Teresa was about to use it. I got up and closed the blinds, then moved my chair to the side, next to Myron, and turned so I could see the screen. Teresa turned off the lights, then hooked her laptop to the monitor cable.
Seconds later a photo of a man in his forties appeared on the screen. He had a full head of black hair, which was frizzly curly in the picture. Another picture then appeared, showing his hair styled into a more wavy pattern.
"This is James Ira Gilchrist, a.k.a. 'Jaime Silver'." Teresa said. "Exact age unknown, but he is believed to be in his mid-forties. He has a brother, named 'Harry Silver', but Harry has disappeared... as in possibly terminally... and Jaime has risen to take Harry's place."
"Jaime was operating illegal casinos in the City, and he was working with Captain Susan Wexler, feeding her information on his wealthy clients in return for not getting his tables closed down. He was never caught by Law Enforcement, but when the Commander took down Captain Wexler, Silver shut down everything and went underground, maybe out of our State and to our neighboring State to the east."
Teresa continued: "Our intel is saying that he may be looking to open some tables in the Tenderloin District. We're watching Weinstein, who like Gilchrist is Jewish, and we think they might begin working together. T-Square has never been one for gambling, to our knowledge, but that doesn't mean he won't work with Gilchrist to set up a location... for a percentage of the cut, of course."
"Did this guy work with the Consultant?" asked Della. Everyone looked at me.
So I answered: "To my knowledge, Silver did not work directly with Westboro, but we know Westboro and Wexler had a connection. I'd say that the Consultant kept Silver out of this area, because if Silver had been caught it might have led back to the Consultant's operations. But I'm sure the Consultant was getting something from Silver, through Wexler. Protection-type money. And probably providing Silver with information in return... like who the cops are, and who the SBI agents are, such as that."
"So now he thinks he can come into this County because Westboro is gone?" asked 'Coldiron' Masters.
"Before I answer," I replied, "Lieutenant Croyle: did Silver set up any operations in Southport?"
"No sir, not that we can tell." Teresa replied. "The Mob is running their own operations down there, and they don't exactly like outside competition. The Consultant was 'advising' them also, by the way. They basically paid him to stay out of their area, and to not fuck them up, as he was very capable of doing if he'd wanted to. And in return for the protection money, he'd have let them know if someone like Silver tried to come onto their turf."
"So..." I said, musingly, "to answer your question, 'Coldiron', maybe Silver thinks it's okay to try to come in and set something up over here. The City may still be a bit warm for him."
"Don't they have their own Mob in the City?" asked Della Harlow.
"Sure." I said. "And the politicians out of there are part of it. Justin Madoff is operating there with near-impunity, and Richard Langdon controls most of the prostitution there, as he does in Midtown. If Silver wanted to operate there, I'm sure they'd gladly open the doors for him... for a price, of course."
"So maybe he's coming here because he thinks he can set up without having to pay someone?" Cindy asked.
"Yeah." I said. "But let me say this: there are already a few forces at work, here. T-Square controls the Tenderloin District here, and he controls a lot of the Red River District in Midtown, which is their equivalent of our Tenderloin District. Then there's Thomas P. Cook, our Town Councilman, who was working with the Consultant though I could never make a connection between them that would get Cook arrested. Cook is, in my estimation, the most well set up to begin taking over for Westboro, which is why I really have my eyes on him."
"The point of this," I went on, "is that Silver is not just going to walk in here and set up... unless he has backers. So if we can get a lead on his backers, and bring down the crowbar most heavily upon their heads and shoulders, we'll go a long way to keeping this corner of the State clean and relatively free of corruption."
"You think T-Square is backing him, sir?" asked Teresa.
"No." I said. "T-Square is not exactly friendly with the Jewish Community. I think the only reason he doesn't bring Weinstein to harm is because I, Your Iron Crowbar, would not tolerate such anti-religious conduct. I think it's much more likely that Cook is the one whom Silver would approach."
"We have lists of Cook's properties." said Teresa. "I'll ask David and Lainie to work on those and see if there's fresh activity."
"Let me ask this question of you all." said the Chief. "If this Silver fellow brings in gambling... will he also try to bring in prostitution?"
"Probably, sir." said Teresa.
"I agree." I said. "And with a University full of young women looking to make a few bucks and not being particularly moral about how they do it... yes, that would be one reason this County would be attractive to the likes of Jaime Silver."
"So..." said the Chief, "that's an area to be watching, is it not?"
"Chief's all over it." declared Cindy. "We don't need the Iron Crowbar anymore. Turn in your red crowbar at the Duty Desk, Mr. Wildcat."
"Sure." I said. "Right after the last weekend in October, Ms. Green Crowbar. You know... the weekend that the Wildcats spank the Bulldogs?"
"Speaking of gambling," Teresa said, "I sense a big bet coming." Everyone laughed... except Cindy, who was still glaring at me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Very impressive, Thomas." said State Senator Katherine Woodburn, looking around. "So you bought the Wargrave estate, did you?"
"Yes, Mrs. Wargrave sold it to me." Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook said. "She's living in the City or in Florida full-time now. She bought Hamilton and Erlene Myers's property and boat in Florida, and so I bought this estate. I always liked this side building as an office complex, and the main house is not too big."
"Impressive." said Katherine. The property was in the exclusive Heritage Cloisters subdivision, and they were in the room that the late Henry R. Wargrave had used for an office, and now was Cook's office. It was also relatively secure from being bugged, and was well-protected with bulletproof windows.
"So, have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?" said Cook. As Katherine politely refused refreshment and sat down, Cook sat down behind his desk. "I appreciate you coming here today. I know you're very busy these days."
"Busy, yes." said Katherine. "But mostly supporting other Democrats in their campaigns. I canceled an appearance with Jenna Stiles to meet you here, but that's no big deal. I'm afraid Jenna's not going to win, this time."
"A pity." said Cook. "But Krasney is more of a buffoon, so maybe his winning is to our advantage, yes?"
"Probably." said Katherine. "So, what was it that you wanted to meet me about?"
Cook smiled. "I wanted to keep you informed of certain things that are going on. First, do you know a gentleman named Jaime Silver?"
"The gambling magnate?" asked Katherine. "Yes, I've heard of him, though 'gentleman' is not a word I would associate with him."
"Perhaps. But my news is that he wants to come into our area." said Cook. "He wants to set up tables in Nextdoor County, at that new resort hotel on Lake Reservoir, the Lakeside Inn & Suites. He also has an idea of setting up something in Valley Villages, in Rivers County, west of Coltrane County."
There had long been an old roadside inn at the southern end of Lake Reservoir, near the highway and just on Nextdoor County's side of the county line with us. The inn had fallen into disrepair, but an enterprising group had bought it and fixed it up into a resort-like facility, with conference rooms, walkways along the lake, fishing and boating, etc. The hotel taxes were less than what the Town & County Assembly set on our County's hotel industry. The idea was to take advantage of the University's proximity for both ball games and conferences, as well as provide a 'getaway' location that was within reach of the City and Midtown. Was it working? Not quite sure.
"Valley Villages is not in my District," said Katherine, "though Nextdoor County is. But he wouldn't approach you for that, Thomas. So, what's he cooking up around here?"
Thomas P. Cook smiled. "He wants me to help him find a ... quiet place... to set up an operation, and maybe have some girls in the back rooms. Right here in Town. I haven't committed yet."
"Good." replied Senator Woodburn. "I'd think twice about helping him on that, especially the prostitution."
"Why is that?" asked Cook.
"Because this is probably the worst Police Department in the State to challenge by bringing in those vices." said Katherine. "If you thought Griswold was a goody-goody teetotaler, Sean Moynahan is twice that. The TCPD's Vice Squad has been incredibly vicious towards drug gangs, and I doubt Lieutenant Croyle is going to brook gambling and prostitution much better. And do I even need to say the last reason?"
"The Iron Crowbar?" Cook asked. "He's crap. A bull in a china shop, is what he really is. We'll slide in right underneath him, set up, and he'll be none the wiser. Besides... the FBI has been all but pulling him out of orbit to help them with their wild goose chases for white supremacists starting up race wars."
Oh Lord, why must I suffer these idiots? Katherine thought to herself. Out loud she asked "And who is going to be your liaison to Jaime Silver, what with Sharples on his way to Death Row?"
"Oh, that'll be easy." said Cook. "Westboro left behind a lot of stray cats that need work. I'll just use one or more of them."
"And that's my point, Thomas." Katherine said. "I'm going to make a free gift of this for you: You haven't thought this out. You don't even have a plan in place. And you better believe the Iron Crowbar is just watching and waiting for someone to come in and try to set up behind Westboro's fallen house of cards."
"The Iron Crowbar is nothing, except maybe lucky." said Cook. "And he works for this County, over which I hold considerable sway. He can be removed, and quite easily, if he pushes too hard."
Katherine just looked at Cook. "Thomas..." she said, shaking her head, her voice connoting derision, "Pastor Raymond Westboro was the most brutal and brilliant criminal, and his organization the most intense concentration of raw power that I have ever seen... outside the Presidency of the United States itself. No one even suspected who Westboro was, nor what he was doing. And then along comes one man... one man, Thomas... who not only detected Westboro, but utterly crushed him and his network. Totally wiped the bastard out. Does that not even bother you in the slightest?"
"No." Cook said decisively. "No it does not."
"Okay, then." said Katherine, getting up. "You're on your own. I won't have any part of this gambling scheme of yours and Silver's. And when the Iron Crowbar crashes down on you... I won't be there to pick up the pieces, either."
"Thank you for coming by, Senator." Cook said coldly. "You can show yourself out." With that, he got up and exited the room through the side door, both persons thinking the other was an absolute fool to be easily crushed... and both about to become competitors as they pursued the same goal of filling in the void left by the death of the Consultant of Crime, Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro.



Part 3 - The Knave of Hearts
"Okay, guys, let's take this one more time." said the director. "I'm just not feeling any emotion, here. Especially from you, Stella. I really need to feel you feeling it."
"Ken," said Pam, the redheaded girl, who was off to one side, "it's eleven o'clock already, and I've still got to study for my biology test when I get home."
"Yeah, it's getting late, dude." said Adam, who was sitting next to Pam.
It was still Monday, September 19th. There were six University students in the small basement room at the University Theater Building, which was called the 'Black Magic Theater'. In addition to the barely raised stage being painted black, all of the walls were covered with black curtains, the floor carpet was black, the few rows of seats were upholstered in black cloth, and the ceiling was low. The room felt dark, depressing, and somewhat ominous.
"All right." said Ken, the director. He was chubby, with frazzled auburn hair and thick glasses, and he was a Senior at the University, majoring in Theater Production. He could see that his cast was tired, and while he wanted to drive them harder and keep going, he knew he'd never get anything out of them this night.
They were practicing for the 'Alternative Theater' group play, and it was called 'The Knave'. The plot was simple: a knavish stud targets a pretty girl and steals her from her cuckold boyfriend, complete with all the emotional ramifications.
The leading man, playing the part of the Knave, was a tall, athletic blonde man named Carl. He was popular on campus, dated some of the hottest women, and his eight inch cock was put to good use on many occasions.
The girl was named Stella. Her hair was dark brown, long, and curly. She had mesmerizing 'doe eyes', and very full lips. Her body was not 'Barbie' quality, but was shapely enough: her breasts were naturally large, her ass firm and inviting, and her calves were curvy. She was the type of woman high heels were made for, it seemed.
The cuck boyfriend was named Jeremy. He was short, had longish brown hair, an 'immature' boyish face, and anyone seeing him would think he was unexceptional at best. In some ways, he looked like a younger version of SBI Agent Carter Fischer, but at least Fisher could 'act like a man'.
The redhead Pam was Stella's character's friend, who unwittingly helped the Knave seduce Stella. And Adam, who was short but muscular, had black hair and wore thick black-rimmed glasses, was Carl's buddy whose character also helped the stud nail the girl and humiliate the cuckold.
Tonight they'd been practicing the lead-up scene to the Knave's first seduction of the Girl. But Stella and Jeremy were dating in real life, which is one reason the Director, Ken, had cast them in their roles: he thought he could get more real, raw emotion out of them on stage. But Stella was not responding well to Carl during the practice.
The stakes were high for Ken. His main professor in the Theater Department, Professor Sonnmore, had been very critical of Ken, and Ken's grade and graduation were on the line with this play. Professor Sonnmore wanted plays that went to the cutting edge, pushing the boundaries, even crossing the lines for the sake of 'art expression'. Ergo, Ken was pushing hard... but his cast and crew did not share his intensity.
"Tell you what," Ken offered, "if Stella and Carl will stay a few more minutes, the rest of you can go, and we'll pick it up tomorrow night."
"I'll stay and wait for Stella, and take her home." said Jeremy.
"No, I need for you to go." said Ken.
"No, I'm not leaving without Stella." whined Jeremy. He was already upset about this entire play, and he'd asked Stella to consider dropping her role as he wanted to drop his. But Stella had declined, telling Jeremy he was acting jealous and was being paranoid.
"Jeremy's right." said Stella. "It's late. Let's just continue tomorrow."
Ken was trying hard to control his anger. "Stella, listen. This is a big role for you. But you need to practice, to work at it. I need you to finish up this one last scene tonight, okay?"
"I'll take you home when we're done, Stella." offered Carl. His words were all but hurled at Jeremy, who Carl despised in reality as well as in the play. Carl wanted nothing more than to fuck Jeremy's girl and humiliate Jeremy in the process.
"Come on, Jeremy, let's go." said Pam. She and Adam all but forced Jeremy to leave the theater room.
As they went outside, the door slamming shut and locked behind them, Adam said "Come on Jeremy, we'll buy you a drink at the Tavern." The Tavern was just across University Avenue. All three students had fake IDs. Disgruntled and despondent, Jeremy went with the others.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back inside the theater, Ken said "Okay, Stella, I want you to look at this man. He's handsome, he's charming. Forget the play, or remember it, whatever works best for you. But don't you think Carl's a great guy?"
"It's not that." said Stella. "It's just... how intimate this scene gets."
"Your little boyfriend is not here." said Carl. "Relax, put yourself into the part." He came up to her, as he would in the play. "You're a beautiful woman, and everyone will be watching how beautiful you are." His hands slid slowly around Stella's waist as he pressed his chest into her back.
"There you go." said Ken, trying to get Stella to relax into Carl's arms. "I'm going to go into the A/V room. Just let the role take you, be the part."
Ken settled into the darkened A/V room and watched. Carl did not recite the lines of the play, but apparently told Stella a joke, and she gave a brief laugh in response. Then Carl began kissing her temple, then down her ear to her neck. His hands expertly began caressing her abdomen, the up towards her breasts, and his fingers began unbuttoning her blouse. The garment opened and slid down her arms, then Carl undid the clasp of her bra between her breasts and pulled it away, revealing her naturally large mammaries.
"Ohhhh..." Stella gasped as Carl's strong hands cupped her luscious breasts and began gently squeezing them. Her nipples hardened and became extended as the young stud rolled them between his fingers in rhythm with his kisses along her neck and jaw. She turned her head and lifted her chin, inviting Carl to kiss her full lips. Carl pressed his mouth to hers and slid his tongue over hers.
Ken watched the kiss, seeing Stella's response to Carl. She continued to deeply kiss him as his hands slid down her abdomen to undo her jeans. Carl wormed his right hand down into her pants and under her panties, sliding his finger along her swollen labes and finding her wet slit.
"MMMMMMMFFFFFFF!!" Stella screamed into Carl's mouth as his finger sank into her virgin cunthole. She began panting as their kiss broke, but did not stop Carl from finger-fucking her. Electric shocks of pleasure coursed through her, and she found herself being easily led to the bed on the stage.
Ken opened his pants and watched as Carl slid Stella's jeans down her legs and off. He and Stella watched as Carl unbuttoned his shirt and took it off, revealing his hardened, muscular chest and abs. Then Carl eased down on top of the lovely young girl, his mouth finding hers again in deep, tongue-twining kisses.
Ken began jacking his small cock, which at its throbbing zenith was barely over three inches long. Guess some guys have to be short to make five inches the average, some would say. At the moment, Ken didn't care: he was watching Carl suck Stella's breasts then kiss his way down to her fur-lined snatch. Ken could only see the blonde hair of the stud as Carl began eating Stella's virgin cunt.
"Ohhh!!" Stella gasped. "Oh Carl... Jeremy... oh no, ohhhhh!" She was writhing on the bed, her legs spreading wider and pulling back to give Carl better and better access to her burning wet quim. Carl was tonguing deeper and deeper into Stella's slit, slurping up her tasty juices as she shuddered in her first deep orgasm...
As he ate her pussy, Carl reached down and undid his pants, then worked them down his powerful thighs, exposing his huge, ten inch cock. He reached underneath himself and began jacking his meat to throbbing hardness as Stella came a second time. As she recovered, she felt the young stud rising up and mounting her. Opening her eyes, she saw the huge cock just above her pussy, hard and menacing and huge and ready to invade her.
"Oh Carl... please take it easy." Stella begged. "You're so... big... and I'm a virgin... please don't hurt me with that thing."
"Don't worry, baby." Carl whispered, then kissed Stella's mouth. "I'll go slow. Just relax and enjoy it, it's going to feel really good. Put it in, baby, guide my cock into your virgin pussy!"
Trembling, Stella reached down and grasped Carl's massive member, marveling at the feel of his manhood. She saw the large, clear drop of pre-cum oozing out of the tip as she guided his cockhead between her gaping cuntlips. Then she instinctively reached up and grabbed Carl's hard asscheeks, and pulled him to her.
"UUUH!" Stella gasped as Carl pushed his cockhead into her opening. He sank a bit more in, then pulled back slightly, then pushed in harder as Stella cried out again.
"Ready, babe?" he warned, then he pushed into her again.
"AAAAUUUGGHH!!" Stella screamed as Carl's cock slid deep into her, stretching her virgin-tight slit, pushing her cuntwalls apart as he drove his manhood forward. He ground his hips, twisting his cockshaft, then pulled almost all the way out, making Stella moan again. Then he pushed it in again, this time until his big balls were resting on her 'taint'.
"Oh my God!" Stella gasped. Carl grunted, feeling Stella's wet tightness clutching at his invading cock. He had done it! he thought to himself. He had deflowered the young, lovely virgin.
"Yeah, babe." he whispered into her ear. "You buried it. You took it all. How does it feel, babe?"
"Ohhhh, it hurts..." whispered Stella, "but it hurts so good. Your cock feels really good inside me, Carl. Unnh!"
"Okay, baby, take it easy." said Carl as he began withdrawing. "Let's take it easy until you get used to it." He began to slowly pump in and out of her, twisting his hips to churn his big meat inside her. After a few moments of slow thrusting, Stella began meeting his thrusts, raising her hips to absorb his plunges into her. He began to thrust more vigorously, and soon they were hotly rutting like longtime lovers.
Ken didn't last even a minute. He came; his thin, watery jism dribbling over his fist as he pumped his little knob. Stella came next, her first orgasm with a man's cock inside her. Her cries filled the little theater room as her cunt clutched Carl's cock like a vise.
Unbelievably, Carl did not come when Stella did, nor even when she came a second time. His balls were like rocks, his nut beginning to rise as he steadily pumped the once-virgin pussy beneath him. It was when he thought of what he was doing to Jeremy that he couldn't hold on. The thought of taking Stella's virginity, of deflowering Jeremy's precious fiancée, of fucking her and filling her fertile cunt with his load, was too much for him.
"Uhhhhh, gonna come, babe." the hung stud gasped. "I gotta come, Stella, I gotta come inside you... UHHHH!!"
"Oh yes, YES!" Stella cried out, instinctively wrapping her legs around Carl's thighs, trapping him deep inside her as the first shots of his huge load spurted deep into her. Carl shuddered and thrust hard into Stella, burying his meat inside her, his asscheek muscles contracting and releasing as he fired burst after burst of his semen again and again, until he was totally spent.
Ken just watched in amazement as Carl slid off Stella and took her in his arms, lying side-by-side. The hot young couple shared warm, intimate kisses as they cooled down. They did not notice Ken sneaking out of the A/V room and out of theater.
"That was really good, for your first time." said Carl. "How did you like it?"
"Mmmm, it was... wonderrrfullll..." Stella mewled, smiling. She kissed Carl's mouth again and said "Let's do it again."
"Sure babe." said Carl. "But you'll have to suck my cock and get it hard again."
"That's be no problem." said Stella. After orally worshipping Carl's meat back to its long, thick hardness, they made love again. This time they took their time, Carl fucking Stella with long, lazy, deep strokes, kissing and touching as they mated, until Carl added his second potent load into Stella's unprotected, fertile womanhood...
Part 4 - White Hot Hatred
"I did not realize Lake Reservoir was this large." said Michael Burke as he looked over the lake from the third floor balcony that was part of his suite. The lake extended in a long curve to the left and to the right, and the far end could not be seen. As the first threads of the dawn of Tuesday, September 20th, were beginning to color the sky to the east, he could see the twinkling points of light that were houses, especially the mansions of the wealthy to the east, on the Nextdoor County side.
"Yes," said his guest. "Some say it's a natural crater where a meteorite hit. That would explain the height of the mountain finger to the west, as well. Nextdoor County uses it for a water source."
"You know a lot about the geology of the area." said Burke.
"It was my minor in college here at the University." said the guest. "Comes in surprising handy for real estate developers like myself."
The guest was Doug Jackson, whose son Jefferson Davis Jackson had come over all dead in the 'Murdered Football Player' case.
"I didn't study it in college," said Michael Burke, "but I've learned a lot about it while running my own businesses. Now my son Todd has the enterprise core of those businesses. Don't know what I'm going to do with the rest of it."
"Not leaving it to your son?" asked Doug.
"I don't know." said Michael. "Todd is a brilliant young man, and has transformed my old company into a powerhouse of technological advances in BOW Enterprises. But he's also his uncle's nephew... which is a bit disappointing."
"I can understand that." said Jackson. "You and I have both lost sons in that County over there, and I'm still very dissatisfied with the Police Commander's lack of energy in pursuing my son's murderers."
Burke replied "I was even more disappointed in what the Iron Crowbar and his wife did to my plans to destroy the woman who ruined my son Jack's life. And 'disappointed' is not really the word... 'bitterly angry' would describe it better."
"At least you have another son." said Jackson. "Roberta and I lost our only son. Our daughter is only fifteen now, and I don't think she cares about anything but that God-damned iPhone. The Zombie Apocalypse is not the Undead; it's teenagers staring at their iPhones."
"And they walk out onto the golf courses with their noses buried in the devices, playing some game." said Michael. "Several have been struck by golf balls. Okay, the coffee is here. Let's go inside and get some."
They went inside, where their wives were already sitting down to breakfast. Roberta Jackson, her reddish-brown hair dyed a lighter red, asked Jeanine Burke "So how old are your sons?"
"Little Todd is 13 months." said Jeanine. "And Jack will be three years old in October."
"And fine little boys they are." said Doug Jackson as he and Michael Burke came up to the table. "By the way, have you seen Phyllis Troy any time recently? She moved down here from our county, and we haven't been in touch with her."
"No, I haven't." said Jeanine. "She's always at Todd's whenever I visit with the babies, but it's been months since I've seen her. Todd usually visits us. Since I haven't seen her, I was going to ask you and Roberta what was going on up there in Apple Grove a few months ago. I know Todd's uncle was involved, but not the details."
"We don't know the details, either." said Jackson. "All we know is that the FBI came through like a tornado, Sheriff Spaulding ended up dead in a farm field, and most of his Deputies were put in jail. No one saw the Iron Crowbar up there, except a kid that he gave a dog to."
"Well, let's speak no more of that." said Roberta Jackson, with just a bit of sternness in her voice. "What time is your meeting, Doug?"
"In about thirty minutes, Michael?" asked Jackson.
"About." said Burke. "He'll call us when he's ready. So... before that happens, let's eat!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No bugs, sir." said the security man.
"Thank you, you can go." said the older man, dressed in an expensive three-piece suit that was a bit too warm for the autumn weather. He had come from his home in New England, where it was already cooler. "Okay, gentlemen, do you know Tom Riordan?"
"Yes, we do." said Michael Burke, shaking Riordan's hand. "We're both boosters with the University."
"Yes, that's right." said Tom Riordan. "Mr. Jackson, it's good to see you again. Last time we met, it was due to the crushing circumstances of your son's death. Glad to see you under much better circumstances today."
"Yes, true." said Jackson.
"Have a seat everyone." said the older man. Riordan, Jackson and Burke sat down in the comfortable chairs that had been pulled close together, so that they could talk quietly with their host. He did not need to be introduced to them; they all knew Wallace Bedford very well.
Wallace Bedford took great pride in the fact that one of his direct ancestors was a Confederate general and a founding member of the Ku Klux Klan. It was also his son for whom the donated organ meant for young Amy had been stolen... and then that organ was discarded when a better match was found for the boy. Bedford could not have cared less about Amy's pain and death, nor those who had cared for the young girl; he only cared about his own progeny and the continuation of the long line of white men in his family.
"Thank you all for coming." said Bedford. "Most people don't know that it was BigPharmaCorp that paid for the renovation of the Lakeside Inn & Suites, and I'm on the BigPharmaCorp Board. We did this so that we'll have a comfortable place to meet, and to have guests and conventions, without being in the jurisdiction of the Iron Crowbar."
"You don't like him either, Mr. Bedford?" asked Doug Jackson.
"Let's just say that I have plenty of reason to avoid him." said Bedford. "I remember what his eyes looked like when he walked into the BigPharmaCorp Board Room and took Tom Cubbard into custody. That man... well, he is possibly going to be the deadliest threat to our plans."
"I agree." said Jackson. "He and the FBI absolutely devastated your operations in Fillmore County."
"Not my operations." said Bedford. "I did approve of them, but I can't take credit. That was Sheriff Spaulding and Mitt Baker. It was a shame they got Mitt Baker and put him in jail; he was a real friend to us."
"It's not just the Iron Crowbar," said Michael Burke, trying to not be left out of the conversation, "it's the people he associates with, especially in the FBI. And of course... that woman he sleeps with every night, his wife."
"Yes, but fortunately she is wrapping up her illustrious career, and she really isn't worried about domestic operations." said Riordan, with some sarcastic acerbity. "But her reaction to those bastards that kidnapped and tortured her husband showed clearly that we have to be very careful of her if and when we move to neutralize him."
"Ahhhh, said Jackson, "so you do have a plan for him."
"A 'contingency' would be a more accurate term." said Bedford. "If he starts becoming too active and begins interfering with our plans, we'll have to... distract him. We have two people that make the man's blood pressure rise... SBI NTF Director Richard Ferrell, and Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook."



"Oh, geez." said Michael Burke.
"Something wrong, Mr. Burke?" asked Bedford, a frown forming on his face.
"Only that the two persons you mentioned are some of the most inept persons for that kind of task." said Burke. "The Iron Crowbar has already shown them up, several times."
"Yes, that's true." said Bedford. "And that's exactly why they'll be useful to us in that capacity. They are the so-called 'useful idiots' that men at our level use for our gain, and then we can discard them like kleenex when they are used up. All of you are beginning to rise in the levels of the so-called 'New World Order'; it's important that you understand this."
After Bedford told them some of his plans for Ferrell and Cook, he began bringing the meeting to a close. "Is there anything else?" he asked.
"Just one thing." said Doug Jackson. "My son... was murdered, and I have pretty convincing evidence that P. Harvey Eckhart and his Cult were behind it. Of course he is related to the Iron Crowbar, and Eckhart is the father of the Iron Crowbar's closest associate, Captain Ross, so I expect no action from them. What I do want is to take my own action, and make that old bastard pay for what he and his little cult trolls did to my son."
Michael Burke said "I also have a strong beef with Eckhart for what he did to Eleanor, my previous wife. He helped the Iron Crowbar use Eleanor to murder my son's brother, and of course the Iron Crowbar and his wife crossed my path in the matter of Ivy Starnes."
"I understand." said Bedford. "I understand how both of you feel. I'll just say this: you two can and should plan what to do together, but on your own. I'll give what support I can, but for the most part, I'll have to keep out of it. Do let me and my associates know before you take any action, so that we can protect ourselves. Provided you give us ample lead time, you have carte blanche to take your own actions."
Burke and Jackson nodded, hearing what they had wanted to hear.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Jeanine," said Roberta Jackson as they talked and held the babies, "how are things with you and Michael?"
"Oh, good." said Jeanine. "We're trying for a baby of our own, but so far no luck. I guess with these things you never know."
"Yes, that's true." said Roberta. "And of course, you'll do anything to protect your children, yes?"
"Well... yes, of course." said Jeanine, a bit stunned and nonplussed at Roberta's words.
"Jeanine..." said Roberta, her eyes boring into the younger woman's, "do you know why our husbands are here?"
"Uh... Michael said he had meetings with your husband and some others." said Jeanine. "I didn't really ask for specifics; I let him do his business and I do mine."
"Are you still practicing law?" asked Roberta.
"Yes." said Jeanine, rocking little Todd Michael Burke in her arms as he was falling asleep. "I've been doing some real estate law up near Lake Amengi-Nunagen. Home and property sales up there have been slow for years, but it's starting to pick up, and I'm well-placed to take advantage of that and handle the contracts."
"Yes." said Roberta. "A lot of Government people up there, I would imagine, with it being an W.M.A.?"
"Yeah, but... most of them are over at Lake Watchacoochie." said Jeanine. "And a good number of the people coming into our area are friends of Michael. He recommended they come up."
"Yes, yes." said Roberta. "Has Michael talked to you about doing more legal work for him, and perhaps for organizations that my husband and I are a part of?"
"No, he hasn't mentioned anything." Jeanine said. "What organizations are those?"
Roberta exhaled, then started in: "We, and many of our friends, are a loose association of people dedicated to keeping American values... pure. Our values, especially as Christians, are being trampled upon by an increasingly intrusive Government that not only dictates to us who we have to do business with and how we can worship, but also chooses other religions... cults, actually... to have domination over us. Our children are forced in school to learn Muslim prayers, but if anyone says a Christian prayer they are severely punished, and even expelled from school."
Roberta continued: "And despite being in the majority, we are constantly being forced to yield our rights and values, as well as our money in confiscatory taxation, to minorities that only consume it, don't produce a damn thing, and then demand more and more and more. Go into any Government office outside of a Police Department, and you will see almost all minorities running those offices... and most incompetently, at that."
"No," said Jeanine, rather sharply, "My husband has not spoken of those things to me at all. And if he did, I would shut any talk of that kind down."
"I see." said Roberta. "Well, if he does bring it up to you, I hope you will keep an open mind about what is happening in our country, and what is being done to your children's futures. If you'll excuse me a moment..." With that, Roberta Jackson got up and left for her own suite, leaving Jeanine very unsettled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Captain." Detective Theo Washington said as he came into the office of Precinct Captain Damien Thompson at the Old Mill Building that housed Precinct 2.
"Hello, Theo. Have a seat." said Thompson. "How are things at Headquarters?"
"Pretty slow, actually." said Theo, sitting down. "Most of the talk is about football. You wouldn't believe how Commander Troy and Captain Ross go at it over the Bulldogs and the Wildcats."
Thompson chuckled. "Yes, they're both very passionately loyal... to those things they decide are worth being loyal to. Let me ask you something, just between you, me, and the lamp-post... and speaking freely: what do you think the Commander's feelings are on racial issues? His true feelings?"
"He's straight up." said Theo. "No racism in him at all. By the way, you do know he's the baby-daddy of Paulina Patterson's daughter?"
"What?" Thompson exclaimed, his eyes wide with surprise. "No... I didn't know that."
"It's not advertised, but it's an open secret at Headquarters, and we all know." said Theo. "And the Commander makes no bones of it; Tasha's picture is on his desk with his other kids' pictures."
Thompson's voice was full of shock as he said "Wow. Wonder what his wife thinks of that..."
"She's good with it, from what I understand." said Theo. "I understand they have something of an open marriage. She can't have children anymore, so she's understanding of her husband having three other kids by other women."
Thompson nodded. "That would rock this Town, but it's good to know. But more in general, what do you think of the Commander's attitudes? If racial issues started being ginned up in this Town, how would he react?"
"Speaking freely," said Theo, "he's what we call 'color-blind'; he thinks everyone should be treated equally and have equal opportunity. That in itself is good, but sometimes I think he believes the playing field is level, when we of course know that it's not."
"True enough." said Thompson. "Okay, let me tell you some things in return. I think you and I are both smart enough to know that some of the racial things being ginned up in our cities are not spontaneous. Some incident happens, and then there's a group of people coming in and ginning things up, and once they have the mob mentality going, they step back and let the killing and fires and carnage happen... and of course the Media is right there filming every bit of it... the parts they want the Nation to see."
"And of course it's the poor black areas that get burnt out, never the white or wealthy black areas." said Theo. "Maximum publicity, but they never attack the people with the money; that would bring the hammer down."
Thompson said "Yes, that's the blueprint. What I'm beginning to get information on... is that someone is trying to lay groundwork to gin that sort of stuff up right here in our Town. In the Tenderloin District. I don't think T-Square is part of it; it looks like outsiders, maybe linked to the Government. I do know where I stand on it: I will be at the front of the Police lines opposing any rioters."
"And you'll have help." said Theo. "Help carrying a crowbar. The I.C. is not going to put up with any shit. He's pretty much told us that--- oh, don't tell anyone I told you that; it was said in confidence."
"Don't worry, I won't." said Thompson. "I'm going to brief him on what I know at our next Precinct meeting. I just wanted your input on where he stands. And for that matter... where do you stand, Theo?"
Theo said "We black police officers are caught in the middle, disrespected by both sides, attacked by both sides. But for me... if the Iron Crowbar could stand up to Wargrave and Westboro, and to the White Supremacists in his boyhood town... I can stand with him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's official." said Lt. Teresa Croyle as she came into my office. "Lorena Rose took a job with the Los Angeles Police Department. I just got my copy of her email."
"I just saw it, too. Have a seat." I said. As Teresa sat down, I continued: "Claire Michaels took her from us, swooped her up. Can't say I blame her; Lorena's good. But once Sharples outed her, she was pretty much done here."
"Yes sir, that's true." Teresa said. "So if I may go right over my Captain's head and ask you directly: what are we doing for replacements?"
"Not much we can do." I said. "You now have Grubby Paul, Christopher Purvis, Tim Geiger, and access to Sonali and Krueger. 'Coldiron' has Theo, Joanne, Teddy, and access to Lainie and Krueger. Diana Torres was hired to be a C.S.I. by Tanya Perlman."
"All of my guys are well known to the Criminal Community." said Teresa. "It's getting harder and harder to find people to do undercover work. We have willing Officers, but they have to be trained up, and a lot of them can't cut it. And some that might be good, aren't interested in the Detective Track."
"True, that." I said. "Okay, so why did you really come into my office?"
Teresa did not bat an eyelash as she said "I was going to fill you in on the Jaime Silver situation, as my Captain is not in her office right now. We got an anonymous tip that Silver is setting up some tables in a back room of a building on the south side of North Street, say that three times fast. It's part of a series of strip malls, with a narrow alleyway behind the buildings and another series of malls facing Post Office Street."
Post Office Street ran parallel to North Street, which was the road that led east and west to the highway leading west out of Town, and to University Avenue at it's east end. The Post Office was once on that road, until they built the Federal Building and put the new Post Office inside it.
"Sir," said Teresa, "There may be a couple of underground tunnels that can provide quick escapes from the back of the building. The basement room that we think the casinos are going to be in may have an access to those tunnels, and there are a couple more manholes in the alleyway behind the buildings."
"Why does it not surprise me that you checked that out?" I said with a sardonic chuckle.
"SWAT Team likes to know those things." said Teresa. No words were needed to know that Teresa was the de facto leader of the SWAT Team; she was training with them while trying to keep that a secret from me. Of course, it's not easy to keep secrets from Your Iron Crowbar, but I tacitly approved of it by letting it happen.
"Good." I said. "That may come in handy. So, what do you want to do?"
Teresa replied: "First, we're going to need someone to go undercover, go into the rooms and see what's there. Maybe they can have a small camera, but they'll be checked for wires, so we need two people. Problem is, I got word that 'The Teacher' was consulted by Jaime Silver's people, which means they'll know who every police officer is by eyesight."
The Teacher, who was the true power in the Tenderloin District, had photos of every Police Officer, every Mall Security person, every Bank Guard, loddy doddy everybody who was in Law Enforcement and Security in the Town & County, as well as the University. And for a 'nominal' fee, he'd train perps to be able to spot those law enforcement persons.
"I wonder if I could sneak in there." I mused, then grinned when I saw the look of shock on Teresa's cute face. "Well, maybe not. But I do have in mind a couple of people that might be able to help us. When do you think they'll open the casino?"
"We're thinking this weekend. Friday night will probably be opening night." said Teresa. "We'll know for sure when we see expensive cars dropping off people."
"You know..." I mused again, "... I wonder why they'd be operating in Town like that. It'd be better if... if they were doing it at one of the better homes in one of the good neighborhoods."
"Those aren't that far from this location." said Teresa. "Think this is a feint?"
"Hmmm..." I said. "Hmmm..." After a moment, I realized I'd gone into a reverie. Teresa was watching: having had fewer opportunities than Cindy to see me like this, she was studying me closely.
"Okay," I said, "see if you can confirm with some people about the casino party. Might I suggest that one Todd Burke and his wealthy associates might have information that would be useful to you..."
"I've already asked, and he's keeping his ears open for me." said Teresa...
Part 5 - Torture's Other Name: Meetings
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette on Wednesday, September 21st, at 7:00am sharp. "Public Health Officer Loran Michaels will be giving a press conference today, and Channel Two News has learned that he will be receiving the endorsements of several prominent local politicians, including those of State Senator Katherine Woodburn, Council Members Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes, and the People's Choice: Mayor Larry P. Vaughan."
Bettina continued: "The Woodburn and Carnes endorsements are a devastating blow to Sheila Sorrells, whose candidacy is based upon women's issues. Meanwhile, new polls compiled by Karl Frazier's Public Policy Polling show that District Attorney Gil Krasney has opened a 56-42% lead over Jenna Stiles, and sources tell Channel Two News that the Stiles campaign is almost completely out of funds and unable to buy any more advertising. In the Governor's race, incumbent Val Jared maintains a 49-46% lead over SBI Director Jack Lewis, but experts say that Lewis is closing the gap as Election Day nears. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said handsome young blonde Nick Eastwood, with the Booker T. Washington High School stadium behind him. "The students and alumni of Booker T. Washington High are excited after their 3-0 start, led by star quarterback Benjamin Hill. Hill, a Senior, will have plenty of college scouts watching him as BTW attempts to win a Region title for the first time in fifteen years!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 'C-Level' meeting began in the Main Conference Room at 9:00am. Going clockwise around the table, present were: Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Harlow, Sheriff Allgood, Lt. Masters, Myself, Captain Ross, Lt. Croyle, and Supervisor Myron Milton.
"I appreciate you inviting me here today." said Sheriff Allgood.
"As long as you're bringing doughnuts like these," said Teresa, holding up the one she was presently consuming, "come on by any time." We all chuckled.
"I do want to let you all know of a couple of things, political type things." said Daniel. "With Lorena Rose and Diana Torres leaving, we're getting short-handed in the Detectives Division. I don't know how the Council finds out these things so quickly, but they've already called and asked how we're going to integrate Detectives into the Precincts."
Everyone looked at me. "Don't look at me." I said. "I just work here." That did not help the mood of the room.
"Sheriff," said Chief Moynahan, "in my most previous discussions with Council Members, there was not enough support for dispersing the Detectives into the Precincts."
"They're not talking dispersal." said the Sheriff. "They're talking hubs and spokes... and priority assignments. For example, Detective Washington's desk would be in MCD, he would work out of there, out of this Headquarters... but he'd be primarily assigned to 2nd Precinct crimes. Detective Cummings might be primarily assigned to 3d Precinct Crimes, and so on."
"And how does that work for Vice?" asked Lt. Croyle, in her most acid 'Teresa Cunt' voice. "Last I checked, the drug runners and the gun runners aren't respecting Precinct lines."
"That's true, Lieutenant." Daniel said, trying to keep his voice as affable as possible. "There's no way to avoid running your operations out of one hub. However, certain Council Members have asked if that hub has to be in Police Headquarters... or closer to where the crimes are being committed?"
"Which is where?" asked Cindy, acidly.
"Wherever T-Square is." Daniel Allgood said.
"Harrumph." replied Cindy, her ice-blue eyes blazing with cold heat. "Teresa got shot up in the Industrial District three times, twice on drug raids. The Iron Crowbar whipped Sergei Molotov in the Warehouse District. Dirty Lennie and Sharples were trying to run diamonds through that same district. I seem to not be able to remember something ugly happening in a gym on the north side of Town. None of this being anywhere near the Tenderloin District, I might add."
"Your point is taken." said the Sheriff. "Look, nothing has happened yet. Until the election to fill Westboro's seat happens, the ones who are friendly to us are in the majority. But they're talking. And I'm giving you guys a chance to make a counter-plan that they'll accept."
Nobody was buying that for a minute, and rightly so. They were all looking at me. I was looking at the ceiling. I then looked back down and around the room. "Stop worrying." I said. "Your mission will be where I tell you it is to be, your assignment and cases will be the ones Captain Ross or myself give to you."
I went on: "And you may be assured that if the Council wants to give you shit about where you're working a case, they will have to go through me and then through the Green Crowbar. I'm not giving much for their chances in either case. We've got too much work to do to solving crimes to worry about the Council's political shit. And yes, Sheriff, I hope you will tell them every word of that. Verbatim."
Sheriff Allgood looked around, noticing how my declaration that I would be backing up my people had instilled relief in them. "Okay," he said, "we'll move on. So what's going on about this gambling operation coming into Town?"
Chief Moynahan said "We're getting particulars now on it, Sheriff. I believe the Iron Crowbar is spinning his web, even as we sssspeeeeak." I smiled.
"We're checking with Confidential Informants now, Sheriff." I said. "When we find out where they're basing their operations, we'll set up a sting."
"Is Thomas Cook involved in any way?" asked the Sheriff. I looked over at Teresa, who understood my desire for her to answer.
"Sheriff," Teresa said, "we think one of his properties is a possible location for the casino being set up. However, we also believe that it may be a feint, and the real casino is being set up elsewhere."
"Okay." said the Sheriff. "Keep me in the loop on this. If we can bust Cook, I'd be a happy man."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After that meeting, the Sheriff 'invited' the Chief, me, and Captain Ross to another meeting. We moved to the Chief's Conference Room, as Della had reserved the Main Conference Room for a huge pow-wow with the Admin Personnel from all the Precincts.



Chief Moynahan said "I asked the Sheriff to come in and meet with us about the Command structure. Sheriff?"
"Yes, thank you, Chief." said Daniel. "I understand there's been some discussion about your roles, particularly yours, Captain Ross. While we appreciate you stepping up and helping Commander Troy, especially while he was recovering from his injuries and was helping the FBI, the need for some formal streamlining has been brought to my attention, and will have to be brought to the Council's attention. This meeting is to get our ducks in a row so that the Chief and I can present a united front to the Council. I might add that I'm doing similar things with the Fire Department."
"You do realize this is going to cost you an extra box of doughnuts, don't you Sheriff?" I quipped.
"I was thinking of buying you guys lunch for our next meeting on this subject." said Daniel. We all nodded at that. "So, Chief, what are our options?"
"My option is to exercise my privilege to defer to the Police Commander." said Moynahan. Daniel looked at me.
"We have three major options on this." I said. "The first is to 'do nothing'..."
Chief Moynahan laughed heartily at that. "That's an old Army joke." he explained. I smiled, glad that someone understood.
"Second," I said, "is to make the Council re-authorize the Captain of Uniformed Officers position, assign that post the responsibility of overseeing the Precincts on the Commander's behalf, then filling that position with the right person. Third is to basically elevate the Captain of Detective's role to essentially be an 'Assistant Commander'... unless you want to make a separate, formal position for that."
Daniel smiled. "I wouldn't mind doing that, but the Council will never go for it. By the way, who is in charge of Headquarters Precinct?"
"Headquarters is not a Precinct, Sheriff." said the Chief.
"Sheriff," I said, "Commander Harlow, and Captain Aaron subordinate to her, are in charge of the physical building, as they are in charge of the physical Precinct buildings. The Uniformed Officers assigned here are technically assigned to MCD or Vice, and therefore are under the Lieutenants of those Divisions, then up to Captain Ross, then to me."
The Sheriff nodded. "And that is what the Council wants to change. So, Don, which route would you recommend?"
"A Captain of Uniformed Officers again, or whatever you want to call it, as a direct line between me and the Precinct Captains." I replied. Cindy nodded; we'd discussed this already.
"And who would you put in that slot?" asked Allgood.
"There are a few choices." I said. "We could brevet or promote Masters to Captain; he was running that job before, and quite well. Or we could promote a Precinct Captain to Captain... we can't brevet that, by the way... and then get a new Precinct Captain. Or we could go outside the box and brevet or promote a promising Lieutenant to Captain."
"I can tell you now that the Council doesn't want to brevet anyone to Captain." said Daniel. "Creates Union problems. So... name some names..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My next meeting was at a place I was not sure I was wholly welcomed: Fire Department Headquarters. I was escorted to the office of the Fire Chief, Patrick Quinlin. His most redeeming feature was that he also had red hair, though it was a bit darker than my own titian hair.
"Hello, Chief." I said as I came in. "How are things with the Fire Department?"
"Not bad." said Quinlin. "The Sheriff is pushing me to name an Assistant Chief, but I'm really not happy with any of the candidates, and he's trying to discourage me from going outside to bring in someone. I think the Sheriff is being pressured by Council Members to suggest Fire Marshal Singer. But that would be a lateral move, and she's in a better spot as Fire Marshal, as it is. She herself has said she's not interested in making that move, so I'm not sure why the Council is pressing."
"It's probably Malinda Adams that's doing the pressing on that. They go along to keep her from getting too agitated. I agree that Zoe is perfectly positioned as Fire Marshall." I said. "Meanwhile, please tell me that they are not bringing up Robert Brownlee's name."
"No, he's not under consideration." said Quinlin. "The Council is trying to force him into the Public Health Department, and he has a lawsuit going to force him back into the Police Department, which I'm sure you'd just love..." I could see that Quinlin was teasing me with that last comment.
"No, I'd not love that... though my red crowbar would." I replied. "But can you imagine what these female candidates for public office would say if they moved or demoted Della Harlow? It'd be a feeding frenzy for the Media."
"What do you think will happen?" Quinlin asked, sitting back in his chair.
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "I think the Brownlee lawsuit gets pushed back past the election, so it might depend on what happens with Loran Michaels and the Council seat."
"That brings up another question." said Quinlin. "Can we trust Scott Peterson?"
"You might can." I replied. "I don't. Personal water under the bridge, there. But enough about that. You asked me to come over, so what can I help you with?"
"Oh, yes." said Quinlin. "I did want to get the 'scoop' from you about what's going on in Public Safety. I know you and the Sheriff are friends, but since you took Westboro down, he's been acting a little... strange, for lack of a better term." I felt him watching me, so I just nodded as if absorbing the information.
"The other thing is that my daughter Leanne is here, and she wanted to talk to you in a way no one else would know. I'll call her in now, if that's okay."
"Sure." I said. Quinlin got out his cellphone and sent a text. A moment later, Leanne Quinlin Gonzalez came in. She was the real estate agent that had sold the Cabin to me and arranged Laura's various real estate transactions. She had red hair like her father and smoking hot legs, and she was married to a younger man, a Cuban who was reputed to be a well-hung stud.
As she came in, I got up to greet her, shaking her hand in a subtly flirtatious way, which she seemed to like as she greeted me. After a moment of chit-chat, including her complimenting my rebuilding of The Cabin, she got to the point.
"Commander," Leanne said, "I wanted to very quietly let you know something that's going on. I just rented out a house in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. It's the house that Hamilton Myers lived in. As you know, he passed away a couple of months ago. He'd been sick since his wife died shortly after you busted her."
"Yes, I heard about that." I said. "So you rented out his home?"
"Yes," said Leanne, "and it was kind of strange. Thomas P. Cook recently bought the Wargrave estate in that subdivision. Unfortunately for me, that was a direct purchase, so no commission for me. And because Mr. Cook had bought the Wargrave home, it was weird to me that the company renting the Myers property is called 'Silver Enterprises Network', and they're partly owned by Northwest Properties Management... Thomas Cook's company."
"That is interesting." I said. "I appreciate you bringing me this. So... can I take the two of you to lunch?"
"I better not." said Leanne. "I've got an idea that we shouldn't be seen talking to each other... especially if Thomas P. Cook is involved. That guy is sleee-zeee."
I chuckled mirthlessly. "I totally agree with that. Okay, we'll do it another time. If you will excuse me, Chief, I better get back to Headquarters." I made my goodbyes and headed out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I did not even bother to go to my office. I just stopped at Lt. Croyle's door. Knocking, I was admitted, and Teresa was surprised.
"Just wanted to give you a heads-up." I said. "I got some information that the Hamilton Myers property in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision was rented out by a group called 'Silver Enterprises Network', with a connection to Thomas P. Cook. Do I need to say anything further?"
"No sir, you do not." Teresa replied with alacrity. She took note of the name. "Mind if I borrow Mary to look into this?"
"Why are you wasting my time asking instead of doing it already?" I replied with a grin. Teresa gave what was for her a laugh and picked up the phone...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Knavish Behavior
Wednesday, September 21st, 3:00pm. The meeting was held in Classroom 'E', which was officially swept for bugs, then more privately swept again by me. Present were: Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Harlow, Your Iron Crowbar (me), Captain Ross, Lt. Croyle, Lt. Masters, and both Myron and Mary Milton. Sheriff Daniel Allgood had also been asked to attend.
"Okayyyy," said Chief Moynahan to open the meeting, "I understand that we've got something big, here."
"Yes sir." I said. "Lt. Croyle?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. She turned on the projector, which flashed an image onto the screen on the right side of the room, as one entered through the door. "This is a map of the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, the most exclusive in the County." Teresa fired a laser pointer at the screen, and the red dot sparkled fiercely. "This is the former home of the late Hamilton and Erlene Myers, whom we dealt with in the Parole Officer case."
Teresa continued: "We have confirmed that the house has been rented by a group called 'Silver Enterprises Network'. The officers listed on this LLP are brothers. Their mob names are Corey 'The Virgin' Hymen, and Bradley 'Buster' Hymen. We think those names are not the ones they were born with, but they are Jewish, have entered into partnerships with Weinstein in the Tenderloin District in the past... and are also known to associate with and be front men for Jaime Silver."
Teresa went on: "In the event of a party or event in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, which is gated and very secure, a side gate is opened and manned by security for the entity holding the event. Mr. Todd Burke of BOW Enterprises has held functions at his home in the subdivision, which he bought a few months ago, and has had to make these arrangements."
"Glad you're not naming any confidential informants." I said, a bit drily, knowing Teresa was all but living with Todd and his son Doug.
"Mr. Burke is anything but confidential, his family relationship with you notwithstanding, Commander." Teresa replied with an absolutely straight face. There were chuckles in the room, but Teresa continued unabated: "We have been given permission to use his home to photograph the vehicles and license plates that will be coming in for a party we believe will be occurring Friday night. Maybe Saturday night, also. Though we have not attempted to enter the Myers home, we believe they may be setting up gambling tables there on behalf of Mr. Silver."
"So they are trying to come into the County." said Sheriff Allgood. "What else do you know about them?" Teresa pointed to Mary, who continued the lesson:
"Yes ma'am," said Mary, "I've managed to put together a number of financial connections between the Hymen Brothers and Jaime Silver, as well as some minor Mob members from the City. Not enough to prosecute, but if we can nail them in the act of committing a crime, we can pass it to our FBI friends to go for a Federal and/or State warrant to further explore those financial connections."
"Any signs of prostitution coming in with the gambling?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Not so far," said Teresa, "but there are upstairs bedrooms in that house."
"Stupid to pick a house we've already been through." said Cindy. "And one where the Iron Crowbar has better knowledge of the security than the renters, most likely."
"Maybe," I said, "but I suspect they seriously upgraded said security. But you're right that we know the floor plan, and very well... and we have resources like Mr. Todd Burke inside the Cloisters's gates."
"Why have this operation there, in that subdivision?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"The security." I said. "They're using the subdivision's own security against us. The Police can't really travel freely inside there. We can and do have patrols there, but we have to pass a manned guardhouse, so surprise is nonexistent. Another reason is that it won't evoke too much suspicion to see well-dressed people coming to what will seem like a party. And indeed, it really is a party... just one with gambling and perhaps prostitution for entertainment."
I continued: "There are also another couple of things I've observed. First, BigPharmaCorp is having their Board Meeting this Friday, meaning the big-wigs are in Town and will want to find suitable entertainment Friday night. It looks like Mr. Silver is going to provide that entertainment."
"Also," I went on, "I think this is just a little reconnaissance party, to use a little military lingo, there. They'll be observing the Police and our movements, and Mr. Silver will be making contacts and meeting people."
"What about the information of a gambling operation on Mr. Thomas P. Cook's property on North Street?" asked the Chief.
"We think that's a feint." said Teresa. "If we go there, we're likely to find an empty facility, and we'll be observed, and they'll know we had info on that site. Also, a bunch of limos pulling up to the back of a strip mall there would look rather suspicious... kind of like the inverse of the guy pulling up in a taxi in 'Eyes Wide Shut'."
I laughed at Teresa's excellent analogy, though some didn't get it. I guess they didn't watch that movie like I did, mostly to see the scorching hot Nicole Kidman... but I digress...
"So what are we going to do about this?" asked the Sheriff. "Can we send in any undercover officers?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "I got word from a very deep undercover C.I. that Jaime Silver has approached 'The Teacher' to learn all about who we are. 'The Teacher' is a much more wealthy man tonight, as he provided that information for an exorbitant price. Of course, Commander Troy has been seen on TV a couple of times, so his cover is shot." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction, in acknowledgement of the ribbing.
"Oh, these people don't wear masks?... like in 'Eyes Wide Shut'?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"Actually, yes they do." I said. "But they don't put them on while they are coming through the gate to the subdivision. That's where I hope we can get some video footage."
"So are we going to raid this party?" asked the Sheriff. "What happens if we go in and no one is there... or worse yet, just the renters in there and no gambling going on?"
"Not to mention that we don't have a warrant, Sheriff." said Teresa. "Franklin Washington and I tried, but Judge Folsom was completely unimpressed with our lack of solid 'probable cause' evidence."
"Maybe he's going to the party himself." said 'Coldiron' Masters.
"Not now, he's not." I said. "And while I think he's clean, who knows what he said to his staff, or someone saw you go into his Chambers, or other ways of that being a sprung leak. But we'll know if the limos start arriving Friday night. Meanwhile... to answer your question about going in undercover, Sheriff... do you have any doubts that I have a plan for that?"
All of the Officers in the room began smiling. The Sheriff just looked at me, then said "Uh oh... you and your plans..."
"What could possibly go wrong?" I asked. That brought down the house, as everyone burst out laughing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, this is going to be so much fun!" gushed the beautiful blonde porn star Callie Carrington.
She was in my office, having been summoned by Captain Cindy Ross, with whom she'd been staying while in Town... with excursions to the City to recruit women for her porn films as well as earn a few bucks working the (strip joint) poles.
"Yeah, it ought to be." said Eddy the Bounty Hunter. The tall, handsome blonde man and the beautiful blonde porn queen had taken a liking to each other the minute their eyes met. He would be the perfect male escort for Carrie: he looked good in a suit, had an adventurous aura about him, and would be cool under the pressure of an undercover situation. And he would be getting to escort Callie Carrington.
"Your name for this exercise will be 'Edward DiBianca', and it'll be all right for Callie to call you 'Eddy'." I said. "You'll be getting a fake ID soon. You are a wealthy transportation and distribution magnate, head of a company called 'United Americas Distributors, Inc.'. It's a real company, and you're going to be discussing wanting to sell it... while throwing dice at the craps table."
"Sounds like a CIA front." said Eddy, jokingly.
"That's because it is a CIA front." I replied. "And they're going to be shuttering it soon; hence, our being allowed to use the name. At any rate, you act just a bit carefree, throwing a few dollars around, Callie on your arm, and they'll be looking to do business with you."
"Speaking of Callie, what about her?" asked Cindy. "She is very likely to be recognized, especially by some of the lecherous old geezers at this party."
"True." I said. "Which is why she will be playing the role of... herself. Callie, you'll be saying that Eddy knew you in your high school days, before you became the hottest porn star on the planet. Y'all decide the name of the school so that you'll both remember it. And then you'll say that you and he met by chance in the City, and he picked you up. Of course, you're hanging out with him because of his good looks... and the good looks of the money in his wallet."
"Too bad we're just acting." Callie said with a mischievous grin. "Then again, maybe I won't be. I'm sure Mr. Silver will appreciate... inducements... to get him to buy Eddy's business."
"That'll get you into the room he sets up as an office for himself." I said.
Then I got serious. "Look guys," I said, my voice a bit more stern, "this isn't playing around. There shouldn't be too much danger to you, but there will be some. You can't be armed, you can't go in wearing wires, your cellphones will have to be left at the front reception area, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." Cindy said. I glanced glaringly over at her; this was not the time.
"Let's hope this is not the first time." I replied. "We'll be able to put a small device in Callie's purse, that won't show up on their detectors unless activated... and you won't activate it unless you're already found out and in serious danger. We'll come in with blue lights blazing if you activate it, so make sure it's absolutely necessary if you do."
"Wow, more CIA technology." said Eddy. "How do you guys get this stuff?"
"I have good resources." I said. Indeed, I sleep with her every night, though I did not tell Eddy that... nor that the blonde beauty he was escorting to the party had herself worked with the 'Company' on a few occasions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No wonder you get the results you do." Cindy teased me as we sat on the outside deck of the Cop Bar and drank beers. "You have CIA resources and the neatest of their technologies."
"And I get to sleep with their hottest female agent every night, too." I replied proudly. "Speaking of that, Callie is still your roommate, these days?"
"Oh, when she's in Town, she stays with me." Cindy said. "She's all over the place, though. Since you know everything that goes on around here, I'm surprised you haven't mentioned who I have been sleeping with."
"Well, it's not really my business." I said. "Though I know your gym partner Ariel's eyes light up when she sees you, and she is smoking hot."
Cindy smiled. "Busted." she said. "Yeah, we've hooked up a few times, but it's more like 'friends with benefits'."
"And, of course," I said, "you've been consorting with the Press... mainly Priya Ajmani."
"While you've been having your way with Bettina Wurtzburg." Cindy cooly replied in retaliatory response.
"Not as often as I'd like." I replied. "But let's face it... it's Callie that you've got the serious crush upon."
Cindy's eyes sparkled, then she got a bit quiet. "Yeah." she said. "There's something about her..."
"Well," I said, "there's a great line I heard once: 'Don't mistake a great piece of ass for love.'." Cindy was quiet, contemplating that, so I said: "Well, I better go home and tuck some children into bed, take the dogs out, then 'thank' my wife for loaning me all that great technology."
"Yeah." Cindy said. "Have a good night. I'll see you in the morning." I went in and paid the bill, then left... leaving Cindy in her contemplations.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The SBI meeting in Westphalia was attended by Deputy Director Robert Gaston, Narcotics Task Force (NTF) Director Richard 'Dick' Ferrell, Chaplain Steven Ikea, Public Relations Director Michael Horner, and Lt. Leon Mills. Mills was a friend and associate of Gaston, practically his Chief of Staff. Mills also was dirty on the order of former SBI Agent Justin Pelletier, who'd led the murderous raid upon Gunny Sergeant Guernica.
"Okay guys," said Gaston, "what do you have?"
Dick Ferrell said "We have information that Jaime Silver is going to try to set up a gambling operation in the Iron Crowbar's County. Our information is that he's working with one of their Town Councilmen, Thomas P. Cook."
"Cook, eh?" grunted Gaston. "He's not exactly the cleanest cat in that bunch, is he?"
"No sir." said Ferrell. "He's an entrepreneur that has no problem with crossing the line to make a buck. Problem is, he's a 'free agent'. We need to break him to our fist, and to the fist of the person who brought us this information. This might be an opportunity to lean on Cook a little bit."
"You think he's trying to fill in Westboro's place?" asked Lt. Mills.
"Yes, Leon, I do." said Ferrell, who as Director of the NTF was an equivalent rank with Mills. "He dreams of it, anyway. But he's no Pastor Raymond Westboro, and he sure doesn't have the brains to cope with the Iron Crowbar."
"Ah yes, there's the 800 pound gorilla in the room." said Gaston. "Lewis doesn't want us fucking with the Iron Crowbar until after he wins the election in November. Anything 'premature' might hurt him in the election."
"Yes sir, we know." said Chaplain Steven Ikea. "We're not trying to do anything to Troy at this time. If we could bust Silver under Troy's nose, that'd be a bonus, but it's not our main goal."
"That's right." said Ferrell. "Gentlemen, our plan is much higher. It's mere coincidence that it's in the Iron Crowbar's County, but that can't be helped. Did you hear of that drug case we busted near State Tech? Well, something interesting came out of that, and we believe we can use it to fuck over Jared, and ensure Lewis wins the Election."
"If the Iron Crowbar catches you in his County, Dick," said Gaston, "he might very well arrest you. He still believes you were a co-conspirator with Sharples to assassinate him, and he'd love to shit on your face."
"That's why Chaplain Ikea will be our front man on this one." said Ferrell. "Troy won't dare touch a man of the Cloth, with Media cameras on him and a huge political story brewing."
"He only beat the shit out of Ikea twice before, once for hitting his mother." said Gaston, who personally despised the arrogant Steven Ikea. "Oh, yeah... Troy also totally wiped out another man of the Cloth, totally exterminated that man... whose brains were greater than yours put together."
"Well, this will be different." said Ferrell. He began to outline the plan.
After long minutes of hashing it out, Gaston said "I'll put this in front of Lewis. If he gives it his blessing, we'll put it into effect."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, this is going much, much better." said Ken the Director as the group finished rehearsing a scene. Stella had been much more into her scenes, especially with Carl, the handsome Knave.
The only problem was Jeremy. Not only was he not into his minor role at all, he was obviously not happy with seeing his fiancée Stella's interaction with Carl. Ken wondered if Jeremy knew what had happened a few nights before.
He'd contemplated telling Jeremy, just to fuck with the cuck, and maybe get Jeremy to quit the play so that someone else could be brought in. But he also realized that Stella might get angry and leave, and that would set him, Ken, way back.
"Okay, let's rehearse the café scene with Stella and Pam." said Ken. "You guys can all go, and we'll pick up bar fight scene tomorrow."
"I'll wait and escort Stella home." said Jeremy.
"You've got a Biology test to study for." Stella said. "You can go ahead. Pam and I will walk home together. We'll be fine."
"Come on, Squirt." said Carl derisively, to Jeremy. "Not like you could do anything to protect her, anyway."
"Oh, leave him alone." said Pam, seemingly taking up for Jeremy, but in truth helping show Jeremy's weakness. "But Stella's right, Jeremy. We'll be fine."
Humiliated and getting angry, Jeremy glared at everyone, even Stella, who looked defiantly back at him. He quickly went for the door and left.
Outside, he realized that the other two guys had not come outside. He went back towards the door, then saw it open and Carl and Adam exit and begin walking the other way. Satisfied that all was okay, Jeremy headed for his dorm. He waited for a call or text from Stella for several hours, but none came.
An hour after leaving, Carl and Adam got texts. They walked back to the Theatre Building, where Pam and Stella were waiting. Pam and Adam left for his dorm room. Stella spent the next four hours on her back on the bed in the theater, making passionate love with Carl. He drained his balls into her fertile vagina three times, her legs draped over his muscular shoulders to give him full penetration into her. Ken just watched, and masturbated...
Part 6 - Preparation of the Objective
"Della," I asked as she and I met with the Chief on Thursday, September 22d, "who are our insurance agents for Police indemnification?"
"The State itself." replied Della. "All county and local LEOs go through the State DOJ, which has an at-large contract with some entity called 'State Indemnity Insurance Corp.'."
"Wow, that sounds ripe for fraud and abuse." I said.
"I'm sure some sweetheart deals and kickbacks have happened." said Della. "But in the by-and-large they've done pretty well. And we have had to go to them a few times in the last four years." That was a pointed reference to the mischief caused by Your Iron Crowbar and Associates.
"How does one get a rider on our policy, for two non-Police undercover operatives?" I asked.
"We generally can't." said Della. "We can sometimes cover C.I.s under our medical policy... which also has had to be used a few times in the last four years, dontcha know... but for indemnifying them the way LEOs are indemnified? Maybe you could get a private policy... like the one you have for yourself... but those are usually for private investigators acting outside the Government-sanctioned Police."
"Let me interject, herrrre." said Chief Moynahan. "We Police Chiefs have some backdoors we can go through in case we need to handle something like this. What I'm going to have to do is sign off on your written operational plan for this undercover mission, Commander..."
Guess what I spent the rest of my day writing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, September 23d. "Channel Two News has learned that a group calling itself the 'State Right To Life Committee', is demanding that Governor Val Jared, Republican candidate for Governor, strongly reaffirm the State Republican Party's pro-life platform plank. This political action committee is composed of a number of church pastors and chaplains, and is led by SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea. There has been no response so far from the Jared Campaign on this important political issue."



"In other State news," continued Bettina, "SBI Director Jack Lewis is seen in this tape congratulating Narcotics Task Force Director Richard Ferrell on a huge drug bust near the State Tech Campus south of the City. This raid occurred earlier this week, and among the drugs confiscated in the raid are experimental drugs that might have been stolen from Government and private Pharmaceutical Laboratories, and duplicated. The new State Crime Lab, under the direction of Regional Director Harold Bennett, is working with the Federal Government to ascertain the nature of these drugs, and the risk they may pose to the Public."
"Commander," said Lt. Teresa Croyle, as the Detectives watched Bettina and drank coffee (a very pleasant combination, at least to me), "did you hear anything about this? I haven't heard a peep."
"I heard about the raid from SBI Reserve Director Conlan." I replied. "This is the first I'm hearing publicly about experimental drugs."
"Nothing from the FBI?" asked Tim Geiger of Vice.
"Or any other Federal agencies?" asked Cindy Ross, perhaps a bit out of turn. She attempted to correct her mistake by saying "DEA? FDA?"
"Nothing I can talk about." I replied, letting Cindy off the hook. "And I'm not hiding much: the FBI knows very little themselves." Everyone quieted down, knowing that there were times I could not talk about certain things, and that I would let them know what they needed to know to do their jobs, if and when it came to that.
"You could ask that C.I. in the State Crime Lab." Mary Mahoney Milton said quietly as she sipped her coffee next to me.
"Tanya will let us know if there is anything we need to know." I replied quietly. "She has to be careful; they don't trust her all that much, as it is. Jared put her there because Chief Griswold and I asked him to; we don't want to get her in trouble." Mary nodded.
"Sir, aren't churches supposed to stay out of political things?" asked Teddy Parker. "This Ikea committee thing doesn't sound right."
"Well," I said, "if churches themselves start getting politically active in actual campaigns, the IRS and the State Tax Authority could strip them of their tax exemptions. But that rarely happens, and church groups host candidates all the time, especially at the local levels. They also take up political causes, especially involving abortion. As to Ikea's group of pastors and chaplains... they have the right to peaceably assemble as citizens, provided they do so as citizens and not representatives of churches."
Joanne Cummings Warner said "And who knows? they might be running against their church's wishes. Pastor Derkins at First Baptist is remaining steadfastly noncommittal."
"He's busy; he has a church to rebuild. Literally." replied Captain Cindy Ross. That got her a bit of a look from Joanne, but the lovely young blonde Detective said nothing... most very wisely. But for the Grace of God and the Universe, and a few mitigating factors here on Earth, Cindy might well have been inside First Baptist Church when it collapsed...
"Tell you what." I said. "Captain Ross, lead the Crowbar-Level meeting in your office or a conference room, if you don't mind. Myron, Mary, refill your coffee mugs and join me in my office, if you don't mind." And of course they 'didn't mind', having been given direct orders...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay guys," I said, once Myron and Mary were seated in the 'hot chairs' in my office, "I would like for the two of you to quietly find out who is on this 'State Right to Life Committee', what their jobs are, and what their political activities are."
"Is that legal, sir?" asked Myron.
"Like Teddy said in the MCD room," I replied, "it can be a bit sketchy if church officials start getting too involved in political races. Having said that, we cannot go in like the Gestapo on them, so I want this done quietly and discreetly, and I'm only doing it to make sure this group is kosher, pun fully intended. You have the right to refuse to do it, of course."
"I'll do it, gladly." said Mary. "I hate Steven Ikea like the Plague."
"I'll do it." said Myron. "But I do need to ask what our jurisdiction is."
"Did you know that Steven Ikea's formal residence address is still in this County?" I asked. "Oh yes. He usually is staying with that dirtbag Ferrell or at motels or apartments at State expense, but he still technically lives here."
"That's enough for me." said Myron. "What are we looking for, sir?"
"Just the bare-bones composition of this political action committee." I said.
"The Iron Crowbar is getting a vibe, Myron." Mary said with extreme irreverence and certainty.
And she was right.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came in late to the 'C-Level' meeting, but hardly had time to sit down when my personal cellphone was buzzed. It was my wife Laura. I stepped into the hall to take the call.
"Hi Darling." said Laura. "Can you come to my office in the Hospital? The Iron Lady wants to talk to you."
Laura did not mean Lady Margaret Thatcher, but Lady Ironside, Tanya Perlman. I said I was on my way.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where is she going?"
State DOJ Regional Director Harold Bennett responded to the question by looking out the window of his office. Crime Lab Director and SBI Lieutenant Tanya Perlman had backed onto a lift that raised her into a van.
"The Hospital." said Bennett. "She has regular appointments there, to check on her condition since her paralysis." After a moment, he said "It must be tough, having to go through what she does."
"It'll be a lot tougher on her if she's the source of that leak." said the other man, looking out the window after the departing van.
"I asked her directly about it." said Bennett. "She says she didn't say anything, and I believe her."
"Harrumph." said the other man. "You know she's still loyal to that piece of shit, the Iron Crowbar."
"Doesn't mean she's the source of the leak, Dick." said Bennett, getting tired of the other man, NTF Director Richard 'Dick' Ferrell. "And the Iron Crowbar is a good cop. The sooner you learn to stay out of his way, the better off you will be... physically and otherwise."
"You on his side, too? And Jared's?" snarled Ferrell, turning to look at Bennett. Bennett stared back, unafraid.
"As I've told you before, I'm neutral." replied Bennett, testily. "I'm doing my job, and I'll keep doing it no matter who is elected or re-elected Governor. Or not. I don't have time to waste with political bullshit."
"When he is elected, Mr. Lewis will reward those who have shown they are team players, and are loyal." said Ferrell. "That bitch in the wheelchair will not be a part of Governor Lewis's team. Whether or not you will be... well, we'll see, won't we?"
"If that's a threat," said Bennett, "then this job is not the right thing to threaten me over. And if it's just your usual hot air, I'll ignore it, as usual. Now why don't you go find someone else to preach to and bully around."
"I'll be just as happy to be out of this County as you will be to see me go." said Ferrell. "But we've got a huge bust coming tonight. Make sure you don't fuck it up by saying one God-damn word to anyone." Not bothering to wait for a reply, Ferrell strode out of the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As part of the Staff of University Hospital, Laura had a small office on 'Doctors Row', which was part of the Administration Wing of the Hospital. I drove to the Hospital by the 'southern route', taking roads south of the Tenderloin District, then coming back up along 'Hotel Row' to University Avenue and to the Hospital road entrance.. I watched carefully to make sure I wasn't followed; I had a sense of foreboding, and I was very wary.
Laura met me at a small side entrance and let me in, and we went up the 'employees-only' elevator and down the hall. Inside the office was Lt. Tanya Perlman. Laura left us alone, and as I sat down beside her I activated the bug-killer device, just to be sure.
"Your wife is good at helping us with this secret spy stuff." Tanya said, her cherubic grin lighting up the room.
"She's had a little bit of practice." I replied.
"Yes... and this office is almost as small as my old office at Police Headquarters." said Tanya, teasing me.
"Well, don't complain about the office you're in now. It's bigger than mine." I replied.
"For as long as I have it." Tanya said. "If Lewis wins, I'll be kicked out of there faster than you can say 'not a team player'. Silver lining is the FBI Consultant badge that awaits me."
"It'll be a full FBI Special Agent badge in that case. But we'll burn those bridges when we come to them." I said. "Jared hasn't lost yet. So, whassup?"
"A few things I wanted to bring to your attention." Tanya replied, lowering her voice instinctively. "First, Mr. Bennett really ripped me over that leak to the press about the experimental drugs the SBI confiscated. I pushed back, saying truthfully that we hadn't even completed our tests yet, so what could I possibly be leaking, and why would I leak to a Press that I hate as much as the Iron Crowbar does? But he was upset, and pretty accusatory about it."
"They don't trust you, for damn sure." I said. "So, what's next?"
"Well, we did finish the tests." Tanya said. "The drugs are a purified variant of LSD-type drugs. They basically cook your brain and your neural net, and will leave you brain-dead if you take enough of it. State Tech has a Chemistry and Chemical Engineering School, but no professor there is working on anything like this. The University has not had a professor work on this type of research material since Dr. Heinz passed away."
"No one that we know of, anyway." I said. "My wife may know more, but I doubt she'll tell us."
"Jack said he has no knowledge, either, but I think he's hiding something." said Tanya. "I understand if he can't say anything, of course, but I can tell when he's not telling the truth. I can tell that about almost anyone... except you."
"Me?" I gasped, admittedly taken by surprise.
"I've never known you to outright lie, so I don't have enough data points." said Tanya. "That's a compliment, of course."
"I'll take it as such." I said, as I looked at a sheet of paper Tanya had given me. It showed the chemical structure of the drug being discussed. "Okay, what's next?"
"There's been a lot of activity at the Crime Lab Building." Tanya said. "Vans coming in and going out by the service entrance in back. The northeast corner of the basement, which is the back area of the building, is an area I cannot access; Mr. Bennett says there's maintenance stuff in there, but I know an Internal Affairs and Radio Communications Room when I can't see one." I laughed at her play on words.
"So the SBI is bringing in some people." I said. "I'm not really surprised."
"Why? What's going on?" Tanya asked.
"We're on the tail of a gambling ring that's trying to move in." I said. "By the way, you haven't seen Ferrell or Ikea around here, have you?"
"No," said Tanya, "but I know Ferrell has been around. I don't need to see a sewer to smell him... literally." I began laughing again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:00pm, we began our preparations for the undercover operation. I had the Detectives as well as many of the Uniformed Sergeants and their Precinct Captains in Classroom 'J' for a briefing. Some of the uniformed officers did not know all of the details. They only knew that there was a surveillance operation in progress.
"Okay," I said as I stood before the audience, "I've gotten word that the SBI may be trying to increase their presence in this County... and any of you that know me, knows that I don't believe in coincidences. So what you guys are going to be looking for on your regular patrols is people watching this property on Post Office Street.
"A possible SBI presence also means that we are going to be using more drones." I continued. "These drones are on loan from the FBI, and are of a type that they only transmit their data in 'bursts', or packets of data at intervals, which reduces their electronic signature while in the air. They'll be looking for heat signatures."
"Last, but not least," I said, "all communication will be by cellphones. Police radio silence will be maintained at all times, unless an Officer is wounded or killed, which I do not expect to happen tonight. So, what are your questions... at least the ones I can actually answer?" There were some chuckles at that.
"Sir, what exactly are we looking for, here?" asked Sergeant Irwin.
"In Precinct 2," I said, "we're stepping up patrols just a little bit, in case T-Square decides he can use the distraction to create mischief, and also to give the appearance that we're stepping up patrols everywhere. But all in all, we don't expect much. In Precinct 1, where the property is, we're expecting to see some movements of cars to and from it, but not very much. What you're really looking for is someone watching that movement. They'll be easy to see, as the SBI is incredibly inept at everything they do." There was an outburst of laughter at that.
"How do we know we're not seeing our own guys?" asked Irwin. "I don't want to accidentally mess up our own ops."
"Like I said, we're going mostly to drones." I replied. "And believe me, if you can spot me and Captain Ross when we don't wish to be spotted... you'll get a Commendation Medal." There were some murmurs at that.
"He'll be in one of the drones." said Teresa Croyle, who was wearing her 'black' uniform today, as was the SWAT Team that was on call. "He's not allowed to fly helicopters anymore." Another outburst of laughter, followed by a smattering of applause at the humor... and of course at the memory of the previous June 22d...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, I'm worried about something." Lt. Croyle said in my office, which contained only myself, herself, and Captain Ross. "We believe that the whole point of this feint at the Cook property is to see if we're watching. If the perps see the SBI watching them... and as you said, they will... doesn't that cause the very problems we were hoping to avoid?"
"Maybe." I said, smiling. "But it can't be helped. In addition, I am wondering if the SBI and someone are actually working together on this. Only one way to find that out."
"Yes, Teresa," said Cindy, "he's two steps ahead of us, and I've long stopped trying to keep pace. We'll get the answers when they come to us."
"Yes. Yes you will." I said. "Okay, why don't you both go home, eat, run errands, get some sleep, and all that good stuff. Be back by 9:00pm. We're not expecting anything to happen before ten o'clock..."
Part 7 - Party Time
9:00pm, Friday, September 23d. We were inside the penthouse suite of the University Hotel, which ostensibly had been rented by 'Edward DiBianca'. I was in civilian clothes, as was Cindy Ross, and I was going over as much as I could with Eddy about things. Eddy was wearing a well-fitting tuxedo, and looked sharp.
"Okay, she's ready!" announced Cindy as the bedroom door opened. She backed up, and then a breathtaking sight entered the room: Callie came out, her long blonde hair combed straight and going down her back and arms. Her light green dress clung to her magnificent body. The slits in the sides of the gown showed off her shapely legs, and her pretty feet were in very high heel strappy sandals, also a shimmery light green color.
"Ho-lee cow." I whispered. Eddy was mesmerized.
"I'm glad you like it." said Callie flirtatiously as she came up to Eddy. "Are we ready?"
"Almost." I said. "Cindy, did you go over everything with Callie again while she was transforming into this magnificence?"
"Until she got bored and made me stop." replied Cindy, which put a grin on Callie's beautiful face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, guys," said Ken the Director, "it's Friday night, and everything went very well tonight and last night. So if Stella and Carl will stay just a few more minutes, the rest of you can go."
It seemed that all eyes went to Jeremy, wondering if he'd start whining about staying to escort Stella home. But, and perhaps to their collective surprise, he didn't.
"Call or text me when you're done." he said quietly to Stella. "I'll take you out for something to eat."
"Okay." Stella said. She kissed Jeremy full on the mouth, almost as an affront to Ken and Carl. Jeremy quickly left, not heeding Pam's call to him to wait so they could all go to the Tavern together.
When Adam and Pam got outside, they looked around for Jeremy, but there was no sign of him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My cellphone rang. It was Myron Milton at Headquarters, who said: "Two limos just went into the Heritage Cloisters. Also, two limos just came from the Nextdoor County and turned north onto University Avenue."
"Thanks, keep me posted by texts." I said. Disconnecting, I said "Okay, the limo is downstairs, and others are arriving." With that, Eddy and Callie left the suite and went to the elevator.
Before leaving, I stepped outside onto the patio, which faced north. I looked over the University campus, then over to the Mountain Nest, then looked up at the Cabin, which had lights on: Molly and the boys were staying there for the weekend, as were Laura, my mom and Carole and Jim, and of course Buddy and the redoubtable Bowser.
I then looked left, at the Town, enjoying its sparkling lights in the night as I always did. My eyes gave one final, professional sweep over the campus before going back inside. Something didn't feel right...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the limo turned into the side entrance of the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, Callie leaned over and gave Eddy a deep, wet kiss, her tongue sliding into his mouth and twining with his tongue. After a hot moment of making out, they broke the kiss.
"Whew!" Eddy gasped. "If you're trying to get me hot, you're succeeding."
"We have that suite all night, don't we?" Callie asked, her eyes sparkling and warmly seductive at the same time.
"Until Sunday morning, in fact." said Eddy.
"Good." Callie said. "When we get back, I'm going to fuck your balls off."
"Mmmmm." Eddy said. "Will I be getting sloppy seconds, though?"
"If you like, or I can clean up if we don't use condoms." Callie said. "But it will warm and wet for you."
"I'll hold you to that." Eddy said, kissing Callie's mouth this time. "And sloppy seconds will be just fine when I'm balls-deep inside you." Callie grinned. All too soon, they were at their destination. Eddy put on his mask. Callie had one of those masks held up by a stick, like in old France or contemporary New Orleans.
They went in through the front door, where they were announced. Ushers led them into a small front room, where they were required to leave most of their belongings, including their cel phones. Callie was allowed to keep her small purse, which was first searched. Then they went to a reception room, where champagne was being served.
A handsome middle-aged man approached him, his hair styled in a wavy pattern, his gray three-piece suit fitting his slender, fit body very well. "Ah, Mr. DiBianca, allow me to introduce myself. I'm Jaime Silver, your host."
"Ah, Mr. Silver, good to meet you." said Eddy, shaking hands with Silver. "This is Callie Carrington."
"Ah yes, Ms. Carrington." said Silver. "You're even lovelier in person than in your films."
"I'm flattered that you recognize me." Callie said, smiling her beautiful smile as Silver kissed her hand. "And such a gentleman, too."
"I'm sure I'll be talking more with you this evening." said Silver. "But for now, excuse me so I can greet my other guests. Just ask the waitstaff for anything you need."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Coming into the basement of Police Headquarters, Cindy and I checked in with Myron and Mary Milton, who were overseeing the radio operators. David Krueger was also in the room, working at a computer console. Teresa Croyle was in her office, but would be coming down soon.
"We're running license plates fast and furious." said Mary. "But most of them are with limo services. We also are getting photographs as people get out of their limos. Even masked, the FBI's recognition technology are identifying them pretty easily. So far, we've got three BigPharmaCorp Board members, but nobody else the TCPD really knows."
"All right." I said. "What about the Cook property? Anything there?" Mary began to laugh, and soon Myron and David were laughing with her.
I said "You must've spotted the SBI."
"I'm sorry sir," Mary said, trying to stop laughing and failing, "but it's... it's exactly as you said it would be. Yes, we've spotted two cars going along Post Office Street with State Government tags, and going back and forth. And three people on adjacent rooftops, and three obvious SBI Agents walking along the streets past the building. My goodness, the Hardy Boys Detective Handbook is better than that!" We all broke out laughing at that one.
"Any electronic or signal information?" I asked. "Have our drones been spotted?"
"I called the FBI ten minutes ago." said Lt. Teresa Croyle, coming into the room. "Agent Muscone said his team has not seen anything that would concern us. He also said our drones have been hard to keep up with, even though he knows they're there."
"Shit." I muttered. Seeing Cindy, Teresa and Mary look at me, I explained: "He's buttering us up with the compliments. That means he's not telling us one hundred percent of what he knows. I'll bet they're trying to get the electronic signatures of the perps for themselves, and won't share with us until way past the period of usefulness."
"Does Mr. Muscone not realize we have people in the criminals' nest?" asked Cindy, her voice one of pure acid.
"Yes." I said. "And he'd better come correct if there's any danger to them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The gambling tables were set up in the basement, which had once housed the pool table and the late Hamilton Myers's competition revolvers in glass cases. The roulette table was at the far end, and the craps table was parallel to it. Blackjack tables were to either side in the middle.
"Is there poker in the house?" asked Eddy as they came in and looked around.
"In the other room." said the usher, who'd introduced himself as 'Tony'. He was almost as tall as Eddy and broad-shouldered, with black hair and a goatee and thin mustache framing his face. "Two tables, but all the berths are full. I'll let you know if something opens up."
"Thank you." said Eddy. He then carefully slipped Tony a $100 bill. "Anything you can do to facilitate that will be appreciated."
"Thank you, sir." said Tony, pocketing the money. "I'm sure something will open soon. Meanwhile, our host has asked if Ms. Carrington would like a tour of the home, and he'd be glad to personally escort her."
"That's very kind of him." said Eddy nonchalantly.
"Mmmm, I'd like that." Callie said. "I'll leave you to this, darling, and find my way upstairs."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Seeing Pam and Adam leave, Jeremy circled back around to the Theater door. He knew the normal door would be locked, but he'd unlocked a window of a basement hallway to the side of the Black Magic Theater.
Prying the window open, Jeremy lowered himself into the dark hallway. As he fell to the floor, about a foot below him, he heard moans and gasps from inside the theater. Going to the side door that led to the stage, he looked in...
... and saw Carl on top of Stella. They were both naked, and Carl was pumping his large cock in and out of Stella's sopping wet cunt. And Stella looked like she was in heaven as she responded to Carl's long, deep thrusts.
Jeremy felt like he'd been kicked in the pit of the stomach as he watched the woman he loved rutting hotly with the confident, handsome stud. Welling down the nausea he was feeling, he got out his cellphone and began recording their lusty liaison.
Retreating to the hallway, he went down towards the back of the theater, knowing he had to find a place to hide the phone. There were no A.C. vents, no furniture... and then he saw that the open door to the back of the theater had stairs leading down to the floor of the room, and there was space under those stairs. Shutting his phone off, he lay on the floor, reached into the doorway, eased the phone to the floor under the stairs, and slid it under.
Once that was secured, he charged into the room "WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?!?!?!" he shouted.
"Oh my God!" gasped Stella. "Jeremy! It's not what you think!"
"I think you're fucking Carl!" snarled Jeremy as Ken rushed out of the audio-visual room. "Is that not what this is?" Jeremy continued.
"Yeah, you little faggot!" yelled Carl, not stopping his steady thrusts into the woman beneath him. "I'm fucking your fiancée! I'm fucking Stella! I popped her cherry and now I'm fucking her brains out, because you're not man enough to do it, you fucking little turd!"
"Carl, get off me!" yelled Stella. Carl remained in place, his weight holding Stella down, his cock still buried in her as he twisted his hips around.
"Get out of here, Jeremy!" yelled Ken. "This is part of the play! You got no business in here!"
"Live sex in the play?" Jeremy shouted. "We'll see what your professor thinks of that! And the Media, too!" With that, Jerry rushed out of the room, Ken trying to chase him down...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Seated at the poker table, Eddy quickly figured out what the 'rules' and stakes were. He received his $1000 worth of chips and began playing, cautiously at first, feeling out the seven other players at the table.
"You're Eddie DiBianca?" asked the older man next to him. "I'm Wallace Bedford, from New England."
"Good to meet you." said Eddy, pretending to study his cards.
"I might be interested in your transportation company." said Bedford. "California-based?"
"Yes sir." said Eddy.
"Looks like a financially sound company, from what I could see." said Bedford. "Why would you want to sell it?"
"To be bluntly honest," said Eddy, "I'm bored with it. Building it up was fun, but now it's like a machine that runs forever, needing no maintenance. I'm ready to move on to other things."
"What things would those be?"
"I don't even know yet." said Eddy, forming a grin on his face. "They usually develop at the right time, though."
"I know what you mean." said Bedford. "Let's play a while, then we can talk business upstairs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmm, nice office." said Callie as she entered Jaime Silver's study. He was right behind her.
"I just set it up." said Silver. "I just rented this place days ago."
"You have good taste." Callie said, going over to the mahogany desk, then turning to face Silver. "So why don't I see a beautiful woman on your arm?"
"I'm working on that right now." Silver said, coming up to Callie, all but sandwiching her between himself and the desk. "How'd you meet that DiBianca guy, anyway?"
"Oh, we've known each other since high school days in California." Callie said. "We hooked up recently and he asked me if I'd like to escort him here. And I'm glad I did, since the host is so handsome."
"And you're the hottest thing that's walked into my world in years." said Silver, letting his hands slide around Callie's waist. She let her hands slide up his chest and shoulders, then pressed her mouth to his in a warm kiss.
"Mmmm," she said as she slid one hand down to explore the bulge in Silver's pants, "this feels like a very... big... problem. And I have the perfect solution..."
As their lips locked in a deeper kiss, Callie unzipped Silver's trousers and fished out his cock, feeling it throbbing and hardening in her hand. Silver had plenty of size when he was erect: nine inches of hard male meat, ready to invade her tight little pussy.
"Oooooo, I can't wait to taste this." Callie said, bending her knees so that she descended straight down until his cock and balls were right in front of her lovely face. She kissed her way up his cockshaft, then engulfed him into her warm, wet mouth and began fellating him like a pro... well, she was a pro at this sort of thing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Brett Snow was a Journalism major in the University's School of Journalism. He aspired to be a great reporter, and he was currently the Editor-In-Chief of the student newspaper, The Silver Sentinel. He was working late, putting together the final touches for the Saturday edition, with its coverage of the undefeated Bulldogs' next game.
He heard the door to his offices being jerked open, and was surprised to see Jeremy from the Theater cast rush into his office.
"Brett!" Jeremy exclaimed, "that Alternative play? They're going to do live sex in it! I caught them rehearsing it!"
"Dude, take a breath. Hold on." said Brett. Getting Jeremy to calm down, he got his tape recorder and started it, then said "Okay, start from the beginning..."
Jeremy told how there was a nude scene and the couple would be undercovers, but it was supposed to be simulated sex. "But Ken had them doing live, real sex. I videoed them with my smartphone."
"Where's the smartphone?" asked Brett.
"I hid it in the theatre, in case they caught me." said Jeremy.
"Okay, let's go back there and get it." said Brett. Finally, here was a huge story, if he could break it! he thought to himself as they left the office and headed for the Theater Building. Even if the couple Jeremy saw were just fucking, the scandal would be huge!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie lay back on the desk, her feet in her high heels next to her pussy on the edge of the desk. Jaime Silver was on his knees, slicing his long tongue into Callie's wet pussy with deeper and deeper strokes.
Callie's pussy was world-renowned for its puffy beauty, thought Silver, but it was him eating that juicy peach right now, he thought to himself. He slid his tongue as far into her slit as he could, his mouth pressing against her labes as his tongue explored her vaginal depths.
"Mmmmmmm," Callie moaned, "that is sooooo good!" She relaxed and just enjoyed being eaten out by the handsome man, who could easily be a porn star himself if he wanted to be. Soon she was pulling her legs up and back, her pretty feet high in the air as Silver ate her pussy like a starved Satyr.
After long moments of Silver's tongue sluicing into her snatch, Callie felt the shudder of an orgasm building inside her. She let it flow, and moaned as the pleasure burst through her pussy like a firecracker going off. It wasn't a big one, but it really warmed the blonde beauty up to take this man's meat into her womanly depths.
Finally, Silver could take no more. He stood up and and pulled her hips to the edge of the desk and reached for his throbbing cock. He slid the thick, helmeted head up and down her labes, making her moan, then finally sank it into her, followed by inch after inch of his long, thick cockshaft. As his balls pressed against her asscheeks, Callie moaned.
"Oh God, that's good!" she gasped, enjoying the feeling of being penetrated and filled by Silver's large cock. He began pumping in and out of her, pleasantly surprised at how tight the beautiful porn star was.
As to Callie, she was thinking to herself that while Silver was good, very good, his cock wasn't as hard as the Iron Crowbar's had been. No one had matched the iron hardness of what that hot cop had put into her and fucked her with. And thinking of the Iron Crowbar got Callie's juices flowing even more...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After an hour of playing poker, Eddy was about $400 up. He said "I think I'll cash out now. I need to go upstairs." After cashing out, he went upstairs, followed by Tony. A few moments later, Wallace Bedford also came upstairs.
"So you met Ms. Carrington in California?" Tony asked, seemingly nonchalantly.
"Yeah, in high school." said Eddy, thanking the Universe that the Iron Crowbar had made him and Callie get their stories straight, and go over them time and again. "Of course nobody knew then that she'd become a famous adult star. I hooked up with her again recently in the City, and she said she'd hang out with me here, so I brought her."
"You're a lucky man." said Tony. "She is one hot woman."
"True enough." said Eddy. "But she's not the marrying kind, if you know what I mean. Neither am I, for that matter. I do like beautiful women... and varieties of them."
"Well, we might can make some arrangements for you tonight." said Tony. "I'm sure that while Ms. Carrington and Mr. Silver are entertaining each other, you could use some... relief."
"Hmm, sounds good." said Eddy. "I do have a few hundred extra from your poker tables, too." Tony smiled.
"So tell me something, Mr. DiBianca." said Wallace Bedford, coming up to them. "This business of yours. What are you looking to sell it for?"
"What kind of price are you looking to buy for?" replied Eddy, knowing that in negotiations, the first to name a figure was the 'loser', until the time was right.
"Oh, I don't know," said Bedford, "I'm sure we can come to a reasonable, fair value price after we examine your books."
"Yes, I'm sure we can." said Eddy. "Why don't you give me your card, and I'll give you a call next week."
"Well, I'll be back home next week." said Bedford, avoiding the trap that was, perhaps unintentionally, place for him. "I'll be in Town all weekend, though. Why don't you give me a number where I can contact you and we can get together, maybe Sunday."
Knowing the back and forth would bring no further fruit, Eddy said "I'm at the University Hotel. Call their desk tomorrow and leave a message for me, and I'll call you."
"Good enough." said Bedford as they shook hands. "By the way, there's another party like this tomorrow night. We might can talk then. I'll make sure you're invited."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jaime Silver was struggling to solidly pump his cock in and out of Callie Carrington's cunt. She kept sliding back on the desk.
"Stand up and bend over, baby." he said is his quiet voice.
"Oh yeah, that'll be good." Callie said agreeably. She stood and bent over, her big breasts pressing into the desk, still warm from where her back had just been. She felt Silver come up behind her and sink his long prick deep into her until his groin pressed against her firm bubble butt.
"Oh God, that is so fucking good!" Callie gasped as Silver began fucking her with hard, driving strokes.
"Oh yeah, this is it." he said. He began fucking her harder, deeper, finally feeling his nut rise as he got better friction from the more powerful fucking he was delivering to her. "I'm getting close, where do you want it?"
"Oh, inside me, baby." Callie replied. "Shoot that big load deep inside me. Give my little pussy every drop!" Her filthy words combined with her pushing her ass back into him with every hard thrust soon had him reaching the crest.
"Uhhhh! Oh, yeahhhhh..." he gasped as he began shooting spurt after spurt of hot semen deep into her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Uhhhh!" gasped Eddy as he fucked the woman beneath him. She was Spanish-Italian, her skinned tanned into a pleasing shade, her dark black hair cut straight across and her bangs straight across as well. She was drop-dead gorgeous and knew how to use her body to bring off a man.
They were in an upstairs bedroom, and Eddy was pumping his condom-sheathed meat in and out of her, enjoying the feel of her pussy and the sight of her beauty, but not really hot to come. He was saving his boiling load for Carrie later this night. This work with the sex worker was just that: work, part of the job. He'd paid Tony $250 from his gambling winnings for the sex, and he was definitely enjoying these extra benefits of his undercover(s) mission.
After a good missionary fuck, Eddy turned the girl over and fucked her rear-entry, enjoying her lovely ass slamming into his groin as they lustily rutted. He felt his nut just beginning to rise, and decided to end the coupling. He gave the girl $100 as a personal tip, which did not hurt her feelings at all...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jeremy and Brett came up to the Theater Building, seeing no lights at all inside. Looking around, Jeremy said "That window is still open." It was the window he'd gone through earlier.
"I'll go inside, then let you in." said Brett. With that he quickly went through the window into the hallway. It was pitch black; the theater lights were not on. He got out his cellphone and turned on the light and made his way to the door to the outside. He opened it and looked out. "Jeremy?" he called out softly.
No one was there.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not a damn thing going on." said one of the SBI Agents standing in front of Dick Ferrell's makeshift desk. They were in the basement of the Crime Lab building. "The building was empty, and no cars came up to it and stopped."
"Also, sir," said another SBI Agent, "We did not see any significant increase in TCPD vehicles. If they knew about it, like our intel said they did, they didn't seem to be interested enough to even send extra cars by the building. Just a couple along North Street, on what we know is their routine patrols."
"That is... curious." said Ferrell. "Okay, stand down. Start leaving at intervals and get the hell out of this God-cursed County before dawn."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, there you are." said Callie as she and Silver came into the hallway, seeing Eddy talking with Tony. "Having fun tonight?"
"Yes, it's been a lot of fun." Eddy replied. "What about you?"
"It's been great." said Callie, with a sultry look at Jaime Silver. "Mr. Silver is a wonderful host."
"I'm sure he is." said Eddy, his grin matching Callie's. "I appreciate you entertaining her for me, Mr. Silver."
"Believe me, the pleasure was mine." said Silver, shaking Eddy's hand. "We are having another party tomorrow night. It won't be here, though. We'll send a message through the University Hotel to let you know the address."
"That'll be great." said Eddy. He and Callie made their way to the door, where their limo had been called to come up. Soon they were driving back to the Hotel. The Iron Crowbar had warned them not to talk until they got to their room. They began making out.
"So, did Mr. Silver enjoy you?" asked Eddy, between kisses.
"He sure did." said Callie, grinning. "He left a little present for you, too, since you like sloppy seconds."
"Good." said Eddy. "Glad I didn't come when I was fucking that girl upstairs. She was nowhere near as smoking hot as you." No more words were said as Callie slid her tongue into Eddy's mouth while her hand massaged his cock through his pants.
When they arrived at their room, they saw Your Iron Crowbar and his Kato waiting for them. I had my finger on my lips in a 'hush' sign, then showed them a piece of paper that said "Your bedroom is bugged." They nodded acknowledgement. I checked Callie's purse for bugs, and found another one. Eddy was 'clean'.
Eddy whispered "Gambling and prostitution there." I nodded, then signaled to Cindy that we should go. Unknown to us, as we left and went down the hallway, Eddy and Callie practically ran to the bedroom. Clothes floated to the ground, then Callie lay back on the bed.
"Should we use the hot tub first?" asked Callie with a knowing grin.
"Hell no." growled Eddy. "I gotta have you right now!" Callie lay back, naked but for her high heels, spreading her legs up and back.



"Come and get it, stud!" she ordered. Now naked, Eddy mounted the beautiful blonde and shoved his throbbing cock deep inside her, feeling how wet she was and knowing why. He fucked her with hard, powerful strokes and she met them, both of them eager to fuck each other and finally getting to fulfill their held-back desires. This fuck was meant to be hard and fast, and they knew they'd make their second coupling last a lot longer. Callie cried out in orgasm as Eddy shot his load into her sodden depths...
Part 8 - Tender Is The Night
As we got into the 'Black Beauty', which I'd chosen to drive this night and was actually dark green, I said "How about a drink... on me."
"I could use one." Cindy said as she took the wheel and drove. I had noticed that she had seemed a little nonplussed at Carrie and Eddy's obvious attraction for one another. "Where to?" she asked.
"Let's try Rita's." I said. "Just the front bar." We drove south to Rita's place. To my surprise, the parking lot was totally empty, and the building dark. There was a sign on the door, which read 'Closed tonight. Broken water pipes. Will be open tomorrow at 5:30pm for dinner.'
"Dayum." said Cindy. "Okay, what's our next try?"
"Cattleman's Club." I said. "Then the Hyatt Hotel. After that, three strikes and we're out. We'll have to raid my stash in my office."
Fortunately, the Cattleman's Club was open, and the barroom was half full with well-dressed patrons that had been at various parties... perhaps even at Silver's party. Cindy and I took a table near the back, and soon a Scotch and a Canadian Whisky were in front of us.
"So you found their bug in the Hotel bedroom." Cindy said quietly. "Think their cover is blown?"
"No," I said, "I think they're just being cautious, as I would be if I were in Silver's place. They're not familiar with Eddy and Callie, and want to see if they're on the up-and-up."
"I hope that's the case." Cindy said. "I have to admit that I've really admired how you thought of literally everything---"
Just then, the waitress brought two drinks to our table. When we looked up with surprise, she said "Compliments of the two ladies at the bar." We looked over to see Selena Steele and Rita raising their glasses at us.
"Ask them to join us at our table." I said to the waitress. A moment later I stood up to greet the ladies, exchanging a 'two-cheek' kiss with Selena, and subjected myself to a warm kiss on the lips from Rita.
"Mmmm, what a great night." Rita said as we sat down. "Three of my favorite tasty toys here with me." She made sure to give Cindy her warmest smile.
"Speaking of that," I asked, "what gives with closing your place? It ain't water pipes. SBI?"
"Mmm, all those brains inside that handsome red head." Rita said in her sultry way. "And you're right. The SBI is in Town, watching Thomas Cook's building where they hoped to find gambling. I just wanted to make sure they didn't try any little extra raids, so I told everybody to take a night off."
"Good thinking." I said. I was going to say something, then stopped. I sipped my Scotch to cover.
"My darling Commander," said Rita, "you can speak freely in front of the delicious Ms. Steele."
"I'm sure I can." I said, smiling at Selena.
"We were both invited to Mr. Silver's party in the Cloisters." said Selena. "Of course I didn't go, and J.P. declined as well." That was J.P. Goldman of the J.P. Goldman Bank and the Town & County Council.
"And I would never consort with such slime-covered vermin as Jaime Silver." said Rita. "He is most unwelcome in my places of business, and he knows it."
"He knows you're here?" I asked. "I'm surprised he would come in here, then."
"He's a gambler." said Rita. "He takes risks. Reasonable risks, calculated risks, but he takes risks. Of course, my delicious Commander, you would have no idea what that is like." Cindy giggled at that obvious sarcasm from the statuesque blonde Rita.
"No, I wouldn't." I said, replying in kind. "I don't know what the word 'risk' means. So, Rita, what is your perspective on what is going on in my Town?"
"As I'm sure you've figured out," said Rita, "it is the odious Chaplain Ikea that you really should be watching. By the way... what is the excitement on Campus tonight about?"
I looked at Cindy in surprise, and saw her face matching mine. She beat me to the cellphone punch, getting hers out and sending a text.
A moment later she got a reply from the Duty Desk. "Seems a student was found unconscious and barely alive between the Theater Building and one of the dorms. Hit on the back of the head by a blunt object. He's been rushed to University Hospital, and the Duty Desk has no more on it."
"Are y'all going to investigate?" asked Selena in her Texas twang. Cindy and Rita looked at me.
"Not our jurisdiction, unless the Sheriff calls me in... and obviously, I have not heard from him yet." I said.
Not much more was said, and after a few minutes I said that I needed to be getting back home to my family. At that point, Rita rested her chin in her hand as she stared at Cindy, and said "And you don't need to be alone tonight, my lovely Police Captain. Why don't you and I find a place to be... together..."
"Don't mind if we do." replied Cindy. "But my place is out, I'm afraid."
"If you invite me to this party," said Selena, "then my place is 'in'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, come on in, Tony." said Jaime Silver, sitting in his chair behind the mahogany desk in the study. It was nearly 4:00am, Saturday, September 24th. "How was your girl?"
"She was good." said Tony, who had fucked one of the prostitutes as part reward for his work that evening. "Nice and tight. I'm surprised she couldn't make Eddie DiBianca climax. I think you had a much better night, though, sir."
"Indeed I did." said Silver, relishing the memory. "Callie Carrington is the hottest piece of ass I have ever fucked. As to DiBianca, he was saving it up for Callie himself. They got back to their hotel and went straight to bed and fucked their brains out. Seems that guy liked getting sloppy seconds. Then they had a long soak in the hot tub, where they were flirting around, then it got quiet except for the bedsprings, so he was probably giving her a deep, slow fuck like I'd like to be doing right now."
"So you didn't wear her out, sir?" Tony asked with a wry grin.
"That woman doesn't wear out." said Jaime. "Okay, what do you think about them, about him? Legit?"
"Their stories matched." said Tony. "Named the same high school in California. We haven't had a chance to check and see if they really were enrolled there. As to his business... everything seems to check out, but..."
"Something a little weird?" asked Silver.
"Yes sir." said Tony. "Wallace Bedford told us to check it out really hard, and DiBianca, too. A quick computer check showed DiBianca as the CEO of that shipping company... but there's no backstories on Google. At all."
Silver nodded. "United Americas Distributors, Inc. Could be a front. And if it's so elaborate that a web search checks out... then it could be a Government front. Okay, what about that other building?"
"More strange things." said Tony. "My people said that there were people watching and driving by... but all State-level, nothing TCPD. Only a couple of TCPD cars went near the building, and that appeared to be routine patrols. Our night vision devices got some good images of the people watching the building. They're not TCPD, unless that 'Teacher' guy gave us bad info. We're going to check with other sources to see if they're SBI."
"Also," continued Tony, "the Federal Building's electronic signals were up some from what we think is normal. No way to tell if it's related to us or not."
"Very interesting." said Silver, musing. "The Iron Crowbar was not interested, but the SBI was. Oh, wait..."
"Sir?" asked Tony.
"You said the Fed Building was active." said Silver. "It's possible they were monitoring drones. Did your guys pick up anything like that?"
"No sir." said Tony. "But FBI drones can go radio silent, make a pass, then transmit everything in a short burst. Hard to get onto them unless we actually know they're there, and even then it's hard to track their motion."
"Okay, we need to do some serious research here." said Silver. "Get with people on DiBianca, and also on Carrington. Even if she and Eddy are together, it's strange for a porno queen to just show up around here. See if she has been around here before... maybe filming at the University..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Campus Police were investigating the site of the student being attacked. Bright lights flooded the immediate area, and a small crowd of curious students were being held by by police tape and Student Police behind the tape.
"We don't have much, sir." said a Campus Police Sergeant to Lt. Bill Hanson. The Sergeant mentioned Jeremy's name, then said "He was hit really hard on the back of the head. Blunt object, like a stick or baseball bat. His wallet was not stolen; it was in his back pocket. He had no cellphone, though."
"That in itself is unusual." said Hanson. "Have you started getting tape of the cameras on the walkways?" The various sidewalks on Campus were surprisingly well-covered by cameras on buildings and lamp-posts. It is possible that Hanson's predecessor, Captain Brittany M. Maxwell, had worked with the Iron Crowbar to make that happen.
"Yes sir." said Hanson. "But the area right around the Theater is not well lighted, and the cameras may not show much. But we'll see."
"All right." said Hanson. "Who found the kid?"
"Couple of our Student Police Officers." said the Sergeant, pointing towards a young man and young woman in Campus Police uniforms. "They were doing routine walking patrol and heard what they thought was a scream or cry. They ran to this area and saw the kid lying on the ground, and called it in. The kid was still alive, but barely, so he was rushed to the Hospital."
"So, Sergeant," Hanson said, "what would you do in this case?"
"I know it's not his jurisdiction," said the Sergeant, "but I'd call the Iron Crowbar and ask him to take a stroll on Campus... and if he happened to come across this scene and make observations..."
"If you do that, I will have you arrested." snarled a voice in the dark. A moment later, SBI NTF Director Richard 'Dick' Ferrell appeared out of the darkness and into the light. "This is not the TCPD's jurisdiction. It is mine."
"It's the County Sheriff's jurisdiction, too." said Lt. Hanson. "I can call him."
"I'll have you relieved of duty if you do that." said Ferrell.
"No you won't, asshole." said Hanson. "You don't outrank me, and you have no jurisdiction over me. Only Commissioner Robinson and the Governor give me orders."
"Then I will shoot and kill you if you try to call the Sheriff or anyone in the TCPD over this." said Ferrell. "The SBI will be taking their rightful jurisdiction over this case." Within seconds, four SBI Agents were standing next to Ferrell, their hands over their holstered guns, ready and hoping for violence.
"All right, then." said Hanson. "Sergeant, have the Campus Police stand down. Completely. Give no information to the SBI. We'll collate and process it at Campus Police Headquarters, and it will take going through Commissioner Robinson to get that information."
"You are really looking to get your fat ass shot, aren't you Hanson?" snarled Ferrell.
"And you're just begging for the Iron Crowbar to kill you, aren't you Ferrell?" replied Hanson. "That is, unless the FBI gets to you first. You heard me, Sergeant. Get all our guys out of here and back to Campus Police HQ."
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Mycroft and Sherlock in Action
Saturday, September 24th. At 9:00am, I was in my office. The 'Iron Girdle', a.k.a. the bulletproof girdle that was providing lumbar support for my lower back, was not doing a very effective job today. The pain was not shooting nor violent, but an an aching reminder that all was not right.
Cindy was not here yet, and that was fine with me. I hoped she had had a good night and was getting some sleep. Me, I got to wake up and make breakfast, with my daughter Carole 'helping' (admittedly, she can pour cereal pretty good these days), talk with my family, and pet and play with two fine dogs before coming in to work. By way of contrast, Cindy had an ex-fiancée about to lose a political race, a crush on a hot porn star that was not the one for settling down, and had been working her hardbody ass off the last few months to make my life easier.
As I went over the data collected on who had attended Jaime Silver's party, my mother came into my office. She was dressed tastefully and well in a blue skirt and jacket, with a white sweater, but on her belt was a holstered gun, and her Auxiliary Detective badge was also on her belt. Now, Auxiliary Detectives are supposed to only be in a standard uniform if doing anything active, so I knew something was strange here.
"Hi Mom." I said. "This must be important."
"Yes, son, it is." said my mother, sitting down. "Are you aware of what happened on Campus last night?"
I had read the Campus Police reports, and Lt. Hanson had made a point to forward all the data he had to me. He'd also told me of the confrontation with Ferrell and the SBI Agents in the early morning hours. SBI Agents Carter Fischer and Ted Crenshaw were now assigned to the case, and Ferrell had left the County... so I was told.
"Yes, Mom." I said. "Student got whacked on the back of the head. Cellphone missing."
"Yes, and he's barely alive at the Hospital." said my mother. "There are two other things that are very interesting about it. One is that your wife took blood samples and sent them to the State Crime Lab, under proper evidence control. That was done at my request. The second interesting thing has probably occurred to you already."
"That his wallet was not missing, but his cellphone was?" I asked.
"That's true, but it's not the really interesting thing." said my mother. "I would suggest Agent Ferrell's appearance at the scene, taking over the case and threatening violence if you were called in, was extremely interesting."
"Well..." I said, leaning back in my chair, which gave my back some relief, "I would agree except that that is par-for-the-course for Ferrell. He was already in the County, fucking up everything we're trying to do about this casino operation, he hears about an assault on Campus, and he breezes in and takes charge of it. I'd be tempted to say 'so what?', but I don't want to be disrespectful to the victim."
What was interesting to me was that my mother's eyes were twinkling. Something was going on. She knew something that I did not, which was not unusual, and she was about to spring it on me.
"Ah yes, the victim." said my mother. She then got up and went to the door and opened it. In drove SBI Lt. Tanya Perlman in her engine-powered wheelchair.
"When are you going to get rocket boosters for that thing?" I asked. Tanya grinned.
"They're on order, but Mr. Bennett says they have to be cleared as lethal weaponry, knowing the way I drive." she replied.
"No doubt about that." I replied drily. "Okay, with all due respect, I'm very busy and about to get more busy. So what can I help you with?"
Tanya began putting documents on my desk. "This is Lt. Hanson's formal request for my help as an SBI Lieutenant and Crime Scene Investigator. And here is my formal request to you for your Auxiliary Detective's assistance. In case you don't know, I have the power to request such local help, just as I could ask you, Commander, to come to my labs and run tests on evidence."
I quickly typed out an email to Tanya, and printed a hardcopy, which I signed. "No problem." I said. "And may Mycroft Holmes and Lady Ironside solve the case and rub Dick Ferrell's nose in his own dung in the process."
"Language, son!" my mother admonished.
"Which I was keeping relatively clean for your sake, Mom." I said, making Tanya grin again. "Okay, do me a favor and keep me in the loop on how your investigation is going. And good luck."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Cindy came into the office. I only had to point at the coffeemaker for her to rush to it. She looked a bit happier than she had been the day before, if not more rested.
"Have a good night?" I asked as she sat down in a 'hot chair'.
"Er, yes. It was good." Cindy said. "Rita, for all her weirdness, is a very caring woman. She cares about you a great deal, and I mean that in a good way. And because of that, she makes sure to care about me, and would care about all your other family given the chance."
"Yes." I said. "What does your father, Dr. Eckhart, say about Rita?"
"We haven't talked much about her." Cindy said. "He once told me that she was one of the brilliant-minded people with a lot of knowledge, who could be a great friend or a formidable foe. But he doesn't know her personally very well at all; they've almost never interacted."
"Then he would be surprised to learn that she worships his teachings." I replied. "But I'm glad you're feeling better." Cindy did not bother to ask how I knew she was feeling better. She knows that this is not an Agency of the Weak-Minded.
"So," Cindy said, "where are we on this Casino Case?"
"Well," I said, "I'm not sure. We're going to be meeting with Callie and Eddy in about an hour. They're going to talk where the bugs can hear them that they're going to the City today after having brunch at the Lilibet House. At the Lilibet House, they'll walk through the back of the place while imposters resembling them, but are really hired actors, get back into the limo and go to the City. Eddy and Callie will then meet with us over a real breakfast at the Country Breakfast Diner."
"Cool." said Cindy. "I'm hungry."
"I also am going over all these reports from last night." I said. "The SBI people went back to the State Crime Lab Building, confirming my suspicion that they have some secret rooms in there to base operations out of. Vans came out of there at intervals last night, as well."
I continued: "Jack Muscone sent me a report that the FBI got some good signal intelligence data coming out of the Myers home in the Heritage Cloisters, where the party was, of course. They also are working up a list of attendees, which includes several BigPharmaCorp Board Members. As a side note, several of them are staying at the recently renovated Lakeside Resort in Nextdoor County, meaning another of my suspicions is resolved: that BigPharmaCorp renovated that hotel so they don't have to stay overnight in my County."
"Your reputation both precedes and follows you." Cindy said. "Think they're involved with Silver?" Cindy asked. "And what about Weinstein?"
"Except for attending the party, I don't think the BigPharmaCorp peeps are all that involved with Silver." I replied. "They paid him for some fun and to get laid by his prostitutes. Meanwhile, we were hoping to see limos from Weinstein's clubs come to the party, but that was a big fat 'bolo'. Clearly he's not yet ready to feed them customers."
"Well," Cindy said, "this was a smaller private party, almost exclusively for the BigPharmaCorp people."
"And a test run." I said. "Like Rita astutely said, Silver is a gambler, but a careful and calculated one."
"True." I said. "But what is more important, and worse, is that Muscone asked the NSA to watch for internet hits on Eddie DiBianca and Callie Carrington... in a non-porn kind of way. And they got some hits! Those hits were trying to check out their high school days in NorCal (that's Northern California), and unfortunately... they hit our County public records on the Porno Set Case."
"Oh, shit." Cindy said. "Their stories won't hold up, then, will they?"
"No." I said. "And I knew the only hope the stories wouldn't break down is if they weren't checked too hard. I was hoping they wouldn't check Callie's story... but they did."
"Damn." said Cindy. "So whatever they got last night was all we'll get."
"Yep." I said. "I don't expect them to be invited to any more parties, even if they have any."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're having another party tonight." said Eddy, as we ate in the private back room of the Country Breakfast Diner. "The Hotel Desk said I had a message, which was a number to call. I called it, and an automated voice said to get a pencil, then gave the address. When I called again, the message said I'd called before and wouldn't replay the message."
"Interesting. High technology." I said. "Only a number they put in their system will get the address, but will then break it off if you call more than once."
"But they did say there was a party tonight, and invited you?" Cindy said, with some emphasis for my benefit.
"Yes." said Eddy. He and Callie both looked happy and relaxed, and it was no great feat of deduction to realize that they'd fucked each other's brains out followed by some good sleep together. Now they were eating as if they were starved... and so was Cindy. And as they ate, I sipped my coffee... and went into a reverie.
When I came out of it, I stated the address of Thomas Cook's property, and asked Eddy if that was the address for tonight's party. Astonished, he said "Yeah... yes, that was it. How did you know?"
"How does he do that?" asked a stunned Callie to Cindy.
"I've worked by his side for years now, and I don't know." Cindy replied, though she was seeing what I was seeing.
"It's simple." I said. "It's a trap."
As everyone looked at me in astonishment, I said "Guys, the story we gave you was meant to get you into the party last night, and through it. It was not meant to hold up forever nor under harsh scrutiny. I have good reason to believe they have figured out that you guys weren't kosher. I know that our Police records on the Porno Set Mystery were accessed."
"Oh." said Callie, understanding. "Shit."
"What?" asked Eddy.
"They'll have seen Callie's name as part of that case." Cindy said. "And even if it were a coincidence, they'll never accept it as one. So they'll be deeply suspicious at the least."
"And when they really dig into United Americas Distributors, and into 'Eddie DiBianca', they're going to find that it's bubble-thin and will *pop* at the slightest touch." I said. "You guys did nothing wrong; in fact, you were both fantastic. But that's the way the cookie crumbles, sometimes. Okay, so what did you learn last night?"
"Definitely gambling. Definitely prostitution." said Eddy. "I won $400 at poker, then used it to hire one of their women. They were in the upstairs bedrooms, and they made some serious coin on those old geezers who were tipping them a hundred just for making them a drink. There were tables in the basement areas. Roulette, craps, blackjack. Poker was in another room. Everything was watched; they had security posing as waitstaff all over the place. Just about every couple there had someone as their 'guide' that never let them out of sight."
"That's true." said Callie. "They also had wand technology that could detect bugs and cameras, and thought I couldn't see them walking around with those in their pockets. And there were cameras in every room. Every inch of the house was covered. I didn't go upstairs, but I'll bet every bedroom had a camera, and every sex act was recorded. I might have competition if they make porn movies out of them."
"You'll never have real competition, babe." Cindy said. Callie smiled at Cindy, glowing at the compliment.
"Plenty of criminal activity." I said. "And we now have 'probable cause' for warrants, if we could only use it."
"So what now?" asked Callie. "We don't get to party again?"
"Nooooo." I said. "Waaaaaay too risky."
"Well, hold on." said Eddy. "Let's think about this... I know you guys are watching the place. We can see what's going on. Maybe if we go in, or at least if I go in, then we can force their hand."
"No." I said. "Do you realize that you might walk up to the door and they will simply shoot you in the face and be done with it?"
"They might, but I doubt they will." said Eddy. "Look, guys, I've been a P.I. for a long time. I know how these bastards think. They'll bring us in, start questioning us some more. If it starts looking bad, we can ask to use the restroom then run like hell for the door."
"And if you don't get out, then the liabilities for the TCPD are enormous." I replied. "Jaime Silver is a gambler. But despite Captain Ross's assertions to the contrary, I am not. I only walk into traps where I know I'm going to win."
I need not say that the look Cindy gave me was 'inappropriate' at best and 'insubordinate' at worst, but she said nothing as she sipped her coffee.
"If we get in there and they have tables set up," Callie said, "then you can raid the place. You'll take down that slimeball Thomas P. Cook, too."
"I have to agree with them, Commander." said a voice behind me. My head spun back to see Lt. Teresa Croyle behind me. Having enjoyed surprising me, she asked "Mind if I have some breakfast with all of you?"
She took her time going through the buffet, then came and sat down between Cindy and Callie. Like them, she was hungry, and while she talked she wolfed down her very full plate of food.
"Sir, I've already made plans with the SWAT Teams." Teresa said. "We can have people in the alleyways by the building, and down in the tunnels if anyone tries to escape through there. If Callie and Eddy think they're in danger, all they have to do is run out the door through our lines, and we'll light up the perps."
"First of all," I said, "I'd want them taken alive, if possible. We start shooting, and the liabilities and indemnifications start cropping up. Second, I am not convinced that the risk to these two people, who are not TCPD Officers, is worth it."
"Aw, c'mon Commander." said Callie in her most persuasive voice. "We're in it for the long haul, all the way."
"Sir," said Teresa, "someone is going to be there tonight. They're not going to have Callie and Eddy show up to just an empty building. We have night vision equipment, infrared scanners, and we still have use of the FBI's drones for tonight. We can scan the place, assess the threats, see what's going down, then make our move. Even if the place is empty, we can make a few arrests of any people there, and see what information we get before we have to let them go."
"You're starting to sound like a military officer, Lt. Croyle." I said, which was partly a compliment. But her words had an effect on me, and I began thinking about it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Auxiliary Detective Phyllis Troy was surveying the area behind the crime scene tape. Lt. Tanya Perlman was driving her wheelchair along the sidewalk as the older woman looked around, getting a 360-degree panorama of the scene.
The Theater Building was to her right, and looking back towards the mountain finger upon which her son's home was perched, she saw a dorm. To her left was a grassy area with some oak trees, and on the other side of that was a row of buildings that had been built in the early 20th century, which housed the Foreign Languages Department, Fine Arts, and the Music Departments.
"This area is one of the few on Campus with a good number of trees." Phyllis said. "The Old Campus and the Ring of Dorms, where Old Dorm and New Dorm are, have some trees between them, but not on their plazas. So this area is darker."
"Jeremy was a Theater major," said Tanya, "and he was rehearsing for a small play. So it's no surprise he was in this area."
"You said 'was'." Phyllis noted. "Past tense?"
"Oh, didn't I tell you?" Tanya replied. "I talked to Dr. Morgan about half an hour ago. He says they're going to run more tests, but he thinks Jeremy is brain dead, and only kept alive by the machines. His parents live in the southeastern part of the State. They were called at 3:00am, and got to the Hospital about 9:30 this morning. They'll have to decide what to do..."
"That will devastate his parents." Phyllis said. "I know I would hate to have to make that decision if if were one of my children. Don has a living will now, and Elizabeth has Todd to make that decision for her."
"I have a living will for myself. And I hope I'll never have to consider that for little Pete." Tanya replied. "Anyway, did you download the photos of the crime scene onto your iPad?"
"Yes, I did." Phyllis said, holding up her tablet. "They took a couple before rushing Jeremy to the Hospital, then several while the Campus Police were taking evidence."
"They didn't do a bad job," said Tanya, "until Ferrell showed up. Fortunately, they'd already brought most of the evidence to my Crime Lab, and there's not a damn thing Ferrell can do about that. He doesn't outrank me------" She then realized the Phyllis was not listening, but was staring at her iPad.
"Lt. Perlman," Phyllis said, "did you notice the bruising on Jeremy's face in the pictures of him they took at the Hospital?"
"Yes, I did." Tanya said. "Maybe where his face planted on the sidewalk after he was bashed on the back of the head?"
"Oh no, there are blows on his left jaw and right cheekbone." Phyllis said. "He was hit in the face, at least twice, then the blow to the head came as he was falling. Someone was beating him up."
"That almost precludes a robbery." said Tanya. "So who wanted to hurt him, and why?"
"If you've finished looking here, let's go to the Hospital." said Phyllis. "I think we need to begin looking into this theater play young Jeremy was a part of...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The waiting room near the Trauma wing of University Hospital was a somber scene. Jeremy's parents were sitting on one sofa, his mother sobbing. On the other sofa, facing them, were two young women. They were Stella and Pam. Stella had also been crying.
 Tanya remembered that waiting room from the night she and others waited to hear if Cindy Ross would live or die when she'd been shot at the Olivet Gym. And she knew that others had gathered there when she, Tanya, had been in surgery after the attack on her family. It was not a room where good news was often heard, she thought sadly.
"Ah, there's Dr. Morgan." said Tanya as she saw the Doctor coming down the hallway. When he saw Tanya and Phyllis, he motioned for them to come down to a side room. Once inside, he closed the door behind them.
 "How is he, Doctor?" asked Phyllis.
"Bad." said Dr. Morgan. "I'm about to go into the waiting room and tell his parents that Jeremy is brain dead. They'll have to decide whether or not to take him off life support. I'll let you talk to them first, if you think that's best."



"Oh, most definitely." said Phyllis. "Don't you agree, Lieutenant?"
"Yes." said Tanya.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wheeling into the waiting room, Tanya said "Hello. My name is Lieutenant Perlman with the SBI, and I'm investigating the attack on your son. You are Jeremy's parents?"
"Yes, we are." said his father.
"And I am Detective Troy." said Phyllis. "And who are you young ladies?"
"I thought the Iron Crowbar was a man." said the redheaded girl.
"Ah, yes, you are correct. He is Commander Troy." said Phyllis soothingly. "I'm simply a Detective that coincidentally has the same last name. And you are?"
"My name is Pam." said the redhead. "This is Stella. She's Jeremy's fiancée, and I'm her friend."
"Ah, I see." said Phyllis. "Would you ladies mind coming and talking with me and Lt. Perlman for a moment?" Tanya told the parents that she would be right back. A moment later, the Detectives and the college girls were in the same side room in which they'd just been briefed by Dr. Morgan.
"Ladies," said Phyllis, "time is of the essence, so I must ask questions quickly, and I will ask to answer quickly. Jeremy was in a theater play, was he not?" Pam and Stella confirmed it.
"Were either of you also in that play?" asked Phyllis.
"We both were." said Pam. Stella nodded.
"Stella, you are Jeremy's fiancée, is that right?" asked Phyllis.
"Yes, ma'am." said Stella.
"When did you last see Jeremy?" Phyllis asked. Her keen eyes immediately noticed the fear in Stella's eyes.
"Last night." said Stella. "I was practicing some lines with Carl, who is the lead actor in the play. It was a... romantic scene. Jeremy came in and was upset about it, about us rehearsing that without him being there. Then he left. I... I didn't go after him right away, and when I did, he was gone. I never saw him again, then I heard he was in the... hospital..." Stella began sobbing, and Pam gave her a comforting hug.
"So you don't know what happened in the attack?" asked Tanya. Stella shook her head.
"Pam, what about you?" asked Phyllis, her eyes concentrating hard on the redheaded girl. "Were you at the practice?"
"No ma'am." said Pam. "Adam and I left. We were done practicing our part of the play."
"And you met Carl and Stella at the Tavern, across the street from the School, did you not?" asked Phyllis. The girls' eyes widened as they realized their movements were known to the Police.
"Yeah, they got there later." said Pam. "I'm not sure how much later, though."
"Maybe an hour later?" asked Tanya, who knew it had really been more like an hour and a half.
"Maybe." said Pam. "I really don't remember."
"Who else was at the play practice?" asked Tanya.
"Ken." said Pam. "He's the Director of the play."
"No other cast members?" asked Phyllis. Both girls shook their heads.
"Pam," said Phyllis, "why don't you go back to the waiting room, and I'll just ask Stella a couple more questions." Pam looked like she did not want to leave her friend, but Stella nodded to her and Pam left.
"So after Jeremy came in and made a scene, pun not intended, and then left," said Tanya, "it was you, Carl, and Ken in the theater?"
"Yes." said Stella.
"What happened after Jeremy left?" Phyllis asked.
"Ken went after Jeremy, but came back just a few seconds later and said Jeremy was gone, he'd disappeared. Then I went looking for him, but never found him, so I went back to the theater, and Carl and I left for the Tavern."
"I see." said Phyllis. "Stella, I need for you to be totally honest with me... you didn't rush out immediately because you had to put your clothes back on, didn't you?"
Stella looked surprised, then defeated. "Yes." she said. "It was an intimate scene where Carl takes off my blouse and bra, then we're on the bed making out and the lights fade to black. Jeremy came in while Carl was kissing me, and started yelling, and so I had to get my shirt and put it on before I could run outside after Jeremy."
"Are there often nude scenes in University Theater plays?" Phyllis asked, with perhaps the slightest bit of derision in her voice.
"Not in the big ones." said Stella. "This was an 'Alternative' play, that was in the Black Magic Theater, the one in the basement. And yes, those have nudity a lot more often."
"And actual sex?" Tanya asked.
"Oh, the script doesn't call for that." Stella said. "Maybe simulated sex under covers or something, but not out in front of everybody."
"Stella, I'm sorry about Jeremy." said Phyllis. "We will do what we can to find whoever attacked him. Why don't you go back to the waiting room with the family." Stella nodded and left.
"They were having sex, and Jeremy caught them, didn't he?" Tanya asked Phyllis.
"Oh, there can hardly be any doubt, can there be?" replied Phyllis. Just then, Tanya's cellphone went off and she answered it and took the message.
"That was my Crime Lab." said Tanya. "They've gone through the film footage and they're going to email us a full report. Jeremy was spotted near the Journalism Building and went inside it. He and another person, young man, maybe a student, came back to towards the Theater together, and then went into the 'dark zone' right around the Theater. That other student came back to the Journalism building about 30 minutes later, pretty much running."
The women left the side room and were walked to the waiting room. Phyllis quietly expressed her condolences to the parents, then said "I only have a couple of questions for you: did Jeremy call you at home very often?"
"At irregular intervals." said his father.
"Did he phone recently?" Phyllis asked.
"Last Sunday, I think." said Jeremy's mother. "That was the last time I talked to him."
"Did he sound nervous? As if he were in trouble?" Phyllis asked.
"No, he seemed normal." said the mother. "He just said he was studying a lot, and that he didn't really like the play he was in, but nothing really emotional in his voice."
"He didn't like the play?" Phyllis said. "Did he say why? Did he elaborate at all on that?"
"No." said the mom. The dad shook his head, also.
"Again, I am sorry about this. We will do what we can to find Jeremy's attacker." Phyllis said. "Lieutenant, is there anything before we go?"
"No." said Tanya. "Except to say that I'm also sorry."
As they left the waiting room, Dr. Morgan was coming up the hallway... with First Baptist's new head minister, Pastor Calvin Derkins. Phyllis just nodded to him, and she and Tanya made their way to the elevator as the Doctor went to the waiting room to discharge his most painful of duties...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where to now?" Tanya asked as she was locked into place in her special van.
"The Country Breakfast Diner has brunch all day." said Phyllis. "Why don't we go there?"
"Sounds great, I'm starved." said Tanya. As the driver, a young Crime Lab employee who was Tanya's State-paid aide-de-camp, pulled out onto the main road, Tanya said "So what do you think, Phyllis?"
"I think it's pretty obvious, is it not?" said Phyllis. "Well, at least what happened just prior to young Jeremy's attack. We need to talk to Adam and Carl..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, ladies." said John 'Jack' Colby as they came into the Country Breakfast Diner. "Your friends are in the back room. I'll take you there."
"Why thank you, Mr. Colby." said Phyllis, as Tanya looked surprised. Nevertheless, she drove behind Phyllis to the back room. In that room, at the middle table, was the Iron Crowbar, the Green Crowbar, the woman who did not need a crowbar (Teresa), one smoking hot porn actress, and a very handsome private investigator, Tanya noted.
"Hi Mom." I said as they came in, surprised to see them. I made introductions all the way around as Cindy pulled up an extra table so they could sit with us.
"We're almost finished," I said, "but we can hang around and talk with you."
"Okay, son." said Phyllis. "I'll be right back."
"I'll come with you." said Cindy, after asking Tanya what she wanted from the buffet.
After they left, Callie turned to me, her eyes sparkling. "Damn, Don, so that's where you get your good looks! You have the hottest mom, you lucky dog!" Eddy laughed and even Teresa chuckled at that one.
"Yeah, she's a hot MILF." I said right back, making Callie's eyes sparkle even more.
When my mother and Cindy got back, Teresa said "I'll sneak these two instigators out of here for you, and you can stay and talk about that other case your mom wants to talk about."
"You're getting good at observation and deduction." I said.
"I have to, to keep up with all you guys." Teresa replied. She, Callie, and Eddy made their goodbyes and left.
"Well, Mom," I said, "Callie thinks you're a hot mom. She has no idea how right she is. So, what's going on?"
My mother began telling the story as she handed me her iPad. As I looked at the photos and all the evidence, she recounted what she and Tanya had done, then told us that Jeremy was deemed brain-dead.
I grimaced. "That's too bad." I said. "So Ferrell didn't have any pitbulls at the scene, stopping you from investigating?"
"No, son." said Phyllis. "There were a couple of Campus Police student officers watching the crime scene, but they knew who Lt. Perlman was and left us alone. And we are, so far, the only LEOs to have spoken with the parents and the girls that were at the hospital."
"Mmm hmm." I said. "And it appears that Jeremy took a few shots to the face before he got whacked on the back of the head." Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tanya grin, and I knew she was thinking 'Like mother, like son.' on that.
"So you're going to talk to the young men that were in this play?" I asked my mom and Tanya.
"And the Director." said my mom. "There is no doubt he is an important figure in this case, as well."
"Okay, then." I said. "Well, if you ladies will excuse me, Captain Ross and I have a few things to do. And I need to talk to Chief Moynahan."
"You're going to do it?!" Cindy exclaimed. "Shut the front door!"
"Yeah, Teresa made a convincing argument." I said as I slowly stood up, my back protesting all the way. "And we have not had the successes we've had by holding back and not taking risks. I'm concerned about our C.I.s, of course, but more concerned about what my Vice Lieutenant will permit herself to do if we are not overseeing her."
"Sounds like she needs a talking-to, from someone experienced in those things." said my mother. Her words struck me, and I just nodded back.
And of course, when I went to pay everyone's bill, Jack Colby said "Hand me a one dollar bill, please." I did so, and he said "Paid in full for everyone." I didn't protest; this was an 'okay' perk.
Part 10 - Man and MILF
Auxiliary Detective Phillis Troy knocked on the door of the dorm room. She was escorted by a Campus Police student officer.
"Who is it?" shouted a voice from inside.
"Campus Police." said the young man.
After a moment the door flew open, and a young blondish man with a good physique opened the door. "What do you-------" Then he saw Phyllis, and said "What's going on?"
Phyllis asked if the young man was Carl, and he said he was... as his eyes gave her luscious body a good once-over. For herself, Phyllis could see the beautiful blonde woman in the bottom bunk bed, and realized she'd just interrupted Carl having some really good sex. "I'm sorry to disturb you, Carl, but could you please come downstairs and speak to us? The SBI Lieutenant is wheelchair-bound, and there's no elevator in these old dorms.
Carl got a shirt and put it on, and they made their way down the stairs. Phyllis could feel the handsome young man's eyes on her ass as they walked. Tanya was waiting at the lobby desk, and when they arrived, she led them into the study room nearby.
"I am Lieutenant Tanya Perlman of the SBI, investigating the attack upon your friend Jeremy. This is Detective Phyllis Troy, who is consulting with me on this case." Tanya said once they were behind closed doors.
"What attack are you talking about?" asked Carl, whose face assumed a skeptical, wary posture.
"Jeremy was found badly injured near the Theater Building last night." said Phyllis. "You have not heard of this?
"No, I haven't. That punk ran out of the theater last night while we were rehearsing, and I haven't seen him since." Carl said. "And I'll just tell you right now, he's no friend of mine, either."
"Oh?" asked Phyllis. "Problems between you two?'
"Let me put it this way." said Carl. "I have zero respect for that piece of crap. He's a wimp, a turd."
"Okay, I think we have that part established." said Tanya, with no small amount of biting sarcasm. "So what happened last night, Carl? When was the last time you saw Jeremy?"
"Do you know who the other people in the cast are?" Carl asked. Both Tanya and Phyllis nodded. "Okay. Stella and I were rehearsing our love scene. We were on the bed on the stage, and I was fucking her. It's supposed to be simulated during the play, but we got hot and I penetrated her and we just went with it."
"Just for the rehearsal?" Phyllis asked drily.
"Officially, yes." said Carl. "Stella was hot for me, but I don't know if she was going to do it during the actual shows, with an audience. Anyway, I was pumping her when Jeremy ran in and started whining at us. They're engaged to be married, and if it'd been me, I'd have done whatever it took to whip the guy's ass if he was fucking------- er, banging my girl. But Jeremy, it was like he was watching it while screaming at us. Then he ran away, like the little shit he is."
"So you and Stella were having intercourse?" Phyllis asked. "When Jeremy came in, did you disengage? Did you let her up?"
"No, I kept fucking her, right there in front of that cuck boyfriend of hers." replied Carl, his face showing his enjoyment of the memory of that entire situation. "I let her up after Jeremy had run out, and Ken, the director, had also run out after Jeremy."
"Did Stella ask or tell you to stop having sex with her?" asked Tanya.
"Yes, and I did." said Carl. "So don't try any rape crap on me. It was consentual all the way."
"All right." said Phyllis. "So you'd have a lot of motive to attack Jeremy, to stop him from exposing the fact that you were having sex for this play."
"What?" Carl asked. "With all due respect, are you kidding? Look Detective, er, Troy... you're obviously a woman of the world, and a very beautiful woman. You know it would greatly enhance my reputation if everyone knew I was actually scoring with Stella, even if it was under the covers. I had no reason to stop Jeremy from telling the world about it, especially since the world would know I was making him the little cuckold that he is."
"Yes, that's a point." said Phyllis, with a knowing look at the handsome young man. "So the director Ken, he went after Jeremy?"
"Yeah, but he was back within half a minute, saying Jeremy was nowhere to be seen." Carl replied. "Stella and I were still getting dressed when he came back in, then she ran out after Jeremy."
"What happened then?" asked Tanya.
"We got out of there." Carl said. "We decided to go meet Pam and Adam at the Tavern, which is off-campus. Ken said he was going to stop by his dorm room first, so Stella and I met up with Pam and Adam, had some supper, then went back home."
"Did Stella go home with you, or you with her?" asked Phyllis.
"No, Pam and Stella went to their dorm, so I went back to Town and hooked up with that blonde babe you were looking at in my room." Carl said. "I fucked her all night."
"Detective, do you have any more questions?" asked Tanya. Phyllis shook her head, no. "Okay, Carl, you're required to stay in this County as a material witness to the assault crime against Jeremy. If you try to leave, you'll be arrested and possibly held without bail. Let us or the Campus Police know if you do go anywhere."
"Sure." said Carl. "Since I'm grounded, can I take you ladies out for a cup of coffee? Get to know you on much better terms than this?"
"I think we're going to have to take a raincheck on that." said Phyllis. "Keep in touch, Carl, and I mean that in a professional way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my goodness." said Chief Sean Moynahan, sitting in his chair behind his desk. Sitting on the other side of the desk was me, Your Iron Crowbar.
"So let me see if I get this straight." said the Chief, looking at the file folder in front of him. "You'll let Eddy and Callie go to this party, and if there is gambling there, the TCPD will come in and raid the place. And if there is no gambling there, they'll get out of there, and you'll stand down."
"Yes sir." I said.
"And then there's the 'in between'... if people are there, and they just kill these two when they walk in the door..." said the Chief.
"It's always a possibility, Chief." I said. "But to prevent that, Paulina will get us a warrant from Judge Watts if we ask for it. Last night's party was sufficient 'probable cause'. We're going to case the hell out of the joint with the technology we have before letting them go in. All they have to do is walk in the door, see a setup, then they run out and behind our lines, and we go in and fuck up the operation------ sir?" I noticed that Chief Moynahan was peering hard at me.
"Commander, you are an outstanding leader." said the Chief. "You don't put it on your subordinates, you don't throw them under the bus. You stand in front, you take the lead. And that's good. So tell me honestly, Don... this isn't your idea, is it?"
I smiled wryly, and nodded. "I admit that I was... 'persuaded' to consider going through with it, Chief. But I would not be here in front of you if I was not willing to do it... and to take the consequences for whatever happens."
"I'm nowhere near your level as a Detective." said Moynahan. "But I didn't get to be a Midtown Police Captain, and now Chief here, without being able to see a few things. This is Lieutenant Croyle's idea. She's already planned it down to the SWAT Team in the tunnels below the streets, and she intends to lead the raid personally, is that not right?"
"I have considered benching her, and putting Sergeant Charles in charge of the SWAT ops." I said. "And then Captain Ross will get some practice for next year's Police Boxing Matches, as well as revenge for being drugged and not allowed to take out Westboro... because Teresa will be as mad as a Hornet." I might have left off the 'Green' part of that Hornet title...
"And once we're through this..." said the Chief, "... who do you recommend to evaluate Lt. Croyle to see if she is able to continue in her position?"
If I had not known this question was coming, I would've been shocked. And the Chief was right. But I knew the question was coming, and I had the answer.
"Sir," I said, "She's going to get talked to. And by possibly the only person who can give her that talk. I'll just ask you to trust me on that one."
"You've earned that trust." Moynahan said. "But don't ever abuse it with me." He picked up his pen and signed the document to authorize the operation. "Okay, I'll have your back on this. Good luck, Mr. Crowbar."
"Thank you, sir." I collected the file folder and hastened out of the room. I had several phone calls to make.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Director, Ken, was sitting at the table in Campus Police Headquarters. Lt. Perlman, Detective Troy, and Lt. Bill Hanson were in the Interrogation Room with him. On the other side was the Court-appointed lawyer, Dexter Epstein.
Ken had tried to make himself hard to find. He was not in his dorm on Campus, he was not at the Theater Building, and he was not answering his cellphone. Phyllis had had Tanya make one call to FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, to get the FBI's help finding Jeremy's phone. Then Phyllis had called Professor Sonnmore of the Theater Department, letting him know that finding Ken was very important.



Ken could avoid the Police. He could not avoid the man whose hands held his future. He'd had to answer the call from Dr. Sonnmore, and he had had to comply with the orders to meet the Campus Police at their Headquarters. Still, once there, he'd demanded a Court-appointed lawyer be present if he was to be questioned, and he was saddled with Epstein.
"My client demands to know why the Police are treating him in this fashion." said Epstein, trying to play the authority figure. It was not working; the woman in the wheelchair had more authority in her pinky finger, much less her voice.
"If you would shut your mouth and listen, Dexter," Tanya said witheringly, "then you'll find out everything you need to know. Detective Troy?"
"Thank you, Lieutenant." said Phyllis. "Your client, Mr. Epstein, is the Director in a play where actual sex was being performed between two of the actors, at least in the rehearsals. Furthermore, another cast member was attacked outside the Theater Building. We would like for Ken to simply answer a few questions."
"I want to talk to him first." said Epstein.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you all for coming." said SBI Director and Democrat nominee for Governor Jack Lewis. In the room with him was SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston, State Senators Katherine Woodburn and Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, and SBI NTF Director Dick Ferrell.
"Okay, so the numbers are tightening a little bit." said Lewis. "That's good, but we're still behind. Anyone have good news for me?"
"We've had an unexpected opportunity." said Ferrell. "A kid was assaulted on the University Campus last night. My sources tell me he's going to be pronounced brain-dead, and they'll go to Court on Monday morning to have the machines turned off. Chaplain Ikea's group will be ready at that time."
"Sad for that kid's family." said Cerone.
"But Jared will be shown as the gutless hypocrite he really is." replied Lewis. "But I'll say this... if it ever... ever... comes out in the Press that we're using the publicity of a brain-dead kid as a tool to destroy Jared, then my own campaign might as well be flushed down the toilet."
"Don't worry, sir." said Gaston. "Even if the Media did connect the dots between what Ikea's group is going to do and our campaign, they'll bury the story. They're solidly on your side. Even the Fox affiliates don't like Jared; they're in the tank for the Establishment Republicans, like Wilson Hammonds and Sean Stockton."
"Yeah, they sure helped Stockton once Jared got in the race, didn't they?" sneered Katherine Woodburn, and everyone knew she was being very sarcastic. "But Mr. Gaston is correct: the Media is on our side, and fully."
"Relax, everyone." said Ferrell. "This one is under control. The Campus Police are investigating that assault, not the Iron Crowbar's Police Force, which has no jurisdiction. That little CSI bitch in the wheelchair and some old woman is going around talking to people, but that won't matter when it comes to the 'Right To Life Committee' and that prick Jared. And Troy is apparently being diverted by that gambling operation trying to move into that County."
"You were working on that last night, Dick." said Gaston. "How did that go?"
"Not a damn thing going on in that warehouse the gambling gang supposedly rented." said Ferrell. "Either they got wind and called it off, or we just got a bad Buddha."
"By the way," said Katherine, "what old woman was that? The one investigating the assault on that brain-dead kid?"
"I dunno." said Ferrell. "And who cares?"
"And the Iron Crowbar is not touching that case?" Katherine asked sharply.
"No, it's out of his jurisdiction." said Ferrell. "And I warned off the Campus Police from trying to bring in the Sheriff, and therefore him."
Katherine said nothing more. Jurisdictions were not a hindrance to the Iron Crowbar. If he wanted to be investigating this case, he'd find a way to do it. For him to not be interested meant one of two things: Commander Troy had something more important on his mind, perhaps that gambling ring; -or- he had someone investigating on his behalf. And while Katherine knew Ferrell was too stupid to make the connection, she (Katherine) was not. And Katherine realized that the Iron Crowbar had inherited his powers.
God help us if the Iron Crowbar's mother is the one prowling around on this case! Katherine thought to herself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My client will agree to answer your questions," said Epstein, "but he reserves the right to invoke at any time, and I will stop the interview at any time I deem it necessary, as well."
Tanya tried hard not to laugh, but said "I agree to those terms. I am still going to read your client his rights." She did so from the card. Ken said he understood the rights.
"So what happened last night?" Phyllis asked.
"Be more specific in your questions." said Epstein. Phyllis realized that this was a way to get her and Tanya to reveal what they knew already. Was it possible this snit Epstein was actually getting good?
"Okay." said Phyllis. "You, Ken, are directing a play called 'The Knave', is that correct?"
"Yes." said Ken.
"And Jeremy, Stella, Carl, Adam, and Pam are the cast?"
"The main characters, yes." said Ken. "I make a small appearance at the beginning."
"Yes, I've been reading the script, which I obtained from Jeremy's personal effects." said Phyllis. "It gets a bit steamy in a few places, doesn't it?"
"It's a romance, a seduction play." said Ken.
"Is there sex in the play?" asked Phyllis, getting right to the point.
"Like I said, there's a seduction scene and a love scene." said Ken. "It's under the covers, and we can't see anything, of course."
"Are the actors having sex, Ken?" asked Phyllis. "Actual penetration?"
"That calls for speculation." said Epstein. "Don't answer that."
No, Epstein wasn't getting good, Phyllis thought, trying hard not to laugh out loud. Moving on, she asked "When Jeremy came into the theater, he made a scene, pun not intended, and was shouting at the others, was he not?" she asked.
"Yes." said Ken, not helping by elaborating.
"Why was he angry?" asked Tanya.
"Carl and Stella, who is Jeremy's real-life fiancée, were practicing the love scene." said Ken. "Jeremy somehow got in, even though the doors were locked, and he got pissed about it."
"Did he run out of the theater?" asked Phyllis.
"Yes." said Ken.
"Did you go after him?"
"I ran after him," said Ken, "I wanted to calm him down. But he was gone, and I couldn't let the door close behind me, or it would've locked."
"The other people there could've let you back in, right?" asked Phyllis.
"Yeah, I guess." said Ken, as if the thought had never occurred to him.
"So what did you do afterwards?" asked Phyllis.
"We all decided to meet for a drink then go home for the night." said Ken. "I went back to my dorm room to get some money, then went to find the others, but never did. So I went home and got some sleep."
"Did you try to call Jeremy at any point in time after he ran out?"
"No." said Ken. "He didn't have his cellphone. I tried calling Stella, but she didn't answer, nor did Carl. I figured they went home together."
"So you were alone during that time?" asked Tanya.
"Yeah." said Ken. "But I'm sure people at the Tavern saw me come in when I was looking for the others."
"Ken," Phyllis said, knowing it was the right time, "were Carl and Stella having sexual intercourse during the rehearsal last night."
Ken's eyes got wary and he said "I don't think I'm going to answer that."
"If it came out that publicly that there was live sex in that play, it would hurt you badly, wouldn't it, Ken?" Phyllis said, pressing. "Your grade and graduation depend on this play, is that not true?"
"No, I'm going to graduate anyway." said Ken. "And like I said before, no one can see what is going on under the covers. It's just simulated sex."
"All right, young man." said Phyllis. "Let me be clear on this. Jeremy was not just assaulted last night. He has been determined by the doctors to be brain-dead. You are a person of interest in what will be his murder. You should not leave the County without notifying the Campus Police or the Town & County Police first, is that clear?"
"Is my client under arrest?" said Epstein, trying to add hostility to his voice.
"That can be arranged." said Tanya. "Is that how you want it to be, Ken?"
"No." said Ken. "I heard you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in my office, going over Teresa's plans for the stakeout tonight, when there was a knock on my door. I looked up to see the lovely Mary Mahoney Milton come in, wearing her leather Goth gear, followed by her lucky husband Myron.
"Do you have a minute, sir?" Mary asked.
"You guys don't need to be here until tonight." I said. "But sure, have a seat. Whassup?"
"We've got that information on that political action committee you requested." said Mary.
"Ahhhh." I said. "You guys are too good for your own good. I appreciate the speed, but this could've waited until Monday.... but that's not a complaint. So, whaddya got?"
Mary started: "The 'State Right to Life Committee' was formed just recently. Chaplain Steven Ikea is listed in the registration papers with the State as the leader of the group. Here are the names of the 22 main registrants." She handed me the paper and I scanned it. Fourteen of the people were pastors of churches around the State. The rest were known anti-abortionists from other political entities, the most prominent being State Senator Sean Stockton.
"Interesting." I said. "What else?"
"Only that some of the contributions to this PAC have come through laundered sources." Myron said. "One of them tracing back to one Richard Ferrell's Narcotics Task Force."
"Are you kidding me?" I almost shouted. "Ferrell?"
"Before you get excited, sir," said Myron, "what we did exceeded the bounds of the law. We know the truth, but it's not actionable."
"Why is that?" I asked.
"No probable cause to have looked in the first place, sir." said Myron. "And it wasn't for lack of trying. I did everything I could to attach any of this back to the Westboro Syndicate, just to say we were following those lines and stumbled onto this. But it was 'no joy' on that."
"Okayyyyy...." I said, actually appreciative that Myron was meticulously following legal protocols. "At least knowing this information is good. In the meantime, get ready to have fun with all the cool technology tonight." That got big smiles out of the Mighty Miltons...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in Tanya's office at the State Crime Lab, she and Phyllis went over what they had so far, including assembled video evidence.
"The Crime Lab is doing a very good job." said Phyllis. "They must have an excellent leader training them."
"I merely passed on what I learned from God's Gift to the CSI World, your son." Tanya replied right back. "So I see in this tape that Jerry went into the Journalism building, came out with a young man who is noted as the editor of The Silver Sentinel, the University newspaper, one Brett Snow. They went back towards the Journalism Building, and then Mr. Snow is returning to the building alone a good amount of time later."
"I've asked the Campus Police to find Brett Snow and bring him in for a philosophical discussion of ideas." said Lt. Perlman. "He lives off-campus, though, so they're going to have to ask the TCPD to drop in on him."
"Might I suggest you hold off on that, my friend." said Phyllis. "I think we can use other means to find Mr. Snow, who I expect will not be found at his home."
Tanya picked up the phone and called the Campus Police, and asked them to stand down on calling the TCPD to find Snow. Hanging up, she said "Okay, so what do you have in mind, Ms. Mycroft Holmes?"
"My, you are the mischievous one, aren't you... Lady Ironside?" Phyllis said right back. "I believe your answer is coming in now... why hello, Special Agent Muscone!"
Indeed, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone was just knocking on the door. He came on inside, and Phyllis did not fail to notice his beady little black eyes light up when he saw Tanya... and her eyes light up even more than normal, as well.
"The NSA forced your victim Jeremy's cellphone to ping." said Muscone. "It appears to be inside the Theater Building, but the signal is very weak. They would not have caught it if they were not looking for it."
"Well, let's go over there, shall we?" said Phyllis. "But we'll have to get someone to let us in."
"I've got that covered." said Tanya, wheeling out with blazing speed.
"The Flash has nothing on her when she puts that thing into overdrive." Muscone whispered to Phyllis as they hurried to catch up with Tanya...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the Theater Building, Tanya handed Phyllis a key, which opened the door.
"Ah, you have a master key." said Phyllis. "Did that come with the job?"
"Oh heck no." said Tanya, who broke into a cherubic grin as she said "Your son took one from the Campus Police when he worked with them, and made an unauthorized duplicate. He gave it to me when I took this job."
"No wonder he gets the results he does." said Jack. "More evidence for his Salem Witch Trial." Even as he spoke, Phyllis had unlocked the door and darted inside, using her iPhone light to guide her way down the stairs. Jack followed, while Tanya stood guard at the door.
After about ten minutes, Phyllis was back. She was wearing latex gloves, and had secured a cellphone in an evidence bag. "I suppose we should have videotaped that, but Agent Muscone will make an excellent witness at the trial." She turned on the cellphone, and tried a four-digit code. The cellphone opened.
"Good grief, on the first try!" exclaimed Muscone. "How did you do that, Phyllis?" Phyllis looked at Tanya.
"Ahhhh, Jeremy's been 'SHER-locked'." Tanya said.
"More like 'STEL-LA-locked'." replied Phyllis. "Ah yes, there's video here." They watched, seeing the recorded sex scene. The video clearly showed Carl's large cock sliding in and out of Stella's clinging cunt, and the audio captured his grunts and her moans of pleasure as they hotly copulated.
"Well, there's the proof that sex took place." said Tanya. "What now?"
"I believe we can take a page from our friend Chief Griswold," said Phyllis, "and use this as bait to catch a fish... a big fish..."
Part 11 - Beauty and the Night
"And now, to protect the rights and lives of decent citizens, rides the Green Hornet."
------Intro, 'The Green Hornet' television program, circa 1966.
"Bye, Daddy! Bye, Cin-dee!" exclaimed my daughter Carole as she hugged me goodbye. We were at the Cabin, and Laura and Molly were keeping all of my children. Molly hugged Cindy goodbye, then Carole did the same before Cindy handed Carole to Molly.
"Bye, Carole." I said. "You be a good girl, okay? Help your mommy and Molly take care of your brothers."
"And Bowser and Bud-dy, too." said Carole, as if on cue, cutting her little eyes towards her mother. That girl was going to bear watching as she grew up, I thought, knowing full well that Cindy and Molly's dad, and the fathers of daughters all over the world, had thought the same thing at some point...
Cindy and I went out the door to the far-side garage. We were wearing civilian clothes with armor vests underneath (and me with the 'Iron Girdle', as well); Cindy was in all black, and I was in all black but for my khaki-colored trenchcoat and khaki-colored Tilley hat.
Cindy took the wheel of the Black Beauty as I went to the other side and got in. "Atomic power to battery." I said, in what was becoming a ritual. "Turbine to speed."
"Roger, ready to move out." replied Cindy. With that, my 'Kato' gunned the engine and the car came out of the garage. Cindy was already going way too fast for the small mountain driveway, and when she took the hairpin turn left onto the road to go around the mountain, I was hanging on for dear life.
The sun had just set, and it was getting dark. It wouldn't be too long before we put the wheels in motion for Callie and Eddy to go to the casino party. As Cindy roared down the mountain's other side, towards Ian McGhillie's golf course and Reservoir Road, the police radio crackled, saying that the play director Ken, who was being watched, was on the move.
"Be advised he is moving towards Nextdoor County." said the radio. I got out a rotating blue light that would clamp to the top of the car, rolled down the window, and clamped it onto the roof of the car above my head. A second such light was handed to Cindy, who put it on the roof above her head. I plugged the two lights into a dual socket, and that was plugged into the cigarette lighter (yes, this old car has one).
"Let's go get him." I said. That was all Cindy needed, and we were suddenly moving at breakneck speed.
It was our luck that Ken was passing in his car just as we got to Jefferson Avenue, which would become Nextdoor County Highway. We pulled in right behind him, blue lights flashing. I hit the button for the concealed siren.
*WOOP WOOP!* *WOOP WOOP!*
"He ain't stopping." I said.
"He's not speeding up, either." replied Cindy. "He thinks he can pretend we're not police, and can keep going into Nextdoor County."
That didn't work. A TCPD cruiser blasted past us and behind Ken's car. Another one burst ahead to cut him off, forcing him to pull over.
"Let's wait for these guys to get him out of the car." I said quietly. We watched as Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton approached the car. Sr. Patrolman Hicks and Patrolman Johnson were in the car that had cut off Ken.
Once Ken had been ordered out of the car, Rudistan was less than jovial when he said "Why didn't you stop for that car that was pulling you over. You can't see the blue lights on it?"
"That doesn't look like one of your patrol cars." said Ken. "I thought it was some bad guy trying to pull me over and rob me."
"Okay," I said, "cue the Iron Crowbar in 5... 4... 3... 2..." I opened the car and got out, Cindy waiting until I was ahead before she followed suit.
Ken looked over and saw the tall, broad-shouldered man in the full-brim Tilley Hat and trenchcoat coming up, a red crowbar tapping in his hand, a look of stone on his face. Ken tried hard to not be scared, but willing down fear is not easy when one is a target for a crowbar beatdown.
"Soooo," I said, lowering my voice to a growling whisper, "what do we have here, Sergeant?"
"This man is a person of interest in the murderous attack upon that college student, sir." said Rudistan. "He was told to stay in the County, but apparently he did not listen."
"Is that right?" I said quietly, my eyes burning into Ken's. "So, boy, what do you have to say for yourself? Why are you trying to run away from my County?"
"I want my lawyer." said Ken. "I won't answer any questions without a lawyer present."
"I can't blame you for that." I said. I then got closer to him, towering over him menacingly. "But let me make sure you understand something, boy. It irritates me when murder suspects try to run away from my jurisdiction. I do catch them, and if I catch you trying to run again, it will hurt.... it will hurt..."
Backing off, I said "Sergeant, take this piece of crap to 2nd Precinct, run him through full booking, put him in a cell, then call the Campus Police and ask if they want him, or if he'll remain our guest tonight and we'll bring him over tomorrow."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. I headed back to the Black Beauty as Ken was stuffed, handcuffed, into the back of Rudistan's TCPD cruiser.



As they drove back into Town, Rudistan was saying "You're a lucky young man... lucky young man... the Iron Crowbar, he was in a relatively good mood tonight. Usually when someone doesn't stop when he tries to pull them over... what do you say to that, Patrolman?"
"I don't ever want to personally witness what happens then." said Morton. "I hear it gets really... messy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Black Beauty parked in the lot of the Tower Condos and we let ourselves in, using the code to Rita's apartment, with which she had entrusted me. Moving to the west side, we went into the stairwell, then I used a key and went through the locked door that led to the secret passage connecting to the University Hotel next door. Getting to the Hotel's stairs, we took them to the penthouse floor, coming out in the hallway to Eddy and Callie's suite.
Callie was dressed nicely, but not in a formal evening gown as she had been the night before. She also had on block heels that weren't too high, and would allow her to run in them. Eddy was dressed in a suit and tie instead of a tux. He also was carrying a trenchcoat that had light armor inside it.
I checked for bugs, and the one in the bedroom was the only one. In the main room, Eddy said quietly "They called me today and told us they'd send a limo to pick us up and take us to the site, and I quickly rejected that. They also said this wasn't a party but more of a business gathering; hence, our attire."
"Good." I said. "By the way, you will not be coming back here tonight. We're going to make other arrangements if need be, unless you want to just go home."
"As long as your arrangements aren't the morgue." Eddy joked. His mood was much lighter than mine, to be sure.
I went over the arrangements with both of them. They each had wristwatches that would put out a radio signal alert if activated, not unlike the one in my belt buckle (you damn straight I still wear that!). I also told them to be ready to bolt, and we went over the street directions one last time. Then Eddy and Callie headed out. Cindy and I collected their belongings and took them back through the secret passage to Tower Condos...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why do you think Ken ran?" asked Cindy as she started up the Black Beauty. "Think he killed Jeremy?"
"Maybe." I said. "Or he knows who did, and was running for his life. He showed no fear of me when I went up to him. That suggests he's afraid of something worse."
"Or just stupid in his defiance." replied Cindy. "Okay, Iron Hornet, where to?"
"Federal Building, Kato." I said. "They're going to assist us in monitoring everything tonight."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, the word is out that Jeremy's cellphone is missing and that we're looking for it." said Tanya. She, Phyllis, and University Police Student Officer James Tarleton were in the Black Magic Theater, with only a battery-operated lantern giving light. Tarleton was the Cadet Officer who was on scholarship... one of P. Harvey Eckhart's scholarships.
Getting Tanya down into the Theater had been difficult; there had been no wheelchair access to the basement, and the building was older than the code, so it was exempt from such regulations. But she was there, and ready for action!
"I think our prey will come soon, after dark but not so late that walking in this area of Campus would be considered unusual." Phyllis said.
"Will he or she be the murderer?" whispered Tanya.
"As my son likes to say: Time will tell." Phyllis replied. They settled down into a tense silence. It did not take long; less than half an hour later they heard a key being inserted into the lock. Phyllis turned off the lantern, leaving them in total, utter darkness...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said Myron, calling in on the cellphone, "thermal imaging shows six persons inside the building. No real movement as if around tables, and the images appear to be males."
"Sir," said Mary, taking the phone from Myron, "the drones picked up two cars bringing people to the building from the alleyway. Single men got out, and they look like security guards or Secret Service agents. They do not look like patrons."
"Thanks." I said. Disconnecting, I shared the Miltons' findings with Cindy. I concluded with the words "It's looking more and more like a trap."
"Yeah." said Cindy, getting visibly nervous. "Is Teresa in place with the SWAT Teams?"
"She has some well-trained, heavily armed and armored regular Police Officers in the side alleyway." I replied. "The SWAT Teams are covering the perimeters, and some are in the tunnels below ground."
"Sir, they're pulling up." said FBI Special Agent Martin Nash, who was monitoring the operation with us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:12pm an usher moved to open the door, and Callie Carrington got out, giving the man a flirtatious smile. Eddy got out of the far side and came around the back of the car, getting a good look at the area as he came up to Callie.
"Ah, hello, my friends." said Jaime Silver, who was standing at the doorway. "Come on in." He allowed the couple to step past him, into the darkened hallway.
"Oooh, it's dark in here." said Callie. "Doing a Hallowe'en porn shoot, Jaime?"
"Something like that." said Jaime. The couple got to the end of a hallway and saw a large room, dimly lighted. There were no casino tables, no bars, nothing to suggest a party.
"No party, Mr. Silver?------" asked Eddy, turning around. But Jaime Silver was no longer behind them. Instead, Callie could see that men were coming 'out of the woodwork', so to speak... and they were all armed. She looked down the side passage, seeing the emergency exit door.
"While the getting is good, Eddie." she said quietly, opening her purse...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The beam of a flashlight cut through the Black Magic Theater, moving wildly around. Then the beam dropped to the steps that led into the theater. Someone slowly came down the steps, then began shining the light around and under the steps. With a cry, the person reached down for something, then in the beam of the flashlight was a hand holding a cellphone.
*Click!*
The overhead lights came on, and the startled student saw that Phyllis Troy was seated in a chair in the audience area, staring at him. By the wall in her wheelchair was Lt. Tanya Perlman; she had turned on the lights. Next to the perp was Cadet Officer Tarleton, his service weapon at the ready.
"Well!" said Phyllis as she stood up and came up to the person still holding the cellphone. "Just the man I expected to see tonight... Mr. Brett Snow, editor of the student newspaper!"
To be continued.
So, dear readers, what is going on, here? Who struck Jeremy over the head? What really happened to him? And what will be the fate of the beautiful Callie Carrington and the adventurous Eddy the Bounty Hunter? Answers next chapter.
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Part 12 - Flash Bang
"It's not what you think." said Brett Snow.
"I think it's you looking for Jeremy's cellphone, so you can break a huge story about the local Alternative Theater play having explicit, hardcore sex." said Phyllis.
"Okay, then it is what you think." replied Snow. "But I had nothing to do with Jeremy getting hurt."
"And why should we believe that?" asked Lt. Perlman sharply as she wheeled herself up to Phyllis and Brett. "What I see is you holding a cell phone you believe to be be his, after an unauthorized and illegal search while trespassing in this theater, and with us knowing for a fact that you, Mr. Snow, accompanied Jeremy back to this Theater Building after he came to you at the Student Newspaper offices, and very shortly before he was found fatally injured."
"First things first." said Phyllis. "Officer Tarleton, please make sure this man has no weapons or anything that can harm us or himself." Tarleton did so, thoroughly frisking Snow before forcing him to sit down.
"So, Mr. Snow," said Phyllis, "the floor is open. I would suggest you begin talking, and quickly. What happened that night?"
Snow recounted how Jeremy had come to his offices, told him about the hardcore sex at the play practice, and that he, Jeremy, had filmed some of it and then had hidden his cellphone.
"So you came in the building through the window before Jeremy did?" asked Phyllis.
"Yes." said Snow. "I was going to let him in. I'm taller than he is; it was easier for me to get through the window and to the floor without making noise. I also didn't tell him, but I didn't want him to get his cellphone without me observing it. I didn't want him changing his mind."
"So you opened the door to let him in, and *poof!* he was gone." said Phyllis. "Why didn't you look for the cellphone?... oh, you don't have to answer, I can tell you: you came on outside and the door locked behind you. You then saw Jeremy at the far end of the building, already having been attacked. You panicked and you ran back to your offices, is that not right?"
"Yes, that's right." said Snow.
"You're lying." said Tanya. "You could not have done that. Jeremy cried out when he was hit, and two Campus Police officers were already coming up to see what happened. You did go through the window back into the Theater Building, hid, and when the Campus Police came you came out behind them and said you were with the newspaper, and asked what was going on."
"You're damn lucky you weren't seen and arrested." said Phyllis. "If you had been, I doubt I could've saved you from being charged and convicted of the attack on Jeremy. But you can now redeem yourself greatly, Mr. Snow. Tell me this: you were watching the crime scene being investigated. What happened then?"
"More Campus Police came, including the 'big guy', Lt. Hanson." said Snow. "Then some SBI guys came and they started arguing about jurisdiction. All of the Campus Police left, and one of them whispered to me to come with them if I didn't want to get in trouble. So I went with them, and they later told me that the SBI guy was the head of the SBI's NTF, and was a really bad man."
"No doubt about that." said Tanya. "But you're pretty damn spineless for a wannabee-journalist. I can guarantee you that Bettina Wurtzburg would never, ever, have left that crime scene without being physically carried off."
"She has a crew protecting her." said Brett Snow. "I didn't. I also was able to get some information from the Crime Lab techs. And as this Detective just said, I was hip-deep in kim-shee if anyone realized that I had been at the Theater when Jeremy was attacked." Tanya remained unimpressed at Snow's lack of courage.
"Okay, Officer Tarleton," said Phyllis, "after taking Lt. Perlman back upstairs, you can take Mr. Snow here down to Campus Headquarters and get a statement from him. Mr. Snow, I'd suggest you not leave this County, or you could be facing some trespassing and evidence tampering charges."
After Tarleton took Snow off to the Campus Police station, Phyllis and Tanya were headed north towards the Crime Lab Building, Phyllis walking as Tanya drove her wheelchair along. Phyllis was introspective.
"So you don't think he's the killer?" asked Tanya.
"I don't know." said Phyllis. "He's going to find himself under arrest at the Campus Police Station. I didn't want to try anything in the Theater, as your mobility was limited in there, so Lt. Hanson will arrest him when he gets there. He'll have to accept ankle monitoring to go free. But as to his guilt? I might be wrong, but I'm inclined to believe his innocence."
"Because of the story he wanted to publish? That there was live sex in the play?" Tanya asked.
"That's a lot of it." said Phyllis. "He has no motive to kill Jeremy, except that Jeremy's impending death gives him an even bigger story: 'Live sex in theater play! Boy exposing it murdered!'. But it was a big enough story as it was."
"Are we overlooking the women in the play in all of this?" asked Tanya. "Stella has good reason to want to suppress the story. Pam is close to failing out of school, and this could cause her problems there."
"Do you think either girl could hit Jeremy as hard as he was hit?" asked Phyllis. "Not to mention having the capacity for evil to do it. No, my friend, it's pretty obvious who did do it. Did you not see how he gave himself away?------ Oh my, what's that?"
The soft pops of gunfire could be heard coming from Town, followed by the sharp wails of the sirens of TCPD Police cruisers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
**BANG!!**
The concussion of the flash grenade thrown by Callie reverberated down the hallway, and the thick tear gas of her second grenade impeded the men that had been converging on her and Eddy. Grabbing Eddy's hand, Callie pulled him down the hallway towards the metal door.
"Don't go through that one!" she yelled, pulling him to the left as he was about to attack the door. "Over here!" Just down this narrow hallway was another fire escape door. It actually opened. The other one had been rigged to remain locked, and to set off an alarm that would lock the other doors, trapping them inside.
Callie burst out of the building into the alley, followed by Eddy. She ran for what looked like some boxes about 80 feet down the alley just as Jamie Silver's Security perps came bursting out the door and began firing at them with semi-auto pistols!
"DIVE!" yelled Callie, suiting the deed to her word as she scurried behind the boxes. Eddy followed closely as bullets whizzed just inches over his head and back.
More perps poured out of the building from around the side and through other doors. They began running toward the boxes... when suddenly three dozen red dots of laser sights trained upon them glowed brightly on their white shirts.
"POLICE! DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND RAISE YOUR HANDS!" yelled a command over a megaphone. Seeing that they were being encircled and trapped, the perps complied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Shit." said Jaime Silver, who was inside the building and becoming aware of the situation. "You guys hit the tunnels. Meet at the safehouse. Go!" The security guys all moved quickly to the basement, and to a sewer drain. Going down the ladder, heedless of what the grime was doing to their suits and shirts, they dropped into the tunnels below.
As they went down a tunnel, they found that one of the crossing tunnels was blocked... and then found those bright red laser dots trained on them.
"POLICE!" yelled a voice. "Drop your weapons!"
These were not Westboro's amped-up troops that would fight to the death or die by suicide. Silver's men surrendered.
Part 13 - Wrap-Up
"The good news is: the Police did not fire a single shot." reported Lt. Teresa Croyle. "The bad news is: Jaime Silver got away. No sign of him at all."
We were at County Jail. The perps were being processed, charged with a number of felony crimes. Statements were being taken on videocamera, including Callie's and Eddy's version of what happened. I was in the adjacent 3d Precinct Conference Room with Cindy, and we were furiously typing on our laptops, gathering and collating information.
"It's really good our guys didn't shoot." I said. "Saves us from a huge indemnification issue with Callie and Eddy. How are they, by the way?"
"Callie's excited." said Teresa. "She absolutely loved it. If we gave her a bed, she'd make three porn films within the next ninety minutes." I chuckled out loud at that one, and marveled at Teresa's astuteness in her comment.
Teresa continued: "Eddy's okay, also. No injuries to anyone to report, at least none that have been relayed to me."
"Good." I said. As Teresa turned for the door, I said "Lieutenant Croyle!" She turned back and I said "You did a damn good job tonight. Really excellent. I will be telling the Chief and the Sheriff that it is not possible for me to be any more proud of you than I am right now." Cindy smiled at my words as she vigorously nodded in agreement.
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa. If she was flattered or happy with the praise, she did not show it. "I had a great team working for me."
"Yes, and extend my congratulations to them, as well." I said. "You can go." With that dismissal, Teresa exited the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Katherine Woodburn was lying on her back, naked, her shapely legs draped over her young aide Clark's legs as he lay on top of her, pumping his large cock steadily in and out of her tight, wet cunt.
It had been an exciting evening, as a small orgy had been going on. Thomas P. Cook had been fucking Gloria Cagle, his cock pumping her sodden twat as his mouth sucked her luscious breasts, the best breasts Katherine had ever seen. Katherine wondered why the girlfriend of T-Square's lieutenant, T-Mac, was spreading her legs for Cook, and wondered if Cook knew who Gloria was. She would later find out that he did not... and Katherine did not intend to tell him.
Then the gunfire had started, along with all the Police sirens. Everyone instinctively got up and started making phone calls to find out what was going on. In her position as State Senator, Katherine needed to know these things well ahead of anyone else, if possible.
Gloria had taken the opportunity to sneak out of there and go home, leaving Thomas P. Cook unsatisfied, with very blue balls. Katherine did nothing to help; instead, she had Clark bring her home and continue his excellent work of fucking her brains out as she worked to drain his balls of their potent load...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was close." Jaime Silver said, his voice quiet and even, seemingly not angry. "But I always know where the exits are, and I had an extra little bolt hole to escape to."
"Just about all of the men you had there were captured by the Police." said his assistant Tony, who had not been at the Cook property, but at the safehouse, a modest but unexceptional home in a middle-class subdivision.
"They were expendable." said Silver. "Hired to be security and muscle. Weinstein knew that when he made the contacts to hire them."
"So the Iron Crowbar can't get to you through them?" asked Tony.
"Likely not, but with that man, you never know." said Silver. "And I have to admit, I was warned about Commander Troy. He is definitely everything our contact here says he is. And our contact was also correct in saying that Thomas P. Cook is not a trustworthy person to be doing business with. Bad karma seems to follow that man."
"So we're not going to be setting up any operations here?" asked Tony.
"After tonight, you might think we wouldn't try." said Silver. "But there's plenty of bookmaking to do, sports betting and the like. And we now know for a fact that the Iron Crowbar is watching us. So we'll just have to be more careful. That resort in Nextdoor County might be a better option for us, as well."
"Yes, I agree." said a voice.
Wallace Bedford came into the room, two bodyguards attending him. "Yes, Mr. Silver," he said, "you'll need to stay out of this County and avoid the Iron Crowbar's prying eyes for a while. This little episode has taught us all a few things about our adversary. He is cunning, he is brilliant, and he is a leader of people that can get things done. God! how I'd love to have him on our side! But since that is not possible, we must watch out for him."
"I agree, sir." said Silver. "What now?"
"Just keep infiltrating Weinstein and the filthy Jews." said Bedford. "It may not be for some months, next year even, but we'll give you the signal when all is ready..."
Part 14 - Pop Quiz
Sunday morning, September 25th. I was sitting in my office, reading the reports of the arrests made and the progress made in the case of the assault on young Jeremy. My mother was sitting in the 'hot chair' in front of my desk, and Tanya Perlman was in her wheelchair next to my mom.
"Since Paulina Patterson is not here right now," I said, "I'll channel her and ask you how you expect her to get a conviction, here."
"I admit that it's circumstantial." said my mother. "But the perp gave himself away, as I outlined in my report."
"I can't wait to read it, and find out who it is." said Tanya.
"Isn't it obvious, my dear?" Phyllis asked.
"Obvious to us, Mom." I said. "Not so much to the twelve souls of a Jury, who will be making a life-or-death judgment on this guy. So, how do you plan to proceed?"
"I was hoping to get you help on this, son." said my mother. "No one can get a legal confession like you do." Tanya grinned at that one, especially the word 'legal'.
"All right." I said. "Let's work fast, before this guy gets good legal representation." Alas, I was already too late. The Duty Desk Sergeant knocked on my door.
"Sir," he said, "we have a lawyer from Chase, Lynch, & Berry in the front lobby. Says he's representation for that Ken guy that's at Precinct 2."
"Okay," I said, "tell him his client is at Precinct 2. Then call Precinct 2 and tell them that the Commander will be down to interrogate Ken, so have Ken in their Interrogation Room. The lawyer can see his client, but under no circumstances is Ken to walk out of there until I get there." The Duty Desk Sergeant stalked off to fulfill my 'requests'.
"Okay, ladies, get your derrières moving to Precinct 2." I said. As they left to load up in Tanya's van, I made some phone calls...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You've got no jurisdiction here." snarled H.J. Lynch, Ken's new lawyer, to me as we stood in the front lobby of Precinct 2, in the Old Mill building. "I demand you release my client into my custody. Immediately."
"Buddy, you make no demands to me." I said, my voice ugly. "I've got your boy for 72 hours for evading Police and resisting arrest, and I'll hold him unless and until the Campus Police come and get him. You don't look like the Campus Police to me, Lynch."
"More of your bullying tactics, Troy." said Lynch, whose personal hatred of the Police was matched only by his Law Firm's fellow partners. "Again, you have no probable cause to hold my client, and you have no jurisdiction... and I contend that the traffic stop is not enough to hold him. I'm going to barbecue you in Court, Troy."
"You really need to record some new material, Lynch." I replied. "These same tired old lines of yours continue to not work. Now I'm going to go talk to your client. You gonna do your job and represent him?"
"No, and I demand you say nothing to him nor try to interrogate him until I'm back from the Courthouse... filing an injunction against you over the jurisdiction issue." snarled Lynch.
"Let me save you the trouble." said a voice behind us. Sheriff Daniel Allgood was striding up to us, wearing his Western shirt with a bolo tie, khaki pants, brown boots and White Stetson hat. "I'm claiming jurisdiction over your client in my capacity as County Sheriff. And I'm formally asking for Commander Troy's assistance with this case."
Lynch swore under his breath, then said "I want to talk to my client alone first."
"Take your time." I said. "I've got all day." That was a little message to say that I could wait out any delaying tactics by Lynch. He gave me a furiously ugly look as he strode off to talk to his client.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Lt. Tanya Perlman wheeled into the Interrogation Room, followed by Your Iron Crowbar. I'd asked my mom to stay in the anteroom and watch with the Sheriff and Precinct Captain Thompson, so that we weren't seen together. I didn't want the perp nor Lynch to see our family resemblance.
"Okay, Ken," I said as I sat down across from Ken, with Tanya pulling up next to me, "I am going to read you your rights." I did so from the card. Ken nodded that he understood the rights.
"I'm invoking my Fifth Amendment rights." he said immediately. "I will not answer any of your questions."
"You don't have to." I said. "But you might get the death penalty off the table, after your conviction for Jeremy's murder, if you save the State the expense of a trial and just confess."
"Stop harassing my client!" yelled Lynch, whose face suddenly turned beet red. "Stop your God-damned intimidation tactics! I swear to God I'm going to have you brought up on charges!"
"Charge away." I replied with unnerving calmness. "I think your client knows that I'm not bullying him, I'm not trying to intimidate him... and I am not bluffing. Lieutenant?"
Tanya peered at Ken. "We know you killed Jeremy, Ken. And we can prove it. You may not realize it, but you messed up, and your words were all but a confession. Add to it that you are the only one involved with Jeremy that had motive, means, and opportunity, and that you have no other human eyes on you at the crucial times of the attack upon Jeremy."
"Yeah?" snarled Lynch. "Show us what you got, missy. Prove it."
"We will." I said. "And we will show it at the preliminary hearing. Oh, this is very interesting..." I picked up a copy of the script of the play 'The Knave' and held it up. "Seems a tire iron is a prop that is used near the end of the play... we're getting affidavits that there was a tire iron used during previous rehearsals... but it's nowhere to be found now. I don't suppose that tire iron is going to be found in your dorm room, Ken? Oh, speaking of jurisdiction, the Campus Police have it, and they are the ones executing a warrant to search your dorm room, Ken. Think they'll find a tire iron with Jeremy's blood and brains on it?"
"I swear to God, these intimidation tactics and lies are all you've got, Troy." huffed Lynch. "Don't let him intimidate you, Ken." Nevertheless, Ken looked worried.
Just then there was a knock on the door. In walked SBI Agents Ted Crenshaw and Carter Fischer. Crenshaw was holding a tire iron, secured in an evidence bag. "We took samples from it." he said. "Lt. Perlman's techs are processing them now. But it's enough. Commander, we need to take custody of Ken right now. For aggravated assault, which will become murder when Jeremy is taken off life support."
"Have at him." I said. "Lt. Perlman, I'm sure your lab will do their usual excellent job, and you did a great job on this case, as well. God! how I miss having you working with me!"



"I miss it, too, Commander." said Tanya, as near to tears as I was. She followed the SBI Agents and their prisoner out the door.
As Lynch got up to go, I twisted the knife further: "Lynch, don't you know by now that I always get it right, I always play it right, and I always win against inferior competition like you?"
Lynch whirled to me, furious, his face a mask of pure 'ugly'. "One day, Troy. One day you will slip up, and I will be there to destroy you. One day, you fucking son of a bitch."
"Ah! ah! Don't be talking about my mother like that." I replied. "Someday you may be the windshield. Today, you are the bug."
Part 15 - Mycroft's Solution
Sunday, September 25th. The Cabin was the scene of an impromptu victory party. Present were: my mother Phyllis, myself, Laura, our children, Molly and the boys, Cindy, Callie Carrington, Teresa, Todd, Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, Tanya and Baby Pete, Jack Muscone, Chief Moynahan, Chief Griswold and his wife, Commissioner Robinson of the Campus Police, and Lt. Bill Hanson of the same Campus Police. And I had invited a special guest: Joe Smedley.
And no family gathering would be complete without Buddy and Bowser. Bowser stayed with Carole, and Buddy stayed with Teresa.
After a good supper of hamburgers, hot dogs, 'fixins', colas, and beer (supplied by Todd), we settled down in the greatroom. "Oh, I get to do it?" Todd asked as Cindy passed him the glass and spoon.
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
"Okay, Grandma!" Todd said happily. "Tell us how you solved it!" There was an acclaim as everyone turned their eyes to Phyllis.
"Well, I fear that this case is not truly over yet." said my mother. "There are some things being looked into, and Jeremy is brain-dead but not declared dead yet, so it's going to be messy, I suspect."
"Yes ma'am," said Cindy, "but how did you solve it?"
"Oh, that was not too difficult." said Phyllis. "You are all very good Detectives and would've found the solution easily. Fortunately, Lt. Perlman and myself were able to do a little sleuthing over the weekend without the SBI getting in our way, and we were able to make some findings."
Phyllis drank some water and then continued: "The first question in my mind was if this was a group effort by all the cast of this play, or if just one individual had assaulted Jeremy. They all acted as if they were hiding a secret of some kind, but it occurred to me that they all thought they would get in trouble over the sex in the play, not the attack on Jeremy. And some did not even know of the attack on Jeremy at first."
Phyllis went on: "Stella seemed genuinely upset at the Hospital. I have doubts that she would've wanted to keep any secret she knew about someone attacking him. She did not know yet that Jeremy would never recover from his injuries, so she had reason to not come out with the explicit sex information. Young Pam was more interesting as a suspect, but she was always in someone's eyesight, as well as videocameras most of the time, and I really didn't think she had the sheer physical power to deliver a death blow."
"That led to Carl, who definitely was strong enough to kill Jeremy with a blow to the head." Phyllis said. "But Carl didn't know that Jeremy had been attacked, and his body language suggested he was speaking the truth on that. He also presented me with some good arguments on why he would have no motive to kill Jeremy, and I doubt he would've so gleefully boasted about cuckolding Jeremy if he was the killer."
"Could've just been a ruse." said Teresa.
"Yes, it could've been." said Phyllis. "But there were other reasons to believe he was not the one. He was on top of Stella, having sex with her, when Jeremy came in and caught them... yet he made no move to get off Stella. He could've gotten up and attacked Jeremy right then; instead, he chose to keep her from getting up for a few moments. I found those actions to be interesting, in that they were not the actions of a would-be killer."
"But moving on," Phyllis said, "it was really Ken who was the only one that had no alibis for some crucial times. He claimed to have gone to his dorm room to get money before joining the others at the bar; ergo, he was alone for a period of time. And if anyone had motive to stop Jeremy from telling the world about the live sex at the theater, it would be Ken."
"And that led to the one giveaway by Ken." said Phyllis. "When we interrogated him, he said he did not try to call Jeremy because Jeremy did not have his cellphone. Now Jeremy did own a cellphone, so how would Ken know it was not on him? Because Ken searched Jeremy's body after hitting him and could not find it." There were murmurs of understanding.
"So I tried a trap." continued Phyllis. "We put out word that Jeremy's cellphone was missing. I expected Ken to come and try to find it, but it turns out he was in your jails, having been arrested for trying to flee the County. But we did bag Brett Snow of the student newspaper, who was seeking the cellphone for the opposite reason from Ken... Snow wanted to expose the nature of the play."
"Is there enough here to convict him? Ken, that is?" asked Jack Muscone.
"With the tire iron, there is." I said. "We were a bit lucky on that. Judge Watts allowed a search warrant of Ken's dorm on the probable cause of Ken fleeing the jurisdiction after being the most likely suspect, and us being able to show some gaps in his whereabouts. If Ken had had a competent lawyer instead of Epstein when y'all first talked to him, I am not sure we get that."
"Still, it was good enough." said Tanya. "And 'Detective Troy' did a fabulous job running him down." There were acclaims of agreement, and applause.
Then Carole waddled over to Phyllis and shouted "You're awesome, Grandma!" That got more cheers as Phyllis proudly picked up her granddaughter and gave her a big hug.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As people were talking after Mycroft's explanation, Cindy, Teresa, Todd, and Wes Masters were grouped around Callie Carrington.
"Oh, it was soooo exciting." said Callie. "But I have to say, it's fun when I can do it just once. You guys have to do this every day. So here's to what you all do." Everyone clinked glasses and plastic cups and drank to the toast.
"You did a great job, Callie." said Teresa. "I dunno about Eddy, but you kept your wits and got you and him out of that trap."
"Aww, thanks!" replied Callie with a beautiful smile. "So, Cindy, can you get me a job on your Police Force, working for the Iron Crowbar?"
"Be careful what you wish for." Cindy replied. "With our personnel shortages, I'm halfway inclined to take you in."
"That makes one of us." said a voice. It was me, Your Iron Crowbar, coming up to them. "You did great, Callie, but, so sorry, you'd be bored with real policework. Not to mention the distraction that you would be to your bosses, especially me." Callie laughed out loud.
"You're probably right, Mr. Crowbar." Callie said. "But you could handle me."
"Ha!" I replied with a grin. "But seriously, I need to talk to my Vice Lieutenant for a moment. Teresa, if you'll come with me..." I led Teresa into the sanctum of my private office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had set and it was almost dark of night as the party was wrapping up. After my conversation with Teresa, she went onto the back deck. Sitting there, wrapped up against the beginnings of the Autumn chill, was Joe Smedley.
"Ah, hello, my Police Cross friend." Joe said in a friendly manner. "Come have a seat." Teresa sat down beside him on the metal loveseat, wrapping her own blanket around her legs.
"I suppose you know," said Smedley, "that the Iron Crowbar asked me to speak with you, and to tell you what I told him when he was in the Hospital after defeating Westboro."
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
"I know about your past." said Smedley. "I'll start by telling mine. When I was young, I had a very abusive father. Very abusive, if you know what I mean. I ran away from home three times, and finally on the third try, Child Protective Services, which is a misnomer if ever there was one, didn't send me back. I was put in foster homes, and a couple of them were as bad as my father."
Smedley went on: "I somehow managed to survive, and I got into the Police Academy, where I found a real family. But I still had a lot of bad stuff in my head, and I felt like my felt like my life was worth nothing. So when the dangerous missions came up, I was always in front, taking the risks and the bullets."
"For a while," Smedley continued, "I was thought of as a hero, and a brave police officer. And when I was on those missions, the pain of my life went away, and just that lack of pain was like a drug, an addiction."
"Then..." said Smedley, "... I went too far. Chief Griswold got his Medal of Valor by saving my life, and the lives of others, after I'd gotten in too deep and endangered everyone. No one outright blamed me, but the Police psychologists were called in. And they figured me out fast; they said I was essentially trying to end my life through my job, like a samurai on a fatal mission."
"Yes." said Teresa. "I can understand how you feel."
"Yes, you can." said Joe. "Which is why we're talking now. For me, it ended with me being transferred to the Fire Department, where I continued to take risks. Sure I saved lives, but I wasn't heeding the fact that my heroics might put others in danger. Eventually, they forced me to retire, especially when my body couldn't take it anymore."
"I also told the Commander," said Smedley, "that he had one thing I never had: children. And I told him to put them first. Children will change your perspective. Now it might not be my business to say this, but that's never stopped me before: have you ever thought of having children, Ms. Croyle?"
"I thought about it." said Teresa. "But if you know about what happened with my father, you'll understand why I never really cared to continue his bloodline."
"Understandable." said Smedley. "Of course, your father took care of you and did not harm you, which I cannot say about my father. And just between you and me, for your ears alone... I could never have children. I always had bad problems when trying to have sex, thanks to my brutal childhood.
Smedley went on: "You may not realize that they called in the best sex psychiatrist in the nation to work with me. She was working at another school, and it was the first time she came to the University here. She liked this place so much that after her sabbatical to Europe with her then-husband, she came back here and took a job. And it's a small world: she later met and married a man that we both look up to, and they had some great children."
"Unfortunately, not even the renowned Dr. Fredricson could cure me." Smedley said. "But you, Teresa, you've got a lot of love in your heart. You showed it with that little girl last Christmas. And it hurt us all when she died too soon, but she died with your love supporting her. I hope you won't let that pain stop you from sharing your wonderful heart with others... and maybe having some children of your own. Children will give you a new perspective on life..." Teresa nodded.
"So, my friend," Smedley finished, "I hope you'll take some advice from someone who has been there before... stop collecting Purple Orders, value your life like I never valued mine, and don't make the Iron Crowbar have to ground you... or bury you. Those people in there love you, and they deserve to have you alive and working with them."
Teresa nodded. "Thank you, sir." Whether Smedley's talk had helped, she didn't know. But she realized she was not alone in being in pain. And like Smedley before her, when she led the way into danger, that pain went away, if for only a brief time...
Part 16 - Legal Hoops
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 26th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police made several arrests in a raid upon a gambling ring in the north part of Town on Saturday night!"
"Several persons were arrested and charged with felony weapons charges." continued Bettina. "But sources tell Channel Two News that not all went well, and some of the criminal leadership got away. An official Police statement only said that the Police were continuing to pursue leads in bringing down this crime ring. And now let's go to Sports, with Nick Eastwood. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, from in front of County High School. "It's a big game for the Booker T. Washington High Kings at the County High Falcons Friday night! Benjamin 'Benny' Hill has the Kings undefeated and rolling, and they have their first chance in years to crush County High and take the Region, with their sights set on the State title!..."
"Not a word from Bettina about Jeremy and that arrest?" asked Cindy as we sipped coffee in MCD with our Detectives. I had supplied doughnuts, and the room was quiet as Detectives stuffed their faces with sugary products.
"Yeah, I was just thinking about that." I said. "Something must be up." Just then, Paulina Patterson came into MCD, carrying our baby daughter Tasha. Everyone brightened up at the presence of the cute baby.
"Don," said Paulina quietly as Tasha was held and adored by Joanne Warner, "can we talk in your office? You too, Cindy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I fed Tasha a bottle while sitting in my 'Command Chair' behind my desk, Paulina told Cindy and me about the issues at hand.
"First," Paulina said, "a State Attorney has muscled his way in on this case, and taken it from us."
"Can he do that?" I asked. "It's State Superior Court, and all such Courts in every county have that same standing. What makes this guy special?"
"It's complex." said Paulina. "You're right about the Courts, but Krasney is still this County's D.A., and I'm an A.D.A, and we're considered County level in the Courts and only work in Courts in this County... unless there is a change of venue and a jury is seated in another county, and we go there to try the case. A State Attorney can be an attorney in any county in the State, and usually represents the entire State in a case. Usually this happens in multi-county drug operations."
"So why here? and this case?" Cindy asked. "Because it was on University property?"
"That's their claim." said Paulina. "But I think it's more than that, and there's something going on. Here's another thing: Lynch was all ready to cut a deal. We were floating 25-to-life with possibility of parole in exchange for a full confession of guilt, and Lynch was pushing for second degree and 20 years with parole in as little as six. I was halfway ready to take it, and I'll tell you why in a minute, but then I got a phone call telling me not to cut any deals yet.
"It came from a burner phone, and I have no idea who was on the other end. But in taking the call, I realized the Lynch was acting strange, even for him. Pushing for 2nd degree was risky, but he was doing it... and then I realized that Jeremy wasn't officially dead yet, and any discussion of the whole thing was moot. So I broke off talks to confer more with Krasney on where we legally stood, and he thinks we have to wait until Jeremy's condition is resolved."
"I think he's right." I said. "So what else?"
"Second," said Paulina, "there is one thing you are careful to do that your mother is not, and that is to make sure to have a case that will fly in Court. Solving it is one thing, but you, Don, remember that a Court case and conviction is needed. I think your mom forgot that. Yes, she and Tanya both heard him say that about Jeremy not having his cellphone, but that won't fly at all, and especially with Lynch fighting you like hell as if his children's lives are staked on it. If it had not been for finding that tire iron, and for you working the 'probable cause' angle on it first..."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "And Captain Ross, we need to do a better job training all our Auxiliary people on evidence collection and preservation, and the legal process in all that." Cindy nodded and made a note in her notebook.
"Also," said Paulina, "it has come to the State Attorney's attention that blood samples from Jeremy were taken at the Hospital and are being run by the State Crime Lab... at the request of your mother. He's trying to get those samples or reports on them, but Lt. Perlman stopped him cold, saying they are evidence in her custody and the tests will be completed before anything is relinquished. That could hurt our case: Lynch might claim the drugs killed Jeremy, not the blow to the head."
"Yes, that is true." I said. "But my mother was not wrong to ask for those blood samples. She is seeing something far ahead, something I am beginning to see but am slower than her in putting it together. I was struggling to get my arms around it, but this State Attorney coming in in the first place, and knowing so much about what is going on, and with Ferrell having tried to stop the initial investigation... yeah, there's something going on..."
I went into a reverie. When I came out, I looked down at my baby daughter and said "Tasha, have you figured this out for your daddy yet?" Tasha grinned and cooed.
Part 17 - Epilogue
Having given Tasha back to her mother, who went to her own office, I told Cindy to cancel the Crowbar-level meeting. "I want to watch Priya's newscast." I said. "You may join me if you like."
At 8:00am we watched: "This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette. Cindy's ice blue eyes sparkled as she watched.
Priya shouted from in front of the Courthouse: "Over the weekend, a young man, whose identity has not been released but his first name is known to be 'Jeremy', was attacked and his head crushed in with a tire iron. Doctors at University Hospital have pronounced Jeremy brain-dead, and his parents came to Court this morning to file the legal papers to declare him dead and turn off the machinery keeping him alive."
"However, there is a new development!" cried Priya. "A group calling itself the 'State Right to Life Committee', a rabidly anti-abortionist group, has filed suit, claiming that Jeremy's right to live is not being represented! They are demanding that the Court enjoin the parents and hospital from cutting off the machinery keeping Jeremy alive!..."
Pieces of the puzzle started crashing in my mind. I turned to Cindy and said "Now we know..."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette on Wednesday, September 28th, at 7:00am, from in front of the Courthouse. "Channel Two News has learned that the 'State Right To Life Committee' has filed an emergency appeal of the ruling of Judge Rodney K. Watts that the parents of the young man Jeremy Moreland had the right to turn off their son's respirator, allowing him to die. Jeremy has been determined to be brain dead, but the 'State Right To Life Committee' believes turning off the medical devices is murder."
"Other pro-life groups have rallied in support of the State Right to Life Committee, while many pro-choice groups are attacking the pro-lifers for denying the family their rightful choice regarding their son's condition." Bettina continued. "The family has issued a statement condemning the State Right to Life Committee for interfering in personal life decisions."
"Meanwhile, the State Right to Life Committee has condemned Governor Val Jared for not joining their side of the debate, and have attacked Governor Jared for what they say is his weak to non-existent support of the pro-life movement. Governor Jared has said it is a matter for the family and the Courts to decide. His opponent, SBI Director Jack Lewis, says that Jared is attempting to placate both sides of the issue, and looks weak and indecisive in the process."
"In the local District Attorney race, challenger Jenna Stiles condemned the State Right To Life Committee as well as all the pro-life groups for blatantly interfering with the family's right to choose. This issue and her strident support of the family has caused her flagging campaign to gain new life. District Attorney Krasney also says he supports the family in this case, as Jeremy has no hope of recovery."
"This is getting ugly." said Cindy, as she and I watched in my office. We had avoided the MCD coffee klatch, as there was a lot of tension in that room over this case, particularly between the fundamentalist Christian Joanne Warner and the rather liberal Theo Washington.
"Yeah, and Jared is not handling it well, at all." I said.
"Think this is aimed at him?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, you betcha." I said. "If I were the paranoid type, I'd say this was a carefully planned, meticulously orchestrated, and brutally executed plan by Democrats and the Media to humiliate Governor Jared, force him to come out strongly pro-life, and therefore hurt him in the General Election. If he doesn't come out strongly pro-life, the evangelical Republicans will desert him in droves, and again he'll be crushed in the General Election."
"Glad you're not the paranoid type." said Cindy. "My question would be how they could possibly have actually caused this to happen by plan."
"Oh, they always have a plan ready, then something happens and they pounce." I said. "Sort of like that guy in a Southern State that used a gun to defend his life, and the anti-gun-rights people went after him, using his case to not only intimidate gun owners, but to challenge the law. He was acquitted, though, which shredded their plans. The Media howled for days... at the Jury. But it was obvious that the Government and the Media had a plan ready, pounced when the right case came along, and whined like crybabies when they lost."
"And this case," I said, "is even worse. We can't do an autopsy until Jeremy is actually dead, but I really wonder about some things."
"Your mother wonders even harder than you do." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Bettina went to Sports, bringing in Nick Eastwood:
"Thank you Bettina!" Nick said, as he stood at County High School Stadium. "Friday night is going to be huge in this County, as the undefeated Kings of Booker T. Washington High in the southern part of the County come to County High here on the north side to take on the undefeated Falcons! Benny Hill, the Kings quarterback, is the real deal, and has scholarship offers from several schools in the Conference. He is expected to make life miserable for the Falcons defense..."
"Precinct Captain Briscoe is overwhelmed by the security requirements." I said. "I've had to call the State Patrol and the Sheriff to help with security and traffic control, and Homeland Security is going to send in some extra people. I've already told the SBI to keep their noses out of my County, as well."
Cindy said "Briscoe not getting it done?"
"I think he's trying, but Briggs in Precinct 1 doesn't try hard to help." I replied. "Thompson in Precinct 2 has worked with Briscoe, but he worries about 'flash mobs' celebrating a little too hard if the Kings win. The Black Community really sees this game as Black vs. White, not Black & Silver v. Red & Silver, and I fear the wealthy White parents of County High see it the same way. But payback will happen: Town High hosts both the other teams, and Briscoe won't be helping Briggs too much."
"Precincts suck." Cindy astutely observed.
"Crowbars suck more if one gets hit by them." I said. "And I've already told some Precinct Captains and Lieutenants that I will be swinging for the fences if they make me look bad. That lit a bit of a fire under their asses, but I agree with your overall assessment. All in all, I'm tired of the separation and disunity in my Police Force, and I won't brook too much more of it."
Part 2 - Making Book
At 9:00am, give or take, I received a call on my Police cellphone. It was Eddy the Bounty Hunter.
"Hi, Eddy." I said. "I thought you were staying clear of Town for a few days."
"I am." said Eddy. "Listen, you know Joey the Bookmaker?"
"I know who he is." I said. "Makes book on Sports betting around the University, State Tech, and City U. Pretty small-time; guys like him come a dime a dozen."
"That's him." said Eddy. "Listen, he needs to talk to you. And I mean you specifically and you personally. He needs a way to talk to you without being seen talking to you, if you know what I mean."
"He can always come to the Station." I said. "Just kidding... actually, no I'm not. Here's what I want you to tell him to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sergeant Micah Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Chet Morton came up to the short, slender man sitting on the park bench. The man was dressed in a sweater, jeans, black leather shoes, and his hair was oily and slicked back.
"Well, what do we have here?" asked Rudistan jovially. "The Bookmaker, loitering in my nice Courthouse Square, polluting it."
"Yeah, whataboutit?" snarled the Bookmaker, his voice sounding drunk.
"Okay, stand up, hands behind your back." said Rudistan. Passersby watched as the Uniformed Officers made the arrest of a vagrant.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh wow... whattan office." said Joey the Bookmaker, looking around my office. "Student of the Trojan War, Commander?"
"Student of a very bad man who was a student of the Trojan War." I replied. "Have a seat, Joey."
When Rudistan and Morton had brought Joey in, they'd routed him through the Booking area rather swiftly... they took him straight to Interrogation-1, then through the other door and the anteroom, down the hall, and to my office... all per my instructions. The 'arrest' was staged. Captain Cindy Ross was sitting on the sofa.
"Hiya doin', Captain." Joey said. "Great job at that church, you did."
"Hi Joey." replied Cindy. "Nice of you to say so."
"So, what did you want to talk to me about?" I asked, sitting behind my desk, the 'Iron Girdle' keeping my back straight and generally pain-free today.
"Immunity for this, in exchange for information?" Joey asked warily.
"Of course." I said. "I didn't waste my officers' time bringing you in just to fuck with you."
"Fair enough, yeah, fair enough." Joey said, his shifty eyes looking around. "Look, I've been making book around here for years, and I never gave you cops any trouble, right? So something strange is going on, really strange."
"What's that?" I asked.
"The Kings-Falcons game. High school." said Joey. "Book on that had been Kings favored by three, even though they're the away team. Went up to five on Monday. Then all of a sudden, last night somebody started taking County High and the points. Some pretty big bets, too. I usually deal with twenty, fifty, a hundred dollars, but when orders for two thousand a pop came in for County, it was beyond me, and I had to refer those cats to other, bigger bookmakers."
"Interesting." I said.
"Yeah, I know." said Joey. "I started chatting with the other bookies in the area... yeah, we talk sometimes when we think something's goin' on... and they were getting big bets on County, also. Then I hear about a guy named Silver, Jaime Silver. He starts making book, big book, taking bets on the Kings when the odds went to even, but not taking any on the Falcons."
"In other words, he's totally taking the side of the Falcons to win. Even more interesting." I said. "Any idea who's working for Silver, helping him out, being muscle for him?"
"Nah, I dunno." said Joey. "Silver, he used to be big-time in the City, then got bopped around like a pinball. Then he suddenly shows up around here. Look: me, I'm small-time. I make a living, the Big Boys don't mess with me as long as I don't dip into their profits too much. Silver... he's bigger, or at least he thinks he's a big cat. But a guy like him don't walk into here without some help, someone backing him up. And with you taking that Pastor down, Mr. Crowbar, maybe these backers want Silver to fill in the void. But Silver ain't got it in him, if you ask me."
"Good to know." I said. "So why did you come to me?"
"I called my friend Eddy." said Joey. "Sometimes I ask him to go visit losers who don't pay, and bring 'em in for a chat. They pay, and I give Eddy a percentage of the cut. So I called him about this, and as soon as I mentioned Jaime Silver, he said you like hearing about weird shit like this, and he told me to come see you, and he'd work it so I didn't have to worry about you."
"I'm glad you did stop by." I said. "Since you've helped me by bringing this information to me, if there's a time I can be of help to you, without doing something illegal, of course, let me know. And here's part payment: I might suggest that you take no more bets on this game. I smell rigging in progress, and the name of Jaime Silver goes real well with the word 'rigging'. Spread the word with the small timers like yourself to lay off this game, even refund money if you have to. And I'll check out the other end of this, and shove my crowbar up someone's ass."
"Cool." said Joey. "So how do I get out of here?"
"To get you out of here," I said, "my Officers will now transport you to County Jail. On the way, you'll be let out of the car somewhere, and you can go about your business..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once The Bookmaker was gone, Cindy asked "What do you think that was about?"
"That..." I replied, "was about a man who is so confused and also worried, that he came to Police Headquarters to talk to the Iron Crowbar about it. Something is going on, something big, and it's messing with Joey and the other small-time bookmakers."
"One thing we learned." said Cindy. "Jaime Silver is still in Town."
"Or making his presence from somewhere else felt here." I said. "But yes, it's funny how his name pops up so quickly and prominently..." It was several minutes before I finally realized that Cindy was watching me, and that I'd gone into a reverie.
"Cindy," I asked, "if you were going to rig that high school game, and in favor of County High, how would you do it?"
Cindy thought about it, then said "Put something in their water supply. Give them the 'flu bug' or something."
I nodded. "Yeah. Listen, call Booker T. Washington High School's coaches office. Tell them to take extra precautions over their food and water leading up to the game. And also... what I thought about... was finding a way to keep Benny Hill off the field. Tell the coaches to make sure to keep him safe."
"Okay, I'll go do that now." Cindy said.
"What do you have going for the rest of the day?" I asked.
"If Silver is in Town," Cindy replied, "then I'm going to be working with my Vice Lieutenant to see if we can get some leads on him. By the way..."
I looked up to see that Cindy was having her own reverie. She then said "I'm thinking on something like this, that we should err on the side of crime prevention. How about I put out a big APB for Silver, really put out the word amongst the CIs that we really want him, maybe scare him out of doing anything?"
"Not a bad plan." I said. "Make it so, Number One. In the meantime, I'm going to be following up on some other things, as well as visiting Chief Griswold."
"Getting political, are you?" Cindy said.
"Who, me? Perish the very thought." I replied. Cindy grinned as she exited the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Starting to get a little cool to be fishing, isn't it Chief?" I asked as I came up to Chief Griswold, who was sitting on his back deck, flicking a fishing pole into the water. He had on a thick flannel shirt as protection against the cool but not yet very cold temperatures.
"It's never too cold to fish, Crowbar." replied Griswold. "Have a seat. Grab that other rod and reel."
"I'll have to pass." I said. "My back doesn't appreciate fast movements like casting a line."
"How are you keeping in shape?" Griswold asked.
"Swimming at Cindy's gym." I replied. "Doing some weights for my upper body and reclined cycling for my legs. But it's really not enough."
"Been to a chiropractor yet?"
"Not yet, sir." I said. "Dr. Eckhart told Cindy about an Eastern physician, I think he's Japanese. He's coming to this country in a few weeks, and is going to check me out."
"Good." said Griswold. "So you're not here to fish, and you're not here to exercise. What brings you here?"
"You're better at observation and deduction than that, sir." I said with a smile.
"Har har." said Griswold. "Yes, it doesn't take a Crowbar or his mother to know you're here to talk about this new political threat against Jared."
"So how's he doing?" I asked.
"This one really blindsided him." said Griswold. "Abortion is one of the most polarizing issues in politics, maybe the most polarizing issue of them all. And it is political suicide from the Republicans, just as gun rights are suicide for Democrats. Val has always tried to leave abortion alone, untouched. And he was doing well, until this issue with that kid Jeremy Moreland came up. It's not abortion in and of itself, but the same groups are involved, and the Media has used it as an opportunity to nail Jared to the wall on the abortion issue. It's going to start hurting him in the polls. It might cost him the election."
I nodded, looking out over the vista of the lake. "I think you're right, Chief." I said. "And I think this is being engineered by the Democrats, or at least by the SBI, to put Lewis in the Governor's Mansion."
"How's that?" asked Griswold, pure surprise in his voice.
"I don't have proof yet." I said. "I'm waiting on the State Crime Lab, and I'm also, sorry to say, waiting for Jeremy to die so we can autopsy him. But there are just a few too many coincidences for my liking on this."
"Har!" said Griswold. "When you see coincidences the rest of us don't see, it is coincidentally a bad day for perps."
"What's the Governor's strategy on this?" I asked.
"I don't think he has one." said the old Chief. "He was pretty much coasting. I know that his team was going to really ratchet up the Sharples and Ferrell talk with a couple of weeks to go in the Election, start leaking some stuff about Lewis's SBI being corrupt and unpopular. But with this... now Hammonds and Stockton smell blood. They think they can extract political promises from Val in exchange for continued support, and they don't mind if Val loses, so that Stockton can run again in four years."
"Lewis and the Democrats can do a lot of damage in four years." I said. "A lot of damage."
"True." said Griswold. "They can just ask the Consultant of Crime about that, and the damage he endured in less than four years."
"And the amount he inflicted." I replied. "In the meantime, do me a favor, sir: Ask them to speed up their timetable for smearing the SBI, and by that I mean to start on it as soon as this weekend. Remember that early voting will start in mid-October. We--- er, I mean they, can't wait until just before the Election Day."
"You have a point, there." said the Chief. "I'll let them know. So... what's going on in your Police Department, Crowbar?"
"Just trying to keep it as good as it was when you left it, Chief." I replied adroitly.
"I know Joe Smedley gave Ms. Croyle that talk." Griswold said. "Effective?"
"I think so." I said. "Victory number one is that she didn't seem mad at having to take that talking-to. Victory number two is that she's working with Captain Ross on the continuing Jaime Silver case..."
Part 3- Making Love
It was 3:30pm, Wednesday, September 28th. Rex Rutherford, the eighteen-year-old Senior quarterback for County High, was lying on his bed, wearing only his gym shorts. With him were two girls.
One was nineteen-year-old Jayne Hallerton. She was a drop-dead gorgeous blonde, porn-star quality in her face and full lips, and some seriously shapely legs. She was a full six feet tall and athletic, and had a full scholarship as a Sophomore on the University Women's Basketball team.
The other girl was Priscilla Dejeune. She had auburn hair, actually a bit lighter red in the sun or summer, which was curly and almost frazzled. She was slender and just becoming shapely as a feminine woman. She was eighteen years old, and a Senior at County High. Her parents, like Rex and Jayne's parents, were wealthy residents of the County north of Town.
Rex and Jayne had been dating while Jayne was at County High two years before, and they were the 'Ken and Barbie' couple of the school, with her being the Homecoming Queen her Senior year. And it was no secret that Rex had been fucking Jayne with his large cock at least every weekend, if not more often. Rex wasn't in the class of a Todd Burke, Teddy Parker, Seth Warner or Nick Eastwood, but his thick eight inches kept the beautiful Jayne satisfied.
"So, we gonna win Friday?" Jayne asked Rex, partially to get him going.
"Oh hell yeah." said Rex. "No way we're gonna let that nigger school beat us."
"What about Benny Hill?" asked Priscilla.
"We're going to take out his knees." said Rex. "No way we're going to let him beat us. The Booster Club, and especially our parents, would never let us down if we lost to those darkies."
"That's my man." said Jayne, reaching her hand under the hem of Rex's shorts and massaging his hardening cock. She turned to the other girl. "Oh, Priscilla, this would be a good chance to learn about sucking cock to keep a boy wrapped around your finger. Have you ever sucked a big cock before?"
"C'mon, Jayne," said Priscilla, "you know I want to wait until marriage."
"For intercourse, yes." said Jayne. "But there's nothing wrong with sucking cock. Give a boy a blowjob, and he'll buy you dinner, buy you presents, and he'll leave your pussy alone... as long as you're giving him that sweet head."



"She's right, you know." said Rex.
"Priscilla is going to keep her jeans and sweater on." said Jayne. "But you can suck on these big tits." With that, Jayne pulled her sweater up and over her head, exposing her large, bare breasts. She leaned over Rex, who swirled his tongue around her left breast's areola, then circling in on the hardening nipple. Then he sucked the the other breast before bringing Jayne's full lips to his in a hard kiss.
Meanwhile, Priscilla helped Jayne's hand lower Rex's underwear off, leaving the teen stud naked. As Rex sank his tongue deep into Jayne' hot mouth, Priscilla leaned over his hard abs and took his turgid meat into her left hand, softly jacking him to raging hardness.
"Mmmmmf!" Rex moaned. Jayne broke the kiss and they watched as Priscilla swirled her tongue over the huge helmet of Rex's cockhead, then slid her lips over it and down hi shaft.
"Ohhh, God, that feels good!" Rex gasped.
"Wow, you're doing great, baby." Jayne said. "Just slide that hot mouth of yours up and down his big cock... see how much you can take."
Priscilla's head began bobbing as she took more of Rex's meat into her mouth, her auburn hair glistening in the sunlight from the window. Jayne reached down and cupped Rex's big balls, massaging them as Rex pulled her mouth to his in another deep, hard kiss.
Priscilla slid her mouth down Rex's cock again, reveling in the sensations of fellating him. She worked her mouth down, feeling his pulsing cockhead pushing into her throat.
"Oh my God!" Rex gasped. "She's deep throating me!" He and Jayne were amazed as the lovely virgin Priscilla took his meaty inches into her throat again before sliding her lips back up while sucking hard.
"Jesus Christ, that's awesome!" Rex gasped appreciatively.
"Wow, she's a natural." Jayne said proudly. "You're doing great Priscilla, keep working that dick!" Priscilla eagerly did so, their words making her blush with pride, her feelings mixing with the pleasure of giving a hot guy pleasure with her mouth and tongue.
"I'm not gonna last long." Rex warned. "She's too fucking good!"
"Let it go, baby." Jayne said. "Come in her mouth, then I'll fuck you."
It did not take long. Following Jayne's instructions, Priscilla bobbed her head over Rex's cock faster and faster, sucking harder and harder. She felt the throbbing within him and heard him gasp that it was coming... and then the first blast of his cum blasted into her throat!
"UHHH!!" Rex cried out as burst after burst of his thick semen fired into Priscilla's mouth. She worked to gulp it down, her hand jacking his shaft to get it all out.
"Uhhh, God, that tastes like a fucking salt cake." Priscilla gasped as she took her mouth off of Rex's pulsing meat. "Water!"
Jayne handed the girl a glass of wine that she had poured for herself. "Here, this goes great with a guy's sperm." the beautiful blonde said. Priscilla drank several gulps of the wine, then went to get her water bottle from her purse as Jayne took her place sucking Rex's cock...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, that is so good!" Jayne mewled as she slid her magnificent cunt down Rex's long, thick cockshaft.
Priscilla watched as the beautiful blonde naked ass rose and fell, her pussy engulfing Rex's considerable size as Jayne and Rex made love. It was fascinating to Priscilla to watch their loins merge again and again, seeing Jayne's shapely feet on Rex's thighs, seeing her firm ass shivering as her cheeks smacked into the boy's thighs and his balls bounce up, and hearing the couple's gasps and moans of sexual pleasure as they lustily copulated.
Having taken the edge off of Rex's desires by fellating him to completion, Priscilla wondered how long the teen stud would last as Jayne rode him. She was getting tired and wanted to go home...
Part 4- Ounce of Prevention
Meanwhile, at 3:30pm that same Wednesday, Captain Cindy Ross came into my office, and she was not alone. Precinct Captain Damien Thompson of the 2nd Precinct was with her.
"Some things have come up, sir." Cindy said.
"Have a seat." I said. They sat down in the 'hot' chairs. "Obviously there are issues if you're bringing Captain Thompson all the way up here. So... enlighten me."
Cindy started: "Sir, I began checking on Benny Hill, the quarterback for the Booker T. Washington High School team. The address on his drivers' license is a tenement in the Southwestern Ghetto area. That didn't seem right, so I called the School. They got very... defensive, for lack of a better term... and wouldn't give me any information, citing child privacy laws. So I called Damien, here."
"I went up there with Sergeant DeLong." said Thompson. "We're both black, so I hoped that would ease the School's stresses and they'd help us."
"I really hope it doesn't require black-only officers to get help from School personnel." I said.
"I'm not going to pretend it doesn't make it easier, sir." said Thompson. "Anyway, we went to the School, and they wouldn't talk to us. The Principal himself said we had to have a warrant. I told him we were investigating a possible threat to one of the students, and they didn't bat an eyelash about it. I then asked to speak to Head Football Coach Grimes, and they not only said 'no', but said to get off the school grounds or get a warrant to be there."
"Oh, really." I said. "What time does school get out down there?"
"Three o'clock." said Captain Thompson. "The football team might be having a walk-through for their game tomorrow, if you want to see the coaches."
I began thinking about it. "If it were an hour earlier, I'd literally storm the building and arrest the principal. But they'll have tipped off the coach by now. Now I wonder why they're being so uncooperative. Captain Ross, what did you find out about Hill's parents?"
"I didn't, sir." said Cindy. "I called Krueger and asked him to see what he could find."
As if on cue, Detective David Krueger appeared in front of my assistant Helena's desk. I told her to let him through.
"Whaddya got, Krueger?" I barked.
"Benny Hill's address on that drivers license is real." said Krueger. "His mother did live there... until six months ago when she was arrested for prostitution and drug distribution. She's at State Women's Prison, serving 12-15 months, with possibility of parole after nine months with good behavior."
"Is that a fact?" I said, nodding. Things were beginning to enter my realm of understanding. "And his father?"
"No longer in the State." said Krueger. "Was doing hard time for an armed robbery in the City. Had a rape charge, too, but had a hung jury on that, and they didn't re-try it. He's in Supermax now, for attacking a prison guard. Nearly killed the poor guy."
"So Benny is just living in that tenement by himself?" I asked, stunned.
"He has a younger brother, eighth grader." said Krueger.
"Captain Thompson," I said, "send a team of heavily armored Officers to that address. Let me know what you find there. I don't think you'll find the Hill brothers, but see if someone else is living there in an unauthorized sort of way. If no one is there, find out who is paying the rent for Benny Hill." Precinct Captain Thompson excused himself and left.
"Anything else, Krueger?" I asked, motioning for Krueger to sit down where Thompson had been sitting.
"Not on that, sir." said Krueger. "But the Miltons and myself have done a complete workup of the 'State Right to Life Committee'. You've got email, sir."
I opened the email and began reading. "Wow... you got a warrant? How?"
"Judge Watts granted it, said the actions of these people appeared threatening and terroristic to the family and possibly to those who were on the other side and peacefully protesting. Told us to take a crowbar and pry very, very deep into this group."
I had to grin at that one. Judge Watts normally didn't play games. He was pissed about this group, also...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No arrests made. No one at the residence." said PCpt. Thompson, who was on the other end of my cellphone connection. "According to Captain Ross, who called them, County Welfare Office is still paying the rent every month. They didn't know Hill's mother had been sent to State Women's Prison."
"All right, thanks." I said. After disconnecting the call, I looked at the time on the cellphone: 5:45pm. I called Cindy into my office.
"What are your plans for tonight, Captain?" I asked when she came in.
"I think you're about to tell me what they are." she replied.
"Put on some armor under your shirt, if you aren't wearing any now." I said. "I think you and I should go visit BTWHS Head Football Coach Grimes's house this evening, right around suppertime."
"Why's that?" Cindy asked.
"I suspect we'll find Benny Hill and his little brother there, as well." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Southwestern Ghetto runs west of the Tenderloin District, and is within the Town City Limits. South of there is the 'Little Warehouse District', a second area of warehouses and some industries. And to the outside of that, in a seeming curve on the map, is what we call the 'Southwestern Crescent'.
It is in that suburban district that Blacks with moderate incomes generally settled. Some developer built neighborhoods of modest homes at reasonable cost. And while no real estate agent will ever admit it, ethnic groups tend to congregate amongst themselves, and so relatively wealthy Blacks looking for a home tended to be shown nice homes in this area.
It was in front of one of these homes that a silver Police SUV pulled up. "It's a good thing the Town & County merged." I said as I looked at the house. "Otherwise we'd have to ask the County Police to do this instead of handling it ourselves."
"No." replied Cindy, who was sitting in the passenger seat. "You'd have run for Sheriff, won the job, and would be doing this yourself. Okay, let's go." Impatiently, she got out of the vehicle, and I followed her up the walk to the front door.
When we rang the doorbell, the door opened almost immediately. "I knew you'd be showing up sooner or later." said Coach Grimes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The house was a typical lower-middle-class home. There were three bedrooms. Two of the bedrooms had beds for two boys in each, and were occupied. Sitting in the den were four boys: Benny Hill and his little brother Allen, and two other high-school-age boys who were on the Kings football team.
"They told me the Police wanted to talk to me, and to Benny." said Grimes. He was in his early 60s, and had been teaching at BTW High School for 40 years, coaching the football team for the last 20 years, after his wife had died. "They told me not to talk to you nor let Benny talk to you... but I'm no fool when the Iron Crowbar shows up at my doorstep."
"I'm not sure what the reason for the fear is." I said. "I'm trying to help, and to protect Benny from possible harm."
"I think I understand." said Cindy. "Child Protective Services doesn't know these boys are living with you, do they?" I peered over at her as she said it.
"No." said Coach Grimes. "Benny and Allen's mother went to prison some months ago. Benny was scared to death they'd take Allen away and put him in a foster home somewhere separate from Benny. Benny knows he's going to get a scholarship to a good School, and he may get a pro contract one day. Even if he doesn't... he's going to get an education, and he can help Allen break out of Hell."
Grimes went on: "The other two boys are the same... parents in prison or so drunk they can't stand up straight, much less hold jobs. Some kids do okay in the system, but others... they're used for the sexual pleasure of their sadist foster parents, if not worse. I can't do much... but I let these boys stay here, they work to help pay their room and board, they study, and they just might have a chance to make it."
"I see." I said. "Well, I'm not too worried about that, Coach. The TCPD has developed information that there might be a threat to your football team. Gambling bets got weird, and we got tipped off to it. I need you, Benny, and all your team to take precautions. Drink bottled water or straight from the tap. Don't eat or drink anything that you don't know where it came from, stuff like that. Sounds paranoid, but err on the side of caution. And watch out for people loitering around the school or the sports facilities."
"We'll do it." said the coach. "I appreciate you coming and letting us know." We all got up and shook hands. Then Cindy spoke up.
"Coach," she said, "I know you mean well, but you really should contact Child Protective Services. Maybe get the school or a lawyer to help, but be proactive and go to them. Unfortunately, because of our investigation of the threats to you, the Welfare system already knows that Benny's mother is in prison, and they may contact CPS... and that cat can't be put back in the bag." I nodded grimly in agreement.
"I'll talk to the Principal tomorrow." promised the coach.
As Cindy and I drove back to Headquarters, I said "It might be a good idea to make no written police report on that visit until after the Coach goes to CPS."
"I was thinking about going to the school tomorrow and getting the Coach and taking him there. If the school gives me shit, I'll call Captain Thompson for backup. Whatever we do, we've got to make sure this gets fixed... the coach means well, but he's coloring outside the lines right now."
"Yes." I said. "Okay, keep me informed of what you do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, Commmannndddeerrrrr..."
"Go away, Angela..." I said, knowing this was a dream, since it was 2:30am.
"Oh, don't you wish I would..." Angela's voice said inside my head. I opened my eyes, seeing myself in my bedroom, only moonlight filtering through the window. And straddling my loins, the sheet between us, was Angela Harlan, the Black Widow, naked except for her high heel black pumps, her breasts high-riding, her nipples hard.
"What now, Angela?" I seemed to say...
"Oh, the joy of 'unintended consequences', my dear Commanderrr..." Angela said, her smile one of seeming scorn. "You have really fucked it up this time..."
"What?" I asked. Angela did not answer but got up off the bed and began to walk away.
"WHAT? WHAT IS IT?" I yelled after her.
And then I was awake, sitting up in bed, my body covered in sweat. My back began hurting, letting me know I was awake. And the lamp was on... Laura had awakened and turned it on.
"Don! What is it?" Laura asked.
"I... I don't know... I was having this dream... nightmare... that something was wrong..."
Laura got up and went to a very small refrigerator that was secreted in the closet. She got out a kit that contained two tubes and a syringe. It was to take blood samples.
Ever since my days of torture at the hands of Dr. Casey B. Walker, Laura had occasionally taken blood from me from time to time, for analysis. She'd done it twice before when I'd awakened suddenly from dreams.
"Left arm." I said. Since my Army days, when someone had botched a blood sampling and went through a nerve, I'd required blood to be taken from my left arm so that my right arm (and dominant shooting hand) would not be damaged.
Laura took the sample. "Okay, let's get dressed so I can take this to my lab. Call your mom to come upstairs and keep the kids..."
"Actually," I said, "let her sleep. I'll call Todd and Teresa..."
Part 5- Pound of Pain
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, September 29th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes has filed a complaint with the Police, charging that Booker T. Washington High School Head Coach Grimes is housing underage students in him home illegally!"
"As part of the complaint," Bettina continued, "Mrs. Carnes states that BTW student Benny Hill and his brother are two of the students living at the coach's home without the County Child Protective Services being notified. Mrs. Carnes is demanding that Commander Donald Troy arrest Coach Grimes for multiple violations of the law."
More Bettina: "Channel Two News has also learned that Benny Hill's mother was incarcerated for prostitution and drug distribution charges months ago, but the Welfare Services Department was not notified, and had been paying the rent on her apartment to this day. But Benny and his brother Allen have been living with Coach Grimes all that time."
Words cannot express the rush of anger that went through me upon hearing that report. I looked over at Cindy, who was watching the television with open-mouthed shock. I said "Captain Ross, my office." and walked out.
Looking back, I saw Cindy was still in shock and was not following, so I put my head back in the door and said loudly "NOW, Captain!" That got Cindy's ass in gear and she followed me to my office.
Going inside, I stood at the door and let Cindy come in, then I closed the door. Actually, to get a point across, I slammed the door shut.
"Sit down, Captain." I said. Cindy did so, knowing that my use of her 'first name', that being 'Captain', meant that this was not a casual conversation. I sat down behind my desk and bore in.
"Did you tell anyone... anyone... of our visit to the Coach's house last night?"
"No sir." Cindy said.
"No one? Not Teresa, nor Molly? Did you make any kind of formal police report and file it?"
"No sir." Cindy said. "You said to wait, so I did. I was going to go to the school, but we've been pre-empted."
Just then there was a knock on the door. Precinct Captain Damien Thompson was at the door, and with him was Sergeant Sean DeLong, who was assigned to 2nd Precinct, and like Thompson was black.
"Sir," said Thompson, "what's going on with that KXTC story? Who went to the Press?" By the tone of his voice, I could tell that that was a backhanded accusation that Cindy and I had told the Press.
"I don't know." I said. "At least not yet."
Thompson told his Sergeant to check with the Duty Desk for information. Once the Sergeant was gone, Thompson said "Sir, may I speak freely?"
"Not yet." I said. "First, have a seat." Thompson sat down. "Next, Bettina's source is not me, and I doubt it's Captain Ross. We visited the coach last night, and Benny Hill and his brother were there, and safe. We were going to take the coach up to Child Protective Services today to get him on the legal side of having the boys staying with the coach, but, as you can see, we're already too late. So... can what you want to say be said within protocol?"
"At this point, it may not matter." said Thompson. "Sir, word is being put out on the street that you, Commander Troy, are the one that went to Welfare Services yesterday, and went to CPS last night and reported Coach Grimes and Benny Hill's mother."
"Well, that's obviously not true." I said. "Why would I report the coach, when I could simply arrest him myself? Doesn't make sense to do one and not do the other." I could see in Thompson's eyes that I was making sense. He nodded as he processed it.
"So what do we do now, sir?" asked Cindy.
"I was thinking," I said, "that I could have the TCPD go pick up Allen Hill, Benny's little brother, and keep him in protective custody. Then CPS can't split up the family, at least not immediately---"
"No, that's the one thing you cannot do." said a voice from the doorway. The lovely Paulina Patterson strode in, wearing a clingy light blue business suit, blouse and light blue high heel pumps. If not for the stress I was beginning to be under, I would be thinking some very sexual thoughts about the lovely Assistant District Attorney. She said hello to Cindy and Damien, then went into it:



"Child Protective Services has already gone to Court." said Paulina. "They're going to take custody of Allen Hill. They're going through the motions of taking custody of Benny, too, but he's seventeen and will be eighteen next Spring. But CPS is making it clear, they intend to take custody of Allen, and separate him from Benny."
"What will Benny's rights be when he turns eighteen? Specifically with respect to guardianship of his brother?" I asked.
"He can fight the System." Paulina said. "But they can send Allen to a foster home, and tell Benny that he can't know where Allen is until Allen turns eighteen. And if they're as mean about it as they're currently being, they'll do whatever they can to keep Benny from ever knowing."
"Paulina," I said, "how did CPS find out about this?"
Paulina stared at me a second, then said "I was told that you reported the situation of the Hill boys living with Coach Grimes----" She stopped talking as I shook my head.
"I swear to God that I did not say a word about this." I said. "Not one word."
Paulina looked confused... then looked like she wanted to be sick. "Oh my God..."
"What?" I asked, peering at her.
"Well..." Paulina started, then said with a rush, "District Attorney Krasney and I helped push this through, because we were told you were the one reporting it. Kelly Carnes and Thomas Cook are now pushing for arrest warrants for Coach Grimes, for illegally housing the kids."
It was my turn to stare at Paulina, dumbfounded by what I was hearing. "What are you going to do?" I asked Paulina.
"It's the law." Paulina said. "He can't keep kids like that without going through CPS. We have no choice but to prosecute him."
"Like hell you don't have a choice!" I said, my voice rising and my anger growing. "This guy is keeping kids off the streets when they don't have family taking care of them. He's doing a good thing! You don't have to push this!"
"Well, you can tell Krasney to ignore the law, Commander." Paulina said, her voice also angry, and defiant. "I don't have the luxury of picking and choosing what law to enforce and prosecute, and what to let go. I'm paid to prosecute cases, and that's what I'm going to do." With that, she turned on her heel and stalked out of the office.
"All right, Captain Thompson," I said, "you can head back to the Old Mill. Do me a favor and tell everyone I was not the one that reported any of this to CPS, much less the Media. I'm not sure how CPS found out." Thompson got up and left.
"I can tell you're really upset about this." said Cindy.
"You damn straight I am." I said. "The Black Community is being told that I personally am the one fucking over these black children, and on the day before one of the biggest games in their high school's history. And then there are leaks like a sieve to the Press. I only hope it won't get worse."
It got worse. Chief Moynahan stuck his head in the door and said "Mr. Crowbar, may I see you in my office, please?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Inside the Chief's office was District Attorney Krasney. Tall and lean, with a big nose and wavy black hair. And I could not believe what I was hearing from his all-too-large mouth as I sat next to him in front of the Chief's desk.
"You need to be the one to bring Coach Grimes in." said Krasney. "The Black community is already getting antsy about this. Only your name can keep them calmed down."
"I would think, D.A. Krasney," I said, my voice thundering, "that after four years with this Police Force, you would not think me so fucking stupid that I can't see through your bullshit. But apparently you still do think I'm that stupid."
"What?" asked Krasney. "Look, I'm just saying---" I held up a hand to stop him.
"Just shut the fuck up." I ordered. "You want to have your cake and eat it too. Carnes and Cook, and maybe others, are pressuring you to arrest Coach Grimes on pretty specious shit. You want me to take all the blame and heat by being the one to arrest him, with a big Media perp walk. Well, you can shove that up your ass, Krasney. I'm not going to be the one to arrest Grimes, even if the Chief ordered it. I'll put my badge on his desk and walk out of here rather than personally arrest Grimes."
"I bee-lieeeeve," drawled Chief Moynahan in his peculiar inflection, "that the Iron Crowbar will not be moved on this one, Mr. District Attorney.
"Then who is going to make the arrest?" asked Krasney.
"How about 'no one'." I replied. "He's been keeping kids off the streets, feeding them, housing them, making them study their schoolwork, and you want to haul him into jail?"
"You know the law, Troy." said Krasney. "He has no legal grounds. He should've gone to CPS when Hill's mother went to prison, maybe gotten her to give him some sort of power of attorney or custody document, like you had for the Feeley kid when his mother got shot. As it is, Grimes has nothing. And he broke the law."
"Next you'll telling me to go personally arrest every jaywalker on the street." I said. "Well, if Carnes and Cook told you to do that in the Black neighborhoods, you'd do it, wouldn't you?"
"Now just a fucking minute!" Krasney yelled. "You can't go accusing me of that shit!"
I stood up. "Yes I can." I said. "As I said, I'm not some stupid SBI idiot. I see what's going on, here." I turned to go.
"So, are you going to be on the side of the law, or against it?" snarled Krasney.
I turned back. "One more word out of you, shit-eater, and I'll call a press conference and endorse Jenna Stiles for D.A. And while I'm doing that, I'll tell this County and the World that you are the most racist D.A. in this County's history, and that I'll be working my ass off to get you defeated in November. One more word, you son of a bitch..."
Nothing more was said as I walked out of the Chief's office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Honor," said D.A. Gil Krasney at the hearing, "we recommend no bail for this suspect, because of the seriousness of these charges. In addition, he is a flight risk, and there might be risk to himself as well."
"Your Honor," replied Bernadette Gillem, attorney for Coach Grimes, "this man has been an integral part of this community for forty years or more, and is deeply rooted here. This man was doing good, not bad, and these charges are as ridiculous as the laws he's accused of violating. He is absolutely not a flight risk, and because he is well known as the Washington High School head football coach, I ask he be released on his own recognizance."
Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance looked down from the bench through his thin gold-framed glasses. He was thin, getting old, and his voice was quiet, almost whispery. He said "I agree with the District Attorney that this man is a flight risk and a danger to the community. Giving no bail might give the defense counsel grounds for appeal; therefore I am granting bail...of one million dollars."
Everyone on the defense side gasped, and Bernadette looked shocked. "Your Honor----" she started, but Nance banged his gavel hard.
"I SAID 'ONE MILLION DOLLARS'!" Nance shouted. "Give me one word of backtalk, Ms. Gillem, and you will be in jail for Contempt of Court. This hearing is over!" With one final slam of his gavel, the judge got up. But he was not out of the Courtroom when I stood up from my seat behind her and said "Don't worry, I've got it." I looked over at Nance, my stare matching his.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News at Noon!" yelled the lovely Indian reporterette as Coach Grimes exited the Courthouse Building in the company of Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, the Reverend Joseph E. Williams of the A.M.E. Church... and me, Your Iron Crowbar, dressed in civilian clothes. "Coach Grimes has made bail and is leaving the Courthouse, and he will be coaching his team at tomorrow night's game!"
Lewis and Williams had formally made the bail, but it was my cashier's check for $990,000 added to theirs for $10,000 that had sealed the deal. The money was courtesy of the settlement with the C.I.A. for what Dr. Casey B. Walker had done to me... I might as well spend it fighting more Government corruption, I thought to myself.
"Commander Troy!" shouted Priya, "Why did you help make Coach Grimes's bail, when you reported him to authorities in the first place?"
I knew this was going out live as I said "I did not report him, Priya. I am not the one that reported him at all. Whoever is saying that is lying to you, and embarrassing you and the Media for repeating those lies. And I helped make his bail because Coach Grimes is being railroaded for being a good man and a good football coach."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Fuck." Thomas P. Cook said quietly as he and Kelly Carnes watched from his office, that had once been Henry R. Wargraves. The brainpower level of these two did not meet Wargrave's when he was in this room alone.
"Wow, how in the hell does that man beat every attempt we make to smear him, to fuck him up?" asked Kelly Carnes.
"And it wasn't his fucking dog that saved his ass, this time." snarled Cook.
"This won't win the Iron Crowbar any popularity contests." growled Carnes. "But what are we going to do if that nigger high school beats County High? My constituents will be furious."
"Well," said Cook, "I guess we'd better pray for God's providence, then. Benny Hill is going to be fired up, and he's going to run roughshod over the Falcons."
"I'm hoping he'll be distracted by his brother being taken away from him... and he'll never see that little bastard again." snarled Carnes, enjoying the thought of Benny Hill's pain.
"Hell, the Iron Crowbar will probably fuck us up on that, too." said Cook...
Part 6 - Vanishing Acts
At 3:00pm, I was called into the Chief's office.
"That was a risky thing you did, making Grimes's bail." said Chief Moynahan. "Carnes and Cook are already calling for your suspension, saying you took the side of a criminal."
"I'm a citizen, and I have every right to make another citizen's bail." I replied. "And if it comes right down to it, I'll turn in my badge over this. I'm sick of this shit."
"Yes, and I understand why you did it." said Moynahan. "And it really made Precinct 2 a lot happier. But it is giving the Sheriff and myself a public relations headache." I said nothing, and the Chief took note of my silence. He knew that I was in a different place, this time.
"This football game cannot come fast enough." said the Chief. "Once it's over, maybe everything will die down. I suspect the District Attorney will allow the charges to be dropped. Not sure what can be done for the Hill boys, though."
"Sir," I said, "they're not going to drop the charges, even after the Election. They're going to do everything they can to roast Coach Grimes on a spit. His only hope, in my opinion, is a jury nullification." The Chief looked at me, totally surprised.
"Okay, what else is going on?" asked the Chief. "Anything else going on with that gambling situation?"
"The line is for County High to win by three points." I said. "It's settled out, and we're getting no further word on unusual betting. A lot of the bookies are refusing to take any more bets on the game."
Just then there was a knock on the door. Captain Cindy Ross came in with the Duty Desk Sergeant.
"Chief, Commander," Cindy said, "Booker T. Washington High School called the 2nd Precinct a few minutes ago. Benny Hill is missing. He was last seen at lunchtime, and may have seen or heard the news about his brother. He didn't show up for football practice, and Coach Grimes couldn't reach him on his cellphone."
Children's Protective Services had gone to Allen Hill's school and taken him out, aided by Sheriff's Deputies and two SBI Agents whose names I did not recognize. Allen Hill's whereabouts were unknown within the CPS system, and I had not had much time to start looking.
"Sergeant," I said to the Duty Desk Sergeant, "get full APBs out there. Amber Alert system, the whole nine yards. Start searches in all Precincts. Make this top priority."
"Sir, it's only been a few minutes, and we usually have to wait 24 hours." said the Sergeant. I stood up and faced him.
"We are not waiting 24 hours, Sergeant. We are not wasting even minutes of precious time looking for this kid. It is absolutely imperative that we find him, and immediately. Now get moving, get those APBs out, notify all Precincts!" The Duty Desk Sergeant quickly retreated from the office.
"Captain Ross, get all of the Detectives going on this." I said. "Contact C.I.s, get with Myron and Mary and Krueger and get camera footage, cellphone pings, everything you can get." Cindy did not argue; she moved out smartly on her mission.
I turned to the Chief, who looked grim himself. "You think this isn't just him trying to find his brother?" I just shook my head, deep foreboding in my soul.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No cellphone pings on any towers in the County or nearby counties." said Myron Milton. He and his wife Mary were sitting in my office. It was 5:30pm. Cindy was on the couch behind them, listening in while watching television news reports.
"We're not getting him on cameras anywhere near the CPS offices." said Mary. "He did not go back to the Grimes home, nor did he go to the tenement home where he'd lived before."
"What about near the school?" I asked.
"He was seen getting in his car in the student parking lot." said Myron. "We traced him on Jefferson Avenue, going west, for a few blocks, then lost him... camera footage got spotty. We're working on an expanding circle program now."
I nodded. "I have a bad feeling about this. Captain, call 2nd Precinct and tell them to check the parking lot near the Walgreens Pharmacy strip mall near Jefferson and Collins."
Cindy used her cellphone to call it in. When she hung up, she said "Why there, sir?"
"It's the worst dead/dead zone in the County." I said. "No camera coverage at all. And it's near a juncture of railroad tracks, and all the radio and satellite waves from the trains fuck up cellphone signals as well as GPS and the 'THEFT' light signals."
Just then the Duty Desk Sergeant knocked on my door. "Sir, we've got a couple out front that say their daughter has disappeared."
I dismissed Myron and Mary to their duties, then headed down the hall, with Cindy in tow. In the lobby was a white couple. He looked fairly distinguished. She had auburn hair and was still good looking.
"Hello," I said to them. "I'm Commander Troy and this is Captain Ross. How can we help you?"
"Thank God, it's the Iron Crowbar himself." said the woman, trying to hold back tears. "I'm Audrey Dejeune, and this is my husband Bill. Our daughter disappeared after school today. None of her friends have talked to her, she's not answering her cellphone..."
"Let's go into this room." I said, leading the way to Interrogation-Alpha. Once I got them seated, I said "Your daughter's name is?"
"Priscilla." said Mrs. Dejeune. She proceeded to describe Priscilla and I let her, though knowing we'd get a DMV picture quickly.
"So this is not common for her to not come home?" I asked.
"She always calls. Always!" said Mrs. Dejeune. "And she's always with one of her friends. She never goes anywhere alone."
"So what is her cellphone number?" I asked. Her father had to look it up on his cellphone; he normally just speed-dialed it. I took down the number then handed the sheet of paper to Cindy. "Get the Mouseketeers on this, stat." I said. Cindy left with the paper.
"Mouseketeers?" asked Mr. Dejeune.
"Oh, that's our nickname for our techs." I said. "They do an excellent job for us. They'll see if they can find your daughter's phone pinging off a tower. Does your daughter have a car?"
"No." said Mrs. Dejeune. "She drives mine if she needs to go somewhere, but she never drives to school, and she didn't come home from school and take the car."
I nodded. "Okay. Are you aware of anyone stalking her, following her around? Did she mention anything like that?"
"No sir." said Mrs. Dejeune. Mr. Dejeune shook his head, no.
"Any threats to her, or to you, any at all?" I asked. Both said there was nothing like that.
"Who are her friends that she hangs out with?" I asked. Mrs. Dejeune named several, and I asked her to write down their names, parents' names, phone numbers, and any other information so that we could contact them.
"Okay, I'm going to get my people right on this." I said. "In the meantime, why don't y'all go back home, call some friends to come stay with you, call your pastor if you have one. Keep making the rounds of calls to friends every so often, and to her phone. If you hear anything, let us know, and I'll let you know if we find anything."
"Thank you, Commander." said Mrs. Dejeune. "I hope this will be nothing, but... I'm sorry, but I'm just scared."
"I understand." I said. "Usually they turn up okay, and their cellphone died or something. We'll start looking." With that, I escorted the Dejeunes to the lobby, and they left. I told the Duty Desk to put out a full APB and Amber Alert for Priscilla Dejeune.
Back in my office, I started a report and pulled up Priscilla Dejeune's DMV photo. Just then, Cindy came into my office.
"Krueger is starting on this." she said. "Myron and Mary are really pounding the wires looking for Benny Hill."
"Good." I said. "I know who the Dejeunes are. They are members of the River Valley Country Club. He worked with Bill Conlan, who is SBI Reserve Director Tom Conlan's brother, and then he, Bill Dejeune, started his own contracting work and has done fairly well."
"Think his daughter was kidnapped for ransom?" asked Cindy.
"No idea yet." I said. "I hope she turns up okay before midnight. If we have two people missing tomorrow morning... that's going to stretch us thin. And if we don't find Benny Hill, and soon... racial tensions will flare up."
I turned in my chair and looked out the window. "And God help us if that happens..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - The Search Is On
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, September 30th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police are searching for a missing County High School student! Priscilla Dejeune has not been seen since school let out yesterday afternoon!"
"Priscilla is the daughter of Bill and Audrey Dejeune, and she is an Honors student at County High School." said Bettina, as an inset picture of Priscilla appeared on the screen next to Bettina. "The Police are asking for your help in looking for Priscilla, and ask that any leads be phoned in to the TCPD hotline." A phone number appeared at the bottom of the screen, which was to the TCPD's hotline during emergencies like this.
"In other news," went on Bettina, "Town & County Councilpersons Kelly Carnes and Thomas Cook have demanded that Coach Grimes of BTW High School be suspended from coaching his team tonight against County High. The State High School Sports Association, or S-H-S-S-A, has declared that Coach Grimes has not been convicted of any crime, and insinuated that the charges against him are racially motivated. They have refused to act to suspend the coach."
"Meanwhile, Chief Moynahan of the Town & County Police has warned that his Officers will be ready to make arrests of any troublemakers at the football game tonight. Asked if his Police Force was making any special preparations for potential violence, Chief Moynahan said that his officers were well-trained to be prepared for any eventuality..." Bettina then gave way to Nick Eastwood, who talked about college football and the University Bulldogs's upcoming game.
"Who authorized the Police to ask for the Public's help on Priscilla?" I asked Cindy as we drank our coffee in the MCD room. "I'm not necessarily complaining, but it would be nice if I had been informed that was going to happen."
"Commander," said Cindy, "I am not trying to pass the buck here, but I don't know, either. I'll find out and let you know."
"Why didn't Bettina say anything about Benny Hill being missing?" asked Detective Theo Washington. His words hit me like a crowbar to the face.
"I don't know." I said as that realization, and its implications, set in. "And I will be calling Bettina to come correct on that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, as the Police were undergoing shift change, the 'Crowbar-level' team was in my office, watching the KSTD broadcast. Priya's news was almost identical to Bettina's: a blurb on Priscilla Dejeune, and some commentary on Coach Grimes suggesting race as the reason for the charges against him.
"In both Priya's and Bettina's broadcasts," I said to everyone, "what do you notice?"
"They're virtually identical, which is nothing new." said Lt. Teresa Croyle.
"And not one word about Benny Hill, as Theo pointed out earlier." said Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters.
"Exactly!" I said. "Neither station said a word about Benny Hill, who is also missing. Captain Ross, who put that out about Priscilla?"
"I talked to Commander Harlow herself, sir." said Cindy. "She said it was no one in our Police Department, and she suspects Scott Peterson, who is now the Sheriff's Press Relations Officer. She's going to confirm that and get back to you on it."
"Hmmm..." I said. "Again, I don't mind that being done, but it was PDQ, if you ask me." Of course, 'PDQ" means 'pretty damn quick'.
"And again, only about Priscilla." said Cindy. "Not one word about Benny."
"Sir," said 'Coldiron', "speaking of these disappearances, we have nothing on either Dejeune or Hill. Hill's car was found in that strip mall lot you suggested Precinct 2 look into. Priscilla's cell phone was found last night, in a trash dumpster on the north side of Town, not too far from Town Fitness Centers. No camera coverage of that area, unfortunately."
I nodded. "That's enough for me to go to the FBI now, instead of waiting."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Don." said FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone as he came into my office at 9:30am. "So you're calling in the FBI on this?"
"Yes." I said. "It's not quite 24 hours, but with all the implications of Benny Hill being missing and the obvious evidence that something is wrong, I'm jumping the gun just a little bit."
"That's a good thing, actually." said Muscone. "U.S. Senator Samuel Russell has called the FBI offices three times already, and he's on his way here now. Apparently the Dejeunes are friends of his, or maybe supporters, and he wants immediate action."
"Sheesh." I said. "Well, what's going to happen now?"
"You keep looking locally." said Muscone. "Clark Webster's Missing Persons team in the City is on the way, and my boss will likely walk in at some point in time. Webster knows not to fuck with you, by the way, so if he's non-cooperative, just let me know."
"Thanks." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Things began heating up rapidly. At 11:00am, the Dejeunes came to Headquarters, accompanied by Reverend Dr. T. Alford Martin, head pastor of First United Methodist Church. They were also accompanied by Charles Macland. He was in his forties, tall and slim with brown hair, and he was the Dejeunes's business lawyer as well as personal friend. He lived in the City, where he had a thriving legal firm. One distinction about him was that he always wore three-piece suits, i.e. he always wore a vest as part of his attire.
Not long afterward, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell came in with his entourage of fawning sycophants. State Senator Katherine Woodburn was also there as part of his group, despite them being of opposite political parties. And FBI Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster came in with his FBI Agents that I remembered from the 'Point Hollow' case... and I was glad that my Officers were on the job looking for these kids: woe betide their safety if those mindless robots were their only hope.
"Mr. and Mrs. Dejeune," I said, going to the front lobby, "why don't you come to the Pastor's Room?" The Pastor's Room was a small converted breakroom near the side entrance where we Officers came in from the gated parking lot. It had two unisex bathrooms, a water fountain, vending machines, television and plenty of chairs. It was where the Chaplains could meet with families or Officers, and it kept the family away from the Press.
"Everyone who wishes to join the family in the Pastor's Room needs to sign in and get a visitor's badge." I said. As I turned to go, Katherine Woodburn's harsh voice called out.
"Surely Senator Russell needs no visitor badge, Commander." she said. I turned and looked at her, then at Senator Russell.
"Everyone who is not a Town & County Police Officer, Sergeant." I said to the Duty Desk Sergeant. "And absolutely no members of the Press." With that, I went back behind the Duty Desk and stalked down the hallway.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knew it would not be long, and soon my assistant Helena was buzzing me. "Sir, the Chief has asked you to come to his office." she said.
"On my way." I said. As I went out, I looked over at Helena. She was wearing a tasteful dress with a skirt that went just below her knees, and high heel pumps. She looked elegant and gorgeous, and I had to take my mind off of sexy thoughts about her and concentrate on the much-less-sexy business at hand.
The Chief's assistant had me go straight into the small conference room, so I knocked on the door and went in. Inside was the Chief, who looked like he needed rescuing from two politicians.
"Have you met Senator Russell, Commander?" asked Katherine as I closed the door behind me.
"No, I have not." I said, shaking the U.S. Senator's outstretched hand. "Senator."
"Yes, I finally get to meet the Iron Crowbar." said Russell. "I heard all about your successes this past summer." He was an imposing man, almost as tall as myself but not as broad-shouldered, and he had that air of authority befitting someone of his prestigious level of United States Senator. But I did not feel that aura of sheer power that the FBI Deputy Director had, and that I might be known to project at times.
"Everyone, please have a seat." said Chief Moynahan as I politely shook Katherine's hand. We all sat down, the Chief at the end, me to his left, and the Senators on the other side, their backs to the door.
"The Dejeunes are longtime friends of mine, Chief." said Senator Russell. "I share their deep concern over their daughter's disappearance. So what are you doing about it, so far?"
"Senator Russell was asking if you had contacted the FBI, Commander." said Moynahan.
"Yes, Chief, I have." I said. "Special Agent Clark Webster, who came in with your entourage, is being briefed by my Officers now."
"Good." said Russell. "They're a good Missing Persons team, and I have great faith in Special Agent Webster's abilities. I'd like for the FBI to take over the investigation of Ms. Dejeune's disappearance."
"Senator," I said, "we have not one but two missing teenagers, and we're working with the FBI on both cases. We're working jointly with them to find both these kids as quickly as possible."
"I'm sure your officers are diligent," said Russell, "but the FBI has resources available to them that local police don't have. And they're experts in solving these types of cases."
Seeing the slightest bit of flushing on the back of my neck, Chief Moynahan said "The Iron Crowbar and his Officers are pretty expert in solving many crimes, as well, Senator. Including a recent missing persons case where murder was involved."
"Yes, but it was the FBI who found most of those students, and out of State." said Katherine Woodburn.
"If Ms. Dejeune is now out of the State," I said, "then there is little I can do. But if she, and Mr. Hill, are still here in the County somewhere, then who better than my Police Force to find them?"
"I know of your reputation, Commander," said Senator Russell, "but I'm sure you agree that the FBI would be the better choice, here."
"No, I do not agree." I said, letting some 'authority' creep into my voice. "The FBI does not know the terrain and the streets of this County better than I do, nor my Officers. They do not know the people, the contacts, the confidential informants, as well as we do. A cooperative effort between the TCPD and our FBI friends will work best. And while the FBI is there if State lines were crossed, the TCPD will continue working this case on the local level.
The United States Senator was not used to being responded to in this fashion. His eyes glanced over to the Chief.
"You heard the Iron Crowbar, Senator." Moynahan said in reply to the glance. "He is the very best, and if those kids are in the County, he is their very best hope."
"Who runs this Police Department, Chief Moynahan?" Katherine Woodburn asked, acid in her voice, attempting to humiliate the Chief in front of the U.S. Senator, and me.
"The Iron Crowbar does, Senator Woodburn." said Chief Moynahan with alacrity, not even playing her game. "I just run interference for him with politicians who think they know better than him, but in reality do not. You know the Iron Crowbar's record of success as well as I do, Ms. Woodburn. I would be a fool to impede him in any way... as would you."
"Thank you, Chief." I said, getting up. "And speaking of running this Police Force, I'm going to go check on their progress right now, if you'll excuse me." The Chief nodded, and not waiting for further word, I exited the conference room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to the Main Conference Room and entered. Inside were Captain Ross and Special Agents in Charge Jack Muscone and Clark Webster. One look at Cindy's ruggedly pretty face told me all I needed to know about how this meeting was going.
"Welcome, Commander." she said. "I was just trying to get Special Agent Webster up to speed on our investigation." The 'trying to' part of her words spoke volumes.
"Oh, let's not twist our words trying to be nice about it." I replied, sitting down. "Mr. Webster here is trying to take over the case, and is not respecting the abilities of the Town & County Police Force. I would add that he is under severe pressure from U.S. Senator Russell, who is sticking his Senatorial nose where it does not belong."
"Four hundred years ago..." said Jack Muscone, trying not to laugh. Webster's face was turning red.
"We're not disrespecting you nor your Police Force, Commander." said Webster. "But yes, I have a United States Senator crawling up my ass about this, and time is of the essence in finding Ms. Dejeune."
"And what about Benny Hill?" I asked.
"Oh... yes, him too."
Cindy's voice cut in: "Agent Webster has not been very interested in being briefed about Benny Hill, Commander." It was nothing less than an accusation.
"Well, you better get interested, Mr. Webster." I said. "While I have every desire to find Priscilla Dejeune alive and well, finding Benny Hill may be far more important in keeping people in this County safe from potential riots."
"What?" Webster asked sardonically. "Are you kidding me?"
"No, he's not." said Jack Muscone. "Racial tensions are already high over Benny's disappearance and the legal treatment of Coach Grimes. This is where local LEOs like the Iron Crowbar know their people better than we do, Clark. He's not kidding; finding Benny Hill is extremely important."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into the Pastor's Room, with Detective Joanne Cummings Warner in tow. I saw that Mrs. Williams of the Senior Citizens 'Crowbar Crew' was there; she knew the Dejeunes through the Methodist Church.
"Ah, hello, Mrs. Williams." I said, shaking her hand. "I hope you're doing well."
"Why thank you, Commander," said Mrs. Williams, "and I hope you and your family are doing well, also. Such a sad time right now, however."
"Yes," I said, sitting down next to Charles Macland, across from the Dejeunes. "I came to tell you what is going on, so far. The FBI is now involved, so we have their tremendous resources available to us. Unfortunately, there is nothing new to report since we found Priscilla's cellphone."
"The FBI?" asked Macland. "Do you think she's been taken out of the State?"
"I don't know." I said. "But it's customary to bring the FBI into Missing Persons cases. They can look across State lines, and like I said, they have resources and expertise in their Missing Persons Bureaus. They usually don't come in for 24 hours, but because of my relationship with them, I've gotten them to get an early start on your daughter's case." The Dejeunes nodded, trying to hold out hope.
"Mr. Macland," I asked, "you are the family lawyer?"
"Yes, but I'm here as a personal friend." said Macland.
"Let me speak with you in the hall for a moment." I said. He followed me into the hallway.
"Sir," I asked, "as their attorney as well as their friend, have you heard of any threat to them, or to their daughter?"
"No sir." said Macland. "They've said nothing, and there's been no problem that I know of with their businesses. I'm mostly a real estate and contract law attorney, but they've said nothing on a personal level, either."
"Okay, thank you." I said. "If you do hear anything, please let me know immediately."
"I will." he said. As I was about to walk away, Macland said "Commander, I didn't want to say this in front of the family, but... the more time that goes on without finding her, the chances of her being found go down, don't they?"
"Oh, we'll find her eventually." I said. "The urgency is in finding her alive. If she's being held and has no water, we've got two to three days left, at most. I'm hoping we'll find her sooner than that." I went down the hall as Macland returned to the Pastor's Room.
Part 8 - Political Machinations
"All right, what do we have?" I asked. I was in the secure basement areas with the Mouseketeers, they being Myron and Mary Milton, and Detective David Krueger. No interfering politicians could come down here, to my great relief.
"Nothing, sir." said Mary. "Sandra Speer of the FBI is also working it from their end. Since finding Benny's car and Pricilla's cellphone, we don't have much of anything. There have been no ransom demands to the Dejeunes, and no contacts with BTW High School, who we'd expect to be called regarding Benny."
"Krueger, what's the gambling line on the game?" I asked.
"Still County High minus three points." said Krueger. "Even game with County getting home field advantage of three points. However, the bookies are still not touching this one. If Hill shows up, BTW would be favored; if not, it's probably about right where it is now. But because of his disappearance, this game has been taken off the boards."
Just then, Captain Cindy Ross appeared in the room. "Sir," she said, "I just got word from the Courthouse that an injunction was filed to stop Coach Grimes from coaching in tonight's game. Judge Folsom gave the case to Judge Watts, who squashed it like a bug."
"Who represented the Prosecution?" I asked.
"Krasney himself." said Cindy. "Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes were sitting right behind him in the Courtroom, too, and it's believed they pushed Krasney to file the injunction. There were no defense attorneys present; Bernadette Gillem has filed a complaint that she was not notified of the hearing."
"Hoo boy, this is going to get ugly." I said. "Okay guys, let me know if you hear anything. Captain Ross, let's go to my office.
We made our way upstairs, and once inside my office I took out the bug-killer and activated it. "Cindy," I said, "I want you to tell Jenna Stiles what happened this morning. I want her to be able to use Krasney's end-run against him. Not letting the defense know is what 'Miami Vice' would call 'major uncool'."
Cindy smiled, and it was not a good smile to see. "I will be sure to do that, sir." she said with some passion in her voice. "By the way, Jack Muscone asked me to leave the meeting with him and Webster. I think a one-way conversation might have taken place once I left."
"Good." I said. "One more thing: I want you to get Krueger to check out the Dejeunes themselves, as well as Mr. Macland and any other friends visiting them... well, maybe not Mrs. Williams, but you get the gist of what I want. It may come to nothing, but I am simply out of leads and ideas.
"No problem." said Cindy. "That Macland guy... he gave me a vibe."
"The tried-and-true 'smarmy' vibe?" I asked with a grin. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement... and did not smile...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I made a rare appearance in Classroom 'C', which was the Vice Squad's meeting room. Inside, Lt. Teresa Croyle had SWAT Team leaders and Uniformed Sergeants from all the Precincts. I sat down in a chair against the far wall and just listened as she briefed them on the Police Force's strategy for security at the football game.
After she finished, she said "Commander, is there anything else?"
"It's an excellent plan." I said. "I would like you to add one small contingency to it: have some armored Uniformed Officers, not SWAT, but regular Officers with armor under their shirts and over their shirts, to be ready to be on the sidelines and the football field if needed... during the game."



"During the game, sir?" Teresa asked.
"Yes." I said. "And tell the State Patrol to be ready for crowd control, as well. If the game gets ugly, I will not let the grass grow under my feet, and I will take control of the situation."
"Nothing new under the sun, there." said Sergeant Rudistan in his mischievous way.
"Guys," I said, "this is a potentially serious situation. I appreciate Lt. Croyle being proactive in developing contingencies, and I want all of you and your Officers to realize that this is something that can get out of hand if we don't pay attention to detail. Okay, y'all keep up the good work." With that, I left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was about to go find Jack Muscone to see if he was interested in a Double Cheeseburger lunch at the Cop Bar, when Cindy came and got me. "Something's going on in the Press Area." she said.
We went into the lobby and down the hallway to the Press Room. The dias had been moved from the raised podium area, and some chairs placed there. The parents of Priscilla Dejeune were in two of the chairs, and FBI Special Agent Clark Webster in another.
"Ah, Commander," said John Hardwood of KXTC, who was positioning the cameraman in place, with Bettina Wurtzburg walking up to the stage. "We're going to have a news announcement asking for help in finding Ms. Dejeune. Can we ask you to join us on stage?"
"Yes, Commander, join them." said U.S. Senator Russell. I could see what was going on.
I raised my voice and said "Are you also going to be asking for help in finding Benny Hill?" Silence was instantaneous.
"Well..." said Hardwood, "of course we are. And if you'll sit with the others, we'll come to you personally for that request."
"Come on, Commander, time's a'wastin'." said Katherine Woodburn.
With great reluctance, I allowed myself to be seated on the stage next to Webster, with the Dejeunes on his other side. Bettina led them through the filming, with the parents pleading for help and Clark Webster asking for the Public's help.
"Okay, that's a wrap!" yelled Hardwood. "Let's go!"
"What?" gasped a shocked Bettina.
"Hey!" I called out, getting up, "what about coming to me?!"
"Sorry, not enough time." replied Hardwood with a sneering grin. "Let's go guys!" The cameramen began to secure their equipment.
"You turn those God-damned cameras back on!" I yelled, going after Hardwood, who was trying to run out of the room. He was met at the door by a platinum blonde with a green crowbar. Ten Uniformed Officers, including Sergeant Rudistan, were right behind her.
"You heard the Commander." Cindy said. "Get back in there."
"No." said Hardwood. "We're done here."
"Get out of his way!" yelled U.S. Senator Russell. "We've got to get this on the air!" Bettina and the parents sat dumbfounded.
"You said you'd come to me, so I could talk about Benny Hill!" I said, coming up to Hardwood. "I expect you to keep your word."
"I lied to you, Commander." said Hardwood, fronting me. "What are you going to do about it? Hit me with that crowbar in front of all these people?"
"How about I put you in jail?" I asked, going for my gun. "And if you resist arrest, I'll shoot your sorry ass dead, right here in front of all these people."
"Wait, Commander!" yelled Bettina, knowing that I was serious. "Let me talk to him! John, let's go into the Interview Room!"
As they left, I said "Rudistan, escort the parents back to the Pastor's Room." Once they were gone, I said, "Ross, have these Officers escort Russell and Woodburn out of my Headquarters, and do not let them back inside."
"Hey, who the fuck are you to tell me where I can and can't go?" snarled Russell. "I'll have your badge and bury your fucking ass so deep under the Station they'll never find you!"
"Like the CIA tried to do?" I shot back. Russell recoiled violently at that. "I don't give a shit who you are, Russell." I continued fearlessly. "This is my Headquarters, and you're no longer welcome in it. You heard me guys, kick this Senator's racist ass out, and if he resists, shoot him dead."
"He's not kidding, Senator." said a voice coming into the room. It was the Deputy Director of the FBI, Jack Muscone's boss, who had just arrived. "You have no place here."
"Your boss will be hearing from me soon." snarled Russell.
"I hope so." said the DepDirector, unfazed.
"Let's go, Senator." said Katherine, realizing that reinforcements had arrived, and that the Iron Crowbar was well-defended, both physically and politically. She escorted Russell out of the building.
Oh yeah, I.A. recorded what was said in the Interview Room, and Lt. Curly Goodwin had no problem letting me listen to what was said
Bettina: "John, you promised him! What the heck are you doing?"
Hardwood: "Yeah, I lied to that sanctimonious bastard to his face. It's a great story if Benny Hill misses the game, especially if there is violence at the game over it! And besides, I'm not helping that nigger kid and that nigger school in any way!"
Bettina: "I'm telling you to go back in there and keep your promise."
Hardwood: "I don't care if you fire me, I'm not going to do it. And the cameramen will walk out on you, too."
Bettina: "Okay, then, you're fired. And they will be, too."
She ended up having to fire the cameramen, who refused to cooperate.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Inside the Chief's office, the FBI DepDirector said "I've already called my boss about it. He said that Russell is not a popular Senator, and his huff and puff will be ignored. By the way, Commander, I notified your wife as well as her bosses. Senator Russell would be very unwise to try to get at you through her, or vice versa."
"No doubt about that." I said. "But we're wasting time, here. The game is tonight, and we've got to find this kid..."
"Mr. Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, "let's just worry about finding him, even if it's not in time for the game. Now let's think about this: motive, means, opportunity. Turn on that great brain of yours, and think of who might be responsible for this boy's disappearance."
The Chief was right. I'd been too distracted, and perhaps distracted on purpose. I began breathing to calm myself down, as taught by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, and then worked hard to let my mind release all the clutter and just flow.
I don't know how long it was, but when I came out of my reverie, I could feel the two pairs of eyes watching me. But I had an answer for them:
"Gamblers."
Part 9 - Game On
The same KXTC Radio announcer who broadcasts the Independence Day Triathlons and Little League baseball games was broadcasting the football game.
"And it's a big night here at County High School, home of the Falcons, as they host cross-County rival Booker T. Washington High, both teams undefeated. BTW has been led all season by sensational quarterback Benny Hill, but he Police and FBI report that Hill has still not been found, and Coach Grimes will have to lead his team into the game without their star player. They are still a strong team, and County High will have its hands full."
"And as we get ready for kickoff, it's a beautiful early Autumn evening. Ten thousand people here, filling the stands, ringing the field, about 60% of them in the Red and Silver of County High, and the rest in the Black and Silver of BTW High. And there is a very large Police presence here, along with State Troopers, keeping the sides separated and on their respective sides of the Stadium. Police Commander Donald Troy has made it clear that he will tolerate no violence tonight, even as his Police Force continues their search for young Benny Hill."
It was very obvious from the start that the game was going to be ugly. On the second play of the game, one of County High's defensive linemen, David E. Rudolph, tackled the BTW running back by a blatant face mask, viciously twisting the player's head around. Yellow flags immediately flew, and the County High crowd booed the ref loudly. A late hit on the BTW backup quarterback, Stevie Carter, also was flagged. The referees were not going to tolerate dirty play, it was quickly realized.
What was not realized is that these were not the regularly scheduled referees for this game. I asked the SHSSA to collect a random crew from all over the State and send them to me; they replaced the regular officiating crew, who I suspected had been bribed. Whether or not that was the case, it was just another example of Your Iron Crowbar thinking far past the criminals...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there goes Stevie Carter!" yelled the radio announcer. "Thirty-two yards for the Kings's touchdown! With 3:01 left in the game, it's 23-20, with the extra point try to come!... And, oh my goodness, the Falcons' players crashed the line and hit the King's
kicker very late, there's another penalty flag, the twelfth of the game for County High... the kick was good, though, and the score is 24-20, Kings. They're playing really tough without Benny Hill, but can they stop the Falcons?..."
"The clock is winding down, 2:20 to go, and the Falcons have driven to midfield. Quarterback Rex Rutherford goes back to pass... and it's intercepted! The safety Miller grabbed the ball out of the air, and he's running it back, 50, 45, and he's tackled right there... and another yellow flag as a County High player comes in as spears Miller after he was down... it's Rex Rutherford called for the spearing... and the referee has ejected Rutherford for the flagrant foul!... the County High coaches and players are surrounding the referees shouting and screaming... and there goes yet another flag..."
The ball was finally paced on the Falcons' 15 yard line after multiple penalties. The Kings simply ran into the line. I came down to where Lt. Croyle had some of her officers near the fence opening that the Kings would use to get to their locker room.
"You guys, come with me." I said. I had a vibe about this one, and brought the officers with me as Teresa went and collected another group to help her. We walked inside the fence along the sidelines, and our presence was noticed by the crowd... but apparently not by County High's lineman Rudolph. As the Kings ran into the line, he grabbed the runner's face mask and viciously twisted his head around, then picked the player up and piledrived him into the ground, earning Rudolph his third flag of the game.
The Kings had had enough. They went after Rudolph, and in retaliatory response the County High players began throwing closed-fist punches. That brought both benches out, and soon it was a vicious fight, as bad as the Bulldogs-Engineers college game fight the year before. And that brought out Your Iron Crowbar and a lot of State Patrol and TCPD Officers.
The Police formed a line, throwing players back and ordering them back to their benches. Rudolph was about to throw a punch, then realized that it was me standing in front of him... one of the few people larger than him on the field right now. I ordered him to get back to his bench, and he wisely complied.
"And it's chaos on the field, ladies and gentlemen." said the radio announcer. "Punches thrown, brawls, helmets flying... and there is Police Commander Troy coming out... his Officers are forming a line between the teams, separating fighters... they're not playing around, billy sticks are being used to pry players apart... oh, one player almost punched the Iron Crowbar, that would've been an ugly mistake... he's backing off now... Commander Troy and his Police are now in control... wow, did they ever take fast action to prevent it from getting worse... there are Police all over the place, making sure fans stay separated and calm... now the Police Commander is calling the referees to midfield..."
Order was restored, and I went to the head referee and told him to have his officials bring the two head coaches to midfield, where we were. Coach Grimes came out quickly enough, but the County High coach was reluctant, until my crowbar pointed at him, and two TCPD officers began walking to him to enforce my edict.
Once I had them at midfield, I said "You officials keep calling a fair game. Throw flags on any future personal fouls. As to you coaches, get this straight: I am not going to have a riot here with 10,000 people. I am not going to see anyone get hurt. The next player that gets a personal foul will be arrested for criminal assault, and his head coach will, also. Do I make myself clear?"
"You got no place here, Troy!" shouted the County High coach. "This is a game! Get off the field!"
I squared up to him, my crowbar poking him in the chest as I said "This is my County, asshole, and I will enforce the law here! I will not tolerate further criminal activity, nor anything leading to a riot. One more foul outta your players, and your ass is in my jail tonight. You better get your head out of your ass, or I'll rip you a new one!"
I turned to Coach Grimes. "Same story for you, Coach. Keep it clean, no retaliation. After the game, get to your locker room and get on the buses so I can escort you out of here."
With that, I stalked off the field, my Officers following me and watching for trouble. I got mostly cheers, but there were a few boos and jeers, as well.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And that will do it." said the announcer. "The Kings have eked out the win against the Falcons, 24-20. The Kings players are under Police guard as they go to their locker room. The County High Falcons players retreat to their locker room in shame, not only the shame of their dirty play tonight, but having lost to the Booker T. Washington High School Kings for the first time in well over a decade."
The school buses to take the Kings home came to the door of the locker room, but County High fans were blocking the road out, and threatened to become an ugly mob. A line of well-armed Police marched down the avenue, forcing the crowd back and to the sides. And in the middle of that avenue was one Lieutenant Teresa Croyle. Her face under her helmet showed that she was brooking no violence.
The Kings rapidly boarded their buses, protected by a police cordon as the County High fans jeered at them. An occasional plastic drink bottle flew, but for the most part it was just noise. Then everyone saw the Police SUV, blue lights flashing, back into the avenue until it was in front of the first bus. Another Police SUV was coming up behind the buses.
Teresa had moved out of the way to let me by. I stopped and said "Get in." She got into the passenger seat. When the buses were ready, we began moving out. The Kings's buses were escorted out of the area and to the main road, where an escort of TCPD cruisers took them the rest of the way to their School.
A huge crowd greeted the Kings players at BTW High School. The Police in the cruisers called for more Police, and more vehicles were sent, but it was mostly a celebration and was loud but peaceful.
The Media was all over it. Priya was interviewing one Kings player who said "Yeah, it was ugly out there. They were calling us the 'n-word' all night, and playing dirty, scratching at our eyes. Worst thing I've ever seen..." No mention that the Kings players had been doing some stuff themselves...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly midnight. I was sitting at my desk, alone, only the light from the streetlights and the moon filtering in. I was totally exhausted.
I did not know what to think. I had seen a lot of hatred this night. And not just a few people or a few football players... by a huge number of people, on both sides. I remembered the Fire Department and the EMTs, and wondered why people chose to hate so much... and so needlessly.
I heard my door open and looked up. Chief Sean Moynahan came in, with two shot glasses. I did not need words to open my bottom drawer and bring out a bottle of rye whiskey. I filled the two glasses, we toasted and drank. I refilled the glasses as the Chief sat down.
"Busy day today." he said. "You kicked a U.S. Senator's ass, got John Hardwood fired from KXTC, drilled the FBI's Missing Persons Bureau, and prevented a riot at the football game. I might add that I am very pleased with your quick and decisive action there, and the Sheriff is pushing back hard on those saying your interference was overbearing and unwarrrrantedddd."
"Thank you, sir." I said simply.
"All right, go home, get some sleep." ordered the Chief. "We'll find those kids tomorrow, then figure out the rest of it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home to the Mountain Nest, Laura was still awake. She was wearing a gray housecoat and Uggs booties.
"I'll heat up some leftovers." I said, trudging to the kitchen.
"I'll come help you with that." she said. As she fixed me a plate of leftovers and I microwaved it, she said "Washington, D.C. is excited at your name again."
"The party never stops." I replied, my voice showing the emptiness of my emotions. Laura smiled sympathetically.
"Senator Russell is getting some flak about butting his head into your missing persons case." she said. "His reaction to your comment about the CIA after he threatened you showed us some things. We're watching him much more closely now... as is our friend, Jack Muscone's boss."
"I guess it was the Deputy Director that overheard those comments and told you?" I asked. Laura nodded. I said "He got there just in the nick of time." We said no more as we ate our late supper. Though I had not eaten properly this day, I barely finished my food; I was too wired up, too tense.
"So, Darling," Laura said as we put the dishes in the sink, "why don't we go to bed. I'm sure you remember what to do with this." She opened her housecoat, revealing her magnificent naked body.
"Oh my goodness." I said, sliding my arms around her waist. "It's all over for me if I am ever unable to take advantage of this." We made our way up to the bedroom, where a lot of my stress was released in powerful climaxes as we made love...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, Commannnddderrrrrr...."
"Angela, you've got to be kidding..." I thought, knowing I was on the edge between a deep sleep and REM dream-sleep. I was seeing the darkened bedroom, and Angela on all fours, hovering just above me.
"Oh, you love theose uphill battles, don't you, Commander..." Angela whispered. "But you have those teenagers to find... the answers will come, my darling Commander... let your mind go.... the answers will come..."
I may have fallen back into the deep sleep I needed, but I do remember dreaming... I was in a room, people all around the various gambling tables... Jaime Silver hosting the event... hearing him come up to me and saying "Oh, Commander, would you like to gamble the lives of those teenagers against catching me?..."
Part 10 - Re-Search
I came into the office at 5:15am, Saturday, October 1st. At 6:45am, I was at my desk, poring over a Google Maps map of the Town, which had my own overlay upon it, an overlay of various camera coverages, when Cindy came into the office.
"So, I see that you didn't get a lot of sleep." I said, pointing at the coffee pot. One pot had already been consumed, and half of another.
"I got some, but it was fitful." said Cindy, pouring herself a mug full of the elixir of life. "I had this dream that I was in a casino with Jaime Silver, and he was taunting me about those kids... what?" She was seeing the weird look on my face.
"Nothing." I said. "But I really would like to know where Jaime Silver is right now. I would put out an APB on him, but that would possibly alert him that we're after him, and I really don't have probable cause... beyond your dream."
"True, that. So what are you doing now?" Cindy asked.
"I'm trying to determine camera coverages of the area around County High School." I said. "The school itself covers about everything in their parking lots and on their grounds, and there's a bit of street camera coverage on the road leading away. But then there are spots where there's no coverage."



"Think Priscilla was kidnapped outside the school?" Cindy asked.
"No, she could scream out and people would have noticed." I replied. "I think she was picked up by someone she knew. And that someone knew enough to pick her up in one of these dead zones."
"Wow, knowledge of all that shows some pre-planning." Cindy said.
"Exactly." I said. "And a lot of potential theories are squashed, leaving us with only a few truths supported by the data..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Saturday, October 1st. "Channel Two News is following up on the near-chaos at the Kings-Falcons football game last night. The Kings managed to hang on for the 24-20 win, even without their star player Benny Hill, but it took Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police to take the field and stop a fight between the players!"
Film footage of Your Iron Crowbar at midfield with the referees as Police kept order was being shown. Bettina continued "The County High coach said that Commander Troy threatened to arrest players and coaches, outrageously injecting himself and the Police into the game. County Sheriff Daniel Allgood defended his Police Force, saying that tensions were high and getting uglier, and Commander Troy reacted decisively, as he always does, to quell the growing problem."
"Meanwhile," said Bettina, "both High School administrations are coming under fire; County High for the on-field violence and at least ten personal foul penalties, and BTW High for allowing Coach Grimes to continue coaching despite criminal charges being brought against him earlier in the week. One thing is for sure: what we saw of these two schools is merely one small part of the growing tensions between blacks and whites, not only in this County, but all over the State and the Nation."
"Democrat candidate for Governor Jack Lewis praised Commander Troy for his fast and decisive action. Roll tape." The tape showed the SBI Director saying "Commander Troy took fast and decisive action to use Police to break up the fight between players, and his actions calmed things down and allowed the game to continue."
"Governor Jared also praised Commander Troy's actions." said Bettina. People got to see Lewis speak, but there was no tape of the Governor, nothing else said... one of the many ways the Media shows bias for the Democrats over the Republicans, I thought to myself.
"And speaking of politics, Public Policy Polling is showing that Director Lewis has overcome his deficit against incumbent Governor Jared, and now holds a 48-46 lead, within the margin of error. Karl Frazier says that that the Evangelicals are deserting Jared in droves over the Jeremy Moreland legal case and Governor Jared seemingly wavering on the Right to Life issue!" Bettina seemed at her happiest reporting this, I thought to myself.
"And one final note." said Bettina. "Today, October 1st, KXTC becomes a Fox affiliate. This will bring the fair and balanced coverage of Fox News, as well as NFL football and Conference college games!..."
"Fox, fair and balanced?" Cindy snarled. "Really?"
"They're in the pockets of the Republican Establishment, as the other networks are in the pockets of the Democrats." I said tiredly.
"Now that the game is over," said Cindy, "if Benny was kidnapped, you think they might let him go?"
"I am praying for that to be the case." I said. "But I don't know... if he saw any of the perps' faces, they might not release him. And of course, he might be dead already."
"Any new news on Priscilla?" asked Cindy.
"I got an email from Jack Muscone." I said. "The FBI has really jumped on this case, probably because Webster is feeling Congressional heat on it. But they're not finding anything. There's nothing about the parents that suggests ransom, blackmail, or any financial problems. She was a pretty simple, ordinary girl, no issues with the law or with drugs, and they don't know what she might have seen or heard that would get her in trouble with anyone."
Just then there was a knock on my door. Mary and Myron came in.
"You two look as tired as I feel." I said. "Whassup?"
"We've been going at it in shifts all night." said Mary. "Four hours sleep apiece. But it might be worth it. We think we've found some stuff."
"Good." I said. "What's that?"
"Girl named Jayne Hallerton." said Mary. "Nineteen years old. She graduated from County High the Spring before last, and is a Sophomore at the University, and on the women's basketball team. She and Rex Rutherford were lovers in high school, and I can say that definitively because other students caught them having sex in the wrestling mats storage room. Rex, by the way, was the County High quarterback last night, and the one thrown out of the game for spearing the BTW player after being intercepted."
"What's Jayne's connection to Priscilla?" I asked. "Families know each other?"
"They do, but I can't find anything to show they are particularly close friends." said Mary. "Jayne's name came up as being seen with Priscilla a couple of weeks ago at the Mall, per some other students our Detectives talked to yesterday. And Rex and Priscilla were having lunches together at the High School cafeteria the past two weeks. He told friends she was helping him study for Science classes, and they all thought he was banging her."
"Okay, so maybe we ask Rex to 'assist us with our inquiries'." I said. "But do we have anything else at all to go on about this?"
"Maybe." said Myron. "We were running some facial recognitions to see if we could get footage of her and Priscilla at the Mall or anywhere else. We didn't get that, but we got something else... Jayne's face came up at a couple of ATMs, one here in Town on several occasions, and one in the City near City University a couple of times."
He handed me the file as he continued: "She was getting money, usually $100 at a time, from an account in the name of 'Wilcox Court Reporting'. Not in her name in any way. Now there is a legally registered company called 'Wilcox Court Reporting, LLC.', and the name of the sole officer on it is 'Terry Wilcox'. But the twelve people in the DMV files named as 'Terry Wilcox' are not of the same address as the one on file for the LLC, which is basically a State Parcel Service mailbox center, and they all have different occupations not related in any way to Court Reporting."
I examined the file Myron had put together. "And none of the people named 'Terry Wilcox' live anywhere near this part of the State. Still, we can pass this on to the FBI, and they can go talk to them." I sat back in my chair, my back beginning to ache, and tried to think about this development.
"Sir," said Cindy, "think this might be a University booster funneling money to a basketball player?"
"Is she that good?" I asked.
"She's not a starter, but gets pretty good playing time." said Mary. "She's six feet tall, too; your wife would like her." I had to smile at that one.
"She's drop-dead gorgeous, too." said Myron.
"Which means the Commander would like her." Cindy said. A red crowbar was tiredly waved in Cindy's general direction.
"Which bank is this account with?" I asked.
"City & Counties Bank." said Mary.
"All right." I said. "Dig like crazy on this. Someone had to set up that account, and it's obvious that money is being funneled to Jayne through it. Let's see if we can find out who 'Terry Wilcox' is."
"Let the FBI know?" Mary asked.
"Oh, absolutely." I said. "But tell Jack Muscone's team. If the Missing Persons people complain, I'll tell them we've been all over City & Counties before, in connection with Westboro, so I gave it to Jack and his team first."
"Think this is some sort of Westboro remnant?" asked Cindy after Myron and Mary had left.
I shook my head. "I don't think so." I said, trying to think. "City & Counties Bank had a lot of legitimate business. But... court reporting... that's an interesting one..."
"What about Benny Hill?" asked Cindy.
"Let's just imagine that Jaime Silver is involved." I said. "The Kings still won the game, so all those who took County and three points lost their money... and Silver was taking that a lot before it all shut down. So he owes some people some money. Let's get our eyes and ears out there and see what we can find out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Lt. Teresa Croyle knocked on my door, and I had her come in and sit down.
"I'm egregiously going over my boss's head again." she said.
"That's fine; Captain Ross is following up on some stuff. Whaddya got?"
Teresa said "Definitely some excitement going on around Jaime Silver. People are looking for him. Serious people, if you know what I mean. Weinstein is one of them; seems Silver borrowed from him to finance his booking operation, and now Silver can't make his full book, much less pay Weinstein back. In addition, T-Square put out word that Silver might be behind the kidnapping of Benny Hill, and he wants his Regiment to 'talk' to Silver."
"I'm sure that's a conversation Silver will not want to have." I said. "Okay, put out word that the Iron Crowbar has dibs on Silver until Benny Hill is found... and that any cooperation in finding the kid will have the Iron Crowbar' gratitude."
"Wow, that's a big one." Teresa said, fully understanding what my words meant.
"I want this kid found... alive." I said. "Let me know what you find."
Once Teresa was gone, I got out my burner and made a call. "Hi, Eddy." I said. "I need some very good bounty hunters. Know a couple that might be the best?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They brought Coach Grimes in." said Cindy, who was on the cellphone. "The D.A.'s Office is offering him a deal: he'll drop all charges if Grimes resigns as football coach, retires as a teacher, and agrees to never work in any school in this County again."
"What?!" I shouted. "That's a load! Does Grimes have representation?"
"Yeah, Mike Todd is there." said Cindy. "He's a good lawyer, but... Don, Paulina is the Prosecutor on this, and she is really tightening the screws on Grimes. If he doesn't take this, she's going to go full-court-press and charge him to the max... Don? Hello? Hello?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Jack, where are you?" I asked into the cellphone.
It was nearly noon, and my stomach was beginning to take command over the tension in the rest of my body. Double cheeseburgers were sounding really tasty right about now.
"At the Federal Building." said Muscone. "But stay there, I'm coming to your office now. We might have something for you."
Some minutes later, the FBI Special Agent in Charge himself appeared in my doorway with a file folder. "Here," he said, "check this out. We got it from the City & Counties Bank over in the City. This customer was depositing $1000 into the account of 'Wilcox Court Reporting'. Eight such deposits. The name on the deposit slips was 'Terry Wilcox'."
I looked at it. It showed the results of a camera behind the tellers at one of the branches. Though grainy, I could easily tell who the customer was...
"Oh my God." I said.
"Oh, Priya is breaking into the broadcast." said Jack. I looked up.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News at Noon!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette. "Five-Alive News has just confirmed that Coach Grimes, head coach of the Booker T. Washington High School football team, has resigned his position as head coach, and will retire after over forty years of teaching high school. In exchange, the District Attorney's Office will drop all charges against Coach Grimes for housing children in his home without notifying Child Protective Services!"
Priya's next words were staggering: "This all came about as the Town & County Police Force, led by Commander Donald Troy, discovered Coach Grimes's criminal actions earlier this week and reported it to County Welfare Services, who reported it to CPS. This is Five-Alive News, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!"
My God. So Priya worked her words carefully, not actually engaging in libel, but making it sound like I personally threw the Coach under the bus. And here I was, trying to keep a kid out of danger, failing in that, and now looking for him and a teen girl while trying to prevent another 'Providence Springs' here in this Town & County.
Have I mentioned that I have an absolutely unappeasable hatred of the God-cursed Press?
To be continued.
So, who is responsible for the disappearances of Benjamin Hill and Priscilla Dejeune? Will they be found in time? Who really was responsible for the actions against Coach Grimes? And what will Your Iron Crowbar do about it all? Conclusion next chapter...
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Part 11 - Breaking the Cases
"Jayne Hallerton's cell is pinging off the tower nearest her home." Myron informed me.
"Thanks, Myron." I said. Hanging up the phone, I said "Okay, Teresa, take a team and bring in Jayne Hallerton. Person of interest in the disappearance of Priscilla Dejeune. I've called ADA Franklin Washington to get a warrant; get with him on that."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. She was moving with a purpose as she left my office.
I called the Duty Desk. "Who is with the Dejeunes in the Pastor's Room?" I asked.
"Mrs. Williams, Reverend Doctor Martin, Cal and Drusilla Romano, and Charles Macland." said the Sergeant. "And Coach Grimes just came in with several BTWHS football players, and the Principal is here as well. And Mike Todd, who says he's Grimes's lawyer."
"Ask Mike Todd to step down to my office, please."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We didn't have a choice, Commander." said Mike G. Todd after I'd had him sit down and let him look around the office, as visitors were wont to do upon their first visit. "ADA Patterson was adamant about it, which really surprised me. I did have one conversation with her before they brought Grimes in. When I brought up that the Coach was just helping some near-homeless kids, she said the law was the law and she didn't give a damn about his intentions."
"Wow." I said. "So why did Grimes take the deal? He could've gotten a hung jury, or even a jury nullification."
"I know, and I told him that." said Mike. "I got the sense he was tired of the whole thing, and just wanted to get it overwith. He gets to retire, he'll have his pension."
"Ask him to step down and see me, if you would..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Police cars came to near-screeching halts at the Hallerton home. Lt. Croyle led a team of Officers, all of them wearing bulletproof vests. Mr. Hallerton answered the door.
"Is Jayne Hallerton at home?" asked Lt. Croyle.
"Why do you want to know/' Mr. Hallerton said defiantly. Teresa matched his attitude as she held up a document.
"This is a warrant to bring her to the Station as a person of interest in the disappearance of Priscilla Dejeune." said Teresa in her most vicious 'Teresa Cunt' voice. "This warrant gives the right to search this home for her, as well. Now do we need to do that, or will Jayne cooperate with us?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat, Coach." I said, indicating the sofa. "Would you care for some coffee? Water?"
"No thank you." said Grimes, sitting down. I pulled up a hot chair to sit next to the sofa.
"Coach, I'm sorry about what has happened, here." I said. "But why did you take that ridiculous deal?"
Grimes looked at me for a second, then said "First of all, Commander, I appreciate you taking charge of that game when the fight began. I told my players when we got back to our locker room at our school that you are the decisive leader I hoped they would all become."
"I appreciate that." I said. "But what about your example? Why didn't you fight the injustice?"
The coach sighed. "I don't know if you'll understand. I think you're a man of Justice, whether it is criminal justice or racial justice. But you're just one man, as am I. After my wife died, I took on the role of football coach as well as teacher. I wanted to instill good values in my students, especially the players. I wanted them to have a chance to overcome the obstacles that are constantly put in front of my people, with only a rare few like you helping to knock those obstacles down... but I realized that my time is over, that I can't contribute to the cause any longer."
"Forgive me if I disagree with you, Coach." I said. "You're respected, you're a leader, and you've built up some really good things---"
"And it's time to pass the torch, let others do it." said the Coach. I could see lines of exhaustion etched upon his features, and I knew it was more than just physical exhaustion. "We've got a missing kid. We've got half this County that I really thought wanted to lynch my players last night. We were all genuinely scared for our lives last night. Commander, I don't know how you do it, you and your people going right into that crowd like you don't have a care in the world. And again, I am grateful to you for it. But... I just wonder if all I've done has been for nothing."
I knew what he was feeling. Even after Westboro sat dead beside me in that helicopter, I knew that someone would rise to replace him... and at that moment only hoped that someone would rise to replace me. The battle was never-ending.
"I understand, Coach." I said. "For me, it's a fight worth fighting, even for just the sake of fighting it. But I can't ask the same of you... you've fought the battle much longer than I have."
"I wish you well in your fight." said the Coach. "I hope it's all right if I and some of my players wait for news of Benny in the Pastor's Room. Do you think there's any hope for him?"
"Until we actually find him dead," I said, "I will always keep hope alive for him." The Coach nodded. We got up, shook hands, and he left the office.
And I knew I had just heard a man pronounce a death sentence upon himself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's in Interrogation-Bravo." said Teresa. "Officer Green is with her. Her parents followed us here."
"Any trouble with them?" I asked.
"Her dad gave us some talk, asked us why we were doing this, all that stuff." Teresa said. "But they didn't give us any real trouble."
"Okay, let's go talk to Ms. Hallerton." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The anteroom contained a mighty curious Police Chief, Police Captain, and FBI Special Agents as I went into Interrogation-B with Lt. Teresa Croyle and FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer.
"Hello, Jayne." I said to the beautiful, tall blonde. "My name is Commander Troy, and you've met Lt. Croyle. And this is FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer."
"The Iron Crowbar himself?" Jayne asked, her voice full of wonder. "Look, I haven't done anything, especially nothing to have you coming after me!"
"Jayne," I said, "What I am after is information... information that will lead to finding your friend Priscilla Dejeune alive. Time is beginning to run out if she doesn't have any access to water. I am hoping you can help me."
Jayne looked nervous, so I asked "When was the last time you saw Priscilla?"
"Uh, that'd have to be Wednesday." said Jayne. "She and I went to Rex Rutherford's place and hung out with him."
"Didn't see her Thursday?"
"No, I think it was Wednesday." Jayne said.
"Interesting." I said, almost to myself. "Okay Jayne, let me ask you something else. You're a scholarship basketball player for the University team, yes?"
"Uh, yes." Jayne said.
"Are you getting any extra money from any boosters?" I asked.
"No, sir."
"Any extra money at all? Maybe from a part-time job?"
"No sir." said Jayne. That caused me to look up and peer hard at her, disquieting her.
"Jayne..." I said, "there is an account in the City into which eight deposits of $1000 have taken place. You are known to have taken out $100 withdrawals at a time, about a total of $3600 worth. How do you explain that?"
"Uh... I think I want a lawyer now." Jayne said.
"So be it." I replied. "Lt. Croyle, call Jayne's parents and tell them that she needs a lawyer, and a damn good one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Would he lay low? Or would he try to run? That is the question."
Eddy the Bounty Hunter was the one making the remark as he sat in his older-model Buick. In the passenger seat was Callie Carrington, gorgeous blonde porn star.
"College football is being played today." said Callie. "Think Jaime might try to make some book on the games today? Especially to get out of the hole he's in for last night's game?"
"All those looks and brains too!" said Eddy, making Callie smile brightly. He got out his cellphone and made a call. "Hi Joey, I need some help... if I wanted to make book with Jaime Silver himself, how would I do that?... No, you can figure out what I'm asking here... Yes, the Iron Crowbar did help you out, you didn't lose anything, did you?... okay, yeah, that's the number? Okay, thanks, Joey."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm totally shocked at this." said David Krueger as I watched him type at his console in his cubicle in the office next to Cindy's. "But that number is pinging off a cell tower right there in the Kensington District."
"One of my favorites." I said. "Okay, let me put this to work. David, this is one of those where I didn't ask, you didn't answer, and we'll just forget about that number, okay?"
"What number is that, sir?" David asked.
"I have no idea. Let's keep it that way." I replied. I went upstairs and got out my burner phone.
Part 12 - Breaking the Perps
At 2:00pm, Jayne Hallerton's lawyer arrived. Mr. Fowler, of Succup & Payne, P.C., had been Cassie Sanderson's lawyer from the 'Hot Wife Photos' case. He'd talked to Jayne; now we were ready to get to business.
With Teresa seated beside me, I said "First, I'm going to read you your rights, Ms. Hallerton." I did so from the card, and Jayne said she understood them.
"Okay, Jayne," I said, "we know you've been taking money out of what appears to be a dummy account set up to anonymously transfer funds to you. There have been a number of deposits to that account by someone else, and only you have taken money out. So, are we dealing with a booster paying a University sports star? Or is this some sort of prostitution? What's the answer, Jayne?"
"I'm not a prostitute!" Jayne said angrily. "And it's not money from boosters. We get that in other ways." Mr. Fowler frowned at that admission, but said nothing.
"Okay," I said, "Jayne, do you know a man named Charles Macland?"
Jayne's face fell. My gaze was relentless.
"I need to talk to my lawyer." Jayne said.
"Sure." I said. "But you and your lawyer should both know that time is running out for Priscilla, so you better be ready to come correct on the answers. Because if Priscilla dies..." I let that hang in the air as I got up to go.
"Wait." said Jayne. "What will you offer me?" I sat back down.
"Full immunity from prosecution." I said. "You get to go back to School, you get to play basketball on scholarship, as long as I nail the bastard and find Priscilla."
"Okay." said Jayne. "Yes, I know Charles Macland. He likes to fuck fresh young virgins. He pays me, and maybe other girls, a thousand bucks if we bring him a virgin girl and he deflowers her."
"You brought him Priscilla?" I asked.
"Yes." said Jayne. "On Thursday. I picked her up after school, making sure to pick her up in an area Charles told me about, where he said there wasn't any camera coverage. I took her to the Friendship Inn, which is across the street from the Sunrise Hotel. Some Indian guy runs it; it's a seedy as shit place."
"I know it." I said. "So you took Priscilla there?"
"Yeah." said Jayne. "I'd been buttering her up, prepping her. She sucked off Rex Rutherford on Wednesday, then watched me have sex with Rex. I told her we were going to meet Rex again, then gave her a cherry coke, which was spiked.
"So what happened?" I asked.
"We went, Charles came in, then he told me to leave. Priscilla was buzzed from the drink, but I think she resisted him. I didn't stop, I just walked away, got in my car, and got the hell out of there."
"And you've done this other times?" I asked. Jayne nodded.
"I got a couple of girls I knew in college to go through with it." Jayne said. "One, I promised some of the money. Charles told me not to promise them anything, and to let it be a surprise, so the next time I did what I did with Priscilla. I never saw that other girl, the one I paid, at School again; word was that she dropped out and went back home."
"Okay, Ms. Hallerton." I said. "To be immunized, you still have to go through booking, mug shot, fingerprints, the works. Then your lawyer can take you out of here, and the D.A.s office will give him the full paperwork." With that, I got up to go.
When I got to the anteroom, the people in there went off on me.
"WHY did you give her full immunity?" Cindy asked, her face showing her sheer disbelief. The others wanted to know the same.
"People, we've got to find this girl!" I shot back. "Jayne Hallerton will fuck up in the future, and I will be right there. But for now, all I care about is nailing Macland and finding this girl in time!"
"All right, folks," said Chief Moynahan, "cut the Iron Crowbar some slack, here. Mr. Crowbar, that was probably more of a price than I would've been willing to pay for that information... but I understand your priorities."
Cindy was staring at me as we left the anteroom and went down the hallway. And it was then that I realized something that had happened earlier...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, here's the place." Eddy said, seeing what looked like a normal home in the subdivision. In truth... it was the house where Michelle Schelle had met her Destiny in the hot tub in back, in 'The Swap' case. "I don't suppose you'll wait in the car?"
"You're even asking?" Callie shot back. "Besides, I'm the one with the TASER."
"Good point." They got out of the car and quickly went up the driveway on the right side of the house. Going around back, they saw the patio door was open. Coming up to it, Eddy looked inside.
"He's in the office just off the front room." whispered Eddy. "I don't see any security." Taking out his gun, he led the way in.
Inside the once-library, now office, Jaime Silver was taking calls and making book on the incoming bets. "Okay, University minus the points. All right." Tony the security man was also in the room.
"Okay, I should at least climb out of the hole--- what the fuck?"
Eddy had rushed in and injected the TASER into Tony. Subdued, the man's wrists were swiftly zip-tied behind his back, as Callie held Eddy's gun on Jaime.
"Why, Callie Carrington, as I live and breathe." Silver said evenly. "I didn't think you were the violent type."
"I'm not." Callie said. "And I don't want to start now, so be a good boy, okay?" Eddy came around and zip-tied Silver's hands behind his back. Once secured, Callie went and got the car, backing it down the driveway meant for an RV. Soon Jaime Silver was in the trunk. Police would be called to the home, and would find Tony and a lot of bookmaking paraphernalia...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Charles Macland stepped into the hallway, stretching his arms and legs. He walked up towards the Duty Desk, and was stunned to see Jayne Hallerton's parents in the waiting room off the front lobby.
Going out, he came up to them. "What are you guys doing here?" he asked.
"They brought Jayne in, in connection with Priscilla Dejeune's disappearance." said Mr. Hallerton. "What about you?"
"Oh," said Macland, "I'm sitting with Priscilla's parents on the other side. If you sign in, you can go speak to them. Oh! I just remembered, I've got to get something out of my car... excuse me a moment.
Macland rushed out the front door and down the sidewalk to the parking lot that was on the right side of Headquarters as one faced the front door. As he approached his Mercedes car, he saw too late the blonde standing by the driver's side door of his car... tapping a green crowbar in her hands.
"Going somewhere, Mr. Macland?"
"Er, yes, I have some official business I need to attend to, if you'll excuse me."
"No, I won't excuse you." Captain Cindy Ross replied. "You're not going anywhere, Mr. Macland."
Macland turned around as if to run... and found Sergeant Rudistan's bulk blocking his way, Senior Patrolman Morton right behind him.
"Oh, I wouldn't try to run, sir." Rudistan said jovially. "Running away from people with crowbars is not a very smart thing to do in this County, not at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jaime Silver found himself inside an empty, unrented space in a strip mall. He was seated on a chair, his hands still secured behind him. In the dim light, he looked up to see the beautiful blonde in front of him, holding a large syringe half-full of a black liquid, with a long needle protruding from it.
"Know what this is, Jaime?" Callie said. "It's acid. If I put a piece of meat into it, the meat would dissolve. And what I'm going to do... is inject this into your balls, if you don't tell me where Benjamin Hill is."
"What's that to you?" asked Silver.
Eddy was right behind Silver. He whispered "We get the reward money for finding him. Now are you going to tell us?..."
"...Or are you going to scream as your balls dissolve?" asked Callie, coming up to him, the syringe pointed between Silver's legs. As she approached, Silver said nothing.
"He's not talking, babe." said Eddy. "Let him have it." With that, Callie opened Silver's pants, exposing his cock and balls under his boxers. Callie grabbed his balls, squeezed hard enough to be felt, then began bringing the syringe to Silver's nutsack."
"All right, all right!" Silver cried out. "I'll tell you!"
Callie paused. "I'm listening."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Having been put through booking, Charles Macland sat in Interrogation-1. "I want a lawyer." he said.
"I don't think you understand, Charles." Cindy said. "I am less interested in prosecuting you than finding Priscilla. Look, I know what happened... Jayne brought you a girl, and you and Priscilla knew each other. Maybe you panicked, but she's missing... and if we don't find her in time, I'm going to tell her father what happened, give him my crowbar, and let him in here. Now you tell me where she is if you want any chance of surviving this."
Macland considered his options. They were few, and unpleasant.
"All right, I'll tell you, in exchange for immunity."
Cindy shook her head. "Once again, Mr. Macland, you are showing a complete lack of understanding, here. Immunity? If you don't tell us where she is and she dies, then you'll be facing the death penalty. And we will find her, eventually."
Seeing the skeptical look on Macland's face, Captain Ross continued: "We have a confession from at least one woman that procured virgin girls for you, and we'll find others. We have proof that you've set up dummy accounts around the State to pay those women to procure those girls. So... what's it going to be, Macland?"
"Give me something." said Macland. "Chance at parole. But something."
"Give me a location," Cindy said, "and I hang on to my crowbar instead of letting Mr. Dejeune borrow it. And if you think I'm playing, just consider who the man is that gave me the crowbar."
Macland blanched. And he broke down. He gave a location. Cindy wrote it down and handed it to Rudistan, who had come in at her signal.
"It had better be valid, Mr. Macland." said Cindy.
"It is." said Macland.
"I just have one question... why?"
Macland said "In the hotel room, when Jayne brought her in... we recognized each other immediately. As we talked, I realized Priscilla was buzzed. So I came onto her, but she resisted, tried to get away. I knew I had to hold her somewhere so she didn't go running to her parents about me. I was going to go home and pack and run somewhere far away from here, then call in anonymously and tell the Police where Priscilla is. But the Dejeunes called me, and asked me to come over, saying that Priscilla was missing... and I knew that if I ran, I'd immediately be a suspect."



"You'd have been a suspect anyway, no matter when you ran." Cindy said.
"Now it's you who does not understand." said Macland. "It would've been the time difference to get to City Airport and on a plane, vs. the time it would have taken your boss man to get me flagged..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I sure hope you're not lying about that address." said a voice. Jaime Silver turned to see the Iron Crowbar walking into the room.
"Hey, this is entrapment! Police brutality!" Silver cried out.
"Jaime," whispered Eddy from right behind Silver's head. "We're not the Police. We're bounty hunters."
"Oh. Shit." said Silver, his voice surprisingly calm.
"Yep." I said. "Y'all come by the Station on Monday and we'll fill out the paperwork. And Silver... if that address is not correct.. then you'll be dealing with me and my crowbar. Take my word for it that you'd rather have that acid in your balls than this crowbar so far up your ass that you'll be shitting nails for the rest of your very. brief. life."
"It's legit." said Silver, his voice as cool as the other side of the pillow. "I know the deal."
I turned to the Uniformed Officers. "Take Mr. Silver to Precinct One Headquarters next door, and put him through booking. Then take him to Police Headquarters."
After they left, I turned to Callie. "What's really in that syringe?" I asked.
"Coca-Cola." she replied with a beautiful grin.
I laughed. "You didn't lie: put a piece of meat in pan full of Coca-Cola, and the meat will be dissolved overnight. Good thing you didn't have to actually inject him with it, though."
"Oh, I know men, and I know men like Jaime." Callie said. "He wasn't going to gamble his balls, literally, that I wouldn't do it."
I laughed. "Yes, you know men."
Callie grinned her brilliantly beautiful grin. "Yes, yes I do. Jaime? He'll risk your money, but will protect his own family jewels. Eddy here? He likes danger, it makes him horny and a hotter fuck."
"And the Iron Crowbar?" asked Eddy.
"Oh, the Iron Crowbar can have anyone he wants." Callie said, looking flirtatiously at me. "There is nothing like confidence in a man to make a girl wet with desire for him..."
Part 13 - Breaks in Trust
The FBI was getting Charles Macland's confession in Interrogation-1. Jaime Silver was in I-2, likewise confessing to the FBI and my Officers.
In my office, I knew that was one thing I still had to do, and it would not be pleasant. I called Cindy and told her to bring Paulina into my office. When they came in, they saw a very moody Police Commander.
"Ladies," I said, not inviting them to sit down. "I have worked my fucking ass clean off, trying to work with the Black Community, trying to gain their trust in an era of hatred of Police. I have been working my ass off against the day that this nation will erupt in race riots, and knowing that I had to have a level of trust with the Black Community to stop the bastards that are working just as hard to start racial strife."
"However," I said, "thanks to the two of you, everything I've done, everything I've tried to build, is out the fucking window. Gone with the wind, literally."
"How do you say that?" challenged Paulina.
"Ms. Patterson, you went after Coach Grimes with the force of a triphammer crushing a nut. You destroyed that man, you utterly destroyed his life, you destroyed the lives of the kids he was sheltering---"
"He broke the law!" Paulina shot back.
"And what fucking law did he break?" I shouted. "We could've fixed this thing without you coming down on him? The law? This little piss-ass law?"
"It's still the law!" said Paulina, angrily. "What, you think you can pick and choose what law to enforce?"
"Ms. Patterson, there was once a day when it was legal to hold blacks in slavery. It was legal for white men to take a black slave woman, throw her to the ground, and gang-rape her in front of her husband, children and everyone else. Would you have upheld that law? Would you?"
"That's different and you know it!" Paulina shouted. "This is a good law, it protects children!"
"Oh yeah, how did that work out?" I replied. "Coach Grimes has been a positive influence on children for over forty years, taught them values, given them hope for a future. Benny Hill, if found alive, has a chance to go to School on a scholarship, maybe have an NFL career, and he could've taken his brother out of poverty with him. Yeah, you've really protected all those children, enforcing this piece-of-crap little law as if it were a serial murder case.
"And now the Black community is blaming me for it," I went on. "And when the shit hits the fan and the balloon goes up, and hundreds die and millions in property damage occurs, when we have another 'Providence Springs' and I can't stop it... because you shot my chances to stop it to hell... then what does enforcing that shit law mean to you?"
"What's Providence Springs?" Paulina asked, not knowing that full story.
"Never mind." I said. "And you, Captain Ross..." I thundered, turning my attention full bore upon her, "you're the one that told Welfare Services about Grimes. And once again, all the good that man tried to do, and his very life... are over."
"And even worse..." I said. "Of all the people I trust, of all the Police Officers, you are the one I trust the most, the one I trust with my very life, to have my back when these bastards are trying like hell to murder me... and you betrayed that trust."
"Sir, I didn't lie to you---"
"Oh, let's do parse our words, here." I said witheringly. "No, you didn't lie about revealing going to the Coach's house, but you didn't tell me everything you told Welfare Services before we went to the Coach's house, did you? You told them, and they ran straight to the Media and to the Courts with it. And the Media has blamed it all on me, they have hammered me with it, and as I said, my reputation with the Black community is shot to hell."
"Sir---" Cindy started, tears beginning to roll down her cheeks.
"No. Not a word. I don't want to hear it." I said. "The bottom line, Captain Ross, is that I will never place my trust in you again. Ladies, find your way out of here."
With that, I spun my chair until my back was to them. I watched out the window, feeling the pain in my heart. Paulina wanted to say something back but Cindy stopped her and led her out of the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in her office, Paulina was furious. "Who the fuck does he think he is---"
"He's right." Cindy said, tears streaming down her cheeks. "You didn't have to crush that man on such a small thing. And I let him down, and I know I just broke his heart. Okay, let me tell you what Providence Springs is..."
"Before you do," Paulina said, "there is one thing we have to do." She picked up the phone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was still sitting in my office when I heard someone come in. Spinning around in my chair, I saw that it was my wife Laura, with testing equipment in her hand.
"Left arm." she said.
"They called you?"
"Paulina did." Laura said. "I got the rest of it from Cindy." She began taking the blood from me. "I'm sure you had a reason for going off on them, but Cindy was crying as much as talking."
"You know what happened at Providence Springs." I said. "There are bastards trying to do the same thing, here. And everything I was doing to stop it... was crushed. I don't understand why Paulina went after Grimes like that. And Cindy... she should've told me it was her that told Welfare Services."
"Yes, she should have. She made a mistake. A mistake." Laura said. "So all that you built up, it was thin?"
"Fragile." I said. "Like a House of Cards."
Laura nodded as she finished the sample-taking. "Seems to me that if it's a House of Cards, it's flimsy already. And destined to fall. If it wasn't this, it'd have been something else that knocked down your sandcastle..."
Her words struck me hard.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
No sooner than Laura had left, than an emotional blonde entered my office. Cindy slapped her badge down on the middle of my desk.
"I fucked up." she said. "So either put your badge down next to mine and let's hash this out, or pick my badge up and accept my resignation that goes with it."
I was sorely tempted to take up her badge and accept the resignation, but in one of my wiser moves, I took off my own badge and softly placed it next to hers."
"Okay, you first." I said.
"First, I didn't lie to you. You asked if I told anyone about the meeting with Grimes and the kids there, and I never said anything about that. I'd already talked to Welfare Services about Benny's mother, and I knew the law, so when they asked about it, I told them. And yes, I fucked up there; I did not have all the data, I didn't know all the facts. If I had, I would've not said anything."
Then the tears came as Cindy went on: "And yes, my worst mistake was not telling you right away. Like I said, I fucked up. I betrayed your trust and I am sorry, and I wish I could have a do-over. All I can do is ask you to forgive me. If you can't, I'll get out of your way, I'll leave, I'll go somewhere else..."
There was an eerie silence in the room, then I looked over at the pictures on my desk.
"One day," I said, "my daughter is going to tell me a fib, or try to deceive me, or do something wrong in spite of me telling her it's wrong. And I am going to have to remember that she's not perfect, she's growing up, she's learning. And I'm going to have to remember that my love for her outweighs the bad she's done. I am getting a head start on that lesson today."
I stood up. "I was way too harsh on you. Of course I trust you, and with my life, and I would like to continue to." I picked up her badge, made sure it was hers and not mine(!), and came around the desk and put it in her hand with both of mine.
"So if you'll forgive me and I'll forgive you," I said, "I still want you having my back and kicking ass for me."
Cindy fell into my arms and we shared a hug for a long moment. "I'm sorry. I won't let you down again." she whispered.
"I won't hold you to that." I said. "We all make mistakes. And Lord knows I've fucked up enough times." I kissed Cindy on the forehead, then we broke the hug and I picked up my badge.
"I am hoping," Cindy said, "that you were just releasing one hell of a lot of stress when you were going volcano on us."
"I won't make that excuse." I said, though knowing that Cindy was likely right that the stress had gotten to me. "Okay, let's hope they find these kids alive."
"What's the status?" Cindy asked. Just then my door opened, and in came Jack Muscone.
"Oh, sorry if I interrupted you." he said.
"No, it's good." I said. "What's going on?"
"We just got the warrants and we're headed to the locations." said Muscone.
"I'll go monitor them and report back." Cindy said. I nodded and she left. Jack stayed.
Part 14 - Epilogue - Rescue
Lieutenant Teresa Croyle and FBI Special Agent Martin Nash rushed through the yard full of metal boxes meant for railroad cars and ships, located near train tracks in the Industrial and Warehouse Districts. Police Officers were behind them.
"That's the one!" Teresa shouted, seeing a blue shed with the markings on it that had been described to them.
"Open 'er up!" called out Nash. An Officer came up with powerful cutters that tore through the metal lock. The door swung open and Teresa shined her light inside, then she gasped...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's the car." said SBI Special Agent Sandra Speer as she and Detective Theo Washington pulled into the parking lot on the south side of Town.
They got out as other TCPD Patrol cruisers came up. One Officer brought a crowbar, a standard black one, and Theo pried open the trunk of the car. He and Sandra looked inside, their eyes wide...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was getting dark. I was sitting in my office with Jack Muscone, only the light of the desk lamp illuminating the room as we talked about getting some dinner when this was all done. Our Catholic Chaplain, Father Romano, was also in the office.
Cindy Ross came into the office. "We found both of them." she said as she handed me a file folder. "One dead, one alive."
"Where are the families?" I said as I examined the information in the folder.
"Pastor's Room." Cindy replied.
I nodded. "Okay, I'll go tell them." I said. "Y'all can wait here."
"I can tell them." said Jack Muscone. "It's my job, really. You've been through enough."
"No, it's my duty." I said. "Father, would you come with me, please?"
"Of course, my son." said Father Romano. "But allow me to pray for you first." I allowed it, then we headed out the door and down the hall towards the Pastor's Room.
As they watched us go, Jack Muscone said "I really should be the one doing this. Why does he insist on doing stuff like this?"
"He'll never shirk a duty he thinks is his." Cindy said. "And his greatness... and maybe his weakness... is that he will never let any of us bear pain that he can take upon himself." said Cindy. She watched, her heart heavy for me, as I turned and went into the Pastor's Room...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, October 3d. "Channel Two News is bringing continuing coverage of the important political races in our County! Yesterday, ADA Jenna Stiles blasted her former boss, District Attorney Gil Krasney, for his brutally harsh treatment of Booker T. Washington High School football coach and teacher, Coach Grimes!"
"Ms. Stiles questioned if racism was involved in the decision to force Coach Grimes to retire as a school teacher. D.A. Krasney responded by saying that ADA Paulina Patterson made the plea deal with Coach Grimes, and that Grimes willingly accepted it. Experts say that passing the buck to a subordinate is an excuse and is lame, and that D.A. Krasney has made a huge mistake in his handling of this case."
"Meanwhile, in the special election to fill the seat of the late Pastor Raymond Westboro, Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels has the lead with about 40% of the vote. Captain Scott Peterson of the Sheriff's Office Public Relations Division is in second place with about 30% of the vote, and the rest is divided among several other candidates. Sheila Sorrells, who hoped to spark her candidacy by making women's issues her platform and campaigning with Jenna Stiles, has fallen over time, and now is only getting about 10% in support. A run-off will be necessary if no candidate gets 50% plus one vote."
"And the biggest news of all is the Governor's race." Bettina said, her smile getting a bit brighter. "SBI Director Jack Lewis has opened up a 49-46% lead over the incumbent Governor, Republican Val Jared. Jared's numbers have fallen since his campaign badly bungled the legal case of Jeremy Moreland, who has been deemed to be brain-dead, but his parents' efforts to end his life by turning off the machines keeping him alive are being thwarted by the virulently pro-life 'State Right to Life Committee'. Experts say that Jared's indecisive wallowing over this issue will either cost him Evangelical Conservative votes, or will cost him moderate, socially liberal votes, either of which will cost him the Election."
"Gotta love them 'Experts'!" I said sarcastically as we watched in the MCD room. Everyone laughed.
"And now let's go to Sports, with Nick Eastwood!" said Bettina. "Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, with the University Athletic Complex behind him. "The Bulldogs have won again, and are now 5-0 under Coach Ted Thrasher! They've got October 29th circled on the calendar, when the currently undefeated Wildcats come to Town! The Wildcats' Freshman Jamaal Washington has been a pleasant surprise at wide receiver, and running back Clarence Appletree has been a sensational Freshman running back! They're looking to defend their Conference and National titles, and the only thing standing in the way might be the Bulldogs!"
"Might as well pay up now, Captain Ross." said Detective Theo Washington, showing his 'movie star handsome' grin. "Wildcats are going to rule!"
"We'll see." said Cindy, not really rising to the bait.
"What, no banter between the Iron Crowbar and the Green Crowbar?" asked Joanne Warner, astutely observing us.
"It's been a long past few days." I said wearily.
"Yes, it most certainly has." Cindy agreed. We'd spent a lot of Sunday working through our blowup, and we got a lot of paperwork done, as well.
"That was a nice party for little Pete Feeley, though." said Joanne. Little Pete's second birthday had been Saturday, October 1st. We had a belated party for him on Sunday. I was proud of Carole for wanting to give him her 'Police' blue overalls with a sewn-in Police badge that she'd grown out of, and Tanya looked a bit emotional when she put them on Pete, who seemed to like them. And it was a good time to unwind a little bit.
"Yes, it was." I said. "Okay, I'm going to my office. If you have any reports to get in, get them in to me fast, so we can close out September..."
Part 2 - Decision Points
"Your mama is a smart lady." I said to baby Tasha as I held her in my arms. "She knows I can't be mad at her when I'm holding you and seeing you smile."
It was 7:45am, and I was in my office. Paulina was sitting in a hot chair on the other side of my desk as I held my second daughter. Tasha was smiling and cooing as I talked to her.
"You're on to me." Paulina said. "I can't stay mad at you, either, when I look at her."
"But we're still in disagreement about the Grimes case, I perceive." I said.
Paulina nodded and said "Yes, and I'll make no apologies for it. We'll have to agree to disagree on that one. It's not a viciously bad law; in most cases is a good one and meant to protect children. But I will say this..." 
She took a breath and went on: "I did a lot of thinking this weekend. Some about what you said when you were mad, but a lot more about how Krasney threw me under the bus, and made it sound like it was all my idea to kick Grimes to the kerb when in reality I was just following his instructions. It's really made me wonder if I should continue working for him."
I looked up. "What... what are you going to do if you leave the D.A.'s Office?"
Paulina shrugged her shoulders. "I don't know. Find another D.A.'s Office to work for. Maybe become a U.S. Attorney for the Feds. I know they'll hire me in a nanosecond."
"And... and leave?" I asked. "And take Tasha away from me?"
"I don't know." Paulina replied. "That's part of the decision. I've always loved this Town, and I've loved working as a Prosecutor here. But I saw some ugly things last Friday night. I'm not sure what this place is becoming. And Cindy told me about what happened up in your boyhood county. If I didn't know you guys and know you're telling me the truth, I would never believe such a thing could happen in this day and age."
"Oh, it happened." I said. "But we'll prevent this County from descending into that Hell, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise." Paulina nodded.
I looked at Tasha, then said "Any other things you could do, so you could stay here?"
Paulina replied "I hope so. I want you to be part of Tasha's life, and Laura wants Tasha to be part of your children's lives. I... well, this is just between us, okay?" I nodded and Paulina continued: "I've been talking to Jenna Stiles. If she doesn't win, we may go into practice together, and concentrate on women's rights issues, civil rights issues, and such stuff."
"What about the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn?" I asked.
"I don't think they're into causes, nor social justice. They're mostly divorce attorneys, representing women and taking as much out of the husbands in messy divorce cases as they can get." Paulina replied. "I've seen good men be denied any contact with their children, much less joint custody, because of those bitches. That's not where I want to be, nor what I want to be. It's an option for Jenna, though, if she wants that."
"Well, I can understand you not wanting to work for Krasney." I said. "His political stripes and his cowardice have really shown up in these critical situations."
"What's that old saying?" Paulina says. "Stress doesn't build character, it reveals it?"
"Something like that." I said.
"Well, Tasha's daddy has been under the most serious of stress, and has revealed his noble character." Paulina said. "And I want her to see that, growing up."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I replied.
Just then, there was a knock on my door and Cindy Ross came in. "Oh, look who's here, my cute little cousin." she said, her face turning happy at the sight of Tasha.
"Yes." I said. "Here you go." I handed Tasha to Cindy, and Paulina handed Cindy a bottle. Cindy sat down on the sofa and began feeding Tasha.
"So, Paulina," Cindy said, "what is Krasney meeting with Jenna Stiles about?"
"Whaa?!" Paulina gasped, clearly startled. Cindy's ambush tactics were very good, I noticed.
"They're meeting later this morning." Cindy said. "I got that from two different confidential sources." Paulina did not know, but I did, that Cindy's sources were her Seasoned Citizen friends, and also clients and her partners in her gym. Cindy got a lot of 'scoop' from that gym.
"I... I have no idea, I didn't even know there was a meeting." Paulina said, her eyes cutting over to me. I just looked back with an 'I have no idea' look.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette from in front of the Courthouse at 8:00am. "Five-Alive News has learned that SBI Director Jack Lewis has taken a solid lead over unpopular incumbent Val Jared in the Governor's race!"
"Five-Alive News has also learned that there is increasing pressure and popular demand to return Robert Brownlee to the Town & County Police Department, and alternative schemes, such as putting him in the Public Health Office, are being met with public opposition. But not all agree, including candidate for District Attorney Jenna Stiles, who had this to say:"
The tape showed the redheaded Jenna saying "I have rarely met anyone who shows his hatred for women as openly as Robert Brownlee. As his violent attack upon Captain Cindy Ross showed, Brownlee cannot be trusted with a badge and a Police Officer's gun. He is not fit to serve again in the Police Force, nor anywhere else in County Government, for that matter."
"And one last note." said Priya as she came back onscreen live. "KSTD is very pleased to announce the hiring of trusted, objective reporter John Hardwood to be part of the Five-Alive team! We're looking forward to hearing his reports on our network!"
As Priya signed off, Cindy asked "Don't reporters have non-compete clauses for like six months?"
"Not if they're fired, and Bettina fired Hardwood." I said.
"Okay." Cindy said. "Next question is why did Priya spend time trying to make us think the world loves Brownlee and wants him to be back in the Police Force, then shows Jenna ripping him to shreds?"
"Oh, there was a lot in that one." I said. "First, KSTD is playing both sides with that. Second, after buttering up Brownlee, Priya has Jenna, not Priya herself, tearing down Brownlee. So viewers will either come out hating Brownlee, or hating Jenna... but never hating Priya or KSTD. Last, and partly related to my previous comment, it does make Jenna look like the bad guy for attacking Mr. 'Popular' Brownlee. All in all, it was not a positive for Jenna, though some would say it's great that she got her message out, blah blah blah."
"Priya is not smart enough to plan and execute that all by herself." Cindy said. "Who's pulling her strings?"
"Katherine Woodburn." I said. "Despite her agreement with the Federal Government to not be involved with Media companies again... she flouts it at will."
"Last question: if Katherine spread her legs for you," Cindy said, a twinkle in her eye, "would you bang her?"
"Hell yeah." I said, not even blinking at Cindy's impertinent question. "Katherine has great legs, and she's not bad looking. Yeah, I'd tap that and wear it out in a heartbeat, like Brownlee only wished he could..." Cindy laughed out loud at that one.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I was asked to come into the Chief's Conference Room. Doing so, I found the Chief at the near end of the table, Sheriff Daniel Allgood to his left, and Daniel's Chief of Staff, Deputy Sheriff Charles T. Oswald to his left. I sat down at the far end of the table, and a moment later Deputy Police Chief Della Harlow joined us, sitting down to my left. And somewhat to my surprise, the last table spot, between the Chief and Della, was filled by Town & County Councilman John 'Jack' Colby. As usual, his deep baritone voice belied his short, lean body as he greeted us.
"I've asked Mr. Colby here," said Sheriff Allgood, "so that we can coordinate a plan of action going into the next Council meeting, as well as the Election. Mr. Colby?"
"Thank you, Sheriff." said Colby. "Right now we're in a fortunate position that with the passing of the late Pastor Westboro, thanks to the Iron Crowbar here, we have a 5-4 majority on the Council. After the Election, that might not be the case, depending on who wins the vacant seat. I should say that we expect all the other Council members to win re-election."
"We'll have until January, won't we, Mr. Colby?" Della asked.
"Maybe, maybe not." said Colby. "Some Council members are pushing for the winner taking the seat immediately. That can't happen because of certain procedures about certifying the election results, but Cook and Carnes are pushing hard for the seat being filled in any December meetings. There will probably be a Court ruling over it, as if our Courts don't have enough frivolous stuff to deal with."
Sheriff Allgood took over: "So what we need to do, ladies and gentlemen, is get our ducks in a row and our plan of action in place for this month. Promotions for the Police Department are coming up on November 1st. We also have to deal with any changes to the Precinct structure that we want, and disposition of--- Commander, where are you going?"
I had gotten up. "I'm going to go have some coffee delivered to this room." I said. "This is going to be a long, long meeting, I can tell already."
"Not much gets by you, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." said the Chief. "Excellent idea."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
If the Detectives were called to the breakroom to solve the Case of the Missing Coffeemaker, the solution would be found in the Chief's Conference Room. It was amazing how much coffee was consumed. What was more amazing was what was discussed.
"Okay," said the Chief, "so if we can cut it down to two Precincts, the 1st Precinct being with the County Jail, and the 2nd where it is in the Old Mill Building, that might be acceptable to the Council?"
"It works for me." said Jack Colby.
"Me, too." said the Sheriff. "Commander?"
"Y'all won't believe what I am about to say." I said, my mind halfway in a reverie. "As you know, my first choice is to have no Precincts, or just one all-County Precinct and then Police Headquarters. But failing that, I'm remembering that high school football game last Friday. 1st Precinct is like a buffer between 2d and 3d Precincts. Take that buffer away, and we have a Town and a County divided almost directly along racial lines. And that just feels like trouble to me..."
"That's a good point." said Della Harlow.
"I'm not sure that our Citizens know where the lines are." replied Sheriff Allgood.
"They don't." I replied. "But with racial tensions all over the Nation, and with some issues I've been working on with the FBI: I've been working with the Chief and my Detective leadership on a plan of mobile or rolling coverage of the County. Let's say a riot broke out in the Tenderloin District. Precinct 2 and the SWAT Teams could move in to handle it, but for backup and reserves, we would have 1st Precinct send some of their people to help, then some of 3d Precinct's people would come in to reinforce 1st Precinct and Downtown. We had the reverse of that at Friday's game... 1st Precinct reinforced 3d Precinct, and 2nd Precinct and some of 1st remained on alert to make sure any problems didn't spread."
"All of that is for another discussion." said the Sheriff. I noticed the Chief's neck flush red a bit, and realized there was an issue there as the Sheriff continued "Don, I'm actually surprised... this is your big chance to crush Precincts once and for all... and maybe the last month you'll ever get to do it."
"And I can't guarantee success in fully crushing Precincts." said John Colby. "In additon to Reginald B.F. Lewis... which brings up the racial lines you mentioned... you might be surprised to hear that Ian McGhillie, normally a friend to us, is also a friend of those that want to keep Precincts."
"Really?" asked the Sheriff, surprised.
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "McGhillie's son is a Uniformed Officer, and a good Officer, I might add; he is being monitored for promotion. But he and a good number of other Uniformed Officers favor Precincts, as does the Union. But if cutting it down to two Precincts is what I'm offered... I'll take it, and we'll irrevocably burn the bridges of any consequences when we get to them."
"Guess who gets to write that proposal up, Mr. Crowbar?" said the Chief with twinkling eyes.
"Oh, you bet I'll do it." I said. "That way, I get to insert the goodies that I want into the proposal."
"Smart man." said the Chief. "Keep that up, and you might get to carry a crowbar around here." There was some chuckling at that.
"I look forward to reading that proposal, also." said the Sheriff, with much more formality in his voice. "Okay, there is one other issue. Charles?"
Chief of Staff Oswald said "We have a real thorny issue coming up. Robert Brownlee's lawsuit will be coming up soon. The word I'm getting from the Courthouse grapevine is that it is very possible that it will be given a lot more favorable consideration that we thought possible at first. Our plan to put him into the Public Health Department is being challenged fiercely by Loran Michaels."
Oswald continued: "Now if Michaels wins the vacant Council seat, we can probably shoehorn Brownlee into Public Health with a lot less resistance. But if Peterson or Sorrells wins the seat, then it is very possible Brownlee could be put back in the Police Department."
"Where?" asked Della Harlow. "You try to take me out of my position, and you'll have two lawsuits... one of them being a gender-based Federal civil suit."
"You're not going anywhere, Della." I said with some authority in my voice. "Brownlee won't make it past the Duty Desk if they try to reinstate him to the TCPD."
"For all your bravado, Commander," said the Sheriff, "the Courts won't brook that kind of resistance."
"I won't have to do a thing." I said. "There will be a hundred Police Officers barring his way before he even gets to me."
"That's not what I mean." said Allgood. "Look, I know the entire TCPD might walk off the job if they try to put Brownlee back onto the Force, but I'm looking at a more political and legal solution. As I was telling the Police and Fire Chiefs earlier... plug all the holes, don't give the Courts nor the Council the slightest crack to push Brownlee through."
"Brownlee enjoys having his face pushed into cracks." I murmured... just a bit too loudly. Della and Colby began laughing, and Oswald chuckled. Daniel Allgood was much less amused, and the Chief looked at me in the same manner as some of my former schoolteachers in Apple Grove had occasion to do.
"Mr. Crowbarrrrr..." admonished the Chief, "the truth of that statement notwithstanding, what I need from you now is a solution to this Police Department's prob-lemmmmm."
"Yes sir." I said. "Forgive my little slip of the tongue, there."
Deputy Oswald said "One thing Brownlee's team is working on with Cook and Carnes to present to the Court is to create a position of 'Assistant Chief', with the same rank as the Commander and Deputy Chief. Brownlee gets put in that position, with duties something along the lines of overseeing the Precincts, like a supercharged Captain of Uniformed Officers."



"Ahhh," I said. "All the more reason to do away with Precincts."
"You catch on fast, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. Wow, he was really needling me today. Whassup wit' dat? I thought to myself.
"Uh oh..." said Sheriff Allgood. "Why are you smiling like that, Commander Troy?"
"Because the solution just occurred to me." I replied. "One that takes care of the Precinct issues, chain-of-command issues, makes this 'Assistant Chief' idea moot and a legal hurdle for Brownlee... and makes the future better for a whole lotta people around here."
"Don't keep us in suspense, Commander." said John Colby. "I'm already interested..."
I told them my solution. As I expected, a lot of wide eyes met mine.
"I know you are loyal to your people, Commander." said Deputy Oswald. "But are you willing to put your reputation on the line for her?"
"I already did, once before, and my faith was rewarded admirably." I said.
"You sure won't have any resistance from Malinda Adams." John Colby said, meaning it half-humorously.
The Chief was warming up to it. "Yessss... I'm starting to see the merits of this... I assume you want me to talk with Coldiron about it?"
"I would appreciate it, sir." I said. "You've worked with him far longer than I have."
"Soooooo, Mr. Crowbar..." said the Chief. "Guess what else you get to write up?"
"This one," I said, "is going to be more fun than a human being should be allowed to have. Actually, I've already written it up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're kidding!" said Cindy as she sat in one of my hot chairs. "That is the dumbest thing I have ever heard! You are making my job harder and my life far more difficult. This is by far the most hair-brained scheme you have ever come up with!"
"I'm glad you approve." I said evenly, leaning back in my 'Command Chair'. Cindy grinned.
"Of course I approve." she said. "That is really going to be awesome."
"Go get her. Tell her Desk Duty awaits."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come in!" Teresa said in answer to the knock on her door. "Ma'am?" she said as Cindy appeared in her small office.
"Well, he always warned you." Cindy said. "It's desk duty for sure. Come on, let's get it overwith."
"Whaa?" Teresa said, confused. She realized that there was something going on, but did not know if she was really in trouble or not...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat, Lieutenant." I said. "You too, Captain." My hot chairs were quickly occupied.
"Well, Lieutenant Croyle." I said, somewhat formally. "We have a couple of problems. First is your penchant for collecting Purple Orders. Second, is Robert Brownlee trying to worm his way back onto the Force."
"Over my dead body." whispered Cindy.
"Well, I hope to prevent that." I said. "But we all have to make sacrifices to keep Brown Nose from returning. And Ms. Croyle, you will have to do your part."
"What's that, sir?" Teresa asked, still not sure what we were up to, besides no good.
"A proposal is going to be presented to the Council tomorrow night." I said. "Precincts will be reduced from three to two, or maybe even one if I am Providentially lucky. Our Precinct Captains and Lieutenants in the Uniformed Officer ranks need strong, solid leadership to guide them, teach them, discipline them, plan their operations and above all... lead them. We believe that a Captain of Operations, or some similar name, will best serve to do these things. This Captain position will also be in direct charge of the SWAT Teams and Special Ops, things like Riot Control."
I looked Teresa hard in the eyes and said: "Ms. Croyle... I perceive you to be that Captain."
Teresa was utterly shocked, and unable to speak. I worked hard not to laugh at her reaction. Cindy had to work even harder as she patted Teresa on the back. Teresa looked over at her and back to me.
"Like I said," I continued, "we all have to make sacrifices. I know you've loved working all these years in Vice, but it's time for you to step up and take this higher post for which you are not only eminently qualified, but absolutely deserve. And it will keep that shit-stain Brownlee out of our hair."
"I... I'm stunned, sir." said Teresa. "I... I don't know what to say."
"The words I expect to hear you say are 'Yes sir, I will do it.'." I replied.
"Yes sir, I will do it." Teresa replied, with just a hint of a twinkle in her eyes. "What... what about Vice?"
"They will have competent leadership, though perhaps not as good as you." I replied. I stood up and came around the desk and extended my hand. "Congratulations, Captain!".
Teresa stood up, looked up at me as she shook my hand and said "Thank you, sir." Then Cindy got up and gave her best friend a big hug...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Coldiron," said Chief Moynahan as Lt. Masters sat down in front of the Chief's desk. "How are things going in MCD?"
"Pretty good, sir." said 'Coldiron' Masters. "But to be honest, I never was the greatest Detective at figuring out things. Not like the Iron Crowbar, and Detective Warner is going to be way above me before long, if she's not already."
"It takes a great leader and a man of strong integrity to be able to admit such things." aid the Chief. "And you've always been that leader for me, in Midtown... and now I'll need that leadership for me here."
"Yes sir." said Masters. "What do you need me to do?"
"When you came here," said Chief Moynahan, "they put you in the Captain of Uniformed Officers slot to succeed your friend Captain Charles. Then we asked you to move laterally. Now you would normally have every expectation to be promoted and put back in the Captain slot if they recreated that post..."
"That would be great, sir." said Masters. "But it's all about the Team, and what's best for the Force, not about me."
"I'm glad to hear you say that." said the Chief. "We are going to be making some channngesss... and I would like for you to get used to the idea of being Lieutenant of the Vice Squad. It needs building up, and you'll gain even more experience for your career résumé, and if I'm a good judge of people... and I am... it'll be a more natural slot for you to fill."
"Yes sir." said Coldiron, smiling. As a man of action, Vice would suit him far better than MCD. "Uh, what is Lt. Croyle going to be doing?"
"That's where my earlier comments come in." said Moynahan. "She's going to be taking that Captain's role, and it'll be bigger than what you were doing. She's going to be in charge of Uniformed Officers, SWAT, planning raids and special operations. She's been doing that more than doing Vice already, and the Iron Crowbar is going to maximize the power of his chess pieces, so to speak. They're going to call the title 'Captain of Operations'."
"Sounds like a plan, sir." said Masters. "When does this take place?"
"Formally, November 1st, if the Council approves it." said the Chief. "But you'll be working to take over Vice almost immediately."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lunch was at the Cop Bar, in the back room. Seated at the table were: myself, Teresa, Cindy, 'Coldiron', Chief Moynahan, and Lt. Molly Evans, who I had invited. Teresa was still halfway in a daze.
"Who's taking over MCD?" asked Masters.
"Captain Ross will have direct control." I said. "Not unlike Captain Malone being directly over Vice when he was here."
"C'mon, you know who's really in direct charge of MCD." Cindy replied, her eyes cutting to me.
"I think it's great!" said Molly. "And congratulations to you, Coldiron! I know you'll love doing Vice work. And we'll be collaborating on cross-county operations."
"And he'll be great at the job, too." I said. The Chief had told me that he thought Coldiron was happy about moving to Vice, and that if he (Masters) had a problem with not being promoted yet, he wasn't showing it.
"I've got a very high standard to meet." Coldiron said. "Following Lt. Croyle is like having to follow Bear Bryant as Alabama football coach."
"You'll do great." said Teresa, then added sarcastically: "And I'm sure Captain Ross will teach you how to duck."
"I could never quite get you to learn that, Lieutenant." said Cindy.
"You didn't exactly set a great example, Ms. M-O-V." retorted Teresa.
"Maybe that lesson to duck will come soon." I said cryptically. "Very soon." Teresa heard my comment and her eyes bored into me as she remembered Joe Smedley's words to her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Jenna Stiles entered the small office inside City Hall, along with her campaign manager. Inside the room was D.A. Gil Krasney and his campaign manager, standing next to a small table that would be perfect for contract bridge or a chess match.
"Okay, Mr. Krasney, what is it?" Jenna asked witheringly, not bothering to go through even the machinations of shaking hands with the others.
"Thank you for coming." said Krasney. "Please, have a seat." He sat down, his campaign manager to his left. Jenna sat down opposite Krasney, her campaign manager to her left.
"I asked you to come," Krasney said, "because tensions are very high in the County regarding race... and your comments about me are not doing anything to help."
"Tough shit." said Jenna. "You treated that poor black coach, whose only crime was trying to help black kids, like he was a murderer or child molester. And we already know you'd rather help rapists get away with their crimes than do the right thing."
"Look, Paulina handled the Grimes case, and---" Krasney began.
"That's not what I'm hearing." Jenna interrupted. "I think you got her to publicly do your dirty work, and on behalf of Thomas P. Cook, who is definitely a racist. You even tried to co-opt the Iron Crowbar into doing your dirty work, but he's smarter than you and he told you to pound sand...actually he may have told you worse..."
Krasney was nonplussed that Jenna knew so much about all that. "Look, I'm not a racist and you know it. You're ratcheting up tensions needlessly. I understand this is a political race, I understand your attitudes about me regarding women. But for the sake of the County and its People, rise above the race-baiting."
"I think we're done here." Jenna said, getting up.
"Look," said Krasney. "Whatever else you want to say is fair game, but if you drop the 'racist' stuff, I'll give you your old job back when I win... and we both know I'm going to win. You can handle the civil rights cases and all that stuff if you want to, I'll make you my Special Prosecutor for just those things..."
Jenna had sat down but got up again. "Krasney, I want you to know something: if I despised you before... I despise you even more now. I do think you're a racist, and I am not going to stop letting the voters know that. And I'm going to fight like hell to whip your ass in November. And no matter what, I will never work for or with you again. You can take that job offer and shove it up your racist ass!" With that, she turned and left the room, followed by her campaign manager.
"Well, sir, you tried." said the manager.
"All right." Krasney said, the calmness of his voice belying the smoldering anger inside him. "Gloves off. We're going to bury the bitch."
Part 3 - Consultation of Burglary
2:00pm, Monday, October 3d. Cindy came into my office, and I could see that there was a tinge of excitement in her face.
"Sir, there's been a call that a burglary has taken place. Third Precinct." she said.
"Okay." I replied, wondering why this was being reported to me. "Send Officers and a CSI Team... wait. Something's up, you're entirely too excited about this. Spill it."
Cindy smiled. "You busted me. It's the home of the late Pastor Raymond Westboro, sir."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, they tore this place apart." I said as I looked around. The study that had once been the room where the Consultant of Crime met with his 'Sinon', and where he used his powerful mind to plot crimes was now in ruins. Gaping holes were in the wall and ceiling, insulation torn out from the outer walls. Evidence of sledgehammers having been used on the fireplace was evident. The other rooms in the house were likewise destroyed, even the attic.
"Who discovered this and called it in?" I asked.
"Burglar alarm company." said Cindy, who was prepared as always to answer that question. "We had dogs and sonar people search the house months ago, but found nothing. We had a burglar alarm system installed in July, and it's pretty much been left alone since. By law, since Westboro died instead of being arrested and convicted, and since he had no legal heirs, we have to hold the property for at least one year before we can sell it off. So cleaners come once a month, and our patrols check on it once a week."
I nodded and Cindy continued: "The alarm went off today, and we came to investigate. We're checking with the alarm company, but we have no real idea when this happened."
"You getting a vibe about this place, Captain?" I asked.
Cindy looked around, letting her energies flow, and I felt the slightest bit of it. "No." she said. "It feels completely dead... like its previous owner."
"The intruders were looking for something... looking really hard." I said as I looked around, going through the rooms.
"Money, maybe?" asked Cindy.
"I don't know." I said. "I understand that dogs who can smell the unique fabric from which money is made were brought in, as well as the drug dogs. Except for some bottles of very expensive sherry, we didn't find a thing."
"As great as dogs are," Cindy replied, "they're not perfect. They might've missed something."
"Maybe." I said. I realized Cindy was watching my eyes as I sought any kind of pattern in the damage, and she began looking also."
"Yes, my friend," I said, "the damage is systematic... left to right, top to bottom. In every room. This was an orderly search, very expertly and professionally done, and by people that were looking for something specific and expected to find it."
"Did they find anything, sir?" asked Detective Joanne Warner, who had just come up to us.
"You tell me." I replied. "You too, Captain."
"How can we tell?" asked Cindy. "They'll have taken what they found with them."
"Ohhhhhhhh..." said Joanne as she caught on. "No, Commander," she said with confidence, "they did not find what they were looking for."
"I agree." I said. "And why is that?"
"They tore the whole house up." Joanne replied. "If they'd found what they wanted, they would've stopped ripping up everything."
"That's right." I said. "You always find something in the last place you look. They might've kept going if they expected to find several bunches of whatever they were looking for... but I don't think they found anything at all..." I went into a reverie.
"Blondes with brains." Cindy said, fist-bumping Joanne. "Now for the redhead and his reveries..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I were at the office of the burglar alarm system's monitors, which was in the business district just south of Courthouse Square. I was looking at their printouts of the alarm system at the Westboro home with a practiced eye.
"Okay," I said. "Nothing but deactivations that coincide with the records of the cleaning people... until we get to this entry from six days ago." I pointed out the lines of seemingly random letters. "This letter here," I said, pointing to one, "shows a deactivation by a master code, not the normal four numbers. Done in the early morning. And it was reactivated almost twelve hours later, again by a master code and not the normal numbers."
"What does that tell us, sir?" Cindy asked.
"Not sure yet." I said.
Once we were in my SUV and driving around, I said "I didn't want to speak inside there, but let's look at all of the information. The house was torn up by people looking for something specific, very specific. It is Westboro's home; they thought it was something he might have. They had a master code to deactivate those alarms..."
"One of Julie Newton's cohorts?" Cindy asked helpfully.
"No, I don't think so." I replied. "Julie, or agents for her, would likely have known where this object of their desires was, and there would be no need to destroy the house in a search for it. And speaking of that... the search was extremely systematic, not random at all. That's a big clue there, as well." 
"True." Cindy agreed. "So who's behind this?"
"The usual suspects." I replied. "The Government."
"Wow." Cindy said. "But yes, that makes perfect sense... except that the FBI wouldn't need to be secretive about it."
"No, I don't think it's the FBI." I said. "I'm thinking of more secretive people."
"Ah, I hear you." Cindy replied. "So, what's next?"
"For you, ensuring a smooth transition in the Vice leadership change." I said. "For me, going back over Police logs, to see if there are any other burglaries like the one at the Westboro house."
"Think it's happened before?" Cindy asked.
"And likely that it will happen again." I replied. And no more would I say as I parked in the HQ parking lot...
Part 4 - Seeking Council
Tuesday, October 4th. 10:00am. Thomas P. Cook looked up in total shock to see who was entering his office. It was Your Iron Crowbar, and I was alone. Cindy was waiting outside, at my request.
"What do you want, Troy?" asked Cook warily as he continued working on the papers on his desk.
"I'm from the Government," I replied, "and I'm here to help you."
Cook looked up. "Cute." he said. "Why are you really here?"
"No, seriously," I said, "I'm here to help you. I understand you've bought the Wargrave Estate."
"Yeah, what of it?" Cook asked.
"I have reason to believe that Mr. Wargrave's former home might come under an intrusion from a group of criminals." I said. "I would suggest you lock your doors at night, use your burglar alarms, and if someone does try to break in, call 9-1-1 and get the Police there immediately."
"Why would anyone target me?" Cook asked. "Besides you in your fantasies of me being some sort of criminal."
"I have no need to fantasize about that." I said. "But it may not be you being targeted, but the house itself. And these perps are dangerous; they might just kill you if you stumble onto them. Have a nice day, Mr. Cook."
With that, I turned to go. "What's this all about, Troy?" Cook called out after me.
I looked back and said "Just a precaution, Mr. Cook. Just a precaution..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, the Council is now in Executive Session." said the Mayor as the Council went to their places in the private Council Chamber... the room where the redoubtable Bowser had exposed the Consultant of Crime. It was 7:45pm that Tuesday evening.
"We have a couple of proposals from the Police Force on the table tonight." said the Mayor. "One of them needs to be acted upon quickly, as promotions are coming on November 1st."
"Why can't this wait until after the Election?" snarled Thomas P. Cook. "Why is this being railroaded through now?" He could see what was going on.
"We're here to do the People's business now, not later." said Dagmar Schoen. "What is your problem with that, Mr. Cook?"
"Pastor Westboro's constituents are not represented right now." said Cook. "We should wait until their elected voice can be heard."
"Westboro should have thought about that before he became the worst criminal in a century." replied Edward Steele, who hated even the memory of Westboro with a special passion, knowing that Westboro had used Angela Harlan to try to destroy Edward's daughter Selena.
"Folks, I want to get home before sunrise." said the Mayor. "Okay, the first proposal is a structural change to the Police Department. An Operations Division will be created, which will encompass all Uniformed Officers, oversee all Precincts, oversee the SWAT Teams, any Special Operations and tactical deployments. The title of the leader will be 'Captain of Operations', and filled by a full Captain."



"Sounds like a good idea." said J.P. Goldman. "Commander Troy is overloaded as it is."
"No doubt about that." said Thomas P. Cook. "He's too busy having his cops march in like the Gestapo at a high school football game."
"To protect black kids' lives." replied Reginald B.F. Lewis indignantly. "That was a lynch mob about to happen. Like the 1950s."
"You're full of crap." said Kelly Carnes. "There was no danger to anyone there. It was the Iron Crowbar marching his troops in like Aryan Nations that was the menace!" Reginald B.F. Lewis was sitting next to her, and gave her an ugly look.
"People, please!" the Mayor all but shouted. "I was at the game, and the Commander did the right thing to keep order.
"Actually," said Thomas P. Cook. "This sounds like an excellent opportunity to improve the Police Force and also to do the right thing and align ourselves with the law, not to mention stop a lawsuit that we surely are going to lose. We can elevate the leader of this department to a Command-level role, maybe call it 'Assistant Chief'... and restore Robert Brownlee to his rightful place in the Police Department."
"That is an excellent idea, Mr. Cook." Kelly Carnes said, smiling brightly. "I propose we do just that---"
"Cool your jets, Ms. Carnes. We're not at the point of amendments yet." said the Mayor. "But what do the rest of you think of the idea? It might be a good way to clean up a lot of legal problems as well as friction between groups within the Public Safety Department."
"I hope no one seriously thinks that idiot Brownlee could fill that Operations role in any capacity at all." said Dagmar Schoen.
"I'm more interested in his role in being an obstacle to the unchecked ambition of the Iron Crowbar." snarled Kelly Carnes. "That man has gotten people killed, the First Baptist Church and the Community Center in ruins after being bombed, one of our Council Members dead after being falsely accused of being a crime lord---"
*TAP* *TAP* *TAP* *TAP*
The Mayor was using his gavel with increasing zeal. "Ms. Carnes," he said, "we all know that Pastor Westboro committed some unspeakable crimes, and that he is the one who brought humiliation to this County. Now let's please confine ourselves to the discussion of this plan."
"There is no way Brownlee can go back to the Police Force." said John Colby. "You just cannot force a square peg into a round hole like that. It's not going to happen."
"It will happen if we say it happens." snarled Thomas P. Cook. "The Iron Crowbar is not above the law."
"For God's sake!" shouted Ian McGhillie. He didn't speak often, and this outburst had everyone's attention. "I am so sick of this! This is not about the Iron Crowbar, Mr. Cook. It is about the Police Force. My son is an Officer in that Police Force. Why do you continue to try to push against the inevitable truth that NO Police Officer wants Brownlee back! If you try to force it, there are nearly two hundred officers ready to kill Brownlee... yes, I said kill him!... rather than see him back soiling the good name and uniform of the TCPD!"
Thomas P. Cook was in shock at what McGhillie had said. "Are you... are you seriously suggesting they would kill him?" Cook asked.
"I'm sure it'll look like a suicide." said Dagmar Schoen.
"Like Pastor Westboro?" said Kelly Carnes, attacking Dagmar.
"Westboro is dead, isn't he, Mrs. Carnes." retorted Schoen.
*TAP* *TAP* *TAP* *TAP*
"I cannot believe how quickly these meetings dissolve into this childish acrimony." said the Mayor. "Now come on, people..."
They began seriously hashing the proposal. The Carnes Amendment to create a position for Brownlee was shot down, 2-7. The measure, almost verbatim what had been written by Commander Troy, though they didn't know that, was passed, 5-4, with Reginald B.F. Lewis strongly objecting to reducing the number of Precincts.
"So..." asked the Mayor, "who is going to be recommended for this new post? Captain Ross?"
"No." said John Colby. "I'll let the man tell you himself." He sent a cellphone text, and a moment later the Intendent, Adele Peabody, opened the door to admit Chief Emeritus Griswold, followed by Your Iron Crowbar. I was wearing my Police jacket with ribbons, and I noticed the eyes going to the ribbon on top: the Medal of Valor with Oak Leaf Cluster.
"So, Commander," said Jack Colby, before I could even sit down in one of the chairs against the wall, "who do you recommend as your new Captain of Operations?"
"Lieutenant Teresa Croyle." I said with alacrity. "She's almost Captain's age now, so a waiver won't be hard to do. And she's already leading the SWAT Teams as well as Vice."
"I cannot believe what I am hearing." snarled Kelly Carnes, giving me an ugly look. "Are you seriously recommending the Police Officer that beat up a man at a drunk driving checkpoint, humiliating our Police Department and getting us sued?"
"Why, no." I replied calmly. "I am recommending the first Police Officer in many years to be awarded the Distinguished Police Cross." I noticed several Council members smile at that reply, utterly vanquishing Carnes.
"And I suppose you'll put your own reputation, for what that's worth, on the line in this recommendation, Commander Troy?" sneered Thomas P. Cook.
"It won't be the first time, now will it, Mr. Cook?" I replied, staring daggers at Cook. "But to answer your question: you better believe I'll stand with Lt. Croyle. I have full faith and confidence in her abilities to get the job done and handle this assignment."
"What is your opinion of this, Chief Griswold?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis.
The old Chief stood up and said "It always does my heart good to see a raw but promising Police Officer develop into his or her full potential. I have had the pleasure of watching the Iron Crowbar grow into his greatness, and likewise I have had the privilege of seeing Lieutenant Croyle overcome her mistakes and become an outstanding Police Officer. Like a sword of the finest steel, Lieutenant Croyle has been forged in the fire."
Those last words caused me to turn and look at the Chief, and I saw the twinkle in his eye as he looked back at me. Yeah, he knows, I thought to myself. He knows.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." I said as Chief Griswold sat at the 'Command table' at the Cop Bar and drank beers after the Council meeting was over. "7-2 for Teresa. I expected Malinda Adams to approve, but Reginald B.F. Lewis was a bit of a surprise."
"I've heard that he's become more skeptical of Cook and Carnes, especially in recent weeks and months." said Griswold. "And after that disaster with Booker T. Washington High and their coach, and that game that almost became a riot until you stepped in, I think he's seeing them for what they truly are."
"Yes sir, I think you're right." I said. "Not so good on Precincts, though." Reginald B.F. Lewis drew a much harder line at reducing even one Precinct. We still had a 5-4 majority, but he had not budged on that.
"Best of all," I said "we won't be leasing that space for Precinct 1 from Thomas Cook. He looked sick to his stomach as everyone left."
"Heh heh heh." chuckled Griswold. "That is the best part of this, isn't it?"
"Yes sir, it is." I said. "It really makes me sick watching these politicians use their political offices to enrich themselves, usually illegally, and at the expense of the people they're supposed to be representing and serving."
"I hear you." said the Chief. "I also heard you when you stood up for Ms. Croyle. I had to do that for you a few times with those lousy politicians, and I was always proud to do it... because I knew you were doing the right thing, just as Teresa will do."
The Chief went on, his voice getting emotional as he said: "When I retired, I knew that you would take care of the Force, and its people. And now they're a better Police Force because of you, and this Town is a lot cleaner and free of filth after you took out Westboro. I can't tell you how proud I am of you, Don. I know your mom is proud of you, and your dad would be too. And you're what any good man would be proud to have as a son... me included."
The old Chief's words struck me hard. "Thanks, Chief. And it's knowing that it's your Police Force that I'm leading that helps me keep things on the right track. I'd rather have died in that helicopter or under Walker's torture than let you down."
After a pause, I said "Well, we better go home before I get all mushy." The Chief was already past that stage...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thomas P. Cook came into his home at 11:30pm. He was tired, both mentally and physically. His enemies on the Council were running roughshod over him and Kelly Carnes after the death of Raymond Westboro, and Commander Troy was imposing his will and consolidating his power in the Police Force.
"Hello, Mr. Cook." said his maid Consuela, a very pretty Latina girl who was in this country illegally. "Would you like a drink, or some late supper?"
Cook often satiated his lust by taking her to bed and fucking her. She was wearing high heels that shaped her legs, and Cook was growing horny.
"Hello, Consuela." Cook said. "No, we'll be going to bed, soon. You can go and get ready, and I'll make sure all the doors are locked.
After making a tour of the house, Cook began going upstairs when he heard Consuela call out "Mr. Cook, did you leave a light on in your office house?"
A chill rushed through Cook and he ran upstairs. Looking out the window where she was, he could see that a light was on in the office... and he had not left it on.
"Let's call the Police." Cook said. "You be prepared to hide until the Police are gone." He got his cellphone and called the police.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The TCPD cruisers rushed up to the residence and over to the side. Cook came out of the house.
"I saw four people, all in black." he said. "They took off for the back fence when you drove up."
"Okay, guys," said Sergeant Irwin to his Officers. "Two of you check out the side house here. You guys, check out the backyard, but be careful. Mr. Cook, are there any lights out back you can turn on?"
"Sure." said Cook. He went inside to turn on the lights, and the backyard was brightly lit up by them.
"I called in for other Patrol cruisers to search the neighborhood." said Irwin.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There are a few prints, sir." said Irwin, pointing them out to me. "But they got away. No sign of anyone from our neighborhood patrols. Guardhouse didn't get any alarms, so we don't know where they crossed the wall, if anywhere."
"All right." I said. "Good work. Tell your people, too."
The Wargrave Estate, now owned by Cook, was in the walled-off Heritage Cloisters subdivision. It was large, encompassing a golf course, and I did not have hopes of catching anyone.
"Sergeant Irwin!" I called out. He rushed up. "Put in a call to Precinct 3. Have another set of guys, wearing armor, check out the Hamilton Myers estate. Clear it as if there are hostiles there, and tell me what they ultimately find."
"Yes sir." said Irwin. He left as Cindy and Thomas Cook came up.
"Looks like you were right, Commander." said Cook. I know it pained him to say that. "I made sure to lock the doors of the house, but it looks like it was my office they wanted to search." There had been some damage in the little office building, but not too much before the Police had arrived."
"Yes." I said. "And they very well might come back, so stay alert. We're going to increase patrols around here, as well."
"What do they want?" asked Cook.
"I don't know yet." I said.
"You knew enough to warn me to take precautions." said Cook skeptically.
"Yes, I did know that." I replied. "We developed some leads that someone might think Wargrave hid something on the property back when he was alive. Okay, Captain, let's go. Mr. Cook, keep taking those precautions. I'm also letting the guardhouse know to be on hot watch, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I got into my SUV, she asked "And what are those leads that 'we' developed?"
"The Westboro burglary." I said.
"And you sent the team to the Myers estate because you think the same thing will happen there?"
"No." I said. "I think the perps might have gone there to hide after they ran away from here. Time will tell on that. Okay, we'll continue this tomorrow morning. Unlike you, I need beauty sleep."
"Aw, you're a sweetie." Cindy said. "Of course, I'd rather hear Callie tell me that."
"Remember the Admonition, my friend." I replied. That would be the Admonition to not mistake a great piece of ass for love.
Nothing more was said as we drove out of the Cloisters and back to Town...
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Political Boundaries
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 5th, from in front of the Courthouse. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council has passed structural changes to the Police Department, which includes the elimination of a Precinct and a consolidation of Operations within the Police Force!"
"It is also going to be a big day within the Court system here, as rulings on Jeremy Moreland and former Police Commander Robert Brownlee are expected to be handed down. The State Supreme Court will hand down its emergency ruling on the Jeremy Moreland case, and that is expected before noon. The Federal Courts have already denied allowing the case into the Federal system, citing that Federal Law is already clear and established on this matter.
"Channel Two News has also learned that lawyers for the man accused of beating Jeremy Moreland potentially to death are going to Court to demand the State formally declare its charges against their client and proceed with the legal process. The State has asked for more time to file charges because Jeremy's status is in limbo pending the outcome of the State Right To Life's lawsuit."
"And in political news, SBI Director Jack Lewis met with Narcotics Task Force Director Richard Ferrell. Roll tape."
The tape rolled, and the voice of Jack Lewis praising Ferrell reached my ears. "I want to congratulate Richard Ferrell and his agents for successfully solving the Jeremy Moreland case. I have nothing but the highest respect for and confidence in Richard Ferrell, and he will absolutely be considered as my successor as SBI Director when I win in November!"
Back to Bettina: "And locally, former ADA Jenna Stiles brought out her harshest rhetoric yet against incumbent D.A. Gil Krasney. Roll tape."
The tape showed Jenna Stiles, her face almost as red as her hair, screaming to a group of supporters: "Gil Krasney tried to sweep rape accusations under the rug, showing his hatred of women! And now we learn that Gil Krasney brought the hammer down on Coach Grimes, a black schoolteacher and coach, and then threw his Assistant D.A. Patterson under the bus for it! Gil Krasney has no honor, and he has no respect for minorities! This County needs a better man than Gil Krasney, and I am that man... and woman, too!" The crowd cheered loudly.
Back to Bettina: "Public Policy Polling tells us that Director Lewis is opening a can on Governor Jared, and now leads 49-44%, better than the margin of error. And Jenna Stiles's campaign, once thought dead, is now within four points of D.A. Krasney, 48-44%. Early voting will begin in just a couple of weeks!"
"Sir," asked Joanne Warner, "what are the Police Structure changes about?"
"They're going to fire all the redheads in the Police Force." I said. "They consider me too rebellious." No laughter, not even a chuckle.
"Wow, tough audience today." I said. "Okay, okay... all I can say now is that no jobs are threatened, and I'll tell everyone after the Council passes the Second Reading of the Bill...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am I was in my office. The Crowbar-Level Team joined me, and we started the meeting by watching Priya's broadcast:
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette from in front of the State Office Building. "Five-Alive News has learned that the Town & County Council has authorized a restructuring of their leadership. The legal team for Robert Brownlee is going to Court this morning, and will file papers demanding the Court require the Council to fill the vacant spot so that Police Commander Robert Brownlee gets his job with the Police Force back!"
Everyone groaned as Priya turned to her guests: Thomas P. Cook and Robert Brownlee. "Commander Brownlee, why isn't the Council following the law and giving you your job with the Police back?"
"Priya, it is obvious that the corruption within the Police Force starts at the top, with Chief Moynahan and Commander Troy." said Brownlee, who looked gaunt on camera. "They're the ones illegally resisting my return to the Police Force, and their corruption will be overturned by the Courts."
"Councilman Cook," said Priya, "will the Council do the right thing and restructure the Police so that Commander Brownlee returns to the Force?"
"Priya," said Cook, "I'm doing what I can, but it's an uphill battle to force the rest of the Council to stop violating the law with regard to Commander Brownlee. We're just going to have to ask the Courts to make things right for us." Commander Della Harlow came into my office, scowling at Cook's words.
Priya finished up, saying: "KSTD has contacted the TCPD Press Relations Office, and we have received no reply to our requests for comment. This is Priya Ajmani, bringing you the news you have a right to know!"
"She called the number to the Press Relations Office." said Della. "Of course we have no one in there now, as Scott Peterson is working for the Sheriff now."
"Commander Harlow, if you will have Captain Aaron have Peterson's phone forward all calls to the Duty Desk, so they can transfer those calls to you or me or someone authorized to speak for this Department, that will solve that little problem." I said. "Priya's playing dirty pool again."
"She's not the only one, sir." said Cindy. "They're trying to force Brownlee back into the TCPD."
"I just don't get that." said Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. "It should be obvious that Brownlee is not wanted back here, that his return crushes our Officers' morale. Don't the Council Members know that?"
"Yes, they do." I said. "And in fairness, it's not the majority of the Council, but two Haters who seem willing to do all they can to fuck us up. They want us demoralized. And you get just one guess as to who those two are."
"The Usual Suspects." Cindy replied. "Cook and Carnes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said as we continued the 'C-Level' meeting some minutes later, discussing the Wargrave Estate invasion, "Sergeant Irwin reported that they found some evidence of people recently being at the Myers home. They called in a larger team and swept the house, but found no perps there. I think we missed them by the hairs of their chinny-chin-chins. So, do we know anything about Cook's staff?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "The Wargrave Estate would seem like too much house for a bachelor like Councilman Cook, but he often has dinner parties there. And sometimes he has parties that might be something your friends of the Libertines or Hedonists would be accused of having."
"Orgies." I said, shocking Lt. Masters.
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Swing parties, sometimes a Gentlemen's Evening, with poker parties and prostitutes present. All the fun stuff this Town seems to have more than its fair share of." I loved the way 'Teresa Cunt' could be sarcastic about things.
"So," Teresa went on, "Cook will bring in chefs for those parties, and sometimes have a couple of butlers, male and female, if guests are staying overnight. Last, he has a live-in maid named Consuela, who we believe is an illegal alien, and she does the cooking if no one else is there. I suspect he beds her most nights."
This was not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, and I wondered only if Consuela was Teresa's C.I. on this, or if it was someone else on the staff. Probably Consuela... but then who let the bad guys in?
"Okay," I said. "Good information, thanks for acquiring it. Let's see, Cook's office had some minor damage to a couple of the walls in his office. Looks like the bastards started looking for the One Ring to Bind Them All, but were observed and didn't get to finish."
"Lucky for Cook that he didn't go check out that light himself rather than call us." said Masters.
"Opportunity missed, Commander." Cindy said.
"Naah," I said, "we're here to protect the rights and lives of all our citizens, good and bad, even Thomas P. Cook. I think the relevant Bible verse is Matthew 5:45."
"Sermon on the Mount." said Masters. "Where do you think they'll hit next, sir?"
"We'll have to do some thinking about that." I said. "My guess... is my second home, the Cabin."
"What?!" came a chorus.
"And after that, my wife's office." I went on. "They hit Westboro's home, then Wargrave's. I think they're after something related to past cases of ours..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30am, Cindy came flying into my office, and went for the TV remote. "You need to see this." she said.
KSTD was covering a press conference. District Attorney Gil Krasney was standing on a podium in front of the A.M.E. Church, with the Rev. Joseph E. Williams and Reginald B.F. Lewis next to him.
"I am not a racist!" Krasney was yelling to the audience, which KSTD was careful not to show beyond a few people with signs. "I have supported the Black Community, and the fair application of the law for Citizens of all colors, orientations and backgrounds!"
"In addition," Krasney yelled, his voice a snarl, "my opponent Jenna Stiles is a liar! Her record of prosecutions was poor, especially in comparison to the other Assistant D.A.s in my Office, and she has nothing but specious attacks and race-baiting left to attack me with! I ask you to reject her dishonest tactics, and support me and my good civil rights record in November!"
Cindy turned off the TV. "I've seen all I can stomach." she said.
"My carpet thanks you for turning that shit off." I said. "Have you spoken to Jenna lately?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "She called and said Krasney tried to browbeat her into stopping the racial comments, which she sincerely believes are true, and that she was going 'scorched earth' on him. But it looks like he beat her to the punch. My only question is... who let him know he needed to do that?"
"I would say the Usual Suspects... the Press." I said. "They really want to gin this up for their ratings."
"It's not KSTD." said Cindy. "Priya hates his guts."
"Who's the executive producer there?" I asked. "The top guy?"
"Dan Walther." said Cindy. "He's the Acme Group's hired 'boy'... oh, I see where you're going with this... he and Krasney are friends, aren't they?"
"If memory serves me correctly." I replied.
"And it always does."
"By the way," I added, "don't assume Priya hates Krasney or is on Jenna's side in the race."
"What?" Cindy gasped. "Priya is always saying within my hearing that she hates Krasney! I'm not so sure you're right on this one, Iron Crowbar."
"Well, I don't insist on it..." I said, turning back to the television... knowing Cindy just hated it when I said that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 12:00 noon, Wednesday, October 5th, I got a call from Paulina Patterson. "The rulings are coming down." I turned on the TV to watch Bettina, who was waiting with other reporters in front of the Courthouse.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she said as reporters started rushing around. "The State Supreme Court has ruled summarily in favor of the parents of Jeremy Moreland, and has lifted all stays enjoining them from having his respirator turned off! The Federal Courts have declared they will not pick up the case, so the way is clear to allow Jeremy to die peacefully and with dignity!"
"What's that?" Bettina said a moment later, listening to someone talk to her. "Ladies and gentlemen, the Robert Brownlee lawsuit ruling is being postponed until after the November election! However------ are you sure?... okay... wow... ladies and gentlemen, the recent injunction to force Robert Brownlee into command of the newly created Police Force Operations Division has been denied! This clears the Council to continue their plans without consideration of Brownlee. Judge Rodney K. Watts made the ruling..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The County Attorney wanted the postponement on Brownlee." said Paulina as she sat in my office thirty minutes later. "His lawyers wanted an immediate ruling, and thought they could get him in with this new structure change. Judge Watts shredded it."
"Good." I said. "Looks to me like Judge Watts is going to take the County's side against Brownlee, and will wait until after the Election to see how easy it will be to put Brownlee in the Public Health Department."
"I don't want that filthy piece of crap in charge of my Public Health." said Paulina with some passion in her voice.
"He won't be." I said. "He won't take the job. He's all-in on getting back in the TCPD, God only knows why. By the way, what are you hearing about the race for Westboro's seat?"
"Only that it's probably going to be close between Michaels and Peterson." Paulina said. "Most people in City Hall are already planning for a run-off election three weeks after the General. So, who's handling security at the Hospital?"
"Campus Police." I said. "State Troopers are being brought in, and the Sheriff is going to have a contingency there, as well."
"Very sad for Jeremy." said Paulina. "But maybe they'll let him die in peace now."
Part 6 - The Quick and the Dead
Jeremy's mother kissed his forehead, tears streaming down her cheeks as she said goodbye to her son for the last time. Then his fiancée Stella tearfully kissed his cheek. One of her friends, who had not been in the Alternative Theater play, helped her as she walked away sobbing.
The minister prayed for Jeremy's eternal soul and for his family. Jeremy's father gave Dr. Morgan the signal, and Dr. Morgan shut down the respirator and pacemaker keeping Jeremy in existence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A near-war with the SBI was narrowly averted when Judge Watts ordered that Martha the M.E. would perform the autopsy, but at the State Crime Lab. The SBI had wanted their own medical examiner, but Lt. Tanya Perlman had objected, stating that an 'independent' and 'trustworthy' M.E. was needed. Needless to say, this caused much hatred for Lt. Perlman within the SBI ranks.
Lt. Perlman was an observer, and had Crime Lab technicians ready to take charge of each piece of evidence. SBI Agents, including Deputy Director Robert Gaston, were also watching... as was I, Your Iron Crowbar. The tension was palpable.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Still Wednesday, October 5th. I came to Tanya's office at 3:00pm at her request. Also there were Sheriff Daniel Allgood, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, the State Attorney, who was named Glenn Alberts, and SBI Agents Fischer and Crenshaw.
"Martha is still finishing things up and collecting samples," Tanya said, "but she expedited the examination of Jeremy's brain. While the blow to the head severely damaged him and probably would've blinded him at the very least, she found damage to the nerves in the brain, in the cerebellum, and the brain stem that she thinks was caused by a potent neurotoxin. She said the nearest example she can think of is cobra venom, but she doesn't think it's an actual cobra bite, and she's running tests."
"Did she find any injection marks on Jeremy?" asked Carter Fischer.
"Martha didn't," Tanya replied, "because Jeremy's body was on autopilot and would've healed over a small syringe injection. However, there was an injection just below the wound where Jeremy was hit, and a photograph of it was taken when Jeremy was first brought to the Hospital. The Campus Police Officer that took the photo thought medics had done it for some reason, but we now have affidavits from all people at the scene that none of them gave Jeremy an injection near his head."
"What does this mean?" asked the State Attorney, Glenn Alberts. He was becoming overweight and had wavy brownish-auburn hair. If Cindy were here, she would be mentioning the 'smarmy-vibe' in spades. "Did the tire iron blow kill the boy, or not?"
"It is likely that the blow did kill Jeremy." said Tanya. "But it is not 100% certain, in Martha's estimation... until she knows more about the drug that was injected into him."
"I guess we better go talk to Mr. Ken and see if he injected Jeremy with something." said Agent Crenshaw.
"Before you do," I said, "I'd suggest waiting for the test results to come back. Once you ask Ken, in front of his lawyer, about a drug injection, then 'reasonable doubt' is going to hit the fan and splatter all over the place." Crenshaw and Fischer nodded, their faces sober.
"Okay, guys, that's it." said Tanya. "If Agent Muscone and Commander Troy would stay, I'd appreciate it. The rest of you can go."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once we were alone with Tanya, she said "I called you guys in to talk about this venom drug business. Martha told me explicitly that she was mentioning cobra venom to give a general frame of reference, but that it was definitely not cobra venom. She thinks it's a synthesized drug. If stuff like that is going around, you guys might want to start looking into it."
"I'll notify the Bureau." said Muscone. "But exactly what should I tell them?"
"Just to be alert for any underworld talk about synthesized nerve agents." I said. "I don't think this is Sarin or VX, but it might be something somebody made, and somehow found Jeremy in about the fifteen seconds after Ken hit him and before the Campus Police arrived to find him."
"That was actually 43 seconds." said Tanya. "Your mother made me check."
"My mother knows what's going on here, doesn't she?" I asked, very sure.
"You'll have to ask her." Tanya said... and then her eyes began to sparkle as she said "I now know where your penchant for not telling subordinates about things came from: it was inherited."
A red crowbar was waved in Tanya's general direction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're fucked." said Paulina Patterson.
"In a good or bad way?" I asked. She and I were in my office, with Cindy on the sofa.
"Bad." Paulina said. "Ken's lawyer already has heard about the autopsy results, and he's told Ken as well as the State Attorney that there will be no plea deals."
"So only charge him with aggravated assault." I said. "He's confessed to that."
"Lynch, his lawyer, is making a motion to have the confession thrown out." Paulina said. "He is saying that his client made that confession under the duress of being charged with murder. Since there is, quote, 'reasonable doubt', unquote, about that, Lynch is going for the whole enchilada to get the charges dropped. Oh, he also mentioned that you, Don, were bullying Ken, which added to the duress that led to the confession."
"Fer cryin' out loud------- oh." I said. "Of course. I see what's going on now."
"What's that?" asked Cindy.
"Let me ask you: who told Lynch about the autopsy report... which has not been published yet?"
"Could've been anyone." said Paulina.
"No, it could not have been." I replied. "Martha told only Tanya some of the things about her findings. Only Tanya. Tanya told only a few of us in the room."
"Crenshaw or Fischer?" asked Cindy.
"I have 'reasonable doubt' that it was them." I said. "Lewis has already showered Ferrell with praise for 'solving' this crime. Would Crenshaw and Fischer risk their careers... and maybe their lives... by making Lewis and Ferrell look bad?"



"I'm sure Jack Muscone would not have told Lynch a thing." Cindy said. "Nor would you... unless you have something sneaky up your sleeve."
"No, Scout's Honor it wasn't me." I said. "And by the process of elimination, that leaves...."
"The State Attorney." said Paulina. "But why?"
"He's a lazy ass bum." I said. "He doesn't want to try this case at all. He wants it to go away. So he'll probably not fight Lynch's motions, and Ken. Will. Walk."
"No way in hell!" Paulina exclaimed. She got up and stormed out the door, quickly saying goodbye along the way.
Part 7 - Smoke and Mirrors
Wednesday, October 5th, 5:00pm.
"Okay, we're finally starting to get some money in." Jenna Stiles said as she sat with her Campaign Manager and three remaining volunteers at the table in her Campaign Office. "We've paid for this place through the Election, we've paid bills and distributed what we could in back pay. We've got a little bit for advertising. So, let's plan our homestretch strategy."
"Ladies, I don't know about any of you," said the Campaign Manager, "but I really want to just go 'scorched earth' on Krasney. Win or lose, let's leave nothing on the Campaign Room floor, so to speak."
"I'm already doing that." said Jenna. "Here's my question: what's working better? the racial angle? or the misogyny angle?"
"Race." said one of the volunteers. "With respect, ma'am... to be honest, the women's issue just hasn't been resonating. It doesn't get any men, and it doesn't get nearly as many women as you might expect. But race? We're up tremendously with the Black vote, and doing better with the Hispanic vote, as well. Painting Krasney as the racist he is, is what's working for us."
*BUZZZZZZZZZ-ZOOOMMMMMMM!*
The sound they'd just heard was of a motorcycle speeding by the Campaign Headquarters window.
"Wow, that sounded like he was practically on the sidewalk." Jenna said. She'd noticed someone on a motorcycle speed by... male, in a tan jacket, darker brown pants, black motorcycle helmet. "Okay, let's get back to------"
*BUZZZZZZZZZ-ZOOOMMMMMMM!*
*CRASH!*
"GAS!" yelled one of the women as purple smoke billowed through the room, coming from whatever had been thrown through the glass window, shattering it.
"Get out of here!" yelled Jenna. The women ran toward the brightest haze in the smoke-filled room, and came to the front door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Campaign Headquarters was roped off with crime scene tape. Officers were keeping the curious crowds at bay. Though it was rush hour, this location was not on a busy street, and it was not hard to close the street and force cars to detour.
Captain Cindy Ross and Detective Joanne Warner were inside, along with Sergeant Rudistan, Sr. Patrolman Morton, the TCPD Crime Lab team and the Fire Department's Arson team, which also investigated bombings. I was just outside, looking around the neighborhood.
John Hardwood came up with a two-camera team. How he'd gotten through the Police cordon, I did not know... but would soon be finding out, I promised myself. Hardwood said "What are you looking up at the sky for, Troy? The bombs are inside."
"How do you know that, Hardwood?" I replied, just a little too quietly and evenly. "Did you throw them in there yourself?"
"Wha?! Of course not." said Hardwood. "But shouldn't you be inside investigating the bombing?"
"And you think you know better than me how I should do my job, butthead?" I snarled back, knowing the media microphones would not be picking that up with my device full-on. "My own counsel will I keep on how I solve this case."
"All right, guys, let's roll." said Hardwood. The cameras were switched on, and Hardwood began speaking. "This is John Hardwood, KSTD Five-Alive News. We are at the scene of the bombing of Stiles Campaign Headquarters, and Police Commander Troy is at the scene. Commander, do you have any suspects?"
"Why, yes I do." I said. "White male, about 5'10" in height, medium build, graying hair... and recently changed jobs from one news network to another."
Hardwood looked like he was going to explode as he yelled "Cut!" He turned to me and snarled "Are you actually accusing me of this bombing?"
"Time will tell, Mr. Hardwood." I said. Getting bored with toying with the arrogant reporter, I went inside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a fine sprinkling of purple dust all over the place, and one shattered window, but otherwise there was no real damage in the Headquarters office. Jenna and her staff were shaken up, but not harmed.
"Sir," said Cindy, coming up to me, "we have a description of the motorcyclist as male, mid-size, medium build, wearing a tan jacket and darker brown pants. Motorcycle is a bigger model, maybe a Harley, all black. I've already called Myron to start collecting and processing film footage of the street, and Franklin Washington is getting the warrant to support that."
"Cool beans." I said. "But why Franklin? Why not Paulina?"
Cindy said "I couldn't reach her on the phone, so I just went to Plan (F)ranklin." I nodded.
"How's Jenna?" I asked.
"She's okay. Pissed, more than anything." Cindy replied. "She's talking to Joanne, and I'm letting that happen and just supervising."
"Good." I said. "Okay, call Jack Muscone or someone on his team. If the SBI's Bureau of Firearms and Explosives (BFE) tries to come in, tell them they are not invited to any Crowbar parties, including this one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was 6:30pm, and Police Headquarters's Classroom 'J' contained Chief Moynahan, me, Cindy Ross, 'Coldiron' Masters, Teresa Croyle, Della Harlow, Joanne Warner, FBI Special Agents Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar, and Jack Muscone... who had brought pizzas.
The SBI's BFE did try to come in, and Carter Fischer brought Agent Andy 'Dog' Redmond and SBI Lt. Bob Bohrmann to Headquarters. I had told the Duty Desk to keep them out, but Chief Moynahan told me we had to let them in. When they saw the FBI there, tensions grew immediately.
"Okay," said Moynahan, "let's lay some ground rules here. You SBI Agents are here at my personal courtesy and the Governor's personal request. We have not invited you to be a part of this investigation, and neither of the people with crowbars in this room want you here."
"This was a bombing of a political headquarters." said Bohrmann. "The SBI BFE should be part of the investigating team. I don't understand the hostility towards us, here or anywhere else."
'It's the first three letters of your bureau's name." I said. "S-B-I. I don't trust you, I don't trust your Director, and I think your organization is incompetent."
"We know how good you are, Commander Troy." said Bohrmann. "So you're one of the few people in this State that can say that to my face. But I'm not Dick Ferrell, and I and my people are good at what we do. We're here to help... if you'll let us."
"Don't say it Mr. Crowbar." said Moynahan, knowing exactly what was about to come out of my potty mouth. Cindy stifled a laugh as she saw me roll my eyes.
"Chief, why is the FBI here?" asked Agent Redmond. He was not tall but was big and stocky, a bit like Jack Muscone. "No offense, but this isn't a national office campaign headquarters, nor does it cross State lines."
"They're here," said Moynahan, "for the same reasons you claim to be: they are experts on crimes such as these, we work with them frequently due to our proximity to the State Line, and to be honest, Agent Redmond... we like them more than we like you." The silence that ensued was most very uncomfortable.
"Okayyyyy," said Moynahan, "Captain Ross, what do we have on this?"
Cindy described what had happened, and the description of the motorcyclist. "We have secured a lot of camera footage of the area, and it's being processed. We're procuring more footage as we learn the motorcyclist's path to and from the scene of the crime. The license place of the motorcycle is obscured."
"Is that by the same methods as Newton's motorcycle?" Sandra Speer asked.
"Who is Newton?" asked Bohrmann.
"We'll discuss that in time." I said. "For now, just roll with it." I nodded at Cindy to keep going.
"Here's the deal on that, as you FBI guys know." Cindy said. "When we captured Newton's motorcycle, the FBI studied that refractive material on the license plate to see if they could create algorithms to defeat it. Your people are working on this footage now, but with limited success. They think it's a similar material, but constructed in a different way. We're going to have to be adaptive."
"Do you think this motorcyclist is related to Newton or Westboro in any way?" asked Eduardo Escobar. All eyes turned to me.
"No way to know yet." I said. "There are some similarities in that license plate masking, and also in this method of quick attack; some of you might remember that bozo that tried to assassinate me outside the tailor shop. But if it's anyone truly associated with the Westboro Syndicate? That remains to be seen."
"I know we're behind the power curve on this Westboro business." said Bohrmann, "but are you guys suggesting that this is not related to Ms. Stiles's campaign headquarters, that it's not a politically-motivated attack on her?"
"Lieutenant Bohrmann," I said, "we are not suggesting anything. We are groping for data right now so that we can formulate theories. Obviously it relates to Jenna Stiles and her campaign, as it was her headquarters that was attacked."
"She's been blasting Krasney as a racist lately." said Della Harlow. "You think this is some sort of retaliation?"
"I don't think Krasney has it in him to do something like that." Cindy said.
"I agree." I said. "I'm not ruling out a Krasney supporter, though."
"Sir," said Joanne Warner, "may I say something?"
"Of course, Detective." I said. Get a backbone Joanne! I thought silently to myself.
"Well, sir," said Joanne, "this wasn't much of an attack on Ms. Styles. These smoke generators can be bought publicly. The University uses blue one when their football team runs onto the field; the cheerleaders even carry them in their hands when they run out, while the fireworks are smoking. They're not explosive and they're not dangerous."
"How do you know that?" asked SBI Agent Redmond.
"This is why I don't like working with you SBI jerks." I said forcefully. "My Detective is making a point. Shut your mouth and let her make it." The SBI Agents's eyes flashed anger, but they held their tongues.
Chief Moynahan interjected: "The Crime Lab report confirms what Detective Warner is saying. These were just little smoke generators that huff and puff and don't blow anything down. They do create a mess, though. You were saying, Detective?"
"Yes sir, that was what I was saying." Joanne said. "These weren't explosives meant to physically harm the people inside. It's like it was just a warning, or just harassment."
"Good thought, Detective." I said. "Even so, let's step up our presence and coverage at all public political events."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the meeting was concluded, SBI Lt. Bohrmann came up to me and said "Commander, may I speak with you privately? Perhaps in your office?"
"Okay." I said. We went down the hallway. As we went, I heard Agent Redmond say to his boss "Newton was that Detective that was Westboro's 'Sinon', his mole inside the TCPD." Bohrman nodded and told Redmond to check in with the FBI Agents. When we got to my office and went in, Cindy of course followed us in, as was expected of her.
"Er, Commander, I was hoping to speak with you alone." said Bohrmann, seeing my Captain's presence.
"You may say anything in front of Captain Ross that you would say to me." I replied. "If that is not acceptable, then there's the door; don't let it hit you in the ass on the way out of here."
"Er, okay." said Bohrmann. "Why don't we sit down and------"
"This is my office, Bohrmann." I said with authority. "I am the one who decides who sits down, not you. And I have not invited you to sit down."
"Okay." said Bohrmann, getting testy. "I have tried hard, Commander, to ignore your blatant hostility of the SBI and your rudeness to me and my Agent today. What do you have against me?"
"Who do you work for?" I asked.
"The SBI. You know that------"
"That's right!" I said harshly. "You are part of the State Bureau of Investigation. When you lie with those dogs, you have their fleas. I consider your organization and it's Director to be corrupt, with no redeeming value."
"Look, Commander, I know there are bad people in the SBI, but I'm not one of them. I'm trying to do my job, and------"
"You see that drawing there?" I thundered, pointing at the drawing of me by Gunny Guernica's son. "That was drawn by the child whose U.S. Marine father was brutally blown away, shot dead, by your fellow SBI Agents. In addition, one of your fellow SBI Agents tried to murder me. So maybe I'm feeling just a little bit personal about it."
"There's bad blood on both sides." said Bohrmann. "FBI Agent Muscone assaulted Dick Ferrell. You nearly killed Chaplain Ikea, albeit for hitting your mother. And then there's that machine gun attack------"
"Yeah, when your SBI Agents were purposefully trying to kill some of my TCPD Officers." I said. "Bohrmann, I do have one regret about that machine gun attack: if I had to do it over, I would've killed every single SBI Agent that was there. I regret letting them live, and I won't make that mistake again if they come into my County unannounced again."
Bohrmann just stared at me, gaping.
"That's right, Bohrmann," I said, seeing the look on the man's face, "I regret not killing your fellow Agents. Now if you don't like how I feel about your Agency and it's people, then you can go fuck yourself along with the rest of them."
"So why did you become part of the SBI Reserve?" asked Bohrmann, and I sensed he was more curious than anything else about it.
"At the time," I said, "my Chief wanted me to. And I did think that I might be able to help clean up some of the deep corruption rotting the SBI from within, from its core. Now... I think the SBI is irredeemably corrupt, and will remain that way until it's dissolved by the State Legislature. Now if you say you're not one of them, prove it: resign from the SBI, find employment with another agency, perhaps the FBI, and maybe then I'll believe you're not as dirty as they are."
Bohrmann looked at Cindy, whose ice blue eyes showed whose side she was firmly upon. "Okay, Commander," he said. "I won't argue. But some of us in the SBI are good, and are working to clean up the mess. Give us a chance, and maybe even help us. We want things to be right just as much as you do."
"Have a good evening, Lieutenant." I said. "Captain, escort Lieutenant Bohrmann to the Duty Desk, where he can sign out and go home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Coming back in, Cindy said "He seems genuinely confused by you. And may I speak freely?"
"Sure." I said, sitting down. "Oh, and have a seat. The office owner approves."
"Yeah, that was a bad breach on his part." Cindy said, sitting on the sofa. "But sir... he is partly right: he may just be doing his job, and you were bearing down on him like a freight train coming out of the mountain passes. Do you really need to be so harsh on every SBI Agent?"
I nodded. "Valid point. Let me ask... did you hear what his assistant Redmond told him about Julie?"
"Yes sir, he said she was the traitor in our midst."
"More specifically, what did you hear?"
"Uh, oh.... he called her Westboro's 'Sinon'."
"That's right." I said. "Now to whom did we really discuss Ms. Newton's code name?"
"Er, nobody." Cindy said. "I get the drift... how did Redmond know that?"
"Yes." I said. "Good observing and deducing. Bohrmann may be clean and want to clean things up, but his own lapdog gave himself away. The SBI is chock-full of stupid idiots, as well as corrupt bastards. They can't help but give themselves away."
Just then, the Duty Desk Sergeant came to the door. "Commander, KSTD Reporter John Hardwood is in the Press Room. He wants you to come down for an in-person, on-camera interview."
"How did he ask?" I asked.
"He just said 'Have Commander Troy come down for an in-person, on-camera interview.'." said the Sergeant.
I looked at Cindy, then back to the Sergeant and said "Sergeant, return to the Duty Desk. Do not tell Hardwood anything; don't say a word to him. Don't tell him I'm coming down or not coming down. Let him sit and spin."
The Sergeant grinned and excused himself and left. Cindy was trying not to laugh, then she said "What has gotten in Hardwood's bonnet about you, sir? He's been a real tool, lately. Even got himself fired from KXTC."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "The party never stops in our Town & County, Cindy. And it's always the Usual Suspects stirring the pot..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm. Cindy came into my office, though I had just told her to go home.
"The Chief is still in his office." she said. "The light is on and I can see his shadow."
"I know." I said. "He's been on the phone pretty much since that meeting broke up earlier tonight. I'm not sure what about."
"Sir, what do you really think about the attack on Jenna today?" Cindy asked.
I looked at her, seeing that this was a question of a personal nature, not a professional one. "I don't know what to think, at least not yet." I said, not trying the 'not enough data' dodge and weave tactic. "Krasney issued a statement deploring the attack, complete with the usual political platitudes about subverting our democratic processes. And like you said today, I just don't think he has it in him to try something like that, nor to order anyone to try something like that."
"I talked to Myron and Mary." Cindy said. "The motorcyclist went west, towards the River, after the attack, but was soon lost in traffic. The Precincts are putting out word to all the patrols." I nodded in acknowledgement.
Then the door opened and the Chief looked in. "You two are still here?" he asked.
"Yes sir. As are you." I said. The Chief chuckled.
"Well, I'm going home." he said. "Would you two care to join me at the Irish Pub for a post-day li-bay-tion?"
"Sir, can I take a raincheck?" I asked. "I have to get home and tuck in some kids."
"I'll take you up on that, Chief." Cindy said. "I need a drink after this day..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!" cried out Carole as I came into her bedroom. She was just being put into bed by her mother. "Can I read you a book, Daddy?" Yep, trying to stay awake, she was.
"Why don't we do that tomorrow, Sweetie?" I replied. Bowser had come up to me and I was petting him while talking to Carole. "You get some sleep, and I'll take Bowser out."
"Okay. Nite Daddy! Nite Bowser!" Carole said. I kissed her forehead and collected Bowser. Jim was already asleep, so I just collected Buddy and took him and Bowser outside. I asked Laura to join me, and we sat on the patio while the dogs did their business.
"Honey," I said, "how did my blood tests come out?"
"So far, so good." Laura said. "A bit of extra testosterone after we have sex, but that's no surprise. You had a bit more adrenalin in your bloodstream when you woke up out of that dream the other night. All other times, everything's been normal."
"Good." I said. "By the way, and please do tell me straight out: is the Company looking for any more of Ned's drugs?"
"Not that I know of." said Laura. "But it's funny you should ask. Jack's boss with the FBI asked me the same question after Westboro's home was ransacked and Wargrave's was invaded. He thinks someone is after something."



"Think the Company might not tell you, since you're trying to retire?"
"That, my darling," Laura replied, "is a very distinct possibility. I'll see if I can find out anything tomorrow morning."
"You're aware of that bust the SBI made, where they found the synthetic drugs?" I asked.
"Oh yes, that came right to my attention." Laura said. "One of my groups is following up on that. The drugs were powerful analgesics, is what I'm told, but I'm going to sneak a peek at their classified reports to the Director."
Bowser and Buddy came up, having finished their business and wanting to get back to guarding their young charges. We went back inside, and Bowser bounded up the stairs to Carole's room, Buddy following at a more deliberate pace. Not to be rushed, that good Cocker Spaniel, I thought to myself.
And speaking of not rushing... Laura and I took a long time getting upstairs ourselves. We made out like teenagers for a long time, kissing and feeling each other up...
Part 8 - Maneuvers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redhead MILF at 7:00am, Thursday, October 6th, from in front of Stiles Campaign Headquarters. "Channel Two News is following the story of the bombing of District Attorney Candidate Jenna Stiles's Campaign Headquarters!"
"In fairness," Bettina noted, "the devices used in this attack were not bombs, but smoke-producing fireworks. But they created a mess, as well as a big scare for Ms. Stiles and her staff. Police have few leads in the case, saying that a motorcyclist threw the devices, which were tied to rocks, through the window and then sped off. Because he was wearing a helmet, Police are unsure of his facial features."
"This crime has brought in personnel from the FBI, Homeland Security, and the SBI, as well as the Town & County Police and the Fire Department Arson Squad." continued Bettina. "Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD has issued a statement that the Police are going to increase their presence at all political events in the County."
"Meanwhile, D.A. Gil Krasney issued a statement that he condemns and deplores the attack on his opponent's Campaign Headquarters, and says the democratic process will not be denied by thugs using these terroristic methods..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the Indian beauty at 8:00am, in front of Police Headquarters. "Five-Alive News is bringing coverage of the bombing of Jenna Stiles's Campaign Headquarters! Two bombs were thrown into the office yesterday, shattering the front wall of glass and going off inside, threatening the lives of the D.A. candidate and her staff! Let's go to John Hardwood at the scene!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Hardwood, from in front of Stiles Campaign HQ. "As you can see, police tape has been put up, marking the scene where the bombs went off. With Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police overmatched by this bombing, the SBI's Bureau of Firearms and Explosives has been brought in to tackle the case. The FBI and Homeland Security are also monitoring the situation. Back to you, Priya."
"Thank you, John!" shouted Priya. She then brought in Jenna's Campaign Manager and asked "Do you believe D.A. Krasney is involved in any way with the bombing of his opponent's campaign headquarters?"
"We have no idea who might've attacked Jenna Stiles for her strong campaign of protecting minorities' and women's rights, and exposing the truth about the current District Attorney." said the Campaign Manager. "But we do know that we will not let this intimidation deter us from our commitment to the People of this County."
"Ma'am," asked Priya, "do you believe the Town & County Police can solve this case, or is it out of their depths?"
"The same Police that rescued Jenna months ago?" replied the Campaign Manager. "Yes, I trust them to get the job done, and to protect Ms. Stiles from further political threats to her safety."
After concluding the interview, Priya then said "District Attorney Krasney denies that he or anyone involved in his Campaign is responsible for the bombing of his opponent's Campaign Headquarters. This is Priya Ajmani, bringing you the news you have a right to know!"
No mention of Krasney's statement, much less showing him deliver it. Bias? You get one guess...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Director of the SBI Bureau of Firearms and Explosives (BFE), Lt. Bob Bohrmann, came into the office. He was offered coffee or water, which he politely declined, then was bidden to sit down, which he did.
"So," said his host, "how did it go up there?"
"Bad." said Bohrmann, almost sadly. "Commander Troy, as well as the rest of his Police Force, have a very deep distrust of the SBI. With him personally, I would say it borders on pure 'hatred'. In some ways, I can understand: Sharples did try to murder him, and Pelletier did try to murder his former Police Chief and killed a U.S. Marine in the process. But Troy doesn't try to separate the wheat from the chaff, the good from the bad. He took verbal jab after jab at me the whole time I was there."
"That's too bad." said the host. "And it's reflective of nearly the entire State. Virtually every local law enforcement agency hates our guts. How do we overcome that? What can Lewis do, when he becomes Governor, to overcome the distrust?"
"Honestly, sir," said Bohrmann, "I don't think we can. The City Police have orders to shoot us on sight within City Limits... they don't say that out loud, of course, but after Ferrell's last escapade up there, that's the unspoken word. I don't even need to tell you what Troy thinks of us, and he is practically worshipped by the whole northwest part of the State. The Southport Mob laughs in our faces. And Midtown... well, their Police have been going into the gutter since Moynahan and his team left... hard to believe one group of people were such a lynchpin for that entire Police Department, but that appears to have been the case."
"Okay." said the host. "Thank you for coming by." Bohrman left, leaving his host to contemplate.
SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston had worked his ass off for years to reach the top of the SBI ranks. He had played the Game, and when it became clear what he was expected and required to do, he got down in the mud with Lewis and Ferrell and the rest of them. And he was almost at his lodestone, the very top: the SBI Director's chair. But Jack Lewis had slipped the other day, and said on TV that the dirtiest SBI Agent of them all, Richard 'Dick' Ferrell, was being 'considered' for SBI Director.
'Considered'. Gaston knew what that meant, and he knew that his lifetime of work, and of compromising his own values and his soul, were for nothing. As he brooded over his predicament, he tried to consider how to secure the SBI Directorship that Lewis had promised him, Gaston, before saying that bastard Ferrell was being 'considered'.
What would the Iron Crowbar do? he asked himself, at first humorously, sardonically. Then he realized that the Iron Crowbar had been hired into the TCPD and had risen brilliantly to the top. He could've had the Chief's chair or even won the Sheriff's job up there. He was an SBI Reservist, one of that bastard Conlan's pitbulls, and he was an FBI Consultant... and could go to work for them full-time if he wanted. Yes, how did the Iron Crowbar get to the top so quickly, and almost being pushed upwards, not having to work like a dog like Gaston did...
Yes, what would the Iron Crowbar do in my case? Gaston wondered...
Part 9 - Depths of Corruption
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 7th. "Channel Two News has learned that Governor Val Jared faces a blowout loss in the General Election!"
"According to our friends at Public Policy Polling, Jared is now down 49-41%, and may sink even more in the polls. Evangelical Christian groups and Social Moderates are publicly hammering him on both sides of the Jeremy Moreland issue and the Governor's failure to take a stand. Jared's opponent, SBI Director Jack Lewis, is openly calling Jared weak, ineffectual, and unable to continue his failed policies as Governor!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, I got a call from Chief Griswold, asking me to come to his home. Cindy and I piled into my Police SUV and worked our way through the traffic to get to Reservoir Road and to the Chief's home. I noticed three black limousines in the driveway, and knew what was going on.
Yep... upon Mrs. Griswold letting us in, I saw Governor Jared sitting in a living room chair, Griswold in the other one, and Staff in the kitchen eating doughnuts the Governor had provided.
"Help yourselves to some doughnuts and coffee." said Griswold. Cindy and I hustled to get a couple of doughnuts each before they were consumed. Then we went back into the other room.
"Thank you for coming by, both of you." said the Governor, who was by now used to the fact that Cindy would be where I would be. "I need.... I need your advice."
"This Right-to-Life issue?" I asked. The Governor nodded. He looked exhausted. Not beaten, not down like a loser would be, but like a man who was fighting with everything he had and still losing. I remembered how I'd felt on that hallway floor after waking up from Dr. Casey B. Walker's torture and trying to fight my way out, and I knew the Governor needed a 'Whirling Dervish' rescue himself, though a more political and less physical one.
"I don't know what to do about it." said the Governor. "No matter what I say or do, someone will attack me, and the God-damned Press will gin up whichever side attacks me. Don't get me wrong; I'll fight to the very end, I'll go down swinging. But if I can't find a way out of this hole... I will go down to the most corrupt politician in the history of this State, Jack Lewis."
"Well," I said, "when you're in a hole, the first thing to do is stop digging a bigger one." I went over and got the piano bench and brought it next to the Governor in his chair, in 'Michael Corleone' style. "Would you guys give me and the Governor a moment alone, please?" As Griswold and Cindy got up, I handed the Chief my red crowbar. He nodded as he took it with him.
"Okay, sir," I said quietly as I sat on the bench next to the Governor. "It's just you and me, nobody else, no crowbars. I don't want to hear what Governor Jared thinks. I need to know what Valnius Jared feels, in your heart and your deepest soul..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ferrell." said the Director of the SBI-NTF as he answered his cellphone.
"The Crime Lab found out, Dick." said the voice at the other end. "You better get down there and squash this before the shit hits the fan and hurts Jack Lewis's campaign." The line went dead.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, the Governor of the State went to the podium in front of City Hall, ostensibly to speak on behalf of State Representative William C. "Billy" Williams (R)... who was running unopposed.
"I support Life, and I support the values of those who cherish Life." said the Governor. "What I do not support is this so-called 'State Right to Life Committee' that not only does not support Life, they support harassment of grieving families. I grieve with the Morelands over the loss of their son, and I strongly condemn the State Right to Life Committee's invasive actions. This committee had no business butting into the private decisions of a heartbroken family. They had no place there, no interest that could justifiably serve them. Yet they dragged this family through the mud, through pain and agony, all just to make the exact wrong point at the exact wrong time."
"Again, let me be clear." said the Governor. "I condemn the State Right to Life Committee. And who is their organizer? SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea. Note those first three letters: S-B-I. Once again, this corrupt organization and its corrupt leader, Jack Lewis, do the exact wrong thing at the exact wrong time. Once again, one of SBI Director Jack Lewis's agents either is responsible for the grief of a family, or makes their grief worse. I blame SBI Director Jack Lewis and his corrupt organization for using a brain-dead young man as a political tool in their unappeasable thirst for political power. I can assure you that when I am re-elected, the deeply corrupt State Bureau of Investigation will be cleaned out like the Augean Stables... and this man will be my 'Hercules' in cleaning out that filthy organization..."
He was pointing at the man to his right... me, Your Iron Crowbar. The look on my face was of a man dead to all feeling but inexorable Justice. And I was tapping the red crowbar in my hand.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Governor Jared is not only corrupt," yelled Jack Lewis from in front of the State Capitol in Midtown, "he's a desperate man. The SBI is not corrupt. It is the finest, most trustworthy and honest law enforcement body in this State! I am proud to be its Director, and I am proud to have great Agents like Richard Ferrell and Chaplain Ikea working for and with me!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
State Crime Lab Director, Lt. Tanya Perlman, sat behind her desk going over the results of Jeremy's autopsy when the phone rang. It was the supervisor of one of her labs.
"What?!" she exclaimed. "You're kidding! Those drugs are the same ones, the same exact ones, that the SBI confiscated in that drug raid? Okay, I'll check the email. Yes, call Detective Troy! Bye."
She checked the email. It was true... those drugs were the same, the lab tests were solid proof. Everything had correct chain of custody; this was evidence! And it did not take Lady Ironside long to figure out that only the SBI or someone working for them could've obtained and injected those drugs into Jeremy!"
She printed out the report and copied files to a jump drive, then said to her assistant "Call my van! I've got to get this to the Iron Crowbar immediately!"
She rushed out the door, pushing the control of her wheelchair as hard as she could to make it go as fast as it could. She got to the elevator and pressed the button. It seemed like forever, but the door finally opened...
... and out popped SBI Agent Richard 'Dick' Ferrell.
"You're not going anywhere with that, bitch!" he snarled. "Give it to me, now!"
"Fuck you! Get out of my way!" yelled Tanya, trying to drive into the elevator. Ferrell pulled at the side of the wheelchair, spinning it sideways. Tanya tried to maneuver it again, and Ferrell grabbed it. He pulled it up and over, emptying Tanya onto the floor!
"Auggggh!!" Tanya screamed in pain as she landed on her back. She was unable to move as Ferrell dropped the heavy motorized wheelchair onto Tanya's legs!
"Now, give me that fucking evidence, you bitch!" snarled Ferrell, going for his gun...
To be continued.
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Part 10 - Aikido Rules
From around the corner, Phyllis Troy ran up. "What are you doing?" she screamed at Ferrell, distracting him. He turned to face her.
"You fucking cunt!" Ferrell snarled. "I'm going to finish what Ikea started. And your turd son isn't here to save your sorry ass!" He advanced upon Phyllis and swung as hard as he could at her face. Phyllis dodged the blow, and saw his shoulder joint pass by... ah, a joint. She knows what to do with those.
*WHAM!!*
Ferrell came down hard on his neck and cheek, driven into the floor by his own body weight. As he lay stunned, Phyllis moved to get the wheelchair off Tanya.
"Are you all right?" she asked. Then she saw Ferrell trying to get up, and going for his gun.
*WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!*
It was the building fire alarm. As people began coming out of the rooms into the hallway, Ferrell rushed for the stairs to get away. Phyllis pulled the wheelchair off Tanya's legs.
"Tanya, are you okay?" Phyllis asked.
"No." said Tanya. "I can't feel my legs, but I know something is wrong." Phyllis looked and saw the bruises forming on Tanya's thighs.
"Let's get her to the hospital!" said a technician as several ran up.
"Call an ambulance!" replied Phyllis, taking charge. Then Tanya handed her the file and jump drives.
"Take these to your son." said Tanya. "That's more important than anything. Get some of these guys to go with you."
As Phyllis and two technicians rushed to the elevator, she got out her cellphone and made a fortuitous phone call.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm sorry, Commander, he got away." said Captain Cortese, commander of the 1st District State Patrol Post. With him was Sergeant Rudistan, and they were in my office at Police Headquarters. "We expected him to go either south towards Midtown or east towards Hillside and maybe cut south. But he went west. He crossed the State Line."
"The only non-stupid thing he's done all day." I said. "Okay, Captain, thanks for your efforts."
"Sir," said Captain Cortese as he read a text, "the SBI is ordering the State Patrol to cease and desist pursuit of Lieutenant Ferrell."
"Those orders do not apply in this County to you, Sergeant Rudistan." I said. "Put out an APB on Ferrell for aggravated assault with the intent to kill. Do it in the Sheriff's name, not mine, and I've already gotten his permission."
Moments later, as I sat alone in my office, the Three Mouseketeers came in. "We got the hallway footage from the State Crime Lab building, sir." said Myron. "But we had no warrant to hack them, so I don't know if it's valid."
"It's valid, Mr. Milton." said a voice. It was my mother's voice. She came up to us and said "Two technicians recorded what Ferrell did to Lt. Perlman in the hallway. They sent videos to the TCPD and the Campus Police, and we're holding their cellphones as evidence for now."
I accessed the evidence servers and watched. It was painful to watch Tanya take that abuse, and I was very angry, very angry in-deed. "How is Tanya?" I asked.
"Dr. Morgan said it was lucky her legs weren't broken." my mother said. "They have her on exercise therapies to try to keep her leg muscles as strong as possible, but it's not all that much. And she had some severe bruising that they're going to monitor overnight. She's lucky, son. Very lucky."
"So is Ferrell... in a 'bad luck' kind of way." I said. "Nothing will stop me from destroying that bastard if I ever see him. My katana will be blooded, consequences be damned."
"Not if I get him first." said another voice. This one belonged to FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"Why aren't you at the Hospital, Special Agent Muscone?" I asked.
"I was." Jack replied. "They're running tests, and I think Tanya felt a bit humiliated to have me there. She asked me to come see you."
"I think you're right, Jack." said my mother. "I believe she felt very helpless lying there, but it was she who activated the alarm."
Tanya had a necklace that had a button secreted in it. It was the equivalent of the "I've fallen and I can't get up" kind of alert. She also had something secreted in her wristwatch, and when she pressed that, the fire alarm went off in the building, and camera evidence was automatically moved to evidence servers. It was Dr. Marvin Milton that had given Tanya the watch, fearing for her safety as he'd feared for mine when he gave me the belt alarm. Tanya's own acumen to have camera evidence preserved if she activated the alarm is what caused her to activate it.
"All right." I said. "Myron, I need jump drives of this video prepared."
"For whom, sir?" asked Myron.
"For the Press." I replied. "By the time I am done, both Ferrell and his boss Jack Lewis will rue the day they hurt Tanya."
"By the way, Mom," I said after the Mouseketeers had left. "Awesome job planting Ferrell's face into the floor."
"I was trying to kill him, you know." Phyllis said. "Unfortunately, my skills are rusty."
What you may not know, people, is that when Elizabeth and I were young, we were not dropped off at our Aikido lessons... we went with our parents. My mom and dad were both very good with Aikido, as Elizabeth and I learned to be.
"And Ferrell has a very hard head." I replied. "Okay, so what did Tanya learn?" I asked, looking at the information even as my mother spoke.
"As you know, son, the SBI made a raid and confiscated some synthetic drugs. Some of those drugs apparently are nothing short of nerve agents, and somehow they found a way to inject young Jeremy with those drugs. The drugs destroyed his brain stem and cerebellum, and virtually all of his autonomic activity."
"Was this done at the scene?" I asked, "or at the Hospital later?"
"It was fortunate I asked for blood samples to be taken even as Jeremy was being transported to the Hospital, was it not?" my mother asked. "They show it happened at the scene. We'll never prove it was Ferrell, but he was in this County at the time, monitoring your casino stings."
"For what I am about to do," I said, "I don't need proof."
"Son, you should refrain from physically attacking him at this time." my mother admonished. "Your enemies will use any attack by you against you."
"Oh, I'm not going to touch him, not just yet." I said. "We have something far, far more important to do for our State first..."
Part 11 - Revenge of the Crowbar
"Director Lewis!" shouted Priya Ajmani at the Press Conference Jack Lewis was giving at the Lakeside Inn and Suites resort hotel, "do you support Richard Ferrell as your successor?"
"I think he's a fine SBI Officer, and one of the reasons the SBI is the premiere law enforcement agency in the State. He will certainly be considered when I become Governor." said Jack Lewis.
"Even though Director Ferrell attacked a paraplegic SBI Agent, Mr. Lewis?" asked Tim Sioban of KSB in the City. The silence was sudden and overwhelming.
"What?" asked Lewis. "What are you talking about?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News at Six!" said the athletic blonde behind the anchor desk. "We are bringing you shocking footage of SBI Agent and Narcotics Task Force Director Richard Ferrell attacking Lt. Tanya Perlman, who is a paraplegic. This is very disturbing video, showing Mr. Ferrell throwing Lt. Perlman's wheelchair on top of her legs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Diane Williams at the City National Newsdesk." said the decided blonde from her anchor desk, which had a national audience. "A State Bureau of Investigation Officer is being investigated after throwing a paraplegic Crime Lab employee out of her wheelchair! Lt. Tanya Perlman is paralyzed from the waist down, and was unable to avoid Agent Ferrell throwing her wheelchair on top of her!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the evening!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette. "SBI Director Jack Lewis continues to support his NTF Director, Dick Ferrell, after Ferrell attacked Crime Lab Director Tanya Perlman, throwing the paralyzed woman to the floor and dropping her wheelchair on her. Ms. Perlman was hospitalized with severe injuries..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In all cases, the footage of the Ferrell attack was shown over and over again, all over the State, and even on a few national outlets that used Diane Williams's coverage.
"You know, Commander," said the Chief as we sat and watched in the Main Conference Room, "it is likely that Ferrell can't be prosecuted now, because the evidence is being shown all over the State."
"Yes sir." I said. "But he can be fired after an investigation. And we're going to nail Jack Lewis's foreskin to the wall and staple-gun his scrotum with this." The Chief was laughing hard at my potty-mouth language.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We don't have any information yet." said Jack Lewis as reporters thronged around him. "The SBI is handling this as an internal investigation. We will determine what actually happened, and you should not jump to conclusions based upon sensationalized video tape that we have not verified yet as being accurate."
Lewis was shuffled into his car, and was driven to the SBI's Midtown offices. Once there, he was escorted into the building by a back door, so that reporters could not speak to him. Once inside, he was taken to a conference room. Inside were SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston, State Senator Katherine Woodburn, State Senator Richard Langdon, and his top campaign managers.
"How bad is it?" Lewis asked, seeing the haggard, stunned faces around him. "And where is Jimmy Cerone?"
"He declined to come." said Langdon. "And I can guarantee you I considered it. This is a disaster, Lewis. An unmitigated disaster."
"Let's not jump to hasty conclusions." said Lewis.
"Have you seen the tape?" asked Katherine. Lewis said he had not. Katherine had the campaign people run the footage from the various angles."
"Jesus Christ..." Lewis whispered, practically falling into his chair. "Oh my... God...." He watched it again, just to make sure his eyes were not lying to him.
"As you can see, Director," said Gaston, "it's bad."
"First of all," Lewis said, groping for words, "has anyone talked to Ferrell? Has anyone asked him just why he did that?"
"No," said Katherine Woodburn, "but we don't need to ask. Lt. Perlman's Crime Lab found strong evidence that the drugs captured in the SBI raid some days ago were used on Jeremy Moreland, and may in fact be what killed Jeremy. Perlman was trying to get the evidence to the Iron Crowbar, and Ferrell interdicted. After what you saw on the tape, the Iron Crowbar's mother came upon the scene and Ferrell attacked her."
"Ohhhhhh, nooooooo." said Lewis. "After what the Iron Crowbar did to Ikea for hitting Mrs. Troy..."
"Fortunately, Ferrell got out of the County before the Iron Crowbar found out." said Katherine, hurling her words at the SBI Director. "Mrs. Troy did defend herself from Ferrell with martial arts, by the way. She's no slouch."
"Ferrell did that to a paralyzed woman..." whispered Lewis. "What is this doing to the campaign?"
"We don't have polling yet." said Langdon. "But your campaign may well be finished."
"No, we have to find some way to mitigate this." said Lewis.
"You'll have to fire Ferrell." said Katherine. "You will probably have to serve him up to the System on criminal charges. You have to separate yourself from him, and you need to make a Press statement very, very soon."
"No, that is what you must not do." said Robert Gaston. "Director, you have to come out and support Ferrell on this. Say this isn't what it appears to be, that it's a smear job by Jared and the Republicans."
"Are you fucking kidding me?" Katherine all but screamed. "This tape is all over the State, and you say Lewis should support Ferrell?!?!?"
"Yes, Senator." said Gaston. "That is the only way for the Director to save his campaign. He says there will be an 'internal review' of Ferrell, and a 'security review' of the State Crime Lab cameras and Lt. Perlman herself. You must say that Ferrell has done nothing wrong, though. Make people doubt what has happened, and what is going on."
"That is the craziest thing I've ever heard, outside the Iron Crowbar's County." said Katherine.
"Katherine," said Richard Langdon, considering it, "we must think about this. On its face, it would seem crazy. But I'm starting to see Gaston's logic in this... stand right up to them. It's always the Republicans that retreat in shame. With us Democrats, we stand tall and strong, no matter what crime we're accused of perpetrating. We deny, deny, deny. And we say there's an internal investigation, so we can't comment until it's done. And then we say we didn't mean to do anything wrong, that this doesn't rise to the level of an actionable crime. And with the Media behind us, we'll be just fine until December and beyond..."
Katherine said "I don't agree. We have to cut bait, here. If it weren't for the fact Ms. Perlman is a paraplegic, you might get away with that... but people see a helpless woman... and note that she's a woman... thrown to the floor and her wheelchair thrown onto her... and with her now in the Hospital..."
"Well," said Lewis, "let's get this right. We only get one shot at getting it right, and we also had better go nuclear on Jared. If we have anything on him we were holding back, now is the time to bring it out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Governor Val Jared stood beside SBI Inspector General Brittany M. Maxwell at the State Capitol. On cue, he took to the microphone, and spoke into the ears of the State: "It is obvious that the deep corruption of Jack Lewis's SBI cannot be tolerated any longer. Inspector?"
"Thank you, Governor." said Britt Maxwell. "The SBI Office of Ethics and Review has determined that the video footage, obtained from several sources, of Agent Ferrell attacking Ms. Perlman is valid and accurately depicts what happened. I am suspending Agent Ferrell, without pay, and the SBI Office of Ethics and Review is opening a comprehensive investigation of this issue, as well as others that will be discussed shortly. In addition, I have asked the FBI for assistance, and they will also be making a determination if Ms. Perlman's civil rights were violated in addition to the criminal violence against her."
"Thank you, Inspector." said the Governor. "Ladies and gentlemen, despite the political campaign, this issue is so serious that I cannot fail to act. Responsibility begins at the top, and the actions of SBI Agent Ferrell are the responsibility of SBI Director Jack Lewis. Therefore, I am suspending Director Lewis indefinitely. Deputy Director Robert Gaston will take over as Interim Director."
"Governor, if responsibility goes to the top, doesn't that mean that YOU are ultimately responsible for this?" John Hardwood sneeringly asked.
"Normally that would be the case." said the Governor. "But now let's listen to the hookup with Commander Donald Troy, speaking from his home County, to show you what is truly happening here."
"Thank you, Governor." I said on cue. I was speaking in front of reporters and cameras at City Hall in Town. I was wearing my formal jacket with ribbons over my white shirt and tie (and body armor, of course).  "Ladies and gentlemen, we have proof, evidence that will hold up in Court, that Jeremy Moreland was injected with drugs confiscated by the SBI some days ago. They are the same drugs, some of which are missing from the SBI's evidence rooms."
"These drugs," I continued, "were injected into Jeremy before he arrived at the Hospital, nearly dead from a blow to the head. Blood samples taken at the scene prove beyond any shadow of a doubt that Jeremy was injected at the scene with the SBI's drugs. Again, we have proof of this that will stand up in Court."
"Commander," asked Bettina Wurtzburg, "do you have any idea who injected Jeremy with these drugs?"
"We have no video evidence." I said. "We talked to the young man who confessed to hitting Jeremy with the tire iron, and he claims to have seen no one. Considering the seriousness of the charges against him, and that a plea deal might be made should he have seen something, I consider his claim to be truthful."
I went on: "What I also know is that Chaplain Steven Ikea is a close friend of NTF Director Dick Ferrell, and that Chaplain Ikea is the organizer of the 'State Right To Life Committee'. In fact, Ferrell and Ikea were once partners in the SBI. We also have evidence that shows that Dick Ferrell was in this County on the night Jeremy was attacked. Ferrell and the SBI were monitoring a casino sting operation being jointly run by the TCPD and the FBI."
"Commander, are you saying Richard Ferrell injected those drugs into Jeremy?" asked a cub reporter that I did not know.
"I am only stating the facts for which I have evidence." I said. "Any other conclusions that you draw are just that: conclusions drawn by you, not stated by me."
"Why would they do this, Commander?" asked Bettina.
"Again, I have no proof who actually injected Jeremy." I said. "But Jeremy was used as a pawn by SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea's 'State Right to Life Committee' to politically attack Governor Val Jared. That young brain-dead man was used as a tool, causing his family anguish and grief, by Steven Ikea's group. And that young man was brain-dead likely as a result of being injected by these powerful drugs that were confiscated by the SBI but are now missing from the SBI's control."
"It is obvious to me, Bettina," I said, "that all of this was done to create a political attack on Governor Jared. I will continue to investigate this matter, and will report my findings to the FBI and to the United States Department of Justice. And I will not try to deceive the People of this State by saying that there is going to be even a hint of cooperation with the SBI in this investigation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was now officially 'late'. It was about 11:00pm, Friday, October 7th. I was sitting in my office, feeling cold after taking off my Police jacket, and thinking and re-thinking this whole thing.
"I'll just say this." said Chief Moynahan, who appeared at my doorway, then came on inside. "If it had been anyone but you connecting those dots and telling that story, no one would be believing it."
"They might not believe me anyway, sir." I replied.
"Oh, if you get the chance to watch a tape of yourself, do so." said the Chief. "Everyone who saw that on television will know that you were right, and that you are all over it. Now go home, Mr. Crowbar."
I went home. Laura was in bed, asleep. I checked in on Jim and little Pete Feeley in their beds, then Carole in her room. In the process I found myself being followed by two fine dogs that needed taking out.
Outside, they went and did their business while I looked over my beloved Town, seeing the twinkling light and enjoying the sight, as always. And I knew that I had yet more work to do to keep that Town clean.



Once back inside, I gave Buddy and Bowser a lot of skritchins, petting them and talking to them, complete with belly rubs and them pressing their bodies into my sides and pressing their noses into my tummy like they liked to do. Afterwards, feeling the canine love, I felt refreshed.
Dogs just make everything better.
Part 12 - Cleanup
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the redheaded reporterette on Saturday, October 8th, from in front of the newly rebuilt Community Center, which only needed some finishing touches before it would be opened. "The Town & County, as well as the entire State, are still in shock from the revelations of the attack upon paraplegic Tanya Perlman by Dick Ferrell, SBI Agent and confidant of Democrat nominee for Governor, Jack Lewis!"
"Just moments ago," Bettina continued, "State Attorney Glenn Alberts and Regional DOJ Director Harold Bennett issued a joint statement, in which they said the State Attorney's Office will not pursue criminal charges against Dick Ferrell until the SBI's 'internal review' is completed. When asked if Inspector Maxwell's suspension of Ferrell and her own review finding Ferrell culpable of the attack wasn't sufficient ground to criminally charge Ferrell, State Attorney Alberts said that he was waiting for the review called for by Director Lewis to be completed, and that Inspector Maxwell's probe would likely be biased, and would be unimportant."
"Sheriff Daniel Allgood was none too happy about Mr. Alberts's lack of action. He asserted authority over the State Crime Lab property, as County Sheriffs are allowed to do under the State Constitution, and has put out an APB for the arrest of Richard Ferrell."
"However, Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance refused to issue a warrant from the Bench, citing the SBI investigation, State jurisdiction in spite of the Sheriff's Constitutional authority, and what Nance called 'a lack of credible evidence that NTF Director Ferrell actually committed a crime'. Nance dismissed the video evidence of the attack as 'inauthentic fake news created for Social Media'."
"And now let's go to the Channel Two News Decision Desk with Amber Harris. Amber!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde at the anchor desk, in what was obviously a taped interview. "With me are Dr. Romanov from the University's Center for Political Policy, and reporter Tim Sioban of KSB News in the City. Gentlemen, this has to be devastating for the Lewis campaign, doesn't it?"
"Not necessarily, Amber." said Dr. Romanov. "The SBI needs to complete their 'security review', of course, but this was not Director Lewis's doing, and we still don't know the full circumstances of this situation. Did Lt. Perlman put Lt. Ferrell in a position where he was at risk of being harmed? We just don't know."
"Tim?" asked Amber.
"I partly agree, but partly disagree, Amber." said Sioban. "I do think this incident will harm Director Lewis's campaign; he's head of Ferrell's SBI, he's come out with words of praise for Ferrell many times. And the video, real or not but very likely real, is damning... people will see it and not ask questions, but simply see a man throwing a paraplegic woman to the ground."
"So what can Director Lewis do to keep his lead, and win this Election?... which by all accounts was in the bag for him before this..." Amber asked.
"What we're not remembering," said Romanov, "is that Val Jared is a very unpopular Governor with a poor track record, who is not trusted by women nor minorities, who differs from mainstream Republicans in his racist anti-Immigrant views, and his wishy-washy stance on abortion rights."
"I agree with Dr. Romanov on this." said Sioban. "If this were any other candidate, such as solidly Republican Sean Stockton, then Jack Lewis would be in deep trouble. But because it is Val Jared, I'd say Director Lewis will very likely still be able to pull this Election out."
Amber said "Okay, let's go back to Bettina."
Back to Bettina live: "Katherine Woodburn spoke at a breakfast fundraiser for Jenna Stiles this morning, and she had this to say. Roll tape."
The tape played, showing a fired-up Katherine yelling at the crowd outside the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse: "Dick Ferrell's unconscionable actions against a woman, and a paralyzed woman at that, is the fault of Governor Val Jared's failure to lead! And Commander Donald Troy's wild accusations, using a dead University student as campaign fodder, is even more disastrous! We need competent Law Enforcement, not Commander Troy's paranoid fantasies!"
Back to Bettina: "And joining me now for a live interview is the object of Katherine Woodburn's anger: Commander Donald Troy himself. Thank you for joining me this morning, Commander!"
"Glad to be here, Bettina." I said.
"Commander, I'll get straight to it." said Bettina, who'd informed me this question would be coming. "You've earned a spectacular reputation after your run of successes since joining the Town & County Police Force, including breaking up the Westboro Syndicate, and earning two Medals of Valor. Are you really willing to put that reputation on the line with those accusations you made last night?"
"First of all, Bettina," I replied as Bettina had to reach up to get her microphone to my chin, "I didn't make accusations, I pointed out facts we already know. Second, as I said last night, we have solid, judicially solid evidence that fully backs up every word I said. And I continue to believe that those who used Jeremy Moreland's death to attack Governor Jared are shameful people. Yes, Bettina, I will put my reputation up against theirs any day of the week."
"Commander, if Governor Jared wins and offers you the post of SBI Director, will you accept it?" asked Bettina. This one was not pre-planned, and was an ambush.
"Let's get through the Election first, Bettina." I said, then smiled as I added: "And let's not get the local criminals' hopes up, okay?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I brought little Pete Feeley to see his mother in the Hospital. Needless to say, the sight of her son brought back the rosy cheeks and the sparkling eyes to Tanya's countenance. But after a few minutes, I saw Tanya become quiet, almost morose.
"I'll save the money offering the penny for your thoughts." I said. "You're thinking how helpless you felt, lying there as Ferrell threw a wheelchair on your legs."
"I told everyone you can read minds." Tanya said, trying to joke about it.
"Don't tell anyone, but yes, I can." I said, taking Baby Pete. "Pete, are you ready to help me go righteous on your mom?" Pete made a noise like a 'heh'. and continued fiddling with my badge on my shirt.
"Uh oh, here it comes." Tanya said.
"Yep." I said. "Look, I can understand how you hated to have that helpless feeling. Yes, it sucks; and yes, there are times you have to be totally dependent on others. It's the hand we're dealt."
"You don't understand, Don." Tanya said. "You've never been there before."
"Yes I have." I said. "You probably have not heard the full story of what happened to me after we put Westboro down."
"You were kidnapped and brainwashed." said Tanya. "But------"
"No 'buts' about this one." I said. "I was on the floor of a hallway, falling unconscious, unable to fight back any more, and surrounded by people who absolutely intended to murder me. I felt like I had no hope, and that I would never wake up again. Let's just say that the good guys arrived in the nick of time."
"Now Tanya," I said, "you are one of the most capable people I have ever known. You blast over, under, around, and through obstacles like nobody's business. And you have to keep on doing that. And when that obstacle that's a bit too big comes along... then you have to learn what I've had to learn... you'll have to have help to overcome it, and you'll have to be grateful for that help."
"Yeah, but..." Tanya said, then grinned... "... how can I learn those martial arts moves your mother put on Ferrell?" I couldn't help but laugh.
"Those 'martial arts moves', as you call Aikido," I said, "put a Police Boxing Matches trophy on my shelf... and will win the Police Boxing Matches again. As for you... we'll attach machine guns to that tank you call a wheelchair..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Pizza for lunch in the Main Conference Room at Police Headquarters. Always a good thing. Enjoying the lunch were Chief Moynahan, Chief Emeritus Griswold, myself, Della Harlow, Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, Wes Masters, and Sheriff Daniel Allgood. Unfortunately, the conversation was not as good as the pizza itself.
"I cannot believe the level of cover-up for this man." said Daniel Allgood, with exasperation. The former head of TCPD Internal Affairs had an integrity streak in him, and he was showing it as he continued: "I understand the SBI and it's corruption, of course, but it's also the State DOJ, the State Attorney's Office, and the Courts. And it's not like we don't have solid proof on videotape."
Chief Griswold took up the bit, growling "I would say that this is how Democrats are; they don't give a shit about the law, and they'll always look the other way to help their side and their candidates win. But this really isn't just a Democrat thing, is it, Crowbar? If you or I had done that to Ms. Perlman, we'd be under the jail."
"Chief," I said, "if I'd done that, my mother would not have just busted my head on the floor, she would've gotten a switch from the switch tree and spanked my ass up one side and down the other." Everyone burst out laughing at that, and for a moment we couldn't stop laughing.
"Well, there's not a lot we can do about all that." said Chief Moynahan after a few moments. "Let's just worry about the structural arrangements coming our way. Oh yes... and security for University football games... even though I know there aren't any big ones coming up any time soon. Isn't that right Ms. Ross?"
"That is correct, sir." said Cindy with some alacrity, her eyes cutting towards me. "We'll just be taking care of the lightwork on October 29th. Nothing big there, nothing at all." That was the Bulldogs game vs. the Wildcats. It is possible the Chief was being sarcastic about it. It was also possible that it would be bigger than even his expectations.
"Oh, here's the new political ad on TV." Della said, and we all turned to watch it. The ad showed Jack Lewis stating how proud he was of Dick Ferrell... then showed Ferrell dumping Tanya on the floor. As the video of Ferrell attacking Tanya was shown over and over, Lewis's voice was superimposed over the audio, praising Ferrell again and again, saying he'd be a candidate for SBI Director 'when' Lewis won."
The room was suddenly quiet. Then Teresa said "Well, if that doesn't win it for Jared, what will?"
"I dunno." I said. "We can't even get an indictment of Ferrell, and half this State would rather vote for a criminal than Governor Jared..."
"Okay, let's stop talking politics." said Chief Moynahan. "Back to religion... that being college football..."
Part 13 - Epilogue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted Bettina at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 11th, from in front of the new Community Center. "Tonight the Town & County Council meets, with two important items on the agenda. First is the Second Reading of the Bill that will change the structure of the Police Department, and confirm the nominee for the Captain of Operations slot. And second will be to officially determine the person for whom the new Community Center will be named!"
"Sources tell Channel Two News that the names most discussed are those of Police Chief Emeritus Griswold, Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, who financed the rebuilding, and there is even a discussion that the Center be named for Commander Donald Troy, who defeated the arch-criminal that blew up the original Community Center and earned a second Medal of Valor."
"It ain't gonna be none of me." I said as we drank coffee in MCD. "I will take a crowbar to the backsides of the Council Members if they do not come correct with a better name than mine for that building." Everyone nodded, and I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Cindy's facial expression had changed. I was seeing something that looked like 'determination' upon her ruggedly pretty features.
Bettina was still going strong: "And the first polls have come out since SBI-NTF Director Richard Ferrell was suspended for his violent assault upon paraplegic Tanya Perlman. It is now dead even, 47-47%, with five percent undecided, and one percent for Libertarian Blade Schwartz. The District Attorney's race has also tightened up, with incumbent Gil Krasney holding a 48-46% lead over Jenna Stiles, within the margin of error. And the race to fill the seat vacated by the death of Pastor Raymond Westboro is settling into a two-man race. Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels holds a 45-40% lead over Sheriff Department Press Relations Officer Scott Peterson, with Sheila Sorrells well behind with about 10% of the vote. Fifty percent plus one vote is needed to avoid a runoff, however."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, that takes care of that business." said the Mayor at the Council's executive session in their private chambers. "The Second Reading is approved 7-2, and let the record show that Carnes and Cook are the dissenting votes. The structural changes to the Police Department are approved. Okay, let's get through this one final item, for which we will not need a Second Reading. The Community Center opens Friday. For whom should it be named?"
John Colby said "What about Joe Smedley? Most decorated Police Officer and Fireman in County history?"
"For that matter, why not name it after Donald Troy?" said Edward Steele, partially because I'd saved his daughter, and partially because he was mischievously trying to start trouble... and he was succeeding.
"No way in hell." said Kelly Carnes. "I'll bomb it again, and I'll do it myself, if you try to name it after Troy."
"Ditto that." said Thomas P. Cook.
"While Commander Troy has done many great things," said Malinda Adams, "I believe he would be the incorrect choice. Of course, it should be named after one of this County's many great women. Women are not suitably represented in this area."
"No one is truly adequately represented." said Dagmar Schoen. "We've named very few buildings after anyone."
Reginald B.F. Lewis said "I believe it should be named after a Person of Color. Perhaps the Reverend Billy E. Williams. Or longtime schoolteacher, Coach Grimes." Kelly Carnes could not stifle a groan in time.
"All right, all right." said the Mayor. "Okay, let's narrow this down. I believe there is someone who has requested to speak to us." He pressed a button. "Mrs. Peabody, would you please show our guest in?"
The doors opened and Mrs. Peabody ushered in Captain Cindy Ross of the Town & County Police Force. Unlike her last visit to these Chambers, she did not need her crowbar to break in. She was still carrying the green crowbar, of course.
"Thank God you did not bring a dog today, Captain." said the Mayor, who meant that more seriously than it might've sounded.
"No sir, Sergeant Bowser will not be needed tonight, at least not here." replied Cindy. "I understand that you are considering names for the Community Center. I speak from a unique place in saying that I believe that there is only one possible name for that Center..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, October 14th, 10:00am. It was a beautiful day, clear and cool but not too cold. Riverside Drive had been closed off behind City Hall, so that the large gathering of people could stand in the street as the Mayor went through the formalities of the opening ceremony.
I was in attendance, my presence having been requested by the Mayor himself. Chief Griswold was also here, as were the Police and Fire Chiefs and a number of politicians. Absent was State Senator Katherine Woodburn. KXTC and KSTD were covering the event, and it was Priya alone for this one; John Hardwood was not here.
All the Council Members were here as well, with two exceptions. Do I even need to say that those exceptions were Kelly Carnes and Thomas P. Cook?
I was wearing my formal jacket with ribbons (instead of medals), and got a few looks at the one with the silver edges, red field with five silver stars, and an oak leaf cluster embedded. Then Cindy Ross came up. She was wearing ribbons, as well, including the blue-edged, blue-field ribbon denoting the Distinguished Service Award. She was also wearing the Medal of Valor around her neck, which she was entitled to do, but it seemed a bit much to me. I was wrong, though, and would soon see why.
"Commander," Priya said as she came up to me, "can I ask you a couple of questions?" I acquiesced. Priya was looking gorgeous today, and my 'little crowbar' might've done some of the talking in allowing the interview.
"Commander, it's a surprise who the Center will be named after." Priya said. "Some have said it will be named after you. Is that the case?"
"I don't think so, Priya." I said. "Too many great people in line before me, and deserving it more."
"Commander, your uncle, P. Harvey Eckart, financed the reconstruction of the Community Center. While he's done many great philanthropic things, should the Community Center be named after him?"
"I'm sure the Council will have made the correct choice in the name." I adroitly said. I noticed that there was a banner over the front door, hiding the name, and also a cover over the front sign.
"One last question, Commander." said Priya. "Is Lt. Perlman recovering well?"
"Yes, she is." I said. "And there she is now." Indeed, driving her wheelchair at a high rate of speed down the avenue, was Tanya Perlman herself. The Senior Citizens present (including my mother), gave her much attention.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander, can you come towards the front, with me?" asked the Mayor. While somewhat reluctant, I did so. I noticed the 'Crowbar Crew' of Seasoned Citizens, including Mrs. Boddiker and old Mr. Davis, behind the podium. They were ready to cut the ribbon across the Center's doorway.
After a short speech thanking P. Harvey Eckhart, who was here and wearing his standard khaki pants, button-down blue shirt, and blue blazer (and with an overcoat over it), the Mayor asked the Senior Citizens to cut the ribbon.
"Well, we can't do that just yet!" declared Mrs. Boddiker. "All of us are not here!"
"That's right." said Myrtle L. James. She went out into the audience and took Cindy by the hand. "Captain Ross, this would not be complete without you." Everyone clapped as Cindy was led to the front porch (so to speak) and given scissors."
"But before we cut the ribbon," said the Mayor, "let us unveil the name of the Community Center. Commander Troy, as Trustee of the Community Center, would you read the proclamation?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor." I said. I went up and read the Council's proclamation, which ended "and henceforth the building will bear the name of... the Veasley Community Center." There was applause as the banner was dropped by pulling two ropes, and the cover on the street sign was also removed, both saying 'Veasley Community Center'.
Cindy had done it. She had gotten the Council to name the Center after the woman who had stayed with her to evacuate First Baptist Church, and who had guided Cindy on many other occasions. It was only 'meet and right' that the Center be named after the late hero, Mrs. Veasley...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went inside. The building was simple, composed mostly of painted-over concrete blocks. There was a hallway leading from the front door. On the left as we walked in was a storage closet, with room for chairs and tables and other such stuff. On the right side was a kitchen area, with a window that opened onto the main room, where meals could be served or concessions sold.



Today there was a ton of free cupcakes for visitors. Timmy Austin, who with Davie Marsdon had shown Rudistan the secret passage into First Baptist Church, had already sampled a couple of the cupcakes. Susie Haskins had, more politely, eaten only one... so far.
The room itself was very large. Velvet ropes were sealing off the walls, keeping people towards the middle, and the tables that were set up. In the very back, near where the restrooms were, three tables were set up slightly angled, as if they were three sides of an octagon. That got my curiosity up, though I didn't know why.
Just past the hallway on the left, facing the main room on the wall, was the portrait of the person for whom the Community Center had been named. It was a photograph of Mrs. Veasley in her wheelchair, and had been morphed into what looked like an oil painting, the wheelchair becoming a regular chair, and a blanket over Mrs. Veasley's legs, her octagonal glasses and relatively short haircut also a part of the picture.
Cindy and Dr. Eckhart were looking at the portrait and the plaque beneath it, and Cindy was feeling some emotion as she and Dr. Eckhart remembered Mrs. Veasley.
"I'll always remember how she called me 'Child', as if it was my name." Cindy said. Eckhart chuckled.
"She called many of our young people at The Vision that." he said. "It meant she liked that person, and I know she had tremendous love and respect for you, my dear."
Susie Haskins came up. "Officer Ross, can I get a picture of you with Mrs. Veasley's portrait?" the little girl asked.
"Sure." said Cindy, stepping over the cordon.
"Why don't I take one you with Captain Ross." said Eckhart. "Mrs. Veasley thought a great deal of you, young Susie."
Susie was speechless as she recognized the famous leader of 'The Vision' self-help group. "Doc... Doctor Eckhart? You're here? But you're famous!" Eckhart laughed heartily at that.
"Yes, my young friend, I am." said Eckhart. "And Mrs. Veasley was a very good friend of mine, as she was a friend of yours."
"Is Dr. Eckhart your friend too, Officer--- I mean Captain Ross?" Susie asked breathlessly.
"I daresay." Cindy said, smiling. "He's my father." Susie's eyes widened like saucers, but Cindy's words had greater effect on Dr. Eckhart himself.
Photos were taken, one of Cindy and Susie on either side of the portrait of Mrs. Veasley, then with Dr. Eckhart, who then graciously allowed his picture to be taken with the portrait and other Senior Citizens. The picture of Cindy and Susie would make the weekend newspaper, the Town & County Examiner. A copy of that picture, in full color would find its way into Susie's possession, and would remain a treasured possession of Susie's for the rest of her life.
Meanwhile, to the left side of the building as one walked in, I noticed a collage of photos on one wall, surrounding one of my 'Crowbar Crew' medals in a frame. The photos showed various Senior Citizens, and included the awarding of those medals the previous summer.
"Mrs. Boddiker, is this your medal?" I asked as Mrs. Boddiker came up to me.
"Why yes it is, Commander." said Mrs. Boddiker. "I have been privileged to be able to help your Police Force on occasion, and I do not need this for myself. So I have asked for it to be shared with all of our citizens."
"That is very kind of you, Mrs. Boddiker." I said. A photograph of me and Mrs. Boddiker with the framed medal would also make the newspaper.
And last, but not least, I saw why the tables in back were arranged as they were. Several old men were setting up chessboards, including old Mr. Davis and Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem.
"Commander," said Chief Griswold loudly, "you have been challenged." Everyone got sort of quiet.
"I can hardly resist that." I said. "Choose your color, gentlemen, and let's get started."
So I played simultaneous chess with all six players. Everyone watched with great interest as I would go from board to board, watch each player make his move, then I'd make mine and move to the next board. Some of the players were not all that good, though they likely would've destroyed me in checkers, and I fairly soon had four wins, including over Chief Gillem.
Old Mr. Davis, however, was a tough player. "I learned how to play chess in Europe, during the war." he told me as we played. "They're pretty good over there."
"And you're pretty good over here." I replied. Soon the game was dead even, and I offered Mr. Davis a draw. He accepted, and we shook hands. The last game also ended in a draw, though I was doing slightly better.
While this was going on, Timmy Austin had come over to watch, and he was totally fascinated. "Mr. Crowbar, will you teach me how to play chess?" he asked.
"I will!" said Chief Gillem. "You come here on Saturdays, and we'll teach you how to play chess, okay?"
"Better take him up on that." I told Timmy.
Timmy Austin would take him up on that. Timmy would learn chess, and learn it well. And Timmy Austin would improve. Timmy would study chess with a driving, relentless passion. And two decades later, while Davie Marsdon's military career was taking off, Timmy's chess career would reach its pinnacle... he would become an International Grandmaster.
After a couple of hours, the party died down, and I was able to gracefully exit. As I did, I thought about how Dr. Eckhart had set things up as a Charitable Trust, with me and Cindy as Trustees. The State and Federal Constitutions required that 'just compensation' be made for any property taken by eminent domain. And it was a quirk of State Law that properties in Charitable Trusts were deemed to be of 'inestimable value'. That meant that 'just compensation' would be 'infinite', and therefore unable to be paid, ever.
Thomas P. Cook had been forever stymied with regard to this property. Now if only defeating the other Usual Suspects were as easy...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Monday morning, October 17th, 5:45am. I was at Town Fitness Centers. The swimming wasn't enough, so I began riding the exercise bike to get some cardio. It was all good, except it agitated the pain in my lower back.
"Everything okay, Commander Troy?" asked Wanda, one of Cindy's partners. She was about 5'5" tall, in extremely good shape, and had a mane of dirty blonde hair that reminded me of Farrah Fawcett from years before. Wanda's face was attractive, not beautiful but certainly not ugly, and I suspected she'd had a bit of plastic surgery. But her most stunning feature was that she was over 50 years old, but looked like she was in her 30s. She'd been a contestant in the 'Miss Physical America' competitions that Cindy had been a part of, and (Wanda) had done very well against the much younger women. I could see why as I looked at her legs, too.
"Please, call me Don." I said. "And my back is irritating me."
"May I?" Wanda asked as she felt along my spine as I sat on the bike. I certainly did not object. "Oh, I can feel that slight bulge." she said. "Did you dislocate your back in the past?"
"I was told it wasn't dislocated," I said, "but it sure hurts sometimes. I'm supposed to see an Eastern doctor on Wednesday."
"Good." said Wanda. "Eastern medicines are overlooked in the West, but they can be very helpful. I studied Yoga in Thailand for two years. Would you like me to try to massage your back?"
"I'd love that." I said, knowing that Wanda's invitation wasn't just for a massage... she'd been giving me looks as I had been giving them to her. "But I'll have to take a raincheck. I have to get ready for work."
"Cindy invited Ariel and me to your cabin at Lake Watchacoochie this weekend." Wanda said. "Maybe we can get in some mutual massages."
"Mmmm, that sounds like a plan." I said. I felt my cock stirring, despite an intense blowjob from my wife Laura less than an hour before, and I knew I'd better get out of here before...
"I'll see you soon." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:15am I arrived at Police Headquarters. I'd been getting into the habit of doing my toilet (shit, shower, and shave) in the locker room of the Police Headquarters gym. I had noticed over the last week or two that more and more Officers were doing the same... and they were working out in the gym, being led through Tai-Chi and other yoga forms by Cindy Ross.
Then Cindy invited Officers to oppose her in the ring for Police Boxing Matches training. Only a few had the stones to do it, one of them being Micah Rudistan, who was actually pretty agile for his body type. Joanne Warner also took every opportunity possible to train with Cindy, no matter how often she got beat down. Such work would help her in the field, I knew.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And speaking of gorgeous older women... you know what 7:00am means: Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead from in front of the Courthouse. "Channel Two News has learned that former TCPD Officer Robert Brownlee is appealing the dismissal of his lawsuit, asking the Appellate Court to force a ruling to install him in the Operations Officer role with his full rank of Commander restored. Judge Rodney K. Watts dismissed the lawsuit, and the appeal will be argued before Appellate Judge Leahy this afternoon! Due to the need for a speedy resolution of this case, believed to be before November 1st, the Brownlee legal team will push for an expedited result."
"In other news," said Bettina, "the acrimony in the political campaigns is heating up! Early voting begins today, and it is expected that the lines at the two early-voting posts will be long. Any Town or County resident may vote at either of the two polling locations, which are at the Old Mill Building, where Police Precinct 2 is located, and at the Old Post Office building in the northern part of Town."
"And it is not likely that the early voting will reduce the rancor that has pervaded the local and State elections!" Bettina went on. "Governor Val Jared continues to accuse suspended SBI Director Jack Lewis of corruption, and promises to prosecute Lewis as well as SBI NTF Director Richard Ferrell if and when the several investigations into Lewis and Ferrell's conduct are finished. Meanwhile, State Legislature Democrats are calling for a special session to impeach Val Jared, stating that the Governor's suspension of Director Lewis is unlawful and politically motivated. Public Policy Polling has the race moving to a slight edge for Lewis, 49-47%, well within the margin of error."
"And in the District Attorney's race, it's pure 'scorched earth' as both candidates throw haymakers at each other. Jenna Stiles has relentlessly accused incumbent Gil Krasney of racism and sexism, and Krasney has accused Stiles of recklessness, race-baiting, and a poor record as A.D.A. Krasney continues to lead the race, 48-44%. And now for Sports, with Nick Eastwood! Nick!"
"Thank you Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, reporting from the University Athletic Complex. "The good news is that the Bulldogs have this weekend off and two weeks to prepare for the undefeated Wildcats on October 29th. The bad news is that the Wildcats also have an open date this weekend and two weeks to prepare for the undefeated Bulldogs! State Tech will play the Tigers on Saturday, and with State Tech's increasing reputation for dirty play, look for the Tigers to make a special effort to demolish the Engineers!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The C-Level meeting began in my office at 8:30am. Present were myself, Captain Cindy Ross, Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, and Lt.(P) Teresa Croyle. That '(P)' is actually the Army's designation for 'promotable', as Teresa had been approved for a promotion to Captain, which would occur on November 1st.
"So how is the transition to Vice, Coldiron?" I asked.
"Smooth so far, sir." said Masters. "But we are badly understaffed." Teresa nodded vigorously.
"I know." I said. "And it's not going to get any better, I'm afraid. We're working on it, though."
"Sir," said Masters, "if I happen to know some good people from other Police Forces that might want to work here, is there any way we can get them in?"
"Like from Midtown?" I asked. Masters nodded. I said "I'll ask the Chief about it. He's already mentioned how your old Department is beginning to struggle. And two of their I.A. people resigned and left, as well."
"That sucks." said Teresa Croyle, who'd spent six months in Midtown P.D.'s Internal Affairs Unit. "Are they being threatened, or bribed?"
"Whichever works best." said Coldiron. "The truly honest ones, that were put in I.A. because they were honest, are being told they and their families will wake up dead if they persist in pursuing the upper-level Officers, including three Captains, that have been bought off. And they're trying to push new people into I.A. that are already on the take."
"They need some people with crowbars down there." Cindy said.
"They need a lot more than that." I said. "And it will depend on the Election. If Jared wins, there are plans to weed out the trash. If Lewis wins, there will be no hope."
Considering that everyone in the room but Cindy had lived in Midtown for at least some time, that news brought gloom to the room.
"What's their recourse?" asked Teresa. "If their own I.A. is corrupted, what can be done?"
I replied "Theoretically, the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review could be called in for an external audit. However, Britt Maxwell has her hands full investigating the SBI itself, and Midtown hates the SBI as much as the rest of us do. Like I said, Governor Jared has plans on how to deal with all this, but if he's defeated then it will all be for nothing."
As the meeting went along, I noticed that Teresa was getting more and more introspective. So after the agenda items were done, I told Cindy to meet with Coldiron about MCD assignments, and asked Teresa to stay a moment.
"Something bothering you, Captain-to-be?" I asked.
After a moment, Teresa said "Yes sir, and I've been struggling with the idea of telling you, or not. I've already told Todd, and he just said he'll support whichever decision I make."
"Ah, family stuff." I said. "Let's hear it."
Teresa marshaled her thoughts, then started in: "Sir, on Saturday there was a party for little Jack Burke. He turned three on Saturday, and I was invited to the party because I'm his godmother."
"Sounds good." I said. "Was it up at Lake Amengi-Nunagen?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "Michael Burke sold the house in this County, the one he lived in with Eleanor, and he bought a townhouse in the River Valley subdivision. One or both of them come down here from time to time on business, mostly him with University Trustee business."
Teresa went on: "Todd didn't go to the party, but Michael wasn't there either. I was talking to Jeanine, and she told me that she was concerned about some things. She said Michael had been meeting with some strange people. One of them is a Board Member at BigPharmaCorp, and another was Tom Riordan, who is also a University Booster. And there was another couple, named Doug and Roberta, but she couldn't remember their last name."
"Interesting." I said, trying to appear less acutely interested than I really was.
"Jeanine said that Roberta talked to her about some organization, and was probing her, Jeanine, about her feelings on race relations and how whites are being treated in the country. Jeanine shut it down rather quickly, and the woman didn't speak much more to her the rest of their time there."
"Where is 'there'?" I asked.
"Oh, the Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County. The newly refurbished resort over there."
"Doug and Roberta... maybe their last name was 'Jackson'?" I asked.
"Jeanine couldn't remember, but------ wait, those names sound familiar." Teresa said, becoming thoughtful.
"They should." I said. "Doug and Roberta Jackson were the parents of Jefferson Davis Jackson, who died while having sex with Tom Riordan's wife at the Lake Ocheekobee Golf Club in Coltrane County." That was the 'Murdered Football Player' case we'd investigated.
"Oh yeah!" Teresa said. "That's it!"
"Is Jeanine still in Town?" I asked. Teresa nodded that she was and I said "Doug and Roberta are from around my old haunts of Apple Grove. Get DMV pics from that State, and if you can meet Jeanine quietly before she goes back home, show her the pics and ask if they're the ones."
"Yes sir, I will." said Teresa. "Sir, is something going on with them? Jeanine seemed pretty concerned."
"I don't know." I said. "But tell Jeanine to be careful. You heard about 'Operation Apple Grove' last Spring?"
"Some of it, from Cindy." said Teresa. "I understand you cleaned up some trash up there. 'White trash' in particular."
"That's a good way of putting it." I said. "Okay, get with Jeanine if you can, and we'll see if there are any threads for us to tug at. And thanks for telling me this, Teresa. It could be important."
"Yes sir. If you'll excuse me, sir..." Teresa said. I excused her. After she left the office, I got out my Police cellphone and speed-dialed a number.
"Hello, Jack." I said to FBI Special Agent in Charge Muscone when he answered. "Where are you right now?"
Part 2 - Plots and Plans
"So you're going the legal route?" asked Katherine Woodburn.
"Yes, Senator. This ought to be a shoo-in." said Kelly Carnes. "This ought to be a done deal. Easy-peasy."
"Why do you sound so sarcastic when you say it?" asked Thomas P. Cook, with a sardonic grin on his face.
It was 9:00am, and they were in Cook's business office, which was in a building near the Courthouse, and east of the Federal and State Office Buildings. Most of the renters were lawyers, paying exorbitant rates for the location and convenience. Cook's office was richly appointed, though not overdone. Kelly liked the superlative comfort of the guest chairs. Katherine liked the light brown paneling and the dark mahogany desk. What both women detested was the man behind the desk.
"Because if there is one person that can fuck up a no-brainer, shoo-in, easy-peasy, slam-dunk case, it's Robert Brownlee." Kelly said. Cook laughed heartily.
"You're right, you're right." he said. "Don't you agree, Senator?"
"Yes I do." said Katherine, though without a trace of humor in her voice.
"Well, Brownlee will will be here in about five minutes." said Cook. "We'll do whatever we can to make sure he doesn't fuck this one up."
Moments later, Robert Brownlee arrived. He had shaved, but looked as if he still needed one. His wavy brown hair looked a bit unkempt. The look on his face was one of hatred of the world.
"Have a seat, Robert." said Cook. "Is your legal team ready for the Appellate hearing today?"
"Yes, Councilman, we're ready." said Brownlee as he sat down. He was wearing casual clothing, and it looked like he'd gotten the items out of a pile on the floor.
"Are you going to be wearing a pressed suit and tie to Court?" asked Kelly Carnes derisively. "Judge Leahy appreciates immaculate dress." Everyone in the room wondered if Brownlee even understood the word 'immaculate'.
"No, I'm going to be wearing my Police uniform today." said Brownlee. "My legal team and I want to make a point with the Court, and the appearance in uniform will help."
"If you'll excuse me," said Katherine Woodburn, "I have a speech to give to the Town & County Chamber of Commerce. Good luck in Court, Mr. Brownlee." She made quick goodbyes and left.
"Are you still with the Police?" asked Cook. "Technically, you're still in limbo."
"That's the whole point of the exercise." said Brownlee. "My lawyer wants to make the point that I am still in the Police Force, and never was not a part of it through my illness."
"All right, Robert." said Cook. "Councilwoman Carnes and I filed amicus briefs with the Superior Court and the Appellate Court on your behalf. Go get a haircut, clean up, and get ready for Court."
"One piece of advice." said Kelly Carnes as Brownlee got up to go. "Leahy hates the Iron Crowbar with a passion. Make sure you and your legal team let him know you want back in the TCPD to be a check upon the Iron Crowbar's vaunting ambitions."
"No doubt about that." snarled Brownlee. He left without another word.
"Wow, not even a 'thank you' for all we're doing for him." said Cook, with some amusement.
"That guy is totally losing it, if you ask me." Carnes said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I just have one question." Cindy said as she and Paulina sat in my office, discussing Court issues with me. "That immunity the Commander offered Jayne Hallerton... I know he's within his bounds to do that, but what's the legal situation on it?"
Paulina replied "All of us in here are Officers of the Court. In addition, Commander Troy is part of the Police Command Group; therefore, he is a principal for the Police and, to a lesser extent, for the Court. He can authorize expenditures of money, and enter into binding contracts on the TCPD's behalf. As such, he can make an Immunity Agreement that would be binding on both sides. As to you, Captain Ross, you could probably do it and, as a Captain, your actions would hold up. But please do me a favor and don't test it."
I said "I wouldn't have done it at all, if it weren't for the time-critical situation we were in."
"And that's a consideration." said Paulina. "But obviously, I and my fellow Assistant District Attorneys, not to mention Krasney himself, would prefer you work in conjunction with us on things like that."
"What about the Brownlee appeal?" I asked. "How are we going to do on that?"
"The City Attorney is representing the County on that one." said Paulina. "He thinks we're going to do fine."
"Why does that worry me?" I asked, looking up at the ceiling.
"You don't have a 'warm and fuzzy' about that, do you?" asked Cindy.
"No." I said. "No I do not. Leahy is rabidly Leftist and rabidly anti-Police. He'll put Brownlee back in the TCPD just to fuck with us."
"He can't do that." said Paulina. "He can only reinstate the case Brownlee filed, that Judge Watts threw out, and force an expedited hearing."
"What if he tries?" I asked.
"Then it goes up to the next level." said Paulina. "The State Supreme Court. And it only takes one Justice to kick it back down if Leahy overreaches. So we expect it to be back in Watts's courtroom."
I nodded. Just then my Police cellphone chimed with a text. I fished out my cellphone and read it.
"Don, what is it?" Cindy asked, seeing my shocked face. I showed her the text, which was from an unknown burner phone. Her face showed similar shock when she read it. It said 'Brownlee to appear in Court in Police Uniform'.
"Okay," I said, "we have to move fast, here. Ladies, if you'll excuse me, I have to call the Sheriff. Cindy, if you'll tell the Chief we need to talk to him in about five minutes, I'd appreciate it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am the Press gathered at City Hall, in front of the formal Office of the Town & County Sheriff. Sheriff Deputy (Captain) Scott Peterson took to the microphone.
"Thank you for coming." he said. "The Sheriff wishes to make a formal announcement. He will not be taking questions, but I will do so after his comments. Sheriff?"
Sheriff Daniel Allgood strode up to the microphone, wearing his Sheriff uniform with dark brown jacket over his khaki shirt and pants, khaki tie tucked into the shirt, his Police and Sheriff Department ribbons on the jacket.
"Thank you, Scott." Allgood said. "Ladies and gentlemen, I'm hereby announcing that as of one hour ago, Robert Brownlee has been and is assigned to the Public Health Department as Second Assistant Public Health Officer. In this position he retains the same rank and pay grade as his former position in the Police Department. I have forwarded the official paperwork to the City Attorney and the Courts, and this will be presented to the Appellate Court to show our compliance with the Law in placing Robert Brownlee in an equivalent position to the one he left when he had his heart attack."
The Sheriff continued: "Let me be clear: Robert Brownlee is no longer part of the Town & County Police Force, and will not be again. He is not authorized to wear a TCPD uniform, and he is not authorized to carry or use a firearm as part of his Public Health Office duties, unless he acquires a special waiver and re-qualifies with that firearm. Thank you."
The Sheriff ignored the shouted Media questions as he stalked off into his office. Scott Peterson fielded questions. The thread of the Media's line of inquiry was obvious.
"Captain Peterson!" yelled Priya Ajmani, "is Commander Donald Troy behind this reassignment of Commander Brownlee?"
"No, Priya." said Peterson. "Sheriff Allgood made the decision as to where to locate Assistant Public Health Officer Brownlee."
"Did Commander Troy advise the Sheriff on this action?" yelled John Hardwood.
"The Sheriff took the decisive action." said Peterson. "Donald Troy is on the sidelines, his input did not and does not matter here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *



"That," Cindy Ross thundered, "was insubordinate." We were watching the breaking news in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Technically, yes." I said. "I still outrank him. But he's the Sheriff's little boy now."
"I will still call the Sheriff and make a complaint." said the Chief. "Doing that on television like that is improperrrrr."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 12:59pm, Robert Brownlee and his attorney stood outside the Appellate Court. Normally the Appellate Court was in its own Courtroom in the Courthouse Complex, but due to the extreme Media interest in the case, this hearing had been moved to the Old Courtroom.
Brownlee was in his Police semi-formal uniform, with only a few ribbons; most of them were for various Police Academy courses, the basic Service ribbon and Division ribbon, a a scant couple of Achievement Awards, and just one Commendation Medal.
A slender man, balding and with glasses came up, followed by a man with a camera. "Commander Brownlee?" he asked nervously.
"Yes?" said Brownlee, thinking he was a reporter wanting to ask a question. Instead the man handed him a document.
"You've been served, Mr. Brownlee." said the man, who then rushed away along with his cameraman.
"What is that?" asked the attorney. Brownlee handed him the document. "Oh shit!" said the attorney. "We've got to------"
"Let's go, boys." said the Deputy. "The judge is waiting for you." They were all but pushed into Leahy's Courtroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Leahy frowned as he saw Robert Brownlee in Police uniform. Speaking to the Attorney, he said "Are you aware that your client is no longer a Police Officer and is now Assistant Public Health Officer? I have the papers stating that right here, sent by the Sheriff this morning."
"Your Honor," said the attorney, "we were served these papers informing us of that literally one minute before entering this Courtroom. My client was given no notice, no time to change clothes."
"That's no excuse." Leahy said, scowling. He was a large man, and on top of that (pun not intended) his head seemed too large for the rest of his body. His forehead was prominent, and glistened in the lights, even the rather inadequate lights of the Old Courtroom. "Your client is out of uniform in my Courtroom."
"Your Honor, if I may make a statement to that." said the Attorney. "As part of this suit, my client is insisting that he is still a TCPD Commander and should be fully reinstated as such. He believes his job was wrongly assigned to another Office, and an inferior position at that, and therefore he remains entitled to wear his Police uniform."
"Oh really." said Leahy witheringly.
"Furthermore, Your Honor," continued the lawyer, going for broke despite knowing he'd been effectively ambushed, "my client has stated in the documents that he will only accept a Police position commensurate with his rank as Police Commander, and he rejects any attempt to be reassigned to any post outside the Police Department."
"Is that in writing?" asked Leahy.
"Yes, Your Honor. Page 12 of our complaint."
Leahy read the pertinent information. "Very well. Mr. Brownlee only has these choices... take whatever position the Council offers, or resign, or put in retirement papers. This refusal could be construed as a resignation, since the Council is within its legal bounds to offer an equivalent position."
"I'm no fan of the Police," continued Leahy, "but I like it even less when someone impersonates an Officer in my Courtroom. I am summarily denying the appeal, and upholding Judge Watts's dismissal. Furthermore, I am sending the rest of it back to Judge Watts to determine if Robert Brownlee has resigned. I would suggest, Counselor, that you quickly re-file this so that your client can retire if he refuses the Public Health Office position." Leahy banged his gavel and ended the proceedings.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, you need to go see the Chief." said Wes Masters, who had all but run into my office. "He's not saying anything out loud, but I can tell something is wrong."
"Okay." I said, noting Coldiron's worry as well as the form of his sentence. I went to the Chief's office, and was admitted. The Chief was looking out the window that faced the back of the property.
"Hi Chief.... er, is everything all right?" I asked.
"Just fine, Mr. Crowbar." Moynahan said. "Just fine. Whatever you needed, I'm sure it's okay, so run with it."
"What I need, Chief... is for you to tell me what's bothering you."
The Chief turned and peered at me, then said, "Nope, nothing does get past you, does it?"
"That's my job." I said. "And it's also my job to take care of my people, including the one in the chair above me. So spill it."
"Have a seat." said the Chief. As I did, he came over and sat in his chair behind his desk. "Okay, no crowbar beatdowns for this, okay?"
"I could give you the 'my own counsel will I keep on that'," I said, "but I won't. Whassup?"
"I called the Sheriff, about Peterson." said Moynahan. "I told him that Peterson's on-air comments about you were disrespectful, insubordinate, unprofessional, and required action on his, the Sheriff's part."
"Uh oh." I said. "And what did the Sheriff say?"
"He said he'd handle it." Moynahan said. "Then he made a point to say that Peterson was his employee, no longer ours, and that I was to stay out of the Sheriff Department's business. I replied that dissing you on television was my business, and he told me that he was my boss, not the other way around, and if I didn't like his handling of it, I could submit my immediate resignation."
"Shit." I muttered. "I hope you didn't do that."
"No, not yet." said Moynahan. "But this is no longer about ranks, it's about manhood, and honor."
"Let me see what I can do, Chief." I said. "If you'll excuse me...."
"Again, no crowbar beatdowns, Mr. Crowbar." admonished the Chief.
I just smiled. "There's more than one way to administer a Crowbar beatdown, Chief..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm sorry, Commander," said the Sheriff's assistant, "but the Sheriff is very busy today and will be unable to speak with you at all. He suggests you call back tomorrow."
"Oh really?" I said, my voice full of venom. "That won't be necessary." I hung up, and looked at Cindy, who was watching me from the sofa.
"O-kayyyyy," I said, "let's have a little fun with the Press. I want you to watch this." With that, I got out my personal cellphone and called Bettina Wurtzburg.
"Hi, Bettina." I said. "Hope I didn't catch you at a bad time." Those were codewords with Bettina that this was no small thing. "Well, I'd like for you to do me a big favor. And of course, if you do it, you will have my gratitude... and I'm sure I will be able to return the favor at some time in the future... Oh yes... Oh, I'd like you to ask Sheriff Allgood one simple little question..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sheriff, I have an appearance to make with the Kiwanis Club tonight." said Scott Peterson. "Mind if I head on out to get ready for it?"
"Just one thing before you go." said Allgood. "Those comments you made about the Iron Crowbar... not using his proper rank, disrespecting him on television... his Chief called me about that. I covered for you and told the Chief to pound sand, but you need to be careful about that... you were insubordinate. I'm not asking you to apologize, but just don't do it again."
"Uh, yes sir." said Peterson.
"Okay, give 'em one hell of a speech tonight." said Allgood. "We really need you to beat the hell out of Michaels for that Council seat."
"Yes, we do." said Peterson, who had his own agenda for wanting to win. "See you tomorrow, Sheriff." He left.
A moment later, Bettina Wurtzburg entered the room, having slipped by the assistant. "Hello, Sheriff Allgood."
"Hello Bettina... how'd you get in here?" asked Allgood.
"Oh, your assistant went to the restroom and I just took journalistic liberty." Bettina said with a smile. "I only wanted to ask you one question, Sheriff: do you have any comments in reply to Commander Troy scheduling a Press Conference tomorrow morning to announce his endorsement of Loran Michaels for the vacant Council seat?..."
Bettina would later tell me (in bed) that the look on Daniel's face was 'priceless'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, Commander Troy, what do you want?" asked Daniel Allgood acidly. He'd somehow just found the time out of his busy schedule to call me.
"Just two things, Sheriff." I said. "As we military types know, insubordination has to be addressed quickly. Your Press Relations Officer was insubordinate to me, among other things. Now you can jack him up for it, as you should... or I'll come over there and jack his ass up, and I can assure you that it will be an unforgettable lesson."
"I've already spoken to him about it." Daniel said. "And it's my place to do so, not yours."
"It'd better be formal and in writing." I said. "I'm not kidding, Sheriff, it's a matter of my authority being questioned in front of this entire County, as well as a despicable example where my subordinate Police Officers could see it."
"Commander, I'll do my job and you do yours, okay?" said the Sheriff.
"Okay, is that how you want to play it, Sheriff?" I asked coldly, then let my voice get even colder as I said: "And we haven't even gotten to the part where you disrespected my Chief of Police."
"Well, speaking of insubordination..." said Allgood. I was having none of it.
"He wasn't insubordinate, and he was doing the right thing taking up for me." I said.
The silence on the other end of the line was 'deafening'. And I let it linger.
"Again," Daniel finally said, "I'll do my job, and you do yours. I've already talked to Peterson, and I'll reinforce it to make sure he doesn't do that again. And you and the Chief need to do your jobs, Commander."
The line went dead. The look on my face may have been conveying the same (lack of) feeling.
Cindy was looking at me, her ice blue eyes wide with shock. "What are you going to do?" she asked. I could tell she was worried about what my reaction might be.
"Homey don't play this shit." I muttered as I dialed another number...
Part 3 - Back and Forth
7:00am, Tuesday, October 18th. Two items are a must to start one's day in our Town & County. One of those is coffee. The other, of course, is Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she shouted from in front of the Courthouse. "Channel Two News has learned that Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court has summarily denied Robert Brownlee's appeal! This all but guarantees that Robert Brownlee will never return to the Town & County Police Force in any capacity!"
I heard a huge cheer erupt from all over Police Headquarters, as the Personnel & Records Officers had been watching in their offices. The MCD room was likewise full of happy Detectives, happy Lieutenants, and happy Captains.
Bettina went on: "Legal experts had expected Leahy to reverse Judge Rodney K. Watts's ruling and return the case to the lower Court; however, Leahy upheld the dismissal with stinging rebukes for Brownlee and his attorney."
Bettina continued: "What is not determined is Brownlee's status with the Public Health Department. Sheriff Daniel Allgood has assigned Brownlee to the Public Health Department, but Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels has opposed that and has sued over it. He filed for an emergency stay to enjoin the order to put Brownlee in the Public Health Office.
More Bettina: "Michaels is running for the Town & County Council seat vacated by the death of Pastor Raymond Westboro. Additionally, Brownlee says he will accept no position other than with the Police Department, and he plans to appeal to the State Supreme Court. His chances there are considered slim."
Bettina went on: "And one opening that Mr. Brownlee might have sought is now closed, as Fire Chief Quinlin made an announcement yesterday. Roll tape."
The tape rolled, showing Fire Chief Quinlin and Superintendent Davies in front of Fire Department Headquarters, with the Chief saying "... and Superintendent Davies's knowledge of our Fire Department, its workings, and its Firefighters will serve him well in this position, and will serve me well to be advised by him. Therefore, I've nominated Superintendent Davies for the position of Assistant Fire Chief!..."
"And finally," said Bettina, "a Press Conference has been called at 9:00am at City Hall by Loran Michaels, who said he has picked up two huge endorsements. Channel Two News will bring live coverage of that event..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WHEET-WHEW!*
The catcall whistle was from Cindy as I entered MCD. I was wearing a well-fitting light gray suit, white button-down shirt, and a light cyan-blue tie. "Looking good today, Commander." she said. "What's the occasion?"
"Damn, Commander, you out-GQ'd me today!" said Theo Washington, who always dressed well. "Whassup wit' dat?"
"Press conference." I said. "Oh, I'll have company." I pointed to the door, where Chief Moynahan was coming in, also dressed in a suit and tie.
"Captain Ross," said the Chief, "you and Commander Harlow mind the store. The Police Commander and I have some important business to do."
"Alpha-dogs, Joanne." said Cindy, knowing what our important business was.
"Yes, ma'am." said Joanne Warner. "But good-looking and well-dressed alpha dogs... or alpha-wildcats."
"Perceptive Detective, she is." I said. Cindy did not look amused.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I cannot wear a Police uniform at political events, except for things like security. I cannot wear a Police uniform when participating in political events, giving speeches as a candidate, endorsing candidates, working at a Campaign Office, and so on. But, within bounds of reason, I can wear my Medal of Valor with civilian clothes, and at such events.
And I did, for this one.
Red crowbar in hand, I stepped up to the podium, in the front atrium of City Hall with two other men: Police Chief Moynahan and Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels. "Thank you for coming." I said to the gaggle of Press and their cameras, all eyes and lights on me. "I am here to endorse Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels for the vacated Council seat for which he is a candidate. I believe that Public Health Officer Michaels is the the best choice among those running for this seat, and he will do the best job working with the rest of the Town & County Council in the coming years."
I gave way to Chief Moynahan, who said "I also endorse Public Health Officer Loran Michaels. His record of service as Public Health Officer is an outstanding one, and I believe he will serve on the Council with the same level of dedication to you, the Citizens of this Town & County."
"I want to thank Chief Moynahan and Commander Troy for their support." said Michaels. "Their own Police records are stellar, and to have them supporting me for the Council seat is a great honor, for which I am grateful to them..."
After the speeches and platitudes, the Press opened up on us:
"Commander Troy," yelled Priya Ajmani, "do you have any other endorsements to make?"
"No, Priya." I said. "Just this one right now."
"Commander, why are you endorsing Mr. Michaels, but not making any other endorsements?" asked Bettina Wurtzburg.
"I believe that this Council seat election is very important, Bettina." I said. "The other races are important, as well, but none more so than this one, and I hope the voters will choose the right person for the seat."
"And the right person for the seat is Loran Michaels." said Chief Moynahan. Yeah, he could play the Game, and play it well, I noted.
"Commander," said John Hardwood, "will you be giving Mr. Michaels any helicopter rides in the near future?" Silence was instantaneous, and awkward.
"I certainly hope I won't need to." I said. "But if you need a helicopter ride with me, Mr. Hardwood, I'll be ready to provide one. Vote for Mr. Michaels, everyone!" I said to the cameras, then we all walked away from the podium...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Scott Peterson and Daniel Allgood were watching in the Sheriff's office. It was not a cheerful room at the moment.
"Damn, Troy went and endorsed Michaels because of what I said about him yesterday?" Peterson asked, his voice a snarl.
"That's half of it." Daniel Allgood said. "I guess that beats him coming over here and whipping both of us with his crowbar." Daniel looked and felt as if he'd been run over by a freight train.
"How do we counter this?" asked Peterson.
"I don't know yet." said Allgood. "I'm going to have to think about it."
"You could endorse me publicly, as a counter to them." said Peterson.
"Oh, I've already called a press conference to do that." said the Sheriff. "The problem here, Scott, goes beyond you and your campaign. The last thing I need is an internecine war with my Police Department. I'm having enough trouble as it is with Quinlin and the Fire Department. So after the press conference endorsing you, Scott, you are going to take a leave of absence to 'concentrate fully on the campaign'."
"Sheriff," said Peterson, "being your Press Relations person give me more exposure."
"The problem, Scott," said Daniel, "is that in that capacity you're only speaking as my mouthpiece, and you need to be speaking as your own mouthpiece, and as a candidate. So get ready to do that, and I'll try to find a way to mend fences with my Police Command Group."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I took a phone call from Laura.
"Hi Darling." she said. "The back doctor from Japan is going to be speaking at the University tonight, and has agreed to see you in my clinic area before his speech. So if you'll get your hot little ass over here..."
"On my way." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After receiving a thorough probing and prodding from the doctor, mostly around the damaged area of my back, he said in good English "Ah, Donald-san, a vertebrae in your back is still slightly dislodged. Not enough to cause real damage, but enough to inflame the area and cause you pain. If you will lie down on this mat on the floor, I will apply a realignment process."
I lay down on my belly on what looked like a reject of a wrestling mat that was on the floor, wearing only my underwear. The doctor straddled my back, and putting the bottoms of his hands together in the middle, the fingers pointing to each side, he began pressing inward and downward. For the most part, my back 'popped' as knuckles pop, but I could feel the way he was keeping my spine straight and aligned.
Just above the damaged area, when he pressed down I felt something shift, and a short, jabbing pain. Then he said "Take in a breath, and when I press down, let it out." I did so... but the 'letting it out' was in the form of a scream.
"AAAUUGGHH!" I cried out as he pushed hard against the vertebrae. I did feel it move back into place, but it did so only after letting me know how much it hurt. Then the doctor pressed on my spine down to my coccyx. I was still gasping from the pain... but I could tell it was going to be much, much better when it stopped hurting.
"Just lie still until the initial pain diminishes." said the doctor. "I must go, but it has been an honor serving the Iron Crowbar today."
"Arigato, Doctor-san." I replied. Laura showed the doctor out. Fifteen minutes later, I was able to move up to my knees, then Laura helped me to stand. She helped me to take some steps, then I rotated my arms and body around my core. It still felt very sore, but I could tell I was better.
"I'm going to give you a shot for the pain and the inflammation." Laura said. She did so, injecting the drug right onto the area of the pain. I felt instantly better.



"You are the best doctor." I said. "I always feel better after your treatments... especially the ones in bed at home."
"And I look forward to giving you a few more of those treatments this weekend." said Laura. "You're going to be flat worn out after Wanda and I are through with you."
Part 4 - The Only Way It Could Be
Wednesday, October 19th. At 6:00am, I went into MCD and, being the first one to arrive, I made coffee. As it percolated, Detective Joanne Warner came in.
"Good morning, sir!" she said brightly. "How's your back? Did you see the doctor?"
"Good morning, Detective Warner." I replied. "Yes, I did see the doctor. My back is still sore from his treatment, but I'm not feeling the grinding nor the shooting pain, so I think it's going to be much, much better."
Indeed, Laura had medicated me to let me fall asleep, and then entered a prescription note on my Police record in case I was ambushed with a surprise drug test. So I felt okay, but was really looking forward to that coffee..
As Detectives trickled in, I sat at the corner desk near the back... the desk I'd originally used when I first came to the TCPD. I noted the conversations between the Detectives, and those between Vice and MCD, and I was extremely pleased at the camaraderie... unlike days past, we were a cohesive unit where everyone had everyone's back... something sorely (pun intended) needed in the SBI.
And then came 7:00am, and that meant the one and only Bettina!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall, where the Public Health Offices were. "Channel Two News has learned that Public Health Officer Loran T. Michael's suit to gain an emergency stay preventing Robert Brownlee from being forced into the Public Health Department was upheld by Superior Court Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance!"
"Nance stated that the stay was to give time to examine all the issues of the case in a timely manner." Bettina continued. "PHO Michaels's suit does not challenge the law that Commander Brownlee can be given an equivalent position after his extended illness, but challenges whether Brownlee can be forced into the Public Health Office when other positions are available for Mr. Brownlee to fill."
"In other news," said Bettina, "Sheriff Deputy Scott Peterson took a leave of absence from the Sheriff Department for the rest of the month to concentrate on his campaign for the Council seat vacated by the death of Pastor Raymond Westboro. This was announced after Sheriff Daniel Allgood endorsed Peterson in the strongest possible terms. Roll tape." The tape showed Sheriff Daniel Allgood endorsing Peterson in the strongest possible terms.
Bettina continued: "This comes after Police Chief Sean Moynahan and Police Commander Donald Troy strongly endorsed Peterson' opponent, Public Health Officer Loran Michaels, for the same position. When asked if there was significance in these contrasting endorsements, Sheriff Allgood said that people having differences of opinion are what make for political races in the first place. But sources tell Channel Two News that there is a rift between the Sheriff and his Police Department's leaders over this issue, and that the relationship between these law enforcement officers has chilled in recent days."
"Finally," said Bettina, "at 2:00pm this afternoon, there will be a ceremony at the Veasley Community Center, where the Ladies Auxiliary will honor Police Deputy Chief Della Harlow as Town & County Woman of the Year! Channel Two News will have live coverage, and we congratulate Deputy Chief Harlow for this accomplishment!..."
As Bettina went to Sports, I said "No disrespect to Commander Harlow, but I don't care what the Ladies Auxiliary says. My Woman of the Year is my green-crowbar-carrying partner, Captain Ross." There was loud acclaim for that.
"Sir," said Joanne Warner, "isn't your wife part of the Ladies Auxiliary that decided who would get that award?"
"Detective, you are attempting to create 'trouble'." I said jovially. "And you are succeeding."
"Uh oh, the I.C. is gonna be sleepin' on the sofa." said Theo Washington, shaking his head in mock sadness for me.
"At least your back is better, Commander." Joanne said helpfully.
"Yes." I said. "At least my back is better."
"Still wearing the girdle, sir?" asked Cindy, her ice blue eyes sparkling with merriment.
"Yes. Yes I am," I said, "until I can do some exercising to strengthen my back. And I may keep on wearing it: I like the bulletproof aspects of it."
"And with the SBI around," said Teresa Croyle, "that's always a wise precaution." There was a lot of agreement with that.
"Okay, everyone." I said. "Many of us in here are expected to attend the Ladies Auxiliary gathering. And some of you are on Security Detail for it, is that not right, Lt. Croyle?"
"That is correct, sir." said Teresa, who was already taking a leading role in such matters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Riverside Drive was closed off behind City Hall and in front of the Veasley Community Center; people had to drive around Courthouse Square as a detour. The gathering was fairly large, and it was nice weather and not too cold.
Cindy and I were at the intersection of Elm Street, which was the road that formed the north border of the rectangle of Courthouse Square, and Riverside Drive, mostly staying out of the way and watching the people gathering. Mrs. Myrtle L. James and the Ladies Auxiliary were inside the Community Center, and would come out just before the proceedings.
I saw Della Harlow on the street right in front of the podium, talking with Bettina Wurtzburg and Fire Marshal Zoe Singer. Loran T. Michaels was coming up to them, shaking hands and congratulating Della. Near them were Chief Moynahan, who was talking with Chief Emeritus Griswold and with Joe Smedley. Further south was Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley, who was now part of Zoe's Arson team and the Fire Department's version of Internal Affairs.
"Commander," said Cindy, "any truth to the rumor Roy Easley is going to help Inspector Maxwell investigate the SBI?"
"You did not hear that from me." I said. "But between you, me, and the crowbars... yes, that might be a part of the Governor's plan to weed out the rot. But it's not a done deal, so we'll have to see... and Jared has to win the election first."
"Think he will?" asked Cindy.
"I dunno." I said introspectively. "I don't know."
Just then, Priya Ajmani came up to us, smiling brightly. "Commander, can I get a comment on Commander Harlow's award today?" She put the microphone up to my face.
"Deputy Chief Harlow is an accomplished Police Officer that has done an outstanding job, and she's very deserving of this recognition." I said. "I'm proud to be working with her every day to make our Police Force the finest in the State."
Priya said "There is some talk that your partner here, Captain Ross, should have been Woman of the Year. Any comment on that, Commander?"
"Absolutely." I said. "While I would never dream of contradicting the ladies of the Ladies Auxiliary Club, I am blessed to have Captain Ross as my partner in crime-fighting, and there's nobody I'd rather have working with me to crush the criminals of this County than her."
"Captain Ross," said Priya, "how do you feel about Commander Harlow's award------"
"Wait..." I said, to Cindy. "Do you hear something?" I was hearing a hum...
"Uh no... oh, wait." Cindy said. "Yeah, it's getting louder."
"It's a motorcycle!" I said. Something more than instinct said this was trouble as I grabbed my Police radio.
"Break! Break! Break! Motorcycle!" I said into it, walking away from Priya's cameraman, who then was more strongly impeded by Cindy. "Where's that motorcycle I'm hearing?"
Chatter started up on the radio. "No motorcycle at Checkpoint Alpha.... nothing at Checkpoint Charlie... no sighting, Commander, from what direction are you hearing it?"
I began walking towards the Community Center... and Time seemed to slow down.
"From the south!" I yelled as I saw the motorcycle flying up Riverside Drive. "Stop it!
But it was too late. I could see that the rider was a male, dark brown pants, light brown leather jacket, black helmet. He rushed towards the crowd in front of the Community Center at breakneck speed, then suddenly slowed down and almost stopped right in front.
"Gun!" I yelled, seeing the man pull a semi-auto pistol from his jacket pocket and aim at the group right in front. I was running, Cindy behind me, but we were too far away as the man began firing.
Joe Smedley had moved in front of the women as the motorcycle had approached. Now he was trying to cover Della as Zoe Singer tackled Loran Michaels. In all-too-slow motion, I saw the fabric on the back of Smedley's shirt seem to separate, followed by the formation of little black holes. Smedley was being shot! I realized. He was taking the bullets!
The motorcyclist sped up, roaring north along Riverside Drive, past me and Cindy and Priya. Cindy pulled her gun to shoot at him but I pushed her arms down.
"No!" I gasped. "Too many people!" Cindy nodded, and then we turned to see the horrific sight.
For the only time in my life, I saw Chief Griswold frozen in place with shock. Lieutenant Croyle had rushed past him with Roy Easley to attend to Joe Smedley. Smedley was on his back now. He looked up at Teresa.
"Remember our talk, Ms. Croyle." he said quietly. "Mr. Easley," said Smedley, "keep my Fire Department right."
"Hang on, Mr. Smedley. Medics are coming." said Easley just as Chief Griswold got to them, agony on his face. He knelt beside Smedley and put his hand under Smedley's head to support it and keep it off the asphalt. Smedley clutched at Griswold's other hand.
"Yes, hang on, Smedley!" ordered Griswold, tears forming in his eyes as he looked down upon the dying man he'd served with on Police duty for many years.
"It's... it's okay, Grizz." said Smedley. "Avenge me, my friend, avenge me..."
"No, you hang on!" Griswold said, willing Destiny to yield to him, and losing.
"This is... this is how it should be, Grizz..." gasped Smedley as a crowd formed around. "For me, anyway... don't you see? This is the only way for me to go."
With a faint smile, he looked at his comrade-in-police-arms and said "End of the line, Grizz... end of the line." And with that, Joe Smedley's grip on Griswold's hand relaxed as Smedley took his rightful place amongst the heroes somewhere in the sky watching over all of us, a place without suffering nor the need of heroes...
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Numbed
Wednesday, October 19th. I was sitting in my office, alone. I was totally numb. Numb to everything.
After watching his friend die in his arms, Chief Griswold was beside himself with grief. Cindy attended to him, pulling him away from Smedley as the arriving medics quickly put Smedley in an ambulance and drove him away from the Media's cameras, and knowing that Smedley was beyond the need of their services.
I vaguely remember taking charge of the scene, having the Police keep everyone who was there available for interviews. Those were quickly processed by the Uniformed Officers at the scene as my Crime Lab people came and began doing their jobs to process the evidence. I was pretty much on autopilot.
John Hardwood began complaining when the Crime Lab set up a tent over the crime scene, which was standard procedure and also blocked the Media's cameras. I told Rudistan to get Hardwood's statement as a witness, then kick his ass far, far away from me. Rudistan solemnly but most efficiently implemented my orders.
My wife Laura had come down, her Auxiliary badge gaining her entrance to the area. She helped Cindy with Chief Griswold, and finally went with them as Cindy drove the Chief home. Chief Moynahan got briefings from me and Teresa, then told me he would handle the Press, which he did with his usual sterling ability.
After the chaos died down and the sun began its disappearing act behind the western horizon, I went back to Headquarters. Myron and Mary had already gotten every bit of film footage they could; Paulina had secured warrants for that as well as warrants ordering the Media to give the Police a copy of any footage they had of the scene. KXTC complied quickly; KSTD would require a visit from my Officers with arrest warrants in hand to get what I needed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00pm, I came out of my deep reverie, amazed that no one had knocked on my door. Going into the hallway, I heard voices in MCD and crossed the hall and went inside there. I saw Cindy, Teddy Parker, and Joanne Cummings Warner at the whiteboards, and David Krueger at a desk, typing on a computer. Also in the room were FBI Special Agents Martin Nash and Sandra Speer.
"Hello, Commander." Joanne said solemnly upon seeing me come in. "We're glad you're here. We're working up the whiteboards on this."
"And we could use your help." Cindy said, finishing Joanne's unspoken sentiment. "By the way, Martin and Sandra were sent by Jack Muscone, due to the potentially political nature of the attack."
"Can't keep Martin away from his old desk, eh?" I said, teasing Nash, which made Sandra smile. "Okay, whaddya got?" I asked. I sat on the edge of a desk and listened and watched as they talked.
Cindy said "First, the motorcyclist. We have footage along the path he took as far south as Jefferson Avenue. Strangely enough, we lost the traffic light cameras along Riverside Drive north of Courthouse Square, and we're not sure why yet. Also, there's mud smeared on the license plate of the motorcycle as well as that covering that obstructs the viewing of it."
"Sir," said Krueger, almost interrupting Captain Ross, "I've compared the footage to the film of the Stiles Campaign Headquarters attack. The motorcycle is the same; we can show that from certain markings and anomalies on the vehicle. We also believe the man is the same, though that's not as easy to prove without a doubt. The helmet is the best identifying feature, and it appears to be the same."
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "have you watched the videos Detective Kreuger put in the evidence servers?"
"Over and over again." I said. "For a full frickin' hour."
"Yes sir." said Parker. "What they show is there were four people right where the perp was aiming at. Mr. Smedley, who was struck and killed; Commander Harlow, who Smedley shielded; Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels, who Fire Marshal Singer tackled to the ground; and of course Fire Marshal Singer herself. The angle of the shooting, as you can see from this still shot we blew up from the video, could have been for any of the four."
I nodded. "Did Della have her armor on?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "But it was light armor under her shirt, and her jacket doesn't have any sewn-in protection like yours and mine have."
"I want some of that for my jacket." said Joanne.
"Send me the requisition and I'll approve it." I said. "And that goes for you too, Parker, and all the Detectives. Okay, so I see writing on this whiteboard about motives. Walk me through that."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "Taking the previous attack on Jenna's campaign HQ out of the equation for the moment, we're asking if there is any motive for these four people. First is Commander Harlow. Her death opens up the Command Group spot once occupied by Robert Brownlee... who's been trying to get himself back on the Force in that spot."
"Yep, pretty clear motive, there." I said.
"Second," said Parker, "is Loran Michaels. Running for the Council, and leading in that race. Scott Peterson would benefit the most from Michaels's death as he's running against Michaels. I might add that the political nature of all that might be a possible tie-in with the Stiles HQ purple smoke-out."
"True." I said. "But sticking to just this crime: what about Smedley and Singer?"
Cindy said "Commander Singer has had some issues with other Fire Department personnel, especially back when the EMT issues were really boiling over. There might be some lingering hatreds there, but word I've gotten is that all of that had pretty much blown over. I guess there could be some issues about the Command Structure at the Fire Department..."
"Not really." I said. "Superintendent Davies is being submitted for promotion to Assistant Fire Chief after Zoe turned down that slot to remain where she is. If that's the reason for this attack, I'm not yet comprehending it."
"Last is Mr. Smedley himself." said Joanne, sadness in her voice. "And we have no idea why anyone would want to kill a nice old man like him."
"Especially since he's long been a hero in this County." said Cindy. "And he's been a recluse for years, and never had a thing to do with politics."
"I agree." I said. "And the only possible thing I can think of is that he knows something from the past, and his recent emergence into the spotlight of publicity caused someone to panic. But that's not just thin, it's anorexic, so I'm certainly not pushing the idea."
"If that's the case, sir," said Martin Nash, "is Chief Griswold in danger?"
"With Jack Lewis alive and head of the SBI," I said with some emphasis, "Chief Griswold's life is always in danger... and Griswold knows it. But I'll ask him if there's anything in the past that would cause someone to want to kill Smedley."
Just then, Martha the M.E. came into the room, somewhat to our surprise, accompanied by the Duty Desk Patrolman. "Sorry to bother you, Commander. I have the autopsy results. Your Patrolman escorted me here to keep two-man control of the evidence."
"Great!" I said. "Come on in, Martha. Patrolman, you can head back to the Duty Desk, and I'll be the second man for the evidence." I said. As the Patrolman left, I asked Martha "You know all my Detectives? And Nash and Speer of the FBI?" Martha said that she did, and everyone said hello as I looked at the report.
"I've never been in here before." Martha said. "So this is where all the brainpower is, eh?"
"With all due respect to the Detectives," said Cindy, "that's across the hallway."
"And we'll show you Captain Ross's office in a moment." I replied adroitly. "So, Martha, what is this about this bullet?"
"Oh yes, that." Martha said. "Did you know Mr. Smedley had a pacemaker?" We all shook our heads, no, as Martha said "One of the bullets struck the pacemaker, went right into it. Another bullet went through his lower heart and almost all the way through the sternum. And a third bullet struck his scapula and went along a rib before exiting. I think it ended up going sideways between him and Commander Harlow. The Crime Lab is looking for it."
"If you told them where to look, they'll find it, too." I said with confidence.
"Yes sir." said Martha. "Anyway, Commander, the reason I came over to give you this, is because this is the bullet I took out of the pacemaker." She handed me the evidence bag with the solid metal bullet. It was deformed, but it did not take me but a second to realize what it was.
"Wow, that's an armor-piercing bullet!" I said. I handed it to the Detectives so they could examine it. The FBI Agents also looked closely at it. "What caliber, .22?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Martha. "Probably .22 Magnum, judging by the rifling. But yes, it's a cop-killer bullet, even if it's small caliber. And small caliber bullets can pierce kevlar more effectively than larger calibers. This is meant to defeat light armor as many of you wear."
"Wow." I said. "Okay, Parker, if you'll escort Martha back to the Crime Lab building to keep this evidence under two-man control, I'd appreciate it. And then you can go home. Detective Warner, likewise: go home. Get some sleep."
"Sir, the killer is still out there and----" Joanne started.
"Believe me, Detective," I said, "if there's a break and we find this guy, you'll be the first person I call. Now go, and be ready to kick ass in the morning... especially this Captain's ass in the ring during your morning exercises."
"That'll be the day." Cindy said, meaning it as a challenge to light Joanne's competitive fires. Joanne just pointed two fingers at her own eyes and then at Cindy, making me grunt a short laugh. Then Joanne left.
"No, it won't be her." I said. "It's gonna be the red crowbar, like I said."
"And like I said: 'That will be the day.'." Cindy replied.
"I still don't know how the Commander won last summer." Nash said, trying to start trouble in his understated, subtle way. A green crowbar was waved in his general direction.
Just then the Sheriff Department Chief of Staff, Deputy Charles T. Oswald, came in. "Commander, the Sheriff and Chief would like to see you in the Chief's Conference Room."
"Okay." I said. "But Captain Ross and the FBI guys are coming, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Daniel Allgood was not happy to see Cindy follow me into the room, and was about to say something... until he saw my gray eyes flashing fire. We sat down, the Chief at the head of the table by the door, Sheriff to his left, Commander Della Harlow to his right. I was at the other end, Oswald to my right, Cindy to my left. Martin and Sandra sat off to the side, near to me.
"Okay," said Allgood, "this is an incredibly tragic day, and I know that you Medal of Valor winners feel it much more strongly than I possibly can, and you want to catch this bastard more than anything. So, what do we have?"
I had Cindy go through what they'd told me in MCD. When she mentioned Loran T. Michaels, it was Daniel Allgood's eyes turn to flash fire.
"You don't really think Peterson had anything to do with this, do you?" asked Daniel, anger creeping into his voice.
"As the Iron Crowbar has taught me for months going on years," Cindy replied, her voice showing that she was not backing down, "once we get our data, then whatever we haven't eliminated, however improbable, is the truth."
"Scott Peterson has been a good Police Officer for years!" Allgood stated indignantly. "You can't just accuse him---"
"Sheriff," I said strongly, "we are not accusing anyone at this time, just pointing out what we know and the possibilities that arise from it. And I might add, Sheriff, that Julie Newton was a good Data Analyst for us... and Angela Harlan might've been one of the best Detectives this Police Force ever had... but you know what happened with both of them. We have to consider all possibilities, including that Scott Peterson would have benefitted politically from Loran Michaels's death."
"You'd damn well better not say anything publicly nor to the Press." warned Allgood. "If you think you can get Peterson beat in the Election by----"
"Sheriff," interrupted Sandra Speer, "Commander Troy is right, and he's not making an accusation. He has to follow the evidence as it comes to him."
I didn't like the 'follow the evidence' theories, but I appreciated Sandra running interference for me.
"All right." said Allgood, backing down. "So, what do we have? Is this political? Is it tied into the Stiles attack?"
"I think we're on safe ground saying that the same person attacked the Stiles Headquarters and the Community Center event." I said. "And by the nature of the people attacked, we can't rule out a political motive. That's why our friends of the FBI are here."
"Our top brass in Washington are looking into this." said Nash. "They're seeing if there are other local political attacks, and seeing if there is a pattern of any kind."
"And speaking of patt-erns," said Chief Moynahan in his peculiar inflection of words, "there is no one better at seeing invisible patterns than the Iron Crowbarrrr. So, Commander, do you see anything yet?"
I shook my head. "Not yet. Just an good man dead who should not be." My words brought home again the sadness of this tragedy.
"Okay, let's go home." said Moynahan, not caring what Sheriff Allgood wanted or thought. "What's the plan of action for tomorrow, Mr. Crowbar?"
"I'm going to talk to Chief Griswold, and see how he's doing, and my Team and I are going to work like dogs on solving this case." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"You have one more duty in addition to solving this case, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "You, and I mean you personally, will handle the funeral arrangements for Joe Smedley. And you cannot delegate it. I expect you will bring together every tradition and ritual that will give Mr. Smedley the honor he deserves."
"Yes sir." I said solemnly. "I will not fail." And I must not fail, I thought to myself, knowing the weight of the assignment just given me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What does Teresa drink?" I asked Cindy as we went down the hallway to my office.
"Nothing." Cindy said. "Maybe a rare shot of bourbon for medicinal reasons, like if she starts getting a sore throat."
"Medicinal reasons would be the reason here." I said. I got the bourbon bottle out of my stash in the drawer, and had Cindy help me bring four shot glasses to Teresa's office. I knocked and went right on in.
Teresa was sitting at her desk, still numb after all this time. Todd was sitting in the chair in front of the desk, patiently attending her.
Not saying anything, I poured four shots, then raised my glass. "To Joe Smedley." I said. The others picked up glasses, and we all downed our shots.
"Okay, Todd, take Teresa home. There's nothing else to be done here tonight." I said. "Cindy, don't let me see you in this Headquarters before five o'clock tomorrow morning... and don't take it easy on Joanne in your training session."
Todd and Cindy turned to go. Teresa did not move. I waved the others on out, then, once we were alone, I asked "Are you okay?"
"No." Teresa said. "I mean 'No sir.'. I am not okay. I watched a good man die today. Why do the good guys die and get hurt, sir? Why Mr. Smedley? Why did Amy have to die, while some bastard who had her organ stolen goes free? Why do you and Cindy get hurt in helicopter crashes or nearly killed in a collapsing church? Why do good guys have to pay the price for evil people?"
"And why do drunk drivers get off while we bury the children killed by them?" I replied, not sparing Teresa one bit what she was thinking but had not said. She looked up at me as I said "The only answer I have, my friend, is the Gospel according to St. Matthew, Chapter 5, Verse 45... 'That ye may be the children of your Father which is in Heaven: for He maketh His sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust.'."
Teresa nodded. I poured her another shot and she downed it, then we left for our respective homes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived home at midnight. Two handsome dogs were sitting side by side as I entered the Mountain Nest, partly waiting to be taken out, and partly to be there to comfort me. I petted them and then took them out back. As they did their business, I looked over the Town. The lights seemed a little dimmer with the loss of Joe Smedley. I could feel the somber spirit weighing down the whole community.
Going back inside, I petted the dogs some more while Laura heated up some late supper. As we ate, she said "Chief Griswold and his wife are both just devastated. I gave them both a sedative to get them to sleep through the night."
"Yes." I said quietly. "You know, Chief Griswold, and Captain Charles, and Smedley, and some others, they were a tight group back in their day. Chief Moynahan and Molly and Coldiron and Soltis were like that in Midtown. And me and Cindy and Teresa and our Detectives are starting to be like that... more than just a team."
"Much more than 'starting to', if you ask me." Laura said. "I've seen the bonds between all of you." She was contemplative as we finished up and cleaned the dishes. As we were about to go upstairs, she put her arms around me.
"I'm really sorry about Mr. Smedley." said Laura as I held her. "I worked with him years ago, to try to get him through his childhood issues and cure his E.D. Nothing worked." I nodded.
"I hope this won't sound incredibly selfish." Laura went on. "But the first thing I thought about when I heard about it... was 'Thank God it wasn't my husband!'." As she nestled into me, I considered all that had happened over the last few years, and how much Laura was contributing her emotions to the battle...
"It's the good self-ish, not the bad selfish." I said, kissing her cheek as it all rose within me. "I love you, sweetheart."
"I love you, too." she said, then began to weep. We both cried out some emotions in the next few moments...
Part 6 - Legacy and Honor
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." said the lovely redhead solemnly from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Thursday, October 20th. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the tragic death of the County's most decorated hero, Joe Smedley."
Bouquets of flowers and lighted candles covered the front lawn of Police Headquarters, brought in the night by Citizens. Bettina continued her report: "Mr. Smedley was both a Police Officer and a Firefighter for the Town and County, and earned the Medal of Valor, Police Cross, two Fire Crosses and six Purple Orders in their service. He was gunned down yesterday during an attack on the Ladies Auxiliary event by an unknown gunman on a motorcycle."
"Police believe the shooter was the same person who threw smoke grenades into the Campaign Headquarters of District Attorney candidate Jenna Stiles. Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Force said that the political nature of the attacks must be taken into consideration, but that other factors may weigh in, as well."
"Commander Troy would not elaborate further, but said that Joe Smedley will lie in state in the front Atrium of City Hall, beginning at noon today. The University Army ROTC's cadet Rangers have volunteered to be the honor guard for Mr. Smedley, and the Public is invited to pass by and pay their respects from noon today until 6:00pm Friday. The funeral will be Saturday, and will include a formal procession through Town to the Cemetery."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The entire Police Force and the entire Fire Department had black tape over their badges, signifying the loss of one of their own. All flags in the County flew at half-mast. There was still a pall, a quietness over the Town. At noon, people began lining up to pass by the American-flag-covered casket. The line soon wound up and down Courthouse Square.
There was no coffee klatch in the morning. Detectives came in and got to work immediately. I was left alone in my office, and I was extremely busy putting together the funeral arrangements. I realized the Chief had done this to keep me busy, but he might have overdone it just a wee bit. I plowed through it, and my hand was tired of holding a telephone by the time I was done.
At 10:00am, Captain Ross came to my office. "We're going over to Smedley's house to inventory it. Want to come along?"
"Yeah, sure." I said. "Maybe it'll tell me something about the man himself. I have to speak at his funeral, and I have no idea what to say."
"Where will the funeral be at?" Cindy asked as we walked down the hall.
"Catholic Church." I said. "Chaplain Father Romano will lead it, and the priests there will help. We'll be marching from City Hall to the Church, and after the funeral we'll ride behind the casket to the cemetery." Like Pete Feeley's funeral before, John 'Jack' Colby had offered us the use of horses to draw a carriage upon which the casket would be placed, an offer I accepted.
Smedley had lived in a modest apartment in a senior citizen's community northwest of Town. It had amenities such as a dining hall and staff that could help an elderly resident if needed. Smedley did not have many belongings.
The second bedroom of the apartment was used as an office space. There was a computer on a desk, and the window was the adornment of the back wall. On the left wall, Smedley had hung his framed citations, and there were a lot of them. Mixed with them were photographs of his younger days with the Police and a few of his days with the Fire Department. I took photos of the photos with my iPhone.
On the right side wall was a bookshelf. There were a large number of books about World War II, and books by and about Sir Winston Churchill. A picture of Churchill was framed and on the wall, as well. And there was an older man there, as well.
"Ah, Commander, Captain." he said. "I'm Dr. Austin Louis, head of the Department of History at the University. Mr. Smedley left these books to us, and your Officers called and asked me to come over and help inventory them."
"I appreciate you coming over, Doctor." I said. I'd met Dr. Louis at University events that I'd attended with Laura.
"Some of these volumes are fairly rare, and the professors there are grateful to have access to them." said Dr. Louis. "My own area of expertise is the Civil War, but these will still give valuable insight into our military history."
"Student of the Second World War." Cindy said, a play on everyone's words about me being a student of the Trojan War.
"And a student of Sir Winston Churchill, as well." I said. "And that jives with what the executor of Smedley's will gave me this morning."
"What's that?" Cindy asked.
"His funeral wishes." I said. "You'll see when it happens."
"I really, really want to beat you down with this green crowbar when you do things like that to me." Cindy said. I couldn't help but grin at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I put on our semi-formal jacket with ribbons, and we went and got Laura and headed to the Griswold's home. There were a few old ladies attending Mrs. Griswold, and they were all chirping like parakeets. Mrs. Griswold gave me a hug when I came in, and gave Cindy and Laura hugs as well.
"He's out back, Don." said Mrs. Griswold. "He says he doesn't want anyone to disturb him, but you know you'll be the exception to that."
Yes, we would be, I thought to myself. Cindy and I headed to the dock, where a blanket-wrapped Chief Emeritus was sitting, just looking out at the water. No fishing would be done today.
"Hi, Chief." I said, bringing up a chair and sitting down to his right, Cindy doing the same to his left. "I'm sorry about Mr. Smedley."
"It's a damned shame, a God-damned shame." said Griswold contemplatively. "But you know what? He was right... that was the only way for him to go. I think he was kind of happy to go out that way. But... it still hurts."
"Yes sir." I said, knowing the Chief was also thinking of his own mortality, and when his own time might come. "I'm sorry to break in on your meditations, Chief, but I need to ask you a couple of things."
"What's that?" the Chief growled, becoming himself again for a moment.
"My Detectives were working the whiteboards," I said, "and were looking for motives for the crime. They realized Smedley came out into the public eye again after years of being a recluse. Do you know of anything in his past that might cause someone to want to come after him?"
"Hmmmm, that's an interesting thought." said Griswold. "No... can't say that there's anything I can remember. He never made a big bust of a big-name criminal, not like you two whippersnappers do with regularity. He never got political about anything. He always led the way into a fire or into harm's way to save lives, but if had any enemies, I wouldn't know who they are."
"That's what I figured, sir." I said. "Are you going to be able to walk in the procession?"
"Hell, yeah!" said the Chief. "I'm not that old, Crowbar. And even if I was, I'd be right there, come hell or high water."
"Good." I said. "And the funeral will be the send-off he deserves."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Thursday, October 20th. Detective Warner was in my office, telling Cindy and myself what had been done this morning.
"We went to Scott Peterson's office, to his Campaign Headquarters, and to his home." said Joanne. "He was not at any of them, and it was a circular firing squad... the office would say he's at the headquarters, the headquarters said he was at the office or at home, and so on."
I looked over at Cindy. "That's very interesting." I said. Looking back to Joanne, I asked "You didn't happen to try to look into his garage, did you?"
"We did, sir," said Joanne, "but the garage door is solid with no windows, and has no other door into it from the outside, so we couldn't see in."
"Okay, what about Brownlee?" I asked.
"He also was not at home. And there is no garage attached to his home, and no motorcycle visible to us." said Joanne. "We contacted his lawyer to see if they'd tell us where he was, and the lawyer was pretty disrespectful. He also warned us not to talk to Mr. Brownlee without the lawyer being present, citing the ongoing lawsuit."
"Which has been blown up. He has nothing left." I said. "Okay, what's next?"
"We talked to Fire Marshal Zoe Singer." Joanne said. "She was in her office at the Fire Department, and she was very nice to us. She said she didn't know why anyone would shoot at her, and she instinctively tackled Mr. Michaels."
"Okay, Detective Warner." I said. "Good job on this. Did you look at all of the interviews from the scene?"
"Yes sir. I did that last night, from home." said Joanne.
I looked at the lovely Joanne Warner a bit peevishly. "Detective Warner," I said, "when I sent you home, it was for you to get some sleep. Don't make me cut off your home computer access. Okay, what did you learn from the interviews?"
"Most people saw the same thing but gave totally different versions of what they thought they saw." said Joanne. "Common thing at scenes like that. But no one heard the motorcyclist say anything. He just drove up, started shooting, and then fled. You're lucky, sir, he might've taken a shot at you as you ran up."
"He was accelerating the bike with his right hand." I said. "So he couldn't shoot with it. Hmmm..." I went into a reverie. A moment later I came out of it.
"Okay, Detective Warner, good work on all this." I said. "Keep at it. Also, put out APBs for Scott Peterson and Robert Brownlee. Get their car tag numbers from DMV and put them out there. If found, they are to be detained and brought into my Interrogation Rooms."
"On what charge, sir?" asked Joanne.
"Persons of interest in the murder of Joe Smedley." I said. "Go ahead and get that out there. Dismissed." Joanne got the hint and moved out smartly.
I picked up the phone and called Myron. "Myron, was the KXTC and KSTD footage just of the crime scene?"
"Yes sir." said Myron.
"Any chance we can get previous footage of interviews of political people?" I asked.
"We can ask, sir." said Myron. "They'll probably say 'no', and they'll demand we get another warrant describing specifically what we're looking for, which I would guess you don't really want them to know, sir."
"You're right on all counts." I said. "I don't suppose you guys record the Media's broadcasts and hold them for any length of time, do you?"
"Oh, no sir." said Myron, "We don't have that kind of storage capacity. Maybe the National Security Agency, who records everything, including every cell phone call by every person making one in this country, records Priya and Bettina. But not us."
I chuckled, though Myron spoke the frightening truth about the NSA. "Okay, thanks Myron.
As I hung up, I noticed that Cindy was studying me. "You know something. Admit it. You know who it is, don't you?"
I looked at her and said "I think so. And the key to the case is the attack upon Jenna Stiles's Campaign Headquarters."
That hushed Cindy up... for about twenty seconds. Then she said "Okay, so what are you going to do about it?"
I said "The problem here is getting evidence that will stand up in a Court trial. We have to get the gun, and get it in the perp's possession. We have to get the motorcycle, and the driver actually sitting on it and using it at the time we catch him. And we have to do it in a way that will stand up rock-solid, or in our case, iron-solid, in even Judge Spud Nance's Courtroom."
"If I did not know you as well as I do," Cindy said, "I would think that would be damn near impossible."
"It damn near might be." I replied.
"Why don't you just find a way to kill the bastard, and be done with it?" Cindy suggested.
"Because... like Westboro, I want this perp publicly shown up." I said. "And partly because the person or persons supporting him must be taught an unforgettable lesson."
"O-kay, then." Cindy said. "What's the plan?"
"Let's go talk to the Police Chief." I said, getting up.
"You're doing very well getting out of that chair." Cindy observed as she also stood up. "Your back must be a lot better."
Yes, it is." I said. "And I've started training again." I pointedly looked at the Police Boxing Matches trophy next to the matchstick Trojan Horse. "I've got a championship to defend."
"It will be an exercise in futility." replied Cindy. "Vengeance will be mine."
Part 7 - Laying the Groundwork, Laying the Pipe
"You want to do what?!" exclaimed Chief Moynahan.
"Recreate the event leading to the shooting." I said. "I want to have another event for Della with the Ladies Auxiliary."
"May I remind you, Commander," said the Chief in something of a condescending voice, "that there was gunfire at the last event, and a man ended up dead. And you're setting up a scenario where the perp will come in and start shooting again?"
"We will have to set up things to protect the people at the event." I said. "It definitely is risky, sir, but there's a huge mitigating factor, and we can set a trap to snag the bastard. We have to catch him red-handed, sir."
The Chief looked over at Cindy, who was sitting next to me in the Chief's office in front of his desk as he sat behind it.
"Hair-brained, sir." Cindy replied to the Chief's wordless look. "But the Commander is right... we have to catch the perp red-handed, in the act, or there is no hope of getting a conviction."
"I don't suppose you can invite this perp on a helicopter ride or something?" asked the Chief. "No, forget I said that; this is no time for jokes." He was still trying to comprehend everything I had told him.
"No." he finally said. "We can't put that many innocents at risk. Which brings up a point: you can't do this at the Community Center, or on the Courthouse Square grounds. There are hundreds of people on Courthouse Square in line to view Smedley lying in state."
"It won't be there, sir." I said. "It's going to be a small thing, by design. Probably the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse will be the best place."
"Good grief." said Moynahan. "You've actually worked this thing through, haven't you?"
"Yes sir." I said. "Sir, why don't we ask Commander Harlow if she's willing to do it. If she is, then the only civilian we'll have to ask is Mrs. Myrtle James. We only need a few other women, and those can be Police Officers that volunteer for it, in civilian clothes with armor on."
"I'll be glad to be one of the volunteers." said Cindy.
"Except I need you to spring the trap." I said.
"What about the Press?" asked the Chief.
"I intend to set it up so that the shooter will be firing in the direction opposite of them." I said. "But yes, they are the biggest risk for injury or death to occur."
"And I can't tell the Sheriff about this, much less ask him to authorize it." said the Chief. "Don't get me wrong; I'll approve it and take the arrows if something goes wrong, and I don't need to run to that sniveling little---- well, never mind. But if something does go wrong, he will barbecue us both."
"No sir," I said, "you can't say a word to the Sheriff about this. And I'll take full responsibility for anything that happens."
The Chief called Deputy Chief Harlow in. I explained to her what we wanted to do.
"I'll absolutely volunteer for it." said Della. "I'll help cover Mrs. James, too."
"Just two more questions, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "First, how will you get the word out, so that the perp can hear about it?"
"Oh, I think a few words whispered into the right ears, mainly Bettina's ears, will do the trick." I said. "She'll be interviewing me at 7:00am tomorrow morning." I think the Chief caught Cindy's look as she realized I wasn't kidding about 'whispering' into Bettina's ears.
"And last: what if the killer does not fall for your trick?" asked the Chief. "This is an almost obvious trap. Anyone with the brains of... what do you call it, a Betta Fish?... would be able to see what is going on."
"I have a sneaking suspicion," I said, "that the bastard will fall for this hook, line and sinker..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why yes, I would be glad to do it." said Mrs. Myrtle James. "I can wear that kevlar-lined overcoat, and duck behind the clear plexiglass you want to set up."
"It still will be potentially dangerous, Mrs. James." I said.
"Well, it certainly would be no more dangerous than spying on that despicable Pastor Westboro for your mother, Commander." said Mrs. James. "And he tried to kill all of us by blowing up the Community Center. If this would help catch the killer of Mr. Joe Smedley, I would love to be a part of it."
We were at the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse, which was north of the center of Town, near the Kensington Subdivision. "We can set up near the front of the building." I said. "The Media will be out here in the parking lot, their backs to the road. The perp will come in from the right side, between the Media and the stage, then drive through. The building will be the backstop if he gets any shots off."
"And this handicapped parking sign will work perfectly for your plan." Cindy said, pointing it out to me.
"Okay." I said. "Now to get the publicity part of this rolling."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I grunted as I drove my hips forward over and over, repeatedly thrusting my cock as deep into Bettina Wurtzburg's tight, wet cunt as I could. Bettina was moaning with each thrust, pushing her hips up to sheath my throbbing, iron-hard manhood as deeply as possible. I felt her legs wrapped around my thighs, her heels occasionally coming up and pushing my thighs or my ass to drive me on.
"Oh God, you are so fucking hard!" Bettina gasped into my ear as I nuzzled her neck. "God! I love how thick and hard your cock is!"
"And your cunt is so fucking tight!" I gasped. I raised up and smashed my mouth to Bettina's, sliding my tongue halfway down her throat and feeling her tongue lash at my invading digit. Her hands slid down my sides and grasped my clutching asscheeks as I began piledriving my cock into Bettina as hard as I could. We were both near huge climaxes.
Bettina got there first, having had one orgasm already as my tongue had explored her pussy for long minutes before I began fucking her. I felt her pussy walls clamp down on me as she cried out; it felt like she was trying to push my cock out of her. I pushed in as hard as I could, our pelvises grinding together.
As Bettina's orgasm finally trailed off and I was able to resume thrusting, I felt that familiar pain building up in my loins, the ecstasy building. It only took a few more thrusts and some naughty thoughts about Bettina's shapely legs for me to reach the crest.
"UHHH!!" I gasped out as I climbed her all the way, the gray mist swirling behind my eyes. My cock was pulsing as I fired spurt after spurt of my seed into the depths of Bettina's clutching womanhood.
"Oh God, that always feels soooooo so good." I gasped as I kissed the lovely redhead beneath me. I relaxed and would've rolled off of her, but she wrapped her arms and legs around me to keep me trapped.
"Mmmm, stay right here for a few more minutes." she whispered. We kissed deeply, our tongues exploring each other for a few moments before we began sharing more shallow but more tender, warmer kisses. Finally I pulled her to me and rolled to our sides as I nuzzled her neck some more.
I'd already told Bettina that I needed her to come to the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse for the small ceremony, and what I needed her to do while they were there. She agreed, and I made her promise to keep the secret, as I would not be telling Priya. At that point Bettina asked if I'd ever fucked Priya, and I told her that I had not, that I preferred a hotter, sexier redhead. Now I was as hot as any man to fuck a beautiful Indian woman like Priya, but my words had the desired effect, and Bettina had melted in my arms.
As we lay together, my cock still inside Bettina's pussy, she said "I have a question: what is going on between you, your Chief, and the Sheriff?"
"Off the record?" I asked, almost jokingly.
"Hell, no." Bettina said with something of a giggle. "Well, I'll keep it off the record that I asked while your cum is deep inside me and your cock is about to fall out of my slit, but definitely not the juicy news story."
"Deep background, then?" I tried.
Bettina sighed. "All right."
"Well," I said, "it's not nearly as juicy as you think, and it's certainly not as juicy as your sweet pussy." I kissed her mouth, then said "We've just endorsed opposing candidates. The Sheriff and Peterson were friends while the Sheriff was in the Police Department, and Peterson is untrustworthy to me, partly because Priya gives him blowjobs for information."
"Mmm, let me see if that works." Bettina said. We disengaged and she slid down as I rolled onto my back, the lack of pain in my spine an almost sexual pleasure in itself. I felt Bettina suck my half hard cock into her warm, wet mouth, and as I'd taken a 'gray viagra', my penis responded and began hardening again.
As I watched Bettina fellate me, her lips sliding up and down my throbbing shaft, I admired her lovely body, still trim and fit, her legs curvy perfection. Mmmmm, what is it about older women that get me so hot? I thought to myself. There was just something about fucking a woman in her forties or fifties that just got me hot. Sure, younger women were great, but I loved how Bettina responded as I fucked her, and how my wife Laura fucked me, and Adele Peabody was a twenty-year-old tiger girl in a fifty-ish-year-old cougar woman's body.



"Would you like to come in my mouth?" Bettina asked as she licked down my shaft and tongued my balls, washing them down with wet kisses. "I'd love to swallow your cum."
In reply, I rose up, turned her onto her back and mounted her. "First I'm going to fuck you. And when I'm ready, I'll pull out and come in your mouth."
I slid into her, feeling the warm slippery wetness of my first load mixed with her juices. We fucked slowly, deeply, our coupling sensuous and wet. Our loins grinded together, my balls resting on Bettina's 'taint' and ass. We made love in this way for long minutes before I felt my nut rise again.
True to my word, I pulled out then straddled Bettina's chest and put my 'microphone' where it so rightly belonged: in this hot, sexy, MILF reporterette's eagerly waiting mouth. She jerked my shaft with her hand and I began firing my load into her throat. The amount, as well as the intensity, was not quite as strong as my first climax. Nevertheless, Bettina took her time sucking out my cum until I was just too sensitive to let her continue...
Part 8 - Re-creation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted Bettina at 7:00am, Friday October 21st, from in front of Police Headquarters. "Channel Two News has learned that Joe Smedley will be given a formal funeral procession and burial tomorrow. The last person so honored was Officer Peter M. Feeley, who was killed in the line of duty nearly three years ago."
"Police still have no leads on the identity of the attacker that gunned down Mr. Smedley in cold blood." Bettina continued. "In an off-camera interview, Chief Sean Moynahan stated to me that it will be extremely difficult to both find the perpetrator -and- secure the evidence needed for a Court conviction. He also said that if anyone can solve the case, it will be Commander Donald Troy and his team of Detectives."
"In State news," Bettina continued, "the political rancor continues. SBI NTF Director Richard Ferrell has refused to submit to an interview by the SBI Office of Ethics and Review, and SBI Director Jack Lewis has supported Ferrell's lack of cooperation, citing that the SBI was still internally reviewing the case. Lewis remains suspended as SBI Director, and Acting SBI Director Robert Gaston has issued a statement that he is working with the Office of Ethics and Review to, and I quote, 'swiftly discover the truth of this matter and bring it to the Public with full transparency'."
"Meanwhile, Governor Val Jared continues to hammer the SBI and its Director, who is his opponent in the gubernatorial election. Experts say that the Governor's comments about the SBI are harming the morale of the organization itself, and causing the people to distrust the State's law enforcement agency, and that this will harm law enforcement in general. The Governor responded by stating that he intends to completely overhaul the SBI as well as give local law enforcement agencies more tools and more authority."
"And last," Bettina said, letting her voice quieten as if trying to keep the news a secret, and overlooked, "the Ladies Auxiliary Club will have a small ceremony to award Commander Della Harlow of the TCPD her 'Woman of the Year' award. The public celebration was marred by the tragic killing of Joe Smedley, but Mrs. Myrtle L. James said that going through with the presentation was a necessity, and that Mr. Smedley would want Commander Harlow to be honored in spite of his death. Mrs. James also said that she understood that the tragedy would loom over the presentation, so it will be a small, private presentation in front of the Ladies Auxiliary Building at 1:00pm today."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00pm, a number of ladies took to the stage in front of the Ladies Auxiliary Building. Barely visible were the clear plexiglass panes that would shield them from gunfire.
The Press was given an area in the parking lot in front of the stage, with about 30 feet between them and the stage. It was a clear lane from the roadway from the right side, and back to the street on the left side. Present in the Press pool were Bettina Wurtzburg and her cameraman Scott Turnbull, Priya Ajmani and her camerawoman, and some 'cub' reporters and camerapersons from other Media outlets in the State.
They were startled to see the tall man in the trenchcoat and Tilley hat come up to the Press pool group, but they rushed to put microphones in the Iron Crowbar's face. "No interviews, no interviews!" I said. "I just wanted to see what it looked like from the Press pool's perspective!"
"Commander, do you expect trouble today?" asked Priya anyway.
"With you Media guys around, I always expect trouble." I said jovially. "Seriously, I don't expect too much to happen. The motorcyclist got his publicity and this is not a widely publicized event."
"So you think the perp wanted publicity?" asked Tim Sioban. "Doesn't that mean he'll try to kill again?"
"I do think he wanted publicity." I said. "His attack on the Stiles Campaign shows that. But he bit off more than he could chew by killing Smedley. Okay, guys, the ceremony is about to begin..."
All eyes went to the stage, where an over-bundled Myrtle L. James and several women appeared with Deputy Chief Harlow. Cindy Ross was to the right side of the Press pool near the Handicapped Parking sign. A rope was lying on the ground from the sign to the stage, which had been used to keep people from driving and parking right in front of the stage, but was no longer needed.
Just as Mrs. James was beginning the ceremony, I heard it... and so did Cindy. We looked back towards the street, hearing the hum of a fast-flying motorcycle...
To be continued.
So, dear readers... who murdered Joe Smedley? And for what purpose? And will the Iron Crowbar's obvious trap work? Tune in next chapter for the exciting conclusion...
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Part 9 - Fishing and Catching
It happened unbelievably fast, this time... maybe because I was anticipating it. A motorcycle roared into the parking lot and up to the stage. I could see the motorcyclist, clad in brown pants, tan jacket and black motorcycle helmet, take his right hand from the handlebar of the bike to his pocket, pulling out a gun as he drove between the Press Corps and the stage.
"Now!" I shouted to Cindy as I grabbed the rope and pulled it taut. The rope was wrapped around the Handicapped signpost and Cindy took out the slack and pulled on it.
Intent on his mission, the motorcyclist did not see the rope suddenly spring up. It caught the bike just below the handlebars, and while the signpost bent, the rope held. The motorcycle's front lifted... then the machine turned over, throwing the rider to the ground.
And then we pounced. Cindy and I ran up to the perp as Della Harlow pulled Myrtle L. James back and several women shielded them. The stunned perp tried to raise his gun...
*WHAP!*
The red crowbar came down on his hand, making his scream under his helmet. The gun dropped, and as I grabbed the perp and twisted him onto his belly, Cindy was already bagging the gun as evidence. Meanwhile, I'd affixed handcuffs to the stunned perp before he even realized what was happening, and I pulled him up to his knees.
As the Press surged forward, cameras rolling, I shouted "And now, ladies and gentlemen, let me introduce you to the bastard that murdered Joe Smedley... Robert Brownlee!"
Only after announcing the name did I grab the base of the motorcycle helmet and pull it off. Indeed, the hatred-filled face of Brownlee appeared, looking as if he wanted to kill anyone he could get his hands on... maybe including himself.
"Robert Brownlee," I said loudly, "You are under arrest for the murder of Joe Smedley, a human being. You have the right to remain silent..." The Media cameras got it all as Police Cruisers came into the parking lot. Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton were the first to come up.
"Ah, Commander, I see you caught a big fish today." said Rudistan jovially. "Chief Griswold will be impressed. He loves it when someone catches big fish."
"Yes, he does." I replied with a half-smile. "Take this bastard to Headquarters and put him through booking then into I-1. Have a doctor come to make sure he's not injured or bleeding internally, and make damn sure he doesn't get injured on the way, if you know what I mean."
"Roger that, sir." said Morton. The Uniformed Officers escorted their former Deputy Chief to the Police cruiser, half dragging him as he made no effort to walk with them. Rudistan was not one to play, and he efficiently hauled Brownlee into the back of the vehicle.
"Okay, Mrs. James." I said. "Why don't you make that presentation now..." Though shocked, Mrs. Myrtle L. James regained her composure as the real ladies of the Ladies Auxiliary came out of their Clubhouse, and Della Harlow's award was bestowed upon her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm impressed." said Chief Griswold as we looked through the one-way glass in the anteroom of Interrogation-1. "You're a lousy fisherman, Crowbar, but good at catching perps. Damn good. And you got all the evidence we need."
Robert Brownlee was sitting at the table, alone but for Patrolman Hicks guarding him. Brownlee's handcuffed hands were secured to the ring embedded in the table, which was embedded in the floor. He looked defeated, but also still full of deep hatred.
"Yes, you did an amazing job." said Chief Moynahan. "I've already alerted the Council than an emergency meet-ing for some awards might be needed."
"Put the Policewomen in the stands and Captain Ross in for the medals." I said, my voice sounding strange and eerie to my own ears. "All I want is to see that son of a bitch die on the table at Jacksonville State Prison."
"So do I." said Chief Griswold, with some emphasis in his voice. "And thanks to you, Crowbar, it's going to happen. Joe Smedley will get Justice. You have avenged him." Further words would be inadequate to express the old Chief's emotions regarding my success at avenging Joe Smedley...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Richard Searles arrived from University Hospital and examined Brownlee. He found nothing wrong with Brownlee's transplanted heart, and he did not think there was any internal bleeding, but told us to watch for bruising or Brownlee fainting. We'd removed Brownlee's clothes to make sure he had no cyanide capsules (he didn't), and he was wearing international Prison Orange, the standard fashion of my TCPD jails.
Brownlee's lawyer finally arrived. He was the same man that had been handling Brownlee's lawsuits against the County; he was ill-prepared to handle a murder case.
My chosen interrogators were Teddy Parker and Joanne Warner. As expected, Brownlee said nothing. Finally, his lawyer said "You have to explicitly invoke your rights out loud. The Ninth Circuit made that idiotic ruling, so go ahead and do it."
"I invoke my right to remain silent." Brownlee snarled. "I will answer none of your questions at any time." I knocked on the window, and the Detectives came into the anteroom.
"I'm going in, just to ask one question." I said. "I know he won't answer, but maybe he'll tell his lawyer later." I went inside. The hatred on Brownlee's face turned a shade uglier... if that was possible.
"I just have one question of your client." I said. "I know why he tried to murder Della Harlow: to get back onto the TCPD. But that was never going to happen anyway. I just want to know why he was so desperate to get back on a Police Force that does not respect him and did not want him. What did he think he would accomplish?"
"My client has invoked." said the lawyer. Nothing else was said as I stared into Brownlee's eyes. I realized that I was looking into the soul of a deranged man, devoid of sanity. I turned and left the room.
Part 10 - Solution
"The Sheriff has called me to his office." said Chief Moynahan. It was 3:00pm, Friday, October 21st, and we were in the Chief's office. Cindy and Teresa were also there. "And he explicitly said to not bring the Iron Crowbar."
"Here." I said, offering the red crowbar. "Just in case you need it."
Moynahan smiled. "I am a Cavalryman, Mr. Crowbar. Like Ms. Croyle here, I do not need a crowbar. But I do appreciate the offer."
"I don't need it, either, Chief." I said. "It's just a hell of a lot more fun using it. And Ms. Croyle does not know all the fun she's missing." Teresa just shrugged.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Police Chief stood in front of the Sheriff's desk, not having been invited to sit down. Sheriff Daniel Allgood was sitting in his chair behind his desk, and looking very angry.
"Why in the hell did you not tell me about this scheme?" asked the Sheriff. "If an innocent person had been hurt, it would've been my ass hung out to dry!"
"I told you once before, Sheriff," said Moynahan, standing his ground, "that we were not going to come running to you for every little thing. I approved the Iron Crowbar's plan, which was sound and the only way to catch that bastard red-handed."
"Something of this magnitude, you should've run it by me first." said Allgood. "The Press is all over me, calling and asking how the Iron Crowbar knew who the perp was, naming him before taking off his helmet, and wondering why I, not you but me, let him run that half-assed, hair-brained operation that might've gotten someone killed! And you know what? I don't know what to tell them, because I had no idea this was coming!"
"You made a point to tell both me and Commander Troy to do our jobs and let you do yours." said Moynahan. "Now you seem to be going back on that, and you want to do our jobs, too. Make up your mind, Sheriff. Which way do you want it?"
"That's insubordinate." said Allgood. "I ought to suspend you."
"Then do it." said Moynahan. Then he bore down on Allgood. "But you won't. You're not man enough to do it. And you're not man enough to whip my ass, either."
"There you go again." said Allgood. "You military guys, your mano-a-mano bullshit. I'm sick and tired of it, from both you and the Iron Crowbar. You're supposed to be running a Police Department, not a Fight Club."
"And we ran that Police Department today, Sheriff." replied Moynahan. "We caught the bastard who gunned down one of this County's greatest heroes, and we caught him in a way that will get him the syringe at Jacksonville State Prison. Now if you want to suspend me, and then go tell the Press that you suspended me because I approved the plan of another of this County's heroes to get the bastard, go ahead."
Allgood said nothing, then Moynahan said "You can play this game trying to lord it over me. But the truth of the matter is that you are a politician, an elected official. You were elected to be the face of the Public Safety Department, not the guts of it. The guts of the Police Department are not me either, but are those two people that have earned Medals of Valor and the Officers they lead. So call it insubordinate if you want, Sheriff... but you really should practice what you preach and do your job, let the Iron Crowbar do the job he does so brilliantly, and let me do mine."
"Get out of here." said Allgood. "I'll make a decision on suspending you next week. For now, just get out."
"And if you're going to suspend me, Allgood," said Moynahan, pressing his luck, "have the guts to come say it to my face." With that, he turned and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday evening, October 21st. The back room of The Steakhouse had been reserved. When Laura and I arrived, owner John 'Jack' Colby steered us through the front door instead of the side entrance to the back room, and I found out why: as we went through the restaurant, the patrons of every table stood up and began applauding. They had heard of the capture of Joe Smedley's killer. I was very moved as I humbly acknowledged the accolade.
The gathering for dinner included me and Laura, the kids, Chief Griswold and his wife, Chief Moynahan, Della Harlow sans husband, Molly Ross Evans and the boys, Teresa Croyle and Todd Burke, Joanne Warner and her husband Seth, Theo Washington and his lovely wife, Teddy Parker and his smoking hot date Janice Holloway (how did that happen, I wondered), my mother Phyllis, Tanya Perlman and Jack Muscone, Sandra Speer and Martin Nash, Myron and Mary Milton, David Krueger and Lainie Everett (as a couple? hmmm...), Sergeant Micah Rudistan and Officer Lydia Green (as a couple? hmmm...), Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, and of course Cindy Ross.
We also had surprise guests: Jenna Stiles, who came with Cindy at my personal request, Loran T. Michaels and his wife, and Captain (Ret.) Leslie Charles, who came with his son, SWAT Sergeant Gregory Charles.
Though invited, not attending were Sheriff and Mrs. Daniel Allgood. That had Laura's curiosity up, and my foreboding. But this was not the time to worry about it.
As we ate our steak dinners (some just had big salads, but I digress), the chatter was still solemn but becoming more lighthearted. Mr. Colby made sure the wine, beer, and stronger drinks were flowing freely, and things became more relaxed.
I'd made sure Captain Charles sat by Teresa, and things went as well as I'd hoped. When he greeted her and shook her hand, she said "Hello, sir."
"I'm not a 'sir' to you, anymore, Captain Croyle." he replied.
"That's not for over a week, sir." Teresa replied respectfully.
"Close enough." said Charles. "My son Gregory tells me they're all excited that you're going to be leading them. They know how good you are, and they respect you."
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa. "They're great Officers and a great team."
"Yes, they are." said Charles. "Just remember one thing: they know you are a brave woman and a fearless leader, and they will try to be as brave themselves. Just make sure to remember that, don't let them get carried away. Take care of them."
"Yes sir, I will absolutely do that." Teresa replied.
"And if you ever have any questions, feel free to give me a call and ask." said Captain Charles. "I may not have all the answers, but I've been around the block a few times."
"I appreciate that, sir." said Teresa. "And I will avail myself of your experience. Even the Iron Crowbar asks Chief Griswold for advice, so I know asking questions is a smart thing to do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
Spoon tapped glass, the culprit being Cindy Ross, as usual. The meal was over, time now for the solution. And my platinum blonde partner was impatient... as usual.
"Okay, it's time to hear the Iron Crowbar's solution of this case." she said. There was an acclaim, then applause broke out. I acknowledged it, then had everyone bring their chairs to the corner near the fireplace so we could talk in a closer circle.
"This would've been an interesting case, had we not had the skin in the game of avenging one of our former Officers." I said. "There were links from the past to it, there were political connections to it, and it all served to make for a strange case that gave me every opportunity to go astray."
"The motorcycle was a big key." I began. "It was reminiscent of Julie Newton in her capacity as Pastor Westboro's mole and operative. The license plate of the bike was blocked with film to blur the letters and numbers, and the motorcyclist came out of nowhere, commenced an attack, then left. In this case, the first attack was on the Campaign Headquarters of Ms. Stiles here, which is why I asked Jenna to be here. Next was the attack that ended in the death of Joe Smedley. And last was the attack on Commander Harlow, which we interdicted."
"Robert Brownlee had worked with some of the people who were associates of the late Pastor Westboro." I said. "He had tried to ingratiate himself with them, though unsuccessfully, the same way he unsuccessfully tried to ingratiate himself into the TCPD. But he was universally loathed, and it does not take great feats of detection to understand why: he was incompetent, and he was a jerk."
"Hear hear." said Cindy. Everyone murmured "Yeah, yeah, yeah." as if we were in Parliament or something.
"So," I said, "when the Smedley attack came, my Detectives did a great job of breaking down the possibilities, and the motives for shooting at each of the possible victims. And I realized quickly that Della Harlow, who Smedley had covered, was the actual intended victim."
"Brownlee wanted to kill Harlow in order to get himself back into the Deputy Chief slot." I went on. "I don't know why he thought this, but he believed that if she was out of the way, he could force himself back into the TCPD and into that slot. And he was so hell-bent on trying that he resorted to murder."
"And I was even more sure of that after I thought of the attack on the Stiles Headquarters." I said. "At the time it seemed senseless or political... and in some ways both... but I remembered that Jenna had made remarks to KSTD that were broadcast on the air, remarks accurately saying that Brownlee hated women and was unfit for Police duty. (Author's note: 'The Usual Suspects', Ch. 01) So he went and smoke-bombed her Headquarters."
"Pardon me, sir." said Joanne Warner. "What was his purpose for that? The way he did it was not really effective. He didn't try to shoot Ms. Stiles, and the smoke was relatively harmless."
"That is correct, Joanne." I said. "I can only say that I think he thought in his own deranged mind that he was intimidating Jenna in some way, or getting revenge for her words about him. Maybe it was a dry run for the next attack. Only Brownlee knows, and he's taken the Fifth. But after I remembered Jenna talking about Brownlee to the Press, I began seeing a pattern."
"So then he attacked the Ladies Auxiliary event, and Joe Smedley went down saving Della's life in his final act of heroism." I said. The room was now totally silent. "After I'd figured out it was most likely Brownlee, I realized that getting proof, proof that would stand up in Court, was going to be very hard to get. We searched his home a couple of hours ago; it was clean of anything connecting him to the crimes. No diaries, no photos with knives embedded... nothing. I doubt the motorcycle was ever kept there, nor the particular clothes he wore during the attacks."
"Soooooo," I went on, "I had to find a way to lure him out, and catch him in the act. And for those who think it was hair-brained and dangerous... you're right. But I also knew we could mitigate the danger."
"First," I said, "the motorcycle was a Harley. That's important because that means it's made in America, and not in England... and therefore the accelerator is on right handlebar, not the left. Brownlee is right-handed; of course I have access to Police records, and he always qualified with his gun with his right hand, never his left, and only a couple of us have qualified with both hands. Is that not right, Ms. Croyle."
"Yes sir." said Teresa, who then added with alacrity: "But that will change beginning next month. I will be expecting every SWAT Team and Special Ops Officer to qualify with both hands."
A chorus of "ooooohhs" went through the room. Captain Charles's face lit up; I could tell he was pleased with what this new Captain of Operations was going to bring to the table.
"Outstanding." I said, very impressed myself. "So... Brownlee was right handed, could only accelerate the bike or shoot with the right hand and not at the same time. So I knew he'd have to slow down to shoot... like he did when shooting Smedley."
"The second thing I did was arrange it so that when Brownlee drove into the Ladies Auxiliary parking lot, his route pushed him to have the podium to his right. That would partially protect the Press; I didn't think he'd want to shoot across his body at them when his target was to his right. We also had plexiglass on the podium to protect the women."
"Third," I said, "the way he came in gave me several lines of fire to shoot him without harming people in the background. When he shot Smedley, there were just too many people around to return fire; I worked to minimize that the second time around. So if he came in firing from near the street... which I did not expect... I knew I could shoot back with a better degree of safety."
"That's smart." said Chief Moynahan. "But what if he had not fallen for it? It looked just too much like a set-up."
"That's where I was counting on Brownlee being Brownlee." I replied. "He truly is an idiot." The room dissolved into laughter for a minute. After it died, I said "Seriously, people see what they want to see, hear what they want to hear. I dangled the carrot right in front of that ass's... er, donkey's nose, and sure enough, he went for it."
"Glad he did." said Griswold.
"I guess what I'm not seeing," said Molly, "is the connection between the attack on Jenna and the attack on Commander Harlow... or is there no real connection between them?"




"None that I know of." I said. "Except the same motorcycle used, of course. I did consider that Brownlee was a tool of politicians that want certain outcomes... and if that were the case then Loran Michaels might indeed have been a target, too. As to Jenna, it was in response to her insults of him... and perhaps due to her former fiancee and his deep hatred of Captain Ross."
"Good thing he couldn't accelerate and shoot at the same time." Molly said. "Or he might've taken a shot at Cindy, too."
"And he would've hit me." I said. "I was right in front of her, and would not have moved out of the way. I'd have shot him, too, no matter the danger of what was behind him.
"I'm glad you didn't have to take any bullets for anyone, Crowbar." said Griswold. "Charles, you got something to say."
"Yes, Grizz, I do." said Captain Charles, who stood up as I sat down. "First, I want to say that I'm already impressed with this new Captain of Operations, and I look forward to watching her make our Police Force even better than it is today." The room broke into applause, which served as a note of congratulations for Teresa.
"Second... and I hope I can get through this..." said Charles, about to become emotional. "I remember when Grizz retired, and I knew it was my time soon afterward. It was time for us old guys to move along, and let you young folk take over for us. It's very hard for us, seeing one of our fellow old-timers go down before his time, even if it was as bravely as he could find a way to do it."
Charles continued: "So I'm grateful to you, Commander Troy, for catching up to that bastard and taking his sorry ass down. You didn't just do that for Joe Smedley, Don... you did it for all of us that served with him, and I just want to say thank you for that."
The room broke out into an ovation, which turned into a standing ovation for me. I did the only thing I could... I stood up and gave Captain Charles a hug.
"I can assure you that it was a Team effort." I said. "And our entire Team took Brownlee down. And I will relay your thanks in those terms to everyone, Captain." Charles nodded.
"Well," said Griswold, standing up, "I not only echo those sentiments, I want to say more. First, as Captain Charles is saying, we were a close Police family back in our time. And we are seeing that you guys are a Police family today. We lost one of ours, and you guys came through for us. I hope it won't be until the next generation arrives, but if and when one of you go down, come together as a family to do the right things for each other."
Griswold wasn't finished: "And one more thing: when I retired and entrusted this Police Force to this very young man... this very young man..." he said as he patted my shoulder hard, "some people thought I was a little crazy."
"And they were right, sir." piped up Cindy Ross, generating a burst of laughter, especially from her sister Molly. I was laughing too hard myself to wave any crowbars in her general direction.
Griswold also chuckled, then said "Well, maybe. But I've been vindicated." He paused, gathered himself, and continued: "I've seen how proud Captain Charles here is of his son... and I want all of you to know is that is how I feel about Don here... as proud as any father could be of a son. And I'm grateful to you, also, Don, for taking down that bastard."
There was a chorus of "Awwww"s and applause. I was working hard not to shed tears... and I lost the battle. I stood up and hugged Chief Griswold, knowing that the familial feelings he'd just shared... were reciprocated.
Part 11 - State Funeral
Obviously, we did not get to go to Lake Watchacoochie this weekend. On Saturday, October 22d, the final farewell to a hero took place. The weather was beautiful: bright sunshine, just a bit on the cool side, barely any wind.
Earlier that morning, I made a formal inspection of the Police Officer and Firefighters that would be in the procession. Both the Fire Department and Police Force would be sending a contingent to march. I had intended to only inspect the Police Force, but Chief Quinlin sent the TCFD people to be subjected to my baleful eye.
Having been a military officer, I knew the drill... (my) left to right, top to bottom. Fortunately, badges were shined, gig lines were straight, and everyone looked damn good. I had to make few corrections.
Then we went to City Hall for the funeral march. The Police and Fire Departments had a joint Honor Guard that served as pallbearers. They brought the casket down from the City Hall atrium and strapped it to the carriage that would be drawn by two white horses, courtesy of Mr. John Colby.
Joe Smedley had graduated from Town High School, and the Town High School band preceded the horse-drawn carriage, playing the Funeral Dirge. Next came the University's Army ROTC Ranger Company, that had attended the casket while Smedley lay in state. I'd asked their leader why they'd volunteered, and he'd said "We Rangers are expected to do the hard jobs as well as the easy ones." I asked him to thank his Ranger Company for their help.
After the casket came a row of four people, the four persons who were wearing Medals of Valor. Chief Emeritus Antonio Griswold was on the right, in the place of honor. To his left was me, Your Iron Crowbar. To my left was Captain Cindy Ross, and to her left was Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley.
After a space, there was a second row of four people. Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem, Police Captain Charles, Precinct Captain Briscoe, and Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, who as an EMT had treated an injured Fireman Smedley a number of times.
Then came Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Fire Chief Quinlin, Command Della Harlow, and Precinct Captain Damien Thompson, followed by the Mayor and some of the younger Council Members.
Lieutenant. Teresa Croyle led the contingent of Police Officers, and Superintendent Davies, soon to be Assistant Fire Chief, led the Fire Department group.
Citizens had lined College Avenue, which formed the southern border of Courthouse Square, and watched as the procession went by. At the end, people began going over the barricades and filling in behind the procession, following us down the road towards the Catholic Church... all quiet, all respectful, but following along.
Once inside the Church, Chaplain Romano led a Mass, which fascinated me as I'd never been to one before. And then it came time to say our eulogies. Chief Griswold told a couple of stories of Smedley's heroic actions, mixed in with some humorous times that made us laugh. Then came my time.
"Joe Smedley was a student of World War II." I said after some opening comments. "He wrote and submitted some papers to historical magazines, and a number of them were published, including in the University History Department's periodical. In one of these articles, he wrote about the courage of those that braved mortal danger to achieve their missions. Many went forward because it was the only direction they could go, but for the bravest, they always had a choice to go forward, or stay back and hold the line."
I went on: "Mr. Smedley wrote that those that went forward of their own volition, did so because they had someone behind them, someone they were defending, someone on whose behalf they were attacking. That 'someone' could be family, a nation, or one's brothers-in-arms in the fight. But because of the actions of the heroes, the others could continue on, as well."
I said "And there was no greater practitioner of his own words than Joe Smedley. He went forward when it was the only direction he could go... but he went first, and in front, so that his brothers in Police Blue would not have to. He went forward into fires and saved lives, so that his Fire Department brothers could fight on, and those citizens that were saved could continue their life missions. Some of our own will continue because of Joe Smedley's final sacrifice. We will never know the full effects of Joe Smedley's heroic actions over the years, but I have to believe that the greater good came of them and will continue to come of them. Let that be his lesson to us all, and his epitaph."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joe Smedley was buried in a place of honor on Cemetery Hill, just a few spaces over from where Corporal Peter M. Feeley lay in eternal rest. The American Flag was folded by the Honor Guard then handed to me, and per Smedley's last wishes were given to the Mayor. Smedley wanted the Town to fly his death Flag, but it would be placed in a triangular box and put in a case in City Hall that also displayed his medals and told his story.
And then came the pièce de résistance, so to speak. The police bugler came forward and sounded 'Taps'. As the eerie sound died away, a trumpeter from the Town High School Band shocked everyone by blasting out 'Reveille'. Sir Winston Churchill had had this done at his funeral; Joe Smedley had wanted the same.
As the thrill of the trumpet call went through us, there was one more thing in store. The Town High Band had waited at the road at the entrance to the cemetery. Now they were joined by the Booker T. Washington High School Band, and after playing another dirge together, they followed up by playing 'When the Saints Come Marching In", in grand New Orleans funeral celebration in style. The people that had gotten in line and followed the procession began dancing and celebrating to it.
"That's cool!" Teresa Croyle said within my hearing. Then she yelled "Fall out! Join the celebration!" How could we resist. Almost everyone, even Chief Griswold, went down and participated in the celebration of the life of Joe Smedley. He would've wanted it that way...
Part 12 - Epilogue
Sunday, October 23d. The sun had set and I was sitting in the metal loveseat chair on the deck of the Cabin, looking over the twinkling lights of the Town and sipping some single malt Scotch. Laura, Molly, my mom, all the kids, and Cindy were in the greatroom, chatting like parakeets. As the light of a railroad engine came out of the western horizon, Teresa Croyle came up to me.
"Mind if I sit with you, Commander?" she asked.
"Sure, have a seat." I said. She sat down in the metal chair to the left of mine.
"Awesome view." she said.
"Yes, it is." I said. "Want something to drink?"
"No sir, thank you." she said.
"You don't have to call me 'sir' while we're here, and alone." I said. "We leave the badges and the ranks at the door when we come into this house."
Teresa gave what was for her a laugh. As we sat silently, we were suddenly joined by two good dogs. Bowser came up and sat on the loveseat by me. Buddy jumped into Teresa's lap. Needless to say, both dogs got some good skritchins.
"Commander," Teresa said as she petted Buddy, "I talked to Jeanine again. She confirmed it was Doug and Roberta Jackson. They've gone back to the Apple Grove area and she hasn't seen them again."
"Good. Thanks." I said.
"She said she was going to ask Michael Burke about it." Teresa said. "I suggested she not say anything right now, but I don't know what she'll do."
"I hope she'll take your advice." I said.
"So do I." said a voice, which belonged to my nephew Todd. He came up with a folding chair, and sat between me and Teresa. "What, no dog for me?"
"Todd, if I get a third dog," I said, "I might end up getting a second divorce." Todd laughed.
"No, Uncle Don." he reassured me. "Aunt Laura would lose that battle to Carole."
"You might be right." I said. "But two is plenty. You'll just have to pet your imaginary friend dog." Teresa laughed more heartily at that one.
"Anyway," Todd said, "Teresa is right. I'm worried about Jeanine and the kids."
"Any way you can get little Todd into your custody?" I asked.
"Not really." said Todd. "And little Jack, no way. Even if we got little Todd for an extended visit, my dad is almost rabid about keeping little Jack."
"Well, keep an eye on it all." I said.
"Uncle Don..." said Todd. After a pause he said "I'm sorta obligated to tell Misaki-sama."
"What, you haven't told him already?" I asked, somewhat shocked.
"Er, well, yeah... I have." Todd replied.
"Good." I said, relieved. "That one is bigger than my County, here. I just hope it won't get bigger... and uglier..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Teresa, are you excited about your new job?" Molly asked Teresa after she and Todd came back inside with Bowser and Buddy, and Cindy had gone out on the back deck to talk with the Iron Crowbar.
"I think I am." Teresa said. "At first I was thinking 'No way would I leave Vice.'. But then I realized that I was too comfortable there, not really challenged anymore. This new position is going to be a lot of fun."
"It's amazing how Don knows just where to put everyone to be at their best." Molly said. "When I first heard about your promotion, I was thinking 'That makes so much sense, why didn't we think about it before?'."
"It's funny how we end up in places we never thought we would be." said Todd.
"Oh, Todd," said Teresa, "I always thought you'd be a big-time Tech CEO after buying out the company from a father you never knew you had." Molly burst out laughing at Teresa's unexpected sense of humor. Todd was chuckling, and Molly and Laura both noticed him take her hand in his.
"Speaking of all that," said Molly, "I was telling Laura how I always thought I'd be in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. And I did train to become a Police Officer, and eventually ended up becoming one... in the United States. As to Cindy..."
"What did she think she'd be?" Teresa asked. "Besides 'Miss Physical America'?"
"Believe it or not," Molly said, "while in Canada, Cindy always embraced being an American Citizen, just to be different and a rebel, I guess. And she was always talking about being an FBI Agent."
"Really?" asked Laura. "That explains why she likes working with them so much, and she's a Consultant with them now."
"True." said Molly. "But for some of her teen years, she was really into the FBI stuff. She'd watch those old TV shows about the FBI, with Efrem Zimbalist, Jr., and read every book and magazine article on them she could get her hands on. She did become a law enforcement officer, but at a different level..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Todd and Teresa went in, taking Bowser and Buddy, it was Cindy's turn to come out and talk with me. She sat on the loveseat next to me, and covered us both in a blanket against the chill of the night air.
"It was a sad occasion," Cindy said, "but you arranged a very nice funeral for Mr. Smedley."
"Thanks." I said.
"And in your eulogy, I don't suppose you saw in Mr. Smedley's writings some references to your own heroism, and yourself?" Cindy asked.
"I saw more of you in those words." I said.
"Modesty is a human trait, mon cousin," Cindy said. "I will excuse it."
I chuckled. "You've been fishing with the Chief too long." I said.
"The Chief has been fishing alone too long." Cindy said. "He doesn't have much family. I know he has a son, but I don't know what happened to him. But you are his surrogate son."
"Just between us." I said quietly. "I'm not sure what all happened, but his son ended up in The Asylum for a while. Then he got sent to a private mental facility somewhere in the State east of us. I do know it involves Rita, who runs 'Lashes & Lace'."
"You found that out when you hacked the records of The Asylum?" Cindy asked. "And how do you know of the Rita connection?"
"I would never hack anything like that, at least not without a warrant." I said adroitly. "As to Rita, you've seen the Chief's reaction whenever her name is brought up. Now I don't think she's really guilty of anything bad, but something happened that caused our Chief to very much dislike Rita. The deduction is pretty straightforward, but I just stay clear of all that."
"It's too bad, about his son." said Cindy. "Before you came to the Police Force here, I'd heard stories that he had a son, and something happened to him as a kid. I never met nor saw the kid, and there is not a single picture of him anywhere in the Griswold household. I figure he'd died, and it was too painful to mention to the Chief."
"There's a room in the back of their house." I said. "It's locked off. I think it was his bedroom. At first, I thought the son had died, but he's still alive."
"Why did you go into that room?"
"I just opened the door and saw inside it, then I closed it." I said. "I could feel that that was a sanctum to be left alone. As to why I opened the door, I was doing a security check on the house after Pelletier's group murdered Gunny Guernica by mistake."
"Anyway," Cindy said, "the reason I came out here was to ask you if you'd found out anything about the break-ins at the Westboro and Cook homes."
"No, not yet." I said. "To tell the truth, we've had too many distractions for me to really look into that. I do think it will either go away, or will come to a head sooner rather than later."
"Like you're always saying," Cindy said, "the party never stops in our Town and County."
"True." I said. "All too true..."
Finis
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Part 1 - Prologue
Dear Readers, this story is like an Interlude, just cleaning up some stuff and bridging to the next series of mysteries to solve. For those who want SEX in my stories, your wishes will be fulfilled. Yes, there is politics in this story, also. Thank you for your patience, and enjoy the story. WW
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redhead at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 25th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council will go into executive session during their meeting tonight, and may call a special session for tomorrow to ratify tonight's business. That can only mean that there is a looming deadline related to this activity, and experts say it is likely that deadline is to approve the Fire Department's Superintendent Davies to the Assistant Fire Chief role."
"Experts." I said as I watched. "Gotta love them 'experts'."
Bettina continued: "And there is no further news from the Police on why former Deputy Police Chief Robert Brownlee shot and killed Joe Smedley last week, nor why he smoke-bombed Jenna Stiles's Campaign Headquarters, with which he has also been charged. Police Chief Sean Moynahan says that Brownlee is not cooperating with authorities since his capture by Commander Donald Troy last Friday. Brownlee is the third Town & County Police Officer to shame the Badge in the last few years, the others being Detective Julie Newton and Detective Angela Harlan."
That ticked me off as I drank my coffee in MCD. I said "What about Captain Malone and Steven Ikea, Bettina?"
"And Delmar and Carroll, Bryce and Sharples." Cindy added.
"Comet and Cupid, Donner and Blitzen." added Joanne Warner, making us all laugh.
Bettina was not finished: "And in political news, with the Election just two weeks away, it's neck and neck in the gubernatorial race. SBI Director Jack Lewis has a 50-47% lead over incumbent Governor Val Jared, within the margin of error, but analysts say that it is likely Jack Lewis will win. Roll tape."
The tape showed Dr. Romanov of the University's Political Policy Center and KXTC evening news anchorette Amber Harris. "Yes," Romanov was saying, "it appears close, but Director Lewis is gathering momentum. The 'security review' of the SBI is showing no wrongdoing by SBI Agent Ferrell, and Director Lewis is ahead on the issues that are important to the people of the State, such as social justice and climate change."
"That's right." said Amber Harris. "And Governor Jared is deeply unpopular with all the important age groups: millennials, women, minorities... pretty much everyone except white males. Director Lewis is in a strong position in these final two weeks, and I see little hope for Governor Jared to be re-elected."
Back to Bettina Live: "And in local races, District Attorney Gil Krasney has opened up a five point lead over challenger Jenna Stiles, 48-43%, and appears well on the way to victory in that important race. The race for the open Council seat, vacated by the death of Pastor Raymond Westboro, is 45% for Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels, 40% for Sheriff Deputy Scott Peterson, 10% for Sheila Sorrells. Fifty percent plus one vote is required to avoid a runoff, and sources tell Channel Two News that both the Michaels and Peterson campaigns are working with Sorrells to gain her endorsement and her supporters. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
The very handsome young blonde stud Nick Eastwood appeared on the monitor. "Thank you Bettina! This is it, the big week! The defending National Champion Wildcats will bring their undefeated record into University Memorial Stadium on Saturday to take on our undefeated Bulldogs! It will be No. 1 vs. No. 2 in the Nation, and all the national Media will be here! Adding to the drama, Bulldogs Head Coach Ted Thrasher was hired away from the Wildcats last season, and he is excited for the opportunity to play his former team. Roll tape."
The tape showed Nick interviewing Coach Thrasher. As everyone watched, I noticed that there was some kind of commotion going on in the hallway. My birthday wasn't until the next day, so I wondered what was going on out there.
Once the Sports was over, Bettina went on to national news and insignificant things. Just then, Chief Moynahan came in.
"Okay, crime-fighters," he said, "what are your plans for this week?" Everyone looked at me.
"Security for the biggest football game in a long, long time." I said. "Lt. Croyle is getting a huge headstart on that Captain of Operations position." Teresa nodded vigorously.
"Otherwise, there aren't really any big open cases, sir." I added. "Except the Westboro house break-in."
"Good!" said Moynahan. "Commander Troy, you wife is not only a lovely woman, she is very per-sway-sssivvvve, and she has asked me to make sure she has your undivided time and attention for her plans for your birthday. Sooooo, you will have the next three days on vacation, and that is not an optional assignment."
"But..." I started.
"No buts, no debates, Mr. Crowbar." drawled the Chief. "Do not pass Go, do not collect $200. After you leave work no later than 4:00pm today, you are on vacation."
"That's right." said Cindy Ross, obviously in on this ambush. "We'll mind the store. And we all know that whatever you wife has planned for you, it's gonna be hot!" Everyone laughed.
"And since you'll be on vacation to-morrowwww," said the Chief, "let's just have a celebration today." With that, Commander Della Harlow came into the room, followed by a number of people from Personnel & Records, including the drop-dead gorgeous Sergeant Janice Holloway.
They brought in a covered tray, and when they lifted the cover I saw three stacks of doughnuts arranged in circles as if they were three cakes. Each stack had eleven candles on top, for a total of 33... which would be my age the next day. After Janice lighted the candles, everyone sang 'Happy Birthday' to me and I blew out the candles.
Then, as Police Officers are wont to make happen, the doughnuts were consumed. Rapidly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30am, Cindy came into the office and said in a lilting voice. "Oh Cousin dear, can I borrow the keys to the car?" She then added: "Daddy wants to upgrade."
"Sure." I said, taking the keychain for the Black Beauty off my regular one and tossing the keys to her. "You have the code to the garage?"
"Yes I do." Cindy said. "I'll take the car down tonight after you leave. Then I'll get a ride back and go to the gym. I'll start working on the books while Ariel and Wanda are with you and Laura."
Cindy's gym partners were going with us to the Lake. I was looking forward to fucking Wanda; she might be over fifty years old, but her body was absolutely magnificent. Ariel was younger; about Cindy's age. She would be Laura's tasty treat while I satiated my sexual lusts with Wanda.
"Okay." I said. "I'm doing this somewhat under protest. If anything comes up, let me know, okay?"
"I will." Cindy said. "Let me ask this: do you expect anything to happen?"
"I don't know." I said. "But Molly and the boys are staying at the Cabin, and you're staying with them?"
"Yep." Cindy said. "And Carole and Jim and your mother and of course the dogs. We'll be fine."
"Good." I said... then went introspective.
"Penny for your thoughts." Cindy said. "Canadian penny if they're dirty."
I laughed. "No, I'm just thinking what might happen, which is... nothing. I'll be back for the game Saturday, for sure. Tell 'Coldiron' to have Vice watching for drug shipments to service all the people coming to the game."
"It's the prostitutes he's more worried about." said Cindy. "They're going to be working the hotels like crazy. They'll probably make a ton off the ESPN crew coming in for the morning 'Gameday' program."
"Hoo boy." I said. "I've never been one to focus on a so-called 'crime' where there are no real victims. I guess that's just the 'entrepreneurial spirit' in me."
"Teresa generally agrees," said Cindy, "but she once made the excellent point that the hookers bring in the drugs, the gambling, and those that practice those things right in behind them. Coldiron said they liked to bust prostitutes in Midtown, then let 'em go after they give the names of their pimps and drug pushers, and they'd go after those, and so on up the chain."
"True." I said. "By the way, keep an eye on that Council meeting. Maybe give Mr. Colby or Mrs. Schoen a call and see what's up with that second meeting tomorrow. Davies's promotion was already approved, so I know that can't be what's up with those jokers."
Was it just my imagination, or did Cindy's face change just a bit as she said "Oh, that. I heard that Zoe Singer was put in for a medal for protecting Loran Michaels when Brownlee opened up on them. So don't stress on it."
"Well, that sounds good. Zoe deserves a medal for putting up with the TCFD in the first place." I said. "Okay, so the Orange Order dinner is Sunday night instead of Monday, because of Hallowe'en?"
"Yes. There's a Hallowe'en party at The Steakhouse on Monday night, so we moved the Orange Order dinner up. Sunday night, Junction Station Depot. I've made all the arrangements. No big secrets to tell, as everyone and their mother knows Teresa's getting promoted."
I got out my anti-bugging device and switched it on, then said quietly: "So is Janice Holloway. She's being breveted to Lieutenant. Captain Weston is going to be doing double duty by taking over Press Relations as well as Personnel & Records, and Janice will be taking on more and helping out."
Cindy's eyes got wide at that. "How did y'all get that past me?" she asked.
"The Chief put that one together with Commander Harlow." I said. "They haven't told me yet, either. Of course, I only know because I keep my eyes and ears open."
Cindy gave a little laugh of uncertainty. "I think I better start using my bug killer to keep you from finding out things."
"It won't help." I said, very knowingly. "This is not an Agency of the Weak Minded, ya know."
Yep, no doubt about it: Cindy's eyes gleamed just a bit. She said "Okay. Have fun at the lake, and make sure my girls come back satisfied. And do have fun... after Saturday, you'll be feeling sad... and... blue."
"Dream on, Ms. Bulldog. Dream on." I replied.
Part 2 - Little Sisters
"The soup is really good today." said Laura as she tasted the thick tomato broth in front of her. "Better than usual."
"It's always good to me." said Melina. The sisters were at Laura's favorite Soup & Salad Restaurant on the northeast side of Town. They had a table by the window that overlooked the artificial lake.
"So." Laura said after some chit-chat about their respective children. "What's going on between your husband, my husband, and the Police Chief?"
"I don't know." said Melina. "I've been busy with Company stuff. All I know is that Daniel's friend Scott Peterson said something in front of the Media that Don and his Chief took exception to... especially the Chief, who apparently got in Daniel's face about it. Daniel wanted to suspend the Chief, but so far hasn't done it."
"Why not?" asked Laura, her curiosity overwhelming her manners.
"Because..." Melina started, then paused. She marshaled her words and said "I think Daniel knows that suspending the Chief causes more problems for himself, Daniel, than anyone else. And he does not want the wrath of the Iron Crowbar coming down on him... which is what ultimately would happen if Don became Police Chief."
"Yes, that's true." said Laura. She then gave a short, mirthless chuckle and asked "Melina, when you were married to Don, did you ever think things would come to where they are now?"
Melina arched her eyebrows at the question, knowing that Laura did not ask questions idly. Something was behind this, she thought as she answered: "No, I can't say that I did. Looking back, I think it was inevitable that Don and I would split up, but to be here, with him where he is, and us where we are? No. And, of course, I might still not know we're blood sisters if things had been different."
"Oh, I think that was ordained by the Universe that we eventually find out." Laura said, then asked "So, when you married Don, you thought you were having to 'settle', didn't you?" Melina felt the older woman's eyes peering at her.
"No, I loved Don when I married him." said Melina. "But I know what you mean. In hindsight, marrying Jack Burke would've been a disaster. But I always thought Don would do more. I thought he'd be a military officer full time, and I was considering telling you that I could become a full-time Company agent, like you were with your first husband. And then Don went and took only a Reserve commission, and ended up working in labs until he started his security business... and things got boring for me. Even the sex."
"That's too bad. Things are not boring now, are they?" Laura asked as she sipped her coffee.
"Noooooo." Melina said. "Let me ask you this: was Jack Burke with the Company?"
Laura shook her head. "No... well, not that I know of. One never knows who is in rogue cells like Corrigan's, but as far as I know, Jack wasn't with the Company. And if he was, he might've been up on treason charges. He was stealing intellectual property left and right, and selling to the highest bidder, no matter who that bidder was. I was always amazed that he wasn't assassinated by foreign agents. Instead, he ended up dead in some woman's bed, shot by her jealous husband."
"Now that did not surprise me." Melina said. "Jack loved fucking women, for the sake of fucking them. But it's funny you mention the assassination angle. One thing I found out since taking my current Company position is that Jack was banging women in France and in South America. That pipeline Paul Claisson had? Jack Burke might've been in on that, either before Claisson took it over, or with Claisson before Jack was murdered. And maybe, just maybe, Joe Arruzio didn't blast Jack and Marie full of holes out of jealousy."
Laura stared at Melina. "Wow, are you sure?"
"Oh yes." Melina said. "My cell was given this after Claisson was accidentally uncovered in the Melissa Darby Cash murder case. Wouldn't you know it, yet another case involving us happens right in the Iron Crowbar's back yard, damn the luck."
"So why is that important?" Laura asked.
Melina looked around and made sure her voice was barely above a whisper as she said "Claisson is one of us."
"Oh." said Laura. "And like Jack Burke, he didn't keep his pants zipped up."
"That's right." Melina said. "But that's not the worst of it: Don knows. He somehow knows Claisson was our mole in that pipeline, which is run by his sister Elizabeth on the French end."
"How do you know that?" asked Laura. "That Don knows?"
"The NSA told us." said Melina. "A burner phone from his office sent a message that was received by a burner phone in France. The text read that Paul Claisson was CIA." (Author's note: Lady Ironside, Ch. 03)
Laura nodded. "Well, a lot is making sense now."
"What do you mean?" Melina asked.
"Melina..." Laura started, paused, then started again: "I sent my retirement paperwork in months ago. They've been stringing me along about it. First they said by Thanksgiving, then by Christmas, and now... maybe after January. They say."
Laura went on: "At first, I thought they wanted me to help the FBI clear up this 'Superior Bloodlines' business, but now I'm not sure. I don't like the way they're going about this. They should be handing me a gold watch and telling me Good Riddance. Instead... nothing. I can't get an answer."
"That sucks." Melina said.
"And they haven't learned their lesson about my husband after what they did to him, and what Cindy did to some of their agents." Laura said. "I think I need to have another talk with the Director."
Melina said nothing. She was thinking hard, almost in a reverie. Then she was jolted back to present space as Laura said "I'll be gone three days, starting tomorrow. We're going up to the Lake. I gave Gayle the three days off, too. Don't contact me unless there is real trouble, okay?"
"No problem." Melina said. "Have a good time up there."
Part 3 - The Loving At The Lake
Tuesday, October 25th. We arrived at Lake Watchacoochie just before dark. As usual, I went into the cabin and checked it out thoroughly, including checking for bugs of the listening device kind. Finding none, I turned on the lights and went out and helped bring in luggage.
Wanda and Ariel were looking smoking hot in their blue jeans and clingy blouses, and they were still no match for my wife's hot body, with her milk-filled breasts, shapely ass and magnificent legs. I did notice that her clothes seemed to be just a little bit loose on her.
"You've lost weight, haven't you?" I asked. "You're looking hot as hell."
Laura smiled and kissed me on the mouth. "Nice of you to notice. I've been working out with Ariel and Wanda for a couple of months now, toning up and going through tai-chi with Ariel and Cindy."
"And fucking me into exhaustion." I replied.
"And we're going to do that to you tonight and the next couple of days." Laura said, her eyes sparkling. "I brought several 'gray viagras'." She then wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me deeply, and we began making out right there and then.
"Look at 'em." I heard a voice say. "Young teenagers that can't keep their hands off each other." That was Ariel.
"Save some for us, guys." Wanda said. Laura and I broke our kiss, then got the rest of the gear into the cabin.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I guess I just have a thing for older women.
As I looked at Wanda's toned, firm body, slender thighs, and shapely calves, I was already getting hot thinking of what I wanted to do to her. Her blue eyes sparkled from under her mane of dirty blonde hair as she saw me watching her, and I knew she was anticipating our liaison as much as I was.
It was late in the evening when we sat down to dinner. We'd brought steaks and ingredients for salads, and I grilled the steaks outside, in the dark, chatting with Wanda and sipping our drinks as Laura and Ariel prepped the sides and set the table... and sipped their drinks.
After dinner, Laura brought out a cake for me, a basic cake with caramel frosting. There was one big piece cut out. Laura explained: "We had the family party for Don last night, and Carole wanted a piece of this cake. So Don cut a piece out, gave half to Carole and ate the other half himself."
"What was the other cake?" Ariel asked.
"Red velvet with cream cheese." said Laura. "It disappeared rather quickly, I might add. So now we have the new tradition of Don's birthday cake with a slice missing."
"As long as I have some of that slice," I said, "that's a good tradition to have." I might not have meant just a slice of cake, there...
After dinner, I lit the gas logs in the fireplace. Ariel asked if I wanted a massage, and I said I'd rather watch her give Laura one. So my wife stripped naked as Ariel laid out in front of the fireplace a plastic sheet to capture the oils she would be using. As Laura laid down on her belly, I admired her magnificent body. She had really gotten into better shape, I noticed, and her back and legs were toned and firm... and my cock was beginning to throb.



Wanda was sitting next to me on the sofa, and I put my arm around her and pulled her to me. We watched Ariel massage Laura for several minutes... well, I watched. Wanda was nuzzling my neck as her hand explored my groin. I turned and pressed my mouth to hers, and our kiss turned deeper, our tongues twining. Then Wanda broke the kiss and went back to kissing my neck and jaw as I watched Ariel work the massage oils into the skin of Laura's back until my wife was glowing in the soft firelight.
Laura was moaning gently by the time Ariel worked down to my wife's luscious ass. At that point, Wanda whispered "Why don't we go into the bedroom, and you can massage my ass that way." How could I say no?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The back left bedroom, as one faces the building from the lake, is the main bedroom. It has a queen-sized bed and a little more room than the other bedroom, which is the back-right bedroom, whose side window looked out at the vehicles that were parked, then towards the woods and trail to the waterfall.
Wanda and I were in the back left bedroom, which had its side window facing south... and moonlight was streaming in, casting everything in a pale, colorless light.
I took Wanda into my arms and bent my head down to give her a kiss. At first it was warm and light, but then it deepened as Wanda got into it, and soon out tongues were twining hotly. As we kissed, I began feeling her high-riding breasts through the cloth of her sweater as her hands slid up around my neck and drew me closer into her.
We broke the kiss, but that was only because I was removing her sweater. Her breasts popped into view, encased in her bra. I took care of that impediment, deftly removing her bra and freeing her breasts from its confines. Her nipples were long and dark brown, and they were very erect and inviting attention.
"Mmmmfff..." Wanda moaned as I bent down, cupped her right breast in my hand, lashed around the areola with my nipple, then sucked her teat into my mouth. She groaned as I gave her other breast similar attention, both of us enjoying the pleasure of me sucking her nipple.
We began making out again as I opened the button of her jeans and unzipped them. They were very tight on her hard bubble-butt ass, and I could not easily get them down, so I let her wiggle them down her thighs to her knees. Then I whirled her around and let her fall to the bed. I removed her shoes and then her jeans, and now this beautiful mature babe was lying on the bed only wearing her flimsy panties.
She sat up and began undoing my pants as I took off my shirt. She fished out my cock, which was throbbing in its confines as we worked together to lower my pants down my legs.
"Ohhhhhh..." I gasped as I felt Wanda's full lips slide over my cockhead. She immediately engulfed half of my hardening cock into her hungry mouth, sliding her lips tightly up and down the shaft.
"Mmmm, you're cock is really hard." she said quietly as my bobbing erection waved right in front of her lovely face. "I don't think I've ever felt a cock that hard... so this is the real reason you're called the 'Iron Crowbar', isn't it?"
I just smiled and slid my hand behind Wanda's neck, gently pulling her head into my groin. Wanda got the hint an began sucking my cock again, fellating me deeply. I groaned as I let my pants fall to the floor, eventually stepping out of them.
I was already on edge, and I felt my nut begin to rise as Wanda gave me head. Sliding my meat out of her mouth, I pushed her down onto her back then knelt on the floor at the foot of the bed. Wanda began sliding her panties up her firm, trim thighs, then I helped pull them down over her shapely calves and over her toned feet. Smelling the heat of her womanhood, I eased my face between those luscious thighs.
"Ohhhhh!" Wanda cried out as I licked my tongue up the length of her sopping wet slit. The petals of her womanly flower seemed to open up as they engorged, and my tongue's second deep probe split her lips even wider. I licked deeper and deeper until my mouth was pressed against her mound and my tongue was as deep as I could get it into her vagina.
"Uhhhh, that's so good!" she gasped as I licked the roof of her cunt. I felt her hand grab my head to push me deeper into her pussy, and I eagerly went with it until I was face-deep and rolling my mouth all over her labes in a tight circle as my tongue invaded her sweet hole...
It seemed like forever, and Wanda came hard in my mouth twice. My cock was aching and I gently stroked it; it was iron hard, taut to the point of pain. I took my mouth off of Wanda's slit and stood up. Wanda moved back onto the bed enough for me to climb on and have leverage with my knees. I looked down at the beautiful woman beneath me, her breasts heaving as she breathed hard in anticipation, her skin glowing an eerie blue in the moonlight.
Wanda pulled her firm, shapely legs up and back, an action which made my manhood throb with desire. I mounted her, working to not seem like some overeager teen boy... though that is how I felt. Wanda grasped my shaft and fit the head of my prick into her labes. I pushed forward and felt my cock sinking into her.
"UNNNH!!" Wanda gasped as I slowly sank down into her. I gasped at the ultimate, delicious feeling of my cock being sheathed in her warm, wet womanhood. Wanda was not especially tight, but I did not bury my full seven and a half inches into her in one thrust. I pulled back, and as I felt her hands clutching my asscheeks to guide me in again, I drove forward. My cock drove through her pussy, spreading her cuntwalls, sliding down on a thick layer of cunt oil, until I was balls-deep inside her, our pelvises grinding together.
"Oh Jesus, that thing is so fucking hard!" gasped Wanda. "God! that feels good!"
"Hell yeah, it does." I said back. I pulled back out about halfway, then drove forward again, burying my cockmeat into her again. I settled my weight down onto her and began to move my hips and ass, pumping in and out of her with a fast, deep rhythm.
I fucked Wanda this way for a minute or two, enjoying the pleasure of mating with this hot, lusting woman whose body belied her age. Wanda's pussy was not tight, but because she had worked out for so many years, she could tighten her muscles to enhance my pleasure as I stroked into her. She worked my cock hard, trying to milk my essence out of me.
After some moments, I eased up. I began to fuck Wanda with more shallow strokes, then some deeper ones, alternating them to give her more pleasure. She had been matching my fast, deep strokes with the movements of her own hips; now she just relaxed and let me pump her. She wrapped her strong legs around me, and I sensed she wanted it deep inside her again, so I sank back in hard and began pumping hard again.
"Oh yeah, that's it!" Wanda gasped as her hands gripped my waist and pulled me down to her. I kissed her deeply, then slid my mouth along her jaw to her neck.
"Fuck me, Don!" Wanda gasped. "Fuck me hard! Yeah, that's it, I can feel your nut rising... I want you to come in my mouth... I want to swallow every drop of your first load..."
I moved up, supporting my weight on my arms and knees, and I began fucking Wanda as hard as I could, driving into her with half my length, my balls wetly slapping her luscious bottom as the loud smacks of our coupling echoed in the small room. This was what Laura liked to call 'fuck to pop', and I imagined that I was a male porn star fucking this beautiful older woman beneath me.
"UHHHH!!" Wanda cried out as her pussy clamped down on my pistoning prick. She was coming, coming around my cock! I drove forward as hard as I could, making her cry out again as her body shivered in orgasmic bliss.
I did not outlast her. Just as her orgasm began to subside, I felt my climax rushing up, and fast. I quickly pulled my cock out of her pussy and moved up her body, straddling her. Grabbing her mane of hair, I thrust my cock past her lips and along her tongue.
"UNNNHH!!" I cried out as the first excruciating jolt hit me and the first spurt of my sperm blasted into Wanda's throat. More hot spurts of thick, ropy jism blasted into her mouth as her hand milked the base of my cock. Intense pleasure swept through my body as the final pulses raced through my loins.
Wanda had greedily swallowed my cum, and was sucking out every drop she could get until I became too sensitive to let her continue. As I got off of her, she rolled to one side, facing the window. I slid down behind her, pressing my chest to her back and feeling her ass press into my abs and groin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I woke up. It was some time later. Wanda was asleep, her back and ass still pressing into me. I gently got out of bed, then admired the cheeks of her firm ass before covering her with the sheet and blanket.
I went to the bathroom between the bedrooms. My bladder was full to the point of pain, and I took a long time to empty it. Once done, I wiped down my cock and balls, thinking I'd go slip my meat into Wanda's warm cunt again. Having taken a 'gray viagra', my cock was getting ready to go despite the intense climax I'd pumped into Wanda's mouth.
As I went into the hall, I heard a noise from the other bedroom. It was a moan. I did not resist the urge to peek in and I carefully opened the door.
The room was lit with several candles, giving a soft, warm glow to the room. On the bed, my beautiful wife Laura was on her back, her head at the foot of the bed and her legs in the air. On top of her in a soixante neuf was the gorgeous Ariel. Ariel's ass was wiggling over Laura's mouth as Ariel's head was buried face-deep in Laura's pussy.
I went into the room, closing the door. Ariel looked up over her shoulder, and smiled when she saw me coming in, my erection bobbing in front of me. Laura became aware of my presence when I eased onto the bed behind Ariel's magnificent ass, mounting the black-haired beauty from behind.
"Oh God, that's good!" Ariel gasped as I slid my cockhead up and down her swollen labes. I felt my wife's tongue sliding along my cockshaft, then I worked my cock into Ariel's slit. When I found her cunthole, I pushed into it.
"Ohhhh, YES!" Ariel cried out as my cock began sinking into her. She was tight, unbelievably tight. If I had not come with Wanda and that edge taken off, I would not have lasted ten strokes in Ariel's clutching heat.
I began to fuck Ariel, and she was pushing her hips and ass back to meet my thrusts. Her ass smacked my hard groin and abs loudly as we fucked. I grabbed her hips and began driving into her deeper and harder, making her moan and gasp as she pushed back to meet each of my powerful strokes.
The pleasure of Ariel's pussy was fantastic, but then I felt something warm and wet lashing my low-hanging balls: Laura's tongue. My wife was licking and kissing my nutsack as my cock pistoned in and out of Ariel just inches above Laura's face. I felt Laura's tongue move up to the connection of my organ with Ariel's, and I felt her licking my shaft as her tongue flicked up and down Ariel's swollen cuntlips and up to her clit.
"Oh GOD!" Ariel cried out, and I felt her cunt clamp down on my cock as hard as any woman ever had. It felt like her pussy would forcibly eject my meatstick, so I pushed into Ariel as hard as I could... which only made Ariel gasp in pleasure again.
"God DAMN!" Ariel gasped as she began to recover from her intense orgasm. "That was soooo fucking good! Your cock is as hard as Laura said it was. God, I love how hard that cock feels inside me!"
I said nothing, but began to fuck Ariel hard and fast. I felt Laura licking up Ariel's cream from her hard cum. I slid my prick out of Ariel's tight pussy, and I heard Laura moan as she began licking my cockshaft. I guided my prick into Laura's mouth, then pushed it over her tongue and down her throat... just like my wife liked it. Laura moaned, the vibrations of her mouth on my cock electrifying me, as always.
I began alternating, fucking Ariel with hard, very deep thrusts, then pulling out and fucking Laura's face with several thrusts. Both women were moaning, and at one point while I was fucking Ariel, pulling her hips back to meet my brutally hard thrusts, I heard Laura moan in orgasm; Ariel's tongue was expertly working my wife's clit and pussylips, and that, along with the pleasure of watching my cock fuck Ariel's pussy followed by jamming my rod into my wife's mouth, was making my wife reach the crest... multiple times.
I realized I was beginning to tire, so I began fucking Ariel as hard as I could. Laura began urging us on as we rutted hotly above her. I felt my wife tongue my tightening balls and her fingers playing around under my balls and around my asshole, and it was too much.
"UHH!! I'm coming inside you, baby!" I gasped as I leaned over Ariel. Pulling her tightly to me, I began shooting my molten sperm into her, shivering as pulse after pulse raced through me.
"Oh, yeah, that's good baby." Ariel said, encouraging me. As my climax wound down, my cock began to soften. Ariel pulled forward and my cock slipped out. Ariel moved up as Laura got out from under her. My wife leaned over and licked and sucked my cock and balls clean, and then she did something that made my cock jolt a bit: she eased down between Ariel's legs and began eating her pussy!
Ariel moaned as Laura began to eat my cum out of her cream-filled twat. Ariel looked up at me, and I could see the look of ecstasy in her dark eyes. I leaned down and kissed my wife's asscheek, then turned and headed to the door, leaving them in their bliss.
I went back into the main bedroom. Wanda was still asleep in the bed as I'd left her. As I climbed into bed behind her, she moaned sleepily. I leaned over and kissed her mouth as she looked up at me over her shoulder, then we settled together again, her back pressing into my chest, her firm ass pressing into my taut groin again as we fell asleep together...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, October 26th. I sat in a chair on the little dock on my property at the edge of Lake Watchacoochie in the pre-dawn gloaming. There were 'streetlights' on poles on a number of the properties, and I enjoyed the sight of them twinkling. Then a light fog began forming over the water. I saw the first light of dawn on the other side of the lake as I looked down its length. The sun would have to work to show itself above the hills on the other side of the lake, but it would eventually win, I knew.
"Good morning, Darling." I heard my wife say as she came up behind me, carrying two large mugs of steaming coffee.
"Good morning." I said. "Lovely sight. And the dawn is beautiful, too."
Laura smiled at the compliment and handed me one of the coffee mugs. As she sat down on my legs, she said "Happy Birthday, my love."
"Thank you. I love you." I said. Laura kissed me, then settled down to watch the dawning of the day with me. I'd tasted Ariel's pussy on my wife's tongue during our kiss, and coupled with the warmth of my wife's magnificent ass sitting on my thighs and groin, I felt the first stirrings in my loins.
"That was great last night." Laura said. "Ariel doesn't fuck men very often, but she enjoyed getting your cock last night. And she and I both went off when I ate your cum out of her pussy. I have to admit that while I love swallowing your cum directly, licking it out of a pussy was very, very good."
"I'm glad you liked it... as much as I enjoyed coming in Ariel." I said. We gave ourselves to the morning, and watched the fish jumping in the lake and the light growing until the sun finally peeked its way over the horizon. Then we went inside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ariel and Wanda were stretching for their morning yoga movement, and Laura joined them. Meanwhile, I cooked breakfast. Pancakes, eggs, bacon, a dish of sautéed mushrooms, onions and peppers that could be added to the eggs, and toast were all prepared. As I expected, most of the bacon was mine to consume. I thought of Bowser and Buddy; they, especially Bowser, loved bacon.
As we ate, we talked of non-sexual things, such as Ariel and Wanda's past lives on the 'Miss Physical America' Tour.
"Cindy was one of the hottest women on the Tour." Ariel said. "But she didn't fuck men, so she only won about half of what she could have."
"So the male judges wanted sex out of the contestants?" Laura asked.
"Oh yeah." said Wanda. "I was married during the first part of my career with the Tour, and they were really blatant in coming onto all of us girls. About half of the girls would fuck to gain favor, and it paid off for some of them."
"Did the women judges want sex from the women contestants?" I asked.
"There were only a couple of women judges." said Ariel. "That Tour, like most beauty pageants and tours, is totally male-dominated when it comes to producers and judges and all that stuff. Kind of like modeling... you'd better fuck the producer if you want your pictures to be selected and you to get a contract."
"A lot of women didn't play that game, though." said Wanda. "And occasionally we'd have judges that were clean, and even some that were what we called 'goody two-shoes' about things. Some of the women would wink at the audience and judges while doing the bikini walk... took us a while to figure out that there was this one guy who'd deduct severe points for girls that winked. Before they fired him, he said he deducted the points for the, and I quote 'overt sexuality' the winking women were exhibiting." I could not stifle a laugh at that hypocrisy.
After breakfast, the women insisted on cleaning up, since it was my birthday (that alone makes a birthday once a year worthwhile!). Then we decided to hike up to the waterfall.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh wow, this is awesome!" Ariel said as we walked up the trail. The creek rushed by us to our right, on its way to the Lake. We came upon the large pool, and the waterfall at the far end. It was cascading in the central channel, and would become larger around the semicircle bluff in the Spring, after the melts and the rains made the creek swell up.
The trail ended at the large flat rocks on the side of the deep, circular pool of clear water. We laid out some towels and sat down on them, listening to the rush of the water and the wind rustling the leaves. I had noticed the beginnings of a band of clouds coming from the southwest; it would become cloudy but there was no heavy weather expected.
"I think I'm going to take a dip in the water." said Laura. She stood off and began taking off her clothes.
"That water looks mighty cold." I said.
"Yeah it does." Ariel said.
That did not seem to deter my wife. She was now standing naked in front of us, her magnificent body on full display. I was watching her ass as she sat on the edge of the rock at the side of the pool. She lowered her legs into the water, wearing only Crocs to protect her feet, and then stood up. She waded straight into the pool until she was waist-deep, then bent her knees until she was up to her neck.
"When in Rome..." Ariel said. She stripped naked, put on flip-flop shoes, and followed Laura's path into the water.
"Good GOD!" Ariel all but screamed. "This water is COLD!" She braved it and went further in as Laura dipped her hair into the water, essentially bathing herself.
"Want to go in?" Wanda asked me.
"I am not the one." I said. "I'm feeling cold just looking at that water." By this time, Ariel was already coming back out and going for her towel to dry off. She was shivering. Laura was still walking in the water, but heading back to us. I was watching her keenly.
"You all right, honey?" I asked, worried that Laura might start getting hypothermia.



"I'm fine." Laura said. She came on out, and I could see she was trying to not shiver, and was beginning to fail.
"Come over here and let us snuggle with you." I said. "Despite that display of ice-cold veins in you, you need warming up." A moment later, Laura was snuggling between Ariel and me. I made sure Wanda was snuggling with me on the other side...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at the cabin, we continued snacking and drinking. I had a pretty good buzz going. I asked Wanda if she wanted to walk up to the meadow with me.
The meadow was the grassy field on the hillside that stretched from the road at the hill's crest down to the cabins by the Lake. The driveway to our cabin went through it, and there was a huge lone oak tree near the top of the hill. How that tree was still alive was beyond me; it looked like a lightning magnet up there.
Leaving Laura and Ariel snuggling in front of the fire, Wanda and I headed out. She was dressed in a warm brown shirt with criss-cross red and white stripes forming squares, 'Daisy Dukes' tight blue jean shorts, and hiking shoes. I had on a flannel shirt, jeans and hiking shoes.
It wasn't a long distance, and we stopped near the lone tree and spread a blanket and sat down.
"This is a cool place." Wanda said. "I'm surprised we haven't seen more hunters around here, though."
"They have to get permits to hunt in the W.M.A." I said. "And they can't shoot in the direction of the Lake if they're within a mile or two of us now. So most of them are further west, over towards Lake Amengi-Nunagen."
Wanda nodded, then began taking off her hiking shoes as she said "I grew up on a farm outside a small town. I was just thinking about how my cousin took me out into one of the fields. We had a spot like this, and he made love to me and took my virginity."
"Mmm," I said as I eased up to her, "I can't take your virginity a second time, but maybe I can recreate the rest of it."
Wanda smiled and snuggled into my arms. "He was a lot like you... very confident. He was a really big, muscular guy, blonde hair. They called him the 'Nordic God' at his high school. I found out later that he was fucking my mother, his mother's sister. He was damn good in the sack, too."
I was nuzzling Wanda's neck and unbuttoning her shirt as she continued. "I wanted to fuck him so bad, I was totally wet. He took his time with me, really got me going... ohhhhhh..." My hand was sliding into her opened jeans shorts, finding her sopping wet slit...
Once we got naked, I settled between Wanda's legs and began eating her pussy like it was the juiciest, ripest peach. Wanda was moaning and groaning, rotating her hips to shove her mound into my face, her hand behind my head pulling it into her. I held her very firm asscheeks, squeezing them as my tongue strained to get as deep as possible into her wet cunthole.
"Oh yeah, that's so good..." Wanda moaned. Her eyes were closed, and I was wondering if she was remembering that day, losing her virginity to her cousin's invading cock, or if she was having another fantasy. Either way, I was enjoying being face deep in a woman's wet snatch.
Finally, I could take no more. My cock was hard and throbbing... not the intense throbbing of the night before, but still aching to be inside Wanda. I rose up and mounted her, and we worked together to get my cockhead into her labes. Once it slid in, I pushed hard.
"Ohhhhhhh!" Wanda gasped out, her eyes still closes. "God damn, your cock is so fucking hard." I began thrusting my hips, shoving my dick deep into her pussy with fast, driving strokes, as if I were a teenager getting my first piece of trim. I had a fleeting thought of Leanne, the girl that had been my first lover, and the thought of her made me fuck Wanda even more deeply and passionately.
"God, Don," Wanda said as I fucked her, "I have never felt a cock that fucking hard... you truly have an iron crowbar between your legs..."
"And I love having it balls deep inside you." I said. I bent down and kissed her mouth hard, then began nuzzling her neck as my hands gripped her ass and pulled her into me.
"Tell me about your cousin." I whispered to you. "Tell me about him fucking you in that field."
"Oh God..." Wanda moaned. "He was fucking me... just like you are... taking me... fucking me hard... fucking me like he really wanted to... making me take it... making me want him... oh God, oh fucking Jesus! OH MY GOD!" I felt her pussy clamp down on me as she came. I ruthlessly pounded her pussy through her orgasm, then felt another one rising within her. She clamped down again, screaming out in an agony of ecstasy.
I was not far behind. Despite two hard cums in less than a day, I felt my nut rising as I sliced in and out of Wanda's warm, clasping hole. I slammed into her again and again until that deep, agonizing pain whipped through my loins, then seemingly burst as I spurted my semen into the depths of Wanda's clutching cunt.
As we lay together in post-coital bliss, Wanda whispered "This is your birthday, so why am I the one getting my fantasies fulfilled?"
"Believe me," I said, "coming inside you is one incredibly wonderful birthday present." I kissed Wanda again, and we began making out like teenagers that had just lost our cherries...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That afternoon we drove around. We went into the town of Waguli, at the southern end of the Lake. The Lake's northern side had two fingers where two creeks fed it, one going northwest, which is where my cabin was, and one going northeast, where a larger creek fed it and where some nicer cabins had been built.
The women got some supplies at the General Store while I talked with the Sheriff. He was an older man, heavy set, but much sharper than his easygoing features would suggest... and I suspected he had carefully cultivated that impression and persona.
"You've really kicked some ass down in that University Town, Don." he said. "We've heard about it all the way up here. Those rich folks over on Lake Amengi-Nunagen, they talk too much, and what they've been talking about is you."
"Oh really?" I said. "I never go over there if I can help it. What do they care about me?"
"Well, son," said the Sheriff, "over here we have good people around Lake Watchacoochie. Some retired military, some retired law enforcement, but for the most part people who want to keep to themselves and who mind their manners. Over there, it's a different story. They're a lot richer over there and they think they're entitled, and I don't mean that in a good way. They think you're a problem, that you don't follow their rules... as if their rules are the ones we have to follow."
"Well," I said, "unless their rules are preceded by the words 'We The People', meaning the Constitution, then I'll be giving them exactly the amount of time and following they deserve." The Sheriff chuckled, then I asked "Any crimes up here? Any problems?"
"No, not around this town and this Lake." said the Sheriff. "Hunters generally follow the rules, we sometimes get drunk boaters in the summer. But no real crimes at all. Too many good people with guns up here; the Elites hate that. And of course, I don't tell them which cabin belongs to whom, but everyone here knows that the Iron Crowbar is up here, somewhere, like a Sasquatch or something." I laughed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My nickname is the 'Iron Crowbar', not the 'Man of Steel'. I do not have Superman's stamina, though I do have a real life 'Wonder Woman' as my wife. So there was no way to keep up the sex indefinitely. I did fuck Ariel the next day, October 27th, and Laura watched and was right there to clean up after I came inside the gorgeous raven-haired beauty, and Wanda and I made out a lot. But things settled down into a relaxing, mildly alcoholic haze...
I did call my mom on Thursday, to make sure everything was okay at home.
"Everything's fine, son." my mom said. "Carole is behaving well, and Jim is starting to talk up a storm. The dogs are doing well, also."
"They're not getting agitated, looking out windows?" I asked.
"No, they're very quiet and good. They go out and come right back in when they're done. They do look at the door every time they hear a car, hoping it's you." my mom said. I chuckled at that.
"Well, they'll get their wish soon." I said. "I need a vacation to get over this vacation, and I'm ready to get back home, and back to work."
Part 4 - It's Just Business
Wednesday, October 26th. Captain Cindy Ross was just settling in behind her desk, digging into the seemingly endless paperwork that the capacity of her office seemed to generate. She wondered why she couldn't have an assistant like the Command Group people had.
She heard a knock on the door. "Come in!" she called out. She looked up, and was totally surprised to see Chief Moynahan come in.
"Good morning, sir." she said, beginning to stand up out of respect.
"Please, sit back down." said the Chief. "And if you don't mind, I'll sit down on this sofa in front of your desk."
"Please, sir." she said. She waited as he looked around her office.
"If you get a dog," he said humorously, "you might could add a citation or two to your wall."
Cindy laughed. "There's no dog quite like Bowser, sir."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Moynahan. "Well, my point is that you've accomplished quite a lot yourself, and without a dog. I had the honor of working for years with your sister, and 'accomplishment' is obviously a family trait."
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said, wondering what this was about.
"So, to get to the point of my visit before you become too impatient with me," said the Chief, knowingly, "I came to tell you that the Council passed my request last night."
"That's great, sir!" Cindy exclaimed. "Long overdue, too."
"What also happened," said the Chief, his voice getting darker, "is that I went straight to the Council with it, and not through the Sheriff. He found out, and he opposed the resolution and tried to get it defeated."
"What?" Cindy gasped, stunned. "Sir, you don't have to go through him, not really. I know that Commander Troy has directly written up citations and submitted them without even going through you."
"That's true, though the Council and the Boards of Inquiry always come back to me for confirmation on it. Don also knows that I give him the leeway on it, and if he thinks there would be an issue, he's already spoken to me about it, and we're on the same page when it goes out." said Moynahan. "In this case, the Sheriff is specifically trying to pick a fight."
"Uh, sir," Cindy said, "why are you in here telling me this?"
"You're onto me." said the Chief. "I bee-lieeeeve the Sheriff has every intention of suspending me, for insubordination."
"Over this?" Cindy asked.
"No, over the trap that captured that despicable Brownlee character." said the Chief.
"That won't go over well with the public, sir." Cindy said.
"It doesn't matter." said the Chief. "I don't need this job, nor do I have to work for that sniveling little--- well, better hold my tongue, there. But the bottom line is that I won't play the game. So get ready to lead until the Iron Crowbar gets back."
With that, the Chief got up and left a stunned Police Captain furiously thinking about what to do. And like he knew she would, she came up with her plan for action.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, October 26th. Melina Allgood was working at her computer in the sitting room of her home, using her secure line to do 'Company' business, when her husband Daniel came in.
"Hi, honey." she said. "You're late tonight. Council meeting?"
"Yes." Daniel said. "Are the kids in bed yet?"
"Yeah, I put them to bed about half an hour ago." Melina said. "Little Dan wanted to stay up until you got home, but he fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow."
"Good." Daniel said, his voice sounding far away as he sat down on the bed.
"Everything okay?" Melina said as she shut down her computer.
"No." said Daniel. "The reason I'm late is because I asked some of the Council Members into my office after their meeting. I'm once again seriously considering suspending the Police Chief."
"For what?" Melina asked, coming over and sidling up to her husband on the bed. Her hand wandered down to his pants, and she began undoing them to free his nine inch cock.
"Well, it's been building up." said Daniel. "As you know, he and Don both took exception to something Scott Peterson said, and they overreacted. Don went along his business, but the Chief won't let it go. And then he didn't let me know about the Iron Crowbar's very dangerous plan to capture Robert Brownlee. Yeah, it worked; yeah, Don's a hero... again. But still..."
Melina immediately saw the real problem in all of this mess as her hand stroked her husband's cock to it's thick, long hardness. "So, honey," she said, "let's talk seriously about this. Is that the real reason you want to suspend that old man who's playing Chief?"
Daniel laughed, a short bark of a laugh. "What do you mean by that?"
"We both know who is really running the Police Department here." Melina said as she shifted her body down to put her head right over her husband's dick. "And things were going good. Don busts the perps, makes the Department run right, and you get the credit as Sheriff. And y'all are friends, aren't you?"
"I don't know, not now." said Daniel. "And I have to do what I have to do. Fire Chief Quinlin gives me enough grief. Now the Police Force is becoming a headache. If someone had been hurt or killed in that scheme of Don's..." He let the sentence fade unfinished. Melina understood. She opened her mouth and took Daniel's turgid meat down her throat. Her lips slid up and down his organ, making him groan as she sucked him hard for a moment.
"And when Don is Police Chief, and defies you himself... are you going to suspend him?" Melina asked, before resuming giving Daniel head.
"There are Council Members that want me to do that already." Daniel said. "Ohhh, that's good... anyway, if Scott Peterson wins the open Council seat, he will be one more voice calling for the Commander's scalp, and calling for it loud and hard. Peterson thinks Don is a real hypocrite for giving him, Peterson, shit about getting head from Priya Ajmani, while Don is fucking Bettina Wurtzburg's brains out."
"Don got pictures on Peterson, but no one has pics on Don and Bettina." Melina said, very sure. "So who is being more discreet?" She resumed sucking Daniel's cock, and for a few moments the room was silent but for the smacks of her mouth and tongue on his meat.
Finally, the gorgeous black-haired wife let her husband's cock slide out of her mouth. She said "Also, what if Don leaves for the FBI, begins pursuing the White Supremacists for that bastard, the FBI Deputy Director... and then Don comes back and runs for Sheriff against you?" Melina asked. As if to emphasize her point, she sank her mouth down on his cock again, groaning as his pulsing size pushed into her eagerly receptive throat.
Daniel thought about his wife's words as he enjoyed the blowjob she was giving him. "So you think the Iron Crowbar would win? Half of First Baptist's people hate his guts; they blame him, not Westboro, for the destruction of their church. A lot of people in the minority districts don't trust him, either."
"And you want to count on their votes to win re-election?" Melina said, her voice a sneer.
"No, of course not." said Daniel. "So you think Don can beat me?"
Melina straddled her husband on the bed, pressing her breasts into his face and sliding her panties-covered labes over Daniel's throbbing cock. "I'll vote for you, honey. But I might be just about the only one to. Don is massively, and I mean massively popular... locally, State-wide, and even with some elements of the Federal Government. Wouldn't it be better if he were in his place as Police Commander... where he can be watched, and then reined in if need be?"
"You're right." Daniel said. "Beautiful -and- smart, too. That's why I love you so much." He began kissing his wife's breasts as they ground their loins together.
"Mmmm, that's nice." Melina said. She knew that Don Troy had devastated Superior Bloodlines in Apple Grove... and had destroyed some friendly Globalist Elites, as well. And she knew Don Troy could do tremendous damage to the plans of those in the seats of raw power in the Federal Government.
Daniel then interrupted her thoughts by asking an unexpected question: "Melina, what was Don like? All those years you were married to him? Was he like what he is today?"
Melina rolled off Daniel and lay beside him, looking up at the ceiling, leaving his cock and her pussy aching, but without the intensity of the the last few moments. "No." she said. "He was a decent man, but I don't what or who turned on his switch. I don't think he ever would've beaten anyone up, much less killed, unless it was necessary or he was at war overseas. But once he got up here... something happened to him." She then added jokingly "Maybe it's something in the water."
"So if I suspend Moynahan," said Daniel, "I will be unleashing the Crowbar you never knew."
"That's right." said Melina. She turned and pressed her luscious body into Daniel's side. "Why don't we talk about something besides my ex-husband? Like how I traded up to something much, much better... and with a bigger cock..." Her hand went to his balls and she gently massaged them...
To be continued.
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"She is going to be pissed." said Gayle Roberts, who was Dr. Laura Fredricson's personal assistant. It was Friday morning, October 28th, and she was in Laura's office with the lovely black Nurse Jones, Lt. Bill Hanson of the Campus Police, and several Campus Police Officers.
Laura's office, and the medical clinic that was attached to her office, had been broken into the night before, and totally ransacked. The drawers to Laura's desk had been forced open, probably by a crowbar, and the cabinet that Joanne Cummings Warner had hidden in to kill some perps the previous June 22d had also been pried open and the contents scattered.
"I'll call Tanya Perlman, and get her Crime Lab team here." said Lt. Hanson.
"I've already called them, sir." said Officer Tarleton, who was young but sharp and promising.
"Good." said Hanson. "Ladies, after the Crime Lab goes through, see if you can determine what, if anything is missing. You might check on any drugs that were in the clinic."
"I already did, sir." said Nurse Jones. "Yes, I wore gloves and didn't touch much. Dr. Fredricson didn't keep very much here at all, but everything she had was taken."
"We'll have to ask her exactly what she had on hand," said Gayle Roberts, "which likely is in her laptop computer. And she takes that home every day."
"Where is Dr. Fredricson now?" asked Lt. Hanson.
"She was taking this half-week off, for her husband's birthday." said Gayle. "They went out of Town. I'll try to contact her."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00pm on Friday, October 28th, I strode into Police Headquarters, wearing civilian clothes, my badge on my belt, and my gun under my armpit under my sportscoat. There was some surprise at my presence, which was expressed out loud by Cindy Ross and Chief Moynahan.
"Y'all didn't hear?" I asked. "My wife's office was broken into and ransacked. She got the call this morning, so we drove on back. Good thing, too; I was getting tired of vacationing."
"Uh huh." said Cindy. "Chief, this man went to a secluded cabin with three drop-dead gorgeous women. No wonder he's tired."
"I don't wanna know, I don't wanna know." said the Chief affably. "Seriously, I had not heard about that break-in. Doesn't your wife's office have burglar alarm protection?"
"Yes it does." said a voice behind me. My wife Laura was walking in. "Hello Chief, hello Cindy. "I came to discuss this break-in with my husband, whose expertise is sorely needed."
"Chief, shall I continue to be on vacation and go look in on my wife's office?" I asked.
"Of course you should." replied the Chief. "And if Captain Ross decides to stretch her legs on her lunch break with a walk on our University's beautiful Campus, I'll understand..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Entering Laura's office, we saw Gayle cleaning up. Nurse Jones was in the clinic, also cleaning up. Sitting in her wheelchair next to Laura's desk was SBI Lt. Tanya Perlman. Lt. Hanson of the Campus Police was near the clinic door.
"Captain, issue Lt. Perlman a citation for driving that tank without a license plate." I said kiddingly as I came up to Tanya. She broke out of her reverie and smiled her cherubic smile as I gave her a hug.
"Hi, handsome." she said. "Sorry about this mess. If Dr. Fredricson can give us a list of any and all drugs that were in the clinic, I'll be grateful."
"No problem." Laura said as she put her laptop on her desk and hooked it up. A moment later she handed Tanya the printed list. I was talking with Lt. Hanson while that was going on.
"No, my guys didn't give you the normal courtesy call." said Hanson, in reply to my inquiry. "We knew you'd find out about it soon enough, since it's your wife's office."
"I don't suppose you're getting pressure to not contact us." I said, not letting Hanson off the hook.
"Not much gets by you, Commander." said Hanson quietly. "The SBI people are being even bigger dicks than they normally are. Some of it is political, and the governor's race is involved. Some of it is sheer arrogance. I do wish you still had that position with the Campus Police, which would bypass them"
"What I do have," I said, "is the best crime scene analyst in the State working in the State Crime Lab." I said. I turned my attention to Tanya.
"Thank you, Doctor." said Tanya, as Laura handed her more information that had just printed from the printer. "Any idea who might want to break in and clean you out like this?"
"No, not really." said Laura. Since I sleep with Laura almost every night, I could see in her eyes that she was lying like Bowser in his basket at the foot of Carole's bed. She looked up at me, and she knew that I had read her face like an open book.
"What's the damage?" I asked. Laura went to the clinic and looked around, then she came back and looked into the nursery area that was behind the wall behind her desk. It had also been ransacked.
"Pretty complete." Laura said. "They were looking for something, and not just the drugs in the clinic."
"Anything addictive?" Tanya said, even as she perused the list, "any Schedule V or stronger narcotics?"
"Just some Schedule IV and V painkillers." Laura said. "And they were locked up. The thieves pried open the refrigerator they were in, and just took everything inside."
"What about the equipment back there?" I asked.
"Nurse Jones and Gayle both said it looked like nothing was taken." said Tanya. "Some stuff may have been damaged if it was thrown around."
After a moment, Tanya said "I'll head back to the State Crime Lab Building. Please give me a call if you find anything... or if the Iron Crowbar figures this thing out in the next few minutes."
"I'll come with you." said Hanson. "Not much else for me to see here. I'd appreciate it if you give me a call if you find anything."
"I'll do that." I said to them. After they left, I looked around the various rooms. I spoke with Nurse Jones for a few minutes as I looked around the clinic. Laura was lucky; the perps could've stolen or destroyed hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of equipment, but they (assuming plural) had not.
"Okay, honey," I said to Laura, "I'm not sure there is anything else we can do here. What do you want to do?"
"I'll stay and clean up, and I'll call you to come get me when we're done." Laura said. With that, Cindy and I excused ourselves to return to Headquarters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I drove back to Police Headquarters, I said "What did you think of that?"
"Reminded me very strongly of the Westboro break-in." said Cindy. "Perps were after something, and you did say at the time that your wife's office might be a target."
"Yes, I thought of the Westboro and Cook break-ins, too." I said.
"Perfect timing, too." Cindy said. "You and Laura were gone."
"And she'd given Gayle the days off, as well." I said. "So that timing is not a coincidence, of course."
"Wouldn't want to get the Iron Crowbar riled up with coincidences, now would we?" Cindy said, meaning it jokingly, but saying it with asperity.
"Yeah, let's set these tenpins up." I said, thinking out loud to get my mental ducks in a row. "Someone knew Laura and I were gone, and likely knew Gayle had the days off, as well. Someone knew the alarm code, or how to defeat it... and take my very expert word for it, that alarm system is not standard and is not easily defeated. And someone had a definite idea what he, she, or they were looking for."
"Which was?"
"Drugs of some kind." I said. "They took every drug they found, even the aspirin, thinking Laura might've hidden something more sophisticated in 'plain sight', so to speak. It was definitely chemicals that they were after."
When we got to Headquarters, the Chief was not in his office. Cindy practically dragged me into mine... and told me everything that had gone on vis-à-vis Daniel Allgood. I nodded as I absorbed the information.
"So did Daniel suspend the Chief?" I asked.
"Not as of the time you walked in today." Cindy said.
"Okay, thanks for telling me." I said. "We'll have to keep tabs on that."
"In the meantime, you're still off duty, sir." Cindy said, getting up. "Go on home before traffic gets worse. It's already getting bad with the game tomorrow."
"Okay, I will." I said. "Are you going to be at the game as an Officer or as a fan?"
"Oh, as a fan." Cindy said. "I secured great seats with a wealthy alumnus and his girlfriend. You might know the guy; he looks suspiciously like you, but he has black hair."
"Todd gets all the girls." I said, grinning. "Seduces them with tickets. Have fun, until the final score, of course."
"What are you going to do?" Cindy asked.
"I've been invited to the Wildcats' President's box." I said. "I'm taking Theo and Franklin, since their cousin Jamaal Washington is a receiver for the Wildcats, and Teddy Parker promised to root for the Wildcats if I took him."
"I'll rub it into his face too, then." Cindy said.
"Vee shall see who rubs vat into whooz faze." I said in my best 'German' accent.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, October 29th. In the light of the early morning, I stood on the deck of the Cabin, looking down at the University. I could see the large crowd and hear cheers and roars: 'ESPN College Gameday' had come to Town, and they were doing their show from the Quad at the bottom of the hill directly below my home.
I got on my Police radio and checked in with the Duty Desk; they said everything was going smoothly. The plan for getting a hundred thousand people into Town, around Town, and out of Town at the end of the day had been refined and practiced and used for several years now. It was working as well as any college campus town in the country, I thought to myself.
"Good morning, darling." said Laura as she came outside. She was wearing a white dress with blue trim and highlights, and high heel pumps that were darker blue than the University's colors, but lighter than navy blue. She looked hot, and I had nasty thoughts of taking her back to bed and fucking her sexy brains out.
"Hello, Beautiful." I said. "You must've dressed in the dark; you have the wrong colors on."
Laura smiled, a somewhat sarcastic smile. "I'll be in the University President's booth with all those boosters and the Regents. Think Tom Riordan will make a pass at me?"
"He should." I said. "He can't do better than you. Of course, he couldn't even keep his own smoking hot wife, so I dunno if he can even get it up." Laura giggled; Tom Riordan's wife Janet was drop-dead gorgeous, but they had divorced. "So how is Janet doing in California?" I asked.
"Good." Laura said. "She likes it out there, but she says the guys are better at bragging on themselves than actually fucking, unlike here where you studs talk the talk and walk the walk. So where will you be?"
"In the Wildcats' President's box." I said. "I'm a bit surprised how well I've become known by them."
"Oh my darling," Laura said, "you are the talk of the Conference... and half the country. You might be surprised at how famous you're becoming."
"I hope not." I said. "I only want to be famous with my wonderful family. And speaking of which..."
Carole had come out to the deck, followed by two dogs that scooted around the corner and towards their trail to go do their business. I picked up my daughter and kissed her cheek. "Good morning, Carole." I said. "Who are we rooting for today?"
"Wildcats!" Carole yelled out happily.
"That's my girl!" I said, kissing her cheek again. Laura's face was a mixture of amusement and disdain, but she let it ride.
"Okay, dear." I said as the dogs came back, "when you're ready to go, I'll drive you to where you need to be in my Police SUV. There will be no getting around Town or Campus any other way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The road from The Cabin leads down the side of the mountain and between the State Crime Lab building and the Stadium's outer fence. As we got down to it, I was stopped by Sergeant Rudistan.
"Sorry, sir," he said, "but I have orders that only Bulldog fans can pass through this road. I got those orders from Captain Ross personally."
"Oh really?" I asked. "So Captain Ross personally gave those orders, eh? I thought she was smarter than that. Sounds like she needs some extended desk duty, don't you think?"
"I dunno, sir." Rudistan jovially replied. "She said that if I let any Wildcat fans pass through, I'd be required to get more 'range time'." I burst out laughing at that one.
"But seeing as you're transporting the best looking professor on campus, sir," said Rudistan, "I think I'll have to let you get by today."
"You're right, she is the best looking professor on campus." I said, making Laura smile. "And we'll just let Captain Ross serve that 'range time' sentence..."
As we drove on, I noticed Laura's amused face. "Yes," I said, "it's good to be the Police Commander..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was college football at its best. Fans poured in, setting up tailgate tents all over campus. The TCPD had put out a ton of signs warning people where they should not park; nevertheless, the tow trucks had a busy and profitable day.
The stadium was jam-packed. We were in the club-level Visiting President's box, and I was wearing my red Wildcats jersey with my favorite number, '86', which had been given to me as a gift by the Wildcats Army ROTC cadets when they came to march in my second-Medal-of-Valor parade the previous summer. I'd invited Melina, but she said she would be out of Town today, most unfortunately. So the Washingtons and Teddy Parker were my lucky guests today.
The Wildcats were wearing white jerseys with black numerals, gold pants with red and black trim, gold helmets with the oval logo in red and black. When they ran out onto the field, the rather partisan Bulldog crowd yelled "Dog food!" at them.
Then the roar increased considerably as the home team Bulldogs ran out in their royal blue jerseys with white numerals, silver pants with blue trim, and silver helmets with a blue 'U' (like the Miami of Florida 'U').
Toe met leather as the Bulldogs kicked off to the Wildcats to start the game. And it quickly became clear that the Bulldogs remembered last year's 70-0 beatdown, and would not be allowing such a humiliation again. After two first downs, the Wildcats had to punt. As the punter got the ball, the rushing Bulldogs swarmed him. I was listening to Wildcats Radio on my little clear earpiece...
"And the punter is rushed and it's blocked! The Bulldogs scoop it up and run it back for a touchdown! The Bulldog players are mobbing in the endzone... and there goes the entire team off the sideline! Yellow flags are flying as the Bulldogs celebrate!"
The Bulldogs were penalized for the massive celebration, but the fans did not care; they were screaming and cheering just as wildly. In our box, it was more somber. "Looks like it might be a long day." I whispered to Theo. He just nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the field goal try is good!" said the Wildcats announcer. "Fifty-eight yards to end the half. It's 7-6 Bulldogs in one of the toughest defensive battles I've ever seen. Neither team wants to give up a yard, much less a score."
The color analyst said "Except for that early celebration penalty, there have been no penalties by either team today. Very clean play by both sides."
"Both teams are well-disciplined." said the announcer. "Unlike those thugs at State Tech, who seem to delight in hurting other team's players. State Tech is playing Protestant today, and Protestant is winning 14-3 late in the fourth quarter. This could be State Tech's last year in this Conference..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And it's 13-10 Wildcats, eight minutes to go in the fourth quarter, and Appletree is stopped for another loss." said the announcer. "The Freshman sensation running back has been held in check today, held to only 23 yards rushing. The Bulldogs just will not let him get to the corner, and they have bottled up the interior line. The Wildcats are lining up to punt..."
"Oh crap!" I yelled out, seeing the weakness in the Wildcats punt formation. Sure enough, the Bulldogs exploited it. Per the radio announcer:
"And there's the snap and--- the Bulldogs are crashing in! They've blocked it again! They're running it down the field, and it's another touchdown for the Dogs! My goodness, what has happened to the Wildcats' special teams today?"
As the extra point was kicked, nearly 90,000 Bulldogs fans were loudly jeering "Punt Cats Punt!" Soon, they were shouting it in rhythm, and "Punt Cats Punt!" was all we heard during the all-too-long timeout-for-television. It was 17-13, the Bulldogs in the lead...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And with one minute and three seconds left," said the announcer, "the Bulldogs have punted, and the Wildcats will have the ball at their own 34-yard-line. The Bulldogs crowd is roaring against the Cats, it's incredibly loud in the stadium. Appletree has only 44 yards rushing today, every yard earned in sweat and blood."
"And the pass over the middle is... dropped! The Freshman receiver Washington was hit hard as he caught it, and he could not hold on... he gets up slowly and goes to the sidelines. Second down, and they hand it off to Appletree, who slants left off-tackle. He's met right there at the line. No gain! The crowd is going nuts, they can smell it. Fifty-four seconds left, and the Wildcats are not using their last timeout. Seventeen-to-thirteen Bulldogs as Washington comes in with the play, and the Wildcats line up, forty-six seconds to go...
"And the quarterback pitches it out to Appletree who is running right. They're trying to get him outside the ferocious Bulldogs pursuit, but here they come and... wait! Appletree is stopping! He's going to pass the ball! Oh my God, Washington is streaking wide open down the middle, and Appletree has thrown a bomb!... OH MY GOD!!"
The loudest sound ever recorded by a television network occurred when the football touched Washington's hands, and the seismograph at the University's Geology Department recorded a small earthquake. The whole stadium erupted as one as the Freshman receiver pulled it in, running in full stride. He outran the Bulldogs defenders to the endzone and tossed the ball to the official before sprinting to the sideline near the endzone, so that the mob of Wildcat players might not get a celebration penalty. No such luck, the flags flew anyway as Washington was buried under a pile of white and gold and red.
I noticed all this on television replays later. When Washington scored, his cousins Theo and Franklin were mobbing me, pretty much tackling me to the floor. It was a dogpile as other Wildcat alumni joined in the celebration. When they finally got up, the ROTC Commandant helped me to get back up, and I hugged him and he hugged me back in celebration. This moment was just as exhilarating as the National Title game the previous January...



"And there's the kick, and it's 20-17 Wildcats with 39 seconds to go." said the announcer.
The stadium that had been rocking was now almost dead quiet, save for the small section of cheering Wildcats in the bleachers in the upper deck of the southeast corner. The kickoff was returned to the 35 yard line.
"And the pass is... incomplete!" yelled the announcer breathlessly. "Second down! Twenty-eight seconds to go, and the ball is handed off and the halfback runs left. He breaks a tackle, spinning and driving for yards, and... the ball is loose! He's fumbled the ball! The Wildcats are all over it and... they have it! The Wildcats have the ball! The Wildcats have the ball!... and the Bulldog running back is getting up, he fought so hard and now he has tears running down his face, his teammates are trying to console him..."
The 'Victory Formation' is everyone's favorite when their team is in it. As we celebrated, we knew that this game would go down in history, and Wildcat lore, as the 'Appletree-to-Washington' game...
Part 6 - Orange Is The New Black
Sunday, October 30th. At 7:00pm the members of the Orange Order Police Honorary, convened for dinner at the Junction Station Depot building. One member wore a red shirt and khaki pants; it is possible he's a redhead, also.
I was not sure Cindy was going to show up, but she did... wearing all black. Normally that would not be a complaint, as with her body and platinum blonde hair, Cindy looked smoking hot in black. This evening, though, she was practically in mourning.
"I swear to God," she told Teresa within my hearing, "I'd rather take that 70-0 beatdown every time than lose the way we did yesterday." I didn't mess with Cindy at all about it, and I think she realized the reason why: I was saving something for later. I did say hello to her, and handed her an envelope, asking her to open it only when I asked her to later this evening.
As the dinner commenced, Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick, leading the proceedings, paid tribute to Chief Emeritus Griswold. This was the old Chief's last rodeo with the Orange Order. He was giving up his Inner Circle place, and making way for younger Officers. The applause for him was long and loud.
Then came the promotion announcements, and Your Iron Crowbar was called upon to announce those. I announced the promotions of those that weren't Orange Order members, then announced Janice Holloway's brevetting to Lieutenant. She knew, as she had to get her uniforms ready, but most of the Membership did not, and there was pleasant surprise in reaction. Last, but not least, I announced the promotion of Teresa Croyle to Captain and her new duties as Operations Captain. That wasn't so much a surprise, and Micah Rudistan's "It's about time!" brought down the house.
I then announced the medals; well, most of them. A couple of Orange Order members were going to be surprised, if I could help it. After I was done, Corporal Kirkpatrick called upon Chief Griswold. He stood up and said "I think we might have actually gotten one over on the Iron Crowbar here."
"Sir, if I may..." I said. Then I pointed at Cindy and said "Open that envelope." She did, and broke out laughing hard. Teresa read it, and began laughing as well; well, what was for her a laugh.
"Go ahead and announce it, Chief." Cindy said.
"We had to strike while the iron was hot, pun not intended, with the Council Members still 5-4 on our side." said Griswold. "Chief Moynahan and I went to the Council, and they wisely agreed with us. So on Tuesday, Commander Troy will be awarded the Police Distinguished Service Medal."
There was applause, which I acknowledged. Then I pointed with my eyes at Cindy, who stood up and said "The note reads: 'Distinguished Service Medal? Really?'."
As everyone chuckled, Rudistan said "Y'all should've known he'd find out." I just shook my head in a manner of asking 'why do you even try?'."
"Nothing gets past you, Crowbar." said the Chief, impressed but no longer surprised at much anything I did. "How'd you know?"
"You try too hard to surprise me." I said. "That in itself is a dead giveaway. And I don't want to sound ungrateful, but I really didn't want anything taking away from these promotions."
"Taking away?" Teresa practically thundered. "I'm not even here, much less getting this promotion, without you, Commander. This is long overdue."
"Thank you for making my point for me so well, Ms. Croyle." said Griswold. "Crowbar, this award is partially for taking down a dirty bastard that murdered my friend and our fellow Officer. But it's also for four years of relentlessly cleaning this Town up. You have no idea how happy I am... just to have lived to see it. So you're going to be rewarded for your work... whether you like the timing of it or not."
I'd been rewarded, I thought to myself. That had been a second Medal of Valor awarded to me, and while it had been deserved, no more was needed. But I pretended to go along and be accepting of the accolade.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, a dinner was taking place in the back room of the Cattleman's Club.
"Thank you for coming." Sheila Sorrells said. She had black hair, cut rather plain at her her shoulders. She was not especially pretty, though she was not 'coyote ugly', either. She was in her early 40s, and her body was beginning to be a bit curvy, though she did keep in shape by attending Wanda's morning workout sessions.
"My pleasure." said Jenna Stiles. "This sure beats the food at those campaign appearances we have to make.
"You got that right." said Sheila. After some minutes of small talk and ordering their dinners, Jenna came to the point.
"So, what did you want to meet about?" the lovely auburn-haired woman asked.
Sheila replied "It's about my race for the empty Council seat, and I wanted to get your input on it. I'm thinking of dropping out of the race and endorsing one of the other candidates, maybe getting something in exchange that can help me in two years. What do you think of that? And who should I endorse?"
"Answering the second question first," Jenna said, "I don't think I would endorse either one of those slugs. Loran Michaels is a very underhanded and talks out of both sides of his mouth. His stance against Brownlee in the Public Health Department was unexpected, as he actually took a stand on something and didn't try to work a political angle on it. As to Peterson... well, everyone knows Priya Ajmani is just a whore, but he still pretty much coerced her into oral sex in exchange for information."
"Why did the Iron Crowbar and the Police Chief endorse Michaels, then?" asked Sheila.
"Oh, I don't know." said Jenna. "If it were anyone but Don Troy, I'd say they didn't realize what they were doing. But with the Iron Crowbar, I would say he has something up his sleeve."
"I thought it was taking up for his position blocking Brownlee." said Sheila. "Or maybe it's about the Chief and the Sheriff not getting along very well."
"Now that may be closer to the truth." said Jenna. "But it still doesn't explain Don. He's the one that put Daniel Allgood in the Sheriff's race instead of running himself. Everyone thought Don would run for Sheriff himself, but we now know that he was after Pastor Westboro and his Syndicate, so Don stayed where he was. I'm glad he did; he was the one that found me and sent his troops in to rescue me."
"Yes, he did." said Sheila, and then to quickly change the subject, she asked "What about Scott Peterson?"
"On the face of it," said Jenna, "you'd think he'd be a lot better than Michaels. But that story about Priya is getting around, and Cindy Ross told me that he'll take care of Scott Peterson before he takes care of the women of this County." Sheila nodded, absorbing the information.
"So," Jenna said, "as to the first part of your question, I would answer your question with a question: what do you really want? especially in politics?"
Sheila said "The same thing you do: awareness of women's issues, and working on them. It's pathetic what goes on in County Government and in our schools."
Jenna said "Well, you do understand that while I support women's issues, my goal in running was solely to defeat that bastard Gil Krasney, don't you?"
Sheila seemed startled by Jenna's comments, and her vehemence in her words. "I didn't realize you were so passionate about it."
"Oh yes." Jenna said. "Talk about slugs! That man is a disgrace to the legal system. Every day I wake up and think of how that bastard wanted to give rapists a deal, let them off the hook, and I get fired up for the campaign."
"What will you do if you lose?" Sheila asked.
"Try again in two years, I guess." Jenna said. "If I'm still here in this County. So... will you keep running and pushing those women's issues? Or take the best offer and endorse one of those men over the other?"
Part 7 - Pranks And Promotions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely MILF Reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, October 31st. "Today is Hallowe'en, and things are getting very spooky in the political elections!"
I was sipping my coffee as I watched Bettina, who was wearing an orange and black dress that looked like tiger stripes on the Cincinnati Bengals' helmets. Bettina's shapely body made the dress look good, though. Also in the MCD room were Detectives Joanne Cummings Warner, a very happy Theo Washington, and Teddy Parker. Vice would be trickling in over the next hour, having had some missions over the weekend.
"In those races," said Bettina, "the Governor's race is at 49-44 for SBI Director Jack Lewis. Republican Val Jared is lagging behind, and experts say this race is beginning to fall into Mr. Lewis's lap. Governor Jared is being accused of being a misogynist, a racist, and wishy-washy on many issues, especially abortion rights. His message of cleaning up the corruption of Director Lewis and the SBI, as well as his tough policy on illegal immigration and creating jobs for Americans in the State is not resonating with the voters at all. Roll tape."
The tape showed Dr. Romanov of the University's Center for Politics being interviewed by athletic blonde Amber Harris, who said "How is the State shaping up for Director Lewis?"
"Director Lewis is polling very strongly in almost every county in the State, Amber." said Dr. Romanov. "Voters are not worried about the accusations of corruption on the part of his SBI officers, and it looks increasingly likely that he will win."
"What about these reports of people physically attacking Governor Jared's supporters at his rallies?" asked Amber. "Does this violence hurt Director Lewis?"
"These people are frustrated, Amber." said Dr. Romanov. "We must try to understand their feelings and their grievances. The 'System' is either leaving them behind, or crushing them. The Republicans have done everything they can to keep blacks and women under their jackboots, and these people are striking back at the injustice done to them."
"But is open violence the answer, Doctor?" asked Amber.
"Ask the Republicans that question in light of their policies that favor the corporate rich." said Romanov.
Back live, Bettina went on: "In the local elections, the District Attorney's race is at 52-45% for incumbent Gil Krasney over challenger Jenna Stiles. With her campaign again running low on money, experts question if she'll be able to mount an effective challenge all the way through to Election Day, now eight days away."
"And the open Council seat election remains virtually the same as before, with Loran Michaels maintaining a 45-40% lead over Scott Peterson." said Bettina. "Channel Two News has learned that both campaigns are reaching out to third-place candidate Sheila Sorrells, encouraging her to drop out of the race, and of course to endorse their candidate. Her decision could prevent a runoff election. And now let's go to Sports with Nick Eastwood. Nick!"
"Thank you Bettina." said Nick Eastwood, with the University stadium behind him. "It was a crushing loss for the Bulldogs on Saturday, as they fell to the defending National Champion Wildcats on a miracle play, 20-17. Appletree's halfback pass to Washington was an incredible end to a hard-fought, defensive football battle."
After a game recap, Nick Eastwood said "There is one silver lining to this loss, Bettina. The Police say that their jobs will be a little easier because their Police Commander was very happy with the game's result. Commander Troy is a Wildcat alumnus, and sources tell me that he was nearly injured after being tackled by other celebrating Wildcats at the game..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She absolutely kicked my ass in the ring this morning." Joanne said. "I had to tell her she was too worked up, and I just left."
"Hoo boy." I said. Joanne peered at me. She also noticed that I had the red crowbar in one hand as I drank coffee with the other.
"You have something up your sleeve, Commander." she said, most astutely.
"Just my arms." I replied, knowing that was an outright lie. Theo made sure to keep his face looking away from Joanne.
Suddenly the room was filled with the Darth Vader theme. As the 'Imperial March' played, into the room came Captain Cindy Ross, who looked like she was in no mood to take any shit. One could almost hear the artificial breathing from the platinum blonde...
"Where is that music coming from?" I wondered, looking around. Then I saw Teresa outside the other door, with a boombox in her hand. Her timing could not have been better. Cindy was looking darkly at her.
"You better get back to Vice, Ms. Croyle." I said. "You might not live to be promoted to Captain tomorrow." Teresa hurriedly exited, and I might have been the only one to see the gleam in her eye. I then turned my attention to Cindy. Teddy Parker had rushed to get her a mug of coffee. Smart man, and Chief Griswold would've approved of the kissing up.
For herself, Cindy turned her ice blue eyes upon Theo. "I am not liking people named 'Washington' right now." she declared. "And that extends to families."
I did not resist. I said "I think people named Washington are winners and never quit. If Theo will apply that to Detection like Jamaal did to winning football, no crime will remain unsolved." Theo and Teddy laughed, while Joanne tried to hide a chuckle.
"I swear to God that 70-0 loss was not as bad as Saturday's." Cindy said. "I am so fucking pissed off."
"It could be worse." I said.
"I'd like to know how." Cindy said, not caring a whit about ranks.
"Washington might've dropped the ball." I said. "And then *I* would be pissed off, and it would be a very bad day."
"Sounds like we all should be rooting for the Wildcats." said Teddy Parker. That got him a 'look' from Cindy... and not a pleasant one."
"Parker, go talk to Janice Holloway or something." I said. Parker quickly left.
"More coffee, Ms. Ross?" I asked. Finally, the Green Crowbar showed a sign of being mollified as I poured her mug full of the steaming beverage.
"Why are you carrying your crowbar around?" Cindy said, noticing that I was properly 'armed'.
"Are you kidding?" I asked. "Did you not see the football game?"
"I'm angry, not suicidal." Cindy said, drinking her coffee. I chuckled, and we talked about other things, including where Teresa's new office would be. That was something even Your Iron Crowbar didn't know, and Deputy Chief Harlow was keeping it under wraps. After a moment, I saw Teresa poke her head into the front doorway of MCD, the door next to Vice's entry way. It was set.
"Okay, Captain," I said to Cindy. "Before our morning meeting, head back to your office and print off a file of the Westboro break-in. Here's some more coffee before you go." I filled her mug and mine. Cindy dutifully headed out, not really noticing that eyes were watching her... and Detectives were following.
I saw her go into the anteroom to her office, and I got to the edge of it just as she went inside.
"WHAT IN THE GOD-DAMN FUCK!?!?!?!"
We were all giggling and coming up. Inside Cindy's office, right behind her desk, hanging from the ceiling and reaching all the way to the floor, was a tapestry of paper with a black-and-white printout copy of a photo of Jamaal Washington catching the halfback pass over his shoulder. In addition, red and black crêpe paper was hanging like bunting from the ceiling tiles.
Cindy was absolutely stunned. When she finally turned to us, her face was scarlet. "Why you bastards..." Then she saw Teresa, who was laughing as heartily as I had ever seen her laugh. "This is YOUR doing, Lieutenant Croyle!"
She had the green crowbar ready to go, but found herself blocked by the red crowbar. My reasons for carrying it were now very clear.
"No, this was my doing." I said, taking full credit. I had planned it, sent Teresa and Theo out of MCD to do it while keeping Cindy in MCD.
Speaking of Cindy, she was looking around as people were gathering from the hallway, some beginning to come in and look. Sergeant Rudistan got pictures.
Cindy couldn't hold it. She began shaking her head, then began laughing along with us. "Vengeance will be mine!" she uttered. As the gathering died down, she went into the office and, with mighty crowbar blows, shredded that hanging paper as if it were a piñata...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Part of the layout of Police Headquarters is that the Chief's office is in the back left corner, as seen from the front door (which faces east). Against the left outer wall next to the Chief's suite (going towards the front of the building) is Paulina's office, then my office, then the Captain's offices, then the Lieutenant's offices.
On the inside of the hallway are the long rooms of MCD towards the back, then Vice towards the front of the building. To the right of them, and what we call 'behind' them, are Classrooms 'C' toward the front, with the door to the left hallway behind Vice, and going sideways as one looks from the front of the building. Next was Classroom 'D', with its door on the right side near where the Personnel & Records Officers are quartered. Further back is Classroom 'E', its door facing the hall behind MCD, then Classroom 'F', with entrances from both sides, and whose side wall was shared with the back hallway.
I was standing with Della Harlow in Classroom 'F', which was totally empty. Captain Marc Aaron, the Physical Properties Officer, was also in the room. Della was saying "We can put six large cubicles in here, floor to ceiling with doors, run secure lines from the junction with Classroom 'E' that goes downstairs to the I.T. servers, and put the Miltons, Sonali, and Lainie in here. We can also put David Krueger, if he wants to be here instead of MCD, and we can hire a replacement for The Abacus for the remaining space."
"Or put secure servers in that sixth space." I said. "And yes, David will want a cubicle office over an open desk in MCD."
"And that will free up the space next to Captain Ross for Captain Croyle." said Captain Aaron.
"After the stunt we pulled today," I said, "that might be dangerous."
"I am scared of the day the Wildcats lose to the Bulldogs." Della said. "There is no telling what they will do to you, and what your reaction will be."
"We have a year or more to find out." I said. Inwardly, I was much more worried...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, November 1st. It was a beautiful morning, clear and beginning to be 'cold' cold. The ceremonies would be in the bleachers behind Police Headquarters.
"After our ceremonies," said Police Chief Moynahan, "you Commanders and I will head over to the Fire Department Headquarters for Mr. Davies's promotion. This is an effort at creating goodwill with the Fire Department."



"Yes sir." I said, knowing something was up. Della also acknowledged the instruction.
We were in our formal uniforms with medals, of course. The TCPD ceremonies would start at 8:30am. As Della and I left the Chief's office, we saw Teresa Croyle coming up the hallway. Della extended her arm, offering Teresa a couple of plastic sleeves.
"Your Captain's badge and rank insignia." Della said. Teresa took the sleeves, trying to remain stoic.
"Congratulations, Captain." I said. "Who are you going to have put your bars on your shoulders?"
"Cindy and Todd." Teresa said.
"Good." I said. "Put the badge on now. The ranks will be pinned on during the ceremony." As Teresa put her Captain's badge on her jacket, I could not help but notice the Police Cross medal hanging over her right side pocket. It might not rank as high as a Medal of Valor, but it was a beautiful medal...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was some surprise as Janice Holloway was brevetted to Lieutenant in the Personnel & Records Department. Patrolmen McGhillie and Johnson became Senior Patrolmen, as well. And then the big one: to loud applause, Teresa Croyle was promoted to Captain, with all the rights and privileges pertaining thereto.
Todd was not too mischievous as he pinned her rank on one shoulder while Cindy addressed the other shoulder... but Teresa could still be 'Teresa Cunt' when she turned it on, and Todd could not make her break down and laugh.
Then came medals. To my great relief, no one was awarded a Purple Order. Then came some surprises.
Cindy received a Commendation Medal for her part in the capture of the criminal Robert Brownlee. But the big surprise was when Commander Della Harlow was awarded a Police Star of Gallantry for her role in being the 'bait' for the trap that ensnared the criminal Robert Brownlee, and for protecting Mrs. Myrtle L. James.
Then Chief Emeritus Griswold was invited to the podium, and the applause for him was standing and huge as he came up.. He began by asking "Let me lay the groundwork for this next award by asking all of you this political question: are you better off than you were four years ago?" A chorus of 'Yes sir!" came out, somewhat jumbled.
"Let me ask: do you have better training, better equipment? Are you more free of corruption and corrupt influences, and are you able to do your jobs with distinction and without fear of reprisals, of political or public attacks?"
"YES SIR!" shouted the chorus of Officers as one body.
"And the reason for that," said Griswold, "is the young man we are about to honor. Commander Troy has worked as tirelessly as any man I've ever seen to make this Police Force better, to make each of you the best you can be, and to give you the best opportunities to grow and become greater. It is this leadership that makes the Town & County Police Force the very best in the State, if not the country!" There was loud applause.
I was called up, and Chief Moynahan read the proclamation as Chief Griswold pinned the Police Distinguished Service Medal on my jacket. I was stoic about it as I received it. I noticed Todd taking pictures.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Fire Department ceremonies were at 10:00am. Chief Moynahan, Commander Harlow, and I went to the Fire Range near Fire Department Headquarters, where they had bleachers and held their ceremonies. I remembered the ambush that has snared Jack King in my nets (Author's note: Case of the Black Badge.).
Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley was wearing his Medal of Valor, and took it upon himself to be our chaperone. We took our seats off to one side, and I was trying to be as unobtrusive as possible.
Superintendent Davies was promoted to Assistant Fire Chief, the same rank as mine and Della's. It was at this time I noticed that Sheriff Daniel Allgood had not attended these ceremonies, and such a high-level promotion would've called for his presence.
Then came medals for the Fire Department. There were some Achievement Medals, then Commendation Medals. Then, to my surprise, I heard Fire Chief Quinlin say "We have as our guests Commander Troy and Deputy Chief Harlow from the Police Department. At this time, I'd like to ask them to come up."
Della and I went up, not fully knowing what was going on. Fire Chief Quinlin said "We lost a former firefighter some days ago. Joe Smedley was a brave fireman as well as police officer, and he saved many lives by going into fires without heed to his own safety. Unfortunately, his own life was taken too soon. These Police Officers were instrumental in the capture of that despicable criminal that murdered Joe Smedley. I put them in for Fire Department Commendation Medals, but per law these are upgraded to Public Safety Commendation Medals."
And with that, Della and I were awarded Public Safety Commendation Medals in front of the Fire Department, whose firefighters gave us a good round of applause. The Sheriff really should've been here for this one, I thought to myself.
After we sat back down, Chief Quinlin then brought Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels out. I noticed the Press really coming in close for this.
"During the attack on Mr. Smedley and others," said Quinlin, "our Fire Marshal, Zoe Singer, tackled Public Health Officer Michaels and covered him. For her brave actions, Mr. Michaels put Fire Marshal Singer in for a medal, and once again as a cross-service award, it will be at the Public Safety level. And so Commander Singer is awarded the Public Safety Star of Gallantry for her actions in protecting and possibly saving the life of Public Health Officer Michaels."
Loran Michaels pinned the award on Zoe as the Fire Department applauded, though that applause might not have been as vigorous as my applause for her. It was well deserved, but it was more: Zoe Singer was the last of the EMTs, so to speak, and still wearing her 'old style' EMS Medal. For her to be awarded in this way was one gesture towards healing the wounds of the past.
And with Loran T. Michaels there, the reason for the Sheriff's non-presence was explained.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that day I was asked to come to Della Harlow's office. Also in the room was Captain Susan Weston.
"Captain Weston has a question for us." Della said.
"Okay, shoot." I said. Maybe not the best choice of words, but Captain Weston rarely carried her service weapon.
"Sir," said Captain Weston, peering hard at me, "am I being pushed into the Press Relations role?"
I made a motion as if pulling on a rope. "How about being pulled, kicking and screaming?" I said jokingly. Della laughed out loud. Susan looked like she was going to get sick.
"I'm just kidding, Captain." I said, trying to sound jovial. "My answer is that as far as I know, you are not being pushed into the Public Relations role, but adding it to your regular duties."
"Convinced?" Della asked. It was easy to deduce their recent conversations.
"I just don't want to be boxed in." said Susan. "Being the Press Relations person is having two granite walls moving together to crush me in between them."
"What walls are those?" I asked, sensing the answer.
"The Media on one side... and you on the other, Commander." said Weston. "I'm more worried about saying something that will get you snapping at me than at those lying pricks of the Press."
"Ahhhh," I said, "I see, I see. Well, as Commander Harlow will tell you, I'm just a big ol' teddy bear, and very easy to deal with." I saw Della's eyes widen as I said that, so I continued: "Seriously, all you have to do is speak for the Police Force, not me personally. When the pricks of the Press try to ask you about me personally, just refer them to me personally... which they will hate to hear. Correct them if they try to put words in my mouth, and don't let them bully you. They need you a lot more than you need them."
Captain Weston nodded, but I could see she wasn't greatly mollified. So I said "And by the way, keep your head down and play your cards right, and who knows what promotions might come available to you... and that goes for you too, Commander Harlow."
"What promotions are those?" asked Della.
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "I heard a rumor that there was an Election for a Council seat, and if the Public Health Officer wins, there will arise... vacancies."
I could see the wheels turning in Weston's head as she thought about that...
Part 8 - Celebration
November 1st was a big day for a far more important reason than any Police promotions or medals. It was my wife Laura's birthday. No, you're not supposed to ask, but she was a radiantly beautiful 47 years young.
I picked Laura up early that evening in my Police SUV. Since I was already in formal uniform, all I needed to do was substitute my semi-formal jacket with ribbons. Laura dressed up for dinner in her office.
"We're going to the Chop House for dinner tonight, aren't we?" Laura asked.
"Yes." I said.
"Why are you going the long way around?" she asked.
"Oh, just checking to make sure my Uniformed Officers are doing their jobs." I said, which wasn't wholly false. I was driving down University Avenue towards the main junction with Jefferson Avenue. I went through that intersection, towards Hotel Row. Just before getting there, we passed the car dealerships.
"What's going on there?" I asked. I saw two Police vehicles, blue lights blazing, in the Mercedes dealership. "Let's check this out." I said.
I pulled into the parking lot and over to the side where I saw Cindy and Teresa in front of her SUV, talking to a young man in a button down collared shirt, black slacks, and a red and black striped tie. He obviously worked at this dealership.
"Come on, let's see what they're up to." I said. Laura and I got out of my SUV and went up to them.
"Hi Commander, hi Laura." said Cindy. "Jonathan here says that this vehicle was parked here and has to be moved."
"Oh really?" I said, going up to the silver-gray Mercedes S550 4MATIC Sedan. "Well, I guess the owner better move it, then." I went over to Laura. "Dear, would you mind moving your car?"
"What?!" Laura asked, stunned. Then she noticed my grin as I extended the keys to the car to her. Cindy and Teresa were grinning, having played their parts of the surprise to perfection.
"Happy birthday, honey." I said.
"Shut the front door!" Laura exclaimed, totally stunned. "Are you for real?"
"Yep. It's yours." I said. "Note the license plate." It was a vanity plate, that read 'HOTPROF', a reference to Laura as the hottest professor in the State.
"Aw honey, this is amazing!" Laura said. She turned and wrapped her arms around me and gave me a hard kiss on the lips.
"Aw, get... a... room." I heard Teresa say. I put the keys in Laura's hands and she went over to examine the car, which was a no-shit vehicle in power and technology. Top of the line stuff.
Other dealership staff came out with a cake and everyone sang 'happy birthday' to Laura. Pictures were taken, and finally Laura got behind the wheel with me riding shotgun. Teresa was going to drive my SUV back to Headquarters.
Laura drove the car east to Reservoir Road, up over the mountain on the road that led under The Cabin, back down the hill, then around the bypass... twice. It handled magnificently.
"So, how do you like it?" I asked. "Did I surprise you?"
"Honey..." Laura said, then continued: "You got me, you totally got me on this one. I had no idea this was coming." I just smiled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner at the Chop House, Laura let me drive the Mercedes around. The handling was amazing, and the power very tempting to use. As we drove around, Laura said "Let's find a place outside of Town to park. And fuck."
"Okay." I said. "Any particular place?"
"Just out there, somewhere." Laura said. "You saw where I grew up. Nothing but farms and fields. I loved being taken out somewhere by a guy and letting him fuck my brains out in the backseat. I hope we have a towel so we can put it on the backseat."
I drove north, up the road towards Point Hollow. Stopping near the entrance and parking facing back down the road, Laura got out and into the backseat. I had put my gym bag in the trunk, and there was a towel in it. We laid it out on the seat, and the began making out like teenagers.
Laura was hot, her pussy soaking wet. As we kissed, she got my pants opened and fished out my cock through the opening. She bent down and engulfed my cock.
"Mmmmmf!" I gasped. My wife's mouth was hot, wet and wild. My cock lengthened and hardened as she sucked ferociously on it, and soon her head was bobbing up and down and her lips slid tightly up and down the taut shaft.
"Oh geez," I gasped. "God damn! you give good head!" Laura did not bother to respond, but kept fellating me with every bit of ability she possessed.
I knew that I could not hold out if my wife kept this up, so I reluctantly had her stop. She began to shift her body, saying "I'm ready for you now, just climb on and fuck me!" I did so, mounting her as I slid my pants down my thighs. Laura slid herself under me, and grabbed my shaft to position me...
"Oh YES!" Laura gasped as my iron hard cock slid into her pussy until our pelvises collided, balls-deep in sheer ecstasy. I began to rapidly pump my cock in and out of her, treating her as if she were a virgin teenager to be used for my sexual pleasure... and she was loving every minute of it.
The 'new car smell' mingled with the smells and sounds of our mating as we rutted hotly. Our tongues twined as my hands massaged her milk-filled breasts through the cloth of her dress and underwire bra, and I felt her left leg wrap around my leg, her right foot resting on the floorboard. The car was roomy, but still a bit cramped for a 6'4" man fucking a woman nearly as tall.
"Oh yeah, give it to me, give it to me, I gotta have that fucking cock!" my wife gasped as I pumped her hard and deep. I redoubled my efforts, feeling my nut rise, and thankfully Laura was already there. As her pussy clamped down on me, she cried out "I'M COMING!"
As her cunt squeezed my cock, I couldn't hold on. I pushed in hard, burying my meat in her clasping, climaxing cunt, and with a loud groan I began shooting my load into her womanly depths. I pumped my streams of come into her, firing pulse after pulse of molten man-lava into her sopping depths, the sensations of ecstasy overwhelming me...
When I finally caught my breath, I realized that I was lying on top of Laura, my softening cock still inside her. "Well," I gasped, "I guess you're no longer a virgin."
Laura smiled and wrapped her arms around my neck. "Mmmm, thank you, baby." she whispered. "That was an awesome fucking birthday present."
"Almost as good as the car?" I asked.
"The car is going to get you a week of extra blowjobs." Laura said.
Just then we noticed lights flashing across the field to the right of the car, to the left as one approached Point Hollow. We hurriedly got our clothes put back on and sat in the backseat. I got out my Police cellphone.
Sure enough, it was two TCPD Patrol cruisers, coming up to check on us. When they caught sight of the parked car, and an expensive one at that, the blue LED lightbars were switched on, almost blinding in their intensity.
I saw that it was Rudistan and Morton. I texted Rudistan. "It's me in the car, Rudistan."
"Aw, look at this?" Rudistan said, reading the text. I lowered the window.
"What are you guys doing?" I asked. "You trying to be cockblockers, here?"
"Well, if it isn't Commander Troy and his wife." said Rudistan in his usual jovial manner. "It's all right, guys." He came on up. "Commander, we heard of a car up here, and this looks like it could be a drug lord's expensive car, sir."
"It's my birthday gift to my wife." I said. "We're just breaking it in." Laura giggled, and Rudistan was chuckling, too.
"Okay, sir, obviously you're going to have a good night. Let's go, guys." said Rudistan. They got into their cars and left, turning off the blue lights. I knew I was in for some ribbing at the Station.
"Well, that was fun." Laura said. We broke out laughing for a long moment. Then we got into the front seats, with me driving.
As I pulled out, I looked out the window back toward the Point Hollow house. I hit the brakes.
"What is it, darling?" Laura asked.
"I..." I started, then said "I could have sworn I saw a light on in the house over there. Upper right window on the second floor." There were now no lights on in the house.
"I don't see anything." said Laura. "Want to call those guys back to check it out?"
"Nahhh." I said. "It must've been my imagination." I said. I started the car and we pulled out on the road to drive home.
But it wasn't my imagination, I thought to myself. I had seen a light on in that window. As we drove down the road, I felt a chill run down my spine...
To be continued.
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Part 9 - How The Mighty Do Fall
On the morning of Wednesday, November 2d, I went into the locker room to get changed. There were a number of uniformed officers there, including Rudistan and Morton. Ranks notwithstanding, they gave me a good razzing.
"Have a good evening last night, Commander?" Rudistan asked.
"I gave my wife a car for her birthday." I replied with a grin. "What do you think?"
"I think you better be having a good week for that, Commander." said Rudistan, to chuckles from the other officers. "That was one hell of a ride you gave her... meaning the car, sir." I broke out laughing, as did the other officers.
"The car, and everything else, too." I said. "Now I need to find a place where all you cockblockers aren't patrolling." More laughter.
"Sir," said Sr. Patrolman Johnson, "why didn't you guys just go across the State Line and park in one of the farm fields? That's what the high school kids around here do."
"Yeah, I should've." I said. "But with my luck last night, I would've been arrested for transporting a woman across State lines for illicit purposes."
"Is there really a law like that, sir?" asked McGhillie.
"There used to be. Federal law." I said. "As far as I know, it's still on the books. Anyway, and all kidding aside, I'm going to have you guys patrolling around Point Hollow more often. I could've sworn I saw a light on inside the house as we were pulling out, but then it was turned back off when I turned to look more closely."
"Think it's pranksters, or drug dealers, sir?" asked Johnson.
"I dunno." I said. "But we're going to run more checks up there, and see if anyone is messing around... and I don't mean in the backseats of their cars..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead reporterette on Friday, November 4th at 7:00am, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that there could be a tectonic shift in the local elections today! Sheila Sorrells, who is running third in the race for the open Council seat vacated by the death of Pastor Raymond Westboro, has called a press conference for ten o'clock this morning!"
Bettina went on: "Sources tell Channel Two News that Ms. Sorrells may endorse one of the two leading candidates in the race, either Loran T. Michaels or Scott Peterson. Experts say that her endorsement could be enough to put either candidate over the top without a runoff, saving the County millions in taxpayer dollars!"
"And in the Governor's race," Bettina said, "experts say that SBI Director Jack Lewis is well on his way to victory. He leads in all the major polls by an average of 49-45%. Early voting is expected to strongly favor the Democrats, so Governor Val Jared will need numbers in the final days that experts say he simply will be unable to get. It increasingly looks like Jack Lewis will be the next Governor of the State."
I could see what Bettina and all the Media were doing. They'd been chanting that 'it looks like the winner will be Lewis' shit over and over and over, as if it were a fait accompli, and clearly the Media was trying to tell the Public how to vote. The Media would never admit it; they'd just say 'that is what the polls are telling us!', but they were making every effort to demoralize as well as demonize Jared supporters. I need not add that the name 'Dick Ferrell' had vanished from Media reports as thoroughly as the man himself had vanished from the public eye.
Bettina was still going: "And let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said handsome young Nick Eastwood, who was standing in front of the Bulldogs' Athletic Complex on Campus. "The Bulldogs will try to get over their stinging loss to the Wildcats by visiting Protestant this weekend. The Wildcats will have a second straight road game as they visit the Tigers, their opponent in the Conference Championship game last year..."
"GO TIGERS!" yelled a voice. It belonged to a platinum blonde wielding a green crowbar. Cindy came in and poured herself coffee, as I made no effort to pour any for her.
"That empty Lieutenant's office needs filling." I said. "I might just put a bad Captain in there." Joanne Warner and Theo Washington tried, and failed, to hide grins.
"Oh c'mon," Cindy said, "we need you to lose twice to get to the Conference title game. So yeah, I'm a big-time Tigers fan this weekend."
As to the offices, Classroom 'F' had been transformed into cubicle offices for the Mouseketeers and Detective Krueger in a miraculous time of two days, and Teresa had already moved into the renovated office next to Cindy. I dreaded the day Tanya Perlman would find out about that...
"So, Captain," I said, "my son, Ross, who coincidentally is your nephew, will be two years old tomorrow, and we'll have a party at The Cabin. You are coming, aren't you?"
"Wouldn't miss it." Cindy said. "And today is Todd's son Doug's birthday, so they and Teresa will be joining us."
"That's right, we will." said Captain Teresa Croyle, who had just come in wearing her uniform of light blue shirt with dark blue soft shoulderboards with silver Captain bars embroidered on them, and the silver-bordered white rectangle (Police Cross) and gold-bordered purple rectangle (multiple Purple Orders) over her right shirt pocket. She was also wearing dark blue pants with a thick light blue stripe on the sides.
Cindy was wearing the same uniform, except her rectangles were silver-bordered red (M.O.V.), silver-bordered blue (Distinguished Service Medal), and gold-bordered purple. My uniform was almost the same, except I was wearing soft shoulderboards with the embroidered silver Commander rank, and my red rectangle was gold-bordered (multiple M.O.V.s) while the new blue rectangle and old purple rectangle were silver bordered. I had two thin light blue 'piping' lines down the sides of my pants.
"Okay, ladies," I said, "my office at 8:00am for the 'Angels' meeting." I was now only meeting with Cindy and Teresa, though sometimes Lt. Curly Goodwin of Internal Affairs would join the meeting, and sometimes I invited Della Harlow in, as well. Ergo, it had essentially become the 'Crowbar Angels' meeting again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, everyone was crowded into MCD: Detectives, Uniformed Officers, Personnel & Records Officers, and their leadership, including the Chief, who was wearing a standard dark blue uniform with double thin line of light blue piping on the pants, and a thick strip on the long sleeves near the wrists, and silver metal eagles on the shoulder epaulets.
On a podium set up in Courthouse Square, Sheila Sorrells came up to the dias with Loran T. Michaels. "Thank you for coming." Sorrells said into the microphone. "Today I am announcing that I am suspending my campaign for the open Council seat, and I am endorsing Public Health Officer Loran Michaels for the post! Loran Michaels will do an excellent job on the Council, as he has done as Public Health Officer, and by electing him, we can save the County the trouble and expense of a runoff election..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I went to the Cop Bar for lunch. We sat at the 'Command' table near the back room. As she ate her steak salad and I ate a double cheeseburger and fries (very delicious), she said "Did you invite Melina and Daniel to the birthday party? Doug is her son, after all."
"Laura did invite them," I replied, "but Melina is going to be out of Town."
"Yes, she is." said a voice. We looked up to see Sheriff Daniel Allgood coming up to us. "Mind if I join you folks?"
"Sure." I said, after Cindy and I had exchanged glances. Daniel took the chair to my left and Cindy's right.
"Well," Daniel said, "Congratulations to all of you on your medals last Tuesday."
"We were wondering where you were." I said.
"The State Sheriff's Association held a meeting in Midtown on Tuesday." Daniel said. "Well, that's the story for the Public. What really happened was that we were all asked to attend a meeting to discuss the upcoming elections. Especially security for them. With the SBI Director running against the incumbent Governor, some members of the Legislature have asked that the various county sheriffs be on particular lookout for fraud, hacking, and possible violent demonstrations. The FBI also briefed us, and you'll probably get that briefing, too."
"We did. Yesterday." I said. "Was the SBI involved in the briefing to the Sheriffs?"
"Yes, they were." said Daniel. "And before you say it, the first thing that crossed my mind, also, was that the SBI will try to fuck with the results themselves then blame the Russians if they get caught, or something like that."
"Wouldn't shock me at all." I said. "I also asked the FBI to watch out for extra votes being 'found' in the trunks of cars, then activist judges allowing them to count. The FBI put out a memo to everyone, including the Court system and the various Election Boards. I can just hear the shredders at work now."
Daniel and Cindy both chuckled as Daniel's fish and chips basket arrived. We all finished eating, and then Daniel said "Okay, Don... let's play the game."
"Let's play." I said, having fully expected this. Cindy looked a bit confused, but I knew she would soon catch up.
"I won't even bother asking to talk to you alone." said Daniel. "Not even crowbars can separate the Crowbars."
"C'est vrai." I replied. Cindy was trying hard not to glare at Daniel, so I said "Last Saturday was the exception, of course. Don't mention the name 'Washington' to her." Now Cindy was not trying to hide her glare, and it was directed at Your Iron Wildcat.
Daniel looked a little queasy, as well. "Yes, that hurt. Worse than the 70-0 loss last year." He then got down to business, leaning forward and talking more quietly. "As you guys know, Sheila Sorrells endorsed Loran Michaels this morning. And I'm politician enough to know that that will pretty much kill Scott's campaign." Cindy and I both nodded, wondering where the Sheriff was leading us with this.
Allgood said "Scott's holding out hope for a runoff, but he's already talking to me about putting him in as Public Health Officer. Now Scott's my friend, but he's no real administrator. And he would technically outrank you, Don, and he would just love to lord it over you in that capacity."
"Harumph!" said Cindy. "Like the Iron Crowbar is going to let anyone lord over him..." It was my turn to look queasy; the Sheriff could easily take that as a remark directed at himself.
"Yeah, I know, I know." said Daniel, letting it pass. "Look, I can convince Scott to remain in the Sheriff's Department, but I want a couple of things from you."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Leave Scott alone about Priya Ajmani." said the Sheriff. "It's not like you and Bettina Wurtzburg haven't hooked up, and you and Priya, Captain. So can we just call a truce on all that, and let it flow by with the River's waters?"
Cindy glared at the mention of her sexual liaisons with Priya, but I just shrugged my shoulders. "Okay. What else?" I asked.
"Don, can you find a way to call off your Chief, get him off my back?" asked Daniel. "It really is a bad situation, and word is getting out and people are talking. I can't let him continue to disrespect me, just as you didn't let Scott get away with disrespecting you. Of course..."
"What?" I asked, playing the Game but feeling bored.
"If you want to be Police Chief yourself, now's your chance." Daniel said. Cindy tried to hide her shock at what she was hearing, probably not trusting her ears.
"I don't want to be Police Chief." I said. "Not now. I'm in exactly the right place now. I can still act to take down the criminals that dare to make mischief in my County, and I can lead others in the practice of busting those perps."
"So, what do you want to do?" asked Daniel.
"Let me ask this... who do you want to put into the Public Health Officer position?" I asked.
"I have no earthly idea." said Daniel. "I won't be surprised if Michaels suggests Sheila Sorrells."
"I think he'll maneuver to get her on the Board of Commissioners." I said. The Board of Commissioners were one of the County's remaining bastions of corruption. There were six of them, three voted from what coincidentally were the three Police precincts, and three 'at large' positions, but vacancies were appointed by the Mayor and Council... and there always seemed to be vacancies.
The Mayor and Board of Commissioners sat for almost anything needing a board. We had no real Board of Education... the Board of Commissioners was that. We had no Board of Elections... the Board of Commissioners was that. And so on, and so forth.
"Or maybe she and Jenna Stiles will throw in together and do something." I said, getting Cindy's attention at the mention of her former fiancée's name. "I was wondering about administrators from other Departments... Fire Marshal Singer, Personnel & Records Captain Weston, even Deputy Chief Harlow, if she wanted to consider the PHO job."
"Yes, some of those names have come to mind." Daniel said. "I can tell you that Zoe Singer has already shot me down when I brought it up. She is to the Fire Marshal job what you are to the Police Commander job, Don. Can't budge either of you."
"Smart Commanders, we are." I said.
Cindy could not help herself. "I think Captain Weston would be a perfect choice." she said. "She knows how to kiss ass politically in order to make political gains."
"Susan is a good administrator." I said. "But Cindy, do you really want her outranking us both? As to Della... well, maybe this can solve all our problems..."
"Say that again?" asked Cindy, still stunned. "What problems?"
"Oh, the Sheriff here will have to talk to Della about her desires for the PHO job." I said. "It might help things greatly if he does that by first asking the Chief if he can talk to Della. And he will respectfully say 'yes, you can talk to her'. And then y'all can start talking to each other..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Please to remember...
"Remember, remember the Fifth of November," I recited, wearing my 'Anonymous' mask, "the Gunpowder Treason and Plot; I know of no reason why Gunpowder Treason should ever be forgot.
"Guy Fawkes, Guy Fawkes, t'was his intent, to blow up King and Parli'ment." I continued. "Three-score barrels of powder below, to prove old England's overthrow. By God's providence he was catch'd, with a dark lantern and burning match. Holloa boys, holloa boys, let the bells ring. Holloa boys, holloa boys, God save the King!"
Everyone at the party at The Cabin applauded after I recited the poem, and Carole yelled out "Yay, Daddy!"... after I took off the 'Anonymous' mask. Then we had two cakes, one for little Doug Burke and one for Ross McAlister Troy. At the party were me, Laura, my mom Phyllis, Cindy, Teresa, Todd, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, Molly, and of course all the kids and their guardians, Buddy and Bowser.
Dr. Eckhart had delivered the upgraded Black Beauty to the Cabin by the expedient of driving it at an unreasonably high rate of speed. His daughter was in the car with him, which was the only thing that saved him from a traffic ticket when he was pulled over by Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton.
The University's Bulldogs had won the early game against Protestant, 38-6. The Wildcats game against the Tigers was the mid-afternoon game, and me, Todd, Dr. Eckhart, and Teresa settled down to watch it while Laura, Phyllis, Cindy and Molly talked and played with the kids. I need not say that Bowser was with Carole, while Buddy was in Teresa's lap or sitting beside her at all times...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
By the end of the game, Cindy was watching as avidly as anyone. I was listening to Wildcat Radio as the announcer said "... and the time is winding down. The Tigers have played a stellar game, and they're going to defeat the Wildcats today. It's 28-10, Tigers, and they kneel down, and that'll be it... the Tigers avenge their Conference Championship game loss, defeating a No. 1 team for the first time ever... and time expires, and the Wildcats have lost their first game in over two years. The once-beaten Tigers can expect to move into the Top 5 after this upset win..."
Your Iron Crowbar was most very unhappy.
Cindy came up from behind me and put her arms around me in a hug. "Ohhhh, how the mighty have fallen!" she whispered into my ear. I just shook my head sadly.
Then Carole came up to me, Bowser right behind her. "Daddy, why are you so sad?" my astute daughter asked. I picked her up and she stood on my legs.
"Because the Wildcats lost, Sweetpea." I said.
Carole gave me a hug and said "I'm sorry, Daddy."
"Don't be, sweetie." I said, hugging her back. "I'm happy when you hug me." Bowser barked at me, and I reached down to pet him, and said "And I'm happy when Bowser is here with us, too."
"Bowser is a good dog." said Carole, in the form of a quotation. Bowser wagged his tail, pure love in his canine eyes.
Cindy said "I needed a hug from Carole last week." Carole dutifully reached out for Cindy, who picked her up and got a hug as a reward.
"Y'all are still ahead in the Conference race." said Todd. "I don't think anyone else is going to beat you."
"That's true." I said. "But I think our national title hopes are gone. Too many undefeated teams ahead of us."
"Okay, everyone," announced my mother, "dinner is ready. And a few extra drinks for you, Son..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, young Donald." said Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart as he came up to me on the deck in the dark after dinner. "Please don't tell me you are really that despondent over your team's loss."
"How was Cindy last week?" I replied.
"Oh, she was despondent, too." said Eckhart with a small, sinister-sounding chuckle. "May I join you for a moment?"
"Certainly." I said. "And I'm not feeling that bad. We played badly, had a hangover from last week. Life goes on. Perps to catch. Babies to raise."
"Ah, good." said Eckhart, sitting down in the metal mesh chair to the left of the metal loveseat I was sitting in. "Ah, what a view! I just love this view from this height."
"Me, too." I said. "And more than the view, I like looking at my Town."
"Yes, indeed... and a very interesting hamlet it is. So small, yet so full of... humanity." said Eckhart, somewhat cryptically. Then he said "What I wanted to talk to you about, and preferably without my daughter hearing it, is that some strange things have been going on around 'The Vision' Headquarters."
"Oh, what's that?" I asked.
"As you know, I keep very good security there." said Dr. Eckhart. "We have observed people trying to watch the compound with field glasses from the outside. We called the Sheriff to ask those persons to move along, and they would always run as soon as they got wind of the Sheriff coming... well in advance."
"Then," continued Eckhart, "we had some attempts to penetrate the outer fences, mostly from the other side of the River. Of course we sent immediate security patrols, and whoever was probing us quickly left."



"I would ask why you're not using drones to investigate," I said, "but I think I'm about to hear about that."
"Very perceptive of you, young Donald." Eckhart said, his eyes glinting in the dim light. "Yes, we captured three drones by knocking out their radio communications, then shooting them out of the sky with shotguns when they went into hover mode. The drones were pretty standard, but the cameras on them were of the highest quality."
"Hmmmm..." I said, thinking about it. I felt Dr. Eckhart's eyes on me as I went into a small reverie. He seemed fascinated, and I could somehow feel his mental energy reaching into my head, either to probe or help.
"Uncle Harvey," I said, "is 'The Vision' compound the place you consider yourself to be at your safest?"
"Oh yes." said Eckhart. "I do have a couple of hideaways in the Rocky Mountains, and one in the Appalachians which is even safer, but I have no desire to run scared and hide while my young acolytes at the Headquarters are in need of my teachings and my therapies."
"I hear you." I said. "Do you have any seminar tours coming up?"
"None for myself." said Eckhart. "My excellent trainers are going to be doing those."
"Okay, good." I said. "I'll discreetly check around and see if there is any scuttlebutt in the criminal world about someone going after you. I'm also going to make sure Cindy is never alone, at least to the extent I can. I'll tell her that there might be a threat to her as opposed to you."
"That would be splendid. Let me ask this, young Donald." said Eckhart. "Do you think this is criminal activity... or the Government?"
"Sometimes it's impossible to tell the difference." I said. Eckhart laughed heartily, though I had not meant it jokingly in any way. "Seriously," I went on, "the Government has satellites and tools available to them so that you wouldn't be seeing them. And I don't think they'd test your defenses if they wanted to come after you; they'd just barrel right on in. So I think maybe some perps are messing with you. Do you need any extra help down there?"
"No, no thank you." said Eckhart. "I and my people will be fine. Please do keep my daughter safe and out of trouble."
"Geez, Uncle Harvey," I said with a groan, "you ask the impossible of me, especially the 'out of trouble' part..."
Part 10 - One Man, One Vote, One Time...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette from the Downtown Polling Station at the Veasley Community Center, at 7:00am, Tuesday, November 8th. "Election Day is finally here! Voters are streaming into the election stations, and the election process is getting underway!"
Bettina began her report: "Our final polls yesterday showed SBI Director Jack Lewis with a 50-46% lead over incumbent Val Jared, and experts say that we will have a new occupant of the Governor's Mansion on January 2d. The local races are not as easy to predict. Incumbent District Attorney Gil Krasney appeared to be solidifying his lead over Jenna Stiles, but late polling in the minority communities suggested a potential source of votes for Ms. Stiles."
"And Sheila Sorrells's surprise endorsement of Loran T. Michaels for the open Council seat vacated by the death of Pastor Raymond Westboro is probably going to send Mr. Michaels over the top. Spot polling showed him at 52%, with 40% for Sheriff's Deputy Scott Peterson and Ms. Sorrells still taking some 5% of the remaining vote. Deputy Peterson has called for an SBI investigation of the circumstances surrounding Ms. Sorrells's endorsement of his opponent Michaels, and Deputy Peterson wants the SBI to investigate Commander Donald Troy's role in that endorsement, as well."
Joanne Warner was mortally offended. "What the hell does Commander Troy have to do with any of that? And he makes it sound like the Commander did something wrong!"
"Welcome to politics, Detective Warner." I said as I came into the room and poured myself some coffee. "He's just doing what Katherine Woodburn has been trying to do to me for years, and it's just the last gasp attack of a loser."
"I see why you endorsed Mr. Michaels." said Teddy Parker. "I didn't understand that at first; Mr. Michaels is a pretty sleazy guy himself."
"Yes, yes he is." I said.
"I have a question, Commander." said Captain Teresa Croyle, who had just walked into the MCD room. "If Loran Michaels wins, who is going to be Public Health Officer?"
"You want the job?" I asked teasingly. "I'll put in a good word for you."
"You're making me re-think my no-crowbar policy... uh, sir." Teresa said. Everyone laughed.
"Well, in that case," I said, "withhold my endorsement." More laughter.
"I'm just glad," said Cindy, coming in, "that the Election is finally here and will soon be ovah!" There was strong agreement with that sentiment.
"Okay, Commander." said Joanne Warner. "Give us your official predictions!"
"Yes, I want to hear them, as well." said Chief Moynahan, bringing in boxes of doughnuts. "And you get first pick at the doughnuts if you tell us now."
"You have a deal, sir." I said. I procured the large eclair and a chocolate covered doughnut and consumed them as the rest of the doughnuts met their proper destiny at the hands of my Officers. Then I began:
"Krasney will win over Stiles, it won't be close." I said. "Michaels will win, but may need a runoff yet. And in the Governor's race, if there is no fraud, Governor Jared will win. But I won't be surprised if there is rampant fraud, and so obvious that it might take weeks and the Courts to decide."
"You really think Jared has a shot?" asked Theo Washington, sounding surprised.
"More than just a shot." I said. "In the absence of obvious fraud, Jared will win, and by a larger-than-expected margin." Everyone was stunned at that prediction as I ate my doughnuts and watched the television screen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right." I said at the morning 'Angels' meeting. "What's going on today?"
"I heard a rumor that there's an Election going on in this country." Cindy said. "Seems to have not spared our County of its effects, either."
"Oh, those tricky Founding Fathers." I said with mock exasperation. "Actually putting an election day in the Constitution, instead of the British way of just calling snap elections."
"God save the Queen." Cindy replied.
"Her Majesty notwithstanding, we have plenty of security in all voting precincts, sir." said Teresa, trying to get the meeting moving along. "And I put all the SWAT Teams on standby or on call in case there's any trouble at all."
"I am hoping that most people voted early," I said, "so that there won't be any problems, including things like long lines."
"Are you going to Midtown, sir?" asked Cindy. "Chief Griswold and his wife are already down there, to be with the Governor tonight when the returns come in."
"No, I swore off being at any parties." I said. "But you guys can come to The Cabin and watch with us. Molly's coming with the boys."
"I'll have to check with Todd." Teresa said. "He might be going to someone's party, just to play the political game. Probably Congressman Condor, seeing as Todd wants some national contracts."
Cindy's eyes gleamed as she said in a tattle-tell voice: "But Teresa insists she and Todd are not a couple, sir."
I was trying hard not to break down laughing as Teresa gave Cindy the look of fire that only 'Teresa Cunt' could give. "You don't outrank me anymore, you know." Teresa growled.
"And she's reconsidering her crowbar policy." I helpfully added.
"She better be." Cindy said, not batting an eyelash. "The Police Boxing Matches are no place to be for anyone without a crowbar, and they will be here before you know..."
"And here I was, thinking these elections were getting intense." I said. "Okay, Captain Croyle, put out the word that no one is to be on a double shift where they cannot vote. I am putting out a text to all Officers as well, saying that I want them to vote today, either before or after work."
As the Captains got up to go, I said "Captain Ross, hold here for a moment." Teresa went on out and Cindy came back."
"Cindy, unless you have other plans, I'd like for you to bring the Chief to the Cabin tonight in your SUV." Cindy's SUV was bulletproof like mine, and had been mine before the TCPD gave me an upgrade. Teresa was going to get a similar 'weaponized' SUV, as well.
"Sure, sir." she said. "Er, can I speak freely and ask a question?"
"Sure." I said.
"Sir, I've noticed that since you talked with my father the other day, you've been making sure I travel in either your SUV or mine, you've not let me be alone while on duty, and I've noticed some patrol cars trying to be discreet but absolutely failing as they follow me around. Is there something I need to know?"
"Have a seat." I said. Cindy sat down and I said "Some concerns for your safety have reached my attention. Those Police cruisers are following you to make sure you get home safely, but they're also looking for anyone else that might be watching you. So far, no results, but I do want to err on the side of caution."
"So my father is worried about me, after seeing drones fly over his compound in Coltrane County." Cindy said.
"Not much gets by you, Captain." I said with a grin. "But as the father of a couple of daughters myself, I understand Dr. Eckhart's worry about his daughter galavanting with rowdy Police Officers in her family, not to mention driving green O65 Imperial Crowns at ridiculous rates of speed through my County."
Cindy was laughing as I talked, then the humor left her suddenly. "One more question: we're both Captains now, but structurally, who's ahead of who in the line, me or Teresa?"
Oops. The one question I really didn't care to answer. I stated my prepared dodge: "I'll just say this: if that issue comes up because the Chief, myself, and Commander Harlow come over all dead at the same instant, then I won't be worrying about it... because by default, I will be dead. Y'all can fight that out amongst yourselves."
"O-kay." Cindy said, knowing I wasn't going to give her an answer... and both of us knowing that the Operations Officer likely would be the one to take the lead in such a horrific eventuality.
Yes, I thought to myself, if push came to shove... just as I outranked Della by position, Teresa now outranked Cindy. And my cousin talks about male alpha-dogs?...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Mr. Crowbar," said Chief Moynahan as we watched the returns, "it will be an interesting evening."
"Yes sir." I said. "And I stocked up with booze, just in case." Indeed, I was drinking Scotch (neat) while the Chief drank rye and ginger. Cindy and Molly were both drinking Canadian whisky for some strange reason. Laura was having wine, while my mother was drinking cognac.
There was a TV mounted on the wall in the front room of The Cabin, on the wall whose other side was my office. I'd brought a second TV and placed it on a table, so we had both KXTC and KSTD bringing election returns, and could skip between Fox Cable and MSNBC for national results. But of course... the State is what had captured our interests.
At dinner, I told Chief Moynahan and Cindy that I appreciated how Chief Griswold had handled my Distinguished Service Medal presentation. "I know upper brass gets those higher awards, but after getting my second M.O.V., I was worried about how the Uniformed Officers would take me getting another high one so soon. But the way Chief Griswold explained it could not have been better."
"Very true, Mr. Crowbar." said Chief Moynahan. "But bee-lieeeeve me, the entire Force knows that was a well-deserved award, especially after you took Brownlee out."
"Don," Cindy said, "this Police Force loves you and will follow you to the gates of Hell and back. They know what you've done, and Teresa was telling me she heard some of them get really pissed when that bastard John Hardwood asked you about helicopter rides. And they know you had their backs on all the structural changes and everything else. We have the fewest Union complaints of any Police Force in the nation, much less the State." That made me feel better.
After dinner, we all settled down to watch. Todd and Teresa had indeed gone to the official party for Congressman Condor, who we knew would easily defeat his Republican opponent, at the Hyatt Hotel. Teresa had texted Cindy the word "Borrrring!" and Todd had texted me that the Katherine Woodburn had chosen to attend this party rather than the local one for Jack Lewis. Hmmm...
"And with the polls closing in five minutes," said Bettina Wurtzburg at the KXTC Decision Desk, with Dr. Romanov and Amber Harris as the guest panelists, "we will have our first projections! So, Dr. Romanov, Amber, what do we expect tonight?"
"It's going to big night for Jack Lewis, Bettina!" Amber Harris said enthusiastically. "And while we don't expect many changes in the State Legislature, Mr. Lewis's coattails might bring enough victories to give the State House back to the Democrats, and strengthen the Democrats' lead in the State Senate!"
"Exit polling has shown us that Mr. Lewis is well ahead tonight." said Bettina. "Dr. Romanov, how has Director Lewis accomplished this? Especially after his NTF Director Richard Ferrell threw a paraplegic woman out of her wheelchair, and after the deadly attack on a U.S. Marine and his family by SBI Agents?"
"The voters care about important issues, Bettina," said Dr. Romanov, "not the lies spread by Jared's despicable campaign team about those incidents."
"That's right, Bettina." said Amber Harris. "The voters have cast aside the aspersions and gone for the issues, such as climate change!"
Meanwhile, Priya Ajmani and John Hardwood were at the KSTD Election Desk. Hardwood was saying "It's going to be close and a long night, Priya. We might not know for sure until tomorrow morning, as the City, Southport, and Midtown have to get their vote counts in. And I'm sure the Republicans will cry fraud, like they always do when they're losing big."
"And there it is!" said Bettina. "The polls are closed, and KXTC Channel Two News, in conjunction with our State Fox team of analysts, can project that District Attorney Gil Krasney is the winner over Jenna Stiles in the D.A. race! Mr. Krasney is leading comfortably in every precinct of the County, including the Tenderloin District and Southwestern Districts, where Ms. Stiles hoped to get minority votes. But those have broken for Mr. Krasney..."
Cindy looked sad. "That's too bad for Jenna." she said. She sent Jenna a text, but no reply came.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00pm, I got a text from Todd. It read: "people here starting to get quiet". Another one followed about fifteen minutes later, saying "getting tense; condor telling us that Lewis is losing!".
"Oh my God." I said. "Todd says Lewis may be losing." The TVs were not saying anything. I texted Chief Griswold, saying "My sources say Jared is winning."
The reply made me laugh. Chief Griswold had texted "Nothing ever gets by YOU, Crowbar. How did you know?"
I replied that I had a mole up here and the Chief sent back a smiley: ":-)".
We turned to the TVs, where I noticed Amber Harris was not as enthusiastic as before. Bettina was reporting results: "Democrat Congressman Gary A. Condor has already been declared the winner in the U.S. Congress 1st District race, and Republican U.S. Senator Samuel Russell has apparently won re-election, as well. In the Governor's race, the rural southeast areas are coming in well ahead for Governor Jared. Any comment on that, guys?"
"Jared was expected to win the sparsely populated rural areas." said Dr. Romanov. "But it's the cities that are all-important, that count the most. Southport and the City. Southport is full of hard working Union people that care about jobs and know that Lewis is their answer. And the City is a cosmopolitan complex of millennials, professionals, and minorities that traditionally favor Democrats and will vote for Director Lewis."
"That's not what I'm seeing." I said as I got on my laptop and checked 'Crystal Clear Vote Counts', a web site that averaged various polls and was now giving raw vote totals. "Jared has the red counties locked up... and he's pulled even in Midtown, Jacksonville, Jamestown, Eastphalia, and winning in Westphalia and our Town here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After going to Tim Sioban in the City for a Statewide report, Bettina was back, with only Amber at the desk with her. Amber looked sick to her stomach, I observed. Bettina said "Dr. Romanov is checking on the incoming numbers that our Decision Desk team have put together. Amber, it's shocking... Governor Jared has just pulled ahead of Director Lewis in Midtown!"
Just then, Todd texted me again. "Very quiet here; some people crying. condor said jared is kicking @$$ in southport."
I couldn't resist; I called Chief Griswold. "Hi Crowbar!" said the Chief happily, and perhaps not quite soberly. "We're getting the information in now. Too early to call, but we're not getting slaughtered. We might have a chance, here."
"I think you do, Chief." I said. "Any signs of fraud?"
"Not really." said Griswold. "The City and Southport seem to be clean. The Courts in the City refused to re-open the polling stations in the black districts, and the State Supreme Court shut down Judge Nance's attempt to re-open the Tenderloin District's voting precinct in our County."
We had a chance. I looked over at Cindy... and she nodded. She was feeling the vibe, as well.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And this is just amazing... shocking..." said Priya Ajmani. "Governor Jared is leading in Southport. Let's go to John Hardwood in the war room. John!"
A very somber John Hardwood came on. "It's stunning, Priya. These results are nowhere near the exit polling data that KSTD and other news outlets were giving throughout the day. Right now, the projections are that Governor Jared has about 52% of the vote so far, and only the City can rescue Jack Lewis from a stunning defeat."
I was watching the computer again. "Folks," I said, "the Media people won't say it, but I think it's over, if these incoming numbers are to believed." I had two websites up: Crystal Clear Vote Counts, and the State Election Board's official site. Both aligned perfectly, and both had Jared leading Statewide, and tied in the City.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got the news first. Todd texted me: "condor says lewis has called to concede. people leaving now."
I called Chief Griswold. "Jared getting any phone calls, sir?"
"Dammit, Crowbar, your mole is good!" said the Chief. "It's true. Jared is still on the phone now. I gotta go, they're about to announce something..."
As I disconnected, I looked around the room. All eyes were on me as I said. "Lewis conceded. Jared has won." We all cheered and more drinks were poured.
And maybe it was the alcohol that made me do it: I texted Bettina with the words "Jared has won. Lewis called to concede."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The News Media was totally stunned. Bettina was actually the announcer all over the State on the Fox channels, who patched her in as she said "...and Channel Two News has confirmed that SBI Director Jack Lewis called Governor Val Jared and conceded the Governor's race to Jared!"
Moments later, Bettina brought in a stunned Dr. Romanov, a near-crying Amber Harris, and a feed of Tim Sioban from the City. "Guys, we didn't have Southport called, we didn't have the City called... why is Director Lewis conceding?"
Tim Sioban answered: "Bettina, we're getting reports here in the City that Val Jared and Jack Lewis are split 50-50, and those numbers are expected to hold. And with Jared's lead throughout the rest of the State, Mr. Lewis realized he has no hope of victory; ergo, the concession call."



Bettina said "Dr. Romanov, these results are simply nothing like our exit polling data. What has happened here?"
"This needs to be investigated, Bettina." said Romanov. "There has to be fraud. There has to be hacking into the computers. The exit polling data has been consistent with our polling for weeks. We need to know why these numbers tonight are so different..."
Meanwhile, Diane Williams was talking to John Hardwood on a feed. "John, this is so shocking... our exit polling data all day pointed to a huge Lewis victory. Yet he's already conceding."
"Diane," said John Hardwood, "we really are going to have to question the veracity of the polling. Obviously people lied to the poll takers, both today and for the past several weeks."
"John," said Diane, "what are some of the reasons for these dolts... I mean voters... voting for Mr. Jared over Mr. Lewis?"
Hardwood replied "We're not sure that we can trust what we were told, Diane. But many people cited SBI NTF Director Ferrell throwing a paraplegic woman out of her wheelchair and then throwing the wheelchair on her legs as a big reason. They also believe there was corruption in the handling of that case, and trying to hide Agent Ferrell's actions behind the smoke screen of a 'security review' and 'ongoing investigations'. The People of the State were just tired of the SBI corruption, Diane."
Meanwhile, Bettina was talking to Tim Sioban, who said "Yes, Bettina, the exit polls were wrong, but the data we did get suggests that SBI corruption was the problem for Director Lewis. An overwhelming number of Jared voters cite SBI corruption as their most important factor in choosing their next Governor. And that same overwhelming percentage say the SBI needs to be reformed or totally dissolved..."
Part 11 - Aftermath and Forewarning
Like 'Reveille' following 'Taps' at Joe Smedley's funeral, one chapter closed as new ones opened...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely MILF redhead from the front steps of City Hall at 7:00am, Thursday, November 10th. "The courts have denied Scott Peterson's lawsuit in his attempt to force a recount in his election loss to Loran T. Michaels for the open Council seat. Michaels's 52-45% win was higher than the half-percent threshold needed for a run-off."
Bettina went on: "However, there may be trouble brewing around that Council seat. Councilpersons Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes are insisting that Michaels be sworn in immediately, while John Colby and Dagmar Schoen are stating that this election was for that seat in the coming years, not to replace Westboro now. They are saying that if Michaels is sworn in now, a separate election will be needed for the seat for next year."
"And in the aftermath of the Governor's race, the Democrats are calling for an investigation into the shocking win by Governor Val Jared over SBI Director Jack Lewis, citing the election results being so different from polling data, especially the exit polls. The Jared Campaign said that the the vote of the People is what counts, not the media-manipulated exit polls, and that the Democrats are trying to harm the credibility of the election process by saying the exit polls were correct when they obviously never were. For more on this, let's go to Amber Harris at the Decision Desk. Amber!"
"Thank you Bettina!" said Amber Harris, who definitely looked unhappy as she talked about Val Jared's win over the Democrat Lewis. "I have with me Dr. Romanov of the University Center for Politics, and Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling. Karl... what happened?"
"Amber, we're just going to have to admit that the polling data was wrong." said Frazier. "Obviously the Jared supporters did not answer our pollsters' questions, or else they flat out lied to our pollsters. I would also say that the pollsters sampled in accordance with the turnouts of the last election, and that differed from this year's turnout, which was much more favorable to Jared."
"Dr. Romanov," said Amber, "there's absolutely no evidence of election fraud or tampering, so does this mean that the voters have rejected the Democrats' platform of climate change, more regulation of businesses, and higher taxes?" Amber was obviously trying to add drama and angst with that question.
"Amber," said Dr. Romanov, "obviously we are going to have to go back and look at what happened here. There needs to be the political equivalent of a forensic examination of these results and this election. It is obviously a stunning result. My own studies over the last couple of days suggest that this was in no way an endorsement or mandate for Val Jared and the Republicans, but a rejection of Director Lewis and the actions of SBI Agents under him that have stained him despite his personal innocence in those incidents."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He came to me.
Governor Val Jared came to my County, ostensibly to the University to address the professors of all the Schools in the State. I received a phone call, asking me to come to the University President's office. Considering it was my wife Laura that called, I couldn't say 'no'.
I was wearing my semi-formal uniform: white shirt, black tie, dark blue pants with double-light-blue stripes down the side, and dark blue Police jacket with ribbons. Everything was shined up and looking sharp... after all, I would be in my wife's presence and I wanted to impress her.
When I was ushered into the side room next to the President's office, three men rose to greet me: Governor Jared, University President Sidney P. Wellman, and Chief Griswold. After a moment of chit-chat and making sure we had adequate coffee or water, Dr. Wellman excused himself.
"First of all, Don," said the Governor, "I want to thank you for your contributions to my campaign, particularly your very sound advice on how to run it. I am not sure those mealy-mouth political hacks could've won a race for dog-catcher."
"If it meant defeating Jack Lewis, sir," I said, "then I am glad to have been helpful to you."
"So, I won't waste your time." said the Governor. "The Directorship of the SBI is yours if you want it."
"What is going to happen to the current Director of the SBI?" I asked. Chief Griswold's mustaches twitched just a bit in amusement. The Governor looked like he needed a 'Tums'.
"Yesterday," said the Governor, "Jack Lewis came to my office. It was not a public meeting, it was not in front of the cameras nor known to the Media. During that meeting, Lewis offered to resign as head of the SBI and go away quietly, but in exchange he wants all investigations of him dropped, which he says can be announced 'in a spirit of reconciliation'. He also wants the investigations of the SBI and Dick Ferrell to more quietly go away."
"Is Ferrell leaving the SBI?" I asked.
"That will be a condition of discontinuing the investigations of him." said the Governor. He immediately knew from my face that it had been the wrong thing to say.
"Governor," I said, "Richard Ferrell physically harmed Tanya Perlman. I would suggest he was trying to kill her, and may have done so if others had not arrived in time. Richard Ferrell was absolutely part of Leonard Sharples's attempt to murder me. Richard Ferrell is the dirtiest person in the employment of this State, and that includes Jack Lewis on the list. I cannot believe you would even consider not bringing the hammer down on Richard Ferrell with as much political power as the SBI, the State Department of Justice, and the Courts have to bring to bear upon him."
"Don, we've got to move forward." said the Governor. "The Democrats are threatening 'scorched earth', opposing and blocking anything and everything we want to do, and promising to waste untold amounts of money on specious but endless investigations into trumped-up allegations of anything they and their Media partners can gin up."
"So what?!" I thundered back. I sucked in my breath, catching myself before I exploded on this spineless dishrag of a man (and we're not talking Chief Griswold, here).
"Governor..." I said, "you were not elected because you are a Republican. You were not elected just because the SBI is dirty and Jack Lewis is dirty. You were elected because you set yourself apart, as an 'outsider', as not being an 'Establishment' Republican Elitist."
I continued: "This happens every time: the Republicans win, then they fuck it up as quickly as possible. You were elected, sir, to oppose the Democrats, not appease them. You're sitting here complaining about the Democrats going 'scorched earth' on you and the Republicans? Why don't you and the Republicans go 'scorched earth' on them?"
The Governor was not looking happy as I drove on: "The Media and the Democrats say you have to work with them. Their idea of 'working with them' is to do what they order you to do. They say you have to 'compromise'. Their definition of compromise is for you to do exactly what they tell you to do, and maybe they'll give you the crumbs of... well, never mind."
I was about to say "giving you a reach-around", but Chief Griswold would've ripped me a new one if I had said that.
"Governor," I said, "you may have to drag those mealy-mouthed, spineless dishrags like Wilson Hammonds and Sean Stockton along with you, but you frickin' WON. Now assume the pedestal and LEAD, sir!"
"All right, all right." said the Governor. "I hear you. But politics is not like policework, Commander. I can't go in swinging a crowbar around."
"Sir," I said, "first of all, swinging crowbars is not good police work, and I only use my crowbar when it's needed. Second, you actually CAN go in swinging a crowbar, politically speaking, much more readily and effectively than I can as a policeman. And the People want to see that, and they want to see the Republicans stand up to the Democrats... who seem to have NO problem standing up to the Republicans... and the People WILL support you if you do the right things."
Chief Griswold just looked at his longtime friend and said "He's right, you know."
"So," said the Governor, "can I start calling you 'SBI Director Troy' now?"
"I have better ideas for you, if you want to hear them..." I replied. This was the point where Chief Griswold began looking relieved...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you, Sheriff," said Commander Della Harlow, "but I am very happy where I am now, and would like to remain as Deputy Police Chief."
"I don't blame you a bit." said Sheriff Daniel Allgood. They were in the Main Conference Room at Police Headquarters. Also there were Police Chief Moynahan, Fire Chief Quinlin, and me, Your Iron Crowbar.
"So," asked the Sheriff, "any ideas from any of y'all about who I should put into the slot? It won't be Scott Peterson. Loran Michaels suggested his Assistant Public Health Officer, Beth Paige."
Della said "I'll suggest you consider Captain Susan Weston, Sheriff. She's a good administrator, ran the 3d Precinct very well, and is doing double-duty as Personnel & Records and Public Relations Officer right now."
"Chief, Commander," asked the Sheriff, "anything on that?" The Chief deferred to me.
I said "I concur with that, but will add the warning that Captain Weston can be prickly in her relations with others, And while she's okay at Public Relations, she doesn't like doing it. Give her paperwork and she's great; make her work with people, and 'little things' start popping up."
Fire Chief Quinlin said "Sheriff, Beth Paige is a fighter, and won't let anyone run her over. Maybe her as PHO and Weston as Assistant PHO?" We all murmured agreement with that idea.
"Okay, then." said the Sheriff. "I'll let you Commanders get back to minding the store. If you Chiefs will come to the Cop Bar with me, I'll buy lunch." We all got up to go.
Della and I got out of there first. I motioned for Della to come to my office. As we sat down, Della said "Looks like the Chief and the Sheriff are working out their problems."
"They're trying to." I said. "Which is all we can ask of them, I guess. So, who are you thinking about to replace Weston?"
Della said "Janice Holloway will handle Personnel & Records. Brevetted Lieutenant doing a Captain's job. Almost shameful the way we put people in these jobs without paying them properly."
"True." I said. "Cindy Ross was in that situation for a long time, too. What about Public Relations?"
"That's the one that's becoming a problem." Della said. "I thought about just handling it myself, but Chief Moynahan said he did not approve of that. He said that is a job to be delegated if ever there was one. By the way, I don't think he's really all that happy that you're not filling the MCD Lieutenant role, and letting Captain Ross be in direct control of that."
"Yes, I know." I said drily. "As to Press Relations, I do have one suggestion, and it's just an idea and I'll understand if you don't like it: since we're killing off a Precinct, Captain Briscoe needs a place to be."
"Isn't he retiring soon?" asked Della.
"If we make him a full Captain, he'll probably stay on one more year." I replied. "He can handle the Press pretty well, and he's good with the Public and will be a good liaison with the Council on the Chief's behalf."
"It makes sense." said Della. "I'll bring it up with the Chief, and ask Briscoe if he's interested.
Part 12 - Epilogue
The man looked up from his desk as he heard the click of her high heels as she approached. She looked damn fine in that clingy gray dress, solid back stockings, and gray high heel pumps, he thought to himself.
"Yes, Agent Huntress, what can I do for you?"
"I just have a question, Mr. C." she replied. "Why hasn't my sister, Scorpion, been allowed to retire yet?"
"We've approved her retirement papers," the man said, "but we're asking her to do one more mission in the field first. She's been working out with the women in your former gym to prepare."
"Ah." said Melina Allgood, whose CIA codename was 'Huntress'. "Thank you, sir. If I can help with her mission, I'd be glad to."
"If we find that need, you'll be the first I contact." he said. "And speaking of missions, what is going on with Wallace Bedford and his group?"
"They're laying the groundwork for their operations." said the Huntress. "But there may be problems. Someone tried to recruit Michael Burke's wife into their fold, and she was a poor choice to make that attempt. I'm getting word she has spoken to others about it... and one of others is one of my ex-husband's police officers."
"Oh, that won't do." said Mr. C. "Keep your eye on that, and inform me if any problems arise. If there's nothing else, have a good day."
"Have a good day, sir." she said. She turned and walked off, and he could not help but watch her magnificent ass in the tight dress as she departed.
He stood up. He was a tall man, and he always wore three-piece suits with a vest, and with a gold watch on a chain. He looked somewhat like the author and philosopher Napoleon Hill, whose teachings Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart and other self-help gurus had studied. Like the woman the Iron Crowbar had surmised was named 'Diana', this man's name was classified, and speaking it was a treasonable offense. Ergo, he was simply called 'Mr. C.'.
Ah, yes, the Iron Crowbar, he thought to himself. How that man had defeated 'Operation Apple Grove', he did not know. How that man had defeated Pastor Raymond Westboro, the most brilliant criminal mastermind of our age, he did not know.
And how that man had survived the torture that Casey B. Walker had inflicted upon him... he did not know. He remembered looking down at Commander Troy, very nearly dead on the last day of his ordeal. Now, Troy was not only still alive, he was still a tremendous threat... as was his wife.
The Huntress was a loyal Agent, the man thought to himself. The Scorpion was no longer considered to be. And there was too much at stake to let loose ends unravel...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Sunday, November 13th. Dr. Laura Fredricson was catching up on grading tests and other paperwork. Her office was back to normal now. She'd had the already-excellent security upgraded even further, with her husband's help. She wondered if even the CIA's best technology gurus could break through it. She hoped she didn't have to find out.
Speaking of her husband, he was at The Cabin with Carole and Jim, as well as Molly, Ross, Ian, and Cindy... which gave her, Laura, that chance to catch up on work. She began wondering if Don had come to any conclusions about the break-ins. She remembered how his gray eyes had looked when he looked around after they'd gotten back from the Lake... as if he was already a step ahead of the Campus Police and everyone else. But he had not said anything.
There was a knock on the door, which surprised Laura. She called out "Come in!" and the door opened to reveal the gorgeous porn star Callie Carrington. Her light blonde hair was made up in a perfect style to accent her beautiful face, her lips were full and inviting, and shimmering with the clear gloss Callie had applied to them, and Callie's blue eyes were sparkling as always. Her perfect body was covered by a white sweater that strained to constrain her breasts, extremely tight blue jeans that looked like they'd split apart at the deep crack of Callie's magnificent ass. Callie's white western-style boots encased the blue jeans.
"Hi Callie, I didn't expect to see you today." Laura said, though smiling at the sight of the beautiful young woman.
"I'm sorry for barging in on you, Dr. Fredricson," said Callie happily, anything but sorry, "but I'm going to the City this week, and I wondered if you knew of any girls I should recruit into my Film Company."
By that, Callie meant her pornographic films company, which featured romantic and softer films, and was popular with women and with husbands who watched with their wives as couples.
"I've got a couple of names." Laura said. "One of them is one of my students here at the University, so she may turn you down. Her name is Tiffany Barclay, and her stage name is 'Betty Lamarr'." Laura showed Callie her file on Tiffany, who was a pretty redhead with a slender body.
"Oh, she's cute!" Callie said. "But she's one of your students?"
"Yes." Laura said. "She's majoring in psychology, with an emphasis on sexual studies. I haven't seen a girl as addicted to sex since Karen Warner blasted through campus."
"And who else?" Callie said.
"There's a woman that works in a nightclub over in the City." Laura said. "Does live sex shows on stage with men or other women. Her name, her stage name anyway, is 'Norelle Black'. Beautiful woman, about 28, raven black hair, incredible body."
"Sounds like you, Doctor." Callie said with a grin, her eyes sparkling. Laura smiled.
"This woman is hotter, but she's known to be somewhat weird. Kind of keeps to herself, which is not easy to do in the adult industry. Rita from 'Lashes & Lace' introduced her to me at Rita's clubs, and we had a good talk."
"And more, I hope." Callie said. Then she looked at the woman's photo. "Wow, she looks like the type of woman that would come into a private eye's office and start trouble. Okay, I'll look her up, too."
"Speaking of private eyes," Laura said, "How are things with Eddy the Bounty Hunter?"
Callie smiled briefly. "Oh, I haven't seen him in weeks. He got onto this big case, or so he says. And that's okay. He was a pretty good fuck, but beyond that he's not that great a guy. But maybe I'm spoiled... because of the Iron Crowbar. I think you're the luckiest woman on the planet to have that hunk of a man in your bed every night."
"Don't I know it." Laura said, smiling at the thought of her husband Don. "I get wet every time I think of him, every time I see him..." After a moment of thought, Laura said, "If you have some time, Callie, let's go into the little bedroom in my clinic..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can't believe the legendary Iron Crowbar so happily changes diapers."
The sentence was uttered by one Cindy Ross, speaking to her sister Molly at The Cabin. Molly burst out laughing.
"He really wants to be close to the boys." Molly said. "And I'm glad for that."
"You ever thought about dating someone else?" Cindy said. "Not that I'm saying you should, but while Don does do right by the kids, it can't be the same thing as a full relationship."
Molly nodded. "No... meaning I've thought about it and am not really interested. I had such a bad marriage that this arrangement actually works well for me. Don's not too far away; Laura is a great friend and 'sister wife', so to speak; I get to see you as often as I see Don. But speaking of relationships... have you talked to Jenna since the election?"
Cindy sat back on the sofa and looked out the window, seeing the Town and noticing the light of a train as it came out of the western horizon. "No." she said. "I've called a couple of times, left messages, but she hasn't called back. I'm not going to push it, and I'm not going to chase after her."
"Hmmm," said Molly, "someone else in your picture?"
Cindy smiled briefly. "Technically, no. But Callie Carrington, the porn star, stays at my place when she's in Town. She's in Town right now. And I could definitely get used to her presence around here. But... she's busy, she's in and out of California, and our lives just aren't matched up right now."
Molly nodded, not probing that any further. "So, what about Police business? How are things going there? I know I haven't heard much from 'Coldiron' about any drug issues."
"With the not-so-good Pastor Westboro dead and buried, Robert Brownlee and Leonard Sharples rotting in prison, and the Criminal World scared to death of my Police partner, and rightly so... it's been pretty peaceful around here. And that is not a complaint."
Just then they heard Bowser coming down the stairs, then saw him run into the room. Looking back, Cindy saw the dog's owner, Carole, coming down the stairs, followed by Carole's father.
"Okay," I said, "Ian is fed, watered, diaper-changed, and put down for his nap. Ross and Jim fell asleep while playing, and I put a blanket on them. Carole here is being the fussbudget she normally is."
I had picked up Carole and now handed her to Molly as I said "Cindy, I just got a call from Jack Muscone. He wants us to come over to the City. I don't know what it's about. If you'll grab your suitcase, I'll call Laura and tell her. Sorry about this, Molly."
"Oh, that's okay." Molly said. "I'll just keep Carole and Bowser company."
"Bowser is MY dog!" proclaimed Carole, who was not in a good mood.
"Are you being a 'Grumpy Cat', Carole?" I asked sternly. My daughter looked up at me, knowing I was not pleased with her attitude. "You can let Molly help you play with Bowser, can't you?"
"Yes sirrr." Carole said sullenly.
Part 2 - City By Day
We were dressed in civilian clothes and we were riding in style in the Black Beauty. As Cindy drove the gleaming dark green car, she discussed the upgrades, which included small machine guns in the door panels that could fire backwards if the doors were opened and the trigger buttons pressed. Better radar equipment. And rockets. Very cool stuff.
Getting to the City, we headed to the Federal Building, and to the FBI offices there. We were escorted into a conference room, which held the DepDirector, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster, Special Agent Sandra Speer, Special Agent Lindy Linares... and SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell. The raven-haired beauty was looking very stunning, her blue eyes twinkling as they always did. I noticed Cindy had as positive a reaction to the lovely Britt as I did. I also noticed Sandra and Lindy looking at me, and I made sure to give meaningfully flirtatious them looks as I greeted them.
Once we were seated and given bottled waters, the DepDirector indicated to Jack Muscone to start the meeting.
"Nash and Escobar are on another mission right now---" Muscone began.
"Lake Amengi-Nunagen is really nice this time of year. The leaves have turned, everything is really beautiful." I said. Jack just looked at me with his beady black eyes. The Deputy Director's mouth pursed into what was for him a smile. I thought that I should make him and Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle have a smiling contest.
"Four hundred years ago..." said Muscone, referring to the joke about burning me at the stake. "Yes, that's where they are, and I won't even ask how you know. Anyway, what we asked you guys to come in to discuss is some impending and embargoed news. First, the FBI's report on SBI corruption will be coming out, and it's going to be very ugly for the SBI."
"Wish this had come out on November 1st." I said. "But the good guy won the Governor's race, so I'll excuse the tardiness."
"Don," said the Deputy Director, "I'm sure you can imagine the backlash if we'd put this out before the Election. The Democrats would be accusing us of trying to influence the election, and probably accuse us of stealing it for the Republicans. Anyway, the report really wasn't completed until this past Friday."
"I can't wait to read it, and act upon it." said Britt Maxwell, who was the equivalent of Internal Affairs for the SBI.
"Maybe it can help you and Governor Jared with your plans for the SBI, Don." Cindy said.
"Ohhhhh, what plans are those?" asked Britt. Cindy had let the cat out of the bag. I wasn't happy, but I held my temper: I knew Cindy was doing that because I hadn't filled her in on the details, either. My cousin can be bitchy, that way...
"Let's not waste the FBI's time talking that right now." I said to Britt, trying to dodge. "I'll brief you and Cindy over dinner."
"Then we're all going to dinner with you," said Sandra, her blue eyes gleaming at me, "because I want to hear it, too."
"I think we can tab a dinner for all of us tonight." the DepDirector said. "Okay, Jack, keep going."
"Yes sir." said Muscone. "Anyway, this report may not be as strong as you were hoping for. It discusses mostly poor law enforcement procedures, failures to communicate, bad training, and an atmosphere of internal hostility and suspicion. There are a lot of good SBI agents, and there are also a lot of bad ones."
"What is not really discussed in this report," continued Muscone, "is the corruption and the criminal activity, or potential for criminal activity. We're going to send that to the SBI Office of Ethics and Review, but our lawyers simply wouldn't allow us to publish half of what we found because we just didn't have enough to back it up with indictments. That pertains especially to Director Lewis."
"Damn." said Britt Maxwell. "I can assure you that my report won't have any such restraints... and will be far more in depth in its damnation of some of the SBI's leadership."
"Has the Governor tried to get you to tamp it down?" I asked Britt.
"I'll put it this way." Britt replied. "He never directly asked me to censor myself or back off. However, he did say some things like 'the election is over, it's time now for healing' and 'we don't want to destroy the People's trust in the organization itself'." I felt Cindy peering at me as Britt spoke.
"What do you know about all of this, Commander?" asked the DepDirector, who was also peering at me.
"Not much new, sir." I said. "Just after the election, Jack Lewis's people approached Governor Jared's people with a proposal that Lewis would resign immediately as SBI Director if all investigations of him and the SBI were dropped. The Governor flatly rejected that, but they did discuss Lewis resigning and the investigations of him personally going away. I have not been told of the progress of those discussions."
"Inspector Maxwell," said Jack Muscone, "you'd better never, ever, let Dick Ferrell off the hook for what he did to Tanya. And I don't even need to say what is going to happen if and when I come face to face with him again."
"Don't worry, I won't." Britt said. "And my report recommends if not outright demands Ferrell's prosecution for aggravated assault for that incident. But I don't know if anything will ever happen. They're really covering for him, and I'm not sure why. I'm guessing he has some really nasty pictures of the rest of them." Everyone laughed at that, though tepidly.
"What about Robert Gaston?" asked the Deputy Director. "Is he clean or dirty? Can he be trusted?"
"He cannot be trusted, for damn sure." I said. "He was Lewis's de facto campaign manager within the SBI. However, there are rumors he helped undermine Lewis's campaign by having Lewis continue to support Ferrell, and those same rumor-mongers think he did that so that he, Gaston, could become SBI Director. Either way, if he's playing both sides like that, I sure as hell wouldn't trust him."
"Wasn't he going to be Director already, if Lewis had won?" Special Agent Lindy Linares asked.
"Supposedly." I replied. "But the underground word was that Lewis was going to put Ferrell in the SBI Director's chair, or at least put that up for consideration. That was before the incident with Tanya Perlman. And I personally believe those rumors, that Lewis was just paying Gaston lip service, and that Lewis really wanted Ferrell to be the next SBI Director."
"So you wouldn't recommend Gaston as SBI Director?" asked the DepDirector.
"No, I wouldn't." I said. "But that doesn't mean Governor Jared won't think about it."
"Who would you put in the SBI Director's chair?" asked the DepDirector.
"Tom Conlan." I replied. "And that's part of the overall plan for overhauling the SBI, and I think it'll be best to not talk about that further."
"How about you as SBI Director, Commander?" said Clark Webster. "With your record of successes, you could clean that filth up like no one else, and the People of the State would support you all the way."
Cindy had brought out the green crowbar, and was waving it. "Do not even try to take the Iron Crowbar away from my Police Department." she warned. "I would be very... upset... if that happened."
"Don't worry, my friend." I said. "I am not going anywhere." Cindy and I fist-bumped.
"Guys, this kind of camaraderie is what I want all of my FBI units to have. In a professional manner, of course." said the DepDirector. "Okay, so let's move along to the next agenda item I wanted to discuss with you guys: Wallace Bedford. He lives in New England, and is a very powerful and wealthy financier from an old Southern family. He and 'Mittens' Baker were known to be close. Bedford also had business relationships with Perry Richards, Conrad King, and the leaders of BigCommCorp, the biggest media conglomerate in the nation. He's on the Boards of several big companies, most notably BigPharmaCorp."
The DepDirector continued: "We also are beginning to develop leads that he has connections to Superior Bloodlines. He's never been shy about being the direct descendent of a founder of the Ku Klux Klan, nor his racist attitudes, but actually connecting him to this shadow group is another thing. And then there's more... well, let's not discuss that here."
"You mean the fact that he was the one that paid Steven Moschel to steal Amy's transplant organ for his, Bedford's, own son, who is very ill?" I asked.
"What?!" gasped Cindy, turning her head and peering at me with pure disbelief. "You know this, and that bastard is still alive?"
"I can't prove it yet." I said. "And like Westboro, killing him gets him off easy. I want him publicly humiliated first. And he's not mine to kill." Cindy and I exchanged a glance; she knew what I meant by that last sentence.
"And I would love to help you accomplish that, Commander." said the Deputy Director. "Though I first want to ask him a few questions about who his associates might be. And speaking of those associates... you better not know this Commander, or you could be arrested... we have developed deep intel that Dick Ferrell has joined Wallace Bedford's team, ostensibly as a security analyst and bodyguard, but possibly more."
"Nooooo, I didn't know that." I said. Yes I did, I thought to myself, but I had no desire to get arrested, so I held my tongue.
"Inspector Maxwell," said the DepDirector, "this is why you might be finding pushback on any attempt to prosecute Ferrell. These are some powerful people, and if Ferrell becomes one of their soldiers, they'll try to protect him."
"Won't stop me from trying to take his ass down." replied Britt.
"That's one thing Nash and Escobar are looking at with regard to Lake Amengi-Nunagen." said Muscone. "Ferrell's involvement with some of those people up there, and seeing if he's hiding up there."
"Now that the elections are over in all the States," said the DepDirector, "we are expecting Superior Bloodlines to begin making their next set of moves. Fortunately, they were stymied in Teresa Croyle's hometown, then totally blown up in the Iron Crowbar's hometown."
"Good thing my hometown is in Canada." said Cindy. We all chuckled again... except the Deputy Director.
"And seriously, that's what I need to ask all of you about." he said. "Where you guys think they'll try to strike next." Again, everyone seemed to be looking at me.
"Offhand," I said, "I'd say they won't strike in one place next, and won't try again to do what they tried in Apple Grove and Providence Springs. They'll infiltrate numerous places at once, get really embedded, grow their networks, then when they think they're ready, they'll spring out in a bunch of places at once. Their object will be to overwhelm the FBI and indeed the entire Government."
"How long will it take them to do that?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Years." I said. "Which gives us time to detect them, watch them, then pick them off as we break down their entire web."
"I fear they're going to work faster than that." said the Deputy Director. "Time is beginning to be against them. They are ultimately globalists, using racism as a false front, and there is a tide of anti-globalism beginning to form here and in Europe."
As the room fell silent, the Deputy Director said "Okay, if there's nothing else, let's go have dinner."
"I have just one question." I said. I could feel the room tense up. "What's going on?"
"What do you mean?" asked Jack Muscone. Everyone else looked puzzled, except the Deputy Director, who looked like he was realizing I was onto them.
"Oh, I mean that I see Special Agent Webster in this meeting." I said. "Nothing personal, Agent Webster, but why is Missing Persons in this Special Unit's meeting? And calling Cindy and myself over here on a Sunday evening, just to talk about this background chitchat?"
I leaned forward and said "Something is going on. Y'all want us here to be available, to be around, but you don't want to say anything, not yet. You've been antsy all afternoon, and it's not about Dick Ferrell and Jack Lewis. And with Mr. Webster's presence here, I'd suggest it's a missing person."
Sandra Speer and Lindy Linares were grinning. Britt Maxwell's eyes were twinkling brightly. Jack had the '400 years ago' look that is unexplainable in print, and the DepDirector was shaking his head.



"Okay, Clark, tell him." said the DepDirector.
"Before I do," said Webster, "nothing has been said to you before now because it's out of this State's jurisdiction." His attempt to cover was flawed, but I just nodded and he began: "The State Attorney General of the State east of us called me a few hours ago. His name is John Barclay, and he's a rising star in political circles in that State. His daughter is named Tiffany. He said Tiffany had called from School yesterday morning, but when he tried to call her last night and this morning, they couldn't get in touch with her." Clark had connected his computer to the wall monitor, and a photo of Tiffany was displayed. He also sent that picture, and one of all the Barclays, to our email inboxes.
"It's just now getting to be 24 hours," said Webster, "but my people have been checking leads ahead of time."
Cindy had her laptop out. "Don, this girl is a student at our University. And guess what she's majoring in?"
"Psychology." I said. "I'm reading it here on my Police iPhone. And sexual psychology, at that. Too bad we don't know anyone in that Department at the University, eh?"
"Huh?" said Clark Webster, looking confused.
"My wife, Mr. Webster," I said, "is the Head of the Department of Psychology at the University. This girl is her student, and I mean that literally... Dr. Laura Fredricson is Tiffany's faculty advisor. My wife has very few of those, so this can be considered a BFD."
"How are you getting that?" asked Webster.
"I just texted my wife." I said. I showed him the texts, where I'd asked Laura if she knew Tiffany Barclay, and Laura had replied that Tiffany was one of her students.
I speed-dialed the number. "Hello, dear... yes, I'm at the FBI offices... yes, can you call Tiffany's friends and check on her? Word over here is that she's missing..." I listened for a minute to my wife, then said "wow... really... okay, yeah, do check up on her, then, and send me anything you have that might help... okay... I love you too... bye." I disconnected.
"So... you brought us over here to help with this politically charged situation," I said, "and the answer might lie right over on our home turf."
"No... it doesn't." Cindy said. She had a look of introspection on her face. It was my turn to peer at her. She was going inward, as her father had been teaching her to do. Some people don't believe stuff like this is possible.
She continued: "No, these guys in here are worried about this... definitely politically charged... something... not clear here..."
A moment later Cindy asked "Does this girl work in the City?"
"Not that we know of." said Clark Webster. "But we just started looking."
"Yeah, right." Cindy said. "No, Mr. Webster, what you are doing is trying to help a politician tamp something down before it becomes a Media event. And that's why they want you here, Don... so you'll figure this out before it blows up in the politicians' faces..."
"Four hundred years ago, Clark..." Jack Muscone said, trying not to grin. Clark Webster looked just as he felt: dumbfounded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Still Sunday, November 13th. We went out to dinner, but without Clark Webster or the Deputy Director. The DepDirector said he needed to make some phone calls, and I'm sure that was the truth. Webster was still miffed, especially at Cindy for all but calling him out about the political situation with that missing girl.
"I have to admit," said Jack Muscone quietly to me as we ate, "it is always a lot more fun when you guys are in our midst. My boss still can't believe you survived Casey B. Walker and his band of madmen. And we all loved seeing Cindy put Webster in his place today."
"What's that all about?" I asked. "Is this politician that big a deal?"
"Barclay?" Muscone asked. "Yeah, he's being groomed. He's forty-five years old, still young but moving up rapidly. His wife is Daphne Reynolds Barclay; her family is what they call 'old money' in the South. Two kids, daughter Tiffany, twenty years old, and son Ethan, who just turned eighteen. His friends call him 'Tommy', though his family insists on calling him Ethan."
"Barclay is the Attorney General of the State east of us." continued Muscone. "He's a Democrat in a Republican administration, which should tell you something. Word is that he is probably going to run for something State-wide, Governor, U.S. Senator, and then he'll be on to Washington."
I just nodded, feeling myself going into a reverie. I pulled myself out quickly.
"And Webster is one of those tuned to the political situations." I said. "Your boss is already a made man in the FBI, and you are like me in that we just don't care... but Webster is hoping to get in with the rising stars."
"As usual, you're on the ball about it." said Muscone. "That, and Webster being scared of his own shadow. He wants to be mobile-y upward, but he's more scared of something going wrong and him being taken down a notch."
"Well, you have Cindy and me for a couple of days." I said. "I've cleared it with the Chief, who wants to put Teresa and Coldiron through their paces without me being there. And obviously this is something important to your boss."
"Why do you say that?" asked Jack... just a touch too sharply.
"Well," I said, "you know all about the Barclays, which means you've researched them. And it wasn't Clark Webster that got Cindy and me over here. Only you or your boss could get our attention like that."
As we were finishing dinner, Jack Muscone's phone cell rang. He answered it, said "Okay, on our way." and hung up. We were all looking at him.
Jack nodded and said "They found her."
Part 3 - The Crime Scene
"Waiting in a car,
waiting for a ride in the dark,
the night city grows,
look into her eyes, they glow..."
--- M83, "Midnight City"
8:30pm, Sunday, November 13th. We were at the State Line, southeast of the City, due east of Eastphalia, and just off the main highway from the City to the town of Sparta in the State east of ours. The sun had set; it was dark.
I was wearing a black pullover mock-turtleneck sweater with armor underneath and my beige trenchcoat (also lined with light armor) on top. I was also wearing my ubiquitous Tilley Hat with Airborne wings with an FBI logo underneath, which was pretty small and hard to read. Cindy was in black with another layer of black pullover sweater, which gave her freedom of movement.
We'd raced over in the Black Beauty, with a blue light on top to get traffic to get out of our way. The FBI team came in two black cars, with blue lights embedded in the windows flashing brightly. We came upon the scene and got out. I secreted my red crowbar in its pocket in the trenchcoat. Cindy left the green crowbar in the car; she had an M-4 rifle with her.
We saw the klieg lights set up, and we went over. A girl was lying face-down, dead. She was auburn-haired, pretty, and young. Her body was straddling the State Line almost perfectly. And that was the source of the problem.
There were State Troopers from each State on their own sides of the line, and they looked a bit hostile towards one another. SBI Agents Carter Fischer and Ted Orosco were on the scene, on our State's side. What I suspected were State agents for the other side was on that side, as well as the Sheriff of that County.
"She's lying right on the State Line, sir." said a surveyor from the U.S. Geological Survey. "Impossible to say which State has jurisdiction."
"Then the FBI will handle this until we find out where she was killed, which is what will establish habeas corpus." I said loudly.
"I agree." said Jack Muscone. He said loudly "I'd like for State agents on both sides to cooperate with us and assist us."
"No way in hell." said one Agent from the other State. "We think this is our case alone, and we're not working with that other State's people."
"Don, get to work on this," Muscone said quietly to me, "before something ugly happens. I don't like the way this is shaping up."
I went and began examining the body. "Stay on your side of the god-damned line." snarled the Sheriff of the County on the other side. I stood up and faced him, pulling out my FBI I.D.
"I'm an FBI Consultant." I said. "And I will examine this body on any side of any line I damn well please. Consultant Kato!..." I said to Cindy, "...shoot to kill anyone why tries to stop me."
"With great pleasure, sir." said Cindy, who was ready to do it, too. A lot of the LEOs were shocked at our aggressiveness, and remained frozen for the moment. Good, I thought to myself.
"Okay, no purse, no cellphone," I said, "but lo and behold, there is an ID in her pocket. Student ID from the University in my State, belonging to one Tiffany Barclay. Okay, she's wearing a tan sweater, blue jeans, high heel leather boots. Big blood spot in the middle of the back, appearing to be exit woulds from a long knife stabbing her... wow, several stab wounds right in the same place..."
I was about to turn her over when the Sheriff intervened: "If you try to roll that body into the other State, I'll have every one of my men shoot you. And this bitch can't shoot us all in time to save your sorry ass."
"What's your fucking problem, Sheriff?" asked Jack Muscone. "I'm going to have this body taken to the Federal Building in the City, so she's leaving your State no matter what. And if you kill any of us Federal agents, you'll have the entire FBI all over your county and fucking you up like you've never seen before." The Sheriff gave Jack an ugly look, full of hatred. But he relented.
An ambulance arrived at the scene, with a doctor and an FBI team of forensic experts. I deferred to them for the examination of the body. We rolled the girl over and the doctor shined his flashlight around.
"Can you give me a time of death, Doctor?" I asked first thing.
"About eighteen hours ago." said the Doctor. "But that's a very loose guess, based upon the rigor and the condition of the blood and tissue."
"Good enough." I said.
"Hmmm, yes, as you said, multiple stab wounds, right in the heart." said the doctor. "Looks like a big, long, knife, too... maybe a bread-cutting knife. Wow, stabbed the same place over and over... like a fit of rage or something."
"Maybe a jealous boyfriend." said the lead State agent on the other side.
"Why do you say that?" I asked.
"All that stabbing, right in her heart?" the man said. "Looks like a crime of passion to me. You got a better idea?"
"Two better ideas." I said. "First, if this were a passion-fueled frenzy, I'd expect stab wounds to be all over the place. These were done carefully, cooly, and aimed very accurately. And the other idea... is to not theorize further without more data."
"What, you think you're some kind of fucking Sherlock Holmes?" snarled the Agent. "You think you're like that Iron Crowbar bastard across the State, who murdered a church Pastor and then said he was some kind of Moriarty syndicate?"
"Whaddya think, Kato?" I asked Cindy. "Think we ought to call the Iron Crowbar over here?"
"He'll do better than these pieces of crap that call themselves State agents." Cindy replied. The Agent gave her an ugly look, but Cindy continued: "These guys seem to be afraid of the Iron Crowbar, like he might solve something they don't want solved. Now why is that, Agennnnt...?"
"Go fuck yourself, bitch." snarled the Agent. "You FBI fuckers think you're better than everyone else, but you're not." He turned on his heel and stalked off. Cindy was working hard not to giggle. I just had an 'oh well' look on my face.
A few moments later, FBI Agents Sandra Speer and Clark Webster came up from the east, i.e. the other State, escorted by Webster's 'robot' Agents from the 'Point Hollow' case. "We found her cellphone and purse about half a mile down the road." said Webster.
"Then it's our case!" yelled the Sheriff. "Girl was killed on our side of the line." Jack Muscone looked at me and I shook my head.
I said "Agent Webster, was there a lot of blood at the scene where you found those items?" I asked.
"No, Commander," said Webster, "maybe a few spots, but not really anything. We found the cellphone by triangulating its signal. Nothing there but some tramped down grass and the cellphone and purse."
"Then the girl did not bleed out there." I said. "And therefore that location can hardly be the scene of a bloody stabbing, now can it Sheriff?"
"Good point, Don." said Jack Muscone. He then squared up to the Sheriff and said "Sheriff, I'm maintaining jurisdiction of this case until a Federal Court decides who has habeas corpus. So either help us, or back off."
"No, I am claiming jurisdiction." said the Sheriff. "I will fight you over it, either in Court, or here with guns. What are you going to do about it?"
"Sheriff," I said, "do you really think you can stand up to the full might and power of the United States Government? Do you truly realize what you are about to be up against?"
As if on cue, the wind picked up, blowing through all of the people standing off against each other. And that wind brought some wisdom to that Sheriff. He turned on his heel and walked back towards his vehicle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The FBI's C.S.I. team was wrapping up when a black limousine pulled up. A man in his forties got out of the backseat, his full head of black hair perfectly in place. He was escorted by a State Patrol Officer (from the other State) and what looked like a security man in suit and tie.
"I'm Attorney General Barclay." the man said as he came up to us. "I got a call that my daughter..." Muscone looked at me, and I nodded, doing the necessary duty."
"Mr. Attorney General, my name is Commander Donald Troy, here as an FBI Consultant." I said. "Do you think you can handle identifying your daughter, sir?"
"Is that...?" he asked, seeing the girl's body still on the ground, covered by a sheet. "Oh, nooooo..."
I escorted him over and the technician lifted the sheet. Barclay staggered to his knees. "Oh God, no! Tiffany!..." He was going to grab her, maybe hug her, but I held him back.
"Sir, I'm afraid this is still a crime scene, so please don't touch her. Is this your daughter?" I asked the distraught man. He just nodded as he sobbed.
"I am sorry for your loss, sir." I said. I had the technicians take Tiffany's body to the ambulance. Somewhat to my surprise, her father did not try to follow.
"Sir," I asked quietly as we sat on our knees on the ground, "when was the last time you heard from your daughter?"
"It was... it was yesterday, I guess." Barclay said. "Well, my wife, Tiffany's mother, talked to her on the phone. We thought she was coming home for the weekend, but she didn't."
"You're an important man in your State, sir." I said. "Are you aware of any threats to your daughter, or to you through your daughter?"
"No... no, nothing like that." said Barclay.
"And no threats to the rest of your family, sir?" I asked.
"No, not that I'm aware of." said Barclay. "We have a security man, but Tiffany didn't have one at the University... we didn't think it was necessary. Sir, what happened to my daughter?"
"We're not sure." I said. "She was stabbed, but we don't know any details yet. We're not sure where she was killed, either, and her body was straddling the State Line. So the FBI will be in charge of the case for now. This is Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone; he'll let you know what's going on." Jack Muscone introduced himself and then walked with Barclay towards Barclay's car.
"Wow, he got here fast." said Cindy. "The capitol city, Acropolis City, is what, 90 minutes away, at least?"
"Unless you're driving the Black Beauty at your usual speeds." I replied. "But you're right, he got here fast. He had to be somewhere in the area."
Sandra Speer came over to us. "This is a really tense situation here." she said. "Why all the hostility?"
"It's the other State's A.G.'s daughter." I said. "Political ramifications."
"And some penis envy." said Cindy, causing me to look at her funny and causing Sandra to laugh.
Jack Muscone came over. "Okay, the techs say they're finished with the scene. Why don't we head back to the City? It's pretty tense around here. I told Mr. Barclay that we would visit him and his family tomorrow morning, so let's go get some sleep."
"I think we've got some serious time on the computers before we can do that." I said...
Part 4 - The Family
Monday, November 14th. I stood on the roof of the Federal Building and sipped my coffee as I watched the sun rise in the east over the vista of buildings that stretched in all directions. I had been working the wires all night long, but the sunrise, the coffee, and perhaps the 5-Hour Energy drink I'd consumed had me feeling okay. I knew if I ate, though, that I'd shut down hard.
As I watched the sun peek over the horizon, I thought of the millions of lives in those buildings that were just waking up to face this day... and what a shame it was that young Tiffany Barclay was not one of them. What can I do to right that wrong? I thought to myself.
I went back inside and back to the FBI offices. I'd been melting the wires all night, collecting a much data as possible on Tiffany Barclay, her family, and any other possible leads I could get to explain why someone wanted to kill this 20-year-old girl.
"Good morning." I head Jack Muscone's voice say as he came in. "You're up early."
"I never went to bed." I said. "But I've got some interesting stuff, here. Girl named 'Betty Lamarr' showed up on a fingerprint submission."
"Which submission was that?" asked Muscone as he poured himself coffee.
"Oh, Tiffany's fingerprints, submitted to the FBI national database." I replied. "This girl 'Betty Lamarr 'is Tiffany's alter ego in adult industry circles. Betty was a stripper at some of the classier joints in the City and surrounding areas, and she migrated to working in a club whose basement housed live sex shows and sex parties. But she was busted mostly at Fraternity parties at City U., and in stings at hotels by City Vice."
"So she was a hooker." said Muscone. "Did Daddy know?"
"I don't know." I said. "And I'd advise we don't ask until we have had a good interview with the family."
"I hear you, Special Agent Troy." Jack said teasingly. "It's going to be good having you working with us, so my guys get to watch you work even more closely."
"Butter me up, butter me up..." I replied. Jack laughed, then the humor vanished.
"You didn't have to stay up all night, you know." said Jack. "You should've gotten some sleep."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "But something is bothering me about this one... I've got a 'vibe' about it."
"Hey! That's my department!" cried out a voice behind me. Sure enough, a platinum blonde with a green crowbar was walking in. As Cindy poured coffee, she said "But I've got the same vibe about this, too. Something's not right with this one. So, Don, does this girl have a record as a 'working girl'?"
"She sure does." I said. "I was about to tell Jack here that we have to be careful in talking to the family... it could be that John Barclay was being blackmailed about his daughter, then it went to the next level."
"Or it could be something as simple as a prostitute murdered by her john." said Muscone.
"Could well be." I said. "That's the angle I need to prove or disprove before moving on."
Just then the FBI DepDirector came in. "Guys, I think you know our guest Medical Examiner." he said.
"Martha!" I exclaimed, surprised to see my County's M.E. in the house. "Don't tell me the FBI has hired you away from us!"
"No, Commander." said Martha with what was for her a grin. "But when the Deputy Director of the FBI himself asked me to come over and assist with the autopsy, I could hardly say 'no'."



"Good!" I said. "I'm glad you're here. You are used to my idiosyncrasies, and there are a couple of things I want you to look for on the body." I handed Martha a folded piece of paper. "And don't let these guys see that. Payback for them surprising me with your presence."
"But we did surprise you, at long last." said the DepDirector with his pursed smile. "Okay, let's go into the conference room and you can catch us up on what you found last night." An Agent escorted Martha to the basement, where the autopsy would be performed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After briefing the FBI team on Tiffany/Betty, I continued with the family:
"Okay, John Barclay sounds like a financially well-connected name... and he is." I said. "His father was a financier in Boston. John majored in Finance at Penn, went to Harvard Law for his law degree. Went to work for a banking conglomerate named WorldBankTrust, which isn't exactly your local J.P. Goldman Bank; it's basically a bank for bankers, has 'Rothschild' all over it."
"So we already have "Big Boyz' influences in the case." said Muscone.
"That explains the high tension at the State Line last night." Cindy said most astutely.
"Very true, Green Crowbar." I said. "So continuing the story: young Mr. Barclay was sent to the Charlotte, North Carolina branch of this bank, and while living there he met Daphne Reynolds, a young socialite from another money family of the Old South. They married and had two children, the late Tiffany Barclay, and now-17-year-old Ethan. I'm waiting on more data on them."
I continued: "Mr. Barclay rose quickly within WorldBankTrust, and came to the City ten years ago. Six years ago he saw the opportunity to run as Attorney General of the State next to us, did so, and easily won. The curious thing about that, is that he did not run as a Republican, but as a Democrat. I would think with this background, he'd be like Mittens Baker and run as a Pubbie, not as a Dem."
"Maybe he ran against the Republican incumbent." said Lindy Linares.
"In fact, he did." said the DepDirector. "And I can tell you in the here and now that that election was fraught with discrepancies. But the Republicans refused to mount a legal challenge. They just let it happen; it was almost as if they colluded in it."
"Don't get the Iron Crowbar started on that." Cindy said, again most very astutely.
"Ye-ezzz." I said witheringly. "Anyway, he's the A.G. over there now. And from what I saw last night, he either has a lot of support among State and local LEOs... or they are very afraid of him."
"Maybe some of both---" started Jack Muscone. Just then, a young FBI Agent in a well-fitting suit came to the door.
"Uh, sir," said the Agent, "we have a young woman at the front door who says she is with the Town & County Police Department and here to see Commander Troy. She has a badge, but..."
"Let me guess." I said. "She is dressed in leather, looking 'Punk', hair dyed either pink or blue... I'll guess blue, would you say 'blue', Kato?... and she is about to rock these poor Agents' world."
"Uh, yes sir..." said the Agent.
"Well, man," I said, "it should be obvious I'm expecting her. Show her in, show her in!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A moment later, Mary Mahoney Milton was escorted into the conference room. Sure enough, Mary had chosen to have blue hair today. She still looked smoking hot.
I made the unnecessary introductions, then Mary handed me a jump drive. "The information you wanted, Commander." she said as she handed it to me.
"Thank you." I said. I plugged the jump drive into my secure computer, then looked at the information. "Okay, no arrests for either Mr. or Mrs. Barclay. Ethan has three traffic tickets for speeding; one more and his license is pulled. Oh, here's something... there was a home invasion a few years ago, in North Carolina... Mr. Barclay shot the intruder with his legally-purchased revolver, and the perp died at the scene. Deemed self-defense, and that makes sense to me."
"But there was a crime against them." said Muscone.
"So it would seeeeem." I said in my best 'Chief Moynahan' imitation voice. "The perp in that case was a cat burglar, and his luck ran out. He picked the wrong place, got his ass shot dead."
"Or so the official story goes." said the DepDirector.
"I looked up that perp, sir." I said. "He was a pretty well known and successful cat burglar. Unless you know something, sir, I'd say this was just a burglary that ended the right way for the good guys, and badly for the cat."
"No, I just suggested that with 20/20 hindsight," said the DepDirector, "remembering what someone said about coincidences."
"I'll look deeper into that, sir." said Lindy Linares.
I then said: "Okay, these are school records of the Barclay children, among other things. Seems Tiffany was pretty introverted as a child. She did the Brownies and the Girl Scouts for a while, was in the band as a majorette, or flag girl, or whatever they call them these days... then there's a few notes that she was hanging out with the wrong crowd, especially boys."
"Boys are definitely the wrong crowd." said Cindy. Britt Maxwell chuckled.
"Especially the ones in the TCPD." I replied drily.
"We'll hang out with you, Don." said Sandra Speer, with a flirtatious look at me. Lindy Linares nodded vigorously in agreement. I smiled at them.
"Okay," I said, "so as not to waste any more of the FBI's time with our bad jokes... okay, Ethan goes by the name 'Tommy' in school. He was on the football team, but virtually never played. Was on the baseball team, warmed the benches. Didn't letter in anything. Grades were okay... well, looks like some of them got changed upwardly, and after the fact. Got into a couple of fights. Counselors say he seemed frustrated and generally unhappy, but couldn't be brought to say anything, and then his father would step i and stop the counseling sessions.."
"How do you get that stuff?" asked the DepDirector. "I know Mrs. Milton and her husband are the very best at hacking, but to get counselor notes like this?"
"I am a happily married man, Mr. Director." I replied, a directly indirect reference to my wife, who happened to be a psychiatrist as well as a high-ranking operative of the Central Intelligence Agency, and as such could get some records even the FBI normally cannot.
"Okay, finances..." I said. "Tiffany had... none, that I can tell. No bank accounts. One credit card in her father's name, probably for emergencies, only used a couple of times..."
"Okay, we need to get going." said the DepDirector, interrupting me. "We're going to Acropolis City, the capitol city of Barclay's State."
"And please let Commander Troy take the lead on all questioning." said Jack Muscone.
"I'll brief all of you on what to ask and what not to ask just yet." I said. "By the way, I need to send a team of people to this address."
"Wow, that's in the Red Light District." said Muscone, seeing it. "Whassup with that?"
"It's Betty Lamarr's address on her drivers license." I replied. I made a call to Sapper Warren and Robin Ventura of the City Police. I then thanked Mary, and asked her to work with the FBI guys to get a warrant to get cell phone records.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The trip was nearly two hours. We were in a big FBI SUV, with Jack Muscone driving, me riding shotgun, and Lindy, Cindy, and Sandra in the backseat. After telling everyone what things to not mention to the Barclays, I consumed a couple of Egg McMuffins and coffee... and as I'd predicted at sunrise, I promptly fell asleep. Cindy awakened me just as we were passing through Sparta, on the way to Acropolis City.
"There's Eastern State University, sir." Cindy said. "Theo graduated from there." I watched as we passed through. Eastern State looked a good bit like our own university, and like my Wildcats' Campus, as well.
Driving on, we arrived at the Barclay's neighborhood. Their home was in a gated community, and the home itself was fenced in and gated. It reminded me of our own Heritage Cloisters, but on steroids. And the security was 'no shit' serious. We drove in and parked in front of the front door.
The Deputy Director came up to A.G. Barclay, and I could see that both were practiced at playing The Game. "I'm so sorry for your loss, Mr. Barclay." said the DepDirector as they shook hands.
"I'm very appreciative that the Deputy Director of the FBI took the time to visit us." said Barclay. "Come on in. I'll have to ask you to not talk with our son unless we the parents are present." I noticed there were a couple of men in suits in the doorway, one of them being a lawyer, I perceived.
The house was not as large on the inside as it seemed to be on the outside. As I looked around, I got a feeling of sterility, of perfect appointment but none of the 'lived in' feel of a home. No dogs, either. Never good when there are no dogs...
"Have a seat." said Mr. Barclay to all of us in the living room. Chairs had been pulled from the dining room table, and we sat with A.G. and Mrs. Barclay. I took this moment to study her.
Daphne had light brown hair that seemed to have streaks or highlights of a reddish tinge to them. She was attractive, slender, in decent shape from playing tennis a lot, and she looked like the typical Southern socialite that was now a gentleman politician's wife. But her face seemed to look just a bit haggard, and the makeup didn't hide it. By that I did not mean the grief she was experiencing upon the loss of her daughter, but something deeper, more chronic. However, I saw no bruising or marks suggesting physical abuse. Last, but not least, she did not strike me as particularly intelligent.
Jack Muscone led the questions. "I'm sorry we have to do this so soon after Tiffany's death, but it's imperative if we're going to find the killer. First, do you know of anyone that would have wanted to harm Tiffany?"
"No." said Barclay. "She was a normal girl. If she had any enemies, I don't know who they might be."
"Mrs. Barclay?" asked Muscone. "Did your daughter have any friends, or boyfriends, that she might have had a falling out with?"
"No, nothing like that." Mrs. Barclay said. "She... she had friends, but not really any close ones. We're a... close family... and she stayed with us for the most part. She went with John to the Capitol a lot, and watched the politics in the Statehouse, went with him to ball games, things like that."
"Mrs. Barclay," I asked, "did your daughter talk to you about any boyfriends at the University?"
"No, she didn't." said Mrs. Barclay. "She was very active and busy at School; she didn't call us a lot. And when she did, she didn't mention any boys, not specific ones."
"She was working very hard at school." said Mr. Barclay. "She was active in many groups, as well as trying to get her undergraduate degree in three years so she could begin postgraduate work early. She didn't have much time for dating."
"What was she majoring in?" asked Cindy.
"Psychology." said A.G. Barclay.
"The one time she called and was totally excited," said Mrs. Barclay, "was when she was accepted to work with the Head of the Psychology Department, Dr. Fredricson. She said that was a very big deal."
I asked "Did Tiffany ever say what she was going to do with her Psychology degree?"
"No..." Barclay said, as if he was thinking about it. "I always had the idea she was going to go on to graduate work, but she never really talked about it with me."
"Why did Tiffany go to the University in the other State?" asked Jack Muscone, asking a planted question at my request. "Why not go to Eastern State?"
"We wanted her to go to Eastern State." said Mr. Barclay. "But she said the Psychology program at the University was the best, especially with Dr. Fredricson there. This Dr. Fredricson must be the gold standard of professors, the way Tiffany talked about her."
"I've heard that about Dr. Fredricson, also." I said, my face and voice straight deadpan. Then I said: "Mr. Barclay, I'm sure you understand that in your position as the Attorney General of this State, someone might try to attack you through your daughter. Were there any threats against you, or them? If there were, we need to know, sir."
"Uh, no." said A.G. Barclay, "No, there was nothing of that kind."
"Is there anyone you've prosecuted in the past that might hold a grudge?" asked Jack Muscone.
"No." said Barclay. "And to be honest, before I ran for A.G., most of my legal experience was in finance-related areas. I never tried any cases in a Courtroom or anything like that. And as A.G., we've really had no big cases, not the news-making kind like that Iron Crowbar guy in our neighboring State--- oh, wait... you said your name was..." He peered over at me.
"Yes, it is me." I said, meeting his look. "I am here as an FBI Consultant."
"Well... good." said the A.G. "If you're on the case for us, maybe it'll get solved, with all due respect to the rest of you." So why did the Barclays look nervous? I asked myself.
"I have just one more question." I said. "Did Tiffany own a car?"
"No." said Barclay. "We didn't buy her one, anyway. She normally got rides with friends, and on a few occasions I had a State vehicle take her to School. Probably not totally legitimate, but I reimbursed the State for the costs. And that is one of the reasons she didn't come home a lot from School... it wasn't easy arranging transportation."
I just nodded but said no more. And I felt mental power of the Green Crowbar trying to reach me. I mentally pushed back...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy, Sandra, and I were looking through Tiffany's room. It was what one would expect to see of a young girl's room: pink and white paint on the walls, teddy bears all over the bed, a 'frilly' bedspread, desk and chair painted white. There were not a lot of books in the bookshelf over the desk. A couple of plaques on the wall.
"Not a single picture of a boy." said Sandra. "Not any rock band boys, nor rock band girls for that matter."
"No pictures of girlfriends, either." said Cindy. "Nor groups of friends posing for selfies at some event."
"No school accolades for good grades." I said. "Yet Laura accepted her into her program, which would not happen if Tiffany weren't pretty smart."
"She must've turned on the switch in college." Cindy said. "Both academically and socially."
"Yes." I said. "Okay, I'm going to go look at Ethan's room." I went down the hall into the next bedroom.
Ethan Barclay was lying on his bed, and he sat up as I entered. He was slender, almost skinny, with brown hair. His face resembled his mother much more than his father. He was wearing a shirt and blue jeans, both getting dirty after several days of continuous wear.
"Hello, Tommy." I said. "Mind if I take a quick look?"
"Uh, no sir." said Ethan. I looked around. The room was painted blue with white trim. The room was a bit messy, the bedding rumpled, a couple of items of clothing on the floor. The desk was almost bare. There were a few trophies on the chest of drawers, various kids league 'participation' trophies.
"Sir," said one of the security men, who had come up, "this is not Tiffany's room."
"So I've observed." I said.
"Sir, you cannot question Ethan without his parents being present."
"I am not questioning him." I said, continuing to look around. Ethan looked nervous.
"Sir, you need to come with me."
"No." I said, turning to face the security man. "You go get his father, and bring him up here, so that I can talk to Ethan in his father's presence."
"You still need to come with me." said the man, looking tense.
"Or what?" I said.
"Or I will have to make you leave, by force if necessary."
I reached into my trenchcoat, and the red crowbar made its appearance. "You are welcome to try." I said.
The man was going to go for his gun, but he felt his wrist being grabbed. He turned around to see Cindy Ross, who was exhibiting a green crowbar.
"I wouldn't try to do that." Cindy said. "The crowbars are for show. I'll shoot you dead if you draw your gun."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've heard of your reputation, Commander Troy." said Barclay, sitting on the bed next to his son. Ethan was slouching over, his hands clasped in front of him. "It is one of creating agitation, and you've done that here."
"My apologies, Mr. Barclay." I said. "But I am investigating your daughter's death, and I don't brook interference very well. Since you are now here, I do need to speak to Ethan, if I may." Barclay nodded, and I said "Ethan, I'm sorry about your sister. I need to ask you if you know of anyone who was threatening her, or threatening you or your parents through her."
"No sir." said Ethan.
"Did your sister ever tell you of any problems with anyone she was having?" I asked.
"No sir." said Ethan, his voice sounding dull.
"When did you last see or talk to your sister, Ethan?"
"I dunno, the last time she was home, I guess."
"And that was... when?" I asked.
"Last summer, I guess." Ethan said. I made the rather obvious deduction that he was not very forthcoming with his answers.
"Tiffany didn't stay at home last summer, Commander." said Mr. Barclay. "She said she was doing intern work at the University, and some in the City. She came home the July 4th weekend, and right around August 1st. Apparently there was some big stuff going on in the University Town, and she wanted to get away from the crowds."
"Interesting." I said. "Ethan, do you have a car?"
"No sir." said Ethan."
"He drives mine or his mother's if he needs to go anywhere." said Barclay. He then added "I'm sure you will find out that he's gotten a few speeding tickets." The last sentence was stated rather harshly, and I knew it was spoken at Ethan more than at me.
"So, Ethan," I said, "I see a chessboard on your desk. You play?"
"Not really." said Ethan. "I'm not very good. It's a nerdy game, anyway."
I smiled. "When I was in high school, the second best player on our chess team was also the best pitcher on the baseball team. He even made it to the minor leagues. And he loved chess." I wondered what had become of my friend Mike, but then refocused.
"So, you play sports?" I asked.
"Yeah, some." said Ethan.
"He's on the football team, too." said John Barclay, who added emphatically: "Even if he doesn't play much, sports teach discipline and life lessons for success."
"True enough." I said. "Ethan... how well did you and your sister get along?"
"Okay, I guess." said Ethan, keeping his eyes staring at the floor. "She did her thing, I did mine, you know."
"No, I don't know." I replied. "So you were or were not very close?"
"We kept to ourselves." Ethan said.
"Did you give her rides to School, or anywhere else?"
"No sir." said Ethan. "She usually drove Mom or Dad's car, or one of her friends picked her up."
"Did Tiffany and Ethan fight, Mr. Barclay? Or were they close?" I asked, having gotten nowhere with Ethan.
"Somewhere in between, I guess." said Barclay. "They got along, but kept mostly to themselves. Isn't that right, son?" Ethan nodded in agreement, his eyes still studying the floor.
"Okay, Ethan, thanks for your time." I said. I handed him my FBI Consultant card. "If you think of anything that can help us find your sister's killer, give me a call, okay?"
"Yes sir." said Ethan.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were getting ready to go, John Barclay said "Commander, this will sound awful so soon after Tiffany's death, but I have to ask: will State Tech be kicked out of its Conference?"
I nodded. "I see... if they are, your Governor and other politicians will make a bid for Eastern State over here to be admitted to the Conference."



"Yes," said Barclay, "and they need to know if they should prepare a presentation."
I replied "Mr. Barclay, I have no idea what State Tech nor the Conference will do... but you should advise your Governor to go ahead and prepare that bid."
Barclay nodded, then turned to the Deputy Director. "Again, sir, I appreciate your personal appearance. But from what I'm hearing, shouldn't her murder be investigated by our State Agents and the local LEOs?"
"It depends on where the crime occurred." said the DepDirector. "The FBI is just trying to keep a legally defensible case going until we find out who has jurisdiction---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police cellphone. I answered it.
"This is Sapper Warren with the City Police, Commander." said the voice on the other end of the line.
"Hi Sapper." I said. "Whaddya got?"
"A crime scene, sir." said Sapper. "A crime scene. Blood all over, type matches Tiffany Barclay's. Lab will run more tests to confirm, of course. Her fingerprints all over the place; she lived here, for sure..."
After a few minutes of conversation, I disconnected. "Sir," I said to the DepDirector, "I think we've got the crime scene, and habeas corpus... in the City."
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Patterns of Death
I looked around the small room. It was on the third floor above a sex toys shop in the City's Red Light District. Immediately below on the second floor was a room where Betty Lamarr had brought customers for sexual encounters. This top floor room was where she lived.
There was a stove and sink, and a few cooking and eating utensils. A futon bed on the floor near the front window. A closet full of dresses for her work, and a small chest of drawers with regular clothes.
"Not much here." Cindy said. "I get the feeling she just stayed here from time to time, maybe weekends, when she wasn't at School."
"Yeah." I said. "By the way, there was no car registration under either of her names, in either State. So what was she driving?"
"Loaner from a sugar daddy?" Cindy suggested.
"Possibly." I said. "But it could be important to find that out. Okay, the crime occurred downstairs. Let's go."
In that room was a bed, a closet full of sheets, a dresser that contained sex toys and some costumery for role play, and clamp-on lamps everywhere. And on the floor in the middle of the room, was a large stain... a blood stain.
"No weapons found." Cindy said. "Nor upstairs. No knives of any kind, except for eating purposes. And no dinner knife did that to the girl's chest and heart."
"Well," I said, "the important thing is that if she was murdered here, then it's our case. Log in as an SBI Reservist, starting this moment." We did so.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Monday, November 14th. As we sat around the FBI conference room table, eating subway sandwiches, I said "The Governor has directed Tom Conlan to give me the lead on this case as an SBI Reservist. With that done, I've made the formal request on behalf of the SBI Reserve for the FBI's continued assistance, what with the body and evidence being found on the line and other side of the line, and the nature of who she was and who her family is. We're also notifying the Federal Court of all this."
"And we've agreed to assist." said Jack Muscone. "What's next?"
"The autopsy report." I said. "Martha and your FBI forensics people are already done with the physical work, and we're only waiting for lab results, DNA, and all that stuff. She is going to give her report after we eat, rather than while we eat."
"Tanya Perlman would've been pissed if she were here." said Cindy. "She likes to eat during autopsy reports... and during autopsies themselves."
"That woman has a stomach of steel." said Jack Muscone.
"That makes one of us." I said as I finished off my sub.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Before we began the autopsy." said Martha the M.E., "I ran the sonograms and x-rays. You were right to ask me to do that, Commander." She stepped up to the monitor on the wall and typed into it's computer, bringing up a sonogram photo. "As you can see, from these patterns here, it's definitely a shockwave. Knife stabbings cannot do that."
"So what does that mean?" asked Cindy.
"It means," said Martha, "that the girl died by a gunshot wound to the heart."
"Gunshot wound?" gasped Sandra Speer. "Then why all the stabbing? To make sure?"
"No." I said. "To mask the fact that it was a gunshot. The killer was trying to destroy the wound channel."
"And he or she did," said Martha, "except that the shockwave is still evident in the tissues, and the exit wound was not fully destroyed by the knife wounds. The bullet was not found in the body, by the way."
"We've got to find that bullet!" exclaimed Jack Muscone. I held up my hand.
"Relax, relax." I said. "I told Sapper Warren to have the City C.S.I. look all over for a bullet. They dug one out near the window, and are testing the tissues embedded in it to confirm it went through Tiffany."
Just then, the young FBI Agent from before came to the door. "Sir, I have two City Police Officers here to see Commander Troy."
"Just in time." I said. "Have them come in."
City Police Detectives Sapper Warren, a big black man that once played football, and Robin Ventura, also black and the daughter of the University Campus Police Commissioner, came into the room.
"Hello Commander, everyone." Sapper said. "The City Police Commissioner has agreed to let us work with you, and only you and Captain Ross. We don't like the SBI much here in the City, but we make an exception for the Iron Crowbar and his partner."
"And I'm glad to have you two working with me." I said. I introduced everyone. "So, you found the bullet and they're examining it. By the way, everyone... can we keep that out of the public record for now? Let the Media and the Public think it's a stabbing?"
"Yes sir." said Robin Ventura. "Martha has already sealed the autopsy report, citing the need for a Coroner's Inquest. That will take a couple of days, at least."
"If it 'leaks' that it was a stabbing death, I won't be upset." I said. "Okay, what about a car for Tiffany?"
"Nothing so far, Commander." said Robin Ventura. "We ran DMV checks in every State for both names, and nothing came up. We checked on cars owned by her parents; only two registered to him, in the State east of us, and they're the type of models that would be stolen in fifteen seconds from the area where this girl lived."
I just nodded, then went into a reverie. When I finally came out, I noticed that everyone was staring at me.
"I'd love to be in your head when you do that." said Sandra Speer.
"I've tried. I can't pick up anything." Cindy replied. Then she grinned and said "All I can tell is that he's about 400 years away."
"Ha! I knew it!" Jack Muscone said, not failing to pick up on the joke.
"Okay, what was the time of death, Martha?" I asked.
"Based upon what the examiner at the scene told me, as well as other tests," said Martha, "she probably died anywhere from 10:00am Saturday morning to 4:00pm Saturday afternoon. We found a lot of fibers on the body; it looks like she was wrapped in a blanket and then moved, and in a timeframe well after she was dead."
"How can you tell that?" asked Sandra Speer.
"The way the internal organs were jostled." said Martha. "They didn't return to their natural positions."
"Cool beans." I said to Martha. "Anything else out of the ordinary that can help us?" Martha shook her head, 'no'.
"Okay, did Mary get any phone records?" I asked. "I have not heard from her."
"Not yet." said Sandra Speer. "I got an email from our guys. The Federal judge said jurisdiction wasn't fully established yet, so he was delaying our request for 24 hours."
"What?!" I gasped, totally stunned.
"I'll get someone to look into that." said Jack. He got out his cell phone and sent a text.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi, Daddy!" exclaimed my daughter Carole.
"Hi, Carole!" I said back. "Are you taking care of Mommy at work today?"
"Yes, Daddy." said Carole. "Why are you on the TV, Daddy?"
We had set up a videoconference call with Laura's office. Laura was sitting behind her desk, and Carole was sitting on the desk. My daughter was very happy to see me on the monitor screen, though not quite understanding the 'why' of it.
"I'll take Carole to the nursery room, while you guys talk to Tanya." Laura said. Carole yelled "Bye bye!" and I said goodbye to her.
Then the camera moved over to Tanya, who was sitting beside the desk in her motorized wheelchair. Then Campus Police Officer Tarleton came into view; he had been operating the camera. And then my mother Phyllis came into view; she had been asked by Tanya to help.
"We interviewed several of Tiffany's friends here in Dr. Fredricson's office." Tanya said. "I'll play the tape." The tape began, and for the sake of brevity, the results will be condensed into this synopsis:
Tanya said that they found four girls that Tiffany knew pretty well; one of them had been her roommate in the dorms for two years, two of them were Psychology majors with her, and the fourth was the hot blonde Jayne Hallerton, who'd we'd run into before in the 'In Black and White' case.
The girls were told that Tiffany had disappeared, making no mention of her being murdered. The two psychology girls had said they weren't surprised Tiffany couldn't be found, that Tiffany had turned tricks for about a year, but this past year she'd stopped doing that on Campus or in Town. The roommate girl said Tiffany never brought any boys to their dorm room, so whatever she was doing was being done somewhere else.
The psychology girls said that Tiffany often went to the City for the weekends. When asked how she got there, they said they didn't know, and they assumed she got a ride with one of her guy friends. She often got rides around Town if she needed them, and to their knowledge, she did not own a car.
Jayne Hallerton said that she sometimes gave Tiffany rides, though never to the City. She said that she met Tiffany at Fraternity parties, where they often were side-by-side on beds, being fucked by the Fraternity's young men. Jayne said that they often pulled trains, and that Tiffany outlasted her. Jayne said Tiffany seemed to enjoy sex, but almost in a vengeful way.
When asked if there were any problems with any boys, Jayne said that the only time she knew of where Tiffany had a problem was with the Tau Fraternity. They had a reputation for being rough. Officer Tarleton said that the Campus Police got a complaint from Tiffany that they'd locked her in a room over night, from 8:00pm to about 4:00am, one weekend. Jayne said Tiffany never went back to the Tau House after that, nor did any other girls that knew about the imprisonment.
One of the Tau members, a boy by the name of Al Guilford, had a complaint filed against him by Tiffany the previous Spring semester when he took her to Point Hollow, then kicked her out of his car and left her there. There was no complaint of sexual assault, but she'd had to walk back to Town. Guilford denied having committed that crime, and it was allowed to drop due to lack of evidence. Tarleton said that Guilford was being sought for questioning as they spoke.
When asked about Tiffany's family, all of the girls said she never spoke of them. The former roommate said she mentioned she had a younger brother, and she had a picture of him but not her parents on her desk, and then the picture of her brother disappeared, but the roommate had never asked about it. At that moment, I got a text from Laura saying she'd tell me more, but privately, as it was privileged information.
"Okay, guys, thanks a lot." I said. "Keep looking for that Guilford character. And see if you can find out who was giving Tiffany rides, or if she was borrowing someone's car..."
"The Iron Hornet has a bee in his bonnet over that." Cindy said. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, once I was alone in the side office I'd been using, I called Laura on my Police cellphone, which had some extra security on it. I noticed that Laura had activated that security on her end; the NSA would have a harder time than normal with this phone call.
"Hi Darling," said Laura when she answered. "I just wanted to tell you a few things about Tiffany that I learned through interviews and her being in my program. Whenever I asked about her family, her answers were pretty routine and not really forthcoming."
"Think there was any child abuse going on?" I asked.
"She said there wasn't any." Laura said. "But the strange thing was that she didn't talk about her mother at all. I found that to be strange. Either a girl is close to her mother, or she's not close and willing to say so. Anyway, Tiffany said her father was strict with the kids, but he said that was because he was a banker, and then because he was getting into politics and couldn't have them bringing bad Media attention to him."
"What about the brother?" I asked.
"That's why I texted you while they were talking to you." Laura said. "Right when I first met Tiffany and was monitoring her to be one of my students, she talked about him a little bit, saying he was a cool guy and she didn't know why he wasn't dating any girls. Then a few months ago, I asked her about her family and she only said that her brother was a loser and a 'washout', and she would say no more. She never spoke of him again after that."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said. "Can you do me a favor? Send Callie Carrington over here? She would be perfect for some undercover work."
"Uhh..." Laura said, "she's already over there; I sent her yesterday. She said this morning that she spent the night with Cindy..."
"Ah, no wonder the Green Crowbar looks so happy today." I said. "Okay, thanks." We made our goodbyes and disconnected. I went and found Cindy, and asked her to call Callie for me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dinner tonight?" asked Sandra Speer, with Lindy Linares standing next to her. "Just the three of us?"
Dinner with two beautiful women. I did not need to be asked twice. "Sounds like a plan... and a very good one." I said. "Just got to do a couple of things first."
And those things were to read an email from Sapper Warren. It said that the bullet recovered at Tiffany's crime scene was a .38 caliber (which is, of course, actually a .357 caliber), and not a 9mmP (.355 caliber) because of the rifling. It also said that tissue in the bullet typed to Tiffany, and DNA tests were being run.
The email also said that the City Police had interviewed the manager of the nightclub where Betty Lamarr had worked. He wasn't exactly helpful to the City Police, but said that Betty had been a popular girl, that her live sex shows were well attended, and that she'd had no fights with other girls nor with johns, i.e. customers.
Part 6 - City By Night
-- "Drinking in the lounge,
-- Following the neon signs,
-- Waiting for a roar,
-- Looking at the mutating skyline,
-- The city is my church,
-- It wraps me in its sparkling twilight..."
---M83, "Midnight City"
"And we have a special treat for you tonight... one night only!" said the announcer on the stage, to a packed audience. "Celebrity Porn Star... Miss Callieeeeee Carrrringtonnnn..."
The audience cheered as Callie Carrington came out, grinning her beautiful grin, wearing a trenchcoat, black lingerie underneath, and clear acrylic high heel slides. She began dancing to the music of the song "Midnight City" by M83, twerking, moving her luscious body to the music to the cheers of the club's members.
As Callie did her pole work and began her slow strip-tease, two people were watching behind the stage, from the side. One was the manager of the club, and the other Ms. Carrington's personal assistant, introduced only as 'Cindy'. "We only had since late yesterday to get the word out." said the manager. "I guess the word spread: we haven't had this much business since Rachel Steele came through, years ago."
"She won't be here long, either." Cindy said. "She says she's doing this for the exercise. She won't admit it, but she loves doing it."
"And to meet my girls." said the manager. When Cindy looked at him, he said "Oh, I know how it is... she's recruiting for her film company. And if one of my girls gets a break and makes the big-time, I'll be happy for her. Most of these girls... don't get very far."
"I know what you mean." Cindy said as she watched Callie's striptease...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The dinner had been delicious, and the company even better. We'd had plenty of wine with our food, and we were feeling good.
I had thought that Lindy and I would go back to my hotel room and fuck our brains out. After all, Sandra was engaged to another man. But to my surprise, and my pleasant surprise, Sandra was very flirtatious with me throughout dinner, and while Lindy was flirtatious also, she wasn't trying to compete.
So I wasn't surprised to have both beautiful women with me as we got to the door of my hotel room. And of course, I did the only right thing I could do.
"Would you ladies like to join me for a nightcap?" I asked.
"Mmmm, sounds wonderful." said Sandra, a bit tipsy from her wine and drinks.
"Yes, it does." said Lindy. She finally got the door opened with the card reader and we all went inside. My room at the Hyatt City Center Hotel was pretty standard, and had one king size bed.
I had already bought a bottle of champagne, and Lindy volunteered to get some ice in the bucket. As she left, I was sitting at the foot of the bed, and Sandra walked up to me.
"Okay, Mr. Iron Crowbar," she said, giggling. "Let's see if you really are as iron hard as they say." She pushed me back onto my back on the bed, and I did not resist, nor did I put up any kind of struggle as she straddled me on the bed. Her lips found mine, and I felt her tongue slide aggressively into my mouth. I slid my hands along the sides of her firm body, and sent my tongue on a one-way mission to twine with Sandra's as our kiss deepened.
A moment later, there was a knock on the door. Sandra rolled off me and I went to the door. It was Lindy.
"Sorry, I forgot the key." Lindy said as I let her in.
"No problem." I said. I took the ice bucket and put the champagne bottle into it, then put it all in the refrigerator to help cool off the champagne. And then I turned my attention to the women... and my little 'iron crowbar' was at attention itself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After her strip show, Callie and Cindy watched as the main feature occurred. A beautiful black-haired woman in what looked like her late 20s or early 30s, was 'seduced' by a handsome, slender, muscular young man with very light brown hair. She had large breasts that surprisingly were not artificial, and he had a long, thick cock... that had indeed been augmented by the wonders of plastic surgery.
She was wearing high heel black pumps and fishnet stockings that were held in place by a black lace garter belt, while he was going 'commando' underneath his shirt and pants. As the couple stripped each other, Callie was watching with practiced, professional interest.
After the woman went down on the man, fellating him to his full, throbbing length, the 'performing' couple moved to the settee, where the beautiful woman lay back onto her back, and spread her long shapely legs up and back until her knees were at her shoulders. The sight was arousing to her audience as well as the man about to fuck her. He mounted her, and the audience watched as his cock penetrated her swollen labes and sank deep into her until he was sheathed nuts-deep in her juicy quim.
"Oh, they're good!" Callie gushed as she watched the rutting couple lustily fucking. "They're moving at just the right angles so the audience can see his cock and her pussy the best. She is... going to be a good one." Cindy watched, understanding what Callie was saying, and why it was important to someone shooting porn films.
Cindy was also watching as a mesmerized spectator. From her vantage point, she was looking at the tops of their heads and down their bodies. She could see the man's huge cock plunging into the woman again and again, her pussy lips clinging to it. She could feel the audience's response to what they were seeing, and the sexual energy seemed to feel the room.



Indeed, the stud fucking the woman was really enjoying his 'work', and why not? Cindy thought... that was one gorgeous woman he was getting to fuck. But from Norelle, Cindy felt... nothing. No sexual energy, no pleasure, not even the feeling of the drudgery of work. Just nothing from that woman... and that in itself was fascinating to the Green Crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The only light in the hotel room was the TV, which was turned to a static channel. An eerie blue light was all that filled the room, along with the lights of the City that filtered in through the window.
Two dresses lay in puddles on the floor, along with my clothing. The women had slowly undressed me as I kissed each girl's neck for a few minutes. I felt their hands probing into my pants, and Sandra began lightly jacking my cock as it was freed from its confines.
"Mmmm, so nice..." Sandra whispered. She sat down on the bed and I moved up to her and slid my hand around the back of her head. She opened her mouth and took my throbbing inches into her mouth as I slid my meat past her juicy lips and along her tongue.
My own tongue was exploring Lindy's mouth in a deep kiss as Sandra fellated me. One of my favorite pleasures on earth is to be with two women, and have one of them fucking or sucking me while I kiss the other one. I felt my nuts beginning to tighten already, so after a few more minutes of Sandra's excellent oral worship, I slid my cock out of her mouth.
"The champagne should be cold now." I said. "Let's open the bottle." We did so, and the cork flew across the room with a loud *POP!*. I poured three glasses.
"So, ladies," I said, "to what shall we toast?"
"To love, and pleasure." said Lindy.
"To the fulfillment of dreams." said Sandra, her eyes boring into mine.
"What about you, Don?" asked Lindy when I hesitated to respond.
"To this moment." I said. "Just to this moment, right now. Nothing more, nothing less." We clinked our glasses and drank.
"Okay, there's something I want to do." said Sandra, her face flushed as she giggled. "I'm going to drink some of this champagne and then kiss you, Don." She took a swig from the bottle and mashed her lips to mine. I next felt champagne spewing into my mouth from hers. I swallowed it down, then Sandra said "Now you do me like that." I did so, taking a big swig, then kissing Sandra and letting the pressure of the bubbly spew it into her mouth. She swallowed, then I felt her tongue sliding against mine. My cock was throbbing.
"Now you, Lindy." I said. I took a swig and kissed Lindy hard and she dutifully swallowed her bubbly. As we kissed, Lindy took the bottle from me as I felt another pair of hands going down to my cock and balls. Sandra was not holding back in her intent to get things started.
I scooted up onto the bed, lying on my back. Lindy settled down beside me on my right side and I pulled her head down for a kiss. Our tongues twined hotly, pleasure coursing through my body. And then I felt it.
"Mmmmmmm!" I groaned into Lindy's mouth. I was feeling Sandra's mouth engulfing my cock, her full lips sliding down my taut, throbbing shaft. She vacuumed her mouth and slid back up, making me gasp in pleasure.
"Oh geez, that is good..." I gasped as I broke the kiss with Lindy. I looked down and watched as the beautiful redhead began fellating me in earnest, her head bobbing up and down, her eyes closed and her face a mask of pure pleasure.
"Climb on." I said to Lindy. "I want to eat your pussy."
"Ooooooh, no problem with that." Lindy said. She got up and straddled my head, facing the headboard of the bed. I saw her swollen, wet pussy above me, and it was a beautiful sight. I reached up and grabbed her asscheeks and guided her down until my tongue was licking at her slit. She eased down until my tongue was sliding past her labes and into her wet cunthole.
For some minutes, it was pure heaven as the only sounds in the room were the smacks and slurps of great oral sex. I felt Sandra's mouth leave my cock, her hand still holding my shaft. And then... heaven got even better.
"Ohhhhhhh..." Sandra whispered as her pussy descended onto my cock. She was facing me and Lindy, and she was straddling my hips. She lowered herself onto me, impaling her tight pussy onto my hard male meat.
"Oh God, that is so good..." Sandra whispered again. I barely heard her as I tongued Lindy's clit and slit. Sandra settled onto my cock and I was fully sheathed in her warm wet cunt. Then she began riding me, moving back and forth, 'twerking' her firm ass and hips...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Norelle. I'm Callie." said the blonde, introducing herself to the dark-haired beauty. They were backstage, in the grimy, dingy dressing room area.
"Yes, I knew who you are." Norelle said. Her voice was quiet and even, a bit low-toned for a woman's voice. Her dark eyes were very penetrating, as if she were a step ahead of your thoughts. Callie thought that it was good she'd already dealt with this: the Iron Crowbar's gray eyes were penetrating like that.
"Why don't we go get something to eat, my treat." said Callie. "I have a proposition for you."
They went to a nearby bar that Norelle said had decent food, and she had been right; the food was good. Cindy took up a seat at the bar, and had a drink and some food for herself.
"Norelle," Callie said, "I'm looking for contract stars for my company, and your name was recommended to me." She discussed the terms of the contract she was offering. "I think you'd be great. Would you like to give it a shot?"
"We can talk." Norelle said. They haggled a bit, but Norelle was not going to let this chance get away. They agreed to terms. Callie had papers in a small briefcase. She filled in the terms, and she and Norelle signed the contract.
Callie also bought Norelle a plane ticket to California for the next day. "I'll probably be on the plane with you, but that'll depend on finding the one other girl on my list. Her name is Betty Lamarr. Do you know her?"
"I did." said Norelle dispassionately. "She's dead."
"Oh my God." Callie said quietly, acting shocked. "What happened?"
"Stabbed to death." said Norelle. "Well, that's the scuttlebutt, that she was stabbed to death by one of her johns. You must not watch the news. She's the girl they found straddling the State Line."
"Oh, that's awful." Callie said. "I heard she was a good performer."
"She was." said Norelle. "She loved sex, too... really loved sex. She was a student at the University, and she said she was doing all this for her thesis. But we all knew she was doing it because she loved to fuck."
"She talked about that?" Callie asked.
"Oh yes." Norelle said. "As you know, most of us women hate men. We only fuck them to get paid. By the way that assistant of yours looks at you, I know she's your bitch. Betty... she was nobody's bitch. She hated her family, said her little brother was her little bitch, said her mother was a worthless whore, and her daddy would sell his soul for political gain."
"Her daddy's a politician?" Callie asked.
"Yeah, Attorney General of the State east of here." Norelle said. "Yeah, we knew who she really was. Well, I knew. If some of these other girls had known, they might've gone to the tabloids to get money in exchange for ratting her out. That never happened, so maybe they didn't know."
"Wow." Callie said, still playing her role and acting sad. "That's too bad, about her dying. I might could've gotten her out of here..."
"Don't waste your time thinking about it." Norelle said. "I doubt she would've gone with you. Now there is one other girl you can talk to. Her name is Jayne. Hot blonde, beautiful girl. Athlete... she plays basketball for the University..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmmmm..." I moaned into Sandra's pussy as l licked deep into her hole. She tasted good and sweet, different than Lindy had tasted, and maybe even more delicious.
Sandra had come around my cock as she was fucking me, and Lindy was near her own orgasm when Sandra dismounted me. Lindy had slid back along my chest and abs, then fit my painfully taut cock to her own labes and sank down on me, taking me nuts-deep into her sopping wet quim.
"Oh God, you are so fucking hard!" Lindy gasped as she began riding me.
"Yes, he is." Sandra said with a smile at me. "Iron hard." Without me having to ask her, Sandra then straddled my head and I began eating her pussy. She was drinking some more champagne and just enjoying the pleasure of my tongue in her honey hole as Lindy grinded her sweet pussy on the base of my cock.
I was getting close... very close. The alcohol and the intensity of the sex with these two hot women was getting to me. I had not been Superman... I had not been 'faster than a speeding bullet'... but I announced that my climax was imminent.
"I want his load." Sandra said. Lindy dismounted me and Sandra slid back, and soon my cock was buried to my aching balls inside her womanhood. Lindy moved up and began kissing me hard, our tongues battling for sexual supremacy. All at once, everything hit me.
"MMMMF!" I groaned into Lindy's mouth as I fired my semen into Sandra's clutching cunt. I felt my jism sliding down along my cockhead as I pushed up hard against her to get my sperm as deep inside her as i could. Sandra pressed her body down hard on me in response, and I felt her pussy clutch at me... she was orgasming right along with me.
"Oh yes, shoot it up into me!" Sandra cried out as her head fell back and her mouth gaped open. My pulsing cock continued to shoot my load into her until I was spent and had no more to give.
Sandra collapsed on top of me, her head on my left shoulder. I was still making out with Lindy, but did turn and kiss Sandra's forehead. My cock was still embedded in Sandra's cunt, though beginning to soften.
"Mmmm, that was sooooo fucking good." I said. Both women giggled, then Lindy began nuzzling my neck with her lips as Sandra began sucking on my left nipple...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting back to their hotel room, Callie and Cindy prepared for bed.
"Let's take a shower together." Callie suggested. Cindy had no problem with that. They took a lot of time soaping each other up and then rinsing it off, their hands exploring each other's bodies.
As they got out and dried off, Callie said "Would you like to fuck me with your strap-on the way that stud fucked Norelle?"
"Sure." said Cindy. "As long as I get to eat your pussy first."
And Cindy took her time, licking and kissing Callie's pussy, sinking her tongue deeper and deeper into the beautiful porn star's pussy hole with each probing lick. Callie sighed in pleasure, letting her hand stroke Cindy's head and occasionally pulling her face deeper into her aching pussy.
Then Cindy turned around and they engaged in a soixante-neuf. Cindy felt the electric shocks of Callie's tongue expertly working her swollen labes, up to her clit, then deeper and deeper into her tight hole. It felt incredibly good, and Cindy reveled in the pleasure, letting her feelings flow and the ecstasy course through her body.
After a long time, Cindy got her special strap-on that Laura had made for her. She sank the vibrator part deep into her own pussy, then strapped the device with the nine inch 'cock' on. Callie raised her legs and Cindy mounted her, sliding the dildo along Callie's slit as Cindy's mouth found Callie's pretty toes and feet.
"Ooooooh, that' s nice." Callie said happily. "Yeah, suck on my heels, baby. Make 'em shine!" Cindy did so, wondering all the time if it were a family trait to want to worship women's feet... she knew Don sure loved it while he was fucking Laura or Molly...
"UUUHHH!!" Callie cried out as Cindy penetrated her with the dildo. Cindy moved forward over Callie and began fucking her 'cock' deep and hard, plowing in and out of Callie with hard, powerful thrusts. Callie reached up and grabbed Cindy's hard asscheeks, and began controlling Cindy's speed until they found the perfect middle ground. Cindy felt the electric current in the vibrator buried in her pussy, and the tingle was causing her orgasm to build. She didn't know that Callie was about to come right with her, but found out when they cried out at the same time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00am. I woke up. The lights of the City were streaming into the room from the window, allowing me to see. The television was still on, showing color-bars-and-tone, but I could not hear the tone because the device was muted.
Lindy was lying on my right side, facing away from me and towards the window. Sandra was on my left side, facing away from me, curled up into a fetal position, her ass and back pressing into my side. I turned to face her, letting that sweet, firm ass press into my groin, and I wrapped my arm around her body, cupping her very ample breast in my hand. My cock was already reaching its full length, and demanding to be sheathed inside a warm, wet pussy.
Sandra was waking up. She looked over her right shoulder to see me looking at her, and she smiled a beautiful smile. I was throbbing with desire for her, and began pushing my hips towards her, trying to find the opening between her labes. She raised her right leg up until her knee was almost to her shoulder and my face, and I kissed it as her hand grasped my cock. We worked together to maneuver into position, and my cock finally found the mark.
"Ohhhhh, yeahhhhh." I whispered as I felt Sandra's warm, tight cuntwalls enveloping my invading cock. I pushed in until I felt my balls press against the bottom of her cuntlips and her 'taint'. I began to thrust in and out, burying my cock inside Sandra again and again, driving as deep as I could. Sandra's hand slid down over our coupled loins and my balls, then back up to her clit, which she began rubbing.
We made love this way for long minutes. Sandra would watch my cock disappearing into her pussy again and again, only to return glistening wet with her juices, and then she looked back over her shoulder at me, her eyes staring into mine. It was a connection far beyond the physical...
After several more long minutes of pumping her pussy, I whispered "I'm going to come. Sandra's eyes looked into mine again and she reached up with her right hand and pulled my head down to hers.
Our lips met in a warm kiss, and then she said "Come inside me." She kissed me again, then broke it, our lips barely an inch apart as she whispered "Please... come inside me." As our lips met again, I felt my nut rise and the great, painful ecstasy racing through my loins, building and building with each thrust. I pushed hard against her, feeling my balls pressing up against her, and the pleasure of it was too much...
"Unnnh!!" I gasped as I fired the first huge spurt of my climax against Sandra's cervix. "Oh God!" I gasped again as streams of semen erupted into her. All climaxes are good, I thought, but this one was one of the best I'd ever experienced. It just felt so good pumping my full load into Sandra, our loins fully coupled, my arms pulling her body into mine as our tongues twisted together in a kiss that truly expressed the intensity and depth of our passion...
After it was over, I did not withdraw, but lay there with my cock buried in Sandra's snatch. She slid her right arm up again to pull my head down to her, and as she did she looked into my eyes and whispered "Thank you." Words in reply were insufficient and would've ruined the moment. I kissed her warmly, tenderly, and held her. We stayed that way, and I fell asleep again before my cock fell out of her cunt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They lay together, Callie's ass and back pressing into Cindy's chest and abs. Cindy's arms were wrapped around Callie, holding her.
Callie turned around to face Cindy. She stroked Cindy's face, and Cindy could see something resembling sadness in Callie's beautiful face.
"We have to talk." Callie said, her voice a whisper.
"I know." Cindy said, knowing.
"I, uh... I'm flying back to California with Norelle tomorrow." said Callie, looking into Cindy's ice-blue eyes.
"When will you be back?" Cindy asked, knowing the answer already.
"I don't know." Callie said. "It may be a while. It may be... a long time."
"I understand." said Cindy. "I would say to give me a call when you come back, so you can stay with me... but I think there's a 'but' in there somewhere."
Callie grinned at the joke. "Cindy, you're a very special, wonderful person. I can't be what you want, and need, in a relationship. My life, and what I am, is not like that. And you deserve to be happy."
"I've been happy having you here." Cindy said. "In the Star Trek shows, Mr. Data described fondness as being used to someone's presence. I'm getting used to your presence."
"I know, and that's why I need to go back to California and get to work." Callie said. "And I need to get out of your way. You deserve to be happy... and what makes you happy is being a cop, and working with the Iron Crowbar... oh, don't deny it, I see it in your face... it would kill you if you had to stop working with Don, you love it and you were meant to be at his side... not mine."
Cindy nodded, feeling great sadness in her whole being. Callie kissed her, then said "All right... you've got me tonight. All night. Let's be together this last night, and we'll always be friends no matter where we are..." Their lips met in a warm kiss...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00am. I woke up again, feeling Sandra's ass pressing into my groin. I felt Lindy getting out of bed and going to the bathroom.
"Mmm, what time is it?" Sandra asked sleepily.
"Five o'clock." I said. "Go back to sleep."
Sandra rolled over onto her back. "I'd rather you get on top of me and do me again." she said as her hand wrapped around my cock. Despite the sex just hours before, I was getting a 'morning hard-on'.
I rolled on top of Sandra and kissed her. "Well, I wouldn't want to be accused of not giving a beautiful woman what she wants." She guided my cock to her pussy as she spread her legs. I drove forward and sank my cock into her.
I lay down on top of Sandra, pressing my weight on her just enough to pin her but not to be uncomfortable for her. She wrapped her legs tightly around my hips and thighs as I pushed my cock into her with short, deep strokes, not hard but slow and deeply pleasurable. I nuzzled her neck as she wrapped her arms around my neck, keeping me pressed into her.
It took a good while for my nut to build, but the steady relentless thrusting coupled with the smell and taste of Sandra as I kissed and nuzzled her soon had me working up to another climax. I just rode the crest of the wave building inside me, feeling Sandra's juicy cunt clasping me as she experienced a 'small' orgasm, and soon I felt the pulses inside me as I ejaculated into her again. It wasn't a huge climax, and I didn't have as much sperm to inject into her... but it was satisfying. Very satisfying.
I heard the shower in the bathroom turn on. I got off Sandra, who curled up into a fetal position again in the afterglow of intercourse, and I walked into the bathroom.
"Mind if I join you?" I asked, getting into the shower with Lindy.
"Sure, baby." Lindy said. I took the lovely black-haired woman into my arms.
"I appreciate you doing that last night." I said. "I'll make it up to you."
"Mmmm, I'll let you do that." Lindy said, then met my mouth in a kiss. "But it's okay. Sandra has wanted to fuck you for a long time, and now her dream has come true and you've rocked her world. But I want you back the next time you come visit us..."
Part 7 - Looking For A Car
"This is Diane Williams at the City National Newsdesk." said the decided blonde reporterette at 8:00am, Tuesday, November 15th. As usual, Diane talked slowly and condescendingly towards her television audience. "A Federal Court has granted a writ of habeas corpus, which is a complex legal term for who has jurisdiction over a case, to the City Police in the investigation of the stabbing death of Tiffany Barclay. The twenty-year-old college student was found dead right on the State line, but it is believed she was actually killed in the City."



Diane continued: "The Governor of the State, Val Jared, has asked the FBI to continue to take the lead in the case, but that is being contested by Attorney General John Barclay. Tiffany was A.G. Barclay's daughter, and he understandably would like for his own State's law enforcement agencies to be assigned the case."
Diane went on: "Governor Jared recently won the Governor's race over SBI Director Jack Lewis by a razor-thin margin, and recounts are being done in several parts of the State. Many citizens are concerned that the actual vote tallies did not match the exit polls and the polls that led up to Election Day, and believe the discrepancy lies in the actual vote totals. Although SBI Director Lewis has conceded the race, it remains to be seen if he will remain as SBI Director, or if he will step down before January 1st."
Diane then said: "And the battle for the future of the SBI is already shaping up. State Senator Katherine Woodburn, a Democrat from the 1st District, is leading the charge of the Democrats in the Statehouse to maintain a strong SBI as the central and premiere law enforcement agency in the State. Governor Jared has made no comments to this point, but sources tell the City National Newsdesk that he plans to break the SBI apart, if not destroy it altogether, leaving our children prey to drug dealers throughout the State..."
"Hell, this is making me miss Bettina." I said to Cindy as we ate breakfast at the City Diner, which was located between our hotel and the Federal Building. It had extremely good food, at least for my tastes, and Cindy was not complaining either as she wolfed down her massive, three-egg-steak-and-cheese omelette and three pancakes. Admittedly, I had the same, though I was eating more slowly and realized I might not finish it off.
"You're hungry." I said. "Callie must be wearing you out. Two nights in a row, too." That got me a 'look', but then Cindy relented.
"Yeah." she said. "How did you know about the first night? I didn't mention it to you."
"Observation, deduction, and knowledge, mon ami." I said. "Okay, it was the knowledge part. Laura told me she sent Callie over here, and where could Callie have been without checking in with me? Why, with you, my dear cousin."
Cindy nodded, then her ice blue eyes began to sparkle as she said "And you, Iron Crowbar? Two women last night? I'm shocked you're not starved yourself."
"I had a good dinner first." I replied with a grin. "What gave it away? The two women, that is?"
"Two different colors of lipstick still on your neck." Cindy replied. Damn, that was pretty sharp observing! I thought to myself. Then Cindy half-grinned and said "And the fact that it was obvious that Sandra really wanted to fuck you, and Lindy told me she was going to share you with her. Share... not give away, mind you."
I laughed, and then said "So, what did you and Callie learn last night?"
Cindy relayed to me the details of Callie's findings, including that Callie had offered Norelle Black a porn contract. "So Don," she said as she finished, "before we go visit our FBI friends again, what do you think is going on with this? Family member? Customer? Something or someone else?"
"I don't know yet, I just don't know." I said. "And it's not for a lack of thinking about it. I have the clues at the tip of my fingers, right on the edge of my mind... but I'm just not seeing it yet. And I still have that nagging question: how does a 20-year-old girl get around two States without owning nor apparently being in possession of a car?"
"Think she had her own 'Kato' to drive her around?" Cindy asked. "And do you think that 'Kato' is involved somehow?"
"I think my Kato, who is otherwise a great Detective," I replied, "is possibly jumping the gun a bit." Cindy wasn't amused, so I said "Certainly your hypothesis is a real possibility, but I have doubts..."
"Another question, and tangential to the subject." Cindy said. "We're working with Jack Muscone's FBI team, but his boss, the Deputy Director, is here, following the case, watching over us. Any idea why? The political nature of it?"
"Are you sure that's a tangential subject?" I asked, peering at Cindy. As she peered back I said "I think there may be two reasons. First, the politics you suggest may be a part of it all, but there are other threads running through this. And second... well, I think you'll be understanding that without my help, and soon. But don't ask me to mention what it is... in case I'm wrong."
"You're never wrong." Cindy replied.
"Au contraire, ma cousine!" I asserted. "I have my more-than-fair-share of wrong ideas and misses. And the biggest problem is that when I miss... it's far worse than if one of our Detectives misses or our FBI friends miss. That's the price I pay for those times I am right."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The morning meeting with the FBI began with a conference call to TCPD Headquarters. Mary Mahoney Milton appeared on the monitor, her hair still blue.
"We've put out an APB on this Al Guilford that Tiffany swore out a complain on." said Mary. "The Campus Police went to the Tau Fraternity House, but they said he wasn't there. They also said he didn't come back to School this Fall Semester, but he's registered and his matriculation was paid."
"Check his class schedule." I said. "Then ask his professors if he showed up for classes. Get my wife Laura to help arrange that, if needed. If the professors say he's in School, go back to the Tau house and arrest anyone who says he didn't come back to school, and we'll start leaning on them." Mary nodded as she made a note. "By the way, where is Al Guilford from?"
Mary replied "The only address we have on him is an apartment in Town that he shares with three other Taus, which is his current address. It's off University Avenue, and many college students are in those apartment complexes. We have no address on him before then; even his college applications show that address."
"Wow." I said. "That is very interesting. See if you can find any family for him, any other address. Okay, anything else over there?" I asked.
"No sir." said Mary. "We're still waiting to hear from the judge on the phone records. And as to everything else, the Campus Police are helping us out really well."
"That's good." I said. We made our goodbyes and disconnected.
"Okay, what else do we have?" said Jack Muscone.
"We began running a facial recognition program yesterday afternoon." said Lindy Linares. "We're trying to find out if Tiffany had any other aliases, or would be spotted somewhere. This is partly to find out if she might have a car under another name."
"Good thinking." I said.
"It was Captain Ross that gave us the idea, sir." said Lindy.
"You're giving away all my secrets!" said Cindy, though she looked pleased at being given the recognition.
"Good secret thinking, Green Crowbar." I said. "Did the search turn up anything?"
"No." said Lindy. "No visits to any ATMs, either, which is very interesting."
"She was doing cash business at the strip clubs." Cindy said. "Probably didn't need a bank account."
"You know... let me check something." I said. I brought up the City CSI's report on Tiffany's rooms above the Club. "Okay, they found no money, none at all, in either of her apartment rooms. They used dogs and sonar to search for hidden places, and came up 'no joy' on the search. So where was she hiding her money?"
"I've got something, as well." said Jack Muscone. "I revisited John Barclay's finances. His wife has a lot of money in trusts, and he made a good bit in his banking associations. They had educational IRAs for each of their kids, and that was paying for Tiffany's schooling. No strange amounts of money coming in or going out from or to any strange locations."
"They didn't buy her a car..." I said, mostly to myself and halfway in a reverie. "They had the money, but didn't buy her a car..."
"You are really stuck on this 'car' thing, aren't you?" Cindy queried, peering hard at me. Fortunately for her, I didn't really hear her.
"Now Al Guilford... he had a car... he was giving her rides..." I mused. "Then they had a falling out... she makes a complaint, which he denies..."
"We have a national APB out for him and his car." said Sandra Speer helpfully.
An FBI Agent came in with a folder full of papers. "Sir," he said, "here are the phone records you wanted. The City judge gave us a warrant."
"Thank you." said Jack Muscone, taking the folder. As the Agent left, he whispered "About damn time." He passed the folder down to me, and I opened it and scanned it.
"Okay... Tiffany's phone, the one found half a mile from the crime scene, was actually in her dad's name under a four-phone family plan. Calls to Laura's phone... I know that number by heart... calls to and from the two girls that were interviewed yesterday... calls to and from Al Guilford, until the day she made the legal complaint against him... and calls to her brother... which ended abruptly late last Spring... until one Saturday morning."
"I guess that's the one her father brought up." said Cindy. "And then they didn't hear from her again."
"Yeah." I said, my voice not sounding convinced. "Okay, Betty Lamarr had a cell phone. Most calls were to an answering service... those would be customers trying to hire her for sex, and she was checking her messages... calls to and from the Club where she and Norelle worked... oh, what is this?"
I looked up and over at Cindy. "Norelle said something about the tabloids?"
"So Callie told me." Cindy said.
"Well, there's a call here last Friday." I said. "It's to Ralph Lycra... who is the Editor of City World Gazette, a celebrity tabloid with a notorious reputation for breaking exposés of scandalous behavior."
Part 8 - City Connections, State Disconnections
"Hey, Sapper," I asked as I talked to the City Detective on the phone, "I have a problem, and maybe you can help."
"What's that, Commander?" said Sapper.
"We know that Tiffany Barclay called Ralph Lycra of City World Gazette, using her phone under the name Betty Lamarr." I said. "We need to find out what that was about. Obviously Lycra will never say anything to the Police, citing protected sources. Have you got any ideas?"
"I'll ask Arthur Wilshire if he has any sources inside the City World Gazette." said Sapper. I remembered Wilshire from the case where we'd busted Susan Wexler. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 2)
A few minutes later, Sapper called back. "Yes sir, Wilshire has been paying one of the beat writers there, a Todd Chubb, for scoops from time to time. Wilshire shelled out some serious cash, but got Chubb to admit that Lycra got a call Friday and made an appointment, but later that night said it was nothing he could use. Then Lycra was spending some cash Saturday."
"Okay." I said. "Is Wilshire going to put in for reimbursement, or should I ask the Feds to do it?"
"Ask the Feds, if you will." said Sapper. "We prefer not having the paperwork. Too many prying eyes around here read that stuff, and we get fucked up later on, if you know what I mean." I did know, and I was glad to be in charge of a clean Police Force...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Mary." I said, having called my Special Assistant for I.T. on my Police cellphone. "I need for you and Myron to look for something for me. Cellphone tower pings."
"You're so far behind us, you think you're ahead, Commander." Mary said irreverently. "We just got that in. Ethan's phone pinged all over the place... including the City during the hours the crime could have occurred."
"Interesting." I said. "Put that into the evidence servers, Mary."
"Again, sir..." Mary started.
"Yeah, yeah, yeah." I said. "No marathon races for me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wanna pick up Lycra, and lean on him?" Jack Muscone asked.
"Naw." I said. "It won't do any good. Lycra will lie like a dog in the shade if he says anything at all."
"So what's this about?" asked Lindy Linares. "Why was Tiffany going to the tabloids? Did she have something on someone? Maybe a politician that knew her father? Or maybe she knew something about him, or his past?"
"Or her brother, maybe?" Cindy asked. "She went from liking him to hating him... maybe he did something, their father covered it up or suppressed it, and she was going to sell the information to the tabloid."
"I'm not connecting any of these dots." Sandra Speer said. "Why would Tiffany go to the tabloids? And by that I mean: she was making money turning tricks and performing at the Club, in addition to anything her parents were giving her; she didn't need money."
"I'm thinking more in the line of herself." said Jack Muscone. "She could go to the tabloids and say she's the daughter of a politician and she's a prostitute, but why hurt her mother with that kind of exposure? Her mom said they were a close-knit family."
"Up until the time she left for School." I said. "After that, Tiffany kept her distance from them, and was---"
Just then, Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster bounded in. "I just got a call from our Agents over in Sparta. Al Guilford was found. He was on the Eastern State campus. My guys went to pick him up, but Guilford demanded a lawyer and demanded an extradition hearing to be taken over the State line."
"Well versed in procedure and law, I perceive." I said. "Jack, we better get down there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove in two FBI vehicles, blue lights burning and at high rates of speed. It still took nearly 90 minutes to get to the Sparta Police station.
"He's lawyered up." said the Sparta Police Captain who had come to greet us. "He's called a lawyer, who isn't here yet. Hasn't said a word." I looked through the one-way glass into the interrogation room. Al Guilford was a slender young white man, college age, wavy black hair and something of a long, slanted nose.
A few moments later, the Captain came in and said "His lawyer is here. He's coming in by the main door." We watched as the hallway door to the Interrogation Room opened (they did not have the dual-door-lock system the TCPD had), and in walked the legal beagle.
"Damn." I said softly. "He'll recognize all of us."
"Well, it's telling that he's the one that came." said Muscone. Indeed, we were looking at Forest Gillis, the lawyer who'd represented several people with ties to either Superior Bloodlines or other white-supremacy groups.
"Yes, very informative." I said. "Well, as soon as I walk in there, he's going to know or figure out everything."
"Want to stay here and watch?" asked Muscone.
"Naw, let's go." I said. Jack and I went through the door and into the room. As I expected, Forest Gillis's eyes were wide with shock when he saw me.
"Why... I did not expect to find the Iron Crowbar this far out of his jurisdiction." said Gillis.
"FBI Consultant Crowbar today." I said. "The country is my jurisdiction. Of course, Mr. Guilford had a complaint filed against him in my home County. Kicked a girl out of a car, he did."
"Bullshit!" gasped Guilford. "I did not do anything to that girl! I never even took her to Point Hollow. What she said was total bullshit." Gillis finally got Guilford to stop talking.
"That's what I wanted to ask you, Al." I said. "Why would she make that accusation?"
"I need a couple of moments with my client." said Gillis. Unfortunately, the request was reasonable, so Jack and I went back to the anteroom.
"He's pretty passionate about that being a false charge." Cindy said. "I can really feel the vibe off him... a lot of anger still there."
"Yes, interesting." I said. "I just hope Gillis won't have him invoke."
A few minutes later, we were called back in. Forest Gillis said "You can talk to him here, but I will not allow him to be taken across the State Line to the City without an extradition hearing. And I've told him that Tiffany was murdered, so if you go there, I might ask him to invoke."
"I just have a few questions." I said. "And they're about that incident at Point Hollow."
"It never happened." Guilford said. "I never went up there, and definitely never went there with her."
"Did you give Tiffany rides at other times? To other places?" I asked.
"Yeah." said Al.
"Did you give her rides home, to Acropolis City?" I asked.
"A couple of times." said Al.
"Are you still enrolled at the University, or at Eastern State?" I asked.
"I'm in the process of transferring." said Al. "I registered for the semester over there, but then I enrolled here and I'm trying to get my credits transferred."
"Al, did Tiffany pay you to drive her home? Or drive her around?" I asked.
"No." said Al.
"Did someone else, anyone else, pay you to drive Tiffany anywhere?" I asked. Al's eyes got shifty. "And remember, this guy is an FBI Agent. If you lie to him, it's a Federal crime."
"In that case," said Forest Gillis, "let's conclude this interview at this time."
As Jack and I left, he said "Why did you give Al that reminder? That stopped the whole thing!"
"Because Al is either entirely innocent, or he's the murderer." I said. "If he's innocent, I don't want him fucking up out of fear. If he's guilty of the whole thing, then lying to a Federal Agent is the least of his worries."
"Yeah, but he was talking." said Muscone.
"He was about to be at the point where he would have stopped talking." I said. "And we already have everything useful we need from him."
"Maybe you do..." Muscone started, then stopped. "Oh... shit. You've solved this thing, haven't you?"
"I think my train of thought is boarding at the right station." I said. "But we've got a long way to go to wrap it up with a bow."
"So, what's the answer?" Cindy asked.
"We need to talk to Ethan... without his parents being present." I said. I turned to Sandra and Cindy. "I am wondering if, while we're down here, if you ladies can perhaps persuade his mother to let us talk to her son alone?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Mrs. Barclay." Cindy said after being admitted into the Barclay home. "Is your husband here?"
"No, he's making arrangements for Tiffany's funeral." said Mrs. Barclay. Cindy and Sandra knew that, and had timed their arrival to coincide with Barclay's absence. Mrs. Barclay's face looked as if she had been crying, but Cindy was still seeing a more chronic sadness there.
"Is Ethan here?" Sandra Speer asked.
"He's... I don't know. Why?" asked Daphne Barclay.
"Ma'am," said Cindy, "we'd like your permission to talk with your son alone, without anyone else being present."
"I... I can't allow that." said Mrs. Barclay. "John would be furious. He's already said you can't speak to Ethan without him being present."
"We can if you give that permission, Mrs. Barclay." said Sandra. "And it's very important if we're going to be able to solve your daughter's death."
"I..." Mrs. Barclay stammered, then said "No. You may not speak with him without my husband present, and probably our lawyer as well. Now please leave."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were driving back, I said "Jack, take the road that leads to where Tiffany was killed."
"All right." he said. "Want to see the crime scene again?"
"Yes." I said. "I want to check some things.
At the scene, I looked around in the afternoon daylight. "Okay, I see that plate about fifty feet down from where Tiffany was found. It's a marker of the State Line. Hmmm..."
"What are you looking for?" asked Sandra.
"I'm not so much looking for anything," I said, "but rather I'm looking to see how we can stage this scene again, and draw in the criminal that murdered her. I'm going to need you guys or the Deputy Director to help me with some stuff... including a search warrant."



"Sure." said Muscone. "But at least tell us what, or who, we're looking for."
"Before I do," I said, "let me ask all of you: who do you think did it?"
Lindy Linares said "I've been wondering about that Ralph Lycra guy. Maybe he did meet her, she wanted more money, he pulls a gun..."
"And the stabbings?" I asked.
"He was angry." Lindy said. "And I think that's a key... someone was angry."
"There's something wrong with all this." said Sandra. "I'm looking at the family. Something to do with Ethan. His parents are scared to let us talk to him. Maybe he had a feud with his sister, killed her. Maybe by accident and they're covering for him."
Cindy said "It bothers me that Forest Gillis showed up as Al Guilford's legal representation. Whenever Gillis shows up, the person he's defending is in hot water and needs his help. But the vibe I'm getting is from the parents. One or the other of them is involved somehow."
Jack Muscone was walking around. "I think I see where you're going with this, Don." he said. "But there's one thing I am completely unable to understand, and that is why Tiffany's body was put here, literally straddling the State Line."
I nodded. "That one's easy." I said. "But changing the subject: Sandra, did Martin Nash ever talk to you about Dorian Sherwood, a.k.a. Diana Shire?" (Author's note: 'Credit Card Caper')
"She was the prostitute killed by Alicia Foster to fake Alicia's death." Sandra said. "Martin worked on that case with you. It always bothered him how that worked out."
"Yes, it bothered me too." I said. "And Dorian studied sexual psychology in school, then became a prostitute because she liked it. I'm seeing some similarities to Tiffany Barclay."
"And then," I said, "there was one of my earliest cases, the 'murdered football player'." I said. "Jefferson Davis Jackson's body was dumped, then moved. That is also what happened here... Tiffany was dumped where her phone and purse was found... then her body was moved here, to the State Line."
"Why?" asked Muscone.
"That," I said, "is what I hope to answer tonight." I said.
"So, who did it?" asked Muscone.
"You were right in the beginning of it all, Jack." I said "She was a prostitute killed by her john." After a pause I said "Okay, here's the plan to bag the perp..."
To be continued.
Okay, dear readers, you have sufficient clues to determine Tiffany's killer. Who did it? And for bonus Bowser points, who moved the body to the State Line? And how will the Iron Crowbar capture the killer? Solution next chapter...
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Part 9 - Sleight of Hand
Tuesday, November 15th. About 8:30pm, as darkness enveloped the land, a limousine pulled up to the scene. Attorney General John Barclay and his wife Daphne got out. He looked composed; she looked haggard. A large number of State Patrol officers from his State were pulling up behind him, as well as a few State Agents. He also had an attorney with him: Forest Gillis.
"You wanted to see me, Commander?" Barclay said as he came up to me.
"Yes, Mr. Attorney General." I said. "I appreciate you coming up."
"Sir," said Forest Gillis, loudly, "be sure to stay on your side of the State Line." Gillis then looked hard at me and said "I don't trust Troy's motives."
"I'm sure they're honorable, Mr. Gillis." said Barclay, with a 'sincerity' that fooled no one present. "So what's this about, Commander?"
I had the FBI guys and a few State Troopers from my State, as well as a few plainclothes officers... these were actually from the Eastphalia Police, as their county had jurisdiction on my side of the State Line.
"As you can see, Mr. Barclay," I said, "the U.S. Geological Survey team is continuing to re-survey the State Line for this case, as requested by the Federal judge overseeing it." We could see the survey team working behind my left shoulder about 100 feet away.
"So, what I wanted to talk to you about was Tiffany being moved." I wandered over to where a chalk outline of where Tiffany had laid was on the ground, with Barclay and Gillis following. Mrs. Barclay was still near the limousine. Barclay made sure to stay well on his side of where the body marking was.
"The one thing I cannot figure out, Mr. Barclay," I said loudly as officers slowly moved around us, "is why the body was moved here to straddle the State line. Do you have any idea of why that occurred, sir?"
"No, Commander, I don't." said Barclay. "And if you can't figure it out, I don't know why you'd think I'd know."
"Oh, that one is easy." I said, turning to face Barclay. "Because, sir: you murdered your daughter."
"What?!" said Barclay. "That's ridiculous. Let's go, Gillis." He turned to leave, but found himself surrounded by my State's Troopers. More of them were facing off agains the other State's agents, and all were heavily armed and armored. Cindy was coming up to my side.
"What is this?" Gillis roared. "Your Troopers are across the line!"
"No, they're not." I said. "See over there, where those FBI Agents are? That's where the brass plate for the State Line is. You are on my side if the Line, Mr. Barclay... and you are under arrest for the first degree murder of your daughter Tiffany Barclay, a human being." I went up to him, turned him around, and began reciting his rights to him as I affixed handcuffs to his wrists behind his back.
"This is crazy!" yelled Barclay. "I didn't kill my daughter!"
"Oh yes you did." I said. "She was about to expose the incestuous relationship you were having with her, which would've destroyed your political career. The FBI is executing a search warrant to find your revolver, that you once used to kill a home invader, and more recently used to kill Tiffany. They'll also do a search of the trunk of your car, and even though you washed it out, they'll likely find some tissue, or even the blanket you wrapped Tiffany's body inside of, to carry her around."
I began to lead Barclay to a waiting Police vehicle. "Come along Mr. Gillis. Mr Barclay is in dire need of your services right now."
"John! What have you done!" a woman's voice screamed out. It was Mrs. Barclay, who was coming up to us. "You... you killed Tiffany?"
"No!" shouted Barclay, turning to face his wife. "Now go home! I'll take care of all this, and I'll be home soon."
Mrs. Barclay's face was one of sheer misery, tears flowing down her cheeks. "You killed my baby? You murdered my little girl? You bastard!"
Time slowed down. Suddenly, Mrs. Barclay had a revolver in her hand, and was pointing it right at her husband. As I moved to get between them, I felt myself suddenly and violently being pulled back and to the ground. It was Cindy tackling me, even as Daphne fired.
*POW!* *POW!* *POW!* *POW!*
I saw all four bullets find their mark, and crimson stains appear on John Barclay's shirt. As other officers went for their guns, Mrs. Barclay put the revolver to her own heard as I screamed out "WAIT!" Everyone froze.
"Get off me!" I snarled at Cindy as I pushed her off me. Getting up, I said to Mrs. Barclay. "Daphne, you don't have to die. Put the gun down."
"Why? He killed my baby! What do I have left?" the sobbing woman replied.
"You have to tell Tiffany's story." I said. "You're the only one that can do that now. Don't let her death be for nothing."
Daphne was crying, breaking down. As she took the gun away from her head, I stepped forward, grabbing her hand, then taking the gun. I told Cindy to take Mrs. Barclay to the police car as I took an evidence bag out of my pants pocket and put the gun in it, wrote the proper information on it, and handed it to the Eastphalia Police officer that had come up.
"He's dead, Commander." said a medic that had come up and checked upon John Barclay. I just nodded, then told the CSIs there to begin processing the scene.
"You're going to pay for this, Troy!" yelled Forest Gillis. "This is all your fault! I'm going to have your fucking badge for this."
"I really wish you slugs would come up with some new lines." I said. "I've heard that one too many times to count. Now either go help Mrs. Barclay, or go home, Gillis. I'm not in the mood to tolerate your shit right now." I walked away from him. LEOs on both sides of the line were standing down as the CSIs went to work.
Cindy had put Mrs. Barclay in the police car, and it had driven away. She turned to face me as I came up to her.
"Why did you tackle me?" I asked angrily. "I could've taken those bullets with my armor, and saved his life."
"I don't give a damn." Cindy shot right back, practically screaming. "You would've been injured, even with armor on. And a bullet could've hit you in the head, which you've reminded us a ton of times you can't armor-plate. No way was I letting you risk your life for that worthless piece of shit!"
"She's right, you know." said the FBI Deputy Director, coming up to us.
I just nodded, knowing I was on the wrong side of this one. "Yeah, you're right." I said, then did my duty as a man: "I apologize, Cindy. You did the right thing, and I should be grateful, not angry. Thank you." Cindy nodded and we hugged.
Part 10 - Solution
Working through the process took a couple of hours, and it was nearly 11:00pm when the FBI team got back to the City. We headed to the City Diner, which was open all night, and they had a back room for us. Present were me, Cindy, Jack Muscone, Sandra Speer, Lindy Linares, and the Deputy Director, who had procured the back room for us.
"So where's Callie?" I asked Cindy. "She helped a lot with this case."
She grimaced a little bit as she said "She flew back to California this afternoon with Norelle."
"Is she coming back any time soon?"
"I don't know." Cindy replied quietly. A little too quietly. I realized what was going on.
"I understand. You okay?" I asked.
"I will be." Cindy said. "As you've said, I should not mistake a great piece of ass for love."
"I also know that love is the one emotion we can't control." I said. "So if you need to talk, I'm here for you. Or we can go see your father on the way home."
Cindy nodded. "Thanks. I'll be fine." And though she tried to remain stoic about it, she was giving off the vibe of having a heart that needed some mending.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*DING* *DING* *DING* *DING*
Spoon tapped glass as we finished dinner, courtesy of Cindy Ross. She said "Okay, Don, let's hear how you solved it." The FBI team encouraged me to tell, as well.
"Okay." I said, wondering where to start. Deciding, I said "You FBI guys already knew Tiffany had disappeared, and got me and Cindy over here knowing it was likely we'd be needed. And sure enough, Tiffany was found that evening."
I continued: "The first thing I noticed was the absence of a purse or cellphone, which suggested to me that her body had been moved from another place. I thought that place would be the crime scene, but instead it was from a place well inside the other State. And we found her University ID on her, which was also very interesting. Someone wanted us to know who she was."
"Who?" asked Lindy.
"I'll circle back there later." I said. "I also noticed that the girl had been very carefully stabbed right in one place over her heart. Even at the scene, I was thinking that was done to cover up something, and the most likely thing was a gunshot wound.
"So when I saw that John Barclay had used a .38 caliber revolver to shoot a home invader, I immediately considered a connection. The ballistics of that bullet and wound would be on record, and Barclay knew he had to eradicate all possible evidence of it. He missed the bullet found in Tiffany's rooms, but he did eradicate the wound channel in her. Fortunately, I had asked Martha to specifically look for evidence of a gunshot wound, and being the excellent M.E. that she is, Martha found that very quickly."
"I should offer her a job with the Feds." said the DepDirector. Both Cindy and I waved crowbars at him.
"Do not make us administer a double crowbar beatdown to you, sir." I 'threatened'. I went on: "So... I was already considering Barclay to be my primary suspect. Of course I did not close my mind to ideas it could be others. Daphne, Ethan, or the security people might have access to that same gun, and it was still possible that Betty Lamarr had been waxed by a customer or someone in the adult industry."
I continued: "But the visit to the Barclay home not only cemented for me that the family was where suspicions should lay, but also a reason, a motive for the crime: incest, and some family abuse. Cindy and Sandra noticed that Tiffany's room was just 'not right' for a typical young girl. Her relationship with her mother was not 'ordinary', and was I the only one that felt the seeming oppression of the family members by John Barclay? It was clear he was tremendously dominant, maybe even abusive to his wife."
"Furthermore," I said, "I noticed the importance of Tiffany not having a car. Her father had been having a sexual affair with her, and he was obsessed by her, either for the sex or for keeping her under his thumb. He wanted her to go to college nearby, to Eastern State, and not giving her transportation was one way of keeping her under wraps. But she broke free anyway, went to the University, and hung out with bad boys that were giving her sex. I thought that she might be dating these boys to get back at her father and show him she was having sex with other men, and I think now that I'm right on that."
"So while she was at the University," I went on, "she was being given rides by one Al Guilford. I have reason to believe that Al was hired by Tiffany's father to keep tabs on her, to watch over her, and to spy on her. She found out, and went and made a false claim against him to get him off her back, and as a shot at her father. Guilford had been set up in his place of spying by Barclay, which included us only being able to find one address for him. But his cover was blown, so he transferred back to Eastern State, and I suspect would've continued to work for John Barclay in some capacity."
I paused to take a drink, then went on: "So, let's move up to this past summer. Tiffany never gave away the dark secret involving her father's incest with her, but the incident with Guilford made her irritated. I suspect she went to Ethan and wanted his support to confront their father and make him back off. But Barclay was a very controlling father, and a bully to his son. He forced Ethan to participate in Sports, and was deeply disappointed when Ethan showed no interest in trying to excel at Sports, nor at academics.
"And Ethan was very timid, and too afraid to confront his father. I don't know what relationship Tiffany had with her brother before, and whether or not sex was involved, but Tiffany was very upset when Ethan would not support her, and their relationship disintegrated as a result."
"So," I said, "when we left the Barclay home, I was absolutely convinced that John Barclay had murdered his daughter. But the 'why', 'how', and 'where' were still problems, and we did not have jurisdiction established yet. So, I bided my time and waited. We soon got a crime scene in the City, and over time we found out that Tiffany was going to a tabloid. And there I had my motive!"
I continued: "I don't know for sure, but I believe this was the sequence of events. Tiffany went to Ralph Lycra with her story about her father having incest with her. I should add that the story of Tiffany being a prostitute and Barclay's daughter wouldn't do a lot to harm Barclay's career; he could even say she was majoring in sexual psychology and so on and so forth. But the incest story coupled with the prostitution was one that could hurt him.
"Anyway," I went on, "Lycra blew her off, but then turned right around and called Barclay. Barclay agreed to pay Lycra off to keep quiet about the story, which is where Lycra got his extra money. And Barclay also knew that he had to kill Tiffany, because she was already showing that she was going to reveal the secret. And more and worse than that, she was breaking totally free of him, which created an enraged jealousy within him."
"So," I said, "Barclay found out where Tiffany was in the City. He might've forced Ethan to get the information, or tricked Tiffany into thinking Ethan was calling her on the phone, or something like that. At any rate, John went there, confronted Tiffany, shot her, wrapped her in a blanket, and transported her out of there. I think he had her in the trunk of his car for hours, at least. He finally figured out what to do, dumped her body in a county with a Sheriff friendly to him, then started the machinations to report Tiffany as missing. And now we're back to you guys calling me and Cindy over for a few days in this great City at midnight and beyond. So, what are your questions?"
"So let me see if I have this straight." said the DepDirector, overstepping a chorus of questions wanting to be asked. "You saw the multiple stab wounds carefully made, reasoned why, saw the previous home invasion report and shooting, made the connection, and everything went on from there?"
"Pretty much." I said. "Those were the beginning links of my chain."
"And it was there for all of us to see." said the DepDirector.
"That's what he does, sir." said Cindy. "I've seen him do it countless times, now. We 'see', he 'observes'."
"I have a question." said Sandra. "Tiffany became obsessed with sex, she even was majoring in sexual psychology. Is that normal for girls that have had a relationship with their father like that?"
"Probably not." I said. "I'd defer to my wife's expertise on this subject, but Tiffany may have been a very willing participant in the sex with her father. That may have been one reason Mrs. Barclay, who I think knew of the relationship, didn't say anything. And Tiffany said things to Laura about how cool and handsome her brother was. Tiffany might have gone for him and he rejected her sexual advances. That's speculation, though. We'll get Mrs. Barclay's story in the coming days."
"Okay," said Cindy, "I'll ask the 800-lb.-gorilla question: who put her body on the State Line?"
"That," I said, "is the bugaboo in this case. Barclay could not believe it when her body was found on the State Line. It totally ruined his plan to have the investigation of the death glossed over by his people in his State. He'd talked to Clark Webster to make it look like he was worried and that Tiffany was missing; that came back to bite him in the ass when she was found on the State Line, and the FBI was able to take charge of the case. As to who did it? I dunno... that might be something you can deduce... motive, means, opportunity..."
"What about money?" asked Jack Muscone. "They didn't find any. Did she leave it at the University?"
"I can answer that one." said Cindy. "She didn't keep hardly any of it. After paying her own bills, she used most of it to help the other working girls at her club... pay their doctor bills, helping out with food or medicine for them or their families. She had a good heart..." Cindy looked a little sad as she related the story.
"So you don't think she had a car under a third I.D.?" asked Lindy.
"If she did," I said, "I think she'd have disappeared to somewhere far, far away, to get away from her father's obsession with her. Hmm..." I began going into a reverie.
When I came out of it, I said "So, that's it... as Agent Muscone said, it was a prostitute murdered by her john... John Barclay, that is. And thanks to his wife, he is now answering for that crime in front of a much higher Judge..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're going back tonight?" asked the DepDirector, as I entered the office he was using while in the City.
"Yes sir." I said. "Here's all our paperwork." I handed him the folder full of papers.
"You did a fantastic job on this." said the DepDirector as he took the folder. "Sure you don't want a job with us in the FBI?"
"No sir, I love where I am now, and I do get to consult with you guys as it is." I said. "And of course... I get to use my own discretion about a few things."
"What things are those?" asked the DepDirector.
"Is this room bugged?" I asked.
"There are likely microphones." said the Director. I pulled out my bug-killer and turned it on as he peered at me.
"Like my discretion to ask you how you moved Tiffany's body to the State Line." I said. The DepDirector peered even harder at me.
"Have a seat." he finally said.
"Thank you for not denying it." I said. "It was obvious to me from the get-go that John Barclay has been groomed not only as a Democrat politician, but as an Elitist and Globalist. He was sent to North Carolina and married an 'old school' family's daughter. Ergo, a possible connection to Superior Bloodlines itself. At least you think so: you had Muscone investigate him, and you've been watching Barclay for some time."
"Yes, that is true." said the DepDirector. "In fact, Barclay was a solid link to Superior Bloodlines. I was hoping we'd get to talk to him, but his wife blew him away first. Maybe out of grief, or maybe to protect the Enemy."
"Grief, I think." I said. "But I did try to step in the way and save him for you."
"Yes, but I understand Ms. Ross doing what she did to protect you." he said. "She's a brave woman, and a good Detective. I would not mind having her on our team, even if I can't get you. But I digress... so how did you know I had her body moved?"
"Motive, means, opportunity." I said. "As to means... well, you're the Deputy Director of the FBI, of course you have the means. You pinged her cellphone location to find the body; ergo, the opportunity to move her after she was dumped. And motive? John Barclay, a rising star in Superior Bloodlines, was ripe to be taken down, but the FBI had to have jurisdiction. How to do that? Put her body on the State Line, call in the Iron Crowbar, and let things flow like the waters of the River. And your plan would've succeeded, if not for Mrs. Barclay bringing the gun that killed her daughter to the scene and killing her husband with it."



"Damn." said the DepDirector. "As they all say... nothing gets by you." After a pause, he asked "So, what's next? Especially regarding Superior Bloodlines?"
"I am working to take them down, as I promised you I would." I said. "I'm working on one angle, while I'm sure you're working on other angles that I can't help you with. But we'll get them."
We stood up, and the DepDirector shook my hand. "Again, that was an amazing job you did, and I do hope we'll be working together more often."
"As they say of us Police," I said with a tinge of acerbic humor, "we're only a phone call away."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went and found Cindy, and we made our goodbyes with the FBI team. As I hugged Sandra, she whispered "Thank you again for last night."
"It was my honor." I said, and we both knew what each other was truly saying about our mating.
Cindy drove the Black Beauty. As we drove through the City, I looked at the 'concrete jungle', the sparkle of the lights, the buildings. I thought of the power of the Mind of Man to create something like this. And I thought of the millions of souls, and the equal numbers of their stories, their dreams, their pains. The rich, the poor, those in law enforcement, and the prostitutes selling their bodies to make ends meet.. it was all here. If I did not love my Town, I could see myself in this Midnight City, being a part of it, wrapped in its sparkling twilight...
"Can I ask you something personal?" Cindy asked as we reached the outskirts of the City and the darkness of University Highway as it stretched to the west.
"Sure." I said.
"My father says he did not know your father very well," Cindy said, "and you don't talk about him much. And Ethan's situation got me to thinking. What was your father like? And what was your relationship with him like, growing up?"
"Well," I said, "I had the somewhat fortune of being the second child, though Elizabeth was far enough older than me that there was a separation there. My father was somewhat quiet, totally absorbed in his law practice, fairly stern but still showed caring for my mom and me."
"Except for taking Aikido," I continued, "my parents did not force either me or Elizabeth to do anything, though they relentlessly drove religion down Elizabeth's throat. When that failed so badly and Elizabeth renounced the Christian God and left home, I think both my mom and dad backed off from pushing too hard on me.
I went on: "I think my dad wanted me to be a lawyer, and follow him into the family firm, but he never said anything about me majoring in Chemistry. He also never said anything about me joining ROTC and getting a commission... though being a lawyer and believing every word printed by the openly-Leftist New York Times, he was not very pro-military. But my mom told me she thought he secretly was proud of me when I accomplished that."
"And it all worked out." Cindy said. "I just wonder what is going to happen to Ethan. Without his parents pushing him, I can really see him dropping off a cliff, so to speak."
"I think you're right." I said. "But then again, now that he's freed of his father, he might can take flight and do great things.
"I was lucky, I think." said Cindy. "My father, my Canadian dad, was good to me and Molly when we were growing up... until they rejected my orientation, of course. And then I found out Dr. Eckhart was my father. And just listening to him talk for five minutes has opened up my world to so many possibilities..."
"He's not only a great man..." I said, "he's a good man, and we're lucky to know him and have him around."
After a pause, I said "Are you going to follow him into the family business?"
"I'm already in the family business." Cindy said, with clarity. "I'm a Police Officer in the Town & County Police Force, with my sister in the next county over... and my cousin by my side at home. And there's no place I'd rather be..."
Part 11 - Epilogue
Wednesday, November 16th. The kids were put to bed, and the dogs were in their places of guard duty in their baskets besides the beds. I poured Laura a glass of wine and fixed myself a Scotch and Soda, and went and sat beside her on the far sofa against the wall in the den.
"It is good to be back home." I said.
"And I'm glad to have you back home with me." Laura said. "Tiffany's funeral is tomorrow, and I'm going to go. What about you?"
"No, I've missed too much work here." I said. "And I didn't know Tiffany, not like you did. I know she was your student, but you've been pretty quiet about everything." That was an attempt to get my wife to talk about what was bothering her.
"I know." Laura said. She sighed, drank some wine, then said "Tiffany's death got me to thinking about some things. I should've seen that something was wrong, even though she told me nothing was going on with her family. And I'm not sure if letting a girl be a prostitute as part of her psychology thesis is the right thing to do. Dorian Sherwood died too young, and Tiffany was barely more than a girl..."
"But it was their choices." I said. "And from what I heard, they both liked what they were doing. No, most of the working girls out don't like it, but how do you stop them?"
"That's one thing, but I don't have to enable them, like I did with Tiffany." Laura said.
"I'll understand if you don't want to answer this, or can't answer it," I said, "but were you trying to recruit Tiffany for the Company?"
Laura got quiet for a moment, then said "I'm always trying to recruit good people for the Company. As to Tiffany, she's wasn't all that good a candidate, and didn't want much to do with Government of any kind. Last but not least, I'm trying to retire, so I'm not looking for recruits any more."
"Good." I said. "Especially on the retirement. But don't stress yourself about Tiffany... I get the idea that she was in for a clash with her father no matter what else was going on in her life... and it would've ended badly for her... just like... oh, shit..."
"What?" Laura asked as I went into a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross sat alone in her apartment. The Canadian Whisky and water only dulled the pain. She was tired, but she didn't want to go to bed. She felt empty.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was her personal cellphone. She answered it.
"Hi Cindy, this is Jenna." said the voice at the other end of the line. "I'm sorry I haven't been able to get back to you before now, and then I heard you were in the City working on something. Is now an okay time to talk?"
"Sure." said Cindy, feeling strangely numb, not knowing what to say.
"It's been a long and busy time since the Election." she heard Jenna saying. "But it's winding down now. Can we get together for lunch, or dinner if that's better for you?"
"Yeah, sure." Cindy said. "Cattleman's Club, Friday evening? We can drink at the bar, if nothing else."
"Sure, that'll be fine." Jenna said. After a few seconds more of chit-chat, they disconnected the call.
Cindy sat and watched the ice cubes melting in her drink glass. She wasn't sure what to think. Even as she'd been talking to Jenna, she was thinking of... Callie.
My cousin's right, she thought to herself. Damn it all, he's right: love is the one emotion we cannot control...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, November 17th. At 10:00am, Chief Moynahan 'invited' me into his office. After having me sit down, he got right to the point.
"As I said yesterday," he said, "your work on that Barclay case was outstanding. The FBI was impressed, as were the Eastphalia Police and the City Police. I got word that Mrs. Barclay has been talking about the situation, and it's a very sad story that ended very badly."
"What's going to happen to Ethan?" I asked.
"He will essentially inherit his parent's money." said Moynahan. "The lawyers are working to keep him out of Child Protective Services, and he turns 18 within a year. After that, he's on his own."
"Yep." I said. "I suspect we'll be running up against him again some time in the future."
"Maybe so." said Moynahan. "But the reason I called you into my office is to let you know that the FBI has developed what they consider to be credible threats to you. Taking out John Barclay was a huge blow to these white supremacists that our FBI friends have been chasing. They're finding that he was an important piece of their financial networks, and now the FBI is crawling all over those. It's like when you began shutting off Mr. Wargrave's money and Pastor Westboro's money... the hornets' nests have been... stirrrrrred."
"Yes sir." I said. "And I'm afraid that there are going to be threats to others, as well. It's about to get ugly again..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Death And Disguise
"Cindy Ross, Captain, Badge Number 1-0-6-9." the platinum blonde Officer stated to Patrolman Culver at the edge of the crime scene. It was Sunday night, November 20th, 10:30pm.
"Thank you, Captain. How are you doing these days, ma'am?" asked Culver.
"Not too bad." she said. "Let me see what's going on in here, and we'll chit-chat later. Has Commander Troy arrived?"
"If he has, ma'am," said Culver, "he did not come through me." Cindy nodded and went on, a bit surprised.
The crime scene was near MLK Jr. Boulevard, the main east-west road of the Tenderloin District. Captain Ross saw a car on the side of the road, several bullets having struck it. A body was lying in the adjacent parking lot, a black man lying face-down, his clothing all black. The Crime Lab was setting up a portable tent, with which they'd cover the body after it was set up, giving them privacy from the prying eyes of the Public, and more importantly, the Media.
Squatting next to him was a Uniformed Police Officer in a standard dark blue uniform and highwall Police Officer's hat. His back was to Cindy and she did not recognize him. "Who is that?" she asked of Sergeant Carswell, who was assigned to 2nd Precinct and ostensibly in charge of the scene. Carswell was black, had a good reputation with the people of the area as well as within the Police Force.
"I don't know, ma'am." said Carswell. "He's not one of us at 2nd Precinct."
Cindy strode up until she was behind the man. "What are you doing, Officer?" she said, her voice commanding and not friendly.
"Examining the body, ma'am." said the Officer, his voice scratchy and whispery. He did not look up, nor over his shoulder at her.
"Why are you doing that? That's for Detectives to do, and the Crime Lab. Why don't you go man a barricade or something?" Captain Ross asked, knowing that if he were a Detective of any level below Lieutenant, he'd be in plain clothes. She could see no rank on him at all.
"Yes ma'am, in a moment." the man said.
Getting angry at the effrontery of the Officer, she said "Who is your boss?"
"Chief Moynahan, ma'am." he said flatly.
"No, dipshit, I mean who is your Sergeant?" Cindy all but yelled, worn to anger.
"All of them, ma'am." said the man. Getting more angry, Cindy's left hand tightened on her green crowbar.
"Turn around and face me---- what the hell?" she asked as she grabbed his shoulder. He had turned to face her, and she was looking into the gray eyes...
...of the Iron Crowbar.
"Don!" she gasped. "Commander, what are you doing?"
"As I said, Captain," I replied, "I'm examining this body." My rank and the 'TCPD' on my collars were subdued, making them uneasy to see, and I was not wearing my MOV, DSC and Purple Order rectangles over my right pocket. I looked just like an entry-level Patrol Officer to the uninitiated.
"Uhhh... aaahh... I mean... geez..." she stammered, trying to get her wits about her. "You know what I mean, Commander."
"Yes, I know. I have reason to not want to be noticed as myself, Captain." I said. I stood up and said "I guess I'll go man that barricade as you ordered." The Crime Lab people were coming with the tent, so Cindy and I moved out of their way.
Just then, there was a commotion. Patrolman Culver was having words with someone, a black woman in a suit. "Better go check on that, Captain." I said. Cindy hurried over to Culver.
"Ma'am," said Culver, "this woman is demanding entry, saying she's an officer with the State Department of Justice, but she won't show an I.D."
"Then you don't come in, lady." said Cindy. "And if you try, you'll be arrested, or possibly shot."
"Are you kidding?" said the woman.
"Not about you being arrested." said Cindy. "Now it's State Law that you have to follow my order to show me your I.D. Show me your I.D. Now."
The woman pulled out her State badge and I.D.
"Tasheeka Jones." Cindy said. She pulled out her Police iPhone and read the RFID chip inside the badge. "Whaddya know, she's legit." Cindy read the badge number to Culver, who wrote it down, and Cindy returned Jones's ID to her.
"Why are you here, Agent Jones?" Cindy asked as they came towards the body. "And why did you give my officer back there so much crap?"
"I'm here to observe the TCPD's procedures at crime scenes." Jones replied. "I was testing your officer and your perimeter setup."
"Who is your boss, Harold Bennett?" Cindy queried.
"Yes." said Jones. "He is concerned that all local Departments are not following proper protocols as directed by the State."
"We have a murder here, and you're worried about fucking process..." Cindy said sardonically.
"Do you have a problem with that, Captain?" the woman asked confrontationally. Cindy stopped and squared up to her.
"Yes I do." Cindy said. "We follow procedures, we have no problems in our Court cases, and that's with defense lawyers rabidly trying to find any hole against us. Your presence here is an interference and an irritation. Stay out of our fucking way."
"Who is your boss, Captain Ross?" the woman asked, and in a tone conveying a threat.
"Commander Donald Troy." Cindy said with great alacrity, and no small measure of pride. "TCPD badge number 1-6-4-0. By all means, run to him if you have a problem with me. Or run to the Chief."
"Where is Commander Troy now?" asked the woman.
"As a matter of TCPD policy, because of threats to Commander Troy's life, we do not give out his whereabouts to people we don't know." Cindy said, then added with emphasis: "I don't know you."
"You will soon." Agent Jones said. It was then she noticed the tall Uniformed Officer standing near them, standing sideways so that only his left side was visible. "Who are you, and what are you doing standing there listening to us?" Jones snarled at the offender.
"Exactly that." said the tall man. "Listening to you."
"Why you little prick!" Agent Jones said. "Captain, why is this Patrol Officer standing here minding our business? Why isn't he working?"
"For someone observing our procedures, Captain," I said to Cindy, "Agent Jones is not very observant, is she?" Cindy was now having trouble stifling a laugh.
"What is your badge number?" Jones yelled. "I am going to..." It was then she noticed the nametag on my right pocket, which unsurprisingly said 'Troy'; and my badge, which said 'Commander' and '1640'. And then she noticed the circular oak leaf cluster on my right collar.
"That's right." I said as she looked at me in shock. "I am Commander Donald Troy, Agent Jones. I don't know what kind of fucking games you are playing, but you've harassed my officer, you've harassed my Captain, and you are now in a world of shit with me. You are lucky that I don't arrest you and have you spend the night in my jails until Harold Bennett comes and gets you... or your real employers, the FBI, come get you."
"What?!" Cindy gasped. "So she gave me a false ID?" Agent Jones was dumbfounded with shock... and was not denying the accusation of her connection to the FBI.
"No." I said. "She's with the SDOJ, too. Playing fucking games with us. But just because she's not observant doesn't mean that I have to stoop to the same levels of stupidity. I am not going to allow the SDOJ nor the FBI to think that this is an Agency of the Weak Minded. Now keep well back, Agent Jones... my Captain is very fast with a crowbar, and it's hard for me to stop her in time, sometimes. Come along, Captain."
With that, we moved to the tent and went in where the body was. The Crime Lab people recognized me, and were understandably surprised at my attire.
"Never mind how I'm dressed, people." I said. "Whaddya got?"
"Black male, aged 25," said J.R. Barnes, "died of multiple gunshot wounds to the chest and back. Looks like nine millimeter holes, but we'll have to get Martha the M.E. to confirm that. Man has no I.D. on him, has a holster for a gun, a revolver like a .38 Special, but the holster is empty. I put out word to look for a gun, but so far no one has found one."
"I anticipate a visit from T-Square shortly, Captain Ross." I said. "I believe that this is Holden, one of T-Square's 'Regiment'. J.R., any drugs on him, any money, anything at all?"
"No sir." said J.R. "No wallet, no wads of money. Pockets are empty, we've already taken lint samples and brushed down his clothes for fibers. There are some abrasions on his wrists, as if he's been handcuffed in the recent past, but no handcuffs now, obviously."
"Sir," said Sergeant Carswell, who had just come in, "I've called Headquarters, and your Mouseketeers are getting all video footage possible, and asking for the warrants as we go along."
"Good." I said. "And Sergeant Carswell, you've done good work at this scene. I like the way you've handled it from start to finish. We have a State DOJ protocol examiner here, and I suspect she will be forced to admit you are doing it right."
"Thank you, Commander." said Carswell, pleased with my praise in front of others. I asked him to check in with Captain Ross, and he left the tent area.
"Protocol examiner, Commander?" J.R. asked, and I understood the underlying joke.
"Well," I said, "I didn't want to offend Miss Cho here and call that person what she deserves to be called." Everyone laughed, including Christina.
"Sir," Christina said, "I've heard plenty of bad things. I work with these guys, remember?" That got some banter going.
"Sir," asked Patrolman McGhillie, "with all due respect, why are you dressed like it's Orange Order Day?"
"So that... protocol examiners... won't be able to find me." I replied with a grin, to more chuckles.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's here." Cindy said. Sure enough, two limousines had pulled up to just outside our perimeter. A door was opened by a chauffeur and the legendary rapper T-Square got out. As he came up to Patrolman Culver, I told Cindy to escort him to the tent.
"You're letting him inside the perimeter?" Agent Jones gasped as Cindy met up with T-Square.
"Yes." I said. "And for good reason. Now why don't you shut the fuck up and let me do my job. Another word out of you, Ms. Jones, and you will go to jail. I am not kidding, I am not fucking around with you anymore. Keep your God-damned mouth shut." I walked away from her and up to Cindy and T-Square.
"Damn, I.C.," said T-Square, "what's up with the... er, uniform?"
"I do look good, don't I, T-Square?" I said. "Come on in, and you can bring the lawyer, but your Regiment has to stay here."
"They're my bodyguards, I.C., you know that." said T-Square.
"Captain Ross and I will be your bodyguards inside the perimeter, T-Square." I said. "And you know we're good. I've got a reason for asking them to stay here." T-Square relented and signaled his Regiment to stay put. I took him to the tent, and inside.
"Recognize him?" I asked.
"Awwww, shit." said T-Square, kneeling down and looking at the man's face. "Yeah, he's one of my Regiment."
"Holden?" I asked. T-Square looked up at me from behind his eyeshades, then nodded.
"Any idea why I'm investigating his murder, here?" I asked.
"No." said T-Square. "And that's for real. Holden never was a problem, did his job well and quietly as a security man."
"I'll need a statement from you." I said. "Your legal eagle is here, and can listen in. But if you want me to solve this and let you know who did it... I'll need whatever help you can give me."
After giving his statement, T-Square went back out and broke the news to his Regiment. I heard their groans of dismay, then came up to them.
"Gentlemen," I said, "I'm sorry for the loss of your colleague. I'm going to have to ask all of you to talk to my Officers about him. Anything you can give us that will help me wax the killer or killers will be greatly appreciated."
"Do what the I.C. says, guys." said T-Square. "And do it for Holden." I cannot complain about the cooperation I got from them...
Part 2 - Seeing Orange
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 21st, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the lawsuit filed by Thomas P. Cook to have Loran T. Michaels seated immediately on the Town & County Council has been acted upon by Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom!"
"Judge Folsom wrote that the Council did a very poor job in wording their resolution for the election to fill the seat vacated by the death of Pastor Raymond Westboro last June 22d. Judge Folsom ruled that the election of Loran T. Michaels is for a two-year term beginning January 1st, that the People believed that is what they were voting for on November 8th, and the Council's resolution did state that. However, that also means that Mr. Michaels is not filling in the unexpired term of Pastor Westboro.
"Judge Folsom also ruled that Mr. Michaels may sit in on all Council meetings and deliberations, but may not vote until January. Asked for comment, Mr. Thomas P. Cook said that he would appeal the ruling to Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court. Experts say Leahy might very well overturn the ruling."
Bettina continued: "In other news, praise is pouring in from all over the region for Commander Donald Troy, who, while working with the FBI as a consultant, solved the murder of Tiffany Barclay, a student at the University. Ms. Barclay was murdered by her father, Attorney General John Barclay of the State east of us. Governor Val Jared stated that Commander Troy's brilliance is just what he needs to clean out the corruption of the SBI in our State."
"And speaking of the SBI," Bettina said, getting the attention of all of us in MCD, "Director Jack Lewis formally stepped down as the head of the SBI over the weekend. He has issued no statement on the matter nor held a public press conference since being defeated for the Governorship on November 8th. Governor Jared has also not yet commented on the SBI situation, but said he would do so soon. And now for Sports with Nick Eastwood! Nick!"
"Thank you Bettina!" said the handsome blonde Nick Eastwood. "The Bulldogs face off against their arch-rival, the State Tech Engineers, this Saturday, right here at University Memorial Stadium. The Bulldogs have only the blemish against the Wildcats on their record, and are expected to soundly defeat the hated Engineers from across the State. Adding to the drama are reports that the Conference intends to strongly sanction State Tech for repeated examples of dirty play and intentional attempts to cause injuries. Tech denies this, and states they will not accept sanctions of any kind!"
"Nick," Bettina said, "what can State Tech do? Sue the Conference?"
"That is one possibility, Bettina." said Eastwood. "However, most experts say that if Tech does that, their efforts will likely fail and also result in their expulsion from the Conference. Their only other option is to leave the Conference. We have unconfirmed reports that State Tech is in talks with the All-Regional Conference, a lower-level conference to be sure."
"Meanwhile, Bettina," continued Eastwood, "the Wildcats play their rival, the State U. Purple Hawks on Saturday, and the Bulldogs need a State U. win to advance to the Conference title game. If the Wildcats win, they are in, and will get a chance to avenge their only loss, which was to the Tigers, who clinched the other division already."
"Thank you, Nick!" said Bettina. "And in other news, the Town and indeed the entire Region has responded with excitement at the announcement by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and leader of the self-help company 'The Vision', that the introductory "Envision Your Life" seminar event will be held here for the first time! The dates are Wednesday through Friday, December 28-30th, and the event will be held at the new Civic Center! 'The Vision' announced that all 1500 available seats have been sold, and they are taking names for a waiting list."
"Also," Bettina went on, "Sheriff Daniel Allgood has issued a statement that he will name Assistant Public Health Officer Beth Paige to the position of Public Health Officer, replacing Loran Michaels, who resigned to take over the Council seat he won on November 8th. Sheriff Allgood also named Police Captain Susan Weston to the Assistant Public Health Officer position, which is a cross-department promotion for Ms. Weston..."
"And finally," Bettina said, to the gratitude of my tired ears, "Police have no leads on the murder of a man in the Tenderloin District last night. The man has not been identified pending notification of next of kin, but sources tell Channel Two News that he may have been employed by the T-Square Music Empire..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said to Cindy and Teresa as we sat in my office for the 'Angels' meeting, "the Orange Order announcement is today. I'll be putting out the email, and my assistant Helena will be collecting the ballots here, and the Precinct Captains' assistants will collect them at the Precincts."
"Who do you think is going to be elected?" asked Cindy.
"I really have no idea." I said. "The Chief won't be eligible until next year. We'll see what the rank-and-file have to say about it. Okay, what else do we have?"
"The Holden murder." said Cindy. "I've put Theo Washington on it as the primary Detective. Sergeant Carswell asked if Patrolman Jermaine Davis could work with Theo; they want to monitor Davis for the Detective track."
"Sure, why not?" I said. "But Cindy, tell Theo very privately that Davis had worked with McCombs and Hendricks in the past, and there were times I didn't know if Davis was clean or dirty. Tell Theo to be monitoring that, and to watch his backside."
"Wilco." said Cindy.
"Okay, Captain Croyle," I said, "what's going on in Operations?"
"Right now I'm concentrating on reducing three Precincts to two by January 1st." Teresa replied. "Then I'm going to work on security for The Vision's seminar. After that, we'll be beefing up the SWAT teams. The Assembly approved a bigger budget for them, and more armor for all our Officers."
"Chief Moynahan worked like a dog to squeeze that out of the Assembly, as did Sheriff's Chief of Staff Oswald... and with some of the Council fighting them every step of the way." I said. "We owe our guys a lunch. Okay, what about Vice?"
"Lt. Masters is beginning to get some leads on some organized activity." said Cindy. "We've got an undercover Sr. Patrolman, his name is J.J. Perry, a.k.a. 'Ice Cube', who has made some contacts in the Tenderloin District. This murder might cause issues, so I'll check up on that."
"Think that same organized activity might be related to this murder?" I asked.
"I don't know. I was going to ask you what you thought of that murder." said Cindy.
"What do you have on him, so far?" I asked. I had Mary and Myron's report already, but wanted to see what Cindy had obtained.
"Holden was a security man in Midtown and then the City." said Cindy. "I'm thinking you knew who he was because you knew him in Midtown as opposed to being in T-Square's Regiment." She peered at me.
"You're part right." I said. "I didn't know him personally, but I knew who he was. He ordered some of my stuff by mail and I shipped it to him. Then he moved to the City and I never heard from him again, until I made a point to learn who composed T-Square's Regiment. And then his name did not come up again until last night."



"He was hired by T-Square a few years ago," said Cindy, "to install security equipment at T-Square's studio in the City. Then T-Square hired him as a security man, then a full member of the 'Regiment'."
"What does it take to be a full member of the 'Regiment'?" asked Teresa. "Like being a 'made man' in the Mob?"
"It's not as bad as that." I said. "Mostly showing loyalty, coming to work on time, being good at the job, keeping calm with crowds and fans around, willing to take a bullet for T-Square or his lieutenants, such as T-Mac. Also, I've always equated it to the special bodyguard of a Japanese daimyo, or feudal lord... a protector that might hear important, private conversations and is expected to keep his ears closed and his mouth shut." Teresa nodded at the analogy.
"Anyway, no criminal record, no problems with finances, had a concealed carry permit." Cindy said. "No reason pops out for him to be targeted. But that does lead me to ask another question, sir: why your 'Orange Order' uniform last night? What was the real reason?"
I smiled. "To see if you were paying attention, Captain Ross... and I fooled you pretty well."
"For a second there, you did." Cindy said. "And you're lucky you didn't get a crowbar on your back, the hard way. But what was it about?"
"Well," I said, "the FBI and Chief Moynahan have told me that they've developed credible evidence that my life is in danger. And after we solved the Barclay murder and John Barclay came over all dead, people he associated with are very unhappy with me, and Forest Gillis is leading the way in creating a stink. The danger extends to you too, Cindy, so continue to take precautions." Cindy nodded.
"So," I said, "I showed up as a Uniformed Officer, didn't stand out too much, at least at first, and I never observed anything unusual in the few people that showed up to see what was going on. The only anomaly was that State DOJ bitch showing up and fucking with us."
"Geez." Cindy said. "I was so close to beating the shit out of her."
"Have you heard any more from her?" asked Teresa.
"Not yet." I said. "But there's plenty of time for that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can tell you this." said Chief Moynahan as we sat in his office at 9:30am. "Harold Bennett said that he sent Tasheeka Jones, one of his State psychologists, to examine your procedures at the crime scene, because a Federal lawsuit was filed against the State."
"By whom?" I asked. "The US DOJ?"
"No, a couple of lawyers." said the Chief. "Their names are Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson. They represent a group called 'Citizens For Police Accountability', and the FBI thinks they're a front for a group of black activists. Eidex and Swenson themselves are white, but they're a front for black activists.
"So Bennett sends a psychologist..." I mused.
"I've always wondered, Mr. Crowbar," said Moynahan, "why you put Bennett in this Chief's chair. Part of me thought you thought he was stupid and you could control him. And part of me thinks you thought more of him than you should have. So which is it?"
I smiled. "Both. Neither. My real reasons were that he wasn't corrupt, and that it wasn't your time to leave Midtown yet. Funny how the job opened up just as you needed to get out of Midtown, Chief."
"Heh heh heh heh." the Chief laughed. "I'm glad you did think of me, though. It has been wonderful getting to watch you and your fellow Officers on this Police Force."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "And back to the question... Bennett sent a psychologist for another reason... she's worked with the FBI before, if not currently, and she had ulterior motives for being there. Maybe to check up on me, or... ohhhhh."
"Yessss, Mr. Crowbar, I can see that it is not getting past you." Moynahan said.
Just then, the Chief's phone buzzed. "Chief," said my assistant Helena, "I have several Officers here to see Commander Troy, including Chief Griswold, and they say it's urgent."
"Is there anything else, sir?" I asked.
"No. Go put out that fire, and I'll put out these other ones." he said. I went back to my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick, Chief Emeritus Griswold, and Commander Della Harlow were sitting in my office "What's up, guys?" I asked. "To actually call me out of a meeting with the Chief? Must be big."
"Yes sir." said Kirkpatrick. "It's about the Orange Order. Since the ballots went out, I've been inundated with questions about someone." Kirkpatrick said who it was, and asked about the rules.
"At first," I said, "I was thinking 'that is crazy'... but as I think about it, it makes sense. I see no reason why not."
"Neither do I." said Griswold. "Never had a case quite like it, though."
"I guess it'll be up to the Membership." I said. "But my input is that it's good."
"I'll check with every member today." said Kirkpatrick. They all left, and later that afternoon Kirkpatrick would call me and say all the Members of the Orange Order were in concurrence. I then told Cindy and Teresa, and said that if they quietly made it clear to everyone about the decision, I'd have no problem with it... and neither did they.
Part 3 - Regimental Colors
At 10:00am, the Mouseketeers came to my office: Detective David Krueger, Supervisor Myron Milton, and Master Technician Mary Mahoney Milton sat in my hot chairs as I tried to get comfortable in my 'command chair': I was still wearing 'the girdle' to protect my back, as well as protect my abdomen with its bulletproof properties.
"Virtually nothing new on Holden." said Mary, opening their report. "No recent police reports on him, nothing about him as a C.I. or anything like that, not even so much as a traffic ticket."
"His car, the one that was shot up at the scene," said Myron, "was purchased four years ago from the Cadillac Dealership near Jefferson Avenue and University Parkway. I might add that all of T-Square's Regiment have bought cars from there, but they all bought their cars with their own money in their own names."
"Doesn't mean T-Square doesn't give them some cash to cover the purchases." I said. "But the cars were standard, nothing souped up, or with extra drug compartments and such stuff?"
"No sir." said Myron. "Standard latest-year models. And always black, never silver or blue or anything else."
"Cellphone?" I asked.
"Pinging from his home." said Myron. "He had a phone system in his car, but I'm still surprised he left his cellphone at home."
"What about his weaponry?" I asked.
David Krueger said "T-Square created a shell security company, and all of his Regiment are listed as employees. They're authorized to carry firearms as his security, and they all carry 9mmP, .40 S&W, or 357 SIG handguns as their official weapons. Holden owned a .357 Magnum revolver as a backup piece, and that may have been what was in the holster that was found on his body."
"Didn't find a semi-auto pistol at the scene, either?" I asked. Kruger confirmed that none was found.
"Sir," said Mary, "T-Square said in his statement that Holden was due to come in to T-Square's offices at midnight, to be bodyguard security."
"Where are T-Square's offices?" I asked.
Mary replied "Right behind the 'Rhythms & Rap' Club... that's his new name for his old club, so the offices are the same place they've always been, just renovated to look like he's the millionaire rapper that he is. Anyway, T-Square says Holden always arrived early, usually 15-30 minutes early."
"So he was gunned down about, what, 10:00pm last night?" I asked, and they all nodded. "So he was really early... and that area was further west than T-Square's club... a lot further west. Where did Holden live?"
"His address was an apartment on the West side... not far from those apartments you raided and where Easley went into that fire." said Krueger. "And the Regiment's members live all over the lower to middle parts of Town. Good blanket coverage of the area, geographically."
"Hmmm..." I said. "So, David, what were his finances like?"
"Rock solid." said Krueger. "He was paying for the car and his apartment and bills, just like the rest of us. T-Square gives the Regiment a company credit card, but Holden had only bought some suits on it, and had not run up any sort of debt. Considering he gets to eat free at T-Square's clubs, and he's on 12-hour shifts if not all-day shifts while T-Square travels, his expenses were light."
"So no motive that we know of." I said. "You did get a warrant to search his apartment?"
"Theo Washington did, first thing this morning." Mary said. "I think he's already back from doing that."
"Street camera coverage?" I asked.
"Not much." said Myron. "The parking lot is covered by cameras from the strip mall, but that corner is on the periphery of their view. The street coming up to MLK Jr. Drive is a small side street, Leon Avenue, that connects to Adams Street, which goes towards the Southwestern Ghetto going west, and towards Hotel Row and Junction Station going southeast in the other direction."
"Hotel Row..." I mused, seeing the map of the Town in my head. "Did y'all try to get camera footage along Leon and Adams Streets, and Hotel Row?"
"Yes sir, going back about four hours, which was the best we could do." said Myron. "His car didn't show up. The tapes look strange, too, as if they're a recording from an earlier time. And before you ask, his GPS showed nothing. Either it wasn't recording, or it was wiped."
That caused me to sit up straight and take notice. "Nothing on his GPS?" I asked, astonished. I turned and fired off an email to the Crime Lab, telling them to check on that GPS system, see if it was malfunctioning or had been tampered with, and let me know their findings pronto!
"All right." I said. "That might be our first 'strangeness'."
"How so, sir?" asked David Krueger.
"From what I understand of the eyewitness reports, the small amount of camera footage we have, and whatever else... this thing happened very, very quickly. A car came up behind Holden, possibly a running gun battle up Leon Avenue, he exits his car, they gun him down, and they leave. Therefore... they didn't have time to wipe his GPS... unless..." Yep, I was gone. Reverie.
"Sir," said Mary after a moment, breaking me out of my train of thought, "I know you don't like to theorize without data, but is there any direction you can think of to point us?"
"You're right, it's bad to theorize without data." I said. "But the absence of data, after one has sought to acquire it, is in itself a data point. And this case is startling in its lack of data. My only suggestion to you is to see if anything comes up on T-Square himself. Either T-Square had him bumped off, or someone else did it as a message to T-Square. Check with the highly regarded SBI's vaunted computers, and see if there's anything there." By that, I meant to hack the SBI's computers, which were anything but vaunted, and anything but secure.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Autopsy report, sir." said J.R. Barnes at 10:25am, as he came into the office.
"You didn't have to hand-deliver it." I said.
"I sent an email of it, sir," said Barnes, "but I wanted to cover some points. Mr. Holden was shot multiple times in the front and back by high-powered weapons, mostly nine millimeter caliber but a couple of 40 S&W---"
"And the .40 cal bullets were from his own gun, whose ballistics are on record because he's a security man." I said, interrupting. J.R. was suitably shocked.
"How... how did you know that, sir?" he asked, his voice full of wonder.
I smiled slightly as I said "If you hand-deliver an autopsy report, then there must be something unusual in it, and I simply figured out what it was and told you before you could tell me. Also, it fits the data I have, so far. Obviously his killers took his security gun, which we Officers would call 'service weapons', and shot him with it. Very interesting. What was the time of death, by the way?"
J.R. again looked at me. "Not what we expected, sir. Martha is running more tests to make sure. The shootout was at 10:00pm or so. But Martha says the preliminary evidence suggests he died much earlier, as early as an hour before that!"
I nodded. "I'll tell Martha she may not be wrong on that. This is starting to get interesting. Anything else?"
"There was blood in the car, which types to his. We're running further tests. Ballistics on the bullets recovered from the car are the same weapons that shot him." said J.R. The GPS gave us nothing, but per your email we're going back and checking on that some more. If we can, we'll use forensic recovery methods to get data from the device."
"Good." I said. "How was Holden's health?"
"Martha says he was relatively healthy, though showing the early stages of heart disease." J.R. replied. "Showed no evidence of heavy drinking, and he was pretty fit, athletics-wise. He had not eaten in at least 18 hours, though."
"He probably would eat at the club before going on his shift." I said. "Okay, see what else you guys can find, and J.R... tell Martha this: expect the unexpected on this case."
"After what you just did, sir... no doubt about that." J.R. said. I dismissed him. Yep, cannot let people think this is an Agency of the Weak-Minded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:45am I went into MCD. Theo Washington, Teddy Parker, and Joanne Warner were setting up the whiteboards for the Holden case.
"Sir, do you know Patrolman Jermaine Davis?" Theo said, introducing the Patrolman. Davis was black, medium height and build, and his uniform looked pressed and sharp.
"Yes, I do. Hello, Patrolman Davis." I said, shaking his hand.
"Hello, Commander. Thank you for this opportunity to work with the Detectives." said Davis. Chief Griswold would approve of the sucking up, I thought to myself.
"Let's see if you might be a Detective yourself, one of these days." I said. "Okay guys, carry on. I didn't mean to interrupt you." I sat back, drinking my mug of coffee as the Detectives talked.
First, a DMV picture of Holden was put up at the upper left corner. "Holden's never had his picture taken by a police department, while he was alive, anyway." Theo said as Joanne taped the picture up. "He's never been arrested, never had a problem with the law. He had a concealed carry permit as well as a State permit to buy and sell security equipment. He was employed by T-Square's Regiment, which is an incorporated company, and he had license through that to carry a .40 S&W handgun. Personally owned a .357 magnum revolver, and he was the owner of the Cadillac that got shot up along with him at the crime scene."
As they talked, I went to one of the empty desks and logged in as a SuperAdmin. I set up Jermaine Davis's already-existing account so that he could look at data along with the other Detectives, then sent an email copy of the autopsy report and Crime Lab findings to his email.
Joanne was putting up T-Square's photo next to Holden's. She then said: "T-Square, internationally known rapper. Holden worked for T-Square. T-Square was at his club, 'Rhythms & Rap' last night, per several C.I. sources, and was there meeting people pretty much all evening. No known problems with Holden, who was by all accounts a very quiet and good employee. So no motive right now for T-Square being behind Holden's death."
"Why would T-Square kill one of his employees?" asked Davis. Joanne and Theo looked back at me.
"Well," I said, "we had a small problem of one of T-Square's Regiment being found headless in barrel of acid." (Author's note: Pink Lemonade, Ch. 04.) "That crime remains unsolved, but we had some word that the guy may have offended T-Square in some way. So it's something we have to consider, that Holden ran afoul of T-Square, and paid a wicked price."
"Having said that, Patrolman Davis," I continued, "the m.o. of this crime doesn't fit what I'd expect T-Square to do if he were involved. Holden would more likely have gone into T-Square's club and never would be seen again. Shootouts on the street are bad for T-Square's business."
"Not to mention bringing the Iron Crowbar into T-Square's territory!" said a voice behind me. Captain Cindy Ross was coming in from the back door, the one to the back hall near the Chief's suite.
"Ah, Captain, glad you could join us." I said.
"Sorry, sir." Cindy said, "The Chief called me into his office."
"No problem." I said. "Okay, everyone, before going further, go to your desks and read the autopsy reports and CSI reports that have been emailed to you. Davis, I set this computer up for you, so sit down here."
"Thank you, sir!" said Davis, who looked like he'd just gotten a Christmas present. As they did, I went to the whiteboards. Taking a dry-erase pen, I began writing on the far-right side of the boards...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once everyone had read the reports, I asked Theo to tell us about his visit to the Holden apartment.
"There was nothing there, sir." said Theo. "We took Sergeant Stonewall and Sergeant Seymour, our drug and explosives dogs, and they came up with nothing but an ibuprofen bottle. We found Holden's personal cellphone on his desk and we confiscated it for analysis, but nothing else. Everything was perfectly clean and in place; laundry all done and in the drawers, bills filed, no papers of interest. No magazines, nothing to suggest a personal life.
"Interesting." I said. "What do you make of that, Captain Ross?"
"It's how Westboro left the homes of his victims." said Cindy. "But Westboro is no longer with us, so it's a copycat there."
"Yes, and that may be important." I said. "Anyone else?"
Teddy Parker said "Commander, do you think Holden might have overheard something discussed between T-Square and others, and was eliminated because of it?"
"If three or four other Regiment members come over all dead as well, then I'd consider that. T-Square always has three to four Regiment people present." I said. Parker nodded at the explanation.
Joanne said "That time of death thing is bothering me, sir."
Theo said "I'm waiting for the further testing on that, just to make sure."
I said "I'm going to go out on a limb and suggest that Martha's time of death is accurate. When I examined the body at the scene, I was a bit confused that the body was less than warm, and rigor was just beginning to set in. In addition, a lot of blood had already been lost, and was not running down the parking lot pavement. So, what are your conclusions? Davis?"
"Uhhh, sir, I'd have to say if the time of death is right, then the man died earlier than we thought. And that means he had to have died before getting to the scene of that gun battle." Davis said.
"You mean, he wasn't killed during the gunfight?" Theo asked. Davis had started well, but now he looked a little lost, so I jumped in.
"What gunfight?" I asked. "We know perps shot up the car, but no one saw Holden fire back, no one saw him fire at all, he had no gun on him at all at the scene. Looks like a shoot-ing, not a shoot-out."
I went on: "You did a good job there, Davis. The time of death from the M.E. is a data point, and while not exact, I take it as data. We have to formulate our theories based on the data, not try to force the data fit our theories. So Holden died half an hour to an hour before the fireworks began, more likely the latter. So, what do you reason from all that?"
I had some confused Detectives on my hands. But I saw Joanne thinking about it, and starting to get it.
"Sir," she said, "that would have to mean---"
Just then, Tasheeka Jones walked into MCD, accompanied by the Duty Desk Sergeant.
"Commander, Ms. Jones is from the State DOJ, and she wants to talk to you."
"I know who she is, Sergeant." I said, rising to my feet and turning on my 'thunder' voice. "What I want to know is why you broke the rules and brought her back here, instead of contacting me from the Duty Desk while she waited in the waiting room."



"Sir, she---" the Sergeant started.
"He brought me in here because I told him to." said Agent Jones. "Do you have a problem with that, Commander?"
"Yes I do." I said. "You are now an unauthorized intruder in a Restricted Area. Captain Ross, escort this intruder to the front lobby. If she resists, arrest her and put her through booking."
"Hold on, Commander," said a voice behind me, "I'll handle this." It was Chief Moynahan, who had just come in by the back door. "Ms. Jones, you are very close to wearing out your wellll-come. Come with me to my office."
When neither moved, Moynahan did a rare thing: he raised his voice in anger. He said "Don't just stand there like a bump on a log, Sergeant.! Escort Agent Jones to my office... NOW!"
"And Sergeant," I said, "you are not to leave Headquarters today without my personal permission. If you do, I'll have you arrested and brought back." The Sergeant blanched, realizing that I was playing for keeps as far as his continued employment was concerned.
After they were gone, the Detectives were looking at me as if I was a bomb about to explode... and they were right. My face was a darker red than my hair.
"Okay, guys," I said, feeling the heat on my cheeks, "we'll pick this up later. Y'all keep working on this. Theo, push the Crime Lab to get the situation about the car's GPS system worked out and a report in your email ASAP." With that, I turned and left MCD by the side door.
"Damn!" Joanne Warner spat as she sat back down at her desk. "Just when we were making progress, too."
"I take it that wasn't normal?" asked Jermaine Davis.
Theo barked a short laugh. "On the one hand, no it's not... and we should thank God we're not that Duty Desk Sergeant. On the other hand, Davis... there is no such thing as 'normal' where the Iron Crowbar is concerned..."
Part 4 - Baiting A Trap
Captain Croyle was not in her office. She was at 2d Precinct. I fired of an email to her to see me 'as soon as it is convenient'. She would know that meant to not drop everything and rush over, but that her next agenda item should be to see me.
I also fired off an email to all Duty Desks, their Precinct Captains, and all Lieutenant and higher officers (with a cc: to the Chief) reiterating the Duty Desk policies.
And then, Cindy came to my office. "The Chief wants us to come in and speak with Agent Jones." I got my red crowbar from underneath my desk where I stored it on hooks, and got up. Cindy saw it, and just shook her head but said nothing.
When we went inside, the Chief was much less than happy to see me carrying my crowbar. "Have a seat, everyone." Cindy was waiting for me to sit down next to Tasheeka Jones; I waved her to the chair and remained standing to Cindy's right, and the Chief's left, and a bit of a distance apart from the group. The Chief did notice, though he said nothing.
"I have been talking to SDOJ Agent Jones." said the Chief. "I have informed her that her methods of observing our operations are not in compliance with State Law, and that she is interfering with our murder investigation. I have also called Regional Di-rector Harold Bennett to complain, and so now Agent Jones cannot make an evaluation of the TCPD, as it will be taint-eddddd."
"My report will be accurate and fair." said Jones. "But it will definitely mention the lack of cooperation I have received, as well as the unnecessary rudeness and overbearing manner of Commander Troy and Captain Ross."
"Chief," said Cindy, "this woman mis-identified herself at the crime scene last night. She is with the FBI but did not inform us of that. I confirmed her FBI status this morning. Therefore, I would like to place her under arrest, and let Harold Bennett come get her."
"No, I want this to be de-fused." said the Chief. "However, Agent Jones, you are no longer welcome here, and if you do attempt to regain entry to Police Headquarters, you will be de-tained. And per State Law, you have now been warned. Okay, you can go."
"Before I do, Chief, I have one question." Jones said. "Why was Commander Troy in MCD instead of in his office, working?"
"I was working." I said angrily. "We're trying to solve a crime here, but you keep showing up and interfering with us!" I noticed Cindy readying herself.
"That's their job." Jones snarled. "Why aren't you doing yours?"
"Who... who the fuck are you to tell me my job?" I yelled. I was advancing upon Agent Jones, crowbar ready to fly, with the intent to seriously beat the shit out of her. Cindy stood up and got in my way.
"You're not a Detective." Tasheeka Jones said, obviously baiting me and intentionally creating angst... and not aware of the literally mortal danger she was putting herself in. "You're an office manager... a paper-pusher!"
I felt the blood rush to my head and my hands grip the crowbar. Fortunately for Agent Jones, Cindy got in the way.
"SHUT THE FUCK UP!" she shouted, right into Jones's face. "Don't say another fucking word!"
"You can't talk to me like that." Jones said, seeming to enjoy herself.
"I'm trying to SAVE your sorry ass!" Cindy yelled. "If you say one more fucking word, I'll take the Chief out of here, and leave you alone with the Iron Crowbar... and you won't live to talk about it."
"Is that a threat?" Jones said, smiling.
"Call it what you want." Cindy said, a little more evenly, still right in the woman's face. "But we're not joking here. I'll leave, the Commander will kill you, literally, and then I'll testify that he was never alone with you. And we're cops... we WILL get away with it. Now either keep your fucking mouth shut, or say your final god-damn prayers."
"Captain," said the Chief, "escort this State DOJ instigator out of my office. Ms. Jones, I suggest you never be seen in this County again. I can't restrain the Iron Crowbar if he catches up to you and I'm not there. Now get out. Captain, she either walks out the front door, or she can go through booking."
Tasheeka Jones took the wise course and left, though acting haughty about it. When he and I were alone, the Chief went and opened his lower right desk drawer and took out a bottle of whiskey and two shot glasses.
"No, Chief, I can't." I said. "My wife will be here within 30 minutes to take bloodwork."
"Oh yeah, I forgot about that." said the Chief, putting the liquor away. "That woman was definitely trying to bait you, and she damn near succeeded. You okay?"
"Yes sir." I said, feeling myself calm down... some. "But what she said..." I mused, beginning to think, beginning to see it, "... yes, that was a message... calling me 'paper pusher'."
"Why is that a big deal?" asked Moynahan.
"Because that is what I called Robert Brownlee all the time, and it infuriated him." I said. "So that was a message... and my guess... is it was from Katherine Woodburn."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy watched from the sofa as Laura drew the blood from my left arm, taking several tubes for testing.
"Feeling okay?" my wife asked as she put everything away in her doctor's bag (yes, she carries one around at times).
"I will feel a lot happier," I said, "when you are formally and officially retired from the CIA." I said. Laura paused and stood still a moment as our eyes locked. Then she silently picked up her stuff and headed for the door, nodding to Cindy on the way out. Cindy nodded to Laura, then turned to peer at me, and I could feel the mental energy pouring from my cousin.
"I take it that your bug-killer was full on in the Chief's office." I said.
"You better believe it." Cindy said. "Yours wasn't?"
"No." I said.
"Okay, I'll get back to work and check in with my Detectives..." Cindy said, then grinned as she finished: "...and leave you to the paper-pushing stuff." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction, but humorously.
A moment later, Captain Teresa Croyle came to my door. "You wanted to see me, sir?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Croyle came out of the Commander's office in a hurry, walking with a purpose. She came to the Duty Desk, pointed at the Sergeant and said "You, in my office. Now!"
"But ma'am..." the Sergeant said.
"What, do you have a problem following orders?" Teresa snarled. "I said get to my office NOW!"
"I want a Union rep." the Sergeant said, not moving.
"You'll get one at the proper time." said Captain Cindy Ross, coming up with the green crowbar in her hands. "But for now you're being insubordinate if you don't get moving."
Beaten, the Sergeant followed Teresa to her office, and Cindy followed them. Once the door closed behind Cindy, Teresa turned on the Sergeant.
"I have been informed that you broke the rules this morning, Sergeant." said Captain Croyle. "Allowing an unauthorized person access to our MCD room is a severe breach of our security as well a threat to solving a murder case."
"She was an SDOJ officer." said the Sergeant. "What's the problem?
You know damn well what the problem is!" Teresa growled. "She could've been the President, and she should not have been allowed into the MCD room without Captain Ross, Commander Troy, or Chief Moynahan authorizing it. Sergeant, you're suspended with pay pending an investigation of this incident. I will tell you now that Commander Troy is looking to get you fired. So while you're going to the Union, you might want to consider looking for new employment. Dismissed."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What in the heck got into Don this morning?" Teresa asked as she and Cindy ate lunch at one of the subway shops on the south side of Courthouse Square.
"I don't know." Cindy said. "He was fine, just talking to the Detectives, set up Davis's computer account, which kind of surprised me since he's resisted Uniformed Officers playing as Detectives... and then the moment that woman walked in, he was changed. Didn't yell at her, though, until we were in the Chief's office, and I nearly ripped her head off myself."
"Think that torture a few months ago got to him? Making him lose control?" Teresa asked.
"No." Cindy said. "I am sure, very very sure, that the vibe I got from him is because he is worried now, under severe pressure now."
"From what?" Teresa asked. "This murder case? The SBI? The Governor and politics?"
"No." Cindy said. She looked around to make sure they weren't being heard. "Between you and me alone... I think it's something about Laura. I don't know what's going on, but he said something to her about retiring from the CIA, and they had this 'look' between them. And the vibes coming off both of them... whew! I don't know what it is... but Don is worried as hell about his wife."
Teresa nodded. Cindy did not realize for a few moments that her friend said nothing further...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The large, fat man was putting away glassware and bottles of liquor behind the cabinet when three men came into the Rhythms & Rap Club.
"I smell Pork. Iron Pork." the man said. "And two Uncle Toms."
"Not much gets by you." I said as I came up to the bar. "Just tell him I'm here and I want to talk to him." The man went to the telephone next to the cash register on the counter against the back wall behind the bar, and made a call.
As he did, I looked around. The club was in black and chrome, and looked really good. I noticed a lot of blacklights and other colored lights that made things like phosphorescent necklaces glow brightly; it would be a hot place in here at night, but very dark. I would not want to be in this place when it was crowded after dark... I might get a knife stuck in me somewhere.
"He's in a meeting. Give him a few minutes." the fat man said. I sat down at the bar. Theo was also looking around. He was dressed in a suit and tie, as usual, with a trenchcoat over his suit, lighter colored than mine. Jerome Davis was in plainclothes as well; I'd instructed him to wear plainclothes whenever he was working with Theo as a Detective... and definitely to be in plainclothes for this mission.
It only took one minute: T-Square came out from the back offices, wearing a seersucker suit and his trademark shades. With him was his agent and two other rappers; they were famous and would be recognized if their names were mentioned.
"Okay, we have a deal." said T-Square. He noticed me and, without skipping a beat, said "And my club has the best protection you can get: the Iron Crowbar himself."
"That's the Iron Crowbar?" asked one of the rappers, peering at me as I stood up. "I heard of what you did to that badass preacher, and up in that shitty little county where that spring is." He moved forward to shake my hand, and I shook it.
"This is my posse today." I said. "Theo and Jerome." The famous rapper shook hands with them. "Okay, T-Square, I'll be in touch. Probably see you in the City soon."
"You know it." said T-Square. After the others left, T-Square said "So what is the I.C. doing here, messing me up like that?"
"You renovated your club and never gave me a tour." I said. T-Square took me at my word: he showed us around the club, and was obviously proud of the new technology that operated the lights in time and beat with the music being played. He showed us the audio boards that controlled everything. It was impressive, and I told him so.
"All right, let's go to my office." said T-Square. He led us to the back rooms, which contained recording studios as well as offices. Everything was renovated and a lot nicer than the old. His own office had a window to the left as one walked in, and I noticed the bulletproof glass... having installed similar glass into the new Cabin when I rebuilt it.
"Nice." I said. I noticed that a backdoor led to stairs to the outside, and to the right (and left of the desk), a small door that when opened, was right at a pole that he could slide down to the ground floor, and make a hasty exit if needed.
"So, I.C.," said T-Square, "this'll do for me. I even had a bed put into T-Mac's office so he can fuck Gloria whenever he wants." T-Square's lawyer and two Regiment members laughed.
"When is he going to marry her and make an honest woman out of her?" I asked with a grin. Everyone laughed.
"Hell, I.C.," said T-Square, "there ain't no 'honest' in that woman." We all laughed again. "All right, I guess you're here about Holden?" I nodded and he said "I don't know what to tell you, man."
"I have reason to believe," I said, "that he was captured before that shootout... and maybe he was killed before it happened. So... anyone threatening you, T-Square? Trying to get to you through him?"
"No way, brother I.C." said T-Square. "Threats like that wouldn't work, anyway. All my boys know I won't play that game."
I nodded. "Well, someone targeted him and killed him. Someone who knew what they were doing. Sure there's nothing about that, that you can tell me? Is this some kind of race-related thing? Or just tell me the truth: was Holden doing something for you behind the scenes, and he got caught up?"
"I.C., I know you're the real deal," said T-Square, "and your coming here shows me you are interested in keeping shit from going down here. So I'm going to tell it to you straight: Holden was pure security for me. He wasn't a courier, he didn't do side jobs. Just did his job protecting me. He was a smart guy, helped in the security planning for my concerts and all that... but that's all."
"And squeezing him for info on your security wouldn't work, because you changed things as soon as he dropped dead."
"Not much gets by you, Iron Cracker." T-Square said. "So you think somebody's trying to gin up some shit? Start some racial shit?"
"I don't know." I said. "But something's going on. Thanks for your time, and if you hear anything, let me know." I got up, and as we were leaving I looked back and said "And by the way, watch your own back, T-Square. They didn't kill your bodyguard at random."
We left the club. On the way back, as we rode in my SUV, Theo said "He knows something. He has to know. He was nervous in there."
"Yes, yes he was." I said. "But not about the murder of Holden. He was worried about me being there. He gave us the tour of the club to let someone get out without us seeing him or her. Yes... something is going on with T-Square...
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Things To Give Thanks For
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded MILF from in front of the Courthouse at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 23d. "Tomorrow is Thanksgiving, and it is expected to be a heavy traffic day as people get on the road to visit their families!"
Bettina talked about traffic and the holiday, then began with the real news: "Police have no new leads on the murder in the Tenderloin District that claimed the life of one of legendary rapper T-Square's bodyguards. The man has been identified only as 'Holden', and Police say there is no evidence of drugs being involved in the shootout that happened Sunday night. However, sources tell Channel Two News that the crime is racially related, and that Holden was targeted because he was a black man."
"What the heck?" asked Joanne Warner as she listened with me and Cindy in MCD.
"Bettina went on: "And in other news, Regional State DOJ Director Harold Bennett says that an audit of the Town & County Police Force shows that they used proper procedures at the Holden Crime Scene, and that their officers were very well trained and meticulous in every aspect of handling a crime scene properly. Chief Sean Moynahan said that Precinct Two's Sergeant Carswell did an excellent job at that scene, as he does at every scene. Chief Moynahan also said that the training provided by Chief Emeritus Griswold and Commander Donald Troy has been of the highest caliber."
"No mention of Tasheeka Jones." Cindy said with some asperity.
Bettina then said "And Channel Two News has learned that Appellate Judge Leahy has let stand the ruling by Judge Folsom that denies Thomas P. Cook's lawsuit to have Loran T. Michaels immediately seated on the Council. Mr. Michaels can sit in on all Council meetings and discussions, but cannot vote until his formal term begins in January."
"And in State news," Bettina said, "Governor Val Jared has announced that SBI Reserve Director Tom Conlan will take over as Director of the SBI. With the formal resignation of former SBI Director Jack Lewis having been submitted, Governor Jared has moved swiftly to reshuffle the top leadership of the SBI.
"Of note is that Director Conlan's first official act as SBI Director was to ask the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review to prioritize the investigation of Richard 'Dick' Ferrell and his assault upon paraplegic SBI Lieutenant Tanya Perlman. Mr. Conlan says that he will 'vigorously' pursue charges against Richard Ferrell, and will be asking for an indictment of Mr. Ferrell by Christmas."
"We can only hope." said Cindy.
"I'm wondering how Robert Gaston is handling that news." I said, knowing a few things the others didn't.
Bettina then said: "And now let's go to Sports with Nick Eastwood. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood. "There are several games across the nation of great importance, not the least of which is the renewal of the Iron Bowl in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, as the undefeated Crimson Tide takes on their hated arch-rival, the Tigers of Auburn. The Alabama-Auburn rivalry may be the most heated in the nation, as it drags an entire State into its clutches. But hold on! say Ohio State and Michigan fans! Their feud encompasses two states, and they are eager to remind everyone that a shooting war over Toledo was fought at the border of these States in the early days of America's history. The football games for all these rivals will be just an intense as that border war, though hopefully without the gunfire."
Nick went on: "And we have plenty of action in our own Conference, as the third-ranked and once-beaten Wildcats take on the Purple Hawks of State U., who boast a strong 9-2 record and No. 15 national ranking. Meanwhile, our No. 4 Bulldogs will take on State Tech here at University Memorial Stadium."
"Nick!" shouted Bettina, "the last time this game was played at this site, you left the field nearly paralyzed. Do you think the Bulldogs remember that?" I noted that Bettina was trying to start trouble.
"I know that I sure remember it." said Nick Eastwood. "However, Bettina, the Conference will be watching this game carefully after the fights of the last two seasons between these teams. State Tech is already being considered for sanctions for their dirty play this year, as well... and they've vowed they will not accept any penalties from the Conference. So while State Law requires the University and State Tech to play a varsity football game every season, this may be the last time this is a Conference football game..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell is that race-baiting shit about?" Cindy asked me as we watched the news. "There is nothing to suggest anything racially motivated, even if Holden is black. I know we have to have the First Amendment, but sometimes I'd like to force the Press to reveal its sources on inflammatory shit like that."
"I agree." I said. "That was pretty uncalled-for by the Press, and I might just have to embarrass Bettina with a public statement. But we'll see what Priya says at eight o'clock."
"Sir," said Joanne, "what did you think of Mr. Bennett's comments?"
"You still go hunting with him?" I asked.
"Melina Allgood and I went hunting with him in October." said Joanne. "Up around Lake Amengi-Nunagen. Melina got us special hunting permits."
"I see." I said. "Well, I suspect that the situation with SDOJ Agent Jones got a little too warm for him. Maybe even the Governor had a word with him."
"Is that what really happened?" Cindy asked me quietly.
"For the most part." I said. "Chief Moynahan made some phone calls, and I called Tom Conlan. Once it got back to the Governor, Bennett suddenly called Jones on the carpet. She couldn't say under oath that we were doing anything wrong at our crime scenes, so he wrapped things up------ ah, good morning, Captain Croyle."
Teresa was headed straight for the coffee pot, and she looked bleary-eyed. "I couldn't get to sleep last night." she said as I peered at her. "I just couldn't get comfortable. Abdominal pains... must've been something I ate."
"Is it that time of month?" Cindy asked quietly, though I heard it. Teresa shook her head 'no'.
"Captain Croyle," I said loudly, "I need you to put out an email to all Uniformed Officers, and you might as well send it to everyone else on my behalf, that the audit of our crime scene procedures came up with zero faults. To have no faults at all is damn near impossible to do, but the best Police Force in the world, that being ours, just did it. Let everyone know how proud I am of them."
"And add the Chief's appreciation, as well." said Chief Moynahan, who had just come in.
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "If you'll excuse me, I'll go do that now." She left the room.
"What's bothering you?" I asked Cindy, who'd been peering at Teresa.
"This is not the first day Teresa has complained of abdominal pains." Cindy said. "And for her to even mention it, when she normally won't say a word about being in pain, is bothering me, as well."
"Well," I said, "keep an eye on her. I will have no problem making her go to the doctor."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette as Cindy and I watched in my office... and Cindy watched attentively.
"Five-Alive News is following the murder of one of legendary rapper T-Square's bodyguard last Sunday." Priya said. "While Police have no leads and seem overmatched in this case, sources tell Five-Alive News that the murder may be a racially motivated killing of a black man..."
"She went there." said Cindy.
"Yes, but that wasn't the important thing." I said.
"What was?" Cindy asked, not desiring to play the Game at the moment.
"Just like Bettina did, Priya said 'sources'. Not 'experts' or any b.s. like that, but 'sources'. The Media has to be somewhat careful and scripted in their own speech on air, so if they're saying they have 'sources'... then it's likely someone is feeding them something."
"Hmm," said Cindy, "so someone is trying to gin up a racial issue out of this killing. Think it's the Media themselves?"
"They are having no problem colluding on it." I said.
"Think it really was a racially motivated killing, and someone associated with the killers is using the Media to gin up the story?" Cindy asked.
"Now that's Iron Crowbar thinking there." I said. "It could also be someone sees this killing and says 'we can use this to our advantage'. So they opportunistically gin up the racial story.
"Who would want to do that, that we know of, anyway?" asked Cindy.
"That," I said, "is the $64,000 question..." Cindy peered over at me but I was already going into a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, Robert." said Governor Val Jared. Robert Gaston, Deputy Director of the SBI for the time being, came into the Governor's side office. A lunch for two had been set on the table. "Let's have some lunch." the Governor invited Gaston after they shook hands.
After the appropriate amount of small talk, the Governor said "What I asked you to come down for, Robert, is to discuss the situation with the SBI, as well as some other things."
"I heard you were putting Tom Conlan in the SBI Director slot." said Gaston.
"Yes, the Media found out about that one before I had a chance to talk to you." said Governor Jared. "Yes, I'm putting Conlan in that position. I know that position is what you were hoping for, Robert, but I have another position I want to talk to you about. It's one of the Regional Director slots in the State Department of Justice."
"Which one, sir?" asked Gaston.
"Well, you'll just about have your pick." said Jared. "The Northwest Region is taken by Harold Bennett, and he has done a very good job up there; he's really shown us that the regional system can work very well. The open positions are the Southwest Region, which covers Southport and Jacksonville; the East Region, which covers Jamestown and goes up towards Westphalia and Eastphalia; the Southern Region, which goes from Midtown and covers the farmlands south and southeast of there. The Northeast Region, which is mainly the City, is going to be filled by someone from the City, someone who knows what is going on up there."
"Some interesting choices." said Gaston. "Do you have any preference, Governor? For me?"
"No, not really." said Jared. "The Southwest region will probably be the most exciting, what with Southport and all the Organized Crime down there. Midtown and the south will probably bore that Regional Director to tears. The East Region is like the Northwest: fairly quiet, with the Women's Prison in Madison County part of it, State Tech part of it, and some rural areas to the east."
"I'll have to give it some consideration, Governor." said Gaston, already knowing where he wanted to go."
"Good." said Jared. "I hope you'll come on board with our team. You probably don't want to stay in the SBI. It's going to get ripped apart to the foundations. By the way, if it were solely up to you, how would you go about fixing that problem?"
"Well, Governor," said Gaston, "as you know, I've spent my whole career in the SBI. I know there were some corrosive elements, but the overall organization wasn't bad at all. If I'd been named SBI Director, I was going to weed out the crap, put good people in the right positions, and streamline it to be more responsive, especially in the War on Drugs."
The Governor nodded. "You'll have a bigger role than you realize in that War on Drugs. The State DOJ is going to be taking a prosecutorial lead in getting drug pushers off our streets, and the Regional System will be an integral part of that."
"If I may ask, Governor," said Gaston, "is the SBI Reserve going to continue on?"
"Oh, they'll be the backbone of the new SBI structure." said the Governor. "I believe that system has worked extremely well. What do you think?"
"Er, it's had its merits." said Gaston, being careful with his words. "As you probably know, Governor, even with the Reserve Program, we need a strong core of dedicated SBI Agents. The Reservists often don't use the program properly, or their superiors in the local departments don't let them work with us as much as would be needed. I know there's those two exceptions from the northwest, but Troy and Ross are exceptions."
"And they're exception-al." said the Governor. "We'll be working those kinks out, and as a Regional Director, you'll have plenty of say-so and power to coordinate the SBI working with the locals. So... which sector do you think will be the most challenging?"
The time had come, so Gaston made his choice. "Southwest, Governor. I think you need me to help clean up Southport."
"No small task, that will be." said the Governor in his best Jedi Master Yoda grammar. "Okay, then, you get the Southwest. Welcome aboard."
"Thank you, Governor."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:40pm, Wednesday, November 23d. Everyone not on 2nd shift had been released at 4:00pm, including Personnel & Records, and the Detectives. As I went by MCD, I noticed Jerome Davis looking at the whiteboards. I went in.
"Anything jumping out of there at you?" I asked as I came up to him.
"No sir." said Davis. "I was just trying to get it all in my head. You guys have so much stuff coming at you, how do you put it all together?"
"Whiteboards." I answered, realizing Jerome would not get the joke. "And by the way, you've done pretty well so far, yourself. Captain Ross and I are impressed with what we are seeing."
"Thank you, sir." said Jerome. After a moment of peering at the whiteboards again, he said "Sir, where do you see any racial component in any of this? Besides the fact the victim is black?"
"I don't." I said. "At least not based on what we know so far."
"You think T-Square would have one of his own guys killed for racial reasons?" asked Jerome. "I heard guys talking about that. Hey, I've seen racism, but I don't get why the Media would be talking that stuff."
"I dunno." I said. "I personally don't see where T-Square financially benefits from racial strife in this area. And it's been my experience that those ginning up racial divisions have a financial reason to do so. Like in many, many crimes we investigate, it often comes down to 'follow the money'. The Media? Those bastards have every financial reason to gin up race wars, as do white supremacists on one side and militant blacks on the other."
"Damn." said Jerome.
"However," I said, standing up from where I'd been sitting, "I don't have time for the white and black of it; I only care about the blue... Police blue. That's my job." Jerome nodded.
"Tell ya what." I went on. "Head on home, and have a good Thanksgiving. And we'll get back to it on Friday."
"Yes sir. Have a good Thanksgiving, sir." Jerome said. But he did not move from that spot, nor stop looking at the whiteboards.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, November 24th. Thanksgiving Day. We were at The Cabin. Present for the festivities were: myself, Laura, Carole, Jim, Molly, Ross, Ian, Todd, Teresa, little Doug, my mother Phyllis, Chief Griswold and his wife, Tanya, little Pete, Jack Muscone, and Chief Moynahan.
Cindy was not here. She was having lunch at 'The Vision' with her father Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart and his acolytes that lived there. Thanksgiving Day was a very big day there, and I could understand Cindy wanting to spend that time with her father. I also suspected she wanted to talk with him in a father-daughter kind of way.
I'd invited Joanne and Seth, but they said they had other plans. Those plans were to spend the day with Daniel and Melina Allgood, with Melina and Joanne talking about hunting. Barry Oliver also attended that function with his date, Lainie Everett, one of my Data Guyz.
Here at The Cabin, the women were bustling around the kitchen, chattering like parakeets, while us guys sat and watched pro football, and generally babysat the kids. Not that I had not done anything: Todd and I had deep fried the turkeys earlier that morning.
I had Bowser in my lap and was petting him, while Todd was heaping some love on a receptive Buddy. Carole was too busy marshaling her young troops to notice. Somewhat to my surprise, Bowser sniffed Chief Moynahan's hand then let Moynahan pet him.
"Nothing like a home with good dogs in them." said Moynahan as he skritched Bowser under the chin."
"Especially this home." said Laura, who had come up behind me. "Don loves that dog more than he loves me."
"Not true!" I said jovially. "But Carole will have to make her own statement."
"Bowser is a good dog!" Carole yelled, a bit too loudly.
"You guys need to get washed up." Laura said. "We're about ready to eat."
As we got up, I went over and hugged Laura. "I don't love Bowser more than you, sweetheart." I said. "But he does have a Commendation Medal."
"Get your hands washed, you!" Laura said, slapping me on the butt to get me moving.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, we were sitting around watching the Dallas Cowboys football game against the Atlanta Falcons. It wasn't a very good game, as the Falcons couldn't hold their early lead to save their lives, and were now being soundly crushed by the Cowboys. We were talking in groups about different things, and I was talking with Teresa and Chief Griswold.
"Have either of you heard anything about Jenna Stiles, and what she's going to do?" asked Chief Griswold.
"Krasney offered her her old job back, but she declined." I said. "I get the feeling she's going to find a job in Midtown, either as a a lawyer or as a lobbyist for rape victims and other women's issues."
Griswold said "I was wondering if she would get back together with Cindy, and stay here." I could see he was phishing for information.
Teresa took the bait. She said "From what Cindy has said to me, she's tried to contact Jenna, but Jenna's avoided Cindy except for saying hello at public gatherings, and such stuff. I don't think Cindy is going to figure into Jenna's future plans."
"I haven't talked to Cindy about that." I said. "But I suspect their relationship is over. Of course, I've been wrong about things like that in the past. I never question the course of true love, and I am no good at figuring out things concerning love. I've been lucky in that area, and I don't question any of it."
"Well," Griswold said, "I happen to know a certain Governor who is looking for good State Attorneys. Think Jenna might be interested in that?"
"Can't hurt to ask, sir." I said.
And speaking of football, someone who shall remain nameless, but his initials are (T)odd (B)urke, decided to organize a 'dogpile the Iron Crowbar'. So I had Jim, Doug, Ross, Pete, and Ian all jumping on me (or being placed on me) in one gang-tackle as I lay on the floor. Bowser barked loudly at them, and I was not sure if he was trying to verbally protect me, or if he was egging the kids on.
Carole was struggling to get in on it, and was miffed when she couldn't. Teresa held her and said that Daughters of Paratroopers like them stayed out of such frays, and Carole seemed to accept that. Laura and Molly and my mom were taking pictures of this gang assault of a police officer, but as evidence for future years...



Part 6 - The Holy Grails (of the Gridiron)
Saturday, November 26th. The Gods of Football Scheduling smiled upon me. The Bulldogs-Engineers game was at noon, while the Wildcats played at 7:00pm. Laura and I had been invited to sit with University President Wellman and his entourage in his box, and we accepted. I even wore a blue shirt, though it did not have any University or Bulldogs markings on it.
"Well, Don," said President Sidney P. Wellman as we gathered at a reception at the President's Office before the game, "at least you won't have to fly back home in a helicopter this year."
"Thank goodness." I said. "And no one is expecting a new baby this year, either. Ian will be a year old tomorrow."
"How time flies." said Wellman. "And you won't get a visit from Jack Lewis in the box, either. Endorsements are not exactly what he needs, right now."
"Very true, sir. Do you know where he is now?" I asked.
"No, I don't know." said Wellman. "I heard, don't know it to be true, but I heard that he was over in Acropolis City. He may be trying to get a State job over there, or maybe a teaching assignment at Eastern State."
"Mmm, interesting." I said. "I never thought of him as a teacher. But he did once run the Police Academy, so maybe teaching is something he likes."
"Teaching is very interesting." said Wellman. "It's wonderful for those that have the wherewithal for it. I miss teaching classes. I used to try to teach a class every semester or two, but the demands on my time are such that I can't give the teaching the attention it deserves. Your wife, now she's an amazing woman. She finds time to teach, and teach well, do her research, guide her graduate students, and everything else on top of that... including raising those wonderful children of yours."
"Yes." I said, smiling at the thought of Laura, and of Carole and Jim. "She is an amazing woman, and I'm a very lucky man."
"I feel the same about my wife." said Wellman. "And it's a blessing to have such a feeling. So many men don't know how we feel. Pastor Westboro never got over his wife leaving him, as you know. Tom Riordan had a wonderful wife in Janet, but let that treasure slip through his fingers."
After a moment more of chit-chat, someone announced that it was time for us to go to the game.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Bulldogs, under Head Coach Ted Thrasher, were disciplined and played clean. The same could not be said of State Tech.
The tone of the game began early. The Bulldogs got the ball and began driving. State Tech players were bumping the quarterback late, even on handoffs. Then on one play, the pass was delivered and the play was downfield when a State Tech player went for the quarterback's knees, very late. The QB rolled with the play and was unhurt, but flags came flying. Offensive linemen went to help their quarterback and pushed the Tech player back. No flag. A State Tech player came in and pushed a Bulldog lineman, and another yellow flag flew. That Tech player was charged with unsportsmanlike conduct, his first of the game.
The Bulldogs scored easily. And their defense was just as good as it had been against the much stronger Wildcats. It was three-and-out for State Tech. On third down a State Tech lineman practically tore off a rushing Bulldog defender's jersey. Another yellow hanky against Tech, though this penalty was declined.
"It's looking like an ugly day." said Laura to me as we watched. I nodded, and looked across the field at the State Tech fans section. The stadium field ran east and west. Visitors were mostly in the upper deck of the south stands, in the southeast corner, then dispersed into smaller groupings along the top of the south stands. The State Tech fans were starting to get a little ugly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The halftime score was 28-0, Bulldogs. The Bulldogs fans loudly booed the Tech band as it played, which was pretty unusual; Bulldogs fans were normally cordial to visiting bands and fans. However, when I checked in with Captain Croyle and Sergeant Rudistan, I learned that three arrests had already been made for fighting in the walkways under the stands.
The game went on. I saw Bulldogs linemen not get called for holds, but Tech linemen were called for even the most minor of holds. The Bulldogs pinned their ears back and went after the Tech quarterback. Even screens and draw runs did not stop the Bulldogs onslaught. By way of contrast, State Tech was called for pass interference on what the Bulldogs were getting defensive holding, if anything at all. A State Tech player could sneeze on a Bulldog receiver and get a flag. Aggressive Bulldog defenders were not flagged for their play unless it was too egregious to be ignored.
It was 38-0 at the start of the fourth quarter. The State Tech fans had been loudly booing every flag, and booing when the University was not called for something obvious. They were getting louder, rowdier, and uglier... even worse than the players. I was watching the far stands with 'professional' interest. I got up and went to the back of the box, got my police radio out of my pocket, and called in.
"Commander Troy to Captain Croyle and Sergeant Rudistan. Go to private channel. Go to private channel." This was our pre-arranged code to go to Channel 5 encrypted radio. Once Teresa and Rudistan called in that they were on the channel, I said "I want you guys to get our armored police and put them very visibly in the State Tech fan areas. Put riot police in the walkways behind the State Tech fans, and all along where they might exit. Increase units at all exits and paths to them. Make sure the State Tech fans see a huge TCPD presence."
"Wilco." said Teresa. Moments later, I saw six armored, helmeted officers at every entryway to the seats, more officers on ground level looking up at the State Tech band and fans seated in that corner, and I heard on the radio the deployments being implemented.
"Everything okay, Commander?" asked President Wellman.
"I'm doing what I can to make sure everything will be." I said. "You can see what we're showing the State Tech fans." He looked over and saw the huge police presence.
"If that's what it takes." Wellman said.
A moment later, a State Tech defender grabbed the Bulldog running back by the face mask and violently twisted his head to the ground. Yellow flags flew. The State Tech defender was called for his second unsportsmanlike conduct in the game in addition to the face mask foul, and was ejected. At this point the State Tech coaches were almost rushing the field, and were yelling and screaming into the officials' faces. More yellow flags flew. State Tech was assessed 60 yards in penalties on that one play and its aftermath.
The Bulldogs were substituting, and still scored on Tech's first string defense. The final score was 48-0, and I need not say that the State Troopers and TCPD put out huge numbers of Officers to keep the field free of fans, get the players to their own locker rooms, and stop any fights. The head coaches shook hands with the barest minimum of courtesy and were whisked off to their locker rooms by the State Troopers.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'd say we got off relatively light today." said President Wellman. "Thank you for your help with that, Commander."
"Glad to be of help." I said. "I will relay your thanks to my entire Police Force. I am proud to be part of that awesome team."
"And well you should be, Commander. And well you should be." said Wellman... who was no fan of police in general...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With Ian's birthday the next day, I'd invited Cindy to spend Saturday night at the Cabin with Molly and the boys. Laura and I brought Jim and Carole and the dogs, as well. Cindy and I watched the Wildcats game against State U. Somewhat to our surprise, Carole stayed to watch the game, mostly being held by Cindy. Bowser was either in my lap or in front of us, and he would bark whenever the Wildcats scored a touchdown.
"How does he know?" Cindy said.
"I don't know." I said. "When I was growing up in Apple Grove, we had a cat. Good looking cat: bengal tiger stripes but was gray and black. He would sit and watch baseball games. If we tried to change the channel, he would meow loudly at us and stare at us until we changed the channel back to the baseball game. His head would go up and back down as he watched fly balls. He didn't watch anything else, but he loved baseball games on TV."
"Ha, I love it!" Cindy said. Then she said "Look at this. Clean game, decent sportsmanship. Not like State Tech."
"Yeah." I said. "Tech is gone from the Conference, I believe."
The final score was Wildcats 28, Purple Hawks 14. We were on our way to defend our Conference title in the Conference Championship game, with a chance to avenge our regular-season defeat at the hands of the Tigers. The unfortunate thing was that Alabama and Ohio State remained undefeated, giving us little hope for a repeat national title...
Part 7 - Action and Accountability
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette from just across the street from the Stadium, but careful not to be on Campus grounds. "Channel Two News has learned that complaints have been made about the strong Police presence at the University football game this past weekend. Let's go to Nick Eastwood for the coverage. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, also with the stadium behind him. In fact, he was only six feet away from Bettina, though the network had them on split-screen and made it look like they were nowhere near each other.
Nick began: "A large number of State Tech fans, as well as that School's Athletic Administration, formally complained to the Governor and the State Department of Justice that the Town & County Police Force's strong presence at the game was offensive, intimidating, and uncalled-for. Roll tape."
A tape of a black woman came on screen: "It looked like the riot police!" the woman said loudly. "They were looking at us like we were some kind of rioters, you know?" Another woman, a University student with a very short haircut, said "they were dressed in helmets and had shields and big billy sticks. They looked very scary, and I'm sure the children were feeling very scared of them." Yet another person, this time a nerdy-looking State Tech fan, said "They were acting really rough with us. They wouldn't let us get back to our cars. They were forcing us to walk in certain places, and anyone who tried to go to their cars were being threatened and harassed."
The representatives for the group 'Citizens for Police Accountability', Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson, were also shown on tape making a statement: "We believe that the Town & County Police Force should be investigated for Police harassment, intimidation, and acting outside their jurisdiction. They do not have authority on the University Campus, and Commander Donald Troy vastly exceeded his authority in deploying his stormtroopers to intimidate State Tech fans." The Media obviously gave their statement plenty of attention, since it was from the representatives of a concerned citizens group.
Nick Eastwood reappeared. "Reached for comment, TCPD Chief Sean Moynahan said that the Police committed no acts of abuse, and also said that the State Tech fans were throwing objects onto the field and appeared to be gearing up to rush the field. Campus Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson said that the TCPD had been invited and authorized to help with law enforcement on Campus on game day, and that the Police actions were necessary, as the State Tech fans could not be trusted to act with any more civility than the State Tech players on the field!"
"Nick," said Bettina, "does the Governor plan to take any action about these intimidating Police tactics?"
"No, Bettina." said Nick Eastwood. "Governor Jared, with the election now past him, has no reason to accommodate the complaints of Citizens. Instead, he issued a statement praising the Police for quickly assembling a large contingent of Officers that could handle any trouble that might have started."
"Amazing." Bettina said, her voice connoting derision for Governor Jared. "Like you said, Nick, the election is over. Meanwhile, the malls are reporting that Black Friday was a near-disaster for them this year, as online businesses are taking tremendous market share from them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We gathered in Classroom 'E'. Joanne and Teddy Parker wheeled the whiteboards in. Present at this meeting were myself, Captain Ross, Detectives Washington, Parker and Warner, Patrolman Davis, as well as the Mouseketeers and J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab.
"Full house today." I said, bringing in a couple of boxes of doughnuts. They disappeared quickly. I sat down at the head of the conference table, the door behind me and the whiteboards to my right, and began the meeting.
"Okay, Captain Ross, what's first?" I asked.
Cindy sang "M-O-U-S-E." She then said "Go ahead, guys."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Myron. "We love that introduction, by the way." Good ass-kissing, Myron, I thought to myself.
"First, the cellphone records are about as exciting as watching fresh paint dry." said Myron. "Absolutely nothing but calls to and from T-Square, from his boss, the bodyguards' coordinator, from other bodyguards he works with, and someone that does scheduling for the Regiment. No calls to outsiders; it's as if he has no friends outside the T-Square Regiment."
Myron continued: "More interestingly, we had the GPS device in Holden's car forensically examined and then restored." said Myron. "The FBI was doing it for us."
"Did they say what took so long?" I asked.
"Sir," said Myron, "I've got to say that what they were doing isn't easy, and requires some time. Also, they probably did not work last Thursday or Friday... being Federal Government employees." I could see that Myron shared his father's disdain of the Federal Government.
"Okay. Did they get anything?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Myron. "Well, they got some stuff. First, the GPS was disabled at least three hours before the shootout... well, the crime, I should say. Someone had time to go in and do that. They also tried to wipe the GPS with a magnet, and that left some spots. We got that data, but it's not really helping us. We can't tell exactly when they were at a location, and such. What we did get showed simple, direct routes between Holden's apartment and T-Square's club. The earliest thing recorded, which would've been erased over if any more driving had been done, was a trip to the City Airport three days before the crime."
"Let me ask you to say that again." said Theo. "They had time to wipe the GPS?"
"Yes." said Myron. "Plenty of time."
"Okay, J.R., " I said, "you got anything to add to the autopsy report and crime scene reports?"
"Yes sir." said J.R. "Martha's test show pretty conclusively that Holden died at least an hour before the shooting incident, and maybe as far as two hours prior. Also, the majority of the blood in the car was in the shotgun seat, not the driver's seat, and the bullets that struck the car were on the driver's side, not the passenger side."
"Did we get any better camera footage of the crime scene?" I asked.
"No sir." said Mary Milton. "And as we discussed earlier... the cameras were not recording live, but re-recording a feed of an earlier time period. So we have nothing of value."
"Wow, who can do something like that?" asked Jerome Davis.
"That is a very good question." I said. "And the answer will take us a good ways to telling us who is responsible for this crime."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After that meeting, as I went back to my office, I asked my lovely assistant Helena "Are people getting their Orange Order ballots in?"
"You won't believe it, sir." said Helena. "We've got almost all of them back in already. Well over 90%, anyway. The only ones we don't have are people who took vacation days for all of last week."
"Good!" I said. "I hate last minute rushes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He was never seen with the same face twice, or so the legend goes. J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry was white, and that's all most of us knew of him. The slender, almost timid looking officer with slicked back black hair and a boyish face when in uniform, a little too boyish... was seen in the grocery store as having long brown hair cut straight, reminiscent of the Beatles, and octagonal glasses like the late Mrs. Veasley liked to wear her hair and eyeglasses. He was seen in the underworld and the clubs of the Tenderloin District in darker brown hair with long sideburns, a droopy mustache, and darkened eyeshades, and maybe other disguises, as well.
Because of his ability to disguise himself and his care in doing so, 'Ice Cube' had so far completely stymied The Teacher's abilities to identify him properly, and 'Ice Cube' was just about the only LEO in the County and indeed the Region that could make that boast.
So when an overweight man that looked more like Officer Hendricks than an underworld figure walked into the Crime Lab with Barry Oliver, not too much notice was taken of it. But inside, the man went into the secret passage to the main Police Headquarters building, and came out into the Armory as a thin man with large eyeshades and a toboggan on his head. He and I were alone in an empty cubicle space in the I.T. area, the one that once belonged to Myron Milton. I need not say my bug-killer was full on.
"Yes, Commander, that's what I picked up." said Perry. "The scuttlebutt in the Tenderloin District is that T-Square has been working with other black artists, musicians, and political figures to coordinate an effort for black unrest. Demonstrations, protests, maybe some violence if the right situation crops up and they can exploit it."
"Some of the more connected people think that there is a White Supremacist group trying to subdue the Black groups and, and I quote, 'suppress the Black voice'." continued Perry. "They think that 'Providence Springs' was meant to be the beginning of that. And they think that Holden was murdered as a warning to T-Square to toe the line. I'm not sure what 'Providence Springs' is, sir, but it sounds like some sort of operation by the White Supremacists."
"Any idea of a name for these white boys?" I asked.
"The name I've heard is 'White Roots', sir." said Perry. "They're a band of motorcyclists and rednecks in based eastern Tennessee, in the Great Smoky Mountains. Rumor is that they were the ones hiding Rudolph, that guy who bombed abortion clinics and the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta."
"No other white supremacy gangs?" I asked.
"If there are, I haven't heard any names for them." said Perry. "I only get this info by overhearing others with bugs and directed listening devices, so it's spotty at best."
"You do a good job correlating the data, though." I said. "I like that."
"The Mouseketeers help me a lot, sir." said Perry. That caused me to sit up straight.
"Whatever you do, Perry, do not be seen talking to them in public, at any time, under any disguise. It's too dangerous for you and for them."
"Roger that, sir." said Perry. "So what do you want me to try next?"
I thought for a moment, then said "There's a group, or at least its legal beagles, called 'Citizens for Police Accountability'. See if you can find out who this group is, where they are and where they are from, and what they're trying to do with their public verbal assaults on the Police."
"Will do, sir." said Perry. "Okay, how do I get out of here?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Evidence Supervisor, wearing his plain gray baseball cap, escorted me as I brought a large box up the elevator from the underground areas. Using my I.D. to open the elevator door at the top, we rolled the box on its dolly out into the hallway. I opened the side of the box to let out Perry.



Some moments later, nine uniformed patrol officers went out to their cars. Four pairs of officers got into their cruisers, and the ninth into the backseat of a cruiser. They pulled out, going in different directions. At some point on their patrol, that ninth officer was let out of the backseat of the vehicle, and he disappeared amongst the crowds...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday morning, November 29th. Captain Teresa Croyle went into the Old Mill, the 2d Precinct Headquarters. She was escorted to a large conference room on the right side of the building, on the second floor. All of the Precinct Captains and Lieutenants, and some Sergeants also, were already there.
As she came in, she noticed that the conference table was round. The chairs for everyone else were simple folding metal chairs, but the chair meant for her was a large wooden chair like a dining room table chair, with armrests and a cushion, and wrapped up in gold crêpe paper.
"Behold your throne, Queen Guinevere!" said Sergeant Rudistan, being very mischievous.
"Ah, the Round Table." said Teresa, not showing that she was fazed a bit. "You know why I like having a round table, Sergeant Rudistan?"
"Uh, no ma'am." said Rudistan.
"Because I can't be cornered." Teresa replied. There was polite ass-kissing laughter at the bad joke. Teresa sat down in the throne chair, wincing a bit.
"Something wrong, ma'am?" asked Precinct Captain Damien Thompson of Precinct 2.
"No, not really." said Teresa, willing her face to mask the pain she'd just felt. "Okay, folks, we've got a lot to do. You guys have put together a great plan for reducing us from three Precincts to two, and the Commander has approved it. He also sends his congratulations to you for your work on it, and in making this happen. So it's pretty straightforward. We'll begin reassigning people after Orange Order Day and the Policeman's Ball this weekend. By January 1st, we'll already be operating as if there are only two Precincts."
"Our only other big issue," said Captain Croyle, "is the seminar by 'The Vision' at the Civic Center the week after Christmas. We are working with The Vision's security people on the arrangements. And the reason we the TCPD have arrangements for this in the first place is what I'm about to tell you... which is not to leave this room for the time being: Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart himself is going to personally teach this seminar, and that is going to be a big deal. So... it shouldn't be any worse than a football game, but be ready for it."
Part 8 - Knights of Orange
Thursday, December 1st. After giving Helena a bouquet of roses for being the keeper of the Ballot Box, Cindy and I took it under two man control to the Cop Bar, where we had the back room reserved. The twenty Members of the Orange Order were already there, as was the most powerful person in the County... the Intendent, Mrs. Peabody.
(Author's note: the full process is detailed in 'Calm Before The Storm, Ch. 02'.)
Cindy and I relinquished the boxes, and Mrs. Peabody and Corporal Kirkpatrick counted the ballots. When it was over, the members of the Inner Circle came over and examined them, then the announcement was made to the full Membership. There was applause at the results.
Then Chief Griswold got up and said "As you know, this is my last rodeo with you guys. I'm relinquishing my place in the Inner Circle. It has been a great honor to be a part of this wonderful honorary organization, and an even greater honor to have served with you." The gathering applauded the old Chief warmly.
Then Corporal Kirkpatrick said "Would the Inner Circle please form a circle in the middle, and the rest of the members form a circle outside them." As we did so, Kirkpatrick got out the robes and a lantern with orange glass. He walked between the circles, going around three times, and then stopped...
... in front of Captain Cindy Ross.
"Captain Ross," said Kirkpatrick formally, "if you accept the responsibilities and rewards of being a member of the Orange Order Inner Circle, signify so by taking this lantern." Cindy took the lantern.
The rest of the Membership was dismissed as the Inner Circle commenced with the rites of inducting Cindy into our ranks.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, December 2d. Orange Order Day.
Chief Griswold was in MCD at 7:00am to join our coffee klatch. He was dressed in his standard dark blue uniform, with his 'Retired' badge over his left pocket, his eagle-and-arrows 'bird colonel' ranks on his shoulders, and his nametag. Nothing else. I was second to arrive in MCD, wearing only my badge and nametag and ranks... no rectangles for the MOV, DSM, or Purple Order. Instead of the twin rows of light blue piping, I had twin rows of barely visible black piping on my pants legs. It was as standard as one could get.
"Oh, let me get a picture!" squealed Joanne Warner when she came in and saw me and the Chief. As more and more Officers trickled in, more pictures were taken.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ready to lead our initiates tonight?" I asked Cindy in my office at 2:00pm. "Did you drink a lot of beer as Chief Griswold told you to?"
"I may have indulged in an extra bottle." Cindy said, smiling. Just then there was a knock on my door. Cindy opened it, and Lt. (Ret.) Tanya Perlman drove in, followed by Auxiliary Detective Phyllis Troy, both in standard 'Orange Order' uniform. Tanya was wearing her 'Retired' badge and her ranks, of course.
"Hello everyone." said Phyllis. "As you know, we Auxiliary officers will be manning the desks and doing some patrols while the Police Force goes through the Orange Order procedures today. And since we'll need some adult supervision, I asked Lt. Perlman to provide that supervision."
"An excellent idea, Mom." I said.
"So," Tanya said, "any solutions to the Holden murder yet?"
"Not yet." I said as we settled down to talk. "I've got some feelers out, and I've asked the Mouseketeers to get some data for me-------"
"Did someone say 'Mouseketeers'?" asked Mary Mahoney Milton, letting herself into my office without knocking.
"M-O-U-S-E!" sang Cindy Ross.
"Okay, Mary," I said, "you can talk in front of everyone here. Just mind the cuss words in front of my mom."
"Like that ever stopped you, son." my mother replied. Everyone else laughed. I just shrugged.
Mary said "We've been working on that group 'Citizens for Police Accountability', sir. Jay Swenson is a lawyer, and has made a career of working with groups that are connected to the political Left. He last worked with a group called the 'Women's Action Network', and has done work for the State Organization for Women, the 'SOWs'. He's considered to be a pretty slimy lawyer, uses questionable tactics to trick people into being compromised. He was censured by the State Bar of the State east of us, but otherwise has kept his nose officially clean."
"Ken Eidex, though," continued Mary, "is a real creep. He's overweight and overbearing. He claims to be a lawyer, but I can't find a college law degree awarded to him, nor has he been admitted to any State Bar. He's often a spokesperson for political groups, more like a Union rep than a lawyer, though."
"Any anti-Police activities by either of them in the past?" I asked.
"Jay Swenson has sued Police around this State and the one to the east on behalf of clients who claimed Police brutality upon them." said Mary. "He also has worked in cooperation with Chase, Lynch & Berry, the law firm that takes pride in hating the Police, on a number of cases. Ken Eidex has no record with the Police, but has led demonstrations against them. Word from FBI sources is that he tries to put himself into a position of seeming leadership of a group, but nobody really follows him, especially when the chips are down. He's a con man, essentially, but otherwise considered harmless. Jay Swenson is considered the greater threat."
"Good work." I said. "Okay, everyone find a place to be for the Orange Order initiation. Mom, Tanya, I think the Chief wants you to stop by his office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, I'm glad you could join us to-day, Lieutenant Perlman." said Chief Moynahan as Tanya settled her wheelchair in front of his desk. My mom had dropped Tanya off then returned to my office. "How are things in the State Crime Lab?
"Oh, pretty good." said Tanya. "I'm fully healed from what that bastard Ferrell did to me, and the Crime Lab guys are improving by the day. So far, we've been tested by defense lawyers in three cases, and we came up rock-solid in all of them..."
"Egggg-celent!" said the Chief. "And you're doing excellent work outside the lab, as well. I've heard of your nickname: 'Lady Ironside'. It fits you verrrry well."
"I still miss working with you guys." said Tanya. The Chief then steered the conversation into other channels, mostly about her son Pete...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We gathered in the Main Conference Room. I noticed that there was an air of excitement about this initiation, a lot more than last year, and I understood why. We all put on our Orange Order medals, with me wearing my Inner Circle medal for the first time in this ceremony.
"Okay, Captain Ross, "said Corporal Kirkpatrick, "as our Inner Circle initiate, you're the line leader for the candidates. Okay, let's go."
We all went out and turned left, going down the back hallway. Most of the Sergeants had decided to sit in the gym to wait, and they were talking when we came in. Upon sight of us, silence was instantaneous.
Corporal Kirkpatrick, followed by me, came up to the group. "Sergeant Carswell," said Kirkpatrick, "would you please come with us?" To congratulations and acclaim, Carswell was ushered into the line behind Cindy. We headed out.
We went down the hallway between the booking areas (which were inaccessible from this side) and Personnel & Records, walking towards the front of the building. The main auditorium was nearly full, as most Uniformed Officers were waiting there. We went down the front hall and around the corner.
Arriving at our destination, Corporal Kirkpatrick whispered "Commander, this one is all yours." I nodded, elated that I was the one getting to do this. I went forward, knocked on the door and opened it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said Chief Moynahan, sitting behind his desk, "I know I'm not eligible for this, so we'll sit back and wait, then go in the main auditorium to see who has been sellllec-teddddd..."
"I'm curious to find out, myself." said Tanya, sitting in front of his desk. Just then, there was a knock on the door, and it opened.
I walked inside, followed by Corporal Kirkpatrick and Teresa Croyle. I looked at the Chief as I approached, then at the last second turned and looked at Tanya.
"Lieutenant Perlman," I said severely, "would you please come with us?"
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Blood and Orange
"What?" gasped Lt. Perlman. "But... but..."
"Please." I said, my hand extended towards the door in invitation. Totally stunned, Tanya drove her wheelchair out of the office. In the anteroom, she was placed in line behind Cindy, in front of Sergeant Carswell. Sergeant Rudistan could not hide his grin, and I was pretty much losing my ability to keep a serious face, as well.
The initiates were taken into the Main Conference Room while I and the rest of the Orange Order Members began gathering everyone into the Main Auditorium. I heard hundreds of Police iPhones chime or ring as my email to loddy-doddy-everybody went out.
"This... this has to be a mistake." said Tanya in the Conference Room. "I'm... I'm retired now, I'm not-------"
"Yes, you are still one of us!" Cindy Ross said, easily sensing what Tanya was going to say.
"Lt. Perlman," said Ronnie Kirkpatrick, "when the ballots went out, I was overwhelmed with Officers asking if they could vote for you. I checked with the other Members, and everyone agreed that you were active duty for part of the year, retired medically only by force of the Council... and as Captain Ross said, you are still one of us."
"You damn right you are." said Chief Griswold, his mustaches twitching merrily. "We asked the Iron Crowbar, too, and he saw the logic immediately. All we needed to hear. We don't know if this will happen again, but you were voted in unanimously... unanimously, Miss Perlman, that is hard to do... and we will hear no objections to this honor that you absolutely deserve."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I want to congratulate you on yet another outstanding year." said Chief Moynahan. "You have done an outstanding job in one of the most harrowing years any Police Force has ever had. We've had a few wounded, but everyone is still with us, and that's the best news I can have as your Chief. And now Commander Troy will say a few words before introducing our new initiates."
"Thank you Chief." I said, taking a microphone and walking along the aisle instead of standing at the podium on the dias. "I also want to congratulate you on being the most outstanding Police Force in the State, the Nation... heck, in the World!" There was some laughter and light applause.
"I also want to say something else, something serious." I said as I stood in front of them. "There are people out there trying to create racial strife and division. There are people full of hate that are shooting police officers in the back, physically assaulting police officers, and accusing police officers of racially-motivated physical abuse."
"I know, ladies and gentlemen," I continued, "that you will rise above all of that. We do not, and should not, care about the hatred of others and the divisions they try to cause. We will enforce the law on behalf of everyone, and without regard to the ethnicity of the criminals or their victims. We do not care about black, white, Wildcat Red or University Blue. We care about Police Blue, about being the Thin Blue Line and Band of Brothers and Sisters that we are. We will do our jobs with distinction, and for each other. Take care of each other out there, ladies and gentlemen, work as the great Team you are, and we'll all go home and hug our kids after a job well done."
"Okay," I said, feeling that my message was being absorbed, "let's meet the newest members of the Orange Order. First, Sergeant Carswell!" As Carswell came in, everyone began applauding, slowly standing up as one as he came in and stood next to me. Then there was a lull as I announced the next name:
"And Lieutenant Tanya Perlman!" I practically yelled. The massed crowd of Officers erupted into a huge round of very loud applause as Tanya was wheeled in by Teresa Croyle, and parked next to Carswell, who was applauding her along with me and the Chief.
As the gathering of Officers cheered, Tanya tried to remain composed, but lost the battle. Tears began streaming from her eyes and down her cheeks, and the Officers just began another, louder wave of applause...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Griswold asked that I drive my Police SUV, and he told Sergeant Rudistan to ride with us. We had TCPD cruisers in front of Tanya and Carswell, Cindy guiding them in her robes and carrying her orange-glassed lantern, and Teresa driving Cindy's SUV behind them, with Della Harlow riding shotgun.
Tanya had been outfitted with a non-motorized wheelchair, as we were worried the battery on her 'tank' might run out. I'd also fashioned a metal stick with a hook and put it on the front of the armrest so she could hang her green-glassed lantern on it. She pushed herself for the most part, but Sergeant Carswell would push her up hills and down hills, and sometimes just to spot her some rest.
As Chief Griswold slept in the shotgun seat, I was watching carefully around Town. I did not expect to see anyone jump out at us, though one never knows, but I was watching the buildings, seeing if anything unusual was going on, and especially watching to see if we were being observed.
At the start of the Patrol of Honor, people had lined the roads around Courthouse Square. They turned on their cellphone lights or lighted candles, creating a beautiful sea of sparkling light. They also applauded Tanya when she went by them. Cindy would later tell me the mental outpouring of love rivaled what she always felt at 'The Vision'.
As usual, we went down MLK Jr. Avenue. In past years there had been a smattering of people that watched. This year, there was just no one. People went about their clubbing, barely paying us attention... or giving hateful looks to us. I wasn't sure why, but I felt very relieved when we got out of that area.
Chief Griswold had told me to wake him up just before 2:00am. I did so, at 1:50am. "Drive back down to the Junction Station Depot, Crowbar." the Chief ordered. I did so.
At the Junction Station Depot, the Chief told me to park, then for us to come inside with him. When we got inside, I was shocked. There were two red-glassed lanterns on the table, and the room was lighted only by red lights and red candles burning normal candlelight. It was eerie, and almost a depiction of Hell itself.
There were four other people in the room. One was Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick. Next was the Intendent, Adele Peabody. Third was Fire Marshal Zoe Singer. The last was a retired TCPD Officer named Efram 'Ed' Elliott. He had run Internal Affairs for years, and had retired before I'd come to the TCPD.
They were all wearing robes and looked like monks. Chief Griswold came around from behind us, also wearing a robe like theirs, and he joined them in front of us.
"Gentlemen," said Kirkpatrick, "we are brothers and sisters of a very special part of the Orange Order and the Fire Chief's Order of Distinction. There are others of us among the Police and Fire Departments, and our mission is to protect the Citizens and our good brethren from those that would destroy us. At this point, I must ask you to commit to an oath of secrecy, which will not commit you to join us. If you do not wish to go further, you may leave with no hard feelings nor retribution."
"Count me in." I said, knowing the people in front of me would not be a part of this if it was not for the good.
"I'm in, too." said Rudistan, who'd wisely decided that jovial humor was not called for at this juncture. We swore an oath of silence, and then Chief Griswold asked up to sit down.
"Guys," he growled, "I think you both know we've had some real bad apples in our Police and Fire Departments in the last few years, as well as politicians and others that are corrupt. There are people who not only don't follow the rules, but attempt to use the rules themselves as weapons against us. While we all love the Constitution and the Rule of Law, there are times when those are used to constrain us and enable our enemies."
I was nodding my head as Griswold continued: "You know how I love Star Trek. And if you follow that show, you've heard of what they call 'Section 31', and its secret, secretive operations. In real life have such units at the national level... and we have a few people here that are part of our group, that are willing to do what must be done."
"We call ourselves the 'Blood Order'." said Zoe Singer. "The Orange Order and Fire Chief's Order Inner Circles are the people from whom we recruit our members. Every one of us are persons of integrity and distinction."
"I need not say," said Chief Griswold, saying it anyway, "that the Iron Crowbar has been pretty much a one-man Blood Order unto himself. And now, Don, we're here to offer you some help."
"You already have been helping, I perceive." I said, seeing all those times Myron and Mary's hacking went unchecked, and my blocking of I.A. listening in on me had not been challenged... not to mention data coming to me that was not collected by ordinary means, and setting up Bryce...
"Not much gets by you, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "But apparently the existence of the Blood Order did. Frankly, we're stunned you didn't catch on to us. We started years ago, when Westboro was starting his Career of Crime, and was bringing Malone and Brownlee and other filth you never knew into our Police and Fire Departments. Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson was one of them. We were trying to stop them, and realized we needed extracurricular moves to do so. We might've gotten Malone and Brownlee, but we see now that the Consultant of Crime was too far ahead of us."
"Gentlemen," said Kirkpatrick, "the two of you have shown that you are ideal candidates to join us. Sergeant Rudistan proved his worth when he helped you the night you and Captain Ross worked over Steven Moschel... oh yes, we knew about that..." he said, seeing the look in my eyes. "You did what had to be done. And we made sure everyone else looked the other way. One day, we will ask Captain Ross to join us. For now, what is your own answer? If you refuse, you may go in peace, and nothing more will ever be said."
"I'm in." said Rudistan, who could not resist adding: "Unless the Iron Crowbar refuses and wants me to be in his personal Blood Crowbar Order."
"I think I like having the numbers behind me." I said. "I'm in."
We went through a ritual. One was straight from Conan Doyle's The Valley of Fear: we were masked, and two points were pressed into our eyes as we were told to step forward. When we did, the resistance disappeared. We also had blood drawn, as did everyone there, which was dripped into a bowl. Then some alcohol was poured in and lit aflame.
At the end, Adele Peabody said "There is a medal that comes with your induction. However, you do not wear it on your public uniforms; only when the Blood Orders meet do you wear the medal or ribbon." With that, our medals were pinned upon us. They looked like Orange Order Inner Circle medals, except the middle stripe was blood red, and the medallion below looked like a spider web on a five pointed star, with a red lantern in the middle, and the inscription "Do What Has To Be Done" on the outer edge. I suspected this was adopted and adapted from a Military Intelligence insignia.
Yes, there were secret handshakes, which was more like touching on the wrist in a certain way with the other hand, to let the other know we were part of the Blood Order. The non-initiated would never realize it.
"All right, let's get back on the road." said Griswold. We left that red-lit chamber with our red lanterns and went back into the cold of the night.
Part 10 - Champions and Balls
As the first threads of dawn appeared in the eastern skies, the initiates were steered back to Junction Station. They (and Cindy) left their lanterns hanging outside. Once inside, Cindy was awarded her Inner Circle medal, then Damien Thompson pinned Carswell's medal on his uniform shirt. And then Chief Griswold pulled all kinds of rank to pin Tanya's medal on her shirt himself.
At breakfast we had the standard Orange Order fare: eggs and beer. Of course we had other things, too, especially Your Iron Crowbar's favorite: bacon. Tanya was exhausted from the patrol, and said she would probably fall asleep before finishing hers.
"I still cannot believe anyone thought of me, much less voted for me." Tanya said as we ate.
"I'm not sure where it started, but I was getting dozens of Uniformed Officers coming up and asking." said Kirkpatrick. "But you were active duty almost half the year, and everyone knows it was the right thing to do."
And Chief Griswold said it best when he said "We had to have all three of Crowbar's Angels in the Orange Order. Wouldn't be right any other way."
"I'll drink to that." I said, raising my beer mug in a toast, then drinking heavily from it. Others agreed, including Cindy and Teresa, and drank from their mugs as well.
"Looks like we'll be driving the Commander home today, instead of the other way around." Cindy said to Teresa.
"Yep." Teresa replied. "So... how was it guiding them?"
"Tiring, like the initiation itself." Cindy said. "But the good thing about it was that I got to call the bathroom breaks. Nothing like having all that power in my hands." Cindy cackled with glee, then Teresa cackled even more evilly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I opened my eyes out of a deep slumber to see the eyes and face of a three-year-old sitting on my chest and looking into my face. My three-year-old, Carole, was the culprit, of course.
"Wake up, Daddy!" she said. "Mommy says it's time to get dressed for the Po-leece-man's Ball."
"Hey Cutie." I said, waking up and looking around. Laura was by the bed; she had deposited our daughter on top of me to wake me up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmmm, you are gorgeous." I said to my wife as we readied to go. Laura was wearing a black gown that, without trying, showed off her magnificent body to perfection. She was wearing high-heel black pumps, and with her raven-black hair partially piled on her elegant head, she all but towered over me.
I was in my formal uniform, with medals over my right pocket and the Medal of Valor with oak leaf cluster around my neck. Molly took pictures as she told Carole that Mom and Dad were going to a 'grownups party'. Carole didn't seem to mind; she was catching on fast that when Molly babysat, Carole got extra desserts after dinner....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were at the Civic Center this year, in the grand ballroom. Most of the Officers and their spouses or dates were in the cash bar room adjacent to the big ballroom, waiting to go through the processing line. Those of us in the line were in the room, with Chief Moynahan discussing where we were sitting, where the line would be, etc. Me, I was noticing Melina, who was looking pretty hot in her light blue evening gown and matching light blue high heel pumps. She was not as tall as her sister Laura, to Daniel Allgood's good fortune... I'm tall enough that my ego can handle a tall(er) wife; I'm not sure Daniel would be so secure.
I also noticed, or perhaps felt, that something wasn't quite right with my ex-wife. She seemed tense, and I was not sure why.
The formal line started up. At first there was a greeter, in this case Sr. Patrolman Hicks. He announced who was coming through to the Mayor and his wife; then to Sheriff Allgood, who then introduced the persons to his wife; Melina then passed them along to Chief Moynahan, who was without a date; the Chief passed the persons on to me and Laura; then on to Della Harlow and her husband.
I always tried hard to remember my Officers and their spouses and children's names, and it was for this occasion. This was the only real contact I would have with many of them the entire year, and I wanted them to think they were more than nameless, faceless Officers viewed from the Brass in the Ivory Tower. So I became the bottleneck as I spoke to all of them as they came through, remembering a positive action or the birth of a child, and so on. Chief Moynahan later told me that he was impressed, and that it was good for their morale when their leaders remembered them.
To my surprise, Chief Emeritus Griswold came through the line with his wife. He had declined to be part of the receiving line, and later said it was fun going through the line for the first time in many years.
And of course, Todd and Teresa came through. There was no outward problem between them and Daniel and Melina; just hosts greeting guests. But I felt the vibe, and it was saying 'awkward'...
We went to our places for dinner. Those in the receiving line were also at the front table. I looked out over the Officers sitting at the round tables, and I remembered being told the story of what Teresa's Lieutenants and Sergeants had done for her 'round table' throne. She was sitting with Todd at a front table, with Myron and Mary Milton, Theo Washington and his wife, Teddy Parker and Janice Holloway (who was looking mighty fine), Joanne and Seth Warner, and David Krueger and his date, a lovely young lady that I had not met.
And then it struck me... where was Cindy?
She had not come through the receiving line, I realized. I whipped out my Police cellphone and fired off a text. She replied that she was there. I looked around and finally saw her at a very back table. I felt relief and concern at the same time.
"Playing Secret Service Agent again, darling?" Laura said to me. She'd noticed the small, clear earpiece with a clear wire going down the back of my jacket.
"Of course, dear." I said. "The Wildcats are playing for the Conference title."
"If the Bulldogs make the title game," Laura asked, "will everyone else have those little earpieces?"
"Oh, noooooo." I said. "We'll have to change our schedule if that happens. Nobody will come; they'll be watching the game."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Wildcats had gotten to a 10-0 lead over the Tigers as they went to halftime. Right at that time, we began the speeches. First went the Mayor, who expressed his and the Council's appreciation and support of the Police Force. I could've built a clipper ship out of his wooden voice. Then came Sheriff Allgood, who put a little more energy into his voice as he complimented the Force on the great job they did this past year. Then came Chief Moynahan, who made a point to notice "that young patrolman and his lovely wife", that being the Griswolds.
Moynahan then said "I'll bring up Commander Troy now, who I'm sure will lead a toast... so get those drink glasses filled up!" There was some laughter, then I came to the podium.
I looked around the crowd until they became silent with anticipation. Then I said "Ladies and gentlemen... it has been one heck of a year!" People laughed, and then some applause started.
"We faced some big challenges this year." I said. "I asked you, all of you, from the Patrol Officers to the Detectives, to the Special Ops teams, to do a lot. And you did a lot, and you did it with professionalism and distinction. I can tell you that there are many good Police Forces out there... but this is the only Police Force with which I would care to serve." I was interrupted by applause. I raised my glass and said "So yes, I will be leading a toast... to the finest Police Force anywhere, and to you special people and your families that make it so. To the TCPD!"



"TO THE TCPD!" rose a chorus as everyone stood up and raised their glasses. We all drank our toast.
I then brought up Della, who introduced our Orange Order recipients. Tanya was there with Jack Muscone, who was wearing a full tuxedo and looking sharp. She obviously couldn't stand up, so she wheeled herself to the front. Then she asked for a microphone.
"I just want to tell all of you," Tanya said, and I knew she wouldn't get through this without crying, "that your voting for me means more to me than I'll ever be able to say. And no wheelchair or Council will ever stop my heart from loving all of you, and I will be one of you until my heart stops beating forever. Thank you, thank you all!"
I don't need to say that Tanya was not the only one crying by the time she was done. And I noticed the Council Members that were there... Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes were not appreciative of the shot Tanya had taken at them, and had dark looks on their faces. Then they realized that my eyes were upon them. Be afraid, you bastards, I thought to myself. Be very afraid.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I danced with Laura, danced with Teresa while Todd danced with Laura and flirted mightily with her, and I danced with Chief Griswold's wife. Then I went and found Cindy, who was sitting at the back table.
"May I have this dance, mademoiselle?" I asked her.
"Certainly, mon Commandant." she replied. As we danced, I asked "Why the back table?"
"I have no date, and I'm not really into it." Cindy said.
"Why didn't you bring Ariel?" I asked. "Or you could have asked your father to attend with you. I'm sure he'd eat this up."
"Ariel had made previous plans." Cindy said. "But that's okay; I am not good company tonight. And my father is staying holed up in the compound in Coltrane County. Just between us, I think he's seriously concerned about his security."
"I should talk to him, then." I said. "Okay, let's go to the bar area and check on the football game."
"You check on football." Cindy said. "I'll get a drink at the bar." And so we did. I was pleased to see the Wildcats had a 20-3 lead in the fourth quarter. I noticed Cindy sitting at the bar with her drink, so I went back to the ballroom. Melina was available for a dance.
"How are the Wildcats doing?" Melina asked.
"Up 20-3, getting late in the fourth quarter." I replied.
"Good." Melina said. Then she asked "Is Cindy okay?"
"I think she's a little lonely." I said. "Her heart has taken a couple of crowbar beatings these last few months."
"Yeah." Melina said. "I would say it was too bad about her and Jenna Stiles splitting up. But between you and me, I thought Jenna wasn't right for Cindy. Something's just not quite right about Jenna. I would say it's because she's a redhead, but then I'd be getting a crowbar spanking, now wouldn't I?"
"Well, maybe just a spanking, the good kind." I said. Melina chuckled, but it was somewhat derisive.
"You and Laura are so perfect for each other." Melina said. There was something inscrutable in her eyes as she said it. But I didn't have time to notice, as I was listening to my earpiece.
"And there it is." I said, as I listened to Wildcat Radio through my earpiece. "Final score, 20-3. The Wildcats have won the Conference championship!"
"Go Wildcats!" Melina said.
Part 11 - Dark Matters
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 5th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that Council Members Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes have demanded a meeting with Sheriff Daniel Allgood and Police Chief Sean Moynahan, to explain why Tanya Perlman, who is medically retired from the TCPD and now works for the State Crime Lab, was inducted into the Police Force's Orange Order Honorary Fraternity last weekend!"
Bettina went on: "Mr. Cook and Mrs. Carnes say that the Orange Order honorary is intended for current police officers, not SBI Agents that voluntarily left the Police Force months before, and they say they will introduce Council action to disband the Orange Order and the Fire Chief's Order of Distinction.
"Reached for comment, Sheriff Daniel Allgood stated that it is the Police Force who decides its Orange Order membership, not Thomas P. Cook, and that he has no intention of meeting with Mr. Cook nor Mrs. Carnes over this matter. He also said that he would be instructing the Police Force and its Police Chief to likewise not respond to Mr. Cook nor Mrs. Carnes."
"In other news," Bettina said, "all recounts in the State have been concluded, and the result is that Governor Val Jared actually gained 26 votes. Many votes for former SBI Director Jack Lewis are being questioned as fraudulent, as well... including one person who has been dead eighteen years but has voted in every election in the City since his death. But the end result is that the fraud claimed by Democrats has not been proved to be true. Republicans in the State are demanding that the Democrats pay for the recounts, which are expensive, citing that the taxpayers should not have to foot the bill for Democrats' whining about losing."
"And don't miss my special prime-time report on the upcoming session of the State Legislature, where my special guest will be State Senator Katherine Woodburn..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I cannot believe what I just saw and heard." said Joanne Warner as we drank coffee in the MCD room.
"I am soooo ready to beat down Thomas P. Cook with this crowbar." said Cindy as she tapped the green crowbar into the palm of her other hand.
"I'm beginning to see the good uses of crowbars myself." said Teresa Croyle. "Speaking of Crowbars... where's Commander Troy?"
"He's in his office. He met with the Mouseketeers, and now he's working on something." said Cindy.
"Ma'am," said Theo Washington, "he said he was going to meet with us about the Holden killing this morning. So maybe it's something about that."
"You're likely right, Theo." Cindy said. "About that, and some other things possibly related to it. We're going to meet with you and Davis later this morning."
"Am I too early?" asked Jermaine Davis, coming into MCD.
"Not for coffee." said Theo. "Get some, and bring in a can of coffee when the next coffee call goes out." Jermaine showed his true potential to be a Detective: he poured himself some coffee immediately, as any good Detective would.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:00am this same Monday, December 5th, I'd had to forego my morning exercise... because Myron and Mary Milton had asked me to come in. They came to my office, along with David Krueger, and plugged their computers into my television monitor so I could see the data. Coffee had been made and was being consumed. And I might add that a certain bug-killer had a fresh battery, and was in use.
"Sir," said Krueger to begin, "we've been working on Westboro's financial systems and it's many hubs, nodes and spokes for quite a while, so we're pretty used to what to look for in these types of cases. We've found several distinct threads." He turned to the others.
"First," said Mary, "some strange actions regarding T-Square. He's been meeting here, in the City, and in other places with a number of black singers and rap artists, ostensibly on musical collaboration. But we are finding that at the same time, there are coincidental meetings of State and even Federal officials in the same general locations, and at the same times."
"Sounds like the Silverfish robberies occurring at the same places and times as Jonas Oldeeds appearances." I said, remembering the 'Silverfish' case.
"Yes sir, and we did learn from you, and were able to spot this because we had the precedent and the knowledge." said Mary. "So, since the Government conferences are governed by public records acts, we quietly snuck in and gathered the records of the attendees, then glanced into their finances. It's a tangled web they weaved, but in the end we've come out with four names that kept showing up. One of them is T-Square. Another is 'Big Ice', who is pretty stridently anti-Police and has been a rival of T-Square up to now. Third is 'Jasmine Nix', female black singer, and a virulent Police hater, and last is George Schwartz, a white man and a financier who supports and finances left-wing causes."
"Any relation to Blade Schwartz, who ran for Governor under the Libertarian ticket?" I asked.
"No sir." said Myron. "Blade Schwartz is actually part or all Native American and picked up the 'Schwartz' name for reasons unknown. George is a German immigrant, naturalized American citizen, but has deeply Socialist roots. He's also very anti-Semitic and hates Israel with a passion."
"So he's working with these black celebrities as well as Government officials?" I asked.
"So it would appear." said Myron. "If I may continue on, sir, the picture will come more into focus." I nodded and he continued: "George Schwartz has also come up in association with the Citizens for Police Accountability. We've uncovered links between Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson and Mr. Schwartz... links like money from accounts he controls moves to accounts they control. And his money is going to the group itself. In other words, George Schwartz is in contact with black celebrity rappers and with anti-Police groups, as well."
"The party never stops, does it?" I asked. "Okay, what else?"
David Krueger said "On what would seem to be the other side of the coin, a couple of White Supremacy groups showed up in our research. One is called 'White Roots'. They are a very basic, stereotypical motorcycle club of white-only Southerners that are distributing drugs, maybe some arms, and generally yelling 'White Power!' at any television camera they see. On the face of it, they're the absolute poster child of white redneck motorcycle gangsters."
"And underneath that high-gloss exterior?" I asked. Krueger smiled.
"Some strange goings-on, sir." said Kruger. "They were rumbling through Charlotte, North Carolina, and the FBI just happened to get a video of some of their members going into a car mechanic shop. Then, out the back door came these men in business suits and briefcases, wearing eyeshades. One of the motorcyclists had a red birthmark on the back of his hand... and so did one of those businessmen."
"Oh, this sounds good." I said.
"Yes sir." said Kruger. "So the FBI called in some satellite assets, and followed the cars of these so-called 'businessmen'. They drove to a building that is the headquarters for a bank-------"
"Let me guess the name!" I said, interrupting. "Would it happen to be... 'WorldBankTrust'?"
Krueger just slapped his notes on his knee and said "Nothing gets by him, guys."
Mary was grinning. "Isn't that the name of the bank that that Barclay guy worked at, Commander? The AG that you just busted for murdering his daughter?"
"Yep." I said. "Myron, I see why you married this woman. Beautiful, and all those brains, too."
"Yes sir, that's right." Myron said proudly. Mary was blushing but very happy with the compliments.
"And yes, it's the same bank." I said. "Myron, what do we think of coincidences?"
"About the same as Dame Agatha Christie, sir." said Myron. "As you've recited to us countless times."
"And I will continue to do so." I said, smiling brightly. "So, David, keep going."
"Yes sir." said Krueger. "So these guys went to WorldBankTrust, then came out, went back to the garage, and motorcycle gangsters drove off. But maybe this will surprise you, Commander: we studied the money flows from WorldBankTrust and other banks to Superior Bloodlines, and there's some movement there... but what surprised us is that the North Carolina banks were just a conduit for the money. The origination sources are banks in Boston and all over New England."
"Wallace Bedford is from New Hampshire, is he not?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Mary. "He and a couple of other BigPharmaCorp board members are from up there. And Professor Moriarty, that being Pastor Westboro, had bought property in the mountains of New Hampshire and we believe he planned to move up there."
"Sir," said Myron, "why would Westboro move to New England?"
"Well, let me just say this." I said, leaning back in my comfortable chair for the story telling. "A lot of people believe, and are taught and are told, that all the racism in America is in the South. And indeed, more blacks live in the South than anywhere else, and they are a greater population of the percentage, there. But in the 1960s, even in all the Civil Rights and MLK goings-on, Atlanta was called 'the city too busy to hate', and largely avoided the problems that Birmingham and other places had. And in the decades since, I'd say the South has done a better job battling racism than many other places."
"Now if you want true, pure racism," I continued, "go to Boston and New England. Remember the busing riots of the 1970s up there? And ESPN takes shots at the Atlanta sports teams every chance ESPN gets... they're so fucking highbrow that they think the South has only rednecks and blacks. The New England States are where the Republican Establishment thrives and always did... and the blue-blood Elitists of the Republican Establishment hates the Grassroots and hardworking Americans as deeply as the Democrats do. They see all Americans as hayseed redneck racists that don't know any better and need the Establishment to be their masters."
"Anyway," I said, "it is no surprise to me that we are finding the true backers of Superior Bloodlines, not to mention White Roots, up in New England, especially Wallace Bedford and his friend Mitt Baker, who was arrested in the Apple Grove/Providence Springs fiasco last Spring."
"Well, sir," said David Krueger, "there is one more thing. Guess who has been facilitating the laundering of the money from the New England banksters to the North Carolina banks and to the White Supremacy shell groups?"
"Uhhh... oh, wait... George Schwartz?" I guessed.
"Yes sir." said Kruger, and I think he was happy to see the surprise on my face.
"Wow..." I whispered, mostly to myself. "So the same guy... is behind both sides of all this?"
"So we read the riddle, sir." said Krueger.
"We have no idea why, sir." said Mary.
"Even my father was surprised about that one, sir." said Myron. "Oh, and the reason we were talking to him about it, is because he was helping us get the info from the Government computers."
I sighed. "You guys are going to get me put in jail, one of these days."
"Sir, they can't do much worse than they've already tried." said Myron, meaning my torture at the hands of the deranged Dr. Casey B. Walker.
"Yes they can." I said. "Oh yes they can. But never mind that. You guys have done great work. I definitely need to find some ways to reward you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Mouseketeers left my office, I turned to my computer to find an email had been sent to me by Martha the M.E. What was stunning about this particular email is that it had been sent fully encrypted.
I used the decryption program on it to see the contents. I saw why Martha encrypted the results, and those results were shocking.
"Sir," the email read, "these findings are being classified and will remain under seal. The lab results of the State Crime Lab are being sent separately, and they did not find what we did here. Our test show that Holden was injected with a neurotoxin. The breakdown products are similar to what was injected into you by your nephew at Ward Harvester, but also have differences. These drugs appear to be closely allied to 'truth serums', drugs that incapacitate a person and cause them to tell the truth under interrogation."
"Also, after getting these results, we re-examined Holden's brain. There is some physical damage to the brain in the areas that these drugs would be expected to affect." The email went on with a more detailed anatomical explanation.
I sat back in my 'Command Chair' and went into a long reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was going to go to the coffee klatch, but my suppositions were redirected by a phone call from Eddy the Bounty Hunter. He wanted me to meet him at the Fairgrounds behind Police Headquarters. That wasn't too hard: I went out, got into my SUV, drove to the very back of the parking lot, went through a fence whose door and lock would open when I used my badge and punched in the correct code, and walked through the line of brush to the other side.
Eddy was there, dressed in his trenchcoat and fedora hat, looking too much like me for his own good. "Good morning, Commander." he said. "I have something from your friend 'Ice Cube'." He extended a manila envelope, which contained documents, photographs, and two jump drives.
"He asked me to tell you a few things." said Eddy. "He thinks something is about to happen. 'Imminent', he said. And I've found out a couple of things on my own. First, all shipments of hard drugs to this County were suspended after Thanksgiving. T-Square and all the other gangs are re-routing them away from here."
"Second," continued Eddy, "I'm getting word that Government agents are coming in here. Some DEA, but mostly the US DOJ... not FBI, but DOJ itself. Very weird, but the feeling around Town is that something is being set up."
"And third," Eddy said, "there's been some chatter about Dr. Eckhart coming to the Civic Center in December. I've been looking into that myself, and I'll see if I can come up with anything. But I would advise you to have your people check it out, and maybe even postpone or cancel the event if you find any threats to Dr. Eckhart. I might even add that some of these Government people are the ones that might be a problem for Dr. Eckhart; the FBI has never really stopped considering him an enemy and a threat."
"Thanks, Eddy." I said. I fiddled with my Police iPhone. "Okay, money is deposited to your account. And more to follow if you give me further information on what you just told me."
"If I find anything, I'll let you know." Eddy said. "But I'll be honest, Commander... this is unlike anything I've seen before, even when Westboro was getting desperate and moving against you. I think it's big, and while I'm looking into the Eckhart situation, I'm going to go visit other areas of the State for a while... most very good for my health to take a vacation to Coltrane County or Rivers County, you know?"
"I sure do, Eddy." I said. "And what would be even better for your health? Don't dress so much like me. Someone is going to make the mistake one day, and I don't want to be investigating your murder."
"No worries, Commander." Eddy said with a grin. "As long as I don't carry a crowbar, I'll be fine..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The information from J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry, via Eddy, was astounding. Once I decrypted it, I examined it on my secure computer. There had been a demonstration by 'Citizens for Police Accountability' at the Campus Police Headquarters. 'Ice Cube' had taken pictures of the people there from a camera that looked like a button on his shirt. He also detailed that while the speeches were going on, people in the audience were telling others that other, bigger demonstrations were to come, and to check the group's website for a codeword that would signal the beginning of it. The codeword was the phrase 'Pink Knights'.
Okay, I thought to myself, we're armed with that. Then I looked at the pictures. Perry had taken some pictures toward the stage as he observed from within the group. No telling what he'd been disguised as... I was looking at a woman just in front of him. Her hair was in a braid along her back. Her face was turned enough to the side that I could see she was wearing heavy makeup and glasses under her baseball cap, the bill of the cap down low. She also had a small face-painting of a red flower on her cheek.



But that did not matter. I could see an arrangement of moles and 'beauty spots' on the back of her neck. I'd seen that arrangement of spots before. I had seen that arrangement time and again as I woke up in the morning... for eight years. I was in the unique position to know that the woman I was looking at... was my former wife, now Melina Allgood.
Was she undercover? I thought to myself? Was she gathering intel herself? Or was she part of this?
I didn't have time to consider it further. I put Melina into a compartment of my mind, and drove on with more immediate matters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30am, Cindy gathered Theo, Joanne, Teddy and Jermaine into Classroom 'E', with the whiteboards being brought in, then she called me and I came in.
"Okay, guys," I said, "I can tell you that the FBI and I have developed some information that will likely cause the Holden murder case to reach levels beyond our pay grades. But before that happens, it's been a good exercise in Detection, so let's discuss it. Anyone want to put out any theories, based on the data we have?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "I was going to say it the other day: it looks like Holden was killed elsewhere and at an earlier time, and the car shooting was a stage play, to make it look like it happened there and then." Everyone else agreed.
"I also agree." I said. "Any ideas why?"
"My theory, sir," said Theo Washington, "is that T-Square is somehow behind it. And my reasoning is that it does not appear Mr. Holden was physically abused, which they might have done if they wanted information on T-Square. He thought his employee was a good one, so when he had to kill him, for whatever reason, he did it painlessly and swiftly, then staged the shootout. As to the reason why, I don't know, but my best guess is that Holden overheard something that was too critical to let him live over."
I nodded. "There's some good in there, some very good thinking. There's also a few things that I don't think will hold up. Okay, anyone else?"
"I'll take the opposite side, sir." said Joanne. "I think this was done as a warning to T-Square."
"By whom?" I asked.
"I'm not sure yet, sir." said Joanne. "Maybe a rival gang to T-Square. We know he's tried to be the power behind drugs and weapons smuggling into this area, and failed in the past because Captain Malone would favor another gang and come down hard on T-Square's people because they were black. So maybe this is another group coming in, and they killed Holden as a message to T-Square."
"So why the elaborate scheme to make it look like a car chase and street shootout?" I asked.
"To fool us, the Police and the citizens, sir." said Joanne. "And also to hide who they are, which is why they took out the GPS and messed up the street cameras."
"Uh oh," said Cindy, seeing my face, "you're about to say it, aren't you? 'Teachable moment'..."
I said "Yes and no... I did ask everyone for ideas, and I like having ideas expressed and we work out the solution by sifting these ideas through the sieve and see what falls through and what holds. So I appreciate the ideas. Having said that, Joanne, I hope you're ready to have your ideas tested."
"Yes sir." Joanne said.
"So let me ask this: why couldn't everything you said have been done by dispensing with the cars, just jamming the cameras, and just shooting Holden at his home or as he stood on the street corner?"
"Uh... I guess they could." Joanne replied.
"The term 'Occam's Razor' means the simplest solution is likeliest the correct one." I said. "And I think that partially applies here. You may be right that it was a message to T-Square, but they sure went to a lot of effort just to make that happen, don't you think?" Everyone was thoughtful as they considered my words.
"Okay," I said, "I am at a point where I can give you some limited information. Unfortunately, some of it is going to the FBI and in a classified way, so I cannot give you all the details. What I can tell you is that Holden was captured in his home. He was not physically assaulted, but he may have been drugged and interrogated. Then the scenario was played out where he was shot multiple times, loaded into his own car, taken to the scene, kicked out of the car, his dead body shot again, then the other car, with the driver of his car in it, raced on out of there."
"So I liked what Theo said, and based on the data he knew, it was plausible. But it is not likely that T-Square was the one behind his employee's murder. Ergo, that leaves it more likely that it was a warning to him. But I have some doubts about that, as well. Just what is it they were trying to warn T-Square about? If it were a drug pipeline issue, they either cut a deal with T-Square, or they go to war and fill T-Square, not his bodyguard, full of bullet holes. I did not quite catch that report of an open gang shootout between sides, so I am discounting that for now, and also for now I am discounting any kind of warning to T-Square. So many other ways to do that. So... what hypothesis does that leave us, Detective Davis?"
"First of all," said Davis, "I remember you telling T-Square to watch his back, because it was his bodyguard that was killed. So you must've known then they weren't just trying to warn him, or you'd have not stated the obvious to him."
"This guy is good." I said to the others. "What else, Davis?"
"You just said they captured him, sir?" said Davis. "And interrogated him? Then they must've wanted information from him. Don't ask me what, though."
"Ah, that is very good." I said. "Seriously, Davis, that's good thinking: simple, fits the facts, doesn't extrapolate or twist too much. I agree with you: the perps were trying to get some kind of information out of Holden. Now, what information could that be?"
Joanne said "T-Square's security arrangements?"
"Or his itinerary." said Theo.
"No." said Teddy Parker, finally speaking up. "With Holden captured, and especially with the Commander's warning to him, T-Square would change things up, take extra precautions. And while not all details are made public, his appearances are known in advance, as he's selling tickets to his events."
"That's true." said Cindy. "So Holden knew something else that they wanted to learn. Maybe something he overheard T-Square talking about?"
"Or maybe they thought he knew something." said Davis.
"Ah, another excellent point, Jermaine." I said. "We're getting warm, as the children say in that game they play. Okay, so I'll change the subject a bit, and ask: who had the sophistication to do what was done to the street cameras? And interrogate Holden without leaving hardly a mark on him?"
The room fell silent. Then Jermaine caught on. "Sir, you just said that the FBI is getting involved. So I'd guess the Government, either ours or someone else's."
"This guy actually listened to what I said, Captain." I said to Cindy, as if that were a rare thing. "Very good again, Davis. Yes, the Government, at the State or National level especially, would have the means."
"And so..." I said, getting up, "... you can understand that this one is beyond my pay grade, which is not much more than your pay grades. Jermaine, you'll have to put a uniform back on and go back to Precinct 2. I've already sent emails to your superiors, Sergeant Carswell and Precinct Captain Thompson, stating that I have been highly impressed with your work, and when the time comes to put some people on the Detective Track, you'll be boarding the train."
"Thank you, sir!" said Davis. He got up, shook my outstretched hand, and excused himself.
"Okay, the rest of you, start winding this down and put in your reports." I said. "We'll keep a watch on it, but I have no expectation of catching the perps any time soon, as they were likely hired guns."
Part 12 - Rounding It Off
9:30am. My meeting in the Sheriff's office at City Hall was also attended by the Sheriff, Chief Moynahan, Cindy Ross, and FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone at my request. We sat at the round table in the Sheriff's Office.
"Okay, Don," said the Sheriff, "you have some information for us?"
"Well, let me put it this way." I said. "We've been investigating the murder of Holden, and some bigger threats have come to light. We have black militants potentially planning something in this area, and at the same time we have militant white supremacists planning something. On top of that, we have politically-motivated groups also planning to start some trouble. They're either waiting for some pretext... such as us Police having a strong presence at the University-State Tech game... or they'll try to create a pretext, with a complaint Media very eager to help, and go from there."
I outlined what I'd learned about the financial connections, though leaving out some details, especially the findings of the M.E. I did not mention the possible threats to Dr. Eckhart and 'The Vision' seminar just yet.
"I don't get this." said Sheriff Allgood. "You're saying that it's all interconnected? That the same people are behind both sides?"
"Essentially." I said.
"But why?" asked the Sheriff.
"I could say it's a matter of following the money." I said. "These characters profit from the chaos, and they profit no matter who wins. But it's about more than money; it's about control, political control, over every aspect of our lives."
'So what can we do about this?" asked Sheriff Allgood. "What can we do to take down T-Square and end the conflict?"
"Sheriff, are you saying T-Square is the only one that's the problem?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Well... isn't he?" asked Allgood. "If he's taken down, doesn't the whole problem go away?"
"No." I said flatly. "You still have 'Citizens for Police Accountability' out there. You still have 'Proactive Citizens of Greenworld' ready to come right back in here and go after Crown Chemicals or BigPharmaCorp. You still have other militant Black groups ready to take T-Square's place... in fact, I'd suggest T-Square is less hostile than some of those others will be. This Jasmine Nix woman has recorded songs about murdering Police Officers, and she has called for the assassination of all Police Officers in the nation."
"And that's what I'm saying, that's where the problem is coming from." said Allgood.
"And that's ignoring the other problem, Sheriff." said Jack Muscone. "Three BigPharmaCorp Board members, including openly racist Wallace Bedford, intend to make war on innocent blacks and start a race war. Do you know how many innocents of all ethnicities would be caught up in that? And how many might be killed?"
"So stop it in its tracks. Get T-Square." said Sheriff Allgood. "That averts a race war, and then we can go after the other agitators. Isn't that right, Commander Troy?"
"No Sheriff, that is not right." I said. "You know what happened in Apple Grove, Sheriff. You know because I told you. Wallace Bedford wants that to happen again, and all over the Nation."
"So why is this County being targeted?" asked the Sheriff, who was growing red-faced with me having called him out.
"Because we have a big ol' University right here." I said. "Because we have T-Square's Music Empire right here. Because BigPharmaCorp is right here. Not blaming them as a company, but some of their leadership are bad people. And it goes on from there."
"All right." said Allgood. "Thank you for the report, Commander. I need to talk to Chief Moynahan, so if you'll stay, Chief, the rest of you can go." That was what we call a 'dismissal', and the rest of us left.
"Is it too early to go to the Cop Bar for double cheeseburgers?" asked Muscone.
"Yes." I said. "So come to my office at Headquarters, have some coffee, and let's talk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the superlative comfort (relatively speaking) of my office, Jack, Cindy, and I talked about what was going on.
"The Sheriff really wasn't wanting to hear about anything but taking down T-Square." said Jack Muscone. "You think he really believes taking out T-Square solves everything?"
"I don't know." I said. "But we should be wary of his motives."
"Don," said Cindy, "I've worked with you long enough to know that you held a hell of a lot back in that meeting. Do you trust present company enough to tell us?"
"I dunno," I said, "this guy keeps wanting to burn me at the stake." Jack and Cindy both chuckled at that. I then said "Yes, I trust both of you. I'm debating whether or not to just tell you, or wait until the Chief gets back and include him in the discussion."
"I'm impatient." Cindy said, an accurately truthful statement if ever there was one. "Tell us now, and then you can tell the Chief what you think he should know." I did not need to be told that Cindy's bug-killer was on.
"Okay." I said. "Martha the M.E. has gotten wise and is testing for neurotoxic drugs nowadays. They found some breakdown products in Holden. Truth serums on steroids, is what they looked like to me. Martha buried the report in hoops of digital steel, i.e. she classified it, and I put a seal on top of that. Drugs like that are not common, and the Federal Government is the most likely culprit in their use."
"Unfortunately, you're right." Jack said.
"So that's why you said the Holden murder was getting above our heads," said Cindy, "and why you think the Government's involved."
"Yes, exactly." I said. "And I don't want it getting out about that. And I'm not telling the Sheriff about it."
"Why not?" asked Cindy. "You don't trust him?"
I opened my safe that was on the floor against the wall to the left side of my desk, under a thin wall cabinet that could be opened to reveal whiteboards. I took out a photograph and showed them.
"This was taken at the recent demonstration by Citizens for Police Accountability." I said. "Recognize her?"
"Heavy makeup, big glasses." said Muscone. I saw Cindy's eyes widen as she looked over Jack's shoulder. She looked up at me.
"Those moles..." she said.
"Yep." I said. "That's what I saw, too."
"I guess I don't get it." said Muscone. "Did you do facial recognition on her?"
"I don't have to." I said. "I saw those moles and spots on her neck for eight years."
Jack gaped in astonishment. "That's your ex-wife?"
"And now the Sheriff's wife." I said. "I don't know what her reasons for being there was, and she may have been undercover. But coupled with the Sheriff wanting to go exclusively after T-Square... I'm being choosy about who I talk to about this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Monday, December 5th. I was called into the Chief's office, and he had me sit down.
"I just wanted you to know, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "that the Sheriff has given me instructions that taking down T-Square and putting him behind bars is this Police Force's first priority."
"For what crime, sir?" I asked.
"Whatever we can find." said the Chief. "I don't disagree that we could possibly find over time some connections to drug distribution, and put him in jail for that... for maybe two years at the most. But that does not matter to the Sheriff. He is going to be asking me, you, Ms. Ross, and even Lt. Masters for frequent reports on our progress in pursuing T-Square."
"Hoo boy." I said.
"It gets worse, Mr. Crowbar." Moynahan said. "The Sheriff says that if he comes to believe that our priority is not T-Square, then he will have to insist that your status of a Consultant with the FBI be terminated, and that you not participate in the SBI Reserve program any lonngerrrr."
"Wow, he must really want me to become a full-time FBI Agent." I said. "Or take over the SBI like the Governor wants me to do."
"I mentioned that, especially the first part about you leaving for the FBI." the Chief said. "He seemed... unfazed by that."
"Well," I said, "the agreement for me to be an FBI Consultant was approved by Chief Griswold, by you, and ratified by the Council itself, months ago. I'm not sure the Sheriff can unilaterally say that the contract is no longer in effect."
"Yes, we can get our legal eagles and fight it out." said the Chief. "But the bottom line is that the Sheriff insists on taking down T-Square."
"What do you think of all this, Chief?" I asked. I think Moynahan got the gist of what I was asking.
"I think..." said the Chief, "... that our Sheriff is a bit one-sided in his thinking. He studiously ignores the threat of the white supremacists, while concentrating on the perfidies of the militant blacks. And just so you know, Mr. Crowbarrrr... I am not, nor have I ever been, a man that could legitimately be called a racist. I have Cavalry officers and men that will testify to that, and I think you know the measure of me, as well."
"I do, sir." I said. "I am not sure if calling the Sheriff a racist is fair, but I do know someone who is fully on the side of the whites." I showed him the photograph.
"Do we know this woman?" asked the Chief.
"We sure do." I said. "If she seriously wishes to deceive me, she needs to have those moles and spots removed from the back of her neck. Cindy recognized them, and I recognized them even more... because I was married to her for eight years."
The Chief looked up at me. "You mean, this is..." He paused, then said "I was right behind her in the line at the Policeman's Ball. You're right, Don, I remember seeing that mole on the back of her neck!"
"That's right, Chief." I said. "Which is why I might not've mentioned everything going on." I told the Chief about Martha's findings, and the full story of the financings, and also about the threats to Cindy's father, Dr. Eckhart. The Chief was stunned.
"So... what do we do?" he asked.
"Keep on keeping on." I said. "We will make sure the Sheriff thinks we're working on T-Square... and we won't be lying; I need to know what he's up to with these other black celebrities and groups... and we will also be looking at Wallace Bedford and his groups. I'll be doing that more with the FBI, of course."
"And I thought it was bad when Westboro was alive and kicking." said the Chief.
"Oh, that was worse, Chief." I said. "This is easy compared to him."
"I'm glad one of us thinks so." said the Chief. "But even Westboro's machine did not have the reach of the United States Government..."
I had to admit that the Chief had a point, there...
Part 13 - Epilogue
At 2:30pm that afternoon, I was again called into the Chief's office, this time with Cindy Ross in tow. I did not have my red crowbar, but observed that my partner did have the green crowbar as we went in. And when I saw who was there, I knew why.
State DOJ Regional Director Harold Bennett was there, and also the Deputy Director of the FBI. And with them was SDOJ Agent Tasheeka Jones. My mood instantly darkened, and I think my face showed it.
"Commander," said Harold Benton, "we'd like to clear the air on some misunderstandings."
"I think things are very clear, and there have been no misunderstandings." I said coldly. "Your agent interfered with my murder investigation, harassed my Officers, misidentified herself, which is a crime, and has been told to stay out of this County. Where is the misunderstanding in that?"
Benton tried to explain: "Agent Jones was sent there by me, in cooperation with the FBI. We were evaluating your Police procedures, which we found to be stellar, and also examining the psychology of your Officers."
"We do not need psychological evaluations, Mr. Bennett." I said, my voice icy. "If we do, we have competent people to do that."
"Those evaluations were for my benefit, Commander." said the FBI DepDirector.
"My answer is the same, Mr. Director." I said.
"I needed to know about you and about Captain Ross, as my consultants." said the DepDirector. "About your reactions to certain things. Sending Officer Davis to your Detective team was part of it. I'm pleased to say you have passed the tests, and my questions are answered."



"What questions are those, sir?" asked Cindy.
"I'm not at liberty to say in this public situation." said the DepDirector.
"I'll tell you later, Kato." I said. "It's pretty obvious... and pretty insulting."
"They're asking you to forgive the insult." said Chief Moynahan. "Why don't we move past this."
"No hard feelings, Commander?" said Tasheeka Jones, extending her hand. I just glared coldly at her, turned on my heel, and walked to the door.
"You're a racist, aren't you, Commander Troy?" Jones yelled after me. I turned back.
"No, I'm not a racist." I said. "YOU are the racist, and the race-baiter, just by asking that question, just by dropping the race card at the first opportunity. I'll stand on my race relations record, Agent Jones, and you can go fuck yourself." I turned and exited the room, slamming the door behind me.
"He is a racist." said Jones. "And I will be making that statement in a formal report."
"The hell you will, bitch!" Cindy snarled, coming up to Jones. She held up a framed photograph, which was of my daughter Tasha that had been sitting on my desk. "See that baby girl in that picture? That's Commander Troy's daughter. His daughter! She's not exactly lily-white, is she, bitch?"
Cindy pushed the rounded end of the green crowbar into Tasheeka Jones's chest. "No, Donald Troy is not a racist. He is not a misogynist. He doesn't waste time on sexual orientation. He's the most honorable man I've ever known, and if you slander him I will shove this crowbar so far up your fat ass that you will never be able to sit down again. Now get out of this County, bitch, because if I ever see you again, you will be arrested... but you will never make it alive to jail."
"Are you threatening me?" Jones started, and Cindy pushed the crowbar harder into the woman's chest.
"You damn straight I am." Cindy said.
"Ms. Ross..." said Moynahan.
"Shut the fuck up!" Cindy yelled at him. "I'm tired of this shit. I'm tired of my cousin, who has damn near lost his life and his family's lives for this County, being treated like shit like this! And if some fucking bitch comes in here and calls him a racist, she can expect to get fucked up, bad. If you want my badge, Chief, you can fucking have it. But Agent Jones has crossed the line. And I will never forgive nor forget. As the Commander said, bitch: 'go fuck yourself'!"
With that, Cindy exited the office. The slamming of the door was heard as far down the hall as the Duty Desk at the other end of the building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had caught Cindy as she came into the hallway, and steered her into my office. We sat down together on my sofa and I told her to breathe as her father had taught us.
"I do appreciate you taking up for me." I said.
"Don, we don't need this." Cindy said. "We do not need this shit. We do not have to be here, we do not have to stay here. We can join the FBI. We can go somewhere else."
"Calm down, my friend." I said. "We are where we are supposed to be, and they know it."
There was a knock on the door, and the FBI Deputy Director opened it. "Can I come in?" he asked. I waved him in.
He took one of the hot chairs, sat on it, and faced us on the sofa. "I can see that that was fucked up from the beginning. I apologize to you both for my role in it."
"Don, you were going to tell me what that role was?" Cindy queried.
"Seeing what our reaction to Agent Jones would be." I said. "Seeing if we reacted as white people to a black woman. Again... very insulting."
"I know, and again, I'm sorry about that." said the DepDirector. "And I've learned what I wanted to know, especially about Captain Ross. I was impressed with the way you took up for Don, and so was your Chief... though telling him to shut up might require some contrition..."
"You did that?" I asked, grinning. "Damn, you are my blood kin!"
"And never prouder to be." Cindy said firmly. "Okay, Mr. Director, you have your answers... and a couple of pissed off Consultants. I daresay a dinner on you is in order."
"She's good at negotiating for dinners." I said. "Again, blood kin to me."
The DepDirector tried to laugh to ease the tension. "Okay, that's fine. I'll call Jack Muscone and ask him to join us as well, if that's okay with you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, Davis." said Precinct Captain Damien Thompson. With him in the office was Sergeant Carswell. Davis was bidden to be seated, and he did so.
"We got the Commander's report." said PCpt. Thompson. "He spoke in some very glowing terms of you, and your potential to be a Detective."
"Thank you, sir." said Davis. "And thank you for giving me the opportunity. It was really good."
"Good." said Thompson. "So tell us, Davis... what about Commander Troy? What's he really like?"
"He's straight up, sir." said Davis. "He's no racist, but he's aware of the issues going on. Especially with T-Square. I think T-Square is afraid of him, and well he should be."
"Why is that?" asked Sergeant Carswell.
"Sergeant," said Davis, "that man, the Commander, his eyes just look through everything. Every time he looked at me, it felt like he was looking right into my head behind my eyes. He's seeing it all before we know what's there to be seen. He was all over this Holden murder, saw through what the perps were doing, and I got the idea he saw it from the beginning."
"So, you think we can trust him?"
"I know I trust him, sir." said Davis. "At least I know it won't pay off to not trust him."
"Okay good. You're dismissed." said PCpt. Thompson. "And if we can ever get any Officers into the Detective Track, you'll be right there if you want to be."
"I do, sir. Thank you, sir." said Davis. He exited the room.
"Feel better?" asked Carswell.
"Oh yeah," said Thompson, "I never really doubted the Commander, and Davis just confirms that. But we'll see what happens when the balloon goes up. And that day is coming..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Darling," said Laura as I sat and petted Bowser and thought and thought and thought, "you've been a million miles away ever since you got home."
"I know." I said. I finally decided. "Honey, we need to talk."
I moved to get up, and Bowser got the hint. He bounded off my lap and upstairs to where Carole was. I went over and sat next to Laura, first picking up a manila envelope.
"I need to show you this." I said.
"And it took hours of petting the dog to decide?" Laura asked.
"Let's not joke about this one, honey." I said. "It's serious." Laura immediately felt my vibe.
"Okay, what is it?" she asked. I took the photo out of the envelope.
"This was taken by a Confidential Informant at the 'Citizens for Police Accountability' rally the other day.
"I don't see.... ohhhhhhh." Laura said. "We don't need facial recognition to know who that is, do we?"
"No, we do not." I said. "I don't know if she was undercover, if she's working on something, and I don't want to step on any operational toes..."
"I don't know of anything." said Laura. "And we both know the story of what happened to her mother, and her rather strong feelings about blacks."
"Yes." I said. "And from what you just said, I deduce that you know that there's a connection between this group, and white supremacists."
"Yes, the FBI's Deputy Director and some others in Washington also know." said Laura. "They know about these groups, and what they're trying to do, and that there are cells in the CIA as well as people in the Department of Justice that think as my sister does and want these white supremacists to succeed."
"So..." I said, "what do we do about Melina, here? Is she involved in this?"
"I honestly don't know." Laura said. "I'm trying to wind down and retire. She's with another group completely, in counter-intelligence."
"Walker's old stomping grounds." I said.
"No, he was something different," Laura said, "and as we found out, something worse. Melina was a 'wet boy', taking out enemies that had come to the United States, then moved into a higher position with another group. I'm not supposed to be telling you this, of course."
"Well, I'll understand if you don't." I said. "But there's her picture, I have a murder victim in our morgue whose threads lead to these groups, and a Sheriff that is beginning to show a lack of clarity in his vision."
"I'll check up on it, and see what I can find out." Laura said. "So... we're not going to solve that tonight. Shall we go to bed and solve my problem of my sexual desire for you?"
"Well," I said, standing up and taking Laura's hand, "how can I say 'no' to your desires to research those desires?" Laura giggled, and we made our way upstairs to the master bedroom...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 12th, across the street from the State Crime Lab building, with said building as a backdrop. "If you are caught in a traffic jam this morning, do not blame the Christmas season. Blame the Governor!"
Bettina went on: "Governor Val Jared will be in our Town today, and will be stopping by the State Crime Lab building. The Governor will be presenting SBI Lieutenant and State Crime Lab Director Tanya Perlman a citation for her role in solving several recent crimes, as well as her stellar job with the Crime Lab. And Channel Two News has learned that Governor Jared will preside over the promotion of Commander Donald Troy to the rank of Inspector in the SBI Reserve!"
MCD filled with "oooh!"s and "aaah!"s upon hearing that. And it explained why I was in a plainclothes suit and tie instead of my normal, outstanding-looking TCPD Uniform.
Bettina was continuing: "SBI Reserve Inspector Troy will be the highest ranking Agent in the SBI Reserve. SBI Director Tom Conlan issued a statement saying that Inspector Troy will be an integral part of the Governor's Team as the SBI is overhauled and cleaned of corruption."
"And in other news," Bettina said, "the Town & County Police Department issued a statement saying that Precinct Captain Bob 'Brick' Briscoe will be appointed to Captain and named the Public Relations Officer for the TCPD. This move comes as the Police Force is reduced from three precincts to two, decreasing the Police presence in our County, and subjecting our citizens to higher exposure to criminals."
"Good grief!" said Cindy Ross. "Did someone forget to give that woman a good pickle-tickle this weekend?" MCD erupted with laughter at that question.
"We need to put 'Inspector' Troy on the job, ma'am." said Sergeant Rudistan, who had dropped in on us.
"Not my job to handle the Press, Sergeant Rudistan." I said. "That'll be Captain Briscoe's job."
"Sir," said Mary Mahoney Milton, her hair blue, blue lipstick on her lovely lips, and a mischievous smile on her face, "Captain Briscoe can't handle Bettina. He'd have a heart attack. We need a man with 'iron' stamina to take care of her needs." A chorus of "ooooooh"s were heard, and for some strange reason everyone was looking at me.
"Detective Warner," I called out to Joanne, who was sitting at her desk, "what did you put in the coffee this morning?"
"Whatever it is, sir," Joanne said, "we need to put it into Bettina's coffee." Everyone laughed again, and for some strange reason a line formed at the coffeepots...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am I was in my office when the KSTD news report came on: "This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the morning!" the gorgeous Indian reporterette yelled out from across the street from Police Headquarters, with our working home as her backdrop.
"Five-Alive News has learned that the Governor is ramming through his changes to the SBI! He is promoting Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy to the rank of SBI Reserve Inspector, and the SBI Director Tom Conlan issued a statement that Commander Troy will be helping to dismantle the SBI, leaving citizens more vulnerable to criminals such as drug distributors!"
I was about to grab the remote and turn that crap off when Priya said "And the TCPD is promoting Precinct Captain Robert Briscoe to the Public Relations Director office. Let's bring in reporter John Hardwood!" Hardwood appeared next to Priya, and she said "John, does this promotion of Captain Briscoe mean less contentious relations between the Police Department and the Media?"
"Priya," said Hardwood, "relations between the Police and the Media will always be bad as long as Commander Donald Troy is in charge of the Police Department. As you know, Priya, Commander Troy deeply hates the Media, and shows that hatred every chance he gets with his intimidation tactics, and denying Media members their right to bring the People the news they need to know. So I don't expect any improvement in Commander Troy's attitude with this announcement."
This time I did not stop. I pointed that remote at the television and pressed the 'Off' button. It worked to perfection.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, Cindy and I were at the State Crime Lab building, in the Press Room with its dias and dark red-purple curtains behind the raised stage, American and State Flags behind the podium, perfectly framing the People's Choice, Governor Val Jared.
After giving Tanya her citation, the Governor then issued promotions. For some reason, the Media had declined to mention that Cindy was being promoted to Captain in the SBI Reserve. Cindy was dressed in a very nice dark blue suit and skirt, and wearing high heel blue pumps. She normally did not wear high heels, but she certainly knew how to prance in them from her 'Miss Physical America' competition days.
The Governor clipped our SBI Badges into the pockets in our suit coats, then gave a short speech praising us for our SBI work in the past, and telling the Media that we would be helping to reshape the SBI into an agency that the State's Citizens could be proud of. Then he did the one thing I did not want him to do: he opened it up for questions from the Media.
"Governor," shouted Priya Ajmani, "why are you destroying the SBI and making it easier for the drug traffickers?"
"That's ridiculous, Priya." said the Governor. "We are not destroying the SBI, we are ridding it of corruption and making it an agency that local law enforcement institutions will want to work with."
"Governor," said Tim Sioban of KSB News in the City, "why did you put Tom Conlan in the SBI Director position, instead of Robert Gaston, who was a very capable Assistant Director under Jack Lewis?"
"Well," said the Governor, "those last two words are a big part of it. We are working hard to remove the negative influences of Jack Lewis from the SBI. And part of that will be to pursue indictments against Agent Richard Ferrell." Tanya gave a big thumbs-up at that, which the Media did not like seeing. The Governor then said "But I have talked with Robert Gaston, and I will be offering him an important role in the near future. Don't ask what it is now; we'll make a statement at the correct time."
"Commander Troy!" shouted John Hardwood, "will you be leaving the Town & County Police Department to work full time with the SBI?" The question was out of place, not to mention not being directed to the Governor. But Jared stepped to one side and pointed his hand at the podium in invitation for me to answer. I stepped up to the microphone, knowing Cindy was cringing inside.
"No." I said flatly. "I will be remaining with the Town & County Police Force, catching criminals there as well as watching over inappropriate actions by local Media members there." Everyone looked at Hardwood, who was turning red-faced at my obvious shot at him. I continued: "I will be working with the SBI in a Reserve capacity, as I have been for some time now. So no, Mr. Hardwood, the criminals have no hope of sanctuary in my County."
"Commander, Meredith Peller, Channel Six Fox Midtown!" called out Meredith. She was relatively short, blonde, and pretty in the 'pretty housewife' kind of way as opposed to 'blonde model' kind of beautiful. Her legs were shapely (of course) and her body was a nice compact hourglass shape very much like Teresa Croyle... which meant that Meredith must have a fine ass, I thought to myself.
"Yes, Meredith." I said, quieting down the other reporters.
Meredith asked "Is it true you are being considered for the Midtown Police Chief position?"
"Don't they already have a Police Chief?" I asked.
"Not for long!" someone called out. I knew that there was speculation that the Midtown Police was about to be overhauled, and it's corrupt influences weeded out. And I knew State Senator Richard Langdon was working furiously to prevent it and keep the current corrupt structure in place.
"Until there's a vacancy there," I said, "it'd be pointless to speculate. And even when there is a vacancy, I'm happy right where I am, despite Mr. Hardwood's desires to see me leave my County and my Police Force..."
Part 2 - The Crime Scenes
"Gonna be a huge day today, Roberto." said Johnny Mansell. He and Roberto Gonzalez were co-workers at SPS, State Parcel Service. Their trucks were blue and silver, and it was alleged that was because the company's founder was a University graduate... and that allegation happened to be true. They were at the City's main distribution point, not far from the City Railyards in the southeast part of the City.
"Sure is, Johnny." said Roberto. "We're going to have to make double pickups today. What the heck are all these packages about?'
"The new systems from Peach Computers are out for Christmas." said Johnny. "Virtual reality, full computer, gaming console, even drones with cameras. All integrated, and they're the hottest thing going for six hundred bucks a pop."
"Wow." said Roberto. "I'm glad my kids are too young for this stuff. I'm still getting away with Barbie dolls and soccer balls."
"You're a lucky man, Roberto." said Mansell. "My wife took the kids when she left me ten years ago. I don't get to hug 'em, I don't get to see 'em grow up."
"That's too bad, Johnny." said Roberto, saying what he always did when Johnny repeated his sad story. "Maybe you'll see 'em at Christmas."
"We'll see." said Johnny. "I gotta go, Truck 166 won't drive without me... well, until this new driverless technology is perfected, and we all get fired and replaced."
"I hear ya, Johnny." said Roberto. "Have a good one." He got into Truck 162 and drove out.
As he drove along, approaching where the Interstate highway came into the City from Midtown, he suddenly felt something cold against his cheek. Looking in the rear-view mirror, he saw a man in all black, including a full black ski-mask. The cold something was the business end of a semi-auto pistol.
"Keep driving." ordered the man. "Take the next right."
"All right, all right." said Gonzalez. He turned right, onto a road that went under the bridge that was the Interstate itself. This area of the City was considered 'not good'.
"Pull over. Right here." said the masked perp. Gonzalez stopped the truck. "Roll down your window."
"Look, man, leave me here and take the truck. I got kids, ya know?" Gonzalez said as he rolled the driver door window down.
"You fucking Spics come over the border and breed like fucking rabbits." whispered the man.
"No man, I'm a citizen! So are my parents!" Gonzalez pleaded. "C'mon, I got kids to take care of."
"Tough shit for them." said the man. He pulled the trigger, firing a .22 WMR bullet into Gonzalez's head. A second bullet made sure the job was done. The man had ordered the window lowered so that a bullet passing through would not shatter it. He now leaned over and rolled it up.
He opened the back doors, and his two masked comrades came into the truck. Another truck backed up to the SPS truck, and all of the contents were transferred from the rear of one truck to the other.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The black car pulled up to the scene, embedded blue LED lights flashing brightly. Getting out of the car, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone got out from the passenger side, and Special Agent Eduardo Escobar got out from the driver's side. They showed their FBI badges and identification to the City Police Officer at the perimeter, and were admitted.
"Hello, Agent Muscone." said Thomas 'Sapper' Warren of the City Police. "Agent Escobar, isn't it?" Eduardo confirmed it.
"Hey 'Sapper'." said Muscone. "What happened here?"
"SPS truck. Driver shot in the head, twice, point blank range." said Warren. "Stippling on the head around the wound; don't need the Iron Crowbar to see what happened."
"We could still use him to explain why this happened." said Detective Robin Ventura from inside the SPS truck. She was in uniform (Warren was in plainclothes), and had a City Police coat over it, which obviously contained armor as well as filler for warmth. "Hi guys, glad you could join us."
Muscone looked into the back of the truck. "Cleaned it out. You guys get a manifest yet?"
"We've got the driver's paperwork, which contains the list." said Ventura. "Every package was that new gaming system from Peach Computers. They came out with them today, and the pre-orders were selling like hotcakes."
"Let's get with the SPS Distribution Center and get their copy of the manifest for this truck." said Muscone to Escobar. "And let's see if they'll give us all the truck manifests that have these Peach Computer systems on them." Escobar got on the phone to call the FBI offices in the City to get that going.
"What about the driver?" asked Muscone.
"His name is Roberto Gonzalez." said Sapper Warren. "Thirty-two years old, married, two kids, a daughter, age five, and a son, age three."'
"Immigrant?" asked Muscone.
"No, he's a citizen." said Warren. "Born here in the City. Wife is also a natural-born citizen. We checked, just to see if this was a race-based hate crime. The US DOJ makes us do that, unless the victim is white."
"Us, too." said Escobar.
"Anyway," Sapper said, "Mr. Gonzalez has been an SPS truck driver for five years now, no police record at all, no traffic tickets, no problem at work. He's been on this particular route for two years now."
"What route is that?" asked Muscone.
"Western part of the City." said Sapper. "Middle class areas and shopping centers to serve them. Most of these packages were bound for the 'Super Electronics Warehouse' location near the Westside Mall."
Muscone nodded. "Well, I think Ventura was right... this one is worthy of the Iron Crowbar himself. But we'll have to plod through it and see how we do."
Just then Escobar rushed up. "Jack!" he exclaimed. "We've got another one! SPS truck found at the City Railyards..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
City Police Detective Earl 'E.J.' Jefferson was looking at the scene as the FBI agents drove up.
"Ahhh, it's Agents Muscone and Escobar from the FBI." Jefferson said in a falsetto voice.
"Hi, E.J." said Muscone. "They treating you as good here as the TCPD did?"
"Almost." said Earl. "This is my partner, Detective Tony Long." Muscone sized up Long as they shook hands. Long was medium height, lean, with short brown hair and a scruffy, thin beard and mustache. His dark brown eyes were penetrating, though not to the level of Muscone's beady black eyes... or the Iron Crowbar's gray eyes. Muscone decided that Long was competent.
"What do you have here?" asked Muscone.
"State Parcel Service truck." said Long. "Emptied out. Driver was shot dead in his seat, two bullets to the head. The driver's name is Johnny Mansell, age 38. Divorced some years ago. Had a couple of DUIs when he was younger, got them pled down to misdemeanor speeding. Nothing in the last ten years, though, and he had a good record with the company."
"Gotta have a good lawyer to get two of those reduced like that." said Eduardo Escobar.
"That's true." said Muscone. He looked around the interior of the truck, then at the lifeless body of the driver, who was a white man that looked as if he'd seen better times, and that was before he'd been shot dead. "Did you get this guy's paperwork?"
"Sure did." said Long.
"All the packages from Peach Computers?" asked Muscone.
"Yes, they were." said Jefferson. "We notified the company."
"Eduardo," said Muscone, "call SPS and tell them that two of their trucks have been hijacked, and to recall all the other trucks before someone else winds up dead."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The FBI Agents walked into the distribution center for State Parcel Service, and to the office of the Director of Distribution.
"I'm FBI Special Agent Jack Muscone and this is Special Agent Escobar." said Muscone, showing his badge and ID. "Can we see the Director, please?"
"The director is very busy today." said the assistant, a pretty but severe-looking woman. "He will not be able to see you for some time."
"Ma'am," said Muscone, trying to keep his voice calm, "we are the FBI and this is very important, an emergency even. Would you please let us know where we can find the Distribution Director?"
"You need to leave, unless you have a warrant." said the woman. The agents looked at each other, dumbfounded.
"Ma'am," said Escobar, "two of your drivers were murdered this morning, leaving children that will have to grow up without their fathers, and we want to prevent any other deaths. Now please---"
"I'll take you to him." said a man coming up the hallway. "Good grief, Marilyn, why can't you help the FBI?"
"I'm following my instructions." the woman said, glaring at the man. "You should be demanding a warrant from them, also."
"To hell with that." said the man. "Come on, guys, I'll take you to the warehouse."
The Agents followed the man out to the warehouse, and towards a man who was behind a counter. Behind the counter was a small office with windows for walls.
"That's Dick Granger, the distribution director." said the man leading the agents.
"Thanks, bud, we'll take it from here." said Muscone. He and Escobar approached the director, who had thinning brown hair, a small slender body, and a droopy brown mustache. He looked like a smaller version of former SBI Agent Richard 'Dick' Ferrell."
"Mr. Granger?" asked Muscone. "I'm Jack Muscone with the FBI----"
"You're trespassing on private property." said Granger, barely looking up. "Unless you have a warrant, get out of here."
"Mr. Granger," said Muscone, "are you aware that two of your drivers were found dead this morning?"
"Yes, I am." said Granger. "You still need a warrant to be here. And besides, what is the FBI doing here if it's a murder case? That's a State crime; you have no business in it."
"Interstate commerce, Mr. Granger." Eduardo said. "Packages that were shipped across State lines were stolen from the trucks that your dead drivers had been driving. So we definitely have jurisdiction.
"We're also trying to make sure no one else dies, sir." said Muscone. "Have you recalled all your other drivers."
"No." said Granger. "They have work to do, deliveries to make. We're behind schedule as it is. Now once again... exhibit a warrant, or get out."
"Eduardo," said Muscone, "I need a crowbar. Please put that on my Christmas list."
"Sir," tried Escobar, "would you at least let us have a copy of the manifests of Trucks 162 and 166, to help us find the killers?"
Granger sighed. "I'll say this one more time: Get. A. Warrant. Now I'm about to call the Sheriff and have you removed, or shot dead if you don't comply with the Constitution. You are trespassing, and you are criminals. Get out."
"Hold on, Granger." said an older, distinguished man coming up to them. He was tall, a bit stocky like Muscone, and had silver-white hair perfectly groomed in place. Next to him was a younger man in an expensive suit; Muscone did not need to be the Iron Crowbar to see that he was a lawyer.



"I'm Edward Blassingame, founder and CEO of SPS." said the distinguished man. "Granger, it's okay, give the Agents the manifests of all our trucks, and recall all trucks with a security warning now."
Granger looked like he wanted to kill someone, but said only "Yes sir" and moved to comply with his orders.
"My apologies about that." said Blassingame. "We have told our people to be wary of law enforcement. We've had crooked City Police officers try to get manifests without warrants, and for criminal purposes. Let's find an office to talk..."
Part 3 - The Largest Packages
"What are you doing?" asked Cindy as she came into my office at 2:00pm, still Monday December 12th.
"Playing Legislative Staff." I said. "I'm essentially writing the bill that will be introduced as the SBI Bill in the next Legislative session, and I'll send it to the Governor when I'm done."
"Wow, all that power in your grubby paws." Cindy said teasingly.
"And not to be wasted, for darn sure." I said.
"So what's your concept for the SBI?" Cindy asked. "Besides destroy it completely..."
"I'm tempted." I said. "No, it's going to be similar to what we tried before... gut the SBI, make it essentially a reserve force to assist local LEOs, have its agents be reservists from local LEO units and State Troopers. The essence of it is to devolve the power back to the lowest base possible: towns, counties, and Sheriff Departments, with the SBI subservient to that, and only taking the lead when county lines are crossed."
"Good luck with that." said Cindy.
"What, you think it's a bad idea?" I asked, a bit surprised.
"No, I think it's great." Cindy said. "But... speaking out of turn... I think it'll meet the same fate as the last couple of bills, and not much will change."
I nodded. "Yeah, you might be right. We'll certainly face tremendous opposition. But it'll be a starting point, and that's the key... most bills in the Legislature get amended, but rarely is the original bill truly gutted."
"The Democrats will introduce their own bill." said Cindy. "It will attempt to strengthen the SBI, destroy the SBI Reserve, and empower the SBI over all local LEOs; the idea being to centralize police power as much and as high as possible."
"What, are you writing their bill for them?" I asked jokingly.
"No." Cindy said. "I just got some 'inside baseball' on it, from a couple of different sources that shall remain nameless. Basically, Katherine Woodburn is going to re-introduce her bill from last time. The only significant difference is to completely destroy the Reserve program. Also, if you do the machine gun thing to the SBI again, they'll have the authority to prosecute whatever is left of your body."
"Oh, that's going to happen anyway." I said. "Which is why next time I won't try to miss; it will be shoot-to-kill. If there is a 'next time', of course. Anyway, the good news is that Governor Jared is going to veto anything he doesn't like."
"If he does that, won't that just leave what we have in place?" asked Cindy.
"If it's not funded," I replied, "then there will be no SBI at all if nothing passes. And that won't disturb my harmony at all---"
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was my lovely assistant Helena buzzing me. "You have a phone call from Agent Muscone, sir." Helena said.
"Thanks, Helena." I said. Before I picked up the receiver, I said "This is interesting... a formal call on the landline instead of speed dialing me on the cellphone." I picked up the receiver. "Hi Jack..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove to the City in my Police SUV, blue lights burning as I achieved triple-digit speeds. Because we were already in civilian clothes, it was easy to clip on our SBI badges, log in as SBI Reservists, and be ready to investigate the case.
"I just want you to know," Jack Muscone said as he met us outside the distribution center, "that I hated like hell to call you in. I wanted us guys to solve this ourselves." 
"Well, Jack," I said with a grin, "if you can avail yourself of 400 years of experience, you should do so." Muscone could not prevent himself from laughing.
"Touché." he said. "But here's the gist of it." He outlined what had happened, and what had been done to this point.
As we came into the warehouse area, I saw a very sullen-looking man staring at us, who Jack said was the uncooperative Director of Distribution.
"About a third of the Peach Computers packages were already delivered." said Muscone. "The rest have been brought back here, but I'm not sure what to do with them. I'm not even sure what, if anything, we're looking for."
"All right." I said. "Tell me about this Distribution Director. Dick Granger."
"He's a 'dick', all right." said Muscone. "I know more and more people are frustrated, and start spouting the Constitution at us... even certain redheads with crowbars are known to do that." I smiled as Jack went on: "But this guy... two of his guys are murdered, and he acts like he doesn't give a shit."
"Do you have full info on him?"
"No, he's bitching about getting a warrant to get is employee files." said Muscone. "The CEO, Mr. Blassingame, he's been cooperative about everything else, but his lawyer did intervene and said Granger had the right to refuse us access to Granger's information."
"Well, then, let's stop playing games with the son of a bitch." I said. "Is Sapper Warren here?"
"Right behind you, Commander." said Sapper. "Or should I say 'Inspector' Troy?" I turned around and shook his hand.
"Whatever you like, just keep it clean." I said. I told Sapper what I wanted him to do.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Granger looked up with baleful eyes as the large black cop and the large white man in a gray suit and carrying a red crowbar approached him.
"Let me see your I.D." said Sapper Warren.
"Get a warrant." said Granger.
I stepped up, crowbar in hand. "Granger," I said menacingly, "State Law requires you to follow a Police Officer's instructions when he tells you to show him an I.D. So you either show him your I.D., or you will be arrested and taken to jail. And then I will come in and... talk... with you. And let me assure you, Mr. Granger, that it will be painful to talk when this crowbar is shoved so far up your ass that you'll never shit again."
"Are you threatening me?" Granger said angrily.
"Yes." I said simply.
"One more time, punk. Show me your I.D." Sapper ordered. Granger very reluctantly and slowly produced his driver's license. Sapper held it up, and I used my Police iPhone to take a picture of the barcode on the back of the license. When all of Granger's vitals came up, I sent the data in an email to the City Police, the FBI, and my own TCPD to run checks on Granger. I might have forgotten to send a copy to the SBI.
"Okay, Granger." I said. "We're going to scan every one of these Peach Computers packages..."
"How? There's thousands of them!" Granger complained.
"How were they scanned when they went through here?" I asked.
"Through our processing line, of course." said Granger.
"Fire it up, then. Re-scan every box." I ordered.
"No." said Granger. "I'm not cooperating."
"Fine." I said. "Sapper, place this man under arrest. He is to be detained for potential involvement in the murder of two of his employees. His actions are suspicious, and cause me to believe he is complicit in the crimes."
"What?!" gasped Granger. "You can't arrest me! You have no arrest warrant! This is a total violation of my rights!" When Sapper tried to take his arm to affix cuffs, he pulled away.
"That's resisting arrest, right there." I said. When Granger again tried to avoid being grabbed, Sapper moved with amazing speed and easily subdued Granger, slamming him to the ground. Handcuffs were quickly affixed to the offender's wrists.
Just then, Jack Muscone came up with an older, distinguished looking man in a well-fitting suit. "Don, this is Edward Blassingame, the SPS CEO. Mr. Blassingame, this is Commander Donald Troy, the Iron Crowbar."
Mr. Blassingame shook my hand as if I were a celebrity. "Well I declare, you don't look nearly as old as I though you'd be, Commander. Er, what's going on with Granger, here?"
"Sir, I'm sorry for the loss of your employees this morning." I said. "I'm here to assist the FBI in the investigation of their murder. Mr. Granger here has been uncooperative in a suspicious way, and then resisted arrest when we attempted to detain him. He'll be spending the night in jail pending his arraignment in the morning."
"I'm sure you'll understand when I say I'll have my lawyer representing him, to assure his rights are observed." Blassingame said. I nodded, and Blassingame continued "So, Commander, what do you need from me?"
"I need a couple of I.T. people, sir." I said. "People who can help send mass emails, and can help scan these packages for me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Emails had been sent to all recipients of packages that had already been delivered, asking said recipients to contact the Police if there was anything suspicious about their packages. The packages that remained were being sent through the incoming processors again. The I.T. guys had put in a protocol for a "re-scanning". They'd asked me what the scanner was looking for.
"All of these packages were in sequential order." I said. "Anything outside those numbers should be flagged. Any box that's way out of sequence with packages going before and after it. Any address that is outside the norm. Also, things like an order of just one system."
As they went to work, I sat down and perused my Police iPad tablet, using my Police iPhone as a hot spot. "Hmmm," I said, "this Granger guy is interesting."
"How so?" asked Muscone.
"He was arrested three years ago." I said. "He and six other people were at a restaurant, and someone overheard their conversation and called the Police, saying they were using racial language and talking about murdering blacks. All seven of them refused to cooperate with authorities, got lawyers, and pushed back really hard on their arrests, citing invasion of privacy and their Free Speech rights. Maybe at least one of these people was a lawyer. Anyway, they sued the restaurant and the Police, trying to get the name of the person that had called in the report about them, but the Police claimed C.I. status for the person, and the judge dismissed the case against the restaurant with prejudice."
"We'll check them all out." said Muscone. "Send me a copy of that, will you?" I sent the names of the other six persons to all the pertinent agencies.
"You might add Granger's assistant Marilyn to your researches." I said.
"Yeah, we've already added her name to our 'naughty' list."Muscone said. "I'll see if I can get Granger's employee records, too. You think he's involved in these murders?"
"I don't know about that." I said. "But he may have been involved in how the trucks were sent out and what was on them. This is way too easy a place to give a driver an extra package and have it delivered almost without a trace."
I began looking at the information on the victims. "Damn," I said. "Gonzalez had two small kids. I really feel for them... they're going to have to have Christmas without their father."
"After last summer," Cindy said, "I'm grateful your kids aren't having to have that." I nodded in agreement.
"So..." I said, "Gonzalez was Hispanic, but he was a citizen his wife was a citizen, his parents were citizens. Have to go back to grandparents to find any immigrants."
"Why is that an issue?" Cindy asked.
Jack Muscone, who was sitting next to me, said "Gonzalez activated his radio while he was being held at gunpoint. It's hard to hear, but the perp called him a 'Spic' and Gonzalez said something about being a citizen just before the perp shot him."
I said "I would add that shooting this man, and the other man too, was a very unnecessary action. Most robbers would have just kicked the drivers out and drove off in the truck, or held the driver hostage but alive while emptying the truck. But these drivers were apparently shot immediately, in cold blood. Now why do that? One reason could be a hatred of immigrants, though that doesn't hold well for the other man."
Muscone said: "Mansell, Johnny Mansell. No Heisman Trophies, different spelling. This guy was a borderline loser. His wife had left him, and others said he never got over that, was always crying about not being able to see his kids. And sure enough, his wife has a restraining order against him, as well as full custody of the kids and he has almost no visitation rights... all visits must be supervised by Child Protective Services in the State east of us, where she lives."
"Why?" Cindy asked. "Molestation?"
"No." I said, reading the file. "He's been on medications for years. Paxil, stuff like that. His wife was afraid he'd go off into a fit of rage around the kids, and hurt her or them or himself or someone else. I'm not sure she didn't embellish that, and the CPS people say he never got angry when in their presence."
"And he was driving an SPS truck?" Cindy said.
"Yes" said Muscone, "but his route was a very short one. Mostly to the City Railyards nearby and back. And his truck always had a tracking device that they monitored."
"And we had no problems with Mr. Mansell." said Mr. Blassingame, who had just come up. "We have a parole hire program, mostly people who load and unload the trucks, do routine things. We had him in that program, and he did well. We trusted him with a truck for short runs, and he did well with it. It's unfortunate that... he met his end that way."
"Yes sir." I said. "Very unfortunate."
"Ladies and gentlemen, I have to be going home, as I have a couple of evening functions to attend." said Blassingame. "My assistant Mr. George here will assist you if you need anything." The CEO left.
"Have a seat, Mr. George," I said. "It's going to be a long evening." However, Jack Muscone called Mr. George to one side and began talking to him, probably wanting to get information about Granger.
I looked at my tablet again. "So Mr. Mansell didn't have much of a record in spite of all the bad we're hearing about him. And he was a citizen, all of his family were citizens going back a ways."
'Sir, we have something!" one of the I.T. guys called out. A worker was holding a box.
"Thank God you wore gloves before picking that up!" I exclaimed. "Here, let me take this very carefully..." I took the box, holding it as if it were a bomb or the most prized artifact since the Spear of Destiny. I set the box down on a table nearby and examined it with my magnifying glass.
"What singled this box out?" I asked the I.T. guy.
"It was out of order, and it was a single delivery to an address that is a software company, not a place selling these or a personal home." said the I.T. guy. Sapper Warren and a couple of City Police Officers came up as we were talking.
"Hmmm," I said. "Yes, it looks like the box was opened and re-taped. Let's see if we can get some prints."
"Really?" asked Muscone. "My goodness, how many people have handled that box?"
"Since it was re-taped?" I asked. "Let's see." I had a small fingerprint kit, and sprayed the fine powder on the tape on the top, along the back and sides. Then I turned on the UV light app of my Police cellphone. Fingerprints, and a couple of good ones, glowed green under the light, and I took pictures with the camera.
"And they're off to the FBI database." I said. "Okay, Sapper, do your guys have a videocamera?"
"We got Police iPhones." said Sapper.
"So do I." said Jack.
"Me, three." said Cindy. I had four people recording as I carefully opened the box.
"Okay, gaming console, computer, wires... oh, this one has a drone... ho-lee shit!" I exclaimed as I examined it. To everyone's surprise, I opened another box and pulled out its drone.
"As you can see," I said to the recorders, "the standard drone shipped is basic, with this basic camera in it. But this one in the anomalous box..." I held it up. "This is no-kidding hardware. This camera is super-advanced, and this drone itself is a much higher level of technology than what Peach Computers is putting out."
"So this is what they were after?" Jack Muscone said.
"Yes, I think so." I said. "Okay guys, what truck was this box on?"
"Truck 164." said an I.T. guy.
Jack Muscone whistled. "Right between 162 and 166. Damn, Crowbar, 400 years ago..."
I smiled. "Mr. George, can you tell me what happened to Trucks 163 and 165?"
Mr. George consulted his computer tablet as I bagged the anomalous system as evidence, and the drone as separate evidence. "Truck 163 is in the shop for maintenance." he said. "Truck 165... well, there is none... what I mean is that Truck 165 was totaled in a crash some six months ago, and we haven't put a replacement Truck 165 into service."
"Okayyyy..." I said. "Who is the driver of Truck 164? And what was its route today?"
Mr. George again consulted his tablet, then said "It was held up here, and didn't make it out of the gate when the recall was issued."
"You may tell the driver that he is a very lucky man." I said. "A very, very lucky man. If he'd left on time, I think he'd be dead, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The City Police Department's jails are not nearly as modern nor nice as the TCPDs. So Granger was brought to an interrogation room near Sapper Warren and Robin Ventura's desks, which were in a large room not unlike our MCD or Vice Rooms.
"He's called a lawyer." said Ventura, as we looked at him from behind the one-way glass of the darkened anteroom, which was really to the side.
"Nathan Masterson." Ventura went on. "He's the young up-and-comer with the local Gresham & Mason office." No sooner were the words spoken when a youngish looking man, white, short, slender, and with a full head of black hair just a little too perfectly in place came in and began talking to Granger.
After a few minutes, he picked up the telephone on the wall. Seconds after that, Sapper Warren's pager buzzed.
"They're ready for us." said Sapper.
"Let's go." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, if it isn't Commander Donald James Troy." said the young lawyer as Sapper and I walked into the Interrogation Room.
"It's 'James Donald', Mr. Masterson." I said. "And you have not yet had the pleasure of meeting me."
Masters smirked. "What is it today? FBI? SBI?"
"Inspector Troy of the SBI." I said. "This is City Police Detective Thomas Warren."
"Whatever." said Masterson, clearly intending to show disdain for the black Detective. "Go ahead and say it, Mr. Granger, and save us all a long night."
"On the advice of my attorney," said Granger, "I am invoking my Fifth Amendment rights, and I will not answer any of your questions at any time."
"I'm still going to read you those rights." I said, doing so from the card, making sure Granger and his little legal beagle were given no legal loopholes.
"So," said Masterson, "are you going to do the right thing and let me take my client out of here now?"
"He's Detective Warren's guest for the night." I said. "We'll be showing why he should continue to be detained in Court in the morning."
"Inspector Troy, you're from the little Town over there." Masterson said sneeringly. "This is the big City. We have Night Court here."
"You have all the fun, dontcha." I said. "Go ahead to your Night Court. Your client will remain with us overnight."
And that was the case, as a U.S. Attorney was right there to do legal battle with Masterson. The judge sided with the Government, and cited Granger as a flight risk. He would not make bail until the next afternoon.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *



We drove to the Federal Building, and went to the FBI's offices. It was 10:30pm, and Jack had called his Team to come in. The Deputy Director was also there, in the office he used. As Jack ordered some pizzas, I checked on the fingerprints.
"What the hell?" I said as I looked at the app. I showed Cindy.
"Classified?" she gasped, stunned.
"What's that?" Jack asked.
"The fingerprints I got off the re-taped box." I said. "I expected to hear either nothing, a Peach Computer employee, or an SDS employee. Instead, it came back 'classified'."
Jack let out a low whistle. "Let me go tell the boss that." He left the room.
While he was gone, I opened my TCPD laptop and hurriedly sent the fingerprints to our local servers, with instructions to look for the fingerprints in local or State databases, and to not submit them to the FBI. It would take some time. I also emailed David Krueger to control that search, keep prying eyes away, and let me know the results.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You guys are hungry." the Deputy Director astutely and correctly observed as Cindy and I wolfed down most of the pizzas. Jack ate hungrily as well. The others, Eduardo, Sandra, and Lindy, had eaten supper, and so were not very hungry. I noticed that Sandra had a pleasing bloom on her cheeks.
"Yes sir." I said. "It's been a long and busy day."
"We appreciate you coming over." said the DepDirector.
"Especially as you found that package." said Muscone.
"Yes." said the Deputy Director. "I've been on the phone with some technicians, and some of our top brass. This drone is definitely not what we'd expect Peach Computers to be selling to regular customers. In fact, it's some of the most high-tech stuff the Government has. The camera and its abilities are classified 'SECRET'. The control system for it is also classified, but I can tell you in here that it can be guided from the ground or from remote sites by an AWACS plane or a satellite."
"Good grief." said Muscone. I just kept eating my delicious slice of pizza.
"What are you thinking of, Commander?" asked Cindy, peering at me. "Spill it."
I grinned. "I was thinking of that line in the movie 'Independence Day'.." I said. "I have got to get me one of THESE!" Everyone laughed.
"Except that you'd be arrested if you did have one." said the DepDirector. "The people in Washington are very unhappy that this was discovered in a Peach Computers box. Well... they're grateful you found it. They're not happy it was there in the first place."
"I don't blame them." I said. "Well, that's for you guys with the higher pay grades. Captain Ross and I have to get back home."
"You can't stay overnight?" asked Lindy. She had clearly been hoping for a hot night with me.
"Here's the story." I said. "Chief Griswold was good with us helping you guys out from time to time. And Chief Moynahan is good with it, as well. But after that recent murder of one of T-Square's bodyguard, Sheriff Daniel Allgood wants us to prioritize taking down T-Square. And he's threatened to tell us we can't work with you guys if we don't take down T-Square first."
"Even though T-Square has done nothing wrong, as far as we know?" Eduardo said. I nodded and shrugged my shoulders.
"So, we have to get back tonight." I said. Cindy nodded in agreement.
"What if push came to shove, Commander?" asked the DepDirector.
"Don't try it, sir." Cindy warned. "You will not like his answer."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove back home at reasonable speeds, and went into Police Headquarters. I went to my office to secure my computer and check routine stuff. I had an email from Krueger. He was still in his cubicle in Classroom 'F'... and it was after midnight. This must be big, I thought. I called him in.
"The fingerprints you sent came back, sir." said Krueger. "I printed out the result. Then I erased your inquiry. The fingerprints photos you took are still on record, on an encrypted server; and the concealed carry record is still on file. But I erased the query and the result so that no one else can put two and two together."
"Thanks." I said. I opened the file folder and pulled out the sheets of paper. "Okay, David, I appreciate it. You can head home. And don't come in until noon if you don't want to."
"And miss the coffee klatch, sir?" David said, grinning, as he got up. "Perish forbid I miss that! Best time of our day." I chuckled and nodded.
After David left, Cindy came by. "I'm going home now." she said.
"Come in here, first." I said. She came in and I took the bug-killer out and turned it on. Then I said "I need not say you cannot say a word about this." I handed her the file folder. She read the contents, her face a mask of shock. She handed them back to me and I shredded the papers and the folder.
"What... what does this mean?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know, not yet." I said. "But you can see that this is a B... F... D."
"Yeah." said Cindy. "How am I supposed to sleep tonight?"
"Come home with me." I said. "Pet the dog. Stay in the guest bedroom."
We did so. Laura showed no suprise when Cindy came in with me, and even poured us drinks. Bowser came down to inspect, saw that our guest was one of the Good
Guys, let Cindy pet him for a few minutes, then went back up to Carole's room.
"I got a call from the Deputy Director." Laura said. "You found some classified stuff. He told me that it was CIA-related, and definitely Science and Technology Directorate stuff. So I will be busy tomorrow."
"Yes, yes you will." I said. "Cindy and I are going to try to forget all this; it's above our pay grades. It's all yours, and the FBI's. I'm going to bed."
"So am I." said Cindy. She headed for the guest bedroom as Laura and I cleaned up and went to the master bedroom.
I did not sleep well that night, despite the drink and the intense, deep-throat blowjob Laura gave me. I was too busy going deep into my mind, trying to read this riddle. And trying to decide what to do and what to say.
The fingerprints that were classified on the FBI's national database meant that they very likely belonged to someone in the secret realms of the Government, the NSA or the CIA. The local database here had a separate record, for a concealed carry permit. Because of that quirk, I knew that the fingerprints...
...were those of one Melina Troy Allgood.
To be continued.
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Part 4 - Homefront
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!' blared the beautiful MILF redhead at 7:00am, Tuesday, December 13th. "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI has taken over the case of the murdered bodyguard of legendary rapper T-Square!"
Bettina went on: "The Office of the Sheriff has confirmed that that FBI is investigating elements of the case, citing the possibility of a larger ring of criminals. The FBI has refused to comment on the case. Neither Commander Donald Troy nor Captain Cindy Ross could be reached for comment, as well."
"Oh, now they're adding Captain Ross's name to their broadcasts!" said a mischievously grinning Sergeant Rudistan as we drank coffee in MCD. "Guess you're about to get fired, Commander... or maybe joining the FBI?" Everyone else chuckled, though a bit nervously. And I might add that a green crowbar was waved in Rudistan's general direction, courtesy of the aforementioned Captain Ross.
"I'm not going anywhere." I said tiredly. "And my only job for the rest of this month is to keep Captain Croyle out of trouble." I said that because Teresa had just come into MCD. She was not amused.
"At least this year, sir," Teresa said, "desk duty isn't all that bad. I had no idea how time-consuming it would be to make a Precinct disappear, as well as make arrangements for Dr. Eckhart's seminar."
Bettina had been reporting on other things, and then the screen showed Ronald Reagan Park as Bettina said "And the new virtual reality gaming systems from Peach Computers are all the rage! Ronald Reagan Park was filled with drones yesterday afternoon! There were some problems, though, as several drones collided with disc golf discs being thrown on the Disc Golf Course, causing damage to the drones. Police were called in when drone owners attacked disc golf players after their drones were hit."
"What is that about?" I asked.
"Oh, that." said Sergeant Rudistan. "Those drones are not cheap, and one guy tried to force a disc golfer to pay for his damaged drone. Other disc golfers came to their friend's rescue, and a fistfight ensued. The drone owner is now in jail, as the camera footage from his own damaged drone shows that he threw the first punch."
"Ho ho ho!" said Teresa, her voice loaded with sarcasm. "Ah, the joy and peace of the Holiday season! Drones and frisbees flying together in perfect harmony..."
This was getting bad. I went to my office and engaged my favorite perk of my position: the door. I closed it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:45am, Chief Moynahan knocked on my door. "Mr. Crowbar, the FBI has requested our presence in their offices at the Federal Building. Why don't we go collect Ms. Ross and mosey on over therrrrre."
The Chief wanted to walk, so we did. As we walked, he said "This meeting is going to be about those SPS Truck murders, but I was told it's about something else, as well."
"Yes," I said, "it's going to be about the Holden investigation, T-Square, and our County Sheriff." Cindy looked sharply at me.
"So before we get there, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "what do I need to know?"
"Only that I can't speak of it out here in public." I said. "And that things are going to get contentious."
We got to the Federal Building and went to the third floor. Jack Muscone, and Eduardo Escobar were there. Eduardo invited the Chief to go into a room for a briefing on the case. Jack took Cindy and me to the room with the plexiglass cube. Inside there was the DepDirector and my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson. The small room was a fairly cozy fit. Laura was to my right and Cindy to my left. Jack Muscone and the DepDirector were on the other side.
"Sorry about the arrangements," said the DepDirector, "but the classified nature of this discussion requires it. You all have to sign the non-disclosure paperwork, as well."
"The arrangements are great, sir!" I said enthusiastically as I pressed my shoulder to Laura's and took her hand in mine. "I get to cozy up with the loveliest woman in the County." Laura smiled and let her head rest on my shoulder for a moment.
"Nothing like young love at Christmas to warm our spirits." said Jack Muscone, ever the romanticist. Cindy smiled a wistful smile.
"Okay, let's start." said the DepDirector after we completed the paperwork. "Okay, Jack, brief them on what was done overnight.
"Even before you guys left the City," said Jack Muscone, "we were raiding the offices of 'Opelika Software', which is where that package Don discovered was being sent. It was empty, and they'd left in a hurry. All the computers and servers were gone, but there were a lot of physical papers that were left behind, which our people are processing now. We've got fingerprints, but guess what?"
"Came up 'classified'?" I asked.
"Yep." said Muscone. "It looks like there were four people. This company had no outside clients. Now, if Dr. Fredricson is okay with it, I'll discuss the equipment that was recovered."
"You've all signed the paperwork, so go ahead." Laura said. I noted that she was not giving this lecture herself.
Muscone went on: "The drone was not the only part of this system that was not normal Peach Computers gaming. The virtual reality headset was in reality extremely sophisticated night-vision goggles that could also be used in the daytime to receive video transmissions. Other data would also appear, such as coordinates that could be used to call in artillery or aircraft fire, GPS position of the device and therefore of its wearer, and such stuff."
Muscone went on: "The so-called gaming joystick looks like your standard PS4, but in reality it can control an incoming missile or smart bomb, can take over and control a car or other vehicle. And the main box is a full mini-command-station and communications device, with satellite linkups and everything."
I said "Wow, sounds like stuff they could use in Afghanistan or Iraq... or anywhere there's a combat zone."
"That's what these are for." Laura said. "Our people that were embedded with Special Forces in Afghanistan and other places had a version of this. It was used only for the most important missions, and the people who had these devices knew that protecting the technology was more important than their own lives." That last comment brought contemplative silence to the room.
Laura continued: "This device is one of our newest models, so to speak. In fact, the drone's sophistication is at the prototype level. It can drop bombs. I've talked with the CIA Director and others about this. We're trying to determine whose cell is behind this, but that's hard and will have to be handled like an Internal Affairs investigation."
"And with the owners of this device knowing that we know about them." said the DepDirector of the FBI.
"I have a question." I said. I could feel the room holding its collective breath.
"Uh oh." said Cindy.
"Yeah, 'uh oh' is right." said Muscone. "What's your question, Don of Salem, U.S.A.?"
I chuckled then got serious: "This drone can drop bombs. Can it also be fitted with a directed energy weapon?"
"God damn it." muttered the DepDirector. Laura also winced.
"You are just too damn good, Darling." my wife said, and it was not a compliment.
"Well," I said " I am in the unique position to remember the Roy Chen/Tomoko Shimono case." (Author's note: 'Eyes Only'.) "I am wondering if the Energy Dynamics people have been trying to miniaturize a directed energy weapon that could be fired from a drone. Bombs? those can be dropped from a standard Peach Computers drone... but a sophisticated one like this... that's for more specialized equipment... and weaponry."
"We will say no more on that." Laura declared. "But notice that I have not said you are wrong, Don."
"And 'one more thing', as Steve Jobs liked to say." I said. "Can y'all bring up a map of the City on this monitor on the wall?"
"Sure." said Muscone, who quickly made it happen.
"So where is this 'Opelika Software' office?" I asked. Jack put a little dot, like the Google Maps dots, at the location, which was west-south-west of the City proper.
"And where was I found on the floor?" I asked. No further words were needed to understand what I was asking.
"That was closer to the airport." said Cindy. Laura then worked the computer to put a dot on that location. The City International Airport was north of the City, slightly to the west of dead north. The area to the southwest of the airport, and northwest of the City, was called 'The Badlands'. The second dot was there.
"Pretty far north of 'Opelika Software'." Jack Muscone observed.
"That little facility near the Airport was shut down after Casey B. Walker unfortunately ran into a bus." Laura said drily. "I have no idea when this 'Opelika Software' started up, nor what it's being used for."
"And that is my question." I said. "Or part of it. I'm wondering why that location? Why put a facility there, almost in a residential subdivision? You guys know the City better than I do; what's in that area that might be of interest to anyone?"
"I don't know of anything that's in that area that someone would want to keep surveillance over." said Muscone.
Cindy then spoke up: "That location is out of the way. Not a lot of radio signal interferences, no tall buildings to interfere with anything. That place looks like it was a data-gathering center, and that would be a good place to have something like that."
"True." I said. "Good points, Green Crowbar." Cindy was happy with the compliment.
"I'll see if I can find out what it was being used for," Laura said, "as part of our overall investigation of that facility."
"Let me ask you, Laura," I said, "what with your 32 years or so of CIA experience... if you were setting up something like this, what would be you be setting up, and why at this location?"
Laura paused, then said "Okay, it's fair to tell you since two people were murdered senselessly in connection with it. As you all know, the CIA is not supposed to be acting domestically; we're supposed to let the FBI handle things within the United States. Of course we do have facilities around the country that are supposed to be support points for our Agents abroad, and maybe keeping up with known foreign agents here, and for things so sensitive that we don't want even the FBI to know about them."
"Not many of those things, I'm sure." I said sarcastically. The FBI Agents laughed tepidly. Laura was not amused, and she gave me a cutting look that our daughter Carole had inherited and frequently used, but I digress.
"Anyway," Laura said, "this looks to me like a simple small hub location. Mail can be delivered there and picked up by Agents, maybe they're monitoring some things electronically, but it's mostly a conduit station. Relay servers, maybe a backup system in case our main one in the City goes down, stuff like that."
"So if this box were sent there," I said, "and someone went in to pick it up, there'd be no questions asked, and that box just given to the intended recipient?"
"There would have to be some sort of identification process, to make sure the correct person is getting the right box or mail delivered," Laura replied, "but that would be handled easily, and I won't discuss the specifics, of course."
The DepDirector said "We're already looking into all packages that went to that address over time. My superiors assure me that the CIA and FBI are working together on that. No disrespect intended, Dr. Fredricson, but I never feel very assured when they try to assure me of something." Laura smiled sardonically and nodded in agreement.
It is well known that every package or letter that goes through the United States Post Office is photographed and kept on record. It is all too easy for the NSA to compile a record of what mail went to a certain address, and in most cases who it was from. So the DepDirector's comment about compiling a list of mail to that address... was in the process of happening.
"Okay, Jack," said the DepDirector, "we got off track, but that's okay. Tell them the rest of it."
"Yes sir." said Muscone. "First, Granger's assistant Marilyn has disappeared. We went to her home last night and her entire family was not there. Looks like they left in a hurry. Didn't take much, but no computers or cellphones were found in the house."
"Second," continued Muscone, "Peach Computers worked with us, and we were able to activate one of the stolen systems and triangulate its location to an abandoned factory near the City Railyards. We recovered hundreds of systems, but all the boxes were opened and the contents removed. Looks like they were searching for the hi-tech stuff, and we don't know if there was another such system, nor if they found what they were looking for."
"Was every single box opened?" I asked.
"I'm not sure, but we think so." said Muscone, referring to some notes. "We think they wore latex gloves, though... we found traces of the starch that's in the powder in the gloves. So we expect 'no joy' on the fingerprints."
"If they opened every single box," I said, "it's not a definite, but I'd suspect there was only one system, and they didn't find it because we have it. But again, that's not a certainty."
"Anything else, Jack?" asked the DepDirector. Muscone shook his head, so the DepDirector said "Okay, then, if no one has anything else, I need to speak with the two Crowbar people for a moment." Everyone else took the hint, including Laura, and left the plexiglass-enclosed space.
"Okay, Don, Cindy," said the DepDirector once we were alone, "I know they joke about '400 years ago' and nothing getting past the Iron Crowbar. At the same time, I didn't get to be where I am without noticing a few things myself. For you to so quickly bring up the directed energy weapon, Don, showed me that you had it on your mind... and you had a reason to have it on your mind.
"He's good." I said to Cindy. "We should get him a crowbar for Christmas."
"What color would you like that crowbar to be, sir?" Cindy asked.
"I'll leave that to your discretion." said the DepDirector, smiling his pursed smile at the rapport of the Crowbar People. "Seriously, though... what do you know that you're not telling us?"
"At this point," I said, "I must ask you to bring Chief Moynahan in to hear this."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, neat stuff." said the Chief, looking around the plexiglass cube, which was on vibrating springs to interfere with voice patterns in the air.
"Have a seat, Chief." said the DepDirector. The Chief sat down next to the DepDirector, across from Cindy and myself. "I know you've been briefed on the two murders in the City, and given a general overview of what your Commander found over there. And you've signed the non-disclosure paperwork."
"Yes," said the Chief, "and I understand that I can't be told everything."
"We appreciate your patience on that." said the DepDirector. "And speaking of patience... Don, it's time to clue me in."
"Yes sir." I said. "You'll understand why I did not speak of this before. Last night we identified the fingerprints on the re-taped box. They are those of an active CIA Agent... Melina Allgood."
Chief Moynahan's eyes widened in shock and his mouth gaped at the knowledge. The DepDirector was much better at hiding emotion, but I saw the understanding in his eyes.
"I don't know if we have stumbled onto a legit CIA operation and we're about to step on some toes," I said, "or if this is something extracurricular. And the fact that my wife does not know about this operation, and it's obvious she doesn't, makes me wonder. And in that latter case, we don't know if Melina's purpose and intent is honorable or not."
Chief Moynahan looked at Cindy and said, trying to be humorous, "Are you a CIA Agent, too?"
"No, Chief." Cindy said, deadpan flat but with her 'pawky' sense of humor, then jerked her thumb at me as she said: "He only marries CIA agents. I'm his blood kin." The DepDirector actually chuckled out loud at that one.
"He married one of the very best CIA agents in history when he married Dr. Fredricson." the DepDirector said. "But I understand why this is an issue. Melina and Laura are sisters, so there's a family issue. And Laura must not know about Melina's involvement, as you, Don, are taking pains to keep it from her."
"She'll find out soon enough, through her own Directorate." I said. "And by the way, I don't think Melina is involved in the killings of Gonzalez and Mansell... she sent the package, why waylay two trucks looking for it?"
"Unless that's part of the deception." Cindy said. "Orrrrr, a mistake was made, and she or her group was trying to get the package back."
"Yes, that's possible." I said. 'And as I think about it, why not just send the equipment in a plain brown box, as if it were porno stuff or something? Oh, never mind... if someone else is looking for it, hiding it with hundreds of other identical packages is harder to find."
"Anyway," I continued, "what you guys need to know is that Melina has a hatred of blacks, born of childhood experiences. And that is part of the question of what her intent and purpose is with all this stuff. Adding to it, Chief, is her husband... our Sheriff."
I continued: "Now I think Daniel is an honorable man, but he never did much to oppose Captain Malone back in the days when Malone was trying to corner the drug markets in this County as well as using Police power to suppress blacks. And Melina has considerable influence upon him, of course. So I wonder why Daniel is so stridently wanting us to pursue T-Square, and threatening to cut Cindy and me off from helping the FBI if we don't go after T-Square first."
"I see what you meeeeeeean." drawled Moynahan. "It's too early to say if he and his wife are not on the up-and-up, though."
"Exactly," I said, "and I do not want to do them the disservice of questioning their motives, especially Daniel's, without something to back it up. Having said that, I'm going to do what I normally do... ratchet it up and confront Daniel on this T-Square thing. He'll either come correct with an explanation, or he will have to back off and let us do our thing with the FBI while keeping the perps very scared in our own County. This is just a 'heads-up' on that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and the DepDirector went to lunch at the Cattleman's Club, and they invited Chief Moynahan to go with them. Jack Muscone asked Cindy and myself to lunch at the Cop Bar. To my vast lack of surprise, Jack ordered the "Jack's Double Cheeseburger" plate. Cindy had the Fish and Chips basket, and I had the Steak Caesar Salad.
"Well, Don," said Jack, "you've waded hip-deep into yet another big-time case at the highest levels.
"Yep." I said. "It scares me, too."
"You?" Jack asked. "Nothing scares you. I've never met a man so devoid of fear." I noticed that Cindy turned her head and became contemplative.
"Yes, but this is not fear for myself." I said. "It's... well, there's so many moving parts..."
"I know you want to be in control of whatever situation you are facing," said Muscone, "but sometimes, you just can't be."
"Yeah." I said. "But when it's close to me, when it's right in front of me, I either know what to do... or I figure it out damn quick. Westboro was in front of me for years, and except for Pete Feeley's murder, I always knew what to do, what the right thing to do was, or I could figure it out. This..."



"You were married to her for eight years." Cindy said. "You knew her even longer. And she's an enigma to you."
"What?!" I gasped. Cindy had just invaded my most innermost thoughts, and brutally brought them to the fore.
"I'm thinking the same things myself." Cindy said. "Jack's words triggered it for me. Melina... is devoid of feeling."
Cindy continued: "Melina was my gym partner. I never understood why she left, until I found out she went 'active' with the CIA. But even more... that time Sergei Molotov's perps came into our gym... she just shot them dead without any feeling." (Author's note: 'Russian Roulette') "And she... just abandoned her child... I've never been able to understand her, and now this..."
"And you're right." I said. "Eight years of marriage and I'm just as stunned at all this. But then again... we don't know her true purpose and intent here, and we cannot theorize without data."
Part 5 - Deliverance
At 2:30pm, Tuesday, December 13th, I strode into the office of Town & County Sheriff Daniel Allgood. I was not alone, and I introduced our Sheriff to the Deputy Director of the FBI. We sat down at the conference table in the Sheriff's large office.
"I do appreciate you taking the time to visit, Mr Director," said Daniel to the DepDirector, "but I must confess to a bit of surprise to have someone of your stature here."
"Yes, well, I was in the neighborhood, and there are some things of great importance that I wanted to discuss with you." said the DepDirector. "Mostly about the Holden murder and T-Square."
"Yes, you've already announced that you're looking into that case." said Allgood. "And I've told the Police Department to prioritize investigating T-Square."
"And that's an issue." said the DepDirector. "If the TCPD leans too hard on T-Square, he'll get spooked... and anything he was planning to do, he'll back away from, or hold off. And then our investigation could be compromised."
"Mr. Director," said Daniel, looking mostly at me, "if the TCPD does its job correctly, T-Square won't be spooked, and therefore your investigation will not be harmed."
"That's bullshit." I said.
"You forget yourself, Commander." said Daniel, as a warning and a threat.
"That's also bullshit." I said, devoid of fear. "The bottom line is that the Director is correct: we can't investigate T-Square much further than we already have without tipping him off. He's not stupid, he knows we're watching him after the Holden murder. The FBI is investigating him as part of this overall Holden incident as well as other things; if there's something to be find, they'll find it just as well as we're going to."
"And what I don't understand, Daniel," I said, leaning forward for emphasis, "is why you are so frickin' hell-bent on going after T-Square, even to the point of harming an FBI investigation, when he might not even be doing anything wrong. I don't get it. You're wasting our resources, the FBI's time, and we're not working on things that are far more important. So just what is the deal, Sheriff?"
"I'm impressed, Commander." said Allgood. "You brought the Deputy Director of the FBI himself to tag-team me on this."
"He's not playing games like that, Sheriff," said the DepDirector, "and neither am I. I'm here to ask you to back off this witch hunt and let us do our jobs a little more quietly and without risking spooking T-Square. That's all. The rest of it is between you and the Commander."
"And the Commander is getting tired of the bullshit." I said.
"All right." said Daniel Allgood. "I am not sure what's going on, but it's clear you two are up to something, and you're not going to tell me what it really is. And it has to be big... I would say that's because the FBI Deputy Director is here... but I also know that Commander Troy never plays small ball... or small crowbar, as the case may be."
The DepDirector chuckled; I was nowhere nearly as amused.
"All right, Mr. Director." said Daniel. "I'll tell the Police Chief we can pursue T-Square much more quietly, and that it's not the TCPD's top priority. For now. I still hope to find something on him. And if the FBI finds something, I would appreciate you letting me know, and preferrably by presenting him to my County Jail wrapped in a bow."
"If I can make that happen, I'll do so." said the DepDirector. We all got up, and the DepDirector and Sheriff shook hands.
As he turned to go, the Sheriff said "Commander, would you stay a moment?" I stayed as the DepDirector left.
"Commander, I don't know what's going on, here." said Daniel Allgood. "But I am getting really tired of the insubordination, the strong-arm tactics, and the cloak-and-dagger stuff. Don, if you want to work with the FBI, tender your resignation from the Police Force and go work with them. They'll be glad to have you, and I'm sure you'll do a spectacular job with them. If you want to continue to work with the Town & County Police, then get over to Headquarters and command them."
"You wanted me to run as Sheriff," Daniel continued, "and I did, and I won. If you don't like the job I'm doing, if you don't like me being your boss's boss, then run against me in two years, and if you win, the job is yours. But until that happens, I'm still Sheriff here, and I expect you to follow the laws and command structure of this Town & County."
I considered how to answer, and decided upon: "Daniel, I'm speaking now not as a Police Officer but as your brother-in-law, and in the name of whatever friendship we have left. You don't have all the facts, you don't understand what is going on, and I'm not going to explain now... but what I and the FBI are doing right now is for your sake and for the sake of your children."
With that, I turned on my heel and left the office.
Outside, the DepDirector was waiting for me in the atrium of City Hall, looking at the memorial to Joe Smedley. "A brave man." he said as I came up to him.
"Yes sir." I said. "It hurt having to watch him die."
"I'm sure it did, and I've been there with some of the FBI's finest agents." he replied.
As we walked out of City Hall and down the steps to Courthouse Square, I asked "So, sir, what do you think?"
"I don't know." said the DepDirector. "My observations of Daniel Allgood is that he's not aware of everything that is going on... but he knows something. Maybe he knows his wife is a CIA agent, maybe he knows what her cell has been doing. But he wants that rapper from this County taken down, and I'm not sure why he's so hung up on it."
"I agree, sir." I said. "And I'll add something: he's not in the loop."
"How do you know that?" the DepDirector asked.
I smiled. "That's why I asked you to come to his office today, sir. Excuse my potty mouth language, but if he were hip deep in this shit, he would've been scared shitless of your presence. He either did the best acting job I've ever seen in hiding it, or he's just not scared enough to be part of it..."
"I get the feeling, Mr. Iron Crowbar..." said the Deputy Director, "... that I should wear an Anonymous mask during meetings with you. You see too much."
"A wise precaution, sir. " I said with a grin. "A wise precaution..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenant James 'Curly' Goodwin, Chief of the Town & County Police Internal Affairs Department, sat down on the back patio of Sheriff Daniel Allgood's home, overlooking the Town from the northeast. The view was breathtaking, though not as high up as The Cabin.
"Melina's not here?" asked Curly.
"No, she's away on business." said Daniel. "Charles Oswald's wife keeps the kids during the day while she's away, and I'm going to go pick them up soon."
"So, what did you want to talk about?" asked Goodwin.
"Curly," said Daniel, "since I left Internal Affairs, you've been running it, and I've not had to ask you anything about what's going on. But I'm going to have to now, and ask you to keep this between us."
"Sure, Daniel." Curly said. "What's up?"
"What's going on with Commander Troy?" Daniel asked. "What's he really up to, these days?"
Curly took a swig of his drink, then said "I don't think you're asking about the routine, mundane stuff of running the Police Force."
"No, I'm not." Daniel said.
"Well, I'll tell you this." said Curly. "We have discussed before that there are times we're listening in on his office and the voice transmissions go to shit. Just get wiped out. I had our equipment checked out a long time ago, right after you became Sheriff, and they said it was working fine. We believe Commander Troy is using some kind of dampening field to interfere with the transmissions."
"Can you get around them?" Daniel asked.
"We tried, and it was no good." said Curly. "We even put extra bugs in his office. They fritzed out, too, and then he found them. He had a sense of humor about it: he put one of them behind a toilet in the men's bathroom, and the other one was put in front of the Duty Desk's police band radio... created a massive feedback loop on us."
"What about his subordinates?" asked the Sheriff. "Ross and Croyle?"
"Croyle is one mean bitch." said Curly. "She acts like she knows she's being listened to, and makes sure to keep her conversations as free of information as possible. Her meetings with the Precinct Captains are as vanilla and uninteresting as they come. She's going to be damned efficient in breaking down the old 1st Precinct, though.
"As to Captain Ross..." continued Curly, "she did have somewhat of a habit of talking about things, but then the same scrambling started happening to the listening devices in her office... beginning right after last Christmas."
"I'll tell you this, Curly." said Daniel. "Something's going on with Don Troy. We know T-Square is working with other black militants and celebrities to start some shit. I wanted Troy to prioritize taking that bastard T-Square down, but he's been pushing back hard on that... almost like he's on the Blacks's side."
"I can tell you, Sheriff," said Curly Goodwin, "that Commander Troy isn't like that. He's just straight level, applies the law equally. I'd go so far as to call him naive about it, but we both know he is no naive man."
"Well, he has the FBI running interference for him now." said Allgood. "If you come up with anything... anything he may be doing on behalf of T-Square and his co-conspirators, let me know."
"I'll do that, Sheriff." said Curly Goodwin. What Daniel Allgood did not know, was that Curly Goodwin had no intention of keeping that promise...
Part 6 - Into Her Rear
Later that Tuesday evening, December 13th, Laura spent an unusual amount of time in the bathroom getting ready for bed. In addition, she had supplied me with a 'gray viagra' and had fellated me for several minutes but had not allowed me to come.
"Darling," I heard her call out, "can you come in here? And bring a condom."
Okay, this was starting to make sense. And sure enough, as I went into the bathroom I saw my lovely wife stark naked except for her black Kerr pumps, which had rubber soles on the bottom for traction. And she was leaning over the vanity.
"Hey baby," she said invitingly, "how'd you like to pump my rump?" Indeed, she'd been preparing to be sodomized by giving herself an enema. She was all cleaned out back there, but I still would wear a condom while buttfucking her.
"Mmmm, and it is a magnificent rump to pump." I replied. I got behind her and slid my bare cock into her vagina from the rear and began fucking her hard and deep, enjoying the wetness of her sweet pussy for a few moments. As we rutted, I began applying lubrication to my wife's tight asshole, then using a dildo she handed me to push the lube further and further into her ass.
"Okay, baby," I said, "time for you to get fucked in your ass!" I put on the condom and lubed it up generously.
"Don't go easy." Laura said as she spread her legs wider, her head almost on the vanity as she bent over and waved those marvelous asscheeks into the air. That surprised me a bit, as we both knew that entering her rectum wasn't like driving into her vagina. I normally took my time and carefully inserted my iron-hard rod into her butt, and she admonished me to go slow. But not this time.
"Get ready, then, bitch." I growled, realizing she wanted it rough for some reason. "I'm going to rip that ass of yours apart!" I fit the head of my cock to her tight opening and pushed hard. Her sphincter resisted, but finally was forced to yield as I drove forward.
"UHHH!" Laura gasped as my cockhead popped into her ass. "Do it, drive it in deep!" I continued to push, feeling her rectal cavity open up past the tight ring of her anal opening. I grabbed her ass and pushed forward, making Laura cry out in pain.
I was going to pull out and put more lube on my condom-sheathed prick, but Laura said "No more lube! C'mon, tear my little ass apart you fucking bastard!"
As much as Laura wanted the rough sex, I did not want to hurt my wife. But I did what she said and drove my cock back into her ass.
"UHH!... UNNH!!" Laura gasped out. "Come on, harder!"
"Are you all right?" I asked. "Am I hurting you?"
"Not enough." Laura replied. Nevertheless, I pulled my cock almost all the way out, put on some more lube.. and then shoved my prickmeat back into her with savage power.
"AAAUGH!" Laura all but screamed out. I began pumping her, fucking my cock deep into her ass, not withdrawing much but continuing to pound her asscheeks with my thighs as I drove into her. As I looked down at the sight of my cock invading my wife's ass, disappearing into her stretched hole, I saw red smears.
"Honey," I said, "this is too much. You're bleeding."
"No, it's just right." Laura said. "Keep pounding me! C'mon, Don! Fuck my ass as if you were raping Priya Ajmani!" Good grief... while I would love to fuck the shit out of Priya, I didn't really want to harm her... but Laura was trying to find a way to goad me into sodomizing her harder.
"All right, bitch, you asked for it!" I grunted, trying to get into the role play. I began fucking Laura hard, and with longer strokes, driving in and out of her ass. The tightness and heat of her rectal channel did feel good pressing against my invading cock, and I just let that pleasure flow.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The sounds of anal humping filled the air, adding to the sights and smells of what I was doing to Laura. Normally during anal sex, she would reach down and strum her clit, but this time she was just holding on and enduring it. I felt my nut beginning to rise, and was glad this brutal assfucking would soon be over.
"No, don't come yet." Laura moaned. "C'mon, hold back and fuck my ass harder"
"Uhhh, can't hold back." I groaned. It was a lie; I could've gone on for a while. But I was worried I was hurting Laura, no matter what she was saying and asking for.
"UHHH!" I cried out as the first burst of semen fired from my cock and into the tip of the rubber sheathing it. More blasts of thick jism erupted from my cockhead as I came hard, pressing my groin against Laura's magnificent asscheeks, my hands reaching around her and mauling her breasts.
Finally, my cock spent, I placed my hands on my wife's back, pushing her down as I slid my cock out of her used and abused anus. I slid the soiled, semen-filled condom off and threw it into the toilet, then washed my hands. Laura had not moved.
"Honey? Are you all right?" I asked.
"I will be." Laura said quietly. "Thank you, darling."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some time later, we were lying in bed together. Laura could barely walk after being reamed so hard, and she spent some time cleaning up.
As I cuddled with her, lying on my back and her half-draped over my right side, I asked "Honey, what was that about?" She knew what I mean.
"We haven't done anal in a while." Laura said. "I needed you to loosen me up. Cindy and Ariel are going to test their new devices I made for the on my ass in the next few days, and your little 'iron crowbar' really opened me up and stretched me out."
"Good grief," I said, "I was worried about hurting you. Are you sure you're okay, and are going to be okay?"
"I'm fine." said Laura. "And it's all for the best."
And then I realized what was going on, and what my wife was doing. And I did not get much sleep for the rest of the night...
Part 7- White And Black, Blue And Silver
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday December 13th, from in front of City Hall. "The Town & County Council wrapped up the year's business last night!
"The Council's last act was to immediately promote Police Precinct Captain Bob Briscoe to full Captain, so that he can take over the Public Relations slot immediately. It is unusual to promote an Officer at a different time than one of the four Promotion Days, but with the destruction of the old 1st Precinct, the measure was needed. The Second Reading of the Bill was waived. Council Members Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes vigorously protested the Council's action, calling it reckless and unnecessarily quick."
After some rather boring news about Christmas traffic, Bettina then said "And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for a huge breaking announcement! Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" Nick Eastwood said from in front of the University Athletic Complex. "Channel Two Sports has learned that the Conference has scheduled a winter meeting for the weekend of January 21st! The agenda will be to impose harsh sanctions, including scholarship reductions and probation, upon State Tech for institutional support of dirty play during the football season. Basketball coaches are also complaining about flagrant fouls by State Tech basketball players!"
Nick went on: "State Tech angrily opposes the timing of the Winter Meeting, saying that having it before national signing day on February 1st of next year is timed to intentionally harm State Tech's recruiting class! The rancor of these meetings is likely to generate national headlines, Bettina!"
"That is indeed huge sports news, Nick!" Bettina said. "And finally, final exams at the University will be over by Friday afternoon! Students are already heading home for the Holidays, and Police are monitoring the roads out of our County for speeders and drunk drivers..."
"Yeah they are." said Theo Washington. "I got pulled over by the Coltrane County Police last night."
"You were in your POV?" I asked, using the military term for 'personally owned vehicle' (some say 'privately owned vehicle'), i.e. Theo's own car.
"Yes sir." said Theo. "I was taking the Court documents down to their Courthouse. Deputy Strait let me go when he saw who I was, and he told me to say hello to Captain Ross. He sweet on you, ma'am?"
"Yes, he is." said Cindy. "My question is who down there are you sweet on, Theo?"
"My wife, ma'am." said Theo. "She works in the Coltrane County Courthouse. I take the documents down and bring her home. I don't want her driving by herself after dark."
"Let me give you a number to 'The Vision' for your speed-dial." said Cindy. "If you or she ever get in any trouble, call it, tell them you're my co-worker, and you'll be helped. In fact... let me give all of you that number." She did so. I already had it on my speed-dial.
"Commander," said Joanne Warner, "I was talking to Joe Walton with SPS. He drives a truck from the City to our County, and he said that you said he was lucky to be alive after those other drivers were killed. Why is that?"
I peered at Joanne. "You wouldn't happen to know what his Truck number is, would you?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "It's Truck 164. He makes local runs in the City in the morning, then brings packages to the Post Office and the School here in the early afternoon."



I was staring at Joanne. "Truck 164... for real? You're sure?"
"Uh, yes sir." Joanne said. "I can check with him, if you like."
"Let's do better than that..." I said, generating stares of interest at me from Joanne... and from the Green Crowbar, Cindy Ross.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne escorted Joe Walton to the Main Conference Room. I'd decided to talk to him there instead of Interrogation-A in order to make Walton more comfortable. And I was right to do so: Walton seemed nervous.
"Hello, Mr. Walton." I said. "Come on in."
"Uh, call me Joe." he said. "What's this about, Commander?"
"I'll explain everything." I said. "This is FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. He's investigating the murders of your fellow drivers, Mr. Gonzalez and Mr. Mansell."
"Oh yeah, that." said Joe. "That was... horrible. Gonzalez has two small kids..."
"Yes, I know." I said. "I'm very sorry that all this has happened. Here, have a seat." Walton sat down in the chair nearest the door, his back to it. I went around and sat opposite him, Muscone to my left.
"So we're hoping you can help us with a few things, Joe." I said. "I understand you drive Truck 164?"
"Yes sir." said Joe.
"What's your normal route, Joe?"
"From the City to our hub here in Town." said Joe. "It's on North Street, just north of the Post Office."
"The old Post Office, or the one in the Federal Building."
"The one in the Federal Building, sir." said Joe. "I drop off most of my packages there for delivery."
"Do you make stops along the way?" I asked.
"Sometimes, sir." said Joe. "If there's not a heavy load, I might take the Hillside packages and drop them off on the way. And sometimes I make stops in the City along the way, but not very often."
"I see." I said. "Okay, so I understand you were delayed getting out of the Distribution Center on Monday, is that not right?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Joe. "My truck was loaded with all those Peach Computers gaming systems. Then I was stopped and asked if I could take one extra package to an address in the City, and pick one up from that site. It wasn't far off my route, and I could continue on and catch the University Highway from there. I'd just been handed the box, which was one of those gaming systems, when the recall of all trucks came in. So I was held in place from that point."
"Interesting." I said. "Did you notice anyone getting onto your truck, getting or hiding in the back of it?"
"No sir." said Joe.
Jack Muscone said "Joe, who wanted you to take that package? Mr. Granger?"
"Oh, no sir." said Joe. "He was surprised, and kind of mad, that I'd been delayed."
Muscone said "So who asked you to take that extra package? His secretary, Marilyn?"
"No sir." said Joe. "It was Mr. George. He's the CEO's assistant. I couldn't say no to him. Neither could Mr. Granger."
Despite our every effort, Jack and I looked at each other upon hearing the name.
"So let me make sure I heard this right." I said. "You were going to deliver one package, then they'd have one for you to pick up?
"Yes sir, that's right." said Joe.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They weren't kidding about Police patrolling the University Highway. I had three Police vehicles get behind the Black Beauty and attempt to pull us over despite the blue light on top of the car. Our attempts to get on the radio didn't help, but the black car behind us with blue lights and FBI agents inside did help the officers pulling us over understand that we were not kidding around.
Getting to the City, we first went to the Federal Building and the FBI offices there. Lindy Linares was in her office.
"Lindy," I said, as Jack went to talk to his boss, "I need something, and it is huge."
"I need something huge from you." she said flirtatiously. "Okay, what?"
"Have your CSI guys uploaded digital photos of the papers from the 'Opelika Software' site?"
"Yes." Lindy said. "Which one do you need?"
"I hope they got literally every scrap of paper from there." I said. "I'm looking for a shipping label, maybe filled out and ready to be put on a box, but not on a box yet. The address would be in my home County."
"I'll look for it while you go keep Jack out of trouble." Lindy said with a grin. I chuckled and thanked her... and told her that something 'huge' just might indeed come her way soon, if I had my way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mr. George was sitting in one of the FBI's conference/interrogation rooms. The company's lawyer was sitting beside him. Across the table were me and Jack Muscone. Mr. Blassingame and the DepDirector were in the DepDirector's office.
"Mr. George," I said, "I appreciate you coming in and talking with us. We understand that Truck 164 was delayed in leaving the Distribution Center, as the driver was going to deliver an extra package. We understand that you gave the driver that package?"
"Yes, that's true." said Mr. George.
"Sir," I asked, "did you know what was in that package?"
"It was a Peach Computers package." said Mr. George. "It was one of those new systems that had come out."
"Do you know where it was being sent?" I asked.
"No, it had an address on it, but I don't remember what it was." said Mr. George.
"That's fine." I said. "But I do need to know: if it wasn't you doing it, who asked you to have the driver deliver that package?"
"Oh, Mr. Blassingame, sir." said Mr. George.
"Did Mr. Blassingame offer an explanation? Was it for his family?"
"I... I don't remember what he said." said Mr. George. "He said something about securing one of the games for a friend."
"Gentlemen," said the lawyer, "I'll have to ask you not to press on what Mr. Blassingame actually said, as Mr. George can't remember well, so it would be heresay and speculation."
"I understand." I said soothingly. "So Mr. George, this package... it wasn't one of the boxes shipped in as part of the huge release, was it?"
"Uh, no sir," Mr. George said. "Mr. Blassingame handed me the box himself, said the driver was waiting for it. I took it down and gave it to him, and just then they had the recall of all the trucks. Then we found out about the other drivers..."
"Okay." I said. "I appreciate it very much. Agent Muscone, do you have anything?"
"I think you covered it." said Muscone. "I am going to have to ask Mr. George to give us a written statement of what we just discussed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Look guys," said the DepDirector, "that's not just any employee. That's the founder and CEO of SPS, the largest trucking and package delivery service in the region. You've got to handle him carefully."
"Yes sir." said Muscone. I just looked at the DepDirector with an 'Oh really?' look... after arresting the BigPharmaCorp CEO in front of some of its Board Members, I wasn't too shook up by big names and big titles.
The DepDirector had asked Mr. Blassingame to the conference room, where the lawyer waited. Jack and the DepDirector sat in.
"Thank you, Mr. Blassingame," I said, "for sitting with us for a few moments. I'll get right to it: your assistant Mr. George handed a package to the driver of one of your trucks. That truck didn't make it out to the road because the recall order came out and the truck was held back. That package came from you, I understand?"
"Uh, yes, I remember giving Mr. George a package, and he took it down to the distribution areas."
"Sir, what was in that package?"
"One of the Peach Computers gaming systems." said Mr. Blassingame.
"Separate from the hundreds of others?"
"Yes." said Blassingame. "When they all came in earlier that morning, much earlier, one was directed to me. My secretary wanted one for her nephew and niece, so she put the address label on that one, and I had Mr. George take it to the distribution floor."
"I see." I said. "So your assistant affixed the address label?"
"Yes, she would've done that." said Blassingame.
"Okay." I said. "We'll need to speak with her, then. Is she at work, in your office now?"
The lawyer piped up and said "Sir, she's left for vacation already."
"Ah, that's right." said Blassingame. "Yes, she has family in New England. Boston area. She's already taken time off, and won't be back until after Christmas."
"Do you have an address where the FBI there can interview her?"
"You're mighty persistent." said Blassingame.
"It's mighty important." I replied. "I'm searching for the killers of two of your drivers, and your assistant might be able to provide us with important information.
Blassingame said to the lawyer "See if you can find an address for her. I don't know exactly where her relatives live. Maybe you can get her cellphone number for the FBI?"
"Yes sir." said the lawyer.
I saw Cindy and Lindy through the glass wall of the room, patrolling the hallway outside. It did not take much observation to see that my partner was impatient and excited.
"Okay, sir, thank you very much." I said.
"Why don't I take you to lunch." said the DepDirector to Blassingame. Jack and I excused ourselves and went out. We followed Cindy and Lindy to Lindy's desk.
"Here it is. Shipping label." said Lindy, handing me the digital photograph she'd printed off.
"Well, Captain Ross," I said with a smile, "let's test your knowledge of our Town. Where is this?"
"On the border of the Warehouse and Industrial Districts. North of Ward Harvester, but south of Downtown." Cindy replied happily.
"Spot-on." I said. "We will need to have a conversation with Captain Croyle when we get home. Call her now, and ask her to put the SWAT Teams on high alert."
"So what's going on?" asked Jack Muscone.
"They had a saying 400 years ago, Jack. They would say 'I'd rather be lucky than good.' We may be exceptionally lucky, and may actually be able to haul in the killers."
"Of Rodriguez and Mansell?"
"Maybe." I said. "But also... the killers of T-Square's Regiment man... Holden."
"Damn!" said Cindy. "So what is this about?"
"Riddle me this, Green Crowbar!" I said. "A Forest Service Ranger spots a fire from his tower and calls in the firefighters. They call another tower to triangulate, but when they go to the site, there is no fire. They call back, and the Rangers say they still see the smoke and give the same directions to it. So what is going on?"
As they looked at me dumbfounded, I said "The answer to the riddle is the answer to what we are facing. Let's go!"
To be continued.
So, dear readers, what is going on here? Who killed the two drivers? What is going on with the hi-tech equipment? And what is the solution to the Iron Riddler's riddle? The surprising answers are in the next exciting chapter. Hang on!
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Part 8 - Takeout
Wednesday, December 14th. The sun was beginning to set as we arrived at County Airport in an FBI helicopter. Despite my asking, they did not let me pilot the chopper, darn it.
Sergeant Rudistan had driven my Police SUV to the airport, and it was waiting for us. I drove, Cindy rode shotgun, and Jack and Lindy were in the backseat, wearing their full compliment of bulletproof armor. We went to Police Headquarters.
In the gym, the SWAT Team was in full battle regalia. Their leader, Captain Teresa Croyle was likewise outfitted for battle. While I was sorely tempted to tell Teresa to stay behind (it was the Christmas season, after all), I relented and said she could go with her troops, but to 'lead from behind'.
"Okay, guys," I said, "here's the deal. Once we secure any people in there, we have to protect them by surrounding them with our armored bodies. Be on a sharp lookout for any grenades being thrown, or any other means to try to kill anyone we capture."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On radio silence, the vehicles pulled out. They were all-black SWAT paddywagons. Only my silver SUV was in any other color.
We drove swiftly to the warehouse whose address had been on the shipping label captured by the FBI in the 'Opelika Software' offices. Teresa and her Team had reconnoitered the place well, and she had her people in place quickly. Damn! she was good, I thought to myself.
Looking in with my night-vision binoculars, I could see at least four people inside. The warehouse was nearly empty, only a couple of boxes were inside. I gave Teresa the 'Go' sign, and she gave the order...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Not a shot had to be fired. The SWAT Team went in and the four perps were swiftly captured. They were stripped of their weapons and radios, and handcuffed behind their backs. They were sitting on two of the boxes, surrounded by SWAT Team members, who were shielding them with their armor. They were all white men, slender, in very good and fit condition... ready for the Police Boxing Matches, Cindy would say.
I came in, with Cindy behind me and looking all about. The crowbar was in its pocket inside my trenchcoat. I had my gun and the binoculars in my hands.
"Great work, Croyle, and everyone else, too." I said. "Keep alert! Okay, who are these guys?"
"We work here, we ain't talking."
"Funny." I said. "You're fingerprints were all over that warehouse in the City where the games were unpacked."
"That wasn't us." said one man.
 "Man, we didn't leave fingerprints, we were wearing gloves---"
I grinned. "Did you get that on videotape, Sergeant?" I asked Rudistan.
"Sure did, sir." said Rudistan.
"You might as well tell me, guys." I said. "Someone is going to prison for a long, long time. Someone is going to get the death penalty for murder. You don't want to be the one. So the first to talk gets my Christmas gifts."
"Nobody say anything." said one man. "This is for the cause!"
"Sir, something's wrong!" Cindy said, looking around.
"Yeah, I feel it." I said. I began looking through the binoculars around the building, especially up on the balcony areas. And then I saw it: a masked figure in all-black was pointing a rifle at us!
"Gun!" I yelled. I raised my .40 cal pistol and began firing at the perp. The shadowy figure ran for a door on the balcony. The rifle the perp had been carrying dropped to the concrete floor... and fired! Fortunately, the ricochets didn't hit anyone.
Teresa was on the radio, trying to marshal the Officers outside to locate and chase the perp. As Cindy and I ran outside, we saw a gas cloud on one end of the building. I had some military flashbacks as the CS gas wafted into my nose.
"Shit! CS gas!" I said. I grabbed a bandana out of my shirt pocket and quickly put it over my mouth and nose. Cindy saw my action and did the same. Other Officers were coughing as they came out of the cloud.
"Sorry sir," one of them said, "the guy threw two gas canisters and disappeared in the smoke."
"Damn." I said. I saw Cindy moving close to me, trying to protect me.
"Cindy," I said, "I appreciate you trying to protect me, but my armor works as well as yours does, and I need to do my job."
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "But my job is to protect you, and I'm going to do it."
"Okay, we won't argue." I said. "All right guys, put out APBs, search the perimeter. Make God-damned sure you have your armor on and keep it on!"
Back inside, Sergeant Rudistan had secured the rifle. "Looks like pretty standard .308 caliber, sir." he said. "Bullets looks strange, though."
"Those are 7.62x51mm NATO rounds." I said. "Military stuff. Probably armor-piercing bullets. Let's get our prisoners to County Jail as fast as we can."
Part 9 - Talk To Me
County Jail and now-1st Precinct Headquarters was a beehive of activity. We had put the four perps in isolation cells so they could not talk to each other, and access to them was heavily guarded. The one that had blurted out about wearing gloves was put in Interrogation-1 and handcuffed to the table. I was watching him through the one-way glass in the anteroom.
"We sent all four sets of fingerprints in, Commander." said Cindy. "Classss-ified. All four sets."
"Withhold my surprise." I said. "All four of those guys are in very good shape, and I've warned the Officers and Deputies that they very likely know martial arts. Special measures at all times for them."
"Roger that, sir." said Teresa Croyle, who was standing with us. 'Special measures' meant forcing the perps to bend over when putting their cuffs on. If they were in their cells, they had to put their hands through the small window on the bars of their cells and have their cuffs put on before opening the door. The perps had been advised that non-cooperation would mean their being sedated with tranquilizers... and any attempt to escape would be met with live bullets to their bodies. Word around the Jail was that the Iron Crowbar did not play.
The Deputy Director of the FBI came up. "Great work, Commander." he said. "We're working hard to find out who they are. Your wife is helping, too, but I'm not confident we'll get anything."
"Neither am I, sir." I said.
"By the way," said the DepDirector, "I think Blassingame was lying today."
"Like a dog in the shade, sir." I replied with emphasis. "Like a dog in the shade."
"Should we arrest him?" asked the DepDirector.
"On what charge?" I replied. "We have zero on him. And I strongly suspect we shall never see his assistant again, much less get to talk to her. She'll stay in the Boston area, 'having to take care of family' or some such. And that's because if we did talk to her, we'd find out that she did not send the package, Blassingame himself did."
"Think he's Superior Bloodlines?" asked the DepDirector.
"Yes sir." I said. "Part and parcel, pun fully intended."
"What I don't understand is Granger's role in this, and why they killed the two drivers." the DepDirector said.
"Oh that's easy," I said, "Ask Captain Ross about the riddle of the Forest Service Rangers. In the meantime... let's see how lucky I can get... and get this perp to talk." I went into the Interrogation Room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Before you say you want a lawyer," I immediately said to the man as I sat down, "hear me out first. If you invoke, you're done. And you know that means you're dead; that perp on the balcony was going to kill you and your buddies."
I continued: "You're probably sitting there thinking we've got it wrong, that we think you guys killed those two SPS drivers in the City. But I know different... I know you guys captured T-Square's boy Holden, drugged him, got whatever info you wanted, then staged a car chase and gunfight and you killed him. Now you can be the one to survive all this, maybe get witness protection even... if you talk to me, and talk to me now."
"That old man out there." said the perp. "He's one of the FBI big boys. He ain't gonna let me and my guys slide. We know he's a nigger-lover; he wants to fuck us up. I don't trust him. And I don't trust you, either... Iron Crowbar."
"Too bad you don't trust me." I said. "I'm trying to put murderers in jail... and I mean the murderers of those drivers in the City. One of them was a white guy, just like you and your guys. You can't let that go... can you? But you're right about one thing... that man out there wants to fuck you up, and fuck you up real bad. He even wants to borrow my crowbar and shove it up all your asses. Me, I don't like loaning the crowbar out... as long as you talk to me."
The man looked at me, trying to gauge my seriousness, and my intent. "All right," he finally said, "I need full immunity, witness protection, the works..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander," said J.R. Barnes an hour later, "we found blood on the balcony where the perp was. We think you hit him."
"Or her." I said. I took out my gun, cleared it, and handed it to Barnes. This was now an official investigation of my shooting the perp on the balcony. He bagged it, gave me a receipt for it, and said I'd have it back in 24 hours. I knew I'd be permitted to carry another handgun, which I had at home, but when I left the Jail here I'd be on admin duty for a day or two. Meanwhile, the red crowbar would have to do.
Cindy said "I guess we can visit Melina and see if she's wounded."
"Yes." I said "And no kidding... do that. Go to her fucking house, see if she's wounded."
"And if she is?" Cindy said.
"Yeah, that's a point. Never mind, we'll find out tomorrow." I replied.
I didn't have to wait that long. Sheriff Daniel Allgood appeared at the Jail... accompanied by his wife Melina. Not a scratch on her.
The Sheriff came in. "What's going on?" he asked.
"I'll tell you soon." I said. "But Daniel, you have to send Melina home. She cannot be here."
"What? Why not?" Daniel asked, peering at me. I met his look.
"She's not authorized to be here, Sheriff." I said. "This one is a B.F.D., and she's not invited to the party. Tell her to go back home." Daniel reluctantly did so, and Melina's look at me as she left was something between a peering inquiry and a look meant to kill.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He talked." said the U.S. Attorney for our area. "I gave him witness protection and full immunity if he testifies against the others. He admitted that one of the others killed Holden, told us how without being prompted. Everything matches your earlier case notes, Commander. Congratulations, you get to testify to corroborate his testimony."
"That, I can do." I said. "So Holden's murder is solved, and off the books. Like I said Jack... better lucky than good."
"I'd say you're a huge amount of both." Muscone said. "And congratulations. Outstanding job."
The U.S. Attorney said "He also gave us names and addresses of the people he thinks killed the SPS drivers. They're in Westphalia, southwest of the City."
"Well, don't dawdle, give the information to Agent Muscone so he can send a welcoming committee for them!" I said.
"There is one other thing." said the U.S. Attorney. "The guy said one other thing that you need to know. He said that part of their mission was to recon the Civic Center. Means of entry without being noticed, security for it, stuff like that..."
I did not have to see Cindy to feel the vibe she suddenly was sending out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Alas, those perps would not see the justice administered in a Courtroom... but they did get 'Justice'. Four men were found dead in an apartment in Westphalia. They were connected to the stolen boxes by the boxes of latex gloves found at the scene: the powder in those gloves matched the powder found on those stolen boxes and gaming systems.
"All four killed, execution-style." reported Eduardo Escobar. "Looks like a hit team came in. No cellphones found, no computers. Just the bodies, some laundry, and the barest furniture."
I nodded as Jack Muscone told me. I said "I'm predicting that a burner phone near here will be found to have called a burner phone somewhere in the vicinity of Mr. Blassingame. Then another call on a burner will have gone out, and our perps met their grisly end as a result."
"Who killed the killers?" asked Jack, rhetorically.
"Forest Service Rangers." I replied cryptically.
"What?" Jack said. "Don, it's three o'clock in the morning..."
"Oh," said Cindy, "I think I figured it out..."
Part 10 - Solution
Thursday evening, December 15th. We were in the back room of The Steakhouse. The DepDirector was going to pick up the tab. John 'Jack' Colby gave his standard discount; he asked the DepDirector for one dollar, received it, and said "Paid in full. I appreciate what the FBI as well as the TCPD does to protect us." The DepDirector, forewarned by me, didn't argue.
The dinner was delicious. I looked around the room, seeing Laura, the DepDirector, Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman, Martin Nash and Sandra Speer, Eduardo Escobar and his wife Rosalyn, Lindy Linares, and Cindy Ross. Unfortunately, because of the nature of the crime and its solutions, not many others could be here. Teresa Croyle had been invited, but had had a previous engagement with Todd for some corporate Christmas party. I realized Todd was keeping Teresa busy... partially to keep Teresa from idly sitting and thinking about Amy...
*ding* *ding* *ding* *ding*
Cindy tapped her wine glass to bring us to order, and invited me to explain the solution.
"Well," I said, "This one was pretty straightforward. I didn't have a lot to do with it." No one bought that for a minute, and they said so in no uncertain terms.
"Seriously." I said. "You FBI guys had all the information, you raided the 'Opelika Software' place, and Captain Croyle led the TCPD in making the arrests. Not much for l'il ol' me to do."
The DepDirector stepped in: "I just got a text from Chief Griswold. It says 'Modesty is a human trait, Commander'." Everyone laughed, then the DepDirector continued "The Chief is right; your modesty will not hold up in a realistic examination of this case, not to mention solving the Holden murder."
"Okay, okay," I said, "I did observe a few things and saved you guys a little time. So, let's go through it. We had two dead truck drivers, shot by professional killers using .22 WMR firearms. They did not take the truck itself, fearing it would have a GPS or other tracking device, and they were right. That alone spoke volumes to me: these perps either were in-the-know about SPS trucks, suggesting an inside job; or they were extremely well trained to take all the variables into consideration, and that suggested the Government itself."
I went on: "Granger's lack of cooperation was very strange. He could've pretended to cooperate, sent us on wild goose chases, but he chose to be a dick and to arouse our suspicions. Maybe he didn't think I'd have the City Police arrest him so fast, maybe he thought he could bluff his way through all this and come out all free and clear on the other end."
"I then realized we'd have to do this the hard way, and have every package re-examined by scanner. That did save some time over physically going over ever single package. And when that anomalous package popped out, I was met by extraordinary good fortune, and found some useful fingerprints on the box."
"I don't think it's a coincidence that you always have such good fortune, Commander." said the DepDirector. "If luck is where preparation meets opportunity, you are the poster child for it."
"You're too kind, sir." I said. "But yes, we would've found that box and its contents eventually. So that led to the raid on 'Opelika Software'. That was an interesting name: Opelika, Alabama, which is not far from Auburn, Alabama, suggested to me a Southern influence on this case. Some here might remember that Harold Malone met his death in southern Alabama, so I don't think the name was a huge coincidence."
"Anyway, you guys raided the place, and in their haste to get out, the people there left behind a massively important piece of paper." I said. "At this point, let me just tell you what the perps did and intended to do."
I went on: "The sophisticated system was hidden in a standard Peach Computers gaming box and sent to the Opelika Software address. I suspect this is not the first 'gaming system' that went there. The driver of Truck 164, Walton, was exceptionally lucky that his truck was asked to stay behind; had he gone out on the road, we would've been investigating three murders, and the system would've been in the killers' hands."
I continued, though I noticed the desire of many of my listeners to ask questions. "So, he was held back, and it just so happened that the package involved was the one he'd waited for. He was supposed to take it to Opelika Software, where they would've taken it into the back area, affixed a new address label over the old one, and handed it right back to Walton. He then would've delivered it to our Town."
"But..." said Sandra Speer. I nodded for her to ask her question, and she said "But why did they have to attack two trucks, kill their drivers, and take the contents? It was their own people delivering the system!" 
"You're right." I said. "And that puzzled me, but then I realized what was going on. I asked about the Forest Service Rangers, and the reporting of the fire that the firefighters couldn't find. So, Cindy, what's the answer to that?"
"Two fires." Cindy said. "Each Forest Ranger is seeing a different fire, so the lines of intersection are not where either fire is."
"And that is the whole point of this case." I said. "We have two separate cells within the 'Company' working against each other!" I let that sink in a moment, then said "The group sending the package, which I'll call 'Team A', is the one Blassingame is working with. He was sending that package here for some reason, and I'll get to that in a minute."
"The other team," I said, "which I'll call 'Team B', was Granger's group, and included his assistant Marilyn. Actually, I have reason to believe that she is the true leader, and Granger is her Energizer Bunny on the distributorship floor. He has a lot to do in his job, while she's seemingly sitting back doing paperwork, and nobody really notices her. So their group tries to get the package, but they're not exactly sure which SPS Truck it's going to be on. Ergo, they take out Trucks 162 and 166, and would have done so with Truck 164, but Providence intervened on our behalf."
"As did the Iron Crowbar." said Muscone. "So how did you connect all that to the Holden murder?"
"Ah, that one was also a bit of luck." I said. "Holden's murder is still something we have to keep our wits about us over. At the time of the killing, it wasn't clear to me if T-Square was involved, if it was someone sending T-Square a message or warning, or it was something else entirely. But before I get ahead of myself..."
I continued: "One big question I'm sure you're all asking is 'Why were they sending that device, here, to my County?'. I sure was asking it, and I realized that the pieces fit some stuff going on. Martin has been up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen, and his business up there is not to watch the leaves turn colors. And I know what's going on in my home County, especially after Westboro's death."



"That equipment coming in meant that someone intended to use it for some kind of operation." I said. "Maybe to observe or even direct these protests that are going on, with groups like 'Citizens for Police Accountability' and the State Organization for Women, the SOWs. Or maybe for something else, something far uglier. We've got these interracial things going on, we've got an upcoming Vision seminar, as well."
"So," I said, "I put two and two together, and came up with the square... T-Square, that is. The attack on Holden was by someone against T-Square, and someone who intended to instigate some action in this County in the possibly near-future. So when we busted the perps at the scene, I mentioned that Holden was who they were after, and I scared that one perp so bad that he actually talked."
"Amazing." said the DepDirector. "And yes, I don't want to talk about it, and certainly not here, but some things have been brewing. We're watching Blassingame as well as Wallace Bedford and Michael Burke now."
"Add Doug and Roberta Jackson of Fillmore County to you list, sir." I said. The DepDirector nodded silently.
"So why did they go after Holden?" asked Lindy. "What information could they have hoped to get from him?"
"Our Sheriff is not totally wrong on some things." I said. "T-Square is indeed working with a coalition of Black celebrities in the music and acting worlds, and they or people in their organizations will be the leaders and organizers of actions designed to rip the very fabric of our Nation apart. I am seeing not one side, but two sides... three actually... coming at each other in an inevitable showdown. I think Sheriff Allgood hoped to stop it by having us take out T-Square. But one soldier falling, even a General, doesn't win or lose the war."
"Wow, this is big... isn't it?" Cindy said, beginning to see the enormity of it all.
"Beyond our pay grade, even with crowbars in our grubby paws." I said. "Okay, any more questions?"
"So the two groups, the Team A and Team B," said Eduardo's wife Rosalyn, "why are they working against each other again? I get the feeling there is more to it than just that equipment."
"I think you're right." I said. "I am wondering if it was a 'smoke and mirrors' operation... to confuse us. We see something happen here, then something there. It looks like the same group... but it's disjointed, the pieces don't fit."
"If he were alive," Cindy said, "I'd say this is a standard Westboro tactic." I turned hard to look at Cindy, her words hitting me hard.
"Ye-es..." I whispered. "Damn good point, Green Crowbar..."
"I think you got one on him, Ms. Ross." said the DepDirector. Cindy smiled.
"So some bastard thinks he's as good as Westboro." I whispered, mostly to myself. "We shall see... we shall see..."
"Whoever it is, I pity the fool." said Martin Nash evenly.
Part 11 - Pump Her Rump
"Mmmm, that is sooooo good." Lindy Linares sighed as I slid my throbbing hard cock into her sopping wet vagina until our pelvises met.
We were in basement room of the Cabin. Laura and Cindy were upstairs, having sex together. I'd invited Lindy to spend the night, as we had not gotten to do much when Sandra had joined us for a threesome.
"Mmm, you are so fucking wet!" I grunted as I settled down onto the raven-haired beauty. Lindy's black hair was drilled into tight curls, and she'd trimmed her pubic hair to a 'runway' that led directly to her warm, snug pussy. Lindy wasn't fat, but was voluptuous, and I loved sucking her big, pillowy tits as I fucked her.
As we began moving together in rhythm, our rutting bodies pushing at each other to get and give more, I said "I really owe you one for letting me ball Sandra last time. So what do you want?"
"Mmm, what do you think?" Lindy replied. "I want that little iron crowbar of yours up my ass." Lindy absolutely loved anal sex. I'd anticipated her wants, and had prepared the room with some plastic sheeting on the floor as well as plenty of lubricant.
"But first," Lindy said, "I want you to come in my pussy like you did Sandra's."
"That will be happening pretty soon." I said. "You're too hot and tight." I kissed Lindy's mouth, and our tongues twined for several moments as I fucked her harder and harder until my nut began rising.
"Uhhh, here it comes... UHHH!" I gasped as I fired my load into Lindy's pussy.
"OH YES!" Lindy cried out. I felt her cunt clutching my spewing cock as her legs wrapped around me. "OH GOD! UHHH!!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Lindy sucked my cock back to throbbing hardness, I was using a dildo to lube up her ass, working in as much jelly as I could. After fucking Laura's ass the other day, I was a bit surprised that Lindy's ass was not nearly as tight as my wife's... of course Lindy used her ass a lot more to pleasure men.
"I've missed this hot ass of yours." I said. "I should've plowed it when I was with you and Sandra."
"No, that worked out perfectly as it was." Lindy said. "Sandra wanted your cum, and she got it."
"Oh really?" I asked, trying to sound nonchalant, but realizing where Lindy was trying to take this conversation. "And now she's pregnant, isn't she?"
"How'd you know?" Lindy asked, still sucking my cock and playing with my balls. "She only confirmed it a couple of days ago after she skipped her period."
"She had that bloom on her cheeks." I said. "Not hard to miss."
"And yes, she is pregnant." Lindy said. "And I think she's very, very happy."
"Even if it's mine?" I asked.
"Especially if it's yours." Lindy said. "Like the coo-coo bird... I think she loved flying outside the nest and being fertilized." Lindy resumed sucking my dick, and she sucked it with renewed energy.
"So... what about you?" I asked.
"I'm on the pill," Lindy replied, "so you won't be knocking me up, at least not tonight. So you might as well shoot your next load into my bowels."
"Sounds like a plan." I said, eager to pump Lindy's rump.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy fit the head of the dildo on her strap-on device to Laura's sphincter and pushed in. In spite of the lubrication, it was a tight, tough fit. She pulled back, applied more lube, then sank the dildo back in. The part of the device in her own vagina began sending sparks of pleasure to Cindy's tight, aching pussy.
"Shove it on in!" Laura gasped. Her head was on the pillows and her ass high in the air. Cindy was standing on the side of the bed. She grabbed Laura's hips and shoved her own hips forward.
"UUUH!" Laura cried out. "That's it.. deeper... harder."
"I don't want to hurt you." Cindy said.
"Dammit, stop worrying about that!" Laura said. "Now fuck me in the ass with that thing! You'll never win the Police Boxing Matches again if you don't fuck me better than that!"
Laura was clearly trying to impel Cindy to fuck her ass more brutally. The dildo wasn't smooth, either; it was textured and somewhat rough. It was meant for a woman's cunt, not anyone's back passage. Still, as Laura pushed back, Cindy drove forward harder.
"Oh, that's more like it." Laura moaned. Cindy began driving in and out of Laura's butt, her own pussy tingling with pleasure now...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Slipping into Lindy's ass had been easier than nailing a hot college slut at a fraternity party. And her ass felt great. I was wearing a condom, of course, and Lindy's ass was well-lubricated and slicked up. Her sphincter grabbed at me like a vise, but once I was past that ring, her rectum opened up and while still very tight, was much more pleasant to fuck.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
Adding to it was the tremendous pleasure of my taut groin slamming into Lindy's asscheeks. Her bubble butt was ample, but very firm from plenty of exercise. I found myself grabbing her hips and shoving my meat down into her ass harder and harder, making her moan as she reached between her legs and massaged her clit and pussylips.
After a few moments, Lindy said "I want you to buttfuck me in the missionary position." I eased my cock out of her rectum and she turned onto her back. I mounted her and lifted her ass as she pulled her legs way back and draped them over my shoulders. We got my cockhead back into her anal opening, then I settled onto her as I sank my shaft deep into her rear.
I made sure to kiss Lindy's ankles and feet as I buttfucked her. I wasn't as enamored of this position for anal sex, but Lindy seemed to really like it. I felt the vibration of her pussy spasming as she came, her fingers working her clit and pussylips in a harsh circle.
I'd applied more lube when we changed positions, so I was slicing in and out of Lindy's rectum pretty good, maintaining a nice, slick rhythm, pretty much keeping most of my dick buried in her ass and only working a couple of inches back and forth. That was good enough for Lindy, who moaned into my mouth in another orgasm as I bent down and kissed her mouth hard.
Fortunately, I felt my nut rise, and I did not try to prolong it. Lindy said she could feel my cock getting even harder, if that was possible, and I said I was close. We fucked at each other for another minute, and then that violent, wonderful pain started up, followed by my firing another load of cum into the soiled condom...
Part 12 - Epilogue
Friday, December 16th. I was petting a very content Bowser as he lay with his head on my lap, while Carole read a book to Laura. I was amazed at my daughter's reading skills at her age.
Then Laura read Carole a book, and by the time that was over, Carole was asleep. We took her upstairs and tucked her into bed, and Bowser got into his basket and maintained guard duty.
Leaving Carole's room, I said "I'll make us a couple of drinks. What do you want?"
"Wine is fine." Laura said. I poured her some wine and made myself a 'Godmother' - Grey Goose vodka and DiSaronno Amaretto, and returned to the den, sitting next to my wife on the sofa against the far wall.
"I meant to ask you," Laura said, "the other night, when Cindy said that about Westboro's pattern, it really struck you. Why?"
I said "Westboro was very good about disguising things by pitting groups against each other, while he sat in the background unnoticed and did other bad things. We'd see things on the surface, be it a drug operation, or petty thefts, or a murder, and most people wouldn't see the connections. When I began to see them and understand them, it went a long way to help take the bastard down. I might add that Adolph Hitler was really astute at that; he loved to pit politicians in his Nazi Party against each other, and pit generals against each other... sometimes to get the best result that came out, and sometimes to see who was the fittest that would survive."
"So you think that's going on in these recent cases?" Laura said.
"Something like that." I said. "We've got Superior Bloodlines, composed of elitist Whites, mostly from the Northeast United States, the New England States, and the Deputy Director wants me to take them down really bad. We've got Black Militants, being organized in not-so-secret by T-Square, Jasmine Nix, Big Ice, and other celebrities; Sheriff Allgood wants me to take them down, particularly T-Square. And then... there's this third group... I'm not sure where they fit in..."
After a pause, I said "When Cindy said that about Westboro, and she was right, I just got this sudden vibe in my head. Not from her, but this idea and memory just flashed in my head from the ethers of the Universe. I saw this glimmer... just a glimmer... that these two white groups are run by a Queen Bee of sorts... a Bee that controls two hives, not just one, and is using both in a way to make sure we remained fooled.
"And who is this Queen Bee?" Laura said.
"More like King Bee... it's a man." I said. "And the memory that flashed into my head so strongly that I couldn't get over it... is that it is the man who I saw standing over me while Casey B. Walker was torturing me... wearing a full, three-piece suit, older man..."
Laura just sipped her wine as I contemplated, almost feeling the man's presence in my head even as the ice cubes in my 'Godmother' drink began to melt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Cop Bar was busy this same Friday night. Between Christmas traffic, fights at the malls over toys, and the Special Ops teams making their raids, there was a need to release some tensions and socialize in the spirit of the Holiday season.
Teresa Croyle and Cindy Ross chose to sit outside on the patio in the chill air, sitting before the fire in the fire pit. Teresa had agreed to be the designated driver and was drinking club soda. Cindy was pounding down a pitcher of what she called 'Swamp Frogs'; lime-aid and lemon-aid concentrate, mixed with a fifth of Everclear, moonshine, or whatever 190 proof beverage was available. It was becoming popular enough that Pops, the proprietor of the Cop Bar, would make it in an ice chest and sell several pitchers.
"Ah, that fire feels good." Teresa said as she warmed herself by it. "We've been lucky with the weather, but it's going to be cold and messy this Winter, I hear. And it's going to be really bad in Europe, from what Todd was telling me. Russia might even have a winter they're not used to, and Eastern Europe is going to get slammed."
"Yeah, I think you're right." Cindy said. "And that reminds me: my mom is selling what she still owns of the family farm, and when she comes down for Christmas, she may not go back up until Spring... if ever."
"Cool." Teresa said. "Will she stay with you, or Molly?"
"Dunno." Cindy said. "She's welcome to stay with me, and Don told me she can stay at the Cabin for as long as she likes. Molly stays there most weekends, so she could stay there and at Molly's, or help keep kids..."
"Yeah." Teresa said. "You guys have a huge support system with the kids."
"So do you." Cindy said. "And by that, I mean Todd's kids... which might as well be yours."
Teresa said "We're not a couple. Friends with benefits."
Normally this would start some banter, but on this evening Cindy was quiet and contemplative... and drinking her 'Swamp Frog' drink in rather large gulps.
"Okay, sister," Teresa said. "Spill it. I do not have to be the Iron Crowbar to see you've got something on your mind."
"Yeah... I do." Cindy said. "You can't tell anyone, not a soul."
"Pinky swear." Teresa said. Cindy chuckled and they did a pinky handshake. Then Cindy dropped the bomb.
"Something big has come up." Cindy said. "Really big. Maybe the biggest decision of my life."
"What's that?" Teresa asked. "Something to do with your father, his business?"
"No." Cindy said. She looked over at her friend and her words made Teresa's eyes widen with total shock:
"Teresa, I've been offered a full-time job with the FBI..."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redhead at 7:00am, Monday, December 19th, from in front of the State Weather Service station that was adjacent to County Airport. "A cold front is expected to come in later this afternoon, bringing frigid temperatures, higher winds, and the possibility that we may have a White Christmas this year!"
"According to Fox KXTC Weather experts, this front will only bring light rain." Bettina continued. "But another storm system is coming in behind this one, and it could dump several inches of snow upon us as early as Thursday! This is not the year to wait to get your Christmas shopping done!..."
As we drank our coffee in MCD, Cindy Ross said to Teresa Croyle "As if you need anything else to do. Now we have to plan for weather, and the traffic accidents that will come with it."
"Nature is conspiring with our Commander to keep me on desk duty." Teresa replied with exceptionally subtle humor. "But that's no big deal; we've had those plans in place for years. The Fire Department runs the snowplows and all that stuff, and they and the Electric Company are ready for the storm. We just investigate accidents and help with stuck cars and such."
"Where's Commander Troy?" Cindy asked.
"Reviewing my submitted plan for Special Operations training." Teresa said. "We really need more crowd control work."
"Let's go barge in on him and mess up his concentration." Cindy said. They left MCD and went across the hall to the Commander's office.
Once in the hallway, Teresa said quietly "Have you made any decision yet, about the FBI thing?"
"No." Cindy said. "I've already told them I want to get through Christmas before deciding. The Deputy Director said there was no hurry, but I know he'll want an answer before Spring, so they can get me into Quantico sooner rather than later. So what about you? Are you going to ask the Commander for that personal favor?"
"Yes." Teresa said. "After our meetings this morning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, ladies, since I have you in here, let me bring up what I was going to say at the Angels meeting." I said to Cindy and Teresa, who were perched in my 'hot chairs' in front of my desk. "There is one thing I'm getting pressure from the Chief and the Council about, and that's putting some Officers in the Detective Track. I've agreed that we will name some Officers for that Detective Track, to take effect on February 1st."
Both Teresa and Cindy could not help it: they involuntarily looked over at Pete Feeley's badge, which still hung in its frame next to Tanya's on my wall.
"Yes." I said, knowing their thoughts. "I haven't forgotten that. But let's worry about who we are going to elevate this time around. Teresa, let the Precinct Captains know, and have them submit some names. Cindy, you and I and Wes Masters will evaluate those names and give our recommendations to the Chief, which he will pretty much rubber-stamp."
Cindy just nodded. I noticed Teresa look at her, then at me, then back to Cindy. Hmmm, what is she thinking, I wondered?
After going through some more agenda items, I said, as I usually did, "Okay, is there anything else?"
"Captain Croyle wants to talk to you, sir." Cindy said, standing up. Teresa flashed her a 'Teresa Cunt' look while I observed Teresa.
"Yes, I can see that." I said. "You are dismissed, Captain Ross. See if you can find something less interesting than the conversation I am about to have with Captain Croyle."
"On. My. Way." said Cindy, taking no heed of Teresa's look at her. Cindy left the office, closing the door firmly behind her.
"Okay, spill it." I said.
"She really should mind her own business." Teresa said.
"You'll get her back, one of these days." I said. "Most likely during the Police Boxing Matches." That got as close to a grin as I was ever going to get from Teresa. "Now are you going to ask me to call my wife for you, or are you going to just sit there and waste both our time?"
Teresa now looked stunned. "How did you know? Oh, never mind... yes, I was going to ask if you'd call Dr. Fredricson and make an appointment with her for me."
"Absolutely." I said. I got out my personal cellphone and speed-dialed my wife's office.
"Hello, dear.' I said when she answered. "I need to ask a favor of you. Teresa Croyle needs to make an appointment with you... no, she didn't tell me what it's about, but then again she doesn't need to..." Teresa rolled her eyes and I had to struggle not to laugh out loud.
Laura said that the best she could do was Thursday at 2:00pm, and was that good for Teresa? I asked Teresa and it was. After confirming, Laura and I exchanged "I love you"s and disconnected.
"Okay," I said. "Thursday at 2:00pm. Don't be late. Now do I need to assign you a watchdog to keep you out of trouble? And don't ask for Captain Ross, because the two of you are double trouble for me."
"And to think they call us your Angels." Teresa replied, giving it right back to me. "Thank you, sir." She got up and turned to go.
"Teresa," I said, and she turned back. I said "Good luck. I'm excited for you, and Todd. I hope it goes very well for you."
"Thank you, sir." Teresa said. "It was a hard decision. But after watching you with your kids, and Todd with his... well, it's about time." I nodded, and Teresa left.
No, it was not too hard to observe Teresa for weeks, and to deduce that the siren call of motherhood was beckoning her. The appointment with Laura was the first step in Teresa's very big step... to become a mother herself.
Part 2 - Plots and Plodding
"This weather could be a problem." said the younger man. "We might get trapped here, and unable to get back to Apple Grove."
"Relax, Doug." said the older man. "You can spend Christmas with us."
It was Tuesday, December 20th. The younger man was Doug Jackson, father of the late football player Jefferson Davis Jackson. The older man was Michael Burke, father of Todd Burke and the late Jack Burke.
They were at the Lakeside Inn & Suites on the southern end of Lake Reservoir in Nextdoor County. Their benefactor, Wallace Bedford, was also in the area, attending a Board meeting and Christmas parties at BigPharmaCorp.
"We're expecting family to come in, and we have to be in Apple Grove." said Doug Jackson. His wife Roberta was here with him.
"I understand." said Burke. "Jeanine and the kids are here with me. I'm inclined to stay here or at our home in Town through the storm instead of trying to get back to Lake Amengi-Nunagen and just being trapped there. You and Roberta are welcome to stay with us, if you like, but I'll understand if you need to get back home."
"So who are these people we're going to be meeting with?" asked Jackson.
"Tom Riordan is one of them." said Burke. "I'm not sure who the other is, but he's going to be the liaison for the people implementing our plan."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in my office, pretty much twiddling my thumbs. My paperwork was almost completely caught up; only the year-end stuff remained, and that had to wait until next week and early January. Teresa was too damn good for her own good; her plans to fortify the Special Ops teams had been so well done that all I did was sign my approval and send it to the Police Chief.
Christmas shopping was done. Laura was trying hard to figure out what I was going to do for her gift. After giving her the Mercedes for her birthday, and getting my brains fucked out for weeks in thanks, she knew I wouldn't try to match that. Meanwhile, Carole was learning the concept of 'Santa Claus' and wanted a Barbie doll... and a toy dog for Bowser. I told Carole that Bowser might prefer snacks from Santa.
Normally Molly would stay at the Cabin with Ian and Ross. Her and Cindy's mother was coming down from Canada tomorrow, as well. But we were going to have to see what the weather did---
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my desk phone. I answered.
"Hell-o, Mr. Crowbar." came the voice of Chief Moynahan over the line. "Agent Muscone of the FBI has requested a few moments of your time at the Federal Building. He assures me that the pile of firewood delivered there is purely for be-nign purrrr-poses."
"I'm sure." I said. "With your permission, Chief, I'll be on my way."
"And swiftly, Mr. Crowbar. And swiftly." the Chief admonished.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tom Riordan came to Michael Burke's suite at the Lakeside Inn. With him was a slender white man of medium height, his black hair slicked back, wearing black rimmed glasses. He looked young... a bit too young. He was wearing an ordinary black suit, white shirt, and gray tie; in any crowd he would be barely noticed.
"Hello, gentlemen." said Riordan, shaking hands with the other men. "This is my friend... 'Rusty'. Rusty does not shake hands." They nodded to Rusty.
"Gentlemen," the young man said, "give me a moment to sweep this room for bugs." He took a small device out of his pocket, and proceeded to walk around the room methodically but very quickly.
"Seems clean." he said. "But if you'll put on your jackets, let's talk on the patio."
They went out onto the patio, the view overlooking the lake. The wind was whipping around as the young man again swept for bugs, finding none.
"My apologies for making you withstand the cold." said the young man. "It will be safer to talk here, where the wind will help mask our voices in case I missed a listening device."
"You're thorough." said Michael Burke. "I like that."
The man nodded shortly. "My employer requires it. Okay, here's what is going on. My employer has agreed to your request for action to be taken against Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. Our surveillance of 'The Vision' compound in Coltrane County has been difficult, and any attempt to penetrate the property would be ill-advised. Therefore, we are going to have to strike at him when he is outside the compound. We understand that he will be teaching a seminar next week?"
"Yes." said Tom Riordan. "At the new Town Civic Center. Fifteen hundred people will be attending."
"Good." said the young man. "I would suggest that none of you be anywhere near there at any time Eckhart is there. There is one more thing..." The man paused, then said "My employer's fees usually start at ten million dollars per attempt. However, he is going to waive that fee, as he considers this to be a special case. In return, Mr. Jackson, you might be asked to provide information in the future, which either he or I will ask you for when the time is right. You will know when you hear the word 'JACKAL' used. Mr. Burke, you may consider this a personal gift, and my employer requires nothing of you"
"I'm grateful." said Burke, knowing it would be prudent to ask no questions and tell no lies.
"That will do it, then." said the man. "You may go about your businesses as usual. If you see me in Town or anywhere else, act like I'm not there and like you don't know me at all."
"I have to ask one question." said Doug Jackson. "Is the target Eckhart? Or the pieces of shit that murdered my son?"
The young man nodded in understanding. "All I will say, Mr. Jackson, is that you will not be disappointed with the result."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm telling ya," said Jack Muscone, "the paperwork these days is getting more time consuming than actual law enforcement. Washington is killing us. We literally have to document when we take bathroom breaks while on field missions."
The verbal outburst had been caused by the necessity of me signing documentation that I would not reveal the classified information I was about to be told. I signed the papers, then sat back as the monitor on the wall at the end of the table lit up.
"Okay," Jack said, beginning the briefing, "we told you earlier that we had chatter that your life might be in danger. We've been able to narrow it down somewhat, and my boss and your real boss, that being your wife, have authorized me to give you this information."
A fuzzy photograph of a man appeared on the monitor. Muscone said "This is the only picture the CIA has of a man we know to be a freelance assassin. Our codename for him is JACKAL, after the Frederick Forsyth novel. He operates in Europe and is believed to live in France; ergo, the codename. French Intelligence, pardon the contradiction in terms, calls him Le Caméléon.
"The Chameleon." I said, almost to myself. "Because he uses disguises?"
"According to this report, he is tremendous with them." replied Muscone. "But that's not his greatest ability. He is considered to be one of the best assassins or snipers in the world. He's like the man with the Golden Gun in the Double-Oh-Seven movies: he can be hired to kill. And he is truly one of the very best in the world at killing."
"His specialty is getting to people who are heavily protected." continued Muscone. "He won't try to to kill the President, but he's believed to have gone after some high-level diplomats and even a couple of CIA spies. He's taken out a few high-level French, German, and Polish Government people, as well. Anyway: he guarantees an attempt within three months, and his fee is a minimum of ten million dollars for a U.S. kill, or ten million euros for a kill in Europe or the Russian Federation."
"In gold?" I asked.
"Doesn't say here." said Muscone, looking through the report. "No... apparently in currency, cash."
"Hmmm," I said, "so he keeps his money liquid and able to move around. Interesting."
"Yes." said Muscone. "Anyway, we got some intel that JACKAL is in the United States, and was last known to be headed to the City. And that intel also suggested that the Iron Crowbar was his target."
"May I?" I asked, taking the report from Jack. I don't think he intended for me to read it, but he did not object an I perused its pages.
Afterwards, I said "I hate to say this, and don't you get any ideas..." I grinned as I continued: "...but if someone wanted to kill your friendly neighborhood Iron Crowbar, it would not be all that difficult to do. Case in point: I've been kidnapped twice. Someone could just as easily have killed me on the spot those two times. I try to take precautions..."
I then finished: "Anyway, the point is that someone does not need to hire the Ten Million Dollar Man to rub me out. So something else is going on here. It may be related to me, or someone is using my name as a decoy to hide their real purpose and intent."
"It sounds so simple when you explain it." said Muscone. "And you're right. So... what do you think could be going on here? And if JACKAL is not after you... who is he after?"
"It would have to be someone very important, and someone hard to kill, as you said." I replied. "And I don't know of anyone, except maybe your boss, who would merit such expensive attention. Well..."
"What?" said Muscone.
"P. Harvey Eckhart." I said. "There have been probes of 'The Vision' property in Coltrane County, and he has tight security. It would be hard to kill him... but does even he merit the pursuit of this Chameleon guy?"
"What about your wife?" asked Muscone.
"Who is trying her damnedest to retire from the CIA?" I asked back. "And again, who wants to pay someone ten million dollars to kill her? A needless expenditure of money. Let me ask this: does this guy do anything besides kill? Does he steal art? Diamonds?"
"Not that we know of." said Jack. "Just an assassin for hire."
"Who trained him?" I asked.
"We don't know." said Jack. "As you just read in that report, he grew up in Switzerland. His mother was Swiss and his father was French and a diplomat, mostly to African nations. He was in the Swiss Army upon reaching adulthood, as all adult Swiss men are, but beyond their basic training, we have no record of him being in any military."
"Swiss." I said. "Banksters."
"What?" asked Jack. "What was that?"
"That was me thinking out loud." I said. "I am looking for anything, any scrap of information that explains this man... why he became an assassin, what motivates him, stuff like that. These guys usually start out in someone's secret services, CIA, KGB, Stasi before it was dismantled..." I went into a reverie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tom Riordan and the young man 'Rusty' were gone. Michael Burke and Doug Jackson went to find their wives, and they found them in the main room of Burke's suite. Roberta Jackson and Jeanine Burke Burke were chatting about children, but Michael could feel the strain between the women.
"Well, ladies, shall we go to lunch?" Michael said.
"Doug," Roberta said to her husband, "I think we need to get back home before this weather front comes in."
"I do agree with that." said Doug Jackson. "Michael, we'll have to take a raincheck on lunch." The Jackson's left for their room, and would check out and leave within fifteen minutes.
"They were in a hurry to go." said Michael to his wife.
"Roberta's really worried about the weather." said Jeanine. "She said three times she was concerned about getting back home."
"Yes, Doug mentioned it also." said Michael. He peered at his beautiful wife. "You don't like her, do you?" he said. "Roberta."
Jeanine looked up into her husband's eyes. "No, and the feeling is mutual. I think she's a racist, and a virulent one. And she knows I'm not one. And we don't have much else in common to talk about except children. And that brings up memories for her about her son being murdered over in Coltrane County."
Michael nodded. "Yes, I think that's their obsession... their son's death."
"So," Jeanine said, "what did you and Doug and your guests talk about?"
"Oh, nothing much." said Michael. "Just some possible business deals."
"What kind of business deals?"
Michael began to look peeved at the line of inquiry. "Just... things related to my company, maybe some real estate deals up near the Lake."
Jeanine peered at her husband, then lowered her eyes. "Michael we need to talk. Every time we come here, you meet with strange people, then you won't talk to me about them nor what you're doing with them. This is the first time I've felt like you're putting up a wall and trying to hide something from me."
Michael peered back at his wife, seeing her piercing stare. He said "Look, honey, you know in your law practice that there were things you didn't discuss with family. I've got some business things going on that I can't talk about."
"Why not?" said Jeanine. "What is so secret that you can't talk to your wife, not to mention your real estate lawyer, about it?"
"Okay, I was trying to say it the nice way, but obviously that's not working." Michael said, anger creeping into his voice. "So I'll tell you this way: I cannot tell you what it's about, and I'm not going to, at least not until everything is finished. Now stop asking me about it."
"Michael, I---" Jeanine started.
"NO MORE!" Michael shouted. "DROP IT!"
Jeanine's beautiful face mirrored her total shock. She got up, grabbed her two sons, and took them into her bedroom, slamming the door shut and locking it behind her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone took me to the Cop Bar for lunch, where he had the Double Cheeseburger Plate that was named in his honor. I must admit that I had the Double Cheeseburger plate as well, and it was very tasty.



Once I got back to my office, I considered what had been told to me, trying to put together the pieces of the puzzle in my mind, and where this JACKAL fit in. I also had to make a decision, an important one that could have ramifications.
Finally, I decided. I got up to leave. As I was walking down the hall, Cindy came around the corner.
"There you are." she said. "Where are you off to?"
"I'm on a mission." I said. "I'll talk to you later."
"I'll come with you." she said. "You probably shouldn't be driving around alone these days."
I did what I had to do: I turned on her. "No." I said. "You stay here and mind the store. I'll be back soon. That's an order, Captain." With that, I went out the side entrance, leaving a stunned platinum blonde in the hallway.
I drove straight to the Cabin on the most traveled, open streets of the Town... down College Avenue, up University Avenue, then turning right on the road that led to the Cabin. Getting there, I went inside to my office and opened the wall safe. I pulled out the blue burner phone I kept in the safe, along with the red and green burner phones.
Going outside, I went up the trail that led to the top of the mountain and over it, careful to watch and see if I was being observed. Apparently not, I thought to myself. Finding a rock on the trail that overlooked Reservoir Lake, the golf course, and further east, I sat down to send an email on the burner. Destination: France.
Part 3 - Testing, Testing
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead from in front of the State Weather Station at 7:00am, Thursday, December 22d. "Channel Two News has learned that the expected snowstorm tomorrow will be even bigger that originally expected. Our Fox Weather affiliate believes we will set a snowfall record for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day!"
Bettina went on: "The City is making preparations for the storm, as well. City Airport will remain open for as long as possible, but is expected to shut down on Saturday, Christmas Eve, as temperatures drop, causing black ice and other dangers."
"Grocery stores are being raided and emptied," Bettina went on, "and staples like diapers, powdered milk, toilet paper, and other dry goods are gone from the shelves of Wal-Mart and Target. Meanwhile, Town & County Police Captain Teresa Croyle says that all of the Public Service Departments as well as the Electric Company are ready to help stranded people and battle the damage the storms will cause..."
"What, they don't ask you for comments any more, Commander?" asked Theo Washington in MCD as we drank our coffee.
"Actually, not as much." I replied. "Our new Public Relations Officer, Captain Briscoe, will either comment himself, or go to the divisional source if he can. He only goes to the Chief or me if he can't find them or if it merits my personal acerbic wit."
"If that were the case," Cindy said, "then he'll go to Captain Croyle every time. Her acerbity and her wits are sharper than yours." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. Teresa merely gave the look that could kill and went on drinking her... water. She was on an overnight fast for her appointment with Laura.
"The good news," I said, "is that people will be staying off the roads, and we should have much fewer drunk driving accidents. I've already contacted every bar in this County and warned them that my Captain of Operations will not take kindly to any overservings leading to drunk driving on these icy roads. So most of the bars will be shutting down."
"Good." Teresa said flatly.
"How did you contact every bar, Commander?" asked a stunned Joanne Warner.
"I'm the Police Commander." I said. "They take my calls."
"Sure it's not because you do business with all of them?" Cindy asked. The red crowbar was again utilized as a warning device.
"How many bars are there in this County?" asked Theo.
"There are two hundred and seventy-six liquor licenses issued and currently valid." I said. "And by the way, I emailed them all, I didn't have to call anyone. Ain't technology wonderful?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Laura Fredricson closed the flaps on the portable x-ray machine in her office, then Nurse Jones put its lead-lined cloth cover on it and put it away.
"Okay, that will wrap this up." Laura said. She had thoroughly examined Teresa physically, taken bloodwork, taken a urine sample, then the x-ray, all the while asking Teresa questions:
"So are you feeling any pain during intercourse?" Laura had asked.
"Sometimes." Teresa replied. "Todd is pretty... big."
"Yes." Laura said, knowing Todd Burke's endowment very well. "Have you always had pain during intercourse with Todd?"
"Not really, just the last few months." Teresa said. "Sometimes he gets intense when he's about to climax."
Laura said nothing more about that, just asking about Teresa's diet and exercise regimen. Teresa explained how she'd been training in Aikido with Todd, Barry Oliver, and Todd's assistant Mariko, under the tutelage of an Aikido sensei.
Laura said to the lovely Nurse Jones: "Okay, take these samples to the Hospital for the usual tests. Charge it to my Federal grant on pregnancy research."
"That's okay; I've got insurance." Teresa said.
Laura smiled. "We'll save the TCPD's insurance a few dollars and put it on the Federal Government's tab." she said. "After all, you're one of my husband's finest and favorite Officers."
"That's... very nice of you." Teresa said.
 "He's very happy you're taking this step." Laura said. "So am I. I'm sure it wasn't an easy decision to make."
Teresa realized this was the psychological portion of the examination. "No, it wasn't easy." she said. "For a long time, I never wanted kids, nor to continue my father's line. But then I realized I had to let some of that go, do this for Alexis and Amy, and for Todd, of course."
Laura said "And for yourself. This is going to be your baby." Teresa nodded.
"Okay," Laura said as Teresa got off the examining table and began dressing, "the tests won't come back until next week because of Christmas and all the short-staffing at the Hospital. What are you doing next week?"
"Oh geez." Teresa said. "We've got Dr. Eckhart's seminar to secure. They're setting up on Tuesday, the seminar is Wednesday through Friday."
Laura nodded. "Well, I'm very influential with the Police Commander there. So if I need you to have more tests, I will have him direct you to come my way."
"Sounds like you won't be taking 'not yet' for an answer." Teresa said.
"Well, it'll depend on how these tests come back, and if we'll need to run more." Laura said. "Meanwhile, stay on the pill, continue eating the diet that the literature I gave you talks about, and we'll go from there."
"Okay." said Teresa. "Thanks, Doctor, and thanks for seeing me."
"My pleasure." Laura said. Nurse Jones escorted Teresa out before taking the samples to the Hospital.
Laura went to her office and picked up the phone. "Yes, this is Dr. Fredricson." she said. "I need to know if there are any openings for the MRI machine next week..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There she is!" Cindy said as she and her sister Molly watched the crowd of people coming at them at City Airport. "Mom!"
Margaret 'Maggie' Ross saw her daughters and rushed up to greet them. After a big group hug, Maggie said "Oh, you both look great! I am so glad to see you!" More hugs were exchanged.
As they went to baggage claim to get Maggie's luggage, Maggie of course asked first about Ross and Ian.
"Growing like weeds." Molly said. "And they'll be happy to see their grandma."
"Oh, I'm going to have so much fun spoiling them!" Maggie said. "Cindy, how are things with you?"
"She's been kicking butt." Molly said, before Cindy could answer. "Solved some big cases, cracked some perps down hard."
Maggie put her arm around Cindy's waist and hugged her as they walked. "That's my girl!" the proud mom said. Cindy smiled shyly and blushed a bit.
After getting Maggie's luggage, they piled into Cindy's Police SUV. "It's got four-wheel drive." Cindy said by way of explanation. "We've got a big storm coming in."
"And that reminds me." Molly said as she took the shotgun seat, "We need to talk about where you're going to stay, Mom. You can stay with me and the boys at my condo in Nextdoor County, you can stay at Don's Cabin like last year, and Cindy has an extra room in her condo."
"It might be boring there." Cindy said. "The only problem with the Cabin is that it's on that hillside, and after the storm hits you might be trapped up there."
"Molly," Maggie said, "why don't you bring the boys to the Cabin and we'll all stay there. It's not like I haven't dealt with winters and snow before." They all laughed.
"I'll tell Don." Cindy said. "And I'll stay up there with you all. I know this SUV can handle the mountain---"
"Unless you drive at the speeds you normally do!" Molly said, teasing her sister.
"Oh, you will not go fast with my grandbabies in the car!" Maggie admonished...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Helena buzzed me and said that the Duty Desk Sergeant had a package for me. I told her to let him bring it in. He did so.
"Sir," said the Sergeant, "this is addressed to your home, but the Postman dropped it off here. It is reeking of perfume. We had the dog sniff it, but he didn't react to anything."
"Put it on my desk, here." I said as I put on latex gloves. I examined the box with my magnifying glass, seeing nothing unusual. It was a reinforced manila envelope, and the postmark showed it had been locally mailed.
Then the scent of the perfume wafted into my nose, and I knew what this was about. The perfume was the same as what was worn by my sister Elizabeth. I had a fleeting flashback to the 'Murdered Chessplayer' case.
"Okay," I said, carefully slitting open the edge of the envelope. There was no powder inside. Just a bubble-wrap package that computer components were often sent in, that shielded the contents from radiation. Inside were two jump drives.
"Okay." I said. "Thanks, Sergeant. I don't think this one is a problem. You can go." The Sergeant left.
I turned to my safe and opened it, and pulled out my 'clean' computer. This computer had never been connected to the Internet, and had some shielding to prevent its radio signal from going out. I reinforced that with my bug-killer device, turning it on.
After powering up the computer, I plugged in the jump drive. There was one file on it, and after checking for viruses, I opened the file. This was from my sister Elizabeth, I immediately realized; she'd arranged for its delivery.
"Hello Baby Brother." the file read. "The man you asked about, known as JACKAL by the Americans and 'Le Caméléon' by the French, is one of the best assassins in the world. His accuracy with rifles is on par with your ex-wife."
That did not make me feel any better, I thought, as I continued to read. Elizabeth gave a rundown of his past history, then added this:
"His experiences in Africa are believed to have made him a white supremacist. He allied himself with a neo-Nazi group in France and Germany, and again allied with Serbian groups in the Balkans, before becoming a solo mercenary assassin. He also worked with 'Bugs' Nelson, who was Henry Wargrave's operative in the Middle East and Israel."
Oh, the party never stops! I thought to myself. I read on:
"My sources tell me he went to America, possibly to the City. There is some word that he was hired to kill you, but there is debate on whether that is true or just a smoke screen. By the way, you've become famous in Europe, Baby Brother. Many of my associates were filled with joy to hear of Pastor Westboro's timely death. I'll try to find out more, but in the meantime, be careful, he is a master of disguises. If the target is not you, it might be your FBI Deputy Director or the former Japanese Intelligence master, Takaki Misaki. Say hello to my son and that lovely girlfriend of his."
The other zip drive was identical to the first. There was some data on JACKAL, including several passports, French and American, that he might be using. I made arrangements to cleanly copy that information to another jump drive. I secured my clean computer back in the safe.
Then I went to the janitor closet and got some Clorox and the cleaning mixture that I knew contained Phosphoric Acid. Going outside into the parking lot, I put the pyrex bowl I'd brought on the asphalt, poured in some clorox, pried open the jump drives, and dropped them in. The mixture bubbled merrily. Better living through chemistry! I thought as I watched.
Once the Clorox bath was done, I poured out the Clorox and poured in some of the other cleaning solution. More happy bubbling, and the jump drives were pretty much dissolved. Still wearing latex gloves, I took the pieces of jump drive out and set fire to them.
As I finished, I realized I had company. Captain Croyle and Sergeant Rudistan were both watching. "If you didn't major in Chemistry," I called out, "then you missed out on all the fun! Captain, you can go back inside. Sergeant, I need to talk to you for a moment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got back home fairly late that evening. I had gone by the FBI rooms in the Federal Building and dropped off the passport information on JACKAL. I told Jack Muscone I got it from a C.I., and to not ask further. He mentioned something about ordering wood for a bonfire. Then he said that I would be his C.I. when he sent it up, to protect me. I was grateful to hear that.
"Daddy!" I heard as I entered the house. It was my son Jim, who was beginning to learn to talk and to get attention. He ran up to me and I picked him up and we went into the den. Bowser barked at me and Carole came up for a hug. Buddy just sat and watched from in front of the fireplace.
After supper, Laura said "It's getting to be someone's bedtimes."
"Awwww." Carole said. She was a curious one, and was not a fan of bedtime, like her father before her. I told her she could read me a book once she was ready to go to bed, and that got her going. And after baths, hugs, being read the "Santa's Reindeer" book for the fifth time, and tucking Carole and Bowser in their respective beds, I went back downstairs to find a large drink made for me, and my wife drinking her own gin and tonic.
"So," I said as I sat down beside Laura and took a swig of my 'Godfather', composed of Amaretto and Scotch, "how was Teresa's exam?"
"Well, the tests will be back next week." Laura said. I knew then something was not quite right.
"I infinitely prefer to hear those words preceded by something like 'It went great!'." I said. "Why am I not hearing that?"
Laura replied "Not much gets by you." Then she said "Teresa said she had been feeling pain during intercourse the last few weeks. Now we both know Todd is hung like a horse, but she's been dating him for what, a couple of years now, at least? and no complaints before. I asked for some extra tests on the bloodwork, but like I said, they won't be back until next week. It may be nothing, but I want to make sure."
"Uh huh." I said. "But you're worried." I thought about it, then said "You know, now I remember Cindy saying something about Teresa admitting to being in pain. And there was one day Teresa came in in the morning and she hadn't slept..."
"When the tests come back," Laura said, "I might schedule an MRI for Teresa. It's hard as hell to get the machine, so whenever I can get it, I need her ass at the Hospital pronto! And that's where you come in."
"Just call me and I'll get her ass up there." I said. "Even if I have to get Cindy to carry her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The storm came in overnight. In the early morning hours of Friday, December 23d, the snow began, heavy wet flakes that quickly began to pile up. As citizens awakened that morning, they were finding that accumulation had already started.
It went on relentlessly all day, and soon all the County was bathed in white under gray skies. Snowplows went to work, and the main roads remained in drivable condition. But we all knew that after nightfall, the temperatures would drop, and more snow would be on the way.
Part 4 - Remembering
Dawn, Saturday, December 24th. Christmas Eve.
As I slowly approached the grave site where Amy had been laid to rest, I saw Teresa at the foot of Amy's grave, sitting on her knees in Japanese style, seeming to be in deep contemplation. The gravestones were poking out of the white snow piled on the ground, the snowdrifts almost three feet high in some places.
Teresa finally became aware that someone else was there. She looked over her shoulder and saw me, waiting patiently. She half bowed as she said "Hello, Commander."
"Hello, Teresa." I said quietly, bowing back and then coming up to her. I put the bouquet of flowers I'd brought at the base of Amy's gravestone, then sat down on my knees next to Teresa. "My apologies for disturbing you."
"You're not." Teresa said, her voice eerie in the snowbound quiet of the morning, during a respite from the storm. "I'm glad you're here."
We sat silently for a few moments, then Teresa finally spoke. "Coming here... I know Amy didn't die on Christmas Eve... but it's like visiting Alexis's grave, too."
"I understand." I said. "What was... Alexis like?"
"She was..." Teresa started, then faltered, then sucked in her breath and said "She was always sweet to me, protecting me, helping me."
"What was she like as a person?" I asked. "Around town, among friends and all that?"
"She was always popular in school, had friends, in all the social clubs." Teresa said, searching for words, then finding them: "In some ways... well, she was like Todd, and I guess that makes me Ned..."
"You're no Ned." I said. "You are a much, much better person than that. But I understand what you're saying. But you had a good relationship with her in the time you had her with you. My relationship with my sister... not so much. Not so much."
"But you had a chance to make it better." Teresa said. "I never... got to say goodbye to her."
The tears began flowing from Teresa's eyes, and she finally spilled it: "Why? Why are all the people I love being taken away from me? Alexis... Amy..."
"Not all of them are gone." I said. "Cindy's still here for you. And you have me and your Police family."
"But... what if Cindy goes somewhere else?" Teresa blurted out. "What if something happens to you?..." She realized she'd said more than she should, but I let her off the hook.
"No one's going anywhere." I said. "And Todd is there for you, and he wants to be there for you even more. You just have to embrace the love for you, like Bowser and Buddy do. They don't question anything. They just live for the moment, and embrace the love given them."
Teresa nodded. "I guess I'm being selfish. I should count my blessings."
I said "You're not being selfish to mourn the family you've lost. But yes, you definitely should count your blessings. And I need to practice what I am preaching, and count my blessings. Right now, I feel like I need to go pet some dogs while I'm counting my blessings."
We got up, and then suddenly I felt Teresa wrap her arms around me. "Thank you, Don. Thank you for being there for me... more than anyone else has been, except Alexis." She held me tightly in her hug. I hugged her back.
"You're welcome." I said. "It's what we do in our family... and you are my family, too. Now let's get the hell out here before the storm starts up again, eh?" Teresa gasped a laugh and we headed back to Town...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Fire Department made sure to sweep the road leading up to The Cabin, ostensibly to make sure the Police Commander and a couple of his Captains could get to Town in an emergency. It's possible I just asked them to think of us while on the job, and of course they did.



It is good to be the Police Commander.
I delivered Teresa to The Cabin, where her mission for the day was to pet Buddy. And a successful mission it was. Buddy helped by letting Teresa pet him as long as she wanted to. Meanwhile, Ian and Ross were receiving a lot of love from their maternal grandmother.
Later that day, I transported my mom, Laura, Carole, Jim, and of course Bowser to the Cabin. Carole and Jim were very happy to see their brothers. Buddy was happy to see Bowser. A little bit later, Todd brought little Doug up, and it was a full-blown party.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, I went outside as Buddy and Bowser went to do their business. I had shoveled off the walkway, but not their trail, and their experience with the snow covering their trail had been one of not really knowing what to do. They got about ten feet along the trail and decided that was far enough...
I looked over the Town, which was glistening white in the reflected light off the clouds. I had brought my night-vision binoculars, and made a sweep of the area. No threats anywhere nearby, that I could tell. None near the Mountain Nest, I observed as I looked down at it.
So... why me? Why was this JACKAL person after me? He's just the hired gun, I thought, the real question is who is hiring him to come after me, and why?
"You need to get back inside." I heard a voice behind me say. It belonged to Cindy. "It's cold out here, and we're getting ready to put all the kids to bed." Two excellent dogs had already followed that advice, and had gone back inside when Cindy opened the door.
"Okay." I said. "So, how are things going with your mom?" I had observed that Cindy had a coat on, as I did I; ergo, she wanted to talk.
"Good." Cindy said. "I did bring up her possibly meeting my father, Dr. Eckhart, again. He's always said he'd be glad to see her again, if she was amenable to it."
"And is she?"
"I think so." Cindy said. "And if she moves down here, it'll be inevitable that it happens. I told her that."
"Cool beans." I said. "Is she moving past your father... I mean, her husband's death?"
"I think so." said Cindy. "And I don't expect her to start dating my dad or anything like that. It'll be awkward. I think the problem is going to be Molly."
"I think you're right." I said. "What gave it away for you?"
"Molly is... well, she's not opposed to it," Cindy replied, "but I think she's a bit uncomfortable with it. After all, she's the one on the outside looking in. And also, though she was very, very young, our mother left her with her father during her months with my father. Molly has realized that my mother almost abandoned her. I think that shakes her up if she lets herself remember it."
I nodded. "Good point."
"What about Teresa?" Cindy said. "She seems to be doing well."
 "She's trying." I said. "But I've resigned myself to the fact that she will never, ever, get over Christmas Eve being the night her sister died. And she will never, ever get over what her father said to her that night. That one burned her to her very soul."
"Guys, get back inside." ordered Laura from the doorway. We obeyed that order, and went inside.
"Okay, guys," Todd said, standing up after Cindy and I took our coats off, "I have an announcement to make." He went over to where Teresa was sitting, next to the Christmas tree. "I know that this is a hard day for Teresa, and I want to change that. We need better memories for her..."
With that, my handsome nephew dropped to one knee and opened the small box in his hand. "I want this night to be remembered for something better, for this. So... Teresa, will you marry me?"
The room just about erupted. Teresa's hands went to cover her mouth and nose. Cindy, Molly, their mom and my wife were just agog. Phyllis was smiling, but it was the smile of a woman who was seeing things unfold just a step or two behind her vision.
"Oh my... oh my gosh... I can't believe it..." Teresa said. Then she realized an answer was needed. "Yes! Yes, of course." she said. Todd grinned and slid the beautiful diamond engagement ring on Teresa's finger, the band being white gold instead of yellow gold. Then they hugged and kissed as everyone applauded.
"Okay, a toast to our newly engaged happy couple!" Laura said. She already had champagne glasses ready to go. Todd popped the cork on the champagne bottle that was being chilled in the ice bucket near the kitchen, and poured for everyone. We all toasted the happy couple, then some of us began drinking more of the champagne. Yes, I admit I was one of them, and I was going to get a bit toasted.
After getting the kids to bed, with only Carole and Doug being excited about what was to come overnight, we sat around and talked some more. Well, everyone else talked; I observed and deduced. Cindy's mom was looking happy at being with her family. My mom was also happy in the same way. Cindy was looking like she was beginning to relax, while Molly was looking a bit tense. Todd was talking with Teresa, making her laugh as they talked about her surprise at being given the ring... which Teresa had not expected until the next day.
And Teresa... there was no mistaking it. Even the proposal could not wipe out the years of pain this day had brought, and the memories of Alexis, and then of Amy just the year before. And I wondered if there would ever be a way for Teresa to expunge that pain, and be truly happy...
Part 5 - Decimation of Hope
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, December 27th. "Channel Two News has learned that the group 'Citizens for Police Accountability' has filed a lawsuit against the Town & County Police Department!"
Bettina went on: "The lawsuit was filed over the strong Police presence at the Bulldogs-Engineers game last month. Spokespersons Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex said in a statement that they were forced to file the lawsuit after the Town & County Public Safety Department refused to meet with them about Commander Donald Troy's excessive use of force."
"In other news," Bettina went on, "State Department of Justice Regional Director Harold Bennett announced that former Assistant District Attorney Jenna Stiles has been hired as a State Attorney for the Region. Ms. Stiles will be prosecuting cases on behalf of the State DOJ. Ms. Stiles said in a statement that she looks forward to representing the State's interests in cases involving the Town & County."
"Is that a good or bad thing?" asked Theo Washington, astutely picking up on the subtlety of Jenna's statement.
"I dunno." replied Captain Cindy Ross, Jenna's former fiancée.
"Sounds a little ominous." I said. "I can tell you this much: she will not be a friend of Krasney in Court. And one of the roles the State DOJ is trying to create for its State Attorneys is that of defending civil rights. If Jenna thinks Krasney is not giving enough support to minority or women's interests in his prosecutions, she can step in and prosecute those herself... and possibly go after Krasney for not doing so."
"You think Mr. Bennett will keep her in check?" asked Teddy Parker.
"I don't know." I replied. "With him, it depends on how the political winds are blowing."
Just then I was interrupted by Bettina's last news item: "And one of the County's, if not the State's most eligible bachelors is now off the market! BOW Enterprises has announced that their CEO, Mr. Todd Burke, is engaged to Police Captain Teresa Croyle of the TCPD. Our congratulations to the happy couple!"
There was applause in the room for Teresa, who was sitting there drinking coffee with the rest of us. The engagement ring on her finger suddenly became much more noticed. I eventually left as the coffee klatch became an exercise in diamond inspection among the women...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone scheduled a meeting with me for 11:00am at the Federal Building. That was smart of him, I thought: it'd take an hour at least to have our meeting, then we could go to the Cop Bar for delicious double cheeseburgers. That was an FBI plan I could live with.
Once I got there and we were seated in the plexiglass cube, Jack said "The original paperwork you signed on JACKAL covers all conversations about the subject, so you won't have to re-sign paperwork every time you come in." I nodded.
"What we've found out," said Muscone, "is that one of the U.S. passport numbers you gave us was used to gain entry into America about two months ago. October 27th, to be exact. Flight from Paris, France to New York City."
"Did y'all check to see if the other passport numbers were used after that one was?" I asked.
Jack looked over his notes and said "Yes. The computer ran the numbers and didn't stop if one hit came up, so all of them were checked. That was the only hit."
"Two months ago." I said. "Right about the time Laura's office was ransacked."
"Think there's a connection?" Jack said.
"As of now, not really. But beyond that... this just does not make sense!" I said in exasperation. "Why would he come over back then? I really would think he would wait until just before his move against me to come over here."
"Maybe he had other business first." Jack replied. "Or maybe he's been scouting you out." Both were logical points.
"True." I said, trying to think. "But it doesn't seem right."
"Don," Jack said, "I don't requisition firewood for very many people. Most criminals are stupid, and thank God they are!"
"Yes, but this JACKAL is not some dumbass like Dirty Lennie or Steven Ikea." I replied. "He's hired for ten million a pop, and there is a reason he's paid that sum when he demands it... because he's that good. No, this does not make any sense... the whole damn thing does not make sense..." I went into a reverie.
"Well, you won't be any less dead if he succeeds." Jack said.
"True." I said. "Have y'all found any financial information on him?"
"Not a scrap." said Muscone. "And we're not allowed to talk to your Mouseketeers about this one, either. But our own people are really good, and they haven't found anything. We figure he has Swiss bank accounts that are being shielded by their banking laws."
"He's got to have something on this side of the pond, maybe offshore, Cayman Islands, or something like that." I said. "For his American earnings."
"Nothing there, either." said Jack. "By the way, my boss and I did come up with one idea to explain why he's after you, so see how you like it: maybe Raymond Westboro had set up something in the event of his death, something that would trigger the JACKAL to come after whoever killed Westboro. And that being you, maybe now that's coming to fruition?"
"Any ten million dollar gaps in Westboro's finances?" I asked. "Especially after his death?"
"Not that we've found," replied Jack, "but Westboro really tangled up his financial dealings. Threads all over the place, knotted up like crazy... Who knows what may have happened and we plain missed it?"
"That's not the worst idea I've ever heard." I said. "My only objection right now is that it was not like Westboro to think for even a minute that he would lose, so he wouldn't set up a doomsday scenario like that... oh, wait..."
"What?" asked Muscone.
"Maybe not a Westboro post-doomsday scenario," I said, "but what if it's that kind of scenario for something or someone else?..."
"What do you mean?" Jack asked. "What scenario?"
"Mittens Baker." I replied. "Providence Springs, and Apple Grove."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a long day. Security was ramping up around the Civic Center as 'The Vision' staff and others began building the stage, putting in the audio/visual network, and setting up the tables and chairs for the big event the next day. Both Cindy and Teresa were at the Civic Center all day, planning their portions of the security details.
The Chief left at 4:00pm, telling me that he was going to a meeting with the Sheriff and other Public Safety Department Chief-level peeps, and saying he would not be back in the office today. He instructed me to take off and go home. I did so, knowing I could think about the problem of the JACKAL while petting Bowser and Buddy just as easily as I could here in the office.
"Well, hello son." my mother said as I came into the Mountain Nest. "You're home early, for you, that is."
"Yes, the Chief sent me home." I said. "How are the kids?"
"Good. They're napping." said my mom. "My, you look either tired or worried. What's on your mind?"
I sat down beside my mom on the sofa that faced the one against the wall. "I can't tell you everything, Mom, but there's some scoop that a high-level assassin might be after me." Without going into too much detail, I outlined the 'strangenesses' of the whole case.
"Well, son," said my mom, "it sounds like diversion to me, and you are not the real target."
"Yeah, I thought of that." I said. Just then Bowser bounded up, followed by Buddy. I began petting the dogs as I thought and talked. "But why bother with an expensive assassin?"
"To make you keep your head down." Phyllis said. "You're thinking about it now. That means your enemies are succeeding, though you're right to think about it."
"So the question is... who wants me distracted and keeping my head down?" I said. "I dunno, Mom... it still doesn't fit the data."
"So, what is your idea, then?" asked my mom. I realized she was playing the game with me she always had, putting something out there to make me think about it, and ultimately come up with my own answers.
"Well, nothing really fit... oh, wait a minute... one thing does..." I went into a reverie. When I finally came out of it, Buddy and Bowser were curled up on either side of me on the sofa, half-asleep.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was finishing up cooking dinner when Laura came in. Not realizing I was home, she had not set her face when she came in, and I had that split-second to read it before she saw me.
"Oh, you're home early." she said. "And dinner's just about ready! No wonder I married you."
I smiled and kissed her. "Yes, one of those rare days. So, what's bothering you? Teresa's tests?" Laura's eyebrows arched for a second, then she conceded.
"Yes." my wife said. "Her tests came back just a while ago. That's why I was running a little late."
"So don't keep me in suspense." I said.
"Let's have supper first." Laura said. That did not make me feel like eating, for sure.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Carole," I said, "green beans are for you, not for Bowser." My daughter looked up at me and arched her eyebrows the same way her mother did. "Now eat your beans, sweetie."
"If I do, can I read you a story at bedtime?" Carole said. Good grief, my daughter was becoming a Donald-Trump-level negotiator... but it was easy to concede this one, since I would be happy to let her read me a book anyway.
"Yes, if you clean your plate like I just did, you can read me a story." I said. Two plates were devoid of food at the end of suppertime, and Jim and his grandmother had eaten a good portion of theirs. By way of contrast, Laura had set a poor example for Carole; she had barely eaten anything. And the fear in my soul crept up even more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As my mom got the kids ready for bed, Laura sat down beside me in the den. "Here are Teresa's test results." she said. I opened the folder and immediately saw it.
Laura went on as I read the results: "I can't get the MRI until Thursday at 11:00am, but I reserved it, so have her at the Hospital an hour before then."
I nodded. "Do you want me to tell her, and before then?"
"No." Laura said. "I want to run the MRI first. And while it will be good to have you there, I need to be the one to tell her."
I just nodded. I called Buddy and Bowser, who immediately ran to the back door. We went out to the backyard. As they went to do their business, I sat on the patio seat.
I thought about all Teresa had gone through, and how she was just breaking out and going forward, and was just becoming happy in her life. And she was kicking butt in her new position with the TCPD. Everything I hoped for her was just in front of her grasp... and now this...
I realized that tears were flowing from my eyes. I was crying, and I just let myself cry some more. This just was not fair, it just was not right. So close... and now we were going to have to tell Teresa that she had all the signs... of having ovarian cancer.
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Day of the Jackal
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of the Civic Center at 7:00am, Wednesday, December 28th. "Registration for Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's 'Envision Your Life' seminar is well underway! People are already beginning to show up, even though the seminar does not begin until 9:00am. Over 1500 people are expected, and they may allow an overflow to come in!"
"Where's Commander Troy?" asked Captain Cindy Ross as she came into MCD, wearing civilian clothes.
"Uh..." Detective Joanne Warner started, then said "If he's not in his office, maybe he's at the Civic Center?"
"He said he was going to stay out of the way of that." said Cindy. "Captain Croyle and Sergeant Irwin have it handled very well."
"Ma'am," asked Joanne, "is Sergeant Irwin going to be promoted to Lieutenant?"
Cindy smiled, then looked around the room at the MCD Detectives. "Keep this under your hats, people. Irwin is being considered for Lieutenant and would be the 1st Precinct Deputy Leader behind the Precinct Captain. We're also looking at candidates for the 2nd Precinct, and Sergeant Carswell has the lead on that. But nothing is final, so don't say anything."
Yeah, right. And that is how 'scuttlebutt' gets transmitted through a Police Force. And one Police Commander always strives to stay in tune with the feedback from that scuttlebutt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My assistant Helena had not yet arrived, so Cindy knocked on the door and opened it. Seeing me sitting alone in my Command Chair, looking out the window, she said "Can I come in?"
"Oh!... Yes, come on in." I said, coming out of my thoughts.
"Wow, you look like you had a bad night." Cindy correctly observed. "One of your kids get sick?"
"Something like that." I said cryptically. "So! What's going on?"
Cindy immediately noticed that I was trying to steer the conversation into new channels, but she let it go and said "I'll be leaving in a few minutes to go down and ride with my father right back here into Town."
"You look nice, today, but what are you doing for armor?" I asked. Cindy was wearing civilian clothes, a dark blue jacket and skirt, light blue sweater, and sensible dark blue shoes. And I noticed that she was wearing her 'Fourth Rune' around her neck.
"This jacket has a very thin lining of kevlar, and I'll have a heavier jacket with a lining for the Civic Center hall, which they'll keep at like 58º Fahrenheit during the seminar. My father has two bodyguards who will have heavy armor on, so I'll let them step between us and any flying bullets."
"Good." I said.
Cindy got out her bug-killer and turned it on. "So, you think this JACKAL is after my father?" My eyes must've registered my shock, as Cindy failed to hide a grin. "The FBI guys briefed me, too."
"Nice of them to tell me, so we could discuss it." I said sarcastically, and with considerable asperity. "But yes, your father might be a target meriting the talents of an assassin like this guy."
Cindy asked "What are you going to be doing for the seminar, if anything?"
"I'll be minding the store here at Headquarters for most of the day." I said. "I'll probably drop by the seminar this evening. Your father was kind enough to send me an 'All Access' badge."
"You already have one of those. It says 'Commander' on it." Cindy said, referring to my badge. I smiled at the joke.
"Well, I might show up in civilian clothes, have some armor on, and my armor-lined trenchcoat. I guess I better go home and get my own Fourth Rune before I show up, though." I said, making Cindy smile, perhaps remembering that life-changing night at 'The Vision' when we'd received those runes.
"Okay, you can head on out any time you like." I said. "It's been really quiet the past couple of days... the duty logs are boring as hell."
"Just the way we like them." Cindy said. As she turned to go, she said "By the way, it's leaking out about Sergeants Irwin and Carswell being up for Lieutenant."
"What's the response been like?"
"Too early to tell." Cindy replied. With that, she left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Looking out from the window of Room 201 of the Sunrise Hotel, he examined the cloud cover and the slush of the black streets and now-dirty white snow. Overcast. Good. People will keep their heads down and not look at other people, including me, he thought to himself.
"Get up, Rusty." he said to the other man, who was still asleep. "It's time. We've got work to do." The young man got out of bed and staggered towards the bathroom.
He checked his equipment. All was good. He took his cellphone out of its protective sleeve, powered it up, and checked his emails. Nothing of significance. Returning the powered-down cellphone to its shielded sleeve, he packed what few things he had into the small suitcase, which sat next to the black plastic box that looked like it was carrying a set of tools. And in a way... it was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After breakfast at the University Avenue Diner, he and 'Rusty' drove into Town. There was overflow parking at The Fairgrounds for all the vehicles that needed parking; he parked there and walked with 'Rusty' to the Civic Center. As he passed by the front of Police Headquarters, he peered at it... so that is the home of the Iron Crowbar, he thought to himself...
The lines at the Civic Center were very long, but he finally made it to the table and gave the false name under which he registered. A pretty young girl wearing a blue 'Vision' collared golf shirt and black pants, smiled brightly as she checked him in. All of the young people were handling the large numbers of people with cheerful smiles, which immediately lightened the mood of many of the visitors, who were at best wary of what this seminar was all about.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back behind the stage, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart was sitting in his raised chair, which looked like a stool a movie star would sit in. He was talking to Adam, his main assistant at these seminars. Adam was short, with black hair, and in good shape; he'd served Dr. Eckhart loyally for nearly ten years now, since coming to The Vision as a teenager hopelessly addicted to drugs. Now he was clean, and had a bright, hope-filled future ahead of him.
"Everything is going very well, Father." Captain Cindy Ross said. She was standing next to her father, watching everything, her eyes everywhere, just absorbing every bit of this. Then Dennis Cole, his assistant trainer for this seminar, came in.
"Everything's going well, Harvey." said Dennis. "It's going to be a big one."
"We can only hope." said Eckhart, somewhat cryptically. "Cindy, if you'll excuse me, I have some things to discuss with young Dennis. I'll see you again shortly."
"I'll go check on security." Cindy said, then walked away from the area. She found Teresa nearby, peeking into the large main room from behind the velvet curtains that had been set up to frame the stage. On either side of the stage were huge video screens that would show the trainer on the stage, or show video clips when needed.
With Teresa were Tommy and Candy, the Vision acolytes that had been involved in the 'Murdered Football Player' case. They greeted Cindy enthusiastically, and she greeted them back.
Teresa was wearing all black, Cindy noted, and Teresa had on what looked like a vest over her shirt, but was really an armored vest. Cindy also knew that Teresa had heavier armor around here somewhere, which she could put on quickly at the first sign of trouble.
"All those people..." Teresa said. "They don't look all that happy, do they?"
Tommy smiled and said "Just wait until the end of the seminar, ma'am. All of those people will be much happier, and crying that the seminar is over."
"It'll be fun to see the energy growing over the three days." said Cindy.
"Oh, that reminds me." said Teresa. She went to stand by Cindy and said quietly "Dr. Fredricson wants me at the Hospital tomorrow morning for an MRI. Her husband has told me he expects me to make the appointment, and to be early for it."
"You should follow her husband's instructions, fer sure." Cindy said. "Don't worry, we've got plenty of security here. You're well covered." Cindy did not say it out loud, but she was filled with a sense of foreboding. An MRI? For what?
And then she remembered how Don looked earlier in the morning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not a sign of him." said Jack Muscone as we met in the Federal Building's FBI offices. "We've got teams of people in Washington poring over data, seeing if any murders in the last few weeks could've been done by JACKAL. There's just... nothing."
"And there likely won't be." I said. "Until he strikes. Meanwhile, I understand the Japanese Government has the equivalent of an international APB out on him. He tried to kill our friend Takaki Misaki a few years ago, while Misaki was running the Japanese Secret Service. One of JACKAL's few failures, but he got away, to Takaki's great anger... and shame."
"Yes, that's true." said Muscone. "But at least 20 countries want him, including all the big nations in Europe, as well as Russia. We got some word that Sergei Molotov tried to hire JACKAL to kill Mr. Putin, but JACKAL wisely turned that one down."
"And speaking of Sergei Molotov," Jack continued, "the CIA has gotten word that he's been spotted in Eastern Europe. My boss said he's not sure what's going on, but the CIA is acting like a stirred-up hornet's nest over him. Stolen nuclear weapons, perhaps." He then observed my face. "What?"
"No, not stolen nukes." I said. "All of that is kubbuke theatre. The CIA has been expecting those developments for some time. And I might add that there are no coincidences in the Universe... it's tied to JACKAL."
"Okay, so what do you know about it?" asked Jack.
"Let me answer by asking you a question, Jack... how did you FBI guys learn about JACKAL?"
Jack's eyes widened. "I... I'm not all that sure. My boss gave me the info, and told me to brief you."
"And he's not here to brief me himself, because he knows damn well I'll ask him the same question I just asked you." I replied. "But that doesn't matter, because... I know I am JACKAL's target, and I know why JACKAL is trying to kill me."
"So tell your buddy who buys you double cheeseburgers." quipped Muscone.
"Let me give you this clue." I said. "Follow the money. As I asked before, who would pay ten million dollars or more to have me killed? Who has the means to spend that kind of money in the first place? And who would be the only entity able to mask that money being moved around?"
As it hit him, Jack's face showed that he was beginning to understand...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He sat in the back of the audience, taking in the full scene. The sales tables were at the back of the room. Behind them were steps leading to the audio/visual room, which had a large pane of glass. And on the back wall, near the high ceiling at intervals, were openings where lights or cameras could be placed. One of those perches would be absolutely perfect, he though.
The seminar had begun with Dennis Cole getting the crowd warmed up. The killer had had to endure standing up and clapping rhythmically with everyone else to the tune of "Brand New Day", then a video clip with pulse-pounding music, that featured P. Harvey Eckhart. Then the man himself came onto the stage, spry, full of energy. He hugged Dennis, then began the seminar.
Now he heard Eckhart say "There are no coincidences in the Universe! You are here for a reason! And you could one day change lives just by having been here!"
No doubt about that, he thought wickedly to himself. No doubt about that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Rusty," he said during one of the fifteen-minute breaks, "we need to find out how to enter the rooms up there where those lights are."
Rusty pulled out a few sheets of paper from inside his sportscoat. They were floor plan drawings of the Civic Center. "We have to get to the third floor. There's not much up there, but several doors lead into those closet-like rooms."
"Let's see how we can get up there." He went up the stairs, then found some stairs to the third floor, but at the top of the stairs were a couple of TCPD Officers, Patrolmen Hicks and Johnson.
"I'm sorry, sir, but you cannot come up to this floor." said Patrolman Hicks.
"Ah, I was just looking for a less crowded restroom." he said.
"I don't think there are any restrooms up here, sir." said Johnson. The man nodded in acknowledgement and went back downstairs. As the seminar started up again, he and 'Rusty' pored over the schematics...
Part 7- Puzzle Pieces
It was about 2:00pm and I was in my office at a quieter-than-usual Police Headquarters when Helena buzzed me and said the Mouseketeers wanted to talk to me. I told her to let them in, and Mary Mahoney Milton came in, her hair bright pink, followed by her husband Myron Milton. Detective David Krueger, 'The Guru', brought up the rear.
As they were seated, Mary said "Oh, you have personal whiteboards." Indeed, on the wall on the right, to my desk's left, there was hanging what looked like two wooden panel doors. When unlocked and opened, they revealed the whiteboards inside. I was using them for the first time since attempting to solve Henry Wargrave and The Four.
I closed the whiteboards and said "Yes, despite rumors to the contrary, I actually use them from time to time. So, whaddya got?"
Krueger started. "We've got a lot more information on this group 'Citizens For Police Accountability', as well as Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex. They're being funded and supported by George Schwartz."
"I think we knew that already, didn't we?"
"Yes sir," said Krueger, "but the new information is that Schwartz is funding a lot of so-called 'student groups' like these all over the country. And right now he is pouring money into CFPA and into the pockets of Swenson and Eidex, and they're distributing it to others, as well. Those are cash transactions, so we're having trouble with the money trail, but if we can get some more names for these groups, we can see if they suddenly have bigger bank accounts."
"Hmmm," I said, "distributing money. They're paying people to recruit others, so that when the right time comes, a 'spontaneous' riot can break out. And of course they'll make sure Media cameras are well placed to cover the 'spontaneous' event before it starts."
Mary was giggling. "You're right, sir. That is how they do."
"I'll go you one further." I said. "Those who were here at the time should thank God that the PCGW did not have this kind of funding when they came up against Crown Chemicals. They'd have gotten a lot more people protesting, not knowing what they were protesting, and a lot more people would've died without knowing what they were dying for."
"Sir," asked David Krueger, "if you'd been here then, what would you have done?"
"I don't know." I said. "I do know that I would've been totally on Crown Chemical's side, and would've said they did the right thing in the aftermath of it all."
"If that happened today, sir," asked David, "do you think Crown would have gotten away with what they did?"
"Again, I don't know." I said, noting the form of Krueger's question. "The Media is even more rabid now than they were then. And who knows what the US DOJ would do today."
"We may find out, sir." said Myron. "If Schwartz is funding these people to riot, and knowing you don't play around sir..."
"If you're here to do anything about it." said Krueger. I peered at his very out-of-the-blue comment.
"Sir," Mary said in explanation, "we know about JACKAL... and about Sergei Molotov."
My eyes widened in shock. I put my finger over my mouth in a 'hush' sign, then got out my bug-killer and activated it. "How in the hell do you know about all that?" I asked. My voice was not friendly in asking the question.
"Agent Muscone of the FBI asked us to help look into JACKAL." said Myron. "David agreed to help. Of course I refused. As to Sergei Molotov... my father has kept an eye on him, and has asked me to do the same, since the day you beat him down with your crowbar and earned your nickname, sir."
"Did you give the FBI information on JACKAL?" I asked.
"No sir." said Krueger. "There's nothing to give them. We didn't come up with anything, at least not yet."
"What about Molotov?" I asked. "That is far more important to me than JACKAL."
Myron nodded. "Yes sir. This is from my father." He took a jump drive out of his pocket and handed it to me.
Part 8 - The Attempt
After the dinnertime break, the seminar reconvened for the final lessons and processes. The energy in the room was already considerably stronger than when the seminar began that morning.
During the dinner break, a youngish-looking Uniformed Officer came in with one of the seminar attendees. Officer 'Rusty' was carrying what looked like a plastic black toolbox case. He and the attendee went around the far side of the building, towards what were conference rooms and offices. The Uniformed Officers on duty saw the pair, but seeing that one of them was a Police Officer, did not stop them.
They got to a service elevator in the back area of the building and rode up to the third floor. Getting off, they walked down the long hallway towards the stairs one of them had tried to ascend earlier. The Officers that had been guarding those stairs were now on the second floor at the base of the staircase; they were watching the second floor, as it was now being made off limits to the seminar attendees.
Moving quickly, the man took the tool case from the Officer, who went back to the service elevator and would later appear to be manning a station with other Officers. A master key expertly applied to the door allowed the man entrance to the small closet of a room. A large light was sitting at the opening at the other end. The man looked out, and was happy to have an overwatch of the auditorium.
He took his tool case and opened it, and began assembling the high-powered rifle that was inside. Once it was put together, he put a small cartridge-looking device into the breach, which fired a laser beam through the barrel. He checked to make sure his scope was properly aligned with the barrel. In the movies, those assembled rifles really aren't worth shit because the alignment gets out, he thought to himself. In reality, we make sure not to make those stupid movie mistakes.
He was ready. He heard the music turn up and play loudly, which was the signal for calling everyone back in.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was wearing a black pullover sweater and black pants... 'ninja suit', Cindy would say. My badge was affixed to my belt, and my gun was in its shoulder harness, hidden by my trenchcoat. I had on the 'girdle', more light armor under my ninja shirt, and yet more sewn into the trenchcoat. My 'Fourth Rune' was around my neck and highlighted against the black of my shirt.
I chose to enter by the service entrance near the back garage, where my Police SUV was parked. Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick and Sergeant Rudistan were guarding this back entrance, and I chatted with them for a moment as I went by. As Dennis Cole's voice boomed out, warming up the crowd for the final phase of Day 1 of the seminar, I made my way to a door in the hallway that said "A/V". It was the back entrance to the audio-visual room behind the back tables.



There were two men inside. One was young, dressed in the red shirt and black pants of 'The Vision'. The other was a taller, older man, graying hair, and spectacles. He was wearing all black like me, but was wearing tennis shoes and a light jacket.
I showed them my badge as I came in, though the Vision acolyte knew me. I whispered that I was just checking on things and would watch from here without disturbing them. They nodded.
My clear earpiece was plugged into my Police radio, and I heard occasional chatter. Everything seemed to be secure and moving along. Everything was going according to plan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The last part of the evening was the "one-hundred-dollar-bill exercise". Every attendee had been told to bring in a $100 bill, and now they were being told they were going to burn them.
As they stood and formed a snake line amongst the rows of chairs, they chanted "I rule money. Money does not rule me. I rule money. Money does not rule me." Vision acolytes were at the stage; left, right, and center. One acolyte held a lighted candle, while another stood by with a cigarette lighter in case the candle went out. In front of each couple was a trash can with water in it for the attendees to throw their $100 bills into after they were lit and consumed by fire.
Tommy and Candy were the acolytes at the right side of the room. Candy was holding her candle and Tommy standing next to her, both looking like the happy Vision acolytes that they were. Teresa was behind the curtain at a point where it parted, peering through the thin slit at the audience...
Cindy was nervous. Dr. Eckhart was going around, positioning the acolytes, and very unprotected at the moment. He'd been pretty unprotected all day on the stage, though Dennis Cole had led some of the training. She was watching everywhere, looking up at the ports near the ceiling where lights and cameras were. She didn't see anything...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He got ready. Making sure he did not appear in front of the large light, and therefore be visible to those on stage, he aimed his rifle. A laser sight on the scope would be turned on at the last second. He targeted his prey in the crosshairs of the scope.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Vision acolyte had said he needed to go help with the hundred-dollar-bill exercise, leaving me with the older man.
"You're not with the Vision?" I whispered quietly.
"Oh no." the man said. "Our A/V company is contracted by The Vision. Our other guy is off for the night; I'm doing this last segment."
"How long have you been working with the company?" I asked.
"A couple of months with this company." he said. I just nodded and looked out the pane of glass at what was going on in the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I rule money. Money does not rule me. I rule money. Money does not rule me..."
As the inexorable chant went on, Dr. Eckhart came over to Tommy and Candy. He looked up and adjusted the water-filled trash can, looking up at the ceiling as if to check on the sprinklers overhead.
Watching from behind the curtain, Teresa Croyle saw the merest flash of movement in the porthole window to her upper left, actually the right side of the back wall. As Eckhart moved away from Tommy and Candy, Teresa saw the red dot of a laser. It all went through her mind before she even realized it, and she was already in motion.
"GUN!" she screamed as she flew out from behind the curtain, rushing up towards Tommy and Candy.
*POW!*
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Officer down! Officer down!" came the call on the radio. "All units, secure the building! Search the third floor! Medics to the stage! Medics to the stage!" The voice was of Captain Cindy Ross.
She had barely heard the sound, but she saw Teresa flying and tackling Tommy and Candy. She also gasped in horror as she saw something else; flashes of red on Teresa's hip... first of a laser beam, then of blood!
Acolytes and security had already tackled Eckhart to protect him. As people in the audience screamed upon recognizing what was happening, the group of people moved like a ball of ants, protecting Eckhart as they took him behind the curtains and backstage.
"I'm hit!" gasped Teresa, who was lying on her belly on the floor. Seeing that her father was safe, Cindy ran to help her fellow Officer. Tommy and Candy were evacuated by Security and fellow acolytes.
The bullet had struck Teresa in her side, in her hip just forward of her ass. Officers rushed to her aid as Cindy got on the radio and made the call.
A couple of Medics from the University's ambulance service had rushed up, as had Fire Marshal Zoe Singer. After the first triage examination, Teresa was quickly lifted onto a gurney and transported out of the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Patrolmen Hicks and Johnson rushed up to the third floor upon the first alarm. Using their training, they carefully opened the door to the little closet.
*BANG!*
They had not put themselves in the door, so the bullet passed harmlessly through the air. Then Johnson, using the wall as shielding, pointed his gun inside. "Drop it!" he shouted.
Not having time to chamber another round, it was over for the shooter. He was swiftly captured, handcuffed, and made to move out of the room and down the hallway. Other Officers quickly surrounded him, and he would soon find himself in a TCPD Cruiser and on the way to Police Headquarters...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Many people had chosen to flee in panic. I had told Teresa long before, and she had relayed it to the Officers, that if something like this happened... to just open the doors and let them run, and not to create a choke point where people could be trampled. The Officers also had to watch for someone in that crowd that might be suspicious. I don't ask much of my Officers...
As the Police were securing the doors after the first wave of people had passed, and beginning to control the crowds that remained, Corporal Kirkpatrick and Sr. Patrolman Morton approached a youngish Officer.
"Let me see your ID, Patrolman!" said Kirkpatrick. The young man bolted, trying to run, but was quickly subdued before he could draw his gun. He was handcuffed, and provided transportation to Town & County Police Headquarters.
Part 9 - A Shocking Revelation
"Fingerprints have no match in either the local or FBI databases." I was informed as I looked into Interrogation-1 from the crowded anteroom. "No ID on him, either. We're running a facial recognition pattern." It was David Krueger telling me that.
"Good." I said. "Let me know of any results. I've called the FBI, and they should be here soon."
The man did not look very good; it is possible that he endured a few punches to the face and body as he was taken to the Police cruiser, then through booking. The TCPD was not taking well to one of their Captains being wounded by him.
"How's Captain Croyle, sir?" asked Sergeant Charles of the SWAT Team. The room got very quiet.
"I haven't had a chance to check." I said. "Last I heard, her wounds were considered non-life-threatening, but she's been taken into surgery." The room remained very quiet.
"Okay, clear this frickin' room." I ordered. "No one but any lawyer he asks for is to go in there. Do I make myself clear?"
"YES SIR!" came a chorus that extended into the hallway. I whispered to Sergeant Charles to make sure no one went in and tried to harm the man, who was handcuffed to the ring on the table. Then I went to the I-2 anteroom window.
The fake Officer was sitting in Interrogation-2, likewise handcuffed to the table. I peered inside.
"Fingerprints on him did come up." said Krueger. "His name is Ronald Rand, goes by 'Ronnie'. American, originally from the Boston area. Last known address is Nashville, Tennessee. You remember Ben Ellman, from the 'Point Hollow' case with those kidnapped students?"
"Yes." I said.
"We think Ellman may have stayed at Rand's home." said Krueger. "That would make Rand a possible Superior Bloodlines member."
"See if you can get something legally defensible on that connection." I said. "And that's good work, Krueger. Very good work."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy practically flew into the office behind me as I stepped inside it. "THERE you are!" she all but shouted. "Where were you? We called on the radio."
"I heard you." I replied. "I had to take care of a couple of things, not the least of which was to call my wife and tell her to go to the Hospital. She might have to be part of the surgical team."
"Why?... oh, Teresa was shot in the area of her... reproductive system." Cindy said.
"That's some of it." I said. "How's your father?"
"He's fine. Completely unhurt, worried about Teresa. He wants to go to the Hospital, but his people are insisting he go home to The Vision."
"Contact them and tell them he can safely go to the Hospital." I said. "Where are Tommy and Candy?"
"They're also being protected." said Cindy. "They were the true targets, weren't they?"
"Yes, they sure were." I said. "The shooter was aiming to kill them, not Dr. Eckhart."
"But..." Cindy said, "... ten million dollars to kill them?"
"I'll explain it all after the FBI people get here, and I wish they'd hurry their asses up!" I said, exasperation in my voice. "I want to get to the Hospital, and I'm sure you do, too."
"Calm yourself, young man." said the Deputy Director of the FBI as he came into my office. "I know you're worried about Captain Croyle, and I got here as fast as I could. And of course, I'm here to take JACKAL off your hands before too much information about him leaks out."
Jack Muscone had followed his boss into my office. I noticed none of his team had come; they must be getting kept out of the loop, I realized.
"I have news for you, sir." I said. "That man is not JACKAL!"
"What?!" gasped the DepDirector. "Who... then who the hell is he?"
"Hired gun, but not JACKAL himself." I said. "Here, have a seat, all of you." The FBI Agents sat down in the hot chairs, looking totally stunned. Cindy sat on the sofa behind them, looking totally inquisitive. I sat down in my comfortable Command Chair, looking totally worried about Captain Croyle.
"What happened, sir," I said, "is that this man and his assistant Rand were hired as part of an overall plan. You may or may not remember the case of the Murdered Football Player, where Jefferson Davis Jackson was killed."
"I remember something about that." said the DepDirector. "You basically showed those kids had been hypnotized, and made it impossible for a jury to convict them."
"Yes." I said. "Well, Jackson's parents, Doug and Roberta Jackson, are from Springer, which I'm sure you remember is near Apple Grove and Providence Springs. They are also very much a part of white supremacy actions, and I believe we might can get Rand to admit to their involvement in order to save his own skin. The other man, who is known in the Underworld as 'Raoul', was hired to kill them."
"Don," said Jack Muscone, "you told me that JACKAL was after you. So are you still in danger?"
I grinned. "No." I said. "Mr. JACKAL has met his match in Team Troy. I took him into custody tonight, and took the liberty of handing him over to some people that wanted to... talk to him. You might remember that JACKAL tried to assassinate Takaki Misaki, and while he failed, Misaki-sama missed capturing JACKAL. Misaki-sama felt great shame at that failure."
"Yes, but that wasn't a big deal, nobody could capture JACKAL." said the DepDirector.
"You're such a 'nobody', Commander." Cindy quipped. I smiled back at her.
"All I will say for the moment," I said, "is that Misaki-sama's shame has ended tonight. And hopefully he will be able to obtain some very important information for me. If they leave him alive, I'll have them turn JACKAL over to the FBI, but I can't make any promises, and I will say nothing further about any of it."
Part 10 - Day of the Iron Crowbar
What had happened? When the shot was fired, one would expect Your Iron Crowbar to look out the pane of glass or go for the door to see what was happening. But Your Iron Crowbar knew the door was locked. And as the shot was fired and the screaming in the auditorium started, I saw the A/V man pull out a large knife, meant for my insides.
Yes, the A/V man was JACKAL. But I had anticipated him, and I beat him to the punch. I pressed my TASER into his chest, and 50,000 volts coursed through him, rendering him helpless. I quickly affixed handcuffs to him behind his back, put tape over his mouth, bagged the knife as evidence, then opened the back door of the A/V room. Corporal Kirkpatrick and Sergeant Rudistan were waiting. Yes, the 'Blood Order' was at work this night.
They helped me get JACKAL through the crowds and around the side to the back exit, whereupon JACKAL was thrown into the back of my Police SUV. Kirkpatrick went to arrest Rand, whom I'd spotted, and Rudistan and I drove to the Fairgrounds. There was some space at the far end on the north side, near Town Fitness Centers, for a helicopter to park. It revved up as we drove up.
Takaki Misaki and I bowed to each other, and I formally offered him a gift: the man known as JACKAL. In return, he promised me information, and also help for when I would desperately need it in the future. And that desperate time was coming all too soon...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back to the present: I told my Officers to put the two prisoners in isolation cells, with three layers of security protecting them. That was code for an arrangement of Officers, requiring three checkpoints to get through. The prisoners would be arraigned in the morning. The FBI was not happy about that, but stopped protesting when I said I had to go to the Hospital and check on my wounded Captain of Operations.
Cindy was practically hopping up and down in impatience, so we got into my Police SUV, with Jack Muscone and the DepDirector in the backseat. We let the DepDirector off at the Federal Building, then headed to the Hospital.
In the waiting room was Sergeant Irwin, Sergeant Charles, Sergeant Hewitt, my mother Phyllis, Todd Burke... and Chief Griswold. Of course he was there.
"Cindy's mom is keeping the kids at the Cabin." my mother said quietly. "Laura went into surgery with Dr. Morgan. I don't know why she was needed."
"I do." I said forlornly. Cindy picked up on it.
"Spill it, Crowbar 1." she said.
"Not just yet." I said. "In due time." As I spoke, I happened to look down the hallway. There was a bench near the Nurse's Station, and upon that bench sat two men: P. Harvey Eckhart, and Dr. Leonard Cordell (Admiral, USN-Ret.) . I had Cindy come with me to greet them.
"Ah, young Donald." said Eckhart. He got up and gave me a warm hug. "I understand those despicable men were captured, and that you were instrumental in capturing them."
"My Officers did excellent work. Teresa did more than that." I said. "Hello, Admiral." I said to Dr. Cordell.
"Hello, Commander." said Cordell, shaking my hand. "How is she?"
"I don't know." I said. "I'll go find out."
"I'll stay here with my friend Leonard." said Eckhart, who could make a friend out of anyone in five minutes... except my mother. It was easy to understand why he was not in the waiting room. Cindy stayed with her father as I went to get a status report on Teresa.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Dr. Morgan, "no further bleeding. The bullet slid off the hip bone and right into her uterus. Dr. Fredricson, how significant is the damage?"
"Fairly bad." said Dr. Fredricson. "But we're going to go ahead and remove her womb, and her ovaries as well. We'll need to do biopsies on the ovaries." She explained by telling of her earlier tests on Teresa.
Laura went to work, with Dr. Morgan assisting closely. Laura had performed these surgeries often... but never on a patient who had been shot in the reproductive organs. That kind of trauma was Dr. Morgan's specialty. It would take both of them to make sure Teresa came out of this alive and well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The one thing one does not want to see is a doctor coming out of surgery walking slowly, or not walking at all. So when the surgical team came out and Dr. Morgan was walking fairly briskly, I felt somewhat better. Then Laura came out... walking slowly.
"She's going to be fine, everyone." said Dr. Morgan in the waiting room. "Fortunately none of her pelvic bones were broken, and we think we've got all the bleeding. We'll continue to monitor her, of course, and it will be some days before she can move about." There was great relief in the room, especially upon the face of Todd Burke.
Meanwhile I went up to Laura, who was still down the hallway. She said "I took out her womb and ovaries. Her womb was all but shredded by the bullet, and it's likely she never would've been able to have a child. And her ovaries..." Laura paused, then rushed into it: "They'll run tests, but I could tell on sight that we got them out just in time. The bullet's damage sent tissue all over the place, which doesn't help our cause, but------" She stopped as Cindy came up behind me.
"Come on, guys, what the hell is going on?" Cindy asked. I nodded to Laura and whispered "I've got this."
Turning, I said "Walk with me, Cindy." I put my arm around Cindy's shoulders and led her down the hall. Finding an empty room, we went in.
"Before all this happened," I said, "Teresa came in for her exam to see about becoming a mother. Yesterday the tests came back. Teresa had ovarian cancer..."
"What?!" Cindy said. Her hands went to her face as tears sprang into her eyes.
"That's why Laura was in the surgery tonight." I continued. "Teresa probably would've lost her womb anyway, but Laura took out her ovaries, too. From what little I know about doctoring, Teresa will probably have to have at least one round of chemo to make sure the cancer doesn't spread..."
That was all that needed to be said. Cindy collapsed into me, sobbing. I held her for as long as it took for her to let it all out. And that took some time...
Part 11 - Purple and Playoffs
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead MILF from in front of the Civic Center at 7:00am, Thursday, December 29th. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the attempt to assassinate Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart during his seminar last night!"
"Police Captain Teresa Croyle was wounded as she rushed to defend Dr. Eckhart." continued Bettina. "She is out of surgery and doctors say she is doing well. Her fiancé Todd Burke is with her now."
"The Police captured the gunman, and also another man who was acting as a lookout. Commander Donald Troy complimented his Officers, saying their quick actions led to the swift arrests before the perps could get away. He also said that Captain Croyle's bravery prevented anyone else from being wounded or worse."
"Dr. Eckhart also put out a statement expressing his appreciation for the TCPD's actions, and his wishes for Captain Croyle's speedy recovery." said Bettina. "He also said that the seminar would be postponed, but he promised to schedule another one within the next couple of months."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The helicopter landed at 10:00am at the now-empty Fairgrounds, and Cindy and I climbed aboard. We did not want to leave Teresa, but Dr. Morgan said he was going to keep her sedated for the day to let her get some rest.
We were flown by chopper to the City, by the same route that we took the night we went after Henry R. Wargrave. In the front seats were the pilot and FBI Special Agent Martin Nash, who had us tell him how Teresa was doing.



We flew straight north over the City towards City International Airport. The runways were east-west, so by coming north-south over the middle, we didn't cross any plane paths in the air. But we also didn't reach the runways; we landed to the west of the main terminal buildings, and got into a black car that had US Government tags. We were driven to a small building set apart from most of the other airport buildings. The building looked like a maintenance shed. It was ringed with heavily armed FBI Agents.
Going inside, we found that this small building had comfortable offices. We were led back along a hallway to the conference room, which took up a third of the building. Inside the room were the Deputy Director of the FBI... and Takaki Misaki.
Misaki-sama and I exchanged bows and formal greetings, then I presented Cindy, who bowed to him and had her bow returned. The formalities done with no loss of honor, we sat down around the conference table. I need not mention that paperwork had to be done.
"First of all, Donald-san," said Misaki, "I wish to present you with a gift in exchange for your help in restoring my honor in the capture of JACKAL." With that, his daughter Mariko, who was Todd's assistant at BOW Enterprises, bowed as she placed a small box in front of me. I opened it to find a simple white porcelain tea cup wrapped in sheaths of silk.
"This is the cup you used at our tea ceremony after your helicopter crash." said Misaki. "It is a small gift, but I am sure you will treasure the memories of defeating the Consultant of Crime when you hold it and use it."
"I... I am greatly honored, Misaki-sama." I said. "Arigato!"
"We can't allow Mr. Takaki to remain here for too long." said the DepDirector. "So please excuse my bad manners in coming to the point."
"I understand." said Misaki. "Mr. JACKAL is still alive, and we will be returning him to the FBI's custody. Unfortunately, his lower spine was severely damaged, and he will not be walking to kill anyone ever again." Cindy winced at that news. My face remained passive. We then listened to Misaki's report.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So," said Cindy when we got back home, "JACKAL was after you, and these other two guys were hired by him to kill Tommy and Candy for the white supremacists. As a diversion?"
We were in my office. Needless to say the bug-killer was full on, as I.A. was indeed trying to listen in.
"Well, more like killing two birds with one stone." I said. "Doug and Roberta Jackson wanted vengeance for the death of their son, and Michael Burke wanted Eckhart and me dead, as well, after the 'Ivy' incident. This guy Rand was the go-between, and he brought in another assassin, who is not nearly as good as JACKAL, to take out Eckhart. But then Doug and Roberta insisted that Tommy and Candy be the ones killed, so they ended up being the targets."
"Did you know JACKAL was in the A/V room when you went in there?"
"You bet I did." I said. "And I had that TASER ready for him. What he did not know was that the prey had become the predator, that the hunted had become the hunter."
I continued: "For a long time, I could not understand why he'd come over here from France several months ago. Then I realized that he could never infiltrate The Vision directly: Dr. Eckhart knew who he was, and what with all the probes of the compound, your father was taking precautions anyway. So how to get in? The seminars. The Vision hired people to set up the lighting and audio-visual equipment."
"And that is where he made his mistake." I said. "He had to have an ID to be hired, and he used a U.S. passport... not the one he used to get into the country, but one of the others. A routine check had been done by the A/V company, and it showed up when I searched for it. Much easier to find things when you know where to look. The FBI missed it because they were looking for the passport number solely as means of entry or exit into the country."
"Good grief." said Cindy. "So... I guess the original question remains: why spend ten million dollars to hire a man to kill you. Heck, for that amount of money, they could've hired me..."
I chuckled and said "Naah, you can't hit the side of a barn with a rifle." That got me a dark look and a green crowbar waved in my general direction, then I said "But seriously, the only thing to do is to follow the money. Now who has ten million to burn, but wants to make absolutely sure the job gets done and Your Iron Crowbar gets waxed?"
"Superior Bloodlines?" asked Cindy.
"Ye-es..." I said, "but... who else?"
"Oh... the Government." Cindy replied.
"Yes." I said. "We just had an example of two separate entities at work with that frickin' drone package from the SPS trucks. And now we have someone trying to kill me. For what purpose?"
"I have no idea." said Cindy.
"They're about to do something." I said. "And they have to make sure, damn sure, that I am not around to stop them. Unfortunately for them... they failed. And I am going to make damn sure they fail again. We'll say no more of that right now. One thing I do need to tell you is that Laura and I did not get the chance to tell Teresa about her cancer, so don't blurt out anything when we go see her tomorrow."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, December 30th. Laura and I entered Teresa's hospital room to find several Officers already there. Cindy, Micah Rudistan, Joanne Warner and her husband Seth, Todd Burke, who was sitting in a chair on the other side of Teresa' bed, Patrolmen Hicks and Morton, and Sergeants Charles and Hewitt of the SWAT Team.
The room became quiet as I grabbed a small chair and sat it down in 'Michael Corleone' style at the side of the bed near Teresa's head. She was lying on her belly; they were turning her over from time to time, but she couldn't do it herself.
"Another Purple Order, Ms. Croyle." I said in the tense silence of the room. "We're running out of them, you know."
"Sorry, sir." Teresa said. "I guess it's back to Desk Duty forever." At that point I did my very best Jim Mora 'playoffs!' impression:
"Desk duty!" I cried out. "Desk duty? You want to talk about desk duty?! How can I put you behind a desk?! You can't even sit down! You just got your ass shot off, fer cryin' out loud!"
At that, the room erupted into laughter, which became applause, the tension breaking into relief. I grinned and then began laughing, and even Teresa smiled.
"No, I've given up on desk duty for you, Captain." I said. "You did a spectacular job. You saved Tommy and Candy's lives, maybe Dr. Eckhart's, too."
"Yes she did." chimed in Rudistan, and everyone in the room applauded again, this time more seriously.
"Okay, guys." I said. "I'm sorry to break this party up, but Captain Croyle's doctors need to talk to her." People started leaving the room.
"Todd, Cindy," said Laura, "you can stay." They did so. Then Laura took my chair next to Teresa.
"Teresa," Laura said, "you are a brave woman, and I'm as proud as your fellow Officers are of you and what you did. And... there may have been a silver lining to all this. We would've had to operate on you anyway."
With that, Laura told Teresa that the biopsies had confirmed the beginnings of cancer in Teresa's ovaries. She told Teresa that while it didn't look like the cancer had spread, Teresa would need to undergo at least one round of chemo to make sure. Teresa nodded, absorbing the information in silence, with that inscrutable look on her face that I had not yet been able to truly understand.
A long moment later, she surprised us all by saying "Can I have a moment alone with the Commander?" Everyone else left, with Cindy and Todd kissing Teresa on the cheek, then Cindy escorted a visibly shaken Todd out of the room. After they were gone, I resumed my station in the small chair.
"I'm sorry, Commander." she said, trying to hold back tears. "I wanted to get the job done on the Precincts, and-------"
"Hey, you've already got that done." I said. "You know we'll handle it as the Team we are. And the same with you... we've got your back while you're kicking the ass of what's left of any cancer inside you."
Teresa said "I... I guess it wasn't meant to be... I never wanted to have a child after... after what my father said to me in that hospital... and then when I decided to have a baby... it doesn't matter now, I guess."
"Sometimes the Universe changes our suppositions." I said. "And remember: because you went in and had the test, Laura caught the cancer very early. So maybe that was the Universe's intention for you. I'm sorry you have to bear the pain of it. We all get kicked like this from time to time."
"I know." Teresa said. Then she looked me in the eyes. "Don... I've always known I could die out there, and I always knew I was free to face it, and to fight it... but how do I fight my own body trying to kill me?"
"That's what the doctors are for." I said. Teresa nodded, then went into silent contemplation. I waited for her, watching...
"Don..." Teresa finally said, looking at me, allowing her emotions to break through, "... I'm scared." My heart went out to her. I reached over and put my hand on her back, to reassure her.
"It's all right." I said. "It's all right to be scared. But you're not fighting this alone. You know that." She nodded, and tried to mask her fear. Nevertheless, I stayed with her for several long minutes.
It was my giri to be there for her as the enormity of the ordeal she would be enduring overwhelmed her. I could say it is what I agreed to when I accepted the assignment of Command over her and her fellow Police Officers. But it was more: it is what I agreed to when I accepted the assignment of being Teresa's friend, especially when the chips were down.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Should old acquaintance be forgot,
and never brought to mind?
Should old acquaintance be forgot,
and auld lang syne?
For auld lang syne, my dear,
for auld lang syne,
we'll take a cup o' kindness yet,
for the sake of auld lang syne."
As the clock struck midnight, ushering in the new year, fireworks were set off in the lawn behind the University President's home. Other fireworks burst out all over the Town, including from Promontory Point on the ridgeline above us.
But I wasn't noticing these things. I was being kissed by my wife Laura. She had wrapped her arms around my neck and plastered her mouth to mine, and now our tongues were twining as we made out like teenagers, heedless of who else was there and who else might be watching.
We were at the New Year's reception giving by University President Sidney P. Wellman and his wife Sally. It was a large and well-attended gala event, with champagne and hors d'oeuvres, and beautiful women in beautiful gowns. Laura and I had danced together for much of it, and we were slow-dancing when midnight struck.
After our kiss, Laura dropped her head onto my shoulder. "Just hold me like this." she said quietly. "I just want to stay here in your arms." I had no problem with that.
"I love you." I whispered to her.
"I love you." she whispered back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, look at that darling, happy couple!" sighed Elsie Gringer, the Town gossip columnist and Bettina Wurtzburg's aunt. "So much in love."
"Yes." said Phyllis Troy, my mother. "That they are. And very well matched. Perfect for each other."
"Oh, and there's Sheriff Allgood and his wife." said Elsie. "They're a young couple very much in love, also."
"Yes... and also well matched." Phyllis said. Elsie noticed the ever-so-slight chance in Phyllis's inflection as she said it.
"Oh, do you know something that I don't, Phyllis?" Elsie asked in a teasing way. She knew darn well that Phyllis Troy knew a lot that she, Elsie, had no hope of knowing.
"Nothing of importance, my friend." Phyllis said. "Nothing of importance."
"The question is..." said Elsie conspiratorially, "... just how well matched are our Sheriff and our Police Commander? From what I'm hearing, not nearly as close as their sister wives are."
"Oh, I think rumors such as that are badly embellished." said Phyllis. "They both have their jobs to do, and their wives to keep up with. Their jobs are easy; keeping up with those two women is a task to give even Hercules pause..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Maggie Ross as she held her grandson Ian, "it's settled, then. I'll go home and pack up, then I'll be down here and moving into that townhouse Cindy bought near Northwest Mall and Ronald Reagan Park."
"It's a nice place, in a decent area of Town." Cindy said. "My condo is just south of there."
It was New Years Day, and they were in the Cabin, talking and making plans for their futures. Maggie started looking around.
"However did Don get such a wonderful property as this?" asked Maggie. "I know he has some money now, but he could not have had much when he first came here?" Cindy had a strange, queasy look on her face, which her mother noticed. "What?" Maggie asked.
"Er," Cindy said, "when Don bought the place, it was more of a shack than this beautiful A-Frame home. He rebuilt it when the first Cabin... was burned to the ground."
"With him and his family in it." Molly added. "Cindy woke up in the middle of the night with a bad feeling and called him, and that's how he got everyone out alive."
Needless to say, Maggie was flabbergasted, and even more so when her daughters told her more of the battle with the Consultant of Crime.
"Wow." said Maggie. "And that reminds me, Cindy... you haven't said anything about Jenna, except that she lost her election race."
"Yeah." Cindy said. "We broke up. We talked some after the Election. Jenna said she felt like she couldn't compete with my friends and family for my love. I, of course, never saw it as a competition, so I don't think that was all of it."
"Oh, look at this, I think Ian needs a diaper change." Maggie said. "Molly, why don't you take him upstairs and change him, while I talk with Cindy for a moment."
"Uh, sure." Molly said. She hauled both boys upstairs, leaving Cindy and her mother alone.
"So why am I getting a vibe," said Maggie, "that Jenna is not the reason you're feeling sad and alone right now."
"I..." Cindy started, then said "Good grief, you can read my mind as well as Don can. But I'm not feeling sad, nor alone. I've got great friends, especially in the Police Force, and family... not only my father, but Don and his family are my family now. Molly's here, and you're moving down here..."
"A mother knows, my dear." said Maggie, not letting Cindy off the hook. "A mother knows. When you were growing up and never had boyfriends, the reasons became apparent when you realized your orientation. And I think what I am seeing in you, and what I believe your cousin Don sees, a loneliness in side you, something unfulfilled, was because of your breakup with Jenna... but it's not. Is it?"
Cindy capitulated: "Keep that up, and Don will hire you for the Police Force." She paused, then said: "But you're right. There was another woman... her name's Callie. We had a fling--- I thought it was a fling. I've tried to pretend it was a fling. She's an entrepreneur, has her own company, she's gorgeous, sweet..."
"So what's the problem?" Maggie asked.
"She lives in California, for openers." Cindy said. "And I met her through one of our cases. She was in trouble with the Law, though innocent of the crime we were investigating. And her company... well, she's a porn star. And now she produces porn films with another woman from one of our cases, named Annemarie..."
Maggie shook her head. "And you were... well, still are... head over heels in love with that woman. Well... I think it's going to be very exciting living in this Town."
"Mom, you have no idea how 'exciting' this Town is." Cindy replied. "Especially when hanging around with the Iron Crowbar... and his mother."
Part 2 - Healing Touch
"I swear to God I think she can read my mind." said Teresa Croyle.
It was Wednesday, January 4th. She was lying in bed in a guest room of Todd Burke's home in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision north of Town. With her was Cindy Ross, who had been helping Phyllis Troy in nursing Teresa back to full health.
"It's easy to see where Don inherited his powers." Cindy replied. Just then, Phyllis came in with two large bowls of her medicinal herbal chicken soup.
"See?" Teresa said. "I didn't even get a chance to tell her I was hungry, and she's bringing soup."
"Your growling stomach told me before you could, my dear." said Phyllis. "Now you both need to eat properly. You're healing very well, Teresa, and need to keep that up. Cindy, you need to eat, as well. All that training you've been doing must take a lot of energy."
"Oh, what training would that be?" Teresa asked wickedly.
"That would be for the Police Boxing Matches." Cindy said levelly. "And Phyllis, when all that is over, you'll have to be nursing your son back to health. I intend to thoroughly whip his ass and reclaim my title."
"You might get to do the first part, but the second part will not be happening." Teresa said resolutely.
"We shall see." Cindy said, pointing with two fingers at her own eyes, then at Teresa's. "You're not training while you're lying in that bed, after getting your ass shot off."
"Somehow," Phyllis said, "I think you're giving her motivation." She knew well that Cindy was indeed being much more supportive of Teresa than an outsider would've guessed from her words. Cindy just shrugged.
"I'm giving her motivation to get out of this bed and start training again." said Cindy. Teresa pointed two fingers at her own eyes, then at Cindy's.
"Well, you shouldn't need me too much after this weekend." said Phyllis as the women ate their soup. "And that's a good thing: I'm going to have to be babysitting Carole and Jim next week. Their mother will be in Washington for 'meetings'. Melina is going out of Town next week, as well, and I told Daniel I would help with their kids, also. Carole will like that; she just loves little Patricia, though she, Carole, has come to hate hearing the word 'meetings'."
"I'll bet." Cindy said. "Is that why Don's so edgy this week?" Phyllis just nodded.
"What's this about?" Teresa asked.
"The silver lining to you getting your ass shot off." Cindy said. "With the Precincts merged and the new structure in place, Commander Troy went on a New Year's inspection of both Precincts on Monday, carrying Commander Harlow, Captain Marc Aaron of Physical Properties, and both Precinct Captains along. And I don't think I have ever seen so many Police Officers needing to go to the bathroom as during that inspection."
Cindy continued: "Don literally went through every Police cruiser, and ripped people new ones for the slightest lack of cleanliness in the passenger areas or the trunks. He checked spare tires. He checked the oil in over half the vehicles, and the drivers of the ones that weren't in peak condition were singled out for serious ass-chewings."
"And then he inspected the buildings, the Old Mill Building and the County Jail building. And by the time he was done, Captain Aaron's hand was falling off from writing it all down. And if that weren't enough, he went through Police Headquarters, and I have to admit that we weren't ready for the tornado that ripped through there. It was brutal."
"Oh boy." said Teresa. "How did Special Ops fare?"
"Not too badly, actually." Cindy said. "Since you've been upgrading them, they had their shit together for the most part. The Commander actually said he was impressed with the cleanliness of their weapons in the Armory." Teresa nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, Commander." said Chief Moynahan. I had just been called to his office. Already in the room with the Chief was Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, Lt. Molly Evans of the Nextdoor County PD, and Lt. Frank Soltis of the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review.
Something was up, I could tell. I peered at all of them, then stepped up to Frank and extended my hand as I said "Congratulations, Chief Soltis."
"How in the world?" Soltis asked as he shook my hand. I was congratulating him on becoming the new Chief of the Midtown Police Department.
"Who told you?" Molly asked with a smile on her pretty face.
"Nobody." I said. "I just hope you didn't think you were dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded."
"Oh, we never think that around you, Commander." said the Chief. "You are way too eager to prove us wrrronnnng. But really, how did you know?"
"I come in this room to see what was once the very best unit in the Midtown Police Department huddling together. They're looking at me as if something is up, and they're wondering if I can figure out what it is. I know Molly has nothing new going on, as I talked to her and her Police Chief recently. I know Lt. Masters has been running Vice very well and without absences, especially while Cpt. Croyle is recovering and Cpt. Ross is helping with that."
"So, that leaves Chief Moynahan and SBI Lt. Soltis." I continued. "Since hearing about Midtown shaking up their police leadership, I've been worried they will try to steal back my Chief from us. But I'm not getting any sense of worry from Lt. Masters nor Commander Harlow, nor any calls from the Sheriff or the Town & County Council. Ergo, by process of elimination, that means Frank Soltis has been hired as the Midtown PD's new Police Chief. And an excellent hire that shall be, methinks. Congratulations again, Frank!"
"Good grief." said Molly. "Nothing gets by you."
"Well, some things do." I said. "But I try."
"Yes, you're right, Don. Have a seat, by the way." As I found a chair to sit in, Moynahan said "Yes, I turned Midtown down, but gave them the names of all three of these outstanding Officers. Apparently Mr. Soltis's work with the SBI Ethics and Review Depart-ment attracted their interest, as they have a lot of sewage to clean out down therrrrre."
"Yes, yes you do." I said.
"I hope I can count on your occasional help with that, Don." said Frank. "The SBI Reserve Inspector showing up will scare the hell out of the cockroaches we're going to shed light upon."
"Sure, I'll be glad to help when I can." I said. "And by the way, I can suggest a house for you to rent."
"Oh, I already told him about the house." said Molly, who was that house's co-owner with me... the house that Melina and I had lived in years before, then Molly had lived in while working in Midtown.
"And I think I'm going to take you guys up on it, since it's empty right now." Frank said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, I was back in the Chief's office, but only with him, Cmdr. Harlow, Cpt. Ross, and Lt. Masters.
"Okay, guys," I said, "the FBI has asked me for some help next week, following up on those recent cases. I'm not amused, since we're a bit shorthanded with Captain Croyle still healing up, but if you're okay with it, Chief, then I'll get whatever they need done as quickly as possible and get back."
"I'm okay with you going, Commander." said the Chief. "But don't rush to get back and leave something undone. Captain Ross and Lt. Masters have MCD and Vice running smoothly. Criminals are scared to death of you right now, and are laying low. Sergeant Charles and Sergeant Hewitt have the SWAT Teams doing well, and I need to evaluate them and others for Lieutenant as Captain Croyle's assistant in that area. So go, and get the hell out of our way for a few days." Cindy couldn't help but grin at that one. I love my team, I love my team, I love my team, I love my team...
Part 3 - The Mission
It was a rather somber Mountain Nest on the morning of Monday, January 9th. Laura was fretting about, her luggage packed. Carole was fussy, and Jim knew something wasn't right.
It had been a quiet weekend. Laura played and talked with Carole and Jim a lot during the day, and Laura and I made love like demons possessed during the nights. But now Laura had to go to Washington... well, to Langley, Virginia... and that moment we'd all knew was coming but tried to not think about was finally here.
"All right, the car is here." Laura said, meaning the car that was going to drive her to City Airport. "Bye, Carole, take care of your dad, okay?" she said as she gave Carole a long hug goodbye... as if she'd never see her daughter again.
"Okay, Mommy. Hurry back." Carole said, having heard me say that in the past. Laura was holding back tears as she put Carole down and then took Jim from me and gave him a warm hug.
"Bye, Mommy." Jim said, hugging his mom, not really understanding yet.
"Bye, Little Man." Laura replied. "Be good for your dad and your sister, okay?"
"Yes, Mommy." Jim said.
Bowser was sitting at the door, just looking up at Laura as she got her luggage and her computer in it's bag. "Mommy, say good bye to Bowser." Carole said.
"Bye Bowser." Laura said, somewhat shortly, not reaching down to pet the dog. My wife then gave me one last hard kiss. "I love you, darling." she said.
"I love you." I said. Then Laura hurried out and went to the car. She'd asked me not to follow her out, and I just watched from the door, holding Jim, as she got into the Government limousine. It pulled out, and was gone.
"Daddy!" Carole said. "Mommy didn't pet Bowser goodbye, and he's sad."
"I know, Fussbudget." I said. "Why don't you and I pet him for her, okay?" Carole suited the deed to my words, and gave Bowser plenty of skritchins. Jim found Buddy, who was sitting in the den, and did the same.
My mom came up from her basement apartment just as another car pulled into the driveway. In it were my nephew Todd and his assistant Mariko. Teddy Franklin was driving.
Todd came up to the door. "Todd!" Carole yelled out and ran to him. My daughter was one of many women that were irresistibly attracted to Todd. He grabbed her and gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek as he greeted her.
After a moment, he said "Are you ready to go, Uncle Don?"
"Yes." I said. I hugged my mom goodbye, and Todd hugged her as well. Then I hugged and kissed the kids goodbye.
And I made damn sure to give Bowser the most loving goodbye skritchins that I possibly could.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura was sitting in a conference room at CIA Headquarters in Langley, Va. The room was about as secure as a room on this earth could possibly be. There were videoconference linkups to the White House, the National Security Agency, Air Force One, and a few other places, but they were not being used.
Laura was not alone in the meeting. The Director of the CIA and his aides were seated, as was the Director of National Intelligence, and the chief of the Defense Intelligence Agency. And also sitting in the room was Jack Muscone's boss, the Deputy Director of the FBI, sitting in for the FBI Director, who was ill.
And there was one more CIA Agent in the room, who would be Laura's partner for this, her final field mission for the CIA: her sister Melina.
"There is a massive weather front over Germany right now, moving east towards Poland, Belarus, and the Baltic States." said a Navy Commander, who worked with the National Weather Service's less-well known division that served worldwide military interests. "It is expected to dump up to twelve inches of snow over the next two days. You cannot be inserted until the weather front passes through."
"Thank you, Charles." said the DNI. "So here's the full story: we know there are several abandoned Warsaw Pact posts in several eastern European nations. We've detected activity at two of them. One of them," he said as he pointed to a map, "is believed to be in use by Sergei Molotov; the other, by agents of the Eastern European Front, a paramilitary group with ties to George Schwartz, and devoted to returning Socialism to the European States. The EEF is in league with former Stasi agents as well as Schwartz. Sergei Molotov has been in contact with Chechnyan Islamists, dedicated to overthrowing the Russian Government and imposing a caliphate in the Chechnya region."
The DNI continued: "We have solid intelligence reports that Molotov has acquired lists of Russian, German, French, and American double agents, and possibly the CIA's NOC list. The damage he could cause with this knowledge is tremendous, incalculable. The location where we believe he is has old but serviceable computers and linkups to satellite transmissions. We believe he has stored the information there. And that is what you need to do, Dr. Fredricson: go in, get those lists so we know what data we're dealing with, then destroy the facility."
"They don't ask much, do they?" Melina said irreverently, getting a stern look from the DDI and the CIA Director. Undaunted, Melina asked "Sir, why Dr. Fredricson? I could assemble a whole team that can do this with greater chances of success and returning us alive."



It was Laura that replied: "The computers there are several generations behind their newest stuff, and eons behind ours. Our old XT computers from twenty years ago are more powerful than what is in those facilities. I'm the only person left in the Directorate of Science and Technology that knows how to operate those old computers, and there's not time enough to train anyone else."
"And because of your impending retirement," the CIA Director said, "you do not have as much knowledge of current operations as you once would have. So you're the ideal choice for this mission, Dr. Fredricson. Do you have your equipment ready?"
"Yes sir." Laura said. "Our techs made memory sticks for me that can be inserted into their machines and copy the data. One memory stick alone can handle more data than the entire computer system. The problem is that it will take time to download the information. Once that is done, I have to get clear of the building and link up with the satellite, and transmit the data back here to Langley."
"While your explosives are destroying the facility." said the DDI. "That may be the key to this whole operation. Destroying the computers is paramount in importance."
"Is there no other way to destroy the facility?" asked the FBI DepDirector. "One guided cruise missile, after Dr. Fredricson has uploaded the data?"
"No." said the DIA Chief. "It might be... 'misinterpreted' as a Russian or even a NATO attack on Eastern Europe, and start World War III."
"Are you ready, Doctor?" asked the DNI. "Transportation is ready for you... we're going to piggyback the President's trip to NATO Headquarters in Brussels.
"Yes sir." said Laura.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting broke up, as Laura went into the hallway, she was shocked to see the woman known as 'the old mother'... whom Laura's daughter Carole Diana had been named after. The woman was in a wheelchair, and was obviously very ill.
"Come this way, Laura." the woman said. Laura followed her into a small office.
"I just wanted to say goodbye to you, and wish you well." said the old woman. "It has been a great honor and an even greater joy to have served our country with you."
"You sound so final about it." Laura said sadly.
"I think you know, my dear," said the old woman, "that this will be our last time to talk together. I am not even supposed to be here, but I insisted on saying goodbye to you."
Tears were forming in Laura's eyes. "I will find a way to see you again." she said, knowing that the chances of keeping that promise were slim and none... and slim was leaving the country. She hugged the old woman, feeling the frailty of her body. "I love you." she said.
"I love you." said the woman. "It's time to go."
As Laura got to the door, she turned back and said "This is meant to be a suicide mission, isn't it?"
"More like a homicide mission, if you ask me." the woman replied. "They certainly do not expect for you to return alive... but if there's a way to do so, you're the one that will find it. Watch your back, as always... and Godspeed to you, Laura."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In another office, Melina was meeting with a tall man wearing a full three-piece suit, wire-frame glasses that seemed too small for his face, his forehead dominating his head.
"Okay, Huntress," he said, "do what you can to bring your sister back out alive. But the NOC list is the most important thing to us. We must recover it, and then destroy Molotov's computer systems."
"Yes sir." Melina said. "I just don't understand why we can't have more of a team to do this, Mr. C. Or at least let me bring Agent 'Darkwave' along."
"The fewer people, the better." said Mr. C. "Darkwave is not seasoned enough, and if a full team were detected, it would be a disaster for us all, especially while the President is in Europe. We have full confidence in you and Dr. Fredricson. Just be sure to not miss the extraction point in the required time interval."
"Yes sir." Melina said, wondering if anyone would be at the extraction point at all.
Part 4 - Newsworthy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 11th. "The Board of Inquiry has reached its conclusion regarding Captain Teresa Croyle being wounded at the seminar hosted by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart two weeks ago!"
"The Board has concluded that Captain Croyle should receive her fourth Purple Order for her bravery in saving the life of Dr. Eckhart and his staff." Bettina said, only now beginning to report correctly that it wasn't just Dr. Eckhart who'd been the target.
"However, the Board has found that Captain Croyle's number of Purple Orders is a cause for concern, and has instructed the Sheriff and Police Chief to evaluate Captain Croyle's continued exposure to danger, and if that can be minimized."
Bettina went on: "No one has earned more Purple Orders than Captain Croyle, except for the late Joe Smedley, who earned six with the Police and Fire Departments. However, his career was terminated after it was determined he was exposing himself to danger too often, and the Town & County Council and Public Safety Department will have to determine what to do about Captain Croyle."
"Jesus Christ!" gasped Captain Cindy Ross as she listened in MCD with the Detectives. "The woman put herself on the line for those Vision kids, for me at Ward Harvester, for her SWAT Team and for Vice... and the God-damned ingrates want to kick her to the kerb!"
"Not yet, Captain, not yet." said Chief Moynahan, who had just walked in. "I can assure you that we are working to ensure that Captain Croyle continues in her current capacity with this Police Force. And nobody wants to be the one to tell the Iron Crowbar that Captain Croyle cannot remain... he damned near beat down and killed the entire Council over Tanya Perlman."
"I wish... ah, never mind." Cindy said. She was about to say 'I wish he had killed them.', but knew she'd be in deep kimshee if she did say it.
"Good." said the Chief, who was no slouch at understanding some things himself. "Okay, everyone, let's get to work... and let's make sure everything is in perfect order for when the Commander gets back and inspects us again. Hell, I'm his boss, and I'm scared of what he's going to find in my office."
"And I could use a couple of shots of that, sir." Cindy quipped. Everyone laughed.
Then Diane Williams of City News Network came on the television screen. "The President is on his way to Europe after being delayed by a major snowstorm over the Continent. He will attend the NATO summit in Brussels, and then a meeting of the G-7 in Paris. This is a major diplomatic mission, as the nations of the European Union and the United States are at odds over several military and financial policies..."
"How's Captain Croyle doing, ma'am?" asked Joanne Warner, speaking to Cindy.
"Very good." Cindy said. "She's been walking around for days, though she's still sore and has to take it easy. She says she'll be back Monday."
"Has she started the... treatments?" asked Joanne. That got everyone peering at Joanne. "Oh, crap." She had let the cat out of the bag; not everyone knew that Teresa had been diagnosed with ovarian cancer before she'd been wounded.
"That's okay." Cindy said, rescuing her Detective. "It's about time to let everyone know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did you get the heaters working?" Sergei Molotov asked one of the four men at the facility with him.
"Barely, sir." said the man, a tall, muscular blonde, who was a native of Finland. "But we don't want too much heat, anyway... the Americans's satellites might spot our infrared signature."
"True." said Molotov. "Hopefully this will be over soon. The bidders for my information have been very slow in their responses. I was expecting more from Paul Claisson, but he has not even made a bid. None of the Intelligence Services who are to be compromised have even made an effort to negotiate for the information."
"What about the Russians?" asked the Finn.
"I have had to work carefully, through intermediaries." said Molotov. "Mr. Putin's reply was very unsatisfactory. He sent word that in exchange for all the information, he would pardon me and not have his agents shoot me on sight. Considering that his worthless agents have utterly failed to find and kill me up to now, that's hardly a worthy offer."
"And the Red Chinese?" asked the Finn.
"They don't care." said Molotov. "All I've gotten is a few feeble offers from a Scottish separatist group, a white supremacy group in America, and the Japanese Yakuza."
"Now that the weather is letting up," said the Finn, "perhaps we shall be hearing from others?"
"No." said Molotov. "What we will be hearing from... is the CIA. I have been alerted that they are foolishly sending a small team in to take the information from us, and to destroy us. And sending women, too. You and your men will have an enjoyable night when we capture them."
"That sounds good." said the Finn. "We haven't gotten laid in three weeks. By the way, as you know, our support team will be arriving soon, probably Friday. Eight people. They'll take us out of here after you transfer the information to the highest bidder."
Molotov nodded. "Yes, we need to be out of here by the weekend. It is dangerous to stay in one place too long. Mr. Putin has ways of penetrating American spy satellite systems, and can use them to locate me. That would not be a good thing to happen... to any of us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The beautiful blonde Jayne Hallerton was sitting in the dorm room of her friend Sean as he prepared the camera. She was dressed for an impromptu photo session: clear acrylic high-heel slides with a clear strap, white athletic socks with pink and black bands just below the knees, extremely tight black hot shorts, a black athletic bra and a pink 'blouse' over it.
"All right, are you ready?" Sean said. "Now we have to make sure that nothing shows up in any of these pictures that reflects the University, and you're not showing their blue colors at all. If you did, the basketball coach might take away your scholarship."
"That's what he wants to do anyway." said Jayne. "Ever since I refused to suck his tiny cock, he's had me sitting on the benches, the bastard."
"Well, this is going to get him back, and then some, no matter what he says or does." Sean said. He began taking pictures as Jayne posed in several provocative positions.
She then changed her shirt to a pink t-shirt that barely covered her nipples. The underboob pictures were steaming hot, and Sean's pants were tenting with his huge erection underneath.
"Okay, Sean," said Jayne after he put the camera down. "Time for your reward." She opened his pants and fished out his huge cock. It did not need preparation, but she sucked it vigorously as her hand found its way inside her pants. Soon she would be sopping wet, and taking Sean's meaty inches balls-deep in her tight, wet vagina...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's bad." said Wallace Bedford as they talked at the Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County. "The FBI connected Doug and Roberta Jackson to the attempt by Raoul to kill Dr. Eckhart's acolytes, and they took the Jacksons into custody. She's holding out like a trooper, but he's wavering."
"Yes, that's bad." said Conrad King. "But I'm going to be very honest with you, Wallace: why are you operating so close to the Iron Crowbar? Things go wrong when he's around. If we're not careful, he could blow open our entire operations. We lost Henry Wargrave, we lost Providence Springs and Apple Grove, we lost Mitt Baker, we lost the Jacksons, and we lost some of our operatives in the recent raid over that drone system."
"I know." said Bedford. "But we can't move BigPharmaCorp, which is here. And we have other very good assets here. Furthermore, the Iron Crowbar did us the huge favor of removing Pastor Raymond Westboro, the Consultant of Crime. Without him constantly harassing us and extorting from us, we're a lot better off. And I think you know the other reason why we have to operate here."
"Yes, I do." said King. "So... there was something about a possible problem in our midst?"
"Yes sir." said the third man in the room. "Michael Burke and his wife Jeanine. She was once a lawyer in Town, and married to the Iron Crowbar's nephew before leaving him for Michael. They're living at Michael's place up at Lake Amengi-Nunagen. The problem is that Jeanine may have spilled something to the Feds; we know they've been watching the Burkes up there. And Roberta Jackson warned us that Jeanine was wholly untrustworthy and not committed to our Cause. Roberta feared that Michael's loyalties might be tested by his wife."
"We then learned," continued the third man, "that she's been doing some investigating of her own, ostensibly working as a lawyer on a case for a client, but definitely trying to find links between her husband's recent businesses and our organization."
"We will need you to take care of that, Dick." said Wallace Bedford. "And before she finds something and gives it to the Iron Crowbar."
"If she does, it will be my pleasure to kill both of them." replied Richard 'Dick' Ferrell...
Part 6 - Penetration
Dawn, Friday, January 13th. Friday the Thirteenth.
The cloud cover to the east obscured the sun, casting the landscape in a gloomy mixture of gray skies and white ground. The snow was piled deep in the forest, contrasting with the seemingly solidly black trees. There was not a drop of color anywhere.
Laura and Melina had skied across several miles of the landscape, mostly on wide white paths that had roads somewhere underneath. A final trek from the west on snowshoes, from the direction believed to be the least detectable, had brought them to the edge of the facility, and the entrance that faced south.
To their surprise, there was no one guarding the door. "I don't like this." Laura whispered. "Something's wrong."
"Are they still here?" Melina whispered.
"There are no tracks in or out of this entrance, which is the only one." Laura whispered back. "So unless they left before yesterday's snow, they should still be here."
Laura used her infrared binoculars to check the building. The heat signature was very mild, as if the building were cooling down after the heat inside was turned off. "Okay, let's go in. Keep your eyes peeled." Both women took out their .22 WMR auto-pistols with silencers attached, and approached the building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Half a world away, just past midnight, Phyllis Troy woke up with a start. Something was not right.
She was staying at Todd's house, with all the kids in their beds, and Bowser and Buddy also there. Then she realized that it was Bowser who was restless. He was moving about the house, sniffing around.
"Hey, Bowser," she whispered, "what's the matter?"
Bowser looked at her, then at the window. Peering through it, Phyllis saw what was agitating the dog, who was still a part of the TCPD K-9 Corps: there was a car parked on the street several houses down, facing them. Considering that this was the Heritage Cloisters, cars parked like that were very rare, and stood out.
"Is everything okay?" Cindy asked, coming out of her room to see what was going on. In truth, she had a serious vibe going on, and it was not a good one.
"Stay back from the window." Phyllis said. "If you peek out, you'll see there's a car parked on the road down there, and I think someone's in it."
"Well, no need to call the Police." Cindy said. "Bowser and I are already here." She got on her Police cellphone, avoiding usage of the radio, and called Sergeant Rudistan. She then placed a second call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Reaching the door, Laura found no one at it. She tried opening the door, it pulled towards her. No one was inside guarding the door.
Laura was wearing a uniform coat that had once been a Soviet-era uniform now worn by Officers of the Eastern European Front. If anyone had been there, she was going to say she was a liaison to Molotov from them, before killing that person she came up against. But there was no need.
She walked inside, slowly, looking around corners. Melina was right behind her as the rearguard. They came to the main room, which had several consoles. Once upon a time, these consoles could launch nuclear missiles at the West. Now, they barely did anything at all.
Laura took her infrared binoculars out and looked around. No heat signatures from human bodies hiding behind anything. Only a couple of the consoles gave off heat, which were the only operating computers.
"Something's bad wrong, here." Laura said, her Texas twang slightly coming through. "But we don't have time to figure it out. Hide in the corner and watch out for me." With that, Laura went into the room and to the main console. She sat down as Melina crouched in a corner. Laura inserted what looked like a floppy drive with thin wires protruding from it. On the other end of the wires was what looked like a very large cigarette lighter.
It did not take Laura long to start the process of downloading everything, but that process was excruciatingly slow. Laura looked around again and again, listening intently as well, but unable to hear anything.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Town & County Police cars converged upon the vehicle from both sides. The driver inside had attempted to start the car, but was surrounded before he had any chance of driving away. As Phyllis, Cindy, and Bowser watched from the window of Todd's home, Officers converged quickly upon the car.
"Hands up! Out of the car!" yelled Patrolman Morton, who was wearing a no-shit armored vest over his uniform coat. The two men in the car exited, and were swiftly frisked for weapons. A search of the car was made.
"Interesting radios you dudes have here." said Sergeant Rudistan as the bagged radios were handed to him. "What is this hi-tech stuff for?"
"None of your damn business." said the driver. "I want a lawyer. Now."
"Oh, you're going to be afforded one, that's for sure." said Rudistan. He then gave orders to take the two men in, and to impound the car.
Meanwhile, Cindy was getting reports on her Police cellphone. "This is Sergeant Irwin, ma'am. We've caught two people on the path from the University towards the Commander's Mountain Nest home. They tried to drop radios when we converged upon them. We're taking them to County Jail."
"Roger that." said Ross. She then called Patrolmen Hicks and Johnson. "Yes ma'am, there was a car literally at the edge of the Commander's Cabin driveway. They tried to start their car and get away, but they have been apprehended. They tried to throw their radios out of the car, but we've got 'em bagged and tagged."
"Good work, guys." Cindy said. She then called Jack Muscone.
Jack Muscone was just entering the Federal Building when Cindy called him. He said he'd call her back. He went up to the top floor, where the communications equipment was, along with the two Agents manning it.
"Yes sir." said one of the Agents. "Two drones. Highly sophisticated, the frequencies used are reserved for the Government. They're broadcasting in blurps, too infrequently and too quickly for us to get real locks. We're tracking them with microwave radar attached to the transmitter towers of KXTC, KSTD, and the University's radio tower, KUMS. One of the drones has been flying around the mountain ridge, while the other has been going back and forth just north of North Street."
"That would make sense." said Muscone. He went back downstairs to make calls to Cindy, to his boss, and to a U.S. Attorney to make damn sure these arrested perps did not get released from custody any time soon...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Finally, the process ended. Laura attached the second memory stick and began the process again. As it was beginning, she took her back pack and began preparing the explosives to destroy the consoles. Finally, the process finished.
*THUD!*
Laura jumped out of her skin, but quickly recovered. Running to Melina, she handed her sister the memory sticks. "Get the hell out of here... now!" she hissed. "I'll set the explosives. Go! Go!" Melina ran out with the sticks back towards the entrance.
And just in time. Laura had barely time to move when she heard the sounds of metal doors opening. Seconds later, four men poured into the room from the far end, having just run up the stairs from below. They leveled their semi-automatic rifles at her.
"Ah, what a pleasant, pleasant surprise." said a voice. From behind the men, into the room walked Sergei Molotov, still overweight, sweating from the exertion of running up three flights of stairs behind his much more fit men. "The Iron Crowbar's lovely wife has paid us a visit."
Laura was going to go for her bag and set off the explosives immediately, but the Finn was too fast. He grabbed the bag as she was going for it.
"That won't do, Doctor, that won't do." said Molotov. "Let's take her into the other room."
Two men grabbed Laura. When she tried to break free, the Finn hit her hard right in the lower back. They grabbed her again, securing her arms behind her. Then one man used a large knife to cut off her coat, leaving her in her all-black pullover sweater and woolen pants.
They half dragged, half walked her down the hall into a room that had several beds. Once in the room, Molotov came up to her. "Ah, the Scorpion is here... betrayed by her own people." he said. "Just disgusting of them. But you, my dear, will pay the price. My men and I have been waiting for you." With that, he took the knife and cut open her shirt from the front, then ripped it the rest of the way open, exposing Laura's milk-filled breasts.
"I am really going to enjoy this." Molotov said. "Lay her down on the bed, face up." The men slammed her onto the thin mattress of the bed, two of them grabbing and lifting her legs, then spreading them. Another man ripped open the crotch of her pants as Sergei Molotov opened his pants and lowered them.
"You fucking bitch." Molotov said as he mounted Laura. "I will be sure to tell your husband that I fucked you before I killed you." With that, he slid his cock along her labes. It was barely longer than his fingers. Finally, he found the mark and penetrated her.
"Oh yes, nice..." Molotov said as he began pumping as hard as he could. Laura stopped moving, lying there like a dead fish. She thought to herself that it was small-dicked guys like Sergei that brought the average penis size down.
"Look at me, bitch!" Molotov hissed. "Look at the man who is fucking you! Where is your husband now, you worthless little bitch? I'm going to make sure he knows that I fucked you before I killed you. I'm going to tell him what I'm doing to you before I kill him and your children!"
Laura just refused to look at Molotov, and willed her face into a mask of bored passivity. She had endured worse than this, much worse. All she needed to do was make sure these guys stayed here while Melina escaped with the data.
Molotov did not take long to come. He just ranted "Bitch! Bitch! Bitch! Bitch! Bitch!" over and over, then his thin, watery semen oozed out of his cock and into her.
"Okay boys," Molotov said as he got up and zipped up his pants. "Enjoy yourselves. Fuck this bitch like it's the last you're going to get... and it is the last she's ever going to get!" He guffawed at his own joke.
The other men turned Laura over so that she was on her knees, her shoulders pressed into the thin mattress. Another man got behind her and grabbed her hips, then sank his five inch cock into her pussy.
"This is not going to make her talk." whispered one of the men to Molotov.
"Oh, I am not even going to try to get anything out of her. "said Molotov. "They would not have sent her here if she knew anything truly valuable. And I am really looking forward to seeing her husband's face when I tell him what we did to her... and then killing him. That bastard thinks he can have a nickname like his for what he did to me? He will regret that in his last moments, and his wife will suffer for it. COME ON, FUCK HER, YOU BASTARD!!"
The man raping Laura put more energy into his thrusts, but he was on the edge anyway. He began to come, firing his load into Laura's quim. Her vagina had lubricated as a defense mechanism, and the loads of semen helped her from being physically damaged too badly... as long as they didn't start beating her, also. Not that it mattered if they put a bullet in her head after they were done...
The Finn was next. Unlike the others, his cock was large, as large as Laura's husband's cock. He was hard, too, and when he fit the head of his cock into her labes and violently shoved it into her, she gasped. The Finn began fucking Laura with long, deep, brutal strokes, pulling her hips to him with his hands as he thrust forward, his groin loudly smacking her ass. He was enjoying it.
"Come on, get your rocks off and let us have a shot at her." another man said as the Finn was taking his time fucking Laura.
"Yes," said Molotov, "our eight-man relief crew will be here soon. We'll have to leave, and we'll shoot this bitch and be done before we go. So get your Finnish ass moving!" Everyone laughed. The Finn stepped up his brutal pace, then finally erupted into Laura's abused pussy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Half a world away, Jack Muscone and Cindy Ross were at County Jail. The six men had been booked for charges that included illegally spying on Government officials, that being Police Officers, loitering, and small stuff like that. The Federal charges related to potential terrorism would be better to hold them on.
"All their fingerprints come up as not on record at all." said Muscone. "Not as classified or anything like that, just not on record."
"Maybe the CIA learned from the SPS case." Cindy said. "So if you send in fingerprints that are classified, they now just tell you they're not on record."
"That could be." said Muscone. "Keep thinking up things like that, and the FBI might try to hire you away from here."
"Don't even joke about that." Cindy said.
"Oh. Yeah. Sorry." Jack said.
"Nobody knows yet, except Teresa." Cindy said. "I haven't decided yet, either."
"Well, I hope you join us." said Muscone. "But I'd understand if you stayed. Working with the Iron Crowbar has got to be the best thing going."
"I half figured you guys were offering me the job just to get him to come, too." Cindy said.
"No, it's a genuine offer for you, even if he stays here." said Jack. "He's been offered a full-time job, but keeps saying he's happy where he is."
"Okay," Cindy said, "enough of that. Who are these bozos, and why are they spying on us?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After they all had had a turn raping Laura, one man decided he wanted more. He got behind Laura and began ramming his cock against her asshole. Finally, he penetrated and sank into her rectum.
Laura gasped in pain, trying to roll with it, but it was hard. Without lubrication, it hurt, and the lining of her ass was being torn by the invader. Fortunately, she'd had family and friends buttfuck her, helping stretch her ass and helping her get used to this, but it wasn't possible to prepare enough for the physical pain and damage.
"Damn, Pyotr," said Molotov, "the whole place smells like ass now. Hurry up and finish."
"Sir," said a man coming into the room. Our eight men are arriving at the perimeter."
"Good." said Molotov. "I hope they captured this bitch's partner."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After taking the memory sticks, Melina ran at the top of her speed to the door. She knew that there was nothing she could do for Laura. She knew she had to get this information back to the Company, or this whole mission and its losses were for nothing.
Getting to the door, she raced out... and her heart sank. In front of her were eight people, masked, heavily armed with submachine guns as well as long knives, and some had swords slung over their backs. They quickly moved to surround her.
Melina was captured. It was all over.
Part 7 - This Is The End
*POW!* *POW!*
"What was that?" asked Sergei Molotov.
"Gunshots outside." said one man.
"I'll check." said the Finn. He went towards the door with his AK-47. At the door he looked out, and saw eight men.
"What was the gunfire?" he asked in Russian.
"We caught a woman running out of here." said one of the masked men, in German. "She tried to run, and we had to shoot her."
"Did you get the memory sticks?" the Finn asked, this time in German.
"Yes." said the man, holding up the memory sticks.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
All the men had gotten dressed. Laura was made to get up, as well. They took her handcuffs off, ripped off the rest of her clothes, then one man gave her what looked like black pajamas for her to put on. She recognized the clothing as 'death robes', clothing given to persons about to be executed in the Muslim world. She was then handcuffed again, and led to the door to the outside.
When she got outside, her heart sank into the pit of her stomach as she saw the Finn give the memory sticks to Sergei Molotov. He looked at her with a smile and said "Was it worth it, Doctor?" Sergei turned to the Finn and asked "What happened to the other bitch?"
"These men intercepted her and she tried to run, so they shot her in the back." said the Finn. He pointed south down the road to the treeline, where a small black mass could be seen in the far distance. Laura again felt agony in her soul, and she struggled not to begin crying.
"Good." said Sergei Molotov. "Okay, let's finish this. We'll go through the woods, and come out on the road, where our extraction point is." With that, the men started walking around the building and north, into the deep woods.
It was slow slogging through the forest, which seemed to be silent in anticipation of what was to come. The white snow and black trees against the gray sky were depressing enough, but the fact that there was not a drop of color anywhere made it even worse.
As she was pushed along, forced to walk, Laura thought about her children and her husband... or tried to. She wanted them to be her last thoughts as she was walked to her death. But damn it all! she thought to herself. I should have petted Bowser goodbye. I want to think of my children, and all I can think about is that my last regret is not petting that little dog before I left!
They were now deep in the woods, trees surrounding them in every direction as far as the eye could see. Still not a hint of color, just the endless black and white.
"Okay, this is far enough." said Molotov. He pushed Laura hard, and she fell sprawling on her face and chest into the snow. "Get on your knees, bitch." Molotov ordered. Two of his people forced Laura back up, then backed well out of the way. She was sticking up out of the snow, totally helpless. Sergei Molotov stepped up right behind her.
One of the masked men came forward with his submachine gun. "Thank you, no." said Molotov. "I will do this myself. I want to tell the Iron Crowbar that I personally shot his wife to death before I kill him." The man nodded, and stood to the side.
With that, Molotov took out his Makarov pistol and dramatically pointed it straight up into the air, then began dropping his arm in a circle until the pistol would come down right behind Laura's head...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Winter's Silence
Laura just looked forward as Molotov's gun slowly arced down, almost feeling the intense silence of the black and white woods. This was it, she thought to herself, and she steeled herself to show no fear and to die with honor.
Molotov was chuckling to himself as the gun sights came to the top of Laura's head. The years of being the butt of jokes at being the reason for the Iron Crowbar's nickname was about to be avenged---
*WHOOSH!*
Molotov blinked as the blade of the katana flashed downwards in front of his eyes. Next he was seeing the stump of his wrist. His hand with the pistol in it were now on the ground. As the excruciating pain shot up his arm, Molotov looked up at the man who was standing beside them, and the last thing he saw was...
... the gray eyes of the Iron Crowbar.
I'd taken off my mask, then reached over my shoulder and brought the katana flying over my head and then straight down, easily slicing through Molotov's wrist. As he looked up, I was already swinging the katana again as hard as I could, this time sideways.
*SWOOSH!*
The blade caught Molotov right in the left side of his neck and sliced through with surprising ease. As Molotov's head toppled down to the earth, a huge fountain of blood sprayed straight up.
So forceful was my blow that the sword continued on and caught Molotov's shoulder. It again sliced through, severing his right arm from the rest of his body. At the same time, Molotov's loyal men were being carved up by some of the eight men with swords or long knives, their bodies joining their boss's on the snow-covered forest floor.
Melina tore off her mask and came up to Laura. "Laura!" she gasped as she removed her sister's manacles. "Are you okay?"
"I... I will be." Laura managed to gasp, barely comprehending what had happened. Melina hugged her, then tried to help her up. "Get the memory sticks!" Laura gasped. Melina went and extracted them from Sergei's coat pocket as others rushed up and wrapped a coat around Laura's shivering body.
"Misaki-sama!" I called out as I wiped down my katana with the special oiled cloth before sheathing it, "may I invite your men with swords to test their blades. It will be a good omen for them."
This was the first kill with the Crowbar Katana; I had now blooded my sword. Ergo, my calling for this tradition. Misaki fully understood.
"Hai, Crowbar-san." said Masaki. He gave the instructions in Japanese.
"You okay?" I asked as I sheathed the Crowbar Katana and went over to Laura. She nodded that she was. I was going to pick up my wife, but four men came up.
"Please, Sire, allow us." one of them said. "We are trained in the four-man carry." They interlocked their arms and I helped get Laura seated on them. We formed a line and began to move out.
As we left, all the men with swords tested their blades by slicing into Sergei Molotov's body. By the time they were done, he was cut to ribbons. As we left that place, the black and white landscape was finally splotched with patches of color... the crimson of blood.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We hurried along through the woods. Melina was behind Laura's group; I was right in front of it. Melina was still in shock, not only at everything that had happened, but at Misaki's men calling the Iron Crowbar 'Sire'. That bespoke incredible influence, Melina realized. Has Don really gone that far up the ladder?
When Melina had come out of the building, she thought she was captured. Then I took off my mask, as did Todd and Teddy Franklin, and she realized she was among friends here to rescue Laura. I whispered to her the plan for her to put on a mask and hide, then Todd fired a couple of shots down the road as if we were shooting at Melina. The 'small black mass' was the body of one of Sergei's eight men, whom we had intercepted and exterminated with extreme prejudice. The ruse worked. And as we had left the compound, eight people had turned into nine people... Melina had fallen in back without being noticed.
Back in the present, we were trudging along until we came to a road. Going left (and west) along it for about 200 yards, we came upon several concealed cars. Everyone got into them. I was in the backseat of the next-to-last car with Laura. Melina got in the front seat. The driver was Teddy Franklin, Todd Burke's associate.
Todd was in the car behind us. I wasn't sure who any of the others were, besides Misaki and his eldest son.
"You okay?" I asked Laura. She nodded.
"Everything is so sharp, so clear..." she said. She was in that trance like I had been in after the helicopter crash. I knew her senses were on a higher plane right now; she had expected to die and had prepared her mind and soul for it, then been given the last-second reprieve.
"Tell me what you see." I said, to get her to focus on this moment, even to enjoy it if that were possible.
"I see the snowflakes." Laura whispered. "Their patterns... There's a bird in that tree up ahead." I could barely see the bird she was pointing out, and would've missed it. She then took my hand. "Your hand is warm. I feel your pulse in your fingers. Thank you for saving me."
"My honor and pleasure." I said, taking her hand in both of mine.
"We're not out of the woods yet." said Teddy Franklin, pun not intended, I'm sure. "We have a fence and a checkpoint up ahead."
We didn't need to worry. When we got there, we were waved through. Then the 'guards' got into the last car after closing the gate. They were Misaki's men.
We drove for several miles along the road, hoping to not see any police vehicles of the country we were in. We were fortunate, and arrived at an obscure gate on side road. Going through it, we drove though a thick line of trees and came out on the back side of an airport.
It was not just any airport. It was a NATO military base, I realized. Military planes were taking off in the distance as our convoy drove up to a hanger, where four military transport planes were parked.
As we all got out, Melina pointed and said "There's our plane." She began going towards it.
"No, I'd rather take this one." I said, pointing to the one on the far left. The back cargo ramp of this plane was opening up...
... and out popped the Deputy Director of the FBI. Someone had to be providing us adult supervision, I silently joked to myself.
As we approached, two medics came out of the plane with a gurney. Misaki's men put Laura on the gurney and the medics took her into the plane. As they did, one of Misaki's black-clad, masked people came up to me. It was obvious from her hips, ass, and the large breasts straining against the fabric of her black pullover sweater that she was a woman. She reached out and handed me something: the two memory sticks.
Melina saw the sticks and was stunned. Her pocket had been picked by that person! But she was not the most stunned person at the moment. I was looking into the eyes of the masked woman, who I originally thought was Misaki's daughter. But she was not... and I knew who she was.
I was looking at Teresa Croyle.
Needless to say, my face was a mask of stunned surprise, and something nearing anger. Why Teresa was here so soon after her being wounded and having had surgery, I did not understand. Teresa looked right back into my eyes, underscoring her will power to be here and part of this team.
"Great job, Don!" said the DepDirector. "Misaki-san, I am very grateful to you and your men."
"It was our pleasure to be of service to the Iron Crowbar." said Misaki. "And to defeat the plans of those who sent Dr. Fredricson to be so ignominiously killed."
"Yes." said the DepDirector. "Okay, everyone aboard. Let's get out of here." Even Melina got on our plane, leaving the CIA's plane behind.
*BOOM!*
"What was that?" asked Melina as the sound echoed through the air.
"Oh," I said, "that would be an errant round from one of the NATO jet fighters on a live-fire exercise. It's possible I activated the homing signal device in Laura's backpack just as we left. I suspect that facility looks more like a hole in the ground now."
"That was another good thought you had." said the DepDirector.
The ramp closed up and the plane began to taxi out. Laura was being examined by an onboard doctor; this C-141 was actually a medical transport aircraft.
"Doctor," I said, pointing at Teresa, "give this person a thorough examination, also. She had surgery less than three weeks ago, and I am not amused that she thinks she can go running around halfway around the world, even if it is a rescue mission of her doctor."
Teresa had taken off her mask, and Laura gasped when she saw her. "You didn't think I'd just stay behind and let you die here, did you Doctor?" Teresa asked Laura. My wife just smiled.
"You are a brave woman." Laura said. "But your boss is right: Doctor, please check her out."
Part 9 - The Flight Home
We landed at Rammstein Air Base near Wiesbaden, Germany to pick up some wounded Marines that were being sent home. The front of the plane was curtained off so that they could not see Laura or the rest of our group, but after we had taken off again, I went aft to speak with them.
"Sir," said one of them, "aren't you the Iron Crowbar guy who gave that speech we saw on Youtube?"
"Yeah, you're the guy who didn't let them get away with murdering Gunny Guernica!" said another Marine. "I knew him. Thank you for what you did for him, sir."
"It was my honor to do so." I said. "And I'm proud of all of you Marines, and I thank you for your service." I talked with them for a few more moments, hearing of their being wounded in Afghanistan, then the nurses told me I needed to let them get some sleep. I wished them all well, then returned to the front section of the plane.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So you don't trust me?" Melina asked as she watched me give the DepDirector the memory sticks. He was already transferring the data to FBI Headquarters by satellite linkup, and they'd be sharing the data with the CIA... after making arrests of double agents.
"I trust you fine." I said. "But I trust the FBI Deputy Director a lot more. Also, it's some of the people you're working for that I don't trust. Sending my wife on this suicide mission is just one example. And there was no way in hell I would've let my wife or myself step onto that plane the CIA sent for us. We'd all be dead by now... 'accidentally' shot right out of the sky over the Atlantic."
Melina was still pissed that her pocket had been picked of those sticks. She'd watched me carefully, but I'd never gotten near her. She'd failed to notice Teresa.
"How did you even know about any of this?" Melina asked as we watched the DepDirector at work at the console. "I know Laura would not have told you."
"She didn't." I said. "But I cannot allow the CIA to think they are dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded, now can I?" The DepDirector had overheard us, and was chuckling at that one.
"Your sister." Melina said, with sudden understanding. "Your sister Elizabeth. It had to start with her." I could see she was beginning to put the threads together.
"Oh, what a tangled web we weave..." I said in the form of a quotation. "I just hope you aren't being caught up in it."
"How would that be?" Melina asked.
"I think that's a conversation for me to have with my sister." said a voice. I looked up to see Laura standing there.
"Honey, are you okay?" I asked.
"I'm fine." Laura said. "Come along, Melina. We have some things to talk about." Melina got up and went with Laura into the other compartment of the plane. The words 'come-to-Jesus meeting' flashed in my head...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I stood before Takaki Misaki and all his men and women, and bowed formally to them.
"I am grateful to all of you." I said. "I cannot thank you enough for the service and the assistance you have given me."
Misaki stood up and bowed back. "It has been our honor, Crowbar-san. You have shown yourself to be a man of the highest integrity, a man who understands the meaning of honor. This is the least we can do to repay past favors, as well as honor the alliance and friendship that we have forged." With that, he invited me to sit down next to him. This would be considered an honor, especially as I was armed with the Crowbar Katana in his presence.
"So, just how did you come to understand what was happening?" said Misaki.
"You and your people got a lot of it out of the assassin JACKAL." I said. "He was hired to kill me as insurance, very expensive insurance, so that I would not interfere in their plans that my wife's last mission for the CIA would be a terminal one. They also don't want me figuring out what their plans are to cause racial tensions to boil over into open warfare. On that, they are too late; I have long past seen through that plan."
"Good." said the DepDirector, who had come in. "So you're ready to help us destroy Superior Bloodlines once and for all?"
"Yes sir," I said, "as I promised I would. But Mr. Director, Superior Bloodlines is not our only problem, and may not even be our biggest problem."
"I understand." said the DepDirector. I peered at him; I did not think he truly did understand...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's fine, Commander." said the Army doctor, a female Lieutenant Colonel. She had just examined Teresa. "Your wife also checked on her. Captain Croyle did not do any damage to her wounded areas, but she's tired out and I'm giving her an IV for dehydration. We'll check again before we land to make sure there is no internal bleeding."
"Thank you, Doctor." I said. I went up to Teresa, who was lying on a gurney that was locked in place. "Wow, the things you do to get out of desk duty, huh?"
Teresa smiled wanly. "Did you know I was part of Misaki-sama's group, sir? You act like you're not surprised."
"I wasn't totally sure." I said. "But I was not surprised, either. You've been training with Todd for years now, and your Aikido skills are probably better than mine. I realized it for sure when you met us at the airport and asked to see the Crowbar Katana... which no one had mentioned yet. So you had to have known about it before I flew to Japan to receive it, and that means you had to be part of their clan to know that was going to happen."
"I guess we'll find out about the Aikido during the Police Boxing Matches." Teresa said, her eyes glinting.
"Yes, we shall see." I said. "Why do I feel lucky right now that I have input into the brackets?"
"Set those brackets up right, sir!" Teresa said. "And make sure my path crosses Cindy's."
"I will do that." I said. "You just prepare yourself for your chemo..."
Part 10 - The Final Journey Home
We landed at Andrews AFB (now called Joint Base Andrews). We were transported to a hospital facility near Langley that is not known to the Public. There, Laura was and better treated for her injuries. She also talked with fellow psychiatrists about what she had gone through.
I noticed a few people go into and out of a room a couple of doors down, and I'd recognized them. I went down and took a look, and then came back and got Laura.
"Laura, are you able to get dressed and come with me?" I asked.
"Why?" she asked.
"Just... do, please." I said. Laura got dressed and I led her to the other room. She went inside and I followed.
Lying on the bed, with monitor hookups to the side, was an old woman. We were just in time. The woman was dying, and it did not take my mother's powers of observation to see that she did not have long left. Laura gasped when she saw the woman... whom she'd named our daughter after.
Laura stepped up to the bed. The old woman opened her eyes, and when she saw who was there, she smiled a radiant smile of pure joy that let me know that this once was a very beautiful woman.
Laura!" she said, the happiness in her whispery voice filling the room. "You made it! You survived!"
"I told you I'd come see you again." Laura said, trying to smile herself.
"I know... but I thought the next time I saw you, you'd be greeting me in whatever place we go to after this one." the old woman said. "Oh, Laura, I'm so happy to see you! You made it! But... how?"
"The Iron Crowbar, of course." Laura said. "He came after me. And he won. He always wins."
"Mmm, he's a good man." said the old woman. "You make sure to care for that man, and treat him right... and raise his children right... I once had a husband... he was also a good, good man... he was an Agent, like us. He was out of fieldwork, we were going to settle down, have children... then he went on a very routine mission to one of our Eastern European embassies."
"What we did not know," the old woman continued, her voice weak but resolute, "was that the traitor Aldrich Ames had given his name with so many others to the KGB. They kidnapped him off the street... and they executed him. One of those stars in the wall is for him." She was referring to the wall in CIA Headquarters where a star was embedded for every Agent that had died in the service of the CIA.
"I'm sorry." Laura said sympathetically.
"It's okay, dear." the old woman said. "I'll be seeing him shortly. Oh, Laura, I am so happy you survived... this is no longer our Agency, what we loved for all those years."
"It will be again." Laura said. "We're cleaning it up."
The old woman nodded. "That doesn't matter now. Just let me... look into your eyes, my dear girl..."
Laura nodded, matching the woman's gaze into her eyes, seeing the happiness there. Then, after a long moment, Laura realized that the old woman's eyes were no longer seeing. The light behind them was dimming, then it finally flickered out.
An American Patriot, whose love of her country was such that she gave up her life, her family, and indeed her very name in its service, was now in a place where spies were not needed, and there were no secrets to be kept.
Laura closed the old woman's eyes as nurses came into the room in response to the flatline tone of the heart monitor. I took Laura into my arms and eased her towards the small sofa against the wall on the other side of the room, and sat her down with me. My wife collapsed into me and began crying as I held her to me,. She was crying for the loss of the woman who was the only mother she'd ever known, and for a lot more as well. We stayed there for a long time as she let it all out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, January 16th. I was in the office of the Deputy Director of the FBI at 6:00am. Laura was at CIA Headquarters. Today was her retirement ceremony.
"The amount of information she brought us is staggering." said the DepDirector. "We've already made 33 arrests of double agents here in this country, and seven overseas. In addition, we'll be expelling 12 Russian agents, and monitoring a few others."
"Good." I said. "I'm just glad she's getting out. The Company has some deep, deep problems, and with Laura retiring and the 'old mother' having passed on, it's not going to get any better."



"We've got some good people working on it." said the DepDirector. "And not all of them are in the CIA. After you ripped the Corrigan Cell to shreds, a lot of people are wondering if you'll take down whoever the bad seed is now."
"I yam what I yam, but I will try." I said, in a brilliant imitation of the legendary 'Popeye'.
"By the way, do you think this is the entire CIA, or just rogue elements?" asked the DepDirector.
"I think..." I started, then began going into a reverie. Coming out of it, I said "I don't think they're all bad guys, and not all of them were sending Laura to her death just to get rid of her. But there is someone there... someone... like a spider at the center of a web, like Westboro was..."
"Interesting." said the DepDirector, watching me with fascination on his face. "By the way, you and your family are getting a tour of the White House this afternoon. Something special has been planned."
"For Laura?" I asked.
"No, that's going to happen at Langley." said the DepDirector. "But put on your good suit for this one."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was not allowed to attend Laura's retirement ceremony at Langley, because actual spies were in the auditorium with her. But I got a synopsis of what occurred.
Because the President was at the G-7 and NATO summits, the Vice President stood in. After the CIA Director presented Laura with her retirement proclamation, congratulating her for over 32 years of CIA service, the Vice President had a surprise for her: she was one of the few people, and fewer living people, to be awarded the CIA's highest honor: the Distinguished Intelligence Cross.
This was the equivalent of the Army DSC or Navy Cross or Air Force Cross, and some say it's on par with the Medal of Honor. Laura was surprised, and the assembled Agents, including Melina, gave her a very long standing ovation.
Then came the internal memorial service for the old mother, a.k.a. 'Diana'. She was posthumously awarded the Distinguished Intelligence Medal, her second such award. Her ashes would be scattered over Langley and the Potomac River, per her long-made request.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sense of history was incredible. The East Room. The portrait of Washington that Dolly Madison had saved. All of the other rooms in the White House. I was in awe. I was also a bit surprised how small the area around the White House was; it's in the middle of a city.
After that tour, a group of us were led along the Colonnade to the Oval Office. Some may not realize that the Oval Office is not actually in the White House building. As we went into the room, I again felt that awe-inspiring sense of history. The decisions that had been made in this room... sure made my office at Police HQ feel inadequate by comparison, I thought to myself.
I was equally as astonished at the group that had been assembled for this visit. Todd Burke and Teresa Croyle were there, as well as Laura and myself. Cindy Ross had been flown in, as well as Admiral Leonard Cordell, USN (Ret.). I began to get an idea of what was going on when I saw some of the men that had served with Dr. Cordell... and Teresa's father... including two of the Green Berets the Captain had saved on his final Viet Nam mission. They were in their old uniforms, wearing medals. Last, but not least, was Teresa's hometown Police Captain friend, the representative of Teresa's father's hometown.
We were then joined by the Vice President and the Marine Corps Commandant. Since I'd met the Marine General after the Gunny Guernica case ('Semper Fidelis'), he greeted me warmly, and introduced me to the Vice President. In return, I introduced him and the Vice President to Laura, Teresa, Cindy and the others. The Commandant greeted Dr. Cordell warmly as an old friend. Then we settled in for the ceremony as the Vice President began speaking.
"As you know, the President is in Europe, so I'm standing in for him today." said the Vice President. "Recently, the U.S. Congress went into secret session. One of the things they took up was to make right something from decades ago. While this is still classified and you can't discuss it publicly, I am glad you are all here to be part of this ceremony. General, if you will..."
"Yes, Mr. Vice President." said the Marine Commandant. "Attention to orders..." Just about everyone instinctively came to attention along with the old soldiers and sailors.
And we listened in awe as the proclamation was read that posthumously awarded Teresa's father... the Congressional Medal of Honor.
The Vice President opened the long blue box, displaying the Medal with its light blue ribbon and 13 stars, the five-pointed star of the medal beneath. It was exceptionally impressive.
The Vice President handed the box to Teresa, who had an inscrutable face as she murmured a "Thank you" while accepting the Medal and the proclamation as photos were taken. She showed it to Cindy, then went over to the men her father had served with and let them pass it around.
I saw old men crying as they talked about the Captain and his wartime bravery, and how he deserved this highest of military honors. This moment meant more to them than I would ever be able to know.
"What should I do with this?" Teresa asked them. "Donate it to the 173d Brigade Museum?"
"You could." said Admiral Cordell, wiping tears from his eyes as he held the box with the Medal in it, "but they'd have to put it away somewhere, hide it. Why don't you keep it, Teresa. And one day tell all your family, all the kids about your father's bravery." All the old soldiers agreed with that.
"Commander," Teresa said, showing me the Medal, "you've got two of the closest thing to this." She offered me the box, and I examined the Medal, seeing her father's name engraved on the back.
"Laura just got the closest thing to this today." I said, showing it to her. Laura gave a wan smile.
"Nothing compares to this." my wife said. I was tempted to recite Chief Griswold's comment on modesty, but decided not to as Laura said "Teresa, I know you weren't close to him, but you can be proud of him. He was a true leader of men."
"And his daughter is, as well." I said. Teresa gave what passed for a smile at that comment.
"I am proud of him, for what he did for his country and these men who served with him." said Teresa. She turned and said "Thank you again, Mr. Vice President."
"I can't take the credit." said the Vice President. "Admiral Cordell has worked tirelessly to make this day happen, as did others. And he also got some help from this recently retired CIA Deputy Director, who does not like to take 'no' for an answer." I smiled at that one.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"MOMMY!!"
It was late Tuesday morning, January 17th. Never had Carole Diana's cry of greeting sounded so good to her mother's ears than upon this arrival. Laura bent over and picked up her daughter, and gave her a long hug. Tears were flowing from my wife's eyes.
"Mommy, why are you crying?" Carole asked.
"Because I am so, so happy to see you, my baby." Laura said. She kissed Carole's cheek and hugged her again, and Carole happily hugged her mom right back.
I was holding Jim, and after putting Carole down, Laura took him and gave him a warm hug, which was returned. And then two excellent dogs came bounding down the stairs.
"Hi guys." Laura said as she put down Jim, then gave both dogs a good petting on their heads, somewhat to my surprise. The dogs and Carole were happy about it.
"Okay, guys, your mom needs to get some rest." I said. "She's had a long, hard trip."
Carole hugged Laura's legs. "Mommy, don't ever go to meetings again!"
Laura laughed. "I won't be going to those meetings any more, sweetie." she said. "But I will have to go to work at the School, okay?"
"Okay." Carole said. She then bounded off to play with Bowser, partly because Jim was already playing with both dogs.
Then my mom Phyllis came into the room. She'd been waiting upstairs for the kids to finish greeting their mother. She hugged Laura warmly.
"Oh, I am so glad you're back, safe and sound." said Phyllis. "I know Don was concerned."
"He had every right to be." I said. Laura nodded.
"Yes, I would not be here if it were not for him." Laura said. "Okay, I smell food cooking. I am starving. Let's eat. And then, darling, we'll talk about my therapy."
Part 11 - Therapy
We were in the upstairs room of the Cabin. Laura was on her hands and knees, naked. In front of her was Teddy Franklin, and my wife was voraciously sucking the young stud's huge cock. Behind her upturned ass was my nephew Todd. He was holding her hips and pulling her to him as he relentlessly drove his massive ten-inch member into Laura's pussy.
Laura had not discussed what had happened to her, but I knew she had been raped after being captured. She did not want me to be the first person she had sex with after that ordeal; ergo, she was now being spitroasted by the well-hung young men. I wasn't sure if this 'therapy' was for real, or if Laura just wanted to be fucked by these studs. But she was the psychiatrist, and I had no problems watching her being pleasured by these young men. Needless to say, it was also a reward to them for their part in her rescue.
As I watched Todd's huge cock sliding in and out of my wife as he steadily and deeply pumped her, I eased my own throbbing cock into Sharon Eastwood, who was Nick Eastwood's beautiful mother. Nick was also in the room. His huge cock was almost as large as Todd's weapon of lust, and it was being sucked by Laura's gorgeous assistant, Gayle Roberts. With Laura retiring, Gayle was going to be reassigned, so this might be our last chance to play with her.
I was on top of Sharon, who was a lovely 'decided' blonde, watching my wife get double-teamed as I began a steady rhythm of porking the woman beneath me. She had a nice thick pubic bush, which had aroused me as I'd undressed her. I lowered my head and began nuzzling Sharon's neck and jaw as Sharon watched her son fucking Gayle's hungry mouth. Laura had told me that Nick was a mother-fucker, and had bedded his mother on many occasions. That thought heated me up even more, and I began fucking Sharon even harder.
"God damn!" Todd gasped. "I can't hold back. She is just too fucking good." He had been sucked by Laura to prepare his meat for penetration. But Laura's clenching cunt was too hot, too wet, too tight, and now he was about to erupt.
"Yeah, do it, Todd!" Teddy said, egging his fellow stud on. "Give it to her!"
"Come inside her, Todd!" I yelled out as I jackhammered Sharon.
"Oh yeah... OH YEAH!" Todd cried out as he pulled Laura into him, her asscheeks smacking his groin and thighs. I watched hard to see if Todd's huge balls were pulsing as he fired thick, heavy spurts of hot man-cream deep into my wife.
Once he was spent, Todd eased back, letting his softening but still-huge cock slip out of Laura. It was wet, coated with their combined juices.
"My turn." Teddy said, easing his cock out of Laura's mouth. He moved around behind her as she lowered her head to the pillow on the floor. I felt Sharon wrap her legs around me as I watched Teddy's huge nine-incher plunge into my wife from behind.
The feelings of Sharon's fine legs wrapped around me combined with the sights and smells of my wife being fucked in front of me were too much. It had been too many days without a release.
"Oh, I'm coming... UHH!!" I gasped out. I felt that familiar intensely ecstatic pain in my loins, then the explosive release overwhelmed me as I dropped my load into the lovely MILF beneath me, my cock spurting volleys of cum into her depths. I began to feel the warmth of my baby-batter as my cock churned it into a creamy lather.
Teddy got his nut inside Laura, and she was now officially a hot mess. She collapsed to the floor and turned to lay on her back, her legs spread obscenely. Frothy semen was oozing out of her well-fucked snatch, and her labes were coated with spunk.
That was too much for Nick Eastwood. Almost with growl, he rushed over and eased his muscular body on top of my wife. They worked together to fit his enormous cockhead into Laura's labes, then he shoved forward.
"Oh God, YES!" Laura cried out as Nick slammed balls-deep into her. "Oh God, your cock feels so GOOD! Fuck me, Nick!" Nick complied, whipping his hips and ass up and down as he fucked Laura with deep, powerful strokes.
The room became quiet, only the noises of Nick and Laura's hot coupling filling the air as they rutted with raw abandon. Gayle had come over to me and we were lying like spoons as we watched. Teddy was lying exhausted on the floor a few feet away, watching between their legs, and Todd was now being sucked off by Sharon.
As I watched, I felt both arousal and a little bit of jealousy as I watched Nick and Laura. He was deeply kissing her and she was returning it, their tongues twining as he slid his hands under her back and held her by her shoulder blades. Laura's arms were wrapped around Nick's neck and shoulders as they hotly kissed, and her legs were pulled up and back, spread wide to allow the young stud to fuck her as deeply as he could.
It went on for some minutes, and I felt a bit more jealousy as I realized that Laura was into Nick, that they weren't just fucking. That did not stop me from sliding my hardening cock along Gayle's sweet ass towards her pussy. She lifted her leg and I pulled it back, her shapely foot pressing into my thigh as I slid my dickhead along her labes. She helped guide it in, and I pushed, feeling her warm, wet cunt envelop my 'little iron crowbar'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was spent. I had come inside Gayle, and Todd had drained his balls into Sharon. Then Teddy got a double-decker blowjob to completion. And all this time, Nick had been fucking Laura. He had amazing stamina, but he finally could not help himself, and he shot his load into my wife. It was one of the largest loads I'd ever seen, too, and it seemed to leak out of her forever as she cuddled with Nick, sharing warm kisses.
Todd and Teddy left, and Gayle went with them. Sharon and I just watched, her hand stroking my cock, as Nick and Laura made love again. This time my wife rode the young stud, twerking her hips and ass on his cock as it churned her insides into a lather. Nick was sucking the milk out of Laura's hanging breasts, letting her fuck him. Laura came hard at least twice, and she may have entered that state of rolling multiple orgasms.
Finally, they rolled over, Nick on top of Laura, and he 'fucked to pop', finally coming inside her. Sharon and I went back downstairs to get some drinks as Nick and Laura kissed and made small talk, whispering sweet nothings as they enjoyed the afterglow of their mating...
Part 12 - Whys and Wherefores
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the Federal Building at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 18th. "Channel Two news is following the story of the FBI's arrest of several CIA double agents!"
"In yet another scandal for the CIA, the White House's Press Office has confirmed that the FBI made a number of arrests of CIA agents that were also working for foreign intelligence services. Neither the White House nor the Justice Department would give any details or numbers of agents arrested, citing the ongoing investigation as well as the sensitive nature of case. Several news networks have filed FOIA requests for more information, but the Government has rejected those requests, citing national security reasons in denying the People the information they have a right to know."
"Sounds like Priya." Cindy said. "You sure this is on the right channel, Commander?"
"I am positive." I said. "Bettina, Priya... peas in a pod, all a part of the deeply corrupt Media."
"And in local news," Bettina said, "Captain Teresa Croyle has returned to active duty with the Town & County Police Force. Chief Sean Moynahan and Commander Donald Troy issued statements praising Captain Croyle's bravery and welcoming her back."
"However," continued Bettina, "when asked if Captain Croyle's engagement to BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke created a nepotism arrangement for Captain Croyle, as Mr. Burke is the nephew of Commander Troy, Chief Moynahan said that it did not, and issued a reminder that as a Police Captain, the nepotism laws do not apply to Captain Croyle nor Commander Troy.
"That did not go over well with several members of the Town & County Council. Councilpersons Kelly Carnes and Thomas P. Cook have called for an investigation of why Commander Troy openly flouts the regulations by having two relatives under his direct command, meaning Chief of Detectives Cindy Ross, who is the Commander's first cousin, as well as Captain Croyle. Ms. Carnes and Mr. Cook will make formal complaints to the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review."
"Yeah, she's got a bee in her bonnet, for some reason." I said as I drank my coffee. All of MCD murmured agreement.
"Where is Captain Croyle now?" asked Joanne Warner.
"Down in the Armory." Cindy replied. "Qualifying with her gun again."
"And very successfully, I might add." said Teresa as she came into the room with two paper targets. "Both hands, of course." I looked at the targets. The groupings were good, but not as good as Joanne or her mentor Melina could shoot.
"Mmm, hmm." I said. "A bit ragged there, Captain. I don't need to put you on desk duty... you need range time!" Suppressed giggling started, then became full laughter as Teresa shrugged her shoulders and threw up her hands in mock resignation. I just grinned, showing that I was teasing her, then congratulated her on returning to full duty.
"By the way," said Theo Washington, "how did the inspections go yesterday?"
"Better." I said. Indeed, the afternoon before, after getting back home and getting Laura settled in, I called the Duty Desks and said I was coming in for the second inspection. This one went worlds better than the previous one. The weapons in the Armory were clean. The Police vehicles were spotless on the inside and outside. The vehicle engines had the proper amount of oil and fluids were topped off. Equipment was in good condition. Uniforms were sharp.
A lot of Police Officers's faces looked as blue as their uniforms, but they began breathing again when I issued an email to the Chief, cc'd to everyone, that the TCPD was looking good, and that I was proud to be commanding such a sharp looking Police Force.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa worked to catch up on paperwork in her office, her phone buzzed. It was the Duty Desk.
"Ma'am," said the Desk Duty Sergeant, "there's a phone call for 'Lieutenant Croyle'." He told her where it was from, and that he had told the person Teresa was now a Captain.
"Yes, I'll take the call." Teresa said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in my office, catching up on emails and intel reports from Vice. Lt. Masters and his Detectives were gathering information that someone was going around and quietly spreading money to a number of known malcontents. The reasons were unknown, as of yet.
Helena buzzed me and said that Captain Croyle wanted to speak to me. I had Teresa come in, and she sat down in a 'hot chair', albeit a bit gingerly.
"How are you feeling?" I asked.
"Fine, sir." Teresa said. "They took blood, and my chemo appointment is on Friday. But what I wanted to talk to you about is this: I just got a call from my Police Captain friend in my hometown. She said that someone had come in the night and replaced my father's headstone on his grave. It had been a military headstone anyway, but now it has 'Medal of Honor' inscribed on it."
I nodded. "They do that as a matter of routine, I understand."



"Sir, isn't it supposed to be classified?" Teresa asked.
I chuckled. "Teresa, I had a Top Secret clearance when I was in the Army. Didn't really need it, only knew some things that were Secret. I don't talk about what I learned that was classified, but I can get copies of Jane's Defence Weekly that gives that same information in every detail. So yes, your father's mission that earned him the Medal is still classified, but that's the Army for you... putting the fact he earned the Medal on his tombstone."
Teresa nodded. "Our Federal Government at work. I have to wonder at times..." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The family's party for Laura's retirement was underway at the Mountain Nest that same Wednesday evening. I'd secured one of those large tents with rollup (or down) sidewalls and erected it in the backyard, with an industrial air-blow heater inside to make it comfortable.
Present were: Laura (of course), myself, Carole, Jim my mom Phyllis, Cindy, Todd, Teresa, Molly, Ian, Ross, Chief Griswold and his wife, Jack Muscone, Tanya Perlman, Sandra Speer, Martin Nash, Gayle Roberts, and the Deputy Director of the FBI. A few others had been invited, including Dr. P Harvey Eckhart, Melina Allgood and her husband Daniel, and Paulina Patterson, but they had all made regrets.
"No leads at all on any of them." said Jack Muscone, as we discussed the arrests of those maintaining surveillance over my homes and Todd's home. "Then my boss called, and said he'd been instructed to stand down on the investigation and let the bastards go. I don't need to be you to know that means these guys are Government agents in some way."
"Yep." I said. "Or were Government agents. Their usefulness is ended. Their fingerprints and booking photos are on digital record with the TCPD, and have also been sent to the FBI, which never destroys anything."
"Think they were CIA?" asked Jack.
"Maybe." I said. "I'm thinking more that someone has set up a rogue cell, and maybe not just in the CIA. Someone who is a real 'power behind the throne' type."
"I think you're right." said the DepDirector, who had come up to us. "The CIA Director took some serious heat for sending your wife on that suicide mission, even though he said it had to be done. The DDI and DIA people said the same thing. Do you think they were just sending her off to die?"
"If I did," I said, "there would be some dead people in Washington right now, and crowbars sticking out of their dead asses. No, Laura says it was a legit mission, and I believe her. She'd been training for the possibility of it for months, I could see that myself... trained... for months..." No doubt about it, I was off to reverie land.
When I came out of it, I peered at the FBI Agents, who had been peering at me. "Guys, I need a favor." I said. "See if you can find out where the planning for this mission began... in exactly whose office. One of the points for sending Laura is because she alone knew about the old computer systems... but if she had months to train, then someone else could've used those months to train on the old computer systems."
"Oh wow, that's a point." said Muscone. "I'm not even going to start on the '400 years ago' thing on that one..."
"Yes, it's an excellent point." said the DepDirector, who was now frowning and thoughtful. "Yes, Commander, I will definitely be making inquiries..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Finally!" I said as Laura and I got ready for bed. "You are no longer part of that organization!" I lay down on the bed and Laura lay down next to me and snuggled up to me, as she often liked to do.
"Well," she said, "I'm not completely out. The Director asked me to stay on as a Consultant. But I can do that from here, either from my office or the Federal Building here, and I don't have to go to Langley for meetings."
"After that last mission they sent you on," I said, "they had the nerve to ask you to stay on?"
Laura said "Yes. And darling, this really isn't out of the realm of the ordinary for the Company. They have arranged accidents for some who left the CIA but knew too much... car accidents, and such."
"Motorcycle accidents, too." I said. "That motorcyclist who died, whose heart unfortunately found itself inside Robert Brownlee's corruption-eaten body... that was the Consultant of Crime at work, but the motorcyclist had ties to the Company."
"I am not going to ask how you found that out." Laura said. "And I fully understand why you refused to become part of the Company... you're too good. They never would've let you leave."
"I'm glad we never found out." I said. "And I'm more glad you made it out alive and you're back home with your family." I kissed my wife, and began feeling her up in a prelude to sex.
"So before you easily seduce me," Laura said, "do you think someone wanted me to not come back alive? One or more of the top brass?"
"Honey," I said, "As I said before, I gathered information that suggested someone at a very high level wanted me out of the way, and that was so that you could be removed with terminal prejudice, or whatever the phrase is. No, I don't think most of them wanted that... but there is someone, and in a very high place, that did."
"One of those whose name cannot be mentioned, like my old mother." Laura said. "And we may never be able to find out who it is. He's wrapped himself in too many hoops of Top Secret steel."
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "I think we'll have our shot at him. At least I'm going to try." As Laura snuggled into me some more, I whispered "It's personal..."
Part 13 - Epilogue
In the wee hours of the morning I woke up. Laura was not in bed with me, and she was not in the restroom. Idly curious, I got up and checked around the house. The door to Carole's room was cracked open, and I stuck my head inside. My daughter was in her bed, fast asleep.
But I could see by the light coming in through the window that Laura was sitting at the foot of the bed, her legs crossed 'lotus-style' in front of her, and Bowser was sitting between her legs, almost lying on her belly. She was petting his head and skritching his cheeks and under his jaw as he looked up at her with pure love in his canine eyes. That went on for some time, so I went back to bed.
My wife never again failed to pet the dogs and give them love, especially in cooperation with our daughter. And Laura never again, ever, made a joke again about me loving the dog more than her. Why she had the change of heart, I did not know.
And I never asked.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely MILF reporterette from in front of the State Office Building on the north side of Courthouse Square, at 7:00am, Friday, January 20th. "Channel Two News has learned that the State Legislature is in chaos and unable to pass a budget nor a State Law Enforcement bill!"
"The Democrats, who narrowly hold the State Senate, are holding the overall budget hostage until Governor Val Jared brings a full plan for the SBI and State Patrol to the Legislature." explained Bettina. "The Republicans, who narrowly hold the State House as well as the Governorship, attempted to break the budget bill into two pieces, separating the law enforcement portion from the rest of the bill. Governor Jared says that the SBI Bill will be submitted later in the Legislative session, which goes through March 31st."
Bettina played a tape of State Senator Katherine Woodburn (D - 1st District), and Katherine was ranting: "The People of the State are not being protected today, drug runners are bringing drugs into our State, and predators are assaulting our children because Val Jared will not do the right thing and fully fund a powerful State Bureau of Investigation and our State Patrol! Val Jared's heartlessness is obscene and insulting to the People of this State!"
There was no Republican response shown by Bettina, who went on herself: "And in local politics, the Town & County Council will be taking up the submission from the Police Department regarding promoting Officers, and also naming Patrol Officers to the Detective Track. Captain Cindy Ross of the Detectives Division has submitted several names, which were approved by her superiors and sent to the Council."
"However," Bettina continued, "there are objections, as Councilwoman Malinda Adams has bitterly complained about the lack of women on the Promotions list as well as the Detective Track list. Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis did express satisfaction that black Officers were being considered in reasonably appropriate numbers, but he continues to press for Detectives being dispersed to the Precincts, and called for the restoration of the three-Precinct system."
"Asked for a response," said Bettina, "Commander Donald Troy stated that Councilwoman Adams's complaints are without merit, especially considering that the Captain of the Detectives Division is herself a woman, and that the Detective Division is short of women partially because the Council forced Lt. Tanya Perlman to take a medical retirement. He also stated that he would not want any of the Precincts to not have the talents of all of his Detectives available to them. And now, let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, looking handsome in his well-fitting suit. "Channel Two Sports has learned that University Sophomore basketball player Jayne Hallerton was suspended from the varsity women's basketball team, and may be stripped of her scholarship after racy photos of her appeared in Maximum Coverage magazine. Ms. Hallerton did not appear nude in any of the photos, and there was no display of the University logos nor its colors in any of the photos. We will follow this story as it develops. Back to you, Bettina!..."
As we drank coffee in MCD, Cindy said "That was a great shot you put in about Lt. Perlman, Commander." There was a chorus of agreement.
"I'm shocked Bettina reported it." Detective Joanne Warner said.
"I'm not." I said. "Bettina is trying to start trouble between us and the Council. Thomas Cook and Kelly Carnes are still very bitter that Tanya was voted into the Orange Order. And remember that those same two people objected to Tanya getting a Purple Order for being wounded and paralyzed while saving her son's life."
"Sir, what's going to happen with the Detective Track?" asked Detective Teddy Parker.
"Nothing is official yet," I said, knowing this 'gossip' would be widely disseminated, "but there'll be a few people brought in. Vice is getting short of people, and Patrolman Jermaine Davis did well when he worked with us on the Holden case."
"What about the promotions to Lieutenant?" asked Joanne.
"Ah, you'll have to ask Captain Croyle about that." I said. "And you won't do it today: she has follow-up appointments at the Hospital today." It was then I saw the reaction of everyone... and I knew that they knew about Teresa's ovarian cancer scare...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Mr. Crowbarrrr," said Chief Moynahan as he, me, Deputy Chief Harlow, and Captain Ross sat in his office at 8:30am, "What is going on in our State Legislature about the SBI bill? I thought you were helping our Governor with that."
"And that's part of the problem, Chief." I replied. "I haven't had time to get down there and work with his people on it."
"I know you were writing up a draft for them." Cindy said. "Can't they take that and run with it?"
"If it were only that easy, my friend." I said. "Okay, here's what's going on: the Democrats, led by Katherine Woodburn, are really digging in on this. They're holding the budget hostage, and what you're not seeing in Bettina's news coverage is that they have already told Republicans that they are going 'scorched earth' on the SBI issue."
"What's their issue with that?" asked Della.
"To get a bit generally political here," I said, "the Democrats prefer political power come from the top down. And that applies to law enforcement: they don't like devolution to the most local level; they want the SBI to be an authority over every county, every Sheriff, every Police Force. The Republicans, most of them, anyway, want the SBI to be an institution of assistance to local LEOs, literally the way the State Crime Labs are there to assist, not rule over; and the locals want the SBI to not be able to run roughshod over local districts and come in throwing their weight around."
"I understand that." said Della. "But don't we need a State-level LEO organization for things like drug transportation and distribution? Things that cross county lines?"
"Yes," I replied, "and that's one of the issues. And I can spot them the Narcotics Task Force, but it is a den of corruption that has to be weeded out completely... actually burned out and rebuilt from the ashes. That was going to be an even hotter issue, but Robert Gaston took a Regional SDOJ position, and he was their marked card to run the NTF. But there's still the issue of jurisdiction: if my Vice Squad finds drugs in this County, I don't want, and will not accept, the SBI coming in saying they have jurisdiction over us. And I'm not the only LEO that thinks that."
"Indeed you are not." said the Chief.
"Okay." said Della. "But what about the counties that don't have an Iron Crowbar? That need serious help?"
"That's why the SBI Reserve was created." I said. "To offer assistance, especially to those areas, but also to towns like Midtown and the City, who are understaffed and could use some help from time to time. But the Reserve Program was supposed to be a support role, and that's why the Democrats hate it. They want to do away with it completely, and have full SBI Agents go in and... once again... take over, be in charge, usurp jurisdiction."
"And like you said, Ms. Harlow," said the Chief, "we have a couple of people that can apply some serious iron to the SBI's collective asses if they bother us... but not every County is so fortunate."
"So where's the compromise?" Della asked.
"That..." I replied, "is why I need to get down to Midtown... to see if we can find a solution. But the Democrats, and especially Katherine Woodburn and Richard Langdon, want an 'our way or the highway' solution; they want no compromise at all..."
"All right." said the Chief. "Are you going down there this weekend, Mr. Crowbar?"
"That's the plan." I said. "Unless the perps up here try to start some trouble..."
Part 2 - If It Quacks...
Meanwhile, Teresa Croyle was knocking on the door of Dr. Laura Fredricson's office at University Hospital. It was a very small space, and Laura did not often use it.
"Come on in, Teresa." Laura said. After Teresa came in and was seated, Laura said "Before you meet with Dr. Tom Harbor, the senior oncologist here at University Hospital, I want to go over all of your tests to this point, so that you know what is going on."
"I appreciate it." Teresa said.
"The good news is," Laura said, "we caught it really early. Usually ovarian cancers are not caught until they are in stage III or IV, and metastasizing all over the place, but yours was still a I/II. Your platelets are up and your sodium levels are down, but the follow-up tests are not finding any spreading in abdominal fluids, lymph nodes, or your breasts." Laura then showed Teresa all the lab results.
"Just one other thing." Laura said. "This is medically unprofessional of me, but I want you to be skeptical and ask any questions you may have when you meet Dr. Harbor. Chemo is hard, very hard, on the body, so give everything full consideration. And if you have any issues, call me immediately. I'm going to stay here at the Hospital until you're done this morning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Tom Harbor was considered to be a very good oncologist, but doctors like him were the reason Teresa didn't like doctors very much. He was in his 40s, and spoke as if his word was the Gospel truth... and he did not seem to like the questions Teresa was asking.
"We're going to have a full round of chemotherapy and radiation therapy." said Dr. Harbor. "Then we'll take another biopsy, draw more fluids, and run another battery of tests... then a second round if things don't look perfectly right."
"Is one round enough for me to lose my hair, get mouth sores, maybe ulcers?" Teresa asked.
"You'll probably experience some hair loss." said the Doctor. "It will grow back after the course is completed."
"Doctor," Teresa asked, "if I do nothing, what are the chances of cancer appearing somewhere else?"
"Well, that's why we're going to have a round of radiation and chemotherapy." Dr. Harbor said. "To reduce those chances to as nearly zero as possible."
"But what are the chances, percentage-wise, if I don't go through this?" Teresa asked again.
"You're really taking chances with your life." said Doctor Harbor. That got him a 'Teresa Cunt' look.
"Doctor," she said acidly, "in case you haven't heard, my ovaries were removed after I was shot and taken into surgery. I am a Police Officer. I take chances with my life every day, but that's beside the point of my questions. Why can't you just answer with a simple percentage like I asked you?"
"Young lady, I am the doctor here." said Harbor. "I know far better than you what is best for your treatment."
"My boss has a saying." said Teresa. "That some things are like 'using a triphammer to crush a nut'. And that's what I'm feeling right now... I don't know that I need this triphammer, when the percentages are less than 10% that I'll have any new cancer."
"Obviously you don't understand." said Harbor. "Medicine is an art, and I've been practicing this art for a very long time. But if you want to risk your life, and would prefer another doctor, I would suggest we end this consultation and you seek treatment from someone else, though you will find no one better than me in this field."
Teresa already had her cellphone out and was dialing a number. "Hi Dr. Fredricson.... it's not going well." she said.
"Come back to my office immediately." Laura said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I was afraid of that." Laura said when Teresa came back to her office. "Dr. Harbor is a good oncologist, but the Hospital Administration has gotten complaints that he essentially 'overprescribes'. In other words, he'll try to put you on full chemo when it's not needed."
"I was getting what Cindy would call a 'vibe'." Teresa said. "And it was that that guy was thinking about his wallet, and not my health."
"That's a good way of putting it." said Laura. "Let me tell you this story: men get prostate cancer, and the normal treatment is an expensive surgery to remove the prostate, followed by chemo and radiation that can destroy the bowels and make a man have to wear diapers for the rest of his life, and then the man is impotent on top of that."
Laura continued: "There's a treatment out there, called Theraseed. It's radioactive palladium pellets that can be injected into the prostate with a simple, minimally invasive procedure. The radioactivity kills the prostate and the cancer, then decays and is gone within half a year. The man can continue a normal sex life, and won't have to wear diapers for the rest of his life. Rudy Giuliani had the Theraseed treatment for his prostate cancer."
Laura went on: "So we had a male patient who asked Dr. Harbor about the Theraseed treatment, and Harbor went off on the man, refusing to even consider discussing the treatment, much less doing it. The man had to go elsewhere, and got the Theraseed treatment. Many other doctors won't discuss or do the Theraseed, either."
"Why is that?" Teresa asked.
"Because they make tens of thousand more dollars by doing the full surgery." Laura said. "They don't give a shit about the patients, only their wallets. And with that in mind, I'm going to call in someone to talk to you. His name is Dr. Napp..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Napp was a younger man, and looked even younger than his age. Teresa did not say it out loud, but she thought he resembled Sergeant Micah Rudistan in both appearance and jovial attitude, but Dr. Napp had a full head of black hair.
"I think she's a great candidate for the experimental program, Dr. Fredricson." said Dr. Napp, after looking at Teresa's case file. He turned to Teresa and said "I work for a company called PharmaDynamics. I used to work for BigPharmaCorp, but they were not interested in my new drug for cancer in the early stages and prevention of reoccurrence. They said it would take too long to get through FDA approval, but what it would really do is make much more expensive drugs and treatments... that they sell... unnecessary."
"With my new research company," continued Dr. Napp, "I'm able to run trials on persons like you, who appear to have eradicated their cancer but we want to make sure. There is some radiation, but it's mild compared to what Dr. Harbor would put you through, and the drugs aren't nearly as toxic on the body."
"This sounds like a plan." Teresa said, looking up at Laura, who nodded vigorously.
"Not in this hospital you won't!" growled a voice behind Teresa. Dr. Tom Harbor had opened the door without knocking and had just walked in. "And you won't do this through the University Cancer Research Center, either. You're not on staff, Napp. And you, Fredricson... I'm getting really tired of you meddling in my business. I'll have you kicked off the Staff if you even try to do an end run around me."
"First of all," Laura replied, having stood up to tower over Harbor, "get out of my office if you can't learn to knock. And second, we'll see who gets kicked off Staff."
"You think you're hot shit, huh?" Harbor practically shouted. "Well you're not! You're just a whore pretending to be a sex professor, and it won't be hard to humiliate this University into getting rid of you------"
He was suddenly looking at a Police badge right in front of his face. "I don't think you heard me earlier, Doctor," Teresa said as she held the badge up, "but I am a Police Officer, and you were told to get out of here. If you don't, I'll arrest you------"
"You have no jurisdiction here!" Harbor said, his voice ugly.
"Oh yes she does." said a voice behind Harbor. He whirled to face a very tall, broad- shouldered redhead wearing a black shirt and pants and a beige trenchcoat. And holding a red crowbar. "And so do I."
"Who the fuck are you?" asked Harbor.
"I'm her boss," I said, pointing at Teresa, "and I don't like my Officers being disrespected. But more importantly," I said as I pointed at Laura, I'm her husband. And if you say so much as one more disrespectful word to my wife, I will beat the god-damn shit out of you. And then I'll charge you with assaulting a police officer, saying your face assaulted my fist. You'll go to jail, you'll be fired from the Hospital, you'll lose your medical license, and you may even do prison time."
"You're as nuts as your wife." said Harbor. Then he said "Well... if you want me to leave, get out of my way." I couldn't argue with that; I moved aside and Harbor wisely left.
"Do we really have jurisdiction here?" Teresa asked.
"Paulina and I have been discussing it." I said. "We may even try to make a test case out of it. The Sheriff and his Deputies do have jurisdiction here. Since we work for the Town & County Public Safety Department, and since the Sheriff is the head of that Department and our boss, we think we're fully deputized agents of the law under the Sheriff, and therefore have jurisdiction here."
"That will be an interesting case." Laura said.
"Okay, I'll let you get back to curing my Captain." I said.
"I'll walk you out while they talk." Laura said. She walked down the hall with me.
"So how much trouble have I gotten us into now?" I asked. I'd come when Laura had called me, having anticipated there might be a confrontation.
"I don't know." said Laura. "We still don't have a full time Hospital Administrator. Some of the Board members will be behind Harbor; they want the Cancer Center to be expanded. Of course Dr. Wellman will be behind me, as will others on the Board."
"You sound a little unsure." I said.
"Not much gets by you." Laura replied. "That part where he brought up me being the 'sex professor'... the University won't care; that's my job, that's why I get the Federal grants, and why I'm a full Professor and have tenure. But the Hospital has always been a bit shaky about it. If Harbor makes a full-blown snit out of it, it could be trouble."
Part 3 - Feds At Work
At 11:30am, still January 20th, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone called me and asked if I could come to the Federal Building. Cindy was already there, he added. I walked over and up to the third floor.
"Thanks for coming." said Jack Muscone as I entered the conference room. Also in the room were FBI Special Agents Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, Lindy Linares and Eduardo Escobar, and TCPD Captain of Detectives Cindy Ross.
"Always a pleasure." I replied, getting a smile from Lindy... and Sandra.
"The reason I asked you and Captain Ross to come over," said Muscone, "is to hear Martin's report on what's going on at Lake Amengi-Nunagen firsthand with the rest of us. My boss, the Deputy Director, has authorized you guys Consultant pay for your time."
"Mighty... nice of him." I said. I had been about to say something else, then realized it might not go over too well.
"Okay Martin," said Muscone, "the floor is yours."
"Thank you, sir." said Nash, getting up and going to the head of the table where Jack had just stood. He used a remote to turn on the projector. A map of the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area was being displayed.



"As you know," Nash said, "we have a base camp house in the area. Two people have manned it at all times for radio communications, and we know it's being watched. You can see Michael Burke's home in the southwest corner here, the road running east-west at the bottom of the screen that goes to the town of Waguli near Lake Watchacoochie, the road running north here to the FBI's cabin and then further north into the Wilderness Areas, and Lake Amengi-Nunagen to the right of it, which is east."
Nash continued: "Lake Amengi-Nunagen is a very large lake. The dam is here, to the south, and the Waguli Road runs right along the top of the dam. The land east of Lake Amengi-Nunagen is all Wildlife Management Area, owned by the Federal Government. There are private residences at Lake Watchacoochie on the far east side of this photo."
Nash went on: "There are twenty private residences in the Lake-Amengi-Nunagen area. Sixteen of them are owned by people we believe to be associated with what Commander Troy would call the 'Establishment Elites'. All are wealthy, all have ties to banks or large businesses, all are white, fifteen are men and two are women."
Another slide came up. Nash said: "This is a satellite photo of the area north of Michael Burke's residence and to the west of most of the other properties as well as west of the Lake. It's pretty heavily wooded, but it is a fenced-in compound. There are buildings on the property, but camouflage netting has been put up over the buildings. Camo netting has also been erected in other places. We believe this spot is actually a firing range."
Nash continued: "The outer perimeter of the compound is under camera surveillance. The fence is electrified as well as wired with sensor devices and possibly booby traps. It is also patrolled at least once an hour, every day and every night. The security people there wear camo or black uniforms, and carry M-4s as well as pistols."
Nash went on: "We know we can't just walk up to the place, but we have several agents who were once Marine Recon snipers. They are damn good at disguising themselves. They went to work doing surveillance on the place, and a couple of them got into the compound for twenty-four hours without being spotted. They took a lot of pictures, and this one is the one that is of the most interest to us."
A fuzzy picture of a man in fatigues came up. His head was shaved bald, but the droopy mustache was unmistakeable. Cindy gasped. Jack Muscone's beady black eyes turned jet.
"Ahhhhh," I said in a falsetto voice reminiscent of City Detective E.J. Jefferson, "so that's where Dick Ferrell has gotten himself off to. I was expecting him to show up sooner or later."
Martin Nash said "We think he's training recruits in boot camp style at this facility. He also may be an operational planner for them."
"Who?" Cindy asked. "Militia? White supremacists?"
"Possibly both." said Eduardo Escobar.
Nash said "The owner of this land, and this facility, is named Franklin Gray. Gray is associated with a group called 'Stormbringer', and he's a close associate of Judge J.B. Stone, who is now in Coltrane County to your south. All long-time white supremacists. This may be one of their training bases."
"How long has this camp been here?" I asked.
"Longer than we have any records for." said Nash. "Franklin Gray is 62 years old. He's a member of the boards of BigPharmaCorp, BigAgraFoods, WorldBankTrust, and Acme Tool & Die, which was an offshoot of Henry Wargrave's Acme empire.
"BEEP BEEP!" said Cindy.
I laughed, but everyone else looked at her funny. Cindy said "Didn't you guys watch Roadrunner cartoons? The Coyote would order things from Acme..."
"Oh. Yeah." said Jack Muscone. "I think what worries most is that the Iron Crowbar laughed."
"The Iron Crowbar watches Roadrunner cartoons with his kids and dogs." I said with a smile. "Good stuff. I'm still rooting for Wile E. Coyote." The look on Martin Nash's face was pure 'How did I lose control of this meeting?'
I then said "Okay, so Franklin Gray checks off all the right boxes. What else do you have?"
"Just that our signal intelligence group is getting nothing from the facility." said Nash. "They might be receiving, but they are not transmitting."
"Are you getting ham radio transmission signals from anywhere in the area?" I asked.
"Yes," said Nash, "from six of the twenty residences in the area. And they all have registered with legitimate call signs. I can bring those up on the computer..."
"We'll get that later." I said. "But the facility itself is not transmitting anything?"
"No, Commander." said Nash.
I nodded thoughtfully. "What about Michael Burke? Has he visited the facility?"
"Not that we know of." said Nash. "None of the residents in the area have gone there, except Franklin Gray, who has a home on the property but not near this facility."
"Okay, Martin, that's good information." said Muscone. "So, Don, what do you think of all this?"
"It's all wrong." I mused, halfway in a reverie.
"What?!" gasped several people. I looked around.
"Oh, sorry." I said, understanding. "What Martin said is correct. What I meant was that this whole set-up doesn't fit. They are trying to deceive us."
"Perish forbid anyone try to do that to the Iron Crowbar." said Cindy. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. I also contemplated where this pawky irreverence was coming from.
"Indeed." said Muscone, rescuing Cindy. "A lot of money has changed hands in failing to do that." He was referring to the betting that the DepDirector had had to order stopped. "What's the deception, Don?"
"This whole thing is exactly what we would expect to see when dealing with a white militia group." I said. "I know, I know, Timothy McVeigh wiped out a building in Oklahoma City, which is in the minds of anyone and everyone. We also had the recent paramilitary action at Providence Springs. So the FBI is expending considerable manpower and time watching this facility, and it is exactly what they are expecting to see."
"And we shouldn't be?" asked Martin Nash.
"Well, you're not wrong to watch over them and gather intel." I said. "And they may well be training to do something. But from what I'm understanding of these guys... this doesn't fit their mold."
I continued: "There are a number of these militia groups all over the U.S. Most of them are overblown and overgrown wannabee-soldiers, paintball players, and the like. Some are overblown doomsday preppers, and the Media happily tells us that they're waiting and prepping for the race wars, or a showdown with the Government."
"But the real Big Boys in all this..." I said, "... are not interested in this chickenshit stuff. They have a totally different objective. And they'd rather use riots and unrest as their tools than militias running around in the woods."
"Then what was 'Providence Springs'?" asked Muscone.
"Just what I said." I replied. "Chickenshit stuff. Stuff the FBI expected to see... and maybe some of them wanted to see, meaning it fit their expectations, not that they wanted it to happen. I mean, what was going to happen if the bad guys had wiped out Providence Springs? They were in no position to take it any further, and if they'd tried to do more, the National Guard would've come out and annihilated them."
"Didn't you think they were infiltrating banks and the Courts and local law enforcement to control towns and black populations?" asked Lindy Linares.
"Yes, and they still are." I said. "But there are two things about that: first, the Consultant of Crime was advising them on that strategy, and it suited his purposes much more than it suited theirs. It was slow, and it was set up in a way that he could come in and control the whole thing. They realized it after Providence Springs failed, though having control of the banks and apparatuses of Government was to their liking. They're still doing it, but with a better understanding of their own goals."
"Second," I said, "they also realized it wasn't something that created division... it would create unity against them. They need division, chaos, disorder. They need to pit groups against groups, inspire and instill hatred and fear. They can't stomach a unifying, peaceful Government, nor politicians that actually want common sense solutions to problems. Ergo, they're changing their tactics."
"So you don't think this facility at Lake Amengi-Nunagen is important?" asked Martin Nash. He seemed a little miffed under his normally even demeanor.
"No, I'm not saying that." I said, realizing they weren't understanding. "Tell me again what training they were doing at this facility?"
Nash said "Our Marine Recon guys said it looked like a basic training camp. Weapons familiarization, land navigation, basic squad tactics."
"Any sniper training?" I asked.
"Not sure." said Nash.
"What about crowd control?" I asked. "Or running a detention facility, like a FEMA camp?"
"What they're doing in patrolling the facility could be training of that kind." said Nash.
"All right." said Muscone, feeling the tension and confusion in the room. "Why don't you guys take Ms. Ross to the Country Breakfast Diner for lunch. Expense it, Martin, and I'll make sure it's comped. Don and I will talk further, then get lunch somewhere else."
"Double cheeseburgers, take cover!" said Cindy as they all got up. She then realized that her humor was not cutting through the awkward tension.
Once they had all left, Jack said "I think I understand what you're saying, Don. But my boss is not going to like it. We've put a lot of man-hours, and weeks of time and effort and danger into finding out about that facility and what it's doing... and you're saying it's just.. a ruse?"
"No, it's a real and potentially dangerous group." I said. "But at the same time, we have to see it in proper context, and not be fooled by Superior Bloodlines into looking at one hand while the other is doing even dirtier work."
"And what dirtier work is that?" asked Muscone.
"Creating riots." I said. "Creating racial tensions on both sides, and unrest. Your boss is a wee bit too locked in on Superior Bloodlines, and he's not seeing a larger picture, such as T-Square and other Black celebrities and entertainers working to destabilize what they believe is 'The Man', i.e. our entire society."
"So what will they do next?" asked Muscone.
"I don't know." I said. "If I did, I wouldn't be sitting here, and neither would you. We'd be out there stopping it. I do think it happens in this State... too many political interests were most very unhappy that Governor Val Jared was re-elected by the People of this State."
"So, what's next for us?"
"For you, double cheeseburgers." I said. "For me, working against those special interests to 'right-size' the SBI and weed out its corruption. Oh... and when we get Ferrell, you get first crack at him... for what he did to Tanya."
"Thank you." said Muscone. "I'm going to take you up on that. Now let me take you up to the Cop Bar for those double cheeseburgers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Cindy Ross was admitted to my office at 2:30pm. She sat down in a hot chair rather than her normal place on the sofa.
"How was lunch with our FBI friends?" I asked.
"Lunch was good," Cindy said, "but they were all very... 'disquieted', I guess is the word. They did not like what you said in that meeting one bit."
"Why not?"
Cindy thought about it, then said "I think some of it is knowing their boss, the Deputy Director is not going to be happy with what you said. But some of it is that Martin has been working hard on this, and I know you didn't mean to be cruel, but you basically said everything he's worked on is either unimportant or a ruse that successfully deceived him and the FBI."
"I... " I started, then caught myself and breathed for a second. "Good grief. No, that's not what I said. I'm not saying it was unimportant, and it's not just idle stuff they're doing at that facility."
"I know." Cindy said. "But you do think it's a ruse, or at least a distraction?"
"Well, if we knew exactly what they were doing in there, we'd know better." I said. "They could be making bombs to plant at events with crowds, they could be planning on starting riots, they could be the ones that will be used to keep the chaos going...
"But you don't believe it." Cindy said as she studied me.
"Call it a vibe." I said. "But I don't think it is what Jack's boss is looking for in the way of bringing down Superior Bloodlines. Oh... and yes... it is a ruse that has totally preoccupied and deceived the FBI to this point."
Part 4 - Killer Date
7:00pm, Friday, January 20th. It was not all that busy at the Cop Bar, especially for a Friday night. Cindy, Teresa, Chief Moynahan and I had gathered to start the weekend off right by consuming a pitcher of beer.
"Sooooo, Ms. Croyllllle," drawled the Chief, "how did things go with your doctor appointment?"
"Pretty rough at first." Teresa said. "Thankfully, Dr. Fredricson had given me some advice, and I'm not going to do the chemo thing. There's a new treatment out with a much more body-friendly drug that I'm going to try out."
"And that little report I heard about the need to use a crowbar on someone?" asked the Chief.
"The Iron Crowbar takes care of his family, sir." said Teresa.
"Including the family sitting at this table." I said, "Which includes you, Teresa." Teresa and I fist-bumped.
"What about you, Ms. Ross?" asked the Chief.
"Pretty quiet on the home front." Cindy said. She then reached out and touched the wooden table. "Touch wood on that, lest I jinx us. Anyway, I went with Don to the FBI's briefing, then had lunch with them while Jack and Don went off on their own without adult supervision."
"Gotta watch out for us big kids." I said.
"As I told Don," Cindy said, "I think there's some confusion in their ranks." I nodded. Cindy explained things to the Chief and Teresa.
"What about you, Mr. Crowbarrr?" asked the Chief. "All quiet with you, what with your Angels taking care of business?"
"They're doing great." I said. "As for me, I'm being stretched in about twenty different directions. The FBI and Superior Bloodlines is part of it. I also am getting pressure from Chief Griswold and the Governor to come in and use a crowbar to pry some slow-moving bills out of the Legislature. The SBI bill fight is turning ugly, but it's obviously not my priority. But I'm going to go down to Midtown tomorrow and see what I can do."
"Good." said the Chief. "For me, the Sheriff has rubber-stamped the choices for Detective Track that you all submitted, and the Council will ratify the Lieutenant choices next Tuesday at their meet-ing."
"Who are the new Lieutenants going to be?" asked Cindy. The Chief looked at me, and I looked at Teresa.
"Carswell and Irwin." Teresa said. "They'll be the Precinct Lieutenants, and deputies to the Precinct Captains."
"What about Rudistan?" asked Cindy. She had lobbied for Rudistan to be strongly considered.
"It was a really tough choice between Irwin and Rudistan." I said. "Both are well-qualified and good leaders. But in the long run, we decided that Irwin fit the position a little bit better, and he has more time-in-grade than Rudistan." I did not mention that Sergeant Irwin had been one of Teresa's 'right-hand-men' during her time in Vice, and she naturally showed a preference for putting him in the position. And it was ultimately her call to make.
"Besides," I continued, "what would we do without Sergeant Rudistan's comments at the coffee klatch every morning?"
"Exactly why I was trying to promote him out of there." Cindy shot back. We all laughed.
Once the pitcher of beer was consumed, I headed back to the Cabin. Molly was coming over with the boys, and I picked up Carole and Jim along the way. Laura had a date this evening... with the young stud Nick Eastwood. I knew she was in for a long, hard night... being ravished by his huge cock with his stamina behind it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Alas, my intentions to go to Midtown were thwarted. I was asleep, with Molly in my arms and her ass pressed into my abdomen as we spooned. At 1:00am, Saturday, January 21st, I was awakened by my Police cellphone going off. That got Bowser angrily barking, and that woke up Carole.
I picked up the cellphone. "Troy." I said sleepily as Molly got up to attend Carole and shush Bowser.
"Sir, this is the First Precinct Duty Desk." said the voice at the other end of the line. He named a location that was a row of Townhouses just north of Town. "Someone reported blood coming through the ceiling of their condo, and when our guys went to check, they found a body. It looks like murder, sir."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My mom is going to live over in Building 6." Cindy was saying to Joanne Warner. "This is Building 4... the number '4' is bad in Chinese philosophy."
"It's not doing so great in Iron Crowbar philosophy, either." I said as I came up to them. "Okay, whaddya got?"
"Terry Schultz, age 34, owner of this condo, sir." said Joanne. I was looking at a white, black-haired woman lying face down on the floor at the foot of her bed, clad only in her nightgown. She looked to have been in good physical condition, fit, and from the photo on her drivers license, she was attractive.
Her apartment was on the second floor. Her throat had been slashed and her blood had soaked through the carpet down to the ceiling of the apartment below, waking up that home's owners to a horrifying sight.
"Their names are Tommy and Tina Yaris." Joanne said. "He also happens to be the Homeowner's Association employee, responsible for things like the common areas, garages, and security cameras. Anyway, they called the Police, and with no answer at the door nor answering of her cell phone, I gave the go-ahead to forcibly enter the apartment."
"Yes, I think dripping blood is sufficient 'probable cause'." I replied. "Which Officers responded to the call?"
"Senior Patrolman Hicks and Patrol Officer Inga Gunddottar." said Joanne. "I was on call, and the 1st Precinct Duty Desk called me immediately after they dispatched them to the scene, since blood was already found. I called back after the body was found, and asked them to call Captain Ross and you, sir."
"Good." I said as I began looking around the bedroom, where the Crime Lab team was already at work.
The bedsheets were messed up, showing that the bed had been slept in, and possibly (likely, actually) that sex had occurred upon it. Some clothes were lying on the floor near the closet door in a very small pile. The door to the bedroom from the hall came in at the "lower right" side, and the far wall was the wall to the front of the condo and the street. The window in that wall was draped. I peeked out to see the street below and condos on the other side.
The bed was against the left-side wall. To the left of the door, on the inner wall, was a a long, thin table, and on it was a laptop computer, with a chair in front of it; a temporary set-up to be sure, and one of convenience for the late owner to use her computer on without having to leave the bedroom.
"There's no television set in here." Joanne said. "The computer is still here on this side table. Doesn't look like anything was taken from the main room or kitchen, but I can't be sure because either she or her cleaning service dusts very well."
Just then, Christina Cho handed J.R. Barnes a glass microscope slide. He had a small, portable microscope and was looking at the sample.
"Check this out." said J.R. "She has semen in her vagina, and the sperm are motile, meaning sex was very recent." Joanne, Cindy, and I all took turns looking at the sample, and yep, those little swimmers were vigorously swimming, seeking an egg that they would never find. Christina examined it as the official second witness to it; even so, J.R. told one Crime Lab member to get the sample to the State Crime Lab immediately so that they could also document it, and also begin doing a DNA search.



"What about a cellphone?" I asked.
"Not yet, sir." said Detective Teddy Parker, who had just come into the bedroom from the main room. "We have her phone number, though. I've called the Mouseketeers to see if they can get a signal ping."
"Sir," said Joanne Warner, "we're also getting a warrant to take all the camera footage from the security cameras here and across the street."
"Excellent." I said, then said quietly to Cindy: "You have no idea how happy I am to not have had to ask that." Cindy smiled and nodded vigorously in agreement.
"No fingerprints except hers on the computer." announced Labcoat, the technician who always was wearing a labcoat; hence, the nickname. His voice was lilting as if he were a homosexual, and he said in that voice: "And we're not done everywhere, but no other fingerprints anywhere else, including in the bathroom."
"So the guy she had sex with wiped it all down?" Cindy asked.
"No ma'am." said Labcoat. "Nothing was wiped down, either; we usually can tell when that happens. The Commander will kill me for saying this, but my theory is that the boyfriend did not use the bathroom at all. He may have killed her right after sex, put on his clothes, and gotten on out of here."
"Noooo, I'm not going to kill you, Labcoat." I said. "I'm just going to wave this red crowbar in your general direction for theorizing without sufficient facts."
"Welcome to my world, Labcoat." said Cindy. Joanne giggled.
I said "Having said that: your idea could well be correct, Labcoat. Keep searching for prints."
"Sir, do you see any 'strangenesses'?" Joanne very astutely asked.
"Just one at this moment." I said, smiling. "Even if this was a crime of passion, why leave a three-thousand-dollar laptop computer sitting here on the desk? Why not take it, just to make it look like a robbery?"
"It's an Apple computer, sir." said Joanne. "They have those new apps: 'Find my iPhone', 'Find my iPad', and so on. The perp might have thought the computer could be traced."
"That's true." I said.
"The cellphone was taken, sir." said Christina Cho. "She'd put her purse on the breakfast table, and it was emptied onto the table. It may be theorizing without facts, but the perp apparently wanted the phone, and he took it."
"The only problem with your theorizing, Christina," I said, "is that you assumed it's a 'he' that wanted the phone. At any rate, we're back to 'strangeness' again. Yes, the phone can be traced; in fact, that's being done now. But the computer was left behind, for right or for wrong."
I looked around the kitchen, seeing the purse and its emptied contents on the breakfast table. Terry's wallet was still there, and it contained two hundred dollars in cash and her credit cards. Her drivers license had been removed by the Police to be run against our computer databases.
As we had been talking in the kitchen, Martha the M.E. had arrived and was now examining the body in the bedroom. I waited for several minutes for her to do her job as I looked around the main room, the greatroom. It had a TV in the corner, an older model, and a sofa against the wall, looking towards the back wall, window, and television. The black material of the sofa looked cheap and old, especially compared to the nice dining room set, bedroom suite, and the simple but good quality breakfast room table and kitchen utensils. There were no photographs at all on the walls or the side tables. There had been no photos in the bedroom, either.
On the side wall was a secretary desk, not wide but tall with a bookcase on top. There were some papers on it, but they seemed undisturbed, and as Joanne had observed there were no outlines in any dust to show something had been removed.
Against the back wall there was no door, only two side-by-side windows that looked out over the backyard areas, which weren't much: about 60 feet of space with a fence in the middle and more condos on the other side. A narrow deck and raised fire escape stairs were against the outside wall.
I could see the backside of another complex on the other side of the backyard. This area had been heavily built in the last few years, and a lot of homes squeezed into a relatively small space.
"Cindy," I said, "what do you want to bet these are Thomas P. Cook housing developments?"
"I'll take that bet." Cindy said. "I just helped my mom buy a condo in Building 6, which is to our right as we face the backyard. The paperwork said the developer was Edward R. Steele. Those condos abutting the backyard are not part of this development, so they may be Cook developments."
"No back deck." I said. "Hell, I'd put a door here and a back deck on these upper floors."
"My mom's condo has that." Cindy said. "I don't know why these are different."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. Back in the greatroom, I said "Terry Schultz must be a professional woman." I said. "Maybe a lawyer, CPA, CEO of her own company, something like that?"
"Yes sir." said Teddy Parker. "She's the CEO of a small staffing services company. Paralegals, accountants, people that can run applications like Excel, some light software development. I'll be looking further into the company."
"Okay, good work. Let me know what you find." I said as I looked around some more. Between the greatroom and master bedroom was a bathroom. Going towards the front of the building, the master bedroom, where the body was, was at the end of the hall. The second bedroom was to the right of the master bedroom, behind (or in front of) the kitchen, and its window also overlooked the street. There was a small bed, double sized, a bedside table, one lamp, and a simple chair. No other adornments graced this extra room.
"All the windows are locked." I said, examining the windows as I had all the others. "to whom are you assigning this case, Captain?"
"Warner as the primary." Cindy said. "Parker helping her."
"Good choices." I said. "Okay, let's spend a few instructive moments with Martha." I went back into the main bedroom, Cindy following.
"Hi Martha." I said. "Anything peculiar?"
"No sir." said Martha. "Well... not necessarily peculiar, but worth noting: there's no bruising anywhere. She wasn't beaten up before she was killed. She had recently had sex, as you know. It appears to have been consentual, and brief. Death did not occur immediately after the sex, though."
"Oh, now that is interesting!" I said enthusiastically. "Do you not agree, Detective Warner?"
"Uh, yes sir." said Joanne. "Since you think so, sir." Cindy stifled a laugh.
"Oh, I do." I said. "Let that work through your mind for a bit. Anything else, Martha?"
"She was grabbed from behind, her throat slit, and she was dropped right there. Bled out quickly." said Martha. "Total surprise to her, I think... virtually no signs of a physical struggle."
"All right." I said. I had been kneeling next to Martha and the body. Now, as I raised up to my full height, I said "Okay, I've seen all I need to. Get that computer to the Mouseketeers for analysis. I'll postpone my trip to Midtown; this takes precedence. I'll see all of you at Police Headquarters tomorrow morning..."
Part 5 - Information
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF at 7:00am, Saturday, January 21st. "Channel Two News is following the story of a young woman killed at the Alberta Pines Townhouses just north of North Street!"
"The victim was a 34-year-old woman and believed to be a local businesswoman." said Bettina. "Police are withholding her identity pending notification of next-of-kin, and so far have no leads on the killer or killers. Neighbors report hearing no altercations or screams during the night."
"And in other news," Bettina went on, "University President Sidney P. Wellman announced that a formal search is underway for a full-time Hospital Administrator for University Hospital, following reports that a whistleblower is about to come forward with allegations of doctors not on Staff at the Hospital being allowed to practice medicine there. Dr. Wellman states that he believes nothing is wrong with the Hospital's practices, but a full-time Administrator is needed to fill the role since Dr. Louise Alcott was dismissed a year ago this month."
"And in State news," Bettina said, her face brightening considerably, "Democrats in the State Legislature are blocking Republican attempts to ramrod through a bill that would gut the SBI and leave citizens helpless against drug dealers and other criminals! State Senator Katherine Woodburn is calling upon Governor Jared to support a strong SBI, or to resign as Governor. Governor Jared reiterated his intention to keep his campaign promise to destroy the SBI, and he has promised to veto any bill that funds the SBI."
"That's not true at all." I said as I drank my coffee. "I don't know what is going on with Bettina, but she is way, way over the line with that stuff. That's not just bias... it's dishonest reporting, and almost libel."
"It's not just her." Cindy said. "Molly was in Midtown, helping Frank Soltis get moved in. She said Meredith Peller down there has gotten really bad in her reporting, and that Meredith used to be a really good and honest reporter. And Diane Williams in the City... she must be auditioning for CNN or something."
"It's almost like the Media has decided to undermine Governor Jared no matter what." said Joanne Cummings Warner as she walked in. "That's what my cousin thinks. The Media really, really hates it that he won."
"Yep." I said. "The Citizens did not obey the Media's orders, and they voted for Jared instead of Lewis. And the Media is now hell-bent on not just getting Jared, but getting payback against the People themselves."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, the meeting convened in Classroom 'E'. Chief Moynahan surprised us all by being here, and he was sitting at the end of the tables that were put together to be a conference table, the door behind him. I was sitting in the middle, facing the whiteboards and projector screen. Also present were Captain Ross, Detectives Warner and Parker, Sergeant Rudistan, Sr. Patrolman Morton, J.R. Barnes, and all three Mouseketeers. Additionally, Precinct Captain Holsom 'Hal' Briggs of the 1st Precinct had been 'invited' by Chief Moynahan.
"Commander, it's your meeting." said the Chief.
"No sir," I said, "it's Captain Ross's meeting."
"I'd say you're passing the buck, sir," said Cindy, "but Detective Warner might go get a hunting license and go after that buck."
"Yes ma'am!" Joanne said happily. She loved to go hunting.
"Okay," said Cindy, "let's hear the autopsy report, and anything else the Crime Lab can tell us. J.R.?"
"Yes ma'am." said J.R. Barnes. "The autopsy showed that Terry Schultz died of a knife wound to the throat. The knife was a serrated hunting knife, often called a 'Rambo' knife, according to Martha. It was a vicious blow; the killer just about sliced her head off her neck. None of the knives in the kitchen could have done this, so we think the weapon was brought in, and was taken away."
J.R. went on: "Terry had eaten about three hours before her death. Light pasta and salad, and wine. And she had sex within an hour of her death. It'll be a couple of days before we get a DNA profile from the State Crime Lab, but Lt. Perlman said she'd expedite it."
"Good." said Cindy. "Nice to have one of our guys in charge there. Okay, anything else from the crime scene?"
"I'll let the Mouseketeers talk about the computer and its contents." said J.R. "Meanwhile, her clothes were piled next to the hamper very neatly, and judging from the rest of the apartment, she kept things very neat. Last, there were no fingerprints besides Terry's on the purse that was emptied in the kitchen, and no other fingerprints on the desk, or on the computer on her bedroom side table. We do not believe anything, except possibly her cellphone, was taken from the scene."
"Okay, camera footage?" Cindy asked. I liked the orderly way she was going through this.
"Ma'am," said Myron Milton, "if you'll allow it, we'd like to present an integrated presentation of both the computer data and the camera footage."
"Allow it?" Cindy retorted. "I insist!" What was with this pawky vein of humor in her? I wondered to myself.
"Thank you, ma'am." said Myron. He turned things over to his wife, Mary Mahoney Milton. For the record, her hair was light purple today.
"We looked at the internet sites her browser had visited." said Mary. "There are a number of them, but the first ones we'll discuss are to dating sites. There's one that Terry visited a lot, called 'Business Singles Meet'. It has professional-level businessmen and businesswomen on it. Terry was in contact with three of the men, and one of them, named Andy Martoli, talked with her a bit, and they agreed to meet for a date."
Mary turned on the projector. "This is Andy Martoli's picture from the dating site." Martoli was in his late 20s or a young-looking 30s, black haired, Italian features. "He's a software developer contracted with a company called Dakota Funding, Inc. They're one of those structured settlement loan companies. Their main office is in the City, and they have their software people here in a small office near the Mall. Andy is 32 years old, never married, no criminal record to this point."
Mary went on: "So here is where the camera footage comes in. At 8:10pm, this nice looking BMW drives up and into the parking garage. The car tag is registered to an Anthony Martoli." The street camera showed the vehicle, then the camera footage of the parking garage attached to the building. "Martoli is buzzed in, then the 2nd floor hallway camera shows him going to Terry's door. She comes out, wearing the clothes that were on the floor near the hamper, I might add. They drive off."
"At 10:38pm," Mary says, "the car drives back along the street, comes into the parking lot. They park, go to Terry's apartment. At 11:35pm, Andy comes out and goes to his car. He's not hurrying, no blood on his clothes. Gets into the car and drives off."
"And the first call to 9-1-1 about the blood was at 12:01am." I said.
"Yes sir." said Teddy Parker.
I nodded. "So, Detective Warner," I said, "what do you think of that guy in the cameras?"
"He never shows his face, sir." said Joanne, showing her own powers of observation. "He's wearing a sportscoat, a button-down shirt, blue jeans and badly out-of-fashion penny loafers... but he's also wearing a hat low over his eyes, he seems to know where the cameras are, he never looks at them, even looks studiously away. We never get a good look at his face."
"Very true." I said. "And an excellent job seeing that."
"Is there a camera in the console where he has to buzz her apartment to get into the garage?" asked Sergeant Rudistan.
"No, Sergeant." said Detective David Krueger. "The apartment manager said it was the only camera in all of the buildings of the complex that was on the fritz. He said it went out late that afternoon, and he had not yet had a chance to get someone to come fix it."
"Fancy that." I said. "Detective Warner, what do we think about coincidences?"
"We think that Police Commanders with crowbars don't think much of them, sir." Joanne replied. Everyone laughed.
"You are correct about that." I said when I stopped laughing with everyone else. "So take note of that 'strangeness'. Okay, carry on, Mary. Tell me about the apartment manager."
"Tommy and Tina Yaris are their names." said Mary. "They're both on the payroll. Sorry sir, I have not yet worked up anything on them."
"I know you'll have a lot more on them the next time we talk." I said, and Mary correctly realized that was an instruction.
"Yes sir." Mary said, then handed the presentation over to Krueger: "David has the information on Martoli."
"I ran Andy's finances." said Krueger. "His credit card was used at Luigi's last night, at 10:10pm. Luigi's is a fairly new Italian place near the Mall and north of the Cop Bar, with a back balcony overlooking the River... well, there's a parking lot between the balcony and the River, but it's a view. People gather after work on that balcony and have beers and sometimes light dinners. It would be a good place for a first date, as they can enclose that balcony and heat it. It's also not cheap: Andy's bill ran over $60 for what appears to be light dinners, pasta, and wine."
"What are his finances like?" Cindy asked before I could.
"Okay." said Krueger. "He's making good money. He's paying off the car, and he lives in an apartment complex not far from the Mall and Luigi's, where many younger singles live. Runs up credit card bills on restaurants and wine, but pays the bills every month. We'll have to work up his employment record on Monday, when people are there to answer our calls."
"So where is he now?" I asked. The room got quiet.
"Sir" said Sergeant Rudistan, "we procured a warrant late last night... more like 4:00am this morning... to bring him in for questioning. We went to his home address, but he's not there. His car is missing, also. We put out an APB for him and his car in this State and the States east and west of us. So far, no joy; he hasn't been spotted."
"We have patrols watching his home and his place of business here in Town, sir." said Teddy Parker.
"Additionally, sir, "said Myron Milton, "we are not getting any pings from Terry's cellphone. Nothing at all, despite an extensive search, if you get my drift. We think the cellphone has been destroyed."
"Okay, y'all have done all you can to this point." I said. "So tell me more about our victim, Terry Schultz."
"She does have a few features of interest." said Myron. "First, she's been running a small company called 'Schultz Elite Staffing', or S.E.S. for the last six years. As Detective Parker found out, her goal was to provide high quality temps, such as paralegals, accountants, experts in software such as Microsoft Access and Excel, and some software solutions people."
"However," Myron went on, "her business has been struggling, especially the last two years. Many of the paralegals were hired away, and most attorneys don't want temp paralegals for sensitive things. Likewise, all the software people found better paying jobs, and she began having problems replacing them with new hires. And other, larger companies were providing accounting temps at much more reasonable costs, so she was losing that. With the cash burn she was beginning to have, she probably would not have lasted three or four more months."
"She didn't do secretarial temps?" I asked. "Or 'professional' ladies like Delise Patrick was providing?" (Author's Note: Return of the Black Widow)
"Not that we've found, as of yet------" Myron started.
"Uh, sir, I'll get to that in a minute." Mary said. "Sorry to interrupt, Myron."
"That's cool." said Myron. "But no, she didn't do secretarial staffing... way too much competition out there for that. Looks like she wanted to make a niche, but chose the wrong niches."
"Okay." Cindy said. "Go ahead, Mary."
Mary said "We're now going to get into more of the contents of Terry's computer. She had work-related files of her accounts receivable, and one column was the source of the income." She turned on the projector again, and brought up the file on her computer.
"One source that kept being listed, as you can see, is called 'Red Flag'." Mary said. "There are entries here of $500, $200, $1000, and so on. Lately, this was the only real income she was getting."
Mary continued: "I began looking for what a 'Red Flag' might be, and there are no businesses registered in the State under that name. Then I searched her browser again and found a URL to this site."
She brought up a site. "This site tells women that they will 'research' those women's husband's infidelities and make a report, and gives a contact number and email. That email and the URL are on record as belonging to Terry Schultz's staffing firm. Wives hire her to have women 'woo' the suspected cheating husbands. I broke into the emails, and have made a full report of the names and email addresses. Some of the reports are 'Green Flags', where the husband resisted advances, or otherwise had no fidelity issues. Then there's 'Yellow Flags', and I'm sure you don't need a red crowbar to know what a 'Red Flag' means." Laughter broke out.



"That is absolutely... disgusting." said Precinct Captain Briggs. "She was hiring women to entice husbands into indiscretions... possibly where they would not have otherwise?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "This is why I interrupted Myron when the Commander asked about escorts. These women may or may not be prostitutes hired to do this, but it's some nasty business in its own right."
"Yes... 'nasty' is admirably exact." I said, halfway in a reverie. "And finally and at last... we now have a possible motive for this crime..."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Making the Law
Sunday, January 22d. I was in Midtown, having driven down the afternoon of the previous day. The Governor had invited me to stay overnight at the Governor's Mansion along with Chief Griswold and his wife, and I accepted his hospitality.
I'd ended the meeting the previous morning, telling my Detectives and Officers to collect as much data as possible... talking to other apartment occupants that might've heard something, people at Luigi's Restaurant, more digital records and data. I told them that either Detective Warner would've solved the case by Monday morning, or we'd have a meeting on Monday to update where we were with the case.
When I got to Midtown, I stopped by the Headquarters of the Midtown Police Department. The new Chief of Police, Frank Soltis, greeted me warmly, showed me around their offices, which were next to City Hall, and introduced me to the Midtown PD top brass. No one present was fooled: this was a clear demonstration by the new Chief to his new Staff that he had the Power of the Crowbar backing him up when it came to honest law enforcement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There were eight people in the conference room at the State Capitol building. Governor Jared sat at the head of the table. To his left was State Senator Sean Stockton (R), House Ways & Means Committee Chairman Wilson Hammonds (R), Chief Griswold, and myself. To the Governor's right was State Senator Katherine Woodburn (D), State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone (D), and State Representative Justin Madoff (D).
Before the meeting, as tension was already thick in the room, Senator Cerone came up to me and said "Commander, would you please give your wife my congratulations upon her retirement after over thirty years in our Nation's Intelligence services?"
"I'll be glad to, Senator." I said, shaking his outstretched hand. "Thank you." If you think that relieved any of the tension in the room, you would be wrong. Madoff looked angry, and Katherine Woodburn looked non-plussed, herself, though she respected decorum and offered her own congratulations.
"I want to thank all of you for coming in on a Sunday." said the Governor to begin the meeting after we were all seated. "It is unfortunate we had to postpone the meeting, but Commander Troy had an investigation to handle in his County."
"Yes sir." I said. "Perps behaving badly in Senator Woodburn's district. Unfortunately, it's a murder investigation. I do appreciate everyone's understanding of the delay."
"You'd think criminals would learn not to commit crimes at all in the Iron Crowbar's district." retorted Katherine, and perhaps her hypocrisy went over everyone else's heads.
"Okay," said the Governor, struggling to regain control of the meeting. "now that we're all here, let's begin. This meeting is to try to reach some kind of compromise over the budget, and especially the State Law Enforcement bill. The two competing versions that have been submitted are going to be non-starters with the other Party, so I'm hoping to begin a framework for a bill that can be accepted by both sides and passed." The silence in the room was deafening.
"Okay, who wants to start?" asked the Governor. "Sean? Wilson?"
"Governor," said Wilson Hammonds, "as you know, I believe the overall budget should be treated separately and passed separately. Then we can work on the real issue: the SBI."
"Not going to happen." said Katherine Woodburn, matter-of-factly. "No budget at all unless and until the SBI budget is a part of it. And that means the SBI bill is passed and signed... or veto overridden... before we allow a budget vote."
"So you're going to hold the entire State budget hostage." said Sen. Stockton. "And hold the jobs of all our State employees hostage, as well?"
"No, it's you holding them hostage by not accepting our proposals for a strong SBI." sneered Justin Madoff.
"Chief Griswold," said the Governor, "this is why I brought you in here."
"Darn tootin', Governor." said the old Chief, who was already getting flushed in his face and neck. "I'm here to remind you legislators, sitting in your gold-domed State Capitol here, that the people on the outside, the voters, the ordinary folks, do not think the same way you do. They are a lot smarter than you are."
Griswold went on: "My point is that they do know who is holding what hostage, but more importantly, they don't give a damn about your rhetoric and blame games... on either side. They want action, they want solutions, and they want honesty and integrity in our State institutions. That does not exist in the SBI today, and they want it corrected."
It was like talking to a brick wall. I noted the looks on Katherine's and Madoff's faces; they were set in stone. What might've surprised me more is that Wilson Hammonds and Sean Stockton's faces were equally set in granite against the Chief's words on behalf of the People.
"All right." said the Governor. "Let's try to start from a point we can all agree upon, okay? The State Troopers are respected by our Citizens and our Legislators. Let's at least put their budget, which we know, into the overall budget and pass it."
Katherine Woodburn rolled her eyes. Then she stood up. "Governor," she said, "I think we should stop wasting everyone's time, and let Chief Griswold and Commander Troy get back home and to their murder case. You just don't seem to understand, Governor, that we are not backing down, nor compromising on this. No SBI bill, no budget."
"Oh I totally agree." I said, shocking everyone in the room... except Chief Griswold.
"What do you mean, Commander?" asked the Governor.
"No compromise, no budget." I said. "Shut the Government down. And you Republicans... grow a spine and do it. Call the Democrats' bluff on this. Show the people of this State that they CAN live without Government, and how well they will do."
"That's crazy talk." said Wilson Hammonds.
"Is it?" I asked. "These Democrats are counting on you thinking that. Stand up to them for once in your lives."
Wilson Hammonds turned in his chair to face the Governor. "I now agree with Senator Woodburn that this meeting is a waste of time, Governor. Having to listen to this crazy... this shit from this man who is not a Legislator, has no idea what the concept of compromise is... yes, it's a waste of our time."
"At least Commander Troy has a spine." growled Griswold. "Which is something you have no concept of, Mr. Hammonds." Hoo boy, this was about to get ugly... oh wait... it already has...
"Wilson," said the Governor, who was trying his best, "Commander Troy is also an Inspector in the SBI Reserve, and his knowledge of law enforcement matters is of the highest value to us, which is why I've asked for him to be here and give his immensely valuable input."
"Here's some 'input', Governor Jared." said Justin Madoff, beginning to show disrespect in his voice. "There's not going to be an SBI Reserve if I can help it. That program has been a disaster from the beginning, and I'm going to demand that it be eliminated completely. Troy can stay at home and sit and spin on his crowbar."
"Let me just ask you one question, Mr. Madoff." I said. "You represent the City... which has standing orders from their Police Commissioner, their Mayor, and their City Government to arrest any SBI Agent that comes into their City Limits, if they don't actually shoot the SBI Agents on sight. I'd think you'd want less SBI based upon your constituents's wishes, not more."
"That shows how stupid you are, Troy." said Madoff. Yep, getting disrespectful. "I want a strong SBI that the City and my people can respect, not a useless shell of an organization that can't enforce dog catching regulations!"
Madoff was rising out of his chair as he screamed: "And the SBI Reserve is just an excuse to let bastards like you exercise police brutality all over the State!---"
Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone stopped Madoff's rant by slapping the back of his hand to Madoff's chest, forcing Madoff to sit back down in his chair. "You show more respect, young man. That's not Ferrell and Ikea you're shouting at over there."
The silence was most very awkward for all the politicians. Chief Griswold's mustaches were twitching, and I did not know if it was from sarcastic merriment or from anger... or both. The Governor looked like he genuinely did not know what to do. Madoff looked still angry but chastised. Hammonds and Stockton both looked a little shocked at the lack of decorum by Madoff, but otherwise looked bored. And Katherine Woodburn had a look on her face of smugness, as if she thought she was winning. Time to wipe that smug look off her face.
I said: "Governor, Senator Woodburn thinks she's winning, but she does not hold the true trump card. Whether or not there's a budget, if there's no money for the SBI, there will be no SBI at all on July 1st. And I would be perfectly happy with that."
"That's not true." said Wilson Hammonds. "If we don't pass a budget, last year's carries forward per the State Constitution. So the SBI will be fully funded."
"No sir." I said. "The SBI bill last year was a separate bill. Last year's budget bill without the SBI money is what will go forward. I'm sure that'll reach the Courts and be tied up for months, too... in fact, any attempt to fund the SBI that way, and I personally guarantee that it will result in a lawsuit. Also... if there is no budget going forward, then... per that State Constitution you just quoted... the Governor is authorized to make unilateral spending cuts... he can just wipe out the SBI with a pen and a phone."
The smug look on Katherine's face was gone. She knew I was right. Chief Griswold's mustaches were twitching again... this time in an effort to keep from laughing out loud.
"So you think you're a fucking lawyer now, eh?" snarled Justin Madoff.
"No, he's right." said Stockton, finally growing a spine and a voice. "Especially that this could get tied up in the Courts for years. So why don't we do our jobs and get this worked out, eh?"
The silence that met him was oppressive in its intensity. Then Madoff spoke.
"No way." he said. "I'll be opposing any reduction in the SBI just because Troy wants it. Anything Troy says is good, has to be bad and should be opposed to the last ditch."
Finally, Katherine Woodburn spoke up. "I think there are too many cooks in this kitchen, even in this small meeting. I propose that Senator Cerone speak with Mr. Hammonds and Senator Stockton, and I will have a one-on-one conversation with Commander Troy."
Everyone was surprised at that. Madoff was angry. "I thought we were agreed about this." said Madoff. "We were going to hold the line and not give these Republican bastards a God-damned thing---"
"Son," said Cerone, jabbing his finger almost into Madoff's face, "I've asked you nicely to shut your trap. If I have to ask again, then you and I will be having a private conversation." That was the kind of 'private conversation' that usually was fatal for whoever Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone was talking to... after all, he was the Southport Mob Boss-of-Bosses Emeritus, so to speak.
"I think that could be a good idea." said the Governor. "There are a couple of side room to this one. Why don't you meet, while Chief Griswold and I talk about fishing, and Mr. Madoff finds a way to calm himself down." Madoff reddened at the baiting insult, but held his tongue, knowing that Cerone had not been kidding around.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So who was it that died last night?" asked Katherine as we sat down at a small table in the side room.
"Woman named Terry Schultz." I said. "Single, no family that we know of, at least not yet. Ran a small staffing business."
"Sad." said Katherine. "If she has family, let my office know, so we can send condolences."
Those preliminaries now aside, Katherine squared up and her eyes became more intense as she said "Commander Troy, I'm not trying to be disrespectful like some of those turds in there. I am very aware of your capabilities and your record of achievements with the Police. But one thing said in there is true: we're the Legislators, we're the ones that make law and compromises for a living."
"You should be telling the Governor that, not me." I said. "If he wants me in the meeting, that's where I'll be. He's asked for my input in crafting the SBI bill, and he knows I'll have a lot to do with it going forward."
I then said "And as to compromise... I'm not seeing a bit of it from you nor your fellow Democrats. With you guys it's 'our way or the highway'. Now you know Jack Lewis's SBI was so corrupt that there is no rebuilding it without tearing down what's left of it now. Don't insult my intelligence by pretending otherwise, and I won't insult yours by having to spell it out."
Katherine gave a grunt that was meant to be a laugh. "Then I won't insult your intelligence by telling you why we don't have to compromise."
"Because Wilson Hammonds and the Republican Establishment will cave?" I asked. Katherine's eyes lit up. Yep, that was it, I realized.
"You've said it yourself a number of times." Katherine said. "So what you should be thinking about, Commander, and I will insult you by telling you what to think here, is what you can do to support the SBI like you do the FBI. We're going to win. We're going to make the SBI the boss of all the counties' law enforcement entities. We're going to run Tom Conlan out on a rail, and if you're smart, Commander, you'll consider taking the job of SBI Director yourself and making the SBI great again."
"Don't know where you're getting the 'again' from, there." I said. "The SBI has always been a corrupt and incompetent organization, practically from the day it was started. And no, I won't take the SBI Director job... and for the very same reasons you're offering it."
Katherine saw that I was seeing right through her. "Well then," she said, getting up, "we'll just have to see where the cards fall."
"You know, I wasn't kidding." I said. "No SBI is better than the SBI we have now. And that's where you're heading. Governor Jared has nothing to lose by vetoing the entire budget. The Republicans will be destroyed if they cave in, and I'll make sure they know it."
Katherine did not even bother to reply. She just gave me a brief, pursed smile, and exited the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I want you to join me for lunch, Commander." said Senator Jimmy Cerone. "There's a great little restaurant right across Capitol Square."
"Okay, Senator." I said. We walked across the Capitol grounds to one of the many restaurants and bistros in the area. Curiously enough, the place was called Luigi's.
The back of the restaurant had an open area that looked upon a park on the other side of the street. It was enclosed by clear plastic sheeting and therefore was plenty warm as we sat down.
"Allow me to order the lasagna for both of us, Commander." said Cerone. He did so, also ordering wine and bread rolls. He then said to me "I met the chef down in Southport. Best Italian food I'd ever had. I helped him open his own restaurant, and now he has places here, in the City, and a new place in your Town, near the River. Took us a long time to get that spot, and Thomas Cook took me to the cleaners on the price. But it was worth it... now please don't go raiding the place, it's a clean, legit business."
"I know." I said. "The only raids I'll be doing there are for the food, I hope. So... what did you want to discuss away from all the hotheads?"
Cerone laughed. "Yeah, that Madoff gets ahead of himself. They used to say you were a hothead, Commander Crowbar, but I know that's not true... you don't really lose control. When you beat down Sergei Molotov with that crowbar, that was a brilliant, calculated move. And I've enjoyed watching your career these past few years. To tell you the truth, I'm glad as hell you're not in Southport."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said. Cerone laughed.
The food arrived. The lasagna for both of us came in one 13x9 casserole dish. Per protocol, Cerone took a large portion and ate some to show it was 'good', then I took some. And I had to admit, it was the best lasagna I'd ever tried.
"Mmm, very good." I said. "You weren't kidding."
As we ate, Cerone said "So what I wanted to talk to you about is this SBI bill. Everyone's dug in. You know something about 'honor', in the Japanese sense. It's like that with some of them now. Katherine Woodburn can't back down, or she 'loses face', as the Japanese say. Madoff, don't worry about him, he does what he's told in the end of it all."
"Governor Jared, though," continued Cerone, "he's dug in, too. And between you and me, Commander, I don't blame him. He's won his last election, the Republicans are stabbing him in the back right and left, pardon the pun, and they were doing that during the campaigns, too."
"Now me," said Cerone, "I'd love to see the SBI go away. My boys down in Southport have no respect for 'em, but they don't have any love for 'em, either. So I have no problem with your plan and Jared's plan to reduce the SBI down to a support organization. Where the problem is for me, is the rest of the budget. If that doesn't get passed, people start losing things that prop them up. And people start getting restless, then hungry, then desperate, then violent. And they commit crimes... crimes that can't be controlled. Not by Police, not by my Boys, either."
I nodded, then Cerone went on: "And Commander, I know there's some crap going on about race wars, and ginning up stuff. It's at the Federal level, too. And stuff like that is as bad for my business as it is yours, and threatens good order in Society. So we have to find a way to get something done, let people like Woodburn save face, make everyone happy and unhappy at the same time..." He finished his lasagna and helped himself to another portion.
"I think I have a solution." I said. "You won't like it, he won't like it, nobody will like it. But it's the only way to get it done." With that, I got on my cellphone and said "Come on over to Luigi's."
A moment later, Jimmy Cerone almost choked on his lasagna as State Senator 'Moe' Molinari (R) stepped up to our table. "What is this, Crowbar Man?"
"Oh, I know you don't like Senator Molinari, and the feeling is mutual." I said. "But you're the two toughest Legislators in the State, and whatever gets worked out will be accepted by all the wimps of both parties. Have some lasagna, Senator Molinari, it's really good."
"I gotta admit," said Molinari as I fixed him a plate and poured him some wine as he sat down on my other side from Cerone, "only the Iron Crowbar would have the guts to do this... much less the brilliance of it."
"And why do you think I'm going to work with this guy?" asked Cerone.
"Because," I said, "you're practical, you're smart, you want the same things that he and I both do. And because you two will both be better off letting the past go. And it'll be a face saving thing, like that meeting of the Five Families in The Godfather... you make a truce, you make compromise legislation, you hug in a public press conference, and you both win in your respective zones of influence... which should never cross mine, of course."



"This is good lasagna." Molinari said as he ate. "Westphalia could use a good Italian restaurant like this. Of course, I'd want to start a steak and seafood place in Southport, like The Chop House in Don's Town and it's sister place in Westphalia."
"I think an arrangement could be made." said Cerone.
"I've missed my calling." I said. "I should've been a food critic for Elsie Gringer's online Society site." Both men laughed.
After lunch, I shook hands with both very tough men, and then they shook hands, albeit a little grudgingly... for the first time in years. And if things held, I might literally have ended a Mob war between the City and Southport... all over a lasagna lunch.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at the State Capitol, I went to the Governor's office.
"How was lunch, Crowbar?" asked Griswold.
"Good." I said. "The food was really good. And I don't want to get ahead of myself, but Cerone might be open to a deal."
"I hope so." said the Governor. "I think Wilson Hammonds wants to cave in, give the Democrats what they want."
"I'm not surprised." I said. "He's the John Boehner of State politics... anything he can do to spit in the Grassroots's faces, he'll do it."
"That's a good analogy, Crowbar." said Griswold.
"By the way, Governor," I said, "how did you decide on who to invite to that conference this morning?"
"I didn't." said the Governor. "Woodburn said she would bring along Cerone and Madoff, and Hammonds picked Stockton. I was surprised; I thought he might pick Molinari."
"Next time, invite Molinari yourself." I said. "And keep Molinari in the loop, even if Hammonds and Stockton scream about it."
"So why didn't Hammonds bring Molinari?" the Governor asked thoughtfully. Chief Griswold and I just glanced at each other...
Part 7 - Enforcing the Law
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, January 23d. "Channel Two News has learned that the murder victim at the Alberta Pines Townhouses was Terry Schultz, a single, 34 year old business owner!"
"Ms. Schultz was murdered by a knife wound to the throat." Bettina went on. "Police are searching for one Anthony Martoli, who goes by the name 'Andy', in connection with the case. Anyone with information regarding Mr. Martoli's whereabouts are asked to call the Police hotline, or 9-1-1."
"In State news," said Bettina, "the Legislature is all but shut down as the budget battle has brought out the deep divisions between the political parties. State Senator Katherine Woodburn had this to say. Roll tape."
A tape was played, showing Katherine Woodburn all but screaming at an outdoor press conference: "Governor Jared refuses to show any leadership! He insists upon gutting the SBI and subjecting our children to predators and drug distributors! He refuses to understand that the People of this State want security, and want a strong SBI protecting us!"
Bettina said "Republicans are also unhappy with Governor Jared's lack of leadership. Representative Wilson Hammonds, chairman of the Ways & Means Committee, said this. Roll tape."
Hammonds was surrounded by reporters at the Capitol as he said "I believe the parties can come together with a reasonable compromise, but the Governor is refusing to budge on the SBI issue, and he is endangering the entire budget process. State employees will not be getting paid if the Governor continues his unreasonable positions on the SBI bill."
Back on air, Bettina said "And more locally, the Town & County Council will be taking up the issue of promotions within the Police and Fire Departments. The Police Department has especially critical promotions for Precinct Lieutenants coming up, as well as nominations for Detectives. Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, supported by Council members Kelly Carnes and Thomas P. Cook, continues to call for dispersal of Detectives to the Precincts, but Chief Sean Moynahan says Detectives will not be limited to any geographical areas while solving crimes in this County. And now for Sports with Nick Eastwood! Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" Nick said. "Channel Two Sports has learned that Jayne Hallerton, who was kicked off the women's varsity basketball team and her scholarship rescinded, is suing the University, its President, the Athletics Director, and the women's basketball coach for discrimination as well as Title IX violations!"
"Patricia Iceland, head of the State Organization for Women, the SOWs," continued Eastwood, "is supporting Ms. Hallerton's lawsuit, and has filed 'friend of the court' briefs to support Ms. Hallerton, who was accused of violating the University's standards of ethics by posing for photographs that were considered obscene by the University's leadership. However, none of those photos were nude, none showed the University's logo nor colors, and supporters of Ms. Hallerton say she was dressed no more improperly than one could find in Town Fitness Centers or any other gym!"
Bettina took back over: "Also in University news, Dr. Tom Harbor filed a complaint with the State that doctors have been allowed to practice medicine and University Hospital without being on Staff. He says he will bring proof of that in a formal hearing, including proof that radical, unapproved cancer treatments are being allowed at the University. But more, Dr. Harbor asserts that at least one doctor has been allowed to operate in the Trauma O.R. upon wounded police officers. Furthermore, Dr. Harbor asserts that Dr. Laura Fredricson, who is on staff as a gynecologist and surgeon at the Hospital, is not fit to be on Staff because of the salaciously sexual nature of her research with the University's Psychology Department..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So now your wife can sue for discrimination against women, as well, Commander." said Theo Washington as we drank our coffee in MCD.
"But she won't." I said. "Dr. Wellman does not like people who besmirch his University, and ambushing him in the process makes him even angrier. He's going to slap back Dr. Harbor so hard, all the king's horses and all the king's men may not find the pieces."
"Looks like your trip to Midtown didn't bear much fruit." Cindy said. Only Theo was there with us at the moment.
"We'll see." I said. "I am delighted to see that the Media is not focusing on the true key players in all this."
Theo said "Sir, I'm hearing that some people are going around the black areas of Town trying to stir up trouble. Maybe even paying people to demonstrate against the Governor for holding up the budget. And people are spreading rumors that welfare checks will be cut off, and food stamps, too."
"That's a Federal program!" Cindy exclaimed. "No one is going to get their food stamps cut off!"
Theo shrugged his shoulders. "That's what's being spread around, and people aren't stopping to consider things like that truth."
I shook my head. "God, I hate politics."
"So why are you getting involved?" Cindy asked. "Why not just let them implode on themselves?"
"Because I've been given an opening to make a difference." I said. "And the SBI issue affects me and all of us LEOs directly. It's almost my duty to get involved."
Just then a ghost came into MCD. On second look, it was Teresa Croyle, and she looked sick as a dog.
"I had my treatment over the weekend." Teresa said as she saw my look at her. "And I'm a lot better than I was yesterday."
"Good grief, Captain." I said. "Go home, get some rest. Especially if you intend to attend the Council meeting tomorrow night."
"How about I just stay in my office?" Teresa said. "You know, desk duty."
"How about couch duty?" Cindy said. She escorted Teresa out of the MCD room. Others began trickling in, and another beautiful day in our Town and County began...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30am, Classroom 'E' began filling up with Detectives and Officers for the morning meeting to discuss the murder of Terry Schultz. Chief Moynahan sat in, and Cindy had Joanne lead it.
"Nothing further on the autopsy or toxicology tests." said J.R. Barnes. "The DNA tests are still out. Preliminary tests didn't get any hits, which is not surprising since Martoli had a clean record."
Sergeant Rudistan gave his report: "We talked to other residents. No one heard anything, no screams or anything like that. We talked to the staff at Luigi's, no one really remembered Terry nor Andy. They said it was a busy night."
"Sounds like you, Micah." Cindy said. Everyone laughed, and Rudistan grinned.
"If he's like me, why does he need to be on a dating site?" Rudistan replied jovially. Everyone laughed... except me. I just turned and looked at him.
"You know," I said, "that raises a serious point. Martoli has money, unless Myron is about to tell me differently. He has a Beamer. He's a decent looking guy, though you ladies can attest to that better than I can. Why IS he on a dating site?"
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "online dating has become a normal thing in this day and age. People find dates as well as activity groups, friends, that sort of thing. Even elite singles, as Martoli would be considered to be, use dating sites."
Parker continued: "And sir, this may tie into something else I learned. I was able to contact some of Andy Martoli's co-workers at Dakota Funding. They all said he was a good employee, decent person, a.k.a. 'nice guy', and that he was somewhat impish at times."
Parker went on: "But one of his I.T. co-workers here in Town, a Jeff Fuqua, said he thought Andy had problems with women. He was one of those types that would ask women out in a way that turned them off, and he wasn't good at simple conversations with them. I contacted Alan Harris, who works in Dakota Funding's H.R. Department. He said there were no formal complaints about Andy Martoli, but he said it with an inflection that something unofficial might've been said."
"Okay. 'Unofficial' complaints are as good as the paper they're printed on." I said. "And I'm not good at conversations, either. Most of them are with potential perps, not potential dates." Everyone laughed tepidly. "Okay, what's next?"
"I could not get in contact with any of Terry Schultz's employees." said Teddy Parker. "I left messages, none have been returned as of yet. We got a search warrant for the office yesterday, and went in and got everything we could: papers, computers, all that. The Mouseketeers and the other Data Guyz are processing that now."
"What about the 'Red Flag' business?" I asked.
"We asked ADA Patterson about getting warrants." said Mary Milton. "She said she would talk to you about that this morning, Commander."
"That does not sound promising." I said. "Okay, I've obviously usurped this meeting from Detective Warner, and I apologize. What's next, Ms. Warner?"
"Uh, can someone run that film footage of Andy at the condo?" Joanne said.
"Sure." said Myron. Seconds later, the film was running.
"When it gets to him getting out of his car, stop it." Joanne said. Myron did her one better: he fast-forwarded to it.
"Commander," Joanne said, "Andy Martoli's drivers license lists him at 5'6". That man is far taller than five-foot-six." There were audible gasps as we realized it."
I stood up. "Yes, and I should've seen that. For all of you that say nothing gets by me, this is proof that things do. And in this case, Detective Warner saw it when I did not." I walked over to where she was sitting, two chairs to my left. "So Detective Warner is the Iron Crowbar for the day."
And with that, I handed Joanne the red crowbar. Everyone broke into applause as Joanne practically squealed with happiness.
"How long do I get to keep this, sir?" she asked as she admired it, tapping it in her hand and feeling its weight.
"Until I have to leave the building and need it for personal defense." I said, returning to my chair. I noticed the Chief smiling at the end of the table.
"Very astute obser-vayyy-tion, Mizz Warner." said the Chief.
"It explains some things, too." I said. "Okay, let's see what we can do with this knowledge." I reached over and dialed a number into the speaker-phone in the middle of the table.
"State Crime Lab, Lieutenant Perlman speaking." said the voice on the other end of the line.
"Hi Tanya, it's Commander Troy." I said. "We're in a big meeting about the Terry Schultz case, and you're on speaker phone. We need to ask about Andy Martoli's DNA."
"I was just about to call you about that!" Tanya exclaimed.
"It's not Andy Martoli's semen in Terry's vagina, is it?" I asked.
"Nothing gets by you, Commander." Tanya said. We all broke out into laughter.
"Credit where due, Tanya." I said with a grin. "This one didn't get by Detective Joanne Warner. So what's the scoop?"
"Good for Joanne!" Tanya said. "Here's what we have. Four years ago, a woman filed a paternity suit against Andy Martoli, and he gave a court-ordered semen sample. The baby wasn't his, but the State kept the DNA record on file. We just got a report back that the semen sample from your case does not match that previous sample from Andy Martoli. We have not yet found a match, and you'll have to give us 24 more hours at least while we access Federal databases and those of other States."
After everyone yelled "Bye Tanya!" and we disconnected the call, I sat back down... a very serious look on my face.
"Mouseketeers: any other data from that computer?" I asked.
"Two things." Mary said. "First, a list of women, first names only, and money amounts. They may have been the 'Red Flag' women. Second, we found another file. Apparently men could hire her to find out if their wives were cheating on the husbands. Only six cases there, three green flags, two yellow, and one red. No list of paid men employees, though. And it's all part of my overall package I asked ADA Patterson to get warrants for."
"Good." I said.
"I also searched hard through her emails to find out if she had any girlfriends." said Mary. "Women like to tell a friend if and when they're going on blind dates, for their safety, of course. But as far as I can tell, Terry didn't have any close friends. And no emails with any other women about her date with Martoli."
"That's why not having the phone is such a problem." I said. "That might tell us a lot more than the computer... the computer..."
"Uh oh, reverie time." Cindy said.
When I came out of it, I asked "Myron, did you guys get all of the footage from the condo complex that night?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "And we have some footage of other couples that live in the complex going out or coming in. However, sir, some of the cameras are connected to motion sensor lights, and only record when movement is detected."
"Hmmmm..." I growled to myself. Just then the Duty Desk Patrolman came in after knocking.
"Chief, Commander," the young rookie said, "We just got a call from Dakota Funding. They said Andy Martoli has not come in to work today, and he hasn't called in, either. They cannot get hold of him on the phone. They called immediately because we'd called them over the weekend, and because of the morning news reports."
"Thank you." I said, dismissing the Patrol Officer.
"Warner, Parker, get over there." Cindy said.
"Hold on." I said. "Before you go, let's finish this up. I need three questions answered. One: where is Andy Martoli? And I'll just say it now... I think he's dead. Captain Ross, alert the Precincts and all patrols to be on the watch for a dead body.
"Question Two." I continued. "Motive, means, and opportunity for murdering Terry Schultz. And Question Three: who put Terry's original computer back on her table for us to find?"
"What?!" Cindy and the Chief said simultaneously. Everyone else gasped.
"Look at this this way, people." I said. "That computer has been a burr in my saddle since the moment I saw it. Why was it not taken by the perp? He took her damn cellphone, and left the computer right there. Not only is it of value, the information on it is tremendous, and could be damning to the perp or someone else. Why not take it and destroy it? My answer is that he DID."
"And that means," I continued, "the stolen computer was not her original one. Either she or someone else left that second computer as a diversion, and after it was taken the original was put back there. The original was obviously hidden while the decoy one was out there, or the original would've been taken, too. That's why I was asking about the footage."
"We'll take a second look at it, sir." said Myron.
At that moment, Joanne stood up and came over to me... and handed me back the red crowbar. "I'm out of your league, sir. I don't deserve this... not yet." There were murmurs of agreement... not at Joanne, but at what I'd just deduced.
"Sooooo," said the Chief, "how did this computer get back to the desk? Terry Schultz was dead when she hit the floor."
"Yes sir, she was." I said. "And if the person who did put the original back didn't set off the motion sensors in the building, it suggests that this person might have been in the apartment the whole time, or the manager knows more than he's told us, so far. But let's not go after him until we're sure there's nothing on the tapes."
At that point, Cindy dismissed the Detectives to the pursuit of the case. I asked Mary to come with me to see Paulina.
Part 8 - Legalities
"So how is Tasha doing?" I asked Paulina Patterson as Mary and I sat down in front of her desk in her office next to mine.
"Wonderful." Paulina said. "You got the latest pictures I sent you?"
"Sure did." I said, then added as a hint: "And I wish I could see more of her, and you."
"It's been a busy time, lately." Paulina said, somewhat demurely. "For both of us." She obviously wanted to change the subject, as she said "Okay, about the warrants for these people listed in Terry Schultz's 'Red Flag' file: Judge Folsom is handling this one personally. I did not do a good enough job explaining to him why this data was necessary, and he wants you, Don, to accompany me to his Chambers today and explain things to him. I don't think he's averse to it, but he wants to understand a lot better."
"We can do that." I said. "Should we bring Mary along, to explain any details he might want to know?"
"Er, no." Paulina said. "He's not exactly enamored of people with purple hair, even if she is a Police Detective and a brilliant data analyst."
"He should try purple hair himself before he judges others on that." Mary said with something between humor and acerbity.
"He's a judge; judging is what he does." Paulina replied. "Okay, I'll call the Courthouse now. He's only got one case today... handling preliminaries for Sharples's upcoming trial."
"I'll be really happy when that finally gets underway." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I appreciate you coming over today, Commander." said Judge Folsom as we sat before him in his chambers. "We jurists sometimes have to work at it to keep up with your ideas as you solve cases, though we've come to trust your judgment even when something sounds outrageous. So help me understand this 'red flag' situation."
"Thank you, Your Honor." I said. "Our recent murder victim, Terry Schultz, ran what was a de facto private investigation service where she sent women to test the loyalties of certain married men. The wives of these men hired Ms. Schultz to make these inquiries. In some cases, men hired her to test their wives loyalties, but there were few of those, so I'll just talk in terms of the wife hiring Ms. Shultz to inquire about the husband."
I continued: "Ms. Schultz gave her reports in the form of 'flags'. A green flag meant the husband passed the test. A yellow flag meant the husband may or may not have succumbed to the temptation or only succumbed part of the way, and a red flag meant certain infidelity. We, meaning the TCPD, are still pursuing leads regarding this. What it also means, Your Honor, is that these husbands might have had motive to do Ms. Schultz harm."



"So how did you derive Ms. Schultz's intent?" asked the Judge. I explained about the website as well as the entries found on Ms. Schultz's computer.
"Okay." said the Judge. "Ms. Patterson, you will have to make a much more solid connection if any of this ever gets to trial. But that level of proof is not necessarily needed just to obtain warrants. So, Commander, if I grant the warrants, what will you specifically be looking for?"
"Motive, means, and opportunity, Your Honor." I replied. "We, meaning the Police, are developing leads that the murder may have been a professional hit upon Ms. Shultz. We want to look into the finances of these men for any abnormalities. We also would like to read their emails and cellphone text records where possible, to see if they did us the favor of spelling out their intent to harm Ms. Schultz."
The Judge pored over the data for several long minutes. He then asked "What were the numbers of divorce filings versus the number of cases you have here... some forty or so of them?"
"I believe that twelve of fourteen 'red flags' ended up in divorce filings, sir." I said. "Six of sixteen 'yellow flags' led to divorce, and only one of ten 'green flags', that being Dr. Robin Grayson. He was involved in some of our previous cases months ago, but is not a prime suspect at this time."
"Okay." said the Judge. "What I think I am going to do is allow warrants for any of these people for whom a petition for divorce was actually filed with the Courts. Additionally, I'll allow warrants for all those listed as 'red flags', men and women. For the rest of them, you'll need to show more before I grant the intrusion into their lives, or if all the 'red flags' don't come to anything."
As that was the best I was going to get, I said "Thank you, Your Honor."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I first went to check on Teresa. She was sitting at her desk.
"Nothing in the trash cans." I said. "So you're not getting sick any more?"
"They gave me some medicine for nausea." said Teresa. "It's working pretty well today. Can't say that for yesterday."
"I'll bet." I said. "When I leave this room, lock the door behind me and lie down on the sofa. Sending you home is harder than keeping you from getting Purple Orders, so if that's the best I can get you to do, I'll take it."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Oh, by the way... I've asked the Precincts and the SWAT Teams to do as much training as possible as quickly as possible on crowd control and riot interdiction. I'm hearing some 'grapevine' stuff about that girl that got kicked off the University basketball team... someone may try to make hay out of that situation."
"Your ears are very good." I said. "Thanks for the info. Get some rest."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It rarely fails to happen: the Green Crowbar followed the Red Crowbar into my office. I had Cindy sit down in a hot chair. She repeated to me what Teresa had told me about rumors of something being made out of Jayne Hallerton's issues.
Cindy then said "Joanne is still floating in the clouds over your handing her your crowbar in this morning's meeting."
"She made a great observation." I said. "And I totally missed it."
"If you were perfect, you could run for God." Cindy replied. "As it is, we'll take you as the big ol' teddy bear with a 99% record that you are." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Okay," I said, "we got some of the warrants on the 'red flag' business."
"Yes sir, and Mary and Myron are already amassing the information." Cindy replied. "And speaking of that... everyone just about went nuts when you brought that up about the original computer being brought back for us to find."
"I surprised myself on that one, too." I said. "But it is just about the only thing I can think of that fits the data. So what is everyone doing with regard to that?"
"They're going back over the film footage, to see if anything got taken out, or if the recording was somehow interfered with." Cindy said.
"Tell you what," I said, "Get Joanne and Teddy, and let's ride over to those Townhouses."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were riding in my Police SUV, Cindy said "One thing about all this doesn't make sense to me."
"Oh?" I asked. "What's that?"
"Terry Schultz." Cindy said. "To be running this 'red flag' business... I get the idea she's a man-hater. So why is she dating a man? Don't get me wrong, but my first impression is that she would be looking for dates with women, or just not dating at all."
"Maybe it's just unfaithful married men she had a problem with." Teddy Parker replied. "But I understand where you're coming from, that she has an issue with men."
"Or maybe she changed her mind and decided she wanted to try to date men again." Joanne said. Cindy's face assumed a look between skepticism and cynicism.
"You have a point, Joanne." I said, rescuing my Detective. "My wife says that 80% of all lesbians are actually bisexual, and some of them often end relationships with other women because they begin dating a man."
"Harrumph." Cindy said quietly.
"You mean like Melina Allgood, sir?" asked Joanne.
"Maybe." I said, studiously not showing surprise at Joanne's 'gotcha' comment. "My wife Laura is the academic expert on those subjects. Our expertise is in catching criminals and making them pay dearly for committing their crimes in our County. Okay, here we are..."
Part 9 - Finding A Cat
I made the notations on the tag attached to the seal on the apartment door, then sliced it open. I went into the apartment, followed by Captain Ross and Detectives Warner and Parker. Though I had not asked for it, a Uniformed escort, that being Rudistan and Morton, were sitting in their parked patrol cruiser on the street below.
There was still a huge bloodstain on the carpet in the bedroom. The bed was stripped; the sheets and pillowcases had been collected as evidence. I went up to the front window and looked out. Then I tried to open the windows. They were locked. I then examined the locks with my magnifying glass.
"Okay." I said. I then went to every other window and did the same. All the windows were locked, but on the last window I tried, the right-side window that looked out back from the greatroom, I saw a tiny sliver of bright, shiny brass. I took a picture with my cellphone, and sent it into the evidence servers.
"Note this, everyone." I said. "This window lock was recently moved. Unlocked and locked back. None of the other windows have been opened in a very long time, if ever. Y'all can borrow this magnifier if you want to check for yourselves.
Joanne eagerly took the magnifying glass and looked at that window, then went to all the others. Teddy said he'd take our word for it, and only looked at the window that showed use, as did Cindy, who videotaped it on her cellphone.
"So this window was opened, sir?" Joanne asked.
"With all of you as witnesses," I said, "I'll try opening this window." I did so, with Cindy taping it, and it opened fairly easily. I tried the one on the left, also; it opened, but gave a lot more resistance.
"Yes, I'd say this one was opened somewhat recently." I said.
"So whoever replaced the computer came through this window?" Joanne asked.
"Possibly." I said. "Let's go check outside."
We went out the door, downstairs and down the hallway to get to the backyard area. There was a grill for common use and a bit of yard.
"Interesting." Cindy said. "The fire escape ladder is up, and it'd be rough but doable climb to get up there."
"Easier to come from the roof or the third floor apartment." I said. "Come down that fire escape to Terry's landing, then on down. Extremely poor design of a fire escape; barely meets code."
"You gonna bust Edward Steele on it?" Cindy asked, probably meaning it as a joke.
"All kidding aside," I said, "I might have a quiet word with him about it. Okay, who lives in the third floor apartment."
"It's empty." said Teddy Parker. "It's never sold nor been rented out."
"Let's go up and take a look." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The apartment manager, Tom Yaris, let us into the third floor apartment. The floor design was identical to Terry Schultz's apartment. The walls were bare white. The place was fairly clean and not very dusty, but it still looked and smelled stale and unused.
I went to the back windows. "These have been closed and unused for a long time." I said. I opened one window, with Cindy filming me, and looked out at the landing.
"It's pretty grimy on the landing." I said. "If anyone walked on here, it'd be hard not to leave traces." Everyone else looked and agreed.
"What about the ladder to the roof?" asked Joanne.
I went out onto the landing, leaving footprints, and examined the ladder to the roof, which was attached to the side of the building. "Tough to tell." I said. "But I'm not seeing any mud or obvious signs of recent use. Besides... this is the only way to the roof. How else would someone get up there in order to climb down here?"
"Sir, I have a question." Joanne said. "Do you think the man who had sexual intercourse with Terry Schultz is the person who murdered her?"
"I can't say one hundred percent, but I think it's the most likely scenario." I replied. "And to that point... what we're looking at here, while important, may just be a side issue. Remember, my thesis is that the murderer took the decoy computer, so the question of who put the computer back may not answer the more important question of who murdered Terry Schultz..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I got into my Police SUV to return, with Joanne and Teddy riding with Rudistan and Morton, she said "Well, I guess we eliminated some things, but didn't really get any concrete answers."
"True, that." I said. "Like I said, that was a fun intellectual exercise, but if I'm right it's not going to land the fish that murdered Terry."
"What about Andy Martoli?" Cindy asked.
"Hmmm, that reminds me of something..." I said as I had a thought. I called David Krueger.
"David," I said when he answered, "do you still have friends among the Governor's staff?" David had been hired by me from the Governor's staff.
He answered: "Yes sir, I still talk to a couple of them from time to time."
"Listen, I'd like for you to do me a favor..."
Part 10 - Fruition
At 4:30pm, I called to see if the Mouseketeers had gotten anything quick and dirty from all the data the warrant had allowed us to obtain that morning. Mary said they had, and that they'd be up to brief us at 5:00pm, if that was okay.
Of course it was, and the Chief brought us into his conference room to discuss it. It was me, Cindy, the Chief, and the Three Musketeers David Krueger, Myron Milton and Mary Mahoney around the table, the Chief at the end of the table near the door, me at the end of the table at the far end, Cindy to my left.
"First, sir," said Mary, "you wanted information on Tommy and Tina Yaris. They've been married four years. She's the daughter of Harmon Sage, who runs Sage & Son Funeral Home. Tommy Yaris did not like that kind of work, so he instead took a job at Crown Chemicals."
"From what I could get from the Crown people," Mary said, "Tommy resigned suddenly, and about two weeks after he was promoted to shaft manager in one of the factories. After that he had a job with the County Department of Education, doing maintenance at some of the schools. I can access their records, and they say he resigned from there over the summer about a year and a half ago. They were surprised because they were going to make him the Maintenance Manager for all the schools. Then he and his wife were hired as apartment managers when the Alberta Pines Townhouses were completed, and they've been there ever since."
"What did she do before they married?" I asked. "And after they married, for that matter."
"She was a receptionist for Effim, Goode & Hart, the Men's Divorce law firm." Mary said. "She left there when she got married, and had no official job, per tax records. Then she was put on the payroll along with her husband when they came to the Alberta Pines Townhouses."
"Not a whole lot there." I said. "That's not a complaint about you, Mary. There's just... not much on them. Okay, tell me about 'red flags'."
"Of the nineteen divorces and two other 'red flags'," said Mary, "we had two immediate names come up. You know Patrol Officer Louie Towson?"
"Towson!?" exclaimed Cindy. "He's one of our best Patrol Officers! He's going to be up for promotion to Corporal or even the Detective Track in August!"
"Yes ma'am, and it's not him." Mary said, which calmed Cindy down. Mary explained: "He has an older brother, Gregory Towson, called 'Greg'. Greg was also a TCPD Police Officer. He was married with one child. It's Greg's name that came up."
"He was before my time." I said.
"He left right when you got here." Cindy said. "I remember him, now that you mention him. Had a domestic abuse issue, didn't he?"
"His wife claimed he was verbally threatening her and their child. He said he never raised his voice." said Mary. "I went back into the records and found the date of the call to 9-1-1; it was in the Spring before you got here, Commander."
"So with any domestic abuse case, for real or imagined, the Police have to make an arrest. What did they do?" I asked.
"They brought Greg Towson back to Headquarters, but didn't formally arrest him." Mary said. "Internal Affairs grilled him extensively. He said his wife was accusing him of cheating on her but he swore up and down that he never had. He had a good record as a Police Officer, no hints of alcoholism or violence or job stress. So the TCPD arranged for marriage counseling with... well, you get one guess, Commander."
"Pastor Westboro, I presume?" I said. Mary nodded.
"Yes sir, but it didn't work out." Mary said. "This was also Terry Schultz's first 'red flag' case, too."
"What was the name of Greg Towson's wife?" I asked. Mary and Myron just looked at each other.
"Not much at all gets by him." Cindy said, noticing their look.
"Let me guess... " I said. "Her maiden name is Schultz, or she's in some way related to Terry Schultz."
"Yes, Vivian Schultz Towson." Mary said. "First cousins; their fathers are brothers. And I already bet Myron a bottle of wine that you can tell us the gist of what happened."
"Sooo..." I said, "it now makes sense. I'll bet 'Red Flag' was the not-so-good Pastor Westboro's idea. Fits him like a glove. He got Terry to start doing it, beginning with Greg and Vivian Towson, with the idea he could use it, and her, in the future, perhaps to blackmail people he wanted to put into his power."
I continued: "So Terry sent a woman to seduce Greg, and with that marriage falling apart, he likely succumbed. Ergo, red flag; ergo, divorce."
Mary said "Close, sir. Greg contested the divorce, and said his wife had sent the woman to seduce him after getting him drunk. He said it was 'male rape'. The Police backed him up hard; a bunch of them testified on Greg's behalf. Some evidence of Vivian cheating was also introduced into the case. Greg got joint custody, but his wife left the State with the child. At that point, Greg began becoming unstable and drinking, and Captain Charles got him a transfer to the Fire Department. He got cleaned up with some help from 'The Vision' in Coltrane County, and he's still with the TCFD."
"Okay, he's suspect number one." I said. "You said there was a second name that jumped out?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "His name is Dan Walther."
I sat upright in my chair. "The executive producer of KSTD?" I asked, shock in my voice.
"The same one, sir." said Mary.
"Damn..." I said, going into a reverie. "When did he get 'red flagged'?
"Six months ago." said Mary. "The divorce was filed four months ago, and is working through the Court system now."
"Besides the fact that he's part of your 'beloved' Media, Mr. Crowbarrr," said the Chief, teasing me, "is there anything special about Mr. Dan Walther?"
"Yes sir." I said. "Walther is a good friend of Gil Krasney, our District Attorney. I've suspected that Krasney has leaked information to Walther from time to time. And Walther is also close to State Senator Katherine Woodburn. When she was at KXTC, she and Walther colluded a lot more than Citizens would realize."
"So is Walther a possible sus-pect herrrre?" asked the Chief.
"Not from what I'm seeing of his finances, Chief." said Myron. "The divorce is killing him financially, and tangling up his finances. So I don't see him hiring anyone to kill anyone. And he's too old to be the killer, who we think is around Andy Martoli's age."
"That might apply to any of these guys that have gone through divorces." Cindy said.
"Most of them are definitely in bad shape financially." Mary said. "But we're still looking, and some of them have worked or are working their way out of their problems."
"Okay, guys," I said, "the six o'clock news should be extremely interesting. Captain Ross, I halfway expect Andy Martoli to be found tonight, so put the Force on alert. No, don't ask why... call it a 'vibe'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News at Six!" said the lovely athletic blonde reporterette from the Channel Two Newsdesk in KXTC's studios. "Channel Two News has learned that a compromise SBI bill may be in the works! Sources close to the situation have told Channel Two News that a group of legislators and members of the Governor's staff are working to bypass the feuding party leaders and achieve a reasonable solution for all sides."
"Other sources tell Channel Two News that our own Police Commander and SBI Inspector Donald Troy was integral in this legislative compromise, and that he is on his way to Midtown to help close the deal!" Amber continued.
As Cindy and I watched from my office, she peered at me and asked "Is this true?"
"Beats me." I said. "I'm obviously not in Midtown right now. I'm up here trying to solve a murder case."
"Uh huh." Cindy said skeptically. "Yesterday, Sunday, you came back from Midtown reporting virtually no hope. Twenty four hours later, Amber is announcing near-term hope, and you were anticipating watching the news. And I don't hear any choppers flying in to take you down there. So what's going on?"
"If I tell you that I expect new information in the Terry Schultz murder case," I said, "would you believe me?"
"Of course I'll believe you." Cindy said. "But why?---" She stopped short, beginning to realize some things. I just let her think through them.
"Figure it out while you drive Teresa home." I said. "That is a dismissal, Captain."
"Yes, Commander." replied the Captain as she got up and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:15pm the news came. The Duty Desk Patrolman knocked on my door, then stuck his head in when I called out "Come in!"
"Sir," said the Patrolman, "we've just got a call that a body has been found in Ronald Reagan Park. Young man, dark hair. I.D. on the body says he's an Anthony Martoli, and we have an APB out on him.
"Thank you, Patrolman." I said. "When you get back to the Duty Desk, call Captain Ross and Detective Warner, and tell them to meet me at the scene." The Patrolman hastily left to implement my instruction.
I got my kevlar-lined trenchcoat and the ubiquitous red crowbar. Putting on my Tilley Hat, I was about to leave in response to this very expected development when Myron Milton came racing up the hallway and to my office door.
"Commander!" he said, catching his breath, "do you remember when we learned of that code 'Pink Knights', that it was the signal for something about to happen? And that it would appear on the website of Citizens for Police Accountability?"



"Yes, I do." I said. (Author's note: 'Knights of the Round', Ch. 03)
"Sir, the phrase just appeared on their site..."
To be continued.
Bonus question: how did the Iron Crowbar know that 'new information' would be coming, and in the form of Martoli's body being found?
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Part 11 - The Crime Scene
Krueger continued: "It's in small print, right near the bottom. It isn't clickable, but it's there."
I'd expected one development, not two. I told Myron to let Lt. Masters in Vice know, and also to tell our SWAT Teams to be ready for possible action. As he left, I headed out to Ronald Reagan Park...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The River is the western border of Ronald Reagan Park. The entrance is from the south, leading to a huge, open field with some of the Disc Golf holes around the edges of it. To the north the land rises into a hill, which is wooded. More disc golf holes go through there, as does a concrete walking path that encircles the entire park.
It was up on this hill, inside the woodline, that the mortal remains of the unfortunate Andy Martoli had been found. Police cruisers and the ambulance had used the walking path to drive up to the area. The sun had set, and the only lights were from streetlamps and the klieg lights set up to illuminate the scene. A tent had been erected over the immediate site where Martoli had been found.
"Fingerprints match those of Andy Martoli's." said Detective Teddy Parker when I came up to the scene. "He was fingerprinted for a background check for his work, and again when he applied for a concealed carry license. Also, his wallet was in his pants pocket. No cash, but the credit cards were there as well as his drivers license."
"This is a disaster." I said as I looked around. "Detective Warner!" I called out. She hurried over, all but running. I said "Did anyone look at this crime scene before all these vehicles drove up?"
"Er, I'm not sure, sir." said Joanne.
"Definitely a teachable moment, wouldn't you say... Captain Ross?" I said, knowing Cindy was sneaking up behind me.
"Unfortunately yes, sir." said Cindy. Not elaborating, I strode up to the tent and went inside, where the Christina Cho and J.R. Barnes were making notes while Martha the M.E. examined the body. Martoli had been found lying on his back.
"I smell formaldehyde." I said as I came up to Martha.
"Not much gets by you, Commander." Martha said, trying to hide a grin as she said it. Realizing I was being teased, I let it go. Martha continued: "Yes sir, the body was exsanguinated, then preserved with formaldehyde being injected into the blood vessels. Don't ask for a time of death; it's been days, but it's going to be hard to pin down because of the preservation techniques used."
I put on latex gloves and picked up Martoli's hand. "Wow, very cold. Refrigerated as well?"
"Yes sir." Martha said. "But not frozen."
"So he was brought here very recently and dumped here." I said. "Detective Warner! Have the Mouseketeers been asked to obtain any camera footage of the area?"
"Yes sir." said Teddy Parker, answering for Joanne. "I called them. They already have a documented process for getting footage in and around the Park, and they're implementing that."
"Good." I said. "Pretty obvious what happened here, isn't it, Detective Warner?" I noticed Cindy peer at me.
Joanne answered. "Yes sir. Mr. Martoli was killed some time before, then dumped here just tonight."
"How was he killed?" I asked Martha.
"No obvious stab wounds or bullet holes." said Martha. "But we haven't fully undressed the body yet. From this needle mark on the neck, I'd suggest he was injected with poison. They may have begun putting formaldehyde into him while he was alive. I'll know more after the autopsy."
"Okay. Thank, Martha." I said. "Detective Warner, who called this in?"
"Anonymous tip, sir." said Joanne. "9-1-1 got a call at 7:05pm. Phone number is a burner, and the caller refused to give a name. He said he didn't want to get involved."
"Male caller?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "9-1-1 played the call for me."
"Nice." I said. "Well, not much else to see here. I'm going to Headquarters and see what the Mouseketeers have for me in the way of video."
"Sir, any strangenesses?" Joanne asked.
"How can I tell?" I replied, acid in my voice. "The area around this crime scene could not have been destroyed any worse if I had asked them to do it." With that, I stalked off back to my car. The Green Crowbar followed, and Cindy got in the SUV with me.
As we drove back to Headquarters, Cindy said "You were rough on Joanne tonight."
"Tough love." I said. "Lighting a fire under her ass. She's going to be a great detective, but tonight is not going to be remembered as her best moment. And I'm disappointed that my four years or more of teaching crime scene preservation has been shown to be of absolutely zero value."
Cindy nodded, knowing that some refresher training was coming, and it would not be pleasant for her Detectives.
"And of course," I said, "you will go behind me and pick Joanne up and rebuild her. Good cop to my bad cop."
"Oh yes." Cindy said. "I just want to be sure you're okay when you bring down the hammer. By the way, you were all but predicting this. How did you know?"
"I had a small but nagging idea in the back of my head." I said. "I'll tell you all about it later. Right now, I want to see the surveillance footage."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were in Classroom 'E'. Myron and Mary were showing me the footage.
"There are Park Maintenance trucks driving around, doing different things." said Myron. "They go around emptying trash cans just before sunset, and I'm told they do that so if anyone dumps drugs in the trash overnight, we can find those drugs more easily."
"That's actually a good idea." I said. "So... what is this van I see?" There was a van on the walk path, with the 'Town & County Parks & Recreation Department' logo on the doors and back.
"That's the vehicle of interest, sir." said Mary. "The license plate is fake; no vehicle registered for that tag. Also, Parks & Recreation doesn't use vans for any maintenance. As you can see, sir, it drove around the walking path up into the woods, stopped right around where the body was found, then a moment later drove off again. We don't have anything better that shows the people in it or what happened when the van stopped."
"Good enough." I said. "Good work, guys. This shows me a few things. Y'all can go home if you don't have anything else."
"Sir, they're getting a warrant to search Martoli's home." said Mary. "So we'll hang around until that's executed."
I looked over at Cindy, who was sitting next to me, to my right. "They haven't done that already?" I asked.
"Judge Folsom's warrant let us go in to check the premises for Martoli and for any obvious signs of foul play. But he specifically forbade us from taking anything out of the apartment without another warrant. If we'd found an atom bomb there, we couldn't have done anything about it. And we found no blood, no signs of struggle. The apartment was clean."
"How clean?" I asked as 'something' hit me. My question caused that 'something' to hit Cindy, too. She said nothing, but just arched her eyebrows.
"Let's get over there." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I beat everyone else over there. Joanne and Teddy had stopped by the Courthouse to get the freshly printed warrant, and were now executing it along with Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton.
"No sign of forced entry on the door." I said as they came up. The TCPD's photographer and videographer, a pretty Asian woman named Kim, filmed the doorway.
There was crime scene tape over the door from the Police's last visit, and I made the proper notations and cut the seal. We went inside.
"Absolutely sterile." Cindy said. Sure enough, the place looked like it had been staged to be sold. Everything was clean and in place. All the dishes were clean and in the cabinets. There was no food in the refrigerator nor freezer. All of Martoli's clothes were laundered and put away neatly; the suits that were hanging in his closet were spaced the exact same distant apart.
"That's taking it to an extreme." I said, pointing that symmetry out. "It's like a West Point plebe's closet." Cindy nodded.
"No blood anywhere." Joanne noted. "All the windows are shut and locked, and don't look like they've been opened."
"No, he wasn't killed here." I said. "Whoever killed him took his keys, came in here, may or may not have taken anything in preparation for his date with Terry Schultz, then the 'cleaners' came in and sterilized this place."
"Sir!" called out Teddy Parker. "Martoli's BMW is sitting in the parking lot, in the designated spot for the apartment!" We went out and looked. Sure enough, there sat the vehicle in question.
"Get video footage if you can." I said. "I don't think this place has good coverage, but see what you can find. And canvass the neighbors; see if anyone remembers that car driving up, and when."
The Crime Lab would come in later, but they would find no fingerprints nor anything else that gave us any help to identifying and finding Martoli's killer or killers, much less Terry Schultz's killer or killers. Video coverage was indeed poor, and we got nothing of value from that, nor from interviews with other people, most of whom didn't want to get involved.
Part 12 - Data
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF as she stood at the entrance of Ronald Reagan Park at 7:00am, Tuesday, January 24th. "Channel Two News has learned that the body of Anthony Martoli was found last night, here at Ronald Reagan Park!"
"Mr. Martoli was being sought in connection with the murder of Terry Schultz, C.E.O. of Schultz Elite Staffing." Bettina continued. "He was an employee of Dakota Funding, Inc., a structured settlement loan company. Police have no comment on how Mr. Martoli died nor how his body was discovered in the Park, but Commander Donald Troy admitted that Mr. Martoli's death is very likely related to Terry Schultz's murder."
"And let's go to Nick Eastwood for breaking Sports news!" Bettina said. "Nick!"
"Thank you Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, reporting from outside the University Athletics Department offices. "Channel Two Sports has learned that in response to being stripped of her basketball scholarship and suing the University over it, Jayne Hallerton is suing women's basketball coach Matt Snelling for sexual harassment. Three other female athletes, two basketball players and one member of the Track team, have come out and accused Coach Snelling of sexually harassing them, as well."
"Assistant Athletic Director Miles Messervy, who approved of stripping Hallerton of her scholarship over the weekend," continued Eastwood, "issued a statement saying that the allegations against Coach Snelling will be fully examined, and is placing the coach on administrative leave with pay while the investigation takes place."
"That did not sit well with Coach Snelling," said Eastwood, "who filed a countersuit to Hallerton's legal complaint, accusing her of slander and retaliation for being kicked off the team. He also has filed a lawsuit against the University for wrongfully suspending him without cause. It can only get uglier from here, Bettina."
"That's very true, Nick." Bettina said. "Patricia Iceland, president of the State Organization for Women, the SOWs, issued a statement of support for Jayne Hallerton, saying that this is yet another case of women being sexually harassed by male employers at the University, and the School doing nothing about it. Also, Citizens for Police Accountability spokesmen Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex issued statements calling upon women to march in protest of the treatment of these women by the University."
"And in State news, yesterday's report of a compromise budget and SBI bill was strongly disputed by 1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn. Roll tape."
The tape played, showing Katherine screaming at the collection of Press microphones in front of the State Capitol, her face red with fury: "There is no compromise with the safety of our children! We continue to demand that a strong State Bureau of Investigation be fully funded, and given the authority over all counties and the City in order to protect our children from predators and drug dealers! Any reports of compromise with those principles is just more false rhetoric from the Republicans!"
"How's Teresa feeling?" I asked Cindy as we drank coffee in MCD with the Detectives.
"Much better today." Cindy said. "She's getting blood taken, so she'll be here late. And she's planning on being at the Council meeting tonight.
Cue Bettina: "And tonight's Council meeting will be in executive session as the Council takes up personnel matters. There will be no public meeting tonight."
"Ask Teresa to put the SpecOps Teams on high alert." I said to Cindy.
"You think something is about to happen?" Cindy asked in reply.
"I sure as hell do." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once in my office, I explained to Cindy what was going on.
"You remember we uncovered the code phrase 'Pink Knights' in connection with those Citizens for Police Accountability demonstrations earlier?" I asked. The anti-bugging device was in use.
"Yes." Cindy replied.
"It showed up on the CFPA website last night." I said. "Right at the same time Andy Martoli's body was found... and that body being found by the help of an anonymous tip, I might add."
"O-kay." Cindy said, probably hoping I'd just tell her instead of making her work at it.
"Did you also notice," I continued, "just how angry Katherine Woodburn was at those reports of a compromise SBI bill?"
"Now that you mention it," Cindy said. "Yes, she was mad. She always seems to be mad and shouting, though, so it's hard to tell."
"True enough." I said. "But take my word for it, she was truly upset in that little snippet this morning. And you'll remember how I was so avidly watching the evening news last night?"
"Yes... oh, and that's when the announcement of the compromise bill went on air." Cindy said.
"And an hour later... we find Martoli's body." I said, peering at Cindy.
"You're saying that was cause and effect?" she asked back.
"My dear Captain," I said, "what do we think about coincidences?"
"As little as possible when you're around." Cindy replied. "Oh wait... you talked to David Krueger, who was once a Jared staffer... ohhhhh..." I could see she was beginning to connect the dots.
"Yes." I said. "That compromise story was a planted leak. It caught Katherine Woodburn totally off-guard, which is why she's so upset; she'd heard nothing about a compromise and thought one had really happened behind her back. That has the additional value of showing how paranoid she is about the SBI bill."
"Oh, and didn't that report say you were on your way to Midtown to help with the bill?" Cindy said, remembering.
"Ahhhh, and you yourself noted then that I was not really on my way down there." I replied with a grin.
"Good grief." Cindy said. "So.. .why?"
"First," I said, "I wanted to find Martoli's body... and we have." I said. "Saved a lot of time having to search for it."
"Good Lord." Cindy said as the implications of that hit her.
"Yes." I said. "I put a little test out there... and someone failed it."
"Okay, you're making my head hurt." Cindy said. "So please just tell me the whole story."
"Okay." I said, knowing Cindy's patience was at an end, and then some. "I believe Terry's death was a professional hit. Someone killed Martoli and took his place on the date with Terry. After indulging himself by having sexual intercourse with Terry, the perp murdered her and took her computer. Then a third party came in and replaced the computer."
"That all happened," I said, "in a manner that was very timely for someone. It delayed me going to Midtown to work on the SBI bill for 24 hours. And when it looked like I was going back down there again... Martoli's body was found."
"Good grief, you and your theories!" Cindy said, shaking her head. "You think she was murdered just to stop you from going to Midtown?"
"No, not just for that." I said. "But someone knew that was coming, and used it to serve his or her purposes. Someone really did want Terry dead, though, and that likely would've happened no matter what is going on in Midtown."
"To play Devil's Advocate, could Terry's death actually be a coincidence?"
"Possibly." I said. "But I plant a leak and then Martoli's body shows up... and that makes two coincidences. And per Dame Agatha Christie, that means there are really no coincidences."
"It all... makes sense, somehow." replied Cindy. "So, any chance of catching the murderer?"
"Oh sure." I said. "The way Martoli was killed isn't just some street corner shooting. But we need more data from the State Crime Lab regarding DNA, and we need to hear more from the Mouseketeers about the 'Red Flag' victims."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:45am, Teresa Croyle arrived. A short 'Angels' meeting was held.
At 9:00am, the MCD Detectives, J.R. Barnes, and the Mouseketeers convened with myself and the Chief in Classroom 'E'. The Chief brought doughnuts, which disappeared with amazing speed.
"All right," said Cindy, "let's get this party started. Anything from the State Crime Lab?"
"Not yet, ma'am." said Joanne Warner. "I called Lt. Perlman this morning. She is having the DNA run through national databases with the FBI's help."
"That means," I said, "that she's onto something, and has brought Jack Muscone and his FBI team in on it. That might be a good thing, too. Okay, sorry to interrupt. Carry on."
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "J.R.?"
"First, the crime scene." said J.R. "Commander, I take responsibility for what happened there last night, and I will do what I can to prevent it from happening again."
"Thank you for stepping up, Mr. Barnes." I said. "It's not all on you. Everyone from myself on down has responsibility for that, and we will all be receiving refresher training from someone eminently qualified to give better training. In the meantime, what's your report?"
"We didn't find much at the crime scene, sir." said J.R. "The wallet had only Andy's fingerprints on it. There were no objects left near the scene, not even any trash from anyone. In his apartment, we found no fingerprints nor hairs nor anything else that could help us. We do think Andy had a computer at home, which was not present and therefore may have been stolen. His laptop is not pinging, so the Mouseketeers tell me, nor is his cellphone, which also has not been found."
"Next, the forensics: Martha hasn't filed the official autopsy yet." said J.R. "She says this is one of the most baffling but interesting autopsies she's ever done. She gave me a quick-and-dirty preliminary report, though. She said the death was likely cardiac arrest from an injected poison. She also believes her first guess was right that they started putting formaldehyde into his body before he died. Needless to say, it's going to take a ton of tests, and Martha sent a lot of samples to Lt. Perlman for extended analysis."
Barnes continued: "Martha also said that Andy was hit on the back of the head, which fractured his skull but was not enough to kill him. And despite the preservation techniques, she's been able to determine that Andy was killed some time last week, maybe as early as Wednesday, but more likely Thursday. Up to Friday noon is within the realm of possibility, she said."



"Makes sense." I said, almost to myself.
"Why not wait until Friday, just before his date with Terry?" asked Theo Washington.
"They could have." I said. "And they might have killed him Friday morning. But kill him Thursday night, and he doesn't cancel the date with Terry at the last minute, or have something come up. And it gives them time to preserve his body for later dumping."
"Them?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, there's gotta be two or more." I said. "Carrying the body around, cleaning up his apartment, and so on."
"Why did they bother doing that? Dump him like they did?" asked Joanne. "I get it that someone killed him to take his place on the date with Terry. But once that was done, why not dump Andy in the River or something? Why preserve the body, keep it cold for days, and then dump it last night?"
"And send an anonymous tip to find his body." I added. Everyone but Cindy looked confused. I said "Okay, Green Crowbar, who and what is next?"
"M-O-U-S-E!" sang Cindy.
"Thank you, ma'am!" Myron said. "That makes my day."
"Chief Griswold would approve of your ass-kissing, Myron." Cindy said, making everyone laugh. "What have you found?"
"Two big things, sir, ma'am." said Myron. "First, after the Commander made that revelation about someone else putting the computer back, we went and re-examined all the camera footage from around the apartments, as well as the systems. In theory, this system can't just be turned off, and if its computers go down and automatically reboot, a notation is sent to the security monitoring company."
"The company never got any messages that the systems were disabled in any way," continued Myron, "but we think there was some tampering. The system is digital and records digitally, somewhat like cellphone cameras. There are two servers. One records for 24 hours while the other erases, then the other records for 24 hours. Because it's on motion sensors that generally record 30 seconds or less at a time, this should be sufficient storage."
"However," Myron went on, "there appears to be something in the software itself, that allows an override of the messaging system. It also can be set that when the 2nd floor sensor of Building 4 goes off, the 3d floor camera records. Ergo, we have some recordings of blank hallway spaces when it should be recording someone who tripped the sensor."
"Interesting." I said. "Who maintains the system?"
"Tom and Tina Yaris, who live right below Terry Schultz, maintain the system as part of their duties for the HOA." said Myron. "There are systems for each building that feed a central office in Building Five, and Tom Yaris maintains it himself."
"Let's get material witness warrants and bring them both in." I said. Joanne got up to do that, but Cindy stopped her.
"You stay here. I'll get Paulina to get the warrants." Cindy said. She left the room.
"Anything else?" I asked. Myron had nothing. It was Mary's turn.
"Sir," Mary asked, "is it okay to discuss the information I have in front of everyone?"
"I understand why you're asking that." I said, protecting her. "And yes, it's okay."
"In addition to Greg Towson and Dan Walther," Mary said, "we've identified two other strong possibilities. One is named Bart Bell. He's a speech therapist... well, he was. He was 'red-flagged' about a year ago, and then his wife hired a P.I. and got more on him. It came out in the divorce, which was really ugly, that he was seducing the mothers of the children he was hired to work with on their speech impediments. As part of the divorce, his wife's lawyer made a complaint to the State Medical Board, and they hammered him."
"I'm sure that every one of these 'red flags' is a story like this." I said. "What makes Bart Bell special?"
"Both his wife and Terry Schultz got restraining orders against him." Mary said. "He said in front of a number of people that he wanted to kill both of them. As of right now, he is the only 'red-flagged' person known to make such threats or have a restraining order against him asked for by Terry Schultz."
"Okay, that does make him special." I said. "And the other one?"
Cindy came back in the room and sat down as Mary answered:
"The other is Michael Miller. He is the Executive Manager of the State Credit Union here in Town. The State Credit Union is all over the State, serving State Government employees. We County employees are also eligible to be members there, but I digress. Mr. Miller also is the primary officer of a small finance company that he calls a 'venture capital' company. It's called 'MMVC, LLC.'. He's one of the financial backers behind Dakota Funding, Inc."
"Ahhhh." I said. "Connection to Andy Martoli."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "The thing about his case, though... he was 'red-flagged', but his wife would not have really needed to use Terry's service to catch him. He was a well known philanderer... what some would call a 'player'. He's also a lawyer, and so when his wife filed for divorce he knew the law and he was cronies with the judge, who was Harry Nance. He took his wife to the cleaners, and left her virtually penniless. She got a job as a secretary for Forbes & Sehgal Engineering, and they pushed back when Miller tried to get them to fire her. That job is all that has kept her afloat."
"So he doesn't seem to have the same level of motive." Joanne said. "He won."
"But he has better means and opportunity." I replied.
"Seems this Bart Bell might be the one." said Theo Washington. "He's made threats."
"But he has no money." said Joanne. "How does he hire someone to kill Terry, if indeed it was a professional hit? And he would have to hire someone... Terry is going to know all of these 'red flag' guys, and would never go on a date with any of them."
"Great observation, Joanne." Cindy said.
"Yes it is." I said. "As to coming up with the money: where there is a will, there is a way." I said, in the form of a quotation. "Okay, is that everything, Mary?"
"For right now." Mary said. "We're still working on all the names."
"Good." I said. "Okay, let's stop theorizing and get some data. Let's get material witness warrants for Bart Bell and Michael Miller. Captain Ross, take one of these Detectives and go see Dan Walther. I'll handle Greg Towson myself."
Part 13 - Assisting In Their Inquiries
I called Patrolman Louie Towson. "Your brother, he's still with the Fire Department?"
"Yes sir." Towson said. "Station 3."
"Is he on duty now?" I asked.
"No sir, he goes back on tomorrow." said Towson.
"Call him and bring him in." I said.
"The Schultz murder?" Towson asked.
"Yes." I said. "If he wants a lawyer or Union rep, have him bring one. By the way, I"m going to handle his case personally, so ask him to be cooperative."
"I appreciate that, sir." Towson said, knowing what I meant when I said I was handling his brother's case 'personally'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had Fireman Gregory Towson brought to the Main Conference Room. With him was his brother, Patrolman Louie Towson, and a Fire Department Union Rep. The Towson brothers looked alike: both were medium height and a bit husky but in shape, with full heads of black hair.
"Uh, I didn't call for a rep." said Greg.
"The Fire Department sent me." said the rep.
"Wow, they heard about me asking for Towson to come in mighty fast." I observed out loud. The rep shrugged his shoulders. I continued: "It's as well that you're here. Okay, Greg, I'm going to read you your rights." I did so from the card.
"Okay, Greg," I said, "and I'm calling you by your first name to differentiate you from your brother, here. So you were 'red-flagged' by this Schultz woman? Tell me what really happened."
"I got off duty that day, and met some of the other Police Officers at the Cop Bar." said Greg. "I didn't really want to go home because my wife was nagging the hell out of me all the time. So some of us went to another bar on University Avenue. It was mostly college kids there. The two guys with me picked up a couple of girls and left, and I was about to get a taxi home when a girl started talking to me. She bought me a drink, saying she supported the Police."
"Well, I think she spiked my drink." continued Greg. "I woke up in an apartment near there, alone, and I was naked in bed. My clothes were there, so I got dressed and left, got a taxi and went home."
"Nothing taken from your wallet?" I asked.
"No sir." said Greg. "Anyway, I got home and my wife started screaming at me. When I looked in the mirror, I saw I had lipstick marks on my neck. That was the first realization I had that something had gone on while I was out."
"My wife ended up getting photos of me with that girl on top of me. I have no idea if we actually had sex." Greg continued. "My wife filed for divorce. I fought like hell to get custody of my son, and in spite of the odds and a Court system rabidly against the husband and father in divorce cases, I got joint custody. The bitch was not supposed to leave the State without notifying me and the Court... but she did anyway. I tried to find her, and the TCPD and FBI helped... but we never could find out where they went. It's been over four years now since I've seen my son."
"I'll see if I can do something to change that." I said. "So how did you find out Terry Schultz was behind the 'red flag' setup?"
"I didn't know." said Greg. "I thought I'd been set up, as did a lot of the other Police Officers I worked with, but we didn't know it was Terry's 'red flag' business until she was murdered... well, I didn't know."
"Your fellow Officers were very supportive of you at the time, weren't they?" I asked.
"Yes sir, they were." Greg said. "Some of them investigated the thing on their own time on my behalf." said Greg. "They found out Vivian was cheating on me, which went a long way in the divorce trial. I knew Terry lived in Town, and the FBI questioned her after Vivian skipped town with Mikey, my son, but I didn't have anything to do with her."
"Those pictures..." I said. "Is there any chance I can get them, to possibly get an I.D. on that girl?"
"They might still be in the Courthouse." said Greg.
"I'll contact his lawyer and see if he still has them." offered Louie Towson.
"No, let me have my Detectives do that." I said. "You're too close to your brother, Louie. Okay, then... Greg, I need you to stay in Town while the investigation continues. Louie, you can escort Greg back out." Louie and Greg got up and left, and the Union rep was going to follow, but turned back.
"You really think you can find his kid, after the FBI has failed?" the rep asked skeptically.
"The FBI is busy with a lot of stuff, and they're not as motivated as I am." I said. "If I don't find him, it will not be for lack of trying." The rep looked amazed, but just nodded as he left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Cindy Ross and Detective Joanne Warner were escorted to the office of Executive Publisher Dan Walther. He was an older man, his full head of black hair beginning to turn gray. He was relatively short in stature, and took pride that he was once in the United States Marine Corps.
"Captain Ross, Detective Warner." he said as they came in. "First, as a former Marine myself, I would like to ask you to thank your Commander Troy for what he did for Gunny Guernica and his family."
"I'll be glad to tell him." Cindy replied.
"So," said Walther, "is this on the record?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "On our record. We need to ask you some questions about Terry Schultz."
"Oh." said Walther. "I wish I could cooperate, but you're going to have to understand that I'm going through a divorce right now, and I've been told by my lawyers to not say anything to you about any of that."
"Even if your lawyer were present?" Cindy asked. "Then it would be privileged."
"No, you might be forced to testify," said Walther, "or the Police record of our conversation could be entered into the record of the divorce proceedings. So I'm sorry you came here for nothing, and again I wish I could help, but my hands are tied."
How about your hands being cuffed? Cindy thought to herself. It was Joanne who said "We understand, Mr. Walther. Captain, he's right, it's a legal issue for him." Cindy just nodded.
As they were leaving, Priya Ajmani came up to them. "Well hel-lo, Captain Ross." she said flirtatiously. "Can I get an interview? Or maybe with your lovely friend, here?"
"Her husband would not appreciate it." Cindy replied. "And we're a little bit busy now."
"Here to see our executive producer?" Priya said. "Do we have a suspect right here in our own house?"
"No comment." Cindy said. She and Joanne turned and left, feeling the many eyes upon them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We have a problem here, sir." said Sergeant Rudistan, his jovial voice belying the seriousness of the situation. "Mr. Michael Miller is refusing to come to the Station with us. He's called a lawyer, and insists we wait here for the lawyer."
"You have an arrest warrant, don't you?" I asked.
"Yes sir."
"Then... no, tell you what. I'll be right down." I said.
A few minutes later I strode into the State Credit Union with no less than twelve Uniformed Officers. The receptionist looked like she was about to stop me, but one look at my face and my red crowbar suggested that might not be a good idea.
Rudistan and Morton were at the door to Michael Miller's office. "He's inside sir, with his lawyer. The lawyer demanded a private, privileged conversation."
"You got that warrant?" I asked. Rudistan handed it to me. "This is all I need. Listen up, everyone! Jerks like this do not dictate terms to us! We have a proper warrant, and we are going to execute it!"
With that I raised my leg and kicked hard at the door. It splintered but held. A second kick sent the door flying inward.
"What the hell are you doing?" snarled Miller as I entered the office. He was tall and fairly slender, in his mid-thirties with a full head of dark brown hair. His lawyer was shorter, older, and balding on top.
"Get out!" screamed his lawyer. "This is a privileged conversation."
"Which you can have at the Station, after Miller is put through full booking." I shouted back. "This is a warrant for his arrest, and I am executing it."
"Who the fuck are you?" snarled the lawyer. I exhibited the red crowbar.
"I'm Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Department, and I am personally executing this warrant." I said.
"Er, why don't we sit down and have a civilized conversation." Miller tried.
"I don't think you understand, Miller." I said, with as much discourtesy and disrespect as I could convey in my voice. "You are under arrest. You are going to be handcuffed, walked through this office and outside to a Patrol cruiser, whereupon you will be transported to Police Headquarters and booked."
"On what charge?" demanded the lawyer.
"Material witness in the murder investigation of Terry Schultz and Andy Martoli. And a material witness that to this point has been hostile." I replied. "Rudistan, are you taping this?"
"Yes sir." Rudistan said happily. Indeed, he had the camera operating.
"Michael Miller," I said, "I am going to handcuff you. If you resist in any way, you will be charged with resisting arrest. Felony resisting arrest. You'll be immediately disbarred, and you will be barred from working at this financial institution. Place your hands behind your back."
I actually hoped he'd resist, but Miller complied. I recited his considerable rights to him as I affixed cuffs to his hands.
"At least have the courtesy to take him out the back way." sneered the lawyer.
"Hold him here." I said, then I walked up to the lawyer, who tried to stare me down.
"You do not tell me what to do." I said, almost but not quite hitting the punk in the chest with my crowbar. "Now shut your fucking mouth before I arrest you, too."
With that I led the perp-walk through the main lobby of the credit union, enjoying the shocked looks of the employees as Miller was led through in handcuffs.
Outside, KXTC cameras were there to record the continuing perp walk. Bettina came up and shouted "Did you kill Terry Schultz, Mr. Miller? Did you kill Andy Martoli?" He did not answer as he was stuffed into the backseat of Rudistan's Police cruiser and driven off. KXTC would broadcast those images into the homes of the Town and County on the evening news.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thinks he's some kind of fucking hotshot." I said in my office, as Miller was being taken through booking. "Just because he has money and influence with politicians."
"What's got you so fired up?" asked Cindy.
"I dunno." I said. "Hearing Greg Towson's story didn't help my mood." I related to Cindy what had been said in that conversation.
"Well, we're having trouble finding Bart Bell." Cindy said. "He was working at the Kroger near the Mall, but they haven't seen him since last Friday. He lives in an old apartment complex near the one that had the fire where Easley earned his MOV, but he's not at home. I put out a State and National APB for him. Running makes him look guilty, does it not?"
"Yes, but we can't assume guilt." I replied. "He's made threats before. He's had restraining orders against him. Terry destroyed his life. He's probably the kind that does not trust the System to exonerate him if he is innocent. By the way, what does Bart look like?... oh, never mind, I'll pull up his DMV photo." I did so, and saw a man of medium height with light brown hair. He could possibly look distinguished if he'd get his shit together, I thought to myself.
"Dan Walther wouldn't talk to us." Cindy said. "He said his divorce case is ongoing and his lawyers told him not to talk about any of it. Joanne said she understood and let it go. I didn't rip her a new one in front of him, but I thought she was too quick to let him off the hook. Did we do right to not bring him in?"
"You could've told him he still has to come in, get his lawyer, and force him and his lawyer to refuse to answer questions." I said. "Like we're going to do with Miller Time and his bozo attorney, here. But you didn't do wrong, and it's probably the right thing to do to not press it, at least not yet."
Just then the Duty Desk Sergeant came in. "They just brought in Tom and Tina Yaris." he said. "Tom is in I-A, and Tina in I-B..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I looked through the one-way glass into the Interview rooms. Tina Yaris was in her late 20s. She had light brown hair that was styled to frame her pretty face. She was fairly short, and her body was an hourglass shape somewhat like Teresa Croyle's very fine body. Tina was wearing a dress and high heels that showed off her shapely legs, and I do mean 'showing off'... she was 'advertising', I thought to myself.
Tom "Tommy" Yaris was relatively tall, slender, had a full head of black hair, and his face matched his age of 29 years young. He was looking pretty sullen right now as he sat alone in the room, but for Patrolman Morton standing guard.
"He demanded a lawyer the minute we displayed the warrant." said Sergeant Abram, who had led the arrest party. "He shouted at her to say nothing and to demand a lawyer, also, but she has so far not asked for one."
"Okay." I said. I turned to Cindy, who had been standing beside me all this time, and said "You want to interview her, while I take him?"
"Sure." she said. "What am I looking for?"
"Just start with background stuff." I said. "Then see what she and her husband do as maintenance managers. Then go into the specifics of that night, and the blood dripping. And, as always, let your vibes guide you into any questions about her husband you may have." Cindy smiled and nodded.



Detectives Warner and Parker arrived. And so did Tom Yaris's lawyer: H.J. Lynch from Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. That told me something.
"I should've known." said Lynch as I entered, before I even had a chance to sit down. "The Iron Crowbar harassing citizens again."
"I have two murders to solve, Lynch." I replied. "I'm not in the mood to brook your crap. Accuse me of harassment again, and you'll have the chance... and the obligation... to prove it in Court and before the State Bar when I move to disbar you."
"Why have you arrested my client and brought him in here?" demanded Lynch in reply.
"First, I am going to read your client his rights." I said, not letting Lynch swerve me away from keeping things tidy, legalities-wise. I did so from the card, then exhibited the card up to the camera recording the session... to make sure Lynch and his client Yaris both fully understood that this was being recorded.
"Mr. Yaris," I said, "I understand you are the maintenance manager for the Alberta Pines Townhouses?" Yaris looked over at his lawyer, who immediately said "I want to confer privately with my client."
Parker and I got up. While Lynch talked to his client, I listened in on the other conversation as Cindy and Joanne interviewed Tina Yaris.
"Your husband handles the maintenance and the operations of the townhouses?" asked Cindy.
"He handles maintenance on common ares, emergencies like broken water pipes, stuff like that." said Tina. "He also handles the security system, parking lot assignments, stuff like that. He can do maintenance inside the apartments, but the owners are on their own handling those things. If they want him to fix something, they have to pay him like anyone they'd hire to fix something."
"What do you do around the place?" Joanne asked.
"I usually stay in the office, field calls, show empty townhouses by appointment, clean up trash around the areas." Tina replied, sounding bored.
"Can you operate the security system in your husband's absence?"
"I can manually let someone into the parking garages, things like that." Tina replied. "But my husband operates the security system itself, and I never touch that."
"Do you like your job, Tina?" asked Cindy, and I noticed the Green Crowbar was peering hard at the young woman. Cindy had a vibe, I realized.
"It's okay. It pays the bills." Tina said. "And we get to rent our apartment for just $300 a month, which is a huge perk."
"True. What about your husband?" Cindy asked. "Does he like the job?"
"Same thing... he's okay with it. It pays the bills and the reduced rent." Tina said. "I think he could do a lot more with himself if he really wanted to."
"Did you know Terry Schultz?" Joanne asked.
"Yes." Tina said.
"Were you friends? Did you hang out? Go shopping together?"
"We were on good terms." Tina said. "She was almost never at home, though. She said her business was struggling, so she put a lot of time into it."
"Did she tell you what kind of business it was?" Joanne asked.
"She said it was a staffing company for professionals." Tina replied. "Accountants, software developers, that kind of stuff."
"Did you know Andy Martoli?" asked Joanne.
"No." said Tina. "I know his name from the news reports, but I never knew him."
"Okay, on the night of Terry's death," Cindy said, "who called 9-1-1? You or your husband?"
"Uh, I think I did." said Tina. "Tommy went to get towels and a bucket to catch the dripping blood."
"That must've been shocking, seeing blood drip through the ceiling." said Joanne. The macabre nature of that comment belied Joanne's beauty, and was faintly shocking to Tina.
"Uh, yes, it was." Tina said.
"Neither of you went upstairs to see what was going on?" Joanne said.
"I asked Tommy if he was going up, and he said we'd called the Police and let them handle it in case someone was still up there."
"Like a murderer?" Cindy said.
"Exactly." said Tina.
"So what were you doing when the blood began dripping through the ceiling." asked Joanne.
"We were in bed." Tina said with some relish. "Making love."
At that moment there was a loud rapping on the window to I-A. Lynch was ready for us. I think he might've waited longer, but he realized I was listening to Tina's interview.
Going back inside, I introduced Detective Parker and we sat down. "Okay, Tommy---" I started, but was interrupted.
"On the advice of counsel, I refuse to answer any of your questions." said Yaris. "I demand that my wife not be interviewed further until she has legal counsel, and I demand to be either arrested and charged with a crime, or allowed to leave."
"You don't have the right to demand counsel for your wife; only she can do that." I replied. "And I have a court-ordered warrant to obtain a DNA sample from you, since you work in that complex."
"No." said Lynch. "I demand you wait until I can contest that warrant."
"First, Lynch," I said, "you do not demand anything of me in my Police Station. Second, the DNA sample will be taken, if we have to physically take Mr. Yaris, fully restrain him, then forcibly take the sample. The warrant does not require your consent, nor any legal shenanigans about being contested. What will it be, Mr. Yaris?"
"Take it by force, then." said Lynch. "And get ready to get sued to death."
"I'll chance it." I said.
And as six officers, led by Sergeant Rudistan, made good on my threat, literally carrying Yaris into booking and taking a blood sample as well as a cheek swab; I left a whining H.J. Lynch in the Interrogation Room, and went to the other side of the building, where Michael Miller waited in Interrogation-1.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You sure made us wait long enough." snarled Miller's lawyer as Parker and I entered the room. Miller was handcuffed to the table, which I'd ordered done to make sure he understood who was in charge here.
"Keep up the shit." I said. "I was going un-handcuff Mr. Miller from the table, but since you're being an asshole... he can just remain there." I sat down along with Parker and read Miller his rights from the card.
"Okay, Miller." I said. "You can start playing straight with me, or we can go through these shenanigans for the next 72 hours until your hearing. How do you want to go about it?"
"You arrest me, perp-walk me through my employees, chain me to this table, won't tell me what I'm being charged with..." said Miller, "and you want me to cooperate with you. You're the asshole here, Troy, and I won't help you one... fucking... bit."
"Well, Detective Parker," I said to Teddy, "this suspect is not being cooperative. I guess he does not understand the words 'double murder', with which he is close to being charged."
"Stop the intimidation tactics." said Miller. "We've heard of you, Troy. I am not some slug off the street. I have influence with important people: bankers, politicians, people who can make your life a living hell."
"Is that a threat?" I asked.
"It's just letting you know that your shenanigans, to use your own term, won't work with Michael Miller." said Michael Miller. "Now are you charging me with something, or am I free to go?"
"You are not free to go." I said, keeping my words simple, formal, and legalistic. "You are under arrest as a material witness and possible suspect in the murder of Terry Schultz, and you are being detained as a flight risk."
"You're preposterous." said Miller's attorney. "I'll have him out of here before sunset."
"And then we're going to barbecue your ass, Troy." Miller snarled.
"More threats." I said. "Do you always threaten people that cross you, Miller? Like Terry Schultz?" Miller's eyes grew wide as I said that, and he sat back in his chair as he realized for the first time that he had just fucked up... and was in very deep kimshee. His lawyer went through the motions of whispering something to him.
"I'm invoking." said Miller. "I have no more to say to you. I want to speak privately with my attorney..."
Part 14 - Blood In The Streets
"It's been a long day," I said, "and it's only 2:30pm."
"But a productive one." Cindy said. "I watched the tape of your interview with Miller. He looked like he was about to come out of his skin when you ripped him about making threats."
"Yep." I said. "So, tell me about your interview with Tina Yaris."
"My sense is that she's not happy in her marriage." said Cindy. "She was always bringing up how Tom could do more with himself, do better for himself... and her. Honestly, with her looks and potential charm, she could upgrade, and quickly, if you know what I mean."
"Yes, I understand." I said. "And I agree."
"And Tom immediately took the Fifth." Cindy said, then added in a huge understatement: "I know you and I don't always agree on the subject, but that doesn't bode well with me for his innocence in all this."
"And what are his motives, means, and opportunities for murdering Terry, and Andy?" I asked.
"Well, he has means and opportunity." said Cindy. "He could've sabotaged the security systems, gotten into her apartment with a duplicate key, killed her after her lover left."
"The lover that impersonated Andy Martoli." I replied.
"Oh, yeah." Cindy said. "Well, maybe he's in league with someone..."
"And his motive for all this?" I asked.
"Okay, I give up." Cindy said.
"You're trying too hard to twist facts to suit theories." I said. "And you know a lot more than Joanne about some of it---"
Just then, Captain Teresa Croyle knocked on my door and opened it, literally blowing by my assistant Helena. "Sir!" Teresa said, "we just got a call from the University Campus Police. A demonstration is forming around the Athletic Complex..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The crowd had begun forming near the Athletic Complex, practice fields, and the Track, but it began moving seemingly as one mass towards the basketball arena, which was next to and just south of the football stadium.
Because this was fairly close to where University Avenue turned west and became North Street, this is where Captain Croyle sent the largest contingent of TCPD Special Ops Officers... basically riot control officers... and with the orders that University Avenue was not to be blocked, nor the protestors allowed to cross the street into Town.
We also brought out the water cannon. The Town & County Fire Department had purchased what looked like a large ambulance with a small cannon on top. It was really a water cannon with a big tank of water and a pump on the inside. It had not performed particularly well on fires, so Commander Harlow and I arranged to trade two older Police cruisers for it. We had it painted dark blue, and our Officers trained on using it as a bulletproof riot control weapon.
State Troopers were also called in, and as they could go on Campus, they began forming a perimeter to limit the protesters' space to the area around The Arena, as the basketball forum was called. At the Federal Building, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone ordered a surveillance drone to be launched, and my Police iPad had an app that allowed me to tap into that FBI drone's video.
I could see that the State Patrol could handle crowds okay, such as after ball games, but if this turned violent they would not know what to do. They were poorly equipped. The TCPD not only had the SWAT Teams and Special Ops people with full equipment, every TCPD officer had bulletproof armor and a helmet upon which a plastic face shield could be snapped.
"How's it going?" Cindy asked as she came into my office. We were both now in 'black' uniforms with armor under our shirts, and it would only take putting on helmets and the heavier chest protection armor, which was as thick as a pillow on most people's beds, to be ready.
"Okay, so far." I said as I watched the drone footage. "They're yelling and chanting a lot, but so far no violence. Croyle said First Precinct is on full alert and gearing up, and Assistant Chief Davies of the Fire Department has the TCFD ready if they're needed. Special Ops is already deploying on our side of University Avenue, near the Bus Station, and they can be seen from the Campus side."
"Is that a good idea?" asked Cindy. "If the protesters see it, they might make hay of it. Worse yet, the Media might."
"Good." I said. "I want them to see our 'overwhelming response', and how fast we generated it. I want them to know we are ready."
"What about the houses on the hill above the University to the east, including yours?" Cindy asked. "Not to mention the road to the Cabin?"
"Rudistan and Morton drove around the mountain from the east side." I said. "They're stationed just below the driveway to the Cabin. The road to the Mountain Nest and the other homes there have a Campus Police cruiser guarding the road... but I'm not counting on much protection there."
"And your kids?"
"They're with Laura in her office." I said. "The Campus is on lockdown. Laura could take them down into the dungeon under the building if the Psychology Building comes under attack... and pray the rioters don't find the entrances."
"If they attack there, Teresa will be all over it, regardless of jurisdiction." Cindy said.
"I know." I said. "But my fear is more the entire campus. Thousands of students in their dorms, people in the classrooms. If this were to turn violent... I might not be the only father getting the worst possible news..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I watched as Bettina and Priya tried to report on the demonstrations. It was mostly women, but there were a lot of scruffy looking young men in dirty t-shirts and blue jeans also demonstrating. I also noticed that a good number of the so-called 'handmade' signs were anything but. They were printed.
There had been something of a north-south line of demonstrators between the Athletic Complex and The Arena, mostly through parking lots. As I watched the drone footage, I noticed the southern tail start slowly moving west, pivoting around the northern mass. They were trying to move slowly and seemingly naturally, but I was not fooled, and got on Police radio.
"Commander Troy to Captain Croyle." I said into the radio. "The tail end of the group is pivoting west toward your positions. Get in position. Do not let them block University Avenue. If demonstrators try to block or cross University Avenue, you are authorized to go to 'weapons free' and to fire at will."
"Roger that, Commander." said Croyle. "I see them now."
The group that had been tailing off suddenly stopped as if recoiling from an electric field. They then pushed north, to join the larger mass. Ahhhh, I thought to myself. They are listening in on our radios.
And that, of course... meant this was not a spontaneous demonstration, but was being cultivated and led by persons with purpose and intent...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun began setting over the western horizon, it looked like the demonstrations were going to peter out. Alas, that was not the case. Someone threw a Molotov cocktail at the State Patrol, then another set a car on fire.
At this point, a contingent of well-armored State Troopers, that had been sent in by Governor Jared, retaliated. Smoke and CS grenades were fired and hurled into the demonstrators. The State Troopers advanced, and began making arrests. Most of the demonstrators broke and fled the scene. Some chose to engage the State Patrol, especially the Troopers that were not armed with riot gear. Some Troopers were injured, but the demonstrators were injured in larger numbers and with worse injuries.
"Oh shit." Cindy said. "The Media is going to be all over this."
"We'll see." I said. "Their reaction will tell us if this is over... or if we can expect worse to come."
Part 15 - Peace Through Strength
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the reporterette from across the street from the University, the stadium in the background, at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 25th. "We are bringing continuing coverage of the violent riots on the University campus last night!"
"A peaceful march through Campus by women's groups, protesting the treatment of University varsity basketball player Jayne Hallerton and demanding the firing of girls basketball coach Arlis Snelling, turned violent and ugly when Governor Val Jared sent State Troopers in riot gear to forcibly quell the demonstration!" yelled Bettina. "One car was destroyed by fire, others were damaged, and several Troopers and students were injured."
"The Town & County Police were also out in heavily armed force." said Bettina as footage of our well-armed and -armored officers were shown on our side of University Avenue. "They did not participate in the attack upon the demonstrators, but made it clear that they were ready if the demonstrators tried to leave the Campus grounds."
"The meeting of the Town & County Council was postponed until tonight." Bettina said. "When asked about the TCPD's posture, Councilman Thomas P. Cook said that it was only to be expected that Commander Donald Troy would have his Officers arrayed like soldiers ready to march into war and commit violence. He, along with Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, Councilwoman Malinda Adams, and Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, issued a statement deploring the Police Department's unnecessary and overly aggressive willingness to use violent force."
"Meanwhile," said Bettina, "State Senator Katherine Woodburn condemned Governor Jared's use of excessive force in violently dispersing the peaceful riots. Roll tape."
The tape showed Katherine in Midtown: "Our Constitutional Rights of Free Speech and Freedom of Association have been violently assaulted by Governor Val Jared and his stormtroopers! Our University campus has been turned into a battlefield of shed blood as Governor Jared brutally suppresses our students' voices against sexual oppression, voices that have a right to be heard!" Cheers could be heard in response, though any crowd of listeners that might've been there were never shown.
Bettina was back. "The Governor issued a statement saying his State Patrol Officers acted correctly and that they were attacked first."
NO footage of the Governor nor any spokesperson was shown. And there was NO more footage of the melée, which would've shown Jared to be correct.
As Bettina brought in 'experts' to tell us exactly what to think about the incident on Campus, an MCD room full of angry Police officers were venting.
"Every bit of that was an outright lie!" Joanne Warner exclaimed. I had rarely seen her so angry. "The State Patrol was attacked! Those demonstrators were the violent ones! The Governor did the right thing!"
"I'm just glad they didn't try to cross the street." said Cindy Ross.
"It looked like they were going to." said Teresa. "And that reminds me, Commander... were they listening to our Police radios? As soon as you told me to get ready for that group coming our way, they peeled off, then went to that parking lot... and the Molotov cocktails started flying."
"Yes, I think they were listening to our radios." I said. "In fact, I was counting on it when I made that radio call on the open frequency. I wanted them to know we were watching them and were ready for them, and they did what I hoped they'd do: they backed off."
"Sir, what do you think of those Council people saying our show of force was excessive?" asked Theo Washington.
"I think our show of force, as you call it, was a strong deterrent." I said. "And as long as Captain Croyle and I are tasked with protecting this Town's citizens, we will continue to attempt to have peace through strength, not the weakness of loser Council members."
Those comments were openly disrespectful of the Council, I realized... but I also didn't really care. Then I heard Bettina starting up again:



"In other news," the lovely redhead said, "the Police brought in several suspects for questioning in the Terry Schultz/Andy Martoli murders. State Credit Union Executive Officer Michael Miller was detained overnight. Roll tape." The tape showed Miller's perp walk, with Bettina shouting questions at him as I led him to the Patrol cruiser.
"The Police have only said they will not comment on the progress of the investigation." Bettina said. "Channel Two News has learned that Terry Schultz was running a private investigation scheme, where women were hired to entice married men into indiscretions to test their marital fidelity, and that Police believe this could be a possible motive in her murder."
All eyes were on me. My eyes were part of a very sullen look at the television monitor.
"I bee-leeeeve that Chief Griswold would be teaching us new curse words right now." said Chief Moynahan, who had just come in and was filling his coffee cup. "Your silence is admirable, Commander."
"Words are not needed, Chief." I said. "If and when I find the leaker, my crowbar will do the talking." The room became very quiet when I said that.
Just then, the Mouseketeers came into the room, along with Paulina Patterson... and SBI Lieutenant Tanya Perlman. And they were all smiles. Detective David Krueger gave me the thumbs-up sign.
"Okay, people." I announced. "It is time to make some arrests and close out these murder cases."
"You've solved it?" gasped Cindy. "You know who did it?"
"Yes." I said. "It's pretty simple, don't you agree?"
To be continued.
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Part 16 - Secured in Blood
Wednesday, January 25th. MCD was silent, waiting to hear the names of the perps.
"So who did it?" asked Joanne Warner.
"Well, that's what Lt. Perlman is here to tell us." I said. "I believe you've matched the DNA from the semen sample?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "But first, why don't you tell them who's behind it."
"Sure." I said. "Paulina, we will need an arrest warrant to hold Michael Miller, on the charge of conspiracy to commit first-degree murder. And while you're at it, get a Murder-1 warrant for Yaris." I heard the gasps in the room.
"Tommy?" asked Cindy as I headed for the door.
"No." I said. "Tina."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lt. Tanya Perlman wheeled herself into my office. Paulina sat down in the hot chair next to Tanya. No need to mention that the Green Crowbar, Cindy Ross, had seated herself on the sofa behind them.
"Okay, whaddya got?" I asked. "Jeff Fuqua or Alan Harris?"
Tanya and Paulina looked at each other, and Tanya said "How does he do that?" She then turned to me and said "Fuqua. And he's an interesting character, fer sure."
Tanya began: "The reason I delayed telling you this is because I got a hit on the FBI's database, but it wouldn't give a name. I happen to be in good with a certain FBI Agent, though, so he helped me go through the hoops to get more information." That 'certain FBI Agent' would be Jack Muscone, who was dating Tanya.
Tanya went on: "Fuqua was one of those types like the late Fred Dixon... jack of all trades, master of none. One of Fuqua's distinctions is that he is a good computer programmer. He also went 'rogue' about the same time Dixon is believed to have turned. And he may be what Jack calls a 'remnant'; a former Westboro operative that became a stray cat after the Pastor's most timely passing."
"His description?" I asked. "He could pass for Martoli?"
"He's taller, but they both have black hair, and are about the same age. Fuqua is 31 years old." Tanya said.
"So he was hired to take Andy's place on the date with Terry." I said. "He could pass himself off as Andy, since he was a programmer like Andy, and knew Andy well enough from them working together." Everyone else in the room nodded.
"Paulina, please tell me the arrest warrant has been requested." I said.
"Yes, it was." Paulina said. "About two hours ago when Tanya called me. It was granted, and McGhillie and Johnson are en route to his home to make the arrest."
At that moment, my assistant Helena, who had come in early, buzzed me.
"Okay, Tanya, thanks very much for this." I said. "If y'all will excuse me, I have something to do. Cindy, go supervise bringing in Tina Yaris, bring Michael Miller to I-2, and have him call his lawyer in if he wants one." Cindy seemed a little disappointed that she was not being allowed to stay, but she did what I asked her to do.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After my office was cleared, Patrolman Hicks came into my office. I had called him and 'invited' him to come to my office. Somewhat to my surprise, Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick came in with him.
And much, much more to my surprise, both men held their right hands in front of their chests... their fingers in a unique configuration that told me they were Orange Order 'Blood Order', and here under those auspices.
I got out my anti-bugging device, held it up where they could see it, and turned it on. "You may speak freely." I said as I sat back in my chair, letting them stand as they talked.
"Sir," said Kirkpatrick, "I know what you're about to ask Patrolman Hicks. I came with him to tell you that he acted upon my personal instructions to re-lock the window in Terry Schultz's apartment."
"Yes, that is what I was going to ask about." I said. "Only Hicks or Gunddottar could've done that, and Hicks is Orange Order. So... this was for Officer Greg Towson's sake?"
"Yes sir." said Hicks. "We remember what was done to him. We still can't find his son. That woman Schultz was behind his entrapment."
"So someone, very likely Tom Yaris, knew where Terry's hidden computer was." I said. "He got a maintenance ladder, climbed to Terry's back window, went in, put the original computer back on the desk, and we Police found it. Now Terry's operation is exposed." Both officers nodded.
"Sir," said Kirkpatrick," we can tell you more, but you might prefer hearing it from Chief Griswold."
I contemplated, then said "Yeah, I'll do that. Just do me one favor, gentlemen: next time, come tell me. This could create legal snags, and if I hadn't realized what was going on, it might've been a problem. I'm now 'Blood Order' like yourselves; trust me up front, okay?"
"Yes sir." said Kirkpatrick. "Our bad for not telling you in the first place."
"Fortunately, it will be okay. All of it, including the Towson family." I said. "Okay, you're dismissed to your duties." I picked up the gold button-like device from my desk and turned it off. Kirkpatrick and Hicks let themselves out of the office.
Part 17 - Issues And Answers
"Fuqua has flown the coop." said Cindy as she entered my office an hour later. "So has Harris. I've put out nationwide APBs."
"I'm not shocked." I said. "I get the idea Fuqua talked to Teddy Parker to plant seeds of doubt about Martoli himself, and Harris backed him up. I'd bet they skipped Town immediately after they hung up the phones."
"The good news is that Tina Yaris was brought in by Lydia Green and Inga Gunddottar." Cindy said. "Inga's been doing some 'extra' training with me and Joanne, so when Tina tried to fight them, Inga took her down hard. Resisting arrest and assaulting a police officer have been added to her charges."
"Excellent!" I said. "All the easier to hold her in custody."
"Yes, I can't wait to hear how you plan to charge her with conspiracy to commit murder." Cindy said.
"Oh, we may get lucky and get to charge her with murder itself... that of Andy Martoli." I said. "Ready for some fun interrogations?"
"Why don't you just tell them what happened, and they can fill in the blanks where you go astray." Cindy said.
I have to admit, it was two full minutes before I could stop laughing and regain my composure.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's like this, Miller." I said to Michael Miller in Interrogation-2, Paulina sitting next to me. Miller had not called in his lawyer, and said he didn't need the other guy since he himself was a lawyer and would represent himself. "ADA Patterson here has one offer, and only one, to avoid the death penalty. It might be you, or it might be your lover, Tina Yaris."
The mention of Tina's name made Miller jump almost out of his skin, but he said nothing.
"So you don't think she'll throw you under the bus to save her own skin?" I said. "Oh, I know, I know, you've invoked. So just sit and listen... and think about your future. I know that you are a very vindictive man, Mr. Miller. You take the adage about not getting mad but getting even to heart. Donald Trump even wrote about it in one of his books on business success."
"But you took it to an extreme." I said. "When your wife hired Terry to 'red flag' you, it didn't bother you in the slightest. You didn't just win the divorce case, you tried to utterly destroy your ex-wife in the process... even tried to get the firm that hired her to fire her. That's beyond mean."
"You can keep your evaluations to yourself, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Miller.
"Ah, but it's relevant." I said. "You also never forgot about Terry Schultz. You were hell-bent on getting back at her for red-flagging you, getting revenge. You've been quietly hiring away her professional temps, or getting them into permanent jobs. You were like an anaconda... slowly squeezing the life out of her business. But that wasn't enough for you. You wanted her dead... and with Andy Martoli, you finally got your chance."
I said "I should say at this time a few other charges will be made against you: money laundering, RICO violations, maybe even embezzlement. I wondered why a man like you would be satisfied with being Executive Manager of a local branch of the State Credit Union bank, or 'SCU'. Fairly small potatoes, there, even though you had your own venture capital company behind it. And you were financing Dakota Funding, as well."
"Problem is," I said, "you did a very, very sloppy job of hiding things. You used your company's money for some ventures, but made it appear that it was SCU doing it. The paperwork looks legit, except no one else knew about it, and the SCU Board in the City was more than unhappy when I asked them about it yesterday afternoon." Miller's face began to fall.
"So... one Jeff Fuqua came to your attention." I said. "He's a bad seed. You and he might've worked together before; I'll have to do a bit more research on that, as well as connections to the late Pastor Raymond Westboro..." Miller's eyes didn't flinch; if anything, he looked surprised. Maybe nothing there, I told myself.
"So you found out that Terry Schultz and Fuqua's co-worker Martoli had a date... and it was your lover, Tina Yaris, that told you that... as Terry had told Tina. You got in touch with Fuqua, and he and Yaris worked out the details that he would take Martoli's place on the date with Terry, bring her home, then kill her. He decided to have sex with her first, which was one of his many mistakes. Then for some reason he left her computer sitting right there on the desk."
"No, he took it------" Miller started. Then he realized what he'd said. He sat back in his chair, looking utterly defeated. "All right, I need that lawyer now, to negotiate terms on my behalf."
"Terms?" asked Paulina sarcastically. "I don't have to offer terms now. You're hip-deep in it."
"Let's let him get his lawyer in here anyway." I said. I escorted Paulina out. In the anteroom I said "We still might want to make a deal with him, if he'll talk to the FBI about a lot of financial things I think he knows about."
"Okay." Paulina said. "What about Tina?"
"She's the one who should not get an offer of anything, but we might just have to give her something in exchange for a confession." I said. "Let's go rattle her cage... Captain Ross is beside herself wanting to know about Tina's role in this."
"You got that right." said the Green Crowbar, who was right behind us, waving that device in my general direction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch & Berry was Tina's attorney. The odd thing about Lynch is that on some rare occasions he knows not to start in on me... and he knew this was one of those times. I brought Joanne Warner and Paulina in with me. Patrol Officer Inga Gunddottar was the Uniformed presence.
"Well, Mrs. Yaris," I said. "ADA Patterson has one deal, and only one, to avoid the death penalty. And Michael Miller is talking to his attorney about getting that one deal for himself. So maybe you'll do the smart thing and start talking yourself."
"Why should I do that?" she said. "You think I did something wrong, you prove it." Hmmm, no wonder Lynch wasn't speaking; Tina Yaris was doing a plenty good enough job taunting me.
"Okay." I said. "I'll tell you what happened, and you correct me where I might go astray. You, Mrs. Yaris, have been unhappy in your marriage for some time. Tom Yaris is just not the ambitious man you thought he'd be, that you wanted him to be, that you tried to force him to aspire to. Every time he was assigned to lead other people, he walked away from that job."
"And then you met Michael Miller. He's a ladies man, a philanderer, but you had no problems getting into his bed in exchange for being a kept woman by him. Money for clothes here and there, he got you and your husband your jobs and greatly reduced rent, and maybe he promised to marry you when he got divorced from his wife, yes?"
Tina shrugged her shoulders, so I went on: "So then he tells you a sob story, that Terry Schultz and your wife conspired to bring him to ruin with the 'red flag' operation. He had you befriend Terry, talk to her, find out about Terry's date life... and when the time came, you told him about the date with Andy Martoli. It was you, not your husband, that manipulated the alarm system, told Fuqua where the cameras were. He gave you the source code to install into the alarm system to record the third floor when the second floor sensors went off, too."
"Oh, did I mix things up there, Detective Warner?" I asked, turning to Joanne for a second. "No, it wasn't Miller that was the ringleader... it was Tina Yaris here. Yes, Tina, I think you were sleeping with Fuqua on the side, as well as Miller. You had them 'whipped', you had them both wrapped around your finger."
"So what." Tina said, trying to sound bored.
"So Fuqua impersonated Andy Martoli. He was supposed to bring you Terry's prized computer. Instead, he made love with Terry Schultz and then slit her throat. You had some serious blackmail all ready to go from that data on the computer... but, so very sorry, it was just a dummy computer. Nothing on it, I'm afraid." Tina looked uncomfortable for the first time.
"But that is not even the best of it, is it, Tina?" I said. "You see, there's Andy Martoli's death. Not only was he murdered, but he was preserved with formaldehyde, and his body was refrigerated."
"Now, Detective Warner," I asked, turning to my fascinated young Detective again, "let's ask ourselves a question: where in the world can one hide a human body -and- refrigerate it -and- preserve it with chemicals?"
"Well, I did ask that question to myself at the Martoli crime scene, and there's only a couple of places that come to mind. One is the County Morgue, but that would just be a wee tad ambitious of someone to do that in the building across the parking lot from my office in Police Headquarters. And of course I checked."
"Now the only other place in this County sufficient to do that to Andy Martoli?" I said. "A funeral home. And you, Tina Sage Yaris, are the daughter of a funeral home director."
Joanne's face lit up a the connection hit her. I could almost feel Cindy's vibes getting started behind the one way glass. But Tina's expression was my favorite: her face fell. She knew I knew, and she knew it was 'ovah'.
Still, she and Lynch tried to bluff. "You'll never prove that. You'll never prove any of it." she said.
"Yes," said Lynch, "I can't wait to see your proof."
"We shall see, and you shall see." I said. "Your father, Tina, will be arrested as an accessory, and his funeral home shut down. Your husband will be brought in, and I'm willing to bet he won't take the fall for you, especially when we show that you were cheating on him, and readily spreading your legs for other men. And then there's Michael Miller... his only chance to live is to put you on the table at Jacksonville State Prison."
"I need to talk to my client." said H.J. Lynch.
"Yes, please do make her understand the gravity of her situation." I said. Joanne, Paulina, and I got up and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." Joanne said in MCD. "It was right there in front of me, and I didn't see it."
"It was in front of all of us." said Cindy. "None of us put that together... except the Iron Crowbar, of course."
Chief Griswold had just arrived, and he brought over a chair and sat down next to the distressed Joanne. "Young lady, don't fret over this. I've been associated with this Police Department for over 40 years, and I've never met a Detective like Donald Troy. I'll also say he thinks very highly of your abilities. Let me tell you one story."
Griswold continued as all of MCD listened attentively: "Not too long after Crowbar arrived, just after he was promoted to Lieutenant, I was talking to Dexter Robinson, the Campus Police Commissioner. His daughter Robin is with the City Police. She and Sapper Warren got an email from Don, with six open cases from the City Police files listed. Don wrote 'these six cases were all done by the same people'. They checked it out, realized it was true, and ended up catching the perps. Don said to not mention his name, so they didn't, and they got a lot of credit for solving those cases. Of course, Don had read the cases, and made the connections in that brain of his."
The Chief continued: "My point here, Mrs. Warner, is that the Iron Crowbar has read or is trying to read literally every case file in the State, and half of the FBI's cases, to boot. He sits at home and reads old cases like you and I read hunting and fishing magazines. He has amazing powers of observation and deduction, but it is his tireless effort to gain knowledge that sets him apart. He never stops working, never stops trying to get better. And that's something we can all do, even if we'll never be the Iron Crowbar."
"You're right, Chief." said Joanne, feeling better. "I've got to work harder."
"You're doing very well." Cindy said. "All of you are, and the Commander tells me that very often. Let's just keep learning... from him. And the more experience you gain, Joanne, the better you will become. I daresay you just became a lot better this morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina came to my office about thirty minutes later. "They both want to take the deals. What do I do now?"
"Give 'em both deals." I said. "First, make sure Tina confesses fully in as much detail as you can get out of her. Her family at the funeral home is not involved, so when she says they're innocent, you can believe her. But make her confess to it all."
"As to Miller," I said, "we'll offer him a deal, but he's going to have to come correct on information. I'll be talking to him, and his answers will determine how good we make his deal."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tina Yaris confessed all. She threw Miller under the bus, and Fuqua under the bus should we ever get lucky enough to catch him. Paulina offered 25-to-Life for the murder of Martoli, and 20 years for the conspiracy to kill Terry, and Tina accepted. "They're consecutive sentences, so Tina will be doing 40 years before she gets parole with the best of behavior." Paulina said.
Tina gave every detail of her actions in the case, including befriending Terry Schultz, learning about the 'red flags' and her dating life from Terry, being told Terry had a date with Andy... she was the girlfriend Terry told about it, as Mary said usually happened... and Tina admitted that it was she who manipulating the security system at the condo complex.
I went into I-2 with Paulina and Teddy Parker. Sergeant Rudistan pulled rank to be the Uniformed presence, as he often did on my cases. I sat down opposite Michael Miller and his lawyer, the same one who'd been in Miller's office when I'd arrested Miller.
"Tina Yaris confessed." I said. "I really hope she was worth it, that she was that good in bed to get you to commit the crimes you committed."
"You don't have to taunt my client." said the lawyer. "What deal will you offer us?"
"I don't really need to offer anything." I said. "But I will offer 20 years, with possibility of parole, if you answer my questions truthfully." Miller and his lawyer nodded.



"Okay," I said, "I really want to know about Jeff Fuqua. And Pastor Westboro."
Miller nodded. "I still can't believe you brought Westboro down, Commander. I remember watching that night on television, and ever since that night I have sat in my home or my office in pure fear, waiting for you and your people to come get me for the money laundering he made me do."
"I freely admit you didn't come up on the FBI's radar screens." I said. "So your association with him must've been small."
"It was, but it was damning." said Miller. "I'd once 'loaned' myself some money from the State Credit Union, without authorization. I'd landed in some hot water over a deal that went bad. I put the money back within three weeks, and thought I'd gotten away with it."
"Then Westboro came to see me, acting as if he were just my parish preacher." Miller said. "He had copies of all the paperwork... of the bad deal, of my taking the money and putting it back, which had forged paperwork entries... and as the movie goes, he made me an offer I could not refuse."
"I refused to route money through the Credit Union, but told him I'd set up a venture capital operation and use that." said Miller. "He accepted that, and from time to time I'd be directed to loan money to some company or other that was clearly a shell company for something behind it. Occasionally I'd have to go through the Credit Union, which wasn't really a problem, nor illegal. And I even made some money when the loans were repaid."
"Any idea who was being helped through you?" I asked.
"No." said Miller. "All I can tell you is that I got some idea that it was a politician in the area. Now I can't prove this at all, and I can't help you prove it, but Thomas P. Cook always seemed to have money for development projects when he needed it... even though banks weren't lending, his credit should have been overextended, and other developers couldn't raise the funds for the deals that Cook would then walk into."
I nodded, and Miller continued: "Jeff Fuqua was the go-between. He also was working at Dakota Funding, and probably doing something with their money on behalf of Westboro, and it was through him I learned about Andy Martoli. I also heard from Tina Yaris about Martoli. I thought I was manipulating Tina in order to get back at Terry Schultz, but then I found out Tina was fucking Fuqua, and that she was behind it all. Still, I went along with it, just to get my shot at that Schultz bitch. I'm not sure where it all went wrong."
"You were meant to be the fall guy." I said. "I'm not trying to taunt you here, either. Tina was going to let you take the fall, while Fuqua stole your money as well as embezzled from State Credit Union in your name. Then they would disappear, leaving you and her husband Tommy holding the bag and in the custody of the Police. And it really, really irritates me when people think they can easily fool me, and use my Police Force as their tools..."
Part 18 - Riots
Just after lunch, I was asked to come to the Federal Building. I took my 'Kato' with me, that being Cindy. When we got to the FBI offices, there were three people in the conference room: Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, his boss the Deputy Director, and Special Agent Martin Nash.
"We have evaluated what you told us before, Commander." said the DepDirector. "And we think you're at least partially correct. We do think something serious is going on in that compound. But we also think that it's not integral to what Superior Bloodlines is doing."
"A couple of other strange things happened there." Martin Nash said. "Normally, an operation like that will see the FBI watching them, and they'll shut down and move on, then we'll eventually shut down and move on. In this case, we began reducing our presence up there, and only then did they start winding down. We haven't detected any movement or anyone going in or out of there for two days now."
"That could mean they realized you're onto them." I said. "Or it could mean they're ready to go with what they're going to do."
"That's true." said the DepDirector. "The shortwave chatter in the homes in the area went through the roof this morning, but has died back down as of thirty minutes go."
"Hmmm," said Cindy, "think that might be coincident to Miller's arrest and Jeff Fuqua and Alan Harris disappearing?"
"That's a good thought, Green Crowbar." I said. "You guys did get my emails about that?"
"Sure did." said Muscone. "Great job solving the murders, and now we might have something to connect Thomas P. Cook to Westboro?"
"Maybe." I said. "Nothing solid yet. I never could get a connection between Cook and Westboro before, and I was about to think they made a point to not work with each other. But now... we have a glimmer of light in the darkness. And my Mouseketeers are very eager to pursue these glimmers. If you guys want in on it, better hurry... we're not sitting back and waiting."
The DepDirector chuckled. "You never do. Okay, if your guys need our help on that, contact Jack; he's still assigned to all things Westboro. And if you get anything on what's going on around Lake Amengi-Nunagen, let me know."
"Wilco." I replied. "And any help you can find on Jeff Fuqua would be appreciated. He might have some connection to Superior Bloodlines. He and Alan Harris were embedded in a local financial institution, and Harris was H.R. and able to hire candidates to his liking, if you get my drift. And Fuqua is highly trained. That code in the security system is very good; only a 15-year-old hacker or an exceptionally well trained agent could do something like that. And Tina Yaris admitted that it was Fuqua who gave her the code to manipulate the condo security system..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:00pm, another group of women began marching through Campus. Soon they were joined by nearly 1000 people in a 'spontaneous' rally at The Arena. This time, the Campus Police and State Patrol were exceptionally well armed and holding a tough line.
The difference on this day was that another group formed on the southern part of Campus, near the Clock Tower, Psychology Building, and the Main Gate. The FBI's drones immediately saw it, and the information was relayed to me. I told Captain Croyle to redirect the most heavily armored of our Officers to that area, and have Precinct 2 on standby.
When the second group came to University Avenue, the Media was right there waiting. KXTC, KSTD, KSB from the City, KCAP from Midtown, all had full camera crews there, while only KXTC and KSTD had secondary camera crews covering the northern group. They obviously had been tipped off, and were part of the demonstrators' plans.
"Commander," Teresa called in on Channel 5 encrypted radio, "they're starting a sit-in on University Avenue."
"Clear 'em out." I replied. "Anyone on the street is yours to arrest." With that, Teresa ordered the retaliation.
The first armored Officers met students passively sitting in the street. They were physically picked up, moved to the Town side of the street, and their hands manacled with zip-ties behind them. Captain Croyle had several paddywagons ready, and as they filled up, more came in to haul off protesters who were now going to be charged with felony rioting.
Then the protesters started throwing rocks at the Police, then bottles, then a Molotov Cocktail flew. And Teresa had no intent on passively taking it. She went after them! 
Police engaged the protesters in the street, and made like it was Police Boxing Matches day. The crowd retreated quickly to the School side of the Street, but we now had jurisdiction to hotly pursue. And we did to the point we could without endangering ourselves.
The water cannon was then brought in, and as other protesters tried a run on the northern flank, they got wet. Wet and knocked down very hard. Then the State Patrol came into the fray, and began driving the protesters back, making many arrests as they went along.
Seeing that the Police and State Patrol were very aggressively going after them, the demonstrators separated and dispersed to all parts of the Campus, which was now on full lockdown. My children were safe: they were at Todd's house in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. Laura called to say she was fine; no one had tried to enter the Psychology Building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Amazing." said Chief Moynahan as he hung up the phone. We were sitting in his office. Commander Harlow, Chief Emeritus Griswold, and Sheriff Allgood were with us. "That was Kelly Carnes. Between hysterical screams, she accused Commander Troy of police brutality in the use of the water cannon."
"Tell her we'll let the rioters attack her home and her husband's dental business next time." I said.
"I wouldn't mind, but she'd go bonkers to the Press over that, too." said the Chief. "Now don't get me wrong, you and Captain Croyle did exactly right today, and I will be backing you up 100%. But the Media is going to portray this in the ugliest possible terms, so get ready for the storm."
"I'll have your backs, too." said the Sheriff. "I've already issued statements praising the Police and the State Patrol, and saying I'll have no problems with even stronger measures to keep our citizens and students safe."
"Why are they doing this?" said Della. "The University issued a statement this morning that the basketball coach is going to be fired, and they're going to let Jayne Hallerton keep her scholarship, though she won't return to the basketball team. What do they have to protest now?"
"Nothing." I said. "And that's the whole point. Yesterday was for real. Students were loving getting to protest something. By way of contrast, today was planned, orchestrated, and implemented with the idea to test how far they could go against the TCPD, and to give the Media good shots of us arresting perps if we did resist their efforts to expand their attacks. Paid troublemakers, ginning up riots and chaos. And, incidentally, keeping me and Chief Griswold from going to Midtown like we were supposed to."
"But we're still going." said Griswold. "Unless you want to cancel, Crowbar?"
"No sir." I said. "I don't expect another uprising, but Captain Croyle and you guys can handle it if something crops up tonight. Perps are in County Jail, and we'll have the victory party this weekend. The Council postponed their meeting again; it'll be tomorrow night, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise..."
Part 19 - Political Machinations
As we sped along the University-Midtown Highway in my Police SUV, Chief Griswold settled himself into the shotgun seat. As we crossed from Coltrane County into Hamilton County, he said. "Turn that little bug-killer device on."
I did so, though it killed the radio in the car and the GPS system. "Okay, Chief." I said.
"Kirkpatrick said he should've told you about what he had Hicks do." Griswold said. "I agree, but it was a simple, correctable mistake that won't happen again."
"That's okay." I said. "It didn't take me long to figure that out. And in a way it was good; it helped me show that Tom Yaris was one of the good guys in all this. He knew his wife was cheating on him, and he's a decent person. He also knew Terry hid her computer in an air vent, wrapped in an electrostatic bag to protect it. Thank God Tina never knew that."
"Yep." said Griswold. "I just wanted to back up what Kirkpatrick and Hicks did. Little things like that are what the Blood Order do. What happened to Greg Towson was wrong. At the time, I wanted to bring the hammer down on him, but Captain Charles said he thought something was wrong about the whole thing, and he arranged for Greg to go to the Fire Department. Looks like he was right and I was wrong on that."
"It worked out." I said. "And it'll work out better when we get him his son back."
"Crowbar," said the Chief, "I have been working on that for four solid years. The FBI Missing Persons Bureau has been working on it, and they're not being lazy because they know I'm going to call and ask about it every so often. We've used private investigators, we've used every resource I could possibly use... and nothing. That child and his bitch mother are just gone. They may be out of the country. They may not be alive anymore. And if you can find them, Crowbar, then you'll be more than the best Detective I've ever seen. You'll be a 'miracle worker', as Engineer Scott would tell Captain Kirk."
"Well, then, Captain Kirk, I said, "get ready to acknowledge that your Crowbar Engineer is a miracle worker. I accept your challenge." The Chief smiled, his mustaches twitching merrily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They just voted on an infrastructure bill." said the Governor when we met him at his office in the State Capitol building. "The participants will be here in ten minutes."
In that amount of time, the legislators trickled in. First was Senator Cerone, who greeted me politely. Next was Senator Molinari, who greeted me warmly, then sat as far from Cerone as he could, their greeting barely cordial. Then came Sean Stockton and Wilson Hammonds. Finally, Katherine Woodburn deigned to come in.
"Justin Madoff will not be joining us tonight." said Woodburn. "And I pretty much came just to tell you that nothing has changed."
"That's too bad, Senator." said the Governor. "I was hoping we could at least have a cordial discussion of the issues, especially as Chief Griswold and Commander Troy came down to listen to your various viewpoints."
"I'm surprised Commander Troy is here." said Katherine. "I thought he'd be leading his Officers in their brutality against peacefully demonstrating students in his County."
"They're not peaceful demonstrators and you know it, Senator Woodburn." I said, letting a bit of acid show in my voice. "And I am not going to be distracted from getting what I want when the SBI bill is passed by both Houses of the Legislature in a bipartisan agreement."
"Are you frickin' kidding me?" The voice was not Katherine's, but Wilson Hammonds, giving himself away. Katherine was gaping, though, as was the Governor. I noticed that Molinari and Cerone were just sitting quietly, listening. Smart men. Very smart men.
"No, Representative Hammonds." I said. "Your efforts to cave in to the Democrats have been rebuffed. Too many Conservatives opposing your spineless Establishment cooperation with the other Party. But that's okay; you'll be giving me an SBI that supports local law enforcement, not the other way around."
"Even so," said Senator Stockton, "we're still at an impasse. How do you propose to break it?"
"Well," I said, "politics is the Art of the Deal, to steal a book title. It's negotiation. I'm sure there are things both sides want, and when they get them, they'll give me what I want."
"ALL I want," said Katherine Woodburn, her voice just a shade reserved from getting ugly, "is to prove you wrong. We're holding fast. There is nothing you can offer me to change my position, and my coalition is too strong to break, as is Stockton's group of hardline right-wingers."
"Why don't you and I discuss matters alone for just a few moments." I said. "The rest of you can negotiate those tax rate reductions the People of the State want to see."
Katherine didn't look happy, but she followed me into a side room. She sat down. Instead of sitting down opposite her, I brought my chair around to sit right next to her, silently admiring her gorgeous legs.
"Remember this?" I asked, holding up the bright gold button that was the bug-killer. Katherine's face grew ugly at the memory of our first meeting, and her introduction to the device. (Author's note: Dark Side of the Force, Ch 01.)
"Come on. Really?" she asked as I turned it on.
"Yes. Really." I said. "I'm not here to discuss these silly political issues with you, Senator. I'm here to get right to the point on something far, far more important."
I started in: "I spent far, far too much time and manpower, and endured far too much pain and bloodshed taking down Raymond Westboro to ever allow someone to come in and recreate his Crime Syndicate. Anyone who tries to do so will find themselves cut off at the knees, taken out... and in a very similar way to how Westboro was finished off."
I continued: "I did not fail to notice the timing of the Schultz murder, the Martoli body being found, and those recent violent demonstrations. Every time I was to come down here, something happened to keep me at home. But that no longer matters, Senator. As I said before, the SBI Bill will happen, and damn near the way I want it to."
I finished up: "My only question for you is: what do you want me to help you do to save face when you don't get your way? You can oppose it and be overrun, and say you did your best. Or you can get some juicy morsel of something in return, while pretending to be overrun. So, what shall it be?"
Katherine was peering hard at me, but she did not pretend shock or disdain at my 'premature' claim of victory. Finally, her eyes relented as she said "I'll have to think about that one. I'll let you know. Soon."
I nodded, then got up to leave. Katherine got up also. I think she was surprised when I held the door open for her; many men have long since forgotten their manners, especially the snowflakes that she was used to being around...
Part 20 - Wrap-Up
Thursday, January 26th. The Council finally had its meeting in executive session. Chief Moynahan, myself, and Captain Teresa Croyle were also in the room, wearing our duty dress uniforms. Fire Chief Quinlin and Assistant Chief Davies were here, representing the Fire Department.
Perhaps just to start trouble, John Colby opened the meeting by introducing a resolution to thank the Police Force for its timely and aggressive actions against the rioters. The motion was seconded by Dagmar Schoen.
"Are you frickin' kidding?" snarled Kelly Carnes. "That was sheer police brutality!"
"I agree." said Thomas P. Cook. "It was not hard to tell who was the more lawless... that would be the Police." He looked over at me as he said it. Teresa and I both stared him down.
"What do you have to say about that, Commander?" asked Colby.
"Objection!" yelled Carnes. "This is a Council meeting to talk about Commander Troy's allowing police brutality, not to give him a bully pulpit to defend his bullying."
"Ms. Carnes," said Loran T. Michaels, his weird little smile set on his face as if he'd just swallowed some prune juice, "the motion is whether or not to commend the Police Force. Should we not hear from those that ordered the Police actions?"
"Anything Commander Troy has to say is of no value." said Carnes. "There is no integrity behind his words."
"That's a crock of shit." said J.P. Goldman. "You have no place------"
"Language, Mr. Goldman, language." admonished the Mayor... but Goldman had heard enough.
"I KNOW WHAT THE GODDAMN LANGUAGE IS!" Goldman yelled. "And I am sick and fucking tired of these attacks on Commander Troy, whose integrity far exceeds this bitch Carnes and her pussywhipped little faggot Thomas Cook put together!" Needless to say, the room was shocked into utter silence.
"Thank you, Mr. Goldman." I said, speaking out of turn as well as verbally twisting the knife in Carnes and Cook.
"Let's please have some decorum here." said the Mayor. "And Ms. Carnes, I'd suggest you refrain from impugning the Commander's integrity-------"
"Oh, you go to hell!" snarled Carnes, again shocking the Mayor with her directness as well as her potty mouth language.
"Ms. Carnes has a distinct and correct point." said Thomas P. Cook. "This meeting should be about firing Commander Troy for the abusive police actions of the past couple of days."
"Why?" asked Teresa, unable to restrain herself any longer. "I am the one who ordered the Police response, and I'd do it again under the same conditions. The Commander simply backed me up, like the outstanding leader he is."



"Then we should fire you, Captain." snarled Carnes, who had turned around and given Teresa a look that not even 'Teresa Cunt' could possibly match.
The Mayor's gavel was tapping relentlessly. Finally, he got everyone's attention. "Folks, this should be a simple meeting about promotions within the Public Safety Department. I don't know what going on here, but can we please get down to business, and in a civil manner?" The silence was uncomfortable, but the meeting moved along. Reginald B.F. Lewis made a point of order in asking to table Colby's motion, which passed 8-2.
"Okay," said the Mayor. "The Police Lieutenant positions. These are positions of deputy to the Precinct Captains. Sergeants Carswell and Irwin have been submitted. Does anyone have questions of the Police leadership?"
"I do." said Malinda Adams. "Why are there no women being submitted for promotion?"
"Because, ma'am," said Captain Croyle, "there were only two positions open, and doing a sex test on the nominees was not required." That got some laughter, and even Malinda Adams couldn't look too angry at Captain Croyle... who happened to be a woman herself.
"I will say this, Ms. Adams." said Teresa. "Others will be moving up as these top level promotions are made, and women will be considered for those positions. Right now, these two men are the best qualified."
"Anything against these candidates?" asked the Mayor, trying desperately to move the meeting along. I was dismayed by his lack of strong leadership... then remembered how it was really Pastor Westboro who controlled these meetings when he was alive.
The vote was 7-3 for the promotions, with Carnes, Cook, and Adams against. Reginald B.F. Lewis voted for them, as Carswell was black.
"Okay, now the promotions to Detective-1." said the Mayor. "You are here yourself, Commander? Not Captain Ross?"
 "Yes, Mr. Mayor." I said. "Captain Ross is unable to be here tonight due to a family matter. I can answer your questions on this matter."
"So Patrolman Jermaine Davis from Precinct 2?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis. "And Roy McGhillie from Precinct 1? What do you have to say about your son, McGhillie?" Councilman Ian McGhillie was Roy's father.
"I will not be participating in the vote due to the family connection." said Ian McGhillie. "But I have never been more proud of my son than I am at this moment." He was near tears, and the applause by most in the room that greeted him added to his emotion.
"We are proud of your son, also, Mr. McGhillie." said Chief Moynahan. "And he will be an outstanding addition to our Vice Squad."
"And again, no women." said Malinda Adams. "With all due respect to these nominees, especially Mr. McGhillie's son, who I have known for a long time and know to be a fine young man, I am still appalled at the lack of women being nominated for these positions. Chief Moynahan, what do you have to say about this?"
"Madam," said Moynahan, his voice only a shred away from acerbity, "my Deputy Chief is a woman. The Captain of Administration is a woman. The Captain of Detectives is a woman. The Captain of Operations is a woman. If it weren't for the Iron Crowbar here, I'd fear for the ability of men to ever be promoted." That got some suppressed, snarky laughter from many in the room. The vote was 6-3 for the promotions, and with that we Police Officers got the hell out of there.
"Wow, is it always that bad?" asked Teresa as we walked down the hall to the stairs.
"That's the worst I've ever seen." I said. "Kelly Carnes was more rabid then I've ever seen her before. And while I appreciated his support, I have never, ever, seen J.P. Goldman get upset like that."
"Yes, Captain," said Chief Moynahan, "that's as ugly as I've seen it, as well. Mrs. Carnes isn't handling being in the mi-norrrr-ity very well. And I agree with Mr. Crowbar about Mr. Goldman."
"Maybe your wife should be running tests on them, Commander." Teresa said. She meant it as a joke, but it did start me to wondering. Then she said "How do you sit there so calmly when they're attacking your integrity like that?"
I took out the red crowbar and tapped it in my hand. "As President Teddy Roosevelt said: 'Speak softly, and carry a big crowbar.' Or something like that. You should re-think your policy on carrying a crowbar, Captain."
"Maybe I should." Teresa said. "Maybe I should."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday night, the Chief came up to us as we sat in the back room of the Cop Bar. "Okay, the second readings went like the first. The promotions are approved. Congratulations, Lieutenant-to-be Irwin!" He sat down after putting a pitcher of beer on the table, in front of Sergeant Irwin, who had been invited to join us.
Present at this impromptu victory party in addition to the Chief and Irwin were Your Iron Crowbar, The Green Crowbar, Teresa, Joanne, Theo, Teddy, Mary, Myron, David, Rudistan, Irwin, and Chief Emeritus Griswold.
"Okay, Commander," said Cindy, "how did you solve it? The Schultz and Martoli murders?"
"Well, I think most of it's out there." I said. "Terry Schultz was attacked after going on a blind date, then coming home and having sex with him. Not much sense in it until we find out that it was a substitute man on the date, and it was a professional hit."
I continued: "Of the unanswered questions, Cindy brought up a good point about Schultz being a man-hater. She should've gone to work for Malinda Adams." Some of the people at the table laughed as I went on: "Indeed, I believe Terry went out with Martoli only because she was trying to recruit him into her failing company. That may be why she had sex with who she thought was him, as well. She needed talent for her business, and it was being drained. Ergo, the desperate measures."
"If we had not found the computer, the original one," asked Joanne, "could this case have been solved?"
"Not as easily," I said, "but yes, I think we'd have gotten to the truth. Andy Martoli and the method of his death and preservation would've led us back to Tina Yaris, and her husband Tom was ready if not eager to sing like the proverbial canary. That would've led us to Miller, and maybe to Fuqua. We had Greg Towson to talk with, and the photos of the woman that entrapped him were found... and will be useful to me. So we'd have found some divorce records and worked backwards. It would've taken longer, been a lot more tedious, and it would've been harder to get warrants and to follow the financial leads. But all the information was pretty much there to be found."
"You young whippersnappers should count your blessings!" exclaimed Chief Griswold, who had already had a good amount of beer. "Back in my day, we didn't have these computers, we didn't have these databases; the FBI fingerprint database had to be manually searched, and it took weeks to do that; we didn't have videocameras, or drones, or any of that stuff."
"So how did you solve crimes, sir?" Cindy asked.
"The old-fashioned way, Ms. Ross... hard work." said the old Chief. "We made phone calls. We talked to people. People noticed things in those days a lot more than they do now. Today people's noses are buried in their smartphones, playing video games. We kept paper records, but we did have them. And people didn't travel as far or as much as they do today."
"So would the Iron Crowbar still be the Iron Crowbar?" asked Theo with his 'movie star handsome' grin, maybe trying to tease me. Cindy also grinned at the question.
"Not trying to brag..." I said, "but 'yes', I'd still be what I am. Guys, all the tools and gadgets we have are fantastic, and cut the time down from weeks to hours. But it's still all about people. It's about how the criminals act, what they do. There are truly very few unique new cases; it's all been done before. People act in certain ways; they act in patterns. And it's still all about observing, deducing or inferring, and applying knowledge and experience."
"I just want to observe another pitcher of beer." said Teresa. "The next one's on me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, January 31st. At 1:00pm, Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, President of the University, stepped up to the microphones set up for the occasion on the lawn in front of University Hospital. He stood alongside the Hospital Board, some of the University Trustees, and most of the doctors on the Hospital Staff, including Dr. Laura Fredricson. In the audience were a number of media reporters, nurses, other hospital workers, and Captain Teresa Croyle, Captain Cindy Ross, Commander Donald Troy (me), and Chief Sean Moynahan.
"And I'm pleased to announce," said Dr. Wellman, "the hiring of our new Hospital Administrator... Admiral Leonard Cordell. Dr. Cordell is an outstanding trauma doctor that has patched up untold numbers of our wounded military personnel, and also a few of our local police officers. He is also a disciplined administrator that has shown unswerving ability to run organizations at least as large as this Hospital, and we are very lucky that he has accepted our invitation to serve here..."
As Dr. Wellman brought up Dr. Cordell, Teresa and I fist-bumped. Teresa had exercised every bit of ability she had to persuade upon Dr. Cordell, getting him to accept the job and this return to public life; while I'd exercised all of my persuasive powers that did not include using a crowbar or a katana to convince Dr. Wellman and my own wife Laura to consider Dr. Cordell. But it was a great fit for both, and I knew both Dr. Cordell and the Hospital would be the much better for it.
And as Laura shook Dr. Cordell's hand after the ceremony, I realized that my wife's retirement from the CIA had allowed another broken bridge to be mended, as well...
Part 21 - Epilogue
Wednesday, February 1st. At 6:45am, Jermaine Davis came into MCD with his few personal belongings.
"Sit right there, opposite Washington." said Captain Ross, assigning her new Detective a desk. "And welcome to MCD." She handed Jermaine a plastic sleeve, that contained his new badge and rank insignia.
"Thank you, Captain." Jermaine said. "And I really appreciate this opportunity."
"Make the most of it." Cindy said. She then went over to Vice, where Roy McGhillie was just coming in, and gave him his new seating assignment, badge and ranks.
"Coffee klatch is at 7:00am in MCD." Cindy told McGhillie. "Feel free to come in. Vice often works at night, so you might come in later in the morning, but if you're here, come on over."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of University Hospital at 7:00am (February 1st). "Channel Two News has learned that Dr. Tom Harbor, senior oncologist with the University Cancer Center, has been relieved of his duties and dismissed from the University Hospital Staff. The Hospital gave no explanation, citing that it was a 'personnel matter'. Dr. Harbor is a prominent name in his field, and 'experts' say that he will find a position with another hospital very quickly..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Here it is." Della Harlow said as she opened the box. The Purple Order, with its purple star hanging below the gray-edged purple drape, was lying inside. Attached to the drape were three bronzed oak leaf clusters, meaning this was the recipient's fourth award of this medal.
"She deserves it." I said. "But this is way too many."
"Some Council members are calling for a Board of Inquiry about it." said Della. "What do you think is going to happen? Or are they afraid of your crowbar?"
I smiled, and it wasn't a pleasant smile. "Oh, I think they should be much more scared of the green crowbar than the red one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Teresa Croyle read the proclamation as now-Lieutenant Carswell's wife and Precinct Captain Thompson pinned Carswell's silver Lieutenant bars on his shoulders. Then I read the proclamation for now-Lieutenant Irwin, as he'd asked Teresa to pin his bars on, which she did along with Precinct Captain Briggs.
Then Cindy and Lieutenant 'Coldiron' Masters pinned the unique corporal stripes with one curved rocker beneath, designating the 'Detective-1' rank, upon Detective Jermaine Davis and Detective Roy McGhillie. Ian McGhillie was in the audience, and I could see the pride and emotion on his face. I hoped that one day I would feel that pride as my sons achieved greater and greater things.
Then came medals. I was awarded a Police Commendation Medal for solving recent cases, including the attempted murders of Dr. Eckhart's acolytes Tommy and Candy, and the unfortunately successful murders of Terry Schultz and Andy Martoli. Several Achievement Medals were awarded, including to Corporal Kirkpatrick and Patrolman Morton for stopping the killer Raoul's helper, and Patrolmen Hicks and Johnson for taking down Raoul, the would-be assassin.
And then came the final award: the Purple Order. I admit I egregiously pulled rank, as well as my status of being Captain Croyle's direct superior officer, in order to personally pin the medal on Teresa's jacket pocket flap. The Chief read the proclamation.
Afterwards, Teresa received a tremendous ovation from the assembled Officers, and it is possible that was not just for the award, but for her grit in overcoming an even greater threat to her health and life. And I sincerely hoped she would not be facing further such threats to her health... nor getting any more Purple Orders.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The FBI is reducing its surveillance of the training facility." the tall young man said to the older man wearing the three-piece suit. The older man took out his pocket-watch from his vest pocket, the gold chain attached to one of the buttons, and read the time.
The young man continued: "Our people have also been listening in on the Michael Burke home, which we bugged. It's as bad as we thought: Michael Burke's wife knows about his involvement in your plans, and they've had some pretty vicious arguments about it."
"Yes." said the older man. "We're going to have to do something about that, as a precaution if nothing else. What is Mr. Ferrell assigned to right now, Mr. Fuqua?"
Fuqua said "He was training our militia infiltrators, but with the training facility being watched, we're reducing our operations there. As for myself, I'm going to be lying low for a while."
"Yes, get back with your employer." said the older man. "Keep watch over her. She's limitlessly ambitious, and could come against us without realizing it. Oh, and one more thing: have Agent 'Darkwave' come in."
"Yes sir, Mr. C." said Fuqua. He left the room, a makeshift, temporary office in the City. A few moments later, a pretty young woman came into the room, dressed in all black, as usual for her."
"Agent Darkwave," said Mr. C., "I have something for you to do. Agent Huntress cannot be trusted with this mission." He then explained the mission. "You'll also receive a measure of personal revenge for this, yes?"
"Yes sir." said Agent Darkwave. "It will be my pleasure to carry this out."
"Good." said Mr. C. "And don't say anything to Agent Huntress, even though she is your handler. This one is off-the-books, and is just between us, yes?"
"Yes sir." said 'Darkwave'. He nodded and she turned and left.
As Mr. C. watched her go, he thought as hard as he could about the problems he was facing. We are so close, he thought to himself. So close. And yet, we continue to have obstacles put in our path. Some are easy to eliminate. And then there's the big one, the one that is hard, the immovable object: the Iron Crowbar...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Dawn, Friday, February 3d. I stood alone before the grave of Corporal Peter M. Feeley, not feeling the cold of the morning nor the wind whipping around me. I contemplated how all of my successes did not bring Feeley back, and that one mistake on my part could have tragic consequences for those around me, particularly the Police Officers under my command.
I heard someone coming up behind me. I turned, halfway expecting it to be Tanya Perlman or Cindy Ross. It was neither: it was Teresa Croyle. She came up and laid a small bouquet of flowers on the grave, up behind the small urn for flowers so they wouldn't blow away for a few minutes, at least.
After several more minutes of silent contemplation, Teresa asked "Commander... when are you going to stop beating yourself up over Pete's death?"
"Maybe when I retire, or die." I said. "But as long as I'm responsible for your life and the lives of your fellow Officers, I will never, ever stop remembering the consequences of my failure."
"It won't bring him back." Teresa said, as if she'd read my thoughts.
"No," I said, "but it drives me to work harder, to be better... and to make sure I take care of anything and everything that I can make a difference over."
Teresa did not reply. Finally, I turned to go, and she came with me. As we walked back to the car, she said "I'm not going to be the one to say you're wrong about letting this burn inside you. It's part of what defines you, just as what my father said to me still burns at me, and defines me."
"The circumstances are different," I said, "but I think you do understand." We got into our vehicles and drove back into Town, and to Police Headquarters, leaving Peter M. Feeley to continue his eternal watch...
Part 2 - Political Maneuvers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from the parking garage of the Courthouse at 7:00am, still February 3d. She was obviously trying to stay out of the wind as she continued: "Channel Two News has learned that several injured protesters have filed lawsuits against the Town & County Police Force, for what they say was excessive use of force!"
Bettina continued: "The lawsuits were filed by Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex of the group 'Citizens for Police Accountability'. They are seeking class-action status, and they have named Commander Donald Troy and Captain Teresa Croyle as defendants, as well. They also filed a motion to have Commander Donald Troy and Captain Teresa Croyle suspended until a Board of Inquiry fully investigates the incidents. The Town & County Police have not responded to our requests for comment."
"That's because the lawsuits were filed at 4:59pm, obviously timed to get in just before the window closed." said Chief Sean Moynahan, who had just come into MCD. Teresa, Jermaine Davis, and I were the only other ones in the room at the moment as the Chief continued: "So any call they made to us could not have been acted upon by our Press Relations Officer, and today hasn't officially started yet."
"Yes sir." I said. "That's typical for the Press. There is no limit to how dirty they are. There is no dirty trick they won't permit themselves to do."
"Don't worry about being named in the lawsuits." said the Chief. "Both of you are indemnified as part of the Police Force, and I expect whichever judge that gets this case will rip Eidex and Swenson a new one."
"Yes sir." I said. "What bothers me is that they made a point to name Captain Croyle. Attacking you or me, Chief, is normal. Going after Croyle or Ross is not standard."
"What do you make of that, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"Makes me think they want to instill fear into Captain Croyle." I said. "Which obviously has never worked before, as her four Purple Orders attest." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"It's never worked on you either, Commander." said the Chief. "Soooo, Mr. Davis... how do you like MCD?"
"It's awesome, sir!" said Jermaine Davis. He was wearing plainclothes; a sportscoat and slacks, and a dark purple shirt. Not exactly up to Theo Washington's 'GQ' standards, but perfectly fine by me. "I appreciate getting this chance, Chief."
"Welllll, make sure you learn from this guy." said the Chief, pointing at me. He poured himself some coffee, then wandered down the hall towards Vice and the Duty Desk.
"Why do they want to intimidate me, sir?" asked Teresa.
"Because they intend to try something again." I said. "And they want to make you hesitate the next time you make a command decision. I say 'fuck 'em!' on that." Jermaine Davis chuckled at that as he sat down at his desk and logged into his computer. Teresa also gave what was for her a smile, then excused herself to her office. As Theo and Teddy Parker came in, I said hello to them and then headed for my own office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, what's the scuttlebutt out there?" I asked as I sat in my comfortable command chair behind my desk in my office. The Three Mouseketeers were in my hot chairs, and Captain Cindy Ross was behind them on the sofa.
"Hey sizzle, what's the dwizzle?" Myron Milton said, pointing at his wife Mary. Cindy groaned out loud at the bad Snoop Dogg imitation. I just shook my head with profound sadness.
Mary's face was cheerful under her light purple hair, however. She said "No new money flows from CFPA, sir. Looks like they're going 'all in' on the legal fight against you, and not spreading money around to student groups."
"You still have a warrant to look into that stuff, right?" I asked, to make sure. "Based upon last week's riots?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "But Paulina Patterson said it's getting some age on it, and with the new lawsuit filed we have to be careful that it doesn't look like intimidation by Police in retaliation for that lawsuit."
"That's actually true." I said. "Check with her, and get her legal opinion on continuing to investigate them." Mary made a note of it. "Okay, what else?"
David Krueger said "I've been checking for connections between Jeff Fuqua and politicians around here. Fuqua is still missing, and the trail on him is getting cold. So far we've found nothing that connects him to Thomas P. Cook, Kelly Carnes, Katherine Woodburn, or U.S. Congressman Condor. But I'm still digging, because Fuqua had money come in from small banks that we now know were fronts for Pastor Westboro."
Krueger continued: "Also, sir, I made some discreet inquiries to my friends in Midtown, as well, and they report no rumors of interest. The SBI bill remains deadlocked. They're working on the rest of the budget behind everyone's backs, for the day the SBI part gets settled, but have no expectation of that actually going to the floor any time soon."
"They don't know anything." I said. "Good." When David looked at me, I said "That means my own behind-the-scenes machinations have not been discovered yet. And that's how I'd like to keep it." Mary smiled brightly at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey sizzle, what's the dwizzle?" both Cindy and I said in unison as Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters came into my office. He visibly started, taken aback. Cindy and I chuckled, then explained to him as I had him sit down. Cindy also moved up to a hot chair. 'Coldiron' just shook his head with profound sadness.
"So," I said, "any new scuttlebutt from Vice?"
"No sir." said Master, speaking rapidly and in a clipped tone as he usually did. "Talk about people being paid to be part of riots died down after the TCPD crushed the last rebellion, so to speak. The black community looked like they were going to get interested in all that, but then settled back down. And our C.I.s report no new major drug moves in or out of the County."
Coldiron continued: "The only thing I heard that seemed strange, Commander, is that the numbers of strippers and prostitutes serving our area has dropped off. Girls are quitting the strip joints, and one estimate is that 20% of that particular work force has left the County."
"Oh, now that *is* interesting." I said. "Working girls know what's going on; they whisper 'sweet nothings' into their client's ears, and hear 'real somethings' in return. If they're leaving..." I went into a reverie.
When I came out of it, I said "I'll make a note to check with sources all over the place, and see if this is a pattern. Okay, anything else?" I saw Cindy and Coldiron look at each other. "What?" I asked.
"Sir," said Cindy, "Wes came to me about something, and we talked about it and decided we need to talk to you. We both got letters from a Board of Inquiry at the Inspector General level. It claims they are investigating Captain Croyle and her role in suppressing the riots last week."
"What?!" I gasped. "Just who the fuck is doing this?"
"A Wayne LaCroix sent the letter." Cindy said, producing a copy for me to read. I felt my eyes getting wider as I read it.
"This is absolutely illegal." I said. "Telling you to talk with them is one thing. Telling you to not tell me nor the Chief, your superior officers, is borderline wrong... that should have to come from the Inspector General himself. But telling you to not contact your various Unions is absolutely wrong. You're entitled to a Union rep or a lawyer at any and all interviews of this nature."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "That's what bothered both of us about it. Of course I don't like it that they're investigating Teresa for doing her job, either."
"And I don't like it that they tell us not to speak to you nor the Chief," said Masters, "but aren't saying it's about you or the Chief, only about Captain Croyle. That's not kosher in and of itself, sir."
"True." I said. After a moment of thought, I said "Are you guys willing to go with me to see the Chief right now?" They both said they were.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh this is... baaaaaaddddd." said the Chief as we sat before him in his office. He must've read and re-read that letter five times before speaking. "Mister Crowbarrrr, who is this 'Wayne LaCroix'?"
"He's an attorney, Chief." I said. "Hired at the beginning of this year by the Board of Commissioners, who actually run the Boards of Inquiry in the County. The Boards of Inquiry used to begin with either Internal Affairs or the Inspector General's office looking into a matter, then bringing in lawyers, sort of like ADAs but not working for the D.A.'s Office. Now they're using these lawyers from the get-go, and this on is mighty strange in its own right."
The Chief nodded in agreement.
"LaCroix was a State Attorney in the Midtown area, but the new A.G. fired him just as soon as he, the new A.G., took office." I continued. "LaCroix is pretty incompetent, and may be a bad seed."
"Well, I'm not going to put up with this shit." said the Chief. "I'm going to the Sheriff and to Horace Wellman, the Inspector General, about this. In the meantime, I'm not ordering any of you to do this, but I think you all have the right to tell this LaCroix bastard that you won't talk to him, and certainly not without Union representation."
"Additionally, I am not telling you to do this, but it might be a very good idea for you to take these letters you got to your Union reps immediately, and have them raise holy hell on your behalves. You're paying Union dues, and by God! you ought to get your money's worth when you need them! Okay, you guys go to work, and I'll start looking into this."
We got out of the office as the Chief began doing his job...
Part 3 - Crime Scene in Velvet
At 10:00am I got a call from Lt. Molly Ross Evans of the Nextdoor County Police. "Don, this is official business." she said. "We have a double murder here, and we'd like for you and Captain Ross to come over as SBI Reservists. This thing is right up your alley."
I said I would, then hung up, went and told the Chief, then went and collected Cindy. As we drove in my Police SUV, SBI Director Tom Conlan called on the Police cellphone and verified that we'd been asked to assist the NCPD in their investigation.
When we crossed the County line, I pulled over and we logged in as SBI Reservists. "Okay, Inspector," Cindy said as we got back on the road, "any idea what this is about?"
"Only that it's a double murder, and that Molly thought it would interest me." I said. "And I doubt she'd call us in like that if it wasn't something strange."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The murder scene was just southwest of the town of Hillside, the seat of Nextdoor County. The weather was overcast but not raining as we drove up to where several police cars already were, as well as an ambulance.
"Inspector! Captain!" called out Molly. "Over here." We walked over.
"This is Lt. Paul Price, our Lieutenant for what you would call 'major crimes'." said Molly. John Paul Price, called 'Paul', was short with black hair, a squarish face behind glasses, and a body that was fit but seemed to be the same girth from his chest down to his abdomen instead of tapering. His face looked like a cross between David Krueger and Daniel Allgood, as well."
"Good to see you again, Commander." said Lt. Price, whom I'd met before. "This is Detective German. We just brought him on. And you know our Chief." I shook hands with them and introduced Cindy to them. German was young, short, slender, with light brown hair. He looked back and forth between Cindy and Molly several times, which gave me hopes that he was competent.
"So, what do we have here?" I asked.
"Something strange, sir." said German. I went over to where the two bodies were. One of them was a very attractive black-haired white woman that looked to be in her early thirties. The other was of a youthful man, white, looking like he was in his late teens, slender build but fit.
They were both naked, and the boy's penis was still elongated, and if there was anything I'd learned from Tanya Perlman, that meant he'd died while having sex or just afterwards. And his cock was big, too.
"Her name is Lenora Holmes." said Lt. Price. "She is... er, was... a teacher at Walnut Prep. English and Literature. We haven't identified the boy yet."
Walnut Preparatory School, a.k.a. "Walnut Prep", was a private school that was actually in my County, with classes from grades 1 to 12. It was run by John and Claire Meadows, who Laura and I knew as fellow members of the Libertines swingers group. Claire was a beautiful woman, also in her 30s, with pale white skin and black hair, and it was rumored that she not only prepared the young men of Walnut Prep academically, but made them into masters of sexual pleasure with plenty of 'hands-on' teaching.
I had sampled Claire's sexual charms on two occasions, fucking her deeply and enjoying the feel of her lovely legs wrapped around me as I came in her. Her mouth was also excellent; she gave very good blowjobs, and I found out that Laura had given her 'lessons' on good fellatio technique. Alas, I digress...
For a very long time, Walnut Prep had an arrangement with County High School so that County High's best students could take classes such as Calculus at Walnut Prep, and the Walnut Prep boys could play football and other sports on the County High teams. That ended when County High and Booker T. Washington High had their massive feud last autumn, and the near-riot game. BTW High made a formal complaint to the State Education Board and the State High School Sports Association, and County High was forced to dissolve the relationship with Walnut Prep.
"I've got people checking to see if this kid was a Walnut Prep student." said Detective German.
"Who found the bodies?" I asked. "Who called it in?"
Lt. Price said "The 9-1-1 dispatcher called us. We'll have to get the information on who called them."
"That could be really big information." I said, then knelt down by the medical examiner. "Hi, Martha. Whaddya got? I asked.
The medical examiner was none other than my own Martha the M.E., on loan to Nextdoor County per our contract with them. Christina Cho was with her, collecting evidence in duplicate bags where possible, with only one set going to the State Crime Lab.
"As Lieutenant Perlman would tell you, Commander," Martha said, "this boy was having sex or had just had sex when he was murdered. Cause of death was a knife of some kind being stabbed into the back of his neck and slicing his upper spinal cord just beneath the cerebellum."
"Hell, I hope the killer at least had the kindness to let the boy get his nut before killing him." I said.
"Oh, he or she did, Commander." said Martha, completely unfazed. "We've taken semen samples from the woman. There are abrasions in the vagina that suggest she was raped, as well."
"Maybe the perp killed this boy while he was having sex with her, then raped her himself." said Cindy. Molly nodded in agreement.
"How was she killed, Martha?" I asked.
"Throat slit from the front." said Martha. "And the angle of the wound, as you can see here, Commander, suggests the perp was lying on top of her when he did it. Excuse me for presuming it's a man, but I'm thinking he killed the boy, mounted and raped this woman himself, then slit her throat. Obviously tests and the autopsies will confirm or deny my hypotheses."
"No doubt." I said. "Times of deaths?"
"Eight to twelve hours ago." Martha said. "Sometime last night. Right about the same time as each other; she was not kept alive much longer than he was."
"Okay, thanks Martha." I said. "And whatever you send to the NCPD, send me a copy, okay?" Martha agreed to do that.
I got up and began looking around the area surrounding the bodies. "Commander," said Lt. Price, "my officers made these observations, and I wrote down my own, also." I read the reports, which stated that no tire prints had been observed, and only very faint shoe prints. There were no personal belongings at all, and no cellphones.
"What's that they're wrapped in?" I asked. I'd noticed the black cloth upon which they were lying.
"It's velvet, sir." said Christina Cho.
"Black velvet, if you please." I sang softly to Cindy and Molly, quoting the Alannah Myles tune.
"Any ideas, Commander?" asked the Nextdoor County Police Chief, who was a good friend of Chief Griswold.
"Nothing obvious right now." I said. "I think Martha and Captain Ross were probably right. In addition, I think maybe this boy was forced to have sexual intercourse with Ms. Lenora Holmes then was killed, and the perp then raped her and killed her when he was finished."
As the crime scene was wrapped up, Molly asked Cindy and me to come back to her Headquarters, where we could use computer hookups in her office. We availed ourselves of her hospitality.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and Molly talked about the letter Cindy had gotten from the Board of Inquiry about Teresa, I was on my Police laptop. It was not long before I identified the young man by accessing DMV records as well as a Walnut Prep student list obtainable only through Law Enforcement means, and I called in Lt. Price and Detective German.
"Rob Dortmund." I said. "Son of Robert and Dorothy Dortmund of Hillside. Eighteen years old, Senior at Nextdoor County High School, played varsity baseball, taking a couple of classes at Walnut Prep. Not sure why he's playing varsity baseball for NCHS after the State brought the hammer down on our County High."



"Oh," said the Chief, "that's because the Walnut Prep boys were taking all classes at Walnut Prep and their only contact with County High was to play on their teams. By way of contrast, Rob Dortmund was always an NCHS student, only taking some classes at Walnut that we can't offer here, like Calculus."
"Okay." I said. "Well, we're going to have to notify Robert and Dorothy about their son."
"I'll handle that." said the Chief. "I'll get their pastor before I go. Paul," he said to Lt. Price, "you come, too, so that you can interview them. Commander, we appreciate the help, and we'll keep you in the loop. As Evans said, this does look like a strange one, and right up your alley."
"Whatever I can do to help, Chief, I will." I said. "And if you don't mind, I'd like to go with you when you interview the parents."
"No problem." said the Chief. Lt. Price didn't seem as happy about that, but said nothing. Cindy stayed with Molly as I followed the Chief and Lt. Price.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Robert and Dorothy Dortmund were sobbing after being told that their eldest child Rob was dead. Rob's younger brother and sister were in school.
"What happened to him?" asked Robert, whose son had looked like him. Robert was fairly tall and slender, and operated the Auto Parts Store in Hillside.
"We found him stabbed in the back of the neck." said Lt. Price. "I'm sorry, but we can't give any more details immediately. And I also apologize for this intrusion in your hour of grief, but I need to ask some questions. This is SBI Inspector Troy, who is assisting us on this case."
"The Iron Crowbar?" asked Robert Dortmund. "Of course we recognize you, Commander Troy. And I'm grateful you're taking the time to help find our son's killers."
"I'm sorry for your loss, and I'll do whatever I can to help." I replied.
Lt. Price said "When was the last time you saw Rob?"
"Yesterday, when he went to school." said Dorothy, who was plain-faced, not pretty but not ugly, not skinny but not fat. Mr. Dortmund agreed.
"Had he had any altercation with anyone at school? With friends?" asked Lt. Price.
"Not that I heard of." said Robert.
"His sister didn't say anything, either." said Dorothy. "And she'd snitch on him any chance she got." I nodded at that piece of valuable news.
"He went to Walnut Prep for some classes?" asked Price.
"For calculus, and for an AP Test Prep course." said Mr. Dortmund. "He was hoping to get a baseball scholarship to one of the smaller but more-academically-qualified schools, like Duke, Wake Forest, or Gardner-Webb."
"How well did he know the teachers?" asked Lt. Price. The parents seemed to glance at each other, just a bit, the first break in their postures since being told of Rob's death.
"Uh, he liked them fine." said Mr. Dortmund. "I know he would stay after school for extra college prep work, and they were helping him with that."
"Do you know which teachers he was working with?" Lt. Price asked.
"I'm not sure." said Mr. Dortmund. "I'm inclined to say 'all of them', but I really don't know by names."
"Commander, do you have any questions?" asked Lt. Price.
"Ma'am, sir," I asked, "did any of your son's friends also take any classes at Walnut Prep? Any of the other athletes at Nextdoor County High School?"
"Yes, his two best friends, Karl Vilseck and Steve Hanson." said Mrs. Dortmund. "They're also Seniors at NCHS, on the baseball team, and were taking the same classes at Walnut Prep."
"They're good kids, though." said Mr. Dortmund. "Just like Rob. You don't think they had anything to do with his death, do you?"
"No idea, sir." I said. "And I'm not trying to imply anything. But it's standard procedure to ask friends if they know anything. Maybe they can tell us something that can put us on the track of the killers. One never knows where that vital clue to break the case may turn up. Maybe they can help us bring Justice for your son."
"We'll talk to Karl and Steve, see if they can help us." said Lt. Price reassuringly.
Part 4 - Student Affairs
After having lunch with Molly, Lt. Price, and Detective German, Cindy and I headed back home.
"Not sure why we were asked to come in." I said. "Nextdoor County PD's people are pretty good, from what I observed. They didn't need us."
"Molly told me that they did it partially to support the SBI Reserve program." Cindy said. "Katherine Woodburn, who is their State Senator as well as ours, has been pushing them around, trying to get them to come out in support of a strong SBI, and they're pushing back as hard as they can. They hate her guts."
"Nothing new there." I replied.
Cindy went on: "Molly also says she fears both Price and German will be hired away by bigger police forces, such as the City, and so you and I might be asked to help as SBI Reservists even more in the event of future crimes."
"Yes, German showed some ability." I said. "I think Price is going to be stuck here, even though he seems to be a decent Detective. So... what did you think of the crime scene?"
"I think that's the first time I've ever seen you agree with a theory so early in the hunt." Cindy said. "Martha may be right, but you usually refuse to theorize without a lot more data."
"True, and Martha usually doesn't speculate that strongly right off the bat." I said. "But from what I was seeing, I think she was right."
"So." Cindy said, matter-of-factly, "you didn't have any pointers for them?"
"You think they needed some?" I asked back.
"Molly does, and I think she was hoping you'd throw them a bone or two, in a non-sexual way, of course." Cindy said, her voice deadpan flat.
"Well, they didn't ask." I said. "They do some things differently than we do, but that doesn't mean their ways are wrong. I do hope they'll follow up and interview some people."
"Why wouldn't they?" asked Cindy.
"Well..." I said, then went on: "Look, don't repeat any of this, not even to Molly. As you know, we don't immediately tell the family when when we find their loved one dead. If it had been up to me, I'd have had Lt. Price go in alone, tell the parents that he understands Rob is missing, and ask them for anything and everything they know. Then I'd have the Chief come in with the Pastor. Once the parents saw the pastor, they knew it was bad."
"Yes, I get that." Cindy said.
"The parents also showed some discomfort when Lt. Price asked about the Walnut Prep teachers. Then the parents got more wary when I asked who Rob Dortmund's friends were"
"Think there's a connection?"
"Oh, do I ever." I said. "But there is also a second, completely unrelated possibility, and I'll have that second idea disproved... or proved... first. It's the easier path, if it's the one. Anyway, I hope Price follows up with Karl Vilseck and Steve Hanson. If not, I'll have to talk with them myself."
We were almost home when a thought struck me. "By the way," I said, "did you not find it strange that they were unable to identify Rob Dortmund at the scene? His face was not marred."
"Uh..." Cindy said, "would you expect them to know him?"
"Well, Hillside is much smaller that our Town here." I said. "Less than ten thousand people. The Chief knew Dortmund's parents, and who their pastor was. German is new, but Price isn't. And I can't believe they can't bring up DMV records as easily as we do."
"You make good points." Cindy said. "But does it rise to the level of a 'strangeness'?"
"Yes." I said. "Yes it does."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Walnut Prep was located on private grounds just east of, and bordering upon, the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. We drove up to the front gate in my Police SUV. The gatekeeper didn't seem to happy to see us, but let us through.
The campus was very small: four buildings, two each on the east and west sides of a parade ground yard, with the Admin building on the north and the gymnasium on the south. We parked in the Visitors area and went in.
"Headmaster Meadows will see you shortly, sir." said the secretary, a wizened looking woman with a sharp nose and a severe attitude. "Please have a seat, it may take a few moments."
"How about he sees me right now." I said, holding up my badge. "Or I can have Officers come arrest him and take him to Police Headquarters. Whichever he prefers; it won't make much difference to me."
The secretary looked like she wanted to kill me, but she buzzed the office. A moment later, Headmaster John Meadows appeared at the door.
"Well, hello, Don." he said. "Come on in."
"I am afraid this is a formal, professional call." I said. "My profession. Hello, Mrs. Meadows."
"Hello Commander." said Claire Meadows, who was sitting on the sofa to the desk's left and our right. Her gaze went from my face right to my crotch.
"Have a seat." said John Meadows, indicating two chairs facing the sofa. He sat down next to his wife.
"This is my partner, Captain Ross." I said, by way of introduction. They both nodded to her. I noticed how they were dressed. Headmaster John Meadows was in a suit and tie, but the tie was as solid and severe black as the suit jacket and pants. His shirt was white. He had light brown hair and a thin beard and mustache framing his roundish face, and wire-framed spectacles.
Claire Meadows was wearing a black dress, sheer black stockings, and high heel black pumps. Her raven black hair was in a tight bun, with a few curling strands framing her very pretty face. She looked more like Ivy Starnes than my wife in the face, but her legs and body were magnificent like my wife's. She was sitting in a way to show off those lovely, crossed legs, and both Cindy and I took appreciative notice. Alas, I had business to discuss.
"So I gather you've heard about Lenora Holmes." I said, observing and deducing that as fact.
"Yes." said Headmaster John Meadows.
"Who told you, if I may ask?" I asked.
"We got a call from the mother of one of our students." said Claire.
"Which one?" I persisted.
"I'm not sure..." said Claire, as if to dismiss the question.
"Let's answer the Commander's questions truthfully, dear." said John Meadows. "It was Karl Vilseck's mother. Then the Nextdoor County Police called. A Lieutenant Price asked us a few questions about Rob Dortmund and about Lenora."
"I'm sorry for your loss of Ms. Holmes." I said. "What I need to ask is when was the last time you saw her?"
"Yesterday." said Claire. "School gets out when the public high schools let out, about 3:30 in the afternoon. The teachers usually stay until five or six p.m., depending on if there are any club meetings or sports events. I believe Lenora left around 5:00pm yesterday."
"That would be about right." said John Meadows.
"Would the gatekeeper have that information?" I asked.
"No," said Meadows, "because the teachers leave by an automated back gate. They have to use a passcode coming in, but it has an auto-sensor for those leaving."
"I see. Was Ms. Holmes married? Engaged? Dating someone?"
"She was dating, but no one seriously." said Claire. "Sometimes she and I would go out, and I would be her wingman... and cockblocker, if need be."
"I understand." I said. If Claire expected either Cindy or I to be shocked in any way at her language, she was disappointed as we showed nothing. "So, what did Ms. Holmes teach?" I asked.
"English to the middle school students, and Literature to the high school students." said Claire. "She also was one of the AP Test Prep teachers."
"How well did she know Rob Dortmund?" I asked. "And for that matter, Karl Vilseck?"
"They were in her class, and she was helping them with their preparations for the college exams." said Claire. "Both boys had good chances to get scholarships, and with the tests coming up soon, they were studying... hard... to do well."
"Did Rob study with Ms. Holmes yesterday?" I asked. "Did they leave together?"
"I would have no idea." said Claire.
"I don't know, either." said Headmaster John Meadows. "I didn't see either one leave."
After getting a few general answers about things like class schedule times, I thanked Headmaster Meadows and his lovely wife, and Cindy and I left.
"So, Green Crowbar," I said, once we were back on the streets of our Town, "what was your analysis of that interview?"
"First," Cindy said, "Claire was showing off those legs of hers. I don't know if she's advertising, if she was trying to distract us, or if it was just natural and unconscious on her part, but she was showing off."
"She and her husband are swingers." I said. "So it may have been some of all three of your suggestions."
"Don," Cindy said, "I've heard the rumors, too. In fact, this is off the record, but my father has told me that he knows for a fact that Claire Meadows teaches sex education... and not in the classroom, if you get my drift. All of the female teachers at Walnut Prep are extremely beautiful women, and until three years ago all of the students were males, most of them were very athletic and playing for County High in some sport or other, and some living in a campus dorm. Hot women teachers and hot young studs together like that? Mmm mmm mmm."
Cindy could sound very salacious when she wanted to, and I got the vibe that she liked the idea of teen studs and their teachers getting it on as much as I did.
"And especially in this Town and County." I said. "That's what I've heard, as well. So, the interview... what else?"
"They don't seem devastated by Lenora's death." said Cindy. "They knew about it, were dressed in black for it... yes, I saw how you deduced they already knew... and Claire admits going out with Lenora socially. Maybe I'm wrong, but I'd think they'd have shown more emotion."
"Very good observation." I said. "I saw that, too. You might make a good Detective yet, Ms. Ross."
"Stoppit." Cindy replied.
"It's a strict teaching environment there." I said. "They're always very formal with the students, at least publicly. It's almost as rigorous as a Catholic school. So I was not surprised, and I even brought some of that on by telling them we were there formally. And by the way, good catch. Yes, their attire told me volumes. What I also saw was a little bit of concern... not about their teacher and their student, but about what might become public. And there... we are back to what your father told you."
"Think that's a motive?" asked Cindy. "If it came out that Claire, Lenora, or the other teachers were fucking the students, that'd be a scandal that would blow this State off its bedrock."
"Yet they dumped the bodies together, to be found together?" I replied. "Hmmmm, I dunno about that." Cindy conceded that point.
Part 5 - Inquiries
I was in my office early Saturday morning, February 4th. I had acquired the photos of the young woman that had seduced the inebriated Greg Towson in that early 'red flag' case. She was lithe and looked Asian. I had wormed my way into the FBI's facial recognition program and run it overnight.
A result had popped up. Her name was Kim Li. She was a former University student. However, she'd dropped out almost immediately after that 'red flag' event. She had been busted for prostitution in one of T-Square' clubs, back in the days when Captain Harold Malone was making almost nightly raids on one strip joint or another.
She also came up under the name Miko Susan Lee in both Los Angeles, California and Las Vegas, Nevada. I uploaded another photo from the DMV and began running the recognition program again.
I fired off a few emails, then had to put this problem in its compartment as a knock on my door resounded through the quiet room. I had to go open the door, as it was locked, and I turned on the overhead lights as I opened it. It was Martha the M.E.
"Sir," I have the autopsy results from that Black Velvet case yesterday."
"Sure." I said. "Have a seat." Martha planted herself in a hot chair after putting the folder on my desk.
"Why didn't you email me this?" I asked. "I appreciate you coming over, but you didn't have to."
"After I explain things," said Martha, "you'll understand why I did come over, sir. As you can see in the report, Rob Dortmund was stabbed in the back of the neck, and it looks like it was done by a large scalpel. Lenora Holmes died when her throat was sliced by the same scalpel."
"Okay." I said.
"I also did a quick and dirty pre-analysis of the semen in Lenora's vagina." said Martha. "Nothing that would stand up in Court yet, and the State Crime Lab is beginning those tests now. But what I did find is the semen of two different men was in Ms. Holmes's vagina, and one of them is likely Rob Dortmund's."
"Two men?" I asked.
"Likely, but it could possibly be more." said Martha. "The tests will come back with all that.
"I guess it'll take some analysis to determine the different DNA profiles?" I asked, mostly out of curiosity.
"Yes sir." said Martha. "But because we have Rob Dortmund's body, we can run a cheek swab from him, then the super-computer can use that profile to differentiate between the profiles in the semen samples."
"Cool beans." I said. "Were there any signs of a struggle? Of a fight?"
"Further tests confirmed that Ms. Holmes was raped." said Martha. "She also has bruising on her legs, arms, and around her neck, and there is skin material under her fingernails. Mr. Dortmund had no injuries that would show he was the rapist; no scratches or bruises or marks."
"Ergo, the second man was the rapist." I said. "So, what else?"
"Sir..." Martha said, then plunged into it: "Even though Rob Dortmund is eighteen years old, I am required to inform Child Protective Services of the fact he was having a sexual relationship with his teacher, Lenora Holmes."
"Ah, so that's why you came over instead of emailing this." I said. Martha nodded.
"And you're hoping I'll be able to err on the side of discretion, is that right?" I said. Martha nodded again.
"Well, you're in luck." I said, handing her a printed piece of paper. "There is an exception: if Rob Dortmund and Lenora Holmes were kidnapped and forced to have sexual intercourse, which is what I believe happened that night, then you don't have to immediately report this while we are investigating it. And that is what the letter I just handed you instructs you to do: to withhold the information while the investigation is proceeding in its early stages."
"Thank you, sir." said Martha. "I would hate to destroy the reputation of that very good prep school if it is not necessary to do so."
"And you're right to be cautious." I said. "But I fear that with the rabidly hostile, salacious Media in this Town, we might be unable to prevent rumors from spreading..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Mary." I said. "Sorry to bring you in on a Saturday."
"It's no problem, sir." said Mary Mahoney Milton, Mouseketeer Extraordinaire, and absolute guru of database research. "This way, Myron has to clean the house and I get to kick criminals' asses." I laughed out loud at that one.
"Good." I said. "Okay, here's what I need from you: the double murders yesterday in Nextdoor County featured the victims wrapped in a black velvet blanket and then transported to where they were found. I'd like you to research cases, especially recent but you can go back a ways, and all over the State, and see if you can find any other cases featuring black velvet."
"Including masks or clothing?" Mary asked.
"Sure, but mostly blankets, bodies wrapped in velvet blankets and the like." I said. "Search police reports and such to the extent you can, as well."
"I'll get right on it." Mary said, getting up. "Anything else, sir?"
"No." I said. "I've got the rest. And I'm especially not asking for anything on Walnut Prep. I'm trying to avoid scandals, not create them, if possible."



"Ah, you read my mind, sir." Mary said with a grin. "If you'll excuse me, sir, I'll be on my way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly Ross Evans knocked on the door to her sister Cindy Ross's office, and went inside when Cindy called out "Come in!"
"Oh, hey!" Cindy said. "I wasn't expecting to see you today. Have a seat. What's up?"
"I've sort of been trying to stay out of the loop on this double murder case." said Molly as she sat down on the loveseat sofa in front of Cindy's desk. "So I thought I'd see if I could find out stuff from you in a backchannel sort of way."
"Did Lt. Price get the autopsy results?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, and he did email me a copy of that." Molly said. "Very interesting, wouldn't you say?"
"Sure." Cindy said. "By the way, what were the results of the interviews with Karl Vilseck and Steve Hanson?"
Molly looked confused. "Er, I don't know. I'm not sure he's even talked to them."
"Why not?" Cindy asked. Molly realized that the question was a directed one, a hint... and meant that this was something that absolutely should've been done.
"I don't know." Molly said. "I'll tell you this much: Steve Hanson is seventeen years old, and his father, E.L. Hanson, is a Hillside Town Councilman. Bit of money in that family, as well."
"So are you telling me, in a backchannel sort of way," Cindy asked, "that some of your fellow Police Officers are a bit intimidated by the local politicians?"
Molly smiled, though it was not a pretty nor happy smile. "I'm saying not everyone is the Iron Crowbar, if that's where this is going."
Cindy said: "Then I'll tell you, off the record, sister to sister, in a backchannel sort of way: Detective German did go looking for those boys yesterday evening. They weren't at Nextdoor County High School, they weren't at baseball practice. They were also not at their homes, and as soon as German left the Hanson home, the Chief was getting called on the phone."
"Now your Chief is a friend of Chief Griswold, and you know he's not going to play that game." Cindy continued. "He told Hanson that he'd put out an APB for Steve as well as Karl Vilseck if the parents didn't bring them in and cooperate. Hanson screamed obscenities until the Chief just hung up on him. Then your Chief called Chief Griswold, who called the Iron Crowbar."
"Ouch." Molly said. "Well, I guess I better polish up a résumé to send to Frank Soltis in Midtown."
"Ask for their Internal Affairs Department if you really want to have some excitement." Cindy replied. "But seriously, don't worry about that. Don is working on getting some results right now, even as we speak."
"And I just came to ask what he thinks of all this." said Molly.
"He's gathering data, and you know what that means." Cindy said. "No theories until he gets that data." Molly grinned as she nodded, knowing all too well the ways of the Iron Crowbar.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The large black man came up to the two youth playing one of the games in the arcade in the City's largest mall. "Karl Vilseck? Steve Hanson?"
"Who wants to know?" asked the taller boy with blonde hair.
"Thomas Warren, City Police." said the large man, exhibiting a City Police badge. "Both you boys are wanted for questioning in a murder case, and you have APBs out on you."
"You got the wrong people." said the other boy, who had darker brown hair and a sneering face. In some ways, he resembled Steven Ikea when Ikea was sneering like that.
"I guess we'll find out the hard way." said Sapper Warren. "Boys, place them under arrest." There were no less than six uniformed City Police Officers surrounding the boys. They were prepared to use violent force to subdue the boys, but fortunately for the boys, they didn't have to, and the arrests were made relatively peacefully.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, well, well." I said as I entered the City Police interrogation room. "You boys are trying to make yourselves hard to find." The FBI had flown me in one of their choppers from County Airport to the City Federal Building, where Sapper Warren had picked me up.
"I want a lawyer and my parents." said the brown haired boy. "I'm underage, and I demand you call my parents immediately."
"You're Steve Hanson?" I asked.
"Clean the shit out of your ears. I said I want a lawyer and my parents." said the teen.
"I heard you the first time." I said quietly. "And your age won't protect you, boy."
"Dude, just shut the fuck up, okay?" said the blonde boy. "That's the Iron Crowbar."
"So what?" snarled Hanson. "I'm a kid, you won't touch me. And my daddy is going to make you regret the day you heard my name."
"Oh really?" I said. "Okay, then. You'll be separated from Mr. Vilseck here. You'll be put in a holding cell with a bunch of other losers... hardened men who have not had any kind of sex for days or weeks. You will disappear for 72 hours. Your parents won't be able to find you. Then you'll be transferred by 'accident', and disappear for another 72 hours... then another 72 hours... and by then you'll have been cut to ribbons by the gangbangers that you're in the pokey with."
I pointed at the one-way glass. Sapper Warren came in. "Take Mr. Hanson here to the general holding cells. He claims to be underage, but I think he's lying and can be put in with the adults." Warren came and grabbed Hanson roughly by the arm, and even more roughly pulled him out of the Interrogation Room.
By now, Karl Vilseck looked scared shitless. "Okay, Karl." I said. "Let's just you and me talk. Where were you Thursday night?"
"Look... he's not a bad guy, really." said Karl. "Don't let those guys hurt him."
"Oh, forget about him." I said. "He's got his daddy's big name to protect him. Like Dean Allen had Nathan Allen protecting him. Remember them?"
"Look, man, I'll apologize on his behalf," said Karl, "but don't let him get hurt."
"He made his own bed, Karl." I said. "Now it's just you and me talking. Where were you Thursday night?"
"Steve wasn't with us. It was just me and Rob."
"Rob Dortmund?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Karl.
"Where were you? What did you do?" I asked.
"We were on... a double date." Karl said.
"With Lenora Holmes and..." I said, leading the witness. Karl knew that I knew, and began to wilt.
"I was with Claire Meadows, the Headmaster's wife." said Karl. "I'm eighteen, so was Rob. We're not underage, we're consenting adults."
"Hmm... 'was', eh?" I said.
"Yeah, I know he's dead. Everyone in the county knows." said Karl.
"Is that why you and Steve were hiding in the City?" I asked.
Karl replied "We thought it would be a good idea to stay out of the way for a while, let things calm down. Then our parents could negotiate our coming forward. That's what Steve's dad said."
"Oh, so Councilman Hanson told you to hide." I said.
"He's a politician, he's scared of the backlash." said Karl. "You should know that, Mr. Iron Crowbar, you have to deal with them all the time."
"You're a smart kid, Karl." I said. "So why are you acting stupid? Or more accurately, why are you letting idiots tell you to act stupid, and you're doing what they say?" Karl just shrugged. I had him agitated, and at bay.
"Okay, Karl," I said, "what I want to know is what happened Thursday.
"Claire Meadows and Lenora Holmes asked me and Rob out for a 'date'." said Karl. "That meant we would go somewhere and have sex."
"How long have you been having sex with these women?"
"Since our eighteenth birthdays." said Karl. "Ask me for earlier than that, and I plead the Fifth right now."
"Good enough." I said. "So you were with Claire, and Rob with Lenora?"
"Yeah." said Karl. "I've had both of them, but Lenora kinda had a thing going with Rob; they liked each other. And Claire is the hottest fuck at the school and then some. I don't know who taught her how to suck cock, but she's the best I've ever had."
I couldn't help but smile at that as I asked "Where did you go to have sex on Thursday night?"
"The Lakeside Inn & Suites." said Karl. "There's a suite on retainer, I don't know who with and I don't remember the room numbers. I'm not shitting you, I really don't remember. Anyway, we went there. I had sex with Claire for a couple of hours in one of the bedrooms of the suite. Lenora and Rob were making out, then they went outside when we went to the bedroom."
"And then?"
"That's the last I saw of them. They weren't there when Claire and I were finished, and Rob's car was gone. She called Lenora on her cellphone but got no answer. So Claire called her husband to come get her, and I called Steve. He was on a date with his girlfriend, and they came and got me. They never saw Claire, so he really can't tell you anything."
"All right." I said. "You never heard a scream or shout, or anything that might let you know they were in trouble?"
"No sir." said Karl.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sapper Warren took me down to the holding cells. In one cell, by himself, was Steve Hanson. In an adjoining cell were eight men, all Hispanic, some sporting tattoos that read 'NS14'. They were at the bars separating the cells, really giving it to Hanson verbally.
"Hey cops! Come open the doors!" one gangbanger was yelling. "I want some of that fresh cherry ass!"
Another gangbanger was saying, more like yelling, directly to Steve "I am going to tear that sweet little ass of yours up! You gonna be my bitch, baby boy! You hear me? My bitch!"
And then there suddenly appeared a large man in a trenchcoat. Silence was instantaneous, most probably because the gangbangers had observed the red crowbar in the man's hands. As I stepped up to Steve's cell, they silently moved away to the other side of their cell.
"Bring him upstairs." I said to the officers, pointing at Hanson. As we left, I just nodded to the gangbangers. One of them nodded back. No beefs between us was that message.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just to the southeast of Hillside is a public park with a lot of baseball and softball fields. It's official name is Gary A. Condor Park, after the US Congressman, but everyone calls it 'The Baseball Fields'.
It definitely caused a stir at sunset when an FBI helicopter came in for a landing on one of the fields. Out of the front of the helicopter popped Your Iron Crowbar. With the help of Lt. Price, we got two teenagers out of the back seats and led them to NCPD squad cars.
"Damn," said Lt. Price to Detective German at the station as the boys were taken through booking. "That man don't play."
"That's what Lt. Evans said." replied German. "And by the way, sir, the Iron Crowbar's partner, Captain Ross, is Lt. Evans's sister. They look a lot alike, and Lt. Evans admitted it when I asked."
"Oh... okay." said Price. Those were not the words he was silently thinking to himself, however.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How dare you arrest my son!" shouted Steve Hanson's father at the NCPD Police Chief. "I'm going to have your badge for this!"
"You can try." said the Police Chief. "But he's a material witness in the murder of his friend Rob Dortmund, he fled the county, and I'm told it was upon your instructions, Councilman."
"He's underage! He's a minor!" shouted Hanson.
"So what?" said the Chief. "Minors get arrested every day on various charges... including murder."
"As my son is a minor, you should be calling me first, not arresting him!" shouted Hanson. "When my lawyers are done with this, you're the one that's going to be led through booking!" He turned to leave... and almost ran into the much taller man standing behind him... a very angry looking man tapping a red crowbar in his hand.
"And when I'm done," I said menacingly, "you yourself might be up on charges, Councilman Hanson. Aiding and abetting wanted fugitives fleeing the jurisdiction. Not to mention just being an asshole in general, just like your son is."
"And who the fuck are you?" snarled Hanson. "I'm a councilman in this county, what are you compared to that?"
"I'm an SBI Inspector, for openers." I said. "And if you're not impressed with that, I'm an FBI consultant. And if that fails to move you, Councilman... I'm the guy who can and will shove this crowbar up your arrogant ass. You politicians do not bother me; if you can't physically whip my ass, then you ain't jack shit with me."
Hanson was staring up at me in sheer disbelief.
"Hanson, go get your kid and get the hell out of here." said the Chief. "He's ankle-monitored. If he tries to leave the county, Federal Marshals will be asked to find him and arrest him... and no county councilman in the nation has the power to overcome that."
"We'll see about that. I've got friends, too. Friends that can put you in your place, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Hanson. He glared at me as he walked around me, since I didn't move, then he exited the office and slammed the door behind him.
"Oh, I hope I haven't caused you any trouble, Chief." I said in a lilting voice. "Chief Griswold would be upset with me if I did."
"Heh." said the old Chief. "Like Griswold, I've been around the block for a few decades. Hanson ain't shit. His party lost power in the council in the last election, and all he can do is lash out impotently."
"Seems to be a common trait among minority politicians these days." I said. "I've got one of those in my County, too." I was remembering Kelly Carnes, but it could apply to others, especially of a certain now-minority political party in Washington, D.C.
"So do you think those kids had anything to do with Rob and Lenora's murders?" asked the Chief.
I said "I don't think they were the killers, nor had any active role in the killings. But we can't rule out someone committing the murders to try to suppress a potential sex scandal around the Walnut Prep school."
"You don't sound like you're convinced." said the Chief, observing me.
"I'm not." I said. "I have a bad feeling about this one... a bad, bad feeling..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Police cellphone rang. "This is Special Agent Les Craig of the FBI." said the caller.
"Ah yes," I said, "what can I do for you?"
"I wanted to touch base with you about these killings involving the black velvet blanket." said Special Agent Craig.
"Okay." I said, not sure where he was going with this.
"Are you looking to see if there are other killings with this pattern?" asked Craig.
"Yes, I've got people working on that." I said. "Not much to tell yet."
"Okay." said Craig. "Well, if anything comes up, especially if it crosses State Lines, let me know. We might could give you a hand."
"I appreciate that." I said. "And if there's anything you know that can help me, I'd appreciate it."
With that, we hung up. Something was nagging at me. Les Craig worked out of Southport, and usually worked on Organized Crime issues. Why was he calling about that particular case?...
Part 6 - Turn For The Worse
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am on a very overcast, windy Monday, February 6th. "Channel Two News has learned that the two murder victims that were found last Friday in Hillside were Rob Dortmund, a Senior at Nextdoor County High School, and Lenora Holmes, a teacher at the prestigious Walnut Preparatory Academy here in our County!"
"The Coroner's report has been sealed pending verification of evidence by the State Crime Lab." continued Bettina. "However, Channel Two News has learned that this evidence points to Mr. Dortmund and Ms. Holmes having had sexual relations before they died. The Nextdoor County Police Department is not commenting on the case, but expressed their appreciation for SBI Reserve Inspector Donald Troy and SBI Reserve Captain Cindy Ross for their assistance in the case."
"Channel Two News also learned over the weekend that two young men were arrested. One is Karl Vilseck, a fellow student and friend of Rob Dortmund. The name of the other arrested individual has not been released due to being a minor."
"Wow." Cindy said as we drank coffee in MCD with our Detectives, including Roy McGhillie of Vice. "Who leaked all that info?"
"Dunno." I said. "Probably multiple leaks, and everywhere from the City to Nextdoor County to here. What got me was how carefully Bettina crafted that story to reveal information in the most gossipy, maximum-damaging way possible. The Media has truly gone straight to hell..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am I got a call from Jack Muscone.
"Don," said Jack, "I'm getting reports of increasing radio chatter up in the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area. The ham radios have lit up, the cellphone tower up there registered a huge increase in throughput."
"Anything going on at that facility up there?" I asked. "The training facility?"
"That's another thing I wanted to tell you." said Jack. "It was abandoned over the weekend. Several trucks left Saturday. It was totally empty yesterday. No heat signatures, no power being run at all. They either went underground, or they all left. We think it's abandoned."
"Okay, thanks for telling me." I said. I looked at Cindy, who was sitting on my office sofa, typing up her SBI Reserve report for her weekend work. She looked over at me.
"Trouble?" she asked. "I am feeling the vibe from you."
"Yes on the vibe. Trouble, not so sure." I said. "Listen, if you hear of anything strange, anything at all, let me know immediately."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, Monday February 6th, Teresa Croyle's phone rang. It was the Duty Desk.
"Ma'am," said the Sergeant, "a lady up here says she needs to see you right away. She says it's urgent."
"Okay, be right there." Teresa said. Hanging up, she went down the hall and into the front lobby area. Her visitor was Jeanine Burke, and Jeanine had her sons, little Jack Burke and little Todd Michael Burke, with her.
"I'm sorry to do this to you, Teresa," Jeanine said, "but I have to leave the boys with you for a little while. I have something really urgent to do." With that, she handed little Todd to Teresa, and had Jack waddle over.
"What's going on?" Teresa asked as Jeanine put down the large bag that contained diapers and baby food, and kissed her boys goodbye.
"I'll tell you when I get back." Jeanine said. "Again, I'm sorry to spring this on you like this. I've really got to go. Please... take care of them." With that, Jeanine practically ran out of the Police Station.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Strangest thing I've ever seen." Teresa said to Cindy, who had just come into Teresa's office and was now helping with the kids.
"Did you call Todd?" Cindy asked.
"Not yet. I called you first." said Teresa. "Do you think we ought to call the Commander?"
"Of course you should." said a voice in the doorway... that of Your Iron Crowbar. "What is this, a Police Station or a nursery?"
"Not funny, sir." said Teresa, a connotation and warning that she did not see the humor in this. "Jeanine ran out of here like a bat out of hell. She wouldn't say anything, but she looked almost scared."
At that point, something hit me. "Wait a minute." I said. I grabbed my Police radio off my belt and spoke into it. "Break break break! This is Commander Troy. All units, be on the lookout for a silver Lexus belonging to Jeanine Burke. If spotted, pull her over and stay with her until I arrive!"
"What's this about, sir?" asked Teresa.
"I'm not sure." I said. "But something's not right, and the FBI has been watching the area around Michael Burke's home at Lake Amengi-Nunagen. Have you called Todd yet?"
"No sir, I was about to." said Teresa.
"Do it now. Get him over here. You and he keep these babies well protected. Captain Ross, you're with me." I said. Cindy followed me back to my office.



"Okay, Crowbar 1, definitely do not keep me in suspense, here." Cindy said once we were back in my office.
"Listen in on this." I said. I got out my Police cellphone and made a call. "Hi Jack." I said to FBI Special Agent in Charge Muscone. "We may have an issue here." I explained what Jeanine Burke had done.
"I'll notify our guys up there, and my boss." said Jack. "What else do you need us to do?"
"I'm about to go up there myself." I said. "Driving the route I hope Jeanine is taking. You might want to come up, too." After saying goodbye and disconnecting, I asked Cindy "Got your FBI Consultant ID?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "I'll go get the Black Beauty and come pick you up while you tell the Chief what we're about to do."
"Roger that." I said. As Cindy left, I made a phone call to the K-9 Corps, then went to tell the Chief what was going on.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Interesting car, Uncle Don." said Todd Burke, who was sitting in the backseat of the Black Beauty. Cindy was driving, and wearing all black as if she were 'Kato'. I had also changed to civilian clothes, with my trenchcoat and Tilley Hat to keep me somewhat warm from the cold.
Todd had arrived at Police Headquarters, and upon hearing what was going on, he'd insisted on coming with us. It was easier not to argue, since he had brought Teddy Franklin and Barry Oliver (an Auxiliary Police Officer) with him to Headquarters to help Teresa with the kids. So I let Todd come with us.
As we drove, I explained to Todd only that the FBI had been in the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area, and that I preferred to err on the side of caution after Jeanine's actions in bringing her children to Teresa. Todd didn't buy it for a minute, but he wisely kept his trap shut.
"Did you try to call my dad?" asked Todd as we sped along the highway, which was winding almost completely through pine forests at the moment.
"No, not yet." I said. "This may end up being nothing. But if it's something, Todd, your father may be involved, and we don't want to tip him off."
"Who's 'we'?" Todd asked.
"The FBI." I said. Todd just nodded, and I think he was starting to figure it out.
It was growing even more overcast as we neared Lake Amengi-Nunagen. I first saw the flash of a blue light up ahead. As we rounded the curve, we saw the police vehicles, one on each side of the road. Also there was a black sedan. On our side (going north) was a silver Lexus.
As we pulled over and got out of the green Chrysler Imperial Crown, with flashing blue light attached to the roof, the State Police officers looked at us weirdly. FBI Special Agent Martin Nash looked relieved to see us.
"Sir, over here." called out Nash. We went up to him. "These are FBI Consultants Troy and Ross." Nash said to the State Patrolmen.
"Looks like the Iron Crowbar to me." said one of them, seeing the red crowbar in my hand. "But I'm glad you're here, Commander Troy. We found this car abandoned after a 9-1-1 call was cut off."
It was Jeanine Burke's car. The baby carseats were still in the backseat. There was no purse in the car, and the car keys were not in the ignition.
"Sir," said Nash, "as you can see, there's damage to the back bumper, as if she were hit and maybe forced off the road."
"Yes, I see." I said. I was looking on the ground around the road and in ever-widening semi-circles until I found what I was looking for.
"Over here!" I called out from where the road's right-of-way was about to become pine forest. "There's some footprints, and superimposed on each other. Looks like someone was running... and being chased."
"I'm afraid our Patrol Car might've overrun any other tire tracks when we pulled in behind this car." said the State Patrolman. "Sorry about that."
"You didn't know." I replied. "You did what you're supposed to do." I was on my cellphone, which had reception, and was making a call. "Okay, no point in trying to follow these faint tracks. I've called for our local Police Force to bring in a dog, if you don't mind, Agent Nash."
"Not at all." said Nash. "I've also called my boss. We'll see who gets here first."
What I hadn't told anyone, including Cindy, is that I'd called for the K-9 vehicle, with Sergeant Grover and his handler, to follow us up. Sergeant Grover was our human scent dog.
Grover and his handler beat Jack Muscone to the site... by the distance of three feet, as Muscone's car was right behind the K-9 vehicle. Nash met Muscone as he got out of the car, briefing him.
And just then a gray Lexus came down from the other direction, from the north where Lake Amengi-Nunagen was. The car pulled over upon seeing us, and out popped Michael Burke.
"Dad!" called out Todd. "What are you doing here?"
"I got a call from Jeanine." said Michael. "She said she was being followed, then the call cut off. So I got on the road to look for her. That's her car! What's going on? Where is she?"
"We just got here, Dad." said Todd. "She brought---"
"Mister Burke!" I called out as I approached, to stop Todd from talking further. "We're bringing out the dog now. We think your wife may have been run off the road, and she ran into the woods. Mr. Burke, I need you to stay here. Todd, come with me." When Todd did not move, I turned back and said "Todd... NOW!" Todd got the hint, and came over.
As Sergeant Grover's handler got him ready, I whispered to Todd: "Do NOT tell your father that Jeanine brought the kids down. Don't tell him anything. Standard police procedures, okay?"
"Uh, if you say so, Uncle Don." said Todd.
"I do say so. Okay, Todd, stay here." I said. Turning to the dog, I said "Grover, are you ready to help us?" The handsome German Shepherd looked up at me with the excitement in his canine eyes of being ready to do some good police work.
I led them to the spot where there were footprints. Grover sniffed around, then headed on into the woods, with his handler, me, Cindy, Martin Nash, and one of the State Patrol officers following.
We wound around through the trees, following a path that appeared to be someone running and dodging, but being relentlessly pursued. Then we got to a near-cliff, with a rushing stream about fifty feet below. It was nearly as steep as the cliff behind The Cabin.
"Let Grover off the leash." I said. Once freed, Grover began working his way down the cliff, where I could see the leaves had been disturbed as people had slid down. I began making my way down, half sliding, then making it to the bottom. Grover was initially stymied by the stream, but I could see footprints on the other side and called him over to them. He picked up the trail, bounding ahead and out of sight as I followed, the others working their way down the hill behind me.
A moment later I heard two barks of a German Shepherd, a signal. As I arrived, I saw that there was a grassy clearing in the woods, one of several.
Grover had done as he was trained: when he came up upon the woman in a red dress lying on the ground, he sat down on his haunches and waited. I came up, seeing that it was Jeanine Burke. I looked around the area for footprints and clues, and trying not to mar the crime scene as I knelt down and checked for a pulse.
Cindy arrived next. I held out my hand in a 'stop' instruction, then our eyes locked as I just shook my head. We were too late.
Jeanine Burke was dead.
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Criminal Intent
Monday, February 6th. Nearly sunset. The local county's Crime Lab team had shown up to process the body, aided by the FBI's forensic experts. Sergeant Grover and his handler had been sent home with my thanks. Cindy was with me, tears streaming down her face even as she tried to remain stoic and keep working.
"We need to bring the body out before it gets dark." said someone on the radio. I just nodded to FBI Special Agent Martin Nash, who was generally in charge of the overall crime scene. He radioed for them to do that.
After finding Jeanine's body, I'd made a quick examination, then waited for the Crime Lab people. Then I went back to the road, Cindy following. Todd and Michael Burke had both generally figured out what was going on. I went up to them.
"I am sorry to report that we found your wife's body, Mr. Burke." I said to Michael. "My condolences upon your loss."
"What happened to her?" asked Michael Burke, his face gray and showing his shock. "And where are the babies?"
"The babies are safe." I said. "As to Jeanine, she was chased through the woods." I said. "She went tumbling down into a ravine, as did her pursuers. They caught up with her soon afterwards. Before I say more, I need to know what circumstances brought you here, Mr. Burke."
"I could ask the same of you." replied Burke.
"Jeanine came down to our Town." I said. "We had reason to believe she was in danger, but found that she'd already left the County. We FBI Consultant types began following her route, and we found her car here. So what's your side of it, Mr. Burke?"
"Like I said earlier," said Michael Burke, "I got a call from her that she was being followed up the road. Then it got cut off; the call, that is. I was very worried for her safety, and began driving down while trying to call her again but never getting through. Then I came up on all you guys here."
By now all the FBI Agents, State Patrolmen, and the local Sheriff and his County Police were standing around listening to us. "Sheriff," I said, "you have jurisdiction of the village just southwest of Lake Amengi-Nunagen, which is called 'Beaver Ruin', I recall?"
"That's right, Commander." said the Sheriff. Seeing my eyebrows raise up, and Cindy doing likewise, the Sheriff said "Yes, I know who you are, and that red crowbar in your hand just confirms it, Commander Troy."
"Your reputation precedes you, Commander." said Jack Muscone.
"And follows me." I said. "Sheriff, why don't we all go to your Headquarters, so we can talk about this."
"Good idea." said the Sheriff. "Mr. Burke, if you'll follow us in your car, we'll---"
Just then, a team brought out a sheet-covered body on a stretcher. Michael Burke gasped out, then hurried over. I motioned to Todd to go with him. Michael pulled back the sheet, then began crying as he saw his deceased wife's face. Todd put his arms around Michael and led him back to us. Todd's face showed his own misery; Jeanine had been his wife, and the mother of one of his children.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A Sheriff's deputy drove Michael Burke in his car back north to the small town that was the gateway to the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area, which was called 'Beaver Ruin'. The creek that was near where Jeanine had been found ran north and into a larger creek that ran just south of the town. Todd rode with me and Cindy in the Black Beauty.
Cindy, Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, and myself were invited into the Sheriff's office, which was a relatively large room in the relatively small building. This building could've been a military base building or a Scout Camp building in the past. It was not meant for large-scale operations.
"Okay, so tell me what I've got here." said the Sheriff. All eyes went to me.
"Jeanine Burke is from our Town." I said. "She married Michael Burke and they moved up here, to the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area."
"Yes, I know them both." said the Sheriff. "And I know that young man Todd is Michael's son."
"Yes, Sheriff, that's true." I said. "He lives in our Town, also. So we got wind of possible danger to her, and we were driving up and arrived too late."
"And you knew something was the matter. You've got a good cadaver dog, there, Commander. He arrived up here very fast." said the Sheriff observantly.
"Sheriff," said Jack Muscone, "at this point, I'm going to have to tell you that this may relate to a Federal case we the FBI have been working on for some time. We can't give you all the details, and I'll apologize in advance for keeping you and your people in the dark. Commander Troy and Captain Ross are consultants for us, and they acted upon knowledge we had given them of possible threats to the Burkes."
The Sheriff nodded. "Oh, I know some of the people who live up in this area are what you people would call the 'Big Boys'. And I don't think I want to know what's up with them, nor you Feds. But I do have a murder on my hands,. That's 'State & Local', and I need to catch some killers. Can you help me do that?"
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "Well, I hope to be able to. I would ask for you to give me some leeway in my methods of investigation; they can be strange to some people, as Special Agent Muscone will attest."
"No doubt about that." said Muscone. "But he's the most brilliant Detective I've ever met, no disrespect to anyone else."
"All right, just keep me in the loop." said the Sheriff. "So what are you going to do next?"
"I need to talk to Michael Burke, and if you have an interview room with a camera, I'd like to do it there." I said.
"We've got an audio recorder in our Interview room." said the Sheriff. "These days our guys just use iPhones to make video."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We listened to Jeanine's call to her husband, recorded on his cellphone, and the 9-1-1 call she'd made. We examined both the Burke's cars; both had large amounts of luggage in the trunks. I examined topographic maps of the area, provided by the Sheriff.
"All is not as it seeeems, Ms. Ross." I said to Cindy, imitating Chief Moynahan's peculiar inflection of voice. "Okay, I'm ready to talk to him."
Michael Burke had been led to the interview room and was sitting at the table, still in total shock. When the door opened, he looked up and saw me entering. His face registered hostility.
"Again, Mr. Burke, I am sorry for your loss." I said as I sat down opposite him at the table. "Obviously I'll need to ask you some questions."
"I don't know what I can tell you." said Burke.
"Mr. Burke," I said, taking command with my voice, "you know who I am, you know how good I am, and you know I'm seeing things already. I want to find your wife's killers, and I want to exact Justice upon them. But I need your truthful answers to help me."
"Where were you when my son Jack needed Justice for that meddling bitch Ivy Starnes, eh?" spat Michael. "Hell, you even helped her get away from me!"
"You really want to go there with me?" I asked, my voice sharp. "Now is really not the time. Why don't you let me help you find Jeanine's murderers. Or will we have to play this the hard way?"
"How's that?" asked Burke, his eyes peering at me.
"Mr. Burke," I said, "once again... you know who I am, you know what I've done, and you know what I'm capable of. Now I have observed a great many things, heard others, and I have a tendency to put things together in my head. For example, you and Jeanine have been arguing for some months now; something had gotten between you in your marriage."
"Now I think you got involved with a group of people that were too much for you." I said. "I think you were in fear of your life and your wife's life and her children's lives. You see, Mr. Burke, I believe your original intent here was to fake both your deaths and disappear. But something went wrong."
Michael Burke had practically come out of his skin when I'd said that. "My God!" he gasped, then relented as he stared into my unrelenting eyes. "How did you know?"
"We'll talk about that later." I said. "But something went wrong in the plan. There's a bridge high over the river just north of where we found her car. The creek we found Jeanine by washes into that river in its gorge. I think you were going to meet up with her, push her car over that bridge, have it wash down, bodies never found."
I could see in his eyes that I was right, so I hit him with the haymaker: "But she was coming from the wrong direction, wasn't she?"
Burke's face fell, then he looked up. "Yes, she was. She was supposed to drive down to the bridge, make the call to my phone, then I'd come down, pick up her and the kids, and push her car over the gorge. But she left early, hours ahead of time. I couldn't call, because investigators would see the attempts. Then when she called, I headed out... and she wasn't at the bridge. I kept going, and came upon all of you..." His head bowed as he began crying.
"You were faking your deaths to get away from these people." I said. "Very bad people, too, if they are who I think they are."
"You have no idea how bad... and how big they are." said Michael Burke.
"Oh, I think I do." I said. "Wallace Bedford is one of them. Richard Ferrell is another."
"Yes, Bedford is one of them." said Burke, who had shown his shock when I mentioned the name. "I don't know who Ferrell is... oh wait, he's that SBI Agent that attacked that poor girl in the wheelchair."
"You haven't seen or had contact with him up here?" I asked.
"No." said Burke.
"Who else?" I asked. "You don't owe these people a damn thing, Michael. Tell us now."
"I still have Todd, and little Todd and little Jack." said Michael. "They'll go after them. And for all your abilities, Commander Troy, if they set themselves out to destroy my children... they will do it. They will succeed."
I shook my head. "Not now, they won't." I said. "Listen, Michael. I'm going to bring in the FBI guys. Talk to them, tell them what you know. Then we will be all over them like a wet blanket."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Can't wait to hear how you knew all that." said Cindy as we watched through the one-way glass as Jack Muscone and Martin Nash interviewed Michael Burke. Because of the nature of the discussion, we couldn't listen in, but it was being recorded by Jack and by Martin.
"Think, Captain." I said, perhaps a bit shortly. "You saw what I saw, heard what I heard. You tell me."
"The luggage in the cars." said Cindy. "Her call to Michael didn't sound like she was frightened... but her voice in the call to 9-1-1 was full of fear. Don't think she intended to make that call."
"That's a lot of it." I said. "Good thinking."
"But I'm obviously not up to the Iron Crowbar standard." Cindy said, and her voice sounded forlorn.
"Neither am I, right now." I said. "If I was, Jeanine might still be alive."
"You don't know that."
The voice came from behind me. It was Todd. "Hell, Uncle Don, you were probably as close as you could possibly have gotten. Don't start beating yourself up over this one, too." I glared at my nephew, but in typical Troy family fashion, he just met my stare with his own, refusing to relent.
"Uncle Don," Todd said, "I've been really patient, but I have to ask... did my father have anything to do with Jeanine's death?"
"Not directly, Todd." I said. "And I appreciate your patience. I know you loved Jeanine, also. And for that matter, you'll get custody of little Todd easily, but little Jack will be more difficult. Teresa's his godmother; that will help. But you're going to have to get custody and hold it; there is no way you can allow your father to regain custody of them."
Todd just nodded, a determined look on his handsome young face. Cindy's ruggedly pretty face registered open shock at my words.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We got a little bit," said Jack Muscone, "but not very much we didn't already know. I don't think it's just fear that's keeping him from talking, either."
"Want to offer him immunity in exchange for some truths?" I asked.
"Right now we don't know how much to offer, nor how much is good enough in exchange." said Muscone. "He did tell us Wallace Bedford was a contact, and he told us that Doug and Roberta Jackson were behind the attempt on Eckhart and his acolytes. That'll help if he testifies at their trial."
"But nothing more about the operational plans," I said, "nor the names behind Superior Bloodlines."
"That's right." said Jack. "And he may not know any names, which is why I hesitate to offer any immunities. He did say that there were some go-betweens, some foot-soldiers, couriers, people that carry out orders. He said he didn't know the names, but one of them was fairly tall, black-haired, and a real computer genius, like your Mouseketeers."
"Fuqua." I said to Cindy.
"Could be." she replied. "But what makes you think he's mixed up in this?"
"I think he's a go-between, a messenger between Superior Bloodlines, and someone in our County. Maybe Thomas Cook, maybe Katherine Woodburn, or it could be someone else."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said the Sheriff in his office, "what I am going to do is release Todd Burke here to the custody of you, Commander Troy, and on his own recognizance as CEO of BOW Enterprises. If we need you, son, come on up; don't make me get the Marshals."
"Yes, Sheriff." Todd said.
"I'm going to release Michael Burke on his own recognizance, as well. I've asked him to stay at home up here for the time being, and he's agreed. We've impounded both their cars; I don't have a 'warm and fuzzy' about the luggage that was in the back of his vehicle. Well, it's late, after midnight, and you guys have a ways to go to get home. I do appreciate your help, Commander Troy."
"And I appreciate yours." I said as I shook the Sheriff's hand. He then shook hands with the rest of us.
As we left, Jack Muscone said "I'll drive Todd back to your Town. And we'll be in touch with you, Don. We've got a lot to process up here."
"I know." I said. "I'll see you when you get back. Cop Bar and double cheeseburgers will be waiting."
"Aw, don't do that to me... now I'm hungry." Jack lamented.
"Like we're not?" I replied.
As we got into the Black Beauty for the ride home, Cindy said "I'm sorry, I'm not hungry. Jeanine was a friend, and Todd is suffering though he tries to hide it."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "Jeanine was special to me, too."
"You were lovers?" Cindy asked.
I nodded. "Before Todd or Michael."
She said "Yes, no matter what, that makes a difference."
"I'll tell you something else, too." I said. "I didn't want to say this in front of Todd or Michael... but I think Jeanine was not going to go through with their plan. I think she put her children where they'd be safe, then she was driving back up to tell Michael she was leaving him. Then she thought she could drive back down to Town, and come tell us what was going on and beg us to protect her and her children."
"How do you figure that?" asked Cindy as she drove along the road in the dark woods.
"Because she brought the kids down, leaving Lake Amengi-Nunagen early, and Michael was surprised by her leaving early." I said. "Why leave the kids then disappear, where she couldn't reclaim them?"
"Think Michael knew?" Cindy said. "That might be a motive."
"Yes, it's a motive." I said. "But no, I don't think he knew. I do think he's going to figure it out in the near future, and then he'll realize just how bad things are for him right now."
Part 8 - Plodding Along
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of the Courthouse at 7:00am, Tuesday, February 7th. "Channel Two News has confirmed the story we first reported on last night's late news, that the body of a woman found near Lake Amengi-Nunagen to our north is that of Jeanine Olivet Burke."
"Mrs. Burke was formerly a resident of this Town and a lawyer with the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Cheatham & Howe." continued Bettina. "She was married to Michael Burke, former owner of Burke Enterprises, now a wholly-owned subsidiary of BOW Enterprises Group, and she leaves behind two young children."
"Local police and the FBI are not commenting on Mrs. Burke's death, but did not deny that foul play is suspected." Bettina went on. "The FBI also would not confirm that they consulted with Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Department about this case."
"And in other news," Bettina said, "Nextdoor County Police have no new leads in the double murders of Lenora Holmes and Rob Dortmund. Dortmund's friends Karl Vilseck and a minor that cannot be named were released after questioning. The NCPD is not commenting on reports that the bodies of the victims were found wrapped in a black velvet cloth."
"God damn it." I muttered as I listened in MCD, which was full of silent Detectives. Most of them had known Jeanine. "The Nextdoor County Police Force is not mine, but they have leaks as bad as ours. I really did not want the world knowing about the black velvet cloth."
"Why is that bad, sir? I mean... it's bad, but why?" asked Jerome Davis. "The killer might destroy any velvet he still has?"
"Yes, that's some of it." I said. "But it's also a distinctive feature of this case. Now... well, some copycat might get a bright idea to start doing the same thing, and have us think unrelated cases are related."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Teresa is taking care of the kids, and taking care of Todd, too." Cindy said when she came into my office at 8:00am.
"Did you tell her that I'm taking care of Jeanine's funeral arrangements?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "She was wondering why Michael was not doing that."
"The FBI is going to bring Michael down to his home down here." I said. "He's in bad shape. So I've started the ball rolling. When the body is released, we'll bring it down here, have a wake and all that." Cindy nodded.
"So, did you get a copy of Martha's autopsies on Lenora and Rob?" I asked.
"Yes." Cindy said. "Just got through reading it. Rob's semen was in Lenora's vagina, and also that of another man. It's going to take some more days to get a real DNA workup of the other man. Martha said there were some abnormalities in the DNA markers, so she's asked the FBI to run the profile against mental hospitals and also prisons."
"And it was a scalpel that cut them up." I said. "By the way, have we gotten any requests from the Nextdoor County Police to get a warrant and obtain Lenora's clothing, all of it?"
"No." Cindy said. "Should we have?"
"Well, by the time they finish reading the autopsy report, they should be asking." I said. "So... look, I have stay clear of that part of this case, recuse myself from anything to do with the Meadows or Walnut Prep. So, you should go ahead and get with Paulina. Rob's semen in Lenora's vagina is probable cause."
"For what?"
"They'll start investigating Walnut Prep, to see if students and teachers were having sex." I replied. "We have to cover our asses on it. I'll talk to the Chief in a few minutes." I shook my head, then let my face rest in my hands."



"You're tired, Don. You've been up all night."
"I know." I said. "I used to could pull all-nighters and not feel it like this."
"You're getting older. Plus, last year you were training like hell for the Police Boxing Matches." Cindy replied. "This year... not so much, especially with your bad back. Better step it up... or don't, and I'll just take that Championship trophy back."
"We shall see." I said. "Anyway, a lot of it right now is mental... Jeanine's death. So fucking senseless."
"Think she found out something she wasn't supposed to know?" Cindy asked.
"I think it's more." I said. "I think Michael got caught up in the Superior Bloodlines shit. You remember what happened to Carroll and Blondie in the 'Black Badge' case. In this case, Michael tried to sneak them out of the trap---"
Just then there was a knock at my door. Mary Milton poked her head in.
"Come on in." I said. "Did Myron come up, too?"
"Yes sir." said Myron as he came in behind his wife. Today Mary's hair was black, in homage to Jeanine's death.
Cindy got up to go. "I need to start on that warrant for the clothes."
"Wait until you hear this." I said, having her sit back down on the sofa as the Mighty Miltons sat on the hot chairs. Mary started the report.
"Sir," she said, "I emailed you the reports of the cases I found. In the past two years, there have been four bodies found wrapped in black velvet. Those are the first cases listed. Then I listed the eight more with velvet of other colors, mostly blue. Lastly, there were a couple where women were found dressed in velvet dresses."
"Hmm," I said, bringing up the report. "Three women, one man, all on the west side of the City. The other-colored velvet wraps were in towns generally along the Interstate from the City towards Midtown. And the women in the velvet dresses were... also west of the City."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "I've begun a search in other States, especially to the north and east of the City, as well, but that will take time."
"West of the City." I said, thinking about it.
The geography goes like this: the mountain finger upon which my home The Cabin sits is the southern end of a range of such hills, which are also the hills of the Lake Amengi-Nunagen and Lake Watchacoochie area. Another mountain finger goes along the east side of Lake Reservoir. Lake Reservoir was created by a small meteorite hit millions of years ago, that also split the mountain fingers into a wishbone of sorts, and pushed the hills a bit higher. On the east side of that eastern mountain finger is a lot of scrub land going towards the City suburbs.
A road from the Nextdoor County Highway to the City goes north-south along the eastern base of that mountain finger, and connects with a bigger road going northwest from the City, which goes on up to the eastern side of Lake Watchacoochie and the town of Waguli.
For some reason, that land west of the City towards that road and the mountain was never heavily settled, and the City suburbs have been slow reaching the 30 miles or so westward to it, and civilization has only sprung up in the area in the last ten years or so.
"So these four people found in that area..." I started.
Mary said "Similar deaths to Ms. Holmes and Mr. Dortmund, sir, though all found separately. They were all found naked, they were wrapped in black velvet. All of the women had been raped, and two of them over a period of time. The dead man's DNA matched the semen of one of the women, though the bodies were not found together."
"Also," said Mary, "one of the women found in a velvet dress had been tied to a bed and held captive, and she had been repeatedly raped over time, meaning a period of days. She died of dehydration lying on that bed; it looked like her captor abandoned her there."
"Time to visit Bonnie Karpathian at State Women's Prison?" Cindy asked. I cut my eyes over to her.
"Just might be." I said. "Yep... I'm afraid we're up against a serial killer..." I became lost in thought.
"Sir," said Mary, "would you like me to look for mental institutions, maybe see if something related to this comes up?"
"Sure." I said. "Get with Paulina about a State-wide warrant for that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Almost like clockwork, as if on cue, I got a call from Les Craig of the FBI.
"Got anything new?" he asked.
"Just got some information that it may be a deeper case than we first thought." I said.
"I just got that, too." said Craig. "Some of my people look into serial killings that cross State lines. I'm also about to give Jack Muscone a call. We're not trying to step on your toes, but we'd like to look into this matter."
"Well, I'd ask you to hold off unless we find something that does cross State lines. There's other considerations in the Dortmund/Holmes murders, and we're not really sure what we're dealing with yet." I said. "And as I'm sure you know, or Jack will tell you... I'm not a fan of too many cooks in the kitchen."
"All right." said Les Craig. "But do keep me in the loop. I have people looking over my shoulder on this."
"Who?" I asked.
"Don't ask. Gotta go, talk to you later."
The phone disconnected.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and Teddy Parker entered Lenora Holmes's townhouse. "My condo is west of here, and my mother's is east of us." Cindy said. "These are nicer then either of ours."
"Pretty clean." said Teddy Parker. "But no computer, no cellphone. There's some clothes in the hamper, though."
"Good!" said a voice behind them. It was Christina Cho, and she had two State Crime Lab techs with her. Lt. Tanya Perlman was outside. "I'm tired of these sterilized scenes the Consultant of Crime would always leave us!" Christina added.
"I hear you. We'll go to Rob Dortmund's home next." said Cindy. "Teddy, you can't go there; I'll be going in an SBI capacity..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An email from the Sheriff in the town of Beaver Ruin came to my mailbox at 2:30pm. It was the results of the autopsy of Jeanine Burke. It confirmed she had been stabbed in the chest, with a glancing blow to the heart muscle, and then in the throat. She had fought her attackers, and skin had been found under her fingernails, which was now being tested to obtain a DNA profile. But the fight had been brief. She had not been sexually assaulted; the killer or killers had chased her, caught her, killed her, and left her.
An hour later I got an email saying that the body would be released to me whenever I came to get it. I called Frank Freeman Funeral Home to hire them to pick up the body in one of their hearses. They refused to accept payment for the transportation, as long as we used their Funeral Home for the final processes. I went with that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was setting as I sat in my office, looking out the window. I heard the door open and looked over my shoulder; it was the Chief letting himself in.
"Fill 'em up." he said, putting two shot glasses on my desk. I took the 101-proof bourbon out of the bottom drawer and poured two shots. We clinked our glasses and downed the shots. Then the Chief sat down in a hot chair.
"Long day?" he asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "Tomorrow will be worse, too."
"Yes, it hurts losing a friend."
"Jeanine was more." I said. "She had been married to my nephew. One of her kids is his." The Chief nodded.
"You're stretching yourself pretty thin, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "Two big cases, neither of them in this jurisdiction."
"Is that a hint, Chief?" I asked.
"It's not a hint to confine yourself." said the Chief. "But it's a hint to not stretch yourself too thin. You're overworking yourself, Mr. Crowbar."
"Would you believe me, sir," I said, "if I told you that this is nothing, that if it weren't for family involvement in Jeanine's case, I'd be bored?"
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief in his peculiar way. "Okay, okay. But get some rest. Have another shot, go home, pet the dog, hug the wife and kids..."
I obeyed those instructions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
Hearing Carole's greeting, followed by Bowser barking happily, was music to my ears as I came into the Mountain Nest. Then Jim came up to greet me, followed by Buddy, and soon I found myself sitting on the sofa with a lap full of kids and dogs.
"Dinner will be ready soon." said Laura. My mother was cooking, and I noted she was making extra... it was food for the Burkes.
Laura then continued: "Oh, I forgot to tell you: that program you were running came up with a hit yesterday."
I extricated myself from the mass on my lap and went to the little study room, whose door was under the stairs to the upper floor. Sitting at the desk, I saw that the facial recognition pattern program had come up with a hit. Two hits, actually. One from this Town & County, the other from Los Angeles. I fired off a couple of emails...
Part 9 - Requiem
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of Frank Freeman Funeral Home at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 8th. "The visitation for Jeanine Olivet Burke will be from 6:00pm to 9:00pm tonight, followed by the funeral and burial tomorrow. The Town and County remain in a state of shock over the death of this young woman, whose charitable contributions are still making a difference in the lives of our children."
"Local police in Beaver Ruin, near Lake Amengi-Nunagen, have no leads, but said they are still awaiting results from their Crime Lab. The FBI issued a statement that it is too early in the investigation to make any comment on the case."
"In the case of Rob Dortmund and Lenora Holmes, the results of the autopsy show that Dortmund and Holmes had sexual intercourse with each other prior to their deaths. The Nextdoor County Police refused to comment on the case. Headmaster John Meadows of Walnut Preparatory Academy did not return our calls for comment on this information."
"And so it begins." said Cindy as we sipped our coffee in MCD. "They smell a sex scandal."
"Yep." I said. "I also notice that neither KXTC nor KSTD contacted either me, the TCPD, or the SBI about the case, and they did not mention the execution of the warrants for their clothes and other items... they didn't want us pushing back on the sexual angle of the case. So you're right... it's an agenda for them now."
"What's Walnut Prep going to do?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." I said. "That'll have to play itself out. I can only do so much, and the Press is going to do what they want to, no matter what."
Bettina arrested my attention: "The Town & County Council met last night in open session. A resolution of condolences for the family of Jeanine Burke was passed, 9-1, and needs no second reading. They also voted on zoning ordinances, and then went into executive session to discuss Fire Department personnel issues."
"And in State news," continued Bettina, "the Legislature is in utter deadlock. The Democrats, led by Senator Katherine Woodburn of the First District, are not allowing any bills at all to reach the State Senate floor until the SBI bill is resolved and voted upon. Governor Val Jared has gone on the offensive, accusing Senator Woodburn of holding teacher's paychecks and new environmental regulations hostage, and accusing the Democrats of refusing to negotiate the SBI bill in the first place."
"Deadlock, Commander." said Cindy as the Detectives were trickling in. "Bettina will be blaming you for that."
"I'll take the credit for shutting down the State Government." I said. "Like I told those idiot Legislators... let's shut it down, and when people see how well they do without the Government, they'll start ripping Legislators new ones."
"Er, sir," said Theo Washington. "You do realize we all are working for the Government?"
"Yes I do." I said. "But our job, the Police Force, is a legitimate function of Government."
"How do you define that, sir?" asked Joanne Warner.
"Our job benefits everyone as individuals, and equally... well, theoretically, and I certainly try... and is something more successfully done by Government than the private sector. The military, Fire Department, Courts of Law, infrastructure, basic education, are in the same general arena. Not a whole lot else, though, in my humble opinion."
"So..." I finished, "I was good with being in the military, as I'm sure Ms. Warner is, and I'm good with being with the Police Force. But don't ask me to be part of the EPA, 'Urban Development', or anything that oppressively regulates businesses to the point they can't succeed. Okay... enough ranting. I've got funeral arrangements to make."
"Speaking of that sir," said Jermaine Davis, "who on the Council would vote against a resolution for Mrs. Burke?"
"Thomas P. Cook." I said. "Remember the Nathaniel Jones trial? Jeanine defended the kid, pro bono, got a correct 'not guilty' verdict for him." (Author's note: Case of the Black Badge, Ch. 01.)
"Yes sir, I remember that." said Davis. "But..."
"Mr. Cook remembers Mrs. Burke's actions in that case, and he is still unhappy about it." I said. "And yes, Detective Davis... you may draw a racially-based inference from that." I left the MCD room, letting the Detectives discuss those issues amongst themselves.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I wore a black suit with black tie to the visitation, a.k.a. the wake. It was at Frank Freeman Funeral Home. I had a flashback: this is where I realized that Pastor Raymond Westboro was the Consultant of Crime. (Author's note: Seriously Inconvenienced, Ch. 02-03.)
Laura was dressed in a simple black dress that did not hide her shapely curves at all, sheer black stockings and black high heel pumps that only shaped her legs, feet, and ass to perfection, and a black hat with a veil. My mom was dressed similarly in black, and looked very nice. Also with us was Cindy Ross.
And then came Teresa Croyle, staying with us. Because of the nature of Todd's relationship with Jeanine (formerly married to each other), Teresa had thought it best to just stay with Todd's family, while Todd and his father Michael greeted the guests. Teresa had told me that Todd was far more devastated by Jeanine's death than he was letting on.
"Sir," she had asked me earlier, "I know Todd loves me, but... if Jeanine had stayed with him, they'd still be married. She had a child with him. Does he still love her more? Did he just ask me to marry him to make Christmas Eve better?"
"No, he loves you... very much." I had replied. "Let me ask this: if your ex-husband died, how would you feel?"
"Sad for him, but not devastated." Teresa had said. "But that marriage was some time ago, too."
"Yes." I said. "I know that if something happened to Melina, I'd feel terrible, even though I'm much happier with Laura than I ever was with Melina. Todd did care about Jeanine, and of course he's shocked and hurt by her death. But he loves you now, and your support for him and his children while he's down will just make him love you all the more."
"Thank you, sir." Teresa said. "I always feel better talking with you... except when you're ripping me a new one for fucking up."
"Which very rarely happens." I said. "But I'm always here if and when you need to talk."
Now, in present time, I went in with family members. The visitation room was on the right. Against the side wall was the coffin. Jeanine was in a pink gown, lying on a white satin pillow, her black hair arrayed over her shoulders. Somewhat to my shock, the coffin was lined with black velvet.
We signed the book, then passed by the coffin. Jeanine had been a very beautiful woman, and looked so unlike herself in death. Then we greeted the widower and his son. My mother hugged Todd, then cordially offered her condolences to Michael Burke. Next came Laura.
This was an awkward moment; after all, Michael Burke's wife had tried to kill Laura, and Laura had made damn sure Michael never got near Ivy. Still, Laura cordially said "I'm very sorry for your loss." as she shook Michael's hand. Michael cordially said "Thank you.", and that moment was thankfully over.
I hugged Todd, then as I shook Michael's hand he whispered to me "Thank you for making the arrangements. I... I'm in no condition to..."
"I understand." I said. "I was glad to do it." I moved on, Cindy coming up behind me, then Teresa. She and Todd whispered some things for a long moment.
Jeanine's former lawyer partners, Tina Felton and Virginia Madison, came in. They cried their eyeballs out when they saw Jeanine lying there, and Todd spent some time comforting them.
Judge Rodney K. Watts and his wife came through, with Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis and his wife; Watts from knowing Jeanine as a lawyer, and Lewis remembering Jeanine's defense of Nathaniel Jones. Councilman Lewis told me that Nathaniel had earned a scholarship to City University. Because of Jeanine, one man that had been targeted for a legal lynching was now going to be a productive member of Society. If nothing else, Jeanine had changed the world that much for good.
Other lawyers came through, including D.A. Gil Krasney and Solicitor Miriam Walters. She was tall for a woman, not quite up to Laura, but as tall as Krasney, and she had beady black eyes that reminded me strongly of Jack Muscone.
And then came Jenna Stiles. She shed a few tears upon seeing Jeanine, hugged Todd and Michael, then found a place to stand alone, nowhere near Krasney. "Excuse me." said Cindy, who went over and began talking with Jenna. They were cordial, but not really more.
All the BOW Enterprises people came. Barry Oliver, Teddy Franklin, several other employees. Todd's assistant Mariko came with a youngish-looking Japanese man. Following them was the CEO of Ichimoku Industries, based in the City. Todd exchanged formal Japanese greetings with all of them.
Mariko brought the young Japanese man over to me. "Commander-sama, may I introduce to you Ogawa Hiroku-san. He is representing my father in this unfortunate moment."
"Hiroku-san, I am honored to meet you." I said, formally bowing, using his 'first name', as was tradition. Ogawa bowed back.
"I am honored to meet the Iron Crowbar, Sire." he said, his accent thick. I introduced Laura, and they bowed to each other as well.
Then I noticed Cindy turn and leave Jenna's side, and I saw why: her father, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, was approaching the funeral home, escorted by Tommy and Candy and two other acolytes, a young white man and young black woman.
"If you will excuse me,." I said, bowing. My Japanese friends bowed and I moved to greet Dr. Eckhart. Cindy escorted him through the line.
"Ah, Todd, I am so sorry for your loss." said Eckhart to his grand-nephew, giving Todd a hug. Eckhart then greeted Michael Burke courteously but formally.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was near the end of the visitation. I had introduced Dr. Eckhart to the Japanese visitors, and he greeted them formally but as if they were his best friends ever. Eckhart then began speaking to the CEO of Ichimoku Industries... in fluent Japanese.
"I didn't know my father spoke Japanese." said Cindy as she came over to me.
"Neither did I." I said. "You and I had better start learning it... for when he and Todd start talking in it." Cindy smiled briefly at that.
Eckhart's young acolytes had greeted Laura as if they knew her very well. As they talked, Cindy said to me "As you like to say: it is possible that they were part of the team that cleared the way for you to remove Sheriff Spaulding from Apple Grove and the face of this earth."
"Ah." I said. "I knew I had help up there."
And then... Cindy and I looked at each other. "You felt it, too." I said.
"Yes, I did, and still do." she replied. I excused myself and made my way through to the back areas. In one of the back offices sat a woman, a shawl covering her.



I went back and went up to Todd. "Todd, will you come with me for a moment?" I said. He was surprised, and more surprised when I had Cindy and Teresa both come.
Taking them to that back office, I let Todd go in first. The woman took her shawl off her face and head.
"Mom!" Todd gasped.
"Hello, son." Elizabeth said as Todd came up to her and hugged her warmly. "I'm so sorry about Jeanine."
"Me too, Mom." Todd said, still hugging her. All over the world, there is comfort in being hugged by one's mother in time of grief...
Then Elizabeth looked at the rest of us. "Hello, Baby Brother." she said. She then walked up to Cindy. "Bonsoir, ma cousine." my sister said to her cousin.
"Hello." Cindy said. "Not the best of times to get acquainted."
"No, it's not." Elizabeth said. Then she peered at Teresa
"Well, son," Elizabeth said, "you finally figured it out, and asked this beautiful woman to marry you. Congratulations to you both." As Teresa peered at my sister, Elizabeth said, "As I'm sure you've deduced, I'm going to be your mother-in-law. Unfortunately, circumstances won't permit me to be a very good one for you."
"I understand." Teresa said. "I appreciate you coming here for your son's sake. You're taking a risk in doing so."
"Yes." said Elizabeth. "I cannot appear in the front room, with Michael Burke being there, as well as my own mother. That would... not do at all."
"No doubt." I said.
"And I was so glad to hear how you took down JACKAL, mon petit frère.." Elizabeth said. "Nasty, nasty man. And the rescue of your wife... oh dear, not everyone here knows about that. Sumimasen." Cindy's face had shown her lack of understanding.
"Don't worry about it." I said. "We need to be getting back. Thank you for coming, ma soeur." I hugged Elizabeth, and to my surprise she hugged Cindy and Teresa. We made our way out as Elizabeth and Todd made their goodbyes.
As Elizabeth was leaving, I saw the shock of white hair in the dim light. "Hello my dear niece, it was very brave of you to come. My acolytes will assist you in getting out of your brother's County."
"Thank you, Uncle Harvey." Elizabeth said. Then she was out the door, and it was almost as if she were never here...
"Your wife's rescue?" Cindy asked me as we made our way back to the front rooms.
"That is one to be told sitting on the deck of the Cabin, sipping Scotches, and petting dogs." I replied.
"You're supplying the Scotch, too." Cindy said.
"And the dogs." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And while we were in the back, Sheriff Daniel Allgood and his wife Melina had come in. As I had thought with Laura and Michael: 'Awk-wardddd'. But Todd handled it well.
Finally, it wound down, and we were able to go home. Michael Burke was escorted by a TCPD Officer back to his home, and Teresa took Todd home.
Cindy and my mom came with us, to The Cabin. Her sister Molly was keeping all the kids, including little Todd Burke and young Jack Burke. I immediately noticed that Bowser did not like little Jack. At all.
"Yeah, Jack and the dogs didn't get along too well." Molly said in reply to my spoken observation. "He tried to pull Bowser's tail, and Carole got right in his face protecting her dog. She might've saved Jack from being bitten."
"Good girl." I said. Carole came over to me and gave me a hug, Bowser following her over. I picked her up and said "I think it's some kids' betimes. Cindy, are you staying here tonight?"
"NO!" shouted Carole. "I don't want to go to bed!"
"Me, neeether." sulked little Jack. "When is Mommy coming to get me?"
Those words shocked all of us, and the silence was awkward. Then someone acted.
"We will talk about that in the morning, sweetie." Cindy said, picking up little Jack. "Right now, it's time to go to bed and dream sweet dreams."
"Okay." Jack said, responding well to a woman... like father, like son, I thought to myself. Laura and Molly attended to the others, while I took two good dogs outside.
A few moments later, Cindy joined me, carrying two glasses and a bottle of single malt Scotch...
Part 10 - Match Game
Thursday, February 9th. I was in my semi-formal uniform, ribbons over my right jacket pocket, Medal of Valor around my neck. The funeral was going to be at 1:00pm. BOW Enterprises men were going to be pallbearers, including Teddy Franklin and Barry Oliver.
I received a phone call. It was the Beaver Ruin Sheriff calling. "Glad I caught you, Commander." he said. "Our State Crime Lab ran some expedited work on the material found under Mrs. Burke's fingernails, and they think they have a preliminary match. Have you heard of anyone named 'Jeff Fuqua'?"
"Oh my gosh." I said. "We just had a murder case where his name came up."
"Would you happen to have a DNA profile on him?" asked the Sheriff. "We'd like to run a comparison. It'll save time, even though we're going to ask the FBI to run it against their national database."
Something was nagging at me. "Sheriff, would you do me a huge favor? Ask your Crime Lab to send the recorded results of that DNA profile to our State Crime Lab, directly to Lieutenant Tanya Perlman, and to send a copy to me. They can do that through computer files and emails. We'll send the profile we have on over to you, and all of us can run the profiles and see what matches."
"We'll do it." said the Sheriff.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00am, Lt. Tanya Perlman came driving into my office, followed by FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone.
"We're going to the funeral together." said Tanya. "I came in to ask what that computer DNA profile is about?"
"You checking it against the semen found in Terry Schultz's vagina?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Tanya said. "My techs are making the comparison now."
"As are the Mouseketeers." I said. "And unbelievably, we may have a hit that will identify the killer of Jeanine Burke. He happens to have been the killer of Terry Schultz of our recent 'Red Flag' case."
"For someone who does not believe in coincidences," said Jack Muscone, "you sure as hell get a lot of them." I chuckled.
"That's true in one sense, though I'm not all that surprised at this one." I said. "If Fuqua is who I think he is, and associated with who I think he is, then he was a plant here, had to leave after Terry was waxed, and it would be natural that he was available and they'd use him as the hit man on Jeanine."
"Four hundred years ago." said Jack Muscone. Tanya just smiled her beautiful smile.
"By the way, Jack," I said, "Les Craig has been calling me about these black velvet cases. Whassup wit' dat?"
"I'm not sure." said Muscone. "He called me about it. My impression is that he wanted me to convince you to let him help work on it."
I saw a gleam in Tanya's eyes. "Spill it, Lady Ironside." I said.
"Jack doesn't like it when I say this." Tanya said. "He's not worried about his job or his team, but a lot of FBI Special Agents are looking for that chance to move up. Les Craig is dealing with Organized Crime in Southport, but he's not going to get very far because there's nothing new there. But if Craig can get onto this serial killer thing and make hay with it, he gets noticed... in a positive way."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. Tanya grinned happily. I then said "But I get the idea he already knows something. Is there some background in all this?"
"I don't know." said Muscone. "But I do know this... if there is, I know exactly who is going to dig it up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The funeral was elegant, but very sad. Chaplain Father Romano had come to me and volunteered to lead the Funeral Mass. Todd said Jeanine was not religious, so I accepted Father Romano's offer.
The Catholic Church, which was across the street from First Baptist Church, was full of friends and family and other Townspeople. I came closest to crying when Father Romano said the Jeanine's life was cut too short... no doubt about that... but that she had made a difference in the time she was given. No doubt about that, either.
Michael Burke looked absolutely crushed by the events of the past few days. He was going to stay in Town, and the FBI was going to interview him the next day at TCPD Headquarters, having asked and received the Chief's permission to use our facilities.
As she had sung at Joe Smedley's funeral, Paulina Patterson sang 'Amazing Grace' at Jeanine's ceremony. Paulina had an incredibly beautiful voice; it was easy to see that the T-Square family had a gift for singing, and Paulina was much better than her brother. I also noticed the rather large number of black persons who had come. Jeanine had built bridges, not burnt them. I could only hope those bridges would remain...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Returning from the funeral, I went to my office. I put the Medal of Valor in the safe, then checked emails. The Duty Desk had emailed that the Sheriff from Beaver Ruin had called again.
"I'm sorry to have bothered you, Commander." said the Sheriff when I returned the call. "The FBI came in and took jurisdiction of the case. They had a Federal warrant, and said the case was connected to something big they were doing. They came and took all of our evidence from the State Crime Lab, as well. I would have insisted on keeping it, but the State people cower before the Feds."
"Thank you for telling me, Sheriff." I said. "You wouldn't happen to know the specific Agent, would you?"
"Oh, I thought you'd have known that." the Sheriff said. I felt shock when he told me the name.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Myron," I said, "keep working on that DNA profile match, and hide it from the FBI."
"Oh, it's done run, Commander." said Myron. "And we put the results in the Terry Schultz evidence files on the server. The guy who killed her... killed Jeanine Burke. And it looks like it's Jeff Fuqua, for sure."
"Thanks, Myron." I said. Good, I thought to myself. That's Iron Crowbar 1, FBI 0.
Part 11 - Shrouded in Velvet
Half an hour later, Jack Muscone was in my office with me. "Professional hit, it appears." he said. "So it appears..."
"But it's not what it appears to be... is it?"I said. "There's something bothering you, very badly, and you can't put your finger on it."
"Four hundred years ago..." said Muscone, just looking at me, faintly shocked at my peering gaze at him.. "So why don't you tell me what's bothering me."
"Do I really need to spell it out?" I asked, almost angrily. And then it was my turn to look shocked. Jack really didn't know! I realized to myself.
"What?" asked Jack. "What is it?"
To be continued.
Bonus question: What happened at that crime scene? What does the Iron Crowbar know that Special Agent Muscone does not?
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Part 11 - Shrouded in Velvet (Continued)
"The keys were missing from the ignition of Jeanine's car." I said. "She was running for her life, so why did she take them?"
"One of the perps must have taken them." said Jack. I shook my head.
"That's not a '400 years ago' thought, Jack." I said, somewhat acidly. I then leaned forward and said "They chased her down and killed her. Maybe they picked up the car keys in the woods... if they saw them. But they didn't open the trunk; her luggage was still there. No, they got the hell out of there just as soon as they got back to their car. And no, they did not take the keys."
"Holy shit." said Jack. "And you're not even close to finished yet... are you?"
"No, I'm not." I said, almost sarcastically. "Jeanine left her children with Teresa. She then drove back, knowing her husband was expecting her to be at that bridge."
"You said she was going to tell her husband she was leaving him." Jack said.
"Yes, and that was technically true." I said. "But I think Jeanine stopped where she did for another reason."
"And what's that?" asked Jack. I was now as sure as I was going to be that he was not bluffing, that he was genuinely confused.
I said. "To meet someone, someone else, not her husband. If she was scared of him for her children's lives, she would've been scared of him for her life, too. So no... she stopped there, took her keys by habit, then waited there... expecting an FBI car to come pick her up!"
"What?" Muscone said.
"She contacted the FBI about her husband's participation in this group, which may be part of 'Superior Bloodlines'." I said. "I expect her plan, and the FBI's plan, was that she would take her luggage when the FBI car got there, so she'd taken her keys out to unlock the trunk."
"But something happened." Jack said. "Another car?"
"Yes," I said, "and very likely when she saw the persons in the car pulling in behind hers, she realized she'd been ambushed, and she tried to run. But they were too fast, she hurt her ankle going over that little cliff into that ravine, and they caught her soon after. And I'll add this... I didn't see the keys, nor did the Crime Lab people up there, nor Sergeant Grover nor his handler. And that means someone else came and got them."
"Will you believe me when I tell you I don't know a damn thing about this?" Jack said.
"Yes." I said. "I've already read your mind, and that is a '400 years ago' trick."
"It sure as hell is." said Jack. "Do you think the FBI ambushed her?"
"No." I said. "It was some of these enforcers for Wallace Bedford, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." said Jack. "Sooooo, was Michael also trying to come correct, and go to the FBI with his wife?"
"I don't think so." I said. "He'd have been there with her... and he'd be dead, too."
"Or maybe Michael was behind his wife's murder?" asked Jack.
"No, because I had Cindy download the GPS logs on Michael's car, while the Crime Lab teams were attending to the body and that crime scene. Very simple to do, but the locals up there don't really know how. Michael did go to the bridge over the big creek, really a river, and stopped. Then he drove down the road and found us. I tend to suspect he saw the LEO vehicles whizzing past him, not stopping to check on him... after all, a Lexus just sitting on the side of the road should generate interest... and he started putting it together and drove on down."
"Wow." said Jack. "Makes sense, but only after you explain it."
"I'll tell you more, Jack." I said. "The FBI just swooped in and took over the case. Took al the local evidence into Federal custody."
"Whaa?" Jack said. Then his face began showing anger. "I'm being kept out of the loop on this, and I don't like it. I need to ask some people some questions."
"Before you do," I admonished, "perhaps there's another way for us to play this..." I outlined my plan.
Part 12 - Civil Rights
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely MILF redhead from in front of the Federal Building at 7:00am, Friday, February 10th. "Channel Two News has learned that Michael Burke, widower of Jeanine Burke, will be questioned by the FBI today. The FBI claims that this is a routine part of their investigation, and that Mr. Burke is not a suspect in the death of his wife."
"Channel Two News has also learned that the FBI has taken over the investigation into the murder of Mrs. Burke, citing their belief that this murder may be linked to a wider investigation. A Federal Court permitted this, allowing the FBI to take possession of all crime lab materials. The FBI declined to say what exactly that investigation was about, only saying it crossed State lines, and therefore came under Federal jurisdiction."
"In State news," Bettina went on, "Governor Val Jared has finally picked up the gauntlet thrown down by his Democrat opposition! He stated clearly in his press conference yesterday, the first one he's given in three weeks, that he will veto any measure that funds the SBI for anything more than a support role to local law enforcement agencies.
"Governor Jared further said that he is fully prepared to let the State Government be shut down if the Democrats continue to hold the budget and other bills hostage, saying people will be pleasantly surprised at how well they'll do without an overbearing Government intruding into their lives."
"The Democrats have not commented, appearing to be totally shocked by the Governor's sudden hard line. And not all Republicans are in lockstep with the Governor's position. Roll tape." The tape showed State Rep. Wilson Hammonds before a bank of microphones at the State Capitol, saying: "The Governor has placed our negotiations in an untenable position. We have to have compromise with our Democrat friends, and the Governor has recklessly made that more difficult."
Back to Bettina, "And last, the lawsuit filed by Citizens for Police Accountability against the Police was dismissed with prejudice by Judge Rodney K. Watts. Judge Watts questioned the group's standing to bring such a lawsuit, and also stated that the group did not give any evidence that was a basis for sufficient grounds to let the lawsuit proceed. Lawyers for the group, Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, say they will appeal, and they also stated that they will explore new avenues to hold the Police accountable for their violent actions."
"Good morning, everyone." said FBI Special Agent Martin Nash as he walked into MCD and the coffee klatch. "Mind if I join your party?" He was greeted enthusiastically by the other Detectives, and they introduced Martin to Jerome Davis.
"Here to interview Mr. Burke?" Joanne asked.
"Yes." said Nash. "Routine follow-up questions."
"Why did you guys take jurisdiction from the locals?" Cindy asked, and fairly quietly.
"Uh, that came from 'on high'." said Nash. "I'm not really sure what's up with that. I'm assuming we'll be briefed soon."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, just for protocol, I'm going to read you your rights, Mr. Burke." said Jack Muscone, as he and Martin Nash interviewed Michael Burke in Interrogation-C. Burke had his lawyer with him. I had warned the FBI Agents that the 'Ikea Rules' were not waived; and Patrolman Hicks was the Uniformed presence in the room.
After the formalities, Muscone said "So I need to get this clear: you and Jeanine were going to fake your deaths, then run away and hide somewhere."
"That was the original plan." said Burke.
"But she left home earlier that day." said Muscone. "And took her children."
"She said she was going into town to get some things... diapers and food for the kids." Burke said. "When she didn't return, I got worried. I drove into Beaver Ruin, but she wasn't there."
"You didn't try to call her." Muscone said.
"No." said Burke. "As I told Commander Troy when he interviewed me in Beaver Ruin, I knew my cell calls would be discovered if I made them. So I went home and waited."
"You didn't text? You didn't use the 'Find my iPhone' app?" Muscone said.
"Didn't think to do that." said Burke. "The app, that is. Texting is like calling."
"What bothers me," said Muscone, "is that you knew you and your wife were in danger, and you were going to fake your deaths to disappear... and when she really does disappear on you, you don't use every possible means to find her. Sorry, Mr. Burke, but that just doesn't compute."
"Well, it's the truth." said Burke. "Accept it, or prove me wrong. That's all I can say."
"It's all he will say." said his lawyer. "We're aware the the FBI likes to bully people with the 'lying to Federal agents' allegation. My client has made truthful statements to this point. If you don't agree, then we will stop the interview immediately, and you will have the burden of proving anything you don't believe to be actually true."
"We're not saying that." said Special Agent Martin Nash. "We're just trying to get the whole picture, here.
"Mr. Burke, let me ask this." said Jack Muscone, stepping over Nash's comments. "Why do you think your wife left your home much earlier, and left with the children?"
"At the time I didn't understand." said Burke. "But now I know she brought them down here, to my son, apparently to keep them safe. And that, of course, was the reason she left early: it takes three and a half hours or more to go down there and back."
"Yes sir," said Muscone, "but what I'm really asking... is why she brought her children down here and left them. The context of the question is that if she was going to disappear with you, how is she going to get them back?"
Burke paused, then went introspective as he thought about it. He then said "I don't know. I never spoke to her again, so I don't know what she had in mind."
"Mr. Burke," said Jack Muscone, "did you and your wife have any altercations, verbal or physical?"
"We did have some arguments, all verbal." said Burke. "Over the reasons we were going to run away."
"What were those reasons?" asked Muscone.
"At this point," said the wily lawyer, "I'm going to have to ask you to provide my client an immunity agreement in exchange for the details."
"We've got a small problem with that." said Jack Muscone. "We can't give you immunity for anything, when we have not exonerated you as the killer of your wife."
"What?!" snapped Michael Burke. "Are you accusing me------"
"No, Mr. Burke." said Muscone. "But we haven't exonerated you, either."
"At this point," said the lawyer, obviously liking that phrase, "you've just made my client a formal suspect. I am going to have my client conclude this interview, and if you press, I'll have him invoke."
"Let's not be hasty." said Nash. "We can------"
"Well, why not be hasty?" replied Jack Muscone, as much to Nash as the others. "If Mr. Burke won't cooperate, then he needs to invoke------"
"Jack," said Martin, "can we talk about this before continuing?" Muscone's beady black eyes peered hard at his subordinate.
Just then, there was a knock on the one-way glass, then the DepDirector opened the door. "Guys, get out here. We need to talk."
"And in my office." I said, coming up to them in the anteroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The FBI Deputy Director does not normally find himself in a local Police Commander's hot chair, but that is exactly where he was now. Martin Nash was sitting beside him, and Jack Muscone in the third hot chair, borrowed from Cindy's office. And speaking of the Green Crowbar, she was on the sofa behind them.
"Look," said Nash, "if he'd invoked, we'd have no chance of getting him to talk about Superior Bloodlines. That's what I wanted to prevent, him invoking. He could give us a lot of information on them."
"How do you know that?" asked Muscone. Nash looked over at the DepDirector, who looked at me, suddenly figuring it out.
"Oh, boy." the DepDirector said quietly. "You do know, don't you, Commander."
"I'm glad to see you're realizing it, sir." I said coldly. "What I am not glad to see is that your zeal to bust Superior Bloodlines is causing you to make some bad decisions. First, you are not trusting Jack Muscone, who is one of the best, most loyal persons you have ever been lucky enough to have working for you. Second, you apparently are not trusting me. Maybe you didn't believe me when I promised to help you take them down, but if you do want my help in doing that, you need to stop playing games with me."
"We're not playing games with you." said the DepDirector.
"You're not? And not with me, either?" Jack shot back, scorn and incredulity in his voice.
"No, they're not, at least not intentionally." I said. "So let's spell it out. Jeanine was going to meet the FBI and turn in her husband. She was supposed to meet you, Mr. Nash. Then after getting her information, you were going to go pick up Michael Burke, and indeed you would have given him an immunity deal in exchange for what he knew about Superior Bloodlines."
"But Jeanine's pursuers found her first, and they killed her." I went on. "And that complicates everything, especially for me. Jeanine is considered 'family' by me, and that's my lodestone over anything else to do with Superior Bloodlines. But I understand your motives, Mr. Director, and Martin's too. It's about family for you... isn't it?"
"How's that?" asked Jack.
"They kept us out of the loop, Jack," I said, "and tried to do things the way they did, including trying to lock down my finding out about Jeff Fuqua, the murderer of Jeanine as well as Terry Schultz, because family loyalty superseded good judgment. So... why don't I just tell the story, Mr. Director, and you correct me where I go astray, okay?"
I saw Cindy's eyes widen, then gleam as I said those words. I began:
"It was the 1960s, and what some consider to be the second Civil War was going on in the Deep South. Blacks were breaking down color barriers, including students enrolling in Ole Miss and other colleges. Whites were opposing them strongly, violently, and ways of life were at stake."
"Whites came from all over, from the North and Midwest, to stand alongside the Blacks." I continued. "One of those was a woman from Ohio... whose son and grandson are in this room now... yes, your mother, Mr. Director."
"She was giving a black student a ride home in Mississippi one night, when she was waylaid, run off the road. She and the black student were drug out of their cars, and she was thrown to the ground, her dress ripped open... and she was gang-raped by the Mississippi State Police officers than had pursued her."
"When they were done raping her, they told her to button her dress back up. But as she did, one of them put a double barreled shotgun in her face and pulled the trigger, blowing her head off." I said. "Then another of them shot the black kid in the head, or so they thought... the gun misfired and the boy was injured in the back of the head and lost his sight... but he lived to tell the FBI what had happened when they found them."
The DepDirector's head was bowed in the silence of the room. Finally, he looked up and said "My father didn't want want her to go, but she couldn't be talked out of it. I was eight years old, and I remember her leaving. My sister wasn't old enough to understand. And then I remember when the FBI came and told us they'd found her dead."
"And from that moment on, all I have wanted is to wipe those bastard racists off the face of this earth." he continued. "I vowed then to join the FBI and help them fight the white supremacists. And that is what I've done. Over time, I came to learn the true powers behind them. I've been on Wallace Bedford's tail for twenty years, then got onto Harold Malone."
"They kept promoting me, trying to distract me, give me other assignments." he said. "But I always kept my eyes on the goal. And then Griswold hired you, Commander. Griswold saw that you could defeat Malone and rid this County of the evil, but you did so much more... you found Westboro when no one else had a clue. He was behind so much of it, though for his own purposes, and you took that bastard out with very extreme prejudice." I just nodded.
"Then you helped us take them out at Providence Springs, and you've clued us in to a lot of what they were doing nationwide. They're desperate now, and we're so close. If I can take down Bedford, I can retire knowing I did my part to avenge my mother's death."
We all looked at Nash. He said "I always wanted to be in the FBI like my uncle. I don't think my mom wanted me to, though... when she told me the story about my grandmother, and that being the reason my uncle was in the FBI, I think she thought it would deter me. But it actually gave me purpose,"
"So, Commander," said the DepDirector. "I won't even ask how you know. And I know you promised to help eliminate Superior Bloodlines. But I also know you're at home here, and that you have other things to do, other crimes to solve. So yes, in our zeal, we went forward with the plan to bring both Michael Burke in without letting you know. Now how you figured out what happened there... I'm about ready to approve Mr. Muscone's requisition for firewood over that bit of black magic."
"Forget me. You better go talk to Michael Burke, make him understand the danger he is in." I said. "I do have to say one thing, though: Wallace Bedford has crossed my path and the people who I consider family's paths one too many times. When we take him out, I am going to give someone dibs on him. And that... will not be negotiable."
"Just one question." said the DepDirector as we all stood up. "Did Burke kill his wife? Or can we offer a deal?"
"I think you can give him full immunity. I said. "He's not the one. There were two men in the car that stopped behind Jeanine. One of them was Jeff Fuqua, who is now wanted for two murders."
"And the other?" asked Jack Muscone.
I gave a mirthless smile. "Time will tell on that."
The FBI Agents left the office. Cindy just looked at me. "Wow." she said. "Just wow."
I nodded. "I know how he feels, though." I said.
Part 13 - Mass Velvet
At 10:00am, still Friday, February 10th, I got a call from State Senator Moe Molinari (R-Westphalia). "Commander Troy, I have a friend, Mr. Richard Patrick, who is about to need your assistance."
I remembered Richard Patrick, whose son was killed in the 'Return of the Black Widow' case. Richard was a developer. "What's happened?" I asked.
"You'll be getting a call from SBI Director Conlan." said Molinari. "I'd very much appreciate it if you'll help us out."
"Yes, Senator, I'll do what I can." I said. Molinari said goodbye and disconnected.
Only two minutes later, I got the call from SBI Director Tom Conlan. "Don," he said, "there's a new development being built west of the City. They were clearing some land, and found six bodies... and four of them are wrapped in black velvet."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I watched as the CSI teams from Westphalia's State Crime Lab processed the bodies. Five women, one man.
"Most of these bodies are decomposed, so we're going to have to do some work in the lab to lift some fingerprints or footprints. We'll see if we get any DNA matches as well, of course." said the lead technician to the county Sheriff, who was standing with us. He'd not been happy at our arrival, but when he was called by State Senator Moe Molinari, he became very cordial and cooperative. And I tried to let him take the lead on these murders in his jurisdiction.



"The women appear to be in their thirties, at least." said the tech. "And the man looks like he was younger. I can tell that from bone development." I nodded, realizing that this was one sharp technician.
"How long have they been out here, do you think?" Cindy asked.
"Hard to tell, ma'am." said the tech. "Several months, at least. The velvet they were wrapped in was in itself wrapped in plastic. We're hoping some tests can help us pin down some timeframes with that, as well."
"Inspector," said the Sheriff, using my SBI rank in addressing me, "do these cases resemble those murders over in Nextdoor County?"
"Some." I said. "But they resemble even more some older cases we researched. More women than men, similar ages, black velvet blankets."
"Why preserve the velvet blankets?" asked the Sheriff, "but not the bodies themselves?"
"I think we have a serial killer here, Sheriff." I said. "And his motif is the black velvet. Ergo, he had it preserved in case the bodies were found. That's just an early guess, though. Ah, here comes Mr. Patrick. Hello, Mr. Patrick!"
"Hello, Commander Troy." said Patrick, shaking my hand.
"Tell me about this housing development, if you will." I said.
"It's going to be an expensive one." said Patrick. "Homes as much as one million dollars each. Mostly immigrants from India that have made fortunes in the software industry in the City. We've already sold out Phase I, and Phase II is just starting up. But it'll slow down now... we'll have to be careful to see if we dig up bodies with every excavation."
"I'm afraid that's true." I said. "This was a natural and perfect dumping ground for bodies."
"All right, Captain," I said to Cindy, "anything you want to look at before we go?"
"I do have one question before we leave." said Cindy. "Do you think the perp killed these people here, or around here? Or did he kill them nearer the City, and dump the bodies out here?"
"Good question." I said.
"I'd guess that if this is a serial killer, he killed in a more populated area." said the Sheriff. "People get noticed out here. Also, there's a Federal installation to the north, just over the State Line. It used to be a CDC research center, and who knows what else was going on in there. It's not in use, that we know of... but they keep a sharp watch over this whole area."
"That's good to know." I said. "We can check and see if they spotted anything, unusual movement."
"Son, you gotta have one hell of a clearance to get that." said the Sheriff.
"Or know some people that do." I said, then added: "And I do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office in the early afternoon of Friday, February 10th, I was compiling my data on the 'Black Velvet' killings, when the Miltons came to my office.
"Got something?" I asked.
"Maybe, sir." said Mary. "Have you ever heard of the Millwakee School?"
"Not 'Milwaukee'?" I asked.
"No sir, 'Mill-WAY-kee'." Mary replied. "Basically it was a camp for troubled teens not far from State Highway 141, the north-south road from the Nextdoor County Highway towards Lake Watchacoochie. It was the primary reason that road was built; well, the primary public reason."
"Tell me about it." I said.
"It was started in the 1970s by a City University professor named Yarborough." said Mary. "He was one of those that believed troubled youths could be rehabbed through gentle methods, such as communing with the outdoors and being given respect and empowerment. He was really big on self-empowerment, and once ran camps like Dr. Eckhart's Empowerment Camp."
"O-kay." I said.
"City University and the State tracked the results for the first few years." Mary said. "The recidivism rate was very high; most of the students sent there committed other crimes after their stay at Millwakee. City University stopped tracking the results and the State pulled funding and made judges stop sending kids there in the early 1980s. Dr. Yarborough kept the place going for another 20 years. But when he died, his kids shut it down."
"What happened to the place? The land?" I asked.
"You're getting ahead of me, sir." said Mary. "If you'll let me keep going, I'll answer that in a moment."
"Okay." I said. Yep, I'd been impatient. And yep, Mary, like Myron, didn't like that.
"One reason Millwakee was where it was, is because there was a sanitarium to the east of it. A road from the City, Farm Road 2, serviced it. It was run by the State, and they monitored the Millwakee results in the 1970s from there. Then that mental hospital, which was really a mental prison, was shut down, and all the inmates... er, 'patients'... were sent to The Asylum, which was not all that far away. That happened in the mid-1980s."
I brought up a map of the area. "Okay, I see where that sanitarium was... on the road out of the City towards the gap the road uses to get to Lake Watchacoochie, State Highway 2, then the Farm Road. And its pretty damn close to where Richard Patrick is developing his housing subdivision. Is the State facility still there?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "No more patients were sent there, but the State maintained it for another 20 years. According to some obscure and well-buried State records, the maintenance stopped and the facility totally abandoned... within two months of Millwakee closing."
"Yes, I'm impatient here... does the State still own that land?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "They owned a lot more land, as well, but began selling it off in small bits to private individuals, most of whom built houses. That development that Mr. Patrick is building was on what was State-owned land, bought in bits by different persons, then bought by Northeast Regional Development Corporation, which is Mr. Patrick's company. The State, that being the Department of Prisons, objected to the development, but a judge ruled that the private landowners who bought from the State were bound by a no-development clause, but when they sold and those contracts had no such clause, the new owners could develop the land."
"End-around on that." I said. "Someone who is supporting Mr. Patrick knew the law very well, and helped him get around the State's intent to not have that land developed." And as I sat there, I realized the name of the prestigious State Senator who was behind Mr. Patrick.
"Yes sir." said Mary. "Where it gets interesting is that someone bought the Millwakee land, and that entity is not related to any of the others that bought State land over the years. Patrick's company apparently offered a bid to the State for the land, thinking it was State property, and the State replied with the owner company's name. That company is named 'Power Properties, LLC.'. The property is further wrapped in a trust. Hoops of legal steel, sir."
"Okay, that is all excellent information." I said. "Anything else?"
"Sir, the State's records on the sanitarium facility look somewhat like The Asylum's did back when they were hiding people, and hiding records of births." said Mary. "Spotty at best. Also, a lot of stuff is off-limits under the Medical Privacy laws. The Millwakee records were never put to digital preservation, and no one knows where the paper records are. The family of Dr. Yarborough said they never saw any. City University likewise claims ignorance."
"But, sir," Mary said, a smile forming on her face, "I did find one little record, through the City Police. One girl basically walked out of Millwakee, as their security was lax. She managed to get to the City and to their western Precinct's office, where she claimed that Millwakee students were being taken to the sanitarium and experimental drugs used on them. This was in the mid-1990s, well after the sanitarium stopped taking in patients."
Mary continued: "The City Police took the girl to Child Protective Services, and also contacted the SBI to investigate. They sent all their paperwork to the storage facility. They also digitized the initial police report and sent that in, which included an index of the other paperwork.. It was an experimental project at the time, and later a new system was chosen when they went to digitization full-time. So that record was preserved. Everything else... disappeared. No record with the City Police... they even searched the paper records for me. No record with the SBI; we hacked that, of course."
"And the girl?" I asked.
"Disappeared." said Mary. "CPS returned her to State custody, as an escaped criminal. I found a record of a Court hearing that rescinded her plea deal that allowed her to go to Millwakee. She was a juvie, but I was able to get into her records. They stop after that Court hearing. She was never put in a Juvie Prison, she was not returned to Millwakee as their records say she was returned to State custody after an 'escape attempt'. As far as records go, she simply disappeared off the face of the earth.
"And buried beneath the face of the earth, if I don't miss my guess." I said. "This is incredibly good work, Mary."
"Oh, my man helped me, sir." Mary replied, giving Myron praise. "And it was David Krueger that got people to look up paper records for us."
"Hmmm," I said, "How well did you cover your tracks in getting all this?" I asked.
Myron said "They'll never find our extracurricular looks into medical, CPS, and Juvie records, sir. But a great deal of it was simply accessing public records. We have some firewall protection, and if they even see our access, they'd have to work to see who was accessing the records. But a very determined someone, who knew where to look all the way around... would ultimately be able to find out that it was the TCPD."
"Okay." I said. "What about that facility just north of the State line... the Federal facility?"
"Nothing yet, sir." said Myron. "We've been pursuing the embarrassment of riches regarding the sanitarium material, and haven't really had time to look at the Federal level..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Cindy was meeting with the Chief.
"We have prob-lummmm, Ms. Ross." said the Chief in his office. "Members of the Town & County Council, State Rep. Billy Williams's office, State Senator Katherine Woodburn's office, and U.S. Congressman Gary A. Condor's office... all have received inquiries into Walnut Prep. In turn, all of these politicians are asking the Sheriff and myself what we are doing to investigate allegations of sexual relations between students and their teachers at that Institution."
"Well, Chief, Commander Troy has recused himself from any involvement with the prep school part of the investigation." Cindy said. "We executed warrants to get Lenora and Rob's clothing. The State Crime Lab is running tests now, but so far I don't think they've found a thing."
"Soooooo, Ms. Ross," said the Chief, "what are you going to do to investigate the allegations of sexual impro-PRI-ety?"
"Do we have a formal complaint to act upon?" Cindy asked. "Until then, it can sit on the back burner. It's obvious now that Lenora and Rob were killed by a serial killer that's been operating for a while."
"Or a copycat that has used those methods to mask his purpose for killing those two... keeping the salacious secrets buried." said the Chief. "No, I'm sorry, but you'll have to begin pushing on this one. The Medical Examiner has to go to Child Protective Services; she can no longer delay. So the formal inquiry will come soooooonnnnn...."
"Okay, Chief." said Cindy. "And speaking of formal inquiries, Coldiron and I have our Board of Inquiry meetings today, at City Hall."
"You got Union reps, at least?" asked the Chief.
"Yes sir."
Part 14 - Bringing The Heat
"And this is why we need a strong SBI to take over cases like these." said Katherine Woodburn.
She was in a meeting room at the State Capitol, with Representatives Justin Madoff, Wilson Hammonds, and Billy Williams, State Senators Sean Stockton and Dick Langdon, Governor Jared and SBI Director Tom Conlan.
"No ma'am," said Conlan. This shows why the SBI Reserve Program is so good. Reserve Inspector Troy is coordinating the State-wide investigation himself, while local LEOs work on each crime scene."
"That's where you're wrong." said Langdon, his shrill voice not matching his tall, lanky figure. "This should be in the regular SBI's hands, coordinating everything, and the locals supporting the SBI investigation. Commander Troy should be having no part of this, except investigating that school for improper sexual contacts between students and their teachers."
"The City will never agree to work with the SBI." said Conlan. "Nor would Nextdoor County, and I need not even mention how the Iron Crowbar feels about it. The SBI Reserve is the practical solution."
"I agree." said the Governor, who looked a lot more invigorated since making the government shutdown stance a few days prior. "I also will remind all of you that a case like this normally should be handed to the FBI, and it may yet be turned over to them."
"But then there's the part about Walnut Prep." said Katherine Woodburn. "One of their teachers has been shown to have had sex with one of their students. And that has to be investigated. Donald Troy has actually recused himself from it, saying he knows Headmaster Meadows and his wife Claire personally, and too well. What that really means is that the Troys and the Meadows are swingers in the same club, but I digress... this is exactly the type of thing we need a strong SBI for."
"My reply is the same." said Conlan. "We could bring Reservists from another part of the State, who are disinterested and can investigate impartially, and working with other State Agencies and the local LEOs... in this case sans Commander Troy. But ultimately, if there is impropriety at Walnut Prep, then it would be a local jurisdiction case where any crimes are concerned."
"What do you think, Wilson?" Katherine asked, putting Hammonds on the spot. The Jared supporters had been hammering him on the State Fox News channels for his attempts to cave to the Democrats.
"I don't know, Katherine." said Hammonds. "I think you have a better argument with drug interdiction; this Walnut Prep case could go either way. And the Governor is right: if this is a serial killer case, it likely should be in Fed hands."
"So," said the Governor, "once again we get nowhere. Are you Democrats really willing to continue this charade?"
"Are you, Governor?" shot back Katherine. And then something nagged at her... the Governor's face looked confident, just a shade too confident. Something was up. And it did not take the Iron Crowbar's powers for Katherine to realize that it was the Iron Crowbar who was up to something.
"Let's adjourn for the day." said Wilson Hammonds. Everyone got up to leave.
As Katherine Woodburn left with Justin Madoff, she whispered "I think the Iron Crowbar is up to something. We need to distract him again."
"I think we have the means to do so." said Madoff. "A Board of Inquiry in his County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After a delicious double-cheeseburger lunch at the Cop Bar, Jack Muscone came over to my Headquarters with me. As we sat in my office, I brought him up to speed on the serial killer case.
"There's a Federal installation just north of the State Line." I said. "I tried accessing it as an FBI consultant; no joy. I asked my lovely wife to see what she could find out through the CIA and her continuing capacity as a consultant with them. She found out that they did tests on nuclear materials in the 1950s; they had an installation like that in Dawsonville, Georgia, as well. Those were shut down years ago; now all of that is done at the facility at Oak Ridge, Tennessee."
"Meanwhile," I continued, "my wife could find out nothing else. But I do know from a confidential source that radio transmissions go in and out of there, mostly in 'blurps' in the wee hours of the night."
"Marvin Milton, Myron's father?" said Muscone. I kept my face set, giving nothing away. "He is going to get fucked with, one day."
"Anyone fucks with him, and they'll have me coming after them." I said severely.
"I hear ya." said Muscone. "But the CIA does not like the man, and they don't like your Mouseketeers too much better. Your guys are too good for their own good."
"They better keep their fucking distance from my people." I said, my voice even darker. So, can you help me find out what's going on up there? I only want to know if they could help get some info on our serial killer, who has been operating in that area."
"I understand." said Muscone. "I'll see what I can do, but don't expect too much. Things are really sensitive in this whole region, over Jeanine's murder, the Michael Burke situation... he's afraid for his other family, and right now won't talk to us... and whatever Superior Bloodlines is planning to do."
"They should also consider what the militant blacks are going to do." I said. "Those recent demonstrations were meant to be tests to show our resolve, but also to show our hand. The first demonstration stayed north, the second one was in two parts... they think I won't notice what they're doing, but of course I do."
"Think T-Square is up to something?" asked Muscone.
"Him and Jasmine Nix and Big Ice." I replied. "They met again last weekend, in Los Angeles. And by the way, I might be going to L.A. myself in a few days, but for other reasons. Think you can talk to Clark Webster for me?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wayne LaCroix had graying hair, a thick gray mustache, a pudgy face and body, and he looked like he was perpetually drunk. His suit did not fit him very well, either, further giving him a loutish posture.
He looked up as four people came into the room. "I told you not to contact the Union about this." LaCroix said angrily.
"You don't have the authority to issue that order." replied Captain Cindy Ross, wearing her semi-formal Police jacket with ribbons, and the Medal of Valor around her neck. "We're entitled to Union representation."
"And they're getting it." said the rep from the Police Captain's Union. "We find your attempt to deny these Police Officers their rights to be... disturbing."
"I don't care." said LaCroix. "The record will show that you Officers disobeyed my instructions, and therefore can be held in contempt for not obeying the subpoena."
"It's an unlawful order." replied Cindy. "I actually have the authority to arrest you for sending that letter." That got LaCroix's attention. He muttered something to himself, then said "You're not arresting me until this interview is over. Have a seat, everyone."
"We also want to know what this is about." said the Police Union Rep, here to represent Lieutenant Wes Masters. "Your vagueness in the letter and your refusal to answer our follow-up questions, both verbally and in writing, are also violating our Police Officers' rights."
"Good grief." said LaCroix. "Okay, what this is about is the excessive use of force by Captain Teresa Croyle in violently arresting peaceful protestors, and also trespassing onto State grounds in pursuing those peaceful protestors."
No one said anything, and the continuing silence in the room was getting awkward. "Well?" snarled LaCroix, "what do you have to say about it, Captain Ross?"
"Nothing." replied Cindy. "Captain Croyle is not my subordinate, nor I hers. Nor do our paths cross in that matter you described. That also goes for Lieutenant Masters."
"Well," drawled LaCroix, "you've worked for years with Captain Croyle, so your input is needed in this Board of Inquiry."
"Your request for their input on anything but the facts of actual actions," said the Police Captain Union rep, "calls for speculation and would be heresay at best. I am advising Captain Ross to not answer such speculative questions."



"Ditto that for Lt. Masters." said the Police Union Rep.
"Well, you Union guys are mighty hostile today, arentcha?" drawled LaCroix, trying to smile and sound friendly and joking. He was met with total seriousness, and silence.
"Mr. LaCroix," said the Police Captain Union rep, finally breaking the awkwardness, "this whole thing is already out of line. No one did anything wrong; the Police had the right to hotly pursue the violent troublemakers back onto Campus."
"I will also say this:" he continued. "If and when you bring Captain Croyle, Commander Troy, or Chief Moynahan in to be questioned, I will be right here as their reps, also. And I can assure you that all of their rights will be protected. I don't know if it's because you're new, or if you're up to something, but this getting out of line, and out of hand. Let's go, guys."
With that, the four of them got up and left the room, leaving LaCroix by himself. He wasn't fazed; there were more Boards of Inquiry coming... and the real target was the Iron Crowbar, of course.
Part 15 - Maneuvers In The Night
As Laura and I slept at 2:00am, Saturday, February 11th, her magnificent ass pressing into my abs and groin, the cellphone went off. It was an alarm.
It was neither my personal nor Police cellphone, though. It was Laura's personal cellphone, and the alarm was notifying her that the Psychology Building alarms had been triggered.
Bowser was barking furiously, and I went down the hallway to hush him up. Amazingly, Carole had not awakened. I pulled her covers over her to her upper chest, told Bowser to get in his basket (he complied), then came back to the bedroom.
"You're about to get an alarm, too, darling." Laura said. Sure enough, my Police cellphone began going off, and I stopped it immediately. Bowser did not bark.
I called Headquarters, and the Duty Desk told me that the backdoor of the Psychology Building, facing north and nearest the parking lot, had been jimmied open. Campus Police had gone in, but found no one.
"Okay, I'll be right there." I said. "Call Captain Ross, and tell her to bring night vision gear and all her armor and meet me there."
"I need to go, too." said Laura. "I'll keep back, but I need to be there... my alarm was not only for the building, but the secret basement."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the backdoor, there were a number of Campus Police officers, including Lt. Bill Hanson in plainclothes, having been rousted out of bed. Also there were Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton, wearing heavy armor.
"No one in the building, sir." said Rudistan. "Every door that was not locked was tried, and we also used an infrared camera to get heat signatures. Nothing in there but a few computers left on and the water heater."
"Where are we getting infrared cameras from?" I asked.
"Gift from the FBI, sir." said Rudistan. "They say it was for you finding their drone. I'm not asking questions."
"Then I sure won't." I said. "Okay, since this is my wife's office building, and since she's right behind you, I can tell you that only Captain Ross and I can go in for the moment. Only come running if we call you, or if you hear shots fired."
With that, I put on my night vision goggles and helmet, then led the way inside in the manner of clearing a building. Cindy was right behind me.
I went into the janitor closet, and activated the secret door in the wall. It opened. The elevator inside was still dead; it had not been re-activated since the night we found Dr. Heinz's body below. But there were stairs behind the elevator. I turned on my blacklight, which was faintly purple, but gave good vision to these night-vision goggles, and I slowly went down the stairs.
Getting to the bottom, I peered down the long hallway. There was nothing in the pitch blackness, and the night-vision devices picked up nothing. Cindy whispered right in my ear "No infrared, either." I nodded and moved down the hallway, Cindy covering. I thrust my arms, holding my gun, into the main lab room, then looked around. It was empty.
I crouched down, taking a defensive posture in the doorway. Cindy moved past me, into the office behind the lab, then she took a defensive posture as I went in and cleared the bedroom by the office, the last room needing searching.
"All clear." I said out loud. I turned on a light switch as I took off my night-vision goggles. The light came on. I looked at the wall where the passage to the clock tower had been, and had been sealed up by me.
"No signs of anything in here." said Cindy, shining a fluorescent light on the floor. "Just our footprints. But there's other footprints from the stairs we came down into the main lab, and around this office area."
We went back in the main lab, looking around. It was eerie in its silence, with the fume hoods not working.
"Yep, someone's been here. I said. "Check out the wall over near the fume hoods." Cindy looked, seeing the gaping holes in the wall. Heavy powder was on the floor below.
"Looks like there may have been a wall safe in here." said Cindy. "Or at least a box to hide things. It was ripped out."
"Yes, but there was nothing in it." I replied.
"How do you know?" Cindy asked incredulously.
"Because I found that box many months ago, and yes it was just a thin aluminum box with a passcode to unlock it." I replied. "There was nothing in it then, either."
"So what is this about?" Cindy asked. "It reminds me of the Westboro home break-in."
"That's exactly what it's about." I said. "Whoever came in here was looking for the recipes for Ned's drugs, which is what they were hoping to find in Westboro's home, and in Thomas P. Cook's office, which once was Henry R. Wargrave's."
"And your home, the Cabin?" asked Cindy. "Will they try there?"
"I doubt it." I said. Just then, we heard footsteps coming down the hall.
"Don?" called out my wife's voice. "You there?"
"In here." I said. Laura came into the lab room and made the connection easily.
"Someone after Ned's drugs?" she said.
"Yep." I said. "Or recipes for them. Which, as you know, don't exist any longer. They trashed this place like they trashed your office a while back."
"Think it's Melina?" asked Cindy, causing Laura to look up at my cousin sharply.
"No." I said.
"If it's her," Laura said, "then it's in spite of my telling her there was nothing here, and even letting her look around to her heart's content. By the way, darling, how much does Captain Ross know about this?"
"Everything." I said. "She has a Top Secret clearance, but I would've told her most of it anyway. I also told her about the rescue mission to get you back, and Sergei Molotov's most timely demise and how that was accomplished."
"And I'm very happy that succeeded and you are okay, Laura." Cindy said.
"Thank you. And I understand." said Laura. "Now let's get the hell out of here before everyone upstairs and outside comes in for us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said Cindy, "at least that was fun and exciting, clearing a pitch-dark underground passage with the finest shooters in the CIA possibly waiting for us."
We were now in my office, having come to Headquarters after wrapping up the intrusion into the Psychology Building. Laura had inventoried her office and clinic, and found nothing disturbed, as well. Other professors would be asked to do the same at a more respectable hour of the morning.
"True." I said, also still feeling the rush from the danger. "So if not Melina... who? And by the way, I do think Melina was behind the Westboro home party and the trashing of Laura's office."
"Just one more thing for us to have to look at." said Cindy. "Don?"
Cindy's comment had me going into a reverie. "Yes... for us to look at... and distract us. Oh shit! Where is Michael Burke staying?"
"Uh, his townhouse, which is near the River Valley subdivision." Cindy replied. I was already using an app to ping Burke's cellphone... and finding none. Anywhere. As in anywhere on Earth.
"C'mon, let's go!" I said, getting up and tearing out of my office.
Cindy struggled to keep up with me as I ran down the hall to the Duty Desk. The Sergeant and Patrolman looked up at us as we rounded the curve a bit hastily.
"Sir?" asked the Sergeant.
"Get on the radio." I said. "Send patrol units to Michael Burke's home." I gave them the address. "Radio back if there is the slightest abnormality there."
I told Cindy to get her armor and I went and got mine. Then we headed out in my Police SUV, blue lights burning.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The door is cracked open, sir." said Sergeant Rudistan, who'd been driving nearby when the alarm went out. "We're waiting for backup before going in." Just then, two other Patrol cruisers came up.
"You've got backup." I said. "Go!"
Rudistan went in first, followed by Morton. Standing in the doorway, I heard "Clear!" then "Clear!' as they went through the rooms. Then... "Got something!"
A moment later, Rudistan was at the door. "Come on in, Commander. It's bad."
"Crap." I muttered as I followed Rudistan to the second bedroom, which had been made into an office for Michael and Jeanine.
In the middle of the room was a chair. Sitting on that chair was Michael Burke, with his eyes closed. Draped around his shoulders was a shawl of black velvet. On the floor, next to the chair and under his right hand, was a revolver, a .357 Magnum. And on his temple, right in front of his ear, was the entry hole of a bullet wound.
Michael Burke was dead.
To be continued.
Conclusion is next. Not all answers will be given, but puppy points for figuring out what is going on...
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Part 16 - The Crime Scene
4:00am, Saturday, February 11th. We were at the townhouse of the now-deceased Michael Burke.
"The neighbors are either irritated or enormously curious, sir." said Sergeant Rudistan. "But no one in this building nor the ones in the area heard a shot. Not even any reports of a slamming door or car backfire."
"I'm not surprised." I said. "Detective Davis! Welcome to your first case. Tell me about this crime scene!" Detective Jerome Davis had been called in by me, and had arrived quickly. I wanted to see how he'd react, and so far, so good: he had some nerves, of course, but he was also excited about getting this crack at a case, and he showed confidence, as well.
"Good grief." said Davis, looking closely at the entry wound. Then he went around to the exit wound, then looked around on the floor, and then the far wall, where there was a small hole. He then went and looked at the hole in the wall more closely, and the floor below it.
"Sir, there are two exit holes, side by side, you can see them if you look." said Jerome. "There's no blood on the floor on the left side of the body, and there should be some if he was shot right there. And that hole on the wall looks like it was scraped or punched out... too much dust on the floor beneath it."
"And that means?" I asked the young Detective.
"Sir, I don't think he was shot where he's sitting now." said Davis.
"Captain Ross," I said, "that is excellent work by Detective Davis." Cindy nodded and gave Jerome a little smile. "Anything else, Davis?"
"Not without touching stuff, sir." said Jerome. "Did I miss anything?"
"Not really." I said. "I'm noticing two things: First, if Michael had shot himself and was holding the gun loosely enough that it came out of his hand, then the backfire should've pushed the gun away from the chair. If he was death-gripping it enough to keep holding it, he should still be holding it. The gun right were it is doesn't quite fit either category."
"Also," I went on, "maybe the first shot was from a small-caliber gun, maybe a .22 Magnum auto-pistol with silencer attached, and the second one by the .357 magnum. If that had been reversed, the second bullet would've followed the first's path, since it's smaller and would've bounced off the edges of the wound channel. As it is, the second bullet dug out fresh material and slightly altered its path. But that is damn good seeing that second wound, Davis."
"It's really that fake hole in the wall that got me, sir." said Davis. "Why fake that? except to complete the picture they wanted us to see, maybe..."
At that moment, Martha the M.E. arrived. "Body is still warm." She said. "Wound is... what the heck?" She began noticing the exit wounds.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." Todd said quietly as he looked at his father's face. Michael was now in a body bag on a gurney, and I'd allowed my nephew to look when he arrived. It was now 4:40am.
Todd turned his head and put his hand over his eyes. "First Jeanine, and now my dad." he said. "Who is doing this, Uncle Don?"
"I'm not sure," I said, "but I don't think your dad's killers are the same as Jeanine's killers. Maybe connected to the same group, though."
Just then, Jack Muscone and Martin Nash arrived. "We just heard about it." Muscone said. "What happened? Wasn't he being guarded?"
"He wasn't shot here." I said. "You can check the Crime Lab photos and video, and you'll see what Detective Davis saw." Muscone looked at digital photographs as I explained what had happened.
"So... where was he killed? When? And why?" Nash asked.
"Why is easy: to keep him from talking to the FBI." I said. "When? Recently, as in earlier this morning. Where? No... frickin'... idea."
"Sir," Cindy said, "Myron just called. All cameras in the area blanked out earlier, as did those in River Valley subdivision. So maybe they had some kind of camera-jamming device, and took Michael to the golf course there."
"Interesting." I said to myself. Then to Cindy I said "That's very possible."
"What about the black velvet, sir?" asked Cindy. I looked at the shawl, which had no blood on it, and was now in an evidence bag.
"It's a dodge." I said. "But it was a stupid thing to do... this shows that someone with knowledge of the black velvet cases did this, either to get in my face, get my attention, or mislead me. Well, they have my attention."
"Why do you think that, sir?" asked Cindy.
"Detective Davis, why do I think that?"
"Because there was no blood on the shawl?" offered Davis. "It was put on him after they put him on the chair. That's all I can see."
"I don't know if it's beginner's luck," I said, "but you are batting one thousand today, Davis. Here, hold this." I handed him the red crowbar. Davis looked stunned. Still he examined the red crowbar, tapped it in his hands.
"Feels good, sir." Davis said.
"You may get one just like it if you keep this up." I replied. I saw Cindy go over and fist-bump Jermaine.
"This is... awful." said Detective Nash. "The Director is going to tan my hide over this."
"No, I'm not." said the Deputy Director of the FBI as he came into the room. "But I do want to know what happened, and how they got to him."
"Sir," I said, "let me and my people wrap this scene up, and then we'll talk about it in my office, or over breakfast, whichever you prefer."
"You're getting to be like Tanya Perlman." Cindy said. "Eating after looking at a crime scene like this." Jack Muscone laughed about as heartily as I'd ever heard him laugh. The DepDirector looked as if the joke had gone over his head.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to the Country Breakfast Diner, arriving just before it opened. Jack Colby let us in, anyway. While waiting in the private back room for the food to get out, I told the FBI Agents what was going on."
"Captain Ross and I got an alert that the Psychology Building alarm had gone off. Since that is where my wife's office is, we went down there and searched the place. Once again, it was probably perps looking for Ned's drugs... but not finding them, as they no longer exist. Fortunately, there was no damage; I think we got there pretty early."
"Anyway," I continued, "we can now say that was a distraction. While we were busy, someone managed to get Michael Burke to leave his home without telling anyone, and they took off with him, using some device to kill all our cameras."
Cindy had been well-taught to never mention our own bug-killer devices, so she said nothing as I continued: "So they shot him, twice, with different guns, then took his body and one of the guns back to his apartment."
"And nobody saw anything." said the Deputy Director.
"It's possible that all the streetlights were taken out, as well as the cameras." Cindy said.
"That's a good thought." I said.
"Do I get to hold the red crowbar?" Cindy asked, perhaps jokingly.
"Of course not." I replied witheringly. "That's why I gave you the green one. Jerome surprised me at how good he was. I know you're that good." Cindy blushed, but smiled happily at the compliment.
"What bothers me," said the DepDirector, "is that this man was in danger, and he knew it. We gave him one of those 'life-alert' type buttons he could push, like the one you have in your belt, Don. Why didn't he press it?"
"Maybe he did." Jack Muscone said.
"Those things cut through just about any dampening field, as the Commander well knows." said the DepDirector. "We also had surveillance on the townhouse. So what does that tell, you, Don?"
"It tells me you are thinking he snuck out willingly." I said. "And you want me to agree with that hypothesis. And right now, I don't have anything to suggest disagreement. By the way, your guys watching the back of the townhouses... it's almost impossible to really watch. It'd be easy enough to sneak in or out... and even to carry a body into the place."
"Yes, I know." said the DepDirector.
"What about that velvet shawl?" asked Muscone. "We've been monitoring those murder cases, and are looking to see if any similar ones occurred outside your State. You don't think this is related to them?"
"Only in that I'm investigating those cases, and the shawl was left just for my benefit." I said. "I don't believe the same person nor group is behind the Black Velvet serial killings and also the Burke killings."
The DepDirector was sitting there, lost in thought. Cindy's eyebrows arched up as she watched him; now I knew how it felt to watch someone else go into a reverie. Finally, he came out of it and looked over at me.
"Sir?" I asked.
"Commander, let's you and I speak outside while these guys eat." said the DepDirector. We went straight out the back door, which was normally only an emergency exit.
Once outside, the DepDirector said "One other thing just occurred to me. Maybe whoever came to pick up Burke told him that he could go avenge his son Jack's death, maybe by attacking your wife."
I nodded. "It's a thought, sir." I said. "But I think he'd be skeptical if it was someone pretending to be the FBI and then saying that."
"My point exactly." said the DepDirector. "Your wife was distracted along with you, since it was her office that was broken into and the alarm set off. Then they go and get Burke."
"I can raise a lot of objections to this, sir." I said. "But since we're out here alone, let me ask you to consider that if someone came to his door, flashed an FBI badge and said they were taking him and Todd to safety because of a possible threat, and maybe that threat is from a former CIA Deputy Director... he might go with them, and not press the panic button."
"And that means?"
"You have a mole, a traitor, within your FBI ranks, Mr. Director." I said.
Part 17 - Maximum Coverage
Although I did not want to do it, I felt the need to give a Press Conference. I thought I would get questions about Michael Burke. But then I realized that I should not be surprised that the Press was only interested in sex and scandal.
"Commander, are teachers and students having sex at Walnut Prep?" yelled Priya Ajmani in the Press Room.
"I have no idea." I said. "And I'm not investigating that, though others are."
John Hardwood then bulled his way in: "But the autopsy report shows Ms. Holmes and Rob Dortmund had sex. So aren't you lying when you answered Priya's question that way."
"Listen, jerk, if you accuse me of lying again, I'll have you thrown out of my Police Station." I said angrily. "Or maybe I'll arrest you." That shocked the room into near-silence.
"But just so we're clear, here." I said, raising my voice to make sure all could hear, "it is my belief, based upon the autopsy of this case as well as other Black Velvet cases we've found, that Rob Dortmund and Lenora Holmes were kidnapped and forced to have sex. So you cannot reasonably extrapolate from the forced sex that any other teachers or students are having sex at Walnut Prep nor anywhere else... and it would be dishonest journalism to make that extrapolation and say it on the air. In fact, it might be libel. I know you in the Media don't care if what you report is the truth or not, and one day you'll be made to pay in Court for your lies. But you can't say I haven't told you on this matter."
After a moment of hatred-filled silence, Priya finally stepped up to ask: "So you're saying that students and teachers are not having sex at Walnut Prep?"
"You're trying to put words into my mouth that I neither said or implied." I replied. "And I'm getting a bit tired of KSTD's dishonest journalism and attempt to ask trick questions here. Okay, someone besides KSTD want to ask an honest question?" The room remained quiet... as if they didn't know what an 'honest question' was.
Finally Bettina Wurtzburg spoke up: "So, Commander, you believe these black velvet cases are a serial killer at work?"
"Yes, Bettina." I said. "We're just beginning to uncover past murders with similar patterns. As we develop the cases we'll know more."
"Commander, Tim Sioban, KSB News in the City." shouted Tim. I nodded at him. "A number of these black velvet cases have been found to be around the City. Do you think the Black Velvet Killer is from the City, or in it now?"
"I don't know." I said. "I would caution residents of the City and its suburbs to be careful, though. Now that this is coming out in the news, this serial killer may strike again, just to get more publicity for himself."
"You're sure it's a man?" sneered John Hardwood. "Your last serial killer was the Black Widow, a woman, who killed one of your cops." I heard muffled gasps from the room. Hardwood had stepped over the line, even by the media's standards (such as they are).
"I'd say from the semen in Lenora Holmes's vagina that this serial killer is a man." I replied, not rising to Hardwood's bait. "Yes, Bettina?"
Bettina asked "Commander, a black velvet shawl was found wrapped around Michael Burke's body. Is he considered one of the serial killer cases?"
"It's way too early to draw such conclusions." I said. "But I will say that his death does not fit the serial killer's patterns."
"What are those patterns?" asked Meredith Peller.
"Obviously I cannot and will not talk about details like that, especially at this early stage." I said. "Only that people need to be aware of their surroundings."
"Commander," said Priya, "were Jeanine Burke and Michael Burke killed by the same person or persons?"
"I don't know, Priya." I said. "If I did, that would mean I knew who they were, and I'd be going after them now instead of standing here talking to you."
"The FBI was supposed to be protecting Michael Burke." said John Hardwood. "And they obviously failed at their job. Can you elaborate on that?"
"I don't accept the premises of your question, and you'll have to ask them about anything to do with their role regarding Mr. Burke." I replied.
"Sir, is Michael Burke's son Todd a potential target of these killers?" asked Meredith Peller. "After all, wasn't there an assassination attempt upon him last year?"
"There was an attempt last year, but we believe that was Pastor Raymond Westboro's work." I replied. "We have advised Mr. Todd Burke to take precautions, and he is doing so, but we do not believe there is a specific threat against Todd Burke nor his family."
"Does that family include you, Commander?" snarled John Hardwood. "Are you a possible target?"
"As much as you hope that is true, Mr. Hardwood," I said, "I tend to doubt it. But if you want to be hired as my personal bodyguard and take a bullet for me, we can arrange that."
That offended Hardwood and the Media snowflakes, and pretty much concluded the press conference.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Those Media people are absolutely dis-gust-ing." said Chief Moynahan as we sat in his office, along with Della Harlow.
"But useful." I said. "Walnut Prep now has some counter to the Media's attempts to generate a scandal."
"Might not make a difference." said Della. "It is very unlikely that any proof of sexual relations between students and teachers will come up, unless someone snitches, and so far every person that has been questioned has immediately taken the Fifth. Parents are also strongly objecting to us talking to their minor children without their permission, which they aren't giving."
"But the problem," Della continued, "is that people aren't waiting for the proof. Over one third of Walnut Prep's students have been taken out of the school and are enrolling at other schools now, and I'd expect a lot more to follow. The Walnut Prep people can't sustain themselves at those loss rates."
"True." I said. "It's likely this will kill them. They'll have to close their doors, maybe start again elsewhere under a new name."
"Okayyyyy," said the Chief. "So, this serial killer... this won't be solved today, will it, Mr. Crowbarrrr?"
"No sir." I said. "I have the bad feeling that we're just getting started on this one..."
Part 18 - A Matter of Family
On Sunday, February 12th, Todd and Barry Oliver went down to State Women's Prison, where Todd told Eleanor Burke that Michael Burke was dead. Teresa kept the kids at The Cabin, along with Cindy and Molly and her boys. Laura and my mom kept Carole and Jim at the Mountain Nest, along with Buddy and Bowser. It had been generally decided to minimize contact between little Jack Burke and Bowser... too much mutual dislike, there.
As for me, I was flying west in an FBI-provided jet, similar to the ones of superlative comfort that my wife had provided us in the past when such transportation was needed. With me was FBI Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster, head of the Missing Persons Bureau in our region.
"We'll have a couple of Agents from the L.A. Missing Persons Bureau join us when we get there." said Clark. "And you said you have a couple of friends in the LAPD?"
"Yes." I said. "Both used to work with me in the TCPD. As it's their jurisdiction, they'll take the lead in getting the kid back, then the FBI can cover it when we bring him home."
"And we got the warrant from the Federal Judge, as well." said Webster.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were met at the airport by Lieutenant Claire Michaels of the LAPD's Major Crimes Division. Our MCD encompasses all non-Vice crimes; theirs is for the really big stuff. Claire came up and gave me a very warm hug, which I returned.
"You're looking great!" I said.
"So are you, Commander." Claire said, then added with a grin: "And rocking Captain Ross's world in the Police Boxing Matches, I heard." I could not help but smile at that.
"Ah yes, bucket list item crossed off." I said. "So how is LA?"
"Very exciting." Claire said. "It's Sunday, but some of my people will be in the office, and they want to meet you."
"Uh oh." I said. "You didn't tell them all the bad stories, did you?" Claire laughed.
"Maybe a few." she said.
I introduced Clark Webster, who then said he was going to the FBI offices to check in with their people. Claire and I went to LAPD's headquarters.
Once admitted to the controlled areas, Claire brought me in to an open area with a lot of desks. Our MCD, but much bigger.
"This is Lieutenant Tal Shiarr, our I.T. and Data expert." Claire said. I shook hands with a bald Asian man, very tall for an Asian at that.
"And this is Lieutenant Provino, who's the boss of bosses around here." said Claire. Provino was short, stocky, had graying hair, and his way of talking reminded me of Chief Moynahan.
"Ah, so at last we meet the famous Iron Crow-barrrr." said Provino. "Oh yes, we heard about that Moriarty type fellow you took down... solved about six of our outstanding cases out here."
"Glad I could help." I said.
"Oh, and you know this ball of fire." said Claire. I barely had enough time to brace for impact when Lorena Rose practically jumped into my arms.
"Commander! Its so good to see you!" Lorena said as she hugged me. I hugged her back.
"You too, Lorena." I said. "And what, Detective Sergeant now?"
"And up for Lieutenant soon." said Claire. "In Vice, though."



"And this is our Captain, Mary Raytheon." said Claire. A tallish, prim woman was coming up to us. She was attractive but rather severe looking, and wore rather thick glasses. Her legs weren't bad, though. (Not that I was looking, of course ;o) ).
"Ah, so nice to meet you, Commander." said Captain Raytheon. "Lieutenant Michaels has kept us apprised of everything you've done in your State."
"Only the good things, I hope." I said as I shook her hand.
"Of course." she said. "So Lieutenant Michaels, you're going on this raid after dark?"
"Yes ma'am." said Claire.
"And Commander Troy is working as part of the FBI on this?" asked the Captain.
"Yes ma'am."
"Fine." said the Captain. "Keep me in the loop on everything." She then went back to her office.
"So, Commannderrr," said Lt. Provino, "where does your rank fit amongst ours?"
"My Police Force is much smaller than yours." I said. "I'm second-in-command, after the Chief. Operations Officer, if you will. Our Deputy Chief is like the XO."
"We have a 'Commander' rank, too." said Lt. Tal Shiarr. "It's up there, but it's not quite as high as our Deputy Chiefs and the Chief.
I saw the whiteboards on the wall of their office space. "To the extent you can tell me, what are you guys working on?"
"White supremacy group, at the moment." said Claire.
"Oh?" I asked, surprised. "I've been working with the FBI on one of those, too." That generated some interest.
"These guys have been trying to smuggle arms and explosives through the Port of LA." said Claire. "We find a number of the scruffy redneck types, but then we've found a very well-organized business group behind them. Bankers, lawyers, businessmen and -women. And they're starting to run for political offices, like Pastor Westboro was on the Town Council."
"Interesting." I said. "This background group have a name?" Everyone looked uncomfortable for a minute, then Claire spoke up.
"It's okay, guys." she said. "Commander Troy may know more than we do about some of it. He's been working with the Feds."
"You'll have to exxx-cuse us, Commander, if it seems like we're not trusting you." said Provino.
"I fully understand." I said. "But maybe I can help." I walked up to the whiteboards and looked them over, feeling the eyes on me. Finally I pointed to three people, who were nowhere close to each other on the boards. "Check these three out for connections to each other."
"They're pretty small fish." said Lt. Shiarr.
"That's what they want you to think." I said. Shiarr went to his computer. Claire Michaels was already on hers.
"What are we looking for?" asked Shiarr.
"See if they were in the same places at the same times." I said. "Look at pharmacies, doctors offices, clinics, hospitals, and the like. Tap into the FBI's facial recognition software if need be."
"Oh wow, you are connected." said Provino. "Do you know what hoops we have to go through to get access to that? Especially since our last Captain, whose husband is an FBI agent, left us for greeeener pastures?"
"Well, marriage is one way to cultivate a relationship with the FBI." I said with a grin. "I went with the expedient of buying one of their agents the double cheeseburgers that he likes a lot." Claire Michaels laughed, understanding.
"Oh my God." said Lt. Tal Shiarr, looking at his screen. "You're right, Commander. Those three have been meeting at parks near a hospital and a clinic." He called in Captain Raytheon.
"Oh my." she said, looking at the data. "Let's get some surveillance on that. And on those three."
"Commander Troy made the connection, ma'am." said Provino. Captain Raytheon peered at me.
"How did you manage that, Commander?" she asked with some wonder in her voice.
"Their profiles on your whiteboards." I said. "Those three are diabetic. They could use that as an excuse to meet at medical facilities, exchange information, and such. It was a longshot, but sometimes those work out."
"Sometimes means 'a lot of the time' for the Iron Crowbar." said Claire Michaels, who was grinning like the Cheshire Cat. Whatever stories she had been telling her fellow LAPD Officers had just been proven and vindicated, I realized.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun set over the Pacific Ocean, we prepared for the mission. I was in all black, with armor under and over my black shirt, and of course in the lining of my trenchcoat. I had on the ubiquitous Tilley hat (Lt. Provino had loved that; he had a fisherman's hat himself) and of course the red crowbar. Claire and Lorena Rose were dressed in LA SWAT gear, and Webster and the FBI agents in armor with light jackets over it, which had "FBI" on the back in large letters.
"This is not a good neighborhood we're going into." said Claire. "Lots of Hispanic gang activity. We're going in fast, and we're getting out fast. Shouldn't be a problem, as long as we don't dawdle."
"Roger that." I said.
We pulled up to the three-story tenement building. Claire led the way, me following, then the others. On the second floor, we were about to round the corner when Claire had us stop and crouch.
A young Hispanic man, slender with a small mustache, tattooed, and mean looking, was coming up the hall from the other side. He stopped and knocked on the door, which happened to be the room we were interested in.
A woman opened the door and as I peered over Claire to see, I recognized her: she was Vivian Schultz Towson, who'd taken Greg Towson's child out of my jurisdiction!
The young man went inside with her. When the door shut, Claire raced up. She had a device that could be fed under a door crack to see what was going on inside. The camera (which was recording) showed the man give the woman a roll of money, then he turned to a little boy at the other end of the room, who was cowering on the floor. "I'm gonna get some fresh ass now, little boy." the mean looking man said.
That was enough for me. I had Claire move back, then I jimmied open the door with the crowbar. As it splintered, I slammed against the door and it gave way.
Time slowed down.
The woman was beginning to scream and I saw the young man turn toward me. I heard the *click!* of a switchblade knife locking into place. This might cause some people to pause, but I was already in unavoidable motion, and I was swinging my crowbar at his hand. It connected with his hand and wrist. The switchblade fell to the floor.
I was all over the guy in a flash. He knew some moves, though. He expected me to try to take him down as any cop would, and his moves would've delivered powerful punishment. But I had trained to defeat Cindy Ross in the Police Boxing Matches, and I had no interest in taking him down. I was just trying to beat the living shit out of him with the crowbar... and I was succeeding. I got in several good blows to the sides, the hips, and one to the face.
*THWACK!*
When I did take him down, I brought the crowbar down as hard as I could onto his back, as I had Sergei Molotov (the first time). I knew he'd feel that one and his back would spasm in an hour or so. Then I put my knee on his neck and jaw, pressing down with all my weight, as an LAPD Officer affixed cuffs to his hands behind his wrist.
Meanwhile, Claire had taken down Vivian Towson, who had been going by the name 'Vivian Leigh'... her first and middle names. Lorena went up to little Mike Towson, now eight years old. "Hey Mikey. I'm Lorena, with the Police, we're here to help you."
"Get this piece of garbage out of here." I said, about the man.
"Do you know who just whipped your ass, amigo?" Vivian shouted at him. "The Iron Crowbar! That's the Iron Crowbar, Commander Donald Troy from my home town! Tell your fellow gangbangers who he is!" Claire was trying to shut her up, but Vivian just kept screaming my name as she was dragged out.
"Iron Crowbar, eh?" the man says. "You'll be hearing from us again."
"Oh, I do hope so. Bring... it... on." I said menacingly, waving my crowbar at him, being sure to show no fear to his face. I think he was surprised at my bravado... nobody ever 'fronted the gangbangers like that.
"Hi, Mike." I said, going up to the boy, who was looking fearful. "I'm with the same Police Department as your dad and your uncle." The boy's eyes widened and brightened.
"You're the Iron Crowbar?" he asked, astonishing me.
"Yes, one and the same." I said, exhibiting the red crowbar.
"What did you do to my mommy?" the boy asked.
"Your mommy did some bad things, Mike." I said. "She was not supposed to take you away from your dad."
"Mommy said my daddy hates me." said the boy. "She said he never wanted to see me again."
"That's one of the bad things she did... she lied to you." I said. "Your dad is a good guy, and he loves you, and he wants to see you again. So we're going to take you back home again, okay?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were boarding the FBI jet at John Wayne Airport. I hugged Claire Michaels goodbye. "Lorena is going with you." Claire said. "To help with Mike, and with legal issues on that end. Come back to see us. My boss was very impressed with you."
"I'll come see you, for sure." I said. "And it seems your White Supremacy groups and mine may be similar. Maybe we can wipe both of them out at the same time."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we neared County Airport, I came up to Mikey, who was sitting by Lorena, and sat down in the empty seat next to him.
"Hey Mikey," I said, "we're going to take you to see your dad. He's a Fireman now, and your uncle is a policeman like me. You'll be staying with him now, okay?"
"Okay, Mr. Iron Crowbar." Mikey said.
"Your dad hasn't seen you in a long time, so you be patient with him while y'all get to know each other, okay?" I said. Mikey nodded.
"My wife is a doctor," I said, "and she has a friend who is a very good doctor. His name is Dr. Yates. He's going to check you out to make sure you're okay, and he's going to talk to you, so you talk with him and give him the best answers you can, okay?"
"Okay." said Mikey.
It was 11:30am, Monday, February 13th, when we landed at County Airport. I called the Duty Desk and told them to have Cindy come pick me and Mikey up at the airport, and to have Patrolman Louie Towson meet us at his brother's Fire Station. Fire Chief Quinlin was also contacted.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, Louie, what are you doing here?" Greg Towson asked.
"They called me and told me to come here." said Louie Towson.
The Superintendent came up. "The Chief just called. He'll be here in a minute. You guys just hold tight.
A moment later, two vehicles came up: the Fire Chief's car, and the Police Commander's Police SUV. Fire Chief Quinlin came up to the open garage door. "Hey Towson!" he called out. "Somebody's here to see you!"
As Greg Towson came up, he saw his eight-year-old son come out from behind the group of adults.
"Mikey?... Mikey?!?!" he gushed. The boy ran into his arms as he went to his knees, and they hugged for a long moment. Word passed through the Fire Station what was going on. Firemen began applauding. Some began filming with their iPhones, which Cindy had been doing from Minute 1. Then Louie Towson came up and gave his nephew a hug.
"How... how did... who found you?" Greg Towson asked.
"That would be the Iron Crowbar's doing." said Fire Chief Quinlin... saying it a bit more loudly than he needed to. "He found your boy, and then he went and got him. Took him away from some rough customers, from what I hear."
I'd stayed back, but now felt Cindy pushing me forward as Towson came up to me.
"I don't know how to thank you." he said, tears streaming down his face. He gave me a big bear hug, and I hugged him back.
"Thank me by raising him right." I said. Then Louie Towson came up to me, and his handshake turned into a hug as he almost broke down. Lorena Rose was openly crying, and Cindy was losing the battle, as well.
"Okay, guys," said Quinlin to the Towson brothers, "we're going to take Mike to the hospital for a checkup. Dr. Yates will meet us there. You can ride with me, Ms. Rose."
As they got into the Fire Chief's car, and Louie Towson into his Police cruiser, Mikey suddenly ran over to me and hugged my legs. "Thank you for bringing me home, Mr. Iron Crowbar."
"My pleasure, Mikey." I said. "Remember to be patient with your dad." Mike ran back to the car and got in.
As I was about to get into the Police SUV, I heard a roar of applause from the Fire Station. The Firemen were all clapping, and shouting "Thank you, Iron Crowbar!" at me. I waved at them in recognition.
As I drove, Cindy was in the shotgun seat. Tears were running down her cheeks. "Don... I've always been proud as hell to be your partner, and your cousin... but never more proud than today."
Now I had to work to keep from being emotional. "Just doing my job, to the extent I'm able." I said. "I was able to right a wrong, and help my people. It's what I was put here to do."
That was one agenda item down, I thought to myself. Now I've got a serial killer to catch, a White Supremacy group to take down with terminal prejudice, a Black Militant group to likewise take down... oh, and one more small item... a mistake I made, that needs correcting.
As we drove, a country song came on the radio. It somehow was appropriate for this moment:
"Every word of every song that he sang was for you,
In a flash he was gone, it happened so soon, what could you do?
Black velvet and that little boy's smile,
Black velvet with that slow southern style,
A new religion that'll bring ya to your knees,
Black velvet, if you please..."
------ Alannah Myles, "Black Velvet"
Finis... for now...
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Part 1 - Prologue
7:30am, Tuesday, February 14th. St. Valentine's Day.
I was late getting to the coffee klatch, having wrapped up my report for the FBI on the raid that secured Mikey Towson from his prostitute mother and returning him safely to his father. Mikey checked out fine at the Hospital, and Dr. Yates said we may have been lucky, damn lucky, that we interdicted the first time his mother tried to sell him for sex, and that he did not appear to have been sexually abused at all.
Yep, lucky. Lucky Crowbar.
I went into MCD to get a cup of coffee, and suddenly everyone stood up and began applauding me.
"What?" I asked, stunned.
"Roll tape!" said Joanne Warner, emphatically. Theo Washington played back the DVR on the large monitor screen.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the reporterette was saying from in front of a Fire Station. "Channel Two News has learned that little Mikey Towson has been found and reunited with his father after four years! This was due to the work of Police Commander Donald Troy, who found the child and went and retrieved him from the Los Angeles area!"
Tape of the scene at the Fire Station was playing. "Several Firemen and Police Officers recorded the tearful reunion between Fireman Greg Towson and his son at the Fire Station, and submitted this video to us. Little Mikey Towson is said to be in good health, and will be enrolled in school here today."
An interview with the Towsons was played: "I just cannot thank Commander Troy enough for what he did to bring my son back to me after four years. I'd all but given up hope." said the boy's father, tears on his face.
"This just shows why our Police Force loves Commander Troy." said a nearly emotional Police Officer Louie Towson. "He is relentless when it comes to taking care of his people."
Fire Chief Gillem said "It's a really great day for the Towsons, and speaking for the Fire Department, we are all very grateful to Commander Troy for solving Mike's disappearance and reuniting this family."
Bettina was back: "Commander Troy has not been reached for comment, but his actions have spoken far louder than any words could..."
The DVR was switched off and I was given more applause.
"Just doing my job, guys." I said. "I'd do the same for any of you. And by the wayyyyy.... I noticed a good bit of that footage at the firehouse came from right about wherrrrre... Captain Ross was standing."
"You damn straight it was." said Cindy, with alacrity. "And I sent it straight to Bettina. I want the world to know that my partner is the bestest ever." A chorus of agreement followed.
"Okay, changing the subject," I said, "what're you guys doing for Valentines Day?"
"Oooooo, Seth has something hot planned for me, but it's a surprise." said Joanne.
"My wife and I are going out to dinner." said Theo. "I proposed to her on Valentines Day, so it's an anniversary of that, of sorts."
"I'm taking Janice Holloway out." said Teddy Parker.
"You DOG!" said Jerome Davis, which was a compliment. "That woman is fine! What's your secret?"
"If I told you, I'd have to kill you." said Teddy.
"It's that Mississippi snake." said Theo Washington in a low voice, making everyone laugh. "Teddy's a Southern stud!"
"What about you, Commander?" asked Joanne.
"Well," I said, "my wife and I have always been star-crossed on this day. Either she was out of Town or I was. But this year, we're going to be together, and do it right... dinner at McDonalds!"
"WHAT!?" exploded Joanne. Everyone else looked at me funny.
"I'm kidding." I said. "But my plans are secret... and spicy." That got a chorus of "oooohs".
I noticed that Cindy's face had fallen as she'd listened, and she eventually excused herself from the room. "Okay guys," I said, "Michael Burke's funeral is this afternoon, for any of you that are going. If you have plans for tonight, feel free to leave right on time if not early, just check in with your direct chain of command before you go."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Priya also ran the submitted Fire Station coverage of the reunion of the Towson family, though Priya's comments about me were a shade less enthusiastic, and there were no interviews with others.
"I had to promise her an interview to get her to run that." Cindy said as we watched, sitting together on the sofa in my office. "I heard that John Hardwood just about had a coronary over it, and tried to get Dan Walther to stop it from being run. Priya mentioned your Gunny Guernica case, and Walther was a U.S. Marine. So it ran."
"Heh." I said. "Look, you didn't have to do that for me. I was just doing what I do, my job."
"I think the world needed to know about that one." said Cindy. "Call it a vibe, if you will."
"Speaking of vibes, I got one in MCD this morning." I said. "How are you feeling today?"
"Okay."
"No special plans tonight?"
"You know I'm not dating anyone." Cindy replied.
"And that brings up something I've needed to say to you." I said. "As Sarek of Vulcan would say... it is possible that I was in error. When I said something about not mistaking a great piece of ass for love, especially concerning one Callie Carrington..."
"It was not you that made that mistake." Cindy said. "I'm the one that has tried hard to believe it... but I'm fighting something I can't win."
"There's another adage, that 'love is the one emotion we cannot control'." I said. "So... what are you going to do about it?"
"I don't know." Cindy said. "She's got her company going out there, she's busy. I email her and she replies sporadically."
"It's too early now on the West Coast," I said, "but send her a text later today." Cindy nodded.
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
Laura and I went to Michael Burke's funeral. Laura, more out of social necessity; me, because Todd is my nephew. Afterwards, I took Laura home. While I was changing back into my uniform, my Police cellphone went off. Bowser barked loudly, and Carole said "Hush, Bowser!" Bowser hushed, and Carole petted him in reward.
"This is the Duty Desk, sir." said the Desk Sergeant when I answered. "Lt. Masters asked me to contact you and say that he has some information for you if you're coming back to the Station."
"I'll be right down." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We got a tip that a couple of low-lifes were coming into Town, sir." said Masters as we met in my office. "What's important about them is that they're known couriers for 'White Roots', which as you know is a white supremacy group. The FBI gave us an alert that a house was rented in the name of 'Henry Boxman' of Rainbow Insurance of San Francisco, and we've been watching it. Those two cats and another guy came to that house today."
"They still there?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Masters.
"You think your guys can take them down, or do you want me to call up a SWAT Team?" I asked.
"I think we can do it, sir." said Masters. "The question is, how do we get a warrant without tipping them off?"
"Ah, that's easy." I said. I called Franklin Washington, the ADA that works with Vice, and told him I had a 'special case requiring quiet attention'.
"He'll be over here in 10 minutes." I said. As we waited, I got up to speed on these White Roots perps.
"Like you said, they're just low-lifes." I said. "Truly the bottom of the totem pole. And they're couriers?"
"Yes sir." said Masters.
"Roll that tape of them coming into the house again." I asked. Masters ran it. "Okay, backpacks as luggage... a couple of grocery sacks of food... ice chest... I guess any contraband or weapons or bombs could be in any of those containers."
After a couple of minutes more of study, I said "All right. When you get the warrant, bust the shit out of them. But be careful, even after you take them down... watch out for booby traps and shit in the house, okay? And if you see anything that makes you go 'Huh?'... you know to call me, right?"
"Yes sir." said Masters, grinning.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, finally, dinner together on St. Valentine's Day." I said. Laura and I clinked our glasses of wine.
I got reservations for The Steakhouse from its owner, John 'Jack' Colby. They did a really good romantic Valentines service, complete with candles and music and food and wine. Laura was looking magnificent in her dark red dress, sheer black stockings and black high heel pumps. I was in a civilian suit and tie.
"So, what did you tell Molly?" Laura asked.
"I told her that I'd spent a few Valentines Days with her, and that you'd claimed me on this one." I said. "And then I told her that if she didn't have other plans, to call her sister Cindy. Cindy's feeling lonely, so maybe a date with Molly's two boys will cheer her up."
"Yes." Laura said. "Cindy hasn't found anyone since breaking up with Jenna."
"Yes she has." I said. "But Callie Carrington went back to L.A., and I think that is where the cracks in Cindy's heart are from."
"Not much gets by you, darling." Laura said, her eyes sparkling. "But what you're saying makes sense. So... Todd looked pretty stoic today at the funeral. You think he's doing okay?"
"You're the psychiatrist." I said.
"True, but I was wondering what you were observing in him." Laura replied.
"Well," I said, "I think Jeanine's death really hit him hard, as much for the sudden shock as anything else. His dad's death? I dunno. That was a pretty complex relationship all the way around."
"True." Laura said. "And I always thought Jeanine was a rebound marriage for Todd."
"Yeah, me too." I said. "But I think he loved her. He was hurt when she left him for Michael."
"Jeanine was basically a good person." Laura said. "So it stunned me when she just left Todd for his father. Seemed a selfish, mean thing to do."
"Well," I said, "the one thing I never question is the course of true love." I took Laura's hand in mine as I said "And the course of my true love has led me to right here, right now, with the most beautiful woman in the world sitting here with me."
"Awww..." Laura said. And just then, wouldn't you know it, our steaks arrived.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinner was over and we were driving back to the Mountain Nest when my Police cellphone rang.
"Hmmm, my after-dinner snack may have to wait." Laura said.
"Troy." I said, answering the phone.
"Sir, this is Lt. Masters." said 'Coldiron'. "We made the raid and busted the three cats, but there's some weird stuff going on. I hate to ask you to come over, sir, but I think this is one of 'those times', if you know what I mean."
"Sure." I said. "I'll be right over. Oh! Stop whatever you're doing, only take evidence that has to be taken due to soaking in the carpet or time constraints."
"Wilco, sir."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting home, I got out of the shirt and tie, pulled on a black pullover, and put my gun on in its shoulder harness. I attached my badge to my belt then put on my trenchcoat.
Getting to the location, which was across Town from the Mountain Nest, I got out. Cindy was already there, as was her sister Molly.
"Who's keeping the boys?" I asked.
"Your mom." said Cindy. "We took her out to dinner with us and the boys, then when I got the call, Molly wanted to come over."
"Fine with me." I said. "Okay, Coldiron, what's messed up here?"
"Sergeant Rudistan?" called out Masters.
"Yes sir," said Rudistan. "I was taping everything, sir, and I'd like you to watch this."
The tape showed three scruffy, bearded guys that looked like Appalachian Mountain Men or possibly professional Disc Golfers. They were in handcuffs as the Police began searching the house. Then one of them started yelling "Why are you holding us here? Take us to your headquarters so we can call our lawyers!" Then the others started yelling to be taken out of there.
"Y'all took them to Headquarters?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Rudistan.
"Did they seem relieved, happy to be taken out of the house?" I asked.
"You catch on fast, sir." Rudistan said jovially. "They didn't say anything, but yes, they definitely relaxed a lot once we took them out of there. That guy that started the ruckus, he really settled down."
"And they were real tense while they were in there?" I asked.
"Yes sir, they were. That one guy looked scared." Rudistan said.
"Very observant of you, Mr. Rudistan." I said. "Here, hold this." I handed him the red crowbar."
"Awesome, sir!" said Rudistan, admiring it for a moment. "But no sir, you take it back, it's yours." He handed it back.
"All right, have the dogs been brought in?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Lt. Masters. "Stonewall for drugs, Seymour for explosives. There was marijuana in the perps' backpacks, but just personal use amounts. No other drugs, no explosives."
"Okayyyyy." I said. "So what are those buggers soooo afraid of?" I went inside the house. The personal belongings of the three men had been emptied onto the living room floor, and were just clothes and a few tools like utility knives and balls of thin rope. Nothing amazing there.
"Sir, in the kitchen." said Christina Cho. I followed her in. There was an ice chest on the floor near the refrigerator, which was empty. "There's some food and milk in the refrigerator, but something odd in the freezer." She opened the freezer, which was empty except for a plastic zip-lock bag. Inside was what looked like mothballs."
"Frozen mothballs?" I asked. "Er, you didn't touch that bag yet, did you?"
"No sir." said Christina. "I was wondering how to handle them, to keep them frozen or take them out.
"Oh my God!" I gasped. I slammed the freezer door shut. "Get out of here! Now!"
"Wha?" Christina asked, stunned.
"MOVE!" I yelled. "GET OUT! EVERYONE OUT OF THE HOUSE! NOW! MOVE, PEOPLE, MOVE!"
Everyone started leaving, but all too slowly. "GET YOUR GOD-DAMN ASSES MOVING, PEOPLE!!! LET'S GO! GET OUT!" Finally, I got them out.
"What's wrong, sir?" asked Coldiron Masters as techs were snarling under their breaths at me.
"Someone have a radio?" I asked. Masters handed me his.
"Break! Break! Break!" I said into it. "This is Commander Troy. Send a Public Health Department Hazmat team to (the address) immediately! Full Hazmat deployment!" The Duty Desk acknowledged and said they'd call the Public Health Department, who 'owned' the Hazmat teams.
"What's wrong, Commander?" asked Cindy, coming up.
"Thank God Christina didn't touch those mothballs!" I said. "It all fits."
"What?"
"I think those so-called mothballs in the freezer might be some kind of poison." I said. "That's why those cats were so scared when they were in there with you, and so relieved when you took them away. They were scared someone would take those mothballs out of the refrigerator freezer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When the Hazmat team arrived, I told them that we might be dealing with an extreme poison situation. I also had called the State Crime Lab, and asked if they could handle material that could be poison gas or a nerve agent. Tanya Perlman said they could.
So the Hazmat team took the bag of mothballs and put them in a sealed container that would keep them at a temperature well below Zero degrees Fahrenheit, and transferred them to the State Crime Lab, which put them in a sealed off container lab hood, where one had to put ones hands in gloves to manipulate, and in a freezer inside that container hood. The Hazmat team also took the ice chest in the kitchen away in a sealed container.
"I'll have Jerry and Mike testing those mothballs within fifteen minutes." Tanya told me.
"Okay, thanks." I said. "And be vewy, vewy careful." Tanya grinned. Cindy did not.
"I know you're a chemist, Don," said Cindy, "but what has you so worked up about these mothballs?"
"Frozen mothballs." I said. "Naphthalene, which are regular mothballs, don't need to be frozen. So why were these? And the reactions of the perps also told me that they knew something deadly was in that house... and these little babies are the best candidates, since there were no bombs found by the dog."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, as the perps were booked and put in cells to spend the night, Cindy was in my office.
"Did you text Callie?" I asked.
"Sure did." she said. "And she called me. We talked for a few minutes. She's busy, her company is doing great, she and Annemarie are making some hot-selling romantic porn videos. When I asked if I could visit, she said she'd visit me soon, and that was it."
"Well, maybe she'll visit soon." I said. "Or... is that a problem?"
"Well..." Cindy said, then let it gush out: "I don't know if she feels the same way about me that I do about her. She may not want me to visit because she has a girlfriend or a boyfriend, or she just wants her life the way it is..."
"I hear ya." I said. "Well, at least she called you. So do the Japanese thing and put that in its compartment, and let's figure out what this mothball shit is about..."
Part 3 - Sublime Crime
"I have to admit," said Tanya Perlman as I sat in front of her desk in her office, "I've got some good engineers working for me. They managed to figure out a way to put our smallest mass spectrometer in the airtight chamber, which has its own A.C. system, HVAC filters and scrubbers, same stuff the Army uses to test nerve agents."
"What did you find?"
"Well, they took one of those mothballs out for testing in the sealed hood, and it sublimed." Tanya said.
"Oh shit." I said. For something to 'sublime' means it goes from the solid state straight to the gas state. Water goes from ice to water to steam. Carbon dioxide goes from Dry Ice straight to carbon dioxide gas; it sublimes.
"Yep." Tanya said. "So we put another mothball in the test tube and hooked it up to the GCMS immediately. And as a chemist, you'll know what this is." She showed me the readouts.
Indeed I did. A mass spectrometer destroys a sample but gives a reading of its molecular structure. A computer then compares to a library of standards or previously run samples.
Again, we'd been lucky. Lucky Crowbar.
"Wow. Nerve agent." I said. "That means we've got to notify the FBI at the least."
"Yep." Tanya said. "I can give you until 9:00am before I have to call them myself."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had one of the perps brought into I-1 and another into I-2. They were the two largest guys. I then went with Lt. Masters into I-1. As we sat down, I put a zip-lock bag of mothballs down on the table. The perp did not react.
"Okay, read him his rights." I said. Masters did so from the card as I watched the perp, who was just listening, then said he understood the rights.
"So... what are you doing bringing mothballs into my County?" I asked.
"I dunno, Speedy had us bring them in." said the guy, seemingly bored and disinterested.
"Speedy? Gonzalez?" I asked. "The old football coach?"
"Naw, he's a Spic." said the guy. "Our Speedy is a good white man. We call him Speedy because he talks fast and walks fast."
"One of the guys with you that we arrested?"
"Yeah, the smaller one." said the guy.



"So... who are you with?" I asked. "White Roots?"
"Uh, I think I want a lawyer." the guy said.
"Okay, Rudistan, take him back to his cell until his lawyer gets here, and bring Speedy in." I said. While that was being done, I took the bag of mothballs into I-2.
"Okay, read this man his rights." I said, sitting down and putting the bag on the table. The guy looked at it questioningly, but didn't react strongly. He said he understood the rights.
"So what's with bringing mothballs into my County?" I asked.
"I dunno, they're part of the plan." said the perp.
"What plan is that? Going into the underwear preservation business?"
"I dunno." said the guy. "Speedy had us bring the shit in, and he put the baggie in the freezer. We don't ask questions."
"So what were you going to do? Hang out? Meet some people?"
"I don't know, man." the guy said. "I was told to go with Speedy and Big Boy, and Speedy said we were going to stay overnight at the house. After that, I never heard any plans."
"Where you from?" I asked, making my voice sound slightly Southern.
"Tennessee. Near Chattanooga." the man said.
"And you came from there to here?"
"Naw, I hooked up with the guys in St. Louis, then we came here."
"Who are you with? White Roots?" I asked.
"Uh, I need a lawyer." the guy said.
"Take him back to his cell." I told the Patrolman. "He can call his lawyer in the morning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I brought the bag into I-1, where 'Speedy' was now, it got a lot more fun. As I put the bag on the table, he tried to back away from it, even though he was handcuffed to the ring on the table.
"Okay, read the man his rights." I said to Masters.
"I know the rights, I know the rights." said Speedy. "Just get me out of here."
"What's wrong?" I asked.
"I... I gotta go to the bathroom." Speedy said.
"Well, you'll have to wet your pants, then." I said. I held up the bag. "Why are you bringing mothballs into my County?"
"I don't know nothin' about 'em." said Speedy.
"You seem agitated." I said. "What's the matter? And no... don't tell me about having to go to the potty. So... what's really in these mothballs? Drugs? Here, let me open the bag..." I made the move to open the bag.
"NO! Don't!" gasped Speedy, trying hard to get away, sweat running down his face.
"Okay, punk." I said. "You better start talking. Why'd you bring these here?"
"I don't know nothin'!" shouted Speedy. "I just did what I was told to do!"
"Uh huh." I said. "What's your mission? What are you doing with these for White Roots?"
"I... I want a lawyer." said Speedy.
"Fine, we'll call you one." I said. "Okay, guys, let's go. I'll leave this bag here, and I'll open it..." Rudistan and Masters acted like they were going. I tore open the bag then made for the door.
"NO, WAIT!"
"Why?" I said. "We're going to call you a lawyer."
"NO! Take those away!"
"Why?" I asked. "We'll talk about it when the lawyer gets here."
"NOOOOOoooooo!" Speedy cried as I got to the door. "Come back!"
"I can't ask you anything." I said. "You've requested a lawyer." I turned to go.
"STOP! SEAL THE BAG! I'LL TALK!"
"I can't ask you to tell me anything now." I said. "I can't ask you what your mission is, or why you're here, or what you're planning to do with these..."
"Seal the bag and I'll tell you!" Speedy said. He was sobbing now.
I sealed the bag. Speedy started talking my ears off.
Part 4 - No Honor Among Thieves
"Oh my God." said Jack Muscone. He was in Classroom 'E', watching the tape of Speedy's confession. It was 9:00am, Wednesday, February 15th.
"So Speedy and his two buddies were going to take these so-called mothballs to T-Square's clubs in sealed test tubes with some kind of baby oil, then open or break the vials in the clubs, killing a lot of people." Jack said. "And Speedy himself was supposed to make sure T-Square himself got taken out with the shit."
"That's what it looks like." I said. "When I asked Speedy how he and his buddies planned to survive themselves, he said the oil in the test tubes would delay the effects long enough for them to get away. That's a lie, of course... once those mothballs sublimes into the oil or the air, and they're absolutely deadly, and immediately. And that was what these guys' bosses intended."
"Huh? How's that?" asked Jack.
"Oh, they were told they'd survive, but in truth they would've died also... leaving no living witnesses to interrogate." I said. "Speedy didn't know the true nature of these chemicals. If he had, he'd have realized my bag in I-1 had real mothballs, not the deadly ones, and that he was therefore in no danger. But he didn't know that, he didn't know how the frozen nerve agents acted, and he about crapped his pants from hat he'd been told.."
"And he confessed." Jack said. "I think it'll hold up in Court, too... you were careful not to actually ask after he asked for a lawyer, and you never said anything about the mothballs, just let him infer..."
"True." I said. "But even so, he's small potatoes, as are his cohorts. They're foot-soldiers, expendable, the lowest of the low. We have all we're going to get from them."
"Okay." said Jack, getting up. "Well, I better get over to the Federal Building, and call my boss."
"Before you go," I said, "let's hash through this. You're the one I trust in all this, Jack."
Jack sat back down. "Okay." he said. "What are you thinking?"
"These chemicals are not just something amateurs put together, Jack." I said. "They are sophisticated nerve agents, on par with stuff the Army works with, or other Federal Government agencies. I daresay they're the type of stuff my nephew Ned or his ilk would come up with."
"I agree." said Jack. "We also know that Superior Bloodlines has people within the Government, and within foreign governments, that could acquire or even make this stuff."
"True." I said. "So let's move to Part 2. These bozos were sent to kill blacks in T-Square's clubs... but more importantly, to kill T-Square himself. What does that say to you?"
"They want T-Square dead, and a lot of blacks to be killed as well." said Jack, astutely stating the obvious.
"Yes, but it says to me that T-Square is the target, and my question is 'Why?'." I said. "My own theory is that they know T-Square is part of the Triumvirate, the group with Jasmine Nix and Big Ice, that are planning Black Militant actions soon."
"I'm with you so far." Jack said. "But you're obviously seeing something I'm not."
"Well," I said, "this could be Superior Bloodlines, and they have every reason for wanting to foment race wars just as the Black Triumvirate does. But then again... what if who is actually behind this little mothball business just wants to stop T-Square, and they're disguising it by using the white supremacists to assassinate T-Square and actually stop the race wars?"
"Okay, now you've lost me." said Jack. He thought for a minute. "So you think this might be some third group, acting to their own ends, not trying to start something but to stop it?"
"Or for their own purposes, which we have not yet figured out." I said.
"That's deep shit, man." said Jack. "I love seeing you solve things that are beyond the rest of us, but it drives me batty in the process. So... what do I tell my boss?"
"Just the facts, ma'am." I said as a quote. "Just give him the facts of what's been found, and Speedy's confession. The rest... either he'll figure it out, or he won't."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How are you feeling?" asked Cindy as she came into my office at 11:30am, still Wednesday, February 15th.
"Pretty tired." I said. "But at the same time, I'm feeling driven by a purpose. You?"
"I'm doing okay." she said. "I've gotten more sleep that you the past few days, and I didn't fly to L.A. and back, and I napped while you waited for those test results."
"Time well spent." I said. "You know that old Federal installation northwest of the City?"
"The one they told us about when we were looking at that Black Velvet Killer crime scene west of the City?"
"Yep." I said. "It's interesting. I've been poking and prodding, and can't get much on it."
"Have you asked the Miltons?" Cindy said.
"Yes." I replied. "But Myron got suspicious, and so I pulled them off. We suspect a trap is being laid. Someone wants to know how they're hacking in, so I told my guys to lay off for a while. I'm just prodding in legal and obvious ways, but it's like the days of the 'Eyes Only' case, when I get a lot of red screens."
"And no one's called, or tried to come down and kidnap you again?" Cindy asked.
"Nope." I said. "I think they know what will happen to them if they try that again. The Green Crowbar has been training hard for those Police Boxing Matches, as well."
"You better believe it." said Cindy. "And you haven't been. Not worried about losing your title ignominiously? No defending champion that has lost actually lost before the finals."
"Since it's not going to happen," I said, grinning, "I'm not worried about it. I've told you... the Red Crowbar and Aikido will rule!" Cindy was not grinning.
"We shall see." she said. "So, anything else?"
"Yes." I said. "That asshole Wayne LaCroix sent me this letter." I showed it to Cindy. "He's careful to not say I can't have a Union rep, but he acts like its hush-hush. But my Union rep, who is the same as yours, has already demanded to know what it's about. And LaCroix wants to know why I'm not investigating Walnut Prep?"
"You recused yourself." Cindy said.
"So I did. LaCroix wants to know why." I said.
"You going to bother with him?"
"I have to answer the Board of Inquiry subpoena." I said. "But we might can turn the tables on him. When the time comes, this is what I want you to do..."
Part 5 - Deep Penetration
"Well, hello Jasmine." said T-Square as the beautiful singer was brought into his office. "I didn't expect to see you in person today."
"Mmm, then why did you invite me here?" said Jasmine Nix. She was a beautiful woman. Her black hair was cut fairly short to frame her gorgeous face. She wore blue eyeliner, but not too much of it, and simple gloss for lipstick, making those full lips shiny and moist. Many a man dreamed of his cockshaft sliding past those lips again and again...
Her body was fit, tight, compact. Her big breasts stood proudly on her chest, and her body tapered to an hourglass shape: thin waist that flared out into wide hips and one of the most magnificent asses in the music business... and just about any other business. Her legs were shapely and very fit; the legs of a dancer in concerts.
"Can I get you something to drink?" T-Square offered as he admired Jasmine's body, feeling his cock beginning to lengthen to it's considerable size in his pants. Jasmine declined and he had her sit down, then went behind his desk.
"Jasmine," he said, "I'm not complaining that you're here, but I didn't call you to come here today."
"You didn't?" Jasmine said sharply, her eyes peering and wary.
"No." said T-Square. "Everything's going according to plan since we met with Big Ice in the City. And meeting just you might get Big Ice worked up. He's a paranoid nigga, ya know. He don't trust either one of us."
"Yes, I know." said Jasmine. "He's been a gangbanger for years. But he's smart not to trust anyone... and so am I."
"Who told you I wanted to meet you here?"
"I was told your Regiment leader, T-Mac, talked to my Posse leader last night." said Jasmine.
"My boy T-Mac has been out of Town for a week." said T-Square. "He's nailing down contracts for my new club in the City."
"Whatcha callin' it?" asked Jasmine.
"High Tail." said T-Square. "It's high-class... exclusive for black gentlemen with selective tastes... and the means to pay for it."
Jasmine smiled. "Sounds like you need women of my caliber for that place."
"You offerin'?"
"Hell no." Jasmine said, standing up. "This body is too fine. My point was that any woman of my caliber isn't going to sell at your club, no matter how... exclusive." She came around to the back of the desk. "This body was built to handle the very best... something thick and long... something that, despite the legends the crackers say about you... only a few of you nigga men really have."
T-Square nodded as Jasmine set her ass down on the edge of her desk, and took her panties off. "So, Nigga..." she said, her voice soft and seductive, "... do you you have a tongue that can work my pussy?"...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Lt. Masters," I said to the Vice Lieutenant, who was sitting in my hot chair in front of my desk, "did you follow up on that report of prostitutes getting out of Town?"
"Yes sir." said Masters. "More of the regular strippers didn't come in to work. More than 50% of them. The college girls are loving it; they're getting a lot more hours and more money."
"What about the escorts, the girls that work the flesh poles?" I asked, trying to make Coldiron react to my potty mouth language. He was used to me by now.
"Depends on where we ask, sir." said Masters, not rising to the bait. "The Hyatt, the Hilton, and the University Hotel women are still at their posts, pun fully intended." I chuckled as he continued: "I'm told most of the girls that work Hotel Row are still down there working. But the Tenderloin District... they're mostly gone. And again, the college girls are getting a windfall. Need some money in fines for the County's coffers, sir?"
"Probably not a bad idea, wake them up a little bit." I said. I normally did not have my Vice Squad going after prostitutes. Every once in a while there'd be some kind of problem, so we'd round some up, more to get information than anything else. And every once in a while some working girls would get too big for their Daisy Dukes britches, and we'd bring in a big haul, which the Council liked because of the money in fines that came in.
"However, Coldiron," I said, "it occurs to me that these girls are leaving because they know something. And I think we now know what that 'something' is... frozen mothballs. So when those Tenderloin District regulars start filtering back in, lets round some up and see what they'll tell us about who-knows-what. In the meantime, it's the Black districts that are being abandoned, and that means the Black districts were the targets for these bozos. So while you gather intel, I'm going to pay our boy T-Square a little visit."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmmm, that is good...." Jasmine whispered. T-Square was face-deep in her sopping wet pussy, licking up her sweet juices. As he sucked at her labes and clit and his tongue explored her honey hole, he realized that this was one well used pussy.
Jasmine's bodyguards were young, fit black men. There were only two prerequisites to them being hired: they had to be willing to take bullets for her, and they had to have huge cocks and know how to use them. Jasmine fucked at least two of her bodyguards every night, often in the morning as well, and they not only were paid well, they were fucked very well.
She didn't try them out herself... her backup dancers, all beautiful black women, gave them 'grueling' tryouts. The winners had nights of heaven awaiting... the losers only made the cut if one of the backup girls liked the guy... and that was a rare thing.
T-Square himself was very experienced in the arts of eating pussy... and fucking pussy. He availed himself of many women, from his white bookkeeper to black and white girls that were in his videos, to the hottest women around, such as Jasmine. Sexually, they were well matched.
"Okay, baby," Jasmine said after her orgasm rolled through her, making her shudder as she squirted onto T-Square's probing tongue, "give me that big nigga cock!"
T-Square stood up and opened his pants. His massive black snake popped out, engorged and ready to go. He stepped up to Jasmine, between her legs, and together they guided his cockhead past her swollen labes. He pushed forward, then back, then forward again, each time driving more and more of his huge meat into Jasmine's tight, wet cunt.
"Oh yeah, baby, that is what I love!" Jasmine cooed. She thrust her chin up at T-Square and he took the hint and kissed her mouth hard as he began a deep fucking rhythm....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"God dammit." muttered T-Square. He'd just come inside Jasmine's tight cunt, feeling the incredible pleasure of feeling his balls drained by her sensationally hot pussy.
"WHAT IS IT?" T-Square thundered as he eased his meat out of Jasmine's slimy pussy. She got off the desk and put her panties back on as he zipped up.
"Trouble downstairs, boss." said one of the Regiment. "Iron kind of trouble."
"Oh shit." muttered T-Square.
"What's that?" asked Jasmine.
"The Iron Crowbar." said T-Square. "Being a fucking cockblocker today."
"Mmm, that cracker was too late today." Jasmine said. "That was a good fuck, baby. We'll do it again next time."
"We gotta get you out of here." said T-Square.
"Don't sweat it, baby." said Jasmine. "I'm gonna walk out the front door like a good bitch. And I'll have something to say to your cockblocking cracker cop."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well! if it isn't the Iron Cracker!" shouted a female voice. A moment later Jasmine Nix came into the main area of T-Square's "Rhythms & Rap" Club, followed by the aforementioned Club's owner. "Whatchoo doin' here, Cracker? Trying to fuck the black man again?"
"My observation is that you were doing just that to T-Square up in his office a moment ago." I retorted, my face a study of untroubled tranquility. T-Square's Regiment and the Club employees were trying very hard to suppress laughs... and failing. Jasmine Nix's face was one of anger.
"What, these your 'Uncle Toms'?" Jasmine continued, seeing Theo Washington and Jermaine Davis, both in plainclothes suits and ties, standing near me as I sat at the edge of the bar. "What, you don't have the guts to come in here alone?"
"Guys, you can wait outside." I said to Theo and Jermaine as I stood up. The red crowbar appeared in my left hand as I turned back to the very beautiful but very bitchy Jasmine Nix. She was looking a bit surprised at my calling her bluff.
"Jasmine, nobody is going to fuck with the Iron Crowbar in my clubs." said T-Square. "I don't need the hell-on-earth that would descend on me." Theo and Jermaine did not leave, by the way.
"Oh really." said Jasmine. "Don't start thinkin' you can get away with even walking into any of my clubs, Cracker."
"Don't open a club in my County, Jasmine." I replied, my face still showing no emotion.
"We'll talk later, Jasmine." said T-Square, experimenting with a dismissal. Jasmine wasn't taking the hint.
"So what is this Cracker with the Crowbar doing in your club, T-Square?" snarled Jasmine. "Trying to harass you?"
"No." I said loudly. "I'm here to inform T-Square that we have developed credible evidence that someone is trying to kill him." That got everyone's attention.
"Who's behind that, I.C.?" asked T-Square, his full attention now upon me.
"I'm not sure." I said. "Could be someone in this room now." I looked pointedly at Jasmine Nix as I said it. "Wanna talk in private, T-Square? Or out here in front of... visitors?"
T-Square was essentially trapped, and he knew it. If he talked with me privately, Jasmine would hold it against him that he was talking to a 'cracker cop'' and not including her. On the other hand, if she really was behind the plot against him, the I.C. would have no problem saying it in front of everyone, and causing serious chaos with his Regiment.
"Let me show you to the door, Jasmine." said T-Square. He ushered her out, and they said some words that I couldn't hear. Then he came back.



"Okay, I.C." said T-Square. "You been a cockblocker right here in my own club today, but if you're right that someone is out to cap me, then I'll have to be... forgiving."
"I do apologize if I interrupted you tapping into that." I said. "Not my intention to cockblock a man getting a great piece of ass." T-Square's men laughed, some heartily. Theo looked a little shocked at my potty mouth language; Jermaine was taking it in stride and showing nothing. Damn, for a rookie Detective, he was catching on fast! I thought.
"She's not all she thinks she is." said T-Square agreeably. "So what, and who?"
"Not sure who." I said. "Someone's trying to make themselves look like white supremacists, but they're not very good actors. And they wanted to use poison gas, maybe kill people in your club, or poison your food or drink. I can't tell much more than that or the FBI will get pissed at me. They're trying to catch the buggers. I just came by to tell you to be careful."
"Mighty white of you, I.C." said T-Square. "Do let me know if you get any leads on who is being so stupid. You don't really think it's Jasmine, do you?"
"I dunno, I'm not ruling anyone out." I said. "And I don't know what collaborations you two have going, musical or otherwise... other than you fucking her brains out a few minutes ago. Good work, too; she looked pretty satisfied."
"Well I -do- have my own crowbar, you know... puts yours to shame, too." said T-Square. His Regiment dutifully laughed. I grinned myself.
"I'll be on my way." I said. "Do be careful, T-Square. And let me know of anything you find out." With that, we left the club.
"Sir," said Theo as we got outside, "do you really think Jasmine Nix is the one that had those mothballs brought in?"
"Probably not." I said. "But if I can put the seed of thought into T-Square's head, get him paranoid... we might just get to sell some popcorn to a great show..."
Part 6 - Frozen In Time
At 12:30pm, Wednesday, February 15th, I went and got Cindy.
"I'll treat to you to lunch." I said. "Then we'll log in as SBI Reservists and go check out this sanitarium and this camp place on the other side of the State."
"Sounds like a plan." said Cindy. "Especially you buying lunch."
I took Cindy to the Cattleman's Club for lunch, where she got a huge steak salad and I got the lunch ribeye. I told her about my visit to T-Square's club, meeting Jasmine Nix, and the discussion with T-Square about the threats to him.
"So you think he was the target?" Cindy asked.
"Or his clubs." I said. "Remember how all the prostitutes were disappearing from the Tenderloin District? I think they knew something like this was possibly about to happen, and they got the hell out."
"Prostitutes know a lot." said Cindy. "Teresa and I both tell Coldiron that, but he's so straightlaced he doesn't want to fool with them. But they'd be great C.I.s., like...."
She stopped. I did not let her off the hook.
"Like Callie?" I said, finishing her thought for her. "Very true... but the CIA got her on their payroll before we could."
"What?!" Cindy said.
"Oh yes." I said. "I thought you might know at least some of it. Callie's with the Company. She's too famous to be an agent overseas, but she sees and hears things, and reports back. Janet Riordan was her handler, and may still be for all I know."
"Wow." Cindy said. "No, she didn't tell me that, and of course she shouldn't have. Laura didn't tell you she was a high level CIA agent until you told her you knew."
"That's true." I said, smiling. Our food came and we ate in contemplative silence. Once done, I said "Okay, let's go search an abandoned camp and abandoned mental institution."
"Happy happy, joy joy." said Cindy.
"Maybe we'll see Slender Man." I said. "He likes to haunt these places."
"I thought he was popping up at Point Hollow whenever you showed up at night." Cindy said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove in my Police SUV to the site of the Millwakee Camp. I'd called and asked Robin Ventura of the City Police, and also an SBI Reservist, as well as SBI Agent Norm Chow to join us and help watch our backs.
"Chow is a decent Agent." I told Cindy on the way. "He was a Green Beret, and I don't think he's a fan of the corruption. Tom Conlan suggested I call him and let him be in the loop on this."
"Sounds like a plan." said Cindy.
We drove up to the site, which was not far off State Highway 141, the road we'd been taking north. I noted that State 141 was recently paved in asphalt, freshly painted, and in very good condition. That suggested either an expectation for new housing developments in the area... or that there would be heavy usage for other purposes.
"Burn your blue lights in your cars." I told the others. "Makes it look like official Police business out here... which it is, of course, but keeps people from asking too many questions." Agent Chow turned on the LED blue lights in the grill and along the edges of the back windows.
"What are we looking for, Inspector?" Chow asked.
"Signs of habitation, recent habitation." I said. "Signs of a crime scene, where someone might've been held against their will."
We split up. Cindy and I headed to the cabins while Norm and Robin went to the offices and teaching buildings.
The place looked like any live-in church camp or boys/girls camp. The doors to the first cabin we got to were not locked. Inside were eight metal bed frames, four on each side. Small cabinets were by each bed, some with drawers half opened. There was a common bathroom in the back, with two lavatories, two toilets, and an open shower area. Plenty of spider webs showed who the most recent occupants of the room were.
Other cabins were pretty much the same. Some had bunk beds instead of singletons, and the space saved was used to have a common living area with television hookups. But we found no habitation in any of them, until we got to the cabins in the very back part of the campground.
"Locked." I said as I tried the door. Examining it, the deadbolt was old, but newer than the doorknobs and hinges. Cindy was already going around, looking into windows.
"All the windows are locked. Nothing inside that I can see." she said. "Bathroom looks cleaned up, though."
"Okay, I'm going to force entry." I said, getting out the red crowbar. The lock of the window next to the front door did not survive my attempt to jimmy it open, and we were quickly inside.
"Yes, some sign of habitation." I said. The beds had mattresses, old but not more than a few months old. The bathroom was indeed cleaned of cobwebs, and the water to the sinks was running when I tested it. But the showers, while clean, had not been used in some time, based upon the light dust accumulation.
I also noticed there were fewer beds, full-sized, ceiling-to-floor wall lockers by each bed. The front area also included a kitchenette. "I think this cabin was for the paid staff." Cindy agreed.
As we came outside, I said "The next two cabins are smaller. They may have been for staff, as well." The first one we went up to was locked, and the windows were draped. I jimmied open the front window, looked inside, then went in, followed by the Green Crowbar.
"Definitely inhabited more recently." Cindy said. Indeed, this room looked more like a small cabin for someone to live in. There was a kitchen area to the left. There were two bedrooms in the back, and a bathroom between them, which was entered from the front room. There was running water in the kitchen and bathroom when I tested, and when Cindy tested a plug-in with her iPhone charger, she found that the cabin had electricity.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Landline in the front office is 'hot'." said SBI Agent Chow. "Someone could easily connect a phone to it and use it."
"We have one instructor cabin that's move-in ready." I said. "And one of the staff cabins is, as well. Everything else is abandoned. Did anyone find any clothes, bedsheets? Anything?"
"No sir." said Robin Ventura. "But the maintenance shed is at the other back corner of the property. The doors were closed and the hinges oiled. Nothing's inside, but there are tire impressions, and a fresh oil spot on the ground. Someone likely parked a car there, and fairly recently."
"Mmm hmmmm..." I said as I looked around. "Great place to hide out for a while. Rig some electricity to that one cabin, park the car in the garage, and live the high life for as long as the beer holds out. Need to make an untraceable call on a land line? Hook up to the office phone wires."
"Think the serial killer was here?" asked Cindy.
"Too early to tell." I said. "Let's go to the sanitarium."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd told Cindy what I wanted her to do as we drove over some back roads to get to the sanitarium. The outer gate was locked when we arrived. It did not stay locked long, as the rusted lock gave way easily in the face of abuse at the hands of my crowbar. We all drove inside, near to where the main building's front entrance was.
"Okay, Cindy, Norm," I said as we got out of our vehicles. "I'd like for the two of you to stay here. If anyone at all comes up, if any drones fly over, anything at all, let us know immediately. It might be the local Sheriff or someone friendly, but it could equally be someone hostile."
"Roger that, sir." said Chow, his face impassive. Cindy just nodded.
"Robin and I will take a look around." I said. "We're not staying here long. If we call on the radio, come running."
"What if we hear you scream?" Cindy asked, meaning it humorously.
"Will it be us?" I asked. "Or the Spirits that haunt this place?" That made Robin's eyes get wide, and even Norm reacted a bit. Cindy just went 'inward'.
"Not getting any vibes." my platinum blonde partner said. "All the same, be careful in there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm surprised how empty this place is." Robin said as we walked fairly quickly through the two floors of the two wings of the hospital building. "Usually stuff gets abandoned."
"No, the State took everything, sent it to the Asylum." I said. "No footprints anywhere, either. Not even any kids having a look around."
The central area had a front lobby, a nurses station behind that, and a few examining rooms and offices on the back side in a semi-circle. "There has to be a basement of some kind." I said.
"This is a door to nowhere." Robin said, holding open a door. Behind it was a concrete wall.
"Hmm." I said, chipping at the wall with my crowbar. The concrete blocks were old, and I was able to bore a hole through. "Yep, stairs going down. This was sealed off some time ago, though."
"Want to break through and go down?" Robin asked. I was looking around, trying to determine what the floor plan might be.
"If I were going to have another entrance to this basement, where would it be?" I asked.
"The stairs at the ends of the wings stopped on this ground floor, nothing going further down." Robin said as I opened every door in the central area I could find.
"Gonna have to think about this one." I said. "I don't want to tear down that wall and go down there only to find one space for maintenance of the central heating unit. And if there are no other passages to down there, I'm thinking there's not much down there to see. So I think I'll hold off for now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove home, Cindy was saying "Agent Chow has an interesting history. He obviously couldn't tell me what Special Forces missions he went on, but he was with a small team of 'irregulars', from what I understood. Then he applied for Quantico and the FBI, but it was a bad time with a lot of applicants, and he wasn't accepted. The SBI called him, and he says it's corrupt as hell, but he thinks you and the Governor are going to clean things up, so he's staying around to see what happens."
"Yeah, I think he's a good guy." I said. "I've been thinking the FBI will snatch him up... wonder what their problem with him is?"
"He said he had a three year patch of his life, late middle school, early high school, where he hung out with the wrong kids. Didn't join the gang, but was considered 'okay' by them in his neighborhood."
"Sheesh... why the hell aren't they grabbing him up, then?" I asked. "That kind of experience and possible contacts?" I just shook my head.
"He may have rejected doing that." Cindy said. "I didn't get much from him on that, though admittedly I didn't try." I put all that into its compartment of the mind.
"Okay, what did you think of those places?" I asked.
"I think you were hoping to find a crime scene." said Cindy. "You thought the Black Velvet Killer was holing up in one of those places, or possibly using one of them to do his raping and killing. But apparently it's 'no joy' on that."
"True." I said. "But the Millwakee Camp was more than a bit interesting, don't you think?"
"I was thinking of telling Callie that either of those places would be great locations to make some porn videos." Cindy said, and I think she may have been joking. "Other than that, so what?"
"Indeed..." I said. "So what?" That got Cindy peering at me.
To be continued.
Bonus coverage: so what about the Millwakee Camp has Your Iron Crowbar's interest? What might've been going on there?
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Part 7 - Inquiries
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of the State Crime Lab building north of the University Campus at 7:00am, Thursday, February 16th. "Channel Two News has learned that recent arrests by the Town & County Police Department has led to the discovery of deadly chemicals!"
I closed my eyes and groaned as I listened. Bettina happily continued: "Sources tell Channel Two News that substances found during the arrest were tested and found to be deadly poisons! The State Crime Lab will not provide any details, and have said only that they have turned their findings over to the Town & County Police and the FBI. The TCPD has declined to make any statement, and the FBI will not confirm that they received any information from the State Crime Lab!"
I felt Cindy pat my shoulder as we listened in MCD. She had seen my face, as had the other Detectives in the room.
"The Town & County Police will not confirm that the three persons arrested are part of a nationally organized white supremacy group, nor that they were turned over to the custody of the FBI. Commander Donald Troy, who sources tell Channel Two News discovered the danger of the chemicals, has not returned repeated calls for comment."
"That's what happens when you're out of Town all dayyyyy." drawled the Chief, who had just come in. "I'm sure Bettina only wanted to ask you for a date, Commanderrr." Joanne giggled, in spite of the pall in the room.
"She's gonna get a 'date', all right, Chief." I said. "With the FBI. We have the right of free speech, but we can't yell 'FIRE!' in a crowded theater. They have their Free Press rights, but that doesn't give them the right to give out sensitive information about poison agents and scare the hell out of the Public."
"More coffee, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "That's the prescription. The Press is going to do most harmful thing it can, no matter what. They have no sense of responsibility to the Public they claim to serrrrrve."
"Is it a requirement of Command to hate the Press?" asked Joanne Warner. "Because I've got a headstart if it is."
"Not that big of one." said Teddy Parker. "I hate them, too."
"And none of you are anywhere close to me in hatred of the Press." I said. "So don't get your hopes up of taking my office away from me just yet."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There are leaks, and then there are leaks." I said to Cindy as we sat in my office. We'd just watched KSTD's morning news report. Priya had mentioned the three perps being taken into Federal custody, but had not mentioned the poison gas mothballs... and we know she watches Bettina and reports the same things an hour later.
"How Bettina found out about that, I don't know." I said. "But for her to report that... Jesus Christ almighty! Even Priya had the good fucking sense to not mention it!"
"You're worked up about this one." Cindy said.
"Hell yeah, I am!" I spluttered. "Now we have nearly 100,000 people in this area wondering if they're going to be subjected to a poison gas attack! That was just so fucking... stupid of that bitch!"
Cindy looked shocked at my comment about Bettina. "Do I need to call your wife to take some blood samples?" she asked pointedly.
"If you want to." I said, giving it right back. "Bettina's crossed the line. I need to talk to Brick now." 'Brick' was Captain Briscoe, the Press Relations Officer.
"Ooo-kay." she said, getting up. "I'll go get some more coffee... and put on a pot of decaf for you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I have good news, and bad news." said the Chief as we sat in his office. "Wayne LaCroix served your subpoena yesterday, to appear for questioning before the Board of Inquiry this after-noooon."
"Sheesh, how about a little notice?" I asked as I looked at the document.
"Unfortunately, 24 hours is considered 'sufficient' in this matter." said the Chief. "He also sent a letter earlier, warning you about it. The good news is that I did tell your Union rep yesterday, and he's ready to go."
"Okay." I said, then remembered my manners. "Thanks, sir."
"What's on your mind, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"That visit to the camp and the sanitarium." I said. "I need to call Jack Muscone."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So no one came and bothered you at either location?" Muscone asked as he sat in my office with me, drinking coffee.
"No." I said. "And I was halfway expecting someone to come, local Sheriff or something, just to check up."
"So..." said Jack, "did you find anything?"
"Not much, at least not yet." I said. "But it did occur to me who might have been using the Millwakee Camp as a hideout... a certain disgraced and now former SBI Agent who has a lot of reason to hide from my crowbar, not to mention my FBI friend whose girlfriend was thrown out of her wheelchair by said disgraced SBI Agent..."
"Ferrell?" Jack asked, his ears and every other part of him perking up at the name. "So you think he's hiding there?"
"Probably not any more." I said. "But it was a great location for a while. He could just go north to get to Waguli, then west to that facility near the Burke home. Not much traffic through there at all."
"I'll check in with my boss and see if we can put some surveillance on the place." said Muscone. "Tripwire sensors and the like. Maybe the bastard will go back... and if he does, I'll be right there to get him."
"You've got dibs on him, if I can help it." I said. "So, did you get anything new on that Federal facility north of the State line?"
"No." said Jack. "I asked Lindy to look into it, and she did. She came back with a red screen saying she was touching upon the verboten. So I had a look, got the same screen, then got a call from Homeland Security in Washington, wanting to know why we were trying to get information on the site."
"What did you tell them?"
"I told them we had two ongoing cases down here, and cases involving multiple murders, and that that facility was in the vicinity of both." said Jack. "They said it had nothing to do with the cases, and I asked how they could possibly know that. That's when they asked for my boss's name."
"And you told them?"
"You betcha." Jack said. "And he'd told me that if something like this happened, to let him know. Anyway, Homeland Security said to cease and desist inquiring about the facility, and I asked them what they were trying to hide. They hung up on me, and I called my boss... all of ten seconds before they did."
"Better double up on your armor." I said. I was not kidding.
"You got that right." Jack replied. "Anyway, my boss was called... by the Secretary of Homeland Security himself, and it generated a meeting of a lot of high level people. I still don't know what it's all about, but it's now officially above my pay grade."
"And would be above mine," I said, "except now is the most dangerous time for us... if they can eliminate us before there's any real publicity, they'll do it."
"You know, Don," Jack said to me, "It scares me the way you think, sometimes. If it weren't for the fact I actually was there when you were found being tortured by the CIA... I'd think you're a paranoid S.O.B."
"It ain't paranoia when they really are out to get you." I replied with a Chief Griswold truism.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Inquisition, let's begin,
The Inquisition, look out sin...
---- "The Inquisition", History of the World, Pt.1.
I went into the Chamber of the Board of Inquiry, attended by my Union rep. I was wearing my Duty Dress uniform with the three metal-bordered rectangles, and not wearing the Medal of Valor medal.
A three-member panel was seated up on the 'bench', and Wayne LaCroix was at the table on the other side, as if he were a prosecuting attorney. He didn't look much better than what Cindy had described of how he'd looked the other day.
As the proceedings began, my rep stood up. "Members of the Board," he said, "I am bringing an objection and a complaint to these proceedings. My client and I have not been informed by Mr. LaCroix of the nature of the proceedings, of what is to be discussed at the proceedings, and Mr. LaCroix has been evasive when directly asked for information. We have added a formal complaint within the last hour, which you may not have received yet, that Mr. LaCroix's handling of this is at best irregular and at worst and more realistically, extremely unprofessional. We ask that Mr. LaCroix be immediately relieved of any participation in these proceedings."
"We did get that complaint." said the Inquiry Board's leader, the older black man who'd been on several Boards of Inquiry in which I'd had to testify, to include Medal of Valor nominations of my various Angels. "We are taking the issue of Mr. LaCroix's conduct under advisement, but will continue with him at this time, as changing attorneys to someone who is not familiar with the situation would be ill-advised."
"Sir," the Union rep said with some anger, "WE are not familiar with this situation, thanks to Mr. LaCroix's evasiveness. For you to say it's okay for him to be informed but us to not be is a double standard at best, and a violation of my client's rights, at worst."
"I'll say this one more time." said the Inquiry leader. "We are taking it under advisement. Mr. LaCroix says he did fully advise you of the nature of these proceedings, is that not right Mr. LaCroix?"
"That is correct, Your Honor." said LaCroix.
"Your Honor," I said, even though the Board leader was not a judge, "I would like Mr. LaCroix to make that statement under oath. If he won't, you should regard his statement as a falsehood. I will testify under oath that LaCroix has not properly informed me of the nature of this proceeding; he only subpoenaed me to attend."
"I'll testify likewise, sir." said the Union rep.
"This is starting to get out of hand." said the second board member. "Let's bring this to order and get on with it."
"At the expense of my client's rights?" said the Union rep. I have to admit it was refreshing to see a Union guy so strongly taking my side, for a welcome change.
"Okay, okay," said the presiding Board member. "Mr. LaCroix, would you now state the nature of these proceedings?"
"I intend to determine why Commander Troy did not pursue an immediate investigation of the Walnut Prep Academy when evidence arose that teachers and students were having sexual relations. Furthermore, Commander Troy later recused himself from the investigation of that matter, and I want to determine why he did so."
"Now you know." said the Board leader. "Can we proceed?"
"No." I said. "I wish to confer privately with my Union rep before continuing this hearing."
"I object to that." said LaCroix sanctimoniously. "Commander Troy does not need to confer with anyone. He needs to get on the witness stand and answer my questions under oath."
"Mr. LaCroix," said the third Board member before I or my rep could say anything, "you really are beginning to violate the Commander's rights with that statement. Maybe you're just trying to coerce him into taking the Fifth, but we're not going to play that game here. Gentlemen," he said to the other Board members, "I believe we can give the Commander and his rep a few minutes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We where shown into a small room near the Board chamber. As we sat down at the table, the rep began talking.
"This is the craziest thing I've ever seen, Commander." he said. "I know you and the Union have been at odds at times, but I've never seen anything like the violation of your rights taking place here."
"Yeah, I know." I said. I instinctively reached inside my jacket pocket and switched on my anti-bugging device as I said "Even the Board members can see LaCroix is shredding the Constitution as he goes along. The question is 'why?' of course. I get the idea that LaCroix----"
Just then, we were totally shocked when the door flew open and LaCroix barreled in, followed by the Sheriff's Deputy that had been in the Chambers for the hearing. "What the hell is going on?" he asked, looking around at the ceiling.
Bus-ted.
He must have bugs in the room, was trying to listen in, then my device blacked them out, I realized. Before he was aware of it, I was up and moving, and now had the door blocked. What's more, I'd pressed a pager, and Cindy Ross was now at the door, as well.
"Okay, LaCroix, you are busted." I said. "Captain Ross, handcuff Mr. LaCroix.
"What is going on?" asked the Deputy.
"I'm arresting LaCroix on suspicion of bugging this room." I said.
"You can't do that. I order you to let him go!" shouted the Deputy. I confronted him.
"YOU are ordering ME?" I said menacingly. "Do you realize how far I outrank you? Not to mention you can be arrested for conspiring with LaCroix if you try to help him any further?" That last part was a stretch, but it didn't matter; the intimidation worked, and the Deputy conceded.
I began searching. My bug-detector device, the second half of the my pair of gold discs, found a bug under the eaves of the table. Two more were found in the fluorescent light assembly. They were bagged and tagged as evidence.
"Take him to Headquarters and book him, Ross." I told Cindy.
"Rudistan and Morton are on their way, sir." Cindy replied.
"What the hell is going on?" asked the lead Board member as he and his fellow panelists came to the door. I showed them the bugs, now sealed in evidence bags. (Oh, I might note that Cindy and the Union rep both videoed the whole thing with their cellphones.)
"LaCroix tried to listen in on privileged conversations." I said. "He gave himself away when he came in to find out why the bugs weren't working. He is now under arrest."
"I want my hearings right now." said LaCroix. "Take me to Judge Nance now."
"Oh, how about a Federal judge, LaCroix?" I threatened. "Bugging a Government building at any level, for the purpose of listening to privileged conversations? That's a Federal rap in addition to a State charge. And your buddy Judge Nance won't be able to help you in Federal Court. But thanks for telling us who your marked card is." For the first time, LaCroix looked like he was going to shit in his pants.
"The stupidity of some people never ceases to amaze me, Commander." said Sergeant Rudistan as he came in. "But I think Mr. LaCroix here gets bonus points."
"That doesn't get him much in my jails, Sergeant." I replied. "Take this piece of filth to them."
Part 8 - Frozen Hornets
"Oh wow, oh wow, oh wow." said Chief Moynahan quietly as we sat in his office, along with Della Harlow and Cindy Ross. It was now 3:30pm, Thursday, February 16th. "You have really torn the lid off this time, Mr. Crowbarrrr."
"Yes sir." I said. "Folsom has specifically prohibited Nance from having any part of LaCroix's hearings, nor can Nance be part of anything to do with Walnut Prep now. Folsom said LaCroix's comments were sufficient grounds to question Nance's impartiality."
"How did Nance take that?" asked the Chief.
"I don't know sir," I said, "but Nance is pretty wily. I imagine he just said 'okay' and went about his business."
"And LaCroix?"
"I haven't gotten to interrogate him yet." I said.
"And you won't." said the Chief. "Sheriff Allgood has relieved that Deputy of his duties, pending a full-scale investigation of his involvement with LaCroix. The Deputy has already asked for a lawyer, but I understand it's with the idea of figuring out where he stands and what kind of deal he can make. But the Sheriff also said he wants you to take a background role in this from now on. Let your people ask the questions. Prep them if you want, but you won't be the one in therrrrre."
"No problem, Chief." said Cindy Ross with an all-too-happy smile on her face. "I get to play Iron Hornet today, and stir up that little nest in LaCroix's head."
"Hoo boy." said the Chief. "Out of the frying pan, into the fire." I laughed, knowing the Chief was joking. It took Cindy a few more seconds to catch on.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Inside Interrogation-2 sat LaCroix and his legal representation, Mr. Garner of Succup & Payne, P.C., personal attorneys. Mr. Garner had been the late Nathan Allen's attorney in the past.
Captain Cindy Ross and Detective Jermaine Davis entered I-2, and Patrolman Morton was the Uniformed presence. The Chief and I were in the anteroom, watching through the one-way glass. Ross and Davis sat down and, before saying any other words, Cindy read LaCroix his legal rights.
"Do you understand the rights?" she asked at the end. LaCroix didn't answer, so she held up the card to the video camera and said "Let the record show that his rights were read to him, and he does not have to consent out loud for my duty to have been done. Okay, this is Detective Davis, and I am Captain Ross. You are being charged with attempting to listen in on privileged conversations, and conspiracy to bug a Government office that was meant to be used for private and privileged conversations."
"Why don't you send the Iron Crowbar in here?" snarled LaCroix. "Let that asshole question me himself."
Cindy turned to Jerome. "This is an example of a perp trying to create a legal loophole, Detective Davis. Commander Troy is being held back because he was an involved party that led up to the charges against Mr. LaCroix, here. His finding the bugs is perfectly admissible as evidence, but we won't help Mr. LaCroix's legal representation by having Commander Troy directly involved in the questioning."
Jerome nodded. LaCroix's lawyer looked resigned. LaCroix looked furious... that his ruse didn't work.
Cindy went on: "Before you formally invoke, Mr. LaCroix, you need to understand that corresponding Federal charges are going to be sought in Federal Court, and you may be transferred to Federal custody in conjunction with the filing of those charges and a Federal indictment. Once that happens, there is little I can do to help you in any way, nor will I have any inclination to help you. However, you should consult with your attorney now about discussing with us who put you up to this, who gave you the bugging devices to use, and also why you were abusing the process of the Board of Inquiry."
"I'll add more." said Jerome, as instructed to do. "The Iron Crowbar? He can be vindictive. He's not letting this waste of his time go unpunished. He intends to have you disbarred, Mr. LaCroix. He intends to make sure you never work in the legal profession in this State again. And he does intend for you to see prison time, if you don't come correct on what you've been trying to do through the Board of Inquiry process."
"I need to talk with my attorney." said LaCroix.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You did great." I said to Jerome. "I think he got a little intimidated when you told him what I intended to do."
"Thanks, sir." said Jerome.
"He did get intimidated." said Cindy. "I could feel the vibe. He got nervous when we started talking about the Feds. He got outright scared when Jerome started talking about disbarring him."



"Good." I said. "Maybe he'll talk."
"What do you think he'll tell us, sir?" asked Jerome, who was in full-on 'learning' mode, I was happy to see.
"Who put him up to this." I said. "It's political corruption, if I read the cards correctly. I just hope we can get a name, bust someone up."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, LaCroix and his lawyer were still talking.
"Think they're stalling?" Cindy asked as we watched from the anteroom.
"Yes and no." I said "I think LaCroix would love to drag it out, so that if we say anything, he can accuse us of what he was being accused of when he tried to not give me sufficient time to talk to the Union rep."
"At the same time," I continued, "I get the sense they're haggling over just what to do. Take any kind of deal, and LaCroix is open to being asked anything about anything. I'll bet in the end he doesn't take a deal."
"What then?" asked Paulina Patterson, who had just come in. "Folsom will personally hear the arraignment and all the other procedures if LaCroix doesn't wave anything, but I'll tell you now: unless you have one of your patented bombshells, LaCroix is going to get bail, nothing heavy, and he may or may not get ankle monitoring."
"Work hard to get him ankle monitored as a flight risk." I said. "And try to get the bail as high as you can... just so we can see who pays it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy knocked on the glass, then went into I-2. "Just wanted to tell you that it's nearly suppertime, and your client will be taken to the cells to eat. He also won't get any hearings until your conference with him is over. Not denying you the time you need; talk as long as you want." With that, she withdrew from the room.
The lawyer banged on the glass less than one minute later. When Cindy and Paulina went in, Wayne LaCroix looked at them as if he were three-sheets-to-the-wind drunk, and said "I am invoking my Fifth Amendment rights. I want my hearing immediately."
"It's late; we'll see if we can fit you in, or if you'll have to wait until morning." said Paulina, making the loser pay for wasting our time.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Judge Folsom would've worked 3am Night Court to handle this one. Wayne LaCroix was brought into the Courthouse complex's smallest Courtroom.
"So let me be clear here, Ms. Patterson." said Judge Folsom. "Mr. LaCroix here barged into the room where Commander Troy was having a privileged conversation with a Union official. That in itself is a near-miracle... the Iron Crowbar talking to a Union rep, that is."
"Commander Troy is entitled to his Constitutional rights, Your Honor." Paulina said, either not catching the judge's attempt at humor, or not liking it. In any case, Folsom looked at her with something resembling a glare.
"Yes, yes he does." said the Judge. "So the defendant came into the room, looking around, which gave Commander Troy probable cause to search for bugs... and Commander Troy found those bugs. Now you understand that the defense is going to to have a field day asking how Commander Troy knew to look, had a device that could find them, and so on."
"We are ready to answer those questions at the proper time, Your Honor." said Paulina.
"Your Honor," said the defense lawyer, "we will not be waiving any preliminary hearings, and will be requiring Commander Troy to 'show cause' for all of his actions at City Hall today."
"Fine, fine." said Judge Folsom. "Then your client will be spending the night at Police Headquarters, or County Jail if the Police prefer that. I can't have a bail hearing until all that is cleared up, of course."
"Your Honor, we're asking that the defendant be released on his own recognizance until any hearings are scheduled, and that there be no bail at all." said the wily defense attorney.
"Prosecution?" asked the Judge.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "we consider the defendant to be an enormous flight risk. He has no ties to the community, and every reason to flee the jurisdiction. We therefore ask that he be detained until the show-cause hearing can be held, and in any bail situation we'll be asking for ankle monitoring and the maximum bail allowable under the law."
The Judge nodded. "I'm not saying every law and every case is not important in our System of Criminal Justice, but this one has to rank among the smaller ones. If it weren't for the issue of the FBI filing papers already to keep Mr. LaCroix detained while Federal charges are being filed, I would only require ankle monitoring. As it is, bail will be set, and at $100,000. That bail can be revoked at any time formal Federal charges are filed, so I'd suggest you stay at home, Mr. LaCroix. And yes, ankle monitoring will be required."
The judge set hearing times for Monday morning, then banged his gavel. All rose as he left the Courtroom.
Ten minutes later, LaCroix's bail was met. Lawyers Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex had paid the bail on behalf of Citizens For Police Accountability.
Part 9 - Frozen Legislation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, February 17th, from in front of the Courthouse. "Channel Two News has learned that Board of Inquiry lawyer Wayne LaCroix was arrested after using bugs in a room to listen in on privileged conversations between a Police Officer and his Union rep yesterday!"
"Listening equipment was found near the Board of Inquiry chamber, and bugs were found in the room where the Police Officer and his Union rep were talking. The Board of Inquiry has suspended Mr. LaCroix pending a further investigation, while criminal charges and possible Federal charges are being pursued. Commander Donald Troy has also filed a petition with the State Bar to have Wayne LaCroix disbarred. Mr. LaCroix will face formal hearings on Monday. His extremely high bail was met, paid for by a group of concerned citizens."
"But it is State news that our viewers are watching," said Bettina, "and it is the battle in the Legislature over the budget and the SBI bill that are beginning to wear on the People's patience. There is still no breakthrough, no compromise. Republican Wilson Hammonds's attempt to introduce the Democrat plan for the SBI as part of the budget in his Ways & Means Committee was shot down by First District Representative Billy Williams and a coalition of hardline Conservatives."
"Telling us what wears on our patience." I said in MCD. "Bettina telling us how WE feel. Telling us what to feel, and what to think."
"And what part of this surprises you?" asked Cindy Ross, somewhat acidly. I deduced she was getting tired of my bitching.
"Yeah, I know." I said. "I'll go vent in my office." I refilled my coffee cup and was about to go, when Joanne Warner stopped me.
"Sir!" she said loudly. "Why wouldn't Bettina name the 'Police Officer' who was being bugged. We know it was you, sir, and that you found the bugs."
"It was me." I said, coming back into the room. "So let's look at it... why did Bettina frame things the way she did? Why didn't she mention my name... at this time?"
"She didn't want to give you credit for finding the bugs?" guessed Theo.
"That is part of of it... small part, though." I replied. Everyone else was stymied, it seemed.
"I'm not sure exactly why." said Cindy. "But I think she's setting up something to spring on you later."
"Ahhhhh." I said. "The Green Crowbar is close, very close." I think my comment startled Cindy as much as anyone, but got the Detectives to thinking again. Just then, the Miltons came in and poured coffee. Theo replayed Bettina's comments that we'd DVR'd (we'd gotten in the habit of DVR'ing the Bettina Broadcast every week-morning), and the discussion continued.
"Oh, I get it." said Mary Mahoney Milton. "You guys have to realize we know a lot more about Police and Court matters than most people out there. When they hear that a 'Police Officer and Union Rep are facing a Board of Inquiry, they immediately are going to think it's bad for that Police Officer, that he's in trouble."
"Ah, Goth Girl catches on fast." I said with a smile. "So what does that mean?"
"Ohhhhhhhh." said Joanne. "By not mentioning your name, it sounds like they're hiding it from the Public... so when it comes out later, it sounds even worse for you, Commander."
"Eggg-zactly." I said. "My name was mentioned only is trying to get LaCroix disbarred, which is certainly true. Bettina plans to come out later with my name as the one under the Board of Inquiry, then makes it look like I'm retaliating against poor Wayne LaCroix for doing his job to inquire about me."
"It's not like you weren't inquired about twice before." said Cindy. "Particularly the two times you were awarded the Medal of Valor." There was agreement with that.
"And like Mary said... the Public does not realize that, or will not remember it." I said. "Okay, let's get to work. Mary, Myron, if you'll come to my office, please..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes sir," said Myron, "we're still working on the Citizens For Police Accountability. Well, we have flags on their known bank accounts. But we'll have to get a brand new warrant, with brand new probable cause, if they open any new bank accounts. There is no money flowing through the ones we're monitoring. Where the $10,000 came from to make the ten percent of that $100,000 bail, I don't know, but it wasn't those accounts."
"It could've been cash." I said. "But they're the ones... at least Eidex and Swenson are the ones. Anything new on them?"
"No sir." said Myron. "They've had credit hits... but that just means their credit was hard-checked. They've rented an apartment near University Avenue, in Jay Swenson's name. So it looks like they're here for a while, at least."
"No surprise there." I said. "Okay, anything else? I'm going to the City with Captain Ross today. As scary as this is, you are technically in charge of MCD, Supervisor Milton. Don't let the power go to your head, and don't be swayed by your lovely wife's feminine wiles to do something naughty."
"Oh, that's a lost cause, sir." said Myron with a grin. Mary was laughing so hard she couldn't speak for a moment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So why aren't we going to Westphalia?" asked Cindy. "Moe Molinari's district is Westphalia and Eastphalia."
"True," I said, "but he maintains an office in the Wright Building in the City, which he uses for what he calls 'quiet' business. Meeting with Jimmy Cerone is definitely something he wants kept on the 'down-low'."
"Cerone..." Cindy said, then went into a reverie. She came out and said "The SBI bill... something must be going on with that."
"I hope so, anyway." I said. "By the way, I need to call Jack Muscone and his FBI peeps." I placed that call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Wright Building was just west of the Cannon Building, the skyscraper from which Henry R. Wargrave had fallen to his most very timely death. Cindy and I were in plainclothes, and were logged in as SBI Reservists solely so we could carry guns in the City without problems. We both had Federal Firearms Permits, but the City had restrictions that infringed upon the 2nd Amendment.
As we got out of the elevator, we saw two groups of men in suits, looking at us warily.
"Sorry, you can't go in with weapons." one man said.
"You're kidding." I said. They all began to square up to me.
"It's all right, guys." said a voice behind them. It was State Senator Moe Molinari. "The Iron Crowbar and his partner are extremely trusted people."
"Yes." said State Senator Jimmy Cerone from the same doorway. "You guys trying to get hurt facing off against the Iron Crowbar? Let them in, let them in..." We were allowed to go past the bodyguards, who actually apologized for inconveniencing us.
Once in the office, I swept for bugs, finding none. "I did that earlier today, but I don't mind you coming in behind me and doing that." said Molinari. "And I heard about you catching that LaCroix bum, as well. You'd think they'd learn by now, wouldn't you?"
"Yes, Senator." I said. "But they don't learn, and that makes it easier for me to catch them. So, gentlemen, how can we be of service to you today?"
"Please, have a seat." said Molinari. "Would you care for something to drink? Water? Coca-Cola?" We politely refused as we sat down. Molinari and Cerone sat opposite each other at the round table, with Molinari's back to the window behind his desk, which gave a nice view of the Cannon Building. I sat to Molinari's right, Cindy to his left.
"What we've asked you to come here for," said Molinari, "is that Mr. Cerone and I have eaten a lot of good lasagna and a lot of good steaks... and we have written an SBI compromise bill that will be accepted by most in both parties. We have not shared it with the Governor yet; that is why we've asked the two of you here. And of course to get your own inputs. Captain Ross's voice is important to us, as well as yours, Commander."
"Great!" I said. "We'll only have to get her up to speed on how good the lasagna is. So what's the plan?"
"Here you go." said Cerone, sliding copies of a document to each of us. "Read it at leisure."
To save time, a synopsis will be posted here, to wit:
1. The SBI would be broken down into the six regions of the State corresponding with the State Department of Justice (SDOJ) regions. SBI Agents would be assigned regionally. They would not come into a local jurisdiction (professionally) unless asked for by that County's Sheriff or a Town Mayor or Police Chief within that county, and they would never have jurisdiction over a local case.
2. The SBI could send Agents to other regions if requested, in a similar manner to SBI Reservists being requested. Those Agents would have to be requested by name(s), and would be under the same conditions as within their own jurisdiction.
3. Regional SDOJ Directors would have a measure of control over the SBI, and would have the authority to force the SBI to stand down from any investigation at the request of a local jurisdiction; however, the Attorney General or Governor could restore the investigation if there was evidence to show corruption at the local level, and they would do this through the SBI Office of Ethics and Review, which would remain semi-autonomous, as SBI "Internal Affairs" as well as an agency that could investigate corruption at State and Local levels.
4. The Narcotics Task Force (NTF) would also have to work through regions, though they would expect to coordinate and cooperate more throughout the State. There would be an NTF office within the SBI Director's offices in Midtown, where a limited number of agents would command and coordinate the NTF. They would be restricted within local jurisdictions to support of LEOs, and any independent actions they take would have to be shown to cross County lines.
5. The SBI Reserve would be maintained as it is currently, but local jurisdictions would be encouraged to call Regional Agents from outside regions first. This was mostly because local jurisdictions didn't like having their best people leave for SBI investigations on the other side of the State. However, it would be available as always for those locals that would never trust the SBI, no matter what.
As I read the bill, I nodded. "It's good." I said. "It breaks the SBI down into regions, thereby devolving it to some extent; it puts curbs on the NTF, which is the bee in my bonnet; and the Governor-controlled SDOJ has some input with them. Very nice, gentlemen."
"Thank you, Commander." said Jimmy Cerone. "But we do want to hear any negatives about it, as well. Speak now, or forever hold your peace, as the saying goes."
I smiled. "Yes sir. I am remembering the saying by George Washington that this will 'depend upon the wise and the honest' in order to work. It has a lot more checks and balances, and it's harder for someone to actually use the SBI as a corrupt force now, but get enough people in the right places that want to use it for oppressive power, and they can still do it."
"That issue was brought up to us." said Molinari. "So we strengthened the State OER Office, and we put that bit about the Regional DOJ Directors being able to intervene. In actual practice, conflicts might end up in Court, but that's okay; they'll get some light-of-day on the problem." I nodded.
"Captain Ross?" said Molinari. "I know you might not be as familiar as your Police partner with all this, but that's what we want... what's your immediate thinking on this, unvarnished, and not tainted by our politics?"
Cindy smiled. "It looks to be like a reasonable compromise, at least for now. I think you guys will be back at it in a couple of years, though. And I'm also agreeing with Commander Troy, but more specifically: I'm thinking about dirtbags like Ferrell. How do we stop that kind of crap in the future. This should work on paper, but there's theory and then there's actual practice."
"Like the Iron Crowbar, and General Washington before him said, we have to count on the wise and the honest." said Molinari. "Yes, we need to 'drain the swamp' that the SBI has become, but all we Legislators can do is give the Governor the tools to do that; it's going to be up to him and good people like you to carry it through."
"That's true." said Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone. "My Democrat colleagues, for the most part, want an honest SBI. They've seen how people have turned against an overbearing, overzealous SBI, and after what happened to that U.S. Marine, I can hardly blame people. They'll accept the regional plan, as long as the NTF still has room to operate."
Cindy looked over at me and I shrugged, knowing this might be all we were going to get. The other alternative, I knew, is that Republicans like Wilson Hammonds would cave in, and in fact were eager to do so.
Just then, I saw a flash of red. A dot appeared on Cerone's right shoulder for just a second, then flitted away.
"What the fuck?" I gasped out. Cindy had seen it too, and was already out of her chair.
"Gentlemen, please hit the floor!" I said as I drew my gun and went towards the window. "Captain, get their bodyguards in here!" With Molinari and Cerone on the floor, Cindy went to the door and called in the bodyguards. They saw a red beam flitting around the room, and immediately covered their respective Senators.
"Okay, now for the test." I said. I was crouched under the window and to one side. I put my Tilley Hat on my crowbar and raised it to the window, twisting it to make the hat move as if I were looking around.
*CRASH!*
The glass of the window came shattering into the room. I dove away from it, fortunately unhurt.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar.
"Don!" cried out Cindy. "Are you okay?"
"Just fine." I said. I got my cellphone out and speed-dialed Muscone. "Jack! We're under attack! Sniper on the roof of the Cannon Building. Get the Cannon Building sealed off!"
"Roger that." said Muscone. "We're sending in drones, too."
As Molinari and Cerone's men got them to the safety of an inside hallway, I got a polished metal plaque from the wall and used it to look over the edge of the window. I could see the roof of the Cannon Building, but no one on it.
"Stay away from the window." I whispered as Cindy came up to the other side of it. Then I saw drones flying in from different angles. I risked a quick peek.
"Drones are overhead. I'm seeing no one..." said Muscone on the phone. "What the...?"
I looked out. Two drones over the Cannon Building dropped out of the sky and crashed on the roof, much like the helicopter with me and Pastor Westboro had. Then other drones coming in started dropping... and some were going to hit the street!
"Call off the drones!" I said to Jack in my cellphone. "They're being disabled and are falling out of the sky. People on the street might get hurt!"



"Roger that." said Muscone. "We've lost eight already."
I heard the wails of Police car sirens. Police came up and began locking down the Cannon Building, followed by FBI Agents from the Federal Building coming over. But for all of their efforts, the sniper would not be found, nor anyone with equipment that could disable and destroy drones.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Cannon Building people were very, very slow to respond when we called them to lock down the building." said Jack Muscone. "Their security guards did almost nothing, even though they could've quickly had every door locked and the entire building quarantined. The security cameras show nothing, either."
We were sitting in the Conference Room of the FBI Offices in the City Federal Building. The FBI DepDirector had just arrived in the City from the Airport, and his helicopter ride had been aborted because of the shooting. In addition to the DepDirector and Jack's team, Senators Molinari and Cerone were also in the room with us.
"Very rare for you to be sitting in an FBI office, Senator Cerone." I said, joking with him. He didn't like it much, but nodded in acquiescence.
"Missing my lasagna, too." he said simply.
Now in present time, I said "Yes, the perp was gone quickly, and the Cannon Building people did nothing to help that. But someone in this area, maybe not in that building, but somewhere around here, took out eight FBI drones. They didn't just lose signal and hover and descend to the ground... those things got put out of action and destroyed."
I then turned to Molinari and Cerone. "And I need to say this. I know Senators Molinari and Cerone have not been friends in the past. And their working together on legislation has been an exercise in overcoming mountains of distrust. So I will say to both of you that this was not an action by either of your people, nor by a third-party Organized Crime group against either of you. And I am not sure that either of you were the primary target of the attack."
"Thank you for saying that, Commander." said Jimmy Cerone. "And you're right... we were lucky today our bodyguards didn't go after each other. But who was the target?"
"Probably me or Captain Ross." I said.
"If I may ask," said Sandra Speer, "why DO you think it wasn't the Senators?"
"The drones." I said. "That was serious sophistication to take those drones out. With all due respect to these State Senators, they could be assassinated in the halls of the State Capitol, or driving to Midtown. But whoever knew how to wax those drones? They're trying to protect something... something Captain Ross and I have been looking into."
The meeting broke up, with the DepDirector thanking the Senators for coming in to talk. Afterwards, Cindy and Jack's team talked while Jack and I were brought into the DepDirector's office. I noted that it was really getting a 'lived in' look these days.
"Let me channel my inner Crowbar," said the DepDirector once we were all seated, "and say that you think this has to do with that Federal installation you've been looking into."
"The thought did cross my mind, sir." I said. "Though I'm not totally certain. There's all that with the Burkes being killed, also. None of the Superior Bloodlines issues have gone away."
"So let's just work through this." said the DepDirector. "Here is what you have on your plate, Commander: you have the Jeanine Burke killing, the Michael Burke killing, the Black Velvet killings, the nerve gas attempt, the riots, a dirty lawyer using the System to fuck with you and bugging you, too, and of course your involvement with the SBI legislation, which has now caused shots to be fired at you yet again. Did I miss anything?"
"I don't think so, sir." I said. "So... what can you tell me about the Federal installation, sir? I did get word the radio communications there have shut down completely. No blurps, no nothing."
The DepDirector exhaled. "You're right. Whatever was there, and I have no clue what was, has been taken out and the facility totally abandoned. I did ask if there was anything that could help with these serial killings, and was told 'no'. They're starting to classify the place almost to the level of Area 51, now that the City and the SBI Reserve are aware of it, and the genie cannot be put back into the bottle."
"And then this assassination attempt." said Muscone. "Think they might try again?"
"Maybe." I said, going introspective. "But I'll tell you something interesting, something that is nagging at me. The drone kills. I get the feeling that this sniper attack was somewhat in the works, then someone came along and said 'Let us see how our drone-killing technology works!'. And now they know it works very well."
"You got that right." said Muscone.
"By the way," said the DepDirector, "I've asked Les Craig to work with us on the Federal side of these murders. Lindy has some information on that, as well. Get with her before you leave today."
Part 10 - Frozen Meat
We ended the meeting and went back to the conference room. The DepDirector said "You needed to see me, Captain Ross?"
"Yes sir." Cindy said, getting up and walking past me. She went with the DepDirector back to his office.
I looked around the room, seeing the downcast faces of Jack's FBI team. And I smiled. A smile of immense relief.
"Lindy," I said, "you had some information on the Black Velvet situation?"
"Yes." said Lindy. She handed me a jump drive as well as a sealed folder. I opened it and sat down to begin reading.
"As you can see," Lindy said, "the ownership of the Millwakee facility was with Power Properties, LLC., a shell group, and hoops of other legal steel protecting it. It's a Nevada corporation; I couldn't get the names of any people."
"We then searched for anything related to Dr. Yarborough." said Lindy. "Any staff at the facility was paid for by the School, and the taxes paid through them, but there's nothing specific for the school; they kept it off the record books very effectively by going through the school."
Lindy said "But I did have some luck in researching Dr. Yarborough's grad students and undergrad students that worked with him a lot. And we've got two names. One is John Meadows, now Headmaster of Walnut Prep. The other is a man named George Aurus. I checked, it's not a fake name." I smiled at that.
"I know I'm being politically incorrect to say this, but George Aurus is a midget. He stands at 4 feet, 2 inches tall, and that might be stretching it. I'm trying to find a record of it, but Aurus might've been a patient, or inmate or what have you, at Millwakee. He was definitely a runaway and a street urchin, as they called him at Child Protective Services. Their records of him were spotty, but nothing very positive there."
"So George ended up traveling with Gypsies for a while; he may have known your uncle, Dr. Eckhart, when Dr. Eckhart was a youngster and was with them. George was a show act, then for two years was with a big national Circus organization. Then he ended up at City University, working with Dr. Yarborough again. After Yarborough died, George essentially fell off the grid."
"Anything more on Headmaster Meadows?" I asked. "He doesn't seem old enough."
"Not much." said Lindy. "He was very young when he was doing a doctoral thesis on teaching the underprivileged. And Dr. Yarborough was his professor, but died before Meadows finished his thesis. Meadows never was reassigned to another professor, and he never got a Ph.D. from anywhere."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said. Just then, Cindy came back, followed by the DepDirector.
"Commander, are you staying here while the investigation is going on, or going home?" asked the DepDirector.
"I need to get Captain Ross back home." I said. We made our goodbyes and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back, I noticed that Cindy's face was one of inner peace, of a weight that had been on her shoulders now gone.
"So," I said as I drove, "you turned down the FBI job." A platinum blonde head turned sharply in my direction. The look on Cindy's face was now priceless.
"How in the hell?!?!..." she started, then said "They told you, didn't they? They said they weren't going to, but---" I was shaking my head vigorously.
"No one told me anything." I said. "At least not today. Several months ago, back last year, the Deputy Director and Jack Muscone talked with me about coming to the FBI full time. Of course I said I was happy where I am now. Then they said they wanted to offer you a place on their team, with or without me. I gave them my heartiest recommendation and praise for you, and told them they could ask you, and I'd say nothing."
"Wha... you didn't try to stop them?" Cindy said. "Do you want me to join them?"
"Hell no!" I exclaimed. "But I've heard from Molly how it was your childhood dream to be in the FBI, and they were offering you the chance. No way I was going to interfere with that! What is that adage? 'If you love something, set it free. If it comes back to you, it's yours; if it doesn't, it never was.' Of course I want you with me in the TCPD, but I'll never stand in the way of your happiness."
"I appreciate that. Very much." Cindy said. "And I did want to say 'yes', and I really thought about it. But I'm a Consultant with them as it is. And you want to know the real reason I turned them down?"
"Sure." I said.
"You." Cindy said. "I realized how great it is to be working with the best Detective I'll ever meet. But more than that... when you went and got Mikey Towson and brought him home... it just reconfirmed what I already knew: that you were not only a great man, but a good man. And I knew then that I wanted nothing more than to be working at your side, wherever we are."
I was very touched by Cindy's comments, which I knew came from her heart. "Well, you are now stuck with the Town & County Police Commander, until they kick both of us to the kerb. And there's no one I'd rather be stuck with than you... Green Crowbar."
Not much more was said as we drove into the sunset towards home. No more was needed to be said out loud.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:30am, Saturday, February 18th, my Police cellphone rang. Bowser barked his head off, until my daughter Carole said "Hush, Bowser!", whereupon the barking stopped.
"Troy." I said as I answered the phone as Laura went to attend Carole.
"Duty Desk, Commander." said the voice on the line. "Some suspicious activity near King & Ebenezer Food Industries was reported, and a patrol checked it out. They want you to come down and look. They found some bodies."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(Author's Note: see Case of the Black Badge, Ch. 02 at the beginning, for more on the below comments.)
I had a flashback to three years before, when the bodies of Carroll and Blondie were found hanging at King & Ebenezer, and Tanya Perlman just standing and looking at them when I entered. Today was almost exactly the same: two bodies were hanging on tenterhooks, and Tanya was observing them... but sitting in a wheelchair, a painful reminder of all we'd been through since the Case of the Black Badge.
"Ever get a sense of déjà vu, Commander?" asked Tanya as I came up.
"Only when someone is obviously trying to copycat previous crimes," I said, "which is sheer stupidity on their part. But I should be grateful for their stupidity. Makes our jobs much, much easier."
"True, sir." said Tanya. "These bodies are not exactly the same, though. No Colombian neckties. Their eyes were gouged out, and I think that was done very early in their torture process. They were tied up, their cocks cut off and stuffed in their mouths, and then they were summarily disemboweled."
"Who are they?" I asked. "Oh, shit... the fat one is LaCroix!" I was recognizing the out-of-shape LaCroix, mostly by the gray hair around the abused face.
The other man was taller, apparently pretty fit and muscular, and had a full head of black hair. But his face was in horrible condition, and I did not recognize him at all.
"And they didn't bleed out here, so they were imported." I said, seeing the floor, and the lack of bodily fluids on it. Tanya agreed.
"Okay, let's get your Crime Lab team in here." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It was Johnson and Goodwright that answered the call, sir." said Sergeant Rudistan, who'd just arrived. "The Duty Desk put out a radio call of activity reported at King & Ebenezer Food Industries. The phone that called in was a burner, and the tower it pinged was the one closest to here."
"Johnson, Goodwright," I said to the two officers. "Did you see anything?"
"Sir," said Johnson, "we came up Riverside Drive from the south. We didn't see any vans or large vehicles. The gate was open when we pulled in. There were no other cars here. We stopped in front of those tracks, and the Crime Lab is photographing them and getting impressions."
"Good." I said. "Anything else?"
"Faint footprints up to the warehouse door, sir." said Goodwright. "We came to clear the warehouse first, though. When we came in, there was no one, but when my light hit those bodies... well, sir, I might have screamed."
"Both of us were shocked, sir." said Johnson. "We called it in right away."
"Good work." I said. "Okay, secure the perimeter, take the bodies straight to the morgue, and have some Patrolmen search the property and around the perimeter---"
A Police SUV barreled through the outer perimeter and stopped with a screech of tires. The notoriously fast driver was the daughter of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, notoriously fast in his own driving habits.
"You better have a good reason for mowing down half my Police Force." I told Cindy. Then I saw who was getting out of the passenger side: Captain Teresa Croyle.
"Sir!" Teresa said loudly as she got out of the SUV. "You are exposing yourself to possible sniper fire. I must ask you to add more protection and come to a place of better safety."
"Like a State Senator's office?" I asked. Seeing Teresa's face get more worried, I said "I appreciate your concern, Captain, and you're doing your job. But I've got a crime scene to look at." Neither of my Angels were mollified until I went and got into my Police SUV. Cindy got in the shotgun seat and Teresa in the backseat.
"I think one of the bodies is Wayne LaCroix." I said. "Croyle, send units to check out his location. Also, it's a longshot, but have someone go up to the Fire Department range and see if there's any sign that this was done there." Teresa got on the radio and put out the calls.
"Someone cleaning up a mess?" Cindy asked as we watched the Crime Lab people at work.
"Making one, actually." I said. "But to your point: yes, someone is cleaning up. LaCroix made a huge mess of things, and they took him out before he could talk. Ohhhhhh... wait a minute..."
I got out of the SUV as the bodies were being brought out. A moment later, Tanya was loading herself into her State Crime Lab van. As she locked her wheelchair in place, I stuck my head in the door.
"Tanya!" I said. "You still have the DNA profiles from Terry Schultz's killer, and the DNA under Jeanine Burke's fingernails?"
"Sure do." she said. "Ohhhh... you think..."
"Yes I do." I said. "I will not come over all shocked if the other dead body here is that of Jeff Fuqua..."
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Political Mothballs
"Crowbar!" shouted Chief Griswold into the phone, "we gotta be in Midtown by 10:00am! Big announcement! Governor wants you and me there! Cindy too!"
"Chief, we've got a double murder here!" I protested.
"And your people can handle it." said Griswold. "I've already called Moynahan. Go grab a suit and meet me at County Airport!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, February 18th. Yep, it must be big, I thought to myself. The Governor sent a helicopter to come get us. As Cindy, Chief Griswold, and I flew down with our pilot, our route going above the University-Midtown Highway, I told the Chief about the crime at King & Ebenezer."
"Frickin' copycats." growled Griswold. "Think that's a message towards you, Crowbar?"
"Yes Chief." I said. "Well, it's certainly bravado on someone's part, and maybe poking me in the nose."
I also filled Chief Griswold in on the Black Velvet serial killings. "Cindy! that's something else I need to do... have Headmaster Meadows questioned."
"I asked Teresa to have him brought in, and Krueger and Myron will question him." said Cindy. "Krueger needs to do more of that kind of work." I just nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a frenzied air of excitement around the State Capitol Building. The Governor had brought me to his private washroom near his office so that I could shower, shave and change clothes into the suit I'd brought. I wore a blue tie, slightly darker than 'middle' but not too dark.
Once done, I joined the others, who were eating breakfast. "So, has the Iron Crowbar figured this out?" asked the Governor.
"The SBI bill must've passed." I said.
"Very close." said the Governor. "After that shooting incident in the City, Molinari and Cerone both came to Midtown, and they came to see me. They were going to let you tell me about their compromise, but everyone is speeding up the timetables now. I liked what they did... well, I liked it enough to tell them I'll sign it. Their aides spent last night whipping up the votes in both parties. The only people that I don't think know yet are Katherine Woodburn and Justin Madoff."
I smiled brightly at that... it would be soooo much fun to see Katherine's face when she did hear about it. Cindy began chuckling.
"Amused, Ms. Ross?" asked the Governor.
"Governor," said Cindy, "you'll have to excuse my rudeness and directness here. But Katherine Woodburn is hot for the Iron Crowbar. She wants him so bad she can't stand it. They're going to end up having sex one day."
The Governor was stunned. I was trying hard, but I couldn't hold back and I started laughing uncontrollably, my hand over my eyes. Chief Griswold was laughing, too, his mustaches twitching as merrily as I've ever seen them twitch.
"Just watch, sir, at the announcement." Cindy said. "It's going to be written all over her face."
The Governor let out an uncertain laugh himself, then said "Okay, Ms. Ross. Wish I'd known that at the beginning of all this."
"Governor," said Cindy, "you didn't think they call this man the Iron Crowbar because of that metal red stick he carries, do you?"
"Oh my goodness..." said the Governor, who was catching on that Cindy was actually ribbing me. "Is this normal between you two?"
"No sir." I said, still laughing. "This is tame compared to a normal day. I hope that FBI job is still available, Captain."
"FBI?" said the Governor, his voice sounding stunned. "Are you joining them?"
"No sir." said Cindy. "They offered, but I turned them down."
"Oh, thank God!" gasped Chief Griswold.
"Chief?" cried out Cindy, "you knew, too?"
"Of course I knew!" growled Griswold. "And I gave them the most glowing reference I knew how to write. I told them that after the Iron Crowbar here, you'd be the best FBI Agent they could possibly hire. And then I told them it would tear me up if you did join them, because I'm selfish and I want you to stay on my Police Force."
"Awww." said Cindy. "Thanks, Chief."
"You've got one heck of a team, Grizz." said the Governor. 'Grizz' vigorously agreed.
After more chatter, it was time to go. As we got ready to leave, Cindy said "Just remember to watch Senator Woodburn, sir. You'll see it." The Governor just shook his head.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A large podium was set up outside the the entrance to the House chamber. A huge number of reporters were milling about, including Meredith Peller from Midtown. She corralled me for an interview.
"I am not sure what the specifics are." I said in answer to her question, trying not to look at her shapely legs, and not quite succeeding. "I do know something has been worked out."
"Is it true there was an assassination attempt on the Senators yesterday?" Meredith asked.
"I am not sure the Senators were the targets, but there was an incident yesterday, and I'm still investigating it along with the City Police. You'll have to ask them for more information on that."
"Is it also true you are going to be appointed to clean out the corruption in the SBI?" Meredith asked.
"Your question is the first I'm hearing of it, Meredith." I said.
Then the ceremonies were about to start. I was called to the stage. I saw Katherine Woodburn near the front, looking furious. She'd been told just moments ago, and I could see her suppressed fury as our eyes locked.
First to speak was Senator Molinari: "In all of my decades of tough business negotiations and decisions, followed by the years of tough negotiations here in the Statehouse, I can honestly tell you that this SBI bill is far and away the toughest thing I've ever been a part of negotiating. But with the help of my friend Jimmy Cerone, and the hard work of friends like Billy Williams and Sharon Marshall and Isaac Jacobson, we've reached an accord on an SBI bill that will be accepted by both sides and by the Governor."
Politicians cheered and the Media almost burst open with frenzied questions as Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone came up. "Yes," he said, "what my friend Moe Molinari just said is true. This was hard and tough negotiating, but we've reached something that will be the best for the most people. And Sharon Marshall and Isaac Jacobson were tireless workers helping to get the bill done. On the outside looking in, we received valuable input from Commander Donald Troy, who is also our SBI Reserve Inspector. He did great work helping us. And we appreciate Wilson Hammond's efforts in bringing this bill to a successful conclusion, as well. Governor Jared, would you like to say a few words?"
"Thank you, Senator." said the Governor, taking the podium. I could see some amusement on his face, and I looked at Cindy, who was not quite succeeding at stifling a grin herself. "This bill is a very well-crafted compromise, and one that I can support." said the Governor. "The SBI will take a support role, helping local law enforcement in keeping our citizens safe. The Narcotics Task Force will have new structure and new leadership, and will be able to achieve its goals of ridding our State of filthy drugs without encroaching upon and overriding the jurisdictions of local law enforcement. This bill is not perfect, but it does the most good for the most people. And with outstanding law enforcement officers like Commander Don Troy, we can make this bill work in our counties and towns and cities, as well."
The Governor concluded: "But the true praise for this successful compromise bill belongs to Senators Molinari and Cerone, two adversaries working together for the benefit of the People of the State." He had Molinari and Cerone come back up, and as everyone applauded, their handshake became a hug. This was a much larger moment than many people realized, I thought to myself.
After a few more comments, Molinari and Cerone opened the floor for Media questions. The Media only wanted to know one thing: "Which one of you was the target of the assassination attempt yesterday?"
After that question came about five times, Molinari waved for me to come up. The Media quietened as I said "We are continuing to investigate the incident yesterday. It would be premature to suggest that either Senator Molinari or Senator Cerone was the actual target."
"Were YOU the target, Commander?" asked someone, who turned out to be Tim Sioban of KSB.
"It is possible that I was the intended target, yes." I said, seeing my chance. "We have been investigating several killings that some of you have dubbed the Black Velvet murders. While investigating these crimes, we've discovered an abandoned Federal installation just north of the State Line along the State Highway 141 road. It is unclear what is going on at that facility, but it could be the discovery of its secret operations is the reason behind the murder attempt while I was in that office."
The Governor had again been trying to stifle laughs, until he heard those words. Needless to say, I had the attention of a stunned Media and political audience.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the big press conference, the Legislators went in and voted. Katherine Woodburn's efforts to derail the vote were quickly shot down. Only a smattering of votes in either body of the State Legislature were in the negative, and the SBI Bill for the year was passed. The Budget would not be long in following, I knew.
In the Governor's Chambers, I came upon the Governor and Cindy, who were laughing hard. "You were right, Captain, you were right." said the Governor. "Katherine Woodburn... was drooling over the Iron Crowbar."
"Har!" laughed Chief Griswold as he came up to me. "Listen, kid, there are Media outside the door. They want to know more about this Federal installation you were talking about... a lot more."
"Let's go tell them." I said. I stepped out into the hallway, and was surrounded by reporters...
... and then I saw him.
Standing in front of a doorway, he was nearly bald, very tall, wearing gold wire-frame glasses, and wearing a three piece suit. Our eyes locked, and I knew. I knew it was him... the man who had stood over me while I was being tortured by the CIA. The look on his face was one of sheer hatred.
"Hey, you!" I shouted out. "Stop right there!" I tore through the reporters, but the man had opened the door behind him and stepped through. As I got to the door, two men in suits came up.
"Stop! You can't go in there!" one of them said, trying to grab me. I brushed him aside as I tried the door. It was locked.
"Get your hands where we can see them!" yelled the men, who were Capitol Security. They were drawing guns. That was a mistake.
*THWACK!*
A green crowbar connected solidly with one of the men's back. The other stopped to look over, and my crowbar came down on his hands. The weapon clattered to the floor.
"Get YOUR hands up, NOW!" ordered Cindy, whose own gun was now out and ready to fire. Meanwhile, I jimmied open the door the man had gone through. It was a vestibule leading downstairs.
For the first time in my professional career, I froze. I had a sudden premonition that my death awaited me if I went down those stairs. And that the man would be long since gone, anyway.
"What are you motherfuckers doing stopping me?" I snarled at the men as other Security came up. I yelled out "Take these men into custody! They just aided a criminal getting away!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's nothing on the tapes, sir." said the Midtown Police Officer. Chief Frank Soltis had come down and taken over from the State Capitol Police, who were ready to shoot me. The Governor had ordered them to stand down.
"I saw that man, too." said Griswold. "Right in front of that door. He went through the door when the Iron Crowbar went after him."
"Who is he, Don?" asked Chief Soltis. "He's not on the tapes, which could well have been doctored or the cameras inoperable."
"I don't know his name." I said. "But he was at another crime scene where I was involved (that's an understatement!), and I think he was listening to me talking about that Federal facility north of the State Line up near the City."
"Well," said Soltis, "the Capitol Police officers are saying they didn't see anyone, only saw you trying to go into a restricted area, then you and Captain Ross resisted arrest and held them at gunpoint. I told them I thought you were in the right, but they're still mad. And I have nothing I can detain them over, either."
I exhaled, knowing that those guys were part of the problem, but being unable to do anything about it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were driving home in a limousine provided by the Governor. A TCPD Police SUV was following, driven by Sergeant Rudistan with Lt. Irwin riding shotgun.
"So, Crowbar, what was that about?" asked Griswold as we got underway. "If I didn't know you as well as I do, I'd say the Capitol Police weren't wrong to stop you."
"Except that's not a restricted area, it's stairs to the underground parking garage." I said. "They were protecting that man I saw, and it's not the first time I've seen him."
"When were the other times?" Cindy asked. I let my eyes drift to the limo driver, who was listening but pretending not to, and she understood I wouldn't say out loud.
"So why put out that information about that Federal installation?" asked the Chief.
"To protect our lives." I replied "I believe the assassination yesterday was directed at me and Cindy. Someone wanted to silence us before any more got out about the secret Federal installation. Now if they kill us, the Media will be all over it as a cover-up of that facility... and I need not add the Media may or may not try to find out what's there, and in so doing they'll help me out."
"That's a dangerous game to play, Crowbar." said Chief Griswold. "But I do admit it might have been the only way to keep them from trying to kill you again."
Part 11 - Moths To The Flame
Still Saturday, February 18th. Back at home, at Police Headquarters, I called Laura and asked her to come to my office. Once she got there, I told her, Cindy and the Chief what I thought.
"When I was being drugged and tortured, right before you came and saved me," I said to Cindy, "I saw that man looking down at me. I thought it was part of the dream state, but Laura says we can't make up people in our dreams, we have to have seen real people at some point in our lives, and those are who we dream about. But I saw that man, and then I saw him at the State Capitol, and when our eyes met... I knew, and he knew I knew."
"That's true about the dream state; at least it's current theory." Laura said. "So he was the one?" I nodded vigorously.
"Who do you think he is?" Cindy asked. I looked at Laura, who nodded.
"There are people in the CIA, as well as the NSA, at a very high level, who run various operations." I said. "They are not known to the Public. I believe this man is one of them. I don't know his name or if he even has one, I have no idea what his role and mission is with the Company, but I do know he was working with Casey B. Walker on one certain day, which was almost my last day on earth."
Just then, there was another knock on my door. Jack Muscone came in.
"You've done it now, Don. Telling the Media about that Federal facility." he said. "My boss has been recalled to Washington. The CIA was moving to revoke your Top Secret clearance, but the FBI pushed back... and then your wife pushed back harder. I thought she'd retired." He looked at Laura as he said it.
"I did retire." Laura said, smiling craftily. "I'm just a consultant with them now... but I still have a few strings to pull. Fortunately, Don was never briefed on that installation nor did he ever sign a non-disclosure about it, so their claims he breached security protocols did not hold up."
"Can someone tell me now what that place was or is about?" I asked.
"I honestly don't know, darling." Laura said. "But with this kind of agitation, it's a hornet's nest in there, for sure."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in Classroom 'E', watching the tapes of the interviews of Walnut Prep Headmaster John Meadows by Detective David Krueger and Detective Teddy Parker. Krueger and Myron Milton were sitting with me.
"We thought this would be a great time to experiment with the new technology, sir." said Myron, in response to my asking why he hadn't been in on the interview himself. "David is wearing a tiny clear earpiece, like you do at the Policeman's Ball to listen to the Wildcats in the Conference championship game. I'm on the computer in the anteroom, bringing up data and I can feed David questions."
"Oh." I said, getting enthusiastic. "That's cool stuff. How did it work out?"
"I thought it was really positive." said Krueger. "As you're about to see, we really could direct and re-direct the questions based on his answers.
"Okay, roll tape." I said. We settled in to watch:
Krueger first read Headmaster Meadows his rights from the card. Meadows's attorney was Mr. Gibson Stelling, who had represented Chris Washburn in the 'Hot Wife Photos' case.
"Mr. Meadows," said David Krueger, "did you know a Professor Yarborough of City University?"
"Yes, I knew him." said Meadows.
"You studied with him?"
"Yes." Meadows said. Krueger had paused, as if to let Meadows expand on his answer, but Meadows said no more.
"What did you study under him?" asked Krueger after a moment.
"Education." said Meadows. Again, no elaboration.
"Can you be more specific?" asked Krueger.
"Ask my client what you want to know and he'll answer." said the lawyer. "I've advised him against answering open-ended questions."
"Okay, if you want to play it that way." said Krueger, his voice hardening. "Mr. Meadows, did you do your doctoral thesis under Dr. Yarborough?"
"Yes."
"But you did not finish it, and you never got your Ph.D., correct?"
"That is correct."
"Why didn't you finish?" asked Krueger, speaking rapidly, firing his questions like bullets at Headmaster Meadows.
"Dr. Yarborough died." said Meadows.
"And you weren't reassigned to another professor? You could've finished your thesis, couldn't you?"
"I was not reassigned." said Meadows. "Dr. Yarborough's death was devastating to me. I never pushed to go forward. Over time I found that I didn't need the Ph.D. to run Walnut Prep."
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "would you call Dr. Yarborough's teachings and ideas mainstream, or unusual vis-a-vis the mainstream?"
"You mean politically?" asked Meadows.
"No, not necessarily." said Parker. "I'm asking what your opinion of his ideas were."
"He taught empowerment of the individual." said Headmaster Meadows. "He believed that respecting and empowering young individuals would boost their self-esteem and swerve them away from crime."
Parker asked: "Do you believe his teachings were vindicated by the experiments at Millwakee?"
"That was before my time with Dr. Yarborough," said Meadows, "and I don't care to speculate on the success or failure of his ideas."
"What was your thesis about, Mr. Meadows?" asked Krueger.
"The advantages of private schools over the public education system." said Headmaster Meadows.



"Would you please elaborate?"
The lawyer stepped in: "Again, ask specific questions that are not open-ended. I'm advising my client to not answer that last question."
"Would you say the concepts of your thesis were in alignment with Dr. Yarborough's teachings? asked Krueger, a bit more strongly. "Or were they tangential?"
"That's an open-ended question." said Meadows.
"But specific." said Krueger. "So please answer it."
"Dr. Yarborough had many ideas, as did I." said Meadows. "The correlation of them would be speculation, and I won't give grounds for you to say I was lying over what would be a difference of opinion."
I could see on the tape that Krueger was getting frustrated. Parker forged ahead along different lines:
"Sir," said Parker, "do you know of any of Dr. Yarborough's students that seemed to be unusual, or have extreme variations of his ideas?"
"No, none that I can think of." said Meadows.
"Did you know a George Aurus?" asked Krueger.
"No, that name is not familiar to me." said Headmaster Meadows.
"We now have to ask you some questions that are more personal and probing in nature." said Detective Parker. "Where were you from the 24-hour period from about noon on February 2d to noon, February 3d?"
"When Lenora Holmes and Rob Dortmund died." said Headmaster Meadows.
"Where were you during that timeframe?" repeated Parker.
"I was at the School during school hours, of course." said Meadows. "The rest of the time I was at home."
"Can anyone verify that?" asked Parker.
"I don't know." said Meadows.
"What about your wife, sir?"
"Gentlemen," interrupted the lawyer. "A wife cannot be compelled to testify against her husband, nor a husband against his wife. Your questions infringes upon that, and I am instructing my client to not answer this line further."
"So you don't have an alibi for that timeframe, Mr. Meadows?"
"I wasn't aware I needed one." replied Meadows curtly. "And I wish to confer privately with my lawyer at this time."
After the conference, the lawyer demanded that Meadows either be formally arrested, or that he (the lawyer) was escorting Meadows out of the building. The latter is what happened, though Parker did tell Meadows to stay in Town and to inform the Police if he intended to leave the jurisdiction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Cindy and Teddy Parker into Classroom 'E'. Once they were there and seated, I said "Just to be clear, here: I recused myself from investigating Walnut Prep over sexual improprieties. I have not recused myself from investigating the Black Velvet murders. So, let's talk about this situation. Parker, what did you think of that interview?"
"I felt like he was playing his cards close to the vest, sir." said Kruger. "He answered our questions with only the minimum amount of information possible, giving us no lines to expand upon. He seemed evasive." I looked at Krueger.
"Sir," said Parker, "I know he has the overhanging cloud of the sex scandal over his school, which I believe is destroying his school, and could possibly lead to criminal charges or civil lawsuits. So I understand the evasiveness there. I also got the feeling that, for right or wrong, he felt like our questions were trying to trap him into a contradiction... the 'Scooter Libby' treatment, as it's called."
I nodded. "Yes, that is true. I got a similar impression while watching the tape. You both did well in the interview, by the way. I know you were frustrated by his answers, but you gave him no legal loopholes at all, which is one of the most important things in suspect interrogation."
"Sir," said Cindy, "he was very evasive about his whereabouts during the time of Lenora and Rob's capture and deaths."
"One day I am going to make you write a thesis paper on the assumption of guilt, Captain." I said. That earned me a dark look from Cindy.
"Sir," she persisted, "he also has strong motive, at least for the Lenora Holmes and Ron Dortmund murders. He could've known about the previous Black Velvet killings, and imitated them to get rid of Lenora and Rob, all the while making it look to us like part of a larger serial killer spree." The other Detectives agreed.
"Yes, that is very true." I conceded. It really was a good point. "What you've suggested does not contradict the evidence we have in any way. So yes, Headmaster Meadows has given us no reason to discontinue considering him as a suspect."
"Sir, could he have done them all?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Yes." I said. "But I'm not seeing good reasons right now. In the meantime, I know that the Mouseketeers are working on finding out about George Aurus. So let's keep plodding along."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is a disaster." said State Senator Katherine Woodburn, sitting in her Senate office in Midtown. "Why the hell didn't someone tell me?"
"I didn't know, either." said State Rep. Justin Madoff. "They just sprang it on us."
Members of Katherine's staff were sitting in various chairs, waiting for the inevitable explosion from their boss. She looked around at each of them, her eyes penetrating into theirs, or so they felt. A sense of gloom filled the room... and then was interrupted:
"I'll tell you exactly what is going on, Senator Woodburn." said Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, walking into the room without invitation, as if he were the Mob Overlord he once was. "Would you like to speak privately?"
"Yes." said Katherine. "Everyone, go. You too, Madoff. You are worse than useless to me."
"Hey, wait!--" Madoff protested, but cut it off when he saw Cerone glaring at him. He got out, glaring at both of them.
"Yes, I admit, I owe you a good lunch." said Cerone, sitting down in the chair just vacated by Madoff. "But we kept you out of the loop for two reasons, Katherine: one, to give you plausible deniability. You can tell your constituents in your District as well as the women of the State that you had nothing to do with this. Two, we had to get this done. It was hurting us far more than it was hurting the Governor, and Wilson Hammond's credibility with the Republicans was being totally destroyed. If we didn't compromise, then the Iron Crowbar's plan was going to be implemented."
"We had a strong bloc that would've stopped anything the Iron Crowbar wanted." said Katherine, working hard to keep her voice calm. "We had the fucking Republicans by the short hairs."
"Take my word for it, Katherine... you did not." said Cerone. "And I came here to offer you a consolation prize, in addition to being preserved as the Democrats' brick wall in the Senate. A lot of extra money is going to the University, to the State Crime Lab up there, and to the State Office Building improvements. There will be increased means of watching the Iron Crowbar and his activities, and of course some of that money will be funneled into your pockets. I know what you're trying to do up there, what you're trying to build, and we're going to help you as much as we can... without getting caught, of course."
"And I'll throw in one extra favor," said Cerone, "a personal one, just between you and me, as a personal apology and my thanks for your understanding. One day, that little piece of shit Councilman Thomas P. Cook will have to be dealt with. When you need that to happen, just give me the word... and it will happen."
Katherine's eyes peered at Cerone as she considered many ramifications. And she decided.
"You have a deal, Senator Cerone." she said. "Oh... and dinner at Luigi's is on you."
Part 12 - Thawing Mothballs
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square at 7:00am, Monday, February 20th. "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI is taking a larger role in the serial killings dubbed the 'Black Velvet' murders!"
"The Black Velvet crimes are reaching every level of Government, from local to Federal." Bettina continued. "At the local level, the investigation into Walnut Preparatory School and possible improprieties between teachers and students is ongoing. Police say that they have no evidence of illegal or improper sexual contacts, and may soon close the investigation. However, Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police consider Walnut Prep Headmaster John Meadows to be a material witness in the Black Velvet crimes. The Police have refused comment, and have also declined to reveal the connection between Meadows and the case."
I was shaking my head in anger as Bettina went on: "And in a related case, two persons were found dead at King & Ebenezer Food Industries over the weekend. One of the victims has been identified as Wayne LaCroix, an attorney for the Board of Commissioners who was recently arrested for using bugs to listen in on privileged conversations. The other victim has not yet been identified. Police say they have not found any motive for these murders, nor do they have any suspects."
"Also," said Bettina, "the FBI is looking into allegations that a nerve gas compound was brought into the County last week. Multiple sources tell Channel Two News that the TCPD discovered the deadly agents and informed the FBI of the nature of the chemicals. Neither the FBI nor TCPD will comment on this situation, but Police Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement that the allegations are just rumors, and that there is no danger to the Public."
The MCD room was totally silent, seeing how red my face and neck had gotten, to the point that my titian hair was almost glowing in contrast. And Bettina was nowhere near finished:
"And in State news, there were shocking developments in the Legislature as a compromise SBI bill was stealthily written by legislators, then hurriedly passed and signed by the Governor." said Bettina. The secrecy and speed of the bill's passage has upset some people. Roll tape."
The tape rolled, first showing Katherine Woodburn: "This poorly written bill was rammed through the Legislature too hastily. The SBI and our ability to protect our children from drugs and predators has been nearly destroyed by the unholy zeal of Governor Val Jared and his Republican allies!"
Wilson Hammonds was then shown: "I believe that some of my colleagues were too hasty in accepting the Cerone-Molinari bill. We should've had a reasonable time for debate and amendments."
Bettina went on to outline what was in the SBI Bill, then called in 'experts' to tell us exactly what to think about it. That was my cue to exit to the privacy of my office, where I could utter unprintable curses at Bettina's reporting without bothering anyone except the matchstick Trojan Horse...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So why do you think they'll have to re-do the SBI in a couple of years?" I asked Cindy. She had given me three minutes to vent, then came right on into my office.
"I think there are going to be a lot of conflicts with the SDOJ." said Cindy. "Chief Bennett up here, Robert Gaston in Southport..." She sighed, then added "It's going to be a political mess, and that'll give Senator Woodburn a chance to come in and try to 'reunify' the SBI, so to speak."
I nodded. "Well, right now, my worry is what Bettina is doing in her reporting of those mothballs we found. That was just downright irresponsible. I also want to know where the leak is that gave her that information in the first place."
"My guess is that it's somewhere in the State Crime Lab or our regional SDOJ office." said Cindy. "Tanya, we trust. Her people, well-qualified but we don't know them. Harold Bennett... well, you know how I feel about that homophobe."
I chuckled. "Ah, the word 'homophobe' is yet another misnomer, a word improperly used. I'll just have to send you to Walton Prep for remedial instruction."
"Give me a night with Claire Meadows, and you have a deal. Cindy said. "She is smoking hot. But I'm afraid she plays on your team, not mine."
"I think you're right." I said. "Okay, let's change the subject and talk about actual Police business. How's McGhillie doing in Vice?"
"Very well, sir." Cindy said. "Coldiron thinks he's going to be good in white-collar crimes and things like that. McGhillie has some connections through his father and his father's Council status--"
Just then the phone rang. It was Chief Moynahan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was one of the biggest regional FBI pow-wows in recent memory. The conference room at the FBI offices in the City's Federal Building contained the DepDirector, Special Agents in Charge Jack Muscone, Clark Webster, Les Craig, and Dana Fox; and Special Agents Miles Winters (who worked with Les Craig), Julius Jefferson (who worked Homeland Security issues with Dana Fox), Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, and Lindy Linares.
There were two FBI Consultants in the room, as well. You get one guess who they were. Hint: they carry crowbars.
"All right," said the DepDirector, "let's get started. First, I appreciate Consultants Troy and Ross coming in so quickly and on such short notice, and I appreciate their Chief's patience with me even more. The first part of this meeting is about the Black Velvet serial killings, and related issues. Jack?"
"Thank you, sir." said Muscone. "We just got information from the Westphalia State Crime Lab that some of the bodies recently found have been identified. Don, Cindy, I just emailed you those reports. Lindy, would you give us a rundown?"
"Yes sir." said Lindy Linares. "A City University student named Grant Leslie, male, 20 years old at the time he disappeared, was one of the victims. He'd joined the Army when he was 17, dishonorably discharged after being caught having sex with a Second Lieutenant's wife... she initially had claimed he was raping her when they got caught, but she recanted that charge pretty soon afterwards, as her other affairs came out. For those reasons, his DNA was on file and we got a match."
"One of the females was identified as Honey Parker, age 34 at the time she disappeared. She was married, two small children. Worked as an H.R. consultant in the City." continued Lindy. "Her family provided a hair brush from which we got a DNA profile, and we got a match with one of the bodies. Mr. Webster's Missing Person's Bureau is now looking at other people reported as missing from that timeframe, and trying to get some kind of DNA samples to test for more matches." Clark Webster nodded. I caught Les Craig seeming to smirk before he realized I was looking in his direction.
"What were the professions of these victims' families?" I asked.
Lindy said "Honey Parker's husband was, and still is, a lawyer. Traditional ambulance chaser type. Grant Leslie's father works in the City Court system, custodian of records and staff duties. His mother was... a reporter. KSB." I nodded thoughtfully.
"Thank you, Lindy." said Jack Muscone. "In addition to that, some of the autopsies aren't of much value, as the bodies were decomposed, but some of the bodies showed knife cuts to the neck or upper back, and some showed cuts to the lower back or to abdomen from the front."
"So the gist of this," said the DepDirector, "is we've got people our Missing Persons Bureau have been looking for, that are now showing up as victims of this Black Velvet killer. Technically, once they're found, they become the State's jurisdiction, but I've asked the Governor and SBI Director Conlan to allow us to work more closely with SBI Inspector Troy and his people on this. Clark, I want you, Martin, and Lindy to work with them as well as that county's law enforcement and see how many other missing persons we can get off your rolls."
"Okay," said the DepDirector, "I need for Muscone, Craig, Fox, and Troy to stay; the rest of you can go."
"Ross stays, too." I said. I don't know what the man had been thinking, but my Green Crowbar was staying where I was staying.
"Uh... okay, Ross, too." said the DepDirector, choosing wisely.
"Sir," said Les Craig, "Should Captain Ross be staying? We're going to be discussing sensitive information, and she's Canadian."
That got a huge glare from a pair of ice blue eyes underneath a platinum blonde head, and generated gasps from a number of people. It also made a certain gray-eyed redhead sit up and turn his full attention onto Les Craig.
"She's a natural-born American Citizen." I thundered. "She has a Top Secret clearance, as well. What's your problem, Agent Craig?"
"She also has Canadian citizenship." said Craig. "I question her loyalties." More gasps from the room. It was Cindy herself that prevented me from standing up.
"The Deputy Director knows my loyalties." Cindy said. "It's up to him if I stay or go."
"So to whom are you loyal, Ross?" asked Craig. "The Queen, or the Constitution?"
"The Queen is awesome. I love the Queen." Cindy said with alacrity. "She's a wartime military veteran, a status you cannot claim, Mr. Craig. But my oaths of loyalty have never been to anything but the United States Constitution."
"And to the Iron Crowbar?" sneered Craig.
"That's enough, Craig." said Jack Muscone, who was senior to Les Craig. "These are both good people, and they're the wrong people to pick fights with."
"I agree." said the DepDirector. "Ross can stay. Those of you who have been excused should already be out of here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I swept the room for bugs, finding none... except the FBI's own microphones. The DepDirector had a team come in behind me and make a sweep for bugs. They found none, and conveeeniently didn't find the FBI microphones.
Of course, paperwork came out... we were about to talk about highly classified information.
"What this is about," said the DepDirector, "is those so-called 'mothballs' that the TCPD found. The nerve agents were very similar to VX, but sublime at much lower temperatures. I'll just repeat what the FBI Director said: 'This is scary shit.'." We all nodded soberly.
"Commander Troy, your Police report has been pulled and classified, and I do appreciate you having written it personally and kept it under seal. I'll need you to inform your Police Department that further discussion of it should not happen."
"I will, sir, but it's the Press you need to talk to." I said. "Bettina Wurtzburg won't shut her trap about it, and it hasn't been for lack of asking them. My Chief personally asked them to stop discussing it, but they told him to 'fuck off', and that was a direct and literal quote."
"Why the hostility?" asked the Deputy Director?
"I don't know." I said. "KXTC is usually more cooperative than KSTD about these things, but in this case it's KSTD who is not reporting directly on the nerve agents while KXTC can't seem to talk enough about it."
"Well, we sent a couple of Special Agents to talk to Burt West and Bettina Wurtzburg." said the DepDirector. "They tried to throw the First Amendment in our faces, but we've told them there are limits to Press Freedoms once they've been told something is classified, and that we'll be happy to use them as a first demonstration to go through the Courts. They seem to be defiant and willing to pick a fight, and like you said, Commander, I am not sure why."
I just shrugged my shoulders, as did Cindy.
"Okay," said the DepDirector, "these guys that brought in the nerve agents. One of them, the one called 'Speedy', seemed to know what the drugs were. The others did not have a true idea of it. But these guys really had nothing to tell, not any names. Speedy only knew of a contact by cell phone, which is a burner number... God! I hate burners! Speedy picked up the package at the Midtown Bus Station, and he and his boys drove it up here."
"Don, we should've checked those guys for Black Badges." Cindy said quietly.
"I did." I replied. "No such badges in their clothes, belongings, or in their vehicle."



"Yes, we thought of Jack King and your Black Badge case." said Jack Muscone. "There do seem to be similarities in how these cells work. They well could be the same people at the very top."
"Oh, no doubt they are." said the DepDirector. "And hanging those bodies at King & Ebenezer Food Industries is a deliberate affront to the Iron Crowbar, not to mention the name of that location."
"What's that?" asked Dana Fox.
"King & Ebenezer." I said. "John Colby sold the plant to two black men, but it ultimately went out of business. The 'King' is Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., of course. His father and he were pastors at Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta in the Civil Rights times of the 1960s. Ergo, the name. But Mr. Director, I don't think that's the reason they put the bodies there this second time. As you said, it was waving a red cape in front of my face. And they will rue... the...s day."
The DepDirector and Dana Fox smiled. Jack Muscone looked like he always looked. But Les Craig was failing to hide a sneer of disdain on his face.
"Don," asked Muscone, "are the people behind the poison mothballs the same ones behind the murders of LaCroix and the other person?"
"Well," I said, "I need to say it this way: Maybe. And by that I mean that it could well be one group, Superior Bloodlines, at work. But I'm getting a nagging feeling that it may not be as it seems. If the person that was hung alongside LaCroix is the person I think it is, then we might have two groups at work. Maybe with connections to each other, but doing their own thing at times. And one of those groups may be a CIA cell, not unlike the Corrigan cell, but much more corrupt."
"My God, are you kidding?" asked Dana Fox, who was the FBI's chief Homeland Security liaison.
"I have reason to believe it." I said.
The DepDirector said "Everyone in this room knows what happened to you, Don, and Agent Muscone briefed them on the man you saw during your ordeal as well as at the State Capitol. I've also talked to your wife and to other CIA persons we can trust. The FBI has a special task force looking into the matter, as it's our job to overwatch the CIA on domestic issues. And of course, I'd like to claim our involvement when our FBI Consultant there helped us save you the last time, but I don't think it was us that motivated her."
"I love my Canadian buddies." I said, fist-bumping Cindy.
"God save the Queen." Cindy replied, drawing a sharp look from Les Craig.
"Okay, Jack, take these consultants and our other Agents out to lunch on my tab." said the DepDirector. "Les, Dana, you stay here with me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Muscone had reserved a back room at the City Tavern. The food was very good. As we sat and talked, I was talking to Sandra and Lindy.
"You know I'm pregnant, right?" Sandra had said as she saw me observing her.
"I'd heard rumors." I said lightly. "What I observe is a lack of jewelry on your left-hand ring finger, and I don't think you just removed it to wash your hands."
Sandra and Lindy exchanged glances, then Sandra said "You're right. Martin and I called off the engagement. We still date, but we both realized we need more time on the total commitment."
"The baby have anything to do with that?" I asked.
"Not really." said Sandra. "I think it crystallized what we were already thinking, brought it out for both of us to the talking stage." I nodded.
Meanwhile, Jack Muscone was talking to Cindy: "Don't take Les Craig too personally. He's paranoid about security issues, especially since the Corrigan cell was exposed. He had a bit of a naive attitude about the integrity of Federal Government."
"No." said Cindy. "I've been around the Iron Crowbar long enough to know that Agent Craig had an ulterior motive in calling my loyalty and integrity into question. It was a chess move, a seeming sacrifice to ultimately gain more in the end. He was calling attention to himself, trying to get himself noticed. So... is he after Clark Webster's job? Or Dana Fox's job?"
Muscone gave what was for him a smile. "More like mine, maybe." he said. "You're right, he's limitlessly ambitious."
"I also noticed," Cindy said, "that your boss had him stay while asking you to escort me and the Iron Crowbar out of the room. Smart man, your boss is."
"Four hundred years ago," Jack Muscone said, "they'd have tied you to the same stake as your cousin, in good old Salem, U.S.A." Cindy couldn't help but smile brightly at that compliment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Martin Nash was sitting by the (untended) bar in the back room as everyone finished up lunch. I went up to him.
"How's it going, Martin?" I asked. "You may be solving the Jeanine Burke murder very soon, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do, sir." said Martin Nash, still instinctively calling me 'sir', though he no longer worked for me. "But not the Michael Burke case. And now Jack is getting obsessed with finding Dick Ferrell, so if we don't find Ferrell first..." He did not need to finish the sentence.
"I hear you. You better find Ferrell before I do, also." I said. "But never mind that... what about you, Martin?"
"Superior Bloodlines." said Nash. "My uncle is obsessed, and I've been working it hard, mostly because I want to close it out for him so he can retire. I'll be glad when it's done, though. And I can move on to new assignments. That was always a good thing about working with the TCPD... we closed the old case and began new ones."
"True." I said. "I'm sorry to hear that things didn't work out with Sandra... so far, at least."
"You know, sir," said Nash, "when you let us know that you knew I was really with the FBI, Sandra and I really talked about me staying with the TCPD, taking the MCD Lieutenant slot. And if we were going to get married and all, that's probably what I should have done. But we decided to stick with the FBI, and I think even then we knew that marriage isn't what we really wanted. We were pretending to be something we weren't."
"Glad you figured it out early on." I said.
"And since I know that the baby is not mine," said Nash, "it just made things more clear to both of us." If Nash was trying to startle me, I did not let him see it on my face.
"Not that it's any of my business," I said, "but how do you know it's not yours?"
Nash just looked at me. "With all your powers of observation and deduction, Commander, you never had the knowledge of this one, and neither did Sandra. She still doesn't, by the way. She doesn't know that I'm sterile. I shoot blanks. Injury when I was in high school."
I nodded. "I was told once that my sperm count was too low to have children. Obviously Carole and little Jim proved that to be wrong. But I remember how I felt when I was told that, and I can empathize with you."
"Thank you, sir." said Nash. "So, let's eat some gunpowder and go bust up Superior Bloodlines." I chuckled... and then fell into a reverie.
When I came out, I said goodbye to Nash and the other FBI Agents, then went and got Cindy "We've got to get back to Town. I just realized something about the Black Velvet case. I think my brain was like one of those frozen mothballs, but it's finally thawing out..."
Part 13 - Epilogue
"Don, this is Jack," said Muscone on the cellphone as Cindy and I were driving home. "Tanya just called. The full tests are still running, but the quick and dirty DNA marker tests confirmed what you thought. The other guy at the meat plant -is- the body of Jeff Fuqua."
"Cool beans." I said. After hanging up, I told Cindy. She nodded.
"As usual, you saved them considerable time." she said. "So... I appreciate you standing up for me when Les Craig questioned my loyalty. But why do you think he did that?"
"Could be a lot of reasons," I said, "but I think he's going to regret the unintended consequences... the crowbar spanking he's going to get. I never trusted him in all the time we were going after Westboro, and I don't really trust him now. I will add that he never did a very good job in Southport. The Mob pretty much was laughing at him behind his back, while feeding him lines to lead him astray."
Cindy nodded. "I'm starting to think my decision to not join the FBI was a good one, in spite of having to work for you and Chief Moynahan."
I grinned, knowing she was being facetious. "Got what you asked for, you did. Regret it, you will not." After a pause, I said "What would you think of Martin Nash coming back to the TCPD?"
"Are you serious?" gasped Cindy.
"I haven't talked with him about it nor asked him," I said, "but I suspect that if I did when all this Superior Bloodlines stuff wraps up, he might just take it. But it will be your decision to offer him the job, Captain of Detectives."
"I'll take him in a heartbeat." Cindy said. "So, you're sounding about the same as you did last year when talking about Moriarty... even naming the timeframe of it coming to an end, and you were right. When do you think this Superior Bloodlines thing is going to come to a head?"
"Soon." I said. "They're tipping their hand, they're acting irrationally, they're acting like very scared animals on the run. I can't be sure, but I'm thinking this Spring, early summer. I thought Westboro would be resolved by July 4th, and it was. I'll give that same date for now."
"What about the Black Velvet Killer?" Cindy asked.
"He's next. We need to get home so we can talk to John Meadows--"
My cellphone rang. It was Wes 'Coldiron' Masters."
"Sir," he said, "we just got a digital recording through email. It's a video clip, but blacked out and audio only. I'm sending it to your onboard computer now."
"Got it." said Cindy, who was typing on the onboard computer console. She brought up the file, and we listened.
"It's all about the power, Commander Troy..." the eerie voice said, "it's all about... the power..."
Finis... for now.
This will be continued in the next series, "Power"...
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Part 1 - Hypothetical Prologue
"I'm living in that 21st century,
Doing something mean to it,
Do it better than anybody you ever seen do it,
Screams from the haters, got a nice ring to it,
I guess every superhero need his theme music,
*
No one man should have all that power,
The clock's ticking, I just count the hours,
Stop tripping, I'm tripping off the power..."
------Kanye West - "Power"
Monday, February 20th. 6:00pm.
I was sitting in my office. The audio recording had been played over and over. It had been analyzed to the nth degree. Nothing except that voice. No background noises, no clues to the sender.
I was waiting for Cindy Ross and Teddy Parker to bring in Headmaster John Meadows and his beautiful wife, Claire Meadows. When I'd called them, I'd agreed to let them finish the school day, but my Officers would be waiting to transport them to Police Headquarters. I told them they needed to get lawyers, as well.
"Okay, they're here." said Captain Cindy Ross, coming into my office, ADA Paulina Patterson following her. "John Meadows is in I-B, Claire in I-A. One problem: Bernadette Gillem is her attorney, and she's also your personal attorney."
"Small world we live in." I replied, using hand gestures to have them sit down. "Paulina, this one is tricky. Here's the deal. I believe that it is very possible that John Meadows was being blackmailed by the Black Velvet killer. However, if we ask him this, he'll clam up, because it would essentially be admitting there was sexual impropriety in his school, and he'll never do that. So, what do we do?"
"Why don't you explain all that first, Commander?" Cindy 'suggested'.
"Okay." I said, realizing I'd gotten ahead of myself. "It has occurred to me that there are reasons other than randomness for the serial killer's selection of his victims. Perhaps he was blackmailing them, or more likely their family members. I need not say that we need to keep this among ourselves until we get some better data. And the first way to get the data is to ask John Meadows."
"Are you suggesting we give him immunity?" asked Paulina.
"Won't do any good." Cindy said. "If he admits to the sex scandal, even with immunity, he's irreparably and permanently harmed. His school is dead, and he'd have trouble trying to start a new one anywhere in the United States... or Canada, for that matter." I smiled... FBI Agent Les Craig's comments had really started a fire burning in my Police partner. Cindy had a little smile on her own ruggedly pretty face: she knew that I knew the intent behind her comment.
"True." I said. "But another problem is just what the blackmailer wanted. If it was just money in exchange for not exposing the sex scandal, Meadows might have paid it. Even if he pushed back and didn't pay, which is what I think would have happened, killing Lenora and Rob doesn't make sense for the blackmailer. But... if the blackmailer went to Meadows and said he'd kill someone if Meadows didn't expose his own school... ah, then we have a different and more interesting situation."
"And one where Meadows has no way out." Cindy said, catching on very quickly. "If Meadows admits there was a blackmailer, and what you say is true, then we're right back to the original problem for him." I nodded.
"There is one other thing, as well." I said. "Meadows said to Parker and Krueger that he was not familiar with the name of George Aurus. If what I believe is true, then Meadows lied to Police there, which is a felony offense in this State."
"Ouch, that's a real roadblock." Paulina said "Don, do I understand that you believe neither John nor Claire Meadows killed Lenora and Rob, nor anyone else?"
"Correct." I said. "And I don't think anyone connected with the School had a hand in the murders, either."
Paulina took out her cellphone. "As much as I hate to do it, I'm going to call D.A. Krasney. He needs to be in on anything I do with this, anyway..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, we were in the Main Conference Room. Chief Moynahan had come in as well as D.A. Gil Krasney, joining Cindy, Paulina and myself. I had briefed Bernadette Gillem and Gibson Stelling on what we were doing, and offered to let them and their clients watch television in the Pastor's Room.
"So you want Meadows to say if he was being blackmailed or not." said Krasney. "But any answer he gives might be construed as an admission of sexual impropriety at Walnut Prep, and also might show that John Meadows lied to your Officers earlier?."
"That's the essentials of it." I replied.
"Commander," said Krasney, "do you think there was sexual impropriety at the School?"
"I've recused myself from that case." I said. "So I'm not going to answer that question."
"Thanks for nothing." said Krasney. "Katherine Woodburn is hammering me about it."
"And you're not pushing back?" asked Chief Moynahan. "Are you not telling our es-teeeemed State Senator that one has to have proof in order to have a prosecution?"
"And Woodburn is saying that Commander Troy should be personally investigating and getting that proof." shot back Krasney. "I might add that she is threatening to call in the SBI to investigate."
"You can safely ignore those threats." said Cindy. "After the passage of the SBI Bill, she can't ask the SBI to get her a cup of coffee."
"But she has friends, Captain Ross." said Krasney. "And people who are scared of her."
"Like this Region's SDOJ Director?" I asked.
"As many people tell me, Commander... not much gets by you." Krasney answered, trying to be jovial about it.
"I try." I said. "Mr. Krasney, I am not worried about whether or not some teen boy was banging his teacher at Walnut Prep. I am trying to solve multiple murders, and very likely prevent future murders. I can avoid talking to Headmaster Meadows at all, but it will be a lot easier and a much better legal case if he gives me some probable cause to make further pursuits. So... is there any way you can help us to get him to talk to us?"
"Ms. Patterson," asked Krasney, "how are you on giving the Meadowses immunity?"
"I'm not keen on it, Mr. Krasney." Paulina replied. "Despite Commander Troy's assertions, we don't have enough solid pieces to totally let the guy walk away. We need to know what we're going to get."
"What about a 'hypothetical'?" asked Krasney. "Let's have him speak under hypothetical conditions."
"He may not take that." said Cindy. "He is simply not going to say anything under any conditions that might support charges against him and his School. And again, there is the lying to Police charge."
"We can try, though." said Paulina. "And give him a limited immunity for the School improprieties, real or imagined, if his hypothetical story gets juicy."
"And I'll give him straight-up immunity for lying to Police about not knowing Aurus's name," said Krasney, "as long as he gives truthful answers about Aurus from now on."
"Let's give it a shot." said Chief Moynahan.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Cindy Ross and District Attorney Gil Krasney stepped into Interrogation-B from the anteroom, where the Chief, Paulina and myself were watching. Krasney had just finished a conversation with Gibson Stelling, who had then talked to his client.
"You've been briefed that you have been given immunity for lying to police if what you say now contradicts what you said earlier?" Krasney asked. Meadows nodded.
"And you've been briefed that these questions are about hypothetical and not actual situations? They are legally 'off the record', and cannot be used against you. If there is something we need further cooperation upon, we'll discuss terms of an immunity agreement." continued Krasney.
"I understand." said John Meadows. "And I'll stop talking or cooperating at anytime I don't feel comfortable with the level of the questions."
"Sir," said Krasney, "is there a hypothetical situation where you were being blackmailed for real or imagined improprieties at your school?"
Meadows's eyes widened a bit. He looked at his lawyer, who just nodded to him. "There could be a hypothetical situation," he replied, "where someone hypothetically named George Aurus did threaten to harm my school's reputation."
"What did he want from you, hypothetically?" asked Krasney.
"He hypothetically might have said that if I did not admit to hypothetical allegations against my school," said Meadows, "that he had the power to expose my school and would do so by means that would be very painful to me, but more painful to members of my staff and my students."
"And what would your hypothetical reaction to that be?" asked Krasney.
"I would hypothetically have told George Aurus to go to hell and burn there for all eternity." said Meadows.
"Did he explicitly threaten murder?" asked Krasney. "Hypothetically, of course?"
"No." said Meadows. "There's nothing more. So let's stop the games."
I knocked on the one-way glass. I had all I needed.
Part 2 - Sexual Power
The sun had set, and several FBI agents were at a place called 'The Place', which was a dance club and bar, with emphasis on the bar during the week. Despite it being Monday, the place was relatively crowded with college students, millennials, and young professionals.
Many of the FBI Agents had gone to The Place, needing to relax after a very tense day. They were at a couple of tables. Les Craig had offered to buy Sandra Speer a drink, and now she and he were having a conversation at one table. Lindy Linares had sat there, as well, to possibly move in and cockblock Les if Sandra needed some help. Jack Muscone, Dana Fox, and Julius Jefferson were at another table... along with Martin Nash.
Then, as Les and Sandra got up and went to the dance floor, Lindy came over and sat with Martin.
"Everything okay?" said Lindy. "Need me to put a wedge between those two?"
"Thanks, but it's okay." said Martin. "We're not dating anymore. And if he is who she wants to hang out... power to her."
 "Pisses me off, though." said Jack Muscone, who was sitting next to them and able to hear them. "That jerk has really been getting in everyone's faces. Not sure what his motives are."
"Power trip?" asked Lindy.
"If the Iron Crowbar were here," said Martin Nash, he'd say there was more of purpose in Craig's actions. And he'd be right."
"I did notice the Iron Crowbar and the Green Crowbar were the only two people completely unafraid of Craig." said Nash. "My uncle has told me to not say or do anything, at least until Superior Bloodlines is taken out. After that..."
Sandra and Les were coming back at their table, laughing and joking. Seeing their table abandoned, they went over to the now-crowded table where their fellow Agents were, but sat at the other end from Martin and Lindy.
"Anyone want another drink?" asked Craig. "I'll buy this round." Nash and Muscone said no. Lindy, Dana, Julius, and Sandra accepted.
While he was getting drinks, Lindy went over to Sandra.
"Need me to be your cockblocker tonight?" Lindy asked... more like hinting.
"No, it's good." Sandra said. "He's a cool guy away from the office, and he's good looking, too. So don't be my cockblocker, and it's cool if things... develop."
"O-kay." Lindy said. "But it's causing some tensions for everyone else. If you guys are going to get friendlier, get the hell out of here." Sandra nodded, becoming contemplative.
As the evening wore on, Les danced with Sandra several more times. Julius also danced with Sandra a couple of times, and she was obviously having a good time... especially with Les Craig, Lindy noted.
Dana Fox and Muscone, who had been talking quietly about professional business, excused themselves and left, heading back to the FBI offices. Julius also left. Then Les and Sandra, who had begun flirting pretty hard in front of Martin and Sandra, also left.
"Come on, Martin. Let's go to my place." Lindy said to Nash, who was looking a little forlorn. Time to show Martin that there was more than just Sandra out there. She led him by the hand out of the club...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At home at the Mountain Nest, Carole had been running around the house, with Bowser happily following along, while Jim played with toy building blocks. Buddy had decided that sitting next to Laura and being petted by her was a good thing. I was sitting on the 'near' sofa, that faced the 'far' sofa against the wall, reading one of Dr. Bonnie Karpathian's books on serial killers.
"Darling," said Laura, "it's getting late and we need to talk about some things. Let's get the kids ready for bed, okay?"
"I DON'T WANT TO GO TO BED!" shouted Carole. Even Bowser looked at her in shock.
"Carole," said her mother, "stop shouting and help Jim put the toys away. It's bedtime."
"NO!" shouted Carole, who then sat down on the floor and crossed her little arms in a big huff.
Daddy had had enough of this. I went and picked up my protesting daughter, and said "We're going to 'time out', right now. Ten minutes."
"Nooo!" shouted Carole, but not quite as loudly. I took Carole to the steps leading upstairs and we sat down on them in the 'time out box'. Normally, having to sit still for that time was excruciating for my very inquisitive and active daughter.
"Carole," I said as we sat there, "when it's time for bed, you need to go to bed. You and Bowser can dream big dreams, then get up tomorrow and do new things."
"I don't want to go to bed! I want to keep playing!" Carole wailed.
About that time, Bowser (having heard his name spoken in vain) went up the stairs, then back down and wedged himself between us. Carole started petting him. I was not appreciative of my Police Dog taking the perp's side, even if she was his owner, but I did nothing.
"Seven more minutes." I said.
"That's okay, Daddy." Carole said, just a little too sweetly as she petted Bowser. "At least if I'm in time out, I'm not in bed."
She's three and a half years old, I thought to myself, and she's figuring that out already. God help me when she becomes a teenager!
I looked down to see Laura looking up at us from the foyer floor. My lovely wife was trying to keep from laughing. I just shook my head in mock resignation.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oooh, nice place." Sandra said as Les led her into his apartment. It was in one of the City's many high-rise buildings, and the view of the City at night was breathtaking.
"I'm subleasing it." said Les. "If I get transferred to the City permanently, I'll see about buying it or one of the others in the building. Let me get us something out of the kitchen.
A moment later, as Sandra admired the view, Les came back. When she turned around, she saw him with two champagne glasses, and a magnum of the bubbly stuff.
"Ooooh, what are we celebrating?" she said, very flirtatiously.
"We have a lot to celebrate." Les said. "But mostly, how beautiful you are."
"And how handsome you are." Sandra replied, walking over to him, sashaying her hips just a bit. Les admired her lovely body, her legs and ass framed nicely in the tight dress, shaped perfectly by the high heel peep-toe pumps she was wearing. She had been advertising tonight, Les knew... and advertising not to Martin Nash, but to him.
Les popped the cork and filled the glasses. They sat down on the sofa, very close together.
"To us." Les said.
"To us." Sandra said. They clinked their glasses and drank of their champagne. Then Sandra tilted her head up and Les got the hit. He leaned over and kissed her full, luscious lips, at first gently, then a little deeper. Then he raised his head again, leaving the beautiful redhead wanting more.
"So," she said as she drank her champagne, her eyes boring into him with sexual desire, "what is your ultimate goal with the FBI? The Director's chair?"
"Mmm, maybe." said Craig. "Or something else in Washington."
"That's where the power is." Sandra said. "Is that what you want, Les? Power?"
"Right now," said Les, "I just want to be right here, with a beautiful redhead in my arms." He took her glass and put it and his own on the table, then turned to make his wish come true. Sandra willingly snuggled into him, and when he pressed his mouth to hers, she eagerly allowed his tongue to slide over hers and explore her mouth. And she did not stop him as his hand slid up the side of her thigh to her luscious asscheek...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that was a disaster." I said as Laura and I crawled into bed and snuggled up together. "And I don't want to ever say 'Because I said so.', like Mom said to me and Elizabeth, but boy! is the temptation something awful!" Laura laughed.
"You have a very smart daughter, my darling." my wife said.
"I think your genes made a major contribution to her brilliance, also." I said. Laura just chuckled again. "So, what did you want to talk about?"
"I've been doing some research in my capacity as a CIA consultant." Laura said. "On this serial killer case as an exercise in psychology, but also on this situation of a possible mole or traitor, or perhaps a bad cell in the CIA."
"Find anything?" I asked.
"Not yet." Laura said. "I'm working with the FBI on it, and the CIA Director and his people are working with us. Very cooperative, I must say, and not like olden times. I think the White House is worried about this one."
"They should be." I said. "As bad as Corrigan was, I think what we're dealing with now might be worse. Would you think your husband was crazy if he told you he thinks Superior Bloodlines is a powerful group, dedicated to white supremacy... but what these bad cats are up to is far, far worse?"
"I've long since learned that when you seem crazy," Laura said, "there is tremendous method to that madness. So how much worse is 'worse'?"
"I think..." I said, "... that whoever is behind this is intent on making a power grab... of a level that might spell danger to the U.S. Government itself."
"That's why I think Washington is taking this seriously." Laura said. "They've come to the same conclusion you have. The problem is, whoever is behind this is so well connected, he'll see us coming after him. He may be worse than Westboro."
"Oh, I dunno about that." I said. "If he was, he'd have succeeded already, what with the resources he has. I'd say Westboro's death is what has allowed him to begin making his moves."
Laura's voice was getting sleepy as she said "By the way, I did find out a bit more about that Federal installation northwest of the City, over the State Line. It was a nuclear materials test facility in the 1950s. As they ended all that, they did try to do some radiological research on curing cancer, so it had hospital facilities. After that, I can't break through the veils, but I don't need to be the Iron Crowbar to surmise that with a sanitarium not too far away, they could've continued experiments. The CIA was bad about that in the Cold War era, you know."
"Geez..." I whispered. "But I appreciate you finding out and telling me." I then realized that I was in a reverie, and that when I came out of it, Laura was soundly asleep.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Her dress fell to the floor, as did his pants. Les and Sandra were undressing each other. Their long minutes of hotly making out had turned into their hands exploring each other's bodies. Then Sandra had unzipped Les's trousers and her hand fished out his cock. She'd gently stroked his seven inch tool, which was throbbing and leaking pre-cum. Then she bent over and slid her lips down his turgid shaft.
Craig groaned as Sandra had begun sucking him, first lightly, then harder and deeper, until she had a hot, steady rhythm going. Her pussy was sopping wet as his fingers explored her labes. She moaned as she was digitally penetrated.
Sandra had been hot for Les Craig since she'd met him. He was tall, slender, fit, his hair light brown, and most importantly, he was confident. She loved that in a man; she'd loved it in the Iron Crowbar when she'd mated with him, and she was loving it with Les Craig as she prepared him to fuck her brains out...
Now she was easing her naked body onto the bed, lying on her back and spreading her legs up and back. The sight made Craig's cock throb with lust and male power. No, he wasn't as iron hard as the Iron Crowbar, Sandra thought, making a comparison, but he would do just fine...
"God, you're gorgeous!" Les whispered, almost a gasp. He got onto the bed, his naked body over Sandra's. He kissed her deeply, then moved down and kissed her breasts, lashing her hard nipples with his tongue. Then he kissed his way down her fluttering abdomen...
"UUUHH!!" Sandra gasped as Craig's tongue slid the length of her cunt slit. He licked her labes again, sliding deeper into her, then deeper and deeper until his tongue was buried in her cunthole and his mouth was sucking at her pussylips. Her legs pulled back even farther, if that were possible, giving her stud total access to her sopping womanhood. "Oh baby, that is soooo good!" she gasped. Les didn't bother to reply; he just began eating her pussy for all he was worth...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Martin Nash was on top of Lindy Linares, pistoning his cock in and out of the raven-haired beauty with hard, steady thrusts. Lindy was matching him stroke for stroke, undulating her hips up at him.
"Mmm," she said dreamily as he fucked her, "why didn't we do this a long time ago?"
"I don't know." Martin gasped. "We've got a lot of lost time to make up for." He began pumping her harder, deeper...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He couldn't take it any longer. Les Craig moved up on top of Sandra Speer. He kissed her hard, and her tongue eagerly explored his mouth as she tasted her own juices. Her hand reached between him and she guided his cockhead to her swollen labes, and fit him into her. He pushed forward, sinking in.
"Oh, YES! That is so fucking GOOD!" Sandra cried out as Les's cock split her cunt open. He slid steadily down into her on a thick layer of hot cunt oil, until his balls came to rest on her taint. He withdrew slowly, then shoved his cock back in again. Then his hips instinctively began to piston up and down as he pumped in and out of her pussy.
"Oh geez, you're amazing!" Les gasped as Sandra's hands went to his hips and ass, guiding him as he plunged into her again and again.
"Oh yeah, baby, fuck me!" Sandra gasped. "Give it to me, baby!"
Craig suited the deed to her words. He shifted his weight to give himself leverage, then began shoving his cock into her with raw power. Their groins thudded together with loud smacks as he rammed his meat into her again and again.
"Oh God!" Sandra gasped. "Easy babe! That hurts..." Craig dialed it back just a bit, still slamming hard into her but not quite as violently before. "Oh yeah, that's it... that's it... God, Les, you're so fucking good!" Craig leaned down and began nuzzling Sandra's neck.
"God, you're so fucking tight... so wet!" he whispered into her ear. "God, you're magnificent..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, stud," Lindy said as she looked up at Martin. "Want to fuck me in the ass?"
"Uhh..." Martin gasped as he fucked Lindy's pussy. "I've... I've never fucked a woman in the ass before."
"You'll love it." she said. She had him pull out, then led him to the bathroom. She cleaned herself out, then lubed her backside up as Martin unrolled a condom onto his cock. Then Lindy leaned over the counter, and gave Martin instructions.
"Oh yeah... that's it... that's it, baby..." Lindy gasped as Martin's sheathed cock popped past the tight ring of her sphincter. He drove forward. "Oh YES!" Lindy gasped as he sank his cock almost all the way into her rectum.
"How do you like that, baby?" Lindy asked, looking back over her shoulder at Martin, whose face was one of bliss.
"It's... different... but so tight." Nash gasped. He began a slow rhythm of buttfucking Lindy, reveling in the sensations as he learned the art of fucking a woman's ass...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They were cuddling in the bed, Sandra's luscious ass pressing into Les Craig's taut abs as he held her in his lean, strong arms, his mouth kissing her neck. She leaned her head back and he deeply kissed her mouth again. He could stay here and do this forever, he thought to himself.
"Mmmm, you were great, Les." Sandra said. "That was an awesome fuck." Indeed, they had fucked each other hard and deep until Sandra had exploded in her first orgasm. It had been so hard and violent that she'd lost her breath and nearly passed out. When she began to recover, Les had begun power-fucking her again, and her next orgasm ripped through her like a tornado. A couple more such climaxes, and she was as satiated as she'd been in some time. Then she felt Les fuck her with shorter, more rapid strokes, and then heard him groan into her ear. He was coming, coming inside her, she realized happily.
Now, as they cuddled, Les said "So, is my crowbar better than the Iron Crowbar's?"
"You dumbass." she said, turning to him and kissing him, then saying "You don't even know if I've slept with him or not."
"You're not denying it." he said.
"I'm not admitting it, either." she said matter-of-factly. Then she said teasingly, with a smile, "Besides, what do you care? You're the one fucking me now? Or are you just obsessed with him?"
"Hardly." he said, letting some disdain show in his voice. "And like you said, you're in my arms right now, not his." He kissed her mouth, and she returned it until it became a long, deep kiss.
She then eased down his body until her face was over his half-hard cock. She began to play with it, and massage his balls. Then she took his meat into her mouth.
"Mmm, gonna get you hard and ready for round two." she said. "It's going to be a long... hard... night for you, mister."
"Don't make promises you can't keep." Les said back. "Now show me how good your mouth is at what it does best..." Sandra took the hint and began hungrily fellating Les with every bit of ability she possessed...
Part 3 - Federal Power
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, February 21st, from in front of City Hall. "Police again questioned John Meadows, Headmaster of the Walnut Preparatory School, which has come under investigation of sexual improprieties between teachers and students after the deaths of Walnut Prep teacher Lenora Holmes and her student Rob Dortmund!"
"Mr. Meadows was released after several hours of questioning." continued Bettina. "Police have not answered Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment. The TCPD has also refused repeated requests for comment about the possibility that nerve agents were smuggled into the County and subsequently confiscated by the TCPD."
"In related news," Bettina went on, "State Senator Katherine Woodburn has demanded the SBI take over the criminal investigation of Walnut Prep for the possibility of sexual liaisons between teachers and students there. Senator Woodburn stated that neither Commander Donald Troy nor his Detectives are doing anything to investigate, and a State-level investigation is necessary. Regional State Department of Justice Director Harold Bennett has stated that the TCPD has conducted a proper investigation, respecting the law and the rights of everyone involved, and that the SBI will not be allowed to enter the investigation unless the Governor himself orders it."
"And in continuing State news," Bettina continued, "the budget process is now underway, and the massive battles we've been expecting are not materializing! Democrats had promised to fight Val Jared tooth and nail, and oppose every spending cut in his budget, but their actions are not corresponding to their rhetoric..."
I stopped listening. I was on my third cup of coffee already. Some of it was continuing disbelief at the Media's reporting, but some of it was in consideration of what was ahead.
"Commander," said Detective Jerome Davis, "is the Media ever going to let go of the Walnut Prep story? The investigations are pretty much over. We have no evidence that the D.A.'s office can charge them with, much less take to a Grand Jury."
"No, they'll never let go of it." I said. "Too much juicy sex scandal there. And they're also taking the opportunity to take shots at us Police over it."
"Maybe the Media will stop when Walnut Prep closes." said Joanne. "The Media can then declare victory and go home, having destroyed the lives of the Meadowses and the other teachers there, and deprived good students of an opportunity to get even better."
"That's what the Media does." said Cindy Ross. "They destroy. They come in, destroy lives and reputations, then drive on along to their next victims. They truly do not give a shit who they hurt in the process."
"That Captain sounds like she is related to yoooooo, Mr. Crowbar." said Chief Moynahan as he came into the room. "But I agree with every word she said, so I guess I'm related to you, toooooo."
"We are all family here." I said. "Through the badges on our uniforms, and our same goal of protecting and serving our people."
"Sir, you got any wine to go with all that cheesy stuff?" Cindy asked. Laughter erupted throughout the room. A red crowbar was waved in Captain Ross's general direction.
"Okay, okay, I'll stop waxing poetic." I said, conceding. "Let's go to work."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, the prostitutes have returned to the Tenderloin District." said Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters as we sat in my office. Cindy was also there, of course. "We're going to make a major sweep Friday night, then process them at County Jail, see what we can get out of them, ask why they left. Then we get a few hundred dollars per girl in fines, get them on record, get their DNA and fingerprints, and then it's almost as if it never happened."
"Good." I said. "By the way, anyone keeping tabs on the male prostitutes?"
"Yes sir." said Coldiron. "Same story as the girls: they fled the Tenderloin District, and are now coming back. Not nearly as many college boys came in to fill the vacuum; mostly out-of-Towners. If they're still around, we'll get them in our sweep."
"You think the males will have more information than the females?" asked Cindy.
"Not necessarily." I said. "But one never knows. Okay, keep me in the loop about it. You can go, Coldiron. Captain, stay here." Masters left.
"I'm going to call Lindy Linares in a few minutes," I said, "and see if they've got any new Black Velvet victims identified. Then I'm going over there and interview some of them, with someone on Jack's team with me. I want you to stay here, hold down the fort. I also want you to get with Myron and Mary about some things..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I called Lindy on my Police cellphone, she answered with the words "Can I call you back in a few minutes?"
"Sure, uh------" I said, but the connection was already gone.
Ten minutes later, she called me back... on my office landline.
"Sorry about that, Don." she said, "I'm calling from the landline of the drugstore next to the Federal Building (in the City). Things are really tense over here, and I'm scared to talk to you in the building or on a cell phone."
"Should I come over?" I asked.
"Uhh... you might as well." Lindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Cindy and I showed up at the Federal Building in the City at 10:00am (Tuesday, Feb. 21st), the reception we got was a bit chilly. Downright freezing, actually. Sandra, Lindy, Eduardo, and Martin stayed at their desks, only saying hello as we came in. Jack Muscone was not in his office across the hall.
"Was it something I said?" I asked when it became clear the tension was not going to thaw.
"No." said Lindy, who was closest to me. "What can we help you with, Commander?"
"Wow, going by first names today." I said, a reference to her using my title instead of 'Don'. "I was hoping to work with you on some of these missing persons. I think we have a possible correlation to the Black Velvet Killer."
Lindy picked up the phone and asked for someone to come in. Only seconds later, Clark Webster of the Missing Persons Bureau came in.
"Hello, Commander, Captain," he said, shaking our hands and seeming enthusiastic. "What can we help you with?"
Cindy and I were looking at each other as if we'd crossed some sort of inter-dimensional plane. I said "I was hoping to correlate with Special Agent Linares here about some data we've received about the Black Velvet Killer."
"That should be no problem." said Webster. "Ms. Linares, why don't you work with our Consultants in my office?"
"Yes sir." said Lindy. She got up, brought her laptop, and we followed her down a couple of corridors to Clark Webster's office. She sat down at a small table with a computer hookup for her laptop and plugged in as Cindy and I got chairs.
I took out my anti-bugging device and activated it in front of Lindy. "Okay Lindy," I said, "what in the hell is going on, here?"
Lindy glanced furtively around, then said "All hell is breaking loose around here. The only things I know are that Les Craig is creating chaos, and that Clark Webster and even Jack Muscone are getting fucked over. Craig had a meeting with the Deputy Director last night. After that, the Deputy Director and my boss, Special Agent Muscone had a meeting that I would describe as a 'one way conversation'. After that, Jack came and got us and put out the word that the informality around the place had to stop, that we were to do everything and play everything strictly by the book."
I nodded as Lindy continued: "I've known Jack Muscone for years, Commander. When he does things like this, it's usually because he got large portions of his ass chewed off for something -or- they're tightening down the bolts and hatches to stop leaks. Just between us and the lamp-posts, I think it's the latter."
"So what has Les Craig done?" I asked. Lindy all but blanched.
"I can't tell you everything." Lindy said. "But I do know that several of us went to the City Tavern after our meeting with Jack. Les started hitting on Sandra, right in front of Martin, too. Well, I tried to play cockblocker, but Sandra told me it was all good. And she ended up leaving with Les... and they came in together this morning."
"Okay, so to be crude, Les fucked Sandra's brains out." I said. "I can see where Martin will be pissed, but that can't be all of it."
"Oh, Martin's not pissed." Lindy said. "I took him home and fucked his balls off." Cindy and both I smiled at that as Lindy continued. "But it's just one indicator of what that arrogant jerk Les Craig is doing around here. The rest of it is professional, and I can't say any more."
"Hmmm, I wonder." I said as I shut off the bug-killer. "What's the words to that song, Ms. Ross? 'Ohhhh, Can-a-da! Our home and native land!..."
"True patriot love, in all thy sons command." sand Cindy. "With glow-ing hearts we see thee rise, The True North strong and free! From far and wide, O Can-a-da, we stand on guard for thee."
Crowbars sang together: "God keep our land, glorious and free! O Can-a-da, we stand on guard for thee. O Can-a-da, we stand on guard... for... thee!"
Lindy was just shaking her head in mock sadness, but at least she now looked more amused and happier. "At least Cindy has a beautiful singing voice." she said. "Okay, what was it you were looking for?"
"Did they establish identities of any more of the Black Velvet victims?" I asked.
"Yes." said Lindy. "In addition to Honey Parker and Grant Leslie, another of the women was named Shauna Hart. She was 28 when she disappeared, and she was an accountant for Henry Wargrave's Acme Consolidated. She was not married and had no children." Lindy brought up a DMV picture of a very lovely young blonde woman.
"What about her parents?" I asked. Lindy typed on her computer for a moment.
"Jonathan and Jennifer Hart." said Lindy. "Pretty wealthy couple. Live here in the City, in the Appledorf Apartment Towers. Those are twin high-rises, 18 stories each, mixed use but mostly high-end, high-class condo residences. He's an industrialist, like an old-school version of what Todd Burke now is. She's a doctor... or she was. Met her husband through one of his research pharmaceutical companies. Then BigPharmaCorp bought out that company."
"By the way, Grant Leslie..." I said. "What was he majoring in at City U.?"
Lindy did more typing. "Looks like his major was undeclared." she said. "He'd just started at City U."
"Bring up a picture of him, please?" I asked. Lindy brought up a picture of a handsome young man with a full head of perfectly coiffed brown-black hair. "Hmmm, future politician if he wanted to be, except for that Dishonorable from the Army."
"Which he could petition to get changed if he really wanted to." said Cindy. "His parents have the money to hire good lawyers."
"True." I said. "Okay, any more identified victims?"
"Not yet." said Lindy.
"Okay, who are some of the missing that might be what we are looking for?" I asked.
Lindy handed me a file folder. "Six people in here. Five women, one man. And he was a 21-year-old college student. Name was Chet Sanders. All of the five women were married, in their late 20s or early 30s. I put their occupations and their families' occupations on file, per your request."
"Thanks." I said as I perused the data, then handed the file to Cindy.
"Sydney Peele, 34, dark red hair, buxom." said Cindy. "Married to Sidney Peele, hoo boy. He is, or was, a chemist for Forbes & Sehgal Engineering. Then there's Katie Jensen, 26, dark hair, great body. Did waitressing, small theater parts. Husband is Joe Jensen, actor-wannabee, pretty down on his luck------"
"What are her parents' occupations, Lindy?" I asked.
"I see you have a bee in your bonnet about occupations, here." said Lindy.
"Of course, the pattern is obvious, don't you think?" I asked. That got me a 'look' from Lindy... and Cindy started looking harder at the reports.
"Her parents are... her father was a special needs teacher with the City School system. Her mother... worked as the secretary for a church pastor... not named 'Westboro'."
Cindy continued her narrative: "Third woman is Chelsea Pierce. Maiden name 'Simons'. She was 31 when she disappeared, separated from her husband Paul. He was a professional tennis player, but struggling badly. She was doing odd jobs." Lindy handed Cindy a sheet and Cindy said "Her parents... mother was a nurse at City University Hospital. Father... nothing there."
Lindy looked harder. "Looks like his records are blacked out. He may be an agent for the FBI or CIA, but there's no formal tag that we FBI agents should see." I nodded at Cindy, who continued:
"Fourth is Paige Jenkins." Cindy said. "Just turned 30 when she disappeared. Professional athlete, is all this says. Married to Nate Jenkins, also listed as a professional athlete. Parents... her father is listed as an entrepreneur; he's created and sold six startups, everything from disc golf frisbees to athletic wear. Mother, nothing listed."



"Fifth and final woman is named Victoria Boling. She was 38 when she disappeared. Worked as a clerk in the Superior Court for one of the City's judges. Her husband worked at Target. He was a manager, got demoted, then reinstated upon a Court order after he sued."
"If she's dead, she'll be of no help to us." I said. "But the rest of them... we need to talk to some families. Would someone in the FBI like to go with us?"
"I'm not allowed to right now." said Lindy. "I'm assigned to help Clark Webster with data and records until they get him a couple of people full time."
"What happened to those robots that were with him?" I asked.
"They were re-assigned." said Lindy. "You get one guess to whom."
"Les Craig?" I asked. Lindy nodded.
"Just one more question." I said. "Has any missing person that might've been a victim of the Black Velvet Killer ever been found alive?"
"Not that we know of." said Lindy.
"So if he's blackmailing these victims' families," I said, "it did not matter if they met his demands, they still died."
"So it would appear." said Lindy.
"Unless they were scared into silence when returned." said Cindy.
"As Don knows through his wife and Dr. Yates," Lindy said, "we have very good psychiatrists and psychologists. We'd have gotten through that. So... got a name for us of who this guy might be?"
I took out the bug-killer and switched it on. "I do, but I'm going to give you plausible deniability and not tell you. Right now I'm not getting a warm and fuzzy about what is going on around here. And if Clark Webster finds out, he's just liable to put out a public APB, and totally ruin any element of surprise we have." Lindy nodded as I put away the device.
Just then Clark Webster himself came back into the office. "Got everything you need?" he asked.
"I hope so." I said. "In the spirit of cooperation with the FBI, especially your Missing Persons Bureau, I'd like to take an FBI Agent with me to interview some of these people. Who can you let me borrow?"
"You'll have to ask Jack Muscone, Commander." said Clark Webster. "I don't have any assets to loan you right now; I'm working with his team as it is." Lindy nodded at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to the office of the Deputy Director. His assistant glared at me as I saw him inside with Jack Muscone. I asked (nicely) if I could see the DepDirector at his convenience, and the assistant said she would have to inquire as to his availability. She did not pick up the phone, and did not look at anything resembling an appointment calendar.
"Let's go, Captain." I said to Cindy. "Looks like they are busy, and we can do what we need to do ourselves." We left the area and were going back to the big office area where Jack's team was when my Police cellphone chimed a text from Jack to come back to the Director's office.
Going back, we were admitted into the room. Well, sort of.
"Captain Ross," said the DepDirector, "if you don't mind, I need to speak with the Commander alone. If you have something to discuss, go ahead first."
"No sir." Cindy said. "I'll go rattle Jack's team's cages." With that, she left the office.
The Director said to me "My apologies if my assistant seemed rude a few minutes ago. She doesn't know who you are, and thank you for not demonstrating with a crowbar to her desk." I smiled at that, but otherwise remained silent.
"So," said the DepDirector, "what did you find out about the Black Velvet Killer? I heard you got an audiotape of him taunting you."
"Yes sir." I said. "I sent Jack here a copy of that for you guys to hear."
"I haven't seen it yet." Jack said. "I haven't had a chance to read my emails for 24 hours now." I peered at him, wondering what was keeping him so busy.
"That's okay." said the DepDirector.
"I was going to interview some of the families of these victims." I said. "I'd like to take an FBI Agent with me, and was wondering if Martin or Sandra might be available."
"You can take Martin." said Jack, who then looked to the DepDirector.
"That'll be fine." said the DepDirector, who obviously was seeing me peer at him and Jack both. "We've also been working hard on this situation with the 'mothballs', as we are also calling them. We've really worked over the three perps, and we simply have nothing. Washington is really hot on us about this, Don. They are very scared of possible terrorist actions if there are more of these agents out there."
"That's always been a threat." I said. "Why the sudden shock about it now?"
"Because they have proof that there is an actual threat, not just 'what ifs' and 'maybes'." said the DepDirector.
"And no more plausible deniability." I said. "This fits into why Bettina is making such a BFD on the news about it. If another attack happens, and succeeds, the Media can just go to town on you and whale away, saying you knew about the threat but did nothing about it."
"Yes, that's a lot of it." the DepDirector said. I noticed a lack of two phrases from either man: 'Nothing gets by you.' and '400 years ago...'. Something was up, for sure.
The Director continued: "But a big, big part of it is that whenever we have a terrorist attack, or stop one before it happens, it's usually a one-time thing by a lone wolf. We rarely find it to be 'this is the first of five', and if we do, we usually can stop the other four. But this time... we have no leads whatsoever, we have no information, we have nothing from these guys."
"We're going to have to either let them go or take them to Court soon, too." said Muscone. "KSB here in the City provided them with lawyers, and are hammering us about court dates. If we had our way, we'd turn them over to Homeland Security, and they'd find out every little thing they know. But the Media is on it."
"I hope you're not expecting me to take your side on that." said I, remembering my own experiences.
"No, we're not." said the DepDirector. "But the bottom line is that we got nothing from them, and we're having to let them go."
"Especially the one that was your mole in their operation." I said, looking at the DepDirector.
"Jesus fucking Christ!" he almost screamed out. "How the fuck did you know that?! I'm not kidding, Commander Troy, this isn't about some '400 years ago' stunt. How did you know that?"
"Geez, sir," I said, "you know how I am. Why are you getting so upset? But to answer your question: he gave himself away when we interrogated him that first night, when I brought the mothballs in. He wasn't worried about them; he should've been, at least a little bit. On top of that, when he mentioned 'Speedy', I slipped up and asked if it was Speedy Gonzalez, the University coach that had been supplying PEDs to the athletes."
"You know what he said, sir?" I went on. "He said 'No, he's a Spic. I'm talking about our Speedy, a good white man'. So I knew then something wasn't right... he was supposed to be a low-life courier, but he knew who Coach Gonzalez was! Now if I can solve Westboro, why do you think that is going to slip by me?"
The room was eerily silent after I finished. The DepDirector was staring at me with something between disbelief and something else more inscrutable on his face. After a long moment, he looked at Muscone and finally spoke.
"This is what the Director was talking about, and what Les was talking about." said the DepDirector. "The Iron Crowbar knows too much, sees too much, and too much for his own good."
"What are you talking about?" I asked. "Someone threatening me again?"
"Jack," said the DepDirector, "why don't you take Don to lunch, and explain things to him..."
Part 4 - Power of Persuasion
"Get your bug-killer out, turn it on." Jack said as he drove me towards Westphalia. I did so. Jack looked at his GPS, which was now dead. "Damn, you got the new shit, didn't you?"
"Jack, friend to friend," I said, "what I've got is beyond the 'new shit'."
"And things like this are part of my boss's dilemma." Jack said. "Look... Washington has long known how good you are. Everything from knowing the name of your wife's handler, the Old Mother, to solving a tremendous number of crimes in amazing fashion. They also knew that your wife was protecting you, and I don't know if you realize just how powerful she was... and still is... within the Company."
"I think I found out for sure in January." I replied.
"Yes." said Muscone. "And that's yet another thing: you're a damn good cop, but they think you're not loyal to the Government, maybe not to the country."
"I'm loyal to the Constitution." I said. "And Washington can shove its corruption up its ass. I don't owe them a God-damn thing. My wife and my friends, including you, rescued me in spite of them, and I and some friends rescued her... in spite of them."
"True." said Jack. "Now listen up, and let me do the talking. My boss knows you're willing to help take out Superior Bloodlines. The problem is that they'll let him take out small bits and pieces of it, but they have never intended to allow him to take out the whole organization, which is tied to some of the most powerful people in the world. I'm not talking Illuminati bullshit, but real people in real seats of Government and Business power."
I nodded, and Jack continued: "But they know that you, Don Troy, can take out the whole organization, and wipe out the top people... and that you will if you're given the chance. You remember that little girl dying right in front of you... oh yes..."
I had snapped my head around to stare at Jack. "Yes, we know Amy's organ was stolen by one of their highest-level people."
"So what's the point of this?" I asked.
"My boss believes that if he keeps you on, they're going to try to assassinate you, and this time your wife will be unable to help stop them." said Jack. "My boss also believes that these guys may start wiping out my team, as well."
"They're doing it already." I said. "In the person of Les Craig."
"Ah, and there you go again, seeing it ahead of everyone else." Jack said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We'd arrived at Luigi's in Westphalia. A youngish man at the counter asked if we had a reservation. I asked him to get Greg Mazzini, the lunch manager. He looked at me strangely, but a moment later I was standing in the presence of a short, slender man with black hair... and I knew what a certain Mob Boss of Bosses had looked like in his youth.
"How can I help you, sir?" asked Mazzini.
"It's how I can help you, Mr. Mazzini." I said, bringing out the red crowbar. "I understand that you are the nephew of Senator Jimmy Cerone?"
"Uh, yes sir, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Mazzini. "I'm his sister's third son. He generously gave me the lunch manager position at his new restaurant."
"If you can provide us with a quiet back room table," I said, "provide my friend here with the best casserole of lasagna Luigi's has ever made, and provide me with the best garlic and mushroom pizza that Luigi's has ever made, I will be sure to compliment the restaurant... and it's lunch manager... to my friend Senator Cerone."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Jack as we were seated in the back room near the fireplace. Only a few other patrons were in the room. "Yet another thing... buddy-buddy with Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone now."
"It's good to cultivate friends in the right places." I said. "After working on the SBI Bill and then the assassination attempt, Senator Cerone and I are on much better grounds than in the past. Of course he knows to stay the hell out of my jurisdiction, and I leave him and his various political games alone."
The lasagna arrived quickly, and the pizza not long after. "Damn, this really is the best lasagna I've ever had." said Muscone. "How's the pizza?"
"Exceptionally good." I said. "Easy on the garlic and heavy on the flavorful mushrooms, just as I like."
"Sure we don't need tasters for this?" Jack quipped.
"Noooooo." I said. "Cerone does not want an FBI Agent dying in his new restaurant, much less the Iron Crowbar."
"Is it safe to talk here?"
"As long as the battery holds out." I said, turning on the bug killer. If people in the room had reason to notice, they'd see that their cellphones were getting reception but not able to send out any.
"So..." said Jack, "I'll tell you what happened with Les Craig last night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(The night before...)
Les Craig entered the office of the Deputy Director, and was asked to sit down next to Jack Muscone. "What did you want to see me about?" asked the DepDirector.
"Sir," said Craig, "I believe that Commander Troy is untrustworthy, and should not be an FBI Consultant any longer. You and your teams should not work with him any longer."
"You would never enter an office of mine and make that statement without something serious to back it up." said the DepDirector. "What is it?"
"Sir, this man knows too much." said Craig. "He found those mothballs as if he knew they were there and what they were. That sting happened immediately after that hit team arrived."
"He's been working with us on Superior Bloodlines for a long time, and on Westboro for years." Jack Muscone said. "His people caught those perps with tie-ins. That's just good police work."
Les Craig seemed unhappy that there was a 'defense counsel' opposing him. "Mr. Director, perhaps I can speak more freely if we talk alone."
"Why you little shit------" started Muscone, but the DepDirector stopped him.
"No, Mr. Muscone will stay." said the DepDirector. "But let's hear him out, Jack."
"Sir, we know that Commander Troy has had dealings with Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone. They had lunch together the other day." said Craig. "And Moe Molinari came to that lunch. And then he and Captain Ross were in Molinari's office. Those are some bad actors we've been watching for a long time."
"They were working on the SBI bill with two duly elected members of the State Legislature." said the DepDirector.
"And that's another thing, sir: why is Commander Troy so hostile to the SBI instead of working with them. He even fired a machine gun at SBI Agents!"
"Don't say a word, Jack." said the DepDirector, stopping Muscone. "Les, the SBI is so corrupt that I could sit here for hours telling you of case after case... and that's long before the Iron Crowbar joined the TCPD."
"For that matter, why did Commander Troy recuse himself from the investigation of Walnut Prep?" asked Craig.
"He and his wife are personal friends of the Meadows." said the DepDirector. "Come on, Les, do you really have anything about this guy that should make me worry?"
"He knows too much about too many things." said Les Craig. "And then there's the classified information Priya Ajmani obtained. Now you know as well as I do that Sergeant Sharples was not the source of that information."
"Good God, this has been rehashed time and again." said the DepDirector, beginning to get irritated.
"And even if Troy did not admit it under torture, it doesn't exclude nor excuse the possibility that he was behind it." said Craig. "And look, Director, he was bringing a Police dog to Jeanine Burke's car long before anyone else knew it was necessary. Dog was already on the way. How did he know to do that?"
"He anticipated it." said Muscone. "He knew Jeanine brought her kids to Captain Croyle, he already knew from working with us that there was danger there. He's good at anticipating things, and many people are still alive because of it."
"And you're proving my point, Jack." said Craig. "How does he know to anticipate things?"
"You're sounding like Julie Newton now." said Muscone. "Maybe we need to investigate you and your loyalties."
"Go for it." shot back Craig. "I've got nothing to hide; my career has been nothing but honorable. Mr. Director, this is not about me, even though Troy's lackey here is trying to make it so..." Jack Muscone had stood up at that one, and Craig stood up to face off with him.
"Guys! Sit down!" ordered the DepDirector, seeing both men's hands hovering over their guns. "Get your god-damn hands away from your guns." Both men sat down.
"Sir, we also have moles, and you can't deny that." said Les Craig. "And if Troy was behind the Ajmani classified information exposure, he'd for sure release our information. How do we know that he himself didn't tell Bettina Wurtzburg about those mothballs? He's been fucking her."
"How do you know that?" asked Muscone. "You been doing surveillance on him?"
"No." said Craig. "But others in the FBI did when you guys were making him a Consultant. And the CIA has been watching him like a hawk for years behind his wife's back. And speaking of that, Director, the reason the Commander and his wife know the Meadows? Because they're in the same swing club!"
"All the more reason to recuse himself, which he did." said the DepDirector. "All right, there is one thing I heard that interests me: the possibility of moles. Jack, tighten the screws on your team and on Clark Webster. Craig, I am turning down your suggestion to exclude the Iron Crowbar and his natural born American partner from working with us."
"Sir, at this time, I really need to speak with you alone, no disrespect to Agent Muscone intended." said Craig.
"Go talk to your people, Jack." said the DepDirector. Muscone did not like it, but he he left.
"What is it?" said the DepDirector.
"Sir, I'm not trying to go behind your back or over your head, here." said Craig. "But I am not alone in how I feel about Commander Troy. You are going to find that people higher than you in Washington will be calling, and they won't be asking like I did. They will be ordering you and the rest of the FBI to cease and desist working with Commander Donald Troy and the disloyal Canadian Cindy Ross."
"We'll see about that." said the DepDirector. "In the meantime, Craig, keep your fucking mouth shut, do not talk to anyone about Donald Troy or any of his Police Officers in the TCPD. You've been reassigned to Homeland Security and Dana Fox is going to be temporarily assigned to Los Angeles, but don't get too comfortable around here. You're burning bridges, Craig, and your protection in Washington will not save you from getting a crowbar shoved up your ass if you overstep."
"I can handle Donny Troy." sneered Craig.
"He's not the one that should worry you." said the DepDirector. "What Captain Ross did to six highly trained agents in saving Commander Troy is still being talked about and studied by the CIA. If she ever decides to fuck you up... you will be fucked up. Badly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in present time, I was feeling that after-dinner lassitude after finishing off my delicious pizza. I'd intended to save some of it for Cindy, but had consumed the whole damn thing. I asked for a medium pizza to go.
"That was awesome." I said. Jack Muscone would comp the bill, which Greg Mazzini had tried to not give us, but I insisted that his restaurant be paid for such a delicious meal. I then texted Senator Cerone, complimenting him on the great new restaurant, and the courteous attention of the lunch manager. Jimmy Cerone texted back his thanks, and I knew he would be happy with his nephew.
As we drove back into the City, Jack Muscone said "Did you hear about what Les Craig did last night, taking Sandra home?"
"Yes." I said. "And that is none of my business."
"It's mine." said Muscone. "She and Martin are no longer engaged, but that was mean of Craig to do. And it hurts my team professionally, as well as personally."
"You do what you need to do." I said.
"I'm surprised you're not more interested." said Jack. "After all, it's your baby Sandra is carrying."
"Why do you think that?" I asked, not letting my face show a damn thing.



"You denying it?" asked Jack.
"That's not even a good try." I said. "I'm not denying nor confirming a damn thing. And the God's honest truth, Jack... I don't know. Sandra has not told me who the baby-daddy is. I thought it was Martin's."
"And it's not." said Jack. "And you can understand how my boss feels about that, since Martin is his nephew."
"And Sandra was special to you at one time, as well." I replied. "But neither of you said a word, because of the boss-employee nature of the relationship. Now you're head over heels in love with Tanya, which I think is great for both of you, but you still feel about Sandra like I felt about Jeanine... still want to protect our past lovers. Well... I failed there..."
"I understand." said Muscone. "We all have our regrets in the professions we've chosen. Don't let yours eat you up."
"Right back at you." I said. "So... what are we going to do about Les Craig?"
"Don," said Jack, "I get the feeling he's protected by someone or several someones in Washington. Powerful people with interests to protect. We're going to have to see how this one works out..."
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Killing Power
FBI Special Agent Martin Nash went with me and Cindy as the afternoon of Tuesday, February 21st began showing signs of age. We were driving in the Black Beauty, and Martin Nash was really looking over the car from the shotgun seat. Cindy showed him a few of the things in the car, like the radar and portions of the GPS tracking system that most everyday cars don't have access to. But she may have conveeeniently forgotten to mention the weapons systems.
Our first stop was the home of the late Honey Parker. Her husband Eric Parker talked to us. After the initial condolences, I began.
"Sir, your wife worked with a human resources consulting firm?" I asked. "May I ask what she specifically did for the company?"
"Yes." said Eric Parker. "The company would advise their clients on efficiency and regulatory compliance, but also would handle some of the data technology, automation, pay, things like that. She was a liaison between the clients and the data group."
"And you are a lawyer, sir?"
"Yes, I am." said Eric. "I was in my own practice up to about three years ago, then I sold that out and became a lawyer for BigPharmaCorp, mostly handling lawsuits against them."
"I see." I said. "Do you know of anyone at your wife's company, her client companies, or BigPharmaCorp that might have reason to want to harm your wife?"
"Not that I know of."
"Let me be a little bit more incisive on that." I said. "You didn't report your wife's disappearance for well over 48 hours after she was last seen, at a dinner with some of her I.T. group. Why did you wait for so long?"
"Uh..." said Eric Parker. "Er, this is kind of hard to talk about. My wife and I had what you would call an 'open' relationship. She was... 'dating', for lack of a better term... one of the younger men in the data group, a guy named Mike. I thought she had gone home with him for the night; it would not have been the first time. So I didn't think much of it until she didn't come back the next morning. I couldn't get a hold of her, nor Mike, but I still waited another day before really getting worried."
I peered at Eric Parker as Cindy asked "Did Mike disappear also?"
"Yes. He did." said Eric. "When I was told of the bodies that had been found, I thought the man that was found was Mike. But it wasn't, it was some college student. I have no idea who he was, though."
"Let me ask you this, Mr. Parker." I said, letting my voice get just a bit hard. "Were you contacted by someone regarding your wife's disappearance? Like on the night she disappeared?"
"Uhh..." Eric said, then halted.
"Mr. Parker," I said, "we really need to know. We're trying to prevent any future deaths. We need your help, Mr. Parker. Did someone contact you?"
Eric conceded. "Yes." he said. "I was contacted by a man. His voice sounded weird... whispery... and almost like he was laughing at me through the phone."
"What did he want?" I asked. "What was his ransom price? And Mr. Parker, I know it wasn't just money, or you would've told the FBI that, and they could've helped arrange to get the money. But you said nothing, so the man wanted something else. What was it?"
Eric was contemplating hard. He finally said "I don't know if I can tell you without incriminating myself. So I can't answer the question, and if you press, I'll formally take the Fifth."
"I understand." I said. "So why don't I tell you what the blackmailer wanted, and you can withhold a denial if it's true. I think he either wanted some legal papers you had, or he wanted you to obtain some legal information, either about a past client of yours, or about BigPharmaCorp. Or maybe about some shady legal work you did in the past for someone, something dirty you helped hide. Now Mr. Parker, I am not interested in going after you; I'm trying to find your wife's killer. So do you deny that I am right?"
Eric Parker just stared at me and said nothing, maintaining a stony silence. "Thank you, Mr. Parker, and again I am sorry for your loss. I want you to get a lawyer, then contact me through the SBI. Here's my card, just call that number. I will arrange to get you immunity so that you can tell us more, if you'd be willing to do that... for Honey's sake."
"I'll consider it." said Eric.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Grant Leslie's parents were in their early fifties, and like Honey Parker's husband, lived in the western suburbs of the City.
After introductions and formalities, I began: "Grant was a college student when he disappeared?"
"Yes." said Mr. Leslie.
"He had no official major, but do you know what he was interested in studying?" I asked.
"Not sure." said Mr. Leslie. "I was surprised he went to college at all. I figured he'd have to find a job or start a business of his own after he got out of the Army."
"Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to harm your son?" Cindy asked.
"Uhhh, not really." said Mr. Leslie.
"Dear, let's tell the FBI the full truth." said Mrs. Leslie, a very attractive woman whose shapely body was just beginning to put on weight. She reminded me of Della Harlow. She said "Grant was very sexually active. We were always scared to death that some girl was going to knock on our door and tell us that Grant had impregnated her. Grant seduced at least ten of the wives in our neighborhood, and while they tried not to talk in front of me, things came back to me about what he was doing."
I nodded as Mrs. Leslie continued: "Grant was caught in bed with Mrs. Christian, one of the teachers at his high school, by her husband. Mr. Christian attacked Grant, and Grant beat the man up, and pretty badly. It was self-defense, but the Police arrested Grant, anyway. Mrs. Christian made a plea deal to avoid being prosecuted, and as part of it she admitted under oath that Grant was defending himself."
"Still," said Mrs. Leslie, "Grant was 'encouraged' to join the Army and the charges would be dropped. They don't sentence people to join the Army anymore; the Army won't accept them. But Grant went to the Recruiting Office and joined up, anyway."
"And he was dishonorably discharged?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Mrs. Leslie, as her husband looked on with a face of deep disapproval... at what, I was not sure. "Grant was again caught having sex, this time with an Officer's wife. A young little Second Lieutenant. That cuckolded Lieutenant attacked Grant and Grant had to defend himself, and then the wife said Grant was raping her! The Army CID found out that she was a filthy tramp that would spread her legs for anyone, so they leaned hard on her and she admitted the sex was consentual."
"Still," continued Mrs. Leslie, "the Army charged Grant with assaulting an Officer. He was offered a Dishonorable discharge in exchange for no jail time, and his military lawyer told him to take it or end up in Leavenworth. If you ask me, the whole damn thing was rigged, destroying an Enlisted man to protect their worthless Officers regardless of the truth."
"What about right before he disappeared?" I asked. "Anyone want to harm him at that time?"
"I'm sure there are a number of other husbands who didn't like Grant seducing their wives." said Mrs. Leslie. "But I don't know any specifics or any names. And Grant never said anything about being in trouble." Mr. Leslie nodded in agreement.
"You were a journalist at one time, Mrs. Leslie?" I asked.
"Yes, I was. I was with KSB." said Mrs. Leslie. "I left there some years ago."
"You resigned?" asked Cindy, peering at the woman.
"No." Mrs. Leslie conceded. "I was part of a massive layoff they have every so many years. They treat people like toilet tissue, then throw us in the toilet and flush whenever they damn well please."
"Do you know of anyone who might bear a grudge against you, for past reporting, Mrs. Leslie?" asked Martin Nash.
"No sir." said Mrs. Leslie. "Not that I know of. I was never a hard news reporter or someone who found out things one shouldn't know."
"Mr. Leslie," I said, "you were with the Court system?"
"Yes sir." said Mr. Leslie. "I was a Custodian of Records. I would bring evidence from the Evidence Rooms to the Court when it was needed for the trials, and I also transferred paperwork for legal proceedings. Stuff like that."
"I understand." I said. "So you didn't call the FBI for three days after Grant was last seen alive. Is there a reason for that?"
"Simple." said Mr. Leslie. "We didn't know. We would go for days without talking to Grant at all. It was one of his friends at school that called and asked if he was at home with us, and when no one could find him, we contacted the Police."
"I see." I said. ""So... I'm going to ask you a question, and for the sake of your son and to find his killer, I need your cooperation. Did anyone contact you and try to blackmail you, particularly right before or after your son disappeared?"
"No." said Mr. Leslie.
"I wouldn't say 'blackmailed'." said Mrs. Leslie. "But right before what we now know is the time Grant disappeared, a man contacted me by phone. He said his name was George. He had a very strange voice, kind of quiet but that's not a good explanation, it was just... weird. Anyway, he said he had a potential story on abuse of sanitarium patients, of drug tests being done on them."
"I asked if he had any proof, and that I would meet him in a public place if he did." said Mrs. Leslie. "He said he didn't have the proof, but had leads that would point me in the right direction, and as a reporter I could do some digging and break the story. He said it would get me a new job, and make KSB sorry for firing me."
"So what happened?" I asked when Mrs. Leslie stopped right there.
"Er, nothing." said Mrs. Leslie. "I offered to put George in contact with a reporter I knew from a competing network, and that seemed to make him angry. He just said I'd regret it and he hung up. I never heard from him again."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not play the Game. After getting Jack Muscone's permission, I called and asked Jonathan and Jennifer Hart to come to the FBI offices for interviews. They came down... with their lawyer. He was Nathan Masterson, of Gresham & Mason, P.C., whom we'd encountered in the 'Delivery In The Rear' case.
"Gresham & Mason." Cindy whispered to me. "Speaks volumes about these two. Now I understand why you wanted them brought down here."
"Oh, I thought this might be a big one, even without Mr. Masterson and his law firm." I said. "Let's go in and have a few instructive minutes of conversation with the Harts, shall we?"
We went in, along with Martin Nash and Jack Muscone. Masterson started right in.
"Ah, Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Department." said Masterson, with no small amount of sardonic disrespect in his voice. "Playing SBI or FBI soldier today?"
"All of the above." I said severely. "Which means you should be listening first, advising your clients second, and acting like a dumbass later on." Masterson frowned, but said no more.
I introduced the others to the Harts. After those preliminary introductions and condolences, I said "I will get right to the point, Mr. & Mrs. Hart. Do you know of anyone who wanted to harm your daughter Shauna?"
"No." said Mr. Hart. He seemed rather calm and collected. Mrs. Hart, who had a very full head of hair (and styled to make the most of it), looked somber and still grief-stricken.
"Mrs. Hart?" I asked. "Were you close to your daughter? Did she say anything that might suggest she was in danger?"
"No, I'm sorry, but there's nothing to tell." said Mrs. Hart.
"You once did pharmaceutical research?" I asked Mrs. Hart.
"What does this have to do with the disappearance and death of her daughter?" asked the lawyer Masterson.
"You'll see shortly." I said. "And this is not a Courtroom, Masterson, I don't have to establish that kind of relevance. Mrs. Hart?"
"I was an M.D... I still am. I oversaw research studies." said Mrs. Hart. "One of my husband's companies was doing one of the studies I oversaw. That's how we met."
"And Mr. Hart, you sold that company to BigPharmaCorp?" I asked.
"Again, where is this leading?" asked the lawyer Masterson. "You are wasting my clients' time, Commander Troy!"
"I don't think it's a waste of time to find their daughter's killer and put him on Death Row at Jacksonville." I replied.
"It's okay, Nathan." said Jonathan. He looked at me and said "Yes, I did sell that company to BigPharmaCorp, but kept the patent licenses. So I'm getting royalties now."
"So again, is there anyone who might bear any kind of grudge, either from those studies, or BigPharmaCorp getting sued over a drug, or anything at all that you can think of?" I asked. And I could see the disquiet on Jonathan Hart's face. I peered hard at him, as did Cindy.
"I'm sure there could be." said Mr. Hart.
"Let me be more specific, Mr. and Mrs. Hart." I said. "Did anyone contact you before or just after your daughter's disappearance, and attempt to extort blackmail from you?"
"Uh, I need a minute to talk with my attorney." said Jonathan. To his wife he said "Dear, if you need a potty break, now is the time."
"I'll stay right here." she said firmly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The rest of us got up and went to the waiting room. I got a Coca-Cola from the vending machine. There are few things as good as an ice-cold Coca-Cola when one is tired and thirsty.
"Wow, G&R, and then Hart wanted to talk to the lawyer." said Muscone. "Any idea why?"
"I'll bet the Iron Crowbar could tell us the story, and the legal beagle will have to fill in the blanks." Cindy teased. I smiled.
Jack said "Four hundred years ago... well, I better stop saying that around here, with all that's going on."
Just then, Les Craig entered the room. "What's going on? Why are the Harts here?"
"They're talking to their lawyer." I said. "We are questioning them about the death of their daughter."
"I want to sit in on that." said Les Craig. "Nash can wait out here."
"No." I said. "You can sit in, but Nash is going to be in there. This is a murder case, and my jurisdiction, and I want Special Agent Nash in there with us."
"If it's your jurisdiction," Craig said sarcastically, "then why does Nash need to be in there?" I turned on Craig, my gray eyes blazing.
"Because I said so." I thundered. I then turned around and walked down the corridor.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone did not go back in; he went to the DepDirector's office. Les Craig went in, and I did not introduce him, wanting to see the Harts's reactions. Yep, they knew who he was, I swiftly observed.
"My clients believe they are in a situation that might be misinterpreted by law enforcement." said Nathan Masterson. "They also are aware the the FBI likes to throw the 'lying to Federal Agents' charge in people's faces as a means to extort confessions. So my client is going to make a statement. If you want further information or questions answered, we will have to negotiate an immunity agreement."
"I'm not promising anything yet." I said. "But let's hear your statement."
Mr. Hart began: "I started my Pharma Research venture company when my now-wife and another doctor, a Dr. Paul Sexton, came to me. They had researched some old drug patents which had expired, and were looking on ways to improve them with new processes and formulas. My team did find some promising leads, and we got patents on the new drugs we created as well as a couple of process patents."
"The old, original drugs were attempts to reduce the effects of mental illnesses." said Mr. Hart. "Our new drugs were tested under rigorous FDA conditions, with the safety of our patients always at the forefront of our plans and thinking. We did not think the results were all that promising, and we informed BigPharmaCorp of that when they offered to buy us out. They did not seem to be worried, but bought the company, the drug rights, and leased the patents that we held."
"Any questions?" asked the wily lawyer Nathan Masterson.
"No." I said, which I think shocked almost everyone in the room. When no one else had questions, I said "Thank you for your time and for coming here, Mr. and Mrs. Hart, especially in this, your time of grief. I look forward to bringing your daughter's killer to Justice."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We don't have to ask." I said. "Isn't it obvious?"
"Not to us." said the DepDirector as we sat in the conference room after the Harts and their lawyer had left. Also in the room were Jack Muscone, Les Craig, and Cindy Ross. Outside, the sun was setting on this very busy Tuesday, February 21st.
"I asked them if they had been contacted by a blackmailer. Like Eric Parker, they clammed up." I said. "If I asked any further, the Harts would've done the same."
"So a blackmailer is extorting money from them by kidnapping their daughter or wife?" said Jack Muscone. "Why not just admit that? Why not pay the money? Or contact the FBI in the first place? We handle these things all the time."
"This blackmailer..." I said. "... is different. Very different. This guy is blackmailing over something else. It is not money that he is seeking. It appears to be some form of vengeance. And I might add that as far as we know, none of his victims have ever been returned alive."
"That's true." said the DepDirector. "So let me ask this: Jonathan Hart has a connection to BigPharmaCorp, as do some of our Superior Bloodlines suspects. Do you think there is a connection there?"
"I... I dunno, sir." I said. "I think Hart told it straight tonight: his company was supporting some research startups, nothing was panning out, and they sold out to BigPharmaCorp when they had the chance. I do think BigPharmaCorp may have developed other things out of their acquisitions, but Hart may or may not have a clue about that. Your people will have to research that, and him."
"And his wife." said Cindy. "She's hip-deep in whatever kimshee he's in."
"How do you know that?" asked Les Craig, as if speaking to a misguided child.
"Observation, deduction, and knowledge." said Cindy witheringly. "I was watching her facial expressions and her eyes, Agent Craig, while you were obviously looking at... other parts of her." I chuckled as Craig's eyes flashed fire. Muscone and the DepDirector remained stone-faced silent.
"All right, guys." said the DepDirector. "I'm going to tell Clark Webster and Lindy Linares to keep working on any missing persons that might be the work of this Black Velvet wacko, but beyond that I'm handing the ball back to you, Inspector Troy of the SBI. Feel free to work with Lindy as much as you need to, but that will be the extent of our part in it."
He continued: "I'm going to re-focus the rest of us on Superior Bloodlines and the very real and grave threat of these nerve agent mothballs. So, unless there's something else, I'll let you guys get on the road to get back home." He stood up, indicating the meeting was over.
"Thank you for all your help, Mr. Director." I said, shaking his hand. He shook Cindy's hand, also.
"Jack, will you walk them out?" said the DepDirector.



"Sure." said Muscone. We walked out, not shaking hands with Les Craig, and made our way down the corridor to the elevator, and down to the parking garage of the Federal Building.
"Wow," I said as we got to the Black Beauty, "I'm surprised that he didn't ask for our FBI Consultant IDs back. Or are you going to do that?"
"No, I'm not." said Jack. "But guys, don't be surprised if you don't hear much from any of us, at least for a while. My boss is one of the most powerful men in the FBI, and in all of Washington. But he lost huge ally when your wife retired, Don, though I don't blame her for doing so. And these 'mothballs' have really rattled Washington; they are scared shitless of the terrorist possibilities. My boss is under tremendous pressure right now, and Les Craig is not making it one bit easier for him."
"Okay, then." I said. "But if you're in Town, stop by and I'll buy you a double cheeseburger, no matter what they say."
"Stop that. You're making me hungry. Keep your eyes peeled and have a safe trip home." Muscone said. He shook hands with each of us, then made his way back to the building as we got in the Black Beauty and pulled out.
Part 6 - Power of Black, Power of Beauty
"Get some gas at that station up ahead." I said as Cindy pulled the Black Beauty onto the street. She dutifully pulled into the station. While she put gas in the car, I gave the vehicle a thorough check for bugs and tracking devices. And I found one, up under the left rear tire well.
"Good God," Cindy said, "they're tracking us now?"
"Looks like someone is." I said. That was the only bug I found. When we got back in the car, I secured it in one of those static bags like those used for computer parts.
"Cindy, put your cellphone and any transmitter you have in the shielded glove compartment." I said. Dr. Eckhart had shielded the glove compartment so that cellphones or police radios inside it could not receive nor transmit, but more importantly could not be detected. I put the tracker I'd just found inside there, as well.
"Okay," I said. "would you like to take a little side trip tonight?"
"Sure." Cindy said. "Where to?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, that is amazing." I said. "I didn't know we had that."
"I told you Daddy upgraded." Cindy said in a teasing voice. She was showing me the digital map on the dashboard of the Black Beauty. It was black with gray lines for the roads, since it was night. A green dot showed our location. Dark blue dots showed vehicles that had police radios in them, while lighter blue dots were State Patrol vehicles with radios in them. Cameras (including drones) were in red, and the City had some cameras in surprising locations watching over the Citizens... without the Citizens's knowledge.
"My father says we can't be traced by this." said Cindy. "It sucks in the information but doesn't transmit."
"How does it know where we are?" I asked.
"Triangulation off cellphone towers, radio broadcast towers, and stuff like that. He wouldn't tell me everything." said Cindy. "Anyway, once the computer figures out where we are, it can figure out where the police radios are without us having to broadcast anything."
We were driving west along State Highway 2. We'd left the City suburbs, and we were now nearing the sanitarium. I'd told Cindy I wanted to go up there and check the place out with my infrared and night-vision binoculars, to see if there was anything there.
The road went along the southern edge of the sanitarium property. When we got there, Cindy went up a dirt road along the western side. I was scanning with the IR binoculars, and seeing nothing. Night vision likewise showed nothing of interest.
"Don, we've got police vehicles moving this way." Cindy said. "From the east and west. Five miles out."
"Okay, let's get back to the main road." I said. When we got to the intersection, I got the FBI tracker out of the glove compartment, then got out of the car and threw it over the fence, onto the sanitarium grounds.
"It's lighting up on the map like a Christmas tree." Cindy said as I got back in the car.
"Good." I said. "Okay, turn right and go west." As we drove, the police vehicles were drawing nearer... and there were now twelve dots on the map, coming from every possible direction.
"There's a dirt road that angles off just ahead." I said. "Take it, go in about 100 feet, and shut the car down. I just hope they don't have infrared in their cars. We can't hide the heat from the engine."
Cindy did so, taking the two-lane dirt strip of a road into the woods until we were out of sight of State Highway 2. We sat and watched the dashboard map, as the blue dots converged upon the sanitarium.
"Any drones?" I asked.
"Not yet." said Cindy. "All local Police, too. They're passing us now." I heard two vehicles driving down the road, corresponding to two blue dots on the main road that passed by us. We were now on the outside of their intended net.
"Any follow-up vehicles?" I asked.
"None so far." Cindy said.
"Okay, let's get back on the road and head west towards State 141. We'll take that road south back to the Nextdoor County Highway and get back home."
As we pulled out, we saw the cluster of blue dots on the map. "Does this police radio have a passive-only listening mode?"
"Yes." said Cindy. She told me where to set it. I did, then set it to the standard Police frequency. Most of the Police were out of their cars, though, searching the sanitarium grounds. Their walkie-talkie radio signals were getting weak as we drove away, but I did hear someone call in that they'd found a tracking device.
"Just local police." Cindy said. "I'm surprised there's no one else."
"Oh, this County does not have twelve patrol cars." I said. "So there's someone else, piggybacking off their police radios."
"Are they looking for us?" Cindy asked.
"I'm not sure." I said. "Obviously the sanitarium is being monitored. We were spotted driving up to it, and police cars started coming. Those guys were probably just hoping to catch the Black Velvet killer. Then I threw the tracker device onto the property, and the screen just lit up with more cars. Those guys might've been looking for that tracking signal... but who knows for sure..."
As we drove by the Millwakee Campgrounds, I used my infrared to see if there was anything, but saw no heat signatures. There were no radio transmissions on any frequency, either.
"I'd like to check out that place further," I said, "but it's too dangerous. Let's go home. Drive as fast as you want, since we've got this map that shows where the Police with speed radars are." Cindy grinned... and gunned it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was quiet when I got home to the Mountain Nest. No dogs were there to greet me. The deduction was simple: the kids were already in bed.
"Hello, Darling." I heard my wife say. I did a double take as I saw her. She was wearing a peach teddy and her 'CFM' off-white high heel slides, knowing it turned me on to see her in them.
"Why don't you go up and get into the hot tub." she said, handing me a drink. "I'll be up in a minute.
I went upstairs. The water in the hot tub was hotter than warm but not too hot. I undressed, took a very quick shower, then eased into the water. As I settled in, Laura came into the bathroom. I could feel my eyes relaxing as I looked at the gorgeous beauty.
"Mmm, you are beautiful." I said, feeling my little iron crowbar becoming as hard as the real one. I also deduced that my wife was as horny as I was, that she wanted sex as much if not more than I did.
"You're as sweet as you are handsome, my love." she said, her eyes glowing. The peach teddy came off, and my cock throbbed at the sight of her thick black pubic bush. It was trimmed up top a bit, but a line of black hair went along the sides of her labes, just like she knew I liked.
"So," she said, sitting down on a chair beside the vanity and gently rubbing her fingers through her pubic bush, "tell me about your day."
"It's about to get better, that's for sure." I said. Nevertheless, I recounted the events of the day, including the visit to the sanitarium.
"All that excitement has you worked up." Laura said. She was right... the excitement of the chase had run its course through me, leaving me with... desires. And seeing my wife with her legs spread as she played with herself also left me with... desires.
After a few moments, Laura got up and joined me in the hot tub, sitting between my legs. She slid her now-bare feet along my sides, then up and down my chest. As I began kissing and tonguing her toes and feet, I felt her hands sliding between my legs and finding my cock and balls. I groaned as she began massaging them in her hands...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
I was lying on my wife, over here, slamming my throbbing hard cock straight down into her. She was gasping and groaning as I power-fucked her. My thighs were slamming against hers, which kept my cock from penetrating too deeply and causing her pain, but she was also deep enough to handle it, and I knew she enjoyed this kind of raw, physical fucking.
"Oh yes, fuck me!" she gasped several times. Her hands were on my sides, her left hand clutching right where my gunshot wound scar was.
I was beginning to tire from holding up my weight as well as the hard, physical fucking, so I let my weight drop onto Laura. Sliding my hands under her, I clutched her magnificent asscheeks in my hands and began pistoning my hips and ass, driving deep into her with shorter but still powerful thrusts. I was kissing her neck and jaw and ear as I pumped her, and whispering to her that I was going to come inside her, that I was going to fill her up with my semen. I felt her cunt clutch my iron-hard rod as we furiously fucked each other, then the familiar gray mist swirled as the violent ecstasy of release overwhelmed me, and my cock and balls fired stream after stream of molten man-lava into Laura's clutching depths...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmm," Laura whispered as I held her in our post-coital bliss, "keep that up, and I'm going to send you on more exciting missions."
"I'm getting plenty enough of them, as it is." I said. "And it's going to get more... 'exciting' before things calm down..."
I had no way of knowing just how exciting things were going to get... positively electric, in fact...
Part 7 - Localized Power
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the redheaded MILF from in front of the Federal Building at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 22d. President George Washington's actual birthday, though that's not remembered anymore.
"Channel Two News has learned that the FBI is handing over their part of the Black Velvet serial killer case to SBI Reserve Inspector Donald Troy, who is also the Town & County Police Commander. The FBI says that several persons on their missing persons lists have been identified as victims of the Black Velvet killer, and therefore the case is increasingly falling into State and local jurisdictions. Commander Troy is coordinating the State and local investigations."
Bettina went on: "In other news, the FBI is downplaying reports brought to you by Channel Two News of possible nerve agents having been brought into our County by possibly terrorist criminals. The FBI says these reports are unsubstantiated, and that there is no danger to the Public. This contradicts reports from multiple sources that the State Crime Lab tested for and found evidence of deadly poisons. The State Crime Lab has refused to comment, instead constantly referring us back to the FBI. Regional SDOJ Director Harold Bennett also declined comment."
Bettina continued: "And Channel Two News has also learned that international superstar singer Jasmine Nix will be releasing a new album in the next couple of months, entitled 'Power of Police'. In a statement, her publicist said the album will be an anthem of the crushing power of Police against People of Color. Superstar rappers T-Square and Big Ice will also be featured on this collaborative album, and fans eagerly await its release..."
"Interesting." I said as I watched amongst a room full of MCD and Vice Detectives, as well as the Chief and Deputy Chief. The room might have been full because a certain Police Commander brought in four boxes of doughnuts, which were already gone. I had taken the precaution of taking the doughnuts I wanted out first before submitting the rest of them to the ravenous appetites of local Police Detectives.
"Which part?" asked Cindy.
"The album coming out." I said. "We'll talk about it later."
"From what I'm hearing," said Theo Washington, "it's going to nothing but hatred of Police, and might even start a process of organized demonstrations by Blacks against Police."
"I think a more accurate term would be 'riots'." said Vice Detective Roy McGhillie.
"Tell you what, guys.' I said, raising my voice to make sure it was heard. "Let's worry about all that when the time comes. Speculation now is not good for Police business, nor our morale."
"Sir," said Joanne Warner, to change the conversation, "is there anything about the Black Velvet Killer you can tell us?"
"Let' hold off on talk about that, too." said Chief Moynahan. "Commander, I do have some new information for you after you have fortified yourself with this incredibly weak coffee."
"We're not in the Navy, Chief." I said. "It's civilian strength."
"Yes, which is why I have my own coffeemaker in my office now." replied the Chief. I nodded to Cindy, who got the hint. She followed me as I followed the Chief and Deputy Chief Harlow to his conference room."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This email came in about 3:30 this morning." said the Chief. "It was flagged by the servers as possibly malicious, so the I.T. team ended up getting it first."
"They reported it to me, as they should, and they've made sure it has no malware in it." said Della Harlow. "But it's addressed to your inbox, Don. I told them that if any more of these came in, to let you know immediately."
"Four hours ago." I said. "Yes, Della, if you would 'encourage' the I.T. people to communicate with a sense of urgency... no telling how bad it is." Della nodded.
They played the video file. It showed a pretty, large breasted woman in her thirties lying naked on a metal bed, on the metal cross-wire mattress."
"That's Honey Parker, I think." I said, pausing the video.
"I think you're right." said Cindy. She brought up Honey Parker's DMV photo, and we all agreed it was Mrs. Parker, one of the victims of the Black Velvet killer.
The video had a voiceover, a raspy, whispery voice that said "Tell me, Commander Troy... what does it feel like to have all that power? The power of a god, the power over the lives of others..."
Then the video showed a horrifying scene as someone offscreen apparently threw a switch, sending electricity through the metal of the bed. Honey Parker screamed in agony as she was being electrocuted. The power was turned on and off several times.
"Geez." Cindy said, cringing. "This guy is a nutjob, absolutely psycho."
"Yes, he is." said the Chief. "Because the FBI has washed their dainty hands of this case, I'm not going to disseminate this to anyone but you, SBI Inspector Troy."
"We're obligated to send it to the County Police where her body was found." I said. "But I'll have the Mouseketeers go over it first."
"They're already working on it." said Della.
"So the I.T. guys called them, but not me?" I asked, my voice connoting my lack of happiness with that.
"No, Commander." said the Chief. "I directed them to it when they came in for the coffee klatch. Brought them their own box of doughnuts so they didn't miss out on yourrrrrs. I let you drink that weak coffee in MCD because there is absolutely nothing you could do for that fifteen minutes..."
That generated a discussion of timeliness of informing certain Police Commanders of potentially important information coming in... and another conversation on the efficacy of Navy coffee vs. what the rest of us consume...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 'Crowbar Angels' meeting began at 8:00am. We watched Priya's reports, which were duplicates of Bettina's an hour earlier, with the exception that Priya made no mention of the nerve agent situation. Priya also spent more time fawning on Jasmine Nix and the impact the new anti-Police album would have on the Black community.
"Okay, Captain Croyle," I said to Teresa. "I have a sneaking suspicion that the release of that album is going to be a spark to begin some trouble. So whatever training you're doing, make sure it is heavy on riot control."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "Do you think there will be spontaneous demonstrations? Or something orchestrated."
"It is my belief," I said, "that the demonstrations the Media shows us on television are never, ever spontaneous. They are ginned up. Someone starts them up, then they do get a life of their own and a mob mentality. But its always started up by people with purpose and intent, and most of the demonstrators don't even realize they are being used by those instigators." Teresa and Cindy both nodded.
"Anything new in Vice, Captain Ross?" I asked Cindy.
"No sir." she replied. "Coldiron and Purvis are ready to make the prostitution raids. They're coordinating with Teresa."
Teresa said "I've told Lt. Irwin in Precinct 1 to prepare some people for possible raids, but didn't give him the details yet. And nobody in Precinct 2 is being told yet, because we don't want the Tenderloin District to get the word and for all the prostitutes to take a night off and not show up."
I nodded. "I understand, but we really need for Precinct 2 to be involved. What's your recommendation for getting some people ready, without telling them what it's about?"
"I'm not sure, sir." said Teresa. "What is your recommendation?"
"Glad you asked." I said. "Tell Precinct Captain Thompson and Lt. Carswell that they are going to have a mock raid exercise at the Fire Department range on Friday night, which will be observed by the Police Commander with a critical eye. That team will practice heavily, then on Friday we'll redirect their actual target. But don't tell them until tomorrow morning." Teresa nodded and made notes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Angels meeting, Cindy went to the sofa and the Mouseketeers were admitted and bidden to sit in the hot chairs. They sat as they always did: Kreuger to my left, Mary to his left in the middle, and Myron to her left, my right as I looked upon them. Mary's hair color today was bright, almost white pink.
"Okay," I said, "I know it's a very short amount of time, but what do you have on that video?"
"The woman on that metal prison bed is Honey Parker." said Mary. "And it's definitely a standard issue State Prison bed from about 20 years ago. Now the beds in our State's prisons are solid metal instead of wire mesh."
Mary continued: "The electricity was being fed through battery cables with the lockjaw clamps. That's a lot of juice to be pouring through those cables and clamps. We can't really see the electricity source, but believe it's sucking power from the grid somewhere. I'm working with the electric company in that area of the State to see what spikes they had in the last few months, and where they were located."
"That's a good try, even if it doesn't pan out." I said. "Anything on the voice, or the source of the email?"
"The voice looks like it's being filtered as it's being recorded." said Myron. "I won't get into the weeds on that, but just enough of an electronic alteration to prevent an easy voice pattern match. Why the bozo didn't just go full electronic, I don't know."



"Okay." I said. "David, did you get anything from the FBI?"
"I got a massive set of emails from Special Agent Linares." said Krueger. "You've got a copy in your inbox, as well, Commander. Lindy said that this was all the information she had on the Black Velvet case, and she also said she was being pulled from it and would have no more for us going forward."
"Are they having problems over there, sir?" asked Mary.
"Yes." I replied, looking right at her. "Yes they are. They have some issues to sort out. But enough about that... David, did Lindy's information talk about George Aurus?"
"Yes sir." said Krueger. "Pretty good dossier on him. We're going to expand on it if we can."
"Good." I said. "I want you, all three of you, to get very, very familiar with George Aurus. Be able to answer any questions Captain Ross or I have about him. Do a good workup, and send Captain Ross and myself copies of it."
"Is he the guy, sir?" asked Cindy.
"He is definitely a person of interest." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, the Mouseketeers were back. "Whaddya got?" I asked as they sat down, with Cindy on the sofa behind them.
"I'll rehash the background, sir." said Mary. "George Aurus is physically stunted in his growth. Records stating him to be four feet tall may be exaggerated and embellished. He was probably a student at Millwakee, the Camp for troubled teens, but we don't have good records on that. We do know that he traveled with the Gypsies that Dr. Eckhart was a part of; Captain Ross discreetly asked for us, and Dr. Eckhart said he vaguely remembered Aurus. Dr. Eckhart himself left the Gypsies right about the time Aurus might've been among them as a child."
Mary went on: "We have confirmed that Aurus was with a national Circus from IRS records obtained by the FBI. We also have IRS records of Aurus being paid as an assistant to Dr. Yarborough. Then Yarborough died, and Aurus essentially fell off the grid."
"However, we have found some things the FBI didn't find." said David Krueger. "Aurus managed to get himself hired by KCTY in the City, under the assumed name of 'George Powers'. He was a background researcher for stories for the reporters. I was tipped onto this by one of my political friends who had once been in a similar position for Fox Midtown."
"Apparently George was shopping around," continued Krueger, "trying to find reporters to report on abuse of sanitarium patients, testing of drugs on sanitarium patients, and such stuff. Several young 'cub' reporters tried to follow up on these stories. They were either warned off, outright told to stop pursuing, reassigned to other duties... and a couple of them 'came over all dead', as you like to say, Commander. One was a car accident, the other ruled a suicide, though her gunshot wound was to the back of her head."
"So Aurus couldn't get reporters to follow up on his stories." I said.
"That is apparently the case, sir." said Krueger. "And as your own reports to us said, he may have resorted to kidnapping and blackmail, or extortion, to either get people to follow up on these stories, or to confess their involvement in them. And along the way, the people he kidnaps are tortured, the women raped, and then all the victims killed off. I've also independently confirmed the FBI's research on their missing persons now being considered part of these crimes."
"Is that his motive, Commander?" asked Cindy. "Trying to get people to expose criminal activity?"
"That is looking likely." I said. "And more specifically... abuse of sanitarium patients. But somewhere along the way, he popped a screw loose in his head, and now he's killing people. And from his little gifts to us, as well as one of his aliases, I'm observing that he is obsessed with the concept of 'power'."
"Sounds like Les Craig." Cindy quipped acidly. I may have given her a stern glance in reply.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Mouseketeers left, Cindy and I discussed the case further as I looked at maps on my computer screen.
"Okay," I said, "most of the bodies found were west of the City, in the woods in the general vicinity of that sanitarium. Not very close to Millwakee, though. No bodies found on sanitarium grounds, but in the woods, in places accessible by mostly dirt roads."
"But you think that sanitarium is connected to Aurus, that he's using it as a base of operations?" Cindy asked.
"I was thinking that." I said. "I know there's a basement space, but I'll be damned if I know how it's accessed... if it is accessed at all. I was hoping to see some infrared, some heat signatures when we went by there... but nothing."
"If it's underground, you might not get anything, especially with binoculars." Cindy said. "That would likely take a satellite, a military-grade satellite."
"And guess what... the whole area is off limits to all satellites; none allowed to fly directly over. Guess why?"
"The Federal installation?" Cindy guessed. Correctly.
"Yep." I said.
"That road we took to the side of the side of the sanitarium..." Cindy said. "Does it go all the way around the property?"
I checked. "Yeah, sort of. The road ends at an east-west road that goes along the backside. That road extends several miles west, to State 141, and east, back towards the City, connecting to roads near the airport. That road is in bad condition, mostly dirt, and a two-tire dirt strip in some places."
"When would be the best time to go around the place again?" Cindy asked. "Preferrably in daylight."
"Probably at morning shift change." I replied. "You want to go back up there?"
"I think we need to." said Cindy. "Call it a vibe, but also thinking logically: where else can someone take people, torture them, kill them, use electricity in torturing them, dispose of the bodies without being seen? It's gotta be in the area. If not that sanitarium itself, then there has to be a place nearby. I think we need to scout out the place further."
"Good points." I said. "We'll see if we can sneak out, but it may be Sunday morning before we can get back up there..."
Part 8 - Power of the Press
12:30pm, Wednesday, February 22d. Chief Sean Moynahan of the TCPD and Lt. Molly Ross Evans of the Nextdoor County Police Force entered the dining room of the Lakeside Inn & Suites. This was considered to be one of the nicer places to have lunch (and dinner) in Nextdoor County, and the Hotel people had realized that making it not-too-expensive brought in a lot more business.
"Hello, ma'am, sir." said Becca Larrington, who was the sister of the late Ned's girlfriend Goth Girl Kathy, daughter of Nora Larrington, and whose cherry had been popped by the Iron Crowbar's iron-hard penile crowbar. "Would you like to sit on the deck outside, or near the windows for the view?"
"If you don't mind," said Molly, "we'd like to sit in the dark corner over there." She indicated the tables to her left, as far as possible away from the outside windows, and where they could and would be easily overlooked.
"Certainly." said Becca. She led the way to the table. Molly and the Chief sat where they could survey the entire restaurant room, and see people that had come in.
"Well, Chief," said Molly, "I appreciate you inviting me to lunch. We haven't had a good talk in I don't know how long."
"Yes, too true." said the Chief. "I'm glad you could join me for lunch. Soooo, how are things with yooooo?"
"Good." said Molly. "The boys are growing like weeds, starting to get into trouble. The job is going very well; we busted some trucks coming through from the City with drugs, then we busted a distributor who'd been supplying the area."
"Heh heh heh heh." said Moynahan. "Ms. Croyle told me once that you being here in this county made her job a lot easier. I believe Coldiron thinks the same thing."
"How is he doing? And Frank?" asked Molly. "I haven't talked to either of them in ages."
"Coldiron is doing fine." said Moynahan. "That little mothball situation the Iron Crowbar found shook Coldiron up a little bit, but otherwise he's been busting heads, and I'm hearing that people are afraid to bring drugs into his juris-dic-tion." Molly grinned at that.
"As to Frank Soltis," said Moynahan, "that's why I asked you to lunch, to talk about that. Frank is a good cop, and a very honest cop. But the Midtown Police job is a very big one, and I'm hearing some grapevine talk that Frank is struggling to root out the corruption there. His own people are the problem; he doesn't know who he can and cannot trust. Internal Affairs there is gutted; they were very efficiently and successfully penetrated by the perpetrators of corr-UP-tion there."
Molly nodded, feeling much more sober. "And Frank is an awfully young guy to have taken that position. Even Don wouldn't take the Town & County Police Chief job; said he wasn't ready for it."
"Ohhhh, the Iron Crowbar could've taken that job, and he would've done a wonderful job with it." said Moynahan. "But I understand his real reason for remaining at the Commander position: he has subordinates to do the Police work, he can solve crimes from where he is, and he can go all over the State solving crimes as well as running the State Legislaturrrrrre."
Molly burst out laughing in her unique way. "Yes sir, that's true. He's an amazing man."
"Yes, he is." said Moynahan. "I've spoken with him about the Midtown situation. He is going to give Frank as much help as he can, but only after he gets this Black Velvet killer."
Just then, he saw Molly go for her cellphone. She had it unlocked and was snapping pictures almost instantly. He turned and saw what had her attention: a lovely woman with dark red hair and a tall, slender man with light brown hair had come into the room and were at the front podium. Moynahan and Molly both raised their menus up to block their faces, and the couple was escorted to the room with windows that overlooked the lake.
"I'm sending this to my sister and my boys' father." said Molly.
"Yes, please doooo." said the Chief. Both of them had recognized the couple: they were KXTC Reporter Bettina Wurtzburg and FBI Special Agent in Charge Les Craig...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I were sitting in my office, silently contemplating the photos each of us had received on our personal cellphones.
"Should I send this to Jack Muscone?" Cindy finally asked, breaking the long silence. "Or to Tanya, and let her tell him?"
"Mmmm, maybe not." I said. "At least not yet. We don't know what's going on between Les Craig and Bettina. Maybe he's just getting a great piece of ass."
"Like he did with Sandra Speer." said Cindy. "What, is he going after every woman you've fucked, getting sloppy seconds?" I could not resist chuckling at that.
"Time will tell." I replied. "But if you're thinking what I'm thinking... that Bettina's constant reporting of the nerve agent mothballs just might be connected to their lunch date... then that's something we need to think about."
"So why not tell Jack?" Cindy asked.
"We could, and the fireworks might be fun." I said. "But I have a very bad feeling about what's going on with all of that... with Jack's team, and the Deputy Director, and just the whole frickin' thing. We tell Jack what we know, and he tells his boss or confronts Craig, then it might actually work to Craig's advantage. No... I think we need to do some background checking, first. We need to establish for ourselves what Craig's role is in all this, if he's working with Superior Bloodlines, what power he has behind him in Washington, and all that."
"How are you going to do that? asked Cindy. I made a point to look at her funny.
"All this time you've worked with me, and you're asking silly questions like that?" I asked back.
"Never mind, never mind." Cindy said. "I think I'll go check and see what my Detectives are doing..."
"Tell you what." I said. "Let's go have a late lunch ourselves..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lunch was at Laura's favorite Soup & Sandwich place. The main rush of patrons was over, and we sat at a table overlooking the lake through the window. Along with me and Cindy were my wife Laura and my mother Phyllis.
"Yes," said Laura, "I can definitely check up on Les Craig in general, but unless he's been incredibly stupid with his finances, I doubt I'll be able to find very much."
"That's okay." I said. "If you find an anomaly, any anomaly, it'll give me a starting point for looking further."
"Unless we get stripped of our FBI Consultant positions, and they close off our computer accounts." Cindy said.
"Hasn't happened so far." I said. "But did you ever have the feeling that a door was left unlocked just to get you to walk into it and be trapped? So I'm going to not use that route, if at all possible."
"So what are you going to do, son?" asked my mother.
"I was going to ask for your help, Mom." I replied.
"Are you asking me to talk with Jack Muscone through Tanya?" Phyllis asked.
"No, Mom." I said. "I'm going to leave the FBI alone on this one. I was going to ask you to talk to your friend Elsie Gringer, who happens to be Bettina Wurtzburg's aunt. Maybe you can, in your most gossipy of ways, find out what's going on between her and Les Craig. If they're just having sex, then no harm, no foul. If there's information being shared, maybe you can get something for me."
"Possibly, son." said my mother. "But Elsie is no slouch. She'll probably see right through me."
"You fooled the greatest criminal mind of our time for months pretending to be the Widow Athena Jones." I said. "I have every confidence you can handle Elsie... as you frequently do."
"Why, son!" exclaimed my mother. "Suggesting I have ulterior motives for talking with Elsie!" At that point Cindy started laughing and could not stop.
"Also," I said, unperturbed, "If there is any way for you to do it, I need to know what is motivating Bettina to continue reporting on those mothballs we found. There is something going on with that, and lives may be at stake if I can't begin to understand it."
"I'll do what I can, son." said my mother. Cindy's ice blue eyes sparkled at that, and I knew the Widow Athena Jones (and especially Team Athena Jones) was still going strong, in spirit if not actual fact...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've been thinking about it," I said as Cindy and I sat in my office at 5:30pm, Wednesday, February 22d. "The Chief said we can go tomorrow morning to check out the sanitarium again, but we're going to need a couple of extra people. Any suggestions?"
"Teresa." Cindy said immediately.
"I don't think Chief Moynahan would appreciate it if his entire leadership was wiped out in one fell swoop." I replied. "Seriously, Teresa needs to be here and in charge while we're gone."
"How about Roy McGhillie? Or Hugh Hewitt?" Cindy asked. "Though... what are the jurisdictional issues?"
"Oh, I forgot to tell you." I said. "When I became SBI Reserve Inspector, I stopped counting against the number of SBI Reservists from one jurisdiction. So I can commission a replacement for me on a temporary basis, until the SBI Director and Governor approve a permanent selection."
"That's cool." said Cindy. "I could call Nextdoor County PD and see if they'd loan us Detective German."
"He'd be a good SBI Reserve choice, but I dunno about tomorrow's mission." I said. "We don't know his full measure yet."
"Why don't we take Hewitt for this one mission, give him an SBI Reserve badge 'without portfolio', i.e. no formal paperwork." suggested Cindy.
"We can do that, though I'll make a temporary appointment for him." I said. "Otherwise he'd be impersonating a State Agent. Can't have that."
"Why not?" asked Cindy. "Ferrell, Ikea, and Sharples impersonated State Agents for a long time." I laughed out loud at the joke.
"Okay," I said, "what about Norm Chow? You trust him enough to bring him on a mission like this? To have our backs?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "I asked Lindy to check up on him, too. She said the FBI had flagged him as one of the few trustworthy SBI Agents that they, the FBI, could work with. They've designated Ruble and Orosco that way, also."
"All right." I said. "You go tell Hewitt that we have a mission for him tomorrow, and he should bring armor. I'll get in touch with Chow."
Part 9 - Power of Darkness
Thursday, February 23d. The sun was just beginning to dawn over the eastern horizon as the Black Beauty turned off the main highway onto State 141. There were no police vehicles on the dash map. SBI Agent Chow had been impressed with the electronics in the Black Beauty, though of course we did not tell him everything that was in this rolling arsenal.
We stopped at Millwakee. I got out and picked the lock and opened the gate, and we rolled into the compound. There were no heat signatures, no new signs of recent habitation. Small wax seals I'd placed on the doors of many of the buildings had not been disturbed.
"No one has been here at all." I said as we got back in the car and headed out after locking the gate behind us. "Okay, on to the sanitarium."
"I'm taking Highway 141 further north, then taking the side road to the east." said Cindy as we drove. "If they're watching the main road, maybe we'll sneak up behind them."
"Still no police cars, no radio transmissions of any kind." I said as Cindy turned onto a road that was barely more than two dirt strips for tire tracks. The Black Beauty's tires and suspension easily handled the terrain.
"This road goes right along the back fence of the sanitarium, which is to your right." Cindy said. "We're coming up to it now." She stopped the car and I used binoculars to see if there was anything to see.
"No perimeter cameras. Okay, forward ho!" I said, using Cavalry terminology that would please Chief Moynahan.
As we drove along, the fence was very close to us on the right. Cindy said "It really drops off to the left here. Pretty tight gap."
As we got just past the halfway point of the property, I said "Stop the car." Cindy stopped, and I pointed to the left. "That is some strange looking foliage."
"It's camouflage netting, sir." said Agent Chow in his dispassionate voice. "I think it's set up to keep anyone up here from seeing that dirt road below."
We got out and looked. Sure enough, a barely visible, well-camouflaged road was coming from the north, perpendicular to the road we were on. "Looks like it is going right beneath us." I said. "And... right under the sanitarium."
"Don, I've got it on the map." Cindy said. "We'll have to go back, but the trail circles around from the road we're on."
"Let's do it." I said. Cindy drove forward the length of the sanitarium as we looked, seeing nothing of excitement. When the dropoff subsided a bit, she turned the car around. With the sun at our backs, I could more easily see inside the sanitarium fence.
"Yep, a few buildings on the back side here." I said. "They look like maintenance sheds, but why so many?"
We drove on, and Cindy found the turnoff to the road. We descended as we drove along it in a wide semicircle, first northerly, then easterly. As we began to turn towards the south, we could see what looked like a built up earthen wall that the other road went over.
"Stop here." I said. "Turn around, let's go stern-in." Cindy did so, and backed up along the trail until we were about 150 feet from the wall. We got out, looking to see if there were any hidden cameras.
"No cameras." I said, using the binoculars to detect heat as Cindy checked for electronic signatures in the car.
"No, but there are some wires across the road up there. Clear fishing wire." said Chow. "You can see the sunlight reflecting off them." I looked forward, and saw what Chow had seen.



"Good catch, Norm." I said.
"Not the first time I've seen booby traps like that, sir." said Chow.
"Yeah, me either." said Hugh. "I'll go check them out." He went forward, not tripping the wires, going off the trail and seeing what the wires led to. Meanwhile, I was studying the trail itself.
"Yep, vehicles have come along here." I said. I took a photo of tire tracks with my iPhone. "I'll send this in later, but these look like tire treads typical of heavy-duty vans."
Hugh came back. "They're attached to little fireworks poppers. Kind of like what we used on training exercises. They make a loud noise, flash a bright light. Just warning devices."
"And if they're tripped, whoever comes in later can see they're tripped and know someone was here."
"Cindy," I said, "anything on the map?"
"No sir," Cindy said, checking the dash map. "Not for five miles."
"Do me a favor." I said. "Stay here and keep monitoring. Just blow the car horn if anything comes up."
"Wilco." Cindy said.
We made our way up the road, Hugh marking the taut fishing lines by draping thin pink plastic strips on them. When we got to the wall, we could then see that it was camouflaged, and the camouflage netting above us partially filtered the light from above. I pulled the camouflage back, and could see that there was a large round concrete tunnel, with a huge grate door over it, securing it.
"Wow." said Chow, his dispassionate voice belying the excitement he felt. "Looks like we found the entrance to the Batcave."
"Reminds me of the storm drain under County Jail." I said to Hugh, who nodded. The padlock securing the grate was efficiently picked. I peered inside with my binoculars, but there were no heat signatures.
"Let's go suit up." I said. "Norm, want to come in with me? Hugh, if you'll stay here at the entrance, you can shout at us if someone comes up the road or if Cindy blows the car horn."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hugh already had his armor on and was carrying an M-4. The rest of us put our armor on, and Agent Chow procured an M4 while I put my police gunbelt on, the Beretta M96 in its holster attached to the belt. I got night vision goggles and gave Norm the other set.
"The night vision stuff is only for 'just in case'." I said. I got out what looked like a miner's helmet. It had a six-inch concave mirror-ish reflector, and a very bright LED light. I put the helmet on. I gave Chow the other one, but he did not turn the light on.
I led the way into the tunnel, my heart beating with excitement, and also a bit of fear of not knowing what awaited us. Chow followed me. The very bright blue-white light lit up the sides of the concrete tube with an eerie gray color. There were spots of water on the floor and wet sides at places.
"Yep, vehicle drove into here." I whispered, pointing at the faint tire impressions. "This tube is just large enough for a van to drive through."
We continued down the tunnel, Chow leading the way with his M-4 rifle. I was counting the paces and estimated we'd gone about 150 feet when we saw two metal ladders going upwards.
"I'll check where these go to." I whispered. "Hold here." With that, I scurried up the ladder. My back reminded me that it was not 100%, but I ignored the pain and climbed up to a manhole cover. Pushing it to the side I looked up, seeing that I was inside an empty shed. I climbed up and out, then looked out of a crack between the old wood panels. I could see the sanitarium in the far distance as I looked south (the direction we'd come down the tunnel). I realized I was in one of the sheds in the very back of the property.
Descending back down, I saw Chow looking around just ahead. "This is an intersection." he said. "Goes left and right, and there are other ladders to the surface."
"That's what the sheds are for." I said. "They're hiding the manholes that lead to this tunnel. Someone could go into the shed, and no one would know they were descending below ground." Chow nodded.
We went forward. The tunnel ended, opening up into a wider space. I took off my light and pointed it straight up so that the entire room was illuminated, however dimly.
"Oh my God." I said.
The stench was pretty bad. Looking around the room, there were eight metal frame beds in a semi-circle, the heads of the bed against the wall of the circular room. Next to two of the beds were devices that controlled electricity to the beds, and I could see the jumper cables attached to the beds. Two of the other beds had mattresses. The mattresses were deeply stained with large splotches of blood. The floor beneath the other beds also had large circular spots, which were the blackish-red of dried blood, and there were some droppings of feces on the floor under the metal mesh of a couple of the beds.
And against the wall on the right side were two bolts of cloth... black velvet cloth.
"Mr. Chow," I said, "I believe we have a crime scene."
To be continued.
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Part 10 - Power of Evidence
Thursday morning, February 23d...
I called the Westphalia State Crime Lab to send a full team. I called State Patrolmen from the City and from Nextdoor County. I called the City Police and alerted Sapper Warren and Robin Ventura of where we were and what was going on. And only when I had these reinforcements did I call the local county Sheriff.
"My God." he said as he looked around the room. The Crime Lab had set up klieg lights, which illuminated the room to the extent that dark gray walls could be illuminated, and were working on evidence collection. "Why didn't you call me first, Inspector?"
"No disrespect intended, Sheriff." I said. "You guys don't have enough people to secure a scene this massive." The entire sanitarium grounds was now crawling with various LEOs.
There were a couple of other rooms to the left and right of the death chamber. One looked lived in, like a bedroom and living room, but no clothes were present. The other was storage for a lot of junk, but I did see that there was some videocamera equipment.
There were no tunnels directly to the sanitarium building itself, at least none anyone could find even with the best of sonar equipment... which was brought in by Tanya Perlman's State Crime Lab, who were working in tandem with Westphalia's crew.
"Someone was up here the other night." said the Sheriff. "We found a tracking device. The FBI said it was one of theirs, but wouldn't say who they were tracking. They said it was probably thrown over the fence to confuse us. Now you guys have found a crime scene underneath the place, and I'm the last person you called. I see now why the SBI is so distrusted. So what's going on here, Commander Troy?"
"Multiple murders in multiple jurisdictions." I said. "Serial killer. And speaking of the FBI, if you'll excuse me, I'm going back outside to call them now." I suited the deed to the word. Once outside I walked up to where the Black Beauty was. Hugh and Cindy were at the car. Norm Chow was near the storm drain entrance, talking to a couple of State Patrolmen.
I called Jack Muscone on my Police cellphone and told him what we'd found. He said he would come right over. While we waited, I called Chief Moynahan and told him what was up. Then I called Laura and told her.
Thirty minutes later, Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, and Lindy Linares arrived. They went inside and looked around, then came back out.
"Great job, guys." Jack said. "Assuming this is George Aurus, where do you think he is now?"
"No idea." I said. "Where's Les Craig?"
"No idea." said Muscone. "I just went and got Martin and Lindy and took off. Called my boss on the phone while we were driving here... oh, speak of the devil, there he is."
Sure enough, FBI Special Agent in Charge Les Craig had pulled up on the road above us, and was making his way down the hillside. I noticed that he first went to the Sheriff, who was at the entrance. I looked over at Cindy, who nodded back to me. Then I went and got my crowbar out of the Black Beauty, and headed up the road towards the gaggle of LEOs.
"Well, Commander Troy," said Craig as I came up to him and the Sheriff. "What's going on?"
"If you'll come with me," I said, "I'll show you the crime scene." I led the way back down the tunnel, with Craig, the Sheriff, and Jack Muscone following. The Crime Lab people were finishing up, and rolling trays of evidence were coming down the big concrete pipe.
Craig looked around the main room. "Think this guy kept multiple people here at one time?"
"I don't know." I said. "It's very possible, though."
"Sheriff," Craig said, "the FBI would like to assist you in your investigation of this matter. That's the nice way of saying we'd like to take over the investigation."
"Not my call, Mr. Craig." said the Sheriff. "SBI Inspector Troy has claimed jurisdiction. I thought the SBI was supposed to be taking a supporting role from now on. Guess I was wrong."
"No, Sheriff." I said. "We're assisting you, and when we catch the bastard he will be yours to prosecute, if you want. However, I took jurisdiction specifically so that it could not be given away to the FBI... which has no prurient interest here in investigating the State crime of murder. Unless you can show these killings cross State lines, Mr. Craig?" I saw Les Craig's eyes narrow as he peered at me.
"Don't trust us, Commander?" Craig said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.
"Do you want the truth?" I replied. "Or do you want me to tell you what you want to hear?"
Craig had heard enough. "I'll be in touch, Sheriff." he said. The Sheriff nodded to him in a friendly fashion. Craig stalked off.
"Let's go talk outside." I said to Muscone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Just between you, me, and this pine forest, Jack," I said, "Les Craig was seen having lunch with KXTC reporter Bettina Wurtzburg yesterday."
"I know." said Jack. "My team does not know, and I did not tell my boss. But I have friends here and there, as you do. Craig has met Wurtzburg at least three times in the past couple of weeks."
"Interesting." I said. SBI Agent Norm Chow came up to us. "SBI Agent Norm Chow, do you know FBI Agent Jack Muscone?"
"Yes sir, we've met." said Chow. They shook hands. "Good to see you again, sir."
"And you." said Muscone. "I might have known the Iron Crowbar would corral you into working with him. He has a knack of picking out the very best people."
"I'm glad for the chance to work with him." said Chow. "Every time I do, things get exciting. First the Sharples case in Hamilton County, and now this."
I chuckled. "And the party never stops. You ready to go, Norm?"
"Yes sir." said Chow. Cindy was already behind the wheel of the Black Beauty, and Hugh was in the backseat. I got into the shotgun seat, and Chow got in behind me.
"I'll talk to you soon, Jack." I said as Cindy gunned the engine.
"Stay out of trouble." replied Muscone. He waved to us as we drove out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where to, Commander?" Cindy asked as we made our way back to the highway.
"How about the Hillside Diner in Nextdoor County." I said. "Late breakfast on me."
As we drove along, I said "Norm, Hugh, what did the local LEOs have to say? Especially about the SBI."
"I talked to some of them." said Hugh. "For the most part, they're just doing their jobs, like our Patrol Officers do. They knew you were the Iron Crowbar, Commander, and they didn't seem to have any problem with us being there. I did overhear the Sheriff bitching about the SBI presence. One of the Deputies said he thought the Sheriff was hoping to bust the serial killer himself, and use that to move up the ladder, maybe a job with the SDOJ or the SBI leadership."
"Chow, how do you know Jack Muscone?" I asked.
"Met him several times at Law Enforcement seminars and security briefings." said Chow.
"Do you know Les Craig?" I asked.
"I know him." Chow said, the inflection of his voice showing a lack of approval. "Heard some rumors about him, too. He was the FBI's point man in Southport against Organized Crime. He was always trying to make a big bust so he could move up the ladder, but he never did. If he were a baseball player, he'd have been sent to the Minors for remedial instruction. And he screwed up some of our operations, too. Of course they're ignoring that, and applying the Peter Principle to him."
"Limitlessly ambitious, he is." I said. "By the way, Cindy, did you get the GPS logs?"
Cindy smiled and held up a mini-laptop computer. "Sure did. Myron's favorite toy."
"What that?" asked Chow, interest appearing on his normally placid, emotionless face.
"I took Les Craig down the tunnel for one reason." I said. "So that Captain Ross could download his GPS logs from his car. This device isn't much of a computer, but it's dedicated to downloading GPS logs from cars, then we can hook it up to our servers and download that data."
"By the way... how did Craig know about the crime scene?" Cindy asked. "Martin was helping me download the data, and he told me that Jack did not call Craig."
"I think that Sheriff called Les Craig in." I said. "And I'm not saying anything sinister, here. That Sheriff mentioned that an FBI tracking device was found at the sanitarium; ergo, he probably has been in contact with Craig before, so he called him. That's one reason I called him in only after I had some State Patrol there for our protection, and the Crime Lab to actually get some evidence, of course."
I don't think anyone was fooled by my commentary, but I continued: "So the Sheriff called Craig just as soon as he, the Sheriff, found out. Now I didn't call Jack until well after I'd called the Sheriff, but Jack and his team got there well before Craig... and what do you deduce from that, Mr. Hewitt?"
"He had to have come from a lot farther away." said Hugh.
"Yes, exactly." I said. "And I'm curious about that, so I took the liberty of having Captain Ross download Craig's GPS data."
"No wonder you get the results you do, Commander." said Chow in his dead flat, dispassionate voice. Cindy grinned.
Part 10 - Power of Experiences
The food at the Hillside Diner was delicious, and we ate ravenously. When we were done, I called the Nextdoor County Police Department to let them know we were stopping by.
Once there, I introduced Agent Chow to Lt. Molly Evans. He looked back and forth between her and Cindy several times. He really is good, I thought happily to myself. Then I introduced the NCPD Chief, Lt. Paul Price, and Detective German.
"We came by," I said as we sat in the conference room, "to let you guys know we found a crime scene that fits the Black Velvet Killer." I explained the details.
"That's great news!" said the Chief enthusiastically. "If you make an arrest, let us know and we'll put in an extradition request. I know we'll be fighting a lot of others, but we want to make damn sure we get our shot at him." I nodded.
"So you don't think this has anything to do with the Walnut Prep situation?" asked Lt. Price.
"Well, it may, in its own weird way." I said. "We'll get more of the details to you, but the perp appears to be one deranged and seriously fucked up person. It's complicated."
"But not to the Iron Crowbar." Molly said, her eyes looking as flirtatious as her voice sounded.
"Oh, definitely to me." I said. "I still have a long way to go to untangle the mess. And we'll keep you in the loop as we go along."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at TCPD Headquarters, Cindy gave Agent Chow a tour of our Headquarters building as I had Myron Milton, and only Myron Milton, come to my office.
"Myron," I said, handing him the small computer. "This GPS data was taken without a warrant... from an FBI Agent's car."
"Understood, sir." said Myron. "You'll get a redacted report soon, and no one will ever see this data on our Police servers."
"Well, save it somewhere safe." I said. "In spite of the inadmissibility, it may be probable cause for more warrants in the future. But just make sure we don't get cold-busted for having it in the first place."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, seems that Mr. Craig spent last night at the apartment of Bettina Wurtzburg." I said to Cindy as we looked at the report Myron had provided.
"We missed the morning broadcast." Cindy said. "Joanne told me that Bettina looked like she'd gotten laid."
I chuckled. "Les Craig didn't look quite as relaxed today. Let's see... mostly around the City... trip to Nextdoor County, our County, drove around the University... Bettina's home... hmmm... this morning he took the road around the mountain, the one passing right beneath the Cabin. Didn't stop, though."
Cindy continued, "Then he went south, into Coltrane County... he was approaching The Asylum when he turned around, went up to the County Road that goes north of The Asylum, then over to State 142 through Nextdoor County to the main highway... and then up to the sanitarium."
"So, Green Crowbar," I said, "what is your evaluation of everything we learned today?"
Cindy said "I think that storm drain is anything but. It was put there years ago. I suspect that sanitarium patients were taken there and experimented upon. If it is at all like the Asylum was, women were probably taken into those tunnels or somewhere else to be raped."
"Some males might've been taken down there to be sodomized, as well." I said. "I'll go you one further, too. That Federal Installation up there... not all that far away. So maybe a truck or van is loaded up with sanitarium patients, they are driven out of there via that pipe without being seen, driven on up to the Federal Installation, experiments done upon them, then they're returned to the sanitarium."
"The way that whole thing was built, from the sheds to the labyrinth to the big concrete pipe..." Cindy said, nodding her head, "... that does sound like something the Government could and would do. Having said that, we don't know if that Federal facility was used for medical reasons, for lack of a better term."
"If not something like that," I asked, "what do you think that facility was for, and is being used for now?"
"Word is that they were doing nuclear materials research in the 1950s." Cindy said. "I think it's something related to that."
"I was thinking upon similar lines." I said. "Nuclear medicine is a field that has been limited but is growing. Things like Theraseed to combat prostate cancer without a major operation, for example. It has occurred to me that the CIA could've done experiments using radioactive drugs on some of the sanitarium inmates."
"So why classify the place so highly now?" Cindy asked.
"That's the Government for you." I said. "They try to have their cake and eat it, too. They try to not destroy what they've done, but don't want it being found out. The other possibility is that that facility is now being used for something else entirely now... and not necessarily for the good of the American People."
After some more talk, Cindy left. I called Myron. "Myron," I said, "I made a mistake telling you to preserve that GPS data. Go ahead and obliterate any possible trace of it, or that we had it at all." Myron happily agreed to do so.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30am, still Thursday, February 23d, I received a phone call. "It doesn't matter who I am." said the caller, whose voice was digitized. "I called to tell you that an inmate at The Asylum was a patient at the Millwakee Camp when he was high school age. His name is Leonard Lotz." The line disconnected before I had a chance to say a word.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's a burner." said Myron. "This County's Wal-Mart must sell those by the pallet-load."
"The voice is digitized." said Mary. "There is a new program out there that analyzes digital voice patterns. It says the caller was a man, and was breathing heavily as if he'd exerted himself."
I nodded. "From where did the phone ping?" I asked.
"Nextdoor County." said Myron. "Just up Reservoir Drive from the Lakeside Inn & Suites, sir." I remembered that Reservoir Drive was to Nextdoor County what Reservoir Road was to our County. "Then it stopped pinging altogether. I suspect pieces of it are in Lake Reservoir right now."
"Probably." I said. "Can you get an idea of the lot number of the phone from its phone number?"
"Yes, and we've done that." said Mary.
"Y'all are too good." I said. "I was going to have a Detective do it just to get some practice. So have one of them try to trace that lot of phones. Okay... what about Leonard Lotz."
"He's a piece of work." said Myron. "Forty-eight years old. Ten years into a sentence for armed robbery. He's considered a nutcase, and was sent to The Asylum for his sentence so he could be evaluated. As you know, sir, The Asylum kept people like him whether he needed treatment or not. He's described as very cold and calculating. He was an expert bank robber, and it was his partner, who is a meathead, that fucked them both up."
"I see." I said. "And he was at Millwakee?"
"He was in the Juvie system in the City at that time." said Mary. "That's all I could get without hacking them."
"All right." I said. "Good stuff, great work as usual. Y'all can go."
I called Cindy into my office. "Cindy, I am going to The Asylum to interview someone. You'll hold down the fort here... and be ready and able to respond if I don't walk out of there for any reason. Has Chow left yet?"
"He's at the State Crime Lab, sir." said Cindy. "Tanya is giving him a tour of the facility. Nothing about him suggests him having been a CSI or tech before."
"Probably not." I said. "While he observes the Crime Lab, Tanya will be observing him. And her observations will make their way to my email inbox, and Jack's ears through whispers." Cindy laughed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm, still Feb 23d. "All right, what's this about?" said Leonard Lotz as he was brought into the interview room and handcuffed to the table. Lotz had shaved his black hair; only stubble was on top. He looked like a typical prisoner: medium build, slightly taller than average, in shape. His voice was perpetually sardonic, and I could tell in his dark eyes that he had plenty of cunning behind them.
With me was SBI Agent Norm Chow and Lt. Paul Price from Nextdoor County. In my Police SUV were Detective Roy McGhillie and Detective Sergeant Hugh Hewitt. Outside the gate, in a Police Cruiser, were two TCPD SWAT Team members.
The Asylum had gotten a facelift and some new office buildings, but it was still as forbidding as I ever remembered it. I remembered the raid that rescued Phil Kearns, and I remembered my dream of being in The Asylum while I was under Casey B. Walker's torture. I felt very cold inside.
"It's hard to do any Christmas shopping for you, Leonard." I said. "You don't smoke, you never were a drinker, you got no family we can arrange a visit with."
"I got a sister out there, somewhere." said Lotz. "If she's smart, she wants no part of me."
"Yeah, I've got that kind of a sister myself." I said. "What I want to ask you about is your time at the Millwakee Camp with Dr. Yarborough."
"Oh yeah. That." said Lotz. "That was an... interesting place. Wish this place was a bit more like it."
"What was it like?" I asked.
"It was like any rehab camp, I guess." said Lotz. "Yarborough was a fucking nut, though. Let us have free roam of the place. They practiced what they called 'empowerment'. Well, we were empowered, all right. We'd hook up with the girls, even though we weren't supposed to be in their cabin. I got laid more while I was there than any other time in my life."
"Yarborough knew about it?"
"Hell yeah... and he'd have people in his cabin, watching them fuck while he jacked off. Called me in one time, and one of the female counselors was there. She was in her twenties, thought she was going to change the world. She fucked my balls off while that old coot watched."
"So you could walk out of that camp any time you liked?" I asked.
"Yeah, and some girls did escape." said Leonard. "They probably became hookers somewhere, but even that would've been better than if they'd been sent home to their drunk fathers to get raped every night. The staff always covered up for the escapes, said the girls were sent back to regular jail. But we knew."



"So there was sex. Drinking?" I asked.
"Oh, sure. And we popped pills every once in a while, though those were harder to come by." said Leonard.
"What did they teach you there?"
"Aw, it was typical remedial high school shit." said Leonard. "Nobody paid attention, no homework got done. We didn't fucking care, and neither did the staff. Everyone just wanted to get laid."
"So the program didn't work? Nobody tried to do well?"
"Oh, sure, there were some kids that played it straight." said Leonard. "But they were scared of the rest of us. They had their own cabins, locked the doors, all that stuff."
"Did they do any tests on you guys?" I asked. "Psychological tests, blood tests? Did they test any drugs on you?"
"We had questionnaires, talked with the counselors from the college." said Lotz. "But no, they didn't do any blood work or drug testing on us, unless they were putting something in our food without us knowing it."
"You think they did put something in your food?"
"No." said Leonard. "It wasn't Yarborough's style. He wanted his methods to work without having to drug us up."
"Did you know a guy named George Aurus?" I asked.
"Ohhhh... yeah... Aurus." Leonard said. "The fucking midget."
"What can you tell me about him?"
"Like I said, we mostly left the nerd kids alone." said Leonard. "Plenty of pussy being given out for free, and they were begging us guys to fuck them. But George... he's the one that everyone picked on. Now I'm no fag; I haven't even gotten my cherry popped in prison in all my time here and there. But there were a couple of guys that wanted another guy, and they got tired of each other... well, I heard they helped themselves to little George."
"Did he participate in sex with the girls?"
"Oh hell no." said Leonard. "In fact, Dr. Yarborough had George sit in while a couple was fucking in front of them. But the teachers wouldn't fuck George. They teased him. But Yarborough seemed to like the dwarf. Kept talking to George about empowering himself. George just listened, but he was in no position to empower himself among that group of thugs, tough girls, and the rest of the shit eaters."
"And I guess you never heard of George again after you left?" I asked. "Or from him?"
"I heard he went to the Circus, which went bankrupt." Leonard said. "But otherwise, no... unless he's this Black Velvet Killer you're chasing." Astute man, Leonard was.
"Think George is capable of something like that?" I asked.
"Maybe. I dunno." said Leonard. "I'm a bank robber, I've never killed anyone. But if my back was to the wall? Well, you know what that's like, Commander. Your back has been to the wall, and you did what you had to do."
"True enough." I said. "So let me ask: has anyone else asked you about George? Especially recently?"
"No." said Leonard. "I was told last night that someone was going to interview me this morning, but it took you until now to show up."
"Wasn't me that asked for that morning appointment." I said. "Okay, Leonard, thanks. If you need a small favor that I can help arrange, get word to me."
"Put me in a cell with that 'Silverfish' guy you caught." said Leonard. "I could learn a few things about robbing banks from him."
"By the time you get out of here," I said, "you'll be too old to rob banks."
"We'll see about that." said Leonard. "I'm pretty good at prison breaks. But I'll make you this deal, Mr. Iron Crowbar... I won't go anywhere near your County. I don't want to end up like Silverfish did..."
Part 11 - Power of Thought
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square at 7:00am, Friday, February 24th. "Channel Two News has learned that the SBI has found a crime scene that might be the location where the Black Velvet Killer murdered several men and women!"
"The location is west of the City, near an old, abandoned sanitarium." Bettina continued. "Sources tell Channel Two News that the crime scene was found underground. Several bodies related to the Black Velvet killings have been found in that area. The SBI did not give any further details when contacted. The sanitarium itself was closed many years ago, when all of its patients were moved to the State Hospital for Mental Diseases in Coltrane County. That facility is now a standard men's prison."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "lawyers for Citizens for Police Accountability, Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, filed a complaint with the SBI Office of Ethics and Review, saying that Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police failed to give Wayne LaCroix adequate protection while he was out on bail, which led to LaCroix's murder at the hands of unknown perpetrators. In dismissing the complaint, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell said that the ankle monitor LaCroix was wearing had been tampered with, and that the Police have no obligation to guard any suspect unless they're actually in jail..."
"Funny how Bettina didn't mention your name, sir." said Joanne Warner as we drank our coffee in MCD.
"And she's using your good work to make the SBI sound good, sir." said Theo Washington.
"Yep." I said. "But the day, for her to pay, is on its way."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's ready, sir." said Captain of Operations Teresa Croyle. "The raids will start at around 10:00pm. Early enough to catch most of the working girls still at the clubs. We concentrating on the Tenderloin District." She outlined the full plan for me.
We were in my office, and this was the 'Angels' meeting.
"The Detectives are ready to question the suspects once they're brought in and booked." said Cindy. "Are we doing this at County Jail, or the Old Mill?"
"The Old Mill." I said. "They've got some extra room that Captain Thompson has long had plans for to use for mass processing, like when making arrests during riots."
"Sir, is your original plan, to let girls go that cooperate with our questioning, still in place?" Cindy asked.
"Yeah, I think so." I said. "But one thing I'm going to tell the Detectives: if they think a girl or boy knows something really big, they need to get her or him in front of me for some... follow-up questions." They nodded.
After some more discussion, I then said: "Ladies, I need to hash through something, and I would like to use you as sounding boards. Speak freely, and nothing is off the table, except using my name in vain." They both nodded.
"The issue is the Black Velvet Killer." I said. "We need to find him, and quickly. Any ideas at all where he might be?"
"Hiding in the Asylum, like Ned did?" asked Cindy. "I was going to say that jokingly, but you know... it may be a real possibility."
"Yes, that's very true." I said. "I was also thinking he could hide in other facilities the same way: hospitals, and the like. Any other ideas?"
"Sir," Teresa said, "the man is only four feet tall, if that. He can't hide that at all, unless he's walking on stilts or something."
"True." I said. "And that may be our trump card in finding him."
"He has to have a money source, sir. A job, welfare, or something." said Cindy. "But the Mouseketeers have been unable to find anything. They've also looked for possible aliases using 'George', 'Power', 'Aurus', or 'Gold'. It's a needle-in-a-haystack search, sir, and so far they've found nothing."
"Yes... money." I said. "The only source of true power outside of a gun. Hmmm, he could've blackmailed someone for money, and we just haven't found that victim yet."
"Government assistance, sir?" asked Teresa.
"He has to have a name in order to get that." I said. "And an address or mailbox."
After a moment of thought, I said "So what would you do, if you were me? Put out an APB? Go to the Press?"
"I'd bring in Chaplain Steven Ikea of the SBI, and have him pray for you." Cindy said. That earned her a red crowbar being waved in her general direction.
"Seriously," Cindy said, "if you put out an APB, chances are he'll find out and he'll disappear. If you go to the Press, he'll see it, but so will everyone else... and people will be remembering seeing a four-foot-tall man. You'll get a ton of leads that won't be him, but you might get that one that is."
"And as I was saying earlier, sir," continued Cindy, "I'm thinking that this is almost a repeat of they way Ned was eluding us all those years ago. He either has someone hiding him and feeding him, or he has some kind of job that gives him access to food and a place to stay, and therefore not be seen."
I just nodded. "Okay." I finally said after thinking about it. "Cindy, ask the Mouseketeers to try to find out where people from that defunct Circus went to. If any are in the City area, or anywhere in the northern part of this State, let me know. And I'll decide tonight if I want to go to the Press about this. If I do, it'll be Priya I go to, and I might ask you to arrange that meeting, Cindy. Okay, you two have work to do, so I won't keep you any longer." Taking that as the dismissal it was, my Angels left my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I spent the day getting my paperwork and reports done on everything about all these cases to this point. The 'mothballs' case was closed as having been taken over by the FBI, and all paperwork on that was now officially classified by the Federal Government. The murders of Terry Schultz and Jeanine Burke were closed as being the work of the now-deceased Jeff Fuqua. There may have been someone else involved in Jeanine's killing, but it would have to be on the back burner for now.
That left open the murders of Wayne LaCroix and Jeff Fuqua, Michael Burke, and the Black Velvet serial killings. And while the Frozen Mothballs case might be officially closed, I still wanted to know what the answers were. Oh... and there was the case of the sniper that shot out Moe Molinari's window while my hat was sitting on my crowbar in front of it, after seeing the laser dot sight... the... laser... dot... sight...
As the sun was beginning to set, I sat back in my Command Chair and looked out the window, which faced south, seeing to the right the dying sun and the Fairgrounds behind the parking lot. I began thinking about the Black Velvet serial killer. Where are you, George Aurus? Where can you possibly be hiding?
Some bodies were found around the sanitarium, and the killing chamber was also found near there. All of the dead had come from the City or near it... until Lenora Holmes and Rob Dortmund... they were found in Nextdoor County... they'd disappeared from the Lakeside Inn & Suites... near where that burner call had come from...
Nextdoor County... that has to be it, I thought to myself. The bastard is moving west, he's coming towards my County... towards me.
There was a knock on my door, breaking my reverie. As I turned, Teresa Croyle opened the door and looked in.
"Commander," she said, "they're assembling for the raids. Is it a 'Go'?"
"Yes." I said, making the final decision. "It's a 'Go'. Make it so, Number One."
Part 12 - Police Power
At 10:15pm, Friday, February 24th, Cindy and I headed out in my Police SUV for the Old Mill, which was the Headquarters for Precinct Two. We'd waited until the raids had started, as that one little bit of extra precaution in case someone was watching my vehicle.
"No drones, except ours." said Cindy as she looked at her iPad, which had apps to trace drones. One of those apps was the standard Police app. The other was her private app from her father, and I need not say it was vastly superior in its capabilities.
"Good." I said as I listened to the chatter on the Police radio. "Looks like this thing is going well." The raids had just begun, and the simultaneous, coordinated hits on a number of strip joints and bars where prostitutes were known to be were extremely effective. Paddywagons were filling up quickly.
We arrived and parked in the employees parking lot, then went inside. The Duty Desk was in good shape and its officers were performing their duties efficiently. The Sergeant was going to have the Desk Patrolman escort us to Ppt. Thompson's office, but I countermanded that, saying that they were busy and we could find our way.
"They're being processed now, sir." said PCpt. Thompson as we came to his office. We watched on the television monitors. The arrested suspects were being put into a large holding cell, then taken in groups to be booked, photographed and fingerprinted. Then they were put in a room with chairs and told to stay in the order they were in.
Some minutes later, as nearly all the raids were finishing up and suspects were in the house, trouble began. One young woman began demanding to be released, saying she and the others were being unlawfully detained... and she was citing the correct sections of the State Code. The other women within her hearing began applauding, then demanding their rights.
"Okay," I said, "I need to go nip this in the bud. Care to come along, Captain?"
"Would not miss it." Cindy said. With that, we went downstairs and to the holding area.
The noise and shouting in the room suddenly ceased when Cindy and I walked in. I studied the young woman who had started the trouble. She was college-age, fairly plain-faced, wore glasses, and her body was decent now but would one day not be able to hide the weight she would gain; her thighs were already beginning that accumulation process.
"Take her through booking next." I said to Patrolman Morton. "Then bring her to Interrogation-1."
"I demand a lawyer!" the woman shouted, for the umpteenth time. "I demand you respect my rights."
"The fact you're able to speak right now shows that I am doing that." I replied. I gestured to Morton, who took the woman to booking. The rest of the women began shouting, and it was pandemonium.
*CLANG!* *CLANG!* *CLANG!* *CLANG!* *CLANG!* *CLANG!*
The red crowbar raked across the iron bars, then I held it up. Things quietened down.
"Ladies!" I said loudly. "Cooperate and go through the line, and you'll be out of here by morning. What that young lady failed to mention is that I can hold you for 72 hours before giving you your Court hearing, if I want to. That's three days where you are in here, not making any money, nobody knowing where you are. Work with me, and you'll be out soon. Keep irritating me, and it'll be a long few days."
Not another word was said in the silence of the chamber, and I would have no more trouble tonight.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay." I said as I sat down across from the young woman in the Interrogation Room. "Eileen Brandon. Law student at the University. Originally from the City, moved here last year. Money from your parents and from State tuition grants, no problems there, no debts. So, Ms. Brandon... why were you in in the 'Strokers' strip club tonight?"
"I want a lawyer." Eileen said. "I will answer none of your questions without legal representation."
"And you'll get that representation... sometime before your arraignment in 72 hours." I said. "If you were cooperating, you'd be out of here in two hours, but since you're not... we'll play this strictly by the legal book." I proceeded to read Eileen her Constitutional rights, then said "You are charged with resisting arrest, which you did at the club; and inciting to riot, which is what I saw happen in that holding cell tonight."
"That's bullshit!" Eileen yelled. "I was demanding my rights! That's a false charge!"
"And you'll be able to plead 'not guilty' to it at your hearing." I said. "And while all that is going on, I'll be filing paperwork with the University's Ethics Office related to these charges. You'll be considered for expulsion from the University. And believe me, Eileen, I can make that happen. I can call the University President right now, and he will take my call. And my wife is a professor at the University; after she's done with you, you'll have no shot to graduate, nor transfer with credits."
"You fucking bastard!" Eileen snarled.
"So..." I said, "you've pretty much invoked. I can't ask you why you were at Strokers tonight, and why you're working the pole and being friendly with the clients, when you should be studying in the law library."
I got up. "Okay, put her in the 72-hour holding cell. Like I said, we're going to run the full charges against her. I'll see you at your trial, Eileen." I turned to go, Cindy getting up and following.
"Wait." Eileen said. "What the fuck do you want?"
I just shook my head. "At this point, nothing... but a conviction... and your expulsion from School." I said. I turned to go again, seeing the now-scared young woman trying desperately to think of a solution to her considerable problems.
"Okay, okay." the woman said. I was sorely, sorely tempted to walk on out of the room. But I knew that I had this fish landed, and I needed the information she had. I returned to the table.
"Do you waive your right to silence and your right to counsel?" I asked, making sure to avoid any legal trap she might be setting... and also to make sure she was well aware of the consequences of her next action.
"Yes." she said. "What do you want to know?"
"You don't need the money." I said. "So why are you pretending to be a working girl?"
"It was just for tonight." Eileen said. "We knew you were coming, so I went down there to make sure I was arrested with the other girls."
"You knew we were going to make the raid tonight?" I asked.
"Yes." said Eileen. "And I wanted to be there to get arrested, then tell the girls their rights and push back against you cops on their behalf."
"Why didn't you just come in the front door and say you were representing all those that were arrested?" Cindy asked. "That would've been more effective, legally."
"I'll keep that in mind." Eileen said. "But I did it the way I did in the hopes your cops would exercise police brutality and give us a better case to sue you."
"Who is the 'we' you're talking about?" I asked.
"Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson." Eileen said, without hesitation I might add.
"And Mr. Eidex and Mr.... Swenson..." I said, pretending to write the names down, "why are they so interested in a bunch of prostitutes being arrested? Why did they send you to be arrested with the girls?"
"They didn't tell me why." said Eileen. "They just said they'd pay me to do it, and they paid me half already. So I did. And you really are violating those women's rights."
"Except you don't know the whole story." I said. "Law students like you should be learning, instead of thinking you know it all and making huge mistakes."
"Go fuck yourself." Eileen snarled. Cindy just shook her head in mock sadness.
"So how did you know we were going to make our raid tonight?" I asked.
"Mr. Swenson told me." Eileen said. "I don't know anything further."
"Where were you around February 13th to the 15th?" I asked.
"Here." Eileen said. "In school."
"All right." I said. "You get to stay here until we're finished processing all the girls or until the sun rises, whichever comes first." With that, I got up and left the room. Eileen was destined for a cell for the next few hours.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Several rooms were set up for interrogations, complete with portable cameras and audio gear. I had five Detectives at work: Teddy Parker, Theo Washington, Roy McGhillie, Christopher Purvis, and Timothy Geiger. And those Detectives did a very good job implementing their instructions from me.
First, the Detective would say "Before I read you your rights, let me just tell you this: all we want to do is ask some questions. Cooperate, and you get to walk out of here and go home. No court date, no fine, no nothing; you walk. If you don't work with us, though, we'll go through the whole nine yards: 72 hours in holding, arraignment, probably a fine of several hundred dollars. And the questions... consider them 'hypotheticals', off the record, no self-incrimination from them."



Most of the girls would take the deal, and would answer the questions. The questions were simple: where were you around February 13t to 15th or so? Did you go out of Town then, or were you working? Why did you leave Town during that time?
I told the Detectives, and also the Uniformed Officers present and watching, that if any girl or her answers didn't seem right, to put them in the second Interrogation room, and I would talk to them myself. There were eight girls and one guy, and two of the girls and the guy were interesting to talk to...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Her name is Sally Romaine, and her working name is 'Astral', as in the Astral Plane." said Joanne Warner, who was helping Precinct Captain Thompson and Lt. Carswell process everyone, watching interrogations but otherwise keeping out of sight, and looking up data with Myron Milton when needed. "A ton of arrests, all for prostitution."
I looked at the woman in the Interrogation Room. Attractive, very fit. Dirty blonde hair, dyed that way. In her late 30s, but looking much older; she was a smoker and a drinker, and the years of turning tricks were taking their toll, etching lines on her face that shouldn't be there on a woman her age.
"Oh wow, the Iron Crowbar himself." she said in a scratchy voice when I went into the room. "Must be big."
"Hello, Astral." I said, sitting down opposite her, Cindy sitting down next to me. "So I understand you got out of town around Valentine's Day."
"You bet I did, and so did a lot of other women." Astral said.
"And why did you do that?" I asked.
"So that's what this bust is about." Astral said, putting it together. She then said "All right, I'll tell you. I was escorting a guy the weekend before. I don't remember his name, of course, but he said he was a junior executive at BigPharmaCorp. He did have money; bought me a dress, shoes, took me out to dinner at The Chop House, then we stayed the night at the University Hotel." I nodded.
"So we were lying in bed after he fucked me, and he asked what I was doing on Valentine's Day." Astral said. "I thought he was going to ask me out for that night, so I said I didn't know. But all he said was that he would be back home, and that I should stay out of Town that night, and especially avoid the Tenderloin District. When I asked why, he just said there might be trouble, and to stay away. So I went to the City that night, and worked the pole at a club, came back that next weekend."
"He didn't say what it was about?" I asked. "The trouble?"
"No." said Astral, "but I heard that reporter talking about poison gas attacks, and I wondered if that is what it was. But I don't know for sure."
I had Astral work with the sketch artist to get a workup of the BigPharmaCorp junior executive, then let her go home.
The next girl was a black woman named 'Diamond'. Just 'Diamond'. She was pretty, her breasts artificially enhanced, and she had bright, mesmerizing eyes.
"Well, if it ain't the Iron Cracker." she said to start.
"No need to blaspheme, Diamond." I said. "Consider me to be red and not White today." I exhibited the red crowbar as I spoke.
"Whaddya want, Cracker?" Diamond asked, her eyes boring into me in a challenge.
"Why were you out of Town on Valentine's Day?" I asked.
"C'mon, you the Iron Crowbar, you should know." Diamond replied.
"I don't know why you were away." I said.
"Man, we all know you've been putting your white crowbar into that reporter Bettina." Diamond said. "And I hear she likes that big cock; maybe I should give you a freebie and find out for myself. Or would your bitch here get jealous?" She was looking at Cindy.
"Her?" I asked, gesturing at Cindy.
"Oh, never mind, she's not on your team." Diamond said. "So what do you say, Cracker? Want to get some of the best black ass in the County?"
"I dunno." I replied. "You ran out on me on Valentine's Day, of all days."
"Yeah, and that reporter you've been banging had the word." said Diamond. "Fucking nerve gas? And yeah, I know they were trying to kill T-Square. That's what Jasmine Nix said."
"Mmm hmmm." I hummed. "So did Jasmine say this before the 14th?"
"No, that was later." Diamond said. "I got told the night before that something bad might happen at one of the clubs. I thought it was going to be a Police raid. I've always heard about those in time... until tonight. You keep secrets good, Iron Crowbar."
"Who told you about this bad something the night before Valentine's Day?" I asked.
"One of Big Ice's guys." said Diamond. "I was paid to fuck his balls off, so I did. He let it slip after we were done." I nodded.
"Okay, Diamond." I said. "I'm a wee bit too busy to take you up on your offer tonight. And let's hope I don't have to see you again, professionally... my profession. You can go. Have a good night."
"Do I even get a ride home?" Diamond asked.
"Sir," Cindy said, "they're shuttling people back to the Cub Club when they're done."
I nodded. "Take the shuttle, Diamond."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Last was 'Kevin'. Metrosexual. Smallish, slender, fit, brown-black hair looking like a toupee combed sideways over his head.
"I was at 'The Why' when your raid busted me." said Kevin.
"The where?" I asked. This could quickly become an Abbott & Costello routine, I realized.
"Sir, 'The Why' is a gay club south of the Cub Club." Cindy said. "They called it 'The Y', but the real YMCA threatened to sue them, so they changed it... patterned after the 'Why so serious?' comment from The Joker in the Batman movies."
"Okay, I see." I said. "So, Kevin, where were you from the 13th to the 15th of February, give or take?"
Kevin said "I'll spare you the boring routine, Commander. I usually hang out at Whippets on the weekends. Word was going around that something was going on, maybe something against T-Square. We thought it might be a raid, or possibly a bomb going off. So I got out of Town until the weekend, when I got the 'all clear'."
"Who was sending you those warnings and 'all clear' messages?" I asked.
"I don't remember who told me about the problem." said Kevin. "It was really going around Whippets; it seemed everyone knew. Then one of my clients--- er, buddies, told me it was all clear. Don't know how he knew, except that he stayed in Town. He's a University Student, but I won't tell you his name. You're the Iron Crowbar, so you'll figure it out, if you really want to."
"Or you could just tell me and go home now." I said. "Or not tell me, I'll figure it out, and you'll be bored for two days in jail while I do." Kevin gave me the name. It was Ken Eidex.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00am, Saturday, February 25th. All of the Detectives, their leadership, me, and the Chief were in Classroom 'E'. The Chief had come in armed with coffee and a spread of doughnuts and pastries. I just had coffee.
"First of all," I said "I want to congratulate Lieutenant Masters on putting together the raid. It went beautifully, and with surprise. Nobody got hurt, either, which makes me happy. Good job, Coldiron." The room applauded Coldiron.
"Okay, get your reports in before you go, then go home and get some sleep." I said. "But first, is there anything out of the ordinary that anyone saw? Anything at all?"
"Just how quiet they all got whenever you came into a room, Commander." said Theo. "And I'm not just saying this to be saying it. They really did hold you in awe, sir."
"Yes sir, we all saw that, and remarked on it." Teddy Parker said.
"Okay, I'm out of the ordinary." I said wearily. "Anything that we can use to catch perps, though?"
"This may or may not be strange." Joanne said. "But they all seemed to not care about being there. And they all seemed to know each other."
"They live for the moment." Cindy said. "They don't really think all that far ahead, and just accept where they are." Everyone nodded. I didn't mention that my two dogs acted a lot like that.
Just then, the Duty Desk Sergeant came into the room. "Commander, there's two FBI Agents and an SBI Agent up front. They say they need to talk to you, and that it's urgent."
"Okay." I said. "Put them in the Main Conference Room. We'll be there in a minute."
"I'm going to be there, too." said the Chief. "Okay, everyone, finish up and go home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Special Agent in Charge Les Craig and FBI Special Agent Miles Winters were in the Conference room. Also in the room was SBI Agent Ted Orosco. When the Chief came in, he shooed Craig out of the end table seat nearest the door, taking it for himself. Craig didn't put up a fight, moving to the Chief's right, his back to the door. I was asked to sit in the seat in the middle of the far side, facing off against the three Agents.
"Commander," said Miles Winters, "we understand that you visited the Asylum the other day?"
"Yes, I did." I said.
"And you spoke to a prisoner, Leonard Lotz?" asked Winters.
"Yes, I did."
"Why? What did you talk to Lotz about?" asked Winters.
"He was at the Millwakee Camp at the same time as a person of interest in the Black Velvet case was there."
"Who is that?" asked Les Craig.
"I thought you guys had dropped the Black Velvet case." I replied, meeting Craig's peering stare at me.
"Why are you being evasive, Commander?" asked Craig. My eyes went over to the Chief, who was looking skeptically at Craig.
"He's not being evasive." the Chief said. "He's correct... I was told by your Deputy Director that you're no longer investigating the case; therefore, you do not have a need-to-know basis for having that infor-MAY-shunnnnn."
"Maybe we need to interview Commander Troy alone." said Craig in reply.
"Maybe you need to shut your fucking mouth, and leave." replied Chief Moynahan. "This is my Police Headquarters, not yours, Mr. Craig. You have no authority nor jurisdiction here. What -I- have is a Captain of Detectives that would love nothing more than to physically harm you over your insults to her integrity. I'd suggest... you learn to show some res-Pect."
"Commander Troy," said SBI Agent Orosco, trying to ease the tension in the room, "you talked to Leonard Lotz, and about the Millwakee Camp. How did you find out he was once at the Millwakee Camp as an inmate?"
"Confidential informant." I said. "And I'm sure you understand that I'm not being evasive, but protecting the C.I."
"Commander, did Leonard Lotz mention breaking out of prison?" asked Winters. I began seeing the dots fall into a pattern.
"As I'm sure you will see from the prison's tape of the interview... if you haven't already... you'll see that he said he was good at prison breaks, but didn't mention specifics." I replied.
"Did he mention anywhere he would go, anyone he might try to see?" asked Winters.
"Again, it's on the tapes." I said. "He mentioned no specifics. He did say he'd like to be in a cell with the Silverfish, to learn bank robbery methods. How serious he was, or if he was joking, I don't know."
Then I added "Look, I've been around the block when it comes to interrogations, and I can see the direction this is taking. So what happened with Lotz?"
The three agents became uncomfortable, and Les Craig's face looked almost sullen. But it was Orosco that told me, possibly as a dig against the FBI Agents.
"Sir," said Orosco, "Leonard Lotz escaped from The Asylum a few hours ago."
"Goddammit, Orosco!" whispered Craig.
"What, you want us to tell you what Lotz said," growled Moynahan, "but you don't want us to know Lotz escaped? Your double-standard hypocrisy is breathtaking, Mr. Craig. Positively breath-taking."
"Well, now you know." said Craig. "And Lotz is an exceptionally dangerous man. We've got to get him back."
"Has Lotz ever killed anyone?" I asked. The three Agents looked at me with various expressions between skepticism to downright anger. "Well, has he?" I asked again.
"Not that we know of, Commander." said Miles Winters. "But he's still dangerous... and there could always be a first time."
"Yes," I said, "but my point is that you guys are trying to pull the wool over my eyes, and why you think you can get away with that, I don't know. Lotz is dangerous, sure, but that's not why Agent Craig is so desperate to capture him. It's what Lotz knows that has the FBI very scared and agitated. And I'll make you a free present of something else: that is also why he escaped... he's not sitting around and waiting to be murdered."
"What?!" gasped Orosco. "What the hell is going on here?" It was obvious he didn't know, and possibly had been told some b.s. by some Federal Agents.
"Ask FBI Agent Craig." I said. "Well, Mr. Craig? Going to tell us the real story?"
"No." said Craig, getting up. "And if you know what's good for you, you'll keep your mouth shut about it."
"Is that a threat?" I asked, standing up. "Because if it is, I'll call your fucking bluff just to see what you can do about it."
"Go ahead." said Craig. "You're already suspected of giving a reporter classified information. And our second interrogation of you will not fail as the first one did."
"That's enough." said Chief Moynahan. "Mr. Craig, I'd suggest you get out of here, get out of my County, and never come back." When Craig did not immediately move, the Chief said. "Get moving, Mr. Craig."
It was most very fortunate for Les Craig that I did not have my red crowbar (or my gun) with me at that moment. Otherwise, he would be dead. The Chief escorted him and the other stunned Agents to the front door, shaking hands with Winters and Orosco but not Craig. He then told the Duty Desk to have a standing order that FBI Agent Les Craig was to never be admitted past the Duty Desk again.
When he got back to the Conference Room, he was surprised to see his Police Commander sitting there, stunned by what Craig had just revealed, and in the deepest of reveries...
Part 13 - Power of Hate
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Saturday, February 25th, from in front of Police Headquarters. "Channel Two News has learned that a dangerous criminal has escaped from The Asylum!"
"The escaped criminal is named Leonard Lotz." Bettina continued as a mugshot of Leonard Lotz appeared on the television screen. "Authorities consider him to be armed and extremely dangerous. Sources tell Channel Two News that Lotz may have some connection with the Black Velvet serial killer, and that Lotz may be in this area. Citizens are asked to not approach this man if you see him, but to call 9-1-1 or the FBI immediately."
"Authorities are not revealing how Lotz escaped The Asylum, but have said he is the only person to have escaped. All other prisoners are accounted for." said Bettina. "The SBI's Office of Ethics and Review is conducting an investigation of how Lotz escaped, but have made no public statements, so far."
"And in other news," Bettina said, "the Town & County Police staged a massive raid in the Tenderloin District, arresting dozens of suspected prostitutes. Most of the suspects were released after being interrogated, while some have been held over for arraignment. One woman, an Eileen Brandon, who is a law student at the University, has declared her intent to sue the Town & County Police and Commander Don Troy, saying her rights as well as many of the other arrested persons' rights were violated during the raid. Citizens for Police Accountability spokespersons Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex released a statement saying they will also file a lawsuit on behalf of the arrested women."
"And the complaints about Commander Donald Troy's brutal methods are continuing," said Bettina, "as Town & County Councilpersons Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes issued a joint statement condemning the Police in general and Commander Troy in particular. Part of their complaint is that the accused prostitutes were released instead of being taken to Court and made to pay fines."
Bettina then ended her commentary by saying "All the way around, this looks like yet another disaster for Commander Donald Troy and his Police Force. And now to Sports..."
"God damn!" Cindy muttered under her breath. "She's out for blood, Commander. Your blood."
"Yeah, and what's up with that?" asked Jerome Davis, the only other Detective in the room at the moment. Cindy also turned to look at me as Jerome asked the question.
"Usually," I replied, "when the Media starts coming after me by name, it indicates that they're taking a shot across the bow, so to speak, and they're trying to make me duck and keep my head down. And why do that? Because something's about to happen, and they want me to hesitate in taking action."
"Like that's ever stopped you before, sir." Cindy said.
"I didn't say their tactics work." I said. "But they continue to beat their heads against brick walls, anyway."
"So what's the deal with Leonard Lotz?" asked Jerome. "I looked up his rap sheet. Pretty much all bank robberies. They're acting like he's a mass murderer, or this Black Velvet killer."
"Yes," I said, "that is interesting..." A moment later I realized that Cindy and Jerome were watching me, and that I'd gone into a reverie.
When I came out of it, I said "Cindy... contact Priya Ajmani. She's about to get an exclusive interview."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It felt like a meeting of world leaders, or of high-powered Mob leaders. Tense members of armed security were on high alert as they ringed the three black celebrities, each having one lieutenant at the table. Jasmine Nix, Big Ice, and T-Square were separated by equal thirds at the table, their own eyes wary and mistrusting. The location was a penthouse office in one of the City's higher skyscrapers, and the view out the windows that were the walls of the room was breathtaking.
"I'm telling you, T-Square," said Jasmine Nix, "this whole thing is being done by the Crackers to fuck with us. One of those three bums the Iron Cracker caught was an FBI mole. And that bitch reporter keeps telling us that it was nerve agent being brought in. The Man would not let her report that if they're own fingers weren't in the pie."
"Yeah." said Big Ice, trying to sound as intellectually proficient as his two 'partners' at the table. "And that stuff would kill a lot of niggas in the clubs. That's white trash at work. And how did the Iron Cracker find them and that shit so quick?"
"The Iron Crowbar is just that good." said T-Square. "You saw how it was when Eidex and Swenson started those riots. That man was all over their shit; figured them out before they figured themselves out."
"And who started that shit going?" asked Jasmine. "It wasn't us; we weren't ready yet. Our shit is going to hit the fans when our new album comes out. Then we start hitting the fucking cops."
"Just the white ones? Or all of them?" asked T-Square's lieutenant T-Mac.
"Any nigga cop is a tool of The Man." said Jasmine. "And deserves to be shot down in cold blood, like a rabid dog. That's all the Uncle Tom's working for The Man are: rabid... dogs."
"So you think it was the Government trying to kill me, Jasmine?" asked T-Square. "You sure it wasn't someone else... making it look like The Man was coming for me?"
"I have no fucking idea." said Jasmine. "It could be anyone. Spics, NS-14, White Roots, or some of those worthless niggas whose lives don't matter because they're too fucking stupid to serve the Cause."
"Or maybe there's treachery going on." said T-Square. "Get me out of the way, and some people get more of the profits of what is going to happen."
"You sayin' one of us was behind that shit?" asked Big Ice, peering at T-Square as he finally realized what was going on .
"You tell me." said T-Square. But he was not looking at Big Ice. He was peering through his shades straight at Jasmine Nix. She met his look, underscoring it.



"Gentlemen," she said, "we are close, so very fucking close, to making a major step to get justice for the Oppressed in the filthy country. We are close to making the White Man pay for his crimes against Blacks, for the stealing of our money and the raping of our women. We don't need to be fighting amongst ourselves or mistrusting each other.
She continued: "T-Square, think about it.. would Big Ice or myself try to kill a lot of Blacks just to kill you?"
"I don't know." said T-Square. "If you were trying to disguise it as an attack by Whitey, you just might. But I'm not accusing anyone here. I'm just saying that I am very aware of what is going on, and so is my Security."
"Good." said Jasmine. "All of our Security needs to be as tight as the Iron Cracker's ass. We're three months away from the album debut, and four months at most from putting it all into action. It'll start here, in the City, and we will burn it to the ground. Then... we go to the Iron Crowbar's County... and we kill him, his family, every one of his cops, and burn that fucking Town to the ground, too."
"You won't do that without a fight." said T-Square. "I've been tryin' to tell ya... the Iron Crowbar don't play. He destroyed the Whitey attack on Providence Springs in his hometown. And he'll fuck us up just as badly, especially if he's fighting for his life... and his children's. I'd rather take on the fucking U.S. Army than the Iron Crowbar protecting his children's lives. He don't fucking play."
"His kids will be as dead as him. All of them." Jasmine said, peering hard at T-Square. Does she know my sister's daughter is the Iron Crowbar's daughter? T-Square wondered silently. Does she know I'm not going to let my family get hurt in all this?
"All right." said Jasmine. "We'll leave the details to our lieutenants. Our friends in Washington are in contact with the right people within the Department of Justice in Washington, people who will take our side, and make sure the Media reports exactly what we want them to."
"Good enough." said T-Square. He got up. "Unless there's something else, I'm going home. I've got two albums to finish cutting." With that, he left, his Security following.
"Ice." Jasmine said. "You need to watch your back, boy. It's T-Square that will cut you, and not even blink. Especially if he finds out what I've told you."
"Don't worry, Jasmine, I got it." said Big Ice. Jasmine had assigned him and his people the duty of making sure Paulina Patterson and her daughter Tasha were exterminated when the riots began. Those two bitches were tainted by the Iron Crowbar, especially Tasha, who was a filthy halfbreed and the Iron Cop's progeny...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Becca Larrington was seating people for the weekend brunch buffet at the Lakeside Inn & Suites restaurant, when a very short man in a suit came up to the desk. Becca had to look down over the table to see him, so she walked around.
"Where would you like to sit, sir?" She asked. "The window seats are full, but there are still some good ones in the middle."
"Anywhere is fine, young lady." said the man, his voice scratchy and whispery. "And also... somewhere I can speak with you, Ms. Larrington."
"Me?" asked Becca.
"Yes." said the man. "My name is George Powers, and I'm a reporter for KSB in the City. I'm doing a follow-up on your sister Kathy... oh, I'm sorry if I've upset you..."
"No, it's all right." said Becca, who had reacted. "I just wasn't expecting that."
"I am so sorry if I've brought up bad memories." said George. "I was just hoping I could get a short interview with you, as background. After all, your sister was never recaptured after escaping State Women's Prison, and I'm sure it's hard on your family. Maybe bringing light to her situation could help her."
"I don't know, it's pretty upsetting." said Becca.
"Tell you what." said George. "Here's my card. Just phone that number if you change your mind and would be willing to talk with me." With that, George Powers turned and left the restaurant, leaving a confused and chilled Becca looking at a crudely printed card...
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Power of Pussy
"She's in the guest bedroom." Cindy said. "And she's excited as hell. I'll be in my room if you need me... though I don't think you will."
I grinned. We were at Cindy's condo. Priya Ajmani was waiting in the guest bedroom. Cindy had promised her an 'exclusive' interview with the Iron Crowbar... and that is exactly what I intended to give the gorgeous Indian reporterette... in more ways than one.
Going in, I shut the door behind me but did not lock it. Priya was sitting on the bed, and she stood up as I came in. She was wearing an off-white blouse and a beige skirt instead of the pantsuits she often wore, and the dress revealed her luscious cleavage. Her full lips were glossy and her dark eyes were sparkling. She was wearing beige round-toe pumps with a burnished gold heel and sole, the beige being lighter than her brown skin. The heels were very high: Priya was very short, and the high heels barely brought her to Cindy's height when Cindy was wearing no shoes at all.
"Mmm, very nice." I said as I admired her.
"Like what you see?" she asked. "I sure do."
That was all I needed to hear. I stepped right up to her and began unbuttoning her blouse. I didn't ask, I just started undressing her. I slid the blouse off her shoulders, then undid the clasp of her bra. Her large breasts popped out, bouncing lightly on her chest, her nipples hard, standing spikes. I cupped her breasts in my hands as she reached for my belt and began undoing my pants, our eyes locked into each other's. Only when my hardening cock sprang free of its confined did she look down at it.
"Mmmm, very nice." she said as her hand wrapped around the throbbing shaft and her other hand cupped and gently massaged my hanging nut sack. I pulled off my shirt and stepped out of my pants, then I slid my arms around Priya's waist. Bending down, I kissed her inviting, luscious mouth.
Wow! I thought to myself. Priya's full lips were soft and sensuous. I pressed my mouth to hers and slid my tongue over hers and as deep into her mouth as I could. My hands slid around her back and I pulled her to me, firmly but not too hard. As Priya sucked on my tongue, her own tongue dancing around my invading oral digit, I slid my hands down to her firm, round ass. I was surprised how toned and hard her asscheeks were as I cupped and massaged them in my strong hands.
She let go of my cock long enough to undo the fastener of her skirt, and I heard the rustle of cloth as it slid down her legs. Breaking our kiss, I looked over her shoulder and down her back, seeing her magnificent back, ass, and the back of her legs. My cock was throbbing with desire.
"Mmm," Priya said, looking up at me, "you have no idea how long I've thought about doing this with you. And your cock really is as iron-hard as the rumors I've heard."
"It's hard for you." I said. "Sit down." I guided her to sit down on the edge of the bed and I stepped up to her, the insides of my thighs pressing against the outsides of hers as I straddled her. Priya did not need to be told what to do. She opened her mouth as I guided my cock to her lips, and I gently took the back of her head in my hand as I guided my cockhead past her lips and over her tongue.
"Ohhhhhh, yeahhhhhhh." I gasped as Priya's warm wet mouth engulfed my raging erection. My hips started rocking as I began fucking her beautiful face, feeling my cockhead slide into her throat. Priya sucked me expertly, voraciously vacuuming her mouth as her lips slid tightly along the shaft as I withdrew, then lashing my meat with her tongue as I slid back in.
"Mmmmmmm!" Priya moaned as she fellated me. She was into it. Her body was shivering slightly. She finally brought her mouth off my cock and began licking up and down the shaft. Then she sucked one of my balls into her mouth, then the other. The sensations were incredible.
"God damn! you're good." I gasped.
"I love sucking cock." Priya said, looking up into my eyes as she licked up and down the length of my shaft. "And I've wanted to suck this big hard crowbar since the day I met you."
I shut her up by sliding my cock back into her willing mouth. I began fucking her face a bit more rapidly, though still slowly enough to let her mouth and tongue work along my throbbing shaft.
"Lay back, babe." I said. Priya scooted back onto the bed and began removing her green thong panties, which were soaked with her womanly juices.
"You wanna take off my heels?" she asked as I slid onto the bed next to her.
"No, leave 'em on." I growled. I bent down and kissed her mouth again, this time harder and with more intensity, my tongue insistently exploring her mouth as I tried to slide it down her throat. My right hand was sliding along her mound. I felt her swollen, sopping wet labes, then slid my bird finger past them and deep into her Indian golden hole.
"Mmmmmf!" she moaned into my mouth as her hand searched for and finally found my cock. She gently stroked it as I rubbed my finger along the roof of her pussy. Then I slid a second finger in. I was amazed how tight Priya's pussy was, as I knew she'd had a lot of sex.
We made out for several long minutes as we fondled each other's genitals. Finally, I began kissing my way down her neck and chest, sucking her hard nipples as my hands massaged her big teats. Then I kissed my way down her quivering abs as she lay onto her back and pulled her legs up and back. I took the back of her thighs in my hands and pushed them down further, gently but firmly enough to let her know who was in charge of her. Then I kissed up and down each thigh, getting closer and closer to the sweet goal between her legs.
Priya's womanly flower was dark. Her pubic hair was shaved except for a triangular tuft that a bikini would easily hide. Her swollen labes were peeled back and her clit was erect and shining like a lighthouse above her slit. I stuck my tongue out and licked her slit from the bottom to the top, flicking hard on her clit.
"Oh yes!" she gasped. I just moaned quietly, then licked again, going deeper with each lick until my tongue was buried in her sopping hole. I began licking and sucking her pussy, enjoying the taste of her, letting my lips slide along her labes.
Priya began moaning, then whispering words like "Yes!" and "Oh yes!", then "Eat me, eat me!" As I feasted upon her pussy, I felt her hands slide through my hair and over my head until she was pulling my head into her quim while pushing her hips up to mash her cunt against my mouth and nose. I was in heaven...
As Priya came in my mouth for at least the third time, I reached down and stroked my cock to maximum, throbbing hardness. Finally, wordlessly, I rose up and slid up Priya's body, aligning our loins. I reached down and guided my cockhead to her pussylips, then pushed past them, finding the hole. I drove forward.
"UHHH!" Priya cried out as my cock slid into her. She was a very tight fit, and after sinking more than half my size into her, I pulled back and thrust forward again, this time sinking my shaft to the hilt inside the Indian beauty's cunt hole, not stopping until I felt my balls resting against her 'taint'.
"Oh God, that is soooo good!" Priya gasped, looking up at me.
"Yeah it is." I said. "Damn! you are so fucking tight."
"You're so fucking hard!" Priya panted. "God, I love it!"
I began pistoning my hips as Priya pulled her legs up and back to take every bit of my meat as deep inside her as she could get it. I felt my cock head bump the back wall of her vagina as I rotated my hips, grinding my loins against hers. The contrast of her brown skin against my white skin was arousing, and my blonde-red pubic hairs mingling with the darkness of her pubic bush was an awesome sight.
I began fucking Priya with a steady rhythm, going deep and hard for several strokes, then easing back with more shallow strokes. Priya responded to my deeper thrusts, so I began fucking her harder, really shoving my cock into her with raw, sexual power until she was gasping and crying out in pleasure. I felt her cunt clamp hard around my cock and I fucked her hard through that, then I needed a break so I eased off for several strokes, and Priya's hips matched mine as we grinded together.
She gave me her beautiful smile and said "Ooooh, I love it when we do that. Keep fucking me, baby. Keep fucking me like you've always wanted to..."
And I did.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was pumping harder and harder, feeling my nut rise. I was pounding Priya, going balls deep, but using our thighs pressing against each other to keep me from pounding the back wall of her pussy too hard. We were in 'that spot', right in that perfect zone...
"Oh baby, are you on the pill?" I gasped out.
"No, I'm not." said Priya. "But I want you to come inside me anyway." To get the point across, she wrapped her legs around me, the heels of her feet and her shoes pressing into my back just above my ass. "Come on, Don! Do it! Get your fucking nut inside me!"
"Uhhhhh..." I groaned. The pleasure of the tightness of Priya's cunt, the sight of her gorgeous face beneath me, and the thought of pumping my full climax deep inside her unprotected pussy was more than enough to bring me to the crest.
"Aaauugh! UHHH! UHHH! UHHH!" I cried out as I felt the pulses inside my loins, knowing that I was ejaculating large streams of semen into the gorgeous Indian woman, and loving every second of it. Finally I was spent, and eased my weight down onto Priya as I undulated my hips, pumping the last of my spurts of jism as deeply into her as I could. As I rolled off of Priya, I bent down and deeply kissed her mouth, at first tenderly and warmly, then harder and longer as she wrapped her arm around my neck and pulled me down to her.
After laying on the bed catching our breaths, Priya sat up and smiled that beautiful smile of hers. "That was awesome, Don. We should've done that years ago."
"We'll have to make up for lost time." I said, the pleasing lassitude of post-coital, post-orgasmic bliss washing over me. I became aware that Priya was getting off the bed.
"Stay right here. " Priya said. "I'll be back in a minute." With that, she went to the door and exited the room, wearing only her high heels.
WTF is up wit' dat? I asked myself. After a few minutes, I got up and went to the bathroom. Each of Cindy's bedrooms had its own bathroom between the bedrooms, with the guest room's bath also opening to the main room.
As I finished, I heard a moan. I went into the bedroom, put on my underwear and pants, then went into the greatroom.
The door to Cindy's room was cracked open half an inch. I heard Priya moan, then say "Oh, yes!" I knew I shouldn't peek, so I went back to the bedroom.
Wrong answer... of course I peeked! And when I did, I got a shock.
Priya was lying on Cindy's bed, her head propped on the pillows. Her legs were pulled up and back, her feet in her high heels up over her head. Between her legs was Cindy, eating Priya's pussy!
Cindy was lying on her belly, topless, but wearing blue jeans and high heel slides. I could see up Cindy's legs to her lovely ass, and I could see her bare back, but her breasts were beneath her on the bed. But I was irresistibly attracted to the sight of her face-deep in Priya's pussy, eating that Indian cunt like there was no tomorrow.
"Oh yeah, that feels so good!" Priya moaned, encouraging Cindy on. "Yeah, eat my pussy, baby! Eat out that creamy cunt!"
I wondered if Cindy knew I'd just come inside that Indian pussy that she was now eating. Whether she did or not, it was intensely arousing to watch, and I felt my cock getting hard again, and fast.
I don't know how long I watched, but it was several minutes. Then Cindy slid up and mounted Priya as if she were going to fuck her, and they began to kiss deeply. They made out for a few more minutes.
I finally went back to the other bedroom. I was dozing lightly when Priya came back. She climbed onto the bed and onto me, and pressed her mouth hard onto mine, her tongue pushing over mine.
"Mmmmmm," I moaned as I realize I was tasting pussy on Priya's tongue. As if I needed to be aroused further, I pulled Priya into me and kissed her back even harder. After a long makeout session, we broke the kiss.
"You liked that, didn't you?" Priya asked with a sly, mischievous look on her beautiful face, and of course her radiant smile.
"Mmm, great tasting kiss." I said.
"Speaking of things that taste good," Priya said as she eased herself down over my abs, "I'm going to suck this big hard cock." I felt her mouth slide over my taut shaft. For the next fifteen minutes, I enjoyed the intense pleasure of Priya's sloppy, lazy blowjob as she enjoyed herself licking, kissing and sucking my throbbing hard little iron crowbar.
After that, I stood on the floor as Priya positioned herself on the side of the bed, at the edge. The sight of her upturned, magnificent ass was amazing and arousing. I sank my cock into her from behind, holding her hips and pulling her back to me as I pounded her. My meat sliced wetly in and out of her cunt as her ass smacked against my abs and groin again and again and again...
It was some awesome sex, and I felt lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar.
Part 15 - Power of Planning
At 3:00pm, Saturday, February 25th, the television screens of the County that were on KSTD Channel 5 were interrupted. "Stand by for a breaking news announcement!" intoned a voice. A few seconds later, Priya's beautiful face was on the screen.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette from in front of Police Headquarters. "The Town & County Police Department has just issued an APB for the man they believe is the Black Velvet serial killer! His name is George Aurus!" Priya went on to describe Aurus, including making a point of his short height.
"If you see this man, do not approach him!" said Priya. "Please contact the TCPD or your local Police Department, or the SBI hotline." The SBI hotline number appeared on the screen. It actually went to the SBI Reserve Office, and would ultimately route back to me, Your Iron Crowbar.
As Cindy and I watched in my office, she said "We really should get with KXTC, also."
"Captain Briscoe of Press Relations is doing that now." I said. "But we're giving Priya the first announcement. And when Bettina gets all huffy and asks 'why', you can tell her that it's because she wouldn't keep her fucking mouth shut about that nerve agent business."
Cindy just smiled. She loved it when the Iron Crowbar got pissed off at someone... and did something like this about it.
"Okay, which Detectives do we have available this weekend?" I asked.
"Roy McGhillie is on call in Vice." said Cindy, "and Purvis said he has no plans for the weekend if we need him. Teddy Parker is on call in MCD. Joanne and her husband Seth are going to some dinner for the Chamber of Commerce, so she's the very last resort."
"Okay, good." I said. "Roy could use some cross-training. If anything comes up, he's the first one to call..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first phone call I got was from Sheriff Daniel Allgood, and he wanted an update on Aurus. I filled him in on the details that I thought Aurus was in the area, and that we had strong links to him being the Black Velvet killer... which would be augmented by DNA analysis if we caught him.
"Don," said Daniel, "Melina and I will be at the Chamber of Commerce's Washington-Lincoln Dinner, and many Council Members will be there. What should I tell them when they start asking about this?"
"Tell them we're going after him, and it won't be long before we get him." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The second phone call I got was from Nora Larrington, mother of Becca and Goth Girl Kathy. She was agitated.
"Don!" she all but gasped when I answered the cellphone, "Becca just called. She says she saw this serial killer guy!"
"Where?" I asked.
"Over at Lakeside Inn, where she works." said Nora. "She said a very short man spoke to her. Said he was a journalist and wanted to talk to her about Kathy."
"Where is Becca now?" I asked.
"She's at work." said Nora.
"Call her and tell her to stay there, and in sight of people. I'm on my way now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Becca was trying to be calm but was clearly nervous as she talked with Cindy, Molly, and Roy McGhillie in the now-empty dining room at the Lakeside Inn & Suites. Cindy and Molly had not failed to notice Becca's eyes and face light up when she saw Roy McGhillie, whose curly black hair, fit lean body, and winning smile made him very attractive to young women like Becca. And they noticed that Roy's eyes were glowing a bit upon sight of Becca, as well.
"He was really short, and he talked kind of quiet, almost whispery." said Becca, constantly looking back at Roy even when trying to include them all in her field of view. "I thought he was just trying to keep his voice down so others wouldn't hear him talking."
"And he said he was a reporter?" asked Cindy.
"Yes, ma'am." said Becca. "From KSB in the City. He gave me this card." She handed the card to Roy, who handled it by the edges, looked at it, then handed it to Cindy.
"Crudely printed." said Cindy. "Definitely a fake." She put it in an evidence bag. "We'll get the Mouseketeers to check on that number and see if they can find the phone. In the meantime, Becca, we're going to stay with you. We can sit at an obscure table while you're working, then we'll escort you home. Commander Troy has already told me you can stay at his Cabin for the next few days."
"Do you really think this guy will come after me?" Becca asked.
"Don't worry, we'll be there for you." said Roy comfortingly. Becca smiled at him in appreciation.
"I don't know if he'll try to come after you now that we've put out the public APB for him." said Cindy. "But Detective McGhillie is right. We're going to make sure we get between you and Mr. Powers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The phone number is a landline number." said Myron Milton. "Those are getting rare these days. We have to have warrants to trace them in any way, unlike cellphones, but the address for the landline is easily enough to look up. The address is a Government Housing apartment home in the Badlands of the City. It's currently rented to a 'George Yarborough', who is described as very short, and also someone who has health problems. He goes to the Free Clinic in that area often."
'The Badlands' was the name of the area to the west and southwest of City International Airport, and it was just north of the City's version of the Tenderloin District. It was not unlike our Town's 'Southwestern Ghetto' area: tenements, Government Housing, run-down living places.
"I would bet, sir," said Myron, "that if and when that house is raided, the phone will be attached to some kind of answering machine that relays a message forward to another number. The only way to find out is to get ahold of that physical device."
"Yep." I said. "Simple and effective. And health problems..." I went into a reverie.
Coming out of it, I said "Whose jurisdiction is that apartment in?"



"The City's." said Myron. "It's the Badlands, so nobody will really notice. At the same time, we'll have to get a warrant, and the City Police leak like sieves. So the FBI will know about it pretty quickly."
"You guys catch on fast to what the real problems around here are." I said with a grin.
"Yes sir," said Myron, "we try to do what you do: keep our eyes and ears open. Not too hard to see what's going on with our Federal buddies."
"What do you know that I don't?" I asked, turning on my anti-bugging device, and knowing that Myron might have info obtained from his father.
"You may know it already, sir," said Myron, "but efforts are being made to force the Deputy Director out, either by retirement or simply moving him to another position. Les Craig is being groomed to take over FBI operations in the City, which means Jack Muscone's team will be destroyed."
"Yep." I said. "The party never stops around here. Okay, thanks for the info, Myron. We won't go for the warrant just yet; I think I have a better idea in mind for this phone number...
Part 16 - Power of Evil
"Agent Darkwave, where is Commander Troy's SUV?" he asked.
"At his home on the side of the mountain, sir." said Agent 'Darkwave'.
"Hmmm," he growled, "this isn't right. This isn't... right."
"Sir?" asked Darkwave, turning her head to look at him.
"He should be in the City by now." he said. "He should be following up on that phone number that Aurus gave Becca Larrington. Okay, where is the Huntress?"
"At a dinner with her husband, the County Sheriff, sir." said Darkwave. He did not notice the slight change on Agent Darkwave's cute face.
"All right, keep monitoring." he said. "I'm going back to Washington. Something is wrong... very, very wrong. What about Commander Troy's personal vehicles?"
Agent Darkwave typed at her monitor for a few seconds. "His wife's car is at the Psychology Building on the University Campus. His mother's car is at her home. He doesn't have a POV."
"What about that old green piece of shit?" he asked.
"Oh, that one." Darkwave said. "That car has no 'Theft' light device or other device to track it by. It's too old, so it's exempt from the laws requiring those devices. It's usually in his garage in his home on the mountain, and I have no way of knowing if he's driving it now."
He shook his head. That god-damned redheaded stepchild... he should've killed Troy on that torture table when he had the fucking chance, he thought bitterly to himself. Oh well, spilt milk... time to retreat and regroup to Washington... much planning still needing to be done. Much, much planning...
"Oh, one more thing, Agent Darkwave------" he started, then realized that 'Darkwave' was not at her post, but had disappeared...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunset, Saturday, February 25th. People were coming in for the dinner service at the Lakeside Inn & Suites, and it was time for Cindy and Roy to re-position themselves.
"Okay, Roy," said Cindy as she and Detective McGhillie sat at the dining room table, "you are worthless to me tonight. It is obvious you are smitten with Becca Larrington. You can ask her out after our mission is over and Aurus is captured, but for now..." She shrugged her shoulders. McGhillie just grinned.
"Okay, go check around the perimeter." Cindy said. "Keep your radio turned off unless you see something suspicious, then call for backup. You're technically out of jurisdiction here."
"Yes ma'am." said McGhillie. He got up, said a couple of words to Becca, who met his smile with her own, then headed out to the lobby and the parking lot.
Cindy told Becca she was going to be in the front lobby, still well within sight of Becca at the dining room's front desk. She asked Becca to not go anywhere without letting her know, and Becca agreed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Black Beauty was under a tarp in the parking lot of Molly's condo complex. I had cooked dinner for her and my mother (and cleaned the dishes myself), and now the three of us were sitting and talking and playing with the boys. It was good to be able to spend some time with them, but we were ready to go at a moment's notice if we were called by Cindy or the Nextdoor County Police.
"So you're not going to raid that tenement in the City or call that number, son?" asked my mom Phyllis.
"No, not yet." I said. "I honestly expect to get word of George Aurus's whereabouts tonight. I expect someone will see him and call it in. If not, I'll ask the City Police to raid that place at 5:00am."
"Without a warrant?" Molly asked.
"No, they'll get one from their Night Court." I said. "And maybe the FBI won't hear about it until it's way too late."
"You're really concerned about the FBI, son." said my mother. "Are things that bad with them? Is Les Craig one of the bad guys?"
"I can't really figure that out." I said. "On the one hand, he's gunning for higher jobs and titles, and may see capturing Aurus as a means to that. In that, he's not a bad guy, but just getting in the way.
"On the other hand," I continued, "well, it's one of those things where we just are not sure who we can trust anymore. And I'm really bothered by his focus on Leonard Lotz."
"And well you should be, son." said my mom. "Agent Craig's words about your torture are very, very disturbing."
"How did you know about that, Mom?" I asked. I had not told my mother of that.
"Why, your Chief Moynahan told me earlier today." Phyllis said. "He was consulting me about how to handle the Media over some of their reporting, and that also came up."
Yeah, right, I thought to myself. Either the Chief is trying to date my mom, for which I would not blame him a bit; or they're cooking up something. But I put that aside for the moment.
"I think Lotz is the key." I said. "Not to George Aurus, but to what's going on behind all that, with the sanitarium and the Federal installation, and Millwakee, too."
Just then Ross climbed into my lap. "Daddy, can we read this book?" he asked, which meant he wanted me to read the book to him. And of course I very happily did so.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 'Town & County Food Services' van came along the side road that led along the back of the Lakeside Inn & Suites, almost underneath the first floor balconies that overlooked Lake Reservoir. It stopped at the service loading and unloading door where foodstuffs were stored for the dining facility. The driver, in his T&CFS coveralls, got out and knocked on the door.
The service manager inside had been warned by the Police to be wary of any strangers coming to the door. But he recognized the driver, and there was no telling how long it would take the Police to come down here, and the night was busy. He opened the door.
Instantly, two masked men burst inside and took him down before he could react. His hands were zip-tied behind him, his ankles zip-tied by very heavy duty plastic zip-ties, and he was gagged and put against the wall out of sight, then injected with a dose of a sleeping potion.
The driver was also injected with sleeping agent, similarly bound and gagged, and left next to the service manager. The two masked men rushed to the stairs.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, Becca," said one of the waitresses coming up to the front podium, "Ted needs you to come to his office real quick. Said it would only take a minute." Ted was the service manager, and he often would call Becca to the back to check on reservations or numbers of patrons.
"Okay." Becca said. She went back along the aisle to the door to the back rooms.
Cindy saw the other girl come to the front desk and Becca leave. She immediately went over. "Where did Becca go?" Cindy asked. The girl, who was black, looked at Cindy as if she (Cindy) were a cockroach infesting the dining room. Cindy got out her badge and flashed it.
"Becca. Where did she go?" Cindy growled.
"Service manager's office." said the black girl, her eyes full of hatred for platinum blonde policewoman. Cindy rushed past her towards the back.
There was no one in the office, and the office to the storeroom was locked. Cindy rushed back to the dining room and went onto the balcony overlooking the lake. The dining patrons there looked at her curiously.
Looking down, Cindy saw the food van, and at that moment saw Becca being dragged out of the hotel. The masked man was covering her mouth with one hand.
"Stop! Police!" Cindy yelled. She went over the balcony to a landing with plants below, then scrambled over the side and dropped to the ground behind the van. The instant she landed, the gun was in her hand, pointing at the masked man, who pulled Becca up in front of him, and Cindy saw that he had a gun to Becca's head.
"Please, Captain," said a voice from inside the van. Cindy saw the very short man with thick glasses peering at her. "I would hate to have to kill this young girl prematurely. Now please drop your weapon."
"No." Cindy said. "Let her go. Now."
"Oh my." said George Aurus. "Such bravado. Only someone with a crowbar would be so bold. But I do assure you, Captain Ross, that my friend here will kill your friend if you do not drop your weapon."
"Then all of you will die with her." Cindy said. She knew that to give up her gun meant her death as well as Becca's, and she would rather take her chances with the standoff------
*CLICK!*
Cindy felt the steel of the business end of a revolver press against her head just behind her right ear. The second man, of which she'd been unaware, had been hiding further down the road, and had come up behind her.
Acting defeated, Cindy turned her wrists to point her gun straight up into the air, but did not drop it. She was hoping the man behind her would reach up to take it, and then he would learn what the Police Boxing Matches were truly about.
"Don't even play with her." said Aurus. "She's too good at the martial arts."
Damn! Cindy thought to herself. Then she felt the sting of an air gun injecting sleeping agent into the back of her neck. The lights fused together and got blurry, then faded to black...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Roy McGhillie was in Cindy's Police SUV, watching the parking lot. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a food services van come out from around the back of the hotel. Then it turned left onto the highway... going away from his County, even though the logo on the van said 'Town & County Food Services'.
Instantly feeling something was wrong, McGhillie got out of the SUV and ran to the hotel. Cindy was not in the lobby. Running to the dining room, he saw that Becca was not at the front desk; instead a young black woman was there."
"Ma'am," he said as he came up. "Do you know where Becca is?"
"She's in back." said the woman.
"Did a blonde woman come back through here?" Roy asked.
"You mean the cop?" the girl snarled. "Yeah, she went back there, too. Haven't seen her since."
Roy raced to the back. No one there. As he came out, he saw several patrons on the balcony. Some of them called to him.
"Sir, are you Police?" one man asked.
"Yes sir." said Roy. "What happened?"
"That blonde woman jumped down to the street below." said the man. "They ambushed her and knocked her out, and put her and another girl in the van and drove off."
"Please call 9-1-1!" said Roy. He rushed out front and to the SUV. Before calling in on the radio, he got out his cellphone and speed-dialed a number...
Part 17 - Power of The Crowbar
Yes, Daddy upgraded, I thought to myself as the Black Beauty tore along the highway towards Hillside, going to meet the two blips I was seeing on the digital map. They were just ahead of me, getting to Hillside now. The Nextdoor County Police had been deployed by Lt. Paul Price, who proved to be a lousy tactician; his forces were deployed towards the hotel, and the van had easily avoided them.
When Cindy had been captured and knocked out, the criminals had left her gun, holster, badge, every piece of jewelry on her, and even her shoes, on the road in case she had a tracking device on her. What they did not know is that she and Becca had tracking devices inside them. They, as well as Roy McGhillie, had swallowed capsules with the devices a few hours earlier. The batteries would last four days, but the capsules would work through their alimentary canals in 18-24 hours if not sooner.
Thanks to P. Harvey Eckhart's technology, I was now in hot pursuit of the van, and I had an idea of where they were going to go as they went south through Hillside. As I got to the north end of the town, they were indeed going right where I thought... the Baseball Fields.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Pulling up to the concrete block electrical shed, the two men first carried Becca inside. There were two metal mesh beds, side by side. Becca was placed on the one on the right. Her hands were secured with metal wiring, then her legs were spread and secured to the edges of the bed with wiring. Then Cindy was brought in and similarly secured to the left side bed, but on her belly. She was still unconscious.
One of the men began unfastening his belt and opening his pants, fully intending to begin raping the women, when George Aurus's voice cut through the air.
"No, we don't have time." Aurus said. "Spray them down." He'd taken a chair on the right side of the room. Next to him were the electrical boxes that fed the massive klieg lights that illuminated the baseball and soccer fields. He'd hot-wired the main, the cables leading through a junction box of switches, then another set of battery cables led to the beds.
One of the men pulled a garden hose into the room from the outside. It had a spray-gun attachment on the end. The man pulled the trigger and began dousing the women with water. Becca screamed through her gag. Cindy remained silent; the cold water did not awaken her.
"Boss!" said the other man. "Car coming."
"Police?" asked George Aurus.
"No, old civilian car, looks black. Lights aren't on. They're trying to sneak up on us."
"Yes, they are." said George. "Gentlemen, get the hell out of here. Run to the woodline and get in the trees, then keep on going. Go!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I pulled in, I saw two men run out of the door and around to the back of the small building. I exited the car with my gun drawn, then caught a glimpse of them in the moonlight running at top speed towards the woodline.
I did not have time to go after them. I went to the concrete shed and looked inside. Then, with gun still drawn, I walked inside.
"Ah, Commander Troy, at long last we meet." said the rather high-pitched voice of the midget George Aurus. He was holding something in his hand, which was attached to a box at the side of his chair. I pointed my Beretta M96 at him and clicked on the laser sight. A red dot appeared on his face.
"Oh dear." he said, his voice mocking. "If you shoot me, Commander, then this dead-man switch will be released, and quite a few amps of electrical power will begin cooking these women, and you'll never be able to shut it off in time to save them. So please put your weapon down, and kick it over to me."
"No way in hell." I said. Why cops in the movies give up their guns, I don't know... but to do so is suicide, and I had gone that give-up-my-life route with Westboro... and George Aurus was no Westboro.
"Not even for your own cousin's life?" said Aurus.
"You know that if you kill them, I will kill you... painfully." I said. "And I'll gouge your fucking eyes out first. Take your hands off the switch, and you go to jail, where you'll be protected from those looking for you now to kill you."
"Oh, you know about that." said Aurus. "Most impressive, most impressive. Physique, courage, and brains. You have it all, and a crowbar to go with it. Everything I never had."
"You're obviously not an idiot, yourself. Way too many brains to do what you've been doing and to stay hidden." I said. "I know you've been badly mistreated. I can and will bring those who persecuted you and the others to Justice. You can help me... or it will all end here. It's your choice."
"Yes..." said George, his voice growing eerie. "It is indeed my choice. The power is in my hands, literally as well as figuratively. Surely you of all people, Commander, know what it's like to have power, true power... the power of life and death over others."
He looked over at Becca, who'd been listening to us, her eyes wide with fear. "Yes," he said, "I have the power over this young woman's life. She lives or she dies at my whim... and I live or die at your whim, Commander. Isn't that what it's all about, Commander? Power? People kill each other over money, thinking that gives them power... politicians... my God! what the politicians do to have the power of Government over others..."
He then turned to me. "But I choose the real power... the power of a god! The power to determine life or death over other human beings. The power to create life by ejaculating my semen into a woman, with or without her consent, like the ancient Greek Gods did to wives in front of their husbands. And the power to kill or to let live. You know that power... don't you, Commander?"
"You have gone mad, Aurus." I said. "That's not power. That's just violence."
"Oh, but you are soooo wrong, Commander." said Aurus. "Soooo wrong. You believe power lies in authority. Well, power is something that is not given, Commander. Power is something you take!"
"Is that what Dr. Yarborough taught you?" I asked, hearing a slight noise outside, hoping it was my Police backup.
"Oh yes, Commander." said Aurus. "That, and a great many other things. He was an enlightened man when it came to the concept and the applications of power."
"Enough of this." I said, growing tired of it. "Yarborough was a madman, an old, deranged man. And so are you, Aurus. Give it up, it's over."
"Oh yeah?" snarled Aurus, "We'll see about tbat!"
*FWUP!*
I barely heard the sound as something whizzed by my left ear. In a split-second, I saw an arrow fly into the control panel of the mains.
*WHAM!* *ZZZZZT!* *ZZZZT!*
The electrical box practically exploded into a shower of sparks. I began to turn my head to look over my left shoulder. I got a brief glimpse of a relatively short, slender person in all black and wearing a mask, then something liquid hit the brim of my hat and along my right eyebrow. I instinctively ducked and turned my head, but still felt the burn. It was pepper spray!
"Aaugh!" I gasped out. My assailant took the opportunity of my momentary incapacitation to run out the door. I went for the water hose and sprayed the water stream right into my face, then at an angle as I redirected handfuls of water into my burning eye.
Even though I'd been subjected to CS gas before, and one can build up an immunity to it, it took a moment to get my eyesight in that eye back. And one Tilley hat fucked up, too, God-dammit! But I was lucky, it was only a glancing blow, and one eye was not affected at all.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar.
Aurus had been stunned, and had surprisingly not tried to run. He looked up at me. "Yes, I guess it's over. You'd better kill me now, before the Police arrive."
"And why would I kill you?" I asked.
"I kidnapped your cousin. I fully intended to watch my henchmen gang rape her, then I was going to rape her before murdering her." said Aurus, trying to bait me. "Your blood kin, Commander. Raped and murdered."
"But you didn't." I said, not rising to the bait. "And now I'm going to exercise some power, and not kill you. No 'suicide-by-cop' for you today, George."
Just then, I saw Roy McGhillie poke his head in the door. "It's clear, McGhillie. Tend to Ms. Larrington." I called out. Roy came in, followed by Molly, Detective German, and an NCPD Uniformed Officer.



Roy untied Becca. "Are you okay?" he asked as he picked her up off the bed. "I'll carry you to the ambulance outside."
"I knew you'd come for me." Becca said, wrapping her arms around Roy's neck. As Molly attended to Cindy, Detective German and I exchanged a glance.
"Cupid, draw back your bow-ow..." I sang, "and let, your arr-ows go-oooo..." German laughed... he had not yet seen the arrow in the electrical box.
"She's still unconscious." Molly said as she untied Cindy and checked on her sister's condition. "German, get a gurney in here!" German went out to comply.
Meanwhile, I took care of business. I had George Aurus get out of his chair, turned him around and affixed handcuffs to him. The last catch was barely enough to secure them on his slender wrists.
"George Aurus," I said, "you are under arrest for multiple murders. You have the right to remain silent. If you give up that right, anything you say can and will be used against you in a Court of Law...
Part 18 - Solution - Power of the Mind
Cindy was taken to University Hospital, where she would stay overnight for observation. The sedative was very powerful, and she was given an I.V. and catheterized to help get the drugs out of her system.
Even though he was captured in Nextdoor County, George Aurus was taken to Town & County First Precinct Headquarters and County Jail, where I gave instructions that he be placed in isolation, on suicide watch, and guarded against potential assassination of him. I made that decision as the SBI Reserve Inspector, and the Nextdoor County Police Chief agreed with it. We'd bring Aurus back to Nextdoor County for trial, whenever that was to be.
Becca was taken to University Hospital as well, where she checked out to be physically okay. Mentally, she'd suffered through a grueling ordeal. Her mother Nora arrived, which helped considerably.
As Chief Moynahan, Molly Evans, and I sat in the waiting room, waiting to hear how Cindy was doing, we discussed the case.
"That sure got closer than I ever wanted it to." I said. "I was sure we'd catch Aurus and his cronies coming to the hotel, not leaving it."
"But you had Cindy and Becca swallow transmitters?" asked Molly, and it was almost an accusation in its tone.
"I thought at the time that it was just an overabundance of caution to have them do that." I said. "I also wanted to make sure I could find them if Becca decided to break away and go home without telling us, like a young girl might do without thinking."
"We've already got a couple of Youtube posts of Captain Ross trying to stop those criminals." said the Chief. "There's good and bad in there. Good, in that she did not give up her weapon; bad, in that she got ambushed from behind. I've already had a call from the Sheriff; there will be a Board of Inquiry."
"She was acting as a State Agent." I said. "Our County has no jurisdiction over that."
"Young man," said the Chief, and I knew that this was about to become a one-way conversation, "let me advise you to leave this in my hands. Start pulling jurisdiction issues, and you won't have a Captain of Detectives much longer. It's political, and it's one of those times where the ol' Chief should handle it------"
"... instead of a young whippersnapper with a crowbar." said a voice. I turned to see Chief Griswold walking in. "Chief Moynahan is right, kid. Let him handle it, and it will be all right. How is she?"
"We're waiting to find out." I said. "And I should call her father now." I suited the deed to my words and took out my personal cellphone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, February 26th. I called to reserve the back room of the Country Breakfast Diner, and Jack Colby charged me for it since they were very busy and it was last-minute. That was fine by me, though; he refused to accept any pay entirely too often.
At 8:30, our group convened. Cindy had been discharged from the Hospital an hour before; she had awakened at 5:00am, and there was little chance of holding her back. I managed to get her to calm down and told her all was okay, and she stayed long enough for one more doctor check-up..
Becca and her mother were there, as was Roy McGhillie. He'd stayed all night with Becca and her mom. This relationship would be going places, I told my mom. She enthusiastically agreed.
Present at breakfast were: me, Cindy, my mother Phyllis, Molly, Chief Moynahan, Chief Griswold and his wife, Roy, Becca, Nora, Detective German of the NCPD, the NCPD Chief of Police, SBI Agent Norm Chow, who I'd called the night before, and Teresa and Todd, who I'd called to come join us, Myron and Mary Milton, David Krueger... and Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman, who'd come at my 'invitation' (and not taking 'no' for an answer).
"This was a fairly textbook Police investigation, that of George Aurus." I said. "It was somewhat clouded by all the Federal side stuff going on, and the Walnut Prep situation cropping up. But it was solved the old-fashioned way: processing crime scenes, interviewing witnesses, gathering data, and busting the perp."
"Come on, Don." Cindy said. "There was a lot more to this. Aurus's motives were non-standard for a serial killer, and you had to work with a decided lack of data as well as outright interference and obfuscation."
"That's true." said Molly. "The rest of us would've eventually solved it, but you did so very quickly, and that was while solving several other crimes in just a month." There was general acclaim at that.
"So, Uncle Don," said Todd, "tell us everything from the beginning. Some of us are still trying to understand what happened."
"Okay." I said. "So we first got the call from the Nextdoor County Police, and we came to look at the crime scene. It was processed pretty well, and we got some information out of it that sex was involved, probably rape was involved, and the black velvet blanket was what kept it from being totally routine."
I continued: "It also was not routine that the victims were a teacher and a student at a prep school, and the Media made sure to make it sound as salacious as possible. And we had what I consider to be an interesting paradox: were the murders of Lenora and Rob due to the potential sex scandal at Walnut Prep? or not?"
"Well, of course they were." said Molly. Detective German agreed.
"But Aurus's other killings weren't." replied Mary Mahoney Milton. "And these killings were just a part of Aurus's overall crime spree?"
"Actually..." Cindy Ross said, "... it's both. I see the paradox. Aurus was trying to blackmail Headmaster John Meadows, who responded unfavorably. So Aurus killed Lenora and Rob in retaliation, to expose the School sex scandal."
"Exactly." I said. "It was, and it wasn't. Either way you may be right or you may be wrong. My point here is that if this was a stand-alone crime, then we might not find the culprit, even with George Aurus's DNA found in Lenora's vagina. And that's why the black velvet blanket was so crucial to this case."
"That was a very strange piece of cloth, there." I said. "I was pretty certain, especially after an examination of the belongings of Lenora and Rob, that the velvet was not provided by either one of them. So it was the focal point to expand the investigation."
"So, my excellent Mouseketeers found me some good data, and Lindy Linares of the FBI was also very helpful, and I'll ask you, Jack, to relay my thanks to her." Jack Muscone nodded, and I continued: "We began finding bits and pieces of crimes related to this, like random pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, and they began fitting together. And due to the nature of the crimes, we ran into some other things along the way. And we had some good luck: the new development being started yielded some dumped bodies, which allowed me to get some motive, means, and opportunities by interviewing the families of the victims."
"I'm still not seeing a lot of that." said Jack Muscone. "I mean, I get it that Aurus was trying to force people to admit to crimes or to investigate them, but it was a strange way to go about it."
"And that's where the psychology of this man comes in." I said. "For George Aurus, a midget who was ridiculed and even abused throughout his life, his actions were his efforts to control others... to exercise power over others. He somehow warped what Dr. Yarborough had been teaching, which was empowerment, into exercising power over others through force and fraud. And his efforts largely failed."
"What exactly was he trying to do?" asked Becca Larrington. "And what did it have to do with me?"
"Let me answer that by continuing the chronology of these cases." I said. "Time-wise, George committed a number of kidnappings, tortures and murders behind the sanitarium to which he'd been committed as a child, and in the area west of the City. Only during his stint with the Circus did he ever consider himself to be part of a family and accepted for what he was. Even with the Gypsies, he never felt he fit in. Gypsy life is very tough." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Yarborough did keep him on as an assistant, and that was for Yarborough's research purposes." I said. "Then Yarborough died, and George was left with little means to make legitimate money, and no way to pursue his goals."
"Which were?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"Getting to that." I said in reply. "I'm going to have to talk to him further to get specifics, but I get the gist that George thought he and others were abused at Millwakee and also at the sanitarium, and he was trying to get that exposed. In some cases, he tried to get those who may have been part of the criminal actions to expose themselves; in other cases, such as the reporter whose son was one of the victims, to investigate the crimes."
"But in all that, a screw popped loose in George's head." I said. "He'd been denied sex at Millwakee, while the fit studs and the hot girls were having a lot of sex. He was sexually molested himself. He avenged that by kidnapping men to rape women while he watched, then he killed the men and raped the women himself before killing them. He got off on that, and he felt like it was an exercise in power for him."
"So none of that worked." I said. "And at this point, there's a bit of a gap in the timeline. I'm having a lot of trouble figuring out where George went to and what he did. We have a few velvet cases along the Midtown-Westphalia highway, so he may have been there. But at some point in time he found out about Headmaster John Williams, also a Yarborough disciple and a rival of George, and George came in pursuit of him. Exposing John Williams would also potentially expose the Millwakee experiments and then the sanitarium experiments."
"And now to Becca's question." I said. "I realized that George had a tendency to operate in an area, in a base somewhere. He'd kidnap his victims, bring them to his base of operations, then dispose of their bodies not very far away. This is why bodies were found near the sanitarium, behind which he had that underground facility, and then the last two victims were found in Nextdoor County... because that is where he was operating. I realized he had to be in the Nextdoor County area, unless he'd moved towards our County here."
"Then Becca called and said George had spoken to her, and I felt certain he was still in the area. From then on, it was a matter of finding him and his base. I realized the Baseball Fields, a.k.a. Gary A. Condor Park, was a good source of high voltage electricity, and I found his hideout rather easily. Molly and I disabled the electrical boxes, so no one was going to be electrocuted. Now you may ask why we didn't just wait for him there, and the answer is simple: he'd have seen us before we saw him, and we didn't know if he didn't have another place, or that he just wouldn't come back to that place anyway."
"I had people watching Becca, just in case he tried to contact her again." I said. "I fully expected George to see the Police presence and not go after her. But he did. Captain Ross here did try to stop that cold, but unfortunately got knocked out with some powerful sleeping agents."
"That was my fault." said Becca forlornly. "If I'd done what you said, and never left Captain Ross's sight, maybe nothing would've happened."
"Don't beat yourself up." I said. "If there is fault, it is mine in my very poor management of that entire situation. But we'd taken some extra precautions, and we were right behind George and his van. My fear was that they'd kill you both if they spotted us following or if a Police car saw the van and tried to pull it over. So I didn't make any move until they had you out of the van."
I was not admitting that my administration of this case was worse than poor. I'd all but invited a hostage situation to take place. It was pure luck that Aurus had his men run instead of taking a last stand.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar.
"But still," said Becca, "why me?"
"I'm not sure." I said. That was a lie, but I wasn't going to tell anyone the truth right now.
"I got the impression," Cindy said, "that George knew you were on his tail, Don, and so he basically set up a final confrontation between you and him, and he expected to be killed."
"That was my impression, also." said Chief Moynahan.
"It's as good an idea as anything." I said. "And after a few more cups of coffee, maybe at Navy strength, I'll go interview Mr. Aurus about that."
"I have a question." said Molly. "You're right that we sabotaged the electrical boxes at the Baseball Fields, and we also had the Electric Company disable the electricity to the schools and some unused manufacturing and agricultural facilities. But someone didn't know that, and shot up the junction box. Who was that person?"
"I'm not sure." I said. "I will only say this: there is a lot more going on than just George Aurus, here, and I'm not going to go into details on that, so sorry. I think it's some stuff at the Federal level, something for the FBI to look into. I believe this unknown person will be found one day to be involved in all of that, and had reasons we don't yet understand for stopping Aurus's scheme. For now, let's just leave that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
County Jail. I had Officer bring in a chair that could be set higher up for George Aurus to sit in, while my own chair was a bit lower. He was sitting in that higher chair when I came into the Interrogation Room. I need not say that the anteroom was chock full of LEOs at every level, and others were watching on closed circuit TV.
FBI Special Agent In Charge Les Craig had come in and tried to take custody of George Aurus. He had the two FBI automatons that once belonged to Clark Webster with him. But my Officers and the Deputies refused to release Aurus, and an armed standoff was ended only when an Federal Appeals Court overturned a lower Federal Court warrant to transfer custody. Seemed that Craig had absolutely no Federal reason to take custody of Aurus, and the Appeals Court agreed. But Craig was still at County Jail, watching the interrogation.
I read George Aurus his rights, and he amicably said he understood them.
"Okay, George," I said, "what was it you were trying to expose?"
"Isn't it obvious? Especially to a man of your abilities, Commander?" he replied.
"Humor me." I said. "Spell it out. But first, let me spell it out: in spite of all you've done, I still want to see Justice done on behalf of you and those who might've been abused. I'm your last hope to see the crimes and the perps exposed. So help me out."
"Are others listening to this conversation?" Aurus asked, looking up at the camera.
"Yes." I said. "This is being recorded. For your protection as well as for us to review later."
"That's too bad." said Aurus. "I'd be willing to tell you, and you don't even have to offer me a deal in return. But only to you, Commander."
I considered things. I then looked up at Sergeant Rudistan, who was the uniformed presence. "Sergeant, would you ask Captain Croyle to step in here for a moment?"
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. He went to the door, and a moment later Teresa came in.
"Captain, I said to her, "in a moment the cameras and all audio will be totally disabled. Someone watching may try to come in here. You are to stop anyone who attempts to come in, and you are authorized to use deadly force to make that happen. Lives are at stake on this."
"Yes sir." Teresa said.
When she left, Rudistan also stayed outside. It was just me and George. My belt buckle still had the homing device in it, but it also had something else: an anti-bugging device very similar to the one in disc form.
Yes, Daddy upgraded. Myron's Daddy, that is. I switched on the device.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell?" snarled Les Craig. All the video and all the audio was gone. All cellphones in the area were knocked out, as well.
Craig tore down the hallway to the anteroom. "What the hell is going on?" he yelled. "Why did the audio go out?"
He tried to enter the Interrogation Room. He was confronted by a brown haired woman with a look that had earned her an ugly nickname. Next to her was a platinum blonde with a strong desire to do Craig some bodily harm in the Queen's name. And behind them were some Patrol Officers that knew the meaning of 'Blood Orange'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, George, we have little time." I said. "The video and audio are knocked out. But they'll come in here soon, so tell me what you can while you can."
"Very well." said George. "First, you've been concentrating on the sanitarium. Yes, I used that as a base. But you would be going in the wrong direction by focusing on that. You should instead focus on Millwakee, and Dr. Yarborough's real work."
"What work is that?"
"Oh, they were running experiments on the people there." said George. "I'm not sure what exactly, and I really didn't understand why they needed a midget like me as part of it. I also commend your attention to the Federal Installation just across the State Line. Oh, the answer has to be there, somewhere."
"What answer is that?"
"I genuinely don't know, Commander."
I had an insight. "Do you know someone named Leonard Lotz?" I asked. George's eyes lit up.
"Oh yes." he said. "Last I heard, he was at The Asylum.
"Why would he want to escape from there?" I asked. "And where would he go if he did?"
"Ah, he must have, then." George said, not fooled by my mixing of tenses. "He probably escaped because he knew you would capture me soon, and that I will kill him when I see him there. You see, Commander, that boy tortured me like no other at Millwakee. He didn't rape me, but he held me down while two other boys did. He would beat me, throw closed-fist haymakers into my face. He beat me so severely a couple of times that I almost died."
"I get that." I said. "So no idea where he'd go?"
"He would go to... the Other World, Commander." said George. "The Other World."
Just then, the door opened. ADA Paulina Patterson walked in. "Commander Troy, we must pause this conversation for the moment. I'll explain why, outside."
"No need." I said. "If you will have a seat here, ADA Patterson, I think you'll find Mr. Aurus here ready to confess to his many crimes..." I turned to George and said "Wish me luck, Aurus. And farewell."
"Good luck, Commander Troy." George replied. "And au revoir.
Once outside, Les Craig was furious. "What the hell happened to the audio, Troy? What did he say to you in there?"
"Last I checked, Mr. Craig," I said, looking the man dead in the eye, "the FBI was no longer involved in this case, and you also have no jurisdiction. Furthermore, Mr. Craig, I do try to not bring the spotlight on myself when solving cases. But on this one, I will be damn sure to take the credit... all of it. Just to make damn sure you don't try to, and try to use this as a stepping stone to more power in Washington. If there is one thing I've learned from Mr. Aurus, Agent Craig... it is that power in the wrong hands is a bad, bad thing. Officers, escort this FBI Agent out of my Precinct Headquarters... and out of my County."



"With pleasure, sir." said Rudistan. Patrolman Hicks and Corporal Kirkpatrick were among those making sure my orders were implemented in a timely and efficient manner.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, February 27th. "Channel Two News has learned that the man they believe is the Black Velvet Killer was captured by elements of the SBI and the Nextdoor County Police Force over the weekend!"
"His name is George Aurus," Bettina continued, "and his alleged spree of killings goes back several years. His last two alleged victims, Lenora Holmes and Rob Dortmund, were found in Nextdoor County, where Mr. Aurus was arrested. The NCPD Chief asked SBI Inspector Donald Troy to house Mr. Aurus in our County Jail for his own protection."
"We have with us FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone," said Bettina as the camera panned out to include Muscone, who was looking trim and fit in his well-fitting suit. "Agent Muscone, did the FBI assist in the capture of Mr. Aurus?"
"Bettina, the Nextdoor County Police and the Town & County Police did an excellent job locating and arresting this killer." said Muscone. "The FBI did help with gathering information on Mr. Aurus, but our role was strictly supportive. As always, SBI Inspector Donald Troy, who is also your Police Commander here, led the way with the help of the outstanding Police Forces in this region of the State."
"Mmmm, he's looking fit and trim." said Joanne Warner as we watched in MCD. "He must be laying off the double cheeseburgers."
"And working out more." I said. "Maybe he'll get into the Police Boxing Matches, take you down a notch, Detective Warner."
"Bring it awn!" said Joanne happily. "I'm looking for a shot at the title."
"You have two shots at that." said Cindy Ross with alacrity. "Slim and none. And 'slim' is leaving town in utter fear." A chorus of 'oooooh's greeting that declaration as Cindy and Joanne exchanged two fingered pointings at their eyes and then each other's.
"Commander," said Theo Washington, "what do you have to say about that?"
I held up the red crowbar. "This crowbar. Aikido. The Championship. Nuff said." More 'oooooh's. Daggers from the eyes underneath a platinum blonde head.
"Jack Muscone is in better shape than you are right now." Cindy said. "You better get to training." Even for all our banter, that one was pretty 'out dere'.
"Oh, really?" I said, with no small amount of sarcastic venom in my voice. "We shall see, Captain. We shall see."
"Sir," Joanne said, to distract me, "Bettina did not look too happy this morning. Didn't want to mention your name."
"Yeah, I think she's not too happy with me right now" I said. Cindy was totally failing to hide a malicious grin, and no one else failed to notice that.
"She needs a good pickle-tickle, sir." said the sweet, religious Joanne. Everyone broke out laughing, which went on for a long moment.
"O-kayyyyyy." I said. "I think I'll just head back to my office... and think about the brackets for the Police Boxing Matches..."
It was Teresa Croyle, not Cindy Ross, who followed me into my office. "Sir," she said, "did you tell Cindy about me going with the others to help rescue your wife?"
"I told her about the rescue," I said, "but it is possible that I forgot to tell her about your involvement."
Teresa gave what was for her a big smile. "Sir, if you would just conveniently forget to mention that in the future..."
"I have an idea that I might not remember until sometime in June." I said. "I owe you that, for damn sure."
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa. "If you'll excuse me, I have an Angels meeting to prepare for. And once again sir... set those brackets up right!"
"Oh, be assured that I will." I said. As Teresa left, I turned to go behind my desk, and saw the Police Boxing Matches Champion trophy from the year before. Cindy was right... I was in no shape to put another one next to it. Time to get right about that. Time to get right...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am on the same Monday, February 27th. "Five-Alive News has learned that Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy and the Nextdoor County Police jointly captured the Black Velvet Killer, George Aurus, over the weekend!"
"We don't have to say 'alleged' for this," said Priya, getting in a hard dig at Bettina, "because George Aurus confessed to his crimes, told the SBI about other crimes not yet discovered, and is expected to plead 'guilty' at his arraignment this morning..."
As MCD watched, Theo turned to Joanne and said "Guess we know who got the pickle-tickle this weekend." Joanne laughed.
"And the 'scoop', too." she replied.
"All right, all right, pickles are for double cheeseburgers, not reporters." Cindy Ross said as she came in. "What are you people working on this morning?..."
Part 19 - Epilogue
This was bad, Mr. C. thought to himself. Jeff Fuqua dead, the Huntress unreliable, Agent Darkwave vanished. His cell was coming apart. And the secret, the deeply buried secret of Millwakee... the Iron Crowbar was simply too close, too near to learning that secret, which would totally destroy any chance his friends had of fulfilling their organization's name... Superior Bloodlines.
Yes, they were superior, as was he. The undesirables, the blacks, needed to be eliminated, but most importantly, the Superior ones needed to rule...to rule over the others for the greater good of all. He did not ask to be one of the Superior ones... it was his destiny, it was what he was meant to be.
And the Iron Crowbar... could have been one of us. But no... he has this twisted sense of what is right and wrong. He doesn't see the inherent, genetic weakness of the negro... and his blindness is his weakness. And it will cost him his life, I swear to all that is white and holy...
His phone rang, and he saw who it was. "Yes?" he said in answer to the ring. "Yes, Aurus is captured. He'll soon be silenced... Yes, we'll help the FBI find Lotz, and he will unfortunately be killed in a battle to recapture him... Yes, our plans are still on track to be implemented... shortly after the nigger celebrities start their riots... oh yes, that will be our excuse to kill hundreds of them... thousands...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting on the deck of the Cabin that evening. The sun had set behind the western horizon, and now I saw a train coming out of that horizon and making the curve on the other side of the River.
To say I was in a deep reverie was an understatement. I was trying to marshal my thoughts. George Aurus had hinted at what was really going on. If he knew, he didn't want to say explicitly. I knew the real key was-------
I heard a sound and whirled around. The automatic light came on, and Cindy walked out from the walkway around the side.
"You okay?" she asked. "Want some company?"
"I'm fine, and sure, come on over and have a seat." I said. She came and sat down next to me on the loveseat chair. I put the blanket I had around both of us.
"Penny for your thoughts." she said. "One with the Queen's picture on it, even." I chuckled.
"Les Craig really stepped in the cow patty on that one, didn't he?" I asked.
"He will pay for that insult, one day." she replied. "So, your thoughts?"
I sighed. "I'm trying to figure out what's going on with all this stuff." I said. "Aurus didn't tell me much that was concrete. He said he didn't know, but he may have been holding back."
"Don," Cindy said, "that man is an absolute nutjob, a psycho. Brilliant... he captured me and Becca very effectively... but he's a whack job. How could you trust anything he says?"
"Because he wants Justice for past wrongs, and I'm his only hope for that." I said. "But Cindy, he's not the key here. Leonard Lotz is the key."
"Why do you say that?" Cindy asked.
"The reaction to his escape from The Asylum." I said. "Les Craig all but threatened me with another torture session to my death over it. He went rabid over the microphones failing when I was talking to Aurus, and I believe it was because he, Craig, was scared shitless that Aurus was going to tell me something about Lotz."
"They knew each other." said Cindy.
"Yes." I said. "And that has Craig scared. He tried to get Aurus into Federal custody, and that failed. I'm worried about Aurus, that he's going to come over all dead soon."
"Somehow," Cindy said, "I'm not able to generate much worry about that. But maybe that's because I was about to become one of his briskets." She settled into me and said "And I do appreciate you coming to save me."
"Oh you know I was going to do that." I said.
"I'm still pissed at myself for letting myself get captured like that." Cindy said.
"Don't be." I said. "By the way, did the Chief talk to you?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "He says the Board of Inquiry and the State Review will both be all right. Of course, I'll stop worrying when it's all over. So... elephant in the room... who was that masked man? That shot an arrow into the junction box? Molly said the device on the arrow had some kind of liquid in it that would short out the whole thing. That's sophisticated stuff."
"Yep. Government technology at work, if you ask me." I said. "And by the way, I'm sure that person was a woman."
"Even getting pepper sprayed, you noticed her boobs." said Cindy. "Why am I not surprised." I couldn't stop laughing for a moment.
"Well," Cindy said, "I'm sure it was not Melina. She was at a dinner in front of over a hundred people. And Todd's assistant Mariko was doing assistant things at a reception Todd and his staff, including Barry Oliver, were giving for Ichimoku Industries executives."
"Yes." I said. "It wasn't Melina."
"Who, then?" Cindy asked.
"Only the Shadow knows." I said. "And there are many, many shadows in our fair Town."
"So what's next?" Cindy asked.
"Leonard Lotz and Dick Ferrell." I said. "Find those two, and then clean up the rest of Superior Bloodlines for the Deputy Director."
Cindy said nothing else, but became lost in contemplation, as did I, as we looked out over the twinkling lights of our Town. My mind drifted back to the mystery of Millwakee and the Federal Installation...
I just needed time alone, with my own thoughts
Got treasures in my mind but couldn't open up my own vault
My childlike creativity, purity and honesty
Is honestly being crowded by these grown thoughts
Reality is catchin' up with me
Takin' my inner child, I'm fighting for its custody
With these responsibilities that they entrusted me
As I look down at my dia-mond-encrusted piece
*
Thinkin', no one man should have all that power
The clock's tickin', I just count the hours
Stop trippin', I'm trippin' off the power
'Til then, fuck that, the world's ours

Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette, from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square, at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 1st. "We are bringing continuing coverage of convicted prisoner Leonard Lotz, who remains at large after escaping from The Asylum several days ago!"
Bettina continued as a photo of Lotz appeared onscreen. "The FBI considers Lotz to be armed and extremely dangerous, and consider recapturing him to be a top priority. Channel Two News has learned that the FBI is considering putting Lotz on their famous 'Ten Most Wanted' list. If you see Leonard Lotz, do not approach him, but call the FBI immediately. He is an exceptionally dangerous man."
"In other news," Bettina continued, "the FBI filed a legal complaint against the State as they demanded that George Aurus, the Black Velvet Killer, be transferred to Federal custody. Lawyers for Aurus vigorously contested the FBI's demand. In a surprise move, Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD, who captured Aurus, joined in the State's rebuttal to the FBI. Commander Troy stated that Aurus's crimes were exclusive to this State, the FBI had shown nothing that allowed them jurisdiction over Aurus. Commander Troy further stated that Aurus's life might be in danger if he were transferred to Federal custody. State Attorney Jenna Stiles represented the State's position in Court."
"Wow, how's the FBI taking that?" asked Theo Washington as we drank coffee in MCD.
"I dunno." I said. "I haven't heard from them in a few days. Hold on... let's listen to this weather report."
Bettina was saying: "And the Channel Two News Weather Team is putting out an alert for today and tonight. It is overcast and getting darker now, and huge storms are expected to blanket the State this afternoon. And after the cold front moves through, temperatures will drop into the thirties if not lower! The Channel Two News Weather Team will keep you informed of all you need to know about this storm front and its dangers to you..."
"Wrap up warm." I said. "There's an east wind coming." Cindy nodded. Teresa looked at us kind of funny.
"Sir, if there's no Federal jurisdiction, why do they want to take custody of Aurus?" asked Jerome Davis.
"That's what we want them to explain to the Court." I said. "If they've got a legitimate reason, then they need to bring it out. If not, then they need to mind their own business and go away."
"Is your FBI account still working?" Cindy whispered to me.
"I don't know." I said. "I haven't tried it." I didn't mention that my reticence was influenced by a past 'dream' state.
"Mine still works." said Cindy. "I got on and sent Lindy a thank-you email for her help with the Aurus case. We'll see if any hornet's nests are stirred up." I smiled a brief, mirthless smile.
Then I heard Teddy Parker speak up: "I'm curious why they're so hot about Leonard Lotz. They've been putting out APBs about him, having the media repeatedly talk about him. What's the big deal about him?"
"The FBI has jurisdiction over bank robberies. Lotz was put away for bank robbery." I said.
"Yes sir," said Parker, "but putting him on the Ten Most Wanted list? When he's never killed anybody, and The Asylum did not consider him to be a threat to commit violence?" I shrugged my shoulders.
"Didn't you visit him at The Asylum, Commander?" asked Theo Washington.
"Yes, in connection with the George Aurus case." I replied.
"And it helped?" asked Theo.
"We caught him, didn't we?" I asked back. Then I realized my folly.
"I should not have said that, at least not that way." I said. "Lotz's information did not break the case for us. I interviewed him to round out the picture of Aurus. Lotz's escape was... coincidental."
"You know what we think of those, Commander!" Joanne Warner exclaimed happily in a 'gotcha' voice. "You visited him; he escaped prison. Two coincidences; therefore, none." Cindy was grinning very happily at that one, and fist-bumped Joanne.
Dammit, trapping me with my own words... I love my team, I love my team, I love my team, I love my team...
"I am delighted to see that you guys have learned that much from me." I said with my own grin. "Okay, I'm going to go to work. You guys carry on."
Part 2 - Crime and Meetings
Chief Sean Moynahan had begun a new routine of having a full Staff meeting at 8:00am, right at shift change, every Wednesday morning. He could disseminate information from the Sheriff's Staff meeting the day before, and could get midweek input on what was going on in his Police Department.
As part of these meetings, he even went to the point of having us sit in particular places around the Main Conference Room table. He sat at the end nearest the door. To his left sat Deputy Chief Della Harlow. To her left was Lieutenant(B) Janice Holloway of Administration. To Janice's left was Captain 'Brick' Briscoe of Public Relations. The next chair would be occupied by Lieutenant Curly Goodwin of Internal Affairs, or Chaplain Romano when he attended, or another guest. Today Lt. Goodwin was in the chair.
At the other end of the table was me, Your Iron Crowbar. To my left was Captain Cindy Ross, Chief of Detectives. To her left was Captain Teresa Croyle, Chief of Operations. to Teresa's left was Precinct Captain Briggs, and to his left was Precinct Captain Thompson.
We all would gather early, chat as we drank coffee, and when the Chief came in we would stand by our chairs, almost at attention. He would sit down, and then invite us to do so, and we'd all take our chairs. He had apologized for the formality at the first meeting, then explained that this was how he wanted it for this meeting. And of course, we complied. It was "speak when spoken to", and as a result it usually went at a reasonable speed.
I rarely spoke at these meetings. I listened like the Chief did, even though I rarely heard anything new, as Cindy and Teresa kept me well informed of things, and I kept the Chief well informed.
"O-kayyyyy." the Chief said. "The first thing from the Sheriff's meeting is this bulletin from the FBI. They are asking all local jurisdictions to be on the lookout for Leonard Lotz, and to disseminate the information about him to all Police Officers." He handed out sheets of paper, which were copies of the FBI's Wanted poster for Lotz.
"Do they believe him to be in this area, Chief?" asked Teresa.
"They believe it is very possible." said the Chief. "The Asylum is near here, we have a range of people from college students to the elderly for him to disappear within, and he can make his way to the State Line, if he hasn't already."
"Who issued this, Chief?" I asked as I read the bulletin.
"The FBI's National Security Branch office in the City." said the Chief. "It was specifically issued by FBI Special Agent In Charge Les Craig."
After a pause, the Chief continued: "In addition to putting out the nationwide alert for Lotz, the FBI has asked us to prioritize the search for Lotz to the extent our busy schedules allow. And since Commander Troy has brought in Mr. Aurus, we mostly have paperwork to do." There was a murmur through the room in acknowledgement of my success in bringing in Aurus. "Or would someone like to challenge that supposition?" asked the Chief.
"Yes, Chief." said the fearless Teresa Croyle. "We have some serious training coming up. The Town High School Vocational School is building houses on the Fire Department Range, and my SpecOps people will be training in urban combat before the Fire Department sets fire to one of the houses for their training. And in light of recent events, we'll be doing more riot control training. That is Federally mandated anyway, so we're killing two birds with one stone."
"Chief," said Cindy, "we are developing information on possible drug shipments coming into the County. Vice is gathering the intel and we may have a plan of action for this weekend."
"Who's doing that?" asked the Chief. "T-Square? Or someone trying to feed the Campus that filthy shit?"
"Data is sketchy, but it looks like the Punk scene, sir." said Cindy. "Maybe they think we're not paying attention, there."
"Not paying attention. Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Moynahan. "Yeah, right."
He then went through the rest of the meeting. I learned that Administration was gearing up for tax season, May 1st promotions and awards, and a customary visit from the Grand Jury being empaneled.
"That reminds me," I said with a smile, "we do have the gym reserved every weekend from late April to the first weekend in June? And work orders to put up the boxing rings?"
"Handled that myself, Commander." said Della Harlow. "The only thing more important than the Police Boxing Matches is pay and medals."
"I'm not sure medals are ahead of the Matches." Cindy said softly, her ice blue eyes taking on a determined look. Next to her, Captain Croyle also looked determined. Woe betide...
"Do we need to have Medics from University Hospital?" asked Chief Moynahan. "I really do fear that one day someone is going to be seriously hurt."
"That's covered." I said. "And we happen to have a fantastic doctor who will be on the scene. She's good looking, too." Cindy and Teresa chuckled.
"Sir?" asked Janice Holloway in surprise.
"My wife, Lieutenant." I said. "Best doctor in the world. Obviously I'm somewhat biased." There were more chuckles.
"And a very lucky man to have that woman as your wife." said the Chief. "Okay, this meeting is not a beauty contest; let's move on."
There were no reports from Internal Affairs, and the Precinct Captains only reported average numbers of tickets and responses to calls. The Chief began wrapping it up.
"Okay, there's one more thing I want before I let you all go: Mr. Leonard Lotz was a bank robber. He may think he can rob our banks right under the noses of the best Police Force in this State, if not the Nation. So let's put some plainclothes surveillance on the banks in this area. I'll leave the details to you, Commander, and your people."
"Yes sir." I said. I understood the reason for the Chief's, and the Sheriff's, caution... J.P. Goldman, a Town & County Councilman as well as a University Trustee, owned one of those banks...
"And maybe we'll get lucky and catch this Lotz guy for the FBI." said the Chief.
"With respect, Chief," I said, "if I catch Lotz, I'm not giving him to the FBI. I'll take him back to The Asylum before I give him to Les Craig."
Everyone in the room was shocked... except Cindy and the Chief, who said "I will discreetly tell the Sheriff that, so he will be ready for the incoming a-rowwwwws."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Angels meeting followed the Chief's meeting. I had Cindy call in Lt. Masters to be one of the Angels today.
"So we've got some drugs coming in?" I asked.
"Maybe sir." said Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. "We have C.I.s that we pay a small amount of cash to get counts of how many people are in various clubs, and some of our Officers moonlight as Security in those clubs and give us information.. We find that if attendance spikes at a certain club or in a certain area, it often means that drugs are being brought in to be purchased and distributed. This past weekend, a club called 'Punk' had an above average crowd, and we're hearing they're pushing having a big 'party', as they call it, this coming weekend."
"And you think there will be drugs brought in?" I asked.
"Very likely, sir." said Coldiron. "What we don't know yet are the amounts. We're working on getting information from our C.I.s"
"Okay." I said.
"Sir," said Teresa, "if I may add something?"
"By all means." I replied.
"I think this is a very unusual situation, sir." said Teresa. This club, 'Punk', is relatively new. I'm surprised they'd want to make it a drug buy spot so soon after opening."
"Who owns this club, 'Punk'?" I asked.
"Sir," said Cindy, "you remember that metrosexual we picked up during the working girls bust? Kevin, I think his name was? He started up 'Punk' and another club called 'Pink', which caters to lesbians."
"Anyone you know go there?" I asked.
"No sir." Cindy said with a solemn, straight face (pun not intended). "These women aren't my crowd. We're talking the militant lesbians, the rough crowd and the political activists."
I nodded, then Cindy continued: "Mr. Kevin started 'Punk' because the Cub Club is out of favor with the Punk scene in this County. 'Punk' has been doing well since it opened. If he's bringing in drugs in quantity, it's probably because he's being asked to by the clients, as opposed to the pushers."
"All right." I said. "I don't need to tell you what to do, but I will anyway, just to hear myself say it: get with the Mouseketeers, see what you can find out about the financials and ownership of 'Pink' and 'Punk'; see if there' someone bankrolling Mr. Kevin on this. And then see what's going on with the pushers Okay, what else?"
"Sir," said Teresa, 'should I assume that looking for Leonard Lotz is our prime mission right now?"
"Absolutely not." I said.
"You know what they say about assuming, Teresa." said Cindy. "It makes an 'ass' out of 'u' and 'me'." That earned Cindy a 'Teresa Cunt' look, the equivalent of waving a crowbar at someone, but more deadly.
"That phrase is for the dirty nasty Legs out there." I replied. "I'm sure Captain Croyle will understand when I say that in the Airborne, our saying was that if you assume something, it gets another Paratrooper killed. But to answer you, Ms. Croyle: yes, have the Force be on alert for Lotz. Put surveillance on the banks, as the Chief wants. But also put it out there that if Lotz is seen, Commander Troy himself had better be the first person to hear about it, even violating the chain of command if need be. Time will be of the essence."
I continued: "Lotz may not be a Paratrooper, but I do fear he will be killed if the FBI gets custody of him. They will 'disappear' him. Having said that, I think he is going to stay out of this County."
"If I may ask, sir," asked Masters, "why do you believe that?"
"Because he told me that when I interviewed him." I said. "We have a tape of that interview, by the way, if any of you want to see it."
"I watched it yesterday." said Cindy. "Very interesting stuff about Millwakee."
"Yes, it was." I said. "Okay, you Captains can go. I need Lt. Masters to stay for a moment."
After Cindy and Teresa left, I said "Have you talked to Frank Soltis in Midtown lately?"
"Yes sir." said Masters. "It was pretty bad for a while, but it seems to be calming down some. Inspector Maxwell has been helping with the ethics issues."
"Good." I said. "I know you and the Chief were good friends with Soltis as well as teammates, but I want to make sure things work out well down there, also. So do me a favor and keep me in the loop."
"I'll do that sir." said Masters. I dismissed him to his duties.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ten minutes later, Cindy was back.
"So what did you think of the Lotz interview?" I asked.
"Looked like some weird shit was going on there, at Millwakee." said Cindy. "I also asked my father if he knew what what was going on there, or anything about Yarborough. He said he didn't, but he'd have some people look into it. What should I tell him is the key to their research?"
"I don't know." I said. "Maybe if I don't give any direction, they'll come up with something on their own. Oh, wait... maybe see if your father can find Leonard Lotz's sister before the FBI does."
"You think she's important?" Cindy asked.
"Only if he goes to her, or if she comes here." I said. "So... what do you think of this Punk scene drug running?"
"It's stuff Vice deals with all the time." Cindy said. "It's really hard to catch the pushers once the drugs get to the level of the clubs or the streets. Coldiron is hoping to catch someone bringing in or selling the shit, then he'll lean on them to make them give up their suppliers, and so up the chain. That's the classic, old-school way. And by the way, I'm not as expert as I sound; since Teresa was promoted, I've been learning a lot from the guys in Vice."
"Don't put yourself down; you're doing very well overseeing them as well as MCD." I replied. "But this situation seems to have everyone's attention more than other situations. Why's that?"
"I think 'Coldiron' sees it as an opportunity to bust some amateurs, put the fear of God into them." Cindy said. "Me, it has a weird vibe to it. Something's not right about the whole thing, but I'm not sure what it is."
"Your vibes solve more crimes than most Police Departments' Detectives do." I replied with a grin.
"Commander Troy, you alone solve more crimes than most of this State's Police Forces do put together, and I'm not saying that to disrespect them." Cindy replied.
"Stoppit." I said, taking one of Captain Ross's own lines and using it on her. She burst out laughing like her sister Molly often does. "Seriously, nothing wrong with vibes helping people or stopping crimes." I said...
Part 3 - Whiteboards
After Cindy left, I turned to the left of my desk (the right wall as one looks in from the anteroom). I got up and unlocked what looked like double-doors on the wall near the window, making sure to close the drapes first. This wall-mounted cabinet opened into whiteboards. Yes, even Your Iron Crowbar uses whiteboards from time to time.
I wrote down all the salient points of the Lotz interview, all the comments made by George Aurus when I interrogated him, and many comments from my interviews of the people I'd interviewed while tracking Aurus. Then I added what I could that was not outright classified about Superior Bloodlines and the man I'd seen at the State Capitol.
Oh, yes, I thought to myself. I remembered what I needed to do...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"A little more supraorbital development." I said. Kim, one of our CSI photographers as well as one of our sketch artists, used her 3-D program on the computer to make slight changes to the face. It was spooky how accurate it was.
"Okay, the glasses were slightly more octagonal, but the angles were curved and smooth, not sharp." I said.
"I know what you want, there." said Kim. She brought up some brand of eyeglasses frames and put them on the face.
"That's it, but the color is more burnished, darker." I said. Kim made the adjustment. "That it. That's him. Save that to a jump drive, print me two copies... then erase all traces of it. And forget you ever saw that face."
"One of those, huh?" Kim said, having worked with me through the Westboro hunt.
"Yes." I said. "And this man has tried to kill me twice. I don't want any of you guys coming over all dead, so just forget you ever saw him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The drawn-up image of my tormenter during my torture was now on the bottom right-hand corner of the whiteboards in my office. Myron Milton had been sent an encrypted copy under seal, which he knew to bring up if something 'wet' happened to the ol' Iron Crowbar... and he also knew he could take it to his father.



I don't know who you are, I thought to myself as I looked at that photo... but I am going to find out. And then I am going to find you. And then... well, let's just say: I am Crowbar. I do not forgive. I do not forget.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00am, Myron and Mary Milton came to my office, having been called to come over.
"So what can you tell me about the Punk scene in this Town?" I asked. "I know we had this conversation before, in the 'Eyes Only' case, but I want to get up to speed again.
"I've been out of the loop so long," Mary Mahoney Milton said, "that I'm not sure I'm any better off than you are, sir. The Cub Club is beginning to die off, too."
"What about this new club, 'Punk'?" I asked.
"We were just helping Sonali get information on them." said Myron. Sonali was Vice's data person, and while she was competent in getting data she was asked for, she was not ready for Mouseketeer-prime-time.
Myron continued: "A guy named Kevin Greeley is the front for it. He's a pretty well known homosexual, frequents 'Whippets' and 'The Why' a lot. He has a credit card he uses only at those places, and another he uses at reputable shops and for online purchases."
"Behind Kevin," continued Myron, "are some rather mysterious backers. We thought they would be Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, as Fat Ken hires Kevin for sex, but they're not the ones. This is a new source of venture capital, for lack of a better term, and we're just starting to trace it to Southport."
"Southport, eh?" I said, almost to myself. "Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone?"
"No sir." said Mary. "He's gotten more and more out of the Mob game since he's gotten into politics. And after his political truce with Molinari, the City-Southport Mob feuds began easing up. We thought they might start working together, but they've basically created the equivalent of the Korean DMZ line, cutting the State roughly in half. The City Mob gets the State to the East, including Sparta and Eastern State University; and Southport got the States to the west and south, which are along the River and are transportation hubs down there."
"Good to know." I said. "Did you get that from the FBI?"
"Oh no, sir." said Mary, with some emphasis. "The SBI. Robert Gaston has actually been doing a decent job as Regional State DOJ Director down there. And SBI Agents Chow and Orosco are making some progress getting information, now that Les Craig of the FBI has been pulled off the Southport assignment and sent to... well, other things."
"What other things would those be?" I asked knowingly. "The City?"
Myron and Mary looked at each other, then nodded, then Myron made the sign with his fingers that I should turn on my bug killer. I got the gold disc out of my pocket and activated it.
"Sir," said Myron, "we have found out from extracurricular sources that Special Agent in Charge Les Craig is being considered for a Deputy Directorship. Actually, 'groomed' might be the right word. It is becoming an open secret that Mr. Muscone's boss is going to retire, or be forced to retire, by October 1st, the beginning of the Federal Budget year."
"Any idea what will happen to Jack Muscone and his team?" I asked.
"No sir." said Myron. "Jack Muscone is also being considered for promotion, which means he'll have to move to Washington, as well. But who falls where is not certain. And if Mr. Muscone is promoted, the future of his team is very much in question. That team will still be there, but they may shift people in and out of it, creating a whole new look."
I nodded. "Thanks for this info, and keep it coming to me. Okay... we've officially strayed off the path of the Punk scene in our Town and County. So who are Metrosexual Kevin's backers?"
"Too early to tell, sir." said Mary. "We're letting Sonali work on this to see how well she handles it, though we're quietly looking through some backchannels. The one thing we're getting is a connection to Midtown. The First State Bank of Midtown, to be exact. They made the loan to Kevin to start his two new clubs, 'Punk' and 'Pink'. We think that's all a front, though, and we're trying to dig under their walls to see what we can come up with."
"Have you contacted Midtown PD?" I asked.
Myron said "I took the liberty of directly contacting their Chief, Frank Soltis, and I used your name in vain in doing that, Commander. What we're finding is that Midtown PD is basically being overhauled. Chief Soltis has put a new team into I.A. answerable only to him; they're like I.A. within I.A. down there. He's also hired a lot of new people, but they don't really know us, and they're very skeptical of outsiders, not to mention dirty insiders."
"Ugly game down there." I said. "And ripe, fertile ground for Organized Crime to come in, get their people wormed into the Police Department, and then plant some roots for criminal activity."
"Yes sir." said Myron. "Chief Moynahan said the same thing." As I peered at him, Myron said "Yes sir, the Chief has talked to us several times about Midtown. He's trying to help Chief Soltis out, as they once worked together, and Chief Moynahan has had us dig into some people Chief Soltis was considering hiring. Chief Moynahan contacts Lt. Evans in Nextdoor County more than you probably realize, as well."
"Oh, I know he keeps in touch with her." I said. "Okay, that's all good. Keep digging, see what comes up---"
*CRRRRACK!!* *KA-POWWWWW*
The huge lightning bolt had struck nearby, the light in the window blinding in its intensity. The power had flickered off and then back on, resetting many computers and the television set. Unprintable curses could be heard in Administration for those standing close enough to hear them.
"Good grief," I said, "I thought Bettina said this wasn't coming in until this afternoon... oh, never mind, she said the State would be blanketed, and we're the northwest tip of it, and catch all the hell first."
"Yes sir." said Myron. "It channels right down the mountain range into the middle of the State. It'll be even worse for them down there."
Part 4 - Mob Rules
At 12:00 noon, Wednesday, Mar. 1st, a meeting convened in Midtown, in the back room of a store called the 'City Typewriter Company'. They sold paper and office products up front, but seeing that typewriters are a thing of the past in all places except lawyers' offices, it was not a hard deduction to make that this 'business' was a front for some extralegal activity.
In the backroom were State Senator Richard Langdon, State Rep. Justin Madoff, their aides, and a man named Jerry Morelli. He was relatively tall, slim, in good shape, and had a full head of once-black but now graying hair that he kept well-styled to look like a business executive. Morelli was of Italian descent, but his mother had strangely named him 'Jerry', and while the rhyme of his name stuck, it still was considered a bit of a black mark against him. His aides were also in the room.
Morelli was a Mobster, a 'made man' and working his way into a leadership position. He'd been in Southport for several years, making sure to avoid conflict with Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, and making a mockery of FBI Special Agent Les Craig's attempts to stop him or arrest him.
He'd seen that Midtown was ripe to be made a base of operations, and had moved to take his place there. But he had to contend with others, including Richard Langdon of Madison County, to the east of Midtown. And that is what this meeting behind the 'City Typewriter Company' was about.
"I'll be glad to have you here in Midtown, working with us," Langdon was saying, "as long as you understand that this is where I operate, also. Stay out of the prostitution, which is mine, and be careful with the gambling, which Justin here is moving into in Midtown."
"I appreciate that." said Morelli. "I'm already working with Mr. OBT on a drug pipeline into the University." Mr. OBT, as Orrin B. Taggart was called, was a shipping magnate, whose 'OBT Rail & Shipping' was a powerful transportation company in this region of the Nation. He was also Southport's Boss of Bosses, taking the title and the power after Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone had moved into politics.
"Wow." said Justin Madoff. "The Iron Crowbar's turf?"
"Someone needs to lay a pipeline to the University," said Morelli, "while the politicians are laying pipe to the girls you provide, Senator Langdon." No one laughed at the bad joke.
"It's not who is laying the pipe, Mr. Morelli," said Langdon, "but who is laying the Crowbar to people's backs. I do wish you luck in your plans, but you are treading on quicksand up there."
"Don't worry, Senator." said Morelli. "My backers have apprised me of that situation, and we think we have some solutions. The Iron Crowbar has never personally gotten very involved in drug interdiction in his County. We hope to set up our pipeline and have it running before his people become aware of us, by which time it will be too late to stop us as we achieve mobility and flexibility in our operations."
"And who are these backers?" asked Justin Madoff.
"We're working through First State Bank of Midtown." said Morelli, sounding evasive.
"That's the front, and you're working through Kevin Greeley and his clubs 'Punk' and 'Pink'." said Langdon. "But who are your real backers, Morelli? And I'll just tell you now... you don't have to answer, but if you don't, you won't be succeeding very well in Midtown, near the University, or anywhere else in this State."
Morelli had hoped to avoid this, but he was trapped, painted into a corner. So he implemented his plan: "My main backer is Franklin Gray. He's working to boost and fund his organization."
"Stormbringer?" asked Justin Madoff. It was a mistake to say that out loud, and Langdon made Madoff feel it with just one piercing look.
"You did not hear that name pass my lips." said Morelli, also stunned at Madoff's bad slip.
"All right, we don't need to go further." said Langdon, getting up out of his chair. "As I said, Mr. Morelli, I wish you the best of luck in your enterprise. I'd suggest you make it migrate it north of Midtown before too long. Mr. Gray is not a man I care to work with, and I will not allow him to operate in my territories."
"Thank you, Senator." said Morelli, standing up along with Langdon. They shook hands, then Morelli shook hands with Madoff and, along with his aide, took his leave of them.
"I'd better call 'Coffin'." said Langdon.
"Don't you mean Orrin Taggart?" asked Madoff. "He's running Southport now."
Madoff did not realize it, but he was very near death. Langdon was not a man of patient temperament like Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, and Langdon was getting very, very tired of Madoff's display of incompetence.
"No, you idiot." Langdon said, his voice becoming shrill. "I meant who I said. You better get your head screwed on straight, Madoff. You just made a huge, huge fuck-up mentioning Gray's organization. Fuck-ups like that can prove to be... fatal."
Madoff gulped, suddenly realizing how deep a mess he was in. "I guess I'll be going now. See you at the next caucus meeting, Senator." Langdon did not reply, and Madoff realized he was in trouble. He left. As he and his aide got in his car, he made a phone call to get some additional protection when he got home to the City...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The weather is about to get bad. Really bad." said State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone as he and State Senator Richard Langdon ate lunch at the Midtown Luigi's restaurant, the one where Cerone had hosted the Iron Crowbar some days before.
"Yes, it is." said Langdon. "Is it safe to talk here?"
"Oh sure, sure." said Cerone soothingly. They were in a back room of Luigi's, which afforded them privacy. Their trusted staffs were eating at other tables, the only other patrons in that small room.
"I had a meeting with Jerry Morelli just a few minutes ago." said Langdon.
"Mr. Morelli." said Cerone. "He's been rather quiet the last few years. So how did your meeting go?" he asked, not letting on that he was fully aware of the meeting, and what had been discussed. "What does Mr. Morelli wish to do?"
"He's setting up a drug pipeline from Midtown into the University." said Langdon. "I had no beef with that, until I heard who his backer was... Franklin Gray."
"Isn't he one of those White Supremacist boys?" asked Cerone, who already knew all about Gray.
"Yes." said Langdon. "That fucking idiot Justin Madoff even mentioned Gray's organization's name out loud. I'm wondering if Madoff is more of a liability than an asset right now."
"You might be right." said Cerone. "I'll confer with our colleagues about Madoff's usefulness in the Legislature. If he's expendable, I'll let you know."
"So what about Morelli?" asked Langdon.
"We'll see what happens with him." said Cerone. "Like yourself, I'm very concerned about his backers. Even Molinari wouldn't have anything to do with those national white supremacists groups. They can be as much trouble as the FBI that is chasing them. Best just to stay clear of all that."
"Westboro didn't." said Langdon. "He tried to use them for his own purposes, and almost succeeded, were it not for the Iron Crowbar. I guess that's why you chose to work with your longtime enemy, Molinari?"
"Well, Dick," said Cerone, "Molinari was an adversary; the word 'enemy' might be too strong." That wasn't quite true, but Langdon let it pass as Cerone continued: "And yes, it's much easier to breath and to sleep at night when one works with the Iron Crowbar instead of against him, or at least let the Iron Crowbar believe that."
Cerone continued: "Westboro almost got control of serious Federal power, first through the Corrigan cell, then through Superior Bloodlines and their banksters. The Iron Crowbar showed some iron stones in taking that bastard down, and I don't doubt for a minute he could do that to any of us if he wanted to. You know that from personal experience."
"Yes." said Langdon, remembering the very painful crowbar beatdown he'd received at the hands of the Iron Crowbar for attempting to make Troy's sister one of his prostitutes. "I still want some payback for that. But for now we're too busy. What's next for us?"
"You know, Dick," said Cerone, his voice sounding friendly, underlying the commanding tone of the orders he was giving, "it might be good just to run your current operations, do your Senate work, and carefully cultivate new opportunities. Take it easy. Don't rush into anything or press too hard. That's Katherine Woodburn's folly... she presses too hard, too often. If you ever wanted to take a vacation, to Florida or Hawaii, or the Caribbean... now might be a good time."
"Sound like a good idea." said Langdon. "After the Legislative session is over, I might just do that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jerry Morelli arrived at home. His wife Betty was in the sitting room next to their bedroom.
Betty Morelli was a beautiful woman. Raven black hair contrasted with her pale white skin. She was 5'6" tall, with an hourglass shape. She had once been a model, and could fit herself into corsets barely over a foot wide. She could not quite do that now, but still had that beautiful shape: large breasts; saucy hips; a fantastic, heart-shaped, mouthwatering ass, and very shapely legs. Her hands and feet were exquisite.
She alone knew what Morelli considered to be his most shameful secret. He looked like a handsome, virile, business executive... but his penis was only four inches long, and his balls were shooting blanks.
Betty was always very quiet. She had a small mouth and thin lips, which invited being kissed but made her face seem oddly plain for its beauty. She spoke only when spoken to, and was totally submissive and subservient to her husband. That was strange enough to observers, and the unsettled, disquieted feeling they would get was only intensified when they looked into Betty's dark eyes. They seemed lifeless, devoid of feeling. When she did speak, her voice was sultry, seemingly full of promise, but there was never anything behind it, it seemed.
Outsiders always thought it was a marriage of convenience, of business or political purpose. Jerry did love his wife, though their lovemaking was passionless, and was occurring less and less frequently. He did pay attention to her needs, deeply eating her black-fur-fringed pussy before a quick two-minute session of intercourse. But she never asked for sex; instead offering to suck her husband's cock to completion.
It was that way today. "Hello, darling." he said as he came in. Betty's maid, a lovely Hispanic woman named Dolores, who was taller than Betty, refined and elegant in her own right, took her leave of her mistress, knowing the couple wanted to talk. "How was your day today?" he asked.
Betty looked up at her husband, her makeup perfect, her dress clinging to her body, and her high heels adding elegance. "Good." she said, her voice that irritating mix of sultriness and woodenness. "And yours?"
"Very good." Morelli said. "I had a good meeting with some people, and we may have new business ventures soon."
"Legitimate ones?" Betty asked.
"They're all legitimate, darling." Morelli said.
"You know what I mean." said Betty.
"Well, they're not above the law." said Morelli.
"Honey, we've talked about this." Betty said. "When are you going to get out of that racket and just have clean, legitimate businesses? Mr. Cerone was able to do that."
"I know, dear." said Morelli. "But if and when this one goes through, we can retire to a beach anywhere you like... anywhere. And no more businesses of any kind."
Morelli was standing very close to his wife's face as she sat at her small vanity table. She noticed that he was getting an erection. He always got aroused after 'business' deals. She reached up and unzipped his pants.
"You always get hot when you negotiate big deals." Betty said. She then engulfed her husband's half-hard cock, which took little effort.
"Mmmmmmf!" Morelli gasped. He stood and watched his now-hard cock sliding in out out of his wife's small mouth, enjoying the sight as much as the feeling of her tongue lashing at his slender shaft.
After a few moments of being fellated, he helped his wife to her feet. "Let's get you out of that dress." he said as he unzipped it from the back and let it fall down her body. Now naked except for her garter, stockings, and heels, she dutifully lay back onto the bed as her husband quickly stripped of his clothes. Once naked, he climbed onto the bed and mounted her.
"Oh yeah..." he softly moaned, enjoying as always the feeling of Betty's cunt enveloping his four inch cock. He began to pump in and out of her with rapid strokes. Betty began gasping and breathing hard, and Morelli never knew if she was faking it, or not. Nevertheless, he heedlessly drove on, fucking his wife in a hard, fast rhythm.
Something caught the corner of his eye and he looked over to see Dolores peeking through the door. She was drop-dead gorgeous, Morelli thought of the lovely maid, but he'd never tried to fuck her; Betty was plenty good for him. In truth, Dolores inwardly laughed at her mistress's husband's small penis, knowing she could, and did, give Betty more pleasure.
"Oh yeah, oh yeah, I'm coming!" Morelli gasped. Barely over one minute, Betty thought; it must be a really, really big business deal. She lay there dutifully as Morelli came, shooting his load inside her. It would seep back out very quickly as a creampie, Betty knew, as her husband did not shoot his sperm very deep inside her...
Part 5 - Canine Vibes
The rain poured down in sheets during the afternoon, adding to the gloom of the near-darkness as the storm passed through our County. Captain Croyle reported to me that the Precincts were very busy responding to reports of traffic accidents and downed power lines, but the Uniformed Officers were handling things very well, so far. She also said University Hospital was ready for any storm casualties, but so far nothing of consequence had happened.



The worst of the storm bypassed us, going further to our south. Reports of tornadoes in Coltrane County and Hamilton County came in, but there were no casualties. The main part of the storm continued on to the east-south-east, grazing the northern Midtown suburbs, and bringing its full weight to bear upon Madison County and Jamestown, the county seat. The Women's Prison was battered by high winds, but it was the outright tornadoes smashing through trailer parks and small-home subdivisions that wreaked tremendous damage, and deaths began being reported.
By evening, the majority of the storm was well passed us, leaving only some fog and light drizzle. I felt my ears pop when the cold front passed through, bringing much colder temperatures behind it. As the sun set behind the western horizon, temperatures were dropping into the thirties.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief left at 5:30pm, stopping in to say goodnight to me. We both knew he did that because I wouldn't leave until he did, and Della had also picked up that good habit. In turn, I headed to Teresa and Cindy's offices.
Knocking on Teresa's door, I peeked in. "I'm heading out." I said. "What do you have planned for tonight?"
"I think I get to go home tonight," said Teresa, "and snuggle up with Todd and the kids."
"Good night for it. See you tomorrow." I said. I then went over to Cindy's door and knocked.
"What are you doing tonight?" I asked.
"Not a damn thing." Cindy said. "I don't want to go out in this weather, so I'll go home and get some sleep while the getting is good."
"Why don't you come over to the Mountain Nest and have dinner with us?" I asked. "You know Carole loves to see you." I often asked Cindy to come have supper with us. Sometimes she had other plans, but obviously not tonight.
"Sounds good." Cindy said. "I accept. I'll follow you up there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!" shouted my daughter Carole as I came in the door. She ran up to me and I picked her up and hugged her.
"Have you been a good girl today?" I asked.
"Yes, Daddy." Carole replied.
"She was a very good girl today." Laura reported. I kissed her, put Carole down, and picked up Jim who had come waddling up. "Hey, Little Man, were you a good boy today?"
"Yes, Daddy." said Little Jim.
"He did not bother his big sister too much." Laura said. Just then, we heard Cindy pull up in her SUV.
I said "Since Carole was a good girl today, I have a surprise for her. Look who's coming to dinner." As expected, Carole was very excited.
"Cin-dee!" shouted my daughter as Cindy came into the front door. Cindy picked her up and hugged her as I told Laura I'd invited Cindy to spend the evening with us.
"Hey, Carole, how are you?" Cindy said as Carole gave her a big hug.
"Good." said Carole. "You can have my string beans for supper if you want."
"I think your dad is going to want both of us to eat our string beans tonight," said Cindy diplomatically, "so why don't we surprise him and eat every one of them that's on our plate, okay?"
"Can I give mine to Bowser?" Carole replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My mom Phyllis was also joining us for dinner. The six of us sat around the table as the wind howled outside.
"That was a bad storm today." Laura said. "Some big tree branches came down on the Campus, but fortunately no one was hurt."
"Yes, it was bad." Phyllis said. "But this cold tonight is going to be just as bad. I'd hate to be out and exposed to this wet and cold."
"Yeah, it's times like this I feel for our Uniformed Officers." I said. "They have good, warm clothing, but it's still not easy having to go to work in this stuff."
"The good news is that the criminals tend to stay at home in this stuff, too." Cindy replied. Just then, I noticed Carole trying to slip her string beans to Bowser.
"Speaking of 'criminal activity'," I said, "Carole, what are you doing with your string beans?"
"Giving them to Bowser." Carole said. "He likes them."
"Bowser gets his own food." I said. "Those string beans are for you to eat, so you can have lots of energy to play with Bowser and Buddy and Jim."
"I don't like them." Carole said simply.
"Well, sometimes you have to eat foods you might not like right now, because they're good for you." I replied, as I'd done dozens of times over the past year or so. And then I played my trump card for this round: "And you don't want to be in 'time out' while cousin Cindy is here, do you?"
"No sir." said Carole, seeing that she was going to lose this argument. She began eating her string beans.
"You haven't tried the 'starving children in China' line yet?" Cindy asked mischievously.
"Yes, with the broccoli." I said. "Carole promptly offered to send her broccoli to those starving kids. I love her good heart, but she's already getting too smart to deal with. Lord help me when she's a teenager."
Cindy burst out laughing, very much like her sister Molly often did. Laura was chuckling, also. My mom Phyllis was shaking her head, but her eyes were twinkling. Grandchildren are indeed revenge on one's kids, I knew she was thinking...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After supper, Carole and Cindy played for a few moments, then Carole got interested in a coloring book. My daughter loved to experiment with colors, and sometimes the pictures looked as if they were from another world.
Meanwhile, Laura was saying "Now that I'm retired, I have a lot more time for my research, but I don't have a real assistant like Melina was a while back.
"Do you have an assistant, since Gayle left?" I asked.
"Yes, a very nice woman named Laurie." Laura said. "In her late 20s, beautiful blonde. She was in the television industry and washed out."
"You mean she didn't put out like most of the women in television media are supposed to do." Cindy said, somewhat acidly.
"I don't know." Laura said. "She may have and still washed out. I haven't had a chance to talk to her about it yet. But what I do know is that while she's a decent secretary and keeps me on schedule, I don't think she'd be a good research assistant."
"What does the job entail?" asked Cindy.
"Just researching things, correlating data, helping interview subjects." Laura said. "And if she, and I do want a woman in the job, so sorry guys... if she was able to enroll in School, she could get credits towards her degree, undergrad or grad."
(Author's note: the following Bowser story is based upon true events.)
"Daddy," Carole said, "something's wrong. Something's bothering Bow-ser." Indeed, Bowser had been going around the room and the hallway, sniffing around as if looking for something, and he did look agitated.
We watched as Bowser went to the front door. He sniffed around it, then began barking.
"Something is wrong." Cindy said. "I'm feeling it, too."
"Hey Bowser!" I called out. "What's wrong?" Bowser began barking in reply, looking at me then at the door.
"Don, let's get our gear on and take him outside." Cindy said. She was already getting up and putting on her bulletproof vest. I went to the closet and got my stuff, armor and gunbelt, and put it on. As I did, I noticed Cindy using her Police iPhone to record Bowser.
Cindy the Dog Whisperer, I thought to myself. But I knew not to question her vibes. And when I opened the door, Bowser bounded out and went straight to my Police SUV. He barked several times as he sat by the driver's side door of the vehicle.
"What is it, Bowser?" I asked. "Is it something in the car?"
"I think he wants us to take him for a ride." Cindy said. The vibe she and Bowser were feeling was now beginning to be felt by me. I looked back at the door, seeing my mom and Carole watching us.
"We'll be back in a few minutes." I said as I opened the car door. Bowser jumped into the car and into Cindy's lap in the 'shotgun' seat. I got in the driver's seat and started up the car.
When we got to University Avenue, Bowser literally pointed his snout forward and barked. "I think he wants us to go straight." Cindy said. I concurred. As we went along, there was some traffic. Bowser began pawing at the dash of the SUV and barking some more.
Cindy was recording it all as she said "I think he wants you to burn the lightbar." I turned on the blue lights, which got the traffic to get out of our way, and I sped up. Bowser then pointed his snout at the passenger door window and barked.
"I think he wants me to turn right." I said. I did so, and Bowser then looked left and barked, so I turned left. We were now in a subdivision. As we came upon a fallow field by the side of the road, Bowser suddenly started barking his head off. I pulled over.
Cindy opened the car door and Bowser bounded out. I was running after him across the field. Near the far side was a long drainage ditch with a rushing stream of water running down it. Bowser ran about fifty feet down the field along the ditch then stopped and barked loudly as he looked into it. I came up to where he was. "What is it, Bowser?" I asked.
Then I saw. "Oh my God!" I gasped as Bowser whimpered. Lying in the ditch was a small child...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - A Hero for Our Times
(Author's note: this Bowser story is based upon true events.)
"Cindy, get a blanket!" I yelled as I jumped into the ditch. I picked up the child, who was a little girl that could not be much older than my daughter Carole. She was barely clothed and was soaking wet and muddy. Her body felt cold, and her pulse was barely there.
Bowser walked with me, whimpering, as I carried the little girl towards the SUV. Cindy met me halfway with the blanket, and wrapped it around the girl. Bowser began barking.
"She's hypothermic." I said. "We've got to get her to the Hospital, right away. You drive her there while I get some people to this crime scene. And put everything you recorded into the evidence servers."
"Roger that, sir." Cindy said. As we put the girl into the backseat of the SUV, Bowser jumped in and began whimpering as he tried to get under the blanket.
"I see what he's doing." I said. I unwrapped the blanket and Bowser nestled himself next to the girl to share his body warmth. I covered them both in the blanket as Cindy got in the driver's seat. I closed the doors and she took off.
I got my radio out and called in to the Duty Desk, telling them to send Patrol cruisers, and to get Sergeant Grover to the scene immediately.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As she sped to the Hospital, Cindy had the SUV-cam recording what was in the backseat. Bowser was snuggling with the little girl, and was licking her face to clean her up. Cindy heard the little girl faintly say "Doggie", and hope surged through her that the little girl would be okay...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There were now several Police cruisers on the side of the road, their brilliantly bright LED lights eerily illuminating the field. Then the vehicle carrying Sergeant Grover and his handler arrived.
"Okay," I said to the handler as I petted Grover, "I need for Grover to find the scent of the little girl we found here, to see where she came from."
"Yes sir." said the handler. He had Grover go into the ditch. Grover promptly came out and went over to me and looked up.
"Not me, Grover." I said, realizing Grover had picked up my scent in the ditch. "The other person. Hey Bill, have Grover sniff on the other side of the ditch." The handler had brought out a handmade wooden bridge, which was placed over the ditch, and he and Grover crossed.
On the other side, Grover picked up a scent. He began walking in an zig-zag line, but one leading up to the houses on the other side of the field.
"Sir, how did you find that girl?" asked Rudistan as we followed Grover and his handler.
"You'll never believe me if I tell you now." I said. "So I'll tell you later when I've got the video to back my story up. For now, I'll just say that Police Dog Bowser has done it again."
"Nothing surprises me any more, sir." said Rudistan. "Nothing gets past you -or- your dog!" I barked a short laugh, but I really wasn't in a humorous mood right now.
Grover came up to a fence that protected the backyard of a house. The back gate was open, and the dog went right on inside. But once he sniffed around, he began whimpering.
"He does that when he's got the scent, but is overwhelmed by it." said the handler. "This is probably the little girl's backyard, and she's been running all around it."
"All right, guys!" I called out to the Patrol Officers that had followed us. "Let's go to the front door, and a couple of you cover the back door. Rudistan, you got your video camera?"
"Yes sir." said Sergeant Rudistan. "I've been taping since Grover started following the trail."
"Outstanding." I said. "I fear that there may be more children in danger, which is my probable cause for this. Okay, let's go."
Going to the front door of the house, which was on Cone Street, I knocked on the door. There was no response. There were two small windows high up on the door, and I strained on my tiptoes to see in. I saw a couple, a man and a woman, in a hazy room lying on the sofa and a chair.
"Looks like they're drugged out." I said as I began jimmying at the door with my red crowbar. "All right, guys, you know what to do."
Uniformed Officers went in first. I knew Rudistan would tackle me to the ground if I tried to go first. They quickly subdued the couple, who were indeed whacked out. The smell of marijuana was almost overpowering.
A quick look around showed me we were in the right place. A couple of pictures of a blonde girl about my daughter's age were on the mantle of the fireplace; it was the girl we'd found in the ditch.
"What the fuck are you cops doing?" snarled the man, drunkenly. His brown hair was combed to every side, like the Beatles would style their hair half a century before. He had a thin mustache and something of a goatee-like beard. The woman had dirty blonde hair and was beginning to put on weight. They were both in their late twenties, was my guess.
"Where's your daughter?" I snarled. "Where is she?"
"Jerry, where's Marie?" the woman asked, almost in a stupor from the weed she'd been smoking.
"She was crying so I put her out on the back porch until she stopped." said the man, also very stoned. Two Officers hurried to the back door.
"You got any other kids?" I asked. "Anyone else here?"
"No," said the woman carelessly, "that little troll is the only one."
"No one on the back porch." said Patrolman Hicks as he came back into the room from the kitchen and back door.
"I'm not surprised." I said.
"Where is she? Marie!?" the woman said, beginning to sober up, and to get worried. A bit late for that, I thought to myself.
"Oh, we found her, and took her to the Hospital." I said, my voice colder than the outside temperature. "And we're taking you to jail. Sergeant, take these slugs to Police Headquarters. Get a Crime Lab team here, and to the ditch outside."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective Joanne Warner pulled up in a Police cruiser. "Captain Ross called and told me to come here." she said to me.
"Take a look around." I said. She did so as the Crime Lab teams processed the house. They'd found considerable quantities of marijuana and various pills. I then took Joanne outside and along the field to the spot where little Marie had been found.
"Oh that's so awful!" Joanne said, a look of shock and sadness on her lovely face. "How did you find her, sir?"
"You'll never believe this, but Bowser got agitated at home, and led us here." I said.
"Oh, I believe you, sir." Joanne said. "Bowser is such a great dog!" I remembered that she had been at the scene when Bowser outed the Consultant of Crime.
"Yes, yes he is." I said. "And tonight he is a hero, the hero we need but do not deserve." I was quoting a line from one of the 'Dark Knight' movies.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's going to be all right." said Cindy, as Joanne and I came up to her in the Hospital an hour later. "Hypothermia and dehydration."
"She's a lucky little girl." said Dr. Morgan, coming up to us. "The hypothermia was very advanced; she was rigid. You found her just in time. The dog snuggling up with her under the blanket really helped warm her back up, too."
"Speaking of the dog, where is he?" I asked.
"In your SUV." Cindy said. "I left him there when I brought her in."
"I'll be back." I said. "Captain Ross, show Detective Warner the unbelievable footage you shot tonight."
I went outside to my SUV. Bowser was in the backseat, lying there quietly. He perked up when he saw me.
"Hey, boy." I said. "You okay?" Bowser jumped out of the SUV and went over to some bushes, and did what dogs do... marked his territory with a considerable liquid barrage, having been an excellent dog and held it while he'd been in the car...
Part 7 - Law and Disorder
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of Police Headquarters. "In an unbelievable story, a little girl owes her life to a hero Police dog!"
Bettina continued: "This footage, taken by Police Captain Cindy Ross, shows Sergeant Bowser of the K-9 Corps, owned by Commander Donald Troy, alerting the Officers and guiding them to where little Marie Saint was found in a drainage ditch. Marie, who will turn four years old in May, was suffering from hypothermia and dehydration, but is doing well and is expected to fully recover."
The footage was fascinating to watch, and everyone was in awe of Bowser. After it was over, Bettina said: "The ensuing Police investigation led them to the nearby home of Jerry and Linda Saint, where a considerable quantity of drugs were found. The Saints were arrested and are being charged with child neglect and several drug offenses." Bettina said. "Child Protective Services has also been contacted, and Channel Two News has learned that Marie will not be returning to that home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What an awesome dog!" Joanne Warner exclaimed as everyone watched Cindy's video again via the television DVR. All of the Detectives heartily agreed, especially the father of the dog's owner, that being me as the father of Carole's dog. Even Chief Moynahan got a bit misty-eyed as he watched.
"I need not say, Commander," he said to me, "that a nomination for a medal will be appearing on my desk sooooon."
"Yes sir, it will." I said. "By the way, sir, what are the rules for K-9 Corps awards? Can I put Bowser in for the Lifesaving Medal?" The Lifesaving Medal was for saving someone's life outside of the line of duty. It was hard for a Police Officer or a Fireman to get a Lifesaving Medal, as we'd have to be off-duty, and also because even when off-duty, serving the Public was still our duty.
"I'll check on the reg-u-lay-shuns." drawled the Chief. "But that is just amazing that that dog knew something was wrong and even got you to the right place. Now how do you explain that, Commander?"
"I don't, sir." I said. "I don't even try."
"It was the Lord's will, sir!" said Joanne. "Through Him, all things are possible."
"Sir, do dogs go to Heaven when they die?" asked Theo Washington, possibly as a dig towards Joanne.
"How can Heaven not have dogs?" I asked. "If Heaven does not have dogs, I don't even want to go there. Any Heaven of mine will have awesome dogs in it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When little Marie Saint had awakened fully, Cindy had been there and had calmed the girl.
"Where's the doggie?" Marie asked.
"His owner took him home." Cindy said. "But we'll arrange for you to visit him when you're all better." That made Marie smile with happiness.
The Police videographer recorded the interview as Dr. Yates talked to little Marie Saint. Dr. Yates had then been called in, and used his expertise in trauma psychology to keep the girl calm while finding out all about her. Cindy was disgusted by the story she heard: her father had put her outside on the freezing cold back porch with little clothing and told her she couldn't come back in until she stopped crying. She said she knocked on the door but nobody opened it. She didn't remember much else until she woke up in the backseat of a car with the doggie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The good news," said the Child Protective Services official, "is that Edward and Stephanie Steele had applied to foster a few months ago, and they'd contacted CPS about taking in the little girl." Cindy was very happy to hear that, and when the Steeles came to the Hospital, Cindy introduced them and said they were going to take care of Marie.
"What about Mommy" Marie asked.
"Your mommy is in a lot of trouble, Marie." Cindy said. "She can't take care of you, but these very nice people will take you to their home and take care of you. And we'll bring the doggie to see you." That made Marie happy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Jerry and Linda Saint." said Joanne Warner as we sat in Classroom 'E', 'we' being me, the Chief, Lt. Masters, David Krueger... and Captain Cindy Ross, who'd just got back from the Hospital with good news about Marie's improving health. Also with us was Christopher Purvis from Vice, who was assigned to the drug-related issues of the case.
"He's 30, she's 28." continued Joanne. "Married two years. Marie may not even be his daughter, but we'll have to get DNA testing to show that. In any case, they've been part of the Punk scene for a while. Apparently they'd leave Marie at home alone while they went and partied at the Cub Club. She's on welfare, and has been since before Marie was born. We don't know where he's getting his money."
"Give me three guesses and I'll bet I'm right on at least one of 'em." I said. Everyone chuckled.
"No doubt, sir." said Christopher Purvis. "We've had Mr. Saint on our radars as a possible drug distributor in the Tenderloin District for some time. And the drugs that were found last night... they're still being tested, but Lt. Perlman believes the weed is a particularly potent, enhanced crop that is beginning to show up in more and more places, and the pills are very strong versions of amphetamines and heroin compounds."
"They were really high last night." I said. "I am not surprised to hear that their drugs were more potent than usual. I can't wait to see their bloodwork numbers."
"It sure was enough to make Jerry completely forget about Marie once he put her outside." said Joanne, her pretty face still showing anger. "It really is a miracle that she's still alive."
"Around here, we do not believe in miracles," I said, "we rely upon them." Cindy laughed.
"That's one of my father's sayings at his seminars." she said.
"If he needs proof, I have it in the form of a very good dog." I replied. "Okay, David, let's get the Mouseketeers to work on Jerry and Linda Saint, especially Jerry, and see what we come up with. Maybe we'll have more miracles, and get a link to the expected incoming shipment this weekend. Okay, who interrogated these slugs?"
"Chris and I went in to do that, sir." said Joanne. "They asked for lawyers immediately, and they're getting separate attorneys. She's getting H.J. Lynch from Chase, Lynch & Berry; and he's getting Nathan Masterson from some law firm in the City."
"Wow, Masterson?" I asked. "He works for the Big Boy law firm over there, Captain Ross."
"Yes sir, he does." Cindy replied, getting my hint. The 'Big Boy' firm was Gresham & Mason.
"O-kay." I said. "Then let's go to work." Everyone got up to go. The Chief asked me to come to his office.
"Soooo, Mr. Crowbar," the Chief said in his office after we were seated, "why did youuuu not go in to interrogate those suspects?"
"I delegated and let my Detectives do it." I said. "And of course, I knew they were going to lawyer up. They'll take the Fifth just as soon as the lawyers get here, too."
What I did not say is that I was working with the Steeles to get in front of Child Protective Services to get custody of little Marie. That went well, thankfully.
"Probably so." said the Chief. "Okay, you are officially a busy man now. Get back to it."
"Yes sir." I said, and got out while the getting was good.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Police Commander violated my client's home and her rights." shouted H.J. Lynch, who was in Interrogation-1 with his client Linda Saint. "He entered her home without a warrant, threatened and intimidated her, and took her child from her."
"Stop shouting at us," warned Joanne Warner, "or I'll throw you into a holding cell. My Commander acted on probable cause, we have the videotape that shows he did not threaten nor intimidate anyone. The child was not taken from her, but was found nearly dead in a ditch a hundred yards away from her home. Now, I have some questions about the drugs found in the home."
"I'm taking the Fifth." said the woman. "I ain't answering none of your fucking questions."
Nathan Masterson was at least more cordial. He simply gestured to Jerry Saint, who said "Pursuant to the Fifth Amendment, I'm not answering any questions."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson appeared in my doorway. "May I come in?" she asked. She had Tasha in her arms.
"Sure." I said.
"Where's Helena?" Paulina asked, handing me my daughter, who cooed as I kissed her little forehead.
"Oh... she's taking the rest of this week off." I said. "Personal matters to attend to. So, how's my girl? Over a year old, already!" I said, more to Tasha, who smiled brightly.
"She's doing awesome." said Paulina.
"I do wish you would bring her over more." I said. "Carole loves her to death when she sees her."
"I know." said Paulina. "But... well, you know how it is. Laura and Molly are good sister wives, but I don't feel like I want to be a part of something like that. I definitely want you to be part of your daughter's life, but we're our own family."
We'd had talks of this kind several times. I knew Paulina had been affected by all the racial tensions, including the high school near-riot the previous Autumn, as well as the situations with Krasney, Jenna, and the whole D.A.'s Office. As a result, she'd pulled away from my family, and I was not seeing Tasha as often as I'd like to, and nor was Carole and Jim and Ross and Ian.
"Yeah, I know." I said. "So, what's up?"
"It's about the arrests last night." Paulina said. "Lynch is going to make a Motion to Sever." That meant that the Saints would not be handled through the Court system together, but their cases would be severed, i.e. separated, and treated individually.
"He also is really going to hammer you on not having a warrant when you went into the home." Paulina said. "While you said on camera what your reasons were for probable cause, it may not hold up very well."
"There is no way that girl is going back to those filthy slugs." I said, trying to keep my voice calm for Tasha's sake. I now understood why Paulina had brought my daughter into the room.
"No, we're good on that one." said Paulina. "But you're going to be on the stand during the preliminary hearing, and Folsom is the presiding Judge."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm I took the witness stand. I'd put on my Duty Dress jacket over my light blue Uniform shirt.
Paulina tried hard, leading me through questions to show my thought process.
"So you found the girl in the ditch after the dog alerted you to where she was?" asked Paulina.
"Yes." I said.
"What was the girl's condition?" Paulina asked.
"Objection, calls for speculation. The witness is not a medical doctor, nor qualified to give medical judgments." said H.J. Lynch.
"Your Honor," Paulina shot back, "Commander Troy is very familiar with human physiology and forensics, is Red Cross certified as well as further trained to be a first responder as part of his Police duties. He is more than qualified to answer the question."
"I'll allow the question to be answered." said Judge Folsom. "Objection overruled."
"The girl was suffering from hypothermia." I said. "Her body was very cold, and she was barely breathing and barely had a pulse."
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "I'd like to enter into evidence this medical report from the Emergency Room doctor who treated Marie. It will confirm what Commander Troy just said, and it will also show that Marie was very near death when she was found."



"So entered." said Folsom. The Bailiff gave the Court Reporter the copy of the medical report.
Paulina led me through having the dog brought in to trace Marie's path, which led back to the home.
"And why did you make the decision to enter the home?" Paulina asked.
"I feared that there might be other minor children in the home who were in danger." I said. "I also looked through the windows of the front door and saw the parents using drugs."
"And once inside, you saw from photographs that it was indeed where Marie lived?"
"Yes." I said.
"And what else did you find there?" Paulina said.
"Marie's parents, under the influence of drugs, and other drugs and paraphernalia at the scene." I said.
But then H.J. Lynch got his shot. And he relished every moment as he made the most of it.
"So, Commander," he said, "you made no effort to obtain a warrant to enter the home?"
"Not at that time." I replied.
"What evidence did you have, or observe, that suggested there was another child at the home?"
"Nothing specific, but I considered that it was possible, having found one child already."
"But before entering the home, you had nothing that positively showed another child at the location?"
"No." I said. "But I had to consider the possibility."
"And when you did break into the home and enter it, did you find another child?"
"No." I said.
"Did you find any evidence of children other than the one your dog found in the ditch?"
"No." I said.
"When you looked through the door window and saw the defendant and her husband, were you on the front porch?"
"Yes." I said.
"No more questions." said Lynch. He moved back to the table. "Your Honor, I move that all evidence found in this illegal search be excluded, and that all charges be dropped, based upon this Police Officer's illegal, warrantless search of the defendant's home. I also ask that the defendant's daughter be returned to her."
"I strongly object, Your Honor." said Paulina.
"I'll tell you right now," said Folsom, "that she is not getting that child back. Your client is lucky she's not facing manslaughter charges right now. As to the drug evidence and related charges, I'll have a decision in an hour."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour and fifteen minutes later, Paulina and I were sitting in Judge Folsom's Chambers. Also there was Judge Rodney K. Watts.
"I didn't have much choice in the ruling, Commander." said Folsom. "I consulted with Judge Watts, and he agreed."
"Yes, it's pretty clear." said Watts, who was normally very law-and-order and friendly to Police. "There was a gun rights case some years back, which established that the front porch is part of the home and not the front yard. That was good for gun-rights advocates, but it bit you in this case. Because you did not observe the drug use from outside the home but on the porch, your observation was considered to be from inside the home, and therefore technically happened after you entered the home."
Folsom said "The child neglect charges were upheld, there's absolutely no doubt about that. And Jeremy Saint's confession that he put the girl out on the back porch will hold up, I think. But when you entered the home on the grounds of another child being in danger... which was pretty thin as it was... that wasn't enough to establish probable cause for the drugs themselves. As you know, warrants are specific; even if you'd had one, the drug charges would be in some danger of being thrown out. Without a warrant... it is better just to stop here than try to push this through to the trial stage."
I nodded. "I understand, Your Honor."
"The good news is that you can't be sued." said Watts. "The child neglect will hold up, so you did not violate their rights in that regard. But it was a case of damned-if-you-do, damned-if-you-don't."
Part 8 - Information and Plans
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 2d, from in front of the Courthouse complex on the east end of Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News has learned that all drug charges have been dropped against Jerry and Linda Saint!"
"In yet another disastrous setback for Police Commander Donald Troy, Judge Patrick R. Folsom ruled that he and his Police Force collected the drug evidence without a proper warrant, and must be excluded. The drug charges against the Saints have been dismissed."
"That fucking bitch." Cindy whispered as we drank coffee in MCD.
"Let's listen to this." I said.
"And in other news," Bettina continued, "the FBI continues to search for Asylum escapee Leonard Lotz. There have been no sightings of Lotz since he escape, but the FBI warns that he may be in the area, and that he is a very dangerous man. Roll tape."
The tape showed Bettina interviewing Les Craig of the FBI. "Lotz is a very dangerous man." he said. "And he may be in this area. We ask that anyone seeing him call the FBI immediately." A photo of Lotz was displayed as Bettina gave the FBI's phone number.
"But not 9-1-1." Cindy astutely observed.
"And in State news," said Bettina, "Governor Val Jared threatened to veto the Budget bill if it did not include significant resources to track down and arrest Illegal Aliens in the State so they can be turned over to the Federal Government for deportation. The Democrats are fighting the Governor, saying that Immigration is a Federal enforcement issue, and that Illegal Immigrants have a right to stay here once they are here, and should even be given the right to vote. And even the Republicans are opposed to the Governor's harsh rhetoric towards immigrants, saying that the Party must reach out to minorities and work with them."
"Don't look at me." I said as Cindy looked at me. "I've done my part to help those idiots in the Legislature."
"Sir," said Joanne Warner. "That's not right, what Bettina said about the Saints and about you. She didn't mention that the child endangerment charges remain. She made it sound like you screwed up and let them go free."
"Yes, she definitely tried to give the worst impression of me." I said. "Looks like she wants Priya to get the exclusive interview with Bowser." There was some muted chuckling at that.
"I don't know what is up with her," Cindy said, "but I'm getting really sick and tired of it. Maybe KXTC needs to be excluded from the Press Room?"
"Hell, I'd exclude every last member of the Press from the Press Room if I could." I said. "But yeah, Bettina is really getting hostile."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At lunchtime I was surprised to see FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone come into my office.
"Hi Jack." I said. "I thought you guys weren't speaking to us anymore."
"If Les Craig had his way, we wouldn't be." said Muscone. "But he's not the boss of me, and I'll have lunch with my friends if I want to. How about you and Captain Ross meet me and Tanya at the Cop Bar for lunch?"
"Sounds like a plan."
"It sure does." said Cindy Ross, coming into the office behind us. She quickly and nimbly moved aside as Tanya drove in, her wheelchair being driven at high speed then stopping on a dime.
"Nice offices your Captains have." said Tanya. "Glad I don't have reason to be jealous of them."
"No, you absolutely don't." I said, not even going there with Tanya. "Okay, the double cheeseburgers await Mr. Muscone, who has lost too much weight by my observation."
"Oooh, but he's is such good shape." Tanya said with a wicked grin. "I think he could make it through two rounds of the Police Boxing Matches."
"It's going to be a tough competition." I said. "Many of my Officers are training hard for it."
"And it won't matter." said Cindy. "I'm on a mission."
"A mission from God." I said, making Jack and Tanya laugh at my Blues Brothers imitation. Cindy, however, was not amused...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmm, how I have missed these!" exclaimed Jack as he enjoyed his double cheeseburger. We had the back room of the Cop Bar to ourselves. "By the way, I was sorry to hear about them dropping those drug charges against those worthless child abusers."
"Yeah, that was unfortunate." I said. "But what interested me is who came in to defend Jerry Saint... Nathan Masterson, of Gresham & Mason, P.C."
"Now that will interest my boss." said Jack. "He's been in Washington ever since you solved the George Aurus case. By the way, Cindy, you feeling okay? Those were some powerful sedatives they hit you with."
"I'm fine." said Cindy. "They delayed my Board of Inquiry on it, though. Not sure why."
"Maybe they just want the publicity to die down and go away." Tanya said. I nodded vigorously, but did not say anything.
"So, Jack," I said, "how are things going with you and your FBI team?"
"Better." said Jack. "Les Craig doesn't show up much when my boss isn't there; Craig knows I'll play 'Iron Crowbar' and fuck him up physically if he doesn't have protection. My team had a 'Come to Jesus' meeting about everything, as well. We're not sure what our futures are, but any issues of distrust have been worked out."
"Martin and Sandra?" Cindy asked.
"That was some of it, but they've handled their breakup pretty well." said Jack. "It was Lindy and Eduardo that had trust issues with Sandra after she, Sandra, began sleeping with Les Craig. I think that's all worked out, but I've heard rumors that Eduardo and his wife might transfer to Texas or California... where their Hispanic heritage, knowledge of the language, and their abilities in general are highly sought."
"And then you could hire Norm Chow to replace Eduardo on your team." I said, then nonchalantly took a bite of my double cheeseburger.
"Stop that." said Jack, who then added: "I need one of those anti-bugging devices that stops you from reading my mind." The women laughed.
"He'd be an asset to you." I said. "But I'm hoping he'll become an asset for the SBI that we can rebuild that organization around, along with a few others. So, Jack... why are you really here?"
Jack looked sideways at me, then said "You mentioned it already: Nathan Masterson. My boss wanted me to touch base with you on that, and in a quiet way that won't be noticed by Les Craig."
I nodded. "I understand completely."
"My boss also wanted me to talk to you about this drug business." said Muscone. "Kevin Greeley's main backer is Jerry Morelli, the Number Three man in Southport Organized Crime, after Jimmy Cerone and Orrin B. Taggart."
"Ah, so that's who it is." I said. "Are Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex the middlemen?"
"That's one thing we're trying to find out." said Muscone. "We're also looking to see if Morelli has ever been involved in White Supremacy, but so far we're not getting anything on that, nor has Morelli ever come onto our radar screens regarding racial issues."
"Anything new on Leonard Lotz?" I asked.
"You'll have to ask Les Craig." Jack said, his beady black eyes twinkling at the joke. "Seriously, Leonard Lotz has disappeared completely. The FBI is not getting any trace of him at all. We're even checking to make sure he didn't do a 'Ned' trick and hide as an employee in the Asylum or somewhere else. Craig thinks he might've gone to The Vision, but..." He stopped.
"But you've been watching that place and didn't see him come in." I finished. Yep, Cindy's face betrayed her anger.
"Y'all are watching my father's place?" she asked venomously.
"Not me, I'm not a part of that." said Muscone. "And your father knows they're watching; he toys with them from time to time. He's also destroyed two drones Craig had sent up to observe the grounds."
"I can't wait to see the warrant that was issued for this." Cindy replied.
"Cindy, Jack's not part of it." I said. "It's all Les Craig and Dana Fox."
"You know about this?" asked Cindy.
"And I told your father everything I knew." I said, looking more at Jack than at Cindy.
"Well then, Jack," Cindy said, no small amount of venom in her voice, "you can send your people a message: any warrantless surveillance on my father and The Vision compound had better stop... and had better stop by the time I get back to Police Headquarters."
"I'm not going to do a thing." said Jack. "Between us and the lamp-posts, it'd be better if you made a public scene about it, to embarrass the guys doing it."
That sort of hit Cindy, and she realized that Jack was on our side. She went back to eating her massive steak Caesar salad.
"To answer your question, Jack." I said, "No. I don't think Dr. Eckhart wants an over-sexed lech like Leonard Lotz around the young people he's working with, so I doubt Lotz is at The Vision."
"Well, he's nowhere else, either." said Muscone. "And I don't understand it, myself. To escape with no money, probably no clothes other than what he was wearing, and no one on the outside that we know of that he could contact... well, how can he have not been seen somewhere?"
"What about his sister?" I asked. "The one he mentioned in his interview with me."
"Craig's been trying to find her. Working his boys like dogs to find her." said Muscone. "But no trace of her. We're not even sure he really has a sister... he may have said that just to fuck with you, Don."
"Hmmm, could be." I said. After a pause, I said "This case is really growing on me."
"Which one?" asked Jack. I just turned and looked at him.
"They're all one case, Jack."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Within minutes of arriving back at my office, a platinum blonde tornado tore through the door.
"No public warrant to do surveillance on my father's property." said Cindy. "I made a direct inquiry to the FISA Court, also, and haven't heard back. But what the fuck is the FBI doing watching my father's place?"
"Here." I said, handing her the cellphone, upon which I'd been talking.
Cindy took the phone. "Oh, hello Father... yes... yes, I'm furious... no sir, I must respectfully disagree... no, it's about our Constitutional rights, they have no right to do this... yes, Father... okay. I love you, too. Bye."
Handing me back my phone, she said "I can understand him wanting to toy with them. But this is about right and wrong. And I don't want him ending up on a torture table like you did."
I nodded. "So is he going to shut them down now?"
"You may be getting a call soon, SBI Inspector Troy..." Cindy replied. I smiled; not at her implied message, but at the fact she may have persuaded her father to change his mind. That didn't happen often with P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision'.
And, for once, Cindy was understanding why our Constitutional rights superseded 'assumption of guilt'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell entered my office. She looked stunningly gorgeous in a gray jacket and skirt, black mock turtleneck sweater that strained to contain her breasts, sheer black stockings that strained to contain her marvelous legs, and high heel patent leather pumps. I felt my loins stir, as I always did when I saw Britt.
Cindy got off the sofa and gave her former roommate a very warm hug, which was returned. "You look great!" Cindy said.
"You too." Britt said. She turned to hug me as I came around from behind my desk. Yep, my little crowbar was definitely getting aroused as we warmly hugged.
"Congratulations on the promotion, 'Inspector' Troy." Britt said.
"Thank you, Inspector Maxwell." I said. "Have a seat on the sofa." Britt and Cindy sat down together and I brought up one of the hot chairs to talk to them. "So what brings you back to this corner of the State?" Britt had been part of the Campus Police before becoming SBI Inspector, but rarely visited this area after beginning her feud with my wife Laura.
"Several things." said Britt. "I've been leading the investigation of Leonard Lotz's escape from The Asylum. The FBI has been hammering me about it, and I've had to tell them to back off a couple of times."
"Les Craig?" I asked.
"Not much gets by you, Inspector Troy." Britt said with her beautiful smile.
"Not only that," I said, "I'll bet you've found out, but have not publicly revealed, that Leonard Lotz did not escape... he was let out." Both Cindy and Britt stared at me, their mouths gaping with shock.
"Are you kidding?" asked Cindy.
"How... how did you know?" Britt asked. "Yes, that's pretty much the conclusion that my team has drawn, but we're keeping it quiet because we don't know who actually helped him yet. But really, Don, how did you know?"
"It's been a nagging little thought in my head for a while." I said. "In his interview with me, he said he was good at prison breaks. I began realizing that he was hinting that he'd be getting out soon. George Aurus said he would kill Lotz if he saw him at The Asylum, and Lotz knew I was on Aurus's track."
"Then it's a matter of what we have not heard... any trace of Leonard Lotz." I continued. "Now if he'd escaped and had no help on the outside, he'd have been found again, and soon. Without money, food, shelter, or transportation, there's just no way this guy can stay free. Ergo, he had help from the moment he got out. And for that to happen, the timing of his leaving was known on the outside, but would have to be known on the inside, too."
"Flawlessly logical, Mr. Spock." Cindy said.
I made the Vulcan "V" sign with my right hand. "Live long and prosper, fellow Canadian." Leonard Nimoy was Canadian, a source of pride to our neighbors to the Great White North. Cindy smiled at that.
"Wow." Britt said. "Instead of spending days investigating, I should've just asked you."
"No, you did correctly. We need to know who helped Lotz. Also, I got the last pieces of the Lotz puzzle just today, at lunch." I said. "It -is- interesting, though. So what else is going on with the SBI?"
"The SBI Bill you got Molinari and Cerone to work out," said Britt, "is having a tremendous effect on the SBI. Agents know their jobs are now on the line, and are cleaning up their acts. We're getting some sporadic calls in, from lawyers representing anonymous Agents, wanting to snitch on other agents in exchange for immunity. But none of those involve Ferrell, Ikea, or Lewis, so I don't bother. Also, I've been working with Frank Soltis in Midtown, who worked with me before becoming MPD Police Chief, to help him clean out the corruption down there."
"Good." I said. "I might be glancing into that to help y'all out, as well."
"Like you don't have enough to do?" Cindy said with some sarcasm.
"Well, I've got a Captain of Detectives up here who is doing so well that I'd just be twiddling my thumbs if I didn't go looking for things to occupy my time." I replied. Britt punched Cindy on the shoulder to reinforce my compliment of her.
"So," Britt said, "what can you tell me about this drug shipment coming in?"
Cindy peered at Britt. "We're just getting our ducks in a row about that now. What do you know, and when did you know it?" I chuckled.
"There's something up with this guy Jerry Morelli." Britt said. "He's on my radar screen because we believe Morelli paid Dick Ferrell bribes to look the other way while Morelli smuggled drugs for 'Coffin' Cerone and then for Orrin Taggart. FBI Special Agent Les Craig never could get much on Morelli, and contacted me with the idea that Ferrell was running interference for Morelli."
"Don," Cindy said, "you think that's for real? Or is Craig putting that out as an excuse for his own failure?"
"Or Craig is on the take, too." I added. "But I am curious that Morelli's name is coming up so prominently and frequently, and that everyone and their SBI sister knows about this drug shipment. If I ever go into crime, and may God have mercy on all of you if I do, I would have long since shut this one down so I could live to ship drugs another day."



"I'm glad you're on our side." said Britt. "It was bad enough dealing with your sister when she was around here."
"It would be curious to see which of us could do the more damage." I said. "But yes, I'm on the Good Guys side, so let's see what we can do about stopping drug importation into the County, and finding Leonard Lotz... before the FBI does."
Part 9 - Writing A Book
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, March 3d, from in front of the State Office Building. "Bail has been denied for Jerry and Linda Saint on child neglect charges!"
"Although Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD botched the arrest of the Saints, leading to the exclusion of evidence and the dropping of drug charges, the child abuse charges against the Saints were sustained, and a Grand Jury has brought child neglect indictments against the pair. Meanwhile, little Marie Saint has been placed in a good home in foster care after recovering from exposure and dehydration."
"And in other news," went on Bettina, "State and Federal authorities are intensifying the manhunt for wanted fugitive Leonard Lotz, who remains at large after escaping from the Asylum days ago. The FBI says that the danger Lotz poses to the Public is enormous, and that apprehending him is their top priority in this area. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
Nick Eastwood came on the screen, the University Athletic Complex building behind him, and said "Thank you Bettina! It's official: State Tech is no longer a member of the Conference! Their Board of Regents chose to accept a severance package from the Conference totaling as much as one hundred million dollars over the next ten years, instead of filing a lawsuit to oppose what amounted to be expelled by the Conference."
"Reached for comment, University President Sidney P. Wellman said that the University would never allow State Tech back in the Conference, and the University would have veto power over other in-State Schools being permitted into the Conference. Dr. Wellman also confirmed for Channel Two News that Eastern State University will be admitted into the Conference, and may can play a Conference schedule this coming season if they can work out scheduling details. Back to you, Bettina!..."
"All right!" Theo said. "Eastern State is in!"
"SEC still rules." Teddy Parker, a graduate of the University of Mississippi, said flatly.
"Not in my Police Headquarters, it doesn't." I thundered back. "When Commander you are, Mr. Parker, "such rulings you may make. Until then..."
"Bulldogs rule!" declared Cindy Ross. She looked at me and said "Command chair notwithstanding, when I win the Police Boxing Matches it will be Bulldogs all the way!"
"What does the Washington family have to say about that?" I asked Theo... whose cousin had caught the miracle halfback pass to break the Bulldogs' hearts the previous season.
"I have no answer, sir." said Theo. "And I'd rather take your crowbar beatdown than Captain Ross's, sir!"
"Captain Ross!" I said loudly. "Inform all Detectives that there will be a meeting in Classroom 'J' at 8:15am. It would be extremely wise of all Detectives to not permit themselves to be even one minute late. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. I exited the room, leaving the Detectives wondering amongst themselves what was going on.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, people," I said as I took the lectern on the raised floor in Classroom 'J', "some weeks ago, in the Martoli case, we had some issues with crime scene preservation, and I realized that everyone from myself on down needed some refresher training. And we will be getting that."
"Some of it will be from Chief Moynahan, an expert at crime scenes." I continued. "But we are exceptionally fortunate to have one the best in the very nation to give us training, and first copies of his new book to go along with that. Mr. Purvis, will you open the door please."
Purvis opened the door and Chief Griswold walked in. Behind him, Detectives McGhillie and Parker were bringing in boxes of books. They began handing them out. Some were marked with names, and mine was one of them.
The title of the rather thick book read "The Art and Science of Detection" and the subtitle for this first book was "Crime Scene Analysis". It was authored by Antonio Griswold, Town & County Police Chief (Retired).
"This was supposed to be out Christmas," said Chief Griswold, "but they had some issues. So belated Merry Christmas, everyone."
"This is going to become standard reading and the official textbook for the State Police Academy." I said. "And maybe not just our State. Thank you for the advanced copies, Chief."
"I took the liberty of autographing a few copies, with some notes for those of you I spent a few years with here." said the Chief. People turned to the front of the books to see their messages. Most were things like "Thank you for serving with me" with a personal touch, but a few went deeper.
Cindy's said "It was a joy to watch you come out of the shadows and shine your light on all of us." Teresa's said "It was a joy to watch you blossom into the great Officer you have become."
Joanne Warner said "Aw Chief, this is such a great dedication." The first part of the printed dedication that was in every book was to the Chief's wife, and thanked her for her love and her years of service as a policeman's wife.
The second part read: "... and to Commander James Donald Troy, the finest Detective I have ever known, and a man any father would be proud to have as a son."
I could not look up for a few moments. It was more than too hard to keep the tears out of my eyes. I lost the battle as I went over and hugged the Chief. "Thank you, Chief." I whispered as he hugged me back. Everyone in the room applauded, understanding to various degrees what this moment meant to Chief Griswold and to myself.
The Chief did write an inscription in my copy of the book, which read "You don't need this book, Crowbar. Not much gets by you. But enjoy it anyway :-) ".
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting in the Main Conference Room at 3:00pm consisted of Chief Moynahan, myself, Commander Harlow, Captain Ross, Captain Croyle, Lt. Masters, Captain Briscoe of Public Relations, and PCpt. Thompson of the 2d Precinct.
"Just did a last round of C.I. checks." said Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, talking in his fast, clipped voice. "The open party at 'Punk' is still on. No movement yet on any drugs, but they may already be in the place."
"Do we have enough to get a warrant and raid the place?" asked the Chief, "Maybe the dogs could find the drugs? It's been a great week for our Police dogs, so far." There were murmurs of assent at that.
"No Chief, we do not have enough." I said. "Everything is circumstantial, and based upon general patterns. We really don't have much specific, or do we, Captain Ross?"
"No sir." said Cindy. "We may not even have enough after this party. We're going to send a couple of deep undercover people in to see if they can make buys. They're also doing reconnaissance to see if any of our 'usual suspects' are at the party. But Chief, we're not really expecting to make a big bust, here."
"Reconnaissance is a wonderful word to the ears of an old Calvary man." said former Calvary Officer Sean Moynahan. "But we're also going to need some re-suuuults. The Sheriff is being hammered by the Council and also the Regional SDOJ Director and the FBI on this." I just shook my head. "What, Commander?"
"Chief, we're doing what we can, and what we should be doing." I said. "The Sheriff needs to push back, and hard, when State and Federal level jerks push him."
"He needs a crowbar." said Della Harlow.
"And a pair of balls to use it." said Cindy. Seeing others gape at her, she said "Oh, sorry. Random act of speaking the truth out loud." I bit my tongue to keep from laughing out loud.
"Mind your manners, Ms. Green Crowbar." said the Chief, but it was said humorously. "Okay, I don't expect much to happen, but keep me in the loop. I'm going to be at the Cop Bar, associating with the Fire Chief in the interest of better professional re-lay-shuns. Where will you be, Mr. Crowbar?"
"At home." I said. "I'm going to be up at The Cabin, providing adult supervision to some children and their pet dogs. On the off-chance I'm being watched, I want things to look very normal. But I'll be monitoring the Police Band."
"Good. Okay, everyone, get to it." Everyone got up.
As they were leaving, I heard Lt. Masters say "Okay, we're off to the Other World." And I literally fell back into my chair, then into a deep reverie.
"Don?" I heard a voice say. Cindy had come over to me. Everyone else was watching.
"The... Other World..." I said, almost in a whisper, still not really back in the Conference Room from my excursion into my Mind Palace.
"What of it?" Cindy said.
"That... that's what George Aurus said... that Leonard Lotz would go to 'the Other World'." I said. "Cindy, Wes... tell your undercover people to be on the lookout for Leonard Lotz..."
Part 10 - I Am Become Death...
11:30pm, Friday, March 3d. I was sitting in a comfortable chair in the master bedroom of The Cabin. Molly Evans was sitting on top of me, facing away from me, and my throbbing, iron-hard cock was buried deep in her sopping wet snatch.
That alone was incredibly pleasurable, but it was even better: we were watching as my nephew Todd stood at the end of the the bed, plowing his massive ten inch cock in and out of my wife Laura's pussy from behind. Laura's shoulders were pressed into the bed, her large milk-filled breasts resting on the bed under her chin, and her magnificent ass was high in the air as the young stud used her for his sexual pleasure.
Watching from behind Molly, I enjoyed the sight of Laura's stretched cuntlips clinging to my nephew's huge, thick cockshaft as it pistoned back and forth, in and out of her well-fucked womanhood. Todd held my wife's hips as he plunged into her again and again with long, powerful thrusts, his abs and groin smacking loud and hard against her sweet asscheeks. I enjoyed the sight of my wife's asscheeks rippling as she was lustily fucked by another man.
*SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!*
I felt Molly pushing down to impale her cunt on my hard male meat in rhythm to Todd's powerful thrusts into Laura, and I instinctively matched the rhythm, pushing up into Molly and meeting her downward movement, our bodies smacking together in rhythm with each other and with the other couple in the lamp-lit bedroom. I reached around and cupped Molly's breasts, my fingers gently pinching and squeezing her nipples, making her groan with pleasure.
*SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!*
"Unnnh, unnh, unnh, unnh..." Laura was grunting as she absorbed Todd's incredibly huge size into her sodden depths, just letting him do the work and letting him pull her back as he impaled her again and again, sheathing himself fully into her, his huge balls swinging up to smack her labes and pubic bush. I noticed that her heavy-lidded eyes were watching my cock sliding into Molly's cunt as Molly impaled herself on my hard male meat again and again and again...
"Oh... oh... oh God... oh... OH GOD!" Laura cried out. I knew her cunt was clamping upon Todd's big cock like a vise, trying to crush, hold, and expel him all at the same time. Todd slammed himself into Laura again and again as my wife shivered violently in orgasm.
"Oh, that looks sooooooo good!" Molly whispered. "Fuck her, Todd! Come on, Don, fuck me like Todd is fucking Laura!"
That was easier said than done as I was underneath Molly, but she was sitting herself down on me again and again, faster and faster, until she came with a loud gasp. I felt her pussy clamp down hard on my cock as I held her sides and pushed my meat up into her.
*SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!*
Laura had collapsed on the bed, and Todd was giving her no respite. He was now mounted on her top-load style, driving his muscular ass forward to ram his cock deep into my wife from above. Laura lay there on her belly, taking the young stud's thrusts, sighing and moaning with pleasure as she was roughly fucked hard and deep...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and Todd were spooning on the bed in post-coital bliss. After that tremendous fuck that would've exhausted lesser men, the young stud had finally come inside my wife, shooting his huge load deep into her, coating her cervix with his potent seed. I had also come inside Molly's quaking cunt, consummating our adulterous liaison. She'd then turned around and sat on me, facing me, and we were making out like teenagers, sharing deep, tongue-twining kisses.
After several minutes, Molly said "I'm going to go get some more wine." She hopped off me and said "Anyone else want anything?"
Laura had turned her body to face Todd, and now they were making out, their tongues battling for sexual supremacy as they pressed their mouths together in a deep kiss. Laura reluctantly broke the kiss and said "Sure, I'll take some." She then opened her mouth to let Todd slide his tongue into it, and they deeply kissed some more as I got up and put on my pants. I was watching them, feeling my loins stirring again at the sight of my wife's lovely legs and ass, Todd's semen leaking from her well-filled honey hole... and the sight of my beautiful wife passionately kissing another man...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few minutes later, Laura came downstairs and took the glass of wine Molly had handed to her. "I'm going to smoke a cigar on the back deck." my wife said.
"I'll join you." Molly said. As I watched them walk out onto the deck, I heard Todd coming down the stairs, wearing only his blue jeans pants.
"Want a drink, Uncle Don?" he asked as he poured himself a bourbon and Coke.
"No thanks." I said. "I get the feeling I need to stay sober tonight." Indeed, I had been having a weird feeling about tonight ever since I went into that reverie about Lotz and the 'Other World', and I knew that staying sober was essential this evening.
"We make a good team, Uncle Don." Todd said. "You enjoy watching your beautiful wife getting fucked, and I get off fucking other men's wives."
"It was more fun having another woman to fuck while I watched you fuck my wife's brains out." I said. "But yeah, it's hot watching Laura get fucked."
"She's an incredible fuck, too." Todd said brazenly. "She's one of the few women that can take every inch of my cock, and God! does it feel great being able to get nuts-deep in a woman. I'd be jealous of you, Uncle Don, if it weren't for Teresa... she's something special, in and out of bed."
"I'll take your word for it." I said. "And it sounds like you're starting to settle down and--"
Just then, my Police cellphone rang. I took the call; it was the Duty Desk. Sure enough, it was trouble. I absorbed the message, then hung up.
Stepping to the door, I said to Molly and Laura outside on the deck: "I've got to go. Six people went into convulsions at the Punk club, and two are already dead..."
To be continued.
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Part 11 - The Crime Scene
"Troy, Commander, Badge No. 1-6-4-0." I said as I came up to the Police cordon around the club 'Punk'.
"Thank you, Commander." said Patrolman Culver, who made the notation as he said "Captain Ross asked me to tell you that she's already here with Lt. Masters. They're inside."
"Thanks." I replied. I went through the parking lot, which was ablaze with bright blue LED lights. There were a number of Punks talking to Uniformed Officers, giving their stories. In the eerie blue lights, I felt like I was truly in another world.
Going inside, Patrolman Johnson saw me at the door and guided me through the main club room to the back. Captain Ross, Lt. Masters, and the Crime Lab team were standing near two dead people on the floor, both women. They were both in their early 20s, wearing leather and other 'Punk' clothing and makeup. One girl's hair was dyed pure white; the other was normal black... but her metallic blue wig was lying on the floor next to her.
"Whaddya got, Ross, Masters?" I growled when I came up.
Masters spoke up. "Sir, the story I'm getting in bits and pieces is that six people, four women and two men, all in their early twenties, went to the back room right past the bathrooms down this corridor behind me." He turned and pointed at the corridor, which was at the right rear of the room. "We think they bought drugs in that back room, and either used them there or brought them out here in their purses."
"And where are those purses?" I asked.
"We've got 'em bagged and tagged, sir." said J.R. Barnes.
"Good." I said. "You were saying, 'Coldiron'?"
"Within a few moments of coming back, they all began convulsing." said Masters. "They knocked over the table and their drinks. The Crime Lab is trying to get samples from the floor. These two didn't make it; the other four have been rushed to the Hospital.
"Secure the glasses they were drinking out of." I said. Barnes said they'd already done so. "Damn," I said to Cindy, "they must've gotten copies of Chief Griswold's book before we did."
"Yes sir, we did." said Christina Cho who had just come up after giving some bagged evidence to Officers to transport to the Crime Lab. "I've only made it through the second chapter, though."
"You're one chapter ahead of me." I said. "And Ms. Cho, why are you here in the Tenderloin District after dark? I could have sworn my standing orders on that were clear."
"Sir," said Cindy, rescuing Christina, "I gave her permission to come down. They're short-staffed, and she's staying with Uniformed Officers at all times."
"O-kay." I said, not very happy about that, but knowing that I was not going to chew out my Captain here in front of everyone. "Anything of interest pop out at you, Ms. Cho?"
"Yes sir." said Christina. "These people were seated near the back area. We think they were the first to go in and get drugs."
"Hmmm, that's interesting." I said thoughtfully.
"Sir," said Masters, "when they started convulsing and going down, I'm told it was a mass panic for the doors. I'm surprised no one was trampled. A few stayed behind to try to help the stricken people, and they've given us their statements. We searched them as a matter of routine, and none of them had any drugs on them."
"Was Kevin Greeley here?" I asked
"Yes sir, and he stayed and didn't run." Cindy said. "I asked him to go to Police Headquarters with Rudistan and Hicks, but told him he's not formally under arrest."
"Why do that?" I asked.
"I thought we should get his interview on a better camera than the mobile ones." Cindy replied.
"And a good thought that was." I said "Is there any video footage we can obtain?"
"No." Cindy said. "Kevin said they hadn't had a chance to install any yet. But I heard from Mary earlier that one of the reasons the Cub Club fell out of favor was because people knew they were being videotaped from every angle. Kevin was going to have coverage of the bar area and the entrances, but like I said, didn't have any installed yet."
"Also," Cindy said, "we'll talk privately about this some more later. I don't want to say anything here."
"Gotcha." I said. I went down the restroom corridor and to the back room. Our excellent drug dog, Sergeant Stonewall, was checking out the place.
"He alerted at the table where the six sick people were." said his handler. He showed a little bit of interest at a couple of other tables, but for the most part nothing else. In here, though, he's a bit agitated. That suggests he's sniffing something, but it's confusing him."
"How does a drug dog get confused?" I asked. "And that's not a rhetorical question. What happens there?"
"Yes sir." said the handler. "Usually it means he's sniffing something that he knows he should alert for, but it's not one of the drugs he's really trained for. I've seen this a couple of times when there were some pills of a really refined, potent drug. Stonewall barely got a scent, and it was an unknown to him."
"I see." I said. "Well, the drugs were certainly potent enough to kill two people tonight. Is he done?"
"No sir." said the handler. "But you can pet him." I grinned, seeing that the handler knew my intentions well by now.
"Great dog, Stonewall! You are a great Police dog!" I said as I petted the handsome German Shepherd on the head. Stonewall just looked up at me happily.
"Let's take Stonewall for a stroll towards the back door, or have you done that already?" I asked.
"Not yet, sir." The handler led the way into an employees room, which had a door to the back parking lot. Sergeant Stonewall sniffed around, then he suddenly alerted at something under the sofa. He barked as he pawed at the floor.
J.R. Barnes got on his knees and shined a light under the sofa. He asked if we had something that could reach under the sofa.
"You betcha." I said... as I handed him the red crowbar. "There are useful reasons why I carry this thing."
"Yes sir, it'll be perfect." J.R. said. He reached under the sofa and used the crowbar to roll out two large capsules, pink and black in color, then bagged and tagged them. I sniffed at them in the bags.
"Wow, they smell potent." I said. "Good job, J.R. Good job, Stonewall!" J.R. handed me back my red crowbar. Stonewall wagged his tail as his handler gave him his favorite toy tennis ball to play with.
Coming back to the main room, I said to Cindy "Okay, I'm going to Headquarters."
"I'll come by here after the bodies are on their way to the morgue." Cindy said.
"Impress upon Lt. Masters and all Uniformed Officers that the Police Commander will appreciate police reports submitted in as timely a manner as possible, though accuracy is more important." I said.
"Wilco, sir."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:20am, Saturday, March 4th, Cindy came into my office. I was on my computer, reading early police reports.
"Martha just got to the morgue." Cindy said. "She's starting the autopsies now."
"Good. I called the Hospital." I said. "It looks like the other four are going to make it. Their bloodwork is on its way to Martha, and to the State Crime Lab."
"Good. I'm glad they survived." Cindy said.
"I did get one tidbit from one of the Hospital nurses." I said. "She said that the Police injected the standard anti-opioid injection at the scene, which helped two of them. But the other two weren't helped by that, and Dr. Morgan realized what was going on. He gave them atropine, and they pulled out of it."
"Atropine?" Cindy queried.
"Yep." I said. "That's what the Army gives for exposure to nerve gas. It's also the indicated antidote for some particularly powerful insecticides, which are about the same thing as some nerve agents."
"Oh, geez." Cindy said. "Another nerve agent attack by the White Supremacists?"
"I don't know." I said. "This was not a Black club they were attacking, though, so I'm not sure it makes sense in that light. Plus, we don't have any data yet, so let's not jump to conclusions. Okay, you wanted to tell me something in private about camera footage?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "Of course everyone and their brother has a smart phone these days, but the club had a warning to not use them for taping things. But when those kids started convulsing, a few people might have taped it. The Mouseketeers will be looking for it on Youtube, and we're asking for anyone with tape to come forward anonymously. But what I really wanted to tell you was that our two deep undercover people were wearing concealed cameras, and they may have gotten a little bit of footage."
"Great!" I said. "Where are they?"
"No contact yet." Cindy replied. "They did exactly what they were supposed to do in a situation like that: they ran out with everyone else. We'll probably hear from them tomorrow morning, well, later this morning, to arrange a pickup to bring them in."
"Okay." I said. "Yeah, be sure to protect their identities; that's more important than anything else. They can take their time getting whatever they got to us."
"Did I just hear that right?" Cindy asked. "You're not interested in what they have?"
"Not to the point they should be exposed or burned in any way." I replied.
"C'mon, spill it." Cindy said. "I know you well enough by now, and I'm sensing the vibe from you. Those gears are already turning in your head."
"Yes, yes they are." I said. "I can almost make a prediction or two: this is going to publicly look like an overdose case. More privately, the FBI will be jumping all over it as a nerve agent attack... maybe. And all of that is just a blind: this is being done for some other reason."
"Which you think is...?" Cindy prodded.
"Not sure yet." I said. "Let's go talk to Mr. Kevin.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Kevin Greeley was in Interrogation-A. Cindy and I went in, with Patrolman Johnson as the Uniformed presence.
"Kevin, Kevin, Kevin." I said. "I am seeing you in my interrogation rooms entirely too often, these days.
"I totally agree with that." said Kevin. "I know you have to ask me questions, so can we just get it overwith?"
"First, we're going to do this the right way." I said. I took out the card and read Kevin his rights from it. He said he understood the rights.
"So," I said, "where were you tonight when this incident started happening?"
"I was at some of the tables near the bar, which is on the other side from where those people were." said Kevin. "I was going through, mingling and greeting my guests, as I've done almost ever night since the club opened."
"And when those people at that table in back started dropping like flies, what did you do?" I asked.
"Some others were giving first aid, so I called 9-1-1." said Kevin. "People were running for the doors, so I stood near the bar so I wouldn't get run over."
"Okay." I said. "I'm going to need a list of every employee of yours that was there, and you need to let them know that their being proactive in getting their interviews with me overwith will be much less painful than me having to chase them down. So, here are some more questions for you: first, who is backing your ownership of the club?"
"First State Bank of Midtown." said Kevin. "I know, I know, that's the public story, and I'm sure you'll get at the truth. My real backers are a man named Jerry Morelli and someone named Franklin Gray. I don't know much about Gray; he's sort of the silent, shadow partner. Morelli is the one that was going to use the clubs to bring in drugs. I don't know that officially, but I could figure it out. I never saw any drugs brought in, but I was making a point not to see anything."
"I get that." I said. "So Kevin, was opening a Punk club and a Lesbian club your lifelong dream? Or did someone approach you with the idea?"
Kevin thought for a moment. "I'd say somewhere in between." he finally said. "Sure, I've thought about opening something, and I've talked with others but nothing ever came of it. Then someone approached me at Whippets and asked if I was interested in opening a couple of clubs. I have no idea who he was. We talked a while, then he got my number, and one of Morelli's people called me the next day."
"What about Ken Eidex?" I asked.
"No, he's not involved with this at all, at least not that I know of." said Kevin.
"Captain, do you have any questions for Mr. Greeley, here?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "Do you know a man named Leonard Lotz?"
"No, but... where have I heard that name?" Kevin asked himself, his face showing his struggle to remember. "Oh yeah, he was on television. Bank robber that escaped the Asylum. To answer your question: no, I don't know him at all."
"That's all I have, sir." Cindy said.
"I have one more thing." I said as I handed Kevin my card. "Kevin, the next time you see Leonard Lotz, tell him to get in touch with me immediately at the number on the card. His life is at stake. Okay, you can go. Stay in the County, and let the TCPD know if you leave the County for any reason."
Kevin was visibly shaken up, but he got up to go. As he did, I said "Kevin, you be careful, too. There might be people that would be happy if you came over all dead. Watch your back, protect yourself. If you want Police protection, now is the time to ask for it."
Kevin looked more shaken, but he said "No, that would look bad. I'll be careful." He went to the door and exited the room.
Cindy had also shown shock at my words about Lotz, but she held her tongue... until we got back to my office.
"You let him walk after he lied about knowing Leonard Lotz?" Cindy asked, almost angrily. "And how did you know Kevin knew Leonard?"
"It was a bit of a longshot," I said "but it made sense that Lotz is in the Punk World, the 'Other World' as even they call it themselves sometimes. Kevin immediately said Lotz was a 'bank robber'... that part has not been emphasized in Les Craig's desperate news messages because Craig wants us to think Lotz is a mass murderer or something. So I put that little message out, through Kevin. I am far, far more interested in finding Lotz before Les Craig does, and I hope that message gets to Mr. Lotz... before Les Craig gets to him."
Part 12 - World of Data
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared Bettina at 7:00am, Saturday March 4th, with the club 'Punk' as her backdrop. "Channel Two News is following the developing story of two deaths at the new Punk Scene club called 'Punk'. Sources tell Channel Two News that the two girls, whose names have not been released by authorities, died of drug overdoses. Four other persons were rushed to University Hospital with similar overdose symptoms, but doctors were able to save their lives."
"The Town & County Police Department put out a statement, saying that the deaths and injuries could have been caused by a bad batch of drugs, and warn anyone who might have bought drugs at 'Punk' last night to not take them, lest they also be injured or killed. The Police request that anyone who may have purchased drugs at 'Punk' bring them to Police, and they will receive immunity for having the drugs..."
I was drinking my coffee in MCD as I listened to the broadcast. Cindy was in her office, probably, and hopefully, getting in a nap. No one else was expected to be here before 8:00am shift change, when the Chief's meeting would begin.
"Well, Mr. Crowbarrrr," I heard the gravelly voice of Chief Moynahan say as he came into the room, "it looks like things took a turn for the worrrse." I poured him a cup of coffee.
"Yes sir." I said. "I'm waiting for the autopsy results and the preliminary toxicology reports. If this is what I think it is, then it's even worse than 'worse'."
"Bad batch of drugs?" asked the Chief.
"No sir." I said, my voice deadpan flat. "Murder. Intent to kill. Poisons substituted for drugs, or else the drugs were intentionally made to be lethally potent."
"Wow." the Chief said quietly, then said as he sipped his coffee. "You know, it's funny. If I'd asked my Midtown team what was going on, they'd say an overdose of bad drugs. Almost every other Detective here would say the same thing. But when I ask you, Mr. Crowbar, half the time I end up getting an answer I totally do not expect. And that's a good thing, actually."
"It's how I'm reading the riddle, Chief." I said. "But we need more data."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting in Classroom 'E' did not start until 10:00am, as we had to wait for information, then had to process it as it poured in all at once. Present at the meeting were: Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar (moi), the Green Crowbar (Cindy), Commander Harlow, Captain Teresa Croyle, Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, J.R. Barnes, Detectives Joanne Warner and Jermaine Davis, Vice Detective Christopher Purvis, and the Mouseketeers: Detective David Krueger, and Myron and Mary Milton. Also invited and attending were SBI Crime Lab Director Tanya Perlman and FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"Lead the way, Mr. Crowbar." the Chief said.
"Yes sir." I said. "First, let's hear the autopsy report and toxicology."
"I'll start." said Tanya. "Tests aren't complete yet, but the capsules found appear to be very highly refined and potent drugs. Some sort of refinement of heroin that is extremely powerful and can keep a person high on it for weeks, months, maybe even forever."
"Didn't Dr. Robin Grayson have something to do with research like that?" asked Joanne Warner. "We came across that with the Cubbard case."
"Yes." I said. "I think Dr. Grayson's college professor did some work where mice on his refined heroin stayed high until they died."
"Except that the stuff in these drugs was poisonous to the human body." said Tanya.
"Did you find any other chemicals?" I asked. "Anything that might be rat poison, or something more potent?"
"No sir, just the drugs." said Tanya. "But some of the blood tests on the kids in the hospital had breakdown products like those found from ingesting rat poisons. But it's not agents like the mothballs you found."
"Sir," said J.R. Barnes, "I have something on that, also, from Martha's autopsies."
"Good." I said. "Just tell the autopsy story from start to finish."
J.R. started: "The two dead girls are named Lena Hill, age 21, and Kate Noll, age 22. Both University students, both part of the Punk scene for a couple of years. Martha says both ate dinner about three and a half hours before they died. Their blood alcohol levels were 0.08 and 0.07, but Martha warns the acute ingestion of the drugs might have spiked that number a bit."
J.R. continued: "The girls had been injected, or injected themselves, with a drug directly into the bloodstream. Preliminary tests show positive for heroin, and the dosages were off the charts. Lena only weighed 122 pounds, so if she took the dose in a back room or the restroom, I'm shocked she got back to her table. Kate weighed 150 pounds; she was a bit bigger than Lena."
J.R. went on: "The other four at their table, whose names are in the write-up and are all longtime members of the Punk crowd, only popped pills and there was no evidence on them that they had been injected with anything. That's what saved their lives: they had not absorbed the lethal doses that these two girls did. All four of the survivors had varying amounts of an amphetamine-like compound in their bloodstreams, but two of them had an additional compound that came positive for a substance called 'captan'."



"Insecticide." I said.
"Yes sir." said J.R. "The capsules we found had powdered substances that appear to be crystallized and crushed amphetamines and possibly some heroin, or that potent version of it, mixed in. There was no 'captan' or other insecticide, at least not that we've found so far. And also, the tests on the drinks at the table, at least the ones we could get some samples for, just show alcohol. Nothing that would mix with these other drugs to make things worse."
"So there's nothing to suggest any kind of nerve agent attack, or an act of terrorism?" asked Jack Muscone.
"No, sir." said J.R. "And we did look for it. Nothing we've found comes even close to the 'mothballs' from that other case." I noticed Jack's face change to one of obvious relief; his reason for being here was clear, as well.
"Myron, Mary, whaddya got?" I asked.
"Nothing special at all on the two dead girls nor the four in the hospital." said Myron. "All of them earned income by waiting tables or bartending. One of the dead girls, Lena, had bartended at Lashes & Lace, in the public bar area, but she was let go a while back. The rest worked at restaurants or bars along University Avenue."
"Anything on Kevin Greeley, or his clubs?" I asked.
Mary slid a sealed folder across the table to me. "Sir, you might want to examine this personally before deciding what you want to disseminate. No offense to anyone else here, of course."
"No offense taken, I hope." I said as I broke the seal. I looked at the data. "O-kay, Kevin had backers; we knew that. One of them is Jerry Morelli; we knew that. Ahhhh, a small connection to Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex of 'Citizens for Police Accountability'; we did not know that." I perused the rest of the report.
"Okay," I said, "Send me the email version of this, and I'll send it to all the Detectives here with a couple of redactions. The Cliff Notes version is that some of Kevin's backers are not the standard drug pushers or even Mob characters, and I have some research to do."
"Sooooo," asked Chief Moynahan, "is this just a bad batch of drugs?
"No sir." I said. "J.R., is there anything else?"
"No sir." said J.R. "Martha will send a complete autopsy as soon as she can get tests in and get it typed up."
"Okay, good work. You can go." I said. J.R. left.
"Okay, for the rest of you in this room," I said in my 'command' voice, "what I am about to tell you had better never get out of this room. If it does, a lot of people could die before we have a chance to stop some things that are going on." I looked around the room, making contact with every individual to underscore the importance of my words.
"To answer your question, Chief," I said, "this was not just a bad batch of drugs, nor a normal drug operation. I have reason to believe that this was intentional, cold-blooded, premeditated murder." There were gasps in the room.
"Were those six people the targets?" asked Della Harlow.
"Yes and no." I said. "The idea was for people in the club to die, and the killers may not have cared exactly who it was. Having said that, these six were placed at the nearest table to the back; and therefore, they were the first to make drug buys in the back room. I don't know if their being seated at that table was intentional or just bad luck for them, so I can't answer your question for sure."
"What I can say is this." I continued. "The killers knew those first six would react to the drugs, and they were probably already packing up and clearing out after distributing the drugs. On the way out, they dropped a couple of capsules that rolled under the sofa and were therefore not collected and removed. The reason more people didn't die was because the first six began convulsing almost immediately, and the killers had what they wanted."
"And what was that?" You get one guess who asked that one. Hint: she carries a green crowbar.
"To get the Town & County Police to be distracted with a murder investigation," I replied, "while something else is going on behind the scenes. What that is, we have to be on the lookout for."
"Four hundred years ago..." Jack Muscone said, getting some chuckles and some looks of puzzlement from those who did not know the joke. Then he asked: "But how have you come to this conclusion?"
"We've had some information that drugs were coming in." I said. "Then we started hearing a lot more about it. So much so, that any drug distributor in his or her right mind would cancel this one and live to sell drugs another day. But that isn't what happened. The party went on, right on schedule. The drugs came in, right on schedule. We were there watching, right on schedule. And now we have two deaths to solve."
"And hopefully solve right on schedule." the Chief quipped. "Any chance of bringing in these bastards?"
"Maybe." I said. "I need to start melting the wires on it. Mouseketeers, you are going to be busy for the rest of this weekend."
"I'm ready, sir." said Mary Milton solemnly, and I suddenly realized she'd not spoken today, and that she was very subdued. And I thought I knew why.
"Did you know any of these people, Mary?" I asked, the quietness of my voice underscoring my empathy.
"Yes sir." said Mary. "One of the girls in the hospital, Monica Lewis. She's a good person..." Cindy was next to Mary and reached over and hugged her as Mary fought to hold back tears.
"We will pay these bastards back." I said. "Okay, unless someone has something else, Chief, I think we are ready to go to work."
"Yes." said the Chief. "Let's go kick some ass."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first visitors to my office were Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman.
"I'm glad it wasn't nerve agent." said Muscone. "Les Craig is just itching to inject himself into everything you're investigating, Don. He'd have used this as an excuse to barrel in here and take over the case."
"I'm expecting him to, anyway." I said.
"Who do you think is behind this?" asked Tanya.
"The group the FBI is chasing." I said. "Everything about this has been wrong from the classic drug operation point of view. But it makes sense in that it was done for different reasons, which would be to create scenarios that ratchet up tensions, then start turning those into more regular racial tensions. I won't be shocked to hear someone try to blame T-Square, and blacks in general, for this attack on the Punks."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Next in my office were the Mouseketeers, and their eyes told me they had a little extra passion for this one.
"Sir," said Mary to open their report, "our initial information was that Franklin Gray was working behind the scenes with Jerry Morelli. But we've subsequently found something else. Very thin, can't back it up for a Court case yet, but there's another backer... a man named George Schwartz."
"Schwartz, eh?" I said thoughtfully. "He was funding 'Citizens for Police Accountability' and was the money behind those riots, wasn't he?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "And more recently, he's been putting some money into Proactive Citizens of Greenworld, the PCGW, and they're starting to become active again about 'climate change' issues."
"Any sign of the PCGW in this County?" I asked.
"No sir, not yet." said David Krueger. "Routine calls to BigPharmaCorp's security and Crown Chemicals's security were negative. We've also contacted BigAgraFoods and some of the other manufacturing companies in Town, and they're not having any problems, either."
"Sir," said Mary, "I don't have a lot to back this up, but if the PCGW gets active again, it might be BigAgraFoods they go after. And that means they'll be all over the region instead of just this County or just this State."
"Why do you think that?" I asked.
"I've always thought it kind of peculiar that the PCGW didn't go after BigPharmaCorp; only Crown Chemicals." Mary said. "And now GMOs are the Anarchists's big target, and that would put BigAgraFoods in their crosshairs."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said.
"What, did BigPharmaCorp pay off the PCGW, sir?" asked David Krueger.
"Oh no, they'd never do anything like that, which could be traced back to them." I said. "I'll just mention that there are several BigPharmaCorp Board Members who are members of the 'Big Boyz Club', the elites. Conrad King, who is a personal friend of Elder George Bush. Then there's Wallace Bedford... whose name keeps cropping up over and over again. And now Schwartz..."
They all nodded. "Okay, guys," I said, "send your reports to my email inbox. You're doing great work; keep it up so we can bust these killers. Y'all can go."
As they were exiting, Myron looked back at me and said "Sir, you haven't even asked where we got this information."
"I don't have to." I said. I knew that Professor Marvin Milton was feeding me this information via his son and daughter-in-law.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Saturday March 4th. Captain Cindy Ross came into my office and sat down in a hot chair rather than on the sofa. I turned on my bug-killer disc.
"I finally heard from 'Ice Cube' Perry." Cindy said. "He was at 'Punk' last night with a woman he works with from time to time. Her name is Rhonda Wallington, and she's actually a Goth Girl. She's a friend of Mary's and also a friend of Rita's, the owner of 'Lashes & Lace'." I nodded.
Cindy continued: "Perry and Rhonda both had video cameras. Hers was wired into her small purse; his was disguised as a button on his coat. Care to watch it?"
"Sure." I said. Cindy told me which file to access in the evidence servers, and I watched on my computer monitor. For the most part, it was boring footage of Punks talking. Perry and Wallington had been near the front entrance of the club, and got good footage of people coming in and going out.
"How much of this do we have?" I asked.
"An hour's worth." said Cindy. "You can fast-forward to the end."
I moved the little dot on the bottom of the screen to get to the end. Perry's video showed him turning as the six people in back began convulsing. The camera raised, which meant Perry had stood up. I saw the two dead girls collapsing, then the other four beginning to violently shiver as if having epileptic seizures.
Rhonda's purse was on her table, so it only showed people getting up and beginning to run. Then Perry's camera showed that he was running behind Rhonda to the entrance and running out the door... just as he was supposed to do. The footage ended there.
After re-playing the footage several times, we could see that the six at that table had all gone to the back corridor at the same time. It was just as they got back that the first two girls began showing signs of distress, then as they got badly sick the others began being affected.
"Whoa." I said. "Play that back." I followed my own instruction. "Look, look who is in that back corridor!"
"Wow, Jerry Saint." Cindy said. "I'll get some facial recognition on that, then get a warrant for that bastard's arrest."
"Okay," I said, "anything else on this?"
"Nobody other table went en masse to the back just before or just after those six did." said Cindy. "Pretty much confirms what we know already."'
"Yep." I said, then sat back and faced my cousin. "Cindy, there's something I need you to do for me." I said. "You can refuse, and I'll understand, but I would like for you to visit your father tonight if he's at 'The Vision'. Tell him all we know about these killings, the info we had on the drug shipment coming in, the Aurus case, the Holden case, everything. And ask him to get what he can on White Roots, Superior Bloodlines, Jerry Morelli, George Schwartz, Professor Yarborough, and also the Black Militants and the celebrity singers T-Square, Jasmine Nix, and 'Big Ice'."
"He is at home, and I will do that." Cindy said. "I'm sure you know I've told him some of it already."
"Consider me 'not surprised'." I said. "This is getting big, and getting ugly. I need all the help I can get now."
"I was already going to visit and spend the night there." Cindy said. "I'll go now, if you don't have anything else for me."
"Nope. Have a good evening, and give your father my thanks." I said. Cindy nodded, then got up and left.
Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision', was a man who could acquire vast amounts of information. But I used this resource very sparingly; Dr. Eckhart was a man of negotiation, who would want something in return for information he collected and gave to me. Not even my Police partner and cousin being his daughter would free me of the obligation when Dr. Eckhart chose to play the 'Iron Crowbar' card.
But I needed the information, and badly. It was all swirling around me, and I was trying to coalesce it. I knew there was something I was missing, something that would blow this thing wide open...
After starting the Jerry Saint footage on the Facial Recognition software, I began reviewing the tapes again, watching all the people at their tables. The variety of clothing was interesting: everything from leather to 1940s-style dresses, a few women dressed like Glenda the Good Witch of 'Wizard of Oz' fame, and some like Tinker Belle... and I was not sure those were all women...
And then, I saw it, just a flash in the corner of my eye. I paused the tape then clicked to go back ten seconds. On the left edge of the screen, at a table that would've been in the center-left of the room, I saw a young man with a near-shaved head, wearing form-fitting shades over his eyes, and wearing what looked like a heavy dark-blue parka, with the part that would be over his head actually behind him, framing his head. I scoured the tapes for more footage of that table and that man, and got a few scant images here and there.
And I was very sure... that he was Leonard Lotz...
Part 13 - A Successful Arrest
"Is Mary up to speed?" I asked at 5:30pm. "Qualified with her gun, and all? She can make arrests?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "She's technically a Detective like Krueger. Why?"
"She's coming along on this bust." I said. I showed Cindy the results of the facial recognition program. It had taken no time to find Jerry Saint's recent mug shot and make the comparison and match. "We have the warrant to raid his home and take him into custody. I thought Mary might like to do it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the fuck?" Jerry Saint gasped as he opened his eyes. He'd been asleep on his sofa. He looked up to see a tall man in a trenchcoat and Tilley hat, and holding a red crowbar. Next to him was a woman in all black save her pink hair. A TCPD badge was clearly visible on her black belt around her waist. "Hey! Get the fuck out of here without a warrant! I want my lawyer!"
"And you will get representation, at the Station." I said. "Here's the warrant, Jerry. Detective, effect this arrest, please."
"Get up." Mary ordered. Saint didn't move very fast so I jerked him up by his shirt, practically picking the smaller man up into the air, then putting him down on his feet.
"I'd suggest you follow instructions, Saint." I said. "You are in deep shit right now. A world of shit."
"For what?" Saint spat as Mary turned him around and began affixing handcuffs.
"Jerry Saint," Mary said, "you are under arrest for suspicion of first degree murder. You have the right to remain silent..." As she recited the rights, my Crime Lab team, under the watchful eye of Uniformed Officers, ripped Saint's home apart.
"Got something!" I heard someone call out from what had been Marie's bedroom. I went into the room, where technicians were being videotaped taking out bags of pink and black capsules from the heater vent...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Saint," I said as we sat in Interrogation-1, along with Jerry's lawyer Masterson, "the pills are the same as those found at the club. They're going to test for the same super-potent drugs. We have you on video at the club that night, in the corridor leading to the back room where the drugs were sold. When the four people who did not die fully recover, they're going to pick you out of a lineup like you're the Mona Lisa or something. You can take the Fifth, but----"
"My client has already taken the Fifth on the charges you botched up, Commander." said Nathan Masterson. "Or do you need a refresher course on basic Law?"
I made hand gestures as I said to Lt. Masters, who was sitting next to me. "I don't know. I don't know... maybe I'm just not making myself clear."
"Jerry," I went on, "you're going down for murder here. We're not talking about some six month drug distribution sentence. We're talking murder in the first degree. Possible death penalty. Along with the child abuse charges, you will be lucky if they do put you to death, since you're never going to see the outside world again."
"Stop harassing my client." said Masterson. "Lynch told us about your antics, and your threats, and your intimidation tactics. We're not buying it."
"Where's Linda, Jerry?" I asked. "You going down for this alone? Or are you going to give yourself a chance to live and tell us her part in this?" Jerry just looked up at me with pure hatred in his eyes."
"All right." I said. "I sure don't need to waste my time talking to a piece of shit like you, Jerry. You're going down, while the big boys behind you go free." I got up to go, followed by Coldiron. "Talk to your client, Masterson." I said as I got to the door. "Let him know what his world is about to be if he does not come correct." I walked out.
"What do you think?" asked the Chief when we got into the anteroom. "Think he'll save us some time and confess?"
"I don't know." I said as I watched Saint and his lawyer confer. "I was halfway expecting him to implicate his wife, even though she may well be totally innocent. The question is whether Masterson is going to let him talk about his backers. He may let Jerry Saint here give up Jerry Morelli , maybe even Franklin Gray. But none of the people who really count."
The lawyer asked to come through to the anteroom, to talk to us privately. "What are your plans for my client?" he asked when we were in the back hallway of Police Headquarters.
"He'll have his hearing Monday morning." I said. "And Mr. Masterson, I am not kidding at all, we have everything we need to bust his balls and roast them on a spit."
"What do you want, and what will you offer in exchange?" Masterson asked. "I'm not saying he'll talk, but what can I put on the table in front of him?"
I think that annoyed Chief Moynahan. "Mis-ter Masterson," he said, "what you might put on the table in front of your client is that he is going to be on the table where they put syringes into him, the one at Jacksonville State Pri-zun. I would suggest you give your client the best legal advice possible, and let him decide his future. For now, he stays in a holding cell. Mr. Crowbar, we will have no more discussions with Mr. Saint unless he wants to fully cooperate with us."
And that concluded negotiations for the evening.
Part 14 - Nymphs And Satyrs
"Mmm, hello you beautiful people." said Rita as Laura and I came into the private, back bar at 11:00pm, still Saturday, March 4th.
"My favorite couple. How are you, Laura?" the statuesque blonde said as she came up to Laura. Both women were wearing very high heels, and Laura was barely taller than Rita, who gave my wife a warm kiss on the mouth, which Laura returned.
"And my favorite stud." Rita said, turning to me. "Hello. Cop." she said, then kissed my mouth, sliding her tongue over mine, which instantly heated my loins. After breaking the kiss, Rita said "Are you ready to play tonight?"
"We can." Laura said. "Or we can just enjoy your company." That was code that we'd rather talk than spend hours fucking and sucking.



"I am all yours." Rita said, then gave me her sultriest, sexiest look. "Especially yours. Cop."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a busy night in the first basement level of Lashes & Lace. Married couples were in most of the side rooms, where husbands were watching their wives being fucked by well hung young men. The main room, the 'Ballroom' as Rita called it, double entendre fully intended, was full of men and women fucking in a full-blown orgy.
Laura and I were in Rita's alcove that overlooked the Ballroom. I was lying on the bed, naked except for the mask over my eyes to conceal my identity (yeah, right). Laura had on an intricate mask shaped like a butterfly over her eyes, and that and her high heels were her only clothing. Rita was wearing a shimmering silvery-blue nightgown and matching colored high heel sandals. The two gorgeous women were giving me a double-decker blowjob.
"Mmmm, soooo delicious." Rita said as she tongued my heavy, aching balls. "It has been too long since I've had this big cock. Cop. Your lovely wife needs to share more often."
Laura's lips had been sliding up and down my taut shaft as she deeply sucked my cockshaft. She slid her mouth off, kissed my cockhead, and said "I've been sharing him a lot, lately. He needs to share me more."
"Mmmm, I can arrange that." Rita said with a wicked grin on her lovely face. Laura's hand was clutching the base of my cock and she offered my pole to Rita, who engulfed my throbbing inches into her hot and wild mouth. The two beautiful women took turns sucking and licking my cock, then Rita pushed her mouth onto Laura's and they shared a very deep kiss while their hands gently stroked me. The sight, as well as the touch of their hands, their breasts on my thighs and sides, were enough to make me have to work at it to keep from coming.
"Mmm, I think my husband is getting close to coming." Laura said. "Would you like to swallow his big load? Make his essence part of you?"
"I love the way you put that." Rita said. "And yes, I would love to swallow his cum."
"Get to work then, bitch." Laura ordered. Rita's eyes flashed, then melted as she let Laura control her. "Suck my husband's dick!" Laura ordered. "Make him come in your mouth, and swallow every... fucking... drop."
"Mmmmmmf!" Rita gasped, her hand sliding down to her crotch as her mouth engulfed me. Laura slid up, knowing what I wanted. My wife pressed her lips to mine and we began kissing deeply, making out hotly as Rita's mouth took every inch of my cock as her head bobbed up and down. Laura knew that one of my favorite sensations was to kiss one women while another woman sucked or fucked my hard cock.
For several minutes we did this, as the sounds of the orgy in the main room drifted up to us. Rita sucked fiercely on my meat as she slid her lips up the shaft, and the pleasure was becoming too intense to hold back. I put one hand on the back of Rita's head, gently holding her in place, and with the other hand I pulled Laura's face into mine, trying to deepen our kiss as if that were possible. Finally, I groaned into my wife's mouth as the intense pressure of my climax built up.
"MMMMMM!" I moaned as the first jets of my semen fired into Rita's throat. Rita began vigorously stroking my cock as she sucked out my jism, swallowing the huge spurts of my essence as I filled her mouth. All the time, Laura's tongue was twining with mine as she kissed me as hard and deep as she could.
"Mmm, you really know how to nut in a girl's mouth. Cop." Rita said as she released my meat. "And I was a good girl. I swallowed every drop." She then stuck out her tongue to show us.
"Good girls get rewarded." Laura said. "What would you like your reward to be?"
"Mmmm, going to have to think of that one." Rita said. "Maybe... you guys come visit again, and Laura will have to satisfy four of my hottest Satyrs while Don helps me with some... special tasks."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The orgy had died down; only two or three couples were fucking now. They'd been late arrivers, and Rita's indefatigable Satyrs were vigorously fucking the good looking, middle-aged women.
Laura, Rita, and I had watched the orgy, then I lay back and dozed as Laura and Rita began making out like teenagers for a while. Then they got into a soixante neuf, with Rita on top, and ate each other's pussies for a long time while I enjoyed the sight of Rita's ass.
And we also talked. The bug killer, which I had on a little gold chain to look like a necklace pendant, was full-on.
"Yes, I heard about those poor kids at 'Punk'." Rita said. "So sad about Lena. She was a good kid, but we had to fire her when we found out she was using drugs. And from what I know, she and the others at that table were the six most consistent users in the place, probably in all of Town."
"So no surprise they'd be at the back table," I said, "ready to go back to get whatever was being sold there."
"Not much gets by you. Cop." Rita said, making Laura giggle. "Kevin probably knew, or perhaps they slipped him a few bills, and so they were seated back there."
"Any reasons for putting them there, other than them being users?" I asked.
"Only that they had the cash." said Rita. "These kids were users, but they always paid for their drugs, in advance, and never got in over their heads. Not like that poor woman Margo that overdosed while your nephew Ned was raping her."
"Interesting." I said, more at Rita bringing up Margo and Ned than in the information about the kids. "So who would bring drugs like that into my County?"
"Oh, I would have no idea. Cop." Rita said. "Everyone knows that I provide the best sexual experiences they can buy, but that drugs are not a part of it. I keep clean and make sure my people keep clean, which is why I stay open while clubs like 'Punk' get shut down."
"Speaking of Kevin, tell me about him." I said.
"He aspires to be like me, but for the gay community." said Rita. "He's always wanted to have a place like mine, but catering to gay fantasy experiences. But the problem is that he just doesn't have the customer base. I had a very nice lunch with him once, and I told him that he needed to go to the City. More people there. He told me that the problem there is that between the Mob, Justin Madoff, and their Underground Scene, he'd have been ridden out on a rail, or been found dead in the Railyards."
"So who's backing him for these clubs?" I asked. "And why? if not to bring in drugs or eventually move to a gay fantasy club?"
"That's why you are the Iron Crowbar. Cop." Rita replied. "I hear a lot of things, but on this I honestly have no idea. I was as surprised as anyone when Kevin started up those clubs. I thought maybe the Lesbian club, 'Pink', was the one he wanted to develop. They're a bunch of militants, super-feminists, there; it's not a classy joint at all. Most of the girls there are the ones you find screaming in front of the cameras at demonstrations and riots."
I nodded. That was valuable and interesting to know. Another puzzle piece was falling into place.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:0am, Rita shut her place down, both aboveground and underground. As Rita escorted Laura and I to the front public bar, I was shocked to see who was there, waiting for us. It was Cindy Ross.
"Why, hello my beautiful Cindy." Rita said, going up to her and giving her a warm hug and a gentle but quick kiss on the lips. "Why didn't you come down and have some fun with us? Cop."
Cindy gave a wan smile. "I just preferred the company of your Canadian Whisky to people tonight."
"Want to come to breakfast with us?" I asked. "I'm treating at the University Diner."
"Sounds like a plan." Cindy replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My father was having one of his weekend retreats." Cindy said quietly to me as Laura and Rita went to powder their lovely noses. "I talked to him for a few minutes at the supper break, and I'm going to go back tomorrow, meaning Monday, and talk more. I did give an outline of what you wanted, and he said he'd start working on it."
"Good. Thank you, I appreciate you doing that." I said as the women came back.
"So," said Rita as she slid back into the booth, "what are my two favorite cops conspiring about over there?"
I smiled. "Dontcha know? That's all we cops do... conspire. Just ask anyone in the Press... or at 'Pink'." Rita giggled.
Breakfast after a long night is a very wonderful thing, and we all ate ravenously. I probably should not mention that I ate a full steak, full three-egg omelette, and a stack of three large pancakes. And Cindy ordered the same things and ate most of it, but called for a to-go box."
"Training for the Police Boxing Matches." she said. "And you'd better work out more to match that meal you just inhaled, or it's going to be an ugly day for the red crowbar and its owner."
"For the owner... maybe." I said. "For the Red Crowbar... victory is assured." Laura was laughing and Rita was giggling at the faces Cindy was making.
Just then, my Police cellphone went off. Cindy's was a split-second behind. We looked at the text messages.
"Okay, we have work to do." I said.
Part 15 - Crime In The Dark
Laura drove us in her car back to Lashes & Lace, where I caught a ride with Cindy in her Police SUV. Actually, I drove it and Cindy rode shotgun while looking at the on-board computer display.
"Duty Desk got a message on Police radio saying there was a body out on the farms near the State Line to the west." Cindy said. "Southwestern part of the County, BigAgraFoods farmland. Nothing but a few dirt service roads out there, but we patrol them from time to time because guys in high school take their girlfriends out there to fuck."
"Who called it in?"
"Patrol Officers Justin Hendricks and Jeremy Hatch." said Cindy.
"Hatch?" I exclaimed. "He's a dirtbag! He's assigned to Courthouse courier duty. Why is he on patrol? And with Hendricks, of all people?"
"I don't have all the details," Cindy said as I turned onto a dirt road that went right behind BOW Enterprises on the western side of the River. "From what I understand, Sergeant McCombs and Hendricks asked Lieutenant Carswell to let Hatch patrol with Hendricks. McCombs thought Hatch could be trained to be a decent cop."
"Now Carswell and Precinct Captain Thompson both know McCombs and Hendricks are as dirty as Mud Wrestling Night at 'Pink'." Cindy continuing, making me laugh at her joke. "But for reasons I'm not sure of, they let Hatch and Hendricks patrol together on night shift on weekends."
I said "I can add to that. The Sheriff's Deputies are really tired of Hatch being lazy about warrants and transferring paperwork in a timely manner. They complained straight to the Sheriff. He's worried that Hatch might mess up and make evidence become inadmissible, so he asked the Chief what can be done, and that trickled down to me, and on down to Teresa. I'm not sure this is the solution I wanted, though."
The first threads of dawn were revealing themselves in my rear-view mirror as we drove along the dirt road. Well ahead, I saw the cluster of flashing blue lightbars. Before we could get to it, we were stopped by a Patrolman.
"Sir, if you'll drive along the left side." said the Patrolman. "The Crime Lab is getting evidence from the right side." I went along, much more slowly, seeing Crime Lab persons taking photos and making measurements.
"I'll bet those crimson spots are blood." Cindy said. "Looks like someone was dragged along this road."
"Aw, geez." I said, more to myself than Cindy as we pulled up to the main gaggle. Detective Roy McGhillie was in charge of the scene. Detective Jermaine Davis was also there, as were several Uniformed Officers. On the west side, at the intersection of this road with a north-south dirt road, were Patrolmen Hendricks and Hatch, waiting by their car.
And on the side of the road was a dead man, smallish, slender. There were massive abrasions on his face, arms, hands, and belly. His clothes were shredded, and barely any clothing was left on him. And sticking out of his anus was a black crowbar.
"Got your crowbar, Captain?" I asked. Cindy displayed the green crowbar as I held up the red one."
"Sir," said McGhillie, trying to be prompt and helpful, "this body was found---"
"Give me one second, here, Roy." I said. I began looking around. I saw some people on the north-south dirt road to the north of us. There was about 100 yards of farmland going west, then the trees and scrub that denoted the river that was the State Line, that would merge with the River flowing through Town at Southport.
"Fingerprints on the crowbar?" I asked.
"Smudge, right near the entrance to his sphincter. Maybe we can get a partial out of it." said J.R. Barnes. "But it was stuck up in him when he was dragged down the road, so not much else is there. Too much dust and dirt."
I went over to Hendricks and Hatch. "How did y'all find this? Did you get a call in about it?" I asked.
Hendricks said "No sir. We were driving south on this road and came up on the body right here at the intersection. I checked the body to make sure he was dead, and he was, so we stayed right here and radioed it in."
"Y'all usually patrol these roads?" I asked.
"On weekends, sir." said Hendricks. "Sometimes people come out here to fuck--- er, to have sex. We gotta make sure nobody's getting raped."
"Well, that guy sure was... with a crowbar." I said. "Thanks, guys. Make sure to get your write-ups in as quickly as possible." I walked back to the body.
"It's ugly, sir." said Christina Cho. "Body is still fairly warm. From the marks on his ankles, it looks like he was dragged behind a car, feet first, his head and chest taking most of the abuse. As J.R. told you, the crowbar here was already in his ass while he was being dragged, and I would imagine it tore his insides to shreds.."
"Any ID on him?" I asked.
"Sir," said McGhillie, "his fingers are badly damaged, but we're trying to get an ID through the app."
"Are you hitting the FBI database?"
"Yes sir." said McGhillie. I winced.
"Damn, that means they'll know." I said quietly to Cindy.
"Is that a problem?" she asked back.
"If you want to see more of Les Craig, it's not." I said. "Otherwise, it is."
"God save the Queen." Cindy said back, understanding me.
"Okay, Captain," I said, "your app might work better. See if you can get a print, and send it to our local database first."
"The ring finger on his right hand might have enough to get something." said Barnes. Cindy let him take the print on her cellphone.
"Okay," I said, "I see Crime Lab people to the east, and others to the north. What happened here, Mr. McGhillie?" McGhillie deferred to Jermaine Davis.
"He was dragged from the east, sir." said Davis. "Blood and tissue all over the place for half a mile, when the skin started peeling off. To the north... I'm not sure what's going on there. I was told to leave them alone and not say anything.
"Lieutenant Goodwin?" I asked, naming the head of Internal Affairs.
"Yes sir." said Davis, surprised at my accurate guess. "Sir, we also found this scratched in the dirt by the road." He handed me a photo, in which I could see the initials "W R" etched in the road. "Is that 'White Roots', sir?" Davis asked.
"How do you know about them?" I asked.
"I've been reading up on your past cases, sir." said Davis. "That group came up in a number of them." I nodded, knowing that some of my unsealed case files did indeed mention that group... mostly as cover for more sensitive information that I did not want to be public...
"Could well be." I said. "And if some group comes out taking responsibility for this, we'll have something ugly on our hands."
A couple of minutes later, Cindy's app chimed. "Looks like he applied for a concealed carry permit a year ago, and gave his prints to the Sheriff's Department for that." she said. "Care to guess who this is, Commander?"
"Kevin Greeley?" I asked back. Cindy just shook her head.
"I should've known you'd know." she replied. "Yes, Metrosexual Kevin, owner of 'Punk'..."
To be continued.
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Part 16 - World of Hate
"How did you know it was Kevin?" Cindy asked as we sat in my office at 8:30am, Sunday, March 5th, having just gotten back from the crime scene.
"I didn't know for sure," I said, "but the body type was the same. And while I didn't expect this to happen this quickly, I am not surprised that Kevin was waxed after what happened with those drugs the night before at his club."
"Did he have anything to do with those deaths?" Cindy asked.
"I don't think so, not directly." I said. "Kevin was a pawn, a tool being used without his knowledge. I probably should've taken him into protective custody. Another mistake on my part leading to someone's death."
"Come on," Cindy said, "you can't stop every crime before it happens. And you couldn't keep Kevin in custody for any length of time unless he agreed to something like Witness Protection, which he likely would not have done. You even suggested to him to ask for protection, and he declined it."
"Yeah," I said moodily, "but I should've acted on this one, it was too obvious: too many ties between Kevin and the Mob, the pushers, the White Supremacists, the Fascists like Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex that George Schwartz is financing. No... I let that man walk out of my Police Headquarters, and he didn't live through the weekend."
"I think there was nothing you could have done." Cindy replied. "I don't think he knew anything to tell you that he had not told you already. And I think they were going to kill him no matter what. You hold him in custody for a week, or a month, and he's dead within a day of walking out."
"Why do you say that?" I asked.
"Because of that crowbar up his ass." Cindy replied. "That was a message, either to you or about you. They intended to deliver that message, and deliver it that way, and there was just nothing you could've done, Don."
I nodded. "You may well be right." I said. "So... let's find out who did this and ram our own crowbars up the perps' asses. One thing we do know: it wasn't Jerry Saint, who is still in our jails."
"True that." Cindy said.
"The Mouseketeers got here an hour ago, and are watching for financial movements of money for a paid hit." I said. "They're also seeing if there was any chatter on the cell phones of certain suspects."
"Do they have a warrant for that?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said. "Well, they have one for Kevin's phone from the deaths at the club. If we find anything to or from him up to the time of his death, we can follow our noses on that, and we can probably stretch it further by saying 'probable cause'. But even with probable cause, one has to have a warrant, so Franklin Washington is trying to get one now. Nance is the Night Court judge, which handles weekend work, so no telling what will happen there."
"Especially if this is a hate crime by a white group." Cindy said. I peered at her as she said "Yeah, I know the motive might be other reasons, but they are at least making it look like a hate crime of killing a homosexual man in a way that other white groups have killed blacks and homosexual before."
"You are absolutely right." I said. Just then, my phone rang.
"This is Martha." said the voice on the other end. "I just sent you the a preliminary report on that crowbar. I'll have the full autopsy done in a couple of hours."
I checked on my emails and opened the one from Martha. "I see why she went ahead and sent this." I said, showing Cindy. Crowbars (the metal ones) usually have the ends flanged out to flatness, to help pry things open. Usually those ends are a bit wider than the rest of the crowbar. The one that ended up in Kevin had ben filed down to a trapezoidal shape with the sides angling inwards making it easier to shove it where they did.
"Wow, they filed it down." Cindy said.
"Yep." I said. "It punctured through his bowels and into his intestines, from what Martha is saying here. Tremendous damage. Martha thinks he bled out and was dead before he was dragged down the road. Those aren't bruises, but abrasions from being dragged."
"Well, at least he didn't suffer the dragging." Cindy said. "God, what a horrible way to die." I could feel some intensity from my cousin; she was understanding of what homosexuals of either gender endured from some hateful people. It rarely escalated to this level, though...
"You want this one personally?" I asked.
"I want to make sure it's solved." Cindy replied. "And that means I want you on it."
My personal cellphone rang, and I answered it. "This is Tanya." said the voice. "Jack asked me to call and tell you that Les Craig is already on the way to your County to take over the Kevin Greeley case as a hate crime..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Orders of the Police Chief himself." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "You are not allowed in this Police Headquarters, Agent Craig, no matter the circumstances." The Sergeant was blocking the way into the hallways behind the Duty Desk, and he was very tense and ready for a standoff.
"Are you kidding me?" snarled Craig. "I am the F-B-I. Now take me to Commander Troy's office."
"No, he's not kidding." said a voice to the side. "And you don't need to go to my office to see me right here, Craig." Coming out of the corridor to the Press Room was Your Iron Crowbar, red crowbar ready to go. Following me was the Green Crowbar, and she was suitably armed with her crowbar and even more ready to go.
"You heard the Chief the last time you were here, Craig." I said. "If you try to go past the Duty Desk, my Officers have orders to shoot you dead. I am not kidding, and will personally carry out those orders if need be. But I might give my partner here dibs."
"Crowbar beatdown to come..." Cindy said menacingly. "... in the Queen's name."
Craig and the two FBI Agents, the automatons I was used to seeing with him, looked utterly stunned. They were not used to being confronted, stood up to, like this. Finally Craig said "Very well. I'm here to take over the case of Kevin Greeley's murder as a hate crime. Here's the Federal warrant." He handed me the document, which was correct in every particular. "I want everything you have, all the evidence."
"The autopsy is in progress now." I said. "I'll send everything to the FBI offices in the Federal Building here in Town when it's done, along with all the other evidence under proper two-man controls."
The tension could be cut with a knife in the silence as the FBI Agents did not move. "You might as well go to the Federal Building, Craig." I said. "We're not even going to let you use the restroom here."
"You locals are just dog shit." said Craig as he started for the front door. "And assholes on top of it."
"You're the expert on that, aren't you?" Cindy spat. Craig turned on her, but then realized that I was the one about to swing a crowbar right at his head, and the Duty Desk Sergeant all but had his gun coming out of its holster.
"Come on, guys." Craig said. He and the automatons left.
Part 17 - World of the Rabbit Hole
"You just let him take the evidence?" asked Chief Moynahan as Cindy and I sat in his office at 1:00pm, Sunday, March 5th.
"No choice, sir." I said. "The warrant was valid, and a Federal warrant at that. Craig is saying this is a hate crime in connection with other hate crimes in the nation committed by White Supremacists. He cited Apple Grove and Providence Springs as one example of the national scope of the issue."
"We could've fought the warrant, appealed it." said the Chief. "We'd have lost, but it would've given us time to see what was going on."
"We already know, sir." I said. "Martha sent me a copy of the autopsy, we've seen the other evidence, we still have all the Police reports, though we had to send copies to the FBI. And I might have 'accidentally' sent Jack Muscone and his boss copies of everything digitally preserved, as well."
"I still like to give the Federal Government every fight I can give them." said Moynahan. "Just on principle. Those bastards are very pushy, sometimes, and sometimes they fuck things up. You two people with the crowbars are among the very few in this nation that can get away with pushing back like you do, so exercise that pushback when you can."
"Chief," Cindy said, "if I know the Iron Crowbar as well as I do, he's in full agreement with you. Ergo, he has ulterior motives in letting the Feds have this case and the evidence, and I would imagine he has a very good plan... which will take a crowbar to pry out of him." I was being messed with, I realized.
"Me? Ulterior motives?" I said jokingly. "Why, perish the very thought!" Then I grinned. The Chief couldn't hold back.
"Heh heh heh heh." he laughed, then said "Okay, Mr. Crowbarrrr, what's the deal?"
I said "Les Craig got wind of this case very, very quickly. The autopsy was not even done yet, and he is here, already in Town, ready to take over the case. Now let's ask ourselves, sir... how did he come to know so quickly?"
"He was obviously notified." said the Chief. "My question is whether or not you're insinuating that he had advanced knowledge of this crime, that he knew about it beforehand."
"Yes sir." I said. "I see three scenarios: first, the Press learned about it and Bettina tipped him off. Second, one or more of our Officers tipped him or the FBI off. The third is that he knew ahead of time."
I might add that Bettina and her KXTC News van had come upon the crime scene from the east, almost running over my Crime Lab people. They also tried to go around Police blocking them by driving onto the crime scene area where Kevin had been dragged. That caused Officers to draw guns to stop them.
Once I got to the scene, Bettina was screaming at my Officers. I'd told her that if she continued to scream at them, I would personally arrest her, and use a violent, physical takedown in doing so. Cindy then said she was going to arrest Bettina anyway.
What she actually did was take Bettina to the side and warn her that I was not kidding around... and that I would hit a woman with a crowbar, and as hard as I could. Bettina shut up. Her van was held in place until we were done completely, and the body had already been taken to the morgue. In fairness, we stopped the KSTD van, also, though we did not need to get ugly about it.
"It could very well be the Press." said Moynahan in present time. "Bettina has already been screaming at the Sheriff and the Council for the way she and her people where handled at the crime scene. The Sheriff told her she's lucky her van's driver is not in jail and charged with the felony crime of evidence tampering when he tried to drive over our crime scene. But I have a bad feeeee-ling about this Les Craig."
"Smarmy vibe at work, sir." said Cindy. "And I've had it for a long, long time."
"Well," I said, "if Craig got his info from the Press, or a tip from a bad Officer, then he may still be on the up-and-up. But if he knew in advance in any way, then he's part of the problem."
"So why did you let him take over the case?" asked Moynahan, who was still not fully over that.
I smiled, an ugly smile. "As Captain Ross said about ulterior motives... it is going to be soooo much fun watching the FBI infighting over this. And while it's going on, I can do what I think is -the- most important thing."
"What's that?" asked the Chief and Cindy at the same time. Jinx on them.
"Finding Leonard Lotz." I replied.
Just then there was a knock on the door, and the Duty Desk Sergeant was admitted. "Gentlemen, ma'am," he said, having been a military veteran and speaking to us as he would military officers, I noted, "Ms. Priya Ajmani is at the front desk and says she needs to see Commander Troy. She insists on coming to his office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So this is the mighty Iron Crowbar's office." Priya said as she looked around. "Very nice... Oh, student of the Trojan War?" She was seeing the matchstick Trojan Horse and the painting behind my desk.
"Student of Pastor Raymond Westboro," I said, "who was a student of the Trojan War, and send me those lovely parting gifts. Have a seat." I said.
Cindy was sitting on the sofa, with an amused smile on her face as Priya looked at my two MOV citations, Bowser's citation, then to the other wall and the framed picture by Gunny Guernica's son and the U.S. Marines insignia next to it.
As Priya sat down, she said "I have something for you that came in to KSTD this morning. Dan Walther asked me to bring it to you. We will not be giving this to the FBI's Les Craig, and we'll invoke the First Amendment rather than help him. Maybe he can fuck Bettina Wurtzburg to get her help on it."
Cindy was closer to laughing as I took the package. In it was a jump drive.
"We've checked for every virus in the world." Priya said. "It's safe."
"Then you won't mind if I run some no-shit Government detection software on it." I said. I did so, finding there to be no viruses. I began running the video files.
"Ho-leee shit." I gasped. We all watched as the image of Kevin Greeley being dragged behind a truck could be seen in the videocamera's powerful light. He was being dragged feet first, on his belly, the black crowbar visible at times.
The next one showed Kevin lying where he'd been found, dead. I heard voices cheering off camera, then one voice said "This is what fucking faggots get! White power!" A chorus of "White power!" chants rose up. Then the camera was moving, but I could see partially masked people. Then it turned and showed a pickup truck with the chains on the ground behind it.
"Oh my God." Cindy said. "Either they are stupid as shit, or they're letting us see the license plate on purpose."
"It may be both." I said. "They are indeed stupid as shit." I turned to Priya. "Thank you for bringing us this, Priya." I said.
"Oh, you're quite welcome." Priya said with a beautiful smile. "And one day, Mr. Iron Crowbar," she said, getting up and leaning over my desk, "you and I are going to have sex in this room. I'm going to lay down on this desk and you are going to fuck my brains out. Oh, Cindy can come and be part of the fun, too." The last sentence was teasing my partner. They must have a better relationship than I realized, I thought.
"I wish I could make that come true now." I said. "But we are too busy. But soon, Priya... soon. Better be sure to take your pill every day."
"Maybe I won't." said Priya huskily. "Maybe you can knock me up like you did Paulina Patterson, and Cindy's sister, not to mention your own scorching hot wife..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Sunday, March 5th. Leonard Lotz was naked except for the seemingly dark glasses, pumping his very average cock in and out of the woman sitting on his lap. She was in her early forties, toned and in great shape. Her hair was metallic bright red and her bangs cut straight across; one would think it was a wig, but it was her real, dyed hair. She was naked except for the matte black high heel pumps she always wore while working. She was a prostitute, relatively high class for Goth working girls, but still a woman that spread her legs for pay.
Leonard Lotz was the most boring, coldest fuck she's ever experienced, she thought to herself. He wasn't impotent; his cock was hard as she rode him, but he was fucking as if he didn't give a damn and just wanted to get his nut. He could've saved his money and masturbated himself to climax, she thought.
Finally, she felt Leonard's nut rise, and he grabbed her sides to increase the speed of his pumping up into her.
"Unnnh..." Lotz groaned as he came, firing his spurts into the condom he was wearing. "Damn, it's hard to get off when I'm wearing a fucking raincoat."
"We'll have to do something to make that better, next time." the woman said, no interest in her voice at all.
Neither of them had heard anything, and so were totally shocked to look up and see the tall man with broad shoulders, Tilley hat on his head, trenchcoat wrapped around his obviously fit body... and tapping a red crowbar in his hand.
"Aaauugggh!" the woman screamed, leaping off Lotz. "What the fuck?"
"Get out of here." I said to her. "I want to talk to Leonard, here. Move, bitch." The woman scrambled to get her clothes, and ran out of the room, which was an auditorium room of an abandoned building in the Industrial District. Leonard and the prostitute had been fucking on the 'stage', such as it was.
"God damn it, man." said Lotz, knowing I had him, that he was at bay. "Messing up my action."
"What are you bitching about, Lotz?" I said. "I let you get your nut."
"Yeah, you did." he conceded, reaching for his pants.
"Don't move, Leonard." I said. Lotz sat back in his chair. I went over and picked up his jeans, going through them to make sure there were no weapons, and making sure there were no concealed knives in his belt. Satisfied (pun not intended), I flung the jeans at Lotz.
"So what is with the shades indoors, and in the dark, Leonard?" I asked.
"The sun never sets on cool." Leonard replied. I snorted a very sarcastic laugh.
"Not a bad acting job, there." Lotz said as he put on his jeans then sat back down in the chair. "But I know that bitch had to be the one that ratted me out to you. How much did you pay her?"
"Not a dime." I said... which was true. Earlier, I'd gotten a phone call to meet the woman. She said she'd been hired by Lotz for the second time in three days, and she'd give him up to me. What she asked for in exchange was stunning:
"If I give him to you," she had said, "I want you. I want you to fuck the hell out of me and come in me. I'll get tested to prove I'm clean. But I want to know what it's like to fuck the Iron Crowbar."
"You're kidding." I said.
"Nope." she said coming up to me. "Time and place of your choosing, and no charge. You just have to promise to come inside me. Whaddya say?" She'd reached up and put her arms around me. She was good looking, hot legs, and her eyes sparkled fire.
"Okay, you have a deal." I said, sliding my arms around her waist and clutching the firm globes of her sweet ass as I bent down and kissed her. Our tongues twined for a moment, then I let her go. She gave me her number, and I had that number in my Police cellphone marked as a C.I.
"That's hard to believe." said Lotz, a sardonic grin forming on his face. "After all, I told her to call you and give me up."
I nodded, seeing the full picture. "You're a sneaky man, Mr. Lotz. Boring as hell in the sack, from what I could see of her facial expressions, but sneaky nonetheless."
"I'm sure you'll give her a much hotter fuck than I did." said Lotz. "Frankly, she was boring, too. Sex is boring, unless I'm raping the bitch or I'm amped up to hell with drugs... or after a bank job. So... I'm in your custody now, Mr. Crowbar. What's next?"
"If I take you into custody, or back to The Asylum, you'll be dead within 24 hours." I said. "And if I give you to Les Craig of the FBI, you'll be dead even faster."
"Not much gets by you, Commander." Lotz said, his laconic voice connoting boredom.
"Is Craig dirty?" I asked.
"Depends on what you mean by 'dirty'." Lotz said. "Some people say you're dirty, but they don't mean being on the take. They mean you're a tricky bastard. The same goes for Les Craig, but he's got unlimited ambition behind his actions. You, you just like to fuck with people while you're snaring them in your traps."



"But you're right," continued Leonard, "if the FBI gets hold of me, I will disappear and never be heard from again... just like you almost were. They think I know more than I do... again, just like you when that dirtbag Walker went to work on you."
"You know more about that than is good for you." I said. "So, what is it they think you know that you don't?"
"The same thing you want to know." Lotz said. "Millwakee. What happened there. What they don't seem to realize is that I told you everything I know."
"Let me ask this." I said. "Did you ever see Dr. Yarborough after you left Millwakee?"
"No, never did." said Leonard.
"You said last time you had a lot of sex with several of the women staff as well as the female inmates, or patients, or whatever they were." I said. "Did you ever use a condom then?"
Leonard snorted a laugh. "That's funny. Hell no, everything was totally unprotected, and Yarborough wanted to see creampies. The only rubber in that fucking place was car tires and bath mats."
"And you don't remember ever being tested?" I asked. "No bloodwork? Nothing?"
"Not that I remember." said Lotz. "Just those women teachers, sucking my dick until I came in their mouths or their pussies."
"You said some girls escaped." I said. Lotz nodded. I said "Did any guys ever escape from there?"
Lotz grunted a laugh. "Why would we? We were getting our balls fucked off."
"I hear you, but just to confirm: only girls escaped, no boys that you know of?"
"Come to think of it," said Lotz, as if it was the first time he'd realized it himself, "you're right... only girls, no boys escaped while I was there."
"Were all the people there white?" I asked. "Or different ethnicities?"
"Almost all white." said Leonard. "No Blacks or Hispanics at all. There were a couple of Asian girls there; they were part of the smart set that were afraid of us, as I told you the last time."
"Did Yarborough have any other associates? Grad students that worked with you out there?"
"Maybe some of those women or men on the staff, but I got the feeling they were just hired to fuck, and weren't grad students."
"Was Yarborough married? Have any other relatives?"
"Not that I was aware of." said Lotz. "Now if there's nothing else, Commander... I'm sure you were followed here, and who knows who is on the way to betray you and take me in."
"I can assure you that if I do not wish to be followed, then it won't happen." I said. "So... do you want me to just let you go? Or take you back to the Asylum? I'm sure George Aurus will be happy to see you there."
"Yes, I heard you captured that little midget." said Lotz. "And no, I don't want to be anywhere near him. He's a sneaky fuck... I'm surprised you didn't get stabbed by him; he always carries a stiletto knife on his body somewhere."
Just then we heard a commotion. "STOP! POLICE!" I heard a female voice yell, and the sounds of someone running after someone.
"What the fuck?" Leonard asked, his head whirling around.
"Stay where you are, Leonard." I said, not moving. A moment later, the clattering stopped. Another moment later, Cindy Ross appeared.
"She got away, Goddammit." Cindy said, exasperated.
"Who?" asked Leonard. "That bitch that I just fucked?"
"No, Leonard." I said. "Someone else... and maybe someone who is your Guardian Angel more than you know. Okay, Leonard, you're on your own. Leave that prostitute alone, and get the hell out of my County. Get one of your Punk or Goth buddies to give you a ride to the City or to Southport, and make yourself disappear..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She was wearing all black, like a ninja suit." Cindy said as we got in my Police SUV. "Full mask, too. Smallish, short and slender. And fast as hell; I didn't have a shot to catch her."
"How do you know it was a woman?" I asked.
"With the rack she had?" Cindy asked back. "Great set of tits, and not a bad ass, either. And I don't think a guy is going to wear a cumbersome bra just as a disguise."
"Flawlessly logical, Mr. Spock." I said.
"So you're letting Leonard go?" Cindy asked.
"Oh yeah." I said. "I got what I wanted from him, which was a few more questions. And it's a real dilemma... if I arrest him and take him in, he will be killed in jail, maybe before the FBI comes and gets him, which they would."
"If they catch him, and he tells them you let him go..." Cindy said.
"His word against ours." I said. "And they'll never catch him. He's stayed free this long since being let out of the Asylum, and Les Craig is just too fucking stupid to catch him."
"Unless Craig is playing all of us for fools." Cindy said.
"Which would be a mistake when angry young women with green crowbars are ready to beat his ass down."
"And in the Queen's name." Cindy replied. "So, that leads to my last question, that I never got to ask you earlier."
"Lieutenant Goodwin, Hendricks, Hatch." I said.
"Spot on." Cindy said.
"I will tell you this, just between you, me, and the Crowbars." I said. "I was not informed so that I would have 'plausible deniability', but Internal Affairs may not realize they are not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded. So they try to do an end-around with me, and have Hatch working with Hendricks on patrols. Now what is wrong with that picture?"
"Everything." Cindy said. "Hendricks is dirty, McCombs is dirty, Hatch is useless."
"Truly useless?" I asked. Cindy caught on.
"Ohhhhh." she said. "So Internal Affairs gets him to patrol with Hendricks and report back to them. He's their mole to try to get some dirt on Hendricks and McCombs. And they must be keeping tabs on Hendricks. They showed up when he and Hatch found Kevin's body."
"Yes. Great job!" I said. "They were on the north-south road making sure Hendricks wasn't lying about being on routine patrol. But I already know he was, because I have similar technology to what your father put into the Black Beauty, and I've been tracing where Hendricks goes for months now, and McCombs, too. They've really been keeping their noses clean, playing by the book. Like Sith Lords going dormant again."
"So Goodwin and I.A. did not tell you about having Hatch work with Hendricks and McCombs?" Cindy reiterated.
"No, they did not." I said. "And don't get pissed at Goodwin. That came down from Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, who is actually conducting this charade for the Sheriff. And the real reason is to evaluate Hatch. It wasn't a lie that the Sheriff's Department is ready to give that guy a blanket party; we are really, really lucky that the defense lawyers in this Town have not realized how badly he's handled some evidence at times. I think they're hoping he will do something dirty, and they can bust him, Hendricks and McCombs in one fell swoop."
"This isn't one of your sneaky plans, is it?" Cindy asked. I just looked over at her, then back at the road.
"I sincerely hope that I am not that incompetent," I said, "nor that you think I am."
"Er, no." Cindy said. "So... are you really going to fuck that whore?"
"Sure." I said. "You want some of her?"
"No." Cindy said. "I have higher standards than that." I lifted my eyebrows at that. "Then again, if your little crowbar is your way of recruiting a new C.I., or breaking a woman to your fist like you did Priya," Cindy continued, using falconry lingo, "then more power to you."
"Now that is Iron Crowbar thinking, my friend." I said with a grin. "Pun fully intended." Cindy burst out laughing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got the call that evening. "Sir," said J.R. Barnes, "we went through the State database like you asked, and we got a pretty close match for the partial print we got from that black crowbar in Kevin's ass."
"Let me guess." I asked. I mentioned a name. J.R. was used to me; he was not even stunned that I was right.
Part 18 - Race and Races
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the hot redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 6th. "Channel Two News has learned that the murder of a homosexual man in the County is being investigated by the FBI as a hate crime committed by racist whites!"
Bettina went on: "Kevin Greeley, the young owner of the clubs 'Pink' and 'Punk', was found dead early Sunday morning by the Town & County Police on a farm just east of the State Line. His body had been dragged behind a vehicle that the FBI says was a pickup truck, and this was done after Mr. Greeley was tortured and suffered tremendous injuries."
"FBI Special Agent in Charge Les Craig, working with the National Security division of the FBI, said that this is a classic case of a hate crime against blacks or homosexuals by white racist groups or individuals." Bettina continued. "Special Agent Craig suggests that all persons of minority groups and sexual orientations be alert and aware of one's surroundings at all times."
Bettina went on: "Town & County Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis has called upon the Sheriff and Police Chief to meet with him regarding the safety of Blacks in the Town & County and the need for additional Police protection of minorities. Mr. Lewis also stated that the reduction of Police precincts directly contributed to this hate crime. He and Malinda Adams issued a joint statement calling for the return of the three-precinct system."
"Celebrity rapper T-Square was reached for comment," said Bettina, "and he urged the Black Community to remain calm in the face of racism towards his people. T-Square called upon the Police Department and the FBI to work together to apprehend the racists that murdered Mr. Greeley."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "four of the six persons sickened by a bad batch of drugs at a nightclub Friday night have fully recovered and will be released from the Hospital today. Two young women, Lena Hill and Kate Noll, both University students, died of drug overdoses. Local Police have had no comment on the cases. A memorial service will be held on the University campus this afternoon."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is that for real?" asked Jermaine Davis as we watched the news in MCD. "Hate crimes?"
"Have a seat at your desk, Jermaine. You too, Theo." I said, coming over with a chair and sitting near them at Jermaine's desk. Needless to say, every other Detective gathered around to listen.
"This is being made to look like a hate crime." I said. "The Media is certainly trying to gin it up as a looking like that. But there's some truth we know that the Public does not."
"First," I said "the murder of Kevin Greeley is just a bit too staged-looking. It is exactly what has happened in previous hate crimes in Texas and Montana. It looked to me at the scene as if someone had read reports of those crimes and wanted to re-create them."
"And maybe they were white racists reading about it and doing that?" asked Theo.
"Possibly." I said. "Except that the very man they decided to kill just had two people die at one of the clubs he owned. Coincidence?"
"Or someone angry at him for those drug deaths." said Theo. "Which means it's not a hate crime, but could still be done by whites who were friends of those that were injured or killed."
"And then we have one more thing." I said. "The FBI took over the case, citing it was a hate crime. Then they go and advertise it on TV. Now maybe Chief Griswold's next book will discuss this, but is that the way you'd go about handling this case? Do you think it's the way I would handle it?"
"So what do you think it is, Commander." said Jermaine Davis.
"I'd say the hate crime talk is a blind, a front wall, while the real motive of the crime is what's being worked on behind the scenes." I said.
"Stupid way for the FBI to be doing it, then, sir." said Theo. "Ratcheting up the racial tensions that are already there. That's really bad."
"Yes, it is." I said. "So why do you think Les Craig of the FBI is doing it the way he's doing it?"
"Because he's stupid!" I heard a voice yell. No, it wasn't Cindy. It was Joanne Warner. Everyone laughed.
"Well, that's a given." I replied. "But my point is just to make sure we know what is going on before giving ourselves to radical speculation. It may really be a hate crime, but I'm not ready to dismiss all other considerations, and also to realize the Press will gin up any story they can to make Blacks angry at Whites."
Have I mentioned that I have a deep, deep hatred of the Press?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching Priya's broadcast, a near-duplicate of Bettina's but without FBI Les Craig's statements, we turned to our Angels meeting. It was in the Main Conference Room, as I had extra guests. Lt. 'Coldiron' Masters was one of them. Lieutenant Curly Goodwin of Internal Affairs had also been asked to join us.
"The murder of Kevin Greeley is still a local crime of murder." I said. "And we are still investigating the double homicide at 'Punk'. So, Curly, tell us what is going on with Hendricks and Hatch."
"On this one," said Goodwin, "they were clean. They were on routine patrol and found the body. They've done that same route pretty much exactly every weekend early morning for weeks now, and McCombs and Hendricks were doing that route for a year. That'd be a lot of pre-planning, if you asked me."
"And they know you've been watching them?" I asked.
"Geez, sir, Hendricks has had us down his throat since that night Captain Croyle found that girl at the Saskia Warehouse." Teresa looked down as the memory of that night and of Amy came back to her. I just nodded.
"Now let me ask this." I said. "I know you didn't tell me everything that was going on, and that was because the Sheriff, Inspector General, and Police Chief asked you not to. But just know that I do know what's going on, and I have to ask... do you really think you're going to catch these bastards when they know you're watching them?"
"No sir, I don't." said Goodwin. "And that's fine by me, if they stay clean and do their jobs. If they fuck up, we'll be right there, and they know it."
"Well!" I said. "Captain Ross, I can hardly find anything to argue with in that logic. What do you think?"
"I think you are right, sir." said Cindy. "Only Captain Croyle can find something to argue about out of nothing at all." Masters and Goodwin chuckled. Teresa... did not.
"What do you have to say about that, Captain Croyle?" I asked, trying to start some trouble.
"Sir," Teresa said quietly, but in her 'sweet' voice, "if you'd just do me the one favor of setting those brackets up just right, I'll be ever so grateful." I could not prevent myself from breaking down laughing.
"You guys have too much fun." said Goodwin, who was still chuckling. "Sir, if you'll excuse me..." I excused him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don," said Jack Muscone on the phone just minutes after the Angels meeting finished, "my boss is flying in to County Airport, and should touch down at 9:30. I'm making the mistake of telling you he'll be here at 9:30 and that you and Captain Ross should be here when he gets here, if you get my drift."
"Got it." I said. Cindy and I went over to the Federal Building. In the FBI offices there was Jack Muscone, Lindy Linares, and Martin Nash."
"Where's Sandra?" asked Cindy as we arrived and shook hands with everyone.
"She's flying in with my boss." said Jack. "Here's the story, Don. We know Les Craig took that hate crime case away from you guys. He's been going around telling people in our offices about it, laughing at you behind your backs about how he went in and broke you both down."
"Did he mention how he nearly got shot dead?" I asked. All of the FBI Agents' eyes widened in shock as I related what happened at the Duty Desk.
"So what you're telling me is," said Jack, "is that we should be having meetings in your office, because Craig can't barge in on them, because he can't get past the Duty Desk."
"Yep." I said. "And if you relay that story about us about to shoot him to the people in your offices, laughing at him behind his back, I'm sure it'll be fun for you."
"I think I'm glad I'm on your side." said Lindy Linares with a flirtatious grin at me.
"So am I." I said with a smile back. Then I let the smile vanish as I said, "Jack, the Town & County Police Department knows who murdered Kevin Greeley."
Silence was instantaneous.
I slid a jump drive and some reports across the table to him. "They made the horrible mistake of taunting me with some videotape of their crime. They made the mistake of showing enough of their faces to get some recognition software to work correctly on one of the partially masked faces. The State's fingerprint database was able to identify a partial print on the crowbar they shoved up Kevin's ass, to wave a red cape under my nose as if I'm some stupid bull in a bullfight. And now... the bastard is going to get the horns."
Jack was looking at the data as I said "This murderer is also the second man who assisted in the murder of Jeanine Burke. He also has a few... personal things to account for."
Jack read the name, and then looked up at me as he passed the data over to Lindy.
"Ferrell." Jack said.
"Richard Ferrell." I replied. "We have the proof, and will be issuing the APB as soon as this meeting is over."
Cindy was fiddling with her iPhone. "And this meeting is now over. The new one with the Deputy Director is about to start when he walks in the door in ten seconds." She pressed a button. "And, done. APB issued."
"What APB is that?" asked the DepDirector, coming in, followed by Sandra Speer. "Sorry to be late." he said. "I asked y'all here to discuss this hate crime case, and if it's related to White Roots or Superior Bloodlines."
"Neither, sir." said Muscone. He passed over the information. The DepDirector scanned it, then looked up at me.
"My God, Commander, how did you do this, and so fast?" he asked.
"I would say 'confidential informant', sir." I said. "But in truth, the bastards sent that to the Press, trying to bolster the image that this is a white supremacy group. But it's not, it's much deeper than that."
"Ferrell." said the DepDirector. "Any idea where he is?"
"Somewhere in the region, sir." I said. "He may stay across the State Line, but he's in the area. And he is bus-ted."
"And before Les Craig could turn around twice, sir." said Muscone.
"Yes, I heard about what happened at Police Headquarters." said the DepDirector. "Do be careful, Commander. He's still an FBI Agent, and while I back you up as much as I can, if you start a war with him, it'll be a war with half the FBI itself."
"With all due respect, Mr. Director," Cindy said, "it's not Commander Troy starting anything. It's Les Craig coming in with an arrogant attitude, and that's when he's not directly insulting us or putting tracking devices on our car. It's Les Craig trying to start a war, and people who start wars with the Iron Crowbar tend to regret it, half the FBI notwithstanding."
In an amazing display of patience, the Deputy Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation held his tongue, though he could not hide the fire blazing in his eyes. Then he exhaled.
"You're right, Captain." he said. "You are right. I can see that something is wrong, and it's not on your end---" His cellphone went off and he answered it.
"What is it, Craig?" he asked sharply. "An APB for Dick Ferrell? What about it?... well, the Town & County Police Force found the evidence and have presented it to me... Craig, mind your tone when speaking to me... Let me make one thing very clear, Craig. The TCPD has the evidence that Dick Ferrell was one of those that participated in the murder of this man... no, it's legit. And I'll be adding my own APB for a nationwide manhunt for Ferrell... how about Ten Most Wanted list?... No, you sit tight. I'll talk to you later, goodbye." The DepDirector hung up.



"Jesus Christ." he muttered. "Craig is going bananas over this. He claims you didn't give him all the evidence."
"We didn't get the tape until after he blew through Headquarters." I said. "We've got that documented."
"Oh, I know." said the DepDirector. "And you did present your evidence to the FBI in a timely manner."
"And to the Deputy Director of the FBI, no less." said Jack Muscone. "Don, do you think Ferrell is involved with the bad drugs that killed those students?"
"I have no links nor formal proof yet." I said. "But it makes some sense if he is. Assigning blame to those deaths isn't easy; we have TOO many candidates to choose from. Organized Crime, meaning Jerry Morelli; white supremacists, meaning Franklin Gray... who they may be setting up to take the fall; George Schwartz, working with anarchist groups like CFPA and PCGW; and another group in the shadows, with Government power behind them, connected to Aurus and Lotz in some way. Cindy, remind me when we get back to my office to look up Ferrell's past."
"Wilco, sir." Cindy said.
"I'd love to hear Jerry Saint give us Ferrell." I said. "Hmmm..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Priya was all radiant smiles as the Press Conference convened at Town & County Police Headquarters. Bettina looked pensive, as if she knew a joke was being played on her, but didn't know what it was. Everyone else was wondering what it was about. They knew about the APB for Ferrell, but didn't know any details yet.
I went to the podium and raised my hand to get quiet from the gaggle shouting questions. When they calmed down, I said "If you will show some decorum and restraint, your questions will be answered in an orderly fashion. The Deputy Director of the FBI is not likely to tolerate bad behavior. Mr. Director?"
To the Media's surprise, stunned surprise, the DepDirector came up. "I'll make a statement, then answer some questions. The Town & County Police Department has presented evidence to the FBI that former SBI Agent and Director of their Narcotics Task Force, Richard Ferrell, was directly involved in the murder of Kevin Greeley, a resident of this County. In cooperation with the TCPD, we have issued State and Federal warrants for the arrest of Richard Ferrell on charges that include murder and conspiracy to commit murder. If he crosses State lines, several additional Federal charges will apply."
"Will Mr. Ferrell be charged with a hate crime, sir?" asked Bettina Wurtzburg.
"I want to be careful in my answer on this." said the DepDirector. "This murder was made to look like a hate crime, and the killer or killers left evidence to make you think it's a hate crime. If our further investigation warrants those charges, they'll be added. Right now, we want get to the bottom of this, and to find Richard Ferrell."
"What evidence led you to Richard Ferrell?" asked Priya, obviously wanting us to give her praise.
"We understand that videos were made of this gruesome killing and sent to the Press." said the DepDirector. "We've asked the Press not to show these tapes, and they are now part of our evidence. We appreciate the Media's cooperation on this." That was the best Priya was going to get, but at least the DepDirector had given the Press some praise, and all the reporters knew it was KSTD that had gotten the scoop, and would get more scoops, while Bettina and her source Les Craig were falling further behind.
"Sir," said Bettina, "is there any truth to the rumors that Commander Troy and Captain Ross are no longer FBI consultants, or won't be in the near future?"
"I don't know where those rumors are coming from," said the DepDirector... a bit severely, I might add, "but as long as I'm with the FBI, I want to have Commander Troy and Captain Ross to consult with. This Town and County is extraordinarily lucky to have them on their Police Force, and I am lucky to be able to pick their brains and have their abilities working with my City-based teams. They will be FBI Consultants for a long time, if I have my way."
Part 19 - Honeybee
"Mr. C.," said Richard Ferrell, sitting behind a console and watching the monitor. "Agent 'Honeybee' is on the move."
"That's not good, not good at all." said Mr. C., coming over and looking. "She's flying in to the City. We need to interdict her there. At the Airport, before she disappears."
"Yes sir." said Ferrell. He fished out his cellphone, a burner, and made a phone call.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My client wants immunity in exchange for his truthful statement, and testimony in Court." said Nathan Masterson.
"We gotta know it's worth something." said ADA Paulina Patterson. "And we already have you cold, Mr. Saint."
"And speaking of cold," I said, "I am not forgetting finding that little girl nearly frozen to death in that ditch. I'm not much in favor of any deals."
"How about a hypothetical statement?" asked the lawyer. "Then you can evaluate it and make us an offer?" Paulina looked at me.
"It's your call." I said to her. "I'm not in favor of anything."
Paulina said "Give us some 'hypothetical' names of your partners and backers, and maybe I'll make some kind of offer. But I'm not promising a thing now."
"We need more than that." said the lawyer.
"All right, you idiots." I snarled, worn to anger "Here's the fucking deal. I'll ask three questions, and if you answer them, we may cut a deal on the drug charges and the murder rap. But never, ever, on the child abuse charges. Here are the questions: One: where is Linda? And by that I mean you give us the information to find and arrest her. Two: who were the people selling drugs with you that night? Again, names that leads to an arrest. And three: who was providing the financial backing? And I don't mean the front guys like Morelli. I want the names of your real backers, the people your Gresham & Mason lawyer here doesn't want you to tell us about."
"What?" snapped Masterson. "What are you insinuating?"
"Those are my terms, Jerry." I said. I then got up and said "Jerry, when you go to prison, it will become well known that you put that little girl outside to die in the cold. And there are two types of people the prisoners really hate: traitors, and child abusers. What they are going to do to your ass, Jerry, is even worse than what happened to Kevin Greeley. Time to choose, Jerry."
"What happened to Kevin?" asked Jerry Saint to his lawyer, looking confused. The lawyer tried not to answer, but to no avail.
"He's dead." said Paulina coldly. "Dragged behind a truck after they shoved a crowbar up his ass... literally. And the same thing awaits you in prison. That's not a threat nor an exaggeration. It's the spot-on truth."
"Oh geez." said Jerry. I was headed to the door, then heard Saint cry out: "Wait!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
CIA Agent 'Honeybee' got off the plane and went to get her luggage from Baggage Claim. The man watching her from a distance said into his cellphone "Got her in sight... on my way." He began approaching her from behind, his hand on the thin stiletto knife in his pocket.
But as he approached, he saw the older woman approach 'Honeybee'. The women hugged, then got her luggage and headed towards the door to the older woman's car.
"Sir," said the man, "I missed her at the Airport. Someone picked her up. They're on the road."
"Dammit." thought Mr. C. as the call disconnected. "Ferrell, who do you have that can interdict them on the highway?"
"I think I still have one contact, in Nextdoor County." said Ferrell. He made a phone call.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He gave you Ferrell." said Muscone as he watched the tape of Saint's confession as we sat in my office.
"Yep." I said. "Ferrell is the go-between, the middleman in all of this. He's the errand boy for the Big Boys. I probably won't get proof he helped murder Jeanine Burke, but we've got him cold for Kevin, and also for Lena and Kate at the club. Ferrell delivered the drugs directly to Jerry. Jerry secretly took iPhone footage of Ferrell bringing in the pills, and he told us where to find the iPhone. We have it now. And we have Ferrell... dead... to... rights."
"Where is Jerry's wife, Linda?" asked Muscone.
"Jerry says she was not involved in his drug distributing, and he does not know where she is. She has flown the coop." I said. "Someone helped her get her ankle monitor off of her."
"Ferrell?" asked Jack. "He has the tools to do that."
"As do many others." I said. "But I don't understand why... oh, wait just a fucking minute!" I hurriedly brought up the mugshot of Linda Saint. Then I brought one of Leonard Lotz up beside it... and then superimposed the photos.
"Jesus Christ, they're related!" Jack practically shouted.
"Yep." I said. "Linda Saint is Leonard Lotz's sister, if I don't miss my guess. Someone busted him out of the Asylum, and she was waiting up the road to drive him to safety."
"Is she..." Jack began, then tried some more. "What... what is she to all this? And what is Lotz?"
"I don't know." I said, thoughts crashing in my head at a million miles an hour. "Is she part of the drug ring, or was she just getting ripped with Jerry... oh wait... no, that can't be it... she is not the one who sprang Lotz, nor the one who brought him to safety..."
"Who, then?" asked Jack, who I could see was totally not following. My train of thought had left the station... and it was an Express.
"I'm gonna take a wild, wild-ass fucking guess..." I whispered. "Leonard Lotz was in the Asylum when 'Kyle Irons' was an orderly there."
"Ned? Your nephew?" Jack asked incredulously.
"Yes... oh yes, that fits soooo much better." I whispered to myself.
"What fits?" Jack asked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Nextdoor County Patrol car pulled in behind the car with the two women in it, and turned on his blue lights. The older woman, the driver, pulled over.
The NCPD Patrolman's gun was unholstered and ready as he approached the car...
*BEEP BEEP!*
Another NCPD vehicle pulled in behind the first one, and it's blue lights were turned on. Lieutenant Molly Evans got out, along with Detective German. They were wearing relatively heavy armor.
"What's going on here, Patrolman?" Lt. Evans asked, with considerable authority in her voice.
"Traffic stop, ma'am." said the Officer. "Speeding."
"Lieutenant," said the older woman in the car, "we were not speeding at all. We were under the speed limit."
"I believe you." Molly said. "Let them go, Officer."
"Ma'am," said the Patrol Officer, "they were speeding. I have the radar lock."
"I'm sure you do." Molly said. "And I said to let them be on their way. Is there a problem with that?"
"Did you not hear the Lieutenant, Officer?" said Detective German, his voice connoting full reinforcement of Lt. Evans.
"Yes, I heard." said the Officer. "I stand by my actions and this traffic stop. I think it is a mistake to let them go without a full license check."
"I'll take care of it." said Molly. "Get out of here." She and German watched as the Officer got back into his Patrol car and scratched off as he left, obviously pissed off.
"I'm going to follow you to the County Line... and maybe all the way to your destination." Molly said to the women. And she did, until the women were thoroughly wrapped within the blanket of protection provided by the County, and the Troys that ran it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My contact was interdicted in Nextdoor County." said Richard Ferrell. "Two other cops, one of them the Vice Lieutenant, came up behind them before he could kill the women."
"You said the Vice Lieutenant?" asked Mr. C. "Damn!"
"Yes sir" said Ferrell. "Lieutenant Evans. Sister of Captain Ross of the TCPD."
"And Honeybee?" asked Mr. C.
"Is now very likely safely in the Iron Crowbar's County." said Ferrell.
"Damn, I should've seen this coming." said Mr. C. "We simply didn't have enough time."
"Would you like for me to fix this problem, sir?" asked Ferrell.
"Let me think about that... let me think about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Agent 'Honeybee' entered the anteroom and caught her breath at the sight of the beautiful blonde Laurie sitting at the desk.
"I'm here to see Dr. Fredricson." said 'Honeybee'.
"Do you have an appointment?" Laurie asked.
"Oh yes." said 'Honeybee'. Laurie buzzed Laura, who told Laurie to admit the woman.
"Ah, there you are." Laura said, coming out from around her desk to hug the other woman. "How was your trip?"
"I think I'm happy you sent someone to meet me at the Airport. There was a creepy guy there, and Gayle arrived just in time. Then we got pulled over in Nextdoor County, but other Police showed up and helped us out. Their Vice Lieutenant Evans."
"Good." said Laura. "Now let's talk about this research assistant job. I think you're going to be perfect for it..."
Part 20 - The Real World
Monday, March 6th, 10:00pm. Laura Fredricson led the way into the small bedroom at Lashes & Lace, followed by four masked men. They were required to wear the masks in the public rooms, but once inside the small bedroom, they took off their masks. They were Todd Burke, Teddy Franklin, Sean Sanderson, and young Ryan, Marlena's son.
"Are you boys ready to fuck my brains out?" the beautiful professor asked with a beautiful smile.
"We sure are." said Todd. "Ryan, you get to fuck her first."
"Don't mind if I do." said young Ryan. He went up to Laura and began undoing her dress...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The woman's hair was now a deeper shade of metallic red with a hint of orange as she was led blindfolded into the room. She was wearing a simple 1940s style dress and high heel black suede pumps which made her shapely legs and feet even more luscious.
Once in the room, those that had led her in left. She took off the blindfold, and saw the masked man standing there. A full mask that covered his head completely, the mask of one of Rita's Satyrs.
"It's me, of course." I said as I lifted the mask for her to see. She was the prostitute that I'd agreed to fuck in exchange for bringing me to Leonard Lotz.
"Mmm, good." she said. "I am so looking forward to this." I said nothing but went up to her, my mask still on, and began unbuttoning her dress, then letting it fall to the floor around her feet. She stepped out of it, then reached for my pants and opened them, letting them fall to the floor. I was now naked except for the mask, and she quickly removed her bra and panties so that she was naked except for the high heels.
"Sit down on the bed." I ordered. She complied and I came up to her, guiding my hardening cock to her mouth.
"Mmmm, the Iron Crowbar's cock." she said. "Finally, in my mouth!" With that, she took my throbbing cock into her mouth and began to suck on it, sliding her pink-lipsticked lips up and down the shaft.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhhhh, yesssssss..." hissed Laura as the huge cock slowly sank into her until her stud's balls rested against her taint. The young stud began fucking her steadily, building up steam, until he was plunging into her again and again with raw, male power.
Her legs were hooked under the young man's arms, and she simply yielded to him as he humped her. He knew what he was doing, and was pushing his cockshaft up to make contact with her upper vagina, which brought the beautiful woman tremendous sexual pleasure. She moaned and let her hands slide down his sides to his hips and ass, pulling him into her to encourage him to fuck her harder, deeper...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"By the way, what's your name?" I asked the woman as she slid back onto the bed, and I slid onto her, mounting her.
"Bambi." she said as she reached for my cock.
I teased her a bit by not letting her pull me inside her yet. "No, the real name." I said. "What's your real name?"
"Debbie." she said. "God, I haven't used that name in years."
"Ready for my cock, Debbie?" I asked, my own hunger to be inside her growing.
"Oh yessss," she said, "stick that hard cock deep inside me!"
We worked together to make it happen. She guided my size into her labes, and then I thrust into her, impaling her cunt on my cock with one long, deep thrust.
"Oh GOD!" she gasped out as I drove balls-deep into her until our pelvises smacked har together. As I grinded my loins against hers, using my cock stir her cunt into a hot, creamy lather, she raised her toned, shapely legs and wrapped them tightly around me. The feeling of her heels pressing into my ass fueled my lust as I began pumping into her with a deep, steady rhythm.
"Oh God, you cock really is as hard as they say it is!" she gasped as she clutched at my sides.
"Who is telling you these tales?" I asked, always curious how these rumors were spreading.
"Every woman in this County knows you're the Iron Crowbar because of what's between your legs." the worldly whore said, her eyes glinting with amusement. "You have no idea how much pussy you could be getting if you wanted it."
"Your hot pussy is plenty right now." I growled. To emphasize my words, I began driving harder and deeper into her. She was watching between our legs and I was seeing the top of her head as we rutted hotly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh yeah, come inside me!" Laura gasped as she felt her stud's nut rising. "Give me your sperm!" Although she had no ripe egg to be fertilized, Laura loved nothing more than feeling a young man reach the crest and pump his full climax into her. Using her body to give a stud the ultimate pleasure made the beautiful woman reach her own orgasm very easily, and she let the pleasure wash over her as her stud groaned and began firing spurts of potent, virile jism deep inside her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She was a real pro, I thought as I relentlessly pounded the woman's sopping wet cunt. She was matching my rhythm perfectly, either by instinct or through years of training and experience in sexually pleasuring men for pay. And then I felt a unique shock of pleasure as she reached up and began sucking one of my nipples, then the other one.
"Damn, you are one smoking hot babe!" I gasped. This was just a raw fuck, two bodies twining together in hot, steamy lust, but I had to admit that it was a really great fuck. I felt the stirring in my loins and sped up my thrusts.
"Oh yeah, come in me, baby." I heard her say. "Drop that load deep inside me!" I felt her tighten her strong legs around me, keeping me deep inside her as I jabbed into her with short thrusts, keeping the length of my meat buried in her steaming wet snatch.
"Uhhh!" I gasped as I felt the first jolt of my cock firing my baby batter into Bambi's clutching cunt. "Oh yeah, that's so fucking good!... so fucking good!" I shivered violently as more spurts shot into her.
"Oh yeah, you nutted inside me." she said, happiness in her voice. "Oh yeah..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura was exhausted. Four men had taken turns fucking her, then fucking her again. The second times for all of them had taken much longer, as their first climaxes into her had taken the edges off their lusty young male desires.
And she'd had to use a lot of lube, too, she realized, especially when Todd had fucked her the second time. His huge cock felt wonderful inside her, but it really was almost too big for any woman... and she wasn't getting any younger.
Still, she thought, she'd had deep orgasms with every one of the guys, who were really good in the sack. Sean and Ryan were getting better and better, and Teddy and Todd were already confident, experienced studs.
"That was great, guys." she said as she watched them getting dressed. "You wore me out."
"It was damn good for us, too." Todd said, showing his mischievous, brilliant grin.



"I think you wore us out." said Sean. "You're a Goddess... only a Goddess could take on four guys like us without missing a beat."
"I am your Goddess, and don't ever forget that." Laura said with a smile. The four young men could not help but totally agree...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've shut down." Rita said as Laura and I went up to the front, public bar area. It was barely past midnight. Bambi had been taken, blindfolded, out another way and given a ride home by one of Rita's Satyrs. Laura's four studs had left ahead of us after we'd all had a drink.
Cindy was at the bar again. Maybe she was being my bodyguard, or maybe she was a bit lonely and was drinking with her memories. I was sitting at a table, Laura to my right and Rita to my left. I heard the song 'Midnight City' playing in the background. Great song for the night, I thought to myself.
Rita continued: "Monday night is the slowest night of the week. This bar area is open, but I only open the rest of it for special parties booked in advance, like tonight."
"Definitely a special occasion." I said. "Don't you agree, Cindy?"
"I guess so." Cindy said, a tinge of sadness in her voice. "I think I need a ride home, though. Can I catch one with you guys?"
"Actually," I said, "maybe our friend here can give you a ride." I looked over to the entrance to the private bar area. Standing there, in a frilly white blouse, very tight blue jeans, and cork high-heel sandals... was Agent 'Honeybee'.
"Hello, Cindy." she said happily, her smile radiant, her eyes sparkling.
"Callie!" Cindy shouted in disbelief as she hopped off the barstool. "Callie, you're here!"
"Hey, baby." Callie said, her own eyes beginning to tear up. It was like in the movies: they ran into each other's arms and shared a deep kiss.
"I tried!" Callie said, beginning to cry as she and Cindy's foreheads were pressed together. "I tried to go about my life, but I just can't get you out of my mind! You're all I could think about, night and day..."
"I know, I know..." Cindy said through her own tears. "I've been the same way."
"I can't fight it anymore." Callie said. "I have to be with you, Cindy... I have to try... I want to be here, with you..."
"Let's go home and talk about it." Cindy said. Arm in arm, the two lovely blondes headed for the door, waving at us as they went by.
"Awww, so beautiful." Rita said, dabbing away tears in her own eyes.
"I think you're right, darling." Laura said to me. "I think it's going to work out."
"You get a research assistant that loves sex as much as you do," I said, "and I get a much, much happier Police partner."
"And the whole world a little better for all the love I just felt between them. You did very well on this one. Cop." Rita said...
Part 21 - Epilogue
"Mmm, it feels soooo good being back in your arms." Callie whispered. She and Cindy were in Cindy's bed. Cindy was holding Callie, whose magnificent ass was pressed into Cindy's hardbody abs as they lay like spoons.
"And I'm not letting you out of my arms again." Cindy said.
"I'm going to hold you to that." Callie said with her trademark beautiful smile.
"Good." Cindy said sleepily.
"So how is this going to work?" Callie said. "I've still got my porn company in California, I'm a porn star, you're a cop..." Cindy began laughing, a laugh born of pure happiness.
"If it is meant to be," she said, sighing, "we will find a way. We will find a way to make it work."
Callie looked over her shoulder and into Cindy's ice blue eyes. "Yes." she said. "Yes. We will." She reached back and pulled Cindy's head to her as their mouths met in a deep kiss, full of hunger for love...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, Commmannderrrrr..."
"Yes, Angela?" I said, still in my dream state, not sure what time it was.
"Mmmm, that was one hell of a fuck you threw into that prostitute." Angela said. I opened my eyes to see the black haired beauty hovering over me, naked of course, her breasts hanging down over my chest. Only the light from the window was coming into the bedroom, and everything was an eerie bluish-black-and-white.
"Too bad we never got to fuck like that... in your world, my darling Commander..." Angela whispered, her voice sultry... and taunting.
"Yeah, too bad." I said sleepily. "Why don't you let me go back to sleep..."
"But you are so close, so very close, my beloved Commander..." Angela said. It felt like she was mounting me on the bed and when I opened my eyes her face was right in mine, her breasts seemingly just scraping my nipples. I could swear I could feel the heat of her black-fringed pussy just over my cock, not quite touching me, as Angela teased me with her luscious body.
"The answer is right there, Commander." Angela whispered. "Right in front of you. Have you really not considered their name? Superior... Bloodlines?"
I jolted awake. Angela was gone. It was still dark in the bedroom, but I was seeing in normal color again. Laura was asleep, facing away from me, and the sight of her magnificent ass in the clingy nightgown stirred my loins.
Nevertheless, I got up. It was 4:10am. I quickly shaved and showered, then began getting dressed.
"Where are you going?" Laura asked sleepily.
"I've got to go to the office." I said, whispering for no real reason. "I just thought of something. Sorry I woke you."
"Mmm, it's okay." Laura said. "I guess your morning blowjob will have to wait?"
"I'll definitely take a raincheck." I said. I went over and kissed her forehead. "I love you."
"I love you." Laura said. She had drifted back to sleep before I made it around the end of the bed. I checked on Carole, who was asleep. Bowser was looking at me inquiringly, though. I checked on Jim, who was also sound asleep. Buddy looked up at me, then settled back down as I went down the hall.
As always when I drove to Police Headquarters in these wee hours of the morning, the Town seemed almost like another world, but a beautiful one: quiet, the streetlamps lighting up Courthouse Square, City Hall, the Courthouse Complex. A light that lit up the statue of President Thomas Jefferson and the American flag on the flagpole right behind him set the perfect mood for me this morning.
I startled the Duty Desk as I came in by the side door and came up behind them. But they were awake and alert as they should be, and they reported no incidents during the night.
Going to my office, I shut the blinds and drapes over my office window. I opened the whiteboards, and in the dim light of just one lamp I stared at everything I'd written. What was Angela telling me in that all-too-real-feeling dream?
And then I saw it. I understood.
I realized what was going on. Millwakee made sense. The sanitarium made sense. George Aurus and Leonard Lotz made sense. And the Federal facility just across the State Line... yes, that had to be it, that had to be what was going on there.
I looked at the composed drawing of the man that I knew was my ultimate nemesis in the lower right hand corner. I understand you now, I thought to myself. I know what you were doing, and what you are doing now.
You tried to break me with torture... but it is I who will now break you. I am going to destroy you.
I swear it.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redhead MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, March 7th, from in front of the State Office Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. "It is once again political chaos in the State Legislature, as the Budget bill is now gridlocked!"
Bettina continued: "Governor Val Jared is threatening to veto the Budget bill if it does not substantially cut money for the SBI, the State EPA, and other projects he deems 'wasteful'. The Senate Democrats have dug in their heels, and Republican Representative Wilson Hammonds, Chairman of the Ways & Means Committee that handles the State budget, says he is ready to work with Democrats to override any veto by Governor Jared. However, other Republicans have rebuked Chairman Hammonds, and said they will support only what the Governor wants."
"The Democrats, led by State Senator Katherine Woodburn of our 1st District," continued Bettina, "say they are fine with a budget crisis, because if a budget is not passed, spending levels continue at last year's pace. That means the SBI bill just passed will be in conflict with the budget, and Democrats hope to use that to create Court challenges to get a strong SBI reinstated."
"And in more local news, the deaths of two University students were resolved when Jerry Saint confessed to distributing the potent drugs that caused Lena Hill and Kate Noll to overdose and die at the club called 'Punk'." Bettina said.
"And speaking of 'Punk' and it's sister club 'Pink', they face an uncertain future now that the owner of the clubs, Kevin Greeley, is dead after being tortured, dragged behind a truck, and murdered by a white hatred group." Bettina said. "While groups of people are trying to keep the clubs going as a tribute to Kevin, creditors may move to shut the clubs down. This could end up as a Court battle..."
"Why is it so trippin' hard to make the SBI smaller?" asked Teddy Parker.
"And why are the Democrats fighting so freaking hard to keep it, and to use it to overlord on us," continued Joanne Warner, "when this latest Ferrell thing should be enough to show everyone that the SBI has been corrupt to the core!"
"You said the answer yourself." I said. "To lord it over us local LEOs. The Democrats believe in top-down Government, the Conservatives believe in devolution to the lowest possible level."
"Well, we gotta have something at the State level." said Theo Washington. "Drugs don't stop at county lines."
"Nor State Lines." I replied.
"It's a wonder they haven't made Commander Troy the SBI Director." said a very mischievous Sergeant Micah Rudistan.
"It's all I can do to keep them from doing just that to me." I replied.
"Why don't you run for Governor, Commander?" asked Teresa Croyle. "Then you can fix the whole SBI mess, not that you aren't trying to do that already..."
"You, Captain," I said as I waved my red crowbar in her general direction, "are trying to start trouble. And you are succeeding." Teresa gave what was for her a smile as she sipped her coffee.
"Where's Captain Ross?" asked Commander Della Harlow as she came in, handed me a can of coffee, then poured some of the brewed stuff for herself. How this happened I don't know, but I had become the designated keeper of the coffee cans. Probably because I strictly enforced payment in exchange for drinking what was made.
"Ohhhh, she might be a little late coming in, and that's okay." I said. "She was up late last night."
"I'm here, right behind you." Cindy said as she came in through the back door, the one to the back hallway. The noise of conversation in the room ground to a halt. Everyone was openly staring at Cindy, especially Teresa. They had astutely observed that Cindy was practically glowing.
"And a good night it must have been." Teresa said. "Damn, girl!"
"Oh yeah, that was one hot date!" Sergeant Rudistan said, grinning widely. Others laughed.
Cindy turned and peered at us, especially Teresa. "What, does it show that much? Or did this guy tell you?" A green crowbar was being pointed in my specific direction.
"I didn't say a word." I said... then added loudly "And yes, Captain, it shows that much." The laughter was more cheering than anything else.
It grew quiet in the room as we heard Bettina finish her newscast: "And finally," she said, "the Town & County Fire Department announced that their annual Spring drills, where Firemen train by going into a burning house that was built by the Town High School Vocational Department, will be watched by many elementary schoolchildren, in what Fire Chief Gillem says is going to be 'Fire Safety Day' in the County. He also hinted at a surprise for this event, so stay tuned for more details. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports! Nick!...
But all eyes were on Cindy.
"Come on, Captain!" Joanne Warner encouraged. "Spill it!" Everyone murmured agreement.
"I will not." Cindy replied, trying to hide a grin. "My private life will remain just that. See ya, and I wouldn't wanna be ya." To a chorus of "oooooh"s, and with a great amount of dignity, she pranced out of the room by the back door from whence she came in.
"That will not do." Teresa muttered, taking off through the door to the side hall to meet Cindy in Cindy's office. Now all eyes were on me.
"Don't even believe for a minute that I'm saying anything." I said. "You're Detectives, you figure it out." I unlocked the cabinet under the coffeemakers and secured Della's contribution to the klatch. "Seriously, let's get to work, people."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, okay." Cindy said as Teresa sat down on the loveseat sofa in Cindy's office, realizing that Teresa was not going to stop badgering her until she spilled the beans... and she wanted to spill them, anyway. "Callie came back to Town last night."
"Aw, that's awesome!" Teresa said, with as much enthusiasm as one ever heard from her. "Is she staying?"
"I think so." Cindy said. "Laura's hiring her to be her research assistant. Callie's staying with me right now, and she may just remain a majority shareholder in her porn film company, like I'm doing with the gym, letting others run it."
"Oh, so Laura hired her." Teresa said, with a 'knowing' look.
"Yes, you are thinking what I am thinking." Cindy said. "I, too, am wondering who might've suggested to Laura to consider hiring Callie... then got Callie to come back here."
"Obviously a man who loves his family." Teresa said.
"And takes care of his people." Cindy replied.
"Oh, wow." Teresa said. "I'm just... well, seeing you as happy as you are right now for the first time in a long time, it's a really good thing."
"Was I really that bad?" Cindy asked wonderingly.
"Did the Iron Crowbar take the time to fix it?" Teresa asked back. Cindy just smiled and nodded.
Part 2 - Of Mice and Crowbars
9:00am, Tuesday, March 7th. The Mouseketeers reported to my office: Detective David Krueger, Special Data Assistant to the Police Commander (Detective) Mary Mahoney Milton, and Supervisor Myron Milton.
"What got into Captain Ross?" asked Mary. "She's on Cloud Nine today."
"You looked like that after you started dating Myron." I craftily replied. Mary just smiled brightly, her orange-red hair glowing in the fluorescent light of the office.
"Okay guys," I said, "it's time to start getting no-kidding serious about some things. I need to know everything there is to know about Dr. Yarborough. By the way, does he have a first name?"
"I think he went by his middle name, sir." said Mary. "It was 'Stewart', and I'll check to confirm that."
"Please do." I said. "I also need everything you can get regarding his work at City University. If you have contacts there or at our University that can help, use them. But I need everything you can get."
"Sir," said Myron, "we'll do that, of course, but I might suggest that since he was in the Psychology field at City University, your best bet to get something might be from your wife or her contacts."
"Good point, and I'll get with her on that." I said. "But I want you to work on this as Detectives, not just as Data Miners. Squeeze every drop out of this turnip. I also need you to get as much as you can on Millwakee, who was there, and the families of whoever was there. Okay, did you ever find anything on that Federal facility just across the State Line?"
"No sir." said Myron. "It's too hot right now. They just put new classifications on it, and they're obviously watching to see who tries to access anything. I'm not good enough to get through all that undetected." I observed that the faces of my Mouseketeers looked a bit strained.
"I take it that there is not unanimity in doing that, as well?" I asked.
"Told you he'd find out." Mary said.
It was David Krueger who spoke up. "Sir," he said, "you are correct. We were not in agreement on how far to go into looking into that. I am not comfortable with any of us hacking into classified American Government information, even if it's for a good cause."
I nodded. "I get that." I said. "And you are right in that we need to gather our data legitimately. As you know, I do have a security clearance that allows me to see all but compartmentalized top secret data, and I can get authorization to see some of that if I need to. But yes, this Police Department is not and had better never become 'Wikileaks'."
David nodded. Mary looked amenable to it. Myron, not so much. He was his father's son, and while loyal to the country and the Constitution, that might not include elements of the Federal Government that were themselves acting outside legitimate boundaries.
"All right, guys." I said. "I want you to be saying the words 'Yarborough' and 'Millwakee' in your sleep. Let me know what you find as soon as you find it. You can go." They got up and filed out of the office.
As I turned to my computer screen, I realized I was going to have to reposition my chess pieces from the Mouseketeer group. Just another issue to take care of...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Black Beauty was speeding along the highway towards the City, with me driving and my wife Laura in the passenger seat. It was 12:15pm, still Tuesday, March 7th.
"Darling," Laura said, "let's take this car out one night and park in a farm field somewhere, and you can fuck my brains out like we're teenagers."
"Sounds like fun." I said. "Just a fantasy of yours, or memories?'
"Memories." Laura said, smiling. "There wasn't much to do in west Texas when I was growing up, and I loved getting fucked in the back of an old car... or a Corvette convertible. Did you ever fuck in a parked car when you were younger?"
"You know," I said, reminiscing, "I never really had to. Leanne and I fucked at her house, and I only fucked one other girl before I went to college. I wasn't all that sexually active back then. Certainly not like my sister."
"We'll have to make up for it." Laura said. "And I suspect the backseat of this car will do nicely."
"It is comfortable on the inside." I said.
"By the way... I'm not complaining," Laura said, which I knew was not really true, "but why are we going to the City in this car and not my Mercedes?"
"Because this car is giving out absolutely no radio signatures of any kind." I said. "Because it has a police light I can plug into the lighter and affix to the top of the car if we need to. And because it has a motor that is even better than the one in your Mercedes. And weaponry that your CIA Directorate would love."
"Oh, they already have their own versions of 'James Bond' cars." Laura said. "But I do like the stealth properties of this one."
"So how's Callie doing?" I asked, to change the subject.
"She's excited about being here." Laura said. "I didn't need to be you or your mom to see how good a night she had last night. Today she's enrolling in school. She has an Associates Degree from a small school in California, and I made sure those credits got transferred. After this semester, we can enroll her in a combined undergraduate-graduate program."
"Good." I said.
"Darling," Laura asked, "what if things don't work out between Callie and Cindy?"
"Well... first, I think they will work out." I said. "But if they don't, I think Callie will still be happy pursuing her degrees with you. And just hanging out around all of us."
"As a P.I.?" Laura asked. I smiled.
"Who knows?" I replied. "She really loved working with Eddy on that Jaime Silver case."
"Yes, she did." Laura said. "And speaking of being Detectives, what are you and I doing today?" Laura asked.
"Glad you asked." I said. "Here's my plan..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The girl at the desk of the City University Library looked up in amazement when she saw who was walking up to her.
"Hello." said Laura. "I'm Dr. Fredricson from the University, and this is my handsome young assistant Don..."
"Oh Dr. Fredricson!" the girl practically squealed. "I'm such a fan of yours! I'm majoring in Psychology myself, and I've read a lot of your stuff!"
"Thank you, I appreciate that." said Laura. "I'm hoping you can help me out. I am looking for some old, old material on sexual experiments from a long time ago..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were in the storeroom of the City University Library's Psychology section. A large number of papers and theses were on the metal shelves, as well as boxes of research of students and professors alike.
"Think we'll find Dr. Y's stuff?" Laura asked.
"If it hasn't been removed." I said. "And I'm looking for some even older stuff... from the 1950s or even the World War II era. So I'll start in some of these back corners, here...
Within 30 minutes, I found some boxes in a dimly-lit area of the storeroom. Only the letter "Y" was on them, but when I opened the boxes, I knew I'd hit gold.
"Honey," I called out, "I've got something."
Laura came over. Inside were a ton of notes, some wrapped in bundles of twine. I said "Most of this looks to be pre-Yarborough stuff, and I think he used it for his own researches. But in this bundle, I can see a few pages that say 'Millwakee 1976', 'Millwakee 1982', and so on."
Laura replied "I'm good friends with the head of the Psychology Department here, as well as the Custodian of these materials. They're not fans of the Police, though, so let me get these borrowed and checked out without them seeing you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were driving home, the boxes of materials in the trunk and backseat of the Black Beauty, I noticed a car following us in my rear-view mirror. I sped up some, and the car maintained pace, not falling back but not catching up.
"O-kayyyyy, we've got a tail." I said. "Did you bring a gun?"
"In my purse." Laura said. "Five shot .357 Magnum."
"Okay, let's have some fun." I said. I floored it. The Black Beauty leaped forward, the powerful engine revving up nicely and propelling us along.
"They're still behind us." Laura said as she looked back.
"And I'm going over 100 miles per hour." I said. "Okay, time to break radio silence." I got my Police radio, pushed a button that would put it on the Nextdoor County Police frequency, and called in.
"Commander Troy to NCPD, Troy to NCPD."
"Go ahead, Commander Troy." came back Molly Evans's voice.
"I am being pursued on the University Highway with a civilian in my vehicle, and I'm about to enter your county from the east. Can you arrange a welcome party?"
"Roger that." said a male voice, which I thought was Detective German's. "We are moving towards you now. How are you designated?"
"Green O65 Imperial Crown with old-style blue light on top." I said. And I did affix the blue light to the top and Laura plugged it in.
As I sped along and crossed into Nextdoor County, two NCPD Patrol cars whizzed by me.
"Oh yes," said Laura, "our friend is backing off, damn near flipped over doing a U-turn, and he's going the other way. Wonder who he was?"
"Former associates of yours, I would imagine." I said. "The material we just acquired might be what I need to prove my theory of what Yarborough and Millwakee was all about. And they won't like that."
The radio crackled: "NCPD to Commander Troy."
"Troy here, go ahead." I said into the radio.
"Your pursuers have broken off and are going back towards the City. We are unable to catch up and will break off the pursuit for safety reasons."
"Roger that." I said. "And thanks for your help."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I took the boxes to Town & County Police Headquarters, where Lt.(B) Janice Holloway provided a small army of Officers to help copy every single scrap of paper into digital form into the evidence servers. I then put that evidence under seal.
"How will we get this back to them?" Laura asked as we sat in my office. It was now 5:30pm.
"I could get Paulina to get us a warrant to confiscate it." I said. "Or would that make trouble for you?"
"Yes, it would." Laura said. "They'd want to know how it got from me to the TCPD, and I don't have a good answer, or even a good lie."
"How long did you ask to keep it for?" I asked.
"I didn't name a time." Laura said. "And they likely won't say anything until the end of the semester in May, or the end of Summer School in August."
"Do you have a very safe place you can keep this stuff?" I asked. "And I'm talking about a place safe from even the CIA."
"Well, since I happen to be familiar with their practices," my wife said, smiling, "I think I know where I can keep them until City U. calls and wants them back. If they call before June, I'm going to tell them I'm still using them for research, too."
Part 3 - Slender in Window
8:30pm, Tuesday, March 7th. The sun had set and it was dark outside. I had the blinds of my office down as a precaution, as I was poring over the data on my computer screen. It was fascinating stuff.
Data that had been captured from the Nazis had been brought to the United States after the end of World War II, and professors at City U. had been working with it. Eventually, Dr. Yarborough took possession of it and used it in the formulation of some of his own work.
Then there were notes from the early years at Millwakee. Most fascinating to me were the types of persons he wanted sent to him: aggressive young men, attractive fit women, all white and no minorities. Then notes from a few years later suggested including Asian women and extremely aggressive Asian men.
There were some ordinary things, such as construction plans for the camps, some bills for things like food. And then there were a few pages listing the names of 'patient's at Millwakee. Unfortunately, most of them were one-word code names, such as 'Red1', 'Red2', 'Blue1', Blue3', then names like 'Casey', 'Gretchen', 'Nancy'. Maybe those were staff, I thought to myself.
As I continued to look at the data, there was a knock on my door. It opened to reveal Lt. Molly Evans of the Nextdoor County Police Force. "Surprise!" she said as she came in.
"Hey there!" I said enthusiastically. "Where are Ross and Ian?"



"With their grandmother, my mother." Molly said. "She got here earlier today and is getting settled into her condo. I could not get in touch with Cindy, though."
"She may be on a hot date." I said. "Callie Carrington is back in Town."
"Ah. Okay." Molly said, somewhat flatly. "So... what was that commotion about with someone trying to pursue you through our county?"
"Laura and I went to City University, and found some papers that I think Dr. Yarborough had stored. The same Dr. Yarborough who ran that Millwakee Camp that George Aurus was at for a while. While coming home, we noticed we were being followed, and with Laura in the car, and that evidence in the car, I called you guys in. Maybe too soon, as the perp turned around before really getting into Nextdoor County where you could've nabbed him or them."
Molly said "German said that he thought that car had a powerful motor or was amped up by nitrous, because it really shot out of there after doing a 180. We might not have been able to catch him even if he did get farther into the county."
"It kept up with the Black Beauty, too." I said. "And the motor in that thing is no slouch, as your sister may have told you."
Molly grinned. "Oh, she did. It's too bad they don't have the Autobahn here, with no speed limit. She'd love to get that car on a limitless stretch of highway."
"As long as we're not singing 'Hotel California' after she crashes it." I said. "Anyway, this is interesting data, and it confirms what I think was going on with Yarborough and Aurus."
"What's that?" Molly asked.
"You'll find out at my special briefing tomorrow morning." I said. "I'm inviting only a few very trusted people to it, and you are one of them, if you want to be on the guest list."
"Sure." she said. "What time?-- Don, there's something at your window..."
I looked over, then moved over and grabbed the cord to the blind. "When I say 'now', hit the lights." I said. Molly moved to the light switch. "NOW!" I cried out as I yanked the cord. Molly turned out the lights.
"YAAAGGGH!" she screamed. Someone was peering into the window!
"What the fuck!" I was gasping at the same time. The man in the window was wearing a suit and black tie, but his head was totally hairless and featureless, just a white blob!
"What is that?" Molly screamed out. My eyes instinctively cut towards her, just for an instant, seeing her hands over her mouth in shock. But in that split-instant the figure had disappeared!
I tried to peer out to see where he went, but could not see anything. Rushing for the door, I said to Molly "Stay here!" I ran into the hall. "Anyone here! Intruder outside!"
As I rushed for the front areas, the Duty Desk Sergeant came down the hall to see what was going on, the Patrolman remaining at the Desk as he should've. "Someone's outside, looking into my office's window!" I shouted. "Get anyone here to come out! Get guys into every parking lot around the building!"
We went to the side corridor that led to the gated parking lot. The Officer there was on the radio already. I rushed outside with the Duty Desk Sergeant. There was no one in the parking lot.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Officer at the guardhouse to the gated parking lot said that no one had come in or out in the last 30 minutes, and he'd seen no one around the walls of the building.
"Did you hear a drone flying over, anything like that?" I asked.
"No sir." said the Patrolman, who was new and did not seem very bright.
We looked around my window from the outside. There was only about a two foot strip between the building walls and the parking lot's curb, but it was grass and dirt. There were no footprints at all. I had to strain on my tiptoes just to see into the very bottom of the window. I saw Molly in my office and she waved at me.
"The guy would have to be eight or nine feet tall for him to be as high up as he was and looking in." I said.
"Unless he was hanging down from a rope on the roof." said a voice. It was Sergeant Rudistan coming up.
"Nice point, Rudistan." I said, looking up. "How is the roof accessed?"
"There's no way to the roof from inside." said Rudistan. "That's so anyone who gets out of a holding cell can't get up there. If there's any work to be done, someone has to bring a ladder. Hicks and Johnson are in the public parking lot on the other side; they haven't seen anything, and there's no ladder anywhere."
I nodded. "I was thinking of a mannequin hanging from a drone flying overhead." I said. "That's all I can think of that this could be done, unless it's the real Slender Man himself."
"Who is Slender Man, sir?" the Desk Duty Sergeant asked.
"He's a legend on the Internet." I said. "Eight feet tall, wears a suit and tie, head is totally featureless. They made a video game about him, too. Rudistan! Go to my office and get Lt. Evans's statement before I go in there again. That way, what she tells you can't be considered to be influenced by me, as I haven't spoken to her since we saw the guy in the window." Rudistan stalked off.
"Sir," said the Duty Desk Sergeant, "I'll need to get your statement, too, for my Incident Report."
"Let's do that now." I said. And we did.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was incredibly spooky." Molly said as we had a late supper at the Mountain Nest. Carole and Jim were already in bed, and Bowser and Buddy were with them. My mom had come up, and we'd told her and Laura about the sighting.
"Yeah, I about jumped out of my skin when I saw that." I said.
"Don," Molly said, "you keep your hair short, almost military style, and I swear I saw it standing on end when you raised that blind."
"Oh, I felt electricity go up and down my arms." I said.
"What do you think it was?" asked Laura. "Anything to do with the stuff we got from City U. today? Or was Molly the target, and it's related to the Aurus case in Nextdoor County, or something like that?"
"I have no idea..." I said.
Part 4 - Sightings
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely reporterette from outside Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 8th. Bettina's hair and makeup was just a bit more perfect than normal, which meant she had a big story.
"Channel Two News has learned that there were multiple sightings of an urban legend creature named 'Slender Man' in several parts of the County last night! This footage was taken by some teenagers as they drove along the Bypass last night."
The footage showed the car and camera going south. It was not yet sunset, but dusk. The iPhone camera was filming out the passenger side window. In the distance, in a farm field, a tall man in a suit and tie and a white nothingness for a head could be seen. The camera tried to focus on it as the teenagers were yelling to stop the car. By the time the camera focused again, the figure was no longer visible.
Bettina said "In addition, Police were called to a house in the Kensington subdivision, where a figure was spotted in a field behind a home. This photo was taken from the kitchen window." The photo Bettina showed displayed Slender Man in a grassy field, not unlike the one Marie Saint, soon to be Marie Steele, had been found by the redoubtable Bowser.
"Geez, that's spooky." Cindy said as we watched in MCD.
"You have no idea." I said. "Watch."
Bettina then said "And Channel Two News has learned someone fitting this same description of a featureless 'Slender Man' was caught looking into the windows of Police Headquarters last night! Sources tell Channel Two News that Commander Donald Troy and another Officer spotted the sinister figure, who disappeared as the Police gave chase. Police have no explanation for any of these sightings."
"And in State politics," Bettina said, "Republicans shored up their numbers to sustain a threatened veto of the Budget by Governor Jared. Democrats say this only helps them, but Channel Two News has learned that Democrats whose seats could be lost in the next Election may defect from Senator Katherine Woodburn's so-called 'wall of granite' trying to block everything Governor Jared does, giving the Republicans hope that the Governor's budget can be pushed through."
"By the way," I said to Cindy, "that 'other Officer' that saw Slender Man... was your sister Molly."
"Really?" Cindy asked. "Wow. She's not prone to bullshit, nor are you. So what was it?"
"We think someone was dangling a mannequin from a drone." I said. "That's the official story, anyway." That caused Cindy to turn and peer at me.
"Think that's what these other sightings are?" Cindy asked I just shrugged my shoulders.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief's weekly meeting was at 8:00am, and his top leadership gathered for it. As we waited in the Main Conference Room, I received no end of questions about Slender Man.
"All I know," I said, "is that it is scary as hell to open the window blinds and see a faceless man looking into the window. And I don't scare easy."
"No doubt about that." Cindy said. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Just then, Chief Moynahan came in. "Take your seats, please." he said formally. We all did.
"First of all," said the Chief, "the Sheriff congratulates the TCPD on capturing Jerry Saint and determining that Dick Ferrell is one of the murderers of Kevin Greeley. Your fast action on that has kept the minority communities from getting hostile and potentially violent. Also, the Sheriff said to give his heartiest congratulations to Sergeant Bowser for finding that little girl. He is in consultation with the Council over what to award Bowser."
"Dogs can only get K-9 Achievement and K-9 Commendation Awards, can't they?" asked Della Harlow.
"We shall see." said the Chief. "Bowser has been formally nominated for the Lifesaving Award... by me. At best, Bowser will receive the award that he deserves. At worst, the Council will spend a long meeting fighting about it." I resisted laughing out loud at that, but I couldn't hide a smile.
"Okay, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "who the hell is this... 'Slender Man', I think he's called... and what is he doing in our County?"
"Sir," I said, "Slender Man is an Internet myth created some years ago. He's very popular in England. He is described as eight feet or more tall, wears a suit and black tie, has absolutely no features on his face, no ears, no nose, no eyes, no hair. He supposedly has tentacles that come out his back, like an octopus, and has allegedly been seen in the woods looking like a stick figure or clump of trees with those tentacles. He allegedly stalks and kidnaps children."
"Also," I said, "he allegedly causes cameras that record him to have static and then flicker out. And once he begins stalking someone, that someone is allegedly doomed to be 'disappeared' by him."
"It was nice knowing you, Commander." said Teresa Croyle. "He's obviously after you now."
"Bring it on." I said. "I look forward to facing him again."
"You men and your alpha-dog ways." Cindy said in response to my bravado.
"Bowser is my alpha-dog." I said right back.
"Okay, I think this was a meeting about Police business." said the Chief with some acerbity. "So, Commander, do you think this Slender Man business poses a threat to our community?"
"I think it's just a prank," I said, "but I am concerned for the safety of children in the area. I think we should notify the schools to be on the lookout for anyone observing the kids at school, and tell our Officers to be watching out for anyone seemingly observing children at schools or playgrounds or wherever they gather."
"Probably a good idea." said Moynahan. He turned to the Public Relations Officer, Cpt. 'Brick' Briscoe. "Brick, send notices to the schools. And also, put out a statement to the Press to warn parents to be aware of their children's surroundings. I'd rather err on the side of caution and scare them for nothing than have a child end up missing and have said nothing about it. Captain Croyle, put out the Commander's message, and reinforce it with my own to really be aware of anyone suspicious that might be watching children."
"Yes sir." said Briscoe. Teresa nodded her confirmation.
"Okay, one last thing." said the Chief. "Council Members Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes are badgering the Sheriff and myself that not enough tickets are being given to violators of our traffic lawwwwws. They brought up that very dirty word: 'quotas'." The Chief saw the look on my face as he said "Now I know how the Commander feels about that, and Captain Croyle also. And I certainly don't want to fool around with stupid speed traps like they do in Coltrane County and Madison County. But just be aware that noise is being made about it. Okay, if there is nothing else, let's get to work."
Part 5 - The Federal Facility Solution
I had had Classroom 'J' swept for bugs, then swept it again myself. I put a little device on the window to make it vibrate at randomly changing frequencies. And I had Sr. Patrolman Hicks and Sergeant Rudistan guarding the door.
At 9:00am, my selected attendees came in: Chief Moynahan, Captain Ross, Captain Croyle, Lt. Evans of the NCPD, Supervisor Myron Milton, Detective Mary Mahoney Milton, Lt. Perlman of the State Crime Lab, CIA Deputy Director of the Science and Technology Directorate (Retired) Laura Fredricson, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, and FBI Special Agent Martin Nash. I had invited the Deputy Director of the FBI, but he sent back word that he was in Washington for meetings.
I took the podium. "Thank you all for coming today." I said. "What I am about to tell you is extremely sensitive information, and I am not kidding when I say that telling others could lead to the deaths of people, including people in this room now." They knew me well enough by now to know that I was not kidding.
"I believe I know what was going on at the Millwakee Camp, possibly the sanitarium nearby, and the Federal facility across the State Line." I said, beginning my slide presentation. "I have listed here the salient points of my interview with Leonard Lotz, shortly before we captured George Aurus, and before Lotz escaped prison."
I went on: "He said that most of the inmates there were 'thugs', i.e. tough and aggressive. He also said that sex was encouraged between the inmates there, and also between inmates and staff. He said that some of the girls at the facility escaped. Only females escaped, not males, by the way. Then add to it that George Aurus, a midget with other genetic issues, was not allowed to mate with any of the women."
"Then we have George Aurus himself." I said. "He emphasized the Federal facility, and I'll emphasize that they have classified that place like it's Area 51 or something; they really do not want the secret of that place getting out. Tough shit; it's about to come out now."
"Hoo boy." Muscone whispered to Nash.
"So what's it about, Commander?" asked Cindy Ross, every impatient.
"Eugenics." I said. I heard gasps in the room. "It's about an attempt to have young men and women breed to create so-called 'superior' strains of humans."
After a few seconds, I heard Molly say "That does make sense."
I said "We found some data at City University. The Allies captured Nazi experimental data of their attempts to create a master Aryan race. Some ugly things came out of that after the war, as the children born of it were raised in an environment of sexual abuse and other atrocities. But that data, along with a lot of other Nazi scientific data on things such as rockets, was brought to America."
I went on: "This data was examined by geneticists, biologists, and psychologists of the era, but it was when it came into Dr. Stewart Yarborough's hands that any real work was done upon it. Yarborough believed that genetic engineering could be done to create better gene pools, and therefore create better strains of the human genome. Fortunately, he did not have today's technology available to him. So he tried to do it the old fashioned way... breeding his subjects. And his subjects... were humans."
"Now here's where Leonard Lotz's information comes in." I said. "I don't think those girls escaped from Millwakee. I think they became pregnant. They were taken away from Millwakee, where their babies could be birthed, tested, and raised in an environment the testers thought would enhance their 'superior' breeding. This is exactly what the Nazis did, by the way. So, where would the ideal place to do that be?"
"The Federal facility." said Cindy.
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "That is the only reason I can think of that the Government, or elements of it, would want to keep that facility totally secret to this day."
"And to that point," I said, "I think things were headquartered there in the 1950s, when the South was just beginning to experience what would become the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. The Big Boys behind the white supremacy movements saw what was about to happen in their old stronghold of the Deep South, so they started this operation here, using that Federal facility. Now there's attention upon it, so they're moving away from it, if they haven't already."
"What about that girl that escaped and went to the City Police?" asked Mary Milton.
"She said she and others were being tested upon," I said, "but Lotz said there was no testing he was aware of. I suspect that the people at Millwakee were drugged via sedatives in their food, and the bloodwork done and semen samples taken while they were unconscious. I think this girl may have awakened during that testing, maybe while she was being artificially inseminated."
I continued: "I also have to question the full veracity of her story, at least as the report tells it. She was made to disappear, and we only have the police report for data. It's possible it was altered. Whether it was or not, it's almost an aberrant data point."
"And why was George Aurus at Millwakee?" asked Martin Nash. "Forgive the political incorrectness of saying this, but he's not exactly the genetic material they'd be looking for."
"Yes, that's a point." I said. "My first thought is that they wanted some kind of comparison, contrasting sample to the 'good' genes, and Aurus would be that. Or sort of a control sample along those lines. Another thought I had was his presence was meant to bring out the aggressive tendencies of the others at the facility. We know Aurus was sexually molested, and Lotz hates Aurus to this day just for being an inferior midget, excuse the term."
"Wow." said Chief Moynahan. "Eugenics experiments. That's heavy stuff, Mr. Crowbar."
"Yes sir, and that's not all I found out." I said. "Trying to find names of those who were at Millwakee has been damn near impossible, because certain Government entities have done all they can to erase anything they find, from data to people. But the data I found did contain a few of names from the 1970s. And two of them will be of extreme interest to you in this room. One of them... was a 'Janet Fuqua'."
"Oh my God." said Teresa. "Jeff Fuqua murdered Terry Schultz and Jeanine Burke. Was he related?"
"He may well have been her son, and a product of the breeding experiments." I said. "Are you ready for the other name?... it was a Lisa... Davis."
Everyone looked at me funny. Then I put another document on the screen for them to see.
"Lisa Davis apparently did not stay in the program. I am not surprised that her progeny did not live up to the high standards of the program. You see, folks, this is a marriage certificate. Lisa Davis married a man whose first name was Donald, of all names. But his last name... was Ferrell."
"You have got to be shitting me!" gasped Jack Muscone. He was not the only one in total shock.



"You are free to check my work behind me." I said. "If I have made an error, I will be grateful for any of you to point it out to me."
"Perish forbid anyone try to do that!" exclaimed Cindy Ross. Her sister Molly Ross Evans burst out laughing.
"Once again folks," I said, being very serious, "if what I just told you gets into the wrong ears, it could be fatal. Most of you in here will remember that a couple of years ago we took out a rogue CIA cell. Well, Superior Bloodlines, who I believe is connected to these experiments and may be funding part of all of this, may have the backing of another such rogue Government cell... maybe in the CIA, maybe elsewhere within the myriad bureaucracies.
I continued: "And until we can isolate and excise that cancer... if these people know how close we are to exposing them and taking them out, they will stop at absolutely nothing to save themselves. They have already murdered Jeanine Burke, Michael Burke, Wayne LaCroix, and eliminated their own Jeff Fuqua. Once again, folks, we are at war for incredibly high stakes... including life and death."
"You throw the best parties!" Tanya Perlman said cheerfully. I chuckled at Tanya's morbid humor, but most in the room did not...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 noon, Wednesday, March 8th. An historic event was occurring: the Deputy Director of the FBI was for the first time trying a Double Cheeseburger Plate at the Cop Bar!
Jack Muscone was already eating his, and the look on his face was one of culinary bliss. The DepDirector took a big bite out of his, then another.
After dabbing his mouth with the napkin, the DepDirector said "Not bad. Not bad at all. I see why you love them so much, Jack. I'm not much of a burger fan, but if I was... this would be right up there."
I was also having a Double Cheeseburger plate, and Cindy was daring to be different by having the Fish & Chips basket. We were in the back room of the Cop Bar, which we had to ourselves. I'd swept for bugs, and Cindy had her bug-killer in action.
The Deputy Director might not have been entirely truthful about being in Washington. His plane landed at County Airport within an hour of my meeting earlier in the morning breaking up. I suspected he'd actually been in the City, and Jack had texted him immediately after the meeting with some code words that prompted extremely fast action.
"Your theory holds well, Commander." said the DepDirector. "Everything fits. It explains why even I can't get information on that Federal installation. It explains why that installation is there. And it explains the Aurus case, and Lotz."
"Yes sir." I said. "And sir, you cannot tell anyone about this. We don't know who the moles are within the Government."
"You mean Les Craig?" the DepDirector asked.
"I mean Les Craig, I mean Dana Fox, I mean Clark Webster." I said. "And, so sorry, I mean Lindy, and Sandra, and Eduardo and his wife. We gotta circle the wagons, and be careful who we trust. Even good guys have to be suspected until we're sure. And your offices may be bugged, sir. There is no telling from where someone could overhear you and give the information to the wrong people."
"I understand." said the DepDirector. "It's like the Corrigan days. But let me now fill you in on some things I couldn't talk about before. This is the first time you are hearing about this, also, Jack."
The DepDirector started: "After Laura retired and her handler, the Old Mother, passed away, some things subtly changed in the CIA. But we knew why already: that list of double agents Laura obtained contained some key names, names of people that were in some sensitive positions... by that I mean they could not have been in those positions because our checks would've caught them as double agents. Ergo, someone was able to put them there and bypass the security checks in doing so."
He continued: "To say we leaned hard on those guys we caught is an understatement. We put them through what you went through, Don, though the drugs we used were not as deadly. Unlike you, they broke pretty easily. They told us that there was definitely another rogue cell; in fact, there were two."
"One of them is supporting Franklin Gray and his 'Stormbringer' operation." the DepDirector said. "Jonas Oldeeds's organization, led by his wife and Robert Patterson, is part of that. Also, these bastards that killed the Burkes and brought in those nerve agents are a part of it."
"The other... we now know what it is, it's supporting Superior Bloodlines and this Eugenics program. It's the Big Boys. Do you know who Conrad King is?"
"Jack King's father, former friend of Henry R. Wargrave... and on a first name basis with Elder George Bush."
"That's right." said the DepDirector. "I'm not trying to implicate President Bush in any of this, but Conrad King has been behind Superior Bloodlines for a long time. They are the true Elites of the Nation and the World, with people in GoldmanSachs and the Rothschilds, the Bilderberg types. They are deep, much deeper than the other group. Rooting them out may well be impossible, though we may yet shut their front group down."
"Where does Ferrell fit into this?" asked Jack Muscone.
"I'm not sure." said the DepDirector. "He may just be a hired gun for either group. He may not even know he's a product of these experimental breedings. What do you think, Commander?"
"I think it's stupid of him to have stayed in this area this long after being sought for several crimes, including attacking Tanya and conspiracy to help Sharples kill me." I said. "So why would he stay? The only reason? Because he does know. And he always has. I told y'all in the morning meeting that his mother was one of the women at Millwakee. What surprises me is that no one has asked who his blood father is."
"Ohhhhhhhh." said Cindy, with that 'why didn't I see that before?' look on her face. "Yarborough himself."
"Could well be." I said. "I'm hoping we can find a picture of Yarborough, any picture, and see if there's a family resemblance."
"Damn, you two are good." said Muscone.
"Not good enough, I'm afraid." I said. "We have miles to go before we sleep... miles to go before we sleep..."
Part 6 - More Answers, More Questions
3:00pm, Wednesday, March 8th. Myron and Mary Milton came to my office. Cindy sat on the sofa as they took hot chairs. Mary had a folder full of materials, which she placed upon my desk.
"Where's Krueger?" I asked.
"He's working on some data for Vice." said Mary. "Having to do with Jerry Saint, and also on Kevin Greeley's financial backers for 'Punk' and 'Pink'."
"I see." I said, and I did see... the looks on the Milton's faces. I took off my badge and laid it on my desk. "Put 'em on the desk, people. You too, Captain." They all put their badges next to mine, with Cindy coming up and sitting in the third hot chair, as I got out the bug detector. It glowed: Internal Affairs was listening in. I took out the bug killer. Internal Affairs was not listening in any more.
"Speak freely." I said. "How bad is it?"
It was Mary who spoke up after she and her husband exchanged a glance. "It's not the end of the world, but it's bad enough, sir. And it's been building for a while."
"David doesn't like the hacking?" I asked.
"He doesn't mind that, sir." Mary said. "It's hacking into Government computers and touching classified information. A couple of weeks ago he made some remark calling us a couple of 'Edward Snowdens'. Myron ripped him a new one, saying we weren't sharing anything with the Nation's enemies, only Commander Troy, who has proper clearance. Krueger said that we should not be looking at classified information at all, and especially not by hacking into Government computers. Nothing more was said, but after that, the trust has seriously eroded. We don't do anything when he's around, anymore.
"And why did no one come to me about this?" I asked. The Miltons just looked at each other. "I see... you were seeing if Krueger went to I.A... or worse."
Myron nodded. "Sir, I think you know how my father feels about the Federal Government, and you know that I share those feelings. We've seen how the CIA treated Barry Oliver, and we know what happened to you. We also know there are good people like Agent Muscone and your wife. And Mary and I know the full measure of who and what you and Captain Ross are, sir, ma'am. We have no problem helping you, and there are very few things you could ask of me that I would refuse to help you on."
"Yes, I know, and I appreciate it." I said.
"So, sir, we were making sure Krueger wasn't working with someone in the Federal Government." said Myron.
"And the relationship between the three of you is no longer good?" I asked.
"Sir, we'll work with him, at least I know I will." said Mary. "But we're not going to let him know if and when we're crossing any lines."
"Sir," said Myron, "if he goes to I.A., or to the Feds..." I held up a hand to stop him.
"Okay, say no more." I said. "I think this might be an easy fix. I'll call you back in later today or tomorrow morning." I handed them their badges, and Cindy hers, then put my own back on. "Y'all scoot, and say nothing to Krueger about this talk."
As they were leaving, I opened the file in front of me. On top was a photograph.
"MARY!" I screamed out.
"Sir?" she said, coming back into the office.
"This photo, who is it?" I asked.
"That's Dr. Yarborough, sir. Only picture of him I could find." Mary replied. "It's from the mid 1960s, sir. City University took film photos for the Faculty I.D.s. They were supposed to renew them every year or two, but Yarborough never did, just used that original one his entire time while on the Faculty there. They also used that photo for the Yearbook that year, and it's the only Yearbook his picture is in. And by chance, someone put that yearbook into digital records."
"Fantastic." I said. "Thank you, Mary. You can go."
"What are you going to do about Krueger?" asked Cindy.
"Listen in." I said. I dialed a number on my Police cellphone. "Hello Chief Soltis!" I said into the phone. Understanding came into Cindy's eyes as I said "Yes, I'm good, and you?... Caught 'em, eh? That's good... So it's getting better down there?... Well, I might can help. You still need a trustworthy Data Mining guru?... Yes, I might have your solution... extremely trustworthy guy... his name is David Krueger, one of my Detectives... been through the Police Academy, he's a full Detective here... no, not a thing wrong with him, just the opposite... okay, I'll talk to him about it, then you can interview him if he's interested... okay, talk to you later. Bye."
Cindy nodded. "That would work out great, if David will go back down there."
"I think he will." I said. "He had friends down there, still does, with the Governor's staff. His integrity is very good, maybe too good. Soltis badly needs people he can trust, and Krueger would do well helping to weed out the shit eaters down there. Now... look at this photograph."
Cindy looked. "Yes, resemblance to Ferrell."
"Not only that," I said, standing up and unlocking my whiteboards, "I'm about to show you something that could get you killed one day. You know the guy I said was standing over me while I was being tortured? The one I saw at the State Capitol?"
"Yes." said Cindy. "Go ahead and show me. We'll die together, if need be."
I took the photo off the whiteboards and handed it to Cindy. She looked at it. "Okay, so whassup with it?" she asked.
I was on my 'clean' laptop computer. I brought up the composite photo that showed him without his glasses, and put it on the right side of a split-screen on the program my computer was running. I scanned in the photo of Yarborough and sized it on the left side.
"Watch." I said. I pressed the button to superimpose the faces.
"Oh my God." Cindy said quietly. There was no doubt the two men very, very closely resembled each other. "The same man?"
"Can't be." I said. "Yarborough is long dead. I'd say they're brothers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Amazing." said Chief Moynahan as Cindy and I sat in his office, showing him the two photos and a third one showing the first two superimposed. "So this clown that was apparently supervising your torture is the brother of this filthy eugenics professor."
"Yes sir." I said. "And that clown is an extremely powerful man somewhere within the United States Government, and exceptionally dangerous."
"Harrumph. No doubt." said the Chief. "Well, Commander, you have had a very productive day."
"And it's not over yet, sir." I said. "We have another issue that has come up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come in, Mr. Krueger." said the Chief as David Krueger was escorted into his office by Captain Cindy Ross. I was sitting in one of the chairs in front of the Chief's desk, and he had David sit in the other one.
"Soooo, Mr. Krueger," said the Chief, "I'll just get right to it. You know that before coming here, I worked in Midtown, in their Police Department."
"Yes sir." said Krueger, who was looking a bit wary as he listened to the Chief.
"You came from Midtown, too, did you not?" the Chief asked.
"Yes sir." said David.
"How did you like it in Midtown?" asked the Chief.
"I was busy as part of the Governor's staff," said Krueger, "but it was a good place to be."
"Good." said the Chief. "As you may knowwwwww, one of my people, Frank Soltis, has become Police Chief down there, and he is working very hard to clean up the rot that has infested that Police Department. And one thing he needs is a very, very trustworthy data guru."
The Chief continued: "I believe you would do very well down there, helping Chief Soltis clean up the place. He wants to interview you, and I'm holding the Iron Crowbar's crowbar hostage to get him to consider letting you goooo."
"As much as I would hate to see you go, David," I said, "I think it'd be a great opportunity for you. Maybe a promotion, too, Chief?"
"Yes, the head of their Data Branch is a Lieutenant slot." said the Chief. "You're a young man for that post, Mr. Krueger, but then again, Chief Soltis is a young man, and the Iron Crowbar is not exactly over the hill, himself. In fact, the Iron Crowbar here is going to be working with Chief Soltis to help clean out the rot, and I daresay having you down there would help both of them tre-MEN-dously."
Krueger nodded. He was no fool, and he asked me "Have you lost confidence in me, sir?"
"Not one bit." I said, being sure to look at him squarely in the eye. "I would never let the Chief suggest this to you nor to Chief Soltis if I did not have confidence in you and think this was a great opportunity for you. You can stay here if you want to, but this is a chance to do something more, be part of something better, and be upwardly mobile more quickly than you could here. It's... kind of like when I first got here."
"Soooo," said the Chief, "you can at least interview with Chief Soltis and his people, and then let us know what you think."
"Yes, I can do that." said Krueger.
Part 7 - Slender In Farm Fields
7:30pm, Wednesday, March 8th. I was driving my Police SUV around Town, heading out of the northern suburbs towards North Street and to the Bypass. Cindy was riding shotgun. The sun was disappearing behind the horizon, and the quality of the light was quickly fading.
"What did Krueger say?" she asked.
"He saw right through us." I said. "But he's going to interview with Chief Soltis tomorrow. It really is a good opportunity for him, and I hope he takes it that way and doesn't think we're kicking him to the kerb."
"I agree on all counts." Cindy said. "So, no 'Slender Man' sightings yet, which is why you're patrolling like this." I smiled at Cindy's correct analysis.
"There is one other reason I asked you to ride around with me." I said. "What did you think of that lunch today?"
"Two things, sir." said Cindy. "First, the Deputy Director is beginning to realize the truth about Les Craig--"
"What truth is that?" I asked quickly.
"That he can't be trusted." Cindy replied. "I know you mentioned Dana Fox and Clark Webster, but its Craig that's the problem."
"You think he's dirty?" I asked.
"Maybe." Cindy replied. "My idea is this: I'm getting a sense that the Federal Government in Washington is divided almost in two. There are those that are part of what we call the Elites or the Elitists, and members of both political parties are among them, and they use political power for their own gain. Then there's the group that's not a part of that, and the Deputy Director and your wife are among them.
"Unfortunately, the Elites are winning." Cindy continued. "Your wife retired, and I don't blame her, and they're working to kick out the Deputy Director. Les Craig is angling for a position of power, and the Elites are grooming him for it. That makes your rescue of the Towson boy doubly fortuitous, as it prevented me from making a huge mistake and leaving the TCPD for the FBI."
"I'd have taken you back in a heartbeat." I said. "But is this all your observation and deduction? Or was it helped by a few fireside chats in Coltrane County?" By that I meant fireside chats with her father at 'The Vision'.
"Not much gets by you, Iron Crowbar." Cindy replied with a smile. "As you say, it's observation, deduction, and knowledge that are the keys to success. And I do listen when knowledge is being poured into my ears, despite your occasional claims to the contrary."
I laughed. "Well, your information and your source is good. I'll just say this. Today the Deputy Director suggested that there were two groups of people that we're dealing with. I invited you on this ride to tell you that I do not agree with that. We are ultimately dealing with the same group of people. We take down White Roots, we'll have a chance to take down Superior Bloodlines. We take them down, and we might break the Oldeeds Organization down, as well."
"You still want to bust them?" asked Cindy.
"My father, your uncle, died before his time, and Oldeeds was no small part of that." I replied flatly.
Cindy nodded. "So where do we go from here?"
"Well, I'd love to bust Ferrell, for Jack and Tanya's sakes." I said. "And then... well, we'll have to see. Lots of moving parts. Kind of like the chase after Westboro, but maybe this time we can hit them without them knowing we're after them... Westboro knew what we were doing every step of the way, and how I continue to be alive, I don't know."
"Chief Griswold said it just wasn't your day to die, as the Klingons say." Cindy said.
The Police radio became active. "All units, be advised of a Slender Man sighting near the River Valley Country Club. Suspect may have gone onto the golf course."
"This is Alpha-12." said a Patrol cruiser's crew. "We are moving to that location now."
"Alpha-4 to Headquarters," said another Patrol cruiser, "be advised that we have been flagged down, and there has been another Slender Man sighting at the field at the end of Pine Street. We are investigating now."
"BREAK! BREAK! BREAK!" came the next call. "Clear this channel of all chatter to receive an important message. Be advised that 9-1-1 has received a call of a missing child. Ten year old girl, blonde, wearing a blue shirt, blue jeans, and a dark blue coat. She was last seen with a very tall man in a suit getting into a brown sedan..."
"Holy shit!" Cindy said as I drove my SUV through the median of the Bypass to get to the northbound side, blue lights flashing.
"This is Commander Troy," I said into the radio. "Be sure to put out an Amber Alert immediately! Cover all roads leading to the State Lines and County lines!"



"Wilco, Commander." said the radio as we drove back into Town to join the search for a missing girl...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Slender In Farm Fields (Continued)
11:30pm, Wednesday, March 8th. Town & County Police Headquarters.
It was on the verge of chaos. The missing girl's name was Henrietta Claymore, a fourth grader. Her sobbing mother Carla Claymore was in the Pastor's Room with Chaplain (Captain) Calvin, our Protestant chaplain. Her father John Claymore was also there, but was in the Admin Group's breakroom with Protestant Chaplain (Lieutenant) Hobson. The parents were legally separated, so we kept them physically separated, as well. The divorce lawyers were with their clients: Tina Felton with Carla, Ferguson Stegall III with John.
Blockades were manned at every road leading out of the County; no one was leaving without their car being examined, and any suspicious vehicle was pulled over and the driver asked to open the trunk. Those that demanded warrants were held in place until the warrants arrived... and Judge Rodney K. Watts was having no problem issuing those warrants on the merest whim of 'probable cause'.
There was a huge crowd of reporters in the Press Room. Some of them, especially John Hardwood of KSTD, were angrily and viciously snarling at Captain Briscoe, Public Relations Officer; the reporters were demanding that Commander Troy personally make himself available to them to answer their questions. Obviously, I was not exactly feeling beholden to the Press, and so I was having none of that.
And speaking of Your Iron Crowbar, I was in MCD, which was our 'War Room'. The large monitor screen on the wall was hooked up to computers that showed where every Patrol cruiser was as they searched for the missing girl. Detectives were at their desks, taking phone calls, examining information being piped in to their computers, and trying to find any scrap of a hint that would help find the girl. The Mouseketeers were at two of the desks, gathering data on the girl, her family, her family's friends, any information we could find about her school and the people working at it.
And I was standing right in the middle of it all, in the middle of the MCD room, staring at the big television monitor but my mind a million miles away and going a million miles an hour...
"Commander..." I heard a voice say, seemingly from far away. It was Captain Ross, standing next to me. "Sir, Myron and Mary have some data, and it might be better to go over it in your office."
"Yes." I said, barely audible. Then I got aware of everything. "Yes. Let's go to my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mary started us off once we were seated in my office: "John Claymore is a teacher at Town High School, in the Vocational Department. Teaches electrical wiring as part of the homebuilding program. He's also been hired by the I.B.E.W. to give refresher training to that Union's membership from time to time. Carla Claymore is a teacher at River Valley Middle School."
"They've been married twelve years, and Henrietta is their only child." Mary continued. "Neither has a criminal record other than two speeding tickets each in the past. Carla filed for divorce from John about three months ago, and it became a raging battle over custody of Henrietta. John accused Carla of verbal and physical assault of Henrietta, and Carla fired back by saying John tried to sexually abuse Henrietta. Doctor Yates and Doctor Fredricson examined Henrietta and said there was no physical or sexual abuse. Both parents' lawyers tried to file restraining orders against the other parent, and Folsom shot both petitions down."
Mary went on: "The Federal Marshals became involved last Christmas, when Carla took Henrietta to Carla's parents' home, which is in Hammondsville to our west... and across the State Line. John immediately called the FBI, as the temporary custody order in place while the divorce is working through the courts forbade Carla from taking Henrietta out of the State.
"Marshals brought them back, and John and his lawyers really ratcheted things up in Court and tried everything to get Henrietta away from Carla's custody. Ultimately, the judge ruled that Henrietta would stay with her mother, but Carla now knows if she takes Henrietta even out of the County, she, Carla, will go to prison and lose custody of Henrietta forever."
I said "So each parent is accusing the other of this crime?"
"Carla says she thinks John is behind it." Myron said. "So the first thing we did was check on John. He was at the Kiwanis Club meeting when the news of Henrietta's disappearance broke. He'd been at the School all day, and was then at the Fire Department Range talking about the wiring in the house they're going to burn for training in a few days. It's not that he was always in someone's sight, sir... but that the windows for him to have done something are narrow."
"And the wife?" I asked. "Where was she?"
"She said she was at school," said Mary, a bit skeptically, "then went grocery shopping, then went home to cook dinner. Henrietta was at her friend Heather's house, and when she was overdue to come home, Carla called Heather's mother, Jen Lance. Jen said Henrietta had left some time before, and that's when Carla called the Police."
"You sound skeptical." I said.
Mary caught her breath. "My apologies, sir. I should leave my emotions out of my reports."
I said "I don't mind you sounding skeptical if you're skeptical. I'm curious as to why you're so skeptical."
Mary said "Something doesn't fit. She's so worried about her husband taking her child away, but she lets the girl walk home alone from her friend's house when she could have gone and got her?"
"Did John accuse Carla of being behind Henrietta's disappearance?" I asked.
"No sir." said Myron. "I watched him being interviewed by Teddy Parker. He told his story, answered Parker's questions directly, but didn't speculate further. I didn't sense he was being evasive, sir, but I can't read minds like you do."
"I wish I could read minds. It would make all our jobs easier." I said. "Did the parents talk with their lawyers very much?"
"I don't know, sir." said Myron. Mary also wasn't sure.
"Mary," I said, "don't ever be afraid to go with your instincts. I happen to think you are correct that there are inconsistencies in the wife's actions. That doesn't mean she's done anything wrong, though. Okay, is there anything else I should know? Who are these people who Henrietta visited today?"
"Larry and Jen Lance, and their daughter Heather." said Mary. "Coincidentally, or maybe not, Larry and Jen are also getting a divorce. Heather is a little younger than Henrietta, but both are in the same classes in school. Neither Larry nor Jen has a criminal record. I haven't done any digging into their pasts yet."
"Go ahead and glance into that." I said. "I'm going back to MCD."
I went back into MCD, Cindy following. As I looked at the monitor of our deployment, I asked "Why are so many of our people right in the River Valley neighborhood?"
"Because the girl lives in that area and disappeared from it, sir." Cindy said matter-of-factly.
"Sir," said Captain Teresa Croyle, "we're using the concentric circles method of searching, from inside and in ever-widening circles."
"Okay." I said. "Listen, I want you to take half of the Patrol cruisers inside the neighborhood, and a third of those in this next ring, and send them further out. I don't see any coverage at all of the farm fields west of the River, where we've had Slender Man sightings, and where Kevin Greeley was dragged to his death. What do we have in the way of drones?"
"Sir," said Hugh Hewitt, "we have six drones, including two on loan from the FBI."
"Do they detect infrared?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Hugh. "They can be set to either infrared or visible light, but not both at the same time."
"Put 'em on infrared." I said. "Fly over those farm fields. We'll see the girl's heat signature before we eyeball her in the darkness."
When Teresa and Hugh just stood there, I said "Is there a question?"
"Uh, no sir." Teresa said.
"Good. Go. Get to it." I replied. They scurried out. I noticed the MCD room was a bit quieter, and there were surreptitious looks in my general direction. I watched the monitor, and within five minutes saw Patrol cruisers being redeployed. I went back to my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Jack Muscone would say 'Four hundred years ago...'," Cindy said as she came into my office behind me, her imitation of him a poor one. "So why do you think this girl is in the farm fields?"
"Two reasons." I said. "First, a kidnapper is not going to take this girl and just stand on a nearby street corner. Either they're in a house, and we're prohibited from barreling through them without proper warrants despite what the Boston Police did after the Boston bombings; or the kidnapper took the girl somewhere else. I really did not understand the concentration of Police vehicles right in that area when we have 300 square miles of County to search."
"And second," I continued, "the Slender Man sightings. He's been seen in several neighborhoods and here at Police Headquarters. But there was another sighting... in a farm field, west of the River. And we're not even looking there."
"More training to follow." Cindy said. That got her a look from me, eyes blazing.
"That's the least of my worries right now, Captain." I said icily. "Finding this girl is my priority. Let's make that happen."
Cindy nodded and scurried out.
Part 8 - Lost And Found
As the clock neared midnight, I got tired of repeated texts from Captain Briscoe. I told Cindy to go get him and tell him to report to my office immediately. When he came into my office, I did not invite him to sit down but locked his heels.
"Captain," I said sternly. "I am getting tired of these texts. I know the Press is arrogantly demanding I go give them personal updates. The Press can sit and spin on a crowbar for all I care."
"Sir, John Hardwood keeps yelling about----" Briscoe started, but I didn't brook it.
"Yelling?" I said. "Tell him that the next time he yells, he will be arrested and booked for disorderly conduct and disturbing the peace, and I'm not kidding; I'll send Rudistan and Morton in there right now to break his ass down. And tell everyone in the Press Room that the Police Commander will not be dictated to by the lying Fake News assholes of the Press."
"Sir, I can't say that to them..." protested Briscoe.
"I'll go tell 'em!" Cindy happily offered.
"I expect what I said to be relayed verbatim, Captain Briscoe." I said. "Get out of my office, and don't text me again unless it's actually important."
Briscoe left, and I could tell he was not happy about our 'conversation'. Tough, I thought. Why am I the only one that treats the Press like they should be treated... respect or disrespect them in the exact same measure they respect or disrespect me?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Alpha-4. We've got her!" came the call.
MCD cheered as the radio messages came in. "She's groggy, but seems to be okay. We are taking her to University Hospital now."
"Roger that." said Lt. Croyle. "Crime Lab team, meet them at the Hospital. Also send a team to inspect the scene where she was found."
"This is Commander Troy." I said into the radio. "Congratulations, good job by everyone. Alpha-4, come to Headquarters and my office when you are done at the Hospital."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She was just lying there, sir, asleep." Patrolman Johnson said. She was lying on a white sheet, which is what we saw in the moonlight. She had her coat on, and her breathing and heartbeat were slow like she was sleeping, but otherwise she seemed to be okay."
"Did she see anything when she was kidnapped, or afterward?" I asked.
"She was incoherent at the scene, sir." said Patrolman Barker, one of the newer Officers on the Force. "She was murmuring, but no clear words."
"Okay." I said. "Good job, guys. Report to your Sergeant, and get your written reports in as fast as you can."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00am, Thursday, March 9th. Information was coming in fast and furious. I'd told my Captains to gather it and put it together into reports for my consumption. I told Captain Briscoe to announce that the girl was found, and that no more statements would be made until the next morning. Though the Press continued to make demands that I personally address them, it became clear I'd be doing no such thing, and they finally cleared the Press Room and went to the Hospital.
Cindy and Teresa knocked on my door and came into my office. "Sir, is the Chief here?" asked Cindy.
"He's asleep in his office." I said. "I told him the girl was found and that he should go home and get some rest. He said he'd rest here in case something came up. So, whaddya got, Angels?"
Teresa started: "The girl Henrietta was admitted to the Hospital for observation. She was drugged with a sedative, but will be fine after she sleeps it off. She was not physically harmed otherwise, and was not sexually molested.
"One of our Officers interviewed Heather and Jen Lance last night." Teresa continued. "Heather said she and Henrietta were talking on the front porch and Heather had to go to the restroom. When she got back to the porch, Henrietta wasn't there, and was nowhere in sight. Heather thought Henrietta had just walked home, even though she wasn't supposed to, and didn't even say anything to her mother for a while. Then Carla Claymore came over to pick up Henrietta, and that's when the hysterics started... with Jen and Carla. Both women became very upset, and still are."
"And Heather saw no cars on the road, no one else walking on the sidewalk at all?" I queried.
"She says she saw no one and no cars at the time Heather disappeared." Teresa said. "She said cars passed by over time, but she took no notice of them." I nodded.
"Sir," said Cindy, "the Crime Lab team got the sheet that the girl was lying on. The only footprints leading to it were our Police Officers's. They said they looked for footprints as they walked, and saw none. They tried to be careful about doing as little as possible to mar the scene, one walking in right behind the other. But they had to approach the girl and check her out when they found her."
"Of course." I said. "So where was she as we look at the map?"
"Along the same road that Kevin was dragged upon to his death." Teresa said. "But much further east, not far at all from County Road 5."
"Any camera footage into that area?" I asked. "Or along the way that might show us a car that came from the River Valley subdivision to that farm?"
"Myron and Mary are gathering that, sir." said Cindy. "But I'm not hopeful. The perp could've taken a hundred different routes to get there, including all the way around the Bypass from the south side."
"Sir," said Teresa, "I want to apologize for my poor plan in searching for this girl. You are right that it was bad----"
I held up a hand. "Don't apologize. What you were doing was very much standard procedure. You also did very well making sure every road out of the County was covered. We'll discuss more efficient deployments at a better time. For now, tell the Night Shifts to continue looking for suspicious vehicles, and everyone else can stand down... after their police reports are turned in, of course."
Part 9 - The True Enemy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 9th, from in front of Police Headquarters. "Ten-year-old Henrietta Claymore was found alive and unharmed last night after disappearing late yesterday afternoon or early evening!"
"Police Commander Donald Troy has refused to give the Press any information about the girl's disappearance nor her recovery." Bettina continued. "Commander Troy also refused to update the Press with any information as the search for young Henrietta was underway. Fortunately for Commander Troy, his Police Officers found the girl alive and well. After asking if the FBI was being asked to assist in the search for the girl, Channel Two News was told that Commander Troy had not asked for such help, and that he didn't need it."
"I am going to have Briscoe's ass spinning on this crowbar." Cindy said, her voice full of anger, her ice-blue eyes blazing with cold fury.
"No no no no..." I said. "Briscoe didn't say any of that. Bettina made that shit up, if I don't miss my guess."
"And in other news," Bettina said, "Governor Val Jared continues to insist that the SBI will be dismantled, and all that is left will be expected to support inferior local Law Enforcement personnel, even as the Budget battle continues to be deadlocked. The SBI has been gutted largely by the actions of Commander Donald Troy, who arranged the Legislative compromise that has left our State at the mercy of drug lords."
*CLICK!*
The television screen went black, briefly protesting as the power to it was cut off. The remote was in the Green Crowbar's hands. I have rarely seen her so angry.
"I can't listen to any more of that shit." Cindy said. "I am getting tired of that bitch!" She stalked out of the room.
"If she hadn't have turned it off," said Joanne Warner, "I would have... by throwing something at the screen."
"What is up with her?" asked Theo Washington, who had a stunned look on his handsome face.
"I dunno." I said. "I must've done something right. The Press hates me the most when I do something right. All right, I have work to do. Y'all have a great day, and let's bust some perps." With that, I headed back to my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said Priya at 8:00am from in front of City Hall. "Five-Alive News is continuing its coverage of the aftermath of the disappearance and rescue of Henrietta Claymore last night! Let's go to trusted reporter John Hardwood for the latest. John!"
"Thank you, Priya." said Hardwood, who was in front of the Courthouse complex. "Although Henrietta Claymore was found safe just hours after disappearing, the Press is being stonewalled in obtaining the facts you have a right to know, about what happened last night. Commander Donald Troy refused to speak with the Press last night, and also has refused to issue any statements to the Press regarding the investigation."
"Additionally, continued Hardwood, "Five-Alive News has learned that Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex of 'Citizens For Police Accountability" plan to file a lawsuit against Commander Donald Troy, saying he authorized forced warrantless searches of Citizen's cars during the hours Ms. Claymore was missing. Commander Troy has not responded to our repeated requests for comment."
"John," Priya asked as the television went to split-screen, "were any citizens actually searched without a warrant?"
"Mr. Swenson and Mr. Eidex believe so." said Hardwood. "Additionally, Priya, citizens complained about being detained by Police if they objected to having their cars searched."
"That is total bullshit!" snarled a very angry Cindy Ross as we watched in my office.



"I know." I said. "You might notice how carefully Hardwood crafted his words to make sure he didn't actually say himself that we made any warrantless searches. And I always think it's amusing when they have to tell us that a reporter is 'trusted', as Priya did of the most very untrustworthy Hardwood."
Just then there was a knock on my door. Chief Moynahan came in. "I just got off the phone with the Sheriff. We were talking about what Bettina had said, and we watched the Hardwood comments together, via phone. I am going to give a press conference and shoot down these accusations. As part of that, i will tell the Press that I ordered you to not speak to them. And I really did do that, though maybe just in my head. But it's to humiliate them."
"I appreciate it, Chief," I said, "but I doubt they'll carry it live on the air, and they sure as hell won't air it on tape later."
"If they don't," said the Chief, "then I will close the Press Room, and forbid the Press entrance to Police Headquarters, either Precinct, or County Jail if it's not aired by the noon broadcast." With that, the Chief took his leave of us.
"What I want to know," said Cindy, "is why they're doing this. I don't have to be you or your mother to see that this is orchestrated and coordinated."
"Yes, you're right, it's definitely intentional." I said. "But I wonder if Priya was part of it. She seemed surprised by Hardwood's attacks. Maybe Bettina and Hardwood collaborated on this."
"I would not be shocked at all." Cindy said. "Don, you need to fuck the hell out of that bitch and get her head back on right. She's starting to really, really piss me off."
"After porking Priya," I said with a grin, "why would I put my pecker into Bettina's pickled pussy again?"
It took Cindy five full minutes to stop laughing and regain her composure.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
KSTD covered the Chief's press conference live. KXTC did not. Nor did KXTC show any of it during their noon broadcast. That got Burt West and Bettina phone calls from the Sheriff, threatening to deny KXTC access to City Hall, Police Headquarters, or any Police crime scene. They would show the bare minimum of Chief Moynahan's comments during the six o'clock newscast.
Part 10 - Slender In Memory
9:00am, Thursday, March 9th. We were meeting in Classroom 'E'. Present were: Chief Moynahan, me, Cindy, Teresa, J.R. Barnes, Myron and Mary, Joanne, and Teddy Parker.
"Dr. Yates talked with Henrietta an hour ago." said Cindy. "It was taped by Sergeant Rudistan, and that has been put in the evidence servers. The gist of it is that Henrietta said she was walking home when she thought someone was behind her. She turned and saw a very tall man, but didn't see his face. She doesn't remember anything else. There is a puncture mark on her neck, which was likely the injection point of the sedative that knocked her out."
"Okay." I said. "Not much there. Captain Croyle?"
"Interviews of neighbors in Heather and Henrietta's neighborhoods have yielded nothing." said Teresa. "No one saw anything, apparently. Considering that there are signs all over the place that it's a 'Neighborhood Watch' place, it's kind of scary that no one saw anything... or else they're just not talking to Police."
"Some of both, I'd imagine." I said. "Mary, Myron?"
Mary said "I got a little bit more on Larry and Jen Lance, whose daughter Heather was the girl Henrietta was visiting. Larry Lance was a process engineer for Burke Enterprises before Michael Burke sold out to his son, Todd. Larry resigned when the Burke company was absorbed into BOW Enterprises. He's done freelance contract work and some work for StatePowerCorp since, but it doesn't look like he was making what he used to."
Mary continued: "Jen Lance works for Forbes & Sehgal Engineering, but only for the last two years. Of interest is that some years ago, she was an ardent environmentalist and may have been involved with the PCGW when they went to war with Crown Chemicals."
"Okay." I said. "Any video show up anywhere that we can use?" I asked.
"No sir." said Myron. "We tried an algorithm to compare cars in the Kensington and River Valley districts to the west side, anywhere near where the girl was found. No joy at all. It's worse than looking for a needle in a haystack; at least we know the needle is in the haystack in the first place."
"True enough." I said. "While I have you here: anything on that pickup truck that dragged Kevin Greeley to his death?"
"The license plate was reported stolen ten months ago." Myron said. "It belonged to an elderly Korean War veteran, a Lewis Grissom. He's in bad health, in Hospice, and his wife doesn't drive vehicles anymore."
"Okay." I said. "Unless someone has something else, we have Richard Ferrell to catch, and we have Slender Man to find. Fortunately, this girl was not harmed. But let's do what we can to prevent any more abductions... and quite frankly, I'd like for the pranks to stop. This bozo might make an appearance and suddenly find some good ol' boys or teenagers shooting at him... that was the Apple Grove method of dealing with pranksters pretending to be ghosts."
"My hometown, too." Teresa said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going back to my office, my assistant Helena said "Commander, an FBI Agent Les Craig has called you twice. I told him you were in meetings, but he called back and said it was urgent. He wanted me to get you out of the meeting, but I said I couldn't do that."
"I'm sure he thinks it's urgent." I said. "Helena, you generally know which calls to take and which aren't important. For most of the FBI, do what you can to accommodate them. But if it's Les Craig, tell him I'm unavailable. If he insists or calls back, tell him I'm unavailable to him."
Helena smiled her pretty smile and said "Yes sir, I will do just that." And I knew she would enjoy doing just that.
Going into my office, I barely had sat down when I heard Helena's phone ring. Then less than a minute later, my personal cellphone rang. I pushed the button to send it to voicemail.
A moment later, the Chief buzzed me. "Mr. Crowbar," he said, "I have Agent Craig on the line. I know, I know... but just take his call and dispense with him, would you please?"
Fer cryin' out loud. "Okay, Chief." I said. A second later I heard "This is Les Craig, Commander."
"What do you need, Craig?" I asked, a bare minimum of courtesy in my voice.
"I'm calling to see where you are in finding Leonard Lotz." said Craig.
"Are you kidding?" I asked in spite of myself. "You harassed my secretary and then went over my head to my Chief to ask about Leonard Lotz?"
"He's a wanted criminal that might be in your area." said Craig. "We've asked your Sheriff and your Chief to make his capture a top priority. So how is that coming along?"
"I've got two murders and an abduction to solve." I said. "Leonard Lotz is at the very bottom of my list, to the point I really don't care about him right now unless he shows up on my doorstep."
"Commander," Craig said, trying to put authority in his voice, "maybe you're not fully aware of the gravity of this situation. Leonard Lotz is a dangerous criminal and an escapee from---"
"HOW is he dangerous?" I thundered. "I know what dangerous criminals are; I've arrested more of them than you have, for damn sure! Lotz has never killed anyone. Why do you keep saying he's dangerous? Why the frickin' panic in you over this guy? Eh?"
"Lotz is dangerous, Commander." said Craig. "I can't go into details with you, but---"
"Well, if you can't tell me, then I guess I can't find the time to look for him for you... which is what you want me to do. You want me to do the job you can't get done, even with all the FBI's horses and all the FBI's men."
"I don't know why you're being so hostile, Commander Troy," said Craig, "but you better think about the future. The FBI can be a great help to you, or can cause you problems."
"Is that a threat?" I asked. The silence on the other end was deafening. Then I realized that it was prolonged. The line was dead; Craig had hung up on me.
The party never stops in the Iron Crowbar's world, I thought to myself as I put the phone receiver back in its cradle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Teresa Croyle came into my office.
"I'm glad you're here." I said. "I was wondering if---"
She handed me a file folder. "Larry Lance's employment file at Burke Enterprises." she said.
I smiled. "Thank goodness I've got some competent people around me." I sighed and said "Thank you."
"May I?" she asked, indicating a chair. I nodded and she sat down.
"There's not a lot there, sir." Teresa said. "Larry Lance was pretty good friends with Michael Burke. He did say in his resignation letter that he was leaving due to the ownership change, but there seemed to be no personal animosity towards Todd. Mr. Lance may have thought his job was in danger, and he probably was right. Todd took BOW Enterprises in new directions; Lance was part of the 'old school' crowd that was stagnant."
I looked at the file. "So no issues with anyone, no reason to think he's a nut of some kind?" I asked.
"Not that I can tell, sir." said Teresa.
"What about John Claymore, Henrietta's father?" I asked. "Did you get a chance to observe him?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "There was obvious tension between John and Carla Claymore. But a lot of it was on her side. She was upset about her daughter, of course, but I thought she was more hostile to him than he was to her."
I nodded. "Okay, so I've got an eight foot nutjob that was looking into my office window and now has apparently abducted a child. Not exactly a lot to go on, eh, Captain?"
Teresa made a muffled sound that might've been a short laugh. "Time to get Bowser on the case, sir..."
Part 11 - Insubordination
3:00pm, Thursday, March 9th. I was called into the Chief's Conference Room. He escorted me in, where Sheriff Daniel Allgood was sitting.
"Have a seat, Commander." the Chief said, having me sit in the near chair to the door, with my back to the door. The Chief sat on the end of the table to my left. To his left, facing me, was the Sheriff.
"What this is about, Commander," said Sheriff Allgood, "is the situation with FBI Special Agent in Charge Les Craig. I understand you had a phone conversation with him that turned ugly?"
"That's one way of putting it." I said.
"What would be another way?" asked Allgood.
"Another way would be an unwarranted intrusion into my work, him wanting me to do his job for him while at the same time not explaining why he wants me to do his job for him." I replied. I expected the Sheriff to ask me to elaborate... but he did not.
"Commander," said the Sheriff, remaining formal and stiff at all times, "when the FBI requests your help on something, especially the apprehension of a dangerous, wanted criminal, why would you be opposed to giving it?"
I looked over at Chief Moynahan, who was offering me no help.
"First," I said, "because Agent Craig will not explain his obsession with Leonard Lotz, and I don't share the opinion that Lotz is as dangerous as Craig makes him out to be. Second---"
"Isn't that Agent Craig's job to determine how dangerous Lotz is?" asked Allgood.
"If that's the case, and I'm to have no input on that, then why does he need or should he expect my help in the first place?" I fired back.
Sheriff Allgood was beginning to get angry, and now the Chief intervened.
"Sheriff," Moynahan said, "I bee-lieve Commander Troy has made a very cogent point."
"I don't agree." said Allgood. "If Agent Craig says Lotz is dangerous, why should he not be believed? If the FBI, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, says Lotz is a Top Ten criminal, who are we to debate that?"
"Do you think the FBI is better than we are, Sheriff?" I asked angrily.
"You forget your place, Commander." Allgood shot back. "I'm asking the questions, here." It deteriorated quickly from there.
I stood up. "I can reply one of two ways." I said. "First, you ask the questions then reject my answers, seemingly accepting Les Craig as some kind of LEO god, and you apparently think I'm a piece of shit by comparison. Well, I interviewed Leonard Lotz at the Asylum; he's not a mass murderer like George Aurus, and I see no reason why he's more of a threat than Les Craig himself. Les Craig failed in Southport for years, and now he can't find Leonard Lotz when it should be easy to do so. Worse, Craig may be dirty, and there is no way I help Craig find Lotz without knowing what Craig wants with him. I might well be sending Lotz to his death if I do."
"Are you serious?" Allgood asked disbelievingly.
"Hell yeah, I am." I snarled. Then I leaned over the table and said "And my second reply... Sheriff Allgood... is that if you want to start throwing rank around with me, I'll shove my badge up your ass so far you'll never shit again. I sure as hell don't need you, nor this job, more than you need me right now. And when the next kid disappears, is abducted? Good luck to you." I turned for the door.
"Where are you going?" shouted Allgood.
"Somewhere else." I said. "Before I say something you and your wife will truly regret." I turned and left the room, slamming the door behind me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was two hours later. I was sitting in my office, alone. No one had entered in that time, and my only communication with the outside world was to tell Helena she could go home.
The door was locked, but one of the two other people who had keys opened the door: it was my wife Laura. She had the blood-taking kit.
"No." I said. "Not now." Laura nodded, set the kit down on the edge of the desk, and sat down in a hot chair.
"So," my wife said, "what did you mean about saying something that Daniel and his wife would regret?"
I peered at her. "You do know Melina's a racist, don't you?" I asked. "And Daniel was head of I.A. but did nothing when Captain Malone exercised racism against blacks within this Police Department and outside of it?"
Laura nodded, but I was not done: "And now we have a group of White Supremacists who brought nerve agents into this County, and dragged a man down a dirt road to his death, and Daniel is sitting there trusting FBI Agent Les Craig over me?"
"You think Craig is part of the white supremacy group?" Laura asked.
"I don't know." I said. "But what I want to know is why Les Craig is so hell-bent on finding Leonard Lotz, so obsessed with it. If Lotz were a killer like George Aurus is, I could understand, but Lotz... he's not a freaking killer. He's a Silverfish-wannabee. He robs banks. He doesn't take hostages. He was never considered a threat or a violent person while in prison."
"I see your point." Laura said. "But is that all it is with Craig? Obsession over one bank robber?"
"No, and Craig is not all I have a problem with." I said. I got up and opened my whiteboards. I took from the boards the composite picture of the man that was hanging there, then turned and handed it to Laura.
"That," I said, "is the man I saw at the State Capitol, and the man who I am sure I saw while I was being tortured by Casey B. Walker. I believe he is the leader of a rogue cell that may include CIA Agents, FBI Agents, and people in other Departments and Bureaus."
"I've never seen him before." Laura said. "Do you want me to try to have him identified?"
"No." I said. "You'll never be able to, and you'll only alert him to the fact we know about him. As an example, how easy would it have been to find out anything about 'Diana', your old mother?"
"I again see your point." Laura said. "So you think he's one of those? The ones whose names cannot be spoken?" I nodded, and then explained my thesis that he was involved in the eugenics experiments of Dr. Yarborough. (Yes, the bug-killer was on.)
When I was done, my stunned wife said "Well, that explains why you're under stress."
"And why I'm not very trusting of certain people right now." I said. "Including a Sheriff that has his head up his ass. So... any other schools you ever thought about working at?"
"No." said Laura, trying to suppress a grin, and failing. "You'll just have to take the SBI job." I just shook my head, then chuckled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Thursday, March 9th.
"I think he understood." said Chief Moynahan as I stood in front of is desk, having not been invited to sit down. "When you said that about his wife, he almost collapsed. That hit him as hard as your crowbar ever could."
The Chief then looked up at me. "He hasn't suspended either you or me, at least not yet. But today has been a bad day. I know you don't like Les Craig, and I don't blame you. But I have received calls from others in Washington, including U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, Congressman Condor. They're only hearing Craig's side of the story of your altercation with him, and when I told them there was another side to it, they said they did not care. The Governor also called, but it was more to get the full facts."
I remained standing, not saying anything, just absorbing it.
"Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "you have built up one hell of an organization here. You have a very loyal group of people working for and with you. Your record of successes is respected and in some cases envied by more people than you know. Even your dog meets a higher standard." He was peering at me for a reaction; I did not give him anything to read on my face. His own face became disquieted.
"But there are limits, Mr. Crowbar. Not everything has to be a war." continued the Chief. "Sooooo, keep your head down, try not to make any noise or headlines through the weekend, and we'll find a way to get through this, too." I still said nothing. "Anything you want to say, Commander?"
"No sir." I said.
"Okay, then. Dismissed. Wrap it up and go home."
I left. What I did not know was that the Chief got on the phone. "Yeah, it's bad... as bad as I've ever seen him... nooooo, he's way past that... I said something about his dog, and he didn't even blink... yeah, that bad... I'm afraid he'll quit, he'll leave... and then Ross and Croyle will leave, and his Data people will go, and maybe even some of his Detectives... morale would go into the toilet... we'd be destroyed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into my office and looked around. I'd always felt an aura about the place, a feeling that this was where I belonged, where I should be as I led my Police Force. But tonight, I was not feeling that. I was feeling nothing. Not just since I got this office, but for the first time since I became a TCPD Officer, I felt like this room was not home.
I was contemplating how many boxes it would take to get my personal stuff out of here. One for the framed stuff on the walls, one for the Trojan Horse, one big box for the contents of my safe...
"No, you're not packing, you're not going anywhere." a voice behind me said. I turned to see Cindy, dressed in a black pullover sweater, blue jeans, and black civilian boots. Looking damn hot.
"I may not have a choice." I said, still in a mood.
"Let's go get a drink." Cindy said.
"Isn't Callie at your place, waiting for you?"
"I called her." Cindy said. "She knows I'm going to be late."
"You know," I said, "I don't feel like drinking. Let's drive around Town."
Part 12 - Slender On Deck
"Wow." Cindy said. "First the Media, then Les Craig being an ass, then the Sheriff being a bigger ass..."
"Yep." I said as I drove along North Street. "All in one day. Quite the coincidence, wouldn't you say?"
"Maybe." Cindy said as we turned to go south on the Bypass. "What bothers me is how you're reacting to it all. Got Slender Man in your head? It's obvious you're driving this route looking for him."



I gave a brief smile. "Yes, it may come to nothing, but I'm seeing what the patterns are around here, so I can then spot the abnormal. And yes, Slender Man is in my head, and has been since I opened that window and there he was. I literally felt the electricity running up my arms... up... my... arms..."
Cindy did not let me stay in the reverie long. "You okay?" she asked.
"Yeah." I said. "I just thought of something. Okay, let's keep going south." Instead of taking the Bypass curve that would take us east, I turned onto a small side road that took us to County Road 5. Going south, I turned east onto County Road 2 at the southern border of the County, which took us back to the main roads. I drove up Hotel Row, seeing the lights and the cars, then past the car dealerships that were near where the Nextdoor County Highway came in. Then north along University Avenue.
Cindy was watching the University campus, and the mountain face to the east. Then she tensed up.
"Don," she said, "the deck light to the Cabin is on." At that moment, my personal cellphone chimed, which was an alert that the sensor at the Cabin had been tripped.
"Don! Pull over! Look!" Cindy said. I pulled to the side of the road and took the binoculars Cindy had been using and looked out the window past her. I could see the Cabin, perched on the mountainside high above the School. And standing on the deck, illuminated by the light that had turned on, was a very tall man in black... with a white, featureless blob of a head!
"Holy crap, it's him!" I gasped. I gave Cindy the binoculars back, turned on the blue lights and siren, and blasted onto the road. Cars scrambled to get out of our way as I sped north, turned hard onto the road by the stadium and rumbled up the hill to the driveway of the Cabin. Cindy was calling for backup on the radio.
We parked in front of the gate, locked the car, and scrambled over the gate. I might add that a warrant was not needed, as the owner was giving permission to do this. As we ran up the driveway, we could see the deck through the trees; there was no one there.
"Stop." I said quietly. Cindy stopped. I pointed to our left, where the top of the hill was. "Keep your eyes peeled." I whispered. "He may have run up into the woods and would have a tactical advantage on us."
We kept close to the mountainside as we went along and past the Cabin, to the 'trail' that led up into the woods. I peered up, seeing nothing, then went on up. Looking down at the Cabin and below, we saw two Patrol cruisers converging on the road. We went back down. I crept along the side of the house and looked onto the deck... no one there. And though we'd distinctly seen Slender Man standing on the deck, and not hovering over it, there was not a single trace in the dust that anyone had stood or walked there.
But as we turned back, I saw the piece of paper taped to the window. It was a crudely drawn circle, with a crudely drawn "X" through it.
"Slender Man." I said. "This is one of the eight messages either he or his victims reportedly leave posted."
"Well," Cindy said, "at least we weren't dreaming when we saw him."
Rudistan and Morton came up. "Find anything, sir, ma'am?" he called out from the driveway.
"Just this paper." I said. "Careful not to touch it. Bag it as evidence for fingerprint analysis. Captain Ross and I will go inside and clear the house." We did so, and there was no one home.
When we were done, I said "Rudistan, put out a full alert, increase patrols in neighborhoods with children. Be on the lookout for tall men in suits and ties where such clothing would be incongruous."
"That's a grownup word, sir." said Rudistan. "They don't teach us big words like 'incongruous' at the Police Academy." Cindy grinned at the joke; I did not. I was too far gone inside my own mind palace...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No fingerprints at all, sir." said Christina Cho in my office. She had just analyzed the paper we'd found. "There are a couple of smudges that actually show that gloves were worn while handling it. The paper is the standard stuff found at any Wal-Mart, and the ink is the common cheap stuff from a disposable pen."
"I saw this on the Internet." said Teddy Parker, who had come in. "The kids making videos in England said this was the most common sign of Slender Man."
"I think it's used in the video game, too." I said. "I haven't played the game, so I'm not sure. There are Youtube videos about it, though. Interesting stuff... except when the kidnappings get real."
"Sir," asked Parker, "do you think this was left at your house to taunt you?"
"That's my thought." said Cindy.
"I don't know." I said. "It's common knowledge that it's my house, but if you go ask people on the street whose house is that on the hill, they likely as not won't know. Also, it was really timely that we happened to be driving up University Avenue and saw the guy up there."
"But you got an alarm, sir." said Cindy. "So that drew you in like a moth to the flame. And it's not the first time the bad guys have used that to lure you in." She was remembering Henry Wargrave's attack on me, where the redoubtable Bowser had run for help and raised the alarm. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 03)
"That's true." I said. "So that would get us up to find the drawing. But actually seeing Slender Man as we did? That seems more coincidental."
Cindy said "So maybe the perp puts up a Slender Man mannequin while he's posting the drawing, hoping people will see it and call the Police. And it just so happens the Police were the first to see it."
"It's getting late," I said, "and I am making the mistake I always preach against: theorizing without data. Let's go home and pick this up in the morning, and we'll see then if anything new develops."
Part 13 - Slender In Baseball
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" blared Bettina from in front of the statue of President Jefferson in Courthouse Square, on Friday, March 10th at 7:00am. "Channel Two News has learned that there have been more sightings of the legendary figure known as 'Slender Man'!"
Bettina continued as a tape was shown. "Three County High School baseball players captured this footage of Slender Man at the edge of the woods behind the baseball field at the school last night just before sunset. As the tape shows, 'Slender Man' is very tall, wears a suit and tie, and has no facial features! The students turned the footage over to the Police later that night."
"The Police Public Relations Department issued a statement this morning, advising residents to stay calm in the face of what they call 'prank', but they do advise parents to be increasingly watchful of their children as a precaution." Bettina continued. "Meanwhile, Commander Donald Troy and the Police apparently have no new clues about who kidnapped young Henrietta Claymore Wednesday evening, as Commander Troy continues to avoid the Press, and he has issued no updates on that situation."
"They just will not stop on that." said Cindy as we watched in MCD.
Bettina said "In other news, the lawsuit filed by Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex on behalf of 'Citizens For Police Accountability', charging that Police violated Citizens' rights by making warrantless car searches, was dismissed with prejudice by Judge Patrick R. Folsom, who cited that Swenson, Eidex, and the CFPA have no legal standing to file the complaint. He stated that only individuals who were illegally searched could bring suit, and no one has done that to this point. The TCPD also issued a statement that every search they made had either the consent of the car's operator, or a warrant was secured before making the search."
"And in State news," Bettina said, "Governor Jared has called upon Legislators to work through the weekend to pass a Budget bill and bring it to his desk for his signature. Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling found some surprising results in their latest polls, including that a majority of the State's citizens want a smaller SBI that serves local law enforcement, and are supportive of the Governor's stand on the Budget bill."
"Ahhh." I said as I heard that.
"What?" Cindy asked.
"I'll need confirmation from other news broadcasts," I said, "but it looks like we're going to win the budget battle. The Press is laying the groundwork for it."
"Sir," asked Theo Washington, "do you really believe the Media actively does things like that? I mean, intentionally working with politicians to 'lay the groundwork', to use your words?"
"Absolutely." I said. The room got quiet as I continued: "Just recently, a MSNBC hostess admitted out loud, on the air, that the Press's job was to tell people exactly what to think. And there's the famous example of collusion: back in the early days of George W. Bush's presidency, there was one weekend on the Sunday shows where no less than thirty-three reporters used the word 'gravitas', saying President Bush didn't have it."
"Whatever we think about President Bush doesn't matter; when 33 people use the exact same word on the very same day... and a Lexus/Nexus search showed that the word was not used at all prior to that day... well, that kind of coincidence has Dame Agatha Christie rolling in her grave."
"C'mon, Theo," Joanne Warner said happily, "you know the Press is biased!" I could see that someone was getting a dig at someone, but Theo rolled with it.
"They're worse than biased." I said. "They're downright dishonest, in their methods if not the words they carefully choose to avoid being charged with libel."
"Welllll," said the Chief as he came in, "I can see that this morning's conversation has turned to the worst possible subject, the Media. Why don't we discuss something more pleasannnnt... like Slender Man."
"If someone had not been kidnapped," said Theo, "I'd say it was Mr. Todd Burke in a suit and white face mask. This guy fits Mr. Burke's body type, and he's almost as mischievous as Sergeant Rudistan.."
"Say whaaaa?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"Speaking of 'mischievous," I said, "I think Theo is ribbing you and me both, Captain Croyle." Seeing Theo's 'movie star handsome' grin may have been my first observation about that. "But seriously, Theo, that's a good observation, the body types are similar. If Todd were two feet taller, I'd have to send Captain Croyle to arrest him."
"She does that every night." Cindy said. "And extracts 'confessions' out of him." That brought the house down, especially when they saw Teresa's face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, at 7:00am Sheriff Daniel Allgood was sitting down to breakfast in the back room of the Country Breakfast Diner. Seated at the table with him was Police Chief Emeritus Griswold.
"I'll just get right to the point of why I asked you to meet me this morning." said the old Chief. "I heard you had an altercation with the Iron Crowbar yesterday."
"Yes, Chief, we did." said Daniel. "How much have you heard?"
"Enough, but let me hear your side of it." Griswold said. Daniel gave his side of the story.
"Now that I've had time to cool down," Daniel said, "I realized that it was Les Craig that got Don so hot under the collar. Not sure why, though."
"Did Craig ask you to push Don about pursuing Lotz?" asked the Chief.
"No." said Daniel. "He called to complain about his own conversation with Don earlier in the day. He said Don blew him off, and about pursuing a dangerous criminal in Lotz."
"Tell me this, Daniel," said Griswold, "how well do you know Les Craig?" Daniel looked surprised; this was not the route he'd expected the conversation to take.
"Uh, not particularly well, but I know him. When I was in Internal Affairs, he'd call me and other I.A. units in Police Forces in the State and all around Southport. He was working with us to find possible Mob moles in our Departments, and he wanted to use them to pass false information to the Mob in Southport. As you know, Chief, we had different issues to worry about then."
"And as you know," said Griswold, "a certain someone used a crowbar to pry that rot and corruption out of our Police Force and our County. My point is this, Daniel: you have seen Commander Troy at work. You have seen him solve crimes and bring down some of the most God-awful bastards we've ever seen. By way of contrast, I know that Les Craig was in way over his head against the likes of Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone and Orrin B. Taggart. Craig is not necessarily a bad FBI Agent, but he's not exceptionally good, either."
The Chief landed his fish: "So why in the world would you take Les Craig's word over Don Troy's on any thing at any time?"
Allgood said "Well, Chief, I guess it's because I've always respected the FBI to the point that if one of their Agents says Lotz is dangerous, then I believe it. And no disrespect intended, sir, but I really don't understand why Commander Troy is so reticent to help find Lotz, even if he doesn't think Lotz is all that dangerous."
"You know," said the Chief, as if reminiscing, "sometimes things with Don Troy are not as the world seems. I still remember the day that a DNA test came back positive for Selena Steele as the Black Widow... she was as good as strapped to the table at Jacksonville Prison. Don asked me for one hour, just one hour, and I argued against it. But Paulina gave him the hour... and I hate to think what would've happened if it had not been for Don Troy that day." (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', ch. 04)
"I know." said Daniel. "And the 800-lb. gorilla in the room you're not mentioning is that Don put me up for Sheriff, and you think I should be more grateful."
"No, not necessarily." said Griswold. "Don has always said he did that because you were the right fit for that job, and certainly moreso than himself. Now I do think more than he does that some loyalty should be expected, but he doesn't ask for it. And he doesn't have to; he's always right."
Griswold continued: "I thought there was no hope when he asked for a weekend to save what we thought was a dirty cop that had assaulted a drunk driver. He worked like a dog to get the truth... and with a good FBI Agent helping him, I might add. He saved that Police Officer, and she is now his Captain of Operations, with four Purple Orders and a Police Cross to her credit." (Author's note: Teresa's Christmas Story.)
"No, Daniel," Griswold said, getting stern, "the 800-lb. gorilla in the room is what he finally brought up yesterday... your wife. He knows her as well if not better than you do, and he knows what she is. He is fighting like hell against a very powerful white supremacist group, and he knows your wife agrees with their views more than his. His instincts of who to trust and who not to trust are incredible... but not infallible. So Daniel, if he has reason to disagree with Les Craig's opinion of something... maybe there's a reason for it. And maybe you should reconsider who to trust more."
"Are you saying he doesn't trust me?" asked Daniel.
"Not when you take Les Craig's side against him." replied the Chief. "I'll also add that you've gotten into a scrape or two with Chief Moynahan. Now I have great respect for Sean Moynahan, and I know he's a tough Cavalry Officer who won't back down from a fight. He also knows the measure of his Police Commander, but he has not worked with you like I had when you were in the Police Force. I think Don is giving you the benefit of the doubt. He knows you love your wife, and while he respects that, he's going to be careful."
"And you, son..." finished the Chief, "you need to let some of the best people you could hope to have running our Police Force do their jobs, and take up their side against outsiders like Craig, and protect and defend them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, why did I not hear about this video until the 7:00am coffee klatch?" I asked. I was sitting behind my desk, and my Angels were sitting in front of me in my office.
"I take responsibility for that, sir." said Captain Croyle. "The video was turned into First Precinct. I will make sure they understand the urgency of getting material like that up the chain of command from this time forward, sir."
"I appreciate you stepping up and taking responsibility, Captain." I said. "Yes, do have a word with Precinct Captain Briggs. Sometimes he's a bit too thoughtless, too retiring, in his handling of things that might require some urgency and sense of purpose." Teresa knew exactly who I was blaming for this, and I new she'd handle it 'appropriately'.
"Having said that," I said, "what's the real story behind it?"
"The tape was brought in about 9:30pm last night, sir." said Teresa. "One of the kids from the baseball team and the team batting coach. It was a copy of the video on a jump drive, and they were asked to bring in the camera to be examined. That happened an hour later. We still have the camera."
"Good." I said. "Okay, let's look at what they recorded." I began the video, which we watched on the television monitor. The outfield fence was blue, with pine trees behind it. Off to the right, behind the right field foul pole, was a road and a clear spot between the road and the pine trees. It was in that spot that a man was standing, the orange of the evening sky behind him, making it difficult to see.
The kids had been taking videos of their batting swings, and I heard someone say "What the heck is that? Then the camera whirled over and bounced up and down as it focused in on the man, then zoomed in. The man was well past the fences, well behind where the outfield fence would be if it were extended past the foul pole.
"Suit and tie, white face." said Cindy. "But that looks more like a mask on someone's head than the true featureless faces we've been seeing."
"He looks tall, but not a full eight feet tall, too." I said. We continued to watch as the tape continued. Then the camera moved as if jerked to the side, and when it came back, the figure was closer... standing right next to the fence. Then there was a high pitched whine, and the picture started whacking out, then went to black.
"Looks like someone turned on a bug killing device." said Cindy. "Which is what it looks like whenever Slender Man gets closer to a camera, or a camera focuses on him."
"That looked a bit too much like what we would expect a Slender Man video to look like." I said. "Have any of our Detectives gone to investigate the area, talk to the kids involved?"
"Parker is on his way now." Cindy said. "He's taking Jermaine Davis, Morton, and Johnson." She got out her cellphone. "I'm sending a text to have him try to interview the baseball players."
"You're not going to go out there, sir?" asked Teresa, with some surprise in her voice.
"No." I said. "Parker and Davis will do fine. And Captain Ross's Detectives need to understand that I'm not always going to be there at every crime scene, so they'd better rely on themselves and not me." Cindy nodded, but the look on her face was a bit inscrutable.
"That reminds me, Captain Ross." I said. "Is there a political situation brewing between Washington and Warner that requires my attention?"
Cindy smiled. "Noooo, no sir." she replied. "I thought the same thing, but it's really a lot more friendly than it might look. Joanne is more Christian than Conservative, and Theo's not as Liberal as he makes himself sound sometimes. Their tweaking each other is like what Teresa and I used to do, when we were younger and she was wrong all the time."
As Captain Croyle turned to look at Cindy with a 'Teresa Cunt' look, I began laughing and just couldn't stop for a moment.
"Yes, Teresa," I spluttered as Teresa went from looking at a pointedly nonchalant Cindy to me, "I will be sure to set those brackets up right."



"Thank you, sir." Teresa replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teddy Parker and Jerome Davis were sitting with me and Cindy in Classroom 'E' at 1:30pm, Friday, March 10th.
"We interviewed them individually and kept them apart." said Parker. "All their stories were the same. The figure was there, then was closer, then disappeared. They all turned their heads when they heard a noise behind them, and that's when the figure disappeared."
"There were a lot of old footprints in that area, sir." said Davis. "They said they retrieved home runs and foul balls all the time. But no fresh prints at all. The kids said they didn't go over there after seeing the Slender Man."
"I'm glad Davie Marsdon wasn't there." I said. "He'd go right over and investigate."
"Hell, sir," said Cindy, "Davie would go over there and confront Slender Man, and likely get himself into some trouble." I smiled and nodded.
"The point is that it's strange that none of them went over to investigate." I said. "What do you think, Parker, Davis? Think this is on the up-and-up?"
"Sir," said Davis, "if it weren't for the other sighting at your Cabin house, I'd definitely think the kids were pranking us. I'm not sure they were going to bring the tape to the Police. It was the batting instructor that made the kid that owned the video camera come forward."
"Did he see Slender Man?" I asked.
"No, he was in his office, waiting for them to finish their taping so he could lock up the facility. They came running in and showed him the video."
"That... sounds very strange." I said. "Okay, thanks guys. What are your plans for tonight?"
"I'm taking Janice Holloway out to dinner." said Parker. "Then home to... watch a movie." I just grinned and gave him the thumbs-up sign.
"I'm on call this weekend, sir." said Davis.
"Wow, young Detective still wet behind the ears, and already on call, eh Captain?" I asked, teasing Davis.
Cindy smiled. "He's doing a great job, sir."
"So I'm told." I said. "All right, keep up that great work. Davis, do stay by the phone... I have a feeling about tonight...
Part 14 - Disappearing Act
Laura had invited Callie and Cindy to have supper with us at the Mountain Nest. My mother had plans to eat dinner with the 'Crowbar Crew' old folks from the Community Center, so she was not here.
To my surprise, Carole was a little shy about meeting Callie, who was looking very beautiful and was outgoing as always.
"This is my friend Callie." Cindy said, to introduce Callie. Carole was hugging Cindy as Cindy held her, and had her head down on Cindy's shoulder.
"Hi Carole." Callie said. "Oh, and this must be Bowser." she said, looking down and seeing a handsome almost-white-haired dog sitting on his haunches and looking up at her. Callie let Bowser sniff her hand, then petted him. Buddy would come up in a few seconds for his attention.
"See, Carole, Bowser like Callie." Cindy said. But Carole still clung to Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole seemed a little better by suppertime. Jim had no reservations about Callie, and smiled brightly in return when Callie talked to him. He was going to be his father's son, and that with his cousin Todd's flirtatious ways with the women, I noted. Callie had been holding him while we talked before supper.
"Oh, it's great, so far." said Callie. "Annemarie is essentially running the film company. She's got a really great eye for camerawork, and she likes the loving, romantic films like I do. I sold her 30% of the company, so she's got skin in the game now."
"That'll help tremendously." said Cindy. "My gym is going great now that I'm out of the way and Ariel and Wanda are running it."
"How has Annemarie been doing?" asked Laura. "You know about her ordeal?" She was referring to the 'Point Hollow' case, where Annemarie and another student had been kidnapped, gang raped, and left to die.
"She's doing okay." said Callie. "I've really watched her, and we've had a couple of good conversations. She won't do any rough films, and she insists the actresses be treated right, which is good. She's a tough girl, a survivor."
"Speaking of tough girls," I said, "someone is not being that. Carole, what are you doing with your peas?"
"Giving them to Bowser." Carole replied. At least she didn't lie to me, even when she was going to be in trouble, I thought.
"Carole, peas are people food, not dog food." I said. "You need to eat your peas without Bowser's help."
"I don't like them." Carole said simply.
"Carole," I said, "because Callie and Cindy are here as our guests, we're going to have ice cream for dessert. But if you don't eat your peas, and if you give them to Bowser, you will not be getting any of the ice cream." I was met with a three-year-old's eyes cutting back at me, and I matched my daughter's look.
"Ohhhh-kayyyyy." Carole conceded. She made a fuss, but she ate her peas. Cindy was trying not to laugh, and Callie was watching with fascination.
"Wow." Callie said. "I always got the 'Because I said so' treatment."
"So did I," I said, "and I hated it. So I try very hard to not say that... though I'm sorely tempted at times."
"You're a great father." Callie said. Then she said "You know, it's funny. Don't take this the wrong way, but I never thought of cops--- er, police officers as being normal people, with families and all."
"Yes, we are." said I said. "And some of my Officers have lovely girlfriends."
"I think your son is trying to acquire that girlfriend for himself." Laura said, noting little Jim's fascination with Callie. He was giving the beautiful blonde his peas as 'gifts'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Laura, Callie and Cindy talked after dinner, I was petting Bowser and pretending to listen. But I was in my own little world, trying to put the puzzle pieces together:
--- The attacks on me by the Press, Craig, and the Sheriff were too concurrent to be coincidences. What was behind those attacks?
--- Why was Les Craig so desperate to find Leonard Lotz?
--- Who was the power behind the Superior Bloodlines group?
--- What was the role of the Mob, of Jerry Morelli, in all this?
--- Where was Richard Ferrell?
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Cindy's Police cellphone going off, followed closely by my own. Bowser began barking angrily until Carole said "Hush, Bowser!", whereupon the redoubtable Bowser promptly stopped barking.
"Oh boy." Cindy said as we hung up our respective phones. "We gotta go."
"Yep." I said, then said quietly to Laura so Carole wouldn't hear: "Another child has disappeared."
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Slender In The Neighborhood
"His name is Wesley Smith." said Jerome Davis, meeting us at the side door as Cindy and I came into Headquarters at 7:55pm, Friday, March 10th. "Nine years old. Lived with his mother on Pine Street, in the house Coach Marshall used to live in." I remembered that house from the 'Murdered Football Player' case.
We walked into MCD, which once again was a 'War Room' and very busy. I noticed on the large television screen on the wall that our Police cruisers were in wider concentric circles around where the boy's home was, and I was glad to see that Captain Croyle had wasted no time in implementing a better search plan.
"Sir," said Captain Briscoe, coming up to me, "the Press is at it again, demanding to speak to you personally."
"I'll handle the Press." said Chief Moynahan, who had come up behind me from the other side. "Let's go, Brick. Don, I'm just getting out of your way. Carry on."
"Yes, Chief." I said. "Okay, Jermaine, let's go to my office, so you can tell me the whole story, from the beginning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Chief Moynahan made his way to the Press Room, he found himself beaten to the punch.
"I've got this one, Chief." said Sheriff Allgood. The Sheriff was dressed in his "western" outfit: off-white button-down shirt, a bolo around his neck serving as a tie, a Stetson cowboy hat in his hand, khaki pants and brown western boots, and a brown western-style jacket. His badge was affixed to his belt, and his gun in a shoulder harness.
He strode up to the podium. "Ladies and gentlemen, before I give an update on this situation, I will tell you right now that Commander Donald Troy is doing what he is supposed to be doing, and doing what he does best: solving these cases. He does not have time nor any need to speak directly with any of you, and he will not be doing so tonight unless and until this case is solved. So stop asking for him personally, and leave him alone to do his job. If that is a problem, you know where the door is. Make use of it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jermaine Davis sat in the hot chair and Cindy on the sofa, with me in my chair behind the desk.
Jermaine said "He's a latchkey kid, sir. Well, he has a digital code to get into his house, that's the rage these days. His mother works at Wal-Mart until 6:00pm or later. Mark Walker, the Crime Lab's technician for these things, said the kid came in the house after punching in the code at 3:10pm. Then the mother, whose name is Beverly, came home and came in at 6:45pm. Wesley wasn't in the house. The mother called around and Wesley wasn't with any of his friends at their house. She called her ex-husband, and he had not seen Wesley, either."
"Ex-husband?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "His name is Gerald Smith. Their divorce was finalized about six weeks ago. She got custody of Wesley. He works for Stafford Cleaning Services, who do contract cleaning and custodial services. He's living in the basement of a co-worker's house. We sent a Patrol cruiser over there, and the kid's not there. They brought Mr. Smith here at his request. He's in the Pastor's Room now."
 "Where is she?" I asked.
"In the Admin breakroom." said Jermaine. "She's already eaten two of the apple pie turnovers from the vending machine."
"Nice observation." I said with a brief grin. "So where did Gerald work at before the cleaning service?" I asked.
Jermaine checked his notes and paper printouts. "Place called Wentworth Tool & Die, sir. They're on this side of the River, just across from Crown Chemicals. They were bought out by BOW Enterprises about six months ago."
"Any idea why he left there?" I asked.
Jerome had a pained look on his face. "No, I'm sorry sir, I don't have that. Just that he worked there."
"That's okay." I said. "You've really done a good job getting the info you have, Jerome. Did the Mouseketeers help you get that?"
"No sir." said Jerome. "Myron and Mary are out of Town this weekend; they went to the City to a concert, and Mary said they'll do some shopping and stuff while they're over there. I tried to call David Krueger, but didn't get hold of him."
"That's okay, I think he may be out of Town, too." I said. "All right, keep on keepin' on. Good job, so far. You can go." Jerome left the office.
"Where's Krueger?" Cindy asked.
"I don't want this getting out until it's official." I said. "But I expect to be getting his resignation any time now. He had an interview with Chief Soltis in Midtown, and our Chief told me that Soltis likes David and offered him a job down there."
"Wow, no more Three Mouseketeers." Cindy said. "That's sad." I held my face, not letting on that it was for the best for all concerned...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later, things had settled in. The Amber Alerts had gone out. Police cruisers were going through farm fields, and we had drones up. No results, so far.
"Any ideas, Commander?" asked Captain Croyle as I looked at the monitor in MCD.
"I like the search pattern you're doing a lot better." I said. "And you've posted up all the checkpoints leading out of the County again, as well."
"And Judge Watts is handing out warrants like cheap bubble gum wrappers." Teresa said. "But he's pissed. If we catch the perp this time, he'd do well to avoid Judge Watts's courtroom."
I nodded. And then it hit me. "Teresa, there are two places I want you to check. First, the baseball field and the area around County High School. Do that for Town High School and Booker T. Washington High School, as well. The second place is up on the mountainside. Promontory Point, the roads leading to the Cabin and around to the other side, the roads further north leading to the Sheriff's house. Slender Man was sighted at County High, and at my Cabin home. That may be where this child will be found."
Teresa went to send out the orders as I continued to watch the screen. What is your purpose and intent in all this, I silently asked my adversary over space and time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've found him." I heard the call on the radio. "County High School, behind a couple of trailers in the cedar trees. He's not conscious but is breathing fine. We're taking him to University Hospital."
Everyone clapped and cheered, though the response was a bit muted. I congratulated everyone there, then got on the radio and thanked all the Officers that has been out there searching. The Press Relations Officer made the notifications to the Press as Chaplain Calvin let the parents know. It's nice when the Chaplain can give out good news, I thought to myself.
"Good job, everyone." said the Chief as he came into MCD.
"Thank the Iron Crowbar, sir." said Teresa. "He said look around County High, and that was that."
"How did you knowwww, Mr. Crowbar?" the Chief asked. The room fell silent.
"There was a Slender Man sighting there earlier." I said. "Just like the previous kidnapping was preceded by a Slender Man sighting. So Captain Croyle had some people check it out..."
Part 16 - Falling Off The Pace
9:00am, Saturday, March 11th. We convened for a post-action conference. In addition to the TCPD Officer, we had Jack Muscone and Martin Nash of the FBI visit us. Martin brought doughnuts, a most very good and recommended way of bribing Your Iron Crowbar and his subordinates.
"Wesley Smith is fine." said Jermaine Davis. "Injected with sedatives, but otherwise unharmed. Pretty well hidden behind cedar trees behind the trailers at County High. Homeless people camp there sometimes, but there were none there last night."
"Do we know more about the parents?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Sonali, speaking good English in her Indian accent. "Mrs. Smith took the job at Wal-Mart after her husband, now ex-husband, lost his job at Wentworth Tool & Die, which occurred after BOW Enterprises bought Wentworth. She also filed for divorce right at that time. It was fairly amicable, he did not really fight for custody of the child. Neither have any arrests from the past nor any issues with the law, really."
"And he lives a distance away?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Sonali. "Southside. His car is very old, and has no GPS, but the people he lives with... he lives in their basement, that is... said he did not go anywhere after coming home from work Friday, until the Police came."
"What about his employment with Wentworth Tool & Die?" I asked. "What happened there?"
"Sir," said Teresa, "I have some off-the-record stuff about that. Barry Oliver of BOW Enterprises was the force behind buying Wentworth for BOW. Todd just wrote the checks. They bought it quietly last Autumn, and they put some money into it, refurbished the place, brought in CNC machines, and upgraded the old tool and die machines."
Teresa continued: "What I understand, again off-the-record, is that Gerald Smith maintained the old machines. He did not do a great job of that, and had a poor record otherwise. He was basically dead weight. When BOW came in, they laid off the unneeded people like the Admin people, but kept most of the skilled workers. Smith was an exception; he didn't have enough specific talent or knowledge to be useful anywhere, so they let him go."
I said "And after that, the Smith's marriage began to crumble. A story we've heard many times. So, anything about Wesley?"
"He's still sleeping it off." said Cindy. "I checked with the Hospital. Rudistan and Morton are there and ready to help Dr. Yates talk to Wesley when he wakes up."
"Sonali," I said, "one thing I want you to try to do is to find a connection, any connection at all, between either of the Jones parents, and the Claymores, Henrietta's parents, and you might as well check and see if Larry or Jen Lance knew either of the Jones parents." Sonali made some notes.
"Okay, so Gerald now works for Stafford Cleaning Services?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Sonali. "He's been assigned mostly to apartment residences when people move out. Cleaning, repainting, putting down carpet, that kind of stuff."
"He's not very tall, either." I said. "He's listed as 5'7" on his drivers license. Okay, there's just... not much here."
"So what's next, sir?" asked Cindy, pretty much on behalf of everyone in the room.
"Well, we do know a couple of things." I said. "Two kidnappings happened after Slender Man sightings were reported by the News Media. Both children were kidnapped from the Northside, in middle class neighborhoods in the County High school district. Both children were found in or near places where Slender Man sightings occurred. So, let's keep grinding, look for any clues, look at video footage of cars near County High in the time Wesley Smith was missing, such as that. And hopefully, we'll catch a break and can make an arrest and stop this crap."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We came to offer our help." said Jack Muscone. "Clark Webster says if you get another disappearance to let him know, and maybe we can help find something on this perp."
We were sitting in my office after the meeting. Cindy was on the sofa, per usual.
"I appreciate it." I said. "Right now, it's Slender Man's version of 'catch and release'. We've been lucky so far."
"So you don't have any ideas at all about any of this?" asked Muscone.
I shook my head. "There's a couple of threads running through it all. First, BOW Enterprises keeps coming up, and former employees after BOW absorbed Burke Enterprises. Then the whole 'Slender Man' stuff."
"Sir," asked Martin Nash, "is there any thought that these were just pranks? The County High tape looked like it was a prank and not a genuine sighting like some of the others."
"Sure, we've considered that." I said. "Have we not, Captain Ross?"
"We have, sir." said Cindy. "But both kids were injected with sedatives, which are prescription drugs and don't come cheap. And kidnapping two children, with the possibility of getting caught and going to prison on felony charges for years, is going pretty far just to create pranks. And last but not least, taunting the Iron Crowbar with drawings on the window of his home is in itself a very dangerous thing to do just for the sake of a prank."
"By the way," said Muscone, "I'll ask just to say I did: anything on Leonard Lotz?"
"Besides me being a hair from being fired over that?" I asked. "And me being a thinner hair from turning in my badge and walking away from the Sheriff's bullshit? No."
Muscone nodded. "We don't know what Craig's beef with Lotz is, either. It's bordered on the obsessive. Maybe Lotz has pictures of Craig or something."
"Hmmm," I said, thinking about it, "that might not be so far off... Maybe Lotz has some information that's bad for Craig, that Craig wants to suppress."
"Flip side to that, sir," said Cindy, "is that Lotz was in the Asylum for years and was never touched when they could've gotten to him easily."
"True." I said.
"The general consensus around our FBI offices is that Craig wants to capture Lotz to make a big splash and a name for himself. He needs all the feathers in his cap that he can get, if he's in the running for Deputy Director."
"Naah, you're going to get that job." I said.
"No, I'm not." said Muscone. "I've formally notified my boss and the top brass that I am not interested in any job that requires me to move and be headquartered in Washington, DC."
"Really?" I asked. "I mean, I know Washington is a cesspool, but the opportunity..."
"Just like you had opportunities to be Police Chief, or to run for Sheriff." said Muscone. "But you stayed where you are because you're in the right spot, and you're happy. Well, same here. I'm happy where I am, with the team I have---"
"And with the girl you're with." said Cindy. "And that's good: you and Tanya are great for each other."
"That lady is smart, Commander." said Muscone. "You should promote her... or we may offer her a job with the FBI."
"Don't even joke." said Cindy. "No disrespect to you guys, but an FBI with Les Craig in it, is an FBI I don't want to fool around with. Besides, I've got the bestest boss ever."
"Chief Griswold really taught you how to kiss up properly, didn't he?" I asked Cindy with a grin.
"The best part is that I don't have to lie when I'm doing it." Cindy replied right back.
"Okay, how about I treat you guys to brunch at the Country Breakfast Diner." I said. "And then I'm going home and getting some sleep...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, March 12th. After spending the morning with my family, I came into the office in the early afternoon. To my surprise, there was a knock on my door. David Krueger came in.
"Hello, sir." he said. "I called your home and they said you'd come down. I wanted to catch up with you."
"And you have. Tag, I'm it." I said, then explained: "Guess what I played with the kids this morning?" Krueger laughed politely.
"I'm just glad to have the chance, sir," said Krueger, "of thanking you in person for the opportunity you've given me to serve with you and the TCPD. It's been awesome, but I'm taking the Midtown job."
"I'm sad for me." I said. "I'm happy for you. It should be a great opportunity. But do keep your eyes peeled; they have some nasty, corrupt people down here."
"Yes sir," said Krueger, handing me his resignation letter. "We're going to clean them up."
I stood up and shook Krueger's hand. "I appreciate all you've done for us here. You were part of some very productive times with us."
"Yes sir," said Krueger. "Thank you again, sir."
"I'll walk you to the desk." I did so. Krueger handed in his badge and his TCPD-issued service weapon at the desk. We shook hands again and he exited to the parking lot.
David Krueger was a good man, a good Detective, and a great data analyst. He would do very well with the Midtown P.D. And I had averted a possible crisis amongst my Mouseketeers. Myron and Mary had become indispensable to me.
Part 16 - Hammering The Crowbars
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 13th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "Channel Two News has learned that new lawsuits have been filed by the Citizens For Police Accountability against Police Commander Donald Troy!"
Bettina seemed to be relishing every word as she reported: "The CFPA lawsuit cites 'ongoing misconduct' by Commander Troy, citing illegal searches of Citizens' cars at illegal checkpoints, the violation of a Citizen's home without a warrant which resulted in Child Protective Services removing a child from her parents' custody, illegally obtaining employee records without a warrant, and failure to give proper effort into apprehending dangerous criminals that might be at large in the County!"
Bettina went on: "Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex gave a press conference over the weekend, giving their reasons for filing the lawsuit against Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD, and demanding that the SBI and FBI open criminal investigations into Commander Troy's misconduct. Roll tape." The tape showed Swenson and Eidex whining about Your Iron Crowbar.
"And in State news," said Bettina, "the Legislature has once again worked out a compromise, this time with the State Budget. Over the vociferous objections of 1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn, the Senate Democrats caved in and allowed the Republicans to win key concessions, including more money to track down and deport undocumented workers and their families, less money for the SBI, which makes our children vulnerable to dangerous drug gangs, and a new excise tax on gasoline that replaces the old sales tax, which means you will pay more money to fuel your cars."
"And in further State news, Channel Two News has confirmed that TCPD Detective Krueger resigned from his position to take a similar position with the Midtown Police Department!" Bettina went on. I could not help but groan out loud as she said "Sources tell Channel Two News that Officer Krueger will be getting a promotion and increased duties with the Internal Affairs Department of the Midtown Police. The Midtown P.D. has been in chaos since young Frank Soltis was hired from the SBI as Midtown Police Chief."
As Bettina turned it over to Chuck Pringle for Sports, I felt all eyes on me in the utterly silent MCD room.
"Yes," I said, "Krueger accepted the job offer with Midtown PD, and it's a good opportunity for him. What pisses me off is that Bettina is blasting it all over the airwaves, so the corrupt bastards David and Chief Soltis are trying to fight now are fully aware of him coming down there."
"Yes," said Chief Moynahan, who'd just come in, "that was plain dirty of Bettina. I will be in-form-ing KXTC that they are no longer welcome in our Headquarters, our Precinct Headquarters... what's the plural of 'Headquarters'? 'Headquarterses'?... well, it doesn't matter. I'm going to inform Commander Harlow and Captain Briscoe that KXTC is forbidden the Press Room, also."
"Thank you, Chief." I said simply.
"Commander, what's this lawsuit against you about?" said Joanne Warner, who looked worried. "These bozos were just rejected a few days ago!"



"And they'll be rejected again." I said. "Well... unless Nance gets the case. But that's not the important thing. I'm sure everyone spotted what is obviously going on there?" I was greeted with dead silence.
"Okay, I'll be in my office." I said. "You guys get to work finding Slender Man, kicking his faceless ass, and giving parents more sleep at night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before the scheduled 'Angels' meeting was to commence, I was told by the Chief to cancel it and be prepared to meet with him and the Sheriff whenever the Sheriff got to Police Headquarters. Ten minutes later, Sheriff Allgood arrived, and he had company: State Attorney Jenna Stiles.
I was called into the Chief's conference room, where they, the Chief, and Deputy Chief Harlow were gathered. I was 'invited' to sit at the far end of the table where I normally sit.
"Hello, Jenna." I said in a friendly manner when I saw her.
"Good morning, Commander." she replied formally, her voice freezing cold. I could immediately see that something was up.
"Commander," said the Chief, "that lawsuit filed by the CFPA may be more trouble than we think. Ms. Stiles, would you explain?"
"Thank you, Chief." said Jenna. "Commander, I was asked by Regional Director Bennett to examine this lawsuit on the State DOJ's behalf. While most of the individual charges are easily dismissed, some of them may not be, and the cumulative effect could be damaging."
She paused for breath, and to gauge my reaction. I said nothing, showed nothing on my face.
"For example," she continued after an awkward moment of silence, "the gathering of employee records from BOW Enterprises. CFPA says they're acting on behalf of former employees there, one John Claymore and one Larry Lance."
"That's gratitude for you." I said with asperity. "The Police find Claymore's daughter, and he turns around and sues us?"
"The CFPA is suing on his behalf." said Jenna. "Also, they claim they're representing Gerald Smith's interest vis-a-vis the Wentworth Tool & Die employee records, which are now part of BOW Enterprises."
"We... we get employee records all the time!" I gasped out. "We call and ask their H.R. Departments, anyway. And we get warrants if they're not cooperative, but in BOW's case, they were cooperative."
"Commander," said Jenna, "I don't disagree with you on the technical points of the law. But one of your Captains is engaged to the CEO of BOW Enterprises, BOW's Director of Research Barry Allen was a TCPD Officer and remains an Auxiliary Officer, and the CFPA is claiming this relationship was improperly used to obtain these records. The employees are claiming their privacy was invaded."
"That'll never hold up." I said. "By the way, the CEO of BOW Enterprises is my sister's firstborn son. Why do I need to go through my Captain? Why implicate her at all, or are they just trying to harass her, too?"
"Continuing on," Jenna said, "the checkpoints at the County lines are legal, and warrants were obtained in all cases where car searches were not permitted by consent. But several of those that were searched, which include several University students, are complaining about probable cause, about being strong-armed, about being detained without probable cause, so on and so forth. You are legally okay, Commander, but they can drag out the points of this for some time."
I shook my head. And Jenna wasn't finished:
"Also, Commander, there's the warrantless search of the Saint home." Jenna said.
"And the drug charges were dropped." I said. "But Judge Folsom ruled that the child endangerment was all valid. And Marie is never going back to that home and those parents."
"That is true." said Jenna. "But the problem is that the CFPA is suing about your conduct in violating the suspects' rights. And while Folsom ruled you were within your bounds due to the child issues, there's no telling how that can go in a civil suit."
"Do these guys even have standing?" I asked. "Their last lawsuit was dismissed with prejudice. They can't refile it, and that sounds like what this is, with some sugar sprinkles on top this time."
"Now I'm getting hungry." growled the Chief.
"Does the party stop there, Ms. Stiles?" I asked, with just the slightest bit of acidity in my voice.
"No." Jenna said. "There's the part about neglect. I'm sure you've figured out that has to do with Leonard Lotz. FBI Special Agent in Charge Les Craig has filed formal complaints with the US DOJ and with the State DOJ over your refusal to cooperate with him in finding Lotz."
"So that's what this is about." I said, pretty much to myself. It went over everyone's heads.
"What?" Jenna asked.
"Nothing. So what's the issue on this?" I asked.
"Your refusal to cooperate with an FBI Agent, and a 'Special Agent in Charge', I might add." said Jenna. "That looks bad all the way around. And Craig has authorized the CFPA to represent him over that issue."
"I'm not required to lead not-so-Special Agent Craig by the hand." I said. "And while I might refuse to work with him after the way he's treated my people, to the point the Chief banned him from entering this Headquarters, how is the CFPA going to prove I'm not looking for him? You can't prove a negative, as you know, Ms. Stiles."
Jenna did not answer, but looked over to her right at Sheriff Allgood, who was sitting to the Chief's left. He picked up the bit: "The CFPA, as well as Les Craig, wants a formal investigation of these issues to be opened by the SBI, FBI, or both. But because of your past relationship with the SBI, which has been cool at best..."
"Heh heh heh heh!" the Chief laughed as I rolled my eyes.
Sheriff Allgood was not amused. "As I was saying, because of your bad relationship with the SBI, and then with your recently being named SBI Reserve Inspector, the SBI cannot be considered to be impartial in the matter. Therefore, they are deferring to the FBI."
"Don't tell me you're going to cooperate with that in any way." I said as a warning.
"Commander," said the Sheriff, "I may not have a choice."
"Yes you do." I said. "You tell them to fuck off, especially when the Courts dismiss this bullshit lawsuit. We've done it before."
Jenna said "Commander, we believe that allowing the investigation is the best way to exonerate you and shut your enemies up."
"Who is this 'we' you are referring to?" I asked.
"That is the State DOJ's position, and the position of several members of the Town & County Council." said Jenna. "And I thought it was the position of the Town & County Sheriff's Office, as well."
"Well, that's all crap." I said. "Do you really think I don't see this as the set-up it is?"
"You may have to hire your own legal counsel and respond to subpoenas." said Jenna.
"I'll have to do that anyway." I said.
"You'll be wasting time and money if you fight it." Jenna said.
"My time. My money." I replied flatly, my eyes boring into hers.
Just then the fun dramatic moment was twisted when the conference room door opened and Cindy peeked in. "Oh, sorry." she said, seeing that it wasn't just me and the Chief.
"Wait!" I called out. When Cindy looked back in, I said, "Is it big?"
"No sir, it can wait until you're done." Cindy replied, then withdrew and closed the door. I'd asked because I could see Cindy's face was beet red and her ice blue eyes were blazing cold fire. Something had upset her... and it wasn't Jenna's presence.
And then, my personal cellphone rang. It was my wife Laura.
"Hi, Dear." I said. "Can I call you back? I'm in a big-ass meeting right now."
"No, you can call back when you're done." Laura said. "I'll just give the one-sentence version. The FBI called Cindy about Callie's presence in our County."
"I'll call back in a second." I said. Hanging up, I looked around the table. "Anything else?"
"Just this." said Chief Moynahan. "Sheriff, the Commander is right: we can fight the FBI like hell... and I intend to do so. I will personally order every one of my Officers to not cooperate with this disgusting 'inquiry' of my Police Commander. The Police Union and Police Captain's Union will become involved, if need be."
"All right." said Daniel Allgood, with some resignation in his voice. "Look, I don't know what the Feds are going to do, but as the Sheriff of this County I will let them know that we will not cooperate and that we consider this a witch hunt based upon false pretenses."
I was inwardly stunned that Daniel was so strongly taking our side, but I said nothing. The Chief dismissed us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There is only one person in the Town & County Police Department that has the true prerogative of waiting for me in my office. And the Green Crowbar was doing that just now.
"Don't tell me, let me guess." I said as I came in. "The FBI is making some kind of inquiry about Callie."
"How did... oh, your wife called you." Cindy said, figuring it out right quickly, to my delight. "Yeah. Some asshole named Waddell called from the FBI office in the City. He asked what Callie Carrington was doing in our County. I told him she was an American Citizen and entitled to go where she pleased, and it was none of his business what she was doing, nor why. He then asked if she was taking up residence in the County, and I told him to call Dr. Laura Fredricson at the University if he wanted to know any more. Then I hung up on him."
"Good." I said. "Okay, let's call Laura." I did so, on the landline, which I put on speaker. I might add the bug-killer was on, so I couldn't use my cellphone.
"So what is the FBI doing harassing Callie?" I asked as soon as she answered.
"Has Cindy destroyed her office?" asked Laura.
"No, she's sitting in mine, and I have a crowbar to parry her blows." I said. "What gives?"
"I don't know." said Laura. "I ripped Agent Waddell a new one when he called, then I called Jack's boss and told him about it. He said he couldn't talk, that he was in a big meeting. What is this, 'big meeting day'?"
I chuckled. "It must be. And you won't believe what my meeting was about. More on that later. I need to go. I love you."
After disconnecting the call, I said to Cindy, "Okay, the Deputy Director is in a meeting. Let me call Jack Muscone." I did so on my Police cellphone. It went to voicemail.
I tried calling Nash and Lindy. Their phones went to voicemail, also. Yep, must be 'big meeting day', I thought to myself.
I called Tanya Perlman. "Hi Tanya," I said when she answered. "I was trying to get in touch with Jack, and can't seem to. Anything going on?"
"Uh, he got called to the City." Tanya said. "I really don't have anything on that for you, Commander Troy."
"I see." I said. Her use of my first and last names ('Commander' being my 'first' name) was code warning me that something was up.
Part 17 - Servicing the Crowbar
I came into Tanya's office at the State Crime Lab building pretty much without permission. Tanya watched as I picked up a chair and brought it around to the back of her desk, sat it down right next to her in her wheelchair, and sat down. Without a word, I took out my bug-killer where she could see it, and I activated it.
"Whassup, my friend?" I asked.
Tanya smiled wanly, then said "I'm not supposed to talk about anything. Having said that: I don't know. I truly don't. But it's big. Jack really was called into the City for meetings. The Deputy Director just got back from Washington, and Jack looked kind of worried when he left.
"O-kayyyy." I said. "What has Jack told you about the nerve agent situation?"
"Just between us, more than he should have." said Tanya. "And I told him about the Jeremy Moreland case, and those drugs that were injected into him, possibly by that bastard Ferrell. Those drugs are similar to the nerve agents you found, and to whatever those kids took in 'Punk' that Dr. Morgan had to give them atropine for."
I felt stunned as this hit me. "Geez, I never thought to make that connection!" I gasped. Tanya grinned.
"I've still got it!" she said. "So I guess some things DO get past you, eh?"
"Sometimes." I said. "And you definitely have still got it." I saw Tanya's eyes change slightly... and saw her desire in them as she reached for me and grabbed my shirt around the neck. She pulled me to her, which I willingly allowed, and our lips met in a warm kiss.
"Mmmmmm," Tanya moaned as I slid my tongue into her mouth. As the kiss deepened, she wrapped her arm around my neck and I slid my hand behind hers, taking the back of her head and gently pushing her face harder into mine. The deep, tongue-twining kiss went on for a long moment as my hand slid down and fondled her breast through her shirt.
When we finally broke the kiss, she said "Stand in front of me. I want to suck your cock. How long has it been since I've sucked your big hard cock, Don?"
"Way too long." I said. I stood up and straddled her, getting as close to Tanya's beautiful, cherubic face as the wheelchair would allow. She opened my pants and fished out my cock, which was beginning to throb and lengthen.
"Mmmmm... God, that feels good!" I gasped as Tanya sucked my hard male meat into her warm, wet mouth. I felt one of her hands bring my balls out of my pants and fondle them as the other hand held my shaft in place as her luscious lips slid up and down. I again gently put my hand on the back of her head, not really fucking her face but just enough for her to know that I was in charge as she serviced my cock.
Tanya's eyes sparkled with her hot desires as she sucked and licked my 'little crowbar' as if she were starving. She looked up into my eyes several times as she fellated me, and we felt that intense connection that we had not shared for a long, long time. Too long.
"Wanna fuck me before you come in my mouth?" Tanya asked as she gently jacked my shaft.
"Are you able to?" I asked.
"Oh, sure." Tanya said with that mischievous grin of hers. "My parts work. I get wet, and I am soaking wet right now. I don't have orgasms, but I have some sensation in my abdomen. So... pick me up and put me on the desk."
I easily picked up Tanya by grabbing her under her armpits, then turned her around and deposited her on her desk. I raised her limp, hanging legs and pushed them back, and she helped by pulling them back and holding them in place. She was wearing a garter belt to hold up her stockings, so I slid the only impediment to paradise, her panties, up and off her legs. Then I pulled her sweet ass to the edge of the desk and slid my cock along her swollen labes.
"Oh yeah, put it in." Tanya begged me. I fit my swollen cockhead to her cuntlips and pushed it down into her hole. She was indeed very wet and I slid in easily, driving down until my meat was sheathed to the hilt in her hot womanhood.
"Oh God, that is so fucking good!" I gasped as I began to piston in and out of Tanya's sweet juicy snatch. I grabbed the backs of her slender thighs just behind her knees and pushed her legs back until her knees were on the desk next to her sides, giving me better access to her upturned cunt. And I took advantage, shoving my meat hard and deep into her with driving, lust-filled thrusts.
"Oh yeah, give it to me!" Tanya gasped as she watched our coupled loins between our legs. Then she looked up at me and said "Do you want to come in that pussy?"
"Where do you want it?" I growled, my breathing ragged as I pounded Tanya's pussy with a relentless, fast rhythm.
"In my mouth." Tanya said, her eyes glowing with lust. "I want to swallow your cum."
I fucked Tanya for what seemed like a long time but was really just a few minutes, driving resolutely towards my climax. When I felt my nut rise, I pulled my cock out of her sweet snatch and spun her around on her desk so that her head was over the edge. Holding her by the back of her neck for support, I slid my cock into her mouth, with her hand helping guide it. She stroked the base of my shaft furiously as she sucked voraciously on my cockhead until I could not hold back.
"UHHH!!" I gasped out as long thick ropes of my jism fired into mouth. I could feel her swallowing greedily as I shivered through my climax.
Finally, I picked Tanya up and sat her back in her wheelchair and straddled her again. She sucked on my cock for another minute, getting the last drops of my semen out of me, then using her lips and tongue to clean up my now-wet shaft and balls. The sparkle in her eyes and the grin on her face showed me that she had enjoyed this encounter as much as I had...
"We need to do this more often." she said. "And not wait as long as we did since the last time."
"You better believe it..." I gasped, still trying to catch my breath...
Part 18 - Radioactive
I had Cindy call Callie, and we met her for lunch at the Cattleman's Club (my treat). I told Callie of the FBI inquiring about her, and that she should be aware of her surroundings and possible danger to her.
"Story of my life in the porn industry." said Callie with her beautiful grin. "At least here I've got two hot people with crowbars helping me out."
"Even so, be on the lookout." I said.
"Why is Callie being targeted?" asked Cindy, who was still most very displeased at the phone call she'd gotten. "And don't tell me it's not personal, because that bastard called me directly."
"Yezzzzz... I noticed." I replied. "That's why I was trying to get ahold of Muscone earlier this morning. I don't know if it was your shots at Les Craig in the Queen's name, or your complaints about their surveillance of your father's property... which did cause them some embarrassment... but they're harassing you as well as me, now, and I'm not going to brook their shit very long."
"Neither is Laura." said Callie. "I now know what she looks like when she is pissed under the surface. I'm glad you're the only one in that household carrying a crowbar."
"As you know," I said, "she is not one to be trifled with, crowbars notwithstanding. This... is getting bad."
"What is this 'this' ov vich yoo speek?" asked Cindy.
"Just the whole ball of crap Les Craig keeps hurling at me." I said. "He's behind most of it... the CFPA lawsuit, targeting you and Callie, harassing and goading the Sheriff into giving me shit..."
"If he's dirty," Cindy said, "we'll find out soon enough. My father was amused more than anything about the surveillance at 'The Vision', but he got his hackles up when I told him about the call about Callie. He's going to dig deep into Les Craig."
"Good." I said. "Just ask him to be careful about anything splashing back on him, or us."
Our food arrived, and we spent the rest of lunch talking about more pleasant things, which did not include police work. And I did not fail to observe that while Callie seemed happy, Cindy looked positively radiant. This was the relationship she deserved and needed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, Commander Troy." said Dr. Mickelson as I came into his office at the Biology Building on the University campus. "I'm glad you stopped by. Some interesting things have been discovered since that case at Point Hollow."
He showed me some charts. "As you know, my theories of possible alien visitation are not very well accepted in academic circles." That was an understatement, I thought, but said nothing as he continued: "Now I believe that if we are going to be visited from another world, those creatures would have to have some tremendous technologies. Among those technologies would be some form of energy to propel them here. And we're talking space-time, wormholes, all that stuff."
I nodded, understanding. He went on: "So I'm looking for odd sources of radiation, odd levels of radiation, and perhaps things that should not exist naturally upon this planet. I believe some of these so-called test sites, like Dawsonville, Georgia; Oak Ridge, Tennessee; and that Federal installation to our northeast, nearer the City... the story could be cover for alien visitation. And then things like Area 51 further distract the Public."



"Is there radiation at that Federal facility?" I asked.
"No, but some strange energy signatures and some radio transmissions have come from there." said Dr. Mickelson. "I tried to get information on that site several years ago, but the Federal Government rebuffed my inquiries, and made me understand that that area is not one that I should show interest in."
"Did they visit you?" I asked. "Threaten you?"
"It was actually an amicable conversation." said Dr. Mickelson. "They said they understood my research on alien visitations, but that I was touching upon subjects of vital national interest, and it was to everyone's best interest that I look elsewhere. Fortunately, I have another place to be looking... Point Hollow."
"One question, sir." I said. "When these Government agents visited you, did they mention your Biology background at all?"
"Err... not that I recall." said Dr. Mickelson, who looked surprised at the question. "It was about the radiation. They sent me data showing that there was nothing out of the ordinary. Of course I think it was fake data, but I moved along."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "You were saying? About Point Hollow?"
"Oh yes." said Dr. Mickelson. "Now we've found some very strange energy readings from that place. The actual Hollow, the bowled out place where the strangely shaped trees are growing, it's what we call a 'collection point' for electrical energy. The work of Dr. Thorneycraft at Cambridge in England, and Dr. Huxtable of Caltech... read up on them, Commander... very interesting. This place in the Hollow appears to be one of those such 'collection points', and is why we have unusual energy discharges when storms brew in this area."
Dr. Mickelson continued his fascinating narrative: "These collection points could be recharging stations, so to speak, for aliens that visit. And if they used the Point Hollow collection point, they might leave residual radiation. And that, my young friend, is what I've found!"
He showed me a piece of paper. If I were an academic adversary, that would've been a mistake; the contents of that paper were now printed on my mind.
"Astatine?" I asked.
Of the first 92 elements in the Periodic Table, 90 occur naturally on Earth in appreciable quantity. The other two? Technetium, element 43, is the lightest element that has only radioactive isotopes, and they're not stable; they break down into other elements.
The other element is Astatine, element 85. It's in the same column as Chlorine and Iodine. Astatine is the rarest naturally occurring element, and only as a breakdown product of other radioactive elements. It's so rare that it might as well not occur naturally.
"Ah, you understand, Commander." Dr. Mickelson said. "We've actually picked up some Astatine at Point Hollow. That is virtually impossible, as other radioactive elements are not there in sufficient quantity."
"That... is stunning." I said, genuinely interested.
"Of course, Dr. Shitzu at State Tech is trying to claim that the electric fields in the collection point ionize radon gas so that it is deposited in the soil, and that breaks down to astatine. But that is sheer folly, of course. No, Commander, that astatine had to come from somewhere else... from something else."
"I agree, and this is very interesting." I said. "I don't want to take up much more of your valuable time, so allow me to change the subject a bit. You've worked with genetics a lot, have you not?"
"Oh yes, though not for some time now." said Dr. Mickelson. "I do teach the basic Genetics course here at the University."
I said "I understand the Nazis did some work on eugenics. Did you ever study any of that?"
"No, I never did." said Dr. Mickelson. "That subject is sort of... taboo. Our scientists did bring home some papers about the Nazi experiments, but I never saw them. The only professor I knew that did study them was a Doc-terrrrrr, er, Yarborough. Yes,Yarborough. He was a quack, and a virulent racist, too. Nobody wanted much to do with him. He was at City University, but he died some years ago."
"I see." I said. "Thank you for seeing me, Doctor. And let me know how this astatine research plays out."
"I'll do that. Drop by any time." said Dr. Mickelson. I left the professor, hoping that in her old age, my wife would not become as erratic as Mickelson was...
Part 19 - Slender In Hollow
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled Bettina from in front of the Courthouse at 7:00am, Tuesday, March 14th. "Channel Two News has learned that Judge Patrick R. Folsom has dismissed the suit filed by Citizens For Police Accountability with prejudice. Judge Folsom angrily rebutted the CFPA's claims that this lawsuit was new and went beyond the previous lawsuit that he dismissed with prejudice, and he further stated that there was absolutely nothing that made a compelling case that Commander Donald Troy had acted in a manner inconsistent with good police work!"
"Still," said Bettina, "the State Department of Justice has said it will defer to the FBI in any investigation of Commander Troy. The FBI has not responded to Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment."
Bettina then smiled a bit more as she said "And there have been more Slender Man sightings! This footage was taken by teenagers near Cemetery Hill at dusk last night, showing Slender Man among the graves of the cemetery." The camera footage was low quality in the low light, and the camera was moving a good bit.
"And a group of students from the University were taking samples at Point Hollow when they captured this." Bettina said. This footage was more clear. it showed a very tall man in a suit at the edge of the copse of trees in the bowl of the Hollow. The sun had set but there was still some twilight; even so, there seemed to be an electric blue shimmering of light around Slender Man. And then the video started buzzing and hissing as horizontal lines appeared on the screen.
Bettina came back live, saying "This footage was turned over to the Police last night, and is being examined by the State Crime Lab's video forensic experts. And now to Nick Eastwood for Sports! Nick!..."
"Commander," said Joanne Warner, "I swear I saw the hair on your arms stand up when that footage of Slender Man at Point Hollow was shown."
"Funny you should say that." I said. "Why do you think you noticed? And that's not rhetorical? What drew your attention to it?"
"Uh..." Joanne said, "I guess I felt the electricity on your arms." Theo chuckled.
"Don't laugh." I said. "Because I felt that electricity running up my arms when I saw that, too."
"He's coming for you, sir." said Teresa Croyle. "I'm telling ya, the legend is true... he's got you in his sights, sir."
"Pul-eeze." said Cindy... but her voice was shaky.
"Well, bring it on... Slender Man vs. the Red Crowbar." I said. "And the red crowbar will win, just as it will in the Police Boxing Matches Championship!"
Howls, cheers and jeers erupted at that one. Cindy was staring daggers at me, and I did the two-finger point at my eyes then at her, and got the same in reply...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Do I even need to say it?" I asked Teresa at the Angels meeting.
"No sir, you do not." said Teresa. "Precinct 1 is already patrolling Point Hollow, and might even have one or more squad cars camp out there tonight. Precinct 2 is handling the cemetery."
"Sir," said Cindy, "the University students that turned in that footage were interviewed at Precinct 1 last night. Do you want to watch it, or do you want the Cliff Notes?"
"Cliff Notes for now; I'll watch it later." I replied.
"They all saw Slender Man right there." said Cindy. "Four students. They're in Dr. Mickelson's Genetics class, and were taking the samples for extra credit, since he has no more graduate students to do that for him. Their smart phones stopped working; no signal, they couldn't get the cameras to work and one of them couldn't get the phone to take his passcode."
"What about the cemetery?" I asked.
"High School kids. Town High, this time." Cindy said. "They gave their footage straight to KXTC, and my Detectives have not been afforded the opportunity to talk with them... yet."
"Yes, let's make that happen as soon as we can." I said. "Okay, let's get Briscoe to put out a public bulletin to the schools and the radios. I want a strong visible presence at and around the schools. Increase patrols of the residential areas, especially on the northside where the previous kidnappings took place."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," asked Teresa as we talked in the early afternoon, "it occurred to me that this Slender Man has technology that freaks out the cameras." She then silently pointed at me and then gestured with her fingers as if I were turning on my bug killer. So I took mine out and activated it.
"Yes." I said. "But whatever he's using acts differently than this device. In fact, let's look at the Point Hollow tape again." As I brought up the video file on the computer, Cindy came in, having been called in by me.
"Cindy, we're talking about Slender Man's jamming of the cameras." I said. "Now the Police Photography people and Myron and Mary worked on this. We got some enhancements, though they're still frames." I brought up a still frame photo.
"Okay, there's some strange light behind the guy, but enough light from the sun that had just set to see he's featureless above the neck. No brains, either, but I digress." I brought up another slide.
"Okay, this is an enhanced photo. Note that there is definitely some heat signature around his chest and waist." I said. Cindy and Teresa nodded. "And now this. Myron went to the Hospital and literally had them take an x-ray." The next slide came up.
"Wow!" Cindy said. Slender Man appeared as a blue-white form against the gray-black background, but there was clearly an 'aura' around him, and what looked like some faint electrical discharges.
"So whatever he's doing, the videocamera recorded the electrical discharges." I said. "I think he's wearing some kind of device that zaps the cameras, especially as he gets closer. That's what the original Slender Man in England did... the closer he got, the worse the video got. But the real Slender Man is not known to have used any kind of device like our guy here."
"It's the same in the video game, too." Cindy said. "And that is one scary fucking game, too... and I speak from personal experience."
"I just watched the Youtube videos of people playing it." I said. "And I can understand the fear factor it generates, especially after seeing that bastard looking into my office window."
"Sir!" said Teresa as if it were a sudden thought, "has there been a Slender Man sighting around you or your home? That happened the first two times we had sightings."
Just then my door began creaking open, slowly. And to my shock, in the doorway stood a very tall man in a suit and tie, his head all white!
"AUUGH!" cried out Cindy, going for her gun. Teresa had bolted up out of her chair, as had I.
"Don't shoot!" said the man. He raised his hand and ripped off the white mask that completely covered his head. It was my nephew Todd!
"Todd, you almost died right there!" Cindy shouted at him.
"I'm sorry, it was meant to be a joke." said Todd, grinning his usual grin.. "I guess you guys are on edge, huh?"
"What do you think?" Teresa said back.
"Well." I said, then added "I've had my Slender Man sighting, and once again in m office. By the way, Todd, why are you really here?"
Todd came on inside and closed the door. "Just to tell you I got a call from an FBI Agent named Waddell. He wants to interview my H.R. people about Police requests for employee records. I told him that he'd be hearing from our lawyers instead, and that we would not be cooperating with any FBI lynch mobs of my uncle and my lovely fiancée." He put his arm around Teresa as he said it, and she leaned into him. Ah, young love... except Teresa was a little bit older than me...
"Interesting." I said. "Waddell. Who his he?"
Cindy said "Lindy told me he's what they call an 'errand boy' in the City FBI offices. Takes papers from people to people, escorts people in and out of the offices, to interviews and such. But just a couple of days ago, he got assigned to Les Craig's National Security team."
"So he's Les Craig's 'boy'." I said. "Why does that not shock me?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, March 14th. I was in my office, wearing my 'black' uniform, and looking damn good in it. But not nearly as good as Teresa looked in her 'black' uniform... I fully understood why Todd loved fucking her so much. But I digress...
The Chief knocked on the door and came inside. "Soooo, Mr. Crowbar," he said. "You are expecting trouble tonight?"
"Yes sir." I said. "Another child abduction. Unfortunately I have no clue as to who, where, or when, but if he follows his pattern at all, we should be able to move in on him quickly."
"Good." said the Chief. "I do need to let you know this: the Sheriff approves of what you are doing. But this business happening again and again is really setting the Town on edge, and when the Public gets on edge, they contact their Council Members. And then the Council Members contact the Sheriff, he contacts me, and now I'm contacting you, if you get my drift on this."
"Yes sir, I do." I said. "And Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise... we'll put a stop to it tonight."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The call came in 30 minutes later. "Seven year old girl, Kensington subdivision." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. Parents thought she was with the other parent."
"Girl's name is Rachel Kelly, daughter of James and Nina Kelly." said Cindy as she came to my office five minutes later, wearing her 'black' uniform. "They're divorced, joint custody of the child. He's a sales rep for Chemix Solutions, Inc., which sells lab equipment, glassware and the like. She's an office manager for StatePowerCorp."
"How did this mix-up occur?" I asked.
"Not sure, sir." Cindy said. "The parents are being brought in now."
I turned to my computer and began looking up some stuff. "I'm reading the Divorce Decree. Okay... now for the trial transcript... hmmm, there's a good bit here. This wasn't all that amicable. James could afford good legal representation, and they fought hard for him, so he got joint custody and not as much alimony as Nina wanted, seeing as she has a good job, also."
"Is that important?" asked Cindy.
I sat back, thinking. "Yes, it could be." I said. "It could be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, Sergeant Rudistan came to my office, where Cindy was strapping on her armored vest.
"Sir," said Sergeant Rudistan, coming up to us. "I have some information on the mix-up picking up the girl."
"Good, let's hear it." I said.
"Normally Rachel takes the bus to an after-school daycare center near her mom's house in the Kensington subdivision." Rudistan said. "Other times, her father James will pick her up, especially if it's one of his days to have custody of her. I called the school's front desk persons, and they said Rachel's father had called and said he'd pick up Rachel, and apparently she was picked up. Thing is... it wasn't her father."
"Oh, that's interesting." I said. "That means Rachel knew who it was that picked her up. Kids don't get into strangers' cars when getting picked up from school, they know whose car is their parents's car."
"And that means she may be in far greater danger than those other kids were, if she could identify him." Cindy said.
"Okay, Rudistan, thanks. You're going to stake out the cemetery?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Rudistan.
"Go ahead and leave now." I said. "Captain, if your armor is on, we're going to Point Hollow."
Part 20 - A Heartbeat Away
A streetlight had been installed at the end of the road where it connected to the driveway of the house at Point Hollow. It provided a dim and somewhat eerie view of the house, which gave me chills to look at.
Cindy and I had driven up to within 150 feet of the driveway, where the others were parked. They were Cpt. Croyle, Lt. Irwin of 1st Precinct, Patrolmen Johnson, Barker, Goodwright, and Meir, and Hugh Hewitt of the SWAT Team. Goodwright was staying with his Patrol cruiser and the radio in it and the rest of us had crept up the road on foot, and I was using binoculars to look around.
"No sign of movement, sir." said Teresa. "Our people at the cemetery and surrounding area also report no activity. It's darker there; they have night vision devices."
"Good." I said quietly. I felt cold, and a sense of foreboding. "Man, this place gives me the creeps." As if to answer my words, the wind whipped up, rustling through the trees in the bowl of the Hollow.
I heard the snap of a twig and quickly trained the binoculars onto the copse of trees. Seeing nothing, I looked towards the house, seeing nothing---
"Oh my God!" Teresa gasped. "There he is!" I looked over. Standing at the edge of the trees was a very tall man in a suit and tie. He was holding a child in his arms, a little girl. It was Slender Man!
"STOP RIGHT THERE!" screamed Teresa. As she took off after him, he put the girl down then stood up straight, hands pressed to his sides, even tighter than being at attention.
"Wait!" I cried out, but it was too late. Teresa was running right at him, and was going to tackle him. Just as she got to him he moved his arms in front of him just slightly.
*WHOOSH!* *BZZZZ!* *ZZZZT!*
"AAUUGGGHH!"
A blinding shower of sparks enveloped them. The scream was Teresa's. As we began running towards Slender Man, Teresa fell to the ground, not moving. Then Slender Man was enveloped in darkness. He had disappeared!
By the time we got to Teresa and the child, Slender man was gone. Hugh and Barker were running into the trees to give chase. Lt. Irwin was kneeling by Teresa as I had Cindy go to the little girl. Then I felt a deep, cold chill as Irwin shouted out:
"She's not breathing! I'm not getting a heartbeat!"
To be continued.
Will Teresa survive?
Dear Readers, you have all the clues. Who is Slender Man? What is his insidious purpose? Will the Iron Crowbar be able to stop him? The solution is in the next chapter, so hang on!
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Part 21 - So Close, So Far Away
I grabbed my radio. "Goodwright! Get a defibrillator over here, stat!" I said on it. It seemed like an eternity but was just 30 seconds later that Goodwright was running up with the device, which most of our Police cruisers had in their trunks.
"Oh my God." Cindy was gasping as her friend lay prostrate on the ground. I could see she needed to be distracted.
"Stay with the girl." I told her. "We've got this." And we did. Lieutenant Irwin was well trained in first aid, as was I. We ripped off Teresa's outer layer of armor and tore open her shirt.
"Second layer of armor." I said. I reached underneath Teresa and ripped open its velcro attachments on the back sides. Irwin had the defibrillator ready to go.
"Clear!" he ordered. We moved back. Irwin applied the shock and Teresa's body jolted violently. He bent down and listened for a heartbeat.
"I've got a heartbeat." he said. He put his hand under Teresa's neck to give mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, but she gasped and sucked in air, then began breathing again.
"Let's get her to the Hospital." Irwin said.
"No, call an ambulance." I said. "She's burned. Badly." Indeed, under the light of flashlights, we could see the red of her forearms and also her abdomen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ambulance arrived quickly, as did a large number of TCPD patrol cruisers and the Chief in his SUV (yes, he has one, but it's not as cool as mine). They put Teresa on the gurney and into the ambulance, then put the child in next to Teresa. I told Lt. Irwin to take Captain Ross to the Hospital. I knew she'd be no good to me while Teresa was in danger.
The area was surrounded, and Police Officers were going through the copse of trees in an organized line, very bright lights illuminating their way. Others were scrambling around the grounds and around the house like a bed of disturbed fire ants.
To no avail. Slender Man got away. He had defeated me, this round.
A three-hour search in an ever-widening circle yielded no one. I did get a call in on the radio from Detective McGhillie. "We have some tire tracks about 100 yards past the Point Hollow property line, right next to the River."
The River was not much more than a deep creek at that point; underground springs fed it as it meandered towards Town, including a spring near the Fire Department Range, which made it larger as it went through Town.
I sent a Crime Lab team to get the impressions and photos of the tire tracks. Then I said to the Chief: "I'll bet the bastard had some kind of breathing mask, and he just swam down the River to the car. I should've thought of that."
"I think your idea is right." said Chief Moynahan. "But you didn't have enough people to catch him, and you did the right thing taking care of Captain Croyle. Oh, and you can go to the Hospital any time you like. We'll handle things here, Mr. Crowbar."
But it would be two more hours before I left. I did get one report from J.R. Barnes. "He threw smoke, Commander." he said as he exhibited a burned out canister. "Either dark purple or black. That's why it looked like he disappeared."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The girl is going to be okay." said Cindy. "Parents are in the nearest waiting room."
"Any word on Teresa?" I asked.
"She's breathing okay, her heartbeat's fine now." said Cindy. "Dr. Morgan said the burns suggested a high-amperage shock. Voltage alone isn't deadly; it's amperage that can kill you. He said Teresa got a bad enough shock to mess up her heartbeat, and the defibrillator restored it. He of course used fancy medical terms that I never learned while at University."
"And the burns?"
"The ones on her abdomen are second degree burns." Cindy said. "They'll heal up but she's going to be in some pain for a few days. Her arm burns may have come from trying to grab the perp's hands when he stuck the contacts against her sides."
"Okay, then." I said. "How are you doing?"
"I'm in shock, pun not intended." Cindy said. Then she raised her right hand with five fingers stretched out. "That's five." she said.
"Purple Orders." I said, understanding. "Yes." We both knew that while Teresa had earned a Purple Order for these wounds, the Board of Inquiry was going to have a heart attack (pun not intended) over her fifth such award. All jokes about desk duty aside, this could really get Teresa grounded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The girl is okay." said Dr. Morgan some minutes later when he came to see us in the waiting room. "She was injected with sedatives like the other kids were."
"We're putting a guard on her." I said. "She knows who picked her up from school, which is likely who our perp is. We'll need to interview her just as soon as she opens her eyes." Dr. Morgan nodded.
At 5:30am, Wednesday, March 15th, Teresa woke up and Cindy and I spoke to her. I said I was going to go back to the Station. Cindy stayed with Teresa, of course.
Part 22 - Slender In Puzzle Pieces
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the redheaded MILF from in front of University Hospital at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 15th. The Ides of March. And the anniversary of the day I'd had to shoot and kill someone who was trying to assassinate me.
"Channel Two News has learned that Police Captain Teresa Croyle was seriously injured in an attempt to capture the Slender Man kidnapper last night!" said Bettina. "Little Rachel Kelly, who was kidnapped by this mysterious criminal, was recovered and is safe at University Hospital. Police intercepted the kidnapper at the Point Hollow property in the northwest corner of the County. The kidnapper had the little girl he'd abducted with him, and she had no injuries when she was recovered. However, the perp had some sort of shock device, and Captain Croyle was nearly electrocuted when she attempted to apprehend the criminal at the scene. She suffered second degree burns, but is expected to fully recover."
"This is the third kidnapping by the perpetrator known as 'Slender Man'." Bettina said. "Police have no answer for why the first two children were left alone, and experts tell Channel Two News that it is likely this third kidnap victim was going to be left at Point Hollow... where a Slender Man sighting occurred just hours before."
I said "I would like to have a sighting of these so-called 'experts' Bettina and the Press keep referring to. I think these 'experts' are more mythical than Slender Man himself."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Moynahan's formal Wednesday morning meeting began in the Main Conference Room. Of course Teresa and Cindy were not here. But Sheriff Allgood was, as were Jack Muscone and Martin Nash of the FBI.
"Where is Captain Ross?" he asked pointedly as everyone took their seats.
"Getting Captain Croyle's statement, Sheriff." I replied. "And she handling the scene at the Hospital. We need to talk to the little girl just as soon as she wakes up."
"Someone else can't take Captain Croyle's statement?" asked Allgood, who was beginning to irritate me.
"I have a general rule," I said, "that statements of Officers are taken by equivalent or higher ranking Officers unless it is just not physically possible. So if Captain Ross were not taking Captain Croyle's statement, it would be me personally doing so."
"Sheriff," asked the Chief, "is there a particular reason Captain Ross needs to be here? I excused her myself."
"Let's continue with the meeting, then." said Sheriff Allgood.
"The floor is yours, Sheriff." said the Chief.
"Thank you." said Allgood. "Everyone, I know you're working hard as hell on this Slender Man business, and you came really close to getting him last night. Having said that, 'close' is not close enough, right now. I can deal with two Council Members bothering me at all hours of the night, but when literally all ten are calling me, and often calling me several times, it's obviously something that they are hearing about from their constituents. I know, I know, you're not politicians and you're doing your jobs. But just be aware of the mood of the People... they're worried, scared even, and they need to know the Police Force is getting results."
"Officers are getting hurt trying to solve this case, Sheriff." said Della Harlow, underscoring how we really felt about the Sheriff's, and the Council's, political worries. Sheriff Allgood glared at her for a second.
"And that's another thing." said the Sheriff. "I'm already taking flak for what will be Captain Croyle's fifth Purple Order. I know she's brave and she was trying to save that little girl, but the question has already been asked why a Captain is out there where she could be injured like that in the first place."
Now I was mad. "Are you suggesting, Sheriff," I said loudly, "that Captains should sit in Headquarters while other Officers are out there putting their lives on the line? Are you suggesting Captain Croyle should push a string from behind and let others risk being electrocuted to save a little girl's life? Sheriff, are you suggesting that it would have been better if a Patrol Officer had been wounded instead of a Captain?"
Allgood was angry now. "Of course I'm not suggesting that, Commander, and I resent the implication. What I am saying is that the Board of Inquiry for this incident will be asking these same questions, and of you directly, Commander."
"Sheriff," said the Chief, "why don't we move forward with this mee-ting, so that our friends from the FBI don't get too bored. Agent Muscone, what do you have for us?"
"I'm here mostly to keep other FBI Agents from being here and agitating some of you." said Muscone. "I'm also here to offer the FBI's assistance in any way we can be of help to you."
"We should take the FBI up on that offer." said Sheriff Allgood, looking straight at me.
"Oh, without a doubt." I said. "Especially when Slender Man tries to cross State Lines with his victim on his next attempt."
Chief Moynahan closed the meeting fairly quickly after that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy arrived back from the Hospital, and she, Muscone, and Nash came into my office with me. As we sat down, she said "I'm sorry to say that Rachel woke up and has no memory of the day before. She barely remembers being taken to school, remembers nothing about the day, does not remember being picked up from school. Dr. Fredricson has ordered blood tests to see if any drugs that would affect Rachel's memory were injected into her."
"He's a sophisticated S.O.B. if he has stuff like that." said Jack Muscone.
"Dick Ferrell has stuff like that, and worse." I reminded Muscone, who misunderstood.
"Are... are you saying Ferrell is Slender Man?" he asked, his voice full of shock.
"Oh hell no. Slender Man is showing more brains than Ferrell ever hoped to possess." I said.
Then Jack peered at me and said "Don, that comment about Slender Man's next attempt... you didn't just say that idly, did you?"
"Touché. I am happy to see that 400 years of training have not been lost upon you, Jack." I said with a grin. Then I got serious: "You're right, I did not say that idly. Cindy and I worked it out at the Hospital last night. We think something... 'different'... will happen on the next attempt."
"And what's that?" asked Jack. 
"Three times Slender Man has abducted children, but they've been found soon after. There will be a fourth and last time... and if we do not act to stop him, that child will not be found again."
"So why don't you arrest the bozo now?"
"We don't have any evidence that gives us probable cause for an arrest warrant just yet." I said. "I'm seeing the pattern on the chessboard, but we have to wait for the perpetrator to make his next move, and then catch him in the act of doing it."
"So why can't we just go get a warrant to examine his tires?" asked Martin Nash. "You guys got some tire impressions at Point Hollow, didn't you?"
"Sure, but what are we going to base the warrant upon?" I asked. "Hearsay? Innuendo? Coincidence?"
"Building blocks of circumstantial evidence?" asked Cindy. "Paulina has done that before. Layer upon layer of things, and that was for full trials. This is just to get a warrant; we don't have to meet the same standard."
"But if the tire impressions don't match," I said, "we've got less than nothing if we had to go to trial. And once we lose the element of surprise with this guy, there's no chance of putting him away."
"Why not?" asked Nash. "Because he won't do anything? Isn't that good, in reality?"
"Maybe." I said. "But what he'll do is make himself disappear, and then we'll never know when he's going to come back and strike to achieve his goal."
"Which is?" asked Muscone.
"Taking custody---- well, that's the wrong word." I said. "He wants to take possession of his child. Like I said in the meeting... he picked 'em up and put 'em down, i.e. kidnapped the kids and left them behind, three times. Setting up a pattern. But on the fourth attempt, he'll disappear with the child, and he hopes forever. I believe he hopes we'll be waiting for him to dump the next child in a field somewhere while he's getting as far away from the County and this State as he can before we realize it's different this time."
"Except the Iron Crowbar has figured him out before he's even tried his last attempt." Cindy said.
I said "I believe he's already worked out a whole new life for himself and his child somewhere else, and will disappear to that. And the bad thing is... he can disappear to that life anyway, then sneak back and take the child later, when we don't expect it at all. We can't watch for him forever, and the mom may not agree to go into Witness Protection."
"So what do we do now?" asked Cindy.
"This is where I get a little bit stuck." I said. "I am certainly not going to put a child in danger. But if we take the mother and child into some kind of protection, then he'll know we're onto him and he'll disappear. If he's gone to the Teacher, and I won't be surprised if he has, then he'll know every Police Officer that we could send to watch over the mother and child."
"What about Eddy and Callie?" asked Cindy.
"They became known after we busted Jaime Silver." I said. "The Teacher knew who Eddy was already, anyway."
It was then that I saw Cindy smile. An enigmatic smile born of a thought coming into her mind under that platinum blonde hair of hers. And I knew what she was thinking.
"Okay," I said, "Jack, Martin, is there anything else? If not, I'll call you later today when I've decided what we can do about all this."
"We'll be at the Federal Building." said Jack, taking the hint well. "We're following up on leads about Ferrell. Maybe we'll find him by the time you capture Slender Man..."
"Won't hurt my feelings if you do." I said. "You have dibs on him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No." I said, my eyes boring into Cindy's once we were alone. My bug-killer was on.
"Why not?" Cindy asked. "To this day no one but you and me have ever figured out who she is."
"The Widow Athena Jones is a figment of your overly fertile imagination, Captain." I said. "And she shall remain so."
Cindy just looked at me, knowing that I knew that she was right.
Part 22 - Slender in Golf
He watched the street from his perch in the empty house, looking for Police, for Detectives, for private investigators. The young black man with him, trained by the Teacher, was also watching.
They saw the two old ladies coming up the street, knocking on doors. Most times there was no answer, and a couple of times someone came to the door and they asked "Do you know the Lord?" as they attempted to hand off their Christian materials.
The young black man said the women were not known to him. He did not recognize Mrs. Williams of the Veasley Community Center, nor the older woman with the old shawl over her head.
Arriving at the house in question, they knocked and the door was opened unto them. Anyone watching would not have seen the note on the paper handed to the woman at the door along with the Christian materials, confirming what she'd been told on the telephone.
Once inside, the Widow Athena Jones began searching for bugs. She found two...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun set on the Town to conclude this Wednesday, March 15th, I could feel the unease. I had authorized overtime for Day Shift officers to augment the patrols of the Evening Shift officers in the evening hours. But the call came from an unexpected place.
"Crowbar!" yelled Chief Griswold into the phone. "Get your ass to Mountain Valley Golf Course! I'm looking at that faceless bastard right now!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Not just the Chief Emeritus, but Detective Roy McGhillie, whose father owned the Golf Course, Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton were at the golf course, and had seen Slender Man.
"He was in the woodline on the far side." said Rudistan. The golf course ran north and south, with houses on the east side and the mountain finger on the west side. The Cabin was one of the homes on the other side of that mountain finger. The woodline was the beginning of the forest that covered the east side of the mountain, which rose steeply from the valley floor.
"I got footage of him." said Rudistan.
"I got some, too, with my iPhone." said Chief Griswold. "I gotta say, Crowbar... I've seen a lot of things in my life and career, but seeing that figure standing there, hands against his side, and what looked like tree branches coming out his back... that was damn spooky."
"At least he wasn't looking into one of your house windows, Chief." I said. "So what happened?"
"He disappeared." said McGhillie, and Morton and Rudistan nodded as McGhillie continued: "He was there, then it was just black. It was getting dark, and that side of the course is very dark against the mountainside."
"All right." I said as I looked at the video, feeling chills running up and down my own spine. "Get some people over here and sweep the area. Look for smoke canisters or smoke-blowing firecrackers; that's probably what he used to make himself disappear."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Chief Moynahan when we got back to Headquarters, "so it's Mountain Valley Golf Course. I'll have the Precinct Captains send people to watch the place, and patrol the Nextdoor County Highway."
"Don't bother, Chief." I said. "We need to guard the State Line to the north and especially to the west. All bridges over the River, extra patrols up to Point Hollow."
"You think he's going to break with his pattern?" the Chief asked.
"Yes." I said. "I think this is the one."
Part 22 - Slender v. Crowbar
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead from the front gate of the Mountain Valley Golf Course at 7:00am, Thursday, March 16th. "The serial kidnapper known as 'Slender Man' has been sighted again!"
Video of Slender Man at the golf course was shown. Bettina continued "Police are not commenting on the possibility that missing children are left at places where Slender Man is seen beforehand, but they did confirm that they will be increasing patrols along Reservoir Road and in the eastern part of the County. In his first formal statement since the sightings and kidnappings began, Commander Donald Troy said that Slender Man had also been seen near the Cemetery, which would be getting extra attention as well."



"Giving a statement to the Press?" Cindy said to me, her voice mocking. "I just don't even know you any more, Commander." Everyone in MCD laughed.
"If the Press thought about it," I said, "they'd know I was using them like the 'useful idiots' they are. But no more on that for now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nothing through the night, Commander." said Cindy, as she, Lt. Masters and I met in my office. "Our people watching the mother and the child reported nothing. Also, there was nothing regarding your primary suspect. Our people watching him said he came home from work and stayed in his townhouse all night."
I nodded. "Well, if he follows the pattern he's set, then it won't be until this afternoon or this evening that he strikes. Do we still have people watching him?"
"Yes sir, from an empty home across from his." said Lt. Masters. "The guard at the gate during the evening is an off-duty TCPD Officer; he let us in without a fuss. Our guy approached the place as if he lives there."
I nodded. I was going deeper and deeper into thought.
"Commander?" I heard Cindy say. I looked up. I'd gone into a reverie for several minutes.
"I am missing something." I said flatly. I got up and began pacing, which I rarely do. "I am overlooking something; something is getting past me, I just know it."
"Sir," said Cindy, "we've got every base covered. We have a couple of layers of Patrol cruisers on the Hammondsville Road. We have people stationed at Point Hollow. We have people at Mountain Valley Golf Course and the Cemetery. And we have people on the inside, as you know." She was referring to the Widow Athena Jones and others from the 'Crowbar Irregulars' of the Veasley Community Center.
"I know." I said. "That's not it. I've missed something..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your primary suspect did not go to work today." said Detective Teddy Parker at 1:30pm. "His car hasn't moved since he came home yesterday. We called the location where he's been working, and they said he'd called and said he would not be in today."
I nodded. "Do our guys watching him have infrared detectors?" I asked.
"No sir." said Parker. "Want me to get someone to take one to them? Via a 'pizza delivery'?"
I shook my head. "No. I don't want anything to draw attention to them." I got out of my chair and began pacing, my lower back beginning to ache. What am I missing? I thought to myself over and over...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was beginning to set. I was in my office with Cindy. MCD was quietly being transformed into a 'War Room' for tonight's missions. I used my personal cellphone to call my mother, a.k.a. 'the Widow Athena Jones'.
"No, she's doing fine." said my mother of the mother of the intended child victim. "No, the child is at Rachel Kelly's house with Rachel and her mom... no, Rachel's mom picked her up..."
"OH SHIT!" I gasped out. "MOM! Quickly! What car was Rachel's mother driving?... silver Toyota Camry... okay, Mom, you need to go over to the Kelly house, stat! No, right now! I gotta go, bye!"
"Come on!" I growled at Cindy as I tore out of my office.
"What is it?" Cindy said as she ran after me down the hallway.
"I told you I overlooked something!" I cried out. "I hope we're not too late!"
I practically crashed through the Duty Desk as I ran up to it. "Get on the radio!" I gasped. "Silver Toyota Camry! Nina Kelly! Don't let any silver Toyota Camry cross the State Line!" The Duty Desk Sergeant quickly got on the radio and relayed the instructions.
Meanwhile Cindy ran up with my outer armor and my trenchcoat. As I put the armor on in the hallway, I barked instructions to Teddy Parker. Then Cindy and I rushed to my SUV.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"An affair!" I all but shouted. "A fucking extramarital affair! THAT is what I overlooked!"
"Ah." Cindy said. "So Nina Kelly is involved with this sleazebag, and she's got the kids... hers and his."
"Yes." I said. My blue lightbar was burning, the flashing blue lights making things eerie from inside the Police SUV as we headed west towards the State Line. Cindy was on the phone with Jack Muscone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Uh oh," he said. "Roadblock ahead. And we're a mile away from the State Line. I'll bet there's another one up ahead, too."
"No way they know." said Nina Kelly.
"Know what?" asked one of the children in the backseat.
"Nothing, sweetie." he said. To Nina he said "Let me out just up ahead. If you're stopped, I'll create a distraction while you go for the State Line. If we get separated, we'll rendezvous in Hammondsville..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"May I see your drivers' license, ma'am?" asked Patrolman Barker at the checkpoint.
"Sure, but what is this about?" asked Nina Kelly.
"We're searching for that escaped bank robber, Leonard Lotz." said the Officer. "But I think those kids in your backseat are a little young to be robbing banks." He looked at the I.D., then gave it back. "Have a nice evening, ma'am."
"Thank you." said Nina. She resumed driving west.
"Hey, Barker!" called out Sergeant Abram. "Listen to this!" They listened as the radio called out to be on the lookout for a silver Toyota Camry.
"Hey, that was a Camry that just went through!" said Barker. Abram practically lunged into the car to grab the radio mike.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The second checkpoint was almost within site of the bridge over the 'other' river that was the State Line. The officer held out his hand to stop the silver Camry. Nina Kelly looked ahead, seeing two Police SUVs at the entrance to the bridge, ready to block the road if need be.
"Can I see your drivers license, ma'am?" asked Lieutenant Irwin. Mrs. Kelly noticed he was very tense, as was Sr. Patrolman Hicks, who was observing from the right rear of the vehicle.
"You guys just checked me back there." Nina Kelly said, letting some of her exasperation show.
"Yes ma'am." said Irwin. "We appreciate your cooperation. It's a very serious situation." He glanced up to see a Police SUV flying up, and knew who that vehicle contained. As I pulled up behind the other vehicles, I signaled to Irwin.
"Ma'am, would you step out of the car, please?" Irwin said in a commanding tone.
"Why?" asked Nina Kelly.
"Please, ma'am." said Irwin.
"No." said Nina. "I want a female Police Officer here before I get out of the car." She was well-versed in police stops, Irwin noted.
"You've got that now." said Captain Cindy Ross, coming up to Irwin. "I'm Captain Cindy Ross, Chief of Detectives of the Town & County Police Force. Get out of the car, Mrs. Kelly. Now."
"Look!" said Nina, pointing across the road. Everyone looked. About 150 feet away, in the farm field, was Slender Man!
"I've got him." I called out, motioning to other officers. "If Mrs. Kelly thinks she is driving away, she has another 'think' coming. Place her under arrest!"
As Cindy did so, I began walking towards Slender Man, my red crowbar in my hand. There were Officers lining the edge of the field, so that Slender Man could not run for the State Line.
"Don!" I heard Cindy call out. "Watch out! Don't let him shock you!"
I saw that Slender Man was standing erect, his arms and hands pressed tightly to his sides. I could feel something; it felt like an aura... around me.
"It's over, Larry!" I called out as I approached him. "I know you are Larry Lance, and that this has all been a ruse so you can kidnap your daughter Heather and take her out of State! But it's not going to happen, Larry! Put your hands in the air, slowly!"
Slender Man, a.k.a. Larry Lance, did not move. The sense of that electric aura got stronger. Of course, the Iron Crowbar did not stand by idly. The Iron Crowbar attacked!
I rushed him, crowbar ready to swing, hearing Officers scream out for me to stop. I saw my prey extend his hands as I approached.
*WHOOSH!* *BZZZZ!* *ZZZZT!*
"AAUUGGGHH!"
A blinding shower of sparks enveloped us. But the scream was not from me. It was Lance. I'd swung my crowbar and connected squarely with his abdomen, short-circuiting and all but exploding the electrical device he was wearing like I was wearing my bulletproof girdle.
"AAAUUUGHH! OH GOD! IT HURTS! IT HURTS!" screamed Lance as he writhed in agony on the ground. I felt no mercy.
"Shoulda thought of that when you damn near electrocuted my Officer." I said as I forced his hands behind him and handcuffed him, then tore off the white mask covering his head.
As Officers rushed up, Sergeant Rudistan said "How did you not get shocked, Commander?"
"Wearing rubber gloves may not be playing according to the rules," I said, as I exhibited them on my hands, "but I'm tired of playing games with this cat. Take him to the Hospital. Maintain a guard on him. He is under arrest." I also had on rubber soled boots, which helped prevent me from being a circuit for Lance's electrical device...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Heather and Rachel were checked by your wife, then returned to the custody of their other parents." said Cindy. "Nina is in I-1, and has demanded a lawyer. Larry is at University Hospital, and probably will be there at least overnight. His burns weren't as bad as Teresa's, but they're not insignificant. He's under guard, already ankle monitored, and there will be no Ned-like escapes for him. I have impressed upon Lt. Irwin my strongest desires that Larry Lance face a judge and of course get his fair trial."
"And speaking of Teresa," said Cindy, "she'll be out of there in the morning as long as her white cell count stays low, i.e. no infections crop up. I'll personally make sure she goes home and rests."
"Belay there." I replied, using good old-fashioned Navy language. "Todd's taking care of that, and I have impressed upon my young nephew my strongest desires that Teresa gets rest and heals up quickly, which will require resting in bed at home."
Cindy nodded, and I could see the relief on her face that things with Teresa would be okay.
"Okay," I said, "who is interviewing Mrs. Kelly?"
"Teddy Parker," Cindy replied. "When her lawyer gets here."
"May I make a suggestion?" said a voice. It was Paulina Patterson as she came into my office. "May I suggest that you, Commander Troy, at least sit in with Detective Parker? No offense to him, but this one... could get tricky."
"Y'all sit down." I said, then went behind my desk and sat in the comfortable Command Chair. "So, Paulina," I asked, "what are the issues?"
"We've got Larry dead to rights." Paulina said. "Tire impressions near Point Hollow matched his car. You obliterated him near the State Line. But Nina Kelly is not so easy. The only thing we have on her is trying to take her child across the State Line without her husband's and the Court's permission, which violates the Divorce Decree. But even kidnapping is thin."
"I think we can fill in some gaps and create enough of a case to get a conspiracy charge." I said. "Let's put her in a holding cell overnight. Ross, who do you want to do some interviews at StatePowerCorp in the morning?"
"Parker and Warner." Cindy replied.
Part 23 - Breakdown
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Friday, March 17th. Bettina was wearing a lovely green dress for St. Patrick's Day, I noted as she said "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police have made arrests in the 'Slender Man' kidnapping cases!"
"Police have arrested Larry Lance, whose daughter Heather was a friend of the first kidnapping victim, Henrietta Claymore." continued Bettina. "Police are not commenting on details of the case as they complete their investigation and turn their evidence over to the District Attorney's Office, but sources tell Channel Two News that Lance was apprehended by Commander Donald Troy, who used martial arts to avoid the electrical shock that injured Captain Teresa Croyle!"
"Oh, that is going to piss off Captain Croyle." I said as we listened in MCD. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"At least she's giving you credit for taking Slender Man down." said Joanne Warner happily.
"True." I said, then added: "Detective Warner, why are you here? You have interviews to do."
"They're going at 8:00am." Cindy said. "I've already arranged with the management at StatePowerCorp for the interviews to occur with minimum interruption to their day."
"Oh, okay." I said. "Good job."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 noon, Friday, March 17th. Captain Ross, Detective Parker, and myself went to the City Hall and to the meeting room of District Attorney Gil Krasney. Why the D.A.'s offices weren't in the Courthouse, I don't know. But that's the way it was in my beloved Town & County.
"We have a better case, anyway." I said. "Parker here interviewed people at StatePowerCorp that saw Nina and Larry talking on many occasions, and in a very friendly manner that was beyond professional decorum."
"It'll show they knew each other." said Paulina. "But the friendliness won't fly. It'll be considered speculation."
"Unless you spoon-feed it to the Grand Jury and then the trial jury." I said. "We have her on the road to the State Line, with no turnoffs between her and the bridge out of the State... and crossing that bridge with her child and Larry's child? It's circumstantial, but strong."
"Yes, it is." said D.A. Krasney. "And I have strong faith that ADA Patterson can get this through. But we need more, Commander. I'd like to get more."
"The kids said Larry was in the car and got out before the first checkpoint." I said.
"Any good lawyer is going to push that one back." said Paulina. "Family members testifying against family members, they're children, yadda yadda yadda..."
I didn't agree with that, but I went on: "What are you willing to offer Lance to throw her under the bus?" I asked.
"That's what we asked you here to talk about." said Krasney. "Lance wounded one of your Officers, and since you damn near electrocuted him in return, we'll trust a Jury to be able to make that connection. But how will Officers feel if Lance gets off lighter than he should via a deal?"
"That's a point." said Cindy. "We understand, sitting here in this office. But Captain Croyle's SpecOps and Precinct people have become very loyal to her. They won't like it."
"It'll depend on the terms of the deal." I said. "So what's he looking at without any deals?"
"That's just it, Commander." said Krasney. "We're going to have a tough, tough time getting him on almost anything. We think we can spoon-feed a jury the 'assault on a police officer' charge. We can then put Lance at Point Hollow with Rachel Kelly present, so we'll have one kidnapping charge. As you pointed out, Heather and Rachel both said Larry was in the car with them and Nina Kelly, then got out near where you apprehended him, but that may not be admissible. It's all thin, and a jury may not see it as kidnapping actually happening. They didn't get out of State, which is good but means we can't charge them along those lines."
"And H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch & Berry went to the Hospital and is taking his case." Cindy said. "He will fight like living hell to get his client off, especially on the charge of assaulting a police officer."
"So we need for him to confess, and for him to throw her under the bus." I said.
"I hope you're not thinking of doing anything extracurricular." Paulina said, peering at me. I looked up at her with the most innocent look I could put on my face.
"Who, moi?" I asked with mock shock. "No, of course I'm not going to do anything to him. I already whacked him with the crowbar while apprehending him, and that was legit. So... it is entirely possible Nina Kelly will walk?"
"Very possible." said Krasney. "And to be honest, I'd rather not try her than have a jury acquit her."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I walked back to Police Headquarters, I said "Arrange for Corporal Kirkpatrick and Patrolman Hicks to be on guard duty for Larry Lance tonight."
"I'll have to give those orders in your name." Cindy replied. "But I will do it. Just don't fuck anything up. I want him to go down for Teresa's sake, if nothing else."
"He will."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, I went through the hoops of security to Larry Lance's room at University Hospital. He was awake and doing okay, though in some pain from his burns. Guarding him were Corporal Kirkpatrick and Patrolman Hicks... members of the 'Blood Order'.
"Well, Commander, you did a number on me." said Larry with some degree of humor in his voice when I came into his room. "Come to finish the job?"
"I'm not going to touch you." I said coldly. "I'm here to let you know what's going to happen."
"I've taken the Fifth." said Larry. "You shouldn't be here talking to me at all."
"I can assure you that this conversation is not only off the record... it will never have taken place." I said, my eyes boring into his. "Mr. Lance, you are in deep, deep kimshee. You may not be aware that there are two types of people that prison inmates really hate. One type is traitors. Inmates are surprisingly patriotic prisoners. The other type... is child molesters."
"C'mon, I never hurt any of those kids, and I sure as hell didn't molest them." said Larry.
"True." I said. "Verrrry true. But because of what you did to my Police Officer, because of her burns... the inmates are going to hear that you are a child molester, that you did rape those little kids. The inmates are going to hear that, I will personally make sure they hear that... and then they are going to take it out on you, Larry."
Larry's face dissolved into the total fear that he had tried to inflict upon people as 'Slender Man'. He could see in my face that I was not kidding. At all.
"Remind me not to play poker with you, Commander." he said, trying gauge my seriousness.
"Oh, I'm easy to play poker against." I said, then bored into him. "I never bluff. And I am not bluffing now. You are going to get ripped apart in prison, Larry. Unless you have a change of heart. Maybe your girlfriend, Nina Kelly, will walk... she'll be banging some hot stud every night, while you're getting your ass raped every night... child molester. Or... you tell what you know, you get that coveted 'keepaway' status... and she gets the prison sentence she deserves. You've already lost custody of your child, Larry. Maybe she should lose custody of hers, eh?"
"Of course," I said, "if she starts thinking she's going down, she's going to rat you out, and with a story that puts it all on you. She'll take a deal, maybe even full immunity from the D.A., and there you are, getting raped in jail every night while she's scot free and finding other men to satisfy her sexual appetite."
"So that's it." I said. "You think about it, Larry." With that, I put on my Tilley hat, then turned for the door and exited.
Corporal Kirkpatrick came over to Larry. "We didn't hear a word of that." he said. "And we don't appreciate one of our Officers getting hurt. The way we see it, we owe you one ourselves... big time. So... I'd take up the Commander's very generous offer, if I were you..."
Part 24 - Solution
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News at Six!" said the lovely athletic blonde from behind the Channel Two newsdesk. "The District Attorney's Office has announced that Larry Lance has confessed to being the 'Slender Man' kidnapper! As part of his confession, he has implicated Nina Kelly, with whom he had been having an extramarital affair, in a scheme to kidnap their children and disappear with them, starting a new life in anonymity far away from here."



A tape of District Attorney Gil Krasney announcing the plea deal was being shown on TV. It just happened that Cindy and I were watching it with Teresa in her hospital room.
"Damn, he's getting off light." Teresa said.
"Not for what he did to you." Cindy said. "He gets the full sentence for that, with no parole. But he gets eventual parole for the kidnappings, and he gets 'punk city' status." That meant Larry would be protected from the general prison population while doing time.
"And Nina Kelly is busted." I said. "She and her legal beagle are scrambling to get her some sort of deal, anything they can get. But she's well and truly busted."
"So how did you solve the case, Commander?" asked Teresa.
"That..." I said, "will be explained tomorrow at the victory party. Which you will be attending, Lord willin', the Creek don't rise, and you take it easy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, March 18th. We had the back room of The Steakhouse reserved. Present for the exceptionally delicious dinner were me, Laura, Todd and Teresa, Chief Griswold, Molly, Myron and Mary, Chief Moynahan, Joanne and Seth Warner, Theo Washington and his lovely wife Nareese, Teddy Parker and Janice Holloway, Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, Della Harlow sans husband, Paulina Patterson, Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman, Martin Nash, Lindy Linares, Roy McGhillie and Becca Larrington...
... and appearing as a couple at a function for the first time: Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington. Cindy looked as happy as I'd ever seen her as she introduced Callie to anyone that didn't know Callie already.
My mother and Chief Griswold's wife were keeping the kids and dogs at the Cabin. The Widow Athena Jones was once again a figment of our fertile imaginations.
As dinner concluded, and libations began being consumed more freely, the time came for spoon to meet glass:
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
"Even the mighty, mythical Slender Man has fallen to the Iron Crowbar." Cindy said loudly. "Let's hear how you did it, Commander!" There was applause and acclaim.
"Okay." I said. "This one was interesting, though the perps made it a bit easy for us---"
"Easy?!" Joanne Warner practically shouted.
"Oh, yes, of course." I said. "They might just as well have sent us a letter of their intentions. It was really obvious how they were laying a pattern."
"Okay," I said after a pause of silence pregnant with disbelief. "Let me tell it chronologically. We had the first sightings in farm fields, and also near River Valley subdivision, and at Police Headquarters. And that was interesting in light of events that have happened since. I remarked to Captain Ross that when I saw Slender Man in the window, I felt electricity go up my arms. Well, that may really have been the case if he had some kind of electrical device on him like the one he used to burn Cpt. Croyle." Everyone nodded.
"Then we had the first child missing, Henrietta Claymore." I said. "She was ambushed from behind. She was then found in farm fields not far from where the Slender Man sighting was out there. Henrietta was not at home, though... she was at the home of a friend, Heather Lance." I said. "Now this is important, and I should have seen it much sooner: how did Slender Man know she was there and not at her own home?" I got some quizzical looks at that.
"So next," I said, moving along, "we had Wesley Smith. Larry Lance knew Wesley's father, knew the parents had marital problems. So Wesley was the perfect next victim to establish the pattern Larry wanted established. Therefore, there was a Slender Man sighting at County High, and then Wesley was found nearby."
"What about the sighting at your Cabin, sir?" asked Teddy Parker.
"I'll get to that in a minute." I replied. "What I want to get at here is the establishment of the patterns. So after Wesley was found, we had the sighting at Point Hollow, one of my favorite places on the planet."
"That's sarcasm." said Cindy to everyone else.
"You better believe it." I said. "That place spooks me. Anyway, Rachel Kelly was kidnapped, and guess where she was taken? Point Hollow. Unfortunately, we learned the hard way that Lance had an electrical device that could be used as a weapon, and Captain Croyle took the brunt of that in her bravery in attempting to rescue the child." There was applause for Teresa, which she endured stoically.
"At this time, I had a complete set of patterns to examine, though not the ones Larry Lance wanted me to see." I said. "What he wanted me to see was that with Henrietta being close to Heather, we'd not look at Heather again. He also kidnapped Rachel so we'd think she was not going to be a target again. The children kidnapped were all kids of parents who were divorced or divorcing. Then he appeared at the McGhillie Golf Course in the hopes we'd concentrate our efforts to catch him over there on the East side, when he intended to go west and across the State Line."
"What I did see was that of the persons that came into the picture of all this, Larry Lance was the only person who either did or could have known the Claymores, Gerald Smith, and the Kellys... and therefore known that like him, they were divorcing or divorced. He had the knowledge to build that electrical device, which is quite an interesting little gadget. He knew the parents of the kids that were kidnapped would have alibis, but he himself never really had one. Last but not least, Larry is fairly tall. He used stilts to make himself look eight feet tall, but he was tall enough."
"So Larry Lance had motive, means, and opportunity." I said. "What I totally missed was Nina Kelly's role in all this. It is abhorrent to me that she would allow the kidnapping of her own child, but that's what she did in the hopes of later taking her child away and preventing her ex-husband of having any custody of Rachel. I did not consider that, which was a failing on my part.
"Also, she and Larry knew each other, as she was the StatePowerCorp manager giving Larry contract work. I should've had people questioning the StatePowerCorp employees long before I did; if I had, I would've known she was having an affair with Larry, as everyone at StatePowerCorp pretty much knew it."
"But I missed that," I said, "and I give Captain Ross great credit for persuading me to use 'extracurricular' assets to monitor Heather Lance, which ultimately paid off. Any questions?"
"Can you once again spell out Larry's motive in this?" asked Martin Nash.
"To take his daughter Heather out of State, and away from her mother Jen Lance." I said. "He did not have custody of Heather and he hated that. He was not a bad dad, but the divorce from Jen was not amicable; she filed for the divorce, blindsiding him, and it tore up his life. He may have been dating Nina already, and she was equally as bitter about not having full custody of Rachel. Ergo, they hatched this plan. They hoped we'd be sitting at the golf course, waiting for Heather's return.
"At worst, they hoped, if we were watching his car, it was sitting there at his home... he'd sneaked out and made his way to Nina's house." I said. "And it almost worked... we were watching for his car, not Nina's. She went to pick Heather up, and they were going to take her as well as Kelly out of State."
"What about the Slender Man sightings in your window and at the Cabin?" asked Molly.
"Larry Lance swore up and down that he was not the one that did those sightings." I said. "He said Nina helped him set up some of the other sightings with mannequins, but he refused to admit that he was responsible for whatever looked into my window at Police HQ, and left the note at the Cabin. Nina is not talking nor cooperating in any way, so if it was her, she's not saying."
"Wow." I heard Molly whisper in the quiet of the room.
"He's coming for you, Commander." Teresa said severely. "Slender Man has you in his sights."
"Bring it on." I replied.
"Well, it just goes to show you," said Chief Griswold, his cheeks rosy and his speech beginning to slur, "that even Slender Man is no match for the Iron Crowbar!" There was much acclaim, and the party started back up...
Part 25 - Epilogue
'Fire Safety Day' at the Fire Range was a big hit with the elementary school children. They got to see Fire Trucks and Fire Engines up close. They got to see fires being put out with fire extinguishers. They were shocked when Your Iron Crowbar dipped his finger into the powder ejected by the fire extinguishers and tasted it... it's just baking soda and some inert preservatives, and not harmful. Still, Cindy told the kids that eating it was not good for them, and so not to try it at home. I then got a well-deserved verbal spankdown from the Green Crowbar for that 'demonstration' of Better Living Through Chemistry.
A large metal paint bucket was filled with some liquid, probably kerosene, and was set on fire. It was then demonstrated how to put out the fire with a blanket or heavy coat. When the Fire Chief asked if any of the kids wanted to try it, Davie Marsdon literally ran out to give it a shot. He did well, too, and got the fire put out on the first attempt. His classmates cheered very loudly.
Then came the pièce de résistance: they watched as a house was set on fire, and Firemen going inside and 'rescuing' several dummies, then the Fire Department putting out the house fire. Along the way, they were told about how to get out of a house that was on fire, feeling doors for heat, crawling on hands and knees, etc. Good stuff to know, I thought, as I remembered the fire at the Old Cabin.
I had wondered why I was invited to attend; indeed, all but ordered to attend. And that became apparent just before the house burning: I was called up to stand by the Fire Chief. The Towson Brothers were there, also. And little Mikey Towson was in the front row of students.
"Kids, as you know," said the Fire Chief, "your classmate Mike Towson is here because Commander Troy went and got him and brought him home to his dad! So the Fire Department would like to thank the Iron Crowbar with this gift. Mikey, would you come up and help us give the Iron Crowbar his gift?"
Mikey ran up to us from the stands, a huge smile on his young face. He took the long box from his dad, and handed it to me, saying "Thank you, Mr. Crowbar."
I opened the box. Inside was a black lacquered plaque to hang on the wall, which had an engraved strip of metal saying "To the Iron Crowbar from the TCFD" and the date I'd brought Mikey home.
The plaque was a display to hold up the second part of the gift. It was a red crowbar. I took it out of the box, seeing the gleaming metallic red paint glistening in the sunlight. The crowbar had been painted with the exact same paint that the TCFD's fire vehicles were painted with.
I held up the crowbar and shouted "Iiiiiiiiiiii LIKE it!" The Firemen all cheered. The kids cheered louder... much louder. Kids can really make noise, and they did so today.
The Fire Engine Red Crowbar would hang with the plaque above my whiteboards in my office, a reminder of taking advantage of a chance to take care of my people when I could do so...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had set, and Cindy and I were going to our cars in the gated employees parking lot at Police Headquarters. When I got to my car, I got a shock.
"Cindy!" I called out. She came running over. "Look!" I said. Taped to the driver door of my Police SUV was a piece of paper. It said "Always follows. No eyes."
"One of the Slender Man eight pages." I said. I put on latex gloves and bagged the paper.
"I'll walk over to the Crime Lab with you, if you want to." Cindy said.
"Good idea. Let's do that."
As we walked across the parking lot to the Crime Lab Building, I happened to look towards the back fence, which meant I was looking west. The Fairgrounds were behind Police Headquarters. "Cindy," I said, "do you see a light over there?"
"Yeah... wow..." she said. The light was a flickering electric blue, brightening and ebbing. We hurried to the Crime Lab building, going in the back door. After turning over the paper in the evidence bag for analysis, we went out the front door, then began walking down the street, which ended at the Fairgrounds.
Walking onto the Fairgrounds, which were lit only by streetlights from the east side, I peered around. As I got to a certain spot, I felt a strong aura, like a blanket of energy surrounding me.
"This is where I was almost shot." I said, feeling sure.
"Yep." said Cindy. "There's the stub of the power hookup right behind you, which is where that temporary metal shed was."
I looked around, feeling the aura even more. Then I looked west, towards the River and the abutment where Mrs. Veasley's funeral had been.
"Holy shit!" I gasped. "Do you see that?" Standing on that concrete piling was Slender Man!
He was standing upright, in his suit and black tie, his head featureless and ghostly white, his arms and hands pressed to his sides. I felt the hair standing on my arms and the back of my neck.
"Yeah, I see it." Cindy said. "And I'm feeling something... never felt this before..." As I turned to look, Cindy collapsed to her knees to the ground.
"Cindy!" I cried out, kneeling down to check on her. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah... yeah..." Cindy said, trying to recover. "I just felt... overwhelmed for a second there." She looked up. "Where did he go?"
I looked up. There was no one standing on the concrete deck. It was dark; there were no more eerie lights.
I took Cindy home to get checked out by Laura, but Cindy showed no further ill effects. She helped put Carole and Jim to bed. Meanwhile, Bowser was staying with me, as if he felt a need to protect and guard me. Even when Carole was put to bed, Bowser stayed with me, which was rare to the point of unheard-of.. I gave him a lot of love and skritchins, and felt better...
... but I still felt foreboding in my soul.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 23d, from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that a compromise Budget bill has been worked out in the nick of time!"
Bettina continued: "With the Legislative session set to end on March 31st, there was little time left to get the budget done. Once again, Senators Moe Molinari and Jimmy Cerone brought Republican and Democrat leaders together to hammer out a compromise bill. Although Governor Val Jared will not be getting more money for law enforcement to round up undocumented workers to hand over to ICE for deportation, he is getting the desired draconian cuts in the State EPA.
"Senator Katherine Woodburn, who was not part of the bipartisan group known as the 'Foodie Group' that worked out the compromise budget over several dinners, had this to say about the budget. Roll tape."
The tape rolled, showing Katherine Woodburn yelling furiously to a crowd of supporters: "And thanks to Governor Val Jared and the Republicans, your children will be drinking dirty water and breathing dirty air! The Republicans cut the State EPA because they want your children to drink dirty water! And the Republicans have no shame in ignoring the threat of global climate change! The science is settled! Global climate change is a tremendous threat to us, but Governor Val Jared doesn't care about the environment nor the People of this State!"
"That's bullshit." I said. "So-called 'climate change' is settled, all right... it's fraudulent. The science is fraudulent and rigged. I speak as a Chemistry major and a chemist."
"So why do the Democrats keep pushing it?" asked Joanne Warner.
"A lot of it is money. But it's also to harm free enterprise, capitalism." I said. "It's 'watermelon' politics: green on the outside, Communist red on the inside."
"You don't believe in Conservation, Commander?" asked Theo Washington.
"There's a difference between Conservation and Environmentalism." I replied. "I have no problem with conserving resources, using only what we need, and it's more economical as well as environmentally better to clean up as we go instead of letting waste accumulate. But Environmentalism at the expense of quality of life, and being used to destroy businesses and Free Enterprise, I have problems with. And the adherents of Environmentalism, especially those throwing 'climate change' in our faces, resort to lies and fraud, then force and violence, to impose their agenda."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Thursday, March 23d. "Five-Alive News has learned that the Proactive Citizens of Greenworld, the PCGW, has announced they will protest the Pine Valley Development Project!"
"This development is south of us, along the River before it gets to Midtown." Priya explained as a map of the location of the development showed on the screen. "Critics claim that the project will cause environmental damage to the River, which is Midtown's main water supply. The project's developers, M&C Project Development Corp., says that and environmental impact study as well as soil and water testing has been done, and there is no danger to Midtown or the Public."
As Priya went on to news we'd already heard from Bettina, Cindy managed to tear her eyes away from the beautiful Indian reporterette and look at me. "It's interesting," she said, "that the PCGW finds a reason to come back into the State just as the Legislature guts the State EPA."
"I'm not sure 'interesting' is the word for it." I said. "But 'curious', maybe." Then I said "Well, give me the inside scoop on the Angels meeting before it starts."
Cindy said "Teresa is out of the Hospital, but I told Todd to tie her up if he had to in order to make her rest and get well. Todd said something about tying Teresa up sounding like fun, and Teresa told him not to get kinky with her. And there's really not a whole lot else going on. We're still following up on where Jerry Saint's wife has disappeared to, and I've been working with Lindy Linares on where Dick Ferrell might have gone. Anyone who delivers Ferrell to Jack Muscone's personal custody will get double cheeseburger lunches for life."
"That'll get the heart doctors looking for Ferrell, for sure." I said with a grin. "So, Lindy say anything about the FBI's issues?" By that, I meant Special Agent in Charge Les Craig.
"No, it's calmed down." Cindy said. "Craig and Sandra aren't sleeping together anymore, at least not that the rest of them know of. Just a physical fling, I guess. Jack and Martin are pretty much keeping to themselves as they work on the Superior Bloodlines stuff. Their boss, the DepDirector, has been having to stay in Washington more and more, and Lindy thinks he's working with other powerful people to root out some people who may be disloyal at best and double agents at worst."
"Okay, sounds like things are calming down." I said. "Maybe we can have a routine week or two around here, and I can catch up on paperwork."
"Which you keep generating by solving all these cases no one else has a clue about." Cindy said with a smile. I think she was surprised by my reaction, which was dour.
"Just between you, me, and the Crowbars," I said, "I'm beginning to worry about that. I think our Detectives are pretty good people, but I also think they need to solve some crimes without my help. They also need to see the clues, and see things brewing ahead of time. This is not a criticism of you, nor of their work ethic. But they need to know that I'm not going to be there as a crutch on every occasion."
"I was just talking about that with Molly and Teresa." Cindy said. "We were wondering if maybe one Detective a week should be assigned to review cold cases, like your mom and I did when I was on light duty."
"That might sharpen their skills a little bit." I said. "Okay, do that. I'll be curious to see what they come up with."
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
At 10:15am I was called into Chief Moynahan's office. He had Chief Frank Soltis of the Midtown Police Department on speaker phone.
"We have a murder down here." said Chief Soltis. "Young man, 29 years old. Someone broke into his home and shot him multiple times, including a coup de grâce to the back of the head. Nothing taken from his apartment. It might be a good training exercise for the SBI Reserve Inspector to teach my young Detectives some things. And of course, it's right up Commander Troy's alley as the unusual."
"Why is it unusual?" I asked.
"The guy worked for Forbes Environmental National Laboratories," said Soltis, "subsidiary of Forbes & Sehgal Engineering, who were the ones doing that study on the Pine Valley project... which, by coincidence, is starting to make the news in a big way."
"Coincidence. Yeah, right." I said acerbically. "With my Chief's permission," I continued, looking at Chief Moynahan who just nodded vigorously, "we'll come right down."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
West and southwest of Coltrane County is Rivers County, which is mostly farms and stretches west to the State Line. South of Rivers County is Farmdale County, where the nuclear power plant is. South of Coltrane County on the highway to Midtown is Hamilton County. And south of Farmdale County and southwest of Hamilton County is Benning County.
Benning County is longer east and west than it is north and south, creating a rectangle that extends from the University-Midtown Highway west to the State Line. It is often called 'the land that God forgot', as the west side is barely good farmland, and the east side slightly rolling hills that was used for growing pine forests for logs and paper. There had been a sawmill and paper mill not far from the highway, but those had been abandoned decades before.
There was also a plant that had made camera film and other chemical products, but it also had shut down. It was just north of the 'Pine Valley' area, which was to be developed into a residential community with a golf course as the centerpiece. This community would be on the outer edges of what would be considered Midtown's suburbs.
As Cindy and I drove down the highway through that area towards Midtown, she pointed out some of those landmarks. "Midtown's getting big." she said.
"Yes." I said. "After the City and its metro area, Midtown is the second largest city in our State. Madison County used to be well east and considered a separate population zone, but now it's becoming a suburb county."
It wasn't long before we arrived at the apartment complex that contained the scene of the crime. The area was becoming popular with younger people, and was called the 'Riverhead' District. The apartment in question was towards the back of the complex, in the furthest-back building, the apartment itself on the back side of the building, facing the fence and the scrub woods on the other side.
"Hello, Chief." I said to Chief Soltis, who was supervising a crime lab team and a couple of youngish Detectives.
"Hi, Commander, Hi Captain Ross." said Soltis. "Good to see you both. Hey Ruger! Wesson! Come over here." When the two plainclothes Detectives came over, Soltis introduced them.
"This is Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson." said Soltis. "Young and new, but promising. Guys, this is SBI Reserve Inspector Don Troy and Captain Cindy Ross."
"The Iron Crowbar?" asked Wesson with a gasp.
"Don't believe all the bad rumors you hear." I said, shaking her hand. "Good to meet you both." I shook Steve's hand. He was about 5'10" tall, light brown hair, light brown eyes that seemed to be penetrating, medium build. Kimberly Wesson was about 5'6" tall, darker brown hair, brown eyes that seemed introspective, and a fairly athletic-looking body.
After introducing Cindy, I said "Okay, what do you guys have?" We were led to the only bedroom of the one-bedroom apartment. On the floor next to the queen size bed was the dead man, lying face down, wearing only underwear. He was very slender, pretty much 'skinny', tall, and his hair color was the merest shade darker red than my own titian hair. His eyes were open and they were blue. I could see where the final bullet was fired into his head just above the ear, and I saw two exit wounds in the middle of his back.
"His name is James Shell, nickname 'Jim' or 'Jimmy'." said Ruger, "He's an employee of Forbes Environmental National Laboratories. Has a dual degree in Chemistry and Chemical Engineering from State Tech."
"There but for the Grace of God go I, Captain Ross." I said. "Redheaded chemist."
"You've had your near-misses, sir." Cindy replied.
"So who called this in?" I asked. "How was he found?"
"He didn't show up for work," said Soltis, "and he wasn't answering his cellphone. So the Precinct got a call from the Forbes Labs asking to check up on him. His car is parked out front, so we got a warrant to enter the apartment, and our guys found him just like you see him here."
"Hmm, interesting." I said, which caused Cindy's ice blue eyes to cut in my direction.
"We think he heard the door being kicked in." said Detective Steve Ruger, "He started to get up out of bed, and the perp or perps came into the room and shot him immediately."
"The bullets went through him." I said. "Where did they end up?"
"You can see the mark on the closet door, sir." said Wesson. "We've found one bullet inside the closet, and we're still looking for the other one."
If one entered the room from the front left, the closet doors were the type that folded and had slats, and the closet was along the back wall. The bathroom vanity was to the back left and the toilet and tub shower were behind the closet. The headboard of the bed was against the right side wall.
"Okay," I said, "so if the perp came in the door, and fired at him immediately, that's one heck of a ricochet for the bullet to turn left and hit the closet door." The Detectives nodded, surprised. The crime lab people began to stop what they were doing and pay attention.
"So," I said, "maybe he was a little further out of bed and closer to the door. He was shot at very close range, and that bullet hit the closet door and is likely the one you found in the closet. So Mr. Shell staggered back and possibly down, then was shot a second time, again at pretty close range. I'd look for a bullet hole in the mattress or box springs of the bed, and the bullet will likely be in the mattress, box springs, or the floor underneath the bed."
There were murmurs of understanding and approval.
"Have you found his cellphone yet?" I asked.
"No, Inspector." said a crime lab tech. "The physical device is not here nor in Shell's car, which is outside in the parking lot. Also, his car keys were found inside the car."
"No surprise there." I said. "The perp or perps took the keys to search the car or empty it out, then left the keys in the car and locked it manually."
"As to the cellphone, I've got my electronic tech people trying to get a ping on it." said Chief Soltis.
"Good. It will help if we can find it." I said. "But if we know the number, your data miners should be able to get his records. The 'probable cause' for the warrant is that dead body lying on the floor." Everyone nodded. "Speaking of which, was his wallet taken?"
"No sir." said a tech. "His wallet was on the bedside table. Drivers license, two credit cards and $60 in cash in the wallet, but it was lying open on the table, so the killer may have gone through it." I nodded.
"Okay, why don't we go look at the rest of the apartment." I said. Ruger and Wesson followed me into the front room. The front door was on the left as one came in from the outside. The sofa was the right side wall, and a chair was in front of the window. A television on a table was near the door to the bedroom. The room was fairly clean, and there were no magazines, books, or other things that suggested a lived-in dwelling.
To the left was a breakfast nook, and behind it to the rear was the kitchen area, and behind the kitchen more folding, slatted doors that hid the washer and dryer. The kitchen was clean. There was some milk (fresh) and beer in the refrigerator, and some frozen pizzas and a frozen loaf of bread in the freezer.
"What was in the kitchen trash?" I asked a crime lab tech. She showed me what had been bagged. Some frozen pizza boxes, an empty milk carton, and an empty can of Spam were all that had been in the kitchen trash. There were some paper plates and plastic cups, and some plastic forks and spoons, as well.
"So," I asked as we got back to the bedroom door, "did James Shell own a gun?"
"Yes, he did." said a voice from the front door. MPD Lieutenant David Krueger came in.
"Hello, David." I said cheerfully. "I didn't expect to see you again this soon. How are things going?"
"Just fine, sir." said Krueger, shaking my hand and Cindy's hand politely, his voice confident but polite.
"This man has been a godsend." said Chief Soltis. "I cannot thank you enough for letting me steal him from you."
"Good, I hope you guys can bust some perps' heads." I said.
Krueger said "To answer your question, sir, James Shell bought a nine millimeter Beretta about six months ago, and he's had a concealed carry license for over a year."
"We have not found a firearm in the apartment, sir." said one of the crime lab techs.
"Is this James Shell's primary residence?" I asked, somewhat to everyone's surprise.
"The apartment is in his name, Commander." said Krueger. "And has been for the last eight months. His drivers license address is just north of Westphalia, near the City, and not far from the main offices of Forbes Environmental National Laboratories."
"Mighty long commute." said Chief Soltis.
"What happened, Chief," said Krueger, "is that FENL set up a lab a few miles north of here, especially for the Pine Valley project. Shell and four others came down and rented apartments, and the company is paying for them. Or the Pine Valley developers, ultimately."
"Wow." I said. "This must be a big project."
"We'll talk about that at Headquarters." Soltis said quietly to me, the tone of his voice connoting his desire not to discuss it publicly. I nodded my understanding.
"So the other employees live in this apartment complex?" I asked.
"Three of them do, sir, but their apartments are nearer the front of the complex." said Krueger. "The other employee lives in a weekly-rate hotel room."
"So, Captain Ross," I said, "Anything of interest to your eye?"
"My question on the the sterility of this apartment just got answered." said Cindy. "This was a temporary place for him to live. His gun, if it was here, was taken, and so was his cellphone. But apparently nothing else was. I would say this is some kind of pro hit... except for taking the cellphone, which suggests trying to conceal something."
I nodded. "Until we get further data, I would tend to agree."
"Lieutenant Krueger," said Chief Soltis, "work us up a really good package on Mr. Shell, on FENL, and the Pine Valley project."
"Yes sir." said Krueger. "If you'll excuse me?" With that he took his leave of us.
"So what's next for your Detectives, Chief?" I asked Soltis.
"They'll canvass the apartment complex, get any video that might be available." he said. "And they'll go and talk to Mr. Shell's co-workers and see if we can get any idea if he knew he was in danger..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Soltis had us follow him to the Precinct Headquarters, which was a small building if compared to the TCPD's larger ones, but was efficient and sufficient for Midtown's structure. As the Chief introduced us as SBI Reservists, no one was fooled; everyone knew who the Iron Crowbar and his partner were.
We went into a conference/interrogation room, where the Chief had us sit down. "I didn't want to talk about this in front of everyone." he said. "We still have leaks like sieves, and not to the Press but to the Southport Mob." Cindy and I nodded understanding. It is possible that Cindy's bug-killer was on, also.
"Pine Valley is one of the biggest projects in this part of the State in years." said Soltis. "The Valley Villages project was barely successful, and some of the same people wanted to try again in a better location. The Pine Valley location is close enough to Midtown to be a potential suburban hub, but far enough away from everything to promise a quiet, rural life. They are intending to literally build a new town out of that pine forest, with a championship-level golf course as the main feature attraction. They've got plans for a mall, other shops, theaters, a hotel, the works."
Soltis went on: "So yes, there is big money, huge money in this project. And we believe that there may be some Mob backing. They've tried to avoid detection through dummy corporations, but they made a mistake... a lot of the financing came from First State Bank of Midtown."
"Ahhhhhh," I said in my 'falsetto' voice, "Jerry Morelli."
"We think it's very possible." Frank Soltis said. "Another financial backer is called 'Dakota Partners Trust, LLC.'. They were formed out of Michael Miller's 'MMVC' venture capital firm and Dakota Funding." (Author's note: see 'The Hot Date Mystery'.) "The thing is... there has to be more, a lot more. This project is too big for just a couple of banks and backers."



I got out my Police iPhone and made a text. "I'm asking for some more information on the Pine Valley project." I said. "We'll compare notes with what your guys come up with."
Soltis nodded. "I do want to say this, Don... or ask it." He paused, then said "I doubt we'll ever find the killer if it's a pro hit. But I can see that there is something going on... too much money in this project, the deceased's employer working for the project's developers, and all. This will be a really good case to teach my young people how to go through a case... gathering data, putting together pieces of the puzzle. I really hope they can learn from your expertise, and I've told them already that this could be the biggest boost to their careers if they listen to the two of you."
"That's the part I like best." I said. "Teaching others and getting them to their full potential. We'll do it." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
Part 3 - Forbes Environmental National Laboratories
Teaching mode came fast. Chief Soltis got a call from Detective Ruger: "We're not getting any cooperation from the FENL people here, sir." he said. "They're demanding warrants, and when we said they're on the way, they said they wanted to see the pen-and-ink documents. They've also forbidden us to talk to their employees."
"Circling the wagons mighty quick." Cindy said.
"And where are the warrants?" I asked on the speakerphone.
"We're checking on that now, sir." said Ruger. I said I'd call him back and disconnected the call.
"Chief," I asked, "who did you send to get the warrants?"
"We ask our Assistant District Attorneys to get them for us." said Soltis. "The judges don't really like it when the Police go directly to get warrants, which is what you do in your jurisdiction."
"Why don't you call the ADA responsible for these warrants." I said. "See what the issue is. Meanwhile, I'll make a quick phone call outside."
Cindy and I went outside the building to the parking lot, where I made my call. "Hello, Jenna." I said to State Attorney Jenna Stiles. "Do you have State-wide jurisdiction, or just in your Region?"
"All over the State, if need be." Jenna said.
"I might need your help getting some warrants down here in the Midtown area, in my capacity as SBI Inspector." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Our ADA had not gone to get the warrants, yet." said Soltis. "He said he was in a meeting. When I told him there was urgency, and we had a dead body and a murder case, he didn't seem to be very impressed. I don't think he's going to hurry on this at all."
Just then, a Court courier came up. "I have some warrants for SBI Inspector Troy?" he said.
"Right here." I said. "Thanks." I tipped the kid for his effort to be prompt. Needless to say, Chief Soltis was stunned.
"I called a State Attorney to ring up the judge." I said. "You might want to make a point to embarrass your ADA with his boss, and if the DA doesn't care, embarrass him with the judges. Okay, let's go to the FENL lab and rock their world."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Forbes Environmental National Laboratories branch was in a mixed use office/production facility just north of the Precinct Headquarters. Once we got there, I was not surprised to find that there were three lawyers there already.
Also there was the FENL Director, one Jeremy Forbes... yes, the partner in 'Forbes & Sehgal Engineering'. He was fairly tall, medium-to-slender build, darker red hair than mine, and with a fairly full beard and mustache.
"It's a terrible thing about Jimmy Shell." he said as he was introduced to Chief Soltis, me, and Cindy. "But we have to take certain legal protections, due to the nature of the Pine Valley project. I'm sure you understand."
"Yes, I do." I said, taking charge almost unconsciously.
"This is our lab manager, Paul Brandon." said Forbes, introducing us to a stocky man going on overweight, with a roundish face, black hair combed over to one side, glasses, and a perma-smile on his face.
"I appreciate you coming here." he said, and I took an instant dislike to the man as soon as I heard his voice and his words, which was high pitched and sounded like he was trying to con us out of something. "Terrible thing to happen to our employee. Our people will be at your disposal to talk with, once you get a warrant, but we'll have to have lawyers sit in on any conversations."
"Yes, that reminds me," I said, "here's the warrant to obtain all papers related to Jimmy Shell, and that includes tests and data on every sample he ran on the Pine Vally project. It also extends to your main lab between Westphalia and the City, and we have SBI Agents going there now to execute the warrants. And here is the warrant to talk to all of your people."
Jeremy Forbes had a somber look on his face that could be natural, but Brandon affixed his perma-grin as he handed the warrant to his attorney. "It's valid in every way." said the attorney. "This is very thorough, too; no loopholes at all. I didn't expect this of the Midtown Police Force." Chief Soltis did not let the insult bother him.
"All right, Chief." I said. "Bring your guys in, and let's question the other employees so they can get back to their duties..."
"Mr. Smith here will stay with you and take action to help you with anything you need." said Brandon. In other words, he would attend us everywhere we went within the labs.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
This lab was not large. It had a metals prep hood and a room to run metals analysis. It had an area to prep samples to be run on the gas chromatograph (GC) and mass spectrometer (MS, or GCMS if coupled with a GC). There was one room for wet lab analysis, as well.
I went into the Mass Spec lab, where an Asian woman was loading samples. I showed her my SBI badge. "May I see your daily calibration test results for the last three months?" I asked. The lawyer nodded for her to comply, and she brought out a folder with a stack of papers. All of the standards were within parameters, meaning the GCMS was good for running samples each day.
"So what are you testing for, BTEX?" I asked. That meant Benzene, Toluene, Ethylbenzene, and Xylene isomers... breakdown products of gasoline that might be contaminating the ground.
"Yes sir." said the girl. "And for any other heavy organic compounds and the breakdown products."
"Ever find anything?" I asked.
"No sir." said the girl.
"By the way, do you prep your samples yourself?"
"Ah, no sir. Dave and Oscar do that."
"Cool." I said. "Thanks. Oh... did you work with Jimmy Shell?"
"He was my backup on the Mass Spec here if I was not here." the girl said. "He worked in Metals most of the time. I did not talk to him very much."
"So you wouldn't have known if he was agitated, bothered by anything?" I asked.
"Oh, no sir... I mean that I did notice anything like that."
"Okay. Thanks." I said, then left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I headed to the Metals area, where Jimmy Shell had worked.
"Sir," said Detective Kimberly Wesson, "we've taken all the papers in the Metals Lab into custody. We're also downloading the contents of their computers and have taken the backup tapes. We'll copy everything and return them within a few days."
"Good." I said, looking at the instruments and the printed files showing the calibration standards meeting the criteria to run. As I did, I felt more than saw Paul Brandon come in.
"Finding what you need, Commander?" he asked. I did not fail to notice which of my 'first names', i.e. titles, he'd used, but I did not react to it.
"So far." I said. "Let me ask you, Mr. Brandon... you're the Lab Manager for all the FENL labs?"
"Yes, for the one in the City." said Brandon. "This lab is just a satellite, set up to support Pine Valley exclusively. We have a Florida lab, also, but I'm not the manager of it."
"But Mr. Forbes is the Director of the Florida lab?" I asked.
"Well, sir," said Brandon jovially, as if sharing a joke, "Mr. Forbes and Mr. Sehgal are the main partners of the Engineering firm, so he's the Director of everything."
"I see." I said, looking at the ceiling. "So the ventilation here is adequate? Meets State EPA specs?"
"Yes sir." said Brandon. "The air turns over three times per hour, as required."
"O-kay." I said. "I think I've seen what I need to, here... oh, by the way... do you have a relative named Eileen Brandon? University student?" Eileen had been the troublemaker in the 'Power' case...
"Uhhh, no sir, the name must be a coincidence." said Brandon.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're Dave?" I asked a short man in a labcoat, who was watching some samples cooking on a hot plate in a fume hood.
"Yes sir." he said. "Dave Dubois." Dave was short, stocky but not nearly as much as Paul Brandon. Dave had black hair and a black mustache, both in reasonably stylish shape.
"You worked with Jimmy?" I asked."
"Yes sir." said Dave. "I do the Metals Prep, and do some of the Organic Prep for the GC and GCMS work."
"You don't run any samples?"
"I might run some wet lab samples if Oscar is busy doing something else." said Dave. "But the prep is a full-time job in its own right."
"So you must've known Jimmy fairly well?" I asked.
"Not really." said Dave. "We didn't talk a lot. He was always busy in the Metals Lab or running pre-screening for the Organics Prep."
"What kind of guy would you say he is?" I asked. "Laid back? Wired up?"
"Sometimes a bit wired, especially if things weren't going well or we were being pressured to turn in some results." said Dave. "He was a real stickler for the rules, maybe too much so."
"How can one be 'too much' a stickler for the rules, if they're the rules?" I asked. Dave barked a little laugh but then saw on my face that I was not smiling; I was serious.
"Uh, sometimes getting a result reported is more important than the regression coefficient being good out to four 9s." said Dave. "Also, he's not... er, wasn't... the quality control guy, but would stick his nose into everyone elses labwork."
"Did you socialize with him?" I asked. "And for that matter, do all of you guys here socialize after hours?"
"There almost no 'after hours' around here, sir." said Dave. "We get in here early in the morning and get out late, sometimes late at night. But to answer your question: sometimes Oscar and I will go out for a beer, and sometimes Chris and Mai Ling will join us. But Jimmy never did."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Last but not least, I went to see Oscar Williams. He was a young black man, fairly athletic build, with glasses, and with protective goggles over them. He was prepping samples for running on GCs.
"So you do this and the Inorganics?" I asked as I watched him work.
"Yes sir." said Oscar. "We really don't have a lot of inorganic tests to run here. Unless it's a 24-hour turnaround, those samples get sent to the City lab."
"Do you do any screening of these organic samples?" I asked. "To see if you need to dilute the samples so they don't wreck the GC columns?"
"Ah, you know more about chemistry than you're letting on, Inspector." Oscar astutely observed. "Jimmy Shell is the one that would do that, especially if a sample came in smelling bad---"
Just then Paul Brandon came in. "How are those preps going, Oscar? We need to run them within the hour."
"Yes sir." said Oscar woodenly. He turned back to his work.
"Is there anything else you need, Commander Troy?" Brandon asked, relatively loudly. The lawyer was staring daggers at me, also.
"I'm sure I'll find something I need to ask about." I said as I turned and left the room. "Thanks for your time, Oscar... and take care." Yeah, that might've been a hint.
Part 4 - Chemists and Chemistry
I invited Steve Ruger, Kimberly Wesson, and Chief Soltis to a late lunch at Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers with me and Cindy. As we ate, the Detectives gave us the rundown of the interviews.
"Commander," Cindy said as she read a text on her phone. "SBI Agent Chow led a group of City Police in questioning the employees at FENL in the City. They taped them, and the company insisted on their lawyers being present. Chow is sending the videos to MPD and TCPD."
"Good." I said. "So, what did you guys learn today?"
"There's almost no one here at this lab." said Kimberly. "Mai Ling, the GC and Mass Spec girl; Dave Dubois, the Metals Lab prep guy; and Oscar Williams, the Inorganics or wet lab guy. The supervisor's name is Chris Maple, and he was an Army Reserve Officer before coming into the labs. He wasn't here today. Mr. Brandon said he was driving up to the City lab."
Wesson continued: "Mai Ling told me what she told you; she didn't really have much contact with Shell. Dave said Shell would help prep the metals samples, then Shell would run them. He said Shell was very conscientious about the work, but never talked about himself, his personal life, his likes, his hobbies, etc. Oscar Williams also remarked that Shell didn't go out with the others after work; he apparently just went home."
"So no one expressed dislike of Jimmy Shell?" I asked.
"Uh, they didn't say anything," said Kimberly," but except for Dave Dubois, who worked with him the most, none of them seemed to have anything good to say about Jimmy. And Dave just said Jimmy helped with the prep and cleaning up, but said nothing about Jimmy's personality."
"Okay." I said. "Detective Ruger, what did you find?"
"I was supervising acquiring all the papers." said Ruger. "The lawyers were agitated as all hell, but they didn't try to stop us. Captain Ross would stare back at them if they started whining about something. I think they know you're the Iron Crowbar, sir, and were all but looking over their shoulders half the time." I grinned at that.
"Paul Brandon definitely knows who I am." I said. "Calling me 'Commander' was my first clue to that. So... and this goes especially to you, Kimberly... what were your impressions of everything, of the people especially?"
"They're busy, they're worked to the bone, long hours with no overtime pay." said Kimberly. "I got the impression that these were the ones sent down because none of them have particularly engaging personalities, and that's putting it nicely. I got an impression that they didn't think too much of Jimmy Shell, but aren't going to say anything with him just having been murdered."
I nodded and smiled. "Yes, I would think not. Steve?"
"Same thing." Ruger said. "They're all single, all displaced from their homes in the City, long hours, high pressure for quick turnarounds on the tests. By the way, I was told that they only do quick and dirty tests down here; most of the comprehensive sample testing is done at the City location."
"Oh really?" I said, halfway to myself. "That is interesting. It means we really have to look into their City facility a lot more."
"That also explains why Brandon was acting like he's swallowed the canary." Cindy said. "That guy... he's the 'calibration standard' of the 'smarmy vibe'."
"He's definitely a liar." I said. "Probably a pathological liar, can't help himself."
"What do you mean?" asked Chief Soltis.
"I asked about the air conditioning," I said, "and he said the air turns over three times an hour, per State EPA requirements. But you can look it up: the actual standard is 20 times per hour. So he either didn't know and just threw out some shit, or the ventilation is inadequate and he bullshitted me on it. Either way, I'm not trusting what that guy says."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, we (meaning the five of us that went to lunch together) watched the interviews of the employees at the FENL labs in the City. When we were done, I asked for the Detectives' opinions.
"I don't think they liked Jimmy Shell very much." said Kimberly Wesson. "They were being extremely careful in what they said about him. Mostly that he stuck to himself, was a stickler about protocols. A few people said he was like a Boy Scout on the protocols... they didn't say he was a jerk, but I just got the sense of that, if that makes sense."
"Gut instincts, or intuition," I said, "can be a very valuable tool. Captain Ross here is uncanny in how good her instincts and intuition are. At the same time, don't let that override compelling evidence or data. Theories are founded on data, not the other way around. Steve?"
"I got the impression," Steve Ruger said, "that they were very guarded in their speech because the company lawyers were always present. I think they were afraid to speak openly and freely because they were being monitored. I got the impression they don't like working for FENL, but can't say that out loud because it would be a 'career move', so to speak."
I nodded. "I've been getting that impression all day, everywhere I go in those labs. I also noticed that no one, especially no one down here, could say that Jimmy Shell was bothered by something or felt worried. That means either he's just the same way all the time, or they didn't care enough about him to notice any changes in his behavior."
"Or both." Cindy said. I nodded vigorously.
"So what's next?" asked the Chief.
"Now the tedious part starts." I said. "Your people have a long day and night ahead of them, combing through the data that was seized today."
"It's all being copied now into the digital servers." said Soltis. "Chief Moynahan gave us that idea after seeing what the TCPD does. So what in all of that are we looking for?"
"Anomalies." I said. "This is going to be slow and mind-numbing, but you've got to check the bound logbooks then the test results to make sure all the tests were run. Then look at blanks, standards, and sample results to see if something doesn't look right. It could be anything. Once the data is in the servers, queries can be run based upon unique test run numbers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you guys staying down here overnight?" asked Soltis. "You can stay at my place... which is your house, Don... if you like."
"What say you, Captain Ross?" I asked.
"Sure." said Cindy. "As long as we can expense some good pizzas."
"All right, I'll call Krueger in." said Soltis. "He and his team have amassed some good stuff.
A moment later, Lieutenant David Krueger came in. Cindy's bug killer was on for this one as David set up his computer to the projector so that we could all see the image on the projector screen.
"First, Jimmy Shell." David said, bringing up Shell's DMV photo. "Twenty-nine years old. Single, never married. Graduated six years ago from State Tech with Chemistry and Chemical Engineering degrees as part of their special program for doing that. He worked in a small environmental lab for two years, then left to come to Forbes & Sehgal four years ago."
"The Lab, or the Engineering firm?" I asked.
"The Engineering firm." said Krueger. "SBI Agent Chow got his employee record files and photocopied it down to us. What apparently happened is that about six months after coming to the firm, he was asked to transfer to Forbes Environmental National Laboratories, and he accepted that and began working in their Metals Lab."
"Before we go further," I said, "what was the name of the lab he worked at, right out of School?"
"That was..." Lt. Krueger said as he looked at his notes, "... Dreschel Magdalene Environmental Labs. It was a very small outfit. The guy who ran it, Dave Magdalene, got into some hot water with the State EPA for bad recordkeeping, running and reporting samples despite failing standards, and such. He really cut corners, and finally the State EPA declared that they would immediately and fully audit any lab that hired him. We don't have a present address for him; he probably moved out of State."



"So Jimmy Shell, stickler for the rules, worked for Dave Magdalene, the worst abuser of the rules in the State EPA's history. Yes, I know that for a fact." I said. "Then Jimmy jumped ship."
"Yes sir." said Krueger. "All the stuff with Magdalene happened well after Shell left Dreschel Magdalene. Anyway, Jimmy Shell's evaluation reports with FENL were a mixed bag... he was considered a good chemist, but a lousy employee and not liked by his peers. It was his lack of interpersonal skills that allowed him to be denied transfers back to the various Engineering departments of the Company, though others had successfully made those transfers."
"Sounds like he wasn't much of an employee." said Cindy. "So why didn't they just fire him?"
I said "Firing people is expensive, even without a Union fighting them every step of the way, as we know from our Sharples experiences. Many companies just make it so miserable on an employee that they just find another job and quit. However, Environmental Chemistry is what I call the 'black hole' of Chemistry jobs, even with a Masters degree; it's truly the bottom of the totem pole. There is a huge stigma attached to environmental chemists; manufacturing chemists try hard to not hire environmental chemists. It is hard as hell for environmental chemists, especially with only Bachelor's degrees, to get out of the hole."
"The managers know that," I went on, "and abuse the hell out of their employees; they believe those employees have no other place to go. The employees that took an environmental lab job out of School find out soon enough that they've made a near-fatal mistake, and are in a hole they almost can't get out of. The only things they can do are find another, completely different line of work, or go back to School. I wasn't in Environmental Chemistry but working in a Crime Lab, and I still started my own outside business, all of which led to being in the Police Force now. And I do feel sorry for those poor dumb suckers who are stuck in those Environmental Chemistry jobs right now."
"Yes, but how do you really feel about it?" Cindy asked, sensing the passion welling up inside me about it. Everyone laughed and I smiled and nodded.
"You were saying, Lt. Krueger?" I asked, to get this train back on the tracks.
"Yes, sir." said Krueger. "Okay, Forbes Environmental National Laboratories is a wholly-owned subsidiary of Forbes & Sehgal Engineering. Jeremy Forbes created the lab as a separate entity, then merged it into Forbes & Sehgal when their engineering firms merged about ten years ago. The Lab Manager is Paul Brandon, whom we met today---"
"Wait a second." I said. "Is he the Lab Manager for all the labs, or just the one in the City and the annex down here?"
"He's listed as the Lab Manager over all the labs." said Krueger. "They have other labs in Florida and a brand new one in Phoenix, Arizona, and Brandon is listed as the Manager of them, as well."
"Wow, another lie he told me." I said. "He said he was only the manager of the ones here. Okay sorry to interrupt; keep going."
"Brandon has been with FENL for six years, all of it as Lab Manager." said Krueger. "Before that, he was Manager of a small lab that went bankrupt, and before that he was in chemical sales. That company would only confirm he worked for them and the dates of his employment."
"What was the lab that went bankrupt?" I asked.
"It was called Dreschel Advanced Chemistries, Inc." said Krueger. "And no, Dave Magdalene was not a part of it. The owner was the same Dreschel that was part of Dreschel Magdalene, but we're having trouble getting records on him... he's like a ghost. Maybe a venture capitalist that was seeding these labs."
"Could well be." I said.
Krueger started his report again: "The Chief Chemist is Robert Ferris---"
"Ferris!" exclaimed Cindy. "He's the cat whose wife died in the Crown Chemicals case. The cold case we looked at, with the PCGW?" (Author's note: The Phyllis Files, Ch. 01.)
"Oh yes, I remember." I said. "Was it FENL he was working for then?"
"I... I thought he was managing his own lab." Cindy said. "I'll need to check my old notes or call your mom and see if she remembers."
"Yeah, let's nail that one down, too." I said. "Okay, Lt. Krueger, we've abused you with interruptions, for which I apologize."
"No problem, sir, if it'll help solve this murder." said Krueger. "Last, but not least, the Quality Control Manager is a guy named Clifford Ewing. He's an older man, nearing retirement, and has been with FENL since it started up. He's been in Quality Control positions at other companies, and the State EPA has consulted with him in the past. He's even testified in Court in a few cases, as he's good at explaining in layman's terms just what a problem is."
Krueger then continued: "As to the company itself, the Engineering firm tries to claim status as a national engineering powerhouse, and they have offices in major growth areas of the country, including Charlotte, Atlanta, Dallas-Ft. Worth, Houston, Phoenix, and Minneapolis, which serves the North Dakota growth areas."
"They're in pretty tight with politicians, including U.S. Senator Samuel Russell of this State." continued Lt. Krueger. "On their board sits a former U.S. EPA Director, a former State EPA Director, a former U.S. Ambassador, and a former Army Corps of Engineers General."
"So it's no big surprise that they landed the Pine Valley Development project." said Chief Soltis. "Big name, big strings to pull."
"So anything behind the façade?" I asked.
"Just one little thing." said Krueger. "SBI Agent Chow had an insight, and grabbed not only Jimmy Shell's pay records, but the pay and financial records of all FENL employees and their laboratory accounts in and out. And a strange things pops out." He put up a form with numbers.
"This is the Inorganics, or Wet Lab, monthly report." said Krueger. "All of the employees assigned to this lab are salaried, so the salary allotment for the lab should always be constant, yes? But look at this..." He began showing us each month's report going back for several months. The salary figures changed from month-to-month.
"Why is that happening?" asked Cindy.
"No idea." said Soltis. "Commander?"
"You know..." I said, "tomorrow is Friday. I think we need to ambush the lab annex down here, and ask the employees some questions. Don't say anything about this anomaly, but we have some questions to ask about how they fill out their time sheets. And we may need a warrant to get all the time sheets that we haven't gotten already. Okay, what else, Krueger?"
"The Pine Valley project." said Krueger. "First, the topography." He displayed a topological map of the western half of the State. "As you can see, there is a ridgeline between the River and the other river that is the State Line. It's not prominent like the mountain fingers that extend from the north of the State, but it's there, and water drains into either river based upon that line."
"Benning County is the least populated county in the State, by both actual population and per square mile bases." said Krueger. "About 1500 people, most of them in the town of Columbus, which is on the western edge near the State Line river. There has been some talk of the county north or south annexing Benning County, but it simply hasn't happened."
"There is little farming in the county. Even BigAgraFoods didn't want to buy the farmland on the west side of the county." continued Krueger. "The sawmill and paper mill closed up a long time ago. There was a photography chemical company, but it closed down a while back, also."
"What was the name of that photography company?" I asked.
"Bexall Photography Supplies, Inc." said Krueger. "They were a subsidiary of a shell company, called 'Bexall Chemicals & Manufacturing, Inc.'. They went bankrupt some 20 years ago, maybe more. I don't have a complete rundown on them or the paper mill yet."
"When you do research it," I said, "do a Lexus-Nexus search on Bexall. I seem to remember there was something strange about them..." I was halfway in a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm. Chief Soltis, Cindy, and I were about to leave. I stopped by the desks of Detectives Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson.
"How's it going, guys?" I asked.
"Sir, they're still downloading data into the servers." said Ruger. "There's a ton of papers both down here and up in the City. Agent Chow of the SBI has been really helpful to us, but it'll be late tonight or early tomorrow morning before they're done."
"We're also determining our plan for tomorrow." said Wesson. "I think we need to re-interview the people at the FENL lab down here, in much more detail, especially about the results they were getting from the field testing samples from Pine Valley."
"We're also looking into this company called 'Bexall'." said Ruger. "They were a chemical company upriver of the Pine Valley project, but so far we have not found a single sample run from that site or area."
"Captain Ross," I said, "it's official: these guys are good. I am really happy to see you following that line. Ask the data people to research Bexall really hard, including a Lexus-Nexus search of previous media accounts of them. And add two things to your action plan: we're going back to the local FENL in the morning, so we can ask the employees about how they fill out time sheets, if they put down overtime, and all that. Then we're going to visit the Bexall site just north of the Pine Valley project, then we'll go to that project itself and look around."
"Okay," I said after they took notes, "unless the Chief has something else for you, I see no reason why you should not go home and get some sleep, and be back in the morning rarin' to go."
"I think that's a good idea." said Soltis. "Come back in the morning, after the data's loaded, and we'll pick it up in the morning. And I agree with the Iron Crowbar: you guys are doing a great job."
"Before you go," I said, "let me just ask this: any ideas in your heads about this case?"
"No data yet, Mr. Holmes." said Steve Ruger. I pointed at him then gave him the thumbs-up. I would find out later that Cindy had forewarned him while she was supervising him and his team gathering data.
"That's true, sir." said Kimberly Wesson. "I do have the idea that Jimmy Shell found out something he wasn't supposed to know, and he was killed for it. It's that secret we have to find, to lead us to the criminals."
"Good thoughts." I said. "Okay, we'll let the data guide us in the morning."
Part 5 - Thoughts
As always, it felt strange entering the house in which Melina and I had spent our married lives together. Frank Soltis was renting it from me and Molly Evans, and it was plainly furnished. The kitchen had a 'lived in' look that I would expect of a bachelor pad.
"You can have the guest bedroom." I said to Cindy, when we learned the third bedroom had no bed. "I'll crash on the couch, here. Or on the floor of the third bedroom."
"Way too nice of you." said Cindy. "Especially with your bad back. You sure?"
"Positive." I said. "The floor will be good for my back, actually." We then got some paper plates and utensils to eat the two large pizzas we'd obtained on the way home.
"Guys," said Frank Soltis, "it is really great having you here. My guys are learning not only good methods, but they see the speed and efficiency at which you are working. Steve and Kimberly are good Detectives and good people, but they really turned it up a notch seeing how you guys do."
"Yes, I think they are good people, and will do very well." I said. "And this is a great case to learn from. I suspect that it's going to get a lot bigger, though."
"Theorizing without data, Don?" Cindy said jokingly before taking a big bite out of her pizza slice.
"About the murder? Maybe." I replied. "About the cover-up that's beginning to happen? No, I think I'm seeing plenty of anecdotal evidence to support that supposition. And no disrespect to your guys, Chief, but this one is going to take some serious inter-agency support. We'll have the FBI in here as well as SBI assets."
"Norm Chow is doing a great job." Cindy said. "He could make the SBI great again. I hope the FBI doesn't scoop him up."
"I wouldn't blame Jack Muscone for trying." I said. "By the way, Frank, do not let Les Craig of the FBI worm his way into this investigation. We find his lack of faith in the Crowbars... disturrrrbing."
"Yes, Lord Vader." Soltis said, catching on.
"There is a lot of stuff to look at." Cindy said. "Any thoughts on what can narrow down our searches?
"Yes." I said as I reached for another slice of pizza. "I think we can take it as a working hypothesis what Detective Wesson said: right now the motive for killing Jimmy Shell would have to be related to his work, and the likely scenario is he found out something he wasn't supposed to find out. And the secret is big enough to warrant hiring a killer to exterminate him."
"If what he found is related to the Mob," Cindy said, "they'd have one of their people kill him instead of hiring someone."
"Yeah, that's a thought... and a very good one." I said. "So much for looking for a $100,000 discrepancy in the finances."
"I think I'm seeing where you're going with this." said Soltis. "But I'll ask anyway: what would this Lab have to hide?"
"Follow the money." I said. "Forbes & Sehgal Engineering was hired to do the environmental engineering and testing for the Pine Valley project. The amount of money in this project is pretty staggering. FENL tests the samples. Oh, and let me add... most environmental projects are generally one-and-done when it comes to testing. Yet FENL is getting a steady supply of samples, enough to set up a satellite lab nearby. What does that suggest to either of you?"
"Not that surprising." said Soltis. "The Pine Valley project is being done in stages. They're doing soil testing as they build the golf course and the roads, to see what they can do with the land. And they're probably doing contamination testing just to make sure they don't come upon an old trash dump or something."
Cindy said "I agree with that. I also think that if there's something suspicious going on, they can keep it isolated down here instead of risking people in the City knowing what's going on."
"Excellent points." I said. "My only pushback on that is that if I were going to be falsifying data, I wouldn't have a Boy Scout like Jimmy Shell here. From all accounts, he's the one employee that's such a Boy Scout that he might become a whistleblower if he found something wrong. And... well, he did come over all dead, didn't he?"
"To whom would he complain?" asked Chief Soltis. "He never came to the local Police and made a complaint."
"No, he most likely would've gone to the State EPA." I said. "What he should have done is retain a lawyer first, then go to the State EPA and the SBI or FBI---"
"Ohhhhhh," said Cindy, "so that's why his wallet was rifled, but the cash and credit cards not taken! If he had a SEPA or SBI card in it from an Agent he talked to..."
"Good shot, Rogue 2!" I said. "We need to have you eat more pizza, more often."
"Ah, but your plan to make me unable to compete in the Po-leece Boxing Matches will not werrrrk, Commander..." Cindy said in her best 'German' imitation.
"Darn, she's on to me." I said. Then we explained the tremendous importance of the Police Boxing Matches to Frank Soltis...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
What Cindy didn't know is that I always pack a few extra things in an old bag that I acquired when I was in the military. In it are a tent floor liner, an inflatable mattress, an inflatable pillow, cooking and eating utensils, and emergency items.
As I lay on the floor on the air mattress, and a real pillow provided by Frank, my mind was sifting through the case as I dozed. There was something there, not so much anything I'd missed, but something I simply needed to make a connection with that would tear the lid off FENL hell and expose the truth...
"Oh, Commmannnderrrrrrr..."
"Yes, Angela..." I said, then opened my eyes. The room was bathed in an eerie black-and-white with just a tinge of blue, the only light coming in from the window. Above me, straddling me, was Angela Harlan, gloriously naked except for her black high heel pumps. I could see her thick black pubic bush and her gaping pussy right above me, a really deliciously arousing sight.
"Oh my darling Commander." Angela whispered as she knelt down over me, kneeling down onto me, once again teasing me by lowering her pussy to just above my hard cock but not quite touching...
"Nice house, here." Angela said. "I can feel the years of your past here with that hot tramp you were married to..."
"What do you want, Angela?" I asked, feeling myself in my dream state trying to not dredge up the memories of the past.
"Oh, let those memories come, my darling Commanderrrr..." Angela said, her breast hanging down and almost touching my pecs, her face right above me. "But what I want is for you to get your head out of your ass. It's all about the raw data, Commander... the raw data..."
I blinked, and suddenly I was alone in the room again, seeing what little color there was. I sat up and looked at my iPhone; it was 3:25am.
The raw data... yes, that's it, the raw data. Once again, Angela Harlan's Spirit seemed to be leading me down the right path. I declined to question why she was helping me this way...
Part 5 - Shock
"This is Meredith Peller, Fox News Midtown!" said the extremely attractive thirtysomething blonde on the television set at 7:00am, Friday, March 24th. "A shocking development in the State Capitol, as Governor Val Jared vetoed the Budget bill passed yesterday!"
Meredith continued: "The Governor stated that the Budget did not contain money to help Law Enforcement arrest undocumented workers and turn them over to ICE for deportation. The Governor said that undocumented workers were harming the job prospects of the State's American Citizen and legal immigrant workers, and that he would not accept a Budget that did not allow for a huge crackdown on lawbreaking immigrants."
"The Legislature will attempt to override the veto," continued Meredith, "but experts tell Fox News Midtown that neither House has the 2/3s majorities to override Governor Jared's veto. If the veto is not overridden, or a new Budget bill not passed by March 31st, the State will be without a budget beginning July 1st, which could lead to a serious financial crisis throughout the State. Legislators will have to scramble though the weekend to get something done if they want to meet next week's deadline."
"She's not nearly as bad as Bettina." said Cindy as we watched at the Precinct Headquarters with Detectives Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson.
"True," I said, "but she still refers to those mysterious 'experts'. Always in the shadows, these 'experts'." Steve and Kimberly chuckled.
"So how long have you two been here?" I asked. Ruger and Wesson had been here when we arrived.
"I got here about 4:30 this morning." said Ruger. I asked them to call me when they got done putting the data into the servers. I've been going over lab reports since then."
"I got here an hour ago." said Wesson. "I was going over Lt. Krueger's report on the company and on Jimmy Shell."
"Cool." I said. "Steve, did you see test results of the pre-screening tests?"
"Uh, no sir." said Steve. "I was looking for tests that were run on bad blanks or standard runs."
"That's something I want to look for, the pre-screening tests." I said. "Okay, guys, why don't we head on back to FENL now, be there when they open up at 8:00am?"
Cindy and I rode in my Police SUV while the Detectives drove their cars, each carrying a Patrol Officer, and the Chief in his vehicle. When we pulled into the parking lot of the building the Forbes Environmental National Laboratories was in, something didn't seem right.



And as we got to the door of the Lab facility, we could see why: there were no lights on inside, the door was locked. A sign on the door said that all samples were to be shipped to the FENL facility in the City, and gave the phone number and address of that facility. Looking inside, we could see that the front reception area was totally empty, devoid of furniture.
"Well," I said, producing the red crowbar, "let's put this thing to proper use, eh?" It did not take me long to jimmy the door open. The burglar alarm went off, and I punched in the universal code for that brand's system; the alarm stopped buzzing, but I knew an alert to the company and possibly the Police would be triggered.
"Well, Chief," I said, "don't be surprised if the MPD gets an alert that this place has been broken into."
"I'm sure the Police will investigate thoroughly." Soltis said. He was beginning to be wise to the ways of our senses of humor.
But I was in no mood of humor as we walked through the facility. Every instrument was gone. The wet lab was packed up and gone. Every record, every scrap of paper was gone. They had come in the night and packed up and completely evacuated and abandoned the facility...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Abandoned Ship
"Oh, wow." said Cindy. "They took their ball and went home. If ever there was a suspicious action..."
"But a perfectly legal one." I said.
"Damn, we should've had people watching the place last night." said Ruger.
"Wouldn't have mattered." I said. "They have every right to close up shop here and go back home. We had no legal way to stop them."
"Evidence removal?" asked Kimberly Wesson. "We could've forced them to keep their stuff in place, impound the place."
"On what grounds?" I asked. "That's a teachable moment. We'd have had to have probable cause. We already have their records, and we'd have to show a lot more to force them to keep the physical property here, and by that I mean the instruments and equipment."
"So what do we do now?" asked Steve Ruger.
"We continue as before." I said. "We'll go on up to the Pine Valley establishment, look around. Then to that abandoned film manufacturing facility. Meanwhile, I'll have my friends in the FBI and SBI go visit their home facility with a warrant requiring them to preserve ALL records and destroy nothing, then ask why they moved from here."
Once outside, I said "Chief, can I ride with you?"
"Sure." said Soltis, surprised. I then turned to Cindy, handing her the keys to my SUV.
"Cindy," I said quietly, "take the SUV back home and bring down the Black Beauty. While you're there, check in at Headquarters; I talked to Myron last night, and he will have some data for you to bring back. And see what's going on, especially making sure those rowdy Detectives up there haven't destroyed my Police Department."
Cindy grinned, then took the keys and drove off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, March 24th. When we arrived at the Pine Valley project's trailer that was its main on-site office, we were confronted with a number of hostile looking men. The foreman came out said "You've got to have a warrant to be on these grounds. Otherwise, get lost."
"We were hoping for a bit more cooperation than that." said Chief Soltis. I had stayed in the car as he confronted the men.
"You want cooperation, get a fucking warrant." snarled the foreman. "If you try to come onto this property without one, I'll have my boys shoot to kill you. Now get your asses out of here."
"We'll be back." said Soltis. He turned and got back into the car. "Wow. So what's next?"
"Act like we're going back south to Midtown." I said. "But double back on that county road just down the road, and we'll sneak around to that photography plant."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Clouds were beginning to form overheard, dimming the sunlight giving the gray façade of the buildings of the plan an even more colorless hue. We'd driven up the facility, then around a two-track path around one side of the fence surrounding the place so that we were not immediately visible to anyone driving up.
"Definitely abandoned." said Chief Soltis. I was looking at the road coming up to the facility, and through the fence as the road went inside. Ruger and Wesson were watching me intently.
"Yes, and no vehicle traffic in the very recent past." I said. "Which is good. Let's see if we can find a hole in the fence. Chief, you want to stay here with the cars?"
"Sure." said Soltis. "I'll sit on the horn if anyone comes up."
I began walking around the fence, but it was in decent repair all the way around. There was a railroad siding that went along the back fence, but the gates crossing the railroad offered no place to crawl under.
"You guys up for a little extracurricular activity?" I asked, holding up some metalcutters.
"No wonder you get the results you do." said Wesson. "I'm game."
"Me, too." said Ruger.
I made a cut in an obscure part of the fence large enough to get through. Once we were inside, I reconnected the fence with metal wire clips.
We made our way over the grounds. The buildings were all locked, save for one building that had a series of vats for mixing chemicals. One could still smell the acids. Going back outside, I pointed out some places on the ground. They were pipes to underground storage tanks for the processing waste chemicals.
I pried one of the lids off with my crowbar. It was the size of a manhole cover. We could see down into the tank below. It was nearly full of a purplish-black liquid.
"Yep, they left the contaminants here." I said as I replaced the lid. Then I explained:
"Bexall got into some trouble with one of their plants on the eastern side of the State." I said. "I looked up the reports last night, and did the Lexus-Nexus search to read the press reports. Chemicals used in photography are extremely dangerous and poisonous; dangerous silver compounds are the main problem, but acids and other agents can also be a problem if they get into the groundwater."
I continued: "What happened was that Bexall would build a plant, run it to make its products, and dump the wastes into huge underground storage tanks. When the tanks were full, they'd just move their manufacturing operation to another location. This whole property is worthless because it's so contaminated, and anyone who buys the property becomes immediately liable for the entire cleanup, which could run into the hundreds of millions of dollars."
Ruger said "So... do you think this facility is putting stuff into the groundwater?"
"The correct term is 'leaching'," I said, "and yes, I think it's possible stuff is leaching out of the underground tanks and into the nearby grounds. It might even have reached the point where it's getting into the groundwater, and ultimately into the River. But the key here, guys, is that if contamination is leaching or leaking out, the first area to be affected will be directly downstream... Pine Valley."
"Wow." said Kimberly Wesson. "Another Love Canal."
"Wow, indeed." I said. "How does a youngster like you know about Love Canal?"
"I had a relative, a great aunt, that was directly affected by it." said Kimberly Wesson. "To this day, all my old relatives that are still living talk about it, and use a lot of curses in doing so."
"I hear that. And yes, this could be the same thing if we don't take action now." I said. "All right, let's get out of here. We have a hell of a lot of work to do. And don't take offense when I say that this is beyond your jurisdiction, and I'm about to take the case over."
Part 7 - Depths of Corruption
At 10:45am, Cindy made it back, driving the Black Beauty. To have made it in that time, she would have had to drive at speeds that are... well, illegal.
"Myron gave me a jump drive and a package of papers for you." Cindy said. "They got the cellphone records for Jimmy Shell last night."
"Wow, we don't even have the warrant for those yet." said Chief Soltis.
"I know, and something is wrong with that." I said. "You don't just have a corrupt Police Department to clean out; it extends to the Court system."
"Worse than that." said Lt. David Krueger, coming into our meeting in the conference room of the Precinct. "I did finally get the warrant and got the records. But here's the thing: I sent them to Myron at his request... and my list is not the same as his. He has several more records than my list."
"Well, let's compare those now." I said, putting the jump drive David handed me into my laptop. After checking for viruses and finding none, I brought up the files for a side by side comparison.
"They're mostly the same." I said. "Except Myron's list has several entries to and from two entities. One appears to be someone at the State EPA. The other... a legal firm. Ditcher, Quick & Hyde. So he did try to contact a lawyer."
"I can't wait to find out who in the State EPA he contacted." said Cindy.
"Me, neither." I said. "And it is very likely we will be making an arrest of that person."
"What do you mean?" asked Chief Soltis.
"I mean..." I said, halfway in a reverie, "that the State EPA person may have tipped off either FENL, Forbes & Sehgal, or the Pine Valley project people to Shell's call."
"Shell called the State EPA's main number, which is a switchboard." said Krueger. "There's no way to tell from these records which specific number he called."
"There's no extension that he dialed?" asked Cindy.
"Actually," I said, "yes. It's here in the metadata. His phone dialed the number 7002."
"How did you get that?" asked Krueger. I just looked over at him and did not answer.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What else did Myron tell you?" I asked Cindy when we were alone in the room, as Chief Soltis took a potty break.
Cindy took out her bug killer and turned it on. "Myron and Mary have amassed more information in a few hours than Krueger and his team have in a day and a night. The Mouseketeers determined that M&C Project Development is composed of Morelli and Cook... yes, our own Thomas P. Cook, and mobster wannabee Jerry Morelli. They also found that WorldBankTrust backed Dakota Partners Trust."
"They cracked into Nevada corporations?" I asked.
"No sir." Cindy said. "It was all done in this State, and everything the Mouseketeers obtained was right there in the public records, from the land purchases, to the loans, to the development project itself, to the applications with the various State agencies, including the State EPA. What I don't understand is why Krueger has not gotten this information."
"David does not have the Power of the Crowbar behind him as Myron and Mary do." I said. "Furthermore, he and Chief Soltis are playing it by the book. They're trying to clean up corruption, and are understandably leery of coloring outside the lines themselves. But that's okay... this is about to become a State case."
Cindy said "Myron found out that the backers of M&C Developers bought options on the Pine Valley land totaling about a million dollars, which was deducted from the purchase price when the options were exercised. Standard real estate stuff there."
"Is a million dollars a lot or a little?" I asked, knowing the answer but wanting Cindy's expert opinion, as she was well-versed in real estate activities.
"For that amount of land, it's not very much, actually." said Cindy. "The interesting thing, at least to Myron and to me, is that one would think the rest of the land in Benning County would go up in value. But that didn't happen. No one stepped up to buy the farmland, which is really poor farmland and has been since the Great Depression if not longer."
"That is curious." I agreed. "So, what else?"
Cindy said "Mary was also very thorough. She checked the State EPA people that might've heard from James Shell. She checked to see if FENL or the Engineering firm was contacted recently by the SEPA, and two people did so. One is from the Department that does annual inspections of labs. Her name is Beverly Carter. The other... is the Department that would investigate dumping and spilling of wastes, their criminal law enforcement division. Guy by the name of Keith Rollins."
Cindy then said "Mary also found that the lawyer Shell contacted was named Jessie Quick, junior attorney, and daughter of the 'Quick' in the firm's name. She made a few phone calls too... to someone out of state named 'George Glass', and to Robert Ferris, the Chief Chemist of Forbes Environmental National Laboratories... on his personal cellphone."
"Hmm... 'Glass'." I said. "He's PCGW. Okay, this party is just getting started."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Guys," I said, "you've done a great job. I have really enjoyed working with you, and I think you're going to have great careers. And I'm going to keep you in the loop as much as I can. But this investigation has crossed county lines now, and so I'm taking it over in my capacity as SBI Reserve Inspector."
"We understand." said Chief Soltis. Nevertheless, Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson looked very disappointed.
"Is there anything we can do to keep helping?" Wesson asked.
"Yes." I said. "Keep going through that lab data. Also, we're going to go into Midtown and interview the lawyer James Shell tried to contact. Follow my lead, and I'll show you how I get the truth out of people... hopefully without using a crowbar."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jessie Quick was in her mid-twenties. She was slender, almost wiry, and fairly athletic. Her brown hair hung a bit limply down to her shoulders. She was an attractive girl, and most people would think she was a bit dumb and would think they had the advantage of her. But I could see something in her eyes, a shrewdness, a thin bit of electricity... and I knew I was dealing with a worthy potential adversary.
"How can I help you?" she asked after Ruger, Wesson, and I took our seats in her office.
"Thank you for spending a few moments with us today." I said. "Ms. Quick, do you know a man named James Shell. He went by the name 'Jim' or 'Jimmy'."
"Yes." said Jessie. "He was murdered yesterday. I saw it on the news."
"How did you know him?" I asked.
"He contacted me professionally." said Jessie. "And so you'll understand when I say that our conversation was privileged."
"You know he's dead." I said. "You also know that what he discussed with you might help us find his killer or killers. So claiming attorney-client privilege is not going to hold up. Having said that, I don't want to force you; I'd much rather have your cooperation."
"You seem to know a lot already." said Jessie. "So I think you know that if I discuss any of this with you, I'll end up like Jimmy Shell did. Dead."
"Yet you had no problem telling your friends in 'Proactive Citizens of Greenworld'." I said, my eyes boring into hers, and seeing her shock.
"Oh... you've been illegally looking into my phone records?" she asked angrily.
"Not illegally." I said. "Dead bodies are excellent probable cause for warrants for phone records... Mr. Shell's to you, yours to George Glass, a.k.a. Brent Glass, a.k.a. Brent Crow, of the PCGW, and to Robert Ferris of FENL."
"There's no crime in that." Jessie Quick said sharply.
"That depends." I said. "So why don't you tell me what Jimmy Shell told you... and if he gave you any proof of what he talked about, why don't you put it into my custody before you go into hiding, as you are planning to do."
"You're pretty sharp, for a cop." said Jessie Quick, peering at me. "Hmmm, Troy... same Troy that solved the murder of Linda Ferris?"
I smiled. "No, that Detective Troy is much better than I am. But I'd like to think I'm fairly good. I lived in Midtown when the Crown Chemicals attack and the Ferris murder took place, but I'm aware of those cases. So, Jessie, let's not kid around...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I were speeding towards Midtown in the Black Beauty.
"They're uploading the data Jessie Quick gave us." I said, having delivered the MPD Detectives and the evidence to their Precinct. "And making copies of the paper reports. Basically, Jimmy Shell had some pre-screening data showing the Pine Valley samples needed to be diluted by a factor of 500 to run on the GC without pegging it. But the actual samples that were run came up totally clean, almost as if blanks were run instead of the samples, and no dilution listed. Shell kept copies of the reports as well as the raw data and the pre-screenings, and had accumulated several such sets of data."
"Enough to make arrests?" Cindy asked.
"No, but enough 'probable cause' to get more warrants." I said. "And maybe enough to get a Court to order a full re-testing of the Pine Valley project."
"Which would devastate the investors in the project." Cindy said.
"Exactly." I replied. "Easy to see the motive now, isn't it?"
"Absolutely. So what's next?" Cindy asked.
"We stop by the State EPA office." I said. "We talk to Beverly Carter and Keith Rollins. Especially Rollins..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Midtown Detectives met us outside the State EPA facility. We went inside and split into two teams. Cindy and Steve Ruger went to see Beverly Carter; Kimberly Wesson and I went to the office of Keith Rollins.
Beverly Carter was a middle-aged black woman that reminded Cindy of Louise Belfort of the 'Fake Badges' case. She seemed to be nice enough, and answered questions readily.
"Yes, I go around to the various laboratories that are State-certified, and inspect them." said Beverly Carter.
"When did you last visit Forbes Environmental National Laboratories?" asked Cindy, peering at the woman's face as she spoke.
"About ten months ago." said Beverly. "They are nearing their time for their next inspection. In fact, I called them about that just a few days ago, but we have not yet arranged a time."
"So you don't give surprise inspections?" Steve Ruger asked.
"Sometimes we do," said Carter, "if we get word of something suspicious going on. We've surprise-inspected Dave Magdalene twice, and his labs failed our inspections both times. Other than that, surprise visits are rare."
Cindy said "Were you ever contacted by a James Shell? He goes by the name 'Jimmy'."
Beverly gave a short smile. "I probably should not blurt this out, but he was the guy who made a whistleblower call about Dave Magdalene, that resulted in our second surprise inspection. We didn't even know Magdalene was running another lab until we got that call."
"And Jimmy contacted you personally?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." said Beverly.
"Did he ever contact you about any other lab?" Cindy queried.
"No." said Beverly.
"So you inspected Forbes Environmental National Laboratories in the City?" asked Cindy.
"Yes."
"What about their annex northwest of Midtown, near the Pine Valley project?"
"No, that was not considered a separate facility, just an annex, like a mobile field office would be." Beverly said. "But all of their data run there has to be on file in the main lab, or saved in their computers, should I ever ask to see it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Detective Wesson and I were not having as easy a time.
Keith Rollins was black, short, and was that 'pear' shape that bespoke of an unhealthy body and lifestyle. His face was roundish, and his eyes looked like they were permanently really wide, as if he were perpetually surprised.
"Mr. Rollins, I am SBI Inspector Troy and this is Midtown Police Detective Wesson." I said. "We appreciate you giving us a few minutes of your time."
"What's it about?" Rollins asked, seeming laconically. leaning back in his chair facing sideways to us and looking over his right arm at us.
"We're doing some follow-up on a case." I said, being non-revealing as I possibly could. "Let me ask this: are you the person in the State EPA that handles finding spills and violations of the law with regard to environmental regulation?"
"I'm part of a team that does preliminary investigations of that." Rollins said. "If we find a crime, we have to bring in the SBI, as you know."
"Yes." I said. "Mr. Rollins, do you know a James Shell?"
"That name is not familiar to me." said Rollins.
"He goes by the name Jim or Jimmy Shell." I prompted. "You sure you've never heard of him?"
"The name is not familiar to me." Rollins repeated.



"Did Jimmy Shell ever call you here at your office?" I asked.
"No." said Rollins.
"Are you sure?" I asked. "Are you absolutely certain that James Shell never attempted to contact you at all here at your office?"
"No, I have never spoken to anyone by that name." Rollins insisted.
"Mr. Rollins," I said, letting my voice get harsh. "Lying to a State Agent, not to mention a duly deputized Police Officer, is a felony offense in this State. So I will give you one more chance to tell the truth: did Jimmy Shell ever contact you by phone?"
"Since you're insinuating that I'm lying," said Rollins, "and since I feel like I'm being set up here, I refuse to answer any more of your questions without a lawyer present. Now get out of here and don't come back without a warrant."
"Oh, I will be back, Mr. Rollins." I said. "And you would be wise to have a lawyer by the time I do come back... the very best lawyer you can afford." I nodded to Kimberly Wesson and we walked out.
When Cindy and Steve came down, I said "I think we should get a warrant for Rollins's arrest."
"Might not do much good." Cindy said. "How do we prove it absolutely was him on the phone with Shell, even if it is his extension?"
I grimaced. "Yeah, that's a point. But I don't care. Here's what I want you to do, Steve and Kimberly: I'm putting in for a warrant to arrest Rollins as a material witness, and also for suspicion of lying to a State Agent. Make the arrest and lean on the guy. He'll probably demand a lawyer; take note of who that lawyer is and the firm he or she represents. He'll probably be advised to take the Fifth. After that, just follow the legal process, and if he gets out, so be it..."
Part 8 - Lab Results
Cindy and I were driving in the Black Beauty up the Interstate to the City. I had put the blue light on top and plugged it in, and it was a good thing: she was driving at high speeds and we passed several Police vehicles. They all radioed asking who we were, and after I got on the radio and told them, they did not pursue.
"If one of them had come after us," I said, "we might have had to shoot them." Seeing Cindy's shock, I said "Cindy, get ready, and wear your armor at all times. We're up against some powerful, well-financed interests on this one. They'd like to stop this investigation before it even gets started, and they might choose... desperate means to do that."
"I hear you." Cindy replied. "So why did you have the Midtown guys arrest Rollins?"
"I want to scare the living fuck out of him." I replied. "I also want to draw a lot of attention to him. If Jimmy Shell contacted him and then he was the one that called FENL and told them Shell was the whistleblower, then Rollins is an accessory to murder. As such, certain well-funded entities might want to do to Rollins what they did to Shell. Quite frankly, if Rollins is on the take like that, he will get what he deserves and deserve what he gets. If he comes correct and confesses what he knows in exchange for immunity and witness protection, then maybe we're another step to nailing these bastards to the wall."
"May I speak freely? Truly freely?" Cindy said.
"By all means." I replied.
"Two points: you seem to be very 'into it', when it comes to this lab. Any angers from the past welling up?"
"Let me answer with a question." I said. "If the Miss Physical America Tour had been rigged and totally corrupt, and years later you had the chance to nail some of the corrupt types to the wall and make an example of them, how would you feel?"
"I'd feel the same way I think you feel now." Cindy said. "And there's nothing wrong with that. What I wonder about, and this is my second point, is that you are really hanging Rollins out to dry. He could end up dead because you're having him arrested on thin grounds."
"You're right." I said. "But there's almost nothing worse than corrupt Government officials. Do I even need to mention Jack Lewis and Richard Ferrell? If Rollins is dirty, I'm not going to lose sleep over his fate catching up to him."
Cindy said nothing as we drove along. "Are you okay with that?" I asked.
"Uh, yeah." she said, sounding anything but okay with it. "I'm just sensing a ruthlessness from you I haven't felt or seen out of you in a long time."
I realized her words were right, and I had not realized that of myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Arriving at the southern suburbs of the City, we found the office building that housed Forbes & Sehgal Engineering. Forbes Environmental National Laboratories was in the basement of the building, and I could see the fume hood scrubbers hidden in the shrubbery on the backside of the building.
Cindy and I were not here alone. Joining us in the parking lot were SBI Agents Norm Chow and Ted Orosco. Also with us was City Police Detective 'Sapper' Warren and four Uniformed City Police Officers.
"Our warrants from yesterday are still good, sir." said Chow. "We confiscated everything remotely pertaining to Pine Valley yesterday, so I'm not sure what else we can get."
"It's what we don't get that might be important today." I said. "Okay, let's go in and rattle some cages."
Going inside a side door service entrance that was also a truck loading/unloading dock, we went down the hallway. Strangely enough, the first person we saw was Oscar Williams.
"Oscar!" I said with false joviality. "Take us to your leader, please... literally."
As he led us down a side hall, I asked "Why did you guys come back up here?"
"I don't know." Oscar said quietly. "They just called last night and said go back to the City."
Before we entered the door that said it was the offices, I said to Oscar "Here's my card, Oscar. If there's anything you want to share with me, give me a call." Oscar took and pocketed the card, then led us through the door, which indeed contained... offices!
"What are you doing here?" asked Jeremy Forbes, his face betraying his unhappiness at our presence.
"Following up." I said. "Mr. Forbes, you didn't really think you could run away from me, did you?"
"I'm not running away from anything, Commander Troy of the TCPD." growled Forbes.
"Then why did you close up the annex at Pine Valley?" I asked.
For just a second, I thought I saw surprise on Forbes's face. But he masked it quickly and well, then snarled "We can do that if we want, and we sure as hell don't need your permission."
"Well!" said a higher-pitched voice coming up, which belonged to the weeble Paul Brandon, dressed in a white shirt, black pants, and a striped tie that I fully expected to curl up like cartoon character Dilbert's at any time. "If it isn't the Iron Crowbar and his fellow Officers. Surely you have everything your warrants allowed you to get last time?"
"That's to be determined," I said, "especially after you abandoned your Pine Valley annex lab like thieves in the middle of the night. Why did you order that to be done, Mr. Brandon? And don't insult my intelligence, I know just standing here that it was you that ordered that."
"Er, why don't we go into our conference room here." said Brandon. The conference room was one of the offices with a table and some chairs in it. Me, Cindy, Chow and Orosco joined Brandon and Forbes in the room, while Sapper and the Uniformed Officers made sure we were not disturbed.
"To answer your question, Commander," said Brandon once we were in the room and the door closed, "we were planning to shut that annex down and bring everyone home weeks ago. It was costing us more than it was worth, and our Field Sampling teams could just bring the samples back to this lab or ship 'em by FedEx."
"I can understand some of the cost." I said. "But the lab was up and running, and you were charging the Pine Valley people for the apartment rentals of your people down there. So besides cost, why would you shut that annex down, and in the middle of the night... and right after your employee was murdered?"
"Hold on, Brandon." said Forbes as Brandon was about to answer. "Troy, I told you out there and I'll tell you again in here: we don't need a reason and we sure as hell don't need your permission to decide how best to run our operations. You already have obtained all the data you could, and we brought all the papers from that lab up here, so we're not hiding anything, and I demand you prove otherwise or shut your fucking mouth about it."
"There are a few things I need." I said. "I want all the data of the pre-screenings that were run on the Pine Valley samples, either down there or up here."
"We don't keep that data." said Brandon. "We destroy it. It's not a part of our legally defensible package we provide our clients."
"Funny..." I said, my eyes boring into Brandon's, "I would think pre-screening data would and could only bolster your legally defensible packages, though the numbers wouldn't be reportable."
"As the Lab Manager just told you," said Forbes, his voice a mixture of anger and being offended, "we are not required to keep that data, and we destroy it when we are done with it. There is nothing illegal about that. We follow all protocols, regulations, and the law here. Now either show some reason to continue to be here, or get out."
"I have two more things." I said.
"I have something, too." Cindy said. "I want to speak with your Chief Chemist, Robert Ferris; and your Q.C. person, Clifford Ewing."
"Robert is not here today, he had a long-scheduled vacation day." said Brandon, his perma-grin seeming to be slightly wider as he spoke the words. "I'll take you to Cliff."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Detective Warren, get the time sheets that were turned in today, and any past time sheets that they're keeping on record." I said to Sapper when we came out of the meeting.
"Now just a minute!" gasped the lawyer. I turned and confronted him.
"Either the staff here cooperates, or I start making arrests. And then I start going through every fucking piece of paper in this entire Engineering firm. Which do you prefer?"
The lawyer glared at me with hatred in his eyes. "You think you can just bully these people around, but we've got friends that can push back. Hard."
I stepped up to him. "Is that a threat?"
"No, it's a prediction." said the lawyer, squaring up to me.
"Bring it on." I said. "I've got something for your politicians and your Mob buddies. It's red, and it's going to hurt like hell when I shove it up your ass and theirs."
The lawyer was stunned, seeing the fire blazing in my eyes. For the moment, he backed down.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Norm Chow and I went into the small room. It had been meant to be the office of someone in charge of the large open space, which could be a sample receiving and control room, but was right now a storage room. The small room had a couple of G.C.s. A haggard looking man, with brown hair and a full beard and mustache like Forbes's red facial hair, dirty shirt and blue jeans, and wearing a labcoat and his eyeglasses, was loading samples on one of the instruments.
"This is Bert, who pre-screens samples for us." said Paul Brandon. "He's also a student at State Tech. We have a strong cooperative program with State Tech, giving their students experience with us while getting their degrees, then hiring the best of their graduates."
"Bert!" I said, "do these G.C.s record their runs on a computer?"
"It's not much of a computer, and it's hardwired to the instrument." said Bert dully.
"And do you download the data onto tapes or a server when the hard drive gets full?" I asked.
"No." said Bert, almost as if her were reciting a memorized lesson. "I print out the report and give it to the supervisor of the lab I'm running the test for. Then I erase the data when the hard drive is full."
"Do you keep copies of the reports you give to the supervisors?"
"No." Bert said.
"All right, then." I said. "Thanks for your time." I led the way back into the hallway.
"Okay, where is Mai Ling?" I said. "I want to talk to her again. And I want to talk to Chris Maple."
"Not without our lawyer present." said Brandon.
"Call him up, then." I said. "Because I'm not going to wait. And I'll arrest Mai Ling and Chris Maple as material witnesses and take them to our Westphalia SBI offices, and we can wait for their lawyers there."
"Good Lord, are you kidding?" Brandon said, that perma-grin on his face irritating the hell out of me.
"Not one bit, Mr. Brandon." I said coldly.
But we were stymied. "I sent Chris Maple to handle the final details of moving out of the Midtown Annex." said Brandon.
"Call him on the phone then." I said.
"I am not making my phone available for Police use." said Brandon. "The secretary can give you his number, and you can call him on your cellphone's time."
"Whatever. Where's Mai Ling?"
When asked, the Mass Spec supervisor said that Mai Ling had not come in at all. "Her mass spec just got here and has to be unpacked, so we didn't need her anyway."
"Did she call in?" I asked.
"No." said the supervisor. "Well, she didn't call me. Maybe she called the front office." I noticed the tone of her voice, which connoted chronic disgust with the front office as she looked right at Brandon.
"We weren't expecting her to be here in the first place." said Brandon. "She may be packing her stuff in Midtown, and she'll be back here Monday morning."
"I hope so, Mr. Brandon." I said, again coldly. "For your sake, I hope so."
I did call Myron and have him get any phone number belonging to Chris Maple. The number he gave me matched what the FENL office gave me. Alas, there was no answer to several attempted calls.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Mr. Ewing." Cindy Ross said. "My name is Captain Ross. I'd like to touch base with you on some issues related to our investigation."
"Sure, sure." Ewing said quietly. He was an older man, looking like he was in his sixties, tall, slender, fairly distinguished looking with perfectly styled gray hair and spectacles. He also looked as if he were chronically disgusted with his surroundings.
"So where is Mr. Ferris?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." said Ewing. "He didn't come in this morning."
"Did he mention an emergency, or a family-related matter? Maybe vacation day?" Cindy pressed.
"He didn't say anything." said Cliff. "First I heard of him not being here was when I came in this morning."
Cindy nodded. "So you check all of the testing results that come through the lab?"
"Yes, I---" Cliff started, but was interrupted as the door to his office opened without a knock. A lawyer for the company stepped in.
"I'm here to monitor this conversation." the lawyer said. Cindy thought he looked a lot like Richard Ferrell, especially with his droopy mustache.
"No." said Ewing, shocking Cindy. "I don't need you nor do I want you here. Get out."
"You don't have a choice in this." said the attorney. "I will be present, on the company's behalf if not yours personally."
Cindy stood up. "You heard the man. Get out of this office now, or I will throw you out. If you resist in any way, I will arrest you and charge you with felony resisting arrest." The lawyer looked shocked, but did not move.
"You heard her, get out." said Cliff Ewing. The lawyer looked at them angrily, then stalked out.
Cindy had not had time to sit down when the door opened again, and Paul Brandon came in, the lawyer following. "Is there a problem here?" asked Brandon.
"Yes, there is." said Ewing, not backing down. "I don't need a babysitter. Get this guy out of here."
"Someone has to sit in on your conversation, Cliff." Brandon said, his voice losing its façade of composure and getting harsh for the first time within Cindy's hearing.
"No they don't." said Ewing.
"What are you afraid of, Mr. Brandon?" Cindy asked harshly. Brandon suddenly changed back to the perma-grin.
"Nothing." said Brandon. "Be careful what you tell them, Cliff. They like to take words and twist them, and trap you into contradicting yourself."
"I can handle myself." said Ewing.
After Brandon was gone, Cindy said "What was that all about?"
"They're paranoid." said Ewing. "Pine Valley is biggest project this company has ever had, and this poor guy dying has them rattled."
Cindy made a hush sign with her finger to her lips as she pulled out her bug detector. As she swept the room for bugs, she asked loudly "Was Jimmy Shell's work good?"
"Very good." said Cliff as he watched. "Always the best. Never a bad standard, the duplicate spikes were always 100%, everything documented perfectly."
Cindy's detector lit up at the base of the desk lamp on Ewing's desk. Another positive result came from the underside of the guest chair Cindy had been sitting on. She handed Ewing her card with a note on the back saying "Call me when you are away from here."
"Did Jimmy ever talk to you about problems with the samples?" Cindy asked loudly.
"No, he never came to me with anything." said Cliff. "But he'd be expected to go to his supervisor, who would then come to me."
"Who was his supervisor?" Cindy asked.
"Chris Maple." said Cliff. "He was the overall supervisor down at the annex facility, and he's the overseer of the Metals and Inorganics Labs here."
"Okay, thanks for your time, Mr. Ewing." Cindy said, then said with great clarity: "And if those guys give you any trouble for speaking to me without a lawyer, let me know. Intimidating a witness is a felony offense, and I know what I just witnessed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dismissing the Uniformed City Police, I offered to buy Sapper Warren and my fellow SBI Agents dinner at the City Diner. We were given a table in the back room, which did not yet have any other patrons.
"Norm," I asked, "when you were executing the warrants yesterday, how did the employees react? Were they helpful? Resistant?"
"For the most part, they were reluctantly helpful." said Chow. "The problem was that a small army of lawyers were there, watching our every move. At least one lawyer was in every lab room, and two were in the front office areas where the files were kept. The lawyers didn't say much of anything, but we could tell that the employees were clearly intimidated by their presence, and we knew we were not going to get much of anything from the employees."
"And the lawyers were from the Engineering company?" I asked.
"Yes." said Orosco. "We pulled all the Pine Valley files from the Engineering offices, as well, and their lawyers were screaming at us until Norm here threatened to arrest them for attempting to physically intimidate State Agents."
"Too bad I wasn't here, Captain Ross." I said. "I could've gotten in some crowbar practice for the Police Boxing Matches."
"It'd have been fun, but would not have done you any good for the Matches." Cindy said, making me chuckle. Then Cindy continued: "I had my own issues with Brandon and a lawyer trying to intimidate Cliff Ewing, the Q.C. guy." She relayed her experience, and what she'd learned from her interview, including finding the bugs in the office.
"Okay, Sapper," I said, "what did you get from the time sheets?"
"Everyone completes a weekly time sheet." said Detective Warren, who was a big black man with a deep voice when he wanted it to be. "They put down the number of hours each day they work. Even if they are salaried, they put down the overtime hours. They keep the records each fiscal year, then ship them off to storage. Mr. Brandon said the management says that's done to monitor how many hours are worked, and to see if they need to hire more people, and such stuff as that."
"Yeah, right." I said. "And you've confiscated as much of that data as possible?"
"Yes sir." said Sapper. "We'll scan every one of those sheets into our servers before giving them back. Not sure what we're looking for, though."



"Maybe a financial anomaly." I said. "Salaried people are paid the same each week, but the amount charged to each lab for their pay changes. I'm going to have someone crawl through their finances to find where that money goes." Everyone nodded.
"Okay, changing the subject a bit," I said, "who is the project principal for the Pine Valley Project?"
Project principals are leaders of a company and can sign contracts on behalf of a company. Technically, as part of the TCPD Command Group, I am a 'principal' for the TCPD, and I have used the power on occasion.
"There's three of them, sir." said Chow. "It's that big a project. There's one for the environmental issues and compliance; one for environmental development of the land, including the golf course and road construction; and one for the development of the community, the houses and such stuff as that."
Chow continued: "The principal for the compliance part is a man named Fred Steinhart. He lives in your Town, and usually is in the Forbes & Sehgal branch office in your Town. He has a good relationship with the University's Environmental Design School, as well as professors who are involved in climate change research."
"The principal for the environmental development is named Jim DeSantos. He's been with Forbes & Sehgal since Sehgal's part of the company started up over 20 years ago, and he's very highly respected in the environmental engineering world." Chow continued. "The third principal... is A.U. Sehgal himself, the co-founder and Senior Partner in the firm. He knows all the right people, and he brings people together to get things done."
"All the right people, eh?" I said. "Including the politicians?"
"Especially the politicians." said Orosco. "He usually is friendly with politicians on both sides of the aisle. There were rumors that he would be the one to end the feud between Senators Molinari and Cerone, but it turned out some guy with full-brim hat and a crowbar got that done first." Cindy burst out laughing and I chuckled at that one.
"I was once told," I said, "to not wear a hat with more personality than me. First of many rules I have broken."
"Yes sir." said Orosco. "As I was going to say, Sehgal has made only one exception to working with both sides, giving money to both candidates, and so on... and that's Val Jared. He poured a ton of money into Jack Lewis's gubernatorial campaign, and supposedly gave more under the table. On the flip side, he gave Val Jared exactly zero dollars, and he's been heard to say that he hates Governor Jared with a passion."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said, making a note of that. "Sapper, did you see anything else of interest today?"
"Just what these guys have said, sir." said Detective Warren. "The employees were intimidated by the lawyers, and I suspect they've been told to not say anything. Two important people, the Chief Chemist and the mass spec girl that was in Midtown, were not at work today. And that Lab Manager, Brandon?..." Sapper shook his head vigorously... "Something ain't right about him."
"He's like a politician." Cindy said. "He bullshits his way through everything, pretending all is okay with a smile on his face... then the minute you turn your back on him..." She did not need to finish the sentence.
"Well look who's here!" said a voice. We looked up to see FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone coming up to us, along with Special Agents Lindy Linares, Sandra Speer, Martin Nash, and Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster."
"Mind if we join you?" Muscone asked.
"By all means!" I said. "Pull that table up to ours." The FBI Agents pulled the next table up to ours, making us a big ten-person table. Introductions were made all the way around.
"Working on that Jimmy Shell murder?" Jack asked. I nodded. Then everyone got quiet as the server came in to take the FBI people's orders (we already had our food).
"How are things in your office?" I asked. "Everyone seems a lot happier than the last time I saw you."
"It's been kind of quiet for us." said Lindy.
"Too quiet, if you ask me." said Sandra Speer, who was looking rosy and happy and pregnant.
"They're not even pressuring us to find Leonard Lotz anymore." said Clark Webster.
"Think they found him, and 'disappeared' him?" I asked.
Jack Muscone said "No. I would've heard about that if it had happened. Word I'm getting is that they think he's made it out of the country. How he could've pulled that off, I don't know. What do you think, Iron Crowbar?"
"I think I'm the brother of one of the best smugglers on the planet today." I replied. "And it's embarrassing how easily she can cross borders and oceans, and take a full, stacked pallet of gold bars with her if she so desires." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement... which made me wonder what and how much she knew about that...
"I hear you." said Muscone. "But there hasn't been a trace of Lotz for weeks now. He has to have gotten away to somewhere. But I'm more interested in this murder case you've got going."
"And it's getting bigger by the minute." Cindy said. "It's only a matter of time before you start hearing politicians complaining."
"And time's up on that." said Muscone. "U.S. Senator Russell cancelled a Senate Committee hearing this morning, and is flying here to the City as we speak. My boss told me to keep an eye on that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was setting. We'd finished eating. Orosco, Lindy, and Nash were talking at one booth, while Cindy, Norm, and Sandra were talking at our table. Sapper had gone home to his family. And Jack and I had moved to a booth for a quieter, more private conversation.
"I'm going to need some Federal muscle." I said. "Maybe some subpoenas from a Federal Court." I described what I needed.
"That shouldn't be a problem." said Muscone. "So... I didn't say anything in front of everyone, but your remark about your sister is more prescient than you may realize."
"No, I'm fully aware." I said, a small smile forming on my face. "My sister has acquired some help recently. One of those helpers is a very good bank robber that drives Les Craig nuts. Speaking of Craig, what's up with him?"
"That's one reason we're all happier right now." Muscone said. "Craig has realized that the Lotz situation is not putting him, Craig, in a good light. So now he's back into looking into Organized Crime. We're not sure where he is... he may be in Southport, or even in Midtown after this Jimmy Shell case broke."
"Has your interest, the Shell case." I said in Jedi Master Yoda grammar. "Understand it, you do not."
"Whaddya mean?" asked Muscone.
"I hope you don't think I don't realize what's going on." I said with a smile. "You, meaning the Jack Muscone team, are looking into the Organized Crime aspects of the Jimmy Shell case."
"Nothing gets by you... 400 years ago..." said Jack. "I give up. I'm running out of clichés."
"Well," I said, "I'm not sure this is the case that will help you. It's deep, and there is a lot of Government corruption coming to light, as well as a dirty environmental lab, pun fully intended. But I don't know if you'll get the Organized Crime figures involved in the financing. They're going to take their balls and go home, again pun fully intended."
Jack gave what for him was a chuckle. "Yeah, you may be right."
"So," I said, "you, Jack, will have to look for another way to make a big bust and one-up Les Craig, and humiliate him."
Jack peered at me, then shook his head. "Damn, I really do believe you can read my mind. Seriously, how do you do it? I can only imagine how many cases we could close if I could do what you do."
"Human nature, Jack." I said. "And you're a damn sight better at seeing it than most people, which is why you are who you are and where you are within the FBI."
"So," said Muscone, "beyond this lovefest, what's next?"
I said "So you want to put Craig in his place? Expose him as the failure he is?"
"Wouldn't hurt." said Muscone. "I don't care so much for myself, but it's my team and it staying together that worries me. Craig is not only after you and Cindy, he's trying to rip us apart, too."
"Well, then," I said with a 'little' smile, "you've come to the ri-ight place..."
Part 9 - Glowing In The Dark
After dinner, I paid the bill for everyone (including our FBI buddies), and we said goodnight to everyone. Cindy had not consumed any alcohol, and I'd only had a beer with dinner, but of course she drove.
"So," I said as we strapped into the car, "do you want to go back home, or drive back down towards Midtown?"
"Sounds like you have an idea about something," Cindy said, "and you want to go back to Midtown."
"You are a very astute Detective." I replied with a smile. "I want to go at least towards the Pine Valley area. Why don't we take the Interstate down to State Highway 40 and cut across to Hamilton County. There are some decent hotels along the University-Midtown Highway in that area."
"Okay." Cindy said. "I need to call Callie and tell her."
"You'll find she's at the Cabin tonight, with Molly and the boys." I said. "I was going to invite you, too, but we're on a case."
Cindy made the phone call and found out that I was correct. When she disconnected, she said "Callie says she and Molly are having fun with the boys and also Carole and Jim. Laura and your mother brought them and the dogs up. So I guess your wife and my girlfriend are going to sleep together tonight."
"Not like they can't do that in Laura's offices." I replied. "But they're all together, which is good. Safer that way."
"So why do you want to go back towards Midtown, or at least the Pine Valley project?" Cindy asked.
"I have a sneaking suspicion that those chemicals in the tanks at Bexall Chemicals are going to be drained in the dark of the night tonight." I said. "I've got Eddy the Bounty Hunter watching the place. He'll let me know if anything happens there tonight."
"Wow, you're spending some money on this." said Cindy. "I know you can expense it, but they cut the SBI budget, you know."
I smiled. "I'm paying Eddy a flat-rate $1000 for the night. He's going to dig a foxhole on the hill overlooking the site, and wrap up warm. He'll probably get some sleep, too, which is fine as long as he wakes up if any tanker trucks pull up."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The phone call came earlier than I expected. At 9:30pm, still Friday, March 24th, I got a brief text, which read "Barbarians at the gate."
"All right, that's it." I said to Cindy as we sat in my hotel room. We put on our full armor, including me putting on the bulletproof 'girdle', then headed out in the Black Beauty.
"I've got a pretty massive contingent of State Patrol ready to help us out." I said. "They've been working on a case of tanker trucks transporting chemicals they think drugs are dissolved in, in association with the DEA and formerly with the SBI-NTF, which is now nearly dead. The State Patrol is hoping the guys in these trucks are part of the same Domingo Shipping fleet that has been running the drugs."
"I hope you told them the Black Beauty is on their side." Cindy said adroitly.
"Oh yeah." I said. "Okay, we're near the road to Bexall. Turn out the headlights..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Black Beauty was hidden in some tall grass by the side of the road about 150 feet from the entrance of the Bexall chemical plant. Cindy and I had crept up closer to the site on foot, and now her Police iPhone and my videocamera were filming the trucks siphoning the chemicals out of the underground tanks. We made sure to focus on license plates and registration numbers and identifying marks on the vehicles.
There were four tanker trucks. I was not sure, but I suspected that four might not be enough to completely hold all the liquids in the full tanks on the property. If they were planning to make a second run, however, they were going to need a Plan B... as we were going to interdict them tonight. The State Patrol had the road back to the University-Midtown Highway blocked off.
It took a long time, but the four trucks were finally filled. Cindy and I hustled back to the Black Beauty. 'Kato' took the wheel, while Your Iron Hornet rode shotgun. I activated the weapons systems as we waited for the trucks to approach.
But they didn't.
"Uh oh," I said, "it looks like they're going the other way. Let's ride, Kato!"
Part 10 - The Chase
"Roger that." Cindy said, pulling out. Sure enough, we came upon the tankers going west on the two-lane road, towards the town of Columbus.
Cindy had shut off the headlights, and we were able to get past the last two trucks. But the second truck in line had spotted us, and was swerving to prevent us from passing.
"We can't run off the road." Cindy said loudly. "There's a ditch, and then the soil is too soft." She turned on the radio, and a CD of Al Hirt's 'Green Hornet' theme began. We were just having entirely too much fun, here, I thought to myself.
"Let's disable this fucker." I said. Cindy nodded. She swerved right, and as the truck swerved to the right, she pulled back left. I pulled the trigger, and machine gun fire raked the the tires at the front of the tanker, the tracers guiding my aim. Then I fired at the rear tires, shredding them. Cindy hit the gas, and the Black Beauty leaped ahead as the disabled truck slowed to a stop.
"Okay," I said, "the second truck pulled over, but there's still three of them headed to the State Line. Let's disable this front one so that the next two can't get by."
"Be careful!" Cindy said over the sound of Al Hirt's trumpet on the speakers. "We don't want a massive spill of these chemicals!"
"Nor exploding gas tanks starting a fire1" I replied. "Good thing these are diesel trucks." I armed a missile, and as the Black Beauty swerved into the left lane of the road, I aimed at where the tank was coupled to the truck pulling it.
The truck swerved and Cindy did the right-and-back-to-left trick. As we came into range again, she said "You may fire your phasers."
I fired the missile, which was guided, and it went right where I was aiming. A direct hit! But the coupling didn't break.
"Target that explosion, and fire!" Cindy called out.
"Aye, Captain Sulu!" I replied. I fired another missile. As it blew the coupling apart, Cindy sped up. She got ahead of the trailer as it decoupled from the truck and jackknifed, blocking the road. I heard the squeal of tires behind us as the next truck hit the brakes to avoid a massive collision.
"These guys aren't stopping!" Cindy said. "Set your phasers to 'kill'!"
"Locked and loaded!" I called out. I raked the tires and back of the truck with more machine gun fire, then fired another rocket into the left front tires. The explosion rocked the truck, and it nearly toppled over onto us! But Cindy hit the brakes as the truck skidded off the road into the ditch on the right. It was disabled and not moving.
"Come out with your hands up!" I called into the megaphone. The driver door opened and the driver opened fire with an auto pistol. A burst of machine gun fire in his general direction showed him he was outgunned. He finally gave up, along with the passenger.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The State Patrol had followed us on the chase, and bagged all the other drivers and passengers of the other trucks; they had not had a chance to run before they were surrounded. After some minutes, two State Patrol vehicles rode up to us. One contained the State Patrol Commander, Colonel Hartmann.
"Excellent job, Commander Troy, Captain Ross!" he said to us. "We're a bit fortunate we had no spillages, but they're stopped. And some of these guys were on our radar for drug transportation."
"And the record will show that the State Patrol gets full credit for these arrests." I said. "Excellent job, Colonel! Pass that down to your Troopers."
"Thank you, sir." said Hartmann. "It'll help us a lot to get some credit for this."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a problem of jurisdiction. The captures had been made in Benning County, but they simply did not have the facilities to handle what was happening, so their Sheriff gladly handed all jurisdictional issues to me as SBI Reserve Inspector. In turn, I instructed the State Patrol to deliver these guys to the nearest Midtown Precinct.
Once there, Chief Frank Soltis, MPD Detectives Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson, SBI Agents Ted Orosco and Norm Chow, and FBI Agents Jack Muscone and Martin Nash were invited to attend my interrogation of the suspects. They all arrived within an hour. So did the lawyers for the slugs: they were all from various offices of Gresham & Mason, P.C., which told me volumes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We started with the two people in the first truck. I read the perps their considerable Constitutional rights, then began.
"Where were you taking those chemicals?" I asked. I think the question surprised the perps and their lawyer; they'd probably expected me to immediately ask who'd hired them. But I am a tricky Iron Crowbar.
"To the State Line river bridge." said one of the perps.
"In Columbus?" I asked. "They'd have stopped you."
"The bridge of the road that goes north of the town." said the perp, the one who'd wanted to shoot at us. I was shocked at the answer.
"But... but... do you realize the Water Works is just downstream from there?" I asked. "You were going to poison an entire town, maybe kill every person there? You do realize that's attempted murder?"
"We had our orders." said the perp.
The other man then said "And I don't really give a shit about that hellhole town or those people. They're mostly black. If they die, it's no loss to the white race... is it, Commander Troy?" He was peering at me. I peered right back.
"May I have a moment with my clients, please?" asked the attorney.
"I think that would be for the best." I replied acidly, still staring at the white supremacist in front of me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we waited for the attorneys to get up to speed with the perps, I said to Cindy "That was great driving, Kato. You been practicing?"
"Oh, I sometimes use those simulator games on the computer." Cindy replied with as innocent a look on her face as she could muster.
"Uh huh." I said. "Those things ain't shit when it comes to real driving. And I just saw some seriously no-shit driving."
Cindy just looked at the ceiling and began whistling innocently. I began laughing.
"All the same, that was some awesome driving."
"Your shooting was pretty damn good, also." Cindy said. "Been practicing?"
I just looked at her and said "Yes."
Part 11 - Crash and Burn
At 5:00am, Saturday March 25th, everyone crowded into the small meeting room at the MPD Precinct to hear Lt. David Krueger's information.
"These eight guys have all come under the eye of the SBI or FBI in the last few years as potential drug runners." said Krueger, as his computer exhibited the eight men's mug shots on the projector screen. "Domingo Shipping was run out of the State by the Iron Crowbar some time ago, and we suspect other criminal organizations may have reinforced keeping Domingo out of the State." (Author's note: 'A Day In The Life'.)
Krueger continued: "Domingo is suspected of running tanker trucks that appear to have simple solvents, but may have drugs like cocaine dissolved in those chemicals. The SBI-NTF, DEA, and FBI have been trying to catch these guys, but so far have not been able to catch a truck and then get probable cause to test the contents. But these names," he said as he again showed the mugshots, "can now be charged with trying to take these deadly chemicals away and dump them."
"What does this give us?" asked Ted Orosco.



I said "It gives us probable cause to get State and Federal warrants to test the photography chemicals site. And when those positive results show up, it gives us probable cause to completely re-test the Pine Valley development site. And if those tests show any conflict with the results from Forbes Environmental National Laboratories, we not only can bring the hammer down on them and Forbes & Sehgal Engineering, but we'll have motive for the murder of Jimmy Shell. And maybe, just maybe, we can nail his killer to the table at Jacksonville."
"What did the interrogations give us?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Surprisingly," I said, "the perps did not take the Fifth. They are all willing to talk... in exchange for immunity, of course. But there's a caveat: they want immunity for all eight of them, not just one."
"That's easy enough to break." said Muscone. "Tell them one person gets the deal and the rest to to prison. Let them compete to be the first."
"They are strangely cohesive about that." said Cindy. "It's almost as if they share the same... Roots." Jack Muscone's eyes widened as understanding hit him like a slap in the face.
"So what do we do?" asked Chief Soltis.
"Let them rot in prison." I said. "We do not need them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, want to go home?" I asked Cindy. "Not much else we can do down here."
"Sure." said Cindy. "I'll drive."
"Hoo boy." I said, which got me a punch on the shoulder.
We made record time, one hour and fifteen minutes for what should've taken over 100 minutes at legal speeds. Deputy Strait of Coltrane County knew the Black Beauty, and did not chase us through his dominion when he spotted us.
We stopped by Police Headquarters... right into chaos.
"Glad you've returned, Mister and Miss Crowbars." said Chief Moynahan. "We've had a bit of excitement overnight. A small company jet was on approach to County Airport from the west when it went down short of the runway at about 10:00pm last night. The pilot and sole passenger on the plane were killed. Fortunately, no one on the ground was hit nor hurt, as the land is not occupied."
"That's unfortunate, sir." Cindy said. "But why all the activity and agitation? Someone we know?"
"Oh, shit..." I muttered.
"I bee-lieeeve the Iron Crowbar can guess the name on the first try." said the Chief, seeing the look on my face.
"I hope I'm wrong." I said. "But my first guess is Fred Steinhart of Forbes & Sehgal Engineering."
"And that, Miss Ross," said the Chief, "is why this man is already a legend..."
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Crash and Burn (continued)
"The weather was perfectly clear." said the man from the National Transportation Safety Board that was on the scene, as I looked over the debris field. "There was no call for help, no radio transmissions declaring any problem."
"Two TCPD Officers on their way back from patrolling Point Hollow saw the plane coming down, almost over their heads." said FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson, who had come over from the City. "They said everything seemed fine, no sputtering of the engine, but the plane just turned nose-down and dived into the earth."
The soil here was low and usually wet and swampy as water collected and ran towards the River from underground springs that bubbled up from the aquifer deep beneath us. The plane had dived straight into the ground, and the soil had swallowed half of it. The rest of the plane, including the tail section, had gone forward with momentum, and pieces were strewn in a line towards the airport, which we could see to our east.
"Forbes & Sehgal company plane?" I asked.
"Yes, Commander." said the NTSB man. "The pilot was named Stewart Payne. He'd piloted this plane for ten years, had 20 years flying experience before that. The plane's maintenance record is spotless; it just had an overhaul three months ago, and flew several times since with no issues reported."
"Where did it fly in from?" I asked.
"According to the filed flight plan, sir," said Julius Jefferson, "it came from Acropolis City, capitol of the State to our east, and the destination was listed as here, County Airport. But the timing is off; it should've been here an hour earlier than it arrived."
I nodded. "You might check with airports in a triangle between northern Midtown, Westphalia, and here. I'll bet Mr. Steinhart was not aboard when the plane left Acropolis City, and it picked him up somewhere not listed on the flight plan." Jefferson made notes.
"So the FBI has you investigating plane crashes, Julius?" I asked him quietly.
Jefferson grinned. "I happened to be in the area, at the Federal Building."
"Care to tell me what you're normally working on with the FBI?" I asked.
Jefferson grinned again. "Same thing I'm always working on, sir: Superior Bloodlines, White Roots. I'm not as well known as Mr. Muscone's team around here, so I've been at the FBI Building going over financial data."
"And maybe relaxing in a few clubs?" I said. "Particularly those in the Tenderloin District?"
"Not much gets by you, Commander." said Jefferson. "Let me ask you, sir: is this plane crash and the environmental lab stuff and that murder in Midtown connected to the white supremacy people in any way?"
"Around the edges, maybe." I said. "But this one keeps coming up Organized Crime."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove Cindy and myself home and parked the Black Beauty in the far side garage of the Cabin. And when we went inside, I heard a wonderful sound:
"Daddy!"
A three year old future Wildcat rushed me and hugged my legs. I picked Carole up and gave her a kiss on the cheek. "Good morning, Carole! Have you taken good care of Mommy and your brothers for me?"
"Yes, Daddy." said Carole. "And Bow-ser and Bud-dy, too!" Just then Callie and Laura came out of the kitchen.
"Someone has been helping us make pancakes, too." said Callie with her beautiful grin. She and Cindy hugged warmly. "How are you doing, baby?" Callie asked.
"Tired." said Cindy. "Food and some snuggling and sleep sound good right now."
Laura took Carole and gave me a hug and kiss. "I'll bet you're tired, too." she said.
"No, I dozed while Cindy drove." I said. "That's the only way to not have a heart attack at the speeds she drives."
Just then I was rushed by three boys: Jim, Ross, and Ian. We had a good session of 'dogpile Daddy', with Bowser and Buddy coming up to help...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I was awakened from a nap by Molly, who handed me her cellphone. "Midtown PD. They couldn't get you on your phone."
"I'll bet the battery died." I said. I took Molly's phone.
"This is Detective Kimberly Wesson, sir." said the voice at the other end. "Keith Rollins came into our Precinct this morning. He said someone tried to kill him last night..."
Part 12 - Echo Chamber
I was dozing in the shotgun seat of my Police SUV. Detective Theo Washington was driving. He had been on call, and I asked if he would like the chance to drive the Police Commander's SUV. He took the opportunity. My cellphone was charging as we drove; it had indeed died because I'd forgotten to charge it before.
I woke up as we got near Midtown. "Okay, Theo," I said, "you are officially deputized into the SBI Reserve for today. We'll talk later about that possibly becoming permanent." I then gave him all the details of the case to this point.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Instead of going to the Precinct, we first went to Rollins's apartment. There were a lot of magazines strewn about. Also present were Detective Steve Ruger and a couple of Uniformed Officers.
"The Crime Lab has been here and gone." said Ruger. "Back bedroom window shot out; we haven't found that bullet yet. A second bullet was fired into the window and struck the chest of drawers. They dug it out. It's either a .38 Special or 9mmP; we didn't have calipers to measure it here."
"Mmmm," I growled. "That's not good. Crime Lab should always have calipers as part of their equipment."
"Yes sir." said Ruger. "We're working on things like that. Anyway, Rollins said the attack happened about 5:00am. He got down on the floor and called the Police. We got there quickly, and he asked to be brought in to our Precinct. He says he wants to confess, but he wants a lawyer first, so he called one."
I looked around the apartment, then went out back. There were no footprints near the back window, which had been marked off with tape to prevent anyone from marring that area. Good thinking, I thought to myself. Further back was a creek that separated Rollins's apartment complex from another one on the other side. That was interesting, I thought to myself.
"Maybe someone shot at Rollins from a back window of one of those apartments." I said. Theo peered at the apartments.
"We're checking that out, sir." said Ruger. "We're going door-to-door to see if anyone heard or saw anything."
"What do you make of this, Theo?" I asked.
"After shooting Jimmy Shell by breaking into his place," Theo said, "I'm surprised they'd try to kill Mr. Rollins with a shot through the window. So maybe it's not the same killers."
"That's a thought." I said. I kept my mouth shut, but I was a bit displeased with Theo's failure to fully observe this crime scene...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the Precinct, Rollins's attorney had arrived. He was Mr. Dennison, who was our County Employee's Union attorney.
"Mr. Dennison," I said when he came in, "I was not expecting to see you down here."
"Nor I you, Commander." he said, shaking my hand. "I've taken on work for the State Employee's Union, and got a call this morning."
"Okay, why don't you talk to Mr. Rollins, while I talk to these Detectives." I said. Mr. Dennison was taken to talk to Keith Rollins.
"He's scared to death." said Kimberly Wesson. "I think he wants to tell what he knows, in exchange for immunity from anything he might've done, including lying to us earlier."
"I think we can give him that." I said. "But we're going to play him first, not make it easy for him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the interrogation room. A very frightened Keith Rollins was sitting at the table, sweating, his wide eyes seemingly even wider.
Entering the room with me was State Attorney Jenna Stiles, who I'd called and asked to come down. Though Jimmy Shell had been murdered in the Midtown region of the State, Forbes Environmental National Laboratories was in the City's region, so getting a 'neutral party' State Attorney was perfectly legitimate.
After introducing Jenna to Mr. Dennison, we sat down. Mr. Dennison started the conversation: "My client has information that will be valuable in the case of the murder of James Shell. However, due to past conversations with you, as well as other factors, we must have an immunity deal in exchange for his truthful answers and future truthful testimony.
"We need to know just what that information is." I said. "Accessory to murder is a hard charge to dismiss in an immunity deal."
"Accessory to murder? Really?" asked Mr. Dennison, and I didn't know if he was play-acting or was genuinely surprised. Either way, he's a good attorney, I thought to myself.
"Here's what we know." I said. "Despite his earlier claims to the contrary, Mr. Rollins was contacted by James Shell. Mr. Rollins then made his own phone call to Forbes Environmental National Laboratories. Mr. Shell was murdered a short time later. We have solid evidence from other sources that Shell had proof of contamination at the Pine Valley project, and the amount of money invested in that project is staggering. It's definitely motive for murder, and if the killer or killers were alerted by Mr. Rollins's phone call, then he's implicated in that murder."
Rollins was about to speak, but Dennison stopped him. Rollins whispered something, then Dennison spoke: "Even if what you say is true, you can't say my client is guilty of any part of that murder. He can't predict what others are going to do."
Jenna Stiles said: "But if your client was paid to inform that company of any issues at all, that becomes bribery of a State Official. And then we have first degree murder in the commission of a felony. Commander Troy is being generous in discussion 'accessory' or 'conspiracy' charges. Me, I'll go for first degree murder and the Death Penalty if we find you were paid to rat out any whistleblowers, Mr. Rollins." Rollins could not have looked any more scared if he'd tried to.
"I need to talk to my client." said Mr. Dennison. "But before I do... what are you prepared to offer in exchange for what he knows?"
"A suspended sentence." I said. "Essentially parole and no jail time, if your client truthfully answers all questions and truthfully testifies in Court. As part of that, he'll have to agree to resign from the State EPA, and to never again work in a Government job at any level, be it local, State or Federal. You need to understand that you would be pleading guilty to some charges, and that the judge could possibly reject the deal."
Jenna nodded her agreement with those terms. She and I left the room so that Mr. Dennison could save his client from absolute disaster.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, we were called back in. Mr. Dennison said "My client agrees to your terms." Jenna and Rollins signed an agreement of the plea deal in writing.
"Okay," I said, "Mr. Rollins, were you contacted by James Shell, and when?"
"Yes." said Rollins. "Last Wednesday."
"What did Mr. Shell say to you?"
"He told me that he had proof that the Pine Valley project was badly contaminated with organic and metal poisons, and that Forbes Environmental National Laboratories was running fake samples to cover it up." said Rollins.
"What did you say to him?"
"I told him that I could meet with him this weekend, and would call back to arrange a time and place." said Rollins.
"What did you do then?" I asked. "No, let's just cut to the chase here: who at FENL did you call?"
"I called Mr. Brandon as soon as I hung up the phone with Shell."
"Were you paid by Mr. Brandon to report to him if anything like this happened?"
"I was paid in cash in a brown bag in a locker at the Midtown bus station." said Rollins. "I can't tell you that it was Brandon that put it there, but the amounts were exactly what he promised me when we had dinner one night a few months ago. I have a MFR of that dinner." A 'MFR' was a memorandum-for-the-record, which was someone's written account of an event. These sometimes were good enough for Court cases.
"Good, we'll need that." I said. "So you gave Mr. Brandon the information that Shell had contacted you?"
"Yes sir."
"Did Shell say he gave the information to anyone else?" I asked.
"He said his lawyer had the information." said Shell. "He didn't say who the lawyer was, but said he'd bring him to our meeting over the weekend."
"Him?" I asked.
"Yeah, but..." said Rollins, then stopped. "You know, he never said specifically 'he' or 'she'... just said 'my lawyer'."
"Good enough." I said. "Mr. Rollins, were you ever contacted by anyone else regarding contamination at the Pine Valley project site?"
"No." said Rollins.
"What about the Bexall Chemicals site?" I asked.
"That was all hush-hush." said Rollins. "It was common knowledge that it was one of the Bexall sites, but we all pretended that didn't exist. That's the kind of thing that the politicians don't want to hear about, especially U.S. Senator Russell. But to your specific question, that site was never brought up in the Pine Valley project meetings we had with the developers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've got enough to go to a Federal judge." I said in the meeting with Jenna, Chief Soltis, Theo Washington, and myself.
"Why Federal?" asked Jenna.
"RICO." I said. "I'm going for Federal as well as State charges on this one. There's plenty of corruption to go around, and maybe we can take some Organized Crime people down. Additionally, the finances can and probably do cross State lines, and we may get to go after all of the FENL facilities in the country. But we'll go for State charges, too... including murder."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Saturday, March 25th. I had my case to this point well laid-out and tied up with a bow. The Federal judge did not take long to issue several warrants. I called Tanya Perlman and told her to get her Crime Lab ready for a massive influx of samples.
At 3:00pm I arrived at the Pine Valley site armed with a red crowbar, a Beretta 96 .40 S&W pistol, a warrant, a large team of State Crime Lab techs to take samples, and a massive contingent of State Patrol Troopers, FBI Agents, and even some U.S. Secret Service Agents, all wearing armor and very heavily armed. It was sheer pleasure to see the look on the site foreman's face when I handed him the warrant.
At 4:00pm, give or take, lawyers for M&C Project Development Corp. showed up, but saw quickly that they had no chance to stop what was happening. I did notice they were demanding the names of the sample-takers. I told them that they'd have to wait until the discovery phase of the trial to get that information. The lawyers asked which State Crime Lab would be doing the tests. I said they'd have to wait until the discovery phase of the trial to get that information. I then asked for their names, just in case my people were intimidated or threatened in the future. The lawyers said I'd have to wait until the discovery phase of the trial to get that information. But they shut up and stopped asking for names.
As I oversaw the sample collections in progress, I got a phone call from Chief Griswold. "Just a heads-up, Crowbar." said the Chief. "Governor Jared has been called by U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, who is upset about what you are doing at the Pine Valley Project. The Governor is not one to back down to the Senator, and he pushed back. But be prepared for flak coming your way."
"Thanks, Chief." I said. "It's a great day to take flak in the Klingon Empire." The Chief laughed heartily at that before we said our goodbyes and disconnected.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was late that night before all the sampling was finished. The vans taking the samples back to my County's State Crime Lab were guarded by a convoy of State Troopers, who had been sent at the express orders of the Governor of the State, Val Jared. I wondered why he was growing a spine about this, but did not look the gift horse in the mouth.
Lt. Tanya Perlman personally made sure the samples were stored properly and secured, and State Patrolmen were stationed to guard the building and its contents. I took Theo back to his car, then drove home, exhausted. But I had one more duty to do before finally going to bed, and I had a long talk with Laura over a late supper...
Part 13 - Testing, Testing
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 27th, from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that the State Legislature has again worked out a compromise budget bill that is acceptable to the Governor!"
"Sources tell Channel Two News that the one sticking point of the budget, additional money to arrest and turn over undocumented foreigners to the Federal authorities for deportation, was worked around by compromise language." said Bettina. "Over the objections of the Democrat 'Wall of Granite' group led by State Senator Katherine Woodburn, money was put into the budget for 'unspecified' law enforcement activities at the State level, with the Governor have strong discretionary power on where to allocate those funds. Though he can only use the money within existing agencies, critics fear that the Governor will earmark this money to sponsor Police assaults upon undocumented immigrants!"
"And in other State news," said Bettina, "Channel Two News has learned that Paul Brandon, manager of Forbes Environmental National Laboratories, was arrested over the weekend as a suspect in the murder of FENL employee James Shell near Midtown last week. Additionally, State and Federal warrants were issued to conduct new soil and water tests on the project known as 'Pine Valley', as evidence has been obtained that results may have been altered to mask possible contamination on the site."
Bettina went on: "The investigation into the Pine Valley project and the murder of Mr. Shell is in the hands of SBI Reserve Inspector Donald Troy, who is also our TCPD's Police Commander here. Commander Troy issued a statement Saturday that the State Crime Lab would test the samples, and that further investigations will follow based upon the results of the testing."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Black Beauty is re-armed and ready to go." Cindy reported at the coffee klatch. "My father and his mechanics were trying hard not to be happy like children on Christmas morning at the success of our mission the other night."
I grinned. "It really did perform admirably. Thank goodness I had a capable driver, too, Ms. Kato."
"Thank goodness you can shoot straight." replied Cindy. "So... should I be miffed that you left me behind to do car maintenance while you were having fun serving warrants in Midtown?"
"No, you shouldn't be miffed." I said. "I hope you got some sleep and some good food... and a good couple of days with Callie."
"That I did." Cindy replied, trying to look innocent, and failing badly but happily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News In the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Monday, March 27th, from in front of the State Crime Lab building just north of the University campus. "We have breaking news about the 'Pine Valley' case! Let's go to trusted reporter John Hardwood for the details! John!"



"Yes, Priya," said Hardwood, who was also in front of the State Crime Lab building. "Five-Alive News has learned that the technicians of all of the State's Crime Labs have received threats in their homes yesterday or their places of work today! The notes say the same thing, and I will read this one to you. It says: 'If you run any samples or testify in Court about them, you and your entire family will be killed.'. The SBI and FBI are investigating the threats, and it is believed that elements of Organized Crime, possibly tied financially to the Pine Valley project, are behind the threats. As of right now, it's too dangerous for these technicians to risk their lives running those samples, much less having to testify in Court about the results..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The prep guys worked overtime Saturday night and all through yesterday," said Tanya Perlman as we sat in her office, "and got all the preps done. But now we have the situation of the threats. Whoever runs the samples could be called to testify, and they and their families are under direct threat now. Most of these guys are kids right out of college; I can't have them having this burden upon them."
"Man, that's brutal." said Jack Muscone. "And you know, we haven't even gotten near any Organized Crime yet."
"We will," I said, "if those tests show up positive for contaminants. Pine Valley will be all but dead as a project, and untold millions will be flushed down the drain like those Bexall chemicals. And there are probably politicians and money people involved in this... maybe even Superior Bloodlines was involved, hoping for some cash inflows."
"Well," Tanya said "I'll be glad to witness and supervise, but I cannot run the tests. Slight mobility issues."
"Then you can watch me run them, then testify in Court about them." I said.
"Don, are you sure?" Muscone said. "I'm not worried about you, but your family."
"My family has been under threat since the day I married Laura and we had Carole." I said. "Both Laura and I have always been targets and we're aware of the situation. I anticipated this, and I talked to her Saturday night about it. She knows the Game, and we're going to play."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone took a cellphone call as he, Tanya, J.R. Barnes, and Norm Chow witnessed me running the wet lab samples. J.R. Barnes was certified and had volunteered for the hazardous duty of being witness, data checker, and backup if needed.
I'd set up the atomic absorption spectrometers to run the metals tests, including the Eight RCRA metals, and started it up. The blanks and standards ran well, and as the samples ran I turned my attention to more labor-intensive work. Muscone was getting updates and relaying them to me.
"Paul Brandon is out on bail, with ankle monitoring. He's being defended by Forbes & Sehgal lawyers." Jack said. "They've really dug in over this. Brandon's lawyer is claiming that the papers we took earlier can't be used against him, as it would violate his Fourth Amendment rights. The Company is claiming the same for themselves."
"He doesn't have a shot in hell with that." I said as the sample I was titrating began going from clear to purple. The test was for iodide, but the chloride test was being run as a discriminator. Since it was positive, I would have to run a further, iodide-specific test.
"But does the company?" asked Tanya.
"Everything was taken under a warrant." I said. "And the warrants were fairly open-ended, as we were searching for a motive for Shell's death. I cannot conceive of that attempt at defense working."
"Sir," said J.R. Barnes, "what happens if these results are positive? Isn't it just their word against ours?"
"We'd have to have more samples taken, then those sent to another lab for testing." I said. "And I can't run the next set myself."
"The FBI could run them, if you ask." said Muscone.
"As long as Les Craig is not in charge of the FBI lab." I said. Jack understood my broader meaning: the FBI was internally split. "We'd have to have some serious controls and witnessing of the tests. Forbes & Sehgal lawyers should want that, also."
"The standard procedure," said Tanya, "is to get a disinterested, third-party lab to run the third set of tests. Whoever they agree with will be considered correct. They'll have to run their tests in a legally defensible way."
"Will their testers be subject to being targeted by the Mob?" I asked. The looks I got back said volumes more than any words could.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said as I put a collection of capped bottles in the incubator, "the Biochemical Oxygen Demand test has been started. It has to be read again in five days, so I'll be back Saturday."
"Why five days?" asked Jack Muscone.
"The test measures how much oxygen is taken out of water by chemical pollutants." I said. "They guy who invented the test was French, and five days is the amount of time the water in the River Seine flows from Paris to the ocean."
"Figures you would know that." said Tanya with a teasing grin.
"Okay, let's go see if the AAs have run the RCRA-8 metals." I said. The RCRA-8 metals are: Arsenic (As), Barium (Ba), Cadmium (Cd), Chromium (Cr), Lead (Pb), Mercury (Hg), Selenium (Se), and Silver (Ag).
We went over to the metals lab area. I read the results. I emitted a low whistle. "Ho-leee shit." I said. "We ran duplicate preparations, and they both come up the same. Pine Valley is off-the-charts contaminated."
"I need to call my boss." said Jack, after looking at the results I showed him.
"I need to call the Governor and SBI Director Conlan." I replied. "This one is going to be 'big'. In the meantime, we've still got a lot of tests left..." It would be an 'all nighter'.
Part 14 - Courage v. Fearlessness
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF at 7:00am, Tuesday, March 28th, from in front of the Federal Building. "Channel Two News has learned that a Federal judge has shut down the Pine Valley development project near Midtown, after preliminary tests run at the State Crime Lab here in our County showed dangerously toxic levels of poisonous metals, including arsenic, silver, and lead, in the ground and water of the development site!"
"Channel Two News has also learned that in spite of death threats, TCPD Commander Donald Troy, twice Medal of Valor recipient and a former chemist who is certified to run samples in the State Crime Lab, personally ran the samples taken at the Pine Valley site, and is prepared to testify in any Court case that arises from the results."
"The SBI and FBI are now investigating Forbes & Sehgal Engineering and their wholly-owned subsidiary Forbes Environmental National Laboratories, for possible fraud in giving false test results to the developers of the Pine Valley project, M&C Project Development Corp.
Bettina went on: "A spokesman for the Proactive Citizens of Greenworld, George Glass, issued a statement saying, and I quote: 'The destruction and contamination of our land is bad enough, but this development on top of land and water that could kill and severely harm children shows that Corporations, Big Banks, and even Environmental Engineering firms value the almighty Dollar over the safety of our children!'."
More Bettina: "Democrats in the State Legislature blasted the Governor on Twitter, saying that this shows a need for a much stronger, more well-funded State EPA. Governor Jared fired back at the Democrats, saying one State EPA Official took bribes to keep silent about the false results, and that official also informed Forbes & Sehgal of a whistleblower who reported the contamination."
Yet more Bettina: "That whistleblower, James Shell, was a Forbes Environmental National Laboratories employee, whose murder was the starting point of the investigation that has led to the exposure of a major scandal and an environmental disaster. Governor Jared and SBI Director Tom Conlan praised Commander Donald Troy for his leadership in investigating these crimes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I really, really wish," said Cindy as we sipped coffee in MCD, "that Bettina would not have blared it out out the world that you ran those tests, Commander. She might as well have phoned the Mob and told them."
"Doesn't matter." I said. "They're going to know, one way or the other. It's probably better that everyone else knows, too."
"Still," said Teddy Parker, "that took courage, Commander. The Mob don't play."
"Neither do I." I said. "Okay, I've got a ton of work to catch up on. Angels, meeting at 8:15." With that, I left the room for my office."
"He'll never let us take a risk he can take on himself." Cindy said in the silence of the room.
"This is semantics," said Teresa Croyle, "but that's not courage." The room fell silent.
"What is it, then, ma'am?" asked Joanne Warner.
"I'll answer with a question: what is the definition of courage?" Teresa asked.
"Uh... acting in spite of fear?" said Joanne.
"Sound about right." said Teresa. "Now... have you ever known the Iron Crowbar to show fear?" After a pause, she continued: "There's courage, and then there's fearlessness. Commander Troy is fearless... and we're going to have to protect him from himself in these times he gets fearless."
"Won't be the first time, either." said Cindy Ross, who'd earned a Medal of Valor and nearly lost her life doing just that. She did not mention Teresa's own fearlessness and need to be 'protected'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Angels meeting was cancelled when the Mighty Miltons showed up in the door to my office, wanting to share information with me. I had them come in, with Cindy sitting on the sofa behind them in the hot chairs.
"Chief Moynahan asked us to look for Paul Brandon's phone records and go through his finances as a courtesy to the SBI and the Governor himself." said Mary. "So we did."
"That's fine." I said. "I just hope Captain Ross and I are hearing what you found first."
"Yes sir." said Myron, "and as soon as this meeting is over, with your permission we'll send our data to State Attorney Stiles."
I nodded. "Okay, whaddya got?"
"First, the call from Keith Rollins came to Brandon's direct office line by direct-dial instead of through the switchboard." said Mary. "Keith would have had to have been given the actual full number, which is not public. There have been cases in Courts where something like this is enough to show intent. In this case, the intent was to receive information about any whistleblowers from the SEPA official. Beverly Carter called through the main number and was connected to the extension."
"And we now have Keith's confession that he called Brandon directly, so this will simply supplement that." I said.
"Yes sir. On to Brandon's finances." said Myron. "This guy has some tangled webs he has woven over time. He has more money than a Lab Manager should, for sure. He did not inherit any money that we know of. He was Manager at a place called Dreschel Advanced Chemistries, which went bankrupt. He apparently made a loan to Robert Ferris, who is Chief Chemist at FENL, and has been getting monthly payments back on that. We have records of the large sum of money transferred to Ferris's account and the payments back. Brandon has been getting other regular payments, though, which are harder to trace, and he's written some checks to some strange entities, as well."
"Last, but not least," said Myron, "he's gotten some enormous bonuses from Forbes & Sehgal, the parent company. Three times as much as anyone else in his relative position in the company, and almost as much as Forbes himself... and Forbes is a full partner, of course."
"Yep, lots of stuff to keep looking into." I said. "You have warrants? This is all clean and aboveboard?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "Ms. Stiles got us a specific warrant for the finances of Brandon, Forbes, Sehgal, and the other top brass at Forbes & Sehgal Engineering."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting convened in the SBI's Westphalia offices at 11:00am, Tuesday, March 28th. It was a big meeting for everyone to get their our collective ducks in a row. The U.S. Attorney that I remembered from the Black Badge case was there. He was a tall, slender black man named John Jones. Special Agent Martin Nash was the FBI representative.
Also present were State Attorneys Glenn Alberts and Jenna Stiles. Then came SBI Director Tom Conlan, me, Cindy, Midtown Police Chief Soltis, and City Detective Thomas 'Sapper' Warren.
"First of all," said SBI Director Conlan, "I want to congratulate Inspector Troy and Captain Ross for the outstanding job they have done on this case." The room was filled with the sound of applause, which I acknowledged modestly with a couple of nods.
Conlan then said "I have asked State Attorney Stiles to take the prosecutorial lead on this case for the State. We're not sure exactly which Superior Court will have jurisdiction, and the Feds are involved in a lot of it, including the plane flight from Acropolis City that crashed in the Iron Crowbar's home Town. So, Jenna, would you lay out what we have?"
"Thank you, Director." Jenna said. She activated her computer, which was tied in to the projector on the ceiling and beamed onto the screen against the wall at the end of the room. "We're putting together a chronological time line. It started with James Shell going to Jessie Quick with evidence that the Pine Valley project was badly contaminated. He then called Keith Rollins, who arranged for a weekend meeting but immediately called Paul Brandon and told him about the whistleblower call."
Jenna continued: "Rollins said in his confession statement that Brandon told him to arrange the meeting, get the evidence from Shell and retain it, and that Brandon would take care of the rest. Rollins claims that before he could tell Shell that, Shell was murdered."
"After that, the Police came in, and they requested the help of SBI Inspector Troy, who I might call 'Commander' because that's the first name that I know him by." Jenna said, getting some tepid laughter. She went on: "Among the massive amounts of data we seized, there are two lines of inquiry that have developed. First, that Pine Valley samples reported as showing the ground and water to be clean contradicts the findings of the State Crime Lab. The Federal Court has agreed to a third party lab contracted with the FBI to run those samples, and the Deputy Director of the FBI is personally over seeing that."
"Wow, heavy artillery." said State Attorney Glenn Alberts.
"Simply matching the heavy artillery the other side is using against us," I said, "which includes a U.S. Senator." Alberts looked shocked, as did some of the others. Martin Nash looked like he wanted this conversation to move along.
"I can't speak to that, Commander," said Jenna Stiles, "as I have no proof of a connection. But moving along, the second line of inquiry has to do with financials. SBI Agent Norm Chow and Commander Troy pointed out to us certain monies being siphoned out of labs, and also other departments, by charging the departments for salaries that are not actually being paid. This extra money seems to be added to a few people's bonuses, and may also be financing junkets to Hawaii and the Caribbean---"
"And political contributions and other kickbacks to aforementioned politicians." I said. "Proof to follow... eventually."
"I certainly hope we can find some proof of that." said Jenna drily. "We're also digging hard into the financing of the Pine Valley project. I can't say much more about that right now. But what's important in the here and now is to get our ducks in a row for the preliminary hearings. Commander Troy, you'll be on the stand... and wearing a bulletproof vest, I hope."
"How about a Knights Templar suit of armor, made out of kevlar?" I joked, which drew laughter.
"If it keeps you alive, go for it." Jenna replied.
Part 15 - Drive To The Finish
"Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?" asked the Bailiff.
"I do." I said.
"You may be seated." said the Bailiff. I sat down in the witness chair of the Superior Court room of presiding Judge Rodney K. Watts. Not only State Crime Lab techs had been threatened; Judge Watts was a man who, like me, did not play.
Jenna Stiles first established my credentials for running the lab tests. The defense lawyer challenged the credentials.
"Your Honor," said Stiles, "As the documents we've submitted show, Commander Troy has a ACS-Certified 'Bachelor of Science in Chemistry' degree, not just the regular Bachelor's degree. Furthermore, he was employed in a lab contracted to run evidence data with its requirements of legal defensibility. And his record as Police Commander, with two Medals of Valor and one Distinguished Service Award, is unmatched in this State."
"Not every day that I see a Police Officer this well-qualified to testify on lab evidence." said Judge Watts. "These credentials are accepted."
Then the Defense lawyer tried something unusual.
"Your Honor," he said, "Commander Troy has been the lead investigator in this case. He cannot possibly be impartial about the tests that were run."
"Your Honor," said Jenna Stiles, "that is ridiculous. First of all, the Commander's running of the tests were witnessed, and we are prepared to bring several persons, including the State Crime Lab Director, and an FBI Special Agent In Charge, to testify to the veracity of these test results. Furthermore, Your Honor, Commander Troy is under no obligation to be impartial, at all, provided the tests are run correctly and accurately."
"That is very true." said Watts.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the hearing went on, one thing became obvious: the Defense lawyers were constantly trying to get the names of anyone and everyone associated with the investigation of the case. They asked for not only Detective Wesson and Ruger's names, but the names of every State Patrolman that worked with us to interdict the trucks, and every Uniformed Policeman that had any involvement with the case.
But most of all, they were ceaselessly asking who had prepped the samples I'd run. Finally, Judge Watts had had enough. "Approach the bench." he said. Of course I listened in while sitting in the witness chair.
"Stop asking for all these names." said Watts. "You have been provided with the pertinent information for this preliminary hearing, and will be provided with what you need for the trial... which I can already tell you is going to happen after my ruling on this hearing."
"My client has the Sixth Amendment right to face his accusers in Court, Your Honor." snarled the Defense counsel. "I insist that my client's rights be protected and honored, and that those names be given to us immediately."
"Your Honor," said Jenna, "they only want the names so they can intimidate the witnesses. The State Crime Lab techs were threatened, and now they---"
"Prove it!" yelled the defense lawyer. "Prove that my client intimidated them, and that he wants to intimidate the others! I demand proof of that slanderous accusation!"
*BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!*
I thought for a second that Judge Watts might actually use that gavel on the defense attorney's head.
"I have had enough of this." said Watts. "Your client has the right to face his accusers... in his full trial, not at this preliminary hearing nor at the Grand Jury hearing."
"Your Honor, I want a continuance of this hearing so that I may appeal that incorrect ruling."
"De-nied." Watts growled. "Defense counsel, do you have questions for the witness on the stand?"
"I sure do." said the lawyer. He turned to me as Jenna went back to her table. "Commander Troy, were you threatened in any way for running those tests?"



"Before I ran the tests, the State Crime Lab---" I started.
"IT'S A YES-OR-NO QUESTION, COMMANDER! ANSWER IT!" shouted the lawyer.
"Objection!" shouted Jenna. "Objection as to form!"
"Sustained." said Watts. "Either ask very specific questions, or I'll let Commander Troy answer in an open-ended way."
"Did you personally receive an explicit threat to yourself or your family if you ran those tests, Commander?"
"Not personally and explicitly." I said.
"So you were under no duress when asked to run the tests?"
"I was not asked to run them, I volunteered---"
"JUST ANSWER THE QUESTION!"
"Objection!" yelled Jenna.
"SUSTAINED!" yelled Watts. "Stop the tricks, or I will hold you in contempt, Counselor!"
The defense lawyer stared at the judge, then said "No more question, Your Honor."
"Redirect." said Watts.
"Commander Troy," said Jenna, "are you aware of threats made against State Crime Lab techs if they ran these samples?'
"Objection!" yelled the defense lawyer. "Calls for speculation!"
"Overruled." said Watts. "You may answer the question, Commander."
"Yes, I am aware of threats made against the State Crime Lab techs."
"Were you asked to run the tests, Commander?"
"No, I volunteered to do so when I learned of the threats against the technicians."
"No more questions, Your Honor."
"Defense?" said Watts.
"Just one question, Commander Troy." said the defense lawyer. "Why did you volunteer if there were threats? You have a family, don't you?"
My eyes bore right through the lawyer. "I volunteered because I'm certified and able to run the tests, and while facing threats and danger is not a part of the lab techs' job description, it *IS* a part of mine... and I chose to bear the danger myself rather than let other less-trained persons have to face it."
All through this, Paul Brandon sat at the table, that annoying-as-hell perma-grin on his fat face. But when I said that, his grin seemed to become even wider, as if he thought he was going to get away with his crimes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Paulina Patterson three hours later in my office, with Cindy also present. "Judge Watts bound Brandon over for trial. Ankle monitored and under full house arrest, and in the custody of his attorney and the City Police. I would not have given him bail at all, as Brandon is a huge flight risk."
"That should be okay." I said. "If Brandon runs, he's likely going to be assassinated himself. His options are to take any deal offered by the U.S. and State Attorneys and rat out his superiors, or to take the fall and enjoy Supermax for possibly the rest of his life."
"Think you can pin the murder on him?" Cindy asked. "We've got circumstantial evidence, but it's not really solid enough, is it?"
"No, it's not." said Paulina. "Based upon what we have so far, that is. But I'll volunteer to bring a hat for the Iron Crowbar to pull rabbits out of." I briefly smiled, then noticed that Cindy was introspective... in fact, I could feel as much as see that she was deep in a reverie.
When she came out, she stood and said "Commander, I would like permission to try something to get that proof." She explained what she wanted to do.
"Paulina?" I asked.
"You have to be careful, Captain Ross." Paulina said. "It's either fully on the record, with readings of rights and all that; or completely off the record and never happened... funny, I never thought I'd hear myself advising you of that... the Iron Crowbar's extracurricular tricks must be wearing off on me." I smiled a little wider that time.
"Brief me of your final decision," I told Cindy, "but you have my permission to try it."
Part 16 - Retaliatory Response
Lying prone in the grass of the hillside, he looked around. Below him, to his left, was the University Campus, the southside row of buildings on the Original Quad. Uphill, high above him and to his right (two o'clock position) was the Cabin that belonged to the Police Commander. He was facing north, and dead ahead of him, just under 300 feet, was the white-brick squarish structure called the Mountain Nest.
The back door opened and two dogs scurried out, going to a weed-infested area just down the hill from the house. Then a tall black-haired woman appeared. Then a three-year-old child darted out into the backyard. The man got settled into position and looked through his scope.
The woman was saying something to her child about going back inside, pointing at the door. The girl pointed to where the dogs had gone. The woman then sat down, looking around warily, but not spotting him in his hidden, camouflaged position. He concentrated on the picture in the scope.
The woman had the little girl sit down on the metal chair between her, the mother, and the house. But the girl would not stay seated. And as the dogs came back from doing their business, the girl stood up and said something to her mom, showing off something on her shirt.
The man did not care that she was a child; he was being paid to make the girl's father pay for defying the man's Bosses's threats and running those test samples in spite of their warnings.
He exhaled and held his breath as his finger went towards the trigger. The rifle on its tripod was steady. The crosshairs were solidly on the middle of the little girl's head...
To be continued.
Will Carole live or die?
And what is Cindy's plan to ensure Paul Brandon goes down for murder? (Fair warning: some of the clues may be in previous stories as well as this one...)
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Part 17 - Retaliatory Response Redux
The man's trigger finger itched; it seemed to call out to him. He eased the safety off, reset the crosshairs on the little girl's head---
*WHAM!!*
The vicious. powerful kick to the front of the scope drove the back of it into the skin around the man's eye, creating a perfectly round wound. As he screamed in pain, he rolled onto his back and looked up. He saw the shadow of the woman above him silhouetted by the blinding sun, then saw her arm thrusting the large knife at his throat. He reached up to stop her...
He was too late. The knife plunged into his throat, slicing through his larynx. The woman slashed viciously left and right, cutting his windpipe and carotid artery, and he was done...
"Good job!" called out the other woman. "Now let's get the hell out of here before we're spotted." The killer grabbed the rifle the now-dead man had intended to use to kill the Iron Crowbar's firstborn child, and the two women began walking south, away from the Mountain Nest and towards the curve around the end of the mountain.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura had tried to keep Carole in the house when she let out the dogs, but her daughter simply was not listening nor obeying today. Then Laura had tried to keep Carole shielded between her and the house, again to no effect. Daddy was going to be talking to Carole in time-out about doing what Mommy told her to do, Laura silently promised herself.
She was filled with foreboding as she took Carole back inside, Bowser and Buddy leading the way. As she looked back over the yard, she thought she saw two figures to the south, but when she peered closer they were no longer there. Laura hurried back into the house with a protesting Carole in her arms. Time-out was going to commence immediately...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Tuesday, March 28th. I was halfway through a small mountain of paperwork when Teresa Croyle came in with Detective Joanne Warner. "Commander," Teresa said, "we got a call to 9-1-1 that Rudistan and Morton checked out. They've found a dead body on the hillside above the University and below The Cabin."
"Eight feet tall, suit and tie, faceless?" I asked.
"No sir." said Teresa. "Slender Man is immortal. This guy obviously is not..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Crime Lab techs were on the scene, as was Martha the M.E. when we arrived. Sergeant Rudistan said "Sir, the number calling to 9-1-1 was a burner. Someone wanted us to find this. He was lying like this on his back when we came onto the scene."
"Any tracks to or from the body?" I asked.
"Some faint ones, going south through the tall grass." said Morton. "They end on the trail that goes from the dorms and apartments south of the Main Quad around the hill and towards Lake Reservoir."
"What the hell?" I gasped as I saw the man's face. "What is that around his eye?"
"Something round really dug into his face, sir." said Martha. "But the cause of death is someone taking a knife to his throat and cutting it to ribbons."
"Detective Warner!" I said. "What do you make of that round mark around his right eye?"
"Oh my goodness!" said Joanne as she observed it. "Sir, it looks like a hunting rifle scope bit into him when he fired his rifle. But I've never seen one that bad. Usually it's just a cut on the nose."
Joanne was a hunter, and a very good one. So I was not surprised she recognized the nature of that wound.
"I agree." I said, "It would take a frickin' howitzer to recoil that hard. Looks like someone kicked the rifle into his face, then stabbed him from above. Anyway, anyone find a rifle anywhere around here?"
"No sir." said Rudistan. He got on the radio and told Uniformed Officers in the area to look for a scoped rifle.
"He had a rifle, but let someone sneak up on him?" Teresa Croyle asked derisively.
"He must've been looking through the scope, and concentrating really hard." said Joanne. "And then, like the Commander said, someone kicked the rifle, driving the scope back into his face, then killed him."
"So what was our victim here doing?" Teresa asked. We began looking around. As Teresa and I looked north, we saw it at the same time.
"Ohhhh, shit!" I gasped. "Anyone got binoculars?"
"Oh my God." Teresa said at the same time as Rudistan handed me a small pair of binoculars. I looked through them... right at the back door of my home!
"What is it, sir?" asked Joanne Warner, seeing my neck and face flush red.
"Hold on." I said, fishing out my personal cellphone. I called Laura.
"Hi dear." I said. "Where are you?"
"Home, at the Mountain Nest." Laura said.
"Have you been outside today?" I asked.
"We took the dogs out." Laura said.
"Who is 'we'? Carole?" I asked.
"Uh, yes. Is everything all right?"
"Er, look out the back door." I said. Laura appeared in the doorway and I began waving. "Do you see a group of people, and one of them waving?" I asked.
"Yes, I see... is that you, darling?" my wife asked, concern creeping into her voice.
"Yes." I said. "Do me a favor, and keep our children in the house. I'll explain later."
As I hung up, I noticed that the Crime Lab people and Officers were working with a bit more energy as they realized what I did... that my home and family had been the target of an aborted murderous attack.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After making calls to Molly and Paulina and telling them to be on high alert for their (and my) children's safety, I went into a meeting in the Chief's Conference Room. Present were the Chief, Cmdr. Harlow, Cpt. Croyle, and Sheriff Allgood.
"Lt. Masters has Vice working the grapevines to see if there's any Underground chatter about all this." I said. "He called Midtown, too, and talked to Chief Soltis. Chief Soltis is not going to say anything to anyone else, but will tell Detectives Ruger and Wesson to watch their backs."
"What do we know about this guy?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"His fingerprints came up as a 'Charlie Thomas', a.k.a. 'Good Time Charlie'." I said. " Believed to be about 29 or 30 years old now, at the time of this death. He's known for frequenting resorts with an adult flavor about them, like the old Club Meds. He also was a Live Sex Show performer in the City in some of their less reputable clubs."
"Maybe your friend Rita can help find some stuff about him." said Sheriff Allgood.
"Noooo... "I said, "because all that was cover. He's actually a Mob operative. He'd go into a club, perform live sex with a woman, a man, or sometimes both, then when the next show was going on, he was in the back room with the manager, collecting protection money for his Mob superiors. He is not known to have run drugs himself, but may have been a go-between, and set up meetings between suppliers and buyers."
"How do you find this stuff out so quickly?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"I have a good team." I said. "And this is all pretty common stuff. Charlie was well known to the FBI, DEA, and SBI-NTF. However, about a year to 18 months ago, people started realizing that Charlie had not shown up at any of his usual clubs. Some thought he'd been busted. Others thought he'd been killed by a rival Mob family or possibly by his own, for some reason. Turns out it was neither: he became a Made Man in the City's Mob, and an assassin-for-hire. When JACKAL was coming for me, I though he might enlist Charlie's help, but JACKAL hired Raoul instead."
"And Charlie is working for Organized Crime in the City?" Chief Moynahan asked.
"That's the official story." I said. "But I have a Confidential Informant that assures me that's just a story. Charlie was working for Jerry Morelli in Southport and Midtown."
"So let's just cut to the chase and ask the $64,000 question." said Moynahan. "Who killed him?"
"And if you or someone you know is behind it, Commander," said Sheriff Allgood, "then it's self-defense of your family, understandable... but we have to know."
"Twasn't me." I said. "I'd never let it get that close and let a loaded rifle be pointed anywhere near my child. I did not know the man was there."
Moynahan nodded. Sheriff Allgood still looked skeptical.
"No," I said, "I think this one was the Mob. Now who killed Good Time Charlie? That... is a more interesting question. And one for which I don't have an answer right now."
Part 18 - Persuasion
With SBI Agent Norm Chow and FBI Special Agent Martin Nash waiting in the Black Beauty, Cindy Ross entered the bar on the northeastern side of the City. She was dressed in a clingy black pullover shirt, khaki pants, military-style boots, and her SBI badge and gun on her belt. She also had the Green Crowbar in her hand, and was ready to use it.
Almost all conversation ceased and all eyes were on the platinum blonde as she walked through the bar. She went near a table in the back left and pointed at the older man with hair on the sides of his head, then crooked her finger in the universal 'come here' sign. The man got up to follow her and she turned and led the way out.
"That was a very dangerous thing you just did." said Robert Ferris as they got outside. Cindy had Ferris get in the shotgun seat of the Black Beauty, and she took the wheel.
"Not all that dangerous." she said. "They didn't know whether or not the Iron Crowbar was right behind me outside."
"Remind me not to play poker with you, Detective Ross." said Ferris.
"It's Captain now." Cindy said. "Someone played poker with me, and lost."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did you find me?" asked Robert Ferris, Chief Chemist of Forbes Environmental National Laboratories as he and Cindy sat down on the outside deck of the bar called 'The Place'.
"I'm a Detective, remember?" Cindy said. "I helped solve your wife's murder. And that's what I'm here about, Robert. This meeting is unofficial; I'll deny ever talking to you, and anything you say is privileged and can't be used in Court." Needless to say, Cindy had her bug-killer on.
"You know what's happening at FENL, and you know your own life is in great danger." Cindy continued. "And while I didn't exactly approve of her methods, I know Linda died trying to help the environment, and she was cut down in cold blood by a bastard that betrayed the PCGW." That was a lie, but Cindy was trying to get Robert Ferris broken to her fist, to use falconry lingo.
"I want to ask you to do something." Cindy said. "Cut a deal for immunity, tell us all you know, and help us put Paul Brandon away for good for the murder of Jimmy Shell."
Ferris's face fell. "As much as I'd like to, I'd end up dead. You have no idea of the hold Brandon has on me."
"Try me." Cindy said.
Ferris nodded, then started: "Several years ago, Linda and I started our own environmental lab. We needed to make money, but we thought we could use it to help the PCGW with their battle against the Corporatists. The lab didn't do well, though, and by the time the Crown Chemicals protests happened, and Linda was then killed, we were just about broke."
"We had a mutual insurance policy on each other." Robert continued. "So when she died I had a little money to keep going. But after the PCGW incident, I became persona non grata, and I lost most of my clients."
"That's when Brandon came in." said Ferris. "He and I had known each other before. He said he'd give me a loan to help pay off my debts, and to start a new but smaller lab. I was desperate, so I took the offer. And he got me the Chief Chemist job at FENL so I'd have income... to pay the loan back, with interest."
"Well, since that day, my life has been a total living hell." Ferris said. "My lab's bankruptcy was handled improperly, and I had to go back to Court to get all that resolved. That's still going on to this day. But the worst of it was the trap Brandon put me in."
Ferris went on: "We set up a little lab, the one you visited me in when you were solving Linda's death. But what I was really doing was sending most of the samples to FENL and getting a discount on the price of running the tests. I would charge the client full price, and Brandon would get the difference as part of the debt payoff."
"The problem was," Ferris said, "FENL never got paid. I found out that Brandon had pocketed all of the money himself, and set it up to look like I was having the samples run for free. Brandon then lowered the bomb, and with that fucking sneering grin of his, said that it'd be a shame if my 'scheme' were found out, and FENL would have me put in jail."
"The price of Brandon's silence, he himself said," said Ferris, "was for me to look the other way at when several projects turned up contaminated, but our tests showed they were clean. Pine Valley was the latest, and the biggest of these."
"Now you may ask," said Ferris, "why I didn't go to the State EPA or SBI about this, get Brandon arrested, and be free of him. Well, first of all he said that the money that was loaned to me was Mob money, and that if it didn't get repaid, the Mob would come for me, not him. And second... well, Jimmy Shell did go to the State EPA, and he didn't live to see the next sunrise. I knew how well FENL, and Forbes & Sehgal, were connected to the Mob but they also have a ton of politicians in their pockets. Sehgal is 'friendly' with a number of State Legislators on both sides of the aisle, and he's an ally of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell."
"So you went and hid among your old PCGW friends." Cindy said.
"Yeah." said Ferris. "They've just about taken over that bar as a meeting place. They've been planning demonstrations against the Pine Valley project and Forbes & Sehgal for weeks. I wouldn't call them 'friends', but they hate the Police and they hate A.U. Sehgal, who's a phony Environmentalist."
"Well," Cindy said, "you can give them something to demonstrate about. Give us Brandon, and Pine Valley will become a someone's long, national nightmare. We can give you Witness Protection, and you'll be free of Brandon."
"I don't know." said Ferris. "You might be shocked just how well-connected Forbes & Sehgal is. Legislators in the U.S. Congress, the U.S. EPA, the State Legislature, and on down the line. Besides..." he finished, "I'm not sure the Engineers are guilty. They were given the bad data."
"Steinhart must've known." Cindy said. "I don't believe in coincidences like him dying in a plane crash at such a critical moment in time."
"They may have done to him what they want to do to me and Cliff Ewing, and just eliminated him as a precaution." said Ferris. "But I think my best chances would be to let the PCGW help me vanish."
"Mr. Ferris," Cindy said, "you know the Detective I worked with, the one that truly solved your wife's murder?"
"Yeah, Detective Troy." said Ferris. "Not Commander Troy, though. The PCGW hates him."
"No, not the Iron Crowbar." Cindy said. "But Detective Troy got Justice for Linda. And if you don't consider being in her debt for that, then maybe it'll help when I tell you that Brandon tried to have Detective Troy's granddaughter murdered today. He'll stop at nothing, including killing children... and letting other children be be exposed to the contaminated water of Pine Valley. Only you can stop him, Mr. Ferris. Only you, right now."
Ferris thought about it a long time. Then he said "What are you offering, and what do you need?"
Part 19 - Crack In The Armor
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 29th, from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that Forbes Environmental National Laboratories Manager Paul Brandon will be charged with conspiracy to commit murder in the case of Jimmy Shell, who was shot and killed in his Midtown apartment!"
Bettina went on: "Channel Two News has learned that Robert Ferris, Chief Chemist of Forbes Environmental National Laboratories, has turned State's evidence in exchange for witness protection and immunity from prosecution. Robert Ferris is also the husband of the late Linda Ferris, who was murdered by Gordon Snow shortly after the PCGW demonstrations against Crown Chemicals several years ago."
"Mr. Ferris turned over documentation that Brandon conspired to hide contamination at the Pine Valley development project." Bettina went on. "Thomas P. Cook, Town & County Councilman and a partner in the development firm, says that M&C Development Corp. was unaware of any contamination, and have filed suit against Forbes & Sehgal Engineering for the devastating misreporting of contamination on the Pine Valley site."
"In the case of Jimmy Shell," said Bettina, "Robert Ferris also provided recordings of Paul Brandon making phone calls to hire a professional killer to murder Shell. This killer, known as 'Good Time Charlie', was himself found murdered in our County yesterday. Sources tell Channel Two News that the killer may have been targeting the family of Commander Donald Troy, who led the investigation of Shell's murder, and also ran the samples that showed the Pine Valley contamination, despite death threats. The TCPD does not know who killed 'Good Time Charlie' as of this time."
"And finally," Bettina said, "Governor Val Jared, after signing the Budget bill into law, ordered a full investigation into the State EPA after it was revealed that one SEPA officer took bribes from Paul Brandon and FENL, and reported Jimmy Shell's whistleblowing actions to the company. The SEPA official has accepted a plea bargain in exchange for information and testimony in the Brandon case. Democrats are accusing Governor Jared of outrageously using this unfortunate incident to destroy the credibility of the State EPA; and Jared is already firing back, saying the State EPA has already lost its credibility..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A very tired Cindy Ross was in my office after the coffee klatch. She'd been up all night helping the FBI and SBI process Robert Ferris in the City, and drove back home in the Black Beauty at speeds upon which even the German Autobahn would frown. It was most very good that her sister was a Nextdoor County Police Lieutenant.
"It occurred to me on the way home," Cindy said, "that Robert Ferris had this trump card all along, and only pretended to be persuaded to turn State's evidence. He'd bugged Paul Brandon's phone for at least a couple of years, and had some good tapes of Brandon assuring various people of results they wanted to see. He just happened to get Brandon's call to arrange Jimmy Shell's murder. The FBI then got the bank records showing where Brandon paid for the hit. A hundred thousand dollars from a secret bank account. Damn."
"You did a wonderful job getting Ferris to turn." I said. "Truly outstanding."
"It's funny..." Cindy said, musing, "when I was recovering and you had grounded me, I was more than a little ticked at you, even though you meant well. And that led to your mother and I solving Linda Ferris's murder, and that has now led to her husband paying it forward and giving us Paul Brandon on a spit. Funny how that works."
"Yep. Karma is a mighty thing." I said. "And speaking of karma, it will be interesting to see what Forbes & Sehgal Engineering do. They're saying they were duped by Brandon. Their lawyers are pinning it all on him. Me, I'm not so sure..."



"You know something? They may be right." Cindy replied. "Robert Ferris said several times that he had no idea if anyone outside FENL really knew what was going on. He didn't know if Steinhart had his plane crashed on him because he knew something, or out of fear he might've been a whistleblower, or just as a distraction... what?" She asked upon seeing me shake my head vigorously.
"We'll probably never prove it," I said, "but causing a plane crash is a big-time operation. Westboro could've done it. Laura did do it, with dead bodies on the plane, to smoke out Wargrave, which coincidentally led to me discovering who Westboro was. But my point is that it takes serious power to make that happen... Government power."
"You mean... U.S. Senator Russell?" asked Cindy, catching on.
"That's my guess." I said. "Steinhart was Russell's marked card in the company. When Shell was murdered and the links of the chain began forging, Russell or one or more of his people panicked, and they took the precaution of wiping out Steinhart."
"Wow, this is deep." said Cindy. "That reminds me of the scene in The Godfather, when Kate said that Senators don't kill people, and Michael Corleone just looks at her and says 'Now who's being naive?'."
I chuckled as Cindy continued: "This makes Superior Bloodlines look tame by comparison. By the way, any idea who murdered Good Time Charlie?"
I stared at my cousin. "Isn't it obvious? Am I really the only one seeing it?" Cindy just looked back at me, total confusion on her ruggedly pretty features.
"Okay," I said, "you're excused from the Chief's big Wednesday meeting. Get a few hours of sleep in your locked office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00noon, Wednesday, March 29th. At the luxurious home of Paul Brandon, the Lab Manager of Forbes Environmental National Laboratories was getting bad news from his lawyer.
"As of now," said the lawyer, handing Brandon his card, "Forbes & Sehgal is no longer furnishing your attorneys, including me. Out of a sense of honesty and fairness, I will turn over all I have on your case to your personal attorney once you've hired one; give him or her that card to contact me."
"What's this about?" asked Brandon. The lawyer gave him a look that connoted watching a condemned person finally die.
"You'll be finding out shortly." said the lawyer. "Good day, Mr. Brandon... and good luck."
Five minutes after the attorney left, I entered the house with Detective Sapper Warren of the City Police and SBI Agent Norm Chow. "Mr. Brandon," I said, handing him a piece of folded paper, "this is a warrant for your arrest, for conspiracy to commit murder, that being the murder of Jimmy Shell, a human being. Your bail is revoked. Stand up."
Finally, that perma-grin was wiped off Brandon's face. He stood up and I stepped behind him to affix handcuffs. "You have the right to remain silent..." I said, beginning the ritual.
A moment later, Brandon was walked through a crush of reporters and their cameras, with me guiding him. People who knew me well said that there was a hint of a smile on Your Iron Crowbar's face as I led the bastard on his well-publicized perp walk which would be televised into the homes of the People of the State...
Part 20 - Solution
Friday, March 31st. The back room of the Midtown Luigi's Restaurant was reserved by me for the victory dinner. From the TCPD, I invited Cindy, Joanne Warner, Theo Washington, and Chief Moynahan. I also invited Chief Griswold. From Midtown PD came Chief Frank Soltis and Detectives Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson. David Krueger had been invited, but had sent regrets. I also invited City Detective Sapper Warren, but he could not come down.
From the SBI came Norm Chow and Ted Orosco, and SBI Director Conlan came and offered to split the entire bill with me, which I accepted. From the FBI came Jack Muscone and Martin Nash, though I'd invited his entire team and also Julius Jefferson. Tanya Perlman came with Jack, as well.
As we ate, we had our first surprise guest. The owner of Luigi's, State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, came in, congratulated us on a successful case, and asked how the food and service were. Everyone told him that the lasagna was every bit as good as the Iron Crowbar had promised them it would be, which pleased Cerone greatly.
"There was once a time," Cerone said, "when this many police officers in my restaurant would worry me very much." We all laughed. "Now... I just worry about other politicians. Please do enjoy the food, and the dessert is on the house."
After Cerone left, Cindy executed her part of the tradition by tapping spoon to glass. "It is time now," she said, "for the Iron Crowbar to explain the links in the chain that have now imprisoned Paul Brandon, and may yet wrap around others." There was general acclaim as I stood up.
"First of all," I said, "I feel very fortunate and grateful to have had the opportunity to work with the finest law enforcement officers in this State, from Detectives Ruger and Wesson in Midtown, and their Chief of Police, Frank Soltis; their mentor and now our Police Chief, Sean Moynahan; to our City Police friends such as Detective Warren; to some very good SBI Agents in Norm Chow and Ted Orosco; our great Crime Lab Director, Lieutenant Perlman; and of course to our friends in the FBI, led by Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. And saving the best for last, I could have no better partner than Captain Cindy Ross, and no better mentor than Chief Griswold."
Everyone cheered, then Chief Griswold growled: "And all of them now know what I've known all along... that the Iron Crowbar is the very best there is." There was applause, which I accepted for a moment before moving along.
"I could not have succeeded in this case without all of you." I said. "So, about this case... I do think it was pretty straightforward, and we simply followed the clues as they came to us. The Midtown PD did a great job processing the crime scene of Jimmy Shell's murder. We naturally followed the path to his place of work, where we confiscated a lot of lab data. A few small points did stand out, and Paul Brandon immediately made himself a suspect in my eyes by repeated lies when he didn't need to lie."
"But only the Chemistry major among us, that being you, sir, saw those things." said Joanne Warner.
"True," I said, "but I think you guys would've started seeing the patterns. I just saved us a little bit of time. Anyway, our actions were helped by Forbes Environmental National Laboratories packing up and leaving in the middle of the night like the Baltimore Colts when moving to Indianapolis. And then the hostile reception at Pine Valley."
"We also got Jimmy Shell's phone records," I continued, "which pointed us to the State EPA and to his attorney. This got us some evidence against Brandon, and also provided some motive to the murder of Shell."
"We followed up by going the City labs of FENL, where we found some anomalies in their finances as well as some selectively spotty record-keeping." I said. "And at this point we had some huge neon signs pointing right at Paul Brandon."
"Either Brandon or people around him panicked." I continued. "They tried to 'drain the swamp', so to speak, the swamp being the Bexall Chemicals plant that was contaminating the Pine Valley land and water. They tried not giving us all the phone records, records that would show ties between the dirty State EPA official and Paul Brandon... and folks, that bespeaks some serious power behind the throne to be able to do that."
I drove on: "So after taking down the tanker trucks before they could pour the chemicals into the State Line river and possibly kill all the inhabitants of Columbus, we got warrants to re-test the Pine Valley soil and water. The Mob backers of the project knew the game was up, and tried very desperate measures to stop the re-testing. Their efforts have failed, including an attempt to murder my child and/or my wife, and there will be payback for that one. Okay, what are your questions?"
"Mai Ling and Chris Maple." said Kimberly Wesson. "They're still missing?"
"Mai Ling and her husband packed up and left in a big-time hurry." I said. "I believe they fled the State, if not the country. I would not be surprised if Mai Ling had knowledge of what was going on, whether as part of the scheme or figuring it out on her own. She obviously had a plan for her and her husband to get out in case something went wrong. After Jimmy Shell came up dead and the call came to shut down the annex, Mai Ling decided to do her own thing for her and her family's survival."
"Chris Maple... "I said. "Well, his bank accounts showed some additional monies coming in. I believe he not only knew, he was part of the scheme. His apartment was left virtually untouched; in other words, I fear that he did not just vanish on his own but was 'disappeared' by criminal elements."
Jack Muscone asked "Was this just Paul Brandon? Or were higher-ups involved?"
"That's a good question." I said. "Forbes & Sehgal are saying they were duped by Brandon, and are working hard to pin it all on him... and they may succeed. The main link between them and the Pine Valley project was Fred Steinhart, may he rest in peace. With him dead, we're hard pressed to find any solid proof that the engineering company had knowledge."
"M&C Developers have already sued Forbes & Sehgal." I said. "Probably M&C will at least be made whole by Forbes & Sehgal's liability insurance, which they'll have to pay regardless of whether F&S is at fault. Then it'll get hashed out over years in the Courts."
"My own personal theory, based upon my own observations and deductions but currently lacking proof, is that Jeremy Forbes did not know, and that for the most part the Engineering company did not know. But I have some suspicions about A.U. Sehgal himself."
Cindy Ross spoke up, and I noticed a wee tad of enthusiasm in her voice as she asked "What about the attack on Keith Rollins? Any idea what happened there, and if those perps will ever be caught?"
"Looks to me like the attempt to kill Rollins was aborted." I replied. "Maybe someone came up on the scene before the perp or perps could finish the job. Most very lucky for Mr. Rollins... and lucky for us, as Rollins came correct and made a plea deal with the State. His testimony is devastating to Paul Brandon. Might even get Brandon a syringe at Jacksonville, though I won't hold my breath on that."
"Last, but not least," I said, "Captain Ross showed her sterling abilities in crime solving by getting Robert Ferris to turn State's Evidence against Brandon. That was the final nail in Brandon's coffin when it came to Forbes & Sehgal backing him. Okay, any other questions?"
"I have one question." said a voice at the doorway. We all turned and were shocked to see Val Jared, Governor of the State, standing there. He came in, followed by a couple of aids and security people. "And that question is: may I join your party for just a moment?"
"About time you had a little fun outside that Governor's Mansion, Val!" said Chief Griswold, his mustaches twitching merrily. "Get on in here!"
"Thanks, Grizz." said Jared. "I just came by to express my appreciation to all of you for an outstanding job in rooting out some serious corruption in our State offices, as well as preventing a lot of people from possibly being harmed by the environmental hazardous waste infesting the Pine Valley project. You all deserve recognition, but there are two people I especially want to honor tonight."
With that, the Governor read two proclamations, one for me and one for Cindy. Along with the proclamations went Citations of Merit, State-level awards issued by the Chief Executive of the State. Those came with ribbons that we could wear on our uniforms with our other ribbons. Everyone applauded as the photographer got pictures of the Governor giving us the Citations and ribbons.
And it was no great feat of observation and deduction to see the face of a certain retired-Chief-turned-fisherman and know that he was behind the actions of his good friend, the Governor of Our Great State.
"So, Chief," I said to Chief Griswold as I brought him a drink after eating dessert, "I get the feeling that some strings were pulled to get the Governor to give us those awards. And I don't mean fishing line."
"Har!" barked the Chief merrily. "Yes, I might've made a suggestion or two, but the Governor was really happy in his own right when you busted Forbes & Sehgal and the State EPA like you did. Those are really huge wins for the Governor against his political enemies. Val and A.U. Sehgal hate each other with a deep and abiding passion, so don't be surprised if the SBI is asked to continue to pursue Sehgal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Governor left and the free desserts were brought in, we were seated in clumps and talking amongst ourselves.
"One thing that bothers me about all this." said Jack Muscone, who was sitting by me. "Why didn't they just move on once they found the contamination? Why try to hide it and build that site? They'd be found out, eventually."
"Like Don was saying earlier," Cindy said, "perhaps they didn't know."
"Well, let me try the question from another angle." said Muscone. "If Brandon acted alone, why do this? Where is his real profit in hiding the truth? Why not just tell the truth, and be the lab for the developers somewhere else? Ditto that for the Engineering Company if theyknew."
"I get where you're coming from." I said. "Once they started building and the money committed, the motive is clear. But why jump into that briar patch in the first place? you are asking."
"You're reading my mind again." quipped Muscone, which made Tanya grin her beautiful, cherubic grin.
"They had to have not known." said Frank Soltis. "Because you're right: why take the risk of getting caught if you know? Not to mention the possibility of children dying or becoming very sick."
"Well," I said, "from what I gather, this was mainly to be a retirement village. Old people getting sick and dying off wouldn't be as quickly noticed. But you're right... any children that did live there and were affected... wow, that'd be ugly..."
"All the more reason the Governor was right to reward you for solving this." said Tanya. But I was already in a reverie...
"I dunno." said Muscone. "I don't have proof, but my instincts are that someone knew and went ahead with this, anyway. They didn't care about the contamination; they had Brandon go through the cover-up. My guess is the Mob... they invest their money, pull their money out when the homes are being sold, and they're running away while that community sits on a contaminated wasteland. And that's what it was becoming... Martin and I visited the land on our way down here, and you can already see some of the pine trees are getting sickly and dying."
"That's why they build golf courses on landfills and other properties like that." I said. "They can put down plants that absorb the bad chemicals, even thrive off them. They can use the water for irrigation, and those plants suck out the bad stuff. But that still would not clean the place up enough to be safe."
"So, Jack," I said, "to answer your question... I'm not sure why they chose to go ahead with Pine Valley if they knew. As to Brandon, he's a filthy slug, and I cannot tell you how happy I was to wipe that grin off that arrogant bastard's face when I put the cuffs on him..."
Part 21 - Epilogue
It was very late, after midnight, when we arrived home and went to The Cabin, where Callie, Molly, Laura and the kids and dogs were all staying for the weekend. I asked Cindy if she wanted a drink before bed, and she surprised me by saying to bring the drinks out to the deck.
It was still cold this time of year at night, and Cindy had a blanket which she wrapped around us as she sat next to me on the metal mesh loveseat. As we toasted our case success and sipped our drinks, I noticed the headlight of a train coming out of the western horizon towards the twinkling lights of the Town.
"There was one other thing I wanted to ask you about." said Cindy. "After talking with Theo, I went to the site where Keith Rollins's apartment was attacked. Very interesting... verrrry interesting."
 "What's that?" I asked, my face totally passive.
"Well," Cindy said, "the Midtown Police reported that no one in the apartments on the other side of the creek heard a gunshot or loud noise around their buildings. Some did say they thought they heard a door slam or a backfire around Rollins's apartment complex."
"In his backyard?" I asked.
"It'd have to be." said Cindy. "So the window was shot out, then another shot fired. Now one would think the perp would fire the shot to break the window, then go up to the window and fire inside and kill Rollins."
"Yes, one would think." I said.
"But that didn't happen." said Cindy. "Just a second shot... from the backyard, and immediately, almost as if..." She paused, letting her words hang in the air.
"As if?" I asked, not playing.
"As if the shooter wasn't even trying." Cindy said. "I know this world is going to hell in a handbasket, but it's really bad when the Mobsters start doing things that half-assed."
"They should go into the restaurant business and make great lasagna." I said.
"No doubt." Cindy said, then peered at me as she said "Oh, I also forgot to ask... that same night, after Eddy the Bounty Hunter told us the trucks were at Bexall, he didn't just hang around. Where do you think he might have gone?"
"Why... I'm sure he found something exciting to do." I replied. "He's in good with all the hot ladies... just ask Callie."
"Mmm hmm." said Cindy. "Mighty lucky for Rollins that he was not killed, wouldn't you say?"
"Even luckier for us, in that Rollins turned himself in, and made a plea deal and handed us Brandon on a platter." I replied.
Cindy just stared at me for a second, then turned to look at the Town and snuggled into me for warmth against the chill of the night air. I kept my face passive, but was inwardly elated that she was seeing what Theo hadn't. If something ever did happen to me, I was confident that Cindy could lead the Detectives in defeating criminals in our fair Town & County.
And that's also why I took Theo down to Midtown that day instead of Cindy. Sometimes she gets a righteous streak up her back, which I respect. In this case, she had 'concerns' about me not coloring within the lines. I could see that she could see that I was 'into' it and really wanted to bust Brandon's balls.
Yes, I thought to myself, that bastard Brandon's perma-sneer really, really ticked me off. And yes, in the spirit of 'Blood Orange', I am a very, very tricky Iron Crowbar. Very tricky, indeed...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
The gray smoke of the clouds swirled and mixed with the buildings in the valley below me. If I were rich, I'd be as carefree as my dogs on their mission to do their business. Instead, I've got an office on Riverside Drive and a nasty relationship with a string of criminals and reporters; sometimes it's hard to tell which is which.
I carry nine slugs: eight are in my gun when I'm packing heat. The other is in my bourbon bottle, and packs heat in my belly when I down a shot. That's me, Russ Ferrament. I'm a Detective in public, and a big swinging dick in private.
The door to my office opened and in walked trouble. Platinum blonde, as usual...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, April 2d. I was finishing up my paperwork from the James Shell murder case, especially the expense reports. I'd never had a problem getting everything paid back, but it was a new budget era in the SBI Reserve, and everything had to be explained if not outright justified.
There was a knock on the door and Captain Cindy Ross came in. "Good morning, sir."
"Good morning." I replied. "What brings you in to work?"
Cindy looked confused. "I got a call from the Duty Desk, asking me to come in for a meeting with you."
"With me?" I asked. "No, I didn't have you called in. I'd have called you directly on you cellphone, too. I know it was April Fool's Day yesterday, but this is not funny. Let's go ask the Duty Desk what's going on."
"It's not a joke, Commander." said Chief Moynahan, appearing in my office doorway. "I was the one that had Captain Ross come in. I would've had them call you, too, but you're already here."
"What's it about, Chief?" I asked.
"The Sheriff wants us to come to the Federal Building with him." said the Chief. "You will think this is an April Fool's joke, but I assure you it is not..."
Part 2 - The Mission
"You want me to do what?" I asked, totally stunned.
We were in the plexiglass 'cube' in the FBI's offices in the Federal Building. Present were the Deputy Director, Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, Special Agent in Charge Les Craig, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Chief Sean Moynahan, myself, and Captain Cindy Ross.
"We want you to escort Betty Morelli, wife of Jerry Morelli, to the Federal Courthouse here in the City." said Les Craig. (Author's Note: see 'The Other World', Ch. 01 for the intro to Betty Morelli.) "I offered to escort her myself, but... she asked for you specifically, Commander Troy."
"At least she shows good taste in men." said Cindy, with great acidity in her voice. Les Craig stared witheringly at her, but Cindy stared right back, unwavering. Jack Muscone and I were amused. Sheriff Allgood and the Deputy Director were not.
"All right, all right." said the Deputy Director, as I perused Betty Morelli's file. "Don, Mrs. Morelli wants to testify against her husband in exchange for immunity for herself and Witness Protection. Obviously, she could give us a hell of a lot about Morelli and his Crime Syndicate's operations. Maybe even get us inroads into Orrin B. Taggart. Maybe even more."
"I get that." I said. "But why do I have to drive to the State south of us? Why can't I take a chopper and pick her up?"
"She can't fly; doctor's orders." said Craig. "She has some kind of medical condition like vertigo, augmented by phobias from past bad flying experiences. At least that is what I've been told."
'And why me?" I asked. "Besides Captain Ross's obviously correct observation." Jack Muscone could not help but laugh at that one. Craig looked angry. The DepDirector looked like he wanted this meeting to be over.
"She said that she doesn't think that anyone but you can get her to the City alive." said the DepDirector. "And she may have a point, there."
"When does she need to be in the Courthouse?" I asked.
"Tomorrow, Monday morning. Eight o'clock a.m." said Les Craig.
"Doesn't give us a long time, does it?" I said to Cindy. "Oh, I shouldn't speak for you, if you want to stay at home for this one." That got me a stare that rivaled anything I'd ever seen from Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle.
"Oh you know I'm going with you." Cindy said. "You need adult supervision." Les Craig's eyes gleamed a bit at that, even as a red crowbar was waved in Cindy's general direction.
"Speaking of flying," said Craig, "we can fly you down in a chopper or small plane, then provide you a car. You can't take your Police vehicle, obviously. We're going to provide a fast, unmarked car, which is capable of reaching 180 miles per hour."
In case you don't know, cars today are legally required to have the equivalent of restrictor plates on them. If you're wondering why you can't get your privately owned vehicle above 105 mph, think 'Government regulations'.
"No." I said. "that is not acceptable. I will make my own arrangements."
"Look," said Craig, "we've spent days negotiating this with her, and making arrangements. Why not use them?"
"For two reasons, Special Agent Craig." I said. "One, because this is obviously some kind of trap, and if you really want me to walk into it, expect me to do so on my own terms. And Two: I don't trust you, Mr. Craig. I don't trust you one little bit."
"Good grief, Commander..." Sheriff Allgood started, but he cut it off when he saw my eyes as I turned them upon him. Craig was glaring at me, but I could've cared less about that... or him.
"Okay, enough of this." said the DepDirector, and I could see the strain on his face. "Don, do whatever you want, and do whatever you have to do. But your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to have Betty Morelli in the City Federal Courthouse at 8:00am tomorrow morning."
"Then let's get the party started." I said, getting up. "If you'll excuse us..."
Part 3- Commitment
She was a pushy dame. Dames usually are. She wasn't taking 'no' for an answer, and she wasn't telling me what the question was, either. Dames are that way, too...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Sunday, April 2d. We dressed and loaded up food and other supplies at The Cabin. I put on my full compliment of armor, including the kevlar 'girdle', then black shirt and pants like any good ninja, then my trenchcoat and Tilley hat. Cindy was dressed in all black, as well, and Callie Carrington's eyes had lit up upon seeing my cousin.
"Do be careful." Laura said as I hugged and kissed her goodbye. "This has a really bad smell to it, and I have no assets to help you."
"It'll be okay." I said. "I'll see you tomorrow." I then hugged Molly and all the kids, petted Bowser and Buddy, and Cindy and I went to the Black Beauty in the far garage. Cindy drove, of course.
"Atomic power to battery. Turbine to speed." I said as the garage door opened.
"Roger, ready to move out." Cindy replied. She eased the car out of the garage and down the drive as I said:
"And so once again, to protect the rights and lives of decent citizens, the Iron Hornet rides again!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we went through Coltrane County, Cindy said "Laura is right, this whole thing is a trap. I know you like to spring traps by walking into them, but why did you take this one?"
"Before I answer, Captain," I said, getting serious, "I need to know that you are fully committed to this. If not, I'll drop you off at 'The Vision' and go alone. I'm serious: yes, it's a trap, and yes, it's going to be dangerous. I am not asking nor do I expect you to go with me. But if you do, you have to be 100% in the Game and committed to it."
Cindy was about to say something, but saw the seriousness of my gray eyes peering at her. "I am one hundred percent with you... as always." she declared.
"Okay, good." I said, then settled in to explain. "Yes, it's a trap set by the Mob, at least we think it is; 'we' being certain people I can trust. But if we can get Betty Morelli to the Courthouse and she does testify against her husband, that'll be reward enough in itself. But there is one other reason I agreed to do it: this may be the only way to show the Deputy Director if Les Craig is good or bad, if he's on our side or a traitor."
"You know what I think about him." Cindy said. "Do you think he's dirty?"
"I truly don't know." I said. "There is nothing that has happened that I can trace back to him doing anything wrong. The only thing that has really bothered me about him is his over-the-top obsession with Leonard Lotz."
"That's the only thing?" Cindy asked.
"What are you thinking of?" I asked.
"How about sleeping with Sandra, practically taking her away from Martin Nash; and butting his head in where it doesn't belong; trying his damnedest to rip up Jack's team; his personal shots at me and you; and so on." Cindy listed.
"Just trying to climb the ladder of bureaucratic success." I said. "By the way, the late Captain Malone would say I did the same or similar things to him when I came to the TCPD."
Cindy said "No, it's not the same. Not even close."
"I know." I said. "But the point is that we don't know if Craig is just an arrogant bureaucratic asshole, or really is one of the bad guys. He's being watched, and this mission might give us what we need to bust his ass down, if he's dirty."
"Seems like we're going to be taking one hell of a risk just to see if Les Craig is dirty." Cindy said. "Of course, I'm fully aware of the other reason."
"What's that?"
"I saw that photo of Betty Morelli." Cindy said. "One of the most beautiful women either of us has ever seen. And you want to play 'iron crowbar' with her... with your 'other' iron crowbar."
"And you don't?" I asked back.
"I only have one crowbar." Cindy shot back. "You're the one with two of them... and sometimes you think with the wrong one." I began chuckling, which turned into full laughter for both of us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Interstate goes southwest-northeast from the City to Midtown to Jacksonville and on to Southport. The University-Midtown Highway technically ends at Midtown, but another road goes without a break east towards Madison County and on to Sparta and Acropolis City in the State east of us.
But going south of Midtown, there were no major roads. And it was just as well. I gave Cindy a secondary route and we began 'sightseeing' along two-lane roads that went through farms and towns.
"What time are we supposed to pick this woman up?" asked Cindy.
"There is no specific time, but it's expected to be after dark." I said. "According to this written file, Betty fled over the State Line south of Jacksonville. There's an industrial town near the River, called Turpin Heights. It's a pretty rough place, and we're going into their version of the Tenderloin District, which they call Chippewa Crossing."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A rainstorm had come through earlier, and the streets of the town were dark and wet as we drove into Turpin Heights, lit up only by the streetlamps whose light drained all the color from the drab buildings, mostly sitting inside fenced-in protection. Then we entered Chippewa Crossing, and the neon lights of every color blasted through the dark and wet, overwhelming our senses with the raw color of a street full of strip joints.
The strip club was seedy and nearly empty. A short redhead in high heels was dancing on the dimly lit stage, not using the pole that was in the middle of the raised area. There were six customers present, mostly middle-aged men that looked like this was the best they could do in life. My sharpest observational powers could not detect if any of them were FBI... either they were that good, or none of them were Agents.
I went up to the bartender and handed him a small card with a word scribbled on it, along with a twenty dollar bill for his personal courtesy. He nodded and pointed at a door in the left rear of the room. A large black man looked us up and down, but just nodded, and we went through the door.
The hallway went forward for a few paces then turned right. There were closed doors on the right that went to the stage, the dressing room (such as it was) and storage for the bar and kitchen (such as it was). On the left was a row of doors. About halfway down, one of the doors was cracked open. Peering inside, I saw one of the FBI Special Agents that I knew... he was one of the 'automatons' that had worked with Clark Webster and now with Les Craig.
But he was not an automaton now. He was lying back on a bed, naked. A woman with long blonde hair, naked except for white high heel pumps, in very fit condition, was sucking the Agent's cock. He was pretty averaged size, and the prostitute had no problem fellating his entire length.
Cindy and I watched a second, the look on her face one of pure derision... though I was not sure if it was derision for the FBI Agent or the prostitute.
Moving to the next door, I saw the other Automaton FBI Agent, partner of the man getting his cock sucked, sitting at a table, eating dinner with gusto. Sitting at the table as well was Betty Morelli...
Part 4 - The Mobster's Wife
Her body was like an hourglass, but any man would lose track of time admiring those curves. Her mane of black hair was lustrous and and an unspoken invitation to wrap a man up until he was helpless in her velvet warmth. But it was the eyes that gave her away: lifeless pools of primordial emptiness that would suck the very soul out of a man. If Life had depended on being formed in her eyes, we wouldn't be here talking, and I wouldn't need another slug from the bourbon bottle. But she knew her eyes didn't matter, as long as her prey kept looking at those gorgeous, wonderful legs.
The dame said she had a case. I thought she herself was a case, but I couldn't choose my client on this one...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Betty Morelli was much more beautiful in real life than in her photographs. She was wearing a tight, clingy dark blue dress with white polka dots and a white collar, sheer dark blue stockings, and dark blue medium high heels. As Cindy and I came into the room, she looked up first in fear, then relaxed as she recognized us, as did the FBI Agent. Her eyes were indeed lifeless as she scanned Cindy, but I thought I saw her eyes light up a bit, just a tiny bit, as she looked at me.
"Are you ready to go, Mrs. Morelli?" I asked quietly.
"Yes." she said, her voice low and 'smoky', alluring but suggesting caution. "The food here is disgusting. Can we get something to eat along the way?"
"I brought some snacks, but we can stop at a drive-thru." I said.
"I've got to radio in that you're taking her." said the Agent. To his absolute shock I grabbed the radio out of his hand, threw it to the floor, and with a mighty swing of the red crowbar, smashed it to pieces.
"What the hell?" he gasped, looking up at me as if I'd lost my mind.
"You're not calling anyone until we're well away from here." I snarled. "And you can use the phone. Let's go, Mrs. Morelli."
"Uh, sure." Betty said, having been equally shocked at my energetic display of violence.
As we went back down the hall, I noticed that the other FBI Agent was now on top of the prostitute on the bed in their room, and he was lustily pumping his cock in and out of her wet snatch. He was carelessly not using a condom while fucking that skank pussy, and I just shook my head at the stupidity of these two of what was considered the FBI's 'best'...
We did not go through the bar, but the other way and out the back door. The Black Beauty had been parked by the door, and I opened the back door for Betty. She got in and slid over for me to sit beside her, to her right. Cindy went around and got into the driver's seat.
"Not much of a car." Betty said. "If they find us, their cars will easily catch up to us."
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "We've got a few tricks up our sleeve. Okay, Kato, drive us out of here...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was driving east along a two-lane road instead of cutting north like most people would expect us to do.
"Here's some snack food." I said to Betty. It was a baggie full of banana chips, raisins, other fruit chips, and various nuts. Betty began snacking, and obviously had no medical issues with any of the contents of the snack bag.
"So," I said, "tell me about Jerry Morelli."
"He's a bastard." Betty said. "He thinks he's a hotshot gangster, but he's just one of their useful idiots. Says he's going to get out and get clean, but never tries to. All that would be okay, but he hasn't given me any attention in months. I caught him fucking our maid a few days ago; that was the last straw for me." I noticed that her eyes were lifeless as she spoke; there was not one bit of passion in them, despite her attempts to put intensity into her voice.
"I see." I said. "So tell me... wait. Kato! pull over into that abandoned service station just up ahead. Pop the trunk when we've stopped."
Cindy complied, pulling over. The small gas station looked eerie in the complete darkness, the pavement in front slowly beginning to be taken back over by Nature. Once we'd stopped, I got out of the car and went to the opened trunk. I got out a device that detected bugs, but was advanced in that it put out a small signal to force passive bugs to respond, and thus be detected.
"Well, looky here." I said, mostly to myself. On the right rear tire well was a homing device very much like the one that had been planted on the Black Beauty in the City. (Author's note: 'Power', Ch. 02) But there was also another one, planted way up under the rear bumper in the center. It was a more passive device, and whoever had planted it had hoped I'd stop at finding the first one.
A thorough scan of the car revealed no more tracking devices. I took both devices I'd found and threw them onto the ground, then got back in the car. "Drive, Kato." I said. "Take the farm road up ahead to the left. And watch for bogeys."
Cindy had what looked to a layman like a GPS map in the dash, but was actually the technology for detecting Police radios and such things. The tracking device I'd left behind was a bright yellow dot, and occasionally a second dot would appear as someone apparently was 'pinging' the second, passive device.
"They must've had someone plant the devices on the car while we were inside." Cindy said.
"Betty," I said, "how many FBI Agents were allegedly protecting you at that sleazy joint?"
"There were four in total." said Betty dispassionately. "The two you saw, and two others that were there earlier in the day. They seemed to be working in shifts."
"Kato" I said, "that explains why one of the FBI Agents was banging that prostitute... kubbuke theatre, to distract us. Oh, and she probably wasn't a prostitute, but an Agent herself."
"Could well be." Cindy said. She looked at the dash. "Okay, we've got bogeys at twelve o'clock high, coming right at us." She turned left onto the farm road and continued to drive. I could see on the panel that for blue dots were converging on the gas station where I'd left the tracking devices.
I still had that bug detecting device in my hands, and I used it now, scanning Betty and her purse. No devices were found.



"Kato," I said, "if they have sensitive detection equipment, they might spot this device's signal. So take the first right up ahead, and we'll zig-zag our way back to the U.S. Highway that goes north towards Midtown."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Experience has taught me never to trust a policeman. Just when you think one's all right, he turns legit." the dame said. And I had to concede the point. She was only going to tell me what she wanted to, and I had to hope it was enough to keep me from getting another slug in my body, and not from a bourbon bottle...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So," I said, as I admired Betty's legs and body, "what can you tell me about your husband's recent activities?"
"The FBI guys told me to save everything for the hearing in the City." Betty said, looking out the window, then forward to the dimly lit map on the front dash. There were currently no 'bogeys'; no cars, no drones. But I knew Federal Government satellite technology was good, and they might be tracking us now.
"I get that." I said. "But at least tell me what he wants to do after losing all that money from the Pine Valley project."
"I don't know." said Betty. "He didn't say anything to me about it."
I nodded. That was two slip-ups by Betty, I thought to myself. "So, did you contact the FBI, or did they contact you?"
"I contacted them." said Betty. "They've been after my husband for a long time now. My husband would always take me to dinner whenever they did something to mess with the FBI. He'd toast me at dinner, saying 'We screwed Les Craig again!'. So I figured Les Craig was the one to contact that I wanted to get away from my husband, and he set up everything."
"Why did you ask for me to escort you to the City?" I asked, watching Betty's dark eyes. She just smiled briefly.
"You've just shown it, finding those bugs they planted on the car." Betty said. "There's no way a hopeless fuck-up like Craig gets me to the City alive. You're the only one who can, Mr. Iron Crowbar." I noticed she looked at my crotch as she said the last words, then back to my eyes. "So, is it true that your little iron crowbar is as big and hard as I've heard?" That made Cindy laugh.
"There's only one way for you to find out." I said. "And I have a feeling that you are going to, tonight."
"Mmmm, confident man." Betty said, then looked forward. "Almost arrogant. So, why haven't you fucked your partner yet, even though she obviously wants to fuck you?" That got a glaring look from Cindy into the rear-view mirror. I grinned.
"She doesn't play on my team, sexually speaking." I said, having taken note that Betty wasn't bad at observation and deduction at all.
"Too bad." said Betty. "It's best to go both ways. Neither of you know what you're missing... with each other and with other people."
"I'm strictly a ladies man." I said.
"So am I." admitted Cindy. Betty gave a hint of a smile for the first time.
Part 5 - Elusion Delusion
The sound of a revolver being cocked behind my head has a way of making me focus like nothing else can. I wondered if the dame was setting me up, or if I was being caught in the same swirling vortex that had already swallowed her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, we've got stationary bogeys at four points up ahead." said Cindy. "Looks like they're trying to create a net for us, with checkpoints."
"Yes, that's what they're doing." I replied. "Pull up just ahead into the copse of trees up there." Cindy saw a two-lane dirt path and took it, which took us under a canopy of trees.
I got out and went to the trunk and pulled out a box. It was heavy and my back protested strongly as I put it on the ground. I opened the box, revealing the device inside. It was a six-wheeled off-road rover, a smaller sized version of what had been sent to Mars for explorations. This device had a battery to drive the wheels and another box, which was a signal emitter.
"I'm going to set this to drive down the road towards that checkpoint." I said to Cindy as I got back in the car. "It'll start emitting a signal that they should glom onto. Once they do, we ought to be able to take this road," I pointed to the road on the left side of the digital map, "and head towards the State Line."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The all-terrain vehicle sped along the dirt trail to the main highway, then turned onto it and went in the direction we'd been going. The dashboard map showed the device's faint signal, then showed it getting a little bit stronger as it approached the blue cluster of dots.
Then all the blue dots on the screen began moving. They were attempting to encircle the green dot that was our clone signal in the rover.
"All right, you're clear, Kato." I said. Cindy took the Black Beauty back on the highway, then took a couple of roads going around the net, and I need not say she did so at a very high rate of speed.
"I'm surprised we've had no drones looking for us." Cindy said. "Maybe it's not our boy doing this, after all." By that she meant Les Craig, whose name we'd agreed to not mention in front of Betty.
"The night is still young, Kato." I replied. "The night is still young."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly midnight. We were approaching the State Line on the U.S. highway. To keep using farm roads was suicide; satellites, drones, or people in cars could pick out one lone car driving down the road. But crossing the State Line on the road might be dangerous, as there were weighing stations, a State Patrol Office, and the Welcome Center that had hidden places and operations that people don't realize.
Betty was doing what she could to distract me. When we started our ride, she'd crossed her right leg over her left, away from me, putting up that barrier between us. She'd shifted and now had her left leg crossed over her right, meaning towards me, and invitingly so.
Some minutes after our sexually charged conversation, Betty had allowed her hand to drift up my thigh to my crotch, overtly feeling up my hardening cock. My hand found its way to her right thigh, but she kept her left thigh firmly pressed down so that I could not advance to her snatch.
Then Betty simply turned and opened my pants and fished out my cock. She bent down and sucked my throbbing hard member into her warm, wet mouth. I couldn't help but groan, and Cindy's eyes in the rear-view mirror showed amused surprise.
"Mmmmmf" I breathed out as Betty slid her small mouth over my taut shaft. She began bobbing her head up and down as she fellated me. I helped by sliding down in the seat just a bit, giving her easy access to my loins.
After a minute or two of sucking, Betty looked at the rear-view mirror and said "You'd love to be sucking this right now, wouldn't you?" Her hand slowly jacked my cock as Cindy smiled.
"No, that cock is all yours." Cindy said.
"Mmmm, it is as hard as I've heard." Betty said, and I was not sure if it was to me or Cindy. "Nice and thick, and iron hard. No wonder they call you the 'Iron Crowbar'."
Alas, we were approaching the State Line. I said to Cindy "Take this road up ahead to the right. In a mile or so, you can turn left and there's a dirt farm road we can use to get over the State Line.
Seeing that I was insufficiently distracted by her oral talents, Betty sat back up and I struggled to put my cock back in my pants.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly 2:00am, Monday April 3d. We were somewhere southeast of Midtown, driving on State Highway 90 west for a few miles, then back to two-lane roads. Light, high clouds had begun covering the area, giving me hopes, albeit faint ones, that we could elude satellite detection for a while.
"I'm going to have to go to the potty pretty soon." said Betty.
"Me, too." said Cindy. "We ladies don't have big bladders like you stud men do." I chucked at that one, and Betty even gave a little smile. She was beginning to relax a bit.
"We're almost at our destination." I said. "We're about to come to Farm Road 397. Turn right onto it, going north. About two miles up is a dirt road, almost a two-track one, on the left, that leads to a barn you'll see on a hill. Go to the barn."
"Roger that." said Cindy, and I saw her eyes crease just a bit. I think something was entering her consciousness, and it was about time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I opened the barn door and Cindy drove the Black Beauty into it. The barn was in excellent condition and hay was stacked on the far end.
"Okay ladies," I said, "there's an outhouse about 20 yards that way." I said, pointing to the left, a.k.a. the driver's side of the Black Beauty.
"I think I'll just squat outside." Cindy said. "Come on, Betty. We can't leave you alone."
"Never thought I'd see the day..." Betty muttered, but went with Cindy. While they were gone, I checked the dash map, and also tuned in to Police Band frequencies. There was no chatter at all in the local area, which surprised me considerably.
Part 6 - Balling Betty
Dames like her were the kind a man should avoid, but of course I didn't. My heart and loins were equally on fire and I took in the sight of her, the smell of her, knowing that it was wrong but feeling so right. She knew she was irresistible, and her body was making promises that my capacity for decency couldn't keep up with. Her kiss was like molten fire spreading through me, and it was only a hint of what was going to burn me next...
Cindy and I brought out some blankets and made some right comfortable beds out of the hay on the barn floor. Cindy volunteered to keep first watch, and seated herself in the drivers seat of the Black Beauty as I lay down next to Betty and covered us with a blanket.
"Mmmm, shared bodily warmth." Betty whispered into my ear as she snuggled into me. "That's supposed to be a survival technique." I did not resist the unspoken invitation. I rolled over onto Betty and pressed my mouth against hers. At first she did not respond, but as I pressed my tongue against her lips she finally yielded, and she moaned as my tongue slid over hers and tried to explore her throat.
Her kiss was like fire, warm and delicious. Our hands were exploring each other's bodies as we deeply kissed. I felt Betty's hands undoing my belt, and I helped to undo my pants and slide them down my thighs to my knees. I groaned into her mouth as I felt her warm hand grasp the base of my aching, iron-hard cock.
My hands slid under her magnificent ass, finding the band of her thin panties and pulling them down her asscheeks. The blanket came off as I raised up, pulling her panties up her shapely legs and over her high heels. Then I mounted her and she wrapped her legs around my thighs, trapping me as her hand guided my cock into her sopping wet slit.
"AAAH!" she cried out as I penetrated her. I pushed forward but was only able to get an inch into her. Backing off slightly, I drove my ass down and forward, and another couple of inches sank into her hot snatch. I began thrusting rhythmically, and after a number of thrusts I felt my balls finally rest against her taint.
"Oh my God." Betty whispered. "You are so fucking hard! It feels like an iron bar inside me."
I began fucking her in harder, deeper, shorter strokes. She was tight. I could not believe how tight her pussy was; it was more like a teen girl's than an experienced, long-married woman. The deduction was very easy to make.
"God, you're so fucking tight!" I gasped. "You're fucking amazing."
"Fuck me, stud!" Betty gasped. "Fuck me with that big, hard cock!" I suited the deed to her words and began to plow her as hard and deep as I could. I climbed up on her so that my cock was scraping the upper wall of her tight pussy, and I felt her come apart at the seems even as she cried out. Then I felt her cunt clamp down on me with incredible power. I pushed into her as hard as I could as she violently shivered through her orgasm.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Uhhh..." I gasped. "I'm not going to last much longer. You're too fucking tight." I had been plowing Betty's cunt with relentless power for what seemed an eternity, but was in reality four minutes. Her cunt was like a vise even when she was not coming, and I was driving her tight cuntwalls apart with each almost-brutal stroke. I felt the deep pain of ecstasy welling up in my loins.
"Mmmm, I feel that nut rising." Betty said. "Let it go, baby. Come inside me. Shoot that big fucking load deep inside me! Give it to me! Give me every drop!"
"UUUHH!!" I cried out, feeling Betty's wonderful legs wrap tightly around me. My hands pulled her luscious ass tightly to me as I slammed my mouth onto hers. I felt the pulses in my cock as spurt after spurt of potent, virile jism fired into Betty's pussy, my sperm beginning their journey to find a ripe egg to fertilize.
"Oh, geeez..." I said as I caught my breath. "My God, that was intense."
"You need to get your partner there to take care of your needs more often." Betty said. "Your sex professor wife isn't getting the job done."
"Well you certainly just did." I gasped, then kissed her mouth in what turned into a long, deep, warm kiss. Finally, my half hard cock fell out of Betty's snatch.
"Your turn to do guard duty," said Betty, "while your partner cleans up this mess you just made." I rolled off Betty and pulled my pants back up.
I went outside and took a long piss. The release of the piss was nowhere near as intense as the release of shooting my sperm into Betty's tight womanhood; but as men know, the release of a good piss is a very good feeling indeed.
Going back inside, I was a bit shocked to see that Cindy was lying on her back and Betty was on top of her in a soixante neuf, hungrily eating each other's pussies. There was no way that Cindy could not be eating my cream out of Betty' sodden pussy. That thought, and the sight of the two women fucking was arousing to my loins, but my bigger head on my shoulders made the correct decision to keep watch in the Black Beauty.
There were no radio transmissions showing up on the dashboard nor the Police Band radio. I pressed a button that would have the radio go through many more channels, and still found none, not even on the frequency I knew the FBI used to control drones. This was not good...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Over an hour later, I mounted Betty again. This time I fucked her hard and deep, relentlessly, without regard to her. If she came, so be it; if not, she would take my load anyway. She was moaning and trying to fuck me back. And despite the power of our coupling, the edge had been taken off by my first climax. Betty had two deep orgasms before I finally submitted to the Clouds and the Rain.
"Oh yes, drop your load in me." Betty moaned quietly as I began coming. "Give me that sperm!" I said nothing, just letting the pulses in my loins fire my semen into the hot wife's womanly depths, replenishing the millions of virile sperm that might've been removed by Cindy's tongue when it probed Betty's cunthole...
Part 7 - On The Road Again
3:45am, Monday, April 3d.
"We've got to get gas." Cindy said. "The car is almost on empty now."
"There's a D.O.T. Maintenance facility ten miles up the road." I said. "We're going to make a dash for it. The SBI fills up their cars at these sites, so we'll do the same. Problem is, they'll know we're here the minute I put the card in for the gas."
"Gotta do what we gotta do." Cindy said. "But a full tank will get us to the City pretty easily."
"Okay," I said, "this last part is going to be dangerous." I said. "I stopped to throw them off our trail; they probably expected us to keep going. But there's no safe place to hide Betty, so we're going to time it to get to the Federal Building just before 8:00am. I expect we're going to have a lot more company, so let's stay alert. And above all, Cindy... if I tell you to do something, do it immediately; no questions, no hesitation. Our lives are on the line, now."
"I always do what you tell me." Cindy said. That got her a look that would freeze blood.
"You must be trying to give me incentive for the Police Boxing Matches." I said. "But seriously, I need your commitment now more than ever."
"You got it."
"Okay," I said, "I want you to look at this." I pointed to a spot on the map not far from Westphalia and Eastphalia. "This is an old quarry. It's basically a deep hole, but the rock should really protect us from any kind of signals, so we may have to go in there if I give the signal to do it. We should be able to find a crevice to hide in."
"Sounds like you've scouted this out already." Cindy said, voicing what she'd been thinking for hours, now.
We woke Betty up and the girls went to pee. Then I went to pee. When I got back, Cindy said "We've got bogeys five miles to our south and three miles to our west. Looks like routine patrols."
"Let's go east and north, then." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Arriving at the D.O.T. Maintenance Facility, I chose to break into the gate rather than use my card to open it. Cindy pulled to the rear of the facility and I used an SBI card (not in my name) to fill up the Black Beauty. Her tank was very large, and it seemed to take forever.
"Bogey to the south changing direction." Cindy said just as I finished and put the nozzle back on the pump. "Coming right up the road to us."
I got out a small device and pressed the button. "I left a little signal device near the barn." I said. "I'm hoping it'll stop them for a minute. Let's go!" We pulled out of the facility and drove north and a high rate of speed. The blue dot stopped for two minutes at the place I'd left the homing device; it was just enough time to get us free and clear of possible capture by them.
"Are those Police?" Betty asked.
"Maybe." I said. "Or vehicles pretending to be Police." I said. "Either way, we are dead if they catch up to us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had surprisingly little trouble as we went north on State roads. We saw no Patrol cars, the digital map showed nothing, and the Police radio was finally giving us some chatter, but it was typical morning chatter of Police coming off patrol and their replacements going on.
The sun was just rising to our east as we got nearer to Westphalia. I said "We can't take the Interstate into the City, as much as I'd like to. If one cop were to pull us over, it would be over for all three of us. And if we tried to outrun them, we'll have a chase on our hands that would endanger a lot of lives."
"Roger that." Cindy said. "But we'll have to get onto it when we get into the City, otherwise we'll get snarled in traffic--- oh, shit."
I saw what she had just seen, and saw more when she turned the map onto its long-range setting. There were blue dots, a lot of them, up ahead of us. There were also clumps of dots in six other places, representing just about every other place we could go.
"Looks like they're trying to force us onto the Interstate." I said. "Go up to this point here, just before where they could see us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was feeling outnumbered by the dame and her pals, so I introduced some friends to them. My friends are eloquent speakers, but clarity is not what I was looking for. So they made four powerful arguments while I left the scene. I usually leave when the arguments turn philosophical...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I set up the four one-foot-long metal tubes, pointing them right at the police barricade just over the hill. Then I took the two drones out of the trunk, one very small, the other larger... and equipped with small missiles.
Getting into the front seat of the car, I said "Betty, keep down. Kato, I'm going to launch these smoke mortars, then the small drone is going to fly low over this farm field, making it look like it's us. We'll go along this small farm road," I pointed to the left, "then we'll cut north and break through this far left barricade. From that point on, you're at top speed going north to Westphalia, and we'll take the Interstate at Exit 343 and into the City from there."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Police radios came alive. "We've got smoke coming at us! Smoke at the 143 intersection!"
"Stand in place, get ready for them!" said another voice, obviously the coordinator of the series of checkpoints. "All units, get ready. Launch drones!" Almost instantly, four yellow dots appeared on the dash map.
"Ah, there's the toys I've been expecting!" I said.
"They'll see us." Cindy said.
"Not for long." I said. A pink spot on the map flashed towards one of the four yellow ones. Looking up in the sky as Cindy drove, I could see a black dot merging with another one. "Our drone is firing... that's one bogey drone falling to earth."
Yep, my drone was a 'killer' drone, designed to take out other drones. I called it 'Apache', after the Army helicopters that do such a great job against Enemy tanks, troops and aircraft.
The Police radio blared up "They're taking out our drones! Where are they?"
"Going west on State 256... wait, turning north, turning north! They're going for Checkpoint A!"
My drone had taken out all of theirs. I had it land ahead of us as we went up the road, and I very quickly retrieved it and put it in the trunk of the Black Beauty. "Okay, Kato, top speed! I'll blow their doors off."
Police radio: "Here they come, here they come! They're not stopping, we need backup!"
*BOOM!* *BOOM!*
The two Police vehicles were blazing hulks of wreckage, and the Black Beauty went through without having to ram them. Smoke mortar rounds from the Black Beauty had blinded whoever was manning the posts, and their attempts to fire at us were way too late.
Part 7 - Pain in the Back
The dame was bad enough, but now her cohorts had caught up to me. And they practiced for their chiropractor degrees and took target practice on me. When they were done, an all-cymbal band was playing a full symphony in my head. The orchestra was on a ten-city tour of my back, and I had a season pass with front row seats.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got onto the Interstate and drove like mad. I'd put the blue light on top of the Black Beauty and plugged it in. We also might've taken some of the shoulders to get around cars.
But we were not pursued. This absolutely shocked me, but there were no Police vehicles coming after us. As we neared the City, the Police vehicles on the dash map were just doing routine patrols, and none were on the Interstate. This aroused my suspicions, and I told Cindy to be on an ever-increasing lookout.
Ergo... we made it. We pulled into the parking lot of the Federal Building. But we had to park outside, which was disastrous; they wouldn't let us pull into the underground part of the garage. Your Federal Government at work. Sheesh.
As we parked, I noted the situation. We had a fifty foot walkway bridge from the lot into the Federal Building. We had tall buildings all around, lots of window, lots of places for a sniper to be. This was the moment.
Les Craig was running up with several other people, including the two Automatons and and Agent I realized was Special Agent Waddell. Jack Muscone and Martin Nash were also coming out. Everyone had heavy armor on.
They surrounded the back of the Black Beauty. "Here, Mrs. Morelli." said Craig, offering her a trenchcoat as she got out of the car.
"It's very heavy." she said as he wrapped it around her.
"It's bulletproof, kevlar-lined." said Craig. "Okay, let's get her inside." A small cluster walked towards the walkway. Cindy and I followed with Jack and Martin. I was watching ahead of me, watching for something in particular as the cluster got onto the narrow walkway, where they were vulnerable. And I saw it: just a small turn of the head...
I turned to look over my left shoulder, and clearly saw the sniper on the roof of the taller building behind me. "GUN! GUN!" I shouted as I grabbed Cindy from behind and began tackling her.
*POW!*
"AAAAUUUGGHH!" I screamed out.
It hurt. It hurt like hell. I'd been struck in the lower back. Not even in the time of my 'John Galt' electric torture at the hands of Casey B. Walker did anything hurt this much. It was the kind of pain that makes a man want to vomit, and to pass out. I willed myself to do neither, concentrating on fighting the pain, wondering if the bullet had gone through me, and if I was dying inside... no, the pain was just on the back...
"I'm hit!" I cried out. I was falling forward, onto Cindy, as things got surreal. As we got to the ground, Cindy breaking our fall with her strong arms. I still stayed on top of her, protecting her. "Don't move, Cindy." I gasped. "Stay down."
The cluster had gone to the ground, but got up as a group and began hurrying Mrs. Morelli into the building. Federal Marshals were coming out of the building at the same time, and Jack and Martin were covering me and looking for the sniper, who had now disappeared. Radio instructions began flying across the airwaves, but like the attempt on me and the Legislators before, the sniper would not be found.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I could not move my legs. "Get her out from under me." I gasped as I raised up on my arms just enough for Nash and someone else to pull Cindy out from under me. She was as pale as a ghost or Slender Man could ever hope to achieve as she looked back at me.
"Don't move him." said someone. "Something may be broken."
"Like hell!" Cindy yelled. "We've got to get out of this field of fire!" With that, Martin Nash helped me to roll over into Cindy's arms. She picked me up, strong enough to carry every bit of my weight, and headed across the walkway to the door. It hurt like hell, like hot needles stabbing into my back again and again, as she ran with me into the building, followed by the various Federal Agents and Marshals..
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Set me down standing up." I said to Cindy once we were inside what looked like a lobby room.
"How about I carry you to the Hospital." Cindy said. "You need a doctor."
"He's got one, right here." said a voice. It was my wife Laura. She looked pale and scared, as well.
Cindy set me down, and she and Martin helped me to stand as my trenchcoat and outer armor were removed. The bullet had been a high-powered one meant to penetrate armor, and had gone through the light armor of the trenchcoat and the heavier armor of my vest. But I'd had a third layer on, the 'girdle'...
... and the 'girdle' had held.
That was the good news. The bad news was the bullet had impacted right over the two vertebrae that were damaged in my helicopter crash with Pastor Westboro. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 02-03.) And while kevlar vests save lives, they can only absorb and redistribute the energy of the impacting bullet so much. The worst part of my backbone had taken a direct hit.
"There's already swelling and bruising." Laura said. "We need to get you x-rayed immediately."
"Is there a place in here that can do it?" I asked.
"No, you need to go to the hospital." Laura replied, somewhat matter-of-factly.
"Wait." I said. I was able to walk, with help. "Take me to the entrance there." There were, of course, monitors for people coming into the Federal Building. And they had one of those devices that could see through clothes. "Laura, will this be able to tell you anything?"
"Only that you are the craziest but most brilliant man I've ever met." Laura said. Nevertheless, I went into the machine. The security people turned the device up to full power, and Laura could see enough to know what had happened.
"There are cracks in those two vertebrae." she said. "You've re-injured the old wounds, and have a few new ones. The lining between the two was damaged when you crashed your chopper last summer; I have a feeling that that lining is about to disintegrate on you."
"We'll go to the hospital," I said, "just as soon as Mrs. Morelli testifies."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She walked into the chamber like a fashion model walking down the runway, smoothly and confidently and with an air of sexuality that every man in the room could feel. She took her place next to her lawyer at the table. A moment later, she was called to the witness stand, before the U.S. Attorney and the Federal Judge.
Watching were FBI Special Agent In Charge Les Craig, his automatons, Special Agent Waddell... and the Deputy Director of the FBI.
"Would you state your name, please?" said the U.S. Attorney.
"On the advice of counsel," Betty Morelli said, "and pursuant to my rights under the Fifth Amendment of the Constitution, I respectfully refuse to answer any of your questions..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Dinner, and Revenge, are Served
The dame had set me up. She didn't even want the case solved; she just wanted a patsy to be taken down in her place, and I was the one chosen to be served up as the blue plate special.
I did not like the the way this story was shaping up, so I decided to write a new ending, with my crowbar as co-author...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She took the Fifth!" Les Craig was exclaiming. "She took the fucking Fifth!"
We were in an office conference room near the FBI offices. Laura had had Cindy re-strap my girdle onto me as tightly as she could, to help hold my back in place. FBI Agents had taken the bullet out of the girdle; it was a flattened round disc with very sharp edges; it had not expanded.
"Are you okay, Don?" asked the DepDirector, seeing me sitting in a chair, mentally fighting the pain. I would be losing, except that Laura injected a painkiller right into the area. I was afraid she was going to inject me with a sedative, but I think she knew I had to be awake for this one.
"I've felt better, sir." I said.
"So what now?" asked the DepDirector.
"Are they going to let her go?" I asked.
"They better not!" exclaimed Cindy.
"There's nothing we can hold her on." said Les Craig. "All of this was for nothing. Nothing!"
"Why did she take the Fifth?" asked Muscone. "Why the charade?"
"Him." Cindy said, pointing at me. "Look at him. Alive by the Grace of God, sitting there in debilitating pain, being chased across two States all night long. They were after Don."
"I think you're right, Ms. Ross." said the DepDirector. "This is obviously some sort of attempt to kill the Iron Crowbar."
"Why this way?" asked Les Craig. "They could set up assassination attempts a dozen other ways."
"To make it look like Mrs. Morelli was the target and I just got in the way." I said. "Any other way, and Cerone and Molinari take it out on the perps, in this case Jerry Morelli... who just lost his frickin' shirt when the Pine Valley project was shut down." (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards'.)
"And why do you think they're after you, and not Mrs. Morelli?" snarled Les Craig.
"She took the Fifth." I replied.
"Les, head on back to the FBI Offices." said the DepDirector. "Take all your guys, and write up a good after-action report. I'm going to have to answer a lot of questions about why the Iron Crowbar got shot."
"Yes sir." said Craig. He and his minions stalked off.
"Well, what now?" asked the DepDirector.
"We finish the job." I said. "Jack, is the transmitter Cindy put in Mrs. Morelli's purse working?"
"Like a charm." said Muscone. Cindy had put the bug in the purse while I was fucking Betty. Yeah, I was doing that for 'King and Country'... well, and for the intense pleasure of fucking that beautiful woman.
"All right, let's do this." I said.
"Cindy," said Laura, "if Don passes out, break this whole thing off and get him to the hospital."
"NO problem with that." Cindy replied, looking at me with as much determination as Laura was.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mrs. Morelli was picked up by a limousine in front of the Cannon Building. Other cars were discreetly following, making sure she was not followed, and eyes were watching the Federal Building. It did not matter; the Black Beauty slipped out of the parking deck going west, the other way.
"Going south, towards Westphalia." Cindy said. "Think she's going back to Midtown?"
"No." I said. "They've got a safehouse south of Westphalia, not far from that quarry I mentioned this morning."
"How are you holding up?" Cindy asked.
"Good enough to finish this." I said. "Let's do it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I did everything you wanted me to." Betty Morelli said to her husband Jerry as they sat at the large table with Morelli's men, eating a late breakfast or early lunch. They were in a large house in a gated neighborhood south of Westphalia. The house actually belonged to Orrin B. Taggart, who was one of Morelli's backers in the attempt to kill the Iron Crowbar.
"How did they get around our people?" asked Jerry. "I've spent a ton of money buying cops for two years, and they can't even stop a stupid green car. We had other assets... well, those didn't help much, either. What happened, Betty?"
"The Iron Crowbar was well ahead of your guys." said Betty. "He had some slick gadgets, too."
"Betty..." said Jerry, trying to hold on to his temper, "I told you that if he was getting past our people, to do something, to escape, to run down the road, to find a way to contact me. Did you guys stop for the night? Couldn't you have snuck out then?" Betty said nothing. Jerry was growing angrier.
"There is no way to escape me," came a voice from the doorway of the room, "when I want to catch you."
The men all went for their guns, but the *ratta-tatta* of machine gun fire over their heads stopped them. Cindy was holding the M4, and was eager to use it again. I 'approached the bench', i.e. the table.
"So, Morelli," I said loudly, "thought you could entice the Iron Crowbar, and indeed the FBI, with the charms of your beautiful wife, eh?"
"What do you want, you prick?" growled Morelli, his eyes staring daggers of fire at me.
"I want you to listen to some news." I said, then as I got to the edge of the table I yelled: "The feast is over, time now for the famine!" Ipulled the tablecloth hard. Dishes and food went everywhere.
"The day of Jerry Morelli in this State... is ovah!" I shouted at Morelli. "You're a failure, Jerry! You can't even keep your wife satisfied!"
"You son of a bitch." said Morelli. "I'm gonna twist your cap around then feed you your balls!"
"Promises, promises." I said. "I'm not kidding, Jerry. Once word of this gets out, Taggart is going to hang you out to dry. And you're owing some serious people some serious money after the Pine Valley failure, so sorry. I'm afraid that Mrs. Morelli is about to become destitute, as well as unsatisfied in bed."
I turned to go. As we made it to the door, Cindy called out "He's right, you know. The Iron Crowbar threw a better fuck into your wife that you ever did, from what I was seeing. You're just a pathetic piece of little-dicked shit, Jerry!"
"Why you..." Morelli gasped out, giving his wife a dirty look as he was getting up.
With that, I threw smoke grenades to cover our exit. And you better believe we were running like hell to get to the Black Beauty. The driver door and left rear door were open, and we quickly scrambled in, me in the back seat. Cindy put 'er in gear and we were off. The gunfire of the pursuing criminals was late, and inaccurate.
"Get them! Get those pricks! I want their asses dead! NOW!!" yelled Morelli. The criminals sped to their cars, which had powerful engines, and took off in pursuit.
"Get in, bitch!" Morelli yelled, forcing his wife into one of the cars, then getting in himself...
Part 9 - Revenge of the Crowbars
"Okay, they're behind us." I said. "Drive to the quarry."
"You do realize we'll be trapped in there." Cindy said.
"Have faith, Ms. Ross." I said. "Do it!" Cindy took the turn to the road to the quarry, committing us completely to our course of action.
"Dammit, why won't this car move?" Cindy growled. She was flooring it, but the car just would not gain speed. The pursuers were hot on our backs.
We drove straight into the quarry, the rock walls in a circle high above us. "Go to where that little pink flag is, circle around to it!" I said. Cindy did so.
"They're going to the edges up top!" Cindy said. "They can fire down into us!"
"I'm counting on them to do so." I said. "Stop at the pink flag!"
Cindy did so. I got out and practically rolled onto the ground. Feeling what I expected to find, I said "Help me with this."
It was a metal slab, the size of a household door. Cindy and I lifted it up, revealing a foxhole about four feet deep. We scrambled inside and lowered the door down onto us.
"Get down." I ordered Cindy, then I lay down over her, protecting her.
*BOOM!* *BOOM!*
The ground shook violently. "What the hell is going on?" Cindy asked.
"They're firing rockets into the car." I yelled as another explosion rocked us.. "Military grade rockets. We knew Morelli had them; now we've found them."
"Looks like they've found us, too!" Cindy yelled back.
*BOOM!* *BOOM!* *BOOM!* *BOOM!*
Dust fell into our chamber and the metal door above us rattled. We could feel the heat of the air from the explosions outside.
Finally, the barrage stopped. After several moments of quiet, we heard a voice: "You guys can come out now."
"Jack?" asked Cindy as I sat up and let her up from under me. Indeed, it was Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone that came into sight as Cindy pushed the metal door up. Hands from above helped move it out of the way.
"Did you get them?" I asked wearily.
"We sure did." said Muscone. "Taped the whole thing from several different angles, including drones. Attempted murder for all of them."
Cindy scrambled out of the hole and looked around. A burnt-out shell of a car was on the other side of the hole from where it had started; the missiles had pushed it 25 feet sideways. What was left of it was still burning and smoldering.
"Ohhhhh, my poor Black Beauty." Cindy said sadly as she looked at the carnage. "There's nothing left of it."
Jack Muscone and several FBI Agents pretty much pulled me out of the hole. "Your father will have to rebuild." I said.
"That is not going to be able to be rebuilt." said Cindy forlornly. "And I don't know if they can start from scratch again."
"Well then," I said, fighting the increasing pain in my back, "we'll just have to use this other car." I pointed to the entrance of the quarry. Coming towards us was the Black Beauty!
Driving the car was a brightly smiling Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire, builder of the Black Beauty, and Cindy's father.
"Ah my young friends, will you be needing a ride?" he asked as he parked by us. Two other, much newer cars came up also, with some of Dr. Eckhart's acolytes from 'The Vision'.
"What?... How?" Cindy stammered, then saw my grin.
"They switched cars at Morelli's place while you and I were inside goading them." I said. "That burnt out car was barely a shell with an ordinary motor; that's why you couldn't get any power out of it. If you'd outrun them in the real Black Beauty, we could not have set this trap for Morelli."
"It's bad enough that you don't tell me your plans." said Cindy in mock anger. "But my own father, too?"
"Ah my dear," said Eckhart brightly, "your cousin did want to tell you. It was other planners that persuaded him not to."
"Why are you involved in this, Father?" asked Cindy.
"Because the fool Morelli was behind that despicable attempt to murder your young cousin Carole and her mother." said Eckhart. "Fortunately, guardian angels stopped him before even my people could get there."
"Who are those guardian angels?" I asked.
"I don't know, I honestly don't know." said Eckhart. "But they are very good, whoever they are. Anyway, I must be going, my dear,... before your FBI friends remember that they want to arrest me."
"No way we can do that right now, with the Iron Crowbar ready to beat us down if we try." said Jack Muscone. "And on behalf of the FBI, I thank you for your tremendous help."
"It was my pleasure." said Eckhart. "And I know young Donald was having more fun with those toys than a Police Commander should be allowed to have." I grinned in spite of the pain in my back.
With that, Eckhart hugged Cindy, who warmly returned his hug, and he got into one of the cars with his acolytes. We waved goodbye to them as they drove out of sight...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments later, we drove up to where the FBI was processing the criminals. I got out of the car, seeing the Morellis, handcuffed, standing next to each other.
"Well, Mr. Morelli," I said, "looks like you have failed yet again. You might can save yourself if you talk to Mr. Muscone about your associates and backers. And Mrs. Morelli, you really should consider actually doing that testifying you were promising us."
"Go fuck yourself, Iron Crowbar." said Morelli. "I will find a way to make you pay, no matter what the cost or how long it takes."
"And while you're at it, Morelli, he'll be fucking your wife's brains out." Cindy said, goading Morelli, whose eyes flashed fire.
"Okay, enough of that." I said quietly to Cindy. "Don't give their lawyers loopholes."
As the FBI took the criminals away, and Cindy and I were walking to the Black Beauty with Muscone and Nash, it hit me.
"Cindy..." I said, "... get me to the hosp---" I felt myself falling, collapsing to the ground.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd solved the case, but since the dame was no longer my client, I felt no further need to explain things to her. She'd have to take her chances in life, while I tried to put together what was left of mine. And right now, a very strong drink sounded like a very good idea...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Monday, April 3d. I was sitting in a chair in the Emergency Room at University Hospital. Cindy had rushed me home, with a Police escort all the way. By the time we got home, I was conscious again, but moving my body was hard.
"We're going to take you into surgery right now." said Dr. Morgan. "Your vertebrae are holding on by a thread, and if there is any further damage you risk losing the ability to walk."
Also in the room was Cindy, Laura, Carole, my mom Phyllis, and Hospital Administrator Leonard Cordell (Admiral, USN (Ret.)). The looks on most of their faces was grim. Carole was looking around in an interested but uncomprehending manner.
"Well then, let's get it on with." I said. I signed the requisite forms, then hugged my mother and Cindy, and hugged and kissed Laura. Saying goodbye to Carole was the hardest; surgery is no joke, and I did not know if I was saying goodbye to my daughter for the last time.
"Bye, Carole." I said, hugging her tightly. "Take care of your mom, and your brothers and sister, and Bowser and Buddy."
"I will, Daddy." Carole said brightly as she hugged me. "See you on the other side!" Her words shocked me... where did a three-year-old come up with that phraseology?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was placed on a gurney on my belly, about to be rolled into surgery. Just as I received an injection for nausea, which also acted as a sedative, Cindy came up to me.
"Les Craig." she whispered. "Clean or dirty?"
"Dirty." I whispered, fighting to stay awake. "He knew---" I didn't make it, I fell asleep, knowing that Cindy was going to be mad at me for keeping her in the dark again...
Part 10 - A Privilege To Bear
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" I heard the television say as I woke up. It was Tuesday, April 4th. The light in the window to the outside was pinkish and getting brighter. It was 7:00am, of course, as Bettina said "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the arrest of Southport mobster Jerry Morelli yesterday near Westphalia!"
Bettina went on, standing in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square: "Channel Two News has learned that FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone was responsible for the apprehension of Morelli and members of his crime family, catching Morelli in the act of attempting to murder Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy and Captain Cindy Ross. The FBI is not releasing details of the capture nor the attack on our TCPD Officers, but the Deputy Director of the FBI had this to say. Roll tape."
The tape rolled and the Deputy Director said "Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and his team did an outstanding job of capturing Jerry Morelli after years of fruitless efforts to arrest him and bring charges against him. We also appreciate the help of Commander Donald Troy, who was wounded, and Captain Cindy Ross in bringing down this high-level and dangerous Mob figure."
Bettina came back: "Commander Troy was injured and taken into surgery, which doctors said was very successful, and that he will be back on full duty within a couple of weeks..."
The pain in my lower back was shooting up. I looked around the room and saw Captain Teresa Croyle sitting in a chair. She had been watching the news, as well.
"Good morning, Captain." I said. "How are your wounds healing?"
"Just fine, sir." said Teresa. "I've re-qualified with my gun, and am back on full duty. So you just relax and let your Angels run the Police Department for a while." I smiled and refrained from saying a biting reply.
"By the way, that morphine is there for pain." Teresa said. "Just press the button when the pain starts getting bad, and the morphine will take the pain away for a while."
"Yes." I said. "Do me a favor, please, and get the nurse or doctor in here."
Teresa did so, bringing in Dr. Morgan. "How are you feeling?" he said.
"Okay." I said. "Do me a favor and take that morphine away. I don't want any part of that."
"Don, you're going to be feeling some severe pain, not only from the surgery but just from your back healing up." said Dr. Morgan, whose face looked as surprised as Teresa's at my request.
"Please, take it away." I said. Dr. Morgan called in the beautiful black Nurse Jones, and had her remove the morphine and the pump that delivered it.
"Okay," said Dr. Morgan, "the surgery went well. I'll spare you the details, but the two affected vertebrae, which were the same ones damaged in your helicopter crash last year, were pinned back together, and an artificial lining put in as the original one between them was disintegrating. We'll test for spinal cord soundness later today, before your first rehab session."
"My first what?" I asked, stunned.
"Oh yes, rehab starts now." said Dr. Morgan. "No sitting for weeks in bed. You'll take your first walk today, obviously a very short one, then start some exercise and more movement over the next several days. It might be a week, but knowing you, Commander Troy, you'll be getting out of the hospital in as little as three days."
"That's right." said a beautiful voice. It was my wife Laura, who had just walked in. "But don't rush it, darling. You've got a long healing process ahead of you. So what's this business about having your morphine taken away?"
"I don't need it." I said. "The pain will help me concentrate on the healing."
"Sounds like something you did not learn from this psychiatrist." Laura said. "And I'll bring it back if I think you're taking on too much."
"That's why I love you." I said. "But don't bring it back."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and Dr. Morgan had left, and Todd had come in. "Hi, Uncle Don." he said jovially. "I warned you about trying all that kinky stuff like wearing girdles.." I chuckled, then the pain reminded me that I wasn't healed yet.
"I don't care what anyone says," I said, "wearing a girdle works fine for me."



Teresa said "We DVR'd the news of last night and this morning. The FBI is really going all out to praise Jack Muscone for capturing Morelli."
"They should, he made an outstanding bust." I said.
"I'd say you did the lion's share of it, and got shot, to boot." Teresa said.
"There's a few facts the world doesn't know." I said. "Jack and his team deserve the credit."
"Well," Teresa said, "I heard at Headquarters that the Council is fighting over giving you a Purple Order for this."
"If they're talking about me, then they're not talking about raising our taxes." I quipped. "And as long as you get your Purple Order, they don't have to worry about me."
"Well, your entire Police Force is worried about you, and they think you deserve one." said Teresa. "By the way... what's the deal with removing the morphine and being in pain?"
I looked squarely into Teresa's eyes as I said "What is pain, but a privilege for the Iron Crowbar to bear?" Teresa gave what was for her a smile, as did Todd. They both bowed, understanding.
Part 11 - Politics
Tuesday evening, April 4th. The Town & County Council had gone into Executive Session, to consider the awards and promotions submitted by the Police, Fire, and Public Health Departments.
Most of the awards had been passed by unanimous consent. Some of the promotions were likewise passed in that manner, and those that weren't were worked out fairly quickly. That left three awards: the Purple Order submissions for Captain Croyle and Commander Troy, and the Lifesaving Medal for the redoubtable Bowser.
"First," said the Mayor, "I think the Purple Order for Captain Croyle is pretty cut and dried. So why have you objected, Mr. Lewis?"
Reginald B.F. Lewis, the Council's black member, said "Only to discuss the situation with Captain Croyle in more detail. I think she deserves the award, as she was wounded in the line of duty. However, this is her fifth Purple Order, and with all due respect to Captain Croyle and Joe Smedley before her, people should not be getting five Purple Orders."
"I tend to agree." said Loran Michaels. "I admire her bravery, but I don't want to hear her name attached to a Purple Order submission again, except under extraordinary circumstances."
"What did the Board of Inquiry say?" asked Kelly Carnes, asking though she'd already read the report.
"They concluded she deserved it and should be awarded it." said the Mayor. "They did have some tough questions for Commander Troy and Chief Moynahan about the circumstances involved that put Captain Croyle on the front lines of danger. Commander Troy's reply was a bit... spicy. And Chief Moynahan's response was to laugh and say he echoed the Commander's sentiments, but with less 'military' language."
"So did the Board of Inquiry make suggestions regarding Captain Croyle?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"They recommended that the Commander be 'circumspect' in his deployment of Captain Croyle in particular." said the Mayor. "The Commander said 'I refer the Board to the reply General McAuliffe gave the Germans at Bastogne in December of 1944." J.P. Goldman laughed.
"What did the General say?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"When told to surrender, the General replied 'Nuts!'." said J.P. Goldman. "And yes, that is exactly the response I'd expect from Commander Troy... who by the way, is in the Hospital now because he got between Captain Ross and a sniper's bullet."
"Yes, we're definitely going to be talking about that one." said Thomas P. Cook. The arrest of Morelli had been devastating to him, as Morelli had been his key partner in the Pine Valley project. Cook knew insurance would help him survive that financial blow; having the FBI crawl all over his (Cook's) finances was another matter.
"Let's wait on that." said the Mayor. "We have the K-9 Lifesaving Award for Commander Troy's dog Bowser. I think most of us remember Bowser visiting this very room last summer. We never saw Pastor Westboro alive again after that.
"I hope you're not asking anyone to take Westboro's side over Bowser's." said Edward R. Steele. "And Bowser saved the life of a little girl that is becoming a joy in my family's life."
"Will you be recusing yourself in this discussion?" asked Kelly Carnes.
"Certainly not." said Steele. "I intend to fight as hard as I can to get Bowser awarded this medal."
"There's no precedent." said Malinda Adams. "The K-9 Corps has always been limited to Achievement Medals and Commendation Medals, with permissions for the Purple Order if a dog is wounded in the line of duty, and the Police Medal upon retirement. If we just start giving dogs any award our Peace Officers receive, how badly does that cheapen what the humans have done?"
"I don't think we're going there." said Ian McGhillie. "And this is a special, one-time thing for an absolute miracle that took place."
"I agree with Malinda." said Kelly Carnes. "I don't like setting this precedent. And we're talking about a dog, here. He's not going to know the difference; he's thinking about his next bowl of food."
"That is admirably exact, Mrs. Carnes." said Edward Steele. "We are talking about a dog. And it makes a difference to the people involved, if not the dog himself."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the votes on Bowser and Teresa, the Mayor said "Okay, now for the big one. A Purple Order for Commander Troy."
"Point of order, Mr. Mayor." said Thomas P. Cook. "We don't even have the Board of Inquiry result for Commander Troy's injury. I move to lay this on the table until that Board of Inquiry happens."
"But the Board---" started J.P. Goldman.
"J.P., there's a motion on the floor." said the Mayor. "We have to immediately vote on it." The vote was taken, and the motion to lay it on the table was defeated, 4-6.
"Okay," said the Mayor, "before you begin your debate, I want to put out this information to round out the picture."
He began: "First, there is precedent for awarding a Purple Order when Police Officer or Firefighter is wounded or injured in the line of duty outside our County limits. Firefighters were once called to help with a big fire in Nextdoor County, and a Fireman injured there was awarded a Purple Order. And we had a Police chase that went into Nextdoor County, and the Officer was shot and wounded in a firefight with the perps. He was also given a Purple Order."
The Mayor went on: "Last June, after his helicopter crash, Commander Troy suffered a back injury. He received non-invasive treatment for the injury, though he was hospitalized after the crash for a few days. The Board of Inquiry only made the ruling that the helicopter crash was a line-of-duty occurrence, and that Commander Troy should be paid and his medical care compensated by his Police health insurance. They left open the question of awarding a Purple Order, saying that the Council would have to decide that issue."
"Yesterday," said the Mayor, "Commander Troy was wearing an extra bulletproof vest, which the Police call the 'girdle'. He wears it for back support as well as extra protection. That vest is what stopped the bullet that struck him in the back; two other layers of protection were not adequate for the military-grade special ammunition that was fired."
"The impact of the bullet still damaged the weakened back vertebrae, according to the doctors at the Hospital." said the Mayor. "The Hospital Administrator, Admiral Cordell, who is a trauma and war wound doctor, told me, and said he'd put it in writing, that Commander Troy required surgery because his back was weakened by his first injury in the helicopter."
"So what we're trying to decide is something of a paradox." said the Mayor. "The Commander was wounded sufficiently to be considered for a Purple Order, but the wound, while in the line of duty, was while outside our County and while he was serving in an SBI capacity. But he should've been awarded the Purple Order for the first injury, and awarding it now would at least reward him for being wounded in the line of duty while saving another TCPD Officer's life."
"Can we assume that his actions directly saved Captain Ross?" asked Thomas P. Cook.
"The FBI says he did." said J.P. Goldman. "They've already done their ballistics analysis, and said his moving forward and tackling Captain Ross put him in the bullet's line that likely would've struck her."
"Likely? But not with total certainty?" asked Cook.
"Well, there's never 100% certainty," said Goldman, "and they're not going to recreate the incident with live bullets."
"If I may ask," said Loran T. Michaels, "why wasn't Commander Troy awarded the Purple Order after the helicopter crash?"
"There was controversy." said the Mayor. "A good number of people, many of them First Baptist Church members, did not get to see Bowser's reaction to Westboro. Many think to this day that Westboro was innocent, that the charges against him were trumped up by Commander Troy and the FBI to cover up murdering Westboro--- I kid you not, Mr. Michaels, they really believe that."
"So the Purple Order recommendation was laid upon the table." said Cook. "And we've never gotten back to it, until now."
"So, what do you want to do about it?" asked the Mayor.
"I believe Commander Troy should be awarded nothing." said Cook. "His recent injury is the real one, and happened out of jurisdiction and not while serving directly as a TCPD Officer. The previous injury did not rise to the standard of a Purple Order, especially when compared to his previous gunshot wound, for which he received his Purple Order, or the wounds suffered by Captain Croyle, Captain Ross, or Detective Warner."
"I fully agree with that." said Kelly Carnes. "And quite frankly, Commander Troy needs to be solving crimes here in this County, not galloping back and forth across the State."
"You want him out of here," said Steele, "and now you want him to stay here."
"Why are we paying him to solve other people's crimes?" shot back Carnes.
"We're not." said John Colby. "Whatever he makes when working under SBI jurisdiction is subtracted from his County pay. And that's by his agreement; he doesn't have to do that."
"And his solving cases such as Pine Valley help protect our own Citizens, as well." said Dagmar Schoen, getting in a huge dig at Thomas P. Cook. He glared at her. She looked right back at him with a wicked smile on her face.
"But as you yourself just said, Mr. Colby," said Malinda Adams, "the Commander was not even being paid by us yesterday when he was shot. Yes, the insurance will cover his medical bills, but I agree that it disqualifies him from a Purple Order."
"For God's sake, people." said Edward R. Steele, drawn to anger. "You guys would pick nits about anything if you can find a way to deny Commander Troy what he rightfully deserves. Now whether it is for last summer or for yesterday, Commander Troy was wounded in the line of duty! I say that if you want to get technical, we rightfully award his Purple Order for last year, albeit late... just as we did with his Star of Gallantry."
"Good point." said John Colby, partially to take a dig at Cook and Carnes, and partly because he himself had pushed for that Star for the Commander.
"All right, it's getting late." said the Mayor. "We don't need a new Board of Inquiry to figure this out, people..."
As Chief Moynahan had predicted, it was a long night of arguing before they finally took the vote...
Part 11 - Wrap-Up
"Well, this is just amazing!" said Jack Muscone on Wednesday, April 5th, seeing me walking between two parallel bars in the rehab area of University Hospital. He was familiar with this wing of the Hospital, having spent time with Tanya here when she was going through her considerably tougher rehab. "To be back on your feet after I watched you faint two days ago... good grief, has modern medicine really gotten that good? Or are you just that fucking stubborn?"
I laughed. "I want to get back to the double cheeseburger lunches with you, Dog." I said. "And by the way, I see the Media is tripping all over each other to give you all the praise and glory for catching Morelli, which is deserved. But the Deputy Director really put in a hard punch when he said you did this after, what was it, 'years of failure'?"
Muscone gave as big a smile as I'd ever seen on his face. "Well, we know a lot of it was you, and we've tried to give you as much credit as possible. But as far as things within the FBI are going, this was a big, big thing."
Indeed. This was a good thing for Muscone, but equally a black eye for Les Craig. He had not been seen in the City since the news reports coming out where even Bettina was praising Muscone.
"Hi guys," said Cindy, coming into the room. "They said you were over here, Don. I cannot believe you're up and about like this."
"Laura said that doctors are now working on getting patients up and moving to facilitate healing." I said. "And I was in good shape already, so that helps." I saw Cindy's face fall just a little bit, and I knew why.
Cindy took out her anti-bugging device and turned it on. "By the way guys..." she said. "I was just having some... thoughts. Thoughts that make you go... hmmmmm..."
"What thoughts would those be?" I asked.
"How the FBI was all ready to go at the quarry with video equipment." Cindy said. "How that little pit was dug, and a metal door over it. As the Church Lady would say: 'How conveeeeenient.'. And my father having that duplicate Black Beauty ready to go, which was in enough detail to fool me completely through the end, but didn't cost diddly to fabricate, so he tells me. Everything planned out."
"Well, pretty much." I said. "But I can assure you, getting shot in the back was not part of the plan."
"So you knew she'd take the Fifth?" Cindy asked.
"I expected it." I said. "Morelli and Thomas P. Cook stand to be made whole by insurance on Pine Valley, and they have a powerful lawsuit against Forbes & Sehgal, to boot. So losing money wasn't the end-all that would drive his wife to turn on him. She had no other reason to leave him, and thus her easy lifestyle, either. She and he and their maid have been having threesomes for months. The sex with her husband wasn't great, but she was having plenty of lesbian sex, and according to some experts I know, lesbian sex is better than hetero sex."
"Sounds like smart 'experts'." Cindy said. "Bettina could use a few of them in her reporting."
"Now that Craig is out of her picture," I said, "maybe she'll calm down some."
"That reminds me," Cindy said, "just before you went into surgery, you said Les Craig was dirty, but you passed out before you could tell me why. So... why?"
"Oh, that." I said. "Simple." I told Cindy the reason, and the clues leading to my conclusion. Once told, she agreed. Should be simple enough for readers to figure it out for themselves, yes? ;o)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Although she'd agreed to turn State's Evidence on her husband, the State and Federal authorities had backed off on their original agreement, and now Betty Morelli was facing potential jail time, though at a soft prison, not a hardcore one like Madison County.
And while that was being worked on, she had to go to the pharmacy. Her period had not started yet, and she was never late. She followed the procedure and looked at the two stripes on the tester... she was pregnant.
She knew what she had to do to save herself and this baby that she wanted to keep. She sent out the appropriate emails to the appropriate addresses, encrypted, knowing the recipient would be able to decode the message...
Part 12 - Epilogue
Rays of light from the setting sun filtered though the blinds of my office, the lines visible in the stirred-up dust as I looked out onto the street. Once again, another case solved but with no financial reward for me. That's the life of Russ Ferrament. Easy Street ain't easy, my granddaddy would say. But I still had my buddies, one in its holster on my hip, the other in a flask in my pocket.
And as the dying day gave way to the clouds and mists of the night, once again in walked trouble... platinum blonde, as usual...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Many things would happen in the next few weeks, but I conclude this story with this: on Friday, April 21st, I opened my email and typed the hardest message I'd ever had to write. It said:
"It is what a heavy heart that I write these few lines to inform everyone that, due to my recent back surgery, I will be physically unable to defend my title as Police Boxing Matches Freestyle Champion. Therefore, everyone will have the opportunity to claim the title, and the time has come to enter your names if you wish to compete." I gave the email to write to enter, then concluded with the words: "and may the best Police Officer win!" And with nothing short of sheer physical pain in my hands, my eyes, and my head, I clicked on the button marked 'Send'.
After sending the email, I began hearing the chimes from my assistant Helena's desk out front; it was her computer that controlled that email account. Let the record show that Cindy Ross was the first to enter, and Teresa Croyle the second. Fitting.
As I sat in my Command Chair, the girdle (a new one) and a back brace holding me up, contemplating the feeling of being forever unable to compete in the Police Boxing Matches again, I felt more than saw someone enter my office. I did not realize who it was until Cindy came up behind the desk, opened my desk drawer and took the bottle of Canadian Whisky out, and poured two shots. We clinked glasses in silence and downed the shots, then Cindy poured two more.
"You're not giving me a hard time over this?" I asked.
"No." Cindy said. "First of all, to be the best you gotta beat the best. It won't be the same, winning without knowing either I beat you or you would've beaten me."
"Well, it ain't over yet." I said. "But yes, I know... I'd rather have lost in battle than be unable to compete at all. I'm still surprised you're not giving me shit about it, though."
"No, I know how you feel." Cindy said. "You know how I looked when you came into that hospital room when I'd just been told I could not run in the triathlon with Teresa again." (Author's note: 'The Eightfold Fence, Ch. 04')
"Yeah, I was scared to death you had cancer." I said, remembering.
'"Well, I felt far worse than I looked. I'm still devastated by that, and I know you feel the same way about this... and to some level, you always will."
"You're right." I said. "Yes, it hurts."
"At least you can walk, just as I didn't have cancer." Cindy said. "And you do have that trophy, and they can't take that away. And I wanted to make your prediction of the red crowbar winning not come true... but not this way."
"I'm telling ya..." I said. "Hear me now, and believe me later..."
"Vee shall seee." Cindy replied in her 'German' accent. "But for now, let's go home. You don't know it yet, but Callie and I just invited ourselves to your house for dinner. Pizza, and no string beans for Carole to give Bowser..."
I broke out laughing. "Forget my back. That girl is going to give me a heart attack before all is said and done." With some degree of a cheerful mood back in place, I got myself upright and followed Cindy out the door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I walked out onto the wet streets, glistening under the streetlamps. The sounds of my steps seemed to echo eerily as I wrapped my trenchcoat around me against the chill of the air, and disappeared into the fog of the night. This day was over, but my office on Riverside Drive would be there tomorrow. There would be other cases for Russ Ferrament to solve, I thought as I contemplated whether my next slug would come from an assassin's gun or my whiskey flask...



Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Thursday, April 6th. I was still in the Hospital after my back surgery, but was making strong progress. It was possible that I would be going home over the weekend. After all, I could lie in bed at home about as easily as I could recline in a hospital bed, the food would be much better at home (even Bowser's food, the stuff not from Carole's plate, looked good compared to what they were serving in the Hospital), and I would have the sexiest doctor in the world (yes, I'm biased) looking after me.
The only negative was the sex. The night before, I'd gotten an exceptionally good blowjob from the beautiful black Nurse Jones. Her full lips sliding up and down my throbbing, iron-hard shaft proved that the surgery had been very successful in maintaining my ability to get an erection. The pleasure rocketing through my loins and lower body offset the pain in the area of the surgery. And the intense release of my climax when I ejaculated my pent-up semen into Nurse Jones's hungrily sucking mouth was incredible...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Cindy Ross at a meeting of the MCD Detectives in the MCD room, "we are beginning a new program, tradition, or what have you: each of you will take one week a month and work on a cold case. Unless something really big comes up, that'll be your primary case for that week. The idea is for you to sharpen your Detective skills on old cases without a lot of pressure on you to solve them. If you do solve one, great; but the idea is to use your skills and see what your imaginations come up with."
In the room were Teddy Parker, Joanne Warner, Theo Washington, and Jerome Davis. Cindy could see varying degrees of enthusiasm in their eyes: Joanne and Jerome seemed excited, while Teddy and Theo were less convinced.
Cindy continued: "Each of you can find a cold case, then let me know its the one you're working on. You'll start on a Monday and work through Friday, and don't try to get overtime unless you find a hot scent. On Friday, you'll put it aside until your next cold case week, unless you get on a hot scent, whereupon we'll decide how to proceed."
Everyone nodded. "Okay, if there are no questions," Cindy said, "who wants to go first?"
"I do." said Joanne. "I've got just the case in mind. I heard about it last week; that reunion murder case."
"Ah yes." said Cindy. "Happened ten years ago, so the class will be having another reunion soon." Joanne nodded.
"Ma'am, will we be able to have Myron and Mary work with us?" asked Theo.
"Probably, if they're not too busy." Cindy said. "And Mary might be asked to try her hand on a cold case or two. I might also have Lainie or Sonali help you, to sharpen their own skills."
"Ma'am," said Joanne, "this is off subject, but... what is Commander Troy going to do about the Police Boxing Matches?"
"We've never had a Champion not make it to the finals the next year," Cindy said, "though some have not competed at all, either through retirement or injury. I don't see how Commander Troy can recover from this serious back surgery in time... but knowing him... you just never know."
"Oooh, the trophy is as good as mine!" Joanne exclaimed. She and Cindy exchanged two-finger pointings as Theo and Teddy chuckled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So how is Don doing?" asked the Deputy Director as he and Jack Muscone sat in the DepDirector's office in the FBI offices in the City's Federal Building.
"He's recovering well." said Muscone. "But he probably won't return to full duty until the week after next."
"My God." said the DepDirector. "I know he's a tough bastard, but modern medicine has really advanced to incredible levels."
"Yes sir." said Muscone. "He says I can consult with him while he's recovering at home, so that he doesn't become too bored. His words."
The DepDirector smiled. "And we'd better take advantage of that offer. We've got a lot going on, from Superior Bloodlines, to local crop-ups of White Roots in this State, to internal issues."
"And Ferrell." said Muscone. "Don thinks Ferrell is somewhere in the area."
"Why?" asked the DepDirector. "I mean... why does Don think Ferrell would come back into this area?"
"He thinks Ferrell might've been involved in those Domingo Shipping tanker trucks being used to bring drugs into the State dissolved in chemical solvents." said Muscone. "Don thinks four of those trucks were the ones used to try to removed the waste chemicals from Bexall in the Pine Valley case he cleaned up for us, pun fully intended." The DepDirector chuckled.
"And also, Sharples's trial for murder is coming up." Muscone said. "If Sharples suddenly decides to talk, Don thinks Ferrell will have to be around to choreograph taking Sharples out."
"And anything else?" asked the DepDirector, peering at Muscone, who peered right back.
"Not that I'm aware of, sir." said Muscone. "But as you know, Captain Ross is always saying the Iron Crowbar never shows his full hand, but holds things back. So maybe he's holding something back from me, as well."
"I had to twist his cap around once when he did that to me." said the DepDirector. "But it was kind of understandable; we had no idea how brutal Pastor Westboro was, and could be. And Don thinks Les Craig is dirty, so he's not going to tell us everything he knows."
Muscone said nothing, which caused his boss to peer at him.
"What, you think Craig is dirty, too?" asked the DepDirector, a bit sharply.
"Sir," said Muscone, "if the Iron Crowbar thinks he is, then I'll believe it until I'm shown otherwise."
"Wow, it's a sad day when the FBI's people can't trust each other." said the DepDirector.
"Yes sir." said Muscone. "But you know we have moles, sir. And Don and Laura both think there's another rogue cell----"
"I know." interrupted the DepDirector. "I know. Which is why I'm not screaming at you right now. Okay, I want you to work out of Don's Town and keep picking his brain... so he won't get bored, of course."
Muscone gave what was for him a grin. "Yes sir."
Part 2 - Goddess In The Night
I had rejected the morphine device after my surgery. For a couple of days, I endured some pretty intense pain. I would concentrate on it, and the location in my back, 'channeling' the pain back to the source, thus channeling energy to heal it. This is probably not very sound medicine, but I was getting better.
Laura probably thought that the father of her children had gone crazy, and she might well have been right. Her 'workaround' was to ask Dr. Morgan to prescribe sedatives to me to get to sleep at night. The pain was there, but it was assimilated into my dreams. And I generally did not wake up until morning.
"Oh, Commmannnnddddderrrrrr..."
"Yes, Angela... wha?" I gasped. I'd expected to see some sort of black-and-white vision of Angela or the hospital room. Instead, I could see nothing! Then I realized that there was a mask over my eyes.
And then I felt something else over my head. Someone was climbing on the bed. The smell of pussy began to drift into my nose, and I could feel the bodily warmth right above my face.
"Oooooo, stick that long tongue of yours up into that pussy, my darling Commander..." I heard Angela's voice say. I slid my tongue straight up into the air... and came into contact with swollen cunt lips!
What the fuck was this about? I wondered to myself. I wasn't dreaming; that was real pussy that I was tasting, and I began licking steadily up and down the woman's labes. I heard a faint gasp.
"That's it, stud." I heard Angela's voice say. "And now, get ready for the very best."
"Unnnh!" I gasped as I felt a warm hand grasp my hardening cock. The hand gently jacked my meat to raging hardness as I ate the pussy sitting down on my face. The taste was vaguely familiar, but I couldn't discern it. But it was pussy, and that meant it was awesome.
I realized that the hand jacking my cock was not the same woman as the one I was eating; it was a left hand, and the angle was just about impossible for a woman on top of me to achieve. Then I gasped as I felt the second woman's warm, wet lips slide over my taut cockhead and down my throbbing length.
"Oh yeah, bitch, suck his cock!" I heard a voice whisper. As I continued to eat the pussy above me, the woman fellating me was going to town, sucking me gently as her mouth slid down my shaft, then sucking very hard as her mouth slid up my turgid shaft.
Then I felt the bed move as weight was being put on it. "Be careful." whispered the voice I'd just heard. Then I felt warm lips sliding over my cockhead... cunt lips. The second woman let her weight drop down my rod until I was fully sheathed in her hot, tight, incredibly wet cunthole.
I could not move my arms, either; the first woman, that I was eating) had her hands on my wrists and was putting her weight down on them. I just went with it, tonguing the one hole while the other gently rode up and down my cock, not rocking me nor the bed too much.
After a couple of minutes of this, I felt my cock and balls tighten; my nut was rising. The woman fucking me realized it and slid off. The first woman slid down and began sucking me, then eased back up as the second woman took my meat into her mouth and began fellating me as her hand vigorously pumped my shaft. I couldn't hold on, and I didn't try.
"Mmmmmmf!" I moaned into the pussy above me as I began firing spurt after spurt of thick, ropy jism into the second woman's hot, wild mouth. I felt her greedily swallowing my semen as she jacked me in perfect rhythm to the pulsing spasms of my cock as I shot my full climax into her mouth and throat.
I was spent as I felt the woman on top of me getting off me. I was going to jerk the mask over my eyes off, but I couldn't move my hands. And then I heard Angela's voice again, saying "Go back to sleep, my darling Commander... go back to slee---"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What is this?" I heard a voice say. Then the blackness was lifted from my eyes. I looked up to see Dr. Morgan and my wife Laura at my bedside. There was light outside the window, it was past dawn on Friday, April 7th.
"Darling, when did you start wearing a sleeping mask?" Laura said, holding up the black mask with no eyelets.
"I didn't." I said, remember the previous night. "I was having a dream... that someone came in and put that on my face." I still was faintly tasting pussy on my mouth, and I asked for some water. Laura handed me a glass and asked Dr. Morgan to give her and me a moment alone. Once he left the room, I slid down the sheets of the bed... yep, my red pubic hairs were matted, and there was a raven black hair mingled in with them.
"Honey," I said, "did you and anyone else sneak in here and fuck me last night?"
"No." said Laura. "And Nurse Jones was not on duty last night, so I doubt it was her. I sent Dr. Morgan out so that I could retrieve this camera I left in here in secret." She got the tiny camera, which was secreted in the fake potted plant in the corner of the room, the storage component under the fake dirt. She plugged the device into her iPhone, which was not an iPhone you or I could get at the local Apple store... this one had CIA technology on it that made me jealous.
"Hmmm, about 2:30am," said Laura, "the video starts fluttering out... like that Slender Man video game when he's approaching. Then it blanks out completely, like..." She didn't finish.
"Like an anti-bugging device?" I said, finishing for her.
"How do you know about those?" my wife asked.
"Ohhh, a little birdie whispered it into my ears." I said, wondering if Laura knew or not that Cindy and I had these devices ourselves. "But those were women in my room last night, not Slender Man."
"I know Nurse Jones came in and sucked your cock the other night." Laura said. "She told me she was going to, then told me that she did before you had a chance to. I'll be back in a few minutes."
Laura went and asked the nurses if anyone had come into my (guarded) room the night before, and the nurses said that none of them had. It would remain a mystery who my secret lovers and benefactors were...
Part 3 - Demons In The Night
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, April 7th, from in front of University Hospital. "Commander Donald Troy continues to recover from back surgery and is reported to be doing very well. He could even be discharged and sent home as early as tomorrow! Commander Troy was shot and wounded while protecting other Officers and FBI Agents from gunfire as a Federal witness was being brought in to the Federal Courthouse in the City."
"The Town & County Council have taken up the issue of a Purple Order for Commander Troy." said Bettina. "It is being debated if Commander Troy should receive a Purple Order for being wounded outside the County and not on TCPD business. He was on SBI Reserve duty, and the Governor has already declared that Inspector Troy will receive some kind of award."
"And in further State news," said Bettina, "the Proactive Citizens of Greenworld, the PCGW, staged massive demonstrations at the site of the Pine Valley development just northwest of Midtown, but also staged a massive demonstration at the State Capitol, demanding the resignation of Governor Val Jared.
"A spokesperson for the PCGW, George Glass, said that the Governor's attempts to dismantle the State EPA is the reason the Pine Valley project went forward despite contamination at the site. The Governor's Office fired back, saying the State EPA took bribes to allow the Pine Valley project to get started while it was contaminated."
"Meanwhile," continued Bettina, "State Senator Katherine Woodburn stated that the Pine Valley project as well as the arrest of mobster Jerry Morelli shows why a strong SBI is needed. She and her 'Wall of Granite' group in the State Legislature, dedicated to a 'scorched earth' campaign against anything Governor Jared wants to do, are demanding the Governor call a special session of the Legislature to re-institute and re-fund the State Bureau of Investigation. The Governor's Office said that, and I quote, 'Woodburn's arrogant demands are not worth commenting upon'."
Bettina went on, unfortunately: "And Channel Two News has learned that Charles Thomas, whose body was found on the hillside just east of the University, was connected to Organized Crime. Sources tell Channel Two News that Thomas may have been a hired hitman, and that his target was the family of Commander Donald Troy. Commander Troy personally ran the Pine Valley samples at the State Crime Lab despite Mob threats against anyone doing so. Police still have no suspects, but said that all Police Officers, including Commander Troy, were accounted for in the timeframe of Thomas's death."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sometimes," said Cindy Ross as the Detectives watched Bettina's newscast in MCD, "I wish that bitch would keep her mouth shut. The Public does not need to know nor has a right to know that Commander Troy's family was the target of Good Time Charlie's assassination attempt."
"I think the Press does that just to make us mad." said Joanne Warner. There was general agreement.
"And they've succeeded, at least with me." said Cindy.
"Ma'am," asked Theo Washington, "will Commander Troy really be getting out of the hospital this quickly, after back surgery like that?"
"Probably this weekend." Cindy said. "Some of it is him, and some of it is improvements in the practice of Medicine these days. But he won't be back on duty for at least another week."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So how's that cold case coming along?" asked Cindy. She, Joanne Warner, and Lainie Everett were sitting in Classroom 'E'. It was 8:30am.
"Pretty good, ma'am." said Joanne. "We're getting the preliminary data, and I pulled the case notes from the murder---"
"Tell you what." Cindy said, interrupting. "Why don't you tell me from the beginning, to get me up to speed on the whole thing."
"Yes ma'am." said Joanne. "First, most County High School classes have reunions on the July 4th weekend, since we have the Festival and the Triathlon. But some have their reunions at the High School's Homecoming weekend in the Fall. This one was on the weekend of October 6th, and it was the Class of twenty years ago this year. The reunion was the tenth year reunion, ten years ago."
"The math makes sense." Cindy quipped. "So what happened?"
"At the reunion ten years ago," Joanne said, "A man named Jason Rutledge was found dead on the football practice field behind County High School. He had been shot in the chest by a .40 S&W round with an expanding bullet, which penetrated and shredded Rutledge's heart; he died pretty much immediately. The gun that fired the shot was never found despite an intensive Police search of the area."
Joanne continued: "The reunion was being held under some awnings in the endzone area of the County High main football field. The practice field was behind the home bleachers and on the same end as the reunion was going on. That practice field is now the baseball field where Slender Man was filmed some weeks ago. According to the case notes, ten years ago and twenty years ago it was just a field surrounded by pine trees, not even a fence, and had two sets of lights on poles that gave some light but not a lot."
"The reason all this detail is important, ma'am," said Joanne, seeing Cindy's eyes about to glaze over, "is because no one heard a shot fired, nor a car backfire or slamming door, or anything that might've been a shot. The bullet showed no sign of having gone through a silencer after being fired. There was no stippling to show the bullet was fired at very close range, either, which might've deadened the sound of the shot."
"The Police did tests at the time," continued Joanne, "showing that even with the music turned up at the party site, a .40 cal gunshot would've been noticeably loud from the practice field where the body was found, which was on the near side of the practice field. The lights were not on at the practice field, so it's not expected that anyone would have seen anything, but the football stadium lights were on for the party, which gave some light over the area.
"The autopsy revealed only a moderate amount of alcohol in his system, and his penis was erect... and according to the autopsy report and the case notes, his penis was very large." Joanne said.
"Figures, in this Town." said Cindy. "And half the guys we find dead seem to have hard-ons when they die. Okay, tell me about these people."
"To do so, I'll go back the full 20 years to the high school graduation time." said Joanne. "The dead man, Jason Rutledge, was the Class President, Mr. County High School, the varsity quarterback, played and lettered on the Golf team, as well. Athletic, extremely popular with everyone, especially the girls. He also had been busted for DUI, but that was swept under the drug by the School and Jason's father, who had been a Town Councilman and a Developer here. He resigned his Council seat in protest of the Merger of the Town and County, and after his son's death he and his wife moved away."



"Jason went to Eastern State on a football scholarship and majored in business management." continued Joanne. "After graduating, he tried out with a couple of NFL teams but didn't make it. He then began selling insurance, then got into one of those MLM insurance companies, and made a boatload of money. He was married for six years, then his wife divorced him after catching him cheating several times, so he was single at the time of the fateful tenth year reunion and his death."
"Next is Kevin Arnett." said Joanne. "He was basically Jason's wingman all through high school. They were both on the football team, hung out together, double dated all the hot girls. But while Jason was smart and headed for Eastern State on a football scholarship, Kevin was as dumb as a box of rocks, and was going to have to go to Junior College to get his grades up."
"Wait... how do you know all this?" Cindy asked.
"It's in the case notes, ma'am." said Joanne. "They're very thorough."
"Who the heck was that good, back then?" asked Cindy, taking the notes and looking at them. "Oh... Tanya Perlman. Figures. She always got the sexual stories."
"Yes ma'am." said Joanne with a grin. "She was a Detective Apprentice then, and this was her first assigned case after being promoted to the Detective track. I'm going to interview her later today about this."
"All right." said Cindy. "So, Kevin Arnett..."
"Yes ma'am." Joanne said. "Kevin went to Junior College but couldn't make the grades there, either. So he tried out for minor league baseball and washed out at Class A ball. He did some low level work, such as custodial engineering, then Jason got him a job doing polling work for the State Republicans. He did okay there, but then went into the MLM stuff with Jason, and while Jason made a fortune, Kevin didn't do nearly as well. After Jason died, Kevin became destitute. His current whereabouts are unknown."
"Jason didn't leave Kevin anything when he died?" Cindy asked.
"No ma'am," said Joanne, "and I'll get back to that in a moment. Let me first discuss Jimmy and Jennifer Amberton." Cindy nodded.
Joanne said "Jennifer Green was very popular in high school. Cheerleader, witty, bright, blonde, beautiful, the typical All-American Teenage Girl. Homecoming Queen, Miss County High, and she was said to be dating Jason Rutledge. Surprisingly, at least according to the stereotypes, she went to State Tech, majoring in Aerodynamics."
"Jimmy Amberton was what you'd call the traditional nerd. Class valedictorian by a mile, State Chess Champion, State Math Bowl Champion four years in a row, which has only been matched once, by our own Christina Cho in the CSI group." Joanne continued. "Jimmy graduated early and enrolled early at State Tech. He majored in materials engineering, specializing in acoustics, and had always wanted to work on airplanes breaking the sound barrier."
Joanne went on: "Somehow, this beautiful cheerleader and this brainy nerd found each other at State Tech, began dating, got married, and had two children. They had jobs with BigAerospaceCorp in Nevada. And everything seemed fine until they went to their high school class's tenth year reunion.
"The formal party was Saturday night, but on Friday night, after the Homecoming football game, a number of people gathered at one of the homes for an informal party. All the so-called 'cool crowd' was there, including Jennifer Green Amberton, who brought her husband."
"According to several people there," continued Joanne, "as the liquor flowed, the talk turned rather sexual. Someone was telling a story of how Kevin snuck up and stole Jason and Jennifer's clothes while Jason and Jennifer were having sex, which led to a story about an orgy after a swimming pool party. Then everyone realized that Jimmy Amberton was present. "
"He was trying to get Jennifer to leave with him, and they were about to argue about it." said Joanne. "Then Jason began belittling Jimmy, saying Jimmy couldn't satisfy Jennifer like he, Jason, could. Then Kevin began asking Jennifer why she married a 'needle-dick' like Jimmy. Jimmy got up to go, and Kevin actually confronted him and prevented him from leaving. When Jimmy got out his cellphone to call the Police, Kevin took the phone away from him. At that time, others intervened, got Jimmy his phone back and got Jimmy and Jennifer out of there."
"Jimmy later stated that he wanted to call the Police anyway, but Jennifer talked him out of it, and actually got angry at him for wanting to push the matter." Joanne said. "So on Saturday, no one expected Jimmy or Jennifer to show up, but both did. Some other guys had warned Jason and Kevin to leave Jimmy and Jennifer alone, saying they weren't teenage pipsqueaks anymore and could take Jason and Kevin down.
"So it was a tense time, but eventually Jennifer started talking with the other women while Jimmy basically sat near the bar and had a couple of drinks. A few guys went and talked to him, but he wasn't very talkative and said he wanted to go home soon."
"So," Joanne said, "that leads to the events of the shooting. At some point in time, it was noticed that Jimmy was not at his table any more. Jennifer was not there, either, but had left her small purse at her table. Kevin was there, dancing with different women, but Jason was also not there.
"Then Jennifer came back, got a drink from the bar, then went and sat at her table again. Some moments later, Jimmy came back, and he began imploring Jennifer to leave. She got moody with him, and said she was staying, but she let him sit down with her at her table. While he was at the table, non of the other women came back to sit down there."
"About a half hour later, the body was found by a couple that had 'wandered' onto the practice field, and it doesn't take the Iron Crowbar nor Lt. Perlman to figure out what they were heading off to do. An ambulance and Police were called, but Jason Rutledge was already dead. His wallet was in his pants pocket, seemingly undisturbed, with $300 in cash and two credit cards inside. He had no cellphone on him, though."
Joanne went on: "The Police got warrants and searched every car on the premises, including Jimmy and Jennifer's, Jason's, and Kevin's. No guns found at all. Literally none, by anyone. One guy had a concealed carry permit, but said he didn't bring his gun because they were on school grounds. Jason's cellphone was found in his car, charging up. I'll also add that checks of existing records at the time showed that no one had bought a .40 S&W pistol."
"Which doesn't mean much." Cindy said.
"No ma'am." agreed Joanne. "Anyway, dogs were brought in to sniff around and Police Academy cadets were brought in to search. After three days, nothing. And to this day, no gun has been found on the school grounds. The only thing around Jason Rutledge was a ton of cardboard and plastic shards scattered around near the body. The Crime Lab collected all the material, but tests showed it was just ordinary cardboard and plastic; nothing special about it."
"A lot of other people at the party, especially Jason's friends, kept telling police that Jimmy had been sitting alone and had disappeared, all but saying he'd done it. But none of them could say he ever had a gun on him or acted strangely, other than sitting alone and drinking. They also said that Jason had been sitting with them the whole time, then got up and walked to the bar area."
"For his own part, Jimmy said that he left to use the bathroom, which was in the fieldhouse that are off the end of the football stadium, on the same side as the party was set up. He said he had to take a dump, and that's where he was. He denied going anywhere else.
"When Police started interrogating him really hard, he said he was being railroaded and asked for a lawyer. The Police denied him legal representation and continued to browbeat him until then-Captain Griswold came in and ordered them to respect the suspect's rights. At that point, a lawyer was obtained for Jimmy, and he's refused to say another word about any of it ever since. He also refused to take a polygraph test."
"For her part, Jennifer said she briefly left to go find her husband but couldn't find him. She said she'd danced with Jason and Kevin several times that evening, but hadn't seen them anywhere but in the awning areas. She did take a polygraph test and passed it. And that's pretty much it."
Cindy nodded. "Wow, amazingly good police report."
Joanne said "It says 'case notes', but Tanya Perlman pretty much wrote it up as a full report to go to the ADA. Now, here's what I've found since that report. I looked up the finances of the people involved. First, both Jimmy and Jennifer Amberton had to give up their jobs at BigAerospaceCorp; their clearances were revoked after the Rutledge murder. Apparently several of their old classmates had contacted the company, about Jimmy only, and reported he was a person of interest in that case. Though Jimmy was never charged with anything, neither he nor Jennifer were allowed to keep working there, but they did get pretty large severances."
"I then looked at Jason Rutledge's estate." said Joanne. "His ex-wife tried to claim it, as he had no other heirs, but her claim was denied; he had a will, and specifically forbade her from receiving anything. What is interesting is that about a month before the reunion, Jason set up a trust fund and put a huge chunk of his money into it. Both legal documents and his Last Will and Testament ordered that the money be held in that trust for 30 years, and then anyone that could prove he or she was Jason's son or daughter via DNA analysis was to be given monthly payments from that trust from his or her 21st birthday or the day of the claim made, and for the rest of his or her life."
"Interesting." Cindy said. "Any claims on it?"
"Not yet." said Joanne. "It's still in an account at J.P. Goldman Bank. But here's the thing. Seven months after the reunion, Jennifer Amberton gave birth to a baby boy, her third child."
"And this is important, because...?" queried Cindy.
Joanne grinned. "I did learn something from Commander Troy's 'Medical Murder' case... I checked, and found that after having their second child, Jimmy Amberton had a vasectomy."
Cindy's eyes widened. "And it's a bit too much of a coincidence to believe that after all this, that vasectomy failed."
Joanne said "Yes ma'am. I'm still working on how Jennifer could've been impregnated two months before the reunion, and by Jason. By the way, Jennifer and Jimmy are still married and still together. He's teaching Physics at Nextdoor County High School, and she's doing design work for Aerospace Dynamics, a drone-making company."
After a pause, Joanne said "Ma'am, is it cheating to talk to the Iron Crowbar about this?"
"For right now," Cindy said, "talk to Tanya, talk to Chief Griswold and any other Officers here that might remember that case. After you get every duck in a row that you can, then we'll take it to Commander Troy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday night, April 7th. Dr. Morgan and Dr. Cordell were in agreement that I could be released from the Hospital the next day, provided that I swore oaths on all I considered holy to rest at home, to rehab properly but not overdo it, and to not start trying to do any Police work until my wife said I could. They would put the unassailable barrier of Laura's permission on it, wouldn't they? I thought with mock defeat.
Chief Griswold had stopped by to see me and talk with me when, by extraordinarily coincident timing, Cindy came by after work to fill me in on what was going on at Headquarters. She filled both of us in on Joanne's cold case.
"Oh yes, I remember that one." said Griswold. "I always thought the husband did it, but there was absolutely no proof to bring charges against him. I had to stop some of the boys from leaning on him a little too hard when he was being interrogated, but he never broke down, never contradicted himself, never lost his composure. Those were the times we needed an Iron Crowbar... or a Green Crowbar... to do a good interrogation."
"It's an interesting cold case." I said. "I'll let Joanne work with it as far as she can, then maybe point out a few features of interest about the case."
"Tell her I'll be glad to talk with her at Police Headquarters whenever she's ready." said Chief Griswold. "You know, Crowbar, I really miss teaching young Detectives. I like this cold case program idea. Maybe I can help you guys with it."
"I thought you'd never ask." I said jovially. "I'm tempted to pick up a couple of cold cases just so you can teach me some things about it."
"Har!" barked the Chief, though he could not hide how pleased he was at my words. "I need to pick up a case so you can teach me, Crowbar. Problem is... what you do... can't be taught. It's just something you have, and you have it. Captain Ross has 'it', too, but in a slightly different way. She gets 'vibes', like her father... you, Crowbar, just know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I declined the sedative for that night. The pain in my back was chronic, and might well be with me for the rest of my life; but it was also subsiding in intensity, and by relaxing I could deal with it pretty easily by now.
I was sleeping very lightly. Sometimes I heard myself talking to myself or someone else, and I realized I was starting to be in a dream state. I was thinking about the past few months, and the various cases that had netted us George Aurus, Jerry Morelli, Paul Brandon... all of the Superior Bloodlines stuff... and Jasmine Nix, Big Ice, and T-Square... and where did Les Craig fit into all this?...
And then the image of him came into my mind. I was lying there, as I had on that table in that Torture Room, seeing him looking down at me. Then I heard him talking to Laura...
No... not Laura... it had not been Laura. They'd projected something into my mind to make me see 'Laura'... how'd they do that, by the way... and who was it really, standing there, questioning me? Not part of the torture, but questioning me...
I went deep, deeper into my 'mind palace'... I was seeing that room, feeling the cold, the weakness in my body, looking past the image of Laura... and seeing who it was...
Oh my God, I thought to myself as I realized who it had been. I was now seeing her sitting there, asking me questions, seeing the real CIA spymaster and leader of one of the Company's deepest, most secretive cells... Like the man with no name, she had been the woman whose name could not be spoken... except that I'd spoken her name and shocked her to her core... yes... my daughter's namesake had been part of the torture!
I tried to climb out of the depths of my mind palace... the demons inside my head were trying to keep me there... I felt the pain coming back as Casey B. Walker and the unknown man that had been 'Ned' began driving electric shocks into my back... I embraced the pain, feeling the pain in my back... no, that didn't happen then... that was happening now!...
I woke up. It was pitch black dark in the room. Even the outside lights were out. I heard beeping, and looked around... only the equipment plugged into the emergency outlets were working. There was a power outage in Town, or at least the Hospital, and the facility was on generator power.
I felt a keen sense of danger. I sat up as much as I could, and took the sword cane next to my bed and readied it... I thought I saw a shadow at the door. I blinked, then closed my eyes for a second...
When I opened my eyes, the beginnings of dawn were outside. I was still holding my sword cane. The main power was back on. Most importantly, I had to pee.
After peeing, then shaving, I felt much better. But I still could not shake that foreboding from the night before. And I knew in my soul that I'd found a clue to the real reason for my torture at the hands of the CIA those months before...
Part 4 - Sightings
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF from in front of University Hospital at 7:00am, Saturday, April 8th. "We are bringing you coverage of the unexpected power outage that affected the County and parts of the region last night!"
Bettina started up: "Channel Two News has learned that what is being called a 'major malfunction' occurred at the main substation that accepts power from the nuclear power plant in Farmdale County, south of us. Power was lost for over two hours before the problem was found and could be restored. University Hospital, County Airport, and Police Headquarters went onto generator power, and no casualties or injuries are reported."
Bettina went on: "Channel Two News has confirmed through multiple sources that the FBI was contacted by StatePowerCorp. Neither the FBI nor StatePowerCorp will confirm that the power outage may have been the result of a cyber-attack."
Bettina then said "And criminals in this County, beware: sources tell Channel Two News that Police Commander Donald Troy is being released from University Hospital today. The Police Department will not confirm if and when Commander Troy will be returning to full duty."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Commander," said the lovely black Nurse Jones, "ready for your wheelchair ride out of here?"
"I guess so." I said. "Thanks for... everything." I said, giving her a knowing smile. She gave me a warm smile back.
"Oh that was my pleasure, Commander." Nurse Jones said seductively. "But you and I need to get together more when you're not in the hospital."
"I could not agree more, and we will do so when my back can hold up the hours of work I'll need to satisfy you." I replied.
"Mmmm, looking forward to that." she said. Then Laura and Dr. Morgan came in.
"Okay, everything looks good." said Dr. Morgan. "But if you try to overdo it, you can hurt yourself again, so do what your wife tells you to do."
"Ah, so when did you take up marriage counseling with such good advice, Doctor?" I joked with a smile.
Dr. Morgan chuckled. "I do better putting people's bodies together than putting their marriages back together. Your wife is the expert on that. But really, Don... take it easy." I promised to do so.
"So," I said as Laura opened the door and I wheeled myself into the hall, "who is driving me out of here."
"We are!" said a voice. Coming down the hall was Lt. Tanya Perlman, with FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone in tow. "Well, Jack is. You're going to ride home in my wheelchair-accessible van while I go through my rehab appointment, then the van will come back and get me."
"Sounds like a plan." I said, knowing that Jack Muscone wanted to talk to me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
Hearing Carole's cry of greeting as I walked on crutches into the Mountain Nest was music to my ears. She came running up, but did not try to tackle my legs like she usually did.
"Hey, Fussbudget." I said. "Let me get seated and I'll give you a biiiig hug! Hey, Little Man!"
"Hey, Daddy!" said little Jim. "Are you okay?" He could see me moving slowly and using the crutches, but did not really understand why.
"I hurt myself, but I'm getting better." I said. "But I have to go slow, so I can't wrestle with you and Buddy, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy!" Jim said, then ran off to play.
"I put a cot with a stiff mattress in the little office room." Laura said. "Or we can pull out the sofa-bed... but it's going to suck to sleep on with that lousy mattress."
"I still have to get upstairs to shower and shave." I said. "So I might as well get some practice with the stairs."
"Only if I'm with you." Laura said. I agreed.
I led the way into the den and went for the wooden rocking chair. It was firm, and it sat a bit higher than the sofas and softer chair in the room. It had also been the rocking chair my mother had sat in and rocked me when I was a baby, and she'd given it to me and Laura when Carole was born.



Once I sat down, Jack Muscone picked Carole up and had her stand on my legs, and I gave my daughter the promised biiiiig hug. Then I gave Jim a hug in the same manner.
That left two outstanding dogs sitting on the floor, side by side, watching me. I slapped my thighs and said "Come on, guys!", and an instant later I had a lap full of canine love. I petted the dogs for a long moment, then they got on back down.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, Laura took the kids upstairs for naps, then came back down and sat with me and Jack. I'd had him check for bugs in the room, and he found none. Laura then did her own sweep with her own device, which was more powerful than mine.
"So," I said, "is this about the StatePowerCorp blackout?" I asked.
"You heard the news report?" Jack asked.
"I woke up last night while the power was out, too." I said. "It was kind of... eerie."
"Yes, it was that way all over Town." said Laura. "What happened, Jack? Are those Media reports true?"
"We've leaked to the Press that it was possibly a cyber-attack." said Muscone. "But it was actually sabotage of a much worse and more frightening order. Let me explain:
Muscone began: "The substation takes in power and splits it, some going to Nextdoor County to serve the Lake Reservoir area, and the rest serving this Town & County. There are three other substations where the power begins being stepped down to be sent into our homes. This big substation is automated, but is monitored. It's not as computerized as one would think... a person has to press a button at the monitoring station to make something happen, and it cannot be changed with malicious software."
"Not even the readouts?" I asked.
"That's another thing." said Muscone. "They're hardwired from the days when the phone lines were landlines and not computerized. In other words, the systems there are old enough they can't be cyber-attacked like more modern technology can. In addition, they have some physical protections against lightning strikes, and they've never had an overload at that particular station from a lightning strike."
Muscone went on: "So what happened is that the monitoring station got an alarm that lightning had hit the substation and shut it down, and that power was down all over the County. They attempted to re-route power through Nextdoor County and back into this County, and that overloaded the lines, as twice as much power was now flowing in than should've been."
"So as they go to see what happened and they can't find the problem." said Muscone. "There was no lightning strike, and the substation shut down when the power came in from the wrong direction and overloaded the system. So it was human error, officially."
Muscone then got to the point: "But what we're finding, that we're not telling the Public, is that someone had come into the monitoring station and infected the system. You know how arsonists can plant trip boxes to cause fires? This was something like that, but it sent out false signals when activated. Problem is, the devices we found had 'self-destruct' mechanisms that brought an electrical overcharge into the device to completely fry the electronics. Our best guys are working on it, but we don't know if we'll get anything to show us who the perps are."
"Interesting." I said. "So when the system is fixed, add some security that could find those shunts, do periodic eyeball checks of all systems, and so on."
"They're going to do that," said Muscone, "though this is the State Government, so it may not happen with the speed you and I would like. The question we have, and the Department of Homeland Security has, is who did this... and more importantly, why?"
I nodded, halfway in a reverie. "I'm sure you're checking all StatePowerCorp employees to see if any are moles that could've planted those devices?"
"Yes, and so far all are clean." said Muscone. "I might add that nearly all of them have worked at the Nuclear Power Plant downriver, and underwent some pretty tough background checks. But they also have contractors for things like custodial work, routine system maintenance. We're getting those names, too. So... any ideas?"
"What do you think, Laura?" I asked my wife. "Heard anything like this before? CIA ever do this to some foreign country's less advanced electrical systems?"
Laura smiled. "If they did, I'd not be at liberty to discuss it, of course. But if I were betting, I'd put my money on one of these contractors getting in and putting in the shunts."
"What about you, Jack?" I asked. "What do you and the FBI think?"
"Homeland Security thinks it might be a test, a dry run, so to speak," said Muscone, "to see how effectively our older power systems can be taken down. My boss and I think it's not a coincidence that it happened here, in this County, whether it's a dry run or for some other purpose."
"I'm going to send Cindy a text." I said. "I'm going to ask her to get with the Hospital as well as their Security, and see if anything suspicious happened at the time the power went out." I suited my deed to my words, and typed out and sent the text.
"You think someone was after you, Darling?" asked Laura.
"I've had some weird dreams," I said. "so I've been sleeping pretty lightly. I woke up last night, and I think I woke up right when the power went out. I had this feeling that I was in imminent danger, but... no one showed up. Maybe I'm just getting paranoid."
"It ain't paranoia when they really are out to get you." said Jack. "At least that's what Tanya says Chief Griswold would always say." I laughed.
"Yes, and I'm just having Cindy check just to eliminate the possibility." I said. "The duty logs reported no incidents last night, before, during, or after the power outage. Not even any traffic accidents from streetlights going out."
"And how do you know what the duty logs say?" asked Laura, "when you're supposed to be taking it easy?"
"Dear, reading duty logs is taking it easy." I replied. I got a withering look from my wife in retaliatory response.. the equivalent of a crowbar being waved in my general direction.
"To answer your question, Jack," I said, "I am not sure what the motive behind the sabotage was. I don't think it was just a dry run... we'll be on the lookout now, and they've shot their wad with last night's attempt, as well as clued us in to what they can do."
"Unless they're going to do their next run somewhere else." said Laura.
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "See Jack? She's brilliant as well as beautiful, and that's why I married her... and for her legs, of course." Laura smiled and gave me a very hot, seductive look with her eyes.
"I think I'll go back to the Federal Building while you two get a room." said Jack...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for seeing me today, ma'am." said TCPD Detective Joanne Warner as she came into the office of State Crime Lab Director Tanya Perlman.
"No problem at all." said Tanya. "So you're looking at the Rutledge cold case."
"Yes ma'am." said Joanne. "Captain Ross is having us review cold cases, and this one sparked my interest because this class will have another reunion soon."
"That's true." said Tanya. "So, what did you want to know about it?"
Joanne replied "I read your case notes, which were very detailed and made me realize I need to do better about that myself. My first question is if you can give me any idea of your suspicions, or any information you did not put into your report."
"Well," said Tanya, who was looking over the file Joanne had given her, "one big mistake I made was putting my hopes and faith in finding the murder weapon in the area. We never found it. I always had my suspicions that the husband, Jimmy Amberton, committed the crime, but Chief Griswold, who was then a Captain, pointed out that it could just as easily be Jennifer Amberton. By the way, have you found out anything beyond what we did?"
Joanne told Tanya about the financing situation with Jason Rutledge, and Jimmy Amberton's vasectomy. Tanya's eyes sparkled.
"Ahhhhh," Tanya said, "another rooster in the henhouse! So Jason impregnated Jennifer, set up that trust fund for the baby... probably to keep his ex-wife from getting the money."
"That's what I was thinking, ma'am." said Joanne. "But all that does is further confuse the issue. Now Jennifer has a clear financial motive, while Jimmy still has the cuckold motive."
"Tell you what." said Tanya. "I am starving. Let's go to lunch at the Cattleman's Club. I'll call Chief Griswold and see if he can join us."
"That would be great, ma'am!" Joanne gushed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, that was a weird case." said Griswold. "I should've paid more attention to it, but they had just merged and were putting me in the Chief's chair. I thought Ms. Perlman here did a very good job with it, but there was just not enough to show us who the perp was. Too much 'reasonable doubt'. I might add that I had to snap back some Officers for browbeating young Amberton... and their intimidation tactics not only made him take the Fifth from that point on, the abuse probably would've gotten the charges tossed."
"After this much time, sir," said Tanya, "if Joanne can nail the perp, that past abuse won't matter so much."
"Maybe not." growled Griswold. "So, Ms. Warner, how are you going to proceed?"
"Just like your book says to, Chief." said Joanne. "And as part of that, I need to look at the evidence, which means I'll have to dig it out of storage. There was some cardboard and plastic found in the area, in bits and pieces. I want to examine that."
"I remember that, now that you mention it." said Tanya. "The strange thing about that is that the cardboard pieces were soaking wet, even though it hadn't rained for days and the field was dry."
"That wasn't in the Crime Lab analysis report." said Joanne. "That the cardboard was wet, that is."
"That was before the Iron Crowbar got ahold of the Crime Lab." said Griswold.
"In fairness, Chief," said Tanya, "they didn't have the equipment they do now, and there was a lot of political--- er, 'stuff' going on that really hurt their performance. They were good people, and tried hard."
"True enough." said Griswold. "And like I said, I was distracted, as well."
They finished their lunch as they talked about a few other details of the case. Tanya and the Chief both mentioned how some of the people at the reunion really tried to push the narrative that Jimmy Amberton was the culprit.
"They kept talking about how he was sitting alone, then wasn't there." said Tanya. "But no one could say they saw him anywhere else, much less at the practice field or walking to or away from it. They couldn't say that about anyone else, either, so take that for whatever you will."
"You're right." said Chief Griswold. "Some of those 'in crowd' people really detested Jimmy Amberton. But some of the other nerds, people who were in the Band in High School and such, were a bit more in his defense, saying he was at the bar the whole time and never went to the practice fields."
Tanya insisted on paying the pill, saying she could get it comped by the State, as the conversation had indeed been about Crime-Lab-related things.
As they got outside, they saw a man behind Tanya's van. Tanya immediately recognized the man.
"Hey, that's Ferrell!" Tanya exclaimed. "YOU! STOP! Joanne, go get him!"
Joanne sprinted after Ferrell, but he had immediately started running hard to a car nearby whose engine was running and the passenger side door left open. Ferrell all but dove into the car as it sped up with a screech of tires and sped off..."
Part 5 - The Dog in the Daytime
"So that's it." said Tanya. "We called Captain Ross down, and she had the Fire Department send a team to check for bombs, and a Police dog sniffed around also, while Myron checked for electronic devices. Nothing was found."
Tanya, Cindy, Joanne, and Chief Griswold were sitting in the den of the Mountain Nest, in a semi-circle around me in the rocking chair. A brace and the 'girdle' was holding me up, but I was feeling no pain as I concentrated hard on the story being told me.
"We got a partial of the license plate of the car." said Griswold. "Myron is running that, also."
"So what was Ferrell doing near your van?" I asked, mostly to myself. I got out my cellphone and sent a text. "This text is to my mom, telling her to be careful and watch for Ferrell. If he wishes to do you harm, Tanya, he might want to do my mom harm, as well."
"I'm shocked he would come into Town at all." Cindy said. "He was recognized by Tanya; he could be recognized by any Police Officer." 
"Yes, exactly." I said. "For him to be here bespeaks something big possibly happening. I hope those slugs don't think me just coming out of surgery is a license for them to try any mischief. Hell, Ferrell is lucky Tanya didn't take off after him and mow him down with those machine guns in her wheelchair."
"I wish I did have something like that in my wheelchair." said Tanya. "And yes, so I could've blown that bastard away on sight."
"You think that's why he came back, Crowbar?" growled Chief Griswold. "Thinks he can come in while you're incapacitated?"
"Bad mistake on his part if he did think that." I replied. "But it also means---"
"Grrrrrrrrrr!"
That noise came from the throat of the redoubtable Bowser. He had come down from upstairs, where Carole was. When Tanya had moved her electric wheelchair, Bowser had started growling.
"Bowser!" I called out. "What's the matter, boy? Come here!" I patted my thighs and Bowser ran over and jumped up on them. He then turned to face everyone else warily.
"Cindy," I said. "Let Bowser sniff Tanya, to show him she's a friend." Cindy came over and picked up Bowser and took him over to Tanya. He sniffed at her and wagged his tail, and seemed okay when Cindy put him in Tanya's lap. Tanya petted the dog for a moment, and Bowser seemed to have no issues. Then he looked over the side at the wheelchair, and began another half-growl. Cindy quickly picked up Bowser and handed him back to me.
"What's the matter, Bowser?" I asked. "You like Tanya, but not her wheelchair?" Bowser looked warily over in Tanya's direction.
"Okay, Bowser, go back upstairs. Go find Carole!" I said. Upon hearing his Mistress's name, Bowser jumped out of my lap and onto the floor, and bounded out of the room and up the stairs.
"What was that all about?" Griswold asked.
"I dunno." I said. "But Bowser did not like the sound of your wheelchair. Maybe Thatcher and Westboro had some sort of machine that sounded like that when they were torturing Bowser and the other dogs, some to death."
"Another mystery for the Iron Crowbar to solve." said Tanya...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After everyone had left, Laura came downstairs.
"I heard some of what you were talking about." my wife said as she sat down on the sofa against the wall, which was next to the rocking chair. "Do you think Ferrell's re-emergence has to do with your injury?"
"Maybe." I said. "But the idea that keeps coming up in my mind is that Ferrell is back in Town right after the electric substation was sabotaged...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - The Hunt Begins
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from in front of the Courthouse complex on the east side of Courthouse Square, at 7:00am, Monday, April 10th. "The trial of former Town & County Police Detective Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples for murder and attempted murder begins today!"
"Motions and appeals have been worked through over the past several months," said Bettina, "since Detective Sharples was arrested nearly a year ago at Point Hollow in the northwest corner of the County." (Author's note: 'Point Hollow', Ch. 04-05.) "The State Supreme Court upheld the decision to try Detective Sharples on all counts in one trial, though the murder of Scrawny Haskins was committed in Hamilton County while the attempted murder of Commander Donald Troy was committed here in this County. Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom will be the presiding judge in what some are calling the 'trial of the century'."
"Commander Troy has said in a statement that he will appear and testify when called upon, despite being released from the hospital after back surgery just this weekend." Bettina said. "The Prosecution has not asked for a continuance, and a spokesman for the D.A.'s office said that they had no intention of doing so. The Prosecution has also confirmed that they are going for the death penalty in this case."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why does she keep calling him 'Detective' Sharples?" asked Joanne Warner in MCD as everyone drank coffee. "How about 'disgraced former Detective'?"
"To annoy us." said Captain Teresa Croyle, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "And to seemingly take Sharples's side, as if he's innocent and we're the guilty ones for daring to arrest that poor, innocent man."
"And a number of us in here are going to be called as witnesses." Captain Cindy Ross said. "So have your uniforms looking good. Okay, guys, at 8:00am shift change, all of 1st and 3d shifts, loddy doddy everybody, will be in the Main Auditorium. All of you need to be there, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
If only the criminals knew that the entire Police Force was currently in one room... but they did not know. At 8:01am, Captain Cindy Ross mounted the stage in front of the assemblage of Officers. As the room came to silence, she pinned the microphone to her Uniform shirt and then pressed a button.
"Ladies and Gentlemen," she said, her voice carrying over the speakers, "the man you are seeing in this photo is former SBI Agent Richard Ferrell. He is wanted for a number of crimes. He was seen in Town this weekend, and an APB was issued for his arrest. All of you have been or will be sent an email with his photograph. Study that photograph carefully, get to know every wrinkle on this bastard's face.
"A priority of your duty patrols," continued Captain Ross, "is to be on the lookout for this man. Wherever you go, whatever you do, looking for this man in crowds, on the streets, in shops and restaurants, is your priority. Is that clear?"
"Yes ma'am!" said the group, in a not particularly coordinated fashion.
"I hope your eyesight is better than that response, ladies and gentlemen." said Police Chief Moynahan taking the stage. "Let me assure you, Officers, that this man is one of the most highly wanted and most dangerous men in the State, if not the Nation. He is a former State Agent and was the leader of the SBI's Narcotics Task Force. He is very well trained, especially with weapons, and he will be desperate if cornered. Captain?"
"You will all be briefed further on this man through your chains of command." said Captain Ross. "Detectives, both MCD and Vice, and your Data people, go from here to Classroom 'J'. Everyone else can go to their assigned duties."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Special Agents Martin Nash and Lindy Linares, SBI Agents Norm Chow and Ted Orosco, and SBI Lt. Tanya Perlman were already in Classroom 'J' as the Detectives trickled in. Captain Ross came in and hooked her computer up to the projector. As stragglers came in, including Theo Washington, Lainie Everett and Timothy Geiger, Cindy turned a baleful eye upon them.
"Ladies and gentlemen, there is no way any of you should be coming into this room after me." the Captain of Detectives said harshly. "You people need to start moving with a purpose. Is that clear?"
"Yes ma'am." said Theo, properly understanding what to do and say. Lainie looked shocked, and Geiger looked a bit irritated; neither said anything. The rest of the room fell silent.
"Okay, guys," said Cindy, putting up a slide. "Once again, this is Richard Ferrell, former Director of the SBI-NTF, and wanted for assault upon a State Agent, that being Lt. Tanya Perlman. He is also wanted as a conspirator in the attempted murder of Commander Troy, which was done by Leonard Sharples, and possible connections to the murder of Kevin Greeley. We now have some new things to tell you, and none of what is said here had better leave this room." She looked from face to face, locking eyes with every individual.
"Okay." Cindy said. "First, we're going to have our FBI friends tell us about the sabotage on the electric substation this weekend. Special Agent Nash?"
Nash got up and came to the front of the room as everyone looked around in bewilderment. This was the first they were hearing that the power outage had been anything but a simple interruption of service.
"Thank you, Captain." said Nash, seeing Cindy's mood and showing deference. "The FBI has found out some new information regarding the power outage over the weekend. The electric substation was sabotaged, and I'll reiterate what Captain Ross said that we need to keep this in this room. The sabotage was done by persons infiltrating as part of a general maintenance crew. They put shunts into the wiring that gave a false signal to the monitoring station, which ultimately resulted in an overload which caused the system to shut itself down. It took two hours to find the problem and repair it."
Nash continued: "We believe that Richard Ferrell was one of the infiltrators." He showed a picture of a badge belonging to a 'Richard Stevens', which was Ferrell, droopy mustache and all. "To accomplish this mission, he would have had to have some training by people who are familiar with the systems. While the systems aren't classified, getting the schematics they would've needed is not very simple for just anyone to do."
Nash went on: "The FBI, at least my team working on this, believes that this was a dry run for something Ferrell and his bosses are planning in the future. Of course we're having every one of StatePowerCorp's facilities being checked for sabotage, but we believe they were testing the security checks and defenses, which obviously failed here."
"There were no incidents in the County during the power outage." said Nash. "No break-ins reported, no traffic problems. University Hospital had no problems. We checked there because Commander Troy was there as a patient."
"If I may, Agent Nash..." Cindy said. Nash nodded, and Cindy said "The Hospital has emergency generators, which kicked in, but they also have good security. All doors except the front doors lock down during a power outage, and people can come in and out only through the front doors, which had manned security, and the Emergency Room, which also had manned security at that time. No one entered or exited during those two hours."
"What happens if there's a fire during the power outage?" asked Joanne Warner.
"That would qualify as one of 'those' days." said Cindy, to tepid laughter. "But to answer your question, I understand that the doors can be unlocked from inside, but there's a trick to it, and only certain people there, like the doctors and head nurses, know how to do it. But the fire evacuation plan mostly goes through the front doors or Emergency Room doors. Anyway, the point is that if Commander Troy was the target of an attack, it didn't happen."
"Agent Nash," said Detective Christopher Purvis, "has the FBI's facial recognition software found any other sightings or IDs of Richard Ferrell?"
"No." said Nash. "Not so far. And we have searched and are continuing to search. We found this ID from facial recognition software."
"Okay," Cindy said, taking back over, "let's talk about the next part of this situation. Ferrell was observed behind the State Crime Lab van that Lt. Perlman uses. Detective Joanne Warner gave chase, but Ferrell ran to a waiting car and sped off. The van was very carefully checked out, and it appears Ferrell was stopped before he could do anything to the van."
"So this is personal?" asked Theo Washington.
"Possibly." said Martin Nash. "Ferrell has a history with both Lt. Perlman and Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone."
"True." said Cindy. "I personally don't understand why Ferrell would do this the way he did, but we're going to be watching for him much more closely.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in the rocking chair at the Mountain Nest, looking out the window over the backyard, with Bowser in my lap getting the skritchins he loved. Buddy was asleep nearer the back door. The doorbell rang, and a moment later my mother guided Chief Griswold into the room.
"Hello, Crowbar." the old Chief growled. "Petting the dog. Almost as good as fishing."
"I'd say even better, Chief." I said. "Have a seat. Whassup?"
The Chief sat down on the sofa against the wall, which was to my left. Bowser had peered over at him, but did not leave his perch on my lap.
"You heard about the Ferrell sighting behind Lt. Perlman's van?" the Chief asked.
"Yes, I did." I said. "Any luck tracing the license plates?"
"FBI is working on that." said Griswold. "Fortunately, no tampering of the van was found, and now they're going to be keeping it locked in a secure area and checking it more often."
"That's good." I said. "So nothing was found, eh?"
Chief Griswold peered over at me, and Buddy looked up at me, also. "So," said the Chief, "sounds like you have ideas about that, Crowbar."
"Yeah, Bowser and I were thinking about that," I said, "and I suspect the reason they did not find any tampering is because Ferrell was actually getting something from the van... perhaps a note or some kind of information taped under the bumper. Ferrell probably had it in his hands when he ran to that car."
Chief Griswold barked a laugh. "That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there... and good hero dog thinking, too, Bowser." Bowser wagged his tail mightily.
"And that means," I said, "that someone inside the State Crime Lab building, possibly in the secret SBI areas in the basement, is in collusion with Ferrell, and is passing him information. He may pass that person information the same way."
"Have you told anyone about your ideas?" asked the Chief.
"Myron and Mary visited yesterday, and I told them." I said. "They may use considerable discretion in who else they tell while they're doing some checking around."
"Har." barked the Chief. "Well, the reason I came by was to ask if you're ready for the Sharples trial."
"Oh yes." I said. "Today they're working through the initial procedural stuff, then the introduction of physical evidence and the Crime Lab and Medical Examiner's reports and testimony. I go on the stand tomorrow morning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Captain Cindy Ross walked down the hallway towards her office, she saw her MCD Detectives huddled up around Joanne's desk, which was nearest to the Vice Room and front of the building. Curious, and getting a vibe, Cindy went inside.
"It's all wrong, ma'am." said Joanne, seeing Cindy come in.
"What's that?" asked Cindy.
"We don't understand why the FBI thinks the power station sabotage was a dry run." said Teddy Parker.
Theo Washington nodded and said "That doesn't make sense. That 'dry run' alerted us to their ability to do that to a power station, and of course we're going to upgrade security on all power stations around the State so they can't do it again."
"And it showed us that Ferrell was in the area, as well." said Joanne. "Even without sighting him at the restaurant."
Cindy pulled up a chair to join the discussion. "I get what you're saying. So what do you think was the reason for it? There were no incidents while the power was out."
"That we know of, ma'am." said Teddy Parker. "There could've been a home invasion or a business burgled and it wasn't reported to us for some reason."
"That's true." said Cindy. "So what was Ferrell's involvement?"
"The Vice Detectives are going to check with C.I.s." said Joanne. "They're also going to put out word about Ferrell and a reward for finding him, and to contact us with any information they get on him."
"Who'd you clear the reward with?" asked Cindy.
"The Chief told us about it." said Parker. "He told the Public Relations Officer to put out the word that a reward would be paid for information leading to the apprehension of Dick Ferrell."
Part 7 - Trial And Fire
One thing many people don't realize is that witnesses in a trial cannot be in the Courtroom before testifying. There is usually a 'witness room' where witnesses are held until they're called upon. I was standing in the witness room at 9:00am, Tuesday, April 11th. With me was State Attorney Jenna Stiles, who was one of the Prosecutors along with ADA Paulina Patterson.
"How's your back, Commander?" Jenna asked.
"It's fine." I said. "I've got on a back brace and the bulletproof girdle, so it should hold up okay."
"You can't take any medications for pain while you're on the stand." said Jenna. "We also think the Defense lawyers are going to try to keep you on the stand as long as possible, hour upon hour, day upon day, to weaken you and try to make you make a mistake."
"Bring it on." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The People call Police Commander Donald Troy to the stand." announced Paulina Patterson.
The Bailiffs opened the doors and I walked into the Courtroom. I had a flashback to the Jimmy Lawson case, where I'd deliberately dressed poorly and walked with a shuffle. (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 04.)
Not today. Today I walked resolutely down the aisle, tall and erect, my head held high with great confidence. I was wearing my Duty Dress uniform with a white shirt and tie, twin rows of light blue piping on the sides of my pants and a thick band of piping on the wrists of my Uniform jacket. I was wearing my full complement of ribbons (which means I was wearing the scholastic ribbons, divisional ribbons and service ribbons as well as the ones representing medals). My badge and rank insignia were shined up and looked sharp and bright, and my black patent leather shoes would've passed any military inspection.
"Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?" asked the Bailiff, swearing me in.
"I do." I said.
"Please be seated." said the Bailiff. I sat down in the witness chair, which fortunately was a hard, wooden chair with a tall back.
"Your honor, may I approach the bench?" asked the Defense counsel, H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C.
"Both sides, approach." said Judge Folsom.
Once up at the bench, Lynch said "Your Honor, I object to this witness. He just got out of the hospital. He has been under the influence of drugs after his very recent back surgery, especially morphine."
"Are you asking for a continuance?" asked Paulina Patterson, with as much derisiveness as she could put into her voice.
"No, I'm asking that this witness not be allowed to testify." said Lynch.
"That's a new one." said Folsom. He then said out loud "The jury will return to the jury room for ten minutes." The Bailiffs escorted the Jury out of the Courtroom. Meanwhile, Paulina went to her table and retrieved some documents.
"Okay, Prosecution," said Folsom, "what is your response to this?"
"I can't say those words out loud, Your Honor." said Paulina. "So I'll reply by submitting these medical documents. Commander Troy rejected the morphine machine while in the hospital, which stunned his doctors. He bore the pain, Your Honor. These documents will show that. The documents also show that Commander Troy's only received anti-inflammatory medications, antibiotics, and light sedation medication. He had no heavy narcotics at all."
Lynch was stunned, and he was not the only one. Judge Folsom looked over at me, still sitting in the witness box, as if I were some sort of alien from Uranus. "Commander, is this true? No morphine? At all?"
"That is true, Your Honor." I said.
"So you were not in pain?" asked Folsom.
"I did not say that, Your Honor." I replied.
"We'll take a ten minute recess." said Folsom. "Prosecution, Defense, come to my Chambers. I am going to verify this with the Hospital."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
A meeting was taking place in a conference room on the third floor of the Federal Building, which had been swept for bugs three times beforehand. Present were SBI Director Tom Conlan, SBI Agents Norm Chow and Ted Crenshaw, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, FBI Special Agents Martin Nash and Lindy Linares, FBI Consultant and TCPD Captain Cindy Ross, the Deputy Director of the FBI, and retired CIA Deputy Director of the Science and Technology Directorate, Dr. Laura Fredricson.
"Mr. Director," said Tom Conlan, "Agent Chow has been assigned to the Ferrell case. Agent Crenshaw is working on Organized Crime angles and is currently assisting in the Ferrell case."
"Good, I'm glad to have them." said the DepDirector. "I've heard good things about you from Mr. Muscone as well as the Iron Crowbar, Agent Chow."
"I'm grateful, Mr. Director." said Chow dispassionately, showing no emotion on his features.
"And speaking of Commander Troy," said the DepDirector, "he's testifying in the Sharples trial, and may be doing so, or be held to be recalled, for several more days. So if we're going to pick his brain, submit your questions to Dr. Fredricson to read to him at the dinner table." There was polite laughter, and Laura smiled and nodded.
"Okay, Jack," said the DepDirector, "give us a synopsis of what we've obtained on Ferrell recently."
"Yes sir, thank you sir." said Muscone. He got up and turned on the projector, to which his computer was attached. The first slide came up. "Some months ago, video evidence of Richard Ferrell showed up in the dragging death of Kevin Greeley." (Author's note: 'The Other World, Ch. 03-04.) "We also got a statement from Jerry Saint that Ferrell was involved in the drug distribution that led to the deaths of two people at Greeley's club. And the Iron Crowbar believes Ferrell was partly responsible for the murder of Jeanine Burke, though proving that is going to be tough with Jeff Fuqua already dead."
"Moving along," said Muscone, "the older charges of Ferrell's assault upon Lt. Tanya Perlman and Phyllis Troy still apply. We have evidence that Ferrell was one of the saboteurs of the power substation recently. And last, but not least, the TCPD's Vice Squad has developed some evidence that Ferrell is trying to set up a drug pipeline to the University. Not a very large nor ambitious one."



Lindy Linares said "We are thinking that he's just trying to raise some cash, then will hand off that drug pipeline to others. We also have reason to believe he's associated himself with elements of Superior Bloodlines, and that's beyond anything he had to do with Kevin Greeley's death."
"I can tell you right now," Laura said, "that my husband does not agree with that. He believes Ferrell took part in the Greeley murder to establish bona fides with the White Roots people, but his lodestone is not white supremacy. He's working at another level, a higher level."
"Why does he believe that?" asked the DepDirector.
"Jeanine Burke." said Laura. "And Ferrell being a product of Yarborough's eugenics breeding experiments. My husband believes Ferrell's loyalties lie with the rogue cell involved with that."
"You know..." mused Jack Muscone, "I just hate it when a bunch of us are agreed on something and have worked it out... and then the Iron Crowbar comes in with something tangential or completely different... and it turns out that he was right and we were all wrong, all along."
"He doesn't think you're wrong on all of this." Cindy said. "He just thinks Ferrell's motives are not simple white supremacy, but something deeper and uglier."
"His back is broken, not his brain." said Lindy Linares. Cindy gave Lindy a thumbs-up.
"What are your thoughts on all of this, Agent Chow?" asked the DepDirector.
"Sir," said Chow, "if Ferrell is trying to set up a drug pipeline... maybe we should help him."
"Oooooo, that's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." said Cindy.
"Yesssss..." said the DepDirector. "And why do I get the feeling that this has already gone beyond the 'thoughts' phase?"
"It has." said Norm Chow. "The TCPD is doing it. They discovered that SBI Lieutenant Mills and Ferrell may have been using Lt. Perlman's van to pass messages along. That's a sideline I'm working on, but they've made contact with Ferrell through Mills to set up a drug buy."
"Okay, then." said the DepDirector. "Let's see if Chief Griswold successfully taught his people how to catch fish. And this one... is a mighty big fish."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As everyone was dismissed, Laura asked Jack Muscone to stay a moment. They were alone in the conference room. It is possible Laura had her bug-killer turned full on.
"Jack," she said as they sat at one corner of the table, "this is part professional and part personal. How do you feel about capturing Richard Ferrell?"
"Professionally," said Muscone, "I'll be happy to get a murdering, racist bastard off the streets. Personally... well, maybe I should reserve comment."
"It's privileged, as I am asking to evaluate you psychologically." Laura said. "But I do need to know your state of mind in this. Off the record, I know of that previous situation where you took out your half-brother, the guy who killed Teresa's sister in that car collision. How does this compare?" (Author's note: 'Dark Side of The Force, Ch. 05')
Muscone sighed, then said "After what Ferrell did to Tanya, not to mention being part of that dragging death... I don't know... I just don't know. I don't want to step over the line, but if I'm the one to catch him..." He just shook his head and did not complete the sentence.
Laura nodded. "I understand. I'm going to ask your boss to hold you back, and make sure you're publicly visible for the next few days. Sometimes it's good to... let others handle things." Muscone peered at Laura for a moment, then just nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went through the ritual of Paulina reading my accomplishments and awards into the record, but only after the overruled objections of the Defense counsel. And then Paulina spoon-fed the case to the jury. Those who have never been on a jury or seen a Court case may not realize how slowly, carefully, and simply the Prosecution has to go while getting the case laid out. It's ritualistic, formulaic, and leads to a long and tiring day.
We worked through the murder of Scrawny Haskins, which other witnesses would corroborate in the following days. Then we worked through the attempted murder on me at Point Hollow.
At 4:00pm, Judge Folsom said 'We will be in recess until 9:00am tomorrow morning. Commander Troy, you will still be under oath when we return." With that, he banged his gavel. Everyone rose as the Jury was escorted out, then the Judge exited. I was also escorted out by Deputies before everyone else was allowed to leave, ostensibly to keep people from having contact with me while in the Courtroom.
Part 8 - Plan of Action
Cindy was also going to be a witness in the Sharples trial, so while I was officially on the stand she did not come up to visit me at the Mountain Nest. The DepDirector's joke wasn't: Laura really did fill me in on the FBI meeting at the dinner table. We were eating hamburgers and potato chips, so Carole did not feed Bowser anything. Jim ate an entire half a hamburger, to his father's stunned amazement. (Double cheeseburger plates of the future, beware!)
I did have visitors after supper: Captain Teresa Croyle, Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, Detective Grubby Paul, Detective Roy McGhillie, Lieutenant Irwin and Sergeant Rudistan. We carried chairs to the backyard, and I walked down the stairs backward, as that was much more manageable and less painful than going down stairs forward.
After settling down with soft drinks in hand, and Buddy firmly ensconced on Teresa's lap and being petted by her, they filled me in on what they'd learned about Ferrell's drug operation.
"You were right, Commander," said 'Coldiron' Masters, "that Ferrell might've been around Lt. Perlman's van to get a note that might've been hidden on it. The Mouseketeers reviewed some tape from the University Stadium's security cameras. Do you know who an SBI Lieutenant Leon Mills is, sir?"
"Oh... yeah." I said. "He was Gaston's main assistant before Gaston became a Regional Director. He's one of the dirty ones I'd like to see cleaned out."
"Yes sir, that's him." said Coldiron. "He was seen on tape around Lt. Perlman's van. Can't really tell if he's leaving a note or anything, but it's as you like to say: it was easy to find the solution once we had the answer."
"That's good work, guys." I said. "We also know that someone was driving the car Ferrell dived into when he was spotted by Tanya and Joanne. Any idea on that?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "We don't think it was Mills... why would he drive Ferrell to the van where he left a note for Ferrell? He'd just give it directly to Ferrell."
"Iron Crowbar thinking there." I said. "Captain Croyle, sure you don't want to start carrying a crowbar?"
"Don't need it, sir." Teresa said.
"Slender Man would disagree, ma'am." said Rudistan, with his usual joviality. That earned him a 'Teresa Cunt' glare, but my laugh rescued Rudistan.
"Okay," I said, "so is Mills part of Ferrell's drug operations?"
"We don't think so, sir." said Roy McGhillie. "We're not getting anything on Mills from any C.I.s."
"Ferrell is using go-betweens to set up a pipeline, because the regular boys know he was once NTF and they don't trust him at all." said 'Coldiron' Masters. "And those go-betweens don't really know who the players are around here. So we're slipping people in as contacts. Unless he already knows them, we think he's fallen for it"
"Yes sir, he has." said Grubby Paul, who along with J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry was the heart and soul of the TCPD's undercover operations. "We're setting up a meeting between our C.I. and the go-betweens tonight, at one of the bars along University Avenue. If we can make it happen tomorrow night, that'll be good. If we have to wait until Thursday, we can do that, though it's more risk and less chance of full success."
"Sounds good." I said. "But I'd like you to consider suggesting doing it during daylight hours. While I'm sitting in Court. You can have your guy tell the go-between that doing it while the Iron Crowbar is in Court, unavailable, and everyone else more concerned about Court security than looking for drug deals, will give you a better chance to complete the deal undetected."
"We can do that." said Grubby Paul. "Word is that Ferrell wants a fast deal; he's hard-up for money. We'll tell him we can get him a small supply to sell, then a bigger supply on Friday. But he won't make that meeting if he comes to the one tomorrow."
"Where's it going to go down?" I asked.
"Strip mall on the northwest side of Town." said Roy McGhillie, who gave the full address. "We're going to bring in a fake SPS delivery truck."
"What time?" I asked.
"We'll shoot for 2:30pm." said Grubby Paul.
"Okay, good enough. Captain Croyle will give the final go-ahead." I said. "And speaking of Captain Croyle, I need to talk with her and Sergeant Rudistan for a moment. Everyone else, thanks for coming, and I won't keep you up any later." They took it as the dismissal it was, and left.
After they were gone, Laura brought someone else to our little group before going back inside to babysit. It was my nephew Todd. I noticed Laura's lipstick was practically gone, and her hair was mussed up. The easy conclusion was that my stud nephew had been making out with my beautiful wife while waiting to come out.
"So, Mr. Rudistan," I said quietly in the darkening night, "you worked with Lt. Perlman. How do you feel about what Ferrell did to her?"
"Makes me mad to think about it, sir." said Rudistan. "I'm still mad about our buddy Pete Feeley, and the attempt on their kid, too. I probably should not go on the arrest... I might get carried away."
"I hear that." I said. "So, Todd, I can't prove beyond a reasonable doubt the bastard helped murder the mother of your son, but how do you feel about it?"
"Like you do, Uncle Don." said Todd. "Our souls cry for Justice."
"Teresa?" I asked.
"Tanya was my friend, and still is." said Teresa. "Ferrell attacked my fiancé's grandmother, too. And there's... well, there's another reason... So, Commander... what about you?"
"I am sure," I said, "that while I'm sitting in Court, I'll be idly thinking that when Ferrell is going through the prison system after his arrest tomorrow, that it would be only 'meet and right"... and just... that he learn just what it means to be wheelchair-bound... paralyzed from the waist down... see how he likes it..."
Buddy raised his head to look up at Teresa, who looked back at him and petted him. Todd and Rudistan just nodded as they contemplated my concept of 'Justice' for Richard 'Dick' Ferrell...
Part 9 - Backbreaking Work
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 12th. "Channel Two News has learned that former SBI Agent Richard Ferrell, who is wanted for several crimes, has been spotted in our Town and County over the weekend!"
A tape of Ferrell attacking Tanya Perlman in the State Crime Lab Building, and throwing Tanya's wheelchair on her legs, was shown repeatedly as Bettina said "As this video footage shows, former Agent Ferrell attacked SBI Lieutenant Tanya Perlman after her State Crime Lab discovered the use of synthetic chemicals in the death of Jeremy Moreland."
Bettina went on: "Agent Ferrell is also wanted in connection with other crimes, including possible participation in the dragging death of Kevin Greeley, a.k.a. 'The Metrosexual', who owned the clubs 'Pink' and 'Punk' here in Town. Mr. Ferrell may be a part of white supremacy groups, and he is also allegedly involved in the drug related deaths of two University students at the 'Punk' club some weeks ago."
"The TCPD has intensified their search for former Director Ferrell," said Bettina, "and sources tell Channel Two News that the FBI and SBI are also participating in the manhunt for Mr. Ferrell, who they consider to be extremely dangerous. The TCPD Vice Squad is concentrating on former Agent Ferrell's possible narcotics ties, and sources tell Channel Two News that Ferrell might be starting up drug operations in this County."
"In other news," continued Bettina, "the death penalty trail of former TCPD Detective Leonard Sharples continues today. Commander Donald Troy was on the stand all day yesterday. The defense counsel made over thirty objections to his testimony, and it is expected that their cross-examination will be very thorough and will take the entire day."
"Good grief." said Joanne Warner as the MCD Detectives drank their coffee. "Is it just me, or is Bettina outright trying to make it sound like Commander Troy is lying on the stand?"
"The Press is out of control." said Teddy Parker. "They no longer report the news, they create it for agenda-driven purposes."
"What about you, Theo?" asked Joanne. "You think the Press is dishonest?"
"I always come back to the question of 'Why would they lie?'." said Theo.
"And I have the answer for you." said Cindy Ross, coming into the room. "Like the Commander likes to say: 'Follow the money'. They're not going to sell advertising or get more viewers talking about what a great job the Police are doing, or that black and white people worked together on the Ronald Reagan Park beautification project. They sell drama and conflict."
"I agree, ma'am," said Teddy Parker, "but the last few years they've taken it a lot farther. They suppress news that doesn't correspond to a certain agenda and political ideology. Bettina's story this morning was just short of outright lying, and some national outlets are putting out factually false stories, and once again all favoring one particular political ideology."
"And their hostility towards Christians borders on outright media jihad." Joanne added.
"Well," said Theo, "as the Commander also says, we can't have our Constitutional Republic without a Free Press protected by the First Amendment."
"Are they really a 'Free' Press?" Joanne asked back. "Reporters want to get paid, and they won't get paid unless they parrot what their editors want to hear---"
"All right guys," interrupted Cindy, "let's get back to Police work. I'm going to go talk to the Vice guys and see if Bettina's reporting has damaged their plans to capture Ferrell. In the meantime, what are you guys doing?"
"Ferrell. Ferrell. Ferrell." said Parker, sounding bored.
"I'm cleaning up some loose ends on the Forbes & Sehgal case," said Theo Washington, "and the plane crash that killed Mr. Steinhart. Sonali and I have been looking for financial issues with their office up here in our County."
"Cool." said Cindy. She then turned to Joanne.
"Ma'am, I'm still peeking at this cold case." said the lovely blonde Detective Warner. "Jason Rutledge was the Class President of that Class, and a woman named Susan Gurley is the Vice President. She is the one who sets up these reunion gatherings and stuff, so I'm going to interview her about the reunion ten years ago."
"Okay, but not until Ferrell is busted." said Cindy. "Which I hope happens today. But Ferrell is our end-all mission."
"Yes ma'am." said Joanne, feeling as if she'd been chastised.
"Ma'am," said Theo, "what about SBI Chaplain Ikea? And his possible connections to Ferrell. They were great friends once before; some even say they were butt-buddies. Shouldn't we be checking up on him?"
"He's a Chaplain, a man of the Lord." said Joanne, taking Theo's bait hook, line and sinker. "Why would you investigate him?"
"O-kayyyyy" said Cindy. "I have your new mission, Joanne. You are to get on that computer and thoroughly read up on Steven Ikea, including internal Police reports of his physical assault upon Jeanine Burke, his assault upon Commander Troy's mother, which almost got Ikea murdered on the spot, and his attempt to frame a University football coach. I will be asking you a lot of questions about 'man of the Lord' Steven Ikea, Detective Warner, and you'd better have well-researched answers. Okay, folks, get started."
With that, Cindy exited the MCD room, leaving a stunned Joanne Warner behind her. "Did Chaplain Ikea really do all those things?"
"And more, Joanne." said Teddy Parker. "He was Captain Malone's right-hand man here, when Malone was corrupting this Police Force. Ikea was a bad, bad seed."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Ross entered the Vice Room. It was rare for everyone to be at their desks this early in the morning; Vice Detectives often were up and out during evening and night-time hours, and would come in later in the mornings if they needed to get at least four hours of sleep per 24-hour period. That edict had come down from the Police Commander... who had simply read the edict of then-Lieutenant Teresa Croyle.
But they were all here this morning. "Hi folks!" Cindy called out. "Did you guys catch Bettina's broadcast?"
"Yes ma'am." said Christopher Purvis. "She might as well have advertised that we're going after Ferrell today."
"And that's why I'm here." said Cindy. "Does this harm your operation to get him?"
"No ma'am." said Grubby Paul. "In fact, Ms. Wurtzburg might be upset to know that it might actually help us. Our contact met with Ferrell last night, and reported that Ferrell could not hide his anxiousness to get the deal done as quickly as possible. He was very amenable to our moved-up timetable, and we are a 'Go' for 2:30pm, if Captain Croyle gives the green light."
"Good." said Cindy. "Okay, guys, I could get called to be a witness at the Courthouse any time today, especially after lunch. So Grubby, take the lead on this. And best of luck to your success today."
"Thank you, Captain." said Grubby Paul.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd expected the cross-examination to be tough. And I was right. H.J. Lynch was doing his damnedest best to make it sound like I'd murdered Scrawny Haskins and tried to kill myself.
He started by asking me "How are you feeling this morning, Commander?" It wasn't a friendly, casual question; he was trying to establish that I was not up to giving this testimony. Paulina immediately objected to the question, and Folsom sustained it. The Jury looked confused, and Folsom got upset. He had the Jury go out for ten minutes, then brought the lawyers to the Bench.
"Defense counsel," barked Folsom, anger in his voice, "I will not tolerate shenanigans like that. You keep it up, and I'll hammer you. If this case goes to mistrial for any action of yours, I'll have you in Contempt, and I'll have you disbarred. Do you understand?"
"I... I just asked the Commander how he was feeling, Your Honor. Just like saying hello---"
"Your Honor," cut in Paulina sharply, "we're not fools here, and we see what the Defense counsel is trying to do. We've long since established that Commander Troy is fit to give testimony today. I am lodging a protest that the Defense counsel is intentionally trying to waste our time in an effort to harass the witness."
"And I'll take that under advisement, Prosecutor." said Folsom. "No more b.s. tricks, Counselor."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was still a long, long day. Lynch was trying every trick in the legal book. Judge Watts would've shut him down, and hard, long before now, but Judge Folsom tended to give more leeway in his Courtroom.
Lynch pushed against every single thing he could, trying to impeach my testimony. Several times he said things like "Are you sure you don't want to refer to your notes?" as if I was contradicting my Police reports. Paulina objected and Judge Folsom sustained every time, so Lynch's attempts to make the Jury think I was saying anything wrong was mitigated.
Then Lynch played his last card with me. He tried to say our sting capturing Sharples at Point Hollow was 'entrapment'. Now Paulina had spent most of the day before laying the groundwork that it was a sting, that it showed the same pattern that was used in the murder of Scrawny Haskins, and that it was legitimate in every way. But Lynch went for an attempt to rebut that.



"So, Commander," said Lynch, "let's just suppose that my client had not even gone to Point Hollow that day. What would your entrapment scheme have done then?"
"Objection, Your Honor." said Paulina.
"Your Honor," said Lynch, "I'm trying to establish that Commander Troy's actions were entrapment and attempted to alter how my client would normally act."
"The Objection as to form is sustained." said Folsom. "Frame your questions properly, Mr. Lynch."
"Commander," said Lynch, "hypothetically speaking----"
"I don't answer hypothetical questions." I said loudly, interrupting the lawyer. "I'll answer to what actually happened to the best of my knowledge, but I will not speculate nor play hypothetical games."
"Permission to treat the witness as hostile, Your Honor." said Lynch. This meant he could ask leading questions, and have more latitude in the form of his questions.
"Prosecution?" asked the judge.
"The Defense is already treating the witness in a hostile manner, Your Honor." said Paulina, making the packed Courtroom erupt in laughter. Paulina continued: "This is the worst witness to play games with, Your Honor, but I won't object."
"Very well." said Folsom, trying not to smile. "Permission granted to treat this witness as hostile."
"Commander Troy," thundered Lynch, "isn't it true that you lured my client to Point Hollow to trap him into a discretion?"
"No." I said. "I had a warrant to execute a sting operation, which was successful."
"But didn't you pose in front of a mirror, to make it look like you were standing in a window?
"That was part of the sting." I said.
"And it could've been anyone that actually shot at you, couldn't it? Even one of your own Officers who was tired of your abusive treatment of him or her?"
"That's a hypothetical, which I won't give the sanction of replying to." I said, not falling for the trap. "In actuality, the videos at the scene clearly show the defendant making the shot."
"And all those video cameras at the scene..." said Lynch. "They were there to entrap my client, as well?"
"They were documenting the sting we were conducting under the Court-issued warrant." I said. "And showing the same pattern that was used in the murder of Scrawny Haskins."
"Commander," growled Lynch, "did you have information leaked that would lead my client to come to Point Hollow?"
"No." I said.
"Then who did?"
"I don't accept the premise of your question, that anyone at all leaked anything." I replied, again avoiding a trap.
"So, Commander," said Lynch, trying a new tack. "Do you acknowledge that you tried to have my client fired from the Town & County Police Force?"
"I stated that yesterday." I said.
"Objection, Your Honor!" shouted Paulina. "That was covered yesterday. Defense counsel is attempting to re-hash old information, and in doing so is deliberately wasting time."
"Sustained." said Folsom. "Cover new ground, Counselor."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Wednesday, April 12th. The SPS van pulled up to the strip mall. Two men got out and went into one of the stores. It was an empty store.
Watching outside were Ferrell and his 'hired hand', a young man sent by Mr. C. to 'assist' Ferrell in his new operations... and to keep watch over Ferrell, and to keep Ferrell out of harm's way.
"Anyone else in that office?" asked Ferrell. The young man was using a device that could resolve infrared heat signatures. The two men from the SPS truck were clearly visible.
"There's no one else in there." said the young man.
"All right, pull up." said Ferrell. The other man drove the car down the parking lot and parked next to the truck. Ferrell got out and hurried into the front door. The other man followed.
"All right, we've got the goods in the truck." said the tall blonde man when he saw the two men come in. "You got the green?" By 'green', he meant green dollar bills.
"Yeah." said Ferrell. "In the briefcase in the trunk of the car. The lock numbers are 7-8-9. So do we drive each other's vehicles out of here?"
"Or we unload the stuff out of the truck, then you take your car around and load it into the trunk." said the tall blonde man.
"That'll work better." said Ferrell. "Okay, let's get going--- what the fuck?!?!?"
They poured out of the back room and out of the back of the truck and through the front door. The four men found themselves surrounded by four persons in all black, wearing black full head masks. Three of them were men, and one was obviously a woman. They were heavily armed with M-4 'assault rifles'.
"No one moves, no one gets hurt." hissed the tallest man, who was broad-shouldered and looked like a powerful specimen of a man. "Okay, you two," he said, pointing to the blonde man and his associate, "get the fuck out of here. Now." The two men did not walk but ran out of the front door and away from there.
The tall man and one of his associates, who was more slender but was muscular and in excellent shape, disarmed Ferrell and his associate as the third man, who was a bit more portly, and the woman covered the rogue former Agent. They manacled the other man's hands behind his back with handcuffs and forced him to sit down, then tied up his legs at his ankles. They then handcuffed Ferrell's hands in front of his belly.
"Richard Ferrell... Richarrrd Ferreelllll..." hissed the woman, coming up and looking into Ferrell's very scared eyes, his mustaches drooping. "We've been waiting for this moment for a long, long time. Okay, guys... do it!"
The portly man and the more slender man grabbed Ferrell and picked him up off the floor, his face and belly upwards towards the ceiling. The more powerful man came up to them, to Ferrell's left side and helped them lift him up some more. Then, as they dropped him, the powerful man thrust his knee up as hard as he could... right into Ferrell's back.
*WHAM!*
"AAAUUUUGGHH!" yelled Ferrell as the man's knee slammed into his lower backbone. Ferrell fell to the floor, feeling the sharp pain from the blow. The masked men picked him up again, and dropped him again. This time, the powerful man's knee blow did the job:
*SNAP!!*
"AAAAUGHHH!" screamed Ferrell as he again fell hard to the floor. He was crying and screaming, gasping in sheer pain. The woman came up behind him as he lay on his side, unable to move his legs. She felt for what she wanted to feel, and found it.
"AAAUGH!" Ferrell screamed again as she pressed into the damaged area of his back. She nodded at her masked companions.
"That was for Tanya Perlman." she whispered. "Now this is all just a bad dream, and you'd better not remember it, or I'll come back and cut your fucking balls off." With that, the four masked persons fled out the back door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Whoaaaa..." said the C.I. as he and his associate drove up in an SPS truck. "There's a truck already there. I don't like this."
"I'm calling our contact." said the other man. "We're aborting this mission..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Corporal Kirkpatrick and Sr. Patrolman Hicks were the first TCPD Officers to arrive at the scene. Entering the store in the manner of clearing it, they saw a man tied up hand and foot, and Dick Ferrell lying on the ground, crying in pain, unable to move his legs.
Then came Detective Roy McGhillie and Lieutenant Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. "Call an ambulance." said Masters.
"We already did, sir." said Hicks. "We also read them both their rights while videotaping the scene."
"Good job." said Masters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:45pm, H.J. Lynch turned to the judge and said "No more questions, Your Honor. But we reserve the right to recall this witness." This meant I could not sit in and watch the trial, as I might be recalled as a witness.
"Agreed." said Judge Folsom. "Prosecution, redirect." Paulina asked me a few questions to clarify a few points, then said she had no more questions.
"You may step down, Commander," said Judge Folsom, "but be prepared to return at any time if you are recalled."
"Yes, Your Honor." I said. I struggled to stand up, but managed to walk out of the Courtroom walking steadily and evenly, hearing the Judge say the proceedings were adjourned until the next morning...
Part 10 - Served Right
6:50am, Thursday, April 13th. There was an air of excitement in MCD as everyone from Major Crimes and Vice gathered to watch Bettina's broadcast, including me, Your Iron Crowbar, and SBI Lt. Tanya Perlman, both of us sitting in wheelchairs. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone was there, along with Special Agent Martin Nash. Only Cindy was not there: she would be testifying when the trial of Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples resumed.
I'd gotten an ovation of applause when I came in. But the Chief was not pleased at all when I came in, wearing a red golf/polo shirt with a Police Commander badge embroidered over the heart, and khaki pants and my badge on my belt, but not my gun; I was not yet re-qualified with it.
"You had better not be trying to return to doo-ty, Commanderrrr." growled Chief Moynahan. "You are supposed to be rest-ing, or be on call for that Fat Boy's trial."
"Yes sir." I said. "But this one is big, and I want to be around friends and family for it."
"Heh heh heh heh." laughed the Chief, and then the humor vanished. "Do not try my patience by trying to do anything resembling Police work, Commanderrrr. Or I might just beat you down myself, Police Boxing Matches style." I laughed at that, then promised the Chief I wouldn't do any real work.
And then... the moment arrived...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, from in front of University Hospital. "Channel Two News has learned that wanted former SBI Agent Richard Ferrell has been captured by the Town & County Police Force!"
A huge cheer erupted in the room, followed by high-fives and more cheering. We were recording the broadcast, and put the DVR into play to hear all of Bettina's words:
"Police found Agent Ferrell and another man, who has been identified as Benny Brighton, a University student, in a strip mall office space yesterday. According to Police reports, Brighton admitted that he and Ferrell were engaging in a drug buy when four masked persons attacked them. Agent Ferrell suffered a broken back in the attack and was rushed to University Hospital. Roll tape."
Bettina then had Dr. Morgan on tape, being interviewed: "Yes, Mr. Ferrell suffered a broken back. We operated to repair the damage, but we believe that Mr. Ferrell is paralyzed from the waist down, and will never walk again."
The room had gone silent, and, appropriately, it was Tanya Perlman's voice that cut through it:
"Serves the bastard right." she said coldly.
Everyone heartily agreed and the noise started up again. Tanya and I fist-bumped.
I looked over to the door of MCD, the one nearest Vice and the front of the Headquarters building. Teresa Croyle was standing in the doorway, silently watching. Our eyes locked for a second, and I gave her a barely perceptible nod, which she returned.
It would never be spoken out loud that Teresa had been the woman leading that raid upon the most very unfortunate Ferrell, that Teddy Franklin and Micah Rudistan had been the assistants helping my nephew Todd Burke drive his knee into Ferrell's back and snap his spine. Tanya and my mother were 'properly' avenged... and most important of all, so was Jeanine Burke.
Bettina went on: "Commander Donald Troy was in Court, testifying in the Leonard Sharples case, when this attack happened. He issued a statement congratulating his Vice Squad for arresting Ferrell. Captain Cindy Ross was also at the Courthouse at the time of the attack, and she re-iterated the Commander's praise for her Vice unit."
"Glad I have an alibi, the way Bettina's talking." I said out loud. "You'd think she's accusing me of doing it."
"God, how the Press just loves you, Commander." said Tanya, her voice both teasing and sarcastic.
"Glad I have an alibi, too." said Jack Muscone quietly, a bit too quietly. He just happened to have been addressing a University class on Criminal Justice procedures at the time, at the invitation of the School and of University President Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, at the 'suggestion' of Dr. Laura Fredricson...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Congratulations poured into Headquarters from all over the State. The Governor personally called Police Chief Moynahan to congratulate him, and the Governor also made a statement before the press congratulating us that was broadcast all over the State. Jack Muscone went in and congratulated everyone in Vice with a handshake and his personal thanks.
Before the Chief kicked me out to go back home, Jack, Tanya and I talked in my office.
"Nash was here, interviewing this Benny Brighton guy with your Vice people." said Muscone. "Brighton looks to be one of those 'useful idiots' that Ferrell would use, but there's something off about him. He's not a University student, like Bettina claimed he was. He's not even from this State; he's from California."
"Word I have is that he was singing like a canary last night." I said. "He has given us corroboration that Ferrell supplied Jerry Saint with the drugs that killed Lena Hill and Kate Noll. He gave us names of the people that dragged Metrosexual Kevin to his death, but he said he didn't go on that himself. He also says he does not know why they did that to Kevin, but I get the idea he's singing so the same thing won't happen to him. He had no clue about Jeanine Burke, who she was, and ditto that for Michael Burke."
"Well," said Muscone, "keep an extra copy of the confession tapes. Les Craig is going to a Federal Judge to get Federal custody of Ferrell."
"And Franklin Washington is trying to stop it." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Cin-dee!"
My daughter Carole was very happy to see her cousin Cindy. It was 4:30pm when the Green Crowbar came up to the Mountain Nest. After Cindy talked with Carole and Jim, and played with Buddy and Bowser, she came and sat down next to me on the sofa as I sat in the rocking chair.
"Yes, I'm done, for now." said Cindy to me. "You missed some fun today. Lynch wanted me to be subject to recall, and Paulina objected, asking why Lynch wasn't done with me completely. Lynch was stammering and hemming and hawing, and didn't have a real good answer. Judge Folsom did grant the recall request, but it was funny to watch."
"So, what do you think?" I asked.
"As far as I can tell, all I did was corroborate what you testified to." Cindy said. "Lynch tried to work me on the Hamilton County crime scene, but it wasn't all that much. I think he's starting to realize defeat. You must've torn him up good."
"I hope so." I said. "How did the Jury look?"
"Interested, while Paulina questioned me." said Cindy. "A little bored when Lynch tried stuff. Paulina objected to him covering old ground twice, and the Jury seemed tired of his antics."
"Good." I said. "We haven't seen the Defense's case yet, but the Prosecution sounds good so far. And by the way, we have a very happy Police Department after capturing Ferrell."
"I heard he met with great misfortune." said Cindy. "Can't say I'm sorry to hear that."
"Karma." I replied simply.
Part 11 - BFFs Forever
Friday, April 14th. Edward and Stephanie Steele and their daughter Selena were bringing their newly adopted daughter Marie to the Mountain Nest, to meet Carole and of course the redoubtable Bowser. My mother, Laura and I were waiting for them. When we told Carole that the little girl Bowser had saved was coming to visit, Carole surprised us by being very happy about it.
So when the doorbell rang and Laura answered, little blonde-haired Marie led the procession inside, and was met in the hallway by Carole.
"Hi." said my daughter importantly, the perfect little three-year-old hostess. "I'm Carole."
"I'm Murr-EE." said her guest proudly.
"Here, Bowser!" Carole called out. "Bowser, this is Marie." she said as Bowser came bounding up. He sniffed at Marie and seemed to recognize her, as his face looked up in wonder at her.
"Hello, Bowser." said Marie, petting Bowser on the head. "Thank you for saving me." All the adults ooh-ed and ahh-ed. Bowser sat down and let Marie pet him some more, and Carole joined in.
"Bowser is a good dog." said Carole, in the form of a quotation. Bowser wagged his tail mightily.
"He's my he-ro!" said Marie.
"My daddy is my hero." said Carole, which drew more 'ooh's and 'aah's, and melted her daddy's heart, of course.
"Mine, too." said Selena to the 'big kids' in the room. The Steeles agreed.
"We're having a tea ceremony for Bowser." said Carole. "Come on!" The little girls hurried into the den, where Carole's little table and two chairs were set up. A third place was also set. All the adults just stood and watched, or sat down and watched in the case of the guy with the bad back.
And the teapot had real tea in it. Carole poured for Marie and herself. "Bowser is going to have dog biscuits. He's not supposed to have people food, my daddy says."
"O-kay!" said Marie. "Here's a biscuit, Bowser!"
As Bowser sat down at his place between the girls, they fed him pieces of dog biscuits, which he very much liked.
"They are just so cute!" said Stephanie Steele. Everyone had sat down and was watching, now. Little Jim was in Selena's lap; he seemed to like the beautiful woman. Buddy was in my lap as I sat in the rocking chair.
"It is so much fun having a little sister." said Selena. "She's just a joy, always happy. She loves drawing and coloring."
"Hey Marie!" said Carole, having heard that, "let's draw some pictures!"
"Yeah!" agreed Marie happily. The girls went to fetch paper and crayons, and soon were hard at work, drawing pictures. Bowser supervised.
"Wow, Marie is good." I said. Marie had drawn pictures of Carole and Bowser, and while childish, they were actually very good, and what I'd expect a much older child to draw.
"Yes," said Selena, "she has a lot of talent with drawing and coloring. We're encouraging her to draw and paint with watercolors, and she goes at it for hours."
"Hey Daddy!" Carole called out. "I'm going to write a story, and Marie is going to do the illus... illuuuu... er, the pictures for it." These are three-year-olds, I reminded myself.
"I can't wait to see it and read it." I said encouragingly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How's your back, Don?" asked Edward Steele as he and I sat in the living room after dinner.
"Good." I said. "I'm pretty slow now, but with more rehab I should return to almost normal."
"Good." said Steele. "We were concerned about you. I'll tell you, I don't get it. Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes are fighting like hell to keep you from getting another Purple Order. Why do they hate you so much, Don? After all you've accomplished for this Town & County. Why the hate?"
"Hate comes from fear." I said. "They obviously have something to fear."
"Well, I'll tell you this." said Edward. "John Colby and I are quietly looking into Cook's finances with that Pine Valley project. We'd really like to bust his ass down, especially after what he pulled with the Community Center."
"If you find anything actionable, let me know." I said.
"Oh, we will." said Edward. "And there's another thing I want to bring to your attention. J.P. Goldman and I are not always on the same side as Reginald B.F. Lewis politically, but we're pretty good friends and have dinners together with our wives from time to time. Stephanie and I were having dinner with Reginald and his wife a couple of nights ago, and he told me that someone is beginning to try to stir up some stuff in the majority black districts on the Southside of Town and the County."



"Riots?" I asked.
"Not yet, but it could lead to that." said Edward. "T-Square has never been one for problems in the Tenderloin District. He has too much property and money invested; he stands to lose a lot if rioters burn down his clubs. But he and the Reverend Joseph E. Williams talk to Reginald about issues from time to time. Someone is trying to stir up talk about Police targeting Blacks. And Carnes and Cook are whining about the Police not writing enough tickets, and needing to go after petty lawbreakers."
"In the Tenderloin District, I'm sure." I said witheringly.
"Not much gets by you, Iron Crowbar." said Edward with a teasing grin.
"Yes sir," I said, "I've heard a few things myself. I appreciate you telling me, and I'll keep an eye on it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was their first slumber party. Carole and Marie fell asleep, then woke up and Laura and Selena got them ready for bed. Selena was going to stay in the guest room, and the Steeles said goodnight to us and went home.
Bowser got in his basket and stood guard as the girls slept together in Carole's bed. For some reason, this was a bigger deal to Laura and Selena than it was to me; I'm just not privy to the ways of women. I went on to bed myself.
The redoubtable Bowser had not only saved Marie's young life, he'd forged a friendship between his humans. Carole and Marie would become best friends. They would go to kindergarten then school together, playing together, collaborating on many schemes together that would keep Carole's father on highest alert and on his toes.
They'd share their teen troubles and foibles together, consoling each other over boyfriends and other such things. They would cry together in inconsolable grief when Bowser passed away of old age. And they'd both go to college together... as Wildcats. They would be in each other's weddings, and be best friends for the rest of their lives...
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Return To Duty
At 6:00am, Monday, April 17th, I stood in the booth of the TCPD Armory Range, took aim with my Beretta 96 service weapon, and fired ten shots. Three rows of holes, 3x4x3 appeared in the center of the target. Then I ejected the magazine, put in a new, loaded one, pressed the lever to release the slide to spring forward, switched hands, and fired at the other target left-handed. The shots were not in as neat a pattern, but passed.
"Congratulations, Commanderrrr." drawled Chief Moynahan, watching from behind me. Deputy Chief Della Harlow took the Armorer's certification and added it to the paperwork in my file as the Armorer put the targets into two frames. He'd gotten into the habit of keeping a bunch of frames due to the requests of friends of Officers re-qualifying for their targets, to be given as gifts. The Chief had asked for my targets to be framed as a gift from him and Della.
"You are officially back on duty, Commander." Della Harlow said.
"Your turn, Chief." said the Armorer. The Chief went to his station, and fired his Beretta 92FS, which had been his military service weapon and was now his Police service weapon (how he got the Army to let him keep his weapon, I don't know and am not asking). He perforated the bullseye of the target, easily passing the test. He did not attempt to qualify left-handed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, April 17th, from (appropriately) in front of the Federal Building. "Today is Tax Day, and County residents are scrambling to get their taxes done and sent to the IRS and State Revenue Service!"
"The Leonard Sharples trial is entering a new phase, as the Prosecution rested its case Friday afternoon." said Bettina. "The Defense will begin presenting its evidence and witnesses this morning. Legal experts are saying that while former Detective Sharples may be convicted on some of the lesser charges, the Prosecution did not adequately prove the murder case of Scrawny Haskins, and that the Death Penalty is very unlikely."
"Former SBI NTF Director Richard Ferrell remains hospitalized after his back was broken by unknown assailants before he was captured by Town & County Police Officers. Doctors have confirmed that Mr. Ferrell is paralyzed from the waist down. In a related story, the FBI went to Court to gain Federal custody of Mr. Ferrell and control of his case, citing his involvement with criminal organizations that the FBI is investigating. However, Town & County Assistant D.A. Franklin Washington expertly argued the case on behalf of the State, showing that all of Mr. Ferrell's charges are at the State and local levels. The Federal Judge denied FBI Special Agent in Charge Les Craig's petition, leaving Mr. Ferrell's case in local hands."
"Also today," said Bettina, "the Police Department issued a statement that Commander Donald Troy has returned to full duty, only a couple of weeks after being wounded and requiring back surgery. And in the Federal case in which Commander Troy was shot and wounded, the U.S. Attorney's office issued a statement that Betty Morelli has rejected a plea deal offer that would've required her to testify against her husband Jerry Morelli. Full charges will be brought against her as a result."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"After all that, she rejected the plea deal." said Cindy. "That woman is crazy."
"Crazy like a fox." I replied. "She's got something up her sleeve. I dunno what it is, but she has a plan."
We were sitting in my office after the coffee klatch. I'd received an ovation when I walked into MCD with my two framed targets. Doughnuts had been brought in, and they tasted very good... and did not last five minutes.
"What about Jerry Morelli?" asked Cindy. "Is he talking?"
"No." I said. "Not yet. They've got him ice-cold for attempted murder and related charges. They're not going to give him immunity for giving them his entire criminal empire, and he's not going to give that away. Les Craig is once again left holding the bag."
Cindy said "Funny how Bettina made a point to show up Les Craig like she did. Guess he's not giving her pickle-tickles anymore, huh?"
"Doesn't look like it." I said. "I suspect their out-of-bed uses for each other are done, so that little exchange of values does not need to continue."
"I wish that we could say that of him in the FBI," said Cindy, "but Callie got word that he's still being groomed for top-level positions."
I took out my bug killer and turned it on. "She still working with Janet?" I asked.
"Not since your wife retired." said Cindy. "But they're keeping her in the loop on some things. I'm not sure why."
"Well," I said, "my friends in the LAPD, Claire Michaels and her boss Captain Raytheon, have been working with the FBI on some of the same stuff we're working on here. They're working on their version of 'White Roots' there, and the same Superior Bloodlines is behind them that is behind our friendly neighborhood supremacists around here."
"Makes sense." said Cindy. Then she froze in her tracks. "She... Callie didn't come back here just for that, did she?"
"No, my friend." I said reassuringly. "Callie's here to do sex research for my wife, recruit University girls for her movies, and most importantly, to be with you." Cindy relaxed considerably after my reassurances.
"Cindy," I said, understanding what my cousin was thinking, and feeling, "you gotta relax. And you gotta love like there's no such thing as a broken heart."
"Someone could write a country music song about that. Probably will, one day." Cindy replied. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Welcome back, Commander!" Mary Mahoney Milton said brightly as she and Myron sat down in my hot chairs. Her hair was a lovely shade of metallic pink today, and the rest of her looked very healthy and happy, a pleasing bloom on her cheeks... hmmm...
"Thank you." I said. "I'm very happy to be back. So, anything happen while I was away?" The Mouseketeers chuckled.
"Not much, Commander." said Supervisor Myron Milton. "We did gather some information on Benny Brighton. The consensus opinion is that he was a tool, a lackey, a 'useful idiot', but in truth he's been a valuable operative for the equivalent of 'White Roots' in the Los Angeles area, a group called 'Bruins For A White California', a.k.a. the BFWC. Opponents started derisively calling them the 'Polar Bears', and they adopted it for themselves."
"Hoo boy." I said. "So Benny was one of them?"
"He always seemed to be on the fringe of them." said Myron. "The LAPD's Major Crimes division has made some major busts of this group, but never netted Benny. What Mary and I have reason to believe," (which meant Myron hacked into something, somewhere) "is that Benny is a go-between, a liaison between Superior Bloodlines and these more up-front racial groups like 'White Roots' and the 'Polar Bears'."
"So why was he working for Ferrell?" I asked. I did not need a long reverie for it to hit me. "Ohhhhh, wait a minute. I see it now."
"See what, sir?" asked Mary.
I did not answer, but asked "Is Benny still in our custody?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "County Jail, in isolation. But he's too hot to hold, so he's going to be transferred to The Asylum's new Supermax-level security area."
"I've got to talk to him before that happens." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BUUUUZZZZ!*
The buzzer opening the door to the most secure area of County Jail blasted loudly as Benny Brighton was brought into Interrogation-2. He was handcuffed to the ring on the table. He was tall, skinny, dirty blonde unkempt hair, and in need of a shave.
I studied him for a moment through the one-way glass. We were waiting for his lawyer to arrive... Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason.
"Did he ever invoke?" I asked.
"No sir." said Cindy. "He asked for a lawyer, but he readily answered questions with the proviso that he could invoke at any time.
"That in itself is very interesting, don't you think, Captain?" I asked.
"If you say so, sir." Cindy replied. "I'm not sure why you think that, though."
"It means they, meaning his lawyer and his Superior Bloodlines bosses, trust him enough to talk to us. They trust him to know what he can say and can't say." I replied. Cindy nodded with new understanding.
After the lawyer was brought in, I came in through the anteroom door, bringing Detective Teddy Parker with me. Yes, it's politically incorrect to say this, but I knew if I brought in a black or female Detective, I'd get no cooperation.
I sat down rather slowly, and said "Hello, Benny. I'm Commander---"
"I know who you are, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Benny. "How's your back?"
"Good enough to fight a running battle all the way to Los Angeles and halfway back." I said. "But thanks for asking."
"Didn't think I was important enough to merit the Iron Crowbar's personal attention." Benny said. I was not fooled.
"Oh, I rushed to get out of the hospital for two reasons, Benny. First, their food is awful, much worse than what you're having in jail, here. And second, just so I could talk to you."
"What do you want of my client?" asked Masterson, getting tired of the preliminary theatrics.
"Benny, why are you hanging around a dirtbag like Dick Ferrell?" I asked. "He's scum. He's stupid. He's fucked up so many times they just call him 'the fuck-up' in the SBI. You were doing better than that in California, Benny. What gives?"
"Unlike you, so I've heard, I follow my orders." said Benny. "I was told to work with Ferrell, and I did."
"And you're now sitting in jail because of his stupidity." I said. "Maybe you should not have followed orders." Benny shrugged, and then I asked "So who gave you those orders, Benny?"
"Like I told your FBI guy, that straight-laced Boy Scout that looks like he needs to get laid," said Benny, talking about Martin Nash, "I get my orders from Ben Ellman, great leader of White Roots; and from Franklin Gray, a great white man."
"Mr. Stormbringer." I said, which rattled Benny, and his lawyer, for the first time. "Ah, the company you keep, Benny... the company you keep. Bad people. And if you think I believe those two are your real bosses, you've got another 'think' coming. Ellman was arrested a long time ago," (Author's note: 'Point Hollow') "and Franklin Gray is the true 'useful idiot' to your masters... or master, as I perceive." Benny's eyes lit up when I used the plural, giving away that he had one boss, which I'd already surmised. "So, Benny, help yourself out tremendously, and tell me who your real boss is."
Masterson leaned over and whispered something to Benny, who nodded. "I need to talk to my lawyer for five minutes." Benny said. We got up and went out to the anteroom.
When we came back in five minutes later, Benny said "On the advice of Counsel, pursuant to the Fifth Amendment, I'm invoking my right to remain silent, and will answer no more of your questions."
"Very well, Benny." I said, having not even sat down yet. I turned to go. "I won't be seeing you again, at least before your trial. Good luck to you." With that I left, knowing that Benny had just signed his death warrant by invoking. His only hope to live was to tell all he knew, making killing him not worth the effort...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Out of curiosity," asked Cindy as we drove along in my Police SUV, "why did you give them so much, like 'Stormbringer' and Franklin Gray, and all that?"
"Several reasons, and just so you know, Jack Muscone and I talked about this earlier." I replied. "We know Franklin Gray is not a real player for Superior Bloodlines. They've been stringing him along, letting him think he's important, but in reality he's just a tool for them, and became useless after Jeanine Burke and then Michael Burke's murders."
I continued: "The 'Stormbringer' operation of Gray's is more important, but Jack and I believe that letting them know we know about it will cause them worries. They'll wonder how we know, who told them, who the traitor in their midst is, and they'll also have to decide whether or not shutting it down is necessary. We know that we're not going to be able to penetrate it and use it to our advantage."
"I can see that." Cindy said. "I still might not let them know we know, though."
"At any rate," I said as we arrived at our destination, "we've stirred the pot, and we'll see what happens." I gave her some quick instructions, ending with "Good luck."
"Thanks." said Cindy, getting out of my Police SUV. "I'll call if I need anything..."
Part 13 - Reunion Union
"Thank you for seeing us today!" said Detective Joanne Cummings Warner as she sat down with Susan Gurley in the conference room of Bodycore Technologies, a company dedicated to exercise science, with workout programs as well as equipment. Town Fitness Centers was an enthusiastic customer of their products.
Joanne was dressed smartly in civilian clothes, a black skirt and jacket with a light blue blouse, her badge on her belt just left of the buckle, and her gun holstered further left along the side of her left hip, facing 'backwards' for easy drawing. Joanne was good and fast at drawing her service weapon and shooting accurately with it.
With her was Detective Jerome Davis, in a brown jacket and pants, and an off-white shirt with brown and red criss-cross stripes that somehow managed to work and look fashionable. Ostensibly he was getting training by working with Joanne. He also was her backup and bodyguard, if such was needed.
Susan Gurley was 42 years old. She had dirty blonde hair styled simply, like Senator Katherine Woodburn styled her hair Susan had been a very beautiful woman in her earlier days, and still was very attractive though her somewhat 'big boned' body was just beginning to add weight. She was a paper pusher in the Sales Department of Bodycore Technologies.
"So what is this about?" Susan asked. "It's been ten years since Jason died."
"Yes ma'am." said Joanne. "We periodically review old cold cases, and this one came up as your class is about to have another anniversary reunion." She noted that Susan's eyes glazed over at the rather big word 'periodically'.
"So what can I help you with?" asked Susan. "I told the Police ten years ago that I thought Jimmy Amberton had acted suspiciously that night."
"You thought he was the guilty one?" asked Jerome.
"I don't know for sure," said Susan, "and it might be slander if I say out loud what I actually think. But Jimmy Amberton was just a slimy little punk all through school. Everyone hated him. Why Jennifer married him, I don't know, but the way she was acting with Jason, dancing with him that night, I think she was seeing the error of her ways in marrying Jimmy."
"Yes, we read the case notes of your statement to the Police back then." said Joanne. "If I may ask some questions from a different direction... you are the Class Vice President?"
"Yes." said Susan.
"With Jason being the Class President but now deceased," Joanne said, "you now are the one to make the reunion arrangements?"
"Actually," said Susan, "I already was the one making the arrangements. Jason, me, and Kay Helmsley, who was the Class Secretary/Treasurer, were the committee to do things like that. I live here in Town, so I've always just gone ahead and done it."
"So you made the arrangements ten years ago?" asked Joanne.
"Yes." said Susan.
"Did you meet with Jason and Kay beforehand, to plan the event ten years ago?" asked Joanne.
"Yes, we did meet." said Susan. "Two months before the event, which was early August, if I can remember right."
"Did any of you ever meet up with the Ambertons during that time?" Joanne asked. Susan paused for the first time, a little frown forming on her face.
"Ma'am?" pressed Joanne, peering at Susan.
"Well..." Susan said, "It was like this. Jason lived in Midtown at the time. He drove up and stayed for several days. We met Friday to hash out our plan, then we were going to meet again on Sunday after I check into some arrangements. On Sunday, I was driving to the Hyatt Hotel, where our meeting was. As I parked, I saw a man escorting a woman to her car. It was Jason Rutledge and Jennifer Amberton. And he kissed her on the mouth before she got in her car and drove away."
"Why didn't you tell anyone that before?" asked Joanne.
"I'm not trying to be evasive when I say this, but no one asked." said Susan. "And at the time, I thought it was their business, not mine."
"Jason was murdered," said Joanne in a disbelieving voice, "and you did not think him meeting with Jennifer Amberton two months before wasn't important for the Police to know?"
"At the time," said Susan, "it was shocking, everything was going on so fast and things were a blur. All I can say is I didn't think of it, and no one asked me about anything that had happened before that weekend."
Jerome Davis stepped up to the plate, and asked: "Ma'am, did you have a sexual relationship with Jason Rutledge?"
Susan's face fell. "Yes." she said. "That same weekend. After our meeting, Kay went home. Jason asked me up to his room, and I went, even though I was married, and still am. And yes, Jason and I made love. Nine months later, my daughter, our second child, was born, and I'm sure she's Jason's daughter, though my husband doesn't know anything about it."
"Thank you for your honesty, Mrs. Gurley." said Jerome.
"Ma'am," asked Joanne, "did you receive any money after Jason died?"
"No." said Susan.
"Are you aware of any arrangement by Jason for any children of his to inherit any money when they reach adult age?" asked Joanne.
"No, I haven't heard anything like that." said Susan.
"Do you know who did inherit Jason's money after he died?" asked Jerome.
"No, I never did know that, and I really didn't ask." said Susan, thinking about it possibly for the first time ever. "I always assumed he had family somewhere that would inherit the money."
Joanne had Susan sign the write-up of the conversation, which was now an affidavit. "Thank you for your time, ma'am." said Joanne. "And if you hear anything else that can help us, please let us know."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nathan Masterson was driving in his expensive Lexus SUV on the Nextdoor County Highway towards the City. Just as he entered Nextdoor County, he made a phone call.
After he disconnected, he continued to drive along the highway, watching for Police. They were notorious for picking up speeders along this highway. He noticed a old green car following his vehicle. He sped up slightly, but the car kept pace.
As he neared the City, he noticed the green car fall back. Finally, it vanished from his rear view mirror's sight.
As he got to his offices in the City, he suddenly had a very bad thought enter his head. He got a small device out of the trunk of his car, which looked like a drone controller with a little antenna on it. He activated it, and a beep began emitting. He scanned inside his car, and his heart sank as he found one bug wired into the car's phone speaker system, and another embedded in the GPS system...



Part 14 - Playing God
Fortunately I had been able to keep up with some paperwork while I was convalescing at home. But there was still a large pile of it, and a huge number of emails to go through. It was 3:00pm when I finally looked up from my computer screen. And that was because Helena buzzed me that Captain Ross wanted to see me.
"Whaddya got?" I asked as Cindy came in.
"I know you're super busy," said Cindy, "But I just talked with Detectives Warner and Davis, and I'd like for you to hear about this straight from their mouths.
"Sure." I said. "Bring them in."
Less than a minute later, Joanne and Jerome were in my hot chairs, and Cindy was sitting on the sofa behind them, listening in as they told me everything they'd learned about the case so far, then added their conversation with Susan Gurley.
"Wow." I said. "So Susan had a child by Jason, as did Jennifer in all likelihood. And you don't think Susan knows about the trust fund?"
"She either doesn't, or she's a very good actress." said Joanne. "And I'm inclined to believe the former. I'm not super impressed with her mental acumen, though she may be acting brilliantly in hiding it. She also has something against Jimmy Amberton... ten years ago she made strong statements about him to Police, and today she all but accused him of being the perp."
"And your impressions of Susan Gurley, Jerome?" I asked.
"Like Detective Warner said, sir," said Jerome, "she was trying hard to put Jimmy Amberton on our radar screens. But she seemed forthright and unworried until I asked if she herself had had an affair with Jason Rutledge. She got kind of worried then, and seemed to want the interview to end so she could get away from us."
"Do either of you think she was lying to you?" I asked.
"No sir." said Joanne. "She did not have to come across with a lot of what she admitted to. She didn't act like she was trying to think and choreograph her words."
"Sir," said Jerome, "what Detective Warner says is true. But I've seen people in the neighborhoods where I grew up who were so good at lying, you couldn't tell they weren't telling the truth. Susan Gurley struck me that way... she may have thought about it a long time ago and for a long time what she might say if the Police ever came to talk to her again."
"Very interesting observation, Jerome." I said. "You both have done very well, here. So what's next?"
"That is what I wanted to ask you, sir." said Cindy. "I was going to have them shelve this to work on current stuff. Or do you want them to work more on it?"
"Hmmm..." I said. "Well, it seems you guys, especially you Joanne, have dug up a lot of new stuff. If I were to tell you to keep going, what would you do next?"
"I'd get on the phone or in my car and go see or talk to as many of the people that were there that I can find." said Joanne.
"Good. What else?" I asked.
"Look at the evidence that was accumulated?" guessed Joanne.
"Good. What else?" I asked. Neither had a response.
"So..." I said, "tell me about your examination of the crime scene."
"Sir, it was... it was ten years ago." Joanne said.
"And the earth shifted and moved the location across the mountains or something?" I asked. "Okay, sorry, I should not be so snarky. But seriously, we will go look at the crime scene. And note I said 'we'. I want you to do what you said and in the order you said it: talk to as many people as you can find, then examine the evidence, and then when you're ready, come and get me; the three of us will go to County High School. Oh, Captain Ross is welcome to join us, if she's not too busy."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal cellphone, and it was my wife Laura calling on it. "Darling," she said, "can you come to my office... like right now?"
"On my way." I said. Hanging up, I said "We'll talk more of this later. Captain Ross, you're with me." And with that, Cindy and I left for Campus.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Cindy and I got to Laura's office, my Police partner's eyes lit up at the sight of Callie Carrington sitting on one of the twin sofas. My eyes and ears perked up at the sight and sound of "Daddy!" being called out by my firstborn child.
"Hi Sweetpea." I said, picking up Carole and hugging her. "You being a good girl for your Mommy today?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "I drew pictures, too. Marie is going to color them for me."
"That's good." I said. "Okay, you go back to the nursery room, so we grown-ups can talk."
"Okay Daddy. Bye!" Carole said, running to the back room as soon as I set her down on the floor.
"She is so cute." Callie said.
"She's a handful." Laura replied. "Have a seat, Don."
I sat down next to Cindy, to her right. Facing me on the other sofa was Laura, and Callie to her right.
"Don," said Callie, "your idea worked. We picked up something."
I'd let Cindy off at The Cabin, where Callie was waiting for her, and filled her in on the mission. They took the Black Beauty, painted green of course, onto the road, following Nathan Masterson's car after he passed by them. As Cindy drove, Callie was operating some of the CIA's best equipment, which picked up the transmissions from the bugs in Masterson's car. And after Masterson found the bugs, they self-destructed in five seconds.
No, really... they self-destructed in five seconds. Part of the bug's guts was a small container with two chemicals that mixed when the bugs were moved or if a signal reached them. The chemicals started a fire in the electronics of the bugs. Neat, neat stuff.
"Here's what we picked up on Masterson's phone call." said Callie. She played back what her device had recorded:
"Tell Paulsen the Iron Crowbar knows about 'Stormbringer'! No, I don't know... just tell Paulsen, will you! It's blown! He needs to know!" The transmission then ended.
"The number he dialed," said Laura, "was a burner phone in the heart of the City. Could be any of the major buildings there; we can't trace closer than the cell tower on top of the Cannon Building."
"Any of you know who 'Paulsen' might be?" I asked.
"No." said Laura. "And I'm going to hold off searching. Masterson found the bugs; they transmitted a radio signal before catching fire and being destroyed. So if he's connected to a rogue cell at the highest levels, they'll probably be watching me, you, Jack Muscone, and any of our allies to see if we make such a search."
I nodded. "Good idea. But this information is valuable, very valuable."
"Can't help us in Court, though." Cindy said. "We absolutely got that without a warrant."
"Cindy, remember what I told Casey B. Walker after you rescued Don from his thugs?" Laura said.
"Not really; I was helping them get Don to Dr. Cordell for medical attention." Cindy replied.
Laura said "Walker said he'd see me in Court, and I told him he knew these things didn't see the light of day of a Courtroom, or something to that effect." Cindy smiled and nodded.
"In other words, ma cousine," I said, "this is not at the local law enforcement level... this is at the 'Gods and Crowbars' level."
I then turned to Laura. "Dear, I think it's time you had that little 'talk' you've been meaning to have." My wife nodded vigorously in agreement.
Part 15 - The Verdict
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, April 18th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "In what is considered by legal experts to be a shocking development, the Defense in the trial of former TCPD Detective Leonard R. 'Sergeant' Sharples rested late yesterday afternoon. The Prosecution also rested, and the case is expected to go to the Jury this morning as the opposing sides work with the Judge on jury instructions."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn called Governor Jared's plans to cut 50% of all State EPA jobs 'one of the most cruel and mean-spirited actions we have ever seen from any Governor of any State, ever'. Senator Woodburn accused Governor Jared and the Republicans of wanting the children of the State to have to drink dirty water."
Bettina continued: "The Governor also has said that his plans to completely restructure the SBI will be coming out soon. With the Legislature's session now finished for the year, the Governor says he can now concentrate on, and I quote, 'getting the work done that the voters of this State elected me to do'."
Bettina went on: "Civil rights groups are also voicing concerns over the budget bill that they say will allow the Governor to use State money to round up undocumented workers and deport them. The Governor has also struck down the previous policy of not separating children that are Citizens from their parents that are foreign workers. Some groups are promising to sue the Governor to reinstate the 'full family together' policies..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief as we watched Bettina in MCD, "what is your plan, that the Governor is going to read verbatim to the Press?" There were chuckles in the room at that.
"Don't I wish." I said. "If it were my plan, it would be simple: there would be no more SBI. But I do like what the Governor and his people are putting together, so far."
"And that is?" asked Cindy Ross (of course).
"It's embargoed." I said. "I can't tell you yet. But you guys will be the first to know, once something is finalized. I will say this: the Reserve Program is not working very well right now. For example, the Town & County Council is complaining about me and Captain Ross doing what they call 'outside' work with the SBI. So something will be done along those lines, and along the lines of the SBI bill passed by the Legislature earlier."
"Sir, when is the Governor going to start cracking down on Illegal Persons?" asked Teddy Parker. The room went silent.
"That's politically incorrect, at best." said Deputy Chief Della Harlow angrily. "They're 'undocumented workers'. There's no such thing as an illegal person, and I'd better not hear such offensive language again."
"I beg to differ." I said loudly, taking up for my Detective with my rank that matched Della's. "If they're here illegally, they're illegal, period. If this Police Force finds any illegal persons in my County, they will be arrested and turned over to ICE for deportation. And that is not up for political debate."
I would imagine that it was the same degree of 'silent' when God laid down the Ten Commandments to Moses, but everyone in the room got the message: that I was not going to lose this 'pulling rank' game today.
"Okay, okay, this is a Police Department, not the State Legislature, thank God." said Chief Moynahan. "Swallow the politics along with your coffee, and we'll all get our jobs done a lot better." That was the final word on the subject. The Chief won the 'pulling rank' game. Deputy Chief Harlow left the room almost immediately, and would never return to an MCD coffee klatch again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:00pm, the Duty Desk Sergeant came to my office. "Commander," he said, "I just got a call from the Courthouse. The Jury came back with a verdict. They'll read it at 3:30."
"Thank you." I said. When the Duty Desk Sergeant was gone, I turned to Cindy and said "Want to go watch?"
"Would not miss it." she replied.
We did not even try to drive to the Courthouse, but instead walked across Courthouse Square. We went to the LEO entrance and were allowed in with our weapons (and crowbars). We hurried up to the chamber, which was packed. We stood in back with the Deputies.
At 3:30pm everyone rose as the Judge came in. They remained standing as the Jury filed in. Everyone then sat down as the Judge read the slips of paper given him by the Bailiff. He then had the slips given to the Court Reporter, who entered them into the record.
Then the Prosecutors and Defense Counsel, as well as Defendant Leonard R. Sharples stood up for the reading of the verdict.
"On the issue of Count 1, murder in the first degree with aggravating circumstances, how do you find?" All ears were tuned as the Jury Foreman read the verdict:
"We the Jury find the Defendant guilty."
I had to remain silent, but I did a double fist pump. Cindy clasped her hands and looked into the sky as if in prayerful thanksgiving. I could sense the rest of the room was more than a little bit happy.
"On the issue of Count 2, attempted murder of a Police Officer with aggravating circumstances, how do you find?"
"We the Jury find the Defendant guilty." said the Foreman. Cindy punched me on the shoulder, and the Deputy on my other side shook my hand. I was a happy Police Commander as I listened to Justice be served upon my behalf from the Jury Box.
As each verdict was read off, and Sharples found guilty of every count, I could not know that in Police Headquarters there was loud cheering going on.
But all was not over. The judge announced that the penalty phase, the consideration of the Death Penalty, would begin in the morning.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Cop Bar was a happy place as the sun set. The stain upon the TCPD in the form of Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples had been lifted. I got a text from Lorena Rose in Los Angeles, who'd had her cover blown and her life endangered by Sharples, and there was no mistaking Lorena's happiness. I texted her back with some cheerful comments.
As we celebrated on the outside patio, Jack Muscone and his full team arrived: Sandra, Martin, and Lindy. Clark Webster also was with them, as were SBI Agents Tom Chow and Ted Orosco.
"Great work, guys!" said Jack as he set a pitcher of beer at our table. Sitting with me were Cindy, Callie, Teresa, Wes Masters, and Molly. Detective German had also come over with Molly. And Todd Burke, Teddy Franklin, Barry Oliver, and Tanya Perlman were here.
"Mind if I borrow your Captain of Operations for a moment?" asked Jack.
"Just don't offer her a job with the FBI." I replied. With that, Teresa followed Jack back inside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Alone in the back room, Jack set down a shot of bourbon for Teresa and one for himself.
"I remember you buying me a beer to thank me for taking out the guy who killed your sister." said Jack. "I thought I'd return the favor with a shot of bourbon."
"Salud." said Teresa as they clicked shot glasses then downed their shots.
"I'd have killed him." said Muscone quietly. "I'd have lost control. It's better this way... broken back. Thank your friends for me, also."
"Yes." said Teresa. "I was thinking of you, and what you did to avenge my sister, when we went on our mission. I was returning the favor, as you are returning the favor of me buying you that beer that time. And yes, it's better that he suffers, badly, for what he's done. His kind of corruption merits worse than death."
"So, what do you think about Sharples?" asked Muscone.
"The Commander seems to have a special desire to see that one through to the end." Teresa replied. "So I therefore feel the same way."
"He's more than just a boss to you, isn't he?" asked Jack. "And more than your future uncle-in-law."
"You should know." said Teresa. "You were with him when he went and found that photo of me and Alexis, and got my story out in front of everyone. He saved me from... worse than death." Tears were rolling down Teresa's cheeks as she remembered, and contemplated how things might have been...
"That's the Iron Crowbar for you." said Muscone. "I probably shouldn't tell this tale out of school, but he once told me that he worked his ass off to save you because he could see how great you would become one day. And you know what? He was right. You're an awesome cop, and a great mother to Todd's kids."
"He's always right." said Teresa. "Even when he says something that sounds hair-brained and totally crazy, I know he's ultimately right. And I hope I don't forget that when... well, when one day no one else is going to believe him."
After a moment of contemplation, Teresa said "Well, let's go back and join the party. Not every day Sharples gets convicted of murder."
"True." Jack said, chuckling. They came back on deck.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Excellent job, sir." said Norm Chow to me as we quietly spoke alone in the front part of the patio, nearest the front door and parking lot.
"What, Sharples?" I asked.
"No sir." said Chow. "That time somebody was shooting at you on this patio and you went out and shot them."
"Oh yeah, that." I said, remembering. (Author's note: The Murdered Football Player, Ch. 06.) "How did you know about that?"
"I've been reading up on all your cases, sir." said Chow, his voice flat, his face showing no emotion. "Some incredible stuff, there, sir."
"Yes, life is interesting in this Town & County." I said. "So tell me, Chow... what do you want to do?"
"I guess it's going to depend on what they do with the SBI, sir." said Chow. "I once thought that going to Quantico and being in the FBI was my life's dream, but the SBI has some good people in it, and can be a good law enforcement unit."
"How would you like to help me rebuild the SBI?" I asked.
"You leaving the TCPD for the SBI?" asked Chow, his voice dispassionate, but inwardly he was surprised.
"No, nothing like that." I said. "But Director Conlan is talking to me about doing more with the Reserve Inspector post, making it all but full-time, and putting the right people in the right places. And you would do very well in several places, of which you'd have your pick."
"Sir," said Chow, "I like working in the field. I don't want to be behind a desk, leading from behind. Don't get me wrong, I know you're not doing that, but I'm not one for Admin stuff. I'd rather lead a team, like Special Agent Muscone or Webster are doing, where I'm still out there with them."
"Well then," I said jovially, "the Governor and I have just the thing for you." I looked around to make sure no one was listening in, then said "We're thinking about a new unit, called 'Special Investigation Services', a.k.a. the SBI-SIS. They'd be the State version of Major Crimes. They'd help local units investigate crimes that cross county lines, like the George Aurus case."
"Aren't you afraid they'll become like Ferrell's NTF was? Barreling in over local jurisdictions, taking over cases? Throwing their weight around?" asked Chow.
"While I'm alive and SBI Inspector, and in charge of the SIS unit, that's not going to happen." I said. "But I get your point. The problem is that cases like Aurus prove Katherine Woodburn's point about the SBI. We need something effective, but like George Washington said about the new American Government, it will 'depend upon the wise and the honest'. I believe you are just the man for that."
"I'll give it some thought sir." said Chow. "A lot of thought, actually."
I could tell he liked the idea. One more chess piece in place on the Iron Crowbar's chessboard...
Part 16 - Come To Jesus
Meanwhile...
As the sun was setting, illuminating the windows of Laura's office, which faced west, in a strange golden glow, Melina Allgood entered her sister's office. Laura was sitting behind her desk. Don's mother Phyllis had picked up the children and taken them home to the Mountain Nest.
"You wanted to talk to me?" Melina said, coming up. She was dress in all black, including high-top running shoes.
"Have a seat." Laura said quietly. Melina sat down, seeing that Laura was very somber... and Melina knew that they were about to have what is called a 'Come To Jesus' meeting. Little would be left on the table after this.
"Are you aware," asked Laura, "that a sniper tried to shoot and kill Carole or me the other day?"



"I heard about it." Melina said. "Someone kicked the scope into the bastard's face, then killed him."
"Yes." said Laura. "Was that your doing? Killing the perp?"
"No, I didn't even know about it until it was all over." said Melina. "I was at a meeting of the Ladies Club at the time, too."
"I know." said Laura. "I checked up on you on that. So, did you have someone go kill that perp? Did you have anything at all to do with it?"
"No, Laura." Melina said. "I had nothing to do with any of it, neither the perp nor whoever busted him. I had no knowledge the attempt was going to happen. And I thought it was a Mob retaliation for Don running those State Lab samples, and for busting the Pine Valley project."
"That whole business of him getting shot in the back in the City was retaliation for the Pine Valley case." said Laura. "So... you recruited some Agents. One of them was codenamed 'Darkwave'. What happened to her?"
If Melina was shocked, she rolled with it quite well, Laura thought. Melina said "I'm not sure. She was part of my cell, my team, and then right around the time Don busted George Aurus, she disappeared."
"She went rogue." Laura said.
"I don't know." Melina said. "She was 'disavowed' by my cell's leader, but I'm not sure she did anything to deserve it. I'm not exactly trusting of him myself, these days."
"Why would she go rogue, or do anything to get herself disavowed?" Laura asked, looking hard at her younger sister. Love of blood did not necessarily top love of country at this moment.
"All I know," Melina said, "is that she sent me a note saying thanks for all I'd done for her, and that she'd never betray me. That was the last I heard of her. I think she's working with someone on the outside, not in the Company, but I'm not sure who that is."
"You should think more like the Iron Crowbar does." said Laura. "He is very aware of what is going on, and he is getting pissed off. I just have one more question for you, Agent 'Huntress'..."
Laura opened her desk drawer and took out a photo, a copy of the one that was on my whiteboards.
"Who is this man?" Laura asked. Melina sat back, reeling in shock as she recognized him...
To be continued.
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Part 16 - Come To Jesus (continued)
"Oh my God." Melina finally gasped. The enormity of her situation was hitting her; she had processed fully the depths of her problems in just seconds.
"Who is he?" Laura repeated, her eyes relentless as they bore into her younger sister.
"His name is..." Melina started, then said "... well, his name is like your old mother's: it can't be mentioned out loud even if we knew what it was. I only knew him as 'Mr. C.'. He was my cell leader until recently."
"What was his cell's mission?" asked Laura.
"It was supposedly an inter-agency cell, with people from the CIA, FBI, NSA, working on direct security threats. My group, the ones I knew of, we were all snipers. 'Wet boys'." said Melina. "I'll make no bones about it, I joined the cell so that I could kill black subversives trying to overthrow the Government using ginned-up protests and riots. But I was not asked to do any of that. At least not yet."
"What is your current cell and it's mission?" Laura asked.
"Still what I do best: sniper." said Melina. "But this one is pure CIA, and I'm only sent against foreign or international agents that try to penetrate the USA. Counterintelligence Directorate."
"And 'Darkwave'?" asked Laura.
Melina said "I'm not sure, but what I heard is that 'Darkwave' was allegedly sent to kill Don, but as I said before, she never did it, and so Mr. C. 'disavowed' her."
Laura nodded. "And you don't know his name." she said.
"No." said Melina. "How... how did you get a picture of him?"
Laura locked her eyes with her sister's. "This man was behind the torture of my husband, which by the Grace of God failed. And may God have mercy upon this man when Don finds him. But my problem right now is you. Does your husband know you're in the Company?"
"Yes." Melina said. "I told him when I went active."
"You need to talk with him." Laura said. "You and he and your children are in danger now. You also need to decide what you're going to do: stay in the Company, or get out."
"You're not 'disavowing' me?"
"No." said Laura. "It's not in my power to do that, and I'm not convinced it's the right thing to do, anyway. So, let's figure out what we can do to keep you both useful and alive"...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's it." Laura said. "Melina didn't outright say it, but this 'Mr. C.' was forming a cell that seemed dedicated to helping annihilate any black insurrections in the country. That can be looked at in one of two ways... they're legitimately working to defeat the Fascists that are manipulating blacks, or they're suppressing blacks to enforce white supremacy."
We were sitting in the Mountain Nest, me in the rocking chair with a lap full of cocker spaniel (Buddy), while Bowser gave aid and comfort to a distressed Laura.
"From what we know of this man," I said, "it's probably the latter, though Melina might not know it. She didn't know that Ferrell was part of the man's group?"
"She said she only knew a few others, some of them being her own recruits." Laura said. "One of those, Agent 'Darkwave', was 'disavowed' by Mr. C. right at the time you rescued Becca and Cindy and took George Aurus into custody."
"She's probably the one that blew the electrical panel that night." I said. "And may be the person Cindy almost caught hanging around Leonard Lotz... who I suspect is with her and with the person who took Agent 'Darkwave' away from Melina. And most importantly... this 'Darkwave' and her new handler, so to speak, are the ones that exterminated that son of a bitch pointing rifles at you and my daughter's heads..."
"Melina denies any and all knowledge in that." said Laura.
"And I believe her." I replied. "So, are you going have Melina try to get more info on this Mr. C.?" I asked.
"No. That would be way too dangerous." Laura said. "Mr. C. is like Westboro, a spider in the center of a web. He would know." I agreed with that.
"By the way," Laura said, "I asked Melina if she knew of anyone named 'Paulsen'. She said the name was familiar, but she didn't know who he was."
"That's okay." I said. "I think I do..."
Part 17 - Profile In Courage
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 19th, from in front of the Courthouse building. "As we reported yesterday, Leonard Sharples was found 'guilty' on all counts yesterday, including murder with aggravating circumstances and attempted murder of a Police Officer with aggravating circumstances!"
"Legal experts were surprised at the totality of the victory by ADA Paulina Patterson and State Attorney Jenna Stiles." continued Bettina. "But they also say that the Defense counsel from the firm of Chase, Lynch, & Berry, P.C., may not have provided as energetic a defense as they possibly could have, once they could not impeach the devastating testimony of Police Commander Donald Troy."
"The death penalty phase of the trial now begins," said Bettina, "and experts tell Channel Two News that getting a death penalty has become extremely difficult in the past several years..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross came into the Witness Room of the Court where the Death Penalty phase of Leonard Sharples's trial was occurring, where Paulina was talking to nine-year-old Susie Haskins, cousin of the late Scrawny Haskins. Susie was about to take the stand.
"How are you feeling, Susie?" Cindy asked as she sat down by Susie.
"Kinda... kinda scared." said Susie.
"I understand." said Cindy. "It's not easy for grownups like me to get on a stand and testify, either. But don't worry, the lawyer can't hurt you, even if he's trying to yell at you."
"I know." said Susie. "But all those people... will be looking at me."
Cindy smiled. "You know my dad, Dr. Eckhart?" Susie nodded. Cindy said "He gets in front of thousands of people at a time. He says he's scared, too, but you know how he overcomes it? He just stays himself, and he doesn't worry about them looking at him."
"It's... still kind of hard." Susie said, and Cindy could sense her fear.
"Susie, courage is acting in spite of your fear." Cindy said. "Do you know who was the most courageous person I ever knew? Mrs. Veasley."
Susie's eyes lit up a bit, and Cindy reached into her pocket and brought out something in a small plastic baggie. "This is Mrs. Veasley's Bronze Star ribbon. She was a very brave person in the Army, and evacuated a military hospital that was under fire. She lost the use of her legs, but never stopped trying to save others' lives, either as a nurse, or an Army Officer, or at First Baptist Church."
Cindy put the ribbon in a pocket on Susie's dress. "Mrs. Veasley would want you to carry this with you today. If you get scared or nervous, just think of Mrs. Veasley and her Bronze Star, and you be brave like she was."
"Yes ma'am, I will." Susie said resolutely, her young face beginning to set into determined purpose.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The People call Susie Haskins to the stand." announced Jenna Stiles.
The doors to the Courtroom were opened by the bailiffs, and in walked Susie Haskins. She walked down the aisle with her head held high, exhibiting no outward fear. She made a very impressive first impression.
The Bailiff swore her in, and she sat in the witness chair, on a raised cushion.
"Susie," asked Jenna, "who was Scrawny Haskins?"
"He was my cousin." said Susie.
"Did you ever talk to Scrawny?" said Jenna.
"Not much." Susie replied. "He was in jail a lot."
"So how did he communicate with you?" Jenna asked.
"He would send me cards at Christmas." said Susie. "He would tell me to be good, and to read books, and to study... and to not mess up like he did."
Jenna went to the prosecution table, picked up a bundle of cards, and said "Your Honor, I'd like to place these into evidence."
"Objection!" started Lynch, but Folsom was having none of it.
"Overruled. The evidence is entered." said the Judge. He directed that the Christmas cards be shown to the Jury.
"Did you get a Christmas card last year?" Jenna asked.
"No ma'am." said Susie. "Scrawny was killed by a bad man. So I don't get any more cards telling me not to mess up like he did."
Members of the Jury had tears in their eyes as they read the messages from Scrawny to his young cousin, his words reaching out from the grave.
"No more questions." said Jenna.
"So, young lady." H.J. Lynch said loudly. "Your cousin was a bad person, wasn't he?"
"Not to me." said Susie. "He wanted me to do better, and be a better person than he was."
"So why did he mess up? What was wrong with him?" asked Lynch.
"I don't know." said Susie, almost defiantly. "He was good to me. He wanted me to do better with my chances then he did with his. He may have messed up, but he was not a bad person. He didn't... he didn't deserve to die." Susie fought to stay brave.
"You would still be good and do well, no matter if he'd sent you those Christmas cards or not, isn't that right?" barked Lynch. The Jury's reaction to him was not positive.
"I don't know." said Susie. "But when it's time to do homework or reading, I think of him telling me to do better than he did, so I get it done."
Lynch was getting nowhere. He could not break down a nine-year-old child, not knowing that a cousin's love and the bravery of an Army Nurse were too much for him.
"No more questions." said Lynch.
"Thank you, Susie." said Judge Folsom. "You may step down."
Susie got off the witness stand and walked down the aisle, trying not to break into a run to get out of there. As the doors opened for her to leave, she saw Cindy outside, kneeling. Susie ran into Cindy's arms and burst out crying. Bravery was a hard thing to do.
"You did great, Susie." Cindy said, hugging Susie tightly. "You did very, very well. Mrs. Veasley and Scrawny are watching us from Heaven, and they are very proud of you right now."
"Why is Justice so hard for good people?" Susie asked between sobs.
"Anything good is hard, Susie." Cindy said. "Freedom is hard, and soldiers like Mrs. Veasley and the Iron Crowbar worked hard to protect our Freedom. Justice is hard, but Justice is always inevitable. Even if it doesn't come from us, it will come. But anything worth having, whether it's Freedom, or Justice, or being with the person we love, or whatever we want in life, it's hard, but it's worth working for, okay?"
"Okay." said Susie.
Callie Carrington was also there, watching with admiration at how Cindy comforted Susie, was so good helping the young girl. Cindy had a lot of love to give to a lot of people, Callie thought to herself. And being a police officer was honorable and good, but Cindy had it in her to do much, much more...
And yes, Callie had heard Cindy's words about being with the person she loved...
It would take a few more minutes for Susie to regain her composure. Her parents took her home, Mrs. Veasley's ribbon still in her pocket. She would one day return it to Cindy at a time when Cindy would need it most... but that is a story for the far-flung future.
Part 18 - Profile in Crowbars
"So," said the DepDirector as he met with me, Laura, and Jack Muscone in the FBI offices in the Federal Building, "your sister is staying with her current cell?"
"For now." said Laura. "I've asked the CIA Director for her to take a leave of absence to assist me in some of my Company-related work, and he's granted it. So she's off to the side for the moment, and hopefully out of danger."
"Good." said the DepDirector. "So... this is big. Why is your sister such a racist?" He was looking at Laura. Laura looked at me.
"Very bad childhood experience. Her mother was brutalized by black thugs." I said. "Sometimes those experiences shape a person's thinking. Wouldn't you agree, Mr. Director?"
The DepDirector looked at me in shock. His own experience was the mirror-image of Melina's, and he realized exactly what I was conveying to him.
"Okay, I can understand that." said the DepDirector with a huge amount of understatement. "So, where does this leave us?"
"I'm not sure." I said. "Taking Benny Brighton out of California and sending him here suggests Mr. C. may be having a hard time keeping recruits. We've taken quite a few of his people into custody. They keep making dry runs, like the mothballs and the power station attack, but the 'big one' hasn't come yet."
"Jack, do we have any leads on what's going on? What might happen?" asked the DepDirector.
"We know 'Stormbringer' is the codename for their plan," said Jack, "but we have no idea what it is."
"Yes we do." I said. "It's a variation of the 'Providence Springs' plan. 'Providence Springs' was too fast, too big, too ambitious. Their plan was to rid Fillmore County of all blacks, create a White Utopia, then expand it to the next county and to the next. They were going to see how well their plan worked with Providence Springs, see what the reaction to wiping it out was. If no one did anything; great, they win. If there was an outcry about it; great, they learn from it and try again. What they did not expect was to be interdicted on the way to making it happen."
"But they haven't tried again, have they?" asked the DepDirector.
"I don't know." I said. "I am wondering more and more about the Pine Valley project... and maybe even Valley Villages to our south. Unfortunately for them, an extremely vile, unscrupulous man was so greedy for green dollar bills that he covered up contamination on the site, which would've killed the White Utopians and their eugenics-created progeny. Nothing like lead poisoning to defeat genetics experiments, eh?"
"Oh my goodness." said Muscone. "You think all that was related?"
"I don't know." I said. "But I had a lot of time to think very clearly while lying in a hospital bed, with no morphine to dull my mind."
"Ahhh," said my wife, "so that's why you refused the morphine."
"That was part of it." I said. "But I digress. In my little mind palace, I'm taking ingredients from all over the place: Providence Springs, BigPharmaCorp, Millwakee, the Federal facility northwest of the City, Pine Valley, a corrupt US Senator, several members of the BigPharmaCorp board..."
I continued, almost heedless of my surroundings: "They started out trying to take over a county, and would try to take over more. Now they're just looking for a safe haven to retreat to, to breed their new superior race, while they launch their own version of Helter Skelter, violent race wars that will look like demonstrations, riots, and assassinations of police officers. Then after all the blacks are annihilated, and a few to-them-useless whites and other ethnicities as well, they expand out of their little havens to take over the world."
"And how do we stop them?" asked the DepDirector.
"The same way Hercules defeated the multi-headed Hydra." I said. "We cut the body away from the heads. You also have to understand, Mr. Director, that this is war... race war, eugenics war, or whatever you want to call it... but it's war. And one does not make 'arrests' in war. One annihilates the Enemy. I'm prepared to do that. Are you?"
The DepDirector shook his head. "I don't care to destroy the Constitution in the process of saving it. So no bloodbaths. Keep things as legal as you can."
"I yam what I yam, but I will try." I said, in a brilliant imitation of the legendary Popeye.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting back from my meeting with the FBI, I went to the Crime Lab building on the other side of the parking lot from Police Headquarters, and went in through the 'back door'. In the back left corner of the building from the front door, to my right as I entered, was a small room. with a couple of long lab bench tables. On one of these tables, Joanne had laid out the evidence from the Rutledge murder.
"This clear plastic, sir," said Joanne, who was in the company of Christina Cho and Jerome Davis, "looks like it's from a 2-liter soda bottle."
"It's beginning to degrade in a consistent manner with that kind of plastic, Commander." said Christina. "After 10 years in a landfill, it would be broken down more."
"So these bottles degrade more than one thinks, or the activists say they degrade." I inquired.
"Yes sir." said Christina. "It's not a fast process, but that's why survivalists can't store water in these types of containers nor gallon jugs for too many years. They degrade, spring leaks..."
"Okay." I said, "so what about the cardboard?"
"They didn't run much testing on it ten years ago." said Joanne. "But they ran a gunpowder residue test the other day, and got a match of breakdown products." She showed me the mass spec tests.
"Excellent!" I said. "So, what does this mean?"
"Sir," said Joanne, "as a hunter, I know a little bit about using silencers, especially on .22 WMR rifles when squirrel hunting. I think this is a very crudely made silencer. Attached to the end of a pistol, the perp fired the shot, which hit Rutledge in the chest, and the exploding bottle of cardboard pieces, maybe soaked in water, went all over the place."
I nodded and smiled happily. "Damn. This is simply outstanding work, guys. Outstanding! Okay, are you ready to go visit a crime scene?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was driving my Police SUV, whose driver seat had good lumbar support, towards County High School. Joanne Warner was riding shotgun, and Jerome Davis was in the backseat. Cindy was still at the Courthouse, and so would miss all the fun.
"We got very little from all the people we contacted." said Joanne as we drove. "Some of the women who were Jennifer Amberton's crowd said they thought Jimmy was acting strangely and suspiciously. Some others said they left early because there was tremendous tension between Jimmy and his wife, and between Jimmy and Jason and Kevin. One person said when he heard about the murder the next morning, he thought Jimmy was the one that was dead."
"Interesting." I said. "Did anyone contradict what they said ten years go?"
"No sir." said Joanne. "That's what I was looking for, to see if anyone said something different. Most people said they could no longer remember, and the ones that said anything pretty much said the same thing they said ten years ago."
We arrived at the County High School's sports complex. One of the coaches was there to greet us.
"Hi, Coach." I said, shaking his hand. "Any more Slender Man sightings, lately?"
The coach laughed. "No, but we've sure had a lot of tourists come around wanting to know where the sighting was. A lot of them were from England, and are young people, but we also had a Biology professor from the University took soil samples at the right field foul pole, near where Slender Man was seen."
"Interesting." I said. "So the Baseball fields used to be a practice field, right?"
"Yes." said the coach. "Behind our left shoulders is the back of the home stands of the football field. The fieldhouses are behind your right shoulder, off the end of the endzone, and they've been there for decades. The Baseball field was built about five years ago."



I looked at Joanne and Jerome to see if they had questions, but they said nothing, so I said "So Coach, when they built the baseball field, did they do any digging, or raze the surface to level it?"
"They plowed up the ground some, then laid down a soil base that would drain water better. Then they built up from that. There's extensive work done for the pitcher's mound, and some work done on the infield." He explained some of the layering done underneath.
"Well, guys," I said to Jerome and Joanne, "what do you think of that?"
Joanne finally got it. "Nothing buried under the topsoil, sir. As in a weapon."
"No, we didn't find anything, not that I remember." said the coach.
"Okay, thanks Coach." I said. "I'll lock the gate behind us." The coach went back towards the school buildings.
"Okay," I said, "you can see the road that runs off the side of right field, there." I said. "That road was there at the time of the murder."
"It's pretty far off, sir." said Jerome. "And the murder was done fairly close to the football stadium."
"That patch of pine trees behind the fieldhouses was there at the time of the murder, too." I said. "There used to be some trails through there, and homeless people camped out in there until Chief Griswold sent the Police in to clean up that trash. Too close to the School for his comfort."
"Anyway, you can imagine when this was an empty field." I continued. The football stadium lights were on, giving some illumination to the area, but from the endzone, where the tents were, the line of sight is not all that great. So definitely someone could come down here, confront Rutledge, kill him, and go back without being seen."
"Or..." Joanne said, "... come from the road and never have been seen by anyone at the reunion."
Finally, I thought to myself, some brains were being used. Then I caught myself. Have patience, have patience, have patience, I thought to myself.
"There is one question I have not yet heard asked." I said. "And it would be relevant if some outsider came to kill Jason Rutledge here."
"Ohhhh, I see." said Jerome Davis. "How would an outsider be able to lure Jason down to the practice field?"
"By texting him?" Joanne asked. "Oh, wait... the Police report said his cellphone was in his car, charging up. So he couldn't have gotten a message on it."
"Ahhhh!" I said in a falsetto voice, then added in my normal voice: "Now we're getting somewhere."
As Joanne and Jermaine looked around, obviously trying to think about the case, I said "I'm going to go sit down in those stadium bleachers. Take all the time you need looking around."
As I sat in the football stadium bleachers, I remembered the football game between County High and Booker T. Washington High, and the near disaster that had been. And now, I knew that forces were coming into play that would make that near-riot a small thing by comparison. I let my mind wander over everything, as I had done while in the hospital, and enjoying the sunny weather and the warmth of the beautiful Spring day...
Part 19 - Life Or Death Decision
Wednesday, April 19th. At 3:00pm, the Jury entered the Courtroom. I was sitting up front, right behind Paulina and Jenna, wearing my semi-formal Uniform jacket with ribbons, white shirt and tie (and armor, brace, and girdle) underneath. Sitting beside me was Captain Cindy Ross, and to her other side was Chief Griswold, wearing his ribbon-clad Uniform jacket, as well.
"On the issue of the sentence of the convicted defendant," asked the Judge, "how do you find?"
"We the Jury find that Leonard Sharples should be executed by the State in a lawfully prescribed manner, Your Honor."
The Defense counsel's head sagged, his chin almost on his chest. Jenna and Paulina tried to remain looking solemn, but their eyes were bright with their victory. Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples face remained unperturbed through it all.
Then he looked over at me. Our eyes locked. He had tried to kill me; he was now going to be the one put to death. But his eyes were completely devoid of emotion.
"Very well." said Judge Folsom. "Leonard Sharples, you are sentenced to be executed by the State. By law, you are allowed to choose the method of your execution within the bounds of the lawful methods. Do you have a choice?"
"I'd prefer to be shot." said Sharples.
"Very well." said the Judge. "You are sentenced to die by firing squad at Jacksonville State Prison on or before August 31st of this year. This Court is adjourned." Folsom banged his gavel, the Bailiff called out "All rise!" and the Judge left. The Jury was led out, and was excused outside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar, was a place of celebration this night, but a strangely subdued one. Fire Chief Quinlin was there, talking with Police Chiefs Moynahan and Griswold, and with Sheriff Department Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald. I had stopped by their table for a few minutes of discussion, but when Paulina Patterson came in with Tasha, I excused myself and went onto the outside patio deck with them.
Joining us at the back table was Jenna Stiles, Teresa Croyle and Todd Burke. At another table, closer to the front, was Joanne Warner, Jerome Davis, Theo Washington and Teddy Parker.
"You guys did a great job." I said as I held Tasha. "Bettina's 'experts' were saying you wouldn't even get convictions."
"I'm sure if she had her way, we would not have." said Paulina. "But it was actually pretty easy to get a conviction because of the repeating patterns. It was the death penalty I didn't know if we'd get."
"Susie Haskins is the one who did that." said Jenna, a bit quietly. "The Jury was crying as they read those Christmas cards to her from her cousin Scrawny. And she held up so well against Lynch. He's such a fucking bastard."
"No doubt about that." I said.
Just then, three people walked out onto the deck. They were Molly Ross Evans, Cindy Ross, and Callie Carrington.
"Aw, you brought Tasha!" said Molly enthusiastically. "Hey Tasha!" Tasha looked up at Molly and smiled. I'm not sure Tasha's mother was as enthusiastic.
"Everyone, this is my friend Callie." announced Cindy. "Callie, this is ADA Paulina Patterson... and this is State Attorney Jenna Stiles."
"Ah, nice to meet you." said Paulina as I handed Tasha to Molly for a moment. "Welcome back to Town, Callie." She remembered Callie from the Porno Set Mystery case.
"Hello." said Jenna, very simply, shaking hands with Callie.
Callie and Cindy went over to the empty table on the edge of the patio. "I guess I can go join them." said Molly. She handed Tasha back to me and went over to her sister's table.
"When was the last time Tasha saw Molly's boys, Tasha's brothers?" I asked Paulina.
"It's been a while." said Paulina, getting my hint. "I'll bring Tasha to the Cabin this weekend, how's that?"
"Works for me." I said. "And if you want to take a weekend away after all your work on this case, we'll have plenty of babysitters."
"Including us." said Teresa. "We'll bring Doug, little Todd, and Jack."
"And we'll keep Jack and Bowser separated." said Todd. "By the way, is Bowser going to get a medal?"
"I'm working on it." I said. "A K-9 Commendation Medal is assured, but the Chief and I are pushing to get him a Lifesaving Medal."
"No disrespect intended," said Jenna, "but he's a dog. Will he even care about that?"
"Bowser has become a national sensation." I said. "Fox News's national broadcast talked about him, and Fox News Midtown is sending a crew up to the May 1st ceremonies. So Bowser is probably going to want to go hide in a corner and have a bowl of dog food. It's us humans that think it's a big deal."
"Bowser is awesome." said Teresa. "And so is Buddy."
"Yes, yes they are." I said. I noticed that Jenna was trying to not look over at Cindy and Callie, but was looking over that way... and her face showed that it was hitting her that Cindy had moved on.
And to add to it, a moment later Callie came over to our table. "May I hold this beautiful baby for a moment?" she asked Paulina.
"You'll have to take her from her dad." said Paulina as Callie sat down beside me.
"Sure." I said. "Hey Tasha, say hello to Callie." I handed my daughter to Callie, and Tasha seemed to like the beautiful blonde.
"By the way, " said Callie, "you should've seen Cindy with Susie Haskins. Kept her calm, then after Susie was done and was crying, Cindy hugged her and really helped her calm down and feel better. She is really good with kids."
"Cindy takes after her father, for sure." I said.
Jenna turned to me and Teresa and said "Well, I think I'll be going. We did our jobs, but the death penalty is not something I really want to celebrate."
"I understand." I said. "But you did very well getting the convictions, and on behalf of my Police Force, I thank you for that."
"Hear hear." said Teresa. Jenna nodded to us all and went back into the Cop Bar, not saying goodnight to Cindy and Molly.
"Is she okay?" asked Callie, having seen the looks on Jenna's face, but not understanding.
"Jenna was engaged to Cindy before you came along." Teresa said.
"Ohhhhh..." Callie said. "So that's who she is... I didn't realize it."
"Don't sweat it." I said. "It was bound to happen, sooner or later. This Town is not that big."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went back inside the Cop Bar, and saw that Sheriff Allgood was with the other top Fire and Police Officers. Chief Moynahan waved me over. I first brought a full pitcher of beer, which was immediately poured into several glasses.
"How are you feeling, Don?" asked Daniel Allgood.
"Pretty good, my back is healing up nicely and there's not much pain." I said. "Beer helps, of course." Everyone laughed.
"You did a great job, helping the FBI nail Jerry Morelli." said Deputy Charles Oswald. "The FBI was after him for years."
"They had the wrong guy chasing him." I said. "They put Muscone on it, and now Morelli is in Federal prison."
"Speaking of prison," said Chief Moynahan, "Ferrell is being moved to City Hospital. They say they have more security there while he recovers."
"And that may well be true." I said. "I've been trying for years to beef up security at our University Hospital, ever since my nephew Ned escaped from there twice. But I'm still not satisfied with their progress, or lack of it. As to Ferrell... well, he's now going to learn what it's like to be the one in a wheelchair. Can't say I feel anything about that."
"I'm glad you were actually in Court when that happened." said Sheriff Allgood. "The Press was actually angry when they found out you had an airtight alibi over that."
"Fuck the Press." I said quietly, then quaffed my beer. Another pitcher was brought over, and the mugs refilled.
"I heard some talk," growled Chief Griswold, "that the Bureau of Prisons is looking at converting the medical portion of The Asylum into a prison hospital, so that people like Ferrell can be treated in a secure facility." I knew that the Chief was simply floating a trial balloon on behalf of his friend, the Governor himself.
"I dunno about that, Chief." I said. "I know I would never allow my wife to go in there, for any reason. I'm sure a lot of other doctors won't want to go in there, either."
"That's a thought." said Griswold.
Just then a group of people came in from the patio and surrounded us, particularly me, led by two Angels posing as Police Captains.
"Dr. Fredricson just called." said Cindy. "She mentioned her husband. She mentioned his back. She mentioned early bedtime. She mentioned Angels bringing her husband home."
"You are outnumbered, Crowbar." growled Chief Griswold, his mustaches twitching merrily.
"And under orders from my boss... my real boss." I replied, then stood up slowly. "Have a good evening, gentlemen..."
Part 20 - Cold(er) Case
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from the Courthouse complex at 7:00am, Thursday, April 20th. "In a shocking development, convicted murderer and former TCPD Detective Leonard Sharples was sentenced to death by the Jury in his murder trial!"
Bettina went on: "Legal experts are surprised that the Jury reached a unanimous decision to have former Detective Sharples executed by the State, citing the circumstantial nature of the evidence and a general attitude of the Public to move away from State-sanctioned executions. Also, the horrible death of Lance Priemus during the last execution in this State has been cited in cases brought to the Courts to stop all executions in the Nation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who are these 'experts' ov vich shee speeeks?" I asked out loud as we drank coffee in MCD.
"That's a real bee in your bonnet, isn't it, sir?" asked Joanne Warner.
"You betcha." I said. "And one day, they'll cross the line by quoting 'anonymous sources' that don't actually exist, and citing memos that they never saw but were read to them over the phone, and then don't seem to exist when asked for... or subpoenaed."
"You really hate the Press, don't you sir?" asked Theo Washington. "But don't we have to have a Free Press to preserve our rights and freedoms?"
"You better believe I hate them." I said. "I don't think it's going too far to say the Press is the ultimate enemy of the Constitution of the United States. Their lies, distortions, misrepresentations, and their agenda-driven propaganda is going to destroy the very First Amendment that protects them. They're protected by the First Amendment, but they abuse that right. And one day they're going to get what they want... and by then, it will be too late for them."
"All right, all right." said Chief Moynahan, coming into MCD. As Cindy poured him a cup of coffee, he said "I bee-lieeeve we need to cut down on the political chatter. We have different philosophies in our heads, but we have to work together as a team. And some of your rights end where those badges on your chests begin, if you get my drift."
"Yes sir." I said, on behalf of everyone else, who nodded to various degrees.
"Commander, if I can see you in my office, please... and refill your coffee cup on the way." I obeyed those orders.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat." said the Chief as he sat down behind his desk. I sat down in the chair in front of the desk.
"What I called you in about," said the Chief, "is that Commander Harlow came to me yesterday and complained about Detective Parker's comments yesterday morning, as well as your emphatic defense of him. She said she considered his comments about illegal persons to be racist, and she believes Mr. Parker is a racist."
"Are you kidding me?" I blurted out, then remembered my manner and said "...sir?"
"I asked if she thought you were a racist," said the Chief, "and she said no, that she thought you were just taking up for your Detective. So she's a hypocrite already on it."
The Chief went on: "I told her that Mr. Parker did not mention any ethnicities in his comments, and that technically what he said is true: someone here illegally is illegal, period... as you said. I also said that no one has ever reported hearing Mr. Parker say anything of a racist nature, and that he works well with his black colleagues. I might have mentioned that he is dating Janice Holloway, who is part-Hispanic."
I nodded. "So, is it formal?" I asked.
"Not yet." said the Chief. "And after my discussion with her, it may not get to that. But if she goes to the Inspector General with a formal complaint, we'll have to address it. In the meantime, reinforce what I just said in MCD about no more political chatter, and therefore nothing that can be... misconstruuuuued."
"Yes sir." I said.
"Okayyyyy," said the Chief, "tell me what's going on in my Police Department..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into MCD to relay the Chief's message, and saw a congregation of Detectives around the whiteboards on the far side of the room. Going closer, I saw that they were discussing the cold case.
"Don't mind me." I said as they turned around and peered at me. "Please, carry on."
"Sir," said Joanne Warner, "we're all talking about this case. We think there are three possible suspects: Jimmy Amberton, Jennifer Green Amberton, and now we've added Susan Gurley."
"What about Kevin Arnett?" I asked.
"He was in sight of someone pretty much the whole time." said Jerome Davis.
"That, and no obvious motive to kill his friend Jason."said Theo Washington. I nodded.
"So," said Joanne, "based upon the facts we know, let's name our key suspects. I'll go first. I think it's Jimmy Amberton. He was humiliated the night before by the cool crowd people. Jason Rutledge was Jennifer's lover in high school, and likely impregnated Jennifer a couple of months before the reunion. Someone says something the night before, or Jimmy knew already. So, being an acoustics engineer, he devises that soda bottle and cardboard to be a crude silencer, somehow gets Jason out to that field, and shoots Jason. He disassembles the gun, throws pieces all over the place, maybe flushes some down the toilets in the fieldhouse."
"I'm kind of thinking Jennifer." said Theo Washington. "She had better financial motive to kill Jason before he could change his mind on the trust fund he'd created for her unborn child that he'd fathered. Killing him also keeps him from telling anyone about fathering her child. She's also an engineer, and could've created that crude silencer... and you know, she could've done that with the idea of framing Jimmy. He gets put in jail, she can try to tap into that trust fund early..."
"All of that could be said for Susan Gurley." said Jerome. "Except she's not an engineer. But what if she seduced Jimmy, got him to do that for her? She pretends to help Jimmy while actually setting him up."
"Teddy?" I asked. "You want to add to this... mess?" My words had Cindy's ice blue eyes flashing with barely concealed amusement. The other Detectives looked a bit crestfallen.
"No sir." Teddy said quietly. I peered at him, noticing he was introspective.
"How did they do, Commander?" asked Captain Ross, partially to distract me from Teddy, and part to get me talking about this case.
"You all had some very good points, and some not-so-good ones." I said, addressing the Detectives. "For example, it was a great observation of Detective Warner to understand that there are two engineers there that would know how to make a crude silencer out of a coke bottle and cardboard. But let's take to the other side... there was no record of Jimmy or Jennifer owning a .40 cal pistol, so either would have had to buy one within the past 24 hours -or- have transported it from Nevada. And they'd have had to make that crude silencer in that time. Very fast time to plot revenge. My point here is that I believe this murder was planned well ahead, was premeditated, and not quickly-done act of passion."
"To that point," I added, "someone is going to look silly carrying a 2-liter soda bottle around all night. So it had to be somewhere on the premises, likely secreted on or near the practice field. That in itself bespeaks premeditation."
"I also note that it was Kevin, not Jason, that physically harassed Jimmy the night before." I said. "Of course Jason could've gotten Kevin to do the dirty work for him, but I simply mention that Jimmy's active tormentor, Kevin, is not the one lured out and killed."
"Another point I'll make," I said, "is that you've mentioned all the suspects singly, and that's good. And there was a mention that Susan might've enticed Jimmy into a discretion, though from all accounts she hated his guts. But what about others? Could Jennifer or Susan have conspired with Kevin? Could Jennifer have conspired with her friend from school, Susan, and perhaps others? And most importantly, what if Jimmy and Jennifer were colluding, as a couple, to kill Jason?"



"Even if we figure this out, we'll never get a conviction." said Joanne forlornly. "Too much reasonable doubt."
"Unfortunately, I agree." I said. "So you're going to need something much, much stronger. By the way, I'm going to help you guys out and dig into why the Ambertons were fired from BigAerospaceCorp. Something strange in the way their clearances were revoked and they were canned like they were, and I have Federal resources that I can put to use, there."
"We would appreciate that, sir." said Joanne.
"There is one other clue that I haven't heard mentioned." I said. "I'm not surprised some of you haven't thought about it, but Tanya Perlman saw it in a heartbeat, all those years ago."
"Oh." said Cindy. "He died with a hard-on."
"Yes. Yes he did." I replied. "Hell of a way to go. But it's a cluuuuue."
Part 21 - Dirty Pool
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am on Monday, April 24th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police have opened registration for their famous Police Boxing Matches!"
Bettina went on: "The Police claim that the Boxing Matches teach defensive skills, taking down criminals in weaponless combat, and encourage a competitive spirit and esprit de corps. There is an actual Boxing Division, but the Freestyle Division, based upon the hand-to-hand combat of the Marine Corps Basic Training program, is where the excitement is. Last year's champion, Commander Donald Troy, has announced that he will be unable to defend his title due to his recent back surgery, and sources tell Channel Two News that the Commander is 'distraught' at being unable to compete..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I noticed that Teddy Parker was looking very down at the coffee klatch. I asked Cindy to bring him to my office.
Once seated, I said "Teddy, I'm considered to be pretty decent at observation and deduction, and I can see that something is bothering you. So if it's personal, you can tell me so, but this is your chance to talk about it 'off the record'." To emphasize the point, I put my badge down on my desk.
"Yes sir." said Parker. "Janice broke up with me over the weekend. She said she was told by Commander Harlow that I'd made racist statements. I told her that was b.s., and she could ask anyone I work with. I know I'm from Mississippi, sir, but I'm no racist, and everyone knows it. It's an insult."
"I agree." I said. "What did Janice say? if I may ask."
"She said she believed me, but that Commander Harlow was her boss, and had all but said out loud that she did not want Janice seeing me anymore." said Parker.
My eyes locked with Cindy's for a moment, and we both saw the fire in each other's eyes.
"Teddy," I said, "has Commander Harlow attempted to say anything to you since that morning we 'discussed' illegal persons?"
"If I may, sir." said Cindy. She then said "Commander Harlow did come into MCD when she thought Parker was alone in there. She didn't see me, and I got between her and Parker, and told her to come through me if she had a problem with one of my Detectives. I then took it to Chief Moynahan, and he said he told her to not speak to Parker again on any 'political' issues, but only on business matters."
"Wow." I said, shaking my head. My back started hurting, too.
"Well, sir," said Cindy, "Janice doesn't realize what she's just given up. If she's that shallow, then Teddy is better off and will find better." She then said to Teddy "I know that doesn't make you feel better now, Teddy, but I believe it to be true."
"Yes ma'am." Teddy said.
"Teddy," I said, picking up my badge from the desk, "I appreciate your candor, and I understand you're hurting. But to be honest, I'm more worried about your career than your love life. If anyone at all gives you any shit, or if you're told you're under investigation for making racist comments, you let me know immediately. You also have a right to Union representation if you are accused of anything like that. Meanwhile, keep driving on, and be circumspect in anything you say. Even friendly banter can now be misconstrued, and definitely don't talk political things."
"Yes sir." said Teddy. I dismissed him. After he left, I looked at Cindy.
"That was dirty pool on Della's part." I said. "Glad you stood up to her, ranks notwithstanding."
"Hell, I told off the Police Chief after you were called a racist by that SDOJ bitch." said Cindy. "I'll stand up for my people. Anyway, I know Della's a Liberal. She was very angry that Governor Jared won re-election, and I think she's not in alignment with you and the Chief."
"What about you?" I asked. I'd never asked before, and I caught Cindy by surprise. But she only showed that for a second, and recovered quickly.
"I have the unique perspective of seeing America from a Canadian point of view, and greatly appreciating what America is." she said with alacrity, and pride. "I also am a lesbian, and while I am not ashamed of that in any way, I do feel I've had to suppress some thoughts and feelings in the service of the Police Force. One reason Jenna and I broke up is because I would not be as out front and political as she is about things."
I nodded. "It must be tough. Brownlee was calling you a 'dyke' all the time just to get you, and all of us, riled up."
"My family's objections to my orientation hurt far worse." said Cindy. "And speaking of that... I have never figured out how you knew, when you called me into your basement office that time."
"Oh, that was simple." I said as casually as I could make my voice sound. "Observation, deduction, and knowledge."
A green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
Part 22 - The Letter
On Friday, April 28th, I was called to the front desk. A tall, thin man in a brown suit, curly brown hair, and gold-rimmed glasses was in the lobby.
"Commander Troy," he said, "I am William Farnsworth, of Succup & Payne, P.C. I have this letter for you." He handed me a sealed envelope.
"This is from Leonard Sharples." he said. "He instructed me to give it to you if he died or was put in a position where he could not reasonably talk to you in private. His conviction created that scenario."
"Okay, thanks." I said skeptically. I signed for the letter. I then went and got Cindy, and we walked to the Crime Lab.
"I need to make sure this letter is safe to open." I told Christina Cho. She ran it through infrared and ultraviolet lights, then exposed it to a high-radiation source like an x-ray machine to kill any anthrax spores that might be there. Then she opened it inside a sealed hood, using the glove inserts.
"Nothing dangerous, Commander." she said. I took the letter and read it. It said:
"Commander Troy,
If you are reading this, I am dead or in prison and cannot talk to you. You once asked me to continue the investigation into Jonas Oldeeds and his organization, and their child trafficking activities. You should be able to solve this code with your abilities and the help of your teams. It will lead you to evidence that you can follow to destroy the Oldeeds Organization as I was never able to. Good luck. Sergeant Sharples.
There followed blocks of letters in groups of five, obviously a code of some kind. There was nothing else in the envelope, and no clue as to how to solve the code. This would be a stern test of the Iron Crowbar's abilities...
Part 22 - Epilogue
Sunday, April 30th. The Orange Order dinner was held at the back room of The Steakhouse. With Cindy Ross making arrangements, we were going to eat at a place with good food!
Because it was not the February or August promotions times, there were no promotions, only a few pay grade raises for Patrol Officers. The big deal was medals.
I did notice Della Harlow and Janice Holloway sitting together at the opposite end of the room from me, Cindy, and Chief Griswold.
"Commander," said Corporal Kirkpatrick, "I'm hearing rumors that Bowser is going to be elected into the Orange Order next fall." Those of us who heard him laughed.
"He'd be a great mascot for us." I replied. "But his owner might not appreciate sharing him." When Kirkpatrick peered at me, I said "My daughter, Corporal. Despite rumors to the contrary, I'm not Bowser's owner. My daughter is, and if you don't believe me, just ask her and she'll tell you."
"Har!" growled Chief Griswold. "But one thing is true: that little girl does not love that dog more than you do, Crowbar!"
"That..." I said, "... is very true."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
May 1st. The weather was good; beautiful and sunny, and still fairly cool. The Police Force was assembled in the bleachers behind the Police Headquarters building. The Press were there with their cameras, including Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown. I gave her a short sit-down interview in the Press Interview room, which irritated Priya and righteously pissed off Bettina. Tough shit, I thought to myself.
Among the awards given, an Achievement Medal was presented to Christina Cho, who helped handle the frozen mothballs that proved to be so dangerous. I used this Awards Day as an opportunity to get Myron and Mary Mahoney Milton Commendation Medals for their service in data mining, and Lainie and Sonali got Achievement Medals. A few other Patrol Officers received Achievement Medals for various things, presented by their Precinct Captains.
As always, the final awards were Purple Orders, and we had one this time. As Chief Moynahan read the citation, I pinned a Purple Order with four, count them four, oak leaf clusters upon the Uniform jacket of Captain Teresa Croyle.
And then with some degree of humor about it, Chief Moynahan read the citation as Captain Croyle pinned a Purple Order with one oak leaf cluster onto my uniform, with a whispered commentary about desk duty forever. My allies on the Council had won the battle against the Haters, but even the citation was not clear on exactly which incident the Purple Order was for: the helicopter crash or the gunshot to the girdle. It didn't matter: I would now be wearing a gold-framed purple rectangle on my uniforms.
And last, the pièce de résistance. Bowser was wearing his Police bandana and his badge on his collar, and looking exceptionally handsome. He was also wearing a body harness and a leash, which he really did not need. He led the way, escorted by Carole and Marie, who had huge grins on their little faces as they proudly came up with Bowser to me. I was sitting down in a chair that was brought out. Bowser sat down right in front of me, Carole and Marie behind him.
I did not allow the pain in my back to stop my presentation of this award. As Chief Moynahan read the citation, Bowser became the first of our great K-9 Corps to be awarded the K-9 Lifesaving Medal, which I pinned upon his collar.
I had never taught Bowser to 'shake hands', but as the Police Officers clapped and cheered, Bowser raised his right front paw, which I took into my right hand. Just at that second, the Police Photographer snapped a photograph, which would show me shaking hands with Bowser, and Carole and Marie smiling brightly.
I obtained three copies of that photo and put them in black frames. One stayed in my office, then was moved to my personal office in The Cabin. Carole and Marie got the other two, and would keep and display that photo for the rest of their lives.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was later sent a DVD of that evening's national Fox News 'Special Report' broadcast. It ran:
"And finally tonight," said the host, "some months ago, we brought you the story of hero dog Bowser, who led Police to a little girl in a ditch suffering from acute hypothermia, thus saving her life. Our Fox News Midtown affiliate reports that the Police honored Bowser with their Lifesaving Medal today."
The screen showed the picture of me shaking hands with Bowser, with Carole and Marie attending, as the host said "The little blonde girl in the photo is the girl that Bowser saved on that very cold night. The other little girl is the dog's owner. And would you look at the smiles on their little faces! The presentation was made by Police Commander Donald Troy, no stranger to heroism himself with two Police Department Medals of Valor."
The other reporters on the panel did the requisite ooh-ing and aah-ing, then the host said "A hero we can all look up to." before signing off...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday May 3d, from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that the group 'Citizens For Police Accountability' is filing a lawsuit against State Governor Val Jared, citing the Governor's call to crack down upon Undocumented Workers! As part of the lawsuit, CFPA spokespersons Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex stated that the Governor is illegally mis-spending State funds to unlawfully persecute undocumented workers!"
Bettina went on: "As part of the Budget bill, the State Legislature assigned money to be used for non-specific law enforcement activities, and the Governor has broad discretion to allocate those funds. However, the budget does not go into effect until July 1st, and the CFPA is claiming that the Governor is using this year's budget money to crack down on immigrant families."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "the same CFPA has filed a complaint with the Town & County Inspector General's Office and the State Office of Ethics and Review, demanding an investigation of the Richard Ferrell arrest. Police say they found Mr. Ferrell with his back broken, and Ferrell's partner Benny Brighton, who was arrested at the scene, stated that masked gunmen attacked them and injured Mr. Ferrell. But the CFPA is claiming that the Police intentionally injured Mr. Ferrell in retaliation for Mr. Ferrell's attack on SBI Crime Lab Director Tanya Perlman, whom the Police inducted into their Orange Order honorary last December. The CFPA wants a full and independent investigation of the incident."
"And finally," said Bettina, "the musical trio of Jasmine Nix, Big Ice, and local resident T-Square have announced that their new collaborative album will be released in June, after several delays. Ms. Nix says the album is a musical anthem of protest against Police abuse of People of Color..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I suppose we cannot talk about any of that, sir." said Theo Washington as we drank coffee and listened to Bettina's agenda-driven newscast.
"No." I said. "What you say in private, while at lunch, off-duty, is your business. But while on duty and in on-duty settings, no more political discussions or stating of political opinions. I hate it, too, but that's the way it is, and has to be."
By now, word had gotten around about Commander Harlow's formal complaint, her attempt to pull rank to verbally attack Detective Parker, and the Chief's edict against further political discussions. The Detectives had also heard of Harlow's pressuring Janice Holloway to break up with Teddy, and there had been some whispered remarks of 'Brownlee's Bitch' behind Della's back... which Your Iron Crowbar took no measures to stop.
"I have a question, sir." said Sergeant Rudistan, most mischievously. "Does discussion of the Police Boxing Matches come under the realm of politics?" Laughter erupted.
"Depends upon the amount of money being bet." I replied with a grin, despite my mental pain at being unable to participate in said Matches.
"In a related question," said Cindy Ross, "is it political to discuss how badly the Bulldogs are going to beat the Wildcats this Fall?" That got her the 'Look of Iron' from my gray eyes.
"It's not political." I replied. "But stating a premise like that borders upon 'stupid'." A chorus of 'ooooo's broke out.
"Vee shall seee." replied Cindy. "You've lost your quarterback, your entire offensive line, half your defensive starters. If you didn't have Theo's cousin Jamaal, you'd look like State Tech's juvie team."
"Dayum, Captain." I said. "What's that in your coffee cup? Prune juice?" The room erupted into laughter. That was Iron Crowbar 1, Green Crowbar 0.
"She better start drinking prune juice." said a voice, which became Captain Teresa Croyle as she came into the room. "Police Boxing Matches begin this weekend, and she's going to be puckering in fear as her name comes closer and closer... to mine."
"Dayum!" I said. "What is in this coffee? Who made the coffee this morning?"
"You did, sir!" said Joanne Warner. "But some people chose to drink the kool-aid, instead, and will find that out when they face me in the ring!"
"Bring. It. On." said Vice Detective Roy McGhillie.
I just shook my head and said "God! how I wish I could get into that ring and take you all down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching Priya Ajmani's broadcast at 8:00am, a carbon copy of Bettina's, but delivered by the extremely gorgeous Indian reporterette, we sat down in my office for the 'Angels' meeting.
"Okay," I said, "is there anything going on Saturday?" Teresa and Cindy both looked at me, knowing I was referring to the opening of the Police Boxing Matches.
"Nothing important, sir." said Teresa, catching on. "Just Captain Ross's demise."
"Whatever you're smoking, keep on smoking it." Cindy replied. I was chuckling at them; they were both serious, though I knew their banter was more friendly than it looked.
"Okay, let's get down to business." I said. "What's going on?"
"No weekend training because of the Matches." said Teresa. "But they've been training hard for a few months now, so the break will be welcome for them. Patrols have been pretty routine. Tickets are being issued at normal rates. That'll go down in the summer because all the students will go home. I've submitted a plan in the case of another big power failure; it's about the same as our general emergency plan, but we're going to make sure the Hospital gets any help we can give them, and we'll watch over potential criminal targets like banks."
"Nothing new in MCD nor Vice." said Cindy. "Benny Brighton didn't have much at all on any drug operations into the County; I don't think he's a normal drug perp. Ferrell took the Fifth when we went to interview him in the Hospital. They transferred him to City Hospital yesterday."
"Ask 'Coldiron' to have his people contact their C.I.s and such," I said, "and see if there are any rumors of unrest in the 'People of Color' districts. I've heard some rumors of groundwork being laid for that. I might also add that the announcement of this anti-Police album and it's projected June date are significant." Cindy nodded and made notes."
"By the way," I said. "Let's talk morale. How are things with Teddy Parker?"
"He's down, but okay." said Cindy. "He has made no attempt to talk with Janice, nor she him, at least not here at the Station. I am hearing some talk the people are pissed off at Commander Harlow for pressuring Janice to break up with Teddy."
"Let me ask you guys, off the record..." I said. "Is Holloway so afraid of Harlow that she wouldn't stand up to her over a boyfriend? If the Chief or Malone or anyone had tried to make me break up with Laura while we were dating, I'd have ripped their heads off. And if I tried to tell you, Cindy, to not date Callie, or you, Teresa to not date Todd... you'd be getting plenty of practice for the Boxing Matches."
"And you would be in the Hospital next to Ferrell with a much more badly broken back." said Cindy. "But we know you'd never do that to us."
"Sir, I get your point," said Teresa, "that Janice should stand up to Harlow if she really wants to date Teddy. And Janice would stand up and push back... if she really wanted to. Ergo, I deduce Janice is taking the opportunity to break up with Teddy, and it would've happened anyway." I nodded at that brilliant piece of deduction.
Just then my phone rang. "Okay," I said, "I'm being called to the Chief's Wednesday meeting."
"Gonna confront Harlow?" asked Cindy.
"That's 'Commander' Harlow, Captain." I said, knowing that had to be said. "Show respect, even if you're as pissed at her as I am. But to answer your question: I'm not planning to escalate this... yet."
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
The Cabin, Promontory Point, and other houses such as Daniel and Melina Allgood's are on the west side of the ridgeline that is the western of two mountain fingers stretching to the south. The east side is much more steep, so virtually no houses are on the mountainside, but in the valley that borders Lake Reservoir below. The other finger is in Nextdoor County, forming the other half of the "bowl" that contains Lake Reservoir, formed by a meteorite hit eons ago. And on the other side of that ridgeline is where Millwakee Camp is, and the area west of the City begins.
A road goes around both sides of Lake Reservoir, servicing neighborhoods of houses. The houses on my County's side are middle-class, nice three-bedroom homes with backyards on the Lake, and the land is pretty flat. On the Nextdoor County side, the houses are larger and multi-storied to take advantage of the more sloping ground, and those houses are more expensive and exclusive. Tom and Janet Riordan once had their home in that neighborhood.
The Lake is fed by springs as well as streams from the mountainsides, and at the very north point of the nearly perfectly circular lake a large, deep creek flows from a crevice between the mountain fingers and into the Lake. There is a bridge for the road, but the Nextdoor County side is blocked by a locked gate, with barriers to prevent crossing at nearby points.
Some years ago, Nextdoor County and our County had some issues, and this was one of their reactions. Things are better now, especially as the NCPD's Vice Lieutenant is the TCPD's Captain of Detective's sister... and the mother of two of the TCPD Police Commander's male children. But the gate remains locked, mostly to keep would-be criminals from using it to sneak into the Nextdoor County side, then escaping back to our County, and I have no real objection to that.
I thought of all this as I drove up Reservoir Road at 10:00am, past Chief Griswold's home and where Marine Gunnery Sergeant Guernica had been murdered and his small children tortured. Near the end of the road on my County's side was a large clearing, with picnic tables by the Lake. It was the gathering point for the swimming portion of the Independence Day Triathlon.
And on the sloping hill above was a home, almost precariously perched on the hillside. A driveway curled up to the left side of the house, and a long flight of stairs snaked their way up to the front porch. The house was two stories tall, and the sides were composed of wood.
I parked my car at the bottom of the hill, where most of the other TCPD cruisers were. Patrolman Culver got my name and badge number, then asked "Sir, would you like me to call up and have someone drive you up?"
"No thanks." I replied. "I'll be okay taking the stairs, if slowly." Nevertheless, as I started up, Culver radioed that I was approaching, and Captain Ross came out and down the stairs."
"I'm fine, Captain." I said as I slowly climbed the stairs one by one. "You can go on back up."
"I'll stay and babysit." she replied. "Just in case you fall."
I knew that was part concern, and part lighting a fire in me. As we got to the top, Sergeant Rudistan appeared at the front door, jovial and mischievous as usual.
"Good morning, Commander." he said jovially. "Practicing to race me up those stairs? You'll probably win."
"If I do, Rudistan," I replied, knowing that Rudistan was in 'sneaky' good shape despite his 'pear shaped' body, "I'll P.T. you to death every morning for the rest of your Police career."
"No worries, sir." said Rudistan. "Morton and I are going to race in the Triathlon this year." I saw Cindy's face become wooden. Rudistan did not mean to remind her of her being prevented from running the Triathlon, but she still felt it, as I felt the pain of not being able to compete in the Police Boxing Matches.
"Good." I said to Rudistan as we went inside. "It'll be tough to beat Todd Burke and Teddy Franklin, and I think Joanne and Seth Warner are running as a team. So, what's going on here?"
"Missing person, sir." said Rudistan. "Tim Burris, owner of this house."
"You know what my first question is going to be, Sergeant Rudistan." I said.
"Who called it in?" Rudistan replied. I nodded, and he said "Mr. Burris's best friend, one Jeffrey Burnham, sir. He just got back from a trip to England and France, on business. He called Tim Burris this past Sunday, but got no answer and the cellphone went to voicemail. He tried again yesterday, then came over this morning, and found the home had been broken into. He's on the back patio with Detective Warner."
We went into the front door. The greatroom was on the backside of the house and a living room was to the right. A small dining room was to the left, and the kitchen behind it. Similar to the Mountain Nest on the first floor, I thought.
Where it got different was the hallway went further to the right than my home. At the end of the hallway was a larger room, which could be a bedroom but had been converted to an office. A huge desk of rich, dark woods faced the front with the chair near the back wall, two windows looking out back on either side. A sofa and chair and TV were on the front side, with one window behind the sofa. A large bookcase, over six feet wide with shelves to the ceiling, was to the immediate left of the door, and to the desk's right if one was sitting in the chair. On the other side of it was a narrow hallway leading to the greatroom.
The room was a mess. Papers were strewn everywhere, books from the bookshelf thrown all about the room. All of the desk drawers had been pulled out and emptied of their contents, adding to the mess.
The rest of the house was in similar condition. The greatroom had no books or anything, but the sofa had been torn up and stuffing was everywhere. The kitchen had pretty much been destroyed. Cans of beans, corn, and tins of Spam were all over the place, and more were on the pantry shelves. Only the dining room escaped major damage.
"The bedrooms upstairs are torn up, as well." said Detective Teddy Parker as he came down the stairs. "But it's a funny thing that none of the four televisions in the house were taken. Apparently only the computer was taken."
"How do you know there was a computer?" asked Cindy.
"There's a router and an A.C. plug-in on the desk, ma'am." said Parker. "But no computer." Cindy nodded.
"Did you try dialing Mr. Burris's cell phone?" I asked. "See if we can hear it?"
"No sir." said Rudistan, dialing a number. "I'll try that now. Mr. Burnham gave me the number."
We strained to hear anything, but we were not rewarded. No ringing. Rudistan reported that the call went straight to voicemail. "That might mean there's no connection from any tower to the cellphone, sir."
"All right." I said. "Get a Crime Lab team over here. They've got a lot of work to do. Okay, Ross, Parker... let's go talk to Mr. Burnham."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went down the narrow back hall towards the greatroom. And 'narrow' was definitely the impression I got of it as I went down the passageway. I know I'm broad-shouldered, but this hall was barely wider than my width. I peered at the walls, then went through the greatroom to the back patio. I noted that there was not much patio, and there was a retaining wall not far behind it. Behind that, the mountain climbed steeply upwards.
Sitting with Joanne Warner was a tall, slender, youngish looking man with a head of curly auburn-brown hair, a thin beard that reminded me of the criminal 'Skinny Beard' that I annihilated with my crowbar. Jeffrey Burnham had on basic black spectacles, a tie-dye tee-shirt, short pants, and flat sandals. I refrained from making a politically incorrect evaluation of him.
"Mr. Burnham," I said, coming up to him. "I am Commander Don Troy, and this is Captain Cindy Ross. You've met Detectives Warner and Parker?" He nodded and shook my hand somewhat perfunctorily. I sat down on one of the patio chairs, which was not made for people with bad backs.
"I'll apologize in advance if I ask questions my people have already asked," I said, "and I'll ask your indulgence to answer them again. So what happened this morning?"
"I had not been able to get in touch with Tim since I got back from my trip to Paris and London." said Jeffrey. "So I came over this morning to see if everything was all right. I found the front door ajar. When I went inside, the house was a wreck. I looked all over but didn't see Tim anywhere, so I called the Police."
"I see." I said. "So how long were you in Europe?"
"A couple of weeks." said Jeffrey.
"And the last time you saw Tim before that?" I asked.
"Uhhh... it was early April... maybe the Sunday after April Fools Day. We played pranks on each other that day like we always do, then we had lunch the next day, on Sunday. After that I was working and preparing for my trip... so yeah, April 2d was the last day I saw him."
"What is your occupation?" I asked.
"Mine?" said Jeffrey. I nodded and he said "I work for the University Museum and History Department."
"And you traveled to Europe in connection with that?" I asked.
"Yes." said Jeffrey, but he did not elaborate.
"And what was the purpose of this recent trip?" I asked.
"Uh, I was making arrangements for student trips to Paris and London during the December holiday season, with visits to the museums there." said Jeffrey.
"And what does Tim do for a living?" I asked.
"He was... 'between jobs', I guess." said Jeffrey. "He waited tables at some of the restaurants on 'The Row'." By that, he meant the restaurants and bars along University Avenue, that serviced mostly University students. "He's worked in some of the hotels here, too." I noted Cindy and Joanne looking up at the house, and suppressed a smile that they were seeing it, also.
"Is Tim married? Any kids?"
"No kids. He was married, but his divorce was finalized this January." said Jeffrey. He did not elaborate further.
"What is her name?" I asked.
"Melissa."
"Does she live here? In this house?" I asked.
"No." said Jeffrey. "She moved to Nextdoor County. She got a job with the Lakeside Inn & Suites."
"What did she do before that job?" I asked.
"She worked at the University Hotel." said Jeffrey.
"In what capacity?" I asked.
"Different ones." said Jeffrey. "She was in charge of the restaurant, then was Assistant Night Manager."
"Okay." I said, willing the pain in my back to stop welling up. "Captain Ross, why don't you get some people to go find Melissa Burris." Cindy got up and went back inside the house.
I said "Mr. Burnham, has Tim been prone to take unannounced trips in the past? Disappear for any length of time?"
"No." said Jeffrey.
"Did he ever go on any trips out of town, overnight trips, that you did know about?"
"Not really." said Jeffrey. "He'd go to gun shows, but those often were for one day."
"Anything else you can tell me about him? Anything that can help us locate him? Any hobbies he had?" I asked, peering at him.
"Not really." said Jeffrey Burnham. "We played chess a good bit, but just recreationally. We also played disc golf at Ronald Reagan Park, but not very often."
"Was Tim a prepper, Mr. Burnham?" I asked. "Was he a survivalist type?"



"Uhhh..." said Burnham. "Well, now that you mention it, he had some interest in that. Talked about things like water purification and food storage. But I don't think he was all that gung-ho about it."
"Oh really?" I said, which made Joanne's eyes perk up. "What about you, Jeffrey? Do you do any prepping, survival type stuff?"
"I keep extra food on hand in case of a natural disaster." said Jeffrey. "But again, nothing crazy like they show on TV."
"Okay, thank you." I said. "Detectives? Do you have any questions for Mr. Burnham?"
"Sir," asked Teddy Parker, "did Mr. Burris get the house as part of the divorce?"
"I guess so." said Jeffrey Burnham. "She moved out... then again, she moved out several months before the divorce. Almost a year now, I guess."
"Are you friends with Mrs. Burris as well as Mr. Burris?" asked Teddy. Again I suppressed a smile; that was a great question, and delivered in a strong and timely manner.
"I was... and still am... good friends with both of them." said Jeffrey.
"Is Mrs. Burris dating anyone else right now?" asked Detective Parker.
"Uh, not that I know of." said Burnham.
"That's all I have, sir." said Parker. Joanne had already been talking to Burnham, and had no more questions.
"Okay, Mr. Burnham." I said. "You can go back home, or to work or whatever. If you need to leave the County, much less the State or Nation, let the Police Department know."
Jeffrey Burnham exited as quickly as he could without seeming to be 'hasty'.
"Great questions, Teddy." I said. "So what did you guys think of that?"
"How does he own this house, sir?" asked Joanne. "After a divorce, with no steady income, it would seem?"
"I'll bet... a trust fund." I said. "Probably his parents left money and the house in trust, so that he could get a monthly stipend but can't touch the principle."
"I would agree, sir." said Teddy. "But if I may ask, what led you to that conclusion?"
"Well, it's a matter of divorce courts, which I pray to God neither of you ever have to deal with. My own divorce was amicable, and thank God for that, but that whole system is all but rigged for the wife, especially if there are children. And if the husband wins, it's usually because he had very good and therefore very expensive lawyers. Can Mr. Burris afford that? I... dunno."
I continued: "Ergo, for Mrs. Burris to not come away with the house suggests either a pre-nup, and one hell of a pre-nup at that, or she couldn't get the house because of some other legal obstacle. A trust suggests itself. Add to it that Tim Burris has only irregular work but has money for his prepper hobby... oh yes, that's obvious, is it not?... then a trust fund comes more strongly to mind. I guess Myron and Mary can settle our bet for us."
"No sir!" said Joanne Warner with alacrity. "I am not now betting against you, sir, and I never will."
"Very wise, Detective Warner." said Captain Ross. Cindy turned to me and said "I called the Nextdoor County Police; I have a good contact in their Vice squad." That would be her sister Molly, of course. "They're going to go talk to Mrs. Burris."
"Good." I said. "Okay, guys, keep going. What did you think of that interview we just had?"
"Ohhhh..." said Joanne. "I see what you're driving at. He seemed evasive."
"I get the feeling he does not like Police." said Parker. "Didn't really answer the questions more than maximizing the minimum standard." I chuckled at the joke.
"True." I said. "And that's part of it. But he also was on the borderline of lying to us. I'll guess that both he and Tim are preppers, and big-time preppers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
For the next 15 minutes, the TCPD, Crime Lab, and four Fire Department Firefighters that arrived in the truck I requested, had the experience of watching their Police Commander act in a strange manner.
I went back to that narrow passageway and began tapping on walls. I then walked up and down the main hall doing the same thing. I opened the door to what was the coat closet, and noted how far down it was from the office/study room. There were no doors in the wall of the narrow passage.
Then I began tapping, then banging on the floor of the hallways. I asked Rudistan and Morton to jump up and down on the floor, as my back did not permit me to do that myself.
"Oooh," said Rudistan as he jumped on the floor in the narrow hallway. "This sounds a little different right here. Feels a little different too, like there's less 'give' in the floorboards."
"Exactly what I wanted to hear." I said. I walked into the study room, where the Crime Lab was at work.
"Okay, guys," I said loudly, "anyone find a remote control, especially one that looks strange?" No one had.
I began looking at the bookcase, peering at it. I tapped on the back wall of it, looked closely at the edges. I began feeling all over it and the walls around it for any kind of 'knot' or anomaly.
"I take it you think there's something behind the bookcase, sir?" asked Cindy.
"Yes. Yes I do." I said as I pulled at the end of the bookcase. Cindy helped, but it did not move, no matter how hard we pulled at it.
"Locked into place." I said. "That in itself suggests it's not just an ordinary piece of furniture." The bottom portion had what looked like twelve drawers in a 4x3 matrix. There were also four sections in the top part. I pulled at the middle, and Cindy helped, but the bookcase refused to move.
"Okay, there's a very thin line in the middle here." I said as I closely examined the bookcase. I went over to the desk. "Has this chair been dusted for prints?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Christina Cho. I had on latex gloves as I felt around the desk.
"Sir," said Christina. "We looked. No buttons or anything."
"I believe you." I said. "I'm searching for knots in the wood or for something concealed."
Alas, I found nothing. I sat back, looking at the desk. The papers had been collected, leaving it clean and bare, save for the various smudges where fingerprints had been taken. The desk lamp was the only thing still on the desk, still sitting right in the middle.
Right... in... the... middle. Unmoved.
I tried to pick up the lamp. It did not budge. I felt around the edges but found nothing. There were two buttons on it, for 'on' and 'off'. I began pressing the buttons.
"Find something?" Cindy asked.
"Maybe." I said. "The 'off' button seems to be a bit more tactile than the 'on' button. I began pressing the 'off' button repeatedly. Then I held it down and counted to ten.
"WHOA!" yelled someone as the bookcase began to move. The center was coming outwards, and two lab techs jumped out of the way.
"You found it, sir!" Rudistan said happily. Everyone began clapping as we looked into the maw.
A fluorescent light came on, revealing a small room. The walls were covered with tiles with raised round buttons. Stairs descended going to the right, below the narrow passageway and into the mountainside below and behind the house.
I was about to go into the room, but felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned to see Rudistan right there.
"Sir, you don't really think we're going to let you go in front of us, do you sir?" he said in his jovial voice, but with an underlying hint of absolute seriousness.
"I won't even try to argue." I said, stepping back.
"Hold on!" Cindy ordered. "Something's not right, here. I'm not feeling warm and fuzzy about any of you going down there."
"I agree with that." I said, feeling the edge of Cindy's vibe. "So... before you go in there, Sergeant Rudistan, I want two things: first, secure these doors so that they cannot close. And second, let's get the Firemen in here with their air tanks and masks, to be on standby for us."
The power hinges on the doors were removed, and the doors were propped apart with triangular blocks on the floor and also a long iron bar across the top. "Now that is a crowbar, Ms. Ross!" I said happily as I pointed at it with my red crowbar.
"Sometimes crowbars can be too big, so other women tell me." Cindy replied. Christina Cho broke into laughter at that one. Most of the other Officers just looked at them funny. Meanwhile, I was looking at the tiles on the walls, the patterns of the raised dots on the metal squares. Something about that was nagging at me...
Rudistan and Morton went down the steps. "There's a door down here, sir." said Rudistan. "Looks like a hatch on a submarine, designed to seal tightly. It's locked."
Part 3 - Unsafe Room
"Rudistan!" I called down the stairs. "Is there a black box next to the door?"
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. "No manufacturer name, though. The box won't open, sir."
"Is there a red glass panel on the top of the box?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Rudistan.
"Okay, press the lower left corner button." I said.
"It lit up with nine numbers, sir, not in order." said Rudistan. I called Rudistan to come up the stairs.
"Okay," I said when he got up to my side. "When you get back down there, press that lower left button again. The numbers will come up in a different order. Just press the upper right corner button four times, no matter what number it is. Then press the bottom right hand corner button. That should open the box."
"Once in there," I continued, "you'll see another keypad, with normal buttons. Press the '5' in the middle four times in a row. If a green light starts flashing, press 'zero' and the door should unlock. If a red light flashes, press the '1' button, then run back up these stairs as fast as you can before the bomb goes off."
"I hope you're kidding about that, sir." said Rudistan.
"We'll see if you're ready for the Triathlon, fer damn sure." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It worked. The door opened. A light came on inside the chamber.
"There's someone inside, sir." said Rudistan. He began going inside.
"Wait!" I called out, but Rudistan and Morton were already inside.
"Cindy!" I yelled. "Get the firefighters! Have them put on their masks and get their asses down here! Move!" Cindy moved, and quickly.
For a moment, I looked at the tiles on the wall. "Johnson!" I said to the Officer with the camera, "get video of these walls for me." Johnson began taping.
It was then I realized something wasn't right... I didn't hear anything down below.
"Rudistan!" I called out. "What's going on in there?" There was no response.
Suddenly, we heard gasping. Morton was at the door, and trying to stagger up the steps. Officers rushed to help him.
"Rudistan passed out." said Morton, who was near that state himself.
"Firemen! Get in there and get him out!" I ordered. The Firefighters, wearing masks and tanks, moved quickly. A moment later they were dragging out Rudistan, his arms over their shoulders. He was unconscious, his face a shade of blue that frightened me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few minutes later, Rudistan opened his eyes. The firefighters had put a breathing mask on him to give him oxygen, and they'd gotten him to start breathing, first out out out, then in, then out out out, then in.
"I didn't smell anything." said Morton, who'd been given oxygen, also.
"You wouldn't." I said. "Christina!"
"Sir?" asked Christina Cho.  "Do you guys have equipment to take air samples?"
"We do in the lab, sir." said Christina. "I'll call them to bring it."
"Tell them," I said, "that we're going to take air samples, and also samples of gas from tanks that we will find down there, as well as the filtration system that we should find."
"Yes sir." said Christina. "What was it? Carbon monoxide?"
"More likely carbon di-oxide." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm fine, sir, really!" protested Rudistan after he'd sat back up.
"Good!" I said. "That means the doctors at the Hospital will find you that way when they check you out. Guys, take him there now."
"Sir------" started Rudistan.
"That was an order, Sergeant." I said. "And I will be checking with my boss to make sure you got there and checked out okay."
"The Chief, sir? But-------" said Rudistan.
"No, not the Chief." I said. "My real boss. The one on Staff at University Hospital."
"His wife, Sergeant." said Cindy, reinforcing me. "Now go with these guys. Now." Rudistan gave up the protests and went with the Firefighters, as did Morton.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Assistant Fire Chief Davies to requisition some air masks and tanks so we could go in, retrieve the body, and take some samples. While we waited for them, I told the gathered officers what happened:
"Okay guys," I said, "some gases are heavier than air. Carbon dioxide is one of those gases. You can pour it from one beaker into another, though you can't see it pouring. It looks like that room was, and still is, full of pure carbon dioxide. It just sat there all this time instead of mixing with other air above it or rushing up the stairs like a more lightweight gas would do."
"So Rudistan and Morton were breathing air with no oxygen in it, and that's why Rudistan passed out?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Yes." I said. "And Morton was lucky to get out of the door, as well. Any more time in there, and this might've been an even worse tragedy than one death..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
J.R. Barnes and Christina Cho volunteered to go in and take samples. Two techs from Tanya Perlman's State Crime Lab also volunteered to go in. The Fire Department people fitted them with oxygen masks and tanks, and told them they had no more than fifteen minutes. That wasn't really true, but the TCFD didn't want them staying very long in there, as they were already overlooking the lack of training by those using the equipment.
They also got the body out of there, and it was taken to the morgue. It would prove to be the unfortunate Tim Burris.
While all this was going on, I continued to examine the tiles in the little alcove room of the house. There was a pattern to those raised dots, I thought to myself, but what is it?...
Part 4 - Cause and Effect
At 3:00pm, Wednesday May 3d, a meeting occurred in Classroom 'J' at Police Headquarters. Present were: Sheriff Allgood, Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar (me), Deputy Chief Harlow, Captain Ross, Captain Croyle, Detectives Parker and Warner, Myron and Mary Milton, Sergeant Rudistan (who was deemed to be okay), J.R. Barnes, Christina Cho, and Martha the M.E.
Martha went first, so she could leave after giving her report: "He's been dead for several weeks. Maybe a month." said Martha. "Asphyxiation. I believe the theory that the room was full of carbon dioxide is correct, and he died of the lack of oxygen. I can't tell the exact day and time of death, though."
"I might can help with that, sir." said Mary Mahoney Milton. "Tim Burris paid his April bills through the sixth via digital means. But he did not pay the water bill that's due on the 7th, and he paid no bills for the beginning of May. I checked with the power company, and the power consumption after April 7th was static, pun not intended, meaning that the amount of electricity being used stayed absolutely constant. He ran no water after April 7th, either."
"Oh yeah, and the electric clocks in the house were not reset." said Joanne Warner.
"And the last power outage we had was that big sabotage on... what date?" I asked.
"Ohhhhh, April 7th!" Joanne almost squealed.
"Yes." I said. "Do you believe in coincidences, Ms. Warner?
"We can have one, but never two." said Joanne. I gave her a 'thumbs up' signal.
"Sir," said J.R. Barnes, "we found a notebook he was keeping while in that shelter. He wrote that when the power went out, he decided to do a 48-hour test of his shelter system. He was using the air filtration system and the generator that was in the utility room behind the garage. Tanks only go into effect if that system fails. And when the sensors picked up rising level of carbon dioxide, it released air from the tanks."
"What did you guys find in the gas tanks?" I asked.
"If I may tell you this first, sir," said Christina Cho, "we found mostly carbon dioxide in the air of the shelter. Some oxygen and nitrogen, but probably because we started going in and out of there. And that brings me to the tanks: the ones we found that were marked 'air' actually had pure C-O-2 in them. The oxygen tanks had oxygen. And the filtration system wasn't working properly when we tested it... the C-O-2 was not being converted to oxygen like it should've been."
"Nasty." I said. "If it had converted all that C-O-2 to oxygen, Tim would've died from too much oxygen... or a spark would've incinerated him like the Apollo 1 capsule. J.R., anything else in that notebook?"
"No sir." said J.R. "It looks like he went to bed after getting the systems started. An alarm may have gone off, but he collapsed and died before he could get to the control panel."
"Anything else of interest?" I asked. "Contents of the house?"
"We're still going through all that, sir," said Barnes, "but we found that Tim only had two prescription medications in his home: high blood pressure medicine, and Viagra. The blood pressure medicine was in the bathroom that was part of the master bedroom suite. But he had Viagra in the shelter as well as that bathroom."
"Hmmf. Interesting." I said. ""Okay... Martha, thanks for the expedited autopsy. J.R., Christina, you guys did fantastic work to get us this data this quickly. You guys can go." The three of them left the room.
"Okay, Myron, Mary... whaddya got?" I asked.
"Victim's name is Timothy Burris." said Myron. "Twenty-eight years old. Got married four years ago to a Melissa Elberton, their divorce was finalized this past January. No children from the marriage.
"Tim's parents died eight years ago, when Tim was 20." continued Myron. "They'd set up a trust with the house's title deed in it already, and when they died, their money went into that trust. It pays Tim a monthly stipend plus perpetual free use of the house for twenty more years, and then Tim owns it free and clear and can sell it.
"Tim's father, also a 'Timothy', but he went by his middle name of 'Thomas', was a doctor, but I've had trouble getting more data on him. Tim's mother, named 'Martha', had a degree in Political Science from the University of Virginia, and may have worked for various political campaigns, though again I'm struggling to find information very quickly."
"That's okay." I said. "Keep at it, and you'll get something eventually. "By the way, how did the parents die?"
"They died at the same time." said Myron. "But once again, I'm not coming up with much on exactly how. Nothing in the Lexis/Nexis searches, and no death certificate issued by this County or anywhere in this State."
"Ah." I said. "That's starting to make sense. Tell you what, I'll personally handle getting that information through my good buddies in the FBI. So, what about Melissa Burris and Jeffrey Burnham?"
"Melissa graduated from our fair University with a Management degree." said Myron. "She is thirty years old. She filed for divorce, for 'irreconcilable differences', and stated in the complaint that her husband's sexual indifference was a large part of the problem. She couldn't get the house nor the money in the trust fund, so it was a pretty clean divorce process."
Myron went on: "She's had jobs in hotel management, and now works in Nextdoor County. She also lives there now. Her parents are still alive, and live over in Acropolis City. Her father runs a small metals fabrication business and her mother keeps books for it."
"Jeffrey Burnham works for the University Museum." said Myron. "The only interesting thing about him is that he's almost completely off the grid. He pays all of his monthly bills in cash. Only uses a credit card for work-related things. He lives in an RV in the RV park southwest of Town and west of Junction Station, and he pays cash every month for his rent. And as of right now, sir, that's all we have."



"Okay, that's good work." I said. "Anyone, any questions? Deep philosophical thoughts?"
"Sir," said Rudistan, who was remarkably quiet and somber after his experience earlier in the day, "how did you know how to work that keycode system?"
"Ah, yes. That." I said. "By sheer coincidence, or perhaps not, those are the exact systems the CIA wanted me to sell them when I was running my security devices business. I refused to sell them anything, of course. And I'll add that it is very frightening to me that they wanted systems that were so easily defeated."
"Wow." said Cindy.
"Okay." I said. "Anyone have any other comments or questions before I start making assignments?"
"Assignments?" said Sheriff Allgood. "This was just an unfortunate accident, wasn't it?"
"No, Sheriff." I replied. "This was first degree murder." There were several gasps in the room.
"O-kay." said the Sheriff. "But how do you draw that conclusion?"
"Tanks marked 'air' but filled with carbon dioxide are a start." I said. "Sabotaged filtration system, also." I replied.
"But that could've just been an accident, putting the wrong gas in the tanks, couldn't it?" asked the Sheriff.
"Detective Warner will be telling us that's two coincidences, and therefore none, Sheriff." I replied. "But let me go further, and make this small suggestion: I believe that we now know the reason Ferrell sabotaged the Electric Company substation." More gasps.
Chief Moynahan cut in: "Mr. Crowbar, are you saying they sabotaged the power station just to get that guy to go into his little prepper room, whereupon he was extinguished like a candle because he had no oxygen?"
"Admirably good way of putting it, Chief. And Sergeant Rudistan almost met the same fate." I replied. "Look, you Detectives were saying you did not accept the explanation of the FBI that the power station sabotage was a 'dry run'. We've spent a month wondering why that was done, and why then.
"Now," I went on, "a month later, we find a dead guy in his safe room, with tanks marked air but filled with C-O-2. That alone could be manslaughter. But then the filtration system was screwed with. And on top of that, the house itself was trashed by criminals looking for something. So that suggests more."
"But... but..." said Sheriff Allgood, at a loss for words, and thoughts, at the moment.
"I bee-lieeeeve," said Chief Moynahan, "you were about to make some assignments, Mr. Crowbar?"
"Captain Ross, who do you want leading this one?" I asked my Captain of Detectives.
"Parker." Cindy said. "And Jerome Davis helping with it."
"But ma'am, I'm Parker's partner." said Joanne.
"I know." Cindy said. "And I'll talk to y'all later about that. Anyway... guys, feel free to make use of the Iron Crowbar's brain with lots of questions for it. With his bad back, he will not be exerting himself too much. I can personally guarantee that." I looked over at her, and got a very strong stare right back at me.
"Good!" I said. "I can get some extra practice in for the Police Boxing Matches."
"You'd better not!" exclaimed the Chief. He'd been getting out of his chair; now he was pointing at me with a look of pure horror on his face. "Do not even joke with me that you would even be thinking of that."
"I will be in the ring at some point in time, sir." I said with a grin. Just as I was about to get ripped a new one, Cindy stepped into save me.
"He'll be in the ring asking the final two people if they want a shot at the title." Cindy said to the Chief. "Which means he'll be asking me that."
"Vee shall seeee." said Joanne. The ol' two fingers salute was exchanged between them. Sheriff Allgood chuckled.
And in all this fun, none of us had really noticed that Deputy Chief Harlow had left the room without a word spoken.
Part 5 - Bees and Wannabees
"What's this about?" asked Melissa Burris as Lt. Molly Evans and Detective German of the Nextdoor County Police stood before her at the Lakeside Inn & Suites. "You trying to get me fired?"
"No." said Molly. "We told your supervisor that we needed to talk to you, and he said it was fine." They were in the back part of the lobby of the hotel, where it was not easy to be heard. "We need to ask you some questions about your former husband, Tim Burris."
"Oh. Him." said Melissa disdainfully. Melissa was an average looking woman with a decent body, not fit but not out of shape, dirty blonde hair that seemed stringy and unkempt. "I'm not surprised he's in some kind of trouble."
"So I guess I'll ask now why you divorced him." Molly said.
"He was... worthless." said Melissa. "And a little bit crazy. He wouldn't go find any kind of regular job. I know he had some money, but it was me keeping the bills paid every month. He was always going around selling survival stuff at gun shows, which may or may not have paid the rent for the tables at the event. And he was always going around talking about Government takeovers and a coming civil war, and telling people they needed to be preppers. He might've had better luck quoting Revelations and Jesus and the End Times."
"So he was a prepper?" Detective German asked.
"Oh yes." said Melissa. "I'm sure he had some kind of cave up on the mountain behind the house. He always had muddy jeans, which I had to wash, of course."
"He didn't track that in the house, did he?" asked Molly.
"Oh, no, not really." said Melissa. "And I never actually found him digging his cave, but I had night manager jobs or shifts, and he always slept a lot the day after, so I figured he was doing his prepper shit at night while I wasn't there."
"But you don't know for sure that he had a man-cave like that, or where it would be?" asked Molly.
"No, I never knew for sure." Melissa admitted.
"And Jeffrey Burnham?" asked Detective German. "He's Tim's friend, isn't he? He's a prepper, too?"
"I don't know." said Melissa. "Jeffrey is a cool guy. I'm not sure why he was friends with Tim, but they were. Maybe it was through the prepping meetings Tim had with his crowd."
"So," Molly said, "I know you two were divorced, but beyond that, how are you? Friends? Indifferent? Hate each other?"
"Uhh..." Melissa said. "For me, it's 'indifferent'. I don't hate the guy, I just lost respect for him and didn't want to be married to him any longer. I think he was shocked when I told him I was divorcing him. He didn't want me to leave him, but he never was violent towards me over it."
"And Jeff and Tim?" asked Detective German. "They didn't have any falling out or arguments?"
"Not that I know of." said Melissa. "I think Jeffrey didn't think much of Tim, and like I said, I don't know why they're friends. So... what's this about?"
"One more question before I answer." said Molly. "When did you last see Tim, and for that matter when did you last see Jeff?"
"I saw Jeff on Monday." said Melissa. "He just got back from a trip to Europe. I haven't seen Tim since... February, maybe?"
"Okay." said Molly. "Melissa, I'm going to have to ask you to stay in the county, and if you leave the county to notify the NCPD. I'm sorry to tell you that Tim was found dead this morning."
Melissa's eyes widened. "Oh my God! How?"
"We're still trying to find that out." said Molly. Melissa was already starting to cry, tears flowing down her cheeks...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
As the Detectives were starting up their whiteboards of the case, Cindy and I came into MCD. Cindy said "Guys, let's break for a minute and have a talk. Pull up chairs."
They all brought out their chairs to the middle of the room. I also pulled one up, and we sat in a circle.
"Okay," Cindy said, "I've got some news, and it affected my assignments for earlier today. I'm shuffling the partners around. Joanne, you and Theo are now partners. Teddy, you and Jerome are now partners."
"You are obviously committed to racial diversity, Captain." said Theo with a grin.
"All kidding aside," I said, my voice cutting through the air, "that is one reason Captain Ross is doing this, and I agreed with her reasoning. We did not have you and Jerome as partners because you're both black, but people looking to start trouble might say that we did. By doing this now, we're trying to pre-empt any... 'political' problems that might arise." Everyone seemed to get my hint, and understood what was going on.
"They'll probably bitch about having no blacks in Vice, then." said Jerome Davis.
"We have a plan for that." said Cindy. "You are right that it's too lily-white in Vice, and the Council has been screaming at us to have more Uniformed Officers in Detective roles. They may begin getting their wish with regard to the Vice Squad. The next round of promotions will likely see some Detective-1s in Vice coming out of Precinct 2." Jerome nodded, having come from Precinct 2 himself.
"Just between the six of us sitting here," I said, "you guy are probably it for MCD in the near future. We're going to start building up Vice big-time. It's been a while, and we've been fortunate, but perps are starting to realize that with Raymond Westboro gone, there's a huge gap to fill in drugs, prostitution, and petty crimes."
"Good!" Joanne said. "That means we get to have all the fun solving murders and stuff!"
"And not as many people shooting at us." said Teddy Parker.
"Well, if any of you think it's too boring here in MCD," I said with a grin, "I'll be sure to get you some cross-training in Vice during the shootouts."
"Don't give 'em ideas, sir." said Cindy. "I've got enough problems keeping Captain Croyle out of further trouble."
"Actually, that's my job; and yes, it's a handful." I replied. "Okay, you guys are doing great, and I'm very happy with this MCD team." I said as I worked my way into a standing position. "Y'all keep it up. Carry on." With that, I left the MCD room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was about 7:00pm when there was a knock on my door. Chief Moynahan poked his head in. "Got a minute, Mr. Crowbar?"
"For you, always, Chief." I said. "Come on in. I'd stand up, but my back------"
"Oh please, stay seated." said the Chief. "I appreciate the gestures of respect, but you need to relax and let your back heal. Now what you can do is get into your medicinal drawer and pour us a shot each."
I did so. Bourbon. The slugs packed a wallop.
"Ah, good stuff." said the Chief. "But I came in to give you some news..." After giving me the news, the Chief told me to go home. "Do not pass 'Go'. Do not collect $200." was how he put it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, the kids are in bed." Laura said as she came down from upstairs. I was sitting in the rocking chair, working on my laptop. "What's got you so interested, Darling?" my wife asked as she sat down on the sofa next to me in the chair.
"Oh, this murder case." I said. "The dead man, Tim Burris, inherited his parents' estate, but it's locked into a trust. I get the feeling they thought he was pretty much a bum, so they protected the money this way."
"Probably a good idea." said Laura. "You know, I looked into something like that for us, should something happen to us while our kids are still small. But I liked your plan of guardianship under Cindy better."
"Hopefully that will never come to pass," I said, "and we'll be here to watch our adult children have children. Anyway, Myron could not get information on the parents, including the manner of their deaths, so I'm seeing what I can find through the FBI's resources."
"Find anything?" Laura said. "I can probably get into even deeper resources, if need be."
"Thanks, but I think I've found what I was looking for." I said. "Seems Dr. Burris was the traveling physician for 'Victory Christian Ministries'. That name ring a bell?"
"How could it not?" asked Laura. "Westboro and Oldeeds were the principals behind that setup."
"Very true." I said. "Now Mrs. Burris is also interesting. She was doing work in the Democrat Party... first with the Texas Democrats, then with our State and with the DNC. What does that tell you?"
Laura thought about it. "Oh... Oldeeds again. He was in Texas, then was going to move up this way."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking there." I said with a grin. "All those looks, and brains too."
"And my reward is going to be your other crowbar, when you finish this up." Laura said. And yes, that was a 'hint'.
"Just a couple more minutes." I said. "I have the clearance to look into these files. Says they officially died in a car accident. Their bodies were pulled out of the burned-out wreckage of their car on Interstate 29 north of Kansas City. Official cause of death was the impact o their car hitting a bridge support, as there was no smoke in their lungs."
"However..." I went on, "there's a classified note here that says the bodies did not burn sufficiently to hide that they were both badly beaten, and she was repeatedly raped both vaginally and anally. So they think they were both dead before even being placed in the car. Good forensic pathologists and coroners, if you ask me."
"So they were moles," Laura said, "and were 'made'. And we know what the Oldeeds people do to moles and spies in their midst. I'm still wanting revenge for young Mike." (Author's Note: A Case of Revenge, Ch. 01.)
"Yes." I said. "This definitely looks like either an Oldeeds or Westboro killing. And it explains why they set up the trust for their son: they knew they could possibly be found out and murdered, so they took that step."
"Could be." said Laura. She got up. "I'll go make us a couple of drinks, then we can go to bed."
"I'm going to look up one more thing before we do." I said. "I promised Joanne I'd look up something for her cold case. Jimmy and Jennifer Amberton were dismissed from BigAerospaceCorp." As Laura left the room for the kitchen, I began typing.
The screen came up red. Uh oh, I thought, this is going to be big.
And it was. The message said "Access Denied: Classified Information. Top Secret:" and the codename.
"LAURA!" I cried out. "COME HERE!"
"Honey are you okay?" she said as she ran in, thinking I'd hurt myself or something.
"Oh... physically, I'm okay... but look at this!" I said, showing her the screen.
"Oh my God." Laura said, her eyes practically bulging out of her head as she looked at the screen. "That cannot be. It can not be." The code name on the screen was...
'BEEKEEPER'
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Puzzle Pieces and Code Blocks
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Thursday, May 4th. Star Wars Day: May The Fourth be with you.
"As Channel Two News reported to you yesterday, Tim Burris was found dead yesterday in his home at the end of Reservoir Road." Bettina said. "Police have no leads in the case, but Channel Two News has learned that Mr. Burris may have died as long as a month ago, on the night of the big power outage caused by the shutdown of the electric power substation on April 7th. Police are not commenting on the nature of Mr. Burris's passing, but sources tell Channel Two News that he died of asphyxiation while locked in an underground safe room."
I just shook my head, wondering who the hell the leaks were. Bettina went on: "Spokesmen Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex of the Citizens For Police Accountability group issued a statement condemning Governor Val Jared for refusing to have the SBI investigate the capture of former SBI Agent Richard Ferrell by the Town & County Police, which resulted in former Agent Ferrell being paralyzed from the waist down with a broken back. And State Senator Katherine Woodburn also condemned Governor Jared for what she believes are unlawful actions. Roll tape."
The tape showed Katherine Woodburn screaming at a supposed outdoor gathering of women: "And Governor Jared is breaking the law by diverting your tax dollars to make illegal raids on undocumented workers! I demand Governor Jared resign or face impeachment for his crimes!"
Back to Bettina: "Governor Jared issued a statement saying simply 'Illegal aliens are taking jobs away from law-abiding American Citizens, especially Black citizens. I would think Senator Woodburn would want jobs in her district to go to Black workers instead of illegal persons.' The Governor's statement caused an uproar among civil rights groups, who are fighting to be first in line to condemn the Governor for what they call 'racist' statements."
"And I thought it was getting bad in here." said Chief Moynahan as he poured himself some coffee, having snuck into the room as we were transfixed by what we were hearing on the television set.
"At least we occasionally have doughnuts in here." I said. "The Press brings nothing but vinegar to our morning coffee."
"And if you spot Darth Vader in Town today," Bettina said, "do not be alarmed. Today is Star Wars Day, and college students are properly attired for the occasion. Star Wars parties will be the theme tonight, as students get ready for the pressure cooker days of Final Exams."
"I wonder who the Force will be with in the Police Boxing Matches!?" I said loudly.
"Commander," said Joanne Warner, using my own words from the past against me, "you, sir, are trying to start trouble. And you are succeeding, sir."
"Wise Detective, you are. Soon boxing, you will be." I said, in a brilliant imitation of Jedi Master Yoda.
"And losing. To me." said Cindy, to Joanne. "The Force is not with you, young Princess." That stirred up some oooo's and ahhhh's.
"Okay," I said, "I need to see Detective Warner and Captain Ross in my office right away. And leave the lightsabers at home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once we were seated in my office, I said "I brought you guys in here to tell you that I checked on Jimmy and Jennifer Amberton through my FBI resources. I got a rejection screen, meaning that it wouldn't let me access the information. Apparently something very big happened with them and BigAerospaceCorp."
"So I'm off the case?" asked Joanne unhappily.
"Quite the opposite." I said. "You're going to start pressing it. Get Theo up to speed, and you two work on it. I asked the Nextdoor County Police to start watching Jimmy Amberton, who works at Nextdoor County High School. Do not try to talk to him without me present. Also, his wife works in this County, as does Susan Gurley. I'm going to go talk to the FBI after we finish talking, and I may call you at any time and have you bring some people in."
"Can you tell me what it's about?" asked Joanne.
"Not all of it." I said. "By the way, Captain, we really need to see if we can get some clearance upgrades for our MCD Detectives."
"No doubt, sir." said Cindy. "I was already working on that with our FBI friends. I'll try to light a fire under 'em."
"Basically, Joanne," I said, "they got fired from BigAerospaceCorp, but got big severance packages. Their clearances were revoked, for reasons I didn't know until last night. I still really don't know the details, but do know that it's something high-up at the Government level."
"Like that eugenics business?" asked Joanne.
"Smart Detective, she is." I said to Cindy. "Trouble, she is going to be."
"Strong with the Force is this one, young Crowbarrrr..." replied Cindy, in a brilliant imitation of 'Darth Grizz', a.k.a. Chief Griswold.
"By the way, sir." said Joanne. "I need to take off early. My husband Seth has been asked to come visit a Mr. Conrad King at the Lakeside Inn & Suites this evening, and to bring me. Mr. King is in Town for a BigPharmaCorp Board meeting, and I know he is the father of Jack King of the 'Black Badge' case. Other than that, I'm not sure what his connection to Seth is, nor why he wants to see him."
Cindy and I exchanged a glance, then I looked at Joanne and said "Would you like that answer now? Or wait until the meeting with Mr. King?"
"Now, sir, if you know." Joanne replied.
I sat back in my Command chair and said "Of course you remember Karla Warner, Seth's mother, who saved your life in the Standard Tools explosion." (Author's note: 'Women's Work'.)
"Yes sir." said Joanne.
I said "Karla's maiden name... was 'King'. And the late Karla King Warner was Conrad King's daughter. And so Seth is Conrad's grandson. I will also add that Conrad King is a powerful man, and may be connected to these white supremacist groups we're getting after. So be very careful with your words, and anything you say."
Joanne's eyes were very wide as I told her this. She processed it, then said "Thank you for telling me, sir. I'll tell Seth, and we'll be careful."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I went to the Federal Building on Courthouse Square. As always, I tend to scan the crowds for any signs of threat or trouble. I saw nothing averse today, nor did I see any Imperial Stormtroopers, but there was still a touch of tension in the air, it seemed. Maybe it was just me, I thought to myself. I tried to shrug it off.
"Yes, I feel it, too." Cindy said. "Something's not right. There's a disturbance in the Force today."
"Wow, you just read my mind." I said. "I must be on guard against your Jedi mind tricks." Cindy nodded, still introspective.
Going to the third floor, Cindy and I went into the FBI offices, and was escorted to the conference room (the one NOT in the plexiglass cube). Jack Muscone, Lindy Linares, Sandra Speer, and Martin Nash were already there... and so was my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson.
"The Deputy Director will be here in five minutes." said Jack Muscone. "Before he gets here, I need to tell you that we have developed intelligence suggesting there is an active plot to assassinate him. And Don, they'd probably love to take a shot at you, too."
"They tried already." I said. "They failed. Stupid to fail. Unforgivable."
"The Morellis would agree." said Jack. "But this is from a different source. Higher up. My boss must be getting too close to them." The Special Agents might have seen the glance Laura and I exchanged.
"Ah, full house today." said the DepDirector as he came in. I noted he had two bodyguards, who remained outside.
"Thanks for coming, everyone." he said as he sat down. "Jack, did you tell them what was going on?"
"Only that your life is being threatened." said Muscone.
"Yes." said the DepDirector. "What has happened is this: Richard Ferrell's partner, Benny Brighton, gave us some information. Mostly a name. Some of Jerry Morelli's people are talking in exchange for lighter sentences. They came up with the same name. I'm not going to say the name right now to keep the security on it, but might be our big break in this case."
I scribbled the name 'Paulsen' on a sheet of paper and handed it to the DepDirector, face down. He turned ashen as he read it, and looked up at me in total shock.
"How did you know?" he asked. "God damn it, how did you know?"
"I'll explain that later." I said. "But you're right, it's one lead that might break things open for us."
"Anyway..." said the DepDirector, looking at me warily as if I were a cat about to attack him, "... we think this person may be a lynchpin in this cell we're after, which we're calling the 'ultra cell' due to its power and influence in Washington. We, meaning the Attorney General, FBI Director, CIA Director, Homeland Security Director, and some Deputy Directors in these bureaucracies, think that cell has people in many departments, maybe aides to Congresspeople, judicial clerks, and the like. Then there's the outsiders, the Banksters, the Board members of several of our biggest corporations. Quite frankly, we don't know who to trust anymore."
"And moles inside the FBI, as well." I said.
"Yes, and the CIA, too." said the DepDirector. "Including some persons you may know."
"My ex-wife." I said. "Yes, I do know her. All too well."
The DepDirector was staring at me again. "You think she's bad?"
"No sir." I said. "But you're right to consider her."
"Wow." said the DepDirector.
"And it all goes through this person?" asked Muscone, meaning the name on the paper. The DepDirector handed him my piece of paper, which was subsequently passed around.
"Yes, we think so." said the DepDirector. "Dr. Fredricson?"
"My husband and I have developed leads from two different directions." Laura said. "Last night he discovered that Operation BEEKEEPER is still active, and bigger than we first thought. And I have taken care of the issue of my sister. She is not disloyal, and has been taken to the sidelines."
"Disavowed?" asked Sandra.
"No." said Laura, her eyes resting upon the lovely, pregnant redhead. "But someone she recruited was disavowed."
"Wasn't BEEKEEPER that operation where Casey B. Walker was going after Don?" asked Muscone.
"And where the Green Crowbar here kicked ass and forgot about the names, to my eternal gratitude." I replied. Cindy and I fist-bumped.
"That operation is not dead?" asked Sandra.
"No." Laura replied. "What we found out is that Operation BEEKEEPER was Walker's operation to find anyone who was threatening this deep cell we're finding out about now. My husband was tops on their list, but he may not be the only one they thought was their enemy. Also, I thought Walker was the lead man on BEEKEEPER, but it turns out he was just a lackey for someone else."
"Who?" asked the DepDirector.
"The leader of this ultra-cell." I said. "He's one of those whose name cannot be mentioned, as it's classified. But he's the spider in the center of this web. He's protecting Superior Bloodlines, as well as their front organizations."
I did not mention that he was the man who looked down on me while I was being tortured, and he was the one I saw at the State Capitol, as well.
"Why didn't this come out when we rescued Don and exposed BEEKEEPER?" asked Jack Muscone.
"They 'detached' it." said Laura. "Let me explain: Operation BEEKEEPER is like a mass of attached building blocks, like Legos, each little block being an investigation of an individual or group. If one of those investigations, for lack of a better word, gets exposed, it's allowed to float away on its own as if it's all there is with the operation, and no one sees further or sees any other people."
"Why not just make them all separate, then?" asked Cindy.
"Money." said Laura. "Each separate operation would have to have its own budget, compete for the same electronic and human tools to work on it, and no coordination between them. By having it under one umbrella, the same tools are used, they can see if these individuals or groups are working together, and only need one 'black ops' budget instead of many."
"That's about the only time we'll ever see the Government actually working to be more efficient." I said. Cindy laughed and Laura looked sympathetic, but the FBI Agents were not amused.
"Sir," said Jack Muscone to the DepDirector, "that must be why they're agitated, and put out the hit on you. They know that the Iron Crowbar is either working for you on this, or he'll tell you what he knows."
"They must not know the Iron Crowbar very well, then." Cindy murmured.
"Now is not the time, Crowbar 2." I replied quietly. Cindy straightened up in her chair, chastened.
"So we're all converging upon the same points but by various ways." said the DepDirector. "But as to BEEKEEPER... I was blind not to see the full scope of that before."
The word 'blind' struck me. 'Blind', I thought to myself... now what does that have to do with... ohhhhhh! That's it!
"Mr. Director," I said, "if there is nothing more, I'd like to speak with you alone for a minute." All the FBI Agents looked shocked, but everyone caught the urgency in my voice.
"Uh, nothing personal, Don," said Muscone, "but with the threats against him, he can't be alone with anyone."
"I can stay." said Laura.
"It'll be okay, Jack." said the DepDirector. "The Iron Crowbar is not going to try to kill me and his wife. Everyone, take five minutes." Everyone but me, my wife, and the Deputy Director of the FBI got up and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We are going to win, sir."
I said the words to the DepDirector, and continued: "They have made a mistake, and we have got them. They made a slip, a tiny, tiny slip, but it is one they could not afford to make with me so close upon them. I am casting my nets, and we will bag them all and destroy Superior Bloodlines before you're forced to retire."
"That's... that's wonderful!" said the DepDirector. "What happened?"
"If you listen to a Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart seminar, sir," I said, "you will hear him say many times that there are no coincidences in the Universe. I happen to agree with my uncle on that. What happened here was that Detective Joanne Warner began looking into a cold case, the murder of a young man named Jason Rutledge. Two people that were persons of interest in that case, Jimmy and Jennifer Amberton, were employees of BigAerospaceCorp in Nevada."
"Because of this incident, the clearances of both Ambertons were revoked." I continued. "As a matter of routine, and helping out my Detectives, I looked into why those clearances were revoked, and that's when the BEEKEEPER warning came up. Then Laura and I melted the wires and found out the larger scope of BEEKEEPER. We now have a large number of names of people being investigated, including this man that recently died in his underground safe room... but more importantly, we also have the names of the people that investigated them or reported them."
"And it was just out there for you to find?" asked the DepDirector.
"I don't think they expected us to find it." I said. "And it was their bad karma that it was me who saw that screen."
"So why were the Ambertons' clearances revoked?" asked the DepDirector.
"Revenge." I replied. "From what I'm finding, Jason Rutledge was a product of the eugenics project of Dr. Yarborough. Jason's father was an athletic, smart man, who was on our Town Council and opposed the merger with the County. I've been able to find out that he and his wife had a close relationship with Harold Malone and Malone's wife, and they all were close with people in the Oldeeds Organization."
"These people did not know if either Jimmy or Jennifer Amberton killed Jason," I went on, "and it didn't matter; they just shut down both of their clearances and kicked them to the kerb from the Government project they were working on."
"Now I've got Tim Burris." I said. "He was a prepper, does not trust the Government at all. His parents died under mysterious circumstances, and may have been moles within the Oldeeds Organization and political groups. He comes over all dead, and on the night of that power outage. And now, sir... you are coming under threat. And it's a threat you should take very, very seriously. If you want to hide some place, Laura and I can offer our house on Lake Watchacoochie."
"I appreciate that." said the DepDirector, "but it's not the most secure place. It's downhill of some high ground, and divers could come in from the lake. All of Lake Watchacoochie is bad because of that. There's other places that will serve me better. And I might not be in touch for some extended periods, so just contact Jack if you need anything..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy, Laura, and I left the Federal Building, I said "Cindy, we need to go back to the Burris house. There's something I need to look at." We walked Laura to her car and I kissed her goodbye, then we went to my Police SUV and began the drive to Reservoir Road.
"That was some stunning stuff in there." Cindy said. "Feels like the Westboro days... just gets bigger and bigger."
"True." I said. "But we've laid some groundwork, and hopefully this one can be resolved without destroying a church or crashing in a helicopter."
"You always said you were trying to keep Westboro alive in order to put him on trial." Cindy noted. "Do you feel the same way about these slugs?"
I didn't answer for a minute, then I said "No. I do not feel the same way. The Press will be too one-sided about it, and some of it goes so frickin' deep that it'll never be allowed to get to the attention of the Public... like the way Casey B. Walker was handled behind-the-scenes."
Cindy did not say anything for a minute. I said "Everything all right?"
"Yes." she replied. "But a lot of this... is above my pay grade. I'm a Police Officer, not James Bond or Peter Gunn. You can handle the big-time, Don. I'm not sure it's for me."
This did not sound like the Cindy I know, I thought to myself. "Funny, you've been handling it, and very well, for a few years now. Why the second thoughts now?"
"I dunno." said Cindy. "Maybe you getting shot, Teresa having five Purple Orders, which is way too many for anyone... and new things going on in my life..."
"There's Chief Griswold at his mailbox." I said as we pulled up. "Hey Chief!"
"Hey, you young whippersnappers!" growled the Chief. "What are you up to?"
"Up to no good as usual, Chief." I said. "We're going to look at the Burris house again. Want to come along?"
"Sure!" said the Chief, his eyes lighting up and his mustaches twitching. He got into the backseat.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd called Teddy Parker and Jerome Davis to meet us at the Burris residence. When we got to the house, we found Patrolmen Johnson and Barker at the scene, guarding it, and I was happy to see that they were alert. Chief Griswold greeted them warmly and shook hands with them. Parker and Davis drove up seconds later.



"Anything going on?" I asked the Uniformed Officers as we walked to the front door. "Anyone try to come up?"
"No sir." said Johnson. "A KXTC van came up to get some footage of the house, but they didn't cross the yellow tape. A couple of cars drove up and looked at the place, but then turned around and went back. We got the license plates, and they're in our report."
"Good." I said. "Nobody trying to sneak through the woods in back?"
"No sir." said Barker. "The Crime Lab set up a fishing line tripwire back there. If it's broken, a loud alarm goes off."
"Oh, that's cool." I said. "We did stuff like that when I was in the Army, but we had flares and stuff. If it'd been a real war, it would've been Claymore mines."
"That would sure ruin any curious tourist's day." Chief Griswold growled drily.
We went inside, and to the study room. Going into the safe room, I pointed out the tiles with the raised bumps. "Notice anything peculiar about these?"
"Kind of post-modernist." said Cindy. "Some of the high-tech places have these kinds of tiles on the walls."
"I get the feeling the dots are in some kind of pattern, Commander." said Jerome Davis. "But I'm not sure what pattern it would be. Some tiles are the same configurations."
"Very good, Detective Davis. Very good." I said. "What would you say if I told you these dots were letters in Braille?" I heard some gasps.
"I don't know Braille, sir." said Davis. "But that would make sense."
"Another thing we need to get up to speed on." said Cindy. "The Iron Crowbar knows Braille."
"While you're at it, learn Morse Code, too." I said. I began writing letters down in my notebook, corresponding to the tiles. "Johnson," I said, "I want you to call the Crime Lab and have them come re-videotape all of the tiles like this, with markers as to which wall is which. They'll know how to do that to make it presentable as evidence in Court."
"I'll do that now, sir." said Johnson. He stepped back into the main room.
As I took down the letters in the order they were on the walls, I was seeing blocks of five letters. And I realized... no, could that really be? I thought to myself. I finished up, then began looking around.
"Okay, guys," I said, "are there more tiles down below?"
"No sir." said Barker. "It's dug out dirt, then the walls of the shelter down there; no bumps, tiles, or indentations--- er, sir?"
I was easing myself down the stairs, backwards. Once down at the bottom, I looked around. There were no tiles on the walls down here. There had been some drywall, but it had been removed to make way for the metal capsule of the shelter.
"I suspect," I said, "that the room above was there in the time of Tim Burris's parents. It was likely meant to be a safe room. Someone starts trying to invade the house, and the Burris family can run in there, put metal bars on the doors to keep them from opening, and be safe for a little while."
"This lower section was probably a wine cellar, and also a place where emergency foodstuffs and other supplies could be stored." I continued, not mentioning that The Cabin had an underground 'wine cellar' that I was using for more secretive purposes. "I think right here is the end of the house or the patio, and not underground yet. I also doubt the capsule was here at the time... too new."
"It could've been dug out to be a fallout shelter in case of nuclear attack." said Chief Griswold. "A number of homes in the area had those back in the day, though anything in a low-lying area would get flooded."
"That would make some sense." said Cindy. "And Tim came along and improved the shelter to modern-day prepper standards."
"Such as they are." I said. "From what I understand of prepper shelters, this barely meets the minimum standard. But it does make sense that Tim would have the space to build his shelter without his wife knowing about it, if she indeed did not know about it. Barker, is it safe to enter the capsule?"
"Yes sir, as long as we're here outside." said Barker. "There's an alarm hooked up if the carbon dioxide or carbon monoxide levels get too high, as well."
"Great." I said. I went inside the open door of the shelter and flicked on the light switch. A fluorescent light came on, bathing the gray-white walls in bright light. Almost everything had been taken out of the shelter as evidence.
"The tanks were in this little side-space here." Cindy said, pointing to the left wall of the cylindrical structure. "The filtration system was at the back end, with inlet and outlet valves to the surface."
"And under the floor, here," I said, lifting a floor panel with Parker's help, "was more storage space, mostly for food, water, and tools. Batteries are in the right rear section, supposedly recharged by solar panels above."
"I didn't see any of those." said Parker. "And we looked around up there pretty good. Found the inlet valve for the filtration system, but no exit tunnel that someone inside could crawl out of to safety."
"You know," Cindy said, "I couldn't do it. I could not live down here for any length of time."
"Neither could I." I said. "I've always thought that if an asteroid or nuclear bomb is going to come down and hit us, I'm going to get my baseball glove and personally catch that son of a bitch." Everyone laughed.
"I can understand a tornado shelter or something, and having to survive a few days." said Chief Griswold, "but if civilization was ending and there were no more fish to catch, what's the point?"
"I'm just not going to think about it until it happens." said Cindy.
"Cool beans." I said. "Well, Chief, before the world ends, why don't we go have some lunch..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we ate our double cheeseburgers at the Cop Bar, we filled the Chief in on the Burris case, and how it was exploding into something bigger.
"Crowbar, you never cease to amaze me." said the old Chief. "Never in a million years would I have seen that those dots were Braille."
"It's come in handy, knowing Braille." I said. "Dunno if it'll help us on this case, though."
"Any ideas what those letters mean?" asked Cindy. "They seemed to be almost random. Are they some kind of code?"
"Yes, they may be some kind of code." I replied. "We'll look at it some more in my office when we get back."
"Are you keeping tabs on the wife and the best friend of Mr. Burris?" asked the Chief.
"To the extent we can, Chief." I said. "But Jeffrey Burnham is anti-Police, and wary of us. Melissa is in Nextdoor County."
"Better bear down on them, quick." said the Chief. "And this Braille stuff only adds to the urgency of it."
"Good point, Chief." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I told Cindy to come into my office. I had my anti-bugging device on. "I didn't tell the Chief this, but the FBI is already watching both Melissa Burris and Jeffrey Burnham."
"Do they have a warrant?" asked Cindy as she looked at the blocks of letters she'd copied from my notebook.
"As part of an ongoing investigation of Superior Bloodlines and the Oldeeds Organization, yes." I said. "And while I have not given this to the FBI, and may not at this time, I have a further connection."
I opened the safe in my office and took out the letter Sharples had had his lawyer deliver to me. "Take a look at this." I said, handing it to Cindy.
"Wow, they're putting him to death and he still sent you this." Cindy said as she read it. "Gotta admit, I didn't expect this of Sharples."
"I think he figured out he was being betrayed by them." I said. "And it would give him some vindication and satisfaction if he knew he helped take the Oldeeds people down."
"This code..." Cindy said, looking at the blocks of letters in the Sharples epistle, then on her paper. "Don..."
"Yes..." I said. "They are exactly the same letters, arranged in exactly the same way."
Part 7 - Setting Those Brackets Up Right
Thursday, May 4th, 2:58pm. The doors to the Police Headquarters gymnasium were closed, and the doors stayed closed pretty much solely due to the power of the ranks on my shoulders. With Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters's help, I was putting up the huge printout of the Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division) brackets.
With 97 Police Officers entering, it would be six full rounds and a play-in round. But by a quirk, the No. 1 seed was not waiting for a play-in, and had an opponent, to keep the tradition of the past champion being the first match of the event. Since I wasn't competing, that fell to Cindy Ross, runner-up last year and previous year's champion. The compensation was that if Cindy won, she had a bit more time for her next round.
Once the brackets were up, I closed the huge plexiglass cover over the bulletin board and locked it. "Okay, Chief, Coldiron," I said, "we'd better get well out of the way before I let them open the doors."
"No worries, Commander." said the Chief. "Captains Croyle and Ross are pulling rank to get to the front of the line, and have already made it clear they'd better not be passed on the way."
"Probably the number one perk of being a Captain, eh, Wes?" I said jovially. "To be in front of the line for the Boxing Matches."
"For those two Captains, yes sir." said Coldiron, and more seriously than humorously.
I shouted to Hicks and Morton: "Open 'er up, and get the hell out of the way!" They did both as a sea of humanity in Police Blue rushed through the doors and across the gym. Cindy and Teresa burst out running about halfway through.
All the rest of it was what it was. The main thing to know is that Cindy Ross was the No. 1 seed in the top left hand corner... and Teresa Croyle was the No. 2 seed in the bottom right hand corner.
"Yes!!" Teresa hissed, fist pumping repeatedly. She came over to me and said "Thank you sir, for setting those brackets up right!"
"My pleasure. Good luck to you." I replied. I hated my name not being on the list. But it was going to be fun to watch these guys...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The pretty receptionist at Town Fitness Centers smiled as the beautiful blonde approached. "May I help you?" asked the receptionist.
"I have this VIP pass from the owner." said Callie, exhibiting the card Cindy had given her.
"Oh, just one moment." said the receptionist. She called Ariel, who got Wanda, and they both went to the front.
"You must be Callie." said Wanda. She introduced herself.
"Ah, Callie." said Ariel. "I met you at that Miss Physical America convention. You tried to recruit me for your film company."
"And I'm sorry I didn't succeed." said Callie with her brilliant smile. "But at least Cindy managed to snag you."
"I can see why Cindy has been so happy lately." said Wanda. "So, would you like to see the facilities? Or just work out?"
"Oh, I'll take the tour." said Callie. "I love it that you have a women-only section, but the co-ed section is where one meets people."
As they showed Callie around, she noticed an older woman working out... in the co-ed section. "Isn't that Don Troy's mom?" she asked.
"Oh yes." said Wanda. "She's in great shape, even though she's more than ten years older than me. When she's in the women-only area, she's working out seriously. When she's in the co-ed section... she's there to meet men."
"I see." said Callie, with a knowing grin. She did not say out loud that the Iron Crowbar had inherited his sexual prowess... and that's what the man's wife had told her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mr. Burnham is at home." I said as Detective Parker and I pulled into the RV park west of Junction Station. I could see the backside of BOW Enterprises on the far side of the River in the distance to my northwest.
We got out and knocked on the door. "Mr. Burnham?" There was no answer, but I'd heard movement inside, and the slight movement of the curtain behind the small window in the door. I knocked again, hard. "Mr. Burnham, this is the Police!" I called out. "Come to the door!" Still nothing.
"Okay, Parker, come to the vehicle." I said. We got back in the SUV.
"Watch the doors and windows like a hawk." I said. "He's in there. We're in the car because the windows are bulletproof. I'm calling for backup."
I got on my Police cellphone and called Captain Croyle. "Hi Captain." I said. "I need a warrant to arrest Jeffrey Burnham as a material witness, and a heavily armored team to extract him from his RV if he won't cooperate..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With six Police vehicles, including a SWAT paddywagon, surrounding the RV, and well-armed Officers ready to invade, I knocked on the door again. No answer. I got the megaphone.
"Jeffrey Burnham," I said on the megaphone, "I have a warrant for your arrest. Come out slowly with your hands up, or we will come in and take you."
The door opened and Burnham walked out, dressed in a t-shirt, short pants, and sandals. "What the hell is this, Commander?" said Burnham. "All right, if I'm under arrest, let's go."
"Search his RV." I said. "See if anyone else is inside."
"Now wait just a fucking minute---*AWK!* he gasped as he was roughly grabbed, bent over, and his hands brought behind his back to be cuffed.
"Shut the fuck up, Burnham." I said. "You're close to being charged with resisting arrest."
"I'm not resisting anything!" yelled Burnham. "You have no right to search my home! No probable cause!"
"You not coming to the door was probable cause to get a warrant." I said. "And having a warrant means I'm solid gold to go through every inch of your home, property, and vehicle. Having a warrant means I own you, Burnham, I completely own you." I was saying this to agitate the anti-Government prepper.
"Captain Croyle," called out Lt. Irwin from the door. "We need a woman in here." Teresa went in. A moment later, a handcuffed Melissa Burris was brought out, hands cuffed behind her, wearing a dirty white blouse, Daisy Dukes jeans, and flip-flops.
"Well, well, well." I said. "Looks like we need the Crime Lab out here to strip the sheets. I'll bet we get some good evidence that sex has taken place between you two."
"That's not illegal, Pig!" shouted Burnham.
"It's a possible motive for murder, Mr. Burnham." I said. "And the murder of this woman's ex-husband, and you being his friend and having called us in to his home... may I suggest you exercise your considerable rights, which Lt. Irwin will read to you right now. And get it taped, Irwin."
"Yes sir." said Irwin, who moved quickly to comply with my instructions.
"Well, Captain Croyle," I said to Teresa, "looks like we've set these brackets up right, also." Teresa smiled about as brightly as I have ever seen her smile...
Part 8 - Affairs and Preparations
Jeffrey Burnham was taken through full booking, then taken to Interrogation-1, where he called a lawyer. Melissa Burris was not under arrest (yet), and so was taken to Interrogation-C, at the far end of the 'public' interrogation rooms. She also immediately demanded a lawyer.
Somewhat to my surprise, Burnham's lawyer was Robert 'Bob' Berry of Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. If H.J. Lynch was bad, Bob Berry was even more hateful of Police. He was an older man who'd once been very athletic and had even played semi-pro football. Meanwhile, Melissa had called the only lawyer she knew, her divorce lawyer, Tina Felton of Dewey, Burnham & Winn (the 'Burnham' being no relation to Jeffery).
I took Parker into I-1 with me, and was immediately greeted with hostility.
"What the hell is this, Troy?" growled Berry. "What was the frickin' probable cause to get this warrant?"
"I knocked on the door and the man didn't answer." I said. "He's a material witness in the murder of Tim Burris. He left me little choice but to procure that warrant. If he had just come to the door, we wouldn't be here now."
"Just more of your intimidation and brutality, Troy." said Berry, his voice guttural with his hatred. "I want to talk to my client."
"Fine." I said. "I'll be back... when I'm ready." Parker and I got up and went into the anteroom, where Cindy and Joanne Warner were watching.
"I know it's Parker's case," I said, "but I want Warner to come with me to interview Melissa." We all went down the long hallways to the other end of the building, and into I-C.
"Have you talked to your client, Ms. Felton?" I asked.
"Yes, Commander." said Tina. "This is not really my forté, but I've advised my client that she can stop answering questions at any time she's not comfortable with them."
"That is sort of the point." I said. "Some of these questions will be uncomfortable, no matter what. Okay, Mrs. Burris... how long have you been having sexual relations with Jeffrey Burnham."
"Couple of years." said Melissa dispiritedly.
"Did your husband ever know you were having sex with his friend, Mr. Burnham?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Melissa. "He never said anything if he did. And for all I know, if he did know he might not have cared. He was always into his prepper shit."
"While you were married to Mr. Burris," I said, "did you have any other extramarital affairs?"
"No. Just with Jeffrey." said Melissa. "He's lousy in bed, too; but at least he gave me some... attention. Tim could have cared less."
"Where did you and Mr. Burnham have sex?" I asked.
"In his RV." said Melissa.
"Did you ever do any prepper exercises with either your husband or Mr. Burnham?" I asked.
"No." said Melissa. "I didn't care about that stuff."
"When did Tim do his prepper tests?" I asked.
"I have no idea." said Melissa. "Never when I was at home, for sure."
"Did Tim ever disappear for a day or two, and you didn't know where he was?"
"No." said Melissa.
"How about Jeffrey?"
"He traveled for his work, but never disappeared without saying something first." Melissa replied.
"Did either of them discuss their plans, what they'd do if the balloon went up?" I asked.
"Tim said we'd be okay, that was all he said." Melissa replied. "Jeffrey intended to take his RV on the road, keep moving, go hide in the woods."
"Did he ever say where?" I asked.
"He said there were areas north of here, in the mountains, where he could hide." said Melissa.
"What threats did Tim and Jeff think would cause them to have to implement their prepper plans?" I asked.
"Anything." said Melissa. "War. EMP attacks. Riots, insurrections, stuff like that."
"Okay," I said, "stay here a few more minutes. Officer Green will escort you to the restroom if you need to go." With that I got up, followed by Joanne.
"What did y'all think?" I asked as I got into the hallway.
"Her husband was keeping her in the dark, but her lover was telling her his plans." said Joanne. "And how could she not know her husband had that underground rabbit hole?"
"Good point." I said. Just then, Lt. Irwin came up.
"Sir," he said, "the Crime Lab and our Officers searched the RV thoroughly. We found $20,000 concealed in the sides of the RV, as well as silver coins. We also found a two-year supply of freeze-dried foods in a secret pull-out panel between the refrigerator and kitchen counter. I had seen that on TV before, and knew where to look."
"Oh, you're a prepper too?" I asked humorously.
"No sir." said Irwin. "I watched to get ideas of where perps might hide drugs."
"Wow, that's Iron Crowbar thinking." I said, handing Irwin the red crowbar.
"Thank you, sir." Irwin said, and continued as he examined the red crowbar: "The water filtration system is pretty high-grade for an RV. It's not airtight, but there is a place to hook up an air filtration system, though we found none in the RV. Had more propane tanks for cooking than normal, but not excessive."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "Keep that money under control at all points until it's in the evidence room safe. I don't want to hear of any of it being lost; the lawyer is an asshole enough as it is. And we can potentially charge him for having that much cash, too, but that's for later. Okay, Parker, let's go talk to this idiot."



Irwin handed me the red crowbar back, and Parker and I went back to I-1. "Sir," said Patrolman Hicks as we got to the anteroom, "the lawyer is angry and was shouting at us because you weren't right there when he was ready."
"Tough shit for him." I said. I went into I-1, with Parker behind.
"Where the hell were you?" snarled Berry. "You're wasting my client's time, and mine, and I don't appreciate it."
"And I don't give a shit." I said. "Your client is under arrest. His time is now at my mercy, as is everything else about him. He eats when I tell him. He sleeps when I tell him. And you... you're making your money by the hour, so quit whining. Okay, Mr. Burnham, are you ready to answer my questions?"
"We reserve the right to invoke at any time." said Berry.
"Mr. Burnham," I said, "how long have you been having a sexual affair with Tim Burris's wife Melissa?"
Burnham shrugged. "About two years, give or take?"
"Did Tim know you were banging his wife?" I asked.
"Watch your language, Troy." snarled Berry.
"It's English." I said. "And you ain't my mama, so you don't tell me what to do or say. One more time, Mr. Burnham: did Tim know you were fucking his wife?"
"He never said anything to me that he knew, or acted like he knew." said Burnham. "So I don't know."
"You and Tim were preppers?" I asked.
"Yes." said Burnham. Here we go again with the one-liners, I thought to myself.
"Did you know of his prepper facility behind his home?" I asked.
"Yeah, I knew about his underground tube." said Burnham. "He showed me around after it was completed."
"When was that?" I asked.
"Year and a half ago, maybe?" said Burnham.
"What was his prepper plan?" I asked. "And what would cause him to implement it?"
"Anything big." said Burnham. "War, civil unrest."
"Same for you?" I asked.
"Generally." said Burnham. "Except, as you've probably figured out, I was going to bug out in the RV."
"Where were you going to go?"
"North, into the mountains." said Burnham. "Lake Amengi-Nunagen, probably."
"What about Melissa?" I asked. "She going into the cave with Tim, or in the RV with you?"
"Before the divorce, I figured she'd go into the shelter with Tim." said Burnham. "But she was welcome to come with me if she wanted to."
"You and she dating?" I asked. "Planning to get together, or get married?"
"No." said Burnham. "She was just a piece of ass to me. And I was just a big cock to her."
"Why do you have $20,000 in cash hidden in your RV, Mr. Burnham?" I asked.
"Duh." said Burnham. "If the shit hits the fan, of course."
"What's going to happen?" I asked.
"One day the People are going to realize you cops and the Government are keeping us suppressed." said Burnham. "When that happens, it's going to get ugly. And I'm going to get out of the way while the cities and towns burn."
"Money won't be of any use if civilization collapses." I said.
"Maybe." said Burnham. At that point, the lawyer leaned over and whispered something to Burnham.
"I've instructed my client to speak no further on speculative matters." said Berry. "Stick to facts, Troy."
"I always do." I replied. "And the facts do not bode well for your client. He knew about hidden shelter, he's having an affair with the dead man's wife. Won't be long before we come up with some more facts. So if your client has anything he wishes to say, he'd better do so soon."
I got up to go. The lawyer had a smug look on his face; Burnham looked indifferent, and hateful of Police in general.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Thursday, May 4th. I was sitting in my office, poring over the uploaded photos of Tim Burris's notebooks that were found in his shelter. I heard a knock, followed by Cindy peeking her head in.
"Come on in." I said. She did so, and sat down in a hot chair. "I'm just going over these logs of Tim Burris's times in his prepper shelter. I want to know the last time he gave it a full test."
"Because you'd know the systems weren't sabotaged then." said Cindy.
"That's part of it." I said. "But Mrs. Burris allegedly left Mr. Burris about a year ago. The divorce was definitely finalized this past January. So I'm looking to see every date he did tests. I'm trying to find anything that will show that Mrs. Burris did know about that shelter, and that she is therefore lying to us."
"I came by to tell you," Cindy said, "that Teddy and Jerome found time to visit the place where Tim's air tanks were allegedly filled. It's called 'State Gas And Air Supply', and they're in the Industrial District. They serve BigPharmaCorp and Crown Chemicals. They showed Parker and Davis that they use different colored gas tanks and different types of gauges for the different gases: nitrogen, oxygen, carbon dioxide, air, and flammables. They said if someone had put carbon dioxide in an air tank, the gauge would've read differently and they'd know it."
Cindy continued: "Davis showed the people there pictures of Tim Burris, Jeffrey Burnham, and Melissa Burris. They all recognized Tim. One guy recognize Jeffrey, and said he bought a fuel tank for his RV. Melissa was not known to any of them."
"Okay." I said. "Did Jerome have those photos on his own initiative?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "He's really solid on stuff like that."
"Yes, he is." I said. "Okay, who supplies the University with their tanks of various gases?"
"They do it themselves." said Cindy. "Chemistry Department runs it."
"Have Teddy and Jerome go there with a couple of Campus Police Officers." I said. "See if anyone recognizes those three, and all that."
"Wilco." Cindy replied. "So, who do you think did it? Jeffrey, Melissa, both, neither?"
I sighed and sat back in my chair, such as I could with a back brace on. "I don't know. It could've been Ferrell or people he's connected to; after all, he sabotaged the power station. But he could've done that at someone else's bidding, or for hire, and that was the extent of his involvement."
I continued: "Then we have an Oldeeds connection to Tim Burris's parents. And the Sharples letter and the Braille letters being the same code message. They might've come in and waxed Tim."
"But when it comes to Occam's Razor, the simplest solution," I said, "we have the dead man's best friend and ex-wife having an affair. And while I do not yet have proof for it, I cannot shake the feeling that his wife had to know about the shelter, or at least the safe room. How could she not?"
Cindy replied "Well, she's not exactly the brightest bulb on the string. She's not put on Night Manager duty at every place she's gone because she's the best, and she's not having to switch jobs a lot because she's someone an employer wants to retain. Also, she did leave her husband months ago, long before the actual divorce, so that gave him a year doing his prepper stuff without her being in the home."
"Good points." I said. "But another point for me is that Tim did not want the divorce, and at first contested it. I can hardly believe he would not tell his wife about the shelter, or at least the safe room. There was a lot of extra food in the kitchen pantry, so it's not like she didn't see some of what he was doing."
Cindy replied "Maybe he left that food for her because she'd said she wanted no part of the underground shelter. Yes, that's admitting that she'd have to at least know about it, but I can understand her not wanting to be cooped up with him in that little windowless space."
"True." I said. "All right, then, you can go home. I'm about done here. Get some rest for the Boxing Matches. You start us off Saturday morning." Cindy smiled, then made her goodnights and lefts.
I uploaded a few extra photos to my Police iPhone. If my suspicions were right, I would be needing them.
Part 9 - Shock and Awe
Thursday, May 4th. 8:30pm.
Seth Warner was wearing the suit and tie he'd worn to work at BOW Enterprises earlier in the day. His wife Joanne was in plain clothes, a gray-blue skirt and jacket, darker gray blouse, her badge on her belt and her gun holstered under her armpit.
They were shown to the entrance of a suite at the Lakeside Inn & Suites, where four burly men in suits, obviously bodyguards, said they had to be searched for weapons.
"To hell with that." Joanne said. "I'm a Police Officer, and I will not give up my weapon."
"You're out of jurisdiction." said the guard.
"I have a Statewide carry permit." said Joanne. "I will not give up my weapon."
"I support my wife on this." said Seth. "I won't be searched like some common slug, either. Let's go, honey." They turned to go. Just then the door to the suite opened.
"The man says to let them in." said the guard on the inside. "Mr. and Mrs. Warner, my apologies for my colleague's zeal; he was doing what he was told. Please, come in."
Joanne and Seth walked in, seeing the large living room and the far side wall of windows that gave a great view of Lake Reservoir. Then from their left side an old man in a wheelchair drove in.
"Ah, Seth and Joanne Warner." the old man said. "My name is Conrad King. I apologize for the issue at the door. Do you know why I asked you to come here?"
"I'm told that you are my mother's father." said Seth.
"Yes." said Conrad King. "Her death was most... unfortunate... but I am glad she gave her life honorably, and saved you in the process, Ms. Joanne. I presume your boss, the Iron Crowbar, told you who I am?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "My condolences upon the loss of your daughter, and I'll always be grateful for her sacrifice."
"Yes." said Conrad King. "And not much gets by the Iron Crowbar. Incredible man. I remember my first meeting with him, before my friend Henry Wargrave passed away. You are fortunate to work for him."
"Thank you, sir." said Joanne.
"And you, Seth." said Conrad King, peering at his grandson. "You've done very well. I am proud of you, and your accomplishments with Todd Burke and his growing company. Come here and shake my hand. It's wonderful to meet my grandson."
Seth came forward and shook Conrad's hand. "It's an honor to meet you, sir."
"Heh." said Conrad. "You can call me 'Grandpa' if you like. I called my grandfather that. And I know you are the progeny of my daughter's liaisons with the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds. Very... interesting man."
The old man went towards a table set for three people for supper. "Please, come have some food with me. I want to get to know you better, both of you."
As they sat and ate at the well-appointed table, complete with wine glasses and candles, a butler serving the food and wine, Conrad King said "One reason I asked you to come tonight... is that I don't know just how long I have left on this earth. I have several businesses that I intend to leave to you. I've placed them in charitable trusts, and I would like for you to manage them and keep the money going to the charities. I believe you're ready to do this, as I've been very impressed with your work with young Mr. Todd Burke."
"Thank you, sir," said Seth, "but how would you know of that?"
"Oh, I think you'll find that a man doesn't get to where I am today without knowing a few things." said Conrad. "You're capable of reaching there, and with this lovely, brilliant wife to help you, there's no limit to what you can achieve, if you choose to. I've watched your Police career as well, Ms. Joanne, and I know the Iron Crowbar is impressed with your abilities, which he is effectively developing."
"Thank you, Mr. King." said Joanne.
After dinner, they moved back to the living room, where Conrad King outlined some of his businesses, which were vast and varied.
"Of course, some of my business, especially the foreign ones, will not be going to you, Seth." said Conrad. "They'll be going to my capable assistant. Come on out, my dear!"
"Well!" said Karen Warner, appearing out of the bedroom. "If it isn't my brother and his little wife..."
"You!" shouted Joanne, rising and whipping her gun out and pointing it at Karen. "You're a wanted fugitive! You're under arrest!"
Just then four of Conrad's guards appeared, their weapons drawn, laser dots appearing on various parts of Joanne's body...
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Shock and Awe (Continued)
"Drop it!" one of the guards ordered.
"I will not." said Joanne, who pulled the hammer back and pulled the trigger. "If you shoot me, the gun goes off and Karen dies. She's under arrest, and I will not stand down."
"Please, Ms. Joanne, she will not harm you." said Conrad King.
"Sir, my wife is right." said Seth. "Karen is a wanted fugitive, and my wife is doing her sworn duty. If you kill her, you'll have to kill me, because I won't let it go... and it'll be a bloodbath."
Conrad smiled. "Spoken like a true King." he said. "But I won't allow my granddaughter to be harmed, nor arrested."
"Go ahead, bitch." Karen taunted. "Shoot me. And then your husband dies with you."
"Stop it, Karen." ordered Conrad placidly. "No one needs to get hurt here."
"She's going to jail, Mr. King." said Joanne. "I'm not leaving here without her in custody."
No one moved. It was growing more tense. And Joanne's thumb on the cocked hammer was growing tired.
"Away put your weapons." called out a voice. "Stand down, all of you."
From the kitchen area walked in... Your Iron Crowbar. I was in all black, with my kevlar-lined trenchcoat, Tilley hat, and of course the red crowbar. My weapon was still holstered under my shoulder... for the moment.
Everyone stood stunned, but Joanne had not looked back at me, nor taken her eyes nor her gun off of Karen. Good! she's been well-trained, I thought to myself as I slowly walked up to Conrad King.
"Mr. King, I said, looking down at the old man, "please do tell your guards to stand down and holster their weapons. Or it will indeed get very bloody in a very short time."
"Well, the great Iron Crowbar rides in to the rescue!" Karen Warner all but shouted, her face a mask of smugness.
"Gentlemen," said Conrad King, "stand down. Put your weapons away. Do it. Now." The guards very slowly and very reluctantly did so, but were tense and ready to draw and fire.
"It's okay, Detective Warner." I said. I moved closer to her and whispered "We can't arrest her. I'll tell you why later." Joanne nodded, eased the trigger back, then lowered the hammer as she pointed the gun at the ceiling. But she remained very wary.
"Why are you here, Commander Troy?" asked Conrad King, his voice connoting his unhappiness with me.
"I'm sure you understand, Mr. King," I replied, "that I would never allow one of my Officers to come into a situation like this without backup... considerable backup." It was then that Lt. Molly Evans and Detective German, both in uniform and armor, came out from the same place I had.
"You act as if your Officer was in danger, Commander." said Conrad. "I am annoyed. Of course your Officer, my granddaughter-in-law, is perfectly safe, and always was."
"I am afraid I do not share your evaluation, Mr. King." I said. "Especially when Karen Warner Harlan is in the room. So sorry, sir, but I do not trust her one... little... bit."
"Very well, then." said Conrad. "Seth, I would like to talk with you again, in a safe public setting, but it will have to be for another time. Why don't you and your lovely wife go with the Iron Crowbar."
"Yes, let's do that." said Seth. "Come on, Joanne." he said, wanting only to get his wife out of this situation.
With that, the five of us left, with me bringing up the rear. As I got to the door, Conrad King called out "Commander?"
I turned, more quickly than my back would have preferred. "Sir?"
"Well done, young man. You take care of your people. A laudable trait of a leader." said Conrad. Then he said, a bit more stern in his voice: "You play the Game well, son. It is indeed too bad you are not with us. Farewell."
"Au revoir, Mr. King." I replied.
Part 10 - Meddlesome
Once out in the parking lot, I thanked Molly and Detective German for their help. I turned to Seth and Joanne and said "Why don't you ride home with me, and I'll explain everything at Police Headquarters."
"Sure, sir." said Joanne. Then she saw the vehicle I had driven over... the Black Beauty. "Oh, it is for real! Seth, this is the Black Beauty!"
"And appropriately driven by the Green Crowbar, a.k.a. Kato." I said. Cindy was behind the wheel. "Go with her, and I'll drive your car behind you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office, I had Joanne and Seth sit in hot chairs while Cindy sat in her usual perch, the sofa. I sat down in my 'Command Chair', grateful for the lumbar support built into it.
"I realized," I started, "that if Conrad King was reaching out to you, Seth, he might well also reach out to your sister Karen, and that she might just be there... which is what happened and took that situation into the realm of the law-breaking and the dangerous."
I continued. "And if she was there, I realized I did not know what Karen's reaction to Joanne would be... after all, her mother died while saving Joanne in the Standard Tools explosion."
"I think she hates you for that more than me, sir." said Joanne. Seth nodded.
"Quite possibly." I said, "At any rate, I gathered some backup and we came to the Lakeside Inn & Suites, just in case. And sure enough, Karen was not only there, but she has wormed her way into her grandfather's confidence, which is most very unfortunate for us good guys."
"Why couldn't we arrest her, sir?" asked Joanne.
"On what charge?" I asked.
"Uh, she's wanted for the crimes committed by that Women's Gang your sister led, sir." Joanne said. I could see that Cindy was beginning to grasp the full problem.
"I see what you're saying, sir." said the Green Crowbar. "We really don't have much of anything on her. The others in that Women's gang are either dead or out of the country, and Eleanor Burke is not exactly a reliable witness."
"Exactly." I said. "So, I apologize for upsetting your family reunion, but there was danger there."
"With respect, Commander," said Seth, "I don't think it was that bad. Karen and I do not have the level of animosity that you and your sister do. And I don't think Mr. King would've allowed us to be harmed, either."
"So you trust your sister with your wife's life?" I asked Seth, my eyes boring into him.
Seth contemplated, and said "Maybe not, but in that situation, we were okay."
"No, Seth, we weren't." said Joanne. "As soon as Karen walked into there, knowing I'm a Police Officer and would try to arrest her, they knew it would escalate. At least she did. I don't know what Mr. King was thinking, but he may have been co-opted by your sister."
"Seth," I said, "those guards were very quick to train their weapons upon your wife. Only her brilliant action is cocking the gun and holding down the trigger stopped them from shooting her. And Conrad King is a man who can make problems disappear, with nary a whisper in the Public's ear."
Seth saw that he was losing this argument, but I could see in his eyes he was only pretending to concede. "All right." he said. "Can I take my wife home now?"
I nodded. "Keep a sharp eye out. Joanne, if you see Karen, at all, any time, any place, contact me or Captain Ross immediately. Even if she's helping a child cross the street, let me know."
"Yes sir." said Joanne. She hustled Seth out of there. After they left, Cindy and I looked at each other.
"I know you think Conrad King is one of the Big Boyz, and maybe part of Superior Bloodlines," she said, "but do you really think he had harmful intent towards Seth and Joanne?"
"No." I said. "He wanted to meet them, especially Seth. He was evaluating them, and might have probed further to see if Seth was worthy to take over some of his businesses. All seemingly legit... except that Joanne is right: Karen is a wanted fugitive, Joanne was duty-bound to arrest her, and Conrad had Karen not only there, but had her show herself. Now what was up with that? Oh... never mind."
"What?" Cindy asked.
"Color me deeply cynical..." I said, "but let's just say the guards did shoot Joanne. What then?"
"Then the Iron Crowbar goes on a rampage, and no one but Seth is left to tell the tale." Cindy replied.
"Well, they weren't planning on me being there." I said. "But they were planning to escalate that situation. If Joanne is dead, in Karen's eyes, and maybe Conrad's, Seth is now free of those 'Police influences'. I'm sure someone doesn't like Seth being married to a TCPD Detective... and one of my very best ones, at that."
"I don't know." said Cindy. "You're going way deep into the Dark Side with ideas like that."
"Touché." I said.
"Okay," said Cindy, "if you don't need me any more tonight, I'm going home. Callie gives great massages, and I need one right now."
"Have a good night." I said. "I'm going to do some computer work, then go home."
Part 11 - Connecting The Dots
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from the Courthouse steps at 7:00am, Friday, May 5th. Cinco de Mayo. The party never stops...
Bettina continued: "Channel Two News has learned that the State Office of Ethics and Review will not open an investigation into the arrest of Richard Ferrell, where Police found Mr. Ferrell badly injured and now paralyzed. Citizens for Police Accountability spokesmen Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex issued a statement strongly condemning SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, questioning her integrity and accusing her of covering up for Commander Donald Troy's Police Force."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "State Senate Democrats, led by 1st District Senator Katherine Woodburn, are organizing committee hearings to investigate Governor Val Jared for what they say is a misappropriation of funds, and using those funds to illegally discriminate against ethnic minorities who are undocumented. Senator Woodburn says dealing with undocumented workers is a Federal pervue, and the Governor has overstepped his bounds."
"And locally," continued Bettina, "Police have no comment on the investigation of the death of Tim Burris, but sources tell Channel Two News that they have no new leads and are making no headway in the case. Asked if this was a crime or a horrible accident, Sheriff Daniel Allgood declined to answer, referring Channel Two News reporters to the Police Department Press Office, who refused to answer or issue a statement on the matter."
"What the Police are talking about, and with considerable excitement, is the beginning of the Police Boxing Matches tomorrow!" Bettina said. "Last year's Champion, Commander Donald Troy, is unable to defend his title after his recent back surgery, and it is widely believed that prior Champion Captain Cindy Ross is the favorite to win this year."
To my surprise, not a word was said about that, though Cindy, Teresa, and Joanne were all here amongst the Detectives watching. Joanne looked exhausted; I sensed trouble in Paradise in the Warner household. Cindy's ice-blue eyes showed determination, but Teresa's eyes showed something else: cunning. Ahhhh, I thought to myself, she's doing what I did last year: she's letting Bettina butter Cindy up... hmmm, maybe Teresa even leaked that one to Bettina...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The BigPharmaCorp board gathered in their boardroom for their pre-meeting breakfast. Steak and eggs, mushrooms and gravy, French toast, ham, sausage, hash browns, and biscuits were being served, and the hungry Board members took and ate large portions.
"Well, Conrad," said Wallace Bedford as they sat down next to each other, "I heard you had a visit from the Iron Crowbar last night."
"Yezzzz, yes." said Conrad King. "I was meeting my grandson for the first time, and his wife is a Police Officer. A situation with my granddaughter, my grandson's sister, developed, and from out of nowhere... *poof!*... there he is, standing in our midst."
"Meddling in your affairs." said Bedford.
"Yes, but it was understandable." said Conrad. "He is obviously keeping his eye on me. Maybe on you, too, Wallace."
"Yes." said Bedford. "We're getting closer to Operation 'Stormbringer', and that red-headed hand grenade with a crowbar shows up right in your midst. That certainly cannot be a coincidence, can it?"
"Oh my, no." said King. "Neither the Iron Crowbar nor I believe in coincidences. My idea to have my granddaughter show up had unexpected consequences, but good ones, I think. The Iron Crowbar is probably regretting right now that he has exposed himself to us. We now know... that he knows."
"He's known, and for a long time." said Bedford. "The word I have is that he single-handedly crushed 'Operation Apple Grove' and was responsible for Mitt Baker's imprisonment. Poor man, such a staunch ally, and now he's rotting in a jail cell with a bunch of 'deplorables'."
"I wonder how much the Iron Crowbar knew when he put my son Jack behind bars." said Conrad King. "At least my son is now safely in Europe, out of the Iron Crowbar's grasp."
"Speaking of Europe," said Wallace Bedford, "what is being done about the Iron Crowbar's sister? Your daughter was in prison, but at least she was alive, until the Iron Crowbar's sister meddled."
"Oh, I don't blame the woman for that." said Conrad. "I do blame Raymond Westboro for that, may his filthy name be cursed for all time. In that, I am grateful to the Iron Crowbar for eliminating that piece of filth."
"Yes, I can agree with that." said Bedford. "That bastard fucked us up, trying to take us over while pretending to be our friend. By they way... why was Tim Burris killed? He was just an idiot, a wannabee-soldier and a lousy prepper."
"I have no idea." said King. "All I heard was that 'Paulsen' wanted him exterminated, and so he was exterminated. Either 'Mr. C.' wanted that done, or it was someone cleaning up some loose ends."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The MCD Detectives met in Classroom 'E'. Present were Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar, Captain Ross, Detectives Parker, Washington, Warner, and Davis, Supervisor Milton (Myron), Master Technician Milton (Mary), and Sergeant Rudistan.
"Okay, guys," I said, "I barely need mention that what is about to be discussed is to be considered 'classified' by TCPD standards. Okay, Myron, Mary, whaddya got?"
Myron went first, showing a Powerpoint presentation on his computer.. "We've done a lot more digging into Tim Burris, Jeffrey Burnham, and Melissa Burris. First, Melissa: we've discovered that the reasons for her being put on night shift a lot and having to change jobs is because she has been written up on several occasions for making statements considered racially biased. Additionally, black employees also filed complaints that she showed favorable treatment towards white employees and give white employees better reviews and easier job assignments."
"Jeffery Burnham's job with the University is not quite what he made it out to be." said Myron. "He does work for the University Museum... but on a part-time basis. And his recent trip to Europe was not funded by the University."
"Before you go further." I said. "I want to go ahead and add a couple of things I found out. First, some of the dates of Tim Burris going into his shelter for what he called 'test runs'. One of the dates was the Bulldogs-Wildcats game last Fall... Tim was always afraid of events that created large crowds, thinking them ripe for mass attacks."
"He missed an awesome game." said Theo Washington with his 'movie star handsome' grin in Cindy's direction.
"That's in the eye of the beholder." retorted Cindy Ross, her ice-blue eyes blazing.
"And the beholder of the Red Crowbar agrees with Detective Washington's astute analysis." I replied with a grin. "But all that aside, Tim also tested his shelter from the day before Thanksgiving through the Monday afterwards, almost a week. He also was in there on June 22d of last year and missed all the fun and excitement then, too."
"I have a question." asked Chief Moynahan, "How could he have known June 22d was going to be the day of the final showdown with Pastor Westboro? It's not like we advertised it, much less really knew."
"Ah, Chief," I said, "that brings me to the connection. Tim Burris's parents were moles within the Oldeeds Organization, and it is believed they were found out and murdered by the Oldeeds people. Chief, you remember the death of CIA Agent Mike down in Midtown while you were there. Same people betrayed them both."
"Ah yes, and you came to visit us then." said the Chief. "Setting off wheels in mo-shunnnn..."
"Glad I did, sir." I said. "Since it led to you being here as our Chief, Lt. Masters as our Vice Lieutenant, and Lt. Evans keeping her sister out of trouble.. with limited success." As everyone laughed, a green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"Okay, back to it." I said. "Burris's parents had an Oldeeds connection. And Oldeeds's protégé, the Reverend Robert Patterson, was supposed to speak at First Baptist Church that evening, and somehow managed to not show up..."
"Ahhhh..." said Rudistan.
"Yes." I said. "Tim went into hiding when the Oldeeds people were scheduled to be in the vicinity. What do we think of coincidences, Mr. Parker?"
"We think they are worse than alibis, Commander." replied Teddy Parker adroitly, which made me laugh. Everyone else clapped.
"Touché, Mr. Parker." I said. "A distinct touch on your part. Here, hold this." I handed him the red crowbar. He admired it as I continued:
"So I wondered where Melissa Burris would be during these times." I said. "And Mr. Burnham, for that matter. During Thanksgiving, Burnham's RV was up near Lake Amengi-Nunagen. During the Wildcats-Bulldogs game, the RV was at the RV park near Junction Station, like it always was., and it was there on June 22d and the other dates."
"Curiously," I continued, "Melissa Burris was not at work on the weekend of the Wildcats-Bulldogs game, which was a busy time. She had time off over Thanksgiving, and curiously enough, she was not at work between June 21st and June 24th last summer. Even her cellphone didn't register a ping on any cell tower anywhere in the Nation. Her whereabouts on all these days... is unknown."
"It's known now... she was in that shelter!" Rudistan said mischievously. Everyone laughed, then Rudistan said "I'm just joking Commander; I know we don't have proof of that."
"All kidding aside..." I said, "... you are likely right. We are definitely going to be pushing her buttons about this. Okay, Myron, keep going."
"Just one other thing, sir." said Myron. "Jeffrey Burnham said Tim never traveled anywhere together, as far as I can tell. But Tim did travel to Gun Shows to sell survival equipment, and I also found some chess tournament postings in Texas and Florida this Winter and Spring that he played in."
"Ahhh, interesting." I said. "Anything else?" Myron said there was nothing, and deferred to Mary.
"Sir," said Mary, "I've been digging very deep into Jimmy and Jennifer Amberton of the Jason Rutledge class reunion murder case. I also looked into Susan Gurley, Kate Helmsley, and some of that so-called 'cool crowd'. First, Jason Rutledge and his father had some serious ties to the 'Church of Jesus Christ Christian'."



"Aryan Nations." I said.
"Yes sir." said Mary. "Kevin Arnett also was involved with them, but was so dumb and out front about things that they didn't trust him, and shunned him completely after Jason died. Then we have Susan Gurley and a couple of other girls in her crowd. One was named Kelly Bolling, another named Karen Seymour. Twenty years ago, they and their parents were part of the Town & County Evangelical Church in Junction Station. It was very small, but the members there were allegedly very white supremacist. Captain Malone and his wife were members before migrating to First Baptist, and it was said that Pastor Westboro undermined and destroyed it, and brought some of their people, that he considered worthy, into his own church."
"The cool crowd had no black members, then, eh?" said Cindy.
"That would be right, ma'am." said Mary. "Now Jennifer Amberton, née Green, was one of the cool crowd, but her parents had no affiliations with these churches. Kay Helmsley also was not part of that, and of course Jimmy Amberton and his family did not have any such ties at all. Sir, do you want me to talk about their BigAerospaceCorp issues?"
"I'll do that myself." I said. "What happened there is that after Jason Rutledge was murdered, Jimmy and Jennifer Amberton both lost their jobs at BigAerospaceCorp. They were each given very large severance packages in exchange for not causing any problems and just keeping their mouths shut. The reason they were separated from the company is because their Top Secret clearances were revoked after the Rutledge murder."
"I have learned that Jimmy Amberton was targeted by Susan Gurley and her crowd, as well as Jason's father." I continued. "But it may have backfired somewhat, as Jennifer also had her clearance revoked, which I'm not sure was intended. I can't tell you much more about it, but suffice it to say we're going to be talking to all of these people, the Ambertons, Susan Gurley, their families and friends... if we can find them: we are suddenly having problems finding Rutledge's parents."
"So what is your plan of action?" asked the Chief.
"Interviews!" I said. "We are going to talk to these people... and here at the Station, with their lawyers present, if need be." I then outlined what we would be doing.
Part 12 - Resisting Arrest
I went into Bodycore Technologies and asked for Susan Gurley. The receptionist picked up the phone and made a call. "Commander Troy of the TCPD is here to speak to Mrs. Gurley. Is she in?... Okay."
"Sorry, sir," said the receptionist. "Mrs. Gurley is not in her office at the moment. Her assistant said she went out on a sales call and might not be back for some time."
"Where is that assistant?" I asked in a harsh voice. "I want to know where that appointment is."
"Sir," said the receptionist, "at this point I must ask if you have a warrant?"
"Oh, is that how you are going to play it?" I asked, my eyes boring into the girl's. "You do realize that my Captain of Detectives is also the owner of Town Fitness Centers, one of your big clients. When she severs all ties with Bodycore Technologies, your name will be cited as the reason for it."
The girl paled, and picked up the phone. "I need Security to the front desk." A moment later two security officers arrived... who happened to be 2nd shift TCPD officers.
"Uh, is something wrong, sir?" asked one of them.
"He's trying to invade this facility without a warrant," said the girl, "and he's trying to intimidate me."
"Then I would suggest you do what the Commander says." said one of the security guards. The girl was shocked.
"May I help you?" asked a man coming up from behind. "I'm Russ Grimes, Chief Operating Officer."
"This policeman is bullying me, sir, and he does not have a warrant. And security won't remove him." said the girl.
"I'm looking for Susan Gurley." I said. "This woman just told me she's on a client call, and if I find out that is not true, this person here will be arrested and will face up to ten years in prison for lying to a Police Officer. And if I have to get a warrant to see Susan Gurley and/or her assistant, so be it... I'll get that warrant, arrest everyone in this building, and get the evidence I need."
"I apologize for the inconvenience." said Mr. Grimes. "Gentlemen, if you'll take the Commander to Mrs. Gurley's office. Meanwhile, I'll have a word with our receptionist." He ordered the girl to his office.
"Warner to Commander Troy." said my radio.
"Troy here, go ahead." I said.
"We've got her, trying to sneak out, sir." said Warner.
"Hold her there." I said. I looked up at Grimes. "Looks like several of your people are going to be finding out about the legal system from the defendant side." I turned to the security guards. "Okay guys, you are on duty as of right now. Go talk to Gurley's assistant, get a sworn statement from her on her interactions with Mrs. Gurley and where Mrs. Gurley was allegedly going. Sworn affidavit, and overtime for you both."
"Yes sir." said the guards, who moved out swiftly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Susan Gurley was hurrying to her car, having fled out the back door. Just as she reached it, she heard a voice behind her.
"Going somewhere, Mrs. Gurley?" asked a voice. She turned around to find Joanne Warner behind her, wearing a light blue uniform shirt, dark blue skirt, and sensible black shoes. Her gun was still holstered, but she was ready to go for it.
"I have an emergency." said Susan. "I have to go." She tried to get into her car. A TCPD cruiser pulled up and blocked her from backing out.
"Mrs. Gurley," said Joanne, who had drawn her gun, "get out of the car, slowly, and keep your hands where I can see them."
"Are you kidding?" Susan asked, pretending to be shocked.
"Get out of the car, slowly, hands where I can see them." ordered Joanne again.
"Based on what charge?" Susan snarled.
"Attempting to evade Police, and lying to Police." said Joanne. Officers Hicks and Lydia Green got out of the Police cruiser and effected the arrest.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is absolutely ridiculous." said Nathan Masterson, attorney for Susan Gurley. "Felony charges? Really?"
We were in Interrogation-1. Susan had been taken through booking, and had called Masterson. Now Joanne and I faced him and his client.
We'd also issued a ticket summons to the receptionist of Bodycore Technologies, with a charge of Lying to Police, warning her that if she did not show up for the Court hearing, she'd be pursued, arrested, and held without bail until her felony trial. If she showed up, Paulina would offer a plea deal to a misdemeanor and a $100 fine, and next time she'd know better than to disrespect a Police Officer with an aching back...
"I do not appreciate your client attempting to run away from my Officer." I said. "Very bad manners, at best. Felony, at worst. Now if your client cooperates, I might see my way to reducing the charges against her. If not..." I let the sentence hang.
"If not... what?" asked Masterson.
I ignored him and turned to Susan. "So, Susan, why were you running away?"
"I need to talk with my attorney." said Susan.
"You've had fifteen minutes with him before we came in." I said. "I'm out of patience with you. I'll ask a different question: ten years ago you worked your butt off to get Jimmy Amberton fired from his job and his clearance revoked. Why?"
"My client reserves the right to invoke at any time." said Masterson. He then whispered something to Susan.
"I understand." said Susan. "To answer the question, I believed, and still believe, he murdered Jason. I wanted to do everything I could to hurt Jimmy."
"What makes you believe Amberton did it?" I asked. "If you have any evidence at all, we would love to hear it."
"If I had evidence, you would've had it ten years ago." Susan said. "It's what I believe, and many of us believe. Jimmy Amberton is slime. He's a piece of shit."
"Why the hate?" I asked. "What did he do to you to deserve this kind of hatred?"
"He's breathing." said Susan. "He's a slimy little scumbag. He always was. Just having to see that skinny little punk every day in school was disgusting."
"You hate him just for being who he was?" I asked.
"Little shits like him are worthless." said Susan.
"In reporting him," I said, "you got your friend Jennifer fired, too. How do you feel about that?"
"At first, I was disappointed." said Susan. "But then I realized that she'd married that slimeball, and she was getting what she deserved for staying with him."
I said "Mrs. Gurley, are you now or have you ever been a member of any white supremacy groups, or any organizations dedicated to the supremacy of whites over other ethnicities?"
"What the hell?" asked Masterson. I fixed him with a stare, then turned to her.
"Well?" I asked.
"I'm not answering that." said Susan defiantly.
"Do you feel about blacks the way you feel about Jimmy Amberton?" I asked Susan.  "Where is this leading, Commander?" asked Masterson.
"Motive for murder, Mr. Masterson." I said. "Racial hatreds, compounded by hatred of Jimmy Amberton, who is white but considered inferior by Susan... maybe Susan kills Jason to cover up she was pregnant with Jason's baby, and tries to frame Jimmy Amberton. She sure seems to hate him enough to do that."
"You are full of shit!" exclaimed Susan. "I've had enough of this shit!" She turned to her lawyer. "Can we go now?"
"You don't seem to understand that you are under arrest, Mrs. Gurley." said Joanne. "You will not be leaving until your hearing, and then only if bail is set."
"I'm going to get that expedited right now." said Masterson. "Invoke now."
"I invoke my right to silence, and will answer no more of your questions." said Susan.
"Oh, that is unfortunate." I said. "Officer Green, escort the suspect back to her cell..."
Part 13 - Ambertons
"Did she kill Jason?" asked Joanne as she, Cindy, and I rode in my Police SUV into Nextdoor County.
"I doubt it." I said. "One of the Ambertons... or both of them... did that. But proof may be impossible to find. It was only when I brought up the racial stuff that Susan got agitated. I suspect that's why she ran from us this morning, aided and abetted by that receptionist that may soon join her in a jail cell."
"And Masterson is Susan's lawyer." said Cindy. I did not rebuke her, though I would rather that connection not be made in front of Joanne.
"Yes, but that's for another time." I said, and Cindy got the hint. I continued "Now we're going to talk to the Ambertons. This should be interesting. Let me lead the questioning."
"I wouldn't even know what to ask him." said Joanne.
"I know what to ask," said Cindy, "but I'll definitely let the Iron Crowbar take the reins."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, everyone." said Jimmy Amberton, "Chapter Twelve. We've got one week to finish it." His students filed out, headed to the lunchroom. Hospital food is still worse, but I'm glad I didn't have to eat what the students were being served in the name of 'nutritional correctness'.
"Mr. Amberton," I said, walking into the classroom, "may we speak with you for a moment?" We were at Nextdoor County High School, where Amberton taught basic Physics. They had some neat stuff to do experiments with, I noted: air tracks that little metal strips slid along, to test for momentum; some lenses for optics and light-bending tests. Not bad for a smaller high school.
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar." said Amberton. He was medium height, slender, his hair, full beard and mustache red in color.
"This is Captain Ross and Agent Warner." I said. Joanne was an SBI Reserve Agent for the day. "We'd like to talk to you about something from your past."
"If it's about Jason Rutledge," said Amberton, "I should have a lawyer present."
"You have that right, and if you want an attorney, please call one now." I replied. "But this is not about Rutledge, not directly. I want to talk to you about BigAerospaceCorp."
"We signed confidentiality pacts, non-disclosure agreements." Amberton said, knowing what I was going to ask about. "So I can't talk about that."
"Mr. Amberton," said Cindy, "this is so far a completely unofficial discussion. But if you try to hide behind 'legalities', we'll have to implement our own 'legalities'. Right here, right now, no one knows you said a word. But if we have to take the... next step... then you'll have to talk, and they will know you did."
"All right." said Amberton. "But I'll stop anytime I think you're going too far."
"Fair enough." I said. "Mr. Amberton, you were separated from BigAerospaceCorp after your clearance was revoked, is that not right?"
"Yes."
"What happened there?" I asked. "Chronologically."
"We came to the reunion, almost ten years ago." said Amberton. "You know what happened there. It took us a few days to get back home, until we told the Police to either arrest us or let us go. After we got back home and returned to work, a couple of days later we were called into the office of the Vice President for Human Resources. A lawyer was with him. The VPHR said that a flag had been placed on our clearances, and we could no longer work there. They tried to hustle us along and out of there, but I started objecting, asking why, getting no answer, then refusing to sign any paperwork and saying I was going to get a lawyer myself. At that point their lawyer offered us a severance package."
"How much?" I asked.
"Five million each." said Amberton. "Now I know that Jennifer actually got ten million, half of which she put in an account she doesn't realize I know about. But that's the gist of it. We took the offers."
"How did your wife react during that meeting?"
"She was angry, like I was." said Jimmy Amberton. "She might've been the first to bring up getting our own lawyers. She definitely said she was not going to let it ride, and she and her family would be contacting our Senators, and things like that."
"They didn't tell you why your clearances were revoked?" I asked.
"At first they didn't even say they were revoked, only flagged." said Amberton. "They came out a minute later saying it was due to the Rutledge death, and several people had contacted them about me being under suspicion for it."
"But not Jennifer." I said.
"They said they were treating us equally as suspects, and that was the word they used, 'suspects'." said Amberton. They didn't say much more, but the lawyer told us that if we did not take the severance packages and sign the gag order, the FBI would be 'all over us like white on rice'."
"Do you know who called them about you?" I asked.
"Oh sure." said Jimmy. "Susan Gurley. Kevin Arnett. Those were the two I found out about. Probably several others, though; when our clearances were formally revoked, my lawyer got a redacted copy of the 'investigation' of it. Seven names were on it, all blacked out."
"Why would Susan want to harm you and Jennifer?" I asked.
"She only went after me." said Amberton. "She hated me in high school and had people pick on me a lot, especially Jason and Kevin."
"Jennifer didn't pick on you?" I asked.
"No, she was dating Jason but pretty much left me alone." said Jimmy. "She wasn't mean-spirited like Susan was... and still is."
"Mr. Amberton," I said, "did Susan ever make any statements that would be considered racial or racist in nature?"
"Oh did she ever!" said Amberton. "There were almost no blacks in County High School back then. She called the few that were the n-word to their faces. So did Jason. A couple of the black students went to the principal about it. The next day they got the shit beat out of them by persons unknown, and were told to 'remember their place'. They transferred to Booker T. Washington High School after that."
"Jennifer wasn't like that?" I asked.
"No." said Amberton. "Heck, Jennifer was dating a black man in college before she and I began dating."
"You said Jennifer was hiding money from you." I said. "And you have to know that your youngest child was fathered by another man, since you had a vasectomy. Why do you stay with her?" The question was unexpected, and meant to rattle Amberton... but he rolled with it perfectly.
"We've talked through all that." said Jimmy. "We've had some rough spots, but we moved past them. Jennifer is a beautiful woman, and men hit on her all the time. Maybe she's indulged a time or two, but Jennifer loves me and I love her, and we love our children and are going to raise them in a loving, two-parent environment. And that's really all I'm going to say about that."
"So once you were fired from BigAerospaceCorp," I asked, "did Susan Gurley and the others leave you alone?"
"Not really." said Amberton. "They kept me from getting a couple of good jobs. I got this teaching job somewhat under the radar. I don't think Susan knew about it until it was too late."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove southwest from Hillside on State Highway 142, the Buford Highway. There was a lone subdivision of modest homes built in concentric circles around a lake, which was called Norse Lake.
Coming to a modest home on the backside of the subdivision, on the 'outer ring', such as it was, we pulled into the driveway and went to the door. I let Cindy lead the way.
A gorgeous blonde in her early 40s answered the door. She was easily as beautiful if not more beautiful than Marie and Cherie Ward had been. She was 5'5" tall, her perfect hourglass body toned by exercise, her legs shapely and gorgeous, especially in the high heels she was wearing (yeah, I tend to notice women with great legs).
"Mrs. Amberton?" asked Cindy. "I'm------"
"I know who you are." said Jennifer Amberton. "Come on inside."
The house was furnished fairly well, and it was clear that kids lived here. And as we came into the den, I saw three children, ages 15,14, and 9. The nine-year-old boy looked more handsome than his 15-year-old brother and 14-year-old sister, who showed some of their father's plain, nerdy looks.
"Kids," said Jennifer, "go to your rooms while I talk with these Police Officers."
"Wow, are you really the Iron Crowbar?" asked the oldest boy.
"That's me." I said. I handed him the red crowbar and he looked at it excitedly.
"Give it back and go to your room." ordered Jennifer Amberton. The boy did so, saying "Wow! Thanks for letting me hold it, Mr. Crowbar!" I just grinned.
There was a sliding glass door next to the fireplace on the back wall, which was facing south and therefore letting in the bright light of the sun. "Have a seat." Jennifer said, pointing us to the sofa which faced the door, while Jennifer took an easy chair nearer the door, putting our faces in light and hers in shadow. She's good, I thought to myself. Very good.
"Would you mind terribly if I sit in this hardback chair?" I asked. "I just had back surgery."
"Uh, sure, of course." said Jennifer. Now I could at least see half of her face, which was very attractive under her blonde mane of hair.
"We're here to ask you about what happened ten years ago." said Cindy.
"Uh, I might have to have a lawyer present if you're going to talk about Jason's murder." said Jennifer.
"You can call one," I said, "but we wanted to talk about your dismissal from BigAerospaceCorp."
"We have a non-disclosure about that." Jennifer said.
"Mrs. Amberton," I said levelly, "I am already aware of the contents of the severance packages, which I obtained through Government contacts. What I want to know, ma'am, is why you were dismissed when your husband was the only one that was turned in after the Rutledge murder."
"I don't know." said Jennifer. "They shouldn't have fired either of us, and I wanted to get a lawyer and fight them like hell. But Jimmy said we should just take the severance and go from where we were not wanted. He made sense; he often does about things like that. So I took the millions also, and we left that place."



"Did you like working there?" I asked.
"It was okay." said Jennifer. "But imagine a whole bunch of single nerds seeing a woman like me come in, then seeing my husband is like them. I could've won ten sexual harassment lawsuits against some of them and the company itself. They hated Jimmy for having me as his wife, so I would get cuddly with my husband in front of them. That probably was one reason BigAerospaceCorp was so eager to get rid of us when the opportunity came."
"Yet they paid you some pretty large severances." I said.
"Yes," said Jennifer, "but they really didn't have a choice. They paid what they had to in order to get us out of there. And as far as I'm concerned, they got a bargain."
"So you stuck with your husband, even though you had the financial means to leave him?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." said Jennifer. "I love my husband. Despite what you might think, we have a good marriage and we're raising our children together like the good parents we are."
"Yet you did not tell your husband of the extra severance money you got." I said. "And I'm willing to bet you not only did not tell your husband you were impregnated by Jason Rutledge until you had to, you haven't mentioned his little trust set up for your youngest child."
"My affair with Jason ten years ago was a mistake." Jennifer said. "But I'll never regret having my child. My husband understands, and treats him like our other two children. As to the money... every woman that is smart will have some kind of backup plan. Divorce is too prevalent to not consider the possibilities."
I saw Cindy's face change ever so slightly. Joanne's face showed nothing; she was getting good at this game, I thought to myself.
"Why did you get more severance money?" I asked.
"Probably because I fucked the VPHR's balls off once a month while we worked there." Jennifer replied. "And the CEO was having me bareback even more often; I was lucky I didn't get pregnant by him. As I said... they got a bargain for my silence."
"Changing the subject: when you were in high school," I said, "was Susan Gurley a racist? And was Jason?"
Jennifer showed no surprise at the question as she said "Yes. Especially Susan. But Jason was, too. I once taunted him that I should try a black man to see if they were better in bed than he, Jason, was. Jason beat the shit out of me. Of course he didn't get into any trouble; and the word was that I had a 'bicycle accident'." She made quotes with her hands on the last part. "But it had consequences: I knew then I wasn't going to marry Jason."
"Ladies, any questions?" I asked my fellow Officers.
"Just one, ma'am." said Joanne. "Did Jason ever try to get you to divorce Jimmy and consider marrying him, Jason, in the years after you graduated?"
"Oh yes." said Jennifer. "When we had our relationship for a few weeks ten years ago, he wanted me to break up with Jimmy and marry him. I told him that even if I broke up with Jimmy, I wouldn't rush back into marriage, and certainly not with Jason..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Great interviews, guys." I said as we continued west on State Highway 142. "What were your takeaways?"
"I'm still not understanding why Susan thought she could turn in Jimmy without Jennifer also getting in trouble." said Joanne from the backseat.
"Think about it, and answer your own question." I said.
"I'm not really getting that, either." said Cindy.
After some moments of thought, Joanne finally exclaimed "Oh, I get it! Susan did want Jennifer to get fired, too."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Explain to Captain Ross your chain of reasoning."
Joanne said "I think Susan wanted Jason for herself, and even let him impregnate her. But Jason wanted Jennifer, and always did. I think the others involved just wanted Jennifer to leave Jimmy, but Susan didn't care about that. I think Susan turned both of them in. And they were both fired, and stayed together."
"But how does that matter, since Jason was dead?" Cindy asked.
"Because Susan knew that Jennifer killed Jason, and wanted revenge." Joanne said. "Jennifer enticed Jason to go to the practice field with her, for sex. And after they had sex, Jennifer got out the gun she secreted, shot Jason, then went back to the party alone."
"Outstanding!" I said. "Very well reasoned. And almost correct." I said.
"Where did I go wrong?" Joanne asked.
"Only in the assertion that Jennifer shot Jason, which I have doubts about." I said. "I do think you're right that Jennifer took Jason to that practice field and they had sex. Or sex was in progress when Jimmy showed up. I think he shot Jason with the hidden gun with the Coke-bottle silencer."
"My only question," I continued, "is if Jennifer enticed Jason down to be shot by Jimmy, and therefore was in collusion with him, or if she was innocent and as surprised as Jason was to be confronted by Jimmy while they were coupling. And my answer to that question... is that they colluded, and Jennifer enticed Jason to his death. Gave him sex, though, so it was a heck of a way to go."
"Wow." said Cindy. "I wasn't seeing that at all."
"It was really good, Joanne," I said, "that you saw that Jennifer had to have been turned in on purpose, so that her clearance would be revoked as well as Jimmy's. Susan betrayed her friend. And maybe not just because of Jason's death, though revenge was the primary reason. She's a white supremacist, and took revenge for the death of a fellow white supremacist. And maybe Jimmy and Jennifer killed Jason not out of jealousy or money... but because they were operatives that were assigned the task of taking Jason out."
"Okay, this where it gets deep." Cindy said. "So what led you to that?"
"BigAerospaceCorp is a Government contractor." I said. "They have to follow rules similar to the Government's for getting rid of someone. And those severances! Five and ten million? Geez, I didn't get much more than that for being tortured and nearly being murdered by the CIA------ oh, you did not hear that, Joanne."
"Hear what, sir?" asked Joanne. Damn, she was getting good at the Game, I thought to myself.
"Thank you." I replied. "So it stands to reason that the Ambertons were being paid through a backdoor channel for the killing. The problem was that the White Supremacists wanted revenge for the killing of Jason, and so the Ambertons were put on the BEEKEEPER list. Exclusive company, I daresay. And they're lucky to be alive."
"Why weren't they killed?" Cindy asked as the five-mile no-stop sign for the Asylum whizzed by us.
"Westboro." I replied. "Killing them right after Jason's death would have opened cans of worms for him, in the form of light and publicity in areas he was operating. And who knows, maybe Jennifer Amberton fucked him. After Westboro died, Casey B. Walker came after me first, instead of them... and got wiped out himself." Cindy smiled, knowing just who had wiped out a large portion of Walker's highly-trained agents...
Part 14 - Envisioning The Truth
Cindy was suitably surprised when I turned onto the road leading to the World Headquarters of 'The Vision'. Arriving at the gate, we were immediately admitted, and we parked in the front parking lot. We were greeted at the door by Dr. Eckhart's aide Tommy.
"Right this way, everyone." said Tommy. "Dr. Eckhart is expecting you." He led the way through the main building and onto the back patio, where a long table was set up for lunch. Twenty acolytes, all college age, the girls in blue shirts and the boys in red shirts, all in black slacks, were there. And dressed in his usual khaki pants, light blue button down shirt and dark blue blazer was the man himself, the Founder and Great Leader of The Vision, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart.
Eckhart hugged his daughter Cindy warmly. And then, per Vision tradition, everyone did not shake hands but hugged everyone else. I was never one for hugging, but was told once by Eckhart's trainer Dennis to 'commit' to my hugs. So I hugged everyone, boys and girls, like I meant it, and I felt better afterwards. I think giving Bowser and Buddy skritchins is even better, but I digress...
"Ah, we have another guest." said Eckhart. From inside the building, out popped Callie Carrington.
"Callie!" said Cindy happily.
"Hey, baby." said Callie. She and Cindy hugged, then she gave Cindy a kiss right on the lips. Then the hugging with everyone started again as everyone sat down to lunch. Eckhart was on one end, and he had me sit at the other end of the table. Joanne was to my right, Cindy was to Eckhart's right and Callie to his left. To my left was a gorgeous light-skinned black girl named India.
Eckhart stood up, and gave one of his 'Visionary' lessons. "Ladies and gentlemen," he said, "how many times do we sit down to our meal, thinking of other things, talking with other people, and not paying hardly one bit of attention to what we are putting into our bodies. Today, during this meal, I want you to concentrate fully upon the food you are eating, the drinks you are drinking. I want you to taste the food, savor the flavors, feel the food beginning to nourish your glorious bodies, keeping your minds cleared and thinking of nothing else..."
He's right, you know, I thought to myself. I began eating the light repast of House Fried Rice, a small pork medallion in a savory sauce, buttered toast, and a thick liquid drink that was fruity and not unlike a smoothie. I concentrated solely upon the flavors of the food, not paying (much) attention to the outside world. And it was a very interesting experience. Maybe I should have Carole try it with the string beans, I thought, then rebuked myself and concentrated on the flavors, and on the food...
After the lunch was over, the acolytes talked about the experience. I noticed Cindy and Callie talking to Dr. Eckhart, but they were clearly paying the most attention to each other. Meanwhile, I talked to India.
"I began learning chemistry because I was cooking meth." said India. "Fortunately, Dr. Eckhart found me before the Police did. He helped me get clean. And then one of my teachers at Booker T. Washington High had me do a research project on George Washington Carver, and all he did with agricultural chemistry."
"I've had to go to Junior College because my grades didn't catch up in high school." said the 20-year-old young woman. "But I've been accepted to the University, and I'm going to major in Chemistry. I want to be the next George Washington Carver."
"That's awesome!" said Joanne.
"And if that doesn't work out," I said, "you'll have a backup plan... you might even become a Police Commander."
"You were a Chemistry major?" asked India, in seeming awe.
"Oh yes." I said. "And I worked in a Crime Lab, and am still certified to run tests in a crime lab. But my career took some strange turns. May I offer you one piece of advice?"
"Sure, I'd love it." said India. I felt as much as saw her eyes on me.
"The moment you walk onto the University campus," I said, "commit to earning a full Ph.D. in Chemistry. Don't stop short, get that full Ph.D. no matter how hard it is and how hard you have to work. If you find that's not for you, and that would be okay, then double major in Chemistry and something else. The reason is because a Bachelor's Degree in Chemistry will get you jobs for ten years and not much longer, and you'll find yourself hitting a pay ceiling pretty quickly. A Ph.D. will get you a long career, maybe some patents, and you'll have more fun."
"Why didn't you do that, sir?" asked Joanne.
"If I had it to do over again," I said, "I might just have done that. But I had the other route: my 'double major', such as it was, was ROTC and a military commission, which ultimately led me to Police work. But my message here is to go as far as you can, and don't stop short."
"I hadn't thought of that, but you're right." said India. "I'll do that." And she would...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, Dr. Eckhart came up to me and said "Young Donald, why don't you and I go sit on that bench by the River and have a few words."
"Sure, sir." I said. As we began walking, Eckhart's bodyguards began to go with us. He turned to them.
"Stay here, my friends." he said. "I will be perfectly safe under the guardianship of the great Iron Crowbar." With that, we walked down to the River and sat down on the bench there, alone.
"So, my young nephew," said Eckhart, "how was the experience of your meal?"
"Very good, and very interesting." I said. "It's amazing how the flavors were when I concentrated on them."
"Yes, indeed." said Eckhart. "How is your back, by the way?"
"Not bad." I said. "I'm getting in some good exercises to help strengthen it, though backs are like heart muscle: they never quite heal completely after being damaged. But I'm learning new martial arts that aren't too tough on my spine."
"Splendid!" said Eckhart. "As part of my Enlightenment Camp, I have a sensei teach the spirituality of the forms of Aikido. I'm having my acolytes learn it much more deeply."
"Including your daughter?" I asked. "Woe betide her opponents in the Police Boxing Matches."
Eckhart barked a laugh. "Yes, my daughter is a determined woman. As is this wonderful young woman she is dating now. Just between us, young Donald, young Callie is a much happier and better-adjusted woman than that Ms. Stiles was."
"And Callie is here today to talk with you about measures to protect your daughter if the need arises." I said.
"Not much gets by you, young Donald." said Eckhart with his sinister-looking smile.
"Including the other reason you had Callie visit today." I said. "You want Cindy to take over The Vision after you're either gone or unable to run it yourself."
Eckhart peered at me, and I felt the mental power of the man reaching into me. "And how do you feel about that, Donald?"
I shrugged my shoulders. "Cindy is more like a sister and best friend than my cousin. I want her to be happy, above all else. If she's happy working with us in the TCPD, that's great for me. If she'd be happier running The Vision, or eventually being the leader of it and that person on stage, then so be it."
I continued: "You know.. the FBI offered her a job with them, and that had been her childhood dream. And if she'd gone with them, I'd've been happy for her. But she realized that in the here and now, the TCPD was where she wanted to be. So I'm happy for her for that decision."
"She chose to stay with you more than anything else." said Eckhart. "What about you, young Donald? You'd be an incredible presenter and teacher on my stages, changing lives for the good in many more ways than being a Police Officer, however noble that profession is."
"I am where I am supposed to be, Uncle Harvey." I said. "I am doing what I am meant to be doing."
"Yes. You are." said Eckhart. "But in your older age, consider what we are doing here." He looked around. "Well, I guess we'd best get back to our friends, before my bodyguards tear themselves apart with worry. Ah yes, the information you wanted of me." He handed me a piece of paper.
"Jason Rutledge's father, James 'Rusty' Rutledge, went to the Boston area after his son died. He actually lives in New Hampshire, very near the odious Wallace Bedford. You will not be able to pry him out of Bedford's compound; it is as closely guarded as The Vision here."
"Thank you." I said. "What happened to his wife?"
"It would seem she vanished from the face of the earth." said Eckhart. "I could not find out if she died, left her husband, or if she's still with him and just has not shown herself for years. But my best operatives could find no trace of her after she left your County with her husband..."
Part 15 - Slapped Back
When we got back to Headquarters, I was called into Chief Moynahan's office. I knew I was in trouble when he did not invite me to sit down.
"Judge Harry Nance released Susan Gurley on her own recognizance." said the Chief. "He also refused to force her to be ankle-monitored, and accepted Masterson's request for a restraining order against the Police, and against you personally. We cannot maintain any tails on her, and must go through her lawyer to talk to her at all. And you can't speak to her at all without Judge Nance's personal and explicit permission."
"That's a load of crap." I said. "Anyone pushing back on that?"
"Ms. Patterson is taking the restraining order parts to Judge Folsom, the chief Judge." said Moynahan. "But even if that part gets lifted, -I- am telling you to not go anywhere near that woman."
"Sir, she------" I started, but my boss brought down the hammer.
"Commander, let it goooo." said the Chief. "Others will handle this. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"Also," said the Chief, "that receptionist was fired from her job and legal beagles are already at her doorstep, howling to get her to sue you. The Inspector General has the statements of the security guard Officers that just happen to be TCPD Officers as well, and they backed you up completely. They also did find that there are discrepancies in what she told you and what Mrs. Gurley's assistant told the Officers. So I don't fear for you, there."
"What I do have an issue with," said the Chief, "was the unprofessional way you handled that situation. If things are coming to the point where you have to threaten and browbeat a young girl and then file charges against her, then you need to reconsider what you are doing. You're a Town & County Police Officer; you need to show the People we protect and serve respect, and maybe even restrain yourself, even if they aren't cooperating with you. Is that clear?"
"Yes sir." I said, taking my punishment stoically.
"Good." said the Chief. "Now go to your office and get your bloodwork done. Dismissed." I scooted out quickly.
Entering my office, I saw what I expected to see: Laura waiting for me. Without a word, I sat down in my chair and held out my left arm. She took the blood samples.
"So, how were you feeling this morning?" my wife asked.
"Not bad, really." I said. "But the Chief was right: I did not handle that very well. By the way, I see now why Callie was not at work in your office... you've here waiting for me."
"True." said Laura. "And it was a good opportunity to talk to the Chief, about routine Police Psychiatrist things, and get some of that work done. And I'm sure you figured out why Callie was at 'The Vision' today."
"Plotting with my uncle to protect Captain Ross." I said. "So you also think there is danger to her?"
"Darling," Laura said, "the minute you discovered that BEEKEEPER is still active, the shit hit the fan in Washington. You are close to winning, but the 'Mr. C.' cell is now a cornered rattlesnake, ready to strike out at you if they can. Yes, there is danger, and immense danger at that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, May 6th, 9:00am. Four boxing rings were set up in the Police Headquarters gym. In the far corner, closest to the locker rooms, Cindy Ross entered the ring, dressed in white plastic armor, a blue football helmet, and a crowbar painted international orange. Her opponent was Patrol Officer Jeremy Hatch, wearing armor, a red football helmet, and a bright chartreuse-yellow crowbar.
After this match, the very first, the other rings would be used for Freestyle combat, while this ring would be used for actual boxing. I was forbidden to be a referee; the Chief told me I was not to be inside a ring while a match was taking place. So I was helping with scoring and 'supervising'.
Watching Cindy's match with me was Todd Burke and Teresa Croyle. Teresa was awaiting the results of a play-in match.




It was not pretty. Hatch barely passed the Police Academy, graduating lowest in his class. His physical skills were barely adequate for street duty, while Cindy Ross was a double-black-belt and on a mission. Ten seconds after the referee said "Box!", it was over. Two solid crowbar blows to Hatch's midsection then back, and a hard takedown.
Once it was over, Todd said "Uncle Don, can I talk to you for a minute?"
"Sure." I said. "Let's go to my office."
In my office, Todd took a hot chair while I sat in my Command Chair. I turned on the anti-bugging device, just in case.
"Uncle Don, Seth Warner came to me." said Todd. "He was pissed that you showed up at that meeting with his grandfather."
"Perhaps he did not realize the danger he and his wife were in, especially from his sister Karen." I said. "When I got there, my Officer had four laser dots from King's guards's guns trained on her."
"I did tell him that you were there for his wife's safety." Todd said. "He said the situation could've been handled better, that Mr. King was not going to have any shooting in his suite."
I just shook my head, not knowing what to say. I was right, and Todd and Seth were wrong... dead wrong. But what could I say at this point?
Todd leaned forward, as if sharing a secret. "Look, Uncle Don," he said, "We brought Seth in when we bought out his father's, well, his step-father's company. I knew of his sister and his mother, and I kept my eyes on him. So far, he's been straight-up. He and Barry Oliver have become good friends. Seth loves his wife more than I can tell you. So while I understand your concern about him meeting with Conrad King, I'll just tell you that I trust him until he gives me reason not to, and for the sake of his wife, your Detective, I think you should, also."
"I hear you." I said. "But there is something else, and the real reason I went out there. I don't think Seth realizes just how bad his sister Karen has become. He still trusts her; he is blind to her Dark Side, for lack of a better term. You also may not realize how bad Karen Warner Harlan is, and Conrad King himself is a snake pretending to be a civilized old man."
Seeing I wasn't getting through, I said "Todd, as you know, Eleanor Burke shot your brother Ned dead right in front of his girlfriend, Goth Girl Kathy. And anyone with brains more than a Betta fish knows who was behind Eleanor's actions. Yet... I would trust Goth Girl Kathy with my life and safety before I would trust Karen Warner Harlan."
"That bad, huh?" Todd said, trying to joke. But maybe he was finally getting it.
"Yes. That bad." I replied, dead serious, my eyes boring into my nephew's. "And you can tell Seth, or choose not to, one other thing: his wife's happiness is his responsibility as her husband. But while she is one of my Detectives, her life is my responsibility, and I will never back down from that, no matter if it irritates him."
Todd nodded.
"Okay," I said, "now, there is something I need your help on..."
To be continued.
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Part 16 - Red Crowbar, White Mountains
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, May 8th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that a complaint has been filed against the Town & County Police and Commander Donald Troy!"
Bettina went on, smiling with pleasure as she reported: "Citizens for Police Accountability spokesmen Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex have filed a complaint with the Town & County Inspector General's Office and the State Office of Ethics and Review, claiming that Commander Troy harassed and threatened a receptionist at BodyCore Technologies!"
Bettina continued, now frowning a bit: "Police Press Relations Officer, Captain 'Brick' Briscoe, stated that the receptionist lied to Police, a felony charge, and has been issued a summons to appear in Court. Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, whose brother is the University President and employer of Commander Troy's wife, issued a statement asserting that he has already examined the evidence and reports of the situation, and finds that the receptionist did commit a crime. The receptionist has been fired from her job, while the Inspector General says that no further investigation of Commander Troy is warranted."
"SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, a close friend of Commander Troy and supporter of Governor Val Jared, has also refused to investigate the issue, citing Inspector General Wellman's findings. CFPA Spokesman Jay Swenson issued a counter-statement, saying, and I quote: 'It is clear that the political friends of Commander Donald Troy are circling the wagons around him, and protecting him from being held accountable for harassment of citizens.'. Mr. Swenson declined to say whether they will take further action, such as a lawsuit. Meanwhile, Commander Troy has refused to respond to repeated requests from Channel Two News for comment on this matter."
Captain Cindy Ross was beet red with anger as the Detectives and a number of Uniformed Officers listened in MCD. "Good God." she said, unable to trust herself to say more.
"I thought they outlawed lynchings decades ago." said Jerome Davis. "I guess the Media gets an exception?"
"That's exactly what that was." said Captain Teresa Croyle, a 'Teresa Cunt' look on her otherwise pretty face. "A lynching of the TCPD, Commander Troy... and the truth."
"Where is Commander Troy?" asked Detective Theo Washington.
"In the Chief's conference room.." said his partner, Detective Joanne Warner. "And I'm glad it's not me in there, right now." That earned Joanne a glare from the Green Crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was at the far end of the conference table from the door, where I usually sat. The Chief was at the near end. To his left was Sheriff Allgood. To the Sheriff's left and my right was Captain Briscoe. To the Chief's right was District Attorney Gil Krasney. I had taken aspirin to quell the flare-up of pain in my back. It wasn't working.
"Chase, Lynch & Berry got to this girl pretty quickly." said Krasney. "They're representing her at no cost unless and until she wins a lawsuit. They've already contacted me with a deal that she won't sue the County in exchange for charges against her being dropped, and Commander Troy apologizes for intimidating her."
"They won't sue the County, eh? Did their offer include not suing Commander Troy, especially if he were to apologize?" asked Sheriff Allgood, seeing right through the legal firm's ruse.
"Er, they didn't say that." said Krasney, looking almost guilty, as if he himself were the one caught in the trick. "Look, guys: with the Courts full of real cases, I really don't want to waste time pursuing a Class E felony that we may not win, because she was doing what she was told."
"What I want," said Chief Moynahan, "is to get this tamped down. The Media will stop talking about it in a couple of days; they'll find something else to whine about and move on. But if we take this girl to Court, the story crops back up. And if they file a lawsuit, the story crops back up. So I am going to suggest taking that deal, but insisting that there not be a lawsuit against the Commander as well as the County." All eyes went to me.
"I will not apologize." I said clearly. "And there had better never, ever be an apology issued on my behalf. I will publicly humiliate anyone who attempts to do so."
"Commander," said the Chief, staring me down, putting on his most authoritative Cavalry Officer's voice, "even if you think you did no wrong, you need to think about what's in the best interest of this Police Force."
"With all due respect, Chief," I replied, my eyes boring right back into his, "I am acting in the best interest of the Force. Even if I wanted to, if I were to offer an apology, or one was offered on my behalf, they'll use that against us. They will file the lawsuit, and say the apology is an admission of guilt. And they would win. No sir, I will not apologize. It's up to the D.A. to decide to pursue or not pursue the charges, and to deal with Chase, Lynch & Berry as he sees fit, provided he does not try to issue a policy on my behalf."
"I have to agree with Commander Troy on this one." said Sheriff Daniel Allgood. "An apology would be construed as guilt. And I just spent a weekend coaxing the Inspector General to act quickly on the complaint. An apology would just shred all that and stab the Inspector General in the back."
"So how do we get the Media off our backs?" asked Chief Moynahan. I did not understand why this man was suddenly so worried about the Media.
"We need to issue some kind of statement, Chief." said Captain Briscoe. "The Media were not the only ones that could not get in touch with Commander Troy this weekend; neither could I. Where were you, Commander?"
I was incensed at being asked that so disrespectfully by a subordinate, and said "I was out of Town, Captain, on personal business. I informed my boss, the Chief, that I would be out of the jurisdiction, and I had no obligation to inform any subordinate Officer of my actions. I have nothing more to say about it." I don't know if it was the fire behind my eyes or my crowbar tapping in my hand, but Captain Briscoe said nothing more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
But I do have an obligation to tell my readers where I was. After my meeting with Todd on Saturday, I went to City Airport and caught a flight to Boston, Massachusetts. Renting a Ford Mustang GT with a fast, powerful motor, I drove north, into New Hampshire.
It was evening as I arrived at my destination, a large mansion in the foothills of the White Mountains. I gave my name at the gate, and somewhat to my surprise I was admitted. Driving to the front of the house, I could see in the dimming light that the lawn and bushes were beautifully manicured. The garages were to one side, and in a shocking contrast to the peaceful serenity of the rest of the scene, an ambulance was parked there.
A butler, a tall slender man of my own height, but far more advanced in age, admitted me into the hallway, then led me through a couple of halls to a large room in the back left corner of the house. As I entered, I saw to my left a wall that was a huge lattice of windows, not unlike the Cabin's back wall, with a view of Mt. Washington in the far distance. On the back wall were five large paintings of several men, the leftmost being a man in the uniform of a Confederate General, the others becoming progressively more modern. On a long shelf below the paintings were several porcelain urns, that held the ashes of most of these ancestors.
It was easy to see the others were descended from that General, and they were all antecedents of the man who had risen from his chair behind his desk.
"Ah, Commander Troy," said Wallace Bedford, "I must admit that I am surprised and humbled that you have visited me here in my home." He did not sound very humbled.
"I apologize for the intrusion, Mr. Bedford," I replied, "and I will take up as little of your immensely valuable time as possible. I need to speak with a James Rutledge, formerly of my Town & County, whose last known address was here. Or perhaps his wife can speak with me."
"May I ask what it is about?" said Bedford, his polite formality and friendliness belying his deep hatred of my mission to talk to Rutledge.
"I want to ask him a few questions regarding the death of his son ten years ago." I said. "We are reviewing that case, and some new information has come up that might be of value to him as well as to us in solving his son's murder."
"Ah, that makes sense, in many ways." Bedford said cryptically. "Unfortunately, Commander, Mrs. Rutledge left her husband years ago, and I have no idea where she is. As to Mr. Rutledge, it is unfortunate that you traveled such a long way for nothing, but I am afraid that I will be unable to make him available to you."
I knew exactly what that meant: Bedford was going to openly stymie my attempts to find or talk to Rutledge. "That is too bad, Mr. Bedford, as my mission was about family. I can see that you value family very much." I glanced towards the paintings.
"Yes, I do." said Bedford, looking fondly at the portraits of his ancestors. "I'm sure you recognize the great man at left, the Confederate General. He was a founding member of the Ku Klux Klan, as well. It's an honor to be a descendant of that great man, and I feel deeply the responsibility of upholding his legacy."
"I see." I said. "You have a son, do you not?" I knew he did.
A flicker of pain crossed Bedford's features as he said "Yes. And I'm sure you know how gravely ill he is."
"Sick enough to have needed a transplant nearly a year and a half ago." I replied. "A liver... that disappeared from City Hospital instead of going to its rightful recipient."
"One which wasn't adequate, and had to be thrown out." said Bedford. "Fortunately, another arrived at the same time, from Florida, and has given my son time until a cure is hopefully found."
"So the one from City Hospital," I said, my mind reeling with shock, "it was just thrown away, unused?"
"Commander, you have children." said Bedford. "Wouldn't you do anything for them?"
"I wouldn't steal the only chance a little girl had to live to save them." I said. "Especially since there was another way for your son."
"That's the problem with you, Commander. You just don't understand the place of the 'little people'." said Bedford. "You could have been one of us, one of the Elites in this world. You have no idea what you truly gave up when you refused to join the CIA out of college. We would have groomed you for true greatness. And you would've learned that people like that little girl are worthless, totally worthless compared to what we are doing for the greater good of all!"
"I think I'm all the more glad I refused." I replied, trying hard to control the indignation welling up inside me. "Thank you for your time, Mr. Bedford. I'll show myself out."
"I'm sure you didn't come in here now without having some kind of backup plan, and I was caught unawares and unprepared to stop you." said Bedford. "Therefore, you may go in peace. But do not come back again without invitation, unless you want your children to grow up without a father."
I just looked back at Wallace Bedford and said "Au revoir, Mr. Bedford. Au revoir."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in the present, at the meeting, I heard Chief Moynahan say "Okayyyy, so what do we dooooo?" All eyes were upon me.
"What would you do if you were D.A., Commander?" asked Krasney, trying to be jovial.
"I'd resign; I don't envy you your job." I replied, to some chuckles amidst the enormous tension in the room. "But seriously, I recommend you wait and see if this girl shows up for her hearing. If she doesn't, throw the book and the kitchen sink behind it at her. If she does and offers to plead 'nolo contendere', offer to reduce the charges to a misdemeanor, and go from there. If she pleads 'not guilty', then it's up to you how far you want to negotiate, and to what."
Part 17 - Not Well Prepped
Back in my office after that ridiculous meeting of politicians posing as Officers of the Court, I called in Cindy and Teresa for the 'Angels' meeting.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"I'm about ready to have Bettina put into a boxing ring with me." said Cindy. "Blood will flow. What in the hell was that about this morning? That was the most dishonest piece of journalism I have ever seen."
"It was right up there." I said.
"Honest to God, Don!" Cindy exclaimed, unable to hold back. "You have solved some of the biggest crimes and taken down some of the worst criminals any County should ever have to see. You eliminated Pastor Westboro when no one else possibly could have, and you're on the verge of taking down one of the worst national white supremacy groups in this Nation's history. You've done all you can to make these people's lives better and safer, and you're the one sitting here with your back just about cut in two. And that bitch Bettina has the fucking nerve to make it sound like you are the fucking dirtbag criminal?"
"That's the Press." I said. "Totally dishonest, totally on the side of wrong. The side of right doesn't get ratings."
Cindy did not want to hear that. "Don," she said angrily, "is it really worth what you've gone through... your back, your three days of torture, your family almost killed several times... is it really worth it to go through this for that bitch reporter and people who just don't care themselves?"
"Cindy, you okay?" Teresa asked Cindy, peering at her friend. That got Cindy to take a breath and calm down a bit.
"I dunno." Cindy said dispiritedly. "I just see this guy in pain, then getting shit on by everyone."
"I appreciate what you're saying, and your feelings about it." I said. "But it's the cross we agreed to bear when we put these badges on our shirts. So... let's get to work putting criminals in prison, particularly the ones that killed Tim Burris...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're here." said Cindy at 10:00am. "Melissa Burris is in I-A, and Jeffery is in I-1. Both have their lawyers present."
"Okay." I said. "While we're talking to Melissa in I-A, have Jeffrey brought to I-B. Post extra guards as needed." Cindy left.
I went and got Joanne, Theo, Teddy and Jerome. Joanne was going to interrogate Melissa with me while the others watched in the anteroom.
Joanne and I went into I-A, where Tina Felton was waiting with her. As we sat down I said "Okay, Melissa, I am going to re-read you your rights." I did so from the card, then held the card up to the videocamera that was recording the interrogation.
"Melissa," I said, "did you volunteer for night shifts at the hotels you worked?"
"Sometimes." said Melissa. "It's quieter, easier."
"You weren't put on night shifts as punishment? For inferior work? Maybe for formal complaints against you based on racial issues?
"Trumped-up lies." said Melissa.
"Several times?" I asked. "Forcing you to move to new jobs pretty constantly and quickly?"
"Some people don't want to work when they're told to." Melissa said. "They use their race to get back at those of us who do try to work, and who ask them to actually earn their pay."
"Have you ever been a part of, or supported, groups dedicated to white supremacy?" I asked.
"No." said Melissa. "More crap made up by black employees trying to get ahead by gaming the system."
"So maybe you realize that if blacks riot and start looting, like they did in the Watts riots, you might need a prepper plan?"
"No, just Police willing to use their Government Guns to shoot the (blacks) dead." Melissa replied. Wow, I thought to myself. By the way, she didn't use the word 'blacks', there...
"I see." I said. "Okay, Melissa. No more games. No more lies. You knew about Tim's prepper shelter under the house, did you not?"
"No." said Melissa.
"Melissa," I said, "lying to Police is a Class D felony in this State, carrying up to ten years in prison. Now I think you are lying to me, and I think I can prove it to a jury."
"Do it, then." Melissa said. Tina leaned over and whispered something to her. Then Tina said "That is not an admission of guilt."
"Melissa, where were you on these dates?" I stated the various dates Tim's logs had shown him to be doing shelter tests.
"I don't remember." said Melissa.
"Come on, Melissa." I said. "You were in the shelter with Tim, weren't you?"
"If you think that, prove it."
"I will." I said. "You actually put into your divorce complaint that Tim did not provide you adequate sex. You were so pissed at him for not giving you sex that you put it in the divorce complaint! Amazing!"
"And the point is?" asked Tina Felton.
"The point is," I said, "that Tim would get so excited while doing prepper tests that that was the only time he was sexually aroused. Excuse the language, but he could not get it up any other time, which is why he had a Viagra prescription. But in that shelter, and especially with nothing else to do, he got hot and horny playing his little prepper/survival games. And since that was the only time you could get sex from your husband, Melissa, you were eager to go down there with him, so you could get him to make love to you."
Tina was in shock, but I'd seen in Melissa's eyes that I was very close to the truth, if not spot-on.
"And considering that Tim's shelter was poorly constructed and just about worthless as a real emergency shelter for more than a day or two, sex was truly the only reason you had to go down there with him."
"I've already made my statement concerning that." said Melissa, showing some brains for once. "If you think it's otherwise, you prove it."
"Oh, I will. And furthermore to this point, Melissa," I said, "we have some interesting data from the cellphone pings. Your cellphone disappeared from all cell towers in the Nation during those times Tim logged his shelter tests. That's because you forgot to leave it upstairs, and took it down there with you."
"Oh," I continued, "we have Jeffrey's statement that Tim completed his shelter about a year and a half ago, which corresponds to Tim's log entries. And you had not left your husband then. I just have trouble believing you didn't know about it... and so will a Jury."
Melissa said nothing, just shrugged her shoulders.
"Oh, one other thing." I said. "We're still going through Tim's logs. Do you think we're going to find entries that you went to the shelter with him?"
Tina leaned over and whispered something to Melissa, then said out loud to me: "If you have proof like that, get an arrest warrant and let's go to the hearing with it."
"Okay, I will. Stay here for now." I said. I got up and walked out, Joanne following.
"All right, let's go see Jeffrey again." I said. I went into Interrogation-B, finding Jeffrey with his attorney Bob Berry.
"All right, Jeffrey." I said. "Let's stop playing around. Melissa denies knowledge of Tim's shelter, she denies knowledge of his activities, she's all but putting it all on you. And you know what? You've admitted you knew about his shelter. You've admitted you were in there. You said you were an employee of the University Museum, but that's only a transient, part-time position. Your recent trip to Europe was not paid for by the University, and we will find out who did pay for it."



"More of your intimidation tactics, Troy." snarled Bob Berry.
"You think so?" I asked. "I won't be the Prosecutor asking these same questions in Court. I guess you'll say the A.D.A. is using 'intimidation tactics'? Men have been put to death for less than what we have on Jeffrey, here. Add to it your burning jealousy of Tim, who was married to and sleeping with the woman you had a huge crush on, Melissa."
"Oh come on." said Jeffrey. "I told you that was just a fling, for physical pleasure, nothing more."
"And I'm sure you want me to believe it." I said. "I don't. I think you are head-over-heels in love with Melissa, but even after she left Tim out of frustration, she was willing to get back with him... if he'd just take his Viagra and start banging her more often. It took her a long, long time to realize he just did not love her the way she loved him... and you killed him to make sure she never went back to him."
"That's bullshit." said Jeffrey, but his face looked very uncomfortable.
"Who gets the keys to your RV when you're convicted and sent to Jacksonville?" I asked. Jeffrey looked even more uncomfortable. Berry leaned over and whispered something to him.
"All right, that's enough." said Berry. "Interview over."
"It's over when I say it's over, Berry." I said. "Unless your client wants to invoke completely."
"Do that." Berry said to his client.
"I invoke my right to silence under the Fifth Amendment." said Burnham.
"Okay." I said. "Stay here just one second until I can get someone to escort you back to the booking area to get your personal items."
You know what my favorite trick is. When the door opened to escort Jeffrey Burnham out, the door next to his room also opened, and out popped Melissa Burris. She and Burnham looked at each other in shock. Then she was escorted to the front door, while Burnham was escorted into the booking area.
I was watching carefully. Melissa had turned and left without looking back at Burnham, but he was looking after Melissa as she left. When they were gone I turned... to find Cindy looking at me. She nodded her head, and I nodded back in acknowledgement.
Part 18 - Crackdown
A few minutes later, as I sat in my office talking with Cindy, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone came in. I had him sit down in a hot chair next to Cindy.
"You were right, Don." Muscone said. "You told us to monitor the cellphones over the weekend, and we did. And we got some metadata on chatter between Wallace Bedford, Conrad King, and some of the other Superior Bloodlines people. After your little visit, it got very interesting. We now have sixteen locations across the nation, including Florida, Los Angeles, the Jonas Oldeeds compound in Texas... and we also got increased chatter out of the Federal Facility just north of the State Line, north of Millwakee and the sanitarium."
"Were you able to get any actual information?" I asked.
"Not much." said Muscone. "The NSA collected the data for us, but these bad guys are pretty sharp, and have an extra layer of encryption. The NSA's best are working on cracking it, but it might take time."
"Good." I said. "But we're closing in on their locations. That's what we're going to need when it's time to strike. So, how's the Deputy Director doing?"
"Okay." said Jack. "We were going to have him do some traveling around to different places, but he was observed in L.A. So he flew back to Washington, D.C., then snuck out again and he's back in a safe 'undisclosed location'."
"There are still threats to him out there?"
"Bigger than ever." Jack said. "The chatter we got from your visit to Bedford? We knew where to look... the same places lit up when he was observed in L.A."
I nodded. "Where's Les Craig?" I asked.
"Keeping quiet." said Muscone. "He's in Washington right now." That caused my eyes to widen.
"If your boss could sneak out," I said, "so can Les Craig. I'd suggest confirming where he is."
"Not that easy to do." said Muscone. "He's on the same level I am. He's working with the NSA and CIA on some Superior Bloodlines connections coming from Europe. We can't keep tabs on him or babysit him; we'd get slapped back if and when he found out."
"If he's working with the NSA, he should look at Jeremy Burnham." I said. "Recently went to London and Paris. Came back to find his buddy Tim Burris missing, and we find Burris dead in his safe room."
"Are you being serious?" asked Jack.
"Actually, yes I am." I said. "I'd look at him... but you might have to wait in line until after we have tried him for murder."
"Ah, you think he murdered Tim?" asked Cindy.
"I'll put it this way." I said. "It was either 'him', or 'them', meaning him or him and Melissa. Either he did it alone, or she was in on it with him. Either way, he is not innocent at all. When he was taken to booking, he was actually hit with another warrant for suspicion of murder. He's sitting in a holding cell now."
"How will you be able to know it was either 'him' or 'them'?" Cindy asked.
"He's going to tell us himself." I said with a enigmatic smile. "He may not realize it, but he's going to tell us himself."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone took us to the Cop Bar, and it would be no great feat of deduction to determine that he hungrily consumed two double cheeseburgers. Cindy was having fish and chips, which were better here at the Cop Bar than at most places. I just had a Philly cheesesteak sandwich and fries.
"Who's guarding your boss?" I asked Jack.
"People we trust." said Muscone. "Mostly my team: Martin, Sandra, Lindy. But some younger Special Agents that have been working in the City office for a while, as well. And yes, I trust them and have vetted them in more ways than one."
"How are you getting to the Deputy Director's location?" I asked. "Are you sure you're not being followed?"
"We monitor for drones." said Jack. "We check for bugs on the cars we drive up there in. The cars are old, no 'Theft' lights or GPSs in them. We take routes and bogey vehicles to make sure we're not followed. I might add, Don, that your mother was consulted in ways to remain undetected."
"Oooh, then you consulted the very best." Cindy said. "Even the Iron Crowbar learns from his mother."
"Which never stops over one's lifetime." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we returned to Headquarters, Detective Parker met us in the hallway. "Sir, ma'am, Jeff Burnham's lawyer wants to talk to you. He wants to make a deal. Ms. Patterson is waiting in the Main Conference room.
Going into the Conference Room, we found the lovely Paulina Patterson talking with Deputy Chief Harlow. Della excused herself and left immediately upon our arrival.
"Hi Don." Paulina said. "Why don't you get me up to speed on this case. Berry is a real shit, and I don't want to even talk to him without getting your facts straight in my head."
"Sure." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Entering Interrogation-1, Paulina and I wordlessly sat down across from Jeffrey Burnham, dressed in a Prison Orange jumpsuit, and his lawyer Berry. I read Jeffrey his rights from the card yet another time.
"We want immunity, in exchange for my client's truthful statement and testimony." said Berry.
"You have got to be kidding." I said. "Seriously, in the words of John McEnroe: 'you cannot be serious.'."
"My client is ready to talk, but you have to give him something meaningful if you want him to give you Mr. Burris's killer." replied Berry.
"We have Mr. Burris's killer." I said. "Right here. At this table now. And I'm going to give ADA Patterson here a case so strong that she'll have no problem getting a conviction."
"Perhaps I should just talk with the ADA alone," said Berry, "and we can work this out."
Paulina gave a brief smile. "I have no reason to even talk to you, Berry. You have nothing to offer us. Nothing at all."
"We can offer the truth, and the real killer." said Berry. "You say it's my client here, but you may be wrong, Commander Troy. You should at least keep an open mind and evaluate all of the evidence that my client is willing to provide, in exchange for immunity or a good deal."
"Dr. Carl Sagan once said to keep an open mind, but not so much that your brains fall out." I replied. "And you know what I like most about myself, Mr. Berry? I know when I'm not wrong. And I am not wrong now. Your client murdered Tim Burris. I'm going to put him away; it's case closed, and I wash my hands of it and move on."
"Even if you let another murderer go free?" asked Berry. "At least hear a hypothetical, which my client will give if you restore his Fifth Amendment rights."
Paulina said "Commander, let's talk outside a moment." I agreed and we went into the anteroom... exactly per the script I'd given Paulina.
"So you want to hear what he has to say?" Paulina asked. "It gets dicey if we allow a hypothetical statement. If at the end you don't want to give him a deal, things get messy, and Berry knows that."
"What do you want to offer him as a deal, knowing full well we're not going to give it to him?" I countered.
"Twenty-five to life with possibility of parole." said Paulina.
We went back inside. Paulina made her offer: "We'll offer restoration of your client's Fifth Amendment rights unreservedly. We'll also offer, on a conditional basis, a sentence of twenty-five to life with possibility of parole if your client's hypothetical statement is proved true. However, I reserve the right to take back that sentence offer if we find his statement to be untrue in any way or if it is useless to us."
"Not good enough." said Berry.
"I need to talk to my attorney." said Burnham. Smart man, I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Twenty minutes elapsed, which gave me time to look at pictures of my daughter Tasha that her mother Paulina had brought me.
"She's getting so big." I said.
"She's starting to know who Carole and Jim and Ian and Ross are, too." said Paulina. "And she wants to see more of them." Now that was the kind of offer I wanted to hear from this beautiful A.D.A., I thought to myself.
When we were called back in, Berry's face was red. It was obvious that he did not want to do what Burnham did want to do. Berry said "My client will make his hypothetical statement in exchange for twenty years with possibility of parole."
"That wasn't our offer." said Paulina. "No go."
"Okay, I'll take your deal." said Burnham. Berry turned redder, but did not argue.
"He makes a statement; you ask no questions until he is done, by which time his right to silence is fully restored." said Berry.
"I'm listening." I said.
Burnham started: "It was all Melissa's idea. She didn't get the house during the divorce, so she wanted to kill him and make a claim on it and his money after he was dead. She said she talked to her divorce attorney, who said she could win that."
Burnham went on: "She knew a guy named Ferrell. I don't know how they knew each other, but she asked him what to do. She'd been in Tim's shelter, and told Ferrell all about it. He came up with the idea of switching out the tanks with pure carbon dioxide, so that when Tim next tested his shelter, the air would go bad and he'd die."
More Burnham: "Ferrell also said he could make the electricity go out, which might drive Tim into the shelter. So Melissa told me about the idea. I went along, thinking it would be cool to have that shelter. My RV won't protect us from the really serious shit like a nuclear bomb or a dirty bomb, but that shelter would."
"So while Tim was at a chess tournament in Texas, Melissa and I switched out the tanks, mislabeled them, and sabotaged the filtration system." continued Burnham. "I went to Europe on my University business, and when I came back, Tim still had not been found. So I called it in, and you guys found him. We didn't have time to make the claim on the house, though. And that's pretty much it."
The tension in the room grew as the silence grew more and more deafening. All eyes in the room and on the other side of the one-way glass were on me, and I felt every pair, it seemed. Then my back pain flared up, telling me to stop wasting time, and I spoke:
"Half and half." I said.
"What do you mean?" said Paulina.
"Fifty percent of that story was absolutely true." I said. "And fifty percent was a total work of fiction. The parts of your involvement, Mr. Burnham, were true. The parts of Melissa's involvement would give the 'fake news' Media cause to be proud."
I looked at Berry. "No deal, Berry. We're going for the death penalty."
"You son of a bitch!" snarled Berry. "You're reneging on the deal! We'll have the case thrown out------"
"Stop the theatrics!" I ordered. "You did not hear me earlier: I already have a case that will get your client the death penalty. His statement in no way mitigates that. We're going to trial."
"Why aren't you arresting Melissa Burris?" snarled Berry.
"She's not guilty." I replied. "And while it's hard to prove a negative, and she has lied, I'm going to help the ADA show the Jury that it was all Mr. Burnham, here."
I then turned to Burnham, who was looking very scared right now. "You can do one of two things, Mr. Burnham. You can confess, and maybe, just maybe, ADA Patterson will give you a twenty-five-to-life with possibility of parole deal, for not wasting her time. Or... we can proceed as we are now, go to trial, and you'll either get the syringe at Jacksonville, or be you'll be looking out its windows for the rest of your miserable life."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, Paulina came into my office. "It's done." she said.
"Good work." I said.
"Nothing compared to your work." said Paulina. "I still can't believe Melissa wasn't part of it. I was already doing paperwork to cut her a deal to throw Burnham under the bus. And she did lie to Police a number of times."
"Yes, she did." I said. "And I considered arresting her. But that would've created three problems: first, it would give Burnham's defense lawyers an opportunity to create reasonable doubt for their client; second, and connected to the first, it would cause people, especially my Detectives, to think she was at least partly guilty in all this; and third, after the hullabaloo created over that receptionist lying to Police, I know that it's not worth the hassle to deal with all that again."
"Wow, the Iron Crowbar is backing off." said Paulina. "I must admit I'm a bit shocked."
"What shocked me, and what I'm not backing off on," I said, "is what you said earlier about Tasha spending more time with her family."
"Yes." said Paulina. "After all this crap with my brother and his partners is done with, and after the FBI takes care of those white supremacy groups, I think we can work on our own interracial relations. Stand up."
I stood up, and Paulina sat down in my chair. Pulling me to her, she unzipped my pants and fished out my cock.
"Uhhh...." I groaned as she took my hardening cock into her warm, wet mouth and began fellating me with surprising intensity. And as soon as I was hard, I was going to put this woman on her back on my desk, and fuck her sexy A.D.A. brains out...
Part 19 - Solution
7:00pm, Monday, May 8th. I finished up my paperwork on the Tim Burris murder case, wrapped in a bow, moved it along, and clapped my hands as if to remove the dust of it.
"Okay, that's a done deal." I said to Cindy, who was sitting on the sofa typing on her laptop. "Now I can work on that Sharples code."
"Just between us and the crowbars, off the record," Cindy said, "do you think our Detectives could've solved that case without you?"
"Uhhh..." I said, then paused and thought about it. "I'm not trying to demean them," I finally said, "but I don't know if they'd have gotten to a good and full solution, or they might've gone after Melissa as well, which would've been bad for what I'm working on now."
Jeffrey Burnham had confessed completely. He had contacted Benny Brighton, who he knew, who'd brought in Ferrell. Ferrell and Brighton had helped him bring in the carbon dioxide tanks. Then, as I'd surmised before, Ferrell sabotaged the power station.
It would seem like a big thing to do that just to get one man to go into a prepper shelter to die, but I knew Ferrell had other reasons for sabotaging the station, and also that the murder of Tim Burris reached far deeper than Jeffrey Burnham's stated motive of jealousy.
"That's what bothers me." said Cindy. "Of course the last thing in the world I want to happen is to lose you for any reason, but if you decide to join the FBI or retire to Alaska, I'm going to have get these people in a state where they can solve the crimes. I've noticed they use you as a crutch, and they don't move with the purpose they need to, because they know, consciously or not, that you're right there to solve the case and save the day."
"I agree with your sentiments." I said. "But don't be too harsh on them. They're good people, they're good but young Detectives, and they'll get there. Maybe not to where I am, seeing as I inherited my mother's powers, but they'll get there."
Just then there was a knock on the door. Chief Moynahan came in.
"Captain," he said, "would you mind giving me a moment with the Commander?" Cindy took the hint and scooted out.
The Chief put a brown sack on my desk. It contained a bottle of bourbon for my 'medicinal' drawer. I got out two shot glasses, poured two shots, and we clinked glasses and downed our shots.
As he sat down in a hot chair, the Chief said "Your actions this morning... reminded me of when I was commanding a Battalion in the Army. I wanted to use some Field Ordering funds in a not-quite-proper way, according to the regulations. I would say that 'regulations are merely guidelines for the commander to follow'.
"Wellllll... the Field Ordering Officer, a Second Lieutenant, refused to do it. Said these 'guidelines' being violated would put him and me in jail." continued Moynahan. "He stood up to me. I had to admire his integrity and his nerve in doing that, and to be honest, he was right."
"This morning," Moynahan went on, "you stood right up to me. You didn't even flinch. You still could've handled that situation with that girl better than you did, but I had to admire the way you stood your ground when it was correct to do so."
"Thank you, sir." I said.
"Okay, let's go to the Cop Bar for the victory party." said the Chief.
"By the way," I said, somehow realizing it was relevant, "what happened to that Lieutenant?"
The Chief smiled. "He ran into another Lieutenant Colonel that did not appreciate integrity. He got a couple of bad OERs, not deserved, and resigned his commission as a Captain in disgust. But he earned a nickname in the Cavalry for not bowing to pressure: 'Coldiron'. "
"Ahhhhh...." I said.
"Yes, Wes Masters." said the Chief. "He never mentions his military career. Anyway, when he separated from the Army, I hired him into my Police unit in Midtown P.D. Then, when the corrupt assholes in MPD started coming after us, you hired him here. And I do happen to know... that he appreciates your integrity and willingness to stand up for your people..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Cop Bar had few Firemen and Policemen, but it did have Mr. Davis and some of his very old WW2 veteran friends sitting at a table, drinking. They called the Chief and me over.
"Celebrating V-E Day, gentlemen?" I asked. Today was the anniversary of the day Nazi Germany surrendered to the Allies in Europe in 1945.
"Yes we are, young man." said Mr. Davis. "I still remember that great day as if it were yesterday. You Army boys were too young for that, but have a drink with us anyway."



"Oh, I'll have to do better than that." I said. I ordered a round of shots for the Veterans at the table, and for me and the Chief, on my tab. We toasted the Allied victory, downed our shots (the veterans doing so as if they were drinking water), and then the Chief and I made our goodbyes and went into the back room. The Veterans continued to celebrate with liquid refreshments; they'd earned that right.
The MCD and Vice Detectives were there, except for Coldiron Masters. The group also included Sergeant Rudistan, Sr. Patrolman Morton, Sr. Patrolman Hicks, and Precinct Lieutenant Irwin. And no party would be complete without Chief Griswold, Teresa, Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman and little Pete Feeley, Callie Carrington, and to my surprise, D.A. Krasney and A.D.A. Paulina Patterson, who had brought Tasha. Of course I took possession of my daughter while we all ate, and Tasha smiled brightly at me as I talked with her.
Finally, spoon tapped glass in Cindy's hands. "I hate to break up the lovefest with the baby, Don, but we want to know the solution to the case."
I smiled and handed Tasha back to her mom, then started as the room got quiet.
"I will admit," I said, "that this case was trickier than I first realized. It might have been easy to go astray, to have 'reasonable doubts', or to falsely implicate Melissa."
"When we went to the house," I said, "there were several strange things about it. A lot of food built up and stored in the pantry suggested a prepper. The smallness of the back hallway suggested a space behind the bookcase in the study. One thing I do at a crime scene is get a mental idea of the dimensions of the rooms of the building we're in. There was clearly an unaccounted-for space. So before I even spoke to Jeffrey Burnham, I had the idea that Tim Burris was a prepper type."
"Jeffery Burnham not only made no effort to tell us Tim was a prepper," I said, "I suspected he knew of the safe room and the shelter below, and didn't say a word about it. So I'm already looking at him with deep suspicion before I'd left the premises after finding the safe room."
"We found the safe room, then the shelter below, and we almost lost Rudistan and Morton in the process." I said. Rudistan's grin was more wry than mischievous as he got some applause. "Fortunately, Captain Ross had concerns and we had the Fire Department people there to help us out. But it did show me how the murder was done: carbon dioxide gas. And we found out that the tanks were mislabeled, and the shelter's air filtration system was sabotaged."
I continued: "I want to add at this point that I think that shelter was an absolute joke. It could not have truly supported life in a hazardous environment for very long at all. That air filtration system was supposedly rated for an NBC (nuclear, biological, chemical) environment, but for only as long as the batteries or generator held out. The generator only had enough fuel for about 24 hours, and I know that because it's the same type as University Hospital's three such generators. And they have a refueling plan; Tim would have no such recourse."
"Add to it that the waste filtration and water recycling system was not very good, and anyone in that shelter was in for a miserable existence beyond about 72 hours. And I'm not telling you that idly. I'll come back to its importance later."
"So we found Mr. Burris's body, and he's been dead since early April." I said. "And when I pointed out the coincidental timing to the sabotage of the power station, I might have accidentally led some of you astray. In the end, it was true that Ferrell sabotaging the power station led to Tim going into his shelter, and to his death, but it might have distracted from the real issues of the case."
"I will add here that it was probably Ferrell and his cohorts that tore up the house." I went on. "They were looking for something, perhaps something related to Burris's parents and their deaths, or something else. Fortunately, I treated the damage to the house as just the piece of data it was, and did not let it cloud my thinking nor distract from the case. And I think we'll say no more about what Ferrell was looking for."
"Moving along" I said, "we had two main suspects: Melissa Burris and Jeffrey Burnham. And then we caught them together having sex, which added motive but also added a complication to the case. I now had to consider if Melissa was part of the problem along with Jeffrey. It was not easy: both of them were lying like dogs in the shade. Melissa claimed she didn't even know of the shelter, but that was so unlikely that I considered it to be inconceivable and untrue. And Jeffrey had lied about numerous things, including not knowing that Tim had traveled to chess tournaments as well as prepper and gun shows."
"Jeffrey was not very forthcoming about information," I said, "but he was even more evasive about Melissa. That suggested in the back of my mind that he was being more that just chivalrous when he was trying to protect her. And then we caught them together, and I allowed my mind to explore the possibility of murdering Tim for the sake of their relationship."
"So that left the question of separating the wheat from the chaff; that is, separating Melissa's actions and motives from Jeff's. Melissa lied about not knowing about the shelter, but she clearly had no idea nor interest in how it ran; she went down there with Tim to get sex from him, and they never stayed down there longer than overnight. But of course Jeffrey knew all about the shelter; he'd admitted Tim had taken him down there and 'shown him around'."
"Melissa also knew that she could make no claims on the house, and she knew that long before she left Tim." I said. "So every time Jeffrey brought that up, especially in his first attempt at a hypothetical confession, which really was hypothetical in every way possible, I knew he was lying."
"Now... could Melissa have manipulated Jeffrey into killing Tim for her?" I asked. "Of course, but for what purpose? What motive? She left Tim out of sexual frustration, and apparently Jeffrey wasn't any better in the sack. So I discounted money as the motive, as Melissa knew she was getting no money if Tim died."
"So while I never completely ruled out Melissa," I said, "I knew I needed a lot more to put her back on the front burner. I turned to the idea of Jeffrey. What motive would he have? Money? No. Jealousy? Ah, now we were getting somewhere. Even after their divorce, Melissa was going to Tim for sex. I know that because it's the only reason Tim would have Viagra, and I think he may have hoped Melissa would come back to him."
"So Jeffrey, who was in love with Melissa and wanted her for himself, decided to kill Tim. He approached Benny Brighton, who had gone to prepper meetings to recruit anti-Government white persons for his white supremacy militia, and Benny put Jeffrey in contact with Ferrell. Ferrell was already going to sabotage the power station, and may have suggested Jeffrey stay with Tim that day and coax Tim into the death chamber, but Ferrell likely did not know Jeffrey was going to sabotage the chamber. Jeffrey then closed the doors to the safe room and left the house, and Ferrell came in and trashed the place."
I then said: "Yes, that makes Ferrell the new 'Consultant of Crime', and I have no regrets about his career ending much more swiftly than Westboro's." Everyone laughed and cheered.
"How do you surmise all that?" asked Tanya. "Especially that Jeffrey left Tim in the safe room?"
"The doors to the safe room should've been bolted shut." I said. "That what Tim would've done when he started his 48 hour test. Yet I was able to get the doors open. Ergo, someone had been in the safe room portion, let Tim go into the chamber and seal it, then that someone left, closing the safe room doors from outside, which of course made him be unable to bolt them once he was outside. I surmise that was Jeffrey."
"So that would suggest that Ferrell didn't necessarily want Tim dead." Tanya said, a twinkle in her eyes.
"You are too good for your own good, Lady Ironside." I replied. "Okay, any questions?"
"The Braille?" asked Parker, which made Chief Griswold laugh.
"I'm still not past the Iron Crowbar seeing that." said the old Chief.
"That may have been what Ferrell was looking for when trashing the house." I said. "I still don't know what it means, so we'll keep on going. Any other questions?"
"I guess I don't see how you exonerated, or excused, Melissa so quickly, sir." said Joanne. "I try to not form theories before facts, but all the facts I see suggest she could have been in collusion with Jeffrey to murder Tim."
"Yes." I said. "You're right to a very large extent. But here are the counter-arguments: if Melissa wanted Tim dead to claim the house, is the elaborate scheme of the safe room, where Tim might stay missing for months, even years, a good way to kill him? We've arrested a few women in the past few years; their methods of killing have been far more efficient and obvious."
"And speaking of the 'elaborate scheme'," I added, "if you're wondering whey Jeffrey didn't try to kill Tim this way sooner... because he knew Melissa was going into the shelter with Tim, and of course he did not want to kill her. And if he kills Tim by more obvious means, Melissa would figure out he did it, which would hurt his chances of wooing her himself."
"Another thing was that Melissa cried when she was told Tim was dead." I went on. "Yes, it could've been faked, but the Officers interviewing her, whose judgement I trust, thought she'd have had to have been a fantastic actress to pretend to not know Tim was dead, and then to cry on command when she heard he was dead."
"And there was also the small test I ran, having them run into each other out of the Interrogation Rooms... a very successful test. I saw then that Jeffrey loved Melissa... but Melissa did not love Jeffrey, so sorry for Jeffrey. I believe my Captain of Detectives made that same observation."
"She sure did." said Cindy. "And felt the vibes, too."
"So..." I said, "I allowed Jeffrey's 'hypothetical', where he tried to put it on Melissa after realizing that she didn't love him, after all. And the things he attributed to her doing, I knew it was how he had gone about it, thus filling in a few small blanks."
"It all fits." Jack Muscone said. "Every clue was there. But it was the mind of the Iron Crowbar that took it all in and made sense of it."
Part 20 - Epilogue
Tuesday, May 9th, 6:00am. I knew this had to be done. The evening before, I'd asked Captain Teresa Croyle to come to my office at this hour. She showed up just a bit early.
"Let's have a seat on the sofa." I said. We sat down side by side. This sofa was not very good for a person with a bad back to sit on, but the pain reminded me that pain was a privilege to bear, and I had the regrettable duty of administering some pain myself.
"Thanks for coming in." I said as I turned the anti-bugging device on. "There is something that I need to tell you."
"Sure, sir." said Teresa, studying my face to glean what it could be.
"I recently found out," I said, "who was behind the theft of the liver meant for Amy. We still can't prove it, but this may be one of those we don't care to see in a Courtroom." I saw Teresa's face showing her own pain at the memories of Amy and the horrible act that destroyed the girl's chance at life.
"The man behind it was Wallace Bedford." I said. "His son was also critically ill, and still is. The liver was stolen for Bedford's son. But when it arrived, another and better match arrived from somewhere else, and that liver meant for Amy was used."
I looked Teresa square in the eyes as I said "The organ meant for Amy was discarded, just thrown away like a piece of trash. It was not used to save the boy's life."
Tears formed in Teresa's eyes as she absorbed what I was telling her. "Wallace Bedford is also a founding member of Superior Bloodlines. He brags of being the descendant of a founding member of the Ku Klux Klan. He believes a life like Amy's was worthless compared to his own and his son's." Now I was seeing anger behind the pain in Teresa's face.
"So, the balloon is going up, and soon." I said. "I am sure that when I ask you 'Would you like a shot at the title?', you know exactly what I am asking." Now Teresa's face was dead to all but Justice.
"Yes sir, I do." she replied. "And yes sir, I want that shot."
"You shall have it." I promised. "When the time is right, you shall have it..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
2:00am, Friday, May 12th.
The dream seemed very real. I was at the home of University President Wellman, and I was fucking Vicki Oldeeds from behind, thrusting into her with deep, brutal strokes. I was feeling the wetness of her violated vagina as I drove into Vicki again and again and again...
Then I realized it was more than a dream... it was a memory. I was reliving the moment where I had raped Vicki Oldeeds. (Author's note: Case of the Executed Evangelist, Ch. 04. Readers may want to re-read all of that story as well as 'A Case of Revenge'.) I was dreaming in the most explicit terms of how her cunt had felt as I had slammed into her, the wetness, and the heat, the feel of her hips as my hands gripped them. It seemed so real...
And then, in the blink of an eye, it all changed. I was in my bed at the Mountain Nest, the only light coming through the window, casting everything in an eerie, bluish hue. And when I looked down, feeling the magnificent ass pushing into my groin as I sank deep into her cuntal wetness... was Angela Harlan.
"Ohhhh, Commannndderrrrrrr..." Angela purred, looking over her right shoulder at me, her mane of black hair flowing down over her left shoulder. "Oh yes, that is so good! Fuck me, you bastard!"
I was gripping her hips, pulling her to me as I thrust hard into her, my body seemingly on autopilot, my hips and ass driving my throbbing hard meat into her until my balls slapped her labes.
"Fuck me like you always wanted to, you fucking stud!" Angela hissed. Then she said "You'll see the answer to the code when you come inside me..."
"You fucking bitch!" I heard myself gasp. "Take it, you bitch!" I was pounding away at the pussy in front of me, feeling my nut rise and a huge climax overtaking me. The bluish light turned gray.
Angela collapsed to the bed and was lying flat on her belly, and I'd followed her down, my cock still buried as far as I could get it into her cunt. As the thick wads of my semen violently spurted into her cunt, I heard her say "The photo... the photo..."
And then, I was awake. The room was dark, but in color now. Underneath me was my wife Laura. I had just filled her wonderful pussy with my huge load. We were both gasping. I kissed her temple above her right ear as she said. "God, darling, that was soooo good!"
I eased off of Laura and rolled onto my back, which hurt as I twisted my spine too fast. She eased herself up over me and kissed me on the mouth, which turned into a long, deep, tongue twining kiss.
"How's your back?" my wife asked.
"Seems okay, for the moment." I said, willing the pain to go away. That became unnecessary, however, as Laura positioned herself over me and took my half-hard, cum-slimy cock into her warm, wet mouth, fellating me as she cleaned up the frothy mess left by our coupled loins. Then I was shocked to feel my cock getting hard as she sucked it.
"Did you slip me a gray viagra?" I asked. Laura stopped sucking me and turned to look back at me.
"No, you took it yourself before we went to bed." she said. Now I remembered having done so... but it was too late. Laura was getting off the bed, and getting a kit to take blood from me. Once that was done, she expertly used her mouth to get me hard again, then straddled me and fit my cock into her cum-filled pussy. We began grinding into each other, 'bumping uglies' as we fucked passionately. I sucked my wife's tits, draining one of her udders of milk as she groaned in orgasm, twice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:30am, I woke up, as I usually did. As I sat up, I realized I was alone in my bed. As I got up, I saw that Laura was not in the bathroom, which was a good thing because I had to do my business.
After completing the three 'S's, I came back into the bedroom to find that Laura had not returned to the bedroom. I got dressed, then went out into the hallway and looked in Carole's room; she was sleeping peacefully, but Bowser was not in his basket. A check on little Jim found him sleeping, and Buddy looking up at me as I looked in.
I went downstairs and saw the light on in the little office space down the hall from the den. Looking in, I saw Laura at the desk, working on the computer. She was wearing a tight, form-fitting white tee-shirt and black short-shorts. Despite the tremendous climaxes I'd enjoyed a couple of hours before, I felt my loins stirring as I became aroused at the sight of my gorgeous wife.
"Hey, baby." I said, coming into the room. Bowser looked up at me from the far end of the room; he'd been keeping my wife company. "Everything okay?"
"I couldn't get back to sleep." Laura said. "So I came down to do some work. I told the CIA Director that I was going to start looking again into the death of our agent Mike from some time ago. Ever since we've found those links to the Oldeeds Group, and with you working on the Sharples code, I'm going to see what I can do to get Vicky Oldeeds for murdering Mike."
"I don't blame you a bit." I said. "Anything so far?"
"Casey B. Walker was hiding some information from me about it... hiding it from the whole Company, really." Laura said. "Jody Corrigan was covering up the murder, and I've finally gotten access to some of that information. Mike had found and documented some possible links to the child trafficking, but they're cold now."
"Even cold links can lead to warmer links." I said. "Okay, I perceive that someone has business to do: Bowser! do you need to go out?"
Bowser quickly got up and started walking out of the room and down the hallway towards the back door. Buddy was already at the back door, patiently waiting. As I took them outside to do their business, I wondered to myself just who had who fully trained, here..."
Part 2 - Wins and Losses
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 12th. "Channel Two News has learned that some Republicans in the State Legislature have joined Democrats in calling for an investigation of Governor Val Jared and his spending of your tax dollars on law enforcement activities cracking down on hardworking immigrant families!"
"State Representative Wilson Hammonds, Chairman of the powerful State House Ways & Means Committee, has said he has 'deep concerns' about Governor Jared's efforts to crack down on 'undocumented workers', worrying that the Governor's actions will cause minorities to blame all Republicans. Chairman Hammonds is calling for a State House Select Panel to investigate Governor Jared."
"State Representatives Johnny Purdue and our own representative, William C. 'Billy' Williams, issued a statement of condemnation of Chairman Hammonds, citing his actions were treason to the Republican Party, that there is no evidence at all of any wrongdoing by the Governor, and that the Governor is correctly following current law in arresting what they call 'Illegal Persons'. Many of their Republican colleagues openly condemned Mr. Purdue and Mr. Williams for their statement, saying that Republicans should be united behind Chairman Hammonds's message."
Bettina then said "And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for a big Sports announcement! Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the handsome young blonde man. "The Conference Spring Meetings got underway yesterday, and they've announced that sufficient arrangements have been made to allow Eastern State, in the town of Sparta in the State to our east, to play a full Conference football schedule. Eastern State's first game will be no easy task, as they will come here to play our top-ranked Bulldogs at University Memorial Stadium."
"Also," said Nick, "the idea of the Wildcats and Bulldogs playing at a neutral site has been tabled for the time being. With our stadium holding 93,000 people and the Wildcats home stadium holding 96,000 fans, there is no real financial incentive for the schools to consider playing at a neutral site, nor is there the tradition of Georgia playing Florida at Jacksonville or Oklahoma playing Texas at Dallas every year. The Conference was hoping to persuade the Schools to consider the neutral site, as it would bring in millions of dollars into the Conference's coffers, but at the expense of the two Schools themselves. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Nick!" said Bettina. "And finally, the Reverend Robert Patterson has announced a speaking tour for this summer and fall. There is considerable question of whether it will be under the auspices of the Oldeeds Ministries, which has been locked up in legal entanglements since the death of the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds at the Fairgrounds here in Town four years ago, one of the few cases Commander Donald Troy has been unable to solve..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, that will be so great, if the Reverend Patterson would come speak here!" squealed Joanne Warner as we listened and drank coffee in MCD. "He's such a great speaker, and his messages are always inspiring!"
Cindy beat me to the reply. "I seem to recall" said the Green Crowbar, "that the Reverend Patterson was supposed to show up at First Baptist Church last June 22d. He didn't show up, but 2000 people did... and they almost died."
"And thanks to the Green Crowbar, Sergeant Rudistan, and two little boys, they did not die." I replied.
"I am reminded of Chief Griswold's comment on 'modesty', Commander." Cindy loudly replied. "Particularly regarding your own involvement in saving their lives." She knew I'd pressed the button.
"Too bad the Wildcats and Bulldogs decided to keep it home-and-home." said Sergeant Rudistan, now a regular at our coffee klatches. "That's the toughest game of the year on the Police Force, even when it's an away game."
"Suck it up, Princess." I said. "We handle it as well as we handle the other home games."
"Micah," said Cindy, "it's going to be much easier this year. It's an away game, and the Bulldogs are going to mow the grass with the Wildcats' teeth this year."
Theo and I just looked at each other, then I said "That is some extreme confidence, Captain Ross. But I understand. I understand. And I'd say the Bulldogs have a better chance of beating the Wildcats than you do of winning the Police Boxing Matches. I've already told you: the red crowbar and Aikido will shut you down, and shut you up." I held up the mentioned crowbar as I spoke.
Howls and laughter erupted throughout the room as Cindy just stared and glared at me.
"We'll see about that." said Cindy. "You're not taking that red crowbar into the ring against me nor anyone else. The Chief would shut you down, and it would be... ugly." Okay, she was entitled to that much of a reply, I thought to myself, as more howls erupted through the room.
"Indeed I would have to shut the Iron Crowbar down if he did something as silly as getting into the ring with his back not fully re-COV-errrrred." said the Chief, coming into the room. "I prefer my Police Commanders walking upright and brilliantly solving cases. Relatively speaking, the Boxing Matches are a 'small' thing in comparison."
I wasn't sure that was true for some people, but I just let it go and refilled my coffee cup, and the Chief's.
"Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "when you are done extolling the Power of the Red Crowbar, please come to my office." Of course the red crowbar and I followed him to his office immediately.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Shortly after shift change at 8:00am, my assistant Helena buzzed me that I had visitors. I had her allow in Captain Ross and Lt. Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. I bade them to take seats in the hot chairs.
"I have good news and bad news, sir." said Coldiron as he handed me a slip of paper. It was his resignation from the Town & County Police Force, effective June 1st. This explained why he did not enter the Police Boxing Matches, fer sure.
I shook my head. "Well, well, well." I said, struggling to get out of my chair, my back screaming in protest. "Man leaves Midtown, we take him in, he's busting ass in Vice..." I said as I came around the desk. "And now he's walking away from us. The only thing I can say is... congratulations, Captain!" I extended my hand. "City I.A. needs you, for damn sure."
"How...? Did the Chief tell you?" Coldiron asked as he shook my hand. I nodded.
"Some time ago, in fact." I said. "And I won't admit that it was me that gave that excellent reference to the City Police Commissioner. It wasn't nearly as flowery as the Chief's commendation, though."
"Thank you, sir." said Coldiron. "Believe me, I would not be leaving if it weren't for this huge opportunity with them."
"Internal Affairs is where you need to be." I said. "And cleaning up the City Police is 'draining the swamp' like almost no other job outside Washington, D.C. If there's anything we can do to help, give us a call."
"I will, sir." said Coldiron.
"Any recommendations for your replacement?" asked Cindy as I went back behind my desk and picked up a box from its perch next to the matchstick Trojan Horse on the bookcase.
"I don't know, ma'am." said Masters. "Chris Purvis is a good Officer, but I don't know if he's ready to lead others. Grubby Paul is good in the field, but put him behind a desk?... Geiger? well, he's Geiger." We nodded; Geiger was okay, but nothing exceptional, and he had been all too willing to work with Captain Malone and Steven Ikea back in the day. Stains like that almost never leave.
"So maybe someone from outside." continued Coldiron. "Lt. Irwin from Precinct 1 has some experience in Vice."
"We'll consider that." I said. "Meanwhile, here's a parting gift from me in appreciation for your excellent work for me." I handed him the box.
He opened it to find a Tilley Hat, similar to mine but a slightly different style... with Airborne wings attached to the top. For the first time within my sight, 'Coldiron' Masters looked truly surprised.
"Yes." I said. "I know. And no matter what happened in the Army, you should always show pride at being a United States Paratrooper. And no matter what anyone says, I know you have the integrity to not only work in City I.A., but to work again with me and Captain Ross at any time."
Coldiron had never admitted he'd gone through Airborne School, like many young Army Officers do. And despite the injustices done to him and his military career, he exceeded the standard required to wear the Parachutist Badge with pride. I might be biased in my thoughts about that, of course.
"You're right, sir." he said, standing up and shaking my hand. "All the way and then some, sir."
"Airborne!" I replied. "Okay, you've got some vacation coming before your official last day of May 31st. Take it all, you've earned it. Captain Ross, pick this man's brain before he gets away from us."
"I will." said Cindy. I shook hands with Masters one more time, thanking him for his service, and dismissed him and Cindy.
As I sat down, I contemplated what we were going to do about Vice. But no matter what we did... Cindy Ross's job just got a lot harder.
Part 3 - Codes and Conspiracies
At 10:30am, I was working on the Sharples code, the blocks of letters in the epistle he'd sent me, which also were found in Braille in Tim Burris's safe room, when Cindy came in.
"So," I said as she sat down in a hot chair rather than on the sofa, "you put out an email about Coldiron leaving?"
"Yes." she said. "I was just going to tell Vice, but rumors were already starting up, so I just nipped all that in the bud and sent the email."
"Good." I said. "That was the right thing to do, and you were the right person to do it."
"Sir, what are we going to do to replace Coldiron?" Cindy asked. I sat back in my Command Chair, letting the lumbar support help the 'girdle' take pressure off my back.
"That is, of course, your immediate problem, Captain." I said with a half-grin. "What do you want to do about it?"
"I want to apologize for not being prepared for this." said Cindy. "I should've had a contingency plan. Having said that, I did spend the last half hour in consultation with the previous Vice Lieutenant." That was Teresa Croyle, of course.
"She said that while she was Vice Lieutenant," Cindy continued, "she was hoping someone would rise up and assert themselves, and show leadership. But Geiger was always a puppy dog, and apologies for the insult to Bowser and Buddy; Grubby Paul doesn't know what 'paperwork' means, much less is; he never gets his own paperwork done, so I have no hopes for him getting all of Vice's paperwork done." I nodded in emphatic understanding; it had once taken the Police Commander telling Detective Grubby Paul that he would not be getting paid until his paperwork was caught up to get him to do it.
Cindy went on: "Chris Purvis is pretty good with financial crimes, and might be considered as the next person to go to MCD. McGhillie is also getting up to speed on white-collar crimes, so that could free up Purvis. But the question is if Purvis is Lieutenant-grade? I'd say no; Teresa agrees. And neither McGhillie nor anyone else is anywhere near experienced enough."
Cindy continued. "Teresa did tell me that if you really want to consider Lt. Irwin, she'll let you talk to him and it'll be his choice. But she doesn't want to lose him, and I personally don't think he'll switch."
"Me neither." I said. "He took the Precinct Lieutenant position because she was becoming the Captain of Operations. He's very loyal to her, as are the Spec Ops people. Speaking of them, what about Charles, or Hewitt?"
"Hewitt has that negative action on his record." Cindy said. (Author's Note: 'Case of the Black Widow') "And I'd say Charles would be great... if he'd spent any amount of time in Vice. But he hasn't."
"So we may have to go outside to find a replacement?" I asked.
"I'd rather have someone from the inside," said Cindy, "but I would look at really good candidates from the outside. Obviously Molly can't work for me nor you, but maybe she knows some people that might be a good fit."
"Yeah, talk to her. And you can talk to the Chief directly about it instead of going through me." I said. "He might have some ideas, too."
"So if you knew Masters was leaving," Cindy said, "why didn't you tell me?"
"I didn't know, for sure, until the Chief told me this morning." I said. "The Chief told me some time ago that Wes was being considered for the City I.A. job, along with other people. They contacted Molly, but she politely turned them down flat."
"She told me that." said Cindy. "I should've realized they might talk to Coldiron, too."
"Coldiron has the integrity for the job." I said. "When they came to me for a reference, I gave the best one I could possibly give, and then embellished it some more. I thought they might come to you for a reference, but they if they did, I never heard about it."
"No, they didn't." said Cindy. "I wish they had; I could have started thinking about his replacement long before now." I knew that was a veiled and indirect criticism of me. I didn't say that I didn't tell Cindy because this was a 'teachable moment', and because now she would have to think fast and act fast... and probably get a better result in doing so. And besides... Cindy is going to complain that I don't tell her stuff, anyway. Might as well let it be true one time...



"Anyway..." Cindy said, looking at my desk, "what are you working on, if I may ask?"
"You may, and I am working on the Sharples code." I said, taking out the anti-bugging device and activating it. "I'm thinking of what the first key might be."
"First key?" asked Cindy.
"Yes." I said, then began lecturing: "In general, cryptography that is of use to the likes of you and me falls into one of two categories. The first is what I'll call the 'one time pad'. That's a code transposition key that is used only one time, ever. The U.S. Government does things like record sounds of the wind in the upper atmosphere, which are about as random and unreproducible as one can get, and they make their keys out of that. One-time pads are virtually uncrackable; one would have to have the key to decode it. Once all copies of the key are destroyed, that's that."
"The second category," I said, "is what PGP (pretty good privacy) and two-tier codes are based upon. I saw lectures of this, one a non-calculus-based briefing, and the other a deeper, calculus-based treatment. There are two layers of encryption. One is done by the 'public' key, which could literally be printed in the newspaper. The second key is the 'private' key, which both sender and receiver have to have. Both are required to decrypt the code fully. One other way to say it is that the public key 'locks' the box, and the private key is required to 'unlock' it."
"We know that Westboro and Julie Newton were using a form of this, as we captured an app from her cellphone." I continued. "It was a digital variation of the 'Porlock' method described in Conan Doyle's The Valley of Fear: a book and a page were used to transpose words into numbers. The application's book storage was the private key, which was transmitted as part of the code. Satellite dishes work similarly: The digital stream contains the ID of the devices that are allowed to decrypt the signal with the key all the receivers have. Stated another way: I could send you a message and Teresa that same message, but your private keys would be different even though the public key is the same."
"So you hope that Sharples used that method instead of the one-time pad method." Cindy said.
"Oh, I'm sure he did do that." I said. "Sharples wants me to decode this, but he didn't want Westboro or Newton to be able to do it if they somehow got wind of this, nor the Oldeeds people, who I suspect Sharples's information will throw under the bus. Ergo, there has to be some key that he knows -I- could find, but others couldn't so easily."
"Something Police-related." Cindy said.
"Except that Julie Newton was a Detective here, as well." I said. "Also remember that this code was in Tim Burris's safe room. I suspect his parents, at least his father, left it there. So either they gave the code to Sharples and he just re-transmitted it to me via that letter, or they both had it and left it where we the Police might find it, but even if others did find it, it would be of no value to them."
"One other thing I found out," I said, "Tim Burris's father Thomas was a doctor, and one reason he became a doctor was because his mother had been struck blind by an illness... maybe Rubella. That would explain the Braille... Dr. Burris would probably have known or been familiar with Braille if his mother was using it."
"Cool." said Cindy. "If you do figure it out, what do you think you're going to find? Sharples could not have left this anywhere where someone could accidentally find it."
"True." I said. "Let me go you one further. Put yourself in his position. You need to hide something where it can't be stumbled upon, but can sit safely, even while you are in prison or dead. You don't even want to trust a lawyer with it. What would you do?"
"Well," Cindy says, "that eliminates hiding anything in his house, which might be sold off and the contents discovered. Ditto that for any car he owns. He could leave things with a lawyer, but you just said to not consider that. So the only thing I can think of is a safe deposit box at a bank, or hidden here in the Headquarters somewhere. Maybe in the Evidence Rooms?"
"Someone could stumble on it here at Headquarters." I said. "Sharples couldn't seal things like you or I could. I like your idea of a safe deposit box."
"So this code will lead you to where the key to the box is." Cindy exclaimed, getting a bit excited.
"Except hiding a key has the same problem as hiding the information." I said.
"Damn! that's right. Maybe a car left in a parking garage?" Cindy asked.
"Except in this day and age of Islamist Terrorism, things like that are investigated. Ditto that for bus station lockers."
"Okay, I give up. What do you think?"
"Oh, you got it right." I said. "Safe deposit box. Lawyer makes sure the bank gets paid every year, and it sits there. Maybe the fees are paid out of a trust. Lawyer has client-attorney privilege, as well; he cannot be forced to give up the information."
"But... you just said about the key..." Cindy said.
"Ahhhhh." I said. "And that is what Sharples knew. We are Police Officers. And I am the Police Commander. If we show probable cause to get a warrant, we don't need the key... we can have the lock drilled!"
"Ohhhh... yeah, that's true." Cindy said. "But if Newton had figured it out..."
"That's just it." I said. "She could not get a warrant without Paulina or someone picking up the phone and calling me and saying 'Why is your Detective trying to get a warrant for a safe deposit box without you or the Chief signing off on it?'. And of course I was watching Newton like a hawk back in those days."
"Okay, here's another sticking point, if I may act as your foil on this." Cindy said.
"That's why we're talking about it; you help me clarify things." I replied.
"Glad to know I'm useful." she said acerbically. "Anyway, it's very doubtful Tim Burris or his father even knew Julie Newton. And Sharples likely didn't until he got here, which was more recent than when Tim's parents put that code in Braille in the safe room."
"True." I said. "That assumes it was Tim Burris's parents that put the code in the safe room, but let's just say it was them that did. So what happened?"
Cindy thought about it. Then she started meditating on it. Whatever works...
Finally, she opened her eyes and said "Try this on for size: the parents got something solid on the Oldeeds Organization. But in doing so, their cover was blown. So they opened the safe deposit box, put the info in it. Then they were killed."
"Why do you say that?" I asked.
"The Second National Bank was a Westboro stronghold, what with Mr. Harkins there until he went into hiding." Cindy replied. "And if Sharples went into the J.P. Goldman bank, you'd have heard about it in ten minutes flat."
"And the County Regional Bank? Or the one in Coltrane County? Or Nextdoor County?" I asked.
"Anything out of this County would've raised suspicion if Sharples had tried that." Cindy said. "County Regional might also say something to you, seeing as we busted the Silverfish there."
"I happen to agree with you." I said, "though it's a thin foundation. But go on, what's next?"
"Well, the parents were killed." said Cindy. "Then you gave Sharples the assignment to keep looking into the Oldeeds child trafficking situation. That safe room might not be the only place they left a code, and Sharples found it in another place. He may never have intended to turn over what he knew to you, keeping it as insurance. But once it was over for him, his lawyer sent you the note. Revenge, perhaps."
"Good." I said. "Excellent, even. Pretty parallel to what I'm thinking."
"What did I miss?" Cindy asked.
"Nothing." I said. "Nothing at all. I might add a few things that my fertile little imagination came up with. First, to my original premise: it has to be in my jurisdiction, so I can get the warrant as Police Commander. Yes, we have SBI and FBI credentials for when we need them, but I suspect Sharples did not want to go out of this jurisdiction, and like you said, it raises suspicions to open bank accounts or rent deposit boxes outside of one's home area."
"So," I continued, "that means a bank in the area. You were on the right track, but I'll go further and say Westboro would've known about Sharples renting a box at any bank in the County. Ergo, Sharples opened no bank accounts; ergo, it was the Burris parents that did, and probably before Sharples got here. Westboro probably would not have paid attention to a doctor and a political activist opening an account and renting a box, especially if they did so before they went into the Oldeeds Organization."
"So, we got to the same place by different routes." Cindy said. Not really, I thought to myself, but I moved on.
"You're trying to do in ten minutes what I've been thinking about for days on end." I said. "And you're doing pretty well. But we're in a good place: we're looking for information in a safe deposit box that Sharples knew existed but didn't know which box. He managed to find the Braille code, and possibly by getting to know the Burris's son, Tim. Tim tells Sharples about the Braille code, maybe shows it to him, Sharples translates the Braille and puts the code in a letter to be given to me when all hope for him to solve the case is done."
"So even if Tim Burris had not died," Cindy said, "you still have the code."
"Yes." I said. "But it helps to know that the Braille code was there. And that brings me to another point: who trashed the Burris house?"
Cindy thought a minute, and said "You said at the victory dinner it was likely Ferrell and Brighton."
"And maybe more associates of theirs." I replied. "What starts to make sense is motive for tearing the house apart, and also proves Ferrell's stupidity: they sabotage the power station to force Tim into the shelter. Tanya had it right when she said Ferrell wasn't looking for Tim to be dead; in fact, he probably wanted Tim to be alive, so Ferrell could torture out of Tim whatever he was looking for. He gets to the house, and Jeffrey is gone, and Ferrell couldn't find the safe room. So he tears up the house, looking for the keys to the code or the code itself, and I don't think he found it."
"All in all, Ferrell was trying to stop the information from being found, just as he tried to hinder our investigation of Jonas Oldeeds's shooting all those years ago." I said. "I think he somehow found out about this, and all of a sudden is trying to nip it in the bud. However, there's time enough to consider those things. Right now, the issue is decoding this."
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"The Dancing Men." said Cindy. "That was the Conan Doyle story where Sherlock Holmes solved the code."
"Yes, but we're going to need a lot more luck than Sherlock Holmes did." I replied.
"Have you talked to the FBI about this? Or have your wife talk to the CIA's crypto-analysts?"
"No, not yet." I replied. "I trust Jack Muscone and Lindy Linares and that team, but I don't want anyone else in the FBI knowing about this. And I definitely don't want the CIA to get a shot at this code before I give it a bit more effort."
"Okay, I gotta go do some work." Cindy said. As she was leaving, she turned back and said "By the way, the red crowbar that will defeat me again... has not been forged."
I lowered my voice to as deep as I could get it and replied "I find your lack of faith in the Force... disturrrrbing..."
Part 4 - Lessons In Leadership
Friday night, May 12th. The Cop Bar was busy. Cindy and Teresa were on the patio deck, and had a fire going in the big fire pot. It was actually a gas fire, but was 'just right' for this time of year and for this conversation.
"The Chief and the Commander knew Coldiron was up for this," said Cindy, taking a swig from her beer bottle, "and didn't say a word to me. And now, I've got a massive void on my hands, that I have to figure out how to fill."
"Let me ask you this." said Teresa. "If you had known three months ago, would anything have been any different?"
Well... yes!" Cindy said, sounding exasperated. "I'd have already been looking for a replacement for Masters. I'd have been talking to people, getting some candidates listed..."
"What I meant was," said Teresa, "is there anyone that was qualified then that is not qualified now? Would it not have been the same then as now, having the spot to fill and not knowing how to fill it?"
Cindy sighed. "Yeah, I guess. But that just goes to show I didn't plan ahead for this."
"No, it doesn't." said Teresa. "It's not being held against you. Look, we've known forever that we are an extremely young Police Force. I talk with my Precinct Captains and Precinct Lieutenants about this all the time. We're lucky we're getting some very bright people from the Police Academy, and that they want to come here before going to other places. But they're young."
"Yes, but we're talking about a Lieutenant position, actually two: I'm thinking we should fill the MCD Lieutenant slot, as well." Cindy replied. 
"That'll be the day." said Teresa. As Cindy looked at her in shock, she said: "The Commander has that situation exactly where he wants it. You in charge, and four very good Detectives that are lucky as hell to have three of the best trainers in the world looking over them: Chief Moynahan, Chief Griswold, and Commander Troy. That part is settled, so count it as a blessing."
"I do. Okay, what about Vice?" Cindy asked. "I have to delegate that. Even Don struggled to run both sections when he was first put over the Detectives after Captain Malone left. Don needed to delegate, and he did. But now you're promoted, and rightly so. So we've got a hole there, and my body can't fill it and MCD at the same time... and we don't have anyone with time-in-grade or experience."
"Yes we do." said Teresa. "And they'll show up. You know... I was thinking about Army Officers... they take frickin' kids out of West Point and ROTC units, twenty-two year old kids, and when they commission them, those kids, those Second Lieutenants, outrank 80% or so of the entire Army... they outrank all the Enlisted men, even Sergeants Major with 20 to 30 years of experience. That sounds almost crazy... but it works. They bring in good candidates to start with, train the hell out of them, then they get OJT."
"But they don't make those 22 year old kids Lieutenant Colonels, or Generals." Cindy said.
"What rank was George Custer? The 'Little Big Horn' guy?" Teresa asked.
"Uh... I'm not sure. He was a General, wasn't he?" Cindy said.
"He was brevetted a General in the Civil War." said Teresa. "But he was practically a kid. I think he was in his twenties. When the War was over, he returned to his original rank, of Army Captain. At Little Big Horn, he was a Lieutenant Colonel."
After a pause, Teresa said "I have heard word from time to time that there was deep resentment when Don went from Supervisor, to underage Lieutenant, then straight to Police Commander. We have Sergeants with years of time in grade, Lieutenants and Captains that have been here a while... yet Chief Griswold put Don ahead of all of them at barely over 30 years old. Now... not a soul says that was the wrong thing to do."
"But Don had military experience with the MPs." said Cindy.
"Still," said Teresa, "Don's a special case. The man has a gift from God to be able to solve cases that none of us would've had a prayer to solve. Because of Don, Westboro is dead instead of killing off all of us and ruling this County like Boss Hogg on that television program. And Don shows nothing but confidence and no fear when he leads people, and he's mostly right, though no one's perfect."
Teresa then craftily smiled as she said: "And then Don comes in and puts this young Canadian bitch in charge of all the Detectives, little girl barely 30 years old now. At least I have ALL those years of extra experience that you don't."
Cindy laughed, knowing Teresa was teasing her. "Yeah, right. And your father, love him or hate him, was a great military leader, and now rightfully has the Medal of Honor for it. You inherited that ability, and you lead Police Officers like he did soldiers. And you're not exactly over the hill like Briscoe and Briggs are. You inherited some of what you've got, just as Don inherited his powers from his mom. Me? I dunno what I've inherited... except a mess in my Vice branch."
"You inherited a hell of a lot from your father." Teresa replied. "Strong with the Force you are. Use it, Luke. Anyway, you'll find the right people for the right jobs, and it'll all work out. So don't stress on it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm telling ya, it's just not right."
Press Relations Captain 'Brick' Briscoe and Precinct Captain Holsom 'Hal' Briggs were in the back of the back room of the Cop Bar, which had been opened to handle the overflow crowd. Senior Officers tended to go back there while the younger Officers and Firefighters stayed in the front room. Briggs had consumed plenty of beer and a few shots as well, and his tongue was loose.
He expanded on his statement: "I've been in the Town Police Force over 25 years, and I still haven't made full Captain."
"I've been here almost as long." said Briscoe. "And the only way I made it was to take this Press Relations job, which sucks like you won't believe."
"And now I've got 'Teresa Cunt' as my boss." drawled Briggs. "Full Captain, and not even 36 years old yet, like the old rules said someone had to be. And she puts Irwin, who is just a fucking kid, in as Precinct Lieutenant. And I'm sure he's snitching to her on anything I do."
"And Ross..." said Briscoe. "She's now Captain of Detectives, once the most prestigious position on the Police Force. Malone's position. Griswold's position before they forced him to become Chief. Then Griswold puts Troy in there while a Lieutenant... and underaged at the time, as well. Then they promote Troy to the vacant Commander spot."
"And he would be Police Chief now, if he'd wanted it." said Briggs.
"Well, I can understand." said Briscoe. "Commander Troy, you just look at him and you know he's got what it takes. His eyes just look at me, or anyone else, and I just know he's not missing a thing."
"He should've been an Army Officer in World War 2." said Briggs.
"Maybe he was." said Briscoe. "General Patton believed in reincarnation, believed he'd been in every big war over time. Maybe Troy's reincarnated, too."
"I don't believe in that stuff." said Briggs. "But Troy, I can understand. Ross... she's a great martial artist, but she's overmatched for the job she is in. If it weren't for Troy, she'd be floundering."
"We're going to find out." said Briscoe. "She's losing Masters in Vice. Captain Malone, he knew how to run Vice, control it and the people in it. Ross? Harrumph."
"Mind if I join you?"
The men looked up to see Deputy Chief Della Harlow, who had asked the question.
"Sure." said Briggs, his speech slurring slightly, "but all ranks are off at our table."
"Sure." said Della. She sat down and the waitress brought another pitcher of beer. Briggs reached out to pour, but Della stopped him before he spilled the pitcher, and poured herself. Briggs drank heavily from his mug.
"What's got you two so heavy into the philosophy of beer?" Della asked.
"We were talking about these young kids in high positions." said Briscoe. "Now you don't count, ma'am: you earned your place trudging in Accounting all those years. But Holloway already a Lieutenant? Ross and Croyle Captains?"
"And me sitting here not a Captain yet." said Briggs.
"Why haven't you retired, Hal?" asked Della. "Get your pension, go make a lot more money somewhere else?" She did not mention that that is what the Commander and Chief were waiting for; Briggs had no future and would never make Captain in the TCPD while they were in their positions over him. He was considered to be 'low energy'... just nice words for 'too lazy'.



"I dunno." said Briggs. "I've always been a cop. It's what I know. It's all I know..."
"We were just talking about the Detective branch, ma'am." said Briscoe, not risking anything in continuing to use protocol when addressing his boss, Della Harlow. "Lieutenant Masters is leaving. Rumor is that he's going to Internal Affairs with the City Police."
"Yes, that's what I heard." Della said. "Getting promoted to Captain to go there. He wouldn't make Captain here for a long time."
"Yes, with someone as young as Ross already there." said Briggs. Della could see what the issue was. She turned the conversation to her advantage.
"She's in over her head." Della said. "Don Troy solves all the tough cases; he's pretty much a one-man MCD and all his Detectives do is gather data for him. If he were gone, Ross could never handle it. Warner and Davis are showing some promise, but they're young."
"And 'Teresa Cunt' was running Vice," said Briggs, his offensive word shocking Della though she did not show it, "then that young Commander put her over us in that Operations slot. Sheesh, children leading children, leading older, more experienced people... like Army Captains and Lieutenants leading experienced Sergeants..."
"At least Croyle had worked under Malone, and learned from him." said Briscoe. "Now there was a good Police Captain! Too bad he let his racial thoughts become known."
Della saw her opening: "Commander Troy is not much different."
"Ma'am?" asked Briscoe, surprised. "Commander Troy's no racist. He's got black Detectives in MCD, and word has it that black ADA's child was fathered by him."
"But he lets that racist Parker stay in MCD." replied Della. "Troy has stated some views that are racist against undocumented workers, and he's definitely a misogynist. Malinda Adams hates his guts; she's been opposing his advancement in the Force for years now. If Ross wasn't his blood kin, and Croyle engaged to his nephew, they would be nowhere now; he didn't promote them because they were women. And Susan Weston had to run to Public Health before he ran her out on a rail." the last part was an outright lie; Della didn't care.
"So guys," Della said, "just be patient. Let me know anything Troy and Croyle are up to. Then you'll get the promotions you deserve..."
Part 5 - Weekend Workouts
Saturday, May 13th. The Police Boxing Matches were in full swing. It was the Round of 64, and we had a lot of boxing to get in. The next week was the double rounds, when the boxers would go Friday May 19th and then again on Sunday May 21st, leaving the 'Elite Eight'. Then the next weekend would pare down to 4 then to 2... then the Finals and the Consolation Matches.
There was one extra rule: one did not even enter the gymnasium without a football helmet or other head protection on one's head. Some Officers wore their uniform helmets or riot gear helmets, which I was okay with on this occasion. Others wore football helmets. Crowbars or billy sticks would sometimes fly farther than one might realize, and awareness was key to staying unhurt.
It was clear that there were seven serious contenders for the trophy: Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, Joanne Warner, Roy McGhillie, Micah Rudistan, Hugh Hewitt, and Sergeant Charles. Everyone else was just slogging along with basic Police tactics, or getting their asses whipped. And I was nonplussed that that included the SpecOps people...
Part 6 - Mail Call
"Congratulations." I said as Cindy entered my office after cleaning up after winning her match.
"Thanks." said Cindy. "Sergeant DeLong is pretty good with standard Police defensive tactics, but he's no martial artist. And I don't want to sound like I'm bitching, but some of these people should not be trying to do this. I'm worried I'm going to hurt someone in the early rounds."
"I hear you." I said. "The Chief said something to that effect, as well. We're going to float the idea of an 'A' and 'B' pool next year. Should cut down on the double match weekends, too."
"Good idea." said Cindy. "Anything new on the Sharples code?"
"Not yet." I said. "I went off on a tangent, trying to think of where Sharples could hide a keycode where I might find it, but almost no one else would."
"I was thinking of that, too." said Cindy. "I looked under all the drawers of his old desk, to see if he taped something down, but there was nothing. There's a box of stuff he left behind after he was canned, but there's nothing in there, either."
"I know; I looked through that, too." I said. "I also looked, under the guise of a snap inspection of the Evidence Rooms, at every piece of evidence that Sharples logged into there or was logged to have examined. And there's nothing."
Just then, there was a knock on the door. "Mail call, sir." said the Duty Desk Patrolman. "This letter was addressed to you, and it was flagged. First, because the return address doesn't exist on the map; and second, because the envelope appears empty. The Post Office and Crime Lab both have examined it and irradiated it."
"O-kay. Thanks." I said, taking the long envelope. The address was to the Police Department, ATTN: Commander D. Troy. A note on the back said "personal for Commander Troy" in child-like block letters. The Return Address was 1013 Riverside Drive. I held the envelope to the window; sure enough, it was empty, and I saw no writing on the inside.
"No, there's no '1013' on this street." Cindy said.
"Wait a minute." I said as I looked to my right, where the framed badges of Pete Feeley and Tanya Perlman were hanging. "Look." I said, and Cindy did.
The number '1013' was the now-permanently-retired badge number of the late Officer Peter M. Feeley.
"Oh my God." Cindy whispered. "What can that mean?"
Suddenly, I was back in the night, when I'd been 'fucking' Angela... and hearing her words about 'the photo'. And it hit me like a freight train roaring out of the High Sierras.
"I think it's the answer." I said, getting out of my chair. "Let's go to the lobby."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As one enters Police Headquarters through the front door, there is an immediate hallway along the outer wall to the left; this goes to the Press Briefing Room. The Duty Desk window is straight ahead, and to the left along its wall is the hallway that leads to Interrogation Rooms A-C.
Going to the right along the Duty Desk Window wall is a steel door that is locked; it goes to the booking and holding cell areas. To the right of that door is a door to the waiting room, and the window on the other end looks out over the front lawn; the waiting room is to the right of the entrance lobby as one enters the lobby by the front door.
On the left wall, in the space between the corridors, are framed photographs of the Police Leadership. At the top is Sheriff Daniel Allgood's official photograph. Below it to the left is Fire Chief Quinlin, and to the right is the Public Health Officer. In the middle is Chief Moynahan. Below him are (at left) me, the Police Commander, and (at right) Deputy Chief Harlow. Below us are our total of six Captain slots: Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, and the I.A. Chief, Lt. Goodwin, are below my photo; Lt. (B) Holloway, Cpt. Briscoe, and Cpt. Aaron (Physical Properties) are below Della's picture.
On the other side, on the wall shared with the waiting room, is a wall of great reverence: all the Police Officers and Firefighters and EMTs who died in the line of duty are on that wall. A small table with a vase of carnations is below them, the flowers meticulously kept up by our Rookies. Fortunately, there were only eight total photos going back a century and a half.
The newest photo, at the bottom right hand corner, was Officer Peter M. Feeley's photograph. Cindy and I came up to it.
"You'd think Sharples would hide it behind your photo." said Cindy.
"Well, our pictures can change." I said. "They changed mine to reflect the second Medal of Valor, which was after Sharples was arrested." Cindy looked back at the other wall, and could see the oak leaf cluster on my MOV in the photo as I said "So if he'd put it there, it might have been found, or lost. But the photos of the LOD deaths... don't change."
The Duty Desk Sergeant and Patrolman were watching as I reverently took the photo of Pete Feeley off the wall. Turning it over, I slid the cardboard backing out of the frame. Attached to it was a folded piece of paper!
Taking the paper off, I restored Pete's photo to its rightful and honored place. Then Cindy and I headed back to my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy watched eagerly as I unfolded the paper. It read:
AE049/ .[,A;B /C[D
Underneath was scrawled "Right to tight; left is loose."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Making Headway
Back in my office, Cindy watched eagerly as I unfolded the paper. It read:
AE049/ .[,A;B /C[D
Underneath was scrawled "Right to tight; left is loose."
"Groups of six instead of five." I said as I looked at the blocks of this new code. "That's suggestive, in its own right."
"Right to tight, left is loose." said Cindy. "That's an old Girl Scout Handbook tip... screws and nuts on bolts are turned right to tighten them, and left to loosen them. Maybe we've got to find something secured by screws or bolts. "
"Or maybe Sharples just has a screw loose himself." I replied. Cindy laughed out loud.
"Well, no doubt about that!" Cindy replied. "Any ideas?"
"I need to study it some more." was all I said. Cindy left me to it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home, two outstanding dogs came down the hallway to greet me. I surmised that Laura was in the small room, working on the computer.
Looking in, I saw her at the console. "I'll take the dogs out," I said. "then make us some drinks. What do you want?"
"Gin and tonic." Laura replied, not looking up. I deduced she was heavily into something; she only drank gin during times she was concentrating hard.
I went and made Scotch and Amaretto and took it with me outside. As the dogs did their business, I looked over the lights of the Town, seeing a train coming out of the western horizon. I contemplated the Sharples code as I sipped my drink.
The dogs did not take long; they had their charges inside to take care of. They bounded upstairs to where the sleeping children were as I fixed another drink for me and one for Laura, then took them in to where she was."
"Any luck?" I asked sitting down in the second chair that was against the far wall.
"Yes, I think so." Laura said. "I've been able to put together a lot of stuff you and your people found out, connecting Westboro to Oldeeds. Then I started correlating to anything the FBI has from the Superior Bloodlines case, and worked in the international stuff from Wargrave, as well as... other operations overseas."
"My darling sister." I said. Laura's eyes cut sideways at me, as if I'd just caught her feeding Bowser her string beans.
"My sister has been lighting up France and England with her smuggling operations." I said. "And now she has guns flowing into Israel and to the Jewish people in Europe. They won't let the Muslims massacre them without a hard fight."
"You seem to know a lot about it, Darling." Laura said. "But you're right. Since we lost our contact inside her organization------"
"Again, thanks to me." I said, thinking of Paul Claisson from Tanya's Hyatt Hotel case. (Author's note: 'Lady Ironside'.)
"You are so lucky to be married to me, Darling." Laura said, and I could tell she was less than pleased about my interference with the CIAs mole in my sister's operations.
"Yes I am." I said. "Especially when I see the wonderful children you gave me. Anyway, you found something?..."
"Yes." Laura said. "In all of that, a couple of things came out. First, a possible pipeline between the Oldeeds Group and South America. Maybe drugs, maybe human trafficking. Curious thing is, it's two-way. We've never seen them ship people down there before. I've contacted our people in Los Angeles about that."
"Cool beans." I said. "What else?"
"Maybe, just maybe," said Laura, "a connection to Superior Bloodlines."
"Ah." I said. "This mysterious 'Paulsen' person?"
Laura was staring at me. "I swear to God... okay, how did you know?" I was not sure if that was anger or wonder in her voice.
"Just a few small ideas I've had running through my head." I said. "We know Ferrell had some early ties to Oldeeds, and then he came along to vanquish Tim Burris over this more recent stuff. We also think Ferrell was involved in the Eugenics situation, and therefore possibly tied in to this new rogue cell. This 'Paulsen' may also be a tie-in to that cell, so maybe he directed Ferrell to kill Burris."
"Your small ideas seem to work better than most people's big ideas." said Laura. "Yes, we've had some intercepted phone calls from Vicki Oldeeds, where she said that this 'Paulsen' was going to handle something for her. But we don't know what that something was."
Part 8 - Slots and Promotions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redhead reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, May 15th, from in front of Police Headquarters. "Channel Two News has learned that Commander Troy's Detective Division has become a nightmare of absent leadership, as the TCPD's Vice Squad Lieutenant, Wes Masters, is leaving today!"
A very full MCD room listened in silence as Bettina continued: "Sources tell Channel Two News that Lieutenant Masters was hired away by the City Police, possibly in a Special Operations or Internal Affairs role. However, this creates a huge void in the TCPD that Commander Troy is struggling to fill. The Police have declined to comment on who might be under consideration for either Vice Lieutenant or MCD Lieutenant."
"And in State news," continued Bettina, "the pressure on Governor Val Jared continues to mount as allegations of improper spending continue to be investigated. Police Forces throughout the State are being urged by activist groups to resist Val Jared's crackdown on immigrant families, insisting that only the Federal Government can deal with undocumented workers. Roll tape."
Katherine Woodburn was shown making a speech. She was not yelling, but still was clear in her hatred of Val Jared as she said "The corruption at the highest levels of State Government continue, as Val Jared uses Police Forces as Nazi Stormtroopers to illegally crack down on undocumented workers and separate them from their families! Children are being torn out of their mothers' arms, husbands and wives separated from each other, without the least bit of regard for their legal rights, as Val Jared heartlessly persecutes them!"
Katherine continued: "I call upon Val Jared to resign, and to do so immediately. His continued presence in the Governor's Office is not in the best interest of this State. His re-election was a mistake, and that mistake must be corrected before more immigrant families are ripped apart!" Woodburn received a standing ovation from the very partisan crowd to which she was speaking.
Back to Bettina, who said "And Civil Rights groups are calling for Val Jared to resign or be impeached, accusing him of being a 'racist Republican', after Governor Jared repeated his earlier assertion that illegal immigrants take jobs away from black citizens, and that that is what the Democrats want to see happen. State Senator Maxine Watts, a cousin of our Judge Rodney K. Watts, had this to say. Roll tape."
State Senator Watts was the representative the 'Badlands' District of the City, though she actually lived in one of the City's richest neighborhoods. She was an older black woman, and she wore a ridiculously huge wig. She was a virulent, spite-filled racist against Whites, having called for all white persons to pay reparations to blacks for slavery in the past. More recently, she gained notoriety for calling for all white women to be forced to be made sterile, so that the white race would be diluted. No joke; she actually called for that, but the Media said nothing, and suppressed any comments that were negative to her.
"Governor Jared is the worst racist to hold a Governor's chair since David Duke of the Ku Klux Klan!" Watts shouted, not minding that David Duke had lost that gubernatorial race to a convicted felon; she knew the Media would never challenge the lie. "Governor Jared needs to be impeached for his crimes against humanity, then thrown in prison for the rest of his life!"
Back to Bettina: "Republicans are not being hasty to defend Governor Jared. State Representative Wilson Hammonds said this. Roll tape."
Hammonds came on the TV screen, saying "No, there's no evidence yet, but the seriousness of the charge requires us to fully investigate the allegations that Governor Jared has misused his office and State tax dollars to support what may be an illegal crackdown on migrant workers, who are our friends, not our enemies------"
*CLICK!*
"I've heard enough of that shit." I said as a number of people applauded my action of turning off the television set. A line formed at the coffeepots as people began chatting about Masters and the open Vice Lieutenant slot.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Classroom 'J' was filled with Detectives, some Uniformed Sergeants, and some Captains and Lieutenants from the Precincts. Only Della Harlow was not present amongst the top leadership.
"Ladies and Gentlemen," I announced from the doorway, "the County Sheriff and the Police Chief!" Everyone rose to their feet as Sheriff Allgood and Chief Moynahan came in.
"Carry on!" said Chief Moynahan. "Take your seats, please!" As everyone sat down, the Chief and Sheriff made their way to the front, with me behind them.
"Okay, Commander," said the Chief. "Start us off."
"Yes sir." I said. I took the podium. "Everyone, as you know, Lieutenant Masters is leaving us. Let's keep this somewhat quiet, but he's going to the City Police to be one of their top Internal Affairs people. This is a great opportunity for him; even so, I'm sorry to be losing him."
The Vice Detectives already knew, but they still groaned upon hearing it reaffirmed that their Lieutenant was leaving.
"I'm sure all of you, and especially you guys in Vice, want to know what we are going to do to fill Lt. Masters's slot. Captain Ross, would you come up and address that, please?"
Cindy came up to the podium and I sat down next to Chief Moynahan. "For now," she started, "we are not going to immediately fill the Vice or MCD Lieutenant slots. But we will be filling both of them eventually. The Commander and I, and I'm sure the Chief, too, will be evaluating all of you for your leadership qualities and potential to fill the role of leaders of these sections."
Cindy then smiled as she said "Lt. Irwin, I'm sorry to say that you are not under consideration. Your Captain of Operations has threatened that what I am going to do to her in the Police Boxing Matches will more than be reciprocated if I try to take you away from her." There was laughter in the room, though Teresa did not share in it. And Lt. Irwin had already contacted Cindy and myself and said he wanted to remain where he was.
"So," said Cindy, "if you are interested in the jobs, see me and we'll get your applications in the hopper for consideration. I'll be inviting the entire Police Force to apply, so see me quickly to get in front of the line. That's all I have. Commander?"
"I'll take it from here." said the Chief. He and the Sheriff got up and went to the podium. "Lt. Masters, would you please come up here?"
As Masters came up, the Chief said "The guy couldn't let us know before May 1st, so we'll have to do this here and now. Attention, please." Everyone stood up as the Chief read the citation, as Sheriff Allgood pinned a Police Medal on Masters's uniform shirt in appreciation for his service to the TCPD.
Everyone applauded, then the Chief gave Masters the podium.
"I just have a few thank-yous to give out." said Coldiron. "First, I want to thank the Vice Squad. It's been an honor and a lot of fun leading you guys these past few months. I would like to thank Captain Croyle for all her help and guidance and advice while I've been in Vice. I would like to ask Captain Croyle to extend to all the Uniformed Officers my thanks to them for their excellence while I was leading them."
"I really appreciate all the help Captain Ross has give me, and for taking a lot of the arrows that should have come my way." There was some laughter at that, then Coldiron said "I want to thank Commander Troy, for his patience and for teaching me more than I could've learned about being a Detective anywhere else."
"But most of all," said Coldiron, the first hint of emotion entering his voice, "I want to thank Chief Moynahan. He's taken care of me since before we were in the Midtown Police together. I know how some of you feel about Chief Griswold; well, that's how I feel about Chief Moynahan, and I'm grateful to have served under you, sir."
Chief Moynahan got up. "You're gonna make an old man cry, son." he said. He and Coldiron exchanged a hug that was more of a son and father than of two Police Officers. Applause started up and went on for a good minute; it is possible that I started it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vice had a party for Coldiron, complete with gag gifts. Just before noon, he turned in his gun and his badge at the Duty Desk, leaving for his vacation.
"Ah, we got here just in time." said FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, coming in. He and Special Agent Martin Nash wished Coldiron well and told him to contact them if there was anything they could help him with. He thanked them.
As they got to my office, Cindy came in and said "Can I borrow Special Agent Nash for a moment?"
"Uh, sure." said Muscone. Nash went with Cindy to her office while Jack sat down in a hot chair in front of my desk."
"How's your back?" asked Muscone.
"Truly not bad at all." I said. "I'm doing some good exercises and simple martial arts forms to strengthen it, I'm getting in some swimming for cardio that doesn't hurt it too much, and I take aspirin if it starts bothering me."
"I'm amazed at your capacity to handle the pain." said Muscone. "Tanya's been there, and she's even more amazed. We think you're a masochist at heart." I laughed out loud.
"I have to be, to do this job." I said. "So, what's up?"
"Well, I don't have to be the Iron Crowbar to figure out that Cindy came and got Martin to talk to him about coming back to the TCPD." said Muscone.
"I don't have to be the Iron Crowbar either, to figure that out." I said. "How do you feel about that?"
"It's totally up to Martin." said Muscone. "He was born to be an FBI agent, but I think he liked it here when he was working with you guys. I'd hate to lose him, but if he wants to come back, I wouldn't stand in his way. I can tell you who would give her eyeteeth to come back, though."
"And I'd give mine to have Tanya back." I said, allowing my sadness to show on my face. "I talked to the Chief about it, too. But it's going to be a 'no go' from the Council. Even Edward Steele and John Colby aren't with us on that."
Muscone nodded sadly. "Well, I came over to let you know what we're doing. The Deputy Director is still safe, but is very bored and is chafing over not being able to do much. Dana Fox is in Los Angeles, working with the LAPD's Major Crimes unit. By the way, your name is now as revered with the LAPD as it is with us here. You impressed the hell out of them when you visited."
"And they impressed me." I said "Of course, Claire Michaels out there has been my big supporter."
"Well, it helps," said Muscone, "because they're more leery of the FBI than you are. But they're working with us on destroying the 'Polar Bears' and their backers out there. And we now have a new line to look at: Texas."
"What happened there?" I asked nonchalantly.
"Don't even pretend you don't know." said Muscone, calling my bluff. "Your wife found financial lines to a pipeline between the Oldeeds People and Superior Bloodlines."
"Yes, she told me she'd found something, but no real details. What can you add?" I asked.
"Dana Fox, Clark Webster, and the LAPD have been working on some cases of missing girls out there." said Jack. "As you know, modeling agencies are a dime-a-dozen out there, and some are not legit. They snare girls into prostitution, and on some occasions they kidnap girls for sex slave rings, or worse."
Jack continued: "Well, we got a bit of a break on one of these. Looked like a decent, legit setup. We had a girl, Maria Gonzalez, fifteen years old. Her sister Carla is eighteen. They went to the agency. Maria was waiting in the lobby for Carla, who was being interviewed and screen-tested in the back areas. There were a couple of other people waiting for their friends or relatives, as well."
"The cell phones lost reception while there." Jack said. "Maria was playing a game and it went out on her. After a while, she realized it was three hours since Carla and the other girls had gone back there. She went to the reception desk, but there was no one there."
"Maria is a pretty resourceful girl, so even though the door to the back was locked, she got a chair and climbed in through the receptionist's window. Going into the back, she found the whole place was totally empty, except for the visitors waiting in the lobby. Completely gone. All the girls's purses and cellphones were on a table in a back room. No signs of any struggles, and the people up front never heard a scream, shout, nor anything to suggest trouble. But Carla and the other girls were gone."
"So LAPD Major Crimes and the FBI were called in immediately." said Jack. "Webster and Fox both called me, and we started looking into that Agency. Then Laura called me, and said to check out the bank this agency was working with. It was called the California Workers State Bank. But more importantly: we found it was a front for WorldBankTrust in North Carolina."
"Ahhhhh." I said.
"Yes." said Muscone. "And that bank was just a conduit; Laura was able to find that a bank in Texas owned by Perry Richards, called 'DFW Regional Banks' was paying the money that went to that modeling agency. Cause and effect, same amount of money to the penny, no effort to hide it. Then Laura gave us a further link to Lawrence Kendrick, People's Bank of New York. He's Wallace Bedford's marked card in the New England region. Superior Bloodlines all the way."
After giving me that, Jack looked at me and said "What my boss wants me to ask you is: why is Superior Bloodlines working with the Oldeeds people now? They, meaning the Oldeeds people, have been virtually dormant since Jonas was murdered at the Fairgrounds, and since you took down Westboro."
"Tell you what." I said. "Let's call Laura, and let's all have lunch together..."
Part 9 - Coordination
One does not ask Dr. Laura Fredricson to have lunch at the Cop Bar. So the five of us, me, Jack, Martin, Cindy, and Laura, had lunch at the Cattleman's Club. I had the lunch ribeye. Laura, being a Texas-born-and-bred woman, also had a steak, and she thoroughly enjoyed it. Cindy had the steak Caesar salad, and Jack, not getting his double cheeseburger, opted for that, as well. Martin tried the Chef's Special meatloaf, which had a good reputation, and French Onion soup. Martin had a stomach of steel, I concluded to myself.
Afterwards, we went to the Federal Building, and into the plexiglass cube inside the FBI's secret offices.
"So," I said, "the question is why the Oldeeds Group has suddenly popped up and is in cahoots with Superior bloodlines after being dormant so long. My correlation of all the facts is this, and allow me to start from the beginning."
I started: "We know that the Oldeeds Ministries were in strong alliance with Pastor Raymond Westboro. After Jonas Oldeeds was waxed at the Fairgrounds, Westboro's plans to use the Oldeeds Group as his syndicate died with Jonas, to a point. The Reverend Robert Patterson and Vicki Oldeeds began fighting over control of the Ministries, and the battle has raged in Court. While they wait, he's basically been on tour while she controls their church and auditorium in the Houston, Texas area. At any rate, everyone had to wait to see who won that battle, or if they settled, to see what use they'd be to Westboro."



"But some things happened. First, CIA Agent Mike had penetrated Vicki's group, as well as Vicki herself, but I digress. Mike was somehow found out, and he was murdered in Midtown. Since then, Vicki has had to lay low, as the FBI has been trying to take her down, and the CIA has been wanting to terminate her with extreme prejudice, racial pun not intended." Laura's face was a mask of stone as I discussed Mike.
I continued: "Robert Patterson thought he could use this opportunity to wrest the Oldeeds Ministries away from Vicki and into his own hands, and Westboro was trying to help make that happen. But Robert allowed himself to be used to draw 2000 people into First Baptist Church last summer, then didn't show up as bombs were discovered in the Church. And Westboro made a fatal trip with Troy Family Airlines on that same day. So Patterson has also had to lay low for a while."
I said "Ergo, I believe Raymond Westboro always had plans to use both the Oldeeds Group and Superior Bloodlines's financial connections to create his own national Syndicate, one so big and powerful that even Government could not oppose him. Fortunately, local cops on the beat did oppose him, and defeated him."
"With Westboro gone, Superior Bloodlines, which never did want to be controlled by the Consultant of Crime, continued their own schemes. They are not really just one unit. Some, led by Mittens Baker, want to destroy blacks and other minorities. Others, led by the figure we now know as 'Mr. C.', wanted a superior race forged by eugenics and breeding of allegedly superior genes, to rule over those he considers inferior. Last is a group that is not so much bent on destruction, but stopping what they see as overly favorable treatment of blacks and minorities and reverse-discrimination against whites. But all-in-all, the goal has been generally the same."
"So now," I said, "we come around the Monopoly board back to 'Go'. The Superior Bloodlines people are ready to begin their operations, as are Black Militants, who are ready to start their own schemes. So the Superior Bloodlines people come to the Oldeeds people and start cutting deals without the middle man, Westboro, controlling both sides."
"Why?" asked Muscone. "Why bother with them?"
"Desperation, I would guess." I said. "We've taken out Mitt Baker. We know so much about WorldBankTrust and City & Counties Bank and Perry Richards and Kendrick and Boxman, that they know we can crack down on them at will. So they almost have to go to an established, existing net to get around the FBI."
"Which side of the Oldeeds Group are they working with?" asked Martin Nash.
"Vicki." I said. "She and Jonas were the racists, especially her. Patterson just wants the Oldeeds Empire and the money; Vicky wants it all... the money, the trafficking pipelines, selling kids into sexual slavery, killing blacks and helping the white race become supreme."
"Evil Woman." said Cindy.
"And then some." said Laura.
"Fortunately," I said, "we got a break. I'm working on the Sharples code, which may get us something we can use against the Oldeeds Group, and maybe their tie-ins with Superior Bloodlines. We solve that, we may be on our way to putting some big fish into big jail ponds."
"Well," said Muscone, "at this time I have to tell you something. My boss is not impressed with the Sharples code. He thinks it's a distraction, a diversion, or won't help take down Superior Bloodlines. He fears time spent on that takes away from time spent on Superior Bloodlines, giving them time to accomplish their goals."
I looked Jack square in the eye and said "Tell him... Commander Troy says he is dead wrong about that."
Laura said "Darling, are you telling me that Vicki is the point of contact for the other groups? And if she is eliminated, Patterson won't deal with them?"
"Not saying that." I said. "If she were gone and he got control of it all, he might still cut a deal with them. His deal is more likely one to just sell out for big wads of money, then he goes and lives on a Caribbean island for the rest of his life, whereas she would take an active role rallying the white people to come against the Black Militants as they begin their bloodshed moves."
"What do I tell my boss?" asked Muscone. "What's next?"
"Keep on keepin' on." I said. "We're close, we're taking them down now. They've lost huge assets: Jeff Fuqua, Dick Ferrell, Mitt Baker, John Barclay, and on and on. Mr. C. has lost assets, he has to be feeling the pain. There's only a few left: Conrad King, Wallace Bedford, Perry Richards, Boxman, Kendrick, Mr. C., and of course this 'Paulsen' guy. We rip him, and their whole House of Cards falls apart..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Just so you know," said Cindy as we sat down in my office after getting back to Headquarters, "I talked to Martin about coming back here. I gave him the choice of MCD Lieutenant or Vice Lieutenant if he comes back."
"What did he say?" I asked.
"He said he needed to get past this Superior Bloodlines thing, but after that he'll think about it." Cindy replied. "I told him not to wait too long, and he said he'd let me know for sure by July 4th."
"Good." I said. "Think he'll take it? Come back?"
"Just between us, as I'm breaking a confidence here," Cindy said, "but he told me that after he helps his uncle finish the Superior Bloodlines case and his uncle retires, he's not sure he wants to stay in an FBI that is increasingly politicized and being used to protect certain 'special' persons. So, he has a choice to make... like I did."
"You didn't think we were becoming politicized, did you?" I asked.
"No." Cindy said. "I only considered it because it was my childhood dream. But enough about that. I get the feeling that the Deputy Director does not like you working on this Sharples code. Now why is that?"
"He sincerely does believe that it won't advance his case against Superior Bloodlines." I said. "And what he doesn't realize is that it will help. Let me ask you: what do you think we're going to find when we solve the code?"
"I like your confidence in saying 'when' we will solve the code." Cindy said. "And I think I asked you before what we might find, so no fair turning it around on me."
"Okay, okay." I said. "And to answer: I seem to recall that the Sheriff obtained some photographs of Raymond Westboro in flagrante delicto with Oldeeds's merchandise, is that not right?"
"That is true." said Cindy.
"So, maybe what the Burrises found, and what Sharples found, is similar evidence, with financial links from Westboro to Oldeeds, paying for his sexual atrocities." I said. "I think that's what it is going to be, and will be links to the whole Oldeeds child trafficking network."
"And now," I continued, "we have these kidnappings in LA. Instead of children being brought in, it looks like they're being exported now. That may also be a link we can find, and maybe stop the whole thing, if we can crack the code."
"So you were saying you thought Vicki was the bad one?" Cindy asked.
"Well," I said, "I was not trying to exonerate Patterson. It's not a case of 'either-or', but a case of who is the lesser of two evils. They're both bad, but Vicki is worse. How she can tolerate, much less celebrate child trafficking for sexual slavery purposes, I dunno."
Part 10 - Dinners and Drinks
"Darling," Laura said, "Nick Eastwood called and asked me out for a drink. Any reason I should not tell him 'yes'?"
"Not that I can think of." I said. "Who's babysitting the kids?"
"That's the issue." said Laura. "Your mom is not available, so I asked Callie to babysit. Carole and Bowser both like her, so it should be good."
"Jim will like that, too." I said. "What about Buddy?"
"Buddy is the most laid back dog I know." Laura said. "And he does what Bowser tells him to do." I laughed out loud, and for several seconds.
"Sounds very good." I said. "So what is Mom up to?"
"Oh..." said Laura. "Well, I think she has a date, too. And I think he's... quite a bit younger than her."
"My mom, the Town & County Hot Cougar." I said. "Okay, you have fun. I'll see what I can find to do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Doing anything tonight?" I asked Cindy.
"Nope." Cindy said. "Callie is babysitting your kids. I was going to stay with her and them."
"Why don't you and I take Chief Griswold and his wife out to dinner?" I said.
"Yeah, that's a good idea." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What a lovely place!" said Mrs. Griswold. We were at the Luigi's overlooking the River. Yes, I pulled strings to get us a reservation and an outside table with a good view. "And it was so nice of you to ask me to come as well as Antonio."
"I wanted the whole family to get together tonight. So of course you both had to come." I said, which greatly pleased both Chief and Mrs. Griswold.
"Well, you both are looking wonderful!" said Mrs. Griswold. "Especially you, Don. No one would even realize you just had back surgery."
"He's the Iron Crowbar, dear. He has an iron spine." said Chief Griswold. "Physically, as well as courageously."
"He certainly does. And you, Cindy," said Mrs. Griswold, "you are looking so much happier these days. What's your secret?"
"I guess it's the Police Boxing Matches finally having started." Cindy said, not mentioning the real reason. Mrs. Griswold might not understand a lesbian relationship with a porno queen.
"Well, Mrs. Myrtle L. James was just telling me the other day how happy she is to see you at the Ladies Auxiliary meetings, and I so agree." said Mrs. Griswold. "I do wish we could get other young women to join, and be active in the community."
"Might be a blessing in disguise, dear." said Chief Griswold, glancing over at me. I raised my eyebrows slightly, knowing the Chief was thinking about some politically incorrect things about the young militant feminists of today. Fortunately, his lasagna dish and my pizza arrived just at that time.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nice place." said Laura as she stood on the balcony of the top floor condo of Tower Condos, next to University Hotel. The view was to the north, overlooking the University Campus and the eastern part of Town. To her right, she could see the Mountain Nest up ahead, and The Cabin high above to her right. "How did you manage to get it?"
"Thanks." said blonde stud Nick Eastwood as they sipped their wine. "I got that big payout on the insurance when I was injured and couldn't go into the NFL. So that, some family money, and some... shall we say... leftover help from University boosters when I was injured, helped me buy it."
"Wonderful." Laura said. "A young stud like you should have a place like this, to entertain young women."
"And beautiful young women, such as you." said Nick as they stood very close together.
They had gone out to the Cattleman's Club and had drinks at a quiet table in the barroom. Being Monday, it was not very crowded at all. They talked of nothing of significance while in the public location, and soon Nick was inviting Laura to his condo apartment.
They went back inside and sat down on the sofa, Nick sitting very close to Laura, his left hip touching her right hip. Laura crossed her magnificent legs towards him, an open invitation for him to go for it.
"So," Laura said, "why did you call me? Besides for making love, of course."
Nick smiled brilliantly in reply to her smile, then said "Well, there is a business reason. Can we be deep background?"
"Off the record." Laura said. "Especially when I get your huge cock into me." Her hand massaged Nick's groin through his pants; Laura was wantonly going for it.
"Well," said Nick, "we're hearing some things in the news room. There are rumors of Hispanics and Blacks laying plans to riot all over the State."
"Any specifics?" Laura asked, knowing Nick was sharing this information more than asking.
"Only that the City is the biggest target." said Nick as Laura nuzzled his neck. "But our Town might be high up on their list."
"For when?"
"What Bettina and Tim Sioban of KSB found out," said Nick, "was that it's going to coincide with Jasmine Nix releasing her album about police brutality. Anything you can add to that?"
"Not really." Laura said, lying like a dog in the shade. "I did hear something about groups orchestrating and planning potentially violent demonstrations against the Governor."
"Mmmmf!" Nick gasped as Laura's hand slid into his unzipped trousers and gripped his hardening cock. "Yes, that's true."
"And," said Laura, taking Nick's cock out of his pants. She wrapped her long fingers around it and stroked it to throbbing hardness, her exquisite hand sliding up and down his length. "Bettina and others are helping planning that, aren't they?" she asked, trying to catch Nick off guard.
"This is definitely off the record." said Nick. "I've heard that John Hardwood, Diane Williams, and Bettina are on the inside on that; they're going to get first word of what happens. Whether they're actually taking part in the planning, I don't know."
Laura eased herself down onto Nick's thighs, and slid her lips down the young stud's long, thick cockshaft. After sucking him for a moment, she took her lips away from him and said "Are the attacks on the Governor related to what they want to do with Jasmine Nix's plans?" She resumed sucking Nick.
"Ohhhhhh..." Nick groaned. "Damn, that's good..." As Laura's head bobbed along his abs over his groin, he said "I'm not sure... look, I'll tell you this, but it's in total confidence..."
"Of course." said Laura, between deep, long sucks.
"Bettina has been going out with a guy." confessed Nick. "Someone said he's an FBI Agent. Bettina left her tape recorder on, maybe by accident or maybe not. But she recorded this guy talking about a press campaign against your husband, Commander Troy. He wanted Bettina to trash the Police and Commander Troy personally, and she's been doing that."
"Why my husband?" Laura asked as her hand firmly stroked Nick's meat.
"I figured because he supported Governor Jared in the election." said Nick. "You have no idea how deeply the Media hates Jared for winning when he wasn't supposed to, for winning when they, the Media, had told the People of the State to not vote for Jared."
"But Bettina wasn't that bad right after the election." said Laura. "So was it this guy she was dating that had her ramp it up?"
"Maybe..." Nick said as he felt his nuts being tightened by the effect of Laura's hot mouth...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, I was sipping a Scotch and Amaretto drink as the Chief nursed a bourbon and water. Mrs. Griswold had found one of Cindy's few 'hot buttons', and had the platinum blonde talking about her days in the 'Miss Physical America' competitions.
"Crowbar," the Chief said quietly, "I do need to talk to you, or more importantly listen to you, about some things going on in Midtown."
"Police or politics?" I asked.
"Politics." said the Chief. "The Police down there are getting better. Soltis has some people he can trust in I.A., and they're beginning to crack down on internal corruption. Britt Maxwell is helping him with State assets for the higher ranking Police Officers, such as the dirty Captains who have been hindering him."
"Good." I said. "So what's up?"
Chief Griswold adjusted in his chair, then said "First, the Governor has not mis-spent nor illegally spent one dime of money. All of that is just made up by a viciously dishonest Media that deeply hates Val for actually winning the Governor's race. It's the voters they truly hate, but they're taking it out on him, and they're just making up anything they want to in order to get at him."
"Hmmf," I said, "is that why Bettina is doing the same to me, these days?"
"I don't know, Crowbar." said Griswold. "That seems to be another, separate agenda, there. But here's the problem: They caught a low-level official trying to create a ledger of money spent on cracking down on illegal persons. He's under arrest now, but it's clear how far the Media is going to go to get at Jared."
"And now Wilson Hammonds, a Republican, is coming in on the side of the Democrats." continued Griswold. "He's one of those you call the 'Establishment Elitists'. I call them the 'Uniparty Establishment'. The Establishment Republicans are scared shitless of their own shadow as it is, but they get really cowardly when they think someone is offending minorities, especially Hispanics. So we're starting to see an alarming number of them backing away from supporting Val Jared. Add to it that so-called 'activists' are going to Town Hall meetings and intimidating these Republicans, and sometimes becoming near-violent in the process, and it's getting bad."
"Chief..." I said, "except for the threats of violence, that's nothing new."
"True." said the Chief. "And that's where I'm going with this. Britt Maxwell's people in the SBI Ethics Office are getting wind of organized riots being ginned up. Large numbers of Hispanics, many in gangs like NS-14, are being recruited to simultaneously riot in all the bigger cities and towns of the State. What's scarier is that there is some evidence of contacts with the Media to be at just the right place at just the right time, and to give the protesters a voice before they continue on with their plans to destroy as much property as possible."
"I'll alert my Captain of Operations to get our people ready to meet those riots with maximum force." I replied.
"Oh, you'll be ready." said the Chief. "But what will matter is that the Media attacks on Jared, to blame him for it all, are already being planned out. So, Crowbar, if you were the Governor of the State, what would you do? And don't say 'resign'; Val might take you seriously and do just that. He didn't really want to run again, and he's not handling the pressure all that well, I'm afraid. And if he resigns, the Lt. Governor might call the Legislature back into special session to repeal the SBI law they just passed."
"Geez." I said, mostly to myself. After a moment of thought, I said "There really is no stopping the dishonesty of the Media. They double down every time they're called out, every time they're caught making up stories."
"Probably true." said Griswold. "But what can the Governor do, especially about the Legislators?"
"Call them out." I said. "Accuse them of treachery, of working for, not just with but for the Democrats. And use Social Media; don't rely on the Mainstream Media. If Jared does not do that, then he deserves to lose the People's support. I'll also suggest what you either already have, or would anyway. Tell the Governor to 'do the right thing'. I'm not sure why that's so hard for anyone to do, but politicians seem inherently unable to do it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and Nick were lying in his bed in a 'spoon' position, her back and ass pressed into his chest and abs. The young stud had fucked her with deep, powerful strokes, a sheer physical demonstration of the power of their lust for each other. Finally, unable to hold it back, Nick had come inside Laura, blasting his seed into her spasming depths.
Now, as they lay in post-coital bliss, Nick said "So... anything you can give me? Besides that great piece of ass?" Laura laughed at the brazen offensiveness of Nick's words; she'd done the same to him in the past, and it was one of their 'little things'.
"I think..." Laura said, pretending to think, "that you and KXTC should watch Senator Katherine Woodburn very closely. Everything coming out against Governor Jared seems to connect back to her. And maybe... there's even more there. Yes, Senator Woodburn is where a juicy news story lies for you."



"Cool." said Nick, as he began nuzzling Laura's neck. "So... Bettina's getting angry because your husband won't give her interviews or return her calls anymore. Why's he being like that?"
He instantly knew it was a mistake to have asked that, as he felt Laura tense up. She turned over and looked at him.
"Are you kidding?" she asked. "Have you heard the things she's said about my husband in her morning reports? Have you not heard her insinuations that my husband has done wrong, and her attacks on the entire Police Force? Not to mention the things she's said that were factually false, and then trying to scare people by talking about nerve agents after the FBI asked her to not talk about that? which was badly irresponsible reporting. And she wonders why he won't give her the time of day after all she's said and done to harm him as much as possible?"
"Really?" asked Nick, stunned. "She's never lied; she's never said anything factually false. And the People have a right to know about dangers like the nerve agents that were brought into here. That's no reason for your husband to stop talking to her------"
He stopped talking as Laura got out of bed. Without looking back, she went to the main room and got dressed, then left without another word.
And for the first time, Nick Eastwood had to ponder that perhaps not everyone considered the Press to be an honest Institution working on the People's behalf...
Part 11 - Breakdown
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 16th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council will discuss the issue of Police Leadership in their regularly scheduled meeting tonight!"
"Sources tell Channel Two News that several Council Members are very worried about what appears to be a total breakdown in the Vice and Major Crimes divisions of the Town & County Police Force." Bettina said, smiling and enjoying every word of her report. "One Council Member described the Police Force as 'rudderless', while another Member said the Police Department is unable to execute its mission of protecting the Public."
Bettina went on: "Sources also tell Channel Two News that several members of the County are beginning to question Commander Donald Troy often being 'on loan' to the SBI or FBI in a consulting capacity, saying that he is neglecting his duties right here in our Town and County. State Senator Katherine Woodburn, who is strongly opposed to the SBI Reserve program, has also complained in her speeches that Commander Troy is leaving the TCPD 'helpless' when he leaves the County to work for the FBI or SBI."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, folks," I said as we watched, "your esteemed State Senator Woodburn just insulted you in front of everyone. Now I know different, but she just told everyone that you are unable to do your jobs without me present."
"Don't fall for the trap, Commander." said Cindy. "Don't start talking politics."
"There's another trap in that, also." said Teresa Croyle. "She wants you to resent Commander Troy for being good and succeeding. You guys are good, and you can get the job done with or without him. Even so, we're lucky to have Commander Troy to make us even better, no matter how good we are."
"Well, stated, Captain. You are absolutely corrrr-ect." said Chief Moynahan, coming into the room. "And so are you, Captain Ross. Let's not let the filthy Media demoralize us. Meanwhile, Commander Troy, I need to see you in my office."
After I left with the Chief, Cindy said "What else pisses me off is that Bettina is trying to tell people that we can't handle crime in this County. She's all but inviting criminals to come in and start trouble."
"Fine with me.," said Teresa loudly. "We'll just redirect their suppositions with some solid arrests, and Bettina can sit and spin..." Everyone smiled and nodded at her confident message.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, once we were seated in his office, "what Bettina reported was halfway true: several Council Members are definitely raising the issue of your dual- or triple-role with the TCPD as well as the SBI and FBI. It's going to come up tonight, and you need to be ready to answer their questions."
"Oh, I will be." I said acidly. "But why are they suddenly bringing this up now?"
"You're the one that nothing gets by." said the Chief. "So you tell me."
I thought about it. "Must be Katherine Woodburn getting Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes to gin it up with the Council."
"Give that man a crowbar." said the Chief. "I will add that Senator Woodburn has been haranguing the Sheriff and myself over it."
"For how long, sir?" I asked.
"Couple of weeks now." said the Chief. "Since about the time you started solving that Safe Room case."
I nodded. "And now the Council, or certain elements of it, are trying to prevent me from working with the FBI to finish off this Superior Bloodlines case."
"Do they even know about all that?" asked the Chief.
"Katherine Woodburn does." I said. "Thomas P. Cook might know some of it, if Katherine told him or if he's keeping his eyes and ears open. But it's also an SBI thing: Katherine knows I can make the Governor's plans for the SBI come true, and she is hell-bent on stopping that."
"I don't understand why." said the Chief. "I know she's heard more than a few earfuls about how bad the SBI is and how much they interfere with local LEOs doing our jobs. I don't understand any of them opposing an overwhelming consensus of advice."
"Political power, sir." I said. "She's a globalist, and she wants power to come from the top down. Devolution of power to the lowest levels is kryptonite to her and her ilk. She wants to use her political power to control others, and devolving police power out of the SBI's hands absolutely stymies her."
"And it's also the politics of personal destruction." I said. "She hates every person that voted for Val Jared with a passion. She wants to flog those people that dared to vote for a man of the People rather than the Globalist Elites, and if she can't do that literally, she'll try to do it by screwing over Governor Jared."
"Last of all, sir," I said, "she doesn't want me to succeed. And that's because she has dealings with the people we're going after, as does Thomas P. Cook. And I think she knows that this is absolutely the worst time for the Council to be bringing up my dual roles... just as we're about to take down two corrupt, violent groups just as they are beginning to implement their plans to bring chaos and destruction."
"I agreeeeee." said the Chief. "So, if the Council insists you drop the dual roles, what will you do then?"
I looked Chief Moynahan hard in the eyes to underscore my words as I said "I'll have a decision to make... won't I?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15am, Tuesday, May 16th. Senior Managing Editor Bettina Wurtzburg was called into the office of Burt West, whose title was Associate Publisher and Editor-in-Chief. He answered to the owner of KXTC, Todd Burke of BOW Enterprises. Also in the office was Sports Reporter Nick Eastwood.
"Before we talk, watch this." said West. He started the DVR of Priya's broadcast of fifteen minutes before. Priya was interviewing Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Force."
"Commander," Priya was asking, looking up at the very tall man that towered over her even though she was wearing the highest heels she could walk in, "is the Vice Squad harmed by Lt. Masters leaving?"
"Lieutenant Masters is an outstanding Police Officer and has been a great leader in the Vice Squad," I said, "so of course losing him is is a blow to us. But he trained his people well, Captain Ross and Captain Croyle have trained them well, and they will continue to do an outstanding job. I would not want to be a drug perp or a pimp in this County with those guys coming after me."
Priya grinned at that, then asked "Some Council Members have said the Detective Division is, quote, 'rudderless'. Do you agree with that, Commander?"
"Well," I said, "to whomever said that, I'm sure Captain Ross appreciates that motivation whenever she gets in the ring for the Police Boxing Matches. The truth is that not only is she a formidable contestant in the Matches, she's an outstanding leader of our Detectives, who are all very good people that I am proud to be working with."
After a couple more softball questions and answers, Priya wrapped up with "This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning, having brought you an exclusive interview with Police Commander Don Troy..."
"You can cut that off." said Bettina bitterly. West did so.
"So, Bettina," said Burt, "where was your interview with Commander Troy?"
"The bastard won't even return a phone call or give a comment." said Bettina. "And Priya probably gave him a blowjob for that interview." The men in the room did not bring up that Bettina herself had slept with Commander Troy and taken the extramarital deposit from him.
"Nick." said Burt West, indicating for Nick to start talking.
"Bettina," said Nick, who had fucked the lovely redheaded MILF and deposited his own considerable loads into her, said "I've gotten some word that the Commander is cutting you and KXTC off because of what he considers to be deliberately hostile reporting, and even dishonest reporting at times."
"I've never made one false statement!" Bettina said angrily.
"No," said Nick, "but he and others consider the slant of your reporting to be a deliberate attempt to cast him in a negative light. And it's not just him; polls are showing that our ratings are slipping while Priya's are going up. If they didn't have that idiot John Hardwood and his very dishonest reporting, KSTD probably be well ahead of us by now."
"Well what the hell do you expect me to do?" Bettina practically shouted. "Kiss his ass on the air? Or be a whore like Priya for an interview?"
"First," said West, "take a deep breath, and let go of the personal animosity." He waited until Bettina exhaled loudly enough for him to hear it. "Now, we've gotten word that the reporting of the nerve gas situation is what really has Troy pissed off, and especially that we continued to report on it after the FBI asked us to stop. We're not going to bring it up again publicly, but we are going to issue a private apology to the Police Force and to the FBI, and advise them that we will unilaterally agree to be more circumspect in reporting of sensitive issues of that nature in the future."
"You'll do that without me." said Bettina. "The reporting was accurate, sourced, and the Public had a right to know they were in danger, as they were in danger."
"Yes, we are going to do this without you." said West. "And we're not going to ask you to apologize yourself nor make any statements. You just keep doing what you are doing, but be more circumspect on what you report when Les Craig is your source."
Bettina was stunned into silence. And she was further stunned when the door opened, and in walked Todd Burke, dressed in a well-fitting suit and tie that had enriched his tailor by several thousand dollars.
West and Eastwood got up and walked out. Todd brought a small chair up to sit next to Bettina, in 'Michael Corleone' style.
"Bettina," said Todd. "I want you to continue reporting for KXTC and being Senior Managing Editor. I want you and KXTC to to report truthfully and fearlessly, as you always have."
"Is your uncle putting you up to this?" Bettina said spitefully.
"No." said Todd. "My uncle makes a point to not tell me what to do regarding KXTC. He really does have bigger things to deal with than your hostility towards him in your reporting. But what I also know, and am telling you now, is that FBI Special Agent Les Craig is not someone a good reporter should be trusting as a source. So start reporting with less of his agenda in mind."
"Why do you think I'm not going to go tell Les Craig everything you just said about him?" Bettina asked.
"Because you are a good reporter that wants to keep being one at this network." said Todd. "Oh, it does not require Iron Crowbar thinking to know that you are considering that you can find a job elsewhere, especially after making an issue of 'journalistic integrity' against 'Government coverup'. And you may can. But I think you're smarter than that, and you may also come to realize that I am a much better friend to you than Les Craig ever will be. And while my uncle is a very forgiving, patient man, he is deeply aware of who his enemies are.. and who is allied with those enemies. Just sayin', is all."
Todd got up to go. "Have a good day, Ms. Wurtzburg. Oh, one more thing... as I said, my uncle is a forgiving man. He might even provide you one of the biggest scoops of your career, and your aunt, Elsie Gringer, might share in your good fortune. Les Craig cannot provide you with anything but trouble, and ultimately bad information and you being fired for reporting that bad information..."
Part 12 - Keys To The Kingdom
3:00pm, Tuesday, May 16th. Cindy came into my office.
"Vice is going to conduct a drug raid tonight." she said. "Teresa has her SpecOps people ready to help, but I'm going to monitor from here. Ergo, have fun at the Council meeting without me."
"I'm sure I will." I said. Just then, Paulina Patterson and Chief Moynahan were admitted to the office. "You wanted to see me?" she asked.
"Yes, and for professional reasons." I said. "I'm about to need to ask for a warrant."
"Sounds like you've made some progress, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief.
"You've solved the code?" Cindy asked excitedly.
"Well," I said, "look at this." I turned my laptop computer (that was not hooked up to anything) so she could see it, and began typing under the code phrase AE049/ .[,A;B /C[D.
The line I typed read:
ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ0123456789.,;/[
"With respect, sir, Carole could type that." Cindy said. Paulina smiled at the joke.
"She really can write the alphabet already, and she's not even four years old yet." I replied proudly. "Okay, here's what's next."
I typed under the first line another line, so that the total looked like this:
ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ0123456789.,;/[ EFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ0123456789.,;/[ABCD
"I think this is just a simple transposition key." I said. "A=E, B=F, and so on. The most famous of these is called the 'Caesar code', which I think goes the other way, but I digress. In this decode message, the second sets can be read '0=4' and 9=/'. So that means after the letters we put the numbers from 0-9, as opposed to 1-9 and zero afterwards."
"Makes sense." said Cindy. "But what about the punctuations?"
"They come at the end." I said. "They're spelled out to show the order of them, and the corresponding letters, and there are only a few. So if you look at my two lines, you'll see that zero corresponds to four, nine to the slash, the period to the bracket, and so on. It seems to fit, so far."
"Great!" Cindy said. "So if you apply that, what does the Braille code say?"
I typed it out:
K/[/G P;D,A MBAML .SAFE DE[PS OTBPX MI,BE RPMEP METWP
"Oooh, I see some words!" Cindy said. "And that has to be 'safe deposit box', there."
"I think you're right." I said. "So now, on to the second key..."
To be continued.
Dear readers, can you discover the message? And more importantly, what is the second key?
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Part 12 - Keys To The Kingdom (continued)
I typed it out:
K/[/G P;D,A MBAML .SAFE DE[PS OTBPX MI,BE RPMEP METWP
"Oooh, I see some words!" Cindy said. "And that has to be 'safe deposit box', there."
"I think you're right." I said. "So now, on to the second key. What I realized is that there are only a few punctuation marks, and if you look at your typewriter keyboard, you'll see they are all on the right side. That led me to thinking about the 'right to tight, left is loose' hint. Now the word 'safe' appears to be whole and clean, and you can see some of the word 'deposit'. Those letters are all typed with the left hand on the standard keyboard."
"So what does that mean?" asked Paulina.
"If I leave my left hand in place," I said, "that leaves the right hand. Now to code it, I'd move my fingers one key to the right. Instead of JKL; as the home keys, I would have KL;' typed out. So, to decode, let's go left, where the home keys are HJKL and see what happens..."
Doing so, and not looking at the keys but at the screen, I typed out:
J.P.G OLDMA NBANK ,SAFE DEPOS ITBOX NUMBE RONEO NETWO
"And with just a little re-spacing..." I said as I typed:
J.P. GOLDMAN BANK, SAFE DEPOSIT BOX NUMBER ONE ONE TWO
"Oh my God, you got it!" Cindy exclaimed.
"Heh heh heh heh." said the Chief. "No wonder the CIA wanted you to join them."
"That is amazing." said Paulina as she massaged my shoulders with her strong hands. Mmmm, that felt good...
"Thank you." I said. "So, let's do this. Paulina, a warrant, if you please..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had some delay getting the warrant. Judge Rodney K. Watts was always patient with me when I explained why I needed a warrant, and in this case he was absolutely fascinated with my demonstration of cryptography in decoding the Sharples message, as well as the explanations behind it. He issued the warrant once I had explained.
J.P. Goldman Bank had just closed, but Selena Steele had been forewarned that we were coming. So we had the bank and the safe deposit box vault to ourselves.
"Tim here regularly drills out our boxes for us." said Selena as we watched the young man prepare his powerful drill and a huge, diamond-tipped bit. "We can replace the lock or even the whole door from inside once it's opened."
"Cool beans." I said. "So who did this box belong to?"
"It was under the name of 'Cy Hart'." said Selena. "He's an attorney from Midtown. He rented the box on behalf of a Dr. Thomas Burris, and the yearly rent was paid from a trust that Mr. Hart maintained for his now-deceased client."
"Cy Hart." I said. "That name sounds familiar, but I'm not sure why."
"My father has hired him several times for legal matters." Cindy said. "That's probably where you heard his name."
I just nodded, saying no more: I had just realized that 'Cy Hart' had been part of my 'dream' while being tortured by Casey B. Walker. (Author's Note: 'Dream Weaver') I had no intention of speaking of that out loud.
A few minutes later, the door was ready. Selena put the bank's lock key into the slot and turned it, and with some tugging the door came open. Putting on latex gloves, I pulled out the box inside. Inside that box were three manila envelopes, stuffed chock-fill of papers and jump drives. I gave Selena a receipt for the contents, then Cindy and I made our goodbyes to Selena, Tim, and Paulina, and took the evidence to Headquarters under two-man control.
Once at Headquarters, I commandeered two of the copy machines that digitized papers from the Administration Department, and brought them to my office. Then Myron, Mary, and I began processing the papers, transferring the data to an encrypted server that had as much security on it as I could possibly put on it. Needless to say, the jump drives were also copied over.
When it was time for me to go to the Council meeting, Cindy took over helping, and she, Myron and Mary completed the job. By the time midnight struck, fifteen hundred pages of data would be in my evidence servers.
Part 13 - Advice of Council
The public part of the Town & County Council meeting being over, they retired into executive session to discuss 'personnel' issues. Mainly one personnel... me.
Chief Moynahan was sitting in one of the chairs against the wall of the private Council Chamber, the room where the redoubtable Bowser had exposed Pastor Raymond K. Westboro as the Consultant of Crime. The Chief was dressed in a 'Duty Dress' jacket. I was sitting next to him, but wearing only my light blue shirt with soft shoulderboards and darker blue pants, looking good but making a distinct point to not 'dress up' for this political body.
"We want to thank you, Chief Moynahan, and you, Commander Troy, for accepting our invitation to come to this meeting tonight." said Mayor Larry P. Vaughan, the People's Choice, his voice connoting a courteousness that fooled no one present. "By the way, were is Captain Ross? We asked her to come, also."
"She's supervising an important mission, Mr. Mayor." I said.
"What does she consider more important?" Kelly Carnes asked acidly. "Sitting in her office, or answering our summons to be here?"
"She's doing her job." I said. "Keeping filthy drugs away from the children of the County. Surely you have no problem with that, Mrs. Carnes?"
"It's an insult to us." Carnes replied. "She should be here now."
"Blame me, not her." I said. "I excused her to her duties."
"And I support that." said Chief Moynahan. "Anything about the Police Department can be asked of me and the Commander. It is more important for Captain Ross to be at her jobbbbbb."
"I disagree." said Carnes. "When you're ordered to be here, you should be here."
"Ordered?" I replied, but not getting angry; I knew that was Kelly Carnes's intent. "You don't 'order' anyone in the Police Department to do anything."
The Mayor began tapping his gavel. "Yes, you are right, Commander. And we do understand Captain Ross needing to be at her job. Let's move forward. Mr. Cook?"
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Thomas P. Cook. "And the issue of Captain Ross's absence is ironic in the light that if you had a Vice Lieutenant, Captain Ross could delegate to him or her and be here herself. It is the overall situation of the absence of leadership in the Detectives Division, which is leading to the breakdown of the Police Force's ability to do their jobs, that we are here to discuss."
"Chief, or Commander," said the Mayor, why don't you come to the head of the table and the podium, rather than sit behind half of us."
"Consider this delegated to youuuuuu, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief, per our previous plan, but still making humor out of it. I got myself into a standing position, then went to the podium.
"My first comment in reply," I said, "is that Mr. Cook has been listening to Bettina Wurtzburg too long, and believing the 'False News' that is being narrated. Our Police Force is running just fine, as some perps will find out tonight, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise. My Detectives in both branches are very capable and do an outstanding job, in ways you and the Public don't really get to see every day. And while we are looking to fill the vacant Lieutenant slots, I am extremely fortunate to have an excellent Captain of Detectives supervising them."
"My question," said Reginald B.F. Lewis, the representative of the majority-black districts of the County, "is why things have come to where you have no Lieutenants in the Detective Division, and haven't prepared to fill those slots as they became vacant."
"Mr. Lewis," I said, "there is a difference between being an excellent Detective and being a leader of them. Lieutenant Masters was highly capable, and because of his abilities he has been offered opportunities for advancement that I don't blame him for taking. The Detectives in Vice and MCD are good, but are young, and are still growing in the areas of leadership. We are evaluating them as well as looking throughout our Police Force for suitable candidates, and we may consider outside candidates, as well."
I continued: "Folks, this is all normal. When I first came to the TCPD, there were no Lieutenants in MCD or Vice, but I heard no complaining then. Now we have even better people in places of leadership as well as the Detective Division, and you're all of a sudden screaming it's the end of the world. Y'all need to let us do our jobs."
"That's the point." snarled Kelly Carnes. "You're not doing your job, Commander Troy. You have not prepared your Police Force for things like resignations of key leaders, you're not delegating a damn thing; you're solving all the crimes yourself. Do you seriously mean to tell this Council that the Police Force can do its job just as well without you as with you?"
"You've been doing everything you can to kick me out of the Police Force, Mrs. Carnes." I said. "Now you're saying that they can't do their jobs without me. Get over your hypocrisy and decide which way you want it."
"I definitely want the Police Force capable of doing their jobs without you, Commander Troy." snarled Carnes. "And the sooner you are gone, the better off we will be."
"That is crap." said Edward Steele. "We're lucky to have Commander Troy's abilities and his leadership---" He was interrupted by the Mayor tapping his gavel again.
"How many times have we gone back and forth about this?" said the Mayor. "Let's cover new ground. Yes, the Police will fill their slots and move forward. We have a bigger issue to discuss. Mr. Cook?"
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Thomas P. Cook, looking at me as if he was about to pull some nasty joke on me. "Your abilities are not in doubt, Commander, and with the vacancies in key spots of your Police Force, the issue arises that you need to be personally present and attentive to the issues that come up within the TCPD. Some of us here are very concerned that your sojourns with the FBI and the SBI are taking you away from your duties with the TCPD. We believe that you should voluntarily give up being an FBI Consultant and SBI Reserve Inspector, especially in the next few weeks or months, until the empty slots are properly filled with good people.
"And if you won't do that voluntarily, Commander," said Loran T. Michaels, "we might have to consider compelling you to do that."
I saw not only what Cook's motive was, but wondered how he got Michaels to do his dirty work for him. Time to redirect the new guy's suppositions, I thought to myself.
"I only have one answer to that, Mr. Michaels." I said. "You are the only Council Member here that was not here when I became an FBI Consultant and SBI Reservist. And at the time, Chief Griswold and myself did come to this Council and advised them of my situation. The Council passed resolution allowing me to do all of these jobs, and in addition---"
"And we can pass a resolution to rescind those resolutions." hissed Kelly Carnes. "And I think we should do so... tonight."
"Go right ahead." I said. "But if you'll allow me to finish my statement... the Council also entered into a contract with me, signed by both sides, in which I agreed to forfeit TCPD pay for the time I was working with the SBI or FBI, and that I would notify the Chief or Sheriff in a timely manner that I was working with those entities. And in exchange, the Council agreed to allow me to do the dual duties at my discretion, with no further permissions needed. The point is that it's not just a resolution, but a contract binding on both sides. I can't ask for pay from the County while on SBI or FBI duty, but you cannot just rescind the agreement, either. You're in breach of contract if you do. Even the Union will take my side on this, as would the Courts."
"But we can fire you." said Carnes. "Just like we did those filthy EMTs that you supported."
"If that is meant to be a threat, Mrs. Carnes," I said, "it is a meaningless one."
"I hope you do realize, Mrs. Carnes," said John Colby, speaking up for the first time, "that more than a few of us here support Commander Troy, as well as being supportive of his helping to solve crimes at the State and Federal levels. In addition---"
The Mayor began tapping his gavel. Colby was having none of it.
"I am going to finish, Mr. Mayor." said Colby, with some strength in his baritone voice. "It seems you only tap that gavel when supporters of Commander Troy are trying to speak. But beyond that, I need to point out and will point out that if you think the Police Department has empty slots now and no one groomed for leadership, just try firing Commander Troy. I don't want to speak for you, Commander, but I'm sure you'd have your pick of the FBI or high command of the SBI if you wished. Meanwhile, we'd be dealing with your loss, Captain Ross's loss, possibly Captain Croyle's loss, and who knows who else would leave."
"And the Police Chief's loss." said Chief Moynahan. "I'm not hanging around for that.
"It would seem that you have a duty to your Peace Officers, Commander." said Malinda Adams. "Captain Ross might go to the FBI, as she was offered previously. But what will Captain Croyle do? She has a blemish on her record, of beating up a helpless drunk man in her custody. She should have been fired for that; only you saved her. And I'll give you credit for being enlightened enough to promote women, even though one is your cousin and the other is going to marry your nephew. But other Departments of Peace Officers are not as enlightened; they don't put women in charge of their Special Operations. Where else could Captain Croyle go?
Is she for real? I thought to myself. But I replied calmly: "As much as you would hate it, Ms. Adams, she could choose to stay home and raise my nephew's children. Yes, that's 'old school', and feminists like yourself can't stand to hear it, but some women choose the joy of motherhood over careers leading Police Officers into gunfire. Captain Croyle will be just fine in whatever she chooses to do."
"We'll have to get a legal opinion on that so-called contract." said Thomas P. Cook. "What bothers me is your apparent failure to recognize that your first duty is to the People of this County, not the State or the Federal Government. Your failure to consider giving your complete attention to this County and its law enforcement is very disturbing to my constituents."
"Mr. Cook," I said, raising my voice just a bit, "I have only one truly sworn duty: to support and uphold the Constitution of the United States. That's what even the TCPD Policeman's Oath says. And while I have not been negligent in my duty to this County... Mr. Michaels sitting here instead of the worst criminal this nation has seen in decades is proof of that... I will do my utmost to protect my County's people at the State and Federal levels as well. So stop the attempts to induce guilt; those attempts are not working, and never will."
I was met with some icy stares, but I did not flinch in the face of them...
Part 14 - Lack of Reverence
After the Council meeting, the Chief offered to buy me a beer at the Cop Bar, and I accepted. We sat down at the 'command table' reserved for high-ranking Fire Department and Police Force Officers.
"I don't understand two things." said Chief Moynahan. "The first is why some of those airheads continue to try to play poker with you... you call their bluff every time and you win every time."
"They're playing with a weak hand and they know it, but they still try." I said. "What's the other thing?"
"The same thing you've been wondering." said Moynahan. "Why now. Why try to stop you from working with the FBI now. I can understand the SBI... that's Katherine Woodburn trying to stop Governor Jared from succeeding. But why stop you from consulting with the FBI?... which you could unofficially do anyway. I don't get that."
"I think..." I said, halfway in a reverie, "that someone knows we're in the endgame of the war against Superior Bloodlines, and that someone is trying to use the Council to stop me from helping them obliterate those bastards."
Moynahan nodded. "Makes sense. I know you've kept me in the loop with what you generally know. Having said that, the FBI has a huge operation going with this, and you're just a relatively small part of it. Even if you went to the Himalayas today and didn't come back for a year, they're going to break this organization a-parrrrt. So I don't get why someone would want you personally out of it."
"Chief, I'm not trying to give myself airs," I said, "but I suspect I'm the lynchpin to getting all of them at once, and exposing and getting this rogue cell in Washington. All that, because I took Westboro down and because Jonas Oldeeds was shot dead right in front of me at the Fairgrounds. I've been in a unique position on all this since Day One, someone on their side knows it, and they think that putting me on the sidelines gives them a chance. What they don't know, or what they fear, is that I'd choose the FBI over the TCPD, and I'll bring them crashing down anyway."
"I hope it won't come to that." said the Chief. "So, what's next?"
"I'm going back to work." I said. "We just found what may be the biggest treasure trove against Oldeeds since I connected him to Westboro. And the ironic thing is... we can thank Sharples, of all people, for it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:05am, Wednesday, May 17th. I was sitting in my office, poring over the information. It had been gleaned over time by Dr. Thomas Burris, father of Tim Burris. Mrs. Burris had also contributed some things, including some political connections between the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds and politicians of both political Parties.
There was financial data from Jesse Keynes, the Silverfish and former Wargrave accountant, and parallel lines of money transfers that went in darker directions. There were connections to Julie Newton, who was Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro's financial guru and front person for all things money-related. And there was a good bit of organizational stuff, naming names of people Oldeeds had met with, even some notes on what had been discussed in their meetings.
As I said, Dr. Burris had gathered all this over time, and the material in that safe deposit box had accumulated slowly to what I now had in evidence. But in the last envelope, after the last of the submissions of the Burrises, there was some more. There were notes by Angela Harlan, who had followed the trail for a while. And there was everything Leonard Sharples had gleaned, which was not a lot... but what it lacked in quantity, it made up in devastating quality. Sharples had known Westboro was the Consultant of Crime, or at least had known how big Westboro really was, and he'd actually followed Julie Newton's involvement to Westboro, then to Oldeeds.
Wow, I thought to myself. Sharples was sitting on the biggest bust in modern criminal history, but he chose to let it be, then went with the bad guys of the SBI. Why? I wondered to myself. I couldn't understand at the moment.
"Hello, sir." said Mary Milton, who'd just come in while I was entranced by the information and my thoughts. She put an external disc drive on my desk. "Extra copy of everything. Encrypted, needs the same passwords and program to decrypt, but it's all there."



That was not kosher, but Mary knew that Myron would never help the Federal Government, while Mary was 'less unwilling' to do so. She'd prepared this for me to share with one person that she knew I trusted above all other persons... my wife.
"Thank you, Mary." I said. "Does Myron know?"
"I didn't tell him," said Mary, "but he'd have to be dumb to not have seen what I was doing."
"And perhaps another copy changes hands during a father-son chat?" I asked, realizing what was really going on.
"Not much gets past you, sir." said Mary with a warm smile.
I just smiled back in understanding. Then there was another knock on my door. Captain Ross appeared, and I invited her on in.
"The raid," she announced, "was disappointing. We got four people, all believed to be small fry. We got barely enough drugs to charge them with distribution. I'm sure the defense lawyers will be screaming 'personal amounts'."
I nodded. "Tell Captain Croyle two things for me, if you would: first, check those four out very thoroughly. They may not be as small fish as they'd like us to believe; and second, re-check all sources that led you to the raid. Clearly this was a 'loss leader', a small operation to get our attention while either something else is going on elsewhere, or it was set up to observe us and how we operate."
Cindy nodded. "I'll be back in a few minutes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
By the time Cindy got back, Mary had gone back to Classroom 'F', where the Mouseketeers's cubicles were, preparing to take Myron and herself home per my direct orders. When Cindy came in, she turned on her anti-bugging device as she sat down in the hot chair.
"So, what have you learned?" Cindy asked.
"You must really be curious." I said with a grin. "You didn't even ask about the Council meeting."
"I don't need to ask about that." Cindy said. "One does not need to be the Iron Crowbar to know that Kelly Carnes and Thomas P. Cook attacked you, Malinda Adams attacked you, Reginald B.F. Lewis voiced 'concerns' for his people of color, John Colby and Dagmar Schoen defended you, J.P. Goldman and Edward Steele sat there with their thumbs up their asses, and Loran T. Michaels had no clue what was going on because he's too new. Am I right?"
"Close." I said. "Verrry close. But Michaels is being co-opted by Cook, who also is manipulating Carnes to be 'bad cop' to his 'not-so-bad cop'."
"So, back to the data..." Cindy 'hinted'.
"You can spend the rest of the night looking at it, if you want to." I said. "It's huge. It's going to take us to the Promised Land. It's going to destroy the Oldeeds Organization. I'll have to share it with the FBI eventually, but I'm going to let certain persons look at it and take action first. One of those certain persons is my most super secret top confidential source inside the University Psychology Department and the Troy household. Word has it that Bowser was keeping an eye on her, but was co-opted by bribes of doggie treats."
"Not stringbeans?" Cindy asked.
"Noooo; Bowser is a discerning bribee." I said. "Okay, the physical papers have been secured in my personal lockbox inside the Evidence Rooms. Myron and Mary returned the copiers to Admin. Why don't we go home to our loved ones, and get some sleep..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Arriving home with the external hard drive, I secured it in the hidden wall safe, then took the dogs out to do their business. Then I went to bed and got a few hours of rest.
At 4:30am, I woke up and did my toilet, then woke Laura up. "Hi honey," I said, "I have a surprise gift for you. Go to the computer room."
She did not say anything, but put on some clothes and went to the computer room as I got the external drive out of the safe and took it to her.
"What's this?" she asked as I set it down.
"Everything in a safe deposit box that Burris, Sharples and Harlan had obtained on the Oldeeds Organization." I said.
"You cracked the code?!" Laura asked, stunned.
"I sure did." I said. "Think you can find some useful things in here?"
"Aw, thank you, Darling!" Laura said, wrapping her arms around my neck and giving me a warm kiss. Of course the kiss deepened and we were beginning to grope each other when I felt a presence behind me. Turning around, I saw two dogs sitting in the doorway, watching us.
"Cockblockers." I muttered, which made Laura burst out laughing.
"I'll start transferring this to my secure laptop." Laura said, sitting down with the external drive. Meanwhile, I took the cockblockers--- er, dogs, out to do their business...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, still Wednesday, May 17th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that Commander Donald Troy has beaten back criticism of his Police Force in last night's Council meeting!"
Everyone in MCD was surprised, and they listened in attentively as Bettina said "Several Council Members voiced concerns that the TCPD was losing its leadership, what with voids in the MCD and Vice Squads. However, even as Commander Troy was addressing the Council in Executive Session, the Vice Squad made a successful raid of drug distributors, arresting four persons and seizing drugs meant for resale to users."
"Commander Troy also beat back complaints that he has been spending too much time working with the SBI and FBI." said Bettina. "He showed how working with the FBI in the local area has proved beneficial to the FBI and to the County, and he also stated that working to clean up the SBI serves the County as well as all of our State."
"Meanwhile," said Bettina, "Governor Val Jared continues to weather withering accusations of impropriety and racism. Yesterday the Governor went to Twitter, putting out a tweet saying 'Illegal aliens are taking jobs away from black citizens. Civil rights leaders won't admit that to you.'. While many black leaders are condemning the Governor's tweet, the Reverend Joseph E. Williams, pastor of the Town A.M.E. Church issued a joint statement with Town Councilman Reginald B. F. Lewis stating that the Governor's words are the truth, that black jobs are indeed taken by undocumented workers."
"And be sure to tune in to my special program Thursday night," said Bettina, "when I will bring an exclusive inside look at the TCPD's famous 'Police Boxing Matches'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What in the hell." asked Teresa Croyle as we drank our coffee in the MCD room.
"Either she had a great night, or someone read her the Riot Act." said Christopher Purvis of Vice. For some reason, all eyes were on me.
"Don't look at me." I said. "I haven't seen nor spoken to her in weeks. And by the way, who is authorizing her access to the Police Boxing Matches?"
"That was Captain Briscoe, with my blessss-ings." said Chief Moynahan. "A news crew is going to film a small amount of our basic weaponless training, then discuss how the Boxing Matches evolved from that."
Again, for some reason all eyes were on me. My eyes were on the Chief.
"Trust me, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "you will be surprised at how positive the coverage will beeeee."
I said nothing, not trusting my potty mouth to not say something 'original' and 'disrespectful'.
"Where's Captain Ross?" asked Teresa.
"Uhh..." I said, looking around. "Oh. Here, Captain Croyle, let's pour a cup of coffee into her cup..." I said, then suited the deed to the word, "... and come with me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Ross's office door was locked, but I have a master key. I quietly opened the door and went inside, Teresa following with the cup of coffee.
Cindy was asleep on her love seat sofa. I took the coffee cup and waved it under her nose. "Mmmm, coff-eeee" I whispered. Cindy's eyes opened, then she looked up at us.
"Oh my God, what time is it?" she asked, sitting up.
"Just after seven o'clock." I said.
"You missed the Bettina broadcast." said Teresa. "The prophecies of The Revelation are coming true after her report..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to the Chief's office, and he had me sit down. Then he called down and had Captain Briscoe and Commander Harlow come in.
After they came in, Captain Briscoe handed me a sheet of paper. "As you can see, Mr. Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, "KXTC has apologized to the Police Department over what they call their 'thoughtless' reporting of the nerve agents, and they sent a similar letter to the FBI Offices in the Cit-yyyyy. They say they will not make an on-air apology, as that would just bring up the whole thing again, but they do say they will be more circumspect in their re-PORT-innnng."
"Signed by Burt West." I said. "Not Bettina."
"We will take what we can get." said the Chief. "Bettina's morning report was amazingly positive, so I perceive that she's toe-ing the line."
"She wants an interview with you, Commander." said Captain Briscoe. "What should I tell her?"
"Well," I said, "don't tell her a firm 'no', but don't say 'yes' just yet, either. Let's see how long her new 'attitude' lasts before I give her any attention. If she behaves, maybe I'll give her something after July 4th."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross looked up from her paperwork to see a gorgeous blonde enter her office.
"Hey baby," said Callie Carrington with her beautiful smile, wearing a white blouse and blue jeans so tight they looked like they'd split apart if so much as breathed upon, "why don't we go to lunch? I asked your boss, and he said I could keep you for an extra hour."
"He told me." Cindy said. "And I would love to have lunch with the most beautiful woman in the County."
They went to the Cop Bar, where Callie was introduced to the Double Cheeseburger Plate. Cindy watched in sheer amazement and Callie practically inhaled her burger and fries.
"Hungry?" Cindy said.
"I really was starving." Callie said. "It's been a busy few days, and I haven't eaten properly."
"Some of that is my fault." Cindy said. "I haven't been home as much as I should be..."
"Oh, come on, don't start apologizing." Callie said with her beautiful smile. "You've been busy, too. Laura told me you guys are working on something big and important. And I suspect that's why I was given the afternoon off. Laura said she's going to work from home this afternoon."
"Yes." Cindy said, realizing what Laura would be working on... the Sharples information. "Big stuff. I fell asleep in my office last night working on one of our cases."
"I, for one," said Callie, "hope you hire someone to run Vice for you, and soon. You're overworking yourself trying to micromanage it all. And of course, I want you at home in bed, with me."
"You sound like Don, except for the bed part." Cindy said with a teasing grin. "Of course, he's been known to micromanage a few things, too. So, you got any ideas who I can hire?"
"You know," Callie said, "you'd be surprised who I could suggest. Maybe not to be the Vice Lieutenant, but some good people that would make great undercover agents."
"If they're as... reckless as you were in that casino case," Cindy said, "then I'll be awake nights worrying about their safety."
Callie grinned, knowing that Cindy was actually stating concern for her, Callie. "Don't worry. Undercover work is what it is, but these people are pretty smart."
"They wouldn't be film stars, would they?" asked Cindy. "That wouldn't be good... they might be recognized, and their covers blown."
"Aw, darn." said Callie. "Yeah, that's true... and a bummer."
"Here." said Cindy, "have some of my fries." Just then, 'Pops', the Cop Bar owner and operator, brought them a whole new basket of fresh, hot fries.
They disappeared quickly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole and her friend Marie were in the greatroom, drawing and coloring. Little Jim was hard at work with the building blocks. Bowser supervised. Buddy rested after a hard morning of... resting.
Jim did get into some trouble when, upon seeing his castle tower collapse, he began throwing the blocks at his big sister. That earned him a few words of rebuke from his grandmother.
Meanwhile, Dr. Laura Fredricson was in the little computer room, working through the Sharples/Burris information. She was independently confirming as much as she could, which was about 60% of what she'd gone through, so far. And then she stopped, frozen by what she was seeing.
It was an email, from an anonymous person named 'Dick' to Vicki Oldeeds. It said "Confirmed from Steven that Mike is CIA. Advise you to deal with problem immediately."
Laura concentrated on her breathing to regain her composure. Here it was, what she needed. She continued to work through the batch and found another email. It was from Vicki to 'Dick', and it read: "Thanks for the tip. That problem taken care of, and will not return to bother us."
Laura sent a coded message to the Director of the CIA, an 'Eyes Only' communique, containing the information of the two emails. A message was returned, and when decoded it read: "You are authorized to use lethal force to rectify that situation."
She had what she wanted and needed. She began going through the financial information. A financial pipeline to Los Angeles caught her eye...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got home well before dinner, for which I was grateful. I usually make it home in time for dinner, but whenever I do I'm grateful for the time spent with family.
The first order of business was to 'discuss' with my son why throwing blocks at his sister is the wrong thing to do. Never mind that I might have done the same to Elizabeth in my youth, but I digress. Jim agreed to not throw any more blocks at his sister... an agreement that would last all of three days.
Then I took the dogs out to do their business. Then I spoke to Professor Stephanie Steele when she came to pick up Marie. Marie petted Bowser and Buddy goodbye before leaving.
Then I noticed that my wife had not come out of the computer room. I went to check up on her.
"Dinner will be ready in five minutes." I said. Laura barely responded. "You okay?" I asked.
"Yes, darling." she said. She showed me the emails about Mike, and what she was authorized to do about it. Then she showed me some more data.
"Darling, can you take a couple of days to help us?" she said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was very late, actually early in the morning. I was already in bed, sleeping lightly as usual, when Laura came into the bedroom. I watched through heavy-lidded eyes as she undressed, revealing her large, milk-filled breasts, her trim abdomen, then her flaring hips and that magnificent ass.
Once naked, she pulled the covers off of me and got on the bed next to me. I felt her hand sliding down my groin to my cock and balls, gently jacking my hardening cock then gently massaging my nutsack as she bent her head down and took my cockhead into her warm, wet mouth.
"Mmmm..." I groaned as my wife began sucking my cock, sliding her mouth up and down until I was throbbing, aching... and iron hard. I wondered what had gotten her so hot; maybe the excitement of planning the mission we'd be going on was making her horny with lust. But I sure as hell was not going to complain as the pleasure of the hot blowjob coursed through my loins.
Just as I felt my nut rise, thinking she was going to suck me to completion, Laura stopped and let go of my cock. Then she straddled me and fit my cockhead into her swollen labes. I felt my cock slide into her opening, and then she pushed down, impaling her sopping wet pussy onto my hard male meat.
"Ohhhh, yessssss..." Laura hissed quietly. She began grinding her groin against mine, then gently riding me. I slid my hands up from her hips to her hanging breasts, and began to fondle them, then guided one then the other nipple to my mouth and got a late-night tasty snack. Laura was moaning and groaning as she fucked me, pushing her cunt down onto my cock as our rhythm increased in speed and intensity. Then I felt her clamp down hard on my cock as she cried out in orgasm.
She continued to ride me as I played with her boobs, then I reached down and took her asscheeks in my hands. Despite how soft they looked, they were very firm, as my wife was still well-toned with exercise and keeping in shape.
Somewhat to my surprise, after Laura came again she eased off of me and went back to sucking my cock. Her hand was working my throbbing, iron-hard shaft as her mouth sucked me voraciously, and I couldn't have lasted if I wanted to. With a groan, I let it go and began to come in my wife's mouth. Laura swallowed my load and greedily sucked out more until I had no more to give.
In that lassitude that follows a great climax, I was lying on my back and felt Laura settle down next to me, pressing her chest and abs to my side as her leg straddled my thighs and loins, her head on my chest.
"I love you, darling." I heard her say.
"I love you, too..." I said just as I fell asl---
Part 14 - Operation Family Reunion
Thursday, May 18th, 6:00am Pacific Time. The FBI plane had carried Laura, me, Jack Muscone and Martin Nash to Los Angeles. We landed at John Wayne Airport instead of LAX. Cars were there to take us to an 'undisclosed location'.
"Eduardo!" I said, seeing Jack's former teammate, FBI Special Agent Eduardo Escobar. "How's it going?" I asked as he shook my hand.
"Great!" said Eduardo. "They're sending me on this mission since I speak Spanish, and because I'm based in Texas now. And speaking of the Yellow Rose of Texas... hello, Laura!"
"Hi, Eduardo." Laura said, hugging Escobar. "I'm so glad we could get you to help us."
"Oh, that was no problem." said Eduardo. "And I'll be attached to any operations you do in Texas, if that's okay."
"That's great." Laura said, her eyes looking sideways at me. I kept my face passive. This was the first I was hearing of anything to happen in Texas, but my wife was not married to an Agency of the Weak Minded; I could figure it out.
A sleek jet came in for a landing. "That's our plane." Laura said to everyone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we flew down, we were given our gear: black clothing with American Flag patches on the right shoulder, bulletproof armor, and military-style helmets made of kevlar. Most of the FBI people were given M-4s. I had my Beretta M96, and I had the girdle on under my clothes. And of course I had the red crowbar.
Laura was taking the lead on this mission, I realized. She got up and went to the front of the group. "Okay, guys, here's the situation. This mission is codenamed 'Operation Family Reunion'. As most of you know, a number of young women, most over 18 but a few not, have been kidnapped from modeling agencies in the L.A. area. We've discovered that they're being transported by ship in standard containers to Colombia. We are lucky that we found this in time to intercept the ship, which will dock early tomorrow morning."
"Navy ships are monitoring the ship, and if it changes course, they will intercept and board it." Laura said. "This will be dangerous, though, as the ships's crew might try to kill the girls or throw their container ships overboard."
"Our mission," Laura continued, "is to meet this ship at the dock. We have some elite Colombian troops working with us; these are guys who have rocked the worlds of battle-hardened drug perps. They'll take over the ship and subdue the crew while you guys will identify the correct cargo vessels and unload them."
As Laura gave more details and the FBI people made their tactical plans, I marveled at my wife... she was literally leading an operation like an Army General, and I knew it was her that had coordinated everything, including the help of the Colombian forces. Dayum, I thought, I'm glad I'm on her side...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The containers were unloaded from the ship onto the dock. The ship had been boarded when it docked by Colombian forces. The crew gave up without a fight, and there were no incidents nor casualties.
My crowbar came into use; I forced open the lock on the first container as soon as it was lowered to the dock. When it opened, a shocking sight greeted us. It was stuffed almost full of young women. Needless to say, it was a filthy container, and the girls squinted as the light struck them. I heard some coughs; these girls needed medical attention.
"Ladies, I am Eduardo Escobar with the FBI. You are now safe." said the FBI Special Agent. The girls applauded and cried. "We are going to take you to a ship by helicopter, where this very nice lady, who is a doctor, will examine you, okay?" He was referring to Laura, who had on a doctor's white coat over her armor to make her look less scary to the girls. "And then we will take you home to your families."
By this time, another crowbar had been produced to open the other containers, and the scene was repeated as eight containers were found to have girls inside them.
Meanwhile, the leader of the Colombian elite troops came up to me. "Are you the Iron Crowbar?" he asked in good English with a Spanish accent.
"Yes, I am." I said, very surprised. The man said something in Spanish, and all of his men became enthusiastic as the leader said "We are honored to meet you, sir. We have heard of what you have done in the United States, destroying that evil preacher. But even more, the story of you rescuing that boy in Los Angeles and taking him home is told all over Colombia."
"Well, thank you." I said. "Coming from elite officers like all of you, I'm humbled. And I'm surprised anyone heard of that."
"We face the threat of the cartels kidnapping our children, and the endings are rarely very happy, especially if it is a girl that is taken. Your rescue of that boy gives our people hope. This rescue will give our people hope, as well." said the leader.
Wow, I thought to myself. I had no idea how far-reaching that my rescue of Mikey had been. I'd been thinking of my Officer and his brother; but sometimes things have positive 'unintended consequences', reaching far and wide. A butterfly beating its wings affects the air currents of the world, I thought to myself...
And while the FBI was rescuing girls, I was allowing the Colombian forces to take selfies with me... them with their masks on, as these men kept their identities secret. I doubted I'd see these photos on 'the Facebook'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Helicopters were landing near the dock to take the girls to a ship that was offshore. Laura went with the first group. I was evacuated with Eduardo and the last group; we shook hands with the Colombians, thanking them, then we boarded and left.
I am not allowed to name the aircraft carrier upon which we landed. But it was a huge, magnificent Navy ship. We were escorted into a large room near the deck. Laura had set up an examining table, and with the help of Navy medical personnel, was giving every girl a checkup. Some had become sick during their ordeal, and Laura would prescribe antibiotics or other medicines for them, which the Navy pharmacists were quick to provide. It was great to see our military perform this humanitarian mission in a professional, expert manner.
One other thing Laura checked for: she quietly and 'conspiratorially' asked the girls about a need for a 'morning after' pill. Psychologists would be provided back home for all the girls, but especially the ones that had been raped. To be sexually violated was considered shameful in the cultures of many of these girls, and they would never admit to what had been done to them. Laura's method of finding out was clever, I realized.
Then a couple of C-130 planes came in to land on the carrier. They would be our transportation home. "How are they going to take off again?" Laura asked me when she saw them.
"C-130s can land and take off from amazingly small spaces." I said. "Be sure to give everyone barf bags, though." Laura arched her eyebrows, then nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once the girls and FBI personnel were loaded, Laura and I boarded the second C-130 and took our seats at the very rear of the plane. In my time in the Army Reserve, I never got to 'stand in the door', i.e. be the first of a stick to jump out the door, but I would have if I'd been jumping from this plane.
The takeoff was indeed an exercise in withstanding some Gs, but we managed to get off the deck of the carrier safely. I didn't know exactly where we were, but I knew we were going to be flying north over the Gulf of Mexico to Texas, where we'd refuel and then continue to L.A.
"Ever flown in a C-130 before, sir?" asked the Air Force man sitting next to me.
"Bunch of times!" I shouted back over the noise of the aircraft. "But I've never landed in one before!"
The man laughed. "Airborne?" he asked.
"All the way and then some." I said. He laughed again and nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We landed to refuel in Texas. And Eduardo Escobar also deplaned. "I'll see you soon, Dr. Fredricson. Probably you too, Commander!"
"Yes, I'll contact you!" said Laura. After we took off again, I said "Soon, eh?"
"You betcha." Laura said. "I have a mission to complete. You can come, too, as long as you bring your two swords."
"That will be no problem." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
John Wayne Airport. As the planes landed and taxied to a terminal, the young women we rescued became very excited. And when the plane doors opened and they ran out the back, they saw their families there to greet them.
There was much tears and emotion, hugs and kisses and crying, as parents and siblings of the kidnapped girls, who thought there would be no hope of seeing their loved ones again, were reunited. Maria and Carla Gonzalez ran into each other's arms, crying and hugging.
As we watched, I put my arm around Laura and kissed her cheek. "Good job, honey. Very well done."
"Thank you, darling." Laura said. "Not all my missions ended in such happiness. I'm glad we were able to make this one happen."
Just then I noticed some people walking up to us, and I recognized them. Claire Michaels, Lt. Tal Shiarr, and the LAPD MCD leader Mary Raytheon came up to us.
"Don!" said Claire. She came up and hugged me. "Oh, Laura, hello!" Claire and Laura hugged. I shook Tal's hand, then said "Hello, Commander Raytheon." Mary Raytheon was wearing a uniform instead of civilian clothes, and had the single star denoting her new rank with the Los Angeles Police Force.
"Hello, Commander Troy." she said, shaking my hand.
"Congratulations on your promotion. May I present my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson?" I said.
"Oh my, Dr. Fredricson?" said Commander Raytheon, who looked very impressed. "I'm so honored to meet you. I had no idea you were married to the Iron Crowbar."
"Thank you, and he told me about you and your excellent Team." Laura said. "And yes, I luckily managed to land him."
Lt. Tal Shiarr chuckled as the women began chatting like parakeets. "So who is really the lucky one, Commander?" he asked me.
"Oh, you know that's me counting my blessings." I replied. I then filled him and Claire in on the happy Towson family reunion...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We did not get to stay long. The LAPD were taking care of the girls, getting their stories, and releasing them to their families. Laura and I boarded our plane for home, along with Jack and Martin.
"Great job, guys." said Muscone as we flew east.
"Thank you for helping me." said Laura. "We were lucky to get the leads we did."
"How did you get the leads?" asked Jack.
Laura didn't answer, and her eyes went towards me.
Martin Nash was the first to realize it: "Commander Troy broke the code." he said.
"He broke the code." Laura confirmed.
"Four hundred years ago..." said Jack, shaking his head in sheer wonder. Then he extended his hand to me. "God, that's awesome!" I shook his hand.
"I'll get the data to you when we get home." I said. "I gave it to Laura first, and she found the connections to the human trafficking pipeline."
"Is the data going to help us with Superior Bloodlines?" asked Jack.
"Yes." I said. "Some. It mostly is going to crush the Oldeeds Organization, but there are some links back to your prey. And if we take the Oldeeds Group out, that leaves Superior Bloodlines 'out dere flappin'." That was an old Army term, at least that's where I learned it.
"Good enough." said Muscone. "Good enough for Government work."
Part 15 - Police Boxing And Defense
Saturday, May 20th. It was a 'double round' day of boxing matches as the numbers were pared down to the inevitable Finals, and the Championship. After this weekend, only eight Officers would be left standing, to be pared to four and then two the next weekend.
Double rounds are not as bad as they sound, because the Police Boxing Matches are like sumo wrestling: the early matches usually only last a few seconds as the good and prepared fighters take out the weaker and unprepared ones.
There were some upsets, as Patrolman Hicks defeated one of the SpecOps SWAT guys, and a Sergeant in 2nd Precinct suffered a twisted ankle and had to yield to a young Patrol Officer from 1st Precinct. But no upsets among the top tier: Cindy took all of thirty-three seconds to crush her opponent.
Teresa had Janice Holloway, who put up a game battle, but succumbed after 89 seconds of the first round. One note of that battle... if one drops one's crowbar or billy stick in the ring, one can pick it back up. But if the weapon goes out of the ring, it cannot be retrieved or put back into the ring until the round is over. Losing one's crowbar is generally a fatal thing, boxing-wise.
Teresa made a point to drop her crowbar out of the ring. Then, in an amazingly fast move, she stripped Janice of her crowbar, and it went out of the ring, as well. Then it was a matter of weaponless attack and defense, and Janice was simply not prepared.
As Cindy, the Chief, and I watched that battle, I saw for the first time on Cindy's ruggedly pretty features a look of concern. It began to dawn on her that even with me sidelined by injury, she still faced formidable competition in the person of Teresa Croyle...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Bettina story on the Police Boxing Matches had been preserved to DVD, and I was watching it in my office that afternoon with Cindy.
In the first part, Bettina ran down the training given at the Police Academy, showing some footage of Cadets going through drills. Then she showed the TCPD's basic defensive training. Officers in protective headgear and basic armor were in formation, running through a series of movements led by Cindy Ross or one of the SWAT instructors. It had a semblance to martial arts movements.
Then Bettina showed Officers in personal combat drills, one person being the 'perp', and the other defending. At one point, Your Iron Crowbar was shown, wearing a Police motorcycle helmet and what was basically a motorcycle riding suit with some light body armor in all the right places, instructing.
"I know this guy is your friend and you are his friend." I was telling an Officer. "But you're doing him a disservice and yourself a disservice by holding back in any way. We practice like we play and play like we practice. We train like we fight and we fight like we train. Okay, let's go..." The officers put more effort into it, and got a much better training result.
Then Bettina moved it to the Police Boxing Matches. Some footage of early rounds with relative non-contenders were shown as Bettina's voiceover said: "The Boxing Matches are designed to put competition into the training, to not take it too easy when the time comes to apply these defensive tactics on the streets of the Town and County."
Then Bettina made a point to say "While in earlier years the competitors used billy sticks, they are now given a choice to compete with their wooden billy sticks, metal billy sticks which are not used on the streets... or crowbars. And most... choose crowbars. They have to be bright colored, such as the orange or bright yellow-green ones seen here. But they're the reason that the contestants wear armor, like knights of old in jousting tournaments..."
"Not bad." I said as the show ended. "Explained everything, put it in a mostly positive light."
"She did leave out some stuff, though." Cindy said. "I gave her several minutes, talking about how we have to train harder because of University students are much more quick to riot than in past years. She didn't want to put that on the air, though."
"Yes, the cold, hard truth often gets left on the Media's cutting room floors." I said. "So, what are your plans for this evening?"
"Callie and I are going to that Country Music dance hall." Cindy said. "Blue jeans required. I'm good with country music, and Callie's good with dancing. What about you?"
"It's family night." I said. "Play with the kids, pet the dogs, put kids to bed, spend time with my lovely wife..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what did you do today, Carole?" I asked as we sat at the dinner table.
"Marie and me are making a book!" Carole said happily.
"Marie and 'I'." said Laura. "Say 'Marie and I', not 'Marie and me'."
"Marie and I are making a book." said Carole dutifully.
"What is the book about?" I asked.
"About the Po-leece." said Carole. "It's for Chief Griswold's birth-day."
"Oh, good, he'll like that." I said.
"I'm writing the myst... mystrrrry... and Marie is drawing the pict-ures." said Carole.
"Mystery, eh?" I said. "That should be fun. Chief Griswold likes mysteries. He likes solving them even more. So is anyone helping you?"
"Grandma is going to help us." said Carole. "Aunt Cindy says Grandma is good at solving misssteries."
I looked over at Laura, who said quietly "She's been calling her 'Aunt Cindy' for a few weeks now. I don't know why. Cindy's not encouraging it."
"What about Callie?" I asked.
"I haven't heard her say it, but it's a thought." Laura said.
I turned to asking Jim what he did today, and I learned that he built a big castle out of blocks and chased Buddy around the house...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the kids were put to bed later that night, Laura brought us drinks; Scotch for me, cognac for her. As we sipped our drinks, she said "We're going to be ready to go to Texas soon. Jack Muscone called me just before you got home, and said they're a 'Go' down there. Warrants for Perry Richards and DFW Banks, warrants for Robert Patterson, too."
"What about Vicki?" I asked.
"You and I might be going down a bit early. Like tomorrow evening. While the FBI is making arrests Monday morning... hopefully we'll be on our way back home by then. Like I said, darling... bring your two swords." I just nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm. Cindy and Callie were walking through the parking lot of the strip mall, having just gotten ice cream at the Coldstone Creamery. Cindy was wearing tight blue jeans, a solid pink blouse and black western boots, while Callie was wearing a white blouse and much tighter blue jeans, along with brown western boots.
"I don't know how you get those pants on." Cindy said as they crossed the street into the County Music club's parking lot, and towards their car. "They look like they couldn't possibly fit over that magnificent ass of yours. What, do you spray paint them on?"
"Just about." Callie said, grinning brightly. "You like 'em?"
"Sho'nuff." said Cindy in a mock Western/Southern accent. "The guys at the club liked them, too."
"And they were disappointed that I had a cockblocker tonight, and left with you instead." said Callie.
"I do gotta watch out for you." said Cindy. "They were like wolves, and you're like Red Riding Hood."
"Sounds like a good idea for one of my films." Callie said.
Just then Cindy stopped, then began look around. "Something's not right..." Then she saw it: a white van had just turned into the parking lot, and was coming right at them at high speed!
"Look out!" Cindy said, tackling Callie as the van roared by. As the women recovered and got to their feet, the van lurched to a stop with a loud squeal of tires, then the back doors of the van burst open!
"There they are!" yelled one man. "Get them!" A total of eight men poured out of the van, running towards the two blondes...
To be continued.
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Part 16 - Whirling Dervishes, The Sequel
"Run, Callie!" Cindy yelled as she moved to face the attackers.
"Hell... run where?!" Callie asked, almost derisively. She also prepared to meet the assault.
As two men tried to capture Cindy in a blanket, they overshot. One of them felt a savage blow to the side of his knee, with a sickening *crunch!* The other guy was not so lucky. He got clotheslined. And when Cindy Ross clotheslines someone, it usually is a terminal thing.
Then the two men following were met. One got fingers poked into his eyes; Cindy had no qualms about playing dirty when her girlfriend was in trouble. The other man got his arm twisted back until a loud *pop* was heard; he now had a separated shoulder.
Cindy turned and was shocked to see that two of Callie's attackers were on the ground. One had a broken elbow, the other a broken neck. The other two men were still trying to capture Callie with a blanket.
*WHAM!*
Cindy had done something she should not have; she left her feet. But the 'Bruce Lee' move resulted in her booted foot smashing into the head on one of the remaining attackers. He went down like a sack of potatoes, and he would never rise again.
Meanwhile, the last man lunged at Callie, who deftly avoided the rush, grabbed the man's arm, and proceeded to rip it out of his shoulder socket. He fell to the ground screaming in pain. He then made the mistake of trying to get up, and got Callie's boot in his throat, crushing his larynx.
It was over. The van had driven off at high speed when the driver had seen the kidnapping was failing. Meanwhile, Cindy looked over at Callie with a 'what the fuck?' look on her ruggedly pretty face. Callie saw it, and her own beautiful face broke into a huge grin.
"Not exactly Bruce Lee, but not too bad, huh?" Callie said.
"How did you?..." Then she remembered where Callie might've gotten that training.
"In all this time, you've known how good the Iron Crowbar is." Callie said quietly. "But have you ever asked yourself just how good his wife is?"
"Geez." Cindy said as security people from the Country Dance club, who were off-duty police officers, came running up. "And all this time I was worried about you."
"Awww..." Callie said. "I love you, too. But don't worry about me."
"Oh hell no." Cindy replied, acerbically but humorously. "Not after what I just saw. No need for melatonin to get to sleep from now on..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Troy, Commander, TCPD Badge 1-6-4-0." I said to Patrolman Culver as I came upon the scene's cordon. 
"Thank you, sir."
"Fredricson, Police Psychiatrist, TCPD Auxiliary badge 2-0-1-4." Laura said. She had insisted on coming when she heard Callie was involved. My mother was keeping the kids.
"Thank you, ma'am." said Culver, making the notation.
"Culver," I said, "I expect Internal Affairs to show up, if they haven't already. Be sharp, and strict protocol; nobody gets through without exhibiting a badge. Get me if you need to."
"Yes sir." said Culver. "Thank you, sir."
As Laura and I walked up, she said "That young man is too good to just be on perimeter duties like that."
"I agree; getting him to agree is another thing." I said, then said more loudly: "Okay, Rudistan, what do we have here?"
"Yes sir. Oh, hello Doctor." Rudistan said. "Sir, we have your Captain of Operations and her friend, who happens to be your wife's employee, giving their statements on videotape. Seems some men with bad intentions tried to kidnap them. Perhaps they did not know the Police Boxing Matches were in progress, but the ones still alive sure do now."
"How many dead?"
"Three, sir." said Rudistan.
"Rudistan," I said quietly, "make damn sure that no matter what really happened, your report reflects that Captain Ross killed all three. She's indemnified, Miss Carrington is not, even if it was self-defense."
"I was just writing that observation into my report now, sir." said Rudistan.
"Good." I said. "Thank you." I went up to where Cindy and Callie were.
"Sir," Cindy said, "we're going to give our statements at Police Headquarters instead of here. Less noise, less hassle." I looked over and saw where Police had set up a barricade against curious crowds that had come out from inside the club.
"They're filming everything with iPhones." said Connie, who was operating the videocamera. "How do we stop them?"
"Oh, I have a nice trick for that." I said. "Connie, see if that videocamera can be used to help record the crime scene. We'll get Captain Ross's and Ms. Carrington's statements at Headquarters."
As soon as Connie had moved away, I said quietly. "No matter what happened, Cindy killed all three of those goons. Legal issues."
"It was self-defense, Commander." said Callie.
"Even so," I said, "trust me on this, and let me shield you in hoops of iron legalities." I then went over to the crowd.
"Ladies and gentlemen!" I said loudly. The chatter quietened. I said "If any of you recorded what happened here, I would appreciate it if you would send the video to me." I gave my Police email for just such things. "And for those of you taping now, we might have to confiscate your smartphones to see if they recorded evidence---" Suddenly, a large number of people turned away and disappeared. And no one was recording any more.
Funny how that works, I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, sir," said Mary Milton, "the only real footage we have is from the cameras in the club parking lot, but they're all much closer to the club or right on the street. So it's distant. The cameras across the street in the strip mall are further away, and there's nothing of value, though I did preserve it as evidence."
"Great. Good job, Mary." I said. I looked at the videos Mary had on her laptop. The van rushed in, mud covering their license plate, men in black burst out, some with blankets to wrap around their intended victims. Then the women began exhibiting abilities that most women simply don't have in the realm of self-defense, and eight guys had serious injuries... some fatal. But I could not see clearly where the guy Callie killed had received his death blow, so my little indemnification story was going to hold up. Just couldn't tell...
Cindy and Callie gave their statements, and were a bit fuzzy on details, saying it happened fast and they were defending themselves without remembering every little bit of it. That's understandable; Mike Vick once told reporters he couldn't remember how he made some of the great runs he made; it just happened and then was done.
Cindy and Callie were then asked where they'd learned their martial arts skilled. I could just feel the 'are you kidding?' in Cindy's head, but she answered about her years of training and two black belts. Callie just said she'd trained in California, which was technically true, though the training at Langley might've conveniently not been mentioned. The Officers did not press it.
"I think this will be the equivalent of a 'good shoot'." said Chief Moynahan. "The tape does show they were attacked, and it wasn't random, as well."
"Yes sir." I said. "By the way, where was Curly Goodwin or Gayle Tunnin? I expected to see I.A. there."
"Why?" asked Chief Moynahan. "They'd only come out if Captain Ross was under investigation for something."
"That's a point." I said. "But with all the Council heat, and them wondering if Captain Ross can handle her job, I figured someone would have Curly come out anyway."
"Who, the Sheriff? Or a Council Member?" Moynahan asked. "I'll snap their god-damn heads back if they try to fuck with any of you."
"Thanks, Chief." I said. "But Curly didn't show up, so I guess it was a false alarm." The Chief nodded, seemingly mollified. But I was not. Something was out of place there, something was nagging at me about it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the official statements were done, it was time for my discussion with the blondes. They sat in hot chairs; Laura, on the sofa behind them.
"Any idea who they were?" I asked.
"No sir." said Cindy. "Ubiquitous white van. The men did not wear masks. They were all white; some of them looked like Russians or Eastern Europeans. That was the impression I got right as they came streaming out of that van."
"Hired muscle?" I asked.
"Possibly." said Cindy.
"Callie?" I asked. "Recognize any of them? Fired male porn actors wanting revenge?"
Callie laughed. "No sir. But I agree with what Cindy said... there are sects of Romanians, Russians, and Eastern Europeans in America, mostly in New York City, L.A., and some places like the Metro Atlanta area... and these guys looked like they were from those clans."
I nodded. "International. Eastern European and Russian influence. Doesn't fit any pattern, unless its a Sergei Molotov kind of thing."
"That was my thinking, too." said Laura. "But we haven't heard anything from any of them in a while. They're pretty much broken apart; Mr. Putin has been showing his 'hospitality' by having them visit the Dolphin Prison for rest and relaxation."
"Some hospitality." I said. The Dolphin Prison is a Russian version of Supermax; it is incredibly harsh, and the Russians do not play around.
I thought about it. The Molotov angle made the most sense, and especially if Callie was the target. And how would Molotov's people know Cindy and Callie were at that club and therefore ready to strike so quickly? Hmmm...
"Callie," I asked, "who did you tell you were going to that Country Music club tonight?"
"Uhhh..." Callie said, trying to think. "Well, I don't remember telling anyone, except maybe Laura in her office today?"
"It wasn't me you told." Laura said.
"Cindy, who did you tell, besides me?"
"No one." Cindy said. "I haven't even talked to Teresa much today, so you were the only one."
"Okay." I said. "If you can remember telling anyone else, please let me know. In the meantime, I did speak to Captain Croyle earlier, and she has advised me that Police Officers will be parked in your condo's parking lot for the next few nights, and Police cruisers will be at the driveway of the Mountain Nest and the Cabin. I have also informed Molly of the situation and advised her to be alert and careful. Keep your eyes peeled, ladies. And Cindy, you'll be discharging my duties for a day, maybe two, so be extra careful."
"Wilco, sir." said Cindy.
Just then I got a phone call from Myron, who said: "Sir, we've identified all the men. They're hardcore international thugs, mostly Romanian. They have ties to the Eastern European Organized Crime gangs in New York and L.A."
"Thanks, Myron." I said. Hanging up, I relayed the info. After that, Cindy and Callie left together, and I left with Laura. Police cruisers followed us to our respective homes.
Part 17 - Texas Vengeance
Laura and I hugged the kids on Sunday afternoon at the Cabin. Carole was mad that Mommy and Daddy were going to 'meetings', and Laura told her it wasn't those kind of meetings. I told Carole that Mommy and I were going to 'work', and for her to take good care of her brothers and Bowser and Buddy, and that got her sufficiently distracted.
Molly and my mother were keeping the kids, and Cindy and Callie were going to stay there also for a few days, to be on the safe side of things. And Teresa was also there, with Buddy in her lap most of the time, and her and Todd's kids also part of the fun.
Laura and I went to County Airport, where Jack Muscone and Martin Nash were waiting for us. A sleek jet appeared out of the eastern sky and came in for a landing on Runway 27 Right. Airport runways big and small are named by their degree heading, and drop the last zero. County Airport is directly east-west, 90 and 270 degrees; ergo, the "27".
I noticed the tail number on the otherwise unmarked executive jet; it was an Air Force plane. That suggested that Laura had procured a CIA asset. The pilots were in Air Force uniforms, as was the pretty young woman serving as the flight attendant. She was relatively short, and thus was wearing high heel black patent leather pumps with her uniform, and her light brown hair was short and combed to one side.
After we took off, we circled into a southerly course. After getting drinks (we'd be needing the fortification), the flight attendant excused herself, and the four of us talked.
"I told my boss about the attack on Cindy and Callie." said Jack. "He's very concerned about the assets that were being used. Being part of Eastern European mob groups, that suggests they may have been mercenaries for hire by other Organized Crime elements in New York."
"Maybe." I said. "I'd suggest they were either hired by the Mob on behalf of Wallace Bedford, or he hired them himself. He's the big Superior Bloodlines guy in the New England area. Conrad King is in his Florida coast home... I have word he is becoming ill, the kind of ill that old people don't recover from. King may have procured the Atlanta-based assets."
"What, are they running out of their own white boys?" asked Jack derisively.
"No." I said. "They're being held back for the main mission, which is to engage the Black Militants when Jasmine's album goes out and the balloon subsequently goes up. They don't want those guys exposed; ergo, they hired these European guys."
"There are two other possibilities." Laura said. We turned to her as she continued: "One is that they were hired by remnants of the Sergei Molotov clan. I checked last night, and we have intelligence information that Mr. Putin took advantage of Molotov being beheaded; he wiped out every last bit of Sergei's organization, but there may be a few stragglers. The other possibility is these guys were hired by Don's sister, working out of France."
"And here's the part where I dutifully ask 'And what would my sister's motive be?'." I said.
"If Callie was the primary target," Laura said, "then I'd say Elizabeth is either distracting us from something else she wants to do, or getting back at us for trying to penetrate her with Paul Claisson."
"And my sister is much more discriminating in who she allows to penetrate her." I said, intending the double entendre. Getting serious, I said "I dunno, honey, it's hard for me to buy that. Not because she's my sister, but because she's never needed distractions like that. And Cindy's her blood kin, which means more to Elizabeth than you guys might realize. Unless..." I went into a reverie. As I thought, I barely heard what the others were saying.
"The information Don gave us from the Sharples cache has been amazing." said Jack Muscone. "We have not disseminated it at all; my boss has been going through it personally while he's cooped up in his 'undisclosed location'. He says it's more than enough to wipe out the Oldeeds Organization, and there are financial links to Perry Richards that should get him a trial by a jury of his peers... or maybe he'll sing in exchange for something lighter."
Laura nodded. "All well and good. Maybe Robert Patterson will sing after you bust him, too."
"What about Vicki Oldeeds?" asked Martin Nash. Naive, this man could be at times. Laura fixed him with a stare that could freeze blood.
"The Company had an asset, who we just call 'Mike'." Laura said. "Vicki Oldeeds had him murdered and his body thrown into the River at Midtown. All I'm going to say is that Vicki Oldeeds will not be seeing the inside of a Courtroom." Nash nodded, understanding what was truly going on here.
"Well, you have to work fast." said Jack. "Vicki makes her home and base down there at the Church complex. Robert Patterson usually is traveling, but we got word that he went down there this weekend. The Court case to resolve control of the whole thing should be coming down this week, unless they settle... which I don't think is going to happen. So the FBI is going to swoop in with Federal warrants we've obtained from one of those secret Federal Courts. We'll have some heavily armed people coming in, mostly borrowed from the DEA and well-trained for this kind of thing."
By now, everyone realized I was out of my reverie.
"Well?" asked Jack.
"The answer is: 'none of the above'." I said. "They were not hired by Elizabeth, and they weren't hired by Superior Bloodlines proper. They were hired by Mr. C., who I believed intended to use them as bait for a trap... for Laura and me. But, let's leave that for now, we have another mission to concentrate on at this time." And no more would I say upon the subject...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Outside of Houston, on the road to College Station, was the Oldeeds Ministries Church and Compound. The arena that was the Church sanctuary could hold 15,000 people. That dwarfed First Baptist Church in my Town by huge margin.
Behind the stage that was the pulpit were doors that led to office suites. The Reverend Jonas Oldeeds's office had remained sealed and untouched since his death, a silent shrine that only a few visitors were ever allowed to see, and that by pulling up the blinds on the window to the anteroom office.
Vicki Oldeeds's office suite was on the other side of the hallway, which was a 'bridge' building to the complex that housed the gear for broadcasting the sermons and other programming, the outreach programs (which meant asking people for money), and all of the business side. The two Sunday School buildings were to the right and left of the bridge building, but accessible only through the sanctuary or the walkways around the arena building. From the sky, it looked almost like a Coptic Cross with the round top.
Because it was Sunday night, there were many people there to hear the sermon of Vicki Oldeeds. So getting into the parking lot would be easy, it would seem. But that parking lot was fenced off, disallowing access to the more private areas, whose parking lots were not used by the Public. Oldeeds Security Forces patrolled the public and private parking lots on foot. There were many more inside, stationed at places curious 'tourists' might try to go, and they were politely but firmly led back to the public Church areas.
"Getting into Vicki's private areas is going to be no easy task." Laura said, perhaps not meaning that double entendre. We were using our time on our flight to look at maps and photos of the grounds and buildings.
"There are fences concealed in these thick hedge bushes... there are rumors that the hedges were grown from the same genetic hedges that the University of Georgia's stadium hedges are grown from."
"It's not just a rumor." I said. "Oldeeds gave one of his earliest sermons there, on his first national tour. He asked the UGA people for some hedge, and they grew him some."
"Cool." Laura said. "At the Oldeeds compound, the fences are full of sensors and may be electrified. Also, there are three covered walkways from the parking lots to the church arena, and then sidewalks around to doors going into the arena. Most people don't realize that these hedges steer the people into the proper directions as well as serving as barriers. The Sunday School annexes are closed off on Sunday evenings; no one permitted in there, and you better believe they're monitoring and have sensors.



"However," Laura went on, "in the private areas, there are less hoops to go through. The parking lot has a walkway to one door, which has a security desk. No one, not even Vicki, can enter the private part of the building without going through that door."
"Or through the church arena." I said. "And dollars to doughnuts there are cameras all over the place. Some for television, of course, but I'll bet there are more for security. Maybe some with infrared, to detect anyone lagging behind in the arena."
"True." Laura said. "So, darling, what would the Iron Crowbar do?"
I thought about it as if I were studying my next chess move in a complex middlegame. "No service entrances?"
"No." Laura replied. "Deliveries are through the same doors the employees enter. And delivery persons are escorted to their destinations by at least two security people. Very inconvenient for people, but good where security is concerned."
"And any tripping of any alarm locks down the place." I said. "And there are few places to hide when they search the entire compound. Plus, we'd have to spend our time hiding and not going after Vicki... oh, would they evacuate her?"
"Good thought." Laura said. "But no. She'd go to her office suite, which contains her bedroom and bathroom and a kitchen facility. Getting through layers of security people shooting to kill you would be a bit difficult."
I looked some more. "The weakest link in this arrangement is that Vicki's offices are in the 'bridge' building between the other two. I'll bet she has an underground escape tunnel from there."
"Possibly." said Laura, and the twinkle in her eyes gave away that she knew it to be true.
I said "I'm going to say the private office building is unbreachable without some serious work beforehand... which either you've done or you haven't. So the Arena is publicly accessible, though watched carefully."
"I agree." said Laura. Jack and Martin were watching with utter fascination on their faces.
"Sooooo..." I said, "I don't suppose the baptismal pools have secret passages, do they?"
"You would think of that." said Laura. "But it's 'no joy' on that. The changing rooms are entered from the arena, and there are no other connections to or from the pools. I might add that they only do immersion baptisms on Sunday mornings, only do about six or less, and usually for people who have a story for the television cameras, such a someone who had once served in prison."
"To that point," Laura continued, "they have these two small baptismal bowl stands at the edge of the stage. People come up and are baptized by sprinkling. That's how they handle that. The bowls are really sinks with plumbing, so they can put more water in if they need it."
"Hmmm, indoor plumbing." I said. "If I could, I'd sabotage the water lines. Maybe they'd evacuate that area. No... better yet, start a fire or some other distraction that carries everyone away from that bridge building, then penetrate Vicki's office suite."
"And how do you get out?" Martin Nash asked.
"Oh, at that point, we just fight our way out, killing everyone in our path." I said.
"Not bad." said Laura. "Especially for studying this only fifteen minutes. Want to hear the real plan?"
"I fancy I could tell it to you." I said. "The FBI is going to raid the place, that will be a more than suitable distraction. It will also keep us from having to kill a lot of people while escaping. But it gives us very little time, and we have to get in. So maybe the little fire idea isn't so bad... or an electrical short that takes out a lot of the cameras, puts smoke on the battlefield, and gives us the minutes we need to get to Vicki."
"Close, darling." Laura said, but her eyes were twinkling just a bit too much.
"Oh..." I said. "You're going to have help, besides me. Two friends of Mike; he and they were part of the Big Dick Club, if I recall. And our attendant has not been around to refill our drinks..."
I got up and went towards the back. There was a small kitchen area, and behind it a smaller room.
Inside that room, the Air Force girl was naked except for her high heel patent leather pumps. Her legs were spread, and on top of her was my nephew Todd, pumping his huge cock in and out of her cunt with short, powerful strokes. She was clinging to him, trying not to moan too loudly as pleasure battered her body and soul.
To the other side, sitting down, was Teddy Franklin. Sitting on him was the chef and bartender, a pretty redhead girl. She was naked, sitting on Teddy's cock with her cute feet on top of his thighs, and Teddy was thrusting his huge meat up into her with deeply penetrating strokes...
As I went back to my seat, Laura was grinning, and the FBI Agents were looking stunned. "Not much gets past you, darling." my wife said. "But I'm surprised you did not detect them earlier."
"I was beguiled by your feminine charms, my dear." I said, kissing her cheek. "And by this very interesting mission...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly midnight. We had landed at Easterwood Field near College Station, where Texas A&M University was also located. But no time for sightseeing; we were met by several cars and vans, which held FBI Agents and other heavily armored people, all ready to raid the Oldeeds Ministries compound.
Before we deplaned, Laura had given me what she said was a cortisone shot right above the bad place on my back before I put on the 'girdle'. "Mmm, that feels better already." I said.
"It'll help, just like it helps athletes." Laura replied.
Now Laura and I were in the backseat of a sleek black Cadillac Escalade we'd been provided, Laura behind the driver's seat. Todd was driving, and Teddy was riding shotgun. We were wearing all black, like ninja in the night.
Teddy had what looked like a box a projector might be stored in. It opened to reveal several switches and what looked like a telephone keypad of squares.
"There are much fewer security people here now." Laura said. "Once the evening services are over, many of them are allowed to go home. It's just the basic staff. The public parking lot still has too many people watching over it and patrolling it."
We drove along the road taking us to the backside entrance, where the employees went in. "Cut the cord, Teddy." Laura said. Teddy threw a switch and I heard a mild hum. I realized that some signals were being jammed.
"Ah, cameras to the main security room." I said.
"We have seconds." Laura said as we pulled up to the gate. She lowered her window to get the guard to look at her. "Excuse me, sir..." she said. As he leaned over, she pulled out a .22 WMR autopistol with a silencer and fired into the man's face. Todd was out of the car in a flash. He shot the other man in the guardhouse, then pulled the body of the man Laura had shot into the guardhouse.
Seconds later, we drove inside the gate and along the right side of the parking lot. Just before getting there, Todd stopped. He and Teddy got out.
"Get your stuff." said Laura, to me. As Todd and Teddy went to the door, I went to the back and put on my swords. The scabbards were attached to belts that I put on over my shoulders like a sash, as I had done when rescuing Laura from Sergei Molotov. I could grab the handle of the katana over my right shoulder, or the shorter, stabbing sword over my left shoulder. My Beretta 96 was holstered under my left armpit.
When the door to the building opened, Todd and Teddy started throwing smoke grenades inside, all over the place. Then they went into it and got to the guards and subdued them. They actually chose not to kill them, instead zip-tying their hands.
"You're with me, darling." Laura said. I followed her as we went along the corridors behind the lobby area and the security desk. Todd and Teddy had rushed back to the car for something, but I didn't think of that. My senses were on high alert; I only had my swords and pistol, while Laura had her .22 WMR pistol.
A guard was facing the other way and he turned around just as Laura was getting to him. She lunged into the attack, her hand catching him in the eyes. Then with a deft maneuver she had him turned around, and she twisted his neck until an ugly *SNAP!* was heard. The man dropped dead to the floor.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The public parking lot was suddenly being filled with black cars that flew towards the church arena doors at high speeds.
"Oh my God! it's the FBI!" one guard exclaimed. He ran back towards the church as two other security guards pulled their pistols and began shooting. They did not live very long as the FBI and other agents returned fire with great lethality.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, shit!" gasped the guard monitoring the cameras in the security room. He'd been annoyed when some of the cameras in the back areas had malfunctioned, and had sent people to check the problems out. Now those men were rushing to the Arena... right into the FBI ambush.
"Get Mrs. Oldeeds! Evacuate her to the back!" shouted one man.
"No, into her office!" shouted another. "Quick! They're in the arena!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the fuck?" Vicki Oldeeds gasped. She had been in the media room, overseeing editing of the evening's sermon. Several of her security people arrived.
"Ma'am, the FBI is raiding us." said one man. "We've got to get you to your office, and to the tunnels." Vicki went with them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd and Teddy had raced ahead of us, carrying what looked like bolts of plastic. What the hell was that about? I thought to myself as I followed Laura down the hallways. We got to the anteroom of Vicki's office. I stuck a toothpick into the lock of Jonas Oldeeds's suite and broke it off, ju-ust in case they tried to hide in there; now they couldn't get a key in the lock.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vicki ran into her office ahead of her security team. "What the fuck?" she gasped. The floor was lined with plastic. She heard noises behind her as the door slammed shut. Teddy and Todd were outside, and the guards were now unconscious and being zip-tied.
Suddenly, Vicki felt a gloved hand over her mouth as I grabbed her from behind, the adhesive tape I'd slapped on her lips dampening her scream. Laura quickly moved to put handcuffs on Vicki's wrists, but in front of her body, not behind it. She then hooked a metal wire to the cuffs and attached the other end to the light fixture above. There was enough wire that Vicki could stand, but her hands were being pulled up over her head.
"Oh, the plastic." Laura said, looking into Vicki's eyes. "We're doing some painting in here." This was what Vicki had done to Mike before murdering him. And Vicki understood as Laura said. "This is for Mike. Sir, if you don't mind?"
I extended my arm, containing the scabbarded sword. Laura pulled it out; it was the short stabbing sword instead of the katana. Laura walked up to Vicki and slashed at the woman's belly. The sword bit deep, and as Laura drove it sideways, it cut Vicki's abdomen open. Vicki's scream was barely muffled.
Then Laura pulled the sword out and drove it in again, this time driving up to Vicki's sternum. Then a third driving thrust to Vicki's throat, which killed her quickly as the carotid artery was severed.
As Laura cleaned the sword with the special cloth, I took an old machete that I had brought in with me, stabbed it in the same place where Vicki's throat had been cut, then covered with with more blood that was on the floor. Then I opened the anteroom door. Two black-clad, masked men came in, dragging a man who was zip-tied and his mouth taped shut.
"Who are you?" Laura asked.
"They're friends." I said as I dropped the bloody machete to the floor. Laura sheathed my sword in its scabbard and I put it back on my body as the masked men put their victim's hand on the machete handle, then injected him with a drug to wake him up.
"That's... Robert Patterson!" Laura exclaimed, recognizing him.
"And the FBI is about to find that he just murdered Vicki." I said as I unhooked Vicki's body and let it fall to the floor."
We went into the anteroom. "I found it." said Todd. A trap door in the floor had been opened, leading to a tunnel below. The six of us went down...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone came into the office, surveying the bloody mess. "Geez, gives new meaning to the word 'whack job', doesn't it?"
Robert Patterson was just waking up, the machete in his hands, when he found himself surrounded by Government Agents. One had a camera, and was filming everything.
"All right, that's Murder-1." said Jack. "We'll have to bring in the Texas Rangers to process that State-level crime..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The tunnel led under one of the Sunday School annexes and to a storm drain about 100 feet past the compound's fences. A shed was nearby, which contained what was probably Vicki's getaway car. On the two-tire dirt strip were our car and the car driven the other two men. As we drove out, we were stopped by the FBI, but they recognized us as Laura and I showed our I.D.s, and we were allowed to drive out.
We went to the airport, where Laura, Todd, Teddy and myself boarded our plane. It immediately moved out to take off and take us home.
"So who were those other two guys?" Laura asked.
"As I said: friends." I replied. "I'm playing 'Hercule Poirot', and employing a variant of his solution to the Hydra. It was iffy if Robert would be convicted of actual involvement with the child trafficking; he was crafty about keeping his name out. So now he goes on trial for Vicki's murder. Even if he is not convicted of the murder, they'll give the 'consolation' prize of convicting him on the lesser stuff. And no questions arise about Vicki's murder... people will think Robert Patterson did it."
"I should've known you'd take the extra step." Laura said. "And you obviously have assets that I don't."
"Aunt Laura," said Todd, "you have tremendous assets that Uncle Don just can't match. And Teddy and I are going to enjoy them on the way home..."
Part 18 - Mile High Club
The hideaway bed near the front of the plane was being used, and I had the perfect view from my chair near the back as Laura was being spitroasted by the two young studs. She was sucking Teddy's large cock while Todd was pumping his enormous weapon of lust in and out of my wife's pussy from the rear.
I was not idly watching, though. I was getting a double-decker blowjob from the Air Force girl and the redheaded young chef. I groaned as I felt them work their lips and tongues over my cock and tight, heavy, cum-filled balls.
As I watched the two huge young cock appear and disappear into Laura's beautiful face and pussy, her magnificent ass in the air and quivering each time Todd's muscular groin slammed into it, I began to really enjoy the pleasure of the redhead's sucking. The other girl was good, too, but the redhead had cute feet as well as a lovely face and body.
I slid my pants on off, but not my t-shirt, as the 'girdle' was on underneath it. I eased the redheaded girl to the floor and mounted her, and she fit the head of my cock to the opening of her cunt.
"Unnh!" I gasped as I slid balls-deep into her. Even though she'd fucked Teddy earlier, she was still snug. She was very wet, too, and as I began pumping in and out of her, letting my weight rest on her, my cock was coated with her juices.
I had the perfect view if I looked up. Teddy and Todd had changed positions; now Teddy was fucking Laura while she sucked hard and deep on Todd's mammoth stick. The sight of my wife fucking two other men aroused me and I began to fuck the pretty young woman beneath me harder.
Then I raised up, grabbed the girl's ankles, and pulled her feet to my chest. I turned to the side and deeply kissed the Air Force girl, our tongues twining hotly. Then I took the redhead's left foot to my mouth and sucked in one toe, then another couple, then began kissing and licking her heel."
"Mmmm, you have pretty feet, baby." I said to the redhead.
"She sure does!" said the Air Force girl, her voice sultry, husky and sexy. She took the redhead's other foot and began sucking her toes and heels as I let my lips and tongue explore the cute foot I was enjoying.
Finally, I felt my nut rise. I could see that Todd was now on top of Laura, pounding the hell out of her in the missionary position. "How does she take that?" asked the Air Force girl. "He's too big to do that to me."
"She's deep." I said. I then eased down on the redhead and pressed my mouth against hers as I increased the tempo and power of my thrusts into her. The girl returned the kiss hotly, sucking on my tongue, her hands pulling me into her. As we made out and fucked hotly, she began pressing the heels of her sweet feet into my ass and thighs. I reached the crest.
"Uhhh!" I gasped out as the first powerful jolt coursed through me, my pent-up semen firing down my cockshaft and deep into the young woman's clutching cunt. I just let it go, let my cock erupt into her, as she took the potent, virile deposit into her wet depths...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After having a drink, I began making out with the Air Force girl. Teddy was pumping Laura hard, about to get his nut inside her. Todd was having his huge cock sucked by the redhead, trying to get him charged again after he'd discharged his load into my wife's quim.
I eased the girl down and mounted her, and slid my iron-hard cock into her. She moaned and began fucking back as we maintained a steady, hot, and fairly slow rhythm.
As we were making out and deeply copulating, I heard a noise from up front. The co-pilot, a young Air Force Captain, had come out of the cockpit, and was totally stunned by what he was seeing.
As Teddy finished inside my wife, she said to the co-pilot "Come over here." He complied, and she fished his cock out of his pants. It was a hefty size, at least as long as mine and pretty thick. Laura gobbled it up into her mouth, and began fellating him. The nasty sight of my wife, cum dripping from her swollen cuntlips, a big cock sliding in and out of her mouth, was enough for me. I looked down at the pretty Air Force girl beneath me, looked over at the redhead and her cute legs and feet as she sucked Todd... and I came inside the young woman beneath me, filling her tight, wet pussy with my seed...
Part 19 - Wrap-Up
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 23d, from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the shocking events in Texas over the past few days!"
Bettina continued: "The Reverend Robert Patterson has been charged with the murder of the Reverend Vicki Oldeeds. The FBI raided the Oldeeds Ministries compound late Sunday night, but did not arrive in time to prevent Vicki Oldeeds's death. Video evidence taken during the raid shows Patterson with a machete in his hand as he sat next to Mrs. Oldeeds's body. The FBI was only seconds too late, as blood was still pulsing from her massive injuries. She was pronounced dead at the scene."
"The FBI's raid has netted a trove of valuable data that shows the Oldeeds Organization was involved in racketeering, money laundering, and, most despicably, child trafficking." said Bettina. "The FBI now has links between the Oldeeds group and Pastor Raymond Westboro, who also would've faced child molestation charges had he survived the helicopter crash that took his life. The FBI said that this is one of the biggest cases they've ever brought to a successful conclusion, and it will likely end the existence of the Oldeeds Ministries, once a large, thriving operation that employed many and helped many more."



"Asked why Patterson killed Mrs. Oldeeds," said Bettina, "FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, who led the raid, said this. Roll tape."
Jack appeared on the television screen. "I am not sure why he killed her." said Muscone. "Possibly to keep her from talking, but some are speculating it was a mercy killing. We simply don't know at this time."
Way to go Jack! I thought. Putting all that extra speculation into the air, to confuse the overall issue more, and keep the truth from getting out...
Then Bettina hit the airwaves with my comments to her the afternoon before (Monday). I gave credit where due:
"Bettina," I said, "some information that led to the FBI raid came from work done by Leonard Sharples over many years, before he came to the TCPD and while he was here. I am not sure why he went bad and tried to shoot me, nor why he involved himself with the corrupt people in the SBI, but the Oldeeds Organization and its child molesters are finished, and partly because of his years of work."
Everyone in MCD was looking at me in stunned amazement. I just said "What?"
"High praise for a man that tried to kill you, sir." said Theo Washington.
"Only what he deserved. Now don't I always give you guys credit where due? I'll give Sharples that much for his lifelong work trying to take Oldeeds down. And some of his stuff really did help make this day possible." Everyone murmured different things, then we turned back to the news.
"And speaking of Leonard Sharples," said Bettina, "he has ordered his lawyers to drop all appeals of his death penalty. Some groups are continuing to file appeals on his behalf, but he has stated that he is prepared to die, and does not want the inevitable delayed."
Everyone looked at me again. I just shrugged my shoulders. Sharples was beyond figuring out.
Bettina was saying: "And in State news, Governor Val Jared has stated that he will not meet with civil rights leaders over some of his tweets that they consider to be racist. The Governor tweeted that undocumented workers, which he called 'illegal persons', are taking jobs away from black citizens. Civil rights leaders had demanded to meet with the Governor, but he has slammed the door in their faces with his blunt refusal."
"And the Governor continues to be dogged by charges of corruption, of spending money in unauthorized ways, and in exceeding his authority in cracking down on undocumented workers." said Bettina. "State Senator Katherine Woodburn again openly called for the Governor's impeachment in a speech Sunday, joined by Senator Maxine Watts..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nothing new on those bozos we wiped out." said Cindy. "They haven't even taken me off duty pending the investigation, which I don't understand."
"You didn't use a gun." I said. "Killed three people with weaponless defense. They have no idea what to do with that. But you are on Restricted Duty, so you get to stay here... and continue to train for the Boxing Matches. I'm sure what happened the other day is more than 'good advertising' for you, and will put fear into your opponents' hearts."
Cindy laughed briefly. "Not really. We're starting to get to the quality people still standing, and the riff-raff on the sidelines. The Chief really is scared I'll hurt somebody, though. I think he'd kill off the Freestyle Division if he could."
"It's not going away." I said. "We're still discussing modifications, though."
Cindy took out her bug-killer and turned it on. "So, looks like everything went well in Texas. How's Laura?"
"She's... okay." I said. "She's happy she's avenged a fellow agent's death. But I think she's starting to realize that her days of ordering deaths and even killing people herself are past. Time to let other, younger people handle that stuff."
Cindy nodded. "I wasn't really trying to kill those guys the other day... but Callie was there and I would do anything to protect her... then I find out she's already pretty damn good at taking care of herself."
"Yes, but she's not as good as you." I said. "So you keep looking after her."
"Soooooo..." Cindy said, looking at me with the beginning of a smile, "who's better in your family? You, or your wife?"
I grinned. "I don't know. And I don't care to find out. I don't think I've seen Laura at her best... or worst, as the case may be. All I'll say is that she and I make one hell of a team... just as you and I make one hell of a team on this Police Force..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Heard you guys had a little party on the flight back." Jack Muscone said as he came into the Cabin on Tuesday evening, May 23d. Tanya Perlman had preceded him, and Bowser had barked mightily at her wheelchair. He calmed down and let Tanya pet him when I put him into her lap, so all was good.
"Yes, you missed a good one." I said.
"Mmm hmm." Laura murmured. She'd loved the orgy, and said she got off seeing me fuck those attractive young women. I'm a wife-watcher, she's a hubby-watcher. Great team, we are.
"Well, that's okay." said Jack. "Tanya's not taking a frying pan to my head since I wasn't there. Anyway, as I'm sure you've heard, the FBI is just beginning to put the whole story together, but there are going to be some serious indictments coming. Perry Richards has been arrested, DFW Regional Banks seized, and his personal assets seized under RICO laws. He's not cooperating, though, and has already taken the Fifth."
I nodded. "I can't say I'm totally surprised. We're in the endgame with these people. He'll take his chances with a trial. He'll lose, but he'd rather take his shot there than betray his comrades in Globalist Supremacy."
"Think this will cause either Superior Bloodlines or the Black Triumvirate to change course?" Jack asked. "My boss wants to know."
"I think if anything, it makes Superior Bloodlines more desperate and they'll move forward, perhaps faster. So get through all that information fast, so you can get some lines to take them down." I said. "It also will probably cause Mr. C. to change from his agenda to more... personal issues. Mostly issues regarding the one person he hates most... me."
"Yes, definitely keep your eyes peeled." said Muscone. "But we're still getting chatter about threats to the FBI Director, to my boss, and to others in Washington. At least they never try to shoot Congressmen."
"Don't even say that." I said. "One day, someone is going to try to." Muscone nodded.
"Well, Oldeeds is cleaned up." said Muscone. "At long last. They outlived Westboro, but you finally got 'em."
"Not me... we." I said. "This was the job of a great many people, including the FBI, certain good-looking elements of the CIA, and even... Sharples, of all people."
"Yes." said Muscone. "He dropped his appeals when he heard the Oldeeds Group and the child trafficking was stopped. I think living to hear that was his only bucket list item left...
Part 20 - Epilogue
Sunday, May 28th. The Police Headquarters gym was chock full of Police Officers as the Semifinal matches were about to happen.
Cindy Ross had taken out Patrolman Barker, who had shocked the world with his rise to the Final Eight. He used a metal billy stick instead of a crowbar, and he had some really good moves that I could tell were based in martial arts. He was going to be a contender in the future, but Cindy was able to show that a crowbar and superior martial arts skills would continue to rule the day.
The 'match of the century' was Joanne Warner vs. Roy McGhillie. Joanne has been training with Cindy, and while Roy knew some stuff, Joanne managed to get him discombobulated with a few tricks worthy of the Green Crowbar, and at the very end of the second round, she took him down. He was a good sport about it, and I congratulated him on the tournament he'd had to that point and his excellent showing. He also was going to be 'consoled' by Becca Larrington that evening after their date...
Teresa squared off against Sergeant Charles. He was very well trained in SpecOps and SWAT tactics, was well-conditioned, and took the Police Commander's words to heart that taking it easy on an opponent served no one. Still, Teresa did her trick of throwing her crowbar out of the ring, then with a couple of fast moves ended up with his in her hand. She threw it out of the ring, then began administering punishment. Sergeant Charles knew he would not make it to the end of the round to get his crowbar back, and yielded.
That left Micah Rudistan vs. Hugh Hewitt of SWAT. Hewitt fought well, and probably should've won. But Rudistan is sneaky fast, and he also talks in the ring... and is known for getting into his opponent's heads. Hewitt fell for the smack talk, got too aggressive, and was taken down rapidly by a move that looked suspiciously like Basic Aikido.
Now today, it was Ross v. Warner and Croyle v. Rudistan. Rudistan's trash talk was met with 'Teresa Cunt' trash talk, honed from repartée with the Iron Crowbar, the Green Crowbar, and perhaps her fiancé Todd. And Rudistan's greatly improved skills were also no match for Teresa's. She seemed to just take her time, administering whatever punishment Rudistan could take. He wisely did not answer the bell for the second round.
That left Ross vs. Warner. Joanne was improved, and really good. But it is possible that Cindy had held some things back during their sparring matches. Joanne knew that Cindy's trick of going to one arm and spinning her legs to take out the opponent's legs was going to happen; still, it worked, and Cindy cut Joanne's legs out. But Cindy made a small mistake; she went for one more crowbar blow instead of just grabbing Joanne and taking her down. Joanne parried the blow, and was able to move out in time. I was impressed. But Joanne's dream ended. Cindy just overwhelmed her, then took her down.
As the thunderous cheers echoed through the gym as I announced the pairing for the Championship, I knew that without me in it, this was what it had to be, what it could only have been. And it was going to be a storm:
Cindy Ross vs. Teresa Croyle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That evening, Laura and I were sitting on the sofa of the Mountain Nest. The kids were put to bed, and Laura and I were making out like teenagers. I was groping her, as well, and she was more than ready to go upstairs to bed.
"I've got a little gift for you." I said. I got up and went and got a long box out of the closet, which I'd put there earlier in the day. "I had this made up for you."
"Oh, what is it?" she said as I handed her the white box, tied with a satin yellow ribbon.
"It's for all you did." I said. "For those girls we rescued, and for taking down Vicki Oldeeds and ending the child trafficking, which is a god-awful nightmare for any decent human being to even have to think about."
"Aw, you're sweet." Laura said. She opened the box. It was full of yellow roses, but Laura knew the heaviness could not have come from the flowers. She dug through them to find at the bottom... a crowbar. It was painted the same color as the yellow roses.
I didn't know how my wife was going to react to being given a crowbar, but her eyes were sparkling as she took it out and held it up.
"Oh my God, my own crowbar." she said. "How did you know I've always secretly wanted one for myself?"
"I didn't." I said. "But watching you at the Oldeeds compound, I was wondering just how much damage you would've done with one. Just don't use it on your loving husband..."
"Yes, now I can keep you in line." she teased as she tapped me on the thigh with it. "But of course I would never do that." She was waving the crowbar around, and I could tell she really did like it.
"By the way, it's yellow because you are my Yellow Rose of Texas." I said.
"Awww, that is sweet." Laura said, kissing me. "Now why don't we go upstairs and you can give me some of that 'other' crowbar of yours..."
"Your brilliant ideas are matched only by your beauty." I said.
As we headed upstairs to bed, I watched my wife's magnificent ass right in front of me as we climbed the stairs. We made a great team, but Laura was so much more to me... mother of my children, friend, lover. I was lucky to have her. Lucky Iron Crowbar...
"She's the sweetest little rosebud that Texas ever knew,
Her eyes are bright as diamonds; they sparkle like the dew,
You may talk about your Clementine, and sing of Rosalee,
But the yellow rose of Texas is the only girl for me..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - The Championship
Saturday, June 3d, 10:00am. The techno beat of Darude's Sandstorm blasted through the gym. Some two hundred people, mostly Police Officers, surrounded the ring in the middle, waving thin, flat plastic ribbons of red or blue or white to the music, showing their preference for one or the other (or neither, in the case of the white strips) of the Finalists; red for Captain Croyle, blue for Captain Ross.
Standing alone in the middle of the ring was me, Your Iron Crowbar, wearing a red golf/polo shirt with an embroidered TCPD badge over the heart, khaki pants, black shoes, and my gunbelt; this was technically a uniform. As I surveyed the crowd, I saw the Finalists making their way through them to the ring, arriving at the same time. The music died down when they reached the ring. I pointed my left hand at Cindy Ross, attired in white with blue trim, and called out loudly:
"Would you like a shot... at the title?"
"Don't mind if I do." Cindy replied. Huge cheers erupted as she climbed up into the ring. I turned and pointed with my right hand at Teresa Croyle, in white with red trim, and said:
"Would you like a shot, at the title?"
"Don't mind if I do." Teresa said, to possibly even louder cheering. Referee Micah Rudistan came up and, using a microphone, made the most important of announcements:
"The Rule is suspended," Rudistan called out, "to allow the combatants to use their own crowbars!" The gym erupted. Sandstorm started up again. As I was helped out of the ring, which was raised well above floor level, I noticed that Cindy was looking over at Teresa's red crowbar, then she looked over at me with anger in her eyes. She had realized that it was not just any red crowbar... it was the red crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments earlier...
As a past Champion and first seed, Cindy got dibs on the women's locker room to dress in her plastic armor. Teresa was relegated to the 'mat room', a storage room along the side of the gym. Joanne Warner was inside the room with Teresa.
There was a knock on the door, and Teresa came out of her meditation to see me come in.
"Man on the floor." I said.
"It's okay, sir." said Joanne.
Coming inside, I stepped up to Teresa, who was holding an international orange crowbar. Our eyes solidly locked as I took that crowbar from her hand with my left hand. Then I held out my right hand, which held my red crowbar at the middle, offering it like a scabbarded Japanese sword. Teresa was stunned, and Joanne's eyes about popped out of her head.
"Maintain... its... honor." I said quietly.
"Yes sir." Teresa said solemnly, taking the crowbar with both hands, as if receiving a sword.
I nodded, then wordlessly turned and left. As I stepped outside, back into the gym, the music of Sandstorm was being turned up to blast pitch.
"Hey Parker!" I said to Teddy, who was waiting to lead Teresa to the ring. "What, did a University of South Carolina football game break out here?"
"SEC rules, sir!" shouted Parker, a graduate of the University of Mississippi.
I laughed and shook my head, then began making my way to the ring. Janice Holloway asked me what color strip I wanted, and I took a white one for neutrality. I waved it in time and rhythm with everyone else. Finally, I made it to the ring, climbed in, and waited for the Finalists.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In spite of the fever pitch, the two Finalists' faces were masks of cold determination. It had been a long week of trash talk and back talk, of bets made and sides taken. While Teresa had long been one of the Detectives, she was now 'adopted' by the Uniformed Officers as their representative in the ring, against the leader of the Detectives, not unlike Army Enlisted v. Officers. And Teresa had not joined the coffee klatch all week, further enhancing the tension.
"Listen to my commands, and listen for the bell." said Rudistan. "Do not intentionally hit the referee, and do not take open head shots nor any shots at the face of your opponent. Keep it clean, and show these people what good sportsmanship is. Okay, break and go to your corners." The red and green crowbars clanged together once, then the Captains went to their corners... this was the first time the Police Boxing Matches Final had ever come down to Captain vs. Captain (I never was a TCPD Captain)...
The bell rang and Rudistan called out "Box!" and the Championship match was on! Both fighters came out cautiously, circling, feeling each other out. Then Cindy darted in with a blow.
*CLANG!*
Teresa parried the blow. Cindy backed out, looking for another opening. Both fighters made feints, the crowbars clanged a few times.
Then Cindy went for a maneuver. She went for a blow to Teresa's side, but it was a feint and she was suddenly swinging for Teresa's upper back. The year before, I had ducked it. But Teresa was already swinging around to intercept it.
*CLANG!* *WHANG!*
After parrying the blow, Teresa got the first iron upon her opponent's plastic armor, getting Cindy in the shoulder. Cindy backed off, having one of her pet moves actually defeated. She was trying to figure out what Teresa was doing, what forms she was practicing, but she could not: Teresa was disguising her moves, mixing and matching as she feinted one way then came in for a blow.
The timekeeper called out "30 seconds!", meaning 30 seconds left to the bell. As the time wore down, Teresa did it again. She went to the edge of the ring and dropped the red crowbar down to the gym floor.
The crowd was going nuts, yelling and screaming. Cindy was about to attack when Teresa charged her, jumped over Cindy's horizontal swing with a gymnastic flip, and as Cindy turned around she found her crowbar being removed from her hands as Teresa flung Cindy over her (Teresa's) shoulder. The crowd roared as Teresa flung the green crowbar out of the ring.
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
The round ended, and while Teresa had done that in the past long before the bell, she timed this one better. The crowbars were returned, and the contestants drank water. Sandstorm began playing again.
"This is amazing!" the Chief yelled, having to shout even though I was sitting next to him.
"Yes sir, it is." I said.
"Who's going to win?" the Chief asked. I just glanced over at him with a knowing smile.
"My predictions will be fulfilled, Chief." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
Round Two. Teresa did not play games, but held on to the red crowbar, and began to use it with devastating effect. Cindy used her martial arts as expertly as she could, but Teresa seemed to be ready for everything. But Cindy was ready, too; she defended as well as Teresa did, and neither could press a big advantage.
*CLANG!* *WHANG!*
But as they battled, I could see one thing beginning to show: Cindy was the daughter of a great, great man... but he was ultimately a man of vision, a man of peace. Teresa... was the daughter of a Warrior. And that was her slight, so very slight edge.
*CLANG!* *WHANG!* *CLANG!*
Teresa began pressing a consistent attack, and while Cindy's martial arts were designed for defense and she was able to parry the blows, Teresa was still getting a blow in here and there. She was clearly winning.
Then Cindy tried her 'go to' move. She swung the crowbar, then dropped and tried to use her legs to cut out Teresa's legs. Teresa actually jumped up over it, landed on her feet, then acted like she was going for the kill. But Cindy was ready for that, too...
... but it had been a feint by Teresa. She stepped back, avoiding Cindy's maneuver that would've allowed her to get in a judo-like throw. But Cindy was back on her feet. Teresa acted like she was going to lunge again, and Cindy moved to block it... and exposed a shoulder joint. I saw it, and so did Teresa...
... and she knows what to do with those.
*WHAM!*
Almost faster than the eye could see, Teresa slammed Cindy to the ground on her belly, then fell on top of her, holding Cindy's arm behind her. It was over, and Cindy knew it.
"I yield." the Green Crowbar said, conceding the inevitable.
The crowd erupted as Rudistan moved in. Teresa got up and went to the neutral corner. Cindy was slow to get up, but finally did. Rudistan went over, raised Teresa's hand to end the match, then the two friends met in the center of the ring and their handshake became a hug. Then Cindy's eyes flashed fire as she saw Teresa return the borrowed, victorious red crowbar to its owner...
Part 2 - Explanation Required
"And the winner of the Freestyle Division!" shouted Chief Moynahan, "is Captain Teresa Croyle!" There was much cheering... and, per tradition, changing hands of money... as Teresa accepted the Freestyle Division Championship trophy and held it up for all to see.
Afterwards, Cindy went to the infirmary room first, where Your Iron Crowbar's favorite doctor examined her. I was told later that after being cleared, Cindy tore down the hall to my office.
"Tough fight." I said, standing up as she came in without knocking and without invitation.
"You did not have to let her use that crowbar!" Cindy said, the ice blue eyes flashing cold fire as she pointed at the red crowbar lying on my desk.
"Yes I did." I said, slowly coming around the desk, then sitting on the edge of it, holding the offending tool in my hand. "For two reasons."
"And what are those?" Cindy asked darkly.
"First," I said, trying not to grin, "I did tell you that this crowbar and Aikido would win the Police Boxing Matches... and I was right."
Cindy gave me a look of smirking sarcasm that would've killed mere mortals. "And the other reason? Which had better be one hell of a lot better?"
"It is." I said firmly, staring right back into my cousin's eyes. "I told you about the mission to save my wife, and the assistance I had of Takaki Misaki and some of his people. What I might have forgotten to mention... is the name of one of those persons that was there, and helped me win the day."
Cindy's face turned to one of total shock. "She... she's one of Misaki's people?"
I nodded. "As is Todd, but you knew that. Anyway, I owed Teresa big-time for helping save Laura, and also for some other things she did to help while on that mission. And handing her the red crowbar was part payment for that."
"Well, hell!" Cindy said, now thinking in a totally different direction. "No frickin' wonder I got my ass beat down."
Just then Teresa came in the door, followed by Laura. Cindy turned to front her, and pointed at her.
"I lose no face in being defeated by a disciple of Takaki Misaki, red crowbar notwithstanding." Cindy declared.
"Nor should you." Teresa said. She came up and hugged Cindy, a hug that was returned.
"Well," said Laura, "another year of gladiatorial games ends with no serious injuries. Thank God." I had the feeling that my wife was not a big fan of the Police Boxing Matches.
"Yes, indeed, Doctor. Thank God." said Chief Moynahan, coming into the office. "But the example these young Cap-tnnnnns provided our Police Force in determination, skills needed, and sportsmanship was a good one, I believe. Congratulations to you both, ladies."
"Having said that," the Chief continued, "I can assure you that next year's rules will disallow dropping one's crowbar or billy stick out of the ring; the fight will be stopped and the defensive weapons returrrrrned."
"So much for my giving my opponents a sporting chance, Commander." said Teresa, which got a 'glance' from Cindy. It was already 'Game On!' for next year.
"As long as you don't give the criminal perps any such sporting chances." I replied. "But the Chief is right, we're going to have to---"
My door was a popular one to enter without knocking today. Jack Muscone was the latest culprit. And his face looked grave as he said "Don, Laura, can I speak with you two for a moment?"
Part 3 - It Begins
Cindy, Laura and I were in the plexiglass cube room at the Federal Building. Also there was Jack Muscone and his team: Martin Nash, Lindy Linares, and Sandra Speer.
"Thanks for coming over." said Muscone. "There's no truly safe place to talk inside your Police Headquarters."
"That big, huh?" I asked, knowing that I could've turned on the anti-bugging device.
"And more." said Jack. "Okay, all this past week, we've been putting all of the Oldeeds people we arrested through the wringer. A lot, and I mean a lot of Vicki Oldeeds's employees are turning at the drop of a hat. She had a core, inner group of very loyal people, but everyone else apparently hated her. We've been giving out immunity deals and plea deals almost like candy."
Jack continued: "The same went for Robert Patterson, but to a lesser extent. Most people denied any knowledge of any wrongdoing, and we're not going to be able to prosecute very many of them."
"Typical, I daresay." I said. "I'm sure many of the lower-level people had no idea they were working for Spawns of Satan."
"That sums it up right nicely." said Jack. "So we concentrated our efforts on the financial people that were close to the top, and on information we gathered concerning that human trafficking out of L.A. that Dr. Fredricson ripped apart. And that's led us to Perry Richards, whom we arrested."
"Perry Richards's people talked a lot more than I think he expected." said Jack. "We've got passwords to accounts, information on what they were trying to hide, all that good stuff. Perry wasn't talking... and then we mentioned Mitt Baker. Perry and Mitt are not very good friends. We went back and talked with Mitt, and while he won't talk... he's holding out for immunity and we'll only give him a plea deal that's not all that good for him... his lawyer was directed to come forward with the goods on Richards."
"Upon hearing that, and seeing that we were following these leads pretty good," said Muscone, "Perry Richards had his lawyer give us all the dirt on Mitt Baker, and one of Richards's bank vice presidents cut a plea deal with us and confirmed it all. The U.S. Attorney says that the case we have on Baker is air-tight, and he will go to prison for the rest of his life."
"So we've started weaving the threads together of the Baker and Richards cases that connect to Superior Bloodlines." said Jack. "Lindy, you know more of the details, why don't you bring these Crowbar clan people up to speed."
"Welcome to the Crowbar clan, Dr. Fredricson." said Lindy.
"Glad to be a part of it." Laura said with a smile. They knew of my gift to my wife a few days before.
"So here's what we've gotten, so far." said Lindy. "It's been discussed before that we're really looking at two groups here. One is the Mitt Baker group. He was a lot higher up than we've realized, and was working with Pastor Westboro, to control Apple Grove and to expand from there. We believe that he believed that he would have control of the white supremacy aspects of Westboro's ultimate dream syndicate, and that probably was going to be the case. Baker wanted an oligarchy, where he and his people controlled money through the Globalists's financial institutions, and people were subjugated to his rule through money. Westboro might've been good with that, as long as Baker remembered who the true brains of that outfit was.
Lindy went on: "The second group is Wallace Bedford's group. Bedford and Baker were not as close as we and everyone thought, as they were in reality competitors. Bedford wants to annihilate blacks, literally wipe them off the face of the earth. He and Sheriff Spaulding were close, and Ben Ellman was working for and with them. Their idea was of a 'New South Rising', a kingdom where those they considered to be the 'deplorables' were either to be slave labor or to be exterminated."
"So..." Lindy finished, "some of these groups' goals are the same, but by different paths; Baker and Richards and Conrad King through economic means; Bedford and Rutledge and Franklin Gray through violence and bloodshed."
"What about the third group?" asked Sandra. "This ultra-cell Don and Laura have been pursuing, the BEEKEEPER people?"
"Bees in the trap. Bees in the trap." I chanted, quoting the Nikki Minaj song. "And they are in the same trap. However, they're not Superior Bloodlines. They're more like the Corrigan Cell was, and Westboro was: they want control. They do think they are the superior people, especially those that were connected to Yarborough. But they're also content to use black militants and white supremacists to kill each other, then come in and plant their standard on the remains and declare victory and their own rule."
Lindy said "Exactly."
"What about the Black Militants?" I asked. "What are they up to?"
"We don't care." said Nash. "And that's a direct quote from the Deputy Director, and I am speaking for him on this one. Our mission is to crush Superior Bloodlines, and destroy as many of their friends as possible. Dr. Fredricson wanted to destroy Vicki Oldeeds and the Iron Crowbar wanted the Oldeeds Group taken down; we understand that. But even these financial sidelines like Mitt Baker and Perry Richards are just that: sidelines. The main target is Superior Bloodlines. Conrad King. Wallace Bedford. Franklin Gray."
I could feel Laura looking at me, and I glanced over at her before turning back to Jack and Martin. "Well, I understand the Deputy Director's passion," I said, "but I'd prefer to take them all down in one fell swoop, fill our jails with bad, bad people, then wash our hands of it and turn to the next case, whatever it may be."
My eyes took a lightning inventory of the FBI Agents. Jack Muscone was amenable to my words. Martin Nash was not happy with what he'd just heard. Lindy's face showed neutrality. Sandra's face showed a surprising inscrutability, as if she was both skeptical and dismissive.
"Commander," said Martin Nash, showing stunning backbone and acting as if he were in charge, "the Deputy Director remembers your promise to help him take down Superior Bloodlines. Now he knows you intend to keep that promise, so why allow yourself to be distracted with other things?"
I fixed Nash with my 'Iron Crowbar' smile... one that most people don't like to see. "Mr. Nash," I said, "you may tell your uncle that I will keep my promise and I will take down Superior Bloodlines like laundry blowing in the breeze in the back yard. What I did not promise is that I would concentrate on Superior Bloodlines to the exclusion of all other things. I cannot speak for the Deputy Director nor any of you, but I prefer to not waste my time taking these tenpins down one by one. I'm going to take them all into one big net, then you guys can sort out the catch."
"Okay, guys," said Jack Muscone, "if we can get back to the original purpose of this meeting..." He took the silences as license to continue, and said: "What we also found out from our interrogations of all the Oldeeds and Richards people... is that they have an operation they call 'Stormbringer', in which they will move against Blacks by both financial and violent means. We have learned that the code word for the commencement of 'Stormbringer' is 'White Fury'."



"According to some of Perry Richards's top people," said Muscone, "there's a website for a small structured settlement company called 'Dakota Funding'. It's based here in your County, Don, and you've dealt with that guy Michael Miller. The company is still running, and the website is still up."
Muscone brought the website up, which we could all see on the wall monitor. Pretty typical stuff... until I noticed a small word on the bottom right under a photo of a pretty young white woman that said 'MEMBERS'.
"What's that?" I asked, pointing to the word.
"That's a link." said Muscone. "And when we click on it, another page comes up."
"Needing a name and password." I said, seeing the entry box pop up.
"Not much gets by you, Darling." my wife said with no small amount of sarcasm. She was teasing me, and I smiled at her in reply. And waved a red crowbar in her general direction.
"So how do we get past this, Mr. Iron Crowbar?" asked Muscone.
"Give me one hint: is it generic, or specific names in the 'name' field?" I asked.
"Generic." said Muscone.
"Then I'd guess 'Superior' for the name and 'Bloodlines' for the password, or vice versa." I said.
"Close." said Muscone. "Put a dollar sign in place of each 'S'." He typed out '$uperior' in the name field and 'Bloodline$' in the password field, then clicked 'OK'.
A new page came up. A slogan up top said 'A world restored for the best and brightest.' There were photos of ultra-modern, glass-walled houses on the beach, showing incredible views; and also views of the mountains from some high up perch. Pictures of white families walking on the beach, white couples camping in the woods, all-white softball teams playing on a diamond. All picturesque and utopian.
But at the bottom right hand corner there was a small rectangle in all white, looking like the background where the pictures didn't cover. "Can I drive?" I asked Jack, taking over the mouse.
"Sure." said Jack, as if he had a choice. I pressed the mouse button down and covered that area, highlighting it. Out of the grayed highlighted area sprang the words in white: 'WHITE FURY'."
"Yep, you found it." said Jack. "We had to get it out of Perry Richards's men, but you just find it in seconds."
"Yep." I said. "It's almost amateurish, but simple and effective against most normal people that might stray onto this page by accident... oh! wait a minute..."
"What?" asked Jack
"Ho-lee shit." I gasped. "The code words are already there! That means... it's started already."
"Yes. We think so." said Muscone.
"Any other messages or websites?" I asked.
"Not that we've found." said Lindy. "The CIA's crypto-analysts have been looking to see if there are any hidden messages in the photos, but have so far come up empty."
"You know," I said, "the Citizens For Police Accountability site once had a message of impending action, the word 'Pink Knights'." (Author's note: Knights of the Round, Ch. 03.) "Let's see if they put anything on their site."
We brought up the CFPA site. Indeed, in small letters at the bottom right hand corner, it read: 'Pink Knights. White Fury'.
"Oh, wow." I said.
"Weren't y'all monitoring that?" asked Martin Nash.
"David Krueger was." I said. "But he went to Midtown P.D., and I forgot to have Myron and Mary watch the site. So yes, this slipped by me."
"Oh my God, he's human after all." said Lindy with a grin. Everyone else chuckled.
"So!" I continued. "Let's put George Schwartz on our list of people to check up on. He's associated with WorldBankTrust, and therefore associated with Bedford and maybe the ultra-cell."
"Any idea what we're looking for, what they'll do, where they'll go, who they will strike?" asked Muscone.
"Not yet." I said. "But I suspect we'll get the answer soon."
Part 4 - Honeybees and Bumblebees
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 5th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that music superstar Jasmine Nix will release her new album, Power of Police, in conjunction with a huge gala party at the Palladium Concert Hall complex in the City this Saturday!"
Bettina continued: "This album, with contributions by rap stars 'Big Ice' and 'T-Square', is said to be anthem of protest of the brutal power of Police against People of Color. Ms. Nix is expected to call upon blacks to stand up to Police brutality and oppression of persons of her race."
"And in State news," Bettina said, smiling a bit more brightly, "the stench of scandal continues to emanate from the Governor's Mansion as Democrat lawmakers demand an Independent Counsel to investigate what they call the Governor's illegal expenditures of money to crack down on undocumented workers! Democrat Justin Madoff, who represents the City, said that the investigation is necessary to find the proof of Governor Jared's crimes, so that he may be impeached and then put on trial."
"Meanwhile," continued Bettina, "State Senator Katherine Woodburn of our 1st District is demanding that Governor Jared consult with Legislators over his plans to gut the SBI and divide its responsibilities over several regions of the State. Senator Woodburn says she believes Governor Jared has no intention of supporting the SBI in any form, but gutting it and making it useless for effective law enforcement, thus putting our children in danger of predation by drug dealers and child molesters."
"And we have polling data from Karl Frazier's 'Public Policy Polling', a highly respected polling organization." Bettina said. "And according to the new polls, people are having 'buyers remorse' over their votes for Governor Jared last November. His favorable numbers are at 38% while his unfavorables are at 54%, the worst polling by any Governor this soon into a term since polling statistics began being kept."
"And finally," said Bettina, "Captain Teresa Croyle, who overcame being seriously wounded just a few months ago, has won the Police Boxing Matches over former multiple-time champion Captain Cindy Ross. Last year's champion, Commander Donald Troy, did not compete this year due to his severely injured back, which required surgery just a couple of months ago. Congratulations to Captain Croyle!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, Jack." I said on the phone as I sat in my office. "Jasmine Nix's album release is the key. It's the black militants' trigger to begin riots and killing Police, and Superior Bloodlines will send their White Militant groups against the Blacks, hoping it becomes all-out race war. It's going to happen in the City, and also in Los Angeles, where Jasmine has arranged some large gatherings."
"I'll let my boss know." said Jack Muscone. "He's going to ask how to stop this before it starts up. What do you suggest?"
"To cut off the head of the white snake." I said. "If they're leaderless, they'll hesitate to do anything. Then let Police control the riots and any white trash, while you guys take out the Big Boyz of Superior Bloodlines."
But I was not telling him the entire plan.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie Carrington handed Laura the external hard drive. "Everything you wanted on the true-life porn stories behind the movie Boogie Nights. And also the Mob connections to the porn industry, which are essentially 100%."
"Thanks." Laura said. "By the way, I've been looking into those bastards that attacked you and Cindy. Definitely Eastern European mobsters. A couple of them had connections to trafficking young girls into New York City and Boston. The rest were just thugs for hire."
"Hired to kidnap us?" asked Callie. "Surely not for trafficking purposes."
"No." said Laura. "Kidnapping you gets the CIA interested. And perhaps far worse, kidnapping Cindy gets my husband angry. No, it was a directed attack, at the two of you, but for something specific... and I fear that that specific purpose was to use you and Cindy as bait to entice my husband into a trap."
"Wow." said Callie. After a pause, she said "Cindy told me that the Iron Crowbar has a way of defeating traps by walking into them and springing them. So whoever wanted to trap him by kidnapping us probably would've succeeded."
"Yes." Laura said. "And that's why I need to get ahead of this before they try to trap my husband again. So, I want you to begin looking into it on this secure computer, while I look into what's going on in Valley Villages..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
South of Coltrane County is Rivers County, also called 'the land between the rivers', the other river being the State Line's river. It's county seat is Valley Villages, an almost completely artificially built town and resort.
The Valley Villages Country Club and Hotel was a high-class, exclusive resort around which the rest of the development had been built. Besides golf, tennis, swimming, and other recreational activities, this resort had meant to be a site for conventions and gatherings of executives of major corporations. In that, it had not really succeeded, and the renovation of the Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County had virtually destroyed the hope of the Valley Villages venture being successful in that arena in Rivers County. Still, the BigAgraFoods Board met here every year, and they were meeting this week. Many Board Members also served on the Boards of other big companies.
What was not known about was the vault door hidden in the concrete wall at the end of the back service drive. This vault went down into the earth behind the resort's main building, then curved beneath it. The walls were reinforced concrete, and the facility had a full NBC-capable air filtration system, generator and solar power, water recycling system, a separate system to get water from the groundwater and purify it, thirty small rooms with bunk beds, and communications systems. It could survive all but a direct-strike nuclear bomb blast.
This was not Superior Bloodlines's main bunker facility; just an emergency one in case the Members were trapped in this area. Pine Valley was supposed to have a much better facility, but the contamination of the soil had been exposed, and that project had been scrapped.
Inside the vault were several persons: Wallace Bedford, from New Hampshire. Conrad King, from Florida. Henry Boxman, from San Francisco. Lawrence Kendrick, from New York City. Franklin Gray, from northern Virginia, Charles Franklin, of City & Counties Bank in the City.
"Where's George Schwartz? And Paulsen?" asked Henry Boxman when he arrived in the very secure meeting room. "I thought this was an 'all hands on deck' meeting."
"Schwartz said he wasn't coming." said Wallace Bedford. "He's distributing funds to the people that are going to facilitate the beginning of the riots."
"Hell." said Franklin Gray, whose hair color matched his name; he was becoming elderly. "He's funding the niggers, too. I never trusted that old Jew Capo."
"We need for them to riot to have our excuse to kill as many niggers as we can." said Bedford. "Anyway, Paulsen is getting into position to execute the first phase of our operation, one of the most important aspects of the plan: the assassination of the FBI Deputy Director."
"He knows where that bastard is?" asked Charles Franklin.
"Hell, we've all known all along." said Bedford. "He's at a cabin on one of the hills west of Lake Amengi-Nunagen. Muscone's team has been a joke in keeping his location secure. Paulsen is going to make his move soon. After the Deputy Director is dead, we'll move to assassinate other key people in Washington, including the CIA Director. Then Mr. C. will take control of the CIA and start weeding out the trash and putting our people in the places of authority."
"Do we really need to kill the FBI Deputy Director to make the rest of that happen?" asked Conrad King.
"Ultimately, yes." said Lawrence Kendrick. "He knows way too much about us to leave alive. He can still thwart our plans."
"Damn right." said Wallace Bedford. "But for me, it's more personal. That man has spent his entire career, almost his whole adult life, trying to destroy everything you have built, Conrad. And everything I've worked my ass off for my whole life to achieve. Mitt Baker sits in prison after all his work on behalf of the white man. Providence Springs thwarted and Sheriff Spaulding, a great, great white man, beaten to death. You damn straight we have to kill that piece of shit. I only regret that Paulsen gets to do it instead of me doing it myself."
"Speaking of Spaulding, and who killed him," said Henry Boxman, "I'm not sure the FBI Deputy Director is the man we need to fear. It was the Iron Crowbar that brought down my daughter, a good white woman." (Author's note: 'Dream Within A Dream'.) It was the Iron Crowbar that defeated our plans for Providence Springs. It was the Iron Crowbar that put Mitt Baker in prison. It was the Iron Crowbar that put our good friend Raymond Westboro in his grave. Ferrell now has a broken back, and will never walk again. What are we doing about Commander Donald Troy?"
"Mr. C. has said that he will personally take care of the Iron Crowbar." said Bedford. "He's going to kill Troy, stamp every wet bit of existence out of him, and do it before our full plan goes into effect this weekend. I'll also add that Mr. C. said he did and does not think we are capable of handling the Iron Crowbar, that only he can get the job done."
"That man Mr. C. is as arrogant as Westboro, but without Westboro's brains to back it up." said Lawrence Kendrick. "If we didn't need him to neutralize our enemies in Washington, I'd say wax him, too."
"Have you ever met, or dealt with the Iron Crowbar, Lawrence?" asked Conrad King.
"No." said Kendrick.
"I have." said King. "That man beat Westboro. Westboro! Let that sink in. That man also just took out the Oldeeds Organization, shredded them. He is an amazing man, and I'm sorry that he's not on our side."
"You sound like you're in love with him." said Bedford. "And after he put your son in prison."
"One can respect and even admire an enemy." said Conrad King. "And my son, yes, he was no match for the Iron Crowbar, either."
"Can Mr. C. handle the Iron Crowbar?" asked Charles Franklin, fear creeping into his voice.
"I hope so." said Bedford. "God have mercy on our white souls if he can't..."
Part 5 - Power of Complete Control
At 3:00pm, Monday, June 5th, J.R. Barnes came into my office. Following him was Lt. Tanya Perlman, Director of the State Crime Lab, and following her was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"Must be big." I said in an impressive exercise of understatement.
"It is." said Jack. "J.R.?"
"Sir," said Barnes, "we've been investigating those men that attacked Captain Ross and her friend. We concentrated at first on the men who were killed in the fight. Then Sergeant Rudistan brought us the clothes of the ones still alive. They were going to be laundered, but they found dirt in the pockets of one pair of pants... and not just a little bit of dirt, but like a good handful." He handed me a report in a folder, and I began to look at it.
"Wow... interesting dirt." I said. The report gave the composition of the dirt: finely crushed granite, peat (basic dirt), and silica compounds in glass form. And what was big was the radioactive levels were several times higher than normal background radiation. Not enough to be dangerous over the short term, but still high.
"Radioactive sand." I said. "A sandstorm in the making..."
Also in the dirt was organic compounds: small plant seeds.
"Those seeds are of a type of weed." said J.R. Barnes. "They appear to be a genetically modified strain that BigAgraFoods was known to be working on some years ago. They're resistant to Roundup and other weed killers. Put those seeds on a farm field, and the weeds will kill the food plants, and they will resist being killed themselves."
"Hmmm..." I said, mostly to myself. "That's interesting, too... but this radiation is verrry interesting..." I went into a reverie. When I came out, I said, "Okay, Detective Perlman, tell me what this is."
"Those glass-like rocks are the radioactive ones." Tanya said. "They're mostly products of decay of highly radioactive elements like isotopes of cobalt and silver and radium."
"And where would we expect to find material like this?" I asked. "And all of you can try to answer."
"Oak Ridge, Tennessee." said Jack Muscone. "I remember something about those radioactive chemicals from the Crown Chemicals case." (Author' note: 'The Phyllis Files, Ch. 01'.)
"Another place would be Dawsonville, Georgia," I said, "at an old facility where radioactive experiments were done in the 1950s. Where else?"
"Oh..." said Jack. "That Federal Facility not far from the City."
"Yep." I said. "I'm no Sherlock Holmes, but I'll bet this dirt will match what is found around that facility, as well."
"So what's it about?" asked Tanya.
"Not sure." I said. "J.R., how many people's clothes was this dirt found in?"
"Dirt in that quantity was found in just one pair of pants." said J.R.
"I need to know who those pants belong to." I said. "Go get me that information now." J.R. reached for his phone, but I said "J.R., go physically find out. That was a hint that I'm dismissing you."
"Oh, sorry sir." said J.R. He left the office.
"Jack, Tanya, I'm going to bring Laura in on this situation." I said. "If it's what I think it is..." I drifted off into my own world again...
"What is it, Don?" asked Tanya.
I straightened up in my chair (not hard to do, the girdle was holding me up as it was), and said "Let me put it this way: I have never ascribed to a lot of that 'Illuminati' stuff, the Government Control conspiracies, and the like. And after that prepper case we recently had, I looked into some of that stuff, and came away much less than impressed with the prepper theories. Most of that stuff is just bullshit, someone making a buck or two off the prepper wannabees. But there is one thing that I have always realized... if the Big Boyz want to control us, they can, and they will... by controlling our food supply."
I had an attentive audience as I continued: "Right now, big cities like New York, L.A., and the City have about two days worth of food, and that's it. Two days, and they begin starving. Cut off transportation of food across the Nation, and we begin starving by the millions. And the panic and violence that will ensue will be the destruction of all civilized society."
"Oh, geez..." said Tanya, understanding.
"So... these seeds are weeds that would destroy crops." I said. "Part of the Food Control plan. The United States of America is blessed with the finest farmland in the world, especially in the Midwest and Plains States. Destroy large swaths of that with these genetically modified weeds, and it would be devastating. I'd rather catch a nuclear bomb in my baseball glove."
I said "So... now we know what Mr. C. and his eugenics-driven utopian dream is about... mass genocide through starvation. That was part of what was being done at that Federal facility."
"How do we stop him?" asked Jack.
"There is only one way to stop him," I said, "and by that I mean stop him without going to prison ourselves. I'll have to ask you to leave this one to me, Jack."
"Oh boy, what are you going to do?" Jack asked, his voice half sarcastic and half fearful.
"He's setting a trap for me." I said. "That was the whole point of the attempt to kidnap Cindy and Callie. So I'll do what I always do... spring the trap."
Part 6 - Vibes
Tuesday, June 6th. It was the anniversary of D-Day, when Allied Forces invaded the Normandy beaches and by the grace of God succeeded in establishing a beachhead from which the Nazi evil would ultimately be eradicated. It was also an important day in the Troy household, as it was my son Jim's third birthday.



It had been a long day. I worked with Teresa on making sure our Police Force was ready for riots and organized violence. With my forces being led by the Police Boxing Matches Champion, I knew our response would be strong. I also talked to her about being ready to interdict some perps.
I worked with Cindy on the Detective issues. She relayed that Callie was looking into the people hired to attack her and Callie. I did not tell her about the dirt in the pocket of the one perp; I had put that evidence under seal for the time being. I also talked to Joanne Warner about possible danger to her and to Seth, and for her to be prepared to take actions to interdict some perps.
I told the Chief at 4:00pm that I was heading home, to prepare for my son's birthday celebration. He told me to have a good evening and enjoy it; the next few days were going to be tough. I don't think he realized how tough.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hap-py birth-day tooo youuuuuu..." we all sang. Jim blew out the three candles on his cake, which amounted to a pound cake with caramel frosting on the outside.
We were at the Mountain Nest. Selena had brought Marie, which made Carole and Bowser happy. Buddy was hanging out with Teresa, who got a bit emotional when she first saw him, remembering what I'd told her about Amy. Teresa and Todd had brought Little Doug, Little Todd and Little Jack Burke... who steered clear of Bowser once he realized that not one but two girls were defending Bowser. My mother, Cindy and Callie were also in attendance, making for a crowded home.
After Jim opened gifts that were mostly toys, Carole and Marie gave him their gift. It was a drawing of Jim and his dad (me). I was drawn wearing the light blue shirt and dark blue pants of my Police uniform, with a star pasted on my chest, and my ears were drawn rather huge on my head. Little Jim was drawn holding my hand and wearing a camouflage uniform, and Buddy, with brown-on-white spots and his curly Cocker Spaniel ears, was between us.
"We'll put this on your bulletin board in your room, okay?" Laura said to Jim, who said "Okay!" and drove on to the next gift.
"Carole, Marie," I asked as I looked at the drawing, "why did you put Jim in camo?"
"Because he's going to be a soldier one day." Carole replied. I looked up, seeing Cindy looking at Carole with an amazed look on her face... the kind of 'amazed' denoting understanding how Carole seemed to know that. Cindy and Carole are blood kin, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The area south and southwest of City Airport was known as The Badlands. Low-income tenements had been built there decades before, and it was an area rife with drugs and prostitution. The City Police once patrolled there, but with politicians blaming the Police for any altercations or incidents, the Police just 'overlooked' anything that might lead to an arrest of a perp.
There was an urban legend that one of the abandoned buildings in the area housed a secret facility where the City Police tortured suspects for drug distribution information. No one had ever been able to prove it, though.
When two City Police cars came into another district, which was mostly Romanian and other Eastern European ethnicities, not much notice was taken. And when the four heavily armed City Police Officers came up to a Romanian man who was standing and talking with his friends, everyone who might've been watching decided that finding something else to see was a most very good idea.
"Let's go, Mrocik." said one of the cops, pronouncing the man's name 'Mrr-oh-chik'.
"Where?" asked Mrocik. "For what?"
"You giving us backtalk?" asked one cop menacingly as he approached, the other officers ready for a fight.
"Why you bothering me? I ain't done nothing." said Mrocik.
"You can whine about it at the Station." said the cop. "Put your hands on your head."
"Hey, wait a minute!" said Mrocik. Two of the cops rushed him, slammed him to the ground, and while one man put his knee into the back of Mrocik's neck, the other man cuffed him. Mrocik was taken to one of the police cars, and they pulled away, leaving the other men stunned.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Selena and Marie were staying over for the night. Todd and Teresa took their boys home.
"Where was Molly tonight?" asked Cindy.
"Working." I said. "Your mom is taking care of the boys. They're working on some leads regarding drugs going from the City through Nextdoor County to The Asylum."
"My mom is there." said Cindy. "And not here, meeting Callie."
"Don't be judgmental." I said. "It'll happen, and pretty soon."
"Don't stress on it, Cindy." said Callie. "By the way, guys, we didn't get any more information on those Romanian bozos that attacked us. And the FBI isn't picking up any chatter about it in the Romanian areas of the City. Either they don't know anything about it, or they're keeping quiet about three of their guys getting waxed by us."
"I don't think the Romanian Mob, as an institution, was behind this." I said. Just then Laura came up.
"So, honey," I said. "Anything new on our country music haters?"
Laura smiled briefly at my term for the perps, then said "No. I'm hoping to get some information from... underground sources... tomorrow. Let's just not talk of it anymore, and get these kids to bed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"AUUUGH!!"
Mrocik screamed as the masked man put the knuckle in the middle of Mrocik's left bird finger into the pliers, then squeezed with crushing force, destroying the knuckle in an explosion of pain.
The 'cops' had brought Mrocik to this abandoned building in the Badlands district, and four masked men had taken possession of him. He was brought through a large room into a smaller room, and was now tied to a metal chair, his hands still manacled behind him.
The four men had not said a word yet. The ring finger knuckle on Mrocik's hand was also destroyed by the man with the pliers.
"AAAUUUGGH!" screamed Mrocik. "What the fuck do you guys want?"
"Who hired your men to attack those women in the University Town?" growled one of the men.
"What the hell are you talking about? I don't know anything--- AAAUUUGGH!" Mrocik's pinky finger knuckle was crushed.
Then another man came up behind Mrocik with a TASER. He pressed it into Mrocik's lower back and applied the juice. Mrocik screamed out.
"This guy's just a fucking pussy!" said one of the men. "Hell, he's soft. Maybe all Romanians are soft."
"You better start talking, bitch." said the man who'd asked the original question. "Who hired your boys to kidnap those women?"
"I don't know!" Mrocik screamed desperately. "I don't have any idea of what you're talking about!"
The leader, the man asking the questions, sighed. "You're right, this guy's a pussy. He would probably jack off watching us rape his wife in front of him."
"I don't know anything!" yelled Mrocik again. "What do you want?"
"Let's put his eye out." said the man with the pliers. He pulled an ice pick out of his pants pocket, uncovering the wooden scabbard that protected the metal spike...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do you think, Mom?" I asked my mother. We were sitting on the metal loveseat in the backyard as Buddy and Bowser did their business in the weeded areas downhill of us.
"I think you're right, son." said Phyllis. "There's really no reason to kidnap Cindy and Callie except to use them to lure you into a trap. Like George Aurus attempted to do with Cindy and young Becca Larrington."
"Hmmm..." I said, "you think Aurus knows the people behind the kidnap attempt? Acting in the same way because they've consorted as criminals?"
"Possibly, son." said my mother. "I was talking to Lt. Perlman, and she and I agree that they have to do something about you if they want their schemes to work."
"Those bozos weren't Superior Bloodlines, nor hired by them." I said. "Just doesn't fit. Square peg in round hole. Wrong sized puzzle pieces."
"True." said my mother. "So the inference is obvious: they have left your elimination to someone else, and that goes for the FBI Deputy Director's elimination, as well."
The dogs bounded back up, and were eager to get back inside. My mom went to her lower-level MIL apartment, and I slowly climbed the stairs to the main house.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've done all we can." said one of the masked men, to the man that had come in just a few moments before. "We put his eye out, we've TASERed him, and we threatened to inject Clorox into his testicles. He just kept saying he doesn't know anything, acts like he never knew the attack happened."
The man looked at Mrocik, who was unconscious, slumped over in the chair. "This guy is really the leader of the Romanian gang in the City?"
"That's what we were told." said one of the masked men. "Looked like the picture, too...before we started working on him."
The man nodded. "All right. Dispose of him. I'll report in."
Part 7 - Seduction
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, June 8th, from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared, who is embattled by a scandal of alleged misappropriation of funds, is giving a major policy speech to the State Sheriff's Association in Midtown Saturday!"
Bettina went on. "Sources tell Channel Two News that the speech will concern the restructuring of the SBI, including a new branch designed to assist local law enforcement with solving major crimes, such as serial murders. The recent case involving the 'Black Velvet' killer, George Aurus, is cited as an example of the need for better coordination between State, Local, and even Federal authorities!"
"However," Bettina continued, "State Senator Katherine Woodburn says she will ask the State Democrat Party to file a lawsuit against the Governor, saying the planning of the new SBI branch before July 1st constitutes illegally spending this year's budget money that was not allocated for this new structure."
"The State Department of Justice fired back," said Bettina, "saying that planning for future operations is a constant process, and there is no impropriety. But when added to the allegations that the Governor illegally spent money on a crackdown of hardworking immigrant families, the stench of corruption continues to persist around the Governor's Mansion."
"She's not bothering the Commander, anymore." said Cindy, as she sipped her coffee. "But that just means she's going for the Governor with both barrels."
"And Senator Woodburn is just crazy, saying they can't even meet and plan things." said Joanne Warner.
"Yeah." said Jermaine Davis. "Our County budget starts on January 1st. What she's saying is like Commander Troy putting someone in for a promotion in December that's awarded on February 1st, but he can't do it because it's the next year's budget."
"I don't think Senator Woodburn expects to win." said Cindy. "She's just piling on to the so-far empty allegations against the Governor, trying to make all that sound worse."
"By the way," said Jermaine, "where is Commander Troy? He made the coffee this morning, then went back to his office."
"Probably working on something or talking to the Chief." said Cindy. "I haven't seen him since noon yesterday..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, that's right." said Laura as she sat behind her desk in her office, talking on her cellphone. "Yes, those thugs that tried to kidnap Captain Ross and one of my people were not from the Romanian Mob. No, those guys didn't know anything, from what we can gather from C.I.s and other assets."
"That's interesting." said the Deputy Director from his 'undisclosed location', a luxurious but rather small home on a hillside west of Lake Amengi-Nunagen. The Lake was visible in the distance from the deck and walkway that went around the entire length of the home. "Who do you think did hire them?"
"Someone trying to get at my husband." said Laura. "By the way, Don is very fearful of your safety right now. He thinks they're coming for you, either today or tomorrow, but definitely before Saturday. He thinks you should move to another, more secure location."
"I'll take that under advisement." said the DepDirector. "Listen, they may start jamming our signals, so you may not be able to get me on the telephone again. I'll probably send someone down to inform you of what we do. Probably Lindy or Jack."
"Okay." said Laura. "Get on shortwave if you have to. You know the frequency."
"I sure do. Goodbye, Laura, and thanks for all your help."
Before Laura could respond, the line went dead. She looked up. "I don't think he's going to move."
"Neither do I." I said. I was sitting on one of Laura's couches, having listened in on her conversation. "I'll take Cindy in the Black Beauty and go visit him."
"Be careful." said Laura. "They're after you, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Unnnnh!"
Les Craig gasped as Sandra Speer's mouth slid up and down his throbbing cockshaft. They were in the FBI apartment she was living in on the north side of Town.
The night before, they had gone to dinner at the Chop House, then went to the apartment to make love. Their couplings had been deep, wet, and sensuous. Craig had used his long, slender, well-toned body to get into positions where he could deeply penetrate Sandra despite her pregnant belly trying to get in the way. The best way had been to lie like spoons, where Sandra had reached back and pulled Les's mouth to hers to share deep, tongue-twining kisses.
Les had not come in a couple of days, and their first mating seemed destined to end quickly. But Sandra had asked him to come in her mouth. "I want to swallow your essence, to let it be a part of me." she had said. Craig had pulled out and straddled the redhead's beautiful face, then slid his cockhead past her luscious, full lips. Sandra had greedily swallowed his thick spurts of potent semen, then orally prepared him for another deep, long, sensuous fuck.
They had talked as they lay together in the night. Craig had asked "I guess it's too late now to give up this baby, and let me knock you up myself."
"Yes, it is." Sandra had said. "I'm going to have this baby, and it's going to be wonderful. Then maybe you can get your shot to put your bun in my oven." That led to more kissing and groping, and another deep fuck.
Now, the next morning, Sandra was fellating Les's morning hard-on like it was the last time she'd ever suck a cock. And Sandra loved sucking cock. She gave Les's meat-stick as much loving attention as she could muster. Finally, Craig could stand no more, and he came in Sandra's mouth. She again swallowed every drop, and tried to suck out more as she cleaned him up.
"God damn! you've got one hell of a mouth." said Craig. "I've got to watch myself around you... I could get to really liking that every morning from now on."
"We'll see about that." Sandra said playfully, smiling brightly at her lover. Then he got off the bed to get ready.
"We've got to go up and see the Deputy Director." Craig said. "I've got some new information for him. There are some very serious threats to him out there. They may happen soon."
"How soon?" asked Sandra, getting up herself and putting on her black lace panties.
"Saturday or Sunday." said Craig.
Part 8 - The Assassination
Les and Sandra drove up in his car, a Ford Mustang GT that was now several years old, but had been kept in excellent condition. They drove north through the pine forests, not really noticing the gradual but persistent elevation changes.
They passed the place where Jeanine Burke had been run off the road, then the bridge over the gorge where Michael Burke had stopped. They turned right onto the east-west road, then turned north on a road that passed Michael Burke's home, which now was the property of Todd Burke by inheritance, and continued northwards.
It was now early afternoon as Craig unerringly turned up a gravel road, and they came to a gate. A Sheriff's car with two Deputies was sitting in front of it.
"Hello, Sandra." said one of the Deputies. "Who is this young man with you?"
"This is Les Craig." said Sandra. Les showed them his FBI I.D. The Deputy made a notation on his clipboard, then pressed the button to open the gate. Craig drove through.
The road wound around a bit, but was only about 100 yards long, and the car came up to the house. They saw no one outside, nor any cars.
"Oh, man." said Les. "I think I dropped my notebook at the gate when I was showing them my I.D. Why don't you go on inside, and I'll swing back and get it."
"Okay." said Sandra happily. She pressed her lips to his in a kiss, then got out. He turned around and began driving back down the hill.
When he got to the gate, he was totally stunned to see that the Deputies' car was empty! He looked around, not seeing them anywhere, then turned the car around and tore up the drive back to the house.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, Sandra." said the DepDirector. "What are you doing here?"
"Didn't Les Craig call and tell you we were coming?" Sandra asked.
"He may have tried." said Jack Muscone. "We lost cellphone coverage a couple of hours ago. Something's jamming the signals. Landline phone is not working, either; it gives a message that the line is under repair when we try to make a call."
"So Les is here?" asked the DepDirector. "Where is he?" Sandra explained about the dropped notebook.
"Uh, I'm going to the restroom." she said when she finished. She made good on her word, and left the room.
"All right." said the DepDirector. "Martin, anything on the short wave?"
"No sir." said Nash. "And I'm not even getting the UTC time signal. I'm wondering if the short wave is being jammed, too."
"Lindy?"
"I lost internet coverage when the cellphones went out." said Lindy.
"So, Captain Ross," said the DepDirector, "when is the Iron Crowbar getting here?" Cindy hid very well the smirk she wanted to show on her ruggedly pretty face. The Deputy Director of the FBI desperately wants Don to be here... after ignoring Don's advice for weeks and months!
Instead, Cindy said "He told me to come on up in the Black Beauty, which is hidden in back and out of sight. He said he'd drive his Police SUV up here later today, but it may be tonight before he gets here."
Just then, the sound of tires crunching gravel could be heard. "That must be Craig." said the DepDirector. Seconds later, Craig almost burst into the room.
"Sir, the Deputy car at the gate is empty. They left their post." reported Craig. Then he noticed Cindy in the room. "Captain Ross? You're here?"
"In the Queen's name." Cindy replied, a bit darkly.
"All right guys." said the DepDirector. "This is serious. Martin, you need to round up our guys on the perimeter; we can't call them by cellphone or radio. And watch out for anyone that looks suspicious--- what the fuck?"
Les Craig had his 9mmP pistol out, pointed at his fellow FBI Agents. Cindy jumped in front of the DepDirector, protecting most of him with her body.
"No one's going anywhere." said Craig. "Except the morgue. Get your hands up, all of you. NOW!"
"What the hell is this, Craig?" snarled Muscone. "So you're a traitor, eh?"
"One man's traitor is another man's patriot." said Craig. "And I'm doing my duty to the great man to whom I owe allegiance. Maybe you've heard of him: his name is 'Mr. C.'. And a good white man, he is."
"You bastard." said Lindy. "Well, Cindy, I guess you can say 'I told you so' before he shoots us."
"If I'd known you were here, you fucking dyke," snarled Craig. "I would've saved it up and raped you after killing them, given you some real good cock on your way to hell. But the blowjob Sandra gave me this morning was just too good, too juicy... she gives great head, doesn't she, Nash?" Nash said nothing, just squinted his eyes just a bit.



"Okay, no more talk." He leveled the gun at the DepDirector's head.
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Family Loss
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." the lovely redheaded reporterette said somberly at 7:00am, Friday, June 9th, from in front of the Federal Building. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the assassination of the Deputy Director of the FBI!"
Bettina started: "FBI Deputy Director William Hargreaves was shot and killed yesterday afternoon or evening in what was supposed to be a safehouse in the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area. Several other FBI Agents were killed with him, including Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, Special Agent Martin Nash, and Special Agent in Charge Les Craig."
"Special Agents Lindy Linares and Sandra Speer were gravely wounded, and are in critical condition at Beaver Ruin Regional Hospital in the town of Beaver Ruin." continued Bettina. "Channel Two News has learned that they may be life-flighted to University Hospital later today, if they can be stabilized enough to make the trip. We have several reports for you now. Roll tape."
FBI Special Agent in Charge Dana Fox appeared before cameras in front of the Beaver Ruin Sheriff's Department Headquarters, in footage taken the night before. He said: "This is a terrible, tragic day for the FBI. We will not rest until we find those who killed Deputy Director Hargreaves and our fellow FBI Agents, and bring them to Justice."
Bettina came back on, live: "Sources tell Channel Two News that there had been threats against the Deputy Director, and he was being hidden in that safehouse." Film footage showed the hillside the previous evening, from a distance. Tons of blue, white, and red lightbars were illuminating the area. "It is not clear how the defensive cordon was penetrated..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The group eating breakfast in the back room of the Valley Villages resort clapped and cheered as they watched Bettina's broadcast.
"That's one of the bastards out of the way." said Wallace Bedford.
"Wait..." said Lawrence Kendrick. "She said Les Craig was killed, as well?"
"Yes." said Conrad King. "I've gotten word through my sources that Craig shot the Deputy Director and the women, but Special Agent Nash was able to draw his weapon and fire at Craig. A gun battle ensued, leaving Craig and Nash both dead. It's unfortunate, but Craig gave his life for our struggle. Let's never forget that, nor him."
Everyone raised their glasses of orange juice and toasted the memory and sacrifice of Les Craig.
"Okay, put out the word." said Wallace Bedford. "The code is 'Chariot Advance'; it signals that the next phase of our operation can be executed. It will spell the end of the Iron Crowbar."
"That will be a glorious moment." said Henry Boxman, malice in his voice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a pain-filled MCD room. Joanne was trying not to cry, and was failing, and Theo was trying to comfort her. Tears were also streaking Teresa Croyle's face. Teddy Parker and Jerome Davis were sitting at their desks, in shock. The Vice Squad Detectives were also somber as they watched Bettina's report.
Even Myron Milton, no fan nor friend of the FBI, looked sad and somber, and his wife Mary was openly crying in his arms.
"Oh my God, all of them." Joanne was saying. "They were... good people."
"Martin was one of us before he went over to the FBI." Teresa said, remembering. "And it feels like we've lost one of our own... several of our own..."
Chief Moynahan came in. "Yes, I agree with you, Captain Croyle. Put out the word: black tape on all TCPD badges. We've lost... family. I'm going to take Chaplain Calvin to see Lt. Perlman." He left the room.
"Oh God, poor Tanya." said Teresa.
Jermaine Davis was looking around. "Where's Captain Ross?" The effect on Teresa was like a lightning strike.
"Oh, noooooo..." Teresa wailed.
"What?" asked a chorus, realizing something bad was about to be said.
"She... she was going to go up there yesterday." said Teresa, her voice beginning to break. "She... I've got to go find Briscoe, and see if he can find out if... she was there..." Teresa ran out the door, as much to get away and hide her emotions as to do anything else. Joanne's head was bowed in prayer.
"They didn't mention her name." said Jermaine Davis. "Maybe she wasn't there."
"She wasn't." said a voice in the doorway. Everyone looked up.
Teresa was being redirected into the MCD room... by Cindy Ross.
The relief in the room was palpable, but most obvious on Teresa's face. She was all but clinging to Cindy as they came into the room arm-in-arm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This poor girl has been through living hell." said Chief Moynahan as he drove Chaplain Calvin to Tanya's home. "Mr. Muscone was like a rock to her, helping her to raise young Pete. And now he's taken from her, too."
"May the Lord bring comfort to her in her hour of need." said Chaplain Calvin.
That's not really helping, thought Chief Moynahan to himself.
They arrived at the house and knocked. The door was opened by... Your Iron Crowbar.
"Come on in." I said. "I got here before you."
"Hi, Chief, Chaplain." said Tanya Perlman brightly, sitting in her wheelchair in the living room, holding little Pete. "What brings you here to see us?"
"Uh, is she aware?" asked Chief Moynahan to me.
"Oh yes." I said. For a moment, the two men were stunned. Then the Chief began catching on.
"O-kay, Mr. Crowbarrrr." he said. "Why don't you explain what is really going on, herrrrrre."
"Why don't I let this guy explain it." I said, waving my hand towards the hallway entrance. As I did, someone walked into the room.
"Oh, you will be burned at the stake for this one, Mr. Crowbarrr." said Chief Moynahan.
"Yes, he's really outdone himself, this time." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone.
Part 10 - Your Iron Crowbar At Work
(The previous day...)
I walked up to the two Deputies in their car at the gate of the safehouse. "Was that him?" asked one of the Deputies.
"Yes, it was." I said. "Now if you'll just come with me and hide in my wife's car before Special Agent Craig gets back with the intent to kill you two, we'll take care of some business."
Laura had driven me up to the location. Her Mercedes had all the legally-required 'Theft' light and other devices that allows the Government to track any car made in more recent years. The Black Beauty is grandfathered in by age, and has no such devices. However, Laura's got 'people'; she had them put in some extra software that allows her to disable those devices, so that she can travel undetected if she needs to. And yes, she and I tested things out thoroughly to make sure she could become a 'Ghost Rider'.
The Deputies, and their Sheriff who I'd met during the Jeanine Burke murder, had been forewarned by me earlier that it would likely be an inside job in the attempt to kill the Deputy Director. I also mentioned that cell phone signals in the area would be jammed, and when that happened, we got ready.
When Les Craig and Sandra arrived, I had the Deputies hide... Laura drove them down the road. After Craig came down, saw the empty Deputy car and went back up, I pressed the button in the car to open the gate. Laura let out the Deputies, picked me up, and we rode up after seeing Craig go inside.
We had to hope we would be fast enough, and that Craig would not resist a bit of drama and would not shoot the others immediately. Cindy had her armor on, and an extra layer (yes, a 'girdle', folks, she's a smart Canadian cookie!), but it was still going to be close.
And then Providence struck on my behalf.
Les Craig's back was to the door, and he was holding the others at gunpoint. As I opened the door, gun drawn, I was aware that I'd be firing right at the others. Craig heard the door open and whirled his gun around to meet the threat...
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
The shots struck Craig under his armpit and on his shoulder, and one got him right in the neck. His gun fired, but missed me and the bullet struck the door jamb. I looked over to my right; standing in the kitchen doorway, smoke still curling up from the barrel of her gun, was Sandra Speer. She had fired the shots.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar.
Les Craig was still alive. As Sandra came up to him, tears were flowing down her face. "I trusted you!' she gasped. "How could you? I trusted you!"
"You bitch!" gasped Craig, looking up at her. Lindy came over and took Sandra into her arms as Craig looked over at the Deputy Director.
"God damn you." he gasped. "White... powerrrr..."
And with that last testament to what he truly held most dear, Les Craig expired.
"Don... how?" gasped the Deputy Director. But I was already in motion, waving Laura to come inside. She took control of the crying Sandra Speer, beginning to use her expertise in psychology to comfort the badly shaken woman.
"Well, you made it in time." said Cindy, using her pawky vein of very understated humor.
"Yes." I said. "But it was a near thing. Too near."
"Sandra," I heard Laura ask, "how did you know to hide in the kitchen?"
"I..." Sandra said, through sobs, "I realized... he knew the route perfectly... didn't slow down, didn't look for the driveway. Then when he said he dropped his notebook, I realized he hadn't dropped it..."
"Laura, why don't you talk to Sandra in the kitchen." the Deputy Director 'suggested'. His eyes were firmly upon me, and I was returning his stare, not flinching nor backing down. Lindy went with Laura and Sandra.
"All right, Don." said the Deputy Director. "You were right. All along. So what just happened?"
"You were just assassinated, sir." I said. "In a gun battle, you and your team here were all killed, but someone, perhaps Mr. Nash here, was able to return fire and kill Les Craig."
"Ah, a ruse." said Jack Muscone.
I smiled. "It's going to get better, too. God! how I hate the Press, so I am going to really enjoy letting them feed a false narrative to the world that is of my making, as opposed to their own." That made Jack Muscone laugh. Everyone else was still in semi-shock.
"Why?" asked Martin Nash.
"This is actually a fantastic opportunity to strike at our enemies, at Superior Bloodlines." I said. "If we let them believe they've killed you, sir, they'll stop trying to kill you... and they'll also continue with their plans. And when the time is right, your Team here will rise from the dead and make some very effective arrests."
I turned to Cindy. "Okay, Kato, get the Black Beauty the hell out of here. Go east to Waguli, then south towards the City, then back to Molly's place in Nextdoor County. Avoid the Federal facility and their cameras. I'll see you in the morning."
"Wilco, sir." Cindy said. She scooted out, and a moment later I heard the powerful engine of the Black Beauty starting up.
After that, it was simple enough. Special Agent in Charge Dana Fox arrived, and we briefed him on the situation. The ruse began: tons of police and other vehicles arrived. Two ambulances left swiftly with Sandra and Lindy, then three more with the 'bodies', one of them really dead.
In the following hours of chaos, it was not hard to slip Jack and Martin into Laura's car and get them out of there. Lindy and Sandra were rolled into surgery... and in the operating room they made a miraculous recovery. Two 'male' doctors came out of surgery, and were not noticed being taken away by Dana Fox's Special Agents.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So all I can tell you," Cindy said, "is that I didn't get up there in time. And it was already chaos when I got to Beaver Ruin. So I called Don, who said come back home."
"Where is he now?" asked Teresa.
"He went to Tanya's." Cindy said. "Taking care of his people, of course."
Teresa's Police cellphone rang, and she answered it. "Hi Chief. Yes, Captain Ross is here. Okay, no problem; I hadn't made the announcement yet."
Hanging up, Teresa said "The Chief changed his mind; no black tape on our badges. We'll do something else to honor Nash, but black tape reminds Tanya of the last person we put black tape on our badges for... Pete Feeley."
"That's a good thought." said Cindy. "Okay, guys. Let's get to work. There is absolutely no excuse for paperwork to not be done by the end of the day. Isn't that right, Grubby?"
"Yes ma'am." said Grubby Paul, with a visible wince. Grubby Paul was not one for paperwork...
Part 11 - Black On Black
"Where's Big Ice staying?" asked T-Square as his bulletproof limousine rolled into the City.
"He's at the Windham City Plaza Hotel, taking up the entire 8th floor." said T-Mac, who was sitting next to T-Square. "West of the Palladium Concert Hall complex, just across the street with park space between. Jasmine Nix is in the penthouse suite of the Palladium International Hotel, which is attached to the north side of the Palladium complex."
T-Mac pointed out the locations on the Apple Maps on his computer screen, then said "We're staying at the Marriott Grande Hotel, in the penthouse suite. Henry Wargrave would stay there and have business meetings; it's more secure than the Windham City Plaza. If he'd been there instead of in the Cannon Building, he might still be alive today."
"Doubtful." said T-Square. "The Iron Crowbar wanted that man dead, and so he came over all dead. Let's make sure the Iron Crowbar doesn't want either of us dead in the future, and we'll lead healthier lives."
"I hear you, brother." said T-Mac. "So it's all down tomorrow night. Big concert by Jasmine, you make the early appearance on stage with her, then you're the hell out of there while Big Ice is on stage with her and they begin calling for the protests."
"Good job, T-Mac." said T-Square. "You've done a real good job. I'm sure a little bit extra will come your and Gloria's way in the near future."
"Thank you, sir." said T-Mac. "Our team is always ready to serve you. And keep you safe."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jasmine Nix looked over the City from the window of her penthouse suite, seeing the Wright Building and the Cannon Building to the south, the Marriott Grande hotel not far from them.
"Are these really the best hotel facilities in the City?" she asked her aide, a tall, slender black man named they called 'Stevie'.
"I don't know, Ms. Nix." said Stevie. "But it's the best combination of security, getting out of here and to the Airport easily, and good comfort and service."
"The food better be good." said Jasmine. "Better than the cleaning service, anyway." The place was clean; Jasmine was just looking for something to gripe about.
"*Ahem* Ms. Nix..." said a large, muscular man, also black, known as 'Spike'... not because of his hair, which was well-groomed; nor the size of his large penis; but because of what he'd used to kill people that had crossed him in drug deals. Now, he was head of Jasmine's security... and like Stevie, was expected to satisfy her in bed if called upon.
"Stevie, go check on breakfast arrangements." said Jasmine. When Stevie was gone, Jasmine said "What?"
"Ma'am, it's on the news." said Spike. "The Deputy Director of the FBI has been assassinated."
"Oh my goodness!" Jasmine exclaimed. The television was turned on, and they watched KCTY then KSB reports.
"Hot damn!" said Jasmine.
"Ma'am, he was kind of on our side." said Spike.
"He's still a fucking cop with a badge." said Jasmine disdainfully. "Any idea who nailed his ass?"
"Word I'm getting is that it's one of those Cracker groups, maybe 'White Roots'." said Spike. "He's been trying to nail them for years."
"And they think they're going to nail us." said Jasmine. "Those fuckers don't even realize that we know who they are, and when they try to come against us when we're making our protests, they're going to suddenly have knives in their kidneys."
"And bullets in their heads." said Spike. "As will the fucking cops. By the way, there's one more thing. We've got word the Cracker groups are going to kill T-Square's sister's baby, because the baby-daddy is a cracker himself. So do we let them do it, or continue our plan."
"We continue our plan, and kill that halfbreed and her mother." said Jasmine. "If the Crackers get there first, just back off and abort. If we get there first, we'll set up the Crackers to take the fall for it."
"I can only imagine what the Iron Crowbar is going to do to them." said Spike. "It's his daughter."
"All the more reason to kill them." said Jasmine. "The Iron Cracker is the worst cop of them all, and the biggest abuser of our People. He's going to die himself. It's too bad it'll be before he hears about what happens to his halfbreed kid..."
There was a knock on the door, and Stevie came back in. "The private dining room will be ready for us in an hour." he announced.
"That's just enough time." said Jasmine. She began slipping out of her tight dress, letting the garment fall to the floor, then removed her underwear. Wearing only her high heel gold lamé strappy sandals, she turned to the young men.
"All this talk about cops dying," she said, "gets me very hot. What are you two still doing in your clothes?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
T-Square sat on the edge of the bed as the girl sat on her knees on the floor between his legs, her warm, wet mouth sliding up and down his huge cockshaft. She was pretty, and had aspiration of a singing career. Her mouth and throat were great for sucking T-Square's massive black snake; unfortunately her mouth and throat sucked at singing.
T-Square had no problem making girls give him sex in exchange for a shot at singing stardom, knowing they didn't have a chance and would soon be discarded. Many of them ending up working the strip poles in his clubs, or prostituting themselves to the clientele at his better clubs. Some lucky ones were 'discovered' by that blonde porn star that was getting face-deep into that cop Cindy Ross every night, but for the most part a much unhappier fate awaited those women.
He was getting more bored than turned on with this girl. She began jacking his long, thick shaft to get him off, her hand flying up and down faster and faster. Finally, he felt his nut rise, followed by the painfully ecstatic pulses of release as spurts of white jism erupted from his black cockhead.
"All right, baby." he said. "Get cleaned up and get on out of here. I'll see you tomorrow night at the party after the show." The girl went to the bathroom as T-Square put on his pants. T-Mac politely knocked on the door.
"Hey Boss," T-Mac said, "turn on the TV. Someone assassinated the Deputy Director of the FBI."
T-Square turned on the TV and watched as he got dressed. T-Mac watched also.
"Shit." said T-Square. "It's going down."
"There's one more thing." said T-Mac. "We got word that someone wants to kill your sister's baby because the baby-daddy is the Iron Crowbar. Do you want us to put some protection for them in place, or let your sister handle it?"
"Give her a call and warn her." said T-Square. "And with the Crackers starting up their shit, tell her to really watch her back."
"How do you know the Crackers are starting up shit?" asked T-Mac.



"They just killed the Deputy Director of the FBI." said T-Square. "The Teacher told me that that would be their signal to start killing our people, meaning blacks in general."
Just then the doorknob to the bathroom jiggled and the woman came out, fully dressed. "What?" she asked as both men looked at her somewhat sternly.
"Get on out of here." said T-Square, knowing she'd overheard them. "And keep your mouth shut if it don't have a nigga cock in it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The fit black stud 'Spike' looked down and watched his huge, thick cock sink into Jasmine Nix's pussy from the rear. His strong hands grasped her waist and pulled her hard into him with each powerful thrust of his throbbing hard meat.
Jasmine Nix was renowned for her magnificent black ass. As Spike's hardened abs and groin pounded into her asscheeks, making them ripple, he thought of how millions of black men wished they could be where he was, behind this glorious ass, fucking Jasmine's tight wet pussy. But they were not long enough to take this intensely hot ride.
Meanwhile, Jasmine was sucking young Stevie's big cock. Well, more like he was fucking her mouth, thrusting his long cockshaft over her tongue and into her throat. She'd given him incredible blowjobs and fucks before, but with another man plowing her cunt from the rear, they both knew that it was easier if he just fucked her face.
Jasmine loved being 'spitroasted' by two well-hung men, and indulged in MMF sex often. But this was just the tip of the iceberg: she thought about how her millions of fans had no idea how nasty she was in the sack. She loved orgies, and knew that after the album debut and after-parties, there was going to be one hell of a blowout feast of sex, and she expected to be humped and pumped by many men, and for her pussy to be totally messed up with the loads she would drain out of them.
Spike couldn't handle it; Jasmine's cunt was too good. "I'm gonna come... UHH!" he gasped out as the first spurt of white jism blasted from his black cockmeat and deep into the bright pink of Jasmine's tight wet cunt. Streams of come were fired into her by the invading weapon of lust, until he was spent.
"Damn, nigga, that musta been one hell of a fantasy." Jasmine said. "You came fast."
"Sorry, ma'am." Spike said, feeling chastised, and knowing Jasmine was right that he'd failed his mistress by climaxing too quickly.
"Get over here so I can clean that up and suck you hard again." Jasmine said. "Stevie, show this nigga how a real man takes care of me."
Stevie got behind Jasmine and sank his cock balls-deep into her cream-filled cunt. He began fucking her hard and deep, not really liking the sloppy seconds but not complaining, either. Soon the room was filled with wet squishing noises as he fucked her sweet celebrity cunt into a hot, creamy lather.
Meanwhile, Jasmine had licked all of the mixture of Spike's semen and her juices off his half-limp cock, then she sucked on his wet balls. It wouldn't be long before the stud was aroused again, and able to last longer and redeem himself by fucking her to a massive orgasm.
What Jasmine did not know, was that she had a traitor in her midst...
Part 12 - The Empire Strikes Back!
"Hello, young Donald." said the voice of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart on my personal cellphone at 9:30am. "Your friend Mr. Tower just landed the helicopter you asked for here on my helipad at 'The Vision'. I've arranged to have him transported back home by car."
"Thank you, Uncle Harvey." I said. "I'll be there either today or tomorrow at the latest to get it."
"Splendid!" said Dr. Eckhart. "My young acolytes are showing great interest in it, so do get here before they decide to take it apart and see how it works." I laughed and thanked Dr. Eckhart, then hung up.
The Bell AH-1 is the 'Cobra', the fierce fighting helicopter of the Viet Nam War. Though replaced in the Army's service by the AH-64 'Apache', newer versions of the AH-1 are still used today by foreign nations and also for civilian uses. The Bell 209 'Firesnake' is an adapted Cobra to be used for fighting forest fires. I had one adapted so that instead of carrying water or flame retardants, the tank would carry extra fuel. That made the chopper a flying bomb, but I could go a lot farther if I needed to. Dr. Eckhart had paid for it all, and would use it for security at 'The Vision' compound when I wasn't using it.
"Why do you have a helicopter at my father's headquarters?" asked Cindy as she came into my office five minutes later.
"Well, you have all the fun driving the Black Beauty." I said. "So I thought I'd upgrade with my own ride. Seriously, we're going to be using it soon, if I don't miss my guess."
Just then, Cindy's Police cellphone rang. "Oh, hello Dr. Fredricson." she said, with a quizzical look at me. "Er, no, I haven't seen Callie..." The look on Cindy's face was changing rapidly to concern. "I talked to her at 5:00am this morning... okay, I'll check."
As Cindy hung up, she looked at me and said "Laura said Callie didn't show up for work this morning, and Callie's not answering her phone."
"All right." I said. "First, you take some deep breaths." Cindy did so as I got on the phone to Myron. "Hi Myron, I need an emergency cellphone ping trace." I gave him Callie's number, then hung up.
"It may be nothing..." Cindy started.
"I think you and I both have the vibe on that one." I said. My phone rang. It was Myron.
"That was fast..." I said. "At her condo? Probably in her car? Okay, thanks, we'll check it out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Police cruiser dispatched to Cindy and Callie's condo reported back via radio. "Roger, the vehicle is here, with her purse and cellphone inside. Door is locked, no signs of violence or a struggle. We're knocking on the apartment door now..." After an interminably long minute, the call came back "No answer at the door."
"I'm going over there." said Cindy.
"Send Joanne in here on your way out." I said. I called Laura, as well.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am. Cindy had said that Callie was going to go to Town Fitness Centers and work out at 6:00am, like she normally did. But she had not arrived there, and it appeared she'd possibly been abducted just as she was getting into her car.
"No fingerprints on or in the car, except Ms. Carrington's and Captain Ross's." reported J.R. Barnes.
"Cameras in the area were knocked out," said Myron Milton. "Interference, like a Slender Man sighting. They must've used some kind of jamming."
As I sat in my office and processed information, Cindy was on the sofa. I remember what she had endured, the mental anguish when Jenna Stiles and been kidnapped and gang-raped by the Consultant of Crime's men. And now Cindy was re-living that nightmare.
"It's going to be okay, Captain Ross." I said. "We'll get her back."
"How can you be sure?" Cindy asked. "What if... what if they're..." she did not finish.
I got up and went around to the sofa, sitting down next to her. "Listen." I said. "This isn't like that situation with Jenna. These guys just want me; they're not trying to get Jack Burke tapes or anything like that. They know if they harm Callie, we're going to come at them with everything we have, just like we did when we rescued Jenna and ripped them a new one."
"Don," said Cindy, "Callie is a woman, and a beautiful woman. You're a man; you do not understand what I am feeling right now."
"Oh I understand." I said. "Even if I don't feel that same fear that all women feel at times. But look... you've got to get your head back in the game. Now listen to me. Look right here." I was pointing at my eyes, and made sure her peepers were locked onto mine. "Now you have to do two things here, for us to succeed. You have to keep calm and collected, no matter how hard that is. And when we go get Callie, you have to do what I tell you and when I tell you to do it; lives will be at stake here."
"I don't suppose you'll tell me what you're planning." Cindy said.
"Au contraire ma cousine." I replied. "Here's the plan, at least the part you're involved with...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:50am, Friday, June 9th. Laura had just arrived at my office, and she was talking to Cindy when I got a call on my Police cellphone, from Tanya Perlman's number. I took the call.
"The word is given." said Jack Muscone. "Check out the CFPA site. You might want to avoid checking the Dakota Funding site unless you can re-route your signatures some way."
"I'll check it out." I said. Hanging up, I got on my computer and brought up the CFPA site. Instead of the words 'Pink Knights' and 'White Fury', it read simply 'The word is given.'.
"What does that mean?" Cindy asked as she and Laura looked at the screen.
"I'm not sure." I said as I opened the Tor Browser application, to supposedly securely access the Dark Web. I've been told that it masks IP addresses so that users can't be traced... and then I've been told that the CIA created it. I'm sure it takes very little Iron Crowbar thinking to see the contradiction there, and apply Ayn Rand's philosophy to contradictions as stated in Atlas Shrugged.
So... my application first goes through some extra masking hoops, courtesy of Myron and Mary Milton, and only then does it access the Tor Browser and the Web. I routed through to the Dakota Funding site, went through the second level. The same screen came up, but when I highlighted the bottom right hand corner, it gave a phone number and the words 'Call me, Commander Troy'.
"Holy shit." said Laura.
"You got that right." Cindy said. "You gonna call?"
"You better believe it." I said. "But first, I'll call Tanya's number again..."
Suiting the deed to the word, I speed-dialed Tanya. Jack Muscone answered.
"They're on to us." I said. "I went through secure channels to get to the Dakota site, and there was a message for me there."
"Yes, we saw it." said Jack, and I realized he'd been messing with me earlier, to entice me to go see the message. He then said "What do you think the CFPA website is about?"
"The word is given." I said. "It could mean anticipation of me calling this number and putting those wheels in motion, or it's a message to agitators to get ready to riot. I suspect the latter."
"All right, let us know what happens when you call." said Muscone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A minute later, Chief Moynahan and Detective Joanne Warner joined the others in my office. I dialed the number on my Police landline, putting the phone on speaker.
"Ah, Commander Troy." said a rather deep but gruff male voice. "I've so looked forward to this first conversation between us."
"Yes, I've been expecting to be contacted by you... Mr. C." I replied.
Part 13 - Wheels (and Crowbars) In Motion
There was a pause at the other end, and I could almost feel the man's shock as I correctly identified him, and in doing so showed just how much we knew about him.
"Not bad, Commander." he finally said, his voice full of condescension. "Or was it a lucky guess?"
"It was no guess." I said sternly. "I recognize your voice."
Another pause at the other end. Of course I remembered my 'dream' when I was being tortured by Dr. Casey B. Walker. I remembered very clearly that voice from that man who'd stood over me. I wonder if he knew just how I knew...
"I see." said Mr. C. "So let's stop wasting each other's time. Here is another voice you will doubtless recognize."
"It's me, Don, it's Callie." I heard Callie's voice say a second later. Laura hugged Cindy, partly to comfort her, partly to restrain her. "I'm okay--"
"Your Captain's friend has not been harmed." said Mr. C., having taken back the phone. "I am not an uncouth thug like Charles Roland and Raymond Westboro. But I digress. It is time for you to trade yourself for Ms. Carrington. I'm sure the Iron Crowbar can figure out where. And the sooner the better."
With that, the line went dead.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn, you rattled his cage." Laura said. "Maybe even worse than when you rattled my old mother's cage."
"Yes." I said, somewhat introspective, halfway in the world and halfway in my own head. "I cannot allow them to think that they are dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded."
"Where's the trade going to take place?" asked Chief Moynahan. "He said you'd know, or figure it out."
"Yes, and that's an 'easy button' one: he's at the Federal facility." I replied. "Ms. Ross, if you'll be kind enough to go and get the Black Beauty..."
"It's in the parking lot." Cindy said. "I went and got it after going to my condo to see if Callie was inside."
"Dayum, one day you are going to be a great Police Chief." I said, kidding both her and the Chief in one fell swoop. "Okay, let's get started. Detective Warner will come with us. You'll drop me off at 'The Vision' World Headquarters, then proceed along State 142 then State 141 up to the Federal Facility. You're going to blow the doors off the front gate, literally; then you'll blow out the doors of the main building, the 'hangar' building. Joanne, as soon as you cross the County line with Captain Ross, you will be an SBI Reserve Agent..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There he is!" Cindy said as the Black Beauty drove swiftly up State 141. Joanne looked out the front windshield and saw the Bell AH-1 (modified) Cobra flying in from the west.
The Vision's acolytes had been all abuzz about the helicopter, then seeing me get into it and start it up. They all waved as I took the craft up, circling a couple of times to get used to the feel and handling of it. Then I waved back to them and flew east.
I took a more northerly course, getting north of the Nextdoor County Highway that went from my County to the City, then paralleling it. Both County Airport and City Airport were much less than amused by my appearance on their radars, and made sure I understood where the airline flight paths were, and to not get anywhere near them.
As I flew over Lake Reservoir and then the eastern mountain finger, I thought to myself with some humor that it had been Pastor Westboro himself that had paid for my pilot training, and now I would be using that training to fuck the hell out of one of the most insidious 'deep state' cells within the Government...
I flew north, almost all the way to Lake Watchacoochie, seeing the Lake and the town of Waguli at its southern tip. Then I began flying east, through the W.M.A. airspace, then finally cutting south. I'd timed it well; the Black Beauty was just getting to the Federal facility after having crossed the State Line.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Laura Fredricson sat at her desk in her office. She was on her most secure CIA line, and had hooked into a satellite feed. The Federal facility appeared on her screen.
A text box opened, and the message said 'In position. C has six assets inside, per heat readings.'.
Laura replied 'It is GO to exterminate C with extreme prejudice... pun not intended.'. That got a smiley face " :-) " in reply.
All she could do now was wait. Either her husband would outwit this bastard, or he would die. And she did not want to contemplate life without her husband, so she did not do so...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WHUMPOOM!*
The missile from the Black Beauty slammed into the doors of the metal building, blasting a hole where once locked doors were. A similar missile had blown the gate doors off, allowing entrance into the facility. Cindy saw the signs that warned trespassers that guards were authorized to use lethal force, and she knew she had as much lethal force in her own hands.
"Okay, Joanne, ready?"
"Yes ma'am." said Joanne.
As the Cobra landed on the basketball court to the side of the building, which also served as the helipad with a big "H" painted on it, Cindy checked for heat signatures.
"Oh shit, we've got bogeys inside." Cindy said. "Hmmmm, and someone is watching from the satellite feed above." Joanne was silent, agog at the technology she was seeing in the Black Beauty.
I came around the side of the building, and Cindy and Joanne got out of the Black Beauty, leaving the doors cracked open as I'd instructed.
We went inside. The front room was a hallway/lobby room, painted gray. The doors forward led to what looked like a gym or basketball court, but was huge. A balcony went around the edges. I motioned for Joanne to go up the stairs to our right, to the edge of the balcony, where she could see what was going on, but could not be easily seen.
Cindy and I walked into the large chamber. The floor was concrete, and our steps echoed. The room was at least 100 yards long, and maybe 60 yards wide.
We got a third of the way in when a voice said "That's far enough." To our front left, ten o'clock position, a side door to the big room opened, and Callie Carrington appeared, her hands zip-tied behind her. Then Mr. C. stepped in. Yep, the same man from my nightmare.
He was tall, broad shouldered, having had a tremendous physique as a younger man, now balding, the front portion of his skull seemingly well developed and enhanced. He peered at us through burnished-gold-rimmed glasses. He had a revolver in his hand, pressed into Callie's back. He was wearing a white collared shirt but no tie, black pants, and a trenchcoat almost like mine, but darker gold.
"You brought weapons." said Mr. C. "Very silly. And of no use." I had my swords, the short stabbing sword in my belt, the katana slung over my back. I was wearing all black except for the trenchcoat and Tilley hat. And of course I had the red crowbar in my hands.
"Give Captain Ross your weapons." said Mr. C. "All of them." I had expected this. I handed Cindy the katana, my crowbar, and my holstered gun, but kept the short sword.
"Bringing a katana to a gun fight." I said. "What was I thinking?"
"Maybe you didn't hear me." said Mr. C. "All of them."
"I heard you." I said. "But you know I won't give up the short sword." To do so would mean dishonor.
"Very well. It's not going to matter." said Mr. C. "But the trenchcoat, too. Take it off and give it to your partner." said Mr. C. I opened the coat, to show I had no more weapons hidden, then took it off and gave it to Cindy.
He pushed Callie forward. As he did, laser dots appeared on many portions of my body. "Captain Ross, take your friend and get out of here. Don't even look back." said Mr. C.
"Do what he says." I said. Cindy nodded and began guiding Callie to the door from which we had entered.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once they were into the front room, Cindy quickly put down everything and helped Callie out of her manacles. They women hugged, then Cindy said "Okay, we're going to make a run for the Black Beauty right out front. The door should be open. We're halfway expecting them to start shooting at us, so run as fast as you can."
"No problem with that." Callie said.
Cindy wrapped Don's weapons in his trenchcoat, then the women burst out of the building at top speed. Just as they got to the Black Beauty, Cindy heard a *thwip!*.
"They're shooting!" she yelled as she got to the driver's side door, wondering why she didn't hear the cracks of gunfire. When she opened it, she heard the *SLAM!* of a bullet hitting the side panel of the door.
Carrie had raced to the passenger side and as she opened the door and got into the car, a *TWANG!* sounded as a bullet hit the roof of the car just to the front of her head.
"Hold this." Cindy said, handing Callie the Iron Crowbar's things. She gunned the motor and pulled out as a bullet slammed off the trunk of the car and skidded up the back window.



Instead of going to the front gate, Cindy went around the side, pulling up to the Bell AH-1 as close as she could. She opened her door a little bit, the helicopter providing shielding, and dropped the red crowbar, trenchcoat, gun and katana on the ground as gently as she could, the fabric of the trenchcoat protecting the metal objects.
"Two perps, dead ahead, on the roof." Callie said. Cindy looked up, seeing two men clad in military camo on the roof of the building, firing at them with M-4 rifles. She brought up the forward Gatling machine guns, aimed with the dashboard-cam sights, and let rip a couple of bursts. Two men died.
"Let's get the fuck out of here!" said Cindy.
"You're leaving Don?" asked Callie, stunned.
"I have my orders." Cindy said. "Which include getting you out of here, and do not include getting you hurt." The Black Beauty hurtled out the gate and onto the highway. Looking back, Cindy thought she saw a black-clad figure going into the building. She thought about going back, but knew she was responsible for Callie's safety. She kept going south, and soon they were back in their home State, relatively safe...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said a young, clean-cut, freshly shaven young man to Conrad King's room, where he and Wallace Bedford were watching television. "We've gotten some word from Washington that it's possible the FBI Deputy Director is not dead."
"What?!" snarled Bedford, his head whirling around. "How can that be?"
"Our people there are saying that the FBI is not acting like they just lost their Deputy Director. They've gone into meetings, but there's nothing frantic going on. The White House is not even on elevated alert, and acting like it's business-as-usual."
"Wallace," said Conrad King, "we'll need to verify it."
"Sir, if I may," said the young man, "we've contacted some people in the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area. The two female FBI Agents that were supposedly wounded, they're not at the hospital there. The hospital said the women were life-flighted to University Hospital, and while University Hospital declined comment when we called posing as reporters, our people in that County said that no life-flights came in last night or this morning."
"We... we've got to get word to Mr. C!" shouted Bedford. "He's got to abort Phase 2! We've got to abort 'Chariot Advance'!"
"Calm yourself, Wallace... yes, that's right." said Conrad King, willing Bedford to take a breath and calm down. He then turned to the young man and said "Have you attempted to contact Mr. C.?"
"We've tried, sir, but no response." said the young man. "He may already be at the location... and the Iron Crowbar may already be there, as well."
"Go check." said Conrad King. The man left. King turned to Bedford. "Well, Wallace, I prefer to die in my own home. I'm going back to Florida. I hope your son will be able to recover and be fully well into adulthood."
"You're leaving?" asked Bedford.
"Yes." said Conrad. "I don't have long left, as you know. And it all just fell apart. Farewell, my friend." With that, Conrad King wheeled himself into his bedroom to pack. Wallace Bedford left to find the others...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I feel like I've seen this bad movie before." I said as I looked at the laser dots. There were doors that opened onto the balcony; there must be men hidden behind there, I thought. And there were two doors at the ends of the balcony, darkness beyond the doors, just like Joanne's perch behind me.
"I can assure you this time will be a different outcome." said Mr. C. "And long overdue. I should have killed you when I had the chance."
"When Casey B. Walker was putting me through the wringer." I said.
"Ah, you must've been aware of my presence." said Mr. C. "That is how you knew my voice." I nodded and he continued. "Yes, I was standing there, looking down upon you, you nearly dead as it was. I could have, and should have, reached down and crushed your throat, and strangled the life out of you. But you had not broken, and they wanted the information you have in that red head of yours, so I did not... even though someone else there wanted me to do it... very, very badly. I'm surprised she did not kill you herself."
"Ah yes, the 'old mother', as you call her." I said. "Good thing I didn't die... and that my wife didn't find out she was part of all that."
"Your wife will not be able to save you now." said Mr. C.
"Yeah, but I can figure this one out myself. I'm not liking these odds... let's even them up." I raised my hand and snapped my fingers. Red dots appeared on Mr. C.'s body.
"Indeed." said Mr. C. "What you don't understand is that you're a dead man, Troy. My life is nothing in the balance in the salvation of the superior race... as long as you die with me, today."
"A pity." I said, expertly steering the conversation where I wanted it to go. "They won't know what to put on your gravestone. Like your name."
"My name is a classified secret." said Mr. C., taking the bait. "It is treason to mention it out loud."
"Well, if I'm not going to live to face those charges," I replied, "then I'll just indulge myself. You are William Clyde, longtime operative in the CIA's darkest black ops groups. Once had an honorable career, to the point that your very name had to be erased from the public record to keep you alive, safe, and useful. But then you began getting stupid."
Mr. C. was looking surprised, and I had some more surprises for him. "Yes, I also know that your full name is William Clyde Yarborough, brother of Dr. Yarborough of City University, founder of the Millwakee School. When he began his eugenics program at Millwakee, you were part of it. You began putting together cells within several bureaus of the U.S. Government. And many of your moles were products of your brother's Millwakee experiments, children of the women that were impregnated there, such as Dick Ferrell."
"I am curious how you found all this out." said Clyde. "Your wife?"
"Oh no, she had her own handler that couldn't be named out loud." I said. "She had her own operations. And she never even knew that her handler's name... her old mother's full name... was Diana Louise Paulsen."
I went on, hurling my words at him: "By way of contrast, your operations were much deeper than Diana's or my wife's. Your operations covered more than the CIA. They got too big for that agency, and you spread your influence like a spider casts his web. You're just a junior version of Pastor Westboro, Mr. Clyde... but not nearly as smart as he was."
"But I will do what he failed to do: kill the Iron Crowbar." said Mr. C. darkly, holding up his revolver, which was pointed at the ceiling.
"Vee shall see." I said. "Oh, one last thing... so sorry about your own son's death."
"What's that?" asked Mr. C., looking more surprised than upset.
"Les Craig." I replied. "Your brother had you impregnate a young woman at Millwakee. What's funny is how you guys use first and middle names. Vivian Leigh Towson, who was going to sell her eight-year-old son for a slug's sexual pleasure, went by 'Vivian Leigh' in L.A. She was part of Superior Bloodlines and the 'Polar Bears', and it was coincidence that we captured her in our nets early. Charles Thomas, the sniper who wanted to shoot my daughter.. .first and middle names. And of course, you used your first and middle names, dropping the last name, making it harder to catch you."
I finished: "And Les Craig... his full name, having taken his mother's surname, was Les Craig Paulsen. Nephew of Diana Paulsen's husband, an honorable CIA Agent who died in the service of his country. Les has been your liaison to the Superior Bloodlines groups, and your best mole in the FBI, as well as your very loyal son. He died yesterday. He failed in his duty to you, he failed to kill the Deputy Director and Jack Muscone's team, and he was himself blown away."
I saw the man's eyes wilt inside. If we were going to die together, he would die knowing that his progeny was dead and his life's work lay in the ruins of failure.
"You're lying." snarled Mr. C.
"Am I?" I said. "Check that special cellphone of yours, the one that can get signals despite the jamming routinely employed here."
Keeping his eyes on me, he pulled his cellphone out of his pocket. There were text messages, some saying the Muscone team and the DepDirector were still alive, and another confirming that Les Craig Paulsen was indeed dead.
"It's over, Mr. C." I said, relentlessly goading the man. "You've failed. It is I who will go to my grave having defeated you, having destroyed everything you hoped to accomplish. I never broke from your torture, and I subsequently have broken you and everything you have built."
"You son of a bitch." snarled C. "I am going to take great pleasure in killing you." He brought his revolver up to point at me, heedless of the laser dots on both of us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne Warner had been listening to the Iron Crowbar's story with a mixture of fascination and fear, realizing just how deep and cold these waters ran. She was lying prone, her weapon trained on Mr. C. It was a distant shot for a pistol, but it was downward from height, and she was well trained by...
She felt a hand cover her mouth and jerked her eyes up to see that mentor, Melina Allgood, over her, making a "hush" sign with her finger to her lips. Joanne nodded and Melina released Joanne, then lay prone next to her.
"What are you doing here?" Joanne whispered.
"My job." said Melina. "If you shoot that man, you'll be arrested and charged with murder and treason. You can't kill him..."
With that, Melina aimed her .22WMR auto pistol with the long barrel at Mr. C., using her forearm to steady her aim.
"... but I can."
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Vengeance of the Damned
Melina was aiming at Mr. C., and ready to pull the trigger when she noticed a movement on the other end of the balcony from her and Joanne. A black-clad figure had come out of the door and was now aiming a crossbow down into the space below.
"Who is that?" whispered Joanne.
"Oh my God." said Melina...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I looked down the barrel of Mr. C.'s revolver, I noticed a movement out of the corner of my eye, to my upper right. I willed myself not to look up there.
*FWUP!*
Almost by magic, a razor-sharp arrowhead appeared, sticking out of the middle of the rogue cell leader's chest, the shaft still attached, both now crimson in color. Mr. C. looked down, his eyes wide in shock, as Jonas Oldeeds had when the first bullet had struck him in the back and gone through his chest.
Looking back at me, Mr. C. tried to aim his gun, but he was already falling to his knees.
"You... will not... win... this day." he gasped at me. Then he fell over, onto his chest and face.
I let my eyes glance upward, seeing the woman in black standing there. She had not nocked another arrow, so I did not move. Our eyes met and I nodded to her, and she nodded in return.
Then, as some of the laser dots swung around towards her, she threw small canisters down. Dark purple smoke soon engulfed her. When it cleared, she was gone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who was that?" asked Joanne, seeing the woman throw smoke then disappear into it. She'd briefly seen another woman in the shadow of the doorway behind the archer.
"That..." said Melina, "was Agent 'Darkwave', one of my recruits who was disavowed by that bastard lying on the floor now. Come on, let's get out of here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went up to Mr. C. and checked for a pulse, but there was none. He was dead, and rightfully so. I would have loved to have personally taken his life, but it had worked out for the best as it was. It was Mr. C. who had taken a promising CIA recruit and turned her to the wrong side, then disavowed her when she broke free of his corrupt influences.
And I knew she had been the one at the Baseball Fields in Nextdoor County when I'd confronted George Aurus to rescue Cindy and Becca, and why she'd taken out the electrical panel: she did not know I'd already turned off the power, and she short-circuited it... to save her sister.
Yes, Agent 'Darkwave' was Kathy Larrington, Becca's sister, and the woman that would forever be known to me as 'Goth Girl Kathy'.
Oh yeah... laser dots. What sniper in his or her right mind uses a laser sight? But someone had done so in State Senator Molinari's office when we came under fire during that meeting. (Author's note: 'Frozen Mothballs', Ch. 02) And I suspected it was Goth Girl Kathy that had fired into the window... and that she had missed on purpose after using a laser that had alerted us to her presence.
And that is how I knew to trust Goth Girl Kathy more than Karen Warner Harlan...
Part 15 - Chariots Advancing
"Nice ride." Melina said as I picked up my trenchcoat and began putting my weapons in the helicopter.
"Speaking of that, how are we getting out of here?" Joanne asked.
"My car." said Melina. "It's hidden outside the gates."
"You guys head back to Town." I said. "Check up on Cindy and Callie. And Joanne... I think we can conveniently forget about the paperwork for this one."
"Roger that, sir!" Joanne said happily.
The women left, walking down the path to the gate. I started up the Cobra and moments later I felt the thrill of flight as the chopper rose into the air at my command. I saw Melina and Joanne get into her Melina's car and drive away.
I circled around, seeing two dead bodies on the roof. I had no idea what had happened to the others. The laser beams pointing upon Mr. C. had been laser pointers, like one could use in a boardroom presentation, not attached to any weapons. Maybe that's what he had rigged up for me, as well.
I circled around again, then hovered. I armed the weapons... oh yes, this baby was armed to the teeth like any good Cobra would be. It was 'point and click' time. I fired.
*BOOM!*
The missile went right into the hole that Cindy had blasted then hit something inside and exploded. A huge fireball erupted from inside, blasting out the windows. Then I took the chopper higher, and fired more missiles onto the roof. Soon the building was a pile of sheet metal engulfed in flames.
Taking one last look, I turned the chopper west, for home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, still Friday, May 9th. I landed the chopper at the Fairgrounds, right behind Police Headquarters. As I was walking to the back gate, Captain Teresa Croyle came out to greet me.
She walked with me as she said "Good news and bad news, sir. The Press in Washington is catching on that the Deputy Director is not dead, and the Press in our State is demanding you make a statement."
"Me?" I asked. "Why do they think I would know anything about any of this?"
"They seem to have come up with the idea that when something sneaky is going on, your name is usually attached to it." Teresa said. "And not only do I agree, I think Todd inherited the same traits." I laughed.
Patrolman Barker let us through the back gate. As we walked through the parking lot, I saw the Black Beauty parked in Cindy's space. Good, she's home, I thought to myself
Going inside, we made our way to MCD, where there was a crowd. I could sense that something was up. There was a tinge of excitement in the air.
"There he is!" said Theo Washington, seeing me come in with Teresa. "Commander, you have some 'splainin' to do." I looked over and saw State Crime Lab Director Tanya Perlman in her wheelchair. Standing next to her was... FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"Yes, so it would appear." I said. "Lt. Perlman, you named me the Iron Crowbar. What would you name Mr. Muscone's FBI team?"
"Team Lazarus, sir.!" said Tanya, her cheeks rosy and her eyes twinkling brightly. "Returned from the dead not once, but twice!"
Also present were Cindy and Callie. Needless to say, it was a much, much happier Headquarters than it had been this morning. And then I saw it, the reason for the anticipation.
Everyone was standing in a circle around an object. As they realized I was looking, they moved away to let me see what it was. In the dead middle of the MCD floor was a small pile of toothpicks, twigs and small wood shavings. Sticking up from it was an unsharpened pencil. A nail, bent to a curve at one end and painted red, was tied to the pencil with rubber bands. Despite the phallic nature of this piece of arts and crafts, I realized the intended meaning.
"Mr. Muscone asked us for some firewood and a stake, sir." said Teddy Parker. "Best we could do on short notice."
"You're gonna need more wood than that, after what the Commander pulled this time." Teresa said flatly. Everyone began laughing
"Red crowbar and all. I love it." I said, beginning to laugh with the rest of them. "Gift from Team Lazarus, Jack?"
"And our boss. And Team Crowbar." said Muscone. And my MCD Detectives would later glue all that together, and it would sit next to my Trojan Horse in my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went back to my office and called Laura. "Hi honey, I'm home." I said.
"Thank God." said Laura. "I don't need to tell you that my phone has been ringing off the hook. We've put Operation Lint Trap into effect." That was the codeword for the move to arrest people we'd discovered to be in the C-Cell, as we were calling the now leaderless group of subversives.
Laura continued: "By the way, Melina called. She's bringing Joanne to my office, and Joanne will be signing a lot of paperwork. The good news for you is that by sheer coincidence, she had just been awarded her Top Secret clearance. Her being an Army Reservist made that a lot easier to accomplish."
"Good." I said, then teased my wife: "You're not trying to recruit her, are you?"
"Oh no, I'm retired." said Laura. "But who knows what Melina talked to her about on the way home."
"True." I said. "By the way, can you do me one favor? See if you can get Kathy Larrington's name taken off the 'Disavowed' list? She never betrayed the country nor the Company; it was Mr. C. who put her on the list."
"That may not be enough, but I'll see what I can do." Laura replied unenthusiastically.
"Well, how about this for 'enough'..." I said. "She the one who saved our daughter's life by kicking that sniper's scope into his face then slitting his throat."
"Okay... but why did she do that?" Laura asked. "She has no love lost for you."
"True." I said. "but the one to whom she is loyal... happens to love the little girls in her family."
"Ohhh..." Laura said, catching on. "Okay, then, I'll pull the strings.."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone followed me into my office, escorted by Cindy. Callie was being taken to Laura's office by Teddy Parker, who'd looked a bit googley-eyed around the beautiful former porn star.
"My boss is at the Federal Building." he said. "Sandra is at home and Lindy is with her. Your wife has been assessing Sandra, but thinks she'll be okay. Sandra's OPR will start Monday." An FBI OPR was a review of the incident, similar to our Boards of Inquiry.
"Arrests are going on in Washington right now." said Muscone. "The News Media is all over the place, like a bunch of disturbed hornets. Now they're all over the explosion at the Federal facility. The Army is coming in to guard the place while they figure out what the hell Mr. C. was doing there."
"The C-Cell sells sea shells by the sea shore." I said. "Say that three times fast."
"Geez, you're already in the doghouse, Don." said Cindy. "Now you're trying to get me tongue-tied, too." I just grinned.
"My boss is overseeing taking down Superior Bloodlines." said Jack. "We went down to Valley Villages to arrest some of them that were there, but several planes had already taken off from the airfield down there. One plane was Conrad King's; it's headed to Florida. Another is on the way to New England."
"Wallace Bedford is mine. You know that, right? Your boss knows that, right?" I asked.
"He knows." said Jack. "And he says you can personally bring in Conrad King, too, if you want."
"I don't know if he's healthy enough for that." I said. "What about the rest of them?"
"We got Henry Boxman before he could take off for San Francisco." said Muscone. "We also got Charles Franklin of City & Counties Bank in the City. Boxman is looking and acting like a rabid dog, and he's taken the Fifth and demanded a lawyer. Franklin looks ill, as if he's going to have a heart attack at any time."
"And Lawrence Kendrick?" I asked.
Muscone paused, then said "We found him in his room at the Valley Villages hotel. He shot himself. He's dead." I nodded.
"Our people in L.A. are moving in on the bastards out there, with the help of the LAPD's Major Crimes team." said Muscone. "The only problem is that Franklin Gray has not yet been found. We are not sure if he's hidden, left the hotel by car, or left by plane with one of the others. He's now on the Ten Most Wanted list, and APBs nationwide have been issued for him. Operation 'Stormbringer' was his baby; we really need to corral him."
"What's your boss doing about the Black Triumvirate in the City tomorrow night?" I asked.
"Nothing." said Muscone, throwing his hands up as if in exasperation. "He tells me that they've got parties scheduled in the City, and those will go on to six a.m. if they're standard Jasmine Nix parties. My boss thinks that if they'd start trouble tomorrow night, the big enchiladas would get out of there first."
"We know different." I said. "He just wants to concentrate on Superior Bloodlines at the expense of everything else."
Just then, Jack got a phone call. "Okay, I'm being called in to the Federal Building."
"Need a Police escort?" I asked. "And no, I'm not kidding."
"I'll be all right." Jack said. "I have my car. Tanya rode here separately." With handshakes all around, he left the office.
"How's Callie?" I asked Cindy.
"She's fine." said Cindy. "In fact, I wish she were a little more upset about everything. She's acting like it's a big party or a movie script, and she's having a blast."
"Well, that's what she was like when we first met her in the Porno Set case." I said. "It's her nature. And it's one reason you love her."
Cindy peered at me for a second, then said "Well, she seems to be okay, and of course your wife will be watching her. What I came to tell you was that Vice just informed me that they got some word that a couple of vans full of young blacks came in. The people in the vans have been talking loudly in restaurants about corrupt Police and Police brutality. Then a few of them have told people there's going to be a rally in MLK Park tomorrow night."
MLK Park was southwest of the Tenderloin District, and near the Southwestern Ghetto areas. It was not a bad park, and it did have a decent pitch-and-putt Disc Golf course; but it was in a bad area of Town, and only my Police Force or the foolhardy dared to go into it after dark.
"Interesting." I said.
"And there's more." Cindy said. "We are not an Agency of the Weak Minded, as you like to say. We know these loudmouths are front guys, getting attention while something else is going on behind the scenes. Well, Grubby Paul got a tip that some other black men, six of them, wearing suits and ties, checked into the Sunrise Hotel last night, and are still there; they're due to check out Sunday. It is possible, as you like to say, that one of our street cameras is now slightly angled to keep the hotel and those men's rooms in view."
I frowned. "Is Paulina in her office?" I asked.
"No, she's at the Courthouse." said Cindy.
"Damn." I said. "Cindy, I'm going to be leaving within the hour. A plane is going to pick up me and Teresa, Todd, and maybe a few other friends. They will be back by noon tomorrow, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise. I might take a little longer."
"Hmmm... clan matter?" Cindy asked, and I understood her meaning.
"Yes... and a family matter, where Teresa is concerned." I said. "Anyway, Molly and the boys will be at the Cabin, with Laura and Carole and Jim, my mother, and of course Bowser and Buddy. Feel free to bring Callie. Maybe even invite your mother."
"Actually, we have another plan for that." Cindy said. She would not elaborate further.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Paulina on the phone.
"Hi Don." she said. "I'll bet you're calling about security for Tasha."
"You are reading my mind." I said. "Reassure me, please."
"My brother, T-Square, is going to be in the City this weekend." Paulina said. "He's asked some people to watch over me and Tasha, and my condo complex has pretty good security. We should be fine, and I have you on speed-dial."
"Do you have Cindy or Teresa on speed-dial also?" I asked.
"Yes." said Paulina. "I have to call them all the time about Court matters."
"Okay." I said. "Call Cindy at the slightest sign of trouble. I'm running around like a chicken with my head cut off over this FBI business."
"Oh yeah, that was an awesome one!" Paulina said excitedly. "Everyone here thinks it was your doing. And the Media reporters are hating your guts for it; they think you used them like toilet paper, and now they're being flushed, so to speak. You made them look bad, Don."
"Heh!" I barked. "Good. Okay, I'll check in with you tomorrow."
After we disconnected, I felt foreboding in my soul. It wasn't enough. And the Police would not be enough. I opened my safe, and got a burner phone from the very back, still in its box. I walked out to the parking lot, then to the Fairgrounds, past the Bell AH-1 chopper, and to the abutment that overlooked the River. I activated the phone, then sent a text. After it went through, I dropped the phone on the concrete, then proceeded to use my red crowbar to smash it to bits. Then I threw those pieces into the River.
I went to the helicopter and got in, revving it up. I did not go far... just into the employees parking lot at Police Headquarters, in the corner. The Chief had said I could park it there, but it needed to be gone by Monday morning.
Part 16 - Revenge For The Damned
The sleek jet came in for a landing at County Airport, the markings saying 'Ichimoku Industries'. It ostensibly belonged to that company's executives, but I knew who it really belonged to.
A small party of people were waiting for the plane. Me, Teresa, Todd, Teddy Franklin, and Todd's assistant Mariko, as well as two young Japanese men that Todd said were Mariko's 'security escort'. She was the daughter of Takaki Misaki; her security was extremely important.
Our entire party was wearing black, except for Mariko, who was wearing a business suit and looked like a beautiful young Asian executive. I, of course, also had my trenchcoat, red crowbar, and my two swords. Mariko's security people were looking at my swords unfavorably, but they knew I would have them with me at all times.
The plane landed and taxied over to us. As we boarded, I was scanning the perimeter as I was always wont to do, and I saw Cindy at the gate, watching, the Black Beauty right behind her. I waved to her and she waved back, then I boarded the plane, the last to do so.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we flew east, I gave the general outline of the plan. One of the Japanese men then gave the layout of the Wallace Bedford estate. He had cased it thoroughly, knowing where all the guards were, the cameras, the defendable locations... it was scary that he'd learned all this by going through the house undetected. I added what I knew from my previous visit to the Bedford compound.
"Okay, everyone." I said. "Bedford's young son is sick, maybe dying. We will allow any nurses and doctors to evacuate him to Boston. But no one else."
"Sir," Teresa would ask, later on when we were speaking privately, "why should we give his son any more consideration than he gave Amy?"
"Because we are better than he is." I said. "We'll give his son a chance to live, unlike what he did to Amy."
I don't know if that mollified Teresa's feelings, but she nodded and took it in stride.
As we neared our destination, Teresa said "You're drinking a lot of water, sir. You okay?"
"I'm fine." I said. "Just need to hydrate. Part of the plan... part of the plan."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm sorry, sir." said the doctor. "There's little more we can do. His transplanted liver is beginning to fail."
"We'll have to find another one." said Bedford.
"Sir," said the doctor, "it may not be enough. We bought him some time with the last transplant, but without a cure, which has still not been found, it'll get to the point where even a transplanted organ will be useless for him."
Bedford looked over at his son, lying in the special hospital-type bed, surrounded by the best medical equipment. All those years, childless, finally artificially inseminating a woman, but the boy born sickly, and now barely clinging to life, which would mean the end of the great Bedford line of white men.



"All right, Doctor." said Bedford. "Whatever you need... blood, organ, machinery, whatever it takes to keep him alive. We've got a full operating room right here if you need it."
"I'll see what I can do." said the doctor. "I know you don't want him transferred to Boston Medical, but that may be his last hope."
"No." said Bedford. "There is nothing they can do that I can't have brought here. Okay, I've got to go check on some business things... I'll talk to you soon."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What is going on with Buddy?" asked Callie. The cocker spaniel was pacing around, sniffing at everything. They'd let him out three times, but he had just sat on the deck, looking outward as if expecting to see something. Even Bowser was watching his canine friend with seeming surprise.
"I don't know." Cindy said. She concentrated mentally on the dog. As if he knew he was being watched, Buddy looked back at Cindy.
"I'm getting a weird vibe." said Cindy. She called Buddy over, and he came over, jumped on the sofa, and sat between her and Callie. They petted him lovingly.
"Wow, I can sense the agitation... no, the anticipation..." Cindy said quietly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wallace Bedford came into his office room, the room where the paintings of his ancestors hung on the walls. Sitting down at his desk, he made a phone call on his secure line.
"It's worse than anything we could have imagined." said the voice of Franklin Gray, through some static. "Mr. C. is dead. Paulsen is dead. They're arresting our people in Washington. Kendrick committed suicide. Our operation in Los Angeles has been destroyed, utterly destroyed. Our 'White Roots' people in Tennessee have been arrested by the dozens."
"Is there nothing left?" asked Bedford, his voice shaking. "Is there nothing we can do to oppose the niggers wen they begin their riots?"
"No, Wallace." said Gray. "It's over. The niggers have won. We are beaten."
The gloom that overwhelmed Bedford was enormous. "Okay, Franklin. I don't know if I'll see you again. I'm going to hold out here. Thanks for everything you have done."
"I'm on the run now." said Gray. "I won't go down without a fight, either. Good luck, Wallace. And God bless the white man!" The line then went dead.
Bedford slumped, his head almost touching his desk as he bowed it in pain. Then he turned and looked out the window, only seeing blackness. He put his mind into deep thought, trying to figure out how to salvage his life's work.
Something told him to come back. He looked over his shoulder, and both shock and a sense of resignation hit him at once.
Standing there was the Iron Crowbar, in front of the paintings and the urns of ashes, the katana slung over his back, the handle over his right shoulder. He was holding his red crowbar in front of him, slowly tapping it in his hand.
"You." uttered Bedford. "You've got some nerve, coming here."
"Nerve is what I do." I said. "It's over, Bedford."
"I told you the last time you came here," said Bedford, "that if you came here again you would not leave alive." He opened his desk drawer, then reeled in shock. The revolver he kept there was no longer there.
"Looking for something?" I asked. It was then that Bedford looked around. As if appearing out of nowhere, black-clad, black-masked ninja surrounded him. One of the men had Bedford's revolver in his hand.
Bedford looked back at me. "I see." he said. "So... arrest me. I want my lawyer. I'll see you in a Courtroom in New York."
"Ohhhh, I don't think this one is going to see the inside of a Courtroom." I said. "Except that Court where a Judge of a much higher level waits for you." With that, two of the masked men came up to Bedford. He attempted to struggle, but was quickly slammed face-down onto his desk, and his hands manacled behind him with wire.
The ninja brought Bedford to the middle of the room and forced him to his knees on the expensive Oriental rug. They then made him watch as I stepped up to one of the urns and 'tapped' it with my crowbar.
*TAP!* *CRASH!*
"You son of a bitch!" roared Bedford as I stepped up to the next urn and shattered it. Never have I enjoyed using my crowbar more than at this moment, and for this purpose.
*TAP!* *CRASH!*
The last of the urns was shattered, ashes falling to the floor. I put a latex glove on my already gloved hand and pushed the remaining ashes onto the floor in a pile. Dust drifted downward.
"And this is what I think of you and your ancestors, Bedford." I said as I unzipped my pants. I took out my penis and aimed at the pile, and I began to urinate on the ashes.
Bedford tried to get up and attack me. "You fucking bastard! I'll kill you!" he roared, even as he was pushed back onto the floor.
I continued to urinate, having held my full bladder for longer than I wanted. A long stream of piss streamed over the ashes, soaking them. Taking a piss and emptying one's bladder is always a good thing, but I enjoyed taking this piss more than normal as I desecrated Wallace Bedford's ancestors remains, greatly dishonoring them, and him, with an unforgivable insult.
Finally, when I was finished, I put my penis back in my pants, then went over to one of the masked men. "How's your bladder, my friend?" I asked.
"Tired, Sire." the tall, broad-shouldered man said. He went over and pulled out his penis, which was huge, and began to urinate on the ashes. Nearly all of the black-clad men followed suit. But one did not, and it was clear from the way the black fabric clung to the curves of her body that she was a woman.
I said nothing as I returned to the circle surrounding Bedford. I looked over at the woman and extended my left arm, which held the scabbarded sword, and said "Would you like a shot... at the title?"
"Don't mind if I do." Teresa Croyle said, taking off her mask, so that her Enemy would know who was going to exterminate him. She grasped the handle of the Crowbar Katana and pulled. The katana sang as it slid out of the scabbard. The metal flashed as it reflected the lights in the room.
"Oh, this bitch." snarled Bedford. "Still whining about that worthless piece of shit she adopted."
Teresa said nothing more; the time for talk was over. She walked around until she was to Bedford's left, slightly behind him. As one of the other black-clad persons, who was also a woman, began coating the blade with a light oil, Bedford starting screaming at me.
"I'm not sorry for trying to save my son!" Bedford almost screamed out. "Wouldn't you do anything to save your child, Troy?"
"I wouldn't do what you did... steal an organ meant for a young girl fighting to live, then discard it, unused." I said. I could hear as well as feel the gasps of the people in the room as the full import of Bedford's crime was understood, and why I'd so badly dishonored him and the ashes of his ancestors.
"Do you really expect me to feel remorse over any action I took to save my son?" screamed Bedford.
"Why no, Mr. Bedford." I said. "I expect you to die."
Teresa readied herself to strike, the Crowbar Katana held high over her right shoulder. I took a long, telescoped stick I'd brought, that was in my belt with the short sword, and extended it. From well behind Teresa, I prepared to prod Bedford in the back with it.
"God damn all niggers!" shouted Bedford in his supreme moment. "A man born black is cursed by God! The white man will again reign supreme! White Power! White Power! White--"
*WHOOSH!*
As I prodded Bedford's back, making him raise his head, Teresa swung the katana with all her righteous might. So sharp was the blade, and so powerful was the blow, that she nearly lost control as the katana sliced easily through Bedford's neck. She pirouetted around to regain control of the sword as a fountain of blood sprayed upwards from Bedford's neck as his head toppled to the floor. Because he had been screaming as his head was removed from his neck, the teeth chattered in the head.
Teresa was cleaning the katana with the special cloth as two of the men began pouring gasoline and other flammables all over the room. I handed Teresa the scabbard and she sheathed the sword. She said "Arigato gozaimasu." as she offered it back to me, formally.
"Dou itashimashite." I replied, taking the proffered katana formally.
With that, we began filing out of the room of death. As we descended the stairs, the strong smell of aromatics, including gasoline, reached my nose. Not all of our team had been in the room. Others had been moving the old butler and the nurse and Bedford's son to the ambulance, telling them to drive straight to Boston Medical, which they did. Others were soaking down the whole house with flammables.
I was last to leave the house. I turned, lit a match, and put it to the gunpowder that had been laid in a trail to the door. It caught, and flames began forming and spreading.
We made our way down the mountainside to a grassy valley below. Several small planes were parked there. As we approached, their engines fired up, ready to take us out of there.
"Well done, everyone." said Takaki Misaki, appearing out of one of the planes. "Everyone load up. Crowbar-san, this plane will take you to your next destination."
"Sire," said Todd, "he cannot go alone."
"I'll go with him, Misaki-sama." said Teresa.
"Very well." said Misaki. "Good luck in your next mission, Crowbar-san, and Teresa-san."
I formally thanked all of Masaki's people on behalf of Teresa and myself, and we all bowed to each other. Then Misaki had his people board their planes.
As Teresa and I were about to board our plane, we looked back at the Bedford Mansion on the hilltop. It was engulfed in flames, a massive conflagration that would be seen for miles. A swirling column of fire reached to the sky. And I knew that as we got on the plane, Teresa and I were thinking the same one thought:
Amy was avenged.
Part 17 - The Final Seppuku
The other planes headed west; Teresa and I were flying south. For the most part, I slept on the way. It had been a long couple of days, and now we were on the final leg of my journey to fulfill a promise made.
It was Saturday, June 10th. I woke up just as dawn was breaking on the east coast. Looking out my window, I saw the Atlantic Ocean and the Florida coastline.
"We'll be landing in a few minutes, sir." said Teresa. "West Palm Beach? PBI?"
"LNA." I said. "Palm Beach County Park. Did you get any sleep?"
"A little bit, sir." Teresa said. "So where are we going now?"
I filled her in on the details. "We should have transportation at the airport."
"What about tonight, sir?" asked Teresa. "It might get ugly in the City, and in Town. Jasmine Nix is going to trigger riots all over the place during her album debut tonight."
"Hopefully we'll be back by then." I said. "But I get the feeling... that things are going to work out. Everything's in balance..." And no more would I say.
We landed at the airport. Getting to the terminal, I saw the blue and red shirts and black pants of the acolytes of The Vision. By coincidence (or perhaps not), a seminar was being held in West Palm Beach, Florida. As usual, the young acolytes were friendly and cheerful, gushing about how great it was to meet us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Conrad King sat in his wheelchair, looking over the Atlantic Ocean from the balcony of his home. It was his favorite view, and he had watched the sun rise over the horizon at dawn, seeing and hearing the gulls cawing. Ah, what a wonderful world, he thought. This view was the last thing he wanted to see before he died.
There was a tray next to his wheelchair. On it was a mint julep and another bottle full of liquid, with a cork in the top.
Conrad had just spoken to his son Jack, who was somewhere in Europe, and had made his final goodbyes with his son. His will had been finished and signed the day before; the trusts of his considerable charitable entities would be run by his grandson Seth, who was a decent young man any grandfather could be proud of. His granddaughter Karen would inherit much of his foreign assets, which she'd have to run from a country that did not have an extradition treaty with the United States.
He had also gotten word that Wallace Bedford's home had been destroyed by fire the night before. Inside the ruins had been found the body of a man, decapitated. Conrad knew what, and who, that meant. He also knew that his life's work, Superior Bloodlines, was being totally destroyed. The FBI had raided WorldBankTrust earlier this morning.
He came back into the living room of his home, which was all white with white furniture and white carpet... and saw the contrast of the redheaded man in black standing there. The red crowbar in the man's hands lent a splash of color to the room.
"Ah, so you came for me personally, Commander." said Conrad. "That was... respectful of you. Where are your fellow FBI Agents?"
"I'm not with them." I said. "I have arrived before them." Conrad understood.
"Come." he said. "To the balcony." I followed him back onto the balcony. It was indeed a marvelous view; I understood why he wanted to be here for this moment.
"So, it's all over." said Conrad. "You've done well. And you have won. I should have known you would after you destroyed Wargrave. And even better, Westboro. It was fascinating to watch you take down that man... no one thought you nor anyone else could possibly defeat him. So... do I get the same treatment as Bedford?"
"No." I said. "He got what was coming to him. By way of contrast, you've been more 'honorable', though our viewpoints are in opposition. But there is Dr. Heinz... and my father... to account for."
Conrad nodded. "Yes. Unfortunate deaths. And I appreciate you sparing my son's life, and my granddaughter's. And for the commutation of my daughter's sentence, allowing her to be honorably buried."
"Your daughter gave her life for my Officer." I said. "It was only meet and right that I do that much for her."
Conrad nodded. A tremor went through his aged body as he looked at the two containers of liquid on the tray. "Unfortunately, I just cannot bring myself to do this."
I knew what he was asking, and I chose to take the high road. Conrad King could have laid waste to a lot of people, but had chosen a more civilized route to his goals. He had also created great charitable works, and while that did not erase the perfidy of his racism and actions in support of that racism, I chose to let the good acts count for something. And his daughter Karla had saved my Officer's life.
I remembered an old quote I'd read: 'A little bit of bad in the best of us; a little bit of good in the worst of us.' And I did my duty.
"I am Donald Troy, Iron Crowbar, of the Clan Troy." I said, standing tall and bowing formally. "I would be honored to act as your second."
"I am Conrad King, founder of Superior Bloodlines, member of the Bilderberg Group and the Order of White Templars. I would be honored to accept you as my second."
With that, I took the corked bottle in my latex-gloved hand, removed the cork, and poured the hemlock into the mint julep. I picked up the glass and Conrad took it in his hand, and together we raised it to his lips. He drank the potion down, needing several swallows, but he finally finished it.
He then turned to face the view. "Well met, Iron Crowbar. Tell my grandson and his wife to do good things and have many children..."
I retreated into the living room and watched and waited as Conrad watched the beach and the ocean. Some moments later I checked on him. His eyes were open but they were not seeing. Conrad King was dead.
There was nothing more to do; I had achieved what I had promised the FBI Deputy Director that I would do. With the death of Conrad King, Superior Bloodlines was destroyed.
It was time for me to go, and I quietly did so. When the FBI arrived an hour later, they would find that the founder and leader of Superior Bloodlines, and one of the world's Globalist Elites, had committed seppuku by drinking hemlock.
Part 18 - Hearth, Home, and Canine Love
Teresa and I arrived at County Airport on the afternoon of Saturday, June 10th. Todd was there, and drove us to the Cabin.
There were hugs all around, but to everyone's surprise, the normally laid-back Buddy was beside himself. When Teresa came in, he jumped up, landing his front paws on her thigh, whimpering for her attention. She picked him up and he excitedly tried to lick her face and press his body to hers.
Everyone sat down, me in a hardback rocking chair, the rest on the sofas and other chairs. Buddy was in Teresa's lap, again pressing himself into her and whimpering as if he had not seen her in years. Cindy was peering at them, as was my mother and myself.
"What do you think, oh mighty dog whisperer?" I asked Cindy.
She shrugged and said "I've been getting a strange vibe from Buddy. Yesterday he was agitated, now he's acting like..."
"Like?" I said when Cindy stopped.
"Like he's grateful." Cindy replied. I nodded.
"Like he's channeling someone's gratitude?" I asked.
"Yeah... yeah..." Cindy said. Teresa heard that and looked up at us, then back down at Buddy as she petted him and rubbed his chest.
"Yes, Buddy." Teresa said, her voice barely above a whisper. "We've done what we could. It won't bring Amy back... but it's the next best thing."
No doubt about that, I thought to myself. No doubt about that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
No rest for the weary. I'd just showered and was going to take a nap when Jack Muscone called and asked me and Laura to come to the Federal Building. Of course I brought Cindy, as well.
When we got there, we were led to the conference room that was not in a plexiglass cube. 'Team Lazarus' was there: Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, and Lindy Linares. I shook hands with the guys and hugged the women. Sandra looked a little spaced out, but when I gave her an extra warm hug and asked how she was doing, she said she was okay. Meanwhile, Laura gave everyone hugs.
We were all chatting about the success of of the past few days when the Deputy Director came in. He made a point to shake my hand, then Cindy's and Laura's before taking his seat at the end of the table, to my left, the door behind him.
"The name 'Team Lazarus' is sticking to you, Jack." he said. "This is the second time you've come back from the dead." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 03-04.)
"This one worked a heck of a lot better than the last time." Laura said with some asperity. It had been her plan to crash a plane and make it look like the FBI team had died, but Pastor Raymond Westboro had not been fooled.
"Honey, it worked out better last time." I said. "Because Westboro saw through it, he unwittingly revealed himself to me, and it was all over for him from that moment on."
"This time worked well, too." said the DepDirector. "They fell for it, went ahead with their plans, and they're pretty well wiped out. The FBI has raided twelve banks across the nation and made over sixty arrests of white supremacist group personnel and so-called 'militias'. And I'm not talking weekend wannabees that play paintball, either." He was failing to hide his happiness at the fulfillment of his life's work.
"We caught up with Franklin Gray last night." the DepDirector continued. "He was in that compound on his own property. We'd gotten some of our own people inside his group, and we learned from the Iron Crowbar's discussion of how to defeat a prepper shelter by cutting off the air vents and introducing some rather foul-smelling gases into the place." Everyone broke out laughing at that.



"And in Washington," said the DepDirector, "it's complete chaos. The FBI have made a number of arrests. I won't say much more about it, and you're not likely to hear about those arrests nor those persons on the news... and it's possible we won't be seeing them again at all. All that is above my pay grade."
And the Deputy Director's pay grade was pretty high, I thought to myself. The good news is that those poor bastards would have no Green Crowbar coming to save them... and they did not deserve to be saved.
"There is one more thing I need to tell you," said the DepDirector, "and it's not public yet, so it needs to stay in this room. I will be retiring, no later than September 30th, but I'm shooting for September 1st. I appreciate all that all of you have done for me, especially in these last few years." The FBI team's faces were mixtures of sadness and uncertainty.
"Any idea who will replace you?" asked Laura.
"No." said the DepDirector. "They haven't even replaced you in the CIA, not formally. After all the dust settles, and we find out who was not loyal to bastards like Corrigan and Mr. C., maybe someone will emerge as a frontrunner. I know that I put in Jack Muscone's name, and he turned them down flat."
"Wise man." said Cindy. That got her a look from the Deputy Director, and she said "Mr. Muscone is not a politician at heart like you are, Mr. Director. He's better at building bonfires and putting up stakes." More laughter, especially from Muscone.
"And he apparently has a lot of help with that." I said acerbically, remembering that scene in MCD.
The Deputy Director smiled. "Well, Mr. Muscone will continue to run Team Lazarus out of our City offices. Maybe Dr. Fredricson will consider the job of replacing me." he said, glancing sideways at me as he said it.
"She'd better not." I said, though with a smile. "Especially after all that work I did persuading her to retire from the CIA."
Laura took my hand in hers and said "No worries, darling. And Carole wouldn't let me go to 'meetings', anyway." I chuckled at that.
"Okay," said the DepDirector, "let's get back to our jobs. There's still some cleanup going on out there. I do need to speak to the Troys for a moment, if you'd stay."
Cindy and 'Team Lazarus' left the room, leaving me and Laura alone with the DepDirector.
"You've done very well, both of you." said the DepDirector. "I should've had more faith in you, Don. I thought you were distracted by other things, but you apparently handled it all in stride."
"Thank you, sir. Still some loose ends to work on." I said. "But that's for us to clean up. You're going to be enjoying retirement."
"There is one thing I want to ask about." said the DepDirector. "Why didn't you leave Conrad King and Wallace Bedford alive? We could've benefitted from talking with them."
"Sir," I said, "Conrad King was terminally ill. I'm surprised he lived through all of this to get to the point where he committed suicide. He was not going to be taken alive. As to Wallace Bedford... well, I told you from the start that he was mine, and that we were going to take care of him... and I am very satisfied with the result."
"Yes, his charred body was found in the ashes of his home. Headless." said the DepDirector. "But at least the masked men in black that did that allowed his son to be evacuated alive to Boston Medical. Though it may be for naught."
"How is he doing?" Laura asked.
"The doctors do not expect him to live much longer, maybe not even a couple of weeks." said the DepDirector. "He's beyond help; not even another transplant will save him."
Laura and I nodded. I knew the kid was innocent, but it was hard to feel sympathy after having watched Amy die in front of me.
"Well," said the DepDirector, "all that's done now. Do me a favor, Don, and help Jack and his team whenever you can. They're good people, but having you on their side makes things a lot easier for them, and they're going to have enough political problems as it is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was still up but casting long shadows over the City. But Jasmine Nix did not notice that. She was sucking her aide Stevie's long, thick black cock. One day big cocks are going to ruin my singing voice, she thought as she deep throated his enormous size, taking his meat down her throat.
Tonight was the night, the beautiful black singer thought to herself as she fellated the hung, young stud. Tonight we release my album, I call for everyone to rise up against cops, and my well-placed people will begin making those Cracker bastards pay.
The thought of murdering whites made Jasmine's pussy wet with lust. She realized Stevie was close, so she slid her mouth up his long shaft and off, then eased her firm, naked body onto the bed.
"I want you to nut inside me." Jasmine said. Stevie 'dutifully' mounted her and sank his meat into her tight, sopping wet snatch. As he began grinding his hips, fucking her with increasingly long, deep strokes, Jasmine moaned.
"Oh yeah, give it to me, Stevie!" Jasmine begged. "Fuck me like it's our last night on earth! Give me that big cock! I want to feel you nut inside me..." Stevie began fucking the beautiful celebrity with all the power he could muster, and the loud slaps of flesh-on-flesh filled the room.
Jasmine's pussy was too much, it was too tight, and it clutched at him each time he drove his thick black snake into it. Stevie groaned.
 "Don't try to hold back." said Jasmine. "Let it go. Come inside me like no Cracker ever will!" With a groan of deeply painful ecstasy, Stevie fired his release into Jasmine, and did not stop until he had pumped his full climax into her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jasmine Nix came out of the shower after the hot sex with her young well-hung aide Stevie. When she came out of the bathroom, she found that her assistant 'Spike' was waiting to brief her.
"So they got that bitch and her halfbreed daughter out of Town, eh?" she snarled as she began dressing. "Where are they?"
"In T-Square's studios here in the City." said 'Spike'. "They're moving her to the hotel penthouse from time to time, though."
"Can we get to them?" Nix asked.
"Yes." said Spike. "Our mobile second team was recalled and given the mission."
"Good." said Jasmine. "Make it happen."
Part 19 - Black Albums Matter
Saturday, June 10th. The sun had set, leaving the night-time City an oasis of light standing defiantly against the darkness. There was an air of excitement near the Palladium Arena as a huge crowd gathered for the official release of Jasmine Nix's new album, Power of Police.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette from her vantage point of a Press booth set up to cover the event. "With me is renowned Social columnist Elsie Gringer! If Elsie isn't reporting it about the hottest celebrities, then it isn't worth reporting on!"
"Oh, you're too kind, Bettina." said Elsie, who was Bettina's aunt. "And you look so lovely tonight."
"As do you, Elsie." said Bettina. "We're also with Tim Sioban of KSB here in the City, working together on a joint feed. Hello, Tim!"
"Hello, ladies." said Tim. "I've been a big fan of Elsie's columns for years, and it's so wonderful to be working with her now."
"And what a great occasion!" said Bettina.
"Yes," said Elsie. "I have word that Jasmine Nix is going to be wearing a gold dress that can only be described as 'stunning'."
"And her message tonight is meant to inspire a serious discussion of Police abuse of People of Color." said Bettina. "How do you think that is going to be received, Tim?"
"It's a long overdue discussion, Bettina." said Tim Sioban. "Groups like 'Black Lives Matter' and the NAACP have long clamored for Social Justice. Ms. Nix is using her celebrity to further her People's cause."
"There are some," said Bettina, "who say Ms. Nix has rejected the non-violent message of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and that her message is one that will lead to violence and an increasing animosity between blacks and whites. Do you think that will be the case, Tim?"
"I hope not, Bettina." said Sioban. "But if the chains of oppression cannot be broken by means of peaceful protest, if Police continue to discriminate against People of Color and abuse them, then I certainly cannot predict what might happen."
"I certainly hope things won't come to that." said Elsie.
"Neither do I, Elsie." said Bettina. "But the nation is sitting on a powder keg. We fear an outbreak of violence..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"... we fear an outbreak of violence." said the television as I watched with Cindy in my office at Police Headquarters.
"She doesn't fear an outbreak," I said, "she is hoping and praying for one."
"Think she's going to get her wish?" asked Cindy.
"Not in this Town." I said. "Captain Croyle has the SWAT Team and the Riot Teams ready to go. And overlapping shifts." That meant that 1st shift worked a double shift, 16 hours, overlapping the 2nd shift, and 2nd shit worked a double shift covering the third shift, and so on. It would cost money, but it meant we had plenty of extra people if we needed them.
"Good." Cindy said. "By the way, those loudmouths that we've been watching... they're at MLK Park, where they have a TV projector set up, and a bunch of people watching this crap."
"What about those six guys that checked into the hotel?" I asked.
"They came out, went to breakfast this morning at the University Diner, then went six separate ways." said Cindy. "We only had one Police cruiser following them, and couldn't follow them all, and we ended up losing track of them." I nodded.
"What about Paulina?" Cindy asked. "Where is she? Teresa said you've asked for no assets to watch over them. We've got the Cabin covered, but Paulina's not there, either."
"No." I said, letting some of my frustration show. "Paulina decided to take Tasha to the City, and stay with her brother and his people. She claims they'll be able to protect her and Tasha."
"I hope she's right." said Cindy.
"I know that she's not." I replied. "All we can do about that, though... is pray."
Cindy glanced over my way, but I showed nothing on my face as I watched the television screen.
"How did Joanne and Seth take Conrad King's death?" asked Cindy.
"Pretty well." I said. I had gone to the Warner home with Todd to tell them that Seth's grandfather was dead. Joanne had said nothing, but Seth had peppered me with questions about how Conrad had died, and why. I told him most of it, except for my part helping Conrad commit suicide. Seth continued to look skeptical as I left the room. Todd had stayed behind and talked to Seth as I talked with Joanne for a few moments before leaving.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
One of Big Ice's lieutenants, a man called 'Jackson' and known only by that name, was in his hotel room on the 8th floor of the Windham City Plaza Hotel, that overlooked the Palladium Auditorium and its hotel, and a stage set up where Jasmine Nix would be appearing and speaking before going into the Arena. It would not be long before he and the others accompanied Big Ice to the arena.
Jackson was relatively short, about 5'8" tall, and he kept his head shaved totally bald. He was muscular but beginning to show age. He'd been in the Big Ice rap music empire for years.
There was a knock on the door and Jackson answered it, expecting it was the posse getting ready to move out. Instead, a beautiful white woman with long black hair, dressed in a hotel security uniform and carrying a long package stepped in just as he cracked the door open.
"Package for Mr. Big Ice, sir." said the woman. "I was told to bring it to this room."
"Hell, I don't know nuthin' about this." said Jackson as he took his cell phone out of his pocket. "I'll call the man." Before he could dial the number, he felt the sharp needle of the dart jab his neck as the woman brought her hand up to it in a lightning fast move. She grabbed his cellphone from his hand then twisted him over towards the window as the sleeping agent took effect. He lost consciousness, the floor rising to meet him just in front of the window.
The woman opened the box to extract a Remington 700 rifle, scoped, with a wooden stock and black barrel, .308 caliber. Then she took out a suction cup attached to a string and pressed it to the hotel window. A glass cutter etched a circle just above the base of the window, which was just inches off the floor. The suction cup kept the cut glass from falling out, and she pulled it inside and wrapped the glass and the suction cup in a cloth and secured them in a pocket of her clothing.
Then she lay down and put the edge of the barrel of the rifle to the window, then looked through the scope, getting her bearings and focusing the crosshairs. Then she took off her shirt, turned it inside out and put it back on. It looked like a City Police uniform, complete with badge. She was ready.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The six men, dressed in the suits and ties of waitstaff, approached the guards with a rolling table.
"What's this?" asked one of the guards.
"Dinner for the lady, and baby food for the child." said the white waiter, the only white man on the entire floor of the hotel at the moment.
The guards checked; yes, it was dinner and baby food. They frisked the men and checked the table for weapons. Except for the dinner knife, there was nothing threatening.
"All right." said the guard at the door. The waitstaff was admitted, and only after all six were inside did anyone realize that truly only one person was needed to deliver the meals...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Police cellphone rang. It was the FBI calling.
"My God," I said, "can they not leave me alone for even one evening?" Nevertheless, I took the call.
"This is Muscone." said the voice on the other end of the line. "I just got a report that our guys busted some White Roots guys in the City. They found City Police uniforms; shirts, pants, badges, belts, the works."
"Aw, crap." I said. "Now we don't know who's friend or foe."
"I've talked to the City Police brass." said Muscone. "They're on the lookout. The badges are not perfect duplicates of City Police badges, so we have something to look out for. We're also hoping these are the only guys doing this shit and that we have them."
"Okay." I said. "Jack, there's something else you need to do. Where's Julius Jefferson?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson was in the back office room, finishing up some legal papers on her laptop computer, when she looked up to see a white man pushing a tray into the room.
"Dinner, ma'am." said the man, who Paulina thought looked like he was a bit drugged.
"You can just leave it out there." Paulina said.
"No, ma'am, it's coming in here." said the man. Suddenly five more men were bursting into the room.
"Get her!" one of them snarled.
*KERRASH!*
The shattering window froze everyone in place as the two women swung into the room on mountain-climbing-style ropes. With unbelievable speed, they attacked the men, stabbing them in their necks and chests with Rambo-type knives. The men who had the wits to resist were not properly trained to defeat Aikido, and they died, too.
Paulina was in shock as the older of the two women came over to her.
"What a pretty baby." said the woman. Paulina clutched at Tasha as the woman took out her iPhone and took a photo of Tasha. "Don't worry, I'm not going to hurt her." the woman said.
Paulina could hear a helicopter overhead as the woman leaned forward and said quietly "Take good care of my brother's daughter."
Leaving Paulina in shock, Elizabeth said to Goth Girl Kathy "Okay, let's go." They grabbed the ropes, went to the edge of the broken-out window and tugged. A second later they were being pulled up to the roof. A moment later, the helicopter, piloted by Elizabeth's Italian stud Gino, took off, whisking the women away just as T-Square's men burst into the suite.
When they got into the back room, they saw six dead men, and Paulina clutching Tasha to her, tears streaming down the shaken mother's cheeks...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And we're getting word that Jasmine Nix is on her way!" said Bettina. "The security people are getting into place, and it will be just moments before we see her emerge from the hotel...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As she lay on the floor, taking aim, a memory flooded her mind. She was reliving the horrifying experience of that day when she was forced to watch her mother being raped by those black thugs.
She did not try to dismiss the memory, but let the pain burn throughout her body and soul. It sharpened her senses, and she concentrated like never before as her prey exited the hotel and came into her sights. It was time for payback.
As she exhaled, then ever so gently pulled the trigger, the pain went away...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here she comes!" said Bettina. "Jasmine Nix is coming out of the hotel, the cameras are flashing as the crowd gathers round.
"Oh, she looks so beautiful." said Elsie Gringer, already writing her online column in her head. "That gold dress seems to just flow on her lovely body."
"And she'll be at the stage in a moment, and-- oh, what just happened?" Bettina was saying. She'd heard what she thought was a car backfiring, and Jasmine had fallen down.
"Oh my, I think she slipped and fell." Elsie said.
"She's down..." Bettina said, peering over, knowing something was wrong. Then the producer's voice in her earphone began screaming that something had happened. "Ladies and gentlemen, something has happened in the entourage! Jasmine Nix has fallen down, and she is not getting up. People have rushed to help her, and other people are starting to run around. We can hear shouting..."
Tim Sioban said "An ambulance is coming up, Bettina. It's trying to get through the sea of people, but they just won't move out of the way to let it through."
Bettina blanched as she listened into her earpiece, then she said "Ladies and gentlemen, I'm getting word that Jasmine Nix is lying unconscious, and she may have been shot!"
"Oh my God!" exclaimed Elsie...
"She's been shot." said Bettina. "Ladies and Gentlemen, Jasmine Nix has been shot and appears to be badly wounded..."
Indeed, the bullet had struck Jasmine Nix where her left eye met the bridge of her nose. She had fallen backwards, and was already dead when she hit the ground.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After firing the shot, the woman quickly pulled Jackson's unconscious form to the window. She put the rifle in his hands, then injected him with a drug that would re-awaken him. Then she grabbed her stuff and quickly left the room, going into a janitor's closet nearby.
Big Ice's Security men came onto the floor and hustled down the hall to the door. They prepared to enter. One man used the electronic key to unlock the door, and the other's burst in.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jackson felt groggy, and his head was splitting with pain as he woke up. He found himself on the floor, his vision blurry. He felt something in his hands, sticking to his hands as if glued on.
He heard a noise behind him. As he turned around to see what it was, the motion brought the rifle around to point at the security men.
They perforated him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the ambulance has arrived, and they are putting Jasmine Nix into it." said Bettina, her professional instincts kicking in and allowing her to report the horrific scene with cool professionalism. "We have confirmed that Jasmine Nix has been shot; we don't know how badly she is injured. She is not moving, there is shouting all around, security people are locking down the area."



"Oh, such a horrible tragedy!" exclaimed Elsie. "Jasmine Nix is so young, so full of life. Who would want to harm her like this?"
Who, indeed. Elsie could not know that Jasmine Nix had been exterminated with extreme prejudice (pun fully intended), and by one of the best snipers in the history of the Central Intelligence Agency, a woman that had been married to a Police Officer and was now married to a Sheriff, a woman that bore no good will to 'People of Color', and who was remembering the brutality done to her mother as she pulled the trigger... and in doing so brought to an end a deadly threat to hundreds of Police Officers across the nation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the melée on the eighth floor of the Windham City Plaza Hotel, the black-haired City Policewoman slipped into the hallway from the closet. She came up to a security man who seemed to be in charge.
"What can I do to help, sir?" she asked.
"Uhhh... tell you what, go guard that stairwell at the end of the hall. Nobody in or out without checking IDs." said the security man.
"Yes sir." said the woman. The man noticed her lovely ass in the tight pants as she walked down the hall. He did not notice that when she reached the stairs, she took them to the ground floor, and over time made her way out of the hotel and down the street...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
All the other networks plugged into Bettina's feed. And it was Bettina who had the scoop and made the huge announcement.
"Ladies and gentlemen," she said, a somber Tim Sioban sitting next to her at the desk, "we have just confirmed that Jasmine Nix has died of her injuries. Again... superstar singer Jasmine Nix is dead..."
To be continued.
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Part 20 - Rage
""they have sown the wind, and they shall reap the whirlwind"
------ Hosea 8:7
"Oh, shit." muttered Chief Moynahan as we watched the television coverage in MCD. "She's dead. The shit is going to hit the fan for this. Are we ready, Commander?"
"Yes sir." I said. Still, I speed-dialed Captain Croyle, who was at Precinct 2 Headquarters.
"What's going on, Captain?" I asked when she answered.
"Someone at MLK Park started a chant just as soon as she went down." said Teresa. "Now they're all chanting and screaming, and some of them are starting to leave MLK Park and march north, towards the Tenderloin District. We're massed near Weinstein's club. They were going for it, but backed off when we got in the way."
"Do you have Myron's number?" I asked.
"I have him on Channel 5 encrypted radio." said Teresa. "He's feeding me info from the drones."
"Good. Good job." I said. Teresa and Myron were already doing what I was about to suggest. Good. Teresa was a damn good Captain, and Myron was pretty damn smart himself, already having drones up.
The television monitor in MCD suddenly came on. Myron was feeding us the drone camera's coverage. The mass of black persons were finding riot police at intersections, well armed with armor, shields, helmets with face screens. But the marchers did not attack the Police; instead, they continued to take the path of least resistance, along main roads.
Teresa, you nasty bitch, I thought to myself as I saw the pattern. You're funneling them into T-Square's areas. Will they dare destroy property in the primarily black districts?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh God, oh God, oh God." muttered Big Ice as his security got him back to his hotel. "What the fuck? What happened?" he asked as his lieutenants came up to him.
"Bad news, Big." said one of his men. "It was Jackson. Shot her from his hotel room."
"No fucking way!" Big Ice gasped. "You shittin' me, man?"
"No. It's true." said the man. "When our Security men went into the room, he swung the gun around at them, and they lit him up. FBI is already up there; they think the shot that killed Jasmine came from there."
"Oh, Jesus." said Big Ice, though he was not a religious man. "This is... oh God... listen, get with T-Square's people and make damn sure they know I had no part of this. It's gotta be a trick of some kind."
Just then two City Police Detectives in plain clothes came up, with a protective entourage of uniformed City Police Officers. "Mr. Big Ice," said the man, "I'm Detective Sapper Warren, and this is Detective Robin Ventura. Can we talk with you for a minute?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Looks like they've bypassed 'Rhythms & Rap'." said Myron, referring to T-Square' main club. "Captain Croyle says they're converging on the Cub Club.
"Any engagements with our people, Captain?" I asked into Channel 5 encrypted radio.
"No sir." said Croyle. "It looks like they're going to make their stand, so to speak, at the Cub Club. We're containing them, but not engaging them."
"Okay, keep me informed------- what the fuck?" I gasped. A flash of flaming light had appeared. Someone had thrown a Molotov cocktail at the Cub Club.
"Croyle, they're going for the Cub Club!" I shouted into the radio.
"I'm on it..." she replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And this just in," said Bettina, who was still sitting with Tim Sioban, and her feed going out to other networks in the State, "the FBI has just confirmed that the shot that struck and killed Jasmine Nix came from the eighth floor of the Windham City Plaza Hotel, which faced the Palladium Arena, and gave the shooter a clear shot at Ms. Nix. The City Police have confirmed that the room was part of a bloc of rooms reserved by 'Big Ice', the rapper who was scheduled to appear with Ms. Nix on stage..."
Tim Sioban said "We're getting information that Big Ice is back at his hotel, he's unharmed, and he talking with the Police now. We do not have any word on where T-Square is. T-Square was also supposed to appear with Jasmine Nix during the first part of her concert..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's T-Square?" asked one of his men in the confusion of the hotel suite.
"Right here." said T-Square, coming in. "What happened, T-Mac?"
"They're reporting on TV that the shot came from one of Big Ice's rooms across the street. One of his men was caught with the gun, and they shot him when he turned it on them."
"Big Ice, eh?" said T-Square. "Are all our people accounted for?"
"Yes sir." said T-Mac, then he came up to T-Square and said quietly. "There's one more thing. They tried to get to your sister and her baby earlier."
"Are they okay?" asked T-Square.
"Yes, but only because two white women dressed in all black crashed through the window and killed the attackers." said T-Mac. "Sounds like a movie, I know, but it's for real. We've disposed of the bodies, and we're claiming that a bullet struck the window and broke it."
"Good God." T-Square said. "If I didn't know better, I'd say the Iron Crowbar is behind all of this shit. But that cracker is at home."
"Sir..." said T-Mac. "Paulina said the women that saved her have been through that Town's legal system before. One of them was the girlfriend of that punk that was the Iron Crowbar's nephew, the one that was shot at that warehouse. The other... was the Iron Crowbar's sister."
"Holy shit." said T-Square. "You think he's behind Jasmine's killing, too?"
"Could he co-opt Jackson, one of Big Ice's most trusted men, into killing her?" asked T-Mac. "Maybe. But I'm not seeing it. They caught Big Ice's nigga cold. And by the way, five of the six men that attacked your sister were black. They may have been Big Ice's people, too."
"No, I'd bet everything that it was Jasmine that went after my niece." said T-Square. "Either way, we've been betrayed by some dirty dealin' niggas..."
Just then a security man brought in two men in well-fitting suits and ties. One man was white, and was not as tall as the bald black man.
"T-Square!" said the security man. "These guys are from the FBI and want to talk to you."
"Mr. T-Square, I'm Special Agent Martin Nash," said the white man, "and this is Special Agent Julius Jefferson. Can we talk to you for a moment?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Cub Club is on fire. I say again, the Cub Club is on fire." said Teresa's voice on the radio. "They are attempting to prevent the Fire Engines from getting to the scene.
"Get in there and end it. Now." I ordered. "Whatever you need to do. Lethal force is authorized."
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
We watched the drone footage. The Fire Department tried to get to the Cub Club, and the rioters moved to stop them. But that got the SWAT Teams and heavily armored Police moving in and forcing the rioters back.
Still, it was hazardous for the Firefighters as they tried to put out the fire. Captain Croyle ordered the area to be completely cleared of rioters, for them to be dispersed and separated into smaller and smaller groups. This was done, and some of the rioters were forced back almost to University Avenue. The rioters began to disperse and go home; the threat diminishing as their numbers thinned out. The Police regrouped near the Cub Club, to protect the Firefighters.
The Fire Department did their best, but the Cub Club was engulfed in a massive blaze. I gave the order to let it go and to not risk injury trying to put it out. It was too late; and it would be easier to clean up and rebuild the club from a pile of ashes than a half-burnt-out structure...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy came up to me. "The Governor is on Line 2. Yes, the Governor of the State."
I went to my office to take the call.
"How bad is it up there?" Jared asked.
"One building on fire." I said. "But after they set it on fire, we moved in and they started dispersing. It seems to be winding down."
"I'm getting word from the City that some people started ginning up riots, but they were shut down quickly." said Jared. "We had some State Troopers and some National Guardsmen up there ready to go. Most people there seem to be in shock and mourning rather than marching."
"Keep those State assets on alert, Governor." I said. "The shock and pain will turn to anger over the next few days. That's when they'll be the most dangerous."
After a few more words, the Governor hung up. Possible riots had been stopped in Southport and Midtown, as well. A possible disaster in the wake of the assassination of Jasmine Nix had been averted, and partly due to our readiness for trouble we'd expected her to gin up with her album and her message of hate.
Part 21 - The Morning After
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporter at 7:00am, Sunday, June 11th, from in front of the Palladium Arena in the City. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix last night in the City!"
"The FBI has released stunning new details of the crime." Bettina said. "Ms. Nix was shot in the left eye by a military-grade .308 caliber bullet, which traveled deep into her brain and caused massive injury and immediate death. The single shot was fired from the eighth floor of the Windham City Plaza Hotel, from a room that was checked out to the entourage of rapper Big Ice, by an associate of Big Ice known only as 'Jackson'."
"In what may be a related incident," continued Bettina, "the City Police report that a window of a hotel suite rented by world-famous rapper T-Square was shattered by a bullet a short time before Ms. Nix was assassinated. No one was injured, and the Police are not commenting on reports that a helicopter was seen landing on the roof of the hotel."
"The FBI will have a press conference at 9:00am." said Bettina. "Meanwhile, Governor Jared, who is embattled by scandals of corruption and racism, has asked SBI Inspector Donald Troy to investigate the Nix assassination on behalf of the State. State Senator Katherine Woodburn issued a statement saying 'Governor Jared is working hard, if not illegally, to gut the SBI, but when he is desperate he calls upon Commander Troy to act as an SBI agent for him. There would be no need for these shenanigans if we had a strong SBI leading the way in law enforcement in the State.'."
"Meanwhile," said Bettina, "the Governor's speech to the State Sheriff's Association on SBI realignment received mixed reviews yesterday. While the Sheriffs were generally receptive to the Governor's ideas, many concerned citizens groups across the State were in open condemnation of the plan, which includes the formation of what the Governor called a 'Special Investigations Service', or 'SIS'. This unit would help local law enforcement with major crimes, from violent crimes against other persons to financial and white-collar crimes that cross county lines. The SIS units would be regionalized, as the Narcotics Task Force is enduring already..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was at the FBI Building in the City, poring over the huge volumes of evidence the FBI and City Police had amassed over the last several hours. Cindy was working with Lindy Linares and Martin Nash in their area, which was a large room with semi-cubicles, a bit like MCD but more FBI-like.
I sat back in my chair and muttered "I have no idea why the Governor wants me to look at this. It's cut and dried. Jackson had the rifle in his hands when they came into the room. He's dead now, so he can't tell us anything. The gun is the one used to shoot Jasmine Nix; the fired casing was found on the floor, matches the two unfired cartridges that were still in the rifle."
"What was his motive?" asked Jack Muscone, who was sitting at the conference room table with me.
"I don't know." I said. "If you had people inside the Nix or Big Ice organizations, maybe we'd know."
"As you know," said Muscone, "my boss didn't give a shit about anything but the white supremacists. He wasn't going to waste assets on investigating potential black militants."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "Spilt milk. But it looks clear cut that Jackson did it. And the 'why' of it will go to his grave with him. My only speculation, with nothing upon which to base it, is that Big Ice told him to, or T-Square paid him to."
"I agree." said Muscone. "And to answer your question, I think the Governor has you looking at the case to cover his ass if anyone asks what he's doing about it."
Just then, the DepDirector came into the room. "Find anything out of the ordinary, Commander?"
"No sir." I said.
"Jackson was not a very good marksman in the Army." said the DepDirector.
"Neither was Lee Harvey Oswald in the Marines." I said. "But we're told he pulled off the biggest three sniper shots in American history."
"Exactly my point, Commander." said the DepDirector. "But I doubt we'll ever be able to prove any other theory of this case, either. For me the problem is: how do we prevent massive riots? We were lucky last night, people were apparently too stunned to take action. But by tonight, their rage may have built up."
"The Cub Club in my Town wasn't so lucky." I said. "But we handled it. Other Police Forces will have to show their mettle and stop any lawbreakers, as well."
"True." said the DepDirector. "But we've got to do more. Washington is already up in arms over the destruction of Superior Bloodlines, and now they're scared shitless of riots. What do we do?"
"We're going to have a press conference at 9:00am." I replied. "The Public will be told that this was a black-on-black crime, fueled by rivalry between two black musical empires, and that the Public should remain calm and not draw race-based conclusions. On the podium at the press conference will be three black LEOs, including FBI Agent Julius Jefferson, and one guy with a red crowbar, so they won't notice he's a white man."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
T-Square was in his hotel suite, being briefed by his people, when he was told he had a visitor. A moment later, State Senator Katherine Woodburn was shown into the room.
She looks good for a white woman, thought T-Square, noticing the woman's shapely legs and her large breasts under the blouse she was wearing. She was attired in a smart-looking business suit.
"Hello, Senator, how can I help you?" T-Square asked as he shook hands with Katherine.
"I came by to offer my condolences on the loss of your colleague," said Katherine, "and to see for myself that you are all right. I heard of the window of your room being shot out."
"Thank you, Senator." said T-Square. "Let's go into this side room where we can speak privately." He led her into the second bedroom, which was set up as a makeshift office.
"I also want you to know," said Katherine, "that my own people believe this attack on Ms. Nix was done by people associated with Big Ice, but it's not just a lone wolf; we think Big Ice himself was behind it."
"I dunno." said T-Square. "A lot of white supremacists have been getting their nuts busted by our friendly neighborhood Iron Crowbar in the last few days. Sure this wasn't their last gasp to cause trouble?"
"I have reason to doubt that." said Katherine. "If anything, I'd think the Iron Crowbar himself was behind it. The FBI has been concentrating solely on the white supremacists, ever since some of them brought that nerve agent into our County in an attempt to kill you. The Iron Crowbar, however, was watching Jasmine... he seemed to think that she was going to act in a disloyal way towards you. And since your sister's daughter is his daughter, maybe he acted for his own self-interests."
"You know a lot about things, Senator." said T-Square. "So why are you here?"
"I'd like your help." said Katherine. "I want you to come out publicly and demand the Iron Crowbar be taken off the Nix investigation, saying he's not impartial, and that he's a racist. And then one day I'll do a favor for you when you need it, and I'm in a position of real power, political or otherwise, to help you."
T-Square chuckled derisively. "I wouldn't get any delusions about taking over Pastor Westboro's crime empire if I were you, Senator." he said. "And I'm just going to give you four words of advice about the Iron Crowbar: Shut. The. Fuck. Up."
Katherine controlled her face, not showing her anger. "Okay, then." she said. "I hope we'll be able to discuss other things, and soon. You have a nice day." With that, she and her entourage (and security) left the suite, and the hotel.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I stood in the hotel room, seeing the little hole cut out of the window, seeing the bloodstains on the carpet. I'd been shown pictures of where Jackson had been lying after he'd been shot multiple times. I'd read the statements of everyone.
"No mention of any outsiders." I said. "No one came up here at all."
"No sir." said FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson. "The only strangers that were mentioned were City Police Officers. There were a number of them up here after the shooting, and of course Big Ice's people didn't know who they were."
I got down on my knees, careful to not touch the bloodstains, and looked through the hole in the window. "Yep." I said. "I'm sure ballistics will confirm it, but this is the perfect place to fire a shot at the Arena side."
"Yes sir." said Jefferson. "We had a bunch of lasers up here last night, testing out all the angles. It is beyond a reasonable doubt that the shot was fired from right here."
"Anyone try to get videotape that shows this room?" I asked. "And anyone in the window?"
"Yes sir." said Sapper Warren, who was standing in the doorway. "We collected all the street camera and traffic footage. We've got everything from the Palladium Arena that was looking back this way. The News Media had almost nothing; everything they had was pointed at Jasmine Nix."
"The only oddity that's come out," said Jefferson, "is that the hole in the window was cut by a glass-cutter, but Jackson didn't have a glass cutter on him, no one found one anywhere in the room, and there was no glass on the ground outside below the window, meaning no sign of the cut out piece of glass."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "Maybe someone in cahoots with Jackson cleaned that up." Jefferson shrugged his broad shoulders. Warren's face showed nothing.
After one last look around, I said "Okay, then. There are no rabbits for me to pull out of a hat, here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. The Press Conference was being held inside the media room of the Palladium Arena, and it was full of reporters pressed together like sardines, who were pushing against each other for room and breathing space.
At the front were three men: FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson, SBI Reserve Agent Theo Washington, and City Police Detective Thomas 'Sapper' Warren. It was no accident that they were all black men. Off to one side were FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and SBI Inspector Donald Troy, a.k.a. Your Iron Crowbar.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said Jefferson, "thank you for coming. As you know, Jasmine Nix was shot and killed as she was coming here to the Palladium Arena from her hotel. We have determined conclusively where the one shot came from, and who fired the shot." Jefferson went on to show the evidence collected. Theo and Warren also spoke, carefully crafting the story to show that they'd found nothing racially biased to be involved.



"There is no evidence," Jefferson concluded, "that suggests this shooting was done for racially-based reasons. It is a black-on-black crime, and the motives may have more to do with musical empires and money than any race-related issues." With that, he opened it up for questions.
"Agent Jefferson! John Hardwood, KSTD News!" shouted Hardwood. "Is it possible that the shooter was hired or bribed by white persons or Police officers to murder Ms. Nix?"
"We have no evidence at all of that." said Jefferson.
"But is it possible that whites were behind this shooting?" persisted Hardwood. "Is it possible that the murder was racially motivated?"
"Again, we have nothing to suggest that as a motive at all." said Jefferson.
"Sir, Tim Sioban, KSB... does Commander Troy agree with your findings?" asked Sioban.
"As far as I know." said Jefferson. He then looked to me and said "Would you like to make a comment, Commander?" We'd been expecting this to happen.
"Sure." I said, coming up to the podium. Once there, I said "At the Governor's request, I have examined the findings of these law enforcement officers as well as other materials that have been found since the shooting, and I concur that this crime was committed by person they've said, with the rifle they've confiscated from that person, and from the location they've stated."
"Commander Troy!" shouted John Hardwood, "the Governor has cracked down on undocumented workers, tearing families apart, and he's made racist statements and tweets! Did the Governor's racism fuel the hatred that led to Jasmine Nix being murdered last night?"
"I don't accept the premise of your question." I said. "You're just trying to create fake news based upon your own agenda, and I don't accept it. Next question." As Hardwood attempted to shout at me, I said "Somebody else. Someone else have a question?"
"Commander," said Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown, "although nothing's been found showing a connection between the shooter and white hate groups, will you search for such connections? And if you find them, will you reveal them to the Press in a timely manner?"
"First of all, Meredith," I said, "All I did was act upon the Governor's request to examine the data the FBI, SBI, and City Police have found, and I concur with their findings. I'm not doing anything more than that. I'm sure these excellent law enforcement people will continue to investigate, and will report what they find in the appropriate time and manner."
"Commander Troy," said John Hardwood, as the other reporters were giving him the floor, hoping he would start a confrontation with me (and he was succeeding), "sources are telling KSTD News that the false stories of the FBI Deputy Director's death were from you, that you deliberately lied to the Press. Did you lie to the Press? And why?"
I started chuckling, which caused Theo to start chuckling, then Julius Jefferson, and it turned to full laughter. I looked over at Jack Muscone and said "What do you think, Mr. Muscone? Would I lie to these corrupt reporters to ensnare the criminals that were trying to murder the Deputy Director?"
"A Boy Scout like you?" replied Jack loudly. "I'd be shocked if you did that!" Everyone on stage and all the LEOs in the room were laughing. The reporters were silent, hatred on their faces as we openly mocked them.
"Let's just say... I was exactly as honest with you reporters as you have been in your coverage of the Governor and about me in recent months." I said. "So you tell me." The anger and hatred of the Press was now palpable; I could literally almost see it in the air above their heads.
"Commander, and Agent Jefferson or Agent Muscone" said Bettina, "there are reports of explosions on the Federal property northwest of here, just over the State line. Can you tell us what happened there?"
"No." said Jefferson, taking over the podium again. "You'll have to contact the Department of Defense in Washington about that. I have nothing on that."
As the Press Conference broke up, John Hardwood made a beeline towards me as I talked with Muscone. Police officers moved to intervene as I turned to face him.
"You'll pay for that little stunt, you little shit." snarled Hardwood. "I'm going to barbecue your ass for that."
"Bring. It. On." I said, staring him down. The City Police officers forced Hardwood back down to the Press pool.
And it was at that moment that I realized that Priya was not there. Why not? I wondered to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Sunday, June 11th. We were at the City Diner, near the Federal Building in the City. The steak-and-cheese-burgers there were almost as good as the Cop Bar in Town, and the fries were cut thin and really fried to a crisp, then salted with a fantastic seasoning. Add to it the fact I was famished, and this meal was bliss to me. Also at the table was Jack Muscone, Julius Jefferson, and Theo Washington.
"That was a great line you gave them," said Jack, saying you were as honest with them as they are with the Governor. Some of them literally turned gray."
"Yes, and I could feeeel their ang-rrr." I said, in a brilliant imitation of Emperor Palpatine. "Hardwood is such a fucking jerk."
"The question is," said Julius Jefferson, "did they buy it? Think they'll report it wasn't race related, and things will calm down?"
"I don't know." I said. "If nothing new comes out, and I don't see why anything should, then yeah, they'll drop it soon enough. Especially if they can gin up more bullshit about the Governor."
"Sir, is it really ginned up about the Governor?" asked Theo. "After all, he did make those tweets."
"Do you really consider those tweets racist, Theo?" I replied. "And speak freely; answer honestly."
"I don't know, sir." said Theo. "I'm not saying he's wrong about jobs being taken from blacks by illegal immigrants, but many see it as him trying to pit one minority against another. He could've just left it unsaid."
"And the Press would still be hounding the hell out of him, ginning up something else, another lie about him." I said. "And it won't stop for the rest of his term in office. The Press has shown themselves to be not only biased and partisan, but deeply corrupt and dishonest."
"If I may change the subject slightly," said Jack Muscone, "you guys did a very good job today. Not only the press conference, but the whole investigation. No one is questioning the integrity of the investigation, which is good in its own way. The Press would love to tie the killer into some kind of white racist plot, but they're not trying to say you're covering up for something by blaming a Big Ice man for it."
"Not yet, anyway." I replied. "Like I said, we'll see what happens."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"By the way," I said to Jack as we spoke in his office before my departure for home, "anything on George Schwartz?"
"No, I'm afraid not." said Muscone. "We've got reams of evidence on most of these guys, and Washington is sorting out the C-Cell and the boatload of shit coming from that. But Schwartz's name just is not coming up. We have nothing to get an arrest warrant for him. And last I heard, he was in Europe right now. Probably waiting for the smoke to clear and the fires to die down."
I nodded. "Too bad we didn't get anything on him... I get the feeling he's much more of a player in the undermining of our Nation and Government that people realize."
"Could be." said Jack. "So... who do you think my new boss is going to be?"
"Dana Fox." I said.
"Why him?"
"He's got the anti-Terror background with Homeland Security." I said. "And that's going to be the next big thing for the FBI; well, by that I mean it's been a big thing, but it's going to be bigger now. Plus he's punched the right tickets along the way. They were grooming Les Craig, but he's come over all dead. You turned it down, Martin Nash is not quite ready or seasoned enough yet, and Clark Webster never will never quite get there, so sorry."
"You really think they were grooming Craig for it?" asked Muscone.
"Absolutely." I said. "Even the Deputy Director was trying to not offend him, partly because Martin would still be in the FBI even when his uncle retired. So yeah, the FBI dodged a bullet there... because Les Craig did not."
"Harrumph." said Muscone. "Well, even after all these years of knowing you, Don... I'm still not used to it. You just keep on surprising me."
I grinned and chuckled. "And you've got 400 more years of that coming to ya..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Katherine Woodburn lay on her back, naked except for her high heel pumps, her luscious legs spread up and pulled back. Her aide Clark was on top of her, pumping his large cock in and out of her sopping wet cunt. They were in her office in her home.
"Oh, Clark, that is sooooo fucking good!" Katherine moaned as she responded to her young stud's thrusts. "God! I needed this after all the excitement we've had."
"You mean the blacks tearing each other apart?" asked Clark.
"Oh, all of it." mewled Katherine. Clark sank his meat into her and began grinding his loins against her, stirring her cunt into a hot creamy lather. "And while T-Square is too fucking stupid to take advantage of the opportunity I gave him, this is our opportunity to solidify our power... oh yeah, fuck me deep, just like that..."
As the rutting couple humped furiously on the sofa, Katherine's phone began ringing. She did not stop fucking Clark as the phone continued to ring. Finally, it stopped.
"I am really going to have to fire that little bitch." Katherine said. "She doesn't get it when I say that if I don't answer in four rings, I'm fucking busy... or busy fucking."
Clark chuckled, then pushed his cock hard into the lovely woman's tight cunt, eased back, and pushed hard into her again. Katherine groaned with lust.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
The phone did not stop ringing. "God fucking damn it!" growled Katherine, pushing Clark off of her. He backed off and Katherine got up and went to the phone.
 "What the fuck IS it, God damn you?" Katherine shouted into the phone. "Well, then, have Thomas P. Cook and John Hardwood sit there and fucking wait until I am good and ready to receive them. Don't call me again until I tell you to... and we will discuss your own job performance before the day is over, as well..."
Part 22 - Confrontations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 12th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that murdered superstar singer Jasmine Nix's funeral has been scheduled for Thursday at 2:00pm Pacific Time in Los Angeles. Millions of her fans are still in shock and mourning after her death over the weekend, as she was gunned down by a sniper's bullet."
"The FBI has released no new details of the shooting." said Bettina. "Rhythm & Blues star T-Square has returned to our County, where he makes his home, while rapper Big Ice remains in the City for the time being. The FBI has said that they are continuing to seek a motive for why Big Ice's lieutenant, known as 'Jackson', fired the fatal shot that snuffed out the young life of the beloved Jasmine Nix."
Bettina went on: "T-Square is the owner of the Cub Club, which was destroyed by fire during a massive demonstration after Ms. Nix was gunned down. He said he plans to build a new club on the site that will be in part a tribute to Jasmine Nix and her contributions to the fight for Social Justice."
"Meanwhile," said Bettina, "civil rights groups are accusing Governor Val Jared of being responsible for the racial tensions that they allege led to the killing of Jasmine Nix. These groups, led by State Senator Maxine Watts, are saying that the murder was racially motivated, and that the FBI is covering up the role of white supremacy groups and Police in the killing. Governor Jared's office has made no statement in reply, and the Governor continues to refuse to meet with civil rights groups to ease racial tensions."
"And also," Bettina went on, "Commander Donald Troy has been accused by Media organizations of lying to the Press about the alleged death of FBI Deputy Director William Hargreaves several days ago. The Deputy Director and an FBI team were believed to have been murdered, but those stories turned out to be not true. Several Media networks accuse Commander Troy of deliberately attempting to make the Media look bad. Commander Troy has not responded to repeated efforts to contact him, and the FBI said that the deception was to protect the Deputy Director and smoke out would-be assassins. And now to Sports with Nick Eastwood! Nick!..."
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick, reporting from Reservoir Lake. "It's hard to believe that we're less than a month away from the Town & County Triathlon, but it will soon be upon us. The deadline for registration is June 20th, and there are only a few places left. Last year's champions, Todd Burke and Teddy Franklin, have both registered, but on separate teams. Franklin will be racing with his fellow employee Barry Oliver, while Mr. Burke's partner has not been formally announced! The Bradley Brothers, known as the 'Bradley Rangers', are not looking for the second place finishes they've become accustomed to, but they'll have plenty of competition..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes I did respond." I said in MCD as we drank coffee. "I issued a statement saying the Media does not need my help to look dishonest, that they do that to themselves. Consider me 'not surprised' that they chose to not report that."
"The Media can sit and spin." said Cindy, whose mood was turning more and more foul by the second. "I'm getting tired of the whole lot of them. They're the dishonest ones." There was much agreement.
"Who else is running in the Triathlon?" asked Theo. "Who's representing the Police Force?"
"Rudistan and Morton are our officially sponsored entrants." I replied. "Joanne and Seth are running as a couple, representing First Baptist Church. And Barry Oliver is in the Auxiliary Police, so I hope he will represent well, as well."
"Who is Todd's partner going to be?" asked Joanne. "I haven't heard anything about that."
"He'll have to announce it by the 20th." I said. "We'll know by then." I could feel Cindy's eyes latch onto me. She was figuring it out. Time to nip this one in the bud.
"Captain Ross, refill your coffee mug on the way to my office." I said as I filled my own mug. She complied quickly, as expected.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat." I said as Cindy came in. "I want to tell you something before the 'Angels' meeting."
"That Teresa is going to race with Todd in the Triathlon?" asked Cindy, peering at me.
"Yes." I said. "I'm surprised you didn't see just how well-conditioned she was for the Boxing Matches. But it was for more than that: what I want you to know is that I have coaxed, cajoled and all but threatened her to do it. I asked her and Todd to consider it when we were flying back from Europe after rescuing Laura. By training for it, she's been able to return to peak physical condition and maintain it in spite of the cancer treatments she's had."
"Makes sense." said Cindy. "I'm glad for her, I really am. I just wish she'd told me."
"She knows how much it hurts you that you can't run the Triathlon with her." I replied. "It's hard to tell a friend something that is going to hurt them."
Cindy nodded, then her face turned a bit crafty. "Okay, well, let me handle telling her I know, which I will do at the Angels meeting."
"I better get my football helmet, then." I quipped.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am, but surprisingly from the anchor desk at KSTD. "We're bringing you team coverage of the Jasmine Nix assassination and its investigation, as well as the continuing scandal plaguing Governor Val Jared! Let's go to trusted reporter John Hardwood for the latest."
"Thank you, Priya." said Hardwood, reporting from in front of the Federal Building. "The FBI has released no new information on the Jasmine Nix assassination, but Five-Alive News has learned that Jasmine Nix's funeral will be Thursday in Los Angeles. KSTD has reached out to Big Ice and T-Square, who were Ms. Nix's co-authors of her new, best-selling album 'Power of Police'. Neither of them would confirm their travel plans to attend the funeral at this time."
"Also," said Hardwood, "Governor Val Jared is being accused of stoking the racial tensions that may have led to Ms. Nix's shooting. Social Justice groups are accusing the FBI of whitewashing the report and covering up involvement by Conservative White hate groups, and they state that Commander Donald Troy's involvement with the investigation is proof enough of its lack of credibility, especially after Commander Troy lied to reporters about the alleged death of the FBI Deputy Director and one of its teams!"
"But John," asked Priya, who had the slightest of frowns on her beautiful face, "we have confirmed that there was an attempt to assassinate the FBI Deputy Director, and that the misdirection was an attempt to prevent further attacks while apprehending the would-be killers. Do you really blame Commander Troy for that?"
"Priya," said Hardwood, not looking happy to be questioned like that, "it just adds to the overall dishonesty from the Governor's mansion. After the misdirection on the FBI Deputy Director, how can we trust Commander Troy to tell us the truth about the Jasmine Nix investigation? And it was the Governor who asked Troy to affirm the FBI's investigation there. If it were any other governor, if it were Jack Lewis, there would be no question of the integrity of it... but this Governor, Val Jared, has shown himself to be a racist and a liar. His word is of no value. There can be no question of that, and no question that the stench of his corruption pollutes everything he touches-------"
*Click!*
"Enough of that." I said, turning off the television in my office with the remote. Just then, Helena buzzed me that Teresa was in her anteroom for the 'Angels' meeting. Such formality was not needed, and we all knew it as I bade Teresa to come in. And when she came in to sit in the hot chair next to Cindy, she had a look of concern on her face.
"Before we begin, sir," said Cindy, standing up, "I am wondering just who might be Todd's partner in the Triathlon. Obviously someone in good enough physical condition to beat my ass down in the Boxing Matches. Obviously someone who has competed in these races before, and now teaming up with her fiancé..."
"I... I wanted to tell you..." said Teresa, beginning to look miserable.
"Never mind that. I just have one thing to say about you running that triathlon." Cindy said, looking down at Teresa. "Win. You'd better win the fucking thing, since I'm going to be rooting for you the whole way. Do not disappoint me. Just win, baby." Cindy held out her arms as Teresa stood up, and the two BFFs hugged warmly.
"I really didn't know how to tell you, after saying I didn't want to run it again without you." Teresa said.
"I know, but it is what it is. You and Todd kick ass and forget about the names." Cindy said.
"Okay, ladies," I said, sitting in my Command Chair and looking at the papers on my desk, "if we can get down to business, we do have a Police Department to run." They sat down.
"Okay, the Cub Club fire." I said. "Evaluation of the riot, the handling of it, everything. Who's officially handling the case?"
"Jerome Davis is the primary, and Teddy Parker backing him up." said Cindy. "They basically get to do the paperwork that Fire Marshal Zoe Singer hands them showing that it was arson. Jerome is already looking at drone tapes to see if we can pin it down to any specific persons and make some arrests. I told him that if we can't pin it down to one or two that started it and instigated others to take part, it might not be worth the political hassle of it."



"Well," I said, "I would like it if we could get a couple or three of them, make a huge example of them for future would-be rioters to think about. Tell Jerome and Teddy that if they identify any of the arsonists, see if they're 'professional' rioters, brought in from the outside, paid by George Schwartz, that kind of stuff. Busting their chops would be really, really nice. Okay, Captain Croyle, what was the evaluation of the riot control?"
"I thought everyone did well." said Teresa. "Lt. Carswell of 2nd Precinct did a really nice job of keeping splinter groups from breaking off, and keeping the march contained to where it went. I did get some feedback from him, Precinct Captain Thompson and Sergeant DeLong that they felt like the target was the Cub Club all along. No other buildings or businesses were put into real danger, they pretty much went straight to the Cub Club, set it on fire, and dispersed."
Teresa continued: "PCpt. Thompson even suggested to me privately that the whole thing very suspiciously benefits T-Square, whose good clubs were not threatened, and now he gets the insurance money on the Cub Club, which was old and business was lagging, and he gets to rebuild it completely."
"Yeah, I would not be surprised if that were true." I said. "So, any areas we need to improve upon?"
"We need to keep practicing, especially our coordination." said Teresa. "I was going to ask you if I could borrow Myron every so often, and have him use the drone and coordinate with me on a mock riot drill. Or maybe an operation to capture Slender Man at Point Hollow."
"And if Slender Man destroys our drones, it will be you explaining their loss to the Council." I replied. "But for mock riots and drills, yes: ask Myron to work with you. Okay, Lieutenant slots. Any candidates? Ideas?"
"I am... disappointed at best... that there has been little interest amongst the Vice Detectives." said Cindy. "Geiger said he'd apply but that he did not expect to get the job; yes, he exuded his lack of confidence verbally. Purvis applied, also, but is he ready for it? He himself isn't sure."
"What about from outside?" I asked.
"My sister Molly suggested Lt. Paul Price from her Police Force." Cindy said. "She's singing his praises, telling me how great he would be..."
"But..." I said.
"When we were children," Cindy said, "I knew Molly was bullshitting me about something when she would sing how great it was. It usually wasn't... for me, anyway. It would be like Carole telling Jim how great stringbeans are, and that he should eat hers as well as his own."
I laughed at that one. "Good analogy. And I agree: Molly has been trying to butter my noodle about Price, also. Unfortunately for him, I've had chances to evaluate him, and I think he's just fine... right where he is now."
"So, the search continues." said Cindy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, June 12th. The sun had set over a City beset by tension and discord. Groups of persons had formed vigils at the spot where Jasmine Nix had died. Most remained small and respectful, but occasionally, as the size of the crowds grew, voices of anger could be heard. The City Police gave the crowds respectful distance, but if they attempted to move as a group, they were met and even surrounded by well-armed and -armored Police that were not brooking any shit.
At the Windham City Plaza Hotel, a meeting was about to take place in one of the conference rooms at the end of the hallway. A large number of black men in suits and ties were in the hallway; there were no floors above this wing so there were no stairs. Men were also in the parking lot and around the door that led into the building from that parking lot.
It had the feel and appearance of a Cold War Soviet-American State Summit. Reporters were kept well away by the Security, and they couldn't get anyone to to tell them what was going on.
The Cadillac Escalade that drove into the parking lot was bulletproof and had extra security features. It was escorted by Police and Security vehicles and pulled up to the door. After security in the other cars fanned out, T-Square climbed out of the vehicle and was escorted inside by a ring of security.
He entered the conference room to see that Big Ice was there, waiting at the table in the middle of the room. Everyone in the room was tense and wary as T-Square and T-Mac came up to the table to join Big Ice and his main lieutenant. Big Ice was a big man, but it was obvious he was wearing armor under his suit... as was T-Square.
They did not shake hands before sitting down, and the tension did not subside once they were seated. It was not clear who would speak first; it was T-Square that did so.
"So," he said, "why did your boy cap Jasmine?"
"I have no idea, brother." said Big Ice. "I'm as shocked about it as you are. I had nothing to do with it. Either he acted alone, or was paid off by someone else."
"Who would pay him off?" asked T-Square.
"Cops. Crackers." said Big Ice. "Or traitors." T-Square was staring at his adversary through his sunglasses.
"Yeah, we got a traitor... somewhere." said T-Square. "And the attack on my suite at my hotel? Who was behind that... brother?"
"Same white supremacists that killed Jasmine, is my guess." said Big Ice.
"How did they get to your boy, and get him to do it?" asked T-Square. "Are all of your people that... disloyal?"
The question angered Big Ice's men, and the tension rose in the room even more. T-Square was staring down Big Ice, who just looked back at him.
"My men are good and loyal." said Big Ice. "Maybe you have a Lone Wolf somewhere, too. All I know is, someone had to have gotten to him... maybe crackers, or maybe someone who I thought was a friend really is not."
"Or maybe someone eliminates people who trusted him, thinking he'll get the whole musical empire for himself, and he'll be the dominant black musical force in the country." replied T-Square. "So... brother... what are we going to do about this?"
"All I know is that I was not behind Jasmine's murder or whatever happened at your place." said Big Ice. "I personally think the Crackers set the whole thing up, shot Jasmine, made it look like Jackson did it, trying to start a war between you and me while they gin up excuses to kill more of our people. I can't prove it, but that's what I think. As to what we do, you and I? We can get past it, work together and go to war with the Police, or we can go our separate ways and do our own things. I know what I'm going to do, either way."
T-Square contemplated what was being said, and what was being implied. "All right, brother, you do what you gotta do. I've got my own things to do." He stood up and began walking out of the room, his entourage of guards beginning to surround him. The walking mass moved to the exit, then people got in their cars and pulled out.
Part 23 - Breaking Point
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, June 13th, from in front of the Federal Building. "Channel Two News has learned that there has been a devastating leak of high-level classified information!"
Bettina started: "A group calling themselves the 'The Guardians of Justice' have leaked documents of the BigAgraFoods Corporation's creating unkillable weeds to choke the growth of food source crops. The documents also show that this was done as part of a plan to control and limit food supplies by the U.S. Government should it become necessary. Repeated calls to BigAgraFoods, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the Pentagon have not been returned."
Bettina continued: "There is a firestorm in Congress over these leaked documents, and our State's U.S. Senator Richard Nunn, considered a TEA Party Conservative by critics, has called for an investigation of BigAgraFoods and several U.S. Government agencies named in the leaked documents. KXTC's calls to U.S. Senator Samuel Russell were not answered, while our local Congressman, Gary A. Condor, said an investigation was needed to determine if these documents are real."
Bettina went on: "These allegations and leaks follow rumors swirling around a Federal facility northwest of the City, just north of our State Line, where a building was destroyed by an explosion last week. The Guardians of Justice allege that these food-killing weeds and other projects were being researched there in secret, and are calling for the FBI to investigate. The FBI has so far had no comment on the recent explosions nor the allegations...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Soooo," said Chief Moynahan, "the FBI came and got all of those Romanian thugs and took them into Federal custody, and they took our evidence, as well. Including the dirt samples."
We were in his office, with Cindy in attendance as well.
"Please tell me," I said, "that someone had the insight to keep a portion of the dirt for ourselves?"
"If they did, I don't know about it." said the Chief. "Not that I would want to, anyway, but I don't think they did."
"Damn." I said, feeling gloom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was still in a gloomy (and a bit angry) mood that evening at sunset, still sitting in my office. No lights were on, and the only light was from streetlamps and the parking lot lights. I occasionally looked outside, but the Slender Man did not appear. Nor did any positive thoughts.
Jack Muscone had said he had nothing to do with the FBI coming in and taking our prisoners and samples, that it was something higher up that was going on. He might just as well have said 'Let it go, before they kill you, too.'."
I heard the door open to my darkened office. Cindy came in, and to my surprise brought a hot chair around to sit beside me.
"I have to see your face for this." she said. She peered into my eyes and said "Did you have Callie walk into being kidnapped by that bastard Mr. C.? Did you have anything to do with that, at all?"
I was shocked. "No!" I gasped, then said more forcefully. "Hell, no, of course not! After what you went through with Jenna, I would never do that to you! And I wouldn't bait traps with other people, especially family and close friends like that! You know that!"
Cindy was still peering at me, and I could feel her mentally trying to reach into my mind. I asserted my own force of will into her mind.
"Look." I said, holding up my right hand in the Boy Scout sign. "Scout's Honor. Give me a Bible and I'll swear on it. Pinky swear." I continued, making the 'pinky swear' sign. "Or on whatever you consider holy. What will it take to make you believe me?"
Cindy's eyes finally relented. She exhaled, then said "Sorry, but I had to ask. You are that tricky, sometimes." She got up and brought the hot chair around to the front of the desk again.
"You really thought I'd do that to you?" I asked.
"I don't know." Cindy said. "I don't know what to think, anymore. I believe you when you say you had nothing to do with it. But Callie just says she was ambushed and drugged unconscious, and I know she's more careful than that. And it was... well, it was just pretty damn convenient for her to fall into that, especially after the first time they tried."
"Look." I said. "I can understand you thinking that, and I understand you asking me, even though I'm not sure how I feel about you actually believing I'd do that to you of all people. But no, I had nothing to do with that one. I was going to go into that facility and wax William Clyde Yarborough's sorry ass anyway. I didn't need for any traps to be sprung to make that happen."
Cindy nodded. "I'm sorry. I should never have doubted you. I'm...." She hung her head, and I got up and came around to her. I made her stand up and I gave her a hug, and let her begin crying it out. The tensions within her had been far more than about me and my various sneaky traps, I knew.
"It's hard, I know." I whispered. "I've lived with it from the day I began dating Laura. And you had to go through that with Jenna..."
Cindy tried to compose herself. "I'm sorry, I just... I don't know. I don't know why this one has been too much."
"Where's Callie now?" I asked.
"At home." Cindy said. "Making pizza for us."
"Well then," I said, "you go home and have dinner with her, and tell her how you feel about her... which is really what's going on in here right now."
Cindy smiled and nodded through her tears. "Okay. Oh... and I love you, too, Don." she said, giving me a hard hug that lasted a good long moment.
"I love you, too." I said. "All right, let's go home..."
As I drove home, I thought about it. I could understand how Cindy felt, why she'd doubted me. And I hoped she realized that I would never, ever, do something like that to her. And that was one reason I didn't have the desire to join the CIA when they came asking.
Yes, the CIA and it's best people... yeah, they'd do something like that. They'd 'retire' their Deputy Director for Science and Technology by sending her on a suicide mission... and she'd willingly walk into it, leaving a family behind at home. And they'd put a loved one's life on the line to achieve their goals to smoke out the worst mole they ever had in Federal Government, Mr. C... and their operative would walk into it, leaving her loved one(s) behind.
No, I sent neither Laura nor Callie on any missions, and I had to make damn sure they got back out alive. The Company, they piss me off sometimes. And I am not the one for their games.
And now... they're playing those games with a big threat to our food supply. But the 'Guardians of Justice' were helping to expose them, I thought with a secret smile in my deepest soul...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I came into the Mountain Nest, it was quiet. I was just in time to help Laura put Carole and Jim to bed. Carole read me a story, and when I say she read it, I mean that exactly... this girl was reading first-grade-level books before her fourth birthday.
I petted Bowser then went to Jim's room. I was going to talk to him or read him a book, but he was already asleep. Buddy was in his basket, and happily accepted skritchins for a few moment. He definitely seemed happier these days...
Going back downstairs, I saw that Laura had turned on the television to Fox News Midtown, having made her and myself some good drinks. Meredith Peller and her guests were discussing the Governor and his Press-created troubles.
"I'm starting to get worried about the Governor." Laura said as we snuggled into each other on the sofa, as much as my back would allow. "He's not pushing back well, at all. His own staff is leaking like a sieve."
"Stopping leaks is impossible." I said. "Ask Chief Griswold. Hell, ask me. But to your point, he should hire you as his Chief of Staff, to stop the leaks if nothing else."
"I'd get arrested now if I stopped the leaks my normal way." Laura quipped. "And besides------"
"Whoa, what's this?" I asked, pointing at the television... with a huge vibe going off inside my head.
"We are now going to go to Tim Sioban with KSB in the City." said Meredith Peller. "Tim, what's going on?"
"Meredith!" said Tim Sioban, "we've just gotten word that rapper 'Big Ice' has informed the City Police that he is leaving the jurisdiction and is flying to Los Angeles tonight. His entourage of Cadillac Escalades is coming up the road to the Airport now." The camera showed a line of black SUVs coming up the road. As they got near Sioban's position, and an intersection there, the cars slowed down.
"Oh shit!" I gasped almost before I realized it. "Look out!"
I was always scanning crowds, so I saw things on the edges of the sight picture. A car was coming up and blocking the convoy, just as two men were running up to Big Ice's vehicle. I'd recognized one of them as Jasmine Nix's young assistant 'Stevie'. I didn't know the other man, but he opened fire on Big Ice's vehicle with an M-4.
"Oh my God!" yelled Tim Sioban into his microphone and people began screaming and running away. The camera caught the damage done to the supposedly bulletproof glass of the passenger/shotgun side of the car; it was shattered. Then 'Stevie' pointed his .45 caliber semi-auto pistol into the car and shot 'Big Ice' at point blank range...
The gunmen began running away. As Big Ice's Security tore after them, bystanders seemed to 'accidentally' get in their way, impeding their progress. It looked like chaos, but to my trained, experienced eye it was organized chaos. Stevie and the other man would get away from the security men, and there was not a City Police Officer to be found for the next ten minutes.
We watched the scene unfold. Tim Sioban was getting the scoop of his career as he reported. The camera got close enough for me to see Big Ice in his car, blood all over the side of his head. He would be confirmed dead a few moments later.
"Oh my God." whispered Laura as we watched the scene unfold in front of us.
"That was retaliation by Jasmine Nix's people." I said. "They're going to war. It's going to be a storm... a sandstorm..."
My Police cellphone rang...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, June 19th. "Channel Two News has learned that the wars between the musical empires of the late Jasmine Nix and the late 'Big Ice' continue to be fought on the streets of the Nation's cities!"
Bettina went on: "It is open warfare on the streets of Los Angeles, with seventeen killings in the past week attributed to the gang war. New York City has had four killings, while Miami has only had three deaths, but over thirty wounded. Police responding to these crimes are often targeted by gunfire themselves, requiring a show of force by heavily armored SWAT teams, which in turn exacerbates the overall situation, as Jasmine Nix was a leader in blaming Police for racism and brutality against People of Color.
"The FBI has issued a statement saying that they are looking into potential organized activity behind the bloodshed." continued Bettina. "However, they were quick to say that they do not believe any white supremacy organizations are behind the black-on-black violence. Channel Two News has learned that a major FBI operation wiped out several such white supremacy groups last week, after one of those groups attempted to murder the Deputy Director of the FBI."
"In State news," said Bettina, becoming considerably more excited about what she was saying, "the State Republican Party is deeply split and near open political warfare as Grassroots Conservatives circle the wagons around Governor Val Jared, accusing Establishment Republicans of betraying and deserting the Governor. The Conservatives, led by State Senator Perdue and State Representatives Billy Williams and Peter Long Cox, have issued a statement saying Val Jared has broken no laws, has not spent any money illegally, has not been racist in stating the truth that illegal immigrant take jobs away from black citizens. They accuse the Press of dishonest reporting, and Establishment Republicans of colluding with Establishment Democrats to sabotage the Governor and his Administration. Roll tape."
The tape showed Rep. Peter Long Cox of Nextdoor County as he said "The Establishments of both Parties work together to enhance their own power and rob the People of their Constitutional rights and freedoms! I call them the 'Uniparty Establishment', and they are working hard to undermine Governor Jared and the choice made by the Voters of the State last November!"
Back to Bettina: "But an overwhelming number of Social Justice groups have openly condemned Governor Jared for making what they call 'racist' statements, and for illegally arresting undocumented workers, which is the Federal Government's sole prerogative. In addition, the City's Governing Council and the Midtown City Council are believed to be working on local legislation to become Sanctuary Cities!"
Bettina went on: "Asked if the Town & County Council would declare our Town and County a Sanctuary County, Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis said that there was not yet sufficient support for such a measure. Councilman Lewis also added that Police Commander Donald Troy, while fair in his dealings with the black community, is very much a law and order Police Commander who would not support any action the Council took to become a Sanctuary City."
"And in local news," Bettina said, "tomorrow is the deadline for entering the Town & County Triathlon on July 4th, which has become a huge tradition and popular event on our Nation's birthday. Defending Triathlon Champion Todd Burke did announce his partner for this year's event, and it is his fiancée Teresa Croyle, herself a former Triathlon Champion! And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the handsome young blonde stud as he appeared on screen in front of the University Athletic Complex. "The University has announced that the Bulldogs mascot, a white English bulldog named 'Chief III', has sired a new litter of puppies in the last month, including two males. One of these puppies is expected to take over the mantle of Bulldog mascot as 'Chief IV' sometime this upcoming season, as the reigning mascot is now over 12 years old and in declining health. As Bulldogs fans know, the youngest son of the old mascot takes over as the new one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why do they call him 'Chief'?" I asked Cindy as we drank coffee in MCD.
"The University teams used to be called the 'Indians'." said Cindy. "The politically correct groups got all riled up about it, so they had a big vote of students and past athletic lettermen... and letter-women, of course. The Bulldog mascot was chosen, but in a defiant pushback against the whiners, they named the dog 'Chief'."
"Sort of like Auburn University." Teddy Parker said. "They are the 'Tigers', but during the Deep South's first game in 1892 against Georgia, an eagle landed on the field. Auburn won the game, and started yelling 'War Eagle!" after that. Their live mascot is an eagle...whose name is 'Tiger'."
"Cool." I said. "And that's one thing you Bulldogs have that we Wildcats don't: an extremely cool, good looking dog as your live mascot."
"You could always adopt a house cat as your Wildcat mascot." said Cindy. "Since they're just a bunch of pussy cats." Gasps filled the room, and Rudistan could not stop laughter from emitting from his perma-grinning face.
"Mr. Rudistan," I said, tapping my red crowbar in my hand, "someone apparently wants me to go all 'R. Lee Ermey' on her this morning. Have rookie officers ready with mops and buckets... to clean up the Canadian blood that is about to flow in here." More 'ooh's and 'aah's came from that.
"Send them to the boxing ring, Sergeant Rudistan." said Cindy, producing the green crowbar. "We shall settle this like Dogs and... Cats."
"You will be doing no such thinnnnng." growled the unmistakably gravelly voice of Police Chief Moynahan as he entered. "And that's because arranging for twin American-Canadian funerals requires more work than I want to dooooo." More laughter and howls broke out.
"God save the Queen." Cindy said. "But Chief, nothing is going to save the Wildcats on the football field this year."
"What do you say to that, Theo?" I asked Detective Washington.
"Me, sir? Nothing." replied Theo. "But my man Jamaal just might be that 'nothing' that saves the Cats... you know, sir, like last year." More howls and catcalls. Jamaal Washington was Theo's cousin, and had been on the receiving end of the now-famous 'Appletree-to-Washington' play that stepped on the University's face with a hobnail boot the previous season.
"Heh. Heh. Heh. Heh." laughed the Chief. "Must be a slow day today. Everyone get your paperwork done." He left the room.
Just then, Teresa Croyle entered, and several Detectives started clapping. "Kick ass in the Triathlon!" Christopher 'Pervert' Purvis said to her.
"Oh, you know we will." said Teresa. "But more importantly, Captain Ross is going to pick one of the Vice Detectives to be in charge of a portion of the security deployment, since I'll be in the race. Captain Ross, who are you picking?"
"Hmmm," said Cindy, looking around. "I think I'll choose..."
Part 2 - Political Courses and Discourses
"Okay, Mr. Crowbarrr," said the Chief as Deputy Chief Harlow and I sat in his office at 8:45am, "what is going on with our Police Force?"
"No real problems with racial issues." I said. "We've kept up a presence on the south side, especially in the Tenderloin District, but T-Square himself is the one who's put out the word to maintain calm while everyone else tears themselves apart. Our plan for the Fourth of July is set and being practiced already; the only new wrinkle there is that P. Harvey Eckhart is throwing a huge picnic in the evening at the Fairgrounds, and will sponsor a huge fireworks show, so we've planned for appropriate security and fire watch there."
"Good." said the Chief. "Ms. Harlow, are you set with the logistics for the festivities?"
"Yes, Chief." said Della. "I did have one... strange... request from Captain Croyle, though. She wants schedule all of my people refresher training on crowd control and riot control. She asked me if she could schedule them in groups, so as not to disrupt my operations."
"Is that a problem?" asked the Chief.
"Uh, it could be, sir." said Della. "They're really not trained for such things. And I know Commander Troy will say that Captain Croyle's request was his request through her, but should he have not come to me himself?"
"I could have." I said. "But I like my Captains taking the initiative. She was respectful in her request, was she not?"
"Yes." said Della. "But it should've come through... proper channels."
"We-elll," said the Chief, "that's a point. We'll handle that better next time. In the meantime, I like the idea of getting your people some refresher training. Most of your people have not had tactical training of any kind since the Police Academy, and there could come a time when the numbers count and we'll need them."
The Chief continued: "And by the way, Commander Harlow, that goes for you, too. Should, perish forbid, something happen to both me and the Police Commander at the same time, you would be in command of the Police Force. You should get some practice leading your people as basic, regular Police Officers. Crowbars not included, of course."
Della looked stunned, and a bit squeamish. I don't think she'd really thought about this before now.
"Okay, we'll talk of that later." said the Chief. "Mr. Crowbar, you are wanted in Westphalia today?"
"Yes sir." I said. "And your Operations and Detective Captains, as well. The Governor is giving his SBI reorganization speech, and we're naming names in leadership positions for the new SIS group. We also have a suprise for someone, which is why Ross and Croyle are going with me."
"Heh. Heh. Heh. Heh." chuckled Moynahan. "I love your surprises... sometimes. Okay, if that's all---"
"Chief, may I speak freely?" asked Della. We were both surprised.
"By all means." said the Chief.
"I would like to recommend to Commander Troy that he has nothing to do with Governor Val Jared." said Della. "Jared is a racist, and I believe his actions regarding the SBI may be illegal. His filth could stain you, Don, when the shit starts hitting the fan. I advise you, for the good of the TCPD as well as yourself, to disassociate yourself from him."
The Chief was open-mouthed, so stunned was he. I was less stunned, but was definitely surprised.
"I'll take that under advisement." I said, holding my temper. "But I don't think Jared is a racist, and everything I'm doing to help restructure the SBI is perfectly legal, and will help make it and all law enforcement in this State better."
"Commander," said Della, pressing it, "Jared's statements about blacks, and his actions towards Hispanic immigrants is shameful. The sooner he's impeached and run out of the Governor's Mansion, the better we will all be. I don't want to see you and your brilliant career damaged by association with that man."
"Since we're speaking freely," I said, my eyes boring into Della, "let me make sure we're straight on the facts. First, not all Illegal Immigrants are Hispanic. Second, illegal immigrants, not legal ones, but illegal ones, are breaking the law just by being here illegally. And third, you've been trying like hell to smear my Detective, Teddy Parker, for your interpretation of his political views, and you've all but slandered him by insinuating he's a racist... and now you come out with this political diatribe based on factual falsehoods against the duly and legally elected Governor of this State?"
I just shook my head. "Chief, I think it would be a good idea if I get on my way to Westphalia. If you'll excuse me?"
"By all means, Commander." said the Chief. "Meanwhile, I will be continuing this frank discussion of philosophical ideas with the Deputy Chief..."
I got out, very glad that I was not the Deputy Chief right now...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She said what?!" asked Teresa, who was sitting in the backseat of my Police SUV as we rode towards Westphalia. Cindy was also in the back seat, and Chief Griswold was riding shotgun. He was also dozing.
"You heard me." I said. "I'm telling you guys just so you know what she's thinking. I was pretty stunned at her comments, especially about the Governor."
"Wow." said Cindy. "Look, I understand, and from a unique perspective, that people have different feelings about immigration, legal and illegal, and all the issues surrounding it. And I've long known Harlow leans to the political Left. But to say that about the Governor... that's just wrong."
"A lot of people hate that man," observed Teresa, "just because he won when he wasn't supposed to."
"Yes." I said. "But I think Harlow goes beyond that. Since that situation with Parker, she's been on a tear about things. And a hypocrite, as well. Also, I happen to know she's had lunch with Malinda Adams three times, and Jenna Stiles twice."
"What does Jenna have to do with any of this?" asked Cindy.
"Genera political considerations." I said. "Maybe Della is going to run for political office. Or do something in conjunction with Jenna."
"Harrumph." growled Griswold, waking up and now fully sitting upright. "No, Crowbar... for all your abilities, sometimes you're too much on the straight and narrow path to see some of the political slime on the edges of that path. Harlow doesn't like the Governor, for damn sure. But she also doesn't like what you're doing with the SBI. I think she wants the SBI to be in charge of us, not just assisting... and she could well be angling for a position in that 'strong' SBI."
"Hell, Chief, she's an administrator. Beans and bullets. That's what she's good at." I said. "And we pay as good as the SBI does in all things logistics and admin."
"She's now an administrator in the bureaucratic sense." said the Chief. "As you could and should be, but we can't tame you." That got a chuckle out of both Cindy and Teresa, then the Chief continued: "I think Harlow would love an upper admin job with the SBI. If you ever find out she's meeting with State Senator Katherine Woodburn and/or Regional Director Harold Bennett, then we'll know for sure."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(Author's note: Gotta lay some groundwork. Thanks for your patience.)
It was a nearly 'all hands on deck' meeting to hear the Governor's speech at the Westphalia Hilton Conference Center, which was near SBI Headquarters. Cindy and Teresa were in their Duty Dress uniforms, with jackets and the various metal-bordered rectangles over their right jacket pockets, and thin light-blue piping on the wrists.. Cindy was wearing pants with thick light-blue piping down the side, and Teresa was wearing a skirt, which had no piping. And Cindy had the green crowbar with her.
I was wearing my light gray suit with a black pullover mock-turtleneck, the girdle on underneath, and light armor sewn into the jacket. I also had my SBI Reserve Inspector badge on my black leather belt. And, of course, the red crowbar.
Chief Griswold was wearing a dark blue suit, white collared shirt, and a true-blue, TCPD-insignia-woven-in tie.
We were allowed into the 'VIP' Parking lot, and found our marked place to park, and we went into the building. As we checked in through security, which surprisingly gave us no guff about the crowbars, an aide to the Governor said "Chief Griswold! I'm here to take you and your party to the Governor."
"By the way, Teresa," I said quietly as we walked down the hallway, "we're about to introduce you to the Governor. How do you feel about him? Should I have the crowbar ready?... to defend him?"
Teresa gave what was for her a smile and said "I'm a political atheist. No worries between him and me."
We were led into a small room whose back door led to the stage of the large conference room everyone would be in. Inside the room were the Governor and some of his aides, Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins, State Senator Sean Stockton, SBI Director Tom Collins, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, SBI Lieutenant and State Lab Director Tanya Perlman, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, SBI Agents Norm Chow and Ted Orosco, Regional Directors Harold Bennett and Robert Gaston, and Security. It was a crowded, almost chaotic room... a microcosm of Politics and politicians.
Chief Griswold led the way to the Governor, who received us happily. As he shook our hands, I said "Governor, may I present Captain Teresa Croyle?"
"Ah, yes, Captain Croyle." said the Governor. "I've heard so many wonderful things about you and your heroism in the past few months."
"Thank you, Governor." Teresa said simply as she shook his hand.
After introductions all the way around, I managed to get near Tanya Perlman and Jack Muscone. "What brings you two here?" I asked.
"We were 'invited', and in the Japanese sense." said Tanya. "So I followed my orders and came on over."
"They invited me, too, but I'm not sure why." said Jack. "Maybe they're going to give you some kind of award, Don."
"Or give you matches to fulfill your 400 year old dream." I said. "Some of the people in this room do not like me at all."
"Gaston is a holdover from the past." said Tanya. "But I don't know who else wouldn't like you."
"Lieutenant Governor Collins." I said. "Very 'Establishment' Republican. Hates the Governor, hates the Grassroots. Big friend of Wilson Hammonds. Very pro-immigration, because the U.S. Chamber of Commerce paid for his political ads and he's in their clutches. And if Governor Jared can be driven out, he becomes Governor."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went out into the main conference room. To the right of the stage, as one faces it, were two rows of chairs. Conlan, Maxwell, myself, Chow, Orosco, and Ross were in the front row, while Griswold, Collins, Stockton, Bennett and Gaston were in the second row. Tanya was next to me in her wheelchair, and Muscone was on the front row of the main audience, which consisted of SBI Agents, Sheriffs, Police Chiefs, and political attendees. The Press was excluded from this speech, but I was 'reassured' they'd be admitted later.
The Governor took to the podium. "Thank you for coming, everyone." he said. "I am here to formally announce the new SBI structure, as well as introduce some of the people that will be making these concepts happen, starting July 1st. This new structure will help local Law Enforcement solve crimes, and will fill in gaps where needed."
"First," started the Governor, "the SBI Reserve program is still officially in place, but is not being used as much nor in quite the same way as in the past. Rather than have permanent Reservists who are called up when requested or needed, any vetted and qualified local LEO can be made into a Reservist when needed. The original law allows for this, and the new law shores it up. This was done already when Detective Theo Washington of the TCPD was called up to help investigate the Jasmine Nix murder."



I really wish the Governor had not just told the world that, knowing it could come back to bite him (the Governor) in the ass if the rabidly corrupt Press wanted to make an issue of it.
The Governor continued: "The Reserve system will remain in place, mostly as a pay vehicle and authorization process. And one reason for that is because the new branch we are creating will be led by Inspector Donald Troy. Although officially part-time, Inspector Troy is not just a 'Reserve Inspector', but a full Inspector during those times he is on SBI duty."
It was complicated, and the Governor was doing a poor (and unnecessary) job of explaining it. The gist was that I could be on SBI duty as an Inspector within my own County, which Reservists could not do. But it was a part-time job for me, and I was paid only when I clocked in as such, and I wouldn't be paid for being on the TCPD during the time I was on SBI duty. And that was why the Reserve structure remained in place.
"Inspector Troy will be in charge of a new group within the SBI, which we call the 'Special Investigation Services'." said the Governor. "The 'SIS' will be available to local law enforcement to assist them... not to overlord, but to assist... in the solving of major crimes, crimes of violence, such as the recent George Aurus serial killings; and financial crimes that can easily cross county lines."
The Governor continued: "The SIS team will be starting off small. We're hoping to grow it to 3 or 4 Agents in each region, but for now we have four excellent, very experienced Agents that will be on the job. I am happy to announce that the SIS team under Inspector Troy will be Lieutenants Norm Chow, Ted Orosco, Ted Crenshaw, and Gordon Grigsby, forming a strong core of Law Enforcement expertise to augment the many excellent local law enforcement organizations in the State. Oh, by the way... their promotions to Lieutenant will occur after my remarks, so be sure to stay for that."
There was applause for the Agents, then the Governor continued. "I want to emphasize that the SIS and its Agents are here to help you, to work with you, not to take over your cases. These Agents, and Inspector Troy leading them, were picked partially due to their abilities to work with you and not over you, and to create better relations with all of you at the local levels. And I hope you'll take advantage of their skills by asking for their assistance when it is needed, especially when county lines are crossed."
There was a smattering of applause, then the Governor continued: "I am sure you've heard the comments by the woefully dishonest Press, their scaremongering talk about gutting the SBI. Their smears have damaged the work of good Agents and the work being done to forge better relations with local LEOs. My goal is not to gut the SBI, but to return it to what it was originally intended to be: an organization of highly skilled professional Agents that are available to help you do your jobs. The basic structures within the SBI will not change. We still have to have a Narcotics Task Force, a Firearms and Explosives Task Force, a White Collar Crimes Task Force, and State Crime Labs. But these will be streamlined to assist you, the local law enforcement officer."
I was not reading the audience very well; their reactions seemed mixed. I glanced over at Cindy, and when she realized I was looking at her, she very slightly shook her head: her vibe on it was not positive.
After the speech, there was polite applause. Then the Governor had me come up and help promote the four Agents, which was me reading their citations while the Governor gave them SBI badges that had the SIS wording and 'Lieutenant' rank inscribed.
Then came the fun part. The Governor said "I do have one more announcement today. We now have six State Crime Labs, and we are going to have a Statewide Director running them. Director Perlman, would you come up on stage, please."
Tanya dutifully drove up the ramp onto the stage. The Governor then said "I am naming Tanya Perlman as the Executive Director of the State Crime Labs Department, which is over all of the Crime Labs. Director Perlman and her staff will be coordinating the workloads of the various crime labs for most efficient distribution of work, and the most efficient use of supplies to reduce costs. And as part of that, we are promoting Director Perlman to the rank of Captain within the SBI. Inspector Troy, would you do the honors?"
That got a lot more applause as I clipped Tanya's new badge onto the pocket slot of her jacket. Tanya looked surprised, and her cheeks were very rosy. The applause seemed loudest from Jack Muscone... and Tanya's fellow Angels...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That was the good part. The room we'd originally gathered in had been transformed into a Press room. The four new SBI Lieutenants and one new SBI Captain were to be paraded, then I had to answer questions about the SIS. At least I got to sit in a chair. I was next to Tanya in her wheelchair. Norm Chow was also seated on the raised stage, as he was the de facto leader of the SIS unit after me.
"I'll first read a statement," I said, "and then take questions. Let me be sure to make it clear that we will only take questions regarding the new SBI structure, and will not be answering anything on unrelated issues, especially political issues."
I continued: "We have some really excellent people on the SIS team. Lieutenant Chow is experienced in major crimes, such as serial killings, crimes of violence. He took initiative and showed great leadership in cracking the Pine Valley case, and worked with me on the George Aurus serial killings. Lieutenant Crenshaw is experienced in Organized Crime, and he and Ted Orosco will be helping with white collar and financial crimes. Lieutenant Grigsby is experienced in interdicting drugs and other smuggling pipelines, as well as corruption-related crimes, and will be a liaison to other departments of the SBI. And, of course, I'll have Captain Ross working with me."
"As the Governor said," I continued, "our goal is to help local LEOs, and also to help coordinate over multiple jurisdictions when required, such as in the recent George Aurus serial killings case." I paused, gathered myself, and said "What are your questions?"
"Meredith Peller, Fox Midtown." said the attractive dirty-blonde. "Commander, exactly what type of crimes will the SBI-SIS be investigating?"
"Mostly big ones." I said. "Crimes of violence, very large financial crimes. We'll also be assisting the SBI Office of Ethics and Review on corruption cases if they ask for our help, to augment their manpower."
"Tim Sioban, KSB News." said the youngish reporter. "Commander, there may be some confusion about the scope of this new unit's mission. You say it's to help, to assist, to augment local LEOs, but many of them see this as a 'major crimes' equivalent of the NTF, barreling in and lording it over local LEOs."
"That's why these guys were chosen, and why we have to work to repair the damage done in the past." I said. "Look, I was no friend of the 'old' SBI under Jack Lewis. And that's one reason I agreed to take on this job: I want to make sure the SBI becomes a unit that local LEOs will want to have helping them. And also, these guys are going to go into places where the local LEOs have more knowledge of the people of their jurisdictions, more knowledge of what's going on. The SIS guys can't match that, so they'll be there to give their expertise on the things they do know, and can help the local LEOs with that knowledge."
"Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC News." said the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette. "Commander, as a reporter from your home County, I know how busy you are with the Town & County Police Department. How personally involved will you be with this new SBI unit, and how much time can you devote to it?"
"As you know, Bettina, being from my home County," I adroitly replied, "I have excellent Officers working for me in the TCPD, such as Captain Ross and Captain Croyle; and I have a great team of SBI Agents working with me in the SIS unit. Having such quality people makes it possible."
"Diane Williams, KCTY." said Diane, talking sloowwwly, as if speaking to an eighth grader, "Commander, wasn't the planning of this new unit a violation of the law, as it's not budgeted for until July 1st?"
"That is absolutely not true." I said, putting some 'oomph' in my voice. "We plan ahead all the time. We're not spending next year's money this year in doing that. That's just a silly notion, and the Citizens of the State are intelligent people and know this, despite the false narrative the Press has been force-feeding them."
I could feel the hostility of the Press welling up. The gloves were off, in their minds...
"John Hardwood, KSTD News." said Hardwood. "If the SIS will help investigate corruption, will their first case be to investigate Governor Jared for his criminal spending of unallocated funds to persecute law-abiding undocumented workers?"
"Governor Jared has committed no crime." I said. "And let me be clear: your question is a contradiction of itself: 'law-abiding' and 'undocumented workers', that is, 'illegal aliens', are a direct contradiction. They're breaking the law just by being here illegally; ergo, by definition they cannot be law abiding."
"How can you say Jared has committed no crime, when every attempt to investigate him is being stonewalled?" persisted Hardwood.
"To law enforcement persons, such as those of us up here on stage," I said, "we being investigating when we have actual evidence of a crime to begin with. We don't begin investigations based on innuendo and false narratives just because a corrupt reporter says something has to be investigated."
"Okay, okay." said the Governor's aide, who'd been watching. "Any more questions about the new SIS branch of the SBI?"
"Why are you stopping us from asking the questions that need to be asked?" sneered Hardwood. "What are you afraid of?"
"Certainly not you, Hardwood." I sneered back. "Go back to your 'safe space' and cry a river about it to your fellow 'Snowflakes'."
And that concluded the press conference, as the Governor's aides just shut it all down. Many of the other reporters seemed more angry at Hardwood, as his questions had ended their chances of them getting to ask any questions; while some of the reporters looked at me with unappeasable hatred in their eyes, especially Hardwood. And I once again wondered where Priya was; normally she'd be all over a press conference like this like 'white on rice'.
There was one thing left to do: take photographs. I managed to get one with me sitting beside Tanya, and Cindy and Teresa standing behind us. I got some extra copies for them, and the photo of me with my Angels --- all Captains now --- was one that made it onto the wall of my office.
Yes, I had worked my ass off to get Tanya the promotion; indeed, it had been one of my 'requests' in exchange for taking the enlarged Inspector role...
Part 3 - Appointments and Liaisons
At 9:00am, Tuesday, June 20th, Phyllis Troy came into the office of SBI Captain Tanya Perlman at the State Crime Lab building near Town and the University Campus.
"Congratulations on your promotion, my dear." Phyllis said as Tanya had her sit down at the small round conference table, and wheeled her wheelchair up to it, as well. "Very well deserved."
"And now I'm in charge of six Crime Labs instead of one." said Tanya. "Alas... I just became a paper pusher."
"You'll do very well, and you'll be able to see a lot more information now." said Phyllis.
"I'm sure that is what your son was thinking when he pushed the Governor to do this to me." said Tanya. "Oh, he doesn't know that I know how hard he worked to get me promoted."
"Yes, you are right." said Phyllis. "But I think he did it to get you to that Captain level with Ms. Ross and Ms. Croyle. He doesn't think of two Angels... he always thinks of three."
"Awww." said Tanya, trying not to show the emotion welling up inside her.
"And I don't want to get your hopes up," said Phyllis, "but if he can worm you back into the TCPD as a Captain, he'll do it."
"Well, I don't think that can possibly happen." said Tanya. "Though I'd consider selling my soul to do it."
"So, are you going to stay here?" Phyllis asked. "Or will you have to move to Westphalia?"
"I'm staying right here." said Tanya. "They have an office in Westphalia for me, but it's about the size of my old, small Lieutenant office at Police Headquarters. The good news is I get Mr. Bennett's office and the staff offices attached to it. He's moving to the State Office Building on Courthouse Square."
"Interesting." mused Phyllis.
"So, Phyllis," said Tanya, "I asked you to come here for another reason."
"Oh, what's that?" asked Phyllis. "Another case for us to look at?"
"No... not yet, anyway." Tanya said cryptically. "But for now, I would like for you to raise your right hand." With that, Tanya administered the State oath of office, and Phyllis was awarded an SBI badge with the word 'Consultant' inscribed upon it. And of course, she had to sign paperwork. What would bureaucracy be without paperwork?
"So, you are now an official SBI Agent, and will be paid accordingly whenever we do consult with you on cases." Tanya said.
"Well," quipped Phyllis, "if it doesn't outrank 'Inspector', I don't know what I'll be able to do about my rowdy son."
Tanya laughed, then said "Well, last I checked, for decent people like Don, 'mother' still outranks 'son'. And for our next case, so to speak, I'd like for you to go with me to the Lakeside Inn in Nextdoor County on Friday. They're having a cooking competition there over the weekend, and we get to watch as well as help with security. We'll get to go back into the kitchens, as well, and meet the celebrity chefs."
"That sounds... interesting." said Phyllis. "Perhaps I'll learn a cooking tip that will make vegetables more likable to my grandchildren."
"I've given up on that with Pete." said Tanya. "I just make him eat them, anyway. He's pretty good about it, though."
"Alas," said Phyllis, "my granddaughter is as headstrong as her father's sister. As long as there are dogs she can pass her stringbeans to, she's going to try..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How touching." said Katherine Woodburn as she snuggled up with her aide Clark.
"What do you mean, ma'am?" asked Clark.
"Oh, how the Iron Crowbar got his little crippled girl that promotion to Captain." said Katherine. "My people inside the Governor's offices found out that the Iron Crowbar insisted upon that as part of his deal to take the Inspector role, and head of the SIS."
The were watching as U.S. Congressman Gary A. Condor fucked his sweet young intern Chandra, pumping his cock in and out of the saucy young woman with hard, driving strokes.
Also watching was the Queen of Opposition Research, working as Katherine's staffer in the role of gathering intel on the whereabouts and movements of the Iron Crowbar, to keep Katherine up to speed at all times.
"Ma'am," said the QOR, "we might find a way over time to infiltrate the SIS, make it into a powerful central unit that can control the local pigs, instead of being their whipping boys like the Iron Cocksucker wants them to be."
"Language, Queenie, language." Katherine gently scolded the woman, though loving hearing the hatred of the Iron Crowbar.
"It's a good idea, though." said Condor as he fucked the girl beneath him relentlessly. "Everything they've set up... can be co-opted and corrupted, and the SBI will be as it ever was... the ruling law enforcement body in this State."
"Oh, I'm way ahead of you guys." said Katherine, sounding bored. "We absolutely are going to use that bastard Jared's own plans against him.
The room grew quiet as Condor's breathing grew heavier. With several final, violent thrusts, he began to come inside his intern Chandra.
"UHHH!" he cried out as his sperm fired deep into the girl's womanly depths. After several spurts of his creamy jism coated the walls of her vagina and her cervix, he leaned over and sucked one of the nipples of the girl's large, jiggling breasts.
"Mmm, that looked good." said Katherine.
"Felt fucking good, too." said Condor.
"Clark, why don't you get some sloppy seconds and fuck the hell out of Chandra." Katherine ordered in a polite suggestive fashion. Clark dutifully went over to Chandra, mounted her, and slammed his cock into her. He was much larger than Condor, and the girl moaned as his weapon of lust stretched her well-fucked pussy.
"When this shit with the blacks calms down," said Katherine quietly to Condor, "we'll begin our new operation. My tools, my 'useful idiots', Thomas P. Cook and that idiot reporter John Hardwood, will be useful for this plan."
"I'm ready to pass the word to Senator Russell whenever you're ready." said Condor.
Part 4 - Cooking Up Crime
Friday, June 23d. Tanya and Phyllis arrived at the Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County. They were officially there to consult with Security for the event, but in reality they were both looking forward to meeting the persons participating in the event.
"This is awesome!" said Tanya as they went inside. "Celebrity Chef Bruno Mensch has been hosting cooking competitions for the cable cooking networks, and they came here this weekend. Five chefs from the State will be competing. It's a pretty big deal."
"Yes, it is." said Phyllis. "And hosting an event like this really puts the Lakeside Inn & Suites on the map. It's been doing quite well since it was refurbished."
"I hope they can keep it up." said Tanya. "After Don and the FBI waxed all the Superior Bloodlines 'Big Boys', there's concern BigPharmaCorp won't use it any more."
"I can tell you on good authority that they will continue holding Board meetings here." said Phyllis. "It's also becoming the hot spot for the wealthy University Alumni that come in for football games. There's even discussion of building a new airport south of the Highway to accommodate the private planes; and of course the airport would help bring in businesses to Nextdoor County."
"Cool." said Tanya as the glass doors slid open to admit them into the lobby. As their eyes adjusted to the dim light, they saw signs pointing the way to the rooms that would host the competition, and they turned left and went down the corridor.
"They're not having this in the dining room?" asked Phyllis.
"No, the kitchens that serve the dining room are too small." said Tanya. "And as George Aurus showed us so effectively, the security on that side is not up to the standards the chefs and the Network require. So the kitchens that are used to cook for large events will be used, and one of the conference rooms will be where the tastings occur."
When they got to that conference room, they found their way blocked by an attractive woman in her thirties. She was short with dark brown hair that was cut fairly short, and her body was well-toned; she was in good physical condition. Her name was Vanessa Brunson, and she was a well-known hostess on the cooking network.
"I'm sorry ladies, but you cannot come in here." Ms. Brunson said. "The competition is tomorrow."
"Isn't there a competition today?" asked Tanya.
"Yes, but it's a private one, not open to the public." said Ms. Brunson. "So I'll have to ask you to go."
"Captain," said Phyllis, "perhaps we should show Ms. Brunson our badges."
"Yes." said Tanya, holding hers up. "I'm glad to see your vigilance, Ms. Brunson, as we are here to examine the security arrangements. I'm Captain Perlman with the SBI, and this is Detective Troy."
"Ah!" said Vanessa, stunned. "I was not expecting... well, never mind. Come on in. I'll have to introduce you to Bruno; no matter what anyone else tells you, he is the man who is truly in charge here."



There were chairs set up for the audience, and at the far end of the room was the long table where the tasters and judges would sit. Just then, coming through the double doors in the back left hand corner were two men.
Bruno Mensch was known as the 'Teutonic Chef' to the Public, and as 'Attila the Hun' to those who had to work with him. He was 6'6" tall, broad-shouldered, with powerful arms and legs; he was as fanatical about his physical workouts as he was about his culinary standards. His hair was blonde, and it was naturally that color. His handsome face looked as if it were chiseled out of stone.
The other man was Hercule Le Fleur, who would be acting as the host of the tastings as well as the coordinator of the competitions. He was short, slender, thinning black hair on his egg-shaped head, his face and all but hidden behind his handlebar mustaches that would rival Chief Griswold's facial shrubbery. He spoke with a light, whispery, weak voice with a French accent. He and Bruno could not be more opposite, physically.
The best part of Le Fleur's job is that he got to taste all the offerings of the contestants. The worst part... was that he was the front line object of Bruno Mensch's displeasure if anything wasn't perfect. And things were never perfect...
"I'm telling you, Hercule," said Mensch, his voice strong and demanding,"we have got to clear these hallways so that the chefs can wheel out their dishes on a big tray. Right now they're literally having to bring things one at a time. It looks ba-ad."
"I am working with the Hotel Staff to have the passages cleared." said Le Fleur.
"Well, they're not responding quickly enough." said Mensch. "We have to--- oh, hello." He had just observed Tanya and Phyllis coming up, and if there was one thing Bruno Mensch liked to observe, it was attractive women.
"Chef Mensch," said Vanessa Brunson, "this is Captain Perlman and Detective Troy, who are checking on security arrangements." Vanessa had indicated which was which with her hand as she introduced them; otherwise, the incorrect assumption that the older woman was the Captain might have been made.
"Ah!' said Mensch, turning on the charm as he took their hands into his in a flirtatious handshake. "I had no idea the Police here were so lovely!"
"You're too kind, Chef Mensch." said Tanya. "It's an honor to meet you."
"Thank you." said Mensch. "Hercule, please go and try go get everyone moving. The tasting begins at noon." Le Fleur hustled off, eager to be out of Mensch's way.
"As you can see," said Mensch, "this is the main room. We'll have much stronger lighting for the television cameras tomorrow. So, I'll take you to the kitchens. Unfortunately, Captain Perlman, while anything at all is cooking, you can only observe from the edges. No matter how fast that wheelchair can go, there is no way you could move out of the way in time if something boiling were to spill over onto you."
"I understand." said Tanya. "And if you'd be kind enough to introduce us to all the people, so we know who they are, I'd appreciate it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The two Detectives could not tell if it was organized chaos... or just chaos. Chefs and sous-chefs were flying around, commands and counter-commands were being yelled. But when Chef Mensch appeared, it suddenly became dead silent, but for the sound of liquids boiling on the stovetops.
"Everyone," said the Teutonic Chef, "this is Captain Perlman and Detective Troy. They will be working with Security, and will be observing us. Everyone carry on." The chefs got back to work.
"Chef Spencer!" called out Mensch. "Would you come here, please?" he said with a courteousness that did not fool Phyllis.
"Yes, Chef?" A woman dressed in black pants and a white chef's jacket came up. She was medium height, slender, almost frail and waifish-looking, with relatively dark hair styled fairly short. Her brown eyes seemed empty. She looked to be in her mid-40s.
"Since you are going last in the tasting," said Chef Mensch, "would you tell these ladies who your colleagues are, and what we are doing here? I have to go light a fire under Le Fleur's Frog ass. That man moves like pond water." Phyllis had to stifle a laugh; her son Don often used the 'pond water' analogy. Mensch was already moving to the door and out.
"Ladies, my name is Celeste Spencer." said Chef Spencer. "Today's contest is a private one for media food critics and other top name chefs in the area, mostly from the City. Tomorrow will be the contest for the television program."
Celeste continued: "On the back row are the Gordons. Chef Alton Gordon's station is on the left, and his wife, Chef Deborah Layne Gordon is on the right."
"Didn't he win the first week's contest?" asked Tanya. "And she, the second?"
"Oh, is it not obvious, Captain?" said Phyllis.
"What do you mean?" asked Celeste.
"I would say the grande finale show will be these same chefs we're seeing now." said Phyllis. "Is that not right, Chef Spencer?"
Celeste nodded. "Yes. It's pretty much rigged. Each of us 'compete' against four local chefs in the city we're filming in. Then the winners of the previous five contests meet in the grande finale, to become Chef Mensch's apprentice. The four locals get publicity, we get television programs, and one of us really will be Chef Mensch's main assistant, which could be worth a lot for our futures."
Celeste continued: "Next week's show was filmed in the City, and I was the winner of that one. All five of us have won; the shows are in the can and just awaiting airing. We were going to film the finale in Los Angeles this week, but with the Blacks rioting all over the place, we decided to wait. We were able to get this location and film an extra session. We'll go to L.A. after everything calms down a bit out there."
Tanya nodded. "I see. And that's why today's tasting is closed to the Public. So they don't see the five grande finale contestants already all together."
"Yes." said Celeste as Tanya studied the Gordons. Alton Gordon was medium height and build and wore standard black-rimmed glasses. His wife Deborah had a mane of thick, gently curling blonde hair. She was as tall as her husband if not taller, and was beautiful. Her body was hourglass-shaped, with a big bubble ass and large breasts. And she was pregnant; that was beginning to show.
Husband and wife were bickering at each other as they cooked and their sous-chefs often bumped into each other.
"On the next row, my station is to the right." said Celeste. "On the left side is René Descartes. He's French, and his cooking style is French-Asian Fusion. He isn't going to win, because Chef Mensch is German-Asian Fusion, and their rivalry goes beyond French-German nationalities. But the other four of us have a chance... at least we think we do."
René Descartes was surprisingly young looking for a man who already had an international reputation as a chef. His hair was black and wavy, and he had piercing eyes and a silver-smooth tongue, which was enhanced by his French accent. He'd made sure to smile flirtatiously at both women as often as he could.
"And on the front row, here," said Celeste, "is Lauren Fogle." Chef Fogle was also young, in her late twenties, had light brown hair, and was very beautiful; photogenic, with a warm smile and sparkling eyes that were perfect for television. She was a rising star as an Italian and Mediterranean chef, as well.
"Everyone knows Lauren's story." said Celeste. "Recovering alcoholic. She was a binge-drinker in college days, almost died one night, but managed to get clean, and is now going to win this whole frickin' shebang, if I don't miss my guess."
"Ah, has that been pre-determined, also?" asked Phyllis.
"Officially... no." said Celeste. "I don't give much for my chances, but Deborah still has a good shot at it. But there are whispers that it's Lauren's to lose."
"And they don't sabotage each other's food?" asked Tanya.
"Oh, no." said Celeste. "We've been thrown together by this show for months now. I'm not saying we're all good friends, but we have a healthy respect for each other. Oh... if you'll excuse me, my station needs me." Chef Spencer went back to her station, where her sous-chef was gesticulating as he said something.
"They don't seem all that friendly with each other, do they?" asked Tanya.
"Oh my heavens, no." said Phyllis. "Some of it may be the tension before the contest, but there is no love lost between some of these people." Indeed, Alton Gordon and Lauren Fogle were arguing over a spice bottle as each had tried to grab it off the shelf at the same time. Meanwhile, Deborah Gordon was tasting one of René Descartes's sauce dishes, and made a face, saying it was too salty for her, which got René saying a few curse words in French.
"Why don't we step back into the front room?" asked Phyllis. "This kitchen is very warm, is it not?"
"Sure." said Tanya. But just as they were about to go, Chef Celeste Spencer came back up to them.
"I don't mean to be intrusive," said Celeste, "but are you the policewoman who lost the use of her legs saving her son's life?"
"Er... yes, I am." said Tanya, her eyes sparkling with emotion.
"Oh, I'm sorry if I've brought up a bad memory." said Celeste. "But please tell me: how is your son doing?"
"Oh, he's doing well. He's really great!" Tanya said, her face becoming much brighter as she spoke of little Pete.
"That's so wonderful." said Celeste. And... Troy... I thought I read that he was a man."
"Oh, that's a different 'Troy'." said Phyllis. "Entirely coincidental names."
"Yes, Detective Troy here is a State Agent, like myself." said Tanya. "By the way, how did you know of my story?"
"My home is in the City." said Celeste. "And I remember hearing the story on the news. Your story was... tragic, but inspiring at the same time. I was so happy for you when I heard your son had survived."
"You're very kind to remember." said Tanya. Chef Spencer excused herself and went back to cooking.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhh..." the woman moaned as she was penetrated by the large cock as she lay back onto the table. "Oh, that's so fucking good..."
"Yes, you love my cock." whispered Bruno Mensch, as he slid his seven inches of throbbing hard cock into Vanessa Brunson's tight, sopping wet pussy.
"Oh yes, I do love your big Teutonic cock, Bruno!" Vanessa said, stoking Bruno's insatiable ego, which was matched only by his appetite for sex. He always got hot and horny when he was about to begin filming a show or go on stag, and Vanessa happily was there to spread her legs and sheath every inch of his hard male meat into the depths of her well-used womanhood.
As Bruno pumped Vanessa, easing her ankles over his shoulders, he said "Why are those two police officers here?"
"I think they're just here to meet you, Bruno." said Vanessa. "I think they want your cock as much as I do."
"I will fuck them both until they are whimpering, and begging me for more." said Bruno, the thought of fucking the woman making him drive his meat into Vanessa with harder, shorter strokes. "I will make them come like they have never come before."
"Why don't you do the same for me, baby?" suggested Vanessa. "We're getting close to stage time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, hello ladies!" said the voice of NCPD Lieutenant Molly Ross Evans as she came up to Phyllis and Tanya.
"Well, hello, Lieutenant Evans." said Phyllis with some emphasis. Molly caught on.
"It's so nice to see you again, Detective Troy." Molly said, being formal with the grandmother of her sons. "And congratulations on your promotion, Captain Perlman."
"Thank you." said Tanya. "And this must be Detective German, who I've heard great things about."
"Yes. It's an honor to meet both of you." said Detective German.
"So, are you Security, or watching the event?" asked Molly.
"Both." said Tanya...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hercule Le Fleur looked nervous and harassed as he stood before the tasting table and faced the relatively small audience in front of him.
"Thank you for coming." he said. "Today we are privileged to have five rising stars in the culinary world competing in a prequel to tomorrow's main event. First, allow me to introduce our judges. First, the host of these events, the international celebrity known as the Teutonic Chef... Chef Bruno Mensch!"
Chef Mensch came out, looking tall and blonde and handsome, smiling and waving to the claps and cheers of the audience. "Closest thing I've seen to the Iron Crowbar." whispered Tanya to Phyllis as they watched from the side of the audience. Phyllis smiled and nodded.
"Next," said Le Fleur, "the very popular and renowned food reporter from our host network, Ms. Vanessa Brunson!" Vanessa came out with a beautiful smile, waving at the audience before coming to stand beside Mensch, who towered over her due to their height differences.
"Our third judge, who will also be judging with us tomorrow," said Le Fleur, "was a Home Economics teacher for over thirty years, and is a Trustee of the nearby great University. Please welcome Mrs. Myrtle L. James." The local audience knew who Myrtle L. James was, and everyone else clapped to be polite as the elderly woman trotted out.
"And your last judge is myself, Hercule Le Fleur. So, let's begin!" The audience applauded as the judges took their seats.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"First up is Lauren Fogle!" said the television producer. "Let's go!"
As Lauren barked orders and began moving out, she collided with one of the other chefs. "Ouch!" she cried out as she saw the fork in the hand of the profusely apologizing chef, which had apparently stabbed her. "Get out of my wa-ay!"
She hustled out as the staff brought out the plates of her food preparations to the judges. Standing at the end of the table, she was introduced by Hercule Le Fleur at the other end of the table, then began speaking as they tasted.
"What I have prepared for you today is an appetizer of spicy chicken fingers in a sweet orange sauce, a perfect combination to wake up your taste buds for the rest of the meal. The spices are... are..."
Lauren staggered and reached down to use the edge of the table to steady herself. "...are... are.. oh God..." she gasped, then collapsed to the floor.
As others rushed up, they heard the words "Police Officer! Step back, please... step back!" It was Lt. Molly Evans, who was just ahead of Phyllis Troy. They reached the prostrate woman, who was lying on her back with her eyes staring sightlessly upward.
Molly checked for a pulse and breathing as Phyllis knelt on Lauren's other side. A defibrillator was brought in as Detective German came up and attempted CPR. Molly applied the defibrillator.
Their efforts were ineffective. After what seemed an eternity, but was three minutes, Phyllis stopped them. "It's no use." she said quietly.
"You're right." said Molly. "She's dead."
To be continued.
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Part 5 - The Crime Scene
"Molly! Phyllis!" shouted Tanya, taking charge. "Get everyone out of the kitchen! Shut it down! German! Secure the doors! No one leaves or enters!"
Molly rushed into the back as Tanya stood watch over the mortal remains of Lauren Fogle. Tanya was on her cellphone, making calls to her Crime Lab.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Everyone!" shouted Lt. Evans. "Drop what you are doing and come into the main room. Now!"
"What?! We have a competition!" complained René Descartes.
"Yeah, we can't leave, we're up next!" snarled Alton Gordon.
"You heard the Officer!" shouted Bruno Mensch, who had come in with Molly. "SHUT IT DOWN! Stop arguing with the Police! Turn off the stoves and ovens! Leave everything where it is!"
Everyone was shocked, but finally complied. When they got to the main room, they learned what the problem was.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
State Crime Lab personnel got there quickly. So did J.R. Barnes and Christina Cho of the TCPD's Lab/CSI unit, per their contract with Nextdoor County. NCPD Officers had the Lakeside Inn & Suites locked down, forcing Bettina Wurtzburg and the KXTC crew to remain outside.
All of the food and drink at the table was confiscated for testing. So was just about everything in the kitchen areas.
"Got something!" said Christina Cho as she was processing a refrigerator against the far wall. It was an epi-pen, recently used, the needle sticking out.
"Bag that and process it, first priority." said Tanya to one of her techs. A videocamera recorded Christina processing it then handing it off to the tech.
Meanwhile, Martha the M.E. was on the scene, doing a preliminary examination of the body as all the guests were escorted to the room next door for questioning.
"Nothing obvious, so far." said Martha. "Some kind of poison is my first, very uneducated guess. I'll search for needle marks when I get her on the table for the autopsy."
"We're going to be busy analyzing food and drink samples." said Tanya as she watched.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
High noon, Friday, June 23d. Cindy and I were in a meeting with FBI 'Team Lazarus' at the Federal Building. The meeting was being led by Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"The violence in most of the country is winding down." said Muscone. "The Media is getting bored with the story, and not really covering it, so most of the participants are peeling off and going back to their normal lives."
"I wonder what the Media will do next to gin up interest again." mused Lindy Linares.
"I got some word," said Martin Nash, "that the investigation of the Jasmine Nix shooting is going to be questioned. People loyal to 'Big Ice' are pushing a narrative that their man Jackson was set up. The City Coroner's report said there were residues of drugs in his system, and they don't mean cocaine or heroin."
"What's the response to that?" asked Jack.
Cindy spoke up. "The Media is ignoring it, for now." she said. "If the Coroner were to have an open Inquest, they might pick it back up. But for now the sense is the country is getting 'news fatigue' about it all, and they're tuning out. The Media is looking for new stories and fresh blood."
I might need to add that Cindy's source for this was the lovely Priya Ajmani, who might've joined Cindy and Callie for a hot lesbian threesome the night before. Cindy had not told me that, though, so I couldn't be 'on the record' about it. I did know that Priya was getting disgruntled about John Hardwood getting to cover more of the major stories while she, Priya, was relegated to stories about the Ladies Auxiliary and pet adoptions.
"Interesting." said Muscone. "Okay, moving along, so we can get to lunch and the double cheeseburgers faster: we, meaning the FBI, have been cleaning up the Superior Bloodlines residues all over the place. The 'Polar Bears' in California have been arrested almost as one body, and the White Roots people in eastern Tennessee have scattered or run into the mountains. They're no longer a functioning body. We've seized millions of dollars and tons of property under the RICO Act and other laws."
"Who is our new boss going to be?" asked Sandra Speer.
"Dana Fox. As the Iron Crowbar predicted." said Muscone. "That's the good news. The bad news is this: while our Team was hunting down the White Supremacy groups, the Deputy Director was my direct boss. Now that he's retiring, we're being put under Fox, but he's going be an Assistant Director... two levels down from Deputy Director." (Author's note: the level in between is 'Executive Assistant Director'). "So we're not important, anymore."
"Until Washington, D.C. needs the Iron Crowbar again." said Cindy. Everyone laughed, though I knew she was being as serious as a heart attack. Muscone's beady eyes glanced in her general direction.
"Until then." he said agreeably. "The best news is that Fox has said he wants to keep 'Team Lazarus' together."
Just then three cellphones went off: Muscone's, Cindy's, and mine. My call was from my mother, Cindy's from Molly, and Jack's from Tanya.
"Hi, Mom." I said. "I'm in a big meeting, so---" I then heard Cindy said "Oh really?" and Jack say "Oh, wow."
"Mom..." I said, trying to get a word in edgewise. "I'm in a meeting... I'm sure it is interesting, but... no, I can't... okay, I'll see if I can get over there in a couple of hours... no, and besides, you're there... a couple of hours, Mom... okay, bye."
"Murder at the Lakeside Inn?" asked Cindy. Jack nodded, as did I.
"I don't want to sound like I'm bitching, folks," I said, tapping my fingers one by one as I counted the items off verbally: "but Captain Perlman is there, Lt. Evans is there, Lt. Price is there, Detective German is there, and most important of all, my mother is there. So why in the hell are they calling me?"
"Molly says it's unusual, and we'd like to see it." Cindy said.
"Tanya says you might see something that even your mother would overlook." Jack Muscone said.
"My mother did not overlook a damn thing when I was growing up." I said. "And she's better than me in the observation and deduction department."
"So are you going over there?" asked Lindy, with the intent of making trouble, and succeeding.
"Not until my Iron Belly is full of double cheeseburgers and fries." I said, which drew laughs.
"Well, you've effectively ended this meeting. Now I'm all hungry." said Muscone. "We'll reconvene at the Cop Bar...
Part 6 - Investigation
"Vanessa Brunson and Hercule Le Fleur want to know if the competition tomorrow is still on." said Lt. Paul Price of the Nextdoor County Police as he came back into the room. "They had a dead chef on the floor... and all they can think about is if tomorrow's competition is still on. Unbelievable."
The room had been cleared of all but law enforcement personnel. Lt. Price was in charge, as he was the NCPD equivalent of the MCD leader. Molly was Vice, but obviously wasn't going to leave now that she was here. Meanwhile, Price seemed to be very deferential to Captain Perlman and State Agent Troy.
"We should not be hasty in canceling it." said Phyllis. "The autopsy and early data may give us the clues we need to make an arrest, and then their show can go on."
"We confiscated all of the food, all of the spices, everything." said Tanya. "They don't have anything to cook nor cook with."
"Vanessa said they can get that in overnight." said Molly. "But they'll need to place the order by 6:00pm."
"So we have until around then to decide." said Tanya. "Okay, here's the preliminary information we have on the victim: her name is Lauren Fogle, 28 years old. She's been with the cooking network for five years, and has been a rising star for the last three to four years. Was considered to be in good health and fit condition up to now."
"What about before she joined the network?" asked Phyllis. "College? Culinary School?"
"This data is from our friendly neighbors at the TCPD." said Tanya. "That's all they sent. I'm sure they're working on getting more data for us." Phyllis nodded.
Tanya said "Okay, while we wait for data, let's talk to everyone."
"Let's talk to Mrs. James first." said Phyllis. "We can get her statement then allow her to go home."
And so it was: Mrs. Myrtle L. James came into the room first and sat at the now-cleared table. Introductions of the NCPD Officers were made by Lt. Price, who then allowed Tanya to lead the questioning. Mrs. James had heard nothing nor seen nothing that was helpful. She said she heard no arguments before the tasting was to begin, though she did not go into the kitchen. She did hear Bruno Mensch giving Le Fleur a hard time about the set-up and the hotel's lack of speed in making things right.
"How did Mr. Le Fleur seem to be taking Bruno's abuse?" asked Tanya.
"I wouldn't call it abuse, not compared to some things I've seen." said Myrtle L. James. "And certainly not like our Investment Club meetings. And Mr. Le Fleur seemed to be taking it in stride, saying he'd get right on it for everything Mr. Mensch brought up."
"So Mr. Le Fleur did not seem angry?" asked Phyllis.
"No, just... resigned to it." said Mrs. James.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hercule Le Fleur looked flustered. He also looked like he wanted to get sick, wanted to take a nap, or wanted to be anywhere else but here at this moment. And when he was read his rights from the card, at SBI Cpt.Tanya Perlman's insistence, he looked even more green around the edges.
"So terrible, Chef Fogle dying in front of us like that. And in front of the critics and reporters." he said.
"Do you think Chef Fogle took that into account when she fell over dead?" asked Lt. Paul Price.
"Whaa?" asked Le Fleur.
"Never mind." said Lt. Price.
"What he means is," said Molly, boring down on the host, "is that you seem to be more worried about how the critics and media will portray this than you do about Chef Fogle's death."
"I am sorry she's dead, of course." said Le Fleur "And I mean no disrespect when I say that her passing has happened, it's done. We still have our futures to think about, and our network. I've been paid for many years to recognize problems for the network and to mitigate them.
"Is there any reason Chef Fogle was a problem for the network?" asked Lt. Price. "And maybe you felt the need to 'mitigate' her, as in permanently?"
"Wha... wha... what are you insinuating?" spluttered Hercule, now very agitated. "That I had something to do with her death?"
"Did you?" ask Lt. Price.
"No! Of course not!" Hercule said, getting his dander up. "Perhaps I should discontinue cooperating with you until I get a lawyer."
"That might be a very good idea, Monsieur Le Fleur." said Phyllis. "But before you do, let me ask some basic questions. First, who decided the order the chefs would present their food?"
"Oh, that was Vanessa and Chef Mensch." said Hercule, calming down considerably. "They usually choose the chef that will serve the main course, then work around him or her with the other assignments."
"And who sets the table, brings out the water glasses and the wine?" asked Phyllis.
"Again, one of the chefs and his or her sous-chefs will bear responsibility for that." said Hercule. "Usually the dessert chef and his or her sous-chefs, as they have more time to prepare and the least heavy serving to do... unless they make it complicated for themselves, yes?"
"Monsieur Le Fleur," said Tanya, "do you know of anyone who would wish to harm Chef Fogle? Any threats to her that you're aware of?"
"None that I know of." said Le Fleur. "This competition is hardly worth killing someone over, they're all getting their own recognition through the television programs. And Lauren had overcome so much, everyone was rooting for her to succeed, though maybe not to win this competition."
"What did she overcome?" asked Phyllis.
"She had problems with alcohol." said Le Fleur. "But she got clean, and was a rising star for the network."
"Got clean?" asked Molly. "That sounds more like overcoming a drug problem than an alcohol problem. You sure it was alcohol she was abusing."
"As far as I know, yes." said Le Fleur. "I was told it was alcoholism. I did not hear of her nor any of the other chefs using drugs..."
"How is your relationship with Chef Mensch?" asked Detective German.
"Good, though you wouldn't know it listening to him browbeat me." said Le Fleur. "But that's all talk. He's venting, I know it, he knows I know it. As long as things work out in the end, he's happy, and he's happy with me. I have not lasted this long with the network because I am unable to accomplish what he wants done..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Next was Alton Gordon. As a precaution, Lt. Price read him his rights from the card.
"May we call you 'Alton', or 'Chef Alton', since your wife has the same last name as you?" asked Phyllis.
"Sure." said Alton, acting a bit bored, if not put out by it all.
"So what were you doing in the moments before the kitchen was shut down?" asked Tanya.
"I was the next to present my dishes." said Alton. "So we were making frantic last-second touches to the dishes. Presentation has to be perfect for Chef Mensch, or he'll rip into us like a tornado."
"Did you see anyone go to the refrigerator against the back wall?" asked Tanya.
"Are you kidding?" asked Alton derisively. "People are in and out of that refrigerator constantly, and I was paying attention to my dishes."
"Did you get along well with Lauren Fogle?" asked Phyllis.
"Sure, as well as anyone." said Alton.
"By that," pressed Phyllis, "do you mean you get along with her as well as you get along with anyone else, or you got along with her to the same degree others did?"
"Wow, you're nitpicky today." Alton said.
"We're investigating a murder, Chef Gordon." said Molly Evans severely. "We can get a lot more nitpicky... a lot more. I believe Agent Troy asked you a question. What is your answer?"
"How do you know she was murdered?" asked Alton. "Maybe she had a heart attack or something."
"The answer, Mr. Gordon." said Lt. Paul Price. "Or we can continue this conversation at Police Headquarters, with you under arrest."
"Wow, touchy touchy." said Alton, who then saw the look on Molly's face. "Okay, okay... I got along with Lauren as well as anyone else did, and I got along with her pretty well. We were professional competitors, and our goals were the same. Having said that, I had nothing against her; nor her, me."
'What about Bruno Mensch?" asked Phyllis. "How was his relationship with Lauren?"
"I would say very good." said Alton. "He was banging her. Oh, so sorry for the coarse language, but that's the facts: they were having sex. A lot."
"How was your relationship with Chef Mensch?" asked Tanya.
"Professionally, very good." said Alton. "He's taught me a tremendous amount. Personally, we're not close; we don't hang out together or anything like that. I don't hang out with any of the other chefs, except my wife of course."
"What about your wife, Alton?" asked Lt. Price. "Is your marriage good?"
"What does that have to do with Lauren's death?" asked Alton.
"You tell us." said Molly. "And Chef Gordon, I really suggest you begin answering the questions, or invoke your Fifth Amendment rights. I'm getting very tired of your backtalking us."
"Good grief." said Alton. "Okay... my wife and I have had our ups and downs, and everyone knows that. It's all over the tabloids every weekend, though most of that is pure horse shit. We get along fine, but when the pressure of these competitions ratchet up, my wife can get pretty bitchy. And then there's a lot of back and forth. Harmless, for the most part. Sounds worse than it really is."
"Mr. Gordon," said Phyllis, her eyes boring into Alton's like laser beams, "has your wife had a sexual relationship with Bruno Mensch?"
Alton sighed, and he contemplated whether or not to answer. Finally, he said "Yes. And I might as well tell you: my wife's baby is very likely Bruno's. I still don't see what this has to do with Lauren's death."
"Maybe Lauren knew your wife was pregnant with Mensch's child," said Lt. Price, "and she was going to go to the tabloids with it."
"So what?" asked Alton. "They've spewed out so much vomit and excrement that it would just be considered more of the same."
"Mr. Gordon," asked Tanya, "do you have a peanut allergy, or any other allergies?"
"Oh hell no." said Alton. "You do realize I'm a chef? That I cook in kitchens that have peanuts and peanut oil all over the place? How could anyone with a peanut allergy be a chef?"
"With care, it's very possible." said Tanya. "So none of the other chefs have any allergies that you're aware of?"
"No." said Alton shortly.
"Anything else, anyone?" asked Tanya. No one had anything for the moment.
"Okay, Chef Gordon." said Tanya. "You'll go into the second room, and not back with the other chefs until we have talked to them, also. If there is anything you might've seen, heard, or realize, you need to let us know immediately." With that, an NCPD Officer escorted Alton out of the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Next was Deborah Layne Gordon. She studied everyone as she sat down, and her eyes were shrewd and confident. Lt. Price read her the rights from the card.
"May we call you 'Deborah' or 'Mrs. Gordon' to separate you from your husband with the same last name?" Tanya said. Deborah shrugged her shoulders, and Tanya said: "So... you were nearest the refrigerator by the back wall. Did you see anyone getting into it, anything that seemed unusual?"
"No, not really." said Deborah. "People are in and out of there all the time. I was trying to get my dishes plated. Alton's... my husband's... assistants are always 'borrowing' our dishes or fucking us up in some way."
"Sabotaging you?" asked Tanya.
"Not really, not intentionally." said Deborah. "They're just hopeless fuck-ups. If I had my way, I'd have fired them long ago. Alton says they need jobs, so he keeps them. He's weak, that way."
"How well did you get along with Lauren Fogle?" asked Molly.
"I am aware of the situation, so let me answer carefully." said Deborah. "We were professional competitors. It is said, and is probably true, that she and I were the the only two with a chance to win the competition. So we were not friends; we did not chit-chat together nor socialize with each other. Having said that, I did not hate her personally. I intended to win by being the better chef."
"No fights with her? No eruptions of emotions?" asked Tanya, peering hard at the beautiful blonde.
"No, nothing like that. We were both professionals, and treated each other as fellow professionals."
"Mrs. Gordon," asked Phyllis, "how would you describe your relationship with your husband, Alton?"
Deborah studied Phyllis for a second, then glanced at the other LEOs in the room, seeing them peering hard at her. She said "I assume you have a good reason for asking what seems to be a tangential question to Lauren's death. So I'll say this: my relationship with my husband is not as good as it once was, especially since we've both gained some celebrity status on the network. There are times things are good, and times they're not so good. The worst times are in the kitchen during competitions; he becomes a little bitch, and I don't take much of his shit before giving some back."



"How is your relationship with Bruno Mensch?" asked Tanya.
"Very good." said Deborah. "He's a tough chef, but we all learn a tremendous amount from him. He's extremely professional in every way."
"Mrs. Gordon," asked Phyllis "have you engaged in sexual relations with Chef Mensch at any time?"
Deborah gave a short nod, as if processing the full import of what was being asked. "Yes." she finally said. "I might as well tell you the whole story. Unlike Alton, Bruno is one hell of a man. He's confident, aggressive, knows what he wants, and he goes for it. Alton, by comparison, is timid. He could be a lot farther along if he had half of Bruno's confidence."
Deborah continued: "A while back, Bruno showed that what he wanted... was me. We were in a hotel room, and I'd had a lot to drink, as had Bruno and Alton. Lauren and Vanessa were there, as well. Lauren doesn't drink; she's a recovering alcoholic. Vanessa was buzzed.
"Anyway," Deborah went on, "my skirt rode up my legs, and I wasn't wearing any panties. Bruno caught sight of my quim, and he got hot. He undid his pants and mounted me, right there in front of my husband and everyone else. He put his cock into me, and I freely admit I wasn't resisting: Bruno is longer and thicker than my husband's average-at-best size." Deborah was trying to make this sound as salacious as possible, realized Phyllis, and she was succeeding.
"Bruno began making love to me, thrusting into me, and I responded." said Deborah. "We fucked like it was our last night on earth. I came hard, then don't remember much else, but I do know Bruno came inside me. Alton sat there like a bump on a log and watched us."
"After that," said Deborah, "I've had sex with Bruno almost every night we've been in hotels while on this tour... and my husband just watches, every time. He just sits there and watches another man mount me and take me. I don't know if Alton's not saying anything because he's afraid Bruno will fire him, and maybe me, too; or if he actually likes watching a real man fuck me. But that's our relationship."
Lt. Price and Detective German were somewhat stunned at what they were hearing, but for some odd reason, Molly, Tanya, and Phyllis were taking it in stride, as if there were no new thing under the sun...
"O-kay." said Lt. Price. "And Lauren knew of this relationship?"
"Oh, yes, of course." said Deborah. "And Lauren was putting out for Bruno, too. She wants to... er, wanted to... win this competition as much as I did. And we women know what we have to do to win."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Celeste, you were near the refrigerator in back." said Tanya. "Did you see anything unusual?"
"No." said Celeste. "People were in and out of that refrigerator, and it gets busier as the last preps are made before the presentations."
"Chef Spencer," said Phyllis, "you are 42 years old? And therefore the oldest chef in this group?"
"That's true." said Celeste, giving a wan smile. "And if any group needs adult supervision, it's this one."
Tanya asked "Do you know of anyone who has peanut allergies, or any kind of allergies?"
"No." said Celeste. "And wouldn't it be very difficult for someone with such allergies to work in a professional kitchen?"
"Possibly." said Phyllis. "So tell me, how do you like your fellow chefs?"
Celeste gave another small smile. "It would probably be more accurate to say I don't dislike them. René is a flirt, but he's harmless, and we've become pretty good friends. He and Bruno don't like each other at all; I'm surprised Bruno let him be in this competition. Alton and Deborah are always sniping at each other in the kitchen; I've heard they get along better at home, but I don't stay around them long enough to find out. Lauren... she was okay, but there was a... 'fakeness' about her. She'd act sweet, but she was very ambitious, and would slit your throat in a second to advance herself."
"What about Bruno Mensch?" asked Phyllis. "What is your relationship with him like?"
"Professionally, he's been good to me." said Celeste. "He's taught me a lot, helped me out, gotten me to a place I don't think I could have gotten to without him. But that has come... with a price."
"You've had a sexual relationship with him?" asked Tanya. Celeste nodded. "Do you know if any of the other women have had sex with Bruno?"
"Oh yes. All of them." said Celeste. "Bruno is insatiable in bed. He and Vanessa Brunson have been dating, and by that I mean more than just a physical fling, for years. He's probably the father of Deborah's unborn child, and he and Lauren have been hot and heavy the last few weeks."
"Has Bruno ever raped anyone?" asked Lt. Price.
"Not that I'm aware of." said Celeste. "If he has, he might've used his celebrity to cover it up, or the network would've covered it up for him. It wouldn't be the first time they've done something like that. But no, I don't think Bruno is that kind of man. He's demanding, but not violent."
Phyllis nodded. "Chef Spencer, do you know of anyone that would want to harm Lauren Fogle, and why?"
"No, unless Deborah is so desperate to win that she would wipe out her only real competition." said Celeste.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Next was René Descartes. He looked sullen as his rights were read to him.
"No, I saw nothing." he said when asked about the refrigerator. "I had the honor of the main entrée for today's competition, and my lamb steaks were just short of a disaster. I was frantically trying to salvage them."
"Did you have a good relationship with Lauren Fogle?" asked Tanya.
"Oh yes... well, we were once dating, but now just friends." said René.
"What was the cause of the breakup?" asked Tanya.
"The same reason all my relationships break up." said Descartes bitterly. "Bruno Mensch. As soon as I began dating her, he moves in and begins fucking her. Not dating... no relationship, mind you... just fucking her. She would not have anything to do with me after he moved in on her."
"He was having sex with Deborah Gordon, as well, yes?" asked Phyllis.
"Mon Dieu, he had sex with every one of those women." spat Descartes. "He was fucking Deborah right in front of her husband, as if daring Alton to do something about it. In France, this is not the big deal, you know. And of course he was taking Lauren and even Celeste to his bed for his sexual pleasure."
"Did you date Celeste?" asked Phyllis.
"My heavens, no." said Descartes. "She and I have become friends, but nothing more. She was not interested in me early on, so I thought she was a lesbian. But Bruno was laying the pipe to her, as he was laying the pipe to all of the women, even Vanessa Brunson and the female sous-chefs."
"So I take it you and Bruno are not friends away from the kitchen." said Phyllis drily. "What about your working relationship?"
"Sacré bleu! that man and his cooking are trash! Pure garbage!" said Descartes. "He has gotten to where he is with his penis, and by stealing the ideas and recipes of others. The only reason he invited me into this competition is so he can steal my ideas."
"Then why are you competing?" asked Lt. Paul Price.
"How else can I get on television so others can see me?" replied René. "Mensch has all but destroyed my career with the network, keeping me off the air, killing every program I've tried to create for myself. So, when this is over, I will take myself elsewhere, and begin showing the world that Bruno Mensch is an auto mechanic, not a chef like me!"
"Does everyone else feel the same way about Bruno?" asked Molly.
"I do not know." said Descartes. "To speak ill of him gets back to him; there are spies everywhere. These catty women, Deborah, Lauren... they will do anything to get ahead, including telling lies about me so Bruno can go to the tabloids and spread filth!"
"So they all loved Bruno." said Phyllis deftly.
"Ah, non!" replied Descartes, who was getting a bit worked up, and Phyllis was using that to her advantage. He said "Alton hates Bruno. I am surprised he has not stabbed Bruno in the back... literally... while Bruno makes love with Deborah in front of that little cuckold. Lauren hated Bruno, too. She was putting out for him, but he knew if she did not win the contest, she would cut his balls off. Celeste... she was indifferent. She's indifferent to everything. I try to tell her to show more of the passion for the food, for the cooking, but... it is what it is. I don't think she has gotten over her son's death."
"Her son's death?" asked Phyllis.
"Yes, she asked me not to tell anyone." said René. "She said it was a hit and run car accident, very sudden."
"Aw, that's sad." said Tanya, then said to Phyllis. "That might be why she remembered my story."
"That could well be." said Phyllis. "Anyone have any more questions for Chef Descartes?" There were none.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vanessa Brunson looked composed and almost ready to get in front of a television camera as she sat down. Her rights were read to her from the card.
"So where were you before taking your places for the tasting?" asked Lt. Price.
"Bruno and I were in one of the staging rooms, which we use as a makeshift office." said Vanessa. "We were going over details of tomorrow's show."
"And that's all you did?" asked Phyllis incisively. "Just talked?"
"What are you insinuating, Agent Troy?" asked Vanessa, her face becoming an ugly frown.
"I'll make it clear." said Phyllis, with some authority in her voice. "Were you having sex with Bruno in those moments before coming out for the tasting?"
Vanessa stared down Phyllis, and found she was going to lose. She finally said "Yes, we had sex. With Bruno, it's like bullfighters having sex before going to the arena to fight the bull. When Bruno gets in the mood, he has to have a sexual release to get in the proper mood to go on television and before audiences."
"Okay, so when you returned to this area to get ready for the tasting," asked Tanya, "did you see anything at all out of the ordinary?"
"Nothing at all." said Vanessa.
Tanya continued: "You've been with the cooking network pretty much since it's inception, about ten years ago?"
"That's right." said Vanessa.
"So you know all of these chefs pretty well?"
"Very well." said Vanessa. I'm one of the producers of several of the shows. All of us on executive staff do vetting on the people who want to work on our network. The competition is fierce, almost crushing. And getting on the network is just the start; the chefs work like dogs to stay on top, to stay relevant and fresh. No disrespect to any of you, but you have no idea of the pressure they're constantly under."
"Oh, I dunno." said Tanya, glancing at Phyllis with a cherubic grin. "I've worked for the Iron Crowbar. But what I'd like to ask you about is each of these chefs that are here, including Bruno. What can you tell us about each of them? Bruno first."
"Bruno Mensch is a great man." said Vanessa. "You mentioned the Iron Crowbar, and I've heard of him and his reputation. Bruno is to the culinary world what the Iron Crowbar is to law enforcement. Bruno is demanding, a perfectionist, is never happy with his own work and always seeks to improve it. He loves the network as much as he loves being a chef, and we've made a great team.
"And before you ask, yes, he and I were lovers for several years." Vanessa went on. "Thought we might even tie the knot, but it just never happened. We're still great friends and like I said, our minds are very much alike on what we're doing with the network."
"Before you go further," said Phyllis. "You're aware that Bruno has sex with many other women?"
"Oh yes." said Vanessa. "And this might shock you, but even when we were dating, we had what would be described as an 'open' relationship. Yes, Bruno tries to get into every woman he sees. But I've had my... liaisons, as well. I find that a man's sexual performance in bed is a very good indicator of how good he will be with a television camera in his face and an audience of skeptical women watching his every move."
"So you've slept with Alton and René?" asked Phyllis.
"With René, yes." said Vanessa. "Very charming man, but very high-strung underneath. Alton came as part of the package with Deborah, so I didn't bother with him."
"Ahhh." said Phyllis. "That is interesting. So I apologize in advance for this question, but do you have similar relationships with the women?"
"No, I'm a man's woman." said Vanessa. "But many of our female chefs are lesbians or bisexuals, and a number of our male chefs are gay, so that's not an issue on our network."
"Of course not." said Phyllis. "So, and just speaking professionally, Bruno is a tough man to work for?"
"Demanding, yes." said Vanessa. "He has a reputation for being hard to work for, but in reality once you get used to him, he's not bad at all. You see that his demands are to get more out of you, to make you better and to strive for more. Hercule Le Fleur has worked with us for years, and has learned to just take Bruno's bitching and keep going."
"Alton and Deborah Gordon?" asked Tanya.
"Deborah is one of the most beautiful women we've ever had on our network, but she's also a really good chef." said Vanessa. "I think she does love her husband, but they do bicker in the kitchens while cooking. We have to keep them separated if we're filming the cooking. Alton... well, he's very knowledgeable about cooking, actually has a good screen presence. But he can be a prick at times, and there are times Bruno has yelled at him to just shut up when Alton gets sarcastic and starts running his trap."
"How did they arrive at your network?" asked Phyllis.
"We discovered Deborah doing a cooking show for a public access cable network, and we brought her in for an audition." replied Vanessa. "Bruno really wanted to bring her in, and she used that leverage to make us bring Alton in, also. But it's worked out okay."
"Would either of them have a reason for harming Lauren Fogle?" asked Phyllis.
"Not that I know of." said Vanessa. "Well... let me take that back. Deborah and Lauren were the top two in the running to win the grand prize, but I don't think Deborah is bad enough to kill over it. She's going to do very well whether or not she wins this competition."
"Okay, what about René Descartes?" asked Tanya.
"He came to us four years ago, right out of culinary school." said Vanessa. "He's very passionate about cooking, which comes through the camera very well, and he has some great concepts in his French-Asian Fusion cooking. But he and Bruno really do not like each other. I don't know if it's a German-French thing, or personalities, or what. But René has outright accused Bruno of stealing some of René's recipes and cooking ideas, and Bruno delights in seducing the women René dates."
"So why keep René?" asked Phyllis. "Obviously Chef Mensch is the cornerstone of your network; he's not going anywhere. And why would René even participate in this competition?"
Vanessa said "René has been the one sticking point between Bruno and myself. René is a good chef, and I would like to help him find a place where he's happy and thriving. Putting him in this competition will give him additional exposure that he hasn't gotten in the past, so I'm hoping it will all work out."
"But Bruno doesn't?" asked Phyllis.
"I think once René and Bruno are apart, things will calm down and they'll forget about each other." said Vanessa.
That makes one of us, thought Phyllis, but she continued: "So René had no issues with Lauren?"
"Not that I'm aware of." said Vanessa.
"Okay, Celeste Spencer." said Tanya.
"She came to us a couple of years ago." said Vanessa. "Applied as a sous-chef. We ran her through the cooking and prep tests, and found that she was not only great in organizing and doing the sous-chef things, but she had tremendous potential to be a top level chef, as well. I know René has tried to draw out her passion for cooking, which she seems to have but doesn't let it out; and Bruno has been encouraging her to explore her ideas and be more than she currently is. He all but insisted she be part of this competition."
"Does she have a chance to win it?" asked Phyllis.
"Probably not." said Vanessa. "She's not the most telegenic person, but Bruno has had her film some 'tips and tricks' spots for the network that have been really well received. But she would never be Deborah or Lauren in front of the camera."
"How is she with the other chefs?" asked Phyllis.
"She's not particularly outgoing, but she and René have a good rapport." said Vanessa. "And she and Lauren worked together well. She didn't seem to like Alton and Deborah, and while she's respectful of Bruno and works hard for him as his sous-chef on his programs, she hasn't been as responsive to him as other women are. We thought she might be a lesbian, but she slept with Bruno, too, so who knows."
"And Lauren herself?" asked Tanya. "And don't hold back; we need to know all we can about her, good or bad."
"I understand." said Vanessa. "Lauren was very beautiful, had a great on-camera personality. She had some problems with alcohol several years ago, which was holding her back. We sent her to rehab and got her cleaned up, and she really took off like a rocket after that. She was probably going to win this competition, and would've been featured even more on the network."
"Anyone else have any questions?" asked Tanya, looking at Paul Price.
"Just one." said Lt. Paul Price. "Vanessa, are you aware of any threats made not only towards Lauren, but maybe to Bruno Mensch, as well?"
"Uhh..." said Vanessa, a bit taken aback, "no, not that I'm aware of."
"Not even from Chef Descartes?" asked Price.
"Oh, no." said Vanessa, looking stunned at the very idea. "They don't get along, but I've never heard René pop off or threaten Bruno in any way."
Part 7 - Teutonic Revelations
Everyone took a potty break. Then Phyllis had Tanya go down the hallway for a moment of private conversation, saying quietly to Tanya "I called my son. He's going to have his Mouseketeers get data on everyone here, then bring the information over to us."
"Good." said Tanya. "But you know, I'd love to solve this one without the Iron Crowbar's help."
"He has expressed a strong interest in keeping himself out of this one." said Phyllis. "So your wish might well come true. So, how do you want to approach our questioning of Bruno Mensch?"
"Just like the rest of them." said Tanya. "And we'll see what shakes out and open new lines as we go along..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, now for the big one... Bruno Mensch." said Tanya, when everyone was reassembled.
"Pun not intended, I'm sure." said Phyllis. Molly burst out laughing.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"That's my phone." said Tanya. She took the call, and after a moment hung up.
"That was my lab people." Tanya said, as she took an iPad out of its pocket under the armrest of her wheelchair. "They're sending some preliminary reports, and Martha has sent a preliminary autopsy report which I'm told is shocking."
As Tanya set up, she got out her iPhone. "I'm going to use a personal hotspot. I don't trust the WiFi of this hotel." She set up, and soon was downloading the sent data. She and Phyllis perused it as everyone looked on.
"Okay." said Tanya. "First, the epi-pen. There were traces of blood on the needle. It's Lauren's blood type, but they're not sure if they can get a better match because there's not much blood there. Inside the epi-pen were traces of epinephrine, no surprise there, but there were also traces of sodium thiopental, a.k.a. sodium pentathol."
"Is that what stopped her heart?" asked Lt. Paul Price.
"Well, let's look at the autopsy." said Tanya. After a moment, she said "Humph!" in surprise.



"What is it?" asked Molly.
"Martha said what she always says, that she'll have to do more testing and get bloodwork results back," said Tanya, "but she said it looks like Lauren had an embolism, and that's what killed her... likely an air bubble was injected by the epi-pen, and when it got to her heart, it tore it up. She did find a small needle mark on Lauren's right hip, where the air bubble could've been injected through her pants and into her hip."
"That makes sense." said Phyllis. "We don't know exactly when she was injected, but if it was just before coming out to present her food, then she had a few minutes before the air bubble got to her heart. Sodium thiopental is very fast-acting, and should've knocked her unconscious immediately, and other fast-acting poisons would've worked quickly, as well. Slow-acting poisons might've given her time to realize something was wrong, to feel pain, and to react. An embolism fits very well, here."
"I have a question." said Detective German. "Would she not have felt the needle going into her and cried out or something?"
"It might not have hurt badly, or felt like she'd run into a tray's edge or something." replied Phyllis. "Or she could've cried out and no one noticed, and she just moved along to get herself in front of the judges."
"Anything else in the reports?" asked Lt. Paul Price.
"Expecting something else?" replied Tanya, fixing her eyes on him.
"I've been having an idea," said Price, "that there may have been more than one target."
"And you may be on to something." said Tanya. "Sodium thiopental is normally given intravenously, but one of the glasses of wine had appreciable quantities of it."
"Belonging to whom?" asked Molly.
Tanya looked up. "The one at Bruno Mensch's seat."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chef Bruno Mensch strode into the room as if he owned it. He came up to the chair indicated for him, and surveyed the group of Officers as he sat down. Lt. Paul Price read him his rights from the card.
"Chef Mensch," said Tanya, "we appreciate your speaking with us today, and even more your waiting. And we're sorry for your loss of your chef."
"How may I be of assistance to you today?" said Mensch, his voice strong and with a touch of harshness.
"Chef," said Phyllis Troy, "do you know of anyone who would want to harm Lauren Fogle?"
"No. She was a lovely woman." said Mensch. "I don't know why anyone would wish to kill her."
"What about the competition?" asked Molly Evans. "Big stakes on the line: his or her own show, working with you almost constantly and therefore gaining huge experience, and what was the prize fund?"
"The prize was $25,000." said Mensch. "These chefs make plenty more than that, as it is. Hardly an amount to kill over."
"So you think one of the chefs did it?" asked Phyllis. "Not one of the sous-chefs or network people?"
"I... I don't know, I suppose it could've been anyone." said Mensch. "Even me, though it wasn't."
"Let me ask a different question." said Lt. Paul Price. "Do you know of anyone who might want to harm you, and Lauren Fogle's death was intended to be yours?"
"I... I can hardly believe that." said Mensch. "Killing me does no one any good! The network would suffer if I were lost."
"What about personal animosities, Chef Mensch?" asked Price. "Maybe a scorned woman, or a jealous husband or boyfriend?"
The light of understanding began showing in Mensch's eyes as he said "Nein! That little Frog punk Descartes does not have it in him to try anything. And that puny cuckold Alton gets his rocks off watching me fuck his wife in front of him. And the women... haven't had any complaints about me, especially in bed." He made a point to look at each of the women in the room as meaningfully as he could.
"So you had no issues with Lauren Fogle yourself?" asked Phyllis.
"No, of course not." said Mensch. "I will tell you something else: Lauren was going to win the competition finale. She would have to literally serve us burnt toast to not win. Why would I bring her this far, and the network take care of her like we did, only to kill her? It does not make sense!"
"I've seen plenty of murders that do not make sense, Chef Mensch." said Tanya Perlman, somewhat severely. "At least on the surface." Mensch looked shocked for a second, then willed his face into passivity.
"So Deborah Gordon was not going to win?" asked Phyllis.
"Well, perhaps if Lauren had indeed served us the burnt toast," said Mensch, "then maybe Deborah would win. But you should know that behind the scenes, nothing is ever left to chance. These five were meant to be the finalists all along, and Lauren had proved herself and was going to be the winner."
"Mr. Mensch," said Lt. Paul Price, deliberately not giving him the 'Chef' title, "are you the father of Deborah Gordon's unborn child?"
"How the hell would I know?" asked Mensch, who then caught himself and calmed down. "Well... she has not said anything to me about that, so no, I have no way of knowing who the father of her child is. I've assumed it's her husband's, and if they are married when it is born, he's legally the father and obligated to it."
Tanya glanced over at Phyllis, who had pursed her lips and slightly nodded, as if seeing a puzzle piece falling into place. Then Phyllis noticed Tanya's glance and gave a barely perceptible shake of her head: she was not going to ask any questions to pursue that line of inquiry.
"So you are an integral part of the network, Chef Mensch?" asked Phyllis, derisiveness beginning to creep into her voice.
"Oh yes." said Mensch. "My programs are the highest rated, and I am one of the Executive Staff that decides everything."
"And Vanessa Brunson is the producer of your shows?" asked Phyllis.
"Yes." said Mensch. "We've worked together for many years. We were seriously dating at one time, but that dissolved into a friendship and a very good working relationship. We know what each other is thinking, and the high quality of our shows reflects that."
After a few more questions, they wrapped it up with Chef Mensch.
Part 8 - Iron Chef, Iron Crowbar, Iron Data
4:30pm, Friday, June 23d. After giving our names and SBI badge numbers to the NCPD Police Officer at the cordon to the now-restricted area of this wing of the Lakeside Inn & Suites, Cindy Ross and I came into the main room with two objects: a briefcase full of information, and a very large sack full of lunches from the Cop Bar.
"You guys eaten?" I asked, knowing they had not, which is why I brought the food. I take care of my people, and making sure my people get fed is the first item on the list. Napoleon Bonaparte himself said so.
"In all this excitement, I forgot all about eating." said Tanya, a sentiment shared by the rest of them. "Oh, hello Commander. How are you? And you, Cindy?"
"Wonderful, and you?" I replied. Tanya said she was doing well as I began handing out the to-go boxes of food: exceptionally delicious double cheeseburgers for Price, German, and Molly; and steak Caesar salads for Tanya and my mom.
Cindy hugged Tanya, my mom, and Molly and we greeted all the others. Then I suggested that I talk while they ate. We seated ourselves around the table.
"Okay, Mary really kicked ass getting us this stuff on all these people." I said. "But first, the autopsy: Martha confirmed it was an embolism from an injected air bubble that killed Lauren Fogle. There was virtually no sodium thiopental in her system, so those trace amounts in the epi-pen did not come from injecting that stuff into Lauren. There were also no other drugs in Lauren's system, but Martha says there were signs of chronic alcoholism."
"She was a recovering alcoholic." said my mother.
"According to Martha, I'm not sure how much she was 'recovering'." I replied. "I'll get to more on this later, but it appears Lauren never really stopped her drinking."
Lt. Price spoke up: "Maybe the sodium thiopental was injected into Bruno's wine, then the killer used the epi-pen to put an air bubble into Lauren."
"That's an idea." I said. "And if it holds, it means the killer knew how to re-charge an epi-pen."
"And maybe recharging it by shaking up some ice water then putting that in the epi-pen." said Tanya Perlman. As the water warmed up, the air came out and formed a bubble, which was then injected."
"That's an idea, also. You guys love to theorize." I said, and that was not really a compliment. I saw Molly arch her eyebrows, but she said nothing.
"Well, we did have a recent case involving an epi-pen." said Tanya. (Author's note: 'Lady Ironside'.) "So I've got some background knowledge from that."
"True enough." I said. "Okay, let's talk about these chefs. First, Alton and Deborah Gordon. Mary says their finances are separate and are relatively clean, they're making good money with the network, and most of their expenses on the road are covered by the network."
"Having said that, both have been building up some considerable reserves the last six months or so, and both have had some expenses." I continued. "Alton appears to be investing in a property in the Atlanta area, and a bit of digging showed it's for a restaurant. Meanwhile, Deborah has been paying lawyers in California for something."
"Ahhh." said Phyllis.
"What?" I asked.
"They both may be planning to leave the network." said my mother. "And I'll invoke a mother's prerogative to ignore your rule about theorizing without data, and suggest that Deborah is going to file for divorce from Alton, and Alton either knows it and is laying the groundwork for leaving the network, or he doesn't know and is still planning to leave the network."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "Okay, moving on. René Descartes. He's had some financial issues, especially the last year. It looks like he was trying to start up a couple of restaurants, one in New York City, and later one in Los Angeles. Both got stopped; it seemed he suddenly had problems with permits, especially liquor license applications being rejected. Mary got curious and glanced into that one, and it seems that local politicians overseeing those licenses have received very generous political contributions... from Bruno Mensch."
"Bruno's trying to stop René from opening a restaurant?" asked Molly. "Why? Seems he'd want René out the network and out of the way."
"Personal animosity?" asked Lt. Price. "They do seem to hate each other, and I suspect it goes both ways."
"I'm sorry, Lieutenant," said my mom, "but I am going to have to disagree with you. Bruno hates René, of that there is no doubt, but he takes it out on René by seducing René's women, and then making life hell on earth for René. But he always dangles carrots to keep René with the network, such as being in this competition. René does want to leave, but Bruno is doing all he can to stop it."
"Why?" asked Molly.
"Because René was correct." said my mom. "Bruno Mensch has been stealing recipes and ideas from René." 
"Well, that keeps René on the suspect list." said Tanya.
"And Bruno, too." said Detective German in a rare statement out loud. "If Lauren had some kind of proof Bruno was stealing ideas, he might've worked to silence her."
"All good ideas." I said. "Moving on: Celeste Spencer. Divorced several years ago, and we did find the record of her son's fatal accident in the City. Hit and run, remains unsolved to this day. She still owns the house in the City's southwestern suburbs, which she got from the divorce, and it's paid off. She has carried no debt, and had almost no expenses since joining the cooking network and traveling with Bruno and Vanessa's television crews.
I continued: "So it's odd that she fairly recently took out cash for $10,000, which triggered a bank notice to the Federal Government, and that money is not in any bank account of hers that we could find. No idea what the purpose of that withdrawal was."
"Bought a car?" asked Lt. Price.
"She doesn't own a car." I replied. "Network pays for Uber expenses when she flies into City Airport to get home, and they provide transportation while at other locations, filming their projects."
"When did that withdrawal occur?" asked Phyllis. I named the date.
"About the time they began filming the competition episodes." said Phyllis.
"Any ideas, Agent Troy?" asked Tanya, with her cherubic grin.
"Many ideas come to mind." said my mom. "But this is one where I'll follow my son's advice, and not theorize before getting more facts."
"Uh huh." I said quietly, with a sideways glance at my mom. "Okay, next up is Lauren Fogle herself. No real financial issues the past few years. The odd thing about her is that we could not find a scrap of anything about her past. She began working with the network about five years ago, but we could find no record of her education, whether college or culinary school, nor anything before that, like high school or even a birth certificate or passport in her name before joining the network."
"Many birth certificates are still in only paper form." said Lt. Price. "Especially if she were born in a rural area."
"But she has a passport." I said. "Usually a birth certificate is what gets us one of those, at least that's how I got mine." There was general agreement around the table.
"No record of her rehab stay?" asked my mother. "Anywhere?"
"No, and Mary did look specifically for that." I replied. "Anyway, Mary is going to dig deeper into that, and maybe Myron will take a shot at it." My mom, Tanya, and Molly knew that meant some serious hacking was about to happen.
"I'll ask Jack to look into it for us at the FBI level." Tanya said. "And that rehab thingy, too."
"I'd appreciate that help, too." I said. "Okay, Vanessa Brunson. She graduated from a New York college with a Journalism degree, and was a reporter for several stations in the New York City and Boston areas. Then she was one of the initial people that started up the cooking network, with Bruno Mensch and some others. They have a number of producers of shows, but Vanessa has always been the producers of Bruno's shows."
"Considering they were dating, that's not a surprise." said Lt. Price.
"Even beyond that, they have a very close working relationship." said my mother. "A symbiosis, like the Iron Crowbar and his various 'Angels'." That made Cindy and Tanya smile... especially Tanya. They fist-bumped as I continued:
"Vanessa's finances are so entangled with the network's, that it's going to take some work to separate them. Her prosperity is pretty much tied to the network's, so if they fail, she could face disaster. Just between all of us and the crowbars, she got poor legal advice, and has not kept herself separate enough from the network. She has one bank account, but pays everything through the network and then reimburses them for personal stuff. Nothing else jumps out, but Christopher Purvis is going to help the Mouseketeers with it; he's not 'The Abacus', but he's not bad at financial crimes."
"And while I'm on this subject," I said, "I'll mention the network's finances. There's been ebb-and-flow over the last ten years, but in the past year things have started to drop some. That may be attributed to the paradigm changes in the media and content worlds, and the disruption of cable packaging. Cooking networks usually do very well vis-a-vis other genres, but this network has had a big ramp-up of extra spending costs the last few months, and those chickens may be coming home to rrrrroost."
"Explains why they want fresh programming." said Molly. "And to the point they still want to do tomorrow's filming, even with Lauren's body hardly cold yet." Everyone nodded in agreement.
"Okay, last but not least, Bruno Mensch." I said. "Very similar story to Vanessa's... he's tied into the network, heart and soul. But he has separate accounts not connected to the network, and he's made a fortune in book sales, appearance fees, his own restaurants, and other bonuses. And Mary checked for something else... paternity suits. He's never had one lodged against him. Ever."
"Does that mean anything?" asked Lt. Price.
"Oh yes." said my mother. "It could mean a great deal. A very great deal." We all peered at her, but no more would she say on the subject.
Part 9 - Shots in the Dark
"Okay, Vanessa," said Lt. Molly Evans, "you can order for the event tomorrow. There will be very tight security, and we're considering not allowing an audience, or having a very small one."
"That'll be fine." said Vanessa. "Thank you. And let us know if we can help you in any way."
"Oh you can." Molly said. "And that's about to happen now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lt. Evans took charge as she stood before the group of chefs and sous-chefs and network personnel.
"You all were going to be here tonight, anyway." said Molly. "So this should bring no additional expense to you. Tonight... you will be allowed to stay in your rooms, but you cannot leave them. You are all considered persons of interest in Lauren Fogle's death."
"Are we under arrest?" snarled Alton Gordon. "Are you detaining us? Where is your warrant to hold us?"
Lt. Paul Price, spoke up, his voice harsh: "We're trying to make this as easy as possible on everyone. If you want to go the route of warrants, we can and will make that happen. And if you don't want to agree to stay in your hotel rooms, we have jail cells ready and waiting for you to hold you overnight."
"If we're being detained, I want a lawyer!" shouted Alton. "And I want to see a warrant!"
"It's right here." said a very tall, broad-shouldered man in black shirt and pants, wearing a light beige trenchcoat... and carrying the unmistakeable implement from which his nickname was derived: a red crowbar. A tremor of murmurs went through the room.
I showed Alton the warrant. "All of your names are on it. As Lieutenant Price said, you can work with us and stay here, or you can sleep in jail overnight. For those of you who don't know me, I am SBI Inspector Donald Troy, and I am assisting these Officers in their investigation of Chef Fogle's murder. Mr. Gordon, if you want that lawyer, you'll be escorted to the Police Station to talk with him or her, and you'll remain there overnight... in a jail cell. Lt. Price, Lt. Evans?"
"There will be Police Officers on the hallways of your bloc of rooms." said Molly. "If you need anything, you can ask them. Room service will be delivered at no additional cost from normal dining room prices; you should thank the Hotel for their generosity in doing that. But once you go into your rooms, we expect you to stay there until tomorrow morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once everyone was in their rooms and the NCPD and Nextdoor County Deputies were in their places of overwatch, we Detectives had a meeting. I was brought up to speed on everything. Tanya took charge.
"Okay," she said, "Commander Troy's dislike of idle speculation notwithstanding, let's go around the horn and get some ideas. Paul?"
Lt. Price said "I'm still wondering if Bruno was not the actual target, and Ms. Fogle somehow just got in the way and wasn't the intended victim. I know this sounds crazy, but maybe she was stabbed with the epi-pen by accident, and the sodium thiopental in Bruno's wine was meant to kill or incapacitate him."
"German?" asked Tanya.
"I don't have any answers yet." said German. "But I sure do have a lot of questions for the next round of interviews with these people."
"Don't we all." said Tanya. "Molly?"
"With all due respect to Paul," said Molly, "I do think Lauren might've been the target, or one among two. Maybe she knew something she wasn't supposed to, and was silenced for it. It's... weird."
"Phyllis?" asked Tanya.



"Oh, we definitely need more data." said my mom. "There are a couple of things I'm going to check on, and by morning I should have a few extra questions for Detective German to ask on my behalf."
"Don?" asked Tanya.
"I walked in late to this party." I said. "No ideas at this time."
"That's a first." said Tanya. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction, eliciting a beautiful, cherubic grin. "Cindy?" asked Tanya.
"Oh gosh, it's embarrassingly easy." Cindy replied. "It's obvious who did it."
"What?!" sprang a chorus of everyone... except my mom.
Cindy grinned. "I'm just kidding. I have no clue. I just said that to make my sister jump out of her chair." Laughter broke out.
"Don, can I borrow your crowbar?" asked Molly, who then bored into her younger sister as she said "After all, I understand that red crowbar won the Police Boxing Matches."
"Oooooooo, ouch!" I gasped out through laughter. I then looked at Cindy, who was halfway between anger and amusement, and said "I do believe that is Molly 1, Cindy 0."
"It's about to be Cindy 2, Don and Molly 0." Cindy said, a green crowbar being waved in our general directions. "Okay, Tanya, what's your assessment?"
"I'm kind of liking the angle where Bruno was an intended target." said Tanya. "Maybe in addition to Lauren, or instead of her. A lot of people had reason to kill him; very few had reason to kill her, that we know of as of yet."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After our roundtable discussion, we left the Hotel. My mother and I went to Molly's condo with her. Tanya was being driven back to her home; she'd been offered a hotel room by the Hotel, but she had long since discovered that even the best handicapped-equipped hotels were more difficult to deal with than being at home. Cindy caught a ride with Tanya. German and Price went to their respective homes.
Molly and my mom filled me in on all the conversations from earlier in the day as I played with Ross and Ian. The boys were very excited to see Daddy and Grandma at their home, and I was happy to be able to spend this time with them.
"It's an interesting case." said Molly. "We actually have plenty of motives to go with the obvious means and opportunities."
"True." I said. "Mom, what data do you need?"
"I'm getting it now." said my mom as worked on her iPad. I saw that she was downloading previously aired shows of the cooking competition.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It took a while, and it caused my back some pain, but I ran Ross and Ian ragged until they tired out. They had been way too excited to get to sleep if I had not done that. But once that was done, bath time and putting them to bed was relatively simple.
After putting them to bed and kissing them goodnight, we pulled out the sofa-bed for my mom and made it up. Molly had offered my mom her (Molly's) bedroom, but Phyllis had not only declined, but said "I know you two want to get to bed and work on another baby. So you go on to bed."
I obeyed my mother's instructions. I took Molly's hand in mine and led her to her bedroom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vanessa Brunson had not gone to her room, but to Bruno's room with him. "Well, it looks like I'm stuck here all night. Whatever shall we do with the time?" she said flirtatiously.
"I will make love to you until you cry out for me to stop." said Bruno. It did not take long for them to strip naked in front of each other. Then Vanessa lay back onto the bed, and Bruno mounted her, his fingers finding her sopping wet cunt and diddling her as their tongues twined in a hot, deep kiss.
"I have to have you." said Bruno after a few minutes, as he mounted the lovely brunette. Vanessa guided the Teutonic Chef's seven inch cock to her honey hole, and Bruno shoved forward.
"Ohhhhh!" gasped Vanessa. "That is soooo fucking good! Fuck me, baby, fuck me like the man you are!"
Bruno began shoving his meat into Vanessa with almost savage ferocity, fucking her with long, hard, deep strokes. Vanessa's legs raised up and back to accommodate him as they rutted hotly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've got a surprise for you." said Molly as we stripped each other naked and got ready to go to bed. She took out a pair of brown suede pumps, with very high heels. "I haven't worn these yet. Why don't we break them in... tonight?"
"Sounds like a great idea." I said as I watched her slip her sexy feet into them. She then lay on her back on the bed, her legs in the air, posing for me for maximum effect. And that effect was indeed 'maximum'. My 7.5 inch cock was iron hard, and throbbing with lust. I eased onto the bed with Molly and began to play with her pussylips as we made out hotly like teenagers.
"I need it now, Don." Molly whispered. "Get on me and give it to me!" I answered her request by mounting her and easing my cockhead into her labes, then pushing forward. "Oh, yes!" Molly cried out. Then she hushed herself. "Oh, we have to be quiet; your mom's right outside."
"I think my mom knows what we're doing in here." I said as I began to slowly pump in and out of the lovely blonde's pussy with long, deep strokes. "It's probably not the first time she's heard someone fucking."
Molly burst out laughing, then sighed as I began to thrust hard and deep into her. I then settled down on top of her, our bodies pressed together as I undulated my ass back and forth in a fast, hard rhythm. Molly groaned as she wrapped her legs around my back. I reached down and took the cheeks of her fine ass into my hands, squeezing her glutes as I pumped her sweet pussy in deliciously sinful adultery...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Several hours later, I heard movement in the living room. I put on my pants and went out. My mom was sitting on the sofa-bed, still watching her iPad.
"Son," she said, seeing me, "come over here. Sit down and watch this." I did so, taking the iPad and pressing the button to start the video.
It was the episode where Chef Lauren Fogle had just won the competition. As Bruno and Vanessa were congratulating her, she had tears running down her face.
"It's... it's so unbelievable." Lauren was gushing. "I just want to thank you and the network for staying with me, helping me through those really bad times... and now I've got a second chance to use my talents and show the world what I can do!" The audience roared with applause as Lauren and Vanessa hugged, then Bruno and Lauren hugged.
"Is that important?" I asked.
"Oh, very much, son." my mom said. "I would even suggest it is the final puzzle piece to solving this case." I might've gasped in surprise at my mother's words...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The NCSD Deputy was an older man in his sixties, nearing retirement age. Nextdoor County had a lot fewer Officers than the TCPD did, and so he'd been pressed into guard duty. As he sat in the corner of the hallway that led to the rooms of the chefs, he yawned and then his eyes closed for a moment.
He barely felt the sting of the needle into the back of his neck. He looked around, but saw only darkness... the lights of the hallway had gone out. Within a minute, he was unconscious from the injection of sodium thiopental.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh ja, oh ja, ja, ja!" gasped Bruno as he pumped his cock in and out of Vanessa's sperm-sloppy cunt. He was near his climax, which would be his third of the night, and he rolled himself and Vanessa over... right off the side of the bed and onto the floor.
Vanessa was giggling as she landed on top of Bruno, but he swiftly turned her over so she was on her back.
"So you won't kick me out of bed unless you want to do it on the floor?" she said with a giggle, teasing him.
"Shut up, bitch. I am going to fuck the shit out of you right here on the floor." Bruno snarled. He began to fuck her harder.
Neither heard the door open, and the total darkness of the room was matched by the darkness of the hallway. They did not see the person entering the room raise and extend an arm, then squeeze the trigger of the revolver four times.
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
To be continued.
Readers, you have seen the clues that Phyllis Troy has seen. Does your solution match hers? Who murdered Chef Fogle? And maybe Bruno and Vanessa? Answers coming...
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Part 10 - Crime Scene Investigation
3:15am, Saturday, June 24th. Molly, my mother, and I arrived at the Lakeside Inn & Suites. Cindy and Tanya were on their way, in separate vehicles.
When we got there, we were escorted to the hotel room of Bruno Mensch. He and Vanessa Brunson had been escorted to another room. A Deputy Sheriff was still unconscious, and had been transported to University Hospital. Lt. Paul Price was already in the hotel room, and Detective German got there just after us.
We were waiting for Crime Lab personnel to arrive from my County. I took a lightning inventory of the room. A five-shot revolver, .38 Special caliber, was lying on the floor at the foot of the bed. Four shots had been fired into the bed.
"The circuit breaker controlling the lights was shut off," said Lt. Price, "but the room key system still worked; it's on another circuit. Bruno and Vanessa were interviewed separately, and their stories match: they were having sex and had rolled off the bed onto the floor, then suddenly all hell broke loose and they heard some deafening sounds."
"They get the full sound blast when they're in front of a revolver and not behind it." I said. "They're lucky they weren't killed."
"Commander," said Lt. Price, "do you think they might have staged this?"
"The thought has crossed my mind." I said.
"No, this was not staged." said my mother. "It was an attempt to kill Bruno, maybe both of them."
"How do you know?" asked Price, looking skeptical.
"Tell you what," I said, "let's get the videographers and photographers in here to record the scene. Then I want someone with an evidence bag to be ready to receive the shells from that revolver. I suspect the revolver was wiped down; I am praying the shooter forgot to wipe down the bullet cartridges and left us an Easter egg."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Crime Lab people came, they marked evidence, including the bullet holes in the sheets and the bed, then everything was photographed. Then I carefully picked up the revolver with a pencil and analyzed it for prints with the special dust and the UV app on my Police iPhone. What people may not realize is that the camera on the back of the iPhone does not see non-visible light, but the one in front (where you'll see yourself) does. Try it with your TV remote.
But I digress: there were no prints. Then, wearing latex gloves, of course, I opened the revolver and emptied the shells onto the floor, then applied the dust. Fingerprints appeared!
"Outstanding!" I exclaimed as I took photos of the prints and sent those off to the FBI database as well as the State Crime Lab's database. A name came back just moments later.
"Exactly who you said it was, Mom." I said, showing her the name on my iPhone screen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya Perlman arrived with a 'guest': FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"You wanted me to come, also?" Jack asked me as we shook hands.
"Yes." I said. "We have some side issues about this case that might touch the Federal level." I then introduced Muscone to the NCPD Officers that did not know him. Then I showed Tanya and Cindy the evidence from the cartridges.
"It doesn't make sense." said Tanya. "Or is the killer of Lauren Fogle a different person?"
"No, it's the same person." said my mother. "Why don't we gather them together, and have a little conversation with them."
My mom will never admit it, but she has a flair for the dramatic. And no telling who just might have inherited those traits from her. Perhaps a granddaughter with a dislike of stringbeans...
Part 11 - The Gathering
"It was crazy!" Bruno Mensch all but shouted in the main room, the room where Lauren's death had taken place. "Just out of nowhere, BANG!" Bruno was half dressed, wearing a t-shirt and pants. Vanessa had put her dress back on, but had no bra or panties, and her large breasts were bouncing beneath the dress, to the great pleasure of many male police officers (and perhaps one platinum blonde female Officer).
"Oh, you poor dear." said Celeste to Vanessa, who was looking pale and shocked. "Did you see anything?"
"No, it was just... chaos. Horrifying." said Vanessa. She continued to stare forward in introspection.
Just then, Alton and Deborah were escorted in, followed by Hercule Le Fleur and René Descartes. "What the hell is going on with you people?" snarled Alton as they came in. "You tell us we're being detained, now you rout us out of our beds at three o'clock in the morning---"
He was interrupted by Lt. Molly Evans, who was holding a borrowed red crowbar as she approached him. "I have just one thing to say about your mouth, Mr. Gordon." Molly warned. "Close it." Gordon shut up.
"What did happen?" asked Deborah. She was beautiful even without makeup, almost glowing despite being sleep-tousled.
"Someone tried to shoot Bruno and Vanessa." said Celeste. "It's sheer luck they're still alive."
"Now that you're all here," said Tanya Perlman, "let's begin. We've brought you here to discuss what happened, and to reveal who murdered Lauren Fogle. Agent Troy?"
"Troy... which Troy?" asked Bruno.
"Coincidence, Agent Troy?" Celeste said, looking at my mother an then at me, back and forth. "Coincidence, hell. I'll be damned if you're not the Iron Crowbar's mother."
"And I'm damned proud of the fact that she is my mother." I said resolutely to the stunned group. "Mom, why don't you explain things to us?"
"Certainly, son." said Phyllis, turning to the group. "First... Deborah! Who is the father of your baby?"
"Whaaa?" gasped Deborah, as the others gasped.
"That's one hell of an offensive question!" shouted Deborah's husband Alton.
"Oh please, Mr. Gordon, spare me the play-acting. I've seen much, much better." said Phyllis. "You sit there and watch Bruno Mensch take your wife and have sexual intercourse with her, and often, but you pretend to be shocked at my question? No, it just won't do. Mrs. Gordon, if you please?"
"I don't know who the father is, not for sure." said Deborah.
"I think you do." said Phyllis. "And I think you know it's not your husband's, nor is it Bruno Mensch's love child. And that leaves only a few options, so I'll guess that René is the father."
Amidst the gasps, the look in Deborah's face was one of 'damn you for revealing that!'. René looked openly shocked as he looked over at Deborah.
"Yes, it's true." Deborah admitted with asperity. "I make Alton wear condoms, and Bruno is shooting blanks." The mighty Teutonic Chef bowed his head with a pained expression on his face.
"And if Lauren knew that, and was going to tell Bruno..." said Lt. Price.
"It would certainly be dramatic." said my mother. "I did want to clear that up, in the child's interest, and in René's interest, of course. But let's continue. Let me first state that Lauren's death was intentional, and that she was very much the target. Let's start at the beginning. About six years ago, a young woman named 'Cynthia Jensen' was discovered by Vanessa and Bruno---"
"Who?" asked Alton. "No 'Cynthia Jensen' ever worked for or with us."
"You would not realize it, as you came to the network later." said Phyllis. "Cynthia showed great promise as a chef, and of course Chef Mensch here was very attracted to her beauty. But she had a problem: she drank. A lot. And one night, she got a DUI... after running over a boy on his bicycle and driving away from the scene of the accident."
"It was a brutally ugly scene, too." continued Phyllis severely. "According to Police reports, the boy and his bike were dragged over 200 feet, and the car never applied the brakes. What was left was so mangled that the Police would not let the child's mother see him; his identity was confirmed through a mitochondrial DNA test."
Celeste Spencer's head was bowed, and tears were flowing form her face. "Mon Dieu! Celeste..." said René Descartes who was sitting next to her. "Was that your son? Say it is not so!"
Celeste nodded, her head still bowed low. "Yes, it was my son. My only child..." René took the sobbing woman into his arms.
"What does this mean?" asked Deborah. "Did Celeste..."
"Let us continue." said Phyllis. "Two executives of the network made a decision. They hired lawyers to make sure any charges for vehicular homicide were pled down and not applied. Then they sent the driver to rehab, then worked with a corrupt politician to get her name changed. Even more, they gave her a whole new identity, which included a passport. 'Cynthia Jensen' ceased to exist, and 'Lauren Fogle' came into being."
Phyllis looked sternly at Vanessa and Bruno as she said "Lauren did well very well with the network, didn't she? Cleaned up the alcohol abuse, at least enough to get by. She was kept off the air for a while, so that she would not be recognized, but Bruno was training her for the day she would be able to return. And that was to culminate this year, in the current competition. But that is also what led to her death. Lt. Evans, would you show the video, please?"
Molly brought out the computer and put it on the table. The playing of Lauren winning her contest was shown.
"That's when you decided to kill Lauren, isn't it, Celeste? Maybe it was when you realized Lauren had run over your son?" asked Phyllis.
Celeste looked over at Tanya. "I meant it when I said it was wonderful that you were able to save your son, Captain Perlman." she said. "And I would've given my legs, I would've given anything to have been able to be there to save my son. But I was not there, I did not have that chance." Tears were flowing down Tanya's face... and Cindy's, as well.
Celeste went on: "That... that bitch was going on about the second chance she was getting, and the opportunity to use her talents! But did my little boy ever have the chance to show his talents? To even grow up? No, that drunk bitch mowed him down, didn't even have the decency to stop or try to help. She just drove off! And then the Police were paid to 'lose' the evidence; she was only charged with DUI. And these two shameful slugs..." she was pointing at Vanessa and Bruno "... they sent her to rehab, they paid off people to cover up what she did to my little boy..."
Celeste had something in her hand. She tossed it to me. It was a jump drive. "There, Commander Troy." she said as I caught it. "There's the proof you need of their cover-up. You took down Pastor Westboro, Please take down these bastards for what they did to cover up for the murderer of my son!"
"Now just a fucking minute!" snarled Vanessa.
"Your rights were read to you yesterday." I said coldly to Vanessa. "I would really suggest you exercise those rights right about now, especially the ones about remaining silent."
"We've done nothing wrong." said Vanessa.
"You BITCH!" yelled Celeste. She got up and ran at Vanessa, attacking her. She managed to put a deep scratch on Vanessa's lovely face before Officers pulled her off. They took the sobbing, yelling Celeste out of the room.
"That is terrible! Disgusting!" shouted René, at Brunson and Mensch. "You are truly pigs!" Then he turned to Phyllis and asked "Can you prove Celeste killed Lauren?"
"Unfortunately, yes." said Phyllis. "I have a son, who I've seen lying in hospital beds nearly dead, the payment for stopping some of the most dangerous criminals in the world, and nothing I can do to help him, except pray. I feel for Celeste... but there is a trail of evidence that a Jury is going to find compelling."
I was a bit shocked by my mother's words; it was the first time she'd ever spoken of her own pain in our wars against Crime.
"Is Celeste the bitch that shot at us?" asked Vanessa, who was holding up a handkerchief to her bleeding face.
"Maybe." I said. "But that's not proved beyond a reasonable doubt yet. So all of you will return to your rooms and remain there until morning. And separate rooms, Bruno and Vanessa. Which will be under a more watchful guard..."
Part 12 - Aftermath
"Once we knew where to look," said Jack Muscone, "it wasn't hard to find. Vanessa paid with network money. Notations were made, the amounts match to campaign contributions. They crossed State lines with the wire payments. I'm ready to squeeze some people until they yelp."
Muscone, Cindy, and I were meeting with John Jones, the U.S. Attorney, who had come over from the City. It was 7:00am, Saturday, June 24th. Celeste's data had been good enough for 'probable cause', and I'd spent the last two hours amassing more data. Now we were presenting it to Jones, the black U.S. Attorney I'd worked with before, during the Susan Wexler case.
"Also," I added, "the recent cost run-ups at the network were actually Bruno and Vanessa funneling that money into offshore bank accounts. My people have some solid evidence on that. Fraud and embezzlement crossing State and National lines."
"It's thin." said Jones. "We're going to have a tough time proving it. We usually don't waste time trying to prosecute cases we're more likely to lose than win." Jack and I looked at each other, knowing it was a longshot.
"But..." said Jones, "I am sick and tired of these bigwig corporations running roughshod over people. I'll tell you right now, I don't know if we can win this in Court... but I'm willing to give it a shot. These bastards need to be taken down a notch."
"We'll do what we can to shore it up." said Muscone. "In the meantime, let's get a Federal warrant. I know the Iron Crowbar wants to make an arrest or two."
I turned to Cindy. "Call Priya, on her personal line, and get her here for an exclusive perp walk. Once she's here, and John Hardwood is not, then you can tell Bettina. She's been camping out in the lobby."
"They gave her a room, but I'll tell her." Cindy said, getting out her cellphone to call Priya.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vanessa and Bruno were brought to the main room. Agents of the Law awaited them.
"Ms. Brunson, Mr. Mensch, I am Special Agent Martin Nash of the FBI." said Nash. "We have warrants for your arrests, for conspiracy, embezzlement, and for wire fraud across State lines and national borders."
"What is this?" Bruno roared. "Are you kidding?"
"Just shut up, Bruno." said Vanessa. "They'll never prove a thing. Just keep your mouth shut."
"But what about the network? My shows?" asked Bruno.
"Oh, you might can do a cooking special from the kitchen at the Federal prison." I said. Bruno looked daggers at me. "But your network... they've got financial issues. And those issues are about to get worse. Big scandals about to hit."
Nash escorted the handcuffed Vanessa, whose scratch was going to leave a permanent scar on her face. I escorted Bruno out, also handcuffed. When we hit the front doors, the blast of a full-fledged Media feeding frenzy exploded on them. Priya and Bettina were yelling questions at them. And the good part was that the entire Nation, maybe the World, was going to see this perp walk.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Celeste Spencer sat in the Interrogation Room of Nextdoor County Police Headquarters, and Molly, my mother, and I were looking in on her through the one-way glass.
"René was right." said Molly. "It really is going to be tough to prove."
"No, it's going to be straightforward enough." said my mom. "It's circumstantial, but there are so many strong links in the chain. And she all but admitted it, as well."
"She didn't admit it." I said sourly. "A good defense attorney can create reasonable doubt. What we do have are the prints on the cartridges of the weapon used to shoot at Bruno and Vanessa. That's the Prosecution's lynchpin. Molly, is your county's D.A. up to the task?"
"He's no Paulina Patterson," said Molly, "but he's pretty good. I guess we'll find out."
"What do you think will happen to her?" asked my mother.
"She'll undergo psychiatric evaluation." I said. "She'll probably be considered fit to stand trial, but could go for an insanity defense at her trial. But that's confessing guilt, and a good defense attorney will have to make that determination. She will need a very good attorney."
"Do they really have a chance to convict Vanessa and Bruno?" Molly asked.
"I don't know, but I'll be helping work on it." I said. "Celeste, I can feel empathy for. Those two slugs? Not one bit. Not... one... bit."
Part 13 - Solution
Sunday, June 25th. We gathered at The Cabin in the late afternoon for the 'solution party'. We didn't call it a 'victory party', as we didn't feel like we'd really won a victory, nor did we want to celebrate.
Present were: me, Laura, Carole, Jim, Molly, Ian, Ross, my mom Phyllis, Tanya Perlman, Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, Cindy Ross, Callie Carrington, Teresa Croyle, Todd Burke, little Doug, little Todd, little Jack Burke, Lt. Paul Price, Detective German, Chief Griswold, and his friend, NCPD Chief Malden. And Buddy and Bowser, of course.
After a big dinner of steaks and salads, the steaks cooked on the grill by Chef Crowbar (me) and Chef Todd, we settled down to hear the explanation of my mother's solution to the case.
"I would not call it 'simple'," said my mom, "but it was pretty straightforward once I determined a few things. Let's start at the beginning: Chef Fogle passed out suddenly and died in front of us. Her heart was not beating, and the defibrillator did nothing to help. That suggested poison, but it turned out to be an air bubble and an embolism. But at that moment, I had the idea that Chef Fogle was the actual target of the killer."
"How did you deduce that?" asked Lt. Price.
"Put yourself in the killer's place." said Phyllis. "If you were going to kill Chef Mensch or one of the other chefs, then that chef would have been the one dropping dead. No one else was affected, so I dismissed some kind of poison that everyone might've ingested. So even without data on exactly how the crime was committed, I was already watching for clues that Chef Fogle was the target."
"And this was confirmed to me within a few moments," continued Phyllis, "when the epi-pen was found. It would be monstrous odds for an epi-pen meant for someone else to be accidentally injected into Chef Fogle; I immediately dismissed that. So I felt very sure that Lauren Fogle was the target."
"As we interviewed everyone," said Phyllis, "some useful data began coming out. It was Hercule Le Fleur that said the dessert chef handled the place-settings and the water and wine. The dessert chef would be the last to go; most people are not like Don as a child, when he would try to eat dessert first." There was some laughter, then Phyllis continued: "And when Chef Mensch introduced us to Chef Celeste Spencer, he said that she was the chef that would be last to go."
"So," said Phyllis, "despite her very nice, and I believe heartfelt, comments to Captain Perlman about little Pete surviving that attack upon him, I was already looking at her skeptically. And her own comment to Tanya was an added clue: why would she remember what had happened so well? I did not know what it was, but it suggested to me that she had a strong reason for being drawn to Tanya's story and for remembering it so well." Tanya nodded, looking a bit sad.



"As we interviewed everyone," said Phyllis, "everyone was asking or answering about Chef Mensch and relations with him. I certainly allowed that train of thought to depart the station, as it would give the killer the mistaken thought that we were on the wrong trail. I was trying to learn of a motive to kill Chef Fogle, and it began coming in bits and pieces: she'd had past problems with alcohol, there was no data on her earlier than coming to the network, and this later became an even more obvious thing."
"And Celeste had lost her son." Phyllis said. "At this point I used some imagination and considered that Lauren had borne some responsibility for Celeste's son's death. And when Don brought us the information from his wonderful Mouseketeers, the answers were in front of me like a flashing neon sign: Lauren had had a DUI and it had been covered up, right around the time Celeste lost her son. It was no great stretch to wonder if Lauren had been drunk, ran over Celeste's son... and the network covered it up to the point they gave her a whole new identity."
"More clues came rapidly." continued Phyllis. "Celeste had an unexplained withdrawal of $10,000. Could this have been to pay a private investigator to find out for certain that it was Lauren who killed Celeste's son, and perhaps to get the proof that the network had covered up for Lauren?"
"Did Celeste know Lauren was her son's killer when she came to the network?" asked Lt. Price.
"No, it doesn't appear that is the case." Phyllis said. "And that was one of the questions I was seeking to answer that evening. I believe that when Lauren won the earlier competition and was gushing about her second chance, it occurred to Celeste what it was that the network had Lauren move past. And that's when the money came out of Celeste's account... when that episode was filmed, not when it was aired but when it was filmed."
"So I reviewed that episode," said my mom, "and asked myself how I'd feel hearing that the woman that had run over my son and left his mangled body there after dragging it 200 feet to a horrible, brutal death, then hearing that woman gushing about her second chance and her abilities as a chef. I'd probably want to use a crowbar on that person."
"So would I." said Phyllis's son, that being me. There was general agreement.
"I can only imagine what Celeste was feeling." said my mother. "But from that moment on, Lauren was doomed. The P.I. she hired probably supplied her with an epi-pen, and showed her how to recharge it. Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money even for a P.I., it's not too much of a stretch to believe that is what she had to pay to obtain that help."
"But what about Chef Mensch?" asked Lt. Price. "There was sodium thiopental in his wine, there were plenty of people that wanted him dead..."
"And I never eliminated the possibility that he also was being targeted." Phyllis replied. "But the sodium thiopental in his drink was not a good way to kill him. It's usually given intravenously, directly into the bloodstream, to cause unconsciousness. Chef Bruno likely would've tasted something in his wine and not drunk any more, and even if he downed the wine in one gulp, it would take far more time to be ingested into his bloodstream. Last but not least, that wine glass could have been exchanged with one of the other judges, greatly increasing the factor of chance."
"Ergo, I considered that to be a blind, leading us away from the true facts of the case." Phyllis said. "If Bruno passes out, we'd have really been looking at him, and not at Lauren as the intended victim, and we would have been fooled."
"And members of the Crowbar Clan are not fooled easily." replied Tanya, not realizing how astute her words were.
"Oh, noooo." said Phyllis. "As my son likes to say, we cannot allow the criminals to think they are dealing with Agencies of the Weak Minded. But to continue... I did consider that Celeste might've tried to take out Bruno at the same time as Lauren, because she considered the network's cover-up of Lauren's vehicular homicide to be just as murderous as the actual incident. And sure enough, she tried to kill Bruno and Vanessa later that night, by the much more conventional means of gunfire. Only because Bruno and Vanessa fell out of bed while having sex were they saved."
"They were lucky." I said. "And we were lucky that Celeste forgot to wipe her fingerprints off the bullet cartridges, though she'd wiped down the gun itself and only handled it with gloves."
"So what's going to happen to Celeste Spencer?" asked Martin Nash. My mom deferred to me.
"She's going to undergo psychiatric evaluation." I said. "If she'd just murdered Fogle, she might have an insanity defense. But the attempt on Bruno and Vanessa... cutting out the lights, knocking out the Deputy, having the gun, etc., shows premeditation. So we'll just have to see how it goes."
"Well, I shouldn't feel this way," said Tanya, "but I think it's very sad. Especially for Celeste."
"Which was worse? What Lauren did? Or what Vanessa and Bruno did to cover it up?" asked Laura.
"Lauren took a life." I said. "But it would've been vehicular homicide, not premeditated murder. What Vanessa did in covering it up so that Lauren paid no penalty... and I suspect Vanessa was far more the lead on that than Bruno was... that to me seems to be the worse thing." Almost everyone agreed. Almost everyone.
Part 14 - Aftermath
The party broke up into smaller groups. I talked with Jack Muscone in the front room while Teresa talked with Tanya on the back deck. Everyone else was in the greatroom.
"It looks like the black groups are not killing each other anymore." said Muscone. "But they're starting to organize, and by that I mean politically organize, again. We're getting the idea that there's a central force behind it."
"Like the 1960s." I said. "The Soviets later admitted they organized all the Counterculture groups, basically planting the seeds that was fueled by the mob mentality. Superior Bloodlines made the mistake of doing that, but in an improper way. But whoever is behind the black militant groups... is going to get the fires started, then back away and watch the mobs go berserk on us."
"You're right." said Jack. "What we're getting wind of now is that black groups want to protest July 4th, and say it's a day of 'White Racism'. They're calling the Founding Fathers racists and slaveholders, and saying the Constitution is a pro-slavery document which should be scrapped."
"The party never stops." I said.
"What's your view on all this racism, Don?" asked Jack. "Just out of my own curiosity. How do you really feel about it, just between us?"
It is never 'just between us', I thought to myself, with anyone or anything. But I gave Jack my truthful opinion.
"Jack," I said, "I can sum up race relations in three words: 'Follow. The. Money.'. See who's profiting, politically or financially, in ginning up ongoing racial hatred, and you'll see the cause of it. Someone benefits in keeping race relations bad, in keeping blacks in poverty with little to no hope, importing illegal aliens to take jobs from them, as the Governor very correctly said. And it's not just one party, it's both."
Jack nodded. "That's the view from the deep end of the pool." he said. "Most people are too shallow to even consider it that way."
"Most people are lemmings." I said. "They do what they are told. I remember during the ceremony for my second Medal of Valor... hearing them cheering me right after they'd hated my guts because Westboro told them to..." (Author's note: Dream Weaver, Ch. 04)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've made up my mind. I'm staying with the FBI." Martin Nash said as he and Cindy talked alone in the upstairs room. Cindy's face fell and she bowed her platinum blonde head.
"I'm sorry." said Martin. "I really thought hard about it, and it would really be great to return to the TCPD. But.. well, just like when you turned us down... I've realized that I'm where I'm supposed to be, doing what I'm supposed to be doing. The FBI has its problems, but I still love it. And maybe I can help make things better in there."
Cindy nodded. "I understand. And I'm not blaming you a bit. I'm just selfishly feeling sorry for myself that I didn't get you to come back to us."
Martin nodded. "And besides, my boss is easier to work for that your boss is." he said with what was for him humor in his voice.
Cindy winced. "You're the second person to say or imply that recently. Don is not that bad to work for, is he?"
"No, not really." said Martin. "I was joking... well, partly. I think the hardest part of working for Commander Troy is that we really want to meet his expectations and not disappoint him... and we're harder on ourselves when we fail him than he is on us."
"And still... he can be very forgiving when we make mistakes." Cindy said. "He loves to teach us, and to use that expression 'teachable moment'."
"There will come a day, Captain," Martin said, "when a lot of people are going to hear the cock crowing after three denials of that man. I'm not saying he's on par with the Messiah, but one day he's going to be betrayed in the same way, and badly."
"It won't be me betraying him." Cindy said resolutely.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So," said Molly Evans when she, Cindy, and I were alone in the upstairs room. "What was your evaluation of Paul Price?"
"Oh, we might give him an interview." I said.
"Good, I hope it goes well." said Molly. Then she saw me peering at her. "And you, sir, are asking yourself why I seem eager to unload him. The truth is that he's a good Detective, and since I can't come to work for y'all, he should get an opportunity like that."
"I'm about to call 'bullshit' on my sister, Don." Cindy said.
"And your call would be correct, Green Crowbar." I said. "Molly, Paul is a good Detective... right where he is. I'm actually not sure I want to get his hopes up with an interview when it is very unlikely he'll get the job."
"Don, we're Captains or higher." Cindy said. "Why can't Molly herself come and take the Vice Lieutenant position?"
"That rule was put in for things like fathers and sons." I replied. "So that Captain Charles and his son could both serve on the Force. And with both you and me above the line, Cindy, they can't say much about us. But to have your sister directly beneath you? And the mother of two of my children in my direct chain of command like that? No, it won't fly."
"And that may be for the best, as it is." Molly said. "But seriously, is Paul that bad?"
"No, he's not 'bad' at all." I said. "He's done some good work in the past, too; I read his record and studied some of his cases. He does tend to follow the evidence trail, but he sometimes gets a bee in his bonnet about something or someone, and it affects a case or two. He'll form a theory and try to make the facts correspond to it."
"Not to gripe," said Molly, "but it seemed your mom was forming theories before getting facts, as well."
"True." I said. "She and I are not in full agreement on it. But she can get away with it for two reasons: one, because she sees immediately what takes me hours to days to see; and two, she doesn't have the burden we have of actually making a case that will get a conviction in a Court trial. She can figure out the answer, then we get to find the proof, as happened in this case. My mother is actually lucky that we got those fingerprints on the bullets. Without that, I'm not sure we have a very good case to run into Court with..."
Part 15 - Epilogue
Night had fallen, and a train was coming out of the western horizon as my Angels and I sat on the back deck, just the four of us... and Buddy and Bowser. I was sitting on the metal loveseat with Cindy beside me, and Bowser lying on my lap and being petted and skritched by us. Teresa was to our left, and Buddy was on her lap, his eyes full of cocker spaniel love as she petted him. Tanya was to my right, almost facing the rest of us. We humans were also sipping drinks.
"I was just thinking about Celeste." I said. "I was wondering what I would do if someone did something that horrible to one of my children."
"I've been there." said Teresa, meaning her ward Amy. "And I am at peace with my choices on that." The other Angels did not ask what Teresa meant by that.
"I'm glad I didn't find out." said Tanya. "And that Pete is alive and growing up."
"I don't know what I would do, either." said Cindy. "I do know what I did when you were lying on that hallway floor and they were trying to murder you. But a child of mine, and after the fact?" She shrugged.
I nodded. "Well, I hope we never have to find out." I said. "We've gone through enough, through too much, these past few years. I for one hope things will calm down and we can just do our jobs with no more pain, and especially with no more Purple Orders."
"Hear hear." said Teresa.
"To no more Purple Orders." said Tanya, raising her drink glass. We all raised our and toasted to that fervent hope...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Show me the woman he sleeps with and I will tell you his valuation of himself."
--- Ayn Rand, "For The New Intellectual"
It was a small, impromptu party at the Thomas P. Cook home, once the home of the late Henry R. Wargrave. And of course, Cook provided 'entertainment' for his guests.
Kelly Carnes was the wife of the dentist with the largest, most successful practice in the County, and therefore one of the wealthiest men in the County. She was not just a 'trophy wife', but very active in the Town and County, as well as a duly elected member of the Town & County Council, representing some of the wealthiest of the County's citizens.
The attractive blonde was now on her back, her legs spread as a young, college-aged Satyr lay on top of her, pumping his huge, thick, nine inch cock in and out of her. Carnes loved fucking, and loved being fucked by hung studs even more. This young stud was pretty good, driving into her with hard, deep strokes.
The evening's host, Thomas P. Cook, was fucking his Latina maid. She was an 'undocumented worker', i.e. an illegal alien, and she was very attractive, though her firm body and her shapely legs were her best features. Cook was pumping his very average cock in and out of her as he occasionally stole glances over at Kelly copulating with her young stud.
The other guest was reporter John Hardwood. He was fucking a prostitute hired by Cook. The girl, whose hair was dyed purple, was wearing neon green high heel pumps on her plump but shapely legs, and was gaining weight, was considered to be 'skank' by most of the working girls in the County. But she always managed to find work, as her Madam knew that plumpers like her were sought by many of the wealthier middle-aged men in the County... for reasons she didn't understand but did not question.
The prostitute did not even bother to pretend to be interested in Hardwood's fucking; his hard wood was barely four inches when erect, and neither it nor his technique were very satisfying. His inadequate size was one reason Priya wouldn't fuck him, and he intended to take his frustration with her out by replacing her as KSTD's feature news reporter.
After several minutes of fucking, Kelly and the Latina maid moaning in pleasure, the prostitute pretending, the men in the room began getting their nuts. Hardwood was the least able to hold back, he began spurting his thin load into the the tip of the condom in which his small shaft was sheathed. Next came Cook, who admittedly had not had sex in several days and had built up a large payload of potent sperm to fill his maid with.
They watched as the Satyr began pounding the living hell out of Kelly Carnes, making her cry and scream out in ecstasy. Finally, minutes later, the young stud finally came, firing his load deep inside the hot wife's clutching, aching, well-stretched and well-filled cunt.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, it's set?" asked Kelly as she, Cook, and Hardwood sipped strong drinks on the back deck overlooking the backyard. The Satyr and the two women were inside, and he was fucking both of them with relentless stamina.
"Yes." said Cook. "U.S. Senator Russell has used this woman before to eliminate problems. He believes she will be able to get the job done here."
"The Iron Crowbar will never go for it." said Hardwood.
"That's the beauty of it." said Carnes. "We are counting on him not going for it. And then Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson will have their group ginning up protests, and when everything goes to hell in a handbasket, we take out the Iron Crowbar."
"Exactly." said Cook. "Hardwood, your role is crucial; you have to gin up the Media narrative for us. We have to make the Iron Crowbar the most hated man in this State."
"He already is, at least by me and the Press." said Hardwood.
"Even more than the Governor?" asked Kelly Carnes, needling Hardwood relentlessly.
"Among some of us," replied Hardwood, "I think Troy really is hated more than Jared. Jared is going to be easy to destroy; Troy, he's going to be harder to take down."
"But we can... and we will... do it." said Cook. "We pretty much have to. And nothing is off the table. Russell says we can take it to the mattresses if we have to."
"That won't work, even if you tried it." said Kelly Carnes. "His wife is an ex-CIA operative. They routinely rape their Agents as part of their training. Besides, the bitch is a sex freak, and teaches our University girls to be sex freaks."
"And Ross is the daughter of that bastard at 'The Vision'." said Cook. "I'd rather face Westboro again than have to deal with Eckhart when he's pissed off. Remember what happened to Jefferson Jackson when he raped one of Eckhart's girls. And then there are some other stories I've heard---"
"Which you should not say out loud." said Hardwood. "No, we don't want to play with Eckhart. And besides, Ross, Croyle, and Ross's girlfriend are all well-versed in the martial arts. Trying to get at them isn't worth the effort."
"True," said Cook, "those tactics won't work. We have to go where Troy is most vulnerable, his weakest spot..."
Finis. ... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Dawn, Tuesday, July 4th. As the first threads of light began showing up to the southeast, past the end of the mountain finger, I sat on the metal loveseat in the backyard of the Mountain Nest as Bowser and Buddy went to do their business.
I was thinking about where things had been last July 4th... me still recovering from Casey B. Walker's torture, the Consultant of Crime only recently dead and his empire still being torn apart. But it was a better world for it. And now, after helping the FBI crush the White Elitists, having my ex-wife annihilate the deeply racist cop-killer Jasmine Nix, and fully avenging young Amy as well as my father and Dr. Heinz, I wondered if the world really was now a better place.
I would continue to work to make things better for the People of our good State, but I wondered if those who would see our Freedom destroyed and our Constitutional rights abrogated were just waiting for their next opportunity to strike. Freedom isn't free... and it seemed tremendously hard to preserve.
I then thought about the Patriots... the original American Patriots. Men who pledged their lives and their sacred honor to a Cause that was at that time unbelievable: Individual Freedom. Those Patriots suffered tremendously. Some lost their property, some lost their wives and children to the brutality of King George III. But those Patriots had prevailed for all of us in America, and it was my duty to pledge my life and my sacred honor to preserving the Divinely-inspired gift they left us: the United States Constitution.
Bowser and Buddy came trotting back up, expecting to be led back inside. Instead, I slapped my thighs and instantly had two outstanding dogs sitting next to me, one on each side. I gave them both good skritchins until the Town was brightly lit by the rays of the rising sun...
Part 2 - Race Day
The Town & County Triathlon was going to start at 9:00am at the top end of Lake Reservoir. Laura and I got there at 8:30am, riding in my Police SUV. I was wearing the red collared golf/polo shirt with my badge embroidered over the left breast, khaki pants, black work shoes that I could run in if I had to, my gunbelt with holstered gun (duh), handcuffs, my badge, and my Police radio, and of course my khaki-colored Tilley hat with Airborne wings above my hat badge. And the red crowbar. Of course I had the red crowbar.
Laura was wearing a blue skirt and a white, black, and blue blouse with intricate patterns on it; I thought briefly that a kimono of that style would look good on her. My wife was wearing no-heel slippers, as well, which meant I got to be taller than her for the day, if barely. I opened the shotgun side door for her, then we walked hand in had towards the Start Line for the race.
The first people we ran into were Daniel and Melina Allgood. Daniel was in his 'Western' attire: blue jeans, cowboy boots, belt with a big buckle, bolo tie around the collar of his off-white cowboy-style shirt, and his big Stetson hat with his Sheriff badge attached. But, so sorry, no Airborne wings; Daniel was still a dirty nasty Leg.
Melina was wearing a clingy red blouse, khaki skirt, and red denim shoes that were called 'espadrilles' years ago. Good Wildcat colors, of course. And she was also openly wearing her Fourth Rune. I had mine on, but it was under my shirt.
Their children Daniel and Patricia were with them. Laura and Melina hugged and they talked about Patricia while I talked to Daniel and said hello to little Daniel. He was looking up at me, and I realized he was trying to figure out why my hat was different than his dad's.
"We're going to go back into Town before all the politicians get here." said Daniel. "So they're all yours, Don. Have fun with 'em."
"You're too kind." I said witheringly. We all made our goodbyes, and the Allgood family left while Laura and I continued to the registration table.
"Well there you are, you young whippersnappers!" growled Chief Griswold, who was helping a younger man get the race participants entered. The Kiwanis Club was helping the Ladies Auxiliary with the day's activities, and this was Chief Griswold's way of helping... it would free him up for the rest of the day once the race was started. That was Iron Crowbar thinking by the old Chief, I thought to myself.
"Hi, Chief." I said, coming up to him and shaking his hand. "It was very kind of your wife to babysit all the kids at the Cabin today." Indeed, Mrs. Griswold was babysitting, and she had help: Professor Stephanie Steele and her daughter Selena Steele had brought Marie over to play with Carole, and the girls were having a blast together, while Little Jim played with his brothers Ian and Ross, and his cousins Doug, Little Todd, and Jack. Bowser was supervising. Buddy was supervising Bowser supervising the kids.
"We-el," said Chief Griswold, "that was her way of getting out of Mrs. Myrtle L. James's way and not being assigned any real work."
"I'd think that bunch of kids would be the real work, Chief." said Callie Carrington, coming up to us. And geez! did she look smoking hot... a white frilly blouse that did not hide her lovely, large breasts, blue jeans that unfortunately covered her shapely legs but were so tight that her magnificent ass was unmistakeable, and high heel slides.
"That woman loves kids." barked the old Chief. "The Iron Crowbar's kids are like the grandkids we never had."
"And that's fine with me." I said. Just then, two entrants came up. Todd Burke, his tall, broad-shouldered, slender frame hard and muscular and shown off by the tight race suit he was wearing, his mop of black hair not quite perfectly set, was the sensation of the ladies as he flashed his almost-trademark grin at as many of them as he could.
This did not seem to bother his race partner and fiancée, Police Captain Teresa Croyle. She looked pretty damn hot, too, in her tight race shirt and pants, the thin fabric of her swimsuit over it. She was much shorter than Todd, just as Callie was dwarfed by Laura, even with Callie wearing very high heels.
Also coming up were NCPD Lieutenant Molly Ross Evans, dressed smartly in a blouse and blue jeans, and cork-heel sandals. With her was a very attractive older blonde that looked like what Cindy and Molly would be in a couple of decades: it was their mother Maggie Ross, who'd recently completed her move to Town from Canada.
Laura made sure Maggie knew who everyone was, which she pretty much did, then said "This is my research assistant Callie. Callie, Maggie is Molly and Cindy's mother."
"Ohhhhh, it's so nice to meet you!" Callie gushed, putting on her prettiest smile. I could mentally feel Callie really pouring on the charm as she talked with Maggie, getting the older woman to do most of the talking, and they were soon fluttering like parakeets. Laura looked back at me with a smile on her lovely face. I just arched my eyebrows a little bit, not giving a damn thing away. Molly also said nothing, and she went over to talk to Chief Griswold.
Meanwhile, Teresa and Todd got their number, which was "29", the number Teresa had won with when racing with Cindy. Todd had allowed his former partner Teddy Franklin to have the "1" badge, which traditionally went to the previous year's winners.
The other participants were beginning to pour in, so we all moved out of the way and to 'higher ground'. Molly told her mother that they needed to go into Town before the roads were closed off, so they made their goodbyes. I looked at Callie.
"You've never met her before today, have you?" I asked.
"Nope." Callie said, smiling her beautiful smile. "I hope Cindy won't be pissed when she finds out. By the way, where is she?"
"She's helping Todd and Teresa's team get the bicycles to the starting point." I replied. Every team this year was allowed to have a vehicle transport the bicycles and follow the cyclists on the road, and repair flat tires and such things. If something bad happened to a bicycle, a participant could ride his or her partner's bike while his or her own bike was being fixed. The Police had made possible the accommodation for this, and the bicycle portion of the race was going to be on the bigger roads in Town, except for the part where they went over the mountain and passed by the Cabin.
The Town was pretty much shut down to traffic today. All thru traffic was diverted onto the bypass and around Town. All bridges over the River were shut down, as well, from both sides. And remembering that a sniper once tried to shoot Teresa from the Bell Tower of the University, I had Officers in that Bell Tower today, coordinating with other Police.
The Bradley Brothers, a.k.a. the Bradley Rangers, came up to the table. They were wearing black shirts with the famous Army Ranger tab in yellow. They looked serious and determined. When they were finished, and had been given the number "2", I said in a friendly manner "You guys ready today?"
"We're going to kick ass today, Commander." said one of them. I got a vibe that it was not friendly.
"I've got a lot of Police Officers ready to take you down." I said cheerfully. "Good luck."
"We're gonna whip every one of them." said the other Bradley. They stalked off.
"Well, they're in a mood." growled Chief Griswold astutely. "I can't imagine how they're going to be after Burke and Croyle kick their asses... again."
"Think Todd and Teresa will win, Chief?" I asked.
"I dunno." said Griswold. "Teresa's had to overcome a lot to get in race shape. I've seen her and Todd running along these roads. Franklin and Oliver are going to be tough, and that Warner couple is going to be flat-out dangerous. Joanne told me she was pissed she didn't make the Boxing Matches Finals, and she's going to take it out on everyone in this race. You got some mean-ass Detectives working for you, Crowbar."
"Yes sir, I do." I said with a grin.
Just then Seth and Joanne Warner came up, dressed for racing. Laura and I greeted them both, and Seth was better than cordial with me; maybe he was not as irritated at me over the events that transpired which included his grandfather's death. Joanne was her usual happy self.
"Enjoy today, Joanne." I said. "Monday, you report to Police Academy Advanced Course."
"I'm ready, sir!" said Joanne. "Just as soon as Seth and I take care of business and win this race!"
"I love the attitude." I said. "Good luck."
"Wow, Advanced Course, and she's just a baby." growled Griswold, his mustaches twitching with merriment.
"Yes sir." I said. "We're sending her partner Theo Washington to Detective School at the same time."
"Harrumph." said Griswold. "You bring your people up fast, Crowbar."
"I must've learned doing that from you, sir." I said. "But they're ready." Though Joanne was young, Cindy and I thought Joanne was ready for Advanced Course, and the relatively quiet time of the summer was the best time to send her. And since she'd be gone, I took the opportunity to send her Police partner, Detective Theo Washington, to Detective School at the same time. They'd both be back by August 1st for Promotions & Medals Day.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As race time drew near, I knew that for the next few minutes I would have to endure the unendurable: politicians and the Press. Fortunately, Chief Sean Moynahan came up. Deputy Chief Della Harlow was with him. She did not look very happy; indeed, she looked very tense. I wasn't sure why; she and Captain Marc Aaron had done a huge job with the logistics.
"Hi guys." I said. "Everything is going well. You've done a great job, Della."
"Thank you, Commander." Della said woodenly. Chief Moynahan noticed, and though he kept his face virtually unchanged, I could see he was not particularly happy with her formality towards me. I distracted him by re-introducing them to my wife, who of course he knew well.
And then came this moving sea of people. I knew what that meant, and only wondered which particular personage was being followed.
It turned out to be State Senator Katherine Woodburn. She looked great. Her dirty blonde hair looked fashionable, and she was wearing a red,white, and blue blouse, a white skirt, and red high-heel pumps, showing off her lovely legs (I do love women with lovely legs, and make no apologies for it). With her was her aide Clark, and a very unattractive woman that was also one of her political people.
Following around in seeming satellite orbits were U.S. Congressman Gary A. Condor (D), and Nextdoor County State Representative Peter Long Cox (R). Condor was in his 40s, his light brown hair styled perfectly into place... a little too perfectly, my wife would say. Peter was youngish, still in his late 20s, and was already a rising star in local Republican politics. He was tall, handsome, his black hair similar to Todd's but styled in place better.
"Congressman, you've met my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson." I said to Condor.
"Oh yes." said Condor, having to look up into Laura's eyes. "It's very nice seeing you again."
"And you." said Laura, cordially and politely. She could play the Game, too, though she didn't like some of the people she was having to play the Game with.
That did not extend to Peter Long Cox. As I introduced them, their eyes met and I saw the warmth in his... and in my wife's.
"No, we haven't met, and I'm so glad to." said Peter as he took Laura's hand into his own in a very flirtatious handshake. "You look lovely today, Professor."
"Why thank you, Mr. Cox." Laura said with a warm smile. "I'm glad to be meeting you, as well."
To distract me as Laura and Peter openly flirted, forging a potential new relationship, Katherine Woodburn came up. "Hello Commander." she said as we shook hands, with me taking her hand in the same flirtatious way Peter was holding Laura's hand. "You look very well. How is your back?"
"It's doing well." I said, making sure to lock eyes with Katherine. Hmm, interesting, I thought to myself. She really is allowing me to dominate her through our eye contact.
"I'm so glad to hear that." said Katherine. "It's just too busy to talk here. Why don't you and I have lunch together one day soon."
"I would enjoy that very much." I said, and I wasn't lying.
After a few moments of the politicians greeting the Chief and Della, they moved on. A second wave came along. One of the politicians was our State Rep., William C. "Billy" Williams (R). He was very much a Conservative/Grassroots politician, and I got along with him very well. With him were local Council Members John Colby (R) and Dagmar Schoen (R).
But the other politician that was with them stunned me. It was Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins (R). He was the poster child of the Establishment Republican Elitists, often called 'Grahamnesty' Collins behind his back, as he was very pro-immigration, meaning pro-illegal-immigration. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce paid for his political ads, and he was beholden to them but happily so.
He was almost a wax figure. Graying brown hair perfectly in place, wearing a well-fitting but expensive suit (and in the upcoming heat of the day? sheesh). He was relatively tall and broad-shouldered, but not as tall as Laura, much less me. I noticed Laura all but stand on her tiptoes as she was introduced to him, to emphasize it even more.
"It's lovely to see you both today." Collins said. "The Governor wanted to come, but he's very busy these days, and your Police would've been overtaxed by the protests if he came up here." I detested this man; that was a direct shot at the Governor, as well as my Police Force.
"My Police are well-trained and ready to maintain civility in my County, Mr. Lieutenant Governor." I said firmly.
"Yes sir." said John Colby. "Commander Troy and his Police Force are the best in the State."
"I'm sure." said Collins, almost sourly. The group took their leave of us.
Laura looked at me and said "I have nowhere near your powers nor Cindy's acumen. But that man is one filthy, slimy snake."
"Snakes everywhere have just been insulted, my dear." I said with a grin. "But I agree. I take it your evaluation of Peter Cox is a bit different."
"Not much gets by you, Darling." said Laura, a smile forming on her face. "He was definitely a man I'd like to know better. And I've heard he has a nine inch cock that just might be very... very filling. By the way, I did notice that Senator Woodburn was much, much warmer towards you. I think Cindy is right that she wants to fuck your brains out."
"She'll have to get in line, behind you." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Then came the Press. Bettina Wurtzburg was with her aunt, Elsie Gringer, and to my surprise they went to get Laura's commentary. That left Priya to come up to me.
"Where's John Hardwood?" I asked. "He seems to be trying to take your place, these days."
"Not much gets by you, Don." Priya said, a pout on her pretty Indian face. "He's trying like hell to cut me out. But he thinks the Triathlon and the local celebrations are beneath him."
"Oh really?" I asked. "Well, make it fast, but you're getting an exclusive interview with the Police Commander today." Priya's eyes lit up and happiness emerged onto her pretty face. She quickly called for her cameraman.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News!" she said. "I'm with Police Commander Donald Troy at the County Triathlon starting line. Commander, do you anticipate any problems today?"
"No, but we're ready for anything that might come up." I replied.
"Congratulations on your recent promotion with the SBI." Priya said. "It has to be tough trying to set up the new SIS group while commanding the Town & County Police Force."
"I've got great people in both organizations working for and with me." I said. "That makes it doable."
"Commander," said Priya, "I've been told by reliable sources that Governor Jared did not come up today because there were threats of protests. Do you have any comment on that?"
"I can't speak to the Governor's schedule." I said. "But the Town & County Police Force and the University's Campus Police are ready for any trouble. Having said that, I'm not expecting any trouble today. Okay, the race is about to start..."
"Thank you, Commander." said Priya. I headed for the Start Line as Priya wrapped up the unexpected interview with me.
"Why'd you give her an interview?" Laura asked.
"My 'little crowbar' did the talking." I said. Laura grinned and I said "Not really. I wanted to see what questions she asked, and she did not disappoint. That question about the Governor was most instructive, n'est pas?"
"Oui, mon commandant." Laura replied, understanding.
Part 3 - Sex And Politics
The almost cynical nasally voice of the radio announcer came over the airwaves. He actually was happy: this year he had drones covering the event, as did the Press and the Police.
"And we're about to start." said the announcer. "Todd Burke and Teddy Franklin, last year's winners, split up this year. Mr. Burke is racing with his fiancée, Police Captain Teresa Croyle. She's come back from being wounded and from a cancer scare to be here. Franklin is running with Barry Oliver, who is an Auxiliary Police Officer. First Baptist Church is being represented by Seth and Joanne Warner. Young Seth recently lost his grandfather, and hopes to race well in his grandfather's memory. And of course the Bradley Brothers are here, trying to finally break through and win."



"There's no money on this race, ladies and gentlemen," the announcer reminded the ears of the County, "it's all about fun and competing and pride on this Fourth of July holiday. And they're taking their places now..."
*BANG!*
The starting gun went off and the racers ran to the water. Teresa was running the front leg for Team Burke; Joanne, for Team Warner; Barry Oliver for his team.
As they raced past where Laura and I were standing, I noticed that the Bradley brother was swimming a bit too close to Teresa; they were supposed to give space where possible, and there was space to give as they were breaking out front.
Teresa tried to veer to her right, but the Bradley racer also veered, staying too close. I didn't know it at the time, but Teresa told him to back off or she'd gouge his eyes out. He gave a little separation, but not enough.
I got out my Police whistle from it's pouch attached to the handcuff pouch and blew it loudly. "SEPARATE YOURSELVES!" I yelled. The Bradley brother backed off. I did not know, but seemed to feel, that someone was behind me, watching. When I turned, I only saw the backside of a slender man with a large mass of hair on his head walking away from me.
The radio announcer said "And we're learning that Police Commander Donald Troy shouted something at the racers. It looks like they're too close together when they don't need to be. I certainly hope we'll see good sportsmanship today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Todd and Teddy Franklin watched, they noticed my action to separate Teresa from the Bradley Ranger. "What the hell is up with that?" asked Todd.
"I don't know." said Teddy. "But your uncle is on it already."
Just then, the other Bradley came up. "What's your brother doing trying to push my partner off course?" Todd asked harshly.
"He's swimming in his own lane." replied the Bradley. "Got a problem with that?"
"Hell yeah, I do." said Todd, ready to square up to the Bradley Ranger, his vibe going off that these Bradleys were up to something. Just then they found someone coming to stand between them. It was Chief Griswold, no stranger to finding and stopping trouble.
"You guys separate." the old Chief said. "And make damn sure you and your partners stay away from each other during the race." His instructions were quickly obeyed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Bradley Ranger was slightly ahead as he finished his half mile of the swim and exited the water. Teresa was right behind, as was Teddy Franklin and Joanne Warner. They exchanged their batons and the second set of partners rushed in, avoiding the oncoming wave of people finishing their first legs of the race.
Meanwhile, Chief Griswold was walking up to me. "Crowbar!" he said, getting my undivided attention. "Something's going on. I don't like what I'm seeing between your nephew and those Bradleys."
"Yes sir, I'm seeing the same thing." I said. I got on Channel 5 encrypted radio. "Patrolman Hicks," I said into it, "I want a Patrol cruiser with Todd and Teresa, Team No. 29, at all times. Make sure they're not being fucked with." Hicks said he would make it happen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And Todd Burke is first out of the water." said the announcer. "He's handed off the baton to Croyle, and she's running to her bicycle, and there she goes..."
Todd came out of the water well ahead of the Bradley Ranger. He swam the race like he fucked his women: seeming smooth and slow, moving with long, languid strokes, but in reality swimming with sheer drive and raw power.
Teresa took the baton, secured it, and ran down the road to her bicycle. Soon, others were also running to theirs.
"And it looks like Bradley is in second, followed by the Franklin-Oliver team, then the Warner team representing First Baptist Church. They sure are a strong, well-conditioned couple..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Laura," I said, "I'm going to go into Town. You want to come along, or stay here?"
"I'll come with you." she said. We got a ride in a golf cart with one of the Kiwanis Club members. My Police SUV was parked just past where the turnoff for the road over the mountain went. We had an unobstructed ride down the main road to the Nextdoor County Highway and back into Town. And just in time... they were about to close the roads into Town to all traffic, as the second loop of the bike ride was going to come up University Avenue...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, yesssss!" hissed Katherine Woodburn. "Oh, that feels so good! God! your cock is huge!"
"You are so fucking tight! So fucking wet!" gasped Peter Long Cox as he sank his nine inch meat into the beautiful woman beneath him, driving his hips into her again and again, enjoying the feeling of her tight snatch clutching at his weapon of lust.
They were in Katherine's office at her home in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, having left their aides behind to watch the race. Katherine was lying on the sofa in her office, her blouse and bra taken off, her skirt pushed up around her firm waist, her legs in the air as they young stud fucked his meat into her. Peter had taken off his shirt and lowered his slacks to his knees, having been almost desperately eager to get his throbbing meat into her cunt.
"Mmm, now this is how Republicans and Democrats should work together." Katherine said as she met Peter's hard thrusts. He responded by kissing her mouth deeply, their tongues twining hotly.
"Yeah, this is better than politics, for damn sure." said Peter, almost gasping as he maintained his hard, driving rhythm into Katherine.
"Relax, baby. Enjoy that pussy!" Katherine gasped. "Condor wants to fuck me so bad, and that little piece of shit Collins only wishes he could sniff this."
"What about the Iron Crowbar?" asked Cox. "I saw how you looked at him. You want him on top of you, fucking your hot sexy brains out---"
"Oh God, I'm coming!" Katherine cried out as her cunt clutched hard around Peter's big tool. The thought of Don Troy looking into her eyes this morning, feeling the power of the man reaching into her, had made her pussy wet right then and there. All she could think about was cock until she finally got Peter into this room.
After a moment, and another orgasm thinking of Don fucking her, Katherine said "I think you want to fuck his wife. I saw how you two were looking at each other. Gonna go for it?"
"Oh my God." said Peter.
"Tell me." coaxed Katherine. "Tell me what you think of her. I won't mind."
"I think I'm going to be fucking her one day soon." said Peter. "And I think she's gonna blow my balls off. Uhhh... can't hold back.. I'm gonna come in you. Oh FUCKING JESUS CHRIST!" The thought of Laura Fredricson had pushed the young man over the edge. He began shooting his load into Katherine, firing spurt after thick spurt of hot semen deep inside the woman's luscious cunt. The intensity of the release burst through him, making him shiver. Then the pleasing lassitude washed over his body. He bent down and kissed Katherine deeply as the last of his cum dribbled into her well-filled womanhood.
"Mmmm, that was good." Katherine said. "Just what I needed. You really hit the spot."
"I got deep into you, that's for damn sure." said Peter.
"Yeah, you're almost too big for me." said Katherine.
"A lot of women can't handle me at all." said Peter. "Finding a woman that can, like you, that's what it's all about."
"I'll bet Laura Fredricson can handle you." said Katherine. "I happen to know she's handled even bigger cocks than yours."
"Her husband's?" asked Peter.
"No." said Katherine. "Her husband's nephew, Todd. That Sports reporter, Nick Eastwood..."
"How do you know all that?" asked Peter as she settled down onto her, nuzzling her neck.
"Peter..." said Katherine, "If you want to survive at this game of politics, you better start acquiring information, and lots of it. About your friends, your enemies, especially your enemies... about everyone and everything..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Sheriff Daniel Allgood was sitting on the sofa in his office. On her knees, on the floor in front of him, was his wife Melina. She was sucking her husband's nine inch cock. Her head was bobbing up and down as her full, lipsticked lips slid up and down Daniel's thick, meaty inches.
As she fellated him, Daniel watched his cock disappearing into his wife's beautiful face. She was deep-throating him, literally taking him down her throat. He felt his balls tighten; even after the sex they'd had this morning, with him coming inside her vagina, the power of Melina's mouth was almost too much for him to take.
"Ohhh, yeah." he moaned, making her eyes twinkle as she orally worked his manhood, her hands gently playing with his balls. Then something caught his eye: it was the Fourth Rune she was wearing.
"Why did Eckhart give you that, anyway?" he asked.
Melina let her husband's cock slip out of her mouth. "I can't talk while my mouth is full of your big cock, baby." she said. "It's a long story, and I'd rather be sucking your dick." Her nasty words only added to the pleasure of the wet, nasty blowjob she was giving him, and Daniel didn't last very long.
"Unnngh!" he gasped as streams of come fired out of his cock and into his wife's mouth and throat...
Part 4 - The Attack
The Bradley Ranger was trying to catch up to Teresa, but he had company behind him. Barry Oliver had been right behind them but had fallen back about 100 yards. Joanne Warner was overtaking Barry, but couldn't seem to make up much ground on the frontrunners.
At some point the Bradley brother noticed that there were three vehicles trailing them. One was his team's car, the other was the Burke-Croyle team car, driven by Lt. Irwin, though he did not know that. What he did see was the Police cruiser right behind the other cars...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa passed The Cabin above her, not looking up but continuing to forge ahead. She was pushing hard, ahead of pace, but she felt okay. No pain in her hips from her wounds or surgery; that was good. She willed herself to drive on.
She came down from the mountainside and crossed University Avenue and onto North Street, driving west. She realized the Bradley Ranger was gaining on her as she turned onto Riverside Drive, going south.
The Bradley Ranger caught up to her, and was too close again. He was on her left but seemed to be trying to go through her to get to the right side. She had little room to veer away.
"Back off!" she yelled.
"Fuck you, Leg bitch!" the Bradley Ranger said. He might not've realized he'd just said that to the daughter of a Paratrooper.
"Up yours, asshole!" she said, and veered left, claiming her space.
The Bradley brother did not veer and they were almost colliding----"
WOOP-WHOOP! WOOP-WHOOP!
The Police cruiser had made the siren, and Hicks had turned on the blue lights and come up right behind them. "SEPARATE!" said Johnson through the loudspeaker in the lightbar. The Bradley Ranger separated, then he forged on ahead into first place.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there seems to be some problem with the frontrunners, ladies and gentlemen." said the radio announcer. "The Bradley brother got too close to Croyle, and the Police car following them hit the siren and blue lights. They're separated now, and Bradley is ahead by about 30 yards as they head south to County Road 2..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Roger that." I said. "Keep following, and keep me advised."
As I put down the radio, I said to Laura. "That Bradley guy started crowding Teresa into the side of the road and she pushed back. Hicks showed them the light, as in blue light."
"Wow." said Laura. "Anything like this ever happen before?"
"Not to my knowledge." I said.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police cellphone. "This is Captain Ross, sir." said Cindy. "Can you come up to North Street? I've... got a vibe."
"I am on... my... way." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I dropped Laura off at Police Headquarters, then made my way up towards North Street. There was a big crowd on the south side of the street (which runs east-west), cheering the bicyclists that were making their first pass through. They would make another loop through, then hand off the baton at the Fairgrounds entrance. The second group would run a slightly different course, though it was the same distance.
"And it's Bradley, followed by Croyle, with Oliver in third and Warner in fourth." said the radio announcer. They're coming back up University Avenue. And Croyle seems to be catching up to Bradley. Yes, she's moving faster and the distance between them is decreasing! She's only ten yards behind, and as they cross the University Bell Tower, Croyle is taking the lead!..."
Teresa did not even give the Bradley Ranger the courtesy of a look as she bore steadily forward. I'm coming, Alexis! she thought to herself. I'm coming, Amy! She could feel their energy flowing through her, though not hearing their voices. But they were there, it was enough to know that. She made the turn onto North Street.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here they come, Croyle is speeding down North Street, the Bradley Ranger is drifting back a bit, Croyle is pouring it on for this last mile, and... oh my God, what just happened?"
A slender young man with long black hair darted out onto North Street. Teresa did not have time to avoid him as he shoved the metal pipe into the spokes of her cycle's front tire.
"AAUUGHH!"
*WHOOMP!*
Teresa flew over the handlebars. Her upper back took most of the blow, and her helmet did its job protecting her head, but it was still a hard hit. She'd instinctively tightened up her body and rolled on over onto her back, but skidded on her legs several feet.
The crowd began screaming as the young man darted back into it. There were cries of "Stop him!" but no one did... well, almost no one.
I wasn't fully aware of what had just happened, but I saw the young man emerge from the line of people. I recognized him as the guy behind me at the Lake...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The guy was running at the top of his speed. He looked back to see if he was being pursued---
*WHAM!*
The red crowbar connected solidly with his midsection and his legs came out from under him. He turned over onto his hand and knees to get up...
*THWACK!*
I hit him again, the crowbar landing this time on the upper part of his back. He collapsed down.
"Stay down, asshole, or I'll beat your fucking head in!" I snarled. I sat on top of him and began handcuffing his arms. He tried to struggle, though my knee was pressing into the back of his neck.
Just then, other Officers rushed up and they got him subdued. "Take this piece of shit to Headquarters." I ordered Patrolman Barker. "Run him through full booking then put him in I-1. Hold him there until I get there. No phone call to a lawyer until I get there. And Barker... make damn sure nobody hurts him before I get there."
"Yes sir." said Barker. He and his fellow Patrolman took the slug away.
Amazingly, despite all the people with iPhones, cameras on streetlights and stores, and drones flying everywhere... not a single person got coverage of me taking down the perp with my crowbar, only the arrest as others came up to me. And at the time, I didn't realize how lucky I was...
Cindy came running up. "You got him?"
"Yeah." I said. "What happened?"
"He stuck a pipe in Teresa's front wheel." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No, don't touch me!" Teresa gasped as she rose unsteadily to her feet and got her bike up. The front tire was mangled badly, and it looked like the frame holding the front tire was also messed up. She ran the bike backwards as other racers drove around, making sure she was at a place before the spot of the attack. Lt. Irwin came up in the Team car.
"You all right, ma'am?" he asked. Teresa was bleeding from deep scrapes on her legs and ass, and she didn't know it yet but she had a concussion.
"Yeah, I'll be fine." she said. "Give me Todd's bike." Irwin took it off the rack and Teresa pushed the seat down as far as it would go, then mounted it and drove forward. The crowd cheered as she worked her aching muscles to get the bike up to speed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And Croyle is back up." said the radio announcer. "This woman is unbelievable, she simply will not quit. But she and Todd Burke have a lot of ground to catch up. Twenty miles of cycling and 26 miles of running left..."
Part 5 - Interrogation In Blood Orange
Officers in Headquarters were watching the race on TV when I came in. They saw the fire in my eyes as I strode down the hallway towards the Interrogation Rooms.
Paulina Patterson was there, having come to meet me from her vantage point at City Hall. "His name is Talik Mason. He's not talking, so far."
"He will." I said. "Have someone check on his mother's maiden name and her side of the family." Then I went into the Interrogation Room.
Mason was sitting there alone. He was handcuffed to the table. He looked up at me with malicious hatred in his eyes.
"How's your back?" I asked. "That crowbar welt is going to flare up soon, and you'll be having back spasms. That is... if I don't swing this crowbar again and go clean through your head like a ripe tomato."
I need not mention that the anti-bugging device was full on, though the videocamera was turned off. Corporal Kirkpatrick was the Uniformed presence... but he was Blood Orange, and this slug had just attacked a fellow Police Officer.
"So..." I said. "You can tell me why you attacked that bicyclist, or it's going to be a long, ugly, painful day."
"Fuck you." snarled the man. He was not learning.
"Harrumph." I breathed, then walked around until I was behind him, and all but whispered in his ear. "You don't seem to understand. That cyclist you attacked... was one of my Police Officers. There are at least one hundred and fifty Officers that would like to come in here and shove a crowbar up your tight little ass, and then kill you before I could stop them... even if I wanted to stop them... and I don't."
I came around to face him, tapping the red crowbar in my hand. "So one more time, punk. You either tell me why you did that... or I am going to rip your ass apart. No... I won't do it. Do you know who the Rodrigo-san is?" The look of fear on the man's face showed that he did.
I went to the jail side door and opened it. "Hey Jones!" I called out. "I heard the Rodrigo-san was jaywalking earlier today. Let's bring him in and put him in a holding cell until we can ask him about it. I'll put this here slug in with him... piece of candy, you know."
"Yes sir!" called out Barker, knowing this was a ruse.
Going back inside the Interrogation Room, I said. "So, what's it gonna be? You talk to me now... or you get to enjoy being sodomized by the Rodrigo-san..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The medic tent was set up just past the Finish Line. The medics had wanted to examine Teresa, but she was having none of it. My wife wanted to examine her, but I told my wife to wait until the end of the race.
Todd had seen her when she came around to the exchange point, which was on Riverside Drive just south of the Fairgrounds entrance. As he adjusted the seat, he said "Are you okay?"
"I'll be fine." Teresa replied. "Let's kick those Bradley bastards' asses!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And Todd Burke is cycling like a mad man." said the radio announcer. "He's passed Seth Warner and overtaken Teddy Franklin, and Bradley is in his sights."
Todd was driving with fierce determination. He was feeling something strange, like what his cousin Cindy would call a 'vibe'. He had never believed in those before... but there must be something to it. His uncle and grandmother had powers of observation and deduction that were beyond reality, and Cindy and her father, Todd's great-uncle, were likewise endowed with something beyond the physical norms.



"Yes..." he heard a voice whisper. "Yes, Todd, channel your energy, feeeel the power!"
"Who?" Todd asked himself.
"In time, young man... in time. Now go... catch up!" said the voice in his head.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And Todd Burke is catching up! He is cycling as hard as he can, and he is making up ground!" said the radio announcer. "We do not know for sure what happened with Teresa Croyle, but we do know that the perp is in Police custody, and Commander Donald Troy has asked for warrants for more arrests..."
Part 6 - Race for Justice
By the time I was done at Headquarters, Todd had finished the cycling part of his race and Teresa was now running her leg of the final marathon run. The Bradley Ranger had finished barely ahead of him. Once Teresa was gone, Todd went toward Bradley.
"What the fuck, asshole?" he yelled at Bradley. "What the fuck did you do to my fiancée?"
"I didn't do a damn thing, you fucking faggot Leg!" Bradley yelled back. Police Officer appeared out of nowhere, forming a wall between the two men.
"Let the little prick through." said Bradley. "I'll kick his Leg ass clear out of the State."
"Don't fall for it, Todd." said a voice, that of your Iron Crowbar.
"Oh, gotta have big Uncle save your ass." yelled the Bradley brother as I whispered something to Todd. Todd nodded and I faced Bradley.
"I'm saving your worthless life, punk." I said. "You think you're a hot-shit Ranger, but that guy can snap your neck in five seconds. And so can I."
"I'd listen to the man." said Sergeant DeLong of 2d Precinct. "The Iron Crowbar don't play."
"Yeah, we'll see... after the race." said Bradley. "I'll whip both your asses, by myself."
"Sergeant," I said. "Keep Bradley and Burke separated. Extra Police cruiser following them on the last leg of the race. Feel free to make arrests of the instigator, no matter which side." With that, I took my leave and went back up towards the Fairground entrance, to find Mrs. Myrtle L. James and tell her of the disqualification about to happen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God, she's running under five minute miles." said Cindy. She was watching the coverage on her iPad tablet... which had some 'enhanced' apps from her father. "That Bradley is running for his life, but I don't think he can keep it up."
"If she keeps it close," I said, "it's over. Todd is fired up."
"Cindy is fired up, too." said Cindy. "I am ready to beat some Bradleys down."
"Sorry, Captain." I said. "I'm pulling rank all over the place on this one. Those assholes are mine." I then told Cindy what was going on.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And Croyle is only 100 yards behind Bradley!" the radio announcer practically shouted. "It is unbelievable! And now they're coming onto North Street... Croyle is staying well away from the sides, going down the middle of the road. Police cars are following them, making sure there is no further trouble. And Bradley turns onto Riverside Drive, he's headed south to the final handoff point, with several racers on his tail..."
The exchanges were made and Todd had his baton secured in the pouch of his jersey. He took off down Riverside Drive after the Bradley brother.
Meanwhile, Teresa was finished with her race, and was taken to the medical tent. My wife had been 'less than pleased' with me for not allowing her to examine Teresa earlier, but we both knew that if I had not have run interference for Teresa, Laura would've pulled her out of the race. Doctors tend to have overabundances of caution, that way.
As Laura did the lights and finger tests for Teresa's eyes, she asked "So what did the guy who attacked your bike look like?"
"He..." Teresa started, then stopped for a second. "He had dark hair... er, long dark hair."
"Why did you take that turn the wrong way down at Junction Station?" Laura asked.
"I..." Teresa started, looking confused. "When did I take a wrong turn?"
"You didn't." Laura said. "But you're not remembering if you did or didn't. What did you see when you ran past the Bell Tower?"
"Uhh, nothing." said Teresa. "They got the sniper that was going to kill me---- oh wait, that wasn't this race..."
"You're right." said Laura. "Teresa, you have a concussion. I'll be surprised if you don't forget most of the race after you were flipped from the bike. Don, we're going to be having a house guest tonight. It's either there or the Hospital."
"Buddy will be very happy to have Teresa staying over tonight." I replied. "Okay, I'll let the Doctor put some Bactine on those abrasions."
"What about that Bradley asshole that tried to run me out of bounds twice?" asked Teresa.
"I've got it handled." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Gathering Hicks and Barker, I went to the medic station by the Finish Line. "Done with this guy?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said the medic, who was an orderly at the Hospital.
"Good." I said. "Bradley, I have a warrant for your arrest, for conspiracy to assault a Police Officer."
"What?" gasped Bradley. "I didn't do anything!"
"Hell, boy," I said, "I saw you with my own beady blue eyes trying to force Croyle out of the swimming lanes, then trying to force her over with your bicycle. And I can prove you and your brother were behind the attack on Croyle. Guys, cuff this piece of shit and take him to Headquarters."
The Officers advanced on the Bradley Ranger, but as the moved to grab him, he threw them off with weaponless tactics. He made a run for it, but did not get far. Your Iron Crowbar's weaponless tactics were superior, and when the bozo tried to hit me then kick me, he found himself exposing shoulder joints... and I know what to do with those.
*WHAM!*
He went down like a shot, and I had his arm behind him and was affixing handcuffs before he realized he was on the ground.
"Good work, sir." said Sergeant DeLong.
"Get this piece of trash out of here." I said. I then waited for the race to end...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And Todd Burke is catching up." said the radio announcer. "I'm being informed that Burke is running under four-and-one-half-minute miles. That is professional grade, ladies and gentlemen. The Bradley Ranger is trying to keep the distance, but he is not able to keep the pace..."
As Todd caught up to the Bradley Ranger, he yelled "I'll see you at the finish line, asshole. Then we'll see if you're really a Ranger, or a pussy!"
"Fuck you, Leg!" shouted the Bradley Ranger. As Todd passed him, Bradley shouted "Your mother is a whore!"
"At the finish line, ronin!" Todd shouted back. Just then the Police cruiser behind them blew its horn, the Officers having noticed that trash talking was going on.
"And Todd Burke is flying now." said the radio announcer. "He's coming up University Avenue, looking like he's running easily but he is actually sprinting. And a half-marathon! My goodness, ladies and gentlemen, that is one heck of an athlete! The race is for second and third places now... Teddy Franklin is making his move, he is now passing Bradley and moving into second place. And here comes Seth Warner! He's now making a push! They're at the Bell Tower, and Warner is passing Bradley! Bradley can't keep up, these Rangers are no longer leading the way! There goes Seth Warner! Bradley is trying to catch up, but his bolt is shot..."
The crowd at City Hall, then at Police Headquarters, erupted into cheers as Todd raced down Riverside Drive. He turned into the Fairgrounds and broke the tape to win the race. Teresa came out to greet him and they shared a hug... and a pretty hot kiss.
Not far behind was Teddy Franklin. He and his partner Barry Oliver man-hugged, no kissing. Todd and Teresa came over and there was shaking of hands and congratulations all around.
Then we heard the crowd at Police Headquarters erupt into another cheer. Seth Warner was sprinting to the finish, holding off the Bradley Ranger. Though Bradley was closing the distance from 30 yards to 20, it was not enough. Joanne squealed and ran to hug her man Seth as he crossed the finish line. Then came Bradley.
I was fully prepared, as was Cindy, and when Todd started towards Bradley he was cut off by a wall of Police Blue. Todd was about to break through when I caught up to him.
"Todd!" I said. "I'll handle this!"
"I'm going to kick that bastard's ass!" Todd yelled. "Come here, you fucking coward!" he yelled to Bradley. Bradley was at the medic tent but turned and began coming towards the thin blue line.
"Todd." I said, getting in front of him and pushing him back. "Sit down. Now!" It is possible that Cindy had gotten behind him and deftly whirled him around to a chair.
"Todd!"I said, getting in his face. "I will handle this! Leave it to me!"
"But Uncle Don, that bastard said..." Todd started.
"I said 'leave it to me!'." I shouted. "I will handle it. Wakarimasu ka?" The Japanese words got through Todd's thick skull (where had he inherited that? I wondered), and he understood his place. He finally relented.
"Let's go, Ross." I said. I came through the Police line, noticing that a larger crowd was now gathering. "Mr. Bradley, I have here a warrant for your arrest."
"For what?" gasped Bradley.
"Conspiracy to assault a Police Officer, for openers." I said. "Guys, cuff him."
Nope, they were no match... this Bradley was better trained than his brother. He fought off the Police Officers.
"Do not draw weapons!" I shouted. I moved up to take on this slug. Cindy was coming up, and I said "Ross, this one is mine."
"I'll whip your ass, too!" shouted the Ranger. He came at me, and he learned quickly that 'Airborne Aikido' beats 'disgraced Ranger' every time. His moves were standard, and woefully inadequate. I sidestepped his kick, then took his arm as he tried an off-balance punch and had him pinned on the ground within a second. Handcuffs were applied.
Teresa had been watching, and now said "I think I'm glad the Chief didn't let you compete in the Boxing Matches, Commander!" The Officers around us all laughed.
"Not as glad as I am." said Chief Moynahan as he came up. "I need Mr. Crowbarrr around to teach you Officers some takedown tactics. Captain Croyle, I expect to see your schedule for that on my desk by Thursday morning... oh, and congratulations on winning the race." The Officers cheered.
Rudistan and Morton came in a very respectable eighth place, and received congratulations from their Police Commander as well as their fellow Officers when they finished. I also congratulated the Army ROTC entrants and the Fire Department racers.
Part 7 - Victory
"Commander Troy!" shouted Davie Marsdon as he ran up to me.
"What is it, Davie?" I asked, worried that something bad had happened.
"Mr. Crowbar, Mrs. James asked for you to come up to City Hall for the awards presentation. She wants you to put the medals around their necks!" Davie was excited about this, I perceived.
"As long as you help me with it, I think I can do that." I said. Davie got more excited and ran ahead of me. We walked down to City Hall, where the Mayor and other personages were waiting for us. Sheriff Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina were there, as were all the politicians. I observed Katherine Woodburn, whose hair was tousled a little bit; she had that 'I've just been fucked' look. Hmmm...
As the Mayor announced the winners, Davie handed me the medals and I put them around the winners' necks. First were the gold medals for Todd and Teresa. As I put Teresa's around hers, I heard Cindy whisper to Molly "Why do I get the vibe that this is not the last time he's going to be draping something around Teresa's neck?"
She had no idea how right she was... twice over.
The silver medals went to Teddy Franklin and Barry Oliver. They did not seem to be too disappointed with their second place finish, and I told Barry that I thought he'd done a tremendous job in the face of all this competition.
Then the third place medals went to Seth and Joanne. A lot of the First Baptist Church members applauded loudly. As I put Joanne's medal around her neck, I heard Chief Moynahan say "A lot of TCPD Officers on that podium, Ms. Ross. I for one feel very proud of that."
"Me, too, sir." Cindy replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With the race over, the day became one of a Festival. Later in the evening, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart and his acolytes would be serving hamburgers and hot dogs to the Townsfolk, followed by some of his acolytes performing a play about the Founding Fathers, and then some acolytes performing as a band while a huge fireworks display was presented.
But I was busy. The Bradley Brothers were handcuffed to the table of Interrogation-1. As Laura, Paulina, and I looked in on them from the anteroom, I said "I don't get it. It's not like money is on the line in these races. It's for fun."
"I contacted Veterans Affairs." said Laura. "I think they have PTSD or something like it. Their actions are not rational, especially trying to fight the Police."
I went inside, carrying my crowbar, which normally was verboten in the Interrogation Rooms. I did not bother to sit down in front of them.
"Your hearing will be tomorrow morning." I said. "You likely will be turned over to the Federal Marshal for transportation to the City, where you will be given psychiatric evaluations. And you need them. I simply don't get why you would go to these lengths to try to win a fun and friendly race. No money on the line, maybe some esprit de corps amongst my Officers, but it's no big deal."
"Yeah?" one of the brothers said, his voice a whisper. "Well you haven't taken a year of abuse from your Ranger Company over losing to a woman, or a filthy Leg." Seeing my eyes, the guy said 'Yeah, your nephew is nothing but a dirty nasty Leg. Let him come in here and face me, and I'll show you."
I put a slight grin on my face. "That guy has forgotten more Aikido and other weaponless defense than I've ever learned. He'd kill you in the blink of an eye. But yeah, I gotta admit... he's still a dirty nasty Leg."
Then I let the smile vanish from my face. "But I'm not. And as a Paratrooper, and also as a former Captain in the U.S.Army Reserve, I think I have the right to say this."
I straightened up, my red crowbar tapping in my hand as I stared them down. "I find you... disgusting. You have dishonored the Ranger Tab. You have dishonored yourselves. You have humiliated yourselves before every person who has worn the Ranger Tab with honor and distinction. You are without integrity. You have no honor. None."
With that, I turned and walked out of the room.
Part 8 - Fireworks and Family
The sun was setting over the western horizon. The picnic had been an enormous success. Happy acolytes of 'The Vision' had served what I estimated to be some five thousand people hamburgers and hot dogs. And there was leftover uncooked food, which Dr. Eckhart would donate to the orphanage, food banks, and University Hospital.
"Are they advertising for their seminars?" my mother asked me, her voice sounding skeptical.
"No, Mom." I said. "They're running their summer camps around the country right now. They have flyers with their seminar schedule for the Fall, but they're only giving them out to people who actually ask. Uncle Harvey is not pushing anything but good food tonight." Somehow, I don't think my mother was all that happy with my answer. Oh well, I thought to myself, putting that situation into its compartment of the mind.
I was wearing my 'Fourth Rune' on the outside of my collared shirt. Cindy was wearing hers, and the few acolytes that had one, such as Tommy and Candy, were wearing theirs along with their other camp runes. I saw Melina and Daniel with their children, little Daniel and Patricia. Carole was very happy to see her cousin Patricia. I observed that Melina was openly wearing her Fourth Rune as we talked with them.
And then I saw Molly and her mother Maggie, walking around the edges of the crowd, away from where the serving tables were set up. I got on my personal cellphone and called Cindy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi guys." said Cindy, going up to Molly and Maggie. Ross immediately put out his arms for his Aunt Cindy to hold him. She did so for a minute, then said "I have to talk to your grandma for a minute, okay?" and handed Ross back to his mom.
Cindy asked her mother quietly "Whatever happened to your Fourth Rune, Mom? I know Father gave you one."
"Oh my goodness, I have not thought of that in years." said Maggie. "I... I left it when I went back to your--- to William."
Cindy nodded. "Yes, you did. And Father kept that rune in what he calls his little trinket box, with other keepsakes." Then Cindy held up her hand. A Fourth Rune dangled from it. "And I want you to have it back."
"Oh, I couldn't..." said Maggie.
"Yes you can." Cindy said, draping it around her mother's neck. "It's no dishonor to Dad," she said, meaning Molly's father, "and it means you're part of a bigger family, that includes me."
"She's right, you know." said a voice. It was Melina Allgood, coming up to them. "Hello, Maggie, my name is Melina. I'm Laura Fredricson's sister and the Sheriff's wife, and used to be Cindy's partner in her gym. And like Cindy, Dr. Eckhart helped me when I needed that help. The Vision is a wonderful organization that has helped many people. It never leaves you, even when you leave it."
There was something in Melina's voice that made Maggie's thoughts change. "Yes, The Vision has always been a force for good."
Molly looked skeptical, and was looking for a way out of this conversation. She saw the father of her children, and excused herself to bring the boys to see me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now people were watching a play being performed. Laughter rang out as four actors wanted the bald eagle as the Nation's symbol, saying "the eagle!... the eagle!... the eagle!... the eagle!", then Ben Franklin said "the turkey!" I'm kind of glad ol' Ben lost that debate, I thought to myself.
I was carrying Jim around, and my mom was keeping up with Carole. Molly had Ian and Ross was really behaving himself and walking right with us. Laura was still watching Teresa like a hawk, though there was no need as she and Todd stayed together. They'd changed into regular clothing, and Teresa looked great in a clingy red, white, and blue dress.
Chief Griswold and his wife came up to us, along with Cindy. "Crowbar, you are now on a mission. From God. We'll look after Jim for you." said Griswold.
"We need you to come, too, Molly." said Cindy.
"Jim, you want to stay with the Griswolds for a few minutes?" I asked my son, to have him think it was his idea.
"Okay." Jim said. As Chief Griswold took him, Jim said "Daddy, is Chief Grizz-wold my grandpa?"
Though a bit stunned, I said "No, your real grandfathers are in Heaven, watching over you. But Chief Griswold is like the best grandpa ever, so you listen to what he tells you." There was considerable emotion in the old Chief's face at those words.
I turned to Cindy. "You ready?"
"As I'll ever be." she replied. "This has to happen sooner or later. Might as well be now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire, was greeting people and giving acolytes instructions when I came up to him.
"Well, young Donald, there you are!" he said happily, giving me a warm hug, which I returned. "You've been busy today. Official business, I was sorry to see."
"Unfortunately, yes." I said. "But that's done with, and I'm enjoying your Festival. By the way, can you come with me for one moment? There's someone you need to meet."
"Of course, young Donald." he said. He gave his aide Tommy some instructions, then came with me towards the edge of the Fairgrounds near the Police Station fence.



Three women were approaching us. Molly had Ian and Ross, and Cindy was escorting her mother Maggie along. Then Cindy's parents looked upon each other for the first time in many years, and both were stunned.
"Oh my." said Eckhart, and I could feel he was at a loss for the first time in a long time. He looked over at me, almost accusingly. I just looked right back at him, silently taking every bit of the 'blame' for arranging this meeting.
"Hi, Father." Cindy said. "Mom's moved down here, and I wanted you to say hello to each other."
"Uh, yes, of course." said Eckhart. "Hello, Maggie. You look wonderful."
"Hello, Harvey." said Maggie quietly. She was as stunned as Eckhart was.
"Come on, guys." Cindy said. "Vision people hug each other."
I felt Eckhart getting his mental energy back as he said "You know, my daughter is right. I am not practicing what I teach. I am not facing this head-on, as I should." With that, he gave Maggie a hug, and she hugged him back, though perhaps with some reservation.
I took Ian and said to Molly "Why don't we go over there while they talk." Molly got the hint, picked up Ross, and we went back towards the crowds, leaving a family that was together for the first time ever...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's been a long time." said Eckhart. "I was very sorry to hear of William's passing. He was a good man, and I know he was good to you."
"Thank you." said Maggie. "Yes, he was. I am glad I went back to him, though I'll never regret having this wonderful daughter." Cindy smiled.
Eckart then noticed Maggie's jewelry. "That rune..."
"That's my doing, Father." said Cindy.
"No, it is not." said Eckhart, very sure. Cindy felt her father's mental power reaching into her as he said "You are way too respectful of me to have gone into my 'trinket box'. Only one person on this earth has the temerity, the fearlessness, to do that. This was the Iron Crowbar's doing."
Cindy smiled. "Yes sir, you are right. About him doing it, and about his fearlessness."
Eckhart began to laugh, that near-sinister-sounding laugh that could bode well or bode ill. Cindy could see that her father was not angry, and that he was conceding to the Will of the Crowbars.
"Ah, Maggie," he said, "I understand your mixed feelings. This cannot be easy for you. But I do want you to wear that rune. You are greatly loved, not only by me and your daughters, but by the family that is the true soul of 'The Vision'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The fireworks show was awesome. 'Vision' acolytes were playing patriotic songs, then for the grand finale they played "Stars and Stripes Forever" and massive numbers of fireworks went off behind and above them. Jim was in awe, as were Ross and Ian. Carole covered her ears and said "LOUD!" I would imagine many dogs in the Town were less than happy at the fireworks, as well.
While it was going on, Melina and Daniel finally made it to Dr. Eckhart.
"Ah, my dear Melina." said Eckhart. "You are looking lovelier than ever."
"Thank you, Dr. Eckhart." she replied, giving him a very warm hug. "You are looking well, also."
"Ah, Sheriff Allgood." said Eckhart, shaking Daniel's hand. "It is good to see you again. We've had little chance to talk while on those stages, watching those Police Officers be awarded medals."
"That's true, Dr. Eckhart." said Daniel.
"Young Daniel," said Eckhart, "I know you know this, but I want to make sure you understand what a treasure you have in this wonderful young woman." He was meaning Melina as he spoke. "You are a very well-matched couple, I can see. Take care of each other, and your children in these... 'interesting' times."
Just then young Tommy came up. "Sir, it's time." he said.
Meanwhile, Your Iron Crowbar was finding Teresa and Todd. I had a mission for them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Many people were still at the Fairgrounds, though the crowds dwindled after the fireworks show was over. The acolytes had packed up nearly everything in less than half an hour, with amazing efficiency.
Dr. Eckhart came to near the stage where the play had been performed. The acolytes gathered around him in two circles, the blue-shirted women in front, and the red-shirted men behind them. Others began gathering as Dr. Eckhart said into a microphone and over a speaker: "I want to thank all of you for coming." he said. "It has been a joy and an honor to serve you today." The crowd applauded.
"Before we go tonight," said Eckhart. "There is one ceremony I would like to perform for you. As many of you know, we give out runes for our Empowerment Camp, our Enlightenment Camp, and our Leadership Camp. But we also have a Fourth Rune, that I give to persons who are close to me, who I perceive to have 'caught the higher vision', so to speak. I'd like for my daughter Cindy to come here, please."
Cindy came up, already wearing her Fourth Rune. Dr. Eckhart handed her another one, and they smiled as they whispered a few words.
"And now," said Dr. Eckhart, "I would like to ask young Teresa Croyle to come up, please."
Teresa was right in front of me, and now understood why I was watching over her more closely than Laura had been... to keep her here for this moment. I whispered for her to get her hardbody ass moving, and she went forward.
"As you know," said Dr. Eckhart when Teresa arrived, "our seminar here last Winter was interrupted by acts of evil people. Captain Croyle was wounded while acting to save two of my helpers. And even more than that, I know that she is very close to my nephew, my great-nephew, and is the soul sister of my daughter. Ms. Croyle is an enlightened woman, and in appreciation of her service to me and to her friends, I would like for her to accept this Fourth Rune as a small token of my appreciation and devotion."
The acolytes clapped loudly, and the crowd that was watching clapped respectfully as Cindy came up behind Teresa and draped the Fourth Rune around Teresa's neck. As per usual, Teresa endured the ceremony stoically.
Part 9 - Epilogue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 5th. "Channel Two News has learned that the person who 'allegedly' attacked Teresa Croyle while she was completing the cycling portion of the Triathlon was related to the Bradley Rangers. Talik Mason was captured after the attack by Police Commander Donald Troy himself as he responded to the incident. Channel Two News has also learned that the Bradley Brothers resisted arrest and were physically taken down by Commander Troy, as well. The Bradley's were disqualified and their fourth place finish vacated."
"And in other news," continued Bettina, "Social Justice groups demonstrated outside the Governor's mansion yesterday, calling Governor Jared a racist and a neo-Nazi for his Independence Day speech that paid homage to the Founding Fathers of the Nation. The mostly-black protestors said that the Founding Fathers were slave owners, and the country they founded continues to be a nation of bigotry and corruption. The Social Justice groups also said that the U.S. Constitution was written by slave owners, and is therefore tainted and should be scrapped as the Law of the Land..."
"Why are people like that?" asked Joanne Warner as we watched and drank coffee in MCD. "I'm not trying to defend slave ownership, but that was well over two hundred years ago, and they fixed the Constitution to outlaw slavery. Does that not count for anything?"
"I get the feeling that's just the excuse that the money people behind these groups are making." said Cindy. "They just want the Constitution and our Freedoms destroyed."
"Why?" asked Theo Washington. "So they can control us?"
"That's part of it." I said. "They do want dictatorial control through the Socialist system. One set of rules for the Socialists, another set of rules for the rest of us."
"How does that even work?" asked Christopher Purvis of Vice. "I mean, why do people allow that to be done to them, and follow that bunk?"
"Because they're afraid of Freedom." I said. "There are people who would trade their freedom for their smart phones and their other goodies, especially those that get those goodies for free from the Government. But more than that, the idea of Freedom scares them. They feel fear when there are no strings attached, no lifelines, when they have to survive by their own efforts and the use of their own minds."
"When a politician speaks of Freedom," I continued, "it scares some people. They don't hear a good thing being said, they hear someone telling them that they're own their own, they are cut off from their safety nets. The very concept of what the Founding Fathers, slave owners notwithstanding, did on July 4th, 1776, is so alien to these people and frightens them so badly that they actually fight against it. Fortunately, there are some people out there who are willing to stand up for the Freedom of themselves and others, but I have a different name for them."
"What's that, sir?" asked Theo.
"Leaders."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that morning, the Bradley Brothers and Talik Mason had their preliminary hearings. As I'd surmised and Bettina had reported, Mason's mother and the Bradley's father were brother and sister, which explained a few things.
The Bradleys were remanded to the custody of the V.A. system for psychiatric evaluation, and they were found to have severe PTSD. They would spend time at a V.A. Hospital, and by the time they were out, the 'time served' had fulfilled their sentences.
Talik Mason was not so fortunate. He was sentenced to The Asylum in Coltrane County, and would stay there for over three years.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, July 6th. Cindy, Teresa, and I sat on the patio deck of the Cop Bar, enjoying a pitcher full of ice cold beer. Well, it started out full.
"My mom's always questioned my father's intentions towards her." Cindy said. "She has no desire to date my father again, and she told me she doesn't love him the way she loved her husband, and she is unsure of his feelings towards her."
"Is she correct to feel that way?" I asked.
Cindy thought a moment as Teresa and I drank large portions of beer from our respective mugs, then said "You know, she may be. She may be. My father doesn't want to make her feel pressure, but his mental energy is so strong that it can be overwhelming... and I can feel his vibe. He still loves her, and it will be unrequited."
"Sad." I said. "To love something or someone you can't have."
"You just gotta get over it." Teresa said.
"Not that easy, my friend." I said. "Love is the one emotion we truly cannot control. And some people don't have the will power that the winners of the Triathlon have." Teresa and I clinked mugs.
"You guys did a great job in that." Cindy said. "And Todd... my God, how did he get into that level of conditioning? What are you guys eating over at BOW Enterprises?"
Teresa gave what was for her a chuckle. "He has to be in great shape, to keep up with me all night." We all broke out laughing at that.
"Well," I said, "let's hope things quieten down and we can have a peaceful Summer... before football season starts."
"Gonna be an awesome year for the Bulldogs." Cindy said. "I've got the vibe on that."
"Bread and Circuses." I said as I poured the last of the beer into our mugs.
"What?" Teresa said.
"Football, college and pro. All sports, really." I said. "Distractions for the masses while the politicians plot ways to rule those masses. And the Enemy... is plotting."
"Besides your family," Cindy said, "who's behind you when you're fighting?" I knew what she meant; it was a teaching of her father's.
"The Founding Fathers." I replied. "And that great document they gave us, the Constitution..."
Finis
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, July 10th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that several groups, led by State Senator Maxine Watts of the City, are calling for the investigation of the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix to be re-opened!"
Bettina went on: "The Coroner's Inquest found that Ms. Nix was shot from the window of a hotel room occupied by an associate of 'Big Ice', who went by the name 'Jackson'. Mr. Jackson was himself shot to death by security forces, who found him holding a rifle. Mr. Big Ice was himself assassinated by persons believed to be associates of Ms. Nix."
"The groups are asking that the case be re-examined." said Bettina. "They cite unusual drug readings in Mr. Jackson's bloodstream when he was shot. Sources tell Channel Two News that the FBI's investigation found anomalies at the crime scene, but those were not added to the FBI's final report, which came out late Friday afternoon during the so-called 'document dump' period."
"In other news," said Bettina, "The group Citizens for Police Accountability have filed Open Records Act requests on all documents relating to the SBI's new SIS unit, including all Police and personal emails and texts of Commander Donald Troy, who is overseeing the new SIS unit in his role as an SBI Inspector. Commander Troy issued a statement saying that the SBI's Records Office will handle any official SBI documents, the Town & County Police Department must be contacted to handle official TCPD business items... but he will not release nor allow to be released any personal emails or texts without a warrant, showing probable cause that a crime was committed. Commander Troy's personal lawyers, from the Madison & Ives Law Firm, have issued a statement saying they will not comply with any demand for Commander Troy's personal emails and texts unless, and I quote, 'the letter of the Law is scrupulously followed in every particular and detail', close quote."
Bettina was not finished: "And in other news, Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins and State House Ways & Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds, both Republicans, issued a joint statement over the weekend condemning Republican Governor Val Jared for what they called an 'insensitive' speech given by the Governor on July 4th. In that speech, Republican Governor Jared praised the Founding Fathers, and especially the 3d U.S. President, Thomas Jefferson, in their writing of the Declaration of Independence. Collins and Hammonds said that the speech was 'tone deaf' to the complaints of Social Justice groups, which cite President Jefferson having been a slave owner."
Bettina: "As you know, our County is named after President Jefferson, and Social Justice groups plan to ask the Town & County Council to rename the County to reflect Social Diversity. However, Mayor Larry P. Vaughan has said that counties can be renamed only by Acts of the State Legislature and the Governor's signature..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sure is quiet in here today." I said as I drank coffee in MCD.
"I hope that's not a complaint." replied Cindy Ross as she stood next to me and sipped her coffee."
"No, not at all." I said. "But I do like the morning hustle and bustle of the coffee klatch."
"Well," Cindy Ross said, standing next to me and sipping her own coffee, "Detective Warner is at Police Academy Advanced Course, Detective Washington is at Police Academy Detective School, all of Vice is excused until 10:00am because they were on a stakeout last night until 4:00am, and Detective Davis worked out with me in the boxing ring this morning... he's licking his wounds and showering up right now."
"How'd he do in the ring?" I asked.
"Not bad... for a rank beginner with nothing more than woefully inadequate Police Academy tactics." said Cindy. "But he learns quickly. And that reminds me: Captain Croyle submitted the schedule the Chief wanted, and on Thursday, as he asked. But Commander Harlow objected to it."
"Yes, I saw her schedule and had her send it on to the Chief." I asked. "But why did Harlow object? Because her Admin people were on the list?"
"No." Cindy said. "And just so you know, my own confidential sources tell me the Admin and Records people would really love some basic tactical training, especially the ones that want to get out of Admin and become Patrol Officers or Detectives. Commander Harlow is simply objecting to what she calls the strain on resources."
"Let's go to my office." I said. As we refilled our mugs and were leaving, I said "Parker, we're going to try to get you into Detective School right after Thanksgiving, unless you are going to travel to visit family in that time."
"No sir, I have no plans." said Parker. "Thank you, sir."
Part 2 - Meetings
"O-kayyyyy, Mr. Crowbar," said Chief Sean Moynahan as I sat in his office at 9:00am, "the County Attorney's legal beagles have joined with your lawyers in pushing back on the ORA requests for your private emails and texts. But do make sure to keep those really separate."
"I'm going to put out an announcement to everyone about that." I said. "Maybe a meeting at afternoon shift change, then again tomorrow morning to third shift and first shift folks that didn't make the first one."
"Good." said Moynahan. "Okay, our second order of business: the schedule presented to me for some increased training. Have you heard of Deputy Chief Harlow's objections?"
"Yes sir." I said. "She's objecting to the overtime pay some of them will get. She also objects to anyone in any desk job getting the training at all."
"So break it down for me." said the Chief. "What kind of num-berrrrrs are we talking about, here?"
"Sir, we have about 180 Uniformed Patrol Officers and 40 more in other jobs, such as Admin and Detectives. That's total." I said. "So the 180 over three shifts would be about 60 apiece, but it's really 70-70-40, give or take. And then those are split in two for the Precincts, leaving 35 per shift on 1st and 2nd shifts, and 20 per shift at night. That's not a lot for our relatively high population zone, especially with the School across the street."
"Yes, we are short handed." said the Chief.
"It's fine in normal, quiet times," I said, "but when there are football games or a serious incident develops, we've got problems. So we have overlapping shifts, 12-hour shift schedules, and what we call 'double shifts': an Officer on First Shift will work all of his shift and all of Second Shift; a Second Shift Officer will work 2nd and 3d shifts; and so on. That's a sixteen hour day; and yes, they do get overtime. If it's a weekend or holiday, that overtime can be double time."
"Yes, the Council pounds me on the Budget for all this reggggulurly." said the Chief. "So the issue is that Captain Croyle wants the training to be done after the shift is over, and they stay over for it?"
"Either that, sir," I said, "or during their own shift, but then we have to have someone filling in for their normal duties."
"Let me ask this quest-yunnnnnnn." said the Chief. "Do you really think we need this level of training?"
"Chief," I said, looking the man squarely in the eye, "we need riot control training, for sure. We probably don't need every Patrol Officer going through Aikido forms, but I do believe there will come a day when we are going to need every available Officer to respond to riots and violence. Did you see the news this morning?"
"Yes, I did." said Moynahan. "You think that stuff about the County's name is going to be a problem?"
"I think they're going to make it one." I said. "Here, Madison County, Washington County; hell, they're even attacking Abraham Lincoln in some places. It's crazy... but the threat of violence is very real, and I'm not going to sit by idly on it."
"Nooooo, I think the State is very clear on where you stand and what you might do, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "Your reputation precedes you as well as follows you."
He then took off his badge and put it on the desk. "Put yours on the desk... and let's make sure this conversation cannot be over-herrrrrrrd." I put my badge on the desk by the Chief's, and turned on the bug-killer.
"As you know," the Chief said, "Commander Harlow made that comment the other day saying you should have nothing to do with the Governor. First, I told her that I'd allowed her to speak freely and would not reprimand her for it, but if she ever said that again in any way, speaking freely or not, she would be written up and possibly suspended. Our personal political activities and persuasions are each individual's business, provided he or she does not mix it with a Police Uniform, if you get my drift."
"Yes sir." I said.
"Second," said the Chief, "I talked to Chief Griswold about it, in confidence. He told me he told you he thinks Ms. Harlow might be angling for a State job, possibly with the SBI. I have contacted some people I know and done other research, and I am finding that this is unlikely to be the case. Whatever Ms. Harlow is doing, I don't think she's angling for another job."
When I didn't reply, the Chief said "What do you think, Mr. Crowbar?"
"I think Chief Griswold may be partially correct, sir." I said. "He usually is about these things. And it is very early days yet for her to be angling for any SBI or State job, so that is why you might not be getting anything... yet. But when we look at some of her past comments and actions, then look at how she is inexplicably trying to stop me from making this Police Force more ready to meet threats... almost like Brownlee would do, just to oppose me... then I would suggest, off the record of course, that she is putting her politics ahead of sound Police judgement."
The Chief nodded. "That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." He picked up his badge, and I followed suit. "Okay, my last item: was it really wise to send two Detectives to schools at the same time?"
"Well, sir," I said, "in my experience since I've been here, July is the quietest time of year. The University is not in full session, local schools are out, we're at low ebb population-wise and activity-wise. We sent Teresa and Joanne to schools at the same time last year, and if memory serves me correctly, the FBI paid for over 80% of my time in July when we were wrapping up Pastor Westboro's Syndicate."
"Yes. And let's hope it stays quiet." said the Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Angels meeting followed my meeting with the Chief.
"How are you feeling, Teresa?" I asked.
"Good." Teresa said. "Your wife said that if this were the NFL, I'd be back out of concussion protocol already, and my scrapes on various parts of me are healing up well."
"Good." I said. "By the way, no Purple Orders for that. In fact, we might be on track for an August 1st without any Purple Orders being awarded, which would make me most very happy."
"Me too, sir." said Cindy. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Okay..." I said. "What I need to know now is not facts but rumors and innuendo. What's going on and what's being whispered around the Police Force?"
"Sir," said Cindy, "you know that Detective Jerome Davis goes over to 2d Precinct every so often and has a cup of coffee with Lt. Carswell and sometimes even Precinct Captain Thompson. We all know it's a backchannel for some off-the-cuff discussion."
"Yes, and that's good." I said.
Cindy continued: "Jerome says that PCpt. Thompson knows that if there's any issues with blacks demonstrating or rioting, especially in the southern areas, he's going to be the face of the TCPD, he'll be the one on television and the spokesman, at least at first. Jerome says Thompson even keeps an extra, pressed uniform in his office in case something breaks out."
I nodded, and Cindy went on: "Well, PCpt. Thompson and Lt. Carswell both have been hearing some stuff about demonstrations being orchestrated. And by that I mean planned in advanced, made to look spontaneous but in reality they won't be. Nothing new there. But what's new... is that you are the target, Commander."
"Me!? How?" I asked. "Assassination attempt?"
"Jerome said that Thompson and Carswell didn't have details," said Cindy, "so I had the Vice people check with sources. What they're getting from the underground grapevine is that someone wants you removed from the TCPD, preferrably by being disgraced, which would demoralize the Police Force."
"And it would do worse than that." said Teresa. "Everyone knows that if you're fucked with, Cindy and I will follow you out the door, and it could lead to a cascading effect... maybe even a strike by the Police Force."
I whispered to myself "... and if y'all are gone, Harlow could leverage that to be made Police Commander..." I went into a reverie.
It was several minutes before I came out of it. Cindy and Teresa were still waiting, but were on their Police iPads, going through emails.
"One more thing, sir." said Cindy. "There is some word that Harlow has been meeting with Briscoe and Briggs at the Cop Bar fairly regularly, and they never did that before."
"All right," I said, "we'll worry about that later. Talk to me about the MCD and Vice Lieutenant spots."
"Applications have been trickling in," said Cindy, "some from inside, but mostly from around the State. Purvis and Grubby Paul both applied for the Vice slot. Sergeant DeLong applied for either one. Lt. Paul Price from Nextdoor County filed the paperwork, and Molly sent a glowing recommendation for him. Detectives Ruger and Wesson from Midtown applied, and Chief Frank Soltis gave them both a good recommendation. Sapper Warren of the City Police applied, but he called me and said he wanted to bring Ventura with him in a package deal. Also from the City Police are Detectives E.J. Jefferson, Arthur Wilshire, and Tony Long. Then there's Lt. Mills of the SBI, and Agent Carter Fischer of the SBI also applied for the MCD position. Gayle Tunnin of I.A. applied for the MCD slot, as well. And I think to just make a statement, Tanya Perlman applied to come off retirement and be reinstated with us."
"And I'd hire Tanya in a New York minute if I could get away with it." I replied. "Anyway, I think we all know that it's the Vice slot being filled, unless Sherlock Holmes himself applies to be MCD Lieutenant. And so far I'm not hearing a single name that I like. Well, I like Jefferson and Sapper Warren."
"But the gist of it," I continued, "is that I can tell you that Mills is out; he's a dirty SBI Agent and on his way out of there, too. I might hire Fischer as a Vice Detective, but not as the Lieutenant of the group. Ruger and Wesson are good, but are young, and I don't want to raid good people away from Chief Soltis; he needs those guys far more than we do. Tunnin is I.A., that creates issues."
"What about Price?" Cindy asked.
"You got to observe him, most lately with that chef competition case." I replied. "What was your evaluation of him?"
"You know," Cindy said, "I don't think he's all that bad. I know you looked at his past cases, and so did I, and he's done some good work in the past. I think if we get him properly coached up in the 'Crowbar' way of thinking, he might be all right."
"True." I said. "Except he's an MCD kind of guy, and he ain't Sherlock Holmes."
"Sir," said Teresa, "you are just not in a rush to hire anyone, are you?"
I smiled. "No, I'm not, which bespeaks of my confidence in who I have running the place now. But also... I'd rather give someone from inside the TCPD a shot at it, especially one of the Vice Detectives."
"I've got one suggestion. But you are going to hate it, sir." Teresa said, and I could see twinkling in her eyes; she was up to something.
"Okay, hit me with it." I said, springing the trap upon myself, as usual. "And 'Steven Ikea' is a 'wrong answer'."
Teresa gave what was for her a smile. "Oh hell no, not that slug. I am thinking of... Mary Mahoney Milton." The room went into twenty seconds of utter silence, and not a feature of my face moved.
Finally, I said "You know, I'm being selfish. I was about to say 'No way in hell! How can I give up her data expertise?'. But I think you're right, Teresa... she knows the Punk world, she knows the underground, and she can lead others. We can put her in as a Supervisor, then start looking to groom someone to succeed her over time."
Cindy looked at Teresa and said "Wow. I think the correct words are: that is Iron Crowbar thinking, there." Then she grinned and said "Maybe I need to hit you over the head and give you concussions more often."
I laughed, but Teresa just turned and looked at Cindy, then said: "Maybe you've forgotten who took your hardbody ass down in the ring last month." By now I was laughing so hard I could not stop.
"Damn! I love you two." I said, still unable to recover...
Part 3 - Feeling The Burn
An hour later, Cindy came back into my office. "I think you need to see this." she said. She attached her computer to the hookup to my television monitor.
"This came on at 10:00 this morning, and was DVR'd by Public Relations." Cindy said. It was one of those all-women's talk shows, and it was called 'Point Taken'. There were five women, four of them being very Left-wing; and one, the smallest, most slender woman, a Grassroots Conservative. The Conservative girl was named Lisa Fillmore. The most strident Leftwing woman was overweight, and mean-spirited; her name was Donna Roselle.
The show appeared on KSB in the City, and was syndicated to many parts of the Nation. The guest today was State Senator Maxine Watts. Maxine was the cousin of our Judge Rodney K. Watts. She was black, middle-aged going on elderly, and she wore a huge wig of brown-black hair. The biggest problem with her full lips was that they moved way too often.
"What I am telling you," Senator Watts said, "is that the assassination of Jasmine Nix was a C.I.A. operation. A C.I.A. sniper shot Ms. Nix, and set it up to look like one of Big Ice's most trusted men did it."
"Why do you think this?" asked Lisa Fillmore. "The FBI investigated it, Commander Troy examined their work. All the security men said that Jackson swung the rifle over at them..."
"The FBI is covering up for their CIA counterparts." said Maxine. "The FBI ignored the Coroner's Report, which said there were drugs in Mr. Jackson's system... drugs that would knock a man out, then drugs that would revive him. And the FBI report omitted any finding of the circle of glass that was cut out of the window. It wasn't on Mr. Jackson's body, it was not found in the hotel room, and it wasn't on the ground outside."
"Why would the CIA do something like this?" asked Lisa. Maxine Watts looked at Lisa as if Lisa were a turd on the floor.
"Of course because they wanted to get blacks to start shooting at each other, instead of concentrating on their real oppressors, the white race." Watts replied authoritatively.
"So are you proposing a new investigation?" asked Roselle. "Who could we possibly get to do an honest job?"
"We are proposing a re-opening of the case." said Maxine Watts. "I believe there needs to be investigations by a State Legislature committee, by the U.S. Congress's Black Caucus, and definitely by the SBI, once Jack Lewis is restored as its Director."



"How can that happen?" asked Lisa Fillmore.
"Young lady," said Watts, "when that filthy racist Val Jared is impeached, tried, and convicted for his crimes, it will be a new day in this State. And Jack Lewis is needed to restore the SBI to its former integrity."
"What did the Governor say that was racist?" asked Lisa Fillmore. "Especially in his patriotic July 4th speech?"
"He was glorifying slave owners!" yelled Donna Roselle.
"And those slave owners wrote the Constitution, which taints it." said Maxine Watts. "It needs to be scrapped and replaced by a document that will respect racial diversity."
"But the Constitution was fixed, it outlaws slavery now." said Lisa. "Doesn't that count for anything?"
"You are a racist, just like Val Jared!" shouted Maxine Watts.
"Yeah, if you support the Constitution, you're a white racist!" yelled Donna Roselle.
"And that's why all Republicans are racists!" said Watts, piling on.
"I'm not a racist!" yelled Lisa. "And I'm tired of being called a racist for calling out the truth and supporting good American values! That's why Val Jared won the election! That's why---" Her microphone was cut off, and then the show went to a break.
"It gets better." Cindy said. "After the commercial, Lisa was no longer on set. She was forcibly removed, and she's sworn out an assault warrant against the security people. I got word from Priya that Lisa is going to be fired from the show, and Lisa will probably sue the network for wrongful termination."
"She should sue for defamation, too." I said. "But what bothers me is the attempt by Watts, and other Democrats as well, to re-open the case. No good can come of that. The Press will just use it to stir up more and more agitation among blacks."
"And that's not all." said Cindy. "You are the one that looked over the FBI's data. Even if they withheld something and you innocently did not know, the Press will say that you personally are helping to cover it up."
"Yep." I said. "So where are the Republicans on this?"
"Fighting to get to a microphone... to condemn Governor Jared for making a patriotic Fourth of July speech." Cindy replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhh, yessss!" hissed Adele Peabody as I pistoned my throbbing hard cock in and out of her tight, sopping wet cunt. "Oh God, you're so fucking hard! Fuck me with that big thing!"
"I'm gonna fuck your sexy brains out, baby!" I growled as I undulated my hips and ass faster and faster, driving into the beautiful older woman with hard, driving thrusts, feeling Mrs. Peabody wrap her shapely legs around my back, pushing her heels into my ass to drive me on. My back was aching a bit, but I willed the pain away as I concentrated on power-fucking this lusting bitch.
This was a very pleasant lunch hour, I thought to myself. I would meet Adele at the Cabin at least once a week, as long as the Cabin wasn't occupied and one or the other of us wasn't overwhelmed with our work. Adele was middle-aged, but she gave me some of the best fucking I'd ever had, even comparable to Laura at my wife's very best.
Adele had come twice, so I just drove on and let my nut rise. "Uhhh, here it comes, baby.. here it comes! OH YEAH!" I cried out, the gray mist swirling around the edge of my vision as the intense pain gave way to the joy of release, and spurt after spurt of my semen fired into Adele's clutching cunt...
Some minutes later, we were relaxing together in post-coital bliss, when I said "So, Mrs. Peabody... any rumors swirling around City Hall lately?"
"Funny you should ask." replied the Intendent. Adele was the de facto power behind the thrones in the County. What she did not know about County business was not worth knowing, and in exchange for me plowing her heavenly furrow with my iron-hard 'little crowbar' as often as we could, I got knowledge I could not possibly get anywhere else. Mrs. Peabody was priceless, as well as one hell of a great piece of ass. We made a great team.
"The biggest thing is that Councilman Thomas Cook and KSTD reporter John Hardwood have been meeting a lot more frequently than they used to." said Adele. "Hardwood has been maneuvering to edge out Priya Ajmani and become the top reporter at KSTD, and Dan Walther is beginning to go in that direction."
"I guess he's giving Walther better blowjobs than Priya is?" I asked. Adele laughed.
"Maybe." she said. "But there's a lot of other factors, as well. Priya has her reputation, and since you took down that U.S. Marine's killers (Author's note: 'Semper Fidelis'), Walther dropped a lot of his hatred for you. He was a Marine, too. However, since Jared was elected, and so unexpectedly, the Press as a whole has changed... a lot more than you can imagine."
"I dunno, I can imagine a lot." I said.
Adele continued: "Well, we're starting to see aggressive, rabidly hateful reporters like Hardwood coming to the fore, not only here in our County, but all over the State. If a reporter is not aggressively toeing the 'I-hate-Jared' line, they come under attack themselves. And that's why you see Hardwood pretty much replacing Priya at KSTD: Priya is not being hardline enough for the Powers-That-Be."
"Who are those?" I asked.
"The owners of the Press Institutions and influential members of both political Parties." Adele responded. "That doesn't really include your nephew Todd at KXTC. I don't think he really knows what is going on under his nose."
"So that is what brings Thomas P. Cook into play?" I asked.
"Sort of." said Adele as her hand slid down my abdomen towards my half-hard cock. "With Cook, it's more of a personal thing, and I'm hearing it has to do with you. I do know that Cook has been talking to other Council Members, Assembly Members, and various County bureaucrats about what would happen if you were suspended and no longer had any influence. Malinda Adams and Deputy Chief Harlow have been meeting often for lunch, and Sheriff Allgood's Press Relations man, Scott Peterson, has also been inquiring to the County Attorney about the Police structure."
"Any idea at all what it's about? How they plan to come at me?" I asked.
"No." said Adele. "I'll keep my eyes and ears open. And if I find out anything, I'll let you know... while riding this iron hard cock of yours." With that she flung her shapely leg over me and mounted me, then reached down and inserted my throbbing hard cock into her warm, wet pussy.
"Ohhhhh..." we groaned together in perfect rhythm, followed by the perfect rhythm of our bodies rutting together...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, still Monday, July 10th. Present at the meeting in the Main Conference Room was Chief Moynahan at the near end of the table, Deputy Chief Della Harlow to his left, Sheriff Daniel Allgood to her left, City Attorney Dennis Garland to his left, me to his left at the far end of the table, Captain Cindy Ross to my left, Captain Teresa Croyle to her left.
"Okay, Mr. Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, "you asked for this meeting. The floor is yourrrrs."
"Thank you, Chief. And thank you for coming, Mr. Garland." Dennis Garland was in his fifties, had graying hair and a scruffy mustache and beard that was similarly graying. He wore silver spectacles and was beginning to become portly. As City Attorney, he and his staff handled legal papers and matters for the Council and various agencies of the Town & County Government. I'd been in his office more than a few times, some of them one-way conversations from him to me.
I continued: "The question I want to ask is: if, perish forbid, something happened to me and I was not in the Police Commander position, but you are still in the Chief's chair, Chief... to whom do my Captains answer? You?"
Everyone seemed stunned in the silent room. Then the Chief said "Do you expect anything to happen to you, Mr. Crowbar?"
"No, touch wood." I said, knocking on the wood table of the conference table. "But it's something that came into my head, and with all the fun I've had the last year, it may be something that needs to be addressed."
"Mmmm, I see the point." said Chief Moynahan, trying hard to not look over towards Commander Harlow, and failing. Della's eyes had cut to me as I'd asked the question, then went back to the Chief's when he began speaking. Seeing him pause, she jumped in. 
"In my opinion," said Harlow, "I would be next in line, and Acting Commander."
"I do not agreeeee." said the Chief. "I think they would answer directly to me, as next up in the Commander's chain-of-command."
"I concur with the Chief." I said. "If you were also incapacitated, Chief, then the Deputy Chief would be Acting Chief and therefore in charge of the entire Police Force. But with you still there, the branch of the tree going through me goes up to you."
"I understand the question, also." said Sheriff Allgood. "And I see why you wanted the City Attorney here. Dennis, what's the legal answer?"
"It's funny," said Garland, whose voice sounded slightly cheerful no matter how he really felt, "I've been asked about this a few times over the past few weeks, so I've been researching it. From what I can tell, there's no law covering that directly. The two Commander-level positions were created almost as an afterthought; it was believed the Captains would run their Departments and report directly to the Chief and his staff, just as the Chief of Staff in the Sheriff's Department works, and the two Command positions would be titular in nature, maybe for a Captain waiting to retire
"But that got twisted when Chief Griswold filled the Commander slot with the Iron Crowbar, here." Garland continued. "So I looked at more recent laws. The latest one created the Captain of Operations, which answers to the Commander, as does the Captain of Detectives. That codicil to the original structure law did reaffirm that the Police Commander becomes Chief in the incapacity or absence of the Chief. But it goes no further. As far as the law is concerned, it is silent on this matter. "
Sheriff Allgood turned to Chief Moynahan. "I guess you'll have to write up some guidelines for me to approve."
"Excuse me, Sheriff," said Della Harlow, "but I believe the Council will have to codify something."
"Dennis?" asked Allgood, who was not very pleased with Della's interjection.
"I think that would ultimately be the best course." said Garland. "You could put out a temporary chain of command structure, but ultimately it needs to be codified into law to avoid possible conflicts."
"Okay." said the Chief. "I will write something up for you, Sheriff, and we'll put it in place while you enjoy an evening presenting it to the Council. Meanwhile, after this meeting breaks up, I'd like to see you, Mr. Crowbar, in my office. Sheriff, do you have anything else?" He did not.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was still up when I came to the Cop Bar at about 7:30pm. It was not busy at all, being Monday night. A baseball game was on inside, but the objects of my affection, my Angels Cindy and Teresa, were on the deck outside.
"May I join you lovely ladies?" I asked as I came up.
"Sure." said Cindy. "But no ranks, no insignia."
"No doubt." I said. "Just family. So, what's going on?"
"As I'm sure you are here to find out," Cindy said astutely, "we were talking about that meeting about the rank structure today. We both know that you never do or say anything idly, so there was purpose and intent behind it."
"You guys are good." I said. "You both might make Captain in the TCPD one day."
Teresa gave what was for her a grin, then said "I think you're solidifying things for those times you might be away on SBI or FBI business, like you were last July. Miss Hardbody here thinks you are fearing a more sinister something."
"And you're both right." I said. "What were your impressions of the meeting?"
Cindy said "Commander Harlow almost jumped out of her chair to say she was the boss of us in your absence. I thought you were going to push back, but it was the Chief that did. And I think that was the crux of it: you want me and Teresa to be clear on who to take orders from if you're not here and something goes down."
"Are we getting Brownlee Junior in Commander Harlow, Don?" asked Teresa.
"Yeah, so tell us what is really going on, here." Cindy added.
"Okay... for the price of me drinking from your pitcher of beer for free." I said, pouring some beer into my mug. I then said "I have been getting some scattershot from all over the place that there is interest in seeing me removed from my position here with the TCPD. What it amounts to is that some of these people seem to be interested in seeing Ms. Harlow be in my position as Police Commander... and like you said, Cindy, she gave herself away in her eagerness to declare that to be the case."
"So what are these bastards up to?" Teresa asked, a frown on her pretty face.
"Up to no good, as usual." I said. "We need to keep watch on Thomas P. Cook, John Hardwood of KSTD, Malinda Adams... and Della Harlow."
"With respect, sir," said Teresa, "those four are worthless. Whoever is planning something against you... is a lot higher up the flagpole than those eta."
"You may well be right." I said. "And that's what I have to figure out."
Part 4 - Blown Up
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 11th, from in front of the Federal Building. "Racial issues are exploding across the State and the Nation!"
Bettina started: "In an ugly scene yesterday, Lisa Fillmore, one of the hosts of the popular show 'Point Taken', was forcibly removed from the set after making insensitive remarks to State Senator Maxine Watts. Miss Fillmore swore out a complaint against the KSB Network security team for assault and battery, saying they literally physically attacked her and use injurious physical violence against her. The network announced yesterday that Ms. Fillmore has been fired for making racist remarks."
"In reply, Ms. Fillmore's lawyers have already filed a lawsuit against the network for wrongful termination, slander and defamation of character. Ms. Fillmore also filed a lawsuit against Senator Watts and Ms. Fillmore's former co-host, Donna Roselle, also for defamation. In a statement, the legal team for Ms. Fillmore vigorously denied that she made racist comments or is a racist, and they will fully pursue this lawsuit with no intention to settle out of Court."
Bettina continued: "State Senator Watts, meanwhile, continues to demand the investigation of the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix be re-opened. She said that if the Governor does not have the SBI investigate the case, she will ask Lt. Governor Graham Collins to assemble the Legislature, where she will introduce Articles of Impeachment against Governor Jared. The Governor has not officially responded, but 'sources' close to the situation tell Channel Two News that Jared said privately that he would not respond to, and I quote 'the ravings of a mad woman', close quote."
"And in national news," Bettina continued, "the shadowy group known as 'The Guardians of Justice' released more batches of emails from BigAgraFoods, BigPharmaCorp, and BigRoadAndRailCorp, alleging that these companies, some based in this County, colluded with the Federal Government to control the growth and distribution of the foodstuffs of the Nation. The Guardians of Justice also allege that what they call 'Establishment' politicians of both political parties are working together to subjugate the American People to their rule, and rob the People of their Constitutional rights and freedoms."
"U.S. Senator Samuel Russell of our State put out a statement that the Guardians of Justice were terrorists and traitors, and has demanded the FBI vigorously pursue them, identify them, expose their identities to the Public, and arrest them." Bettina said. "The FBI has made no public statement other than that they are pursuing the case and the criminals."
"And last," said Bettina, a smile forming on her face, "Social Justice groups say they intend to confront the Town & County Council at their meeting, demanding the name of the County be changed to reflect diversity and tolerance for all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Don." said the voice of FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone on my cellphone. "Can you come to the Federal Building at 10:00am?"
"Sure." I said. "And bring Captain Ross, right?"
"If you like." said Muscone. "But my new boss, Dana Fox, is here, and wants to talk with you... probably alone."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Assistant Director Dana Fox was of medium height and slender build, slightly taller than Jack Muscone, and therefore nowhere near as tall as me. He was in good shape, with chestnut-brown hair which would be wavy if he allowed it to grow long. Unlike the retiring Deputy Director, who had a powerful presence and aura, Dana Fox seemed competent but not overwhelmingly impressive.
When Cindy and I got there, we were greeted by him, the DepDirector, and Jack Muscone. Sandra Speer led Cindy to the offices where the other Special Agents were, while I was led into the plexiglass cube conference room.
"Congratulations on the promotion, Director Fox." I said.
"Thank you, Commander." said Fox. "Can I call you Don? And you call me Dana?"
"I could never be so impolite to you." I said. "But yes, you can call me Don... or anything you like, just keep it clean."
Fox chuckled politely. I could see he was good at the political Game. He said "Thank you for coming over; I know you're very busy. So, sir," he said to the DepDirector, "are we wrapping up the Superior Bloodlines case today?"
"Pretty much." said the DepDirector, who looked relaxed and happy, maybe for the first time in decades. "It'll be weeks going through the bank data, and then months for all the trials, but we're beginning to hand it off to the U.S. Attorneys and shift it to the Judicial branch." The DepDirector spent some minutes detailing everything.
"There is one other thing." said Jack Muscone. "Wallace Bedford's son went into a coma the night he was brought into Boston Medical. He died yesterday without waking up again." I nodded, having mixed feelings. The kid never had a chance... but neither had Amy after what the kid's father Wallace Bedford had done...
After that, the DepDirector said "Jack, let's you and I go talk with Team Lazarus for a few minutes, while Assistant Director Fox talks with the Iron Crowbar." They got up and left, leaving me alone with Dana Fox.
"First of all," said Fox, "I want to congratulate you on everything you did in helping the Deputy Director bring down these hate groups. And it was an absolutely masterful stroke to use the assassination attempt on him to flush them out."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "And I have to admit that it was fun to use and abuse the Press while doing that."
"Yes, I've heard of your 'close' relationship with the Media." Fox said drily. "Anyway, I hope you and Captain Ross will stay on as FBI Consultants. You'll be working with Jack Muscone and his team, as you were before. You probably won't see as much of me as you did the Deputy Director. As you know, I come from a background of homeland security, and one reason I was promoted was because the FBI is prioritizing homeland security and terrorist threats these days."
He continued: "The Deputy Director had Jack's team in a special role, working directly for him on what's formally called 'civil rights issues', but was in reality taking down those Elitists that were using racial issues for their own gain. Now I think we're going to see Jack's team in more conventional FBI roles in this region of the country. They're a good team, but I know they'll appreciate your help, and Captain Ross's, from time to time."



"I'll be glad to help in any way I can." I said. "And they've helped me out a lot on some of my cases, and I hope that'll continue, as well."
"I'm sure it will." said Fox. After a pause, he said "There is one more thing. I'd like for you to start looking into something for me, in conjunction with Jack's team. This 'Guardians of Justice' situation is generating a lot of heat in Washington... a lot of heat. U.S. Senator Samuel Russell of this State has been pounding me over it, calling every day about it. He is really upset about these leaks. I know you have had some issues with BigPharmaCorp, but we can't have their emails being hacked like they were. It does become a national security issue at some point."
"You are right, sir." I said. "Arresting the BigPharmaCorp CEO did not exactly endear me to them. But I'm not really a cybersecurity expert. You've probably got people that are much, much better in pursuing that."
"You've got some good cybersecurity people, as well, Commander." said Fox.
"Yes, but one of them may just get promoted." I said. "That's not a done deal by any means, but it's very possible. And that means the others will be much busier supporting my Detectives on their missions."
Fox nodded. He'd looked surprised when I mentioned the promotion. I also wondered if he realized that there was no way Myron was going to help the FBI on something like 'The Guardians of Justice'; after all, Myron's sympathies, as well as his father's, lay with Government-exposing groups like them.
"Okay, then." said Fox. "If you do get a chance to look into them, keep a log of the hours and we'll reimburse you. Anyway, I'm looking forward to working with you and Jack's team." He was getting up, so I did also. He extended his hand and I shook it firmly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office after the meeting, Cindy asked "So how did it go with Mr. Fox?"
"Okay." I said. "He's more of a politically-tuned bureaucrat than a straight-shooter like the Deputy Director and Jack Muscone are. So be aware of that." I then told Cindy of the details of my discussion with Fox.
"So he wants you to use my Data Division to help him find these 'Guardians of Justice' peeps?" Cindy astutely said.
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I replied. "And I told him in roundabout terms that they weren't really available. But he's under pressure from politicians over these leaked emails, so he may be calling you and me both to try to move a mountain."
Cindy nodded, then said "While you were talking to him, I was talking to Team Lazarus about Mr. Fox and their situation. They're being told the 'Guardians of Justice' case is going to be a priority for them, too. So my Green Crowbar thinking is that yes, Washington politicians are very upset over this, especially the Republican Senators."
"No surprise there, either." I said. "BigPharmaCorp, BigRoadAndRail, and BigAgraFoods give 'generous' contributions to their campaigns and have well-paid lobbyists working for them. And a case like this is where they expect the money they spent to be be money well spent. If not, they'll find other candidates to support."
"There's one other thing, too." Cindy said. "Lindy said that she's been doing some preliminary work in conjunction with FBI cyber-security people in Washington. They think the Guardians of Justice are somewhere in this State. They are trying to mask their IP addresses and all, but the FBI guys in Washington have worked it back to here. Probably the City, but it could be Midtown."
"I'm surprised they're not crawling all over our County here." I said. "BigAgraFoods and BigPharmaCorp are headquartered here, and with the School here generating tremendous digital traffic, it'd be the ideal place. So... what does all that tell you?"
Cindy thought a minute... well, she was trying to get into my mind and read it. And apparently she was successful in doing so, as after a moment she said "Ahhh... they do think the Guardians are operating out of here, and don't want to tell us... typical of them."
"That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Yes, between Mr. Fox wanting me to use our resources, and Jack's team telling you every location but here... gotta wonder. Gotta wonder. So, how does Team Lazarus like their new boss?"
"Too early to tell." said Cindy. "We didn't talk much because we were afraid of being overheard. But Lindy told me quietly and privately that they like him personally, and they think he'll try to keep his promises to keep them together and in the City, but they're afraid he doesn't have the clout the Deputy Director had, and he may get pushed around by the bureaucrats in Washington..."
Part 5 - Committee of the Whole
"The first order of business," said Mayor Larry P. Vaughan, the People's Choice, as the Town & County Council Meeting got underway at 7:30pm, Tuesday, July 11th, "is to act upon a request by the County Sheriff to clarify the chain-of-command of the various divisions within the Department of Public Safety. Would someone like to make a motion?"
One does not need to carry around a crowbar to understand that this was all worked out in advance. It was John 'Jack' Colby that said "I move that we form a committee to study the Sheriff's recommendations and form an ordinance to address the situation."
"I second that motion." said Loran T. Michaels.
"Whom do you propose to be on that committee?" asked the Mayor.
"I propose that it be a Committee of the Whole." said Colby. That meant the entire Council was on the committee, with the Mayor moderating. The motion was agreed to, 10-0.
"Okay, we'll meet in executive session after this public meeting to begin the discussions of that." said the Mayor. "We now open the floor to be addressed by the Public."
First came subpoenas against the County, usually a result of lawyers filing lawsuits on behalf of clients against the County. These were generally accepted and turned over to the City Attorney for study by a voice vote. No different tonight; there were no objections.
Then things starting going wrong. Very wrong.
The auditorium was almost completely full of people, nearly every one of them black. Some were wearing red t-shirts with a logo on the front, showing the silhouette of a person and a pennant. It was obvious these similarly-attired people were here to start trouble.
The first person to move forward to the podium, upon which there was a microphone, was Crispus Appling. Mr. Appling ran the Appling Ace Hardware store on MLK Jr. Avenue.
"Mr. Mayor, Members of the Council," Mr. Appling said, "We come today to demand that the name of this County be changed. It is an offense to all People of Color in this County that it is named for a man who held black persons as property, as slaves. It is an offense that---"
The Mayor began tapping his gavel. "Let me just say right now: while the Council and I understand and respect your concerns, we do not have the legal power to change the name of the County. Only the State Legislature can do that, and ---"
"That's a cop-out!" yelled one woman in the front row who had stood up. Others started cheering and jeering as she yelled "We demand justice for our people! We demand the oppression of our people and the glorification of white slaveholders be stopped!" Others began chanting.
The Mayor was tapping his gavel, but to no effect, and the yelling was getting louder. Deputies that normally kept order had been told to wear armor to this meeting, but more was about to be needed.
The chanting began ebbing as the people in the audience realized that the room was filling up with heavily armored TCPD SWAT Team members. Their leader, Captain Teresa Croyle, was coming to the front. All were in their 'black' uniforms, but had heavy armor both over and under their uniforms, and wore riot gear helmets with face shields.
"We demand to be heard!" yelled the woman who'd been leading the chants before. "We demand our right to confront this Council over the injustices done to us!" The chanting began again.
From a side door walked in another TCPD Officer, wearing a 'black' uniform, with armor on. Instead of a helmet, he wore a khaki Tilley Hat. And instead of a billy stick, he was carrying that well-known implement of Justice... the red crowbar.
As the shouting went on, I strode up to the Mayor and took his gavel, saying "May I borrow this a moment? Thank you." I then walked across the floor to the woman that was leading the chants, screaming her head off.
"You're under arrest, for disorderly conduct and disturbing the peace." I said. "I can shut you up by hitting you with this," I held up the gavel, "... or this." I held up the crowbar."
"Fuck you, Cracker! You're just a tool of the Man!" the woman screamed. "You're just a thug that beats up blacks on behalf of white crackers like you--- UHK!"
*WHAM!*
Teresa had come up, grabbed the woman, and literally pulled her over the low wooden wall separating the gallery from the auditorium floor. In one motion, she slammed the woman hard to the floor... just like she had done to several of her Police Boxing Matches opponents... then immediately sat down on the woman, twisted her arm behind her back, and began applying handcuffs.
"You are under arrest for disorderly conduct, and verbally assaulting a Police Officer." snarled Teresa. "You have the right to reman silent..." Meanwhile, other TCPD Officers were pouring into the room. Some came down and physically carried the screaming, cursing woman out of the room.
The people in the audience had been screaming, but quieted down as Officers filled the aisles. I took the microphone from the podium and began speaking into it. Surprisingly, they quieted down.
"People, you have the First Amendment right to peaceably assemble, emphasis on the word 'peaceably'. This is not my definition of 'peaceably', and my definition is the one that counts right now. If you want to air your grievances, you will do so with manners and decorum, and follow the rules of civility. If you do not, I have plenty of room in my jails to accommodate you overnight. I've made one arrest so far; I can make many more. Plenty of room to hold every one of you, if need be. I simply will not tolerate the abusive behavior I've been seeing so far, and I am in a position to do something about it."
I still don't know why the room fell silent, but it did. I returned the gavel to the Mayor, saying "Carry on, Mr. Mayor'. I noticed that the Council Members were openly shocked, though Colby and Schoen wanted to break out laughing. I returned to one side of the auditorium and kept watch. There were no more incidents, and most of the red-shirted agitators began leaving, realizing they'd not succeed in their attention-getting tactics of intimidation.
Outside, the woman being carried out was being filmed by KSTD and KXTC News crews. John Hardwood was about to wet his pants with excitement at the story he was getting. He made sure to get the cameras to note the large number of TCPD Officers in the hallways and outside City Hall. Another contingent of Officers outside were less noticed, but they were loosely surrounding the statue of President Jefferson in front of the flagpole. The Commander had ordered that any attempt to vandalize, destroy, or remove that statue was to be met with overwhelming Police retaliation.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Can you believe what that son of a bitch did?" snarled Kelly Carnes as they came into the private Council chamber on the second floor. "Threatening that woman with his crowbar? Just taking over the microphone like that?"
"If that is not Police brutality, what is?" asked Malinda Adams as she went to her chair.
"That was a woman that did that, Ms. Adams." said Dagmar Schoen, thinking of Teresa's action, and taking a sharp dig at Adams.
"They're supposed to be Peace Officers, not violent thugs, Ms. Schoen." Malinda Adams shot back.
"We should thank Commander Troy and his Officers." said Edward Steele. "He prevented an ugly situation from getting worse, from getting truly violent. I think some of those people, especially the ones in the matching red shirts, were intending to make it violent tonight."
"The Media is going to have a field day with this one." said J.P. Goldman.
"Good." said Steele. "People aren't stupid, and they'll see as they always do that Commander Troy acted swiftly and correctly, no matter what the Media tries to make of it. What do you think, Councilman Lewis?"
"I understand the Commander's desire to keep order and peace, and he does not let the grass grow under his feet." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "But strong action like Captain Croyle took will only reinforce the belief among my People that the Police prefer brutality towards People of Color, and suppression of their voices. And you better believe the Media will be ginning up that narrative tomorrow morning."
"Okay, let's get down to business and get this meeting overwith." said the Mayor. "What this is about is that Commander Troy went to his Chief and to the Sheriff and asked for a clarification of something. If he, Commander Troy, is incapacitated or unavailable, but Chief Moynahan is in place as Chief, to whom does his subordinates, particularly the Captain of Operations, answer to?"
The Mayor continued: "Commander Troy, the Chief, and the Sheriff believe that if the Chief is still there, they answer to the Chief directly, as that is the flow of the chain of command. However, Deputy Chief Harlow says she believes she would become Acting Commander, and they would answer to her. The City Attorney was asked for an opinion, and he says that if the Chief were not there, then Ms. Harlow would be correct, but with him there, there is nothing in the ordinances nor codicils that address the situation fully."
"The Sheriff was going to simply write up something to address it," continued the Mayor, "but Deputy Chief Harlow again objected, saying it required Council action. The City Attorney has agreed with that, and believes we need to address it. Ergo, here we are now. What I've just distributed to you is the Sheriff's written recommendation, including the remarks of the Police Chief, Police Commander, and Deputy Chief. In addition, the Sheriff has proactively brought up similar issues within the Fire Department and Sheriff's Department that need similar attention."
"We'll never get this decided tonight." said Ian McGhillie.
"And we're not going to try." said the Mayor. "We'll be working on this, formally and informally, as a Committee, and it's likely going to be several meetings before we get it all hashed out--- Mr. Cook?"
Thomas P. Cook looked like he was a million miles away, and his face was very red. "Thomas, are you okay?" asked Edward Steele, sitting next to him.
"Uh... sure, sure." said Cook. "Sorry, just thinking of something. Go ahead, please."
Thomas P. Cook was furious with anger. As he had listened to what the Mayor was saying, it was more than apparent to him that the Iron Crowbar was somehow anticipating the plans that were only in the initial stages of being laid out to destroy Troy and return the Police Force to the control of people who should properly be controlling it.
How in the world had that man gotten onto us? he thought to himself. Or is this just extraordinary coincidence that he came across this issue? It was like Chess World Champion Anatoly Karpov, who was known to stop an opponent's threat before the opponent realized he even had a threat. Or do we have a mole in our midst? An enemy to be annihilated for treason and collusion with Troy?
"Mr. Mayor," said Kelly Carnes, "what caused the Sheriff, or perhaps Commander Troy, to think to ask this? Is Commander Troy going to be spending more time with the SBI than with the TCPD? In that case, we should consider again----"
"No, Ms. Carnes," said Edward Steele, "and don't try to go there again. Commander Troy told me he thought of it while recovering from his back surgery, and his asking the City Attorney for clarification opened up the whole thing."
Malinda Adams spoke up: "Isn't the real reason because Commander Troy is a misogynist that doesn't want a woman in charge of the Police Force?"
"For crying out loud, would you STOP with that shit?" yelled Dagmar Schoen. "I am so sick and tired of you crying about women being oppressed when they are not being oppressed!"
"You're a traitor to your sex, Ms. Schoen." accused Malinda Adams.
"Bullshit! I'm very comfortable as a woman that works quite well with men, and I don't need you and your false narratives on oppression when it's not called for!" shouted Dagmar. "If the Deputy Chief were a man, the same question would be valid! Commander Troy obviously has no problem with women in positions of authority, as his Captains of Operations and of Detectives happen to be women! Just get over yourself and this gender card crap, just for once!"
The room was oppressively silent for several long seconds, and Malinda Adams' stare at Dagmar was full of unappeasable hatred. Finally, the Mayor tapped his gavel and said "Okay, let's adjourn for the evening. We'll meet next week after the open meeting, and bring your ideas of what you want the solution to be."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Her name is Aretha Carter." said Cindy as she and I looked into Interrogation-1 through the one-way glass of the darkened anteroom. "She's not a resident of this County; she's from the City. Two prior arrests, both at protests that turned violent. One was a misdemeanor disturbing the peace, but the other was a felony inciting to riot charge. The Prosecution pushed hard for a full trial; they really wanted to make an example of her. But the judge accepted a defense motion to reduce the charge to a misdemeanor and then the judge accepted a nolo contendere plea."
"Wow." I said. "That's pretty proactive, even by activist judge standards. As for tonight: has she called a lawyer?"
"Yes, and we have the number." said Cindy. Oh yes, we always checked to see who defendants were calling. "The number she called belongs to a group called the 'Center for Social Justice'. I sent word to Myron and Mary to check on it."
"Hell, I can stand here and tell you they're a relatively new group funded by George Schwartz, with some of the same people that are in the 'Citizens for Police Accountability' group and the 'Code Pink' groups. That guy is funding a bunch of these activist groups... seemingly all the ones that want to resort to violence whenever possible."
"You researched them?" Cindy asked, astonished.
"No, it's just the pattern." I said. "Wanna bet a double cheeseburger lunch on it?"
"Hell no." said Cindy. "I'm taking the 'Muscone approach'... never bet against the Iron Crowbar."
"Smart thinking." I replied. "Just thought I'd try to get a free lunch, but you're too good." Cindy grinned as I said "So she was imported from out of Town, eh? I can see the pattern there, too."
"By the way," Cindy said, "I called Krasney instead of Paulina on this one. And before you ask, I'll tell you why once we're out of this building."
Part 6 - Turning Up The Heat
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 12th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Citizens For Police Accountability will file a lawsuit against the Town & County Police, Commander Donald Troy, and Captain Teresa Croyle on behalf of Aretha Carter and the Center for Social Justice!"
Bettina started: "At the Town & County Council meeting last night, Police arrested Aretha Carter for disorderly conduct and verbally assaulting a Police Officer. Witnesses are very divided on what actually happened. Some are saying the crowd had become unruly and attempting to intimidate the Council, while others say they were peaceful and that it was the Police that overreacted with excessive physical force."



"Many in the crowd were there to demand the name of the County be changed, saying President Jefferson was a white slaveholder, and that the County being named for him shows white racist insensitivity to blacks. The Mayor attempted to explain that the Council does not have the power to change the County's name, as only the Legislature can do that. At that point, the crowd became unruly, and according to some Council Members, threatening to the safety of others."
"Asked for his opinion of the incident," continued Bettina, "Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis, who represents the largely black southern areas of the Town and is black himself, said that Commander Troy's actions were in the interest of safety, but that many of his, Mr. Lewis's, constituents will not see it that way; and that they will believe the incident was Police brutality towards People of Color."
"Thomas P. Cook, Kelly Carnes, and Malinda Adams of the Council have issued a joint statement saying they will refer Commander Troy and Captain Teresa Croyle's actions to the County Inspector General, Horace S. Wellman, and also to the State Office of Ethics and Review. Council Members Dagmar Schoen, John Colby, and Edward Steele will file counterclaims with the Inspector General and State OER office."
Bettina finished: "Surprisingly, Commander Donald Troy did issue a statement about the incident. It reads: 'The person arrested was acting violently and was verbally abusive towards other citizens and law enforcement. Furthermore, she is not a resident of the County, but is from out of Town and has a criminal record of agitation at protests and demonstrations. Captain Croyle's actions were fully correct and I stand unreservedly behind her and the actions of all of the Police Officers at the scene. Full charges will be pressed against the arrested suspect, and the Town & County Police Force will not tolerate violent and abusive actions towards the Council nor towards this County's citizens.'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Has the Chief called you in yet?" asked Cindy when she came to my office at 7:55am. I'd not bothered to go to MCD for the Bettina bashing, instead watching it on my television in my office.
"No." I said. "But he's already here, and in his office. Is Teresa here yet?"
"Yes, in her office." Cindy said. "I'll go get her. I'm getting a vibe about KSTD's news. I think we should tune in."
A moment later, Teresa and Cindy were sitting on the sofa and I was in the Command Chair behind my desk. The KSTD newscast began, as Priya said "We now going to KSTD reporter John Hardwood at City Hall---"
"This is John Hardwood, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said Hardwood, practically running over Priya's introduction, and without acknowledgement of her. "We're bringing you continuing coverage of the explosive events that occurred at the Town & County Council meeting last night!"
Hardwood started: "A heavily armed Police presence turned a peaceful situation into one of confrontation and violence as peaceful protestors attempted to petition the Council to change the name of our County from that of a white slaveholder to one that better reflects the diversity of the County. When the Mayor denied their petition and attempted to stop them from talking, the Police moved in to enforce his suppression of their voices with stunning physical violence."
Hardwood was almost smiling as he continued: "Police Commander Donald Troy, who carries and uses a red crowbar in beating down people during arrests, unnecessarily confronted one of the audience members. When she responded, Captain Teresa Croyle violently attacked the woman, throwing her to the floor and twisting her arm before arresting her."
There was grainy film coverage that did not show everything well, but just enough to make it look bad for the TCPD. I suspected the footage was edited, as well.
Hardwood then continued: "As you know, Captain Teresa Croyle has a history of violently attacking people and abusing Police power. She was once suspended and nearly fired for a vicious assault on young Dean Allen, son of the late State Senator Nathan Allen, at a Police DUI checkpoint. Why Commander Troy brought her back, much less made her a Captain, is beyond my comprehension, but just goes to show the erratic decision-making and total lack of sound judgement by our Police Commander."
Priya came on: "John, Captain Croyle has received the Police Cross and five Purple Orders, the last one for being wounded while attempting to rescue a child. Does that not count for anything?"
Hardwood looked like he wanted to go through the camera and strangle Priya. As his eyes flashed his hatred of being ambushed, he said "Does that mean she should be allowed to beat up people? Especially blacks in a racist attack like last night? She's shown she's too hotheaded to be a Police Officer and to have a gun. And it's Commander Troy who enables her violence and enables the racist attacks on good citizens!"
We didn't know it, but Priya's microphone had been cut off, so Hardwood continued, menace and hatred still in his voice: "The actions of the Police are being referred to the Inspector General as well as the State Office of Ethics and Review. In addition, spokesmen Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex of the watchdog group 'Citizens for Police Accountability' have filed a petition with the Court to have Commander Troy and Captain Croyle suspended until a full investigation reveals the level of their violent actions last night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the Main Conference Room was Chief Moynahan, Sheriff Allgood, Deputy Chief Harlow, me, Captain Ross, and Captain Croyle. It was 10:30am.
"Inspector General Wellman did send people to interview all the Council Members and the Mayor." said the Sheriff. "Almost every story is different, but generally breaks down into two themes: one says the crowd was getting ugly and disruptive; the other says the crowd was peaceful and the Police acted preemptively, too fast, and then acted with excessive force. The video we have from many different people... does show some yelling and screaming starting up, but it's inconclusive just how threatening the crowd was."
"All the Police reports of every Officer inside the Council Chamber auditorium have been collected, and are likewise mixed in what actually happened." continued the Sheriff. "That includes the reports of my Deputies, who for the most part said they were intimidated by the aggressive actions and yelling of the crowd, and were not prepared for those numbers and their level of violence before the TCPD started appearing in large numbers."
"What does the Inspector General plan to dooooo?" asked the Chief.
"This had better not get out of this room." said the Sheriff, looking around at us all, then continuing: "He will tell the Press he is investigating, which is true. He also has no plans to find that the Police were in the wrong, unless something extraordinary comes up."
I felt Cindy and Teresa look over towards me. I knew what they were thinking: the Sheriff was saying this in front of Della Harlow. Della was keeping her face passive, but I did not fail to observe the effort she was making in doing so.
"My personal as well as professional opinion," said the Chief, "is that the TCPD acted correctly, and the agitator was quickly subdued with non-lethal force and arrested. Commander Troy acted correctly in that we cannot allow a situation like that to go too far, to get out of hand. Fast, decisive action was needed, and was taken. If the Commander had waited any length of time, it might've reached a level where much more force would've been needed to subdue it. I know some Police Departments out in California would stand down and leave, and let the agitators do what they want, but we are not them. My report to the Inspector General will basically state what I just said out loud."
"Commander," said Sheriff Allgood, "you're awful quiet over there. Anything to say?"
I said "It's damned if I do, damned if I don't. If I act quickly and decisively, I'll be charged as the instigator, which is what they're doing now. If I don't act or hold my people back, it would've been like the Chief said: it'd have escalated, and it would've been a lot uglier, and a lot harder to get back under control, if we could get it back under control at all. And then the corrupt Press would've blamed me for letting it get out of hand."
I continued: "What pisses me off was that slug Hardwood's attack on my Captain of Operations in his newscast, which was one of the most dishonest pieces of propaganda I've ever seen. I think we should ban KSTD from all Police facilities, and demand an on-air apology from Hardwood before letting them back in."
"I completely disagree." said Della Harlow. "We can't tell KSTD how to do their business, and banning them from the press room is childish and makes the TCPD look weak."
"I don't think you heard the Police Commander, Ms. Harlow." said the Chief. "Hardwood's reporting on Captain Croyle was an outright attack upon her. Almost as bad as if someone had shot her, and every Police Officer should be just as angry at Hardwood as if he had shot her."
"With respect, Chief," said Harlow, "I don't agree. While I'm in charge over Public Relations, I believe the Press Room should remain open to all Media. We have to respect their reporting, even if we don't agree with it."
"That's a load of crap." I said. "The Press does not have the right to libel anyone, which is what I saw in this morning's broadcast. And we have no obligation to provide them a Press Room platform from which to viciously attack us."
"They're not attacking us." replied Harlow. "And Mr. Hardwood is entitled to his opinion, just like all of us are." replied Della.
"And that's the problem: he's giving his opinions, not news facts." I replied. "That's what the corrupt Media has become. And we don't have to tolerate it, nor accept being that bastard's punching bag. And I don't have to accept myself or my Captain falsely being called racists."
"All right, guys." said the Chief. "I will discuss this with the Deputy Chief later today. Sheriff, is there anything else?"
"No." said the Sheriff. "We'll circle the wagons and take the flak... again."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, guys," said the Chief at 2:00pm, "Judge Rodney K. Watts threw out the CFPA lawsuit, saying they had no standing to file it. This woman Aretha Carter had her hearing and was released by Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance on $100,000 bail... which was immediately made, paid for by the Center for Social Justice. She's gone, and will probably never be seen in this County again. The good news about that is that we get to keep the $100,000, and she won't be able to sue us."
We were in the main conference room: the Chief, me, Cindy, Teresa... and also Precinct Captain Damien Thompson, who'd asked for the meeting.
"Chief," I asked, "who was the Prosecutor for that hearing? And how much of a fight did the D.A.'s Office put up about the bail?"
"It was ADA Dwayne Gregory that was assigned to this particular case," said the Chief, putting emphasis on his words, "and there was virtually no resistance to it."
I looked over at Cindy, who just nodded knowingly. The District Attorney had sent his most inept ADA, who did not put up a fight.
"Moving along," said the Chief, "the Inspector General has already released his findings, which are that the Police acted properly. The bad news is the reaction by the black community. Captain Thompson?"
"Yes sir. Thank you, sir." said PCpt. Thompson. "The key players in the black community are T-Square, 'The Teacher', the Reverend Joseph E. Williams of the A.M.E. Church, Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, and Eldrick X. Weaver, a member of the Town & County Assembly. In truth, Williams and Lewis are diminished. The Teacher is the real power, followed by T-Square and Weaver, whose middle name is just the letter 'X' after Malcolm X. Crispus Appling, the first speaker at the Council meeting, is a friend of Weaver and was his campaign manager in the last election."
"I'm getting word," continued Thompson, "that T-Square was pretty pissed off about last night's incident. He's also skeptical of the official version of what happened to Jasmine Nix. Weaver usually stays pretty quiet, but he was seen having breakfast with Reginald B.F. Lewis and T-Square's lieutenant T-Mac this morning, which is probably not a good thing."
"What about The Teacher?" I asked, knowing he might hold the balance in his hand.
"No word yet." said Thompson. "Issues like this are 'bad for business' for him. Still, there will come a point where he will believe the only way to resolve the situation is to light the match, let it all burn out, then shove the ashes to the side and start over."
I nodded. Then Thompson hit me with the bombshell. "Chief, may I speak freely?"
"By all means." said the Chief.
"Commander," Thompson began, "all our Police Officers, black and white and anything else, know you have our backs, and that the Chief has our backs. You have nothing to prove, and while we understand you leading from the front and taking the arrows... you don't have to. In fact, a lot of the Officers believe that if you, quote, 'went upstairs and sat with the brass', close quote, and let us handle things, it might be better. It would definitely be understood. You're too radioactive right now, sir. People are targeting you. Remove that target, and they will be in confusion while we mop them up."
"He's right, you know." said the Chief.
"I hear ya." I said. "And while that goes against every fiber of my being, you're probably right. But there are two problems. First, the Press will attack me anyway. They'll say I'm hiding behind y'all, that I'm leading from behind or abrogating my position of leadership. Sure, we can ignore those filthy liars. But the second thing... is if any Police Officer got hurt or killed, and I could've prevented it or altered the outcome by being there... I would never forgive myself."
"You've got to delegate, sir." said Teresa. "You've got to let me lead my people and let the Leadership you've put in place do their jobs, just as the Chief lets us do our thing."
"She's right, you know." said the Chief. "Mr. Crowbar, I would not try to stop you from personally being at the scene of an already-committed crime. You do see things others don't, and you solve cases quickly. But when it comes to things like manning barricades, riot control, and the like... you are the General, and you need to stay in the Headquarters and run the battle through your subordinates. I don't want to have to force you to do this---"
"Chief, with all due respect, and since we're speaking freely," interrupted Cindy, "I believe you should make that an order. That is the only way you're going to get the Commander to stand back." I glared at Cindy as she said it. She turned and locked eyes with me, matching my stare, and not backing down one inch.
"There's one more thing, Commander." said Thompson. "With the racial nature of these latest events, I should be the one in front of them. Yes, this is politically incorrect, but they don't know what to do when they see a black man in front of them. Captain Croyle is a woman, they don't know what do about her, either."
I shook my head. "You guys have it all wrong. They are looking for a reason to hate you. They don't see a woman when they see Captain Croyle, they see a white Police Officer. They don't see a black man when they see you, Captain Thompson... they see a 'sellout to The Man', and a cop that will abuse them on behalf of The Man."
"Even so," said the Chief, "what I don't want them to see and be targeting, is a Police Officer who wields a red crowbar. We'll talk more of this later." That mean he intended to carry through on the wishes of these Officers. I knew also that they were saying this because they cared, about me and about the Police Force.
I still did not like it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
John Hardwood's face was beet red as he sat in the office of Dan Walther, Executive Producer and Editor-in-Chief of KSTD News. Also in the office was Priya Ajmani.
"Come on, Dan!" Hardwood was shouting. "She made me look like a fool! And bringing up Captain Croyle's medals after Captain Croyle assaulted that woman? Who's side is she on?"
"I'm not on the side of that vicious attack on Captain Croyle!" shouted back Priya. "that was completely unwarranted and went over the line! You made KSTD look bad!"
"Keep your voices down, both of you." said Walther, whose own voice was naturally quiet and rather whispery. "Okay, first, about this morning. We've been flooded with calls, complaining about what you said about Captain Croyle, John---"
"It's only the truth, Dan!" Hardwood all but shouted. "Croyle did beat the shit out of Dean Allen. It's a pattern of behavior! She's a thug!"
"Do not interrupt me again, John." Walther said evenly. "Or I will fire you, and you know KXTC won't take you back. You'll be a cub reporter again, probably somewhere in another State. And let me be clear: Croyle beat up the son of Senator Allen, who was universally despised and would've lost his re-election bid if he had not died. The only politician in America more despised than Nathan Allen is Mitch McConnell."
"What I was going to say," said Walther, "is that Croyle has always gotten something of a pass on beating down Allen, who killed a mother and two children while driving drunk. And as Priya said, five Purple Orders and the Police Cross... she's more highly decorated than the Iron Crowbar himself... in my opinion, anyway."
"This little bitch didn't have to bring that up on air, Dan!" snarled Hardwood. "Especially countering my narrative of the Police brutality at the Town Council meeting."
"I know." said Walther. "That was definitely uncalled for. And I'm going to take steps to fix it, John, and like you want. No more lead-ins; we'll go straight to you, like KXTC goes straight to Bettina. Priya, you're off the morning desk. You'll be given assignments for stories, and we'll come to you after John gets the main story."
Priya was bitterly angry about that, and hearing Hardwood openly snickering at her didn't make her feel any better. "Whatever." she said, getting up. "Don't get too happy, Johnny Boy. When the morning ratings start plummeting, it will all be on you."
"Now just a minute, you little cunt---" started Hardwood, but Priya had opened the door and was already on her way out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a relatively quiet dinner at the Troy home. Everyone could feel the vibe that Daddy was not very happy, though I tried hard to hide it and be cheerful. But Carole even ate her stringbeans without argument, which suggested she had her own vibe and was trying in her own way to make Daddy feel better. I made sure to give her a big hug at bedtime, and tell her I loved her and that she was a very good girl as I tucked her in. Not that I don't say that anyway, but I think she understood the emphasis. Bowser sure did; he loved the extra skritchins he got.
"Bad day, at the office, huh?" said Laura as she brought us drinks. I was sitting in the rocking chair, and as she pulled up a chair, I took her hand and made her sit in my lap.
"Yes." I said. "It was a bad day. The TCPD has its MCD Lieutenant: me. For all intents and purposes, that's about all I can do these days. I'm grounded when it comes to any incidents brewing."
"Still in charge, but from Headquarters, though." Laura replied. I nodded. She said "I for one am happy to hear that my hubby is out of harm's way for a while. I've been hearing some stuff that you're being specifically targeted by someone. After it blows over, I'm sure they'll let you come out of the basement, at least back to your office."



She was trying to be humorous to cheer me up, and I pretended to let her. "I'm going to make them confine me to my bedroom... with my favorite psychiatrist. Let's go upstairs and start that sentence now."
Laura smiled her beautiful smile and said "Ooooh, that's Iron Crowbar thinking, there... with the 'crowbar' that I like best." We suited our deeds to our words...
Part 7 - Of Monumental Proportions
3:00am, Thursday, July 13th...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police cellphone. Bowser began barking his head off, until Carole said "Hush, Bowser!". The barking stopped. I answered it as Laura went to attend Carole and Bowser.
"Troy." I said.
"Sir, this is Captain Croyle." said Teresa. "You can't come here, but you might want to go to Headquarters. We've got a huge group of people on Courthouse Square, mostly black, all wearing those red shirts, some carrying torches, many masked. They were advancing on the statue of Thomas Jefferson, until I surrounded it with the SWAT Team and a bunch of Third Shift Officers..."
"I'll be right down." I said.
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Of Monumental Proportions (Continued)
Driving down from the Mountain Nest, I was going to take Elm Street, which was the northern border of Courthouse Square. But it was blocked off by Police, and Rudistan said "No way, Commander. Take Jefferson Avenue and come up from the south side."
So I took the long way around and got to Headquarters. When I went in, Cindy was already there. "Classroom 'E' is set up as a command post." she said. "The Chief is in there... so is Harlow."
"Whaa?" I said. I realized that I was the last to be called... or else Teresa called me of her own initiative. I went around the hallways and into Classroom 'E'. The Sheriff, Police Chief, Deputy Chief, and Lt. Irwin were in the room, watching camera footage from ground and drone sources on the projector screen and their laptop monitors.
"Commander?" asked the startled Chief. "When did you get here?"
"Just now... as soon as I was called." I replied acidly. "No, I didn't go by Courthouse Square, either."
"Good." said the Chief. He turned to the screen. "As you can see, it's a standoff."
"From the beginning, Irwin, what happened?" I asked.
Lt. Irwin spoke up. "Sir, a group of about 20 people showed up and began attacking the statue of President Jefferson. Someone was trying to climb it and put a rope around the neck when our first guys got there. The protesters retreated as we advanced, but then more of them began massing on the east side of the Square, coming from seemingly out of nowhere. We've brought in everyone we can, and we're trying to call people from First Shift to come on in."
"How many people do we have there?" I asked.
"All sixteen SWAT Team members." said Irwin. "And 36 of the 40 Third Shift Uniformed Officers. Two are manning the desks at the Precincts, and two at the Duty Desk here at Headquarters."
"Less than sixty. How many Enemy?" I asked.
"They're not enemies." said Della Harlow. "They're peaceful protesters."
"Peaceful protesters don't try to destroy property and don't threaten Police Officers' lives." I fired back. "Irwin, how many Enemy?"
"At least 150, sir, as of the last report." said Irwin.
"Geez." I said. Just then the radio crackled.
"Croyle to HQ, Croyle to HQ. Is the Commander there?" said Teresa through the radio.
Before I could get my radio, the Chief grabbed his and said "Chief Moynahan here, Captain. Go ahead."
I was almost numb with shock. I grabbed my radio. "This is Troy. I'm right here, Captain. What's your situation?" The Chief and Harlow stared at me. I glared back.
"Hello, Commander." Teresa said, and I could hear the relief in her voice. "We have 160 protesters, and they're slowly getting closer to our ring of Officers around the Statue. Four Media vans on the south side of the Square, near College Avenue, halfway down from our position to the other side."
"Roger." I said. "What are your assets?"
"Sixty armored Officers, including me, sir." said Teresa.
"How much smoke and tear gas do you have?" I asked.
"Twenty-four smoke grenades. No tear gas."
"Why not?" I asked.
"I was told tear gas was denied, Commander."
"What?!" I yelled... well, it was more like a gasp. "Who the fuck told you that lie?"
"I did." said Harlow. "I'm in charge of the equipment, and tear gas is neither needed nor authorized."
"Are you fucking kidding me?" I gasped again. "Croyle is outnumbered at least 3-to-1, our Officers lives are on the line, and you're trying to pull some bullshit stunt about being in charge of the tear gas?" I then said "Chief, is this for real?"
"Yes, Commander." said the Chief. "We need to de-escalate this, not escalate it with tear gas." Della looked smugly at me.
"Do you really think the Enemy is going to be appeased if we don't use tear gas?" I asked incredulously. Seeing their faces, I realized this was pointless. So I did what I tend to do: took the Action Step.
"Irwin! you're with me. Let's go!" I said. Irwin came with me. We headed to the secure doors that led downstairs. The Armorer was at his station.
"Where's the tear gas?" I barked as I came down, Irwin close behind.
"Sir, tear gas has been explicitly denied---" started the Armorer. I got in his face.
"I SAID, WHERE IS THE GOD-DAMN TEAR GAS?!?! I DID NOT ASK ABOUT ANY OTHER BULL SHIT. WHERE IS IT?" I yelled.
"In the vault, sir." said the Armorer, stunned and almost quaking in fear.
"Open it." I ordered. The Armorer opened the vault door, which was like a bank vault door. The room inside was concrete-lined, and theoretically could withstand all of the explosives inside going off at once.
"Stay here, Irwin." I said, wanting to make sure the Armorer didn't close the vault door on me. Yep, I'm that paranoid right now, I thought to myself. I went inside and found the crates of CS gas smoke grenades, the kind where one pulls the pin and throws the canister at the enemy. I took one to the entrance, then went and got a second crate. That was 24 grenades in all.
"All right, Irwin," I said as I came out. "Take that crate and I'll take this one."
We went back upstairs, and to my surprise there was no one there standing in our way. I led Irwin through the side door to the employees parking lot. We put the crates in the back of my Police SUV, then drove out.
Getting to the edge of Courthouse Square, I saw Patrolman Barker manning the barricade with other Officers. "Barker!" I called out. "You and Lt. Irwin take these to Captain Croyle. Where is she, by the way?"
"Top steps of City Hall." said Irwin.
"Stay with her, Irwin. Make damn sure she doesn't get another Purple Order, nor tries to do anything that would get her one." I said as the Officers got the crates of CS grenades out of the back of my SUV. "I'm going back to Headquarters."
"Yes sir. Good luck, sir." said Irwin, and I knew what he meant.
"I'll need it more than you guys." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not go back to Headquarters. To the right of Police Headquarters, north of it on Riverside Drive, is the Public Health Building. I pulled into its parking lot. Going to the back of my SUV, I put on my heavy armor over my uniform, then put on a special belt. It held grenades. I then got the M79 grenade launcher, the same one I'd used on Corrigan's airplane at County Airport. (Author's note: 'Trilogy: Twilight's Last Gleaming.') We will not discuss how I managed to keep it all this time.
I went toward the street, and got behind the big oak tree that separated the properties of the Public Health and Police Departments. Using binoculars I saw the ring of Officers around the statue, the torch-bearing, screaming protesters on the other side of the Square, now having advanced into the left half of the Square... and the Media trucks well onto the grass of the square. I saw John Hardwood directing his cameraman, and Hardwood looked very happy at the moment.
"Troy to Croyle." I said into the radio. "Did you get the CS?"
"Roger that, sir." said Teresa. "And just in time."
"Roger. Now hear this. Now hear this." I said. "Captain Croyle, as your direct superior Officer, I am both authorizing and ordering you to use the tear gas if the lives of any Officers become at risk. I further authorize the use of lethal force if they get within ten feet of your lines. How copy?"
"Loud and clear, Commander." replied Teresa. "And your orders will be followed."
'Just in time' was right. I took another peek with my binoculars. I could see the thugs in their red shirts with that person-and-pennant logo. They were of various ethnicities, including white and black.
Many of them were masked; oops, that's against the law now, thanks to Thomas P. Cook. (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 05.) I also saw that some of these thugs had chains, and bicycle locks attached to the ends of the chains, to be used as weapons against the Police.
As they approached, the Press getting the perfect shots from their vantage point, Teresa called for 'smoke and beanbags'. Officers began throwing smoke grenades (yellow smoke, in case you're interested). Some of the thugs tried to grab the grenades and throw them back at the Police, or kick them back.. and those persons were targeted by Police shotguns that fired beanbags. Non-lethal, but very painful. We also had the rubber bullets, but those were more extreme to use... we'd use the tear gas first.
It seemed to be working. The advance faltered. But the Enemy regrouped and were about to charge again, this time on the run, more violently, screaming for everyone to attack the Police.
And that's where I came in...
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
The CS gas grenade whizzed over everyone's head and landed right in front of the Press vans. As the gas billowed, the wind took it right into the Press vehicles.
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
Another grenade whizzed in an arc and landed right next to the first one. This one was thick, heavy, slow-burning smoke.
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
The party was not stopping in the Iron Crowbar's County, and I put another CS grenade right into the Press area. I saw John Hardwood and his cameraman coughing violently.
Meanwhile, the charging masked thugs with their chains and bicycle locks were met with a wall of smoke, some of it being CS tear gas. The beanbags were also used again on the more active thugs.
Another grenade was launched into the Press area. "Where is that coming from?" Teresa asked Lt. Irwin. "Who's doing that?"
Irwin grinned. "I don't know, but I get the feeling the Commander might not have gone back to Headquarters." Teresa barked a laugh, then turned back to commanding the battle taking place.
The Press people began trying to move their vans. They tried moving east, away from the Police position, thinking the Police were shooting at them. (They were right, but not in the way they thought, nor from where they thought.) They parked and attempted to get their cameras out.
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
Damn, was I good with that M79! Two more tear gas grenades burst right in their midst. I only had about four left, but apparently the Media had had enough. Unable to film without coming under withering fire, they packed up and left Courthouse Square.
My logic for firing at the Press was simple, and twofold: first, by making them stop filming and ultimately flee, I was denying the thugs the Press coverage they were doing all this for in the first place. Once that Press coverage was gone, I hoped the thugs would break it off and leave, also. And when the thugs saw the Press leaving, things began winding down.
My second reason? Have I mentioned that I have an unappeasably deep and abiding hatred for the corruption-eaten Press?
Part 8 - Law and Disorder
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the reporterette from near an oak tree between Police Headquarters and the Public Health Building, having been denied access to Courthouse Square. It was 7:00am, Thursday, July 13th. "The statue of Thomas Jefferson still stands in Courthouse Square after protesters attempted to remove it and were stopped by Police!"
Bettina started: "A group of protesters, numbering between 120 and 160 persons, gathered at the statue of President Jefferson and attempted to take it down. Police quickly converged and disrupted the attack, then formed a defensive ring around it. The attackers, many of them masked and armed with chains and bicycle locks, attempted to attack the Police cordon, but smoke and tear gas were used to ultimately disperse the group."
"There were no serious injuries, and the Police made 16 arrests. Only four of the arrested protesters are residents of this County." said Bettina. "Chief Sean Moynahan, in a statement to the Press, said that this pattern of imported protesters shows that this is not spontaneous, but a coordinated and orchestrated event by persons wishing to harm others."
"Adding to that," Bettina continued, "there were simultaneous demonstrations in Madison County and Washington County at the same time last night. Madison County, to the east of Midtown and home of Women's State Prison, was the scene of a very violent demonstration. A monument honoring President James Madison was badly damaged, and Police responding to the demonstrations were attacked. Six Officers were injured, one badly. And in Washington County, south of Jacksonville State Prison, Police stood by and did not intervene as a statue of George Washington was toppled and destroyed by the angry, near-rioting mob..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Those mobs in those other counties are the main reason you have not been fired, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief as we watched the newscast in the Chief's Conference Room. Cindy and Teresa were with us. "They actually showed you to be correct, after all."
The news of the other attacks arrived at our Headquarters just before I got back. It was obvious that the attack in our County was part of a larger, well-orchestrated operation. And our strong response was in stark contrast to the weak response elsewhere, resulting in injury to Police Officers elsewhere.
I said nothing, but Teresa was past the point of anger. "Why does anyone even think about going against the Iron Crowbar's ideas?" she asked. The Chief glared at her.
"Easy, Captain." I said. "It worked out."
As most of the Officers returned to Headquarters and turned in unused ordnance, the original 'Teresa Cunt' made an appearance in my office. I was mighty glad I had the red crowbar in my paws, for my own personal defense.
"So what happened with the tear gas?" I asked. "Oh, and have a seat." But she did not sit down. She paced the floor.
"I sent Charles and Hewitt to get smoke and tear gas." Teresa replied. "They came back with only smoke. Charles said the Armorer was told he could only issue smoke grenades. Hewitt, who has a bit more rank, demanded to know who had given that order, and the Armorer told him the Deputy Chief, that she controlled all ordnance and her authorization was required to release it.
"I called the Chief, as I'd been forbidden to call you, and he said he was in agreement with the Deputy Chief, and that they expected me to handle it without having to use tear gas." Teresa continued. I nodded. Teresa then said "That's when I called you anyway. Something is bad wrong around here, sir. Harlow is a piece of shit, but why is the Chief supporting that crap?"
It was a damn good thing I had my bug-killer full-on, I thought to myself. Not only for what Teresa said, but for what I was about to say.
"Just between us, Teresa," I said softly, "I think he's between a rock and a hard place. Who told you not to call me? Harlow? The Chief?"
Teresa nodded, and some of the fire came out of her eyes as she realized I was grasping the situation and bringing it under my control. "The Chief, sir." she replied. "He said he wanted us to handle this without you, that there was too much Press heat on you already..."
Now, in the present, as we watched Bettina's broadcast, Cindy said "She's not being nearly as bad as I thought she'd be."
"Oh, that comes next hour." I replied. "I think Hardwood is going to go 'nucking futs' on us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was right. The Chief had had breakfast brought in for us, so we ate, gathered news items over the next hour, and discussed them, pretending for the moment that nothing was wrong. I read the Police reports that had been submitted on last night's incident. And then, it was time. At 8:00am, the KSTD broadcast came on.
"This is John Hardwood, KSTD News. We're bringing you continuing coverage from the scene of the brutal Police attack on peaceful protesters last night."
"A group of protesters formed on the east side of Courthouse Square, mostly with candles." said Hardwood. "Some approached the statue of Thomas Jefferson, which is on the west side of the Square, in front of the flagpole in front of City Hall. Police apparently were lying in wait to ambush the group, and came out in large force."
"The bulk of the Police between the statue and the protesters used smoke and shotguns, firing beanbags to break the protesters march and disperse them." continued Hardwood. "Five-Alive News has learned that these tactics were ordered by Police Captain Teresa Croyle, who was once suspended for physically attacking a suspect at a DUI checkpoint. Captain Croyle continues to show her tendencies for violence and abuse of Police power in her attacks on peaceful protesters."
Hardwood went on: "Also, someone was firing smoke and tear gas grenades at our Press vehicles, making it impossible to safely bring you the coverage of the overwhelming and excessive Police actions against the citizens of the County. The Police have denied that the Press was targeted, saying that no grenade launchers were at the site nor used, and only tear gas smoke grenades that are made to be thrown were used on the protesters."
As Hardwood whined about the Press being targeted, the Chief said "Every Officer on the scene was told to add one thing to his or her Police report: did they shoot any grenades at the Press, or did they see anyone shoot anything at the Press. And every single Officer denied seeing anything, though a few reported hearing something go over their heads. Curly Goodwin of I.A. is double-checking with everyone. Besides, we don't have any grenade launchers in the Police Force, do we, Commander?"
"We do have four of them in the Armory." I replied. "But they were all secured in the Armory the entire time of this incident." Which was true, I thought to myself. Which was true...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the KSTD broadcast, which did not mention the incidents in Madison County and Washington County, the Chief said "Folks, I owe you all an apology. I should have been the one busting heads to get that tear gas to you, Ms. Croyle, and I should've fully supported the mission. I should also have called you myself, Commander Troy."
"May I speak freely?" asked Teresa.
"Before you do," I interjected, "I'm going to say what needs to be said within protocols and fully on the record: why didn't you back us up, Chief? Especially Captain Croyle? And let me state the context of this: you are a well-respected military commander. You're a well-respected Police Officer and Police Chief, here. The TCPD rank-and-file respect you, and the three of us in here have come to love you as part of our family. However... scuttlebutt is flying around the Police Force right now, Chief. They are trying and failing to understand what happened last night... especially you sitting back and letting Harlow put our Officers in further danger."
"I can explain it in three words: I fucked up." said the Chief. He took off his badge and put it on the table, and we all did the same. "Let's make sure this is not overheard." the Chief said.
"I got this." I said before Cindy could get to her bug-killer. I had an app on my personal iPhone that turned it into a more sophisticated and formidable bug-killer than the gold disc. Yep, I'm feeling paranoid that I.A. might've upgraded, I thought to myself.



The Chief extended his hand towards Teresa to indicate she could speak. And she said "Chief, between us and the crowbars... what's really going on here? Why is Harlow being given the time of day, much less allowed to prevent me from having the things I need to get my job done and protect our Officers' lives? What's really going on?"
I said "And let me add this, Chief... Harlow is acting a lot like Brownlee used to. She's also acting like Police leadership that doesn't do their jobs when confronted by thugs that want to suppress Free Speech with violence, like on college campuses in California. If we'd lost an Officer last night, we'd be losing another one today, because I was just about ready to split her head in two last night... literally."
"All right... I'll tell you." said Moynahan. "You already know about those rumors that people are coming after you, Don. Well, I have some friends and sources, too. And they said that if the bastards think they're going to succeed in getting you out, they're going to get me out of the way, too... and that'll leave Harlow in charge. She's definitely one of those that will allow politicians to keep the Police from doing the right thing, and she won't have your backs, Captains, if you do try to do the right things."
"So the Council has put tremendous pressure on the Sheriff and on me to rein all of you in, and to de-escalate the racial tensions.." continued the Chief. "The Sheriff, he's elected, so he can tell them to pound sand. But I told them I would try to minimize our response."
"I realized I was wrong," said Moynahan, "when the Iron Crowbar came through here last night like a tornado. And I realized that that should not have been needed, that it should have been me standing up to those people, and supporting our people. After you left with the tear gas, Don, I told the Sheriff that I was going to back you up no matter what you did, and that I would fight like hell against any actions to weaken this Police Force, and that it would get ug-leeeeee. He agreed with me, and to support me on this. And when the reports of what happened in Madison County, and an Officer there nearly dead at the hands of those thugs, came in... we both began realizing what was going on, and knew your way is the right way."
"Damn." Teresa said. "This is hard for you guys. It's easy for me, but it's hard for y'all, taking the political bastards' shit for doing the right thing."
The Chief said "I have already sent the formal letter to Deputy Chief Harlow, cc'd to the Sheriff, that her job is to supply logistics to our Officers, not to make moral decisions on their use based upon her particular political ideas. I also will be issuing another letter that until the Council acts, the chain of command of you Captains is Commander Troy and then me."
"And if you're both gone?" Teresa asked.
"Then we'll be dead, and in no position to worry about whatever you decide to doooo, Captain Croyle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I thought July was supposed to be the quiet month." said Cindy as we sat in my office and drank more coffee. The bug-killer was 'awn'.
"Compared to Westboro," I said, "This is quiet. At least to me. But I understand what you're saying. And Teresa, you really did an outstanding job last night. No Officers killed or injured, no serious injuries to anyone, and the thugs know we're not playing around."
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa. "As I said, my job is easy: protect lives and property, and keep Officers from getting hurt to the extent possible."
"Says the Captain with five Purple Orders." Cindy said, then innocently sipped her coffee. Teresa didn't even bother with a retaliatory response, verbal or otherwise.
"And still on track for no Purple Orders on August 1st." I said.
"Okay," Teresa said, "I'm going to bring up the elephant in the room: the Chief. I've lost a lot of respect for him."
"I would say that, too." said Cindy. "But I've got a feeling... that there's more to it. I'm not saying what he told us isn't the truth, but I don't think he told us everything."
"You might be right." I said. "I think the Chief was indeed trying to get me to take a back seat, to lead from behind, to not be so visible. I think he might've been behind Precinct Captain Thompson's plea to me to take a backseat, and the Chief used that to order me held back... and we saw the nearly disastrous consequences of that last night."
"Speaking of that, "said Cindy, "where was Thompson last night?"
"He wasn't called, either." Teresa replied. "Neither was Carswell. Irwin said whoever called him identified themselves as being from the Headquarters Duty Desk. His cellphone said the call was from 'Blocked', which is what you would expect to see when the Duty Desk calls you, unless you have a Police iPhone that allows that number to show up.
"However," Teresa continued, "the Duty Desk people said they didn't make that call, and the digital logs confirmed that his numbers were not called nor texted last night. Yet another mystery for the Iron Crowbar to solve."
"Or his Mouseketeers." I replied. "Who called you, Cindy?"
"Teresa." Cindy replied simply. Teresa nodded in affirmation.
"And who called you, Teresa?" I asked.
Teresa said "Precinct Captain Briggs." I caught myself staring at her.
"Briggs called you?" I asked. Teresa nodded. "But he didn't call Irwin, his Precinct Lieutenant?"
"That is my understanding of what Myron said of the logs." Teresa said. "And Irwin said he'd recognize Briggs's laconic voice in his sleep. It wasn't Briggs that called him."
"And what about Briscoe, the Public Relations Officer?" I asked.
"Apparently not called." said Teresa. "I sure never saw him out there."
"Oooooo-kayyyyy." I said. Y'all see what is going on here, don't you?" Cindy and Teresa both peered at me; they weren't quite getting it yet.
"Let me be like Carole's coloring book and connect some dots for you." I said. "I was kept out of the loop. Thompson was not called, nor was Carswell. Irwin was kept out of the loop, but called by an unknown person. Cindy, you were called only by Teresa, who called me as well. Teresa was called by Briggs... who has been having meetings with Della Harlow at the Cop Bar, so Teresa's presence was wanted. Now why was that?"
My Angels thought a moment, then Cindy said "Oh. Dean Allen."
"Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Someone wanted to exploit Teresa's past incident. And John Hardwood made damn sure to bring it up in his newscast. And to that point, that would be why Briscoe was not called... he's the official Press Relations guy, and we'd be both monitoring what he said to the press as well as feeding him the lines we wanted to get out. Someone did not want that, but wanted to give the Press their own narrative, or let the Press have a narrative that did not include official Police Department input. And it was Hardwood, not Bettina, that apparently had that narrative and put it out there."
"Good thing I don't think you're the paranoid type." Cindy said drily. "And like Chief Griswold says, it's not paranoia because it's easy to see they really are out to get you."
"So what do we do about all this?" asked Teresa.
"First," I said, "Of course I know neither of you will say a word about this to anyone. I do want you both to keep your eyes and ears open, and be aware that even innocuous things might have more meaning that you realize. Second, I want you to continue to respect Chief Moynahan and for now give him the benefit of the doubt."
"And third..." I continued, "I need to think about this for a while..."
Part 9 - Place de la Resistance
Friday, July 14th. Bastille Day.
That evening, Laura and I were dinner guests of Edward and Stephanie Steele. We brought Carole, who was beside herself with happiness that she was visiting Marie at Marie's home. Also attending were Dr. Lawrence 'Larry' Woodrow, my one-time Crime Lab manager and now a Professor of Chemistry at the University, and his fiancée Sondra Halston, a lovely black-haired, big-breasted woman of German descent that was in her late 20s or early 30s. She had been a State Crime Lab technician, then went to Crown Chemicals.
Also attending were the Yates: Dr. Tom Yates was an Associate Professor at the University in the Psychology Department that Laura was the head of, and he was also on Staff at University Hospital. His wife Dr. Yolanda Yates was an Assistant Professor in the English Department, and was the replacement for the late Professor Michelle Schelle (Author's note: 'The Swap'.).
Seating at the dinner table was 'old school'; the hostess Stephanie Steele was at one end of the table, and Edward was at the other end. I was seated to Stephanie's right and Laura to Edward's right. Dr. Woodrow was to Laura's right and Sondra to my right. Dr. Yates was to Sondra's right, and his wife Yolanda was to Woodrow's right. Carole and Marie were sitting at their own small table, where they could be watched, but they were seemingly in their own world as they mimicked us adults and laughed themselves crazy.
"So you were a Chemistry major?" Sondra asked me as we ate. When I affirmed that, she asked "What projects did you work on in School?"
"I worked on two projects with a professor and with a grad student, both in Inorganic Chemistry." I said. "On one of them, the professor was creating lattices with molecular-level tubes, and was trying to insert metal ions in the cross-spaces to make different materials. On the other one, he was trying to create niobium matrices with a low energy process."
"How did those work out?" asked Stephanie.
"The lattices with metal ions had some promise when I graduated." I said. "The niobium experiments went nowhere. I didn't say it out loud, but I didn't think they were ever going to work." Then I asked Stephanie: "I was reading your latest paper, on a new version of string theory and multiverses. How has that been going?"
"It's had mixed reviews." said Stephanie. "Without getting into the mathematics of it, it's based upon the premise that it's possible for energy or even matter to exceed the speed of light. I've never accepted the speed of light as the speed limit of the Universe, and some problems related to string theory as well as dark matter look like they might be solved with this theory being applied to them. But I'm a long way from the final proofs, and there are many who don't like my idea and are working tirelessly to definitively disprove it."
"Better be careful, honey." said Edward Steele. "Commander Troy doesn't like people exceeding speed limits, either." Everyone laughed. "Of course I don't object; speeding tickets bring in revenue for the County."
"Speaking of law enforcement," I said, "Dr. Woodrow, anything new in the world of police science?"
"There was one case upon which I was consulted," said Dr. Woodrow, "which posed some problems. Some thieves were stealing silver in ingots and coins, so the FBI had the bright idea to make some silver coins with a radioactive silver isotope in them. The problem was that the thieves melted the silver, then mixed it with water containing potassium compounds. As you know, Commander, some of the potassium is itself radioactive, which interfered with the readings as they both are Beta emitters. So all of the silver that was stolen was emitting radiation."
"What was the solution?" I asked, fascinated.
"The silver, Ag-105, had a half life of just over 41 days, and decayed into a palladium compound." said Dr. Woodrow. "So the lab purified the silver and ran tests showing the expected decay and the buildup of palladium. Microscopic amounts, but enough to be like a fingerprint of the radioactive silver."
"I remember reading about this." I said. "They didn't get the conviction."
"No, they didn't." said Dr. Woodrow. "This was pretty technical stuff, and the prosecution did not do a good job of explaining it. The defense lawyer made a mockery of it, laying a ton of confusion on the jury, and so they acquitted."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner and dessert, we drifted into two groups: me, Edward Steele, and Dr. Woodrow in his library room, and all the others (including our self-styled little hostesses Marie and Carole) in the greatroom.
"How much fallout did you take from those riots, Don?" asked Edward Steele.
"A lot." I said. "The Chief held me back from the situation on the Square, and the Press attacked Captain Croyle for her stout defense of the statue. We'll never win with the Media, so I don't bother caring about what they think."
"Well, do be aware of what they are trying to do." said Edward. "That's one thing I wanted to talk to you about tonight, and I think Lawrence here is hearing some things, too." Dr. Woodrow nodded.
Steele started: "As you know, Don, we're a very evenly split Council. Colby and Schoen are intractably on one side, and Cook and Carnes are just as steadfastly on the other side. Most of our votes are 8-2, one way or the other."
Steele continued: "Then there's McGhillie and Adams, on opposite sides but sometimes more pragmatic. When Westboro was alive, he and Reginald B.F. Lewis were on one side, and J.P. Goldman and I were on the other. This was before we knew what Westboro really was, and looking back, we can now see how he maneuvered things to get what he wanted."
Steele went on: "Also as you know, the Lewises and us have dinner together every so often. And back in the day, J.P and I would get together with Reginald and Pastor Westboro and hash out solutions to our issues. Kind of like what you did to somehow bring State Senators Molinari and Cerone to work together... that was totally unexpected, and when it did happen, everyone bowed down to it."
"I understand." I said. "You four would hash out some solution, it would be accepted by one side or the other, leading to those 8-2 votes. Sounds typical of legislative bodies."
"Yes," Edward said, "pretty much. Well, we've tried to see if Loran T. Michaels could be one of our little inside group, and we've tried to see if Malinda Adams could be part of it. But her lodestone is women's issues and nothing else; if I believed in reincarnation, I'd swear she was Susan B. Anthony reborn. So that really didn't work. And Loran Michaels, there's no telling how he will go. We call him 'Flip-A-Coin Loran' behind his back. He just has no pattern, he's not predictable, and sometimes that can be a good thing, but not for what we're trying to do to make legislation happen."
"And that brings us to the here and now." said Steele. "Reginald has told me that he is coming under increasing pressure, and tremendous pressure, to come out strongly against you and the TCPD. And not just from who you might think. He's getting pressure from State-level and even Federal-level politicians. U.S. Congressman Condor, I understand; U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, a Republican, I don't understand. But he's really been bearing down on Reginald."
"I understand it." I said. "But please, continue."
"What it amounts to, Don," said Edward, "is that Reginald feels he can't work on compromises with us, anymore. Things are getting more volatile by the day, it seems, and strong persons who want to do the right thing, like you, Don, are being made targets. And while I have no proof, I'm getting ideas that it's not just a bunch of people venting their own ideas... there is something orchestrated, cohesive, working as one entity to bring you down and to destroy those like you, as well."
"And it's already in progress." I said.
"What do you have, Larry?" Edward asked Dr. Woodrow.
"Since I took the professorship," said Dr. Woodrow, "the other Faculty at the University have been rather cool towards me; after all, I once worked for you, Don, and for the Police Department, and that's an unforgivable sin to some of my far-leftwing colleagues. Others are not as hateful, but are still not trusting of me, and don't want to bring trouble upon themselves by being seen as being friends with me. That's no big deal to me, of course."
"But things do circulate along the grapevines, and I do hear these things." said Woodrow. "One thing I've heard is that Dr. Jan Camp, who is a Professor of Women's Studies, has been talking to student groups about the oppression of women. She's also on good terms with Katherine Woodburn and Malinda Adams. And while many think your wife, Dr. Fredricson, would be a liberal, pro-women's-rights professor, Jan Camp is saying your wife supports the Police, as if that's a bad thing. Of course, Laura is married to a Police Officer---"
"--- and a very lucky Police Officer, at that---" I interjected.
"Yes, but this Jan Camp is actually using that to gin up hatred of you. Stephanie has heard a lot more of this than I have, and some of the more militant feminist co-eds have approached her about supporting their cause with stronger voices. These groups are really forcing everyone to choose sides, and there is no middle ground."
I said "I understand. But the persons who are behind the curtain, who are instigating all this stuff and creating and agitating the mobs for it, are not doing it for altruistic political purposes. Noooo, they have a lodestone, and that lodestone is raw political power over other people. And yes... they know all too well that just a few persons like me can blow up their whole scheme into their faces..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole was going to spend the night with Marie. Carole was showing off her 'Wonder Woman' pajamas, and Marie was proudly flying low in her 'Supergirl' pajamas, thankfully much less revealing than the adult women of the comics.
Jim was at The Cabin with his brothers Ross and Ian, with Molly and my mother staying with them and two outstanding dogs. Bowser was less than happy that Carole was not there.
As Laura and I drove to the Mountain Nest, Laura said "Did Edward or Larry tell you about what is going on on Campus?"
"Some of it." I said. "You probably heard a lot more than I did."
"Yes, Stephanie told me some things after the others left and we were putting the girls to bed." Laura replied. "Nearly all of my students are women, but they've said nothing to me. My undergrad class has some guys, and they're all pre-meds. Some women have been asking Stephanie if she supports women's issues that they are facing, and she tells them sure, but she's too busy writing math equations on a chalkboard to get involved with political issues."
"Hmmm," I said, "I wonder why they're not talking to you."
"Maybe they assume I'm on their side because of what I teach." Laura said. "Or maybe they know I'm married to you, so it'd be a moot point."
"Either way," I said, "Don't drop your guard. I know you're careful; thirty-plus years in the CIA will do that to a person. But definitely be on the lookout. And maybe... maybe you shouldn't take the kids to work with you. We can make other arrangements."
"There's no reason to do that." Laura replied. "They'll be as safe with me as they'll be anywhere else."
When we got to the Mountain Nest, we went inside. Only the hum of the air conditioner could be heard as we climbed the stairs and went to our bedroom.
"Do you hear that?" I asked, straining to listen.
"No, what?" Laura replied. "I don't hear anything."
"Exactly." I said, coming up and sliding my hands around my wife's waist. "No one else at home. Not even any cockblocking dogs."
"Mmmm," Laura said as she slid her hands around my neck. "You wouldn't take advantage of me in a situation like this, would you?" She pressed her mouth to mine in a warm kiss.
"I certainly would." I said. "Why don't we make some use of the hot tub..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went and made drinks while Laura got the bath ready. When I came back, I was amazed and impressed by the transformation. Laura had lit a lot of candles, including some of those small 'lid' candles, and put them all around the hot tub. The candles were the only light in the room, but it was plenty to see my wife's magnificent, naked body.



I handed Laura her drink and she pulled my head to hers in a hot, hard kiss. Then I helped her get into the tub. As she settled in, I began slowly removing my bathrobe, doing a little striptease for her, turning away from her as it fell off. Laura really liked it when I did that for her, and I could see her eyes smoldering as I turned around to get into the tub with her.
"Mmm, nice and hot." I said. "And the water's nice and hot, too." I settled in, easing my legs around Laura as she slid her legs over mine and around my hips. She'd had this tub made to order, extra long so that we could fit comfortably into it. I was still sitting upright; my back did not appreciate lying at strange angles.
Laura's head was resting against the other rim of the tub. My cock began getting hard at the sight of her big breasts, her nipples standing up and begging for attention. I began stroking her inner thighs, and she moaned softly, her mouth open in an 'o' as she cooed her pleasure.
I felt her legs sliding back, and she raised them and put her shapely feet on my chest. Our eyes were locked as I took her sexy feet in my hands and massaged them as she massaged my pecs with her toes. Then I raised one of my wife's feet to my face, kissing and then sucking n her toes, then down the inside of her foot to her heel, which I mouthed and sucked. Then I did the same to her other foot as she strummed her clit with her finger.
After some minutes of this, Laura slid her feet down my chest and abs as she sat up. My cock was throbbing hard and standing straight up. Laura slid her feet around my cock and began to jack it, making me groan. I grasped her feet in my hands again and began pushing my cock between the insteps of her feet, fucking forward and back. It felt really good... too good. Almost before I realized it, I was groaning as jets of jism fired out of my cock and into the air, some of it coating her feet, but some of it jetting onto Laura's firm tummy.
"Mmmm, you needed a release really badly, didn't you?" my wife said teasingly as she used her hands to squeeze the remaining cum out of my cock.
"I guess so." I whispered. "I didn't realize I needed that so much."
We got out of the tub and showered together, then went to bed, where I got to spend the next hour eating pussy...
Part 10 - Random Acts of Journalism
Saturday, July 15th. For most of the morning, I handled the SBI-SIS paperwork that I needed to finish. It really wasn't much; the SIS had no cases, and no local LEOs had asked for help. But the SIS team was not sitting idly. Norm Chow was going back and trying to find other victims of George Aurus that had not shown up yet. Ted Crenshaw was sifting through the FBI's data on the banks run by elements of Superior Bloodlines, looking for in-State financial crimes. Grigsby and Orosco were working on drug pipelines into the State, mostly into Southport.
Tanya Perlman and Jack Muscone came to The Cabin for lunch, bringing little Pete to play with the other kids. When we went to pick up Carole that morning, we took Marie also, as the Steele's had several functions which required their presences. So we had a house full of boys, two super-heroines, and two excellent dogs.
"It's keeping me busy." Tanya said, as we discussed her new job after lunch. "We have six Crime Labs: here, Southport, south of Midtown, on the State Tech campus south of the City, one in the City, and one in the rural southeast part of the State, in Rocktown."
"Do they get much work down there?" I asked.
"That's what I've been doing." said Tanya. "I've been sending some of Southport's work and most of the City's work to the Rocktown lab. It's a good lab, and the people there are a bit older, with families. They know their jobs are relatively secure, and so I don't have any turnover at all. All the young ones right out of college want to be here or in the City."
"How does the City take to having an SBI lab within their 'sovereign' borders?" I asked.
"They don't." said Tanya. "Which is one reason that a lot of work is shipped to Westphalia or Rocktown."
"Don't be fooled, Don." said Jack Muscone. "Tanya has been meeting with City Police people, and she's been turning on the charm with them."
"That's not me." said Tanya with her teasing grin. "I just do some namedropping... the name 'Troy' seems to work very well with the City Police people after the Wexler case, the Aurus case, and then the Jasmine Nix assassination."
"Speaking of that," said Muscone, "any more word on this State Senator Watts stirring the pot?"
"Fortunately, she's considered a basket case," I said, "so not many people are paying attention to her."
"And that's one thing I wanted to tell you today." said Jack. "There are people in Washington that do want to dredge it back up. I thought at first it'd be the Congressional Black Caucus and the NAACP lobbyists, but it turns out it's Republicans... particularly U.S. Senator Samuel Russell."
"Oh wow." I said. "Now why am I starting to hear his name entirely too often? Hmm..." After a few seconds, I asked "Any idea why he's ginning it up?"
"Our first thought, 'our' being my FBI team," said Jack, "is that by having it re-examined and nothing new coming out, we can put the story to bed and be done with it, and be done with Senator Maxine Watts. But then Martin heard from a friend in Washington that Russell just wants to keep the racial tensions going, and keep that narrative going. We have no idea why, though..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If I keep eating pizzas like this," said Callie Carrington, "I'm going to get fat." They were eating a late supper at Cindy's condo, having decided to have a quiet evening at home. It was 9:30pm.
"As my friend the late Mrs. Veasley would say: 'Child, please!'." Cindy replied, "You work out almost as hard as I do every morning. You're looking fine. Really fine..." Callie gave Cindy her beautiful smile for the compliment.
"By the way," Callie said, "I'm going to California sometime in the next few weeks. If you can get some time off, why don't you come with me?"
"If you can wait until after August 1st," Cindy said, "I probably can swing that. Right now, though, we have two Detectives at Police Academy schools."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"That's my personal cellphone." Cindy said. She saw the ID, which said "P.A.", which Cindy knew were Priya Ajmani's initials. She'd not put in Priya's full name, in case she was in front of others when that number called.
"Hello?" Cindy said.
"Cindy, this is Priya Ajmani." said Priya, her voice sounding shaky. "I was sent out to do a story of a DUI car wreck, but the TCPD Duty Desk has no record of a call or dispatching anyone. It might be nothing, but I'm worried that this is another trap." Priya had never forgotten the time she was kidnapped and drugged by elements of the C.I.A., and subsequently rescued by the Iron Crowbar. (Author's note: 'Pink Lemonade, Ch. 03'.)
Cindy was getting a vibe herself. "Where are you now?" she asked. Priya named a location on the northwest side of Town, not far from where Cindy's condo was.
"Okay," Cindy said, "we'll catch up to you and follow you to that location..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie had not said anything about Cindy bringing her along, but she realized the level of trust, and overcoming her concern for Callie's safety, that Cindy had had to acquire to do that. They were in Cindy's Police SUV as they drove up to the parking lot where the KSTD News van was.
The van pulled out, and Cindy followed at a distance. "'I've got two Police cruisers backing us up." she told Callie. "Rudistan and Morton, and Hicks and Johnson."
The van turned off North Street, to the south and into a subdivision of mostly duplexes. Then they came up to two cars that looked like they had collided... but there was no damage to either car, Cindy observed. She called on her Police cellphone to Rudistan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Priya and her cameraman got out of their van, four masked men suddenly got out of the two cars and began rushing them... and were met headlong by two blonde women running to attack them.
"Get this on camera!" Priya gasped as she watched Cindy and Callie quickly subdue the four masked men. But the cameraman was not able to set up in time.
Two TCPD Police cruisers barreled in, blue lights blazing, just as Cindy was applying zip-ties to the perps. Those were replaced by the solid chrome-steel of handcuffs, and the perps were whisked away to County Jail...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So you thought something was wrong and called Cindy." I said. I was at Cindy's condo, with Callie and Priya. Cindy had gone to County Lockup after dropping the women off. Priya had sent the cameraman on home.
"Yes." said Priya. "Things are... well, they're very bad at KSTD right now. John Hardwood has been trying to undermine me every way he can. He's now doing the morning slot, and he's tried to kill two of my stories."
"You think he's behind this?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Priya. "But he's the only reason that comes to mind. I don't have any big stories I'm looking into, nothing dangerous like all that CIA stuff the last time..." She did not finish the sentence.
"Don't worry about me." said Callie. "I know all about that." She then came around behind the sofa, reached over Priya, and started unbuttoning the beautiful Indian woman's blouse. "I also know you need an iron hard cock to soothe your shaken nerves right now."
"Mmmm, that sounds good." said Priya, smiling at me, her eyes smoldering.
"And I think I know just the guy to give you that iron hard cock." I said. I bent down and kissed Priya's full lips, and our tongues were soon twining hotly. I picked up the relatively small woman and carried her to the second bedroom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Uhhh!" I gasped. I was on top of Priya, pistoning my cock in and out of her sopping wet twat with hard, deep strokes. Priya's legs were pulled back, and the backs of her high heels were pressing into my ass and upper thighs as I pumped her pussy. I felt her sucking my nipples, as my upper chest was hovering over her beautiful face. I was pretty much looking at the top of her head and the bedspread as I fucked her with raw, animal power.
I noticed a movement to the side of the bed. Callie had come in, and she was stripping naked, showing off her glorious body, the toned abs, the huge standing breasts, the pussy shaved of all hair and her pussylips engorged. Then Callie joined us on the bed and began fondling my asscheeks and balls, then reaching below to the place where Priya's cunt was sheathing my cock.
"Why don't you get off of her for a second." Callie suggested. I did, standing on the floor at the end of the bed. I watched the blonde, light-white-skinned porn star lie down on her back, and the brown-skinned Indian beauty get onto her in a soixante-neuf. They began eating each other's wet pussies. The sight of this made my taut cockshaft even harder.
I eased onto the bed behind Priya's lovely, firm, upturned ass and gripped her hips. I felt Callie's hand grip my cock and guide it down into her mouth. I slid my cock back and forth into Callie's throat for a moment, then pulled out. Callie guided me up into Priya's snatch, and I drove forward.
"Oh, God!" Priya cried out as I sank my meat balls-deep into her tight, wet Indian pussy. I pulled her hips to me as I thrust forward, then began a hard, steady rhythm of fucking, feeling Priya's cuntlips clinging to my shaft as I withdrew, then folding inward as I drove into her with ruthless, relentless power.
"Unnnh!" I gasped as I felt Callie's tongue licking my hanging balls, then tonguing our joined loins and probably Priya's swollen clit. Then Callie's tongue came back up to my balls, washing them down a she sucked them into her hungry mouth. This could be a potential disaster if she wasn't careful, I thought to myself, but Callie was an expert in sexual pleasure on a par with my wife. I groaned again as I felt my nut rising...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was on her laptop, and looked up at me as I came into the Conference Room at the end of the hall at 1st Precinct Headquarters, which was joined to County Jail and was once County Police Headquarters when the Town and County's LEO forces were separate. As I'd walked down the hall, I saw Precinct Captain Briggs in his office; someone had called him, and he knew enough to get himself to his office as be present and visible while the Captain of Detectives was there.
"Don't tell me. You fucked Priya before coming here." Cindy astutely observed.
"Okay, I won't tell you." I replied as I sat down next to her. "Whaddya got on these bastards?"
"Low-lifes, all four of them." Cindy replied, as I opened my laptop and powered it up. "Criminal records as long as our crowbars. Three of them are from the City. The other's last known address was Jamestown, Madison County."
"Anyone talked to them yet?" I asked.
"No, they demanded lawyers immediately." Cindy said. "The guy from Madison County called a number in the City, which is basically an automated answering service. They're sitting in Holding Cell 2, if you want to look at them."
"You've got them together?" I asked.
"And we're listening in on them." said Cindy. "But they're not talking, just sitting there."
I used the remote to turn on the television monitor mounted on the wall, and turned to the closed circuit channels. As I looked at the four men, I said "They look familiar."
"Here's their DMV pictures and most recent mug shots." Cindy said. I looked at her screen, which was divided into four quadrants. I saw four white men, all in their late twenties, maybe early thirties, all brown haired, unkempt hair and scruffy beards and mustaches.
"So," said Cindy, thinking out loud, "why would these thugs want to attack Priya? Obviously they've been hired. By who, is the question. Priya thought John Hardwood might be behind it. KSTD's newsroom people say they didn't get any call about a DUI accident, though the phone call to Priya gave the KSTD news desk number as the one calling her."
"So either some sophisticated programming was used to generate that number display, or someone at KSTD is lying and someone there did call Priya." I replied. "But why attack her? And by almost exactly the same method that was used to kidnap her before?"
"My first thought was that it was done that way as a message to you, Don." Cindy said. "Someone knows your past cases, did this knowing you'd remember and come running to see what was the matter."
"I have two problems with that." I said. "First, is what actually happened. Priya got worried, due to her experiences, and she called you. You followed her, and when it was obviously a trap, you and Callie surprised the living hell out of the thugs. By the way, we will be discussing Callie's role and indemnity issues at a later time, but in the here and now, I have four perps who may not have expected 'blonde fury' and green crowbars."
"The second problem," I said, "is a lot scarier: Priya's earlier kidnapping is not a matter of public record. The Police logs were put under seal and classified by the U.S. Army on behalf of the CIA; you and I, and now Joanne Warner, are the only TCPD Officers that can legally read them. So if someone knows of that past case, it really limits who the suspects could be."
"Let me check and see if any of these four had military records." Cindy said. As she did, I began typing on my laptop.
"Only one of them did." said Cindy. "The guy from Madison County. Dishonorably discharged, but the records of the incident that caused that result are sealed. What are you looking at... Senator Russell?"
I had brought up U.S. Senator Samuel Russell's past record. "Yes." I said. "He was a U.S. Congressman before being elected Senator eleven years ago. He's up for re-election next year. Yep... guess what his district was?"
"Madison County?" asked Cindy.
"Not quite." I said. "Tenth district at that time... southeastern part of the State. Rocktown. Mostly farms down there."
"We went just west of there, between Rocktown and Jamestown, when we were bringing in Betty Morelli." Cindy said. "Pretty rural. But why are you interested in that?--- Oh, I see."
"Yes." I said. "I was seeing if he was from the area. The three thugs from the City are nothing; they are trash. This guy from Madison County is the guy we need to talk to. Have him brought into I-1."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At midnight, the lawyer from Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C. arrived. He insisted upon talking to all four perps. After 30 minutes, I told him to get his ass in the Interrogation Room representing the bozo I wanted to talk to. He looked at me with hostility, but came on in.
I sat down at the table and re-read the perp his considerable legal rights, then asked if he understood. He didn't answer, so I made the requisite comment to the camera. Sergeant Rudistan was the Uniformed presence.
"Okay, Wes Smith, if that's your real name," I said, "why were you dishonorably discharged from the military?" Nope, they weren't expecting that to be the first question.
"I beat the shit out of a worthless Second Lieutenant." Smith said dully.
"Ah, anger management issues." I said. "Why were you guys trying to ambush that news crew?"
"Don't know what you're talking about." said Smith.
"C'mon, of course you do." I said. "Okay... why were you in a car that was parked with another one that was made to look like an accident? Then when that news crew came up, why did you and the others get out of your cars and attack the news crew?"
"Again, no idea what you're talking about." said the man. "Our cars bumped, we got out to look, and the next thing I know, two broads were whaling the hell out of us."
"Dude, that was a news van... they have cameras." I said. "The Police SUV that came up... has cameras. Do you really want to keep telling me this bullshit story?" The man shrugged, essentially calling my bluff on having video evidence.
"Who hired you?" I asked.
"Don't know what you're talking about." said the bozo. "Like I said, our cars bumped, we got out to look, and those bitches ran up out of nowhere and busted us up."
"Dude," I said "you're from Madison County. The other three are from the City. It amazes me that all four of you are that far away from home and on a dead-end street and having a car accident. I'd expect at least one of you to be a local. I'm sure that when we keep digging, we're going to find out a lot more about all of you. Remember that lying to Police is a felony offense in this State. Sure you don't want to tell me the real story?"
The lawyer grabbed the perp's shoulder and began whispering into his ear. The perp nodded, then said "I'm invoking my Fifth Amendment rights."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, July 16th, 9:00am. We were meeting in the Conference Room of 1st Precinct and County Jail. The Chief had come in, as had Paulina Patterson and Detective Teddy Parker. We invited Precinct Captain Briggs into the meeting as a courtesy.
"After Smith invoked," I said, "the lawyer had the other three invoke. They have their hearings first thing Monday morning."
"What have you learned about them?" asked the Chief. I turned to Cindy, giving her the floor.
"This Wes Smith is a character." said Cindy. "He did assault a Second Lieutenant in the Army. He was in the Transportation Corps, drove trucks to supply food to field mess halls at posts in California. The Lieutenant found out that the inventories were always short on Smith's deliveries, and investigated. When she found that he was involved in a ring stealing food and selling it on the black market, he beat her up. I might add that 'she' is one of those soldiers that underwent 'gender reassignment', and he'd openly mocked her for it."



"The other guys are just typical losers, with long rap sheets for petty crimes." Cindy continued. "But for the most part, no violent crimes against other persons at all."
"What do you think their intentions towards that news crew were?" Paulina asked.
I said "I'm not sure. That was a weird place to have a DUI accident, and Priya was right to call Captain Ross about it. One thing that surprises me is that in calling Captain Ross, Priya took a long time to get to the scene, but the bozos were still there. If I'm arranging something of this nature and the Press van doesn't show up quickly, I'm aborting and leaving the scene."
"They're not exactly the brightest bulbs on the string, Commander." said Briggs in his laconic voice. "They were paid to do something, did what they were told, and that means they sat there until the news van came."
"I would think," said Detective Parker, "that seeing a Police vehicle coming up behind the news van was also a clue that things weren't going their way. No, they're not to bright."
"Except maybe the leader, Smith." said Cindy. "I get the sense that he knows more than the rest of them."
"Back to my original question, if I may." said Paulina. "What were their intentions towards the news crew? Kidnapping? Assault? Murder?"
"Like I said," I said, "I don't know. I tend to doubt it's kidnapping, since they set up cars, not a van, as part of the staged 'accident'."
"The reason I ask," said Paulina, "is because their defense lawyer is already asking about Callie and her role in the arrests."
"What's wrong with that?" Cindy asked.
"Nothing about the arrest itself." I replied. "But we're going to have to ask Callie how much exposure she's willing to take. Callie is not an Auxiliary Police Officer, nor part of any local or State LEO agency. So the defense lawyer is going to be all over that, Paulina?"
"He already is." Paulina said. "If we drop the charges, we can just say she's Cindy's roommate, they were together when they came upon the scene, and she helped take action... and they can't really probe further, not officially. However, if we do press charges, they're going to be all over her like a wet blanket."
"What's the big deal about that?" asked Briggs, who did not know Callie's background with the CIA.
"Indemnification issues." I said, lying through my teeth. "And the judge might throw out the case. Captain Ross, why don't you go call her now." Cindy took the hint for what it was, an order, and left the conference room.
"There is one other thing we need to do before we decide to press or drop the charges." I said. "I need to speak with Priya again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Priya had stayed overnight with Callie, and was still at Cindy's condo when Cindy and I arrived at 10:00am or so.
"All right, Priya," I said to the lovely Indian reporterette as I sat down in a hardback chair next to the sofa she and Callie were sitting on, "I need to know the truth. This is all off the record. If you don't want to tell me, then I'll go outside and you can tell Cindy. But we need to know what you were working on that got some thugs interested in doing you harm."
Priya began to realize that she could not fool Your Iron Crowbar. "Not a word to anyone?" she said.
"To the extent I can." I said.
"Okay..." Priya said, then started: "After the Pine Valley case," (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards'.) "I began looking into it, to see if I could tie Governor Jared to any of it. It'd be a huge scoop, and I'd be able to bust John Hardwood's balls or get a good job somewhere else."
"What I found," continued Priya, "was that every reporter in this region of the country was probing the same things, including Hardwood. Everyone was trying to find a Jared connection and get that scoop. Problem was, even with all that scrutiny, nobody was finding anything. I realized I'd never get a big story out of that on two fronts, so I started looking in other directions, at other Republicans."
"Not Democrats?" I asked.
"Of course not." Priya said. "If I did find anything on any Democrats, they'd just bury it to protect the Democrats. Anyway, I was investigating Thomas Cook, who the Feds were investigating. He's slick; he's covered any issues he had very well, and they've found nothing. But I did find that U.S. Senator Russell had money in the Pine Valley project, and I began looking into it."
I noticed Cindy look at me with a 'meaningful' glance, as she remembered I'd been looking up info on Russell the night before. I asked Priya: "Did you tell anyone?"
"I told Katherine Woodburn." said Priya. "She told me to keep it up. I think she might run for U.S. Senator against Russell next year if we can find some dirt on him."
"And you told no one else, not your editor, or any friends?" I pressed.
"No, not that I can remember." said Priya. "It was all pretty hush-hush... unless and until we found something, of course."
"Have you found anything?" I asked.
"Not so far." said Priya.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I drove in my Police SUV back to County Lockup, Cindy said "Callie called Laura, and Laura said she would prefer Callie not expose herself over this case. So I'll tell Paulina to let it go. But for the future, can we make Callie an Auxiliary Police Officer, like your mom is?"
"I don't know." I said. "Mom went to the Police Academy without telling me first. Callie would either have to go there, or we'd have to show why she could be an Auxiliary Officer without the course. Either way, it probably comes out about her being in the Company. So unless Callie wants to quit the Company entirely, which would please me greatly, it's 'no go' on that."
"So what now?" Cindy asked.
"I'm going to do what I always do." I said. "I'm going to pour gasoline on the fire."
"Hoo boy." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What is this about?" asked the lawyer as Wes Smith was brought to the Interrogation Room and handcuffed to the table. "Your ADA has already told me they'll let the charges drop after the 72-hour holding period. My client has invoked; he's not going to say anything."
"I know." I said, standing in front of them. "I don't expect him to say a word. But he can listen to me."
I then leaned over the table, my fists and arms propping me up, and I said to the perp: "Tell U.S. Senator Russell that if anything happens to Priya Ajmani, I will come for him." I stood back up straight as the perp looked up at me in shock, then I turned for the door.
"Is that a threat?" snarled the legal beagle behind me. I turned and just gave him that 'smile' no one wants to see on the Iron Crowbar's face. Then I walked out of the room.
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Photo Ops
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, July 17th. "Channel Two News has learned that the County's Inspector General, Horace S. Wellman, has closed all cases and complaints to him regarding the incident on Courthouse Square last Wednesday night, finding that the Police acted correctly in every way!"
"Social Justice groups are infuriated by the Inspector's actions," reported Bettina, "and Citizens for Police Accountability spokesman Jay Swenson has accused the Inspector General's office of whitewashing the incident and covering up for the Police. Meanwhile, Town & County Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis has demanded a meeting with Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD. Asked why he did not ask to speak with Police Chief Sean Moynahan nor Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Councilman Lewis said, and I quote: 'We all know who is really running that Police Department.', close quote."
"And in Midtown," Bettina continued, "it's an unusual alliance of black Democrats and white Republicans, as State Senator Maxine Watts met with Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins and State House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds. Roll tape."
As tape rolled showing the three legislators sitting in high-backed, upholstered chairs as if they were good friends talking casually, Bettina said "Lt. Gov. Collins has the power to convene the Legislature into special session to impeach Governor Jared, provided that a Court, usually the State Supreme Court, certifies that the Governor has potentially committed a crime, or is mentally unfit to continue as Governor. State Senator Watts is saying that the Governor is helping to cover up the murder of Jasmine Nix by what she believes was a C.I.A. assassin. And just about everyone on both sides of the aisle believe Jared is not mentally competent..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"At least Reginald B.F. Lewis knows who runs this Police Force." Teresa said quietly as everyone watched in MCD. Cindy's ice-blue eyes widened in shock at those words. Her redheaded cousin's gray eyes flashed a bit of fire.
"Captains, both of you... my office." I ordered. "Now."
Once in my office, I came around behind my desk, but did not sit down. Teresa knew she was in trouble when Cindy closed the door to the office after they came in, and she very correctly stood before my desk in readiness to take her asschewing... which I promptly delivered.
"Captain Croyle," I said, "your comment in front of all the Detectives was out of line. Reginald Lewis can take shots at the Police Chief; we cannot. This is Chief Sean Moynahan's Police Force, and we just work in it. I'd better never, ever, hear such insubordination in front of other Police Officers like that again. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
"Sit down, both of you." I said. We all sat down. "Look," I said, "I know there's a lot of stress, and we're being treated like shit by the politicians and especially the deeply corrupt Press. But whatever you do, both of you, remember that old TV commercial: never let 'em see you sweat. Keep your cool, especially in front of subordinates. Come vent to me if you need to, but never show anyone on the outside that they're getting to you. It's my job to deal with those asswipes on your behalves, so let me do so." I saw a slight glimmer in Cindy's eyes.
"I know what you are thinking, Captain Ross... I need to practice what I preach." I said. "But let me be the one to take the Press arrows. You just do your jobs without fear of them, knowing I have your back."
"May I speak freely, sir?" asked Teresa. I nodded and she said "Does the Chief have our backs, too?"
"Yes." I said. "He made a mistake the other night. He's already admitted it and apologized."
"Can I say something?" asked Cindy. I nodded. Cindy turned to Teresa and said "Go talk to the Chief, Teresa. Air it out. Put it all on the table, leave nothing behind. Otherwise, both of you are walking on eggshells around each other, and there's too many crowbars around breaking those eggshells to have that."
"That's a good idea." I said. "Want me to arrange it, Teresa?"
"No sir, I'll handle it." Teresa replied. "What about Harlow, though? There's no getting around what she did. I find her actions unforgivable, and will resign before I excuse it, no matter what you say."
"I understand your feelings, but whether or not you excuse her, don't do anything about it." I said. The Chief has already handled that, and in about as formal a manner possible. As I've said, if Harlow gives either of you or your direct subordinates any shit at all, you come to me. Do not pass 'Go', do not collect $200. Come straight to me, and I will handle it... because I can."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa knocked on the door to the Chief's office. When she heard the "Come in!", she opened the door and went inside.
"Chief," she said, "can we talk?"
"Yes, we certainly cannnnn." replied the Chief. "In fact, I've been expecting you to come in. Have a seat..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30am, Helena buzzed me. "It's Councilman's Lewis's assistant, sir." she said.
"Take a message." I said as I examined the mass of papers on my desk.
A moment later, Helena buzzed me again. "Sir..." she said nervously, "the Councilman's assistant asked when you were going to come to his office to discuss recent issues."
"Good grief." I said. "My answer is that I am not. And tell them to not call again about it."
An hour later, the Duty Desk called. "Commander," said the Duty Desk Sergeant, "Town Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis is here and wants you to come see him up here."
"I'm sure he does." I said. Then I said "Wait five minutes, then have someone escort Councilman Lewis to my office. If there are any Press with him, they are not allowed behind the Duty Desk." After hanging up, I called Cindy and had her come sit on the sofa. Teresa was still meeting with the Chief, so I did not disturb them.
A moment later, Councilman Lewis appeared in my doorway. Behind him was an aide, a young, tall black man in a suit and tie, as Lewis was. I did not bother to stand to greet them, but asked them to sit down in the 'hot chairs'. I did offer them coffee or water, which was politely refused.
"Commander," said Lewis, "my assistant called and invited you to my office for a meeting. And I did say on the morning news that I wanted to meet with you."
"Well, Councilman, you're here now, and we are meeting." Then I said more levelly: "But let me be clear: First... I am very busy right now with my own job. Second... I am not sure what you could possibly want to meet with me directly about; I am certain that almost anything you want to discuss should be with the Police Chief, or perhaps the Sheriff. Third, and most importantly, I don't play the 'photo op' game, and I'm not giving the Press that kind of satisfaction." I saw Cindy try and fail to hide a smirk. Fortunately, I was the only one that saw it.
Lewis nodded thoughtfully. "You have a rare quality about you, Commander: unpredictability. You don't play the Game the normal way."
"I'm easy to predict, Mr. Lewis." I replied. "As long as I am Police Commander, the law will be enforced in this Town and this County. Property will be protected. Violence will be stopped, and with as much force as is needed to stop it."
"You don't even consider the optics, do you?" asked Lewis.
"No, Mr. Lewis." I said. "Because that is what you and the Press are counting on. You, and that's the plural, not just yourself, are counting on me to show fear of how things might look or how the Press will spin it. Just like you, sir, and that's the singular 'you', wanted me to come to your office to dress me down while the Press takes pictures of you scolding the big bad Police Commander. You are right about one thing: I don't play the game your normal way."
"You are not helping, Commander." said Lewis. "My people are already afraid of the Police. Fear leads to Hate, and that leads to problems. I intended to discuss how we can defuse this situation, not escalate it."
"I have a very simple solution." I said. "Whatever your skin color, don't break the law. Protest peacefully, preferrably with a permit. I'll back up, and protect, any group that gets a permit and assembles peaceably. Follow the proper channels for the redress of wrongs. But violence? I'm the front line against that, with the lives of my Officers in the balance. I'll do what I need to do. This really isn't that hard, Councilman."
Lewis got up, as did his aide. I did not bother to get out of my Command chair. "Okay, Commander." he said. "I envy you your Utopian vision of the world. I grew up in a different one. Have a good day." With that, he and his aide left.
"I wonder if they recorded that." I said when Cindy and I were alone.
"Nope." Cindy replied, holding up the gold disc that was the bug-killer. I smiled inwardly. I suspected they also were seeing what frequencies the bug-killer used. Cindy's was behind mine in technology; they would find themselves still stymied if and when I used my device.
"So," I said, "What did you think of that?"
"I agree with every word you said." Cindy said. "He wanted a photo op where he appeared dominant over you. Maybe the Press would accuse you of being a racist, and you came to that meeting out of guilt. You called his bluff, and not only that, you told him that you were doing it, and why." I nodded.
Cindy continued: "The only thing I don't get... is why he came here. At all. I think he may have sincerely wanted to cover some ground and reach a better understanding with the Police, i.e. with you. Did we miss an opportunity to have a serious talk behind-the-scenes with one of the Black Community's power players?"
"No." I said, half in a reverie as I said the words. "Let's play connect the dots. First, he gets on television and openly insults the Chief by saying that I'm in charge of the Police Force. Second, he demands a meeting with me, not the Police Chief, and not the Sheriff. When I don't give him the time of day, literally, he comes over here, and again comes to my office, not the Chief's."
I concluded: "We can infer two things from all this: first, they're trying to anger and weaken the Police Chief, and make him look inferior; and second, they know of the strife between us and the Chief, and are trying to drive a wedge further between us."
"As usual," Cindy said, "you makes sense on so many levels. I guess the ultimate question is what their end goal is. Westboro could not make people hate you enough to get rid of you; why do they think they can now?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa finally came out of the Chief's office just before lunch. I took my Angels to the Cattleman's Club for lunch.
"It went well, I think." Teresa said after we ordered. "Really well. He was darn good about getting me to talk about my career and my history; he really drew me out. In exchange, he talked about some of his military career and then about his team in Midtown. I now know some things about Molly that neither of you do."
"Did y'all work it out about the other night?" I asked.
"Yes, and he told me some things that had not come out before." Teresa said. "You'll have to excuse me, but I promised to keep the conversation between him and me."
"That's okay." I said. "So you trust him now? You can follow him, especially in my absence?"
"I guess." Teresa said. "It's hard to get my trust back once it's broken, but if you tell me it's okay, then I'll try to move forward."
"It's hard to get your trust in the first place." Cindy said. "And I speak from vast experience." Both women then glanced over at me, but I made sure my face and eyes gave nothing away about what I was thinking...
Part 12 - Casting Lines
The hook and lure flew out over the lake, and the wheel made a high-pitched whistling sound as the line went out. Chief Griswold reeled it in taut, locking the reel down, then let the lure drift in the lake.
We were in his backyard. He was in his customary fishing chair, and had a huge picnic-table umbrella over him, shading him from the sun's rays. I was sitting next to him in a high-backed metal chair, partially under the umbrella, and my full-brim Tilley Hat shielding me, as well.
"So everything's good with Chief Moynahan again?" Griswold growled as he watched the line.
"Yes sir." I said. "At least with us top brass. The rank-and-file are still gossiping, but that's starting to go away, too."
"Good." said Griswold. "So now Harlow's a big problem for you. Like Brownlee was... what is it about that Deputy Chief position?"
"I don't know, Chief." I said. "It is possible that there was some unofficial checking of Harlow and her husband's finances, but nothing unusual came up. We do know she's been meeting with feminists like Malinda Adams, but what really bothers me is that she's been meeting with Briggs and Briscoe. I'm getting word that Briggs is disgruntled that he's not a Captain after all of his years on the Force, and Briscoe really hates the Public Relations job... can't say I blame him for that."
"But that's not why you came to talk to me." said Griswold, most astutely.
"Not much gets past you, Chief." I said with a wicked grin. The old Chief's mustaches twitched with merriment. I then said "I was wondering what you've heard at the State level, Chief." By that, I meant Governor Jared.
"Well, Crowbar," said Griswold, "you've always been right about the Republican Party. They have lied to the People, the so-called 'Grassroots' as you call them, about promising to do things like help curb illegal immigration, lower taxes and reform the tax system, and repeal Democrat programs implemented in the past. But when the rubber hits the road, they show their true colors... that they're in bed with the Establishment Democrats to keep blacks on the Government Plantation and keep them dependent on Government, to do nothing about the cheap labor provided by illegal immigrants, and keep Socialist programs in place as the law of the State."
"Yes sir." I said, knowing all this.
"Val Jared knows this." said the Chief. "But he confided to me that he did not expect the sheer ferocity of attacks upon him. Not only by the Left, but by the Republican Elites. Collins and Hammonds really do want to impeach Jared, deserved or not. There are enough Conservative Republicans to prevent the two-thirds threshold, so it won't go anywhere. But the damage is going to show up in the next elections."
"Yes sir, it will." I said. "But they don't care: the Establishment Republican Elitists would rather lose to the Democrats than give the Grassroots, the People that make this State and Nation great, anything at all. And to that point, Chief... are you or the Governor hearing anything at all about U.S. Senator Russell?"
"He's one of the Elites." said Griswold. "He had money in the Pine Valley project, so he might have been on the edges of those white supremacists you and the FBI busted up. He hates Jared, and is working with the State-level Republicans to bring Jared down. But why do you ask about him?"
"Because his name keeps cropping up with things going on in this County," I replied, "and the efforts to bring me down."
The Chief's eyes cut over to me, and found my gray eyes holding his look. "That's new and different." he said simply. He began reeling in his line as he let thoughts run through his head.
He cast the line again, then asked "So, Crowbar, why?"
"That's what I'm trying to figure out, Chief." I said.
"I'll discreetly inquire with the Governor." said Griswold. "He's not the dumbass the Press makes him out to be, and he has some very good ways of finding things out... as most politicians do."
"Thank you, sir." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You wanted to see me, sir?" asked Mary Mahoney Milton, coming into my office at 2:30pm. She noticed Cindy and Teresa were sitting on the sofa.
"Yes." I said. "Have a seat." Mary sat down in a hot chair, and to her surprise, I came around my desk and sat in the other hot chair so that the four of us were in a circle of sorts.
"So," I said, "you're a full Detective, is that not right?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "Though I'll have to re-qualify with my gun to go on any field missions."
"I'll make an appointment for you." I said. "Captain?"
"Mary," Cindy said, "have you given any thought to being a Detective in MCD or Vice?"
"Uhh..." Mary said. "Not really. I'm happy doing data work with Miltie."
"Understandable." I said. "But we've had some cases where your knowledge of the Punk world as well as the Underground Scene has come in handy."
Cindy picked up the bit. "How would you feel about working in Vice for a while?"
"Uhhh... I don't know if I'm up to speed on that." she replied.
"You'll get up to speed, and quickly." said Teresa. "You've got the background, and you'll only need to pick the other guys's brains. You've got the personality to recruit C.I.s, you've got good instincts for this kind of work."
"And you know it." I said. "So don't try to be modest with me." Mary laughed, knowing I'd just read her thoughts, and crushed her not-yet-spoken objections.
"I didn't know you guys needed someone in Vice---" Mary started. Then it hit her.
"Yes, that's right." I said, seeing the light change in her eyes. "We are not just talking having you work in there, but lead it. You work in there for the next few months. If things look good, you'll be promoted at least to Supervisor. You'll have to go to Police Academy Advanced Course, and we can send you in November or December. And if it's all good, we'll move heaven and earth to promote or brevet you to Lieutenant next February... your pregnancy notwithstanding."
"How... how did you know?" Mary said, truly stunned. "Did Miltie tell you? We were going to have an announcement party---"
"No, he did not tell me." I said. "I would have to be a very dull Detective to not take one look at you and know it. Congratulations, but that's no obstacle.
Mary still looked shocked, but could see the opportunities opening up for her. "But... what about the data work, sir?"
"We'll make do." I said. "I admit that I will hate losing you, but you can still type on a computer from time to time. What's more important is what's best for this Police Force, and what's best for my Detectives and Officers, including yourself."
"Think about it. Talk with your husband about it." said Cindy. "This isn't a ten-minute decision. If you don't want to do it, and want to stay where you are, it's 'no harm, no foul'. But it could be really good for you, as well as for us."
"I... I'll think about it, and talk to Miltie about it." said Mary.
"Don't talk to him here at Headquarters." I said. "Talk at home. And Mary, very seriously: don't worry about what you'd be leaving behind in Data. You're ready to move forward, and grow, and that's what I want for you."
"Yes sir." Mary said. I could tell that her one biggest objection... leaving her place as my data guru... was being overcome as I gave my blessing.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think she'll take it?" asked Teresa as she, Cindy, Todd, and myself sat on the outside patio deck of the Cop Bar, eating nachos and drinking beer.
"Yes." I said. "Unless Myron objects, and I see no reason why he would."
"Think the other guys in Vice will like it?" asked Cindy.
"Just between us," Teresa replied, "yes, I think they'll be okay with it. I'm really disappointed that none of them have stepped up to take the lead role. I get the sense that they'll welcome this, secretly if not openly."
"I think you're right." I said. "And that may be a good thing. None of the others are really ready. And even if Mary doesn't work out, it'll give us some time to find someone else."
"Another woman, too." said Cindy. "Think that'll appease Malinda Adams?"
"Not much of anything will appease her." I said.
"She needs a really good pickle tickle." said Teresa We all chuckled at that.
"I heard that Dagmar Schoen really ripped her for playing the gender card to the point of excess." Todd said.
"Yes, that's true." I said, wondering how Todd had heard it, and from whom. "Is she a problem for you, too?"
"Not really." said Todd. "I get more flak from the Feds about that, but we're in compliance."
After I ordered another pitcher of beer, Todd said "By the way, BOW Enterprises is selling KXTC."
"Why?" I asked. "You're about the only thing restraining them."
Todd grinned, then said "Well, they're not a part of our core businesses. We thought we needed a media outlet to protect our own interests, but it's not really worth the hassle, and we're developing a Social Media presence. Also, we get a ton of crap from the Federal Government is about KXTC... complying with PSAs and all that. But the real problem with the Feds is that KXTC isn't stridently leftwing enough. I'm tired of paying lawyers to fight the Government's bullshit, at least on that."
"Who are you selling them to?" Cindy asked.
"The same company that owns Fox News Midtown." said Todd. Then he grinned as he said "No telling what Bettina is going to do when she finds out."
"Bettina needs a good pickle tickle, too." said Teresa with a straight face.
"We need to send her and Malinda Adams gift certificates to Lashes & Lace," said Cindy, "and tell Rita to have her hottest Satyrs fuck the hell out of them. Unless Don wants to take them both on at once, of course." Todd laughed at that.
"I think I'll pass on that." I said. Though, I thought to myself, it might be fun fucking the feminist bullshit out of Malinda Adams...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Myron Milton lay back on his bed, sighing with pleasure. He looked somewhat nerdish, especially with the black plastic frame glasses he usually wore. His body was slender, but he was in surprisingly good shape; after all, he was a Police Officer with the Town & County Police Force, whose Police Commander stressed good physical conditioning in all Officers, be they Data, Admin, or on the streets and the Beat.
What would shock most people if they knew, was that Myron was blessed with an eleven inch cock. People who were aware of the porn career of the late John Holmes could make comparisons with Milton's long tool. The late comedian Milton Berle was reputed to have an eleven inch cock, which is one reason Myron's wife Mary called her husband 'Miltie'.
And speaking of Mary, she was lying on the bed as well, totally naked. Her long nipples were rock-hard on her big breasts. Her pubic hair was black, and shaved into a 'runway' that led to her snug, wet pussy. Her hair was orange-red today, and her lipstick was just a bit more towards red. And her lipsticked lips were gliding up and down Myron's throbbing cock as she fellated him.
"Mmmm, your big cock is so tasty tonight, baby." Mary mewled as her tongue swirled around her husband's huge helmeted cockhead. "I'm going to suck your balls right through your big cock!"
"Oh baby, that's so good." Myron said, sighing again. Mary's mouth was absolutely amazing. Not only could she deep-throat his long snake, burying her nose into his balls as she devoured every inch of his cockshaft, but she seemed to know exactly what would feel best at every moment.
"So, do I have to call you 'ma'am' now?" Myron asked as Mary sucked half of his cock hard and deep.
"You have to call me that anyway, mister." Mary said teasingly. "You know I'm in charge of you and this big cock of yours!"
Myron chuckled. "So the Commander knew you were pregnant?"
Mary stopped sucking her husband's cock, but her hand jacked the throbbing shaft as she looked up at him and said "Yes, he did. So much for our party, huh?"
"We can still have it." said Myron. "And maybe have a private party with the Commander and his wife, now that you're knocked up."
"I heard Dr. Fredricson has the deepest cunt in the County." Mary said. "Especially after her hysterectomy."
"Where did you hear that?" Myron asked.
"Confidential sources." Mary said with a grin. She turned her head down and engulfed Myron's cock into her warm, wet mouth again.
"No wonder they want you in Vice." said Myron.
"Women talk." said Mary, between sucks. Then she pulled off and said "You men would never believe how much we women hear about each other and about men behind each other's backs."
"So what do they know about you, baby?" said Myron.
"That my pussy can handle my husband's eleven inch cock." said Mary. "And those bitches are jealous as hell that I'm the one fucking you instead of them. Oh, and they also know that I'll fuck the Commander's balls off given the chance."
"So you're really good with swapping with them?" Myron asked.
"If you are." said Mary. "I can be as nasty a slut as you want me to be, baby. And I don't blame you for wanted to bury your big pecker into Laura, but she'd better be the only one... and only when we're swapping."
"No problems there, babe." said Myron. "So you're going to do it? Take the Vice position?"
Mary stopped sucking Myron's huge cock again. "Yeah." she said after a moment's thought. "If you're okay with it, yeah, I'll go for it. And speaking of going for it..."
With that, she got up and straddled her husband's cock. She guided the cockhead to her labes, and felt the pressure of his size as she sank down on him, impaling her sweet cunt onto his massive member...
Part 13 - Casting Aspersions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 19th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the cyber-terrorist group known as The Guardians of Justice have released a new batch of emails!"
Bettina started: "This shadowy group, which has in the past released stolen data from companies such as BigPharmaCorp and BigRoadAndRailCorp, has now turned its attention to classified information purloined from the United States Government. The latest batch is from the Department of Homeland Security and the Department of Defense, revealing Government plans for shutting down all transportation in the country and seizing all guns from American Citizens in times of national emergency!"
Bettina: "While the released information does not reveal what national emergencies would trigger these actions, nor the steps that would have to be taken by the President and Congress to implement them, the stolen data shows that the Government has every intention of disarming all American Citizens, using military troops as well as law enforcement personnel to seize all guns."
Bettina: "The National Rifle Association has already made a Freedom of Information Act request for these documents, and said they will sue the Government if the allegations of plans to seize guns is true. Meanwhile, Congressmen and Senators are badly divided over these allegations. Roll tape."
First on tape was U.S. Senator Richard Nunn, a TEA Party Conservative: "If these allegations are true, and Government officials have planned to seize Citizens' guns, then this must be investigated to the fullest extent possible, and those making those plans must be criminally punished! The Second Amendment is our most cherished, sacrosanct right; it must be protected above everything else."
Next was U.S. Congressman Condor, a moderate Democrat: "We need to verify if these documents are true, or if they are some kind of hoax, and then work from there. We need to work with the FBI and Department of Homeland Security to get to the truth of this." Nice neutral statement from a Democrat Congressman in a district that went strongly for Governor Jared in the last Election.
Then came U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, an Elitist Establishment Republican: "The true criminals here are the so-called 'Guardians of Justice'. The FBI needs to find these traitors and arrest them so that we can put them on trial as well as stop their treasonous actions which undermine the American People's trust in our Government."
Back to Bettina live: "Channel Two News has also learned that 'experts' believe that the Guardians of Justice may be operating out of this State. The FBI is not commenting on the case beyond acknowledging that they are working on it at the nationwide level."
"And in more local news," said Bettina, "the Town & County Council meeting last night was peaceful despite a large Police presence. Channel Two News has learned that in the executive session following the open meeting, the issue of revenues from Police citations was brought up. While revenues from tickets usually drop during the summer months when School is not in regular session, the Council is unhappy with the Police effort to issue more tickets..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wrong on so many levels." said Cindy as she sipped her coffee in MCD, referring to Bettina's broadcast.
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "That was one of the more instructive newscasts we've had from Bettina in some time, don't you think?"
"How so?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"What did you notice, Jermaine?" I asked Detective Davis.
"She talked about taking guns away." said Davis. "I'm surprised she would reveal that, and in a way as a warning. The Press would love for citizens to be disarmed."
"Very good." I said. "What else, Teddy?" I asked of Detective Parker.
"She called this group 'cyber terrorists'." said Parker. "Pretty tough stuff. Not sure they're really terrorists, in the sense I think of terrorists. Hackers, yes. Terrorists?"
"Also good." I said. "Anyone see what was to me the most interesting thing?"
No one did. So I explained: "It was who was not mentioned. BigAgraFoods. I happen to have the FBI's report on this latest data hack," I held up the bound sheaf of papers as I spoke, "and nearly half the stolen information was from BigAgraFoods or was about them. Yet Bettina said not one word about them. She mentioned BigPharmaCorp, for reasons I am not clear on, and BigRoadAndRailCorp, who is a powerhouse of transportation in the eastern United States, but not a word about BigAgraFoods."
"So why talk about the gun confiscation?" Cindy asked, seemingly to herself.
"To rile up people." I replied. "Very few things rile up the Grassroots like gun rights and the Second Amendment. Al Gore lost the 2000 Election not because of Florida, but because of West Virginia, which had gone Democrat before that year. Exit polling showed West Virginia went for Bush over Gore because of one single issue: gun rights. And just that one State would've made the difference in that Election, so I can safely say that the gun rights issue cost Al Gore the presidency of the United States..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for assembling for this meeting." said Sheriff Daniel Allgood at 8:30am. We were in the Main Conference Room. The Sheriff was at the near end of the room, nearest the door. Chief Moynahan was at the far end of the table. To the Chief's right was me, Your Iron Crowbar. To the Chief's left was Captain Croyle. To my right was Precinct Captain Thompson, and to his right and the Sheriff's left was Lt. Carswell. To Teresa's left was Lt. Irwin, and to his left and the Sheriff's right was Precinct Captain Briggs.
"What this is about," said the Sheriff, "is last night's Council meeting. The Council had an extensive preparation of slides, showing revenues from traffic tickets and other minor offenses." He showed the slides, talking as he went.
"As you can see," said Allgood, "revenues typically drop some during the summer months, as college students are not here and people take vacations and so on. These slides show that the revenues of this summer are significantly lower than this period last summer. Furthermore, revenues have been slowly but steadily dropping over the last year and a half."
Ending the slide presentation, the Sheriff said "The Council basically set my rear end on fire for this, and Chief Moynahan's as well. So... what are we going to do about this? Speak freely, everyone."
I said "Sheriff, Chief, which Council Members in particular were bringing this up and talking about it?" The Sheriff knew exactly what I meant.
"Councilman Thomas P. Cook was the the spokesman, he talked the most about it." said Allgood. "Councilwoman Kelly Carnes was the most strident about it, in my opinion. Chief?"
"I a-greeeeee." said Chief Moynahan. "Ms. Carnes in particular seemed to take this as a personal insult. But let me be clear on this: the entire Council was in agreement on this, and even our friends were not happy with what they were see-ing." I nodded.
"So what do they expect us to do?" I asked, adroitly turning it back around onto the Sheriff and the Chief.
Sheriff Allgood sat back in his chair. "We know that many Police Departments across the nation are not giving out tickets in protest of various things or in fear of their safety in making traffic stops. I don't think you guys are like that, and I don't think that's the problem at all. I did tell the Council that this Police Force's vigorous law enforcement for the past few years have contributed to more people respecting and obeying the law, and therefore less revenue coming in from lawbreakers. They were not at all happy to hear that."
"What they want us to dooooo," said Chief Moynahan, speaking mostly to keep control of me, "is to be a lot more proactive in giving out tickets. Thirty-five miles per hour means thirty-six, not forty; and so on."
"They want us to bird-dog the citizens." I said acerbically. "And they want quotas. You know I won't play the quota game."
"And not only that," said Daniel, finally dropping the bombshell, "they think the loss of revenues during the summer needs to be replaced, and they openly suggested that 2nd Precinct, and Ms. Carnes said 'specifically 2nd Precinct', needs to do more to make up those revenues in that Precinct." I could almost feel Thompson and Carswell getting more tense inside. They knew the implication was that Police should target blacks and minorities for ticketing.
"Don't even say it, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief, knowing what I was thinking.
"Why not, Chief?" I replied. "It's obvious to anyone with brains bigger than a Betta Fish what the Council is implying, particularly Kelly Carnes. Where does she live? Heritage Cloisters, up north?" The Chief's eyes flashed; he was angry. Yeah, I stepped in the cow patty with that one.
"We'll discuss this lay-trrrrrr, Mr. Crowbar." Moynahan said, bearing down on me.
"All right, any ideas?" asked the Sheriff.
"At this point, Sheriff," I said fearlessly, "you've delivered the message. It's up to the Police Force to implement it, and that is what we will do. I will discuss with my Captain of Operations and the Precinct Leadership here just how we will do so; we will work it out." Teresa was nodding vigorously, making sure the Chief saw her total agreement with my words.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Sheriff is just the messenger, folks." said the Chief after the Sheriff left.
"Chief," said 2d Precinct Captain Thompson, "I'm sure he was. But the Commander is right, and I will say it more explicitly: it is obvious that certain Council Members want to target minorities in the southern areas of the Town and the County."
"I didn't see it that way at all." said 1st Precinct Captain Briggs. "The population density in the southern half of the County is larger than the north. And more people come into and out of the County from the south and east, areas in 2nd Precinct."
"Look," I said, "whether true or false, and whether or not the Council is trying to make it a racial thing, we will rise above that. As I said, we will formulate a plan to take care of this issue. We will not have quotas, and we will not target specific ethnicities nor profile in any way. I'll get with Captain Croyle, and we'll have another meeting soon." I then looked towards the Chief to dismiss us.
"If Captain Thomas and Lieutenant Carrrrrswell will stay a moment," said the Chief, "the rest of you can goooo. Commander, I'll call you into my office when I'm done here." And with that, we got out of there.
Teresa followed me into my office. Once the door was shut and we were seated, I said "I definitely don't want this said where Briggs could hear it. I'd like for you to get with Lt. Irwin privately. Here's what we're going to do about this bullshit..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what are you people doing about this?" barked U.S. Senator Samuel Russell.
He was in the conference room of the FBI offices in the Federal Building in the City. Assistant Director Dana Fox was the direct target of the Senator's tongue-lashing, but 'Team Lazarus', consisting of Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, Lindy Linares and newly-added Julius Jefferson, were also in the room. Sandra Speer had begun her pre-maternity leave, as she was becoming due to deliver her baby very soon.
"Our cybersecurity experts are working round-the-clock on it, Senator." said Fox. "We're just now starting to formulate a plan for our field investigations---"
"We don't have time for your 'plans', Mr. Fox." snarled Russell. "These cyber-terrorists are out of control now! Every time they leak something, it undermines our Government agencies, it undermines important businesses, and it undermines the trust of the American People in their Government institutions. Now what are you doing about it?"
"Senator, as I am trying to tell you, we are working on it, top priority and around the clock." said Fox. "Our cyber experts are working on tracing where the Guardians of Justice's internet transmissions came from, but it will take time. Our field agents are ready to investigate any leads we come up with, but they have to have something to go on or they'll be wasting their time and driving blind---"
"What about that hotshot Consultant you're supposed to have?" growled Russell. "Where is he? Why isn't he working on it?"
"We're in consultation with him." said Jack Muscone. "He's working on it from his home jurisdiction, and we're working with other State Agents, as well."
"Let me try this again." said the Senator: "This hotshot Consultant of yours, Commander Donald Troy, is supposed to have some very good cyber people working for him... people we know have hacked their way into U.S. Government systems a number of times, and are not under arrest only because we can't get proof enough to convict them. Why doesn't Troy have them working on this?"
"Because they're not FBI Consultants, Senator," said Muscone, "and Commander Troy has refused to allow us to use them---"
"Fuck that and fuck him!" shouted Russell. "This is a national emergency! These 'Guardian' bastards are nothing short of terrorists! Now you call Troy and tell him to make his people available to you!"
"That's against the law, Senator." said Muscone. "We can't force them to work for us---"



"Like hell!" said the Senator. "Why can't Troy order them to?"
"If you'll stop interrupting me and let me finish, Senator," said Muscone, rising from his chair to stand up to the arrogant jackass Senator, "there's this clause in the Constitution that outlaws indentured servitude. Even if Commander Troy asked them to help us, they can refuse... and one of them flat-out has. He will not do work for the Federal Government under any circumstances, and he has that right."
"It's his duty to serve this country when we need it." said Russell. "You get him and Troy on this case, right now!"
"I don't know who you think you are, Senator," said Muscone, "but if Commander Troy heard what you just said... you'd be walking out of here with a crowbar shoved up your ass... literally. You ain't the boss of him nor his people, and---"
"Don't you talk that way to me, you fucking little pipsqueak." thundered Russell. "I'll have you busted down to traffic cop, if not outright fired---"
"Senator, this is getting us nowhere." said Dana Fox. "Jack, why don't you and your team take a break. I'll talk to the Senator about this."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sometimes, Mr. Crowbarrrrr," sighed the Chief, "you exasperate the hell out of me. I know you mean well, but sometimes you say things that simply should not be said."
I was standing in front of the Chief's desk, having been called in, and knowing better than to sit down without being invited to... and so far I had not been invited to. I exercised my right to remain silent at this moment, as well.
The Chief looked up at me. "Commander, you have simply got to take a step back, and let some of this stuff cool down. I know I went too far in trying to keep you out of that situation on the Square, but I did that to keep you from being the lightning rod that escalates the tensions. And that includes within the Police Force as well as with the idiot politicians around here."
I said nothing, not really knowing what to say. I'm not sure how the Chief was taking it, though; my silence seemed to unnerve him more than speaking would have.
"All right, what are you going to do about this?"
"I'm going to have our Officers enforce the law, sir." I said. "More tightly than they have been, and without quotas or profiling." I paused and then added: "As to the details, it might be best if you have plausible deniability on it, Chief."
"No, it won't be. Spill it." he said. So I told him... well, some of it. "All right, Mr. Crowbar," he said when I was done, "that might get the point across. In the meantime, I'm also getting calls from the FBI in the City, wanting you and Myron Milton to drop everything and rush to help them with this 'Guardians of Justice' business."
"Chief... was it the FBI itself asking for Myron?" I asked. The Chief looked sideways at me.
"No." said the Chief. "Assistant Director Fox said that U.S. Senator Russell had specifically requested the Miltons' help. I told him that Mrs. Milton was transferring to Vice and was absolutely unavailable, and that Mr. Milton had declined previous requests to help, and I would not ask again."
The Chief had observed that my face had become jet. "What is it, Mr. Crowbar?"
"The Senator is pretty damn arrogant to even ask for Myron's help... especially after I've explicitly denied them Myron's help... at Myron's request. Myron does not want to help them, and he is not obligated to. Maybe they don't need my help anymore, either."
"Don't rush into a rash action, Commander." said the Chief. "Your being an FBI Consultant is a boon to you and to the TCPD as well as the FBI. Again... step back, take a breath, have patience..."
I did just that... took a breath and calmed down. "Yes sir. I'll give that more thought. But Myron Milton is not available to help U.S. Senator Russell in any way."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said, "here is what we are going to do." I was meeting in Classroom 'J' with the two Precinct Captains and their Lieutenants, and Captain Croyle.
"Your Patrol Officers should not give out any tickets nor make any stops that will not hold up in Court." I said. "But tighten down. You see someone run a red light, go after them. Speeding, anything about the limit for that street, pull 'em over. Tighten the screws, but again... good stops that hold up in Court, no profiling, no quotas."
"And while the Council might want us to pick on the southside," I said, "I don't want you guys in 1st Precinct to get in trouble by falling behind on your revenue generation. So these County High rich kids that scratch off in their sports cars, have mufflers that don't work... well, I don't think County High teaches about the Justice System all that well, so we'll provide some hands-on education..."
Part 14 - Iron Rule
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, July 21st. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police Force is cracking down!"
Bettina started: "The Police Force will be increasing patrols, and they will be watching for speeders, with no tolerances given! Cameras at traffic intersections are being used, and tickets for running red lights will be issued!"
"In State news," said Bettina, "Senator Katherine Woodburn issued a statement saying Governor Val Jared's new SBI-SIS program is proving to be a total failure, as they have yet to be called upon by any local jurisdiction for assistance. Senator Woodburn says that a strong SBI, like the days under Director Jack Lewis, were more successful for law enforcement in the State. Meanwhile, Social Justice groups, led by Senator Maxine Watts, continue to call for the Governor to resign or be impeached, saying that the Governor is a racist, and is not mentally competent to serve as Governor."
"And in national news," Bettina said, "the FBI says they have no new leads on the shadowy group known as the 'Guardians of Justice'. U.S. Senator Samuel Russell is calling upon the FBI and Homeland Security to put more assets to work to catch whoever is leaking classified information, whom Senator Russell considers to be traitors."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Whatta week." said Cindy as we sat down at our patio table at the Cop Bar, armed with a pitcher of cold beer, a pitcher of Coca-Cola Zero, and plates of beef nachos and wings. It was 7:30pm.
"And the party's just getting started." said Teresa. "The crackdown is in full force tonight."
"Yep." I said. "Which is why I'm having Coca-Cola tonight. Gotta stay sober for this one."
"Myron came to me today." Cindy said. "The FBI called him again. I called Dana Fox and told him that if the FBI contacted Myron again without a warrant, the TCPD would file a restraining order and a harassment lawsuit on Myron's behalf. Fox actually pressed it, saying they needed to talk to Milton. I said he'd be hearing from our lawyers instead, and I hung up on him. I called Paulina, who called the City Attorney, who went and asked the Court for the restraining order. So much for my career as an FBI Consultant, huh?"
"I'm here to tell ya." I said agreeably, then added: "They started calling you when I stopped taking their phone calls. I should've gone the legal route, too. But I really thought they'd get the message and stop harassing us about it."
Teresa asked "Why do they want Myron so bad? I mean, he's good, really good, but it's not like the FBI doesn't have some great cyber-analysts and cyber-security people. And I'm sure the CIA has some great people, and private companies have people the FBI could hire. Why Myron?"
I sat there for what seemed a long time, then answered "I don't know. Well... I have ideas, but I shouldn't say."
"Nothing new there." Cindy said acerbically. "But we have the same idea... they want to co-opt Myron into helping them, so he's not helping us as much. And then one day try to take him away from us."
I said "I'm not sure about that. But I think they want to see his methods and his way of doing things, so they can counter whatever he does. He's way too good at getting into places they don't want him to be. But it doesn't matter. Myron won't help them under any circumstances."
*BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!*
It was my Police cellphone, buzzing a text to me. "Okay," I said, "it's beginning. I gotta run."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They see me rollin',
They hatin',
Patrollin',
they tryin to catch me ridin' dirty."
--- Chamillionaire, 'Ridin'
Kelly Carnes was driving her expensive sports car north towards the Heritage Cloisters subdivision at a fast rate of speed, vaguely aware that a car had come up behind her. The sudden flashing of the blue and white lights were anything but vague.
"Shit." she muttered as the Police cruiser followed her for a couple hundred feet.
*WUP-WOOP!* *WUP-WOOP!*
Carnes realized it was her they fully intended to stop. They were getting impatient that she was not pulling over. Finally, she pulled over onto a side street.
The officer approached her window from behind, very wary. She did not roll her window down until he knocked on it.
"Good evening, ma'am." said the Officer. "I'm Sergeant Rudistan. May I see your license and registration, please?"
"Why?" snarled Carnes. "What have I done?"
"Ma'am, you were going 51 miles per hour in a 35-mph zone." said Rudistan. "Now may I see your license, please?"
Carnes handed over her license. "You do realize I'm a Town & County Councilwoman?"
"No ma'am," said Rudistan jovially, "I did not realize that. I'm not in your district. But you're obviously not going to a Council meeting. And of course, as a Council member, I'm sure you're aware of the speed limits, since you set them. Stay here one moment, please."
Moments later, Sergeant Rudistan returned. He handed her a ticket, explaining the nature of it, and pointing out the Court date for the hearing. Carnes was fuming mad.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WUP-WOOP!*
"Ah, shit." said untrustworthy reporter John Hardwood as the Patrol cruiser's blue lights flashed into the back window of his expensive BMW.
The Officer came up to his window, and he rolled it down, ready to show his license. "What's wrong, Officer?" he asked.
"Sir, I'm Corporal Kirkpatrick." said the Officer, who was almost as tall and broad-shouldered as the Iron Crowbar. "I stopped you for going 41 miles per hour in a 35-mph zone..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WUP-WOOP!*
"Uh oh." said Reginald B.F. Lewis as the Patrol cruiser's blue lights flashed into his back window.
"May I see your license and registration?" said Sr. Patrolman Hicks...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are they fucking kidding me?" snarled T-Square from the back of his Escalade limo, seeing the blue lights pulling him over as he approached his club 'Rhythms & Rap'.
"We weren't speeding, sir." said the driver. T-Square's bodyguard was riding shotgun, and T-Mac was sitting to T-Square's left in the backseat.
Not one but three Police vehicles pulled up behind the Escalade. Four Officers got out and approached the limo, two on either side. T-Square knew that if the left-side rear window rolled down... it would escalate quickly. He told everyone to remain calm and still.
"I'm Sergeant DeLong. May I see your license and registration please?" said the black Sergeant, who had come up to the driver's side window. The driver handed him the documents.
"Why did you pull us over?" asked T-Square from the back.
"Thirty-six miles per hour in a thirty-five zone." said Sergeant DeLong.
"Are you kidding?" T-Square said softly---
*TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!*
T-Square nearly jumped out of his skin as the crowbar tapped on the bulletproof glass of the right rear window. The glass was impervious to harm, but the iron made a sharp, loud noise... and it is not natural for iron to 'tap' glass like that. T-Square looked out to see the Iron Crowbar himself just behind the window, in a wary posture. He rolled down the window halfway.
"If it ain't the Iron Cracker." said T-Square. "What the hell are you doing?"
"Step on out of the car, T-Square." I said. "All of you."
"You do realize Big Ice got shot?" said T-Square.
"Get out." I said. T-Square and his entourage complied. I said to my Officers "Bring them all to this side so we don't have any drive-by shootings... or drive-by Media."
Once everyone was settled, with some of my Officers watching T-Square's men warily and others watching the traffic on the street very carefully, I said "I think we can give your driver a warning this time, T-Square. But if you're unhappy with this traffic stop, be sure to complain to your Town Councilman."
T-Square broke into a toothy grin, then began laughing. "Damn, I.C., you are one nasty Cracker!"
"Nasty is what I do." I said. "You have a nice, safe evening... and drive within the speed limit."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, July 25th. The executive session meeting of the Town & County Council convened after the open meeting. The Sheriff's Deputies had been well-armored, and there were only a few TCPD Officers augmenting them, but there were no incidents nor any rabble-rousers.
Once the heavy doors to the private Council Chamber closed, Kelly Carnes exploded like a bomb: "What the fuck is going on with the Police? They gave me a fucking ticket Friday night, and they're crawling all over the Heritage Cloisters, River Valley, and the north side! I've gotten 20 calls from people whose kids were pulled over and ticketed, and four of them arrested for suspicion of DUI!"
"I got a ticket too." said Thomas P. Cook.
Reginald B.F. Lewis began laughing derisively. "So did I. And I got a call from T-Square, who got pulled over, but was let off with a warning."
"What the hell is the Iron Crowbar doing?" shouted Carnes. "Is he trying to piss off the money people in this County? Does he not know what they can do to him?"
"No more than anyone else can, Ms. Carnes." said J.P. Goldman. "But that's entirely another subject and beside the point. You're the one that wanted the TCPD to crack down and generate revenue. The Iron Crowbar has applied that equally to all parts of the County... including the areas where the most money can be generated... the snotty rich kids and their sports cars."
Carnes stared at Goldman a moment, then said "We also said they should concentrate on the areas where the crimes are occurring... the South side."
"We didn't say that. The Council didn't say it, and I sure didn't." said Lewis. "So, Ms. Carnes, are you suggesting that the Iron Crowbar should've exclusively targeted Minority districts?" Kelly Carnes stared hatefully at Lewis, but knew she was trapped and unable to say more.
"He even stopped T-Square." chuckled Reginald B.F. Lewis. "That's a dangerous stop to make, especially after Jasmine Nix and Big Ice were assassinated."
"I heard the Iron Crowbar was actually there himself." said Edward R. Steele. "Precisely because it was a dangerous stop to make. But the message was sent, and clearly. You wanted the crackdown, Ms. Carnes. You've reaped what you've sown..."
Part 15 - Cancer, Canines, and Cats
Friday, July 28th. Teresa Croyle was listening to Dr. Napp's comments.
"Things look great, Teresa." Dr. Napp said. "Bloodwork looks good. We're seeing no signs of cancer anywhere. It was caught early, so it didn't have a chance to metastasize. You are otherwise extremely healthy, as I'd expect a triathlon winner to be. Congratulations on that, by the way."
"Thank you, Doctor." Teresa said. "And congratulations on the success of your developments, with me and others."
"Thank you." said Dr. Napp. "Dr. Fredricson and Dr. Cordell have been very supportive."
After saying goodbye to Dr. Napp, Teresa was walking down the hall through the Cancer Center, the wing of University Hospital dedicated to curing cancer. She saw a large playroom with several kids inside. One girl looked up and saw her.
"Hey everybody!" she said, "It's that Policewoman who saved that girl from Slender Man!" The other kids oohed, aahed, and shouted.
"How are y'all doing?" Teresa asked, stopping in the doorway.
"We're good." said one boy with a bald head, for whom 'good' meant a fighting chance to beat his leukemia. "Ma'am... do you work for the Iron Crowbar?"
Teresa smiled. "I sure do. He's a great man."
"Can we meet him?" asked the boy. "Can he come visit us?"
"Can he bring his dog Bowser?" asked the girl who'd first recognized Teresa.
"You know," Teresa said, "I think we can swing something like that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, July 29th. Priya Ajmani and KSTD were getting a scoop as Teresa came into the playroom, where children and their parents were assembled.
"Okay, kids," Teresa said, "don't shout very loud, okay? Bowser gets skittish, so don't scare him, okay?" The kids promised.
And then Your Iron Crowbar came down the hall. But I was only the Police Officer escorting the redoubtable Bowser to meet the kids. Bowser had on his Police bandana and his badge. At the doorway, I set him down on the floor.
Bowser could be skittish, but he was a very astute dog, and he knew he was among friends... whose hearts were being done good by his visit. He walked up to Teresa, and sat down as the kids happily came up to him. He endured being petted by many young hands. Sometimes he went up to a child and 'made' that child pet him. The kids, whose daily lives were a constant battle against the virulence of cancer, had wonderful smiles of happiness on their faces.
I sat to the side and watched, and absorbed the parents' thanks. Many said this was the happiest they'd seen their children in a long time. I said I knew the kids were enduring tough battles, and Bowser was happy to help them win against cancer. I said as much to Priya in my short interview with her.
"Look!" shouted one girl. "It's the Death Cat!" We all looked over to a shelf where a television set had once sat upon, about six and a half feet off the ground. A handsome cat, in different shades of brown with beautiful tiger-like stripes, was sitting on his haunches, watching us. Bowser barked at the cat, who just looked back at Bowser with disdain and disinterest. Dogs have owners, Cats have staff, I thought to myself.
"That's the Death Cat." said one girl. "He comes to the room of someone who is about to die, and watches over them as their soul goes to heaven."
Nurse Jones, who was watching with me, said "That's true. Nobody knows how he gets into rooms or out of them, and we've never been able to catch him. But he goes to old people's rooms in the hospice wing when they pass on, and sometimes to kids here that are dying, and stays with them through their passing."
I slowly went up towards the Death Cat, who watched me as I slowly raised my pointed finger towards him in introduction---
*WHAP!*
The Death Cat had raised his paw and brought it down, slapping me on the back of my hand. His claws were not out; he was not intending to hurt me. But his message was clear, and I acknowledged it. I left him alone. I turned back to the party, as did everyone else. After some moments the Death Cat left, no one knowing for whom he'd appeared.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were leaving the party, I had Bowser with me. Teresa and Nurse Jones were talking. I happened to look inside one room, and Bowser began whimpering, wanting to go inside. So I took him into the room.
Little eight-year-old Otis was inside an oxygen tent, or flexible bubble. I could see his little bald head through the clear plastic. His battle with cancer was almost over, I realized... and he was losing. His parents were sitting by the bedside; his mother looked haggard and exhausted; his father, profoundly sad.



Bowser barked, and Otis opened his eyes. A huge smile formed on his little face when he saw the dog. Bowser clamored to be let down and I set him down on the bed next to Otis. Nurse Jones was about to say something, but I just turned and looked at her, and whispered "Really?" She understood.
There was a fold in the plastic that was an opening for nurses to use to adjust Otis's oxygen or whatever was needed inside. Teresa knew what to do: she reached in and took Otis's hand and brought it to and through the opening. Bowser moved to brush the top of his head against the little hand that appeared. It was not clear who was petting whom, but I could feel a vibe of pure joy in the room as boy and dog shared their affections.
"Hi doggie." I heard Otis say, his voice barely audible, but the smile on his face an unmistakeable ray of light. Bowser seemed happy to be helping.
After a few moments of petting, I could see that Otis was tiring. I picked up Bowser and Nurse Jones took a wet wipe and wiped down Otis's hand, to try to keep killer germs from infecting the severely ill child. The parents thanked us for bringing Bowser to Otis.
Nurse Jones followed us out. "I hope that was worth it." she said. "If Otis catches a bug, it'll kill him."
"Nurse," I said, "look at him. He's dying. It was worth it to him, methinks, from the look of that smile on his little face." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, July 30th, 2:06am. The Death Cat came into Otis's room and hopped onto the bedside table, and watched.
Otis looked over and saw the cat watching him. "Hello, kit-ty." he whispered happily. The smile from petting Bowser hours before had not left his little face. In his final, supreme moment, Otis remembered how it felt to pet the dog, how soft Bowser's hair on his head was. He felt the presence of the Death Cat, which gave him reassurance that he was not alone and never would be. Then he saw the bright light, and he no longer felt any pain as he surrendered to the Inevitable...
His duty once again done, the Death Cat hopped off the table to the floor, and exited the room as the nurses opened the door in response to the monitor alarm.
Part 16 - Epilogue: Orange and Fed
Monday, July 31st. The members of the Orange Order convened at the Junction Station Depot. Chief Griswold grilled trout, and I grilled hamburgers, a lot of hamburgers. We also put a few hot dogs on, as well as some chicken strips. Cindy and Teresa made some massive salad bowls, and there were bowls full of potato chips. A good summer picnic.
Unfortunately, there were underlying tensions. Della Harlow and Janice Holloway sat on one end, along with Captain Briscoe and some of the older Officers from Admin and support positions, while myself, Cindy, Teresa, Tanya Perlman, Kirkpatrick, Rudistan, and the Chief sat on the other end, with the rest of the members sat in the middle.
After everyone ate, Corporal Kirkpatrick got up and said "First, I want to recognize Tanya Perlman's promotion to Captain with the SBI." Everyone applauded, some of us more strongly than others. Then Kirkpatrick called upon me to announce the TCPD promotions and medals. It was not clear to me how this had become my duty, but I accepted it happily enough.
"The best thing," I said, "is what is not being awarded tomorrow: no Purple Orders!" Everyone cheered. Many looked over at Teresa, who just nodded vigorously. I then listed the medals and ribbons. Mostly Achievement Medals. Lt.(B) Janice Holloway was getting a ribbon for Police Academy Advanced Course, as was Detective Joanne Warner. Detective Theo Washington was getting his Detective School ribbon.
I mentioned that all of the racers in the Triathlon would be rewarded for their accomplishments, and for making my Police Force look good. And Teresa would receive a Commendation Medal as the Police Boxing Matches Champion. Cindy would get an Achievement Medal for second place. And I was getting an Achievement Medal for solving cases, particularly around early June.
"And we have one lateral movement that is like a promotion." I said. "Detective Mary Milton will be reporting to Vice tomorrow." There were some 'oooooo's in surprise at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, August 1st. Carole was used to getting up early, to go to work with her mom, but today was a special occasion: it was her fourth birthday. So we gave her her first present at the breakfast table, a coloring book and a big box of crayons. Molly was bringing the boys over that evening, and Marie was coming over with Selena, for supper and a party, complete with a cake and candles.
I felt a bit nostalgic. I'd heard that little Otis had passed away. It had been his happiest gift to just get to pet a dog on his last day on this earth. As I watched Carole open her gift, I felt extraordinary gratitude that my children were healthy and happy and able to receive gifts...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got to the Station, I knew something was 'awn'. First, Tanya Perlman and Jack Muscone were there, and joined the coffee klatch as Joanne and Theo talked about their experiences at their various Police Academy courses. No one paid attention to Bettina's broadcast, which was not worth watching anyway.
Chief Moynahan had told me to wear my full-medal jacket (no puns intended, there) instead of the semi-formal jacket with ribbons. Everyone else was resplendently attired, as well, and the Chief was going around Headquarters on unofficial uniform inspections. Hmmm...
And then I was shocked to see two lovely ladies come in, wearing Police Auxiliary uniforms: my mother and my wife. Laura rarely wore her Police Auxiliary uniform, and would only say she 'felt like it', when I asked what it was about. My mom was carrying a certain four-year-old birthday girl around, who was enjoying being told 'Happy Birthday!" and getting a doughnut from the MCD Detectives.
At 8:45am we began assembling for the 9:00am ceremony. I saw Team Lazarus: Martin Nash, Sandra Speer (heavily pregnant), Lindy Linares, Julius Jefferson, and Dana Fox on the front row of the bleachers, and my wife and mother in the stands... with the four-year-old birthday girl. Molly and her mother were also there, as was Callie Carrington, looking lovely in a nice blue dress and high heel pumps.
"Did you know that Callie had already met my mom?" Cindy asked (accused) me.
"Yes." I said. "I saw it happen, and your mom did not know who Callie was."
"She still doesn't." said Cindy. "They greeted each other as best friends, and Callie was pouring on the charm. Laura said my mom knows Callie is Laura's research assistant. And that brings me to question two: why is my family here, and yours?"
"I don't know." I said. "But all these FBI Agents here are my clue that they are trying to surprise us with something."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and Cindy were awarded their medals for the Boxing Matches, then all of the Triathlon recipients came up. Rudistan and Morton received Achievement Medals for their Top-10 finish. Barry Oliver and Joanne Warner also received Achievement Medals. Then came Teresa's, as the co-winner. Sheriff Allgood was on hand to award her the Public Safety Commendation Medal, having chosen to upgrade her award after she and Todd had come back from adversity to win. The applause for her was enough to make Carole put her hands over her ears and say "LOUD!".
Then came a surprise, as the retirement of the TCPD's oldest and longest-serving K-9 Corps member, Sergeant Stonewall, was announced. Stonewall came up to receive his K-9 Police Medal, which was personally awarded by the dog-loving Police Commander. I made sure to give Stonewall a good petting as he was applauded for his years of service to the County.
"We have two more awards." said Chief Moynahan. "We have with us today FBI Deputy Director William Hargreaves to make the special presentations." The DepDirector was coming up from the Headquarters building, escorted by Chief Griswold.
"Thank you." the DepDirector said to the applause that greeted him when he reached the podium. "I'm glad to be able to be here before I retire. First of all, I've been able to see the TCPD in action, and I've heard a lot of Commander Troy and Captain Ross bragging on how good you are... and every word was well-merited. You're a truly outstanding Police Force." The Force applauded, happy to be praised by one of the FBI's very highest personages.
"As you know," said the DepDirector, "the FBI recently broke up a national syndicate of hate groups. We could not have done this so successfully without the help of many of you in the TCPD. And the work of Commander Troy and Captain Ross as FBI Consultants was absolutely essential to cleaning up these disgusting crime rings. So I'd like to ask Commander Troy and Captain Ross to come up." Cindy and I half-shrugged as we got up out of our seats and walked up to the podium, not sure of what was going on. We soon found out.
Jack Muscone read the proclamations as the Deputy Director presented us with the FBI's Medals for Meritorious Achievement. These were no-kidding awards for and from the FBI. Yes, I was surprised; they got me. Cindy was also surprised. But it was a nice thing for the Deputy Director of the FBI to do for us, I thought as the Police Force applauded us mightily.
And amongst it all, I saw Carole in the stands, cheering and clapping her little hands, which of course melted her daddy's heart...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Dawn, Thursday, August 3d. I was in my new SBI SUV. It was black, with a very narrow blue LED lightbar on top, and blue lights in the windows and grille. It was nearly identical to my TCPD Police SUV, with similar bulletproof glass and a powerful motor. The SBI-SIS markings were nearly invisible dark gray against the black paint of the vehicle.
As I drove through Midtown towards Madison County, I kept a sharp eye out. Madison County was State Senator Richard Langdon's territory, and Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone's influence upon Langdon had its limits. If Langdon knew what my mission was, he might well try to have me stopped.
I had gotten a message from Eddy the Bounty Hunter the day before. He said he'd been contacted by someone in Polk County, in the southeastern part of the State. The county seat was the village of Rocktown, pop. 5000. There were only two major employers in that county: BigAgraFoods and the State Regional Facility, which included the State Crime Lab, office of the Regional Director, maintenance facilities for the State D.O.T., State Patrol post, State offices to serve the People of the State, and the Superior Court complex.
The other towns in the county were Van Waring, to the east of Rocktown, with roughly 1500 people in it, and Aragon to the west, almost to the western county line, with about 1000 people. Aragon had been settled by early Spaniards, Van Waring by Germans, and Rocktown by English and Scottish settlers. Very interesting county.
And it was also the original district of now-US Senator Samuel Russell, and much of the property in the northern half of the county still belonged to his extended family.
Eddy's message said that an employee of BigAgraFoods had sent Eddy information about some of the same stuff that had leaked to the Guardians of Justice, but the person feared he was being watched. After getting Eddy's message, I called Norm Chow of the SBI-SIS, and informed him of the situation. He and Ted Orosco checked into the Holiday Inn Express that was next to the State Crime Lab. At 4:00am, I got the call from him, that there was local Police activity.
This was going to be the SBI-SIS's first case, and a big one, if I did not miss my guess. And I wanted my SBI-SIS Agents to have a good first showing.
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
"You State people just barge in on us and take over, then take credit for solving the case." said the Polk County Sheriff derisively. He was gray haired, with a fairly thick mustache, but not one that rivaled Chief Griswold's in any way. He was middle-aged going on retirement-age, tall and slender, and his voice was deceptively quiet.
"We're not here to take over, Sheriff." said SBI Lt. Orosco, making his voice as smooth and placating as possible. "We're here to assist you, and to observe. This case may have implications State-wide, if not further."
"And I didn't ask for your assistance." replied the Sheriff. "But I guess you're not going to leave, are you?"
"No, Sheriff," said Lt. Chow, "not unless our boss calls us off."
"And who would that be?" asked the Sheriff, the quietness of his voice belying his anger. "I'd like to talk to him. Now."
"He's on his way." said Orosco.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The body was lying in a field of alfalfa that was surrounded on three sides by corn fields, and the west side by the north-south road.
"His name is Larry Wheeler." Chow said to me as I looked at the mortal remains. The SBI Agents had had to work to keep the locals from moving or removing the body. "He's 33 years old, married, two children. "Worked at the BigAgraFoods plant here. Assistant Office Manager."
"Who found the body?" I asked.
"We got a 9-1-1 call about 3:30am." said Deputy Sheriff Ormond, the chief Deputy. He was in his late 30s or early 40s, black hair, somewhat chiseled face, also tall and lean. "Person or persons on the other end refused to identify themselves. Cellphone was a burner." I noticed the Sheriff peering unhappily at the Deputy.
"Shot in the back of the head, but not here." I said, then turned the body half-over, with Orosco's help. "Dragged out here, from the looks of his clothes and shoes. Wow, look at his face. He was beaten to a pulp before he died."
"How do you know that it was before he died?" asked the Sheriff, his voce quiet but derisive.
"Bruising." I said. "Dead men don't bruise the way living men do."
"Like we needed you to tell us that." said the Sheriff.
I'd had enough of this. "Sheriff, let's you and me have a talk." I said, walking him down the rows of plants a ways, then coming around to face him.
"Sheriff," I said, "I'm tired of your attitude. I get the feeling you don't want this case solved. What the hell is your problem?"
"Your presence, Commander Troy," said the Sheriff, "and the presence of these State Agents invading my county and my jurisdiction."
"So because we are here," I said harshly, "you're bitching at every word we say, and again, seeming to be trying to obstruct the investigation?"
"I'm not obstructing anything." said the Sheriff, whose eyes flashed fire at my implication he was obstructing us. "And it's my investigation, not yours."
"Not so, Sheriff." I said. "There is scope in this beyond your county. Now why are you being so uncooperative?"
"Like I said before you got here," said the Sheriff. "I'm sick and tired of God-damned State Agents riding in and running roughshod over us local LEOs."
"Did they really do that? Were my Agents uncourteous to you when they arrived?" I asked.
"I'm pissed off they arrived at all." snarled the Sheriff.
"Did they explain the nature of this murder, that it very likely will have ramifications beyond this county?" I asked.
"Yeah, they made their excuses for barging in on us and taking over." said the Sheriff. "Just like you're trying to do. But I don't give a shit. Like I just said, this is my county and my case, and I don't give a damn that you're the Iron Crowbar; I want you SBI assholes to get out of my county and leave us to our case."
"What, are you afraid we might find something out?" I asked, letting my mind as well as my eyes bore into the man as I continued the narrative that his actions were not wholly honorable. "Are you trying to stop us from finding a cover-up by BigAgraCorp?" I saw the first signs of inward fear in him.
"I resent that!" snapped the Sheriff. "Now you----"
"Good!" I thundered. "If you resent it, then you should also have no problem with our presence and our help. Sheriff, I've tried to be courteous as well as cooperative. But this case involves a BigAgraFoods employee that was murdered, and right on top of cyber groups that have been leaking BigAgraFoods emails. If I really need to connect those dots for you, I can do so... but be advised that I'm here to stay, and if you give me any shit, I'm going to take over the case completely, and make your complaints come true, for sure."
"We'll see about that!" snarled the Sheriff. "One phone call to Senator Russell, and you'll be regretting the day you were born."
"Is that a threat, Sheriff?" I asked quietly, almost jovially like Rudistan would. "I don't take being threatened very well, especially by corrupt U.S. Senators that think they're above the law." The Sheriff's eyes widened. I didn't know if it was because his namedropping didn't work, or if he really thought I was stupid for not fearing the political power of Samuel Russell...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Deputies have been friendly enough." said Orosco as we watched the State Crime Lab team collect evidence before releasing the body to the County Coroner. "Ormond seems to be willing to work with us; the others are trying to keep themselves neutral.
"What do they think of the Sheriff?" I asked.
"They say the Sheriff is pretty good." said Orosco. "He's been Sheriff here for 30 years, has solved every crime of any significance here. They're not sure why he's so hostile towards us."
"You think the Sheriff is dirty, sir?" asked Norm Chow in his flat, even voice. One reason I liked Chow is because he did not play, and spoke what he thought.
"I dunno." I said. "It's a small county. BigAgraFoods is the main employer around here, along with State Government. And I won't take bets that U.S. Senator Russell has already contacted him about this. The Sheriff may not be dirty, but I'll bet he's feeling some serious pressure right now."
SBI-SIS Lt. Crenshaw came up to us. "I have some more information on Larry Wheeler. I confirmed that he's the Assistant Office Manager here, and was in good standing with no issues against him. Co-workers said he seemed happy in his job, never seemed to have any problems, didn't have any recent or sudden behavioral issues. His pastor at the Baptist Church said he was a Deacon and a family man, loved his wife and kids. He was also the Scoutmaster of Rocktown's Boy Scout Troop, Troop 223. Nearly every boy that joined that Troop in the last five years has become an Eagle Scout."
As an Eagle Scout out of Apple Grove, I felt some additional pain at that. Scoutmasters of small-town Boy Scout Troops were special leaders, and Rocktown's Scouts had just lost theirs.
Just then, to my surprise, several cars full of State Troopers came up. "Is Commander Troy here?" asked their Lieutenant.
"Right here." I said.
"Sir," said the Lieutenant, "we've come down as security for the Crime Lab Division Director. She'll be here before noon, and asked us to check in with you."
"I appreciate that." I said, knowing the optics of this would not be lost upon the local LEOs. "Do me a favor and let me know when she gets here." I then suggested they go to the State Office Complex.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, back at the ranch... er, TCPD Headquarters... the coffee klatch was extended as Joanne and Theo talked about their Police Academy courses.
"Top ten percent of your classes, both of you." said Cindy. "That's really good."
"I thought I had a shot at No. 1 in the class." said Theo. "But this young guy from Pottsville, some guy named Seamus O'Brady, beat me out. He was good, though. Maybe not the Iron Crowbar, but he's good."
"Where's Pottsville?" asked Teddy Parker.
"To make a short story long," said Cindy, "we have the University Highway that goes from here east to the City. There's a parallel east-west road, that goes from the University-Midtown Highway east and west to the Interstate between Midtown and the City. Hamilton County is the western end of that road; Pottsville is near the eastern end of it."
"It was kind of a transportation hub," said Joanne, "as it's southeast of Nextdoor County and then to here, southwest of Westphalia and Eastphalia and then the City, and northeast of Midtown. And then State Highway 113 goes southeast of there into the farmland country, towards Rocktown and Van Waring, then on southeast to the State Line at the corner of the State opposite us."
"They had a good bit of drug traffic through there." Teresa said, having just come in and overheard the story. "The SBI-NTF under Ferrell didn't do a damn thing about it, except maybe profit from a few shakedowns, so the FBI and U.S. DEA ran some big stings, and cleaned a lot of it up. So... what did y'all think of the Academy courses?"
Theo said "I'll be honest: maybe it's because I've worked with you guys and Commander Troy, but that course was almost ridiculously easy. They're using some of Chief Griswold's book, which is really good, but if it were up to me, I'd re-write the course to be tougher and weed out some people."
"Commander Troy did re-write it, after he went through it." Cindy said. "He told me he wrote it to teach more than to weed out. Can you imagine how it would've been if it was written to true Iron Crowbar standards?"
"We'd have all of three graduates per course." said Theo, with his 'movie star handsome' grin.
"What about Advanced Course, Joanne?" asked Teresa. Cindy wondered why Teresa was asking so many questions.
"It was... okay." said Joanne. "Like Theo said, after working with you guys and the Iron Crowbar, there's nothing we haven't seen or done. Most of it is on leadership, and is meant for leaders, like Sergeants, Lieutenants, maybe even young Captains like Captain Ross here..."
Everyone laughed as a green crowbar was waved in Joanne's general direction. But Cindy was grinning also, knowing she was being ribbed... and that she really was very young for a Police Captain...
Part 3 - Crime Labs and Crowbars
The van pulled into the State Crime Lab building, escorted by a State Patrol car. Parking in the designated space, the door opened and Captain Tanya Perlman locked herself and her wheelchair onto the lift. Everyone was out of the way, knowing well that as soon as that lift touched the ground, the wheelchair would be fired out of there like it was a rocket. Captain Perlman wasted no time.
As she came into the lobby, she saw the tall, broad-shouldered redhead with the red crowbar waiting for her. "Don!" she exclaimed. "It's so great to see you!"
I bent over into her arms, and hugged her back. "Great to see you. And good timing, too."
"No coincidence about it." Tanya said quietly. "When you called me yesterday about Eddy's message, I began putting the trip together. I told Jack about it, and he'll have FBI Team Lazarus ready to come down at the drop of a hat."
"We may need them, too." I said. "Let's go see your Crime Lab people, shall we?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The tour of the Southeast Crime Lab was a total surprise to the technicians there. "Don't worry, this is not a formal inspection." said Cpt. Perlman as she addressed everyone in the break room. "I would never have a formal inspection when the Iron Crowbar was here, as he is now. I don't want to embarrass you, nor myself. So just do what you do."
The priority was the evidence that had come from the Larry Wheeler death. Many of the technicians here were older, married, and some had known Larry, so they were inspired to get the work done correctly as well as quickly. As I went through the labs, talking with them, I found that they knew well who I was, that I was certified to do what they were doing, and that I'd done that work in spite of death threats. They were inspired to do the same, and I knew that might become necessary...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ma'am," said the Duty Desk Sergeant at the door to Cindy's office, "this package just came for Commander Troy."
"Give it to his assistant." Cindy said, wondering why she was being bothered.
"Ma'am, you might want to look at this... it's from a 'Larry Wheeler'." said the Sergeant. That got Cindy's undivided attention.
"Stay here." Cindy said, taking the package, knowing well that Commander Troy was now investigating the murder of a 'Larry Wheeler'. She opened the manila envelope, which was stuffed with papers.
"Oh my God." she said as she saw what the papers were. "Come with me." They went to MCD, where Cindy had Joanne Warner come with her, keeping the papers under two-(wo)man control. They went to Classroom 'F', which was the converted room to Data Branch cubicles. In one of the cubicles was a reader, like a copy machine, but this device stored everything digitally to evidence servers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what's the situation?" Tanya asked as she, me, and the SIS people talked in the breakroom for a moment. It was around 11:00am, still Thursday, August 3d.
"We haven't taken the case away from the Sheriff yet." I said. "But despite it being everything I was against the SBI doing to our County, I am just looking for an excuse to take it over."
"I've got what Captain Ross would all a 'vibe' on it." said Norm Chow in his totally straightlaced manner. "Something's not right with that Sheriff."
"Where is he now?" Orosco asked.
"He went back to his office." said Chow. "Crenshaw and I went over with the Deputies, allegedly comparing notes of the people we talked to this morning at BigAgraFoods. I'm pretty sure he made some phone calls."
"Okay guys," I said, "I'm expecting a little visit from one of our U.S. Senators, and soon. I think the State Patrol contingent we have should be enough to protect us, and you may have noticed that most of them were from my County. I appreciate you bringing them down, Tanya."
"They're loving it." said Tanya, sporting her cherubic grin. "Breaks up their routine."
"Think there will be trouble when Senator Russell arrives?" asked Chow.
"Yes." I said. "I expect him to try to stop the investigation completely, and force us to turn it back over to the locals."
"Is he a suspect?" asked Chow.
"A U.S. Senator?" I asked with mock sarcasm. "U.S. Senators don't kill people!"
"Now who's being naive?" asked Tanya, right on cue. A fan of the 'Godfather' movies, she was. We fist-bumped as we chuckled together.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:45pm. The sleek jet landed at the airfield, and was met by two vehicles: the Sheriff's patrol car, and a black limo SUV with bulletproof glass and a powerful motor. U.S. Senator Samuel Russell disembarked from the plane, curtly shook the Sheriff's hand, then climbed into the SUV limo.
The small entourage drove to the State Office Complex. Tanya and I watched from the window as they came up.
"The timing is going to be close." I said, looking at my personal iPhone. "Okay, Tanya, you stay here. Chow, let's go outside and face off with the Senator.
"Got your crowbar?" asked Tanya jokingly.
"Cat got climbing gear?" I asked, holding up the red crowbar. Tanya grinned.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It did not take long for the confrontation to occur. As Senator Russell walked up toward the door, he was met by SBI Agents and State Troopers. Leading them was a determined-looking redheaded man, the trademark red crowbar in his grubby paws.
"What the hell is going on here, Troy?" snarled the U.S. Senator.
"We're investigating a murder... of a BigAgraFoods employee, no less." I replied.
"That's a job for the local law enforcement officers." said Russell. "They do not want the SBI here. You of all people know about the SBI encroaching upon local jurisdictions. You need to send your SBI people home. And you need to go home yourself, Troy." The Sheriff was right behind him, arms folded, nodding vigorously in agreement with the Senator's words.
"Not gonna happen, Senator." I said. "The Governor has involved himself, and says he wants the SIS working with the locals, especially as a big company like BigAgraFoods, which has donated so much to your campaigns, Senator, is involved."
My implication was obvious to all, and Senator Russell's eyes became slits as he squared up to me. "Now you listen to me, and you listen good." he said in a lower, quieter, more menacing voice. "The Governor of this State is a worthless piece of shit that won't be Governor much longer. You may be a good cop, Troy, but you'd better be a good cop in your own jurisdiction, and stop sticking your nose in places where it doesn't belong---"
The screech of tires interrupted him. I looked up to see a green O65 Imperial Crown with old-style blue light flashing on top, followed by two State Patrol vehicles. They tore into the parking lot at a high rate of speed, and smoke erupted from the wheel wells as the brakes were violently applied.



Captain Cindy Ross of the TCPD got out of the Black Beauty. "Commander," she called out, "you've got mail."
"Is that so?" I asked as she handed me the manila envelope. As I looked at it, I could feel my eyes widening in shock.
"Has this been put into evidence servers?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Cindy said emphatically, making sure Russell and the Sheriff could hear her clearly. "It is now evidence, and can never be suppressed nor done away with."
After looking through it, I reached around Russell and handed the sheaf of paper to the Sheriff.
"Tough shit, Senator." I said as I got into Russell's face. "That right there... is from the murder victim. This is now an investigation into the murder of a whistleblower... and I am formally taking it over from the local jurisdiction. I might add that the FBI will be here shortly, as well..."
Part 4 - Whistle Stops
Another sleek plane landed at the local airfield, also with Federal Government markings. Team Lazarus had arrived: FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, Special Agents Martin Nash, Lindy Linares, and Julius Jefferson, and two surprise passengers: the Deputy Director of the FBI, and U.S. Senator Richard 'Bill' Nunn. Nunn was a Conservative, TEA Party Republican, while Russell was an Establishment Republican Elitist, the kind of Senator that makes Mitch McConnell possible. My State's two U.S. Senators deeply hated each other on both a personal and professional level.
Sandra Speer had not made the trip. She was due to deliver her child at almost any time, and therefore stayed in Town... my Town... with my wife on call and ready to perform the delivery.
"Hello, Mr. Director," I said as they came up to the State Office Complex. "Doing a little sightseeing ahead of your retirement?"
"Looks like it, Commander." said the DepDirector. "And I'm making damn sure BigAgraFoods is aware I'm not retired yet. You know Senator Nunn, do you not?"
"Yes sir." I said, shaking Nunn's hand firmly. "Great to see you again, Senator."
"I appreciate the Deputy Director letting me ride down with him." said Nunn. He then lowered his voice and said "I'm here to be the counterweight to Russell, if he tries to give you any crap."
"You're just in time." I said quietly. "He's already throwing his weight around, and trying to make us back off on this."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Jesus Christ Almighty." the DepDirector gasped as he looked at the sheaf of papers that had been mailed to me.
"That bad?" asked Nunn.
"Take a look." said the DepDirector. The papers were internal emails from high-level BigAgraFoods executives. While they did not directly mention the plans to control the foodstuffs of the Nation, and therefore the Citizenry, there was plenty of material discussing which politicians to support and work with, as well as who they considered 'enemies'. I need not say that Governor Jared and Senator Nunn were considered top 'enemies'. Your Iron Crowbar was not mentioned in this batch of papers, which said the DepDirector's retirement... and the recent retirement of a CIA Deputy Director named Laura Fredricson... was very welcome news to the BigAgraFoods leadership.
"I'm not sure the FBI shouldn't be taking this over." said Jack Muscone after reading the papers.
"Except murder is a State crime." I replied. "But consider yourselves invited to assist on any interstate communications that might lead to conspiracies to silence this whistleblower."
"No insult to your SBI guys, Don," said the DepDirector, "but I'd like for my guys to work closely with them on all interrogations and information raids."
"You guys good with that?" I asked the SBI-SIS guys, who were also in the room.
"No problem, sir." said Norm Chow in his normal, passionless voice.
"We'd welcome the help." said Orosco diplomatically. Crenshaw nodded.
"Commander, did you see this page?" asked Martin Nash. He passed me one of the sheets at the bottom of the sheaf.
It read: "In addition to you, I'm sending this to Commander Donald Troy, reporters John Hardwood and Tim Sioban, and FBI Assistant Director Dana Fox. Hopefully, someone will come through to find the truth."
"Where is Dana Fox now?" I asked.
"He's in Washington." said the DepDirector. "Homeland Security meeting. That's still his priority mission."
"John Hardwood." I said. "So that's how Senator Russell found out about this so quickly. And I would not be surprised to find out that sending this to Hardwood is what got Wheeler identified, beaten, and then murdered."
"These are obviously copies to you and the others listed here." said FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson. "Who were the originals sent to?"
"Commander Troy's C.I., if I don't miss my guess." replied Cindy.
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking there." I said. "Yes, I got a message from a Confidential Informant. Just said that some stuff from BigAgraFoods had come to him, and some of the same stuff that the Guardians of Justice group had made public. So I sent the SIS guys here down last night, and came early this morning... too late to help Mr. Wheeler, here. I didn't know who he was at the time, but I was hoping to safely extract him and possibly make a bust or two. Unfortunately, the perps got to him first."
"You think Wheeler was part of this 'Guardians of Justice' group?" asked Martin Nash.
"I don't know." I said. "He may have been part of it, but it's more likely he was feeding someone information that subsequently came their way.My C.I. was right: the stuff on some of those papers is the same as the stuff that group has already released."
"What are you going to do if the FBI wants you to give them the name of your C.I. as part of the 'Guardians of Justice' investigation?" asked Senator Nunn.
Cindy's eyes rolled, and I could not help but chuckle. "That will depend, Senator," I said, "on how nicely they ask."
"I'd rather be burned at the stake than try to get that information out of Commander Troy." said the DepDirector, and the SBI Agents didn't quite understand why everyone was laughing so hard at that comment...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Larry Wheeler's wife Susan was an attractive but rather plain woman in her 30s. Their son was about six years old, and their daughter about three. Their pastor was already there, comforting the grieving widow.
I had made a point to let someone break the news gently before letting the FBI come through the house like bulls in a china shop. Deputy Sheriff Ormond had agreed to come and break the news, along with the pastor. Then Norm Chow and I came in.
Also with us was Michael Malarky, Senator Russell's senior aide. He was tall, black haired, in his 30s, and was reputed to have been in the Green Berets. Whether it was because of his military elite past, or his association with the U.S. Senator, he had an air of arrogance about him. But you know what Crowbar People think of Green Berets that think too much of themselves. And Norm Chow (formerly Special Forces) looked less than impressed, as well.
Fortunately, Malarky helped the FBI people confiscate computers, and left me alone.
"I'm very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Wheeler." I said quietly. "I hate to disturb you in your grief, but we're going to need to get your husband's computers and cell phones. It would help if we could examine your cell phone, too."
"Sure, if it will help find whoever did this." the woman said. She unlocked her phone and Chow applied a device to copy the entirety of its contents before giving it back. Meanwhile, Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson were quietly confiscating the computers, having been 'advised' by me to be circumspect.
"Do you have a separate computer?" I asked.
"No, I just used Larry's personal laptop." said Mrs. Wheeler.
"And he had a separate personal laptop from his work laptop?"
"Yes." said Susan Wheeler. "He mostly used the work laptop, though."
"Ma'am," I asked, "did your husband mention anything that was bothering him, or that he considered a threat to him?"
"No." the woman sobbed. "He seemed perfectly fine, perfectly happy."
"Ma'am," asked Norm Chow, his voice sounding comforting, "did he talk about taking a family vacation, or getting away for a while?"
"No." said Mrs. Wheeler. "Every three months or so, he'd have to go to the BigAgraFoods Main Offices in the University Town, and he'd take us with him. But that was the closest we got to a vacation."
"Did you have any financial problems?" I asked. "Did he mention any issues at all?"
"No, we were fine." said Mrs. Wheeler. "I'm a teacher at the middle school, and we were putting my salary away, investing it for school for the kids, and for retirement. And he was putting a lot into his 401(k) at work, and we still were fine."
"I have to ask this, and please be honest." I said. "You are not aware of any extramarital affairs he was having, were you?"
"No!" gasped Mrs. Wheeler. "Nothing like that! He loved me, and the kids!"
"Okay, okay." I said. "I'm sorry, I had to ask. And again, you're not aware of any other problems he was having? No one threatening him? Any disputes over anything at all?"
"No, not that I was aware of." the widow said. "If there was anything, he never said a word about it."
"Thank you." I said. "I'm going to do everything I can to find your husband's killers. I know he was the Scoutmaster of the local Troop. I was an Eagle Scout, and I have a daughter the same age as yours. So I really want to bust these perps."
"Thank you." Mrs. Wheeler said. "Please, do what you can to find them..."
As we were about to go, a blondish boy came up, wearing a blue University Bulldogs shirt. "Are you the Iron Crowbar?" he asked me.
"Yes." I said, surprised. "Yes, I am. What's your name?"
"Benny." the boy replied. "Are you going to catch the guys that killed my dad?" he asked, looking up at me, his eyes wide with simple sincerity.
I knelt down and looked the boy in the eye. "I'm going to do everything I can to catch them." I said. "And all these good police officers are helping me to catch them."
"When you catch them, can I beat them up with your crowbar?" the boy asked.
I took a breath. "I think your dad would want us to do the right thing, and let our Justice System punish them."
"Why?" the boy asked.
"Because we're like your dad... we're better than the bad guys." I replied. "So we'll bring Justice to them the right way." The boy nodded, accepting that.
"I can tell you have children." said Chow as we got back into my SUV. "You know how to answer kids. That's never been easy for me."
"It's not easy for me, either." I said. "And no amount of practice helps. Besides... if I could get away with it, I'd let the kid have a few shots at the bastards with the crowbar... after I took a few myself."
"And I'll be in line right behind him." replied Chow.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, I'm going back to the City." said the DepDirector as we met in the Conference Room of the State Crime Lab. "I can monitor from there, and contact Washington securely." Everyone nodded, then he noticed my look at him.
"Cindy, you going back, too?" I asked.
"Unless you want me to stay down here." Cindy replied.
"No, you need to get back and keep my Detectives safe from Deputy Chief Harlow." I replied. "When you get back, have our Detectives go to BigAgraFoods and interview as many people as possible about Larry Wheeler. You know the drill... just trying to get background on him and a possible motive for his murder... but keep alert for anything that seems out of the ordinary."
"Wilco." Cindy said.
"Also," I said, lowering my voice as the FBI team talked to each other on the other side of the room, "pick up John Hardwood, interrogate him to see if he got the papers... but only if he doesn't talk about it on tomorrow morning's news, or hasn't talked about it already."
"He'll probably give us First Amendment shit, and say his sources are protected." Cindy predicted.
"That's fine." I said. "But make him say it. And I'm sure Myron is already looking at that data. Make damn sure he does not share anything he finds with anyone but you and me."
"No problem." Cindy said.
"Last, but not least," I said, "it would not hurt my feelings if someone, anyone, can tell me everything Senator Russell has done for the past 48 hours or so. Everyone he talked to, what he said and was said to him. Even every time he pissed and jacked off, I'd like to know."
"You're a pervert, sir, but we'll have that data for you." Cindy replied with a grin. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
Before he left, the DepDirector spoke to me privately. "Any initial impressions?"
"Yes sir." I said. "The Sheriff is scared shitless of Senator Russell, to the point he will not be of help to us. The BigAgraFoods people said nothing meaningful in the interviews we had with them today, and I don't expect anything new there. Last, but not least, say hello to my wife for me when you get into Town."
The look on the DepDirector's face was one between 'how the fuck did you know?' and 'I should be used to this by now'. He said: "I believe Jack would be saying '400 years ago...' right about now. I think my retirement is going to be needed just to get over you. How'd you know?"
"You can communicate with Washington from the Federal Building on Courthouse Square." I said. "BigAgraFoods's headquarters is in my County, not the City. And Sandra is due any day now, and I can understand you wanting to be there for your people."
The DepDirector nodded. "Yes, that's the big one. But I also am going to be looking into BigAgraFoods and this case with an eye on the past Superior Bloodlines connections. See if there's any cleanup to do, there..."
Part 5 - Relevancy
"So where are your kids?" asked Eddy the Bounty Hunter after Molly Evans had admitted him into her condo.
"With their grandmothers." said Molly. "My mother and Don's mother are teaming up, just as we're teaming up to help Don down in Rocktown."
"Nice." said Eddy, not failing to notice how Molly was dressed. She was wearing a clingy dress that showed off her big breasts, and the hem barely covered a third of her thighs. And the high heel slides she was wearing shaped her legs and ass very nicely. Eddy did not try to hide that he was checking the lovely blonde out. "So when is your sister going to come pick us up?"
"Oh, it'll be at least a couple of hours before she gets here." Molly said, her voice 'suggestive'. "We could whip up some food in the kitchen, or just... sit and talk."
They sat down on the sofa, their hips touching, Molly to Eddy's right. She crossed her right leg over her left, and practically over Eddy's leg. Eddy was a man who lived dangerously; therefore, he was a man who lived fully. His hand began massaging Molly's thigh, and moving up her leg, and he bent over and kissed the hot blonde full on the mouth.
"Mmmmm..." Molly said as their first kiss broke. "I think I like this better." Eddy pressed his mouth to hers again and forced his tongue halfway to her throat as he kissed her hard. His hand slid up her thigh and along the curve of her luscious asscheek. Molly pushed herself into him as she responded to the kiss, practically straddling him.
"Nice abs." Molly whispered as she felt Eddy's hard six-pack under his shirt. Eddy lived dangerously, so he had to be in excellent physical condition. And that conditioning came in handy when it came time to sexually pleasure a woman.
Her hand found his zipper and she opened his pants. She felt the large cock growing inside, and she freed it from the confines of the garment. It popped out, sliding along her leg, long and thick. She kissed him hard again as her hand began to jack him to raging hardness...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Darkness was settling upon the land. Inside the State Crime Lab conference room, which had become the command post for the investigation, the SBI-SIS Agents Chow, Orosco, and Crenshaw, were meeting with me and with the FBI team. Sacks of (now eaten) burgers and fries from the nextdoor Wendy's littered the table.
"Okay," I said, "Senator Nunn was driven to Midtown by elements of the State Patrol. We've got his number if we need him. So... what have we found out, so far?"
"Very little on the computers." said SIS Lt. Crenshaw. "Special Agent Linares and I went through Wheeler's computer thoroughly, including all internet connections. According to them, he's not the 'missing link' to the Guardians of Justice. He also made no connections with any of the people he listed that he was sending the information packet to. His emails were either to work colleagues or friends in Rocktown."
"So that computer is clean." said Muscone. "Anything from his router?"
"No." said Lindy. "Nothing at all out of the ordinary. We confiscated his computer from his office at BigAgraFoods, also. It's clean, too. Just work emails, a few emails home. Nothing strange at all. The company has access to all work computers, so I'd be surprised if he would do anything extraordinary from that computer while at work."
"And his cellphone?" I asked.
"No records of any unusual calls." said Lindy. "Of course we would expect him to use a burner for anything 'extracurricular', but we have not found a burner in his home or car."
"Is it possible Larry Wheeler is not the whistleblower we think he is?" asked Orosco. "Maybe they got the wrong guy by mistake?"
"I was wondering that, too." said Norm Chow. "Could that package to Commander Troy have been from someone else, in Mr. Wheeler's name?"
"I thought of that," I said, "so I looked at handwriting samples while we were at Wheeler's house. I'm not an expert, but it sure looked like the same handwriting to me."
"When the Iron Crowbar says he's 'not an expert', take that with a grain of rock salt." said Jack Muscone. "We, meaning me and Tanya before she left for home, had a couple of Crime Lab techs that are well-trained in handwriting analysis look at it, and they said it was almost certainly Mr. Wheeler's writing. His fingerprints were all over most of the papers, as well. We're pretty sure he's the one that sent the packets, at least the one to Don."
I said "Tell me about the interviews with BigAgraFoods people today."
Special Agent Julius Jefferson said "Lt. Orosco and I handled most of that, while our colleagues cleaned out his desk and took his computer. His direct supervisor, the Office Manager, said he did a good job, did everything asked of him, was well liked by his co-workers. Whenever the manager had to go to the Commander's home Town to BigAgraFoods Headquarters, Wheeler stood in as office manager and did well."
"Did Wheeler ever go up to my Town?" I asked.
"Fairly rarely." said Jefferson. "I think we got some expense reports he'd submitted. He went there a couple, maybe three times a year for the last three years. Usually one of those trips was in the fall, to go to a Bulldogs football game during the weekend." I nodded, my glance at Chow suggesting that tongues be held on that, and Chow got the message.
Jefferson continued: "We asked everyone we talked to if Wheeler was showing any signs of stress, of being unhappy, of having any kinds of problems at work or at home. Everyone said he seemed calm and happy through yesterday, his last day at work."
"Anyone seem worried as they talked to you?" I asked.
"No sir." said Orosco. "I watched for that, as you suggested. They all were shocked about his death, but didn't seem nervous or afraid to talk to us."
"I agree, sir." said Jefferson. "And I'll add that everyone there was totally cooperative, in every way."
I was all but in a reverie. When I came out of it, I said "This is going to sound stupid, but... do BigAgraFoods employees have photo IDs?"



"Yes sir." said Martin Nash. "With bar code readers and chips. They have to insert them into a reader to get access."
"And the same ID they use here can be used in my Town, at BigAgraFoods Headquarters?" I asked. "Same system?"
"I'll have to check, sir." said Nash. "And see if it's local databases or a connected one to all locations."
"Yes, do that, please." I said.
"Here, let me check on that right now." said Lindy, who began typing furiously on her laptop. A second later she said "The same ID can be used at any location. They are in the process of installing a retina reader to be used in conjunction with the ID card, but that's not installed everywhere... oh, hold on... it's been installed at the main Headquarters and at this location for six months now."
"Good job, that's good information." I said. "And so much for my crazy theory." I said.
"What's that?" asked Muscone.
"I was also entertaining the idea that someone was imitating Larry Wheeler at the Headquarters in my Town." I said. "This guy here was calm, no stress at all, family man and pillar of the community, nothing out of the routine... no indication he was a man that was whistleblowing some serious allegations about his company. We need to ask the Crime Lab people to do a retinal scan on the body and match it to what BigAgraFoods has on record."
"That might take a warrant." said Orosco.
"Let's get one, then." I replied. "And if the locals won't give one, get a Federal one."
"Out of curiosity, what will that prove?" asked Orosco.
"It's not so much what it will prove, but what it will eliminate." I said. "It'll show me, anyway, that it's the same Larry Wheeler we're dealing with, no substitutions allowed. It will also confirm in my mind that Wheeler was indeed the whistleblower, that they did not get the wrong guy by mistake."
"So where do we go from there?" asked Jack. I realized he was prodding me for answers that I did not yet have.
"We just keep digging." I said. "If anyone touches a sensitive point, U.S. Senator Russell will yelp. And then we'll know we're getting somewhere. Another path, at least for you FBI guys, is to start looking into Wheeler and BigAgraFoods with respect to the leaks by the Guardians of Justice group. Again, if a certain Senator yelps, we'll know we're on to something."
"Last, but not least," I said, "you guys really need to keep your eyes peeled and watch out for each other as well as yourselves. The Sheriff's reaction to all this, and his actions today, show me that we are not wanted and that this is potentially hostile territory. This ain't the big City. So be careful."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After their hot makeout session, Molly led Eddy to her bedroom. After stripping naked, Molly lay back on her bed, her legs spread in welcome.
The sight of her wet pussy made Eddy as hard as iron. He began stripping at a measured pace, knowing that the lovely blonde was watching him, and his striptease would heat her loins even more.
Once naked, Eddy climbed onto the bed and slid up along Molly's legs. Settling between them, he bent his head down and licked her slit from bottom to top, gently, teasingly, making hot MILF moan in pleasure. He licked again, then again, then deeper, until his face was buried in her quim, and she was squirming in pleasure.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did you guys get today?" asked Captain Cindy Ross. The MCD Detectives and assisting Officers were meeting in Classroom 'E'. It was 8:30pm, still Thursday, August 3d.
Theo Washington took the lead: "We interviewed the office personnel and leadership of BigAgraFoods at their Headquarters, which is south of BOW Enterprises, practically in Junction Station. They were courteous and helpful, and no one seemed nervous about our presence. Those who knew Larry Wheeler were stunned and saddened at his death, of course."
"Of course." said Cindy.
"Wheeler only came up here a few times a year." said Theo. "He was a graduate of the University, so he'd come up in the Fall and take his son to a Bulldogs football game, and the same in the Spring with baseball games or the football Spring game. He was a booster for the University, though not one of the really big ones, and he was a recruiting coordinator for the School for the Rocktown area."
"Interesting." said Cindy, wondering if that could be a connection to Wheeler's death.
"Basically, the guy was a paper pusher for the company." said Theo. "As the Assistant Manager, he did all the grunt work the Manager didn't want to do himself, while the Manager made sure to come up here much more often and schmooze with the top leadership."
"Did people tell you that?" asked Cindy.
"In so many words, ma'am." said Teddy Parker. "The office people up here have to deal with office people from all over the country. They noted that Wheeler was one of the conscientious ones that wanted to get work done, while his Manager was trying to look good in the face of his superiors, and that seemed to be the pattern in many places."
"And many companies." said Cindy. "Good thing this Police Department is not like that. Commander Troy does not play that game, nor let others play it with him. So there's nothing of substance?"
"There may be something, ma'am." said Lainie Everett. She was an almost mousey girl, slender to the point of thin, hair light brown and long and very straight. Her main feature was that she wore different colored eyeglasses as part of her clothing, as a fashion statement. She seemed plain, but had a hidden fuckability to her.
"What's that?" asked Cindy.
"Whenever Larry was up here, they'd provide him with a computer hookup and a cubicle space to work." Lainie said. "So I began getting information on what he he accessed. I cross-referenced this with the information the FBI sent us on the computers they took from his home and work in Rocktown. The problem I ran into, is that there is almost nothing there, not even a connection from here to his home office."
"As if it's been erased?" Cindy asked.
"Possibly." said Lainie. "When I saw this, I asked Theo and everyone to ask if Larry brought his own laptop with him, or of he was furnished with a computer. Everyone said he brought his own laptop. The information the FBI sent me showed the computers they confiscated were not used at this location."
"Ma'am," said Myron, "I verified what Lainie found, as well as what the FBI sent us. This is definitely what the Commander would call a 'strangeness'."
"Good work, both of you." said Cindy. "It's something to go on. Can you dig further?"
Lainie said "I'd like to ask the BigAgraFoods I.T. people to provide us with a lot more information, but they'll likely ask for a warrant."
"We can have that for you before you walk in the door." Cindy said. "Theo, Micah, make sure Lainie has plenty of physical protection, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
Molly was moaning, her legs spread wide and pulled back under Eddy's arms. He was in a pushup position over her, just his hands and feet contacting the bed, and piledriving his big cock into Molly's clinging cunt with each powerful thrust.
Molly was clutching at Eddy's hips and ass as he pounded her, responding to his thrusts, enjoying being roughly fucked by the blonde stud. In some ways Eddy was fucking her like Don would fuck her, but there were also differences: Eddy had a hard edge to him, a quality of savagery that aroused Molly's hotly burning lusts.
Eddy continued to fuck Molly with raw power, not seeming to tire, and Molly was glad when she felt Eddy's nut rising.
"Oh yeah, give it to me, baby!" Molly gasped. "Come inside me, baby. Drop your load into me!"
"Here it comes, baby..." Eddy grunted, then cried out "UHHH!". He drove brutally hard into Molly's abused cunt as the first huge spurt of his jism fired out of his throbbing member and against Molly's cervix. More spurts followed as Eddy pumped his full climax into the eagerly receptive blonde beneath him.
Good thing I'm on the pill, Molly thought to herself as she relaxed and enjoyed having a man come inside her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Myron followed Cindy into her office, and she invited him to sit down.
"There was a time," Cindy said, "that you didn't trust me very much. What changed?"
"Well, ma'am," said Myron. "I trust Commander Troy. Commander Troy trusts you. Therefore, I trust you. And also, after you learned who your father was and developed a relationship with him, I think you've learned some things that you didn't know before."
Cindy smiled. "That's true. Okay, what do you have?"
Myron said "Of course I am loyal to the TCPD and you and Commander Troy, but if I weren't, the best way for me to get information out to the Press without being immediately caught is to access the Dark Web."
"The one the CIA created?" Cindy said. "I don't need to mention what the Iron Crowbar thinks of that."
"No ma'am, you don't." said Myron. "But it's still easier to elude detection than the normal Internet. My point is that if Larry Wheeler was a whistleblower, and especially if he was involved with this Guardians of Justice group, I'd expect him to be accessing the Dark Web. But his computers that were confiscated had no software for that. And there was no Dark Web access at all from the BigAgraFoods headquarters here, at least according to what I can access of BigAgraFoods's computer logs."
"Which means that it either never happened," Cindy said, "or it was detected and covered up."
"Yes ma'am." said Myron.
"Okay." Cindy said. "So how is Lainie doing?"
"Very well, ma'am." said Myron. "I think Mary was giving Lainie more training than I realized..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don," said Lindy Linares as she came into the meeting room, where I was sitting alone, working on reports, "there's something I want to show you."
"Sure." I said.
Lindy brought her chair around beside me and put Larry Wheeler's personal computer down. "We've downloaded everything on this." she said. "There's reams of data stuff printed here, but the Cliff Notes report is that this is a very clean computer."
"Just so I can say I heard you say it, what's the big deal with that?" I asked.
"Let me put it this way." Lindy said. "You have kids. If I had your personal home computer here, would it not be reasonable for me to expect to find that you visited web sites shopping for your kids or your wife? Or maybe to buy some iron ore supply for new and improved crowbars?"
"It's hard to improve the perfection that is the crowbar." I said with a grin. "But I get your point. And there's nothing like that on Larry's computer?"
"Not a thing." said Lindy. "Work emails, personal emails, a few files showing his personal budget. But nothing else, at all. Chow said that his wife said that she used this personal computer, but again... there's no record of any shopping on it."
"Yep," I said, "I can see where that would be a strangeness... this is politically incorrect to say, but in this day and age it would be stunning if a wife was not shopping for her kids on the Internet. I know mine sure does."
"The only other thing to tell you," Lindy said, "was that we checked for Dark Web access. Your data guru Myron was also looking for those connections, according to Captain Ross. Larry had nothing like that on his computers. No software to access the Dark Web, no I.P.s connecting to it nor affected by it."
"Why am I not surprised..." I said, going into a reverie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Y'all ready to go?" Cindy said when the door to Molly's condo opened.
"Yeah, sure." Molly said, letting her sister inside. Cindy looked around. She saw Eddy sitting on the sofa.
"Hi, Eddy." Cindy said. She then peered at him, then Molly. "Sorry I interrupted your hot fuck."
Molly burst out laughing. "No, we were finished. I was just sucking Eddy's big dick while we were waiting for you to get here." Eddy grinned, partly in pride and partly like he'd been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.
After he had come inside Molly, she'd blown him to hardness, and he'd fucked her solidly again in the rear entry position. The feel of Molly's sweet ass against his groin as he pumped her had been pure heaven to the stud, and he had come hard a second time faster than he had wanted to.
"I shoulda known." said Cindy. "Okay, let's go."
Molly rode shotgun as Cindy drove the Black Beauty south. "So what are we going to do when we get down there?" Molly asked.
"Reconnaissance." said Cindy. "Don wants us to track their Sheriff, who he thinks is being coerced into helping Senator Russell. And he may have a few other things for us to do. Eddy, did you bring that suit and tie?"
"Sure did." said Eddy.
Part 6 - Electronic Order of Battle
"What are you doing?" asked Jack Muscone as he came onto the roof of the State Office Complex. I was sitting in a chair, fiddling with equipment.
"I'm about to launch a small drone." I said. "Pull up a chair." Jack brought the other chair up and sat down beside me.
I continued: "This drone should pick up signals from all the local LEOs in the area, as well as where some people's cellphones are."
"How can you get that among the thousands of cellphones out there?" asked Jack.
"From the phone numbers. They leave specific signatures, even when encoded." I said. "I either know the phone numbers or detected them earlier today with a device on my body."
"400 years ago..." said Jack. "Seriously, elements of the FBI are very concerned at what you know and what you have. My boss, the Deputy Director, protected you to a degree you may not be aware of. I'm not sure Dana Fox will be so trusting, or will provide you that level of protection."
"Thanks for telling me." I said. "Seriously, I do appreciate it. But don't worry. Anyway, I'm going to fly this drone around for a while, then it'll come back and land. I can't risk transmitting anything from it; I'm sure Russell's people would see the signal."
"You really are worried about him, aren't you?" asked Jack.
"I don't think 'worried' is the word." I said. "But I am not unaware of his power, nor his determination to use it to cover up this murder if BigAgraFoods is involved."
I started up the drone. "Wow, it's a quiet one." Jack said. I got the device airborne, then sent it southward. It would fly in several ever-widening circles around the normal signal being given off by my SBI SUV.
"So," said Muscone, "think we'll ever be able to solve this one?"
"I have hopes, actually." I said. "We just need to get a few people to tell us the truth, and then I suspect the dominoes will begin falling."
"Really?" said Jack. "Wow, I'm not seeing it. Do I need to bring in some wood for a bonfire?"
I chuckled. "You've seen or heard just about everything I have. What is your analysis of it?"
"I..." Jack started. "Good grief, there's just... nothing there."
"Exactly." I said. Then I noticed the blinking light on the drone controller. "Uh oh." I said. "We are being probed, Admiral."
Jack said. "Are they affecting the drone?"
"I'm bringing it back in." I said. A couple of minutes later, the drone flew in out of the northern sky, and landed next to us.
"Okay," I said as I plugged my computer into the drone and downloaded it's memory banks. "Let's see what we have. The Sheriff Deputies are parked at their headquarters or at their homes. The Sheriff himself is north of here, at a house."
"That's Russell's family home, or at least a relative of his." said Muscone. "Looks like there's a lot of cellphone activity there."
"Yep." I said, as I operated the time-lapse key. "Mmmm, about the time the drone was probed, the Sheriff left and is coming down this road, and the other Deputies are also coming here."
"I'll text everyone to get ready." said Muscone.
"Yep, here they come down the road, from both sides." I said, seeing the cars coming in the distance. As they neared our location, they turned out their headlights.
"Oh, that's interesting." I said. "They're trying to sneak up on us."
To be continued.
Solution next chapter... how will the Iron Crowbar solve the case?
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Part 7 - Standoff
The four Polk County Sheriff Department vehicles pulled into the State Office Complex parking lot, all lights turned off. They did not come up to the building, but parked in the middle of the parking lot in a 2x2 formation, the driver-side doors to the insides, shielded by the other cars.
The Deputies got out, all of them between the cars, looking warily over the almost pitch-black lot. Only small pot lights illuminated the entrance of the otherwise dark building.
"Why are we here, Sheriff?" asked his chief Deputy, Ormond.
"Somebody was running a spy drone that was traced to here." said the Sheriff. "We're going to confiscate that drone and arrest whoever was using it."
"What if they had a warrant to use it, Sheriff?" asked another of the Deputies.
The Sheriff turned on them. "I am getting sick and tired of the insubordination and backtalk. If you don't like what I'm doing and are not willing to support me, hand me your badge and go home now."
*KLICK!* *WHIRRRR!*
The bright lights suddenly turned on from all around the edges of the parking lot, illuminating the local LEOs... and blinding them.
"My name is Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone; I'm with the FBI!" called out Muscone from behind the lights. "Keep your hands away from your weapons, and walk slowly to the sound of my voice. Again, keep your hands away from your weapons!"
The four Deputies did as they were told. The Sheriff did not, but stood where he was. A voice from much nearer said "You might as well come along, Sheriff. You're surrounded, and we have weapons trained upon you." The voice was SBI Lt. Norm Chow's.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Inside the State Office Complex, the five locals were taken to separate rooms. Muscone and Chow went in to talk to the Sheriff, while I went with Martin Nash to talk to the chief Deputy.
"So what's going on, Deputy Ormond?" I asked. The Deputy told us that the Sheriff had called them all out to look for someone using a drone.
"In the larger sense," I asked, "what's going on with the Sheriff? He's been hostile to us since we got here."
"Let me put it this way." said Ormond. "BigAgraFoods is the biggest employer in this area. They run a processing plant and dairy plant near Van Waring, and a meat packing plant near Aragon. U.S. Senator Russell is from these parts, has extended family all in this area, married into other old-money families. Now I don't know if Larry Wheeler was a whistleblower, but I do know a lot of people in this area are upset about that internet group leaking BigAgraFoods emails. They consider it a personal assault on their families."
"And they don't care that a man was murdered?" Nash asked.
"I didn't say that." said Deputy Ormond. "Larry Wheeler was a very respected man in Rocktown. But it's sensitive. And Senator Russell is not doing a thing to help by putting considerable heat on our Sheriff, who is getting old and is looking towards retirement, to sweep this whole thing under the rug."
"What's your personal position on this?" I asked. "Don't take this the wrong way, but are you getting pressured? Or feeling the pressure?"
"Not really." said the Deputy. "I want to solve the case, find out who murdered Wheeler, and put the bastard or bastards away."
"And when it's over?" I asked. "Aren't you worried about the backlash?"
"I'll answer the question with a question, Commander: Are you?" said the Deputy.
"I don't live here."
"But you live in your County, where BigAgraFoods is headquartered." said the Deputy. "What I'm trying to say, Commander, is I followed that BigPharmaCorp case you solved. And I committed then to uphold the law here regardless of the consequences... or the politics."
"I appreciate that." I said. "What about your fellow Deputies?"
"They're good guys." said Ormond. "But they have families, unlike me. So they have that to consider."
"Are their families being threatened?" I asked.
"No, at least not out loud." said the Deputy. "But it's the kind of thing where they don't have to say it out loud. And the Sheriff has already threatened our jobs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's starting to push back hard." said Muscone. "Wouldn't answer any questions, finally said to either let him call a lawyer or let him out of here. And legally, he's pretty much right. We either have to let him out of here, whereupon he'll run straight to Russell, or we have to arrest him and charge him with something."
"I'll go speak to him, then he can leave." I said. With that, I went into the breakroom where Chow was watching the Sheriff. Eyes filled with hatred looked upon me as I approached him (the Sheriff).
I sat down and pretended to look through a file of papers. "I've looked through some of the cases you've solved." I said. "That Gruder case was very interesting, and very good work. You've had a very good career for 30 years, and you have a great reputation."
I then looked right at the Sheriff and said "And I don't understand why you'd throw all of that in the sewer for the likes of a filthy U.S. Senator like Samuel Russell."
The Sheriff just returned my look with his own, malignant hatred continuing to emanate from his eyes.
"I'm going to solve this case and expose the murderer after sunrise." I said. "You'll either come correct and do the right things, or you continue to take the quick and easy path and go down with the rest of the filth."
"I want a lawyer." said the Sheriff. "Either let me call my lawyer now, or let me go. Otherwise, I'm going to have you up on charges."
"Okay." I said. "Why don't you go ahead and call the SBI or FBI to arrest me."
"You think I'm kidding?" said the Sheriff. "Senator Russell is already going to destroy you. If you think Senator Nunn, who is hated by his Republican colleagues in the U.S. Senate, worse than Ron Paul was hated by the Republicans... if you think that Grassroots-loving pipsqueak will be able to help you, then you got another 'think' coming. I'll take my chances with Senator Russell rather than a sure death by helping you in any way."
I looked over at Muscone, who looked like he wanted to beat the shit out of the Sheriff. "Well," I said, "let's let him go."
"What?" asked Muscone, taken aback.
"Let the Sheriff leave." I said.
Part 8 - Slender in Senator's Home
"I don't believe this." said U.S. Senator Samuel Russell. "He said he was going to expose the killer in the morning?"
"Yes, Senator." said the Sheriff.
"Shit." said Russell.
"This is a very bad situation." said the Chief Operating Officer of BigAgraFoods. "Senator, we've been financing your campaigns and giving you generous contributions for years. Now the time has come for you to do your job and clean this mess up, but instead we have the Iron Crowbar on our asses."
"Troy ain't shit." muttered Russell. "We're going to take care of him-"
"Are you kidding?" shouted the COO, his restraint breaking. "This guy took down Cubbard at BigPharmaCorp! He took down Wallace Bedford and his white supremacy group! He took down that bastard Westboro, and you have no idea how scared we were of Westboro. If Troy says he's going to expose the killer in the morning, are you willing to bet your very life that he won't be able to do it?"
"Yes, I am." said Russell. "Mike!"
"Yes, Senator?" said Michael Malarky, the Senator's aide.
"Please show the gentleman to the door." said Senator Russell. "And I'll see you in the morning. I'm going to bed."
"Okay, Senator." said the COO of BigAgraFoods. "You will regret this."
"We'll see about that." said Russell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00am, Friday, August 4th. Senator Samuel Russell was sleeping fitfully when he heard what he thought was a floorboard creak. He opened his eyes and looked around. Only the light of the moon from the window illuminated the room, and barely. He saw nothing. His eyes closed.
*CREAK!*
His eyes snapped open. Standing over him was a huge man, in a black suit and black tie, and his face ghostly white and devoid of all facial features!
"AAAUUUGGGHH!!" Russell screamed as the Slender Man advanced upon him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WHAM!* *WHAM!* *WHAM!*
"We've got to get in there!" shouted Michael Malarky to Russell's other bodyguards. They redoubled their efforts, and finally the door gave way.
"Senator!" shouted Malarky as he turned on the light and came to the bed. He saw that U.S. Senator Samuel Russell had been severely beaten about the head and shoulders, an ugly bruise already forming under the Senator's left eye, which was swelling shut.
"The window... he went out the window!"
"Turn out that light." ordered Malarky, drawing his gun. He went to the window.
"Look!" said the other bodyguard. On the ground, near the driveway, illuminated only by the moon, was a tall man in a black suit and tie, and a face empty of any features.
"Shoot that bastard!" uttered Malarky, doing it as he said it. The bodyguards's guns erupted until they were emptied. Slender Man stood still, not moving, not fazed. Then it seemed that a cloud darkened the grounds, and the entity disappeared.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's no one out there now." said the Sheriff, who had been called to the home. "No footprints, either, other than your guys's, here." He peered at Russell. "Senator, do you need a doctor? Your face looks pretty bad. Why don't I take you to the hospital..."
"No." said Russell. "The Press would be all over it."
"Who do you think did this, Senator?" asked the Sheriff. "Troy? Or the BigAgraFoods people?"
The question seemed to stun the Senator. "Well... that masked bastard didn't have or use a crowbar, just his fists flailing at me. He was powerful, too; his blows to my face were really, really hard, like he was wearing brass knuckles or something. It could've been those BigAgraFoods bastards, the ingrates."
After a minute, Russell said "Okay, Sheriff, you go back to watching Troy, and keep an eye out for communications from them or any more drones. Mike, I need to talk to you privately..."
Part 9 - Gathering the Evidence
"You look good in a suit and tie." said Molly as she sat by Eddy the Bounty Hunter in the back of the Black Beauty."
"Thanks." said Eddy with a grin. "But I think I look better with my own face."
"Very true." said Molly, her voice flirtatious as she let her hand stroke Eddy's thigh.
Cindy was driving and stopped the Black Beauty before they got to the State Office Complex and the Holiday Inn Express. Eddy quickly got out of the suit jacket, black tie and white shirt, and put on a black pullover, similar to what the Iron Crowbar often wore.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So according to what the Mouseketeers found," I said, "Larry Wheeler's computer was never hooked up to BigAgraFoods servers in our County.
"That's right." said Cindy. We were in the conference room command post, and Jack Muscone and Norm Chow were sitting with us as Cindy related what the TCPD had found the day before.
"That fits." I said. "Okay, here's what we're going to do-"
We were interrupted by a commotion outside. The Sheriff strode in, followed by one of his Deputies, a couple of local State Patrol Troopers, a couple of U.S. Senator Russell's security team. In counterweight was Julius Jefferson and Jack Muscone of the FBI, State Troopers from my County, and all of the SBI-SIS team.
"This is a warrant to examine your hands." said the Sheriff, displaying the document. "I also want to know where you were every minute from the time I left here."
"I was here, in this building." I said. "I never left."
"Who can vouch for that?" snarled the Sheriff.
"I can." said Jack Muscone.
"I can, too." said Norm Chow.
"Let's see your hands." said the Sheriff, his ploy about my vouching having failed.
I held up my hands. "The wedding ring probably won't come off." Which was true; my finger had 'grown' around it, and taking it off would require some vaseline and some effort.
A security team person examined my hands. "No swelling or bruising, sir." he said. "No marks at all."
"Fuck." growled the Sheriff, the disappointment on his face very obvious.
After the Sheriff and his entourage left, everyone began asking what was going on. I said that I had no idea.
It was later, when Cindy and I were talking alone again, that she said "Even if I didn't know what was going on, I can see that you knew what was going on."
"How?" I asked.
"You were just a bit too eager to show your hands and show your innocence." said Cindy. "And, of course, you never bothered to ask what that was about."
"Good observations." I said. "Of course, you were in the unique position to see and understand that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30am, Friday, August 4th. Agents of the Law descended upon the home of the late Larry Wheeler.
Martin Nash had the videocamera. As Cindy Ross and Lindy Linares took Susan Wheeler into the kitchen, I spoke to Benny.
"Benny," I asked. "Did anyone come here before us yesterday? About your dad?"
"Someone came here," said Benny, "and talked to my mom. She told me to stay in my room."
"About what time?"
"Just after the sun came up." said Benny. "About this same time yesterday."
"I'm going to show you some pictures." I said. "Was it any of these people?" I began flipping through pictures on my Police iPhone.
"Wait, that's him!" said Benny when I got to a picture.
"Are you sure?" I said. Martin had the videocamera right there. I showed the photo to the camera as Benny confirmed it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ma'am," I said to Susan Wheeler, who'd been brought into the living room, "it's time to tell the truth. Someone came here before we did yesterday, told you your husband was dead, and then threatened you and your family."
"No." said Susan sullenly. "That didn't happen." I looked over at Jack Muscone, who was sitting beside me. Martin Nash had the videocamera going.
"Ma'am," I said, "I could play the 'bad cop' game, and remind you that lying to a Federal Agent is a Federal crime. But I'd rather tell you that this is Special Agent in Charge Muscone of the FBI, that he can bring in Federal Marshals to protect you and your children, and to take you into Witness Protection. You'd be relocated far away from here, and safe from the people that murdered your husband. All I need for you to do is confirm who came to your house yesterday morning."
I showed her the picture of the man her son had identified. Susan nodded, then burst into tears. "Yes, that's him. Please... please protect us from them!"
"Don't worry." said Jack. "Lindy, let's help them pack suitcases. We'll move the rest of their stuff after we get them settled somewhere else."
Part 10 - Solution
"We had to get a Federal warrant." said Muscone as we drove at high rates of speed to the airport. "The local Court wouldn't give us one. Dunno what that's going to do to your murder case."
"I have faith." I said.
"In the system?" asked Muscone. I just arched my eyebrows at that, and said nothing.
We pulled into the airport, and in the nick of time. Two Sheriff Deputies were stopping Senator Russell from boarding his plane. He was haranguing them furiously, until we pulled up with a screech of tires on asphalt.
"What the fuck do you want, Troy?" snarled Russell, who had a huge bruise under his eye.
"Damn, Senator, that's some shiner, there." I said. "Who the fuck did that to you?"
"I slipped on my exercise treadmill." said Russell. "Again, Troy, what the fuck do you want?"
"I have a warrant to serve." I said. "Someone has been identified as a suspect in the conspiracy to cover up the murder of Larry Wheeler. Mr. Michael Malarky, you are under arrest-"
"Like hell!" muttered Malarky. He had already drawn his weapon and come up behind Senator Russell, taking Russell hostage and putting his gun to the Senator's head.
"Mike, what the fuck are you doin'?" gasped Russell, who meekly did not try to resist.
"What I have to do, Senator." said Malarky. "Back off, Troy! You too, Muscone! We're getting on that plane, and we're flying out of here."
"No, you're not." I said, keeping my voice calm and even as all the Agents, State and Federal, trained their firearms on Malarky. "Malarky, you should know that Russell is the worst hostage you could've taken. I'll have no problem shooting him to get to you."
Malarky cocked his gun. "We'll see about that. But don't bother." With that, Malarky transferred the barrel of the gun from Russell's head to his own... and pulled the trigger.
I grabbed Russell and pulled him forward, into Nash's waiting arms. Malarky had collapsed to the ground. He was dead of a self-inflicted gunshot wound.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Friday, August 4th. Federal Marshals had whisked the Wheeler family away. They would never be seen in this State again, nor known by their original names.
The Media was now converging, and it was a typical Media Feeding Frenzy. Fox News Midtown, spearheaded by reporterette Meredith Peller, was the first to arrive, followed by KSB News from the City, then KXTC and KSTD. John Hardwood physically bumped Bettina Wurtzburg out of the way, and so I made sure to give Bettina an interview, and also let her know she'd get an exclusive once we were back home, all within Hardwood's hearing. Hardwood fumed and looked at me with unappeasable hatred.
U.S. Senator Samuel Russell and his security team and aides were grilled hard by the SBI and FBI. Nearly all demanded lawyers and refused to talk with us. Senator Russell was not one of those. He said he knew nothing about what Malarky had done, then demanded to be either arrested or released.
Russell also had the U.S. Constitution-stated right to invoke that he was going to Washington, D.C. to fulfill his Senatorial duties; ergo, we could not stop him from boarding his plane and flying out of here. He did so, though nearly alone, as we held his staff and security just to make the point that we could.
As he boarded the plane, I said "By the way, Senator... do not think for one minute that I was fooled by that little act you and Malarky put on. You're up to your eyeballs in this, and despite him killing himself for you, I will find something on you, and then take you down.
"We'll see about that, Troy." snarled Russell. "You have no idea how deep the pile of shit you are in really is... and I'll be piling on more. I am going to destroy you, Troy. When I am done with you, there will be no more Donald Troy." He turned and boarded the plane.
Russell's leaving would prove to be a mistake, however... he left Senator Richard Nunn here at the scene, with no one to counter what Nunn might say.
As the Press converged, I had Norm Chow take the lead for the SBI-SIS, and Jack Muscone took care of the FBI side. Chow was the Media's worst nightmare:
"Was the local Sheriff involved in the murder of Larry Wheeler?"... "No."
"Was Senator Russell involved in covering up the murder of Larry Wheeler."... "We have no evidence of that. Yet."



"Following up, are you investigating Senator Russell further?"... "No."
"Is the FBI investigating the Senator?"... "Ask them."
You get the idea. Muscone said simply that the investigation into BigAgraFoods was ongoing, as was the 'Guardians of Justice' leaks. Getting further information out of him proved impossible for the Press.
But then Senator Nunn took the podium, and ripped Russell. "Why isn't Senator Russell here today to answer your questions? Ask yourselves that. If you are credible journalists, if you are not the Fake News Media that the American People believe you are, then go and investigate the BigAgraFoods allegations. Investigate the allegations that the U.S. Government is planning to confiscate our citizens's guns. Investigate, find the truth, and then see if Senator Russell is part of the attempts to cover up these egregious violations of our Constitutional rights. Who among you wants a Pulitzer?"
You get one guess as to how much of that actually made the airwaves.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After all of that, we the SIS retreated into the confines of the State Office Complex, armed with sacks of lunches from Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers.
"I want to get your input into how the SIS did in this case." I said. "I thought you all did a very good job, but what was good? what was not-so-good? what can we improve upon?"
"I think our presence was needed." said Norm Chow. "That Sheriff fully intended to help cover the whole thing up. I still think we should arrest him. But in any case, our mission was good, and was successful."
"I'm surprised Mr. Wheeler's family was left alive." said Ted Orosco. "I'd like to think that us getting down here quickly helped save their lives. Any idea why they weren't killed?"
I said "I don't know for sure, but I think we can put a few ideas out there. First, killing children is not easy for even hardened criminals to do. Killing children also really raises the ire of a community, and the people of Rocktown might've reacted much more strongly if the kids had been murdered. Also, I think they hoped to attribute Wheeler's death to highway robbers, or some kind of gang attack. Killing the whole family really narrows the possible reasons they could put out there." Everyone nodded. "What about you, Crenshaw?"
"We did right coming in." said Crenshaw. "But I think that in part, we're doing what you've hated for a long time: coming in and running over the locals. I'm not sure this is the case we're going to point to in working on better relations with local law enforcement, even if it was a dirty-as-hell Sheriff we were dealing with."
"That's true." I said, somewhat forlornly. "You're absolutely right, too. In terms of success, this is what I hoped for the SIS. In terms of working with local law enforcement, this was exactly the opposite of what I'd hoped."
"The good news," I continued, "is that we can let the FBI take over the BigAgraFoods aspects of this, and we can slowly fade away back into the shadows."
"Sir," said Chow, "how did you figure out to get to the family, and have them identify Malarky?"
"Well, let's start from the beginning." I said. "We were alerted by a C.I. that something was going to go down here, and I sent you guys ahead. We were in time to stop the murder from being covered up, though not in time to stop the murder itself."
I continued: "The Sheriff's actions were bad enough, and did show that more powerful influences were at work. But as the day wore on and more data came in, especially from my home County, I began to realize that the computers we obtained from Larry Wheeler's home could not have been wiped clean just like that. I realized that the computers had been replaced with duplicates, with just a bit of info such as emails transferred to the replacements computers to make it seem it was Wheeler's."
I went on: "So if the computer had been replaced, I reasoned that Susan Wheeler must've known about it. She was either coerced by threats, or she was part of the cover-up. I did not find anything out of the ordinary about her: no finances being secretly moved, no big payouts to her. I had some State Troopers and others that I trust to watch the Wheeler home, in case anyone made a move to attack the family overnight, which did not happen... they were too busy watching us, and my drone."
"Ah, so that's why you were flying that drone?" asked Crenshaw. "To protect the family?"
"In part." I said. "In great part. So... we went to the house the next day, got the confirmation of Malarky having replaced the computers. We got the family out of there... they certainly have nothing left here... and then we went to get Malarky. Unfortunately, he chose to die rather than submit to arrest, and his acting job pretending to exonerate Senator Russell was very poorly done. But with him dead and no one else talking at all, we're at a dead end for getting anyone else."
"So what's next for us?" asked Chow.
"I was going to ask you guys that." I said. "Do y'all want to concentrate on BigAgraFoods, see what we can get on them? Or are there other things you want to work on?"
"To be honest, Commander," said Orosco, "I think we should let the FBI handle this BigAgraFoods thing. It crosses State Lines, and we really don't have the resources to do more than help the Feds in this State."
"I'd like to help Midtown out, clean out their corruption." said Crenshaw. "Frank Soltis is doing a great job there, and if we give him some support, we can really put the Mob on the run... or at least push them back into Southport."
"Sounds good." I said. "What about you, Chow?"
"I hate to say this, Commander," said Chow, "but I think we're only going to come in when we're dealing with corrupt locals, like on this case. If locals like Soltis ask for help, great; but I don't think we're going to get much work along those lines. We might do more as a liaison between the Narcotics Task Force and locals."
"I'm more optimistic that we'll get work that suits our mission." I said. "But time will tell on that. And we'll see what happens with the Governor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy had returned home in the Black Beauty. Molly and Eddy were still down here, and I'd promised to get them back home. Now Cindy was on the phone with me, reporting on what the TCPD had found at BigAgraFoods.
"They lawyered up." she said. "The lawyers began fighting us from the moment we stepped on the property. They tried to stop us from gathering the data we wanted, but we had a warrant, and when the reinforcements from the TCPD and State Patrol showed up, they stood down. But no one would help us, so we had to get the data ourselves, and we're not sure if we missed anything."
"I'm sure you did well." I said. "But no cooperation at all?"
"No." Cindy said. "I'm sure the employees were told to refuse to answer, and there were always lawyers there, as well as their Security... very heavily armed and armored Security, I might add. I get the idea the employees may have been threatened that talking to us would be a 'career decision'."
"Gotcha." I said. "Okay, we'll work on this some more when I get back. By the way, how are things with the Chief, and with Harlow?"
"The Chief is fine." said Cindy. "Harlow hasn't said two words to me nor any of my people..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhh..." Lindy Linares moaned. She was naked on one of the beds in my room at the Holiday Inn Express, her ass high in the air, her cheek pressed into the pillow. Behind her was Eddy the Bounty Hunter, also naked. He was sinking his big, throbbing hard cock into Lindy's rectum.
Lindy loved to be fucked in the ass, and Eddy was giving her the pleasure she craved. She moaned again as Eddy began slowly pumping his meat in and out of her stretched asshole.
I was lying on the other bed. My iron hard cock was impaling Molly's sweet pussy as she sank down on it. I fondled her big breasts as she began riding me, undulating her hips and ass as she bobbed up and down on my turgid member.
As good as Molly's pussy felt, I was concentrating more on watching Eddy buttfucking Lindy. His taut groin was smacking her pillowy asscheeks as he powered into her, and I had the feeling Lindy's ass was not the first one he'd fucked. He held her hips as they pushed themselves into each other.
Meanwhile, Molly was moaning quietly as she rode me hard. I slid my hands from her sides to her asscheeks, which had firmed up in the past few weeks. She'd been working out, I realized. And she was definitely fucking me harder and with more energy. I wasn't complaining, and I just let her take charge of the job of draining my balls of their pent-up load.
"Damn! your ass is so hot!" gasped Eddy as he grabbed Lindy's hips harder and relentlessly pumped her rump. "I can't hold back... I've gotta fucking come! UHHHH!!"
Eddy lived dangerously, and he was doing so now by fucking Lindy's ass without a condom. He was now shooting his load up into Lindy's bowels as he howled in lust-filled ecstasy. Lindy was coming again; I'd lost count of how many times she'd cried out in orgasmic pleasure.
"You guys better go take a shower." Molly said. "You've stunk this joint up." Eddy eased his cock out of Lindy's rectum and climbed off the bed as she collapsed. A few minutes later, she got up and walked slowly to the bathroom. We soon heard giggles in the bathroom, then it became quiet... that kind of 'quiet' when something sexual is going on.
Molly climbed off of me and slid down beside me. She took my cock into her mouth, sucking hard on it as her hand jacked the base of my cock with violent speed. I felt my nut rising, and did not try to stop the release from exploding in my loins. I heard myself cry out as I fired my semen into Molly's throat, the gray mist swirling before my eyes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Though we had the room for the night, we did not stay. We piled into my SBI SUV and drove north. We let Lindy and Eddy out at her home in the City, then Molly and I got on the highway to go home.
"I think Lindy's going to be getting fucked in the ass some more this weekend." Molly said.
"I won't bet against you on that." I said. "So, was Eddy a good fuck?"
"How?... Did my sister tell you?" Molly said accusingly.
"No." I said. "She didn't have to. You are not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded, you know." Molly burst out laughing in her trademark way.
"Well, Mr. Iron Crowbar," said Molly, "I am just going to withhold that information from you... and from my sister... not that it would do her any good to know." I noted the touch of bitterness in her voice.
"Still not over her being a lesbian?" I asked, doing what I do: confronting an issue head-on.
"That's not it... not really." said Molly. "I think a lot of how I feel has to do with Mom. She raised us thinking that one day we'd both marry... men... and have grandkids and be a big, happy family. And while she loves Ross and Ian, I don't think she was exceptionally happy that I consorted with a married man to have them. And Cindy is not even dating men, much less having children. I've come to accept that Cindy is going to do what she is going to do, but I think my mom will never accept it."
"I understand." I said. "A lot of people wouldn't understand, and don't understand, how Laura accepts me having six children-"
"Six?!?!" Molly gasped. "Who is the sixth?"
"Well, not born yet, but about to be." I said.
"Sandra?!" Molly gasped again. "Are you sure?"
"Yes." I said. "This is not an Agency of the Weak Minded, you know."
"Nor weak sperm, apparently." replied Molly.
Part 11 - Retaliatory Response
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 7th. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the announcement by BigAgraFoods that they are moving their Headquarters out of our County, and jobs out of our State!"
"Over the weekend," Bettina went on, "the Chairman of BigAgraFoods made this announcement. Roll tape."
The tape rolled, showing the overweight Chairman in his expensive suit saying "The Town & County Police Force has long been known to be aggressive and hostile towards Immigrants. But because of the recent actions of Police Commander Donald Troy, whose viciously hostile tactics have led to violence against peaceful protesters, we have decided to move our Headquarters out of this area. Due to Governor Val Jared's racist statements and his generally racist attitudes towards minorities and immigrants, we have decided to move completely out of State."
"In addition," said the Chairman, "while we will continue to service our properties in the State, all personnel that are not directly a part of those operations will be relocated out of this State."
Back to Bettina: "Politicians have been quick to condemn Police Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD, but they've also pointed out the SBI-SIS's disastrous taking over of a murder case in the Rocktown area as part of the problem. The one suspect in the case, Michael Malarky, an assistant to U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, committed suicide rather than be arrested, and condemnation of Commander Donald Troy's handling of the case has come from all areas. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Kelly Carnes: "The brutal actions of Police Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police Force has cost this County good-paying jobs. How long must we continue to be subjected to the continued hostile actions of Commander Troy?"
Thomas P. Cook was standing next to Carnes, but the Press made it look like it was a separate time and place as he said: "The time for the Town & County Council to act is long overdue. We must do something about the loss of jobs in our County, which we can directly blame upon Commander Donald Troy and Chief Sean Moynahan. I call upon Commander Troy to resign, and if he won't, then action needs to be taken to remove him from the TCPD."
Katherine Woodburn: "Governor Val Jared's transformation of the SBI has been a total disaster! Commander Donald Troy has been a total disaster in both his local Police role and with the SBI! Governor Jared's racism has cost this State jobs, and will cost us more jobs if we do not do the right thing and remove him from office! As to Commander Troy, his openly hostile actions towards immigrants and minorities can no longer be tolerated! I demand action from the State Office of Ethics and Review as well as the Town & County Council!"
Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins: "Val Jared is simply a disaster for this State. His inappropriate comments are now costing this State jobs. His trust in SBI Inspector Donald Troy is ill-placed, and has led to disastrous results for our State. I urge both Jared and Troy to resign their positions as Governor and as SBI Inspector."
U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, his shiner on his eye evident: "Terrorist organizations like the Guardians of Justice continue to undermine the People's trust in their Government, but Commander Troy has refused to help us find and arrest these thugs. Instead, he butchers a murder investigation far away from his own jurisdiction. It's time for the FBI to question Commander Troy's loyalty to this Nation, and to completely disassociate themselves with that man."
"Senator!" shouted Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown, "how did you get that black eye?"
"I tripped on my exercise treadmill and hit my face." said the Senator. "It's kind of embarrassing. It's all Donald Troy's fault, making me lose focus on what I was doing."
Governor Val Jared had given a statement, congratulating the SIS on uncovering Michael Malarky's role in the murder of Larry Wheeler, and he also asked that the FBI investigate U.S. Senator Russell's role in the cover-up of the BigAgraFoods allegations. He was joined by U.S. Senator Richard Nunn in making the statement. But no Media outlet in the State broadcast the statement. And if anyone else spoke in my defense, it was not shown on KXTC, nor KSTD an hour later...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did all the paperwork for the SIS mission over the weekend. I was catching up on emails and duty logs, just trying to keep busy and not think about the Press barrage of attacks. Then I was called into the Chief's conference room.
Also in the room were Deputy Chief Harlow on the Chief's left, Public Relations Captain Briscoe to her left, and the Sheriff Department's Public Relations Officer, Deputy (Captain) Scott Peterson to the Chief's right. The hostility in the room from those three was thick enough to be cut with a katana.
"Have a seat, Commander." said the Chief, indicating my normal chair at the far end. I did so, slowly and reluctantly. "What we are meeting about, is the statement we're going to make to the Press."
"You don't need me in here for that." I said. "I have nothing to say to the Press."
"We have to say something, sir." said Cpt. Briscoe. "The CEO of BigAgraFoods is moving their Headquarters, and citing you personally as the reason."
"A BigAgraFoods employee was murdered." I said. "There is a cover-up taking place as to what happened, and BigAgraFoods has been uncooperative in helping us, the SBI, and the FBI solve the case. You can make that my statement to the Press, if you like."
"Are you kidding?" snarled Scott Peterson. "We can't say that. We could get sued."
"Good!" I said. "That might help pry out the truth."
"That is crazy talk, Chief." Della Harlow said, not addressing me directly. "Commander Troy is not speaking rationally on this. He has to express culpability and remorse for this actions that have led to the loss of jobs in this County."
"That's pure bullshit." I said. "If Ms. Harlow thinks I will ever, ever be remorseful for enforcing the law and solving murders, she's the one that is not speaking nor thinking rationally."
"We have to say something." said Peterson. "We can't just let this go. You have to speak on this, Commander, or hold a press conference."
"As I said," I said, "I'm not speaking to the Press at all on this... nor allowing any statements in my name."
I got up. "Chief, I don't care what the TCPD says nor what the Sheriff Department says, as long as my name is not part of it. If anyone issues a statement in my name, or states I said something that I didn't, I will humiliate that person... very publicly." My eyes may have been flashing fire as they locked with every person's eyes in the room.
And then I finished: "Furthermore, If BigAgraFoods wants to leave because I'm enforcing the law and opening an investigation of them for covering up a murder of one of their employees, then they should not let the door hit them in their sorry asses on the way out. They can only run so far... and they can never hide."
With that, I left the room.
Part 12 - Epilogue: The Final Straw
I was sitting in my office a few minutes later, looking out the window but not seeing anything. It was taking all of my willpower to remain calm. I think I was trying to meditate. I was failing.
There was a knock on my door, and Cindy came on in. "Come on." she said. "Let's take a walk on the Square."
"We've got a hell of a lot of work to do-" I started, but Cindy was having none of it.
"It will keep for half an hour." she said. "You need to get out of here for a few minutes. I can feel the vibe all the way from my office."
"Strong with the Force, you are." I said in good Jedi Master Yoda grammar. I allowed myself to be persuaded, and we left the building.
The early morning hustle and bustle of the Town was in progress as we walked to Courthouse Square. Elm Street, the east-west street that was the northern border of the Square, had been closed off after the 'Battle of Jefferson's Statue', and it had not been reopened. A street behind the State Office Building, Federal Office Building, Court Complex, and Civic Center serviced those buildings, so people weren't too badly impacted. But it helped with security of the Government buildings. A lot.



"What is that over there?" I asked as I observed something at the eastern end of the Square. As we walked towards there, I could see that it was 'trusted' reporter John Hardwood. He was there with a cameraman, and was talking with four people that had signs.
As we walked up, we could see that Hardwood was coaching the 'protesters'. "Okay, you'll be chanting, and then I'll come up with the camera, and you guys with the signs get behind Chelsea here, to make it look like there are more people behind you. Then Chelsea will make her statement, and... what?"
Two people were standing nearby, doing some camerawork of our own. Cindy and I were filming Hardwood's actions on our iPhones.
"Hey!" barked Hardwood when he saw us. "What the hell are you doing?"
"Filming you arranging and staging fake news." I replied.
"Who the fuck said you could film me?" snarled Hardwood, coming at us. Neither Cindy nor I bothered to respond; Hardwood attacking us would've been welcomed by us... and suicide for Hardwood.
After a moment, it was clear we were not leaving nor stopping our filming of this staged news event. "We're not breaking the law here." Hardwood finally said. "So why are you filming us? This is harassment."
"What," I said sarcastically, "you don't believe in the First Amendment freedom of the Press, Hardwood?" Cindy laughed as she kept right on filming.
"You're not reporters, you're just a couple of fucking jerks." growled Hardwood. "No Media outlet will ever show that."
I laughed. "Straight to YouTube, Hardwood." I said. "Straight to YouTube." Hardwood blanched as he realized I was not kidding.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News at Noon!" said the redheaded reporterette. "People everywhere are watching the newly-posted YouTube video of KSTD reporter John Hardwood coaching persons on how to protest. Roll tape."
A tape rolled, showing the YouTube video of what Cindy had recorded this morning, as it's quality was a bit better than my iPhone's recording. They gave credit to 'Commander Don Troy' as the account that posted the film, which was titled 'Meet Reporter John Hardwood'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Those bastards." muttered Hardwood as he sat in Dan Walther's office, having just been shown the video of him coaching the 'protesters'.
"Look," said Walther, "don't worry about it. It'll blow over. Everyone else does it, too... KXTC, KSB, all the other riff-raff. What you should do is simply keep your mouth shut, don't mention it, as if it never happened."
Hardwood nodded, his face beet-red with fury. Walther dismissed him.
He walked down the side of the big room, once a thriving area of beat reporters at their desks, but now only half-full. Going outside, he made a call on his cell phone.
 "Hi, Thomas." he said when Thomas P. Cook answered the phone. "Yes... yes, I saw it... and that's what I wanted to talk to you about. Yes, let's do it... I'm all in. Let's destroy that fucking piece of shit Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I thought of the letter I had written and sent to the Scouts of Troop 223 in Rocktown: "Of the twelve points of the Scout Law, one is that 'A Scout is Brave'. What does being 'brave' mean in the age of today? It means having the courage to stand up for what is right, in the face of all opposition, in the face of the voices attempting to silence yours by shouting you down, perhaps by attacking you.
"Your Scoutmaster was a very brave man. He saw wrong, and tried to right it. He was Trustworthy, he was Helpful, he was Loyal to what was right. But above all, he was Brave. As you go forward with your lives, let Scoutmaster Wheeler's courage be in your own hearts."
Little did I know what was about to happen. Little did I know that Larry Wheeler's bravery would be needed in my own heart for what I was about to endure...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 8th. "Fox Two News has learned that Governor Val Jared has formally asked the FBI to investigate BigAgraFoods for their potential cover-up in the murder case of one of their employees in the Rocktown area!"
Bettina started: "The recent murder of Larry Wheeler was investigated by elements of the SBI's new SIS team last week. SBI Inspector Donald Troy has claimed that BigAgraFoods was non-cooperative in the investigation, even going to great lengths to obstruct the SBI and TCPD's efforts to find the truth. BigAgraFoods retaliated by announcing they would move their Headquarters out of our County, and relocate many of their operations out of our State."
"In asking for the FBI to help investigate the alleged cover-up," Bettina went on, "Governor Jared asked that U.S. Senator Samuel Russell also be investigated, as he was in the Rocktown area during the SBI investigation. This brought howls of condemnation from the State Republican Party and many State Republicans. As Senator Russell is a Republican, they accused Governor Jared of betraying the Republican Party by besmirching the name of Senator Russell."
"Asked for his input," Bettina continued, "U.S. Senator Richard Nunn, also a Republican, said that Governor Jared was correct to call for investigations into cover-ups, and to call for correctly applied law enforcement. Senator Nunn was also condemned by the Republican Party for his 'disloyalty'. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports! Nick!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good grief." said Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in MCD and listened to the broadcast.
"I have to admit," I said, "that was about as 'fair and balanced' a broadcast as we are ever going to get from Bettina. Maybe this 'Fox' thing is going to work out." Fox News Midtown had bought KXTC from BOW Enterprises, whose CEO was my nephew Todd.
"Sir," said Detective Theo Washington, "is the FBI going to take the case?"
"I don't know." I said. "I think Muscone's team is willing to, as part of their investigation of 'The Guardians of Justice'. But it's already getting heated in D.C., so we'll have to see what happens."
"I'm more worried about what's going to happen here in this County." Joanne Warner said. "The BigAgraFoods CEO named you personally as the reason for moving, Commander. And the Press was attacking you all weekend over it." There was general agreement.
"Just remember this, folks." I said. "The farther up the flagpole you go, the more your ass hangs out. I knew that the day I agreed to do this job. And if the result is bringing Justice on behalf of brave people like Larry Wheeler, then I'll take the arrows. Okay, folks, we have work to do. Let's get to it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This meeting of the Town & County Council is now in session." said the Mayor at 7:30pm, still Tuesday, August 8th. The auditorium was packed full of Citizens. Deputies were heavily armored, and there was a delegation of the Town & County's Finest on hand, as well.
The crowd was not belligerent nor trying to make a political point with disruptive tactics. But they sure had a lot to say, and mostly about two issues: tickets, and jobs.
Over 40 persons addressed the Council to complain about the Police crackdown. I was among the Police Officers in the back, and I noted that all of these Citizens were from the Heritage Cloisters, River Valley, and other relative wealthy districts of the northern part of the Town and County. Many of them were complaining that their teen kids had been ticketed and heavily fined for minor violations of the law.
The rest of those that addressed the Council were there to complain about BigAgraFoods leaving. I sensed that these people were speaking as if from a rehearsed script; they said exactly the same things, and there was no real passion in their voices. And none of them actually worked for BigAgraFoods nor had relatives that did (and they were asked that by Councilman John Colby).
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the public meeting, the Council re-convened in Executive Session in the private Council Chamber.
"Okay, folks," said the Mayor as they all sat down in the same chairs they always did, "we've lost some jobs."
"I want to address that issue before anyone else speaks." said J.P. Goldman. He settled himself into his chair and began: "I asked the TCPD as well as the SBI and FBI for a briefing on the Wheeler murder case and the allegations of a BigAgraFoods cover-up. Chief Moynahan, Commander Troy, and SBI Director Conlan were very accommodative, and I had good conversations with them. The FBI was polite, but said they could not discuss the case due to ongoing investigations."
"The gist of this," said J.P. Goldman, "is that the TCPD acted properly in their investigation within this County. Warrants were properly secured, but they had severe problems trying to serve them and get information. The State Patrol was helpful in providing some additional manpower to assist the TCPD, but BigAgraFoods remained totally uncooperative, to the point of obstructing Justice."
"Down in Rocktown," continued Goldman, "it was really ugly. A lot worse than the Press has reported, nor anyone seems to want to talk about. The Sheriff down there is not an upstanding man like Daniel Allgood; their Sheriff was almost arrested for Obstruction of Justice. He has decided to retire as Sheriff, effective immediately, and Commander Troy accepted that rather than put the Sheriff in jail and have the Governor declare the Sheriff suspended."
"But worse, U.S. Senator Russell really injected himself into the case, tried to obstruct it at every level." said Goldman. "His aide committed suicide after evidence was obtained that he, the aide, actively worked to cover up the murder. The only reason Commander Troy did not arrest the Senator, is because of a clause in the U.S. Constitution that prohibits arresting Congressmen and Senators from going to their duties in Congress."
"And Commander Troy strictly adheres to the Constitution, doesn't he?" said Thomas P. Cook, with a great deal of sarcasm in his voice.
"Yes he does, thank God." said Edward R. Steele. Surprisingly, no one else said anything.
"So the BigAgraFoods CEO took his little shot at Troy." said the Mayor. "I guess the question for us is: what do our constituents think of this, and what do they want us to do about it?"
"The Police rank and file feel like they were attacked by BigAgraFoods." said Ian McGhillie, whose son was TCPD Detective Roy McGhillie. "They were upset by the company's statement, and are not unhappy to see the company leave our County."
"Most of the black jobs," said Reginald B.F. Lewis, "are still here, on the farms. They're not all that upset by it."
"A lot of the people I talk to," said John Colby, himself a farmer, "are telling me that a lot of the overhead people being relocated are choosing to quit and stay here, and are having success finding other jobs. BOW Enterprises and Crown Chemicals are taking advantage of getting some good talent as they expand their operations. The rest of them get six months of Unemployment, even though they quit... because BigAgraFoods moved their jobs out of State."
The Mayor looked around, but there were no more comments. He looked at Thomas P. Cook, then Kelly Carnes, but neither seemed interested in saying anything. If anything, they had looks on their faces suggesting knowing something that he, the Mayor, and the rest of them did not know.
"Okay, what else?" asked the Mayor. Now Kelly Carnes was ready to speak.
"This Police crackdown." said Carnes. "My constituents are furious with the Police. Commander Troy is obviously targeting County High teenagers rather than actual lawbreakers in... other areas of the County."
"And what other areas would those be, Ms. Carnes?" Reginald B.F. Lewis asked immediately.
"As I said," Carnes said levelly, locking eyes with the black Councilman, "areas where the crimes are being committed."
"From the tickets being given out," said Malinda Adams, whose district included minorities, "it sure looks like laws are being violated frequently in your district, Ms. Carnes." Kelly's look at Malinda rivaled the infamous 'Teresa Cunt' look... almost.
"So Commander Troy is applying law enforcement equally through all of the Town and County." said Dagmar Schoen. "Novel concept around here." Her biting words struck deep, and their implication was obvious.
"Well, you got what you wanted." said Edward R. Steele, also twisting the knife. "Revenues are up again."
"What's your opinion, Thomas?" asked the Mayor, who was almost stunned that Cook had not talked very much at this meeting.
"We obviously did not get the result we intended." said Cook. "But that's okay. School will be in session again soon. I think we can ask the Police to ease off the tightness of the crackdown, and ask them to step up enforcement of drug laws and the vices." Reginald Lewis peered at him, knowing the underlying statement Cook was making.
"Okay." said the Mayor. "I'll have a quiet word with the Sheriff and the Police Chief about the crackdown. Anything else?"
"Yes." said Kelly Carnes. "As part of our Committee work on the chain of command of the various Public Safety departments, I would like for the Police Department to provide us with their current contingencies in the event one of their leadership is for any reason out of office. For example, if Commander Troy is not in his position, for any reason, such as doing State or Federal work, who answers to whom."
"That's what we're trying to figure out, Ms. Carnes." said Jack Colby.
"I mean currently. I mean today." said Carnes.
"What, you expect something to happen to Commander Troy?" asked Dagmar Schoen, her voice an accusation against her enemy Carnes.
"Not necessarily." said Carnes. "Just using that as an example." She was not doing a very good job of hiding the little smile on her face. Certain people with crowbars would call that a 'strangeness'...
Part 2 - Preconceived Notions
Wednesday, August 9th. The Chief's formal meeting was at 9:00am.
"Okayyyyy," said the Chief as we all sat down, fortified with coffee. "A few good things came out of the Council meeting last night. First, the crackdown has gone very well. The Council is happy the revenues are back up, but some of them are unhappy that the law was applied equally everywhere. That's actually a win for us. The good news is that the Council has asked us to ratchet it down when School starts."
"When does School start?" asked Deputy Chief Harlow.
"August 28th." I said. "Classes, anyway. Rush Week starts August 21st, and the dorms open to regular students August 23d. The Public Schools also start the 28th, with teachers reporting the 21st for work days. Walnut Prep begins after Labor Day."
"They're still in business?" asked Harlow, shocked.
"Yes they are." said Cindy Ross. "Enrollment is almost as high as last year."
"Okayyyyy," said the Chief, "we'll be busy during Rush Week, no doubt. We can scale back the crackdown."
"Should we scale it back?" asked Harlow. What the heck was she doing injecting her supply-side self into this? I was wondering to myself.
"Yes, we should." said Teresa Croyle, with some emphasis in her voice. "Our second shift guys need a break; they've been going full-on with this. And a lot of the County High kids are fighting the tickets in Court, and while they're losing badly and the fines get doubled or more, our guys have to respond to subpoenas to appear at those hearings. That's during the day, which means our guys aren't getting sleep at that time."
"That's a good point, Cap-tnnnnnnn." drawled the Chief. "Okay, Commander, what else is going on in our County? Anything new with the BigAgraFoods situation?"
I kind of wished the Chief had not brought that up in front of everyone, but I answered. "Yes sir. Some of the people that resigned from BigAgraFoods rather than relocate elsewhere have cooperated with our investigation, so we're getting some information from that, which will be passed on to the FBI."
"Goooood." said the Chief. "That is one of the other things that came out of the Council meeting. They're not getting any flak from the Public about all of that. People generally are supporting the TCPD in this matter."
"That's not what the Press is telling me, Chief." said Captain Briscoe. "And while the crackdown has been successful, I'm getting word that it's really riling up the citizens on the north side. The money people. Under the surface, there's some dissatisfaction with what we've been doing."
"Any reply to that, Commander?" asked the Chief. I couldn't tell if he was messing with me to cause trouble, or if he seriously thought this was a problem.
"I've never been one to take the word of the deeply corrupt Press." I said. "They're not going to be satisfied with anything we do, and will attack us no matter what."
"That's not true." said Della Harlow. "The Press is honest and reports accurately, especially in this County."
Cindy and Teresa were agog at that one, and Cindy all but came out of her chair. Me, I was trying very hard to not laugh out loud. I somehow managed to succeed.
"What?" asked Della, miffed at the reactions. "The Press does not hate the Police... well, most of it." That got her some ugly looks, including from one Police Commander, who was deeply aware that I was the one Della was attacking with that statement."
"I beg to differ, Commander Harlow." I said strongly. "The Press has done all it can to hurt our operations and to denigrate us in the eyes of the Public, sometimes to the point of outright lying... as they did when they tried to smear Gunny Guernica to protect Jack Lewis and the corrupt SBI of that time. No, the Press is not honest at all. They are deeply corrupt. And you can tell them I said that; just be sure to quote me verbatim."
The Chief ended the meeting, as the tension in the room was growing by the second.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How about lunch today at the Cop Bar?" asked FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, having called me on the phone.
"Can I bring my Angels?" I asked. "I need to buy them lunch, anyway They've been kicking ass for me."
"Sure." said Muscone.
Lunch at the Cop Bar meant one thing, for sure: double cheeseburgers would meet their destiny. And they did. Jack had two, and all but inhaled them. I had only one, but I ate my fries and Jack's fries, too. Cindy had fish and chips. Teresa had a steak Caesar salad, then ordered a big basket of fries on the side and ate every last one of them.
We were in the back room, where we had some privacy. Still, Jack kept his voice down as he talked.
"I wanted to give you guys a quiet update of the BigAgraFoods case and the 'Guardians of Justice' situation." said Jack. "Senator Samuel Russell is in Washington, even though the Senate is in recess. He is working the phones hard, and getting other Senators to do the same, trying to bring pressure on the FBI to get after these 'Guardians of Justice' people, but to leave BigAgraFoods alone."
"Kinda hard to do." I said. "They're as intertwined as Cindy Brady's braids."
Jack chuckled, though the joke seemed to go over the much younger Cindy Ross's head. "I was going to say T-Square's dreds, but your analogy is spot-on." he said. "And you're right: how are we supposed to investigate one but not the other? But that's what Russell and his cronies want us to do."
"So..." I asked, "what's the FBI position on this that prompted this lunch?"
"400 years ago..." sighed Jack, then he answered: "The official position of the FBI is that they are concentrating on the Guardians of Justice. The cyber-counterintelligence groups are ostensibly working on that. There is no official investigation of BigAgraFoods, and the the FBI does not plan on opening one."
"Nicely parsed words there." Cindy said.
"Welcome to Government." replied Jack. "Dana Fox has told me privately that Team Lazarus will work on both. We'll take the leads from the cyber guys on the Guardians, but we'll be working the cover-up angles, as well... but very quietly."
"Why you guys?" asked Teresa. "BigAgraFoods has moved, or is moving, out of our State. I'll be the Iron Crowbar a dozen doughnuts that Senator Russell stays in Washington for months instead of risking coming home. So shouldn't other FBI teams be looking into this instead of you guys? Especially with Sandra's baby coming any day now?"
I noticed that Cindy began studying her empty plate very studiously as Teresa brought up Sandra and her baby. Meanwhile, Jack's face had a look of being caught unawares, so I rescued him.
"Teresa," I said, "the murder of Wheeler was in this State, and part of the cover-up occurred in this County, while the BigAgraFoods Headquarters was here. So any crimes and charges filed will be here. And besides... the FBI is putting their very best team on the case."
"Butter me up, butter me up." Jack said, hurling my oft-said words back at me.
"So, Jack," I said, "any new information on the Guardians of Justice?"
"Maybe." said Jack. "But nothing I can say here, no disrespect to any of you intended. Come by the Federal Building after you get off work."
After paying the bill, with me picking up Cindy and Teresa's checks, we were walking out. As we got to Jack's car, he turned to me and said "By the way, Don... Russell tried to get the IRS to audit you, and he wanted a big-time audit going back seven years."
"Oh really?" I said, not really surprised, and definitely not amused.
"I do know they declined to do it." said Jack. "They saw your wife's name alongside yours on the returns. They saw your settlement with the CIA. They chose, and wisely, to leave that one alone. But do be careful, Don. Russell is looking for every avenue he can find to attack you, and I get the sense he is really out for Crowbar blood..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, still Wednesday, August 9th. My assistant Helena buzzed me to tell me Supervisor Myron Milton wanted to talk with me. I had him come in.
As he sat down at my invitation, Myron made the hand sign to turn on my anti-bugging device. I nodded, but instead took out my bug-finder. It glowed green around the fluorescent ceiling light, and also around the window to the anteroom. Internal Affairs was listening in.
"Tell you what, Myron." I said. "Let's take a walk." Myron nodded. We went down the hall and out the side employees' entrance, then across the parking lot to the back gate that led to the Fairgrounds behind Police Headquarters. Once on the Fairgrounds, where no one could approach us without being seen, I said "We'll be as safe here as anywhere. What's up?"
"Sir," said Myron, "I think I'm being monitored." He then continued: "As you know, sir, we have safeguards to make sure hackers don't get into our systems. In addition, I'm always monitoring to see who is watching me when I go out to get information. Well, I can tell that someone is trying to monitor what I'm doing. And they're avoiding the standard security in doing so."



I nodded. "Are they just trying to access our systems and servers? Or is it different than that?"
"Different, sir." said Myron. "They're trying to worm into me. They've tried slipping software that would record my keystrokes and send that info out on a piggyback signal. I stopped that easily enough, but couldn't trace whoever was doing that. Since then, I've been careful, and using Dark-Web-like re-routing to mask my own access to the Internet. But then something else started happening."
"I.A. began monitoring you?" I asked.
"Not much gets past you, sir." said Myron. "Yes, just like the days when Sheriff Allgood was head of I.A. here, and was always trying to monitor me. Embarrassingly easy to spot. My question, sir, is if I should confront I.A. over this, or go to you or the Chief with a formal complaint."
"Consider this your complaint to me." I said. "And I'll have a word with Lt. Goodwin about it. But don't you confront him; he outranks you, and he's just doing his job. In the meantime, be careful." Then I said, as if it were a sudden thought: "And by the way... have you talked to your father lately? Is he having problems, too?"
"I haven't talked to him in a few days." said Myron. "I'll give him a call."
"No." I said. "Don't use a cellphone. Talk to him in person, in a place you and he consider to be safe."
"Yes sir." said Myron. "So, sir, is Chief Griswold's adage about paranoia in full force today?"
I grinned, though it was a grin mixed with concern. "Definitely." I said. "You've heard of the problems I had with U.S. Senator Russell?" Myron nodded. No more needed to be said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the same time, a meeting was taking place at the Marriott Grande Hotel in the City. Some of the State's most powerful politicians were present, of both political Parties, working together in a spirit of bipartisanship, with one goal uniting them: the annihilation of the Iron Crowbar, followed by the destruction of the Governor of the State..
"We're very close to calling for a special session of the Legislature to impeach Jared." said Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins (RINO - Midtown), who could almost taste the Governorship. "We just need to give the State Supreme Court sufficient cause to give us the go-ahead to do it."
"He's a racist." said Justin Madoff (D - The City). "What more do you want?"
"It's not a crime, for openers." said Katherine Woodburn (D - 1st District). "And there's no proof he is one. He hasn't used the n-word or anything like that. And a lot of people are ready to take up pitchforks against us and the Media for asserting that talking positively of the Founding Fathers and the Constitution is racist."
"God, I hate the fucking Grassroots." muttered State House Ways & Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds (Establishment Republican - Pottsville). "I wish those Jared-worshipping bastards would just drop dead."
"So what do you recommend, Ms. Woodburn?" asked Lt. Governor Collins. "How do we get Jared out of the Governor's Mansion?"
"He needs to be neutered... well, I should say 'neutralized'." said Katherine, getting some laughs for the 'neutered' reference. "By that, I mean politically. We need to work together in a bipartisan way to totally isolate Jared, so that he cannot get anything done. One way of doing that is to restore the SBI to its rightful place of law enforcement leadership in this State, with Jack Lewis restored as SBI Director."
"And what do you plan to do about the Iron Crowbar?" said Richard Langdon (D - Madison County).
"Oh, I don't think you will need to worry about that." said a voice. Everyone turned to see United States Senator Samuel Russell come into the room. "All I will say... is that the Iron Crowbar will not be around to worry you, nor save that filthy bastard Val Jared. When certain... plans... are put into effect, there is not going to be any more Iron Crowbar. At all."
"Surely you're not suggesting murdering him?" exclaimed Justin Madoff.
"Of course not." said Russell. "Nobody but you would be stupid enough to say something like that out loud." Yep, Madoff had fucked up again, and Langdon was staring daggers at him (Madoff).
"No, I'm not talking murder, of course." said Russell. "That's been tried, and has failed. No, I'm talking about making the Iron Crowbar wish he was dead..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Things move quickly in the Town & County Police Department. At 3:30pm, I got a text from Jack Muscone that said "Don't come to the Federal Building today." And before I could text or call him, Helena buzzed me and said the Chief wanted to see me in the Chief's Conference Room.
In the room was Chief Moynahan, Sheriff Allgood, I.A. Lieutenant Curly Goodwin, and Town & County Inspector General Horace S. Wellman. As always, it spooked me how much he looked like his older brother, University President Sidney P. Wellman, though IG Wellman's hair was dyed solid black. But they had that same sinister-looking smile...
"Thank you for coming in, Commander." said the Sheriff. Ooooh, formality! I thought to myself. That's not good...
"What we want to talk to you about," continued the Sheriff, "is the situation concerning Internal Affairs listening in on conversations."
I just shrugged my shoulders and said "Okay."
"Commander," said IG Wellman, "I'll come straight to the point. We want you to stop using whatever device you are using to prevent I.A. from listening in to conversations in your office."
I did not let my face change nor show surprise. "First," I said, "nothing I say from this moment forward is an admission that I'm doing any such brilliant actions. And if that's not accepted, I'll call for a Union Rep right now."
"That's your right." said Sheriff Allgood.
"Commander," said IG Wellman, "we're not trying to make accusations or place blame. We just want the jamming to stop from this time forward. Your agreement for that to happen will not be construed as an admission of having done anything before. But it... must... stop."
I looked at the faces that were all staring at me. "So let me ask a question." I said. "Why now? Again, this is not an admission of anything, but I've been in that office for what, four years now? and no one has made one word of complaint about any jamming of I.A.'s bugging. Again, why now?"
"That doesn't matter." said the Sheriff. "We're talking about the here and now---"
"Sheriff," interrupted the IG, "the Commander makes a valid point. A very valid point. And the answer, Commander, is that Chief Griswold knew you were cleaning out the corruption in the Police Force, and that you were going after Pastor Westboro. Such caution on your part and Griswold's looking the other way was... justified, we'll just say. Yes, we've let it go on for too long, but we are bringing it up now, and we're just letting you know that it has to stop."
"You're not answering my question." I said. "Why now? Why are you all of a sudden so interested in listening in on conversations in my office? What is going on with this?"
"You forget yourself, Commander." said the Sheriff, venom in his voice. "We do not owe you an explanation of anything. Every Police Officer who has been hired by the TCPD has signed a paper acknowledging that they have been told that I.A. might listen in on any conversation in any Police building, in Police cars, and on Police radios, that there is no privacy at Police Headquarters. You signed that acknowledgement along with every other Police Officer, as did Captain Ross, I might add. Now we expect that there will be no more jamming of Internal Affairs listening devices. Is that clear?"
"I'll tell you what is clear to me." I replied. "You're doing the FBI's dirty work and investigating the Miltons on their behalf. It's my conversations with them, particularly Myron, that you want to listen in on."
"Did you tell him?" Allgood asked Chief Moynahan.
"Of course not." said Moynahan, looking angry at being accused.
"Well, it's true." said Allgood. "The FBI wants us to monitor Myron Milton. They believe he's gone too far in some of his data-gathering. I know I had tremendous problems with him when I was in I.A., and Curly here is having problems with him now. I have no problems at all in cooperating with the FBI to make sure Myron Milton is not violating the law or accessing data he should not be accessing."
"Well, Commander, since you seem to know without having been told," said IG Wellman, "then you understand the situation and will cooperate... yes?"
"Are you kidding, Inspector?" I shot back. "I'll just tell you right now that if you guys drive away the best data guru we could ever hope to have with this harassment of him, not to mention a valuable Vice asset in his wife," I replied, "then I will certainly have to re-evaluate my own desire to continue working with this Police Force."
"Do that, then!" thundered Sheriff Allgood. "I am getting sick and tired of your insubordination, Commander." He stood up out of his chair, and continued: "Chief, get your Officers under control. And if Commander Troy is not willing to abide by the rules of this Police Force and this Public Safety Department, then his resignation will be accepted, however reluctantly." With that, Allgood left the room, slamming the door behind him.
"Gentlemen," said the Chief to IG Wellman and Lt. Goodwin, "let me talk with the Commander for a moment." Wellman and Goodwin left, and as quickly as they could.
"Commander," asked the Chief, "is there something I don't know that I need to know?" I understood what he meant.
"Yes sir." I said. "Myron has complained that someone is trying to hack him. From what he told me, it sounds like the Federal Government at work. Then he said I.A. has blatantly tried to track his computer actions, which pisses him off. And all this coming in the wake of the BigAgraFoods investigation and Senator Russell's potential involvement with the cover-up of a BigAgraFoods employee... and now you guys are actually demanding to listen in on my office conversations. This ain't kosher, Chief."
The Chief nodded. He was silent for several minutes. Finally, he spoke.
"Commander," he said, "there is no doubt you have done an incredible job with this Police Force the past few years. I am truly amazed. I also know that you have made some enemies, and some powerful ones. There are people out there, politicians mostly, and on both sides of the aisle, that believe the Police should conform to certain ideologies, should let certain lawbreakers get away with their crimes. You don't do that, you don't play by their rules."
"Nothing new, Chief." I said, knowing I was speaking 'out of turn'... and not caring.
"What I'm getting to, Commander," continued the Chief, "is that we are under a microscope after that standoff in the Square and now the BigAgraFoods thing. The FBI has long been aware that the Miltons are too good for their own good, that they are excellent hackers that will go the 'extra mile'... for you. The Deputy Director, like Chief Griswold, let a lot of things go because he knew you were cleaning things up. But with him retiring, that's going to change... and we need to get used to that now."
"So why not just say something?" I asked. "Why put Myron through the digital Inquisition? Why insist on listening in on my office conversations? You do realize that if I really wanted to do something 'extracurricular', I sure as hell would not talk about it here at Headquarters, no matter how useless I.A.'s listening devices are."
"I do know that you could make Westboro look like a bumbling amateur if you really wanted to, and thank God you're on our side." said the Chief. "Now for the second part of this."
Uh oh, I thought to myself.
"If you are wondering why the Sheriff was the way he was with you a few minutes ago," said Moynahan, "it is because of recent events. Unfortunately, it is always political season, it seeeems. The Sheriff is up for re-election a little over a year from now. Sounds like a long time, but in reality it is not. The Sheriff will have opposition. We have word that Loran Michaels is planning to run, maybe Harold Bennett, and maybe even Della Harlow."
"I've heard those rumors." I said truthfully. Several dinners with Edward Steele, I've had. "And their plan is to attach the Sheriff to our correct actions opposing these demonstrations and riots."
"And more importantly..." said the Chief, "they plan to paste the Sheriff to your Police actions. "
"Good." I said. "He'll win easily."
The Chief grunted. "One would think so. But let me put it this way, just to show you another viewpoint: a lot of people are angry you did not arrest the EMTs on the Hospital grounds. A lot of people are angry that you dared oppose the protesters attacking President Jefferson's statue... oh, you weren't there, I know, but you're blamed for it all. Some people believe you authorize and encourage Police brutality. And they plan to make your record, the Sheriff's record."
"Furthermore, and I know this is unbelievable," continued the Chief, "some people believe Pastor Westboro was an innocent man, and that you murdered him. We have picture proof of his ugliest crimes, the molestations, but some people believe you are the bad guy and he was the victim. And now these same bozos think you ran BigAgraFoods out of Town with your, and I quote, 'bullying tactics'."
"Sheesh." I said. "So he wants me out?" I asked, not really able to understand.
"No, but he wants you under control." said Moynahan. "And I have to say that the time is coming where that 'extra mile' is not going to be acceptable anymore. I know you're not going to change, Commander, but things are changing around you. So be circumspect. Okay, get out of here. And do be aware that further jamming of I.A.'s bugs could bring heap big trouble upon youuuuu."
As I left, I realized that Chief Moynahan had said nothing about talking to Myron about the situation... and I knew that was a very bad thing for Myron.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knocked on the door of Captain Cindy Ross, and heard her say "Come in!" Going inside, I motioned for her to sit back down as she attempted to stand up.
"So," I said as I handed her a sheet of paper and had my finger over my lips, "how's Mary doing in Vice?"
Cindy read the note, which said 'Do not use your bug-killing device in HQ again.'
"Uh, she's doing fine." Cindy said, trying to keep her voice calm. She handed me the piece of paper back as she talked, saying "She's a natural for it, and she's already cultivating C.I.s and helping plan operations."
I had brought a small ashtray into the room, and now I crumpled up the paper and set it on fire. Once it was reduced to ashes, I beat those ashes into tiny flakes as I said "Good. I'm glad she's working out."
"Don," Cindy said, "why don't you invite me and Teresa to dinner tonight? We can play with the kids, pet the dogs, and talk about some things."
"Sounds like a plan." I said. "Make it so, Number One. Consider yourselves invited." I used the bug-checker, and it glowed bright green as I checked around the ceiling light. I showed it to Cindy, whose ice-blue eyes sparkled with cold fires of anger...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinner ended up being pizzas at The Cabin. And the attendees were myself, Cindy, Teresa, Mary and Myron Milton, and Chief Griswold.
"I talked to my dad." said Myron as we ate. "He's noticed attempts to hack into his computers. Keystroke software, all of that. He contacted the Campus Police and the University's I.T. Department, and they're trying to trace it back to whoever is doing it. In the meantime, he's taking other precautions to make sure the bogeys can't access him."
"What about his physical safety?" I asked. "Has he noticed anyone trying to follow him, or people around that should not be?"
"He tries to watch out for stuff like that." said Myron. "He says he hasn't noticed anything, but it would be easy for him to be watched while he's on Campus. By the way, he has one of those super-Alert devices in his belt and in his class ring. If the ring is taken off his finger, it goes off."
"Good." I said.
"Any idea what this is about?" asked Chief Griswold. "Is Dr. Milton in danger?"
"I hope not." I said. "But he has been no friend of the Federal Government for a long time now. And after the FBI pressed so hard to try to get me to force Myron to help them with the 'Guardians of Justice' case, I'm concerned."
"So we should tell him to be careful?" asked Mary. "And maybe watch over him when we're not on duty?"
"He won't like that." Myron replied. "He doesn't like being watched over; he's fiercely independent, that way."
"You know," Cindy said thoughtfully, "maybe I can find a way to help with that."
"Crowbar's Crew?" I asked. Cindy smiled and nodded. Chief Griswold barked a laugh.
"So what's up with Internal Affairs, not to mention the Sheriff?" asked Teresa. "Not to mention the Chief and Deputy Chief?"
"I think the Chief is between a rock and a hard place." I said. "I think he's been doing his best to take up for us and run interference for us, but when the Inspector General gets involved, it's hard for him to really do anything but say 'Yes sir, three bags full.'. That's some old military lingo, there."
"As to the Sheriff," I continued, shaking my head, "I don't know. I really don't know what's up with him. I didn't think he was the type to bend to threats or political pressure."
"I might have to disagree with you there, Don." said Cindy. "I remember how he was during the whole 'Jack Burke tapes' situation. He was scared as hell of those coming out. Melina didn't care, and she wasn't married to him when she hooked up with Jack Burke. But he was still scared... because he was afraid it would affect him politically, and might affect his future election chances."
"That's a point." I said.
"I think it's something else." said Teresa. "It's the crackdown. I can tell you that the entire Police Force, black, white, and blue, just loved it that you did not just go after the minorities, but went after the snot-nosed rich kids from County High just as fiercely. But those were the kids of the 'money people' in this County, and I suspect they've been letting the Sheriff know they and their money are not pleased with his handling of the Police Force."
"Money talks, bullshit runs the marathon." said Myron.
I grinned, then said "That is Iron Crowbar thinking there, Teresa. You may well be right about that." Teresa could not quite hide that she was pleased with the compliment.
"I believe Ms. Croyle is developing a nasty streak of political astuteness." growled Chief Griswold affectionately. "Must be that young whippersnapper she's engaged to getting her up to speed." That made Teresa smile about as much as she was going to.
The dinner party, such as it was, broke up shortly afterwards. After everyone else had left, I made a phone call, then secured the Cabin and drove down the mountain. But I did not drive back to the Mountain Nest. Instead I went towards Tanya Perlman's home.
I did a few loops and 'unexpected' turns, but did not see any signs that I was being followed. I pulled into the driveway of Tanya's home, and went to the door, which was unlocked. She was expecting me; the phone call had been to her.
"Hi, Don!" said Tanya happily, perky as ever. Her son Pete also smiled brightly upon seeing me, and readily came into my arms when Tanya handed him to me.
"Wow, look how big he is!" I said. "He's what, almost three?"
"He'll be three in October." said Tanya. "And yes, he's growing like a weed. Getting hard to keep up with."
"Pete, are you being a good boy for your mom?" I asked.
"Yeth." said Pete, who was very happy with himself for answering.



"So," I said, "the reason I came over was to speak with Jack."
"He's in the back room." said Tanya. "Why don't you go on back there."
I did so, finding Jack Muscone in the study room/office, working on his computer. "Hey, Don." he said. "Let me finish this email and I'll be right with you."
I sat down in a side chair and looked around the room. Typical study, except one desk was lower and made to accommodate Tanya in her wheelchair. I felt a pang of emotion as I thought of how even simple things were tougher for Tanya than most of the rest of us. But I'd never say that to her, lest I risk a severe crowbar beatdown. Tanya did not want to hear that she was handicapped; she thought of herself as 'handi-capable'. I admired her spirit.
"Okay," said Jack, finishing up his business, "what brings you to see me?"
"Well," I said, "we were going to meet at the Federal Building, and you said not to come. Consider me curious."
"Curiosity killed the cat." said Jack, knowing what I would reply.
"And satisfaction brought him back." I said, satisfying Jack's expectation. He grunted a laugh.
"Yeah." he said, then turned his chair to face me. "It was starting to get a little crazy over there. First, like we discussed at lunch, a lot of them are pissed that you won't get Milton to help them, but they're really pissed that you guys went and got a restraining order about it. They really don't see it the same way as you and Myron do."
"Tough shit for them." I said. "So what else?"
Jack lowered his voice instinctively, though he didn't really need to. "I told you at lunch I wanted to talk privately about the 'Guardians of Justice'. But I realized that I couldn't at the Federal Building after I got a call from Dana Fox. He told me that the investigation of the Guardians of Justice is going to concentrate on this State... and a certain part of this State."
"Right here in this County." I replied.
"Not much gets past you." said Jack. "I'll bet I don't need to tell you who they're looking at as the leakers, either."
"Actually, you do have to tell me." I said.
"Then I will, but I'll deny it like hell if this ever gets out." said Jack. I nodded, and Jack continued: "You know the FBI has long suspected Professor Marvin Milton of being a subversive, especially after he exposed some CIA things going on on Campus. You may also know that the FBI has long... 'distrusted' Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, though I personally think they're off the mark, there."
"Don't ever say that out loud in front of Cindy." I said, also knowing that Muscone didn't think they were off the mark, there.
"No kidding." Jack said. "But some in the FBI remember her bringing it up publicly about FBI surveillance of her father's compound. They questioned her loyalty, and why she's an FBI Consultant. And I'm not talking Les Craig bringing this up, but quite a number of Agents."
"And I guess they're bringing my name up, too?" I asked.
"That's what I'm getting to." said Jack. "When this BigAgraFoods thing came up, many Legislators who have had their campaigns financed by BigAgraFoods did what we'd expect them to do... they pushed back on behalf of BigAgraFoods. They began putting pressure on the FBI to go after the Guardians of Justice, either because of the information the GOJ was releasing, or as a distraction to the Wheeler murder."
"But I didn't play the game." I said.
"That's right." said Jack. "Word was that Senator Russell actually wanted to order a Mob hit on you... but Jimmy Cerone and Moe Molinari put out word to refuse that. But beyond that, your Officer Milton is Professor Milton's son. On top of that, you've gone public with your allegations of a cover-up, and BigAgraFoods's announcement they were leaving the State did not get the response they expected. Seems people took your side on that."
"Good." I said.
"Don't get too happy about it." said Jack. "So what Dana Fox basically told me... is that the FBI is secretly investigating Professor Milton, your Officer Milton and his wife, and both you and Captain Ross as possibly being involved in leaking the information on BigAgraFoods to the GOJ."
Well, I thought to myself, that explained some things. Out loud I said "That's crazy."
"And one last thing, Don." said Muscone. "You know I'm your friend and I won't betray you. I hope you know that, anyway. But after tonight, don't contact me, and we won't meet again for a while. No one expects me to lead Team Lazarus in this investigation of you, but they're watching me and I don't want them to try to use me to get at you or any of the others."
I nodded. "All right." I said. "Well, thanks for telling me this much."
"I'm sure that if something really vital comes up, your friendly neighborhood Crime Lab might ask you to run a test or two at the State Crime Lab building." Jack said. I nodded.
"I better get on home, then." I said, getting up. Jack got up and we shook hands. I left the room, went and said goodbye to Tanya, kissed little Pete on the top of his little head, then waved back at him as he waved goodbye to me...
Part 3 - The Accusation
"Oh, Commmannnddderrrrrr..."
"Leave me alone, Angela. Let me sleep." I said.
"Oh, but now is not the time to sleep, my darling Commander." I heard the Black Widow say. I opened my eyes. Angela was sitting on top of me, straddling my loins. There was no light in the room but the bluish light of the moon filtering through the window.
Then I became aware that my cock was throbbing hard, and sheathed in the warm wetness of Angela's tight, wet, cunt.
"Mmmm, yes, Commander, do you feel my tight pussy sheathing your iron hard cock, baby?" Angela whispered as she ground her loins against mine. The pleasure was intense as my loins responded to Angela's fucking.
"What's going to happen?" I gasped as the naked woman rode my cock, her high-riding breasts bobbing on her chest, her nipples rock-hard.
"Mmmm, you'll see, Commander." Angela gasped as she seemed to begin coming. After a grunt, she said "You and your faith in your friends... and the sysssss-temmmmmm..."
I snapped awake at that. Angela's use of that word had reminded me of Gruff's use of it years before. (Author's note: Case of the Executed Evangelist, Ch. 04.) I also realized that the sex I had been feeling was real: my wife Laura was sitting on my loins, my cock impaling her deep, wet pussy. She was riding me, her big milk-filled breasts bouncing heavily on her chest.
I slid my hands up from her hips to her waist and pulled her down towards me. As her breasts hovered over me, I lifted up my head and sucked her left teat into my mouth, enjoying the warm snack of her breast milk flowing over my tongue. Then I sucked her other breast.
"Mmmm, that feels so good, darling." Laura moaned as she rode me, grinding her ass on my thighs. Her black pubic bush mingled with the red hairs of mine as we hotly rutted together. I felt my nut beginning to rise.
Laura climbed off me and settled next to me. "I want you to come in my mouth, darling." she said. She settled her body over my abs, and I soon felt the warm wetness of her mouth sliding down my throbbing cock. She began sucking me, expertly fellating me, her right hand massaging my balls.
I couldn't hold back, and began firing jets of sperm into my wife's mouth. Even as the gray mist swirled before my eyes, I had a fleeting image of Angela Harlan standing naked by the bed. My cock pulsed a bit harder as I fired the next wad of thick, ropy jism into Laura's eagerly sucking mouth...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police cellphone ringing. A most very displeased Bowser was barking his head off, and a most very displeased Carole was telling Bowser to hush. Laura went to tend to our daughter and her dog as I took the call. To my surprise, it was only 12:30am, Thursday, August 10th.
"Troy." I said into the cellphone.
"Commander, this is Captain Ross." said Cindy. "I'm at University Hospital. A woman came in making a claim that she was raped. She's being examined, and evidence collected now."
"Okay." I said. "So why are you calling me?"
"Sir..." started Cindy, then she rushed into it: "I don't know what's going on, but Tunnin of I.A. is here, and Deputy Chief Harlow is already here, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It only took 15 minutes for me to get to University Hospital. Their Emergency Room ward is actually six rooms on the first floor. Two are in pretty constant use, two more if there is a backup or a mass trauma event, and two more for really bad trauma events. The last two are used, when available, to examine rape or child abuse victims and collect criminal evidence.
Cindy met me in the E.R. waiting room. "Woman came into the E.R. at 12:10am. Her name is Kendra Luskin, 38 years old, yoga instructor in the City. Said she was on a date with a Peter Gordon, a post-graduate student here at the University. Said he took her in his car up to the Point Hollow area and forced himself on her."
"To whom did you assign the case?" I asked.
"Joanne Warner as primary, Theo Washington and Mary Milton as backups." said Cindy. "Joanne and Gayle Tunnin are interviewing Ms. Luskin now."
"Why Tunnin?" I asked.
"Do you have a problem with Detective Tunnin working this case?" came a voice, just a bit too shrill. It was Deputy Chief Della Harlow, who had just barged past two Uniformed Officers to get to me and Cindy.
"Not necessarily." I said, some acid in my voice. "Though she's I.A. and not an MCD Detective."
Cindy said "Tunnin used to be our specialist with rape victims. She's been training Warner----"
"She's an expert at rape cases, so why shouldn't she be helping?" said Della, nearly snarling.
"Commander Harlow," I said, turning and confronting her, "do not ever interrupt one of my Captains again when they are telling me something. And that brings up another point... why is a paper-pusher like you here? This is an MCD case, not a logistics or support case."
"I was asked to come in, and observe this rape case." said Harlow.
"By whom?"
"That's none of your business." replied Harlow. "And I have as much right to be here as you do, Commander Troy."
"I do not agreeeeeee." growled the gravelly voice of Chief Moynahan as he joined the party. "Ms. Harlow, you may leeeeeeve, and I do not mean in a few minutes. Go." Harlow left the room, but did not turn in the hallway in the direction of the exit doors.
I looked over at Cindy, who read my mind. "I don't know." she said. "She was here when I got here."
"Did you call Tunnin?" I asked.
"No, just Joanne." said Cindy. "Tunnin got here before Joanne did, but had to wait while Dr. Yates and Martha the M.E. finished their examinations."
"Martha is examining a living person?" asked the Chief.
"She's done that before." I said. "She'll come in sometimes and do the rape kit. Christina Cho will come in at other times. In fact, Christina is here tonight, bagging and tagging the evidence."
"It usually helps the victims to have a woman there, as well." said Cindy. "Dr. Yates is a very good trauma psychiatrist, but Martha or Christina Cho being there to collect the evidence has worked well."
"O-kkkkayyyyy." said the Chief. "I'm glad you called me, Commander. I'm sure you agree that I'm the best referee between you and Commander Harlow."
"It's either you or the Green Crowbar, Chief." I said. "And she might be a biased referee." I meant it jokingly, but noticed that Cindy did not smile at the joke. At all.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow," I said, reading the text on my Police iPhone, "Myron is in Headquarters already, and gathering data on the victim and the suspect she named."
"Why are we collecting evidence on the victim?" Cindy said.
I looked at her funny. "We always get basic info on the victim, as well as whoever calls in the crime, whatever that crime is." I said. "You know that."
"Yeah, you're right." Cindy said. She didn't look too happy, though, and my effort to get a 'vibe' from her was not working.
I went to my Police SUV and got my iPad and brought it back to the waiting room the Police were using as our 'command post'. "Okay," I said, bringing up Myron's data. "Woman's name is Kendra Luskin, as you said. Yoga instructor in the City, as you said. Does yoga classes at Town Fitness Centers once a week, did you know that?"
"Her name didn't ring a bell," Cindy said, "though I know Ariel and Wanda bring in guest instructors frequently."
"She does a yoga class at the University once a week, also." I said. "Part of the 'Life Fitness' P.E. course that a lot of Seniors have to take to graduate."
Just then, the door to the examining room opened. Martha walked out, joined by Police Officer Lydia Green, keeping two-man control of the evidence. Then came a very attractive woman. She was white with long raven-black hair that gently curled down her shoulders and back. She was fairly short, with a powerhouse hourglass shape, somewhat like Teresa's body, but more muscular and toned.
Her legs were very muscular, as was her ass, and the high heel pumps she was wearing made them more shapely. She was wearing a blue dress that clung to her body, showed off her large breasts, and the hem of the dress went halfway down her thighs. There were no tears on her dress, and I observed no scratches on her face or body.
Dr. Yates then came out of the room, followed by Gayle Tunnin and Joanne Warner. "Joanne! Gayle!" I called out. They came into the waiting room. Dr. Yates also came in, knowing I'd want to ask him questions. "What's your report?" I asked.
"We taped the interview if you want to watch it, sir." said Joanne. "She's pretty quiet, doesn't seem all that upset for the moment."
"That's not totally unusual." said Gayle Tunnin of I.A. "It hasn't hit her yet. We wanted to keep her hospitalized overnight for observation, but she declined and said she wants to go home."
"Where is home?" I asked.
"She has an apartment near North Street." said Joanne. "A couple of complexes down from where Cindy's mom lives, where Terry Schultz was murdered." I nodded, remembering the area.
"Before I go back to Headquarters and watch the tape," I said, "anything in the interview stand out to any of you? Including you, Dr. Yates?"
"No sir." said Gayle Tunnin.
"Sir..." started Joanne, then she said 'You'll just have to watch it, sir. Something was just... off... about it. I'm trying to account for the possible emotional trauma, but I couldn't shake the feeling that she was just too calm. It all sounded..."
"Rape victims act in all kinds of ways." said Gayle Tunnin, jumping in. I looked at Dr. Yates.
"She did seem unusually calm." said Dr. Yates. "But like Detective Tunnin said, some victims do seem to be perfectly calm and emotionless, then they fall apart hours later, or the next day."
I nodded, thanked them all, and dismissed them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Thursday, August 10th. I had watched the interview of Kendra Luskin with Cindy in my office, and I could see what Joanne was taking about.
"I see what Joanne is talking about." I said. "She's showing no emotion. There's nothing in her eyes. It all sounds pre-rehearsed."
"I didn't realize rape victims had to act a certain way." Cindy replied. I gave her a Commander-to-Captain glare. To my surprise, she defiantly looked back at me.
"I thought it was interesting how she knew her attacker's full name." I said. Kendra Luskin had named 'Peter Dwayne Gordon' during her interview.
"Joanne asked about that." Cindy replied. "Ms. Luskin said his name had come up at dinner, and she asked what the 'D' stood for, and that he was embarrassed and a bit upset about it when he told her."
"Well, let me bring something else up." I said, getting up from the sofa and going to my desk. I hooked into the TV monitor and brought up a DMV photo. "This is Peter Dwayne Gordon, just turned 24." The picture showed a white man, black-hair styled in a typical style combed to one side with a part, sort of a nerdish-Tony-Romo style. The young man didn't look nerdy, but certainly didn't look aggressive nor manly.
"I'll bet he's an accountant." Cindy said.
"Close." I said. "His degree from the University is in Statistics, from the School of Business as opposed to the School of Mathematics. He worked as an intern for U.S. Senator Richard Nunn's election team of three and four years ago. Then he was hired by a polling company that works exclusively for Senator Nunn, so he's a pollster and number-cruncher. He did a little bit of work for Governor Jared's campaign, but it was just outside polling stuff."
"Political accountant." Cindy said.
"Yes." I said. "Also... how tall is Kendra Luskin?"
"Five-foot-four." said Cindy. "Five-eight in those heels she was wearing."
"Yep." I said. "Peter Gordon is 5'6" tall, per his drivers license, and I'm not sure he didn't tell them an inch or two extra. Pretty slender, slight build from this University Yearbook photo of him that came up."
Just then there was a knock on the door. "Sir, ma'am," said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "They just brought in Peter Gordon. He's going through full booking now."
"Have him put in I-1 when they're done." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:35am, Thursday, August 10th. I was in the anteroom, looking through the one-way glass into Interrogation-1, observing Peter Dwayne Gordon, thoughtfully tapping my red crowbar in my hand. He was short, slender in build, not fat but not toned or strong in any way. He looked scared to death. He was handcuffed to the ring on the table.
"Why has he been handcuffed to the table?" I asked Cindy and Joanne.
"He's a suspect in a violent crime." said Cindy. "Standard procedure."
"I've never heard of that 'standard procedure'," I said acidly, "and I'm the guy that writes them around here. Has he invoked?"
"No sir." said Joanne. "The arresting Officers said he didn't invoke, just asked what was going on. They told him there was a warrant for his arrest. He asked for what, and they told him he'd be informed at the Station. He didn't resist arrest, but complained during booking that they used unnecessary and excessive force in arresting him. They didn't ask him any questions, and said he never stated he was invoking."
"Who were the arresting Officers?" I asked.
"Sergeant Toole and Officer Hendricks." said Cindy. No 'sir' at the end of the statement. I could sense Cindy's anger at something, but damned if I knew what reason she had to be pissed. But she was giving me reason to be pissed. At her.
"All right, go in and talk to him. Unlock him from the frickin' table first, though." I said.
"Sir, he's----" Cindy started. I turned on her.
"Captain," I said, "if that guy is a physical threat to two of the Police Boxing Matches's Final Four, I'll be the most shocked guy on the planet. Furthermore, that was an order, not to be questioned. Do I make myself clear, Captain?"
"Crystal, sir." said Cindy, seeing in my eyes that I was getting more than irritated. At her.
Just then, Chief Moynahan came to the anteroom. "A moment with you, Commander, if you don't mind?" I went out with him and we went into the breakroom.
"Has Commander Harlow shown up here?" asked the Chief.
"I haven't seen her, sir." I said.
"Hmmmm..." said Chief Moynahan, in a manner of talking to himself. "Well, if she does, text me immediately. I'm concerrrrrrned."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to the anteroom, I saw Christina Cho taking a cheek swab from Peter Gordon. I wondered what was going on with that as Captain Ross and Detective Warner sat down opposite Peter. Cindy read Peter his rights from the card and asked if he understood the rights. He did not reply, but asked why he had been arrested.



"Mr. Gordon," said Cindy, "do you know a woman named Kendra Luskin."
"Uh, yes." Peter said. "We went on a date tonight... or last night, I guess. Why?"
"Mr. Gordon," asked Cindy, who was not letting Joanne do the questioning, "what did you do during your date with Ms. Luskin? Where did you go? And your answer needs to be very accurate."
"Uh," said Peter, "we went to dinner at Luigi's, then went to the mall and got ice cream, then..."
"Then?" coaxed Cindy.
"We went up towards Point Hollow and... parked."
"Did you have sex with Ms. Luskin?" asked Joanne. Cindy looked irritated at Joanne's question.
"Er, yes." said Peter.
"Did you force yourself upon her?" asked Cindy.
"No... she was all over me." replied Peter. "She'd grabbed my crotch several times, and she was the one that suggested we go parking at Point Hollow."
"Mr. Gordon," Cindy said, "your story differs substantially from the one Ms. Luskin has told us. Are you sure you don't want to tell us the truth?"
"I am telling you the truth!" said Peter, his voice rising. "Now what is this about? I demand you tell me what this is about!"
"Mr. Gordon," said Cindy, "Ms. Luskin has filed a formal complaint that you forced yourself upon her and raped her."
"What?!" Peter gasped. "That's not true! It was consentual. She initiated it!" Then he got control of himself. "I think... I want a lawyer."
"Why?" asked Cindy. "If you're innocent, why won't you cooperate with us?"
I could not believe what I was hearing. I tapped on the glass... well, I banged on it hard enough to nearly break it. Cindy and Joanne both came out to the anteroom.
"Detective Warner," I said, "help the suspect call an attorney or call the Night Court to get him one here, pronto. Captain, come with me."
We went to the breakroom, where I made a point to slam the door. "What in the fuck was that about?" I growled. "You should know better than that! Hell, I sent you to refresher training at the Police Academy over that shit!"
"May I speak freely, sir?" Cindy asked. I was about to go bonkers.
"No you may not." I said coldly. "This is all formal, and protocol. You're about to get written up. Now what the fuck were you doing in there?"
"I'll say it within protocol, then." said Cindy. "I do not agree with you, sir, that a defendant invoking does not suggest guilt. I'm trying to give this guy a chance to clear himself. Once he invokes, then the legal process takes over, and he won't have a chance."
"And you may have damaged that legal process." I replied. "For God's sake, Captain, I cannot believe what I just heard. Oh, and you do have a warrant for that cheek swab, don't you?"
"No sir." said Cindy. "Or it's part of the arrest warrant, gathering physical characteristics."
"What?!" I gasped, totally stunned. "You know the arrest warrant is not enough, and 'physical characteristics' is nowhere near enough! You have to get a specific warrant for that!"
Cindy said nothing, just looking back at me defiantly. I realized I didn't know what to do or say at the moment.
"Captain," I finally said, "go back to your office or go home. You are not to have contact with the suspect again. At all. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir."
Part 4 - Realization
The Duty Desk called the Night Court to ask for a public defender for Peter Dwayne Gordon. Peter was taken to a holding cell that had a lavatory and a potty, and while I did not think he was a suicide risk, I had him put on suicide watch, which would mean that anyone who tried to speak to him would be observed.
While we waited for an attorney to arrive, I went to my office and began checking up on Peter and Kendra. I found out that Peter's father was a man named Lawrence J. Gordon. He had been a Senior Vice President of Acme Tool & Dye before BOW Enterprises had bought out Acme. He'd also been on several Boards, including Henry R. Wargrave's Acme conglomerate, as well as DynaCorp... and BigAgraFoods.
As to Kendra Luskin, I confirmed that she was a yoga instructor, had a studio in the City that was popular. She also had plenty of money in her several bank accounts, but had very few transactions via the wires or cards, meaning she dealt a lot in cash. I also was having trouble getting her background for more than four years ago. Maybe she was married, or divorced, I thought as I emailed Myron and asked him to find out more about her, as well as about Peter and his father and other family.
I then had a 'vibe'. I accessed the video of the interview with Cindy, Joanne, and Peter, looking for the part I had not seen while talking with the Chief. I was shocked by what I saw:
Christina Cho had come in and Cindy had said "We're going to take a DNA sample with a cheek swab. Please open your mouth."
"Wait." said Peter. "Do I have to do this? You haven't even told me why I was arrested."
"Open your mouth. Now." demanded Cindy. Peter looked uncomfortable, but did so, and Christina took the cheek swab.
I was stunned. This alone could cause the case to be thrown out of Court. But I did my duty: I made sure the evidence was securely backed up so that it could not be destroyed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I looked up, it was nearly 5:00am. I called the Duty Desk and asked when Peter's lawyer had arrived. They said no one had arrived yet. That got my curiosity up. I called the Night Court Clerk myself.
"Hi, this is Commander Troy at Police Headquarters." I said. "We requested a public defender for a suspect about two hours ago, but no one has arrived."
"I'll have to check on that for you, sir." said the Clerk. "I do know the request came in, but I do not know who Judge Nance assigned to the case."
"If Judge Nance is there, can you put me through to him?" I asked.
"He's in session now, sir." said the Clerk. "Can I have him call you back?"
"Yes, please." I said, then made my goodbyes. I went to the Chief's office. Chief Moynahan was there, and he was dozing like a good Cavalry soldier would. When he had me come in, I told him about the Court situation, and also about Cindy's interrogation anomalies.
"Ooooo." he said. "That's bad. Especially for a Captain who knows what she is doing. Have you said anything to her?"
"I told her to have no more contact with the suspect." I said. "I'm not even sure what else to say or do. Her actions are so out of whack that I'm struggling to understand them. I'll be talking to her again in the morning, and see what she says. If I don't like what I hear, I'll have to move it up to your level."
"Keep me apprised of that situation." said the Chief. Just then, his phone rang. The Duty Desk said the public defender was here. It was Dwayne Epstein.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I called the Night Clerk." I said as I watched Epstein talk to Peter Dwayne Gordon in Interrogation-1. "She said that Epstein was assigned out of turn, and that Judge Nance had cited lack of availability of other lawyers. They're not supposed to assign public defenders out of turn like this, but they've done it before, and there's not a whole hell of a lot we can do."
"Can't you complain and ask for another one?" asked the Chief.
 "I could." I said. "But Nance could then delay making a new assignment for hours, and maybe even wait until Epstein comes up in the rotation and assign him then."
"Strange." said Moynahan. "I'll be in my office. Are you going to interrogate the suspect personally?"
"Not right now, if I can help it." I said. "Theo Washington just got here and will go in with Joanne. I'm also going to have Officers go and pick up Kendra Luskin and bring her back in, and also obtain the dress she was in. She should not have been allowed to leave the hospital with it on, but they didn't stop her. My list of training classes is growing by the second..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm telling you," said Peter, trying to control himself, "she initiated it! She was playing with my crotch, she opened my pants, she sucked my dick then asked me to make love to her!"
"How did you feel about that, at the time?" asked Theo Washington.
"I was kind of shocked." said Peter. "I have dates with women, but they usually don't just throw themselves at me like that."
"How did you meet this woman?" asked Joanne.
"Our polling office is at the Mall." Peter said. "She came in one day and gave us coupons to take her yoga class at Town Fitness Centers for free. When I was closing up the place, she was walking by and asked me to walk her to her car, so I did. She asked for my number and I gave it to her and she gave me hers. Then she called me and asked me to take her out for a date, so we went out."
"After you had sex, what happened?" Theo asked.
"She asked me to take her home so she could clean up." Peter said. "So I drove her home."
"Did she invite you inside?" asked Theo.
"No, she said she was tired, and I could call her the next day." said Peter. "Then she got out of the car and went to her apartment."
"Okay, Peter," said Joanne, "here's my problem: Ms. Luskin said you asked her out, that you were aggressive towards her all evening, then you drove her out towards Point Hollow. She said she protested and asked you to take her home, but instead you forced yourself upon her and raped her. And you've got scratches on your arms and neck, which we photographed while you were being booked."
"She scratched my arms while she was coming." said Peter. "She apologized after she did it, said she got carried away! Her fingernails are like talons, too... and if I was trying to attack her, wouldn't she have scratched me a lot more, and on the face to try to stop me?"
The Chief came into the anteroom. "Well, Mr. Crowbarrrrr, what do you think?"
"I think we've got to take a step back and get a hold of this." I said. I banged on the one-way glass, and Joanne and Theo came out. "Put him in a holding cell. Tell his lawyer we're going to feed him breakfast before we have any more interrogations. When you have Kendra Luskin brought in, make sure the dress she was wearing is brought in as evidence." Joanne and Theo left the anteroom. Officer Meir escorted Peter to his holding cell.
"You seem dissatisfied, Mr. Crowbar." said Moynahan, obviously trying to draw out my thoughts. I allowed him to succeed.
"No, I'm not." I said. "Did you see Kendra Luskin at the Hospital?"
"No, she was still being examined when I left." said the Chief.
"She's a yoga instructor. Well toned, muscular. And this guy is not only not physically imposing, he's not exactly aggressive in his demeanor, either."
"Doesn't mean he couldn't find a way to commit the crime." said the Chief.
"I know." I said. "But I'm tellin' ya, Chief, this one is... off." Then I declared what I was certain about: "I don't think he did it, Chief. I think she's setting him up."
"Why?" asked the Chief.
"That's what I have to find out." I replied, my mind going into a deep reverie...
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Conflicts
6:00am, Thursday, August 10th. Captain Teresa Croyle came into Headquarters expecting to see a few Night Shift personnel, and some Day Shift people working out. Instead she found a busy MCD, many Uniformed Officers milling about, and the Police Chief and Police Commander in their offices. So she did the natural thing: she reported in to her boss, the Police Commander.
"Come in!" I said in response to the knock on my door. I looked up to see Teresa enter the office. "Good morning, Captain. There's some coffee in the pot, though I won't vouch for its freshness."
"I'll make a new pot." Teresa said. She did so, and as it percolated she sat down in the hot chair. "So, sir... what's going on?"
"We had a report of a rape." I said. "The woman was examined at the Hospital, and her statement was taken. An arrest was made based upon her information, but the guy was totally stunned. He said the sex was consentual."
"Hoo boy." Teresa said. "A 'he said, she said' case."
"Yes." I said. "But get this: Deputy Chief Harlow was at the Hospital, and refused to leave until the Chief showed up and kicked her out. I.A. Detective Tunnin also was there when I arrived."
"She was kind of our rape specialist before she went to I.A." said Teresa.
"True, and I'm somewhat excusing her appearance." I said. "But then Captain Ross made two egregious errors during the interrogation of the suspect." When I explained what Captain Ross had done, Teresa's eyes widened in surprise.
"Shit." she said. "And after you sent her back to the Academy... and I went with her." She then looked at me. "Have you told the Chief?"
"Yes." I said. "Bad news does not get better with age."
Teresa nodded. "Is she here?"
"I don't know." I said. "I told her to not have any further contact with the suspect. I told her to go to her office or go home."
"With your permission, sir," said Teresa, rising to her feet, "I'll go check her office now." I dismissed her to perform that task.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am. "Fox Two News is following the news of the arrest of Peter Dwayne Gordon last night. He is accused of forcibly raping a woman he was on a date with. The name of the victim is being withheld by KXTC Fox Two News." The last sentence was said very sanctimoniously, as if the Media were dong some great, noble thing.
"Peter Gordon is the son of Lawrence J. Gordon, a wealthy businessman and Board Member of several companies." said Bettina. "Peter Gordon is a statistician for a polling company, and has done work for U.S. Senator Bill Nunn as well as Governor Val Jared. Police arrested Peter Gordon last night, and he remains in custody pending an initial hearing."
"And in other news," Bettina said, "Governor Val Jared met with FBI Assistant Director Dana Fox yesterday." As tape rolled of the Governor and AD Fox sitting and talking in an obvious Media photo-op, Bettina said: "The Governor has been very vocal in wanting the FBI to investigate allegations of criminal cover-up in the murder of Larry Wheeler, a BigAgraFoods employee, and also investigating U.S. Senator Samuel Russell's involvement in that cover-up. An aide to Senator Russell committed suicide before the SBI could arrest him, and the Governor wants the FBI to find more answers."
Bettina continued: "Senator Russell made a statement to the press in response to the Governor's meeting with the FBI. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Russell speaking from within the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C. "The FBI needs to be concentrating on the cyber-terrorist group that calls itself 'The Guardians of Justice'," said the Senator, "and not listening to the whining rants of the mentally incompetent Governor of the State. I seriously believe Val Jared is not of sound mind in discussing out loud his wild accusations of conspiracy theories."
Back to Bettina: "And according to Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling, Governor Jared is at 41% popularity, off his lows but still very negative. Senator Russell is at 51%, while Senator Nunn is at 46%. Locally, Commander Troy's popularity has dipped to 76% from his all-time high of 96% last Spring, after he was wounded by a gunshot to his back. Now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Thank you Bettina!" said Nick. "Fox Two Sports is following the Bulldogs' summer camp. Head Football Coach Ted Thrasher is very optimistic for this season, saying the Bulldogs have rebuilt solidly from the disaster of two years ago, and gained valuable experience last year! The players look forward to competing for the Conference title, and believe that even a National title is within their grasp..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"National title?" I said scornfully. "Have the Bulldogs not looked down towards Tuscaloosa, Alabama? Detective Parker, what is the name of that pro-level football team that pretends to be a college team?"
"That would be the University of Alabama, sir." said Detective Teddy Parker. "But Ole Miss is gonna bust 'em up this year!"
"Sir!" said Detective Joanne Warner fearlessly, "are the Bulldogs going to do to the Wildcats what Alabama is going to do to Ole Miss?" Wow, three birds with one stone, I thought to myself. Joanne is getting good at this trash talk game!
"Commander, my Police partner must be smoking something." said Detective Theo Washington, though with his 'movie star handsome' grin. "And it must've been from a bad, bad stash."
"I could not agree more." I said, knowing Theo's cousin Jamaal Washington was a Sophomore wide receiver for my Wildcats. "Wildcats rule!... until they don't."
At this moment, I noticed that MCD went quiet as two Captains walked in, one carrying a green crowbar.
Cindy's uniform was pressed and as sharp as I'd seen it in months; not a damn thing I could lock her heels over. But she was totally silent, not joining the banter about the football teams at all. Teresa had come in with her, and was also pensive.
"Okay, guys." I said. "False News is over until 8:00am. Let's get started. I can already tell this rape case is going to be big in the Media."
"How do you know that, sir?" asked Theo.
"Bettina's already reported the suspect's name and the name of his father." I replied. "PDQ, if you ask me."
"Sir," said Joanne, "how did Bettina know at all? Did you release the Duty Logs yet?"
"No, I haven't." I said. I always reviewed the Duty Logs before letting them be released for public, i.e. Media, consumption. "Logically, I'd guess they learned about the warrant that was issued by the Court for Gordon's arrest."
Just then, Chief Moynahan came into MCD. After pouring his cup of coffee, he said "Good morning everyone. Fortify yourselves with coffee and let's get going early. Peter Gordon's arraignment is at 9:00am, and I'm already getting phone calls from the Sheriff and the D.A. about it. Commander, Captain Ross, come to my office now. Detectives Warner and Washington, be ready to brief me on anything I want to know about it by 8:00am..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Captain Ross," said the Chief after he had us sit down in his office. "I understand you may have made things a bit difficult for our legal beagles last night." Cindy gave a sideways glance at me, which I did not return.
"The Commander did the proper thing and kept me advised of a problem that came up." said the Chief, having observed Cindy's glance. "I have long been worried about the nepotism in your situation, and I was actually quite relieved that the Commander discussed it with me."
The Chief continued: "But this is not the Catholic Church, so voluntary confession of our sins is not required; it's up to the Defense to discover it and make hay with it. If they do, so be it. But until then, Captain, I concur with the Commander's orders that you not have further contact with the suspect."
"Yes sir." Cindy said, her voice quiet and on the meek side.
"Okay, we'll move along, then." said the Chief. "We have a meeting with the D.A. and the Sheriff at 9:00am, the same time they'll be arraigning Gordon---- yes, Commander?"
"Sir, will you excuse me for a moment?" I said. "I just realized there's something important I need to do, and it can't wait."
"The restroom is down the back hall to the left." said the Chief in a jovial manner. "Go ahead, both of you. We'll talk later."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting back to my office, I checked to see if I.A. was listening in. At the moment they weren't. I got out my personal cellphone and made a call.
"Hi Mike." I said to Mike G. Todd, of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, formerly of Grove & Partners, P.C. in Apple Grove, "I need a favor. The Court went out of order to put Dexter Epstein on the Peter D. Gordon rape case. Would you defend him at the preliminary hearing, and don't give 'em an inch? I'll pay you myself if I have to..."
"Sure." said Mike. "I'll spot you the hearing, and we'll talk about the rest of it later."
As I hung up the phone, I felt relief that Peter Gordon would get proper legal representation. Dexter Epstein couldn't defend a little old lady from a jaywalking charge. Then I used the bug-checker, and the green light lit up, showing I was being listened in on. My feeling of relief dissipated.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I sent Joanne Warner and several Uniformed Officers to escort Christina Cho to Kendra Luskin's apartment, to bring Kendra in for more questions, and for Christina to secure the dress (yes, it's blue, make of that what you will).
At 8:00am, the KSTD newscast began. Cindy, Teresa and I were watching, and it was as disgusting a spectacle as I have ever seen:
"This is John Hardwood, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning! We're bringing you coverage of the brutal rape of a woman last night. Police arrested Peter Dwayne Gordon, an employee of Clear Call Polling, who has worked on the campaigns of U.S. Senator Bill Nunn and Governor Val Jared. We have with us Lawrence J. Gordon, Peter's father, who would like to make a statement."
"Thank you, John." said Lawrence J. Gordon. "I am here to denounce my son Peter Gordon for his despicable crime. His mother and I are humiliated, ashamed, and disgusted with his behavior. We did not raise this person to be a rapist. I encourage Law Enforcement and the Justice System to prosecute Peter to the fullest extent allowable, and once he is found guilty, to punish him as severely as is allowed by Law."
"That fucking bastard." Teresa gasped. "Throwing his own son under the bus?"
"Well, Peter did rape that woman." Cindy replied. "That's gotta be humiliating for his father."
"That hasn't been proved, not by a longshot." I said angrily, shocked at Cindy's words. But my reaction was nothing compared to the appearance of 'Teresa Cunt' in my office.
"Guilty or not, for a father to do that to a son is horrible!" Teresa exclaimed. "How can you even say that? Jesus fucking Christ!... oh my God." She got up. "Commander, if you'll excuse me..." She fled the room.
"What's with her?" Cindy asked as I got up and closed the office door behind Teresa. I looked down at Cindy.
"Perhaps you have forgotten," I said, "what Teresa's father said to her the night Teresa's sister was killed by a drunk driver. And now Teresa just watched that bastard publicly denounce his own son. In her own way, she was thrown under the bus, and I understand how she is feeling right now."
"Oh." Cindy said. "Yeah, I didn't realize. I guess I better go apologize..."
"Before you do," I said, taking off my badge and putting it on the desk, "put your badge on the desk. Let's talk." Cindy did so. I checked with the bug-detector; they were listening in.
"LISTEN, YOU FUCKING I.A. BUGGERS!" I shouted. "STOP LISTENING RIGHT NOW, OR I WILL COME DOWN THERE AND BEAT DOWN EVERY ONE OF YOUR GOD-DAMNED ASSES!" I slammed the top of my desk with my crowbar to emphasize the point, which made Cindy jump. The green light on my detector went off.
"Okay." I said. "What's going on with you? Your behavior is not normal for you, much less for a Police Captain, and you're making huge mistakes. So what's going on? Problems at home?"
"No sir." said Cindy. "I really did forget about Teresa and her father's comment to her, and I'll make that up to her."
"And the rest of it?" I asked. "Your conduct was so inexcusable that I had to report it to the Chief. Now come on, Cindy! What is the problem, here?"
"I have no answer for you, sir." said Cindy, her voice formal. "I made mistakes. I'll work to overcome them."
"Are you able to?" I asked, a bit harshly. "You just said Gordon was guilty, and I'll tell you right now: I'm not so sure of that. Is there a reason for your being so convinced?"
"No sir." said Cindy. "He's not guilty until he's convicted after his fair trial, of course. May I be excused, sir?"
I didn't know what else to say, so I said "Yeah. Pick up your badge and get the hell out of here. Go apologize to Teresa." Cindy picked up her badge and got out.
My computer chimed. Martha had just emailed her report. I read it with interest. Martha said that Kendra Luskin had no obvious bruising, no tears or signs of forced sex in her vaginal or anal areas, no scratches or bruises anywhere on her body to show that she'd been held down or forced to have sex. Her fingernails had some of Peter's skin underneath, but no large amounts that a rape victim might scratch off a rapist.
This was almost a slam dunk that he's innocent, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's okay." Teresa said as Cindy sat down on her loveseat sofa. "I let that news report get to me, and I jumped you. It's my fault."
"No, I should've been more sensitive to how you would feel about it." said Cindy. "I'm still not sure why I wasn't more aware in there."
"Anything bothering you?" asked Teresa. "This case, maybe?"
"I dunno." Cindy said. "Maybe after what happened to Jenna, I'm sensitive to it?"
"I don't know." Teresa said. "But I was looking at the tape of the interrogation last night. Girl, what were you thinking?"
"You going to start in on me, too?" Cindy said. "The Commander's already gone to the Chief about it."
"I'm not starting in on you about what happened." said Teresa. "But speaking frankly, you put Don in a bad position. He had no choice but to tell the Chief, especially because y'all are so close."
Cindy was looking rather darkly at Teresa, so Teresa tried a new tack: "Look. I saw it on the tape, and that means the lawyers can, and will, see it, too. Dexter Epstein doesn't know his ass from a hole in the ground, but competent legal representation will see it, and may try to do something with it. At the least, if Don says nothing and it blows up, then he's going to get his ass reamed, and then he can't be a buffer for what they'll bring down on you. In its own weird way, Don is protecting you by taking it to the Chief."
"Tough love, huh?" Cindy said "Yeah, I guess I put him in a bad position."
Teresa said no more. She was not understanding Cindy's attitude at the moment, which was seeming disinterest that her actions had caused her Police Commander problems.
There was a knock on the door. Both women were surprised to see Chief Emeritus Griswold come into the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Thursday, August 10th. I drove Chief Moynahan and Captain Ross in my Police SUV to City Hall, where the District Attorney's offices were. Yes, we could've walked, but if an emergency situation arose, we needed the vehicle nearby.
As we walked into the office of D.A. Gil Krasney, I was shocked to see who else was in the room. State Attorney Jenna Stiles, Cindy's former fiancée, was there, as was Deputy Chief Della Harlow. ADA Paulina Patterson, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Charles T. Oswald were also there.
"Massive gathering for a case." I whispered to the Chief and Cindy as we approached the door. The Chief barked a laugh. Cindy said nothing.
"Come on in, guys." said D.A. Krasney, sitting at the far end head of the table. "Have a seat." The Sheriff was sitting at the near end. The Chief sat to his left, and I sat one seat forward, to the Chief's left. To my left was Paulina.
That forced Cindy to sit to the Deputy Sheriff's right... and Jenna Stiles's left. Their greeting was cordial, but stiff and formal. Della Harlow was to Jenna's right... and next to the D.A. If this were a formal dinner setting, I thought to myself, Laura and I would both be miffed at Della Harlow's 'superior' seat placement.
"Okay," said the D.A. "I want to get our ducks in a row on this rape case. I'm already getting calls from the Press and from politicians about it."
"Mr. Krasney," I said, "How did these people find out about this so quickly? The guy hasn't even been arraigned yet, or is being arraigned right about now... and you're already hearing from people about it?"
"I don't know how they found out, Commander." said Krasney, not happy to have been asked that 'impertinent' question. "I just know that they have. It's a sensitive issue, too. The suspect's father went on TV and denounced his own son, called him guilty! That's going to hurt our jury pool. So, what have you guys got on this?"
The Chief and I looked at Cindy, who said "We've followed standard procedures. Rape kit at the Hospital. Ms. Luskin was interviewed by the trauma psychiatrist, and we have that on videotape. We brought the suspect in for questioning, and he admitted to having sex with her, but said it was consentual." She stopped, even though I was peering at her.
When it became clear that Cindy was going to say no more, I said "He said a lot more than that. He said she had him drive up the road towards Point Hollow, and that she initiated the sex."
"So then why would she go to the Hospital and accuse him of raping her?" Della Harlow said, harshly.
"That's what I'm looking into now." I said.
"What do you mean by that statement?" Jenna Stiles said, peering at me. Her question was an accusation.
"Exactly what I just said." I replied strongly. "I am looking into the reasons for the absolute disparity between their stories. And there is plenty to look at. Have y'all seen Martha's report of her examination of Ms. Luskin? I read it before we came here this morning. No injuries consistent with a violent confrontation or rape."
"Martha is not a doctor, nor a psychiatrist." Jenna shot back.
"Like hell, she's not." I said. "She's a doctor, anyway. And Dr. Yates is the psychiatrist, whose report I eagerly await."
"Doesn't prove anything." said Harlow angrily.
"It definitely creates reasonable doubt." I said. "At least enough for me to investigate if Luskin has reason to make a false accusation."
"Typical man." said Jenna Stiles. "Blaming the victim for the rape."
"Now that's just wrong!" yelled Deputy Chief Oswald. "Commander Troy did no such thing!"
"Sounded like he did, to me." Della shot back.
"You forget yourself, Ms. Harlow." said Chief Moynahan. "The Chief Deputy outranks you, as does Commander Troy. Not to mention that you're not a Detective, and your presence here is baffling to meeeee."



"All right, guys." said Sheriff Allgood. "Let's work through this. Commander Troy, do you have any evidence to suggest this is not a rape?"
"I have Martha's report." I said. "I expect to get more physical evidence when Ms. Luskin's dress is brought in and examined. Why it was not secured at the Hospital, I don't know, but we're correcting that."
Then I said "Also, there are observations I've made that are circumstantial in nature. This woman Kendra Luskin is a yoga instructor. She's very well-toned. Peter Gordon, by way of contrast, looks physically weak, and from what I've seen of him, he acts mentally weak. Yes, I know, he might still find a way to assault her. But she has no marks, no bruises, no rope burns, nothing to suggest she was forced to do anything she did not want to do."
"So yes," I concluded, "I have doubts that he committed the crime here, and with the man's life on the line here, I am definitely going to investigate this so-called 'victim'."
I could feel the hostility in the room... all directed at me. Jenna Stiles was staring daggers at me, and Della Harlow had a look between hatred and a smirk on her face. What does she know? I wondered to myself. But I also felt the agitation from the D.A., and from the Sheriff. Chief Deputy Oswald and Paulina Patterson looked much less hostile. Cindy... had an inscrutable look on her face, not unlike what I'd seen from Teresa from time to time.
"Well, Commander," said D.A. Krasney, "if you can find something that exonerates Mr. Gordon, be sure to let him know. In the meantime, he's being arraigned, and Dexter Epstein is his representation."
I was not able to wipe the smirk off my face in time. I heard Cindy chuckle quietly; she had seen my face, and knew I was up to something. Paulina was starting to catch on, as well. D.A. Krasney began to realize something wasn't right, but didn't know what it was.
"All right, all right." said Krasney, finally. "Anyway, the point of this meeting was a coordinated response to what the Press is ginning up. Let's please not talk to the Press, nor leak to the Press. I'm going to put out a statement after the arraignment that the investigation is continuing, and we'll have no more to say until the trial. Can I get the Police Department to agree to just not comment?"
I just shrugged my shoulders. The Chief said "The Iron Crowbar never comments to the Press in the first place. And I'll drop a brick on the Press Relations people." He was looking straight at Della Harlow, and I knew that he meant Harlow as well as Briscoe.
Part 6 - Investigational Aspects
"I just don't get it." I said as we drove back to Police Headquarters.
"What's that, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief, who was riding shotgun.
"That meeting." I said. "It's way too soon to be having a meeting like that. And the sheer speed of the Press inquiries about it? It's almost like..." I went into a reverie as we pulled into the parking lot.
"Like?" asked the Chief.
"Er, nothing, Chief." I said.
"I want to know why Deputy Chief Harrrrlow was therrrre." drawled the Chief. "There really was no reason for her to be there at all."
"Part of the plan." I replied unconsciously. "Part of the plan." Then, realizing I'd said more than intended, I asked "What did you observe about that meeting, Captain Ross?"
"I would think," Cindy stated, as we got out of my SUV and walked to the entrance to the Station, "that ADA Patterson would be handling this case, or in the lead of it. But State Attorney Stiles is already involved."
"Emphasis on 'already'." I replied. "She found out very fast, as well."
"She told me the D.A. called her into the meeting," said Cindy, "and she only found out the details just before we got there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's in Interrogation-Alpha." said Joanne Warner. "She has a lawyer with her."
"Did you get the dress?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "It may have a semen stain on it. Here's a photo of it." As I looked at the photo on Joanne's Police iPhone, I was shocked... one of the straps was torn almost off.
"Let's go look at them." I said. We went to I-A, and I looked in. Kendra was dressed in a white, red, and black blouse that was strained by her large breasts in her underwire bra, extremely tight-fitting blue jeans, and black high heel pumps.
The lawyer was a woman about Kendra's age, dressed in a gray business suit. Blonde hair in a relatively short style, similar to Molly Evans's color and hairstyle. But this woman was not as in-shape as Molly; she was just beginning to become 'big'. The lawyer looked familiar, but I couldn't place exactly where I'd seen her before.
"What's the attorney's name?" I asked.
"Her name is Gwen Munson." said Joanne. "She's from Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., a law firm in the City."
"And she's here mighty quickly." I said.
"Sir, Ms. Luskin could've called her last night." said Joanne.
"Oh, I know, I know." I said. "And I'm not saying she's wrong to have an attorney when Police are involved in her life right how. But lawyers are expensive, so riddle me this: why does Ms. Luskin think she needs a lawyer so quickly?" Joanne became quiet as she thought about that.
Meanwhile, I walked back to my office, then called in Theo Washington and Teddy Parker. "Guys, I need you to move very quickly. I need you to interview these people that were at the Hospital and saw Kendra Luskin. I need sworn statements as to the condition of Ms. Luskin's dress last night. Don't lead the witnesses, just get them to say what they remember. Theo, you'll take my statement now."
I gave my affidavit, a sworn statement, that Kendra Luskin's dress was not damaged at all at the Hospital. It had to have been damaged since, perhaps deliberately. The Defense would, or should, have a field day with this, if others remembered her dress as not being torn...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, I have some new stuff for you." said Myron Milton as he came into my office. I had him sit down on a hot chair.
"Before you say anything," I said, "be advised that Internal Affairs has been trying to listen in on virtually every conversation I am having."
"Noted, sir." said Myron. "This information was obtained legally, and through public records. I managed to put together a lot of Kendra Luskin's past."
"Okay, what do you have?" I asked.
"As you know, she has a yoga studio in the City. Pretty affluent clientele." said Myron. "And there's a lot of cash flow through there... in numbers that don't seem right. Could be money laundering or something like that."
"Okay." I said. "Anything from her earlier life?"
"As far as I can tell, she's never been married." said Myron. "She's originally from Texas, born in Houston, as far as a birth certificate record shows. A drivers license and renewals of it in her name were obtained, all from the Houston area, all with photos that are definitely her. I did find one interesting record through the Texas Tax Authority... she worked for one year for the group that does the 'Miss Physical America' competitions...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I strode into Town Fitness Centers with Cindy, Theo Washington, and Roy McGhillie from Vice. We went into the co-ed areas, where Ariel and Wanda, Cindy's partners that ran the gym, were waiting for us.
After introductions, I said "Let's find an office to talk in." We all went into Wanda's office, which was the one in which I had the secret meeting with Coach Erskine Marshall (Author's note: 'The Murdered Football Player', Ch. 02.).
"Ladies," I asked, "do you recognize this woman?" I showed them the DMV photo of Kendra Luskin that I'd uploaded to my Police iPhone.
"No." said Ariel.
"I've seen her before." said Wanda. "She was in the 'Miss Physical America' group, but one of the side divisions, like I was. Yoga division, maybe?"
Cindy said "Sir, Ariel and I were in the main division. It was like beauty contests, like 'Miss Universe', but where fitness was the key factor. There was a senior division, where Wanda competed, though Wanda was hot enough to compete in our division, and did. They had other divisions, though, that didn't tour with us."
Wanda added: "There was a yoga division, where the women went through yoga routines, some as individual, some as teams. Closest thing to it I can think of is choreographed cheerleading or dancing competitions. I think this woman was in that division. I don't remember her name, or much about her, though. I think she washed out after one year."
"Who can I talk to that might remember this woman?" I asked.
"Millie." said Cindy. "She's like the housemother to all the girls on the road. If she's still with them, she'd be the most likely one to give you information." Ariel and Wanda nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy called the company and got Millie on the phone for me. Millie sounded elderly. I was on speaker-phone, and Theo was the only other person in the room at the time.
"Ma'am," I said, after explaining my reason for calling, "do you remember Kendra Luskin?"
"Oh yes, I certainly do." said Millie. "She was in the yoga group. Wonderful athlete, but a real bitch, excuse my language."
"What can you tell me about her?" I asked.
"She was a very aggressive woman." said Millie. "Very competitive, and didn't make very many friends. She only lasted one year. We had to let her go."
"For what?" I asked.
"It, er, came to our attention that Ms. Luskin was taking money for sex. She also was having sex with one of the judges, which of course influenced the outcomes of the competitions."
"I'm sure it did." I said. "Ma'am, did Ms. Luskin ever accuse anyone of rape?"
"Not while she was with us." said Millie. "But I heard that she made a sexual harassment complaint against that judge after she was fired. The company settled, and the insurance paid out the money. But the man involved refused to settle, and fought it out in Court."
Theo and I looked at each other. "Thank you, ma'am." I said. After disconnecting, I put the recording of the conversation into evidence servers.
"Well, Theo," I said, "what did you think of that?"
"Sir, may I speak freely?" Theo asked, surprising me.
"Uh, you can't say it within protocol?" I asked.
"No sir." said Theo.
"Go ahead, then."
"Sir," started Theo, "I don't know what happened between Captain Ross and the suspect Gordon. But I do know she told Joanne she's upset that the victim is being investigated harder than the suspect." Theo had wanted to 'speak freely' because he was talking about a higher-ranking Officer, I realized.
"How does Joanne feel about it?" I asked.
"Joanne is my partner, and we work well together." said Theo. "I'll never be as brilliant as you, sir, in solving cases by observing, deducting, and putting things together. I do think I'm pretty good at being a bloodhound, and solving cases by plain old police work. Joanne, she's got a chance to be like you. She sees things, too. And what I'm getting to, sir, is that we both think something's not right about this case, and neither does Parker."
I nodded. "Okay, thanks for telling me. And by the way, Theo," I said, making sure to look him in the eye, "you're doing just fine with your 'plain old police work'. Keep it up; just make sure you do solve the cases with that old-school police work." Theo grinned, and we left the room to join the others.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Thursday, August 10th. As soon as I got back to Headquarters, I was called into the Chief's office. He had me sit down.
"So, how did the interview with the victim go?" asked the Chief.
"I didn't do it in person, but I watched, then re-watched the tape." I said. "She was consistent. Everything she said dovetailed with her statements at the Hospital last night. And like last night, she showed no emotion at all. None. I can understand her being in shock last night, but today... nothing behind her eyes."
"Unfortunately," said the Chief, "that's not exactly admissible as evidence in Court."
"No sir, it's not." I said. "What is going to be admissible, is the blue dress Ms. Luskin wore last night. It was torn when we confiscated it, and Ms. Luskin said that Peter Gordon tore it when he attacked her. She signed a sworn statement to that effect."
"Sounds pretty damning for Mr. Gorrrrdon." said the Chief.
"Except, sir," I said, "that I have four affidavits that say Ms. Luskin's dress was not torn when she was at the Hospital. Martha the M.E., Dr. Yates, Christina Cho, and Officer Lydia Green are the four persons. Oh yeah, I'm the fifth; I know Luskin's dress was not torn at the Hospital. I observed it when I saw her coming out of the exam room."
"Interesting." said the Chief, partly to himself. "Any other witnesses?"
"I.A. Detective Tunnin was asked, and said she didn't recall." I said. "Deputy Chief Harlow said she thought Ms. Luskin's dress was torn... but then would not sign a written and sworn statement to that effect when she was asked to."
"Hmmmmmmm." said the Chief. "And speaking of Ms. Harlow, I had a discussion with her this morning. What I am about to tell you is private, just as my conversation with her was."
"Hold on, sir." I said. I got out the bug-detector and went around the room. The green light glowed brightly. "It won't be private, sir." I said. "I.A. is listening in."
"So that's how you knew, and shouted at them this morning." said the Chief. "They didn't like that."
"They're going to like it even less if they keep the shit up, Chief." I replied. "If I can't have a private conversation with other Officers, much less the Chief of Police, about personnel matters, then we have a serious, serious problem, here."
"I know." said the Chief. He picked up the phone and made a call. "You guys stop listening in on my conversation with the Commander." he said. When I checked again, the green light did not come on.
"Okay." said the Chief. "About Ms. Harrrrrrlowwww. I asked her why she was at the meeting with the D.A. this morning. She said that she was asked to attend by D.A. Krasney and State Attorney Stiles. I asked her why she didn't tell me, and she said she didn't see me in my office, and that I'd be at the meeting anyway, and would know then."
"And what else, Chief?" I asked, very certain.
The Chief peered at me. "Not much gets by you, Mr. Crowbarrr. Maybe you've got my office bugged?"
"No sir." I said, very seriously. "But you are not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded."
"Heh heh heh heh." barked the Chief. "No, I'm not. Okay, here's the full meal deal. Ms. Harlow said that she went to the Hospital and also to the meeting because she believes you are a misogynist, and that you would not take Ms. Luskin's story seriously. She said that your in-depth investigation of Ms. Luskin, and Mr. Milton's work at your request, is proof of her concerrrrns."
"Geeez!" I gasped. "First, how does she know what I asked Myron to do? Second, where does she get off calling me a misogynist?"
"I don't know about the Myron part." said Chief Moynahan. "But I do know she went to IG Wellman, and claimed that Teddy Parker was a racist and that you were covering up for him, and then she told Wellman she thought you were a misogynist, and automatically against women no matter what the facts of the case were. She spoke to him immediately after the D.A.'s meeting this morning, and asked IG Wellman to talk to Ms. Stiles. They want you removed from the case entirely."
"What did the IG say?" I asked.
"He said he'd monitor the situation, but would not pull you off any cases unless and until he had proof of malfeasance on your part. Then he called me." replied the Chief. "And by the way, I can't twist Ms. Harlow's cap around like I want to, because she went to the IG, and she would just file a sex discrimination case against me, and you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's bad, Commander."
The words were uttered by attorney Mike G. Todd. He was sitting in my office. I had turned on the bug-killer, having made a 'memorandum for the record' that my conversation with him was protected by attorney-client privilege. I.A. could pound sand, as far as I was concerned.
"Tell me." I said.
"First," said Mike, "Judge Nance was totally shocked when I appeared as Peter's attorney. He started interrogating me about who was paying me, and I told him I was taking this one pro bono for this hearing. He was pissed at that, too." Mike grinned as he remembered how pissed Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance had been.
Mike continued: "I thought Nance was going to have a heart attack when I refused to waive the preliminary hearing. But then he went ballistic when I asked that he recuse himself and that another judge be assigned to the case, citing him assigning Epstein out of turn. I'm glad you got those Court records; Nance was about to throw me in jail, and would have if I didn't have them."
"He was going to throw you into my jails." I said with a grin. Mike grinned, as well.
"Yes sir." said Mike. "Anyway, to my surprise Nance did recuse himself. I thought we'd get Judge Watts, but Folsom took the case himself. Again, I waived nothing, and we have the hearing Monday."
"Good." I said. "What happened about bail?"
"Well..." Mike said, sitting back with a Cheshire Cat grin, "I went through the motions, just like you said to do." I grinned, as well.
"Who was the Prosecutor?" I asked.
"For the hearing before Nance, it was ADA Savannah Fineman." said Mike G. Todd. "She's Solicitor Miriam Walters's main assistant, and sometimes handles arraignments. But when we were transferred to Folsom, State Attorney Jenna Stiles came in. And she was like a caged tiger. She fought us the whole way. She wanted no bail at all, saying Peter had no ties to the community, his parents live in the City, etc. I said he had a business here, lived here, and all that, but Folsom denied bail. He did say he would reconsider bail after the preliminary hearing."
"Okay." I said, nodding, my eyes growing introspective. "Okay." I picked up my phone and called the Duty Desk. "Did Peter Dwayne Gordon get sent to County Jail after his arraignment? Or did he come back here?"
"Here, sir." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "You put him on suicide watch, and we handle those better here."
"Okay, thanks." I said. Hanging up, I said to Mike "Okay, Mike, I appreciate it. So, let's talk pay arrangements for you. I'm not rich, but I can give you a retainer up to $100,000---"
"Commander," said Mike, "I appreciate it, but I don't have to be the Iron Crowbar to see that this guy is being railroaded. This one's on me, though if you help defray expenses, I'll be grateful."
"Consider it done." I said. "Keep good records and receipts. So what's next?"
"The hearing is on Monday." said Mike. "Nine o'clock a.m. It'll be our chance to challenge the evidence before we go to trial. But I'll tell you now, it's not likely we're going to get the charges tossed, unless you find something really big. It'll go to trial. And I'm going to play the card you're suggesting... when they try to get bail denied, I'll agree... in exchange for a fair and speedy trial."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30pm, Captain Teresa Croyle came to my office. I had her come in and sit in a hot chair.
"Whaddya got?" I asked. I used the bug-detector; the light glowed brightly. "And we're being listened to by I.A., so be aware."
"Wow, those pricks are getting on my nerves." said Teresa. "Having said that, I wish to God we had that kind of bugging in Midtown, when I was in I.A. there. There was some serious trash in the MPD back then."
"Which Chief Frank Soltis and his people are doing a very good job of rooting out." I said. "But I've got this Police Department to worry about. Whassup?"



"As you know," Teresa said, "I hear things from Officers, which they hear on the streets. There's some things going on. First, those thug groups, the ones that were wearing the red shirts at the Council meeting and during the attack on President Jefferson's statue... some of them have been meeting with Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex. Very publicly. On the University Campus, and at Ronald Reagan Park."
"I hope they're working on their disc golf games." I said.
"I have enough problems with them throwing things." Teresa shot back, making me grin in concession of the point. "Anyway, Sergeant DeLong got word that there's a betting line going on... on how long before you leave the Police Force, either by being fired or resigning."
"What's the over/under?" I asked.
"Sir, this isn't funny, it's---"
I held up a hand. "The question is serious." I said. "What's the line?"
"Two months." said Teresa.
I nodded. "I wonder if they'll take bets from me... I can game the system." Teresa did not grin at the joke. "I'm just kidding, Captain. Geez, everyone's so tense these days..."
"That's part three of what I was going to tell you." Teresa said. "The Police Force is becoming aware of the problems between you, Commander Harlow, the Chief, and Captain Ross over this rape case. And such problems cause the Rank and File to get nervous. In addition, there's some divided opinion on this rape case, of the same nature as the Police leadership and the politicians are divided over."
"Thanks for telling me." I said. After a moment, I said "Teresa, how's your riot control plans?"
"They've done pretty well, so far." Teresa replied.
'And training?" I asked.
"The SWAT guys are in good shape." Teresa replied. "We got in some good training before the ticket crackdown, and we're gearing that back up now. As always, the problem is manpower if something really big happens. I've had meetings with the Nextdoor County Police and the State Patrol in this region of the State, but if 5000 University students decide to riot... it could get ugly."
"Keep that training and coordination up." I said. "And I want you and your people to work on specific plans if City Hall, the Courthouse, or Police HQ come under attack. And then if any building comes under attack, like the Community Center, or a building on Campus, and such."
"Sir?" Teresa said, stunned. "Are you expecting something to happen?"
"I hope I'm wrong." I said. "But there is something going on around here... and I'd rather be over-prepared for nothing than be caught short."
Part 7 - Turn of an Unfriendly Card
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 11th, from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that the 'Guardians of Justice' have released another huge batch of files!"
Bettina started: "This latest batch of documents could be the most devastating the Guardians of Justice have released to this point, and they are making a nationwide impact. They first assert that Larry Wheeler was a whistleblower that had evidence of BigAgraFoods's plans to control the foodstuffs of the Nation. The GOJ also released emails among the company's top leadership that discussed what to do about Wheeler, who ended up murdered. Additionally, the documents show communications between the top leadership of BigAgraFoods and Republican Senator Samuel Russell just before and after the murder of Mr. Wheeler, again discussing Mr. Wheeler being a whistleblower."
"But worse for the U.S. Government," said Bettina, "the Guardians of Justice have released documents showing the U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms congratulating Federal and local officials in New Orleans for confiscating guns from law-abiding citizens in New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. These leaked documents also show that the U.S. Government more recently planned to confiscate guns from law-abiding citizens during any riots that might have occurred if white supremacists and black militants had engaged in hostilities. As you know, our Commander Donald Troy has been credited with helping the FBI break up these militant groups and averting possible disaster."
"The NRA has filed FOIA requests for the documents that have been leaked by the Guardians of Justice," Bettina went on, "and have promised a lawsuit against the Government if the allegations of confiscating citizens's weapons in clear violation of the 2nd Amendment is true."
"ConservativeSenator Richard Nunn has called for a Congressional investigation into the abuses of citizens's gun rights, while Senator Samuel Russell has denied any improper actions, and has demanded the FBI intensify its efforts to catch the 'Guardians of Justice', who Mr. Russell describes as traitors and terrorists."
"In local news," Bettina said, "Peter Dwayne Gordon was arraigned yesterday on charges of forcibly raping a woman Wednesday night. Gordon is being held without bail, as his attorney, Mike G. Todd, did not waive the preliminary hearing, which is set for Monday. Sources tell Fox Two News that the Town & County Police are bitterly divided over Gordon's guilt despite the strong evidence against him, and that the faction believing he is not guilty is led by Commander Donald Troy, who is digging into the background of the victim of the crime..."
"Holy crap, did she really say that?" asked Theo Washington as we all watched in MCD.
"Not exactly 'fair and balanced' for the new Fox station, I'd say." replied Vice Detective Roy McGhillie.
"Not to start trouble," said Vice Detective Mary Milton, "but she said nothing that was an outright lie."
"True." I said. "But for her to say I'm digging into the background of the victim, however true, makes it sound like I'm blaming the victim and excusing the accused. The truth is that it's routine to check into the victim of a crime, and not just rape crimes, as well as whoever called in the crime, witnesses, family, friends, etc. But Bettina's reporting was typically irresponsible journalism... nothing new under the sun,"
"And if that was Bettina's report," said Teresa Croyle, "I can only imagine what distrusted reporter John Hardwood is going to say." There were murmurs of agreement.
"By the way," I said, "where is Captain Ross?"
"She may be be cleaning up after I whooped her in our training match this morning." said Jermaine Davis.
"What?!" came a chorus, except for me, getting it. I just grinned.
"I'm just kidding." Jermaine said, also grinning. "She whooped me, as usual. She was pretty into it this morning, so I figured she might be meditating or something to calm down now."
"Or something..." I heard Teresa whisper under her breath.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was in her office when I called. I had her come down to discuss the evidence report from the State Crime Lab. Tanya Perlman had cc'd me a copy, as she usually did.
"Okay," I said, "semen in the vagina definitely Peter's. Skin under the fingernails was Peter's, but quantity very small. Semen on the blue dress appears to be Peter's. Semen on Ms. Luskin's underwear is Peter's, and there was quite a lot of semen in her panties. He may have pulled out and come on her instead of inside her.
"Further and more conclusive DNA testing is underway, which will take several days." I continued to read. "Medical report says that Ms. Luskin experienced sex, but there were no abrasions or other damage in her genital areas that suggest forced rape."
"Women do lubricate during a rape." Cindy replied. "Defense mechanism."
"But there's usually still some damage." I said. "And this report says that there was no bruising on her thighs, her arms, her face or neck; no bite marks anywhere. Mighty gentle rapist, it would seem."
"Sir," Cindy said, "with all due respect, you sound like you're twisting these facts to suit your theory that he didn't rape her."
"Quite the opposite, Captain." I said. "This is not the first time I've encountered a rape case. It's also not the first time we've seen a woman falsely accuse a man of rape... perhaps you remember my nephew Todd being suspected by the Campus Police of rape until it was shown to be his brother Ned." (Author's note: 'Todd and Melina', Ch. 04.) In this case, the evidence so far is more consistent with the latter than the former. You disagree?"
Cindy thought a moment, then said "The evidence they had sex is pretty obvious. Why she would want to falsely accuse him of rape is not obvious."
"That's why I'm investigating Ms. Luskin's background, as Bettina made a point to report to the world this morning." I said.
"Any previous connection between them?" Cindy asked.
"I haven't found one yet." I said. "Maybe Myron or one of the Detectives will dig up something... if they're looking."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is John Hardwood, Five-Alive News in the Morning, reporting the news you have a right to know." said Hardwood at 8:00am. Everyone had re-gathered in MCD for this one.
"Five-Alive News has learned that Peter Dwayne Gordon was arraigned yesterday on the charge of raping a woman Wednesday night. Five-Alive News has chosen to withhold the victim's identity at this time. The suspect, Peter Dwayne Gordon, was initially assigned public defender Dexter Epstein by the Court, but is now being represented pro bono by Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. Again, that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm."
Hardwood continued: "Five-Alive News has learned that as the Police investigate this brutal assault, one person is investigating the victim instead of the suspect, and that person is Police Commander Donald Troy. Troy, who has been accused by Town & County Council Members of discriminating against women in his Police Force in the past, apparently is taking the side of the suspect and is attempting to blame the victim. State Attorney Jenna Stiles, an advocate for women's rights in her campaign for District Attorney last year, has taken the lead for the Prosecution in this case."
"In other news," said Hardwood, "the cyber-terrorist group calling themselves 'The Guardians of Justice' released another batch of emails, accusing BigAgraFoods executives of colluding to cover up the murder of Larry Wheeler, who was a BigAgraFoods employee. The leaked documents also claim that the Federal Government conspired to confiscate citizens's guns during the Hurricane Katrina crisis in New Orleans, in which President George W. Bush heartlessly did nothing to help the suffering minorities. U.S. Senator Samuel Russell vigorously condemned the Guardians of Justice as traitors to the Nation, and called upon the FBI to work harder to capture the perpetrators..."
"You were right, Captain." I said to Teresa. "it was as bad as we imagined."
"Commander," said Joanne Warner, "what's the deal with this Guardians of Justice group? That's some spooky stuff they're releasing."
"Sure is." I said. "And I note the Press, especially Hardwood's network, is actually trying to help Russell suppress what these Guardians are putting out. We'll see if Congress actually does have hearings on the contents of that stuff..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you all for coming." said FBI Assistant Director Dana Fox to the gathering in the large conference room in the FBI offices in the Federal Building in the City. "As you know, the Guardians of Justice released another batch of emails and documents. These documents are extremely damaging to the United States Government. Some of them were classified, which raises this to a national security issue."
In the room were several cyber-analysts, some counter-intelligence agents, and Team Lazarus. They were all silent as Fox spoke.
"The word from Washington," said Fox, "is that this will now be treated as a potential terrorist threat requiring Homeland Security assets to be brought in. It is also considered to be the FBI's top priority, especially for us in this region. I need not say that there is tremendous pressure from our top leadership as well as Members of Congress to get this under control, and quickly. It's also an opportunity for us to show what we're capable of doing. It's our chance to shine."
"Sir," said Martin Nash, having raised his hand, "why is this region under particular pressure?"
"Glad you asked." said Fox, attempting dry humor. "Mr. Cardigan, would you like to go ahead and address that?"
"Yes sir." said Special Agent In Charge Cardigan, who was in charge of the cyber-analyst group in the region headquartered in the City. He got up as Fox sat down, and started a Powerpoint presentation on the computer.
"As you can see," said Cardigan, "we've managed to trace the internet transmissions of this data to this area of the country. Obviously we can't show everything, as some of it is classified at the highest levels, but the NSA has independently confirmed much of what we've discovered. The University and State Tech are two major hubs for internet traffic, and the GOJ transmissions were routed through both of those hubs."
"So it could've come from anywhere in the northern half of the State, or the States to our north." said Jack Muscone.
"We can be a little more precise than that." said Cardigan. "The State Tech hub was a re-routing. We're looking at the University as the nearest major hub to the source point." He showed a slide, of which half was redacted, but showed that the northwest part of the State was the suspect area.
"Is it from the University itself?" asked Fox.
"We haven't traced it to that level yet." said Cardigan. "Right now, we're 83% sure it's from the Tri-County region that is the northwest corner of the State."
"Iron Crowbar country." someone said. Murmurs started.
"Pipe down, everyone." said Dana Fox, standing back up. "Thank you, Mr. Cardigan. For a threat assessment of the area, let's bring up Special Agent Miles Winters. Miles..."
Special Agent Miles Winters had worked with Les Craig, and had had to work his ass off convincing the FBI top brass, not to mention the nearly-annihilated Team Lazarus, that he had had nothing to do with Craig's treachery. To say there were still issues of trust were an understatement, and the members of Team Lazarus were very tense.
"Thank you, Director Fox." said Winters ingratiatingly. "The University has a number of Faculty that have shown some degree of hostility to the Constitution and the U.S. Government in the past. There are also groups in the area that have likewise shown a lack of loyalty. The names I am giving you are not an outright accusation, just people we are glancing into." His assertion fooled no one present; he was naming suspects.
"First," said Winters, "is Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart of 'The Vision'. The FBI has had suspicions of him in the past. We know that he and his organization collect massive amounts of information, which he will not share with the Government. We know he is partial to Canada, and his daughter is a dual American-Canadian citizen---"
"Surely you are not saying that his daughter is a suspect!" exclaimed Lindy Linares. "She's a highly decorated Police Officer, a natural-born American Citizen, and an FBI Consultant!"
"As I said," intoned Winters, "we are not making accusations here. And in this case, I'm mentioning Dr. Eckhart, not his daughter. Dr. Eckhart was on our subversive list long before his daughter ever knew he was her father, from what I understand."
"Carrying on," said Winters, "Dr. Eckhart is in a position to amass the information that the GOJ is leaking, he is in a position to leak that information through many places, and all over the Nation."
"Next," said Winters, "is Retired Admiral Leonard Cordell, who recently became the University Hospital Administrator. Dr. Cordell has a stellar Navy record, but he exposed some CIA operations that were going on overseas while he was leading medical units in Afghanistan and Iraq. While those CIA operations were indeed illegal, his refusal to shut his mouth about them has him on the CIA's list of untrusted persons."
"Next," said Winters, "is University Mathematics Professor Marvin Milton. He has been openly hostile to the U.S. Government, and exposed CIA assets on the University Campus several times, forcing the CIA to have to shut down some labs that had been extremely helpful to our mission to protect our Government from foreign hostile actions. Professor Milton has shown an uncanny and unnatural ability to obtain information harmful to Government operations in the past, and he is a prime suspect in this GOJ case."
"Miles," said Jack Muscone, "Professor Milton has been openly skeptical, for lack of a better word, of the Government for a long time, and has not needed to play games like this GOJ thing to expose Government operations and assets. Why is he such a prime suspect?"
"I'm getting to that." said Winters. "One reason is that the GOJ information is so sensitive that if he were to openly release it, he'd be arrested and charged with treason immediately. The second reason is because he has a powerful resource available to help him... his son Myron, a Town & County Police Officer. Myron Milton is in an exceptionally convenient place to gather sensitive information, which he could pass on to his father."
"And that brings me to the next suspect, which is Officer Myron Milton." said Winters. "He was repeatedly asked to help us trace the GOJ, and he has repeatedly refused. We consider that action suspicious, if not out right treasonous."
"Wait a minute!" Jack Muscone all but shouted. "We've gone through this before: Milton has every right to refuse to help the FBI, and you can't assume anything suspicious because his loyalties are not to an FBI that has been hostile to him and his family for some time. I might add that his bosses, the aforementioned daughter of Dr. Eckhart, as well as Commander Troy, have been treated very shabbily by the Federal Government at times... Troy even got a 20-million-dollar settlement for what was done to him---"
"Enough!" shouted Dana Fox, rising from his chair. "We don't need to discuss that situation in mixed company, here."
"Even so," said Muscone, not yielding, "to accuse Myron Milton of being a suspect because he won't help the FBI is wrong. Dead wrong."
"That's not the only reason we suspect him, Mr. Muscone." said Winters acidly, and disrespectfully. "We know he has illegally accessed classified information in the past. And there's the connection to his father."
"Tell you what," said Dana Fox, who had not sat down, "let's just end the meeting here. I'll have assignments for you by noon. Muscone, you come to my office now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"One hell of a week." Teresa Croyle said as she came to my table on the outside patio of the Cop Bar. It was 7:30pm, Friday, August 11th. With her was her fiancé and my nephew, Todd Burke, who set down a pitcher of beer for all of us. Beef nachos were already on the table; they were my contribution to the 'literature' of snack food consumption.
"Yes, yes it was." I said as they sat down. "Where's Cindy?"
"She said something about going out with Callie tonight... what?" Teresa said, having seen my face turn to one of 'wtf?' at her words."
"Callie went to California this morning." I said. "She's going to be out there for a week. And I know this because my wife made the ticket and hotel arrangements." Now it was Teresa's turn to have a 'wtf?' look on her face... which turned to contemplation.
"So what's new with you, Todd?" I asked. "How's BOW Enterprises doing?"
"If it were doing any better, we'd be investigated by the FBI." said Todd. "And I'm not really kidding, there. Our I.T. people have stopped three hacking attempts. One of them was very obviously by the FBI. I had our lawyers send the ubiquitous 'strongly worded letter'. But the company is doing great."



"Any word on Lawrence J. Gordon?" I asked. Todd grinned.
"Not much gets past you, Uncle Don." my nephew said. "Word is that he is beside himself with anger over his son's arrest. He's been cursing Peter's name, condemning him all over the place."
I noticed Teresa starting to look angry, so I said "Tell me about Mr. Larry Gordon, Todd. What's the background story on him?"
"He was with Wentworth Tool & Dye before we bought them out." Todd said. "With Peter's arrest, some casual conversation came up about Larry in our front office. He was something of the political guy; in other words, he was cozy with the politicians on behalf of the companies upon whose Boards he sits. The scuttlebutt was that he was going to become a lobbyist, but that didn't materialize, at least not yet."
"Did the name 'Samuel Russell' come up in association with Mr. Gordon?" I asked.
Todd grinned more brightly. "Nothing really does get past you, Uncle Don. I don't know if there is any special relationship between them, but they and their families have had dinners together, and they sit at the same table during big dinners like University President Wellman likes to throw... oh, by the way, Teresa and I were invited to the School Kickoff dinner on the 29th or so. I guess we'll see you and Laura there?"
"Probably." I said. "One of those Academia social obligations. I don't mind, though; I get to show off the hottest wife in the County."
"She'll have competition when I bring my lovely fiancée." said Todd with his most charming grin towards Teresa. Teresa blushed, but smiled shyly at the comment.
"No doubt." I said. I helped myself to more nachos.
"Wow, you're hungry tonight, Don." Teresa said, having observed me eat a lot of nachos. "Been eating properly?"
"No double cheeseburger lunches, lately." I said. "I didn't realize how filling those were."
"Jack still avoiding you?" Teresa asked. Todd tried to not look as keenly interested as he was, and failed.
"Yep." I said.
"Oh, I would never avoid the Iron Crowbar." said Jack Muscone as he came outside from inside the Cop Bar. "Especially when he's feeding me nachos and beer." He made a point to offer to shake hands with me, which I did, then he shook hands with Todd and Teresa.
"Have a seat." I said. Teresa was to my left and Todd to her left, opposite me. Jack took the chair to my right. I saw his eyes sweep over the parking lot and beyond as he sat.
"Well, I can talk to you again, I guess." Jack said. "Team Lazarus was taken off the Guardians of Justice investigation. Completely off."
"Wow." I said, my nonchalant voice not properly reflecting the true import of that news. "Any idea why?"
"Can we trust this guy?" Jack asked jovially, pointing his thumb at Todd.
"Not one bit." I said with a grin, which earned me a playful slap on the arm from Teresa. Todd grinned and was about to get up, but Jack said he could and probably should stay.
"We had a big meeting in the City, run by Dana Fox." said Muscone. "I can't go into the details, but in general it was about the Guardians of Justice. They're really concentrating on this area, the Tri-County northwest corner of this State. They think the University is a source hub for where the GOJ is leaking out their stuff."
"So to make a long story short," continued Jack, "All of us on my team; me, Lindy, Martin and Julius; we all had objections to the way they were going about it... especially the way they kept bringing up Myron Milton not helping the FBI." Todd looked interested; Teresa and I looked more than a bit pissed off at the moment.
"So we did the Crowbar-like thing and opened our potty mouths." said Jack, making Todd grin, "and I was called on the carpet by Fox and told our team is off the case. In one way, that may be good: we don't have to tiptoe around you, anymore."
"What's the bad news?" I asked.
"Fox didn't say it, but his demeanor was one that Team Lazarus might be broken up." said Jack. Just then, Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson came onto the patio. Todd helped them drag a table over to ours, then went and ordered more nachos and beer.
"Where's Lindy?" asked Teresa.
"She's at Sandra's." said Martin. "Don't tell either of them I said this, but she's helping Sandra waddle around the house. That is going to be one big baby..." We all chuckled at that.
"What's going on with this Gordon rape case?" asked Julius Jefferson, to change the subject.
"Preliminary hearing is Monday." I said. "Hopefully the kid's lawyer or I can dig up something, but I'm not hopeful. I think they'll let it go forward, and then we'll see what the D.A. wants to do with it."
"Think he'll go to the Grand Jury with it?" asked Martin.
"Yes." said Teresa. "I'm starting to hear rumors that 'influential' women like Councilwomen Malinda Adams and Kelly Carnes, and State Senator Katherine Woodburn, are really pressuring the D.A. on it. And State Attorney Stiles is already conspiring with the Press to make a public spectacle of it."
"You've got better sources than me." I said to Teresa.
"No sir, just different ones." Teresa said. "And like you, I know where to ask when I want to know something."
At that moment Todd came back with a huge plate of nachos, and we turned the conversation to more pleasant subjects...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Griswold had a huge iron pot in his backyard. He sometimes put charcoal on a metal trash can top and grilled trout or bluegill or ground beef over it, and sometimes he put wood in the pot and had a fire. Metal pipes fed air to the bottom of the pot. Tonight a fire was not really needed, but was burning, anyway.
"So," said the old Chief, "things are starting to heat up with this rape case, eh?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy Ross, looking into the fire. "And this is the first time I've ever really been on the opposite side of a case from Don's viewpoint. And it absolutely sucks."
"He's been right about everything so often and for so long," said Griswold, "that it's tough to follow the evidence and take a different viewpoint."
"It's worse than that, Chief." said Cindy. "Even though we both try to maintain professionalism, we're still blood kin and close friends. It's just hard to be against him, for that reason alone."
"You know," Griswold said, "I know he's told you this, and he's told me a ton of times, that he considers you to be that little voice in his ear that keeps him on the straight and narrow, that keeps him from going over the line, like Teresa did that time with Dean Allen. He counts on you being the one doing the right thing, even if it's not in agreement with him."
"I just hope I am doing the right thing." Cindy said, her voice sounding miserable.
"Oh, you are, you are." said Chief Griswold. "Like your father teaches, you really can't go wrong following your true instincts, if your heart is pure..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd lay back on his bed, enjoying the feeling of Teresa's mouth sliding up and down his taut cockshaft as she sucked him slowly and deeply, her hand gently stroking the base of his monster organ, occasionally cupping his big balls.
"They sure were talking freely in front of you." said Teresa as she slid her mouth down along the thick shaft, kissing and lashing the side of his meat with her hot tongue.
"Yeah, they were." murmured Todd. "Not much we didn't know already."
"Think the FBI is investigating the Miltons over this GOJ thing?"
"Maybe." said Todd as he watched his lovely fiancée's head bobbing up and down as she sucked his turgid meat, then let his eyes wander down her magnificent, hourglass-shaped body. "But my guess is that they are investigating Uncle Don himself."
Teresa stopped sucking Todd. "Are you fucking kidding me?"
"No. I would never joke about something like that." said Todd. "They went after Uncle Don that time, tortured him for three days, because they thought he released classified information. And yes, Aunt Laura and Cindy and the rest of us went in and saved him, and Aunt Laura took care of business in Washington to protect him. But I think some of them still don't trust Uncle Don, and think he's disloyal."
"Some people hate him, for sure." Teresa said. "Some of the politicians around here hate him a lot, and he poked a hornet's nest when he solved the Larry Wheeler case... BigAgraFoods and Senator Russell are running scared of him. And hate comes from fear."
"True." said Todd, then groaned as Teresa resumed sucking his cock. "Why don't you climb on and ride me?" he suggested.
"Great idea." Teresa said. "With brains like those, no wonder you're so successful!" With that, she straddled Todd, guided his huge cockhead to her swollen, gaping cuntlips, then let her weight drop, impaling herself on her lover's hard male meat.
"Unnnnh!" Teresa gasped. "God, that feels so good! Even better than before my operation down there."
 "Feels nice and tight for me, too." Todd said. "And so fucking wet! God! I love how wet your cunt is!"
Teresa rode Todd hotly in the cowgirl position, undulating her hips back and forth. Todd held her by her hips, caressed her thighs, then grasped her large round breasts in his strong hands, pinching her rock-hard nipples.
"So, Todd," said Teresa as she rode him, "what are we going to do to help protect Don? It would kill me if anything happens to him."
"He's special to you, isn't he?" Todd replied.
"He..." Teresa started, then said "Yeah. If it weren't for him, I'd be... well, God only knows. You're special to me, too, Todd, but in a different way. Don... he's..."
"I know what you mean." Todd said, understanding. "And I'm doing all I can.. but it's up to you, Teresa... you're the only one that can truly help Uncle Don when he's going to need that help the most..."
Part 8 - Falsely Attacked
"This is Amber Harris, with the KXTC Fox Two Weekend Report!" said the lovely athletic blonde reporterette at 9:00am, Saturday, August 12th. "The Guardians of Justice, a shadowy group that has been releasing hacked emails and other documents, has released its latest batch of documents!"
"These documents," said Amber, "are some of the most damaging yet to the Federal Emergency Management Agency, or FEMA's, plans for dealing with national catastrophes. In addition to confiscating citizens' firearms for no reason at all and without warrants, the FEMA plans involve disallowing travel, confiscating personally owned vehicles for Government use, shutting down all interstates and major roads, and other transportation hubs such as airports, train stations, and bus stations!"
"While these plans are believed to be only for contingencies such as war," said Amber, "the Guardians of Justice assert they could be used to impose martial law or to control the People for any reason... or for no reason at all."
"Congresspersons of both political parties are outraged by the release of these documents." said Amber. "Some are enraged at the contents, and want to know why the Government is planning such harsh population control measures with such detail. Others want to know why these documents are being leaked and why nothing is being done to stop the leaks..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Walking into the front door of The Cabin, one sees what we call the 'front room'. On the left wall was a large plasma television monitor. An L-shaped sofa faced it, and created a 'wall' separating the room from the hall; the short-side of the 'L' formed the backside border of the room vis-a-vis the greatroom in back with its huge windows.
To the right of the television was a door. It looked like a normal door, but actually was a one inch thick plate of iron with wood overlay; the door could withstand heavy gunfire. That door went to my office, which was behind the wall upon which the television was mounted.
Directly opposite the door as one went into the office was the outer door to the far-side garage, which housed the Black Beauty. Along that wall was a long credenza/cabinet which held files and other things in its drawers. Above this piece of furniture a rack was mounted, which held my two swords, and another shelf with a Japanese tea caddy and the teacup that was given me by Takaki Misaki.
Framed citations also lined the wall, including my commission, my Airborne School diploma (yes, it's a diploma, certified by the same 'Southern Association of Colleges and Schools' that certifies the University of Georgia and Auburn University), my Eagle Scout citation, and other such things.
To the left of that, the wall indented; a storage closet to the garage was there. Tucked in front of that was what looks like a filing cabinet, but it moved. Wheeled out, the floor underneath it contained the trap door to the wine cellar, which also housed my personal servers and other electronics and communications devices in a Faraday cage.
In the nook created by the indented wall, was the window to the front of the house. The view would be of the rock face of the mountain, but the glass was frosted, massively thick, and bulletproof. That window also couldn't be opened; it would be easier to dynamite the entire wall than try to take that window out.
To the left of the entrance door, along the wall that was shared with the front room, was my desk. It's big and heavy with drawers on both sides; it was my father's desk in his study when he was a legal eagle. On the wall above was a huge map of the Town & County, large enough to have most streets named on it. Cindy wondered how I knew every street so well; part of the reason was because I've stared at that map for hours while trying to solve cases. But I digress...
Below the map was the framed tiny slip of paper that broke the Westboro case, the one that said "DEER me, Mr. Holmes, DEER me." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 04) And just below that was the monitor for my laptop computer, which sat on my desk. The keyboard was in front of the monitor on the desk.
It was in this office that I sat on Sunday, August 13th, working hard at my computer. I was looking for something, anything, that could help Mike G. Todd help Peter Dwayne Gordon at his preliminary hearing the next morning.
There was a knock on the door, and I yelled "Come in!" The door opened to reveal the loveliest hot wife ever, my wife Laura.
"Lunch is almost ready." she said as she came in and closed the door behind her. "You're working hard. We haven't seen much of you all weekend."
"Yeah, I know." I said, sitting back in my chair. "I've been trying to find something, anything, on this Kendra Luskin character. My FBI access has been cut off, so I'm having to do it the old fashioned way... hacking."
Laura smiled briefly at the joke, then said "Your FBI access is cut off?"
"Totally." I said. "By the way, what does your former employer have to say about these GOJ leaks?"
"I've been consulted, for damn sure." Laura said. "Officially, the CIA is having to limit itself to determining if foreign powers are behind these leaks. Some think Mr. Putin is trying to create chaos over here. Others think it's other foreign powers, like Red China, North Korea, Iran, or even India."
"India?" I asked, shocked.
"Relations between the United States and India have never been super-strong." said Laura. "Especially since we essentially gave Pakistan nuclear weapons years ago in counterbalance to India developing them."
"Wow, but would they cyber-attack us now?" I replied.
"Well," Laura said, "the CIA does not believe this is foreign-originated. They think it's domestic. And therefore, it's all on the FBI to resolve it"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday lunch included... stringbeans. As the extended family, which including my mom and Molly and her kids, sat down, Carole appeared at the dinner table in her friend Marie's 'Supergirl' costume.
"Carole," Laura said, "I've told you that you can't wear your costume at the dinner table."
"But Mo-om, we're having stringbeans!" complained Carole.
"That doesn't mean you can wear that costume at the table." Laura said sternly.
"But Mom, I need it!" replied Carole. "Supergirl has a stomach of steel!"
I could not hold back. I broke down laughing and could not stop. Mommy was not amused, but I had tears running out of my eyes, so hard was I laughing. Then Molly began laughing, and the rout was on.
When I finally got it back together enough to reply, I said "Carole, I'll make you a deal: if you eat every one of your stringbeans, you can wear the costume and have a stomach of steel."
"Awl riight..." Carole said sadly. "I'll go change." She got out of her chair and headed upstairs to change.
"Darn." I said, still laughing in spurts and fits, "I thought I was finally going to get her to eat her stringbeans..." My mom was chuckling now, very likely at a past memory, like many grandparents are wont to do. Laura was still 'not amused', and was just shaking her head in disbelief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, I went back to my researches in my office. I had finally found a reference to Kendra Luskin: she'd been involved in a settlement of a lawsuit some years before. But before I could follow up on it, my personal cellphone rang.
"Don, this is Cindy." said Cindy. "I just got a call from Mary Milton. Her father-in-law's alarm went off... it's the one that was triggered by him taking his class ring off. His belt signal is still going off at his house, but he had a capsule he swallowed, and it's pinging."
"Did you send units to his house?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "There was some damage as if he fought his attackers. But he's not there now... he's been abducted."
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Search And Destroy
Sunday, August 13th. I entered Police Headquarters wearing my civilian black outfit: badge on my belt, gun in a shoulder holster, light trenchcoat (very warm in the heat of summer), and my khaki Tilley Hat. And the red crowbar.
MCD was active. Myron was at a desk, typing on a computer. Mary was watching the wall monitor, trying to not get emotional. Joanne and Theo were at their desks, and in contact with the CSI personnel (that's J.R. Barnes and Christina Cho) and Uniformed Officers at the scene.
"All right, folks," I said, trying to keep my voice calm, "what do we have?"
"Neighbors heard what sounded like a struggle at Professor Milton's home." said Joanne. "Then a white van drove out of the driveway. No one got a license plate, and the description is a Ford Econoline 350 with no markings on the side or back.
"Might as well try to stop half the vans in the State." I said. "Myron, any pings?"
"His cellphone is at his house," said Myron, "and the homing device in his belt was activated, but was removed from his person and left behind. He did swallow a homing capsule, and I had a signal... going west. I think they took him out of State."
"We'll have to call the FBI to continue the pursuit." said Cindy.
"And if they're the bastards that kidnapped him?" I replied acidly. Silence in the room was instantaneous. I looked around.
"I'm not kidding, people." I said. "The FBI thinks Professor Milton is a disloyal subversive, and they were very, very pissed off when Myron refused to help them find the Guardians of Justice... and they were pissed when I backed up Myron on that. Okay, Myron... my office." We left a stunned group of Police Officers in MCD and went into my office.
Once in the office, I got out the bug-killer and turned it on, not giving a damn right now about Internal Affairs. Myron sat in one hot chair and I sat in the other one, very close to him and keeping our voices low."
"Myron," I said, "do whatever you need to do to locate that capsule transmission."
"Sir," said Myron, "I can't do it from here at Headquarters. They're watching, and monitoring. This whole thing may be a trap to see what I do about it."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I replied. "So, where can you do it from?"
Myron thought for a moment, then his eyes lit up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The drone took off and flew north. It was a TCPD drone, but had been modified by Myron to not transmit a signal unless it picked up something to transmit, and then to deliver a 'burst' signal. It is possible that Myron had been the one who created the drone I'd used in the Larry Wheeler 'Whistleblower' murder case.
Myron and I were standing on the front lawn of the house at Point Hollow. With us were six Uniformed Officers in plain clothes; it is no coincidence that they were all 'Blood Orange'. Also with us was Captain Cindy Ross, who drove up in the Black Beauty, and Captain Teresa Croyle, dressed in all black civilian clothes.
"How do you keep from losing that thing when it gets out of range of the controller?" Teresa asked.
"It's triangulating off the radio towers in Town, the University, and in Hammondsville." said Myron. "I programmed it to fly in circles until it finds something, then home in on that and send a burst signal to us."
We did not have very long to wait. Within ten minutes, Myron's monitoring device beeped as a burst signal reached it. A blue dot lit up on a map on the screen.
"Northwest of us." I said, watching with Myron. "Up that two-lane road through the forest that we used to get to that cabin where Annemarie and Sherry Kim were found." (Author's note: 'Point Hollow', Ch. 01.). "But the signal is on the west side of the road, not the east."
Another burst came in, and the location of the capsule signal was more strongly confirmed. Myron sent a command for the drone to return.
"All right," I said to everyone, "here is what we're going to do. And before we begin, let me make sure you're all good with one thing: if any LEOs at any level, from local to Federal, try to interdict us, we will be blasting through them and shooting to kill. Any problems with that?"
There were no expressions of any problems with that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Black Beauty led the way, with Cindy driving, me riding shotgun... and two black-clad, black-masked individuals in the backseat. We were going ahead of the others, because the Black Beauty gave off no electronic signatures, because it had equipment to detect and home in on the capsule signal, and because it could access the drone flying overhead that detected infrared signatures of human beings.
"So far, no lookouts." I said. "The location is an abandoned house just off the road. It still has electricity and water running to it."
"No sign of humans." said Cindy as we drove past the house. We turned into a dirt road about 75 yards further down.
"They could be in a basement." I said. "Okay guys, get ready to go inside. I'll cut the power...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WHAM!*
The thug drove his closed fist into Marvin Milton's jaw. The old man was seated in a chair, his hands tied behind him and the back of the chair, his legs tied to the legs of the chair. Duct tape covered his mouth. Blood was seeping from his nose.
"Fucking piece of shit." muttered the man hitting Milton. "Think you can leak shit and get away with it? What do you think of your 'Guardians of Justice' now?" With that, the man drove his fist into Milton's belly.
"You want a couple of shots at this shit eater?" snarled the first man.
"Sure." said the second man. "Too fucking bad Rodriguez is not here. We'd let him rape the shit out of this bastard's ass before we kill him." The second man then swung his fist in a haymaker, catching Milton in the side of the head, just below the left eye. The blow sent Milton and his chair toppling over.
"God damn piece of shit can't sit up straight." said the first man, going over and viciously kicking the old man in the ribs.
Suddenly, the lights went out, throwing the basement room into total, inky blackness.
*WHAP!* *BIFF!* *OOOF!*
When the lights came back on, the four perps were lying on the ground, their hands zip-tied behind them. Several persons in all black clothing and black masks were in the room.
"Kato," said a tall, broad-shouldered man, his voice soft, scratchy, gravelly, "take Milton to the hospital in my SUV. You drive the Black Beauty and lead the way, and if anyone tries to stop you, blow them the hell away."
"Roger that, sir." said the shorter person, obviously a woman and a toned, fit woman at that. She and most of the black-clad persons untied Marvin Milton and carried him out of the room.
"Everyone except Buddy," the tall man said, pointing at another black-clad, masked person that was obviously a woman, "get out of here. Wait for us outside."
'Buddy' was the codename for Teresa, of course. She and I were the only ones left in the room with the four perps. It was time for interrogation... 'Blood Orange' style. Well, actually much, much worse.
"Well, Buddy," I said as I took a leather billfold out of my pocket, "you are about to learn something new." I took out a syringe full of liquid and injected the person I suspected was the leader.
"AAAUUUGUGGHHHH!!" the man screamed as the tremendous, debilitating pain raced through his entire body. He shook violently as he screamed.
"Well," I said to the second man, "looks like your friend here is in some pain. Now if you don't want to experience that for yourself, I'd suggest you start telling me who hired you to beat up that old man."
"Man, I don't know nuthin'." gasped the second man. "I swear to God, I don't know a damn thing!"
"Better be sure." I said. I injected the second man with a smaller dose. He began screaming in agony. I went to the third man.
"So!" I said, "Looks like your buddies are pretty stupid. How about you?"
"Man, Dirk there hired me." the man said, indicating the first man. "I don't know nuthin' else... I SWEAR TO GOD, I DON"T KNOW NUTHIN'!!" he screamed as I was about to inject him.
"We'll see about that." I said. I got out the second syringe, that had the antidote, and gave the second man a shot. He stopped screaming and crying as the pain left his body. "So, you ready to talk?"
"I swear to God, I don't know anything." said the second man.
"What's your name?" I asked.
"Joey Smith." he said.
"No, the real name." I said.
"I swear, that's it!" he gasped. Then he gave me his prison number from State Prison in Jacksonville. I wrote it down. The third and fourth men were also forthcoming with their identities.
I finally went to the first man, who was now vomiting and had lost control of his bowels. "You ready to talk, shithead?"
"Pleeeeease, make it stop!" gasped the first man. I finally injected him with antidote.
"Okay, plenty more pain if you don't start singing like a canary." I said. The man started singing like a canary.
I then took out a third syringe. The men cringed, but it was only a drug that would wipe their short-term memories, and make them forget this whole little episode ever happened. Then I called in the other masked men, who loaded the perps into TCPD cruisers and drove them back into the boundaries of our State and County.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were driving back, me driving my Police SUV and Teresa riding shotgun, I said "Well, I guess you now know."
"I already knew." Teresa said. "I'm engaged to the brother of the punk that created those drugs. And I remember what happened to Steven Moschel before we found him, and I had every idea then what had been done to him. You're not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded, you know."
I enjoyed a long hard laugh at that one...
Part 10 - Retribution
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of University Hospital at 7:00am, Monday, August 14th. "Fox Two News has learned that University Professor Marvin Milton has been severely beaten and is near death here at University Hospital!"
Bettina: "Details are sketchy, but Professor Milton was brought in late yesterday afternoon with severe internal injuries. Trauma doctors worked to save him, including Hospital Administrator Leonard Cordell, who was a war surgeon with years of experience treating battlefield wounds. At this hour, Dr. Milton is stabilized, but is not out of danger."
More Bettina: "Asked who is responsible for this crime, Police Commander Donald Troy issued a statement that the Police are investigating the attack upon the father of a Police Officer, and that he, Commander Troy, is giving this attack priority and his personal attention. Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement that the assault on Dr. Milton was an assault on the entire Police family, the entire University family, and it will not go unpunished."
Bettina then brought in University President Sidney Wellman, who said "Of course our prayers go out to Professor Milton and his family that he will survive and recover from this horrible attack. I have asked the Campus Police to assist the TCPD in any way they can to solve this case and bring whoever was behind this vicious attack to Justice."
More Bettina: "Four men were arrested in connection with the beating, but details are sketchy as to where they were arrested. Lawyers for Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. and Gresham & Mason, P.C. were quick to offer to represent the four arrested men pro bono, saying the Police abused the suspects after arresting them!"
Then Bettina moved to the bombshell. "And in State news, Governor Val Jared has formally asked the SBI-SIS to investigate Republican U.S. Senator Samuel Russell and BigAgraFoods for conspiracy in the death of Larry Wheeler. The Governor cited the documents released by the Guardians of Justice, and the Governor's Office has made FOIA requests to obtain the originals from the Federal Government, and has requested subpoenas through the Courts for BigAgraFoods documents. This comes after apparent inaction after the Governor's meeting with FBI Assistant Director Dana Fox."
"In retaliatory response," said Bettina, "Senator Russell issued a statement saying the Governor is mentally incompetent, and is delusional to believe the treasonous Guardians of Justice. Other Republicans, especially Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins and House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds, were also quick to strongly condemn the Governor for his actions."
"And finally," finished Bettina, "Peter Dwayne Gordon will be in Court for his preliminary hearing this morning for allegedly raping a woman last week. He is being defended by Mike G. Todd of the Madison and Ives Law Firm, and D.A. Gil Krasney is personally overseeing the Prosecution's case, saying that this is about the predatory treatment of all women..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I watched the broadcast in my office, with Cindy the only other person in the room, my mind was flashing back to the day before:
Professor Marvin Milton was barely alive. His jaw was cracked in two places, as were the bones around his left eye, which was swollen shut with bruising. He had a severe concussion in two places on his brain. Several of his ribs were cracked, some puncturing his lungs. He was extremely lucky in that the soft tissue damage where he'd been punched in the belly was limited. He was in ICU now, with his son Myron and daughter-in-law Mary at his side.
"If he makes it through the next 24 hours," Dr. Morgan had told me at 10:30 Sunday night, "he might have a chance. We're monitoring for bleeding and for clots, but there's nothing more we can do for him. He'll have to pull through himself."
A story had been relayed to me that the Death Cat had been seen walking down the hall towards ICU in the middle of the night, and the nurses had expected the worst. But the Death Cat had not arrived at Milton's bedside. Instead, Mary had whispered into her father-in-law's ear over and over to hang on, to live to see his grandchild that she was carrying. Marvin Milton was still alive when the sun came up.
I also remembered my conversation with the Hospital Administrator, Admiral Cordell. He'd asked me "Any idea who the bastards are that did this?"
"Yes sir." I said. "The perps talked. We won't discuss how that was induced." The Admiral's eyebrows raised at me just a bit, but he also saw the dead light in my eyes, dead to all but Justice... no, to retribution.
"Good." said the Admiral. "I won't ask who is responsible for this, but I hope you wipe 'em out."
"Yes sir." I said. "And thank you for doing all you can for Dr. Milton."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now, back in present time, I felt Cindy trying to read my mind.
"Any idea who did this?" asked Cindy.
"You tell me." I said.
"Well," Cindy said, "It's understandable that Myron and Mary would be at his father's side, but that denies us their services for the time being."
"Yes." I replied. "Very conveeeenient for our enemies."
"Which enemies are those?" asked Cindy, trying to steer the conversation back to me answering her questions.
"Take your pick." I said. "The ones that want to cover up for BigAgraFoods, and the ones that don't want me finding out the truth about this rape case."
Cindy's face suddenly changed. She said "If you'll excuse me, sir...", got up, and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is John Hardwood, Five-Alive News in the Morning, bringing you the news you have a right to know." said the untrustworthy reporter from in front of the Federal Building at 8:00am. I was watching with undivided attention and concentration.
"Five-Alive News has learned that Professor Marvin Milton, who the FBI considered a 'person of interest' in the Guardians of Justice treason case, was severely beaten in his home Sunday afternoon." said Hardwood. "Milton barely survived the attack and is in ICU at University Hospital with severe injuries."
"Several suspects were arrested in the case," said Hardwood, "but their legal representation is saying that the Police actions in the case are irregular at best, and possibly physically abusive at worst. Professor Milton is the father of TCPD Supervisor Myron Milton, and father-in-law of Vice Detective Mary Milton."
Hardwood went on: "And Governor Val Jared continues to act in a bizarre manner that suggests he is not mentally fit to hold public office. His latest unbelievable act is to ask the SBI-SIS to investigate the honorable U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, as well as important company BigAgraFoods, for conspiracy in the cover up of the murder of Larry Wheeler, a BigAgraFoods employee who may have treacherously betrayed the company by leaking information. Most disturbing is that Val Jared actually cited the documents released by the cyber-terrorist traitor organization 'Guardians of Justice'. This alone brings the Governor's mental competence into question..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30pm, Monday, August 14th, I met Mike G. Todd at his office. My bug killer was on, whether or not it was needed.
"It was rough, Commander." said Mike. "Krasney was there himself, as was Stiles. Strange bedfellows, eh?" I smiled briefly at the joke, then Mike continued: "Folsom was the judge. He's not a bad judge, but I would rather have Watts. Anyway, I raised objections, and I used the affidavits about the dress. Krasney worked like hell to have that evidence excluded. Folsom said he'd consider if we could admit it at the trial, and I knew then that the whole thing was a sham, just going through the motions, and we were going to lose. So I held back on Luskin's past record as a prostitute, so they won't know until we have to give it to them during Discovery."
"Good." I said, knowing Dexter Epstein would've butchered that. "Good job. I appreciate your good work on Peter's behalf. By the way... did we win on bail?"
"No... and yes." said Todd. "Stiles was going on and on about no bail, and I let her. Then I said I would agree to no bail, provided my client got his Constitutional right to a fair and most very speedy trial. Folsom said his calendar was clear on September 5th... of this year."
I smiled. "And I'll bet the Prosecution did not object one bit."
"No, they didn't, which shocked me." said Mike. Then he peered at me. "What, did you expect they wouldn't object?"
"Yes." I said. "I expected it to go pretty much as you've described."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:45pm, Cindy returned to Police Headquarters. She had been gone most of the late morning, and I'd been too busy to ask why.
As she came into my office, she was surprised to find Teresa already there, attired in heavy armor.
"Captain Ross." I said. "Based upon intelligence information gathered yesterday, we are about to administer some retribution for Professor Milton. As part of it, I will be turning in my FBI Consultant badge. What do you want to do?"



"Tell me what it's about." Cindy replied. I told her... and made sure to add that her father was considered a 'subversive' by the FBI.
"I'm coming with you." Cindy said, her ice-blue eyes flashing fire.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a somber meeting in the FBI offices at the Federal building. Team Lazarus had heard of Professor Milton's beating, and were shocked. Tanya had called Myron, and she'd told him that Team Lazarus, which included former TCPD Detective Martin Nash, were going to help Commander Troy find whoever did this. Myron was understandably skeptical.
"Well!" said Dana Fox brightly as the meeting started, "looks like Professor Milton got what was coming to him. If we don't get any more GOJ leaks, then maybe this case is solved, eh?" He was met with a wall of uncomfortable, tense silence.
"Okay, let's get started." said Fox. "We've got a bank robber in the City to look into, and a known serial killer and child abductor to deal with. His name is Red Brookstein. Name ring a bell, Jack?"
"Yeah." said Muscone, his beady eyes going jet. "I busted him ten years ago. One of my first big cases. I was with a BAU (Behavioral Analysis Unit) then."
"Well, we got a lead that he showed up in Boston after escaping prison." said Fox. "He may try to make his way west or south--- what the..."
There was a commotion outside, and a lot of voices. Then the door practically exploded open. Before anyone could react, the Iron Crowbar, dressed in all black, rushed at Dana Fox.
*WHAM!*
I drove my fist into Fox's face, knocking him back against the wall. He turned and tried to parry my attack, but his defense was pitiful; I easily sidestepped and then drove my fist into his belly.
*WHUMP!*
More blows rained down, then I grabbed his arm, twisting it behind him, and slammed his upper body face down on the table.
"You fucking son of a bitch!" I hissed. "Did you think I wouldn't find out?"
"Find out about what?" Jack Muscone asked. He and his fellow Special Agents had remained immobilized. Several TCPD Officers (most of them 'blood orange') had guns drawn and ready. Teresa Croyle was one of them. Cindy Ross was another, and her green crowbar was blocking Jack's path, mostly in warning.
"Waddell." I said, naming the FBI Agent that had once worked with Les Craig (Author's note: 'Slender Man'). "He used to work with Les Craig, then was assigned to Fox here. He's the bastard that hired the thugs that beat up Milton. And he did so on your orders!"
"Whaaa?" gasped Muscone. The other Agents were equally shocked.
"So, Fox," I snarled, "you thought you could get away with nearly murdering Myron's father after I told you to stay the fuck away from Myron? Huh?"
"You're full of shit." gasped Fox. "I didn't do anything----"
"BULLSHIT!" I roared. "Get the picture, mother fucker. If Milton dies, I will kill you, and nothing on God's earth can stop me."
"Fuck you!" gasped Fox.
"You just ain't listenin', boy!" I growled. "Get. It. Straight." I was banging Fox's face into the table with each syllable. "If-Mil-ton-dies-then-you-die..." *WHAM!*-*WHAM!*-*WHAM!*-*WHAM!*-*WHAM!*-*WHAM!*...
"Don! That's enough!" I heard a woman's voice say, cutting through the tension of the room. To my shock, my wife Laura came in, followed by her sister, Melina Allgood. Melina was dressed in all black, also... which did not bode well for someone.
Melina grabbed Fox's other arm and bent it back as Laura had me release him and guided me away. Melina said "The Iron Crowbar is not quite correct. First, read the label..." She put her CIA badge in front of Fox's eyes. Yes, CIA agents have badges, though they rarely carry them on field missions.
"Second," Melina said, "if Professor Milton dies, Commander Troy will not get the chance to kill you... because I will kill you first. And I have a so-called 'license to kill'... the written authorization of the CIA Director to take you out if that man dies, or if anything happens to his son or daughter-in-law. Do you understand?"
Fox did not reply. I came over and drove my fist into Fox's ribs from the side. "I don't think this bugger is listening. Maybe a crowbar to his kidneys will improve his hearing." I wasn't kidding; I readied to deliver the blow.
"All right, all right." gasped Fox. "I hear you. But I'm going to kill you, Troy, so help me God..."
Melina slammed Fox's face into the table again as Laura began taking control, having all of us move to the door and out. As I left, I threw my FBI Consultant badge on the table, and Cindy did the same thing. Jack Muscone's face fell when he saw the badges on the table.
Melina threw Fox against the back wall. As she then moved to the door and left, someone else came in. Fox got up and was going to charge at the door, and almost ran headlong into... the Deputy Director of the FBI.
"Sit down, Dana." the DepDirector ordered. Nash helped by forcing Fox into a chair, guarding him from behind.
"Everyone but Nash, take a break. Outside." said the DepDirector. Everyone else left.
"Okay, Dana." said the DepDirector, sitting down in front of Fox, with the corner of the table between them. "You're lucky to be alive. Don was going to kill you. Laura wants to kill you. Melina will kill you, and without so much as batting an eyelash."
"Sir, I didn't have a god-damn thing to do with Milton's beating----" started Fox, but the the DepDirector raised his hand.
"It doesn't matter." said the DepDirector, knowing that the Iron Crowbar was right and that Fox was lying. "Don is right. Waddell hired the thugs, and now we can't find him. You may not be involved, but an OPR will determine that. In the meantime, for your own safety, and to calm this situation down, you're being transferred. San Francisco. A couple of my Federal Marshals will drive you to City Airport. We'll have your stuff packed and sent to you."
"What about Troy?" snarled Fox. "I'm not forgetting what he just did---"
The DepDirector again raised his hand. "You've got a hard head, apparently." he said. "I'd suggest you let that go. You're alive. You try to go after Troy, you won't stay alive very long. Allgood wasn't kidding: the CIA authorized her to kill you if Professor Milton dies or if anything happens to his family. And if you really think you have a shot in hell against the Iron Crowbar in personal combat... especially when he is gunning for you..." He did not finish the sentence. He did not need to.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Chief Moynahan as we had supper in the back room of the Cop Bar. "Just wow."
With him was me, Laura, Cindy, Teresa, Melina, Daniel, Chief Griswold... and Mary Milton. I had visited the Hospital and told Myron and Mary what I'd learned, and what I'd done about it. They were grateful. Then I told Cindy that we were taking Mary to eat with us, as she had not left her father-in-law's side except to go to the potty. Mary protested; Cindy ended the protest by all but carrying Mary out of ICU. I told Myron I'd take him out for some food when we brought Mary back.
"Well, Crowbar," growled Chief Griswold, "you have made friends and influenced people again."
"I don't care, sir." I said, feeling more bad than angry now. "I don't think I've ever felt so betrayed in my life. Casey Walker was one thing, but this..." I did not finish the sentence.
"Speaking for Myron and myself," said Mary, "I appreciate what you did for my father-in-law."
"How's he doing, by the way" asked Daniel Allgood.
"It's still touch-and-go." said Mary. "But the doctors say he's doing a bit better. They were afraid his lung wounds would lead to complications, but so far nothing bad has cropped up. And no infections, so far." We all nodded.
Just then, we were shocked to see Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, and the Deputy Director of the FBI come in. Most of the looks at them were of shock. Mary's was one of death daggers.
"Guys," said the Deputy Director, "I came over apologize for any role the FBI had in Professor Milton's abduction and assault. I also want to let you know that Team Lazarus had nothing to do with it. Fox has been sent to California, and I hope he has the good sense to stay there."
"I'll get this." I said quietly as I got up. Cindy got up with me. "You can stay here." I said.
"Like hell." Cindy replied, with some emphasis. I argued no further.
We directed the FBI Agents through the front room, then outside onto the patio. "Listen, guys," I said, "I know you had nothing to do with this. But the CIA didn't actually authorize one of its deadliest Agents to kill Fox for just no reason. So what I suggest is that we see if Professor Milton makes it... and then we'll talk."
"All right." said the DepDirector. "And I sincerely hope the man does make it. Well, Jack, looks like my retirement plans are not working out. I'll have to be gone by September 30th, and I'm not sure what we're going to do about your team..." He then held up two FBI Consultant badges. "So, what about these?"
"In time, Mr. Director." I said. "In time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, it's bad." said Laura as we sat on the back porch of the Mountain Nest while the dogs did their business, the sun setting over the western horizon as the headlight of a train came out of that horizon and eastward towards the River. "William is very angry; this is fucking up his retirement plans, not to mention making the FBI look bad. The CIA has no love lost for Milton, but they hate the FBI even more, and Melina likes Myron and Mary. And the CIA Director is still a friend of mine, and had great respect for what you did to exterminate Sergei Molotov and bring me and Melina back home."
"And with a list of double agents and traitors." I replied. "So... what else?" I asked, knowing.
"Yeah." Laura said, acknowledging my knowledge. "BigAgraFoods and the Guardians of Justice. The CIA Director does not like Senator Russell, and if anything, this is poking a sharp stick in Russell's eye. So tell me, Darling, if the GOJ is not the Miltons, who is it?"
"There are a number of suspects." I replied. "But I'm not really in a mood to help anyone catch them right now. And if Professor Milton dies... heads will roll. And I've got the katana that can make those heads roll, and is crying out for me to do so..."
Laura peered at me as I went into a reverie, something I'd been doing a lot of recently. "Darling," she asked quietly, "are you okay?"
"I don't know." I said. "I know you're with me, and Bowser and Buddy are with me. But I truly don't know if I can trust anyone else... even my fellow Police Officers. It's that bad right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a small bit of light coming from somewhere, but I could not tell where, and it was that kind of light that was completely drained of all color. I was on top of a woman, and my condom-sheathed cock was fucking her with violent, powerful thrusts.
"Come on, boy! Fuck that bitch!" I heard a voice say. It was Jack Burke's voice. I looked up and saw him watching me fuck the woman. He was naked, as the woman and I were, and his huge cock was throbbing hard and standing out. The woman was in her thirties, a bit fleshy but with a very pretty face. Her mouth was gagged with duct tape.
Then I realized that Jack was still college-aged, and so was I... this had to be a weird dream. I continued to thrust hard into the woman, feeling my nut rise as Jack Burke exhorted me to climb the mountain and bust my nuts into the woman.
"Uhhh!" I gasped, feeling myself come, feeling the warmth around my cockhead as the condom filled with sperm. After several more violent thrusts I was satiated, and I withdrew.
"Shit, boy," said Jack as he moved to take my place between the woman's spread legs, "you don't know how to fuck. Let a real man show you how to properly fuck a bitch!" With that he mounted the woman and placed his huge cockhead between her gaping cuntlips, then I watched as Jack Burke shoved his incredibly huge cock into the woman with savage power until their pelvises met. The woman screamed into her gag.
I watched Jack Burke fuck this woman with that languid, smooth motion, his hard muscular ass bobbing up and down as he powered his huge meat into her. His seemingly easygoing fucking motion was exactly like his brother Todd's motion whenever Todd fucked my wife or another woman within my sight. Despite the seeming ease of it, though, Jack Burke was fucking the woman with brutal power, and she would grunt or moan each time he drove his long, thick, hard shaft into her abused cunt.
As I watched, I saw a woman's pair of gorgeous legs appear. Looking up, it was Angela Harlan, gloriously naked, her breasts riding high, her nipples hard pointing spikes that begged to be sucked. She watched the rutting couple in front of me for a moment, then came around to me as I knelt on my haunches, watching Jack Burke violently fuck the woman beneath him.
Then I felt Angela ease behind me, her breasts pressing into my upper back and her abs into my lower back. Her right arm slid around my upper chest as she pressed her right cheek to my left cheek.
"Mmmm, Donny..." Angela whispered into my ear, "doesn't that just look delicious, watching Jack Burke fuck that bitch? You love watching Jack fuck women, don't you, baby?"
I said nothing as I felt Angela kissing my neck and jaw. I turned my head and Angela pressed her mouth onto mine, and I could feel the wetness of her tongue as we deeply kissed. I felt my loins stirring again.
"Retribution is coming, my dear Don." Angela whispered as she broke the kiss. "Your day of retribution, of punishment for your filthy sins... is at hand. You will be abandoned... you will be denied... you will be betrayed, and all alone..."
"Wha?" I said, not so much at Angela's words, but at the change in my dream. I saw a man in a black suit and black tie standing on the other side of Jack and his sexual assault victim. Just as Jack gasped that he was coming, and began shooting a huge load into the moaning woman, I looked up at the man on the other side. His head was all white, and he had no facial features at all. It was the Slender Man!
Though he had no eyes, I could sense where Slender Man was looking. At first he was watching the fucking, then I felt a chill as I realized he was looking up... right at me...
"Huh!" I gasped as I woke up, sitting up.
"Don?" said Laura, who had awakened. "Are you okay?"
"It was... it was a dream." I gasped. "A nightmare... oh my God..."
"Left arm." Laura said, getting out of bed. She was going to take blood samples...
Part 11 - Betrayal
(Author's note: see 'Chefs Special', Ch. 03 for more relevance to this portion of this story.)
15 And Simon Peter followed Jesus, and so did another disciple. Now that disciple was known to the high priest, and went with Jesus into the courtyard of the high priest. 16 But Peter stood at the door outside. Then the other disciple, who was known to the high priest, went out and spoke to her who kept the door, and brought Peter in. 17 Then the servant girl who kept the door said to Peter, "You are not also one of this Man's disciples, are you?"
He said, "I am not."
18 Now the servants and officers who had made a fire of coals stood there, for it was cold, and they warmed themselves. And Peter stood with them and warmed himself.
...
25 Now Simon Peter stood and warmed himself. Therefore they said to him, "You are not also one of His disciples, are you?"
He denied it and said, "I am not!"
26 One of the servants of the high priest, a relative of him whose ear Peter cut off, said, "Did I not see you in the garden with Him?" 27 Peter then denied again;
...and immediately a rooster crowed.
--- The Gospel According to St. John 18:15-27 (NKJV)

"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from in front of the Courthouse complex at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 15th. "Fox Two News has learned that the Guardians of Justice released another batch of highly sensitive documents last night!"
Bettina: "These new documents show that BigPoultryFoods, a wholly-owned subsidiary of BigAgraFoods, schemed with the U.S. Department of Agriculture to substantially raise the prices of eggs and chicken by introducing bird viruses that would decimate chicken populations on farms in the South. Additional documents show the Department of Agriculture and BigAgraFoods created a plan to spray crops with an insecticide that would decimate bee populations, causing food plants to not be pollinated. BigAgraFoods denies the allegations, and the USDA has declined comment, citing the ongoing investigation into the Guardians of Justice and their cyber-terrorism."
More Bettina: "However, more documents released by the GOA show a U.S. Government 'watch list' of persons they consider to be 'subversives', and disloyal to the Government. Among the names on the list are Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire; Dr. Marvin Milton, who is still clinging to life at University Hospital after being severely beaten; and Commander Donald Troy, of all people. The GOJ documents allege that the CIA tortured Commander Troy shortly after he defeated Pastor Raymond Westboro, believing Commander Troy to have leaked classified data to a reporter. Neither Commander Troy nor the TCPD have responded to repeated inquiries for comment."
"I have with me FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone!" said Bettina. "Agent Muscone, what is the situation with these GOJ leaks?"
"Bettina," said Muscone, "the FBI denies these so-called 'hit lists', and I and my superiors would be outraged if this was being done by anyone in the Bureau. Also, after last night's release of data by the Guardians of Justice, it's pretty clear that Professor Milton and his family have nothing to do with it, as they're all at the Hospital."
"Do you think Dr. Eckhart or someone else in the area is doing this?" asked Bettina.
"Obviously I'm not at liberty to discuss leads, Bettina," said Jack, "but this is not a small operation by teenaged hackers. There's serious organization behind this, and it's threatening the national security of all American Citizens."
"Thank you, Mr. Muscone." said Bettina. She continued: "And in local news, Peter Dwayne Gordon was indicted by a Grand Jury yesterday, for kidnapping, forcible rape, lying to Police, and other related crimes. I have with me State Attorney Jenna Stiles. Ms. Stiles, you are working closely with D.A. Krasney, whom you ran against in the last Election. Why the cooperation now?"
Jenna said "It is time that women stop being treated as objects of sexual pleasure for men. This indictment will go a long way to showing sexual predators that Justice will catch up to them. I wish to ensure that the rights of all women are properly protected. I do credit D.A. Krasney for his swift response to this case, and I condemn the disparaging comments about the victim by certain Police Officers."
It is not film tape about to roll, I thought to myself as I saw who was standing next to Jenna: Cindy Ross. Bettina asked "I have Captain Cindy Ross, Chief of Detectives of the TCPD with me. Captain, is Peter Gordon guilty? And is Commander Troy wrong to investigate the victim more than the suspect?"
Cindy replied "The results of the Police investigation were turned over to the D.A.'s office and to the State Attorney, and the D.A. went to the Grand Jury, which is normal procedure. Mr. Gordon's trial will determine his guilt. Commander Troy is doing what he believes to be right, but I believe he may be wrong on this one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *



It was dead silent in MCD. Even Sergeant Rudistan had nothing to say, and was solemnly quiet. All eyes were on me, most in shock. Teresa's eyes had a different quality to them; 'Teresa Cunt' anger. It is possible that it was a good thing she did not routinely carry a crowbar.
"Welllll," I said, keeping my voice relatively calm, "someone is wrong." As I got to the door to the back hallway to leave the room, I turned back and said "By the way... Captain Ross is still you Detectives' boss, so I'd better not hear one word of disrespect. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir." came a jumble of voices from a group of disbelieving Officers. Teresa also fled the room, through the side hallway door.
"I cannot believe what I just saw." said Theo Washington. "How that man could remain so calm after that..."
"Maybe he hasn't processed it yet." suggested Joanne Warner.
"That man is like a computer." said Theo. "He processes everything. Immediately. I sure feel sorry for Captain Ross, though."
"Yeah." said Teddy Parker. "Especially since Peter Gordon is innocent."
"Why are you so sure of that?" asked Joanne Warner, a tinge of anger in her voice. "What if he is guilty?"
"You believe that? Beyond a doubt?" retorted Teddy Parker. Joanne was about to say something ugly, then caught herself.
"I... I don't know." she said. "What I do know, is that this case is tearing this Police Department apart."
Then they all noticed that Deputy Chief Della Harlow was looking into Vice from the hallway, a malicious smile on her face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was called into the Chief's office. While talking with him, Cindy came into Headquarters via the side door. She looked into Vice, then MCD, and saw her Detectives sitting at their desks, silently working. Very silently working.
She went to her office and sat down behind her desk. As she began looking over Police logs, the door to her office opened. Teresa Croyle appeared, entering without knocking. And the look on her face suggested that 'Teresa Cunt' was about to go ballistic on someone.
"Hi. Didn't hear you knock." Cindy said. "What's up?"
"How could you?" Teresa snarled venomously.
"How could I what?" asked Cindy, though she knew what was coming.
"That little TV appearance you just made." Teresa replied. "How could you do that? You know the case is still being investigated!"
"The D.A. needed to go to the Grand Jury." said Cindy. "So I gave him what we had... like we always do."
"We don't always give them a half-ass case!" Teresa shouted. "And from everything I've seen, it's more than possible that that bitch is setting that poor guy up! You didn't have to rush this through like that! They're trying to railroad that guy, for Christ's sake!"
"Bullshit!" Cindy roared back. "He's not being railroaded!"
"What if he's not guilty?" Teresa shot back.
"I think he IS guilty!" shouted Cindy. "And I'm the Chief of Detectives here! I passed the information on to the D.A., and I have no qualms about it!"
"Fine and good, that's your prerogative!" shouted Teresa. "But you didn't have to throw Commander Troy under the bus on TV like that!"
"I didn't throw him under the bus!" shouted Cindy, rising to her feet to stand off with Teresa. "And they're right: he's investigating the victim, not the perp! He's wrong on this one!"
"And so you go tell everyone on TV that?" shouted Teresa. "The only reason you're in that chair, and Chief of Detectives, is because of that man! And you repay him by doing that to him?"
"What the hell?" Cindy yelled. "I'm supposed to not do the right thing and do my job because of that?"
"That's not the fucking point, and you know it!" Teresa yelled. "You didn't have to say what you did about him on TV! You could have kept your god-damned mouth shut about that, about him! You just gave the Enemy ammunition! They're loving it that YOU of all people said that about him!"
It was beginning to dawn on Cindy that what she'd done to her cousin and boss was wrong. But at the moment, that did not matter. The door to the office was opening again.
"Ladieeeeeees," growled Chief Moynahan, "your voices can be hearrrrrrd all the way down to the other end of the builllllding."
"Sorry, Chief." said Teresa.
"Both of you, my office, if you please." said the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, is everyone ready for the new semester?" asked University President Sidney P. Wellman. Everyone enthusiastically answered in the affirmative.
The Faculty Department Heads were meeting with the Dr. Wellman in the conference room next to his office on Campus, a standard meeting to wrap up the Summer semester and get ready for the Fall.
Dr. Laura Fredricson sat at her place a couple of seats down and to the left of Dr. Wellman, listening to his agenda items. She began having a sense of foreboding, a 'vibe', as her husband's cousin would call them. She glanced around, and found eyes surreptitiously studying her. None would meet her glance when she looked at them, though.
Some minutes later, Dr. Wellman said "Okay, are there any other concerns that need to come to the group's attention?"
"Yes, Mr. President." said Dr. Jan Camp, head professor of Women's Studies. She was about Laura's age, and like Laura was tall for a woman. And like Laura, Jan Camp was not unattractive, especially for her age. But Dr. Camp's tall, slender figure and the way she walked was almost gawky compared to Laura's elegance.
"Yes, Dr. Camp?" asked Wellman skeptically. He did not particularly like Dr. Jan Camp.
"I am hearing from a number of my students that they are very disturbed about what they are hearing regarding this rape case in Town." said Camp. "They are concerned about what appears to be militant actions by the Police, as well as a callous disregard of the victim's rights and favorable treatment towards her attacker."
"And why does that concern us or this University in any way?" asked Dr. Wellman.
"Some of these students want to take action." said Dr. Jan Camp. "Some want to begin having demonstrations, on Campus as well as off. The question is... when these demonstrations begin, will this Faculty support our students and their right of free speech?" She was looking straight at Laura as she spoke. Laura stared right back at her.
"Of course we will support them!" said Dr. Lionel Carmela, who was short and heavily bearded. He was head of the Political Science Department, and a rabid Socialist. "Their cause is very important!" Many agreed.
"I'm wondering," said Dr. Juanita Rivera of the Romance Languages Department, "if we should be having this conversation here and now. Can everyone in the room be trusted?" She also pointedly looked at Laura.
"That's a good question." said Dr. Jan Camp. "Dr. Fredricson is married to the Police Commander."
"And very proud to be his wife." said Laura, making sure her voice was loud enough to be clearly heard.
"You of all people, Dr. Fredricson," said Lionel Carmela, "should support rape victims."
"Oh, I do." said Laura. "I've also forgotten more about my studies of rape and its psychological effects than all of you put together will ever know. But I also know something else: the accused has his right to a trial to determine his guilt... a trial by a Jury, not by screaming mobs. My husband's nephew was once falsely accused of rape by the Campus Police. And my husband, who has solved more crimes and endured more pain in doing so than all of you put together, is conducting a fair and honest investigation of this crime, and he will not be dissuaded by intimidation tactics."
"Noooo, he'll just beat up the women with that crowbar he carries around---" said Camp.
"That's enough!" shouted Dr. Wellman as Laura stood up to confront Camp, her eyes blazing. "Your comment is out of line, Dr. Camp." Wellman said. It became oppressively silent in the room. Some glared at Wellman and Fredricson with hatred; others looked daggers at Camp.
"What I do not want to see," said Wellman, "is any property damage on this Campus, any persons hurt, nor anything on TV that has Boosters calling me asking what the hell is going on. I'm all for free speech and peaceful demonstrations, but all of you be very aware of how your words and actions are perceived by our generous benefactors, as well as the Public that elects the politicians that oversee us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ladies," said the Chief as he sat behind his desk, "we are in a crisis, here. I won't say that this rape case is not important, as a young man's future is on the line. But the Bible says 'and it came to pass'... not to stay, but to pass... and this case will pass on, one way or another, while our Police Force has to remain strong for the next case and all future cases."
The Chief continued: "I especially need you two Captains to get your shit together and act like a unified Team. Whatever quarrels you have, hash them out somewhere else, in private. Find a gym with a boxing ring and have at it. But not here, where the morale of my Police Force is put in danger. Is that clear?"
"Yes sir." both women said. They were standing at attention in front of the Chief's desk, absorbing the verbal reprimand.
"Okay, good." said the Chief. "I bee-lieeeeeve we are holding up progress, as the 'Crowbar Angels' meeting is scheduled for this hour. So, let's go to the Commander's office, shall we?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm sorry about that confrontation." said Dr. Wellman to Laura Fredricson as he poured them some water in his office before sitting down in chairs. "I'm sure you're aware that some of our Faculty are not happy about who you're married to. That obviously spilled over."
"Which is none of their God-damned business." Laura said quietly, letting her potty-mouth language emphasize her anger. Wellman did not fail to notice.
"That's why I wanted to talk to you now." said Wellman. "Laura, you and I have known each other for years, and my wife and I consider both you and your husband to be close personal friends. I also know what your 'second job' was all about, and I supported your service to our Nation through our clandestine services. But not all of the Faculty know that about you, and they do not see your husband the same way Sally and I and many others do. We know just what depths of filth he cleaned up; some here do not... and some either don't care or hate him for doing it."
"There's a 'but' in there, somewhere." Laura replied, her voice somewhat severe.
"Yes, and it's about that rape case." said Wellman. "What Camp did this morning was get Faculty support lined up. She's been working with her more 'militant' students, for lack of a better word, to gin up these demonstrations. She's also gotten signatures from 16 of our more strongly liberal professors to have you removed as Head of the Psychology Department, unless you openly and publicly denounce your husband."
"What did you say to that?" Laura asked.
"I told them to get back to their own jobs." said Wellman. "But what concerns me more is information I have learned from other sources, that your husband's enemies might try to get at him... through you.
"Come on, Dr. Wellman." Laura said acidly. "I was a Deputy Director in the CIA for years, with bounties offered for killing me. I somehow survived. I can take care of myself."
"I know." said Wellman. "And you need to be very careful now. Talk to your husband about it, and also tell him this: some of these bastards are out for blood... his blood. He may not realize exactly what he is up against."
"He knows, Doctor." said Laura. "He knows. I just wonder if the bastards realize what they are up against..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Chief, with all due respect," I said as the Chief, Cindy, and Teresa came into my office, "no matter what my mother and all the other ladies about Town say, you are simply not good looking enough to be a Crowbar Angel."
"Heh heh heh heh." barked the Chief. "Your mother is a brilliantly astute woman, Commander. But I'm just here to ref-r-reeeeee."
"Didn't know we needed one." I said, somewhat under my breath. Out loud I said "Sit down in the chairs, ladies, and the Chief can relax on the sofa." They took their seats.
Cindy looked downright fearful. I wish she would look as fearful when I mentioned 'Police Boxing Matches', but I digress. I looked at her and said "So, Captain, you believe our investigation of the Gordon case is complete?"
"No one said that, sir." replied Cindy.
"Yet you gave the D.A. the case." I said.
"They asked for what we had, and I gave it to them." Cindy said. "Even if we had more, or had nothing at all, Krasney was going to go to the Grand Jury anyway."
"Yes, that's true." I said. "You did your job. Okay, Laura checked on Dr. Milton at the Hospital this morning. He's doing much better. His vitals are getting stronger, his eyes are responding well to light, and Dr. Morgan is not trying to give me the doctor-speak that I hate hearing. But Mary is still sitting with him, and I have told her and Myron to take all the time they need, to help Dr. Milton. So Vice is one woman down. And the Data Branch is one Myron Milton down. How's the Operations Department, Captain Croyle?"
"Good, sir." said Teresa. "We've gotten in some good training. It looks like the slugs in the red shirts aren't stirring up trouble since the Statue Battle, and with School not back in session yet, it's all quiet."
"Calm before the storm." I said. "Don't let the quietness fool you. Okay, either of you have anything for me?"
"Sir, as you said," said Cindy, "with Mary in Vice and Myron looking after his father for the moment, we're pretty depleted in the Data Division. Sonali and Lainie are holding serve for now, but if something big hits, we will be stretched. Do we need to make any new hires?"
"Not until Myron is back, and can interview them with us." I said. "Anyone we hire will be his. Anything else?"
"I need a private word with you, sir." said Teresa. I nodded. The Chief and Cindy left the room. I took out and turned on the bug killer, Internal Affairs be damned by God.
"Sir, this may be out of line, but... how do you do it, sir?" Teresa asked. "I'd be... well, I did rip Cindy a new one, and the Chief ripped us both. How can you sit there like nothing happened?"
I gave a half smile, then reached for one of the framed photos on the edge of my desk, and turned it towards Teresa. It showed Carole and Buddy sitting side-by-side in the backyard of the Mountain Nest. Then I turned another photo around. It showed Teresa, Amy, and Buddy on Christmas Day... before Amy was put in the hospital.
"Buddy and Bowser are two awesome dogs." I started. "Bowser has even been awarded two citations by this Police Force, and he saved a young girl's life. But sometimes, bless his little canine heart, Bowser makes a mistake. Sometimes he gets so excited to see Carole that he loses control, and wets the carpet. At times like those, I have to remember that Bowser meant well, but made a mistake, and that I have to continue to love him unconditionally. And so I clean up the wet spot, give Bowser lots of love, and we move on."
"And like good dogs," I continued, "good people sometimes make mistakes. Sometimes people we love make mistakes. Peter denied Jesus three times, but Jesus still built His Church upon the rock that was Peter. This Police Force still needs Captain Ross to lead our Detectives... and I have to remember to love my cousin and friend unconditionally."
Teresa nodded, and I noted that she was introspective, and almost emotional. I dismissed her to her duties. Time for sentiment was over; I had work to do.
Part 12 - Ginning Up Trouble
Tuesday, August 15th. At 8:30pm, the Town & County Council ended the public meeting and retired to their private chamber to get some real work done... well, that was the intent, anyway.
"Can you believe what Troy did?" asked Kelly Carnes as they sat down at their usual places around the table. "He actually went into the Federal Building and beat the crap out of an FBI Agent!"
"Word I have," said J.P. Goldman, a University Regent as well a Council Member, and a very powerful man in these here parts, "is that it was directly related to Professor Milton's beating."
"Did Troy resign as FBI Consultant?" asked Thomas P. Cook, his voice sounding hopeful. "Because if he did, then his contract with us is ended... and we will not be reinstating it."
"Tough luck, Cook." said John Colby. "The SBI part of that contract is still valid; ergo, the whole contract is valid. And Special Agent in Charge Muscone says that Troy and Ross are still listed on the FBI's books as Consultants, so the contract is fully valid."
"All right." said the Mayor. "Let's get down to business. Old business?"
"Where are we on the chain-of-command structures for the Police Force?" asked Ian McGillie.
"Still in Committee." said Thomas P. Cook. "And I'll be bluntly honest with you, Mr. McGhillie... it's going to stay there for at least another month or two."
"Why?" asked McGhillie. "It needs to be resolved, and the sooner the better."
"It can wait until October." said Kelly Carnes. "We'll implement it when we do all the awards, promotions, and such for November 1st for the Public Safety Department."
"That is not acceptable." said McGhillie. "The Police need for this to be clarified now. We are being neglectful of our duty to our Police Force by leaving this issue hanging, and unresolved."
"Okay then," said Thomas P. Cook. "What's your answer, McGillie?"
"Accept Commander Troy's recommendation and pass it forthwith." said McGhillie.
"No way in hell that happens." said Carnes. "Either we say the Deputy Chief is Acting Commander in the Commander' absence, or nothing happens for two more months."
"Why is the two months so deadly important, Mrs. Carnes?" asked Dagmar Schoen. "Mr. McGhillie is correct: we should do our jobs on behalf of the Police Department and resolve this now."
"So you support the Deputy Chief being Acting Commander, with full authority over the Captains of Detectives and Operations, in the Police Commander's absence for any reason whatsoever?" asked Thomas P. Cook.
"Considering that the current Deputy Chief cannot command her way out of a paper bag, much less lead others, of course not." said Dagmar.
"It's not your way or the highway, either, Cook." said John Colby, his baritone voice cold and menacing. "We should be resolving this, and now, and with something acceptable to the majority of the Council as well as the Police Force, not just your way or no way at all. That's a false choice, and I'm calling you out on it."
"Mr. Mayor," said Cook, red-faced with fury, "this is not a Committee meeting. As a point of order, I suggest we move on with proper Council business."
"Okay, any new business?" asked the Mayor, eager to move on.
"Yes." said Malinda Adams. "I move, and this is formal, that Commander Donald Troy be suspended without pay indefinitely, and the process to terminate him be implemented immediately."
"Sheesh." said Edward Steele.
"Why?" asked the Mayor.
"Commander Troy is a misogynist." said Malinda Adams. "He hates women and makes it obvious. He discriminates against women. A woman was raped in this County, and Commander Troy not only opposed charging the thug that raped her, but is trying to blame it all on the victim herself."
"Let's be accurate, here." said Ian McGhillie. "Commander Troy is investigating all aspects of this case, which is appropriate for him to do."
"Why?" thundered Malinda Adams, her voice malignant with hatred. "A woman gets raped, then she's blamed for it. You men are so typical. You're all thugs."



"Watch your mouth, Adams!" Edward Steele thundered, the ugliness of his voice matching Malinda's. "I take your remark personally, and as defamation. Say that again, and I'll haul you into Court." The air was thick with tension as Steele and Adams stared each other down.
"Okay, okay," said the Mayor, wondering how all the Council's meetings dissolved into acrimony so quickly, "a motion is on the table. Is there a second?"
"I second the motion to suspend Commander Troy and begin the termination process." said Kelly Carnes.
"I move to lay it on the table." said Thomas P. Cook.
"By the rules of order, we must vote on that immediately." said the Mayor. "All in favor?" To the stunned consternation of some, the vote was 6-5... Carnes, Adams, Cook, Michaels, and Lewis voted for it, and the Mayor voted for it to break the tie.
"Okay, anyone who voted for the measure to lay it on the table can bring it back up at a later time." said the Mayor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can tell you one thing." said Jack Muscone, who was in the meeting with the DepDirector and Martin Nash. "Professor Marvin Milton, his son, and his daughter-in-law were not the ones that leaked that last batch of GOJ documents. He's in the hospital, and they are with him... and Myron has not touched a computer in a couple of days, now."
"I agree." said the DepDirector. "The Miltons are pretty much off the list of suspects, now. And the latest GOJ dump named the other suspects in the area, and then went and named Commander Troy, too... even exposed what Casey B. Walker did to him. That's going to cause the the CIA problems. So... any ideas at all who is doing this? The Grassroots politicians, the TEA Party types, are really making hay of this. I'm not unsympathetic to the truth about some stuff coming out, but at the same time good people are getting mud splashed on them along with the bad apples."
"Last night's batch came out of State Tech as the primary point source." said Muscone. "That suggests to me someone with access to all of this State's various Institutions of Higher Education. Or it could be a professor with sympathies towards Milton. What do you think, Martin?"
Nash said "W-W-I-C-D. What would the Iron Crowbar do? To solve this, I mean. I'm trying to think like he would, and I'm seeing two things: first, I don't think this is just one person. Someone is getting this information. Someone is putting out this information. They may not be the same person, but multiple people working as a group."
"That's a good thought. What is your second observation?" said the DepDirector.
"Sir," said Nash, "I've noticed a pattern in what is being released, which the Press is trying to suppress. At first, it was BigAgraFoods and Government plots to control food. The Iron Crowbar and we in the FBI were looking into that while interdicting Superior Bloodlines. Then came the gun-rights issue, which really gets people riled up, and therefore got people's attention... and maybe a distraction to other things. Then we had continuing releases that hint at the Wheeler murder and its cover-up. And after the Milton assault, another release suggesting the Government was or is targeting specific people. The leaks seem to follow storylines either happening with the Iron Crowbar, or things that will get people's attention and get them riled up."
"Keep that up, and someone is going to try to give you a crowbar... and not the way they gave Fox one." said Muscone.
"That is another issue. Dana Fox." said the DepDirector. "The top brass in D.C. was okay with the way I handled that. But a lot of Agents did not like it at all, and want something done to the Iron Crowbar over it. They also are voicing objections to his continuation as an FBI Consultant, and want us to formally end the relationship."
"I've been telling people it was an Agent-on-Agent issue, and an internecine fight." said Muscone. "That shuts them up a little bit. I ask those that still complain if the Iron Crowbar was right to take up for two of his Police Officers over an attack on their family. That usually shuts the rest of them up."
"You can't tell the whole nation that, though." said the DepDirector. "And we also have the problem of what to do about Team Lazarus. You have no idea how close you are to being broken up and reassigned to the four corners of the Nation."
"Is it that bad?" asked Nash.
"Yes." said the DepDirector. "There's a push for it from the Dana Fox supporters."
"Damn." said Muscone. "I also heard about a vicious yelling match between Captains Ross and Croyle this morning. This rape case is tearing all of them apart... and it's not doing much for the FBI, either. Someone has done a huge number on all of us."
"Who is that 'someone'?" asked the DepDirector.
Muscone replied "A certain redheaded hand grenade with a crowbar thinks there is one common thread running through every bit of this... a certain U.S. Senator that got away with murder in Polk County by the hair of his chinny-chin-chin."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It starts in the morning." said Jay Swenson.
He was in a hotel suite at the Hyatt City Center Hotel in the City. Also in the room were Ken Eidex, State Rep. Justin Madoff (D), State Senator Maxine Watts (D), State Rep. Wilson Hammonds (R), University booster Tom Riordan, trusted reporter John Hardwood... and Establishment Republican Elitist U.S. Senator Samuel Russell.
"Good." said Russell. "These Guardians of Justice bastards are just killing us. A lot of my fellow Congressmen and Senators are starting to ask questions that are best not asked. And the Grassroots people are having a field day with the shit the cyber-terrorists are releasing."
"God, I hate the Grassroots!" muttered Hammonds, but loudly. "They're supposed to be fucking sheep, and then this GOJ shit starts up and gets them riled up."
"That's what they want, of course." said Tom Riordan. "To gin up as much angst as possible. That's why the CIA murdered Jasmine Nix, too." He'd said that to gin up angst with Maxine Watts... and he succeeded.
"You damn right that's why they did it!" exploded Maxine Watts. "Now we got black gangs shooting at each other instead of the white supremacists supporting Val Jared! And speaking of that racist bastard, what are we doing about him?"
"We're getting there, Maxine." said Hammonds. "Tomorrow we begin our move against that filthy bastard Don Troy. Once he's neutralized, then we take out Jared and regain full control of the Houses of Government in this State."
"Why doesn't someone just shoot the bastard Troy, like the CIA shot Jasmine Nix in the head?" asked Maxine Watts.
"People have tried, Maxine." said Tom Riordan. "Feel free to try yourself. But be damn sure not to miss... he won't."
"We have to do to him what he did to Pastor Westboro." said John Hardwood. "Publicly humiliate him. Publicly destroy him and his worthless reputation. Demoralize the Police, and those loyal to him. And then we can regain control of the Governor's Mansion, then the SBI. Kill him, and he becomes a martyr... and our enemies dig in for a fight. Besides..." Hardwood became introspective as he finished: "... I want him to feel pain."
Everyone peered at Hardwood, and the abnormal intensity of his last words, though spoken quietly.
"All right." said Russell. "Apparently Milton was not the one leaking the GOJ material. He's nearly dead in the Hospital. So we've got to find out who is doing that, and put them in the Hospital, or the morgue. My benefactors are very unhappy with this situation."
"Don't worry, Senator." Jay Swenson said. "We're gonna twist the Iron Crowbar's cap around..."
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Big News Day
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 16th. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the fallout from the severe beating of University Mathematics Professor Marvin Milton!"
Bettina: "The President of the University, Sidney P. Wellman, issued this shocking statement yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing University President Sidney P. Wellman, flanked by a number of University Faculty. He said "Whether or not the Guardians of Justice are traitors or whistleblowers, the information they have leaked is devastating. For the FBI to name one of my University's professors as a 'subversive' and a criminal is deeply offensive to me and to the Faculty of this great University." Applause from behind him could be heard.
"This University stands for free speech," said Wellman, "and for the encouragement of thought and achievement. We stand in opposition to tyranny, and to a Government that would suppress its People by intimidation and open violence."
Wellman continued: "We do not have proof that the FBI was behind the severe beating of Professor Milton. But we can connect the dots like Professor Milton connects mathematical concepts. And so I am announcing that the University is withdrawing all cooperation with the FBI. We will not provide crime data to the FBI from this day forward. The FBI is not welcome on this Campus unless they have a legitimate warrant, obtained by a legitimate Court and not some secret Kangaroo FISA Court, and based upon realistic and honest probable cause, not trumped-up insinuations." There was much greater applause among the Faculty that was present, which did not include Laura Fredricson. She was busy at the moment...
Back to Bettina live: "Public Policy Polling has released new polls, showing that Commander Troy's popularity has fallen to 42%, and the percentage of those polled that say he is doing a good job has fallen to 38%. A surprising 38% of those polled say that Commander Troy should resign or be fired, the highest number ever, even higher than just before his final confrontation with Pastor Raymond Westboro."
Bettina's conclusion: "And the latest ratings have come out, and they are showing that you are watching Fox Two News in record numbers! Our numbers have gone up 20% over the summer, while our competitor KSTD has dropped over 40%. We at KXTC appreciate your viewership!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is John Hardwood, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning, bringing you the news you have a right to know!" said the untrustworthy reporter at 8:00am. "Women's Rights groups are rallying around the plight of Kendra Luskin, who has allowed herself to be named as the victim of the alleged rape at the hands of Peter Dwayne Gordon. Gordon was indicted by a Grand Jury, using information provided by Captain Cindy Ross of the TCPD, but sources tell Five-Alive News that Commander Donald Troy, who is accused by Council Member Malinda Adams of misogyny, is still investigating the victim of the crime instead of the suspect."
Tape rolled. State Senator Katherine Woodburn was giving a speech: "And all women should find it disgusting that Commander Donald Troy prefers to investigate the victim while helping provide legal representation for her attacker!"
More tape, showing Malinda Adams: "It is disgusting that Commander Donald Troy continues to be in command of the Police Department, and use his tremendous power of Police authority to investigate the victim of a rape while providing aid and comfort to her attacker!"
John Hardwood said "Mike G. Todd, attorney for Peter Dwayne Gordon, issued this statement." Tape rolled, with Todd saying: "First of all, I am defending Mr. Gordon pro bono, so allegations otherwise are libelous to Commander Troy. Second, Mr. Gordon has not been proved guilty of any crime, so the statements made by Councilwoman Adams, State Senator Woodburn, and certain members of the Press are defamatory, and may be met with legal action against them once he is found innocent of these charges by a Jury of his peers!"
Hardwood continued: "Recent polling shows that Commander Donald Troy is as deeply unpopular as Governor Val Jared, and that nearly two persons of every five polled believe that Commander Troy should be removed from his position as Police Commander. Commander Troy's numbers show that he is not trusted nor believed by the People of the Town & County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Big news morning!" said Micah Rudistan as we drank our coffee in MCD.
"No doubt about that." I said. I was making a rare 8:00am appearance in MCD, joining them to watch the Hardwood atrocity pretending to be a news report. I was there to gauge the reaction of my Officers.
"Wow, the way Hardwood threw out Captain Ross's name... that was wrong." said Teddy Parker.
"She reaped what she has sown." replied Captain Teresa Croyle. My eyes bugged out of my head as I turned to her.
"Before you say it, sir," said Teresa, "this is a 'teachable moment' for everyone... in that the Press will use and misuse any Police action to harm us as badly as they can. The Press is just loving it that they think Captain Ross seemingly went against you, and they're going to make this look as bad as they can for all of us as well as for Captain Ross."
"Point made, and point taken." I said. "Now I want all of you to hear this, and hear it clearly: we will say no more about this. Captain Ross did her job as Chief of Detectives; she officially did nothing wrong in providing the D.A. evidence in the case. As to her disagreement with me on some aspects of this case, that is between me and her. It is above your pay grades, and I will not begin discussing personnel matters here in front of everyone with this situation nor any other."
"And you may consider those words to be fully endorsed by meeeeee." growled Chief Moynahan as he came into the room.
*BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!*
It was my personal cellphone. I looked at the text.
"Well, Mr. Rudistan," I said, "it is indeed a big news day. My wife just texted that Sandra Speer just delivered a healthy baby girl." Everyone in the room cheered.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief had told me to go ahead to the Hospital and see Sandra and her new baby. He knew that this was a good way for me to 'quietly' talk with Team Lazarus in addition to the regular celebrating the beginning of a new life.
As I went to my Police SUV, Cindy came after me. "Can I get a ride?"
"Sure." I said.
As we pulled out of the parking lot, Cindy said "I want to apologize for throwing you under the bus. After Teresa tore into me, and after Hardwood used my name in vain, I can see I should've just said nothing."
"Apology accepted." I said. "At least by me. But you've got a lot of work to do to regain your Detectives's trust and faith. And I do suspect you're not going to hear the end of it from the Press."
"Any ideas how to kill that Hydra?" Cindy asked.
"Not yet." I said. I was watching the mirrors in the SUV.
"What's the matter?" Cindy asked, maybe seeing my actions, maybe feeling my vibe.
"I don't know." I said. "I'm having that feeling that we're being followed, or watched."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sandra was a redhead, and her beautiful little daughter was going to be a redhead also. Team Lazarus was already there, as was the Deputy Director. When we came in, Laura wasted little time pulling me into another room.
"We take routine blood tests." Laura said. "I took a little bit extra. The DNA tests will be back in a few days."
"And what do you expect to find?" I asked, already knowing.
"All I'll say is," Laura said, kissing me on the cheek, "congratulations, Daddy."
"Wow, and from a guy whose sperm you once said was too weak to father children" I replied, teasing my wife hard.
"That must've been in a different lifetime." Laura said. In some ways, she could not have been more correct...
"Speaking of my children," I said, "who is babysitting those that are yours?"
"Your mom, at home... the Mountain Nest." said Laura. "Well, she's watching them. Bowser is supervising them, and Buddy is supervising Bowser."
"Par for the course at the Troy Household." I said with a grin.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's beautiful." I said as I held the baby. "Just like her mom. What did you name her?"
"Greta Inez." said Sandra. "Inez was my mother's middle name."
"What about 'Greta'?" asked Jack Muscone, who had come in to see Sandra with me and Cindy after the DepDirector, Lindy, and Martin had visited.
"That's her father's great-grandmother's name, so I'm told. And I like it." said Sandra.
She said no more, but I knew that 'Greta' was the name of my great-grandmother, the woman that Dr. Heinz had helped escape from the Nazis with only an ancient Roman coin in her pocket. I wondered who had told Sandra: my mother, who was the granddaughter of the woman, or my wife, or Molly, or Cindy. Or did Sandra learn of my family history another way?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Greta's birth and her being in great health was the good news. Things only went downhill from there.
"We are definitely being watched." I said to Cindy as we came out of the Hospital. "Don't look straight at them, but that black car down driveway with two people in it." Cindy glanced without turning her head.
We got in the SUV, which I'd parked in the "Authorized Vehicles Only" area instead of the parking deck in back of the Hospital. As I drove down the drive, we noticed the black car was not there.
"They pulled out before we could come up on them." Cindy said. "Think they know you saw them?"
"No, they're being careful, as this driveway is the only way out of here." I said. "Whoever they are, they're good."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove down Jefferson Avenue, which is the east-west road that goes into Town from the Nextdoor County Highway, and is considered to be the southern edge of Town. Getting to Riverside Drive, I turned left (south), and down towards BOW Enterprises, visible in the distance. Then I turned along a couple of roads and was heading back north, towards Police Headquarters.
"Nothing unusual." Cindy said. "Most people look at a Police car, or make a point to studiously not look at it. I didn't see anyone trying to study us or look back to see where we're going."
"I didn't either." I said. "I'm still worried... whoa, what's this?"
There was a huge protest of at least 100 women in front of Police Headquarters. They were on the sidewalk, on the street, and they were blocking the lane to the fenced-in parking lot.
*WUP-WOOP!* *WUP-WOOP!*
At the sound of the siren, the protesters did not clear the way, but turned on the SUV. I saw signs saying 'FIRE COMMANDER TROY!', 'WOMEN'S BODIES MATTER!', 'JUSTICE FOR RAPE VICTIMS!', and other such sentiments. The women making this protest were mostly dressed in dirty shirts, blue jeans with (unintended) holes in them, many wearing glasses, and most with very short haircuts. And they were shouting obscene things.
*WHACK!* *WHACK!*
They were hitting the sides of the SUV with their signs. Though it was no threat to Cindy nor myself, I was getting pissed. Then I saw well-armed, helmeted Police Officers come out from the parking lot and force the women back, creating a lane for me to drive into the parking lot. They closed the normally-open gate behind us, staying behind the gate while the women raged outside.
Going inside, we didn't make it halfway down the hall before Chief Moynahan came out of his office anteroom and said "Conference Room, Crowbars."
He led the way into the Main Conference Room. To my utter shock, Myron Milton was there. "Mary's with Dad." he said.
"Can we get you out of here if she calls?" I asked.
Myron shrugged. "It's not like I could do anything if she does call." he said.
Myron had set up video conferencing with the Precincts. On the large monitor we had four squares in quadrants. One was Sheriff Allgood in his office, one was Precinct 1, one was Precinct 2, and the fourth one was Campus Police Lieutenant Bill Hanson. In the room were the Chief, me, Deputy Chief Harlow, Captain Ross, Captain Croyle, and the aforementioned Data Group Supervisor Myron Milton.
"We've got about fifteen women outside the fence here at the Old Mill." said Precinct Captain Thompson. "They've attempted to block cars coming in and out."
"Is the Press there?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Thompson. "KXTC and KSTD." I asked for a report from 1st Precinct.
"We've got about ten women outside the outer perimeter of County Jail." said Lt. Irwin of 1st Precinct. Precinct Captain Briggs was not at 1st Precinct Headquarters, apparently. "And of course a Press van covering them. KXTC."
"Hmmmmm, but not KSTD." I said. "Bill?"
"Commander," said Lt. Hanson, "we had about thirty women marching through campus, carrying signs. We're not sure where they started, but the ended up in front of the University President's Office. After about fifteen minutes the Press, not sure which network, stopped filming them and got in their vans and left, and the group dispersed. Just... dispersed."
"Sir," said Teresa Croyle, "we think those women may be the same ones that are now at County Jail, and maybe some of them are at Headquarters, here."
"What have you got at Police Headquarters?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"Several dozen women, maybe a hundred." said Teresa. "No men as part of the protest, as far as we can see. They're completely blocking all entrances to Headquarters and the road to the Crime Lab and the Fairgrounds, and they are blocking most of Riverside Drive. We're re-routing traffic at College Avenue and Old Main Street for now, but we're having trouble getting Police in or out. KXTC is parked on the road to the Crime Lab, and KSTD next door in the Public Health Department parking lot."
"Do the protesters have a permit?" asked the Sheriff.
"No, Sheriff." said Myron. "At least there's no permit coming up in the record base as having been issued for today."
"Are the protesters a danger to the Public?" asked the Sheriff.
"Yes sir." I said.
"No sir!" Della Harlow practically yelled. "They're protesting peacefully!"
"Harlow did not have to drive through them to get into Headquarters, Sheriff." I said. "And they're forcing us to divert traffic. They have no permit to protest and block access to Headquarters. The biggest danger is that we have to fight our way out just to go to any emergency that might crop up."
"Same here, Sheriff." said PCpt. Thompson. "We have to clear them out by force to get vehicles on the road."
"All right." said the Sheriff. "Do what you have to do to protect the Public. Keep me informed if the current situation changes." He tuned out of the videoconference.
"All right, guys." I said to the others. "You'll be hearing from Captain Croyle soon. Thanks for tuning in." With that, Myron disconnected the videoconference completely.
"Soooooo, Commander." said the Chief. "What will we be dooooo-ing?"
"Enforcing the law, Chief." I said. I turned to Teresa. "Captain Croyle, clear Riverside Drive of all protesters. Tell the Precincts to clear any obstacles to their ability to get in or out. And if any of those protesters want to see Police Headquarters, County Jail, or the Old Mill from the inside, feel free to arrange tours, via full booking and sitting in holding cells."
"Are you kidding?" exploded Della Harlow. "They're being peaceful! This is outrageous! It's police brutality!" As Teresa got up to go, Della yelled "It's 'Dean Allen' all over again!"
Teresa turned on Della, but fortunately for Della the Chief was in the way. "Eeeeasy, Ms. Croyle."
"Captain, go." I said, pointing at the door. "Clear that shit out of the street." Thankfully, Teresa obeyed. She left the room.
I turned to Della, my voice low and venomous as I said "I'll tell you right now that if you ever, ever say that again, to her, me, or anyone... you will find out the true meaning of 'police brutality'."
"And then I'll let Commander Troy have his shot at you." said Cindy, her ice-blue eyes blazing cold fire, tapping the green crowbar in her hand. I could see the Chief barely suppressing a grin at that one.
Part 14 - The Setup
Thursday, August 17th. I woke up at 4:30am. I did a quick workout on the Bowflex in Laura's exercise room, doing some work on my upper body, then my legs. No way this was enough to keep in top condition, but my back limited what I could do. I would normally go to Town Fitness Centers and swim, or the Police Gym for a better workout on most days. This just got my blood circulating.
Then I did my toilet, the three S's, and got dressed. I heard the pitter-patter of little canine de-feets as I put my gunbelt on over my uniform; two brilliant dogs knew that I would be coming down to take them to do their business within seconds. And they were right.
On this morning, I took my infrared/night vision binoculars with me. As I stood in the backyard, I swept the path going down the hill towards the University Campus. Then I swept up the mountainside. Nothing, so far.
The dogs came back and we went inside. I went to the front room and looked out the window. The streetlight at the edge of the driveway made the night vision impossible, but the infrared still worked. And I got a glimpse of a heat signature.
I left a note for Laura to find when she woke up, telling her that I loved her, and also to call me before she left for work. Then I got in my Police SUV and started down the driveway. Near the entrance, I stopped and swept the area with the binoculars again, but saw no infrared signatures. Maybe it was my imagination, I thought to myself... maybe...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police Headquarters was quiet. No one was obstructing the lane to the parking lot; Teresa and her Spec Ops Officers had made 22 arrests the day before. I checked in with the Duty Desk, who reported nothing unusual the night before.
Going to my office, I checked emails. There was one, forwarded from Jack Muscone. It reported that disgraced FBI Special Agent Waddell may have been spotted in England, at the Russian Embassy. Hmmmm, I thought to myself.
SBI-SIS Lt. Norm Chow had sent me a detailed report of what he and his team were finding out about the BigAgraFoods-Senator Russell connection. They'd found that a lawyer using the code name 'BLARG' had been meeting with BigAgraFoods executives and also with Senator Russell personally. The lawyer's real name was Rusty Dawson, of the firm Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C.
Whoa! I thought to myself, that's the law firm that Kendra Luskin's attorney Gwen Munson was with! I sent Chow a reply email suggesting he look into that law firm and both Dawson and Munson some more...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My personal cellphone rang. It was Laura. "Good morning, Darling." she said. "You skipped out before I could give you your morning blowjob."
"And I hated to do that." I said. "But a lot is going on. I'll just have to make it up to you."



"I got your note, and I love you, too." Laura said sweetly. "So what did you want me to call you about?"
"What are your arrangements for keeping the kids?" I asked.
"I'll be in my office, so I'm taking them in with me." said Laura.
"Okay." I said. "By the way, be on a sharp lookout for anyone that might be watching you or following you. I've had tails on me the last couple of days. And maybe we should make other arrangements for the kids."
"They'll be as safe with me as they will be anywhere." Laura said. "I'm armed to the teeth, and I've got the basement to run into if things really go to hell in a handbasket."
"Okay." I said. "I'll talk to you later. I love you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, August 17th, from in front of Police Headquarters. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the violent Police tactics used in breaking up a peaceful women's protest!"
Bettina: "Yesterday just over 100 women were protesting in front of Police Headquarters, drawing attention to the plight of female victims of rape being treated as 'asking for it' or otherwise investigated as the instigators. As this video shows, Police violently interdicted, arresting almost two dozen women, and using smoke grenades and pepper spray to disperse the other women."
Tape rolled, showing the Police breaking up the protest, and not hiding the women's own verbal and physical assaults upon Officers.
Bettina: "Similar Police tactics were used to dispel a peaceful protest at 2nd Precinct Headquarters." Tape rolled, showing Police arresting women, and not violently at all.
Bettina: "Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling says that Commander Donald Troy's popularity numbers are down to 40%, and his job performance rating is at 35%, while his negatives are at 55%. I have here with me State Attorney Jenna Stiles, who is the lead Prosecutor of the Peter Dwayne Gordon rape case. Ms. Stiles, what is your opinion of the Police tactics used to break up these peaceful protests?"
Jenna said "First of all, Bettina, not all Police Officers are guilty of police brutality, but Commander Troy's overwhelming response to even the smallest, most peaceful protests is deeply concerning, especially in a case where he obviously has less empathy for a woman that was raped than for her attacker. At least we have Captain Cindy Ross working with the D.A.'s office to help us prosecute this rapist."
"As fair and balanced reporters," Bettina said with a straight face, "we have to say it's an 'alleged' crime, as Mr. Gordon has not been convicted. His trial is coming up in September, which is very fast for a trial of this magnitude. Is the D.A.'s Office ready?"
"The State Attorney's Office is ready." said Jenna. "And with the information that Captain Ross and the TCPD have turned over to us, I am sure that we will get justice for this rape victim, and in doing so get justice for all women that are victims of sex crimes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why are you carrying your crowbar this morning, Commander?" Micah Rudistan jovially asked as we drank coffee in MCD.
"To beat some sense into mischievous Police Sergeants." I replied coolly, drawing laughter. "Or to beat some sense into bad journalists, which will take all day."
"Or to defend us all from the wrath of the Green Crowbar." said Teresa Croyle.
"A job I will delegate to the Police Boxing Matches Champion." I replied. "By the way, where is Captain Ross? And where is Parker?"
"They're both in her office, having a meeting." said Theo Washington. "And that poor guy does not have a crowbar to defend himself."
"Hotty toddy." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is John Hardwood, KSTD Five-Alive News, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!" said Hardwood. "We are covering the incredibly brutal Police assault on innocent, peaceful protesters, all women."
Hardwood showed tape and went through the same shit as Bettina, but he had a surprise. His interview was with... Deputy Chief Della Harlow."
"Yes, John," said Della, "I am embarrassed, humiliated really, for myself and the women Officers of the TCPD that had no part at all in the vicious, brutal, military-style actions of Captain Teresa Croyle and her SWAT stormtroopers at the direction of Commander Donald Troy. His hatred of women, especially of strong women that won't back down to intimidation, is obvious."
"And Commander Troy is the one who gave the orders to assault these peaceful female protesters?" asked Hardwood.
"I heard him give those orders myself." said Harlow.
"Captain Teresa Croyle carried out these actions." said Hardwood. "After what she did to Dean Allen, and now leading other Officers into actions of brutality, is she fit for the position she is currently in?"
"That is for the Inspector General and the Town & County Council to decide." said Harlow. "I'll just point out that it was Commander Donald Troy that put her into her current position, and now look at what is happening."
"Chief Harlow," said Hardwood, "some will ask why you continue to serve on this Police Force with the likes of Commander Troy and Captain Croyle. What is your answer to them?"
"I, and others, are fighting the abuse and the misogyny from within." said Harlow. "I'm in a position where my voice can be heard in defense of women, and in protest of the abusive tactics of Commander Troy. And perhaps the next time I can be more assertive in stopping these tactics of brutality..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why shouldn't I fire her now?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"I have two answers, Chief." I said, as we sat in his office. "One is that that is what they want, and we fall into their trap. Take action against her, and it confirms what she's been saying, according to her and to the Press, anyway. Bad logic, but they know the optics would be bad for us."
"No doubt." said the Chief. "What else?"
"The second answer" I said, "is that this is not enough. Document it, begin building a case, but it's too early now. If this keeps up like I think it will, she's going to truly cross the line, and then you can barbecue her."
"O-kay, Commander." said the Chief. "What is going on, here? And don't bullshit me; I can see that you have ideas in that red head of yours that I am not able to forrrrrm."
I nodded. "This is all a well-planned, carefully orchestrated operation to destroy me. And I'm not saying that in an 'It's all about me.' kind of way. They're trying to tear the TCPD apart, render the Force immobile and ineffective, and also protect themselves and allow themselves to proceed to their political goals, which involve the SBI and the Governor's Mansion, if I don't miss my guess."
"And, as usual, you're just walking into the trap." said the Chief.
"No sir, I am not." I replied. "People's lives are on the line, here. Professor Milton has nearly been murdered. Peter Dwayne Gordon is on trial for his life. The TCPD is split, and the FBI itself is being demoralized and harmed. I will also say, Chief, that I've seen something along these lines before, when Pastor Westboro tried to destroy my reputation after he realized I was going to take him down. This whole plan is worthy of the late Pastor; I look forward to meeting whoever conceived it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross came out of her office with Teddy Parker in tow. She stopped by Teresa's office and asked Teresa to come with her. They all came down the hall to the Police Commander's office, and Helena buzzed me. I had them come in.
"Sir," said Cindy, "Teddy has a story you need to hear."
"Have a seat, all of you." I said. I looked up at the ceiling light. Cindy didn't even blink; she turned on her anti-bugging disc, then sat down next to Parker in the hot chairs. Teresa sat on the sofa behind them.
"Tell the Commander what you told me." said Cindy.
"Sir," said Teddy, faltering at first, then getting his words together and a head of steam: "you know that I was dating Janice Holloway, and then she broke up with me after Commander Harlow told her I was a racist."
"Yes." I said.
"Well, sir," said Teddy, "Janice stopped me in the hallway yesterday, just before I left for the day. She said she wanted to try to get together again, to start dating again."
"Uh oh." Cindy said, seeing my face.
"Yeah, 'uh oh' is right." I said, opening a drawer to my desk and pulling out a folder full of papers. "Teddy, what did you tell her?"
"I said I had to go to an appointment, but I'd talk with her later." said Teddy. "But it just seemed weird. I mean... I like Janice, but there's a lot of crap going on right now..."
"Your Detective instincts to be concerned are well-honed, and very valid." I said. "Teddy, it's generally not my job nor business to worry about my Officers' love lives, except for the Auxiliary Officer I'm married to. But I want you to consider this story, which is part of this file." I put the file folder in front of Teddy.
"This is about a man I know, and what happened to him a few years ago." I said. "He was engaged to a woman... not just dating, but engaged to be married. They broke up, called the wedding off. A couple of months later, she came to him and said she wanted him to ask her out again and woo her. So he sent her some flowers and asked her to dinner."
"In response," I continued, "she went to H.R. and filed a sexual harassment complaint. The company immediately fired him, and worse, when any company he was interviewing with called him, that company would tell the callers they fired him for sexual harassment. They're not supposed to do that, and he sued them over it. But they kept doing it, and he lost the lawsuit, too. The last I heard of him was four years later, and he still couldn't find a job."
"Good Lord." said Cindy.
"So, Teddy," I said, "I've halfway been expecting Harlow to get Holloway to do this. It's not my place to tell you what to do on this, but I'd strongly recommend you have no contact with Janice other than strict professional conduct in front of other people. Don't let her get you into any situation where you're alone with her. I hate to say it, because I might be wrong and it might be costing you the relationship of your life, but right now, you need to be more safe than sorry, or your Police career could be ruined... especially in the current atmosphere around here."
"I understand, sir." said Teddy. "I think you might be right."
"Good." I said. I got on the phone and asked Jerome Davis to come to my office. He arrived within seconds.
"Davis, Parker," I said, "I am going to have you work out of the Precincts for a while. Captain Croyle is going to ask the Precinct Captains to provide you with some space and a couple of desks at each location. You'll be guided to where you're needed more, but for at least three days you'll be at 1st Precinct. I want you to keep your ears open. Instead of C.I.s, you'll be talking to Police Officers, and you'll find out everything that's going on. You're not spying on anyone; I don't care about foibles, but you'll know what I want to know when you hear it."
After making sure everyone understood, I dismissed the Detectives and Teresa to make it happen. Cindy was peering at me.
"Was that a true story?" she asked.
"Yes, it was." I said.
"What happened to that guy?" she asked.
"It is possible that someone arranged to give the guy a whole new identity." I replied. "He got a job, then decided to start his own business a couple of years later." I then grinned. "The person that gave him the new identity was your father, Dr. Eckhart. And I won't tell you who the guy is... but you know him."
"Oh, thanks for nothing!" Cindy replied, rather loudly. Then she said, "You must really think Harlow and Holloway are trying to set up Teddy. Sending my guys to the Precincts, which you've always fought like hell against..."
"Yes, I do think it's that bad a problem. And that dangerous for Teddy." I replied.
Part 15 - Dry Run
1:00pm, Thursday, August 17th. I was beginning to get some data. I discovered that Lawrence J. Gordon, father of the accused Peter D. Gordon, had set up a Super-PAC for Establishment Republicans in the State, and had been behind a good deal of advertising for U.S. Senator Samuel Russell in the last Election. He'd given no money at all to Governor Val Jared nor U.S. Senator Richard Nunn, and while he'd given no money to Jack Lewis, he'd paid for some 'generic' anti-Jared ads in the last Election.
Then I got a text from 'Faraday', a code name. 'Faraday' said he had a couple of leads on Kendra Luskin in the City, and would arrange to meet me over the weekend about it.
Cindy knocked on my door. "I'm going to go pick up Callie at City Airport." she said.
"Keep your eyes peeled, and make sure you're not being followed." I said. "And to that point... do you want to take the Black Beauty?"
Cindy smiled. "I'm already taking it. It's in the parking lot." I looked out my window. The green O65 Imperial Crown was in Cindy's parking place. Cindy had gone to The Cabin and retrieved it, which she had every right to do.
"Do be careful." I said. "We've got all too many bogeys around here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes after Cindy left, Captain Teresa Croyle came to my office.
"Lt. Hanson of the Campus Police called." she said. "A group of women began massing around the Campus Police Station about ten minutes ago, carrying signs saying 'Stop Police Brutality' and 'I Am Woman, Hear Me Roar'. They're not doing much, not really even protesting. I sent Rudistan and Morton on a drive-by."
"Speaking of 'Drive-By's," I said, "is the Media there yet?" I asked.
"No, not that they could see... oh, I see." Teresa said. I nodded.
"Yep, they're just waiting for the Media to arrive, then a protest will magically come into being." I said. "Are the SpecOps people ready?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "I put them on alert five minutes ago. They're ready to roll out if Lt. Hanson calls."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"KSTD van has arrived." called in Rudistan on Channel 5 Encrypted Radio. "Parked on the other side of the street, in the strip mall where 1st Precinct used to be." I knew that the Campus Police HQ was just north and across the street.
"Roger that." I said. "How many protesters?"
"Six, sir." said Rudistan. "Not really noisy, either... and they're looking around as if they're looking for something."
I contemplated that. "I wonder what they're waiting for?" I said. Then I had an insight. I called Lt. Hanson on the phone.
"Just a few women, not even a nuisance, Commander." said Hanson.
"Bill," I asked, "do you have cameras monitoring the Campus?"
"No doubt." said Hanson. "Coverage of most of Campus."
"Check and see if there are groups of women, in clumps, around the Campus Police building, and call me back." I said.
Five minutes later, Hanson called back. "Yep, several groups, all watching their smartphones. Not just women, but some pretty straggly guys, too."
"Roger that." I said. "Don't be surprised if that little demonstration suddenly blossoms into a big one. You might want to batten down now."
"What's going to trigger it?" asked Hanson.
"I'm not sure yet." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were not too long in finding out. Teresa had quietly had several ubiquitous unmarked white vans full of SWAT and SpecOps people converge on the parking lot of the strip mall that once housed 1st Precinct Headquarters.
"Let's get a drone up." I said. I was downstairs in the 'command post' area, from where operations had been run in the past... but with Myron and Mary at the helm. Now there was just Your Iron Crowbar.
"Drone is up, Commander." said Teresa. I began watching on its camera as it flew over Campus. I saw the clumps of people, trying to be furtive, in several groups around the Campus Police building. Several of them looked up, seeing the drone.
"Rudistan?" I said into one of the 'green phones', which was actually connected to the radio system.
"Here, sir." said Rudistan.
"Any other patrols near you?" I asked.
"Hicks and Johnson are at the Bus Station, sir." said Rudistan.
"I want you and Hicks to drive into the Campus Police parking lot." I said. "But listen carefully... if people suddenly start coming up to the building and start becoming a protest mob, I want you and Hicks to get the hell out of there as fast as you can. Get off Campus and drive up or down the road out of sight. How copy?"
"Loud and clear, sir." said Rudistan. "Wilco."
"Wilco, sir." said Hicks.
I got up and hustled upstairs, then out of the building and to my Police SUV...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
From the parking lot of a bar just south of the strip mall, John Hardwood and his camera crew were waiting. With them were Deputy Chief Della Harlow and State Attorney Jenna Stiles. Della was using binoculars, studying the white vans at the strip mall, and the Police cruisers that had just come to the Campus Police building.
"Okay, our guys are in place." she said. "And two cars at the University Police building---"
Suddenly, the two Police cruisers raced for the entrance to the road, and pulled onto University Avenue, driving north at high speed. At the same time, large numbers of young people, men and women, most of them poorly attired in dirty t-shirts and ragged jeans and Birkenstocks, began streaming out of the tree-shaded Campus. They joined the six-woman protest and began shouting as they filled the parking lot. Some began approaching the entrance to the building. They had baseball bats as well as signs.
Hardwood and his cameraman moved in to get better views, and also to let the protesters know he was there for them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Our guys haven't moved in yet." said Della.
"That's because I haven't told them to." said a voice behind her. Della and Jenna turned around, shocked to see the Iron Crowbar behind them, tapping the red crowbar in his hand as he usually did when he was about to apply it in a 'corrective action' kind of way.
"What are you doing here?" Della all but screamed.
"Wondering what you are doing here." I replied. "And with the Press and the State Attorney. Mighty curious, I am. Mighty curious."
Campus Police vehicles were coming up to their Headquarters, but the Cadet Police were outnumbered by the protesters.
"Croyle to Troy." I heard my radio say.
"Troy here." I said. "What's your status?"
"Lt. Hanson just called, asking for our help." Teresa said. I could see that the protesters were about to reach the building.
"You are 'go' to interdict." I said. "Smoke and beanbags authorized if necessary."
"Roger that, sir." Teresa said.
The SpecOps people began crossing University Avenue, with Uniformed Officers stopping traffic both ways. When the protesters saw the contingent of helmeted, armored, shielded Officers with shotguns coming their way, they fled back into the oak-tree-shaded heart of the Campus, dispersing completely. The protest was over hardly before it began.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What was your analysis of that incident?" I asked. I was in my office with Captain Croyle, Senior Sergeant Hugh Hewitt, and Sergeant Gregory Charles. They were still in their 'combat' gear.
"They turned tail and ran as soon as we started crossing the street." said Charles. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Sir," said Hewitt. "When they were dispersing, I looked around for an ambush. It looked like we were being drawn into a trap. But we didn't pursue them, we just secured the Campus Police building. So if they had an ambush for us, it didn't come off."



"I think you're partly right, Hugh." I said. "They were drawing us in, but I don't think they were going to ambush you. They just ran and didn't regroup. I'm not sure they even expected you to pursue them any further."
"Commander," said Teresa, "I believe they drew us out to confront them. If that was their goal, it worked. We showed ourselves, secured the building; they dispersed, their mission done."
"I think that's closest to it." I said. "Part of it was that they were observing our tactics, as well as seeing what it would take to get us to react. And I would add that they were waiting for some kind of 'trigger' from us... when two TCPD Police cruisers pulled into the Campus Police HQ, that's when they came out of the woodwork like a swarm of termites."
They all nodded, then I said "Okay guys, go ahead and get cleaned up. Captain, stay here for a moment." Hewitt and Charles left. I turned on the bug-killer, all but hoping I.A. would try to say something about it.
"There is one other thing I need to tell you." I said. "Harlow and Jenna Stiles were watching the SpecOps deployment. They were with the KSTD van just south of your position."
"I don't carry a crowbar." said Teresa. "So tell me what that means?"
I sat back in my chair. "There's been a pattern about this whole thing. This bogus rape case comes along, and Della Harlow has been showing up every step of the way. She's also gone from being a very good Administrator to being a bitter, politically-driven hack, opposing us, and more specifically me, at every turn."
"Maybe she's after your job." said Teresa. "Like Brownlee was."
I allowed my eyes to come to rest upon her eyes. "Yes, I believe that is exactly what is going on. Not quite the same way as Brownlee, though..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I were hosting Edward and Stephanie Steele for dinner at the Mountain Nest. My mother had been invited, but had said she was going to join Mrs. Williams in sitting with Mr. Davis, whose health was deteriorating.
Carole and Marie were on a tear, running through the house in their Wonder Woman and Supergirl costumes. They saved Buddy and Bowser from unseen enemies several times. I told the Steeles about Carole's 'stomach of steel' comment at the dinner table, and they loved it.
"Dr. Milton might need a costume like that for the hospital food they serve." Stephanie Steele said. "How's he doing, by the way?"
"Better." said Laura. "Much better. They're going to take him out of the induced coma tomorrow if he continues to improve."
"Good." said Edward Steele. "That was just... horrible, what the FBI did."
"Well, it wasn't all of the FBI." I said. "But yes, it was bad." Laura and I knew that I spoke from experience about physical abuse at the hands of the Government.
"Laura, let's go check on the girls." said Stephanie. They went upstairs.
"Don," said Edward, "something happened at the Council meeting the other night, that I don't understand."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Malinda Adams brought up a formal motion to suspend you, for alleged misogyny in that rape case." said Steele. "Kelly Carnes seconded it. Then Thomas Cook moved to lay it on the table... and that motion passed."
"Why is that unusual?" I asked.
"It looked orchestrated." said Edward. "Take up a motion, then just lay it on the table without debate of any kind. I don't understand why they went through that."
I had already heard about this from John Colby. I didn't mention that, but said "I'm no expert on Robert's Rules of Order or parliamentary procedure, but there is now that motion, on the record and in the record, just hanging there waiting to be brought back up by any of those that voted to lay it on the table?"
"That's... right." said Edward, thoughtful. "But again... why?"
Just then, the ladies came back. "Don," Laura said, "you know that Department Head meeting I told you about?"
"The one Tuesday?" I asked. "Yes."
"Stephanie and I were talking about it." said Laura as they sat down with us again. "Go ahead, Stephanie."
"I'm not teaching any classes this summer," said Stephanie, "so I've been doing work with the Worldwide Radio Telescope." The WWRT was actually a network of radio telescopes all over the world, connected by computer to enhance their power tremendously.
Stephanie continued: "I've been getting out of the Astronomy Building pretty late this last week. A Campus Police Cadet Officer always walks me to my car. He's an Astronomy major when he's not on duty."
"Not a bad looking guy, either." Laura said. I chuckled.
"You are going to get me in trouble, Laura!" Stephanie said with mock shock. "Anyway, we've noticed the last few nights that some people have been milling about. Not in the normal way of taking a walk or getting home to a dorm, but looking like they're casing buildings."
"Like the Campus Police Building?" I asked. Stephanie nodded.
"And that's not all." Laura said. "I know opinion about me is divided, and I don't give a rip. But a couple of my students said they were approached about being part of a demonstration... and were asked repeatedly if I'd support it. My girls said they, the other women, would have to ask me, and no more was said. But my girls thought they were being watched at times."
"They should come study with me." I said. "I've been feeling like I'm being watched, too. And not just by Bowser!" I looked over to see a handsome almost-white-haired dog looking at us from the edge of the room. Seeing that I'd spotted him, and the two girls hiding on the stairs behind him peeking in on us, he and they scampered back upstairs, the girls giggling. Where DO they get all that energy? I wondered.
I thought about the situation, then said "Stephanie, what do you guys do about Marie's security during the day?"
"She's usually with me in the morning." said Stephanie. "I stay late, so I usually don't go in until noon. Marie is usually with me, or at the Day Care Center next to the J.P. Goldman Bank."
"J.P. and Selena set that up for their employees and personal friends." said Edward. "They vet and hire the women that care for the kids. Only about eight to ten kids in total." I nodded.
"Think they'd let Carole and Jim stay there for a few weekdays?" I asked.
"I'm sure they would." said Stephanie. "Selena would be glad to take them in."
"Don, no disrespect to the day care center, but the kids are as safe with me as they'll be anywhere... unless you want to keep them at Police Headquarters." Laura said.
"That's a thought, too." I said. "But seriously, you're probably right."
"You think there's going to be trouble?" asked Edward.
"I don't know." I said, fighting to not go into a reverie. "Maybe just paranoia and an overabundance of caution on my part..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It was good." Callie said. "The company is doing pretty well, and making good money. I think the biggest problem Annemarie has is finding good cameramen with an instinct for finding the right angles. So... what fun have I missed while I was in beautiful, sunny Los Angeles?"
"You picked a great week to be away." Cindy said. Let me tell you..." She proceeded to tell Callie everything that was going on, including her mistakes and the Press taking advantage of those mistakes, and her (Cindy).
"Oh, I think we can take care of that." said Callie. "Let's get home, and I'll run an idea by you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, it's a 'go' then." said Priya Ajmani. She was sitting in the living room of Callie and Cindy's condo.
"Soooo..." Callie said with her beautiful grin, "you get a shot to scoop Hardwood, Cindy gets out of her mess. So what does that leave for me?"
"Eddy." said Priya.
"Eddy?" Cindy asked.
"I didn't come here by myself, you know." said Priya. "A girl's gotta have some protection."
"He's outside?" Callie asked. "Girl, get him in here... and in me!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy watched as Priya and Callie gave Eddy's big cock a double-decker blowjob. She definitely was enjoying the sight of the two women kissing each other as they fellated Eddy, and Eddy was extremely fit and a handsome man to watch with the blonde and Indian beauties.
"Okay, Cindy." said Priya, moving to where Cindy was on the sofa. "Get me wet for Eddy's big cock!" With that, she practically sat down on Cindy's face. Cindy began eating the delicious Indian pussy, finding Priya to be extremely wet already. Then she felt Priya lean over, then Priya's wet tongue licking her own slit.
"Save some of that for me!" Callie called out as she gently jacked Eddy's hard, throbbing cock.
"Then get over here and start licking, bitch!" Priya commanded. Callie quickly got up and dove face-deep into her girlfriend's sopping wet cunt.
"Oh yeah, that's good.." Cindy moaned. Priya got off her and Callie and Cindy locked eyes as Callie tongued Cindy's slit. Then Cindy looked over and saw Priya climbing onto Eddy in the chair. Eddy was sucking Priya's big breasts as the Indian beauty fit the head of his huge cock into the bright pink, gaping slit, the contrast of the pink of her pussy to her brown skin being very erotic to Cindy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They were in the second bedroom now. Eddy had taken Priya into the bedroom, deposited her on the bed, mounted her, and begun fucking the gorgeous Indian reporterette with raw male power, making Priya cry out with delight. As he relentlessly fucked Priya, Eddy realized that someone was approaching his backside, and a P.I. like him was always aware of such things. In this case, it was Cindy and Callie, and their intentions were to enjoy watching the blonde stud fuck the dark-skinned babe.
"OH GOD, I'M COMING!" Priya cried out, followed by moans as she shivered violently, her cunt clutching at Eddy's pistoning meat. Eddy groaned, and could not hold back. He shoved his cock balls-deep into Priya's cunt and began firing spurt after spurt of his thick, ropy jism into her depths.
"Mmmmm, now that is hot!" Callie said. "Cindy! Cleanup on Aisle 5!" The blonde was already moving to lick Eddy's cum and Priya's juices off of Eddy's still-pulsing cock as he pulled out of Priya.
"Don't mind if I do." said Cindy, getting on top of Priya and lowering her pussy to the Indian reporterette's mouth, then burying her own tongue in Priya's well-fucked snatch and licking out Eddy's deposit...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sometime later, Cindy was in her own bed in her bedroom. Eddy had recovered his hard-on with Callie's help, and he had mounted the beautiful blonde and was now fucking her with raw abandon. For herself, Callie was remembering how Eddy had fucked her during the Jaime Silver case, and she was loving getting fucked by Eddy's cock now. She had wrapped her shapely legs around Eddy's back to keep him deep inside her, and he was not disappointing her in the fucking he was throwing into her.
Cindy had watched for a while, but was tired and needed sleep. She went to her own bedroom, and got into bed. Before she could doze off, she heard her bedroom door open. Priya walked in, gloriously naked except for her high heel pumps.
"Want some company?" Priya asked hopefully.
"Sure." Cindy said, holding open the sheet. Priya climbed in and snuggled up to the ruggedly pretty blonde, her back pressing into Cindy's breasts and her magnificent ass pressing into Cindy's firm abs. Priya sighed with happiness as Cindy lowered the sheet over them both.
"So you didn't want some of Eddy?" Priya asked, her voice just above a whisper. "He's a hot stud. Not quite the Iron Crowbar, but a hot stud anyway."
"Naah." Cindy said. "I'll leave the men, including my stud cousin, to you guys. I'm an all-woman woman."
"I can understand that." Priya said. "But you're missing half the fun."
"Nope." Cindy said. "Did men in my younger days. Then I met a woman who kissed me right on the mouth, and I said 'I'm home!'. Haven't gone back, haven't missed it..."
Neither woman said any more... they were both falling asleep...
Part 16 - The Enemy Victorious
5:30am, Friday, August 18th. As I got into my Police SUV at the Mountain Nest, I looked around carefully but saw no one. But I still had a sense of foreboding that had been rising all night and would not go away. I'd half expected to be visited by Angela Harlan in a dream, but it was 'no joy' on that.
As I drove north along the road that serviced the houses along the way to the Mountain Nest, most of them owned by members of the Faculty or University Administration, I saw no vehicles parked along the side of the road. But as the road curved down to meet University Avenue near University Memorial Stadium, I saw clumps of students sitting on benches or standing in groups next to their cars in the parking lots. I noticed that their attire and personal cleanliness was far beneath the standard my mother would've ever allowed me to be seen in public. But worse, I felt like they were watching me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 18th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "Fox Two News has learned that Women's Rights Groups are joining other Social Justice Groups in expressing outrage at the treatment of rape victim Kendra Luskin!."
Bettina: "With the University's Autumn Semester starting up in just days, there is concern about large numbers of young women returning to School and joining what have been to this point small and peaceful protests. The SOWs, the State Organization of Women, have issued what they have termed a 'Call To Action' to protest the Police treatment of Ms. Luskin as well as women's groups that have to this point peacefully protested the actions of Commander Donald Troy."
More Bettina: "In addition, the Citizens For Police Accountability, led by spokespersons Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, have made fresh complaints to the Inspector General's Office about Commander Troy's conduct towards Ms. Luskin as well as disparaging comments he has made about the Press. The women's rights group 'Stop Abuse of Women', or the SAWs, have joined the CFPA action. Other Social Justice groups have expressed support for the women's groups."
Yet more Bettina: "Asked if he would pardon Peter Dwayne Gordon should he be convicted of forcible rape, Governor Val Jared said the question was completely premature, considering that Gordon has not had a trial yet, nor the evidence presented. When pressed that he was not denying that he would consider a pardon, the Governor stated angrily that the question was, and I quote, a 'Press ambush trap question' and that he wasn't playing their game. It should be noted, however, that the Governor refused to explicitly rule out a pardon for Peter Gordon."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, we were stunned by what transpired.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am from in front of City Hall. "Five-Alive News has a special exclusive interview with State Attorney Jenna Stiles!"
Priya turned to Jenna as the camera moved to include both of them. "Ms. Stiles, do you have a solid case against Peter Dwayne Gordon?"
"I believe we do, Priya." said Jenna. "With the evidence obtained by Captain Cindy Ross and turned over to the D.A.---"
"That's not true!" shouted a voice. The camera panned out to show Captain Ross coming up to Jenna and Priya. I noticed Cindy's ice-blue eyes blazing as she said "I just did my job. Peter Gordon has not been convicted yet! Why are you throwing my name around like that?"
"You did provide the evidence!" said Jenna, shocked by the developments.
"But you're not talking about all of it!" shouted Cindy. "What about the discrepancy in Luskin's dress, and the affidavits that it was not torn? You're only telling people half of it, and using my name in vain to convict that man in the Media! That's dirty pool, Ms. Stiles!"
"You've done your part; it's my job to prosecute him now!" shouted Jenna. "So let me do it----"
"My job's not finished!" shouted Cindy. "If I find evidence she set him up, I'm going to give it to the Defense---"
"Who's side are you on?" screamed Jenna.
"The side of Justice!" replied Cindy. "Despite you constantly using my name in vain to bolster your weak case!"
Priya could not hide a grin as this little shouting match was carried via the airwaves into the homes and businesses of the Town & County...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"But Dan," snarled John Hardwood, "why, why did you let her air that?"
"Are you kidding?" replied Walther, editor of KSTD. "That was the hottest news we've had in a good long time!"
"But Dan..." gasped Hardwood. "Good grief, it ruined everything! We had Ross where we wanted her, we were driving a wedge between her and the Iron Crowbar... now that is what would've created hot news!"
"Good grief, Hardwood," muttered Walther, getting irritated. "First of all, your ratings suck. They're in the tank. Priya could hold up against Bettina, but you're just poison... rat poison... to us. Second, I don't know what this 'driving a wedge' business is, but you'd better be talking golf. The last thing I need is some kind of agenda-driven news trying to create problems with the Police Force, and especially the Iron Crowbar."
Hardwood was seething; so much of his work had been destroyed this morning. "All right, all right. But the D.A. will be screaming; that had to have affected the potential jury pool."
"As if we give a shit about something like that." replied Walther. "What's with you, Hardwood?" After a pause, Walther said "Listen, you better get out there and get me some hard news, or Priya's going to be back on in the mornings..."
Hardwood exited Walther's office, and went to get his camera crew. On the way, he made a phone call. "Listen," he said, "we got nuked this morning by Ross. Is it still on?... yes, hell yes, I'll be ready..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A half hour later, Captain Cindy Ross stormed into Police Headquarters. When she went by MCD, Captain Teresa Croyle stepped into the hallway, grabbed Cindy, and pulled her into MCD. The room burst into applause.
"We loved it." said Teresa.
"That was awesome, ma'am!" shouted Joanne Warner. Enthusiastic agreement and more cheering followed... including the applause from Captain Ross's immediate superior Officer. That would be Your Iron Crowbar.
"Brilliantly planned, flawlessly executed, Green Crowbar!" I said. "That was beautiful to be-hold."
Cindy exhaled, then allowed herself to feel the joy in the room. "Thank you, sir." she said. "Thank you, everyone. Now let's get to work and stop lollygagging around like this Captain of Operations, here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!*
My Police cellphone went off at 9:15am, while I was meeting with Cindy and Teresa. I was about to press the button to send it to voicemail, then noticed with a slight chill that it was my wife calling.
"Yes, dear?" I said, answering it.
"Don," Laura said, "I'm in my office. I'm pretty sure a couple of groups of people were watching me when I got here. The kids are in the back room, but Callie isn't here yet... hold on..." A moment later, she came back on the line. "Don, there's people with signs coming this way..."
"Prepare to be evacuated." I said. "I'll be right down." I hung up the phone and said "Teresa, riot alert. Laura thinks they're targeting the Psychology Building. Get SpecOps and lots of armored Officers ready, immediately." Teresa ran out. I said to Cindy "Want to come with me and get Laura and the kids out of there?"



"You bet." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The plan, long since made with Laura, was that I would drive my Police SUV right up to the back door of the Psychology Building, the door to the parking lot, and we are talking within three feet of it, so that she could get the kids and herself into the vehicle as it blocked any threats or gunfire.
But you know what they say about the best laid plans...
As we got there and drove up, I could see immediately that it was too late. People were streaming towards the Psychology Building from every direction, and they had signs, baseball bats, and things like rocks and bottles. There were at least 100 people coming towards the building already.
"Get into the building!" I shouted to Cindy, whose side of the SUV was next to the building door. I got and and ran around the car as the first rocks whizzed past me. One rock hit the windshield of the SUV, which was bulletproof and unharmed. Another rock hit the door as I ran through it, slamming it shut and locking it. I also had locked the doors to the SUV.
"Croyle!" I shouted into my cellphone as Cindy and I went into Laura's office. "We're under attack! Psychology Building!"
"Roger that, sir. On our way!" Teresa replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Psychology Building was now ringed by screaming 'students', as well as older persons dressed like unkempt students. The SWAT Team and other TCPD units massing in the strip mall across the street. No Campus Police nor State Troopers were to be seen anywhere.
Teresa went down the street to see what was going on, and saw the danger. She saw the orange flash of a fire, then the bottle with a flaming cloth hurling towards the building. It was a Molotov cocktail!
The Psychology Building was one of the oldest on campus, and the off-white-painted heavy bricks were fireproof and sturdy. The first Molotov cocktail hit the side of the building between the windows of Laura's office. The gasoline exploded, but there was no further damage.
"Charles! Get up here!" shouted Teresa into the Police radio. "Charles! Where are you?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Do not cross the street!" shouted Della Harlow to Sergeant Charles. "That's an order!"
"Ma'am, Captain Croyle just called us---" said Charles.
"Sergeant! I outrank you, and I outrank her! Stand down! Now!" shouted Harlow. Charles hesitated, unsure what to do...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We could hear the chatter on Cindy's Police radio. I heard Teresa calling for Charles several times.
"Hewitt!" called Teresa, "Charles is not responding. Deploy to the Psychology Building!"
"Wilco!" yelled Hewitt. But his team was further back...
The windows to Laura's office were thick glazed glass that one could not really see out of. The windows opened sideways, like French doors, and I opened one slightly to see what was outside. What I saw was a large number of screaming people, their eyes filled with the intent to do bodily harm, if not outright murder.
"Croyle!" I shouted into Cindy's radio, "we're under attack! My family is in here! I need help NOW!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on, guys!" shouted Charles, about to lead his team across.
"Anyone that doesn't stand down will be prosecuted and do jail time!" shouted Della Harlow. "I swear to God I'll have you jailed and prosecuted!" Again Sergeant Charles hesitated. At that moment, Teresa Croyle came running up.
"Come ON, Charles!" Teresa shouted. "The Commander's family is under attack!"
"Fuck you, Croyle!" shouted Harlow. "You have your orders, Charles!"
"Charles, *I* am your direct chain of command, not this fat bitch!" Teresa snarled back. "Let's fucking GO!"
"Come on!" came a voice. Lt. Irwin had his 1st Precinct Officers on the run, and they were now crossing the street. Hewitt also had his SWAT troops coming up.
But it was too late...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's the bastard!" shouted a scraggly, bearded young man. Someone lit a Molotov cocktail and he hurled it at the window I was peeking out of. It missed the window by a foot, and I felt the heat of the explosion. The wall did not catch fire, and the spots on the grass below died out.
Time slowed down.
I saw the guy grab another bottle full of gasoline and someone lighting the cloth. Instinctively, I knew that the next throw would hit the window and shatter it, and that burning material would be inside, setting Laura's office on fire. And with no place to run, not even the dungeon downstairs, my family was dead. I did what I had to do.
As the punk cocked his arm back to throw the incendiary device, I opened the window, already drawing my gun from its holster and taking off the safety. Before the bastard could throw the Molotov cocktail, I aimed and fired three shots.
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
Two little holes appeared in the dead center of the thug's dirty t-shirt, then became crimson spots as he fell backwards. The third shot hit the perp just under the left eye. The Molotov cocktail slipped out of his hand, and panicked protesters collided as they tried to get away from him as the bottle exploded, engulfing him in a swirling fire. He did not scream out, and I knew he was dead already...
To be continued.
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Part 17 - Consequences
Friday, August 18th. It was eerily quiet as I watched the burning body of the man I'd just shot dead as he was about to throw a Molotov cocktail into Laura's office.
"Sir," Cindy said quietly, "I've got to bag your gun."
"Yes." I said. "Hold open the bag." She did so, and I ejected the magazine from my gun into the evidence bag. Then I cleared my weapon, the cartridge flying to one side, and slid it into the bag. Cindy went over and photographed the three expended shells, then used tweezers to pick up the unfired cartridge and the three expended shells, and bagged them all in the same bag with the gun and magazine.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Senior Sergeant Hewitt's SWAT Team led the charge up the small hill towards the Psychology Building, Lt. Irwin's 1st Precinct Officers right behind. They drove almost headlong into the protesters, who began screaming and running away to the four winds. The building was quickly secured, and the crime scene (the dead body) was secured for the Crime Lab to process.
Moments later, Captain Teresa Croyle came into Laura's office, tears in her eyes. "I... I'm sorry, sir. I failed to get them here on time..."
"We heard on the radio." I said. "It's not your fault." As more Officers poured in, I began giving orders. "Rudistan! You and Morton take that evidence from Captain Ross and keep two-man control of it." Cindy signed the evidence over to Rudistan and Morton. "Ross, take my family in my SUV to Headquarters." I handed her the car keys. Cindy and Laura carried Carole and Jim out, escorted by other officers. My wife's face was almost gray with what had to be fear... for me.
"Sir," said Lt. Irwin, "I'll take you and Captain Croyle to Headquarters."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Although I had no regrets about shooting the bastard that was trying to kill my family, I knew it was going to be a long, long day. I gave my statement on camera in the Main Conference room, with Lt. Curly Goodwin of Internal Affairs leading the questioning and Inspector General Wellman observing, and the Police Captain Union's rep there as my representation.
"He'd already thrown one Molotov cocktail," said Goodwin, "and was throwing another? And you're sure your only option was to shoot?"
"Yes." I said. "I believe I had no other option to save my family, and Captain Ross, inside the room."
After the inquisition--- er, questioning, the Chief came in. "Okay, Horace," he said to the I.G., "desk duty? Restricted duty?"
"Restricted duty, for now." said I.G. Wellman. "The Sheriff will make the final decision."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is John Hardwood, KSTD Five-Alive News!" said a very happy Hardwood. "We have exclusive coverage of Commander Donald Troy murdering a peaceful protester on the University Campus today! You will not see this footage on any other station!"
The camera coverage was actually distant and spotty, and the Molotov cocktail exploding could be clearly seen as part of it, though Hardwood conveniently forgot to mention that part of it.
"Oh wow." said Joanne Warner, nearly in tears. "They were trying to kill the Commander's family!"
"Yeah." said a somber Theo Washington.
"And the Press is calling it murder." said an angry Jerome Davis. "God damn John Hardwood!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At noon, Sheriff Daniel Allgood came to the podium in the City Hall atrium, and spoke into the microphones and before the cameras.
"The shooting at the Psychology Building is under investigation." said the Sheriff. "It is clear that the man that was shot was in the act of throwing a Molotov cocktail at the Psychology Building, having already thrown one and maybe two such incendiary devices already."
"Even so," continued the Sheriff, "the shooting of the man by Commander Donald Troy must be fully investigated. Commander Troy has also has violated internal Police Department policies. Therefore, while the Board of Inquiry investigates, I am suspending Commander Troy without pay for the duration of the investigation."
The shock wave that went through Headquarters and the TCPD was like a bomb blast. I was in my office, watching with the Chiefs... Moynahan and Griswold, who had come over as soon as he'd heard the news.
"For God's sake." muttered Moynahan. "That's a bit excessive."
"Pretty low class of Allgood, too." said Griswold, looking like he'd lost his child. "And what 'internal policies' is he talking about?"
"Internal Affairs bugging our offices and listening in." I said. "Anyway, it's no big surprise... Okay, gentlemen, I've got to pack my personal stuff..."
I did so. The Trojan Horse and the painting were wrapped and put in a box, and into it I added the drawing by Gunny Guernica's son and the framed Marine insignia. I emptied the contents of the safe in my office into a box, and put Bowser's citations in that box. I left everything else. As I packed, I realized that this office had lost that energy it once had, that feeling that I belonged in this office, that it was special, that it was... home...
Chief Griswold helped me take the boxes to his car, the act of doing something helping to ease his own pain. I went back inside, turned in my I.D. card and badge to the Duty Desk Sergeant and signed out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa Croyle came up the hallway and looked inside the anteroom to my office, she saw Cindy standing in the doorway to the office. Going over, she saw that Cindy was surveying the empty room, tears running down her cheeks.
"It's my fault." Cindy said. "I betrayed him, and this is what has happened. It's my fault."
"No, it's mine." said Teresa. "I did not get people over there in time to stop the riot. It was my fault he had to shoot that punk."
"No, you did what you could." Cindy said. 'It's just... this room... the energy is gone. There used to be an energy to this room, but it's just... emptiness now."
"Ladieeeees," growled the voice of Chief Moynahan behind them, "we have to keep going. Come to my office in ten minutes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sergeant Charles," said Chief Moynahan to the Officer standing at attention in front of his desk, "why didn't you act when Captain Croyle ordered you to deploy your team?"
"Sir," said Charles, "I was ordered to stand down by Commander Harlow. She outranks Captain Croyle."
"First of all," said the Chief, "you were ordered to move to save another Police Officer's family, that being the family of Commander Troy. How you could fail to act to save lives is absolutely beyond my comprehension.
"Second, Captain Croyle is your direct chain-of-command, and Commander Harlow is not even in your chain-of-command at any point. You should have followed your Captain's direct orders, not Commander Harlow's ill-conceived and improper orders to the contrary."
Sergeant Charles said nothing. Chief Moynahan said "Okay, you are on restricted desk duty until the investigations are complete. You're under investigation for failing to follow your Captain's orders, putting lives in danger. That investigation will be concurrent with Commander Troy's investigation. Dismissed."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Friday, August 18th. A celebration party was in progress at Thomas P. Cook's home. Also present were State Senator Katherine Woodburn, Councilwomen Kelly Carnes and Malinda Adams, trusted reporter John Hardwood, Deputy Police Chief Della Harlow, Sheriff Deputy (Captain) Scott Peterson, Dr. Jan Camp, and Dr. Lionel Carmela.
"We got him." said Kelly Carnes, with a great deal of satisfaction in her voice. "We finally got rid of the God-damned Iron Crowbar."
"Well, not yet, not completely." said Thomas P. Cook. "But he's suspended, and when the Board of Inquiry finds him in the wrong and not indemnified, he'll be summarily fired from the TCPD."
"And all it took was for some thugs to attack his family." said Carnes. No one seemed to have empathy for the dead man that Commander Troy had blown away.
"We have to act quickly while Commander Troy is suspended." said Katherine Woodburn. "It may be ruled a good shoot... but by that time, we'll have Jared out of the Governor's Mansion."
"What's going to happen with that?" asked Thomas P. Cook.
"Lieutenant Governor Collins is going to go to the State Supreme Court to get authorization to convene the Legislature for an Impeachment vote." said Woodburn. "Recent comments by the Governor show him to be mentally incompetent."
"And the Press has laid that groundwork for you by chanting that every chance we get." said John Hardwood.
"Yes, you have." said Woodburn. "So, are you going to keep pounding away at Troy in the Media, until he is gone?"
"Oh yes." said Hardwood, relishing his words. "But not too much. Our friend on the Board of Inquiry intends to delay action for as long as possible, to keep Troy suspended and in limbo for as long as we can."
"How long will that be?" asked Scott Peterson.
"We're hoping to keep delaying for a month or more." said Thomas P. Cook. "But we expect John Colby and Dagmar Schoen to begin raising hell after a couple of weeks."
"The Sheriff did not want to suspend Troy." said Scott Peterson, which he knew to be an outright lie. "It took a lot of pressure from wealthy political donors to get him to do that much. He probably won't brook a delay more than two weeks."
"So we're ready to put our plans into effect?" asked Carnes.
"Yes. Yes we are." said Cook.
"What about his wife?" asked Dr. Lionel Carmela. "What are we going to do about that fucking bitch?"
"One thing at a time, Dr. Carmela." said Thomas P. Cook. "In due time, she'll be out on her ass, as will Marvin Milton, and persons of your political thought will rule the Campus. And then Conservative speech will be eradicated... by whatever means necessary..."
"Yes, that's true." said Dr. Jan Camp. "Don't worry, Lionel. We will soon be rid of those on Campus that oppose our views... including that piece of dog shit Wellman..." Carmela smiled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The mood at The Cabin was more somber. Molly had brought the boys, and Cindy had brought Laura and the kids to the Cabin, then went and got Buddy and Bowser and brought them up, as well. Chief Griswold had brought me to the Cabin, where I put the boxes of stuff in my office.
My mother came up and helped cook dinner (which means she actually did the cooking), and Todd and Teresa came with Todd's kids, as well. I was glad to have them all there... despite this day, I was grateful to have this family. They were worth the fight I was fighting.
"Cindy took Callie to 'The Vision' compound." said Teresa. "Cindy was really shaken up by what happened today. I could probably use some of Dr. Eckhart's therapy, too."
"You've got Buddy." Todd said. "He's the best therapy." Indeed, a handsome Cocker Spaniel was in Teresa's lap, enjoying being petted and 'skritched'. Teresa half-smiled.
"Buddy is good therapy, aren't you boy?" Teresa said. Buddy looked up at her and wagged his tail. Meanwhile, Bowser had been 'letting' me give him attention, with Carole helping me pet him. And one thing was for sure...
No matter how bad it gets, good dogs just make things better.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Everyone is asleep." said Laura as she came out on deck where I was sitting, watching the Town, petting Bowser. I picked him up and Laura sat down beside me on the metal loveseat, then I set him in my lap. Laura helped me pet him.
"How are you feeling?" Laura asked me.
"I dunno." I said as I saw the light of a train come out of the western horizon. "I don't regret shooting that piece of shit. I think what bothers me is what the Sheriff did. Suspension without pay? Sheesh."
"We're okay with money." Laura said.
"It's not about the money." I said. "Suspension without pay is a declaration of 'guilty until proved innocent'. The Captain's Union is grieving it, but... well, it doesn't matter."
"I don't think I've ever heard you sound quite this way." Laura said.
"You weren't here the night before I took Westboro on his last helicopter ride." I said. Indeed, I was feeling much worse, much lower than I'd felt on that fateful night. I felt Laura snuggle into my side and put her head on my shoulder. One person there for me when I needed it most, I thought to myself.
"So... you still happy here at the University?" I asked my wife.
"Yes, I think so." said Laura. "Despite some of the hostility, I've got a lot of support, too. And Wellman does not like Jan Camp. But I do know this: I'm ready to follow you wherever you want to go, if you want to leave here."
I nodded. "Not yet. I've still got to find a way to exonerate Peter Gordon. Maybe this suspension is a blessing in disguise. Now I can work on that unabated..."
I felt some life come back into my soul as I realized I still had purpose and a mission to fulfill. And I felt life coming back to a certain part of me.
"Let's go in and go to bed." I said. Laura did not have to be asked twice.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The light of the bedside lamp bathed the room in a soft glow of warm light as I pistoned my throbbing cock in and out of Laura's sopping went cunt from the rear. My wife's shoulders were on the bed, her cheek pressed into the mattress, and her succulent ass was high in the air as I held her hips and slammed my turgid meat into her again and again with relentless power.
"Oh, yes!" Laura moaned. "Give it to me! Fuck me with that iron hard cock!" She was pushing her ass back into my groin in perfect time with each of my thrusts. I was gripping her hips, pulling her into me, and her asscheeks slammed into my groin with wet, thudding smacks of raw sexual pleasure.
"Damn, you are so fucking hot!" I grunted as we rutted lustily in marital bliss. Laura had already come hard once, and was working her way to another orgasm. I knew that her spasming, clutching cunt would drive me over the crest, and that I would soon be pumping my load into her hot, wet depths...
... and as the gray mist in my eyes cleared up, I realized that my cock was firing the last pulses of my intense climax into her. Laura's cries of pleasure seemed far away as I felt my body shiver. I was leaning over her, my chest against her curved back, my hands gripping her large, milk-filled breasts as we shivered though the last of our moment of ecstasy.
As I was catching my breath, Laura said "Darling, what is that light on the deck?" I looked over to the window. The blinds were down, but an eerie blue light could be seen between them.
"I don't know. Maybe it's the moon." I said as I eased off of my wife, my cock sliding out of her sperm-filled pussy. I got of the bed and went to the window and peeked out.
The deck was to my lower right, bathed in moonlight. At the far end, just inside the rail overlooking the cliff, I saw a tall man in a dark suit and tie standing there. His head was glowing white and totally featureless, though I could sense he was looking straight ahead at the back door. No, this can't be! I thought to myself. It's the Slender Man!
As Laura came up to the window, the apparition's head seemed to turn. A cold chill ran through me as I realized the Slender Man was looking right up at us!
"What is that?" Laura gasped. I was already in motion, grabbing my pants an my holstered gun.
"Get a leash for Bowser!" I shouted as I ran out of the bedroom and down the hall. I tore down the stairs and into the greatroom to the back door. When I opened it and looked onto the deck, it was empty. Slender Man, or whatever that had been, was gone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sniff, boy!" I encouraged Bowser, who had a leash attached to his collar. Molly had Buddy likewise restrained. They were both sniffing were I'd asked them to, the end of the deck where Slender Man had been standing. I had them sniff around the deck and around the side towards the driveway. But in the end, they just looked up at us as if they wanted to hear the punch line of the joke, or as if they thought we humans were a bit nuts. They might well have been right about the second part.
"If I hadn't seen Slender Many myself that time," Molly said, "I'd be wondering about you, Don."
"I saw him, too." Laura said. "And someone was here. Look what was taped to the window by the door." She handed me the piece of paper. On it was a drawing of the Slender Man in the trees, 'X's for his eyes, and the words "Don't look back, or he takes you!".
"Another of the Eight Pages." I said as we all went inside. Buddy and Bowser were released, and wasted no time in returning to their guard posts over the kids. We adults might have had a libation or two... though tthe drinks did not get the chill out of the very depths of my soul...
Part 18 - Witnesses Against The Prosecution
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 21st, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the Police shooting of a protester on the University Campus!"
Bettina: "Police Commander Donald Troy shot and killed a protester identified as 'Davey Jones' last Friday, as Jones was throwing Molotov cocktails at the Psychology Building, where Commander Troy's wife and children were located. Commander Troy was suspended without pay by Sheriff Daniel Allgood, a move that Police Chief Sean Moynahan called 'excessively harsh'. The Police Captain's Union has grieved the Sheriff's action, saying a full suspension without pay without a Board of Inquiry ruling is 'premature' and 'unwarranted'."
More Bettina: "However, not all of the Police Force is in agreement with the Chief on Commander Troy's actions. Deputy Chief Della Harlow had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Harlow was shown saying "Commander Troy's shooting of an unarmed, peaceful protester was nothing short of murder. While I applaud Sheriff Allgood's action, a suspension is not nearly enough; Commander Troy should be arrested."
The tape showed Bettina asking "But we have video showing the man that was shot was throwing Molotov cocktails. How is that peaceful or unarmed?"
"I don't believe the false reports that the unarmed protester was doing those things." said Harlow. "Commander Troy acted irrationally and maliciously, and his actions far exceeded any danger that he or anyone else was in."
Back to Bettina live: "The only other comment by the Town & County Police is that they are demanding an expedited Board of Inquiry. Chief Sean Moynahan warned that any attempt to delay the Board of Inquiry or drag out the proceedings will be met with legal action and possibly other action."
Bettina: "And the TCPD is not taking well to their Commander's suspension: at least 122 tickets were issued over the weekend, for everything from speeding to impaired driving to disorderly conduct and underage drinking at several Fraternity Houses. The crackdown was especially hard in the northern suburbs, the areas represented on the Town Council by Kelly Carnes."



Bettina: "Meanwhile, Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, President of the University, issued a statement strongly condemning the protesters and thanking Commander Troy for protecting those inside the Psychology Building. He also stated that Professor Laura Fredricson will continue to do her work, though with increased Campus Police and State Patrol protection.
"Other professors at the School, led by Women's Studies Professor Jan Camp, have demanded that Dr. Wellman put Professor Fredricson on leave, citing that Professor Fredricson's presence creates a danger to her fellow Faculty and students at School. President Wellman dismissed Dr. Camp's demands, and suggested that Dr. Camp needs to do more work in her own field of study and stop worrying about his job or Professor Fredricson's job. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the handsome blonde Nick Eastwood. "The University Athletic Department has announced that the Mascot 'change of the guard' ceremony will take place before the Bulldogs' first game against Taco State on Saturday, September 2d. Chief III will turn over the Mascot Collar to his son, who will become Chief IV, and Chief III will retire to a dog's life for his remaining years. As to the Bulldog players, they are eager to begin what they believe could be a special season, and have already circled October 28th at the Wildcats as an important date on the schedule!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was no banter in MCD nor Vice. No one came in early. Detectives in MCD were expected to arrive before shift change at 8:00am, which in Commander Troy's opinion (which counted the most) meant by 7:45am. Most came in earlier to work out and join the coffee klatch, but this morning there was no activity until 7:40am.
"It's bad." Cindy said to Teresa as they drank coffee in Cindy's office at 8:30am. "I've never seen the TCPD so demoralized, not even after Julie Newton betrayed us."
"It's bad at the Precincts, too." said Teresa. "I talked to the Precinct Captains in the last half hour. It's almost completely silent. No one is talking. Irwin said it was the same all weekend. And 122 tickets? We're gonna hear about that from the Council."
"I just can't believe Sheriff Allgood did what he did." said Cindy. "If Commander Troy is cleared by the Board of Inquiry, Daniel has made an enemy, and an enemy he truly does not want to have."
"Speaking of that," said Teresa, "I've made one, too. I heard Captain Charles was furious that I put his son Sergeant Charles on suspension. The Union may grieve it, too."
"Naw, Chief Griswold told him what really happened, that Sergeant Charles wrongly listened to Harlow." Cindy said. "The Union is also holding off on grieving it until Commander Troy's Board of Inquiry."
"Todd is keeping Carole and Jim along with his own kids at the BOW Enterprises day care center, so they're protected." said Teresa. "Todd jacked up security there, as well. Anyone tries to crash the fence, and the Crown Chemicals incident will look like a picnic in comparison." Cindy gave a pursed smile and nodded briefly.
"Laura is making a point to go in to work this morning at the School." Cindy said. "So that leaves the one remaining question: what is the Iron Crowbar up to?"
"Up to no good, as usual, I suspect." Teresa said. "As he himself would say: it is possible that suspending him was more of a mistake than the Enemy realizes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was driving the Black Beauty into the City. Eddy the Bounty Hunter was with me. He had offered to help me on my mission to exonerate Peter Dwayne Gordon, and had told me he would help without pay, that this was not a matter of money. To say I was surprised was an understatement, but I did agree to buy him breakfast and lunch.
"Okay," I said as we drove through Nextdoor County, "I found three Court cases involving Kendra Luskin, all of them civil trials with settlements. My FBI friends are quietly looking into them for me. They're all cases where she accused a man of either sexual harassment or rape. Then I found another case, where a man was put in prison for rape, and you get one guess who his accuser was."
"Luskin." said Eddy.
"Yep." I said. "His name is Quint Danielson. Never been convicted of a crime beyond speeding before. Accused of date rape by Kendra Luskin, and convicted. Some anomalies in the trial, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, your appetite is unaffected by everything." said Lindy Linares as she and Martin Nash came up to our booth at the City Diner, near the Federal Building in the City.
"I totally concur with the philosophy of Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, that nothing is solved by not eating." I said. As Lindy sat down next to me and Nash next to Eddy, they told the waitress that they'd eaten already, and I asked her to bring coffee for them and put it on my tab.
"Here's what we got on those cases." said Lindy. "A couple were sealed, but can be subpoenaed by Peter Gordon's lawyer." She handed me a file folder full of information.
"Thanks." I said. "I'll start reading it after we finish here. So, what's going on in FBI land?"
"Jack is miserable." said Lindy. "He's lost his best friend, that being you."
"Yeah, I miss that ol' double-cheeseburger-eating son-of-a-gun, too." I said.
"He's more worried about what might happen to us, his team." said Nash. "The only reason we're still here is because we've all refused to be transferred. My uncle is trying to keep us together, but he's retiring by the end of September. Word is that Dana Fox and some others are just waiting to for him to walk out the door, and then they're going to rip us all apart... to the point we might not be FBI Agents any longer."
"Well, there's an open position for Police Commander in the TCPD." I said.
"Sheesh, sir," said Nash, "there's no way anyone else could fill that position, not after all you've done."
"I appreciate the sentiment." I said. "In the meantime, keep your ears open and your heads on swivels. It's going to get worse before it gets better..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
His name was Don... well, Donny. Donny Tate. He was 26 years old, medium height, slender, somewhat nerdish, brown hair. And he looked totally defeated by Life. His eyes were empty; there was no passion nor purpose behind them.
"My dad is the head of City Global Insurance." said Tate. "I was working there, in the Accounting Department, and studying for my CPA. And then one night at a big party for now-Senator Richard Nunn, this woman starts flirting with me. She was really hot... I mean smoking hot. I've never talked for five minutes with a woman like that, much less had one pay attention to me."
"What happened?" I asked, to get the conversation moving along.
"Well, she took me by the hand and led me out of there. We found a room with a sofa on it, and she was all over me. She sucked me off... I didn't last a minute... then she had me playing with her boobs and her pussylips until I was hard again, then she sat down on my cock and fucked me. I didn't last another two minutes and came in her."
"After that, she told me to go back to the party, that she had to clean up first." said Tate. I went back and waited for her, but she never came back. The next thing I know, the Police are banging on my door the next morning, and they arrest me, accusing me of raping her!"
"Did you go to trial?" I asked.
"No." said Tate. "The bitch went to my dad... said that she'd drop the charges, in exchange for a check, somewhere in the mid six figures. They drew up a contract, where she dropped all charges and we can't talk publicly about it. If we do, she can have the charges reinstated."
"That's null and void if you're subpoenaed to testify in Court." I said. I wasn't really sure that was true, but I needed this guy to testify. He agreed to, if he had to.
"What happened after that?" I asked.
"Well, I had to leave my dad's company." said Tate. "Too many people knew something was up. And my shot to be a CPA was gone. Right now I'm doing some work for a temp accounting agency, and I do taxes in the Spring."
I had a thought. "Tate, after all this is over... how good are you at forensic accounting?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Governor, will you also suspend Donald Troy from the SBI?" shouted John Hardwood at the Governor as the politician tried to enter a Midtown building to give a speech. A gaggle of reporters shouted questions along those same lines.
"Okay, I'll make this one statement, then say no more." said the Governor. "Inspector Troy is not on active SBI duty, but is part-time under the rules of the Reserve program. He is not suspended, and I'm not sure how someone not on active duty can be suspended. In general, we expect he will not come onto active SBI duty until his local issues are cleared up. That is all I have to say."
"So you're not suspending him?" shouted Hardwood. "You have no problem with Troy murdering a man?"
"I never said any such thing, Hardwood." said the Governor. "And if you say that on television, you'll be sued for libel."
"Is that a threat, Governor?" Hardwood shouted. "Are you threatening the Press now? Are you the Gestapo like Troy?" The Governor was quickly whisked inside the building. Other reporters congratulated a grinning Hardwood.
"You reamed the son of a bitch!" someone said to him.
"I sure did." said Hardwood, very happy with himself. "And that's just the tip of the iceberg of what we're going to do to that God-damned Republican, and to his 'boy' Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Darren Stevens was next on our list. He was tall and lanky, dark brown hair, and had a naturally cynical voice.
"I worked at an advertising firm, McElwain & Tate." said Stevens. "I had the portfolios of the company's biggest clients. I also was doing some work for Zack Millner, the Democrat running against Samuel Russell for U.S. Senate. About 18 months ago, we had a Christmas party. A woman began talking to me... flirting, really... and wanted me to go with her into another room. She half dragged me down the hallway before I could stop her and get back to the party room."
I had an insight. "You didn't want to go with her," I said, "because you don't play on her team, so to speak."
"Yes, Mr. Troy, that is correct." said Stevens. "I am gay. I had no interest, sexual or otherwise, in Ms. Luskin. Anyway, I didn't think anything of it until a couple of days later, when I was called into Mr. McElwain's office. He said Ms. Luskin had filed a lawsuit against me and the company for sexual harassment. Seems she had 'witnesses' that said I'd taken her down the hall, not the other way around."
"To make a long story short," said Stevens, "I told the company to fight, to countersue, as I did. And I told them why her charges were fraud and blackmail. Well, they settled with her, though for far less than she wanted... and they fired me. Officially, for sexual harassment. But I know the real reason they fired me was because of my sexual orientation, and that was their perfect excuse to get rid of me in a way that I couldn't fight them over."
"How did your own countersuit go?" I asked.
"Poorly." said Stevens. "It's almost as if that Court was rigged. When Luskin settled the suit with the company, she dropped her suit against me. I wanted to continue my suit against her, but it was dropped as being countersuit. My attempts to re-file as a free standing lawsuit were dismissed with prejudice, and I lost the appeal."
"So what happened to you?" I asked.
"I've been unable to find good work in my own profession." said Stevens. "But I'm good behind a camera... filming... well, films."
"Gay porn." I said.
"Not much gets by you, Mr. Troy." said Stevens.
"When all this is over," I said, "I might be able to find some work for you and your talents, in both advertising and filming..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two other stories were similar to Donny Tate's. That afternoon, Eddy and I went to Jacksonville State Prison with SBI-SIS Lieutenant Norm Chow. Quint Danielson was brought into the interrogation room, and his handcuffed hands were locked to the table.
"You don't have to lock him to the table." I said to the guard.
"Regulations, sir." said the guard. "He's a violent offender." The guard left us alone with Quint.
"Well, I tried." I said. "Quint, we're here to get your story about Kendra Luskin."
"Yeah." said Quint. He was an athletic man, with a bald head and a relatively big mustache. His eyes were blue and somewhat introspective; I could see he was not a dumb brute.
"I saw on TV that that Luskin bitch was at it again." said Quint. "Is there any way I can help?"
"Tell us your story." said Chow.
Quint told the story which was almost exactly the same as Peter Gordon's... Luskin had accused Quint of raping her in his car after taking her out to dinner. Quint said it was consentual, and that Luskin had initiated sex, and was all over him, and witnesses at the party where they'd met, and the restaurant where they'd had dinner had testified she was all over him. But he'd been convicted, anyway... by a second jury after the first one could not reach a verdict. The jury selection of the second trial had some strangenesses about it.
"What work were you doing when you were arrested?" I asked Quint.
"I was a Life Coach." said Danielson. "I was a speaker, and ran motivational sessions at a lot of those football camps. You know, telling them to 'embrace the suck' like the Navy SEALs teach, stuff like that. And I worked with athletes individually. I have a degree in Psychology, not to the level of your wife, Commander Troy, but I did good work with athletes and sports competitors."
"So... why would Luskin target you?" I asked, confused. "Who would want to fuck you over, as the others were?"
"I don't know." said Quint.
"Did you ever find out something, some secret?" I asked. "Did you witness something you weren't supposed to?"
"Not that I know of." said Quint, his eyes avoiding mine as I peered at him. He then said "I just have one question: if you can get Peter Gordon acquitted, do you think you can get me a new trial?"
"I'll do what I can." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was very introspective as we drove from Jacksonville to Midtown. Finally, I spoke.
"Norm," I said, "what do we know about Quint Danielson?" I knew he'd been looking up Quint's information on his iPad as we were driving. The Black Beauty was a personal hotspot, by the way.
"Nothing out of the ordinary." said Chow. "He was a coach and a motivational speaker. Pro teams paid him a good bit to work with their players, especially baseball pitchers and batters that were in slumps. He had no convictions of anything more than a couple of speeding tickets here and there. He had a good reputation until the rape conviction."
"It does not make sense." I said under my breath.
"What's that, sir?" asked Chow.
"I understand why the others were targeted by Luskin." I said. "I don't understand why Quint was targeted. We need to dig harder into him and his past."
"Yes sir." said Chow. "By the way, I have the Police report of the case, including Luskin's original complaint, and the transcript from the trial, as you asked."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is awesome!" said Mike G. Todd as Eddy and I presented our evidence to him. "If this can't get Peter acquitted, then there is no System of Justice in this country."
"Or this world." I said. "Take special note, too: Luskin's first report to the Police in the Quint Danielson case, and her testimony in the trial is verbatim what she reported to the TCPD at the Hospital and in her statement the next day at the Station."
"Wow." said Mike. Then he frowned. "Where are these witnesses now?" he asked.
"In a very safe place." I said. "Under my protection." I did not mention, nor did I need to, that 'The Vision' compound in Coltrane County was most very secure.
Part 19 - Patience Exhausted
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 22d. "The Police Captain's Union has filed a formal complaint with the Court that the Board of Inquiry is dragging its feet in investigating Commander Donald Troy's shooting of a protester last week!"
Bettina: "The Captain's Union is complaining that the Board of Inquiry has not even formally convened nor taken any testimony in the case. Inspector General Horace S. Wellman filed a brief that his Office has not been contacted at all by the Board of Inquiry, and that the delay is extremely unusual."
Bettina: "Furthermore, the Police Union, which represents Police Officers below the rank of Captain, has stated that Police Officers are inquiring about going on strike if Commander Troy's case is not resolved more quickly. Fox Two News has learned that the morale of the TCPD is very depleted, and the vast majority of Police Officers are firmly behind Commander Troy and his actions, and are demanding his immediate return to duty."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was wearing my semi-formal jacket with ribbons as part of my uniform for the Board of Inquiry hearing. It had not been scheduled for today, but the pressure put on the Board (and the Sheriff) by the Unions had had the desired effect: a fire had been lit under the asses of the County Government.
The Lead Commissioner of the Board of Inquiry was an older black man, who often led these such Boards. One of the other Commissioners was Mr. Fitzgerald, who was normally friendly to the Police. But the last Commissioner was a man named Finneran, who looked like a sloppier version of Dick Ferrell with his droopy brown mustache. He was a friend of Thomas P. Cook, and therefore a virulent enemy of Your Iron Crowbar.
Before I took the stand, there were several other witnesses. One was Captain Teresa Croyle, who told her story, emphasizing the lack of response by certain Officers to my calls for help. Sergeant Charles took the stand, and admitted that he'd made a bad decision to listen to Commander Harlow instead of Captain Croyle, which had resulted in a delay in Officers getting to the scene. Lt. Irwin and Sr. Sergeant Hewitt testified to what they knew.
Commander Harlow then testified, and stated that she believed Charles acted correctly, that Irwin and Hewitt and Croyle had disobeyed the orders of a Superior Officer, that being her, Commander Harlow. When asked by Fitzgerald why she ordered a stand-down when Commander Troy and his family were in existential danger, Harlow vigorously stated that the protesters were peaceful, and that Commander Troy and his family were not in danger of their lives.
Then Cindy was put on the stand. She detailed how our attempt to evacuate Laura and the children was cut off by the very sudden appearance of a large number of protesters. "It was as if they were waiting for us to arrive, then they came out of nowhere and surrounded us completely. It was an ambush." she said. She also detailed her actions inside, including beginning the investigation process by securing my gun and the shells.
It was a full but hushed room when I took the stand. I detailed everything that happened, including the plan to evacuate my family and the sudden appearance of the protesters, which dovetailed with Cindy's testimony. I then described everything I'd seen at the window. "They were bracketing the window." I said. "Their first throws were off target, but getting closer. If another had been thrown, it would've broken through a window and set the building on fire."
I was peppered with questions from Finneran. "Commander, you're renowned for solving cases by anticipating the criminals' actions. Why didn't you anticipate this and have a beanbag shotgun or tear gas to combat the protesters?"



"Commissioner," I said, "if I could've foreseen that, then I would've been able to foresee the whole thing... and not have allowed my family to go into that building in the first place. Obviously I could not reasonably anticipate the ambush and being suddenly surrounded."
At the end, Finneran played what he thought would be his trump card: "Commander Troy, you murdered a human being. Do you feel any remorse for killing that young man?"
"I don't accept the premise of your question." I replied. "I did not murder him; I responded to his threat of throwing a Molotov cocktail at me, and I shot him in self-defense. Again, that's not murder."
"I'll ask the pertinent part again." said Finneran. "Do you feel any remorse at all for killing another human being?"
"To save my family?" I shot back. "Of course not."
"Look dammit, it's a yes-or-no question!" exclaimed an exasperated Finneran. "Do you feel any remorse over killing that man?"
"For the sake of my family," I replied again, "no. Not at all."
I could sense the reaction in the room; some for me, some against.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and Cindy were theoretically not to have contact with me while I was suspended. When Sheriff Allgood told them that, Cindy had all but gotten in his face and said "If you think I won't talk to my blood kin whenever I damn well please, you got another think coming, Sheriff! Oh, and if you want to fire or suspend me without pay for insubordination, have at it. Won't be long before you don't have a Police Force to suspend, anymore."
"Heh heh heh heh." barked Chief Moynahan. "She's right, you know." The Sheriff just left the building.
So, Teresa and Cindy, as well as Todd, came to visit me at The Cabin, ostensibly bringing Carole and Jim home.
"I think it was a good day before the Board of Inquiry." Teresa said. "We got everything out in the open. We proved the perp was throwing a Molotov cocktail, and the protesters were anything but peaceful."
"You guys did very well." I said. "There are two issues that will come out of this: chain-of-command, and if I'm indemnified."
"The Chief thinks you hurt yourself by saying you had no remorse for killing that punk." Cindy said.
"But you did great challenging that Commissioner's assertion that you murdered him." replied Teresa. "That had to be done. It was dirty pool on his part to try to paste that on you."
"Part of their plan." I said. "Now we'll have to see how long they can delay making a decision."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, August 24th. The heat in the County was rising with the summer temperatures. The University Greek Community (fraternities and sororities) was in the middle of their Rush Week, but several TCPD crackdowns and arrests for underage drinking had dampened the enthusiasm.
Additionally, there were sporadic outbursts of protests by women's groups, but there had been no serious issues. But that was about to change.
At 9:45am, the TCPD received a call for help from the Campus Police. Student groups were massing in what was known as the 'VIP Parking Lot', which was a relatively small parking lot south of the much larger parking lot that was on the southside of the football stadium. The smaller parking lot was in something of a depression, or 'bowl', in the terrain, and it was surrounded by the Campus grass, walkways, big oak trees, and some buildings.
At 9:55am, the TCPD's SpecOps teams were on the west side of the Stadium, near the driveway that led into that small parking lot. To their surprise, Deputy Chief Della Harlow appeared with a couple of Sheriff's Deputies.
"Hewitt!" Harlow ordered. "You are to go down that road and secure that parking lot! Get moving!"
"That order... is countermanded!" yelled a voice behind her. It was Captain Teresa Croyle, wearing full armor...
... and carrying a red crowbar.
And not just any crowbar... it was the red crowbar. Everyone knew what that meant, and tremendous energy surged into the Police upon sight of it.
"I am the Acting Commander here, Croyle!" shouted Harlow. "Hewitt, obey my orders, or you will be brought up on criminal charges."
"Bullshit!" said Teresa, not all that loudly, but with plenty of 'Teresa Cunt' menace in her voice. "If these Officers go down in there, they'll be ambushed. No way in hell I'm allowing their lives to be endangered like that. Your orders are illegal and harmful to the well-being of my Officers! And they will not be followed!"
Teresa was not finished: "In addition, Hewitt, your chain-of-command is through me to the Chief, not through this idiot bitch that doesn't know her fat ass from a hole in the ground!'
"Croyle, you're suspended!" shouted Harlow. "Deputies, arrest her." The Deputies were about to move, but found that they would be facing off against the newly re-energized SpecOps Officers of the TCPD... and one Police Boxing Matches Champion with a red crowbar in her hands and an attitude to match. Guess who was going to win that one...
"Hewitt!" said Teresa, "deploy in a wide ring around that parking lot. Push the protesters into it, and take them down. Make as many arrests as you can. Do to them what Harlow wanted them to do to you. Deputies! Escort Commander Harlow out of here, before she is 'accidentally' shot by a stray bullet." Officers moved with a purpose to implement her instructions. The Deputies got Harlow out of there.
For a long time, since the night I had first brought a blue crowbar down upon the back of Sergei Molotov, I had cultivated the 'mystique', the legend of the Crowbar, a legend and power that had grown beyond just one or two people. That work had paid off today in the exercise of that power without my presence, as the TCPD had avoided being the demoralized victims of an ambush, and instead became the energized ambushers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thirty six arrests." said the Chief. "Good work, Captain. That red crowbar suits you." They were in his office, discussing the Police action that had netted 36 protesters.
There had been many men in this group, and they as well as the women had been extremely hostile and violent, trying to physically harm Officers with everything short of guns. They'd slung bicycle locks on chains, thrown rocks and bricks and metal objects, and a few had had Molotov Cocktails, though none were used. Fortunately, no one was seriously hurt, though Officers had violently thrown protesters to the ground in effecting arrests, causing some protesters to whine and demand 'safe spaces' as well as lawyers.
"No sir," said Teresa, "it does not suit me. It suits Commander Troy. He asked me to carry it to make a point to some people. But we need him back, sir. And the sooner the better."
"I know." said Moynahan. "The I.G. and the Sheriff called me. Harlow filed a formal complaint of insubordination on your part. She wants you suspended. The Sheriff and I.G. says they will investigate internally first. That's their way of stalling."
"So they got rid of Commander Troy, and now they're gunning for me." said Teresa. "And they're doing all they can to get our people hurt, too, Chief."
"Yes, I know" said Moynahan. "And I've had my fill of it. Captain, you're still on duty as of now. Act exactly as you would under any other circumstances. Your direct chain of command remains Commander Troy and then me, and I just told you to disregard any orders Harlow gives you. Dismissed." Teresa got out.
The Chief picked up his phone. "Briscoe!" he all but shouted into it. "Tell the Press there will be a press conference at 11:00am."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Press Room was full, and it was buzzing at 11:00am when Chief Moynahan entered the room. He stepped up onto the raised platform area and stepped up to the dias.
"Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming." said the Chief. "I am here to make two announcements. First, I commend Captain Teresa Croyle and her Officers for handling an ugly protest by violent thugs today. The charges against those arrested will include assaulting Police officers and other crimes of violence against other persons. Captain Croyle also acted to prevent our Officers from following unlawful orders that might have gotten our Officers harrrrrmed."
"Next," said the Chief, "I will not tolerate the delay by the Board of Inquiry into the investigation of Commander Donald Troy any longer. Hell, the Board of Inquiry to award his dog a citation did not last this long, and it is clear they are stalling now. I am done with it. If the Board does not deliver its decision by noon tomorrow, I will unilaterally and fully reinstate Commander Troy to his duties as Police Commander at that time. Before you ask: yes, I have the legal authority to do that, and I am exercising it. I will take no questions. That is all." And despite the furious volley of questions hurled at him by the rabid, out-of-control Press, he left the room without saying another word.
The Police Captain's Union issued a statement ten minutes later in strong support of Chief Moynahan and Commander Troy. Asked for a response, the Sheriff's Office only stated 'no comment'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, August 25th. At 10:00am, the Board of Inquiry convened to deliver its findings concerning the Commander Troy incident, and it was carried live by KXTC and KSTD. The lead Commissioner read the statement:
"We usually just give our results without much further comment," said the lead Commissioner, "but in this case we have to note that this is a 2-1 decision with a very strong dissent, which is included in or published report. Also, this Board does not appreciate being pressured by threats from the Police Chief to circumvent our well-established process of investigation and deliberation of the evidence of that investigation.
"Having said that: in the overall, while we find that Commander Troy's action bordered upon excessive use of force, the overall finding is that he did not have any other choice, that the lives of other persons were in existential danger, that University property was in existential danger, and we therefore find that Commander Troy's actions were proper and that this was a 'good shoot'."
A huge cheer erupted in MCD at the words, which was matched by similar cheers at The Old Mill and at County Jail. Cindy and Teresa both bowed their heads in relief, then looked at each other, their faces inscrutable to each other.
Bettina came on camera on KXTC: "As you just heard, Commander Donald Troy has been exonerated in the shooting death of a protester on the University Campus. The Board of Inquiry has found that his actions were proper, and their written report goes further in saying that Commander Troy had no reasonable alternative to the actions he took. The report also excoriates the TCPD for their very slow response to the situation, even after Commander Troy called multiple times for assistance."
"In the dissent, one Commissioner stated that he thought Commander Troy's excessive use of force bordered on 'a crime', and that he should've considered reasonable alternative to taking such violent and forceful actions. He further stated that the danger posed by the 'peaceful' protesters was badly overstated, and that the Police should have stood down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
The echo of the shots had barely faded away as I cleared my weapon and set it down on the bench. The targets were flying towards me on the pulley-and-wire driven holders. Even from a distance, it was clear I'd passed both left- and right-handed.
"Welcome back, Commander." said the Chief as the Armorer certified my re-qualification.
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "And thanks for taking up for me and lighting a fire under the Board's collective ass."
"Heh heh heh heh." barked the Chief. "If there's one thing I learned in the Cavalry, it was how to light fires under some asses." The Armorer barked a laugh at that one.
We went back upstairs and down the hall. As I got to the door of MCD, I felt my arm being grabbed and I was pulled into the large room, which erupted into cheers.
"For he's a jolly good fellow, for he's a jolly good fellow; for he's a jolly good fellllllowwwwww, which nobody can deny!" a lot of Police Officers sang, and sang very poorly, I might add. Still, it was nice to be welcomed back.
How they'd gotten a red devil cake with white cream cheese frosting so quickly, I am not sure, but they had one. And as pieces were being served, Cindy rang a glass with a spoon... but Teresa did the talking.
"Okay, everyone," Teresa said, "if anyone wanted to know what it's like without Commander Troy here, we just spent one week of pure hell finding out." Acclaim and laughter rang out. "And the best news is that I get to return this to its rightful owner."
With that, she offered me the red crowbar as if it were a katana. I respectfully took it into my hands.
"It's good to be back." I said, tapping the crowbar in my hand. "Nothing like a week of forced vacation to find out how good you are without me. And I'm happy to say that you all did very well in my absence, and I'm very proud of you all. Captain Croyle, please relay those sentiments to all of the Officers of the Police Force." There was polite applause.
Then I said "Okay, that cake looks good. Where is my slice?..."
Part 20 - The Trial
Tuesday, September 5th. What the Press was calling the trial of the century, Town & County v. Peter Dwayne Gordon began at 9:00am in the Old Courthouse, which was by far the largest Courtroom in the complex. The chamber was as full as it could get with reporters and other spectators, some wearing red shirts with a logo of a pennant flag.
Over 90 persons were pooled for Jury selection, and it looked for a while like it might not be enough. As Peter Gordon sat at the Defense table in his suit, looking part scared, part stupefied, and part curious, his attorney Mike G. Todd was working hard to get female jurors dismissed for cause, so that he would not have to use his strikes more than he wanted. Likewise, Jenna Stiles was doing the same for males, particularly white males.
Judge Patrick R. Folsom began to make it clear that he was in charge of his Courtroom and this trial. He made the lawyers work until 8:00pm, by which time a Jury of 12 citizens and six alternates had been seated. They were sequestered at the University Hotel.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from in front of the Courthouse at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 6th. "The Jury for the trial of Peter Dwayne Gordon has been selected, and opening arguments will get underway at 9:00am. Legal experts believe that the trial won't last more than a few days, as the Prosecution's case appears to be very strong."
Bettina went on: "Fox Two News has learned that the Prosecution has attempted to get several affidavits thrown out, and the Officers making those affidavits prevented from testifying to the condition of victim Kendra Luskin's dress. There is confusion as to whether or not her dress was torn during the alleged sexual assault."
More Bettina: "And in State news, Fox Two News has learned that a hearing before the State Supreme Court was postponed by Lt. Governor Graham Collins. The Lt. Governor's Office has not commented on the nature of the hearing, but sources tell Fox Two News that the hearing was to clear the way to convene the Legislature to impeach Governor Val Jared. No reason was given for the postponement."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They postponed the Supreme Court hearing," growled Chief Griswold, "because the Iron Crowbar was reinstated earlier than they expected." The old Chief had brought doughnuts to MCD, and was partaking of a few of them himself.
"I don't doubt you're correct on that, Chief." I said. I was wearing my semi-formal jacket with ribbons, and the Medal of Valor with Oak Leaf Cluster around my neck. Cindy was similarly attired, and her Medal of Valor was around her neck. We were going to be called to the stand either today or tomorrow.
"Wowwww..." said Jermaine Davis, catching on. "Sir, this whole thing to get you on suspension, was just to get you out of the way so they could go after the Governor?"
"Very astute of you, Mr. Davis." I said. "That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there. Here, hold this." I handed him the red crowbar. "Take care of it today. I can't have it with me while I'm in the Courtroom. The temptation to use it might be too much for me." Everyone laughed, partly politely at my joke, and partly at Jerome's google-eyed look of shock at getting to keep the crowbar for the day.
Some time later, as Cindy and I were about to leave for the Courthouse, I saw Della Harlow coming down the hall; she was also subpoenaed to be a witness in Court. I could not resist:
"Captain Croyle!" I said very loudly, "you are 'Acting Commander' and in charge until I get back!"
"Yes sir!" replied Teresa, having seen Della and knowing what I was doing. Sergeant Rudistan did not succeed in suppressing laughter, especially at Harlow's look of fury.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Please state your name and occupation." said Jenna Stiles after I was sworn in.
"James Donald Troy. Police Commander." I replied.
Jenna had few questions for me. She had not even wanted to call me to the stand, but D.A. Krasney had told her the optics would be bad if the Defense called me and the Prosecution didn't. Then she stated the words that Mike G. Todd could barely wait to hear: "Your witness."
"Your Honor," started Mike, "I'd like to read Commander Troy's outstanding Police record to the Jury."
"Objection!" shouted Jenna. "His name and occupation is sufficient!"
"Your Honor," said Mike, "this is to establish the Commander as an expert witness, and also to show his level of unimpeachable integrity." Jenna rolled her eyes at that one.
"I've always taken the Prosecution's side when they establish the Commander's bona fides this way." said Judge Folsom. "It's only fair that the Defense be allowed to in this case. Objection overruled. You may proceed, Counselor."
"Thank you, Your Honor." said Mike. He read my record to the Jury, ending with "... the Distinguished Service Medal, two Purple Orders for being wounded in the line of duty, and the only Public Servant in Town or County history to be awarded two Medals of Valor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Commander," said Mike G. Todd as he worked through the case with me, "you observed at the Hospital that Ms. Luskin's dress was not torn?" The dress had been admitted into evidence earlier in the day, along with other forensic evidence.
"That is correct." I said.
"Your Honor," said Todd, "I'd like to enter these affidavits into the record, showing that several other Officers also observed the dress as not being torn."
"Objection!" shouted Stiles.
"Overruled!" growled Folsom. "I've already ruled that these affidavits may be entered into the record."
"Commander Troy," said Mike G. Todd, "in investigating crimes, not only rape crimes, but really almost any crime, do you investigate the victim and the victim's family?"
"We make routine checks of their basic data." I said.
"What information do you check?" asked Todd.
"Objection as to form!" said Jenna.
"Sustained." said Folsom. "Restate the question more specifically, Mr. Todd."
"Yes, Your Honor." said Mike. "Commander, in nearly all cases, do you gather Police records of the victim as well as the suspect?"
"Yes." I said, knowing Mike couldn't 'lead the witness', but had to spoon-feed this to the Jury.
"And you check on who reported the crime as well, do you not?"



"That is correct." I replied.
"And you gather their Police records, as well?" said Mike.
"Objection!" said Jenna. "Defense counsel is wasting our time with tangential issues."
"Overruled." said Folsom. "But Counselor, do get to your point in a timely manner."
"I am, Your Honor." said Mike. "Commander, did you find any Police record of Kendra Luskin?"
"One charge of prostitution." I said. Todd went to his table and picked up a document in a bound folder.
"Your Honor, I'd like to enter this into evidence..."
"So entered." said the Judge.
"Did you find any other Police reports involving Ms. Luskin?" asked Mike Todd.
"Yes." I said. "Several where she was the complainant in sexual harassment or rape cases."
A murmur went through the packed Courthouse. Mike G. Todd went to his desk. "Your Honor, I'd like to enter these reports into evidence---"
"Objection!" shouted Jenna. "Relevance! And the Defense did not properly notify the Prosecution of this information."
The judge called a ten minute recess for the Jury. He looked over the information, and I saw his eyes widen as he read it. Mike G. Todd then showed he'd sent the information in a proper and timely manner to the Prosecution on the last day of the Discovery phase.
"I'll allow it..." said the Judge.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Prosecution had worked to arrange things so that Kendra Luskin was the last witness of the day. That way, the sequestered Jury would have her testimony to consider overnight. Sometimes... things don't work out the way they're intended.
Jenna led Kendra through her story, and Kendra's words were exactly like what she'd said in her initial report and her later statement to the Police. A bit too exactly like her previous statements. Jenna also had the DNA evidence from the collected semen samples on Kendra's dress and panties entered; it was stipulated that it was Peter's DNA. A stipulation in Court is a something, usually a piece of factual evidence, that both Prosecution and Defense agree upon.
Once she was finished, Jenna turned smugly to the other table and said "Your witness."
"Ms. Luskin," said Mike G. Todd, going to the evidence table and picking up a bound document, "this is City Police case #2E26022, filed two years ago." Todd named the date. "Did you file this report?"
"I don't know." said Kendra Luskin in her husky voice.
"Please look at it to refresh your memory." said Mike. Kendra looked at the document, and from my seat behind the Defense table I could see her eyes fall just a bit.
"Did you file that report, Ms. Luskin?" asked Mike.
"Yes." said Kendra.
"Would you please read this paragraph?" asked Mike, pointing to a highlighted paragraph.
"Objection!" shouted Jenna Stiles.
"Overruled!" said Judge Folsom. "Ms. Luskin, read it as he asked you to."
Kendra began reading. The words sounded very familiar... indeed, they might as well have been her complaint to the TCPD about Peter Gordon."
Mike repeated the process with two other files from two other cases. "Ms. Luskin," he asked, "why are these reports, that were filed months apart, so similar in even their exact words?"
"Objection!" yelled an angry Jenna Stiles.
"I withdraw the question, Your Honor." said Mike G. Todd, his devastating point already well made. "No more questions, Your Honor."
"We'll adjourn until 9:00am tomorrow morning." said Folsom. He banged his gavel, the Prosecution, Defense, and the Accused stood as the Jury left the room, then he ended the day's session.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was fantastic." said Teresa as we ate pizzas at the Mountain Nest for supper. "Mike lit a torch under that woman's a---" She stopped short, seeing that Carole and Jim were at the table. Todd grinned, which made Carole grin, though she didn't know why.
"er... fourth point of contact." Teresa finished, using a little Airborne lingo, there. I grinned, as did little Jim, though he likely didn't know why.
"Yes, it was good." I said. "The Prosecution will rest tomorrow by noon, unless they have a surprise witness they didn't inform the Defense about. And then Mike is going to hit them with Round Two."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They were in the D.A.'s Conference Room in City Hall, where they usually met. Krasney, Jenna, Paulina Patterson, Franklin Washington, and Savannah Fineman were at the table, eating pizzas.
"What's next?" asked Krasney.
"In addition to the documents they didn't tell us about until literally the last hour," said Jenna, bitterness in her voice, "they're going to bring up witnesses... the people Luskin filed those previous complaints against."
"We've got to stop that from happening." said Fineman.
"How?" snarled Jenna.
"We'll ask for a continuance." said Krasney. "We'll object to the admission of the witnesses as well as the documents, citing relevance, and we'll ask for a continuance while we appeal the ruling."
"Folsom won't go for that." said Franklin Washington.
"Then we'll ask for him to recuse himself." said Krasney.
"And then we'll get Watts... who might just give the Defense a directed verdict of acquittal." said Jenna. "Paulina, you got any ideas?"
"Just one." said Paulina. "The only thing you can do is try to impeach these witnesses on the stand. Say they're disgruntled, bitter about being called out for their sexual harassment or rape charges..."
Part 21 - Beating of a Butterfly's Wings
"The Prosecution... rests." said Jenna Stiles at 10:30am Friday morning, September 8th.
"Defense counsel?" asked Judge Folsom.
"Your Honor, the Defense calls Donny Tate to the stand." said Mike G. Todd.
Donny Tate and the other Defense witnesses had been brought in by helicopter from 'The Vision' to the Courthouse. It is possible that Your Iron Crowbar was the pilot of that helicopter. Tate and the others were taken inside under very heavy TCPD guard. Now Tate was walking up the aisle to take the stand. Deuteronomy 32:35, I thought to myself.
Mike led Tate through his story, that Kendra had initiated sexual contact with him, then charged him with a sex crime. Todd again had the Police report read out loud. Then he turned it over to the Prosecution for the cross examination.
"Mr. Tate," said Jenna Stiles, "if you're innocent, why did you settle?"
"I didn't settle." said Tate, which explained Mike Todd's lack of objection to the question. "The company settled. I've maintained my innocence throughout."
"Mr. Tate," Jenna all but shouted, "isn't it true that you're testifying only because you're disgruntled that Ms. Luskin filed charges against you for raping her?"
"Objection!" shouted Mike G. Todd. "Leading the witness!"
"Your Honor, permission to treat this witness as hostile." replied Jenna, which if granted would allow her to lead the witness.
"No." said Judge Folsom. "That hasn't been established at all. Conform to the guidelines, Ms. Stiles. The objection is sustained."
"I withdraw the question, Your Honor." said Jenna. "No more questions."
Darren Stevens also testified. Mike led him through the story, including the part about the company using the charges as an excuse to fire him for his homosexuality. Neither Jenna nor D.A. Krasney, who was sitting next to her, knew what to do... trying to impeach his testimony as being from a disgruntled rapist was not going to work with Stevens.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Defense rested. Jenna took her last shot; she called Deputy Chief Della Harlow to the stand.
"And throughout the investigation, Commander Troy was investigating the victim exclusively, is that not right?" Jenna asked Della.
"Objection, calls for speculation!" Mike G. Todd quickly called out.
"Your Honor," said Jenna, "I'm establishing the state of mind of the Police Commander that he has been biased against the woman----"
"Objection!" shouted Mike.
"Sustained!" snarled the Judge. "Approach the Bench. Bailiff, escort the Jury out for a ten minute break."
At the bench, Folsom lit into Stiles. "Ms. Stiles, I am not going to let you lay grounds for a mistrial, here. You try a stunt like that again, and I'll make a direct verdict of acquittal as well as have you in jail for Contempt of Court."
"Your Honor," said Jenna, "I'm trying to establish Commander Troy's biased state of mind---"
"Not this way, you won't." said Folsom. "The objection on speculation is sustained."
"Your Honor," Jenna replied, "I ask for a continuance to appeal this before the trial continues, as well as an appeal of the submission of those other rapists' testimony----"
"That's defamation, Your Honor." said Mike G. Todd.
"I agree." said Folsom. "Your request for a continuance is summarily denied. Finish it up, Ms. Stiles..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm. The case was put in the hands of the Jury, who were escorted out for a late lunch and to begin deliberations. Mike G. Todd turned to me, sitting in the front row behind him. Sitting beside me was Captain Teresa Croyle, in her Duty Dress Uniform.
"Well, they might deliberate all weekend." said Mike. "It'd be great if they came back today... that would likely be an acquittal. The longer they go, the more I'm worried about a hung jury."
"You've done a fantastic job." I whispered. "It's in the Jury's hands now... and God's."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, the Bailiff came over and asked me to come to the Judge's chambers. Teresa and I went with the Bailiff.
"Come in." said the Judge. "I just want to tell you that the Jury has reached a verdict. I don't know what it is, but I want to give you the chance to get anti-riot Officers ready, if you deem that necessary."
"Yes, let's err on the side of a strong presence." I said to Teresa.
"They're ready to go, Your Honor." Teresa said. "I put them on standby at noon. Captain Ross volunteered to be in charge of them for me while I'm here. Hewitt is in tactical command." I looked at the judge and just nodded.
"We'll read the verdict in open Court in one hour." said Judge Folsom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from outside the Courthouse complex. "Fox Two News has learned that the TCPD is deploying their armored riot troops around the Courthouse! And sources are telling Fox Two News that the Jury may have already reached a verdict!..."
Indeed, they had. At 4:35pm they entered the packed but hushed Courtroom.
"Members of the Jury, have you reached a verdict?" asked Judge Folsom.
"We have, Your Honor." said the forewoman, handing the Bailiff the written document. The Bailiff handed the papers to the Judge, who read them, then had the Bailiff pass the papers to the Court Reporter.
It is tradition that the Defendant and his attorneys stand to hear the verdict. In some places both the Prosecution and Defense stand. This day was a little bit different. As Peter Dwayne Gordon and Mike G. Todd rose to their feet, I also stood up behind them.
The Jury knew that Peter Dwayne Gordon's life was in their hands. What they did not know was that my life was also in their hands; their decision would chart the course of my future. A guilty verdict, and my life as Police Officer would end; I would not care to carry on the charade of being an Agent of the Law standing for Justice.
And like the beating of a butterfly's wings changing the currents of the winds of the world, the ripple effects for the Town & County Police, and therefore the County itself, would be enormous. Ergo, I stood with the Defense to hear my future, and my Police Force's future, being read.
Seeing me stand, Teresa also stood. And seeing us stand, the Prosecution stood, as did Della Harlow, Gwen Munson, and Kelly Carnes, who were sitting on the front row behind the Prosecution's table.
We listened as the Court Reporter began reading:
"We the Jury find the Defendant in Count One of the indictment..."
To be continued.
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Part 22 - The Verdict
"... not guilty."
Peter Gordon almost collapsed with relief. He turned to Mike G. Todd and they hugged. Then Peter turned to me, tears running down his young face as he hugged me. "Thank you, thank you, sir." he sobbed. He hugged Teresa, too, as I congratulated Mike on a job very well done.
The look on Jenna Stiles's face was of ugly bitterness at losing. D.A. Krasney looked more sad than bitter. The looks of utter hatred on the faces of the women behind them were almost shocking in their intensity. And their looks were at me, and Teresa. Needless to say, they got a 'Teresa Cunt' look back at them.
*BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!*
The Judge was working his gavel as he demanded order in his Courtroom. Reporters had rushed out, knocking each other over to get the news out first. Everyone else had started murmuring as the 'not guilty' verdicts of the other counts were also read.
"Mr. Gordon, you are free to go." declared the Judge. "Members of the Jury, you are released, and the Court thanks you for your service. This Court is adjourned." He banged the gavel and left for his Chambers.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is John Hardwood, KSTD Five-Alive News!" said the untrustworthy and visibly angry reporter. "In a shocking denial of justice for women, Peter Dwayne Gordon was found not guilty of raping Kendra Luskin! I have with me Police Deputy Chief Della Harlow. Commander, what do you think of this shocking verdict?"
"It's a miscarriage of Justice, John." said Della Harlow. "Commander Troy's misogyny and his zeal to blame the woman has succeeded, and women everywhere know that their rights, their safety, and their voices have been trampled upon. Raped women will get no help from Commander Donald Troy's Police Force if he can help it!"
"Oh... here is State Attorney Jenna Stiles!" said Hardwood, abandoning Della. "Ms. Stiles, do you have a comment on this shocking verdict?"
"We must respect the Jury's decision." Jenna said. "I obviously did not do an adequate job of prosecuting this case, and I apologize to women everywhere for failing to bring justice to all of them..."
"Ms. Stiles did her job very well." said a voice. Cindy Ross had come up behind her, and was now taking over the microphone. "She did her best, but this case wasn't the one, and our System of Justice worked like it was supposed to! People should know that those women who truly are abused and brutalized will find their attackers arrested by me and prosecuted by Ms. Stiles. The fight for Justice and for Women's Rights will continue, and the Town & County Police Force will be the front lines of that fight for Justice..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette. "The verdict is in! Peter Dwayne Gordon has been found not guilty of all the charges against him!"
Bettina: "Women are beginning to chant, and are gathering in larger numbers. The TCPD is already deployed, keeping the protesters well away from the Courthouse complex. And I have Captain Teresa Croyle of the TCPD here. Captain, what do you think of this verdict?"
Teresa took Bettina's microphone, which was broadcasting over speakers to the crowd on Courthouse Square as well as over the airwaves.
"I understand," Teresa said to them, "the emotions that women feel in a case such as this. But what you must understand is that a false accusation like the one in this case does all of us women much more damage than anything else, and women's rights were protected today, not harmed but protected, by the Jury in this case!"
Teresa was not finished: "Additionally, Commander Donald Troy has been relentlessly attacked for his investigation of this case and his quest for true Justice... not just for the Defendant, but for the rights of all of us women, rights which were besmirched and damaged by this woman and her false accusations. If you are a woman hearing my voice, you should be praying thanks for a great man like Commander Troy fighting on your behalf..."
Part 23 - Aftermath
8:30pm, Friday, September 8th. I was standing on the deck of The Cabin. I could see the light of a train coming out of the western horizon. The sound of a band was drifting up to me; County High had a home football game tonight, while Town High and Booker T. Washington High had away games.
There was a celebration of sorts going on inside. Mike G. Todd had brought Peter Dwayne Gordon up, as The Cabin was a safer place to be than most anywhere else. Also at the party were Todd and Teresa, Cindy and Callie, Joanne and Seth Warner, Chief Griswold and his wife, Chief Moynahan, my mom Phyllis, Eddy the Bounty Hunter, Laura, Molly, and of course all the kids and two outstanding dogs.
I heard someone come out of the house and onto the deck. It was Teresa. And the two outstanding dogs.
"We've got some people on standby," Teresa said, "but there's no reports of any violence or protests. I'm kind of surprised."
"Looks like the money to pay the protesters dried up." I said. "With the case overwith, and with me reinstated, looks like they're backing down. Oh, have a seat."
Teresa sat down in the chair to the left as I sat down on the loveseat. Buddy went to Teresa, and Bowser over to me, and they got the skritchins the were expecting. Someone had someone trained, I thought to myself...
"So these protests are all funded?" Teresa asked.
"Oh yes." I said. "The people that gin them up are paid, anyway. They get the ball rolling, then the so-called 'Useful Idiots' come in and keep the momentum going."
"And speaking of that, my insubordination hearing is on Monday." said Teresa.
"I know. I'll be there." I said. To my utter shock and disbelief, the I.G. had sent Harlow's complaint of Teresa's insubordination to a Board of Inquiry. "I am going to flog them; well, verbally at least." Teresa gave a little grin at that one.
"By the way," I said, "that was an awesome speech you gave today. You running for political office?"
"I just might... for Sheriff." said Teresa. "I'm still pissed at Daniel Allgood for suspending you like he did."
"So am I." I said. "You'll have competition for Sheriff... I get the idea that Loran T. Michaels is going to run, and Della Harlow is going to run against Daniel. Then again, maybe I'll run. You're doing pretty well with the red crowbar as it is... in the Police Boxing Matches, breaking down riots and busting up Harlow..."
"Heh." said Teresa. "No, that crowbar belongs in your hands, sir. You're not really running for Sheriff... are you?" I just arched my eyebrows...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is Jenna pissed at you for that last TV incident?" Callie asked Cindy, partly to generate trouble.
"Not really." Cindy said. "I think she got it. She told me she wants to talk about something in a few days, after all this dies down."
"That altercation the other day in front of Priya was the real barrrrrn-burner." said Chief Moynahan.
"And a very good plan." said my mom Phyllis.
"Of course." Callie said, grinning her beautiful grin. "It was your son's plan."
"What?!" gasped Cindy. "I thought it was your plan!"
"Yeah, that's what he told me to tell you." Callie said, grinning her beautiful grin some more. "He called me and told me about everything before I talked to you when I got home, and he had everything figured out."
"He always does." said Molly. "I'll bet he knows why Kendra Luskin tried to set up Peter, too... but he won't say."
"That's because retribution is coming... for someone." said Todd.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, young man," Chief Moynahan said to Peter in the front room, "what are you planning to do nowwww?"
"I don't know, sir." said Peter. "My father is making sure I don't find a job anywhere near here... or anywhere in the State."
"You were doing some polling work for Senator Nunn, weren't you?" asked Chief Griswold.
"Yes sir." said Peter. "But even though I was acquitted, I'm still toxic to any public person."
"Nonsense!" said Chief Griswold. "I happen to have a few political connections. You might have to move to the City or Midtown, or maybe Washington, D.C... but we'll find you something..."
"What about you, Mike?" asked Moynahan. "Women's groups are very angry at you, right now."
"And they're going to be a lot angrier." said Mike with a grin. "I was talking to Don earlier..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Teresa and I came back inside, the dogs hurried upstairs to where the children were. My mother looked up at us and said "Don, I have one question: what is going to happen to Kendra Luskin?"
I understood her question, as did everyone. "I don't know." I said. "I've been trying to find something to pin down on her, but I'm not having any luck."
"How about filing a false Police report?" asked Molly. "Or making a false allegation against any one of these men? What she did put these men through the emotional wringer, and damaged their lives and careers."
"And she likely will do it again." said Laura. "This is the first time she's been found out and defeated."
I pulled up the hardback rocking chair and sat down, feeling my back begin to hurt as this issue stressed my mind. "I know." I said. "There are a lot of problems, though. First, filing a false report is not even a felony offense in this State. She wouldn't even get jail time. And the whole 'false allegation' thing is complicated by the fact that the companies involved made settlements, and it's a 'he said, she said' type of thing... proving a criminal allegation would be difficult, if not impossible. In fact... in this Gordon case, we just created reasonable doubt. We never proved anything."
"Wow, so this bitch goes free... and can do it again." Teresa said. I just looked at her and nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God, I just cannot believe it." said Kelly Carnes. She took a big gulp of wine.
"I know." said Thomas P. Cook. "I mean, the case was weak, but the Iron Crowbar is the luckiest son of a bitch on the planet."
They were at Cook's home, along with trusted reporter John Hardwood, Malinda Adams, Della Harlow, Holsom 'Hal' Briggs of 1st Precinct, and Scott Peterson of the Sheriff's Department. State Senator Katherine Woodburn had been invited, but had refused to come; she did not like to hang out with losers.
Peterson said "I did everything I could to get the Sheriff to come down on Moynahan for that announcement to reinstate Troy, but he just said he was going to let it go."
"It was that protest where Teresa Cunt came out with that damned red crowbar." said Kelly Carnes bitterly. "That's when Moynahan began pushing back on the Board of Inquiry stalling. If that protest hadn't happened, no one would've seen the need to bring the Iron Crowbar back."
"I've put her up on insubordination charges." said Della Harlow, her voice dull though bitter.
"That'll be swept aside." said Cook. "Our effort to delay the outlining of the chain of command backfired, as well. We should've acted, to make sure you were in charge in Troy's absence. But I did think we'd have more time..."
"Spilt milk." said Malinda Adams. "By the way, where's Katherine Woodburn?"
"She's going to be meeting with other State-level people tomorrow." said Cook. "She is very angry that the Iron Crowbar was reinstated as quickly as he was, as are her colleagues in the State Legislature. They were going to go to the State Supreme Court to get the permission to convene the Legislature, and oust Jared."
"Why couldn't they do that anyway?" asked Adams.
"I don't know." said Cook. "I was told that that was the plan, that Troy had to be neutralized as a Law Enforcement entity, and only then could we go after Jared. I don't see it, so maybe it's above our pay grades."
"What do we do now?" asked Briggs. "The entire TCPD is so solidly behind Troy and Croyle that we have no chance to create divisions within the ranks. And Ross is back in the good graces of her Detective Division."
"They're more cohesive than ever." Kelly Carnes said. "They think Troy walks on water."
"Yes." said Cook. "But the silver lining to the cloud is that we were able to sneak in and get that eminent domain order from the Courts, and I'll soon be developing a new block of apartments... after demolishing the houses on the grounds now. And Troy was too occupied to raise any public ire about it." His face relaxed into a mold of pleasure as he thought about what was to come soon.
"I'm loving that, especially kicking those old homeowners out on their sorry asses." said Hardwood. "Meanwhile, Della, we need to get together on a public campaign against Teresa Cunt, to gin up some public sentiment against her for her hearing."
"That will be no problem." said Della.
Part 24 - Karma
Monday, September 11th. Neither Bettina nor Hardwood had mentioned the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks from 2001. How quickly we've already forgotten, I thought to myself.
And how quickly the damage to Peter Dwayne Gordon was forgotten. Neither Bettina nor Hardwood had discussed the aftermath of the trial. Bettina did mention that Professor Marvin Milton was released from the Hospital, and continuing his recovery at home. Myron and Mary were back at work at Headquarters as the ladies of the Veasley Community Center (including my mom) took turns staying with Professor Milton.
Meanwhile, Hardwood talked almost exclusively about the Guardians of Justice and the failure of the FBI to discover who they might be, then Hardwood attacked Governor Val Jared with malicious lies and smears that the Nazi Ministry of Propaganda would've been proud of. Yes, I am comparing the Mainstream Media in America today to the Nazi Ministry of Propaganda. The Press has their First Amendment rights; I have mine.
And then... it seemed like an electric current began running through the Headquarters building. Deputy Chief Harlow made a point of escorting Kendra Luskin through the hall, ostensibly to pick up her things that had been taken into evidence, via the very circuitous route of Harlow's office. And just as I was going from MCD to my office with Cindy.
"Well, if it isn't Commander Troy." Luskin said acidly as she saw me. I turned to look, feeling the anger welling up inside me as she continued: "I guess you won this one, Commander. But you know what they say... you can't win 'em all."
There was no doubt in my mind that she was going to do it, that she was going to entrap and falsely accuse someone else of raping her, and maybe destroy that person's life. I knew that right now I had only one way of stopping her, of permanently stopping her. The red crowbar was whispering to me as if it were the Crowbar Katana...
"Don't do it, Commander." I heard Cindy whisper. She could sense what I was about to do. I knew she would try to stop me, but she would be too late if I moved fast enough...
"Hold on there, Ms. Luskin!" said a voice.
I looked up to see FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone coming down the hallway. With him was FBI Special Agents Martin Nash, Lindy Linares, and Julius Jefferson.
"Kendra Luskin," said Jack, coming up to her, "I have a Federal warrant for your arrest, for interstate fraud, illegal money wire transfers across State lines, and RICO violations."
Lindy already had Kendra pushed up against the wall. "Kendra Luskin, you have the right to remain silent. If you waive the right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you in a Court of Law..."
As they took Luskin away, I stood immobilized. I admit that I was as stunned as I've ever been. It was almost as surreal as those moments at the tea ceremony with Takaki Misaki after the helicopter crash...
"Well, Don," said Muscone, "we can't let people like her continue to accuse innocent men of crimes they didn't commit, now can we?"
I exhaled, knowing what was being done, and somewhat on my behalf. "Thank you, Jack. Thank you."
"It's like Tanya's favorite movie, The Godfather," said Jack, "I do a favor for you, maybe one day you can help me out in return, eh?"
"Yeah... yeah." I said, nodding.
I barely remember walking into my office after the FBI Agents were gone with their captured perp. Della had looked furious, and had retreated to her office. Cindy, of course, followed me into mine. I sat down, numb with shock... and relief.
"Good timing, huh?" Cindy said. "You were about to spill blood out there."
"Yes..." I said, still in a near trance. "Yes, I was. I was about to kill that bitch. Literally." Then I remembered that the office might be bugged, and I looked up at the light in the ceiling. Cindy grinned, pulling her activated bug killer out of her pocket.
I said "Was it you that got them over here just in time?"
"No, it wasn't me." said Cindy. "All I'm going to say is that my father and I made a deal... he got the information on Luskin, and I gave it to Lindy, who took it from there."
"What was your part of the deal?" I asked.
"You'll see, in time." Cindy said, and I knew she was just loving keeping me in suspense like I so often did to her. But I did not let her see if it was bothering me or not. I just nodded.
"Okay, that's one big, big problem solved..." I said, then went into a reverie on what the next problem was...
Part 25 - Chains Of Command
At 10:00am, Monday, September 11, Teresa got into my Police SUV and I drove her to City Hall. We went into the chamber of the Board of Inquiry, where Chief Moynahan awaited us... as did Deputy Chief Della Harlow, to give her testimony against Teresa.
The Commissioners of the Board were the same three that heard my case just a few weeks before. The one named Finneran was his usual anti-Police self. I'd taken the time to learn about him after my hearing; the man was a card-carrying member of the American Socialist Party, the Green Party, and NAMBLA.
Della was called first, and gave her statement. Mr. Fitzgerald had tough questions for her, especially questioning her orders to put Police into harms way. She denied that her orders would do that.
Then I was called to the stand. I was asked about the chain of command, and I gave what the military does (follow your direct chain of command, even if someone else outranks your boss) and what we do by position in the TCPD. Finneran blasted that the TCPD was not the military. "Just because you and your Chief were military officers doesn't make you right. Commander Harlow outranks Captain Croyle at all times!" he all but screamed.
"You're contradicting yourself." I said. "In the TCPD, it's by position, not rank, especially at the top levels. This was clarified by rulings during the Brownlee-Ross situation some time ago. Captain Croyle cannot be insubordinate to Harlow because Harlow has no authority over Croyle. Period."
"But further," I said, "and speaking as a military veteran who has some experience in tactical battle situations, Harlow's orders would have put our Officers in a position to be ambushed... just as I was ambushed at the Psychology Building earlier. Captain Croyle was very correct to countermand Harlow's harmful and in my opinion unlawful orders."



Chief Moynahan was called to the stand and reiterated what I'd said. "Commander Troy's military experience, while good, is nowhere near my own. And that order by Harlow to go into that parking lot trap was one of the most irresponsible and dangerous orders that I have ever encountered."
"But Chief," said Finneran, "you do agree that Commander Harlow, in her capacity as Acting Commander in Troy's absence, had every right to give that lawful order... don't you?"
"I do not agreeeee." said the Chief. "First, there is no such thing as 'Acting Commander', like Troy was 'Acting Chief' for a while. Second, if there was an 'Acting Commander', it would be Captain Croyle, not Ms. Harlow. That is the chain of command, unless and until the Council dictates otherwise."
"Why is that?" asked the lead Commissioner.
"Because I said so," said the Chief, "in the absence of a clarifying ordinance from the Council."
Last, came Teresa's turn. And Finneran turned 'both barrels' on her.
"Captain," said Finneran, "you do agree that Deputy Chief Harlow outranks you, don't you?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "Her rank may be higher, but we don't have 'outranking' at Captain and above levels. My boss is Commander Troy, and then Chief Moynahan; they outrank me. The Deputy Chief does not, unless the Chief and Police Commander are both dead."
"Or incapacitated." said Finneran.
"I stand by what I said... both would have to be dead." Teresa replied.
"Commander Harlow gave lawful orders to the SWAT Team." said Finneran. "What makes you think you're good enough to countermand her orders? She has more years of experience than you do."
"I don't accept the premise of your question that her orders were lawful." Teresa replied (having been prepped by me for such questions). "Furthermore, her experience in paper pushing might be more than mine, but I'll put my experience in firefights, leading Vice Detectives and SpecOps Officers, as well as learning from Commander Troy, Chief Moynahan and Chief Griswold, against Commander Harlow's total lack of tactical experience any day."
The decision came down before the end of the day. Teresa was cleared by a 2-1 vote of the Board. The Board also made a strong statement that the Council needed to clarify the Police command structure by passing an ordinance...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, Deputy Chief Della Harlow was called into the Chief's office. I was sitting on the sofa to one side, solely as a witness. The Police Captain's Union rep was also in the room. Della was not invited to sit down. This was formal.
"Deputy Chief Harrrrlowwww," drawled the Chief. "your record with this Police Department up to the last few months has been a very good one. Citations for excellent work in Administration, good leadership of those under you in Admin positions. Star of Gallantry, unusual for an Administrator. And the Orange Order... that's a great honor for anyone, as it is voted upon by your peers."
"And then we have... the last few months." continued the Chief. "Statements you have made to the Press have been unprofessional, and they have been detrimental to this Police Force. You have accused a good Detective of being a racist when he has exhibited no reason to be called such a thing. And you've been sticking your nose where it does not belong... in Operations.
"Last, but not least, it is my considered opinion as your Police Chief and as a former military commander that your orders would indeed have put my Police Officers in harms way. And your order for Officers to stand down instead of rushing to Commander Troy's aid was directly responsible for necessitating his actions to use deadly force to protect his family and another Police Officer."
"Sir, I object to that." said Della. "Commander Troy's actions were his own, and I believe they were excessive and overly violent. I strongly refuse to allow myself to be held to blame for him shooting another person to death."
"Noted." said the Chief. "My opinion, which is the one that counts, is that your actions contributed very directly and heavily to that perp's death. The bottom line, Commander Harlow, is that I am re-evaluating my Police Force, particularly its command structure. And you will no longer be a part of that command structure."
"I'll fight that like hell." said Harlow. She turned to the Union Rep. "Consider this my grievance."
"The Captain's Union has already discussed this with the Chief, the I.G. and the Sheriff." said the Rep. "We do not intend to contest the Chief's actions." Della's eyes showed anger, but not surprise, I noted.
The Chief took it back up: "Now Commander Troy, bless his heart, thinks you're a good Administrator, and actually suggested in writing that you be given an Admin situation either here or somewhere else in County Government. He's a good man, and he wants to put people where they will serve themselves and the People the best. He suggested a transfer, or a demotion to Captain, and continued service as a capable Administrator."
"What I've had to explain to him," said the Chief, "is that actions such as yours, Ms. Harlow, are not acceptable... to the point that you cannot be allowed to remain in this Police Force, either in your current position or a lesser capacity. Even if bygones were bygones, your continued presence is a problem, a cancer within my organization."
"Soooo," said the Chief, "you have one of four choices: you can attempt to find a place in which to transfer, and I can tell you now that your chances of that are nil; you can resign; you can do nothing and be relieved of duty by me, and the process to fire you will begin immediately; or you can accept what Commander Troy begged me to do, to offer you early retirement but as a Captain, and a pension based upon a Captain's salary. Again, Commander Troy is being far, far more generous that I wanted to be..."
"How long do I have to decide?" asked Harlow, knowing that the machinery was now in motion against her, as she'd attempted to put it in motion against the Iron Crowbar.
"Twenty four hours." said the Chief. "Or more accurately, end of first shift to-morrrrrrow. You're relieved immediately, of course."
Della would consult with attorneys and the Union the next day, but would ultimately accept the early retirement.
Part 26 - Sins of the Father
Monday, September 11th. The sun had set over the ridgeline and it was growing dark as Teresa, Cindy, myself and Chief Griswold sat in his backyard around a fire in his iron pot. Mrs. Griswold and my mother had gone to dinner with some of the ladies of the Veasley Community Center.
"So what is it about that Deputy Chief's position?" said Griswold. "First Brownlee, then Harlow going bad on us. Harlow was always really good, until just recently."
"Brownlee was always bad." I said. "Harlow... well, she started letting her politics guide her more than her professionalism. After the surprise re-election of Governor Jared, the division between those on opposite sides of the political fence has grown wider, and with fewer people in the middle. Harlow was bitter about Jared's re-election, then she became more bitter when her attempt to destroy Teddy Parker by calling him a racist didn't work."
"So she's gone more and more off the rails, politically speaking," I continued, "and my support of Jared infuriated her even more. So she started trying to get me kicked to the kerb, especially after this rape case came along. And she's not the only one: a lot of people in this State and even this Nation are letting politics rule their actions, and they're getting burned because of it."
"I dunno." said Cindy. "She was at the Hospital the night Luskin walked in... I'd say she was already part of the plan, which suggests she was part of it long before that night."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there, Green Crowbar." I said. "No wonder you have your own crowbar."
"Stoppit." Cindy replied. "So... who is going to be the next Deputy Chief?"
"You want the job?" I asked. Seeing Cindy's look of shock, I said "I'm not kidding. I know your father has been showing you all the books of his operations, for the day you'll inherit it. You've been handling admin-type stuff as a Captain for a while now, as well. All you need to do is oversee the people in the positions beneath them, let them handle it."
"Nooooooo thank you." said Cindy. "I am very happy where I am."
"So who's the next Deputy Chief?... and don't ask me to do it." said Teresa.
"I couldn't pry you out of your job with a red crowbar." I said with a grin. "You're exactly where you are supposed to be. But to answer the question, there's not going to be anyone in the Deputy Chief slot, at least for now. We might put Captain Aaron in it next year, or not. But Holloway is only breveted a Lieutenant, no way she's going there. Briscoe is not being considered, he was a Harlow supporter and may not be reliable."
"What about Briggs?" said Teresa.
"Nice try." I said, knowing what Teresa was suggesting. She'd love to have Irwin as Precinct Captain and Rudistan as the Precinct Lieutenant. "But Briggs is going nowhere except into retirement, eventually."
"Speaking of that," Cindy said, "did you know that as Medal of Valor recipients, we can retire at any time, and as if we have the full 20 years, with half-pay of the position we retire at?"
"I did hear that." I said. "I checked to see if I would get double half-pay, in other words full-pay, for having two Medals... but it was 'no go' on that."
"Thank God." said Teresa. "You'd be bored in retirement, sir." I understood what she was really saying.
I chuckled. "Yes, I would be. Just like Chief Griswold here is bored."
"Son," said the Chief, "fishing is never boring."
"No sir," I replied agreeably, "but everything else is." The Chief's eyes cut towards me, but he said nothing.
"Well," said Cindy, "I for one am glad this whole Luskin-Gordon rape case is ovah. God, did I fuck things up."
"Yes." I said. "It was a very bad plan on your part from the start."
"Whaaa?!?!" Cindy gasped. Teresa also looked shocked. The Chief looked as if his hand had been caught in the cookie jar.
"Child, please." I said jovially, "You are not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded. I admit I was slow, and it took a while, but I finally realized you had to have known exactly what you were doing when you deliberately created legal loopholes for Peter Gordon the night he was arrested. Hell, I sent you back to the Police Academy over that stuff, and you still did it."
"I should've known you'd figure it out." said Cindy.
"What?!" gasped Teresa, looking at Cindy. I was peering hard... at Chief Griswold.
"Yes, it was my idea." admitted the Chief, not liking being watched by my baleful eye. "The Governor and I are not unaware of what is going on around us. We and some friends got wind of a plot to take down the Iron Crowbar with this trial. I explained things to Ms. Ross, and she agreed to create the legal loopholes in case the Iron Crowbar couldn't get the charges thrown out."
"We never thought it would go to trial." Cindy said. "I couldn't believe Jenna was so dumb to not see right through Luskin's false claims."
"That's why the plan was bad." I said. "Jenna was not and is not dumb, but she has an unholy zeal about women's rights and rape victims not being taken seriously by Police. Bettina's not exactly impartial on that, either. They were both truly bitter that I was looking into Luskin, though I think they now understand why. But of course Jenna was going to take it all the way to trial."
"I will never again pretend to think I can be the Iron Crowbar at schemes like that." promised Cindy.
"That's because I don't scheme." I said, which got me a 'look' from Teresa. "I just fuck up other people's schemes when they try to do me wrong."
"Yeah, we should've thought more about that one." said Griswold.
"Y'all should've trusted me." I replied. After a pause, I said "Ladies, would you give me a moment alone with the Chief?" The women got up and went back to the house.
"Uh oh." said the old Chief. "I think I'm about to get a crowbar beatdown."
"A verbal one, for sure, Chief." I said. "Your plan was really bad, sir. Especially the part about having the Sheriff suspend me without pay."
"Damn, nothing does get by you." the old Chief muttered.
"I know, I know," I said, "you thought it would give me time and some cover to find out about Luskin's other false accusations. You thought I'd be able to run with the FBI guys for a while... but then I beat the shit out of that traitor Dana Fox and turned in my FBI Consultant badge. But you didn't have to have Daniel suspend me for me to find out about Luskin. I would have, anyway."
"You're right." said the Chief. "I'm sorry. I made mistakes. I owe you one."
"Yes, yes you do. You're going to make it up to me, Chief." I said, then leaned over towards him. "And just wait until I tell you how..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once back home at the Mountain Nest, I helped put Carole and Jim to bed, then went downstairs and accepted a drink from Laura as she sat down beside me.
"So." she said. "Melina and I were thinking about getting together for dinner this Saturday. We think you and Daniel need a chance to mend some fences."
"We've been doing that a little too much," I said, "and our esteemed elected Sheriff has not gotten the message about things. Besides, Saturday is out, for other reasons." I told her the reasons.
"Okay, Friday, then." said Laura. "But really, for the good of family as well as the Police and the County, y'all need to do this."
"You know..." I said, thinking about it, "maybe you're right..."
"Uh oh." Laura said. "I get worried when I hear you talk like that."
I grinned. "Well, maybe you'll be less worried when I talk like I like best: honey, lets to go to bed."
"Ooooo, yes, I do like that better." Laura said. We headed upstairs to our bedroom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She was drop-dead gorgeous. Tall for a woman, even taller in the beige high-heel pumps she was wearing, her body a perfect, saucy, hourglass shape, her hair a thick mane of honey-blonde, gently curly strands over her shoulders and down her back, and full lips that invited kissing, or fellatio. Her breasts were augmented by the best of plastic surgery, but did not have that totally artificial look that many porn starlets had. Her thighs were toned, and her calves very shapely.
Only her eyes were wrong: they were dark brown, and if one looked into them, one saw lifelessness. But they were practically hidden under makeup and mascara.
Her name was Racquel, and she was one of the hottest prostitutes in the State. Her beauty and fame rivaled the late Cherie Ward. She could command $5000 an hour for sex, and men would eagerly pay it in order to sample her sexual talents and enjoy her body. And then they would come back for more, hopelessly addicted.
Tonight, she was in Senator Samuel Russell's suite, Room 1822 of the Marriott Grande Hotel in the City. He was sitting behind the desk, reading the information that she had brought him in the sealed envelope. She was one of several couriers between Russell and BigAgraFoods.
"Hmm, so we have a leak in our operations." said Russell. "Seems that certain elements of the FBI are not getting the message that a United States Senator has told them to back off their investigation. So, my dear, anything else?"
Racquel stood tall in front of the desk and said "BigAgraFoods has a gift for you. Me. They paid for an hour."
"Well, then, come sit on the desk." said Russell. He watched as Racquel slid out of the top of her dress, the let it slide down her luscious body to the floor. She came around the desk as Russell watched her, loosening and removing his necktie.
She sat on the desk and lay back, knowing what the Senator wanted. She pulled her legs up and back, exposing the swollen labes of her well-used pussy. Russell wasted no time in bending over and sliding his tongue along Racquel's slit, probing deeper and deeper with each lashing until he was face-deep in her sodden quim.
"Mmmmm..." Racquel moaned, pretending to enjoy being eaten by the 'distinguished' Senior Senator from the State. In reality, she thought, this guy was boring as hell in bed. He had a great looking wife, she thought, wondering how that poor woman endured the Senator's lackluster performance...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She had crouched down and sucked Russell's six inch cock as he finished undressing, then he led her to the leather sofa against the side wall of the room. She lay down, naked except for her high heel pumps, spreading her gorgeous legs in obscene, wanton invitation, and invitation no straight man could refuse.
Russell mounted the hot blonde prostitute, and his throbbing, six inch cock had no problem finding her honey hole. He groaned as he felt his cock sink into her, nuts-deep in pleasure. After he ground his hips around to stir her pot, he began thrusting into her with short, stabbing strokes. Racquel expertly matched his rhythm, working to give him the maximum sexual pleasure possible.. but also working to get him off and finish this boring fuck.
"Oh yeahhhhh, you are so fucking hot." Russell gasped as he looked down at the blonde beauty. He began fucking her harder, and she wrapped her long, luscious legs tightly around him. He began thinking to himself that powerful men like him had access to the best pussy like this, while men lesser than himself could only dream about fucking a hot bitch this beautiful, having legs like hers wrapped around him as he enjoyed her hot, wet snatch. It's definitely good to be a powerful U.S. Senator, he thought to himself as he drove harder into the beautiful prostitute's pussy.
He was not wearing a condom, exposing himself and any other women he would fuck to possible diseases, but he knew that a woman like Racquel did not fuck low-life trash, but only men that could afford her excellent services. Again he thought of how good it was to be a powerful Senator, getting to fuck women like this while common men had to settle for less beautiful, less hot women...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I guess I'm special, too. I was watching Laura as she rode me, grinding her magnificent ass around my iron-hard cock as she impaled herself on it again and again and again. Her big, milk-filled breasts bounced heavily on her chest above her quivering, firm abs, and she groaned as I reached up and fondled her big tits, pinching her long, rock-hard nipples. I wasn't sure how I was so blessed to have a woman like this as my wife and the mother of two wonderful children, and I wasn't going to ask, nor complain...
And she was a 'hubby watcher', too... double the luck, I thought to myself as I felt her cunt clutch my cock as she moaned in a deep, soulful orgasm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Uhhh!" Senator Samuel Russell groaned as he began firing jets of hot, sticky cum into Racquel's hot, clutching cunt. She had endured his boring fucking, and was now pretending to come with him, working her cunt muscles to milk his sperm out of his balls and his cock.
Once finished, Russell kissed her on the cheek, as she turned her head to avoid letting him kiss her luscious mouth. He stood up and she sat up and took his softening penis into her mouth, cleaning their mixed juices off of his cock and balls.
"That was good, baby." he said. "You should take a job with my staff, personal assistant, you know?"
"I make more money now." Racquel said as she began dressing. Russell was getting dressed, also. She knew she had to stay in the room until he left, and that one of his Security people would escort her out.



Moments later, the Security man was carefully checking her small purse for any cameras, recorders, or transmitters. There were none, and her cell phone was shut off, as it was expected to be. Once it was determined that her clothes, jewelry, and high heel pumps were also not serving as transmitters, she was allowed to leave.
Fools, she thought to herself as she headed to the rendezvous point to meet her contact. The technology in her purse, that fed a cellphone that looked to be shut off but wasn't, was the very best the Central Intelligence Agency had to offer... and like Marie and Cherie Ward were sisters, Racquel was the older sister of Professor Laura Fredricson's gorgeous blonde assistant Laurie...
Part 27 - Left Bleeding on the Battlefield
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 13th, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that Police Deputy Chief Della Harlow has opted for early retirement instead of disciplinary charges that would've seen her demoted and possibly transferred!"
Bettina: "Chief Sean Moynahan has announced that he is restructuring the leadership of his Police Force. Commander Don Troy remains Police Commander and overall second-in-command of the Force, and most of the Captains will remain at their current positions for the time being. Chief Moynahan stated that the Deputy Chief position will not be filled until next year at the earliest, and that he, the Chief, will personally oversee Administrative operations for the time being."
Bettina: "In other news, Fox Two News has learned that State Attorney Jenna Stiles is considering another run for District Attorney against Gil Krasney, and Solicitor Miriam Walters is likewise considering a run at D.A. Both Loran T. Michaels and Della Harlow are considering campaigns for Sheriff against Daniel Allgood, who has yet to comment on his plans to run again. And Mayor Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice, has announced that he will not run again for Mayor, but is being courted as a Republican challenger to U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor of our 1st District, who is a Democrat."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The American system versus the Canadian and British parliamentary system." said Cindy in MCD as we watched Bettina's broadcast. "The Election Day for Parliament is not set in stone nor the Constitution..."
"The British don't even have a written Constitution." I said. "They are the only country in the world that can get away with that and remain a Free People."
"God save the Queen." said Cindy. "Anyway, the American system is great... but we have set dates for Elections... and because of that, it seems that the political cycle never ends."
"And as long as we have people throwing money at the politicians," said Teresa with considerable cynicism, "we will have political cycles."
"That's true on the national level." said Joanne. "And the State. But on the local level?"
"Just wait until you see the Mayor's race start up." I said.
"What are you running for, Commander?" Theo Washington asked me, flashing his 'movie star handsome' grin. He was trying to start 'trouble' for the ol' Police Commander.
"The potty." I said as I headed for the back door. "I gotta get this coffee out of me before I leave for Midtown... Ross, Croyle, try to keep the Police Force out of trouble while I'm gone, okay? Send Rudistan to his room if you have to." Rudistan rolled with it, grinning as everyone laughed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Griswold was riding shotgun in my Police SUV as we drove towards Midtown. "So what's this about, Crowbar?" he asked.
"All of the others that Luskin accused are taking her to Court." I said. "That leaves one person left: Quint Danielson. I'm trying to get some Justice for him."
We arrived at the State Capitol, where I was allowed to park in the area for Law Enforcement vehicles. Going in, we were ushered into the Governor's Office. Chief Griswold had made the appointment on my behalf.
A few minutes later, the Governor came in. I was shocked by his appearance. He had lost weight, and looked gaunt. His face was haggard, and he looked exhausted as he shook hands with us.
"Governor," I said, "are you letting the Press get to you?"
"I could tell you that I'm not as young as you, Commander." said Jared. "But it's not that. It's not the Press, either; they're just pieces of shit. What is killing me is how it's affecting my wife. She can't stand seeing me attacked like this, and it kills me to see her in so much pain."
"You don't have to take this shit, you know." growled Griswold.
"She won't let me resign, either." Jared said. "And she's right... we walk away now, and the Press will say it's because every lie they've told about me is true. And it will be a fatal loss for the good people of this State, the Grassroots that we're fighting for." I nodded.
"You've endured political attacks before, Governor." I said. "So what is it that is really eating you up?"
"Not much gets past the man, Val." said Griswold.
"Is that why you both came down today?" asked the Governor.
"No." I said. "But since I'm here, why don't you let me help."
"They were going to convene the Legislature to impeach me." said the Governor. "And the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, which strongly supports illegal immigration, has been pressuring Republicans whose campaign ads they paid for to agree to convict me in the State Senate. Now I wouldn't even mind that, except for one thing: Graham Collins. Commander, you have no idea how deeply corrupt that man is. You'd rather have Jack Lewis as Governor than him."
"I dunno about that." growled Griswold.
"I do." said Jared. "Collins had money in Pine Valley, through intermediaries and layers of legal entanglements. He was getting kickbacks for developments near the City, the ones that ended up digging up those bodies the Black Velvet killer buried. And he's got his hands in Thomas P. Cook's pockets, too... siphoning off money out of your County, Commander. He's going to primary Senator Richard Nunn, who he despises. And he wants to be Governor as a stepping stone to that."
I took an envelope out of my trenchcoat pocket. "Here's an idea you can try." I said. "At the least, you'll expose the U.S. Chamber for what they truly are." The Governor opened the envelope, read what was on the paper inside, his eyes wide with shock, then put the envelope in his suit pocket.
"So," said the Governor, "what can I do for you?"
"You know about the rape case in my County?" I asked. The Governor nodded. I said "There was one man she got put in prison. He had no prior record, he's a decent guy, and he was framed by her. I'd like for you to pardon him."
"Quint Danielson?" asked the Governor. It was my turn to be surprised.
"Yes sir." I said.
"You're not going to like my answer, Commander." said the Governor. "I cannot do as you ask. I will not pardon him, nor commute his sentence."
"Governor..." I said, "he's a decent man. I checked hard into him, I talked to him in prison. He did not commit that rape; Luskin falsely accused him, too. He deserves a pardon."
"Within the extent of your knowledge of him, you are right." said the Governor. "But there are some things you don't know, and I will not tell you those things. Danielson can ask for a new trial. I can tell you now that he will not get one. He will remain where he is, and you'll have to trust me that it's for his own good."
"I don't see how prison is for his own good, when he did not commit the crime." I said. Then it dawned on me. "What is it, Governor? What is this secret about him? Why was he framed? I know why the others were; he's the only one that does not fit the pattern. What's going on?"
"Like I said," said the Governor, "I won't say. It's not my secret to tell. And it's so damaging that if you do find out what it is... and with your abilities you will find out... then you will understand, and you will agree with me."
I shook my head, then stood up. "Governor," I said severely, "I cannot believe you're going to leave an innocent man bleeding on the battlefield. Good luck to you, sir; you're going to need it." With that, I walked out of the room.
"He doesn't understand." said the Governor. "Grizz, you've got to---"
"Val," said Griswold, also standing up, "you and I have been friends for a long, long time. But Don Troy... well, let me just say that when I was forced to retire, I left my Police Force in the hands of the one man I trusted, much like a father leaves his business to his son. That is what Don Troy means to me. I'd suggest you either trust him with your secret... or face the consequences when he finds out on his own. Good luck, Val. Like Don said, you're going to need it."
And with that, Chief Griswold left the room, and a friendship of decades, in his wake.
Part 28 - Friends and Family Plan
Thursday, September 14th. Laura and I went to Daniel and Melina's home, with Carole and Jim in tow. Carole was very excited to see her cousin Patricia, and little Daniel and Jim found things to do, as well... mostly things that caused 'trouble' for their parents.
There was no hiding the tension among the adults, though. Melina had told Laura (who told me) that Daniel had also not really wanted any fence-mending with me, but was doing it for his wife's sake. Dinner was mostly the women talking about the kids.
After dinner, Daniel and I went onto the back deck, looking over the city from the northeast angle, and lower than The Cabin.
"I know that it was Chief Griswold that asked you to suspend me," I said, speaking first and getting right to the point, "and I understand his reasons why. But I don't agree with him, and you did not have to do it. You, like him, should have trusted me, and should not have done that."
"To be totally honest," said Daniel, "I didn't need a whole lot of persuasion. I don't know if you're aware of just how tense things were, among the people I have to deal with on a regular basis. I know you acted for your family, but if I had not have suspended you, things would've ratcheted up even more."
"I don't agree." I said. "They still ginned up a riot after I was suspended, trying to take down Teresa, too. They saw their actions had worked once, and tried to do it again. If you'd held the line, they would've hesitated, and then lost."
"Maybe. Anyway, you were right about Luskin." said Daniel. "If Moynahan hadn't have intervened on your behalf, you might still be suspended and waiting for a Board of Inquiry... but he did act, and it's all in the past now."
"No, it's not." I said. "The FBI, or Jack's team to be precise, arrested Luskin. But the people behind the whole plot are still out there, and planning their next move. And there's still the situation of me not knowing if I'm going to be able to continue to do my job, with you looking over my shoulder like you're doing."
"Do your job properly, and there's no problem." said Daniel.
"I was doing it properly... and still got suspended without pay before a Board of Inquiry had even convened." I replied. "And that's all on you, Daniel."
"So what do you want me to do?" Daniel asked, seeing that he was going to lose any battle on these issues. "Resign as Sheriff?"
"No." I said. "Finish out your term."
"What, are you going to run against me?" asked Daniel.
"What if I do?" I asked, my eyes boring into Daniel's. I saw his surprise, then his thoughtfulness.
"If you do," he said, "do me the favor of telling me beforehand. I won't run against you. We might split the vote, then Michaels or, God forbid, Harlow might win. If you want the job that badly, I'll stand aside."
"What will you do?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Daniel. "Find a Police Force somewhere. City I.A. needs a lot of help."
"Oh, you don't want to leave here, and neither does Melina." I said. "And Carole loves Patricia. No, Daniel, you love being a politician, and that is what you should do. Oh, and by the way, I have no desire to be Sheriff; I am happy doing what I am doing, and I'm doing the most good where I am. No, I'm not running for Sheriff... and you won't be, either. You are going to be 'Mayor Allgood' in a little over a year. The best people in their proper places, I always say."
"And Sheriff? Your boss's boss? Got a plan for that?" asked Daniel.
I chuckled. "Don't you know by now that I have a plan for everything?"
Part 29 - Clan of the Crowbar
On Thursday afternoon, I had gone into Teresa's office, having her sit back down as she stood up.
"What are you doing Saturday evening?" I asked.
"I think Todd and I are staying in with the kids." Teresa said.
"Good." I said. Then I said more formally "I would like for you to be my guest at a chanoyu, the Japanese Tea Ceremony." I extended her a scroll, which was the formal invitation.
"Why... thank you, sir." said Teresa. "I'd love that. Where and when?"
"The Buddhist Center on Campus." I said. "They have a chashitsu, a tea house."
"I'd be honored, sir." said Teresa. "I'll let Todd know..."
"He already knows." I said. "I called him to make sure you were free for the evening. You, I asked; him, I just told." Teresa laughed at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On Saturday afternoon, I arrived at the Buddhist Center, where I was shown the tea garden, a mostly open space, and the tea house, which was a small one-room chamber with a small kitchen in back. It would be perfect for the ceremonies.
I had been studying the tea ceremony with Takaki Misaki's daughter Mariko, with the Buddhist monks of the Buddhist Center here on Campus, and I'd read the manuals and practiced. Now was not the time to dishonor myself by failing in the rituals.
The first part of the ritual was cleanliness. I began cleaning the front area, raking down the garden stones, cleaning the steps and the tea house by hand. Once finished, I used the Center's bath facilities to clean up and get dressed. I was wearing a black kimono with a red sash, and a red overmantle and vest, whose front sashes tucked into the belt.
There was one addition. I had created an insignia for my clan, which had been required after Takaki Misaki had given me the Crowbar Katana and it's companion short sword. I had taken six long, thin, red diamonds that came together in the center, not quite touching, in a flower pattern that formed a hexagon-like symbol. The background was black, and the edges and circle surrounding the six diamonds was gold. The background behind the entire insignia, if needed, was red,.
The Imperial Clan of Japan, that being the Emperor and his family, was the sixteen-petal chrysanthemum, and many people know the Tokugawa symbol, a circle with three leaves growing inward in a triangular shape, with intricate lines between. The Takaki clan symbol was similar, but was four such leaves pointing inward, representing the four points of the compass, the symbol of the Intelligence services. The CIA shield also has a sixteen-point compass, as an example. The Takaki had long been spies and the Intelligence services to Shoguns and to the Imperial Family, and now served the Japanese Nation in that capacity.
The red of my six-petal pattern also represented Iron, and there was some chemical basis for the symbol as well. And of course, the hexagon was part of my heritage from my maternal great-grandparents, remindful of the six-pointed Star of David that is now in the Flag of the State of Israel...
I put a small banner with the Troy Clan symbol on it near the hearth. Banners are vertically long and horizontally thin; larger banners are ten to twelve feet high and two feet or so wide...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sundown, Saturday, September 16th. Teresa Croyle entered the courtyard of the tea garden and walked across to the tea house. She was wearing a black silk kimono with a silk red sash; it was a gift from her host.
She washed her hands at the small pool of water in the stone bowl, seeing the character on the towel next to it: 忠 , which means 'loyalty'. She saw the tall red banners on either side of the tea house, with the gold circle and the red diamond petals radiating from the center, not quite touching, against the black background. An impressive Clan symbol, she thought.
The garden was lit with Chinese hanging candles, which would float like hot air balloons if not tethered down. It was nearly a fairyland of lights and candles.
Entering the tea house through the short door that even she had to crouch down to access, Teresa came into the room and saw me sitting cross-legged in the host's spot in the light of candles, my swords laid to one side. She bowed and I returned it, and she sat at the spot reserved for the first guest.
A formal tea ceremony like this one is preceded by dinner. I had chosen steak and asparagus, which I knew Teresa liked, and which I liked as well. As we ate, I explained the reason for giving her the ceremony.
"In all of this for these last few weeks," I said, "I observed that one personal was totally and unwaveringly loyal to me, and that person was you. I am very grateful to you, and we could not have succeeded without your faith."
"I'm honored." said Teresa. In a chanoyu, host and guests were equal, so she did not have to say 'sir'. "And my loyalty to you has been earned many times over by your loyalty to me. I would not be here without you, and it."
Once the meal was over, I began the formal chanoyu. Taking a porcelain tea cup, that had a bluish tinge to it, I carefully scooped some of the green powdered tea in the silk-wrapped tea caddy into the cup with a wooden spoon. Then I used a larger wooden spoon, a cup on the end of a stick, to take hot water from the pot on the brazier, and added it to the powder, then stirred it with a whisk. I formally offered it to Teresa, who correctly turned the cup in her hands three times, then drank from it in sips.
Then I took the cup that Misaki had given me, the one used in that field after my victory over Raymond Kyle Westboro, and made tea for myself, drinking it formally, knowing that every movement was to be observed and graded and judged.
As I made Teresa's second cup of the green tea, I felt myself going into a 'zone', a seemingly higher place, a place of peace. I had heard and read that cha-masters had sometimes reached this level of inner peace, but I was no master and had not expected to achieve this. I allowed the feeling to wash over me as I offered Teresa her cup of tea, then made and drank my own. In time, a third cup for each of us. Then the chanoyu was over.
"It's all... so beautiful." said Teresa, looking around in almost childlike wonder, and I realized she was in her own zone.
"Yes." I said quietly. "Thank you for being my guest."
"Thank you for being my host." Teresa replied.
"I do have one more thing to ask of you." I said. "You have been loyal to me, and you have been greatly helpful to me, such as going to save Laura despite your recent surgery. Would you accept becoming part of Clan Troy?"
"I..." Teresa said, faltering. She bowed low, to hide the tears that had come to her eyes. "I would be greatly honored. Arigato! Arigato... but... what about my upcoming marriage to Todd?"
"It will be a joining of clans." I said. "Todd formally joined the Takaki some time ago, as did Teddy Franklin and some others. But despite your work with them, you are still your own person. I would be honored if you became a part of my clan."
"I accept, and am greatly honored to be a part of Clan Troy." Teresa said, bowing again.
I tapped a small gong near the small banner. "Laura-san, she has accepted." I said. Laura's voice came from behind the wall, acknowledging my words.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few moments later, Teresa exited the tea house, and gasped. The open space in the tea garden had been transformed. Eight tall banners of the Troy Clan surrounded the space. Inside it was a podium with a large metal bowl. Mariko and Laura were by the podium; Mariko in a white kimono with navy blue patterns of the Takaki insignia, Laura in black, wearing a gold necklace with a gold and red-enameled Clan Troy insignia.
Watching from the front entrance outside the circle were Todd Burke, Teddy Franklin, and two Japanese men, all wearing white kimonos with navy blue Takaki symbols. Todd also wore a dark blue overmantle vest, and he was wearing swords.
Mariko led Teresa to the left side of the podium as one looked from the front, and me to the right. Modern technology was used; Laura injected a small amount of lidocaine into my left palm. I then took my short sword and used the tip to cut a small slice in my hand. I held my hand over the metal bowl on the podium, letting my blood drip into the bowl.
I then passed the short sword to Teresa, formally, and after the lidocaine was applied to her hand, she made a cut and let her blood drip into the bowl with mine. Laura then took the metal icon from her necklace and put it in the bowl, then added two more such medallions with the six red diamond petals. Mariko poured some saké into the bowl, which had some lighter fluid mixed in. Then a long stick match was lit from a nearby torch and used to set the contents of the bowl on fire.
After the fire died out rather quickly, the medallions were removed and dried off, and allowed to sit for a moment to cool. Laura took her medallion out, reattached it, and put it around her neck. Then she took a gold necklace, attached a medallion to it, and put it around my neck. She then prepared a third necklace, and handed it to me with a bow. I stepped up to Teresa and put it around her neck. Teresa and I bowed to each other, then we bowed to the others, and the ceremony was over.
Teresa was in tears. "This is... this is the first time I've truly had family since the night Alexis died... my first marriage wasn't a family situation... Amy's time with us was so short..."
"Amy's Spirit is with Clan Troy." I said. "Welcome to your new family." Teresa hugged me, and I returned it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to The Cabin to celebrate as my hired workers cleaned up the Buddhist Center. Laura had secured the porcelain cups, and Teresa would be presented with the one she'd used, while mine would go back to its honored place next to the tea caddy and my swords in my office in The Cabin...
"Where's Cindy?" Teresa asked. "And is she part of the Clan of the Crowbar?"
We were on the deck of The Cabin, drinking hot saké and cold green tea. Todd and Laura were with us, as was Chief Moynahan and my mom, who had kept kids and had their own in-house supper date.
I had resolved to get a fire pot like Chief Griswold's for the deck, but it wasn't here yet. So we were in the dark, looking over the twinkling lights of the Town. I love this view, I thought to myself.
"She and Callie went to her father's compound for the weekend." I said. "As to her status, she's family... but she declined to become part of the clan. In the clan sense, she's part of her father's 'clan', though it's not a clan like the Oda Clan and the Takaki Clan in Japan, and the Troy clan here."
"I love the insignia you created." said Teresa, looking at the icon on her necklace. Then she said "By the way, I was meaning to bring this up: I don't believe for a minute that Cindy didn't really believe Peter Gordon was guilty, no matter what she did at Chief Griswold's request."
"Why do you say that?" I asked. I noted Laura peer at Teresa.
"She's my best friend, and soul sister." said Teresa. "Cindy and I have spent more time together than we spend with our respective families. We talk together, eat together, complain about our bosses together..." The Chief and I laughed at that one.
Teresa continued: "So when we were arguing and she said she thought Peter Gordon was guilty, I believe she was telling the truth. She thought he was."
"She did get pretty into it, until the Press started trying to use her against me." I said.
"I'll take it up a step." Teresa said. "When Jenna was kidnapped, Cindy was beside herself, and almost broke down when it was confirmed that Jenna was brutalized. And Cindy was upset when Callie was kidnapped, though Callie came to no harm."
"But this case," Teresa said, "really got under Cindy's skin. Having Peter chained to the table in the Interrogation Room was not part of Chief Griswold's plan; that was Cindy's doing. And she gave the D.A. the information very willingly and before you could stop her, Don. She wanted Peter indicted."
"I don't disagree." I said. "So what are you getting at?"
"And her childhood..." said my mother, getting it.
"Yes, ma'am." Teresa said. "Cindy said she dated guys in Canada, then became a lesbian. And she's not bisexual; she does not have any sexual interest in men. At all. Now she may have become a lesbian anyway..."
I was dumbfounded as I caught on. "Are you saying..." I started.
"I don't know for sure," said Teresa, "and I'm not asking. But I just wonder if Cindy acted and reacted the way she did... because she herself was date-raped when she was up in Canada."
"And learning all those martial arts... so something like that could never happen again." I said as things fell into place. "You think her family knows? I asked. "Her mom's story and Molly's story have never suggested that."
Laura said "I don't think they know. But Dr. Eckhart... well, it explains a few things about him, too. I think Teresa might be right."
"It could also have been an unsuccessful attempt to rape her." said my mother. "But the psychological effects would be the same... as well as her learning the martial arts. That's a very valid point."
"Yes, that is indeed Iron Crowbar thinking, there, Teresa." I said. "I may never get the red crowbar back if you keep this up."
"No sir, that is yours." said Teresa. "And like I said, we'll never prove it. I'm not asking..."
"Neither am I." I replied. "And Laura, and Mom, if either of you know or find out, I don't want to know. Ever. At all."
Part 30 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
Monday, September 18th. Cindy and I headed to Laura's office in the Psychology Building in my Police SUV. As I parked, I looked around warily. There were no groups of students. There were men in suits, wearing sunglasses and nearly invisible ear pieces. The deduction was easy to make: the Deputy Director of the FBI was in the house.
Going to Laura's office, we were admitted by her beautiful assistant Laurie. Inside the office, three men and Laura rose to greet us. One was Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. Another was the Deputy Director.
The third man was wearing a full three-piece suit with vest, not unlike what the Deputy Director often wore; I suspected a thin layer of kevlar was in that suit. The man himself was tall and lanky, and like the DepDirector, I could feel the aura of power emanating from him, reaching out to capture my mind... and I felt Cindy's mental resistance. Hmmm, I thought to myself...
The man was introduced as the Executive Assistant Director of the FBI's National Security Branch. Laura said "I've known him for many years, and he was the EAD for the FBI's Science and Technology Branch, my counterpart in the FBI. He's one of the 'good guys'." With a voucher like that from my wife, how could I not trust the guy? I thought to myself.
"Good to meet you, Commander." said the EAD, his voice not loud but strong and confident. "I am extremely impressed with the work you have done in this State the last few years."
"Thank you, sir." I said, shaking his hand. "This is my Captain of Detectives, Cindy Ross." Cindy shook hands with the man as he complimented her record, as well. It was obvious that he'd read up on us.
Laura had us all sit down on the two sofas. The EAD and DepDirector had instinctively taken the sofa whose back was to the windows, putting them in shadow and me and Cindy in the light. Jack sat beside them, and Laura beside me.
"What this is about," said the Deputy Director, "is that before I retire, officially at the end of the month, but in reality at the end of this week, I wanted to introduce you to Jack's new boss, and also tell you of the plans for Team Lazarus."
The DepDirector said "It is obvious to the FBI Director and others at his level that Jack's team is not an ordinary one. Their experience, and some of it working with you, has given them a level of knowledge and ability that most of our teams just don't have. So they're going to remain a separate, special unit, as they were under me, and they will work on special projects of the highest priority to Washington."
"I'm glad they're not breaking up Team Lazarus." I said.
"That will depend on one very important thing." said the EAD. He held up two FBI Consultant badges, and you do not need to be the Iron Crowbar's mother to figure out that my and Cindy's photos were on them. "They need the very best Consultants working with them. I want you back working with Jack and his team."
Jack knew his future depended on our answers, at least my answer, and he said "It's like Vito Corleone, Don." He was reminding me of the favor done in arresting Kendra Luskin before I'd had a chance to smash her head in with my crowbar.
"You're making me an offer I can't refuse." I said in a gravelly voice. I took the FBI Consultant badge from the EAD. Jack looked considerably relieved.
"Miss Ross?" asked the DepDirector. Cindy was looking conflicted.
"What happened to Dana Fox?" she asked. If the EAD was surprised by her question, he did not show it. Perhaps his vision was a few steps ahead of mine... like my mother's always was.
Jack's voice was derisive as he said "He's been transferred. He's now working on the legendary 'UFO team', and mostly from Alaska and California."
"Why wasn't he fired?" Cindy asked. "One of my Detectives's father-in-law was beaten nearly to death----"
"I'm going to have to ask you to accept that Fox was not actually behind that," said the DepDirector, "though he was pushing the investigation into Professor Milton, and crossed some lines in doing so." Cindy looked at me. I just looked back at her and shrugged.
"There is one other thing that I have a problem with." Cindy said. "Calling my father a 'subversive', investigating him illegally without warrants, and hounding him for years. I knew my father long before I knew he was my father, and I have seen what a good, kind and honest man he is. And I've learned a few things about 'loyalty' and 'honor', especially over the last month."
Cindy then looked the EAD straight in the eye. "So 'no'... I'm not going to come back to the FBI as a Consultant, not right now. I think Jack and his team are great people, but my level of trust in the FBI overall is not too good right now. I've imagined what I would've done if it had been my father beaten the way Professor Milton was, and I'm not convinced it won't happen to my father going forward. Prove me wrong, and maybe I'll reconsider in the future."
Jack was looking worried again. The DepDirector nodded thoughtfully. The EAD looked over at Laura, who said "You've got my husband back, at least. That's a deal worth taking."
"She always was smarter than me." said the EAD, to me.
"That's why she married this man, sir." said Cindy, pointing her thumb at me. The EAD nodded.
"I'm the lucky one on that one." I said, taking my wife's hand in mine. "Well, sir, keep Team Lazarus intact, and I'll consider who might be a good consultant to succeed Captain Ross, though she's irreplaceable."
As we left, I shook the DepDirector's hand. "Have a great retirement, sir." I said. "Check in on Chief Griswold from time to time... he'll teach you everything you want to know about fishing, and more."
"Thank you, Commander." said the DepDirector. "And I'm going to miss working with you and Jack and his team. And thank you for taking out Superior Bloodlines..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Do I even need to say where Jack, Cindy, and I ate lunch, while Laura took the DepDirector and EAD to the Cattleman's Club? And do I even need to say what Jack ordered?
"I understand how you feel, Cindy." said Jack, after polishing off his second double-cheeseburger. "But I do hope we'll get you back one day." Cindy nodded but said nothing, as her face was full of fish and chips at the moment.
"So what happened to Luskin?" I asked.
"Once she realized we had the proof to put her in prison for ten years or more," said Jack, "she pretty much confessed to everything... all the false rape and sexual harassment accusations, including a few you didn't find out about, as well as some other things she did."
"Why did she do what she did?" asked Cindy.
"I'll bet you this lunch that Don can tell you." said Jack.
"And you get to pay, Jack." I said. I turned to Cindy and said "I'm working on the proof with Jack and his team, but we're not quite there yet. I do know that Luskin was working for U.S. Senator Samuel Russell on a lot of things. Peter Dwayne Gordon's father is a big Russell supporter, and was bitterly angry at his son for working on Conservative campaigns like Bill Nunn's and Val Jared's. I'd say it was Peter Gordon working for Jared that got Lawrence Gordon worked up, and therefore Russell had Luskin set up Peter. And in the case of some of the others... Tate, Stevens, et. al... they also supported Grassroots Conservatives or Russell's political opponents, such as Stevens supporting Zack Millner. The only one I haven't figured out is Quint Danielson."
"Luskin said Russell was directly behind that one, too." said Jack. "But she said she didn't know why. She just did as she was paid to do, and set him up."
"Wow, a father hating his son so bad that he would do that." said Cindy. "Even Teresa's father didn't treat her that badly."
"Until the night Alexis died." I replied, remembering Teresa's story of her father's ugly words on that Christmas Eve.
"Well, Don," said Jack, "did you realize how close my team was to being broken up when you were asked to come back to us?"
"Yes." I said. "And I considered saying 'no', then getting Martin as my MCD Lieutenant. But you did arrest Luskin, despite a lot of people wanting the whole thing to be dropped. And we've been a pretty good team all these years. Like Vito Corleone says, we might be doing each other favors for quite a while." Jack chuckled and nodded.
"I have one question." said Cindy. "Who is the guy you said I knew when you told that story to Parker?"
I smiled. "Your dad didn't tell you?"
"He said it wasn't his secret to tell." Cindy replied. I noticed Muscone thinking, then suddenly get it.
"I think I know." Muscone said. "Few men like him work for free... unless they feel something personal about it. And Eddy the Bounty Hunter not only worked for free on this case, he gave us a lot of information about Luskin."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Here, hold this." I handed him the red crowbar. Cindy gave me one of 'those' looks as she realized the answer to the riddle.
"Damn, this does feel good in the hands." Jack said as he examined it. "I see why you carry it. Can I use it on Cindy to get her back as a Consultant?"
"Takes very special people to beat me with that Crowbar." Cindy said. "And they already have." She was referring to me and Teresa in the past two Police Boxing Matches. "Anyway, Jack, give it time, and show me I can trust your organization again..."
Part 31 - Epilogue
U.S. Senator Samuel Russell and Town Councilman Thomas P. Cook came into the dark inner room of the building north of the City, very near the State Line. The chair behind the desk at the far end of the room turned, and the woman looked at them with disgust and contempt in her eyes.
"You failed." she said.
"Ma'am," said Cook, "we tried. We did what you said, but---"
The woman held up her hand, stopping Cook's words. "I gave you," she said, "an excellent plan, a brilliant plan, to destroy both the Iron Crowbar and Governor Val Jared... and you two somehow managed to totally fuck it up."
Russell and Cook stood silently, wondering if their deaths were imminent.
"So!" said the woman, "we will just have to make a better plan, and I will have to use more competent people to implement it. As for you two... Cook, you have real estate dealings to make. I'll take 50% of your profits, and consider yourself leniently dealt with. Now get out of here." Cook turned and left. Quickly.
"Senator," the woman said once they were alone, "we have a really ugly mess now. It's going to come out about BigAgraFoods, and your involvement in the cover-up of Wheeler's death. You're going to be fighting for your political life for the rest of your term."
"Do you want me to resign?"
"Hell no!" the woman snarled. "Jared would appoint a Grassroots Conservative to the Senate in your place. Once we get rid of him, then we shall re-evaluate your worth to us in your current position. In the meantime, get some good, really good lawyers. Now get out of here."
Russell also quickly exited, feeling lucky to be left alive... and knowing the woman might change her brilliant mind at any time. He also realized that his position as a Senator, and as a living person, might depend on Val Jared remaining Governor... oh, the paradox that karma was setting up for him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, September 20th, 11:45am. I came up to the small house in the old subdivision in the northern part of Town. Some houses had already been demolished. A bulldozer sat ready to take down the one where a crowd was gathered, including some Police.
The house had been condemned under eminent domain, the second-worst flaw in the United States Constitution (the worst is a lack of meaningful term limits upon the United States Congress). Thomas P. Cook had bought the land of the entire subdivision under some sketchy circumstances, and he was going to build apartment complexes, enriching himself greatly. The old woman that lived in the house was evicted, ordered by the Court to be out by noon today.
Several members of the Veasley Community Center were here to take their friend to her new home. One of them had called Cindy when the bulldozers arrived early and were going to take down the house before noon. Mr. Davis had wheeled his wheelchair in front of the bulldozer in a final stand, even though Mr. Davis was visibly very ill. Cindy had brought me along.
"This is an outrage!" shouted old Mr. Davis as he sat in his wheelchair, shaking his fist at Thomas P. Cook, who was laughing, all of this being recorded by a KSTD news camera. "You're a dirty bastard, Cook!"
"What are you gonna do about it, you old coot?" laughed Cook. He stopped laughing; indeed, it became silent everywhere, when a red crowbar suddenly appeared in front of his chest, followed by the large man holding the crowbar getting between him and Mr. Davis.
"He's going to watch me beat the living shit out of you." I growled at Cook, my eyes boring down into his. It is possible that the KSTD camera was experiencing 'technical difficulties' at the moment.
"Go ahead, hit me." said Cook. "It'll be all over TV."
"And it'll make me very popular." I replied. "Now get your worthless ass off this property----"
"I have a Court order, Troy!" Cook shouted. "At noon, this house is going to be razed to the ground, whether or not that old bitch is still in there!"
"Captain Ross!" I called out.



"Sir!" said Ross.
"What time is it?" I asked loudly.
"Eleven-fifty, sir." said Cindy.
"I'm going to execute this warrant personally, Captain." I said. "If Cook or any of his construction people step onto this property before noon, you are authorized by me to shoot... them... dead. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir!" Cindy said enthusiastically. Cook backed off to the street, knowing that I meant it and that she would do it. I turned and went inside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The home had belonged to Lewis Grissom, a combat veteran of the Korean War, with the Purple Heart and the Bronze Star among his many medals. As I entered, I saw his widow in the living room. The house was empty, but the old woman had waited until the very last minute to take the last of the framed photographs off the walls and the fireplace mantle.
"Oh, hello Commander." she said as she saw me come in. "I was not expecting you. It's very nice for you to come personally."
"It's my honor, Mrs. Grissom." I looked at the top photo in her hand, a photo of the Grissom's at their wedding, her in her wedding dress, him in the uniform of an Army Sergeant. "Your husband was in the Korean War, wasn't he?"
"Yes, he was." the old lady said wistfully. "He was one of those that held out at Chosin after the Chinese entered the war. He and his men saved Korea. And he survived, but his feet were frostbitten very badly. For years, when he'd take off his work boots at the end of the day, his socks would be soaked in blood. I washed a lot of socks... and knitted a lot of socks, too."
She looked around the house, sadness in her eyes. "He built this house for us with his own hands. We raised our children here. I never thought... that I would outlive the house."
"Where are your children?" I asked.
"Ah, they're in Boston and Cleveland." said Mrs. Grissom. "I didn't tell them about this... they'd just get upset, and there's nothing they can do about it..."
After a moment of silent contemplation, I said "I'm sorry, ma'am, but it's time to go."
"Yes." said the old woman. I carried the pictures for her, and she took my arm as we went to the door. As we came onto the porch, the old people gathered gave her a round of applause. She'd held out as long as she could, but could not overcome the power of Government hell-bent on destroying her home to help enrich a dirty businessman.
Mrs. Grissom was helped into a car, and at 11:58am was driven away to her new lodgings in the retirement community where several of the other old people lived. Everyone began dispersing, except for Cook, the construction crew, and the KSTD News team.
"All right, guys," I said to the Police Officers waiting and watching solemnly. "You can go." They went to their cars as Cindy and I went to my SUV. As we got there, I heard voices, and turned to see Thomas P. Cook and John Hardwood, laughing and joking.
"Uh oh." said Cindy. "I've seen that look on your face before."
"Cindy..." I said, feeling righteous anger welling up inside me, "I don't care how long it takes nor what I have to do. But I am going to take that son of a bitch Cook down. I'm going to find something on him, and I'm going to put him in prison... if it's the last thing I ever do..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Nine-one-one, what's your emergency?"
"HELP! They're trying to break in! 620 Church Street, Apartment 36! 620 Church Street--"
"Sir, what is your name?"
"HELP!" said the man's voice as the sound of a door banging could be heard in the background. Then the muffled sounds of scuffling, followed by a lamp crashing. Then more scuffling--
*BANG!*
After that, silence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All units, possible 10-31 in progress with shots fired, 6-2-0 Church Street, Apartment 3-6." said the Dispatcher at Police Headquarters. "Be advised of a 10-32 and possible hostage situation."
"This is Alpha-6, we are coming to the location now." said Patrolman Barker. Other units were right behind him, and soon Patrolman Johnson was leading three other Officers to the apartment, which was just north of the Downtown area and south of North Street.
The door was cracked open. "Body on the floor." said Barker, looking in.
"Let's clear the place." said Johnson. The Officers swiftly entered, coving all the points where they might be ambushed, then they cleared the apartment quickly as the last Officer into the apartment checked upon the person lying on the floor, his face planted into the carpet.
"He's dead." said Sr. Patrolman Morton.
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
Friday, September 22d, 9:30pm. My Police SUV was admitted within the cordon blocking off the street. A surprisingly huge crowd was on the outside of the barricade sawhorses and crime scene tape, and a contingent of TCPD Police Officers were monitoring the line.
As I got to the apartment building in question, I gave my badge number to Patrolman Culver. I looked around. The building at 620 Church Street was not all that wide from the street view, but went a long ways back, to a drainage creek that moved west and fed the River just north of Ronald Reagan Park. The building itself looked like an old converted motel, with the doors facing the outside walkways. And they were numbered 1-88, with the first 44 units on the ground floor, and the next batch upstairs.
I went down to Apartment 36, which was also cordoned off by crime scene tape. Uniformed Officers were milling about, as were Crime Scene CSI personnel. I looked around the parking lot, which was narrow, and saw that the spot for Apt. 36 was occupied by an older model Toyota Camry, a dull silver gray in color.
Going into the apartment, I saw that it was like an efficiency hotel room, with a bathroom at back left and kitchenette at the back right of the room. There was one queen size bed, a meager-looking dining room table and two chairs, and a fairly large walk in closet that was just to the front of the bathroom area; this had been built in when the hotel rooms were converted to apartments. A desk was next to the television set; it had been ransacked.
"Carry on!" I said as all activity halted upon my arrival. The activity resumed. I saw Crime Lab personnel working around the desk and next to the bed where the deceased lay on the floor on his belly. The entry wound just in front of his left ear was very visible.
"Whaddya got, Davis?" I asked. Detectives Jermaine Davis and Teddy Parker were on the scene, obviously in charge of the case.
"Sir," said Davis, "Police responded to a 9-1-1 call where a shot was heard by the 9-1-1 operator. The apartment was empty when Officers arrived, except for the dead body. Single gunshot wound to the head, what looks like a .357 or 9mmP wound."
"We've sent prints to the FBI database via our iPhone apps, but nothing back yet." Davis continued. "His wallet was apparently taken; we can't find it. Some of the papers on the floor are bills, and the name 'Rusty Dawson' is on them. Supervisor Milton is pulling DMV records to see if we get a match with Mr. John Doe on the floor, here."
"Good report." I said. "Anything that will get me interested?" By that, Jermaine knew I meant something out of the ordinary. I noted that the dead man was wearing a plaid shirt and very worn khaki work pants, black socks, and worn tennis shoes that looked like they were bought at Wal-Mart.
"Not yet, sir." said Davis. "Looks like the perps went through the desk really quick, took the guy's phone and computer... you can see where the modem and cable to the computer are, on the desk there... but didn't have time to go through the rest of the place."
I observed J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab take a camera on the end of a fiberoptic cable and insert it into the edge of the A.C. vent. "No booby traps behind the vent." Barnes said. I nodded in approval of the wise precautions taken. That one was in Chief Griswold's book about crime scenes.
"Parker!" I called out. "Anything of interest?"
"Sir, the Crime Lab is still going through the place." said Parker. "They're going to search the mattress and box springs after we get the body out of here."
"We did find one thing that was a bit unusual, sir." said J.R. Barnes, coming up to me. He held out an evidence bag. Inside it was a disc golf disc. The plastic was a clear pink in color. "No fingerprints at all on it, sir."
"Hmmm," I said, taking the bag. "Innova Champion Discs." I continued, reading the wording on top of the disc. "Champion Panther, numbers speed 5, glide 4, turn -2, fade 1. No phone number or name on the disc. Doesn't look scuffed up, like a disc used at the disc golf park would look."
Jerome Davis said, "Sir, we think this is unusual because it's the only frisbee that we found. If he was a disc golf player, wouldn't he have more than one?"
"That's a good point." I said. "I happen to know that Panthers are often part of three-disc starter sets, and are good beginner discs for new disc golfers. So if this disc is the only one and no others were found, that might be unusual, but it's not out of the realm of possibility."
"Does the pink color mean anything, sir?" asked Christina Cho. "A woman's disc?"
"Not necessarily." I said. "Disc golfers often carry bright colored discs such as pink ones, so they can find them more easily after throwing them. And guys as well as girls carry pink discs for that reason. I think the only unusual thing is that it's a 'Pink Panther'... like the old Peter Sellers and Catherine Schell movie. And the cartoons, of course. My kids can tell you all about Pink Panther cartoons..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Martha's examination of the body was pretty quick, as the bullet wound was obvious, and time of death was established by the 9-1-1 phone call and needed only the slightest bit of verification. Once the body was removed, the evidence collection hastened, including the forensic examination of the bed.
"Got something!" J.R. Barnes said as the mattress was being removed from the box springs. Inside the foot of the mattress were several plastic grocery bags, all containing cash. Most of the money was in $100 and $20 bills. When it was counted, it added up to just over $34,000.
"I'm in the wrong line of work!" joked Sergeant Rudistan. "I need to be doing what he was doing."
"He ended up dead, Mr. Rudistan." I replied. "I prefer having you alive and brightening our coffee klatches in the morning."
"Sir!" said Davis. "Myron just called. Guy on the floor is James Russell Dawson, a.k.a. 'Rusty' Dawson, age 34, employee of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., a law firm in the City."
"You know..." I said, stopping in my tracks. "I've heard that name before..." I shook my head and said "I'll worry about that in a minute. Barnes, anything in the box springs?"
"Yes sir." said Barnes. "Couple of bags full of jump drives and memory sticks, and manila folders full of papers." After taking prints, he handed me a folder, which I handled with gloves on. Opening the folder, I pulled some of the sheets out by their edges, and looked at the contents. Then I whistled in surprise.
"Ho-lee shit." I gasped, my voice barely above a whisper. "Barnes! Secure all papers found! Get them to Headquarters under two-man control, and get them copied into digital servers, stat! Rudistan, take charge of that, make sure it happens accurately and in a timely manner!" I turned to Parker and Davis. "Guys, when they're done, be ready to examine those papers with me. Go, people... Go!" People got moving.
Part 3 - Data Revelations
Saturday, September 23d, 12:35am. Myron Milton was in my office, as was Captain Cindy Ross, who'd just come up from her father's compound in Coltrane County. I'd also asked Detectives Jermaine Davis and Teddy Parker to join us.
"He was double-dipping." said Myron. "Officially part of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, but also listed as an attorney for BigAgraFoods. The thing is, I--"
Just then, my phone buzzed; it was the Duty Desk. "Sir, there are two SBI Agents here to see you, and also FBI Special Agent Nash."
"Chow and Orosco from the SBI?" I asked.
"Chow and Crenshaw, sir." said the Sergeant.
"Good." I said. "Have someone bring them to the main Conference Room." Hanging up, I said, "Let's take this to the Conference Room."
A moment later, SBI-SIS Lieutenants Norm Chow and Ted Crenshaw, as well as FBI Special Agent Martin Nash were seated in the main Conference Room with the rest of us. I was at the near end of the table, meaning the end near the door, Cindy to my right, Chow to my left and Crenshaw to his left. Parker and Davis were to Cindy's right, and Myron was at the far end, in the chair I normally sat in, putting Nash to his right and Crenshaw's left.
"Thanks for coming in at this bad hour." I said, after making introductions all the way around. "I've got you SBI guys a couple of rooms reserved at the University Hotel. The reason I asked you to come up is because we have a dead man whose name might be familiar to you. His name is Rusty Dawson. Remember him?"
"Yes sir." Chow said with seeming total dispassion. "He's a lawyer for Prodder, Ryder & Reems, law firm in the City, with connections to BigAgraFoods. We came across his name while working on the aftermath of the Larry Wheeler case."
"Yes." I said. "But it's gotten weird. Myron, what did you find?"
"Sir," said Myron, "Lt. Chow is correct that Dawson is an employee of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, and has ties to BigAgraFoods. But he is not admitted to the Bar in any State in this Nation. I also cannot find any record of him having earned a law degree, nor a paralegal degree, anywhere. He does have a Bachelor's Degree from the University... in Journalism."
"Journalism?" said Cindy. "That's even worse than being a lawyer." Myron and Crenshaw chuckled. Nash and Chow remained straight-faced. I was in a reverie.
"I think I see what's going on here." I said. "Norm, you said earlier that Dawson was something of a liaison between BigAgraFoods and U.S. Senator Samuel Russell?"
"Yes sir." said Chow. "He's met with both parties a number of times, and we suspect he's a go-between for them."
"That could be." I said. "We're going to try to find out for sure. Martin, we're getting warrants for Dawson's phone records. You might want to do that at the Federal level, as well." Nash nodded and made notes.
"So what's going on with him being listed as a lawyer, sir?" asked Cindy.
"I think they listed him as a lawyer in an attempt to protect his conversations with them." I said. "Anyone starts sniffing around, they'll claim attorney-client privilege with him, and they're hoping that no one looks past him working at a law firm. Of course... Myron looked past."
Myron grinned, as did Cindy and myself. Jerome looked thoughtful as he absorbed the lesson, which pleased me. Jerome was a sponge for information related to Detection, and I was trying to help him gain as much knowledge as I could give him.
"So this dead man is related to BigAgraFoods and Senator Russell." said Chow. "Sounds like the Larry Wheeler case."
"It sure does." I said. "But let's not jump to conclusions past the data we actually have. Myron, anything on Dawson's past?"
"Still working on it, sir." said Myron. "We've asked for Dawson's tax records from the IRS, but nothing yet. And knowing them, it may be Monday before we hear from them."
"If we hear from them at all." Cindy said. "If Russell is involved in any way, he might start having Federal Government institutions throw up roadblocks."
"What about his financials?" asked Martin Nash. (You'd think he'd worked in the TCPD before, what with a question like that.)
Myron said "To all outward appearances, he looked like he was not making hardly any money at all. No credit cards nor debit cards, at all. Living in a cheap apartment, driving a crappy car, one bank account at Second National Bank. Then we find his mattress chock-full of money, all cash. Again, tax and employment records will tell us a lot more, if and when we can get them."
"True." I said. "Okay, Myron, it's time to tell everyone what was found in Rusty's box springs."
"As we said earlier," said Myron, "Rusty was a go-between for BigAgraFoods and Senator Samuel Russell. A lot of the stuff he had was copies of stuff he'd couriered. Jump drives were copies of jump drives he'd apparently had in his possession, etc. We're still looking at the information on them. Some of it is password-protected."
"I might can help with that." I said. "For now, what did the papers you found say?"
"A number of them were emails that were printed off." said Myron. "And some of those were among the things that 'The Guardians of Justice' released to the public... emails discussing Larry Wheeler, and the BigAgraFoods plans for controlling the foodstuffs of the Nation. Some that were not released, as far as I can tell, discussed things like plane flights and parties that the Senator would be attending, how the BigAgraFoods people were looking forward to seeing the Senator at campaign fundraisers, and such stuff."
"Wow." Cindy said. "If we could connect those to actual money transfers, we might could accuse some people of bribery... enough to make the Media salivate, if not Federal and State Prosecutors."
"That's a good point." I said.
"Sir," said Norm Chow, "do you think Dawson might be 'The Guardians of Justice'? Or the guy feeding them their information?"
I nodded. "It's certainly possible... especially that he might be one of several contributors to their literature. I've always suspected they're a group of multiple persons, and fed info by multiple persons."
I fished out my Police iPhone and dialed a number. "J.R.," I said, "did y'all go through Dawson's car at the scene?"
"Yes sir." said Barnes, on speaker so that everyone could hear him. "Had the dogs sniff for booby traps and drugs first, but 'no joy' on that. We didn't find anything at all in the car, not even a scrap of paper or a cigarette butt."
"Any sign the car was broken into?" I asked.
"Not that we could see, Commander." said Barnes.
"Okay, thanks." I said, then hung up. I turned to Cindy and said "Captain Ross, and Detectives Parker and Davis, I want you to take some guys in the morning and search all around the place. Around back, in trash cans, all around the perimeter, especially behind the building. We are looking for devices... one, a mobile printer/copier that Dawson could've used in his car to make paper copies; and two, a device that would copy jump drives and memory sticks very quickly, a device he could've used in his car."
"Yes sir." Cindy. "Out of curiosity, why do you think he had those things?"
"If he's a courier," I said, "I don't think he had time to take what they gave him to his home to copy them. He could only do that while driving in his car, en route to his destination."
"Why would he risk copying the stuff in the first place?" asked Crenshaw.
"Self-protection." I said. "Mostly in case he was betrayed to Law Enforcement. Or..."
I was deep in a reverie as the thought hit me. Cindy was patient... for three minutes. Then she tapped my shoulder.
"Don?" she asked.
"Yeah... yeah..." I said in a whisper. Then I recovered my wits, such as they were.
"Myron," I said, "I need you to dig deep... see if you can find if Dawson was still employed by a news agency, of any kind, anywhere." Then looking at the others, who were looking at me in fascination, I said "It occurs to me, ladies and gentlemen, that Rusty Dawson collected this data because he still is a reporter for someone, and was gathering information for a huge exposé..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How's your dad doing?" I asked Myron at 3:00pm, Sunday, September 24th, as he came into my office.
"Good, sir." said Myron. "He's returning to work tomorrow, though he's still moving pretty slow. He asked me to tell you that your mother's medicinal chicken soup helped his recovery greatly."
I smiled. "Good. I'll be sure to tell my mom. Okay, whaddya got?"
"The IRS came through." said Myron, "as did the State Tax Authority. Rusty Dawson filed returns where he made less than $27,000 each of the last three years. Minimum wage employee for Prodder, Ryder & Reems, also had some 1099s filed by BigAgraFoods, apparently for sporadic contract work, and he reported that on his forms."
Myron continued: "I had to go back a ways to find any jobs with news organizations. Dawson wrote columns for The Silver Sentinel, the University's newspaper, while he was a student. Many of his articles were very critical of the University's athletic programs and favorable treatment of student-athletes.
"After that," Myron continued, "he was with KCTY for three years, then left. Records with the State Department of Labor show no reason given for his separation from them, and I found no record of him ever getting unemployment checks. No further records of him with a news organization. He started working for the law firm about six months after leaving KCTY, though sporadically. Only in the last three years or so has he been listed as a permanent employee."
"Hmm." I said. "Interesting. No record of him getting a license as a private investigator or bounty hunter?"
"Not in this State, sir." said Myron. "Martin Nash is looking on a national scale for us to see if anything comes up."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I walked into MCD. Parker and Davis were at their desks, which faced each other and were towards the front end of the building, away from the back hallway door. At a desk near that back door was SBI Lt. Norm Chow.
"What, you guys put Lt. Chow in the corner?" I asked jovially.
"We thought you did that, sir." said Jerome Davis, giving it right back. Chow's face didn't change, but I think his eyes might've slightly glimmered with the humor.
"Bring a chair on over here, Norm." I said to Chow as I pulled up a chair to Davis and Parker's desks. "Where's Crenshaw?"
"He went home." said Chow as he came over. "He had personal things scheduled. Orosco will be up here tomorrow morning."
"Cool beans." I said. "So, what do you guys have?"
"We just got Supervisor Milton's email on the tax return information, sir." said Davis. "Almost seems like this guy is a made-to-order suspect for either a BigAgraFoods-Senator Russell connection, or for The Guardians of Justice connection... whatever we want to make of it, there it is for us."



The thought struck me. "That's a good way of putting it." I said. "Made-to-order. Maybe a little too convenient, what we're finding?"
Teddy Parker said "I've been looking at this data, sir. It's... I guess 'tantalizing' is the word for it. There's stuff there... but nothing we can really start to build a case out of. And most of it we've heard or seen before, through the Guardians of Justice."
"How did your search this morning around the crime scene go?" I asked.
"It was a 'no go', sir." said Parker. "We took a team of Uniformed Officers, led by Sergeant Rudistan, and the Crime Lab techs came out to help us. We didn't find anything, except a bunch of used condoms at the back end of the building. Residents said that cars park back there a lot, and in the parking lots of the places next door on either side, and the prostitutes and johns do their business."
"So, guys." I said. "Teachable moment, here. Tell me about that location... put yourself in there, in Dawson's place... anything strike you?"
For a couple of moments Davis and Parker thought about it, and Chow looked on curiously as he looked at paperwork. Finally, Parker said "I'm not sure what you're getting at, sir. It's a cheap place to live, and the guy was hoarding money. This guy Dawson seems to be a bum, almost a 'nobody'. And pretty expendable. But he had that money."
Jerome was becoming introspective. He finally said "I'm not sure this is what you're looking for, sir, but if he was a leaker, whistleblower, or reporter, he had to know the danger he was possibly in. So why doesn't he have a gun to protect himself?"
"You're close, Jerome." I said. "Good job. Here's what I'm thinking, and along somewhat similar lines. This place he was at... lots of car traffic through there, people walking to and from their apartments, door to his room was to the outside. Yet... he had time to call 9-1-1 and shout the address before he was killed."
I continued: "It's my observation of the room that a battering ram would take that door down pretty quickly. This guy would not have had time to call 9-1-1, they're not all that fast answering calls, especially on a busy Friday night."
"Playing Devil's Advocate, sir," said Parker, "he could've run into the bathroom and barricaded himself in while calling 9-1-1."
"Then they should've found his body in the bathroom." said Davis, getting it. "But what does that mean, sir?"
"It means," I said, "that Dawson had an idea the attack was coming. Maybe he was tipped off, or maybe he was looking out the window and saw the perps coming to kill him, which gave him just enough time to call 9-1-1. In either case, that's a 'strangeness'."
"Sir," said Jerome, "there's another strangeness, too." He held up a photo of the Pink Panther disc in its evidence bag. "I've been looking for any Police record involving a a case of a frisbee or disc golf disc, and nothing comes up at all. So this is unique, and I can't shake the feeling that it means something."
I was impressed. "I agree with you, Jerome... that disc has to be a huge clue, if not the key to the case. It's why I'm not concluding that this guy is a whistleblower or part of the GOJ..."
I thought about it, then murmured "It's all about the Pink Panther..."
Part 4 - Flashback: Dead Man Talking
The disc was not the only strange thing going on. As I sat in my office, I was remembering events from a few weeks before.
It was August 31st, just after the week of my suspension and just before the trial of Peter Dwayne Gordon had begun. I had gotten a call from Jacksonville State Prison, saying that Leonard Sharples wanted to see me before he was put to death that night.
I wasn't going to go, but Chief Griswold had somehow known about the request, and suggested I go. So Cindy Ross drove the Black Beauty (at record speeds, I might add), with me and Chief Griswold as passengers.
The Chief and Cindy stayed outside. We were wary of possible threats to our personal safety. I went in alone, no gun, no crowbar.
I was escorted down a long hallway to a shorter one. Sharples had elected to be shot, so the room for the firing squad, which looked like a small gym room, was prepared. A holding cell along the way to the Death Chamber contained the condemned man. There was a glass partition with phones; I would not be allowed to be in the same room with him.
To my surprise, Chaplain Steven Ikea was there, who would escort Sharples to the Death Chamber. I had not seen him in a very long time. He had on his clerical collar and black vestments. I did not speak to the Chaplain as I sat down and picked up the phone, coming face-to-face with the man who had tried to murder me for the first time since his trial.
"Thank you for coming, Commander." said Sharples. "I just wanted to thank you for cleaning up those God-cursed child molesters of the Oldeeds Organization. I saw where you gave me some of the credit. That was nice of you."
"You had a lot to do with taking the bastards down." I said. "I gave credit where it was due. I do have one question, though... why didn't you just tell me which safe deposit box it was? Why make me crack the code?"
"I didn't know which box it was, or what bank it was at." said Sharples. "I knew of the code, but I could never crack it myself. So I passed it along to you."
"But... you didn't put the note behind Feeley's photo?" I asked, incredulous.
"No." said Sharples. "I got the code from Burris, the father of the guy you found dead in that house with the safe room.
"Then..." I asked, stunned and wondering... "Look, Sharples, your notes and Harlan's notes were found with all the Burris information in the safe deposit box. If you didn't put it there and your stuff in it, who did?"
"I don't know, Commander." said Sharples. "But it wasn't me." He could see that I was totally stunned at hearing this; I'd always assumed (bad word) that Sharples had put his and Angela's information in the box.
"Did your lawyer know about the box?" I asked. "Someone was paying for the box rental, and it had to be kept up."
"No, he didn't know any more than I did." said Sharples. "He just sent the letters for me. Seriously, Commander, I don't know anything about it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was also invited to watch the execution of Leonard Sharples. Death Penalty protesters clamored outside. Cindy and Chief Griswold had come inside to watch, as well. The rest of the people were reporters.
There were eight benchrests, each with a Remington 700 rifle loaded with one .308 caliber cartridge. In theory, half the rounds were real and half were blanks, and each shooter would not know if his shot was real or a blank... but I knew that all of them were actually real. At the other end, in front of bulletproof material on a wall, was a chair.
Leonard Sharples was brought into the room and seated on the chair, his hands secured behind him to the back of the chair. After a final prayer by Chaplain Ikea and final statement by the condemned, which was something like 'Let's get it on.', a hood with no eyelets nor breathing holes was placed over Sharples's head.
Then the eight volunteers from the State Patrol came in, each man stopping before one of the rifles and putting on the earphones, which would dampen the gunfire noise and transmit the orders to proceed. On orders, each man picked up his rifle, aimed it at the piece of paper over Sharples's chest, where what heart he might've had allegedly was. The phone to the Governor's Office did not ring... Governor Jared had given the 'proceed' order minutes before.
We did not hear the order to fire being given, just the reports of the rifles being fired. Sharples slumped in his chair as a crimson spot appeared on the paper on his chest. The Troopers put their rifles down as well as their earmuffs, and filed out of the room. Then doctors came in and examined Sharples.
Though he had tried to murder me, I chose to remember that Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples had tried to expose child molesters and bring them to Justice. And for that, I would remember that little bit of good in an otherwise bad man. Let that be his epitaph...
Leonard Sharples was dead.
Part 5 - Flashback: Dead Dog Walking
Saturday, September 2d. Laura and I were invited to sit in the President's Box with Dr. Wellman and his wife, and selected Faculty Members and Boosters and their families. Some were still hostile towards me after the shooting on Campus, but most were cordial.
Before the game against Taco State, a golf cart was driven onto the field, bearing the outgoing mascot, Chief III. I could tell that the old dog was not doing well, but he did look up as the crowd cheered him loudly. The dog collar was taken off his neck and placed around the neck of his handsome son, Chief IV, who was not quite a year old.
As the golf cart began driving slowly to the east end of the Stadium to leave, over 90,000 Bulldogs fans chanted as one: "Damn Good Dog! Damn Good Dog! Damn Good Dog!..."
"They're driving him to the Veterinarian Center." Laura told me. "He has cancer. If he makes it through the night, they'll put him down in the morning." I nodded, feeling very sad. It wasn't my School and he wasn't my mascot, but Chief III was a damn good dog, and his remaining time was short. I remembered Cindy telling me once before: "We don't retire our mascots... we bury them."
Part 6 - Flashback: Mistakes and Redemption
And then I remembered an only slightly less painful day. Chief Moynahan had taken care of Deputy Chief Harlow; it was my duty to take care of business regarding Sergeant Gregory Charles on 'Discipline Day'.
It was a tough one. Retired Captain Leslie Charles was Sergeant Charles's father as well as one of Chief Griswold's closest friends. And Sergeant Charles had a stellar record, besmirched only by the actions of the disgraced Deputy Chief Harlow.
He came into my office, escorted by Captain Teresa Croyle. All of us were in Duty Dress uniforms. Sergeant Charles stood before my desk at attention; Captain Croyle behind him and to his left, also standing.
"Sergeant Charles," I said, pointing to a unopened file folder on my desk. "I have something here on my desk that I do not like having here. The contents of this folder are filth... poison... rat poison. Once I open this file, my actions and your future are irrevocably set."
"However," I said, "we are fortunate that Chief Frank Soltis of the Midtown Police is visiting his old boss, Chief Moynahan, right now. It seems that Chief Soltis needs good, well-trained, high-quality Officers in Midtown. He needs honest, squared-away Police Officers to run his SWAT Team. I suggested to him to interview you for a position with the Midtown Force. If things look good to both of you, then I don't have to open this..." I gestured at the folder, "... pile of excrement. So, would you like to interview with Chief Soltis?"
"Yes sir." said a visibly relieved Charles.
"Captain," I said to Teresa, "escort Sergeant Charles to the Chief's office, then come back here yourself."
Moments later, Teresa was back. I had her sit down. The unopened folder was still on my desk. "So, Captain," I said, "think it'll work out?"
"Yes sir," said Teresa, "and very well, for all of us. What do you think his father is going to say?"
"His father is one reason I'm giving him this chance." I said. "It's funny... even after I was promoted to Commander and outranked him, I was a little bit afraid of Captain Charles... I was afraid of fucking up in front of him. I don't think he particularly liked it that a 'young whippersnapper' like me rose so far, so fast."
Teresa gave what was for her a smile. "No sir. He told me he thought you were a brilliant Detective, but didn't know if you could handle the leadership at your age. But I think you've converted him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It went well. Sergeant Charles was hired by the Midtown Police Force. I shredded the unopened file folder and its contents.
The next day, I was surprised to find Captain Charles at the door of my office, wearing his Duty Dress uniform with the 'Retired' badge and the gold-bordered blue ribbon that denoted multiple Distinguished Service Awards, and a silver-bordered purple ribbon denoting his Purple Order, which he'd earned during the same incident for which Chief Griswold was awarded the Medal of Valor. My assistant Helena brought Captain Charles into my office formally.
"Thank you for seeing me, sir." Captain Charles said, his baleful eyes fixing mine in his peering stare. "I wanted to thank you for arranging for my son to go to the Midtown Police. His actions were inexcusable, and I apologize for them. You could have busted him down or driven him out of the Force, and you would've been right to do so."
"Noooooo, Captain, I would not have been." I said. "Your son made a mistake. He listened to the wrong person, a person who has truly dishonored the TCPD badge. I don't like wasting the talents of very good people, especially good Police Officers like Sergeant Charles. Midtown PD needs people like him, and it'll work out well."
"Again, sir," said Charles, "I'm grateful to you. If you'll excuse me, sir..." I nodded, and Charles headed for the door. Just before he got there, he turned and said "You know, sir, I didn't know if my friend Grizz had not made a mistake. I didn't know if you had what it takes to do the job you're doing. I'm glad I was wrong." With that, he turned and left the office.
Absolution.
Part 7 - Case In Point
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square at 7:00am, Monday, September 25th. "Fox Two News has learned that Governor Val Jared has instructed the State Department of Justice to criminally charge BigAgraFoods with discrimination and civil rights violations!"
Bettina: "The Governor claims that BigAgraFoods's policies of ignoring the law and hiring undocumented workers instead of citizens, especially black citizens, violates the civil rights of citizens, especially minorities that are citizens! Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the Governor saying "BigAgraFoods prefers to hire illegal persons at wages beneath the legal minimum wage instead of hiring minority citizens, especially black citizens, at legal wages. I have instructed the State Attorney General to prosecute BigAgraFoods executives, as well as the company, to the fullest extent of the law."
Bettina live: "Both Democrats and Republicans are outraged at the Governor's actions. Democrats accuse the Governor of racism against undocumented workers, and say that him calling them 'illegal persons' is viciously racist and out of touch with voters. Republicans say Jared has overstepped his authority as well as the law, and is using the SDOJ as a tool in his personal vendetta against BigAgraFoods, who announced this summer that they were moving most of their operations out of the State. And now let's go to Sports with Nick Eastwood. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the handsome blonde Sports reporter, who had the full attention of every woman in MCD watching the television. "The University has reported that Professor of Women's Studies Jan Camp was fired for cause by the School, after she alleged that she and other professors were pressured to give football and basketball players passing grades! Dr. Camp has lodged a protest of her firing with the State's University System Trustees and the State and Federal Departments of Labor, and says she will sue the University over her wrongful firing!"
"Meanwhile," Nick said, "our Bulldogs are 4-0 and rolling after their 55-10 win over Protestant, while the Wildcats suffered their first defeat, 24-10, at the hands of the Tigers. Bulldogs fans are becoming increasingly excited about October football..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes we are." said Cindy as she drank her coffee in MCD. "We are excited about October football... especially what is going to happen on the last weekend of October!"
"Commander," said Sergeant Micah Rudistan with a mischievous grin, "are you as excited about October football?"
"I dunno, Sergeant." I replied. "This place gets pretty despondent after the Wildcats take care of business on the hometown team. You know, like Appletree-to-Washington last year?" Theo Washington, cousin of the receiver in that immortal play, laughed, flashing his 'movie star handsome' grin. Cindy, by way of contrast, was looking daggers at me.
I continued: "I'm just wondering about this big weekend... Alabama is at Ole Miss, are they not, Parker?"
"Yes sir." said Parker. "And we're gonna crush Alabama's national title hopes... like the Wildcats will crush the Bulldogs at the end of October!"
"Mr. Parker has forgotten who writes up his evaluations." said Cindy cooly.
"But not who receives those evaluations and adds his own, much more astute comments." I retorted. Everyone was laughing at all this.
"Captain Croyle," said Rudistan, "are you a Wildcat or a Bulldog?"
"None of the above." said Teresa. "My school is a Division II school, if we even play football. I don't root for either of these local schools... kind of like not carrying a crowbar."
"What about you, Lieutenant Chow?" asked Rudistan. "Wildcat Red or Bulldog Blue?"
"I went to Eastern State." said Chow, his face registering no emotion. "I guess both the Wildcats and Bulldogs will be hating us, now that the Spartans are in the Conference and will be beating up on both of them."
"I 'misunderestimated' you, Lt. Chow." I said jovially. "You talk trash almost as good as Detective Warner, here." Joanne laughed at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is John Hardwood, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the untrustworthy reporter at 8:00am, Monday, September 25th, from in front of the State Office Building like Bettina. "Five-Alive News is bringing you the news you have a right to know, and today's news centers upon Republican Governor Val Jared's viciously racist attacks upon undocumented workers, and his illegal use of State Government power to persecute undocumented workers!"
After discussing the Governor's use of the SDOJ to prosecute BigAgraFoods for civil rights violations, Hardwood said "I talked with Bob Cochran, spokesman for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Here's what he had to say."
Tape rolled. Hardwood was interviewing an older man with a full head of hair and wearing a very expensive suit... hell, my kevlar-lined suits don't cost that much, I thought to myself... who was representing the very pro-(illegal)-immigration U.S. Chamber. Hardwood said, "Mr. Cochran, has the Governor overstepped his bounds, here?"
"John, we're way past any talk of that." said Cochran. "Val Jared's actions are more than unwarranted. We believe they are illegal, and grounds for impeachment and conviction by the State Legislature. It is time to remove the cancer that is Val Jared from any position of political power. He does not represent the people that mistakenly voted for him."
"Mr. Cochran," said Hardwood, "does this action by the Governor call his mental stability into question?"
"I believe it does give grounds to consider that Governor Val Jared's hatred of immigrants is irrational to the point of mental illness." said Cochran.
Back to Hardwood live: "And now we go to Priya Ajmani, who has a special guest for us. Priya?"
"Yes, John, that's right." said the beautiful Indian reporterette, as she stood near the State Office Building, also... in fact, she and Hardwood were only 10 meters apart, though it was made to look like they were nowhere close to each other. "I have with me State Senator Katherine Woodburn. Senator, does the Legislature have plans to convene to impeach the Governor of the State?"



Even in her very high heel pumps, Priya had to look up to speak to the much taller Katherine Woodburn, whose own legs were long and luscious. Katherine said "Priya, we don't know what is going to happen, at least not yet, but it's very possible that the Governor has stepped over a line he cannot legally have crossed. I am sure that I will be in contact with my colleagues soon, and we will be mapping out a plan of action."
"Senator," said Priya, "several black groups have come out and said they support the Governor's actions, and that undocumented workers are taking jobs from black citizens. Do they have a point?"
"Oh, they certainly do," Katherine said adroitly, "but several other Social Justice groups have correctly pointed out that the Governor is substituting one form of racism for another. No matter how you look at it, Priya, this Governor is just plain wrong, and he's proved himself to be a virulent racist as well as a 'White Nationalist'--"
*CLICK!*
Cindy won the race to the remote to turn off the television. She sat back down in the hot chair she had been occupying as Teresa gave her a 'thumbs up' for her initiative and taking the action step to discontinue the noise that had been polluting my office. They were here for the 'Angels' meeting, which I brought to order.
"Okay," I said, "now that the trash has been discarded, let's get down to it. What's going on this morning? Er... Teresa?"
"Uhh..." Teresa said, seemingly in a reverie. "There's something about these news reports that is bothering me." She then shook her head. "Maybe it'll come to me later. Sorry, sir."
"Don't be." I said. "I've been known to drift off, myself. Okay, Cindy, what do we have on the Dawson case that I don't already know--"
"That's it!" Teresa exclaimed, then caught herself. "Sorry sir, but I just realized... neither Bettina nor Hardwood mentioned the Rusty Dawson murder. At all."
"You're right." I said. "I didn't see any news this weekend. Did they cover it then?"
"I don't think so." said Cindy.
"No, I'm pretty sure they didn't say a word." said Teresa. "I only found out about it yesterday, when I called in to the Duty Desk for a briefing of any weekend events."
"Some collusion with the politicians and big corporations that might be harmed if the Public knew of Mr. Dawson's murder?" Cindy asked acidly.
"The Media hates Republicans." said Teresa.
"They hate Val Jared more than they hate Establishment Republicans, who also hate Val Jared." I said. "What is that old Arab saying? 'The enemy of my enemy is my friend.'?"
"Strange bedfellows, sir." said Teresa, astutely. "But to not report on a murder? That's a big deal story to overlook. Is this thing with the Governor that big a deal?"
I nodded. "Yep, that's a strangeness." I said. "To not mention a murder at all... and a potentially politically charged one. Interesting..."
I put that into its compartment of my mind and said "Okay, Cindy, what's the status of the Dawson case?"
"You got the email of the TCPD Crime Lab's report?"
"Yes." I said. "We'll talk about that with the Detectives after this meeting."
Cindy said "The only other thing I have right now is that Parker and Davis led a team of Officers to canvas the neighborhood yesterday, and also to check some things that we might not have seen during the initial crime scene investigation. No one heard anything, no one saw anything. Camera coverage of the area is spotty at best, some from the street and some from the building behind, on the other side of the creek. Nothing of value."
"Okay." I said. "Teresa, anything I need to know from your side?"
"Sir, just between us three and the crowbars," said Teresa, "can we trust Precinct Captain Briggs to remain in place? He was a big Harlow supporter, and Lt. Irwin has told me privately that Briggs almost stopped deployment of our people last month during the incidents where Harlow did try to stop them. And now I'm not getting Jack Schitt from him about 1st Precinct... he's all but given everything to Irwin to do."
"And you're complaining about that... why?" I asked. "Seems you've got a near ideal situation, there?"
"I guess I just want that oxygen to go to better uses, sir." said Teresa, making me chuckle.
"I'm not wont to discuss personnel matters in public, so let's do keep this between the three of us and the crowbars." I said. "I've been talking to the Chief about the Briggs situation. He'll either be shaping up or shipping out. I'll be sure to keep you in the loop, Teresa, as you're his direct chain-of-command..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting in the Classroom 'E' began. Inside the room were Chief Moynahan, Captain Ross, Detective Parker, Detective Davis, SBI-SIS Lt. Chow, FBI Special Agent Martin Nash, SBI-SIS Lt. Orosco, Data Group Supervisor Myron Milton, Sergeant Rudistan, and of course Your Iron Crowbar.
"Okay, Davis," I said, "what's new?"
"Sir," said Davis, "first, we got the autopsy report. Martha the M.E. says that the time of death was, and I quote ', within minutes' of the 9-1-1 call and the gunshot heard on it'. She also says that Dawson was a frequent marijuana user and may have used 'uppers' and 'downers' on sporadic but consistent occasion, and that he had codeine and traces of barbiturates in his system at the time of his death."
"But no drugs were found in the apartment, the car, anywhere around there?" I asked.
"No sir." said Parker. "Unless the aspirin bottle comes back from the State Crime Lab as being full of something besides aspirin. Also, there were no alcoholic beverages on the scene: no wine, no beer, no liquor."
"Okay, what else?" I asked.
Jerome said "We did quick scans of the jump drives and memory sticks that were found before they were uploaded, and we checked the sheets of paper for fingerprints before running them through the digital copier. No prints were found."
"Besides Dawson's?" Cindy asked.
"No ma'am." said Davis. "No fingerprints at all. Some slight smudges on the papers that Commander Troy examined at the scene, but he was wearing gloves and there were no other prints at all."
"Now that", I said, "is a strangeness. I can't believe Dawson was that careful."
"What does that mean, sir?" asked Martin Nash.
"I'm not sure." I said, my voice sounding introspective, if not unsure. "What else?"
"No other prints in the room except for Dawson's." said Jerome Davis. "And no prints on the frisbee that was found, confirming what we'd tested for at the scene."
"All right." I said. "Let's go around the horn. What do you think of this, and what are your plans in doing something about it? Let's start with our State and Federal friends..."
Martin Nash said "I and Team Lazarus are investigating this from the angle that Dawson might be part of 'The Guardians of Justice' or a mole or whistleblower on their behalf. We'll either show that he's not, or find further leads."
"Out of curiosity," I asked, "have you, Jack, or your Team heard from Senator Russell about Dawson's murder?"
"Not a word, sir," said Nash, "which Jack finds strange. He said something about not needing a witch trial to see that Russell not screaming about this is in itself unusual."
"And he is correct... except for that part about the witch trial." I said. "Norm?"
"I'm concentrating on BigAgraFoods and Russell, as well." said Norm Chow. "Orosco is going to dig down and see if there's any connection to Larry Wheeler, either here or in Polk County, and I'm looking more towards the Guardians of Justice angle like Special Agent Nash is."
"Parker?" I asked.
"Sir, I'm going to be ascertaining any connections that Dawson had with the Press, if I can." said Teddy Parker. "Their total reticence to even mention the murder for three days of 'broadcast excellence', or lack of it, is kind of weird to me. I think maybe he was a mole, though whether for the GOJ or the Press, I'm not yet sure."
"Davis?"
"I'm going to be trying to retrace Dawson's movements for the last several days leading up to his death." said Jerome. "Supervisor Milton is getting cellphone records, so we can see who he called and who called him. We're going to try to find his email address, and see if we can trace any of those over the Internet, though that's a longshot and a half."
"Unless you're the NSA, of course." I said. "Oh, forget I ever said that. Okay, there's just one problem with what all of you have said. No one has explained this to me." I held up a Pink Panther disc.
"I can explain that to you, sir." Cindy said, her ice-blue eyes twinkling just a wee bit too much. "That's a disc golf disc." Everyone broke out laughing.
"Why, thank you, Captain, for educating me on that." I said, trying not to grin, but failing, as I waved a pink disc in her general direction. "Seriously, I want to know why this thing was in Dawson's rooms at the time of his death."
"Sir, did you take that out of the evidence room and the bag?" asked an incredulous Jerome Davis.
"No, but that's a good question based upon a good observation." I said. "This happens to be my own Pink Panther disc that I use whenever some of us go to the Disc Golf Course at Ronald Reagan Park. And that's what we need to do... eliminate Dawson's disc as part of the problem.
"Rudistan," I said, "I want you to get into plainclothes and take a team of plainclothes Officers to Ronald Reagan Park. Upload Dawson's DMV photo to your iPhones, and ask those playing disc golf if they've seen this guy around the park. We'll send another contingent to do the same thing late in the afternoon, then again tomorrow morning. Different Officers every time."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan.
Just then there was a knock on the door, and the Duty Desk Sergeant peeked in. "Commander, there's a phone call for you from SBI Director Conlan..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, Director?" I said as I picked up the phone. Chow and Orosco had come in with me.
"Hi, Don." said Conlan. "We've got a situation in Pottsville, southwest of Westphalia along the Interstate. They had a burglary of the Art Museum there, and a night security officer was found dead. You may want to go look into it."
"Well, we've got a murder up here..." I said in a 'suggestive' way.
"Yes, and there's a similarity..." said Conlan.
Part 8 - Death in the Museum
We got to Pottsville in an hour in my SBI SUV. I drove (at Cindy Ross speeds), with Norm Chow riding shotgun and holding on for dear life, and Orosco in the backseat, reading up on the early Police reports.
"Night Security Officer is named Butch Fulmer." Orosco said. "Thirty-eight years old, no arrests. Been with the security company for six years. Before that, he was an assistant coach for the Tigers for ten years."
"I don't remember the name." I said. "Then again, I probably couldn't tell you all of Coach Thrasher's assistants at the University right next to my own house."
When we got to the museum, it was cordoned off. Our SBI badges got us in, particularly the one that said 'Inspector' on it, though the local LEOs didn't seem happy to see us.
The County Sheriff, a medium-sized man in decent shape, about 40 years old, came up to me. "He's inside, Inspector."
"The dead man?" I asked. "They haven't removed him by now?'
"Oh, no sir." said the Sheriff. "I meant the Detective handing this case. O'Brady."
"Ahhh." I said, understanding. Shane O'Brady. "Okay, guys," I said to my SBI guys. "Get ready for some fun."
Shane O'Brady was as tall as me, but much leaner. His black hair was curly, almost frazzled like Dr. Bonnie Karpathian's hair had been.
O'Brady was the (only) Senior Detective on the Pottsville Police Force. Some said he was the Iron Crowbar of this County. He did not need a crowbar, though; his arrogance was enough. Not quite Steven Ikea quality, but it could be used as a weapon.
Going into the museum, we were brought through the largest room, the main hall, and into a back room. The doors were heavy metal. One could be sealed and bolted from the inside, the other was like a bank vault door with a big wheel to move the bolts and a rotating dial requiring the 4-number combination.
Inside the room, the walls were yellowish-white like many hotel rooms. Velvet ropes kept people walking in a line from one door to the other. Behind the ropes were several glass cases. One of the cases had large precious stones on display. Another case had musket pistols that were well over 200 years old. And behind them was a small alcove that was lighted and had purple walls. It was now empty.
Shane O'Brady was 'lecturing' a group of Officers. "The Statue of Artemis was inside this small chamber." he said. "The only way to open this glass door is for two persons to have keys, one on each side, and eight feet apart from each other. Turning the locks separate two bolts that lock together. Then one has to have the passcodes to the locks on either side, which are different and both are not known by any one person. So it's obvious that at least two persons were involved, and they had keys and the passcode knowledge." I could see the keys in the locks on either side, and the keypads on either side of the empty statue chamber. The door to the chamber was closed.
I also saw the reason Director Conlan had called me... the object sitting on the credenza under the mirror on the people side of the velvet ropes. It was a disc golf disc, clear pink in color... and it was an Innova Champion Discs 'Panther'.
"Okay, any questions?" asked O'Brady.
"Detective, why did the robbers shut the door back?" asked one man in plainclothes, who was another Detective for the Pottsville Police Force.
"There's a time alarm." said O'Brady. "The door can only be open for thirty seconds before an alarm goes off."
"Detective O'Brady," I called out, "what is the significance of this pink frisbee, here?"
"Oh, a child must've left that there." said O'Brady. "I'm sure it's nothing. Oh, by the way, you look familiar, but I don't think we've met. You are?"
"I'm SBI Inspector Troy." I said. "And this is SBI Lieutenant Chow, and SBI Lieutenant Orosco of the new SIS unit."
"Well," said O'Brady, his voice haughty and a bit irritated. "I appreciate you coming, but I didn't realize we'd called for the SBI. I think we'll have this one handled."
"No, you didn't request us." I said. "We came because of a feature of this case in common with another murder in the northwestern part of the State."
"And what feature is that?"
"We found a Pink Panther at that crime scene."
"A Pink Panther?" asked O'Brady, seemingly incredulous. Everyone else in the room looked puzzled, as well.
"This disc. It's called a 'Panther' by the company that makes it." I said, pointing at it. "Has this disc been checked for fingerprints?"
"I'm not sure." said O'Brady.
"No, Inspector." called out someone at the door. "The Crime Lab has not dusted that room nor its contents down yet. Still working around where the body was."
"I see." I said. "With your permission, I'll just dust this plastic here." With that, I took out the powder and gently sprayed over the disc. Then I turned on the camera of my Police iPhone. The bluish light made the powder sparkle. There was one print, which I took a photo of.
"One print." I said. "The FBI database will tell us very soon who it is."
"It's probably me, sir." said a Uniformed Officer, a beefy man with a big gray mustache. "I picked that disc up and looked at it, then put it back down."
"It was right here when you picked it up?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said the man.
I nodded. "And your name is?"
"Dooley, sir." said the man.
Seconds later my iPhone chimed. "Dooley..." I said, "been with the Pottsville Police Force six years?"
"Yes sir." said the man. The data that came back had identified Officer Dooley.
"No other fingerprints." I said. "Guys, let's go check out where the body was while Detective O'Brady finishes up in here. Officer Dooley, be sure to have someone bag this disc as evidence." Dooley nodded.
"Inspector," said O'Brady, not happy he'd just been usurped as the alpha-dog at the scene, "do you really think this child's toy is significant?"
"You have no children, do you, Detective?" I said.
"No. How did you know that?" asked O'Brady. "Been checking up on me?"
"Not all all." I said. "But I do have small children, and the last thing I would ever let them bring into a museum is a frisbee that they could throw at valuable things. I'm also surprised the museum would allow a child into their facility with an object meant to be thrown and capable of doing great damage. Okay, I'll go look at the murder scene, now."
With that, we went into the main hall. Near the entrance to the exit door, the one that could be bolted from inside, was the chalked outline of where a body had lain, with blood spatter near the head area.
"I took photos, sir." said one of the lab techs, who showed me her iPhone. I looked at the pictures. Butch Fulmer had been stocky, and the hair on his head that was cut very short was sparse. He'd been shot in the very back of the head. I looked at the floor, and saw the chip in the tile where the bullet had exited the head.
"The bullet was lodged in the floor." said the tech. "Nine millimeter, .355 caliber."
"So they had him lay down on the floor, then shot him in the back the head." I observed.
"That's how I see it." said a voice behind me. Coming up to us was Shane O'Brady. He said "I didn't recognize you without your crowbar in your hand... Commander Troy."
I smiled. "It's here in the pocket of my trenchcoat." I said, opening the left flap to show it. "I'm not expecting to have to use it."
"I hope not." said O'Brady. "So what were the circumstances of the murder in your Town?... oh yes, it has to have been in your County for you to have known about it and this murder so quickly."
"True." I said. "That crime was more mundane than this one. Low-lifer in a cheap apartment, home invasion, maybe drugs involved. So what is the Statue of Artemis?"
"It's a statue a foot high of the goddess Artemis." said O'Brady. "It was found near Alexandria by a geological expedition from the University in 1954. It's solid gold, which make it worth a fortune for that alone."
"How long has it been here, in this museum?" I asked.
"Since 1962." said O'Brady. "This museum had already been built by the State, and they added the secure room to hold it. There was some talk of returning it to the University campus, but State Representative Hammonds squelched that."
"Ah yes, he's the State Rep for this District." I said, remembering.
"Yes." said O'Brady. "So again, and not to be ungrateful for your willingness to help, but why is this case important to you? And connected to a seemingly unrelated one?"
"Like I said, the Pink Panther." I said. "That disc's cousin is in my evidence rooms, also with no fingerprints on it. And I must disagree with you about its importance... I believe that in both cases we're going to find that disc is of extreme importance."
"Anything else taken, besides the Statue?" asked Norm Chow.
"The museum is doing an inventory now." said O'Brady. "So far, it's the only thing known to be missing."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The State Crime Lab techs were working through the secure room. They had bagged the Pink Panther disc. One of them, the young woman that I'd spoken to earlier, opened the doors to the cabinet below the mirror which concealed a security camera watching over the Statue of Artemis. The tape had been examined, and horizontal interference had damaged the recording, as if the Slender Man had been the perp and had come into the room.
"There's an artifact in the cabinet here." the woman said. I peered inside. It was a statue of clay, about 14" high, in the shape of a long blob of snot or something.



"Dust for prints, then let's bring it up here into the light." I said. The tech dusted for prints. "By the way, what Lab are you working out of?"
"Westphalia." said the woman. "But I'd love to transfer to the Crime Lab at the University, and work with Captain Perlman... and you, Commander Troy."
"Ahhh, you know my first name." I said with a grin. She grinned, also.
"Yes sir." she said. "I've read about your cases, all of them. And Captain Perlman's abilities at crime scenes, and understanding lab results."
"Have you read Chief Antonio Griswold's book?" I asked.
"Only three times, Commander." said the woman. "It's required reading for all State Crime Lab personnel. Captain Perlman insisted on it, and if she ever comes through a lab, she asks the techs about it. It's so good, though, that I've read it again and again." I smiled and nodded.
"No prints, Commander." she said. "But some of this glowing dust, these smudges? Probably the powder on latex gloves." I nodded, knowing she was correct. She photographed the 'Blob', then brought it on top of the credenza, wearing her own latex gloves. I also put some on.
"The clay is soft." said the tech. I had an insight.
"Dooley, you guys use videocameras to tape crime scenes?" I asked Officer Dooley, who was watching us.
"Yes sir." said Dooley.
"Get one in here." I said. "I need this to be videotaped."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Shane O'Brady was looking a bit peeved as he watched. Norm Chow was watching with interest, and also making sure O'Brady didn't try to inject himself into my demonstration.
"Okay, video is on." I said. "This clay is soft, and will come off whatever is underneath it." With that, I began digging into the clay, removing chunks of it. As I took off one chunk, the brilliant flash of pure, yellow gold shone brightly. I continued to take off clay until everyone could see what was underneath.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said, "the Statue of Artemis has returned."
"How?..." said O'Brady, stunned. "How is that possible?"
"The real question is 'why go through all this to take the statue out of its alcove, there, cover it with clay, and then put it in the cabinet?'." I said. "Oh, and we have a dead security guard, as well. People usually don't murder people during robberies unless they have to. And on top of that, to just leave the Statue of Artemis behind? Maybe you have an idea, Detective O'Brady?" I regretted sounding as sarcastic as I did as soon as I said it.
"No... this is... baffling... stunning!" said O'Brady, mesmerized by the gold statue in front of him.
"Well, you still have a murder to work on." I said. "If you need my assistance, or that of my SIS Agents, please call me." I handed O'Brady my SBI card. I'd given one to the woman tech I'd talked to, as well, and she'd given me hers. I also gave one to the County Sheriff, in case O'Brady got full of himself and decided he didn't need anyone else's help.
Part 9 - Business Issues
I invited the Sheriff and O'Brady to lunch. O'Brady said he needed to stay at the crime scene, and he was right about that. So we talked to the Sheriff as we ate at Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers.
"O'Brady's a good Detective." the Sheriff said, in reply to my query about him. "He's solved some tough cases."
"Yes, he has." I said. "I read up on them. He's not bad at all in putting together links of a chain, but he needs work on crime scenes."
"You're right, and today is not the first time I've noticed that." said the Sheriff. "But he's generally a decent guy. He was sure shocked, as were we all, when you showed us that statue under that clay. But... why do that? Just leave it there, cased in clay?"
"And after having killed a man to get it." I said. "I don't know, either. But I'm sure Lt. Chow has figured it out already." I was teasing Chow; he did not bat an eyelash.
"Not yet." said Chow. "If it has the Iron Crowbar mystified, then I'm even further behind the power curve on it."
"Yes, and Butch Fulmer." said the Sheriff. "He was a decent guy. He unofficially helped with coaching the Pottsville High kids... they went to the State Playoffs the last two years. Butch didn't have an advanced teaching degree, so he couldn't be hired by the school, which I think is a damned stupid law. "But we were lucky to have him around. He was an assistant coach at your University up there for a while. He was really broken up when Coach Harlan died of cancer; they'd been good friends."
I looked over at Orosco. "Orosco, we'll have to look up Butch Fulmer's past when we get back home." I peered hard at him to get the message across.
"Uh, okay, sir." said Orosco, getting the hint.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're driving a different way home, sir?" asked Chow as we drove northwest on two-lane roads in the late afternoon.
"Yes." I said. "I need to stop in Nextdoor County and talk to Lt. Molly Evans about some Police business. You guys can drive this vehicle back to the State Crime Lab building and get someone to take you to the hotel. I'll get a ride from Molly or someone."
"Sir," said Orosco, "I just looked it up again... Federal tax records are showing me that Butch Fulmer worked for the Tigers, who are well to the west of our State; and he had no State tax records for the period he supposedly was working for the Bulldogs."
"That's why I'm glad you didn't say anything in front of that Sheriff." I said. "That's yet another 'strangeness' we have to figure out..."
Part 10 - Sex and Recruiting
I had two very excited boys to have me at their place for dinner. Their mother was pretty happy, as well. I played various games with Ross and Ian, then helped put them to bed. Then Molly and I had an after-dinner drink as we talked.
"So," I said, "what I wanted to talk to you about was the FBI Consultant situation. Since Cindy has refused to continue in that capacity, and I don't blame her, I was wondering if you'd be interested in doing it with me."
Molly nodded thoughtfully, then said "It would be nice, but I'm not going to be able to do it. My Police Force is not as large as yours, and I really can't be away as much as you can. But there's something else, that's not official yet, and I wasn't going to tell you until it became official: our Chief is talking about retiring, maybe at the end of the year."
"Ahhh." I said. "And I wonder who is next in line to be Chief."
"Someone you know very well... intimately well, in fact." Molly said, her voice flirtatious.
"Well, congratulations." I said. "Chief Moynahan, Frank Soltis, now you... next thing you know, Coldiron will be the City Police Chief before too long."
"He's having too much fun in City I.A." Molly said. "But I should be the lead candidate for the NCPD Chief position, so I can't play FBI Consultant with you. Don't tell Cindy yet, either."
"Well," I said, "I better take you to bed while you still don't outrank me." I kissed Molly's mouth and our tongues twined together for a long moment.
"Mmm, if I get promoted," Molly said, "I'm going to handcuff you to the bed and have my way with you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I groaned as Molly sank her sopping wet cunt down onto my iron-hard, throbbing cockshaft. I wasn't handcuffed, but I was letting her have her way with me. That meant long moments of eating her pussy, followed by her giving me a hot, wet, deep-throat blowjob.
"Mmmmm," Molly said, "that feels sooooo good!" She began undulating her hips, grinding her pussy around my cock, her sweet ass sliding around on my upper thighs. As she fucked me, I realized she wanted and needed more sex, and that I needed to give her more and keep her satisfied.
Molly began fucking straight up and down my cock, her ass slapping my thighs with raunchy, wet smacks as I grasped her waist and guided her along. She moaned deeply, and I felt her pussy clutch at my cock. She was coming.
"Uhhh!" she gasped, trying to keep it quiet to not disturb the kids. After shivering through her orgasm, she leaned over me. I took her breasts into my hands and massaged them, and kissed and sucked her distended nipples, lashing them with my tongue.
After several long moments, I took her into my arms and turned her over, then rolled on top of her, my cock staying inside her pussy. I began to pump my cock in and out of her twat. As she was about to come again, she wrapped her shapely, toned legs tightly around me. I slid my hands under her sweet ass, pulling her to me as I thrust hard into her again and again until I felt my nut rise.
"Uhhhh, oh geez, I'm about to come... I'm going to come inside you, baby!" I gasped out.
"Oh yes! Give it to me!" Molly hissed. "Come inside me!" I groaned loudly as the first blast of semen fired deep into her pussy, followed by spurt after spurt of thick baby batter...
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Third Time The Charm
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, September 26th, from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News is following the strange story of the golden Statue of Artemis!"
Bettina continued: "The State Museum in Pottsville was stunned by the apparent theft of the Statue of Artemis, a gold statue that was discovered in Egypt in the 1950s. However, Pottsville Police Detective Shane O'Brady discovered that the gold artifact, which had been removed from its highly secure vault, was covered in clay and left in a cabinet in the museum! Police and the SBI's vaunted SIS Corps are totally confounded as to why the Statue was not stolen but left behind."
Bettina went on as tape showed riots in Midtown being stopped: "In State news, massive demonstrations at the State Capitol were dispelled by aggressive Midtown Police Force actions! Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis has said he will not tolerate abusive, lawbreaking tactics in his jurisdiction, and he made that clear by sending in his newly reconstituted SWAT Team in to make arrests and dispel the peaceful protesters! Chief Soltis once worked under Captain Sean Moynahan, now the Police Chief of the TCPD, so the brutal Police tactics are no surprise to anyone!"
Bettina continued: "And the demonstrations were protesting the Governor's actions to crack down on undocumented workers by bringing civil rights charges against companies that hire them, with BigAgraFoods being the Governor's first target. Legal experts believe the Governor has no chance to prevail legally, and political experts are saying that these actions will result in the Governor's impeachment and removal from office! Additionally, State Republicans fear that a 'wave' election cycle will destroy the Republican 'brand', and give both Houses of the State Legislature to the Democrats!"
"Also," said Bettina, "the State Journalism Awards Dinner is this Friday night in the City. The gala event has always been one where State celebrities, journalists and politicians gather for fun, humor, fellowship and awards. But this year, Governor Val Jared has said he will not attend, citing what he of all people wildly claims is Press corruption and false reporting. Other Republicans, such as Sean Stockton and this District's Representative, Billy Williams, have also said they will not attend. However, Lt. Governor Graham Collins made a point to issue a statement that he will be at the event, and U.S. Senator Russell might even make an appearance."
"And now let's go to Nick Eastwood with Sports!" said Bettina. "Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the handsome young blonde Sports reporter. "The Bulldogs will be playing a cross-division game against Western State this weekend, traveling to the western edge of the Conference several States over. State Tech will play Protestant, and the Wildcats will be welcoming Eastern State, the newest member of our Conference! Meanwhile, the eyes of the Nation are on the Alabama-Ole Miss game for supremacy in the SEC West, while Georgia goes to Knoxville to play Tennessee, a game the Volunteers always expect to easily win. Back to you, Bettina!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The John Hardwood 'news'-cast only discussed the Governor's actions in the most bitterly unfavorable of terms, not mentioning the crackdown on the demonstrators, which I knew had been led by now-MPD Sergeant Gregory Charles.
"They did it again." said Captain Teresa Croyle as we began the Angels meeting. "Bettina didn't mention that a security guard died at the museum, and Hardwood didn't even bother covering the museum break-in at all."
"But that Shane O'Brady guy did make sure to take credit for your discovery of the Statue of Artemis, Don." said a not-too-pleased Captain Cindy Ross.
"No big deal." I said. "I'd just as soon my name not be mentioned. But how did you know that I was the one that found the Statue?"
"Norm Chow told me and Tanya last night." said Cindy. "We all went out to dinner while you were at Molly's, since Jack Muscone is in the City. Some serial killer named Red Brookstein killed some people in northern Virginia, and they're consulting with Jack, since he busted the guy some years ago."
"I see." I said. "At least no one is mentioning the Pink Panthers, the discs that were found at both crime scenes."
"There's gotta be a connection, sir." said Cindy. "Jerome was trying to pull an all-nighter looking into it, until I ordered him to go home at ten o'clock last night."
"I'm glad to see the kid is working his tail off." I said. "By the way, what are Joanne and Theo working on?"
"They've been working on BigAgraFoods's involvement with Larry Wheeler's death." said Cindy. "I asked them to extend that to this Rusty Dawson case, and assist Jerome and Teddy."
"And Vice?" I asked.
"It's quiet." said Cindy.
"A little too quiet, sir." said Teresa. "I always hated it when I was in Vice when it became this quiet. It usually meant something bad was about to happen."
"Okay, Ross." I said. "Have Mary have her people start asking questions and sniffing out plots. Croyle, what are you doing about SpecOps, now that Charles is in Midtown?"
Teresa said "That's something I wanted to ask you about, sir: when does Hewitt get out of Purgatory? He's the best candidate for Lieutenant for SpecOps."
"You're prepared to back his nomination all the way?" I asked sternly, peering hard at Teresa. "And take responsibility for his actions going forward?"
"Yes sir." she said, not flinching one bit under the pressure I tried to put her under. "He deserves a second chance, and he'll make the most of it."
"Says the Captain who made the most of her second chance." I said, secretly pleased with Teresa's choice and her willingness to go to bat for him, as I once had for her. "Okay, then. I'll back you up all the way. I'll take it to the Chief."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30am. My personal cellphone rang. It was my wife Laura.
"Hello, Darling." she said. "I've been offered two tickets to the Wildcats game this weekend, and it might be the perfect time to take Carole to her first game."
"Sounds great... except I have two unsolved murders in these here parts to solve." I replied.
"Which you'll solve before we go, or after we return."
"We?" I asked.
"Yes." my wife said. "I booked a reservation at the Plaza Hotel. The Conference always gets a bloc of rooms, and I got one of the University's. While you take Carole to the game, I'll do some research at the Science Library there."
"Okay, then, sounds like a plan." I said. After we made our goodbyes and hung up, I thought about it. Taking one's firstborn child to his or her first college football game... that's something special...
And then my phone on my desk rang. Helena said it was Tom Conlan, Director of the SBI...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All Director Conlan told me," I said as I drove my TCPD SUV along the highway to the City, with Chow riding shotgun and Orosco in he backseat, "is that a body was found in the Marriott Grande Hotel, and it may be related to these other cases."
"Must've found a frisbee on the scene." said Chow. "By the way, are we going to be shot on sight by the City Police?"
"I don't know." I said. "But that's definitely why I'm driving this vehicle instead of the SBI SUV."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Sapper." I said as I came up to the large black man, City Detective Sapper Warren. "What's keeping you busy today? Oh, hi Robin." I said as City Detective Robin Ventura came up the hallway. "You guys know Lieutenant Chow and Lieutenant Orosco?" Greetings were made all around.
"Yes, we have an interesting one, Commander." said Robin Ventura. "Come this way." She led us down the hall to the cordoned-off area, then to the janitor closet. Looking inside, there was a big linen hopper on wheels, used to transport sheets and towels and such to the big washing machines in the basement. Looking inside the big basket, I saw the body of a young Hispanic woman.
"Her name is Selena Martinez." said Sapper Warren. "Age 26. Lives near the City University campus, where she takes--- well, was taking, classes part-time. She was enrolled at the University several years ago, then transferred to City U. She's been working here for the last four years, never late to work, never a problem with her... until this morning, when she didn't show up and didn't answer her cell phone. But they didn't worry about it until they were getting ready to start cleaning the rooms, and that's when another employee found her. This is the floor she normally works with her cleaning crew."
"Any idea how she died?" I asked.
"Gunshot wound to the back of the head." said Sapper. "Small caliber, didn't exit, but you can see the bulging and bruising around her right eye." I nodded, and Sapper said "Our CSIs have already been through here. We're waiting for the M.E.'s Office to come pick up the body. They usually are slow about getting here."
"Silver lining of that," I said, "is that we got to see the body. So how do employees enter the hotel?"
"There's an employees parking lot in back." said Ventura. "They come in the service entrance there, which leads down a hall to locker rooms in the basement."
"Cameras on that area?"
"Yes sir." said Ventura. "But no videotape. And no cameras in the locker rooms; people get dressed in there, so it would be an invasion of privacy."
"I understand." I said. "So it wouldn't be a problem for people dressed as employees to come in, shoot this girl in the head in the basement, throw her body into this basket, and bring it up to this janitor closet and leave it."
"Why bother doing all that?" Ventura said.
"No idea. Oh..." I said as if it were a sudden thought. "Was anything unusual found on the body?"
Sapper and Robin looked at each other, then Sapper said "I should be used to you doing things like that, Commander. Yes, we did find something. Jones! Bring that pink thing over here!" A tech came over with an evidence bag... containing a clear pink disc golf disc... an Innova Panther.
"I'll bet there were no prints on it." I said as I held the evidence bag and looked at the disc, then handed it to Chow for examination.
"You'd win that bet, too." said Sapper. "It was in the bin next to the girl. Think it's a clue to her death?"
"Absolutely." I replied. "It's obvious, but what's the clue that tells me of its importance?"
"I'd think it's just some kid's toy left behind in a room... oh, I see." said Robin Ventura. "No fingerprints means it was handled with gloves or wiped down. Otherwise it'd have some kid's fingerprints on it."
"Excellent!" I said. "That's exactly right... the absence of prints is the clue. But I'll also say this... these Lieutenants and I have been investigating two other cases where discs just like this... Pink Panthers... have been found at the crime scenes. And that's why I'm here now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After leaving the crime scene processing to Sapper Warren and Robin Ventura, I drove Chow and Orosco to SBI Headquarters in Westphalia. SBI Director Conlan had asked us to come by. We went to his office, and he led us to his Conference Room, which was adjacent to his office.
"Wow." said Conlan after we briefed him on the Selena Martinez crime. "What could possibly be connecting these three crimes? Beyond the frisbees, that is..."
"I'm not sure, Director." I said. "We haven't had a chance to get data on Selena Martinez, and I haven't gotten much on Butch Fulmer, either."
Just then there was a knock at the door, and Conlan's secretary opened the door. "Sir, the FBI Agents are here." Into the room walked FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and FBI Special Agent Martin Nash.
"Hi guys." I said, getting up to greet them, as did everyone else. After shakings of hands all around, we all sat back down.
"Inspector Troy was just briefing me on the murder in the City." said Conlan.
"What do you think, Don?" asked Jack.
"I know what he's going to say." said Nash. "No data yet." Everyone laughed.
"I get the feeling this guy has worked with me before." I said as I waved my red crowbar in Nash's general direction. "But you're right, Martin. As I was just telling Director Conlan, we have nothing on Selena Martinez yet, I haven't gotten a chance to look into Butch Fulmer yet. The only connection so far is the Pink Panthers, the disc golf discs found at each of the three crime scenes."
"Think that'll lead to other connections?" asked Muscone.
"Yes, eventually." I said. "As all of you in here know, the more bizarre and less commonplace a crime is, the more distinct features it has, then the more likely we'll be able to reach a successful conclusion. If someone had not left the Pink Panthers at the scene, it's likely we'd never connect these crimes at all."
"Commander," asked Nash, "do you think someone is leaving these discs just to mess with you?"
"That, I don't know." I said. "If they're doing it to draw my attention to these cases, they have been more than successful. But the 'why' of it, the motive? Who knows what dumb criminals are thinking when they do dumb things like this."
"That's for sure." said Jack Muscone. "Anyway, Martin and I stopped by to brief you all on what the FBI is doing with all this. Senator Samuel Russell is the squeaking wheel that is about to get the grease. He hath protested too much, and certain elements within the US DOJ and the FBI are starting to seriously look into him and BigAgraFoods. This Rusty Dawson murder is just adding to all the sewage accumulating around the Senator."
"The word 'sewage' is too kind for that man." I said. "Any connection to Butch Fulmer?"
"Lindy has just begun looking." said Martin Nash. "She'd like to work in cooperation with you guys at the TCPD, but Myron Milton won't work with us at all, Captain Ross isn't unfriendly but is not exactly bending over backwards to help, and everyone else seems to be walking on eggshells regarding us."
"Good thing y'all have me, witch trials notwithstanding, eh Jack?" I said with a grin.
"No doubt about that." said Jack.
"What do you guys know about disc golf?" I asked.
Tom Conlan said "Do you remember Tom Burleson?"
I nodded, remembering the bearded man found dead as one of Angela Harlan's victims in the original 'Black Widow' case, and who had also been a part of 'The Swap' case.
"Burleson was a friend of my brother, Bill Conlan." said Tom Conlan. "Burleson played disc golf, and he got my brother into it, also. I went and played with them a few times, but it's been a while."
Martin Nash said "I know some of you in the TCPD went out and played disc golf at Ronald Reagan Park, sir. Sandra and I played a few times with Cindy and Teresa."
"I can't throw things." said Jack Muscone. "Bad shoulder from an old skiing accident."
"Well," I said, "it's just another factor of these cases."
After discussing how to investigate in a coordinated way, the meeting broke up. I asked Director Conlan if I could speak with him privately for a moment. After everyone else left the room, he and I sat back down.
"Director," I said, "I could not help but notice that your calls to us about these cases was not only fast, but you knew of the frisbee discs. Shane O'Brady in Pottsville had completely dismissed the disc as a coincidence and unimportant, and the City Police had barely begun their investigation. So... how did you know the discs were even there?"
"As everyone else says: not much gets past you." said Conlan. He then sat back and made sure to make eye contact with me as he said "I'll tell you as much as I can, and I'll have to ask you to let anything further go, for the moment."
He began: "Ever since Jared won the Election last year and I became SBI Director, our time has been filled with nothing but investigating and stopping threats to him... some physical and existential, such as assassination attempts, and some more political and sleazy in nature, such as trying to set him up for some kind of financial crimes, and such. It's wearing him and his family down, and I have to admit it's wearing me down, too."
Conlan went on: "But there are people loyal to the Governor, and people who want to see Justice done, and want good clean Government at the State level. If these people speak out publicly, they will be attacked viciously by anti-Jared people as well as the deeply corrupt Media. Don, you may have no idea how corrupt the Media truly is."
"They'll resort to murder." I said. "Is that corrupt enough?"
"Yes, but they are now working with dirty politicians of both Parties, and working hand-in-glove with them, to destroy not only the Governor, but just about every good Institution in this State." said Conlan. "And you're right, if they thought they could get away with murdering the Governor, or murdering you, they'd do it in a heartbeat."
"Anyway," said Conlan, "I've got good people here and there, and I get tips from them, which I can direct towards you and your SIS people. I knew about the frisbee in the Dawson case, as you put it in your reports. In Pottsville, one of my people called and mentioned it, and that's when I called you. And in the Martinez case, I got a tip from an anonymous source. I don't know who it was, but I chose to send you up there just in case it was legit... and it was."
I nodded. "Well, I'm glad you're keeping your eyes and ears open. It's definitely getting messy out there. And this 'Pink Panther' case... is getting messy in its own right."
"I'll tell you one more thing before you go." said Conlan. "It may be that Jack Muscone is being muzzled by his superiors, but he's only telling you part of the story about U.S. Senator Samuel Russell. Russell is up to his eyeballs in shit in Washington. Half the FBI is gunning for him, and the other half is trying to protect him."
I nodded, then Conlan went on: "They were going along, as Jack said. And then... everything just stopped and was dropped. It just went away like the dying wind. No more talk about the Guardians of Justice. They've released two more batches of documents, damning stuff about BigPharmaCorp, about that Federal facility you blew up last summer, and about Federal surveillance of American Citizens through their own smartphones and tablets. But the Press didn't report a word of it to the Public, and it's as if it never happened."
I nodded, absorbing this information. I thanked the Director for his information, then left. I had known about the suppression of the GOJ information. What bothered me was Conlan's explanations of the Pink Panthers at the crime scenes was not really holding water with me...
Part 12 - Digging Deep
Still Tuesday, September 26th. After getting back to Town, I told Chow and Orosco they could go back home and work from there while I worked from my office in the TCPD. To that end, I went to Police Headquarters. I did not even have to ask; Cindy Ross was right behind me as I came into my office. Myron Milton was right behind her, instead of in front of her, only because she outranked him.



"Have a seat." I said as I hung my trenchcoat up on the stand by the bookcase, where the Trojan War painting once had been. I had not brought it nor the matchstick Trojan Horse back after my suspension had ended. I sat down myself in the 'Command Chair', letting the lumbar support hold up my back, and feeling grateful for the chance to relax for a moment. "Whaddya got?" I asked.
Myron went first: "Sir, I have more information on Butch Fulmer. It took some hard digging, but I found out that Fulmer was a coach with the Bulldogs while Brian Harlan was head coach here, and that Fulmer has never worked for the Tigers's football program. The IRS tax returns were altered, and the State tax return in the Tigers's State were fakes. But the yearly backups of our State Tax Division's files still had Fulmer's State filings and a copy of his non-altered Federal 1040 forms."
"Wow." I said. "That takes some incredible Government power to do that. Anything else on Fulmer? Associations with Dawson, Martinez, the GOJ, BigAgraFoods?"
"No sir, nothing at all." said Myron. "And no idea why he gave up coaching and became a security guard at the museum in Pottsville."
"Pottsville... in Wilson Hammonds's district." I said, almost to myself. "Okay, anything on Selena Martinez?"
"She was a University student several years ago, about a year before you got here, Commander. She had an athletic scholarship for women's softball, and was a football cheerleader in the Fall. She had a 3.2 GPA, majoring in Education, but suddenly dropped out of School completely. Just last year she transferred her credits to City U. and began taking night courses there, while working at the Hotel. Sapper Warren sent me his filed report, which said that the other hotel employees liked her, no one had a problem with her that anyone knew of. The only peculiarity, if you want to call it that, is that she had a concealed carry permit and often had a gun on her while she was working."
I nodded. "No connection to the other murder victims?"
"Not that I can find, sir." said Myron. "I'll keep looking, of course, but there's just not much on her out there in the first place."
"Okay, good work." I said. "By the way, did you check out Donny Tate about being a forensic accountant for us?" Donny Tate had been one of Kendra Luskin's victims in the 'Falsely Accused' case, and was an accountant... and we needed a (good) replacement for the traitorous, disgraced Detective Julie Newton.
"Yes sir, and Mary talked to him, too." said Myron. "He's pretty good with accounting, but neither Mary nor I think he's cut out to be a Police Officer. He might not even pass the Academy. He'd have to be a Civilian employee, a consultant."
"So lay it out straight, Myron." I said. "Do you want him working with us, or not?"
"I think we could find better candidates, sir." said Myron.
"I agree, sir." said Cindy. "I sat in on Mary's conversation with him."
"All right, then." I said. "Keep your eyes peeled for good candidates."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, September 27th. Neither Bettina Wurtzburg nor John Hardwood had mentioned the Selena Martinez murder. That was not totally surprising, as it was in the City. But the City's KSB and KCTY had not mentioned the murder, nor finding a body in a dirty clothes hopper, either. As far as the Press was concerned, it was as if it had never happened.
At 9:00am, the Chief had his 'formal' Staff meeting. As we no longer had a Deputy Chief, Captain Briscoe (Public Relations), Captain Aaron (Physical Properties), and Lt.(B) Holloway (Personnel & Records) were in the meeting, as were Captain Ross (Detectives), Captain Croyle (Operations, i.e. Uniformed Officers & Precincts), and Lt. Goodwin (Internal Affairs).
"Wellllll," said Chief Moynahan, "it only took a few riots, Molotov cocktails, and Captain Croyle looking good wielding a red crowbar to get the Council to implement a formal structure, but they did it last night, and the second reading will be at their next mee-ting. The Deputy Chief, should we ever have another one, will not be giving or-ders to the Captains of Operations or of the Detectives." No one said anything. "Any comment?" the Chief asked.
Of course I spoke up. "I agree with you sir," I said, "that Captain Croyle looks good and does well every time she wields the red crowbar." This was my (not so) subtle way of needling Cindy about her stinging defeat in the Police Boxing Matches. It is possible that a green crowbar was waved in my general direction in retaliatory response.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "Okay, it's good the structure is implemented, as Commander Troy will be out of Town this weekend. You're on call, Captain Croyle. I also have some other news. In light of what happened in the past couple of months, the Council is considering taking away much of the Administration work from Lt. Holloway's people, and giving it to the civilian Public Safety Department employees. Pay, expenses, all that stuff, will be centralized for the entire Public Safety Department, and ultimately under the Town & County's County Clerk and County Administrator."
"As long as we get paid, sir." said Cindy.
"What about my people?" asked Lt. Holloway, who had not looked very happy with Cindy's comment.
"A number of them will be retained," said the Chief, "for duties specific to Police Personnel records and other Police records. Some are going to be transferred to other Administrative duties, such as manning Duty Desks, radios, and the like. Those that volunteer to move to basic Uniformed duties will likely be allowed to do so. Some may be offered positions with the County, but will have to leave the Police Force to obtain those jobs. Last, but not least, Lt. Holloway, the best forensic accountants that might want to become Detectives will be permitted to apply for the two positions in the Detective Division."
As the Chief went over other things, I realized that this ultimately just put more control in the hands of one person... the Intendent... and speaking of the Intendent...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knew what I wanted, and I held nothing back. I was groping Adele Peabody, my mouth tracing kisses on her neck and jaw as my hands roughly squeezed her firm asscheeks. Her hands were all over me, as well, and she was pressing her large breasts into my chest. My cock was throbbing hard, and pressed between our abs.
We were in the Master Bedroom of The Cabin, and we were making love. I had my right arm under Adele's neck, propping the back of her head so I could slam my lips onto hers and sink my tongue into her mouth in deep, hot kisses. My left hand was fingering her wet pussy. First one finger invaded her sweet snatch, then a second one, stretching her tight cunthole in preparation for my cock. As we kissed and groped almost violently, I was scraping my fingers along the upper wall of her pussy, where the nerves to her clitoris were, and Adele was moaning as bursts of pleasure rocketed through her loins.
"Fuck me, Don!" she gasped when I finally let my tongue slide out of her throat and gave her a chance to break the kiss. "Fuck me with that iron hard cock! Make me come around that cock, and I'll be your bitch forever!"
I took Adele's dirty blonde head in the back of my hand and kissed her hard and deep again, pushing her face into mine as I mounted her. Her hand was already deftly guiding my cock to her pussy as I rolled onto her, our bodies pressed together. I pulled my fingers out of Adele's cunt and let my cock head be guided into her.
"Unnnh!" I gasped as Adele gasped out. My cock was sliding into her, stretching her tight cuntwalls apart, probing into her sweet womanly depths, until our pelvises met and I was nuts deep in her. Adele began grinding her hips as I began plunging hard into her, fucking the gorgeous older woman with hard, violent, deep thrusts.
I felt Adele wrap her legs around me to trap me inside her, holding me in as I drove into her again and again and again. As I slid my arms under her and grabbed her firm ass in my hands, I felt her hands squeezing my contracting ass muscles, helping push each of my driving strokes as I relentlessly fucked her. I felt her pussy begin tightening, clutching harder, violently, as her orgasm overpowered her.
"OH MY GOD!" she screamed out. "UHH! UHHHH! UHHHHH!" I was kissing her cheek and jaw, not letting up my relentless fucking of her climaxing cunt.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The hard, wet slaps of our bodies echoed in the bedroom as we rutted urgently for long minutes. There was no way that I could keep from coming, as Adele's tight wet cunt was too much for any man. I felt my nut rising.
"I'm going to come, baby." I whispered into Adele's ear. "I'm going to fucking come in your cunt!"
"Yes!" Adele cried out. "Come in me!" As if to emphasize her words, Adele wrapped her shapely, surprisingly strong legs tightly around me. The pleasure was just too much. I gasped as the first bolt of my seed blasted into Adele, followed by spurt after spurt of baby batter. Though I knew it was likely impossible, I hoped and prayed that one of my sperm would fertilize Adele's waiting egg, and that she would become pregnant with my child.
As I lay on Adele, struggling to catch my breath as the final dribbles of semen seeped from my softening cock, I felt Adele wrap her arms around my back, her hands exploring me.
"Mmmmm, that was soooooo good, baby." she mewled. I raised my head and looked into her eyes as she said"And I am your bitch, forever." I kissed her mouth, knowing that she was, and that this was the one woman I needed to be my bitch, forever.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was lying on my back. Adele was lying against my right side, her right leg over my groin and her head on my chest as I held her, her warm hand stroking my half-hard cock, putting surging sexual life back into it.
"So," she said quietly, "you want me to help you do something, don't you?" She raised her head and looked up at me. "You always do when you throw a fuck like that into me. It's okay, I love being fucked hard by your hard cock, and doing what you want. And one day, I'll get what I want."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Your wife will be my bitch in bed while you fuck us both." Adele replied.
"Mmmm, I will definitely try to arrange that." I said. "I'm surprised you haven't already seduced her and made her your bitch."
"She's a smart woman." said Adele. "I think she's a little afraid of me. They say in this Town that that woman Rita is like a drug, that once a man is ensnared by her charms, he can never get out of her clutches. And for lesser men than you, that's true. And it's the same with me. Once I have Laura face deep in my cunt, she knows she will be snared in my web."
"In the interests of sexual research," I said, "I'd like to see if that can happen. And yes, I want something from you in return, beside getting balls-deep in your pussy and coming in you. I want you to help me get something on Thomas P. Cook, something I can use to take the bastard down and put him in prison."
"It's about time." Adele said matter-of-factly. "He's beginning to get too big for his britches, as my mama would say. He's becoming more and more full of himself, and thinks he can be the next Westboro. The real Westboro put him in his place several years ago, and Cook has been a pussy ever since. But now he thinks he can do what he wants."
"I'm tired of him preying on other people, kicking widows of war heroes out of their homes and laughing at them while he tears those homes down to build cheap apartments." I said, my eyes becoming jet. "His buildings are barely to code, but just inside the lines. His business deals are shady, but nothing I can get ahold of to show criminal activity."
Adele thought about it for a moment, then began stroking my cock more firmly as she said "I don't have much on him, either. The only thing I ever had on Westboro were those photos, and that's what kept me alive. Cook is not as dangerous, but he's also much more slippery. He made sure his business dealings with Westboro left no trace that would come back to him, to Cook. Like you said, he colors within the lines, just barely, but within the lines."
"I know." I said. "I've looked hard for a Westboro connection, but just can't find one that will stick. Traces, glimpses, then nothing. I tried to see if he had any connection with the Oldeeds Group, as well. But nothing."
I felt Adele stiffen up a second, and she raised her head. "You know," she said, "there might be something you can look at. Westboro was helping Dora Ellis and her people with some of their white supremacy stuff. Dora wanted to use nerve gas to kill blacks en masse. And Westboro and Cook were meeting with her." (Author's note: 'Dream Within A Dream'.)
"Hmmm," I mused. "I had forgotten about that. I need to take another look--- ohhhhhh..." I moaned as Adele lowered her head and took my hardening cock into her warm, wet mouth. As her luscious lips slid up and down my thickening shaft, I looked over her gorgeous body, which she kept in great shape with workouts. And my cock began throbbing at the thought of the long, deep, wet, slow fuck that I was about to experience, using her magnificent body...
Part 13 - Fake News Media
Friday afternoon, September 29th. Laura brought Carole to the Station to pick me up for the long drive to the Wildcats home football game. Carole was excited to see my office, which she did not get to visit often. Then I took her into MCD.
"Cin-dee!" Carole cried out with delight when she saw Cindy, who'd been talking to the Detectives and making notes on the whiteboards.
"Hey, Sweetie." Cindy said, taking Carole into her arms. "Are you excited about your trip?"
"Yeah!" Carole said happily, a bright smile on her little face.
"Where are you going, Carole?" asked Joanne Warner.
"To see the Wild-cats play!" Carole happily exclaimed. "It's my first Wild-cats game!"
"Awww, that's going to be fun!" Joanne said.
"And she's being indoctrinated early." said Cindy, which made me chuckle. "But I have to say... this weekend against Eastern State is a better game to take her to than the one at the end of October, if Carole wants to see the Wildcats win. Right Carole?"
"Yessssth, the Wild-cats are going to win!" Carole said, not quite getting the rest of it.
"All right, Carole." I said. "Say goodbye to everyone. We've gotta get going." Carole said goodbye to everyone, who said goodbye to her, and we headed down the hall to the exit.
"She's so cute." said Joanne. "I've gotta convince Seth it's not too early to have a baby of our own."
"Not me." said Cindy. "I just live vicariously through Don's kids... spoil them to death then hand them back to their parents."
"Sounds like what my grandmother said." said Theo Washington. "She said her grandkids were her revenge on her kids..."
"So, Captain Ross..." said Joanne, "you're not trying to persuade Carole to be a Bulldog?"
"I'm a Police Captain, not a Miracle Worker." replied Cindy. "It's already a lost cause..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The State's Press Corps gathered in their gowns and tuxedos at the Palladium International Hotel, the same hotel where Jasmine Nix had met her demise at the hands of one of the CIA's best snipers ever. It was the Media's big event, and everyone who was anyone was expected to turn out. They would never admit it, but the Governor turning them down, and so rudely and publicly, had insulted them greatly, and only strengthened their resolve to destroy him politically.
Bettina Wurtzburg looked stunning in a shimmery light green evening gown and matching strappy high heel sandals that accented her red hair and shapely body perfectly. As she headed to the bar, she saw Meredith Peller in a sparkly white, clingy dress talking to Priya Ajmani, who was wearing a beautiful red and gold sarong and gold lamé high heels.
"Oh, hello Bettina!" Priya called out. "Come join us for a drink!" Not having anything else to do, Bettina did so, ordering a drink at the bar. The ladies moved to a table for some gossip--- er, conversation.
"You're looking wonderful, Bettina." said her former colleague and then competitor Priya. "How is working at Fox Two News after Todd Burke sold it?"
"About the same as it ever was." said Bettina. "Fair and balanced, eh, Meredith?" Meredith worked at Fox News Midtown.
"So they say." said Meredith. "We're all fair and balanced already, and it's a shame we actually have to tell people that."
"Except John Hardwood." said Priya resentfully. "I think his mind is becoming imbalanced, and nobody will ever say he's fair and balanced towards Governor Jared or the Iron Crowbar."
"That was the one place I drew the line." said Bettina. "I told them that I had no intention of ever casting Jared in a positive light or making him look good. They had no problem with that. At all. The Republicans hate Jared as much as the Democrats and we in the Press do."
"It's the same with us on the accusations of bias." said Meredith. "We were always accused of carrying the Republicans' water, but everyone at our station hates Jared... and I mean a passionate hatred of that son of a bitch."
"And the Iron Crowbar?" Priya asked with a crafty smile on her face.
"At least he's a man." said Bettina. "Unlike that limp-dick Jared."
"And John Hardwood." said Meredith. "He's either gay or impotent. Can't get it up."
"Oh, he tents his pants when he's taking cheap shots at Jared or Troy on television." said Priya maliciously.
"Wonder how many cheap shots he'll take tonight." said Bettina. "He's giving the keynote speech, which is usually a tearing down of politicians under the guise of 'comedy'."
"I heard they actually thought about replacing Hardwood with someone else for the speech." said Meredith. "They're afraid Hardwood will cross the line."
"With Jared, it's not possible to cross the line." said a voice behind them. It was the 'decided' blonde (she decided), Diane Williams of KCTY. "There is nothing one can say about that piece of filth that is strong enough to accurately describe him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Because Governor Val Jared did not have the courtesy nor courage to come here tonight," drawled Lt. Governor Graham Collins (R), "it falls upon me to give the address on behalf of my fellow politicians here." There was some applause, mostly at the shot taken at Governor Jared.
"I've been around long enough to remember," continued Collins, "when the Press and the Politicians were united by a common cause... to serve the American People, and the People of this great State. Now... we are again united by a common cause: the Press, to accurately report on the damage being done to our State by Val Jared; and us Politicians, to minimize the damage being done by Val Jared." More applause.
After some more worthless remarks, Lt. Gov. Collins said "And now I'll turn it over to your keynote speaker, trusted reporter John Hardwood of KSTD. John?" The applause was much stronger from the Press Corps as John Hardwood strode up to the stage, shook hands with Collins, then took to the podium.
"It's no wonder Governor Val Jared refused to come here tonight." said John Hardwood. "After all, we have black reporters here, Hispanic reporters, and female reporters. The Governor would feel very uncomfortable, for sure." The audience applauded.
"Governor Jared is a White Nationalist," said Hardwood, "who prefers conformity to one creed, one color, one orientation. Diversity need not apply in Jared World." More applause, mostly from the journalists.
"... and even Adolph Hitler has to be a little bit jealous of Governor Val Jared." said Hardwood. "After all, Jared has his own personal Gestapo with a crowbar, Commander Donald Troy." There were more gasps than anything else at that one, but Hardwood continued unabated: "Commander Troy should paint his crowbar white, to represent his White Nationalist support of Val Jared. Of course, Troy only carries that crowbar so he can use it on blacks and other minorities in his exercises of Police brutality." Tension in the room started to rise; the laughter was of nervous tension now.



"And let's just remember what Jared and Troy have done in their past year together. Rape victims are told they are the criminals, while their attackers go free. A peaceful protester is shot dead by Troy, claiming his family was somehow in danger. What if it was his family that was executed by the White Nationalist State of Val Jared?" More gasps, and no laughter.
"And let's not forget that we are gathering here at the hotel where the beautiful voice and beautiful person of Jasmine Nix was brutally silenced, here in Val Jared's White Nationalist State." continued Hardwood.
"You tell 'em, John!" shouted State Senator Maxine Watts. Tepid laughter and more gasps ensued.
"So we'll celebrate these awards tonight." said Hardwood. "Then tomorrow we will resume our righteous battle for the rights of oppressed minorities, and to get the truth out about mentally incompetent politicians and killer cops..."
Part 14 - Tradition Like No Other
Saturday morning, September 30th. Carole, Laura, and I ate breakfast at 'The Greasy Spoon', a 1950's diner-style hamburger joint that served some fantastic breakfasts, and was a traditional eating spot for Wildcat students, alumni, and fans. Carole ate most of her eggs and all of her bacon, while I wolfed down my 'fried egg cheeseburger', which would give Jack Muscone's double cheeseburgers a solid run for their money as the best burgers ever.
We took Carole on a tour of the School. I showed her where my dorm room was; we couldn't go inside so I just pointed at the window from outside. Laura pointed out where her office had been in the Psychology Building. The building was relatively new, and windows were random and haphazard. Laura told Carole (and me): "When they built the building, they asked the professors at the time if they wanted a window or not. Those that wanted one, got one. Those that didn't, didn't. Hence the strangeness." Just one of those uniquenesses of a college campus, I thought to myself.
The game against Eastern State was an early one, so after our tour Laura hugged and kissed us and headed to the Science Library to meet her colleagues in the field of sexual psychology. Meanwhile, I took Carole to the 'Cat Walk', where the Wildcats players in suits and ties walked into the the stadium through a gauntlet of cheering Wildcats fans.
The Campus is built mostly on two hills. In the valley between them, where a creek used to flow, the football stadium's lower deck was built literally into the ground in the 1920s, and the creek runs through a concrete pipe under the field. Later on the upper decks were built and the stadium bowled in, but on the northern end-zone end the seats of the upper deck don't go all the way up, so one can see inside as one walks down to the stadium.
As Carole and I walked down the walk, I said "Look, Carole, there's the stadium."
"Wowwww!" exclaimed my four year old daughter. It was an impressive sight even for adults, but to a young child it's just huge. I remembered my first time seeing it, walking down this very path... Wildcat Tradition, passed down from one generation to the next...
'Mr. Wildcat', someone dressed up as a Wildcat in a uniform, was walking up and down the gauntlet at the 'Cat Walk', and he stopped so I could take a picture of him and Carole, both pointing up their index fingers in the 'Number 1' sign. Then the players came through, and I had Carole on my shoulders so she could see.
I saw my Detective Theo Washington's cousin Jamaal walking up, and I took a photo of him. I did not expect him to see nor recognize me, but he did, and he came up and said "Hey Commander!" and high-fived me and Carole.
"Who was that, Daddy?" asked Carole.
"You know Detective Theo that works with me?" I said. "Jamaal is Theo's cousin, like Cindy is your cousin."
"Ohhhhhhh!" Carole said. I had no idea if she remembered Theo or not.
Then we went into the stadium. Our seats were good: 40 rows up in the lower deck, about the 20 yard line on the eastern side, the side with the season-ticket holders, and behind the sideline the Wildcats players were on. The student section and band were on the other (western side). Carole was fascinated with it all, especially how high the punter was kicking the ball in warmups. He was destined for the NFL, I knew. I pointed out Jamaal Washington, who was wearing his No. 10 jersey, and told her he was the guy who high-fived us at the Cat Walk.
Then came the band onto the field for all the pre-game songs and the National Anthem. I sang the National Anthem very loudly, and Carole looked annoyed. "Daddy, its embarrrr-a-ssing when you sing like that!" she said.
"Carole," I replied, "it's embarrassing to me when you're not singing just as loud as I am." My daughter would never again sing the National Anthem less loudly than I would.
Then the Eastern State team ran out, to the jeers of "CAT FOOD! CAT FOOD!", then the Wildcats came out in their red jerseys, gold pants, gold helmets with the football and letter logo on the sides, and we soon would be underway...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The clock ran down to "00:00" to end the game, with the Wildcats winning 24-14. Jamaal Washington had caught two touchdown passes, and Carole had figured out who No. 10 was and cheered loudly when he scored.
But what she didn't know, but I did, is that the Wildcats were rebuilding this year. What we lacked in depth, we made up for in youth and inexperience. It was not going to be pretty against the Bulldogs, I knew... and dreaded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There you are!" said Laura as Carole and I came up to her at our designated meeting spot outside the Stadium. "Did you have fun, Carole?"
"Yes, Mommy!" said Carole. "Can I get a num-ber ten jersey?" I had to explain about Jamaal.
Just then, a uniformed Cadet Police Officer came up to me. "Sir, are you Commander Troy?" he asked.
"Uh, yes I am." I said.
"Sir, Coach Marshall has asked if you'd come with me. There's a... er, problem."
"Sure." I said. Laura said she'd take Carole to get a jersey, and we'd meet back at the hotel. I went with the Cadet Officer.
I had my TCPD badge and my FBI Consultant badge, though I was not carrying a gun nor my crowbar. The Cadet Officer led me into the stadium through hoops of security. I began to realize that something was wrong... there was tension in the Officers's faces.
We were walking down the corridor under the west side of the stadium towards the Visitors locker room. A man in plainclothes was talking to an older man in the uniform of a Sheriff. The Sheriff turned to me.
"Ah, Commander Troy." he said. "You probably don't remember me..."
"Sure I do, Sheriff Goodwin." I said. "After all, your nephew is the head of my Internal Affairs Division."
"Yes, he is. Tiny world we live in." said the Sheriff. "Come on inside." He introduced the plainclothes officer to me, who was Detective Abbott of the local Police Force. They walked me down the corridor. Not far from the Visitors locker room was a storage room. I was allowed through the cordon, and immediately saw the body on the floor.
"Oh, wow." I said, noting the man was wearing the slacks and collared shirt of an Eastern State assistant coach. The lower back of the shirt was soaked in blood, and there was a large pool of blood on the floor. He was on his side, facing away from me. "Who is he?"
"That's why we asked you to come down." said the Sheriff as I approached the body and saw his face. It was the former Bulldogs coach who had planted drugs on Coach Marshall (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Football Player'.) and had been run out of Town on a rail... er, crowbar.
"Speedy Gonzales." I said. "Yes, I remember him." I gave the details of his career feeding drugs to football players and his forced resignation from the Bulldogs' coaching staff.
"His throat was slashed." I said. "Oh... what is that in his hand?" I asked, seeing a flash of bright pink. Gonzales was gripping something in his left hand, and his body was on top of it. A tech came over and eased it out as the videographer taped everything. I whistled in shock as I recognized the round piece of plastic, an Innova disc golf disc.
Yes, it was a Pink Panther.
"Holy shit." I said as I got out my Police iPhone and the little packet of dust, like a small package of salt in restaurants, to check for prints. The tech watched as I dusted the disc then used the U.V. light. Only Speedy Gonzales's prints were on it. The tech bagged the disc.
"Okay, that's interesting." I said. "I've also got three cases in my State, including one in my County, where these pink discs are showing up beside dead bodies. So how was he killed?"
"In addition to the throat cut, he was stabbed in the back by a large knife." said Detective Abbot. "When he was a wide receiver, he had the reputation of being quick in his movements as well as a fast runner. So I'm going to guess he was totally ambushed, that someone with some power clasped his hand on Gonzales's mouth and then stabbed him. Not sure why they stabbed him in the throat, but from the lack of bleeding I'd say he was already dead or close to it."
"Good observation." I said. "They probably slashed his throat so he couldn't cry out. So how was he lured into here?"
The Sheriff spoke up. "Because of that situation with your Town's University, Commander," he said, "Gonzales never would set foot in your State. He was excused from the game against the Bulldogs, and he flew here from Acropolis City, arriving separately from the rest of the team. The team said they'd have someone escort Coach Gonzales down here."
The Sheriff continued: "When he didn't arrive, Coach Frazier, the Eastern State Head Coach, called me. I said we'd start looking for him and get him to the correct locker room. That was about two hours before the game, about the time the 'Cat Walk' started on the other side. We didn't find him at all; one of the concession stand employees found him when he came in to get another supply of cups right about when the game began."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After wrapping up at the crime scene, I went over to the Wildcats locker room. Coach Erskine 'Iron Man' Marshall, the Wildcats' Defensive Coordinator, greeted me warmly.
"Great to see you again, Don." he said. "Let me introduce you to Coach Richmond." He led me over to Head Coach Richmond and introduced me as 'the Iron Crowbar'.
"Ah yes." said Coach Richmond, shaking my hand, "I've heard a lot about you and the cases you've solved. Glad you could come over today."
"Unfortunately," I said, "things came into my professional realm today. Did you hear about Coach Gonzales?"
"They asked us if we'd seen him, but that was before the game." said Marshall. "Did you find him?"
"Unfortunately, yes." I said. "He was found dead. Murdered."
"Oh, that's terrible." said Coach Richmond, known as a good Christian man of high integrity as well as a good football coach. "Any idea who did it?"
"No, Coach." I said. "Coach Marshall knew him while they were both with the Bulldogs' coaching staff, and I wanted to ask some background questions."
"Sure. said Coach Richmond. "I'll leave you to it. I've got to give my press conferences." He left.
"You probably know more about him than I do." said Marshall.
"I know about the PED incident, that Gonzales was pushing them." I said. "Were there any other incidents with him of which you were aware? Covering up for thefts? Delivering money from boosters, that sort of thing?"
"Not that I was aware of." said Coach Marshall. "I was only there that one year, though. You might want to ask some of the other coaches that were there before I was. Coach Harlan is dead now, of course, but there were some others... maybe Butch Fulmer, if you can find him... what?" He'd seen my face at the name.
"I'm sorry to tell you, Coach." I said. "Butch Fulmer was found murdered a few days ago. And now I'm getting concerned for you. Keep your eyes peeled for any problems. Let Coach Richmond know, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was early evening before I got back to the hotel. Carole was now wearing a Wildcat red No. 10 jersey, and had two pennants. "The other one is for Marie." Carole said.
"What about Jim?" I asked.
"He can get his own when you bring him to a game." Carole said. Four years old and figuring that stuff out already. But at least she had a good heart to want to get Marie a pennant, I thought.
"So what happened?" Laura asked.
"I'll tell you later, when we're alone." I said. "Right now, I want to get some supper. And Laura, we might want to consider driving on home now rather than waiting..."
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Pink and Crimson
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 2d, from Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that Eastern State assistant coach and former Bulldogs assistant coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales was found dead during the game between the visiting Spartans and the home team Wildcats! Let's go to Nick Eastwood for details. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, who was standing near University Avenue, with University Memorial Stadium visible behind him, as if the sports background was necessary for the story. "Local police are not giving out many details, but they say that Coach Gonzales had gotten separated from the rest of the Eastern State team, and was later found dead in a storage room. Our own Commander Donald Troy was at the game, and was asked to assist the local Police with the investigation. He granted me this interview yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled showing Nick talking with me in the TCPD HQ Press Room. "Commander," Nick said, "was foul play involved in the coach's death?"
"There are indications of foul play," I said, in a massive understatement, "but I'll have to ask you to contact the local authorities for more details."
Nick asked: "Commander, you were taking your daughter to the game, and Police work followed you anyway. The Wildcats won the game, and there are rarely any issues with fans there, unlike State Tech. Can you give us any idea what might've happened?"
"All I can tell you, Nick," I said, "is that Coach Gonzales was found in a restricted area that is not accessible to fans, so this does not look like a random or spontaneous act by an angry or intoxicated fan. I really don't have any more, and I'm waiting to hear more details from the local Police just as you are."
Back to Bettina live: "Nick, why don't you give us the Sports report while you're with us."
"Sure, Bettina." Nick said. "Of course our Bulldogs trounced Western State, 36-10, remaining undefeated. The Wildcats defeated Eastern State 24-14, and the Tigers blistered State Tech 49-3."
"And in SEC play," Nick continued, "Georgia defeated Tennessee 41-0, their first shutout of the Volunteers in Knoxville since 1923, and the Volunteers' worst loss on Rocky Top since 1905. And Alabama annihilated Ole Miss, 45-6, in a game that was not as close as the score indicated, to easily remain No. 1 in the Nation! Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thanks, Nick!" said Bettina. "In other news, Governor Val Jared unexpectedly released his Tax Reform plan over the weekend. The plan would reduce the number of tax brackets, give the Middle Class a large cut, and eliminate the State Estate Tax, known as the Death Tax. Democrats immediately attacked the plan as a handout for rich corporations and the wealthiest people, while the Republicans, of all people, viciously attacked the plan as hurting big businesses. Let's go to Dr. Romanov of the University's Political Policy Institute for analysis."
Dr. Romanov came on the screen, though it was obviously a taped segment. Bettina asked him "Dr. Romanov, why are the Republicans not more enthusiastic about the Governor's Tax Reform plan?"
"Bettina," said Romanov, "the Republicans talk out of both sides of their mouths. They claim to be for the People, but when forced to actually take action, they take the side of the rich lobbyists that are funneling them money. The Establishment Republicans are 'crony Capitalists', beholden to their special interests that give them millions of dollars, not the People that don't give them nearly as much money. The insurance companies pay them millions to make sure health care is not returned to people and their doctors, and now the Special Interests are fighting to prevent meaningful tax reform, with the Establishment Republicans as their bought-and-paid-for Legislators."
"Dr. Romanov," said Bettina, "it would seem that Governor Jared is actually keeping campaign promises, but Republicans as well as Democrats are fighting him every step of the way, and they're even talking about impeaching him. How will the People of the State that elected Governor Jared respond to this?"
"Bettina," said Romanov, "the People are mostly Sheep. They don't care who holds the whip, as long as they get their bread crumbs. They have no sense of what Freedom is, unlike our war veterans who are beginning to die off with time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ain't that the truth." I said as we drank coffee in MCD. "And now Mr. Davis is becoming ill. I fear he does not have long left."
"What do you think about Coach Gonzales, Commander?" asked Theo.
"Now that you mention it... Bettina sure mentioned the victim that time." I said.
"True, that." said Cindy. She and Teresa were the only ones so far that knew about the Pink Panther at the Wildcat Stadium crime scene, as I had told them the day before, October 1st. We'd been at little Pete Feeley's birthday party. Pete was now three years old, I thought to myself. How time flies...
Then Detectives started coming in. I showed everyone the pictures I'd taken of Jamaal, having texted them to Theo and ADA Franklin Washington already. I also showed everyone a photo of a proud four year old girl in her own No. 10 Wildcats jersey. Theo said that Jamaal would be in Town during the Wildcats open date before the Bulldogs game, and he would bring Jamaal to HQ to meet Carole.
"That'll be nice." said Joanne. "Did Carole have fun at the game?"
"She loved it." I said. "She absolutely loved it. But she was tired by the end of the day, and slept all the way home."
I noticed that Teddy Parker was not in yet, and Joanne, Jerome and Theo kept furtively looking at his desk. A few minutes later, the Ole Miss alumnus Parker came in, looking pretty sad.
"My condolences, Teddy." I said. "Coffee makes things better."
"Bourbon makes losses like that better, too, sir." said Teddy. "I might've had some Saturday night. I might've had a lot." We all chuckled.
He sat at his desk and opened a drawer, and my Detectives were avidly watching. Parker groaned... the drawers of his desk were stuffed full with packets of 'Tide' detergent, the label clearly visible.
But that wasn't the worst of it... the packets had been slit, so that when Teddy picked one up, detergent poured out all over the place... into the drawer, on the floor and the desk. By now, everyone else was laughing very hard.
"You guys... are... a riot." Teddy said softly, not really amused. He did figure out that the top drawers could be pulled out and emptied into a trash can without much damage, but the bigger drawers with file folders... all stuffed with detergent packs... were much harder to do. Detergent was flying everywhere.
"Roll Tide!" exclaimed Joanne happily, showing who the primary instigator of this little prank was.
"Around the bowl and down the hole, roll Tide roll!" Teddy and I chanted together.
"I'm glad you guys didn't do the 'roll' part and toilet paper his desk like Toomer's Corner." I said, referring to the Auburn tradition.
"We're saving that for a better week." Cindy said, a certain wickedness in her voice. Teresa barked a laugh at that one. I cringed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the Main Conference Room were myself, Captain Ross, Chief Moynahan, SBI-SIS Lieutenants Chow and Orosco, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, FBI Special Agents Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson, and City Police Detective Robin Ventura, who was going to stop in and visit her dad, Campus Police Commissioner Dexter Robinson, later in the day. As of now, it was 9:30am, Monday, October 2d.
"Coach Gonzales was not shot, he was stabbed in the lower back with a large knife, which got his kidneys and cut his spinal cord." I said, my own back not feeling very well as I described the carnage. "He bled out quickly. They also cut his throat, probably to keep him from crying out."
"Just like that guy at the Cub Club." Cindy said softly. I nodded at her. (Author's note: 'Eyes Only', Ch. 01.)
"Was there camera coverage of the area at all?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Some." I said. "But it was spotty and not good quality. We got one shot where what looked like a uniformed Police Officer was escorting Gonzales, but it was from their backsides, so we didn't get a facial image. They're going through the process of accounting for all of the police officers there at the time, which will take some doing at a big event like that. But the going theory is that it was a fake LEO that led Gonzales to his death."
"And you found a Pink Panther disc in the dead man's hands, is that not right?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Yes sir." I said. "Just like the others... no fingerprints except the dead man's, and he was grasping it at the time. It looks like it was put in his hands as he was dying, from the smudges of his own fingerprints."
"I got a call from the Sheriff of that county." said the Chief. "He said he was very impressed with your observations, as well as your professionalism in handling the crime scene and the evidence. So thank you for making us look good, Commander. In the meantime, any idea what links these four cases?... besides the Pink Panthers, of course..."
"The only other link I see," I said, "is that all four victims were connected to the University, the one across Town from us, here. Gonzales and Fulmer coached here, Dawson and Martinez were students here. Martinez was a student-athlete, so Dawson is the least connected of the group."
"In a strange way, he was connected." Cindy said. "He was hostile to the Athletics Programs at the University, and wrote columns in the student newspaper to that effect."
"Yes." I said. "Good point. And because of that, I am going to have to admit, as Sarek of Vulcan would say... it is possible that I was in error."
"What?!" came a chorus. "You?" asked Jack Muscone.
"If I were perfect, I'd run for God." I said. "Here's the deal, guys... I was thinking that Dawson was some kind of whistleblower, or the GOJ, or a reporter on a mission to expose BigAgraFoods or Senator Russell. But as I was driving home from the Wildcats game Saturday night, I asked myself 'What if Dawson was not a whistleblower, but was a loyal courier between BigAgraFoods and Russell, and he was killed for some other reason?'."
As everyone silently pondered, I continued: "And then some things started making sense. I was always having trouble figuring out the timeline of the 9-1-1 call, how Dawson had time to make that call, but didn't try to barricade himself in the bathroom or something. And what I realized was that this was a staged scene, and it was not Dawson that made that 9-1-1 call!"
"Ahhhhh." Cindy said, as she started to get it. The others were either in shock or beginning to be in deep thought.
"Think about it." I said. "Have any of you ever heard Dawson's voice? Hell, I can't find anyone that knows him at all. So... what if the perps busted into his apartment, subdued him quickly, went through his desk, but had little time to do more as there were other people in the area... and then one of the perps calls 9-1-1, shoots Dawson during the phone call as his buddies make fighting noises? And then they all left immediately, instead of staying around to see if anyone head the gunshot. Will it hold?"
"As good as anything else." said Julius Jefferson. "But then there's the 'why?' of it."
"We'll get there in a second. I said. "But to the points of the case, it also partially explains the data we found on Dawson. Nearly all of that stuff had already been released by The Guardians of Justice, and the rest of it didn't really lead us anywhere. So maybe they planted the data, and the cash as well."
"That's a lot of cash to let go of by planting it." said Martin Nash.
"True. But the Pink Panther at the crime scene starts to make some sense." I said. "Someone was leaving those at the crime scene for us to find and ponder... for me to find and ponder."
"It's always all about you, Commander." Cindy said with just a bit of a gleam in her ice-blue eyes. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction, even as I chuckled at her comment. Chief Moynahan was laughing also.
"In this case, it well may be." I said. "And I say that because I was in the area during the Wildcats game. If someone wanted to time it to kill Gonzales and to get my attention, they could not have had a better opportunity."
"Again, why?" asked Jefferson. "I mean, everything you're saying makes sense, Commander. But what are the motives?"
"That's the $64,000 question." I said. "And the answer will be in the links between these four victims, which I haven't found... yet."
"I would ask a different question." said Martin Nash. "Who knew ahead of time that you were going to the game, and so was able to plan and execute the scheme to kill Coach Gonzales?"
"Another great question." I said. "But it wasn't exactly a secret that we were going."
"We didn't exactly advertise it, either, sir." said Cindy.
"So where do we go from heeeerrrreeee?" asked the Chief.
"My FBI Team is going to become more involved, as this now crosses State lines." said Jack Muscone. "But we're limiting ourselves to connections between the victims, and BigAgraFoods and Senator Russell's possible involvement. Obviously the murders themselves remain local jurisdiction crimes."
"Have you guys found anything at all?" I asked.
"No." said Muscone. "And the peculiar thing is how fast everything calmed down, especially in Washington. Russell is no longer making a big stink of things. Congress is back in session, so maybe that's one reason why. BigAgraFoods has this illegal immigrant thing with the Governor, so they're not trying to draw attention to themselves for anything else, and their lobbyists are hard at work in Washington and in Midtown, trying to fight the Governor on those civil rights charges."
"One thing you FBI guys can do to help us out," I said, "is to 'follow the money'... check on the money found at the Dawson crime scene, see if it has any connections to anywhere else." Muscone nodded.
"Sir," said Norm Chow, "what do you want us to do at the State level?"
"Concentrate on the museum case." I said. "Find out how the perps got into the museum in the first place, and of course continue to find out about Butch Fulmer. Talk to Detective Shane O'Brady, and let him think he's in charge and lecturing you, but don't take everything he says at face value. He tends to let his theories distort his facts." Chow gave what was for him a smile as he made notes.
"Also," I said, "see if you can coordinate with Detective Ventura here, and also the University, and find out what you can about Selena Martinez that we don't already know. Robin, how much trouble are you going to get into for working with the SBI?"
"If no one finds out, then it never happened." said Ventura. "Let's keep this on the down low. I'll also talk to the Campus Police when I go visit my dad, see what they can get for me."
"Okay." I said. "By the way, guys, it's still possible that Dawson was a whistleblower. I've just put out a new and possible theory for us to look into. So... let's go find out which one is right..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, the MCD Detectives were poring over the whiteboards, looking at the Rusty Dawson case.
"If it weren't for these other Pink Panther cases," said Theo Washington, "then we'd be considering this a whistleblower case, like the one down in Polk County."
"Even without those," said Jermaine Davis, "so many things just don't seem to fit. That 9-1-1 call... he had time to make it, then the perps shot him, then they ransacked his room while they had to know that the Police were on the way."
"And no fingerprints on the jump drives." said Joanne Warner. "But like you said before, Jerome, what a beautiful case right there in front of us... especially if we want to see a whistleblower case, or... or..."
"Or?" asked Teddy Parker.
"You know," Joanne said, "doesn't this thing just look... staged? I mean, they're showing us what we want to see... and when one gets down to it, it starts not making sense."
"Yeah, yeah." said Jerome, his eyes lighting up as he thought about it. "But again, how did they have time to stage it, with Police on their way after the 9-1-1 call."
"That's it!" Joanne exclaimed. "The 9-1-1 call... it can't be what it seems, either! How do we know Rusty Dawson made the call? What if... yeah, what if these guys busted in, surprised Dawson and captured him, then planted the stuff in the bed, went through the desk, then called 9-1-1 and shot him, then left?"
"Then... maybe it's not what it seems to be at all." said Jerome. "Maybe our theory was wrong. Maybe this guy was not a whistleblower, and they killed him for some other reason."
"Outstanding!"
They all turned to see Your Iron Crowbar and the Green Crowbar standing behind them. The compliment was from me.
"I'm glad you told us the same thing in that meeting, Commander." said Cindy. "Otherwise, I'd be saying they got one on you."
"Give them credit, Captain." I said. "Guys, I cannot tell you just how happy I am to hear you come to that successful conclusion. That is Iron Crowbar thinking in Iron Crowbar real time. Here, hold this. Keep it for the day." I handed Joanne the red crowbar. I need not say that I had some very happy Detectives on my hands... except Teddy Parker, who was still trying to clean up the mess around his desk...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office, Cindy, Teresa, and I talked about the cases.
"Martin Nash had a good point." she said. "That is a lot of money to let go of, to plant on someone. So maybe it was Dawson's, after all?"
"By that logic, they would've taken it." I said. "And yes, it's a good point. That kind of money is not pocket change, even to a billionaire like Donald Trump. Definitely a 'strangeness'."
"The only time I've ever seen that kind of money is on drug cases." said Teresa. "And that was captured, not planted."
"Who ultimately gets that money?" Cindy asked.
"If anyone who shows they're a legitimate heir of Dawson makes a claim to it," I said, "they'd get the money when the case is either solved and closed, or after seven years or so by filing a petition with the Court. If no one claims it, it can be claimed by the County or the State, again after five to seven years. Until then, it sits in our evidence rooms."
Cindy nodded. "I was just wondering if someone thought they had a way of getting the money back, so leaving it there was just a temporary thing. Another thought: could Dawson still be a whistleblower, and he was killed by Russell or BigAgraFoods, and the others killed by someone else?"
"I've had the idea that all four were killed by different hired perps." said Teresa.
"And the Pink Panthers?" I asked, naming the one disc mold that in the darkness bound them.
"Maybe the same person or persons hired the different killers," said Teresa, "and had them leave the discs there, possibly to confound you, Commander. I know I don't have much data to support that, but the data we have doesn't exclude it, either."



"And there are some really good points in your thinking." I said. "But... I'm going to suggest that Dawson was not a whistleblower and was not killed by the Russell-BigAgraFoods cabal. They would have 'disappeared' him, or just shot him and left; no reason to leave stuff in the box springs. And I do think his killing may be related to the others... and not just because of the Pink Panthers."
"Sounds like you have an idea of what's going on, sir." said Cindy, who obviously wanted me to share any such ideas that I had.
"No." I said. "No, I don't. I can't see the end of the road in the darkness, but I can see the next step in the light we do have. We're going to have to investigate these four victims and their University connections...
Part 16 - Compass Points
I strode into MCD. Four Detectives were working on cleanup around Parker's desk. I would find out later that Captain Ross had 'suggested' that everyone help clean up the mess before the Police Commander became 'irritated'. Smart Captain, Cindy is.
"Okay guys," I said, "I've got some assignments for you. Apologies, Captain Ross, for egregiously going around you, but I want them to hear this straight from the Wildcat's mouth." Cindy nodded.
"Parker, Davis," I said, "I want you to find out who was working for The Silver Sentinel, the University's newspaper, at the time Rusty Dawson was. Then go find those people, wherever they are on God's green earth, and ask them about Dawson. Find out everything you can about him, his personality, anything of interest or not of interest."
"Warner, Washington," I continued, "I want you to find out who all of the assistant coaches were under Coach Brian Harlan when he was the Bulldogs's head coach, and I want you to find them wherever they are, and interview them about Coach Butch Fulmer. Get everything you can. And Joanne, I'll be politically incorrect here: if you make the calls, these testosterone-laden coaches will likely talk to you before they talk to another man on the phone. Sorry, Theo, 'GQ' just doesn't cut it on the phone." Joanne laughed as Theo grinned his 'moving star handsome' grin.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Darling." came the voice of my wife over my personal cellphone later that afternoon. "I hope you didn't forget about the reception at the Wellman's home tonight. Professor Cornyn of Dartmouth is giving the Sigmund Freud lecture here tomorrow, and Dr. Wellman is hosting a reception for him."
"Psychology professor." I said. "I guess I know where you will be tomorrow."
"In the front row." said Laura.
"Okay." I said. "What's proper attire for me?"
"Suit and tie." Laura said. "It's all Academia, so the uniform would be a sore thumb."
"Gotcha."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
City Police Detective Robin Ventura came to TCPD Headquarters before heading back home. She sat in a 'hot chair' in my office, while Cindy sat in the one to her left.
"I got a little bit on Selena Martinez while I was on Campus." Robin said. "She was on the varsity softball team, on scholarship, and her grade point average was 3.12, which is not bad at all. She was majoring in Education."
Ventura continued: "None of the coaches on any of the women's teams are still with the School, the last one from that time period to leave being the women's basketball coach after the Jayne Hallerton incident. But I did get in touch with a former coach, who now is at a Texas school, and she remembered Selena Martinez. She said Selena was popular with her teammates and was very social with all the athletes on Campus."
"Then she said that something happened." said Robin. "Selena very abruptly left the team and left Campus, as well. The Athletics Department attempted to contact her family, but the family disappeared, as well. They contacted the Campus Police, who knocked on some doors. Their reports say that Selena had moved out of her dorm room and left nothing behind. Also, her classmates or teammates said she had been not been acting strangely at all before disappearing.
"After a few days," continued Robin, "the Campus Police contacted the FBI and passed off the case as a 'Missing Persons' case, and there's no record of hearing anything back. And that's all I've got from this end. I'll work the City end when I get home. Oh, one more thing... this person I talked to, she said to get in contact with a Dr. Laura Fredricson at the University if I wanted any more information about Selena."
"Hmmm." I said. "Captain Ross, do we know anyone who knows this Dr. Fredricson?" I asked with a grin.
"We might know the guy that sleeps with her every night." said Cindy. "I'll have to see if I can get in touch with him." Robin laughed at that one.
"Okay, Robin, this is great stuff, and I appreciate it." I said. With that, Robin Ventura made her goodbyes and left (yes, she was trusted to get to the front door without an escort).
"Interesting." Cindy said after Robin left. "ALL of the women's teams' coaches are gone from that time?"
"Not a huge surprise." I said. "The Bulldogs and Wildcats have always been big football schools, and the Wildcats sometimes have a good men's basketball team, but in the by-and-large, neither School has done much in the Winter and Spring sports. So... what do you think of the Martinez disappearance?"
"I think you're going to be talking to the FBI about her." Cindy said. I nodded. Cindy then said "And I'll be willing to bet the pillow talk in the Troy household tonight will be... professional in nature."
"As my wife is a sex psychologist, that happens every night." I said. "But you're right... it might be my profession this time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I was preparing to leave to go home and get ready for the reception, Myron Milton came to my office. "Whaddya got?" I asked.
"A couple of things, sir." said Myron. "First, Selena Martinez had a concealed carry permit. She first applied for it about two weeks after disappearing from the University. But no record of her buying a gun."
"And the permit application didn't show up when people were looking for her?" I asked, partially to myself. "Interesting. Anything else?"
"Just this, sir." said Myron. "I've been working through the calls to and from Rusty Dawson's phone number. There aren't very many, as it seems he didn't have hardly any friends at all. A few from a BigAgraCorp number, a few from a Prodder, Ryder & Reems number. But there's one recent number, which is from a burner phone."
"Gotta love those burner phones." I said.
"This one was purchased from a Wal-Mart near the City." said Myron. "Cash transaction. But here's the interesting thing. I went and found out the numbers that that burner phone has been calling and has been called by. And a very interesting name showed up: Jan Camp."
"The recently fired professor?" I asked. "Who is suing the University for wrongful firing, when she said that she was pressured to change athletes' grades?"
"The same one, sir." said Myron. "And this burner phone has only been in operation from about the time Dr. Camp first began her public accusations, which began right after Kendra Luskin's accuser was acquitted of rape. Word is that Dr. Camp was really pissed about that, and she also hates your wife."
"I've heard the same things." I said. "Okay, this might be interesting information. Thanks for bringing it to me. Oh, one more thing. How are you holding up? With Mary in Vice, you're doing a lot of work these days."
"It's not too bad, sir." said Myron. "Lainie and Sonali are handling the basic stuff for the Detectives. And we're simply not going to find anyone who is as good as Mary... with data, that is."
"I hear ya." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander and Mrs. Donald Troy!" intoned the butler, introducing Laura and me formally as we arrived at the reception at the University President's mansion. As Laura and I strode into the main room, I was proud as always to have this lovely woman on my arm.
I was wearing a basic dark gray suit and not-too-dark blue tie. Laura was wearing a clingy white dress with a dark blue sash belt and dark blue high-heel pumps, which shaped those gorgeous legs and that magnificent ass, and also made her tower over me in height. She also was wearing her hair high above her head, giving her even more height. I was not sure what was up with that, but I've never worried about being beside a woman that was taller than me.. Especially this woman.
Our hostess Sally Wellman was the first to greet us. This wasn't really a formal affair, but Sally was so ingrained by the rules and protocols that she couldn't help but apply them anyway. Fortunately, Laura wanted to get right into the greeting line to meet Dr. Cornyn, the celebrated guest of the party.
"Ah, Dr. Fredricson, so good to see you." said Dr. Cornyn as we got to him, and he and she exchanged European-style two-cheek kisses. Dr. Cornyn had black hair, a roundish head, a trimmed mustache, beard and goatee at the chin, very perceptive eyes behind near-slits. His body was pear-shaped, almost rotund, and he was of medium height for a man.
"Professor," said Laura, "may I present my husband, Commander Don Troy?" Laura said in introduction.
"Ah, Navy Commander?" asked Professor Cornyn as he shook my hand vigorously.
"Police Commander." I said. "Former Army Captain."
"I see." said Cornyn. "And escorting this lovely woman, I see. I have to know your secret, Commander." he said with a bit of a grin and a twinkle in his almost-black eyes.
"My secret is the best of good fortune." I said.
"I'll talk with you later, Professor." said Laura, as we had to move on through the line.
"Well," said Laura as we moved away, "what are your impressions of Professor Cornyn?"
"He's very perceptive himself." I said. "I'd be careful around him with my facial expressions. He also has eyes for you, like every man and some women in this room now... including this University's lecherous President."
"Why Don!" Laura said with mock shock. "The very thought!" She then said "But you're right. Professor Cornyn is a brilliant research psychologist. He's done some experiments on my behalf, as well, confirming some of my research."
I nodded, not asking if that was sexual research... or CIA research... he'd confirmed for her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, we came across Dr. Paul Berkshire and his wife. Dr. Berkshire had been awarded tenure after the death of Michelle Schelle. (Author's note: 'The Swap'.) He had brown hair and a beard and mustache, as well. He wore a brown plaid-'ish' sportscoat and solid beige pullover shirt and khaki pants. Yes, the 1970s and 80s were calling, wanting that attire back. His wife was rather plain but slender and in good shape. I remembered that they were both rugged outdoors-people.
"It's good to see you both." said Berkshire, a professor of pre-Law English. "Commander, people are still talking about how you solved Dr. Schelle's death."
"Yes, that was an interesting case." I said. "I always meant to ask you... what is 'pre-Law' English, as opposed to other types?"
Dr. Berkshire smiled and said "I basically teach very formal English and language that is used in the legal system, in contracts, and such stuff. There's also some history of it that I research, mixing judicial history, political history, and the English language of that. It became a niche in the 1980s, when a number of Law School candidates decided to major in English rather than Political Science or Judicial studies."
"And you filled in the need nicely." I said.
"Well, it did get me tenure, after Dr. Schelle died." said Berkshire. "But it's a good niche, and I've enjoyed it."
"Wasn't Dr. Camp an English professor, and up for tenure at that time, also?" asked Laura, and I sensed purpose and intent in her question.
"Yes, come to think of it, she was." said Paul. "She then carved out a niche for herself in the then-new Women's Studies program. But she still never got tenure, and she was fired recently for making allegations about the University favoring student-athletes."
"So she was a former English professor." I mused. "Interesting. What level of English? Basic? More advanced?"
"Basic English, some English Literature, if I recall." said Dr. Berkshire.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Commander." said Dr. Wellman as he came up to me and Laura. His wife Sally adroitly ushered Laura away, saying that Elsie Gringer wanted to speak with my wife.
"Hello, Mr. President." I said. "And before you ask: no, I have no magic wand nor crowbar to wave that will help the Wildcats against the Bulldogs this year."
"I still don't trust those miracle-worker Wildcats." Dr. Wellman said with his sinister grin. "Terrible thing about that Coach at the game down there."
"Yes sir." I said "But you shouldn't be feeling bad about it. After all, it was Coach Gonzales, who was passing out PEDs to your athletes, and almost got you into some serious trouble."
"That's true." said Dr. Wellman. "And thanks to you, more serious disasters were averted. But beyond the pain to the man's family, it's unfortunate for the Schools, and the Conference, to have a crime like that at a game. Any idea what it was about?"
I shook my head slowly. "Noooo, no sir. I'm not really looking into it, either. Far away from my home and jurisdiction."
"I understand." said Wellman. Then he lowered his voice and said "Yes, I would imagine that Coach Gonzales took many secrets to his grave with him. And as you know from when you first arrived in this Town, discretion and loyalty are things I admire and value very highly."
"Trying to tell me something, Mr. President?" I asked, letting my gray eyes cut sideways to lock onto Wellman's.
"No, no." said Wellman. "But if anything ugly from that dirtbag Gonzales's past came up, I'd hope you'd exercise... discretion... in its revelation to the Public."
"It might surprise you to learn, Dr. Wellman," I said, "that I've always been much more discreet that I've been given credit for. Justice comes first, of course. But Justice and rote application of the Law are not necessarily the same thing."
"I'm glad to hear you say that." said President Wellman. He extended his and and I shook it as he said "Well, I'd better greet the other guests, if you'll excuse me." I assented and he walked off, leaving me to ponder what secrets were out there needing... discretion...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove home in Laura's Mercedes, I said "There is something I needed to ask you, Dear. Did you ever know a student named Selena Martinez?"
"Oh... that's the girl that was found dead in the City." Laura said, recognizing the name. "I don't remember ever meeting her when she was a student here."
"The reason I ask," I said, "is because someone that knew her here was being interviewed about her, and said to ask you about her."
"Me?" asked Laura, sounding confused. "I don't know why. She wasn't a student of mine."
"Never was a patient?" I asked. "Gynecology, or sexual trauma?"
"Neither one." said Laura. "Of course, I've never really handled trauma cases, not even immediately after a rape. and Dr. Yates does that now. My therapy with rape victims usually begins after the initial phase, and often only after the rapist goes to trial, if he does go to trial at all."
I nodded. "So maybe this person thought you would have handled such cases back then."
"Could be. So you think Selena Martinez was raped, and that's why she left school?" Laura inquired.
"Not much gets by you, my dear." I said with a grin. "And what's not going to get by you tonight is when I ravish you in bed like every man at that party wanted to do... especially Professor Cornyn."
"Mmmm, a promise I expect you to keep." Laura said, her eyes sparkling even in the dim light of the car...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not even give her a chance to take off her navy blue lace underwire bra, lace panties, and stockings and high heel pumps. As soon as we got into the bedroom, we were all over each other, and I could tell Laura wanted cock as much as I wanted her pussy.
I practically pushed her onto the bed as I let my pants fall to the floor and stepped out of them. Climbing onto the bed behind my wife, I sank two fingers into her twat, finding her labes swollen and her cunt very wet. She was hot about something, I thought, but I didn't care what it was... I just resolved to satisfy her sexual urges and fantasies with a hard, deep fuck.
I gripped her hips and slid my throbbing hard prick along her labes, feeling her hand guide the helmet of my cockhead past her swollen labes and into her hot, wet depths.
"OH MY GOD!" Laura cried out as I drove into her, balls-deep in ecstasy, until my groins smashed against her magnificent asscheeks. With one hand I pushed on her toned back until her shoulders and head were pressed into the mattress. And then I began fucking the living hell out of her.
"Oh God, that's so fucking good!" Laura gasped out. "Oh yeah, fuck me with that thing!" I suited the deed to her pleas. I gripped her waist firmly, pulling her back into me as I drove forward with raw sexual power, plunging into her again and again and again...
As we rutted lustily, I looked over at the floor-to-ceiling mirror we'd installed on the wall at the foot of the bed. The sight of my half-clothed wife on the bed, her face pressed down and her ass turned up like the bitch in heat she was, her asscheeks jiggling back and fort as my groin slammed into them again and again, was an extremely hot visual to go with the intensely wet pleasure of her pussy clutching at my pistoning prick. I felt my nut rise.
Instead of slowing down, I just drove on relentlessly, fucking Laura as hard as I could. She took every stroke and pushed her ass back for more, her body as well as her voice begging me to fuck her even harder.
"OH MY FUCKING GOD!" Laura cried out as I felt her cunt clamp down on me like a vise. I had to push hard to keep from being expelled, though I knew there was no way my cock was leaving this heavenly hole. I pushed forward with short stabbing thrusts, staying nuts-deep in her, and my vision blurred as the building pain exploded into a mind-blowing release. I barely felt my jism being fired into Laura's depths. I did feel her beginning to collapse, and I rode her to the bed, lying on her and continuing to press down against her ass as I drained my balls, the final spurts of semen dribbling out of my cock and into her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, we were naked and in bed. I was on top of Laura, my cock buried balls-deep inside her sopping wet pussy. Her long legs were wrapped tightly around me, and my chest was pressing against her large, milk-filled breasts. I was nuzzling her neck and whispering how much I loved her into her ear, and her arms wrapped around my neck indicated that she wanted me to continue doing that as our hips grinded together in a slow, deep fuck.
As I pumped Laura, images came into my mind. Images of me deeply fucking the Intendent, Adele Peabody, just as I was fucking Laura now. Laura moaned as I began thrusting harder, fucking her deeper as I thought about fucking Adele. I did not feel shame at thinking of another woman as I was fucking my wife; after all, Laura had been having a hot fantasy of her own while I was banging her from behind an hour before. Some people wouldn't understand, but our open marriage worked for us, and neither of us would have it any other way...
Part 17 - Flow of Information
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 3d, from Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that The Guardians of Justice, the shadowy group considered to be either cyber-terrorists or whistleblowers, has released new information about the recently murdered Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales and the PED scandal that embroiled him and the University!"



"Fox Two News has learned that the new GOJ documents show collusion between Coach Gonzales and former SBI Agents under then-director Jack Lewis to frame Coach Erskine Marshall, now with the Wildcats Football program." said Bettina. "The attempt to frame Coach Marshall was thwarted by Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD, and the information released by the GOJ is already known. But this breach of data raises questions as to the ability of the GOJ to obtain information like this from Government sources, and also gives law enforcement new things to think about in the murder of Coach Gonzales!"
Bettina went on: "Local authorities investigating Coach Gonzales's murder, as well as the FBI, have said that Coach Marshall is not a suspect, as he was in the presence of other coaches and players during the entire possible timeframe of Coach Gonzales's death. Former SBI Agent Richard Ferrell is now paralyzed from the waist down after his back was broken by criminals during a drug raid, but authorities are not focusing on whether anyone involved in the old PED scandal killed Coach Gonzales in retaliation for his role in that scandal."
"Meanwhile," said Bettina, "U.S. Senator Samuel Russell issued a strong condemnation of Governor Val Jared, saying that Jared's lack of action is the reason the Guardians of Justice have not yet been captured. He continues to demand that Commander Donald Troy be personally assigned the case in his capacity as SBI Inspector."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If they do assign you the case, sir," said Teresa as we drank coffee in MCD, "I have a clue to the perpetrator."
"I can't wait to hear it." I said.
"He's eight feet tall, wears a black suit and tie, and has no facial features on his head." said Teresa. "And Slender Man is going to be haunting you in your dreams while you work on the case, sir. He's coming for you, sir. It's inevitable."
"That's scary." said Sgt. Micah Rudistan, losing some of his joviality.
"The only scary thing is that Captain Croyle actually believes that." I replied. "Of course, that's because she doesn't know the Powwwwer of the Crowbar, since she refuses to carry one herself."
"Don't need it." said Teresa flatly. "Except to spank rowdy Police Officers during the Police Boxing Matches." As the winner and defending Champion of said Boxing Matches, she was entitled to say that.
"Commander," said Joanne Warner, "will a crowbar be enough for the Wildcats when the Bulldogs mop the floor with them?"
"GEEZ, Rudistan!" I exclaimed. "What did you put in this coffee to make this young Detective lose control of her mental faculties like that?"
"Not a damn thing." said Cindy Ross, grinning. "You should just worry about Slender Man, Commander. There's no point in worrying about the inevitable... you know, the Bulldogs mopping the floor with the Wildcats?"
I shook my head sadly. "My entire Detective Force has gone mad. The Slender Man has affected your minds..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:05am, I got a phone call. It was from Jack Muscone. I put it on speaker so Cindy could hear it.
"We've got a couple of things." said Muscone. "First, that money in Dawson's mattress came from an armored car robbery in San Jose, California. They got over $50,000 total. There were some marked bills in the batch, that showed up in the Dawson stash. Our guys out there believed it was one of the white supremacy groups that robbed the armored truck. I'm emailing you the case files."
"Thanks." I said. "What else?"
"Selena Martinez." said Jack Muscone. "She was an American Citizen, born in Austin, Texas. But her parents were in the U.S. illegally, so she was an 'anchor baby'. We think they fled when Selena was killed, either to California or to Mexico, since they knew authorities would be looking for them, if only to tell them Selena was dead."
"Starts to make some sense why they've disappeared." I replied. "Wanna go three for three? Anything on Speedy Gonzales?"
"Not really." said Muscone. "We're getting good cooperation from the Wildcats people, from Eastern State, and from their respective State LEO organizations. He'd kept himself pretty clean after you busted his chops in the PED scandal. Now we've got the Guardians of Justice stirring the pot, so I expect the EAD will call me with assignments soon."
"No doubt." I said. "Thanks for the info. I'll buy you double cheeseburgers the next time we have lunch." Jack eagerly accepted that, and we made our goodbyes.
"Okay, so we're clearing up a couple of things, at least." I said.
"Clearing up?" Cindy said incredulously. "Seems like we've just added to the mess. Now we have California and maybe Texas connections to all this."
"Yes." I said. "But we now know why someone felt they could part with that much money... it was stolen, and it was hot, and by that I mean it was marked. And the reason for Selena's family disappearing is answered."
"You don't think she was killed because her parents were illegals, do you?" Cindy asked.
"No." I said. "No, I'd be shocked if that had anything to do with her murder." I was halfway in a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30am or so, City Police Detective Robin Ventura called.
"I've got some new stuff on Selena Martinez." said Robin. "Our people talked to the hotel staff. The ones that knew Selena said she was friendly, but very guarded. She carried a gun on her person while working at the hotel, and was always very alert and aware whenever she was in a room with someone else, especially a man."
"Okay." I said. "Anything else?"
"Just that no one had any idea of her past." said Robin. "That's not unusual, as some of her co-workers are probably undocumented and have forged green cards. So people don't talk of their pasts very much. Selena was no exception."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Norm Chow of the SBI-SIS called about half an hour later. "Sir," he said, "I've got some stuff on Butch Fulmer and Selena Martinez. She was an anchor-baby; she was born in Texas, but her parents were likely illegally here."
"Okay." I said. "What about Butch Fulmer?"
"He was pretty much a loner." said Chow. "He often took night-time duty assignments where he was alone, like in a parking lot guardhouse, or a building front desk, or maybe at the museum. But he did have an assignment where he was working with another guy, named Phil Layne, and I managed to get in touch with Layne."
"Great!" I said. "What did he have to say?"
"He said that for a long time, Fulmer didn't talk very much about his past. Layne thought maybe Fulmer's wife had died and he just didn't want to bring up the memories. But one night, and not all that long ago, he told the guy he'd been a coach at the University under Coach Harlan. Fulmer told Layne that Harlan was a really, really bad man, and that Coach Speedy Gonzales was bad, too."
Chow went on: "This was after the PED scandal came out, so Layne asked if that was why they were bad. Fulmer said that was part of it, but that it was worse. Fulmer said he thought Harlan didn't die of cancer, but was poisoned or something, and that he, Fulmer, might share the same fate if he wasn't careful. Fulmer also told Layne that if anything did happen to him, to Fulmer, then Layne should contact a 'Rusty Dawson' in your Town, that some information was in a safe deposit box at City & Counties Bank in the City, and Dawson knew what box it was."
"Wow, that's huge!" I said. "You got this on tape? Affidavit?"
"Affidavit and audio recording, sir." said Chow.
"That's terrific, Norm!" I said. "You've done a hell of a job, here."
"Thank you, sir." said Chow, his voice not breaking past its normal flatness. "Oh, one more thing, as Steve Jobs would say: rumors are circulating around the SBI. Director Conlan has talked to me and others about them. Everyone seriously believes that Graham Collins is going to make his move to get Jared impeached, and he wants to make it happen by New Years. Collins is already talking to Jack Lewis about returning here and to the SBI Directorship once Collins is Governor. Collins is going to pardon Lewis for past crimes, then re-install him as SBI Director, then shut down the Reserve Program and the SIS."
Pardon him...
I was deep in a reverie, and finally came out of it as Chow was repeatedly saying my name. "I'm here." I finally said. "Sorry, you said something that triggered a thought within me..."
"Give me credit for solving the case if that leads to the solution, sir." said Chow, in what was for him great humor.
"I'll be sure to." I replied. I thanked Chow again, then disconnected.
Pardon him... pardon... that was the clue I needed. I'd wanted Quint Danielson pardoned; the Governor had refused to do it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting in Classroom 'E' convened at 1:00pm, after I warned my Detectives to get lunch early and be on time for this meeting. They were not only punctual, but a few minutes early. Smart Detectives, they were.
Attending were Joanne Warner, Theo Washington, Jerome Davis, Teddy Parker, Myron Milton, and their Captain, Cindy Ross. Also in attendance was Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, and Chief Moynahan.
"Okay, anything new come out in the wash?---- oh, sorry, Mr. Parker." I said. Everyone else laughed at my zinger at Teddy Parker. He just shook his head.
"God only knows what they're going to do to you if the Wildcats lose to the Bullllll-dogs." warned the Chief.
"We'll just have to win, and preclude anything these bright young Police Officers might be thinking of doing." I said, my eyes firmly on the Green Crowbar. Her ice blue eyes were twinkling, though she said not a word.
"Okay, does anyone have any new information?" I asked.
"Sir," said Jerome Davis, " in cooperation with the Campus Police, we visited the offices of The Silver Sentinel, the University student newspaper. They might have the only newspaper in the State that actually gets read, but I digress. We got the names of a couple of the editors of that time, and we also got copies of all of Rusty Dawson's columns they had on microfiche. They're being uploaded to the servers now. I looked at a few of them. They were very hostile to the Athletics Department, and Dawson was constantly asking why they got to register for classes first, get all the good classes, stuff like that."
"I also got Rusty Dawson's school records." said Jermaine. "There's nothing out of the ordinary, just the classes he took, mostly 'B's and 'C's in Journalism. No disciplines, no incidents."
"What about people that knew him?" I asked.
"I've been trying to contact them, sir." said Teddy Parker. "I also contacted people at KCTY where he worked, and also people from the law firm he supposedly was a part of. So far, I've gotten no returned calls, at all. We may have to make personal visits."
"And the law firm will tell you everything's privileged," I said, "and you won't get to talk to anyone worth talking to among the journalists. Keep making phone calls, including to personal residences and to personal phones, and we'll talk about visits at a later time. Okay, Warner, Washington?"
"I'm sorry, sir." said Joanne. "We have nothing. We got the names of the coaches on the Bulldogs's staff at the time Coach Butch Fulmer was there. We also called the Tigers's Athletic Department, and got a confirmation that he never worked there. The coaches that we got are either dead, in the cases of Coach Brian Harlan and Coach Speedy Gonzales, or else we got a runaround like Teddy and Jermaine did. These coaches are all over the country, from Florida to Washington State. We might need the FBI to help us with these if we want personal visits."
"I'm not surprised they're not rushing to talk to us." I said.
"Maybe we should invite them all to a Disc Golf tournament." said Cindy. I smiled a wan smile.
"Not a bad idea, there." I said. "Which reminds me... I understand that no one at the Disc Golf Course at Ronald Reagan Park over several days remembered or recognized Rusty Dawson?"
"That is correct, sir." said Cindy. "And since his murder was not mentioned on the news, that actually helped us. No one remembered him at all, even those that play Disc Golf every day."
"Doesn't really eliminate him." said the Chief. "There's a Disc Golf Course at MLK Park, also. And on the University Campus."
"We canvassed that, also, Chief." said Cindy. "It's not used very much at all, and people walk or run along the trail, there. Nobody remembers seeing Dawson. And the one on Campus runs through the Athletic Complex, which is mostly fenced in. You have to sign in at the front gate to play it, and Dawson never did."
"I think we can safely say that Dawson did not enjoy the fun of playing Disc Golf," I said, "though I recommend it to all of you. Okay, anything else before I tell you what we're going to do?" No one replied.
"Paulina," I said, "Data Guru Milton here has found that a burner phone that communicated with Rusty Dawson's phone also communicated with Dr. Jan Camp's phone. I'd like for you to get a warrant to bring Dr. Camp in as a material witness."
"Captain Ross," I said, "when the warrant is secured, I want you personally to lead the team to bring Dr. Camp in for questioning. Detective Warner an an all-female team of Uniformed Officers will go with you; yes, I do have a reason for this blatant discrimination against men."
"Don't mention the warrant unless you have to." I continued. "Just ask her to come to the Station. If she wants a lawyer, tell her she can call one at the Station. If she refused to come, then produce the warrant and arrest her and bring her down here in handcuffs. If you don't have to arrest her, put her in I-A. If you do have to arrest her, put her through full booking, then in I-1. Any questions?"
"No sir." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Myron," I said, once we were back in my office, "can you access Campus Police records going back some years?"
"Yes sir." said Myron.
"I want you to look something up." I said. "You may not find it, but I'm hoping that there's a backup you can access that our enemies didn't think about..."
Part 18 - Camptown Ladies Sing This Song
"This is an outrage!" said Dr. Camp's attorney, Gwen Munson. "This is just the University trying to harass my client because of the lawsuit we're going to win against them!"
Cindy and Joanne were in Interrogation-Alpha with Dr. Jan Camp and her attorney, whom she had called immediately upon arriving at the station. Patrol Officer Lydia Green was the Uniformed presence. The lawyer was now trying to bluff her way through this.
Dr. Jan Camp was a brunette, tall and slender, but not quite as elegant as Laura Fredricson in any way. The attorney Gwen Munson was shorter, stockier (but not fat), had blonde hair, and a voice that could, should, and did sound sweet and feminine, and did not fit the persona of a fiery trial attorney.
"Ms. Munson," said Cindy, "your client has been asked to assist us in an investigation, and I do not see the reason for your blatant hostility towards us nor towards our purpose."
"Come on, Captain Ross," said Munson, "your Commander's wife is a University professor, friend of the University President, and you know damn well we're suing him and the University for my client's wrongful firing and for being a whistleblower. We're going to barbecue him in Court, and so he uses the Police as his attack dogs---"
"Ms. Munson," said Cindy, "I don't give a rip about your lawsuit. I am trying to investigate---"
"Is my client under arrest?" snarled Munson. "If not, we're leaving now."
I was watching behind the one-way glass, and just as I was about to send Paulina in, Dr. Camp said "Hold on, Gwen." She turned to Cindy and said "At least tell us what this is about if you want me to cooperate with you."
"I'll shut this down and take you out of here if I don't like the questions they're asking." said Gwen Munson. "We're not litigating our lawsuit here."
"Thank God for that." said Cindy, with no small amount of sarcasm. "Dr. Camp, do you know a man named James Russell Dawson, a.k.a. Rusty Dawson?"
"Should I?" asked Dr. Camp.
"Just answer, yes or no." said Cindy. "Do you know Rusty Dawson?"
After a moment of hesitation, Jan Camp said "I think I need to talk with my attorney before proceeding further."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we waited in the anteroom, Paulina said "What do you think, Don?"
"She knows him." I said. "Right now I suspect they're getting their ducks in a row on what they're going to say. It will go one of two ways: the lawyer is going to start huffing and puffing, or Dr. Camp is going to recite a statement then decline to answer further questions. If the lawyer starts playing 'three little pigs', then Paulina will come in with the warrant, and we'll just book Dr. Camp without further ado. If not, then you guys can start pushing Camp."
"And Captain, Detective," I said, with some formality, "I would prefer that I don't have to go in there. So drive a good, hard interrogation. Put the fear of God into Camp. I want her scared shitless and telling us exactly what we want to hear. Am I clear on that?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy.
"Sir," said Joanne. "What is it that you want to hear?"
"The truth." I replied. "And I will know if she's not telling it. I hope you two can discern that, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My client is going to make a statement." said Gwen Munson. "After that, follow-up questions will be limited to her statement. Anything outside of that, and we're finished with this."
"Start talking." said Cindy. She could project toughness. Joanne looked too pretty, too sweet, and too good-natured and happy to really project that. Joanne was a good Detective, I thought to myself, but she is not God's gift to interrogations.
Dr. Camp started: "I do know Rusty Dawson. Several years ago, he was a student and worked for the student newspaper. At that time, he approached me for an interview about preferential treatment given to student-athletes, particularly those on the football team. At the time, I was trying to get tenure, and told him that I could be much more forthcoming once I got tenure. He gave me his number to call, and left. I never saw him in person again.
"Recently I informed the Press and my colleagues at the University that football players were indeed getting preferential treatment, and that professors like myself were being pressured to give the athletes good grades, even if they were failing." said Camp. "I had failed two players, and the Trustees' Board upgraded their grades after they appealed the grades, even though I clearly showed they had failed to do the required work to pass."
"After I went public with the accusations, I was wrongfully terminated by the University." said Camp. "I am suing them, as well as pursuing the case through the State whistleblower system, though I do not expect a fair or impartial hearing from them. As part of my attempt to obtain Justice, I attempted to contact Mr. Dawson, who still lived in Town, as I hoped that he would have information that would help me in my lawsuit against the University."
"Did you talk to Dawson?" asked Cindy.
"Not directly." said Camp. "I spoke through intermediaries, who I will not name, and whose names might be privileged, as well. However, I never obtained anything, and my intermediaries reported that they'd lost contact with Mr. Dawson, that they'd not heard from him and he'd not returned their calls."
"Who are the intermediaries?" Joanne asked.
"That's privileged." said Munson.
"That's a load." said Cindy. "Why didn't you talk to Dawson directly?"
"That was my advice to my client." said Munson...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *



"She's lying." I said. "They're both lying."
"How can you tell?" asked Paulina.
"I could say 'their lips are moving', and I'd be right." I said. "But their story does not make sense. And that 'privileged' bullshit ain't gonna hold up."
"If the communication was through lawyers," said Paulina, "then she's correct, and you won't be able to break it."
"We'll see about that." I said. I knocked on the glass as Munson was playing 'three little pigs', demanding her client be allowed to leave.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Officer Lydia Green had blocked the door, preventing the women from leaving. The anteroom door opened, and in walked ADA Patterson, followed by Your Iron Crowbar. Paulina had papers in her hand. And I had one very unhappy look on my face.
"So, Commander Troy finally shows up!" said Munson. "Commander, either let my client go or arrest her. I want out of here, and we're being detained against our will."
"Ms. Munson," I said, not yet sitting down, "you may be a great lawsuit attorney, but you are a lousy criminal attorney. When an Assistant District Attorney walks in the door, you should take that clue, and you should be sitting back down and doing your job of representing your client. Oh, and don't start any 'bias' crap with me, unless you want to be booked and criminally charged with Lying to Police and Obstruction of Justice. Now sit down, both of you."
"Let us out of here, or arrest my client." said Munson.
"As you wish." I said. "ADA Patterson----"
"Hold on." said Jan Camp, realizing that the document in Paulina's hands was an arrest warrant. "What do you want, Commander?"
"I want you to sit down." I said, doing so myself, followed by Paulina. Jan Camp warily sat down, and Munson finally did the same. Once seated, I said "Now I want you to understand very clearly the magnitude of your problem. First, I am going to read you your rights." I began doing so from the card.
"You're kidding!" said Gwen Munson. I just glanced over at her, then finished reading the rights.
"Do you understand the rights I've just read to you, Dr. Camp?" I asked. When she didn't answer, I said "One more time... do you understand the rights I've just read to you?"
"Yes." Jan Camp finally said, her eyes beginning to show her hatred.
"Let me explain to both of you why you should not be playing games with me." I said. I began displaying the papers. "These phone records show that this number called or was called by Rusty Dawson several times in the past few months. And then this number calls and is called by Dr. Camp's number---"
"You got my phone records without a warrant?" Camp almost screamed.
"Oh no, I have the warrants, of that you may be sure." I replied.
"On what grounds did you obtain that warrant?" snarled Munson.
"If you'll shut your traps long enough for me to tell you..." I said. Finally, I heard silence from them. "The problem is that Rusty Dawson was found murdered in his home some days ago..."
"How do you know he was murdered?" thundered Gwen Munson.
"Well," I said, "I've been told I'm pretty good at solving crimes. My first clue in this case was the gunshot wound in the back of Dawson's head. Yes, Dr. Camp, Rusty Dawson was murdered, and we have records of his phone and your phone being called by the same phone. So, you might want to begin answering some questions to clarify your position in all of this, to dispel my notions of your involvement in Dawson's murder."
"I didn't murder anyone!" exclaimed Jan Camp.
"Good!" I said. "Then you won't mind telling me whose phone number is, the one you and Mr. Dawson have in common contacting you both. Oh... don't say it's 'privileged', because only conversations are privileged, not meta-data like this. So... whose number is this?"
"I don't know." said Camp.
"You spoke to someone when that number called." I said. "Or you called that number. Now lying to Police really is a criminal offense in this State, Dr. Camp. So once again... who were you talking to."
"It was someone in my office." said Gwen Munson. "As we've said already... its privileged."
I turned to Paulina. "I don't know. I don't know. Maybe I'm just not making myself clear." I then turned to Gwen and said "Okay, then, produce the phone."
"No way in hell I'm turning it over to you." said Munson.
"Then you're going to jail, too." I said. "Once again, that 'lying to Police' thingy." Gwen's eyes recoiled in horror, and she realized I wasn't bluffing. "Okay, so produce the phone... call my number, just to show it's the same number; I won't even try to confiscate it... Oh, is something the matter, Ms. Munson? Still want to stick to the story that it's yours or your law firm's?"
"I need to confer with my client." said Munson.
"Do so quickly." I said. "I'm getting bored with you two, and ADA Patterson will be calling the judge... for your arrest warrant, Ms. Munson."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Of course she's lying." I said. "It was a burner phone, but she didn't seem to know that. And all she had to do was produce it, call my phone, and she's off the hook, pun fully intended."
"So it's not her nor her firm that was calling Dawson and Camp?" asked Joanne.
"That is correct." I said. "And Camp knows who was on that line. Either she's going to tell us... or things will get a lot worse for her. A lot worse."
"It's starting to be a mess now." said Paulina. "They've both lied to Police, they may want immunity from that in exchange for telling the truth, and then we won't know if what they tell us next is the truth. And on top of that, anything we do to them, while correct in every way, and they'll spoon-feed the Press with the story that the Iron Crowbar is Wellman's personal Gestapo, and is just harassing their poor client."
"No." I said, almost absentmindedly. "No, they won't do that. It's way past that now. Jan Camp is scared. She knows it's her life now. And that's the choice she's trying to decide to make..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Myron Milton popped his head into the anteroom from the hallway. I went out to hear his report.
"It was just as you said, sir." said Myron. "There was no incident report on file, but I accessed a backup tape. The complaint was in it."
"Call State Attorney Jenna Stiles." I said. "Ask her to quietly get a warrant for you to collect that and put it into our evidence servers..." Myron nodded and left to execute the mission.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Gwen Munson came to the door of the anteroom and opened it, then came on into the anteroom despite it being a flagrant breach of protocol.
"I have to speak to you, Commander Troy." she said. "Only you."
"That can't happen." I said. "But if we bring ADA Patterson along, I'll be willing to listen." That was accepted. We went into Headquarters and to the Pastor's Room.
"Is this room bugged?" Gwen asked.
"No." I said. Well, hell yes, it was chock-full of microphones that I.A. could listen into... but my favorite bug-killer was on.
"Here's the deal." said Munson. "You can try to fuck with me over saying it was my phone, and I'll just say something like 'I thought you meant the other phone', and so on."
"I'm not interested in that crap." I said. "I'm looking for the truth... and for a killer. And I think your client is figuring out who that killer's next victim just might be. So let's cut through the clutter. Off the record for the moment. Start talking."
Seeing that I was not brooking much more, Gwen Munson said "I've told my client that I might not be the best legal representation for her in this situation. I can win her case against the University easily, but this criminal stuff and dealing with the Iron Crowbar is not my forté. So she may ask for a new lawyer."
"But if she doesn't," Munson continued, "she might be willing to tell what she knows... but as some kind of hypothetical or off-the-record statement. And only to you, Commander Troy. You'll understand why after she makes the statement."
I looked over at Paulina. She said "It's your call. But it might be a legal disaster if you do."
I nodded and thought about it. Then I looked up at Munson and said "Okay. But if either of you are fucking with me, I'll twist both your caps around."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came back into Interrogation-A. Alone. I sat down opposite Jan Camp. She had conferred with her lawyer, who was now in the anteroom with my Officers and the ADA.
"First," said Camp, "I really don't know who was on that phone. The voice was disguised, it sounded like a robot talking. I'd asked Ms. Munson and her law firm to get me in touch with Rusty Dawson through middlemen, and that's what I thought they were doing."
"Why all the hoops?" I asked. "Oh, never mind, I can tell you... you did not call Dawson to get corroboration on grade inflation for football players. It was something else. What was that something else?"
"You're right." said Camp. "I thought Dawson was still a journalist. I'd heard rumors of something, and I wanted him to get proof of it. Once he did, I was going to force the University to settle the lawsuit for millions of dollars, and one of those millions would be his... as well as the collateral damage he could do to the athletics program, which he utterly loathed."
"And he ended up dead." I said. "So it's obviously something big, and ugly." After an ominous pause, I said "I'm listening."
"Coach Brian Harlan was a bad, bad man." said Jan Camp. She leaned forward and told me the nature of her conversation with Dawson. As soon as I heard her words, I knew the answer to the Pink Panther crimes...
Part 19 - Ethical Dilemmas
"Get out of my Police Station." I ordered Gwen Munson as I came into the anteroom. "Get your client and get out of my sight." Munson quickly complied.
"Don, you okay?" asked Cindy, looking concerned.
"No." I said. "Warner, we'll talk later. Get back to work. Paulina, don't let me hold you up from completing any work you need to do." With that, I headed down the hall and to my office. Paulina's office was next door, so she came on into mine. Of course, the Green Crowbar followed the Red Crowbar, as well.
I sat down in my Command Chair behind my desk, looking off to my left, then turning on occasion and looking out the window, over the parking lot and the Fairgrounds beyond. The sun was getting low in the southwestern sky beyond those Fairgrounds.
Cindy and Paulina were sitting in the hot chairs. Finally, I turned to them and said "First of all, what she gave me is not going to help us find Dawson's killer. She has no knowledge. All she told me was rumor and innuendo."
"Some rumor." said Cindy. "Some innuendo. I haven't seen you like this since Westboro was alive."
"Tell you guys what." I said. "I need to think about this. Paulina, seriously, do what you need to be doing. I'll get with you when I have a case to present." Paulina nodded, knowing I wasn't going to tell her what I knew. She left the office. You get one guess who was not about to leave.
"Do I need to be your next-in-line subordinate," Cindy asked, "or your blood kin at the moment?"
"I'm not sure how well cousins are covered by family immunity privilege." I said. I then turned to face her. "I'll put this much out to you: what is the motive for killing these four people?"
"Geesh..." said Cindy. "We've been trying to figure that out for days."
"True." I said. "And if the answer was a rattlesnake, it woulda bit us on the nose. Why kill these people?"
"To silence them?" Cindy guessed. "Because they knew something?"
"Yes. Good." I said. "So... they know something, it's a secret they have in common, and they all died for it. Who benefitted by their death?"
"Innova Discs." said Cindy. "They're making a small fortune selling Pink Panthers."
"True, but that's another issue." I said. "What's the other reason? What's the other link they had in common?"
"The University?" Cindy said "Oh, wait... Dr. Camp is linked, too... she's suing them over being fired for whistleblowing... about athletes getting favorable treatment over grades!"
"Okay, that's all I'm going to give you now." I said. "I've got to get some seriously good advice about this, and you're not my lawyer."
"Wow, that big?" Cindy asked. I didn't reply. I just left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting on the deck of the Cabin in the darkness. I could see the light of a train coming out of the western horizon, then making the curve south. The fire pot had come in; it was now installed in front of the furniture, with room to walk around it along the railed edge of the deck.
"Nice fire pot." I heard a voice growl from behind me. It was Chief Griswold. "Your wife called, said you were acting weird... weird for you, that is. So what's up?"
"Have a seat, Chief." I said. "The fire does make things cozy. Can't cook trout on this thing, though."
"Har! No, you can't. So, what's up?"
"I'm not sure I can tell you." I said, staring forward. "If I tell you, you might consider yourself obligated to do something. Right now, the secret is mine alone."
"So you solved the Pink Panther crimes?" asked Griswold.
"I have the answer." I said. "Once I have the answer, the solution should be easy to find."
"But you're not sure you want to?" asked the Chief.
"The damage that will be done," I said, "may be far worse that solving these crimes; the original crimes will be exposed, and once that cat is out of the bag, there is no putting it back in."
"Well," said the old Chief, "I've faced some tough choices in my time. Good cop crosses the line, for good reasons but he crosses the line... let it go, or destroy his career? I guess what you're thinking about is worse?"
"Much worse." I said. "The original perps are dead. But the ramifications of this will harm hundreds of people, maybe thousands. If I say nothing, maybe it goes away. But then there's the other problem... an innocent man is in prison, because of this. And if I say nothing, he stays in prison, falsely accused... or he's murdered in there."
"Ohhhh," said the Chief, "Quint Danielson. You figured it out... Val said you would. And he said something about it being so ugly that you'd have this problem on your hands. Was he right?"
"Yes sir." I said simply.
"Don," said the Chief, "I'm not your blood kin, I"m not your father... but you need to let this out. If not to me, find a priest or your lawyer, or Cindy, and let it out. If you don't want to tell me now, it's okay, I understand. If you do tell me, nothing will make me tell the secret. I'm an old man, my life is nothing in the balance anymore."
"Nonsense." I said. "You've got a long life ahead of you... and one making a difference. But you understand that if I tell you, we're both in the same world of shit."
"I understand." said the Chief. "And Clan Crowbar pinky swear, or whatever the hell it is you guys do."
I smiled briefly, then the crushing burden took back over. "Okay." I said, knowing the Chief was right, that I had to get this out. "I've discovered that Coach Brian Harlan and Coach Speedy Gonzales were truly evil men, and for a lot more than peddling drugs. I can only summon up what they did in one word..."
"...Sandusky."
To be continued.
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Part 19 - Ethical Dilemmas (continued)
"Oh... my... God..." whispered the Chief.
"If it comes out," I said, "the University will be made to suffer for the crimes of two men. The football program will likely get the death penalty for two to four years. They will never recover. The Conference might get ripped apart, like the Southwest Conference did when SMU got the death penalty."
"And it's not just about football." I continued. "It means a lot of kids in all theh sports lose athletic scholarships, and their chance to get out of poverty and get an education. It means the economy of the University, where my wife works, will suffer greatly. It means the economy of our Town and County will suffer greatly."
"And no matter how great you have been," said Griswold, "if you were the one to expose this, you will be hated like... you have no idea..."
"I'm not worried about me." I said. "Yes, I'd be hated. Laura and I would have to leave. She may or may not find another position in another college, maybe in California. But we'd survive... it's Quint Danielson I'm worried about... he may well not survive. He's the only real proof left, until I find Fulmer's safe deposit box, and the people who have already committed to killing four people know it."
Chief Griswold nodded. "And if it ever came out that you knew, and didn't say anything... that would end your career, too."
"It's not about me, Chief."
"It is, to me." said the Chief. "You are an icon in this Town, Don. I've watched kids look up to you like they used to look up to Police Officers, but no longer do. Adults look up to you, knowing you're the bulwark of that Thin Blue Line protecting them. Is exposing the truth for the sake of one man who is at least safe in prison worth all that?"
"That is what I could not live with. One man falsely deprived of his freedom because of the secrets of others,and me in a position to do something about it." I said.
After some moments of contemplative silence, I said "Well, let's go get some sleep, Chief. Your wife is staying with Mrs. Williams, so you can stay here."
But neither of us moved from the deck and the warmth of the fire. Some time later, I put a blanket over the sleeping Chief and a couple more logs on the fire. And I sat there, pondering what to do, considering the enormity of Harlan and Gonzales's crimes vs. the life of Quint Danielson vs. the future of this Town.
And by the time I figured it out, I was seeing the light of a train coming out of the western horizon... as the first light of dawn was growing on the other side of the mountain behind me...
Part 20 - Pardon Me
Wednesday, October 4th, 9:00am. The Bell 206 helicopter landed on the roof of the parking deck next to to the State Capitol in Midtown, the lettering and shield painted on the side saying 'TOWN & COUNTY POLICE'. Emerging from the helicopter was Chief Emeritus Griswold and me, Your Iron Crowbar.
We strode into the Capitol, our badges (and perhaps a red crowbar) overcoming the resistance of State Capitol security forces. We headed to the section that was the Governor's Offices, actually a complex of offices. I blasted right by the Governor's assistant, and into his small, private office. Needless to say, the Governor of the State was stunned.
"Yes, Commander?" he finally said, his voice icy. I put a folder of papers on his desk in front of him.
"That is a full pardon for Quint Danielson, and a commutation of the sentence of Al Rizzio." I said. Rizzio was the son-in-law of State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, and had been 'leaned on' by Les Craig and the Jack Lewis SBI to try to get to Cerone. This was a sop to Cerone, a favor to him in order to get a later favor from him.
"Even if I gave you Rizzio," said the Governor, "there is no way in hell I am pardoning Quint Danielson--- oh... shit."
"Yes." I said. "I've figured it out. And even without Danielson, I have enough proof to go to the Conference and the NCAA over what Harlan and Gonzales did to those boys... and what Gonzales also did to some girls, including Selena Martinez, who was subsequently murdered. And now, other people are coming over all dead as they try to bottle the secret up. But I am here to tell you, Governor... I'm about to blow it all up in their faces... and yours. Unless you sign that pardon."
Governor Jared looked over at Chief Griswold, whose face was set in stone. "I'd listen to the man if I were you, Val." said Griswold in his most authoritative voice. "You can trust the Iron Crowbar to either fix this problem... or to keep his word and tear the lid off Hell."
The Governor looked back up at me through his eyelashes. "Why shouldn't I call your bluff? Your own wife is a professor at the University. And if people have killed four persons already, why do you think they won't kill your whole family?"
"If you think I'm a badass, Governor," I said, "you ain't seen nuthin' yet, when it comes to my wife protecting our children. But enough of these little shit games, Governor. You sign that pardon, I get Danielson out of prison, and I'll bottle the bad genie and save you and this State from the absolute disaster it's about to get hit with. I'll also throw in a bone for you; I'll work it to save your job, and stop the shit-eaters from trying to impeach you. So... what will it be?"
The Governor looked back at Griswold, and saw he had no help coming from there. He then made an excellent political decision: he grabbed his pen, flipped open the folder, and signed the pardon.
"You better have a plan to get Danielson to safety." said Jared. "United States Senators have a lot of power, and when they unleash it against one man, it can be ugly."
"Unless that one man has the Power of the Crowbar with him." I replied as the Governor signed Rizzio's commutation. The Governor looked at me.
"Your boy is getting full of himself, Grizz." said the Governor, his voice cold and unfriendly.
"He's earned the right." said the old Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The helicopter took off and headed downriver to Jacksonville State Prison. It landed on the helipad next to the parking lot to the side of the prison. Captain Cindy Ross and Chief Griswold emerged from the helicopter. The guards were watching the helicopter, and didn't really notice the green O65 Imperial Crown pulling into the parking lot.
Once inside, Captain Ross said "Do you have the pardoned prisoner for me?"
"Yes ma'am." said the Watch Captain, a tall man that looked younger than his age. "But just between you and me, ma'am, I'd be careful about being in his vicinity."
"I'll chance it." said Captain Ross. A moment later, Quint Danielson appeared in the doorway. He was not wearing International Prison Orange, but a blue shirt and darker blue pants. His bald head was shiny; he knew the risks that awaited him outside.
"Here, Quint, put this on." Cindy said, actually helping him into the bulletproof vest. She and Chief Griswold were also so armored.
They passed outside into the parking lot. The Chief took Quint to the helicopter and it took off. Cindy went to the green Black Beauty and drove out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's in the helicopter." said the voice on the line, which Senator Samuel Russell knew was his mole inside Jacksonville State Prison.
The mole had been instructed to eliminate Quint Danielson the night before. But when he and his team of paid guards moved to strike, they found Danielson was surrounded by other inmates and other guards. It was possible that Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone had made arrangements to secure Danielson inside hoops of steel to keep him alive, and Cerone's reward would be his son-in-law's freedom from prison. Nothing personal, just business.
"I'll handle it." said Russell. He hung up, then called another contact. "Take that helicopter down. Whatever it takes." The voice on the other end acknowledged the instructions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police Sergeant Andrew Prince was piloting the helicopter, guiding along the River to get back home. In the back were Chief Griswold and Quint Danielson. Sergeant Prince had been hired by the TCPD after leaving the Army after three tours of duty in Afghanistan and Iraq. flying medical helicopters, transporting the wounded to lifesaving treatment. Chief Moynahan had kept in touch with other 'Air Cavalry' Officers, and one of them had sent Prince to the TCPD, whereupon Moynahan had wasted no time hiring him as a TCPD Sergeant to fly the TCPD's chopper.
"We're going west to divert around the nuclear power plant." said Sergeant Prince as he executed the maneuver. The straight line, instead of following the meandering River, would save some time, as well.
"What's that to our east?" asked Griswold as he looked out the window.
"Looks like two helicopters." said Prince. "They're flying too close to the power plant. I'm surprised I'm not hearing them being warned on the radio."
"They're coming right at us." said Griswold, very sure. "Are they from the power plant, checking us out?"
It soon became obvious that they were not...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The helicopters bore down on the TCPD chopper. Sergeant Prince had hailed them on the radio, but there had been no response. One of the helicopters bore in on them as the other broke over and began flying north.
"Hold on!" said Prince as he performed an evasive maneuver. The other helicopter, trying to ram him, just missed, and flew by. It began to circle around. Then Prince looked up and saw the other chopper circling around, coming at him head on.
"There's another one, four o'clock!" yelled Griswold.
Prince glanced over. "Oh my God, that's a Cobra!"
"TCPD Chopper, fly straight and level." came a voice over the radio. "I've got your back with these bogeys."
"Thank God!" said Griswold, knowing whose voice he was hearing, and who was flying the Cobra. It was Your Iron Crowbar at work.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I flew past the TCPD Bell 206 at a high rate of speed. The chopper bearing down on it tried to evade, but he did not have a chance. I locked on and engaged the machine gun.
*RATTA-TATTA-TATTA*
I raked the Enemy chopper, and it dropped like a stone out of the sky, crashing to the farm fields below.
The other chopper was now trying to run west for the State Line. He would not make it. I pursued rapidly and locked on. A missile was fired.
*BOOM!*
The chopper exploded in a ball of fire and greasy, oily smoke. The parts fell to the earth.
"Well, pardon me for intruding." I said into the radio. "See you at Uncle Harvey's house..."
Part 21 - Bottling the Genie
We landed at the World Headquarters of 'The Vision' in Coltrane County, where we were greeted enthusiastically by happy Vision acolytes. We were escorted into the main building and to the elevator that led to the office of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart.
Cindy Ross had pulled up in the Black Beauty. I did not care to know the speeds at which she'd traveled if she'd gotten here at the same time the helicopters did. She was already in the office with her father.
"Ah, young Donald!" Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire, said as he greeted me. He came forward and gave me a warm hug, which I returned. "A splendid job, just splendid!"
"Thank you, Uncle Harvey." I said. "May I present Chief Griswold, Quint Danielson, and Sergeant Andrew Prince?"
"Ah, Chief Griswold, it is always good to see you." said Eckhart, shaking Chief Griswold's hand. "But I perceive that retirement is a bit... slow... for a man of your active disposition."
"Been talking to these young whippersnappers, I perceive." replied the Chief. Eckhart laughed, then greeted Sergeant Prince, then said "Ah, Mr. Danielson. I remember the excellent things said about you and your motivational skills. You must be starving after months of prison food. Let's have some brunch."
Eckhart led us to a table that was set out with mostly breakfast foods, but also had some items like chicken pot pie, ham, and macaroni and cheese. We all filled our plates, then sat down at the table that was set for us, with Dr. Eckhart at the head of it, Cindy to his right, me to his left, Griswold to my left, and Sergeant Prince to his left, and Quint to Cindy's right.
As we ate, Dr. Eckhart said "So what will the lovely Ms. Wurtzburg say to explain those downed helicopters, young Donald?"
"An unfortunate military training accident." I said. "Under investigation by the FAA and FBI, as it was just a wee bit too close to the nuclear power plant. That will be the official story, according to FBI Special Agent in Charge Muscone. He's one of the FBI good guys, by the way."
"Ye-es, I agree." said Eckhart. "Can't say that for all of them. But I'm glad you brought Mr. Danielson here. If you're interested, Quint, I have excellent uses for your motivational talents..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We arrived back at Headquarters around 1:00pm, still Wednesday, October 4th. Sergeant Prince took the TCPD chopper to its hanger at County Airport, while Cindy, Chief Griswold, and I went to Chief Moynahan's office.
"Heh heh heh heh." said Moynahan. "I'm supposed to be the Air Cav Officer around here, Mr. Crowbar. But you're having all the fun flying the Cohhhhh-braaaa."
"I'm the one with the SBI badge, Chief." I said. "That was just me enforcing the law up there."
"Darn good thing, too." growled Griswold. "I am anything but an Air Cav Officer, and prefer to be on the ground, catching fish in placid waters."
"You're in the wrong County for placid waters, Chief." Cindy said. "And you wouldn't have it any other way." Griswold barked a laugh from under his mustaches as he and Cindy fist-bumped.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He did what?" asked a stunned Lt. Governor Graham Collins. He was in the Governor's public office, the large room with the conference table in front of the desk, having been summoned by Governor Jared.
"He shot down two helicopters that were trying to down a Town & County Police helicopter." said Jared. "What I want to know, Collins, is who sent those two helicopters that were trying to shoot down a retired Police Chief and a man I'd just pardoned because he was framed for rape."
"I have no idea." said Collins. "Why do you think I'd have any idea?"
"Because you and Russell are butthole buddies." said the Governor. "And I'll tell you something else, Collins... even if your Establishment buddies impeach me, you won't be the next Governor. These are just a few copies..." He handed Collins the file folder. Inside were photos of Collins engaged in homosexual activities with different men.
Collins realized he'd been set up himself. "Is that how we're playing this?" he asked. "I'll still be Governor, once you're impeached and convicted... or shot dead."
"If that's a threat," said Jared, "then you'd better be careful. But beyond that... if you were a Democrat, you might get away with being Graham 'Light In The Loafers' Collins... but the Republicans, especially the Evangelicals, will roast you alive."
"All right." said Collins. "What do you want? I'm not going to resign as Lt. Governor, and I'm in position to succeed you when you're ousted."
"You'll come to the meeting in a couple of days." said Jared. "And you'll see what's going to happen."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Having missed the morning coffee klatch, Cindy and I were in MCD with the Detectives, watching the news. Special Agent in Charge Muscone was giving a press conference from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square.
"The investigation has just started." Muscone said. "It appears that this is a training accident, that two helicopters collided----"
"Mr. Muscone!" called out John Hardwood, rudely interrupting, "eyewitnesses say the two helicopters went down separately and a distance apart from each other. How do you account for that?"
"It's still early in the investigation." said Muscone, having snared Hardwood into revealing what he knew about the incident. "I'm sure we'll have more as we investigate further. Right now we're trying to identify the deceased occupants of the aircraft."
"Mr. Muscone!" yelled Bettina Wurtzburg, "several Media drones flying over the area were shot down near the State Line! Can you comment on that?"
"I have not heard about that. Were they flying near the nuclear power plant?" asked Muscone. "If so, they'd be considered a threat, and might be taken down."
"No sir!" said Bettina. "They were flying much further west, near the State Line, near where the second helicopter went down."
"I don't have any information about that, then." said Muscone. "But I'm sure you guys know that the power plant is restricted airspace to all aircraft, including drones. So don't complicate our investigation by trying to fly drones through there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's interesting." I said.
"What's that, sir?" asked Joanne Warner.
"The drones being shot down." I said. "Yeah, around the power plant, they'd be waxed. And the Press knows to not fly drones around there, and that they could be arrested for it. But why knock down drones near the State Line? Nothing but farms out there." No one said anything for a moment.
"So the Governor pardoned Kendra Luskin's last victim?" asked Teddy Parker. I nodded, and Teddy said "Why was he set up?"
"For being in the wrong place at the wrong time." I said. "But he's free now."
"And he's my father's newest Trainer." said Cindy. "He's going to be doing seminars all over the country, maybe even in Canada and Malaysia."
"And your father is not training you to be a Trainer, Captain?" asked Joanne Warner. "You'd be great at it!" Cindy half-shrugged.
"Detective Warner, are you trying to get rid of my Chief of Detectives?" I asked, pretending severity. "Thinking of moving on up into that Captain's slot yourself?"
"She's going to have to learn how to kiss up to the bosses more, if she wants to do that." growled a voice behind me. It was Chief Griswold, who'd just come into the MCD room. Everyone laughed.
"Want some coffee, Chief?" I said, already pouring him a cup.
"See there, Ms. Warner?" growled the old Chief again. "This man knows how to kiss up. That's why he's where he is today... well, that and the Power of the Crowbar."
"I dunno, Chief." I said. "These Detectives are getting pretty good. They just might take that crowbar away from me..."
Part 22 - Secrets And Solutions
Green Crowbar followed Red Crowbar into my office a few minutes later. She sat in a hot chair while I practically collapsed into my Command Chair.
"Your back doing okay?" Cindy asked.
"Yeah, it's fine." I said. "It gets a little sore when the rest of me gets tired."
Just then, Chief Griswold knocked on the door and then came on in. I had him sit down next to Cindy. "How's your back, son? And have you gotten any sleep lately?"
"Sleep? Vat ees thees concept ov 'sleep' ov vich yoo speek?" I asked in my 'German' accent. "Seriously, I'll sleep well tonight."




The Chief made the sign for me to turn on the bug killer, which I did. "Crowbar, I told Cindy what was going on, about Harlan and Gonzales, while we were flying down to Jacksonville State Prison. Only fair she knows."
"Thank you for doing so, Chief." I said. "So, Cindy, that explains a lot, doesn't it?"
"Motives for the crimes, yes." said Cindy. "Dawson may or may not have known, but was about to try to find out. Butch Fulmer apparently did know, from the days he was on the coaching staff here. I'm thinking Selena Martinez was raped by Gonzales, maybe he raped other girls, too?"
I nodded. "Yep. Brian Harlan molested young men at his football camps and in his athletic programs. Speedy did the same, but he helped himself to some women as well, and Martinez was one of them. She filed a complaint with the Campus Police after the crime took place. It wasn't acted upon and the report was pulled, but Myron found it on the backup servers."
"Butch Fulmer may have known about what Harlan was doing." I continued. "My suspicion is that he definitely knew, got photographic evidence of Harlan's actions, and put that evidence away for safekeeping. He was forced to leave the football team, but they let him live and even had Wilson Hammonds get him a job as a security guard. That way, they could keep tabs on him, and as long as he kept his mouth shut, they left him alone. He also knew this, and knew it was pretty much his only chance to live."
"And Quint Danielson may or may not have seen something at one of the camps where he was working with the young men, or maybe a one of them told him something that happened." I said. "That's why Russell had Kendra Luskin frame him. He's aware that his life will forever be in danger, but Dr. Eckhart has pretty decent security for his Trainers, including himself when he travels. So we're hoping they'll leave him alone, since killing him only pisses me off, and they know that if I die, the story is coming out and all hell will break loose."
"Who is this 'they', ov vich yoo speek?" asked Cindy, in an excellent imitation of my German accent.
"People who wanted this to not get out." I said. "University officials, all the way up to the University President. Politicians of this State at every level, from local to U.S. Senator level... especially the U.S. Senator level. Most of these people are guilty only of burying the secret instead of exposing it, and I understand their motives... the damage done by exposing this to the Public would be enormous, and fatal to the University."
"I will also add," I added, "that at the time there was a certain Consultant of Crime that was still alive and thriving... a man who himself indulged in the disgusting things Harlan was doing. I would imagine Westboro handled the cover-up himself. It did not behoove Westboro to have that explode anywhere near his County."
"There's that word again!" Cindy said, meaning 'behoove', and the typical response to its use at the Police Academy. Then she said "Dawson? Why target him?" asked Cindy.
"I don't think he knew, but maybe he got suspicious." I said. "Certainly with his hatred of the University athletics program, he'd expose them in a New York minute, just like Tim Dawdle wanted to do with the PED scandal. So part of the cover up is that he got fired from his journalism job, but was given work, enough to barely exist, by the law firm and Senator Russell."
"So why kill them?" asked Chief Griswold. "And why not kill them at the time?"
"I'll take the second part first." I said. "Killing people and leaving bodies around is not something criminals really want to do. Draws the attention of Law Enforcement. Butch Fulmer had hidden information, and strategically told people that he'd put information away that would come out if he died. Selena Martinez was probably told she'd be murdered if she did not run away and keep her mouth shut. Maybe they threatened to expose her family as being illegals. But killing her at that time might expose the rape, and then the whole house of cards begins to fall."
"As to killing them now," I said, "Dr. Jan Camp's lawsuit was the tipping point. She was under surveillance... illegal surveillance... from the time she made her good-grades allegations, and they found out she was trying to contact Dawson. Whether or not he knew anything, they did not know. But they panicked. They killed him, and in and of itself, there was nothing there to see."
"So then they killed Butch Fulmer." I continued. "And they tried to make it look like it was part of a robbery, but they left the frickin' statue behind, covered in clay. I think they suspected it had some kind of tracking device embedded, and they might've been right. But in and of itself, it was made to look like murder in the commission of a burglary."
"Then Selena Martinez was killed, as she knew what was going on... and if she heard the others' names on television as being killed, she might come forward with what she knew."
"But the Media suppressed the names." Cindy said. "So they're in collusion with the politicians on this, aren't they?"
"I don't know." I said. "I can hardly believe that someone as hate-filled as John Hardwood would not jump at the chance to expose all this, just to create pain for as many people as possible. But maybe his bosses were contacted, and were asked to not mention the deaths nor the names, with some reason attached. The corrupt Media colludes with the corrupt politicians far more than good people realize."
"And Gonzales?" asked Cindy.
"Well, they were 'in for a penny, in for a pound', as my Canadian friends say." I said with a grin, which caused Cindy to grin, too. "Brian Harlan was dead, so Speedy was the only perp left. So they waxed him, too."
"Harlan and Speedy's victims are still out there." said Chief Griswold.
"And none of them have come forward before now, and the perps knew they probably wouldn't come forward due to the shame of it all." I said. "And they're scattered all over this region of the country now, and likely didn't hear anything about the crimes... except Speedy's. They'd think their shameful secret was now buried, and they'd move on. Besides... as you told me, Chief... exposing this, no matter how good the intentions, would only bring hatred and threats to life and limb down upon the whistleblower, including those carrying crowbars."
Cindy nodded. Neither of us were happy about keeping this secret. But the perps were dead, no further Justice could be delivered unto them. Only pain for the School and the victims. An ethical dilemma worthy of philosophical discussion.
"Just one more thing." said Cindy. "The Pink Panthers."
"Like you said, ma cousine," I said with a grin, "it was all about me." Everyone chuckled, and I said "Seriously, I've been thinking about a weird theory. I can't prove it, it's just a wild ass guess. But I think the Panthers were left to get me interested in the cases, and to solve them... so that I would choose to say no more about them."
"I think I see what you're saying." said the Chief.
"I don't." said Cindy. "Explain yourself, mon Commandant."
"You were there, Chief," I said, "when I first went to the Governor to pardon Danielson. He flat out refused, and he also said I'd eventually figure out why, and would understand. So... let's look at this. Who are the people that would've killed these four? People that wanted to protect the secret. And so, is the person or persons that left the Panthers trying to expose the secret? That would mean they have to have come in after the murders and planted the discs. That won't do, especially in the Gonzales case."
"Soooo," I said, "I reasoned unto myself that the people leaving the discs are involved with the people committing the murders, if not actually the same persons. So why would they kill to bury a secret, only to get me interested in finding that secret? Ah, the Governor himself said it... he said I would agree with him. And about the dirty secret, I have to admit that I do."
"But you still forced Val to pardon Danielson." said Griswold. "You don't leave men bleeding on the battlefield." I understood the underlying compliment in that statement, and what Chief Griswold thought of me (for the good) for what I'd done.
"No sir, I do not." I said. "Anyway, my theory is that the Pink Panthers were planted to bind the cases together, and get me investigating them as a group instead of as separate incidents. And what do you know, the plan worked."
I noticed that Cindy had all but gone into a reverie. Must be a family trait, I thought to myself. A moment later she looked up, saw me looking at her, and said "I guess I'm a suspect, then."
I smiled, understanding. "No, not you. If you'd have known, you'd have come to me for advice once you learned the secret, just as I went to Chief Griswold when I figured it out." The underlying message was not lost on the Chief, who nodded, and I could see the emotion in his face.
To distract himself, Griswold growled "What do you mean, you're a suspect, Ross?"
"I've played disc golf with Don, Chief." said Cindy. "So have a few others, like Teresa and Todd. And we knew he has a Pink Panther disc; he's joked about it a couple of times. But only a few people could know that, so choosing that particular mold of disc limits who could've known."
"Well," I said, "I think the museum gave them the idea... like the original movie all those years ago."
"Or the cartoons." said Cindy, her ice blue eyes boring into my gray peepers. "And like you said, your kids know all about the cartoons..."
"Did the same perps kill all four of these victims?" asked Chief Griswold.
"Probably not." I said. "Dawson, Martinez, and Gonzales? Maybe. But the Butch Fulmer killing required some skill... to get into the museum, into the secure room, to get the Statue of Artemis out of its display case, and so on. Whoever did that... very expert."
"Or an inside job." Cindy said.
"Could well be." I replied. "Maybe Shane O'Brady can make a successful arrest, if that's the case. Meanwhile, as the late Paul Harvey used to say... stand by for news!."
I refused to reveal what I was talking about, even after a green crowbar was waved in my general direction, along with words that must be used in Canada a lot...
Part 23 - Scandal and Punishment
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted Bettina at 7:00am, Friday, October 6th from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the scandal that is rocking the Republican Party and politics all over the State!"
"Yesterday morning," Bettina said, "The Guardians of Justice released videotape and photographs of Republican Senator Samuel Russell in flagrante delicto with several prostitutes! The tapes are too graphic to be shown here, but they have broken the Internet with views on several viral sites! One of them, titled 'Meet Senator Samuel Russell', is believed to be connected to Russian operatives here in the United States. Senator Russell made a statement yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. The Senator was in front of the Federal Building in Midtown that held his home office. His wife was standing beside him, looking absolutely miserable as she was publicly humiliated, shamed, before the rabid Media that smelled blood in the water.
"These Guardians of Justice terrorists are just that, cowardly terrorists that are traitors to our Nation and a threat to our national security." said the Senator. "I will have to work hard to restore my good name and reputation, and the first step in that is to find these vicious bastards and administer to them the justice that they so richly deserve!"
"Mrs. Russell!" shouted John Hardwood, "do you stand by your husband after what the Nation is seeing on these videotapes?"
"Mrs. Russell!" shouted a female reporterette, maybe from Southport, "how do you feel about your husband cheating on you with whores, with prostitutes?"
"Mrs. Russell!" shouted another reporter, "have you contracted a sexual disease from your husband?"
Mrs. Russell did not respond, and she and her husband were escorted back into the building. Once inside, away from the cameras, she did what any scorned wife should do. She loaded up and slapped Senator Russell as hard as she could as she screamed "You bastard!"
But that was not shown on television. Back to Bettina live: "Republican Senator Russell says he has no plans to step down as the Senior Senator from our State. Governor Val Jared, also a Republican, excoriated Russell. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. "Senator Russell has humiliated himself and his wife, he has besmirched the United States Senate, and he has shown nothing but contempt for our State. I urge Samuel Russell to resign as U.S. Senator immediately!"
Back to Bettina: "In other news from the State Capitol in Midtown, Fox Two News has learned that a major meeting of the State Legislature's leadership, as well as the leadership of both political Parties, will take place this morning, and that Governor Jared will be in attendance. Experts are saying that this could be the final ultimatum to Governor Jared to resign before steps are taken to impeach him.
"Let's go to Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Politics." Bettina went on. "Dr. Romanov, is this the end for Governor Val Jared? Will the mistake of his election be rectified by the Legislature?"
"Bettina," said Dr. Romanov, "we just don't know yet. The State is paralyzed by the actions of Governor Jared, which many believe are illegal, and everyone with any integrity knows is racist. Governor Jared is a 'white nationalist' that puts unethical preference for businesses ahead of the suffering People of the State..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good grief." said Theo Washington as he viewed some of what the Guardians of Justice had released. "That is some explicit stuff."
"That man's poor wife." said Joanne Warner. "Did you see how she looked, having to stand there by him and hear those questions? I don't understand why she'd stand there with him at all."
"You wouldn't stand by your man?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"Ma'am," said Joanne, somewhat severely. "Seth would never do that to me. He honors me and I honor him. And if he did do something that scummy, he would know I wouldn't be there beside him. Besides, he doesn't need trash like those women. I'm a good wife to him, in every way."
"My wife is good to me, too." said Theo. "And she'd skin my hide, literally, if I stepped out on her."
"I saw the tapes last night." said Mary Mahoney, whose hair was bright pink this morning, and her cheeks rosy with her pregnancy. "I'm pretty sure that woman in the metallic red wig is from this Town."
"I think you're right." I said, knowing for sure that she was right.
"Think he'll resign, sir? Senator Russell?" asked Teddy Parker, to me.
"It will depend." I said. "If they force Governor Jared out and Grahamnesty Collins becomes Governor, then maybe. If not, Russell will fight like hell to hold on, because he knows Jared would appoint a Grassroots Conservative instead of an Establishment Republican Elitist to the Senate."
"Will Jared hold on?" asked Theo.
"I think he will." I said, very sure.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 'Banquet Hall' room of the State Capitol was a large room with ornate furnishings, and a huge oak table that was always kept to a mirror finish. It was used for banquets, but also for major legislative conferences and other meetings of tremendous importance to the State. It would be an understatement to say that this meeting was of tremendous importance to the State.
The Governor of the State sat in the middle of the table, on the far side from the doors where other politicians were entering. To his right was State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone (D - Southport). To his left was State Senator Moe Molinari (R - Westphalia). As legislators came in and took their places, the tension in the room became more and more suffocating.
State Senator Katherine Woodburn (D - Town & County) entered, and most of the men in the room did not try to hide that they were looking at her shapely legs and fine ass as she sauntered to her place near the end of the table on the Democrats' side, but in the relatively superior far side of the table. Her contingent of the 'Wall of Granite' took their seats, as well.
Opposite the Governor was the place for Lt. Governor Graham Collins. His face was a mask of somber displeasure as he took his place, not greeting other politicians as he normally would do. State Senators Sean Stockton and Johnny Perdue and Representative Billy Williams took their respective places on the Republican side of the table.
Not all of the politicians in the room were State Legislators. Members of the Governor's Cabinet were there, including SBI Director Tom Conlan. And two other men were in the room: United States Senators Samuel Russell and Richard Nunn.
And one person not in attendance, as she was not invited, was State Senator Maxine Watts (D - The City).
"Thank you all for coming." said Governor Jared as everyone settled into their seats. "Senator Cerone, would you begin?"
"Thank you, Governor." said Cerone, making sure the microphone was near enough that his voice was transmitted over the speakers in the room. "We have called this meeting to announce our actions going forward to resolve the issues that are taking up too much of our time and too much of the Media's airwaves. The Governor, his Cabinet, and the majority of our Legislators have reached an agreement, to which we expect all of you to adhere to."
The man saying that was once one of the most powerful Mobsters in the Nation. The man on the other side of the Governor was also a former powerful and influential member of the Mafia, and everyone else in the room knew that their expectations were not ephemeral in nature.
"The Governor is going to instruct the State Department of Justice to discontinue the lawsuits against companies over Immigration as a civil rights issue." said Cerone. "He has agreed to let the tax reform program work through the Legislature instead of the 'take it or leave it' approach he originally was making. In return, all discussion of impeachment for anything less than an actual high crime, which this Governor has not committed, will cease. The hostile language, including accusations of 'white nationalism', which has caused violence and riots and recently a death on the University Campus, will be toned down if not altogether discontinued."
"No way in hell!"
The voice was Katherine Woodburn's, and she rose from her chair as she yelled it. She said "I will not agree to any of that. I am going 'scorched earth' on this White Nationalist and outright racist Val Jared. I demand he be impeached by this Legislature! His continued occupancy of the Governor's Mansion is a humiliation to this State and affront to the Minorities in this State!" Her contingent in the 'Wall of Granite' applauded loudly.
"Ms. Woodburn, mind your tone." started Cerone, but Katherine was having none of it.
"Or what, Mr. Cerone?" snarled Katherine. "Are you going to put out a hit on me?" Gasps erupted as she continued. "What, are you going to send someone to the Iron Crowbar's County to kill me? I don't care if you do, I'm not stopping calling out this racist Governor; my voice will not be silenced, and there are thousands of people ready to take up my calls for words and actions!" More applause from the Wall of Granite. Cerone's face was red; he was most very angry, indeed.
The Governor stood up. "Senator Woodburn, I have done nothing that justifies your namecalling of me as a racist. I am not a racist, at all. Wanting to enforce the laws on the books regarding illegal immigration does not make me a racist. I am working for all ethnicities to create more jobs and more prosperity. At some point, Ms. Woodburn, I'm going to haul you into Court with a defamation lawsuit if you continue these baseless accusations. It's no longer political; I consider it personal and will act accordingly."



"Bring it on." snarled Woodburn, her face as ugly as her voice in her hatred of Val Jared.
"Sit down, Ms. Woodburn." said Moe Molinari, standing up as the Governor sat down. "Or leave, I don't care which. Geez, what do they put in the water in your County? First the Iron Crowbar shows no fear, and now you." There was some tepid laughter, but it did not break the tremendous tension, which could be cut with a katana.
Molinari continued: "Mr. Cerone and myself did not come into this room without knowing we have the backing of the majority of the State Legislature, as well as one of our United States Senators. There will be no impeachment vote. The State Supreme Court will not entertain any entreaties to call the Legislature into session for such a purpose, unless someone can prove an actual crime by the Governor."
"What do you say to this, Collins?" rang out a voice. It was U.S. Senator Russell, who was furious with anger. He was now putting Collins on the spot, not knowing that the Governor had taken care of Collins.
"As disgusted as I am with Val Jared's racism," said Graham Collins, "and you can sue me for defamation if you want, Jared... I have accepted the compromise agreement between Senators Molinari and Cerone and the Governor. I'll continue to demand the Governor respect the Republican Party and the State, but the impeachment issue is dead." Yep, in the end, Graham Collins had shown his gutlessness, his cowardice. Typical Establishment Republican politician, people with crowbars would say...
"I'd suggest you accept this compromise, as well, Senator Russell." said Moe Molinari, who like everyone else knew full well that he was the true Republican power in the room. "You've already humiliated your wife enough with your consorting with prostitutes. Keep making noise, and it's only going to get worse... for you."
"Is that a threat?" thundered Russell.
"If I had the Iron Crowbar breathing down my neck like you do, Russell, " said Governor Jared, "I'd probably consider silence to be golden."
"The Iron Crowbar ain't shit." said Russell. "He's a fucking pipsqueak local LEO that thinks he's hot shit. I can't believe all you cowards are so afraid of him." Let's just say the looks on people's faces were of disbelief at what they'd just heard, especially Katherine Woodburn and Val Jared's faces.
Senator Russell got up and left, Lt. Governor Collins and Rep. Wilson Hammonds doing likewise. The meeting broke up soon after. Not much more was needed to be said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No bugs." said Senator Russell's chief of security as he returned to his office in the State Office Building in Midtown, which housed the State Legislators' offices, as well.
"All right, guys," said Russell as a few of his aides in suits and sunglasses sat down close to each other so that he didn't have to speak loudly. "How were these prostitutes able to get that footage out of the office?"
"We don't know, sir." said the lead aide. "Security checked them thoroughly, and we always are looking for unauthorized transmissions. Our only guess is that the iPhones looked to be off but were actually on, and maybe there were small cameras in the women's purses. That would be high-grade stuff, suggesting that these women are not just ordinary prostitutes."
"I don't care." said the Senator. "Find those bitches, get the information out of them if you can. If you can't, just kill them and let the Iron Crowbar sort it out. And speaking of that bastard, what is he up to?"
"He's up to no good, where you're concerned, Senator." said one of the aides. "He's got the FBI looking into you, and no amount of pressure is going to stop them. The CIA Director, a friend of Troy's wife, and several top FBI people are dead-set against you. They may have been behind the prostitutes gathering that footage of you."
"And now the Iron Crowbar knows about Harlan and Gonzales." muttered Russell. "That's not a crowbar over us... that's a fucking sledgehammer. And we can't kill him, because then Ross, Croyle, most of his Police Department, his nephew with BOW Enterprises that has inroads with the Japanese Secret Service... I'd be found dead myself within an hour of Troy's passing."
"So what do you want us to do for you, sir?" one aide said, as a suggestion.
"What I told you... find and kill those bitches." said Russell. "As to the Iron Crowbar.. tell John Hardwood to get his ass here for instructions...
Alas, the attempts to find the prostitutes would be of no avail. The beautiful blonde prostitute that was the sister of Dr. Fredricson's secretary had been safely removed from this part of the country. And the redhead?
Ah, she was the prostitute I'd fucked at Rita's. (Author's note: 'The Other World', Ch. 04.) And in exchange for another good rogering by my little 'iron crowbar', as well as financial inducements, she agreed to go in and get some salacious material on Senator Russell, bringing along some exceptionally good CIA technology.
And she would not be easily found, either. Senator Russell had no idea of the blanket of protection that Rita could put up around her people. And backing that up was the Power of the Crowbar. But maybe Senator Russell would just have to learn that by a direct application...
Part 24 - The Deeper Secret
Sean Sanderson could hardly believe his luck. The young stud was relaxing on his bed in his dorm room, watching as well as feeling the drop-dead-gorgeous woman expertly and almost desperately sucking his huge cock. Her black hair and black pubic bush contrasted with the white of her skin. Her large breasts were pressed into his thighs as she fellated him, and her firm, luscious ass was high in the air as she knelt between his legs.
"God damn, that's good!" Sean gasped as Karen Warner Harlan took his throbbing meat deep into her throat. She moaned around his shaft as she deeply sucked him, reveling in finally getting some good sex from a well-endowed stud.
She let his cock pop out of her mouth. "Damn straight, it's good." she said. "I can suck a big cock like this with the best of 'em." She then began to prove her statement by taking Sean's cock back into her mouth, sliding her lips up and down the shaft as she swallowed his inches again and again until she felt his nut about to rise.
"Now let's see if you know how to fuck." Karen said. With that, the beautiful woman rose up and straddled Sean's turgid meat. Guiding the huge helmet of his cockhead between her labes, she sank down onto him until every inch of his penis was buried balls-deep into her well-used, sopping wet snatch.
"Oh GOD yes!" she gasped as she was impaled by the younger stud's hard shaft. She began undulating her hips as he began pushing up into her, taking every inch of him and massaging his long, thick cock with her clutching, spasming pussy walls. They soon had a raunchy rhythm of hot mating going as she vigorously rode him.
As Sean held Karen's hips and thrust up into her, he felt the sucking heat of her pussy as her cunt muscles clutched at his cock. He'd fucked some hot and lusting women, but never had he fucked a nymphomaniac as hot for sex as this beautiful woman. She was slamming her pussy down on his cock, taking his length and thickness with wanton abandon---
*HEY HEY! YOU YOU!*
It was her cell phone, and that rarely heard ringtone could only mean that Karen's brother Seth was calling. Without breaking her rhythm of fucking Sean, she reached over and grabbed the phone.
"What the fuck IS it?" she said angrily.
"It's important, or I wouldn't have called." said Seth Warner, Karen's brother and Joanne Warner's husband. "Commander Troy knows you are in Town, and he wants to meet with you. Privately."
"Ah, fuck!" gasped Karen. "And why the fuck should I do that?"
"He says you might prefer meeting him to being arrested." said Seth.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, October 6th. I had called Joanne Warner into my office. Cindy was on the sofa as I had Joanne sit down in a hot chair.
"Joanne," I said, "this is more of a personal nature than an official Police matter, but I need your help. I need you to ask your husband to contact his sister, and have her meet me privately. Don't ask what it's about, just convince him to contact her. I know she's here in this County, and be assured that this is for the best of everyone including Seth's sister."
Joanne had fulfilled my request. Seth was not particularly happy about it, but he agreed to contact his sister Karen, especially after Todd reassured him I was trying to help Seth's sister, not bring her to harm.
Now I was sitting in Laura's office, which was empty except for me. Laura had taken the kids to the Cabin, getting an early start on the weekend. Her assistant Laurie was given the rest of the day off. And of course I had a key to my wife's office, as she had a key to mine.
The door opened, and in walked the extraordinarily beautiful Karen Warner Harlan. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun, showing off the beauty of her face, and she was wearing a clingy black pullover sweater and tight black yoga pants. She was also wearing black sneakers instead of high heels, and I realized she was doing this to be prepared for personal combat, which my aching back wanted no part of.
"Well, if it isn't Commander Troy." Karen said with no small amount of acerbity, perhaps remembering our last meeting in this office, in which I revealed to her and her brother the identity of her biological father. (Author's note: 'The Swap', Ch. 05.)
"Thank you for coming, Mrs. Harlan." I said. "Please, have a seat." I was seated on one of the couches that faced each other.
"I'll take a chair, here." Karen said, taking a small chair near the door that led to the clinic area. She put it just past the edge of the other sofa, keeping plenty of room between her and myself. Wary, she was. Smart as well as beautiful. "So," she said, "what do you want?"
"I want your assurance that Quint Danielson will not be harmed and will never be harmed." I said.
Karen studied me for a moment, then said, "Why would I have any interest in Coach Danielson?" I knew her using the 'Coach' name was deliberate, and her way of telling me she knew full well what was going on.
"Oh, I think we understand each other." I said. "Rusty Dawson, Butch Fulmer, Selena Martinez. Dawson, Fulmer, I understand. But poor Selena?"
"I had nothing to do with Fulmer or Martinez." said Karen. "But he'd helped himself to a few cheerleaders himself, so it's not like he's shiny clean. But Dawson? If you think that I was going to let that piece of dog shit drag my late husband's name through the dirt, then----"
I held up my hand and interrupted her. "I understand." I said. "I think your husband is a piece of dog shit himself, but I understand your loyalty to him. So you won't admit anything to do with Fulmer?"
"It wasn't me." Karen said. "That took a better cat burglar than me. And it wasn't her that killed the bastard. But don't ask who it was; I'm not a snitch on my friends." Yes, I caught the 'her'; another of Karen's 'hints' towards me.
"Of course you're not, but you don't have to say." I said. "I know the work of one Goth Girl Kathy Larrington when I see it. And of course you and she are working very closely for and with one of the best smugglers in the world, and one of the few women with the brains to defeat that museum's systems."
Karen smiled cynically. "And being her 'baby brother', as she calls you, you're not as stupid as I wish you were."
"So," I said, "do we have a deal? Quint Danielson comes to no harm, and your husband's secret remains safe, at least with me?"
"Of course." said Karen. "And you're the second person I've made that deal with... well, the part about my husband's secret, that is. By the way, I don't know why Selena Martinez was killed; that was none of me or my people."
"I don't doubt you." I said. I got up from the sofa. "Well, that'll conclude our business. You can go. Have a nice, safe trip back to Europe."
Karen peered at me. "You didn't ask about Gonzales."
I smiled, one of those smiles one does not want to see on my features. "Mrs. Harlan, you are desperately hoping that I believe that my sister and her organization was behind Gonzales's murder." My gray eyes bore into her eyes as I said "But I know better, just as I know who you made that other deal with. Again Mrs. Harlan, have a safe trip... to somewhere outside of my County."
"Au revoir, Iron Crowbar." Karen said as she walked to the door. "Au revoir.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The fire pot on the deck of the Cop Bar was putting out welcome warmth as Cindy, Teresa, and I had an after-work beer.
"So Dawson's death will go unsolved?" asked Teresa.
"Pretty much." I said. "Word is getting out that it was a freelance hit team, related to the Jan Camp lawsuit against the University. She'd hoped to use Dawson to pressure the School into settling the lawsuit for a lot of money; now, they're going to fight it all the way, and if she wins it'll be less than what she wanted. And if she loses, she gets nothing."
"Will she win?" asked Cindy.
"I won't be surprised if she does." I said. "Or do you think the University's legal team can handle the job?"
"I expect to see incompetence upon the Government's part." said Cindy. "Jenna's not part of that team. They did not ask her. I think they're scared she might be sympathetic to Dr. Camp."
"Or that she'll botch it like she did the Luskin/Gordon case." said Teresa, showing no mercy for Cindy's feelings on that matter. But Cindy didn't flinch.
"Hell, with the Iron Crowbar on the other side of that," Cindy replied, "Jenna didn't have a shot in hell." I realized there might still be some rankled feelings over that, but like my fellow Clan Troy member, I showed no mercy.
"Damn straight." I said. "Just like those bastards in the State Legislature found out. Even if the Governor was going to leave Danielson bleeding on the battlefield, I wasn't going to leave the Governor in the same way... for Chief Griswold's sake, of course."
"That was you?" asked Teresa.
I smiled. "The Governor received good pics of Grahamnesty Collins having gay sex... that Eddy the Bounty Hunter is good at photographing people having sex, almost as good as you, Teresa." Teresa smiled briefly, remembering her photography work in the 'Hot Wives Investment Club' case.
I continued: "Cerone and Molinari were amenable to working another peace accord; the BigAgraFoods civil rights lawsuit was a real problem for both Parties, and they accepted my idea of taking impeachment off the table in exchange for the Governor dropping those lawsuits. And the Governor started those lawsuits at my suggestion. As they used to say on that show 'The A-Team': I love it when a plan comes together."
"So answer me this." said Cindy. "Who killed Selena Martinez? or was behind it, I should ask."
"I think that might've been Russell, maybe Collins or other bigwigs." I said. "And very unnecessary, I might add. I doubt Selena was ever going to say anything."
"So if Karen was involved or had knowledge of Dawson and Fulmer," said Cindy, who'd been listening to my conversation with Karen from the children's room behind Laura's desk in her office, "who was behind the Gonzales killing?"
"Well," I said, "Gonzales would never come into this State, but it wasn't because of the PED situation. He was afraid Senator Russell would try to kill him for the molestations, and in this State would get away with it. But I think others got to him, and to be honest, I don't care who it was... as far as I'm concerned, that dirtbag Gonzales can rot in hell for the things he did..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
For the first time in seventeen years, all three high schools had away games this Friday night. To say I was enjoying the relatively peaceful Autumn evening was an understatement.
After Teresa went home to Todd and their kids, Cindy and I headed to The Cabin. Molly and the boys were there, as were Laura, Carole, Jim, Bowser, Buddy... and Callie Carrington. We had a good late supper of hamburgers and hot dogs and fixins.
After putting the kids to bed in the top-level room, with Bowser and Buddy on guard duty, Cindy and Callie went to bed in the third bedroom, while Molly went to 'her' room, the second bedroom. Laura asked if I wanted to share a nightcap on the back deck. So we took our drinks and a blanket out back, and snuggled in the metal mesh loveseat.
"So you sent Karen Warner Harlan packing." Laura said.
"Oh yes." I said. "I can't prove she made the hire to kill Dawson, and that might not've been just her. The money she left behind was from a bank robbery she likely did, but again, I can't prove it. Butch Fulmer wasn't her... that was my pesky sister and Goth Girl Kathy at work, probably a dry run for stealing something from a museum in Europe."
"Must be hard, having to let all these perps go free." Laura said.
"In some ways, yes." I said. "But as was written in 'A Tale of Two Cities': the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few, or the one."
"True." said Laura. "So, why don't we go to bed, where the needs of my body for your iron hard cock outweighs just about everything."
"You go ahead and get ready." I said. "I'll be up in a second." Laura kissed my cheek, then went back inside.
Yes, I thought, the needs of the one... mainly me. She is not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded, you know. I did not fail to notice that my wife got me tickets to the Wildcats game and went with me and Carole, then was left alone as I took my daughter to the game. My wife did not need to go to the Science Library that day, nor did she go there at all. And that's because Laura was masterminding the operation to kill Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales.
Yes.
Of course my wife was acting to protect the University that employed her. Of course she'd ordered people killed before; it had been her job at times as part of her CIA duties. And Speedy Gonzales was a real dirtbag, a rapist and molester that my wife would have no problem having terminated with the most extreme of prejudice. So the 'police officer' that escorted Gonzales was anything but, and he met the destiny he so richly deserved.
And Goth Girl Kathy, while working with my sister in France, was still part of the CIA, still sending the Company information out of France, as long as it didn't compromise her and Elizabeth and Karen Warner Harlan. So Butch Fulmer's elimination, while unfortunate, was accomplished.
And the Pink Panthers... as Cindy correctly surmised, someone with knowledge of my disc golf bag was behind leaving the discs, and someone whose children watched Pink Panther cartoons. And since Laura was behind Gonzales's death, where a Panther was found, then she obviously was part of planting the discs. And I suspect Cindy had figured out that part of it herself.
Yes, I thought to myself as I got up to go inside, I'd rather have my wife in bed with me than in prison. So whatever anyone thinks of me keeping the dirty secret of Harlan and Gonzales, and not acting to bring the perps to Justice, they'll just have to deal with it that I was selfish on this one.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In their bedroom, Callie and Cindy were standing together at the foot of the bed, slowly undressing each other as they deeply kissed. They were both wearing high heel slides, and Cindy was still taller than Callie. The beautiful porn star blonde had to reach up to kiss Cindy's mouth, and she was doing so with raw lust.
"Mmmm," Callie said as she took off Cindy's shirt. "I just love seeing this beautiful hardbody. You've been working out again, haven't you?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "Gotta keep up with you. Mmmmf!" The ruggedly pretty blonde moaned as Callie cupped Cindy's left breast and sucked the long, hard pink nipple into her mouth. "Oh, yeahhhhh..." Cindy sighed as Callie sucked her right tit as their hands explored each other.



After sharing another deep, tongue-twining kiss, Cindy pushed Callie back onto the bed. Both women kicked off their heels as Cindy eased her own body between the blonde beauty's shapely legs. She began kissing Callie's thighs and up to the glistening wet, swollen labes of Callie's cunt.
"Ohhhhhhh..." Callie moaned as Cindy began licking her slit. She felt Cindy's tongue go deeper and deeper with each lick until Cindy's mouth was pressed to her cuntlips and her tongue was exploring Callie's cunthole. Waves of pleasure coursed through Callie's loins, and despite having been eaten and fucked by the hottest porn stars, male and female, nothing gave the beautiful blonde as much pleasure as being expertly eaten by her beloved Cindy.
After long moments of preparation, tasting and feeling Callie's pussy gush as she came around Cindy's tongue, Cindy finally stopped eating Callie and got up off the bed. She began strapping on the 'electric' dildo. First she inserted the part meant for her deep into her own sopping wet cunt, feeling the firm plastic stretch her cunt until it was touching the back wall. Then Cindy set the straps and mounted Callie, who was pulling her lovely legs up and back. Callie guided the phallus to her cunt and moaned as it slid into her hole.
"Ohhhhh, yessss!" Callie gasped out as Cindy's 'cock' filled her up. The muscular blonde began fucking the beautiful starlet, driving her hard ass forward again and again as she pumped Callie. The friction of Laura's invention sent small electric pulses to the other part of the device, and Cindy felt them in her own cunt.
The pleasure built up inside both of them as Cindy fucked Callie. Callie wrapped her legs around Cindy's back, keeping her trapped inside Callie's warm, leggy embrace. They kissed deeply, Callie pushing her mouth up to Cindy's and her tongue as far down Cindy's throat as she could get it. Cindy sucked hard on Callie's tongue, wondering what had Callie so hot and bothered and seemingly desperate for sex and deep, hard kissing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later, Callie was lying on her right side, exhausted, her ass pressed into Cindy's hard abs, and wrapped in the warm embrace of Cindy's arms. Cindy had been kissing Callie's neck, interspersed with some more deep, tongue-twining kisses.
"Mmmm, baby," Callie said softly. "That was soooooo fucking good."
"You were really hot tonight." Cindy said, feeling the pleasing lassitude of post-coital bliss after having had her pussy eaten for over a half hour after she'd finished her 'fuck' with Callie.
"I was thinking about one of our new niche films." Callie said. "We've got this tranny, a chick with a dick. Asian, long hair, slender, nice artificial breasts. She, or 'he' as your cousin Don would say, has been fucking women on camera. He never had surgery to remove his cock, and its almost eight inches long. The films have been selling online like hotcakes."
"Sounds hot." said Cindy flatly, not really aroused.
"Wait until you meet 'Miko'." Callie said. "You're coming with me next month, aren't you?"
"Lord willin', and the Creek don't rise... as my cousin Don would say." said Cindy. "But for right now... I just want to lie here holding you in my arms." She was drifting off to sleep as she said it.
"No problem with that." Callie whispered, smiling her beautiful smile and nestling her magnificent ass into Cindy's abs just a bit more firmly...
Part 25 - Epilogue
John Hardwood came into the room of the building to the north of the City, near the State Line. The chair behind the desk turned around, revealing the woman sitting in it. Hardwood stopped in front of the desk.
"What happened, Mr. Hardwood?" the woman asked, her voice sounding angry and contemptuous.
"I don't know, ma'am." said Hardwood. "Someone took out Rusty Dawson, then the others that knew were killed off."
"And the Iron Crowbar figured it all out," said the woman, "but did nothing about it? Is there no 'integrity' left in anyone, anymore?" Her voice was massively sarcastic as she said that.
"It's that ugly a secret, ma'am." said Hardwood. "My editor won't run with it, either. And everyone from the CIA to European smugglers to Senator Russell are on the same side on this one... they're doing what it takes to protect the University."
The woman nodded, introspective. "I should have realized that even the Iron Crowbar might suppress this. But he did get Quint Danielson out of prison. How did he do that?"
"He got the Governor to sign the pardon." said Hardwood. "How, I don't know. Maybe he threatened the Governor."
"Yeah, right." said the woman. "Okay, so I suppose we cannot hope to get Harlan's dirty secret out. Too bad; I would've enjoyed seeing the University President and Dr. Fredricson suffer."
"Yes ma'am." said Hardwood. "For me, I want to see the Iron Crowbar suffering. I want to see that bastard in pain. In serious pain." He said the words with abnormal intensity.
"To that end," said the woman, "is your plan with Thomas Cook ready?"
"It's close, ma'am." said Hardwood. "We should be able to do it by Christmas, as planned."
"Good." said the woman. "Okay, you can go. Get out of here. Continue to do your job with KSTD while waiting for your plan to come together, and while waiting for my further instructions." Hardwood nodded silently and left.
A side door opened, and into the room walked Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins. "So, Collins," the woman said, "how did Jared weasel out of getting impeached?"
"I don't know the 'why of it, ma'am," said Collins, "but Cerone and Molinari stepped in and worked out a deal. And with them behind it, enforcing it, there's no hope of fighting it... though Katherine Woodburn swears she is going to try."
"We'll have to see about Katherine Woodburn." said the woman. "Her loyalties might be in question... she looks at the Iron Crowbar like she wants to fuck his iron balls off."
Collins whimpered "Humph!". Then he added "So what's our Plan 'B' for getting me into the Governor's chair, and your lackeys into the SBI to make it your personal enforcement organization?"
"I'm not sure." the woman said, her voice sounding not defeated but crafty. "I was counting on impeachment; obviously the Iron Crowbar convinced Molinari and Cerone to work together again. Damn, but that man is just seeing one step ahead just one too many times..."
After a moment, the woman said "Okay, Collins, get the hell out of here. Continue to attack Jared publicly; maybe we'll get lucky or maybe we can gin up a sexual harassment complaint against him."
"With the Iron Crowbar watching over him?" asked Collins. "Hell, he ripped Kendra Luskin's accusations apart. We need something better."
"And I'll have something for you soon. Get out of here." the woman said, curbing her temper. Collins finally left the room. The woman began thinking furiously. Just how can we get to that bastard, the Iron Crowbar? He's had more luck than a deer in a patch of four-leaf clovers, more luck than the fucking Pink Panther cartoon character... and it's time to turn that luck to the bad... to the very, very bad...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
(Author's note: This is another of those 'bridge' stories, interlude-type stories that give information and set the table with groundwork, and also has a case to solve. Thanks for your patience, and enjoy the sex and the rest of the story.)
Sunday, October 15th. Little Jack Burke blew out the four candles on his cake after everyone had sung 'Happy Birthday' to him. He demanded the first piece of cake, which was given to him as it was indeed his birthday.
Also at the party was Doug, Michael Todd, Carole, Marie, Jim, Ian, Ross, little Daniel and Patricia Allgood, little Pete Feeley; and adults me, Laura, my mom Phyllis, Todd, Teresa, Cindy, Molly, Tanya, Jack Muscone, Barry Oliver, Teddy Franklin, and Seth and Joanne Warner. Laura had brought Patricia and little Daniel; Daniel and Melina Allgood were not at the party. We were at Todd and Teresa's house in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision.
"Jack wanted a dog." said Teresa to me as everyone talked and the children played. "Todd told him, and rightly, that I was allergic to dog hair accumulations. But there is no way we're giving that mean little boy a dog to abuse."
I nodded. "He doesn't try much with Bowser and Buddy because Carole and Marie stand up to him. How is Jack with his cousin and half-brother?"
"He lords it over them." said Teresa. "But he keeps to himself a lot, too. We don't treat him any differently than the other boys, but it's as if he realizes that something's not quite right."
"He knew his mother a lot better than the younger boys." I replied, referring to the late Jeanine Burke. "Having her disappear from his life probably was more traumatic than we grownups might realize. But I'm not the child psychiatrist around here; you'll have to ask my wife about that."
"I already have." admitted Teresa. "She's observing the kids today, and I figured that was why she brought Patricia and Dan. Or was there something else behind that?"
"Just between us Clan Troy types," I said, letting my voice quieten to a near whisper, "Melina and Laura know of the tension between me and the Sheriff, which hasn't really abated after he suspended me without pay. Melina went out of town for what Carole calls 'meetings', so Laura and I are babysitting Patricia and Dan, and Sheriff Allgood is at the Sheriff's Association conference in Midtown, probably drinking it up with the other Sheriffs."
"Him?" Teresa said, her voice almost scornful. "He won't touch a drop of liquor. He makes a Boy Scout Troop look like an ISIS cell, he's so clean."
I chuckled. "Well, that's what's going on. Oh goodness, look at that..."
Little Jack was posing for pictures, with one arm around Marie and the other around Carole. "Uncle Todd, take a picture of me with my girlfriends!" little Jack said to Todd. Carole's father, that being me, just shook his head, knowing that having a teenage daughter when Carole began growing up was going to be a lot harder... a lot harder. Teresa showed no mercy; she was giggling (well, what passed for it for her) at my facial expressions...
Part 2 - Women's Whispers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 16th, from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that an agreement has been struck between Governor Val Jared and most members of the State Legislature, Democrat and Republican!"
Bettina started: "In this agreement, the Governor's Administration will drop the criminal complaint and lawsuits against BigAgraFoods and other companies over hiring undocumented workers being a civil rights violation against black citizens. And the Legislature will not pursue impeachment against the Governor. We have Dr. Romanov of the University's Political Policy Institute with us. Dr. Romanov, who wins in this Faustian deal?"
"Everyone and no one, Bettina." said Dr. Romanov. "The Governor's racist and ridiculous, politically-motivated attacks on BigAgraFoods were never going to work, so he really loses nothing by backing off on them. And the politicians that seriously wanted to impeach Governor Jared would've had real trouble showing he'd committed an actual high crime. Unfortunately, the Governor's white nationalism isn't a felony crime.
"Additionally," continued Dr. Romanov, "polls are beginning to show that the People of the State, especially the ones that voted to re-elect Jared, were becoming angry at the increasingly vitriolic rhetoric against him, as the People see it as an attack on themselves and their voting rights and choices. So it was in everyone's interest to attempt to reach a deal and calmer waters, lest there be a further awakening by the Voters."
"So does this mean we're stuck with Val Jared as Governor?" asked Bettina, her voice sounding devoid of hope.
"Yes, Bettina," said Dr. Romanov, "but he's a lame-duck Governor with no political support whatsoever. His tax reform plan is being rejected by both Parties, and his racist attitudes have been exposed and rejected by the people and groups that matter. We're stuck with him, but he's impotent. So we don't have to worry too much."
"Thank you, Doctor Romanov." said Bettina, who then continued: "And in more local news, Police Chief Moynahan said there would be no promotions to Deputy Chief on November 1st, and that the post could and would go unfilled for the time being. However, there have been nominations for a SpecOps/SWAT Lieutenant as well as a Supervisor for the important Vice Division, though Chief Moynahan declined to make those names public at this time. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, standing on University Avenue with the Stadium across the street rising behind him. "Both the Wildcats and our University's Bulldogs have an open date this weekend, and their next game is against each other at Wildcats Stadium on October 28th. The Bulldogs are looking for revenge after the now-infamous 'Appletree-to-Washington' play overcame two blocked punts to lead the Wildcats to the win last year! The Bulldogs will have 96,000 Wildcats fans screaming against them, and Sophomore receiver Jamaal Washington, already in consideration for All-Conference and All-America honors, is going to provide the Wildcats with a formidable weapon against the Bulldogs."
Nick continued: "And speaking of Wildcats Stadium, local authorities have no suspects in the murder of Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales at the Stadium a few weeks ago, before the Spartans-Wildcats game. Our own Commander Donald Troy was consulted in the case, but could provide no additional information to help solve the crime. Security measures will be tightened for the Bulldogs-Wildcats game, but these measures should not be an impediment to the fans's experience at the game."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Bulldogs winning will provide the Wildcats fans with a miserable experience." stated Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in MCD.
"You are mighty damn sure of yourself on this." I replied.
"But you won't take a bet on the game." Cindy retorted flatly.
"What would we bet?" I asked. "If the Wildcats lose, I have to carry a blue crowbar around?... Oh, been there, done that, my first crowbar was blue. And you're not carrying a red crowbar around, no matter who wins what football game."
"The red crowbar is sacred, ma'am." said Joanne Warner helpfully.
"It's the Commander's 'Palladium'." Cindy replied, a haunting reference to the Consultant of Crime having called it that. "But I have a green one, so it's even. Sooooo... I guess it's just going to be office decoration... like last year." She was referring to her office being 'properly' decorated after the 'Appletree-to-Washington' play the year before. (Author's note: 'Just A Story' Ch. 02.)
"I guess that's the bad side of having an office, sir." said Theo Washington.
"There is no bad side of having an office with a door that closes." I replied. "It is something to which all of you should aspire."
"As long as its an office, and not a coat closet." said SBI Captain Tanya Perlman, driving herself in in her wheelchair.
"Says the woman whose current office is bigger than mine and Captain Ross's put together." I replied as I poured Tanya some coffee and handed her the full mug. "So, Ms. Perlman, what brings you here?"
"Nothing, nothing." Tanya said 'innocently'. It did not take too much staring at her with my gray eyes to get her to grin and admit the truth. "Okay, I'm here to help plan whatever they're going to do to you when the Bulldogs destroy the Wildcats." Everyone broke out laughing. I just shook my red head in disbelief... or despondency...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right." I said as the morning 'Angels' meeting began at 8:10am, after watching John Hardwood's worthless news report, a copy of Bettina's report, but delivered by someone considerably less good looking than Bettina, "what's going on in my Town & County?"
"A fraternity, the Kappas, had an off-campus party Saturday, at a house south of Campus." Cindy said. "Vice raided it. Alcohol in abundance, and people under 21 years of age intoxicated, some heavily. Thirty-two arrests. Mary got warrants for cell phones, trying to find the alcohol suppliers. The fraternity's leadership was at the party, and will face additional charges for being the leaders at a party serving alcohol to underage drinkers."
"Why was it off-campus?" I asked. "Fraternity Row is on Campus property, on the southern edge but still on Campus. They're safer from us on Campus than off it."
"Sir," said Teresa, "when I was in Vice, we noticed that Fraternities that were already in trouble with the University would tend to take their parties off-campus, sometimes to Nextdoor County or Coltrane County. The Kappas are the 'Old South' fraternity; they've been accused of being white racists, and actually sued the University for suppressing their Free Speech rights when the University was going to shut them down. They won, so the School can't shut them down without cause. If they were busted on-campus for serving underage people alcohol, that would be cause, and they'd be shut down."
"Can they be shut down for an off-campus party with criminal charges?" Cindy asked.
"No." I said. "Well... the School could try, but they'll be sued again. It wasn't just Free Speech rights the Kappas sued over, but Freedom to Peaceably Assemble, and that's actually what won the lawsuit for them. Now they'll say they were peaceably assembling as a private group off-campus, and the University is trying to deny them their rights again. My guess is that the University will let us handle it, and if the leadership gets potential felony charges against them, that'll send a message to the rest of them."
"Other than that, sir," said Cindy, "it was a pretty quiet weekend for the Detective Division. I'm about to have Theo find a cold case to solve."
I nodded. "Okay, that's the outside world. Teresa, what's going on inside our Police world?"
Teresa said "Sir, let me first ask... are there any plans to promote upper-level Officers? Like to Deputy Chief? Captain of Administration? Captain of Detectives, after you fire Ms. Hardbody here for trashing your office after the Bulldogs whip the Wildcats?"
Cindy's eyes about popped out of her head as she turned on Teresa. I laughed out loud.
"Man! people are just assuming the Wildcats have no chance." I muttered. "Even you, Ms. Croyle?"
"Todd is taking me and Cindy and Callie to the game." said Teresa. "Bulldogs section, so I better get into the spirit."
"Shit." I muttered. "I'm going to be there with Theo and Franklin. Guests of the Wildcat University President, for helping with the Gonzales case, and Theo and Franklin being family of Jamaal Washington."
"Guess Joanne and Mary had better be ready to be in charge, then." said Cindy.
"The Chief is going to go bonkers." I said. "I'll have make arrangements to fly back..."
"Don," Cindy said, "We're going in the BOW Enterprises plane." She made air quotes as she said "The title 'CEO of BOW Enterprises' is almost as good as 'Police Commander'. If anything happens, Teresa and I will be back here in a heartbeat, so don't stress on it."
"It's my job to 'stress on it'." I said. "Okay, the question was promotions and positions. The position of Deputy Chief is not going to be filled right now, as Bettina reported. And maybe not for some time. We got along fine without one for a good long time, and we'll be fine without one now. Holloway is doing fine running Administration, and some of that stuff is going to City Hall, as it stands. Aaron is still doing Physical Properties, and Briscoe is still doing Public Relations. No need to promote anyone, so no holes will be created by promoting someone to Deputy Chief."
"The reason I'm asking, sir," said Teresa, "is because Irwin and Rudistan have heard some scattershot that Precinct Captain Briggs is going to make a complaint to the Union that he is being held back from being promoted, and wrongly so."
"Good grief." muttered Cindy.
"I'm not totally surprised." I said. "And I'd be very tempted to put Briggs into Press Relations so his dream of retiring as a Captain, and soon, would be fulfilled. But we'd have to put Briscoe somewhere, there's no place to put him, and there is no way in hell the Chief is going to put Briscoe into the Deputy Chief slot."
"Well, sir," said Teresa, "I'll just let you and the Chief handle it. That's why y'all make the big bucks."
"Har! there are not bucks big enough for what I have to put up with." I said. "Especially from rowdy Captains planning mischief for my office weekend after next. And speaking of that, why is Tanya really here? Y'all would take her out to lunch if there was any planning of messing with l'il ol' me to be done."
"She's meeting with the Chief, sir." said Cindy. "Supposedly about cooperation between our CSIs and her Crime Lab. But I think she might be trying to see what her chances are of coming back here as Deputy Chief." I winced and Cindy said "What?"
"Don't tell anyone this." I said. "But I already tried with the Chief to get Tanya in there as Deputy Chief. He took it up the chain, but he didn't get three words out of his mouth when the Sheriff shot it down. I also had a quiet word with Jack Colby and Dagmar Schoen of the Council, and even they wouldn't hear of it."
"Why not?" asked Teresa. "As you well know, Deputy Chief is not a field position. Tanya can run the 'beans and bullets' side of the Force, wheelchair notwithstanding."
"I'm not sure what the issue is." I said. "I suspect some of it is liability-related. Also, while being Captain or above exempts us from the physical fitness requirements of those Lieutenant and under, all Officers from the Chief on down still have to be capable of doing the duties of a basic Police Officer. Soooo, Tanya has a good job and is doing a great job at it, and that's the way it'll have to remain..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for meeting me." said Jenna Stiles after she and Cindy Ross were seated at the Cattleman's Club for lunch.
"No problem." said Cindy. "What's new? How are things in the State Attorney's Office?"
"Fairly busy." Jenna said. "Your boss, the Iron Crowbar, does too good a job, sometimes. Means extra work for us underpaid State Attorneys."
Cindy smiled. "Plenty of work for us, as well."
"How are things with you?" Jenna asked. "The gym... and your new friend, Callie?"
"Oh..." Cindy said, a bit taken aback that Jenna was mentioning Callie. "We're fine. The gym is doing very well with Ariel and Wanda running it. I almost feel guilty taking in all that money while they're doing most of the work. And Callie's doing well as Laura's research assistant in the Psychology Department at the school. I'm learning a lot about sex just from what Callie is learning and passing on."
The waitress came and took their orders, then Jenna said "What I wanted to talk to you about, was... well, I know you're pretty much a political atheist, and that was one of the things that broke us up..." Cindy looked sharply at Jenna as the redhead continued: "... but I do want your advice on a couple of things that have come up."
"Well, I have little knowledge of political issues, but what did you want to ask?" Cindy replied.
Jenna said "I've been strongly considering another run against Gil Krasney next Fall, and Mr. Bennett has been very supportive of it. But this time I've been approached to run as part of a team for Mayor, D.A., and Sheriff. Mayor Vaughan is considering a run as the Republican nominee for U.S. Congress against Congressman Condor, who is a Democrat. And there is beginning to be some scuttlebutt that Sheriff Allgood might run for Mayor instead of Sheriff again."
Hmm, is Jenna fishing for information from me? Cindy thought to herself. But she only said: "So who will you be running as a triumvirate with?"
"For mayor," said Jenna, "Malinda Adams is considering running. And for Sheriff... Della Harlow." She peered at Cindy, but Cindy had been trained by the very best to keep her face an impassive sheet of iron... her father being 'the very best', of course.
Cindy said "I don't understand why Ms. Adams would give up a full voting Council seat, which she's pretty secure in, to be a non-voting Mayor."
"Well," Jenna said, "as far as the Council, you are right. But the Mayor also sits on all the Boards that the Board of Commissioners sit on, and the Mayor often nominates the at-large Board members. That's the real power of the Office of the Mayor. The Mayor also steers legislation through the Town Assembly as well as the Council, and submits the first budget to the Assembly for consideration. The post is not weak at all."
Cindy nodded. "That makes sense." After a moment, she said "Are you aware of the full story of Della Harlow leaving the TCPD?"
"I definitely know her side of it." said Jenna. "And I've also heard some of the other side, though not directly and not in full." That was a 'hint', and Cindy decided to make good on it.
"I can give you that other side, and in full." Cindy said. "Della Harlow was a very good Police Officer for a long time. Orange Order, Star of Gallantry, which is not normal for Administrators to get, and she ran the supply side of the Force very well. Then she just... changed. She let politics really get in the way of her job. She accused a good Detective of being a racist, which he's not; she tried to set that Detective up for sexual harassment, which Commander Troy squashed like a bug."
"Then she started letting hatred for Governor Jared translate into hatred for Commander Troy and others, including me and Captain Croyle." Cindy continued. "By the time all was said and done, she put Officers' lives in danger, the Commander's family's lives in danger... including my life, as I was in the room with him... and Della just became... irrational. So I know you hate Governor Jared, too, but I would suggest being careful attaching your good name to Della Harlow's."
"I don't hate Jared." Jenna said. "I just don't agree with his politics and what I and many perceive as his racist attitudes towards minorities and women."



"Give me one concrete example of racism by Governor Jared." Cindy said, harshness creeping into her voice. "Not what the God-damned Media says, but an actual example that you know of."
"I don't have one." Jenna said, surprising Cindy with her candor. "I know it, you know it, the Media knows it, too... but they'll never admit it. What I do know is that Women's Rights will never be advanced with any Republican in the Governorship or the White House; ergo, I want Republicans out and Democrats in. Anyway, it sounds like you don't think much of me running with the others as a team."
"You'll be running as a team with your base issue being women's rights, yes?" Cindy asked.
Jenna nodded. "Even though Krasney helped prosecute Peter Gordon for raping Kendra Luskin, he wasn't into it at all. I felt like he was taking sides for the optics, and didn't mind if Gordon was acquitted."
"We can argue this all day," Cindy said, "but I think the Jury reached the right verdict on that particular case. But beyond that, you've not been exactly enamored of Krasney's positions towards women in the first place."
"You got that right." said Jenna, knowing Cindy was deliberately understating it. "I want that bastard out so bad I can taste it. Even if someone else were to win... like Solicitor Miriam Walters... I wouldn't mind. I just want him out."
Cindy nodded. "I'm not a big fan of him, either. So let me ask, who else is running for Sheriff?"
"Loran T. Michaels plans to run against Sheriff Allgood." Jenna said. "Michaels still hates Allgood for trying to shove Brownlee into the Public Health Department, even though that worked out and is long since over. Of course, my question, and everyone else's, is why Commander Troy doesn't just run for Sheriff and just be in charge of everything."
Cindy suppressed a grin, then said "Well, I probably shouldn't tell you this, but I will. Don once told me that when he was receiving his second Medal of Valor and looking at all those people cheering him that day, he was remembering that those same people wanted his scalp after Westboro tried to ruin Don's reputation. Then, after that recent shooting where he was suspended, people wanted his scalp again, since the Press told them to hate him."
"Come on, he'd win in a landslide if he ran." said Jenna. "Even against Daniel Allgood."
"Maybe." said Cindy. "But I don't think he wants to run. I think that last incident scarred Don more than he's ever let on. When Allgood suspended him without pay, I don't think Don took that very well. And I'll tell you this much in confidence: that is the reason Daniel is not running for Sheriff again."
"Wow." said Jenna. "I guess Don would really have a problem with Della running for Sheriff, then. So again... he should just run himself, then solve all our problems as County Sheriff."
Hmmm, is that what Jenna really wants? Cindy thought to herself. Or is something else behind her words? Putting that into its compartment of her mind, Cindy said "Well, Don has to do things that aren't very popular at times. So he doesn't want to be in an elected position and have to beg people for money for campaigns and for votes to keep his job."
She couldn't help it, the grin broke out: "Oh... and Don's already in charge of everything, even though those that think they're over him don't want to admit it. The Sheriff knows it, for example. And if you want to be D.A., my friend... you need to get the Iron Crowbar firmly on your side."
Jenna nodded. Their food came, and they began concentrating on eating more than talking.
Some moments later, Jenna said "So you're not liking the Women's Team idea of fielding candidates?"
"I didn't say that." Cindy said. "Practically speaking, it might be a good idea. I do think you need to be very wary of Della Harlow, though. She's not going to be a plus for your ticket."
After lunch, as they were leaving, Susie Haskins came up to them. "Hello Captain Ross!" she said.
"Hi, Susie!" Cindy said. "How are you doing?"
"Good, ma'am." Susie said respectfully. "Would you like to buy a nail for the Police Dog fund?"
"The what?" Jenna asked.
"We're selling nails for one dollar apiece, to raise money for a new Police dog." said Susie. "The nails will go to making a new crowbar for the Iron Crowbar... and don't tell anyone, but it's for a green crowbar, too." Susie looked slyly at Cindy as she said that.
"Well, that sounds like two worthy causes." said Jenna. "I'll buy five nails." She gave Susie five dollars. Cindy did likewise. Susie thanked them and left to sell more nails for the project.
"Now you've got kids selling nails to make your crowbars for you." Jenna said.
"Not my idea." Cindy said. "But if it helps get us a new Police dog to replace the retiring Stonewall, I'm all for it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Katherine Woodburn groaned as her young aide Clark pumped his big cock in and out of her sopping wet pussy. The sex was a welcome break from the increasing tension of her body as well as the politics of the State. For his part, Clark was enjoying lying on top of the hot MILF State Senator, kissing her and fondling her big breasts as he enjoyed the feeling of her shapely legs wrapped around him.
"Oh yeah, fuck me!" Katherine ordered, grinding her hips up to meet Clark's long, deep thrusts. They both knew that his experience and talent at fucking her just right would keep him employed by her for some time to come.
"Yeah, fuck her, Clark!" yelled Priya Ajmani from her chair as she watch the rutting couple lustily humping on the sofa. The beautiful Indian woman allowed her fingers to slide down to her throbbing clit and flick it as she watched Katherine get fucked hard. Clark was a good fuck, Priya thought, but she was thinking about another cock right now... an iron hard cock attached to a real man, not duds like Thomas P. Cook and John anything-but-Hard-wood.
Clark had been relentlessly fucking Katherine for several minutes, and he could not hold back. He groaned as his nuts tightened, and then he gasped as the first large shot of his ejaculate fired into Katherine's cunt. Streams of come flooded the lovely woman's eagerly receptive pussy as Clark's cock-cannon fired again and again...
"Okay, stud, go clean up." Katherine said, dismissing Clark. He gathered his clothes and left the office; he would dress in the anteroom.
Priya came over and knelt between Katherine's legs. Her tongue lashed out, and she began licking the older woman's labes, then deeper into her cunt, lapping up Clark's cum like the obedient little bitch she was.
"Yeah, baby, get that pussy nice and clean." Katherine said, enjoying Priya's tongue on her slit as much as she'd enjoyed Clark's cock buried balls-deep in her quim. After long moments, Priya's job was finally done.
"Feel better?" Priya asked.
"Yeah, I really needed that." sighed Katherine. "Especially after the disaster in Midtown. I don't know how he did it, but I cannot believe the Iron Crowbar got those two Mobsters to cooperate to keep that white nationalist slug."
"We in the Press are saying that it's a good thing." said Priya. "Attacks on Jared gets eyeballs and sells advertising. He's an easy target, and fun to whack like the Iron Crowbar whacks thugs with his... er, big crowbar."
Katherine smiled. "I think you like his 'little crowbar' more than you're letting on." she said. "But never mind that. What's going on with Hardwood?"
"As much as we say Jared is mentally incompetent," Priya said, "I think Hardwood is the one becoming truly unhinged. He keeps muttering that he wants to see the Iron Crowbar in pain."
"Yes, he's saying that out loud and in public, too." Katherine said. "He's an idiot; he should keep stuff like that to himself. But what I'm asking is what he's up to with Thomas Cook. They've been seen having lunch together a number of times."
"Maybe they're out on lunch dates, and they're sucking each other's dicks." said Priya maliciously.
"I'm sure John would love that," said Katherine, "but Thomas is straight."
"Maybe they're planning something with the Council to spring on Commander Troy." said Priya. "Like Thomas did with that eminent domain while Troy was distracted by his suspension. The Iron Crowbar was bitterly furious about the Widow Grissom being forced out of her home like she was. Her husband was a Korean War veteran. He survived Chosin when the Chinese invaded. And you know how Don feels about war veterans."
"He's really going to be upset, then," said Katherine, "when old Mr. Davis finally goes. He's pretty sick now. Anyway, keep your eyes and ears open regarding Cook and Hardwood. I need to know what they're doing before they do it."
"And send me any scoops that you can." replied Priya. "And anything that will embarrass Hardwood and get me my old morning job back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in." Jenna Stiles said as Malinda Adams appeared in the door of Jenna's office in the State Crime Lab building.
Malinda Adams was not tall but looked as if she was due to being very slender. But she was not bad looking at all, and she could walk in high heels as gracefully as any woman. Her hair was straight down the sides of her face and cut at the shoulders, framing her face, and her glasses actually accented her look. She was definitely 'fuckable', and people would be surprised how much she enjoyed a big cock inside her giving her a good fuck, considering that she was such a feminist on the outside in her politics.
"So, how did lunch go?" Malinda asked.
"Pretty good." Jenna said as they sat down on the sofa to talk. "Cindy was a lot more open with me than I expected. We had a good conversation."
"Did you discuss our political plans with her?" Malinda asked, knowing that they did.
"Yes, and that's where I was surprised at Cindy's candor." said Jenna. "She was actually very receptive to the idea of me running for D.A. She wondered why you would give up your Council seat to be Mayor, and I explained the true power behind that. But... and this is why I wanted to talk to you alone... she said that Della Harlow for Sheriff was a bad idea on a couple of fronts: first, Harlow really garnered some enmity with the Police; they would really be against her. And second, Cindy said that the People of the County don't really want a political Sheriff, and that Della preaching women's rights would turn voters off."
"Did she say who might be running for Sheriff?" asked Malinda, both women knowing exactly who she was asking about.
"It won't be the Iron Crowbar." said Jenna. "I went roundabout on that several ways, and Cindy said Don just does not want a political job, not even Sheriff. She also didn't say if Don would back someone for the job, only that he was not backing Allgood."
"So that's why there's some talk that Allgood is going to run for Mayor." said Malinda. "Does Cindy think I can beat Allgood for Mayor?"
"She didn't say." Jenna said. "I got the idea... that there still is tension between Allgood and Troy. And whatever Troy is thinking, Ross is agreeing with. She worships that man, like that little Police dog of his worships him."
"That man does have a way of creating loyalty in his people." said Malinda. "Which is why the attempt to get him suspended and ousted failed so badly. So, Jenna, what do you think? Will our Women's Team approach work?"
Jenna pretended to think a moment, and then said "I don't know. I'm running against Krasney no matter what. If you guys want to run as a team, I'll be a part of it. But I think we need to do some serious polling and get our ducks in a row before you and Della decide what to do. Your seat on the Council might be more valuable than being Mayor, after all, as Cindy suggested."
"So no thought of her running for something with us?" Malinda said.
"And leave the Police Force?" Jenna replied. "I just don't see her ever leaving the Iron Crowbar's side..."
Part 3 - Nerves and Agents
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette on Wednesday, October 18th at 7:00am, from in front of the Bell Tower that marked the entrance to the University campus. "Fox Two News has learned that Professor Marvin Milton of the University has been nominated for the Nobel Prize for Mathematics!"
Bettina began: "Professor Milton's work on statistical models of behavioral interactions has been applied to Chaos Theory, String Theory, and Gaming Theory, including behavioral analysis and group interactions among humans. University President Sidney P. Wellman issued a statement praising Dr. Milton for his work and the honor of this nomination."
Governor Jared had also issued a statement praising Dr. Milton, but this was ignored by KXTC.
Bettina went on: "In other University news, the School has announced that they will not settle with Dr. Jan Camp over her wrongful firing lawsuit, but will countersue in a full Court battle. Dr. Camp was fired after making public allegations that the University gave athletes preferential treatment, including changing grades without cause. The University's countersuit is claiming defamation by Dr. Camp. The first Court skirmish will be to determine if Dr. Camp's actions are considered to be those of a whistleblower, which would legally protect her from the University's defamation claim."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in." I said as FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and Special Agent Lindy Linares were admitted to my office at 9:30am. "Have a seat, get comfortable. Get coffee if you want it; it's fresh." Both Agents availed themselves of good fresh coffee as I finished my typing on my computer. As they sat down, I turned to face them. Jack was looking tired, almost haggard. Lindy was looking sexy, as she always does.
"Must be a tough case." I said, peering at Jack.
"Not much gets by you." replied Muscone. "It's this Red Brookstein case. I've been working it with our people in Virginia, and we're just not getting any leads on the guy. And my team is being told to work on the Guardians of Justice case, but that's going cold, as well."
I nodded. "They haven't released anything really new, lately." I said. "Maybe they just had that one batch of stuff, and that was that."
Lindy said "We're really wondering if Rusty Dawson, who ended up dead with a pink frisbee in his room, was part of all that. We know you think those jump drives and papers were planted on him, but it's all good copies of data we know the GOJ had obtained."
"It won't hurt my feelings if you prove me wrong." I said. "We never totally disproved him being a whistleblower, so he could well have been one."
Jack said "The State and the Feds have also taken some steps to improve their cyber-security. We're hoping that that is part of the reason why there's no new information." I nodded, though I did not think that what the Government considered 'improved' actually was.
"Okay," said Jack, "let me now tell you the reason for this meeting." He made the sign with his fingers to turn on my bug killer. I pretended to turn it on, not mentioning that it already was on.
"We've been working on that money that was left at the Dawson crime scene." said Jack. "We also have been looking at the late Dora Ellis and her father, the late Henry Boxman of Rainbow Insurance and Superior Bloodlines." (Author's note: see 'Dream Within A Dream' for Dora Ellis's story.) "Sometimes it's easier to spot something when one is looking for something specific. Lindy?"
"Boxman had dozens of financial lines to various white supremacy groups, using insurance claims as a way to launder money." Lindy said. "We'd traced a good number of them, but a few didn't lead to anything we were aware of. Now, after your suggestion to look at them and Thomas P. Cook with regard to nerve agents, we may have something."
Lindy handed me a jump drive and I put it into my laptop and downloaded the files. I opened them to see that there had been 'insurance claims' by an insecticide-making firm in North Dakota. The chemical company made some 'no shit' insecticides, including some that were not very far at all away from being military-grade nerve agents."
"Wow." I said. "And it looks like Dora was involved with this company."
"She placed orders for 'Ultra Diox', which was this company's brand name for an insecticide that is no longer legal to make." said Jack Muscone. "The label on that stuff says to use atropine as an antidote if exposed to it, as well as the skull-and-crossbones and words 'CAN KILL YOU'. I don't need to go back 400 years to figure out that that's some bad stuff."
"Yes." I said, deeply aware of what those chemicals were. "Yes it is. So... any connections to Cook?"
"Not yet." said Lindy. "But Dora's orders were shipped to this County, to a storage facility called Town Public Storage. They're mostly a storage facility, but they hold mail and delivery shipments, for a fee." I recognized the name; it was where Jason Marquis Solomon was found dead, murdered by Dr. Bonnie Karpathian acting as the copycat Black Widow. (Author's note: 'Return of the Black Widow', Ch. 3.)
"That's a T-Square joint." I said. Then I thought about it. "It was run by a guy named Mike Jones, which is a pretty bland name."
"That would be an interesting thing to do." said Muscone. "Hide the stuff literally under the Black Community's noses. And if it's found... blame T-Square."
"True." I said. "But T-Square... and more importantly, The Teacher... keep very much in tune with what is going on in this County, as much as I do if not more. Something like that would not escape their attention."
"Our hypothesis is that the manager of the place, Jones, took in a few bills under the table to not ask questions, and not tell T-Square." said Muscone. "We think Dora's agents would be there to pick up the shipment, or come in soon afterward, move the stuff to their rented storage space, then come in later and pick it up and hide it somewhere else."
"And white people doing that in a largely black part of Town would get attention." I replied. "So they wouldn't be leaving that stuff there very long, and they wouldn't be going to that well very often. And if they have different people go and get the stuff, that in itself would draw attention. But... it's a start. So, what were the insurance claims about?"
"The insecticide company had a fire in one of their smaller storage warehouses." said Lindy. "There was a real fire at one time; the Fire Department there has a log of it. They let it burn itself out rather than try to put water on all those chemicals, and the first insurance company the company had balked at paying for a long time, saying a lot of property could've been saved if the Fire Department had acted and put out the fire. From that point on, it got ugly and went to Court, where most of the settlement money was put into the lawyers' pockets.
"Then, enter Rainbow Insurance." Lindy continued. "They wrote a generous policy for the company, and over time they made payments on three claims of fire to that same warehouse, which sat there gutted out and was never rebuilt. The Fire Department never got a call for any more fires, either."
"Well," I said sarcastically, "if the Fire Department didn't put out the fire the first time, why bother calling them again? I'm kidding, but it's pretty clear that Rainbow was funneling money into that insecticide company."
"That's the front end." said Muscone. "Now for the next point, which is your County here. There's been nothing recent from that insecticide company to the storage facility. Dora and her father are dead, and Superior Bloodlines is finished, as well. What I'm afraid of, though, is that if we start asking questions around here, the wrong people might hear about it and destroy any evidence that's out there before you have a chance to find it."



"Yes, that might be a good point." I said. "I appreciate everything you've gotten for me. How about I buy lunch for you later today?"
Part 4 - Drones, Scones, and Hot Couplings
Wednesday, October 18th. Katherine Woodburn was escorted by the hostess to the table in the back of the small room of the Town & County's popular Luigi's restaurant. The man at the table rose to greet her.
"Thank you for coming, Ms. Woodburn." said State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone.
"Thank you for inviting me." said Katherine, as they exchanged two-cheek kisses. "Luigi's is so much better than the tea-and-scones places like the Lilibet House. And please, let's drop the formality. Call me Katherine."
"Okay, and you can call me Jimmy, or whatever you like, just keep it clean." said Cerone. Katherine giggled and they sat down. After small talk and ordering, Katherine signaled her desire to come to the point.
"So, whatever you want to talk to me about must be important, Mr. Jimmy." she said, giving Cerone respect no matter how 'informal' he said she could get. "This is an excellent restaurant, but to come up here to Iron Crowbar country definitely gets my interest."
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar." said Cerone. "He's a big teddy bear, really, and I mean that as a compliment."
"Don't take this the wrong way," Katherine said, "but people are wondering why you and Senator Molinari are fawning over him so much. If only the rest of us had those pictures..."
Cerone chuckled, knowing Katherine was just teasing him. "Seriously, Katherine, there are no pictures. I'm clean now, just a humble State Senator, same as you. Mr. Molinari and I are no longer competing businessmen, but have many interests in common now. And the Iron Crowbar... Moe and I are where we are because we have the minds to understand some things. One thing we both understand is that the Iron Crowbar is a step ahead of us... of all of us."
Katherine held back a wince. "Well... I'm sure you didn't come up here to talk about the Iron Crowbar."
"No," said Cerone, "I came up to make sure my Luigi's here is meeting my standards, and I'm happy to say that it is."
Their food came, and they spent some time eating and chatting about inconsequential things. Once done, with dessert and coffee served, Cerone got down to business.
"What we need to talk about, Katherine," said Cerone, "is your 'Wall of Granite' bloc of Legislators."
"Yes, we're totally opposed to that scumbag Jared." said Katherine. "He's a humiliation to the State, don't you agree?"
"Actually, no I don't." said Cerone. "I understand the hatred of you and many Democrats, and especially the minorities, but once again, I'm looking at it from a much more practical perspective. Val Jared was elected fairly and cleanly, and by People of this State who are absolutely disgusted with 'politics as usual'. And these people are not the loudmouths and violent protesters; they are the people that make this State, and this Nation, work."
"And what I don't think most politicians of either Party are understanding," Cerone continued, "is that these People are getting tired of being insulted, told their vote was wrong. For them, voting for Jared was an act of desperation, a last chance to reform the system using the system. Desperate people begin lashing out when they have no other way to go. Eliminate Jared through impeachment, and these People might just decide they have no peaceful means left to restore America to its former greatness."
"So," finished Cerone, "we need for you to cooperate, and for your 'Wall of Granite' caucus to not derail us."
"I understand, Jimmy, I really do." said Katherine, who understood far more than just what Cerone was saying. By his coming here, she knew that he knew that she really did have the power to make serious trouble for the coalition that had struck the deal with Jared. "And you already do have our full cooperation."
"Say again?" said Cerone, not expecting that.
"Look," Katherine said, "Senator Maxine Watts started her rants and diatribes and found herself on television, getting publicity and all that. We're doing the same thing; we just don't look like batty nutcases in the process. Whenever I'm put on television, and the Press is just begging me to appear on their stations, I just rant about Jared and money just pours into my campaign fund and my SuperPACs. Leftwing groups are just throwing money at me."
"But," continued Katherine, "we all know that Jared is not going to be deposed, despite Graham Collins having wet dreams about being Governor. So we talk, give our constituents the red meat, collect the money, and in reality everything goes along like it always has."
Cerone nodded, impressed. "It is possible, my dear Senator Woodburn, that I have underestimated you. I think you do understand."
Katherine smiled and said "Thank you, sir. But I will say this: it's no joke that I'm pushing for our Democrat causes, and a big one for me still is having a strong SBI to rule over local law enforcement. I'm not backing down on that, at all. And I'll continue to whack Jared for his misogyny, his racism, and his sheer stupidity."
Cerone nodded. "Okay, then. We understand each other. By the way, that young man running this shift is my nephew. Nice young man, but he needs to learn about women. Maybe you can help him out, set him up for a date with one of the women on your staff."
Katherine had noted the young man, and she had just the woman to teach that young man to be a master of sex: herself. "I think I can help you out there, Senator Cerone." she said with a smile.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch at the Cop Bar, where Jack Muscone ate three double cheeseburgers, while Lindy had the chicken Caesar salad and I had the new 'fried egg bacon burger' that I'd convinced Pops, the owner of the place, to add to his menu, I went up to The Cabin for a hot sexual rendezvous.
Bettina Wurtzburg was already there. She looked hot in her dress with orange, yellow, and red swirls, and shimmery green high heel sandals. We went inside, and I wasted little time taking the hot redhead MILF in my arms and kissing her mouth hard.
"Mmmm, I've missed that." she whispered as I nuzzled her neck, my hands moving along her back to undo her dress. Her hands were exploring my groin, unzipping my pants and reaching inside. Her dress fell to the floor.
"Why don't we take this upstairs." I said, picking up Bettina and carrying her to the master bedroom. I deposited her on the bed and lay down to her left side, still kissing her mouth and neck. My left slid down her firm belly and under her panties until my fingers found the swollen slit and the warm, wet hole beneath it.
"Ohhhhhhh, yeahhhhhh." said Bettina. "Oh, it's so good..." She relaxed into my right arm, which was cradling her shoulders. My mouth found hers again and we kissed deeply and sensuously for several long minutes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My hands were cupping Bettina's firm asscheeks as I drove my iron-hard cock into her pussy again and again and again. Her legs were wrapped around me, and I could feel the bottoms of her feet and the high heels she was wearing pressing into my ass, just below where my back surgery had been.
"Ohhh, that's good!" said Bettina. "Even better than Nick Eastwood, though his cock is bigger than yours." I knew Bettina was saying this to tease me, to drive me to fuck her harder and deeper. "You know, Nick would rather have your wife Laura than his own mother... yeah, he's been fucking his own mother..."
"I don't blame him." I said. "They're both hot and beautiful."
"I heard... that you fucked your own mother." Bettina whispered as I nuzzled her neck, not letting her see my face. "But I don't know, and I don't want to know for sure."
"Right now I'm fucking you, baby." I grunted. "And I'm loving that tight wet cunt of yours." I drove my hips harder, undulating my ass faster as my cockshaft scraped along Bettina's vaginal walls. I felt my nut rising, and soon I would be firing my load into Bettina's quaking quim...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After cleaning up and getting dressed, Bettina and I sat in the greatroom, looking out of the huge windows at the Town. A train was coming out of the western horizon, sunlight glinting off its windows and silver wheels.
"So, I guess you want to know why I wanted to talk to you." Bettina said as we sat close together.
"Completely off the record." I said.
"For now." Bettina said. "After you hear what it's about, maybe you'll share your findings with me and I can use them for a story."
"Okay, shoot." I said.
"It's about our drones that were shot down when you were keeping those two helicopters from taking down Quint Danielson." Bettina said, which had happened during the recent 'Pink Panther' case. "One of the Press drones that was taken down was KSTD's. The other was Fox Midtown's, and they were sharing their camera footage with us, KXTC."
"They got too close to the nuclear power plant, didn't they?" I asked.
"No, Don, they didn't." said Bettina emphatically, almost angrily. "We were careful to avoid the power plant. We were following the flight of the TCPD helicopter with Quint and Chief Griswold in it, halfway expecting an attack upon it. And like the TCPD helicopter, our drones stayed well away from the power plant."
For Bettina to be admitting this was extraordinary, despite the deep, wet fuck I'd just thrown into her. This must be something big to her, and to her colleagues in the Press.
"Did you ask the FBI about it?" I asked, to get Bettina even more agitated and on a roll.
"Yes." said Bettina, practically huffing and puffing. "At first, they said the drones must've been too close to the power plant. When we showed them that wasn't the case, they tried to say 'Well, we'll have to look into it.' We didn't really accept that, pointing out to them that they'd been investigating the whole incident for days. At that point, they hemmed and hawed about it, and said they'd get back to us. To this point, not one word, and they're not taking our phone calls about it any more."
I nodded. "So what else happened? I'm sure enterprising journalists like yourselves didn't sit back and not investigate."
"Of course." Bettina said. "We sent reporter teams out there, and heavily armed, I might add. For the most part, we were left alone. But when we got close to the river that's the State Line, where our drones went down, military troops suddenly appeared seemingly out of the ground and the scrub around the river, and all but attacked us I mean they were pointing guns at our teams, and were going to confiscate our cameras. Our team pulled our guns and said they'd have to kill us all to get the cameras, and that we were transmitting back to our stations as we were speaking... which was true. The military leader, I'm not sure what his rank was, told us to get away from the river and back into this State, or they'd arrest us, and would kill us on camera if we tried to resist with our arms."
"Did you ever find your drones?" I asked.
"No, they've never been found." said Bettina. "We think the Federal Government confiscated them."
"What footage did the drones get, on the day they were shot down?"
"We got a little bit of some guy in a Cobra blowing one of the perp helicopters clean out of the sky with a missile." said Bettina, making me smile. "They got some footage of that perp chopper on the ground, burning. Then our drones went along the route that helicopter was flying, to see where it was going to. The signal wacked out, horizontal lines of static and a humming noise, then nothing. The drones were shot down soon after, and we know they were shot down because they were sending telemetry data information, mostly GPS location, and there was a sudden 'major malfunction' message right as we lost contact."
"Interesting." I nodded. "So, what do you want me to do?"
"Look into it." Bettina said. "Find out what really happened. I know this may not seem like much to you, Don, but I've got pretty good journalistic instincts when something is going on. Something's not right about all this."
"Okay, I'll see what I can find out." I said. "But don't be shocked if I don't find out anything because there's nothing to find out. Okay, now tell me what gossip your Aunt Elsie is finding out while she's having tea and scones with the ladies of High Society."
Bettina's grin turned into a laugh, then she said "It's becoming known that Daniel Allgood is not going to run for another term as our Sheriff, and that it's because you took him behind the woodshed, politically speaking. It's also becoming very well known that Della Harlow is laying groundwork to run for Sheriff, with the intent of getting rid of you if she wins."
"C'mon, give me something I don't know." I said, peering sideways at the lovely redheaded MILF.
"Okay." Bettina said. "Sidney Wellman was planning to announce his retirement, but suddenly changed his mind over the last few weeks. Some say his wife wanted him to continue, since she likes being the University's 'First Lady', so to speak. Others say it's because of Jan Camp and her lawsuit, which both sides are going 'scorched earth' over."
"You're borrrring meeeee..." I said half-mockingly.
"Well," Bettina said, "Aunt Elsie did hear that the Establishment Republicans want to accuse Governor Jared of sexual harassment for something he allegedly did 30 or 40 years ago. They were lining the women up, and then that suddenly fell apart, too. Maybe Molinari and Cerone threatened some people if they didn't keep the truce and leave Jared alone."
"That could be." I replied. "Who were the women?"
"No idea." said Bettina. "But I can tell you that they were going to be represented by Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder, and Reems, P.C. Elsie says Gwen fancies herself to be the 'Gloria Allred' of this State..."
"Now that," I said, "is interesting news..."
Part 5 - Hot and Cold (Cases)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 20th, from across the street from the University Bell Tower. "Fox Two News has learned that an important ruling has been made in the lawsuit by Dr. Jan Camp against the University!"
"Presiding Judge Patrick R. Folsom ruled last night that Dr. Camp did not sufficiently show why she should be given 'whistleblower' status." continued Bettina. "In fact, several professors deposed by the University's lawyers, including Dr. Laura Fredricson, head of the Psychology Department, testified that Dr. Camp's accusations only came after her efforts to gin up protests over the Kendra Luskin/Peter Gordon rape case were not successful and led to her termination."
"Dr. Camp's lawyers intend to appeal that decision, which allows the University to countersue in the ongoing case." said Bettina. "If she wins the appeal and is granted 'whistleblower' status, then the University's countersuit will be dismissed."
Bettina went on: "And Social Justice groups protested in front of the offices of State Senator Katherine Woodburn here in Town, and Senator Maxine Watts in the City, demanding that they lead the charge to impeach Governor Jared. The groups say that Jared's misogyny and disregard for women's rights is the true reason the University refuses to admit it treats athletes favorably and is fighting Dr. Camp so bitterly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I truly think if Jesus came back to Earth and walked on water to get here," Teresa Croyle said, "the Press would blame Governor Jared for not having already built a bridge."
"Hell," I said, "they'd blame Jared for the Crucifixion in the first place."
"By the way, sir," said Theo, "Jamaal is coming in about 10:00 this morning."
"Great!" I said. "I'll call Laura and see if we can get Carole over here at the same time."
"Way too many Wildcats around here today." Cindy said. "I wonder if we'll have as many showing up on Monday week."
"Can't speak for Jamaal," I said, "but Monday week is a work day for the Town & County Police Force, so Detective Washington and I will be right here... celebrating victory."
"That's what I love about you, sir." Cindy said. "Unfailingly optimistic, even in the face of hopeless odds."
"There is no such thing as truly hopeless odds." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Business before photo ops. At 9:00am, Captain Ross, Detectives Washington and Warner, and myself sat down in Classroom 'E'.
"Okay, Theo." Cindy said. "What's the cold case you want to look at?"
"A murder from twelve years ago." said Theo. "Young woman and her unborn child. Her name was Tammy Cochran--"
"Ohhhhhh, that one." Cindy said.
"Tell me about it." I said, as interested in Cindy's reaction as in the case.
"What I have so far, sir," said Theo, "is that twelve years ago an 18-year-old girl named Tammy Cochran went missing. She was a just-graduated Senior at Town High School, and she'd been dating a kid named Tommy McGill. No relation to our McGhillies, by the way. Tommy was also 18, just graduated from the vocational program at Town High."
"Tammy's parents were Benny and Dinah Cochran." continued Theo. "Benny was good with motors and worked at the Town Auto Repair shop, as well as fixing up and selling vacuum cleaners and washing machines. Dinah was a waitress, and word was she earned extra income on the side as a prostitute, though she was never arrested or charged with anything... anything at all. They were considered by many to be the 'white trash' couple."
"Tommy McGill's parents were and are J.G. McGill and Lorraine Karla McGill. She was the Superior Court Judge in Nextdoor County, and very powerful in the State. Everyone thought she's be appointed to the State Supreme Court, but instead she retired right about the time of the incident.
Theo went on: "J.G. McGill was involved in County politics for years before the Town and County merged. McGill bitterly opposed the merger, and was the main reason the merger did not happen years before it did happen. McGill had several businesses and was very wealthy and powerful in both politics and business in the County."
"Was?" I asked.
"He semi-retired when his wife retired from the Bench." Theo replied. "Sold all but one business, his real estate concern. He's still rich as of today."
"So what happened is that Tammy was dating Tommy," said Theo, "and she became pregnant. Word from the case files at the time said Tommy wanted to marry Tammy, but his parents wouldn't hear of it. Then in the summer, right after their high school graduation, Tammy disappeared, and she was eight months pregnant when she was last seen."
"The McGill's had property along the Nextdoor County line, on our side of the border. AGC Trucking wasn't on the Nextdoor County side of the line yet, and McGill owned some of the land on that side, which he used for beef and dairy farming. The house they lived in was south of a lake surrounded by thatches of pine trees, and kids at the time would gather at that lake for parties, probably smoking weed and sex."
"Nice assumption." I said.
"Based on some facts, sir." said Cindy. "County Police at the time snuck down there and made raids, and busted kids for drugs, underage drinking and such stuff. Kids from Nextdoor County would cross the line to party, and our County Police took some pleasure in busting them, too." I nodded.
"Nine years ago," Theo said, "McGill sold the Nextdoor County land, and Arnold Cash eventually bought it for his trucking company. Some years later, McGill also sold the parcel of land where the lake was, to the County in what the Iron Crowbar would describe as a 'strangeness' of a deal."
"Oh, they didn't have dirty politics then, did they, Captain?" I asked Cindy, no small amount of sarcasm in my voice.



"Not too much, sir." said Cindy. "Then-Captain Griswold was cracking down, at least in Town." I indicated for Theo to continue.
"Six years after Tammy disappeared, and six years ago from now," Theo said, "some college students were at the lake. In a clearing in one of the nearby pine thickets, they found some bones. They were human. A necklace was also found, which had been described to Police as being Tammy Cochran's favorite piece of jewelry when she disappeared. And they also found some very small bones... Tammy's unborn baby."
"This was after the merger, and about a year before you arrived, Commander." Cindy said. "Go ahead, Theo."
"Well, the back of the skull had indications of blunt force trauma." said Theo. "Thin cracks consistent with a blow to the head from behind. So DNA testing was done, and the body was identified as Tammy Cochran. The baby bones showed that Tommy McGill was very likely the daddy, but the match wasn't definitive. The lab said the material they were able to get was pretty degraded, and they got some markers that matched Tommy, but not enough to have total certainty."
"I'm surprised they got anything at all." I said. "Six years, assuming burial on site of the murder at the time of it, is a long time. So, who were the Detectives assigned to the case?"
Theo flashed his movie-star-handsome grin and said "Detectives Perlman... and Ross, sir."
"And it wasn't solved within two days?" I asked, grinning also.
"You weren't here yet, sir." said Cindy.
"Butter me up, butter me up." I replied. "Okay, then, Captain, what is your recollection of this?"
"Do you have our case notes, Theo?" Cindy wisely asked. Theo passed over the copies of them that he had, and Cindy examined them for a few minutes, then said "Okay, I think I remember... Tanya had the lead on it. We talked to Tommy McGill first. He was 24, and working in Hillside. He came to TCPD Headquarters, and cooperated with us, at first."
"At first?" I blurted out.
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "We had about fifteen minutes of conversation with him. The transcripts are in the file folder here. We began asking about Tammy disappearing, and he said he didn't know what happened, that he was supposed to meet her at the lake around dusk, and they were going to elope. She never showed up, and he never saw her nor heard from her again. He said he went to her parents, asking about her, and they didn't know where she was, either."
"The SBI of 12 years ago was investigating, because it was on the County Line, and because the Town and County Police Forces were not working together very well. They turned it over to the FBI after 72 hours, and the FBI didn't do a damn thing." Cindy said. "So, we got that much out of Tommy six years ago. Then his mother showed up. And she demanded we not speak with Tommy without a lawyer present. Tanya told Judge McGill that Tommy was an adult and could make his own choices, but he minded his mama and asked for a lawyer."
"After that, it all went to shit." Cindy continued. "J.G. McGill showed up some minutes later, and began yelling and screaming that we were not to talk to his son again, that McGill would have us fired, blah blah blah. Captain Malone came in and stood up to McGill, but Tommy left with his parents. We did get a warrant and brought him in again, but his lawyer, an expensive one from... whoa... from Gresham & Mason, P.C... had him invoke, and that was all we ever got from Tommy. His father and mother also invoked when we attempted to interrogate them."
"Funny how things pop up in cold cases that you could not have known at the time." I said. "Like who Gresham & Mason really was."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "Anyway, Tanya and I interviewed a lot of people. The gist was that they all thought Tommy and Tammy really loved each other and wanted to get married. But they wouldn't say much, because Tommy's father was still pretty powerful. And some people said Tammy Cochran was a conniving golddigger, and was trying to get Tommy to marry her so she'd have access to his, and his father's, money."
"Any prevailing theories at the time?" I asked.
"As you know, sir, I would never form a theory without sufficient data," Cindy said, making my eyes roll, which made Theo laugh, "but I had the idea Tommy killed Tammy to get out of having to marry her or pay child support. I'll let Tanya tell Theo her theory when he interviews her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
That beautiful sound came from my daughter Carole as my mother brought her into my office. Carole ran around my desk and I picked her up and gave her a big hug.
"You're wearing your No. 10 jersey?" I asked, seeing it on her.
"Yes, Daddy." said Carole. "Grandma said Jamaal would be wearing his, too!"
"I hope so." I said.
A few minutes later, I got the call from the Duty Desk that Jamaal Washington was in the front lobby to see his cousin Theo. As Theo went to collect Jamaal, I brought Carole and my mom into MCD. Joanne Warner took Carole in her arms and gave my daughter a big hug, which Carole returned.
Jamaal was 6'3", almost as tall as me, and he was indeed wearing his No. 10 Wildcats jersey. He gave me a 'thumb' handshake and man-hug with the other arm, saying "All right, Iron Crowbar."
"Go Wildcats!" I replied. "Theo, introduce your cousin to my Detectives." Theo did so, adding the Chief and Captain Teresa Croyle when they walked in.
Then Jamaal said "Who is this future Wildcat?" to Carole, who was beaming up at him.
"Your No. 1 fan." I said. "My daughter Carole."
"Hey Carole." said Jamaal. He and Carole high-fived.
"Hey Mr. Jamaal!" said Carole. "I watched you play and score touch... downs." I told Jamaal we'd gone to the Eastern State game.
"Oh yeah, I saw you at the Cat Walk." said Jamaal, remembering. "Did you have fun?"
"Yes!" said Carole. "And the Wild-cats won, too!"
"Yes we did." said Jamaal. "Are we gonna beat the Bulldogs next Saturday?"
"Yeah!" Carole all but screamed out. "Wild-cats are going to WIN!" Some of us applauded. Cindy did not quite hide a smirk, which earned her a 'glance' from Carole's dad.
Photos were taken by and with many Officers that came into MCD to meet Jamaal, though most were Bulldogs fans. Jamaal posed with me and Carole, and I took one of him and Carole. Then I excused Theo to take his cousin to an early lunch, and to take as long as they needed.
After they left, and after my mom collected Carole and left, Joanne said "That is one happy Wildcat girl!"
"I'll never get her converted to Bulldog Blue now." said Cindy, who had remained rather quiet during Jamaal's visit.
"No, no you won't." I said. "The redoubtable Bowser will never allow that, not to mention the Wildcat girl's father."
"Too bad we're going to have to break Carole's little heart next Saturday." said Cindy.
"Keep talkin'... just keep talkin'..." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Friday, October 20th. I was using my laptop computer that had Myron and Mary's Tor-Browser-enhancing program as well as the TCPD's internet line with the best security possible. I was doing all this just to look at Google Maps.
Yep, Google Maps. I had a feeling that I did not want it to be known that I was looking over the area where the nuclear power plant was, and where I'd shot down the helicopters that had been pursuing Quint Danielson. The Power Plant was marked on the map, but was blurred out so that detailed features could not be discerned. Then I moved the map west, towards the State Line. All seemed good, until I crossed west of the river.
The ground there was farmland, but the coloration wasn't the same as the other side, as if the photos were a patchwork quilt. Looking more closely, I could see that the shadows were in a different direction, showing that the mapping was not done at the same time.
Well, I thought to myself, that's not end-of-the-world unusual. I saw no buildings on the west side of the river--
*CHIRP!* *CHIRP!* *CHIRP!* *CHIRP!*
What the hell? I thought. Then I realized that it was my computer. A warning message flashed, saying that there was an attempt to hack my computer!
I immediately disconnected the cable to the computer. Then I called Myron. A moment later he came in with his diagnostic tools iPad.
"Yes sir," Myron said, "someone was trying to access your computer to see who you were. The software blocked it, and the I.P. address they got is a bounce-off from Germany. But they got in pretty far... a lot farther than I'd expect."
"Who is this 'they', ov vich you speek?" I asked.
"Not sure, sir." said Myron. "They disguised their routing, also, but from the looks of it... I'd say it's the Federal Government. If I may ask sir, what were you looking at?"
"Google Maps." I said. "Just Google Maps, of the area where I shot down those bogey choppers. Think they were wondering why I was looking in the area of the nuclear power plant?"
"I don't know, sir." said Myron. "Is that what you were looking at when the hack was attempted?"
"No." I said. "I was looking west of there, at the State Line. By the way, the coloration of the maps on the other side of the river was different."
"Not blurred out, sir?" asked Myron.
"No, just like it was taken at a different time of day." I replied.
"You know, sir," said Myron, "they don't even totally block out Area 51. But in some places, they superimpose images from other areas, so that you have no idea what's really there. Several places in Europe; a few here in America, like that Federal facility you blew to smithereens."
"Oh really." I said. "Hmmm, that's interesting. So, Myron, don't you try to look in that area... just in case they're really trying to track your computer movements."
"And they really are, sir." Myron said. "Chief Griswold said something about it not being paranoia if they really were out to get me. And after what happened with my dad... they're really hating both of us right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:30pm, my office door opened and in drove Tanya Perlman in her wheelchair. She was followed by Cindy Ross and Theo Washington.
"Hi Don!" Tanya said, her voice perky and her cheeks rosy. "Mind if we interrupt your busy day?"
"Please do." I said. "What's this about?"
"Theo wanted to ask me some questions about that Tammy Cochran cold case." said Tanya. "So I dropped by to say hello."
"Sure." I said. "Everyone, sit down." Theo sat down in a hot chair next to Tanya as Cindy sat behind them on the sofa.
"I looked over the SBI case files of that case before coming over." said Tanya. "I know more now than I did then, so I'm seeing some new things."
"Cold cases can do that to you." I said. "So, first things first, what did you do at the time the bones were found?"
"Cindy told you about all the interviews, so I don't have much to add to that." Tanya said. "What I do remember was how big a jerk Tommy McGill's daddy was. Threw his weight around like he was a big shot around here."
"At the time, he was." said Cindy.
"You'd have ripped him a new one, Don." said Tanya, seeming to relish the thought of that happening. "Anyway, he threw up every roadblock to our investigation that he could. That's one reason our bosses then let the SBI come in. They didn't brook too much of his shit."
"Or didn't need to." I replied. "I was looking at some of these notes, also. The SBI didn't do a lot, except call the FBI, who didn't show much interest in the case at all. J.G. McGill might've been influential with the SBI of that time."
"Could be." said Tanya. "Anyway, Cindy and I were working together on the case, and we didn't exactly agree on our theories of the case."
"Which were?" I asked.
"I thought it was the son, Tommy." said Cindy.
"And I couldn't rule out the father, J.G." said Tanya. "Both had possible motives and means. But Tommy had alibis up to the time he was supposed to meet Tammy that evening. He was with others the whole day. J.G. never would cooperate and give us any kind of timeframe of his whereabouts. Some of his farm workers said he was on the farm at various times, but nothing concrete, and they could've been lying for him."
I nodded. "Glad I wasn't here then. The assuming, the theories without facts... there's no way in hell a time of death could be ascertained for hours, from the last time Tammy was seen."
"Yes sir, we understand." said Cindy. "Tommy could've killed Tammy when they met up. Or she could've been already dead and buried."
"So, we have two suspects, if not more." I said. "You and Tanya gonna make a bet?" I asked.
"Sure." said Tanya. "And you tell us who the winner is once you figure it out for sure." Cindy agreed, and lunch at The Steakhouse was bet upon.
"Glad you picked this case, Theo?" I asked.
"Yes sir, I am." said Theo. "We've already learned some new things... Gresham & Mason was involved; we now know they were legal representation for white supremacists. So was the father, son, or mother the supremacist? I might can find that out as I research these suspects."
"You're not ruling out the mother." I said. "That's good, I'm impressed. Okay, y'all give Theo as much info as you can. I've got to go see the Chief."
I got up and went to the Chief's office. He was there, and had me come in. "So, Mr. Crowbarrrr... has your young daughter solved that cold case yet?"
"She's solving the case of the Wildcats beating the Bulldogs, sir." I said. "But the cold case is what I wanted to talk to you about."
"Okay, go ahead." said the Chief.
"Chief," I said, "at some point in time, you are going to get a call from someone, someone who thinks they are influential and have power over you. That person is going to ask... demand, really... that you call off the dogs and the wildcats with various colored crowbars. All I ask, sir, is that you let me know who makes that call to you..."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - The Crime Scene
(Author's note: This is another of those 'bridge' stories, interlude-type stories that give information and set the table with groundwork, and also has a case to solve. Thanks for your patience, and enjoy the sex and the rest of the story.)
Monday, October 23d, 10:00am. Two TCPD Police SUVs and two Police cruisers crawled south on the gravelly two-lane strip road until we reached the lake. It was really nothing more than a pond with some scum on top.
I was in my Police SUV with Sergeant Rudistan and Sr. Patrolman Morton. Cindy, Theo and Joanne were in Cindy's SUV. Sergeant DeLong and Patrolman Barker were in one Police cruiser, and Lt. Carswell in the other. Cindy and I and the Detectives were in plain clothes, which meant I was in a black pullover shirt, black pants, armor underneath, the 'girdle' holding up my back, and of course the trenchcoat and Tilley hat. Theo had on a trenchcoat, but a button-down shirt and tie, slacks, and armor protection. Joanne and Cindy had on pantsuits; Cindy had on armor underneath while Joanne was wearing heavier armor over her clothing.
Theo was expected to take charge of his cold case, and he did so. "Okay, the pond is to the left as we face south." he said. "The crime scene is about 40 meters down and on the right of the road." We walked down the path, not hearing anything in the quiet of the morning except our own footsteps. The ground to our left was tall grass and scrub, and a pine forest, which looked planted by humans, was on the right.
We came to a clearing in the pines that was to the right. "This is the spot." Theo said, using his GPS. "The bones were found pretty much in the center, here."
We were all looking inward when I heard a twig snap. Whirling around, I was face to face with three men, all with shotguns... aimed at us.
"Who the fuck are you?" asked the man in the middle, obviously the leader.
"Town & County Police." I said, taking charge, pulling my trenchcoat back to show my badge on my belt. "Lower your weapons. Now."
"Or what?" snarled the leader.
"Or it will get ugly. For you." I said, my hand hovering over my gun, as did my fellow Officers.
The man snorted. "Humph! You think you can draw your holstered gun faster than I can point it at you and shoot?"
"Yes." I said simply.
"Jesus Christ." said the man as he peered at me. "All right guys, lower your guns." They did so.
"Is that him?" asked one of the men.
"Yes, that's the Iron Crowbar." said the leader. "Only man in the world that really does think he can draw and shoot faster than I can respond. And he's probably right. Okay, Troy, where's your warrant?"
"Don't need one, Mr. McGill." I said, very sure of who I was facing. "This is no longer your property, and its a crime scene."
"From when, twelve, thirteen years ago?" snorted McGill.
"And no Statute of Limitations on murder." I replied.
"All right, guys, let's go." said McGill, seeing that I wasn't going to back down. "And Troy, make damn sure you don't come much further south... without a warrant. You are not welcome on my property."
"I'm sure." I said. I watched as the men walked south down the path.
"Keep an eye on them." I said to Rudistan and Morton. "If they try to circle back, let us know."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. "Dayum, sir."
"Yeah." whispered Cindy. "Remind me not to play poker with you, Commander."
"I wasn't bluffing." I said. "The safeties on their shotguns were engaged. I really would've put a bullet in McGill by the time he could shoot. He's not young; his reaction times are slow. I actually had the advantage, there."
"Mmm hmm." said Cindy. "And we're armored and outnumber them. But still, sir..."
"Never let 'em see you sweat, Captain." I replied. "Okay, Detective Washington, anything of interest here?"
"Just that it's far enough away from the lake that Tommy wouldn't see the earth turned up where the body had been buried, if she was buried before he got to the lake." said Theo.
"True." I said. "Good observation. How far from here is the McGill house?"
"About 900 feet, maybe 1000." said Theo, consulting his digital map on his Police iPhone. "But there's a fence, and a gate blocking the road, about 250 feet down the road, just over that hill, sir."
As the others looked around, I slowly walked back up the path to the pond. Cindy had come with me, as my bodyguard.
"This lake used to be bigger." I said. "You can see where the bank was on the far side."
"What feeds this lake?" Cindy asked.
"Spring from underneath." I said, pointing to what looked like a ring of metal pipes that was seemingly concealed on a small island in the pond. "But it's not filling the pond up like it used to, and we've had a relatively dry summer. So, any observations?"
"Just that McGill is xenophobic at best, paranoid at worst." said Cindy, her 'pawky' dry humor showing. "And if he owned this tract of land at the time Tammy disappeared, I don't see him being too enamored of kids coming down to this lake and partying, using drugs, and such."
"Hmmmm." I said. "Unless he was supplying those drugs... and making his fortune that way."
I saw the rest of the group coming up the path. There was no sign of McGill or his two henchmen. "Whaddya think, Theo?"
"I'm just weighing probabilities, sir." said Theo. "I think it's more likely the girl was killed down there in the clearing, and her body buried right there, than for her to be killed here and taken down there."
"Could be either way, Theo." said Joanne. "The killer would have to have had a shovel to dig the grave, which means very likely a car or truck was on the scene. So she could've been driven down from here."
"That's true." said Theo.
"What if I told you, for certain, she was killed down there in that clearing, and not up here?" I asked.
"Why do you say that, sir?" asked Rudistan, with a look of enormous curiosity on his face.
"You know my methods. Use them." I replied. And I would say no more. I did, however, walk to my SUV and got something out of the back. It was a metal detector. I also got out an e-tool, which is military lingo for a small collapsible shovel. I handed the e-tool to Rudistan.
"Okay, let's go peruse that crime scene." I said. We went back down to the clearing in the pines. I began using the metal detector. After a moment, I got a strong reading. Rudistan had the e-tool ready and was digging where I pointed. A moment later, he said "There's something."
"Anyone have an evidence bag?" I asked. Morton produced one instantly. Rudistan dropped the metal object into the bag.
"What is it, sir?" asked Joanne.
"The bullet that was fired into Tammy Cochran's heart, that killed her." I said. "Let's look for another one." I swept that same area some more. Another alarm, and soon we had another bullet.
"And this one," I said gravely, "was fired into Tammy's belly, to kill her baby."
"That is so awful!" exclaimed Joanne. "But how do you know this one is not the one fired into Tammy's heart?"
"Actually," I said. "I don't know which is which, for sure. But Tammy was hit on the head, was lying here, and she and her baby were dispatched with two bullets."
"Why weren't these found when the body was found?" asked Theo.
"I have two ideas on that." I said. "First, the bullets penetrated further into the ground than the bones were buried, so when the ground pushed up the bones to be found, the bullets were still buried deeper in the earth. A corollary to that is Tammy was still alive when the grave was dug, she was put into it, and only then were the shots fired into her body."
"And the second reason?" asked Cindy.
"That a very sloppy job was done investigating the murder scene." I said. "Because J.G. McGill and Lorraine McGill both still had a lot of influence..."
Part 7 - Meetings
Monday, October 23d. The meeting was occurring in a hotel conference room in Pottsville, which was on the Interstate between Midtown and Westphalia. It was ostensibly being hosted by State House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds (R - Pottsville), and only a few trusted, exclusively Establishment Republicans had been invited to attend: Lt. Governor Graham Collins, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, State Senator Cain Mitchell from the rural southeast part of the State, State Rep. Jeff Canton from the northwest Midtown suburbs.
It was Canton's district where Pine Valley was going to be built (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards'.); he'd taken a lot of money from lobbyists to not ask questions about the project. With Establishment Republicans like Canton, money from lobbyists was much more important than the health and safety of the People of his District.
"Thank you all for coming." said Wilson Hammonds, bringing the meeting to order after they'd all gotten coffee and pastries. "Our problem today is that our plans to get rid of Val Jared through impeachment were brought crashing down by Molinari and Cerone. And there is no way around that."
"I'm not so sure." said Samuel Russell. "It seems to me that we could use Katherine Woodburn and her 'Wall of Granite' caucus to be the front line continuing to call for Jared's impeachment or resignation, while we work behind the scenes to get the 'goods' on Jared."
"What do you mean?" asked Graham Collins.
"I heard a rumor," said Russell, "that some years ago, Jared sexually harassed women staffers, groped women as photos were being taken, maybe even sexually assaulted a young college student or two."
"Is that true?" asked Cain Mitchell. He was older, his thinning white hair sticking to the sides of his head, his body one athletic but now getting a bit dumpy with age.
"It doesn't matter." said Russell, wondering as many others had why this man's parents had named him 'Cain'. "We find women to make the claim. They appear before the Press with lawyer Gwen Munson, who gained some notoriety and credibility as Dr. Jan Camp's legal representation. The Press chants the story over and over, and of course the People will fully believe what the Press tells them, since the Press is an institution of the highest virtue. And unless Jared confesses and resigns, his protestations of innocence will never be believed; this will follow him for the rest of his career." If you noted the sarcasm in Russell's little speech, you are not alone. So did the people listening to it.
"Like your little dalliances with prostitutes is following you around, Senator?" said Collins, totally unafraid of Russell. Russell looked daggers at Collins.
"What if Jared retaliates by exposing the Democrats in the Legislature who are really doing these things?" asked Mitchell.
"Shit, Cain." said Russell, who had known Mitchell for years; they were definitely bedfellows of political corruption. "You know the Democrats circle the wagons around their own. Hell, a Democrat can commit violent rape, or even treason and murder, and the Democrats will never drop their support, and will even nominate those thugs to the highest positions in politics. It's the Republicans that throw their own people under the bus, even when they're innocent... especially when they're innocent... and I am counting upon that moral piety to get Jared out of office."
Jeff Canton spoke up. "I'm just mentioning this to round out the picture, so bear with me: a lot of people voted for Jared out of frustration with us, the old-guard Republicans. They are voting out good Republicans in favor of Grassroots Conservatives that don't toe the Party line---"
"I hate the fucking Grassroots!" exploded Wilson Hammonds.
"Yes, Jeff, we know that people are fed up, and are catching on to us." said Mitchell. "The Republicans are pro-business, and do our jobs on behalf of businesses that give us millions in campaign funds, as well as other perks such as lunches and trips to Caribbean islands. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce pays for half the ads of every Republican candidate for Congress or the Legislature, to make sure we protect the Chamber's desire to continue illegal immigration at the expense of black citizens's jobs... yes, Jared was right about that, and we dodged a bullet when he agreed to drop those lawsuits... and that's why it's so important to show the People that rebelling and 'going Grassroots' will only bring them pain."
"I hope this room is not bugged." said Mitchell.
"I had it checked." said Russell. "Besides, what if it is? The Press is never going to expose all this. Hell, they're part of it."
"It's called 'Youtube', Senator." said Graham Collins. "Or have you forgotten already."
"Mind your tone with me, Collins." said Russell.
"Or what?" replied Collins, who saw himself in Russell's U.S. Senate seat after the next election for Russell's speech.
"Or you may find that you're no longer Lieutenant Governor, or anything else in this State." threatened Russell.
"Gentlemen, let's not fight amongst ourselves." said Wilson Hammonds. "What I want to know is: who gave Jared that idea to sue over illegal immigration as a civil rights issue? Jared is not that smart."
"But the Iron Crowbar is..." said one of the others...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole hates 'meetings'. Carole's dad is not a huge fan of them, but knows they're worth it if good information comes out. So I went into MCD at 10:30am, and sat down in front of the whiteboards that had been created over the weekend. Theo, Joanne, and Cindy brought chairs over, as well. Jerome and Teddy Parker were out on assignment somewhere.
"Fill me in, Theo." I said. "And I have to admit: this cold case is really getting interesting to me."
"Yes sir." said Theo. "What we have on the whiteboards here are the primary persons involved. At the far let is Tammy Cochran." Tammy had been a dirty blonde, 5'5" in height, average but not bad looking face, and very 'neutral' eyes... they conveyed neither cunning nor helplessness, happiness or sadness. Maybe apathy.
"Tammy was a very average student at County High School." said Theo. "Mostly Bs, 86.1 out of 100 average. Participated in no sports and only in the VICA club, which is the vocational students' club. Next is Tommy McGill." Tommy was an average looking guy, but had the tough jawline of his father. He'd be considered a 'good ole boy' in most places.
"The school lines then were that Town High's jurisdiction, so to speak, extended east to the County Line." said Theo. "Your house on the hill, sir, would be in the Town High district, as it is today. The McGill's residence on the east side permitted Tommy to go to Town High and participate in their really good vocational programs."
"They are good." I said. "They make good crowbars. But I digress. Carry on."
Theo said "Tommy's grade average was ninety-point-zero-zero-zero-zero. He made 100s in the vocational classes, and 80s in the English, Math, Science classes. He was really good at welding. As we know, he and Tammy were a couple, and notes from friends taken at the time said he'd talked about marrying Tammy after graduation."
"Next," said Theo, "is Lorraine Karla McGill." Judge McGill's latest DMV photo was on the whiteboard, and it showed a woman in late middle age going on elderly. But it was also obvious that she was still a very attractive woman, and was once a real beauty. Hell, I thought lecherously, I'd fuck her right now..."
"Judge McGill graduated from the University Law School, then got her J.D. from Yale Law School." said Theo. "After a ten year stint as a Prosecutor in the City, she became a judge in Nextdoor County, then was elected to the Superior Court, residing in Nextdoor County, but sometimes hearing cases in Coltrane County and our County here. She was considered one of the most powerful jurists in the State, and the State Legislature did not rework the judicial system until she retired. Everyone expected her to be named to the State Supreme Court, but she apparently notified the Governor at the time that she was not interested in further judicial work, and was truly retiring."
"And she retired right about the time Tammy disappeared, right?" I asked.
"Yes sir, only weeks later." said Theo. "She announced her retirement at the July 4th Triathlon Festivities in this County that year. Next is our friend from this morning, J.G. McGill. He was a member of the then-County Council, and was the equivalent of the Mayor as spokesman for the County. He is said to have closely overwatched the County Police, perhaps running them indirectly. He and the Sheriff at the time were constantly at odds, and when the Sheriff died some wondered if McGill had had him murdered."
"Where did you get that from?" asked Cindy incredulously.
"Chief Griswold, ma'am." said Theo. "Speculation, to be sure, but most of this information about the County structure and politics of the time came from him."
"And Chief Griswold was right." I said. "The former Sheriff was murdered, but at the direction of the Consultant of Crime."
"Did Pastor Westboro collude with Mr. McGill, here?" Cindy asked.
"I doubt it." I said. "Westboro wanted the merger to happen; McGill was almost violently opposed to it. I might even suggest that McGill was a 'Boss Hogg' type, running the non-incorporated County with an iron fist, and Westboro usurped that power for himself behind the scenes, then added to it when the merger happened. Okay, who else, Theo?"
"Just Tammy's parents, sir." said Theo. "Benny worked at the Auto Body Shop, and also did side work fixing washing machines, vacuum cleaners, lawnmowers and such. Did not make a lot of money. Dinah was considered by many at the time to be a low-lifer. May have worked the poles in the Tenderloin District before marrying Benny, but she was never arrested. Waited tables at several places like the University Diner, the Irish Pub before the present management bought it, and such places."
I was looking at the photos. Dinah Cochran was blonde with dark roots, and her eyes were heavy-lidded and her cheeks rosy, as those of a drug addict would be. She had had the potential to be very pretty, but did not seem to care a lot about her appearance. Benny Cochran had brown hair and a trimmed beard. Not a bad looking guy, and Tammy had been fortunate to get her looks from the better parts of both parents.
"Are Tammy's parents suspects?" I asked.
"They're not eliminated, sir." said Theo. "The hypothesis at the time was that Tammy was killed around the time Tommy was supposed to meet her, or abducted at that time and killed later. So the parents were asked where they were during that afternoon. Both said they were working, and that was confirmed by coworkers. However, due to the potential timespan of the disappearance, they're not totally eliminated."
"Okay, good." I said "Finances?"
"J.G. McGill was loaded." said Theo. "Still is. I might add that his wife kept her accounts completely separate from his, since she was a sitting judge, and they're still separate accounts today. McGill's businesses were in farming dairy and beef cattle on a small scale, smaller than John Colby's business at the time, but McGill had a distribution business. He sold that to AGC Trucking, and Arnold Cash took it over the county line to Nextdoor County. But the property the business was on was sold separately, to a company called 'Northwest Properties Management'."



Cindy and I looked at each other, that name being familiar to us. Thomas P. Cook's company.
"And where was that located?" I asked.
"On the West Bypass, sir." said Theo. "Just south of Crown Chemicals."
"So, Theo." I said, "what is your next course of action?"
"I was going to ask you for advice on that, sir." said Theo. "I was thinking of interviewing the families again, but it'll bring up painful memories, especially for the Cochrans."
"And that's what these cold cases are for." I said. "To teach and to learn. I'll go with you to interview the Cochrans."
"But not right now." said a voice behind us. It was Chief Moynahan. "Commander, can I see you in my conference room, please?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the Chief's Conference Room. Seated at the table were Sheriff Allgood, his back to the door, and on the other side was Chief Emeritus Griswold. But it was the other person, seated next to Daniel but turned to face us, that had my full and undivided attention.
She looked regal, and her eyes were sharp and piercing. She was indeed very attractive for her age, and her body was still lithe and shapely. But more, I felt the power of the woman reaching out to me, trying to get into my mind. She had the aura, the power, that the now-retired DepDirector of the FBI had, that P. Harvey Eckhart had, and that Cindy was developing.
"Judge Lorraine McGill, may I present Commander Donald Troy." Chief Moynahan said formally.
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar." Lorraine McGill said, her voice husky, almost gravelly, but exuding tremendous authority. "I am very impressed with your record of successes."
"An honor to meet you, ma'am." I said, taking her hand in mine just a bit flirtatiously, and giving her a bit warmer smile than I normally do (which ain't much). I then went to the other side of the table and sat down next to Chief Griswold as Chief Moynahan seated himself at the head of the table, with Griswold to his left and Allgood to his right.
"The reason for this mee-ting, Mr. Crowbar," growled Chief Moynahan, "is Judge McGill's concerns about this cold case your team has begun investiga-ting."
Sheriff Allgood took up the bit, perhaps a wee bit too eagerly. "Don, the judge is concerned that this very old case, which has little likelihood of being solved, will only bring renewed pain to the families involved."
"Yes." said Lorraine, her eyes boring into me, letting me feel her willpower as she attempted to break me to her fist (a little falconry lingo, there). "It was deeply emotional, painful, when Tammy's body was found, and that was six years ago. What good does it do to dredge this up now?"
"First of all," I said, letting my gray eyes lock on to Lorraine's dark eyes, and letting my own willpower reach out to her, "I am sure that as a judge with your lifetime of service to the Cause of Justice, you would welcome the resolution of this case, and the criminal or criminals brought to Justice."
"Of course." said Judge McGill. "And your own service to the Cause of Justice to this point has been admirable. But those were cases where you could succeed. Tell me honestly, Commander, do you really think you can solve this long-cold case?"
"I don't know." I said. "We look at old cases from time to time, with no real expectations to solve them, but to learn from them, and to see if anything new comes up. We've already acquired some new evidence, which I'm not at liberty to discuss at the moment, and my Detectives are learning almost as much about County history as Chief Griswold has been teaching them." Out of the corner of my eye I saw Griswold's mustaches twitch a bit and his eyes sparkle.
"Commander," said the Sheriff, beginning to get formal with me, his voice connoting his displeasure that I was not getting the 'hint', "don't you have more recent, more urgent cases to work on?"
"Yes, Sheriff." I replied just as formally and icily. "And we are working on them. And if criminals decide they want to test my Police Force, I'll have my Detectives postpone their work on this case and go solve those crimes. But do understand, Sheriff," I continued, looking more at Judge McGill than Sheriff Allgood, "we are going to complete our review of this case."
"And to that end, Judge McGill," I said, "would you mind sitting for a short interview with my Detective and his immediate superior, Captain Cindy Ross?"
"Captain Ross." said Lorraine. "I've heard as much about her as I have about you." Then she shocked me by peering hard into my eyes and accepting the challenge: "Yes, I will permit the interview."
Once the Judge was in the Main Conference Room, being taped being interviewed by Theo and Cindy, Sheriff Allgood turned on me.
"I really wish you would learn to take hints, Commander." Daniel said. "Judge McGill was asking nicely that you not dredge this up again."
"And I very nicely declined, Sheriff." I said. "This case already has new points of great interest to me, Sheriff. And I might add that Judge McGill's willingness to be interviewed shows that whatever her desire for me to stop the investigation, she seems to understand that the train has left the Station."
"She's a smart woman, Crowbar." growled Chief Griswold. "She was the toughest judge in the State in her time on the Bench. One reason I'm so good at crime scenes is because I knew she'd be making damn sure we didn't make a single mistake. She might be doing that interview just to get you to relent."
"Yes, Chief." I said. "That is why she's doing it... and to see what we know already."
"So why aren't you in there, Commander?" Daniel Allgood asked. "What if Captain Ross or Detective Washington make a mistake and reveal something to her?"
I looked Allgood squarely in the eye and said "I trust my subordinates, Sheriff. I don't think everyone in this room can say that." With that, I scooted my insubordinate ass out the door and went back to my office.
Part 8 - Accusations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 25th, from in front of the State Office Building. "Fox Two News has learned that two women have come forward, accusing Governor Val Jared of sexually harassing them 30 years ago at a function for college Political Science students!"
"The women, who have allowed us to identify them as Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton, said they were groped by the Governor, who was then a State Representative for the Eastphalia district. In addition, Ms. Braselton said the Governor signed her event program. She appears with her lawyer, Gwen Munson, here. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the press conference that took place the previous evening. Gwen Munson was showing off the booklet, which had an inscription 'Best Wishes, Valnius Jared' on the front cover. They also had a photo of a much younger Hillary Braselton posing with then-Rep. Jared, both smiling brightly as one would expect of politicians at a political function. The Press was in a frenzy over it, fawning over it."
Then Bettina came on and said "Republicans are outraged at Governor Jared's actions. Roll tape." Tape rolled.
"This is just ridiculous." said Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins, barely able to keep a grin off his normally somber face. "Val Jared is a humiliation to this State. I believe these women. Val Jared has to go."
"I believe the claims of these women!" said Wilson Hammonds to his own gaggle of reporters. "I believe that Val Jared needs to step down for the sake of the Republican Party as well as the State."
"We just cannot go on like this." said Jack Lewis, though the Press did not mention that he was being interviewed on the campus of Eastern State. "We tried to warn the voters during the last election, and now look what they've got. Yes, I absolutely believe those women. And the SBI should investigate Val Jared's actions as a criminal offense."
Back to Bettina: "The Governor's Office has not yet issued a statement regarding these allegations. And for big Sports news, lets go to Nick Eastwood! Nick!"
"Thank you Bettina!" said Nick, with Wildcat Stadium behind him. "I'm here on the Wildcat campus, and the Wildcat fans and students don't seem to be as excited about Saturday's game as the Bulldogs fans and students are. The Vegas line is seven and a half points in favor of the undefeated Bulldogs, even though the game is at the Wildcats' home! The last time the Bulldogs played here, they suffered their worst loss ever, spanning 120 years of Bulldogs football, 70-0, and I am sure that is on every Bulldog player's mind as they plan to travel here Friday..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is John Hardwood, Five Alive News in the Morning, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!" said the excited reporter, every hair of his salt-and-pepper head perfectly in place, his expensive suit newly pressed. "Midtown has exploded as allegations of sexual assault against Governor Val Jared have been brought forth by two women, and Five Alive News has learned that more could be on the way!"
Hardwood showed the press conference with Munson and Braselton, then the statements of several Republicans, including some Bettina didn't have, such as from State Senator Sean Stockton: "These allegations must be investigated fully, and if they're proved true, then the Governor is going to have to do the right thing."
State Representative Johnny Perdue, a Libertarian, said "It's too early to tell what's going on. There has to be an investigation... no, I have no reason to not believe these women, but we need to see what the Governor says..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This looks bad for the Governor." said Joanne Warner, as we watched the KSTD broadcast in MCD, a rare occurrence.
"This ain't nuthin'." I said calmly. "It's not false rape accusations putting a man on trial for his life."
"But still, it's sexual harassment of women, if not some form of sexual assault, sir!" said Joanne.
"It's all a lie." said Teresa Croyle, surprising me. "Those women are lying. It's a set-up."
"How do you know?" said Joanne angrily, not caring if it was a Captain she was talking to in that disrespectful way. "Why don't you believe them? I'm a Jared supporter, but I believe them until shown otherwise."
"Detective Warner, wake up!" snarled Teresa. "Her attorney, Gwen Munson, was Kendra Luskin's attorney, and you know damn well Luskin set up several men for rape! And whatever happened to 'innocent until proved guilty'?"
"She's right, you know." I said, knowing I was not helping Joanne's mood.
"That went out the window when the Press smelled blood." said Cindy. "And Detective Warner, that's a Police Captain you are taking to. I expect better decorum from you, and from all of you, no matter what we're discussing here." Good job, Captain Ross, I thought to myself.
"I'm sorry, ma'am, I was wrong." said Joanne contritely, to Teresa.
"I understand what you're saying." said Teresa, patting Joanne on the shoulder in giving forgiveness. "But after what happened with Luskin, no one in here should be making assumptions of guilt, especially about politically charged events."
"And I'll add that while I welcome honest and frank conversations," I said, "I think we need to be circumspect about discussing political issues. Okay, y'all carry on. I'm supposed to be off tomorrow and Friday, so I've got stuff to do."
"Sir!" called out Theo Washington, "tomorrow is your birthday, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is." I said.
"So you'll be old enough to be a Captain in a couple of years?" Theo asked. That broke the tension and everyone started laughing.
"I don't want to grow up that fast." I said. "Y'all carry on." I left the MCD room.
Going into my office, I was followed in by Captain Briscoe. "The Media wants a statement from you. KXTC, KSTD, KSB, KCTY, Fox Midtown, all of them are ringing my phone off the hook."
"Tell them," I said, "that I'll have a formal statement by noon."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Cobra was now painted in TCPD colors with a shield and the words "TOWN & COUNTY POLICE" on the side. It was owned by me, but I had a signed contract with the Police Chief renting it to the TCPD for one dollar a year. Now I was flying in it at a high rate of speed towards Midtown.
"It's the Governor, sir." said Helena when my phone rang shortly after I'd left the MCD room. "And he sounds worried."
"I'm sure he is." I said. I took the call. "Hello, Governor, how can I help you?"
"Commander, I'm innocent!" came the voice from the other end. "I have never done anything like that! I have not harassed women! This has got to be Collins setting me up!"
"I'll be down there soon." I said. "Make no press statements until I get there, and do not be seen by the Press until I get there."
I had barely hung up when I got a call on my personal cellphone. It was State Senator Moe Molinari. "What do you want to do, Commander?" was all he said.
"Hi Senator." I said. "I'm going to press the Easy Button on this one. Collins's ass is going to be burning when I'm done..."
Getting to the State Capitol, I landed on the helipad on the roof of the multi-story parking lot. Lt. Norm Chow met me and escorted me in.
"Get ready to make an investigation, Chow!" I said as I walked briskly. Chow was keeping up... barely.
"Into the Governor, sir?" Chow asked, his voice dispassionate as always.
"No. The accusers." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30 am, Governor Valnius Jared stepped up to the podium that was chock-full of microphones and iPhones recording the statement. The Press had begun shouting questions at him, but he simply stood there with his hand raised until they finally quietened down, mostly from being out of breath.
"I will make a statement." said Jared. "My desire to answer questions will be determined by your ability to be polite and respectful." The reporters glared at him with hatred, but settled down.
"The accusations against me are false." Jared said. "I have instructed my personal attorney to file a slander and defamation lawsuit against these two women, Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton. Also, the SBI-SIS is going to open an investigation into them of possible criminal fraud and paid political backing to make defamatory statements. We are going to subpoena that booklet and have it tested for authenticity. I again state that I have not committed any acts of sexual impropriety, neither 30 years ago nor more recently."
"Governor!" shouted Priya Ajmani, "these women have made very credible claims! Are you saying they are lying?"
"I'm not only saying it, Priya," said Jared, "I'm suing them over their lies, and they'll have a chance to prove their allegations in Court."
"Will you step down as Governor?" yelled John Hardwood, overriding other questions. "After all, you're reputation is so tarnished, you can't effectively lead the Republican Party nor the State."
"You're still a reporter despite your worthless reputation and fake news, John, which has been demonstrated many times over." replied Jared. "So why don't you step down?"
"Governor!" shouted Bettina Wurtzburg, "it's not Democrats asking your to step down, it's your own Republican Party! For the sake of the Party, will you step aside?"
"I'm here to serve the People that elected me, not Graham Collins and the Republican Establishment." said Jared. "So let me be clear that I will not step down as Governor of my own free will. I expect to serve out my term as Governor."
"Who is your attorney?" shouted Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown, a woman with a nice body and legs that I really would not mind fucking.
Jared named his longtime representatives' firm, then added "I've added Mike G. Todd to my legal team. As you know, he successfully defended Peter Dwayne Gordon against maliciously false rape charges." I felt the air go out of some sails with that pronouncement.
"Governor," said Hardwood, "you said you're going to have the SBI investigate these women? Isn't that using the power of Government maliciously to suppress your accusers' voices and rights?"
"First of all, John, this is why nobody trusts your fake news." said the Governor. "Check the tape: I did not say that *I* was going to have the SBI do it; in fact, the SBI Inspector had already given the orders to begin the investigation before I had any discussion with him." The Governor then turned to the side and said "Inspector, would you care to say a few words?"
"Yes I would, Governor. Thank you." I said, approaching the podium. I felt more air escaping the room.
"As you know very well," I said into the cameras that were covering this event live, "we recently had a case in my jurisdiction where Peter Gordon was acquitted by a Jury of his Peers of the false rape allegation of Kendra Luskin. Ms. Luskin's attorney, and also Dr. Jan Camp's attorney in her lawsuit against the State, was and is Gwen Munson. Ms. Munson is now the attorney of Hillary Braselton. As Dame Agatha Christie wrote, coincidences like that are to be treated with skepticism, at best."
"Having Ms. Munson as one's attorney is like having Gloria Allred show up as one's attorney. With me, anyway, the credibility of the client is reduced to ashes. So before you ask: no, I do not believe these women's accusations, I believe the Governor is being politically framed after the latest efforts to impeach him were stopped, and I'm going to investigate these accusers to see if they've committed an actionable crime of slander."
"Those are Gestapo tactics!" yelled John Hardwood. "Whatever happened to the Right of Free Speech, to the Right of Redress for Wrongs?"
"You have the right of free speech, but you do not have the right to yell 'FIRE!' in a crowded theater. You do not have the right to defraud anyone with words, nor to slander them." I said.
"Commander!" yelled Hardwood again, undaunted, "aren't you biased in this investigation? Shouldn't you step aside yourself?"
"Mr. Hardwood, as you know," I said, "every time the Police make an arrest and a D.A. indicts a suspect, it's because of so-called 'bias'... based upon evidence found. 'Innocent until proved guilty' is a concept misused by the Fake News Media when they choose to misuse it... you're certainly not applying it to Governor Jared, but instead trying to convict him through very biased Media opinion. So my SIS people will investigate, and the Governor knows the truth will be given to the People of this State, whether for or against him. And if I find that crimes have been committed, I will make arrests."
The Governor's handlers moved to end the interview, getting the Governor off the stage and out of there. I also exited before the Press could surround me.
"I'll bet dollars to doughnuts the Iron Crowbar proves it was a set up." said Priya to those around her, mostly to twist the knife in a visibly angry Hardwood.
"That bastard." breathed Hardwood.
"Think someone will try to kill him?" asked Tim Sioban of KSB.
"I hope not." said Hardwood. "Death would be too easy for that man. I don't want him to die, I want him to suffer, to feel pain first." The reporters around him looked at him with absolute shock on their faces, seeing the hatred in his. None of them noticed Priya recording it on her iPhone...
Part 9 - Birthday Gifts
Thursday, October 26th. My 34th birthday.
It started out like any other day: at the crack of dawn I took two outstanding dogs outside to do their business. I looked out over the Town in the gathering light, enjoying the view of it that I loved.
The dogs came back and ran up the stairs to go inside. As I was about to go in, I heard the door to my mom's apartment open and she said "Don, come down here, please."
When I got down stairs, my mother invited me inside. She was looking hot in her negligee and high heels, certainly looking much younger than her age. "Happy Birthday, Son." she said, leaning up to give me a warm kiss on the mouth, which I returned.



"Why don't you sit down on the sofa son," my mother said, "and let me give you your birthday present. Laura thought you might like your morning blowjob from me, and I haven't had this big hard cock in my mouth in way too long."
I can't argue with that." I said, opening my pants and sitting on the sofa. Indeed, it had been months since my mother had sucked my cock, and I knew that was partly because she was getting sex from well-hung college age men. She also still had problems having intercourse, so I happily accepted by birthday present from her hungry mouth.
My mother curled up next to me on my left side, bent over, and slid her lips over my cockhead. I groaned, letting the pleasure wash over me. I looked down, seeing a beautiful older woman with a still-magnificent body fellating me, her head bobbing up and down as she sucked me hard and deep. Then I thought of how wickedly, sinfully, wrong it was to engage in one of the most forbidden acts in any and all Society: sex with my own mother!
"Oh, that feels good!" I gasped. I just relaxed and enjoyed the feeling of my cock being sheathed in my mother's warm, wet mouth again and again. I felt her moan around my cock; she was obviously enjoying sucking my cock, and she was working it with gusto.
I felt my mother's hand cupping my tightening balls in one hand, then her other hand began jacking the base of my cock as her mouth continued to suck and lick the helmet of my cockhead and the upper part of my shaft. The combination of getting jacked off and sucked was getting to be too much, and I didn't fight it as I felt my nut rise.
"Unnhh... ohhhhhh... oh yeah.. I'm getting close, Mom." I gasped. "I about to come.. UHHH!!" My mother sank her mouth onto my throbbing cock as I fired the first jet of semen against the back of her throat. As shot after shot of jism fired into her mouth, my mom backed off a bit, swallowing greedily as I emptied my balls.
When I opened my eyes, my mom was jacking the last of my cum out of my cock, and I was breathing hard. "God damn. That was... fucking awesome. Thanks, Mom."
"Mmmm, my pleasure, son." my mother said. "Good way to start your birthday, huh? And you came a lot... didn't Laura drain you last night?"
"I was saving it up for today." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After going back upstairs and cleaning up and fully dressing, we had family breakfast before Laura went to work at the Psychology Building. She had to teach a class, and then would be home by noon.
And since I was home, the kids stayed home with me. Bowser and Buddy looked at me kind of funny, as if they knew it wasn't normal for me to be home, but they certainly did not object to the skritchins they got. Carole was doing a lot of drawing, and then making words and sentences on one of her electronic games, and then she'd go show Jim... which meant he was beginning to read at the age of three.
It warmed up enough that we went outside and played, which Bowser and Buddy loved as much if not more than Carole and Jim. They all did a lot of running around the yard. I did less running.
At noon, Laura came home, and she had Carole's friend Marie with her. My mom also came up for lunch with us. After a tasty lunch of hamburgers and hotdogs and potato chips (and Carole giving Bowser her pickles, and Bowser not liking them), we sat down in the greatroom and I opened presents.
Jim gave me a toy metal Police car, about four inches long with a blue LED light on top that worked and doors that opened on either side. We spent some time with me chasing him in his metal green pickup truck of the same size, though he'd always get away because my back would give out as I crawled around.
Then Carole and Marie gave me the little book they'd made for me. Marie had done most of the drawings, and they were very good for a 14-year-old child, much less the 4-year-old Marie. She and Carole had colored the pictures, and my hair was different shades of red that would please Goth Girl Mary Mahoney Milton. And my shirt was always blue with a star drawn on the chest, and a candy cane red crowbar was in my hand.
There were drawings of me and Carole and Marie in the backyard, with Bowser and Buddy in the background (doing their business, but fortunately that was not drawn in any detail); a few of me and Laura, including one where we were smooching, which the girls just loved; a drawing of me and Cindy, then one of Teresa and Buddy... and the way Marie had drawn all of them was simple but amazingly easy to recognize. And then came the drawing of me and Jim... attached parachutes were drawn above us, with a blue sky and clouds drawn behind us, meaning we were making parachute jumps. "Jim is going to be a parrrra-troop-er one day." said Carole.
I had a sudden premonition. "Where are you going to college, ladies?" I asked.
"We're going to be Wildcats!" said Carole. "Yeah, Wildcats." said Marie.
"Is Jim going to be a Wildcat?" I asked.
"No, Daddy." said Carole. "He's going to Arrrrmy school." I just glanced over at Laura, who was as amazed as I was.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly brought Ian and Ross to the Cabin after she got off work. Laura and I brought Carole and Jim, and Paulina Patterson also showed up with Tasha, which delighted me greatly.
"She'll be two next February." said Paulina in reply to a query. I told the other kids that Tasha was their sister, like Carole was their sister, and they all just seemed to absorb it despite Tasha's skin color being darker than theirs. I would at some time in the future hear Carole tell Marie that Tasha 'has a better suntan than us'. Paulina was fairly light-skinned herself, being part white and part black.
After supper, a cake for dessert, and receiving another round of toy trucks (this was a theme, I could tell), everyone played for a while. This was to get the kids tired. Carole paid a lot of attention to Tasha, and they petted Buddy and Bowser a lot. Bowser seemed to realize that Tasha was one of his 'charges' like Carole was. Buddy just supervised, and stoically accepted his lovingly-applied skritchins.
After putting the kids to bed, Molly also went to the second bedroom to bed. Laura, Paulina, and I went into the master bedroom, where these beautiful women were going to give me a very hot birthday present. I'd already been given a 'gray viagra'; I would need it to keep up.
Both women began undressing me at the foot of the bed as I slid my arms around their shoulders and began kissing one and then the other. I got the zippers of their dresses undone, and they fell to the floor, revealing two beautiful female bodies, one white and one light-skinned black. My cock was throbbing as Paulina took it in her hand and began gently stroking it.
"Lie down, darling." Laura said. I got onto the bed, then settled down on my back, watching Laura and Paulina finish undressing then joining me on the bed, Paulina on my left side and Laura on my right. Then I began receiving my birthday gift, the gift every man dream of: sex with two smoking hot women at once!
"Unnnnh!" I gasped as both women began licking and sucking my cock. Their hungry mouths slid up and down my taut, iron-hard shaft, sometimes their lips coming together in hungry kisses before returning to my meat. Paulina then began sucking the cockhead, sometimes going halfway down my seven and a half inches, but teasingly so, while Laura cupped and tongued my balls.
Moments later, Paulina was sucking my cock in earnest. Laura slid up my body and our mouths met in a warm, deep kiss. This was what I loved: kissing a woman while another woman was sucking or fucking my cock. Paulina was playing with my balls and sometimes stroking my thighs as she fellated me, and it was hard not to come in her mouth right there.
Then it was Laura's turn, and I was making out with Paulina, sinking my tongue down her throat as we kissed, while my wife sucked and jacked my cock. I the pressure in my loins rising, that pain of ecstasy beginning to form. I rolled over onto Paulina, still kissing her hard and deep, and eased between her legs. Laura helped me find the target, and an instant later I was buried balls-deep in Paulina's beautiful black pussy.
We groaned together as I began humping, driving my iron-hard cock into Paulina's soaking wet snatch again and again. We both knew I wasn't going to last long this time. Paulina wrapped her shapely legs around me, the heels of her bare feet digging into my lower back just above my ass (and below my injury), and I groaned as I lost it.
I fucked Paulina savagely as spurt after violent spurt of my hot seed fired into the depths of her vagina. I pressed hard into her to get my sperm as deep as possible, hoping they'd find her ripe, waiting egg to fertilize and give Tasha a sister or brother. It was not to be; Paulina was on the pill. But the pleasure of coming inside Paulina was a birthday present to savor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura did cleanup on Paulina's pussy as I ate my wife's pussy. Then another double-decker blowjob to recharge my cock to its iron-hard readiness. Laura rode me for some minutes as I kissed Paulina and sucked her breasts, then Laura lay on the bed and Paulina ate her pussy while I knelt behind Paulina's magnificent ass, which was as firm, tight, shapely and excellent as Jennifer Lopez's luscious derriere, and sank my cock into Paulina's sodden pussy from behind.
The staccato slaps of flesh on flesh filled the room as my groin and abs smacked Paulina's asscheeks steadily and relentlessly for long minutes. I was able to hold off coming, and was able to fuck this hot woman like I really wanted to: with raw male power and lust. And Paulina came hard around my cock, sobbing and wailing each time as her pussy clamped down on me like a vise.
I did mount Laura in the missionary position and throw a hard, deep fuck into her. We were kissing as I relentlessly pistoned my cock in and out of her deep pussy. Paulina was using her hands on both of us, including playing with my asscheeks and sphincter between them. I roughly squeezed Laura's big, milk-filled tits, and Paulina and I sucked on them, making Laura come around my cock.
Then back to behind Paulina. I fucked her pussy with hard, deep, thrusts, relentlessly, pulling her hips into me and enjoying the feeling of her ass smacking into my groin again and again. Finally, unable to hold back, I came inside the beautiful black ADA again, filling her well-fucked pussy with everything I had left in my aching, drained balls...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and Paulina were asleep in each other's arms. I was dressed, and sitting downstairs on the sofa, looking out the back window at the lights of the Town. Molly came down and went into the kitchen, and a moment later came back with two drinks. Mine was Scotch and Amaretto, a great 'dessert', as Molly sat down beside me and cuddled into me.
"Have a good birthday?" Molly asked. I put my arm around her.
"It's pretty good right now, too." I said. Molly smiled and we clinked out drink glasses and sipped our adult beverages. "So, how are you with things?"
"If you mean our living arrangements, I'm good." said Molly. "But... things might be about to change.
Uh oh, I thought. Molly saw the look on my face.
"No, I'm not taking the boys and moving a thousand miles away." she whispered, patting my leg. "But if I'm going to be Police Chief, I'll have to be available and closer to home on weekends. So we're going to have to work some things out."
I nodded. "We can pick up the boys and bring them over for the weekend, or I can visit you..."
Molly smiled a pursed smile, and said "I was thinking more along the lines of the sex. We'll have to find ways to meet and fuck our brains out, and it won't be as often as it used to be."
"True." I said. "Or do you have other studs in your stable to take care of your needs?"
"I occasionally have 'dates', as you know." Molly said. "But there's nothing like that iron-hard cock filling me up. So you might get called to assist your neighborly Police Chief from time to time, and you better come running with the right 'tools'. Think you can handle that?"
"I hope so." I said. "I think Paulina is going to be coming over on weekends more often... and now I know why... and I think they intend to see how far they can exhaust me. But that's all for later. Just sit here with me and contemplate the world we're raising the boys in..."
We cuddled for a long time. Maybe through a few extra drinks...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm sorry, Commander," said Chief Moynahan after I answered my phone that evening, "but I'm going to have to ask you to come in to work in the morning." He explained why. I said I'd be in for the morning coffee klatch..
Part 10 - Dogs and Cats
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 27th, from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that the sexual harassment charges against Governor Val Jared are being retracted!"
Bettina: "The women that came forward and said the Governor had sexually harassed them 30 years ago are now walking back their stories. Donna Rodman was the first to recant, saying she was mistaken and that the Governor's actions did not amount to sexual impropriety. Hillary Braselton, appearing alongside her attorney Gwen Munson, said that she was mistaken in who her harasser was, that it might've been another politician at the event. She also said she is not turning over the program booklet to be examined by the FBI's forensic handwriting team. Governor Jared's lawyer, Mike G. Todd, fired back. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, where Mike said "We still have our defamation lawsuit in place, and we have subpoenaed that booklet be turned over as evidence. We continue to demand a forensic examination of it to determine if forgery occurred in order to defame the Governor! This isn't over."
More tape rolled, as Ben Crenshaw of the SBI-SIS appeared before cameras: "The SBI investigation of these women is still ongoing. Their attempts to walk back their slanderous comments does not absolve them of making them and using them to defame the Governor. We are also continuing to look at who was backing these women, to see if further criminal activity will be revealed."
Bettina: "Republicans are saying that Governor Jared needs to take the high road and let this go. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Lt. Gov. Graham Collins said "The Governor needs to take the high road and let this drop. There's no purpose in going after these women for making a mistake." Rep. Cain Mitchell said "The Governor will not gain anything by pressing this rather thin-skinned lawsuit. These women are very credible, and said they only made a mistake. We need to forgive small mistakes, and Governor Jared really needs to realize how mean-spirited he looks."
Bettina: "And in Sports news, the big game is tomorrow! The Bulldogs travel to face the Wildcats, and our Nick Eastwood has it covered! Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, in his best suit and tie. "It's Cats and Dogs again as the Conference's hottest and oldest rivalry renews for the 115th time, with the Wildcats holding a slim three-game edge in the series! The Bulldogs, under Coach Ted Thrasher, hope to avenge the painful losses of the previous two years, while Coach Richmond of the Wildcats has admitted that it will take a huge effort to defeat the Bulldogs this year. The Vegas line remains Bulldogs by 7.5 points..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, false allegations." said Theo Washington. "Who knew?"
"I knew." I said. "And here's why, and don't let it get out of this room. In all his career, Valnius Jared has only signed his full first name 'Valnius' to contracts and to State documents he signed in his capacity as Governor. He told me he has never, ever, signed an autograph with anything but 'Val' Jared. And you better believe Mike G. Todd was informed of that, and put it in his lawsuit filing and request for a subpoena for the booklet."
"Ohhhhhh," said Joanne Warner, "so they forged his name 'Valnius'. Wowww..."
"Yes." I said. "Probably from a State document."
"I think those women got scared because the Iron Crowbar was about to come in and bust them up." said Micah Rudistan.
"No doubt about that." said Cindy. "They better get scared if the Iron Crowbar is on their tails."
"Butter me up. Butter me up." I said. "But I still am going to bust their chops. I'm getting sick and tired of false rape and sexual abuse allegations, and I'm going to let Captain Croyle hold the red crowbar," I said, handing Teresa the crowbar, "while I get a frickin' sledgehammer for them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My phone was ringing off the hook yesterday." said Chief Moynahan. "Fine time for you to schedule your birthday, Mr. Crowbar."
I chuckled. We were sitting in the Chief's office, and Chief Griswold was here with us for a reason I had not yet determined.
"I'll pass on your complaint to my mom for choosing that date, sir." I replied. "So is this about this thing with the Governor?" I asked.
"Partly." said Chief Moynahan. "They bothered Briscoe on that, for the most part. What I was getting hell about was this cold case."
"Really?"
"Yezzzzz." said Moynahan. "Seems J.G. McGill called several Council Members, the Mayor, and some of our more... 'influential'... business leaders. They're all making the Sheriff's phone ring off the hook, and when he gives them an answer they don't want to hear, they call me. I don't mind them calling; I just say 'What, are you a-fraaiiiid the Iron Crowbar might find something out?' and that shuts them up fast. But I have better things to do with my time than having to tell them that on the phone."
"And with this kind of interest in suppressing this," I said, "you know we're going to push even harder on it now."
"Har!" growled Chief Griswold. "You owe me lunch, Cav!"
"Yes, I figured I would lose that bet from the get-go." said Moynahan, not really sorry to have lost that bet. "Yes, Mr. Crowbar, my interest in this has grown, as well. Grizz, what do you think is going on with this?"
"J.G. McGill had a lot of power in this County before the merger." said Griswold. "He was very used to picking up the phone, giving orders, and getting what he wanted. Now the only way that happens is if he orders something off Amazon.com. He doesn't know you, Don, and he doesn't realize what a pit bull you are, which is a good thing."
"So he calls the Sheriff, who he doesn't know isn't running again," I said, "and is shocked when the Sheriff tells him to pound sand."
"The Council members are more aware of his financial power." said Griswold. "So they'll give him lip service, make their calls to the Chief, then wash their hands of it."
"So is McGill trying to hide something?" I asked.
"He may just be thinking that this is raking over dead coals." said Griswold. "But as you say, Crowbar: 'methinks he doth protesteth too much'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Press Conference was in front of City Hall at 11:00am. Your Iron Crowbar strode up to the bank of microphones at that time. The gaggle of reporters were amazingly quiet.
"Thank you for coming." I said. "I will make a statement, then take questions if you ask them respectfully. As SBI Inspector, I opened an investigation of two women to determine if their statements about Governor Val Jared were true or false. A booklet that one of the women claimed Governor Jared signed for her was subpoenaed as evidence as part of that investigation."
I continued: "I understand that the women attempted to recant their accusations yesterday. That does not stop my investigation, which will go forward. I fully expect that booklet to be turned over to the FBI for forensic examination. If that booklet is destroyed, I will arrest Hillary Braselton and her attorney, Gwen Munson, for destroying evidence and obstructing justice. If that booklet is not turned over to the FBI within 72 hours, I will arrest Hillary Braselton and Gwen Munson for withholding evidence and for obstructing justice."



"Let me be clear." I said. "Accusations of the malicious nature against a high-level politician in this State cannot just be recanted. I know you in the Press think you can say anything you want on the front page, put a retraction on page 24, and think you're absolved. One of these days you're going to get called out and sued on that. In a like manner, these women can't make maliciously false statements defaming someone and think they can just retract it and all will be forgiven."
"Furthermore," I said, "my investigation of who might've backed these women and prompted them to make these accusations that they've now recanted continues. If I find that politicians of either Party paid these women or had anything to do with forging that signature on that booklet, which I can say with reasonable certainty was forged, then I will be making arrests and prosecuting the offenders to the fullest extent of the law. What are your questions regarding this particular situation?"
"Commander!" shouted John Hardwood, "these women have admitted to making a mistake. Aren't you being overly brutal in pursuing them this way?"
"Mr. Hardwood," I replied, "I had to watch a man fight for his life in Court against a false accusation of a crime he did not commit, but which you in the Press convicted him of in every bit of your coverage up until he was acquitted. I am sick and tired of these false allegations of rape and sexual misconduct being hurled out without regard to the truth nor the good reputations of the accused. I'm tired of you in the Fake News Media constantly lying and slandering people just because you disagree with their political views or because the People didn't listen to you and elected someone you wanted defeated."
"And maybe, just maybe," I went on, now on a roll, "prosecuting these women will show that these baseless attacks WILL be punished, that those making these false attacks WILL pay for their crimes. And maybe next time, someone will think twice before making such accusations."
"So you won't drop the charges?" yelled Hardwood. "Even if the Governor and the Republicans ask you to?"
"No." I said. "This is about more than politics. This is about the law, and Justice. I intend to investigate this as deeply as I can get, and find who was truly behind it."
There were no more questions. The Press Conference was over; journalists were walking away. This whole thing had exploded in their faces, and I could sense their absolute disgust. And hatred.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00am, Saturday, October 28th. Theo, his brother Franklin, and I watched the sleek jet come in for a landing at County Airport. It was the Wildcat President's plane, painted in red and black and gold with the School's name on the sides. There was a small crowd; boosters in the northern part of the State had been asked to meet at this airport to be flown to the game. County Airport was becoming an important hub for smaller planes to base out of, and for smaller planes to use as a good destination to avoid City International Airport.
The flight was uneventful. Many of the boosters wanted to talk with me, mostly about the politics going on. And as a number of them supported Establishment Republicans, I declined to discuss politics, using the tried-and-true excuse that 'the investigation is continuing, so no comment'.
We all were picked up by a bus and driven to the University President's home, which was north of the campus, not unlike President Wellman's home being north of Town in my County. There was a reception, there, where I met up with my friend the ROTC Commandant.
"I'm staying on another year." he said. "I'm the Professor of Military Science as the head of the ROTC program, and I'm talking with the School about becoming a professor in physics or philosophy... or both."
"Colonel John Galt, you are." I said, referring to the double major of the character in the Ayn Rand novel Atlas Shrugged.
"Or my favorite character in that book, Ragnar Danneskjold." replied the Colonel. "Anything new on the murder of that Eastern State coach?"
"No sir." I said. "There never was much to go on in the first place. It's likely the criminals have gotten away with one."
"Doesn't hurt my feelings." said the Colonel. "Gonzales was a piece of shit wherever he went. PEDs at your University, opiods at Eastern State. May have even raped a couple of girls on the Eastern State campus, though settlements were made, and maybe one of the cases wasn't all that non-consentual."
"I didn't know about the Eastern State stuff." I said. "Jack Lewis doesn't go out of his way to call me with updates." The Colonel laughed.
"You came down and watched us against Eastern State." he said, meaning the Wildcats Football team. "So how are we going to do today?" he asked.
"I'm rooting for us to win." I said. "But unless Jamaal Washington has a miracle day... I have to admit that we're going to get crushed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The game was the mid-afternoon featured game, and was being televised nationwide. Our seats were great: in the club section between the upper and lower decks, 45 yard line just north of the 50. The Bulldogs came out in their white shirts, silver pants, silver helmets with the blue Miami-of-Florida-esque "U" on the sides. They were a fired up bunch, and were roundly booed by the partisan Wildcat faithful.
Then came the twice-defeated Wildcats to enormous cheers. Red jerseys, gold pants and helmets with the football logo and State's first letter on the side. Just as the Bulldogs were the University of my State, the Wildcats were the University of this State.
The Cats were all business as they ran out of the tunnel and through the corridor made by the band, the U.S. flag and Wildcat flag going before them. The captains met at midfield, and the Wildcats won the toss, deferring to the second half. I hoped that wasn't all we'd win today.
The kicker ran up to the ball and toe met leather, sending the ball flying through the back of the endzone. The Bulldogs offense came out, to be counted by the Wildcat defense. Of course, I had my radio with my little clear earpiece, and was listening in to the Wildcat Radio Network.
"And the Bulldogs take it off right end for a six yard gain." said the announcer. "Their line is big, full of Seniors, and they just blew us off the ball. Second and four, and this time a jet sweep to the left for six more yards and a first down..."
The Bulldogs marched steadily down the field, only having one third down, and passing to the tight end for the first down. "First and goal from the four, and they run off tackle and score a touchdown." They'd taken eight full minutes off the clock, too.
"Seven to nothing," said the announcer, "and the Wildcats down the kickoff in the endzone. Both teams have great special teams programs, as always. And the Wildcats run Appletree off left tackle and he is STOPPED right there. The Bulldogs line was just too big, too much, and our Freshman and Sophomore offensive linemen just could not open a hole for him! Second and nine, nine and a half, and the quarterback Johnson goes back to pass, and it is com-PLETE to Jamaal Washington! Thirteen yards and a first down!"
The Wildcats drive stalled. Unlike the year before, blocking for the punt was good, and the Wildcats downed the ball on the three yard line...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the 48 yard kick is good, and the Bulldogs have taken a 10-0 lead." the announcer said. The second quarter had just started. The Bulldogs would move the ball between the 25 yard lines, but the Wildcat defense was playing inspired ball, and were keeping the prolific Bulldogs offense out of the endzone, so far. They kicked off.
"And Appletree tries to run right on a pitchout and the blocking breaks down, and they get him... just a one yard gain. Second down, nine to go, and they run another sweep to the right... and Appletree hands off to Washington on a reverse! Washington gets the corner, he's off to the races!... 40... 30... 20... no one is even close, and Washington scores for the Wildcats!" The stadium was shaking as 96,000 Wildcat fans went bonkers over Jamaal's run. "Seventy-four yards! The kick is up and good, and the Bulldog lead is cut to 10-7."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"... and that's the end of the third quarter, with the Bulldogs leading the Wildcats 16-7." said the announcer. The sun was setting and it was getting darker over the landscape. As the Wildcat Band played the fourth-quarter song, and people had their hands up with four fingers outstretched, the stadium became a sea of sparkling lights. It was a new Wildcat tradition for everyone to turn on their smartphones' lights, and it was definitely an impressive sight to see.
"Think we've got a shot?" said Franklin Washington.
"We're still in it." I said. "We're not getting blown out. And Jamaal has been unreal today."
Indeed, I repeatedly heard the words "... and it is com-PLETE to Washington!" in my earpiece. Jamaal was playing like a Wildcat possessed, and it was taking two or three guys to tackle him after he caught the ball. Double-teaming him was proving ineffective, as well.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Four minutes to go." said the announcer. "It's third-and-thirteen for the Bulldogs on their own 36 yard line. The Cats need this stop! And they hand off... and the running back flips the ball back to the quarterback! and he launches it!... it is com-PLETE to the Wildcat 24 yard line!" The Bulldogs fans were going nuts. The rest of the stadium was silent... that might've been our last chance, and it just took the bus to Albuquerque.
Coach Richmond began calling timeouts as the Bulldogs ran the ball. "Fourth and eight, and the Bulldogs will kick a field goal." said the announcer. "And the kick is up, and it is... good. 19-7, with 3:56 to play." The kickoff was a touchback.
"And here come the Wildcats to the line. And the quarterback is back to pass, he' under tremendous pressure, he gets it off.. com-PLETE to Washington! He's up to the 45 yard line!... clock running, running against us!... and the Bulldogs blitz, and they get Johnson five yards behind the line! He has been under assault literally every play today, the line just cannot get the Bulldogs blocked!"
"And Johnson takes the snap in the shotgun formation... he throws, and it is com-PLETE to Washington! How many passes has that man caught today?"
"A lot" said the color analyst. The Wildcats were moving down the field, but the clock was running against us, and we had no timeouts.
"One minute, thirty-seven seconds to go. Wildcats on the Bulldogs 28 yard line, and Johnson avoids the tremendous pressure, steps up and fires into the endzone, and... TOUCHDOWN! Touchdown! Jamaal Washington went up and just took the ball away from two defenders and brought it down in the end zone! An amazing catch!"
Washington was being mobbed by his teammates as they went off the field. He could barely walk, much less run. "He is totally exhausted." I said. Franklin and Theo agreed. We watched as Jamaal went to the table behind the bench and got some oxygen and Gatorade.
"And the kick is good." said the announcer. "It's nineteen to fourteen, a minute and half to go. This stadium is going bonkers, people are doing handstands! The Wildcats just will not quit, they just will not go away. Jamaal Washington just will not let the Wildcats surrender!
"Okay," continued the announcer, "nobody in this stadium doesn't believe we are about to have an onside kick. The Bulldogs have their 'hands' team, and 10 men up front, the Wildcats are bunching in the middle, and there it is!... he kicks it straight forward... and it bounces up... and Appletree recovers it! The Wildcats have the ball! The Wildcats have the ball!"
Hope. It's all one can ask for, I thought to myself. It's never over until it's over.
"The Wildcats have the ball on their 46 yard line. The Bulldogs are playing the sidelines, giving up the middle. And Johnson takes the snap, avoids the rush, and throws it to Appletree in the middle of the field. Eight yards! He goes down immediately, and the Wildcats rush up to the line! Forty-three seconds left! We simply do not have enough TIME!... and there's the snap, and Johnson is about to be killed by the Bulldogs rush, he has to throw it away!"
"Third down!... the Wildcats come up, and it's a sweep to the right! The Bulldogs defense is too fast, they string it out! Appletree gets out of bounds, but he's lost yardage, the ball is on the Wildcat 48 yard line."
"The Bulldogs learned from last year." said the color analyst. "They had Washington covered like a wet blanket, expecting another halfback pass."
No one was sitting down. I'm not sure many of us were breathing.
"Fourth down, eight yards to go. The Wildcats come up to the line. Washington to the left, two defenders on him in press coverage, the rest of the Bulldogs defense hugging the sidelines. Washington can't even walk, how can he run? But this is it, one more play!"
"Fourth and eight, twenty-three seconds to go. Nineteen-to-fourteen, Bulldogs in the lead! Johnson is in the shotgun, he takes the snap. The Bulldogs rush, Johnson avoids a tackle, he gets a block... and Washington breaks free on a post! He's behind the defenders! Johnson steps up and throws a bomb!..."
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Giving One's All
(Author's note: This is another of those 'bridge' stories, interlude-type stories that give information and set the table with groundwork, as well as a case to solve. Thanks for your patience, and enjoy the sex and the rest of the story.)
Time seemed to slow down. All eyes were on the pass as it came down. Jamaal Washington leaped forward as hard as he could, stretching his 6'3" frame as far as he could, his hands and fingers reaching out for the ball.
It was not enough. The ball landed on the ground eighteen inches ahead of Jamaal as his body also landed on the ground. The pass was incomplete. It was over.
The Bulldogs' fans celebration was tempered as Washington did not get up. He was lying prone on the ground where he had fallen, his hands on his helmet. Trainers rushed out to attend him in the near-silence.
Jamaal was not injured. He was simply exhausted. He had given everything he had. The trainers helped him up, and put his arms over their shoulders as they walked him back to the sidelines.
In a great display of sportsmanship, the two Bulldogs defensive backfielders that he had run around, over, and through all day came up to him. One patted him on the helmet, and one shook his hand in an athlete's 'man hug'.
I know that the University of Alabama plays their fight song for a injured player as he is brought off the field. As Jamaal was being escorted off, the Wildcat Band played their fight song in tribute to the effort he had given this day. And they would begin playing the Wildcat song for injured players from then on.
Jamaal's teammates met him at the sidelines and all along the way to the trainers table. He was hooked up with an IV. And I could see that he was crying unabashedly.
"And what a performance today by Jamaal Washington." said the Wildcat Radio announcer. "He caught 22 passes today, one shy of the FBS record and two shy of the Division I record, easily setting the Conference record. He tried to take this team on his back and win this game against one of the Nation's best teams by himself, and he almost did. Just an outstanding performance. The crowd is on their feet, applauding him as he comes off the field."
"And the Bulldogs take the victory formation, they snap the ball and kneel, and it is over. The Bulldogs have won the game. The coaches meet at midfield, Coach Richmond and his former Defensive Coordinator Ted Thrasher, shaking hands and hugs. No planting of flags on the logo at midfield; the Bulldogs know they were in a dog-and-cat-fight today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a somber Wildcats locker room that we entered. The Wildcats University President had invited us to come in with him as he consoled the team and praised them for their effort.
Jamaal was sitting on a table, the IV still in his arm, his head bowed, tears flowing down his cheeks. He hugged his cousins Theo and Jamaal. As I gave him a hug, I whispered "You left nothing behind, did you? You put it all out there."
"Yes sir." Jamaal sobbed into my shoulder.
"That's all you can do." I said. "Hold your head high, always." Jamaal nodded.
I went over to Coach Marshall, the defensive coordinator, and gave him a hug. His defense had been stellar against the powerful Bulldogs offense, and with nothing but Freshmen and Sophomores.
"Hey everybody." Coach Marshall said out loud. "This is Police Commander Troy, the guy who saved my butt from being set up while I was at that other School, there. He's a Wildcat graduate, and was commissioned out of the ROTC program."
"He's the Iron Crowbar." said Jamaal Washington. "I told you about him. He's the guy who inspires me to never, ever quit." There were murmurs in the locker room. I was internally rocked by what Jamaal said; that what I'd seen on the gridiron had been inspired by me.
That was a lesson for me, too: people are watching, so I must always set the best example I can. I remembered what Chief Griswold had said, about kids looking up to me like they used to look up to Police Officers but no longer do. Whether or not I wanted to be, being a role model came with the Crowbar.
"I know you're hurting, guys." I said, seeing and feeling the eyes on me, including the coaches's. "So am I. I know you all played hard today. But I also know that if every one of you give everything you'e got, and give your all like No. 10 here did today, you will be unstoppable, and you'll be hanging more Conference and National title banners up, and soon. Don't let this get you down; keep on giving it everything you've got."
I then turned and handed the red crowbar to Coach Marshall and said quietly in my best 'Darth Vader' voice: "Perhaps you can find new ways to motivate them." Coach Marshall nodded as he took the red crowbar.
Coach Marshall and Coach Richmond would later use the crowbar to motivate their players. Stories of the Iron Crowbar's harrowing pursuits of criminals would be told, and the players were told to only touch the crowbar if they intended to give their all like Jamaal Washington did against the Bulldogs. The red crowbar would be clamped under the sign that led to the tunnel to the field, the sign the players would touch, which read:
"On this hallowed sod, where Champions hath trod;
 I will give my all, for Wildcat Football."
That crowbar is still there, clamped above the door in the Wildcat locker room. And the Power of the Crowbar would motivate the Wildcats to future greatness.
Part 12 - Seventy-Six Trombones
Monday, October 30th. I came into Headquarters at 5:30am. I was wearing my red collared golf shirt with the embroidered badge over the heart, khaki pants, and black shoes and black police belt with gun, radio, handcuffs, etc. It was pretty quiet.
I went into my office. No toilet paper, no trashing, no streamers or bunting or balloons. I sat down and began reading emails.
The State Attorney General was willing to cut a deal with the two women that had falsely accused the Governor of sexual harassment, and was wondering if I'd drop the charges and further investigation. I replied that there should be no deal until I talked to them and their attorney, and that some aspects of my investigation would not be dropped.
The Orange Order dinner was tonight, as Hallowe'en was the next night. It was going to be at the Junction Station Depot. Cindy's email said that the menu would include 'roasted Wildcat'. If that was the worst roasting I got today, I'd consider myself to be very lucky.
At 6:50am, I heard traffic in the hallway but paid it no mind. I was going to go to the coffee klatch and take my medicine, but wanted to finish this paperwork first. A couple of minutes later, Theo Washington knocked on my door and came into my office.
"Sir, the Duty Desk said you wanted to see me?" he said.
"Uhhh, no..." I said, confused. Suddenly the door burst open. It was Joanne Warner.
"Commander! Theo! Come quick!" she shouted. "Sergeant Rudistan fell down in the gym! He's hurt!"
I made sure my office door locked behind me, then ran down the hall after Joanne and Theo, who were running to the gym door that was on the backside of the Station, in the corner opposite the Chief's office.
Going into the gym, I saw a group of people around Rudistan who was lying on the floor. One of them was Cindy Ross. I came up to them, took in the scene, then reached my hand down.
"Get up." I said.
"He's hurt, sir!" said Cindy.
"Uh huh." I said. "No, you're not hurt, Rudistan. You wanted me in here, you've got me in here." Rudistan opened his eyes and grinned, then took my hand and I helped him stand. "Okay, so what's this about----"
*TWEET!* blasted a whistle.
*TWEET!* *TWEET!* *TWEET!* *TWEET!*
All of a sudden, members of the University's 'Bulldog Blue' Band began pouring into the door at back left of the gym that led outside. More Band members began pouring in from the door to the Station. They were playing Seventy-Six Trombones as they marched in.
"Hahahahahahahaha!" I laughed as I clapped my hands, realizing what was going on. "Okay, this is good. This is good." Cindy was beaming, her ice-blue eyes sparkling brightly.
The Bulldog Band guided into concentric circles around our group, each line walking alternately clockwise or counterclockwise, until the entire contingent was in place. Then upon another whistle blast, they stopped, and all faced us in the middle, and they blasted out the Bulldogs fight song, which is the same as the Washington Redskins's 'Hail to the Redskins'. After playing, they all sang:
"Hail to the Bull-dogs! Hail Vic-tor-y!
 Van-quish the Wildcats! Fight! for our dog Chief!
As everyone (except me and Theo) cheered, Nick Eastwood came up with his cameraman. Also showing up were ROTC Cadets, who had brought Chief IV with them. Someone had brought in a big wooden box for Chief IV to sit on, and he was high enough for me to pet him.
"You guys don't have any fun around here, do you?" Nick asked Cindy. "Was this your idea, Captain Ross?"
"I will definitely take credit," said Cindy, "for this brilliant piece of work!" I was laughing.
"Commander, you're being pretty good-natured about this." said Nick.
"I've gotta admit, this was a good one." I said. "They got me. And hey! we lost, the Dogs won. Gotta give 'em their due." Everyone cheered.
"And besides," I continued, and more loudly, "I get to meet this handsome guy, the most awesome mascot in the Nation." Everyone cheered as I petted Chief IV, who was dressed in his blue jersey. Chief IV seemed to enjoy being petted.
"I guess it wouldn't be a good idea if the Wildcats had a live mascot like this, huh?" asked Nick.
"Noooo... as President Elder Bush would say... 'Wouldn't be... PRU-dent!'." I said in my imitation Elder Bush voice, complete with proper hand gestures. Everyone laughed.
"We also have here Detective Theo Washington, who is Wildcat Sophomore Jamaal Washington's cousin." said Nick. "Detective, your cousin had a huge game, set a conference record for pass receptions in one game."
"Yeah, we're all proud of him, and he fought hard to the very end." said Theo, who sounded a bit dull and defeated despite the praise for his cousin.
"He's a great player." said Nick. "Okay Bettina, back to you!"
"Goooooo Dogs! Beat!... the Cats!" yelled all the Band members. I petted Chief IV some more, who continued to not mind getting skritchins from the Wildcat in the room.
We took some photos with Chief IV, one of which I still have. At some point in time Cindy noticed, and said "Don, where is your crowbar?"
"In the Wildcats Locker Room." said Theo. "Future motivation."
"What are you going to do for another one?" Cindy asked, totally stunned.
"Oh, I've heard rumors that replacements will be available soon." I said cryptically.
Part 13 - Back To Work
"I thought for sure you'd be pissed." said Teresa Croyle as we gathered for the Angels meeting. "Or at least shocked like Theo was."
"Noooo, though I was surprised. " I said, "I have to admit, that was very, very good. You had me set up all the way, thinking it'd be T.P.ing the office or something. And that had to take some effort to put together. I just wonder how long you've been planning that, Cindy."
"A long, long time." said Cindy, whose ice blue eyes were sparkling enough to light up the room all by themselves. "I put it together with Nick Eastwood and the University Band a couple of weeks ago... providing we won, of course. And once again, Jamaal made it way too close for my comfort."
"She was dying in the stands when y'all got that onside kick." Teresa said, snitching on her soul sister. "And when Jamaal broke free on that last pass, she was using words I can't repeat in this family atmosphere." That made me laugh.
"Well, I'm sure I'm gonna catch hell at the Orange Order dinner tonight." I said. "And then I'll yell 'Wait until next year!' and move on. So, speaking of moving on, what's moving on in this Police Department?"
"Just getting ready for Promotions and Medals Day on November 1st." said Cindy. "And Theo's cold case. The Chief talked to me about the political issues being brought up over it. My worry is that J.G. McGill might try to get to witnesses and keep them from talking to us. And then there's Tammy Cochran's mother, Dinah. Theo was looking for her address, so we could go talk to her... and there's nothing. Her license expired two years ago, and she didn't renew it. She has also filed no tax returns for three years and has no work record during that time."
"Hmmm." I said. "So what does that suggest to you?"
"That she's dead." said Cindy.
"Could be. I would also suggest asking the Women's Prison in Madison County if she's their guest there." I said. "As you know, after the Asylum scandal we've known that records are spotty. They may have her and it's not part of the State's records."
Cindy nodded and made notes.
"Sir, I do have something that I can't hold back on, and I think you need to be aware of." said Teresa. "Precinct Captain Briggs has not attended the last two meetings I have with the Precinct Captains and Lieutenants every Monday morning. Irwin is telling me that Briggs tells Irwin to take good notes and fill him, Briggs, in, and that Briggs has other things to do. I sent an email to Briggs that I expected his presence this morning without fail, so we'll see what happens."
"Did you cc: me on that email?" I asked.
"No sir." Teresa said.
"Forward a copy to me." I said. "And from now own, blind copy any emails you send him. I want to start a paper trail."
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
"Okay," I said, "you guys are in charge today. I've got to go to Westphalia and try to clean up this crap about the Governor's accusers."
"Out of curiosity, sir," said Cindy, "what's going on with that?"
"The AG wants to settle with them." I replied. "He's an Establishment Republican 'boy', so I'm not surprised, but I want some information out of them first..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sergeant Andrew Prince flew the TCPD's Bell 206 helicopter to Westphalia, with me and Jenna Stiles as passengers, as she'd been summoned to the meeting and I'd offered to give her a lift there. The noise of the aircraft made conversation difficult, so we rode in silence and watched the landscape below us.
The meeting was at SBI Headquarters in Westphalia. State Attorney General Karl Handel, State Attorneys Glenn Alberts and Faye Dunlan were also there, as was State Senator Cain Mitchell - Russell's 'boy'. Also in attendance were Gwen Munson and Mike G. Todd, attorneys for the women and the Governor, respectively.
"Heck of a game Saturday!" said Handel, with a laugh, looking sideways at me as he said it.
"Sure was." said Glenn Alberts, who did not like me any more than I liked them. "About time the Bulldogs whipped the Wildcats' ass."
"Are we here to talk football or legal business?" I asked coldly. Seeing that they were poking a hornet's nest and just making things worse for themselves, everyone shut up.
"What we're here for," said Mitchell, "is to resolve this situation with these young ladies. They have recanted their statements, which exonerates the Governor. We believe there is nothing further to be gained by continuing to pressure them with threats of prosecution."
"I agree." said AG Handel.
"I don't." I said coldly, my voice cutting through the room like a katana through bamboo. "There is a lot to be gained by continuing with a full investigation of this conspiracy to defame the Governor of this State, particularly who was behind these women's actions."
"Speaking for the State," said AG Handel, "I have no intention of dragging these women through the mud when they're willing to accept lesser charges."
"What 'lesser charges'?" I asked.
"Slander, but reduced to misdemeanor status." said the A.G. "Making false public statements. They'll pay a fine and get probation." Everyone looked at me.
"I hope you all understand that none of that will not stop me from investigating the case, particularly with regard to who was behind them, paying them, pushing them to take these actions." I said. "I would also say, AG Handel, that I'm against any plea deal until I've at least talked to them, to find out what they have to say."
"Why should I allow you to talk to my clients at all?" said Gwen Munson.
"You don't have a choice about that." I said. "I'm talking in terms of arresting and interrogating them. You can be there as their representation, of course, but I will still be questioning them."
"I'll tell them to take the Fifth." said Munson.
"Then I'll suggest to the Governor to order his Attorney General to make no plea deals if they take the Fifth." I said. "And if the A.G. does not comply with the Governor's orders, the Governor will fire him for cause - outright insubordination."
"He can't fire me; I was elected." said the AG.
"We'll see about that." I replied. "I am eager to make a test case of it."
"Commander Troy, why the hostility?" asked Cain Mitchell. "Why are you trying to escalate this? Why are you trying to persecute these young women?"
"Because I'm not a gutless Establishment Republican Elitist like you and Graham Collins, Mr. Mitchell." I replied, my face almost as red as my hair. "I'll put it in the form of a question: are you Establishment Republicans afraid that I'm going to find out that it was you Establishment Republicans behind this defamation against the Governor? Is that why you're so gutless about this, so willing to drop this? Well, Mr. Mitchell... are you?"
Cain Mitchell was dumbfounded. He was speechless, a rarity for a politician like him. I was not playing by the rules of the Game with which he was familiar.
Mike G. Todd was young, fairly handsome, and made a good impression as a lawyer in Court. But like me, he was from Apple Grove, and could strike that 'good ole boy' pose when he wanted to turn it on... and he flipped that switch.
"You boys need to understand," he said in a jovial way that reminded me of Micah Rudistan, "that the Governor's lawsuit is not going to be dropped, either."
"Oh, dear God." muttered an exasperated Cain Mitchell, his face in his right hand. "You obviously don't understand politics, Mr. Todd. Nor you, Commander Troy."
"No, I don't! I understand crime! I understand slander, and defamation!" I all but yelled back at him. "And I understand political corruption. And that is what I'm looking to expose here."
"Commander Troy," said A.G. Handel, "you're operating under the assumption that the Governor will take your advice over mine, or the Party's. I firmly believe he will see the light of settling this and letting it die."
"I'm willing to bet against you on that." I replied, my gray eyes boring into his. "Are you willing to bet your political future on that?"
"And Commander Troy is right." said Mike G. Todd. "The Governor is going to follow my advice, and I'm going with whatever Commander Troy decides to do."
The room was silent. Then Gwen Munson's voice rang out. "Perhaps I should have a word with Commander Troy. Alone."



"All right." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into a side room. I need not say my iPhone bug-killer was destroying any recording device in the room.
"I don't understand you." said Gwen Munson. "You're a busy man, and piledriving these women into the ground just to make a point is beneath you."
"My time to use as I see fit." I said. "And the point is extremely important. But beyond that, what I want is to talk to your clients, and for them to tell me the truth. And if they do tell the truth, I'll endorse the plea deal."
"Mr. Troy," said Gwen, "maybe you don't remember the last conversation we had... at your Headquarters. Do you realize what is going to come out in Public if you continue to push this?"
"Are you threatening me, Ms. Munson?" I replied. "Do you know what usually happens to people who threaten me?"
"No, I'm not threatening you personally." said Gwen. "But do you really want the secret of Harlan and Gonzales to come out? Keep this up, and it will."
"Bring it on." I said simply, calling her bluff.
"What?!" Gwen all but shouted, stunned at my reaction.
"You heard me." I said. "But I'll explain: your problem, Ms. Munson, is one of timing. Your two clients have made false statements and tried to recant them. They are liars, and have shown themselves to be liars. If you now come out with some accusation against the University, and with you being Dr. Jan Camp's lawyer, also... .you're going to look like a disgruntled loser and attorney of a bunch of liars. People will think you're just making things up."
"Oh," I continued, "maybe you think you can go to the Press, to John Hardwood. Good luck with that; the Press are about as cowardly as the Establishment Republicans. And good luck proving your allegations... you know, finding people who can prove your assertions... you've gotten them all killed."
"Jesus, you really don't play by the normal rules, do you?" muttered Gwen. "You're totally unpredictable... and I'm not saying that as a compliment, Commander."
"I'm sure." I said. "So here's the deal... you tell your clients to talk to me, to be truthful with me, to tell me what they know... and I'l let the plea deal happen, and we'll make sure your clients don't end up dead in a ditch somewhere... like Rusty Dawson..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We returned to the meeting. Mike G. Todd would later tell me that Cain Mitchell tried to browbeat him into accepting the Republicans' terms, and only got angrier and angrier as Todd needled him with his (Mike's) 'good ole boy' talk in pretending lack of understanding what Cain tried not to say out loud.
"We'll let Commander Troy have his conversation with my clients." said Gwen Munson. "And then he'll endorse the plea deal."
"Provided they tell me the truth." I said, my eyes boring into Mitchell.
"I want to listen in on that conversation." said Mitchell.
"No." I said simply. "This is a Police interrogation of suspects, not a political whine-fest."
"No, Mr. Mitchell." said Gwen Munson. "It's already bad enough. Don't pour more gasoline onto this fire."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was brought into the Interrogation Room of the Westphalia Police Department. Two middle aged women, Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton, were seated at the table, with Gwen Munson sitting to Donna's side. Rodman was black, and looked sullen; Braselton was white, and looked as if she thought she was better than everyone else in the world.
"Ladies," I said as I sat down opposite them, "I am SBI Inspector Donald Troy. As your lawyer has told you, a plea deal will go through if you answer some questions."
"What do you want to know?" asked Donna Rodman.
"Who paid you to make these allegations against the Governor?" I asked.
"Nobody." said Braselton. "The allegations are true. I'm only taking this plea deal because the people that said they'd support us suddenly crawled into the cracks in the wall, and hung us out to dry."
I looked at Donna. "This time, the truth. Who. Paid. You?"
Donna said "I don't know."
Gwen Munson spoke up. "Come on, Inspector, you know things like that would be done through intermediaries, middlemen."
"Then who are those middlemen?" I asked. "Come on, ladies, you were paid, and instructions came with the money. Who?"
Braselton still looked down upon me as if she was superior, like Paul Branson of the 'Environmental Hazards' case thought he was so frickin' superior. But Donna looked like she was about to break.
"Tell you what, Ms. Munson." I said. "Maybe Ms. Rodman here can get a good deal... no felonies, charges dropped, lawsuit dropped. I'm going to tell the Governor to pound Ms. Braselton into the ground, both criminally and in his lawsuit. But Ms. Rodman, you have a chance to escape this world of shit you are in."
"It's both or none." said Gwen Munson.
"Then it's none." I said, standing up.
"Wait!" said Donna Rodman.
I turned around, leaned over the table, and said "Who?"
"A guy named Jay Swenson." said Donna. "He's part of some social justice group. He said it was the SOWs, but I know them and they'd have come to me directly, so it wasn't them."
"Thank you." I said. "Okay, Ms. Braselton, if I walk out this door, you're going to prison for a long, long time. The charges will remain, and I'll make additions to them. You also better give me a reason, and a damn good one, to not tell the Governor to continue his lawsuit against you. Once the FBI says that booklet you presented is forged... and we all know that's what they'll find... then there's nothing I can do to help you, nor will I try. Who was paying you? And please don't insult me by saying Jay Swenson... you had a lot of help creating your story, much more than Jay or his pals could do for you."
Hillary Braselton looked smug, but she realized that I wasn't joking and that things were about to go very bad for her. "It was a woman. I don't know her name. She's got 'people'. I gave them the booklet and they returned it with the inscription and the signature. She also arranged for John Hardwood to have the story on it, to make sure it got disseminated in the Press. He didn't do a very good job of it, though."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once outside the interrogation room, I said "Ms. Stiles, let's get a warrant out for Jay Swenson, and put one out for Ken Eidex as a material witness... those guys are butthole buddies."
"What about Hardwood?"
"We don't have enough to arrest him yet." I said. "Press protections are harder to break through; he'll just say he got a scoop."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Sgt. Prince landed the chopper at County Airport, I gave Jenna a ride back to her office in my Police SUV.
"So why did the AG want you there?" I asked as I drove.
"He wanted it to look like we were a unified front against you and Mike Todd." said Jenna. "Me, I really didn't give a rip which way it went, once you exposed the hoax. But the A.G. really wanted to settle, and I'm not sure why."
"I think he knows that the allegations being shown to be false can backlash on the Republicans." I said. "The Media will never say the Democrats were behind it, though their paws are in the honey jar, too. So the People will see it as an Establishment Republican attack on a Governor the Republicans virulently hate and want to get rid of."
"So why are you backing the Governor so hard?" asked Jenna. "Do you really think he's all that great?"
"He's a damn sight better than the corrupt Jack Lewis." I said. "And Jared's only 'crime' is to have been elected by the People in spite of the efforts of the Media and politicians of both parties. Whatever you think of him, tell me one crime, just one crime, he's actually committed."
Jenna had no answer.
Part 14 - Citations, Crowbars, and Cocks
"Benny Cochran?" I asked.
"Yeah." said Benny shortly, turning from the auto whose engine he was working on. "Oh, Police. How can I help you?"
"This is Detective Theo Washington." I said. "My name is Commander Don Troy."
"Ah, Iron Crowbar. They talk about you on TV." Benny said.
"Unfortunately, yes they do." I said. "You got a minute."
"Sure." said Benny. "What's it about?"
"I hate to bring up bad memories, Mr. Cochran," I said, "but we're looking into your daughter's murder."
"Oh." said Benny, his face getting sad.
"We routinely check back on old cases." I continued. "I know it will be painful for you, but can you help us with a few questions?"
"Sure, if it'll help." said Benny. "But I'll be honest with you... I don't know if you'll be able to solve it after all this time."
"Tell me about what you remember happening when your daughter disappeared." I said.
Benny replied "Well, Tammy was pregnant. She and that Tommy McGill were dating, and she told us, my wife and I, that he wanted to marry her. So one day she was going to meet him, and when she didn't come home we thought they were together somewhere... and it wouldn't have been the first time. Then Tommy came to our house and asked if Tammy was there. He said he was supposed to meet her but she didn't show up, and he hadn't seen her all day. And we never heard anything until six years later, when they found her body... well, what was left of it." Benny sniffled a bit as he stopped talking.
"Sir," said Theo, "what did you think of Tommy McGill?"
"You know, he wasn't a bad kid." said Benny. "Liked to work with his hands. I could see him working in a shop with me, or doing more and better things. You wouldn't know from talking to him that he was the son of a snot-nosed bitch judge and an asshole of a father."
"I take it you didn't like them too much." I said, perhaps stating the obvious.
"I probably shouldn't talk like that, but it's the truth. Still is." said Benny. "Tommy's mother was overbearing as hell. She told him to have nothing to do with my daughter, that my daughter was trash. Tommy told me that story a couple of years after Tammy disappeared, and said he pushed back, that Tammy was was a good person."
"And Tommy's father?" I asked.
"Well, Commander," said Benny, "I know you haven't been here that many years, but your Chief Griswold will tell you what J.G. McGill was like. Ran the County like a dictator before the merger. My business was here in Town, so I didn't have to deal with him much, but people outside the Town limits really hated his guts. He was a really big reason the County agreed to merge with the Town."
"What did he think of Tommy and Tammy getting married?" Theo asked.
"At the time, I didn't think he objected to it like his wife, Tommy's mother, did." Benny said. "But three or four years ago I overheard someone say 'that Cochran bitch is a golddigger, trying to get J.G. McGill's money'."
"Do you remember who said that?" I asked. "About J.G. thinking that?"
"It may have been Jack Colby." said Benny. "Or maybe J.P. Goldman. No... it was Pastor Westboro, that's right, I remember being shocked at his language... I was talking with Pastor Westboro while I was working on his car, and he'd been good to me and Dinah when Tammy disappeared. It was him that said that, but it was well after Tammy's body had been found."
"Mr. Cochran," I said, "are you still with your wife?"
"Yes sir... and no sir." said Benny. "We're still married. But she got sent to prison about four years ago. Drug distribution. That bastard Ferrell from the SBI went through me like a tornado, too. I felt lucky I didn't get sent to jail, the way they were about planting evidence and stuff. That bastard D.A., Krasney, he threw the book at Dinah. Ten years, no parole. And she had no prior record, at all."
"Who was the judge?" I asked.
"Nance." said Benny.
"Sorry to hear that." I said. "At least Ferrell won't be bothering you ever again. Thank you for your time, Mr. Cochran. If we find anything regarding your daughter's death, we'll let you know."
"I appreciate you not forgetting her, and looking into it again." said Benny. "Even if the perp isn't caught, I would at least like to know what happened. The truth, you know?"
"I understand." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It might be Thursday before we can get down to State Women's Prison." I said as Theo and I drove back to Headquarters. "Dinah's there. The records of her are there, but you have to know where to look and to specifically ask."
"From what I read of the Phil Kearns and Tammi Edmunds cases," said Theo, "Dinah Cochran sounds suspiciously the same... harsh sentence, then she's 'disappeared' into the black hole of the prison system." (Author's note: 'A Case of Revenge', Ch. 04; 'The Phyllis Files 4'.)
"True." I said. "The same culprits were involved. But I am wondering if Judge McGill had any influence on Harry Nance when Dinah's sentence was handed down. So, what did you think of Benny's comments?"
"No love lost for Tommy's parents," said Theo, "but he seemed to like Tommy. He almost made it sound like the mother, Judge McGill, was the murderer. And it was an interesting point that they came after Dinah but not him for drugs."
"Yes, that's interesting... a 'strangeness', wouldn't you say?" I said. "So... what's the prevailing theory, based on the data collected so far?"
"The scuttlebutt at the time was that Tommy killed Tammy, that maybe they got in a fight, or he wanted to break off the relationship and she went off on him, something like that. But we guys in MCD have been talking it over, and we think the father, J.G. McGill, is as likely as his son to have done it. And now, after talking to Benny... gotta wonder if the mother may be involved..."
"Whether she actually did it or not, she's involved in some way." I said. "And I'll let you guys in MCD figure out how I know that. You've seen the clue that shows it to me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Junction Station Depot, 7:30pm, still Monday, October 30th. The members of the Orange Order gathered for our evening of food and talk. Most noticeably absent was Della Harlow, who was no longer with the Police Force. But also absent was Lt.(B) Janice Holloway, and Cindy did not understand that.
"No, she didn't RSVP that she'd be here, but she didn't say she wouldn't be here." Cindy told me as we sat down to supper. "Should I ask her about it tomorrow?"
"No." I said. "Let sleeping dogs lie on that."
Also attending was Efram 'Ed' Elliott. He'd been the head of I.A. for years, and retired a Captain. He was 'Blood Order', too. (Author's note: 'Just A Story', Ch. 03.) He sat down next to me. After exchanges of greetings, he said "So your guys are looking into the McGill case, eh?"
"Yes." I said. "And I'm very surprised at the heat its generating."
"I'm not." said Elliott. "I was with the Town Police before the merger, but I had conversations with my County Police colleagues. J.G. McGill had his fingers in everything, including the County Police. He completely obstructed the missing persons investigation until the SBI had the FBI come in. Both he and his wife, Judge McGill, refused to talk with the FBI, and she wouldn't let Tommy talk to them, either. The FBI got the idea that Tommy was a 'mommas boy', and maybe Tommy did away with Tammy at his mother's bidding. We in the Town Police thought Tommy did it, but could never rule out J.G himself as a suspect."
I nodded, absorbing this information.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The table was covered with a blue tablecloth. Little white bulldog dolls, with blue jerseys, adorned the table along with the pumpkins and other Hallowe'en adornments. Blue streamers and bunting lined the walls around the room. This would be the doing of the Orange Order's dinner organizer, one Captain Cindy Ross, I realized.
As drinks were served and the post-dinner talk began, Cindy stood up and said "I'm glad you all could be here tonight. It's been a great day, beginning with a great band performance this morning." There was laughter and applause as Cindy patted my shoulders as she stood behind me. "Our Commander loves dogs, and today he got to meet a victorious Bulldog... Chief IV has the distinction of never having lost to the Wildcats..." More applause. I just smiled sadly and absorbed it.
"So," Cindy said, "let's have a toast to Chief IV... the undefeated and great mascot of the Bulldogs!" Everyone toasted, including me.
"Your turn, Commander." Corporal Kirkpatrick said.
"Well," I said, "I fully agree that I love dogs, and Chief IV is an awesome mascot. And speaking of awesome dogs, we are going to be getting a new drug dog to replace Sergeant Stonewall. I don't know what his name is, and we'll find out when we're introduced to him on Wednesday. The kids of the elementary schools did a great fundraiser drive to raise the money to buy him, and Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart matched everything they raised." There was applause.
"There are a number of medals to be given out, especially after the events of this past summer." I said. "And we're going to have two major promotions. Detective Mary Mahoney Milton will be promoted to Supervisor, and put in charge of the Vice Division on a trial basis. She did work with Vice with the Midtown PD, so I think this is going to work out well. The other promotion is Hugh Hewitt, from Senior Sergeant to Lieutenant, and he'll be taking over the SWAT Teams and SpecOps duties, helping Captain Croyle out."
Both of these promotions carried some 'issues', I knew, so I was not surprised that the Orange Order membership absorbed the announcements with a positive but rather muted response.
Corporal Kirkpatrick then stood up. "We'll be having our Inner Circle nominations this month, so be thinking of who you want to nominate. Chief Griswold has stepped down from his active role with the Inner Circle, and we appreciate all he's done these past few years." There was loud applause for Chief Griswold, that turned into a standing ovation. Your Iron Crowbar was not beaten in standing up to begin that ovation.
"We'll also be having the Orange Order vote beginning November 20th, the Monday before Thanksgiving, running through November 30th, the day of the vote count, and December 1st is Orange Order day." said Kirkpatrick. "One thing Commander Troy is going to have to figure out is what happens when the Bulldogs are in the Conference Championship game. A lot of local Police Officers might stay in the bar and watch that, or else have those little earpieces like the Commander was using the last couple of Policeman's Balls." There were some chuckles at me being called out for listening to Wildcat Radio at the last couple of Policeman's Balls, most notably from one Chief Griswold.
"The good news," I said, "is that our Conference Championship game is the mid-afternoon game this year, and should be ending right around time the open bar opens. And I really hope the Bulldogs win, or that open bar will run out of merchandise really quickly." More laughter.
Just before concluding, Cindy said "And before we leave, I want to give this bulldog," she picked up one of the little bulldog dolls, "to Commander Troy, to commemorate this great weekend!" More applause, most of it jeering in nature. I rolled with it, and accepted the 'gift'.
"Wait until next year!" I shouted as I held the Bulldog doll up, drawing laughter and some cheers.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, November 1st. Bettina's broadcast had centered on the TCPD's crackdown on drunk driving the night before. We'd had a good 'harvest', so to speak, of perps who had chosen most unwisely to drink and drive, which meant the Town's lawyers would make a lot of money, the Town & County's coffers would be enriched, and stupid people would now have criminal records. I did make sure to tell Teresa Croyle to be anywhere but at a Police checkpoint, and fortunately she complied. She and Todd took his kids to the Hallowe'en party at the Heritage Cloisters clubhouse.



Somewhat to my surprise, it was Captain Cindy Ross who had procured the medals, badges, and insignia for the day's ceremonies. "Here's our new drug dog's K-9 badge." she said. "And I just gave Hugh and Mary their new badges and insignia."
"Twelve Achievement Medals, fourteen Certificates of Achievement..." I said. "But two Commendation Medals? I approved Teresa's, but who is getting the other one?... oh." I winced as it hit me.
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "That one didn't go through you, but went directly to the Chief... because it has your name on it. It's for all that stuff that happened last June." I nodded. I infinitely preferred my Detectives and Officers receive these medals, but they kept handing them to me like candy whenever I solved a case. I was already 'silver oak leaf' on Achievement Medals...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Officers were in the bleachers behind Headquarters for the ceremonies. Also in attendance were a lot of elementary schoolchildren... a LOT of elementary schoolchildren. They were here because of the fundraiser for the new drug dog, and to see the ceremonies.
First came the promotions. Mary Milton was awarded Supervisor bars, which looked like an Army Warrant Officer's bars, silver with three black boxes. The Supervisor title was rarely awarded anymore. Her husband Myron Milton and Captain Ross affixed the insignia to her shoulders as I read the proclamation.
Then came Hugh Hewitt. He was out of purgatory, his honor restored after working his tail off after nearly dying at the hands of the Black Widow, Angela Harlan (Author's Note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 5.). Captain Teresa Croyle and Chief Moynahan pinned the silver Lieutenant bars to his shoulders as I read the proclamation.
Then came medals. Lots of Achievement Medals, lots of Certificates of Achievement, some ribbons for service time and Academy graduations. Then I pinned a Commendation Medal on Teresa's uniform as the Chief read the proclamation, which was for the day she wielded the red crowbar and stood up to Della Harlow, followed by arresting lots of protesting thugs.
And then Chief Emeritus Griswold pinned a Commendation Medal on my uniform as Chief Moynahan read the proclamation, which saluted my participation in breaking up a ring of white supremacists. It was not said out loud, but there were murmurs that part of it was due to my not giving up on Peter Dwayne Gordon, and successfully helping get him acquitted. Now that I deserved a medal for, I thought to myself.
Last, as always, were Purple Orders. And we had one. Patrolman Johnson had been injured during one of the riots, suffering a broken hand when a thug swung a bicycle lock attached to a chain at a fellow Officer's head, and Johnson intercepted it with his hand. I draped the ribbon around his neck as the Chief read the proclamation.
"O-kayyyy." said Chief Moynahan. "And now for the best part of the day. These schoolkids worked very hard and put together a great drive to raise money for a new Police drug dog. We're very happy to have them with us today, as we bring on duty our newest member of the K-9 Police Force!"
A handsome young German Shepherd, just over two years old, was led out by his handler. Your Iron Crowbar had pulled all kinds of rank in getting to attach the dog's K-9 badge onto his collar as Chief Moynahan said "Let me introduce you to... Sergeant Tango!"
The kids had named him 'Tango', and I had no idea why. But it sounded cool. The Police Officers cheered, and the kids cheered louder. Sergeant Tango looked around happily as he sat on his haunches.
"Okay, I bee-lieeeve some of these kids have a presentation to make." said Chief Moynahan. Susie Haskins and Davie Marsdon came forward, Davie wearing his gold 'Crowbar's Crew' medal around his neck. He and Susie were pulling out two little red wagons... literally, little red wagons... with tarps covering their contents. Timmy Austin and another girl, Bettie Paige, were helping pull the heavy-laden wagons out. Bettie Paige was Public Health Officer Beth Paige's daughter.
"Commander, Captain Ross, would you come forward?" asked Chief Moynahan. Cindy and I stepped up to the kids as they removed the tarps. In Davie's wagon were three red crowbars and three international orange crowbars. In Susie's wagon were three green crowbars, three blue crowbars, and three international orange ones.
"We sold nails to raise money to buy Sergeant Tango." said Davie, ever the showman in front of people, speaking into the microphone that the Chief had handed him. "The nails were donated by the buyers to be melted by the Town High School metals lab into new crowbars. The red ones are for Commander Troy, because he's been wearing out his old one arresting bad guys." There was great laughter and cheering amongst the Police Force at that.
"The green ones are for Captain Ross, in the hope she can win the Police Boxing Matches with a new one." More laughter, and I saw a very conniving look on the face of one Teresa Croyle. Cindy did not fail to notice, either. It is always 'game on' where the Police Boxing Matches are concerned.
"And the orange ones are for the next Police Boxing Matches." said Davie. "Good luck, you're gonna need 'em!" Everyone laughed again.
"We'd like to thank all you kids for your fundraising." said Chief Moynahan as Davie handed me a red crowbar from the wagon. "Sergeant Tango is a good looking dog, and we're glad to have him working with us to bust filthy drug perps. And all you kids out there, just don't touch drugs in the first place, and maybe Sergeant Tango can relax and have eeeeeasy days... oh... how do you like that crowbar, Commander?"
"I like it, sir!" I called out, holding it up. "Thanks, kids! This is awesome!" Wildcat Football had my most recent one, and I had the Crowbar Katana, of course. Now I had three more red crowbars, with which I could continue to mete out Justice to perps... and politicians... badly needing spankings.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
November 1st was also Laura's birthday. I'd totally stunned my wife by giving her her Mercedes last year. This year there would be no similar surprises; I was going to give her what she requested.
I left right at 4:00pm shift change with the Chief's blessing. Melina came over to the Mountain Nest with little Daniel and Patricia, and Stephanie Steele brought Marie. Melina was going to help my mom Phyllis babysit the kids while I took Laura out for her present. Carole was very happy to introduce Marie to her (Carole's) cousin Patricia. Bowser stayed with the girls; he seemed wary of Daniel, though Daniel was acting perfectly normal as he and Jim played with Jim's toys. Buddy supervised all of them. Buddy was good at supervising.
We had an early supper, with a cake for Laura. Marie asked how old Laura was, and Laura said "39 forever". I said "more like 29 forever", which got me a kiss on the cheek from my wife.
Carole and Marie's book for Laura included drawings of Laura and Carole putting on makeup as they got dressed for a party, both smiling; Laura sitting at her desk in her office, smiling; Laura and me and Carole and Jim and the dogs in the backyard, all smiling, and Laura always wearing a dress and high heels.
Then there was one drawing by Carole of Laura sitting one sofa, and Carole and Marie on the other sofa... and no one was smiling. "Carole," I asked my daughter, "everyone is smiling in the other pictures. Why aren't you smiling on this one?"
"Because we're on the two sofas." said Carole. "Nobody ever smiles when they have to sit on those sofas." Laura and I just looked at each other, totally wide-eyed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, my two favorite people!" exclaimed the lovely statuesque blonde Rita as we came into the private back bar of her club 'Lashes & Lace'. Rita gave Laura a warm kiss on the lips as Rita said "Mmmm, it may be your birthday, but I'm going to be the one eating this delicious cake tonight.", which made Laura smile.
Then Rita turned to me and kissed me, and I felt her tongue slide over mine in my mouth. "Mmmm, my favorite tasty treat." she said. "You're looking good, and very virile. Cop."
"You're looking almost as good as my Birthday Girl, too." I replied.
"Mmm, smart man." said Rita. "Knows who to put first. And in this case, I can't argue. You're a lucky man to have this delicious woman to come home to every night."
"Don't I know it." I said. Rita had us sit at a table, where drinks were brought to us.
"Laura has made a special request tonight." I told Rita. "She wants one cock for each of her years tonight."
"Well, 29 cocks is not all that much." said Rita, making Laura laugh.
"In this case, I want the full 48 man-candles." said Laura, who was drinking her drink pretty quickly.
"Mmmm, how about 48 big balls full of cum, attached to 24 big cocks?" suggested Rita, who was pretty good at enforcing 'moderation' at her clubs.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got home after midnight. I was exhausted having just watched. Twenty-three young men, and me as the 24th, had serviced Laura sexually for hours. Well, she wanted to jack me off with her elegant feet, and I coated her feet and toes with my cum, as did a couple of other guys. She sucked everyone else, having them get in a big circle then going around, sucking them one by one to get them hard.
Then she lay back and got used. The studs fucked her mouth and her pussy relentlessly, making sure to use a LOT of lubricant before entering her. It wasn't as bad as it sounded, as only eight of the masked guys fucked her, but they were the most well-hung ones. They all came inside her, too, leaving my wife's pussy a filthy, well-used mess.
Meanwhile, Laura was sucking cock after cock, moaning happily, each of her hands stroking a large penis. These men either shot their loads down her throat or on her naked body somewhere.
"Now that," whispered Rita to me as it was winding down to a close, "was a fucking gang-bang." Then she said "I only charged you a dollar. This one's a gift." I accepted that; it otherwise would've been an expensive gift. And I knew I'd be paying Rita back... in information. That was her true lodestone.
Part 15 - Crowbars and Tire Irons
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, November 2d, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that the twelve year old case of Tammy Cochran has been re-opened by the Town & County Police Force!"
Bettina: "According to Press Relations Officer 'Brick' Briscoe, the TCPD routinely re-examines old cold cases that have not been closed due to exceeding the Statute of Limitations. The case of Tammy Cochran, who disappeared twelve years ago and was found dead six years ago, was very controversial at the time, and remains so today."
"Several members of the Town & County Council have expressed unhappiness that Commander Donald Troy is ripping off old scabs and causing Ms. Cochran's family pain. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Thomas P. Cook was shown being interviewed by Bettina, and he said "Yes, Bettina, this is a very old case, it is very likely it'll never be solved, and dredging it up now just dredges up old and painful memories for the families."
"This is typical of Commander Donald Troy." spat Kelly Carnes. "Just goes around causing people anguish. Doesn't give a damn about people's feelings."
"Commander Troy has great, great abilities." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "But even he will be hard pressed to actually bring the perpetrators of Ms. Cochran's murder to Justice. I wish him well, but I hope he moves on to more recent and more pressing cases as soon as possible."
Back to Bettina: "And the TCPD has a new Police Officer! Sergeant Tango was introduced as the Police Force's newest drug dog, replacing retired Sergeant Stonewall. Children from several elementary schools did a fundraising drive to make the money needed to purchase Sergeant Tango." As she spoke, tape was showing the kids presenting Sergeant Tango to us the day before, then more shots of Sergeant Tango walking around and sniffing around.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Police SUV rolled into State Women's Prison at 10:00am, Thursday, Nov. 2d. I was driving, and Captain Ross was in the shotgun seat. In back were Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington.
"How do you like your new crowbar, Commander?" asked Joanne as we drove down.
"Feels great." I said. "Town High's vocational department makes them a little bit thicker than the ones found in the stores, so I get a good grip on them."
"Why did Bettina talk about our opening the cold case again?" Theo asked.
"Someone had her put that out there." I replied. "And I suspect it was Judge McGill behind it, to try to shame us into shutting it all down."
"That'll be the day." said Cindy. "So what's our plan of action with Dinah?"
"You and Detective Warner will go in and talk to her." I said. "I get a feeling that she might be more willing to talk to women than men. We'll watch from outside."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinah Cochran's head and shoulders were pressed to the bed, her ass high in the air, her legs curled underneath. A prison guard was behind her, his shirt and pants open, and he was pounding his huge penis into Dinah's pussy with brutally ruthless speed and power. His hard abs and groin smacked her asscheeks with loud, wet, thudding smacks as he drove into her again and again and again.
"Ohhhhh... ohhhhh..." Dinah was moaning. The guard was grunting with each stroke of his meat into the woman's wet cunt. He began speeding up his thrusts as he felt his nut rise. It only took burying his meat in her twelve more times before he was gasping out, then shuddering as spurt after spurt of his semen fired into her.
"Hey Bryce!" shouted another guard. "Wrap it up! Some people are here to talk to that bitch."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinah was brought into the interrogation room and handcuffed to the ring embedded in the table. She looked half out of it, as if she were on drugs, I thought as I looked at her through the one-way glass. Then Cindy Ross and Joanne Warner came into the room, both in TCPD uniforms.
Cindy introduced herself and Joanne, then said "We'd like to ask you some questions about your daughter's cold case----"
"I want a lawyer!" wailed Dinah. "Someone get me a lawyer!"
"We're not accusing you of anything..." said Cindy, but she was then cut off again.
"Make them stop!" wailed Dinah. "I don't want to talk to them! Make them stop! I want a lawyer!"
Finally, a guard came in. "Ladies, can you step outside until we figure out what to do?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, she gets a lawyer if she wants one." I said. "Call Jamestown or Midtown Courts and ask them to send their next public defender."
"What's she so scared of?" asked Cindy quietly.
"I don't know." I said. "But I'm going in next time with you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The public defender arrived fairly quickly, and was apprised of the situation. He went in and talked to Dinah, and all seemed okay for the moment.
We went in, and all was not okay. Dinah started back up. "Make them go away! I don't want to talk to them! Make them go away!"
"Dinah," said her lawyer, "they just want to talk to you, and help you."
"I don't want to talk to them!" shouted Dinah, who was now shaking and agitated. "Please! Make them go away! Please!"
"Okay, we'll leave." I said. "But before I go, Dinah, you'd better listen to this... once I leave, I'm not coming back. This is your last chance, ever, to tell what you know about your daughter's death."
"Make him stop!" wailed Dinah. "Make him stop! I don't want to talk to him! Make him go away!" The lawyer just looked up at me with a helpless expression on his face.
We left, seeing that we were going to get nowhere with Dinah Cochran. As we drove back, we discussed her reaction to us.
"She seemed scared." said Cindy.
"She seemed like she was drugged or hypnotized to just start wailing like a mentally disturbed person when she saw us." said Theo.
"Yes." I said. "But it looked like she was triggered by asking about her daughter. Something was definitely weird there."
"Think she had something to do with her daughter's death?" asked Joanne.
"Motive, means, opportunity." I said. "She might have opportunity. As to means, she doesn't look like someone who could beat her daughter's head in then shoot her, then dig a grave and bury her. And motive? Her daughter was about to marry a young man whose parents were loaded with money. If anything, her motive would be anything but killing her daughter."
"And then there's the whole situation about how she was arrested and imprisoned with such a harsh sentence." I continued. "I am wondering what Dinah may know or may have seen that got her put away like that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, November 2nd, 3:30pm. Theo and I were ushered into the office of Town & County District Attorney Gil Krasney.
"How can I help you, Commander, Detective?" said Krasney, not unfriendly but not friendly, either.
"We'd just like some background from you about Dinah Cochran, mother of Tammy Cochran, Mr. Krasney." Theo said politely.
"Oh, that case." said Krasney. "I have had the Council chewing up one side of my ass and down the other over that. I told them I had nothing to do with you looking into it, but they chew my ass, anyway. I guess they know what the Iron Crowbar will do to them if they try to chew his ass, or yours, Detective Washington. So they chew on mine, and the Sheriff's."
"Yes sir." said Theo with his handsome grin. "But this is more about the victim's mother. She was put away for drug offenses?"
"Yeah." said Krasney. "You remember ADA Sanders, the racist that you, Commander Troy, kicked to the kerb and then he went to Coltrane County?" (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', Ch. 01.) I nodded, and Krasney said "He was the ADA in charge of the Dinah Cochran case, and it was tried in Judge Nance's Courtroom. From what I remember, Cochran refused to cop a plea, but Sanders only asked for a routine couple of years with parole for good behavior. Judge Nance ignored that and threw the book at the woman, put her away for the maximum time possible."
I nodded. "Theo, any more questions?" I asked.
"Just a couple, sir." said Theo. "Mr. Krasney, did you get personally involved in Mrs. Cochran's prosecution, sir?"
"I went through it with Sanders, but he was in Court and led the case." said Krasney.
"Any idea why the Judge gave out such a harsh sentence?"
"Not really." said Krasney. "Nance isn't always... consistent."
"Thanks for your time, Mr. Krasney." I said as we got up to go.
"I am curious, Commander: why this case?" asked Krasney. I just looked at Theo.
"I dunno, sir," said Theo, "I don't know what got my attention about it. Maybe them finding baby bones with the mother's... just seemed brutal to me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm. It was dark outside, but the bright lights overhead lit up the garage. Benny Cochran was the only person in the building, and he was winding down, putting away his tools as he finished up his work on one of the cars.
*CLING!*
The metallic ringing made Benny fling up his head, surveying the large garage. "Hello? Anyone out there?" he called out.
A second later, four masked men appeared in front of him, all carrying tire irons.
"What do you want?" Benny asked as they hemmed him in in a semi-circle.
"You knew better than to talk to Police about your daughter's murder." one of the men growled. "But you did, anyway, so we're here to teach you a lesson----"



The men blinked, and suddenly there was a very tall redhead between them and Benny, wearing a trenchcoat, Tilley Hat, TCPD Uniform... and tapping a red crowbar in his hand.
"Someone's about to get a lesson, all right." I growled at them.
"Harumph!" snorted one of the men. "It's four-against-one, faggot."
"Sheesh," I said, "you're making it too easy for me. Four against me? Really?"
"Four against two, Batman." said a voice behind them... a woman's voice. Cindy Ross was at the ready with her green crowbar, one of those presented to her by Susie Haskins. "And it's going to hurt."
"Four against three." said Theo Washington, a tire iron in his hands.
"I pity the fools." I said. I readied for the attack, but the perps decided for some silly reason that fighting through Cindy and Theo would be better for them than engaging me in personal combat. They quickly learned otherwise.
*WHUMP!* *THUD!* *POW!* *WHACK!*
I'd seen Cindy fight many times, including opposing me in the ring. But I was impressed by Theo... he was moving very well, getting in massive blows on his two opponents while easily thwarting their attacks. Someone had been training, and was showing what a good student he was.
A moment later, the four pulps... er, perps... were in Police custody, as Sergeant Rudistan and a contingent of TCPD Officers rushed into the building and took control of them.
"Thanks, guys!" said Benny Cochran from behind me. "Those guys looked like they meant business. Who were they?"
"They did mean business, Benny." I said. "You keep your eyes peeled in case they do something silly like that again. As to who they were?... I'm not sure."
"Commander, how did you know they were going to come at me tonight?" asked Benny."
"Like that Carly Simon song... 'Antisss-i-pay-shun'..." I sang. And sang poorly.
"Groan!" stated Cindy. "Stick to your day job, Commander!" We all chuckled.
Meanwhile, I had my arms crossed and was staring at Theo. Finally, he said "Sir?"
"Something you weren't going to tell us, Detective?" I asked. "Until the Police Boxing Matches, maybe?"
Theo grinned that 'movie star handsome' grin of his. "Well, sir, I was going to try to surprise y'all during the Matches next Spring. Guess the secret's out now."
"I guess so." I said. "But keep up the training. That was an impressive display. Captain Ross better get worried."
"So had Commander Troy." Cindy said. "You are fooling no one, Commander. We know you're trying to get back into Boxing Matches shape."
Darn, I thought to myself. They were on to me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So who were these perps?" asked Cindy as we had a beer at the Cop Bar. Theo had joined us on the patio with the fire before us, though he was drinking Coca-Cola.
"It's Theo's case." I said. "So, Theo, who do you think it is?"
"No data yet, sir." said Theo wisely. "I'm going to County Jail and interrogate the perps after they're booked, I.D.'d, and Lainie gets their pertinent info."
"We'll be there watching." I said. I was impressed with Theo's patience; he was doing everything right.
"Any suggestions for me on what to ask them?" Theo said.
"Who paid them." Cindy said simply. I withheld a 'Captain Obvious' statement.
"Let's look at this." I said. "Girl disappears 12 years ago, her remains found six years ago. We open the cold case, and find the dead girl's mother is in prison and they all but threw away the key, and the dead girl's father was going to be attacked by hired thugs. Let's add to it that the dead girl's boyfriend at the time of her death, who now lives and works in Acropolis City in the State to our east, is the son of two politically powerful parents. So... what does that suggest to you?"
Theo replied "Obviously that someone thinks the girl's parents knew or knows something. But whether it's the McGills, or other influences such as remnants of the late Consultant of Crime's empire, we don't know yet."
"Ah, very good." I said. "You're not forgetting about Westboro."
We finished up and drove up to County Jail. The Duty Desk had Lainie's report, and gave it to Theo. He read it, then handed it to Cindy, who read it then handed it to me... who read it...
"Lowlifes." said Cindy. "All have long rap sheets for mostly petty stuff, some assaults. Looks like they're muscle for someone. Kinda like those guys that beat up Professor Milton."
"Yeah, that's what I was thinking." I said. "Are we taking blood to see if these guys are amped up on anything?"
"No sir." said Lt. Irwin, who had come up to us as I was reading the file. "We went for a warrant to get that and get DNA swabs, and the requests were flatly denied."
"Was Nance the judge?" I asked.
Irwin confirmed it. "He said we'd shown no reason at all to justify the warrants, which is bull-shh... well, you know, sir."
"Yes, yes I do." I said, not surprised at all at this turn of events. "All right, Theo. Go talk to them." Lt. Irwin had on plainclothes, so he went in with Theo to question the first suspect that had been brought in, while Cindy and I watched from the anteroom.
To make a long story short (I know, too late), all four perps said the same thing: they'd been called by a contact to beat down Benny Cochran, they didn't know who the contact was, they would get paid with cash in envelopes they'd pick up at a bar, that they were paid at different bars, so it wasn't just the one bar, yadda yadda yadda.
"Well," Cindy said. "We got nothing."
"Don't be so sure." I said. "This has been a very, very instructive evening. It has shown us a lot."
"Don't keep me in suspense." Cindy said, which for some reason raised my hackles.
"Why not?" I asked acidly. "Isn't it frickin' obvious what's going on here? Come on, figure it out." And with that I turned on my heel and walked out of the anteroom, and ultimately out of County Jail, driving myself home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I woke up. I was in a room, too large to see the sides of it. A cone of light, drained of color shone down from a limitless height. On the floor in front of me, lit by the cone of light, was a mattress. My wife Laura was lying on the mattress, naked except for very high heel black pumps.
On top of her was a slender but muscular young man, no more than eighteen, his face youthful, his hair light, grayish in the lack of color. He was nuzzling her neck or kissing her mouth as his hands gripped her magnificent ass, and he was pumping his big cock into her with long, deep, powerful strokes.
"Oh, Commmannnnderrrrrrr..." came that husky, sultry voice. Then Angela Harlan appeared, standing next to me. Then she lay down, and took over stroking my cock; I'd been masturbating as I watched this young man fuck my wife. "Mmmm, you DO love watching your wife get fucked by other men, don't you?"
"No secret there." I said. "Oh, funny I haven't seen you since finding out your cousin Brian was a filthy pervert."
"Yes, that was a dirty, dark secret, wasn't it?" whispered Angela, her voice seeming to fill my head. "Considering all the girls and women he fucked, I thought he was hetero..."
I watched Laura kiss her young lover with a deep, tongue-twining kiss, seeing his hard ass gyrating as he relentlessly fucked her. "So Angela, what do you want this time?"
"Just to enjoy watching your unfaithful wife with this stud." Angela said. "Mmmm, she does seem to enjoy all those cocks, doesn't she?" With that, Angela bent down and began sucking my cock. It felt amazingly real: warm, wet, and intense. I watched Angela's black-haired head bobbing up and down as she fellated me...
I opened my eyes. I was in by bedroom. Laura was laying on my side, and she was sucking my cock. I moaned as I felt her suck my throbbing hard member, her hand helping jack my shaft as she played with my balls. I admired her sleek, shapely back, her hourglass shape, that magnificent, mouthwatering, heart-shaped ass, those trim thighs and curvy calves, and her feet in the black high-heel pumps.
And as I felt my nut rise, it hit me: my wife doesn't normally wear pumps to bed or in the morning when she sucks me off... and then a seeming explosion of light and energy hit me.
I woke up. My cock was flaccid, and spots of semen remained from where I'd come. Laura was lying in bed next to me, peacefully asleep. Her lips had telltale glossy spots of cum on them; she really had sucked me to completion.
I got up, a bit shaken by this 'dream within a dream'. These weird dreams were coming a bit too often for my liking. Was it stress? Or was Teresa right that I was being haunted, pursued, by relentless Evil Spirits...
Part 16 - The Ghosts of History
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, November 3d. "Fox Two News is following the continuing saga of State politics!"
Bettina: "The Attorney General of the State reached a plea deal with the two women that had accused Governor Val Jared of sexual harassment, in which they pled guilty to misdemeanor charges of making false statements, and for which they will pay fines, receive suspended sentences of one year of prison time, and will have three years probation."
Bettina: "However, the Governor has not dropped his lawsuit against the women, and his lawyer Mike G. Todd says the lawsuit won't be dropped until the women hand over the booklet they said the Governor signed, and the FBI forensically examines it to see if it was forged, and perhaps determine who forged it. State Republicans are outraged at the Governor's refusal to drop the case, and whispers of impeachment are being heard again in the halls of the State Capitol."
"Meanwhile, in local news," continued Bettina, "Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD has yet again stirred up controversy as he continues to investigate the old cold case of the disappearance of Tammy Cochran twelve years ago. Sheriff Daniel Allgood went on record yesterday as saying Commander Troy and the TCPD are doing their jobs, and the Sheriff does not understand the complaints. Chief Sean Moynahan was much stronger in his verbiage, as he stated that he wonders what the complainers are scared that Commander Troy might find as he investigates the old case."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's up with the Governor pressing the lawsuit?" asked Teddy Parker. "It really does seem that's a bit much at this point."
"They want the booklet." I said. "And so do I. I've advise them to demand the booklet for examination, then they'll talk about dropping the lawsuit. The Press conveeeeeeniently left out parts of the story."
"Why is it so important to get that booklet, sir?" asked Jerome Davis. I just smiled wickedly.
"Ohhhhhh," said Joanne Warner, "once its shown to be a forgery, you can go after whoever was really behind the false accusations."
"That's right." I said. "We're more interested in finding out who was behind this smear job. These women are just tools, just 'useful idiots' for the real perps." I then realized that the crowd in the room watching the broadcast did not include someone. "Where's Captain Ross?" I asked.
"She's in her office, sulking." said Captain Teresa Croyle, rather quietly as she was standing right next to me. "She said you ripped her last night. She didn't say she was pissed about it, but she's pissed."
"She better get un-pissed and start using her brains to figure out things." I muttered. Teresa glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, but said nothing and went back to drinking her coffee.
"We-el, look at this room full of young whippersnappers!" growled a voice. Chief Griswold's person followed the voice into the room. He was enthusiastically greeted. I had his poured cup of coffee ready by the time he got halfway through the room shaking people's hands.
"See, Sergeant Rudistan!" Griswold said merrily, his mustaches twitching. "Commander Troy has not forgotten how to properly kiss up. Best you learn that lesson."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan with a grin. "Commander beat me to the coffeepot, sir. I'll work on getting faster."
"Never a bad idea." said Griswold.
"All right, guys," I said, "Chief Griswold is here to work with the Detectives on the cold case. I didn't get my day off last Friday, so I'm going to take a few hours today and complete some personal business..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right." said the Chief as he sat in the middle of a semicircle of Detectives in front of the MCD whiteboards. "Fill me in on what happened last night." Theo did so. He and Joanne were to the old Chief's left, Jerome and Teddy to Griswold's right. Cindy was sitting in a chair behind them.
"So what does all that mean?" asked Griswold.
"Sir," said Joanne, "in situations like this, we have to balance the probabilities based on the data we have. One thing that seems probable is the constant influence of Judge McGill. She's the mother of the deceased's boyfriend and was a powerful judge. She would have influence over Nance to deny us warrants, would've had influence to have Nance throw the book at the deceased's mother over charges that normally get much less punishment."
"That's a very good point, Warner." said Griswold. "Anyone else?"
"I'm asking the question 'who benefitted the most by Tammy's death?'." said Theo. "Essentially, the best motive. And the answer comes up Tommy McGill and his parents."
"Why Tommy?" asked Cindy.
"Though everyone said he wanted to marry Tammy," Theo said, "we have to consider that he had undisclosed reasons for not wanting that. His parents's motives are obvious, of course. But we need to talk to Tommy and get his comments, if we can."
"What, are his parents blocking you?" asked Griswold.
"No sir." said Theo. "The State Line is. He lives and works in Acropolis City now, in the State to our east. Commander Troy is going to arrange to have Special Agent Nash go with us to talk to him to help with jurisdictional issues, but we haven't had a chance to go yet."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went up to Laura's office to collect my son Jim. Callie Carrington was there, as well.
"Mmmm, you look handsome in your Duty Dress uniform, as always." Laura said. "Is this that big a deal, though?"
"Well, Mr. Davis is a World War Two hero, so I should be respectful when I visit him." I said. "And he's in hospice at the Hospital now; I don't know how long he has left, so I want to take Jim to meet him."
"You're right about his health, it's failing rapidly." Laura said. "Do you think Jim is going to remember, though?"
"Maybe, if he sees pictures later on." I said. "So, Callie, you want me to give Cindy some time off week after next?"
"Yes, I'd like for her to go to California with me." said Callie with her beautiful smile.
"Just make sure she comes back in one piece." I said. Callie grinned more, and I suspected it was at the word 'piece'... as in 'piece of ass'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's been sitting in that chair for an hour, just waiting for you." said Nurse Jones as she led me and Jim down the hallway to Mr. Davis's room. "He's beside himself over it. If he starts tiring out and going to sleep, make your goodbyes and leave so we can get him back into bed."
"Okay." I said. I knocked on the door and went in. Mr. Davis was sitting in a chair at the foot of the bed, next to the window that looked out over the south part of Campus and further south. He was wearing his old World War II uniform, with medals that included the Bronze Star, the Purple Heart, the WW2 victory medal, and a medal issued by the British Government. Airborne Wings and the Pathfinder badge were shining brightly on his uniform, as well.
Mr. Davis greeted me enthusiastically, and I introduced Jim to him. Jim behaved well, and as we talked I took some pictures of Jim sitting next to Mr. Davis, then a selfie-on-a-stick of the three of us.
I could see that Mr. Davis was indeed losing his strength, not just for the day but the strength of his life. He was winding down after a long and meaningful life. And he was telling Jim and me a lot of it, especially his time in Europe in WW2, stories we were hearing much less as veterans of that war 'slowly faded away'.
"Yeah, I'm the last of my unit that jumped behind the lines and set up the landing zones for the 101st Airborne." said Mr. Davis. "Well, except for Strait. I don't know what happened to him."
"Strait?" I asked. "From Coltrane County?"
"Yes, why yes he was." said Mr. Davis. "We had a buddy system, always in pairs, and Strait was my buddy. I was from this County, and Strait was from Coltrane County. He had family there; I guess there still may be some there."
"Their Deputy Sheriff is named 'Strait'." I said. "I wonder if he's related. I'll find out."
"Well, I guess I'll know for sure before too long." said Mr. Davis. "I'm not sure why the Lord Jesus has not come for me yet."
I'd heard old people say this before, and Father Romano had given me a tip on a good reply, which I used now: "You know that Bible verse about 'I am going to prepare a place for you'? The Lord will be here when your place is prepared."
"Yeah." Mr. Davis said shortly, and became introspective. A moment later he said "Would you do me a favor, Commander? Ask your Captain if she'll show me her father's Medal of Honor? I've never seen one."
"I'll ask her." I said. "But she and her father were estranged, so she may not want to." I looked at Mr. Davis. He was tiring out, so after a couple more minutes, I made my goodbyes. Jim said "Bye bye, Mr. Davis!" and Mr. Davis smiled at the boy.
"He takes after you, Commander." said Mr. Davis. "Future Paratrooper, maybe?"
"His sister says he will be." I said as we got to the door.
"She's probably right." said Mr. Davis.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right," Chief Griswold said as the morning grew late. "You guys have a good handle on it. Get the ballistics back from Captain Perlman, and talk to Tommy McGill."
"Thanks for all your advice, Chief." Cindy said as they all got up. "Can I take you to lunch?"
Before the Chief answered, the Duty Desk Sergeant came in. "Captain Ross!" he said, "there's someone here that wants to talk to whoever is in charge of the McGill case. Says his name is Tommy McGill."
"He's here?" Cindy asked incredulously. "Now?"
"Yes ma'am." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "I had him go into Interrogation-Alpha..."
To be continued.
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Part 17 - Power and Impotence
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"Just to keep things tidy," said Theo Washington, "I'm going to read you your rights." he did so from the card, then asked "Do you understand the rights?"
"Yes, I do." said Tommy McGill. Now 30 years old, Tommy was lean but in good shape, still had the jawline of his father, but his mother's eyes were more noticeable. He was dressed in a flannel shirt, blue jeans, and brown workboots; he gave off every air of being a simple country boy.
They were in Interrogation-Alpha. Joanne was sitting next to Theo, and Rudistan was the uniformed presence. The other Detectives, their Captain (Ross), and Chief Griswold watched from behind the one-way glass.
Tommy said "I heard you guys were looking into Tammy's death. I want to help, so ask me anything you need to know, and I'll answer as best I can. I don't want or need a lawyer. I am waiving my right to silence and any invocation of it that I've made in past years."
"Thank you, and thank you for coming in." said Theo, happy to have that statement recorded on video. "So let me first ask you what your relationship with Tammy was."
"We were dating, boyfriend and girlfriend." said Tommy. "I got her pregnant, and I asked her to marry me. I would've stood by her and raised our child together."
Joanne peered at Tommy, having an insight. "Tommy, when did you ask Tammy to marry you?"
"I asked her twice." said Tommy. "The first time right after she told me she was pregnant... well, I sort of just talked in terms of us marrying. Then I asked her after graduation."
"And she said 'no' both times?" Joanne asked. Theo turned to peer at Joanne.
"Yes, that's true." said Tommy. "She said we shouldn't rush into it, that I should think about my life before rushing into marriage. We talked back and forth about it a lot, but she would just say to not rush into it."
"Was she dating other guys in addition to you?" asked Joanne.
"Not that I know of." said Tommy. "And when they found her body, I submitted to a DNA test, and while the DNA they found was pretty degraded, it was pretty certain it was my baby."
"Okay," said Theo, "so tell us what happened the day Tammy disappeared."
"Well..." Tommy said, "before I do, I'm going to say that I'm basing this on memories from twelve years ago, so don't start in on any 'that's not what so-and-so said' type of stuff."
"We understand." said Theo. "To the best of your memory, what happened?"
Tommy said "I was supposed to meet Tammy at the lake that day. That's the lake that was on my father's property at the time, but he sold that parcel of land later. Anyway, I got there that afternoon, maybe five-thirty, six o'clock, and waited for over two hours, until it got dark, but she didn't show up. I went into Town to a buddy's house, and tried to call her from there, but she wasn't at home, and wasn't at any friends house. Cellphones weren't so common then, so I was calling a lot of landlines."
"Did anyone else show up at the lake?" Theo asked. "Did you hear anyone else down the road, anything like that?"
"No sir, nothing at all." said Tommy.
"So what happened after that?" asked Theo.
"Well, I wasn't living with my parents then." said Tommy. "My mother hated Tammy and her parents, she called Tammy and her mother cheap whores and stuff like that, so I just walked away from that. They went ballistic when they found out I'd called the Police that night after Tammy's parents said she wasn't at their house. They said I should've come to them first, and should not have called the Police. But by that time, the cat was out of the bag. Eventually the SBI came in, then they gave it to the FBI after my mother tried to shut down the SBI's investigation. She had the power to do that back then."
"And you never heard from Tammy again?" said Theo.
"No." said Tommy. "Didn't hear a thing until six years later, when they found her skeletal remains, and the baby's bones, in the woods just south of the lake."
"Did people know you were going to meet Tammy that day?" asked Joanne.
"Yes." said Tommy. "I'd met with several of my friends and her friends that day. I told them I was going to go pick her up, and we were all going to get together and hang out."
Just then, there was commotion outside, in the front lobby area. "I don't care, I am going in there!" shouted a woman's voice. A second later the public door to I-A flew open, and Judge Lorraine McGill strode in.
"Stop talking to my son without a lawyer present!" the woman snarled. "Tommy, we're leaving."
"No we're not." said Tommy, rising to face his mother. "I'm cooperating with the Police about Tammy's death, and we're not finished yet."
"How many times have I told you to never let the Police interrogate you without a lawyer present?" Judge McGill all but shouted at her son. "They're tricky, and you must have legal protection against them! Besides, you've invoked in the past. Now come, we're leaving!"
"No, you're not." said a voice. It was Captain Ross, appearing at the open door. She had had to go around, as the anteroom door was locked with the other door open.
"Judge McGill," said Captain Ross, "step outside, now."
"Not without my son. We're leaving." said Judge McGill, staring daggers at Cindy.
"Your son is an adult, and does not need his mommy to tell him what to do or to speak for him." said Cindy. "Now step outside, Judge, or I'll arrest you right now for obstructing justice and interfering with a murder investigation."
Seeing that Cindy meant it, Lorraine McGill stepped into the lobby with Cindy, and the judge was not finished.
"My son should have a lawyer!" McGill demanded. "I demand you stop talking to him until he has one!"
"First of all," said Cindy, "your son is an adult, and can ask for his own lawyer. You don't speak for him. Second, his rights were read to him, on video, and he acknowledged the rights and said he didn't need a lawyer... on video. Third---"
"Do you know who I am?" said Judge McGill. "I will have you busted down to Patrol Officer if not fired if you continue to abuse my son's rights!"
"Yes, I know who you are." Cindy said, her ice blue eyes boring into the Judge's dark eyes.. "You're the mother of a murder suspect... and you're a murder suspect yourself." Lorraine McGill's eyes widened and she recoiled as Cindy bore in. "And you can try to have me busted down, but I work for the Iron Crowbar, so you ain't shit with me compared to him. Now get out of this Police Station before I change my mind and arrest you. Sergeant!" she called out to the Duty Desk Sergeant, "escort Mrs. McGill out of this building."
The Duty Desk Sergeant came around and escorted the furious Judge Lorraine McGill to the front door.
"Well done." said a voice. From behind the Duty Desk came Chief Moynahan. "I don't care who she is, either. But I'm going to call the Iron Crowbar, just in case..." Cindy just nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes," I said to Laura as I returned Jim to her 'custody'. "It was a good visit. And just in time... I think Mr. Davis does not have too much longer left."
"The other people at the Veasley Community Center agree." said Laura. "Your mother was telling me that they take turns staying with him, and he's getting weaker and weaker every day."
"Yes." I said. "Oh, there was one more thing he told me that I might need your help doing something about. I'd like to find---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. I answered it. "Yes, Chief?... What?... She did what?!... Is Tommy still there?... Okay, thanks for telling me, sir... yes, I'll cut her off at the pass, so to speak..."
After disconnecting, I stood up. "I've got to go. Judge Lorraine McGill just got one demonstration of the Power of the Crowbar, but might need another one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am telling you, Sheriff Allgood," snarled Lorraine McGill, "I have never been treated so disrespectfully in my entire life!" She was standing in front of the Sheriff's desk in his office. Daniel Allgood was standing behind the desk, absorbing the tongue-lashing, wondering why he was taking flak for things he did not yet understand.
"That Captain Ross's actions were inexcusable!" shouted Judge McGill. "Who the hell does she think she is----"
"She thinks she's a Police Captain with the Town & County Police Force." said a voice behind her. Lorraine whirled to see Your Iron Crowbar at the door, my face only a shade lighter red than my hair. "And she thinks she is Chief of Detectives. And she's right, you know."
"Furthermore," I continued, taking a few steps closer, "Captain Ross is one of the greatest Police Officers in the history of this Town & County's Police Forces, with the Medal of Valor, Distinguished Service Award, and two Purple Orders to her credit. As to today, she acted correctly, efficiently, and in my opinion with great restraint in disrupting your inexcusable actions in my Police Headquarters today."
Judge McGill was staring daggers at me as I spoke. She then turned to the Sheriff. "What do you have to say about your subordinates just walking in here like that?"
Sheriff Allgood grew a spine (and some balls) and said "I'm going to do what Commander Troy is doing, taking up for his people, as Captain Ross took up for her people."
"Oh good heavens!" said an exasperated Judge McGill. "Sheriff, you ought to think about your future, and your upcoming election. Get your Police Department fixed, or you'll regret it." She turned to go. A red crowbar blocked her way, with me behind it.
"Judge McGill," I said coldly, "Captain Ross was right about one other thing: you are a person of interest in the murder of Tammy Cochran. Don't leave the County without informing the Police Department. If you do, you might find yourself being arrested by Federal Marshals and brought back to this County... under arrest." She did not bother to reply, but brushed past me and out of the office.
"Are you for real?" Daniel asked, totally stunned. "Is she a suspect?"
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "Sorry for barging in on you. I'll be going back to work now."
"Uh, yeah..." said the Sheriff. "By the way, why the Duty Dress uniform?"
"Oh, that." I said, having forgotten I was wearing it. "I took Jim to see old Mr. Davis today. I just felt like it was the right thing to do." The Sheriff nodded, finally understanding something on this day.
Part 18 - Cause And Effect
Returning to Headquarters, I was met in the hallway by Captain Ross. "I've already heard about the little meeting at the Sheriff's office. Thank you for taking up for me."
"Just doing my job." I said. "And thank you for doing the right thing and busting that woman's chops on behalf of your Detectives. Good work, Crowbar 2."
We then went into MCD, where Detectives were discussing what had happened earlier. "Okay, folks," I said "it seems that I miss all the great parties. So what did you learn from Tommy?"
"Everything and nothing, sir." said Joanne. "By that I mean that we heard Tommy's story and got some questions answered, but at the same time raised more questions, and he and his parents are still suspects."
"As his mother was told today... twice." I said. "And Captain Ross demonstrated with a great example that this Police Force and its Detective Division will not be intimidated by politicians throwing their weight around. Okay, what are your theories of this case, what with all this fresh excitement going on?"
"I don't know about your theories..." said a voice behind us, "... but I've got some more data for you!" The voice was Tanya Perlman's, and her cherubic smile was very bright as she drove into MCD. "Ooooh, sharp looking uniform, Commander. Who are you trying to impress today?"
"You, of course." I replied with a wink and a grin. "I had a premonition you were coming to see us today." Tanya grinned back, loving our flirtatious rapport, as she always did.
"What I have for you, at long last," Tanya said, "are the DNA results from Tammy Cochran and her unborn baby. We have much better techniques than six years ago, as the science and technology are growing by leaps and bounds, and the supercomputers help. But it still took time. We analyzed this data as hard as we could, but we still couldn't get a clear lock on Tommy being the father of the baby. The markers point to him, but it's still only 80% certainty at the very best, and really only about 68% from the derivative-level analysis."
"Not much help." said Teddy Parker.
"Mmmm, don't be too sure about that." I said. Tanya peered at me, then nodded in understanding.
"Well, it's degraded." said Joanne. "We're probably lucky to have gotten this much out of it. Captain Perlman, did you get any ballistics on the bullets?"
"Enough to match to a gun, if you can find the correct one." said Tanya.
"Okay." I said. "Y'all carry on. I started some forest fires today, so now I've gotta go put them out. Ms. Perlman, if I can see you in my office when you're done here, I'd appreciate it."
"Sir, I know you want us to solve this case without you," said Theo, "but are there any hints you can give to guide us along?"
"As if I know the answer myself, which I don't." I replied. "But I'll mention two points that I think are very important: first, Judge McGill retired almost immediately after Tammy disappeared; and second, J.G. McGill sold off the land he once owned, that included that clearing where the body was found and the pond. I think those are very, very interesting actions."
As I left the room, I turned back and said "By the way, Captain Ross," I said, "your vacation request for the 13th through 17th of November is approved. Have fun with Callie in California, and don't do anything I wouldn't do."
"There's very little that you wouldn't do, sir." said Cindy. "But thank you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was dark outside. The Chief had left, and as I was walking down the hall I saw that a lamp light was on in Cindy's office. I knocked on the door. "Come in." I heard Cindy say.
"Working pretty late tonight." I said as I came in. "What's up?"
"Have a seat, sir." Cindy said. I sat down on the loveseat sofa. "I'm just going over this cold case stuff. I have to admit I'm pretty fired up about Judge McGill coming in like she did today... then going to the Sheriff about me when I kicked her ass out of here."
I smiled. "I'm glad you did kick her out. It gave me the opportunity to cold-bust her right in front of the Sheriff. Wonder who she'll go to over that." Cindy gave a brief smile. Then I finished: "And you're also still pissed off about what I said to you yesterday." Ice blue eyes affixed upon me.
"Not really." Cindy said. "You were right, I was using you as a crutch when I should be figuring out things myself. But none of us, none of us, not even Chief Griswold, can hope to match you and your insight. Maybe your mother, but that's it."
"Don't sell yourself or the Detectives short." I said. "But I do think there's an interesting parallel... I goaded you yesterday, and lit a fire under you. So I have to wonder exactly what Judge McGill's motives are in goading me and all of you." Ice blue eyes affixed upon me again, but with different thoughts behind them.
"Well, I better get home." I said. "We've got little Doug's birthday tomorrow, then Ross's birthday on Sunday. I need a weekend just to get ready for the weekend. Meanwhile, don't you keep Callie waiting up too long."
"Yes sir. Good night, sir." Cindy said as I left the office. I then went to the Duty Desk and told them that if Captain Ross was still in her office one hour from now, to call me. But Cindy Ross had me figured out; she left 58 minutes later...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, November 3d, 10:00am. Mrs. Williams led the visitors into Mr. Davis's room. Mr. Davis woke up, and looked up at his visitors.
"Strait? No, it can't be..." the old man said, looking and sounding confused.
"This is Coltrane County Deputy Sheriff Strait." said the other visitor."And I'm Captain Teresa Croyle of the TCPD."
"Hello, Mr. Davis." said Strait politely and respectfully. "The man you knew in the war was my grandfather's brother."
Mr. Davis looked up in wonder. "Well, I declare... you look just like him, son. So, you're a Deputy Sheriff?"
"Yes sir, like my father was." said Strait. Mr. Davis nodded.
"Honorable. Very honorable. So what happened to my friend Strait?" asked Mr. Davis. "Your grandfather's brother, you said?"
"Yes sir." said Strait, who was dressed in his formal Sheriff Department uniform with jacket and tie, his hat in his hand. "After coming home from France, he got married, had a son and a daughter. He stayed in the Army Reserve, and was called up when the Korean War broke out. He died when the Chinese crossed the Yalu River."
Mr. Davis looked sad. "Well, I'm sorry to hear that. He was a good man, and a great soldier. So where is his family now?"
"I don't know, sir." said Deputy Strait. "His wife remarried, and they moved east, to the Carolinas somewhere. I've never met any of them." Teresa was absorbing every word of the conversation.
"That's too bad." said Mr. Davis. "Here son, have a seat, and let me tell you about your great-uncle." Deputy Strait sat down, and was educated about his great-uncle for the next thirty minutes. He and Teresa were an attentive audience. And Mr. Davis seemed happy to be able to relay the stories before his final Destiny would overtake him. He finally ran out of steam.
It was time to leave and let Mr. Davis rest, but before they went, Teresa took out a blue box and opened it. "This is my father's Medal of Honor, Mr. Davis. Commander Troy said you wanted to see it." She handed the opened box to the old man. He looked upon the gold medal and the light blue ribbon above it, then held it in his hand for a moment.
"Thank you for bringing this for me to see." said Davis. "I heard about what your father did in Viet Nam. 173d Airborne. I was in the 101st Airborne... close kin." Teresa nodded as the old man reminisced.
Finally, he closed the box and handed it back to her. "You are destined to follow his heroism, young lady." Davis said, peering at her with old eyes. "I won't be here to see it, but you are your father's daughter." Teresa said nothing as she put the box back in her purse...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Little Doug, biological son of Todd Burke and Melina Troy Allgood, was now four years old. We had a party for him at Todd and Teresa's home, and of course brought Carole and Jim, and little Marie was also invited. And to everyone's surprise, Melina came to the party, though Daniel and the Allgood children did not.
Todd took over hosting duties along with my mom, as Teresa and I were doing a lot of quiet talking.
"Deputy Strait said his great uncle's family moved to the Carolinas." Teresa said. "I showed Mr. Davis my father's Medal of Honor. I think it meant something to Mr. Davis, and he mentioned the 173d Airborne Brigade being 'kin' to the 101st Airborne. I'd never thought of things like that."



"Combat veterans have that kinship," I said, "like we Police Officers do."
"That's true." said Teresa. "Anyway, I've been going to Ladies Auxiliary meetings with Cindy fairly steadily. I asked Mrs. Myrtle L. James if she remembered much about Tammy Cochran, and I got my ear talked off for an hour. But it was worth listening to."
"What did you learn?" I asked.
"J.G. McGill was like a Boss Hogg in the County, and he was really, really bitter about the merger." said Teresa. "Most people thought it was about his own power, but Mrs. James and a few others believed it was about racial issues. She explained that while the County and Town were separated, the Town was slowly being politically taken over by the Liberals and the Blacks, while the rural County remained mostly white and in control of Whites."
"So J.G. was a racist?" I mused.
"Not overtly, according to Mrs. James and a few of the other women, like Mrs. Williams." said Teresa. "But J.G. McGill definitely was what you would today call a 'White Nationalist'. He liked things the old-school way, and was not a proponent of change.
"The funny thing is," Teresa continued, "the merger probably did more harm to blacks creating a political stronghold out of the Town, as the equal-representation Town Assembly carved out black districts but kept them in the minority, and the Town & County Council extended over the County, and diluted Reginald B.F. Lewis's influence, and killed the possibility of another black being elected to the Council."
"Just another piece to the puzzle." I said. "That's interesting, but it doesn't seem to add much to the Tammy Cochran murder case."
"Well, sir," said Teresa, "one other tidbit I got was that after the merger, J.G. McGill and Thomas P. Cook quietly did some land swaps. The land J.G. McGill owned near Crown Chemicals was sold to Northwest Properties Management, which is Thomas P. Cook's main real estate company. NPM never sold that land, but rented it out; first to BigAgraFoods, who farmed it then let the lease go; then to smaller farming concerns similar to Harmon Biller's cooperative farm in Coltrane County. (Author's note: 'Case of the Paper Trail'.) Dora Ellis was the operator of one of those cooperatives."
"Then there was the sale of the land just north of McGill's home, near the Nextdoor County line." said Teresa. "It was deeded over to the County, and McGill was essentially paid for it with tax write-offs and other tax breaks. It's not clear what the status of that land is, now. Private property held by the County, or public property."
I made a mental note to check that out. I then asked Teresa "Did you tell Cindy or Theo about this?"
"Not yet." said Teresa. "I wanted you to hear it first."
"Go ahead and tell them." I said.
"There is one other thing I need to tell you, between Clan Troy members." said Teresa. "Did you know that Cindy is taking accounting classes at night at the University?"
"Yes, I knew. Several people told Laura, who told me." I said, which was true. "No big deal; she's running a gym, she has real estate holdings, and she's going to inherit her father's massive self-help empire one day, which she'll either have to run or sell. Either way, she needs to know a lot."
"She's trying to apply it to Police work, too." said Teresa. "She's been working with Sonali, Purvis, and Mary Milton in Vice, having them lead her through all the labyrinth of finances in the drug world. Tough stuff. We never really replaced Julie Newton's accounting abilities, either, but Cindy is picking it up fast."
"True." I said, then continued as if it were an afterthought: "If Cindy keeps this up... she could run the Police Department's budget as Deputy Commander." Teresa about broke her neck whirling to look at me. I just glanced sideways at her...
Then Carole came up to us. "Trr-ee-sa, what is that around your neck?"
"That's my Clan Troy necklace, sweetie." Teresa said, showing my daughter the icon of Clan Troy on the gold necklace.
"If it's Clan Troy, do I get one, Daddy?" Carole asked, looking hopefully up at me.
"When you're twelve years old, Carole." I said. "Per Japanese tradition."
"Okay." said Carole, who then moved out smartly to get her share of the ice cream being served...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, November 5th. Guy Fawkes Day. Please to remember...
We had a birthday party for Ross McAlister Troy, now age 3, at The Cabin. Boy! these kids were growing up fast! I thought to myself. Molly and her mother Maggie Ross were there, as were Cindy... and Callie.
Maggie had been shocked to learn some months earlier that the sweet, pretty blonde she had met was indeed her daughter's beloved girlfriend. But because Callie had made a point to get to know Maggie beforehand, on her own, things went much better than Cindy had expected... and feared.
"Wow, Chief of Police." Callie said to Molly. "When?"
"January 2d. And it's official." said Molly.
"Can't believe my old buddy Chief Malden finally retired." said Griswold.
"He must've seen how much fun you're having in retirement, Chief." said Cindy.
"That's what I mean." growled Griswold, shaking his head. "He's retiring even after I told him not to!" That made me laugh.
"Now you're going to have to share the fish in Lake Reservoir with Chief Malden, sir." I said.
"Harumph." said Chief Griswold grumpily. "That man is almost as bad a fisherman as you are, Crowbar." That brought the house down; even Laura broke down laughing.
"I'll stick to being a fisher of criminals." I said. "Fisher..." I went into a reverie.
"Uh oh." said Callie with her beautiful smile. "I've seen that look before. And criminals get busted not long after we see it."
Part 19 - A War Hero Goes Home
Tuesday, November 7th. It was Election Day, though we had no elections in our Town & County. And the Council was not meeting tonight.
"What's the Commander working on?" asked Joanne Warner in MCD. He stayed in his office all day yesterday, and all day today so far."
"Probably staying out of our way, so we'll work on this case without him." said Theo. That got Joanne looking at the whiteboards.
"We're missing something." she said. "There's got to be something we overlooked."
"I'll be darned if I know what it is." said Captain Ross, coming into MCD with several folders full of papers. "I've gone through the McGill's finances for the last fourteen years. Judge McGill's were pretty easy, and she and her tax preparers had every 'i' dotted and 't' crossed, everything accounted for... to... the... penny."
"What about Mr. McGill, ma'am?" asked Joanne.
"His stuff is more complex." Cindy said. "But everything seems to be in order. He used real estate tax law to his advantage numerous times. I could follow that, as I've been doing the same things in real estate myself. All aboveboard. I don't see anything out of the ordinary or crossing the lines."
"Commander Troy said something about him selling that parcel of land where the pond and the clearing were." said Theo Washington. "Anything to that financially?"
"I'm going to refer that one to the City Attorney." said Cindy. "J.G. McGill was paid almost double the going rate at the time for it, though in tax write-offs and breaks, but it's totally unclear if it's public land now or if the County owns it as private land."
Cindy continued: "Nothing unusual in the finances of Benny Cochran or Tommy McGill, either. Both just making their livings."
"Ma'am," said Theo, "do you think the Commander knows what happened in this case?"
Cindy grunted. "If he had a provable case, he wouldn't be fooling around; he'd be getting warrants and making arrests. He's not going to let perps get away. So no, I don't think he's solved it. But does he have an idea of what happened, and maybe is working something? That's far more likely."
"Ma'am, I know he wants us to get better and better," said Joanne, "but sometimes I wish he'd let us know what he's thinking, so we can see it and learn from it."
"Welcome to my world, Detective Warner." Cindy said. "Welcome to my world." Joanne grinned. Cindy did not.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday evening, November 7th. I got a call on my Police iPhone that I did not want to get. I thanked the caller for the information, then disconnected.
"What is it?" Laura asked, looking up at me as we sat in the greatroom, her on the sofa against the wall, me in the hardback rocking chair next to it and next to the window.
"That was Nurse Jones." I said. "Mr. Davis is beginning to become bloated, and he's not waking up. It looks like he's shutting down." Laura just nodded. Bowser came up to me and hopped onto my lap, seeming to know that I needed to pet a dog right now, and I availed myself of his canine generosity...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:05am, Wednesday, November 8th. The Death Cat was observed as he walked down the hall of the hospice wing of University Hospital. The nurses at their station glanced at each other, and then went back to their work.
The Death Cat came into Mr. Davis's room, hopped up onto the bedside table, sat down and just watched. The old man opened his eyes and looked up. "Hello, kitty." he said, feeling the Death Cat waiting with him. He felt no pain, just the fullness of his life welling inside him.
A few moments later, Mr. Davis turned his head toward the window. Everything seemed black, except for the moonlight, which was drained of color. He realized he was in a meadow in the dark of night, and he felt young again. He was in his Army fatigues, and a plane of 1944 vintage was in front of him. Then he saw the two soldiers from his unit.
"Come on, Davis!" growled the Sergeant. "Time's a-wastin!"
"Sarge!" said Davis. "Where are we jumping to?"
"We're not jumping this time, Davis!" his buddy Strait said happily, his mannerisms and seeming eager happiness just like his great-nephew in Coltrane County. "This plane is taking us Home!"
Davis climbed aboard, followed by Sarge and Strait. All of the men of his unit were there, and greeted him enthusiastically. He was the last of them to board this plane for this ride Home.
The plane began rolling, bumping over the uneven ground of the meadow, picking up speed then finally lifting off the ground. As they rode into the dark of the night, a Light above them began shining. It grew brighter and brighter as the plane approached, taking these heroes Home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
His duty once again done, the Death Cat hopped off the bedside table and exited the room as the nurses opened the door in response to the heart monitor's monotone alarm.
Part 20 - Duty and Diligence
I was sleeping fitfully, when I thought I heard Bowser growl. I opened my eyes, seeing only the bluish-gray of moonlight, devoid of color, lighting up everything.
I was in bed alone; Laura was not sleeping beside me. I got up and looked around. Carole's room was empty, neither my daughter nor her dog in their normal beds. I thought I heard Bowser growl again, this time downstairs. I went down to look.
Going into the living room, I saw bluish light streaming into the window. It could not be moonlight; this window faced north. I went over and looked out, and a chill ran down my spine. In the middle of the driveway a man was standing, perfectly still. He was wearing a suit and black tie, and his head was devoid of features.
It was the Slender Man.
I rushed to the door to run out, but the door wouldn't open. When I ran back and looked out the window again, the driveway was empty. The Slender Man was no longer visible.
"Laura!" I began calling out. "Where are you?" I began looking around, frantically searching for her. "Laura!"
Suddenly I was sitting up in my bed. Laura had just turned on the bedside lamp, having heard me scream out her name. "What is it, darling?" she asked. "You okay?"
I tried to wake up, get my senses back together. "I... I must've been dreaming. You weren't here, and I was looking for you..." I was bathed in sweat, I realized. Laura was already getting up. Bloodwork was about to be taken.
After Laura took blood, I looked around the house. Carole was sleeping peacefully in her bed. In the basket at the foot of the bed, the redoubtable Bowser was sitting up, looking at me, either wondering what the hell was wrong with me or letting me know he was on guard duty. I looked outside the bedroom window at the driveway. Just my Police SUV sitting there...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:30am, Wednesday, November 8th, I went to the Station, still a bit rattled from my dream earlier that night. As usual, I went to the Duty Desk from behind and found the Sergeant and Patrolman alert and doing their work.
"Sir!" said the Duty Desk Sergeant when I came up. "The Hospital called a few hours ago. They asked us to tell you that Mr. Davis died in his sleep."
I nodded my head sadly. "Okay. Thanks."
"Sir, who was Mr. Davis?" asked the Patrol Officer.
"He was a soldier in World War 2." I said. "Jumped behind the lines on D-Day, set up the landing zones for the Paratroopers." The Duty Desk Officers nodded in understanding.
I went down to my office and did my usual morning routine of reading emails and duty logs. Then I walked down the hallway to the gym. In the gym was Cindy Ross and several Officers, and my Captain of Detectives was leading them in martial arts forms.
I then walked down to Courthouse Square. The Boy Scouts had been raising the flag at 6:30am or 7:00am, depending on when sunrise happened, every day for several years. I admired their diligence and tenacity.
They were preparing to raise the flag when I came up, wearing my Duty Dress jacket and a tie with my normal uniform, which was not incorrect.
"Hi guys." I said as I came up to them. "I have a favor to ask you." I told them that Mr. Davis had died, and told them of his exploits and heroism in World War 2, and that I would appreciate it if they brought the American Flag to half-staff today.
I was then surprised to see University ROTC Cadets marching along College Avenue and across the Square up to the flagpole. Several TCPD Officers, whose duty was to monitor Courthouse Square and the statue of President Jefferson overnight, also came up. And to my even greater surprise, Captain Teresa Croyle came up to me, wearing her Duty Dress jacket over her uniform.
"I heard about Mr. Davis, sir." she said. I didn't ask how or why.
The Boy Scouts raised the flag as the bugler sounded Reveille. They did it correctly, raising the flag to the top of the staff, then back halfway down. They would correctly bring it to the top then back down when the flag was lowered in the late afternoon, as well. All the rest of us saluted, remembering Mr. Davis and his comrades in battle who made raising this Flag every day possible to this day...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called the U.S. Army's number for the people that did funerals, as I had for Teresa's father and a few other occasions. I'd called the week before to advise them of Mr. Davis's impending death and who he was, and they said they'd get ready and send a team after he passed away.
Today I learned that they were going to send elements of the 82d Airborne Division's Chorus as well as a pallbearer team. And then I was asked some interesting questions, which I answered.
I called the Coltrane County Sheriff's Office, and left a message for Deputy Strait. And then I made some more calls, and some arrangements. Laura called me later that morning and confirmed the arrangements.
Teresa Croyle knocked on the door and peeked in. "Come on in." I said. "It was nice of you to come to the Flag-raising this morning."
"It was my honor." Teresa said. She then peered hard at me and said "So, Commander, another Slender Man dream, eh?"
My eyes widened with shock. "How... did you know that?" I asked, totally stunned.
"I told you, sir," Teresa said, "it's the legend. The Slender Man is after you, and he's going to come for you."
"You are not making me feel any better today." I said. Teresa just shrugged. And then I realized it: "What, do you have Slender Man dreams, too?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "And I have no way to explain this, but I just sense it when you do. Like I sense Amy's presence through Buddy, but that's a good thing. The Slender Man... not so much. Not a good thing at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Wednesday, November 8th. Joanne Warner was looking at the whiteboards yet again. Theo was at his desk, getting paperwork done. Jermaine Davis and Teddy Parker were putting in case notes of the home invasion and armed robbery they were investigating.
"You know, guys," said Joanne, "I think I understand what the Commander was talking about."
"About specifically what?" asked Teddy Parker.
"He said that Judge McGill retired right after Tammy Cochran disappeared, and that he considered that important." Joanne said. "I think I understand why."
Everyone brought chairs over to the whiteboards, and Joanne began lecturing: "Judge McGill was by all accounts a very powerful judge in all the State, and especially in this region. So why would she give all that up? If her son had murdered Tammy, one would think she'd retain that power to help envelop Tommy in legal hoops to protect him. She could find ways to obstruct any investigation into him. Or just the opposite: she could throw him under the bus if the authorities came close to Tommy."
"Same for her husband, wouldn't you say?" asked Theo.
"That's part of what I'm thinking." Joanne said. "If it's her son that's guilty, and that came out, then she's humiliated, but probably not included in the suspicion. But if her husband was the guilty party, then she might even be considered an accomplice. So, she retires and walks away with her pension, still has clout, and the other shoe never dropped."
"Yeah, I think I see what you're getting at." said Jerome. "Though it seems a bit of a finesse. It does show that she did not intend to throw her husband to the dogs."
"Exactly." said Joanne. "And maybe it shows she believed her husband committed the crime."
"I'm having a problem matching this up with Dinah Cochran." said Teddy Parker. "If the theory that she was behind Dinah's harsh sentence is true, why would she do that? Retire, I mean."
"I don't think it's related." said Joanne. "And by that I mean the reasons can be totally unrelated. It's still confusing, though, and there are a lot of questions still to be answered."
Joanne then continued: "Alternatively, if her husband or her son did it, either might've expected her to use her power as a judge to protect them. She wasn't going to put them in jail, but she had integrity enough to resign so that that option was not available to Tammy's killer."
"I like that idea much better." said Jerome Davis.
"But she's been doing everything she can to stop us from re-investigating this case." said Theo. "That doesn't strike me as overly honest."
"Unless..." Joanne said, thinking about it, then getting it, "unless... well, you know how the Commander sometimes talks of someone 'protesting too much'?" She made air quotes as she said the last words. "We gotta ask, why is Judge McGill so blatantly trying to stop us, when she has to know that we're not going to stop, that her actions actually are getting our hackles up, and you know Commander Troy is not going to be intimidated by her and all her king's horses and men combined."
"So she wants us to keep digging?" asked Teddy, "when it might mean we find something on her son, or her husband?"
"Or..." said Joanne thoughtfully, "... maybe there's something else for us to find out, here... not the murder; it's unlikely we'll ever get a Court case on that, unless someone confesses, but maybe there's something else here..."



Part 21 - Doing The Dirty
Though she was getting into her upper thirties, Kelly Carnes was still a very attractive blonde woman, with a shapely body toned by exercise. She also could feel her biological clock ticking, and she desperately wanted a baby. Her husband, a dentist with the biggest practice in Town and a lot of money in the bank, was shooting blanks.
Kelly thought of this as she lay naked on one of the guest room beds in Thomas P. Cook's large home, once owned by the late Henry R. Wargrave. She was watching the 18-year-old boy strip naked. He was 6'2" tall, lean, muscular, and he was the County High School varsity football starting quarterback. He'd shown extreme confidence and bravado as he and Kelly had flirted on a number of occasions of meeting at the mall, and when he'd asked her out on a date, she suggested he come with her to this location.
For himself, Thomas P. Cook was in his own bedroom. He had his pretty Latina maid Dolores lying on the bed, and he was fingering her pussy as he deeply kissed her mouth, exploring her throat with his tongue. The girl was moaning as Cook manipulated her pussy with his fingers, scraping the upper wall of her vagina to stimulate her G-spot.
Kelly Carnes had no qualms about cheating on her husband with an eighteen year old stud, especially a young man with an ass like this young man, who was called Jake. As he turned around to face her, she took in the sight of his cock. It was large, long and thick, at least eight inches of raw male power, ready to fuck her. Hanging low underneath were his big balls, full of potent, virile sperm, ready and eager to fertilize Kelly's waiting egg.
The boy climbed onto the bed with Kelly. She had taken his virginity some months before, and had taught him the sexual techniques she liked for her young lovers to use. Jake had been a quick study, and was soon expert in eating pussy and fucking a woman's brains out. Parents of Jake's female classmates were not happy about that, as Jake had been dipping his meat into their fresh young pussies, as well.
"Ohhhhh!" Kelly gasped as her young stud eased between her spread legs, pushed them up and further back, and slid his tongue over her swollen labes. As his tongue slid deeper and deeper with each long lick, flames of pleasure spread over the hot blonde's loins and up her back...
Meanwhile, Thomas P. Cook was watching the beautiful Latina woman give him head, her full lips sliding up and down his taut cockshaft. He relaxed as he enjoyed the wetness and the warmth of the woman's mouth, and he let himself dream of what Kelly and that teen stud were doing.
And what they were doing was deeply kissing as the boy slid his fat cockhead up and down Kelly's swollen labes, teasing her as he undulated his ass. Unable to take much more, Kelly reached down between them and guided his teen cockhead into her slit
"Ohhhhhhh..." she moaned as she was penetrated, feeling the boy's big, thick cock drive into her, spreading her vaginal walls apart as he sank in with relentless power.
"Oh yeah, baby..." the boy grunted as he got nuts-deep into the hot blonde. "Gonna give it to you, baby. Gonna fuck your brains out, then come in you and knock you up!"
"Oh yeah, do it... knock me up! Put a bun in my oven!" Kelly said, enjoying using the filthy words as she pushed her hips up to meet every powerful downward thrust of her young lover's hard ass. He began driving into her with vicious, short thrusts, stabbing his meat into her again and again and again, feeling her respond, then feeling her body begin working up to an intense orgasm around his invading prick.
He did not last long, as Kelly's clenching cunt was too much for him. He pushed deep into her, and his big cock fired streams of cum into Kelly's burning pussy. Kelly did not mind that; it got the edge off the boy, and after she fellated him to throbbing hardness again, he'd last a lot longer the second time... and the third...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A couple of hours later, Thomas P. Cook and Kelly Carnes were sitting in the office in the side house, the office that was once Henry R. Wargrave's seat of considerable power. Kelly was still full of Jake's teen sperm. The wetness felt good to her, and she hoped that it would result in a baby.
"So," Kelly said as she sipped her wine, "old Mr. Davis died. Does he have any property that you can go after?"
"No." said Cook. "He lived in one of Edward Steele's apartments. Didn't have a lot. Plus, the executor of his will was none other than Commander Donald Troy, who probated the will yesterday."
"Damn." said Carnes. "With the Iron Crowbar involved, not much you can do."
"True." said Cook. "But there's not much to do, anyway."
"I heard you were working on something with John Hardwood." said Kelly. "What's that about?"
"You must've been mistaken in what you heard." said Cook, almost angrily. "And whatever you did hear, it might be a very good idea if you don't remember it. I'm not working on anything with John Hardwood. Nothing at all."
"If you say so." said Kelly. She didn't realize how close to death she was... Cook's plans with Hardwood were of the highest secrecy. The slightest leak of them would be fatal to their plans... plans that they wanted to be fatal to the Iron Crowbar.
"Why don't you head on home before you drink too much wine and can't drive." said Cook. It was not a request nor a suggestion. Kelly got the hint, wondering what the big deal was with Hardwood and whatever they were scheming, and wondering why Cook had gotten so bitchy when she brought it up.
Part 22 - Family and Funerals
On Friday, November 10th, I took Jim out to the field just southwest of BOW Enterprises to see an awesome display. Todd and Teresa, many BOW Enterprises employees, and a good number of other Townspeople were also on hand, behind the area cordoned off by the TCPD. Chief Moynahan was there, also.
When I'd called the Army about funeral arrangements for Mr. Davis, they's asked if there were any fields where the 82d Airborne's Chorus and Funeral Team could jump into, as they needed to jump every three months to maintain jump status, and a few of them needed to do so. I'd said there were plenty of farm fields as well as large tracts of empty land owned by BOW Enterprises and other companies. They'd contacted BOW Enterprises, whose CEO said the company would help in any way it could.
The day before, the leader of the group, an Army Captain, had come to Police Headquarters, where the Chief and I talked to him about coordination with Police for the jump. As I was taking him down the hall to the exit, he'd asked, perhaps jokingly, if I wanted to jump with them. Now any Paratrooper would say 'Hell, yes!' to that, and I was about to. And then my bubble was burst, and my hopes dashed.
"There is no way in hell you are jumping out of an airplane, Commander!" came Cindy Ross's voice. She was right behind us. "Captain," she said to the Army Captain, "this man had surgery for a broken back just half a year ago. I will personally put him in one of these jail cells if he tries to jump out of bed too fast, much less out of one of your airplanes."
"Sorry to hear about your back, sir." said the Army Captain. "But she's right."
"Well, I wasn't going to let a little thing like that stop me from jumping." I said forlornly. The Army Captain chuckled, knowing exactly how I felt. I glared back at Cindy. She glared right back at me.
Now in present time, I was just wistfully watching. And I saw the planes coming out of the southern sky.
"Look, Jim!" I said, seeing the C-130s. "There's the planes they're going to jump out of!" Jim watched with great interest.
As the C-130s came up, small dark objects, those being human beings, dropped out the side doors, seemingly attached by thick strings or ropes. Then the top of the ropes suddenly burst out into billowing parachutes filling with air. One after another, the Paratroopers jumped out, then began descending to the earth at 22 feet per second.
"Wow!" said Jim as he watched. The first Paratroopers landed on the ground, executing dynamic parachute landing falls (PLFs). The parachutes above them seemed to collapse as the air came out from under them. They collected their parachutes, stuffed them into bags, and ran to the collection point, which was not far from us. This was done by all the Paratroopers as they reached the ground.
Of course I went over with Jim and talked with the Paratroopers for a moment, then my Officers escorted them out and to their hotel.
"Did you like that, Jim?" Teresa asked as we talked to her and Todd.
"Yeah!" said Jim. "That was neat!"
I wondered if my son would remember meeting Mr. Davis or watching the Paratroopers jump; after all, Jim was three years old. But he would. He would describe Mr. Davis in his old uniform, and the arrangement of the chairs in the hospital room, and he would describe seeing the C-130s and the jump from them, his first but not his last experience with Airborne jumps.
He would tell me all this on a day in the far-flung future... on the soil of the Alabama side of Ft. Benning, where an extremely proud father would pin a Parachutist Badge onto the uniform of his son, West Point Cadet James David Troy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, November 11th. It was appropriate, I thought, that Mr. Davis's funeral was on Veterans Day. The day before had been sunny for the parachute jump, but clouds came in overnight. It wasn't raining nor threatening to, but it seemed to be just the mood for this sad occasion.
The funeral was going to be at the Fairgrounds, not on the abutment that Mrs. Veasley's funeral pyre had laid in rest upon, but in front of it, on the grass. Chaplain Calvin, our Protestant Chaplain, was going to preside along with the Airborne Chaplain from the military unit.
Airborne Chaplains are awesome; I've never met one that I didn't like. I remembered the one at Ft. Benning when I went through Airborne School. He'd said "Jesus ascended into the clouds, and said He'd return the same way. What does that mean? Airborne all the way!" No, my father would not have been amused, but I loved it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Deputy Strait was there, as was Sheriff Sorrells from Coltrane County. Captain Cindy Ross came up to him, and said "Deputy Strait, there's some people I'd like you to meet." He went with her to a group of people. As he approached them, Deputy Strait realized that they all looked like him!
"Deputy Strait," said a middle-aged woman, the matriarch of the group, introducing herself, then saying "my father and your grandfather were brothers. My father served in the War with Mr. Davis."
"Well, I declare!" gasped Strait. "How in the world did you hear about that? And find me?"
"Well," said a man about Strait's age, nephew of the middle-aged woman and father to a couple of the children, his own last name being 'Strait', "we got a call from your Police Commander Troy, telling us about Mr. Davis, and about you. His wife arranged our flights and booking accommodations..."
Strait looked at Cindy, who just smiled. "That's my Commander Troy." she said quietly. She left Deputy Strait to get to know the family he'd never met...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a somber but impressive funeral. The flag-draped casket was brought to the catafalque by the pallbearers from the 82d Airborne Division. Laura and I were in the front row seats with several of the old people from the Veasley Community Center; they'd asked us to be part of Mr. Davis's family, as he had no living relatives left. Deputy Strait was also invited to sit with us.
At the end, a seven-gun-salute would be fired, the sounds echoing over the River, the bugler would play 'Taps', the American Flag would be crisply folded and then presented to... me. It would become part of a display behind a glass wall in City Hall, along with Mr. Davis's medals and pictures of him with his unit.
But just before that, the 82d Airborne Division Chorus sang Mr. Davis's favorite song for us, the most hauntingly beautiful rendition of it that I had ever heard or would ever hear:
Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord
He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored
He had loosed the fateful lightening of His terrible swift sword
His Truth is marching on.
-
Glory, glory, hallelujah
Glory, glory, hallelujah
Glory, glory, hallelujah
His Truth is marching on.
-
I have seen Him in the watch fires of a hundred circling camps
They have builded Him an altar in the evening dews and damps
I can read His righteous sentence by the dim and flaring lamps
His day is marching on.
-
Glory, glory, hallelujah
Glory, glory, hallelujah
Glory, glory, hallelujah
His Truth is marching on.
-
In the beauty of the lilies Christ was born across the sea
With a glory in His bosom that transfigures you and me
As He died to make men holy let us die to make men free
While God is marching on.
-
Glory, glory, hallelujah
Glory, glory, hallelujah
Glory, glory, hallelujah
His Truth is marching on.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To be continued.
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Part 23 - L.A. Confidential
(Author's note: This is another of those 'bridge' stories, interlude-type stories that give information and set the table with groundwork, as well as a case to solve. Thanks for your patience, and enjoy the sex and the rest of the story.)
The plane came over the mountains and landed at LAX. Cindy and Callie disembarked and walked down the concourse towards Baggage Claim. It was 2:00pm, Pacific Time, Monday, November 13th.
"We going to get a taxi, or Uber?" asked Cindy.
"Neither one." said Callie. "Annemarie is coming to pick us up." Callie made her way down the sidewalk, and soon spotted the big van with Callie's film company logo on it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Culver City, California, "Heart of Screenland". It looked like any office building, with bands of glass alternating with what looked like granite. Callie led the way inside, followed by Cindy, and the beautiful Annemarie brought up the rear. Annemarie had enthusiastically greeted Cindy, and seemed to be over the ordeal she'd suffered at Point Hollow and nearby places. (Author's note: 'Point Hollow'.)
"Let me give you the quick tour." said Callie. "The offices are here to the right. Behind them is the warehouse area, where we ship toys, some books and magazines, some CDs. With the internet, the toys are really the only thing we ship a good bit of."
"Then to the left here are the studios." said Callie. "We often rent one of the houses in the wealthy areas of the metro LA area, but we have a nice looking bedroom set, a more dorm-room looking bedroom set, a kitchen set, and a main room. We do cook in the kitchen and feed everybody when we're shooting. Annemarie, why aren't we shooting?"
"Off day today." said Annemarie. "We're going to do the tranny shoot tomorrow."
"Oh yeah, that'll be great!" said Callie. "Cindy, Annemarie went into the niche of 'chicks with dicks', and we've got this hot guy... well, girl... well, both. Asian, long, long hair, got a nice boob job, looks like a woman in every way, gets hit on by guys... then he takes off his clothes and this seven inch cock springs out. Our girls are fighting for scenes with him."
"Sounds interesting." said Cindy, not all that interested. "What other films are you making?"
"Romantic, loving films." said Annemarie. "Couple having in-the-morning sex, coming home from work and can't wait to get to bed sex, sex after a hot date. Women friendly films. They sell pretty well."
"And you know this guy." Callie said as a tall lanky man came up. It was Darren Stevens, who'd been set up by Kendra Luskin and testified against her in the Peter Dwayne Gordon trial. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 05.) He and Cindy shook hands and exchanged greetings.
"This guy is great behind the camera." Annemarie said. "I've been told we're probably going to win the cinematography award for Adult Films this year, and it's because of Darren."
"And I'm grateful to have had this chance." said Darren. "How's your Commander doing, by the way?"
"He's good." said Cindy. "By the way, Callie, how are people around here going to take it that I'm a cop?"
Callie said "It's kind of an open secret, but we're not advertising it, either. You're out of jurisdiction, so it shouldn't matter, and I'm telling everyone that you're my live-in girlfriend and assistant for non-filming matters."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, I never sold this condo, even after I moved to your Town." Callie said as she led Cindy into the apartment. "And since you won't let me pay you a dime to stay in your condo, I can pay for this." The windows let in good light, and it felt cheerful, like it's owner. It wasn't huge, but it felt spacious, as it was an open floor plan to the kitchen behind.
"It's a nice place." Cindy said. There were shops on the ground floor, then condo apartments for the next six floors. "Earthquake proof?"
"As good as it can get." said Callie. "But it's like a nuclear bomb... when the big one hits, all bets are off. So, what do you think of L.A.?"
"Culver City is not as bad as I'd heard it was." said Cindy. "Those 'COPS' shows always seemed to be filming in Culver City, and all the porn studios are there."
"No, it's not that bad at all." said Callie. "Of course, the first thing I heard about your Town was that it was very small and very boring, and the University was the only thing of interest there. And then we go there to shoot dorm room porn movies, and end up in a murder case and the Iron Crowbar and his lovely Green Crowbar in our faces."
Cindy laughed. "I'm glad you did come to visit." she said, walking up to Callie and sliding her arms around the beautiful blonde's waist. "And I'm glad you came back." Their kiss turned hot and lusty, and soon Cindy was getting a tour of the bedroom...
Part 24 - California Creamin'
Tuesday, November 14th. Callie and Cindy came into the office at 8:00am or so. They were the first ones to arrive. Cindy made coffee in the big coffeepot in the breakroom, then she and Callie warmed up some pastries for breakfast.
"Not only is California time behind yours," Callie said, "people won't start coming in until 9:00 at least. But we usually go until 6:00, 7:00 at night, maybe even later if we're doing well on a shoot."
They went to the office, where Cindy was watching the local news while Callie looked over the books. Then Callie had Cindy come over and look at the books.
"Everything seems to be in order." Cindy said. "You think someone is siphoning off some funds from you?"
"Not really." said Callie. "I just wanted you to look at them before I submit them for an audit, in case I decide to sell the company."
"Oh, you're considering----" Cindy started, but stopped when they heard the front door open. A slender girl with big breasts and streaks of metallic red in her hair came in. She reminded Cindy of Goth Girl Mary Mahoney.
"This is Celia, our bookkeeper and manager." said Callie. "Celia, this is my friend Cindy." Celia came up and gave Cindy a hug.
"So you're the one that Callie never stops talking about." said Celia, her purplish-lipsticked lips forming a happy smile. "I'm so glad you finally came to California with her."
"Are you one of Callie's actresses?" Cindy asked.
"When I came to California," said Celia, "I did a couple of those 'tryout' films, and really did get tried out behind the scenes. It was okay, but I'm not as hot as Callie and her contract stars."
"Aw, you were great." replied Callie, who turned to Cindy and sad "Celia mentioned she had an accounting degree, so I asked if she wanted to do some work behind a desk instead of on her back, and it's been great." They talked about the business side of the business for a few minutes, then others started trickling in.
"You remember Bobby 'The Stallion' Steed from the case in your County." said Callie. "Bobby, do you recognize Cindy?" Bobby was already buzzed.
"She was wearing the cop uniform last time, wasn't she?" Bobby said. "She looked hot. Put it back on and let's do a scene, baby." Celia laughed, and Callie had something of a smirk on her face.
"She's not on your team, Stallion." Callie said. "And she's on my private team, if you get my drift."
"Oh. Girlfriend." said Steed. "Figures."
"And this is the other Bobby, Bobby Breeze." said Callie as young man with a pear shaped body (i.e. getting overweight) and light brown skin came in. "Bobby is the set manager, helps out in the warehouse, stuff like that. He'll tell you he just hangs out, but we miss him when he's not here."
Bobby was a friendly soul and greeted Cindy enthusiastically. "You're definitely not one of Callie's girls, and your perception is more than being a cop." he said.
"Speaking of the girls," said Callie, "here they come now." Three hot young women in tank-top blouses, hot shorts, and high heel sandals came in. Callie lined them up for introductions.
"You know Brooke Monarch, a.k.a. 'Cassandra', from the case in your Town." said Callie, referring to the beautiful raven-black haired woman, whose eyes bore into Cindy's with both lust and curiosity. "And this is our newest star, June Amethyst." June was a gorgeous brown-haired woman, about 24 years old, big not-natural breasts, shapely legs. She was tall for a porn star, about 5'6" without heels.
"June is married to one of our financial backers." Callie went on. "He loves watching her perform on set. And this is Felicia Foxworthy." Felicia was Hispanic, and had a beautiful face. On camera she looked taller and bigger, but her toned, fit body was slender, and even in her heels was barely Cindy's barefoot height.
Some minutes later, as everyone was chatting over coffee and pastries, two more porn stars came in. Callie noticed that Cindy was studying them especially carefully. One was a very attractive Asian woman, with high-riding but artificial breasts, long hair, very slanted eyes (to be politically incorrect about it), and slender, shapely legs. It took close observation for Cindy to see the Adam's Apple and the shaping of the knees that gave away the fact that this woman was born a man.
"This is Chris, our hot new star." said Callie, her eyes twinkling a bit. She'd observed that Cindy was very much liking what she saw in Chris, and the attraction was mutual. Fortunately, Callie was not the jealous type.
The other porn star was definitely a man. Tall, slender, extremely fit and toned, with a solid, hard ass. His hair was raven black, but it was his eyes and his jawline that had Cindy's attention... he looked familiar, as if related to someone she knew...
"This is Benny Black." said Callie. "And just wait until you see him fuck..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Bobby," said Annemarie, "what's our first scene?"
"June, is your husband coming by today?" asked Bobby Breeze.
"No, he's closing on some rental houses." said June Amethyst.
"Okay, then," suggested Bobby Breeze, "why don't we have you and Benny Black do the morning wake-up scene." Everyone agreed, and they moved to the bedroom set, which had a window to the outside that was letting in light.
Cindy watched in fascination as June and Benny acted as if they were just waking up. They began kissing, which turned into deeper, tongue-twining kisses. As Benny disrobed June, her magnificent body came into full view, the cameras catching the angles. It was an intense, mesmerizing scene---"
"Cut!" yelled Annemarie. "Great job, guys. Let's get some still photos now." Darren moved in with an expensive camera and began taking shots, first of the couple kissing, posing and still with their lips meeting. Then June sat on the end of the bed. Benny slid his thick, nine inch cock halfway into June's mouth, her full lips stretched around the shaft, and they kept very still as photos were taken.
"June loves having her husband here to watch." whispered Callie to Cindy as they watched from well behind the others. "And her husband really gets off watching her. He'll sit there and masturbate while one of the guys is fucking her, and that just gets her into it. Since he's not here, it probably won't be as hot."
"Looked pretty damn hot starting off." said Cindy. "How many porn stars are married?"
"You might be surprised to learn that most of the bigger named stars are married." replied Callie. "Asa Akira, for example. Happily wedded wife."
"Wow." said Cindy. "I guess Don and Laura aren't that unusual, after all." Callie laughed.
"Honey," Callie said, "Laura is as much a hubby-watcher as Don is a wife-watcher, if not more. Laura told me she and Don had a threesome with Paulina Patterson for his birthday, and that she really got off watching Don fucking the hell out of Paulina... and they're not doing it for the camera, you know."
The scene had started back, and June and Benny had provided each other oral sex. Now the handsome young stud was mounting the brunette beauty, and Cindy again felt the intensity and the heat of their mating, as if it were more than just performing for the camera.
June groaned as Benny mounted her and sank his long, thick cock deep into June. He began stroking it in and out of her, building up a rhythm----"
"Cut!" yelled Annemarie. "Okay, get the still penetration shots. And then we'll sit back and let them fuck their brains out. You're obviously hot for each other, aren't you?"
"Oh yeah." said June. As the still shots were taken, Benny bent down and kissed June's sexy mouth, and they soon were sharing tongue-twining, open-mouth French kisses. This wasn't really part of the script; these two well-matched lovers were sharing their hot desires for each other.
After some time, June and Benny had fucked in several positions, and now were nearing the end of the scene. Benny was going to fuck June missionary-style until he came inside her for the creampie shot. This was called 'fuck to pop'. As Cindy watched, her pussy already wet, she began to realize something as she watched Benny's languid motions, the smooth, even undulations of his hips and ass... and she realized she'd seen that fucking motion before... by a relatively young man as he'd fucked Cindy's best friend, neither of them realizing Cindy had watched them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Another feature of business operations was that everyone was drinking. Not heavily (except for Bobby Steed), but mixed drinks and wine were available in the breakroom. Even Cindy had mixed some vodka with a delicious lemon-lime mixer, and was getting a bit of a buzz.
"Okay, what's next?" asked Annemarie, having loaded up (the cameras, that is) for the next scene.
Bobby Breeze said "We've got the Stallion and Felicia doing an office scene. Then Chris and Cassandra doing the fetish scene."
"Let's do Bobby and Felicia first." said Callie. She rarely interjected herself, so everyone was a bit surprised, but they went with it. They moved to the office set room to set up. Well, almost everyone. Callie had made observations, and had alerted someone to something...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello." said the Asian coming into the door of the breakroom, her voice low but feminine-sounding. Cindy had just made herself another drink. "So you're Cindy. Callie's a lucky woman. You're a very beautiful woman." Cindy noticed that Chris had closed the door, and she was glad.
"Mmmm, thank you." said Cindy. "You're pretty hot yourself."
"You know what I've got under this dress, don't you?" said Chris, coming up close to Cindy. Cindy looked down to see something tenting the skirt of Chris's dress.
"And nice tits to go with it." Cindy said as her hands went to them. Chris slid 'her' hands around Cindy's waist, and pressed 'her' mouth to Cindy's. The ruggedly pretty blonde returned the kiss, their tongues twining.
Cindy's green dress and Chris's red-patterned dress fell to the floor in two heaps as they kissed hungrily. Cindy was sucking Chris's tits and Chris nuzzled her neck and felt up her lower back and firm, hardbody ass.
"I remember seeing you in those competitions." Chris whispered. "God, you were so fucking hot, and you still are. I've dreamed of fucking you..."
"Now's your chance." Cindy whispered as they kissed some more. Chris guided Cindy down onto the sofa, Cindy wearing only her high-heel sandals with leather straps and wooden soles. Chris was totally naked, and as he lay on top of Cindy, kissing her and sucking her tits, she was playing with his throbbing cock, which was at its full seven-inch length.
Cindy spread her legs obscenely, one leg resting on the top of the sofa, the other on the floor. Chris had worked 'her' way down to Cindy's wet snatch, and was now licking Cindy's slit with gusto.
"Unnnh!" Cindy groaned as the first paroxysm of pleasure blasted through her loins, her first orgasm of the day. She pushed Chris's face into her pussy and ground her labes against Chris's high cheekbones, letting the pleasure wash through her.
"Are you ready?" asked Chris after a couple more minutes.
"Yes." Cindy gasped. "Do me."
Chris eased up and mounted Cindy, hoping he wouldn't lose control and climax just as he was fulfilling his fantasy of fucking this Miss Physical America beauty. Cindy reached down and guided Chris's cock into her slit and Chris pushed 'her' slender ass forward, driving his prick into Cindy until their pelvises met.
"Oh God!" Cindy gasped. It felt great. She began sucking Chris's breasts, playing with 'her' hard nipples as she lay on that sofa and took Chris's relentless, driving thrusts up into her womanhood.
They fucked for long minutes, Chris kissing Cindy's mouth then nuzzling her neck as he thrust hard into her again and again, slowly withdrawing only to drive hard and deep back into Cindy. For her part, Cindy was coming around Chris's cock every few minutes, her pussy clamping hard on it as Cindy admired Chris's beautiful Asian face, having the best of both worlds in her own mind.
"Unh, I can't hold back." said Chris.
"Don't pull out." said Cindy. "Come inside me." Cindy was on the pill, but that would not have mattered. She wanted to feel Chris release inside her. She pulled her legs up and wrapped them tightly around the Asian wo-man's slender back. It only took a few strokes before Chris was firing his load into Cindy. It was a fairly weak, watery load, but enough to coat Cindy's insides with male essence for the first time in years.
As they lay together in post-coital bliss, Chris nuzzling Cindy's neck again, Cindy opened her eyes to see Callie standing over them.
"God! that was beautiful to watch." Callie said, her blue eyes sparking as radiantly as her smile. "Get off her, Chris. I want to eat your cum out of my girl's snatch."
Chris got off and Callie dove between Cindy's legs and began licking Cindy's pussy. Chris put his cock into Cindy's mouth, and Cindy dutifully cleaned it off, licking Chris's relatively small balls, as well. Then Chris sat down and watched Callie eat Cindy's pussy. Cindy came hard in Callie's mouth, twice, before Callie was satisfied.
"Oh God, now I've got to get laid." said Callie, absolutely loving it that Cindy had fucked Chris's cock. "How was that, girl?"
"It was good." Cindy said, sounding as relaxed as she felt. "It was fun..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, not to be a Debbie Downer," said Bobby Breeze, teasing Cindy a bit as he said "but Chris is now useless for the day after you drained her balls." Everyone laughed.
"No, we can still do a lot of stuff with Chris." said Annemarie. "We need some warmup work (oral sex), and some softcore scenes with Cassandra."
"Hey," said Bobby Steed, "can I get a scene with Cindy? That would break the Internet." Bobby was getting more and more intoxicated, having drunk way too much.
"You better worry about getting it up for your own scene." said Callie, her voice very stern. "Okay, let's get lunch..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Callie and Cindy cuddled in bed that night, Callie said "I can't stand it, I've got to talk about it with you... what was your first cock in years like?"
Cindy chuckled, mostly at Callie's insatiable curiosity. "It was... not bad. If Chris were a woman, she'd be one beautiful Asian. As it was, I was just turned on by Chris's looks, and letting 'her' fuck me just felt right. And Chris knows what he's doing with that cock; it was a great fuck."



"So no regrets?" asked Callie.
"No." said Cindy. "But don't get any ideas of you and me doing threesomes with men. I'm still a woman's woman..." she leaned over and kissed Callie warmly on the mouth. "Especially this woman."
"Mmmm." said Callie, kissing Cindy back, another warm romantic kiss. "I'm just so happy for you, seeing you open up like you did today. You did look like you were having a lot of fun, and that's what it's really all about." She kissed Cindy again, and soon the women were deeply and passionately making out...
Part 25 - Bugs And Slugs
Wednesday, November 15th. Still not used to the time zone differences, Cindy woke up at 3:00am. She got up, put on her t-shirt, panties and gym shorts, and went into the great room. Moonlight streamed into the south-facing windows, mixed with the streetlamps from below.
She got her laptop and opened it, and checked her emails. She read the email confirming the Junction Station Depot was rented in her and Commander Troy's names. Most of the Orange Order did not know that she and Don were paying for renting the Depot overnight as well as paying for all the food. Then she read Teresa's email offering to pay a third of the cost. Don's email said he accepted that, so Cindy wrote back she was good with that.
Something told her to look out the window. Creeping up to it in a way to make sure she wasn't illuminated by the moonlight, and therefore not seen from outside, she peeked out the window. The street looked deserted in both directions, as she'd expect at this hour... wait, was that something moving?
She thought she'd seen movement in a blue car parked in front of the Starbucks at the corner of the building at the intersection to her left, to the east. Concentrating on it, she saw the shadow move again. Definitely someone, definitely someone awake... and in a position to be watching this apartment.
She watched for ten minutes, but could never get any views of any faces. She crawled over and got her iPhone, and went back and recorded for another five minutes or so. Then she crawled away again then went to the bedroom and woke up Callie.
"Hey!" she whispered. "I think there's someone in a car on the street watching us. Let's go check it out."
"You know we don't have gun carry permits in California, don't you?" asked Callie.
"If that becomes a problem, I'll work the 'professional courtesy' angle as a cop from another State." Cindy said. "And if that doesn't work, one hell of a Second Amendment lawsuit will follow."
"All right." Callie said, getting up. "I'll watch from the doorway to the building. Here." She opened a back panel in a closet and brought out an armored vest for Cindy to wear. Good CIA stuff, Cindy realized as she put it on then put clothes on over it.
They descended the hallway stairs, then went to the door. Cindy was about to walk out onto the street when she stopped. The blue car was gone!
"Well, damn." Cindy said. As she and Callie rode the elevator back up, she put her finger over her mouth in a 'hush' sign. Callie nodded. Once back in the apartment, Cindy got a piece of paper and wrote 'Do you check for bugs?'. Callie nodded but also shrugged. Cindy got out her bug-detector, concealed in the ink pen she normally had in the pocket of her Uniform shirt, and started looking. A bug was found in the living room, and another in the bedroom, both concealed under lamps.
Turning on the bug-killer, Cindy said "They heard us coming to check them out, and drove away."
"I usually have this place swept for bugs once a week by my Company employers." said Callie. By that she meant her CIA employers. "Either they're not doing a very good job, or they're part of this."
"Or, if we give them the benefit of the doubt," Cindy said, "the bugs were planted very recently, perhaps just before we got here. I should've swept for bugs then."
"Who do you think is doing this?" asked Callie.
"I'm not sure yet." said Cindy. She took the bugs and their transmitting antennae, took them to the toilet, and flushed them down, flushing a couple of extra times afterwards.
"You need to call Laura and tell her about this." Cindy said. "And I'll talk to Don."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they ate breakfast, Callie said "Laura asked me what type of bug it was, and then said to keep our eyes peeled, stay together, and she's going to contact Janet Riordan out here and let her know about the bugging."
Cindy said "Don was far more interested in the car and people that were watching us, and he is convinced that it's us they're watching. He said to look around when we're at your offices, on any film shoots at any other locations, when we're driving around, and so on. He's going to contact Lt. Claire Michaels with LAPD's Major Crimes unit and see if they can get us some help, too."
"Does he have any idea who it might be?" asked Callie.
"I've worked with Don every day for five years now." said Cindy. "And he always knows or has an idea of something that he does not share with me immediately. I'm dead certain that's the case now...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Office Staff and porn stars in the offices watched with enormous curiosity as Cindy went through the place with her bug detector. She found none. "No active ones, anyway." she said to Callie. "But there could be some really sophisticated passive ones that this device doesn't detect well; this isn't the latest detection technology... Don will probably give me that as a Christmas present."
Callie grinned, then said "I'm going to let everyone know we had watchers, and for them to be on the lookout." With that, she gathered the office staff and the porn stars together. "I'm not sure what's going on, but Cindy and I have become aware that we were being watched at home. Someone may be watching us here, too, so really watch out when you leave, just before you come in, when you're driving here, and so on."
"Are the cops planning to raid us?" asked Bobby 'The Stallion' Steed.
"I don't think this is the cops." said Cindy, not giving her reasons why. "Callie, is the protection money paid up?"
"You bet." said Celia, the accounting girl. "That's the first thing I pay every month."
"The Mob doesn't play that way, anyway." said Bobby Breeze. "If they are wondering who Cindy is, they'll just call and ask, and we'd tell 'em she's Callie's main squeeze and business partner. If they wanted to fuck us up, they'd have warned us already."
"If anything, we should contact them and ask what's going on." said Celia. "We're paying protection money, let's get some protection, or at least some information."
"Good idea." said Callie. "Do that now." Celia left the room.
"All right guys," said Callie. "I'm not trying to scare you or anything, but we all know the drill. If you hear the word 'Bolt!' being shouted again and again, run the hell out of here and away from here as far and as fast as you can. You should know where you're going to run to, and if you don't... figure it out quick." Then she grinned her beautiful grin and said "But until then, there are too many of you sitting around here and not fucking in front of my cameras..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was amazing to Cindy, watching Benny Black fuck Cassandra Monarch, just how much Benny's fucking motion was like Todd Burke's. Benny, she thought to herself... damn, if I couldn't see his face in the dark, I'd think he was Todd, Cindy thought to herself. And Benny's face... while Todd took a lot after his mother Elizabeth and his grandmother Phyllis, and Benny apparently looked like his mother... they both still had a few features in common with Michael Burke that a trained eye like Cindy's was noticing... hmmm... naah, it couldn't be... could it? I mean... well...
"You're enjoying watching this." said Callie as she came up to Cindy, who was sitting well behind the cameras and boom mikes and staff persons.
"Hey," Cindy whispered, "does Benny's fucking motions look familiar to you?" Callie watched for a moment, then her eyes lit up.
"Damn, you're good!" Callie whispered back. "Yeah..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now they were doing a tranny scene with Chris and Felicia Foxworthy. Lunch was going to be late, and Cindy was still on Town & County Time when it came to her tummy growling. She went to the kitchen, but there was no food there. She then went to the office.
"Here's a bag of gorp." said Celia, which was a dried-fruit-and-nuts-and-Chex trail mix. Cindy opened it and began eating as she looked out the front window.
"I contacted our Mob Boys." said Celia. "They're going to have a couple of people drive around, see if they can spot anyone watching us."
"Okay, good--- what the fuck?" Cindy gasped.
"What is it?" Celia said.
"That son of a fucking bitch!" Cindy growled. She then turned and said "I think I see who's fucking with us. I gotta get Callie." She rushed back into the set areas to tell Callie that she had just seen FBI Agent Dana Fox across the street.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's an FBI Agent, and a dirty one." said Cindy, as she, Callie, Celia, and Bobby Breeze looked through the window. "My PD had dealings with him back in Town... and not good ones."
"Weird for him to just be standing there like that, out in the open." said Bobby.
"Like he's waiting for someone." said Celia.
"Or he wants me to see him and recognize him." Cindy said. "Okay, Callie, I've got a phone call to make... to the Iron Crowbar."
"And you're not talking about my cock when you say that, are ya babe?" said Bobby Steed.
"Definitely not." replied Cindy witheringly.
Part 26 - Major Crowbars
"Captain Ross!" said Lt. Claire Michaels as she hugged Cindy warmly. "It's so good to see you!" They were in the main room of the LAPD's Major Crimes unit.
"And you." Cindy said. Then she looked over her shoulder and saw Lorena Rose coming up. "Lorena, you're looking great! How are you?"
"Awesome!" said Lorena, also hugging Cindy. "How's Commander Troy and everyone?"
"They're all doing well." said Cindy. "Hugh Hewitt was just promoted to SWAT Lieutenant, by the way."
"Oh, really?" said Claire, who was once the TCPD's SWAT Lieutenant, and who had been dating Hugh Hewitt... and came back to L.A. partially to make a clean break after breaking up with him. "Commander Troy let him out of purgatory?"
"Teresa Croyle went to bat for him." said Cindy. "And he supported her support of him---"
"Ah, so this is the Iron Crowbar's Iron Crowbar." said a tall Asian man, coming up to them. Claire laughed.
"Captain Cindy Ross, this is Lieutenant Tal Shiarr." said Claire as he shook hands with Cindy, then Claire made other introductions. "That's Lieutenant Provino, over there." she said nodding towards the older man still sitting in his chair, working on something at his desk.
"And this is our Commander, Mary Raytheon." said Lt. Shiarr as the office door opened and Raytheon came out. "Commander, this is Captain Cindy Ross of the TCPD. Police partner of the Iron Crowbar."
"Ah, Captain Ross, it's so good to finally meet you." said Commander Raytheon. "Both Commander Troy and his wife have told me so much about you."
"All good, I hope." said Cindy. "It's good to meet you, ma'am. Commander Troy was highly impressed with you, and your team here, as well."
"Speaking of Commander Troy, I just got off the phone with him." said Commander Raytheon. "What is this about a rogue FBI Agent spying on your partner's film company?" Right to the point she's getting, Cindy thought.
"Yes ma'am." Cindy said. "He's supposed to be in San Francisco, but I saw him----" Suddenly she stopped talking. Wide-eyed, Cindy was looking at a group of people through the window, walking down the hallway.
"What is it?" Claire asked.
"That's him!" exclaimed Cindy. "That's FBI Agent Dana Fox!"
"Ma'am," said Lt. Tal Shiarr, "that's Tom Worcester. He's a CBI Agent. California Bureau of Investigation."
"I don't know what name he's calling himself." said Cindy, with irritation in her voice, "but I know who I just saw. THAT was Dana Fox..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They gathered in the special-access audio-visual room. "Okay, we've got hookup." A second later, the TCPD's Main Conference Room came onscreen, with two men sitting behind the table, their backs to the wall adjoining the hallway so that the sun from the windows didn't put them in shadow.
"Hel-lo, Co-mman-der Troy!" everyone said in unison.
"Hi guys!" I said happily, waving to them as they popped up on the monitor set up for us. "How are my favorite LA people doing?"
"Great!" said Claire Michaels. "We're trying to keep your Captain here." She was talking about Cindy, who was sitting next to her.
"Don't you dare." I said, then introduced the man sitting next to me. "For those who have not met him, this is FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. So, you've got a problem out there?"
"Hi, Commander, Mr. Muscone." said Commander Mary Raytheon. "Yes, your Captain has identified a man here as FBI Special Agent Dana Fox. He has represented himself to us as CBI Agent Tom Worcester, and he's enlisted our cooperation in surveillance and a possible raid upon the Culver City film operation of Captain Ross's friend."
"Have you checked out the film company?" I asked.
"They're legit all the way." said Lt. Tal Shiarr. "No problems of any kind. When Worcester, or Fox, or whoever he is, came to us about them, we were really shocked when he said they were a major drug and human trafficking hub."
Cmdr. Raytheon spoke up. "Mr. Muscone, what can you tell us about Mr. Fox?"
"He's on thin ice with me." said Muscone. "And he's already under the ice with Commander Troy. He was sent to San Francisco and should be there, not Los Angeles. I checked with my superiors, and he has not been authorized to go undercover as a CBI Agent in any capacity for any reason. He has not been assigned any case in the Los Angeles area. He has no reason to be there nor to be casing a business that by sheer coincidence is owned by Captain Ross's friend."
"We've also checked, and the FBI offices in San Francisco have not assigned Mr. Fox to anything here in L.A., and didn't know he was down there." said Cmdr. Raytheon. "My contacts in Washington also have no knowledge of any of this. So that leaves the question: what do you want us to do, Commander Troy?"
"In light of the threat to raid that business," I said, "I think y'all might want to confront Mr. Fox, put the question to him about what he's doing, then start breaking his story down. We just don't have time to sting him or give him rope to hang himself with."
"And then his superiors in the FBI will be wanting to ask him what he's doing." said Jack Muscone.
"Commander Troy," said Lt. Provino, "do you think this is because this business is operated by Captain Ross's friend?"
"I think that's some of it." I said. "But I think there may be more than that behind it. But we need more data to form cogent theories."
"You're using big words for such a small Town Police Officer, Commander Troy." said Lt. Provino. I laughed, knowing he was teasing me.
We made our plan of action, then said our goodbyes and disconnected.
"Well, Don," said Jack, "this is right in Agatha Christie's wheelhouse on coincidences, or lack of them."
"Yes, it is." I said, not really listening. I was off to reverie-land.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Agent Worcester," said Cmdr. Raytheon, "can you come in here a moment?"
"Sure, Commander." said Dana Fox. He followed her into the conference room. The door closed behind him, and he was facing the entire Major Crimes unit. "Wha... what's this about?"
"This is an FBI employee record." said Raytheon as Lt. Shiarr brought it up on screen. "Do you recognize this man, Agent Worcester?" It was Dana Fox's own FBI employee record, of course.
Fox nodded. "Well, you've just blown my cover. I wish you'd have had the courtesy to ask me this a bit more privately."
"Courtesy goes both ways, Special Agent Fox." said Lt. Provino, who Cindy had noticed talked a lot like TCPD Police Chief Sean Moynahan. "You could have let us know who you really are, what you're really do-ing."
"No, I couldn't." said Fox. "This is a special undercover mission, and I wasn't authorized to share it with you. Look, you're just going to have to take my word for this, and understand that we can't just share every little thing."
"And who was doing that authorizing, or lack of it?" asked Lt. Provino.
"My superiors in the FBI, of course." said Fox.
"Well, this can be resolved very easily." said Mary Raytheon. "Why don't you give us the name of your superiors who authorized your mission, so we can confirm what you're saying."
"I'm not authorized to do that, and I won't do it." said Fox. "And to that point, if it means discontinuing our cooperation on this mission, then that's what I'll have to do."
"Oh, we're through cooperating, that is for sure." said Mary Raytheon. "But the problem now becomes that the Federal Government is intruding upon the exclusive jurisdiction of the State of California, and you know we don't like that very much. So... either give us a name to contact to verify the legitimacy of your mission, or we'll have to contact the FBI ourselves about it... and if they cannot or will not support your story, Mr. Fox, there may be... legal implications."
"And I'm sure you've figured out that we've already contacted your FBI superiors." said Lt. Provino. "So your story better match theirs, and better be very, very good."
"In that case, I'll be going." said Fox. "But be assured that I'm a Federal Agent with Federal authority in this jurisdiction and on this case. I'd rather cooperate, but if you want to make a war out of it..."
"Then we will give you that war." said a voice behind him. Cindy Ross had come in the door with Claire Michaels, who was holding an object that looked suspiciously like a green crowbar.
"Oh. You." Fox said derisively. "You know, little girl, you're not in your jurisdiction now. You won't get away with assaulting a Federal Agent like your boss did."
"But you're in my jurisdiction, scumbag." said Claire Michaels, tapping the green crowbar in her hands. "And I am eager to join the Crowbar Club."
"Get out of my way." said Fox, wanting to leave.
"Get out of Los Angeles." said Mary Raytheon. "Or I will have you arrested, for impersonating a State Agent under false pretenses. We're not afraid of a war with the FBI, Mr. Fox. You and they are on very shaky ground with us, as it is."
Fox went for the door, and was not impeded. He left.
Claire said "Darn, I wanted to use this. It does feel good in the hands. Commander Troy would've been proud of me if I'd waxed Fox with this."
"Commander Troy is going to love hearing about this, anyway." said Lorena Rose.
"What is it that inspires this loyalty to Commander Troy and his crowbar?" asked Cmdr. Mary Raytheon. Lorena Rose caught it first, and began laughing. She could not stop, and was soon literally rolling on the floor laughing.
Cindy tried hard but failed, and was soon laughing as well. It became infectious and the whole group began laughing.
"Co-mannnn-derrrr," said Lt. Provino to the stunned Cmdr. Raytheon, "per-haps it was your choice of worrrrrds..."
"Oh my goodness." said Raytheon, shaking her head. Then she laughed, too.
Part 27 - California Contemplations
Thursday, November 16th. Cindy Ross came to the LAPD Major Crimes unit.
"Well, Captain," said Lt. Shiarr, "it looks like FBI Agent Fox got out of town. Regular patrols of your friend's business spotted nobody casing the place. The FBI Office here in LA called and said Dana Fox was contacted and has been ordered to report to the San Francisco office to explain himself."



Cindy nodded. "Not that that means anything." she said. "I talked to Don last night, who has been in constant touch with Jack Muscone. The FBI Washington office doesn't understand how the San Francisco office 'lost' Fox for any length of time. The San Francisco office is pushing back, saying they're going to handle it 'internally'. And no official OPR has been started at any level in any office about it."
"You're upset about this." said Mary Raytheon, observing Cindy.
"Yes ma'am, I am." said Cindy. "I quit being an FBI Consultant because Dana Fox had one of my Officer's father beaten nearly to death over perceived leaks of information about a corporation believed to be manipulating food control, a corporation that may have murdered a man. And the FBI is not only doing nothing about this bozo, they don't even keep track of him... and here he is, persecuting my girlfriend and her legitimate company..." Cindy stopped only because she was out of breath.
"I understand, Captain, I really do." said Raytheon. "I've let the FBI know that this incident has harmed our relationship with them, as well. We've had a couple of recent incidents with them, and while I don't blame them for the Fox situation, as it appears his were rogue actions, it does let us put the heat on them, the FBI, a bit more. Maybe they'll see the need to clean up their act."
"I hope so." said Cindy, not expecting such cleaning up to occur. "Anyway, I really appreciate you and your team's help on this, and I know Commander Troy is grateful, as well."
"I have seen in the quality of Lt. Michaels and Detective Rose just how good Commander Troy's Officers are." said Mary. "And that extends to you, Captain."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Cindy.
"I have a question." said Claire Michaels, having just come into the office. "How did it go with that kid Commander Troy rescued?"
"Oh, that." Cindy said, her face turning soft. "We took him to the Fire Station to be reunited with his dad. It was a... well, it was a really special moment. And let me tell you something else Commander Troy did. We had an old World War 2 veteran, a Mr. Davis, who had a friend named 'Strait' in the War. Strait's grand-nephew is Deputy Sheriff in the county next to mine, good kid if a little goofy. He knew his great-uncle had died in Korea, and his family had moved east. Well, when Mr. Davis died, Commander Troy found Strait's uncle's family and flew them in for the funeral. First time Deputy Strait had ever met his family."
"Awwwww, that's so awesome." said Claire.
"Yes, very impressive." said Cmdr. Raytheon.
After more Police consultation and conversations, Cindy made her goodbyes with her new friends of the LAPD, and headed back to Culver City.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in." I said as Jack Muscone appeared at my office door. "Have a seat."
"Thanks." said Muscone, sitting down in one of the new, more comfortable hot chairs. These had armrests and cushions, and were more comfortable than the old ones. Even Cindy might choose one of them over the sofa, but I digress.
"I came by to give you an update on Fox." said Jack. "He told his superiors in San Francisco that he'd gotten a tip on Callie's company being a human trafficking outlet. He showed some paperwork where he documented that, and it's thin but acceptable. He then said he began an operation in secret because he was afraid of leaks or moles, and was going to tell the LA FBI office about it once he had more information."
"Sounds like a big load." I said. "So they accepted that?"
"He's being reprimanded for not informing his immediate superiors." said Jack. "And he's been told to stay away from LA and from Callie's company completely."
I peered at Jack until he became uncomfortable. Finally, he said "What?"
"Jack," I said, getting comfortable in my chair, the girdle not helping my back pain, "let me ask this: have they started an OPR on Fox for this?"
Jack's beady black eyes winced just a bit. "No. And I'll just say it... they're not going to."
"Look, I'm asking this friend to friend, and before Cindy gets back home." I said. "Why aren't they looking into this? At the very least there should be an OPR on it. It cannot be a coincidence that Fox targeted Cindy's partner's company, which has never had problems of any kind before. He's not in his assigned city, he doesn't follow protocols, he doesn't get approval, he was lying to the LAPD, damaging the FBI's relationship with them, such as it is. And not even a cursory examination of this? Why not?"
Jack nodded, as if knowing this moment was going to come. "Friend to friend, then. Don, I have had nothing but sheer admiration for what you have done these last few years. So many times I've thought you were crazy about something, from Westboro to Les Craig, to George Aurus and that Federal facility... and then it turns out you were not only right, but way more right than anyone knew, depths of corruption weeded out like I've never seen."
"So when you beat the living shit out of Dana Fox," Jack continued, "I believed you and I backed you. I saw that Laura and Melina weren't kidding either; they wanted Fox's blood, too. My team also believed you, and still does. Having said that, there are a lot, and I mean a lot, of FBI Agents that do not know you, have heard about you but have not seen your work, and a good number of them are not on your side. Many of them want you arrested and imprisoned for assaulting Dana Fox. Some of them have said they will kill you if they get the chance."
"Adding to it," said Muscone, "is that some don't believe Fox was behind the Milton beating. They're incensed that the FBI was blamed for that assault. It's not a matter of thinking Milton was really a whistleblower or a traitor, but simply that they don't believe that Fox, and therefore the FBI, had anything to do with that. Now you gave us enough to believe it, but the Winters information is being suppressed. He's overseas, and he's the CIA's problem right now."
"So the point is that some of these Agents believe Fox is right and you were and are wrong, and they are influential with some of the brass in Washington." Muscone went on. "The Deputy Director loved you to death and went to bat for you a ton of times, but he's retired now. The EAD likes you a lot, and has so far been on your side, but he's not influential with everyone."
"In fact, the FBI Offices in Washington, D.C. have become politicized," went on Muscone, "and have been getting that way and getting worse for several years now. As politics in the Nation have become more divided and more strident, so has the FBI and CIA in Washington. I'm scared to death that one day things are going to be so bad in Washington that it's going to become apparent that the FBI has become corrupted at the highest levels, and that trust in my beloved Bureau will be destroyed, that the American People will not look upon us as stalwart defenders of America, but as traitors to it."
I nodded, and Jack went on: "So yes, everyone knows Dana Fox was targeting your Captain's girlfriend's business, and that he was doing it out of spite and personal hatred. But they're not going to do anything about it because it's just too hot to handle. So no OPR, no investigation. They're going to slap his wrist a little hard, and then they're going to let it go."
I nodded sadly. "So... where do we go from here?"
Jack said "I'm going to do what I've always done when artillery is being fired over my head from both sides... I'm going to put my nose to the grindstone, work the cases that come my way, and do everything I can to protect my team from being used as political punching bags. And hopefully I'll have the greatest crime-fighting mind of this era to consult with while I'm doing it."
"I dunno, my mother's not doing much consulting these days." I said.
"She has a great mind." Jack said. "She does not have the greatest crime-fighting mind, though. That would be you."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I replied. "So, I'm in danger of being shot by FBI Agents now? That's all I need."
"I think after this latest crap move by Fox," Muscone said, "your stock is making a comeback. It's not like Fox is winning any friends here. In time, this too shall pass..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:40pm Los Angeles time, Thursday, Nov. 16th. Cindy had a surprise for Callie's company's stars and staff: she catered a steak-and-salad dinner for them. It was a huge feast, and it was very good. There was no food wasted; all of it was consumed by hungry porn stars and office staff members.
"Naah, y'all should have no more problems." said Callie as they talked over dinner. "The LAPD took care of the slug who was watching us, and our Protection Boys are aware of the issues and are watching out for any residual issues."
"Even so," said Annemarie, "we've scheduled a road trip to shoot some scenes in the Mountain West States, then we'll break for the Holidays. Only the warehouse staff will be here."
"I heard a rumor: are you really going to retire, Callie?" asked Felicia Foxworthy.
Callie looked like she'd been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. "Maybe from the acting part of it." she said after a pause. "Maybe I'll just work behind the scenes, write some romantic scripts for you guys to shoot, get Darren to teach me some of his great camerawork..."
"You're our best-selling asset." said Bobby Steed, who was beginning to feel the effect of the wine and beers he'd been consuming. And for The Stallion to feel the effects required a lot of consumption.
"The Company is going to be fine." said Callie. "You ladies are doing very well, we'll be getting in more hot new stars, and demand for porn content is not going to go away any time soon."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What a day."
Callie Carrington said the words as she and Cindy snuggled together on the sofa of the greatroom, the light of the moon and the streetlamps filtering in through the windows. They were drinking Scotch and Sodas, listening to very soft jazz music, and mellowing out.
"I think they were a little bit happy to see me go." Cindy said as she sipped her drink.
"Only Bobby Steed." said Callie. "Bobby Breeze likes you, Celia loves you, Annemarie and Chris like you. Steed wanted to fuck you but couldn't get into your pants... and you would beat the shit out of him if he tried... and he doesn't think very fast. He sees you as a cop first, too."
"I think all of them always had that in the back of their minds." said Cindy. "And then when the shit with Fox started hitting the fan, they got uncomfortable that they were getting attention, and saw it as me bringing it down on them."
"Mmmm, I dunno." Callie said, not wanting to admit that Cindy was pretty much right.
"And I think they're blaming me that you're considering retirement." Cindy said.
"I won't deny that... well, that they're worried about me retiring." Callie said. "And they may well be right. I'm considering selling the company, selling this condo, and just staying with you. My life is with you. I can let this all go."
"Awww..." Cindy said, then turned and kissed Callie on the cheek. "I won't deny that I would love it if you did that. But don't sell this condo. We can come out here for vacation getaways, or if we ever need to be in this area on business. This is a great place. If you sell it, let me buy it from you."
Callie grinned her beautiful grin. "All right, I won't sell it to anyone but you. And you're right, it will be fun to come out and party every once in a while."
"So do you really want to sell the company?" asked Cindy. "Not trying to talk you out of it or into it, but you've got a thing going with it. Might not be a bad idea to keep it going."
"I've been thinking about it for a while." Callie said. "It's a long distance, and while I've got good people working for me, if they go, or if anything happens, then I've gotta fix it... and then there's all the crappola of dealing with things..."
"You could sell shares, bring in some people in part ownership." Cindy suggested.
"This isn't like your gym." said Callie. "The only people that can really buy in are outsiders. Maybe another big name porn star, but they have their own going concerns. I could have CallieCarrington.com, but that requires full-time work and attention.. and I'd rather have less of that, not more."
Cindy nodded. Callie got up to get more drinks, and Cindy laid down on the sofa. When Callie came back, she lay down and nestled into Cindy, then pulled Cindy's arms over her.
"Ahhhh..." Callie said, "just let me wrap myself in you like a blanket, and feel warm and protected and without a care in the world for just a few minutes." Cindy hugged Callie to her.
Moments later, Cindy realized that Callie was asleep. She had just heard Callie essentially commit to her, Cindy, and to their relationship. It was now in her face, and she contemplated what the best answer for her and for Callie was. She listened to the music as she finished off her drink, then she relaxed and fell asl---
Part 28 - Where The Heart Is
It was dark as the plane landed at City Airport at 8:30pm, Friday, November 17th. Callie and Cindy were among the many passengers that deplaned from the large jet, which would continue on to New York City.
As they got to Baggage Claim, they were surprised to see a familiar face waiting for them. It was Teresa Croyle. "I drove the Black Beauty over to pick you up." said Teresa.
"You get one guess who asked her to do that." Cindy said to Callie as she hugged Teresa. "So, how did you like the Black Beauty?"
"Drives well, especially at over 120 mph." said Teresa. "I didn't get to try all the toys in it, though."
"And let's hope we never have to." said Cindy. "Oh, here's our bags." They collected their stuff and Teresa led them out of the airport building and to the dark-green-colored O65 Imperial Crown in the vast parking lot.
Cindy took the wheel for the drive home, and Callie had Teresa take the shotgun seat so that she (Callie) could stretch out in back. "So, is Headquarters still standing?" Cindy asked Teresa as they got onto the highway.
"Yes." said Teresa. "Commander Troy talked to the MCD Detectives today. I think he's about to have a breakthrough in the cold case and is going to begin getting warrants for some searches. Vice corralled one shipment of drugs going into the industrial district, and then got the one coming in behind it, meant for T-Square's clubs. Mary Milton realized the first shipment was a distraction, and she and Christopher Purvis were able to dig out where the second one was coming to."
"Great!" said Cindy. "T-Square is going to have to work harder if he wants to fool Mary any of the time."
"Other than that, it's been quiet." said Teresa. "You picked a good week to go on vacation and get some quiet rest." That caused a burst of laughter from the backseat, as Callie was greatly amused.
"Yeah, it was hardly the quietest of weeks in LA." said Cindy.
"Yeah, Commander Troy was pissed about Dana Fox showing up." said Teresa.
"Oh, that was nothing." Callie said, grinning wickedly. "We had an earthquake out there... Cindy got laid!"
"Shut the front door!" Teresa exclaimed, peering at Cindy and seeing that it was true "Way to go, girl!"
"Callie..." Cindy said. "you're telling tales out of school."
"To your soul sister, there." said Callie, still grinning. "And she's happy for you, like I am."
"Next round of beers is on me." said Teresa. "And if you actually use the motor in this car, we might get to the Cop Bar in time to have that round..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 20th, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that the Town & County Police secured warrants to search a patch of county land and dredge a pond on the property!"
Bettina started: "The operation started yesterday on a piece of land once owned by former County Councilman J.G. McGill and deeded over to the County some years ago. Divers searched a pond on the property and found four firearms that had been thrown into the pond, as well as some containers of chemicals that had been thrown in there."
"When asked if this search was related to the murder of Tammy Cochran between six and twelve years ago," said Bettina, "Police Chief Sean Moynahan had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Chief Moynahan in the Press Room at Police Headquarters. "Yes, it's related to the cold case. If one of those firearms matches the ballistics of the bullets found where the bodies of Tammy Cochran and her unborn child were found, then we will be making some progress towards a solution to this old case."
"Chief!" shouted John Hardwood, "even if you do find the weapon, is it enough to make an actual case for murder? Won't a good defense lawyer rip Commander Troy's case to shreds?"
"Heh heh heh heh." laughed Moynahan. "When did Commander Troy become D.A.? You've got too much of an obsession with the Iron Crowbar, Mr. Hardwood." That remark stung, and the entire Press Corps in the room knew it. Hardwood did not try to hide the unappeasable hatred that was written on his face.
Back to Bettina live: "Commander Troy has been asked for comment, but has so far not returned our calls. Meanwhile, in State news, SBI-SIS Lieutenant Norm Chow confirmed that the SBI does have the results of the FBI's forensic examination of the booklet alleged to have been signed by Governor Jared, and the signature and inscription were both clearly falsified. While Hillary Braselton has reached a plea deal over her part in these false charge, the SBI-SIS is continuing to investigate who was behind this plot to smear the Governor. State Republicans are not pleased. Roll tape."
"We are not pleased." said Lt. Governor Graham Collins as tape rolled. "We believe the expenditure of manpower and money by Commander Donald Troy after this case has been resolved and these women have apologized and reached plea deals is simply inexcusable. Commander Troy's witch hunt using SBI resources and State tax dollars is an affront to the Citizens of the State, and we are looking into ways to cutting off his funds to investigate further."
Back to Bettina live: "But Lt. Governor Collins's position is by no means unanimous. U.S. Senator Bill Nunn said this. Roll tape."
"I'm wondering why Graham Collins is so frightened of what Inspector Troy is going to find." said Nunn. "We're trying to get to the bottom of this vicious and false attack on the Governor of our State, and the Lt. Governor is doing all he can to stop that investigation... and one has to ask why."
"And in national news," said Bettina, "the deaths of a family of four in Augusta, Georgia are being attributed to serial killer Red Brookstein. Brookstein escaped from prison several months ago, and has killed a number of people since. The FBI has been working on the case but have not caught up to Brookstein yet, and an FBI spokesman in the City confirmed that the FBI is devoting more resources to the capture of this extremely dangerous criminal. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood. "This Saturday the undefeated Bulldogs will go up against 2-9 State Tech at 'Historic' Tech Field. It's a non-conference game for these Schools for the first time since before the Conference was formed, but it's expected to have all the rancor this in-State rivalry has had for decades."
Nick continued: "There is already controversy, as State Tech refused to allow our Conference's officials to be used, with State Tech citing bias against them by our Conference that led to State Tech's departure from the Conference. The University retaliated by saying either our Conference's officials or a third-party Conference officials will be required. The Mountain West Conference agreed to provide an officiating crew, thus settling the dispute..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Looks like I missed a good party." Cindy said as we drank coffee in MCD with all the Detectives. "Several of them, in fact. Mary, that was great work by you and all of your Vice Squad."
"Thanks, ma'am." said Mary. "Purvis was all over that like one of T-Square's cheap suits." Everyone laughed, partially because T-Square's suits were expensive and looked good, and partially because it had been Mary herself that had been all over that case.
"And what's going on with these warrants, and finding guns in the pond?" Cindy asked.
"I'll tell you all about that later." I said, letting my voice be just a bit 'quiet' to connote my desire for her to stop talking about that at this time.
"Commander, who are you rooting for on Saturday?" asked Joanne Warner happily. "The Bulldogs, or State Tech?"
"Oh, Bulldogs, no doubt." I said. "I even root for the Wildcats's archenemy State U. to whip State Tech's sorry asses."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Welcome back, Captain Ross. How was California?" I said as we gathered in my office for the Angels meeting. I was noticing a gleam in Teresa's eyes, and wondered what that was about.
"It was great!" Cindy said. "But it's good to be back. And I wish to God that Dana Fox would show up here like he did in California. Then you could take care of business a little more completely."
"We'll talk about that." I said, letting the seriousness of my voice show that there were serious issues there. "But first, let's bring you up to speed on the Tammy Cochran cold case. What happened is that I was able to get warrants to search that tract of land where Tammy was found, and that included dredging the pond, which was never done before. We came up with several handguns that had been thrown into there, and Tanya's Crime Lab is now working on those."
I continued: "We also found some containers of chemicals that had been thrown in there. Some insecticides that are no longer legal to make. Some of the labels are still visible, and say 'Ultra Diox' on them. The Crime Lab is attempting to get lot numbers and trace back time of sales."
"So we're working it on two angles." I said. If we can match a gun to the bullets at Tammy's burial site, and that gun was owned by one of the McGill's, it's probable cause to bring that person in and lean hard on them. Ditto for the chemicals, though that'll be me and the FBI pushing on that."
Cindy nodded. I turned to Teresa. "Anything new on your front?"
"Briggs went to the Union." said Teresa. "Filed multiple grievances, the latest being my email to him explaining my intent to bring him up for discipline for missing meetings I've explicitly ordered him to attend."
"Yes, the Chief has already told me." I said. "Anything else?"
"Just some grapevine stuff." said Teresa. "There's word that those red-shirted thugs are going to do something to disrupt our Orange Order overnight patrol. We may have to limit where we go, or really change the routes so they can't anticipate us. We can put out extra people to protect the initiates, but the Press might make a huge issue of the 'overwhelming Police presence'."
I nodded. "Prepare to have extra people on call if not on duty, in case of trouble. But let's not change the traditional routes unless it's a really bad threat... I don't want to be seen as reacting to these filthy bastards and letting them think they've won."
As I wrapped up the meeting, Cindy went there: "What are they doing about Dana Fox?" she asked.
"Not much." I said. "Slap on the wrist. No official OPR opened, that I know of, anyway." Cindy scowled.
"Why are you still working with those corrupt slugs?" Cindy asked, her voice low and venomous. Teresa's eyes widened a bit. I just met Cindy's glare.
"I'll say just one thing about that." I said. "The fact I'm working with Muscone and his team is the only reason I'm able to bring up any flak on your behalf about Fox in the first place. But I also think they are treating this just a bit too casually... and that means they may have someone looking into Fox very quietly and non-publicly."
"Don, they don't have an Internal Affairs like we do." Cindy said. "If they're not opening an OPR on him, that means they're giving him a free pass."
"So they're making a point to tell me." I said. "But I know sneaky subterfuge when I see it... I watch my daughter ceaselessly try to find new ways to give her stringbeans to Bowser. So I'm just going to play along... for the moment. I'd suggest you do the same, though you have your own paths to follow..."
Part 29 - Holiday Spirit
Thursday, November 23d. Thanksgiving at the Cabin was a festive occasion. Cindy and Callie went to Cindy's father's compound in Coltrane County, but we had just about everyone else. Paulina Patterson brought Tasha. Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman brought little Pete. Martin Nash, Lindy Linares, and Sandra Speer came, and Sandra brought baby Greta!
Carole and Tasha were just beside themselves seeing baby Greta, who seemed to like them, as well. My mother and I made sure to get a lot of pictures of them together... not knowing how often we'd see Greta.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I were invited to go to the Bulldogs-Engineers game, but we made our excuses, including mine that I was working on a serious case. I did have the game on TV; the #2 team in the Nation, the Bulldogs, were relegated to an early game. Tech Field was 3/4 blue and silver; Tech fans didn't bother to show up.
The game ended 56-0 Bulldogs, with their third team players getting most of the second half snaps.
But then the day turned bad. The Wildcats lost to a very good 9-2 State U. Purple Hawks team, their first win over us in six years. Rebuild around the crowbar, I silently thought. Rebuild around the crowbar...
Carole and Marie were playing, and the game had been on the television in the greatroom. Bowser barked when the Wildcats scored, causing Carole to turn and say "Yay, Wildcats!" But after the loss, Carole said "Oh well, we'll get 'em next year!" and continued to play with Marie without a care in the world. First world problems, our college sports were...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, November 26th. It was Ian's turn to have a birthday, the next day on the 27th. So we had yet another party, but this time over in Nextdoor County. Cindy brought Callie, who was looking strangely subdued and thoughtful the whole time.
And Carole got into some trouble... she kept saying she wanted to go home to see Bowser. I told her that we'd see Bowser in a little bit, but it was her brother Ian's birthday, and we were going to help celebrate it with him. That got me one sulking daughter, who was turned over to her Mommy for remedial instruction. That didn't work, nor did 'time out'.
When we got home, Carole ran inside to find Bowser and Buddy hanging out where they always did, on the landing at the top of the stairs. The dogs seemed fine and were happy to see us; I couldn't tell what Carole's obsession had been. I took the dogs out to do their business while Laura kept Carole on the steps in 'time out'.
When I got back, I sat with Carole, who continued to sulk fiercely. I dunno where she was getting this stubborn streak, I thought to myself. Must come from her mother's side of the family...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, November 28th. My assistant Helena had informed me the morning before that less than half the Orange Order ballots had been turned in so far. I sent out an email to 'Loddy-Doddy-Everybody' (that's actually how I have it in my email index) to get ballots in. That got 'water cooler talk' going.
"There's no real consensus on who to vote for." said Teresa as we drank coffee in MCD with everyone and watched Bettina's report on Christmas shopping. "The Chief is eligible now, and he'll likely get voted in, but after that it's wide open."
"In a way, that's good." I said. "We only have two spots, the Chief is getting one of them and we're not going to have extra slots like they did when Cindy and I were brought in."
"Sir, who are you going to vote for?" asked Joanne Warner.
"Bowser." I said. Then I added "No, I'm just kidding about that. Knowing you guys, you really would try to vote the dog in, but as much as we could use a good mascot, it's all about the humans on this Police Force. As to my vote..."
And then it hit me. I went to my office and got my ballot, then came back. "I do have an idea. And if people happen to see it while refilling their coffee mugs, then so be it." I put my ballot down on the coffee table and proceeded to watch the news. Detectives refilled their coffee mugs, surprisingly needing refills at the same time, wouldn't you know...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, November 30th. The Orange Order balloting closed at noon. Cindy and I gave Helena a bouquet of roses for being the keeper of the Ballot Box (and Helena loved getting those roses), then we took the Box under two-man control to City Hall. We were meeting in the conference room of the Board of Commissioners.
"Thank you all for coming." said Corporal Kirkpatrick, taking charge. "First, Mrs. Peabody and I will count the ballots." He took the Ballot Box from me and the 'tag' box from Cindy. The tag box showed who voted, and would be matched up with the ballots inside by Mrs. Peabody to ensure it was all correct.
Moments later, it was certified. Those of us in the Inner Circle were brought up to see the results. Then the rest of the group came up.
"Do we all agree on these two nominees?" asked Corporal Kirkpatrick. We all agreed.
"Very well." said Corporal Kirkpatrick. "We now have two things to do. First, to select our newest Inner Circle members. We are picking two this year. The other is to select a new spokesperson, as my term has expired. Let's do that first."
Secret ballots were taken. Your Iron Crowbar won handily. But I said "I appreciate your sentiment, but I must raise an objection: I truly believe the Spokesperson should be one of you Uniformed Officers, not me nor the Captains. The Orange Order is everyone's organization, and I believe it means something for our Officers to see it led by their fellow Officers. They see more than enough of me as it is."
"No doubt about that." said Cindy, making everyone laugh. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"I agree with what the Commander is saying, also." said Chief Griswold. "So, Commander Troy, I guess it's up to you to pick our next Spokesperson." There was an acclaim for that.
"Okay." I said. As I looked around the room, Micah Rudistan was egregiously pointing his hands at himself and mouthing 'pick me!'.
"Rudistan," I said, "you're a great Officer, but there is no way in hell I am picking you. Laughter erupted, especially from Rudistan himself. So I said "I'm thinking future Sergeant... Morton... should be the next Spokesman." Sr. Patrolman Morton looked shocked, and everyone else applauded.
"Uh, thank you sir." said Morton, standing up. "I think." More laughter. "Okay... Inner Circle. If those of you in the Inner Circle will form a circle in the middle, and the rest of you on the outside ring..." As we did, he went and got two sets of robes and two orange-glassed lanterns. As Morton wasn't Inner Circle, it was Rudistan who took them and walked between the circles and then stopped in front of... Precinct Captain Damien Thompson.
"Captain Thompson," Rudistan said, "if you accept the responsibilities and rewards of being a member of the Orange Order Inner Circle, signify so by taking this lantern." Damien took the lantern.
Rudistan repeated the process, walking between the circles and stopping in front of... Captain Teresa Croyle.
"Captain Croyle," Rudistan said, "if you accept the responsibilities and rewards of being a member of the Orange Order Inner Circle, signify so by taking this lantern." Teresa took the lantern.
The rest of the Order was excused as the Inner Circle conducted its initiation ceremony.
Part 30 - Orange Is The New Order
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of Police Headquarters at 7:00am, Friday, December 1st. "Today is the Police Department's Orange Order Day. Officers will learn who among them will be inducted into the TCPD's honorary fraternity later today. The members of the Orange Order do not choose who joins them, but the entire Police Force makes the selection of those they believe worthy of this honor."
Bettina continued "Tonight, the initiates will walk what is called a Patrol of Honor, carrying lanterns like the first citizen patrols in Holland in the days of the Prince of Orange." Bettina then proceeded to tell the route in very explicit detail, which annoyed me.
"Why is she telling everyone the specific route?" I asked. "We've never put that out before. Who the hell released that?"
"It wasn't me." said the Chief. "Nor did I authorize it. I'll check with Briscoe." He left the room.
"Should we change the route?" asked Teresa quietly.
I thought about it. "Let's change the timing of it. Let's get MLK Jr. Avenue out of the way early, then do the northside later. We've only got one group tonight, so we don't have to worry about multiple routes. And we'll go back to the meeting place straight down University Avenue, with heavy escort."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With everyone in Standard Uniform, with no insignia for MOVs or Purple Orders and such, and only our ranks giving any differentiation to our uniforms, it became something of a party day. Lt. Tanya Perlman had come in, wearing a Standard Uniform and her 'Retired' badge. She talked the Cochran/McGill case with the MCD Detectives.
Right after the shift change at 8:00am, the Chief called me and Cindy into MCD. And then, with great solemnity, Sergeant Rudistan and Corporal Kirkpatrick came up to us and said "I'm sorry, ma'am, sir, but it is my duty to inform you that you are out of uniform."
Cindy looked daggers at them, but I was well aware that something was up. "Oh really?" I said loudly. "What is the correction we need to make?"
With that, Patrolman Hicks and Patrolman Johnson came around from behind us with two international orange crowbars... among the set Susie and Davie had brought us. "Sir," said Rudistan, "on Orange Order day, you should be carrying an orange crowbar. Same for you, ma'am."
I now realized the real reason the kids had had orange crowbars made. Not so much for the Boxing Matches, but for this day and occasion. I took the orange crowbar from Hicks and tapped it in my hand. "Feels good." I said. "I feel properly attired now. Thank you for bringing this to our attention." Cindy took her orange crowbar and everyone applauded. Tanya had recorded that 'ceremony' on her iPhone.
And after today, my orange crowbar would stay in my office, hanging on the wall beneath the red one the Fire Department gave me, and brought out only on future Orange Order days. Properly attired, indeed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30pm, those of us in the Orange Order put our Orange Order medals on our uniforms and gathered in the Main Conference Room. Everyone else knew they needed to be somewhere at Headquarters. Our scouts quickly determined where the two new honorees were. We planned our route.
At 3:45, we headed out. Chief Griswold told Captain Damien to be the line leader, and for Teresa to bring up the rear, and that that would be tonight's order, as well. Griswold and I knew why; almost no one else did.
We headed out, going along the back hallway towards the gym and Interrogation Rooms. Then we turned down the hall and went past Administration. Turning again, we were along the front hall, seeing many Officers in the Main Auditorium, waiting. Everyone was forbidden from following us, but they watched curiously.
And now we moved along the hallway between the Officers Offices and MCD and Vice, towards the back corner where the Chief's Office was. As we got to the corner, we stopped. Chief Griswold was followed by Cindy into the Chief's office.
"Chief Moynahan," growled Griswold, "would you please come with us?"
"Certainly." said Moynahan. He was brought into the line behind Captain Thompson. We began again, taking the same route down the hallways. No one was surprised that we'd picked up the Police Chief along the way, but who the other initiate would be had everyone wondering...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
MCD was full of Detectives from both MCD and Vice. Mary Milton and Teddy Parker were playing a very simple card game: whoever picked the higher card off the standard deck won. Others were sitting and talking in groups. Myron was sitting in a chair off to the side, watching the monitor on the far side wall.
They noticed that the Orange Order line had come by the side-by-side doors of MCD and Vice and stopped just beyond. "Ooooh, they're stopping here." Joanne whispered excitedly. Activity in the room stopped.
What they did not know was that Your Iron Crowbar had continued down the hall, followed by Cindy Ross. We came in the door to the back hallway, surprising everyone. All eyes were on me as I came to the middle of the now-silent room, ju-ust past my intended target. Then I executed a sharp left-face, looked down, and pointed to the front side door we'd be exiting out of.
"Supervisor Myron Milton," I said solemnly, "would you please come with us?"
To be continued.
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Part 30 - Orange Is The New Order, Continued
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The MCD room erupted with cheers and congratulations. Mary Milton ran over and hugged her husband.
"Please?" I simply said, getting Myron moving to the door to the hallway. He began walking, as if in a dream, guided by Cindy. As I followed the applauding group, I turned to them and winked. They applauded some more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(Author's note: the full Orange Order ceremonial and initiation are described in 'Case of the Paper Trail', Ch. 03.)
Chief Moynahan and Myron Milton were taken to the Main Conference Room. Cindy went to tell Mary that obviously Myron would not be home that night while most of us were rounding up the rest of the TCPD to the Main Auditorium. My universal message went out, and phones all over the place were chirping or chiming in receipt.
Ten minutes later, we had just about everyone in the auditorium. I came in the side door and took the stage.
"Well, everyone," I said, "since it's only me up here, I'm sure you Detectives can figure out who at least one of the inductees is going to be." There was laughter and applause; everyone knew the Chief normally used this gathering to address everyone. For him to not be here meant he had an evening of 'patrollin' to do.
"On behalf of the Council, the Sheriff, and the Chief, I want to congratulate you on yet another outstanding year." I said. "We've had some tough challenges, particularly in front of television cameras and crews that are extremely hostile to you, and you've handled those challenges with distinction and professionalism. As always, I caution you to remember that loddy-doddy-everybody has a smartphone with a camera, and believes themselves to be the next journalist about to break a big story, at your expense, or they're trying to get paid for footage of you doing something wrong. So keep doing what you're doing, and let's see if we can get through the rest of this year and next year without any Purple Orders."
After the mostly polite applause died down, I said "Now it's time to meet this year's Class of Initiates into the Orange Order. First, your Police Chief, Sean Moynahan." The Officers were standing as they applauded loudly as the Chief came up.
"And Data Supervisor Myron Milton!" I announced. The room erupted into even louder applause as Myron came up. The TCPD had heard that Myron had stood up to the FBI, and had maintained his professionalism even after his father was kidnapped and beaten nearly to death, as well as all Myron had done to help us solve crimes and defeat thugs. This was a well-deserved recognition.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the Junction Station Depot, the Chief and Myron were put through the initiation. They both remembered to take their lanterns to the potty break. That won me $60, as only three people bet against me when I said they both would remember.
We began the Patrol of Honor. The initiates and their guides were let out at the southwest corner of Courthouse Square and began walking around the inside of it, while Police barricades kept people on the outside side of the streets. There were people lined up to watch, and many turned on their iPhone lights or had cigarette lighters, creating a sparkling sea of pinpoints of light.
Normally the group would circle Courthouse Square three times. This time, they only went around once, then headed south on Riverside Drive, past the Police Station and entrance to the fairgrounds. We were going to get the west-to-east walk down MLK Jr. Avenue out of the way quickly, then we would not be seen on the southside again until nearly dawn.
We usually have a Patrol cruiser ahead of us, clearing traffic and closing the street if necessary, and a Patrol cruiser and SUV behind. My radio was tuned to Channel 5 encrypted radio, and I heard it crackle.
"Alpha Point to Commander Troy." said the radio.
"Go ahead, Alpha Point." I replied.
"We've got a group of people in red shirts beginning to mass near the Cub Club parking lot." said the radio.
"Shit." said Chief Griswold, who was riding shotgun with me.
"Roger that, Alpha Point." I said into the radio. "Be advised to steer the walkers into the street as they approach. Lt. Irwin, are you there?"
"Roger that, Commander." said Lt. Irwin.
"Get armored Officers onto the sidewalks there." I said. "Form a barricade."
"Roger---" started Irwin, who then said "Commander, be advised that the red shirts are already moving to block the street...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Griswold was driving my SUV. I'd gotten out and brought Cindy with me. We were slowly approaching the line of red-shirted persons, nearly all black, some with chains with bicycle locks fastened to them, some with baseball bats, and some with what looked like crowbars. How dare they, I thought to myself. How dare they. We shall see who is really willing to use a crowbar, here.
I came up to Precinct Captain Thompson, who was in his robes, leading the others. Teresa was bringing up the rear. I knew both were authorized to be armed with multiple firearms. "Just follow me through them, Captain." I said. Thompson nodded silently.
I had my orange crowbar at 'port arms', ready to use it as I approached the line of red-shirted thugs, and I could clearly see the logo on the shirts of someone planting a pennant on a hilltop. It was an ANTIFA logo, carefully copied from the Nazi propaganda groups of the 1930s. I thought of my great-grandmother and of Dr. Heinz, and did not stop walking as I came right up to the line.
There weren't really very many of them. Some were still arriving at the scorched-out Cub Club site. Some were caught behind Police lines trying to get there. We had caught them unawares, they had been expecting us at least half an hour to an hour later.
I was the only Officer without a helmet on. I wanted the Enemy to see who was coming, and they did know. Everyone on my side was ready for the fight to begin. I figured I'd get at least four of them before they could get to me...
It didn't happen. The red line broke open. The Red Sea, such as it was, parted. I walked right through, followed by Thompson, Moynahan, Milton, and Croyle. Cindy Ross brought up the rear, ready to use her crowbar and martial arts skills to wipe out as many of them as she could if they attacked.
We walked on down MLK Jr. Drive to near T-Square's 'Rhythms & Rap' club, which was busy. People were watching from the parking lot, but there were no red-shirts and no problems. Cindy and I dropped out of the line as it patrolled on.
Behind us, the red-shirted thugs began running in every direction, pursued by some very angry TCPD SWAT personnel as well as heavily armored 2d Precinct Officers. Six arrests were made.
Part 31 - Section 31
The rest of the night went well. We stayed near Courthouse Square and the streets around us, seeing more friendly crowds watching. They began petering out, and eventually the whole Town began to quieten down as people went home and went to bed.
At 3:30am, I woke up Chief Griswold and we went to Courthouse Square. The initiates were making a circle after having taken a potty break and eaten some warm soup at Police HQ. I pulled alongside the group.
"Captain Croyle!" I called out the window of my Police SUV. "Come with us, please." I stopped the vehicle and Teresa climbed into the backseat. We headed to the Junction Station Depot.
Teresa hung her orange-glassed lantern on the hook outside the door and came in with us. She was stunned to see the Depot room in all red lights. Chief Griswold, Zoe Singer, Efram Elliott, as well as Rudistan, Hicks, and Kirkpatrick were all there, wearing monk-like robes. I came around from behind Teresa, also wearing a monk-like robe.
Chief Griswold and Efram Elliot did the explaining: "Captain Croyle," said Griswold, "we are brothers and sisters of a very special part of the Orange Order and the Fire Chief's Order of Distinction. There are others of us among the Police and Fire Departments, and our mission is to protect the Citizens and our good brethren from those that would destroy us. At this point, I must ask you to commit to an oath of secrecy, which will not commit you to join us. If you do not wish to go further, you may leave with no hard feelings nor retribution."
"I agree." said Teresa, looking over at me as if for guidance.
"Yes, Ms. Croyle," said Chief Griswold, seeing her look, "it was Commander Troy who nominated you for this, inclusion into the 'Blood Order'. He has told us that he considers your loyalty and bravery to be above reproach, and coming from him, that's the highest reference you could possibly have."
Teresa looked over towards me with gratitude in her eyes, and I nodded back at her. Then the Chief explained what the Blood Order was, how it was a real life equivalent of Star Trek's 'Section 31', how we were willing to go beyond the normal constraints to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution as well as our good Town and County.
Teresa agreed to join, and was initiated. When we got to the part of drawing blood into a bowl and setting it aflame, Teresa looked over at me again, remembering the Clan Troy ceremony. I just nodded and was next to add my blood to the bowl.
"This is the first time we've had someone initiated into the Inner Circle and then straight into the Blood Order." said Chief Griswold. "Crowbar, if you'll take her back to the line, we'll clean up here."
"Yes, Chief." I said.
As we drove back, Teresa said "Cindy's not part of this?"
"No, not yet." I said. "We're keeping the Blood Order really tight. Only a few Firefighters and Police Officers are in it, and those that have shown they're willing to do whatever it takes for the Greater Good. There are some who do not quite understand that we sometimes have to color outside the lines, good people who are honorable in every way, but not Blood Order material."
Teresa nodded. We caught up to the line on North Street, and Teresa took her orange lantern and resumed the Patrol of Honor. Her red lantern remained safely in my keeping in my SUV.
I was remembering my conversation with the Chief, Kirkpatrick, Zoe Singer and Elliot from days earlier. They had come to me and asked if Cindy Ross should be inducted into the Blood Order.
It took a painful effort for me to say after a pause "No." I followed it up by saying "Cindy Ross is one of the greatest Police Officers I'll ever have the honor of knowing, she's a wonderful person, and I'm proud as hell that we share the same blood. Her integrity is above reproach; she is one of the most honorable people I've ever known...
"...and that is why I can't suggest she be part of the Blood Order. In a way, she's too good for it, too honest. And she is the person that keeps me coloring within the lines. She means well, but she might balk at doing some things that you and I would be willing to do."
"We appreciate your own integrity in saying that." said Chief Griswold. "I happen to agree, both that Captain Ross is a very special person, and that she may not be what we are looking for in Blood Order candidates. Not everyone is suited for this, cut out for it."
"Is there anyone you think is suited for it, Don?" asked Commander Zoe Singer.
"Yes." I said. "Teresa Croyle." I think they halfway expected me to say that; they showed no reaction to it when I said it.
"No one but you could suggest that name, Commander." said Efram Elliot, who was very aware of Teresa's old, bad story, of beating up Dean Allen and being 'Teresa Cunt'. "But the fact that you are doing so is enough to sway me." That made it a 'done deal'.
Now in present time, I felt no regret for bringing Teresa into the Blood Order 'clan'. But I wondered if I'd done Cindy a disservice...
Part 32 - Policeman's Ball and Football
It was officially a ritual: I was awakened at 5:00pm, Saturday December 2d. I opened my eyes to see my four year old daughter's eyes right above mine. "Wake up, Daddy." Carole said with a huge grin. "It's time to get ready for the Po-leece-man's Ball."
"Okay, Sweetie." I replied. "Give me a big hug first." Carole's way of doing that was to collapse onto me, and I gave her the big hug. Then Laura came to the rescue and picked up Carole, and I went to the bathroom to wake up with a long, hot shower...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
By sleeping in, I'd missed the first part of the Conference Championship game. The Tigers held a 14-10 lead over the Bulldogs late in the second quarter.
The Policeman's Ball was at the Civic Center on the northwest corner of Courthouse Square, next to the State Office Building. Cindy had arranged for parking at Headquarters and the Fairgrounds to be met by a shuttle, which eased the inadequate parking congestion around the Civic Center (not to mention the expensive pay parking lot).
Laura and I got there early. Laura was wearing a lovely black gown, making sure it wasn't too audacious. For University functions, she had no problem outclassing all the other of what she called 'the bitches' from Academia. For the Policeman's Ball, she kept it simple and tasteful.
I was in my formal Uniform with medals and a tuxedo shirt and white tie, as was Chief Moynahan. Cindy was wearing her formal uniform with a skirt for the first time I could remember. Callie was wearing a beautiful light-blue gown and looked absolutely stunning. Todd came with Teresa, and of course looked handsome and virile in his tuxedo.
Needless to say, early arrivers were at the open bar, and were watching the game. Laura and I found a table near the back of the bar and watched, as well, and were soon joined by Cindy, Teresa, and their escorts. Many an eye turned to look at Callie. Many a female's eye turned to look at Todd.
"Not looking good for the home team." I whispered. It was 24-13 Tigers, and as we watched it was clear the Tigers were dominating the lines of scrimmage on both sides of the ball. As it grew dark outside, the Tigers ground out an eight minute drive and scored at the end, now leading 31-13 with 1:31 left to play. There were many groans in the room when the Tigers running back ran clean over a University defender and into the end zone.
And then came the Bulldogs on offense. Their desperation pass on 3d down was intercepted, and the Tigers came out to take the victory formation. The Bulldogs' undefeated season and dreams of championships... was over. Cindy was by far the most depressed at the table. I offered to buy her a drink in consolation. (Yes, the drinks were free; hence, the ease of my offer to 'buy' her one...)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Daniel Allgood was glum as he took his place in the formal receiving line just before we opened the doors to the ballroom. His wife Melina, looking gorgeous in her black and white dress that accented her magnificent body, was trying to look somber, but the gleam in her eye showed me that she was one Wildcat that was not unhappy about today's result.
First in line was the Mayor and his wife, followed by Sheriff Allgood and Melina. Next in line was Chief Sean Moynahan and his 'date'... future Police Chief Molly Ross Evans. Then came me and Laura, then Fire Chief Quinlin and his wife (my first time meeting her, by the way). The Fire and Police Chiefs had agreed on a reciprocity of attendance for their respective formal banquets.
Chief Griswold and his wife were among those that came through the line, and they were loving it, hugging all of us as they came through. Todd and Teresa were among the first to come through, as well, and I was a bit surprised at the lack of awkwardness between them and Melina, unlike past years. Daniel was a bit awkward with everyone.
I found it unusual that so many non-Police personages came. The D.A. came. Paulina came with Sergeant Rudistan; I asked him how he landed such a hot date, and Paulina laughed and Micah just winked and gave me a thumbs-up. Regional SDOJ Director and former TCPD Police Chief Harold Bennett came, escorting State Attorney Jenna Stiles. Tanya Perlman and Jack Muscone came through; Tanya's cheeks were rosy with perkiness, while Jack's eyes betrayed his tiredness.
When Cindy and Callie came through the line, it started a buzz. I don't know if anyone recognized Callie as one of the hottest porn stars in the Nation, but there were a lot of guys (and probably some gals) wishing they were Cindy Ross at that moment. Cindy looked as happy and proud as she could be to have Callie on her arm.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Mayor gave his opening remarks, the Chief said a few words about his pride at being Chief of such a great Police Force, and also stating is appreciation for being voted into the Orange Order, which got him applause. Then it was my turn and I stood up and went to the podium in the middle of the long table.
"First," I said, "I have not failed to notice that Chief Moynahan outpunted his coverage by bringing this lovely young lady with him, Lt. Molly Evans of the Nextdoor County Police." There was laughter and applause. Molly blushed.
"I do want to recognize that when Chief Moynahan was with the Midtown Police, then-Detective Evans was part of his outstanding team. She then came to Nextdoor County to be Vice Lieutenant, and we ended up with Chief Moynahan."
"Obviously Nextdoor County got first choice." called out Chief Moynahan, to more laughter and cheers. I just raised my eyebrows a couple of times.
"And they're getting a lot more." I said. "It's my honor to announce to you tonight that in January, Molly Evans will become the Police Chief of the Nextdoor County Police Force, and we congratulate you on that." The room rose to a standing ovation for a moment.
"It has been another year of great pride for me to be working with the best Police Force in the world." I said, which of course got applause. "You all have made it look routine, but I know how much work and professionalism you've put into your jobs to make yourselves look so good."
"Tonight, I want to recognize a special group. One of the best parts of the tradition of the Policeman's Ball is that I get to see you with your spouses, your dates... I'll just say 'spouses' from now on to keep it simple. And we on the Police Force know it but don't say it enough that you, our spouses and loved ones, are behind us, supporting us, helping us do our jobs. So for tonight's toast..." I picked up my wine glass and raised it as everyone stood up... "I want to recognize you. To our spouses and loved ones!"
"To our spouses and loved ones!" everyone cried out in unison. Glasses clinked and we all drank our toast.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Very touching, Darling." Laura said to me as we ate our food. "I could tell that everyone appreciated you recognizing all the spouses out there."
"I appreciate my spouse the most." I said. "But yes, it has to be hard for a lot of these wives or husbands."



"Hasn't been easy for me, either." said Laura. "You keep going after big perps. I know from Company life that one has to just drive on and not consider what might happen, but no, it's not easy."
I just nodded. My own greatest fear was not for myself, but that someone would come against me by attacking my family... oh yeah, Westboro did that already... and it was not a fear that went away.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Myron received many congratulatory toasts from fellow Officers for his Orange Order induction. Mary caught on fast that they were trying to get Myron drunk, and she had quietly substituted apple juice for alcoholic drinks. Myron still was buzzed.
It soon became apparent that trying to ask Callie Carrington to dance might earn one the displeasure of the Green Crowbar, whose first name to them was 'Captain'. Cindy made sure to have most of the dances with Callie, though I did get in once dance with Callie myself, just to show the world I could. I also danced with Cindy, with Teresa, with Mrs. Griswold, with Molly (who danced with a lot of my Officers, I noticed), and of course with Laura most of the time. Todd did sneak in a few dances with Laura, of course.
And Daniel danced with Laura while I danced with Melina one time. "I'm trying to be a good girl and not give Daniel a hard time about the Bulldogs today." Melina said.
"You? A good girl?" I said with a grin, mercilessly teasing my ex-wife, who just gave me a 'look' back. I said "Well, it has subdued the party somewhat... that might be a bad thing or a good thing."
"I'm just glad you provide rides home for them if they need it." Melina said.
"Perks of being in charge." I said, remembering that I'd authorized sober Officers to use Patrol cruisers to get intoxicated Officers safely home this night. "What about you? Expecting a great year next year... running for Mayor's wife..." Melina smiled at that.
"Yeah, that's going to be fun." said Melina. "But it's my 'other' job that's getting heated up. Bad things are going on around the world, and I'm being asked to eliminate bad people... overseas now, which I never did much of before." I nodded.
"All I'm going to say about that," I said, "is that I am a happy Wildcat to have my wife retired from that Company and staying home with me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Melina slid her shapely legs back and spread them wide as her husband Daniel mounted her in their bed at home after the Policeman's Ball. She helped Daniel guide his nine inch cock into her sopping wet cunt. He began to fuck her with slow, steady thrusts.
"Ohhh, that's good." the raven-haired beauty moaned as she began grinding her hips and ass as her husband sank into her and withdrew, only to sink in again in a steady rhythm.
"You were the belle of the ball." said Daniel, putting his weight on his wife and nuzzling her neck. "You were the most beautiful woman there, as always."
"And you're the hottest stud, as always." Melina whispered, letting her husband kiss her as he pumped in and out of her. She pulled her legs back farther, her feet high in the air, enjoying taking her husband's long, deep strokes into the depths of her tight, wet pussy.
They fucked in a deep, steady rhythm. Daniel worked to scrape the top of his cockshaft along the upper wall of Melina's cunt, where her G-spot was. When he heard her moan and felt her pussy gush around him, he knew he'd hit it.
"Oh yeah, right there..." Melina moaned softly. Daniel thrust up on that spot again and again, and Melina moaned again and again as her orgasm rose and then overwhelmed her.
"Oh YES!... YES, BABY!... Oh I love you baby! I love you!" Melina cried out as her husband fucked her relentlessly. As her orgasm subsided, Daniel began nuzzling his beautiful wife's neck.
"I love you, Melina." Daniel whispered into his wife's ear. "I love you." He then suited his actions to his words as he fucked Melina harder, getting nuts-deep into her clutching cunt. He felt the intensely pleasurable pain building in his loins.
"UHHHH!" Daniel gasped as he came inside his wife, firing jet after jet of jism into Melina's cunt, filling her with that load of his sperm that she loved hosting in her magnificent body...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They cuddled on their right sides, Melina's luscious ass pressing into Daniel's abs and groin, his arms wrapped around her, his hand on her breast as her hand kept it on her big tit.
"So you have to go to Europe?" Daniel asked sleepily.
"So they say." said Melina. "I'm not really supposed to go on field missions overseas, but they say some big things are going on over there. I think they're full of shit."
"Islamist threat?" Daniel asked, even though he knew he shouldn't ask.
"I don't know." said Melina. "Sometimes I think the bastard politicians in Washington don't know who our friends are and who our enemies are. They embrace Islamists, coddle them, all the while the Islamists are raping and murdering the wives of our diplomats overseas. It's almost like our highest level politicians want us to immolate ourselves and let our enemies win."
"It may be more than that." said Daniel. "They want the Jews to be destroyed, especially in Europe. I wouldn't complain if you quit the CIA."
"Well, let's not talk about it." said Melina. "The sooner we get to sleep, the sooner I can wake up and give you your morning blowjob." Daniel said no more, and was soon asleep.
Yes, my dear husband, Melina thought to herself as she drifted off to sleep. You're getting too close to the truth. The Powers-That-Be in this country and the European nations want to finish what Adolph Hitler started: the annihilation of every Jew on the face of the earth. They think I don't know that they want to send me to kill those that are helping the Jews, arming the Jews. But I know, and I don't like it... your daughter, my dear husband, is ethnically a descendent of an ancient family line of Jews. So how do I get out of this morass?... What would the Iron Crowbar do?..."
Part 33 - Back To Work, Down To Business
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, December 4th. "Channel Two News has learned that one of the guns found in the retaining pond near where Tammy Cochran and her unborn baby's mortal remains were found does match the ballistics of two bullets that were found at that crime scene!"
"It is a shocking development in this twelve-year-old case." said Bettina. "The Town & County Police have not returned our calls for comment, but Chief Sean Moynahan said in a statement through the Press Relations Office that more information will be coming as soon as the Police can properly assess what they've found so far."
"In State news," said Bettina, "Social Justice groups protested loudly as Governor Val Jared pressed the button to light the State Christmas Tree at the Governor's Mansion Saturday night. The Social Justice groups stated that Governor Jared's actions are offensive to non-Christian religious groups as well as atheist groups, and confirm Jared's continued disregard for the feelings of all people."
Bettina continued: "The Governor then outraged his adversaries by tweeting that he was tired of Christians being discriminated against by these 'intolerant' groups, and that Christians like himself had every right to celebrate Christmas. This brought fresh calls by both Democrats and Republicans for Governor Jared to resign amidst furious statements condemning the Governor's insensitivity. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
Nick Eastwood appeared in his well-fitting suit and tie. "Thank you, Bettina!" he said. "The Bulldogs are still reeling from their stinging defeat at the hands of the Tigers in the Conference Championship game, 31-13. Not only was it a bitter ending to a previously undefeated season and Conference and National title hopes, but the Bulldogs say they feel very slighted and disrespected by being relegated to the Gator Bowl in Jacksonville rather than a major bowl. The Tigers were invited to the Orange Bowl to play The Ohio State University, while the Wildcats were surprisingly invited to the Cotton Bowl to face the Texas Aggies of the Southeastern Conference..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Gator Bowl?" Cindy muttered, stunned, as we drank coffee in MCD. "Really?"
"That is bad." I said. "Y'all definitely got shafted on that one. I don't know what happened."
Teddy Parker was a bit too helpful in speaking up: "What happened, sir, ma'am," he said, "was that probably Georgia or Florida should've gone to the Gator Bowl, but they play in Jacksonville every year and there was panic that their fans would not attend the Gator Bowl game. So they both got bumped up to the better bowls in the State of Florida, and our Bulldogs got kicked down. The Cotton Bowl wanted to feature Jamaal Washington, and I understand the Wildcats Trustees have ties to Texas and the Cotton Bowl. I think it's a load of crap myself, especially for our Bulldogs here..."
"Yeah it is." said Cindy, all joy of showing off Callie at the Policeman's Ball now wiped out. She refilled her coffee mug, but soon left the klatch for her office.
"Why aren't you at Detective School, Mr. Parker?" I asked.
"It begins tomorrow, sir." said Parker.
"Very well." I said. Mary, has Myron recovered from his weekend?"
"No sir." said Mary, whose hair was purple today. "It's the anniversary of the Policeman's Ball where he proposed to me, as always, so what little energy he had left after the Orange Order initiation, I made sure to drain out of him yesterday." The room erupted into laughter.
"T-M-I, Mary." I said through my own laughter. I noticed Joanne was sulking at her desk. I went over. "Everything okay?"
"Oh, yes sir." said Joanne, sitting up straighter. "I'm just ticked off about that report about Governor Jared. He's right... Christians can't celebrate our traditions, we're called intolerant of other religions if not outright racists. But they can say whatever the heck they want about us, force us to not be able to have Christmas trees or sing carols, and of course the Muslims threaten to murder us and the Media fawns on them. Why is that, sir?"
"Because the Christian religion is based upon and celebrates the one thing that the Government hates: the family. The State wants to replace mother with themselves as caretakers, and father with that all-encompassing 'father figure', be it Mohammed or the Democrat national leader. To do that, they must destroy Christianity as the institution that binds the family. And that's what they've been doing, through intimidation and the Courts, for decades now."
Joanne was not mollified, but I could see she was beginning to grasp the underlying true motives of the Enemies of all that is Good about America...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief gathered me, Cindy, and Teresa in his Conference Room at 9:00am for a meeting. Paulina Patterson was also there. "So, what do we have from this ballistics match?" the Chief asked.
"I can't believe the Press found that out, much less reported on it." said Cindy angrily.
"Let me tell you the full story" I said. "Tanya's lab not only matched the weapon to the bullets, they found some lot numbers of those containers of chemicals. Ultra Diox, which was being refined by White Supremacists like Dora Ellis into nerve agent. I don't mind the Press talking all day about the gun ballistics; even if the FBI lifts a number off the gun and we can match it to a person, it's probably not enough in Court. But the Ultra Diox can be traced back with purchase records, which is what I worked on all day yesterday. And if the Press is not talking about that, then I'm a much happier Police Commander."
"Ahhhh." said Paulina. "So the Press gets a leak about the gun ballistics, and don't stop to notice the chemicals."
"Which doesn't get leaked, and we have time to act upon it." I said. "I've already got the Ultra Diox traced back to Dora Ellis making the purchases from the North Dakota company. The containers found were just part of what she ordered, so there may be more stuff buried elsewhere in this County. At any rate, the timeframe is after J.G. McGill deeded the land over to the County."
"Doesn't do us much good, then." said Cindy.
"Maybe not, but maybe so." I said. "Here's what I'm looking to do. It would be a godsend if that gun is matched to J.G. McGill. That would be probable cause to at least bring him in, and then lean on him for that and for the chemicals."
"Well, just to play Devil's Advocate, here," said Cindy, who was good at doing so and had done so on many occasions, "let's say that happens. It doesn't make McGill the shooter beyond reasonable doubt. The chemicals were dumped after he deeded the land, so he can say he doesn't know a damn thing about that, and how do we prove otherwise? He's not a dumb man, and his wife is a former judge and absolutely knows the law inside and out on this."
"You're absolutely right." I said. "On all points. But... we are not obligated to tell McGill everything we know... or don't know. And we're under no obligation to correct any assumptions he may make."
"I'll definitely take this straight through the back door to Judge Watts." said Paulina. "He'll probably grant a warrant, as long as you're careful in what you ask for, Don."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone appeared in my office at 1:15pm, Monday, December 4th. Cindy came in after him. "Eureka!" he said. "The FBI got numbers off the gun---"
"Would those numbers be '7XQ3021'?" I asked. Jack stopped still, utterly speechless. Cindy looked amazed, too.
"What, did Tanya call you and tell you?" Jack asked, his voice a stunned whisper. I shook my head and Jack said "No, really, how did you do that?"
I grinned. "A magician should never tell his tricks." I said. "But in this case, the answer is as amazing as the trick, so I'll show you." I handed Jack a file folder. "As you'll see inside, J.G. McGill filed a Police report six months before Tammy's disappearance twelve years ago... saying that a handgun with that number was missing and presumed stolen from his truck. He said he carried it in his truck all the time, and it disappeared that day or the day before he reported it. I found that Police report yesterday, and when you came in I just guessed that it was the same number. And now you're ordering a stake and firewood again for my fair witch trial in Salem, USA."
"Well, I'll be damned." said Jack, shaking his head. Cindy was suppressing laughter as Jack said "You're right, that was a neat trick, and you got me good. So... does this prove anything?"
"Well," I said, having him and Cindy sit down, "I'm drawing two inferences. Either McGill was really, really smart in reporting that gun stolen, then trying to file out the number in anticipation of eventually using it to kill Tammy, -OR- his wife or son took the gun without his knowledge and he really did think it was stolen from him."
"Still too many reasonable doubts." Cindy said.
"Yes, but we can take a risk now, and get a warrant to bring in McGill." I said. "First, let's brief the MCD crew..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Four Patrol cruisers, two Police SUVs, and one SWAT paddywagon approached the McGill home on the east side of the County. The gate to the road had been rammed through as we invaded the property. As we pulled up to the house, McGill was on the front porch. It did not take the TCPD drones long to spot the other men waiting in ambush on the far side of the house. Two of the Police cruisers pulled around to confront them.
I opened the door of my Police SUV and held the warrant up as I slid out of the seat, keeping the door in front of me as protection.
"Yes, Mr. McGill, this is a warrant." I called out. "It requests and requires your presence at Police Headquarters to be asked a few questions."
"Hell of a posse you're bringing in." growled McGill. He came off the porch, showing his hands. Johnson and Barker, both well armored, moved in to effect the arrest.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm not under arrest?" McGill asked with curiosity as he was brought into Interrogation-Alpha. Mr. Garner, once of Succup & Payne, P.C., and now of Lowe, Ball & Lynch, P.C., was his legal representation. Mr. Garner had been the late Nathan Allen's attorney, which means I did not think much of Mr. Garner's integrity.
"Not yet." I said. "You were brought in under a material witness warrant. But I am going to read you your rights." I did so from the card and McGill said he understood them. I then introduced Detective Theo Washington, who was sitting next to me. Cindy, Joanne, Paulina, and a very curious Chief Moynahan were watching from the anteroom.
"Why shouldn't my client just take the Fifth and we just walk out of here?" asked the attorney Garner.
"He has every right to do that," I said, "but then he would be denying himself his chance to explain some things, which might be in his best interest." I turned to McGill. "So, you reported stolen a handgun that has since been found in a retaining pond. How do you suppose that gun came to be in that lake, which was on your property at the time you reported it missing?"
"I have no idea." said McGill levelly. "It disappeared out of my truck and I reported it to Police."
"How long from the time you last saw it until you noticed it was missing?" I asked.
"A day." said McGill. "Like from Tuesday noon to Wednesday noon, though those might not be the exact days. But one day to the next."
"You think it was taken out of your truck?" I asked. "Could it have fallen out?"
"It didn't fall out." said McGill. "I figure I left the door unlocked and some shit came along and went in the glove compartment and found it."
"So Mr. McGill," I said, "in looking at the Tammy Cochran case, where exactly were you on the day she was reported as missing?"
"I only remember something from that far back," said McGill, "because of that disappearance, and it's not like my memory of it is perfect now. I was probably all over the place that day, like every day. Farm work, business in the County, who knows what else. Whatever I said back then that's in the police reports is my answer, and I refer you to those."
I nodded. "That's understandable." I said. "But it might behoove you to think hard about it, and try to remember. You see, Mr. McGill, not only that gun was found, which ties back to you through the number on it being recorded when you bought it. Bullets that have been proved to have been fired from that gun were found... in the exact spot where Tammy Cochran and her unborn baby were found. That's two counts of murder in the first degree, one with aggravating circumstances."
The lawyer and McGill were both wide-eyed with shock. "What are you trying to insinuate, Commander?" thundered the lawyer.
"Oh, I think it's pretty damn obvious." I said. "And you know it, too."
"Purely circumstantial!" said the lawyer. "You'll never prove my client fired those shots!"
"Men have been executed on much, much less circumstantial evidence, Mr. Garner." I said. "Now let's discuss something else, Mr. McGill. When that pond was searched, the gun was not the only thing that was found. Extremely toxic chemicals were found in that lake. The kind of stuff that some domestic terrorists were trying to create nerve agents out of."
"What?!" thundered the lawyer again. McGill looked decidedly different... he looked sick to his stomach.
"And on property that was once yours, Mr. McGill," I said, twisting the proverbial knife, "and was deeded to the County under some rather mysterious circumstances."
"What the hell is this crap about, Troy?" thundered Garner again. "You've got a reputation as a dirty dealer, but I didn't think you'd stoop to this level of----"



"I'm no dirty dealer, and you damn well know it, Garner." I said, my voice hardening into iron. "Here's the bottom line up front. I've got a paper trail from North Dakota to San Francisco to here. Does the name 'Dora Ellis' ring a bell, Mr. McGill? It better... and you'd better come correct on everything you know about her and these chemicals... and the other person she was involved with."
"I need to talk to my lawyer." said McGill. "And it may take a-whillle."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Yes, it took a while. McGill and his lawyer talked for almost an hour, sometimes huddling, sometimes arguing. Of course we could not listen in. I actually went back to my office and made sure the paperwork was in perfect order with Paulina.
"Think this'll get anything out of him?" asked Cindy as she sat with us. "Are you trying to use the chemicals to get him to confess to murder?"
"Just the opposite." I said. "He doesn't know what we truly have, and his lawyer was trying hard to find out from the minute he walked in. They're in there stewing over what they should do. By the way, Theo, is it not obvious that J.G. McGill murdered Tammy, though we'll never get a conviction for it?"
"I think I see what you're saying, sir." said Theo. "He was really clear in his memory of the gun disappearing. He was careful to be not clear on his whereabouts the day Tammy disappeared."
"Yes, that, and a lot more, starting from when you dragged this case back up." I said. "So he's sweating about it now, and deciding----"
There was a knock on my door, and the Duty Desk Sergeant looked in. "Sir," he said, "Judge McGill is in the front lobby, and she demands to see her husband immediately."
"Why, that---" Cindy started, but I stopped her.
"Sergeant," I said, "Tell Judge McGill, and be sure to say this exactly, that Commander Troy says she can see her husband during visiting hours at County Jail, and only then and there. Watch her reaction, and let me know what it is and what she says. And then ask her to leave the premises unless she'd like to be arrested and put in County Jail."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, what do you want?" asked the lawyer Garner. We'd been called back into Interrogation-Alpha.
"Just some answers." I said. "Mr. McGill, why did you deed that land to the County?"
"Got a good deal on it." said McGill. "Tax breaks and stuff."
"No no no." I said. "the real reason. Why did you give that land up? Especially since you could've run interference against us with regard to access, with regard to the Cochran crime scene. Hell, the crime scene might never be found if you don't give that land up. Why give it up?" I stared hard at McGill. He did not meet my stare.
"All right." said McGill. He was not stupid; he could see where this was going. "Put immunity on the table for anything and everything to do with those chemicals, and I'll tell you everything."
"And immunity for everything to do with the Cochran case." said the lawyer.
"No way on that." I said.
"Garner, are you some kind of idiot?" McGill snarled at his legal beagle. "I didn't kill Tammy Cochran, and they can't prove I did. As to the rest of it, I need immunity, and then I'll talk." I turned and waved for Paulina to come in.
Part 34 - Closing In
The sun was setting on Monday, December 4th, one of the best days of my TCPD career. We were on a piece of property, Crown Chemicals to our north, BOW Enterprises in the distance to our south. The Public Health Department's HAZMAT team was in protective gear, including masks, and they were bringing up from a pit in the ground, and cataloguing as evidence, a large number of plastic jugs that said 'Ultra Diox' on their labels, but held refined, much deadlier agents inside.
"Yep." said Jack Muscone as we made our lists and checked them twice. "Same lot numbers. And Thomas Cook's shell company of that time, which he and Dora Ellis jointly held, bought the stuff."
"And this is his property still." I said. "That should be enough."
"The U.S. Attorney is coming in from the City." said Muscone. "And Paulina is waiting, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
U.S. Attorney John Jones looked over the evidence as I laid it out, carefully going over old material from Pastor Raymond Westboro's days, weaving Dora Ellis and her father, Superior Bloodlines leader Henry Boxman, into the chain of events, then adding the paperwork from the North Dakota company and tying Thomas P. Cook into it. It was after midnight before I was done.
"It holds up." said the U.S. Attorney. "It holds up. Congratulations, Commander. You've done it. And it's well within the Statute of Limitations timeframes. I'll take this to the Federal Grand Jury first thing in the morning."
"And I'm doing the same with the Grand Jury here." said Town & County ADA Paulina Patterson.
"I'll help with that." said State Attorney Jenna Stiles. "But did you have to give McGill immunity to do it? I hate letting a racist get away with it like this."
"Me, too." said John Jones, who was black. "But McGill wasn't really part of this, was he?"
"I don't think so." I said. "McGill was working for the interests of McGill much more than he was working for the interests of Whites as a group. He was trying to keep control of a County tat was slipping out of his grasp, and ironically due to the work of one Pastor Raymond Westboro, who was much more racist in his attitudes. McGill really wanted no part of Dora Ellis's schemes, and actually worked to extract himself from involvement. That's one reason he let that pond property near his house go. So no, I don't think McGill is a Superior Bloodlines type nor associate. I'm good with giving him immunity to get what we've got."
"So we've got Thomas Cook?" asked Jack Muscone.
I thought about a day in the recent past, when old Mr. Davis sat in a wheelchair, blocking the destruction of a widow's house at the hands of Thomas P. Cook. I thought about that widow of a Korean War hero, ruthlessly cast out of her home by Cook, who had used and abused the Law for the purposes of his own enrichment. I remembered all the other times Cook had worked as hard as he could to stop me from doing my job. And I'd kept my promise to myself.
"Yes." I said, with the most satisfaction I'd felt since seeing Raymond Westboro die right next to me. "We've got him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redhead from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Wednesday, December 6th. "In a series of shocking events over the last 24 hours, the Town & County Council is now one member less!"
"Yesterday," said Bettina, "both Federal and local Grand Juries brought indictments against local businessman Thomas P. Cook, for money laundering across State lines, and for being involved in a domestic terror plot to import nerve agents that were to be used against black citizens in this County!
"The entire scheme and the evidence supporting the charges were discovered and put together by Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy," continued Bettina, "who said in a statement that this was just part of the continuing investigation of the crimes of Pastor Raymond Westboro and white supremacy groups that have been destroyed in the last two years."
Bettina went on: "Governor Val Jared, using a State Law that allows him to suspend local elected officials upon being indicted, ordered Thomas P. Cook removed from the Town & County Council, effective immediately. State and Federal APBs have been issued for Thomas P. Cook's arrest based upon arrest warrants issued by the Courts. But so far they have not been fulfilled, as he has apparently fled the jurisdiction and remains at large."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The large contingent of Detectives and Officers in MCD stood as one and applauded me as we listened to the report. And I enjoyed it.
"Thank you, everyone." I said. "But give up some of that applause for Detective Washington, whose work on the Cochran cold case helped lead to this indictment." Everyone applauded Theo, who was much too modest.
"Sir, I didn't do any of that." Theo said. "That was all you. All you."
"Well, your puzzle pieces did fit into the much larger puzzle I've been putting together for years." I said. "But I never could fit Thomas P. Cook into the Westboro picture, until now. So you do get a lot of credit, Theo."
"You did great, Theo!" Joanne Warner said happily.
"And this just goes to show," I said out loud, "how looking into a cold case can have results we could never have gotten at the time. Twelve years ago, six years ago, we were nowhere near close to Westboro and breaking up the white supremacists that were infecting this County then. But now, old cases are fitting into the new patterns. So if and when you get bored, guys, see if there's something old we can't shed new light upon."
Part 35 - Solution
Friday, December 8th. I had told the MCD Detectives that there was little hope in pursuing the Tammy Cochran case any farther, and to wind it down. They did give it one last conversation.
"I believe it was Mr. McGill." said Theo. "His gun. He reports it stolen, files down the number, and waits. He might've done that with other guns, for all we know, though the other guns in the lake were never his. But he had money, and Tammy Cochran was looking to get to it via marrying Tommy and having McGill's grandchild. So he stopped that cold... by cold blooded murder."
"He gives up the property," said Theo, "for the reasons the Commander said... getting the contaminated pond out of his name. He wanted nothing to do with that, and I have to admit surprise that he gave away as much as he did."
"Pastor Westboro is dead and Superior Bloodlines is destroyed." said Cindy, watching from behind the others. "McGill had a lot more to fear before. Now he's gotten it out, off his chest, Thomas P. Cook is taken down, and McGill can spend the rest of his life in semi-exile again."
"I haven't given up on Judge McGill being the one." said Joanne. "The motive is to protect her husband and son from the clutches of Tammy Cochran, who I am not convinced was of pure intentions. She could've taken her husband's gun and filed down the number, and she would've been stronger in those days than she is now... or maybe she enticed some help."
"Maybe it was both of them." said Theo.
"And the son is being completely ruled out?" asked Jerome Davis.
"That's a cold blooded kid to be able to shoot his girl and their baby and bury them," said Joanne, "then go around to all his friends looking for her. You've seen the guy... you think he had that in him?"
"Pastor Westboro was a preacher." said Jerome. "And he had a lot worse in him."
"That's very true." said a voice behind them. It was me, Your Iron Crowbar. "Okay guys, let's have a party tonight at the Cop Bar. And then I'll settle the bet between Cindy and Tanya, and give you my ideas on the case."
"A party sounds good!" Joanne said happily. Everyone agreed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, December 8th. We were at the Cop Bar, in the back room for a supper celebration. Theo brought his wife, and Franklin Washington and his wife came. Jamaal Washington even came, as his Finals were done. Carole was more than excited, and was wearing her No. 10 Wildcats jersey, though Jamaal was dressed in a sharp looking gray suit and lighter gray pullover sweater. Joanne brought her husband Seth, and practically took charge of babysitting Carole... perhaps as a 'hint' to her husband Seth.
Myron and Mary and most of Vice were there, and everyone was congratulating Myron on his Orange Order award. "You know, sir," he said in answer to my question, "the walk wasn't too bad, I was feeling okay... and then we had those steaks and eggs and beer for breakfast. And I was done. I don't really remember leaving and getting home, only being awakened that afternoon by Mary to get ready for the Policeman's Ball."
I told Myron I understood, and that it did not get any easier over time. Tanya Perlman, who had stayed at the Depot, manned the radios as our 'Oracle', and helped prepare breakfast, said the Orange Order was rewarding, but was tough work on that one night.
After supper, we were sitting back and kicking down beers and other drinks. I was feeling as good and mellow as I'd felt in a long time. My back was not hurting, and Thomas P. Cook was gone from the Town & County Council...
Cindy stood up and spoon tapped glass. "Okay, Commander, it's time to tell us how you put it all together." There was an acclaim of encouragement.
"It was a good cold case." I said as it got quiet in the room. "So, let's look at some aspects of it. The first thing that got my attention was that Judge McGill retired almost immediately after Tammy disappeared. Now a powerful judge giving that up when one of her family, or her herself, might be a murderer, is staggering to me. Well, that is why she did it... she wasn't going to throw her family under the bus, but if it did come out, if they did find Tammy's body soon afterward, then Judge Lorraine McGill had the integrity to have cleared the Bench, literally, to keep it from being besmirched and her from having to resign in disgrace."
"So, I'm thinking that Lorraine McGill did have an idea of what had happened." I said. "I next turned to the seeming contradiction in the case: Tammy was called a golddigger... but was turning down Tommy's offers to marry her! I am a bit surprised none of you caught on to this... well, one of you did. But I'll ask it now... why did Tammy turn down Tommy?"
No one answered, then I turned to Tanya, who said "The DNA!" She grinned her cherubic grin as she continued: "Tommy was not the father of the baby! J.G. McGill was the father!"
"Yes!" I said with a smile towards Tanya, and a painful wish I could bring her back to the TCPD. "The DNA was never more than 80% for Tommy, though the markers matched... which would also be true if J.G. were the baby's father and not its grandfather. We had a case like that once, lucky for Todd." I looked over at my nephew as I said "Campus Police Lt. Maxwell thought Todd was a rapist, but the DNA matched 80% and no more... because Todd's brother Ned was the rapist."
As everyone looked at Todd, he said "Must be a different Todd Burke."
"Don't worry," said Teresa, "I have Todd under close observation." Todd flashed Teresa his brilliant smile and put his arm around her lovingly, and she settled into him.
"You're right, Tanya." I said, drawing attention back to me and her. "Even though the DNA was degraded, your excellent Crime Lab didn't mess up... the 80% suggested the father was J.G. McGill. And that means Tammy had been sleeping with J.G. as well as his son Tommy."
"What a witch!" Joanne exclaimed.
"And it gets better." I said. "At least Tammy had the goodness to refuse to marry Tommy, which would've been the quick and easy path to J.G.'s money. So my next questions were wondering if Tammy confronted J.G. about the baby, or if there was more. And I thought of Tammy's mother, Dinah."
"Now we are talking about a real witch." I said. "Dinah Cochran had a husband that loved her, a daughter that was not a bad girl, and a comfortable life. So why was she thrown into Women's Prison and the key all but thrown away. Then I looked at the cabal that did that... ADA Sanders, Judge Nance... and I saw the influence of Judge McGill."
"Now we're coming to a circle." I said. "Why would Judge McGill go after Dinah Cochran so viciously? I noted the SBI left Benny Cochran alone; Judge McGill's target was very specific, and it was Dinah. And it was only a few years ago. So what caused it? Jealousy, maybe? I let my imagination consider that not only Tammy but Dinah had been having an affair with J.G. McGill."
"And now things fall into place." I said. "When people were talking about the Cochran golddigger, they meant Dinah, not Tammy. Dinah didn't get pregnant by J.G., which would've gotten her the lodestone of his money, so she arranged for Tammy to essentially be prostituted to J.G. In her own way, Tammy struck back at her mother, who she hated, by starting up with Tommy."
"So Dinah and J.G. start up the affair again four years ago, and Lorraine comes down with a sledgehammer on Dinah." said Theo.
"Something like that, though the affair may never have totally stopped." I said. "And four years ago we are in the realm of Pastor Raymond Westboro, who was known to have made a few persons disappear into The Asylum. Anyway, as I look at this case, we have Lorraine's hatred of Dinah... but Tammy was the one that ended up dead. Maybe Dinah gets even more stupid than her norm, goes to J.G., says 'my daughter is pregnant with your child, so come correct with green dollar bills'."
I continued: "J.G.'s response: kill Tammy and her unborn baby, and bury them. Yes, the shot to make sure the baby dies is somewhat explained by that emotionally-based action. He had the motive, he had the means... he was a powerful enough man to hit Tammy on the head and knock her out, to dig the grave, to bury her... and he had the opportunity: he knows she's coming to meet his son Tommy, he tells her to come early, and he kills her."
"Wow." Cindy said. "You just went deep again." Everyone murmured agreement.
"You never suspected Tommy, sir?" asked Jerome Davis, who had listened with rapt attention to every word I'd spoken.
"Oh, I considered him, Jerome." I replied. "But his actions didn't fit the pattern of a guilty man. First, let's dispel some myths. People said he was a 'momma's boy'... well, that's not what we saw. He pushed back when his mother tried to 'protect' him. No, he was strong-willed, like his parents. I suspect he would've stood up to his father as well as his mother."
I continued: "My first thought is that he had no idea the baby might not be his. He asked Tammy to marry him. Then I asked what would happen if he found out his father was banging Tammy. Would he attack Tammy? I suggest he'd go after his father, instead, not only for having sex with Tammy, maybe for knocking her up, but also for his father humiliating his mother Lorraine McGill. All in all, I can't totally exonerate Tommy, but if he did it, it would change the entire dynamics of this case. Things that do make sense would then not make sense."
"So all this stuff with the nerve agents and Thomas P. Cook aren't related to the murder?" asked Cindy.
"Not really." I said. "It's a happy, happy coincidence that Theo taking up this cold case led to the indictments of Thomas P. Cook. Definitely some cause-and-effect, though... by looking into the murder, we investigate the grounds McGill deeded to the County... and Cook's control... ohhhhhh... wait a minute..." I was gone, into a deep reverie.
Part 36 - Aftermath
Saturday, December 9th. Teresa came up to Cindy and Callie, who were keeping warm at the outside fire pot at the Cop Bar.
"What's up, guys?" Teresa asked. "You're looking pretty glum, Cindy."
"I'm not trying to be." said Cindy. "It's just... well, all that went on in this cold case."
"What do you mean?" Teresa asked, sitting down.
"I mean..." Cindy started, then found the words, "I worked on this case six years ago, and we came up with virtually nothing. Then I was working with Theo and Joanne on it now, knowing everything we know to this point, and... nothing. And Don takes a few words here, a few words there... and he pretty much lays it all out in one package."
"We were talking about that, Todd and I." said Teresa. "We don't know for sure that Don is 100% correct on that."
"Sure he is. He nailed the DNA discrepancy, which was the crux of the case, evidence-wise." Cindy said. "And J.G. McGill did not break down like he did and give up Thomas P. Cook because Don was wrong on any of that."



"Okay, okay." said Teresa. "But what's the big deal? Don has done that a ton of times, and we all sit there amazed. He's just that good."
"And I don't expect to ever be him or at his level," Cindy said, "but like I said.. I was here for the case six years ago. I saw everything he's seen for the last five years since he's been here. And I'm not any closer to 'getting it', to being able to solve cases than I was when he walked in the door for the first time."
"That's not true." said Teresa. "You've got amazing insight, and intuition. You feel things we don't, like when Don has Slender Man dreams. And you're Captain of Detectives, you just have to lead the guys and let them solve the crimes, and they're good and getting better."
Teresa realized her words were not mollifying Cindy. She wondered why Cindy was so down like this. No, Cindy wasn't Don. Tanya was not Don. Joanne and Jerome were not Don. Chief Griswold was not Don. Even Phyllis Troy, while perhaps a faster 'Mycroft' brain, ultimately could not match her son's acumen at gathering the info and putting it together.
So what was hurting Cindy about this now? Teresa wondered...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, December 11th. We were winding down the year, and I was getting a monstrous mountain of year-end paperwork organized... not done, just organized to start getting it done. The Holiday Season was in full swing, and that meant keeping an eye on the increasingly moody Teresa Croyle. Christmas was anything but her favorite Season.
I was in my office at 11:00am when the door flung open. I could see why Helena had not been able to stop this visitor: it was Judge Lorraine McGill. Her dress was neat and correct, her hair perfectly in place. Her eyes stared into mine, and I could feel her power trying to reach into me. I mentally reached out to her mind, as well.
"Judge McGill." I said, not standing up. "I've been anticipating this visit."
"I'm sure you have." she said.
"Please, have a seat." I said. She sat down in one of the comfortable hot chairs. "I'd offer you coffee, but I see you've already had some. How may I be of service to you today?"
"I'll get right to the painful point." she said, not looking to see where she's spilled coffee, if anywhere. "I came to apologize to you."
"That's kind of you." I said. "Though we both know your actions weren't really to stop me. There's no way your husband will ever stand in the dock for Tammy's murder, unless he confesses or you turn him in... which I don't expect to happen. But you wanted me to look into this... and that is because you wanted me to bust Thomas P. Cook."
"Since the moment I first saw you," Lorraine McGill said, peering hard into my eyes, "I knew you were all they said you were. Yes, I knew who Westboro was, and the sheer power he had, which my husband and I together could not hope to match. But you utterly destroyed that man. You made him commit suicide, so completely did you wipe him out."
I nodded as Judge McGill continued: "And so I knew that you would be able to bring down Thomas P. Cook when no one else has before, by getting the links to the nerve agents. Yes, that was him and Dora Ellis, whom you vanquished years ago. And you did get those links and the indictments. My congratulations to you."
"It was you who convinced your husband to give up any connection to Cook and Ellis, and Superior Bloodlines." I said.
"I've been a judge for so many years." said McGill. "I was tough, but I made sure I was fair. So many times I saw D.A.s try to annihilate innocent black men, and I made damn sure they did not do that in my Courtrooms without a serious fight. Only truly guilty men were convicted, regardless of ethnicity. I don't know if I made a dent in the System that blacks so rightly despise, but it wasn't for lack of trying." I nodded.
"So," she continued, "when I saw that despicable bitch Ellis trying to ensnare my husband in her web of race hatred, I made sure he pulled out of that stuff. He's not really a racist anyway, so he was amenable to pulling back and away from all that. Saved his life, too... Dora's dead, Westboro is dead, Conrad King, Wallace Bedford, all of them dead. But my husband lives."
"And you got me to do your dirty work for you taking Cook down." I said. "Admittedly I wanted to do it anyway, and more than you realize... but just don't think you were dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded."
"No, I would never make that mistake." said Judge McGill, rising to her feet. "Again, I apologize if I pushed too hard. Goodbye, Commander."
"One more thing." I said, having risen to my feet. "I understand you and what you did, and for you to goad me is one thing. But what you did to my Captain, and in front of other Officers, and then going to the Sheriff about her after she did her job correctly... that wasn't right, and I will not excuse it."
Judge McGill looked shocked, and was even more so as I said: "Beyond that, Cindy Ross is my blood. I don't give a God-damn who you are, Judge; if you ever, ever treat my cousin or any of my family like that again, I will come against you with everything I have... and I will annihilate you."
Judge McGill saw that my gray eyes were blazing, and that I was not kidding in any way. As with her, my family came first with me. She also was brilliant enough to know what to do: she just nodded acknowledgement, then turned and left.
Part 37 - Epilogue
She watched as the man approached her desk in the old building north of the City. He stopped about 12 feet in front of the desk.
"Well?" she said.
"I came to let you know that Thomas P. Cook was indicted by the Feds and locals." the man said, his voice raspy and harsh. "They've seized his assets. He may have fled the State."
"Likely not." said the woman, relaxing back into her chair. "But I'm not surprised they got him. In fact, I'm surprised the Iron Crowbar didn't get him sooner."
"The final links to Cook were provided by J.G. McGill." said the man.
"Ah, him." said the woman. "He's not important. His wife... she still bears watching. Anyway, what happened in California? That film company was supposed to be shut down, drugs found, Carrington in jail, Ross crying her eyeballs out if not in jail with Carrington."
"Dana Fox isn't very good, ma'am." said the man. "He managed to totally botch it by being seen by people who knew who he was. LAPD reamed him when they found out."
"And I'm expected to believe that." the woman said sarcastically. "Fox is stupid. He's trying to play both sides. The Iron Crowbar saw through him like glass. Hmmm..." she said as she thought about it, "I wonder if killing Fox and his body being found might bring some fun chaos to the FBI... and the Iron Crowbar, yes?"
"I don't know, ma'am." the man said. "That might solve some problems for the FBI, rather than exacerbate them."
"True." she said. "I'll think about that. Okay, thank you for coming. Have you had the pleasure of a... release... from one of the girls?"
"No ma'am." he said. She flung what looked like a small white cube to him. "Give this to my assistant outside, and you'll be properly serviced."
"Thank you, ma'am." the man said. He turned and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
KSTD reporter John Hardwood came into his house with bags of groceries, which he quickly put away. He checked his mail, then headed down the hall to the M-I-L apartment area in back.
"Thomas, you here?"
"Yes." said Thomas P. Cook, sitting at the desk in the darkened bedroom. "And feeling cooped up."
"I understand." said Hardwood. "But obviously you can't be seen around Town, with the Police looking for you. I got word from the grapevine that Troy really wants to barbecue you."
"Yeah, that bastard has cost me everything." said Cook. "They've seized my businesses, my properties, frozen by bank accounts. I've only got a couple thousand in cash left."
"Well, it's almost over." said Hardwood. "And then we'll get you safely out of the country, to Europe. I've worked through intermediaries to have someone get you out... one of the very best."
"Yes, it won't be long now." said Cook.
"Yessss." hissed Hardwood. "And all the pain Troy has caused you... will come back to him in spades. God! I can't wait to see the look of pain on his face..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue - Overwhelming Temptation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 8:00am, Saturday, December 23d, from inside the main Mall in the northwest part of Town. Bettina was wearing a clingy red and green patterned dress for Christmas, and people were behind her as she gave her broadcast.
"Fox Two News has learned that the Town & County Police Force has no new leads on Thomas P. Cook, who was indicted on multiple Federal and State charges, but has avoided arrest and remains at large!" said Bettina. "The FBI has joined the manhunt nationwide, but Fox Two News has learned that they believe Mr. Cook is still in the tri-State area, and may even still be in this County."
"And today is the last real shopping day before Christmas!" Bettina said. "Mall traffic is expected to be fairly heavy for today's last minute shoppers, but it's been a light season overall, as many people are shopping online. SPS Delivery trucks will be working until 10:00pm tomorrow night, Christmas Eve, making last-minute deliveries."
"And finally," said Bettina, "tomorrow's cloud cover should pass through, allowing viewing of the alignment of three planets in spectacular conjugation! Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars will converge and appear as one very bright star in the night skies tomorrow night, giving us a Nativity Star over our Town on Christmas Eve! It should be a wonderful sight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No, Billy, you can't drive!" said Becca Larrington as they came out of the bar that was one of many busy places along University Avenue that evening.
"I'm fine." said Billy Russell, a University student along with Becca and her two friends Jennifer and Betsy. "We're not going that far."
"Come on, Becca, stop being such a worrywart." said Betsy, a tall blonde with lustrous, wavy hair.
"No." said Becca, refusing to get into the car. "You're drunk, Billy. I'm not getting in the car with you."
"Suit yourself." said Billy. "Come on, girls." The other girls got into the expensive BMW with Billy. He scratched off as he floored it, and pulled the car out way too fast into the street.
Becca fished her cellphone out of her purse and made a speed-dial call. "Roy, this is Becca." she said to her boyfriend, Vice Detective Roy McGhillie of the TCPD. "I need your help..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The bus carrying the girls of the Girls' Orphanage, where young Amy had been before running away to keep her beloved dog Buddy, came down the drive of University Hospital towards the road. They had attended a very special concert, given by the children of the Cancer Center there.
The sick children had included a fifteen-year-old girl that played the violin beautifully, a fourteen-year-old boy who was pretty darn good with the electric guitar, and a lot of children that sang their voices and their hearts out. Only the bald heads of many of the children gave away that these kids were fighting for their lives every day.
"Wow, that was the Iron Crowbar up front!" one of the girl on the bus said. "He really is ten feet tall!"
"No he's not." said another girl. "And his wife was taller than him."
"That's because she was wearing high heels." said another girl, who then added with a sigh. "Isn't she lucky, though? To be the Iron Crowbar's wife?" The other girls giggled.
"And that lady who was Amy's friend was there, too." said one of the older girls. "She------ eeeek!"
The bus had just turned onto University Avenue when a BMV swerved hard from the other side on a collision course, hitting the bus with a sickening *CRUNCH!* The bus driver had desperately turned the wheel to avoid the collision, and the bus was not stable. It flipped over onto its side...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"One Adam-12," said the Dispatcher, "be advised of an overturned bus in your vicinity, with injuries."
"Roger." said Roy McGhillie. He'd just picked up Becca and was about to head west. "I've gotta check this out." he said as he turned the car east, towards University Avenue.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God!" said Teresa as she and Todd came up to the overturned bus. Two Police cruisers were there already. "Stop the car!" Todd knew that he should not let Teresa be near this scene, but he stopped anyway, and Teresa flew out of the car. Fire Marshal Zoe Singer was already there; she had attended the concert, as well. The back door of the bus was open, and a child was being passed out of the back of the car.
"I can't get much farther." Roy McGhillie said as he emerged from the back.
"Let me in there!" said Teresa, who was shorter and smaller than the tall Roy McGhillie. She climbed in. It was hard, as the seats were now sideways above and below her, but she worked her way forward. She found two girls in a heap against the side of the bus that was on the ground, and helped one climb up and onto the plastic stretcher that had been slid over the seats behind her. Then she got in a better position and picked up the other girl, depositing her on the next stretcher that slid in...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, that's it." Teresa said. All the girls were out, as well as the driver, who was injured fairly badly, having taken the hit from the car to the driver's side door, and then getting caught up by his seatbelt.
"Great job, Teresa." Zoe said as she triaged the wounded.
One girl was about to be loaded onto the ambulance for the short ride to the Hospital. She looked up at Teresa and said "You were Amy's friend, weren't you?"
Totally shocked, taken aback, Teresa stammered "Yes... I was."
"I was her friend, too." said the girl, who was then loaded onto the ambulance.
Reeling, Teresa turned, and heard the commotion going on on the other side of the bus. "I am telling you!" said a handsome young black-haired man standing next to the crashed BMW, "my father is Senator Samuel Russell, and I am going to have your fucking badge! Now get away from me!"
"Billy, would you shut up?" said one of the girls, a hot blonde. The other girl that had been pulled out of the car was on the ground, being tended to by medics.
"No, you shut up!" shouted Billy. "I'm not drunk, I'm just fine! My father is a U.S. Senator, and these cops are going to get fired-------"
Already reeling from hearing Amy's name, Teresa was now re-living the nightmare of Dean Allen killing a mother and two children... and the memory of her own sister, Alexis. Teresa lost it.
She was not hearing anything. Everything had a red tinge to its edges. Hearing this drunk driver raving and namedropping pushed her over the edge. She felt herself charging, but it really wasn't. She then realized that a hand was on her shoulder, keeping her in its iron grip.
She whirled, looking over her shoulder... into the eyes of Your Iron Crowbar. I was just shaking my head back and forth: 'no'. Teresa got the message, and I felt her relax.
"Go help Zoe tend the wounded." I ordered. Teresa nodded numbly, and went back behind the bus. Now it was my turn.
"Is there a problem here, Sergeant?" I growled in my gravelly voice as I came up to Rudistan, who was squared off with young Billy Russell, not letting him move, but not actively doing anything else.
"Yes sir." said Rudistan, his voice jovial but very cynical. "This young man is saying that his father is an important man, sir."
"Is that so?" I growled, turning to face the kid, my red crowbar very visible.
"That's right!" said Billy Russell. "And after my father is done with you, you'll be eating out of cans in the dumpster!"
"Is that the Senator Russell that humiliated your mother by getting caught banging prostitutes?" I asked. Rudistan barely kept from bursting out laughing.
"Why you..." Billy said. He took a swing at me. Oops. Almost before anyone realized it, I guided his arm on around and then grabbed it and twisted it behind his back, slamming his head and chest onto the back of the Patrol cruiser.
"You fucking bastard!" Billy yelled. My right hand had his arm firmly, and my left hand was reaching for cuffs. I quickly affixed them as I recited the perp's many considerable rights to him.
"Where's your car, Sergeant?" I asked.
"Right up front, sir." said Rudistan.
As I jerked Russell up and began walking him to the Police cruiser, I kept whispering into Billy's ear "Be sure to tell your father that Commander Donald Troy personally arrested you. That's Co-mmand-errr Troyyyy. Make sure you tell your father my name."
"You damn straight, I will!" Billy said loudly.
I deposited him into the Police cruiser. The BATmobile arrived, and the techs took Billy's blood. Then Rudistan drove him to Headquarters for booking.
Going back to the bus, I saw my wife Laura, who'd taken over the triage and treatment from Zoe Singer. I saw Zoe talking to Officers, then saw Teresa sitting on the back of Todd's car, her head bowed low, and Todd trying to comfort her.
"The driver is being taken in to surgery." said Laura. "None of the kids were very badly hurt. We were lucky on that... very lucky."
"Yes. We were." I said, knowing how lucky we truly were, that'd I'd been able to stop something ugly from happening. "Great job, everyone. Zoe, if you'd be kind enough to write up a report and send it to me, I'd appreciate it."
"I will. Tonight." said Zoe. "And Don, Captain Croyle did a really great job, going into the bus and getting the girls out. That will be part of my report."
"Good. Thanks." I said. Excusing myself, I went over to Todd and Teresa. She did not look up at me.
"Todd," I said, "take Teresa to the Police Station, where she will write her Police report and email it to me. Then take her to The Cabin along with you and your kids, where you will be our guests for the next couple of nights." That had been due to happen, anyway, but not for tonight. "I'll talk to you at home, Teresa. And that was a great job, evacuating those kids." Teresa just nodded, and hustled to get in the car, desperate to get out of my sight.
Part 2 - Shame and Sorrow
Dawn, December 24th. The weather was cold, with little gusts of wind and clouds coming in from the west, not to bring weather but to make the day gray and gloomy in spite of the festive Holiday season.
Teresa Croyle sat on her legs, Japanese-style, before the gravestone of her ward Amy, remembering not only finding the girl and her dog Buddy, but of that horrific night nearly two decades ago that claimed her sister Alexis's life and her father's sanity.
It was Christmas Eve.
A whisper of the wind told Teresa to look around. Over her right shoulder she saw him, also sitting on his knees Japanese-style, not moving, just patiently waiting. The silhouette of the Tilley Hat and the trenchcoat gave him away. It was the Iron Crowbar. She waved him over.
I slowly got up and walked up to Teresa. "Please excuse me for disturbing you." I said.
"You're not disturbing me." Teresa said. "Please, join me." I knelt back down next to her on her right side. We contemplated for several moments.
"I'm sorry, sir." she began.
"There's nothing to apologize for." I replied, though we both knew there was.
"I... I lost it last night. Again." Teresa said, her voice cracking. "If you had not have stopped me, I would've..." Then, her voice full of frustration and shame, she said "I'm not getting any better!.. I'm trying, but I can't stay in control... I was going to..." Again, she did not finish. Her head was bowed, her chin on her chest.
"I heard what that girl said to you, and then saw you overhearing that little shit Russell." I said. "Hell, I almost lost it myself, there. And nothing happened, except that I really enjoyed making that particular arrest. That's all the cameras saw."
"I still... I let you down, sir. I didn't keep my temper." Teresa was openly sobbing now. "I failed you, sir."
"No, you didn't." I said. I put my arm around her and pulled her to me. "You went into that bus, that might've caught fire, and pulled out those kids. I'm proud of you for that. Amy and Alexis would've been proud of you, too." I hoped bringing up their names would at least get Teresa thinking about something other than her own near-failure. And it worked.
"Amy... would've been worthy of Clan Troy." said Teresa. "She had such a great Spirit. And she never gave up. Ever."
"Yes." I said. "We never give up. It's never over until it's over. And Alexis's Spirit is with you, watching over you."
"You know," said Teresa, "I've seen what I thought was her ghost, several times. Watching over me. I saw her Spirit at the Saskia Building; that's what led me to finding Amy and Buddy. I guess... that's weird, huh?"
"It's not weird." I said. I had never told Teresa that I had seen Alexis once myself, on the mission Laura and I went on to save Ivy and her family from Michael Burke's thugs. (Author's note: 'Sting of the Scorpion', Ch. 03.) And of course I was having 'Slender Man' nightmares, too...
After more moments of contemplation, Teresa said "What am I doing today, sir? Besides desk duty forever..."
I smiled a brief smile. "You can be at The Cabin, helping decorate for tomorrow, and helping get toys ready for Santa to bring." I said. "Or you can be at The Cabin, helping Cindy's mom and my mom cook. Or you can be at The Cabin, petting Buddy and catching up on sleep."
"I'm sensing a pattern, here." Teresa said. I stood up and she stood up alongside me. "Sir, what am I going to do? I can't be trusted..."
"Stop." I said. "You're going to help your Clan celebrate Christmas, and then we will go back to work and keep working on it. One day at a time. One day at a time..."
But I knew that she was right. We had to do something. We had to find a way for Teresa to get over her demons, or she would slip again... and next time I might not be there to stop the catastrophe...
Part 3 - Work and Play
After delivering Buddy and Bowser to the Cabin, where Buddy was very happy to see Teresa, I went to Police Headquarters. First Shift was on duty, but at 4:00pm shift change, the 'Holiday Watch' of Officers and Auxiliary Officers would come on duty through Christmas. Most of the Officers that volunteered to work the double-time shifts were Jewish or non-Christian in some other way.
"Okay," I said to Captain Cindy Ross, who was here as well, and was now in the comfortable hot chair in my office, "any word on Thomas P. Cook?"
"Not a peep." said Cindy. "His car was left at his home, as was his cellphone. We're sure he has burners, but we don't know which ones are his. Lindy Linares of Jack Muscone's FBI Team says they believe Cook went over the State Line and is hiding out in Hammondsville or in one of the farmhouses in that area. Norm Chow of the SBI told me he thinks Cook is still here, in this County, lying low."
I nodded. "I tend to agree with that. I've alerted the Police Force to be on watch for him over the Holidays, that he might think he can sneak out of here when everyone is celebrating but no one is watching. Citizens are not happy with the checkpoints we've set up at the County and State lines, but we've gotta do it."
"You really want to get that bastard, don't you?" Cindy asked.
"It would be a great Christmas present to put Thomas P. Cook in jail, and to see him stand in a Courtroom as a Defendant." I said. "Yeah, I really want this one..."
"I just hope one of the charges against him isn't taking a shot at you, Don." Cindy said. "He's a desperate man, and he knows it was you that put him in his hopeless situation."
"Yep." I said. "Can't let my guard down, even for the Holidays. And speaking of those Holidays... we'll have presents tomorrow, but let me give you this one now." I extended a long, slim box to Cindy. She opened it to find two bug-killers, one in the form of an ink pen and the other a disc, and two bug-detectors, also in pen and disc forms. The very latest and best technology.
"Awww, thank you." said Cindy, coming around the desk to give me a warm hug. "Well, I don't have anything to give you here and now. You'll just have to wait until tomorrow."
"I'm sure it won't be as nice as the gift you're going to give Callie." I said with a grin. That made Cindy's ice-blue eye sparkle with happiness.
"So, how's Teresa doing?" Cindy said as she headed for the door. When she did not hear an answer, she stopped and looked back.
"She had... a setback... last night." I finally said as I came out of contemplation. "I stopped her from attacking that drunk bastard Billy Russell. But if I hadn't have been there..."
Cindy nodded, her face turning sad. She turned to go, leaving me alone in silence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhh, that feels soooooo good!" Becca Larrington cooed as Roy McGhillie mounted her and began sinking his long, thick nine inch cock into her tight, sopping wet cunt. "Oh yes, fuck me, Roy! Fuck me with that big thing!"
Becca was a college student now, and she and Roy had learned a lot about sex since they began dating. Becca remembered Don Troy popping her cherry and fucking her (Author's note: "Women's Work", Ch. 02.), and those memories would make her come even when Roy was plowing her tight furrow. Now she was just trying to concentrate on fucking the stud on top of her, taking his thrusts and pushing up to take him into her.
Roy was nuzzling Becca's neck and whispering his love for her as he pistoned his cock into her again and again. The pleasure of her tight young cunt sheathing his big cock was nothing compared to the intense feelings of coupling with the woman he loved. He groaned as a spasm of pleasure rocked through him, causing him to fuck his girlfriend even harder.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, we're recording." said John Hardwood. He pointed the camera at Thomas P. Cook.
"Okay, its all set up." said Cook. "This ring of eight pallets are wired together, and the chair is in the middle. We'll wire this space after we're done. The device is here to the side."
They were in the now-infamous Ward Harvester warehouse. The offices were at the end of the long east-west building, on the northwest corner. The loading docks and the big bay doors were part of the southside wall. The door to the parking lot and backside of the property was on the north side. The maintenance area where Gor-don and his cohorts had attacked Cindy and Teresa, only to be waxed by the Iron Crowbar and his backups (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01), was on the west side, not far from the doors to the offices and the western wall of the warehouse.
The ring of pallets of which Cook was speaking was in the middle of the warehouse. More rows of pallets lined the walls of the structure, all wired together.
"This device has a ten second delay." said Cook to Hardwood as the reporter recorded. "And then it sends the charge. There is at least three times as much ammonium nitrate wired up in here as was used to destroy the Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995."
"That could level everything for half a mile." said Hardwood. "No way the Iron Crowbar gets out of this one." The two men laughed, the sounds of their laughter filled with evil.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"UUUUHHHHH!!!!" gasped Roy McGhillie. He drove his cock balls-deep into Becca Larrington and began ejaculating his large load into her.
"Yes!" Becca gasped as she wrapped her legs around her lover's back, eagerly taking his inches into her womanhood, and happily taking every drop of his potent, virile sperm into her furthest depths. She could feel Roy's body relaxing as he achieved his release, and a wave of pleasure washed over her as she knew her body had given the man she loved such intense happiness.
"Oh baby, I love you." Roy said, then pressed his mouth to Becca's in a deep, warm kiss.
"I love you, too, baby." Becca said, kissing him back.
As they lay in post-coital bliss, Becca said "So you and your dad are coming to our house tomorrow for Christmas?"
"I'll be there." Roy said. "Dad has been under the weather; he might sit this one out."
"That's too bad." said Becca. "And thank you for coming to get me last night."
"I'm glad you didn't get in that car with that bozo Russell." said Roy. "Your friend Jennifer is in the hospital with a concussion and broken ribs, and lucky it wasn't worse."
"Why did Commander Troy take my statement last night?" asked Becca. "Why didn't you or one of the other Officers do it?"
"Because you're my girlfriend." said Roy. "He knows we're dating, so he had a high-level Officer do it... in this case, himself. And your statement about Billy being drunk before getting in the car will help him get what he deserves."
"Oh, we all know his Senator daddy is going to get him off." said Becca. "He'll throw his weight around, get his son off with no damage, and everyone else has to pick up the pieces."
"In any other county," said Roy, "that would be true. But this is the Iron Crowbar's County... and he was pissed last night. We'll see if Billy Russell gets off light, or not...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Toyota Camry stopped at the checkpoint along the Nextdoor County Highway going into Town. The woman driving rolled down the window.
"Good morning, ma'am." said Patrolman Barker. "May I see your drivers license, please?" He noted the young woman in the passenger seat, possibly the driver's daughter.
The woman showed her license, with an address from the City. "Visiting family, ma'am?" Barker asked, as he'd been trained to do.
"Yes." said the woman. "What is this about?"
"We're looking for a fugitive, ma'am." said Barker, handing the woman her license back. "Thank you for your cooperation. Have a good Holiday." He waved her through, thinking that her face looked somehow familiar.
As they drove towards Town, the girl said "Whew. I always get worried at those stops."
"That's why I tell you to relax and keep your cool." said the woman. "They're looking for something specific, and it's likely not us. Unless my dear baby brother has anticipated me much more brilliantly that I would expect."
"If that had been my sister's boyfriend," said Goth Girl Kathy Larrington," he might've recognized me. Enough to hold us."
"No, they're after Thomas Cook." said Elizabeth. "He's under indictment, and my baby brother would really like to see Cook in jail. That's why I'm risking bringing you to see your mother and sister; my baby brother is very preoccupied with many things, right now."
"I do appreciate you doing this for me." said Kathy. "What are you going to do while I'm with my family? Want to stay with us?"
"No, that would be too dangerous for your family and for me." said Elizabeth. "Don't worry, I'll find somewhere to be, and keep my head down. We'll meet at the rendezvous point on the morning of the 26th...."
Part 4 - The Attack
2:10pm, December 24th. Phyllis Troy was walking her granddaughter Carole back to her car. Carole was not making things easier, as she was not being mindful nor coming along easily.
"But Grandma," said Carole, "I want to tell Santa Claus to bring Marie something!"
Carrying the last minute gift packages, Phyllis said "Carole, Santa knows what Marie wants, and what you want, too. Come on, your mother is waiting for these spices for the pie she's making."
"But Grandma!" Carole wailed as they got to the car.
"Please, Carole!" Phyllis said with some exasperation. "Get in the car! We're going home------"
Suddenly, two masked men burst out of the driver and passenger doors of the white car parked behind Phyllis's Ford Escape. Phyllis dropped the packages as the men rushed her. She sidestepped one and threw him aside with Aikido, and turned to face the other while trying to get the door of her car open and Carole inside...
*ZZZZZZT!*
The TASER wires shot through her sweater and into her back, and 50,000 volts of electricity coursed through her. She felt herself falling.
"Grandma!" yelled Carole. "HELP! HELP! Leave my grandma alone!" The second man grabbed Carole, who was screaming at the top of her little lungs, as the first man poured the juice into Phyllis, his teeth gritting with his hatred.
"Come on, let's go!" shouted the man with Carole. The first man reluctantly stopped TASERing Phyllis and got into the car. They scratched off as they hurried out of the parking lot, just as other people were coming up to Phyllis...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I meant to leave at noon," I said, sitting at my desk in my office at Police Headquarters at 2:30pm, "but I just cannot seem to get out of here. With the Chief on vacation and in Midtown, the party never stops in the Commander's office."
"You're not alone." said Cindy. "Okay, Theo and Mary are on call. The Precincts have their Holiday shifts ready------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my desk phone. I considered not getting it, but decided it should be answered. I picked up the receiver. "Troy." I said curtly.
"This is the First Precinct Duty Desk, sir." said the voice at the other end. "We just responded to a call at the Mall. Your mother, Phyllis Troy, was found unconscious by her car in the parking lot. She's being taken to the Hospital now."
"What happened?" I asked. "Heart attack?"
"Sir," said the Duty Desk Officer, "they found TASER wires at the scene. She may have been TASERed and whatever she bought stolen. I'm sorry, sir, I don't have anything more."
"Okay, thanks. Keep me informed of what you find." I said, then hung up. Cindy was staring at me. "They found my mother at the Mall. She was TASERed. They're taking her to the Hospital."
"Let's get up there, then." said Cindy.
"Just one minute." I said. I got out my personal cellphone and speed-dialed my wife's number. "Hi, Laura." I said. "I just got a report that my mom was TASERed at the Mall, and they're taking her to the Hospital. Have you heard anything?"
"No." said Laura. "No one's called me yet. What about Carole?"
Words cannot describe the paralyzing shock of pure fear that ran down my spine at those last three words. "Carole?" I asked back.
"She was with your mom." said Laura, and I could hear the fear creeping into her voice, as well. "Your mom took Carole to the Mall... oh my God...."
"Laura," I said, using my 'command' voice with my wife to keep her from breaking down, "get to the Hospital, right now. See if my mother is awake when they bring her in. I'll start checking on things from here."
"Okay." Laura said, and then disconnected. I know what my face looked like... Cindy's was mirroring it.
"Don, what is it?" she asked.
"Oh, geez..." I said, working to get control. I then looked up at Cindy and said "Laura said Carole was with my mom..." Cindy blanched, and almost collapsed. She held onto my desk to support herself.
I got on the phone to the First Precinct Duty Desk. "Was there any word on my daughter when the report of my mother came in?"
"No sir." said the Duty Desk. He then radioed the Officers at the scene, to which I was listening. The report back could not have been any worse: there was no sign of my daughter.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was the most worrisome thing that could happen: an attack on my family. I fought the fear and said "Let's go to MCD." Cindy followed me as I came in. It was beginning to get active in the room, as word of the attack on my mother was now in full circulation.
"Okay, someone call Myron and get him in here, stat." I said.
"He's at his desk, sir." said Joanne. "He's getting camera footage of the area."
"Good." I said. "As soon as he gets a license plate, we need to put out an Amber Alert." That froze the room into silence.
"Amber Alert, sir?" asked Theo, his voice shaky now.
"Yes." I said. "My daughter was with my mother, and is now nowhere to be found." I could feel the shock wave rippling through everyone.
Just then, Myron Milton flew into the room. "Sir!" he called out. "Our radio signals are being jammed!"
"What?" I said. "How?"
"I don't know, sir," said Myron.
Then the Duty Desk Sergeant ran in. "Sir," he said, "KXTC just called. Their signal is being jammed.
"Turn the TV on." I said. There was a weird static on KXTC and KSTD. As we watched, it began focusing. The image of Thomas P. Cook appeared on the screen. Joanne hit the DVR to begin recording.
"Hello, Commander Troy." said the almost metallic sounding voice. "You've taken everything from me. And now it's time to pay you back and with the entire County watching."
There were gasps in the room, but I didn't notice them. My entire hara was totally focused on the screen.
"I wonder, Commander Troy," said Cook. "Have you ever truly felt loss. The loss of someone you love, right before your eyes, the taking away the only thing that ever gave meaning to your life."
The picture changed, showing Carole in her cold-weather blue jumper, sitting on a wooden chair with a cushion on it, her hands manacled behind her with metal bracelets, which were attached to a chain that was affixed to the back of the chair so that my daughter couldn't move. I felt rage at what had been done to my baby girl.
"The Ward Harvester warehouse." said Cook, as the scene then showed the eight pallets, stacked over six feet high with bags of ammonium nitrate, in a circle around the chair with wires for blasting caps connected. Then the detonator was shown, with "00:10" on the LED screen. "By the time you get there, she'll already be dead. If her weight leaves the cushion on the chair, the ten second runoff will start. If any of the wires are broken, the ten second runoff will start. If I see you or anyone attempting to rescue her, I'll set it off myself. So, Commander Troy... will you watch your daughter die? Or will you die with her?"
The screen faded to black, then the static began again. It was otherwise totally silent in the room. I felt all the eyes upon me, and knew this was 'suck it up' time, that the ranks on my shoulders were now going to be tested and paid for with the requirement that I continue to lead these Police Officers despite my personal pain and fear.
"Call Second Precinct." I said. "Tell Captain Thompson to begin evacuating half a mile in every direction around Ward Harvester. If that stuff goes off, a lot more than one person will be killed if we don't get the area cleared. Tell them to not go on the Ward Harvester property, but to set up a cordon around it."
I turned to see Teresa Croyle coming in. She was wearing all black, a pullover sweater and black slacks, and black high-top running shoes. Her badge was on her black belt, and her 'Clan Troy' icon was on its necklace around her neck. "How can I help, sir?" she said when she saw I'd noticed her.
"Take charge of the SpecOps people." I said loudly to Teresa. "Deploy them to the west of the building, at least a quarter mile distant. And Captain Croyle: you are not to send in any of your SpecOps people without my explicit permission. Is that clear?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. She turned to go as I said "Okay, let's get out there." I dimly noticed that Cindy had used her iPhone to record me during those last few minutes. I did not have time to contemplate or discuss it...
Part 5 - The Wait
We came up to the building across the street from Ward Harvester, and settled in behind a concrete barricade. It was way too close for the explosives in the Ward Harvester warehouse, but I had to see what was going on.
I had binoculars, and could see down the concrete road to the bays and into the open bay doors. Between two pallets I could make out Carole, still sitting on the chair, occasionally fussing and fidgeting but mostly just sitting there.
"Sir, an area half a mile around is evacuated." said Sergeant Rudistan, who was my radio point man at the moment. "They're continuing to evacuate in wider circles. Traffic is cut off on Riverside Drive, MLK, Jefferson, and no one is crossing the River between the two Bypass bridges."
"Okay, good." I said. Then I looked up. "Fuck. Drones."
"They're Press drones, sir." said Cindy, who was tuned into the broadcasts on the computer in her SUV behind us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette. "We are bringing breaking news of a hostage situation at Ward Harvester! Earlier today, Carole Troy, daughter of Commander Donald Troy, was kidnapped and her grandmother knocked unconscious. We are getting a feed from an unknown source inside the Ward Harvester warehouse, showing young Carole Troy to be handcuffed to a chair inside a ring of pallets of ammonium nitrate explosives!"
"Some citizens will remember the huge explosion of the Ward Harvester warehouse several years ago, which occurred just after now-Commander Troy rescued three children. Now it's his daughter trapped inside."
It was worse than that, I realized. I remembered from my Army training that a circle of explosives like that created a 'Ring of Fire', and that the energy inside the ring was compounded and devastating. Against troops in the open, a 12-foot-diameter ring of napalm and detcord would wreak death. This more powerful ring of explosives around my little girl would be...
"Sir," said Rudistan, "John Hardwood is demanding we let his news van come through and come to where you are now."
"Tell our people at the checkpoints to deny the Press access." I said. "Get on the radio and make sure all points know to stop the Press... with lethal force, if necessary."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan, who relayed my orders exactly, including the authorization of the use of lethal force.
I got on the radio. "Can someone get those drones out of there before one of them sets off the detonator?"
The radio then crackled weirdly and a voice came on: "This is John Hardwood. Fuck you, Troy! You don't tell the Press what to do!" Cindy would later say that that moment was the only one where I turned beet red in anger. And yes, I was feeling it.
"The Ambulance and Fire Department people are just over the hill behind us." Cindy said, mostly to distract me.
"Fat lot of good they're going to do," I said, "if I can't figure this out." I felt Cindy looking at me as I strained to look through the binoculars... as if doing so would find an answer to this desperate situation....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
BOW Enterprises, 3:14pm. They were in the underground command room. Todd Burke, Teddy Franklin, Takaki Mariko, and several others... and Takaki Misaki was there as well. He'd been visiting Todd in secret, and discussions and plans for the Misaki Clan were being discussed. Now, they had a crisis on their hands.
They were studying the feeds that they were intercepting from the Press drones as well as the camera transmitting from inside Ward Harvester.
"Ten seconds just is not enough time to get in there, cut Carole out, and get out of there." said Teddy Franklin. "Gosh, thirty seconds would not be enough time; that explosion is going to take out at least two blocks on all sides of the building."
"Can we freeze the detonator?" asked Todd.
"No sir." said Barry Oliver. "We're analyzing the radio signals in the area, as is Myron Milton. I just called him, and he said the detonator has a feedback loop with a second device under one of the pallets. If that loop stops, that'll set off the explosives."
"God damn, is there anything we can do?" Todd exclaimed in exasperation.
"Calm yourself, young Todd." said Misaki soothingly. "I know this is a desperate hour, but we must remain cool and collected, as you Americans say. We will find a way."
"Maybe the Iron Crowbar can find a way." said someone. "We can't get there."
"I can!"
Everyone whirled around. Teresa Croyle was standing there. "I can get her out of there, Sire. Please let me have the chance."
Misaki peered at Teresa. "How do you think you can do this, Teresa-san?"
"There's only one chance, Sire." Teresa said. "And I'm the only one here that can do it." She explained. "And it's Christmas Eve, Sire. There is no better day for me to die."
"Very well." said Misaki, understanding, and feeling moved. He then turned and called out "Get saké." Mariko quickly brought saké out.
Teresa came forward and ritually drank the ceremonial last drink that Misaki offered her. Everyone watched, knowing full well that this was a suicide mission.
"Sire," said Teresa, offering a scroll, "this... is my Death Poem. Please give it to Commander Troy."
Misaki accepted the scroll. "May the kami guide you, Teresa-san." Everyone bowed to her. Then Todd came up and began wrapping a white cloth with red stitches on it around Teresa's waist.
"This is a thousand-stitch belt." Todd said. "I was going to give it to you tomorrow."
"Thank you." said Teresa. Then she broke decorum and hugged Todd. "I love you. Take care of the boys for me!"
Todd hugged her back. "I will. Walk with the kami, my love." With that, Teresa broke away from him, bowed to everyone, and left.
Part 5 - Kamikaze Mission
3:40pm, December 24th. I was watching through binoculars, looking for a way, any way at all, to save my daughter. I was looking for hope. As long as there was hope, it was not over until it was over.
But I was not seeing any hope right now. Cook had done everything he could think of to eliminate any shred of hope. And he had done that very, very well.
Myron was monitoring radio signals. "No changes." he said. "All the drones are Press drones; none are emitting any strange signals."
"You'll know if the ten-second countdown goes off?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Myron. "I've got a fix on the detonator's frequency. Passive, so my signal won't tick it off. If it starts, we've got enough time to duck and that's it... and the blast is going to hurt at this range."
"You're not helping, Myron." I said flatly.
"Sorry, sir." Myron replied. He was trying to do what he could, as were they all, I knew.
"All right, everyone, you all need to get back farther away from here." I said. Guess how well that worked.
"Not without you, Commander." said Cindy. "And I'm not even going to try."
"I'm not leaving, sir." said Myron.
"Me neither, sir." said Rudistan. "By the way, sir, your wife is at the Jefferson Avenue checkpoint. She wants to come in."
"Radio back and ask her to stay there, where she'll be safe." I said. "And ask how my mom is doing at the Hospital."
Rudistan radioed in, then said "Dr. Fredricson is visibly upset, but is staying put. She says your mother seems to be okay, but received burns from the TASERing."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:40pm. "This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News, and with me is Priya Ajmani of KSTD. We're on shared feeds, bringing you coverage of the desperate situation at Ward Harvester! Police have advised that no one will be allowed within a mile of the building, and traffic is being re-routed well away from the area. Our drones are able to give you some video coverage, but it is one static camera inside the building that is showing little Carole Troy, still sitting on that chair surrounded by an overwhelming amount of explosives."



"That's right, Bettina." said Priya, who was at the KSTD News Desk, on a shared feed with KXTC. "Our signals were taken over nearly two hours ago by what appeared to be former Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook, who was recently indicted and suspended from the Council based upon evidence provided by Commander Troy. And now it looks like Cook has struck back in the most devastating way possible, kidnapping a little girl and making her sit there and wait to die." Priya was in tears as she said all this, by the way.
"The Police have the area surrounded." said Bettina. "We do know that Commander Troy is on the scene and is in charge, giving the evacuation orders to ensure other innocent civilians are removed from the danger area, and..."
Suddenly, the static started up again. Then the fuzzy picture of Thomas P. Cook appeared again.
"At four o'clock," the voice said, "these signals will be taken over one last time. You will witness the death of Carole Troy, and you will get to see Commander Donald Troy as he watches his daughter die." The video showed me from a distance, looking at the building with binoculars."
"Obviously one of the drones." said Cindy.
"If I knew which one, I'd kill its signal." said Myron.
"Don't." I said. "No time to be sending out active signals. Captain Ross, put out the word to go to radio silence." Cindy did so. Chatter on the radio went quiet. KXTC came back up, with Bettina talking, not realizing she'd been cut off again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's the status?" Teresa Croyle asked as she came up to Lt. Hewitt.
"Nothing, yet." said Hewitt. "Cook transmitted that it would go down at 4:00pm. We've been watching the feeds, and we'd go in, but we can't get to the girl and get her out in time."
"No, you can't." said Teresa. "Just stand by until the Commander orders you to move."
A minute later, Hewitt looked around. Teresa wasn't there. Then he caught a flash of black at the edge of the building, going for the door on the north side... the door Commander Troy had used to rescue three children from Ned.
Shit! he thought to himself. What is she up to?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:58pm. I was still looking through the binoculars. Cindy had gotten out of her SUV and was next to me, also watching with binoculars. We saw it together.
The door on the far side of the building to us opened, and a flash of black appeared as Teresa Croyle came into view. She was running as fast as she could towards the ring of pallets. I noticed a white cloth around her waist... a thousand-stitch belt, which I knew Todd was going to give her for Christmas.
"What the heck?" Cindy gasped. I just kept watching. Teresa was also carrying something in her hand... a black crowbar. NOW she's deciding to carry one, I thought to myself. Then Teresa hit the pallet, running up the side of it. She propelled herself to the top then over it in a flip. Mary Lou Retton could not have stuck the landing any better.
"What is she doing?" Cindy asked, her voice connoting pure disbelief.
"Rescuing Carole." I said, still knowing the odds were one in a billion... but clinging to that 'one'. I watched as Teresa took metal cutters from her pocket and cut Carole's bonds apart, freeing her little arms. Teresa put the metalcutters back in her pocket, then said something to Carole, who nodded.
Teresa then took the black crowbar and gave a mighty heave, tearing out the wires between the pallets on the west side, closest to the door she'd entered. Then Teresa dropped the crowbar, picked up Carole, and tore out of there as fast as she possibly could.  "Countdown activated!" yelled Myron. "Ten seconds!"
"Oh my God, she'll never make it!" Cindy cried out, seeing Teresa not running to a door on either side, but dead west.
"She's going for----- awk!" I gasped, feeling myself being tackled. Rudistan practically horse-collared me, taking me to the ground and putting his body weight on me...
KA-WHUMMMMPPPPPP...
VOL-THOOM!!!!!!!!
I felt the blast more than hearing it. The shock wave went right though me, rattling the very core of my being. Something else rattled my very soul... pure agonizing fear.
My SUV had been parked with the rear facing the building. It got pushed 20 feet. Cindy's had been parked sideways; it was tumbled over and badly damaged. Other Police cruisers were also hurled like toys, and Officers that had not taken cover were knocked down hard. Partially behind a concrete abutment, Cindy, Micah, and I were not hurt... physically, anyway.
I looked up as the massive smoke cloud began lifting, revealing that virtually nothing was left of the Ward Harvester warehouse. Beams of steel were rising from the ground towards the smoky, open sky. There were no walls to the building left standing. The office area was collapsed.
I threw Rudistan off me and got up and began running. Cindy was not fast enough to catch me, nor was Rudistan, but he did manage to stop her.
"Micah, let me go!" Cindy screamed. "I've got to stop him!"
"No ma'am." Rudistan said, disobeying her orders. "It's his daughter, ma'am." Cindy stopped and watched as Don ran towards the ruins of the building, and she burst into tears.
Part 6 - Hopeless
The threats were existential. Debris was falling out of the sky. Sharp objects, red-hot objects. Any one of them could penetrate me like a bullet and cut open an artery, and I would be done. I ran on, heedless. I wasn't hearing anything, but I was screaming all the way down.
I saw twisted plastic and metal objects on the ground amongst all the other sheet metal and other debris. The Press drones had been blown out of the sky.
I had to be careful; one wrong step and I could be cut open by a sharp piece of debris, or fall into a hole. I didn't care; I drove on across the parking lot. I made it to the building, and I ran up to the concrete docks and up the stairs. The sounds were eerie... quiet, but winds were blowing in cross-currents, and it felt surreal. But I was heedless as I looked for any sign of my daughter and Teresa.
The place where the eight pallets had been were a vaporized spot. There was no chair, no nothing. The black crowbar Teresa had dropped was not there. Something caused me to look to the left, towards the left end. There was half a beam standing from the ground, twisted. The crowbar was embedded in the steel. The power to do that would have been stunning... and that full power would've hit Teresa and Carole as they ran...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Get a drone up! Get a drone up!" shouted a technician at KSTD.
"What's going on over there?" yelled Dan Walther. "Are any of our reporters on air? On line?"
"Working on it, sir." said someone.
John Hardwood came in, his face eerie, his eyes glowing with excitement. "Do we have visual of Troy?" he asked.
"All the drones were blown out of the sky." said Walther, peering at Hardwood, whose actions were just a bit too weird. "The explosives went off before our feeds were taken over again."
"Damn." said Hardwood. Priya was crying, and she turned to look at Hardwood.
"KXTC has a drone up." said someone. "They're sending us their feed."
"On screen." said Walther. What came on was mostly smoke-obscured, but a side drone then sent an image from the east.
"Oh my God." said Priya. They could all see that there was nothing left of the Ward Harvester warehouse, and other buildings in the area were badly damaged. It looked like a nuclear weapon had gone off.
"Find Troy." Hardwood kept whispering. "Find Troy!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I looked around, seeing debris on the concrete floor near where the offices had been; some of the joints had held, and an undertow current of air in the explosion and made a pile of debris on the west side. I staggered over, watching my step in the mess, and then I saw it. I bent down and picked up a piece of white cloth with the red stitches in it. Smoke mixed with the tears in my eyes to burn them as I recognized it.
It was a thousand-stitch belt.
To be continued?
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Part 7 - Never Give Up
"All units, stay in place!" came the order on the radio; it was Captain Cindy Ross's voice. "All units, stand in place until my order to go in." Units began acknowledging. "All units, determine your casualties. Get medical attention where needed." Cindy added.
She could see that the damage was tremendous. In addition to Ward Harvester's warehouse being gone, the other buildings on the property were either leveled or badly damaged. The buildings on adjoining properties were also destroyed. Cars had been blown down the roads, some in the manner of tumbling over.
As Cindy peered at the obliterated warehouse, she could only wonder if Don would find anything worth finding at all...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Starting to get a signal." said the KXTC technician. "Visual."
"Oh my God." said Bettina as she saw the massive damage. It looked ghostly, no building where there had been a building before. "Wait, what's that moving around?"
"Police Radio said Commander Troy ran down there." said a technician.
"That poor man." Bettina said, knowing he was searching for what was left of his little daughter... if anything was left at all...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Putting the thousand-stitch belt into the inner pocket of my trenchcoat, I looked around, getting my bearings.
She's going for the pit. I was about to say, when Rudistan tackled me. As I'd seen Teresa run with Carole, I realized Teresa had seen the one tiny hope. She knew where the maintenance pit was; she'd been shot by a ricochet bullet in that pit. And if she could make it to that pit, she and Carole had their only one-in-a-billion chance to make it. It was a 'one', not a 'zero', however tiny, and Teresa had not given up on it.
And then I looked up. I saw them, two girls, ghostly white in the smoke, wearing gowns of some kind. One of them looked just like Amy, smiling happily. The other girl was a bit older and looked almost like Teresa. I'd seen this apparition before, as a ghost in her former home, and in a photograph with her sister Teresa. It was Alexis.
Her hand was pointing down, palm outward towards me, towards a spot on the ground. I began moving toward it, and them. I stepped on something and looked down to check my footing. When I looked up again, the two ghosts of Christmas Eve were gone.
Still, I went to that spot, and moved a piece of sheet metal out of the way. It was the pit. Pointing my flashlight down into the black hole, I peered down. Something blue flashed before my eyes.
"Da-addy." came a weak voice.
I began sobbing, almost collapsing in relief as I saw two little arms reach up. Words cannot describe just how I felt at that moment, but it was a good feeling.
"Carole?" I called out. I reached down and pulled my daughter out of the pit.
"Carole, are you okay?" I asked as Carole hugged me tightly.
"Yes, Daddy." she said. I looked over her. I saw a small patch of blood on her jumper, but looking underneath I found no corresponding injuries.
"Where's Teresa?" I asked. Carole pointed back down into the pit. I looked, carefully moving another piece of debris. Then I saw Teresa. She was almost face down. Her eyes were open. A piece of metal, attached to a larger one, had stabbed through her right deltoid from the back, and was sticking out the front of her chest. She was immobilized in place.
"Teresa!" I called out as I moved to check for a pulse...
And then those eyes moved, and looked at me. She was alive! In pain, but alive. And then I noticed that there was no blood gushing from her wounds, so maybe no arteries were cut. Maybe she had a chance...
"Just stay there. Don't try to move." I said. Teresa just blinked her eyes. The relief that I was feeling was almost debilitating in its on right.
I reached for my radio. There is a 'break' button that sends out a powerful burst and makes a loud noise; it means to shut the fuck up and listen. I hit the button.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The loud sound on the radios jolted everyone. Cindy and Rudistan listened closely for the next words. "Break break break." came Commander Troy's voice. "Break break break..." Everyone seemed to forget to breathe.
"They're alive!" came the next words. "I say again, they are alive. I need a stretcher down here, stat!"
As cheers erupted everywhere, it was Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley who moved into action first. He grabbed a plastic stretcher-board from the ambulance and called out "Who's with me? Let's go!"
"I'm with you!" shouted Commander Zoe Singer. "You'll need an EMT."
"I'm with you." said Fireman Gregory Towson. It was time to pay back Commander Troy for bringing Towson's son home.
"Me, too." said Lt. Irwin of the TCPD, who was beside himself with worry over Teresa Croyle.
As the four and their stretcher passed Cindy, she fell in behind them. Rudistan did not try to stop her this time. They made their way down to the building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Can you hear me?" I said into Carole's right ear. She nodded.
"Yes, Daddy." she said. I spoke into her left ear and she shook her head. "Quieter." she said. Damn, hearing loss, I thought. But if that was all, and my baby is alive, I then thought...
I looked out, and saw four people and a stretcher coming down out of the haze, through the debris-strewn parking lot. At first they looked like ghosts through the fog of smoke, then became TCFD and TCPD personnel as they came closer.
"Over here!" I called out once they got onto the concrete floor of what had once been a building. They came over and quickly took in the situation.
"We've got to cut this piece of metal away from the bigger one." said Irwin.
"There's metalcutters in her pocket." I said, remembering. Irwin got the metalcutters out of Teresa's pocket, then stepped down into the pit near her, and cut the metal right behind where it was embedded in Teresa'a back. Then they got situated, and in a coordinated move lifted Teresa up and onto the stretcher, laying her down on her left side. Easley strapped Teresa in place, and they picked up the stretcher and began slowly walking out.
Cindy had watched with me, tears flowing from her eyes as she watched her best friend being rescued. As the stretcher party left, she said to me "Come on, Don." I held Carole in my arms as Cindy guided us out of there behind the rescuers and one hell of a brave heroine...
As we left, I happened to look over to my right. I saw the black crowbar, still embedded in the beam. And I knew that a Power greater than the Crowbar, far greater, was at work here today...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here comes the stretcher," said Bettina, explaining to the County what they were seeing on the drone footage from overhead, "and they have Captain Teresa Croyle. Police radio broadcast that she was alive, and now they're bringing her out. And behind them is Commander Troy, carrying his daughter, and Captain Ross with them. Oh my God, I cannot believe this. She did it. Teresa Croyle somehow saved that little girl..."
At KSTD Priya was still crying, but with happiness. Almost everyone else looked on with some form of relief, as well. Except one person. John Hardwood's face was one of bitterness, of fury.
"John," said Priya, "they're alive! Aren't you happy for them?"
"Hell no!" spat Hardwood. "I wanted to see Troy's face when his daughter died in front of him. I wanted to see that bastard in pain!" Everyone was shocked. They didn't notice that Priya was recording this, as were a couple of others.
"Hardwood, come to my office." said Walther. They went inside, and moments later Hardwood rushed out, his face beet red. Walther came out a minute later.
"Priya, you're back on mornings." said Walther. "I just fired him. There's something wrong with that man, something sick..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd Burke watched from the command room of BOW Enterprises. He did not want to shame himself in front of Takaki Misaki with a display of emotion, but it was very difficult to do as he watched the love of his life being carried out of that devastated place.
"Todd-san." said Misaki. "You should go to the Hospital. They will be bringing Teresa-san there."
"Yes, Sire." Todd said quietly. He got up, feeling numb. Teddy Franklin offered to drive Todd to the hospital.
"This is a glorious day, Todd-san." said Misaki, his voice sounding strangely happy. "Your fiancée has brought great, great honor to you and her Clan. The kami have guided her to a place of immortality, of the highest honor."
Todd nodded and bowed. Though Misaki was right, Todd right now could only think about Teresa's well-being. The honor stuff could come later, he thought to himself...
Part 7 - Shame and Sorrow, Redux
An ambulance had moved down to the entranceway of Ward Harvester at the road. The rescue crew placed Teresa inside and Zoe got in with her. The ambulance quickly drove away to the Hospital.
As Cindy and I got back to the road, we saw the small crowd gathering there. Among them was my wife Laura. When I saw her face, my shame hit me. My one job in life was to protect and care for my wife and her children... and I had failed.
Laura had been crying, and her face now showed the relief I'd felt when I lifted Carole from the pit. "Here's Mommy." I said to Carole. She reached out and Laura took her and they hugged very warmly, tears flowing down Laura's cheeks.
"Let's get you all to the Hospital." Cindy said. We loaded up in my Police SUV, Laura in the back, examining Carole for injuries, Cindy driving, me in the shotgun seat. I had no words to speak. Tears of shame were running out of my eyes the entire way up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole was taken in for a checkup and to talk to Dr. Yates, who was an outstanding trauma physician and psychiatrist. He was also leading the questioning that was being taped for the Police.
I went to check on my mother. She had been admitted for observation. When she saw me, she began crying.
"I'm so sorry, son, I'm so sorry." she began. I stopped her.
"Shhh-sshhh-shhh-shhh." I said. "You did everything you could. An eyewitness said you fought them off until you were TASERed. And Carole's okay. We got her back. Teresa saved her. Nothing to feel bad about."
Mrs. Boddiker was sitting on the sofa, tending my mother. "Hello Mrs. Boddiker." I said. "Thank you for staying with my mom."
"It is my honor to assist the mother of the Iron Crowbar in her time of need." said Mrs. Boddiker. "I am just thankful to the Lord for this Christmas miracle today."
"So am I." I said agreeably. "So Mom, are they going to let you out of here?" I asked.
"I think I can stay the night." my mother said, her eyes slightly moving. I understood. Mrs. Boddiker would stay here for the night if my mother stayed. If not, there was no telling where Mrs. Boddiker would end up, but it would not be as warm, and there would be less food and probably no shower or bathroom facilities. I nodded.
A moment later, Cindy came in. She greeted my mother and Mrs. Boddiker, then said to me "You've got to give your statement, sir." I told my mother I'd check back in with her, then I went with Cindy to the waiting room. My statement was recorded and the questioning led by Lt. Curly Goodwin of Internal Affairs, which was not unusual.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in the waiting room, waiting to hear of Teresa's progress through surgery. I'd been told her injuries were non-life-threatening but were serious. Carole was still being interviewed by Dr. Yates, and Laura was in there with them. Tanya Perlman wheeled into the room.
"What's the matter, Don?" she said. "Carole's okay, Teresa should be okay. Why the long face."
"I failed." I said, my voice barely above a whisper. "I failed to protect my child. I failed her, I failed Laura."
"Hoo boy." said Tanya. A moment later I felt myself being beaten on the shoulder... by my own red crowbar. Tanya was administering the spanking as she said "You-are-not-to-blame.-Every-thing-is-okay.-Stop-beating-your-self-up..."
I absorbed the 'beating', but did not feel better. Then Laura came in. "Yes," she said, "stop feeling guilty. Watch this."
She turned on a video on her laptop. It was a copy of the interview tape of Carole.
"So what happened then?" asked Dr. Yates, his voice soothing.
"Teresa grabbed me and ran really fast." said Carole. "Then she slid down into that hole and covered me up. And then there was a loud 'boom!'."
"And what happened then?" asked Dr. Yates.
"The 'boom' hurt my whole body." said Carole. "And then it was really dark."
"And then?"
"And then Daddy came and got me." said Carole. "He always comes and gets me. Daddy is my hero."
My head was bowed low between my legs, my face in my hands. I was sobbing unabashedly. Here I was, thinking I'd failed... and my four-year-old daughter was seeing it another way. Emotion overwhelmed me.
"See?" whispered Tanya. "No one thinks you've failed."
"That's right." said Laura strongly. "Your daughter knows you went down there and got her out of there. She knew she could count on you, and her faith was justified!"
It was quite a while before I allowed my head to be lifted again. When I did, I simply gasped "Thank you. Thank you both." Laura hugged me, and Tanya took the opportunity to lightly beat me on my thigh with my own crowbar some more until I laughed and made her stop it...
Part 8 - Longtime Question Answered
Teresa Croyle opened her eyes. She was in the hospital... the one where she'd been when Alexis had died. She was sitting on that bench, crying. She saw the double doors to the operating rooms, a bright light behind the windows, and she knew her sister was dead behind those doors.
Then the silhouette of her father appeared before the doors. "Why couldn't it have been you?" her father snarled. Then he turned and went through the double doors.
"Now just a god-damned minute!" Teresa shouted, and charged through the doors after him. Enough was enough!
When she got through the doors, the scene was changed. She looked around. A bright light was overhead. It was that same beautiful meadow where she'd been before, only this time there was no bridge over the stream, no sign of her family on the other side.
"Hello, Ms. Croyle." said Joe Smedley, smiling happily, sitting on the bench on this side of the stream. "I've been expecting you. Please, have a seat."
"Why have you been expecting me?" Teresa asked as she sat down next to him. "My day to die?" She looked back towards where she'd come from. There were no doors, just the path disappearing into a patch of dark woods.
Smedley chuckled. "Heavens no, my dear. I don't know when you will die, but Christmas Eve will not be permitted to be that day. That was your sister's day to die. You, my friend, are destined to live on, and see the fruit of what this day hath wrought to the very World."
Teresa nodded. She felt tired. "It's been a long, hard journey to get here."
"Most things that are worth it usually are." said Smedley. "So tell me, Teresa: you have been living your life trying to justify your father's question why it wasn't you. Or have you been wishing it had been you, and you kept looking for ways to make that happen? Which way was it? Or both?"
Teresa felt the understanding come to her. She looked at Smedley and said. "Neither. I know that now. I know that I did not choose to be what I am. It is my karma."
Smedley smiled a brilliantly happy smile. "Yes, you do understand. And because you have finally come to know that, you may now find peace within yourself..." Suddenly, the light flashed into blinding brightness...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Doctor, the patient is awake." said one of the nurses.
Teresa was lying on her back on the operating table, the bright lights above her. She felt pain in the back of her shoulder and near her right collarbone.
"Why am I not surprised." said the Hospital Administrator, Dr. Leonard R. Cordell, who was leading the surgery team. "Hello Ms. Croyle, we're just finishing up. We got that nasty piece of metal out of you, cleaned you up pretty good. You were lucky, no blood vessels taken out..." Teresa thought she was nodding, but the light seemed to dim, and she was back asleep.
"Okay," said Cordell, "that piece of metal nicked the nerve, there. We're going to have to test for function in her arm after she recovers." He began closing up the wound...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
That beautiful sound. I heard it as I came into Carole's room. She was being held overnight, as well. Laura would be sleeping here with her.
"Hey, Fussbudget, how are you doing?" I asked, trying to hold back tears as I smiled at my firstborn child, who was sitting up in the bed.
"Good, Daddy." said Carole. "Mommy says I can go home tomorrow and see Bowser, and see what Santa brings me."
"I'm sure Santa bring you lots of good stuff." I said. "And we need to get Teresa a special present for saving you."
"We will." Carole said. "Daddy, is Grandma okay?"
"Yes, she's fine." I said. "She'll be going home tomorrow, too."
"Daddy," Carole asked, "why did those bad men hurt Grandma?"
I looked over at Laura, who was stunned at the question, and I said "Carole, there are good people like us, and some very bad people out there. I don't know why they do bad things, but I'm a policeman so that I can help good people and punish bad people when they hurt others."
"Hurting Grandma was bad." Carole declared. "They need to be in jail."
"Yes, yes they do." I said. "You worry about getting better, and I'll worry about putting the bad guys in jail, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. I didn't tell my daughter that 'jail' was not what I had in mind for Thomas P. Cook and whoever his associate in crime was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It had grown dark. Hundreds of people were on the front lawn of the Hospital, waiting for news about Teresa Croyle. It seemed the entire World now knew what had happened, how Teresa had saved Carole.
Dr. Morgan came down the hallway and to the full waiting room. "She's in recovery, and will be in a room soon." he said. "She came through the surgery very well. She'll be on a breathing machine overnight, as there was damage to her lung, but if there's no infection, she should be out in a few days."
"Thank you, Doctor." I said. "And thank Dr. Cordell for me, too."
"Oh, here he is now." said Dr. Morgan as Dr. Cordell came up behind him.
"Damn, that is one brave girl." said Dr. Cordell. "Of course I knew it; I knew her daddy and who he was. But let's hope this is the last time, eh, Commander?"
"I think it will be." I said, having an insight. "I think it will be..."
Part 9 - Christmas Elves
10:00pm, December 24th. Todd was staying with Teresa in her room. She was expected to sleep through the night. I told Laura I was going to go home and check up on everyone, and set up for Christmas morning.
As I went into the hallway, I became very aware of something. A presence. I looked around, and realized I was being watched from behind a door to another room. I crooked my finger in a 'come here' sign. The door opened, and two women walked out: my sister Elizabeth, and her cohort Goth Girl Kathy.



"Come." I said, leading them to Carole's room.
Laura's eyes widened in shock as she saw who I brought into the room. As Elizabeth came to the bed, Carole opened her eyes and saw her visitor. "Hi, Ant Lissbuth!" she said happily, with a smile.
"Hi, Carole." said Elizabeth quietly. "Are you okay?"
"Yes, Ant Lissbuth." said Carole. "Are you going to stay with us for Chriss-mus?"
"No, dear," said Elizabeth, "that's why I came to see you now. You have a wonderful Christmas, okay?"
"Okay." said Carole, her voice sounding tired. "Bye Ant Lissbuth." She was asleep before Elizabeth got to the door. I followed her and Kathy out.
"Hold here." I said. I got on my Police cellphone and called Detective Roy McGhillie, who was in the Hospital. He came up.
"Detective McGhillie," I said, knowing Roy was dating Kathy's sister Becca, "why don't you escort Ms. Larrington here to her family home. I believe that an amnesty from arrest is in order, provided she stay with her family and causes no trouble."
"Yes sir." said McGhillie."
"Thank you, Commander." said Kathy.
"Least I can do for someone who put an arrow through the back of a very, very bad man that was trying to kill me." I said.
"Don't take this the wrong way, Commander," said Kathy, "but I didn't do that for you. I did that one for myself."
"I understand. I'm still happy about it." I said. McGhillie escorted Kathy to the staircase at the end of the hallway.
"So, big sister," I said, "what are you going to do?"
"Go see Teresa and my son." said Elizabeth. "And then get out of your way... way out of your way." After all these years, my sister finally fears me, I thought to myself. But now was not the time to cynically celebrate that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Elizabeth came in to Teresa's room. "Mom!" Todd gasped. He got up from the sofa and hugged his mother, who hugged him back. Cindy was also in the room, and she was just watching in shock.
"How is she?" asked Elizabeth, seeing Teresa with the breathing tube and IVs and wires hooked up to her."
"Recovering." said Todd. "She should be awake in the morning."
Just then Teresa opened her eyes. Cindy saw it, and said "Relax, breathing tube." Teresa relaxed. "At least this time you did duck!" Cindy said. Teresa's eyes crinkled in amusement. Then Elizabeth came up.
"Thank you." said my sister. "Thank you for saving Carole." Teresa nodded, just barely. Elizabeth turned to Todd and said "Take care of this woman. You'll never have a treasure like this again." Todd nodded and Teresa's eyes betrayed what would've been a smile. Then her eyes fluttered shut.
"I'll be going." said Elizabeth. She hugged Todd again, who asked her to stay, but she declined.
"I've got this one." Cindy said to me. "I'll take her to my father's place. He's the only one that can keep my dear cousin Elizabeth out of trouble for any length of time."
"Very well." I said. "Go."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who could this be, at this hour?" Nora Larrington said, hearing the knocking on the door. She looked out the window to see her daughter's boyfriend, Roy... and no, that could not be!
She opened the door. "Kathy?" she said incredulously.
"Hi, Mom." said Kathy. "Can we come in?"
"Of course! Oh my God, it's you!" said Nora. She hugged her daughter as Roy came in and shut the door. "I'm... I'm so glad you're here! Oh my goodness..."
"KATHY!" came a squeal from the hallway door. Then it was 'brace for impact' time as Becca Larrington ran into the room full-speed and into her sister's arms in a huge hug. Both girls were squealing as they hugged, and began jumping up and down.
"Kathy, you're home!" squealed Becca again, tears flowing down her face. There would follow eating and a lot of talking, late into the night...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The O65 Imperial Crown was always welcome at 'The Vision', though its presence here tonight was a surprise. Cindy had called down to her father's personal line, and he was waiting at the dorms. Cindy drove down the path to the dorms. There was a main building with a reception area, to which Cindy pulled up.
"Ah, my dear niece!" said P. Harvey Eckhart, smiling brightly as Cindy brought Elizabeth in. "It is so good to see you again." He gave Elizabeth a warm hug, as if she were his daughter.
"Thank you, Uncle Harvey." said Elizabeth. "I apologize for intruding and disturbing you."
"Nonsense!" said Eckhart. "My daughter was very correct to bring you here. Let's go cook up some food for you, and have a chat. Then I have a guest room all ready for you." The guest room was a simple room with a bed, a desk, and a bathroom and shower. It would do.
"Thank you, Uncle Harvey." Elizabeth said.
"Father," said Cindy, "I have to go back to the Hospital. I'll come pick up Elizabeth whenever she's ready."
"I understand, my dear." said Eckhart. "And do tell that wonderful friend of yours that we are all thinking of her and her magnificent bravery..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00pm, I strode out of the front door of the Hospital to a podium that had been set up. It had speakers so that the crowd gathered outside, many with candles, could hear. The Press was also recording.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said, "thank you for coming, and thank you for your thoughts and prayers. My daughter, Carole Troy, appears to be unharmed, and is being held overnight for observation." There was a rustle of voices and a smattering of applause, but the crowd wanted to hear the rest of it.
"Captain Teresa Croyle, who has my deepest gratitude tonight," I announced, "is out of surgery and should make a full recovery." My voice was then overrun by cheers and clapping. After it subsided, I said "We all appreciate you being here, but tomorrow is Christmas, and you should be at home with your families. Please note the Star above us tonight, and may you have a joyous Holiday. Thank you."
Everyone looked up. The three planets aligned in conjugation made for a very bright star overhead. To think they'd orbited for billions of years, just to align on this night in a fitting tribute to the miracle that had occurred earlier today...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went home to The Cabin. Molly came down and gave me a warm hug. "Would you like something to eat?" she asked.
"Maybe in a bit." I said. "Let's set up for the morning." We brought out toys and assembled what needed to be assembled. Carole's stuff was put in the back corner, almost behind the tree; she'd arrive only after the boys tore through their stuff.
I noticed two outstanding dogs just sitting and watching us. Bowser and Buddy had eagerly run up when I got home, but not seeing Carole nor Teresa, they looked around, then went back to the greatroom. I went over and gave them both some good pettings.
"They'll be home soon, guys." I said. "Carole will be home in the morning, and Teresa in a few days." The dogs still looked pensive. I told Molly I'd take them out. I went onto the back deck, and they went around the corner and down the trail to do their business.
I looked up, seeing the bright 'Star' overhead. I took pictures of it with my iPhone, one a wide field that showed it over the twinkling lights of the Town, a photo I'd print out and frame.
And then I looked over my Town. Some bright lights that lit up the crime scene that was once the Ward Harvester warehouse. A train coming out of the western horizon. Twinkling lights of all colors all over the Town.
I have never been religious. I have never believed in the Christian concept of 'Hell', considering it to be a contradiction with the rest of the religion. I've also never thought much of a religion based upon a man dying dishonored, nailed to a piece of wood. And I certainly had nothing for a 'religion' based upon hatred, institutionalized rape and murder, that being Islam.
But I did know that there was something out there, something binding us all, something flowing through us, what religions call 'God', Star Wars calls 'The Force', and P. Harvey Eckhart calls 'The Universe' in his seminars. Whatever it was, I felt it tonight, under that bright Star above.
And I prayed my thanks to whatever that Presence was that had spared my friend Teresa and my daughter Carole's lives this day...
Part 10 - Joyeux Noël
Dawn, Monday, December 25th. Christmas Day.
I woke up to a great Christmas present: Molly was sucking my cock.
"Mmmm, that is good." I whispered as the lovely blonde's head bobbed up and down as she fellated my iron-hard cock. After all the tension of the previous day, I was due for a release, and I felt it beginning to rise out of my balls and through my loins.
"Mmmm, not going to be too fast, are you?" Molly said as she stroked my throbbing member.
"Feels too good." I said. "Hard to resist your hot mouth." Molly grinned and resumed sucking my cock.
"UUHHH!!" I gasped. I began coming in Molly's mouth, firing jets of hot semen into her throat. She greedily swallowed every bit of it then sucked out every last bit and lapped that up, too.
"Oh, that was... intense." I said.
"And you'll be hard again in a minute." Molly said. "Let's go down and fuck under the tree."
We got dressed and went downstairs. Molly was stroking my cock through my pants, and I was soon hard again, hard enough. Molly pretended to check on something under the tree and I knelt behind her. Lifting her skirt, I eased my cock out of the zipper of my pants, and slid it into her wet pussy from the rear."
"Uhhhhh..." Molly moaned deeply as I drove balls-deep into her wet snatch. "Oh God, that so fucking... good..." I began fucking her hard and deep, driving relentlessly in and out of her with raw power. I knew others would be waking up soon. As a result, our loving was urgent, and near-violent. My groin smacked loudly as she pushed her sweet ass back at me in rhythm with each of my thrusts.
"Oh yeah, Santa!" Molly gasped. "Fuck me under the Christmas Tree, baby!"
"Gonna give it to you good, baby!" I gasped as I fucked her relentlessly. "Gonna give a naughty girl what she needs!"
After a few more moments of this hard fucking, Molly came hard around my cock. I didn't really need to come again, so once she was satiated, I pulled out. I looked over my shoulder and saw two dogs just sitting there by the kitchen door, watching. I refrained from making a rude comment. Molly and I went back upstairs and quickly showered.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to pick up my mom. Dr. Morgan gave her a quick checkup while Mrs. Boddiker used the shower in the bathroom. Then my mom was discharged, and I wheeled her out of the Hospital, with Mrs. Boddiker alongside. I drove Mrs. Boddiker to the Catholic Church, where she said she wanted to go, then I took my mother home.
Once there, we woke up all the boys: Jim, Molly's boys, and Todd's gang. They all came down and my mother recorded them going through all their toys. It was pandemonium, and fun for us adults to watch. Bowser and Buddy sat side-by-side on their haunches near the kitchen door, just watching.
"Okay," I said about half an hour later, "I'm going to go pick up Carole." I said. I went out into the bright morning sunshine. I heard the bells of the churches ringing as I got in my Police SUV for the drive to the Hospital.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got to Carole's room, I was met with a surprise. Jamaal Washington was visiting and he'd brought his teammates Appletree and Johnson. They were in their Wildcat red jerseys, and Carole was wearing her No. 10 jersey and her blue jeans.
"Wow, it's great of you guys to visit." I said, a bit surprised.
"We're going over to the Cancer Center." said Jamaal, "We're meeting up with some of the Bulldogs players and Eastern State players and bringing the kids toys and stuff."
"Aw, that's awesome." I said, shaking hands with them. Before they left, I took a couple of photos of the Wildcat 'Miracle Workers' with my Miracle Girl...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Carole, you're doing just fine." said Dr. Yates. He turned to me and said "Her hearing appears to be coming back. We'll test again next week to make sure."
"Thanks, Doctor." Laura said. She turned to Carole and said "Are you ready to go home, Sweetie?"
"Yes, Mommy." said Carole. "Is Grandma home yet?"
"Yes, Carole." I said. "She's waiting for you."
"Are we going to see Trr-ee-ssa before we go home?" asked Carole. Laura looked at me. I nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Yes, it was emotional. Light streamed through the window to Teresa's room as we came in. She was still on the breathing tube, but she was awake. Todd was with her.
Laura came up first, holding Carole. "Hey, Trr-ee-sa!" said Carole happily. "Are you okay?"
Teresa nodded, her eyes sparkling with relief and happiness to see that Carole was okay. Laura took Teresa's right hand in her own right hand. Tears were flowing from my wife's eyes.
"Thank you." Laura whispered. Teresa nodded. Then Laura and Carole stepped back. It was my turn.
I came up and took Teresa's right hand in both of mine, and I felt her hand squeeze mine. Our eyes locked as I said "There are no words in this or any other language to express my gratitude for what you've done for me. So I'll just say 'Arigato gozaimasu'." With those words, I bowed, in gratitude, and in homage to Teresa's action of self-sacrifice.
Teresa's left hand came up to her neck, and I understood what she meant. "Yes, Clan Troy." I said, and Teresa nodded. "This is far, far more than just Clan Troy. Far greater."
"Her necklace is on the bedside table, there." said Todd.
I reached into my coat pocket and brought out a banner on a pole, about six inches high, with a stand to hold it up. It was red, with a circle near the top, the six red diamond rays radiating out from a center point, the icon of Clan Troy. "Okay," I said. "The room is properly attired now." I put it on the bedside table, and I think Teresa was very happy. Certainly her eyes sparkled as I set it down...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When the door opened to the Cabin and Carole walked in, there was a loud yelp. Bowser had heard our voices outside and was sitting right at the door. When it opened and Carole appeared, he let out that yelp of pure canine happiness... and had a little 'accident' on the welcome mat.
As I got the cleaning solution and some paper towels and cleaned up the pee-spot, Laura and my mom were setting up their iPhone cameras so they could record Carole coming in and checking out her presents from Santa. But instead, Carole sat down in the middle of the floor, near the fireplace between the front room and the greatroom.
"Carole," said Laura, "don't you want to see what Santa brought you?"
"In a minute, Mommy." Carole said with alacrity. "I've got to let Bowser know I'm okay first." With that, she began petting Bowser, who was in front of her, whimpering, pawing at her. "I'm o-kay, Bowser, I'm back home with you." Carole said happily.
I put my arm around Laura's waist. "Our little girl has a good heart." I said. "Just like her mommy." I kissed my wife' cheek.
"And her daddy." Laura replied, her arm around my waist pulling me to her.
We watched as Bowser jumped on Carole, his front paws landing on her chest. As they'd done many times before, Carole fell onto her back, and Bowser pressed the 'attack', licking and sniffing her face and head and neck and upper chest, making my daughter laugh.
Peals of laughter echoed through the room and Bowser showed his love and happiness that Carole was returned to him. And that laughter had never sounded more joyous to a grateful father than it did right now...
"Okay, Bowser, let's go see what Santa brought us." Carole said, rolling over and getting herself up. She and Bowser rushed for the tree and the presents beneath. Buddy just watched from the side. As Carole was joined by her brothers in a big toy party, I gave Buddy as much skritchins and reassurances as I could...
Part 11 - Sisterhood
Christmas morning in the Larrington home was a joyous one, especially for Becca Larrington. She had her big sister at home.
They had talked for hours through the night. Kathy had told Becca she couldn't talk about some of the things she'd done, but that 'spy work', as she called it, was fun and exciting, helpful to America... and dangerous. Kathy did talk about some of the famous landmarks in Europe she'd gotten to see, and that Paris was to her the most beautiful city on earth. In exchange, Becca talked about classes at the University, about being in love with Roy, and then lamented that her life must be boring to Kathy.
"Nooooo." said Kathy. "You've got a great guy and a good life ahead. Be happy with what you've got. And you've got to have kids, lots and lots of kids!" She mentioned how Elizabeth didn't lament having Todd as her son, but wished she'd had some girls. Now Kathy was her surrogate sister... daughter... friend.
At some point, Nora served her daughters hot chocolate... spiked with melatonin. The girls fell asleep, and everyone got some much needed rest...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now it was morning, and gifts were being exchanged. Kathy had brought Becca a gold-plated statue of the Eiffel Tower... and it was no-kidding on the gold; it was expensive and had had been smuggled into the country. Kathy gave her mother some genuine French perfume, and Roy a Paris police officer's badge... which she'd purloined from said Officer.
"I didn't get you anything." said Becca. "So I'll give you this. It means something." It was a small necklace with a heart locket, that Becca had gotten for her high school graduation.
"Aw, that's so sweet." Kathy said. She put the necklace on. It had no pictures inside the locket, and she knew that it never could have any while she was on her 'spy work' missions. But it was from the heart.
And speaking of 'from the heart', that wasn't the biggest present of the day. Roy McGhillie took a box out of his pocket, got on his knee, and proposed to Becca as he presented her with the engagement ring. After Becca tearfully said "Yes!", there was a big squeal-fest as Becca and Kathy went crazy. Nora went a little crazy, too.
Many pictures were taken, of Roy and Becca, of Roy and Becca and Kathy, all with Becca displaying the ring. Pictures of very happy times...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie was checking out the box that was Cindy's present to her. It was medium sized and fairly heavy. Then Cindy peered over and said "What are you doing?"
"Sneaking a peek." said Callie with her beautiful grin.
"Daddy, Callie is cheating." said Carole, making Cindy and Callie laugh.
"I know." I said. "We'll have to get Police Dog Bowser on the case."
"Bow-ser is on the case of hiding my stringbeans in his tummy." said Carole. It is possible that Your Iron Crowbar could not stop laughing for a few minutes.
After lunch, Cindy and Callie went to the Hospital and relieved Todd, who came up and got some of the huge feast of food. He also played with the boys awhile and endured a 'dogpile Todd' from all the boys, fitting payback from Todd's uncle, who'd been on the business end of such dogpiles before at Todd's direction.
Phyllis was still feeling sore from being TASERed, but was feeling worse mentally at what had happened. Laura did a lot of talking with her. Laura also was overheard saying "like mother, like son... they keep blaming themselves."
The adults exchanged gifts, mostly sweaters, books, candelabra and keepsakes. Then Cindy had Carole bring up the package for Callie.
"I hear fizzing." said Carole as she shook the package. I was glad to hear that; it meant Carole's hearing was good again. Cindy's ice blue eyes were gleaming as Callie opened the package. Inside was a glass bottle of Coca-Cola... and a smaller box next to it. Callie gasped.



"Oh my..." Callie whispered as Cindy took little box and opened it. It was a beautiful diamond engagement ring.
"So..." said Cindy, "I don't know if you prefer Coca-Cola, but I do know I'd prefer spending the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?"
"Oh!" Callie said, her hand to her mouth. "Yes, of course! Yes!" Cindy put the ring on Callie's finger and they hugged tightly.
"Well," Callie said, bringing out her small package for Cindy. "I didn't think about the Coca-Cola." Cindy opened the wrapping. It was a diamond engagement right... exactly like the one Cindy had gotten for Callie.
"You and your Coca-Cola beat me to the punch." Callie said. "But will you marry me anyway?"
"Of course!" Cindy said, tears spilling from her eyes. She and Callie hugged again. They'd be caught kissing in the kitchen a few moments later.
"Daddy," whispered Carole to me, "aren't boys supposed to give girls rings like that? Like the ring you gave Mommy?"
"We'll talk about that later... a long time later." I said. I had no desire to discuss marital political issues with a four-year-old right now. Fortunately, Carole's attention was quickly diverted elsewhere, and her six-second attention span to the engagement rings expired.
Part 12 - One Of Them
Late that afternoon, I excused myself to do two things. First, I went around to the Precincts and to Headquarters. I went every Christmas, greeting the Officers on duty and thanking them for working on this Holiday. On this particular day I was asked a lot about Teresa and Carol, and was given a lot of well wishes myself.
Then I went to the Hospital. When I got there, Todd was there as well as Lt. Irwin. I'd given a general order to all Officers to not visit Teresa and let her rest and heal up. Lt. Irwin was an exception (as was Cindy), and he knew it.
Also in the room was Dr. Morgan. "Okay, Teresa, everything looks good. I'm going to take the breathing tube out." He did so. As soon as it was out and the machine turned off, he began doing the stethoscope-thing, listening to her heart and lungs as he said "Breathe... deeper... deeper." I realized this was mostly to get Teresa breathing again, as painful as it was.
"How do you feel?" Dr. Morgan asked.
"It hurts to breathe too hard." said Teresa.
"Well, the nurse will be in every hour, making you breathe deep breaths." said Dr. Morgan. "You need to do this for your lung to heal, even if it hurts."
"What is pain," said Teresa, looking at me, "but a privilege for a Clan Troy member to bear." I smiled at that one. I also noticed that, like me after my back surgery, Teresa was refusing morphine.
"It doesn't hurt that much." she said to us later, after the doctor had left. "It feels kind of numb."
"Well, don't try to win the Police Boxing Matches this week." I said. "Let yourself heal up. You know the drill... Miss Silver Oak Leaf." Teresa's eyes cut to me and she peered at me, knowing what I was saying... this would be her sixth Purple Order, matched only by Joe Smedley... and it meant a silver oak leaf cluster on her Purple Order medal.
"Back to the necklace, huh?" Teresa asked. One oak leaf (or none) meant the Purple Order was worn around the neck, which applied for the silver oak leaf cluster.
"Let's worry about that later." I said. "I shouldn't have mentioned it. Anyway, you get some rest and work on getting out of here. Buddy is missing you."
"Awww." said Teresa. "I miss Buddy, too. Oh, Commander?"
"Yes?"
"I... " she started, then said "when I ran for Carole, I had a thousand-stitch belt on. It was a gift from Todd. Did anyone find it?"
"I'll have to check." I said. "We'll see if the evidence collection people found it. But it could've been blown a mile away, too." Teresa nodded, looking disappointed.
Yes, I still had it in my coat pocket. And I would return it... at a more appropriate time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00pm, University Hospital was subjected to noise pollution. It was caused by a large number of children from the Girls Orphanage escorting children from the Cancer Center, many in wheelchairs.
"What is going on?"exclaimed the head nurse as the elevators opened and children flew down the hallway to the room near the ICU... Teresa's room. "You kids need to get back to your own beds!"
"It's okay, Nurse." said the Hospital Administrator. Admiral Cordell was beaming as he followed them down the hallway, himself followed by a tall redhead with a red crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa was dozing, as was Todd, when the door flew open. Children began pouring in. They took their places around Teresa's bed. They knew Teresa had beaten cancer, that Teresa had saved a child... and that Teresa had brought Bowser to visit them one day. She was one of them, and they were here for a special concert.
One girl, about fifteen years old, named Alice, was a cancer patient fighting leukemia. She had been playing the violin since she was six years old, and she did not let cancer stop the music from flowing from her heart to the world through that violin. Another boy, about the same age, a redhead that looked like Olympic halfpipe champion Shaun White, but whose name was Tommy, had an electric guitar and a small amplifier. He was beating cancer; he'd soon be going home.
Teresa watched as they got ready and then they sang to her. They sang with everything their voices and their souls had. Their finale was Pachelbel's Canon, as performed by the Trans-Siberian Orchestra. Teresa smiled through her tears as they all held her hands and arms and sang:
This night, we pray
Our lives, will show
This dream, he had
Each child, still knows
This night, we pray
Our lives, will show
This dream, he had
Each child, still knows
This night, we pray (Weeeee... are... waiiiiiii...ting)
Our lives, will show
This dream, he had (Weeeee have... not for-got-ten...)
Each child, still knows
Weeeee (on this night, on this night, on this very Christmas night)
are... waiiii... ting (on this night, on this night, on this very Christmas night)
We... have... not for-got-ten... (on this night, on this night...)
On this very Christmas niiiiigggttt...
A joyful noise, indeed...
Part 13 - The Day After
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette on Tuesday, December 26th, at 7:00am, from in front of the ruins of Ward Harvester. "Just two days ago, this was the scene of a horrific crime turned Christmas miracle! Now the Police are on an intense manhunt for Thomas P. Cook, one of the instigators of the kidnapping of Carole Troy and the destruction of the Ward Harvester warehouse."
Bettina started "Police Captain Teresa Croyle is recovering at University Hospital after being wounded as she saved young Carole Troy from certain death! According to Police Commander Donald Troy, Carole's father, Captain Croyle was able to get herself and Carole into a deep maintenance pit, which shielded them from the enormous blast."
Bettina: "Both University and military experts believe that the amount of explosives that detonated were more than the amount that destroyed the Murrow Building in Oklahoma City in 1995. Several buildings in the area were destroyed or badly damaged, but due to the fast action of the Town & County Police Force in evacuating everyone and enforcing a quarantine zone around the building, no one else was killed nor seriously injured. Commander Troy said that it was indeed a Christmas miracle, and he is grateful to Captain Croyle as well as the entire TCPD for their professionalism in handling the crisis."
"Now the Police are searching for Thomas P. Cook, and the manhunt has gone nationwide." said Bettina. "Mr. Cook was added to the FBI's Top Ten Most Wanted List a few hours ago, according to FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. Though everyone is appalled at the crime that was committed on Christmas Eve, Social Justice groups are demanding that Commander Troy recuse himself from the search and take a leave of absence from the Police Force, citing his overeager willingness to use lethal force in arrest situations. Jay Swenson of the Citizens for Police Accountability stated that Thomas Cook's life and safety are in danger if Commander Troy finds him first."
"And last," said Bettina, "the girls that were injured on December 23d when a vehicle belonging to Billy Russell, son of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, slammed into them, have all been released from the hospital. The driver of the vehicle as well as one woman in Mr. Russell's car are still hospitalized. Russell was charged with felony drunk driving, felony resisting arrest, felony assaulting a Police Officer, and causing the accident that injured several orphanage girls. Ironically, it was Captain Teresa Croyle that went into that overturned bus and brought out injured children, while Commander Troy personally made the arrest despite being physically assaulted by Mr. Russell..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The coffee klatch was a beehive of chatter. I actually got there first and made pots of coffee, then made more pots of coffee. Cindy came in next with boxes of doughnuts, and then Joanne brought in more boxes of doughnuts... and they did not last long as the MCD room filled up with people.
After Bettina's broadcast, it was Joanne Warner who said "That's the Press for you... trying to gin up trouble about the Commander."
"All I'm gonna say," said Rudistan, "is that Cook would have a better chance with Commander Troy than he would with me." There was a lot of acclaim for that.
"Guys," I said, "let's not even joke about things like that. We are going to find Thomas Cook and arrest him. He is not to be abused or mistreated during his arrest or incarceration. Having said that... it would indeed be most very good if y'all find him before I do... just so the Press can't claim I beat him up or something. Nuff said on that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am, reporting from in front of City Hall. Cindy looked very happy to see the beautiful Indian woman back on the air. "Five-Alive News is bringing you continuing coverage of the miraculous rescue of little Carole Troy by Police Captain Teresa Croyle on Christmas Eve!..."
Not much difference in the newscasts, I noted as I watched in my office with Cindy. I strongly suspected John Hardwood was somehow involved with Thomas P. Cook, but otherwise wondered why he wasn't on the air.
The answer would come less than an hour later, when I was told by the Duty Desk that Priya Ajmani and her editor, Dan Walther, wanted to see me, the Chief, Paulina Patterson, and our 'data specialist'. I called Myron, who met me and the Chief in the Main Conference Room. Then the Duty Desk Sergeant brought Priya and Walther down, along with one of their technicians.
"We are relieved that your daughter survived and is doing well." started Walther. "And we hope Captain Croyle will recover completely, and soon. The reason we're here is because Ms. Ajmani and others insisted that I bring something to your attention. You may have noticed that John Hardwood was not doing our morning report. That is because I fired him on Christmas Eve."
Walther then had the technician hand Myron some jump drives. Myron went through them, recording them into evidence servers as we watched. What we saw was totally stunning.
There was film footage of Cook setting up the pallets of ammonium nitrate in the warehouse. There was film footage of Cook talking about how they were going to kidnap Carole and put her on the chair, so that she would die when the explosives detonated.
But more than that, it was clear that John Hardwood was doing the filming. Several times his voice could be heard saying things like "I can't wait to see Troy's face when his daughter dies in front of him." Hardwood also got in front of the camera, interviewing Cook about the Iron Crowbar relentlessly persecuting Cook, taking everything Cook had away from him based on trumped-up charges, and that now Troy was going to pay.
There was more. Several moments of footage taken at different times, from iPhones as well as Press cameras, all showing Hardwood saying he wanted to see Troy in pain. And then Hardwood's rant after the rescue, Hardwood's face contorted as he realized his insidious desire to see me in pain had been thwarted by an incredibly brave woman with the soul of a samurai.
When it was all done, all eyes were on me. "Thank you for sharing this with us." I said. "Myron, is that in the evidence servers?"
"Yes sir." said Myron.
"Paulina, can we get a warrant to keep this material, just to keep things tidy?" I said. "Oh, and a warrant for Hardwood's arrest as a conspirator to commit murder would be appreciated, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Priya was getting an interview with Cindy in Cindy's office. I decided to do the noble thing, since KSTD had brought us this information. "Mr. Walther," I said, "you were in the United States Marines, were you not?"
"Yes, Commander." said Walther.
"Come with me." I said. I led him into the sanctum of my office. He looked around with avid fascination, then turned to where I was standing.
"This is the Eagle, Globe and Anchor that was Gunny Guernica's." I said, pointing to the framed black Marine insignia hanging on the wall. "The Marines gave it to me after we avenged Gunny Guernica's murder. This drawing was done by Gunny Guernica's son, and I just hope my ears aren't really that big." (Author's Note: 'Semper Fidelis'.)
"Oh, they are." said Walther, teasing me but also being accurate. "Yes, like all Marines, I am grateful to you for solving that crime." He looked sad for a moment, perhaps remembering a fellow U.S. Marine that was murdered in cold blood by dirty State Agents. He then said "Thank you for showing me this. Semper Fi, Commander."
"Airborne all the way." I replied.
Part 14 - Family Farewells
"Please don't goooo." Becca Larrington said, tears in her eyes. "You just got here. I just got you back."
"I know." said Goth Girl Kathy Larrington. "But I have to go. We've got work to do."
Becca was crying as she hugged her sister. "You'll come back soon, won't you?"
Kathy broke the hug and looked hard into her younger sister's eyes. "Becca, listen to me." she said. "What I'm doing is dangerous. I'm working with a smuggler, though what she's doing is more honorable than any real criminals would ever do. I can't talk about it, but it's dangerous stuff. And I'm helping the CIA still, sending them information on stuff we find out about our enemies, especially the Islamists in Europe."
"Becca," Kathy said, "I love doing what I'm doing, but it's dangerous. I don't know when I'll see you again, and I may never. Just always remember our good times growing up, and this Christmas we've had together."
"Will you... will you at least come to my wedding?" Becca asked, desperate to hold onto hope.
"If I can." said Kathy, knowing that wasn't likely. "But look, you've got a great man, there. He loves you, he worships you, he'll take care of you and your children. Devote yourself to your lives together and to your children. And if I get to visit again, I will."
"I don't want to lose you again." cried Becca as she hugged Kathy again.
"You won't." said Kathy. "You never will. I'm always with you, in Spirit if not in person. Just keep going with your life, the beautiful life you're going to have."
Kathy and her mother hugged goodbye. Nora was much more understanding, and more stoic as she hugged her daughter goodbye. She did not know what was going on, but she knew it was something good, and it was something Kathy fiercely wanted to do, and that was enough for Nora to accept.
Roy McGhillie escorted Kathy to the TCPD cruiser. "Where to?" he asked as he got in the driver's side.
"Courthouse Square." said Kathy. "Southside, by that bistro that serves the smelly vinegar sandwiches." Roy laughed and pulled out. Kathy looked up to see Becca on the porch, her face sad, waving goodbye, her mother behind her in the doorway. Kathy waved goodbye and then did not look back as the Police cruiser whisked her away from her childhood home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News, with breaking news!" the lovely Indian reporterette shouted as the newscast broke into the morning shows at 9:45 am. "Five-Alive News has learned that warrants have been issued for the arrest of former KSTD reporter John Hardwood! Hardwood has been implicated in Thomas P. Cook's plot to kill Carole Troy and possibly many Police Officers!"
"A statement from Police Chief Sean Moynahan stated that Hardwood and Cook apparently plotted, planned, orchestrated and executed their murderous plan solely to bring pain or death to Commander Donald Troy, whose work led to Cook's indictment. Evidence has been turned over to the Police that implicates Hardwood in the plot..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah shit," said Hardwood as he watched from the safehouse room with Thomas P. Cook, "they're onto me. I won't be able to help you any more, Thomas. You'll have to get out of here by your pre-planned method. I'll have to make a run for it, get out of State."
"No." said Cook. "I have a better way. I don't trust the people I paid to get me out of here and out of the country. So if you're willing to be a part of it, here's what we're going to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Not two blocks away, Kathy came into the rendezvous point, also a safehouse room. "What's going on?" she asked Elizabeth, who was watching on her iPad in the nearly barren room.
"I don't know." said Elizabeth. "Thomas Cook hired me to smuggle him out of the country. That was before I knew he was going to kill my niece. And if he has more brains than an ant, which I doubt, then he'll not permit himself to be seen by me. He'll survive better by turning himself in to my baby brother than he will if I catch him."
Kathy nodded. "What about this Hardwood reporter guy?"
"He's not going to have a very merry Christmas, either, if I don't miss my guess." said Elizabeth... who rarely missed her guesses. "And he may not make it to the New Year..."
Part 15 - A Stunning Offer
"My phones are ringing off the hook." said Press Relations Captain Briscoe. "All reporters, wanting to talk to Commander Troy. Our hotline for tips on Cook and Hardwood... reporters are using that too, clogging it up."
"Fer cryin' out loud." muttered Chief Moynahan. "Okay, Brick, just stop answering the phone. Tell the hotline operators to get names, numbers and addresses if they're reporters, and then tell them we're sending patrols to arrrrr-est them. And then do it, let's go arrest the bastards until they learn to leave the hotlines a-looooonnnnne."
"Yes sir." said Briscoe. The Chief then called Captain Ross, who came into his office seconds later. "Sir?" she said upon entering.
"What's the Iron Crowbar do-ing?" the Chief asked.
"He's in his office, sir," said Cindy. "On the computer, melting the wires. I don't even ask, sir; his brain is going too fast to talk to me."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "Listen, Captain... we do need to find these two bastards before he does. Even if he doesn't beat them down silly, the Press might say he did, or they might do something... irresponsible. So get that message out to the Precincts on Captain Croyle's behalf as Operations Officer."
"Sir, I'll relay that to Lt. Hewitt." said Cindy. "He's doing Captain Croyle's job, and I only step in when someone does something stupid, like Briggs did when he tried pulling rank on him."



"Oh, does someone want to play that game?" Moynahan said, some venom in his voice. "I've got the trump card of all trump cards in this Police Force regarding that. If Briggs causes any more shit, I'll be locking his heels right where you're standing."
"Thank you, sir." said Cindy, waiting to be dismissed.
"Before I let you go," said the Chief, "how is Captain Croyle doing?"
"She's getting bored, and therefore restless, sir." said Cindy. "The doctors will probably discharge her within three days... just to keep the Hospital standing."
"Heh heh heh heh." said Moynahan. "That's my Captain Croyle. Okay, visit her whenever you feel like, just let us know you're going. And tell the Commander I said the same for him. Okay, you can go."
"Thank you, sir." said Cindy. She turned and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30am, December 26th, Jack Muscone and Martin Nash came to Police Headquarters. Nash went through MCD shaking hands and wishing everyone Merry Christmas as Jack just came straight to my office. A moment later, Cindy and Martin joined us.
"Just came by to tell you that we're not getting anything on the nationwide manhunt." said Muscone. "All the airports and bus stations are alerted, we've got people running video through the computers, but so far nothing since Christmas Eve. We think they may still be in this area."
"They're going to have to show up, if just to go to the grocery store." I said. "I just don't think they planned everything so far ahead that they'd have stashes of food and act like survivalists."
"What were they planning to do?" asked Martin Nash.
"I think Cook might've had a prepared exit." I said. "But Hardwood did not expect KSTD to fire him or give us the video implicating him. So I don't think he had, or has, a plan of any kind."
"Well," said Muscone, "we did pick up some video of someone else in your County, here."
"My sister?" I asked. Muscone nodded. I said "Yeah, I had an idea she was around. But I had... more important things on my mind."
"No doubt about that." said Muscone.
"How is Teresa?" asked Martin Nash.
"Much better." said Cindy. "If she doesn't develop any infections, she'll be out by New Years Day. Maybe in time to watch the University Bulldogs in the Gator Bowl."
"The Green Crowbar is not amused about the Bulldogs being sent to the Gator Bowl." I said in explanation.
Just then, Myron burst into the room. "Oh, sorry for not knocking, sir. I just got an alert from... several sources." He meant his father, but wasn't going to say that in front of the FBI Agents in my office. "KSTD called and said their signal is being jammed."
By the time we got to MCD, KXTC had called to report that their signal was being overwhelmed also. We turned on the monitor in MCD. We did not have long to wait.
"This is Thomas Cook." said Cook as he appeared on the screen. "I have been falsely accused of the crimes that occurred on Christmas Eve. I believe that the only way I can clear my name is to turn myself in and then work to prove my innocence."
"However," said Cook, "I do not feel safe in just turning myself in. I fear that Donald Troy will try to murder me, that he will abuse the power of his Police badge and kill me. Therefore, I propose that I be transported in this limousine across the Coltrane County line and be escorted to Police Headquarters, where I will turn myself in before a large number of people... and television cameras. If Sheriff Allgood transmits acceptance of these terms on KXTC and KSTD, and guarantees me protection from the Iron Crowbar, then I will turn myself in to his custody."
Everyone was looking at me as the screen faded...
To be continued.
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Part 16 - Surrendering To The Authorities
"Well," I said, "stop standing there staring at me. Call the Sheriff. Tell him to accept the bastard's terms."
"I'll call the Sheriff now." said Chief Moynahan, who left for his office.
It was the late morning of December 26th, and Thomas P. Cook had just offered to turn himself in as long as he was protected from me. I told everyone in MCD to carry on, and I went back to my office. In Christmas colors tradition, Green Crowbar followed Red Crowbar into the office.
"What about Hardwood?" asked Cindy as we sat down.
"I suspect he might be with Cook," I said, "saying he's recording Cook's 'journey' to the very end. Even with the video evidence we have, nailing him to the wall is going to be tricky."
Cindy was peering at me. "You don't think this is legit. You think Cook is up to something."
"He's up to no good, that's for sure." I said. "But no, I'm not seeing his game plan at the moment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Here's the deal." Sheriff Allgood said at 12:20pm. He was in the Main Conference Room with Chief Moynahan, me, Cindy, Lt. Hugh Hewitt, PCpt. Thompson, Lt. Irwin, and the FBI's Muscone and Nash. "Cook will drive into the County in a chauffeured limousine. He says he'll cross into our jurisdiction at 2:00pm. We can have Patrol cruisers lead him and follow him."
"He's going to take the route up University Highway, then across MLK Jr. Avenue to Riverside Drive," continued Allgood, "then up Riverside to Police Headquarters, maybe past it to the intersection with College Avenue at the southwest corner of Courthouse Square."
"Once they're in the County," Cindy said, "we can force him to change his route to one we want."
"Except for one thing." said Allgood. "I've agreed to these terms, and we will follow them. I don't know if he has a bomb in the car or what other devices or measures to keep himself from being ambushed by us, but we're going to keep our side of it. We are going to do things his way."
"Commander," asked Chief Moynahan, "anything to say about that?"
I shook my head. "No." I said. "We should insist he stop at the County Line and let us eyeball him to make sure he's in the car. Other than that, surround him, put a tracker on his car, follow him with drones as well as patrol cruisers, and let him turn himself in."
"What's the threat assessment?" asked Muscone. "What if his car is packed with plastic explosives? He's shown he's been in possession of blasting caps."
"Evacuate the route." I said. "Clear University Avenue, MLK Jr. Avenue, and Riverside Drive."
"Can we do that?" asked Lt. Hewitt. "Pretty busy time of day."
"We did it on Christmas Eve." I said. "The whole County saw Cook's message if they had televisions on. They'll know... and understand."
"I don't like how he implicated Commander Troy." said Martin Nash. "Kept saying the Commander would try to murder him. I'm concerned he's trying to set something up that will implicate the Commander."
"The Commander," said Sheriff Allgood, "is going to be nowhere near the route. He will be at County Jail."
"No, that won't work." I said. "I have to be visible to the television cameras. People have to see me not murdering Cook. My best, maybe only alibi in this, is for hundreds of people to believe their lying eyes as they watch television today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 1:45pm. "We have breaking news from the Courthouse! Let's go to Amber Harris for the details. Amber!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde. "Billy Russell, son of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, had his preliminary hearing just moments ago! Mr. Russell is charged with DUI, felony resisting arrest, felony assaulting a Police Officer, and causing the accident that put several orphan girls in the Hospital!"
"Mr. Russell and his attorneys did not waive their rights to preliminary hearings," continued Amber, "and the Defense Counsel made several motions regarding the evidence. Judge Rodney K. Watts, to whom this case was assigned, has denied bail for Billy Russell, saying he is an extreme flight risk. Russell will remain in County Jail until the first hearings early in January, but Defense lawyers have demanded an expedited hearing for their client."
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina. "And we're waiting here at Courthouse Square for Thomas P. Cook, former Town & County Councilman, to turn himself in to authorities on charges that culminate in attempted murder with aggravating circumstances..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson walked into 'Rhythms & Rap', T-Square's swankiest nightclub. "I want to see my brother. Now." she ordered the two men at the bar.
"Lady, you don't walk in here and demand to see the Big Guy like that---"
"I said NOW!" shouted Paulina. "Unless my brother wants to sit out the rest of this year in a prison cell---"
"Okay, sister." said T-Square, coming out of the back room. "It must be a big deal, for you to come in like you just did."
"Let's talk." said Paulina. She led the way to T-Square's office.
Once inside, he sat down but did not offer her a chair. "So... what is it?" he asked, watching her through his trademark sunglasses.
"You will not provide Thomas Cook and John Hardwood safe passage out of this County and out of this State. Whatever plans you had, drop 'em."
"Why should I do that?" asked T-Square. "Lots of money for me."
"Let me just put it this way." said Paulina. "That easily could've been the Iron Crowbar's other daughter on Christmas Eve. That could've been Tasha... my daughter, your niece... left there to die. Do you really want to help those filthy crackers that did that to a little girl like that?"
T-Square nodded. "You've got a good point, there, sister. And fortunately, another 'sister' has appealed to me to let her handle these issues. So just relax, go do what you do, and it'll be all gravy from here."
Paulina nodded. "Thank you. Have a Happy New Year." She turned and stalked out of the room, and ultimately out of the club.
T-Square thought to himself: She don't know what's about to happen, but she did know that I was going to take green dollar bills to get Cook out of here... after his first arrangements failed. Now how did my sister know all that? Only one possible answer there... the Iron Cracker...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm a stretch limousine approached the County Line, a Coltrane Deputy Sheriff's car following. After crossing over the line, the car stopped behind the waiting Police cruiser. Sergeant Rudistan came to the car and the window rolled down. A KXTC cameraman was right behind him, and video of the occupants was broadcast into the homes of the County.
"Ah, Mr. Cook, Mr. Hardwood," said Rudistan jovially, recognizing the two men in the back seat, "so glad you could visit our County today. If you'll just follow this Police car in front of you, we'll have you at Courthouse Square in no time at all."
His joviality fooled no one present. Cook just nodded. Hardwood's face was gray with apprehension, his facial features set in a look of perma-hatred.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And now they're driving up University Avenue." said Bettina as the drone showed the car moving up the road, sandwiched between two Police cruisers with blue lights blazing. "And they're turning onto MLK Jr. Drive, passing 'Rhythms & Rap' on the left, and... what is that?... it appears that some protesters in red t-shirts are blocking the motorcade route! The cars are stopping, but for less than 30 seconds and they're beginning to move again as Police move in on the protestors, taking them down hard to the pavement of the road and arresting them, and moving them out of the way...
Moments later, more Bettina: "And the motorcade is moving just north of the ruins of Ward Harvester, and now they're reaching Riverside Drive. This is like the O.J. Simpson slow-speed chase all over again... and now they're coming up to Police Headquarters, where Sheriff Allgood will take custody of Mr. Cook, and Deputies will take Mr. Cook to County Jail."
The vehicles stopped just past Headquarters. I was watching from the sidewalk just in front of the front doors to the building, along with the Chief, my Captain of Detectives, and about 30 Uniformed Officers. The Sheriff was down on the sidewalk of Riverside Drive. There were several Media persons with their cameras recording everything, and citizens behind barricades.
As Police surrounded the limousine, the driver got out and opened the left-side back door as Rudistan got to the right-rear door and opened it. The gathered crowd hushed momentarily, then began chattering as no one got out of the car. The occupants of the back seat had disappeared!
Part 17 - Sleight Of Hand
All Media cameras turned to pan on me as it became clear that Thomas P. Cook and John Hardwood had somehow disappeared out of the limousine. I kept my face a mask of iron as I mentally absorbed what was going on.
The driver was escorted into Headquarters and the vehicle brought into the fenced-in parking lot and driven to the rear of the parking lot near the Crime Lab building for analysis. Meanwhile, I went back inside and to my office. You get one (1) guess who followed me in.
"Well, now we know." said Cindy. "Rudistan says they were in back of the car, and everyone in MCD saw them on the KXTC broadcast. They somehow got out, and are now at large again."
"Yes." I said. "And their mischief is not done yet---" Just then Helena buzzed me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So how did they do it?" asked Sheriff Allgood as we sat in the Main Conference Room. Also present were Chief Moynahan, Cindy Ross, and Captain Briscoe. Half an hour had passed since the disappearing act that had humiliated the TCPD on television had occurred.
"The motorcade stopped once, and very briefly, on MLK Jr. Drive," said Cindy, "when those red-shirted Antifa anarchists tried to block the route. We also found that there was a movable panel in the floor of the limo."
"We're going back over the route now." I said. "The place they stopped was near the old Fillmore Pharmacy building, where Jenna Stiles was held in that underground dungeon." (Author's note: 'Fire In The Embers', Ch. 04.) "If there's a manhole in the street there, I think we'll know where they got out of the limo."
"They would've had to move fast; not much time to get out of the car." Cindy said.
"And it showwwwws," said Chief Moynahan, "that these red-shirted fruitcakes are indeed paid operatives and not just random trouble-makerrrrrs."
"One thing I'm pretty sure of." said Sheriff Allgood. "You've got to be very careful, Commander Troy. The Press is already insinuating you're behind the disappearances. If anything happens to them, you'll be accused of doing it. You need to stay in sight of people, have people with you. I don't think it's too much to have you escorted in your vehicle by a Police cruiser or a Deputy detail. People stationed outside your house, just to vouch you're inside, stuff like that."
"They're getting what they want." Cindy said. "They're on the run, and the Commander is the one imprisoned and being watched."
"She's right, you know." I said, halfway in a reverie. Then I came out of it and said "Okay, I have work to do, if y'all will excuse me."
"Commander," said Briscoe, "you really need to speak to the Press and stop their speculation... speculation which is no more than thinly veiled accusations of you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:00pm I stepped outside of Police Headquarters and to a podium in front of a huge crowd of people who called themselves 'journalists', as if that were an honorable term.
"We have determined that the limousine had a removable floor panel in the back seat." I said. "The limo briefly stopped over a manhole on MLK Jr. Drive, and we believe Cook and Hardwood exited the vehicle and went down into the manhole at that time. APBs have been re-issued for both men, and a reward of $50,000 for information leading to the arrest of these men has been authorized."
"Commander, were you involved in the disappearance of these men?" asked Tim Sioban.
"No." I said. "And your cameras were on me the whole time, as they have been every minute I step outside of Police Headquarters."
"Commander, what are you going to do if you capture these men before anyone else does?" asked Amber Harris of KXTC, and her question sounded more like an accusation.
"I'm going to bring them to this here Police Station and have them taken through booking, then put in jail cells. Then they'll get their fair trials." I said.
"Are you sure you're not going to kill them?" snarled one 'journalist' that I did not know.
"In spite of your hopes for me to do that," I said, "I'm going to set the right example for my daughter... who is still alive, by the way... and bring these criminals in to face Justice in the American Court System. It's you Fake News journalists that are trying to gin up a story that I'm going to harm these guys, and you need to stop your irresponsible and dishonest reporting."
With that, I turned and went back inside Headquarters, leaving a gaggle of furious 'journalists' staring daggers at my backside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun was sinking over the western horizon at 5:30pm, Laura drove into the fenced-in employees parking lot of Police Headquarters. Moments later, she and I came out, both dressed in trenchcoats and hats against the cold.
Ever chivalrous, I opened the shotgun-side door for her to get in, and then I got in the drivers side. We pulled out and, followed by a Deputy escort and two Press news vans, drove up to County Jail and First Precinct Headquarters. Some moments later, the Press vans observed Sheriff Allgood and his wife drive into that same facility.
Ninety minutes later, well after dark, the Press saw the Troys, again wrapped heavily against the cold, get into the Commander's Police SUV and drive out, followed by the Deputy detail. The vehicle drove to The Cabin, which was empty. The Deputy detail set up at the entrance to the driveway as the Troys went inside. The Press vans had to circle back and find spots off to the side of the road to park and wait. They would be harassed and forced to move by TCPD Patrol cruisers very frequently, but never so badly that they couldn't keep watch of The Cabin above them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The two black-clad figures descended into the manhole in the storage room at First Precinct Headquarters, into the old, nearly forgotten underground storage room. Armed with night-vision devices, they headed down the tunnel that acted as a storm drain to prevent flooding if need be. At the end, the man unlocked the door covering the drain and they exited, securing the door behind them.
Now outside, they looked around, getting their bearings. The saw no Press vehicles, no drones that might have infrared and could detect the heat of their bodies. They made their way along the field, away from the Jail facility, reaching a small dirt road. A dark green O65 Imperial Crown was waiting for them. They climbed into the back seat.
"Where to?" asked the black-clad driver. It was Todd Burke.
"Drop me off on the north side." I said. "Laura where will you be going?"
"BOW Enterprises." said Laura. "By the way... is this the same car as your Black Beauty, Don?"
I smiled and Todd laughed. "No, Aunt Laura." Todd said. "Uncle Harvey provided us with the shell, but the innards are all BOW Enterprises equipment. Barry Oliver has been having more fun than a human being should be allowed to have putting test stuff in here."
"Just don't get pulled over." I said. It was not long before I was at my destination.
Part 18 - 'Enhanced' Interrogation
"Yes, yes." said Katherine Woodburn as she sat behind her home office desk on the phone. She was still dressed in her off-white blouse, black skirt, sheer black stockings with a pattern of roses woven in, and black suede high heel pumps. She looked hot.
"Look, the agreement is in place. We're not going to impeach Jared... no... yes, I know the new plan, but you might need to realize that Commander Troy's daughter was just saved from being blown up, and there's great sympathy for him now... okay, we'll talk about it when the Legislature convenes on January 3d. Yes... goodbye."
Oh good grief, Katherine thought to herself as she gulped down her drink, then poured another. These idiots had no clue...
She thought she heard a noise and looked at the window. She saw nothing. She turned to top off her drink with some amaretto, then looked at the window again and gasped in shock.
The Iron Crowbar was standing in front of the window.
She didn't have time to move. I rushed for the desk and had her out of her chair, and I violently slammed her head and chest to the top of her desk.
"No one else is here to hear you scream, bitch." I growled. "Where is Thomas Cook?"
"I have no fucking idea---" Katherine began, but I slapped her head to the table.
"Bullshit!" I growled. "Where the fuck is he?"
"Go fuck yourself." Katherine said.
"How about I fuck you,, bitch?" I growled. Holding her down with my left hand, I slid my right hand under the hem of her skirt and up her smooth thighs to her pussy. I began to fondle and rub her cunt slit. Katherine began getting wet, very fast.
"Stop that, you fucking thug!" gasped Katherine.
"You don't want me to stop." I growled. "You're loving this. You're fucking wetter than Niagara Falls." I slid my bird finger deep into Katherine's pussy, and began sliding it back and forth along her slick cunt walls. Katherine's protests were barely masked groans of pleasure.
I then undid my pants and brought out my throbbing, iron hard cock. I situated myself behind Katherine, then said "One more time, bitch... where is Cook?"
"Fuck you, you son of a bitch!" Katherine snarled. I suspect she was actually egging me on to do it.
"Since you insist." I replied. I flipped the fabric of her skirt over her succulent ass, fit my head into her labes, and thrust forward with raw male power.
"UHHGH!" Katherine cried out as my cock invaded her tight cunt. I gripped her hips and began fucking her.
"You bastard!" she growled, but she was pushing her ass back to meet my thrusts as I thrust into her again and again, balls-deep in intense sexual pleasure. I began fucking her with a deep, hard, steady rhythm.
"Uh, uh, uh, uh, uh, uh, uh, uh..." Katherine grunted as my groin smacked her sweet ass. I remembered the time I raped Vicki Oldeeds in Sidney Wellman's office. (Author's Note: 'Case of the Executed Evangelist', Ch. 04.) Katherine was a much hotter, wetter, deeper fuck. Katherine was actually good.
"Take my cock, bitch!" I yelled at her. "I'm going to give you what you NEED!"
"Oh God!" Katherine cried out. And then it happened... her cunt clamped down on me, hard. Katherine was orgasming around my cock as I raped her!



"Uhhhh!!" she cried out as I relentlessly thrust into her, pushing her shoulder blades down to keep her helplessly flattened against her desk.
"That's right, bitch! Come around my cock, you bitch!" I growled, leaning over her, then whispering "You like that cock in your cunt, don't you bitch? You're loving that cock!"
"Fuck you." Katherine said, but it was more of a moan of surrender.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmmmmm..." Katherine moaned as I pressed my lips to hers in a deep kiss. She was lying on her back on the sofa in her office, naked except for the garter belt, stockings, and high heel pumps. I was on top of her, fucking her slowly and deeply, thrusting in deep only to slowly withdraw and thrust in deep again.
I had come inside Katherine as I held her to her desk, and she was coming around my cock as I did so. After I withdrew I said, more quietly and civilly, "Okay, where is Cook?"
"I think you're going to have to fuck the answer out of me." said Katherine, looking over her shoulder at me as she stood up. "Think you've got what it takes to do it again?"
I knew I did; I'd taken a 'gray viagra' before coming into the room. Katherine led me to the sofa, where we finished stripping each other, then she pulled me onto her on the sofa.
Now her luscious, shapely legs were wrapped around me as I pumped her deeply and lovingly, nuzzling her neck and sharing open-mouth, tongue-twining French kisses. Katherine was one hell of a kisser, I thought to myself as we made out while rutting hotly. I'll bet she can suck cock with the best of 'em, too.
"You should've been tapping this a long time ago." Katherine moaned as we ground our loins together.
"I'm going to be making up for lost time, for damn sure." I growled. "And whenever I damn well please." That made Katherine's pussy clutch at me again. This in-charge, in-control, bossy bitch loved being taken by a man, I realized, and I was man enough to give her what she needed and desperately desired...
It took another fifteen minutes of steadily plowing her furrow, but I finally got my second nut of the evening. As I came deep inside her, I wondered if she was on the pill. I hoped that she wasn't, but it didn't matter. As to her trying to say I'd raped her and let them gather the evidence, I knew it would be 'he said, she said' as I said she consented... and I'd have an alibi for where I was at this hour by being with Katherine and not elsewhere..
We made out as my cock shrank in her pussy, finally sliding out along with gobs of semen. I finally whispered into her ear "Where is the bastard?"
"Okay..." said Katherine, knowing I was going to make her tell. "I know of three possible hiding places he has. One is in his current house, the Wargrave Mansion. There's a secret safe room in the office building. The second place is a safehouse south of the Downtown district, where a lot of apartments are above the shops. And the third would be the underground room of Fillmore's Pharmacy, where Jenna Stiles was taken and gang-raped. But I doubt he's there, since you'll figure out he escaped the car from near there."
Indeed, we'd already looked there, and we had the Cook home occupied by Police. "What's the address of that safehouse?" I asked. Katherine said she didn't know, but gave the area.
"What about Hardwood?" I asked.
"He's probably hiding in a gay bar, somewhere." said Katherine. "He's a fag, you know. I don't know why he hates you... I figured he wants your cock---"
"As much as you did?" I said, looking derisively into Katherine's eyes. She conceded.
"Yes." she said. "I admit it. I hate your guts, but I love fucking you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Leaving Katherine's compound home, I made my way to the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, and to Todd and Teresa's home. It does not speak well of the security there that I was able to so easily move about undetected. Or maybe it's just damn lucky for this world that I chose to not be a criminal.
I cleaned up in the guest room shower. Then I got out a burner phone and texted an address to a number already entered into it. Afterward, I got in Todd's car and drove to BOW Enterprises. It is possible that my route took me over the River a couple of times, and that the burner phone made its way into the flowing waters beneath the bridge, and that the SIM card took a swim under the other bridge.
I made my way to Todd's office. I was not surprised to find him sitting on the couch and my wife sitting on top of him... and his huge cock sliding in and out of Laura's pussy as she rode him hotly.
"Oh, y'all keep going." I said as I came in. "At least until we hear something."
"No problem with that." Todd said, grinning. "I love fucking Aunt Laura's hot pussy."
"I love it, too, stud." said Laura. "Now fuck me like you mean it..." Todd complied...
Part 19 - Served Cold
About an hour later, I was dozing when a cellphone on Todd's desk buzzed; it was a burner, also. He went over and looked at it.
"It's from Mom." he said, knowing the burner that was texting him. "She just says 'Fill your prescription.'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The BOW Enterprises O65 Imperial Crown made its way along the two track road used by garbage trucks to collect garbage from buildings on MLK Jr. Drive. The car stopped near Fillmore Pharmacy. Laura and I, clothed in all black, masked, and wearing black waterproof trenchcoats, went down what looked like a sewer access. Climbing down and wearing night-vision devices, we made our way along the path to the backside of the underground chamber of Fillmore Pharmacy. The light was on in the cell.
Inside the cell where Jenna Stiles had been brought and gang-raped were three people. One was a man, his hands manacled tightly behind his back, his mouth taped shut with duct tape, and maybe something like a ping pong ball was inside his mouth.
The other two were women, and they were in all black. One was Goth Girl Kathy. The other was my dear sister Elizabeth.
"Joyeux Noël, mon petite frère." Elizabeth said. "I hope you like my Christmas gift. Alas, no return receipt."
"Merci beaucoup. I am grateful." I said. "What about Cook."
"Oh, he's my gift to myself. We're keeping him." said Elizabeth. "And this piece of shit might be the luckier of the two. Farewell, baby brother."
"Au revoir." I said, very sure. Elizabeth and Kathy left. I used the IR-reading capability of my night-vision glasses to make sure they really had left.
Hardwood was sitting in a metal chair in the middle of the cell room, facing the far wall. I came up to him with another chair and sat down, taking out Laura's iPad from my black coat. "Okay, Mr. Hardwood," I said, "Let's watch some TV."
The iPad showed clips of videos. Some showing Hardwood saying he wanted me to be in pain and to suffer; some of him taping Cook, but Hardwood could be heard saying he wanted me to feel pain. After a few minutes, the clips stopped.
"So, Mr. Hardwood," I growled, my voice almost a whisper, "you want to see me in pain. So you were going to murder my daughter in front of me, just to cause me pain."
"Unfortunately for you," I said as I stood up, "you failed to cause me the pain you wanted me to feel. You failed, Hardwood. Stupid to fail. Unforgivable."
I then said, bending over and whispering into Hardwood's ear: "And I believe in karma. I am not going to fail to cause you great pain, Hardwood."
With that I took out a small leather billfold from an inner pocket of my coat. Laura's eyes widened as she saw what it was. I took out the one and only syringe in the billfold, which was half-filled with a blue liquid.
I stepped up to Hardwood, jabbed the needle in his back between his shoulder blades, and injected half of the contents of the syringe. Then I stabbed him in the back lower down, near his kidneys, and injected the rest. The effects were not long in showing themselves.
"AARRRRGGGHHH!" Hardwood yelled through his gag. "AAAAUUGGGGHHHH!!"
I just watched, my face dead to all but Justice. The man who wanted to murder a four year old girl just to make her father feel pain... was now feeling excruciating pain himself. And there was nothing to stop it; the drugs prevented his body from counter-acting the drugs, they kept his heart from stopping, they kept his brain synapses firing, if at irregular and random ways.
Hardwood was shaking, writhing on the floor, sweat pouring out of him. The smell that permeated the room showed that he'd lost control of his bowels, and the wet spot on his pants showed he'd lost bladder control.
I am not sure how long it went on, but it was a while Minutes passed, long minutes. I just stood there and watched, as did Laura. Out of the corner of my eye I saw that Laura was wondering just when I was going to end this. Whether she realized it or not, I knew that I was not going to end it. At all.
It was Laura who broke first. She whispered "Do you have the antidote? Just finish him off!"
I showed her the billfold, empty of all but the empty syringe. I had not brought an antidote nor any other compounds. I continued to watch John Hardwood writhe on the ground, screaming in agony through his gag. And I felt no pity, no remorse, no empathy...
Finally, Laura said "Okay, that's enough. I'm done." she went up to Hardwood, grabbed him by the neck, and twisted violently.
*SNAP!*
Hardwood's screams stopped and he landed on the ground with a thud as Laura dropped his now lifeless body. She had broken his neck, ending his suffering, and ending him. It was her right to do so as the mother of the child he'd tried to kill.
I began grabbing things in the dungeon and piling them around Hardwood's body. Then I lit them. As the fire started, Laura and I went upstairs, and through the backdoor. I then started another fire, knowing the wooden walls would burn fiercely.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How are we getting out of here?" Laura asked as we came to MLK Jr. Drive.
"Easy." I said. "We cross the street, get one of the taxis in the line at 'Rhythms & Rap'." We did so.
There was a line of taxis and a line of people from the club who would take the front taxi as it came up. As one taxi pulled into the rear of the line, I opened the rear door, all but shoved Laura in, and got in myself.
"Yeah, we broke in line." I said to the driver, who was black and overweight. "We'll make it up to you."
"No problem, sir." said the man as he pulled out and around the line, getting a few glares but nothing serious from T-Square's ushers. "Where to, sir?" he asked as he got to the street."
"East side. McGhillie Golf Course." I said. The first visible wisps of smoke were beginning to flow out of Fillmore Pharmacy as we pulled away.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Delivering us in front of the clubhouse at the Golf Course, I came to the driver's window and said "If you hear of some guy getting arrested for fucking his woman in a sand bunker at the golf course, maybe this will help you forget anything about it." I handed him two $100 bills.
"No problem, sir. Have a great night." the man said, laughing as he drove off.
Laura and I did not waste time. We went around the fence and began climbing the hillside, using night-vision devices again. This was the most dangerous part of our mission, I thought to myself; someone could see us in the woods, or see us as we approached The Cabin.
Coming over the hilltop, I led Laura the path that led down to The Cabin. We hugged the walls to the front door, then quickly let ourselves in.
A strange sight greeted us. By the light of one lamp in the greatroom, Eddy the Bounty Hunter was lying on the sofa, his head on the left armrest. On the opposite side was Melina. They had played 'Don and Laura' coming out of County Jail and driving to The Cabin.
Melina was clothed in all black, and Eddy had no shirt on and his pants were down. And Eddy was pressing Melina's pretty feet to his long, thick cock, using them to masturbate his large size.
Melina held up a piece of paper, which I read. It said 'is the house bugged?' I handed Laura her iPad back, and she used an app to check for bugs. There were none.
"We thought the room might be bugged." Melina said quietly. "So I gave Eddy's big cock a nice sloppy, wet blowjob, and he came in my mouth. Then when he got hard again, this perv wanted to use my feet to jack himself off."
"Smart guy." I said. "He knows hot, sexy feet when he sees them."
"I'm glad we got here before you came." said Laura, who was removing her clothes. Once naked, she straddled Eddy and fit the head of his cock to her wet pussy. She then sank down onto him, impaling her tight twat onto his long, thick length, taking him deep inside her.
"Unnnnh, that feels soooo good." Laura moaned. She began riding Eddy hard, and she bent down to kiss him.
"God, you're wet!" Eddy gasped. He didn't realize that Laura's pussy had been filled by Todd's large load earlier, and he didn't care. Laura was kissing him as she rode him hard. They made out hotly as they fucked, then Eddy sucked my wife's milk-filled breasts.
Melina and I watched a few minutes, then went and got what every man wants at 2:30am... breakfast! We cooked up a big feast of breakfast foods.
After Eddy came inside Laura, they came and shared the breakfast with us. Then Melina and Eddy went to the guest rooms (separate ones, to Eddy's dismay), while Laura and I went to the master bedroom. We showered together, then got into bed, and Laura pressed her ass into my abs as we cuddled in a 'spoon' position.
"Was she good?" Laura asked. "Katherine?"
"Yeah." I said. "She was good. Not as good as you, of course"
"Of course not." Laura said tartly. "You gonna fuck her again? In the interest of political relationships?"
"Maybe." I said. "Political bedfellows, we would be. Literally." Laura laughed, and then we drifted off to slee---
Part 20 - Crime and Punishment
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette, from near the burned-out ruin of Fillmore Pharmacy. "Fox Two News has learned that the body found in last night's fire at Fillmore Pharmacy is very likely that of fugitive John Hardwood!"
Bettina went on: "Mr. Hardwood disappeared along with Mr. Thomas Cook yesterday from the vehicle that was taking them to turn themselves in to Police. Police say they'd searched the Fillmore Pharmacy earlier that day, as it was near a storm drain in the road where that limousine stopped, but Police found nothing, which is corroborated by video taken at the time of the search."
"However," said Bettina, "a fire was reported at the Pharmacy by patrons of T-Square's hot nightclub 'Rhythms & Rap' in the early morning hours of last night. It was a raging inferno when Firefighters got to the scene, so they chose to contain the fire and let it burn. The building collapsed into the dungeon basement. Just an hour ago, a charred body was found in the ruins, and the Medical Examiner identified it by dental records as being that of John Hardwood."
"Police Commander Troy," said Bettina, "whose daughter was almost killed by Hardwood and Thomas P. Cook, was well in sight of several persons at all times until he got home, where he was alone with his wife. A Deputy Sheriff protection detail was keeping watch at the entrance of the home, and several news vans were staked out watching the property, and no one saw Commander Troy leave his home until this morning, when he and his wife drove to the Police Station, where her car was left overnight."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good thing you have an alibi, Commanderrrrr." said Chief Moynahan as the coffee klatch got into full swing in MCD. "And the Press just admitted staking out your home in order to provide that alibi."
"I'm sure they're hating it that I wasn't caught doing something naughty." I replied, to some laughter in the room.
"I'm glad you had the witnesses, though." said Cindy, a bit loudly. "The Press really would be trying to make something of it if you hadn't."
"Yes, they likely would." I said. "So, Captain Ross... when the M.E.'s report comes in and you're asked to assign Detectives to investigate the dead body that was found, who are you going to assign to the case?"
"You're getting ahead of things, Commander." said Cindy. "I'll make that determination at the proper time. But have Bowser in readiness to be assigned the case." Much laughter at that.
"Bow-serrrr," said the Chief, "is an excellent dog, but he is just a bit too biased in this case... as is his owner's fah-therrrr. But as a serious answer, Captain Ross, I want you to personally handle this investigation, and have Detectives Warner and Washington with you at all times, and perhaps a Uniformed escort, as well. Videocameras are a must, as well."
"Yes sir." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, Cindy Ross came in. "Okay, sir, it's official. The dead body at Fillmore Pharmacy is John Hardwood. Martha said he was drugged with some sort of neurotoxin, his hands were tied behind his back, and his neck was broken in a way that suggests a person did it with a violent neck twist."
"Okay." I said simply.
"Sir," Cindy said, "You understand that I have to turn this over to the Inspector General. I can't question you, as you are my immediate superior officer, even if we weren't related. And the Chief is too close to you, as well."
"I understand." I said. "Go to the Chief, lay it on the table, and send it up to Horace Wellman."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, December 28th. I was asked to come into the Chief's Conference Room. Inside were the Chief, the Captain Union's Rep, Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, and Deputy I.G. Robert Mullen, who was tall, gray haired, and a lawyer.
"We are here to ask you about your whereabouts during the timeframe leading to John Hardwood's murder." said Mullen. "The Captain's Union Rep is here to act as your representation.
"With all due respect to the Union Rep," I said, "I wish to have my attorney here as my representation, and I will answer no questions without my attorney being present for any and all questioning."
Mullen was not happy about that. The Rep nodded his understanding. The Chief was happy to hear me say that, and Wellman just gave that sinister grin that reminded me so much of his brother, University President Sidney P. Wellman.
A half hour later, Mike G. Todd arrived, and Mullen was even less happy about who it was. Mullen might've been a Jack Lewis supporter and Val Jared hater, and Mike Todd had shredded the sexual harassment attacks on the embattled Governor.
"All right, Commander Troy," said Mullen. "We have a pretty solid timeline of your whereabouts into the evening of the 26th. The Press recorded your movements, or you were in the presence of multiple Police Officers. What I don't understand is why your wife came to County Jail while you were there."
"My wife is the Police Department's official psychologist." I said. "She is part of the evaluations done every year on everyone. She interviewed Lt. Irwin and Sergeant Rudistan while at First Precinct that evening, then she came home with me."
"Yes, so they said in their depositions." said Mullen derisively.
"Are you suggesting their depositions are inaccurate?" asked Mike G. Todd. Mullen stared daggers at him, realizing we weren't going to play, nor give stipulations here.
"No, I am not." said Mullen. "So, Commander, you and your wife drove home, and a Deputy detail and Press vans followed. We have that. Did you leave your home once arriving there?"
"Not until the next morning, when we drove here." I said (truthfully, by the way).
"Can you prove that?" asked Mullen. "That you stayed at your home the entire night?"



"I wasn't aware I needed to prove it." I said. "I guess you can ask my wife if I was there with her all night." We both knew that spousal privilege would keep Laura from having to answer anything if she didn't want to... and even if she did answer it, it didn't prove nor disprove anything. It was a stalemate: Mullen would have to prove I was not at home, and he had no way of doing that, either... unless he was far more brilliant than I thought he was.
"Why did you go to your home on the mountainside, rather than your main home closer to the University."
"My wife and I wanted some 'alone time'." I said.
"What does that mean?" asked Mullen.
"It means, Mr. Mullen," I said, "that I wanted to have sex with my wife without anyone else there." Mullen turned red-faced. The Chief barked a laugh, but IG Wellman laughed more loudly. The Union Rep smiled.
"No need to be so uncouth about it." Mullen muttered.
"That wasn't uncouth." said Mike Todd. "If you want a demonstration of 'uncouth', I'm sure the Commander can arrange one for you."
"No doubt." I said. "Do you have any more questions, Mr. Mullen?"
"Just one." said Mullen. "Will you take a lie detector test for these and further questions?"
"No." I said. "I don't believe in them. They're not admissible in Court, and I don't allow them to be used for suspects in my investigations of them. Therefore, I refuse to be subjected to them myself."
"He's right about that." said Chief Moynahan. "He will not let the TCPD use lie detectors, and never has."
"So why should I believe you if you won't take the lie detector test?" asked Mullen, almost shouting.
"He just told you." said Mike G. Todd. "They're not admissible, and if you're not believing him without taking one, you won't believe him if he does take one. I'm advising my client to not take a lie detector test, as well, and if you attempt to use that refusal against him in any way, we'll take this to the Court system immediately."
"Well," said Mullen, "there's no point in asking further questions, since I'm being stonewalled."
"Mr. Mullen," I said, "if you're as biased against me as you sound right now, you should recuse yourself from this investigation."
"Are you saying I'm biased?" Mullen all but shouted, his face beet red.
Mike Todd said "Don't answer that." To Mullen he said "This interview is over. And at this point, get a warrant if you want to question him further."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm glad you called me in." Mike said as we sat in his office. "I think you're right about that Mullen guy; he's biased. He's trying to play the edges, you being alone with your wife, trying to browbeat you into taking a lie detector test."
"You think he's a problem?" I asked.
"I doubt it." said Mike. "The Press was doing all they could to catch you trying to do something... and ended up being your alibi themselves. I guess he can make things sound bad for you if he's really out to rip you, but my guess is that IG Wellman isn't going to play that game and will shut him down, I'll keep on their tails about it. 
"Thanks." I said. "Now, let's talk about something else, and this is not billable hours, okay?"
"All right." said Mike.
"Have you ever thought of running for District Attorney?"
Part 21 - Twists And Turns
Friday, December 29th. A huge eruption of applause burst out from the crowd on the front lawn of University Hospital as Teresa Croyle was wheeled out of the front entrance by her fiancé Todd Burke. She was wearing all black, with a golden necklace with a pendant of six red diamonds shooting from the center around her neck, and her right arm in a sling, keeping it immobilized.
She waved to the crowd, then was helped into a Police cruiser driven by Lt. Irwin. The vehicle drove down the road, past the rows of buildings of the southern part of Campus, and onto University Avenue.
"Where are we going?" asked Teresa as Lt. Irwin turned onto the road that led up to The Cabin.
"Commander Troy asked me to take you up to his house." said Irwin. "He said something about a dog missing you."
"Awww." said Teresa. When they got there, I was there to greet them. And so were two outstanding dogs.
To my surprise, Buddy did not have an 'accident'. But he jumped up and put his front paws on Teresa's leg to get her attention.
"Hey, Buddy!" Teresa said to the very happy dog. "I'm okay. I'm here." She went and sat down on a sofa in the greatroom. Buddy jumped up on one side of her, and Bowser on the other. Bowser was showing some love and gratitude, as well.
I showed Lt. Irwin around the The Cabin while Teresa petted and talked to the dogs for a long time. A good long time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When she walked into MCD, Teresa received another huge ovation from the very full room of Detectives, Officers, and their Leadership. There was a cake for her that said "Welcome Home!".
"Yes, this is home." she said as she read it. "I'm very happy to be back. I need to go downstairs and qualify with my gun left-handed."
"So sorry!" I said. "The range is closed today, by order of the Police Commander. You can do that next week. Right now, you are on Restricted Duty for Medical Reasons. Sit back and relax... and do paperwork." That last part got a lot of laughter from the crowd.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporter at 7:00am, Tuesday, January 2d, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that the investigation into the death of reporter John Hardwood has taken an unexpected turn! Roll tape."
Tape rolled, and Robert Mullen was shown making a statement: "Commander Donald Troy is not cooperating with our investigation. He has refused to answer our questions and has taken the Fifth. We are being stonewalled, and I am recommending that Commander Troy be suspended until he cooperates fully."
Bettina: "That statement got strong responses from several persons. Roll tape." Tape rolled.
Chief Moynahan: "Commander Troy never took the Fifth; that was an outright lie by Mullen. Commander Troy did answer the I.G.'s questions. I was there, and what Mullen said is an outright fabrication.
Sheriff Allgood: "What Mr. Mullen says contradicts what my Police Chief and the Inspector General themselves reported to me. I've asked I.G. Wellman to assign someone else to this investigation."
I.G. Wellman: "Mr. Mullen is being asked to take a step back, and will be reassigned to other tasks. His comments were not correct. Commander Troy never took the Fifth and he did answer questions regarding the Hardwood case."
Back to Bettina: "Several formal complaints were made to the State's Office of Ethics and Review by Social Justice groups. The Citizens for Police Accountability, the State Organization for Women, the Committee of Concerned Citizens, and Senator Maxine Watts's new group, 'Black Voices Raised', have all made formal complaints that Mr. Muller was removed from the investigation to protect Commander Troy from criminal prosecution!"
Bettina went on: "When asked what evidence there was against Commander Troy, Jay Swenson of the CFPA said this. Roll tape."
Swenson: "Mr. Mullen was getting that evidence when his voice was silenced. But it's not just the evidence. It's the optics of impropriety on Commander Troy's part, and the seriousness of the charges that requires an independent investigation."
Back to Bettina. "And let's go to Nick Eastwood for the Sports report. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood from in front of the University Athletic Complex. "The University Bulldogs beat Northwestern University 59-3 in the Gator Bowl yesterday, and Coach Ted Thrasher has faced an avalanche of criticism! When reporters asked about him running up the score, he said this. Roll tape."
Coach Thrasher: "I could say that it's up to their defense to stop our offense. And we did play just about everyone on our roster, including some Freshmen. Only redshirted players didn't play. But the fact is, ladies and gentlemen, is that we should've been in a better bowl, and no disrespect to Northwestern, but we should've been playing a higher level of competition. I ask again why we weren't in the Cotton Bowl or one of the bigger bowls in Florida."
"Then why did you accept the Gator Bowl bid?" asked a reporter.
"We had no choice." said Coach Thrasher. "We were told that was the only bowl we could attend, and if we didn't go we wouldn't have the extra practices. I'm not going to harm our program by not having those extra practices. It's an insidious trap. We were in a Catch-22."
Back to Nick: "Coach Thrasher's remarks did not go over well with Gator Bowl officials, who complained for days that the Bulldogs did not attend functions and did not encourage their fans to come to the game. There were only 3,000 people in the stands, one of the most poorly attended bowls this year. And the Wildcats beat Texas A&M 17-16, so why Coach Thrasher thinks the Bulldogs should've been there isn't immediately understood."
Bettina said "Nick, any truth to the not attending functions?"
Nick replied "When pressed, the Gator Bowl officials said that the team attended all official team and bowl functions. But there are extra, unofficial charity events that players are asked to attend, and Bowl officials said University players boycotted them, which the players deny was an actual boycott. It's semantics and 'he said, he said', but some bad blood has been brewed."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Coach Thrasher is right about the Gator Bowl." Cindy said bitterly as we drove to Nextdoor County for Molly's promotion ceremony. "That was a joke, and everyone has egg on their faces now."
"Couldn't agree more." I said placatingly.
"Well, it's overwith." said Teresa, who was in the backseat, her right arm still in a sling. "I'm more worried about the way the Haters and the Press are trying to convict Commander Troy of murdering John Hardwood in the Media. Speaking of all that, Commander... what did you do with Thomas P. Cook?"
"I have no idea about him." I said, truthfully. No news of Cook had come up at all, and I had no idea what Elizabeth and Kathy had done with him. I then said "But you know... I have an idea...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ceremony was at the Nextdoor County Athletic Complex gymnasium. It was well-attended, as it was the retirement ceremony for the popular longtime Chief Malden. Then came Molly Evans's promotion to Police Chief, and Lt. Paul Price was promoted to Captain and Assistant Chief.
Lots of photos were taken, including some at Molly's request that included me and Cindy, then a couple of Molly and her boys with me... that would be a 'family photo', and I was proud to have a copy of that photo in my office in The Cabin.
The Press showed up in larger-than-normal numbers, and that was so that they could ambush me. So I used them for my own purposes and came to the gaggle outside in the cold.
"Commander, why did you take the Fifth?" asked Diane William of KCTY.
"I didn't take the Fifth, and that's been verified multiple times over." I said. "It's outright libel if you keep saying I did."
"Commander, who killed John Hardwood?" asked Priya Ajmani. Ah, the opening I was looking for... and I didn't mean Priya's pussy.
"We all know," I said, "that Thomas Cook and John Hardwood were last seen together in the limousine, then they both disappeared from the vehicle, and near where Hardwood was found dead. So logic would have to dictate that Thomas P. Cook is the one involved in Hardwood's death. Maybe Cook murdered Hardwood and then made his own escape."
"Do you really believe that, Commander?" asked Bettina skeptically.
"It's more plausible than you Press guys trying as hard as you can to convince people that I did it." I said.
And to my surprise, it worked. The Press did not show me accusing them of fake news bias, so all they showed were my comments that maybe Cook was the culprit.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And what happened to Thomas P. Cook?
On the night of December 27th, somewhere north of the City, a woman came into her office... and screamed. Aides rushed into the room.
A tenterhook had been attached to a chain that was secured to a beam in the ceiling. Hanging from the tenterhook was the naked body of a man, his hands manacled behind him. His penis and testicles were cut off and stuffed into his mouth, and secured by his necktie being used as a gag. He had been disemboweled by being cut open from his groin to his sternum, and his organs and a mass of blood, feces, and tissue were on the floor. He had been executed here.
"That's... that's Thomas Cook!" shouted one man, his voice quivering in fear.
"Yezzz, it is." said the woman, having gotten over her initial shock. "So who did this?"
An aide made her way to the desk, taking the long way around the pool of blood. "There's a mask and a note on the desk, ma'am." the aide said.
It was a Guy Fawkes mask, that 'Anonymous' wears these days. And under the mask was a note, which said: "We are Legion. We do not forgive. We do not forget. Expect us."
"Ohhhhh, shiiiiiiit." gasped the woman.
"Ma'am," said the aide, "this note reeks of perfume." She brought it over and the woman sniffed it.
"This..." she said, "is the perfume of the Iron Crowbar's sister. She betrayed Pastor Raymond Westboro, helped her brother murder him."
"What do you want to do?" asked the man.
"Dispose of the body." said the woman. "Clean this shit up... no, wait. They know where we are, and who I am. We're evacuating to Location Delta. After everything is cleared, burn the building down..."
Part 22 - Night of January 16th
*BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!*
Whhhirrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr...
As the echoes of the shots faded away, the targets began flying back towards the bay. It was clear to all that Teresa had easily re-qualified with her gun left-handed. But right-handed was going to be a close call. It was Thursday, January 4th.
"Left hand is perfect. Right hand is good, but barely." said the Armorer, wearing his trademark gray baseball cap as he examined the target of the right-hand shooting. I was also watching, and agreed.
"Pretty ragged with the right hand, there, Croyle." I said teasingly. "So... would you rather have range time, or desk duty?"
"Range time, sir." Teresa said, flat deadpan. "At least I get to shoot things."
"Well, you're qualified to return to full duty." said the Chief as the Armorer certified the qualification.
We went upstairs, and of course had a little party in MCD, with lots of doughnuts and coffee.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There is an adage that 'no good deed goes unpunished'. Not even the most heroic ones.
"Okayyyyy," said the Chief as my Angels and myself came into the Chief's Conference Room thirty minutes later. "Unfortunately, we have a full Board of Inquiry concerning Captain Croyle's rescue of young Carole. It will be on January 16th."
"What are the issues?" I asked.
"The big one that has been raised is whether or not Captain Croyle violated Commander Troy's orders by going into the warehouse." said the Chief. "The second one is whether or not Commander Troy should've allowed Captain Croyle to be anywhere but at her desk, especially with regard to her penchant for collecting Purple Orders, and due to her previous Christmas Eve isssssssuuuuuuues."
"Sheesh." I said. "No regard to the fact that she saved a four-year-old child, whether or not it was my child."
"This is ridiculous." said Cindy. "I've already been deposed. Everyone in or near MCD heard what you told Teresa, Commander. She did not violate your orders..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, January 5th. As I came into my office at 6:00am, I was stunned to see that someone was inside, waiting for me. It was none other than Takaki Misaki. Todd and Misaki's eldest son were in the anteroom, and alerted me.
"Misaki-sama!" I said as I came into the office. I bowed correctly. "I'm honored to see you, though very surprised."
"I apologize for intruding, and at such an unusual hour," said Misaki, whose movements were very secret. "I wanted to give you something. I should have destroyed this, but I believe that it is in everyone's best interest that you see it." He extended his hand, which contained a scroll. I took it formally, opened it and read it. It was Teresa's death poem. It said:
"Asked on that darkest Christmas Eve,
why couldn't it have been me?
I give my answer in blood this Christmas Eve,
and go forth to meet my Destiny."

"Thank you for showing me this, Misaki-sama." I said.
"Please keep it." said Misaki. "And I also came to tell you that all is in readiness for January 27th." With that, Misaki made his formal goodbyes, and left with Todd and his son attending him.
I was near tears as I re-read Teresa's death poem. Her pain had not been in the death of her sister. It had all centered on those words of her father, a father that mentally abandoned her in the worst moment of her life.
And then I remembered Carole's words. She had seen it that I had come for her, had not abandoned her. And I resolved then to be sure to be there for my daughters and sons, whatever it took...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Tuesday, January 16th. A large crowd was gathered to witness the proceedings of the Board of Inquiry.
Mr. Silas, the older black man, was the presiding Commissioner. Mr. Fitzgerald and Mr. Finneran were also on the Board. It was Finneran, who hated Police, and hated me personally, that had raised the issues concerning Teresa's actions.
Teresa was sitting at the table to the side, the Captain Union's Rep with her. I had been asked to sit with them; technically, this Board of Inquiry was about my actions as well as Teresa's. Cindy and the Chief were on the first row, and we were all in our Duty Dress uniforms. Todd Burke was also sitting with Cindy, as was Laura.
"This Board of Inquiry is convened." said Commissioner Silas. "There are two major issues that this public hearing is convened to determine. First, did Captain Teresa Croyle disobey orders when she entered the Ward Harvester warehouse, however heroically, and however happy the result was; and second, should Captain Croyle have been ordered to remain at Police Headquarters, given her previous issues during the Christmas season and her record of five Purple Orders, which is alarmingly high."
I was called up first. And Finneran was hell-bent on giving me hell.
"Commander Troy," he said, "did you order Captain Croyle to not enter the Ward Harvester warehouse without your explicit permission?"
"Those were not my instructions to Captain Croyle." I said.
"Are you sure?" asked Finneran. "You are under oath, Commander."
"I am sure." I said. "And if you're insinuating I'm lying by reminding me I'm under oath, then you either prove me wrong or apologize for your baseless insult."
"We'll see if you're lying or not." said Finneran.
"So what did you order Captain Croyle to do?" said Mr. Fitzgerald, trying to get the Inquiry moving along.
"I instructed her to take charge of her SpecOps teams, which she did." I said. "I told her to deploy them west of Ward Harvester, which she did. I instructed her to not to send any of them in without my permission, and she didn't. But to be clear, those instructions did not extend to her."
"Why not?" growled Finneran. "Isn't she one of them?"
"No." I said. "She's Captain of Operations. Whole different thing."
"Is it?" snarled Finneran. "Aren't you picking nits? Obscuring the facts with semantics?"
"I'm not obscuring anything." I said. "And you're picking the nits. But the semantics are very important, because they prove me right and you wrong."



"So you're stating that you did not order Captain Croyle to not go into Ward Harvester, with or without your permission?" asked Mr. Silas.
"That is correct." I stated.
"Okay, let me ask you this, Commander." said Finneran. "Why didn't you have Captain Croyle remain at Police Headquarters."
"Because I told her to take charge of the SpecOps people and deploy them west of Ward Harvester." I said.
"I guess I'm not making myself clear in my line of inquiry." said Finneran. "I know that I have on repeated occasions stated my disagreement with you that Captain Croyle is being deployed in the front lines. I know that several Council Members have also expressed reservations about it. So Commander, did you not consider our concerns when deploying Captain Croyle to the field?"
"No, I did not consider them." I said.
"And why not?" snarled Finneran.
"Because I consider your opinion to be of no value, Mr. Finneran." I stated with alacrity. "My own counsel will I keep when making decisions regarding the Town & County Police Force... which is my job and not yours, by the way."
"So you're sitting there telling me you do not respect my opinion, nor the Council's?" snarled Finneran.
"First of all," I said, "I do not accept your premise that your views are the same as the entire Council's, nor their official opinion. Second, yes... I am telling you that I do not respect your opinion, Mr. Finneran, and I will not consider it at any time while I'm doing my job of commanding the Town & County Police Force."
"Okay, I think we're clear on that." said Mr. Silas. "Let's call our next witness, which is Captain Ross."
Finneran started in on her: "Did Commander Troy lie when he said he did not order Captain Croyle to not enter Ward Harvester without permission?"
"I'm not going to waste time on this." said Cindy. "Supervisor Milton, would you please play the video that was placed into evidence?" Myron got up. Finneran objected, but Silas was having none of it, and told Myron to proceed.
The video came up, and it showed me telling Teresa to deploy the SpecOps. My own words, at the time. And those words were devastating to Finneran's assault on my integrity.
"So as you can see," said Cindy, "Commander Troy's words at the time are what he testified to today, and you owe him an apology, Mr. Finneran."
"It'll be a cold day in hell before I apologize to him." snarled Finneran. At that time the Captain Union's Rep demanded Finneran be recused. Silas declined to do that, but warned Finneran. And we had some legal groundwork laid.
Last, Teresa was not brought to the stand, but was interrogated from her chair. Finneran asked just one question: "Captain, did you disobey your commanding officer's orders and entered Ward Harvester without his permission?" Teresa stood up in the silence and said:
"It does not matter."
There were murmurs in the audience, then Teresa went on: "I'll explain that. What you decide in your political charades is unimportant. What matters is that my fiancé Todd Burke and my best friend Cindy Ross will not have to wake up next year remembering Christmas Eve as the day their cousin died." There were murmurs in the room. Cindy's eyes were just a bit too wide for her face.
Teresa went on, and I saw her lip quivering as she said "And Commander Donald Troy... the kindest, wisest, and bravest man I have ever known... will not have to wake up next Christmas Eve remembering it as the day his daughter died."
How she got the rest out, I don't know, but she then said "But Carole Troy will remember Christmas Eve... as the day her father did not abandon her, but came and got her out of that black hole in the moment she most needed him. That is all that matters to me, and what you decide is irrelevant, and unimportant."
Well over half the audience stood up and began applauding Teresa's statement. She just stood there, numb. I stood up with Cindy, Todd, and the rest of them to applaud, but soon realized that taking Teresa into my arms and hugging her was the right thing to do. She clung to me in return. Only a few of us in that room knew the true measure of what it took for Teresa to say those words, expiating the demons of her life... and it was the measure of her that led her to put it all on the line to rescue a four-year-old child from otherwise certain death.
Mr. Silas banged his gavel repeatedly until order was restored. "I can see two things here." he said. "First, Captain Croyle's courage is beyond question. And second, this is a Police Force forged in strong links of loyalty and brotherhood, or sisterhood as the case may be, and we are lucky to have them serving our Citizens. This hearing is adjourned."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, January 16th. The Town & County Council convened in Executive Session.
"The Board of Inquiry sent it's final report an hour ago." said the Mayor. "No surprise that it is 2-1 in favor of Captain Croyle's actions being legitimate, and Commander Troy's actions being correct, as well."
"I'll tell you right now," said Kelly Carnes, who no longer had ally Thomas P. Cook on the Council with her, "that I agree with Commissioner Finneran's very strong dissent. I believe Captain Croyle acted improperly and disobeyed orders, however brave she was and however successful her mission was. And Commander Troy's actions were beyond inexcusable."
"You would think that." said Dagmar Schoen. "The ironic thing is that if you had children, Mrs. Carnes, and it had been your child in that warehouse... Captain Croyle and Commander Troy would've done the same things to save him or her."
"If memory serves me correctly," said Edward Steele, "Commander Troy did go into that same warehouse and rescued three children some years ago. And what Captain Croyle did... I... I just don't have words..."
"Six Purple Orders." said Carnes. "They had to force Joe Smedley to retire when he got his sixth. Are we going to have to do the same for Croyle?"
"Captain Croyle is a leader." said John Colby. "She should be leading. But also... her Officers are going to do what Commander Troy's did for him... they're not going to let either of them lead with their noses."
"Which got now-Captain Ross almost killed." said Malinda Adams. "I see Ms. Carnes's point... when does it stop?"
"When the criminals stop." said Edward Steele. "Look, folks, Police work is dangerous. We're lucky to have some very brave and capable Police Officers in this County. In this case, it happened that Captain Croyle was in a unique position to remember that pit being there, and being physically capable of getting into that Ring of Fire and getting Carole out and into that pit in time."
"People," said Reginald B.F. Lewis, "why are we even wasting time talking about this? Every one of us was glued to our televisions watching what those very brave people did... Captain Croyle, Commander Troy, the whole rescue team..."
Part 23 - Loyalty Rewarded
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, January 25th. "Fox Two News has learned that Prince Ogaki, a cousin of the Japanese Emperor, will visit the City Buddhist Monastery this weekend!"
Bettina: "The Japanese delegation that includes the Prime Minister is in Washington for important economic talks. Prince Ogaki, representing the Chrysanthemum Throne, has expressed a desire to visit the City Monastery, which has been in service for over 150 years. The Monks of the Monastery are ready to welcome the Prince of the Seventh Rank, and security will be tight, including putting a tarp over the open space over the garden in the center of the Temple."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, January 27th. As the Press fawningly covered the arrival of Prince Ogaki at the Buddhist Temple, where he would be staying overnight, Teresa and I went to the Federal Building, and to the office of Jack Muscone.
"What are you guys doing here?" he asked. "Not that I'm not glad to see you."
"Just checking in." I said. "And if the Press happen to see us, they'll think we came to see you."
"Instead of being received by Prince Ogaki at the Temple?" asked Jack.
"Not much gets by you." I said, in the form of a quotation.
"Heh. Well, that's understandable." said Jack. "Right now, my people are working on Thomas P. Cook. We think he's dead, and half the FBI thinks you killed him, but no leads."
"I wish I could claim credit for killing that piece of shit." I said. "But I'm not the one." That caused Muscone to peer at me.
"Well, I've got more on my plate than that." Muscone said. "I'm trying to track Red Brookstein, but he's lying low. Maybe he and Cook are hiding out together." I chuckled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As it grew dark, Teresa and I were picked up by a limousine from Ichimoku Industries. We were driven as part of a convoy to the Buddhist Temple, which was northeast of the City, east of the Airport. Other vehicles in the convoy carried Todd Burke, Teddy Franklin, my wife Laura, and Misaki's people that worked with BOW Enterprises and Ichimoku Industries.
We were taken to small rooms, where clothes were laid out for us. Teresa was given a black kimono with the Clan Troy crests on front and back, and black leggings and a red sash belt. I was given a similar black kimono and leggings. They were silk, and very comfortable. I put my swords in their proper place in my red belt, and I also had a red overmantle vest with wings on the shoulders and two long vestments that tucked into the belt.
When we came to the hall, Takaki Misaki and Todd met us, both wearing swords, and both wearing white kimonos with the blue insignia of four leaves pointing into a circle, blue sash belts, and Misaki was wearing a blue overmantle similar to mine.
We were then ushered by the Buddhist monks to the main indoor audience chamber. I expected to see Prince Ogaki, but the man that was on the raised platform at the end of the room was not the Prince... it was the Emperor of Japan himself!
We all bowed, and Misaki re-introduced me and introduced Teresa. "Ah so!" said the Emperor, "Ms. Croyle, your bravery and sacrifice were astonishing. The Empress and I were most pleased you were able to escape that death trap relatively unharmed."
"Thank you, Your Majesty." said Teresa, bowing, not trying to use Japanese, as any mis-step before the Exalted would be very bad.
One of the Emperor's advisors came to him and said it was time. The Emperor again congratulated us, then he excused himself and left with them, and we retreated down the hall to another small room.
Teresa was invited to a side room, to watch a short film. In it, she watched as the black crowbar she used, and the metal in which it was embedded, was melted down along with other pieces of metal into one block by the Town High metalworkers. Then it was airlifted to Japan, where Yoshindo Yoshihara, Japan's preeminent swordsmith, and his apprentices began work on it. Yoshindo himself did much of the work, unlike my swords that were done mostly by the apprentices.
Teresa watched as that black crowbar was transformed into two of the finest swords in the world. Their handles were wrapped in blue cloth with gold trim, and were beautiful as well as useful. When the film was over, she came into the anteroom.
I had changed the overmantle from the 'soft' one to a heavily starched overmantle, red in color, with ties to connect them over my chest. This was a formal Clan leader overmantle, and I knew Misaki would also be wearing one, in dark blue.
A young man, whose name was Taro, was waiting to lead us into the chamber behind the large wooden door in front of us. He would be carrying a ten-foot-high red banner, with the symbol of Clan Troy at the top.
"Before we go in." I said, taking something out of my kimono's inner pocket. I began wrapping the piece of white cloth around Teresa's waist, tying it off.
"My thousand-stitch-belt!" Teresa exclaimed happily. "You found it!"
"I found it before I found you." I said. "I figured this was the right time to return it. Are you ready to go in?"
"Hai, Sire!" she said. We turned to face the doors, and I nodded to Taro. The monks opened the doors, and we followed Taro and our Clan banner inside.
The outdoor court had a tarp over it. Over a hundred persons, many masked, some with torches, were aligned in semicircular rows facing the platform at the other end. Takaki Misaki and Todd were waiting there, in their white kimonos with blue patterns. Behind the stage was an area sheathed by cloths; the Emperor or perhaps Prince Ogaki was there, giving the seal and mandate of the Chrysanthemum Throne to this ceremony.
Banners of the Takaki clan and the Troy clan encircled the gathering. I knew that Laura was here, somewhere. I also knew that Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart had been invited, and perhaps his daughter was here as well, but I did not see them.
Teresa and I reached the dias and Taro took our banner to one side. We bowed to Misaki, who returned it. Then I came around to my left, Misaki's right, to the edge of the stage, as Teresa stood alone to receive her reward for her courage.
"Teresa-san," Misaki said. "Your actions and your character are of the most noble quality. You are a worthy member of the Troy clan, whose leader believes you are worthy to be a samurai warrior. Do you wish to proceed?"
"Yes, Sire." said Teresa.
"To whom do you swear loyalty?"
"To the United States Constitution." Teresa said. Okay, so I'd told her my answer in advance, and she wisely said the same thing.
"An excellent choice." said Misaki. His daughter Mariko used the diabetes blood tester to prick Teresa's finger, and smeared her blood on five pieces of rice paper. Then Misaki opened a fan and waved it three times with words in Japanese. On the last word, the entire assemblage raised two hands and yelled what was for them a cheer.
Then I presented the box that was handed to me to Misaki. He threw back the silk sheaths inside it to reveal the swords. "Teresa-san," he said, "these swords were created from the crowbar you used, as well as pieces of the Ward Harvester building, at the invitation of the Exalted by Yoshindo Yoshihara and his apprentices. He personally ensured that these swords are the finest that he himself could possibly make. Remember, Teresa-san, that the sword is the soul of the samurai, and that the remnants of Ward Harvester are part of your own soul now."
With that, Misaki presented the short sword, which Teresa put into her sash with help from Mariko. Then he handed her the katana. She turned and, holding the sword over her head, and unsheathed it halfway. Everyone in the room began the two-armed cheer, and yelled over and over and over, in waves around the room, it seemed. Then Teresa sheathed the sword and put it into her sash.
"Come, Don-san. Walk with me." said Misaki. I was stunned; I had just been invited to walk alongside one of the most powerful men in the world, as his equal down the aisle and out of the room. Our two banners preceded us, side-by-side, and Todd and Teresa fell in behind us as we exited, the assembled persons all bowing until we'd cleared the room.
Once outside, I bowed and said "Thank you for that great honor, Misaki-sama."
"Don-san," said Misaki, "for you, it is now 'Misaki-san'." He handed me a scroll. "The Emperor is vastly impressed with your abilities. You are to keep this scroll. It makes you a personal advisor to the Exalted, the same level as myself, the CEO of Ichimoku Industries, and just a few others." I was stunned.
"You should write a note to the Exalted, thanking him." said Misaki. "My daughter Mariko is gifted in the written arts, and will assist you, if you wish."
"I would be honored." I said. With that, I learned how to write a thank-you note to the Emperor of Japan. It was not a thank-you note after a wedding or Christmas. I had to choose my words carefully, and write with flowing beauty and precision. Mariko's help was invaluable.
After we were done, I went up to Teresa and said "May I see 'Ward Harvester'?" Teresa slid the katana partway out of its scabbard. It was an incredible piece of work, literally art in the form of sword steel. And it now had its name.
Some time later, we were all fed. It was not a large feast, but a ceremonial supper with relaxed rules of etiquette. I realized that some high-level people were having meetings, and we were waiting for them as we ate and drank. About an hour later, we were gathered and transported out of the Temple.
Part 24 - Courage Rewarded
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, February 1st, front in front of City Hall, where a platform had been built over the stairs leading to the front portico. There would be a ceremony here this day, as it was Medals and Promotions Day.
"Fox Two News has learned that Captain Teresa Croyle will receive her sixth Purple Order today, making her only the second Town & County Public Servant to receive that many Purple Orders in Town or County history, the other being the late Joe Smedley with both the Police and Fire Departments." said Bettina. "And while there has been no official announcement, it is widely believed that Captain Croyle will be receiving the Medal of Valor today. We do know that several Police and Fire Officers will be receiving awards at today's 1:00pm ceremony here at City Hall."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, here it is." said Cindy Ross, as she opened the box to reveal the Purple Order. It was on a chest drape ribbon, meaning it hung from the uniform shirt, as opposed to the neck ribbon that hung around the neck. Joanne Warner was wearing her Purple Order on its neck ribbon as she and I strained to get a look at the one in the box.
"Wow." I said, seeing the silver oak leaf cluster in the middle of the purple ribbon. "May we never see one of these again."
"Sir," asked Joanne, "since it's just one oak leaf cluster again, shouldn't it be on a neck ribbon?"
"Well," I said, "there is one other reason Captain Croyle will be wearing it on her uniform instead of around her neck."
"Ohhhhh..." Joanne said, understanding.
"And here is that one other reason." Cindy said, opening another box. The Medal of Valor, with its red ribbon and upside-down, well-adorned five-pointed star, was inside, and as always it was an impressive sight to see.
"Are there any promotions today?" asked Joanne.
"There's some pay grade increases." I said. "Morton is being promoted to Sergeant. The Council wanted to wait on Mary until May. She still has to go to Academy Advanced Course, which will occur later this month."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa was sitting in her office, trying to do paperwork, and failing. She felt strangely tense inside. She knew she would be in front of a lot of people today, and though Commander Troy had talked to her about what it was like, she was still nervous.
There was a knock on her door, and Chief Moynahan appeared. "Captain," he said with his gravelly voice, "this Police Chief wanted to say hello to you." Following him in... was the Police Chief of Teresa's hometown... the policewoman that had been there for her the night Alexis had died, and had been helpful as a Police Captain when Teresa had gone home to bury her father. (Author's Note: 'Secrets of Apple Grove'.)
"Well, hi!" exclaimed Teresa. She got up and hugged the woman warmly. They chatted for a few minutes, then Moynahan said "Why don't I show her around while you get ready for the cere-moan-eees."
A minute later Cindy came in. "Those two Police Chiefs are making eyes at each other." the platinum blonde said. "Romance is in the air tonight, if I don't miss my guess."



"No place like our Town & County to find love." said Teresa. "Or at least sex. Lots and lots, and lots and lots, of sex." Cindy burst out laughing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chester Morton was promoted to Sergeant, his stripes pinned on him by Sergeant Rudistan and myself. Patrolman Johnson got a pay grade promotion, among others. Then came a slew of Certificates of Achievement and Achievement Medals. Roy McGhillie and Teresa Croyle received Achievement Medals for rescuing girls from the overturned Orphanage bus in the Dec. 23d collision with Billy Russell's car. Theo Washington also received an Achievement Medal for his work on the Cochran cold case, which led to the indictment of Thomas P. Cook.
Captain Cindy Ross received a Public Safety Star of Gallantry for following me and the rescue team into Ward Harvester right after it was destroyed. I'd put her in for the Legion of Excellence; it was double-downgraded by the Council. Politicians. Can't live with 'em, can't shoot 'em... well, I could shoot them. Sheriff Allgood upgraded it from the Police Star to the Public Safety Star, which I thought was a good thing to do.
As always, the last medal was the Purple Order, and yes, we had one. As Captain Teresa Croyle came up to receive it, there was a very loud standing ovation. As Chief Moynahan read the proclamation, I pinned the medal on her Uniform jacket... but first I held it up for all to see the silver oak leaf cluster, which just generated even louder applause...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Personages began assembling at City Hall at 12:30. Sheriff Allgood, Chief Deputy Oswald, Police Chief Moynahan, Fire Chief Quinlin, Public Health Officer Beth Paige, Admiral Leonard R. Cordell, USN (Ret.), Police Chief Emeritus Griswold, Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem, Dr. Laura Fredricson, Carole Troy, Melina Allgood, Captain Ross, Members of the Town & County Council, Mayor Larry Vaughan (the People's Choice), and others.
Courthouse Square was full. Absolutely packed. It was hard keeping people out of the streets. It helped when the Booker T. Washington High School Marching Band came through. The did their choreographed routine in front of the bleachers that faced the platform on the City Hall steps. Those bleachers were filled with Police Officers and Firefighters.
I had been instructed to ride on the first of two Fire Engines that made the loop around Courthouse Square. With me were Fire Lieutenant Easley, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, and Fire Engineer Gregory Towson, and Police Lieutenant Irwin. On the second of the two Fire Engines was Captain Teresa Croyle.
Once assembled at 1:00pm, Sheriff Allgood presided over the ceremonies. The first award went to ... me. I was being awarded the Sheriff's Medal. Partly for running into the remains of Ward Harvester at the peril of my life, but more for, as the proclamation said: "Commander Troy showed exemplary leadership, directing the deployment of Police and Fire resources in a manner that saved lives, and showing exemplary command leadership in spite of the fact that his own daughter was the person trapped in the Ward Harvester warehouse." I called that just doing my job. The majority of the Council saw it differently, and it was made the law of the Town & County that I receive the reward.
Then I pinned the next four awards onto their recipients, while the Police or Fire Chief read the proclamations. They were the four that had come down with the stretcher to take Teresa out of the pit and to safety. First was Police Lieutenant Irwin, receiving the Police Medal. Then Fire Engineer Gregory Towson received the Fire Medal, his son loudly applauding from behind him among the people on the stage.
Then came Fire Marshal Zoe Singer. She was being awarded the EMS Medal with Oak Leaf Cluster. As I was about to pin the medal on her uniform, I held it up for her to see. It was not red-bordered, as Fire Department medals were... it was green-bordered! Zoe looked shocked but happy.
Someone made the 'mistake' of letting Your Iron Crowbar write the language of the citations into the ordinance for the medals. After Zoe's, I inserted the words '(old style)'. Then I had the green-bordered medal, which was the old EMS medals and ribbons edges, made at my own expense. Zoe knew what it meant... I had not given up on bringing back the EMTs, and this was the first salvo in that operation.
Last was Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley's Fire Medal. He was last for a reason. He and I remained as the others sat down. Cindy and Chief Griswold came up. We all had one thing in common... red-ribboned Medals of Valor around our necks.
Fire Lt. Easley would read the proclamation. Chief Griswold escorted Teresa Croyle to the front of the stage, to tremendous applause. Cindy held the box, and it was my great honor to take the Medal of Valor from that box, drape it around Teresa's neck, and fasten it. Thankfully, I did it right. Then we backed up and a tremendous ovation erupted over Courthouse Square... and in the Cancer Center at the Hospital, into which the ceremony was being televised.
We'd all fought for the right to put the Medal around Teresa' neck. Ultimately she decided when she tearfully told Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Allgood that while Cindy was her best friend and Chief Griswold was like a father to her, only one person had gone to her hometown and found out her story and found that picture of her and Alexis, and that one man had given her a chance she did not deserve, brought her back to the TCPD, and backed her up all the way, thus saving her career and her life. Teresa had asked for me to do it. Cindy sulked (not really), and swore retribution in the Police Boxing Matches. Like she needed any motivation for that, but I digress...
As we all cheered her, Teresa acknowledged the ovation, and a moment later she felt something tugging at her leg. She looked down to see a four-year-old hugging her legs. My four-year-old. The same child Teresa had rescued from the Fires of Hell.
Teresa bent over and picked Carole up and told her to look at all those people. Carole just put her little arms around Teresa's neck and her head on Teresa's shoulder in a hug. The thousands on the Square were eating it up, applauding even more wildly.
I would later notice in the photos being taken that Teresa was smiling a beautiful, joyous smile... a smile that had not appeared on Teresa's face since she was sixteen years old and had been the first to cross the finish line in a race to earn her and her sister gold medals. The demons of Teresa's past were expiated.
Carole would not be making any such hugging trips again. Teresa would receive no more Purple Orders. The Fire Department would have a Medal of Valor about ten years from now, but the Police Force would not have another one for nearly a quarter of a century. At that time, Police Commander Teresa Croyle would drape the M.O.V. on the recipient's neck. The recipient's father, the Town & County Police Chief, would watch with tears in his eyes.
Like the beating of a butterfly's wings changing the wind currents of the world, the brutal words of an insane father set in motion an inexorable set of events leading to Teresa saving the life of a four-year-old girl... which ultimately led to the second Iron Crowbar, Town & County Police Detective Carole Troy, taking and barely surviving bullets meant to kill the Israeli Ambassador to the United States, foiling an attempt to create a chain of events leading to a nuclear world war.
Yes, Teresa, I thought as I watched her and my little daughter at the front of the stage, you are free from your father's curse. And no, you did not choose to be who you are. It is your karma.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue: The (Political) Party Never Stops
(Author's note: this story overlaps the timeframe of the last chapter of 'Teresa's Christmas Finale'.)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette on Friday, January 5th, at 7:00am, from in front of the State Office Building. "The State Legislature is back in session, and it's already a raucous caucus!"
"The biggest news, so far," said Bettina, "is that State Senator Maxine Watts filed Articles of Impeachment against Governor Val Jared, citing the Governor's use of the SBI to investigate his political enemies, and to suppress the voices of women who made allegations of sexual impropriety against him. Several weeks ago, Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton made claims against the Governor, but those were retracted after the SBI's SIS unit opened an investigation of the two women."
"Also, the Governor's Tax Reform bill has been called 'D.O.A.' by Senator Katherine Woodburn and her caucus, which calls themselves 'The Wall of Granite' because they say they will stand up and oppose any measure the Governor wants. The tax reform measure does not have much support elsewhere, either.
"And the Budget battles are off to a very rocky start, with the House Ways and Means Committee being shut down in an acrimonious dispute between Republican Chairman Wilson Hammonds and Conservative Republicans. Hammonds said he'd rather work with Democrats than the 'obstructionist Grassroots RINOs'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Totally misleading." I muttered as we drank coffee in MCD, along with many other Detectives and Officers.
"What's that, the comments on the SIS investigation?" Cindy Ross asked.
"Hell, yeah." I muttered, rather quietly. "First, the Governor didn't ask me to investigate, I did that on my own. Second, the women tried to retract their defamation, but we didn't let them, and they had to plea bargain their way out of more serious charges. They committed crimes... and not a word on that from Bettina."
"Bee in your bonnet?" asked Cindy. "You know this is normal for the deeply corrupt Press."
"Yes, yes I do." I said. "And yes, it's 'bee in the bonnet' day here at HQ." I did not tell Cindy that Takaki Misaki had come to visit me earlier that morning, and had given me Teresa's death poem to read.
"All right, Captain Ross." I said. "See if you can keep that rowdy Captain of Operations under control. She re-qualified yesterday, and now thinks she can start training for the Police Boxing Matches again."
"Or practice beating up rowdy Police Commanders." replied Teresa, who I knew was right behind me. "And with one hand tied behind my back... so to speak."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30am I got a call from my lawyer, Mike G. Todd. "Just a heads-up for you Commander." he said. "The State Senate Select Ethics Committee is sniffing around you. They tried to get your personal data, and I stopped that cold. Now they're saying they want to subpoena you to testify about that investigation of those women."
"So what do we do?" I asked.
"What basically happens," said Mike, "is that I will negotiate parameters under which you would testify, if you testify at all. Questions limited to the specific subject, stuff like that. Making sure they don't step on a current investigation, and such stuff. Then we work on a date and time, and your prepared statement and other documents you might want to submit."
"Sheesh." I said. "While you're at it, figure out how I can start a legal defense fund to pay you."
"All kidding aside, "said Mike, "I'm working on that too. They're doing this to financially drain you as well as waste your time, if I don't miss my guess."
"Yes, but it's the Governor they're truly after." I said. "Okay, Mike, thanks for letting me know. Keep in touch about this."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That afternoon I got a call from Chief Griswold, asking to meet me at the Cop Bar after work. At 6:30pm I got there, and Griswold was at the 'Command' table. I went over.
"Too damn cold to come to my house and sit and fish." said the Chief, who was known to fish in weather worse than this.
"Well, the beer is good." I said. "Before you ask, Captain Croyle is doing fine, and Carole's hearing checked out fine, thank God. So what else is on your mind?"
The old Chief lowered his voice and said "After Bettina's report this morning, I called Val Jared. First good talk he and I have had in a while. He says the Press and Maxine Watts are really ginning up this SIS thing with those women, and they are really gunning for his impeachment."
"I wonder what this will do to the general agreement Jared had with the Legislators." I said.
"Val didn't give me all the details." said Griswold, "but he's talking in terms of reviving the lawsuits over hiring Illegals instead of Black Citizens if anyone tries to help Watts with her shit. He thinks she's just blowing smoke and can be ignored."
The Chief paused and then said "I don't. I don't think she can be ignored. I think this is a real and dangerous situation... and as much for you as for the Governor."
"I agree." I said. "I'm already getting word that the State Senate Ethics Committee wants to subpoena me to testify. What are you hearing?"
Griswold gave a wan smile under his mustaches. "I heard that too, and more. The problem is, I know you started that investigation without being told. But if they can gin up enough belief that Jared did use the SBI to investigate political enemies, then he could be finished. That's one of the things they got Nixon on in the Watergate scandal... using Government assets to investigate and suppress his political enemies. Of course, they ignored Bill Clinton using the IRS against the women who went public about him raping them."
"But all that is beside the point." continued Griswold. "Lt. Governor Graham Collins, the Democrats, and the Press are not interested in the facts nor the truth. They want to make Jared look so bad that he will be forced to resign, and they want to attack your credibility, as well."
"Despite the fact that my investigation did find criminal wrongdoing on the part of those women." I said, shaking my head in disbelief.
"Again, Crowbar... the Media does not give a shit about the truth!" admonished the old Chief. "The Media has one goal... to destroy Val Jared in order to give a big middle finger to the people that dared vote for him against the Media's wishes."
"I know, I know." I said. "So... what does the Governor... or you... want me to do about this?"
"Just keep your head on a swivel." said Griswold. "And keep doing what you're doing... kicking ass and forgetting about the names..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, January 6th. I went to the Luigi's near the River. I was escorted upstairs to a small private room. Two men rose to greet me as I arrived: State Senators Moe Molinari and Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone.
"Commander," said Molinari, shaking my and vigorously, "Senator Cerone and I want you to know just how happy we were to see your young daughter survive that incredibly evil attempt on her life. To do that to a young child is completely out of bounds. Horrible."
"Thank you, Senator." I said. "But she's all right, thank God... and thank Captain Croyle."
"Yes, and how is your Police Captain that rescued your daughter?" asked Cerone. "Incredibly brave action on her part."
"She's recovering very well, thank you." I said. I was invited to sit down at the lunch table with these two once-criminal-bosses, now State Legislators. I did not say out loud that they'd 'downgraded' by becoming politicians.
As we ate the delicious lasagna lunch, Molinari said "The reason we asked you to have lunch with us, Commander, is because the agreement we had in place with Val Jared is about to unravel. Senator Maxine Watts did not get the memo."
"I'd say she got it but ignored it." I said. "Maybe she thinks she can flout it because she's the de facto leader of the militant Blacks in the State. But she's a nutjob, isn't she?"
"We underestimated her, too." said Cerone. "She is a whack job, but she managed to get some Legislators and some Press on her side, and she's getting some financial backing for her activist groups from somewhere. She's going to push hard for Jared's impeachment, no matter what we or her Party leadership tell her."
"Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins." I said. "He's the power behind the nutjob Watts. He must be promising her something in exchange for helping him become Governor."
"You're right about that, to a degree." said Molinari. "But to our issue today: Commander, I need to know, and be honest with me: did you do that investigation of those women with or without the Governor's instructions or prior knowledge?"
"I gave the order to begin that investigation myself, and before I informed the Governor of that action." I said with alacrity. "He did not know before I told him, only afterwards."
"Good." said Cerone. "Stick to that story like superglue. It maybe the the Governor's only hope."
"I will." I said. "Let me ask you a question in return, and please be honest with me: would you rather have Jared or Collins as Governor?"
"The devil or the deep blue sea." said Cerone. "That's a hard one." Molinari agreed.
"My thesis on that," I said, "is that if Collins, who is as corrupt as Jack Lewis, if not worse, were not next in line to the Governor's Mansion, Jared might actually consider stepping down. But not right now... not right now. And I'm looking for any link between Collins and those women that made those false allegations against Jared."
Molinari and Cerone absorbed the information. Dessert was brought out.
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
7:30am, Monday, January 8th. I arrived in a farm field at the very southwestern part of the County. Police vehicles were on County Farm Road 2 just south of the crime scene, which had a big tarp tent over it in the early morning light. The growth around the State Line River to the west was visible in the distance.
I saw a blue Ford Explorer, freshly washed and clean, near the tarp. Walking along the path marked by little pink pennants on thin wires stuck in the dirt, I came up to the Crime Scene people and the Medical Examiner.
"Whaddya got, Warner?" I asked Detective Joanne Warner, who I observed had been placed in charge of this investigation.
"Two persons, sir." Joanne said. "No ID on their bodies. The car tag is gone, the VIN is gone so we can't trace it, at least not yet." I looked at the bodies of a man and a boy, lying side-by-side, face down, their heads facing east. The father's head was brown, the kid, who looked to be eleven or twelve years old, had lighter hair with tinges of red.
"The man was shot in the back, and in the head." said Martha the M.E. "But the back wound is at a strange angle... like he was shot while struggling. The boy was shot in the back from a distance, and then a coup de grâce to the back of the head that didn't bleed... he was dead from the first shot."
"They're dressed up warm." I said. "They were outdoors and intended to be outdoors for some time. Any idea of the time of death?"
"Over 24 hours ago, maybe 36 to 48 hours ago." said Martha. "The cold affects the rigor process, but they've gone in and back out of it."
"Sir," said Joanne, "there's virtually no blood here, and there wasn't any when our first Officers arrived."
"How far out from this spot have you searched for blood?" I asked.
"Not far yet, sir." said Sergeant Rudistan. "We don't want to trample on the scene until the last possible minute."
"Good thinking." I said. "When you do search in widening circles, look for large blood spots. If you don't find any in this area, then what does that mean, Detective Warner?"
"That they were killed somewhere else, and brought here." said Joanne.
"Very good." I said. "Oh... Rudistan, y'all can put up a drone and see if you see blood spots in the area, but make the manual search, too."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan, making notes.
I had Joanne come with me to look at the vehicle. Detective Theo Washington was already examining it with the Crime Lab team.
"Sir," said Theo, "the car is clean, and I mean clean clean. No fingerprints, not a scrap of paper, no registration papers."
I was examining the tires. "More than that... they wiped down the tires after they parked the car here. And that was after washing the hell out of the car first. What is your assessment of that, Ms. Warner?" I was testing Joanne thoroughly, and a bit brutally.
"Combined with everything else, sir," said Joanne, "they're making it as hard as possible to identify these two bodies."
"What's the 'everything else'?" I asked, a bit surprised at her answer. She was thinking of something, I realized.
"No fingerprints off the FBI database, sir." said Joanne. "I ran it on the app, and it didn't come back 'no record found' as it normally would. It came back 'no data available'."
"Yes, interesting." I said. "Who called this in?"
"Those boys over there by the cars on Farm Road 2." said Joanne.
"You talked to them yet?" I asked.
"No sir." said Joanne.
"Ah, your first and maybe only mistake today." I said. "Come with me." We went over to where four teen boys were standing, accompanied by Patrolmen Johnson and Barker.
"You guys know who those two are?" I asked the boys.
"No sir." said one of the boys.
"How did you find them?" I asked.
"We've been doing some research for our high school project." said one boy. "We came out at dawn to get our cameras, and we saw the car. We went over, and found the bodies."
"They were lying as they are now?" I asked. "You didn't move them?"
"No sir." said one boy. "We could see they had been shot. I checked for a pulse, but they were dead."
"Checked on the neck? Wrist?"
"Neck, sir." said the boy.
"Okay, good. I'm glad you didn't move the bodies." I said. "So guys, I don't care if you're doing illegal deer hunting, but I need to know the truth: what is the project you're working on?"
"It's not deer, sir." said another boy. "It's... it's..." He now had a lot of people looking at him, and he was nervous.
"Come on, I need to know." I said.
Another boy piped up. "We're looking for the Slender Man, sir."
"The Slender Man." I parroted.
"Yes sir." said the boy. "He's this faceless guy, eight feet tall, shows up---"
I held up a hand. "I know who the Slender Man is." I said. "Have you ever sighted him?"
"No sir." said the boy. "We've been on a website with some guys in England, and they told us there were sightings here. Turns out it was one of your cases, Mr. Crowbar."
"Yes, it was." I said. "Would you guys mind showing us what you got on camera last night?"
"Sure." said one of the boys. Joanne and Theo began running through the camera, which was actually two digital cameras, one infrared and one visible light. Neither showed anything the whole night. And a Crime Lab tech had everything copied to his computer as they ran through it.
"All right, Barker." I said. "Take these boys to Headquarters and get their statements. Boys, you can call your parents when you get there, and I recommend that you do. And thanks for your help."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sorry I didn't show up at the crime scene." said Cindy Ross as she came into my office. I motioned for her to sit down as she said "I was working with Vice to process their bust this weekend, and then I talked with Paulina about the Billy Russell DUI case. And I'll just warn you now, you need to talk to her about that."
"Oh?" I asked. "Anything wrong, there?"
"She didn't say anything specific," Cindy replied, "but I got a vibe about it. A nasty vibe. So what's up with this double murder?"
"Still trying to ID them." I said. "The kids that found them gave their statements, and are on their way back to school. County High. They said that they were looking for the Slender Man."
"Yeah, right." said Cindy. "They were illegally deer hunting, is what they were doing."
"No, they're right." said a voice. I looked up to see Captain Teresa Croyle come in. "The Slender Man is coming for you, Commander. It's inevitable."
"Well," I said, "At least Slender Man won't be seen at the Ward Harvester warehouse... since that building has ceased to exist. How's your lung healing up?"
"Good enough to easily win the Police Boxing Matches today, much less in May." said Teresa with alacrity. It is possible that her eyes drifted to certain platinum blonde's head when she said it. It is possible that the platinum blonde rolled her ice-blue eyes at that, too. And it is possible that the Police Commander was unable to resist laughing at what he was observing.
Just then there was a knock on the door. It was Myron Milton.
"We have an I.D. on the adult, sir." he said as he came in. "I ran the fingerprints through the local database. The guy applied for a concealed carry permit, so his prints are on record here."
"Don't keep me in suspense, Myron." I said. "Who is it?"
"The father's name is Roger Eldon." said Myron. "And we're pretty sure the kid is his son, Jimmy Eldon. Mr. Eldon was an independent consultant for videography work, but most recently had been working as a manager at the K-Mart on Memphis Street. Before his videography consulting business, he worked as a video tech for KXTC."
"Did you tell Detectives Warner and Washington this?" I asked.
"Yes sir, I went to them first, knowing you'd want me to." said Myron. I smiled.
"Good." I said. "Let's go talk to them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going into MCD, I saw that Joanne was starting whiteboards. She had Roger Eldon's DMV photo up, and Jimmy Eldon's school photo up next to it. Yep, they were the victims, I observed.
"So what do you plan to do now, Ms. Warner?" I asked.
"Mr. Eldon was married, sir." said Joanne. "I am thinking we need to speak to his wife before the Press finds out who he is and blabbers his name all over the place."
"Excellent thinking." I said. "Make it happen, quickly. As in, stop wasting time and go right now." Joanne and Theo scooted out.
Twenty minutes later, I got a call on my Police cellphone. "Sir, this is Detective Warner." said Joanne. "I'm at the Eldon home." She gave the address, then said "Sir, you need to come over here. Right away."
Part 3 - The Crime Scene, Redux
The home was a modest split-level in a typical middle-class neighborhood. The Crime Lab team had beaten me there by just minutes, and were just getting started. Martha was not there yet.
"Whaddya got?" I asked, coming in.
"She's in the kitchen, sir." said Joanne. I treaded on the newspaper that had been laid down as a pathway to the kitchen door and looked in. On the floor was an auburn-haired woman, lying on her side facing away from me. She'd been shot several times, and the wounds I was seeing on her back were exit wounds.
"Anyone check for a pulse?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Theo. "She's been dead a good while. I took this photo while I was next to her, and took a fingerprint." I looked at the photo. The woman's eyes were still open, and her face registered pure horror, which I surmised meant she saw her attackers and what was going to happen to her... but only for a second.



I began looking around the house. It had been thoroughly trashed, but the television set was still in place, as well as other objects that one would expect thieves to take in a robbery.
Joanne had gone to the room that was a den in the lower part of the split-level,. "Sir!" she said. As I came down, she said "Brace yourself, sir. It's bad."
One look showed me what she meant. The family dog was lying on the carpet of what looked like an office room. He was a spaniel of some kind, mostly mutt, and his body had been riddled with at least six bullets. Yes, Your Iron Crowbar was angry, but was mostly just sad. After all, the dog's humans were dead, too.
The office room had been trashed, as well. Usually routers are left when computers are taken, but not this time. Everything was gone except the power strip and the cable wire. The office was also severely trashed, with papers everywhere. Bills confirmed the identity of the occupants.
I went upstairs. The master bedroom had been ransacked, but not nearly as badly as the rest of the house. Then I went into the boy's room.
"Wow, someone cleaned this place out." I said. Boys's rooms should have things in them... either trophies, awards, books, something, anything, showing what that boy was interested in. This room was as clean and stale as a guest room in a gasthaus.
There was only one thing left: a poster on the wall... of me. Someone had been selling 'Iron Crowbar' posters in a kiosk near Ronald Reagan Park, and Jimmy Eldon had hung one on his wall... or was this a clue from the criminals?
"See what prints you get off that poster." I said. "And see if there's any writing on the back. Check for invisible ink, the works." I then went back downstairs to the den room.
"What do you think, Detective Warner?" I asked Joanne.
"No data yet, sir." Joanne tried. And it was not a good try.
"Oh, I dunno..." I said, "this entire family has been found dead, and every effort is being made to keep us from learning their identities and anything about them. And then there's the dog... the dog is the starting point of this investigation, do you not agree?"
"If you say so, sir." said Joanne. "But I don't know why"
"Is the dog an indoor dog or an outdoor dog?" I asked.
"Indoor, sir." said Theo, coming into the room. "They kept the house relatively clean, but there's dog hair in the boy's room. The vacuum cleaner in the closet also has a lot of dog hair in it, so the CSI techs say."
"Good observation." I said. "So the dog is an indoor dog. And I would suggest he confronted the intruders only after they came in and surprised Mrs. Eldon in the kitchen. They shot her immediately, and made damn sure they killed her; they really blew her away. Then they were ransacking the house, and the dog caught up to them in the office area. They dispatched him, then continued to ransack the house."
"I would add," I said, "that they had plenty of time to ransack the house, to really take it apart... and they knew it. How do I know that, Detective Warner?"
"Uh..." Joanne said, then got it. "Oh, the father and son were already dead, so the perps knew they would not be surprised by them."
"Very good." I said. "And that also means?"
"Same perps committed all the murders?" Joanne said, more as a question.
"Very likely." I said. "Or two groups that were part of the same team. One cleaning out the Ford Explorer found in the field with the man and boy's bodies, and one team coming here and ripping this place apart."
Part 4 - Gathering Data
Joanne Warner and Theo Washington did not let the grass grow under their feet. They went to Riverside Middle School, which was part of the County High School system, to ask about Jimmy Eldon. The Principal was aware of Jimmy's death. He said it had not been announced yet, and they were not going to announce it during the school day. But he did assemble Jimmy's teachers in the Teachers Lounge.
"Jimmy was more scientifically minded." said his math teacher. "I don't want to stereotype him, but he's the kind of kid that grows up to be one of the nerds in school, then one of the billionaires later in life."
"What were his hobbies, or what were the things he really liked?" asked Joanne.
"He liked aircraft." said his science teacher. "He was way ahead of his class in understanding aerodynamics and flight. He loved drones, and said he was getting a new drone for Christmas."
"What about his parents?" asked Theo. "Were they supportive of his drone endeavors?"
"Yes, they were very encouraging, especially his mother." said the science teacher. "Since she's a librarian with the school system, she ordered a couple of books for him... books that were more appropriate for the advanced high school classes."
"Did Jimmy have friends?" asked Joanne. "Was he liked? Or a loner, maybe?"
"He wasn't part of the so-called 'cool' kids, but he wasn't on bad terms with anyone, that I know of. He was a bit too big to be bullied, and he didn't take too much crap from the jocks. He hung out mostly with the kids in the band and the 'smart set' of kids."
After a few more questions, Joanne and Theo wrapped it up. Then they went to Mrs. Eldon's school and talked to her co-workers, who did not yet know she was deceased.
"She's a decent person, very kind." said the principal. "She volunteers to help adults learn to read. She does her job her very well, never had a problem with her."
"So she's well liked by her colleagues?" Joanne asked.
"Oh, yes." said the Principal. Her co-workers agreed.
"What has her mood been like the last few days, and weeks?" asked Theo.
"Same as always, I guess." said the principal."
"You know," said one of her co-workers, "I wouldn't say she's been depressed or despondent or anything like that. But she's been a lot quieter this school year. She hasn't said much, but I get the idea that her family finances may be strained. Her husband's consulting business has gone down, and while he got a job at K-Mart, I think it's been tough on them."
"And K-Mart is not that far from going out of business, either." said the Principal.
"We have to ask questions like this, so don't read into it." said Joanne. "But have you seen any signs of abuse on Mrs. Eldon? Physical, or heard about any verbal abuse?"
"Oh no, nothing like that." said the co-worker. "She and her husband had a good marriage, and I'm sure they were getting along just fine.."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's a good guy." said the K-Mart Regional Manager, who was at the K-Mart when the Detectives arrived. "Didn't come in today, and we can't get hold of him. I was about to call you Police... did anything happen to him?"
"We're checking up, sir." said Theo, trying to avoid giving out information until the right time. "What's he like? Good guy, well liked?"
"Uhhh, yeah, I guess so." said the Regional Manager. "As you know, he's the boss of the store during the shift, and a good manager doesn't get chummy with his employees. The people we have working here will take advantage of a 'soft' manager in a heartbeat, but he was fine... tough but fair."
Joanne and Theo couldn't find anyone that really knew Roger Eldon, so they wrapped it up at the K-Mart. As they exited, Joanne said "I think that Principal was right. That store is poorly lit, poorly organized, and the employees there look like they don't give a rip."
"Yes, that's true." said Theo. "My wife follows some stocks, and while Wal-Mart and Target are doing okay, K-Mart, which is combined with Sears Holdings, is going down the tubes." (Author's note: that is not stock advice nor a stock tip. Stock investing and trading carries risk, and you're on your own if you engage in those activities.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:00pm, the meeting was conducted in Classroom 'E'. They wheeled the whiteboards in, and Myron had a Powerpoint presentation, as well.
First came J.R. Barnes, who had Martha's preliminary autopsy reports. "A bullet was recovered from Roger Eldon, three from Carla Eldon, and five from their dog. Two different guns were used to kill Carla, and one of those guns killed the dog. Different guns were used to kill the father and son. But all the calibers were the same... .22 magnum."
"Martha says she firmly believes Roger Eldon was struggling with his attackers when he was shot in the back from behind." continued J.R. "He has bruising on his arms, and there are indications he was struck by closed-fist punches to the face and belly areas."
"Then there's Jimmy." continued Barnes. "He was shot in the back by a rifle at a distance, firing a high-powered bullet, very likely a 7.62 round, which is a .308 Winchester. Then a .22 magnum was fired into his head from close range to make sure he was dead."
"What does that tell us?" I asked my Detectives.
"Clearly they were not shot side-by-side." said Cindy, when Joanne and Theo said nothing."
"And not at that location, ma'am." said Joanne.
"True, but think about it." I said. "What does this data tell us about what happened to these two people?" I was feeling irritated that they weren't getting it, so I took a breath to calm myself down. I looked around, and saw that they were waiting for me to tell them. To hell with that, I thought to myself.
"All right. Myron, what do you have?" I asked, moving the meeting along.
"Lainie and I tried to get financial data, sir." said Myron. "It was... surprisingly difficult."
"Go ahead and tell all of us." I said, knowing Myron was essentially 'asking' if I wanted this to be private or not.
"Sir," said Myron, "we normally can run a name or social security number and get credit card information just like that. But nothing for either Carla or Roger Eldon. It looks like the data was being withheld. I had to do a workaround. Since it's Christmas, most banks issuing credit cards keep point-of-sale records for a few weeks, then backup and archive the data and clear out the servers. So I was able to get something, and when Detective Warner said the school teachers said Jimmy liked drones, I did a cross-check."
Myron showed the data on the screen. "Jimmy's parents bought him a drone for Christmas, from an online site. One of the newer models, but not one of the super-souped-up models." He showed the specs for the drone system.
"Pretty decent range." I said. "Has attachments for videocameras and a transmitter to send back the pictures, where an attachment on the controller records the video."
"Yes sir." Myron said. "They use these on golf courses, and disc golf courses, to map the holes to show video viewers. They can also do surveillance, but these aren't the quiet drones, which are much more expensive."
"Anything else of interest on the credit cards?" I asked.
"No sir." said Myron. "Just clothes, books, food, normal household stuff. As to their overall finances, Roger was an A/V tech at KXTC, but was laid off a few years ago along with a pretty good number of people there. He started a videography consulting business, which did fairly well. He taught Police of many jurisdictions classes on setting up surveillance cameras and cameras in their cars, but was not hired by the Police Academy when he applied to teach there on a permanent basis. He also advised video companies that shoot movies and such things, but that work was sporadic and dried up. He took a job with K-Mart to help make ends meet."
"Carla Eldon was a librarian in the County High School system, working mostly at the elementary school level." continued Myron "Did volunteer work helping to teach reading to illiterate adults. They were members of Second Baptist Church, but went irregularly."
"So," said Myron, "their finances were okay, but not great. Like the situation with the credit cards, I'm struggling to get their credit reports, but I have ways to keep trying on that, so I'll let you know when I get something."
"Anything at all from the GPS in the car?" I asked.
"The car didn't have GPS technology, sir. And no cellphone has been found." said Myron.
"All right." I said. "Tell me about these people, Detective Warner." Joanne went through what she and Theo had learned from their interviews.
"Okay, good job talking to these people as quickly as you did." I said. "And a good plan in not telling them that the family is dead, unless they already knew it. So, what's your current plan of action, Detective Warner?"
"Interview more co-workers and friends, if we can find them." said Joanne. "See if we can find a motive for wiping this entire family out." I nodded, saying nothing, and Cindy dismissed the meeting.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is it just me," Joanne said quietly as she and Theo returned to their desks, "or is the Commander acting kind of weird today?"
"I dunno." said Theo. "I think he's pushing you some, and that's because he wants you to succeed and he knows you're capable. But to your point, he does seem to have something on his mind, distracting him."
"Think it was that poor dog?" asked Joanne, who was also sad for the pet that likely had died defending his home from the intruders.
"I think he took that in stride." said Theo. "It may be all this political crap going on."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Got a minute?" Cindy said as she came in.
"For you, always." I said. "Whassup?"
"You've been a bit tough on Joanne today." Cindy said. "Everything okay?"
"Yeah." I said, exhaling. "Yeah, I guess I have been harder on her than I should be."
"So, you never did say what it was about the kid being shot at a distance from his father was about." Cindy said. I turned and glared at her pretty hard.
"No, and I'm going to let them stew over that for a bit." I said. "It's pretty damn obvious to me what happened, and it should be for them, too. And you."
"Well, from what I'm seeing," said Cindy, not rising to the bait, "they weren't killed at that location. Their bodies were dumped there. So I'm wondering if they were kidnapped, taken somewhere, killed, then brought back... or... naah, never mind. Doesn't make sense."
"You know," I said, "I'm just not hearing the right questions being asked." Cindy peered at me. I peered back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, let's think about what the Commander obviously is seeing that we aren't." said Joanne. "It's pretty clear the man and boy were not shot side by side. So the boy was brought back and laid beside his father."
"But there was no blood at the scene or in the area." said Theo. "So they were brought in from somewhere else."
"Hmmm." said Joanne. "Maybe I should call Captain Perlman and ask for some soil analyses on the car... ohhhhh... shit!"
Hearing the beautiful, sweet, religious Joanne Warner curse like that was stunning. Theo blinked and peered up at her as she said "The car was washed down. Totally washed down. And the tires were wiped at the scene. There's no soil to analyze!"
"That's true." said Theo, thinking about it. "Now why go through all that?"
"They really did not want us to know where they came from... which is likely where the original crime scene is." said Joanne. "So that's a question." She got up and wrote it on the whiteboard: 'Original Crime Scene?' and 'Why cover up so hard?'.
Part 5 - Making The Rounds
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Tuesday, January 9th. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the murderous spree that wiped out an entire family!"
Bettina said "The Eldon family, Roger, Carla, and their son Jimmy, were all found dead yesterday. Roger and Jimmy were found in a farm field in the southwest part of the family, and when Police went to the Eldon home, they found Carla Eldon dead of multiple gunshot wounds."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that Police do not believe that this was a murder-suicide nor a domestic family incident, but that professional criminals killed the family, possibly as a robbery gone horribly bad. Captain Cindy Ross of the TCPD issued a statement saying that the Police have no new leads and are just beginning their investigation, and ask that any Citizens with information that might help them solve the crime come forward."
Bettina put on her sad face as she said: "Roger Eldon was a former KXTC employee, and a friend of many of us here. He is remembered as a good, family man, and we will miss him, Carla, and their son Jimmy."
Bettina quickly recovered to her 'game face' as she said: "And in State news, SBI Inspector Donald Troy, who is also our Police Commander here, declined to make a statement nor answer any questions about the growing scandal that Governor Val Jared used SBI assets to harass political enemies. Commander Troy has previously stated that he alone initiated the investigation of the women that accused Jared of sexual improprieties, and that he found them to have committed crimes, for which they made plea agreements."
Bettina: "And Governor Jared is firing back at State Senator Maxine Watts, who filed Articles of Impeachment against the Governor and is demanding hearings on the SBI-SIS issue. The Governor says he will reinstate the civil rights lawsuits against BigAgraFoods and other companies for hiring undocumented workers instead of black citizens. However, 'Spike X', whose real name is Sam Smith, who was Jasmine Nix's main assistant and now is the spokesman for the group 'Black Voices Raised', says that blacks see through Jared's pandering, and know he's just substituting one form of racism for another."
Bettina finished up: "And the Legislature was thrown into turmoil when Governor Jared issued a statement saying that he wants to end 'baseline budgeting' in the State Budget. 'Baseline budgeting' is where a base amount of money is allocated for a program, and that amount plus cost increases due to things like inflation are budgeted for the next year. The Governor wants to end that practice and have a Budget that, and I quote, 'works like the budgets of the households of the State', close quote. House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds, a Republican, said that the Governor's idea, and I quote, 'just shows Val Jared's lack of mental competence', close quote..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Cindy as we drank coffee in MCD with the Detectives. "Bettina mentioned your previous statement. Did you call her and read her the riot act?"
"Chief Moynahan did." I said. "Well, he talked to Burt West, and my understanding is that it was a very strongly worded one-way conversation, with threats to kick KXTC out of the Police Press Room if they didn't come correct in their reporting about me. And I think we just saw the result."
"Sir," asked Jerome Davis, keeping his voice quiet as if keeping a secret, "what do you think about this civil rights lawsuit business? Does the Governor mean it, or is it a political ploy?"
"Some of both, I'd imagine." I said. "I do agree that one reason that both political parties like illegal immigration is to keep Black citizens jobless and in poverty. I also think the Governor is doing this more to put pressure on BigAgraFoods and Republican politicians that the company gives millions to in generous campaign contributions, if you get my drift."
"You know," said Cindy introspectively, "I'm getting a vibe... that we're going to be hearing about BigAgraFoods again, and soon."
"Possi-blee, possi-blee." I said. "Captain Ross, hold down the fort for the next few hours. I've got to go to Westphalia and the City, make the rounds..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, look what the Wild-cat drug in." said SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell as I came into her office in the SBI complex in Westphalia, south of the City. "I haven't seen you in a month of Sundays." She got up from behind her desk, came around, and planted a warm, wet kiss on my lips. I kissed back, and we enjoyed a few seconds of a deep, tongue-twining kiss.



Britt Maxwell was one of the most beautiful women I'd ever known. Her raven-black hair fell in gentle waves down her neck, shoulders, and upper back. Her face was radiantly beautiful, more than movie-star quality. Her eyes seemed to twinkle with an inner light, even more, much more, than Tanya Perlman's peepers. Her breasts were naturally large enough to be a handful, but not so large as to not ride nicely on her chest. Her luscious body was curvy but toned by exercise, and the memory of those wonderful legs wrapped around me on the occasions that we had copulated were the stuff of ongoing fantasies.
We chatted for a few minutes about Carole and Teresa, and about Britt's life, which was mostly a string of relationships with women that could best be defined as 'friends with benefits'. "I envy Cindy and Callie." Britt said wistfully.
"You'll find your true love, one of these days." I said. "Anyway, I'm here because I thought I better check in with you and see what's going on in the SBI these days." I said. Britt was the Inspector General of the SBI, and she ran the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review. I'd kept her busy with investigations of slugs ranging from Jack Lewis to Steven Ikea to Leon Mills.
"Well," said Britt, leaning back in her chair, "ever since Frank Soltis went to the Midtown Police as their Chief, I've had to be careful. People are trying to push Agents onto me that I know are just moles for them."
"You getting burned out?" I asked, observing Britt's beautiful face.
"Naah." she replied. "I absolutely love busting these dirty assholes' nuts. I just need reliable people to help me fuck them up."
"That's one of the reasons I came to talk to you." I said. "Would you take Norm Chow if the SIS is shut down and he became available to you?"
"In a heartbeat." said Britt, showing enthusiasm. "What, you think he will become available?"
"I don't know." I said, somewhat introspectively. "Politicians in the Legislature and elsewhere are using this ginned-up Jared/SIS scandal to kill off the SIS. They did not like it when we went after US Senator Russell after the Larry Wheeler murder." (Author's note: 'Whistleblower'.) "The Democrats see it as a way to go after Jared. Their bedfellows, the Republicans, see it as a way to shut down the SIS, and therefore shut me down as a State-level investigator."
"Makes sense." said Britt. "Don, I've always been meaning to ask you: you've never had much love for the SBI, so I'm surprised you involved yourself in this SIS thing. And everyone knows that if your name weren't on the top of its org chart, the SIS would be ripe for corruption and abuse the same way Lewis and Ferrell corrupted the Narcotics Task Force. So what was your goal for the SIS?"
"I was really hoping it could be a force for good," I said, "to help you clean up the corruption, and to assist local LEOs in their various investigations, since the Reserve Program is starting to fall apart. I was going to get it started and then let Chow take it over and run it. He's a top-notch guy. But now I'm not sure we're going to get to that point."
Britt nodded. "Well, what I know is that I have not received any formal complaints about the SIS, nor you investigating those women. I think they realize that I'm on your side in most things. And I also realize they're working harder than ever to work around me, you, and the system. They are relentless in their desire to corrupt the SBI again, to use it as a bludgeon against local LEOs and the People of the State."
"I totally agree." I said. "And they're going to use the Legislature... special Ethics committees, and all that crap. Anyway, I'll talk to Chow and let him know there's a spot for him if the SIS fails."
"I've already talked to him about that." said Britt, her eyes sparkling as if she knew she'd gotten one over on me. "He's aware of the situation. He was talking about going to Quantico and joining the FBI, or talking to you about joining the TCPD, but I think he wants to stay at the State level."
"Cool beans." I said, not letting it show for a second that Britt had gotten one over on me. "All right. Any other rumors and innuendo I need to know?"
"I was about to ask you that." said Britt, with a smile that warmed my loins. "But here's what I know. I've been watching Lt. Leon Mills, who is in the Southport region right now. He's the dirtiest of those that remain from the Jack Lewis gang. But he's keeping his head down right now. Maybe he's taking orders from Cerone, who really does seem to be keeping himself clean."
Britt continued: "The only other thing that's really coming to my attention is the FBI. I heard about what you did to Assistant Director Dana Fox, and about his shenanigans in California. There's something going on with the FBI. I'm not sure what it is, but it seems to be becoming politicized and polarized.
"As part of that," continued Britt, "they've got Jack Muscone chasing a serial killer around the eastern half of the United States, and what's weird to me was how Red Brooke, a.k.a. Richard Brookstein, was able to escape a Supermax Federal Prison in the first place."
My eyes widened. "Wow, I did not know he escaped from a Supermax." I said. Then the reverie began. "Maybe we need to make sure other prisoners are where they are supposed to be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I need to be visiting you." said Jack Muscone as I came into his office in the Federal Building in the City. "The double cheeseburgers are over there."
"True." I said. "We'll make up for it next time you're in Town. I was over here and just stopped by to see how you're doing. So how are you doing, Jack?" I felt little beady black eyes peering at me. He then made the sign for me to turn on my bug-killer. I did so.
"To tell you the truth," Jack said, "I'm exhausted. I've been chasing Red Brooke all over the place. That guy is crazy elusive. Promising leads dissipate as soon as I get to a location, trails go cold. We've had two deaths, one in Michigan and one in Tennessee, that look like his work, but no sign of him, and no motives for the people he's killing."
"He was in a Supermax, wasn't he?" I asked.
"So I'm told." said Jack. "And if he was, then his escape is definitely something that would arouse my hackles, and probably your curiosity."
"Need any help with him?" I asked.
"I'm tempted to ask." said Jack. "But I was told to not involve you with this. I think part of the reason is because units all over the FBI are looking into this piecemeal, and some of them resent you beating up Dana Fox."
"What if I told you," I said, "that that might not be their only, nor their real, reason?" Little beady black eyes peered at me again. And then Jack nodded.
"They don't want you solving it." he said. "Which, of course, you would do. They want me to keep chasing him, maybe forever at the rate I'm going with this... but why?"
"To keep you and Team Lazarus occupied." I said. "To keep you, and probably me, from noticing what's being done behind our backs. How trustworthy is your boss, the EAD?"
"I think he's good." said Jack. "He was royally pissed when he heard about Fox's little stunt in California. I know Callie is a... shall we say... 'associate' of your wife from being with the same employer, and a friend of Laura's is a friend of the EAD's. Then we all saw what happened with your daughter, and the EAD just about came out of his skin. Tanya says Teresa is doing well, by the way. Is that correct?"
"She seems to be doing very well." I said. "Anyway, don't let this Red Brooke thing consume you... that's what someone seems to want."
"Okay, so why did you really come visit?" asked Muscone.
"Not much gets by you." I said with a grin. "I came to ask if you ever found out any more about the Federal Facility north of the State Line... and what happened to the secret programs there."
Muscone nodded, then said "I'm not sure. They, being 'the powers that be', began shuffling the responsibility for the facility around. I think it may have ended up in the military's hands. The programs should've been shut down, since they were exposed... but I have nothing that shows me that that actually happened."
"I'm getting an idea that those programs weren't shut down." I said. "Just moved somewhere..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Check it out." said Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Ross Evans as I came into her new office, which was the office the NCPD Chief always had been in. I looked around, seeing citations on the wall, NCPD patches and badges of past and present. On her desk were photos of her parents, of her and her mom, of Cindy receiving her Medal of Valor, and of her two boys. One of the photos of the boys included their father, a handsome redhead if I do say so myself.
"Nice." I said. "Very nice. And the office is not bad, either."
Molly smiled at the compliment, her blue eyes sparkling with desire. She got on her phone and told her secretary to go to lunch. Then she went over and got her navy blue high heel pumps, which she kept with her formal uniform in case she needed it quickly. She put on the high heels, giving me teasing glances along the way.
"I can't speak for the last Chief," Molly said, "but this Police Chief needs to break in this office properly, and you have the 'crowbar' to do the job right."
"Yes. Yes I do." I said as I took her into my arms. I bent down and kissed her, and her tongue darted into my mouth. She was hot! I realized, and that was not a complaint. I kissed her back hard, and our tongues were swirling together for a long moment.
Finally, Molly sat down in her chair behind the desk and unzipped my pants. She fished out my cock, which was beginning to harden rapidly, and swirled her tongue around the head of it. Then she opened her mouth wide and slid her lips over my meat, making me groan.
"Damn!" I gasped. "That feels so fucking good!" And it did. Molly was trying to suck my balls out of my nutsack, it seemed, as she sucked my cock hard, her hand jacking the base of my cock as she fiercely fellated me. I couldn't take much more, or I would blow.
"Get up." I ordered the NCPD Police Chief. "Bend over your desk, Chief."
"Oh, yessss." Molly hissed, standing up and leaning over her desk, her arms and shoulders supporting her as I got behind her, moved her panties to one side, and sank my meat balls-deep into her sopping wet cunt.
"Uhhh!" Molly cried out as I began slicing in and out of her, pistoning my iron hard cock in and out of her with relentless, powerful thrusts. She began pushing her ass back in time to my forward drives, and her ass slapped into my groin with noisy smacks. The nasty sounds of our mating made us both hungry to fuck more and harder...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhhhh..." Molly cooed as I drove hard into her, only to pull back slowly then drive in hard again, sliding my cockshaft along the topside of her cunt, stimulating her G-spot. She was lying on her back on the desk, her legs pulled up and back. I was gripping the backs of her thighs, pushing them back as I stood at the edge of the desk and fucked into her.
"Oh yeah, that feels so fucking good." I growled. "Your cunt is so fucking hot and wet. You love my cock, don't you, babe?"
"Oh yes, I love your cock." Molly moaned. "I love being fucked with it." She wasn't able to move while lying on her back, her legs spread, and that was fine with me. I did all the fucking, powering my meat into her with raw abandon. I felt my nut rising, and did not try to slow down or stop it. I let Molly have every bit of it.
"UHHH!!" I cried out as the first jets of semen burst out of my cock and into the depths of Molly's pussy. Spurt after spurt fired out of me and into her until I was spent. I was gasping for breath as I came, feeling my climax drain my energy, and just enjoying the feeling of pumping my entire load into this hot, lusting woman beneath me.
I bent over and kissed Molly as the last of my essence dribbled into her sperm-filled pussy. She kissed me back hungrily. Then she smiled and said "Now that is the right way to break in a new office."
"And the right way to break in a hot new Police Chief." I said. Molly burst out laughing...
Part 6 - Sleaze And Corruption
Tuesday, January 9th. At 3:30pm I arrived back in my office. I'd given my assistant Helena the afternoon off, as she had some personal errands to run. So as I was walking into my office, I looked into Paulina's office, and saw her sitting behind her desk, staring forward. I knocked on the door, which startled her.
"Can I come in?" I asked.
"Sure." Paulina said.
"What's got you so bothered?" I asked. Paulina knew better than to even say 'Nothing gets past you.'
"Close the door." she said. I did so, then came in and sat down. She said, "As you know, Bobby Russell, son of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, had his hearing last week, and he's fighting the charges against him pretty hard."
"I know." I said. "But we have him ice cold. And that was a bus full of orphans he hit while driving drunk."
Paulina nodded. "That may not matter, though. I just heard from someone this morning... that Krasney is secretly preparing a plea deal for Russell. To let him off the hook."
"Are you kidding me?!" I gasped, stunned.
Paulina shook her head. "The DUI tests came back .12, well over the limit." she said. "And we've got the solid video of him running the red light and hitting the bus, video of him screaming that his father would have your badges, and video of him taking a swing at you, and you not even retaliating but just turning him around and cuffing him."
"The Police Boxing Matches should be so easy." I said. "So, this should be a slam dunk case. Is Krasney getting pressure from Senator Russell?"
Paulina said "What I've heard is that over the last week, Russell's lawyer called Krasney at least three times. For the preliminary hearing, Krasney sent Dwayne Gregory, our most incompetent D.A. I guess that should've been our first clue as to Krasney's intentions."
Dwayne Gregory was the DA's office most totally incompetent lawyer. He could fuck up a traffic citation, he was so bad.
Paulina continued: "But Judge Watts didn't let Gregory fuck it up; he guided Gregory through it despite the Defense Counsel's actions, which nearly got Russell's lawyer jailed for Contempt of Court."
"Wow." I said. "Are you handling the case?"
"I'm going to ask for it." said Paulina. "But if Krasney caves and offers the plea agreement, what can we do?"
"Raise hell." I said. "Publicly. If you went on TV and raised hell, it would kill Krasney politically."
"And get me fired." Paulina said "Don, I can't just walk away from this job."
"I can hook you up with Mike Todd and Bernadette Gillem." I said. "They'd love to have you at Madison & Ives."
"That's sweet of you." said Paulina. "But I love being a Prosecutor. I just hate working for that slimeball Krasney."
"Want to run for D.A.?" I asked.
"I... I don't know." said Paulina. "I'd have to go on leave if I oppose Krasney. Per the law, I have to get my job back if I lose... unless I go to work for another law firm while running, and Krasney could terminate me for that. Also, look at what happened to Jenna Stiles when she ran against him."
"Yeah." I said. Then I got up. "Listen, let's talk more about this later. Maybe over lunch, or supper at our house with me and Laura." Paulina nodded and I went back to my office. One more thing, I thought to myself. One more problem to solve.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm. Cindy knocked on my office door and came in. I had her sit down in a hot chair.
"Theo and Joanne called and said they were interviewing people about the Eldons." she said. "When they're done, they're going straight home instead of coming back here. They may get their spouses and go out to dinner together, or something."
"Good." I said. "In your opinion, are they a good team?"
"Yes." said Cindy. "Joanne figures things out, and Theo plods along and gathers data. They compliment each other pretty well."
"Davis and Parker?" I asked. "They're the same?"
"Just between you and me, they're still the B-Team." said Cindy. "Jerome is bright, but not as experienced as Joanne, who also has her Army Reserve experience to draw upon. Parker is about like Theo, but doesn't have Theo's inherent cynicism... a 'good' kind of cynicism, if you know what I mean."
"I think I do." I said.
"Put all four of them together, and they made a decent imitation Iron Crowbar." Cindy said. "But it does take all four to match you."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said tiredly. "What about you? What are you making of this case?"
"To be honest, sir," Cindy said, "I've been paying more attention to Vice. They've been getting some really good intel on a big drug operation that's been moving into here. They think someone in Southport is trying to start a new drug pipeline. I think they're right, and I get the feeling that the SBI's Lt. Mills is involved in some way."
"Wouldn't surprise me." I said. "Tell me what you guys have found so far."
Cindy said "I first thought that new Luigi's was the focal point, but now I don't think so. There are two major differences between what we're seeing here and what we've seen in the past. First, they're not coming up the highway from Midtown and Coltrane County... they're coming up through the State to our west and crossing the State Line into our County. Second, it's not a normal distribution scheme where someone brings in a load of the shit and it starts being distributed. It's coming in piecemeal, in small amounts, almost a 'JIT', meaning 'just in time', distribution system."
I nodded. "Not a bad idea to start slow and small and work up." I said. "But they'll get greedy, start pushing more and more in until it's too much, and we bust their asses down with a shitload of shit in their possession."
Cindy said "I'd like to work with the Hammondsville Police and their County Sheriff on this... without having to go through the respective States or, worse, the Federal DEA or FBI. Is it okay with you if I contact them?"
"Contact the Hammondsville Police Chief." I said. "His name is Pascal Floyd. Older man, kinda quiet but very good. The Sheriff, who is named Gleason if I recall correctly, is kind of a good ole boy. He may be perfectly trustworthy, but I dunno for sure. Anyway, they're not a formally merged LEO situation like we are, but Chief Floyd pretty much keeps the entire county clean."
Just then there was a knock on the door. "Ah, you're still here, sir, ma'am." said Myron Milton. "Mind if I come in?"
"Sure." I said. "Whaddya got?"
Myron sat down at my hand gesture indication. He said "I'm getting a lot better picture of this murdered family, sir. Washington and Warner have been sending in reports as they interview people, so I've been accessing and correlating those reports. I also have gotten most of their credit history."
Myron continued: "They were a typical middle class family. Good credit, made their house and car payments, tried to save for their son's college, making ends meet fairly well. Absolutely nothing out of the ordinary about them. The interviews with people who knew them are the same: seem to be a decent couple, no problems with the marriage, raising their kid in the hope he'd live up to his potential with his brains. No criminal records other than speeding tickets every five to six years or so."
"Nothing to suggest any kind of motive to wipe these people out." I said.
"Not in their histories, sir." said Myron.
"You seem to have an idea in your head about it, Myron." I said. "Speak up."
"Uh, sir... uh..." stammered Myron, "I hate to say things like that. I usually end up being silly."



"We're all like that in the presence of the Iron Crowbar." said Cindy. "Go ahead, give it a shot."
"Well, sir, ma'am," said Myron, "it just occurs to me that this family is a little too normal. Sometimes the mundane hides some real secrets underneath."
I nodded. "This guy is good." I said to Cindy. To Myron I said "I think you've touched upon something there, Myron. The seemingly mundane can be in and of itself a clue. And with this family, it may be. But... Captain Ross... I am still not hearing the one question that really needs to be asked."
"And you're not going to say that question out loud, are you sir?" asked Cindy with no small amount of acerbity in her voice.
"Maybe tomorrow morning, when we meet with the Detectives." I said. "Okay, Myron, you've done great work on this. Go home. Do not pass 'Go', do not collect two hundred dollars."
After Myron left, I said to Cindy: "We'll meet with Joanne and Theo in the morning. In the meantime... I'd like you to concentrate on this situation with Vice, and work with them more exclusively. I'll work with Joanne and Theo on this case. There's some strange things about it, and I have a feeling it's going to require some inter-agency cooperation. Oh, and when you contact Chief Floyd, tell him I'd like to talk to him, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm, Tuesday, January 9th. I got a call on my Police iPhone. "Sir, it's Detective Washington. Joanne and I are here with our spouses, having a late dinner at the Cattleman's Club, and something's come up. We've got someone who fell down after drinking too much; she's barely conscious."
"You're calling me for this?" I asked. "Okay, hit me with the punch line."
"Yes sir." said Theo. "It's Bettina Wurtzburg."
To be continued.
So what happened at the crime scene? What's the unspoken question? Why is Bettina getting three sheets to the wind? What's going on? More information next chapter...
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Part 7 - Distractions
(Author's note: this story overlaps the timeframe of the last chapter of 'Teresa's Christmas Finale'.)
I was surprised to hear that Bettina was so drunk that she could not stand up. Still, I said "Theo, bring her up to The Cabin. I'll meet y'all there."
Then I called Laura and asked her to meet us at The Cabin. She got there first, me second, and soon afterwards came the Washingtons and Warners with Bettina. Theo had driven Bettina's car, as well.
"Wow, she really is out cold." I said as Theo carried her inside and deposited her on the sofa-bed in the main room. Laura began examining her as the others reported what happened.
"We were having dinner, sir," said Theo, "and Bettina was at a table when we arrived. She was with her colleague Amber Harris, her cameraman Scott Turnbull, and some other KXTC people. They were all talking about Roger Eldon, and we listened in but didn't interrupt them."
Joanne took up the story. "It wasn't much, sir. They were just talking about him being a decent guy and why would anyone kill him, and kill his family, and all that. And then I noticed that Bettina was drinking a lot of wine; she eventually asked for a bottle. Afterwards, everyone else but Turnbull left, and he and Bettina sat at the bar. She was drinking shots, and he was just there to make sure she was okay. The bartender stopped serving her, and when she got up to go, she stumbled and fell, pretty hard. We all went over to see if she was okay, and she was just about passed out."
"Okay." I said. "My favorite doctor and I will take care of her tonight. And we'll talk more of the Eldon case in the morning."
Joanne finally started getting it. "You think Bettina getting wasted is related to the Eldons' deaths? She did know them."
"Give that some thought. And we'll talk tomorrow." I said. I escorted them to the door and we made our goodnights. I came back inside to see how Bettina was doing.
"I'm giving her an IV and catheterizing her." said Laura. "It'll get the alcohol out of her system more quickly, and prevent dehydration. I have a feeling you want to talk to her when she wakes up."
"Yes, yes I do." I said. "Bettina getting ripped on a weeknight is what we call a 'strangeness'. And yes, I think it has to do with the Eldon case. Is Mom taking care of the kids?"
"Yes. And Selena Steele, too." said Laura. "She and Marie were over, and when you called I asked if they could just stay overnight. Marie and Carole were ecstatic about it. And Bowser, too, of course." I just smiled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Alas, I did not get to talk to Bettina. At 4:00am, Wednesday, January 10th, I received a call on my Police iPhone. It was Cindy Ross.
"First, sir, nobody's hurt." she said.
"I get the feeling I'm going to hear that a lot from my kids when they are teenagers." I said, making Cindy burst out laughing on the other side of the line. "Okay, what happened?"
"Gun battle, sir. West of the old Cub Club." said Cindy. "Police responded pretty quickly, but the perps had scattered. We got some eyewitness reports, and as usual they're all over the place; no two persons saw the same thing."
"Par for the course." I said. "I'll be right down."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a sea of flashing blue lightbars that greeted me when I drove down MLK Jr. Drive. Crime Lab techs were all over the place, as were a number of heavily armed and armored SWAT personnel.
I pulled up next to Cindy's vehicle. She and Mary Mahoney Milton were inside the car, both wearing armor. I'd have fired them on the spot if they hadn't been wearing armor, and they knew it. Yes, I was also wearing armor, and the 'girdle' as well.
"It's interesting, sir." said Mary as I got into the backseat of Cindy's Police SUV. "We had tips that drugs might be coming into one of three places. This was one of them. Up near Luigi's on the River was the second location, and the third was on County Road 2 west of the Midtown Highway where it comes in from Coltrane County. We weren't going to interdict any of them; we didn't have the info to do that. So we just sent some people to do surveillance."
"Sounds good." I said. "What did you find?"
"A good old fashioned gunfight." said Mary. "Captain Croyle will be mad I didn't call her in to be a part of it." She was obviously teasing, but Cindy did not see the humor, and turned to glare at Mary. Mary blanched.
"And I would've been mad if you had called her in. She gets into enough trouble as it is." I said, rescuing Mary from the potential wrath of the Green Crowbar.
"Yes sir." said Mary. "Anyway, my guys reported that the two sides were really wary of each other... as if they suspected the other was Police and this was a sting. I don't know what set it off, but it went from business negotiation to all-out shootout. Amazingly, no one was hurt."
"Are we getting camera footage of the area?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "Patrolman Meir has been working with our systems on night shift. He's not Myron, at least not yet, but he's done a pretty good job. He's called for the warrant and he's collecting the footage now."
"Good." I said. "So these perps had the idea the Police were already on them, were antsy, and the least little thing set it off. Hmmm... interesting, don't you think?"
"It's all interesting to me, sir." said Mary.
As I looked around, I said "I see T-Square has started building a new club here, to replace the Cub Club."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "It's supposedly going to be a members-only club, swank but laid back." I nodded, having myself heard a few things about T-Square's ideas for that new club...
Part 8 - What Happened
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 10th, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that the exchange of gunfire in the early morning hours of the day has been attributed to a drug deal gone bad. The Town & County Police Department will not confirm that this incident is an indication that drug gangs are moving back into our County after months of relative quiet, but the Police did say that no one appeared to be injured in the gunfight, and that no arrests have been made."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "Governor Jared continues to come under withering fire from all sides, including his own Party, and the calls for him to resign are growing louder. Several prominent Republicans, including Rep. Wilson Hammonds, Lt. Governor Graham Collins, and State Senator Cain Mitchell, are urging Jared to step down for the good of the Party. The Democrats continue to accuse Jared of abuse of power, racism, and betrayal of the People's trust."
"And there appear to be no breakthroughs in the the triple murders of the Eldon family." said Bettina. "While the investigation is just beginning, local officials are asking if Commander Donald Troy is too distracted by State politics and working to keep Val Jared protected from political attacks to give his full attention to this case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She doesn't look all that bad," said Joanne Warner, "for a woman that couldn't stand up on her own last night."
"That's because she had a good doctor giving her an IV, that doctor being my wife." I said. "And apparently she has not learned her lesson when it comes to showing some gratitude. We could've arrested her for public intoxication last night. Captain Ross, if you'll have a quiet word with Captain Briscoe and ask him to tell KXTC that if Bettina accuses me of dereliction of duty again, she will find herself under arrest... but not for the public intoxication."
"Then what for?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, I'll save that for when we get the warrant." I said. "Okay, I've got the Chief's meeting this morning at 9:00am. When it is over, my fellow Detectives, we'll have a big 'come-to-Jesu's meeting about the Eldon case. I certainly hope you're prepared for it." I noticed that appetites for doughnuts and more coffee diminished rapidly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief's Wednesday meetings are very formal. Attending today was myself, Captain Ross, Captain Aaron, Captain Briscoe, Lt.(B) Holloway, PCpt. Thompson, and Lt. Irwin.
"I have ex-scuuuuused Captain Croyle from this meeting." said Chief Moynahan. "She is getting a checkup on her recent injuries, and has efficiently combined that with a routine cancer recovery checkup. I expect to hear a glow-ing report around nooooon. In the meantime, let's get started. Captain Ross..."
The good news was that I basically got to sit like a bump on a log during these meetings, though I was fully prepared to answer any question the Chief might have. Cindy began giving the Detectives report:
"Sir, MCD is working on the Eldon case." said Cindy. "Vice is having the most fun they've had in months, and are working on this infiltration of drug runners. The perps got in some 'range time' last night, and they apparently need it, as no one was struck by gunfire that we know of." There were some chuckles about 'range time'. This Police Force did not know of their Commander's plan to put them through hell in the next month or two vis-a-vis self-defense.
"Soooo, Captain," said the Chief, "are you not assigning anyone in MCD to investigate the shooting?" Cindy just looked at me.
"No sir." I said. "Vice can handle investigating it as part of their overall work on the drug runners. If we see any reason for a crossover assignment, we'll make it then." The Chief nodded.
"Okay, where are the Precincts in terms of manpower, Lt. Irwin?" asked the Chief.
"Sir," said Irwin, "Precinct 1 is fully manned, all Officers present the last three days with no absences, excused or unexcused. Nothing unusual to report in terms of tickets issued nor incidents."
"And Precinct 2... Lt. Irwin?" asked the Chief, trying to rattle young Lt. Irwin.
"I'm sure Captain Thompson will correct me where I go astray," said Irwin, "but I understand they've had some flu bug illnesses in the past week. Three Officers."
"That's correct." said Thompson.
"Good job, Irwin." said Moynahan. "I know Captain Croyle has you guys keeping some track of each other's stats, for cooperation purposes as well as being able to keep her informed. I would have loved having Captain Croyle as my S-3 in my Army units..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Classroom 'E' was swept for bugs... and then I did my own sweep. No bugs were found. Cindy, Joanne, Theo, Jerome, and Teddy Parker were in attendance, as were Myron Milton and Lainie Everett.
"All right." I said. "Any new information in the last couple of days?"
"Just the interviews with everyone we could find that knew the Eldons, sir." said Joanne. "And it was like a parrot repeating the same words over and over: nice family, Roger was a good husband and father, Carla was a good wife and mother, Jimmy was a smart kid, bit on the nerdy side, but minded his manners and his parents."
"So, let's talk about the crime scene. What happened there?" I asked.
"Sir," said Joanne, "we've pretty much determined that they weren't killed where they were found. So we're not sure where the crime scene is, much less what happened."
"And I am disappointed to hear you say that, Detective Warner." I said. "Excuse me for being harsh, and it's not personal as none of you seem to have figured it out. But I think it's pretty clear what happened at the actual crime scene, wherever that may be."
I was met with a lot of blank stares, and Cindy was looking at me with a 'Just give us the Cliff Notes and tell us.' look. I peered around the room.
"Okay, guys, come on." I said. "How did the father die?"
"He was shot in the back and then the head, apparently while struggling with the killers." said Theo.
"Yes." I said. "And how did the son die?"
"Gunshot." said Theo. "Rifle caliber to the back, then a finishing head shot from point blank range."
"So, guys, use your imaginations based upon this data, and come up with a plausible scenario."
After a couple of minutes of tense silence, Jerome Davis spoke up. "Sir, it's pretty obvious these killers surprised the Eldons. Mr. Eldon tried to fight them off, and was shot while doing so."
"Ohhhhhhh!" exclaimed Joanne, finally getting it. "He was trying to fight them off while his son was running away! They shot him, then shot his son while running, then brought the bodies and their car back to our County."
"All right, you're finally getting somewhere." I said. "So, what were the Eldons doing when they were surprised by the perps? This brings up a question I have not heard yet: why were they there in the first place? By that I mean what were they doing outside, and in a farm field, any farm field?"
"Oh." said Cindy. "Flying the kid's new drone."
"They were flying the kid's new drone!" I repeated happily. "So, the story starts to take shape: they were flying the drone, perps come up. I would suggest a short conversation took place. Then Eldon told his son to run while he tried to run interference with the perps.
"Jimmy did run," I continued, "and I'd imagine that three perps handled Roger, two grabbing his arms and throwing punches into his face and body, then the third shooting him in the back. Meanwhile, a fourth perp shot Jimmy in the back with a high-powered rifle. So, another 'teachable moment': who died first?"
"Come on, Commander." Cindy said witheringly. Her patience with me was wearing thin. "It's obvious you're seeing what we're not. Just tell us."
I wasn't happy to hear that. "It's important, though. And I'm just prodding you guys to draw inferences from the data. But okay: based on the autopsy report, I'd say Jimmy died first. If I were running and I heard a gunshot that likely killed my father, I'd be looking back to see what happened, but Jimmy took the bullet full-on in the back. Roger tried to turn towards his son, and that's why the shot into him was angled like it was."
Everyone nodded. Cindy then asked "So the question now is where were they when they were shot? The original crime scene?"
"Yes." I said. "Because the bodies were found in our jurisdiction, we have habeas corpus for the case, but we need to consider that the killing occurred outside the County, and maybe even over the State Line."
"Another reason to talk to the Hammondsville LEOs." said Cindy. I nodded at her.
"So what I'm also getting at," I said, "is that if this does cross County and/or State lines, I'll have to help you guys out in my State Inspector or FBI Consultant capacity. Don't take offense if I do have to take the lead in that manner, and you've done well so far. So that brings up the next question, which is..." I let the sentence hang.
"Why kill Mrs. Eldon." said Joanne. I nodded.
"Yes, what was their purpose for that?" I asked.
"If I may, sir," said Jerome Davis, "I'm thinking she died because she was at home. The perps went to the house to find something, maybe some kind of information, and when they saw her at home they blew her away. Same for the family dog, I'd imagine."
"I think you're close to the mark on that." I said. "I said the other day that the dog was the starting point of my analysis of the home invasion. And I'll explain that now: they did not kill the dog until they came up against him in the office, which we old-timers call the 'study'. The dog either came down from the kid's room, or was in the study."
"So my thesis is that Mrs. Eldon was in the kitchen, the perps came in through the kitchen door, blew her away, then began doing their housecleaning operation... and that's what it was... and killed the dog when he confronted them. By the way, I think the dog was at least partially deaf, or else he'd have come running immediately upon hearing the incident in the kitchen. So what's the next question to answer?"
"Why did they bother doing such an operation?" asked Cindy. "And further, they really worked their asses off to keep us from easily identifying the Eldons, from determining that they'd bought a drone, from leaving any clue where their car had been."
"I think you just answered your own question, there, Captain." I said.
"They really don't want us to know where the original crime scene is." said Joanne. "Maybe they were hoping we wouldn't find out the Eldons were flying a drone that weekend... ohhhhh! That's the real reason... what did that drone possibly see?"
"Excellent thinking, Joanne!" I said. "We are really starting to get someplace now. So, what's your next step?"
"If they saw a drug transaction taking place," said Joanne, "then we'll never get anywhere. But maybe we should look for places drones should not be flying, like the nuclear power plant. I have a Top Secret clearance, so maybe I can get some data that these other guys can't."
"Good idea." I said. "But do it cautiously, and let Myron help you make sure your computer is really, really secure."
I stood up. "In the meantime, Captain Ross and I have an appointment. You guys keep up the good work, and we'll talk more about it later today." With that, I left, Cindy in tow.
"Wow." said Joanne. "No wonder he solves all the cases. I'd still be lost if it weren't for him feeding us bread crumbs and walking us down the trail."
"Aw, we'd have figured it out eventually." said Jerome. "But you're right: he's seeing things immediately that we have to work hard to figure out."
"I'll bet he knows something we don't." said Teddy Parker. "I don't mean that in a bad way, or that he's holding back on us, but he's always said it's about observation, deduction or inference, and knowledge. I'll be he has some knowledge of something that we don't have yet."
"Well," said Joanne, "let's go find out what that something is. Myron, can you stop by my desk?..."
Part 9 - Crossing The (State) Line
We drove to Hammondsville in my Police SUV. Cindy was riding shotgun, and Supervisor Mary Milton and Vice Detective Christopher Purvis were in the backseat.
Hammondsville, in Hammonds County wouldn't ya know, was and is a mostly farming county like Coltrane County. The town was once a fairly important railroad junction, and still had about 6,000 people in it. Rural Americana at its finest.
We arrived at the Hammondsville Courthouse Complex, which housed the Police Department. Going inside, we were met by their principal LEOs. Sheriff Gleason, who was very aptly named because he looked just like Sheriff Buford T. Justice in the 'Smokey and The Bandit' movie, was chomping on an unlit cigar. Police Chief Pascal Floyd, who I'd met before, was older and leaner, his hair and thin mustache silver white. He reminded me a good bit of our former Police Chief and now Regional SDOJ Director Harold Bennett.
I introduced my people: "This is Vice Supervisor Mary Milton, and don't let her good looks fool you: she's a very sharp Detective. This is Detective Christopher Purvis, and this is Captain Cindy Ross, my Chief of Detectives. We'd like for them to talk to your Vice people about a drug ring that's cropped up, while Chief Floyd and I have a discussion about another matter."



"Hell, we don't have departments like you do." said Sherif Gleason. "We got two Detectives and twelve Police Officers, and the Sheriff Department has four Deputies."
Chief Floyd said "I'll take you to our Detectives, and you can talk with them." With that, he took us to another office. Inside were Detective Josh Segers, a short, slender black man who looked competent; and Detective Chris Williams, who was blonde and acted like a good ole boy, but I was not fooled: he was a pretty good Detective under that veneer.
We left Mary and Christopher to talk to Josh and Chris, and after a short conversation in his office, the Police Chief came with me and Cindy in my SUV. "Wow, I'd heard you had a no-kidding vehicle." he said as he got into the shotgun seat. "Bulletproof, computer technology... good stuff."
"And we need it." I said. "So, where to?"
"Drive south on State 95, if you would." said the Chief. As we drove, we discussed the Eldon family case.
"I have a sneaking suspicion that they were on your side of the State Line." I said. "They were killed somewhere, then brought back into my County."
"There's only two bridges between our counties crossing the State Line." said Chief Floyd. "The one for the main highway, and the other that goes from your Farm Road 2 to our County Road 4. That's an old bridge, and there's signs on it that say it's shut down... but the truth is that people can cross over it, and sometimes do."
"That could be the way they got the Eldon's car back into our County." said Cindy. "My only question is why do that?"
"Putting a State Line between where they were found and where they were murdered adds layers of bureaucracy." I said. "I've also got a suspicion that they meant to dump the bodies in Coltrane County, and missed by a hundred yards to the north."
"That would make a little more sense." said Chief Floyd. After a drive of some miles, he directed me to turn left (east) on County Road 4, which was paved and in okay condition. After driving a few miles, he had me take a couple of dirt roads between farms, going south, leading to fence that went east-west. He had us stop and we got out.
"This is the county line." Chief Floyd said, leaning on a fencepost with one foot on the barbed wire fence. "Our lower border is further south than yours, so your Coltrane County is dead east of here. I think that 'Vision' compound is dead east of the line."
He continued: "South of here now is farmland. But at one time, this land was owned by the Federal Government. Back in the 1970s and '80s, there were bunkers and silos for nuclear-tipped ICBMs running along the State Line river, about twelve missiles right around here. We all knew it, though the Government wouldn't admit it."
I was a bit shocked at that. Nuclear missiles, some of the most powerful weapons on this earth, had been housed under these peaceful-looking farm fields. Such was the times of the Cold War decades ago...
Floyd went on: "About the time the Soviet Union fell, they took the missiles out of here. They sold some of the land to BigAgraFoods for farming purposes, and Burr County, which is the county directly south of us here, no longer has any land under Federal control. But Clinton County, further to the south, also had silos... and nobody will say for sure if the Feds sold all their land there."
"What is on the other side of the State Line from Clinton County?" I asked, though I knew from observing maps when I was investigating goings-on after shooting down the helicopters that had attacked Quint Daniels. (Author's note: 'Pink Panther', Ch. 04.)
"I'm not sure of the name," said Chief Floyd, "but it's the county that has that nuclear power plant."
"Ah, Farmdale County." I said. "That is very interesting news, wouldn't you say, Captain Ross?"
"Yes sir, it is." she replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We headed back to Hammondsville to collect our Detectives. After making our goodbyes with the Hammondsville LEOs, we drove back towards our own State and County, and home.
"So you don't want to take the long way around, and go south?" asked Cindy.
"No." I replied. "We've got something else to do. And also, this vehicle is a walking electronic signature beacon. We should do our sightseeing in something far less detectable, n'est pas?" Cindy nodded in understanding.
I asked Mary and Christopher how things went with them and the Hammondsville Detectives. "Good!" said Mary. "They're good people, but are a bit overwhelmed by being in a sparsely populated county with a lot of empty ground to cover, and far less money than we have. They're going to work with us on monitoring traffic into our County, though."
"Good." I said. "Making new LEO friends is always a good thing. Did you get any gossip, or was it too early for that?"
"We got a bit, sir." said Purvis. "One of their U.S. Senators is named Roy Lester. He's a Republican, and a close associate of Samuel Russell, and he takes a lot of donations from BigAgraFoods and from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Segers said that illegal immigration used to be a huge problem in Hammonds County, until you, the Iron Crowbar, became Police Commander in our County and started arresting the Illegals that crossed the State Line. So they moved further west."
"Glad to know I'm winning friends and influencing people." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting back to Town & County Police Headquarters at about 2:00pm, I told Cindy to assemble the MCD Detectives and Officers in Classroom 'E' for a meeting, preceded by sweeping the room for bugs. The official sweep yielded nothing. Cindy's sweep yielded nothing. Your Iron Crowbar's sweep yielded a live spider in the corner sitting on its web; I left that bug alone and in place.
"Okay, guys," I said, starting the meeting after we'd sat down, "it's time for me to give you some information that may be related to this case. If I've said nothing before, it's because there was no connection to any crime in our County, and there was really nothing concrete to discuss. It may be classified, but I don't know for sure, and at this point I'm not caring too much."
I continued: "Some of you know that when we got Quint Danielson out of prison after he was falsely accused of rape by Kendra Luskin, we flew him to Coltrane County... and we came under attack. I am most very pleased to report that the attack was interdicted and the perps totally annihilated. But what also came out of that, but was kept more quiet, was that subsequent Press investigations near the State Line river were interdicted by the U.S. military."
"Today," I said, "we learned that the Federal Government once had secret installations on the other side of the State Line from Farmdale County. It is possible that the Eldons went to that area and did not return alive. At this point, you will continue to work on the case, and Detective Warner has the clearance to do so, but it's going to take some extra work to find out the answers to some of the questions that I am forming in my fertile little mind."
"So," I said, "I said earlier that Bettina Wurtzburg just might find herself a wanted person of interest in this case. Let us make that happen now."
With that, I took out my Police cellphone and called Bettina. "Hello, Ms. Wurtzburg," I said. "Feeling okay, today?"
"Thanks to your wife's medical skills, yes." Bettina said.
"I need to let you know you are on speaker," I said, "with a room full of Detectives listening in. I need you to come in to the Station. It's not an invitation you can refuse."
"Uh, I don't think it's a good idea that I be seen coming to the Police Station." said Bettina. "And do I need a lawyer?"
"You have the right to have an attorney, if you wish." I said. "But as a compromise, why don't you meet me at my wife's office? It's either that, voluntarily, or the Police Station... under arrest due to a warrant as a material witness..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The infamous 'two sofas' were once again in use. On one of them was reporterette and KXTC managing editor Bettina Wurtzburg, with Dr. Laura Fredricson sitting next to her. Facing her was Captain Cindy Ross and myself.
"So, Bettina," I said, "you got pretty ripped last night."
"Is that a crime?" Bettina asked.
"No." I said with a half-smile, "but you are not known to drink a lot, and certainly not to excess as quickly as you did. So it's not a crime... but it suggests to me a guilty conscience." I peered hard at Bettina, who was now very unsettled.
"Was it about the Eldons's deaths?" asked Cindy (right on cue, I might add).
"Yes." said Bettina. "I knew Roger and Carla pretty well, and their kid was a smart little boy. A lot of us went out for a drink. I got carried away."
"Why?" asked Cindy.
"I can't discuss that. Journalistic privilege, protecting sources." Bettina said. It was not a good try.
"Then I will tell you what it was that made you want to drink so heavily," I said, "and you can fill in the gaps where I go astray, okay?" Cindy's eyes sparkled, though she tried to hide it. She loved it when I did this.
I began: "Some weeks ago, you investigated the area where I shot down two criminals using helicopters for indecent purposes, such as attempted murder. You the Media then investigated that area yourself, and found yourselves interdicted by the military. You then asked me to look into it."
I continued: "I did look into it a little bit, and found that the Google Maps were significantly altered for that area. I also was subjected to an attempted hacking attempt on my computer as I looked into it. Unfortunately, other things came up, so I haven't had a chance to continue investigating that area."
"So I am surmising," I said, "that you asked Roger Eldon to fly a drone with a camera over the area. You thought, and rightly so, that even if his drone was taken down, no one would do anything seriously bad to him. Unfortunately... he tried to fly that drone while with his son. And someone did do bad things to them... they murdered the father and son. And then they went to the Eldon home and annihilated Carla and the family dog."
Bettina's face was ghostly white, and she was barely keeping from crying. "Bettina," I said, "you should not blame yourself for what happened. But you need to understand that you might very well become these perps' next target if they ever come to learn that you're the one that asked Roger Eldon to fly that drone. So... where did he fly it?"
Bettina shook her head, then said "You're right. Completely right. About all of it. I asked him to fly the drone into that area where we were stymied. He told me he was going to go out on Saturday, which is this past Saturday, and he'd fly the drone near the area I wanted him to survey. I didn't hear from him on Saturday or Sunday, and we were working on another news piece that weekend so I never tried to call him. So the first thing I heard was from the Police logs on Monday, and I knew they were dead... because I asked him to..."
Bettina did not finish, she began sobbing. Laura took the redheaded woman into her arms and comforted her.
Part 10 - Hornets And Cobras
"And now, to protect the rights and lives of decent citizens, the Green Hornet rides again!" --- Green Hornet TV show, circa 1966.
It was getting very cold, the temperatures dropping into the low 20s, as the sun was setting over the western horizon. The Black Beauty was riding south into Coltrane County. Cindy had Al Hirt playing on the CD player... trumpeting the 'Green Hornet' theme.
"County Road 94 goes east and west along the southern border of your father's property." I told Cindy, who was driving. "We'll take that road and cross the State Line there, then head south along the various dirt farm roads."
We were both wearing all black, and in layers to keep warm. I was wearing a black trenchcoat/raincoat, while Cindy chose to remain loose and flexible in order to be able to engage in weaponless combat more easily. We could not run the heater of the car, as that generated an infrared signature. The engine was shielded, and we hoped adequately so.
"What are we looking for?" Cindy asked as we drove past the road to 'The Vision' World Headquarters.
"I'm not really sure." I said. "Just proof of an active site would be enough for right now."
"They've gotta know that after killing the Eldons, they need to lay low." Cindy replied. "If it were me, I'd turn out all the lights and hunker down for a month or two."
"And they may do just that." I said. "But I don't think they're as smart as you are."
Cindy turned onto the County Road 94, going west. The night was overcast; a front was moving in, I observed. We crossed the bridge out of our State, and continued down the paved road for a ways. Cindy cut the CD player off.
"No ELINT for them to pick up." said Cindy. Our cellphones were turned off and shielded in the glove compartment, all transmitting radios were off. Even our headlights were barely visible... they were sunken in like pot lights, and they were emitting a purple light that had UV in it, which the windshield converted into a visible picture. This was no-shit technology, courtesy of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart and his acolytes.
The taillights were also sunken in, so that one had to be directly behind us to see them. That was an idea from me to Dr. Eckhart, based upon how Pathfinders set up Airborne drop zones... they bury lights so that they cannot be seen from the ground to the side, but can be seen by aircraft flying overhead.
We turned south onto a road that was paved but very old. We drove south in Burr County without incident. Nothing but farm fields. Then we came up to the Clinton County line. Almost immediately, a double row of chain link fence appeared. There were signs that were common with many U.S. Government installations, showing a red, white, and blue US highway shield with warnings about trespassing.
I was using my night vision binoculars to peer into the distance, and saw nothing. No lights showing any aboveground installation. Then Cindy said "There are radio signals coming from over there." Then she said "Oh shit... Look."
I looked. The dashboard monitor showing where we were showed little dots lighting up right where we were, then fading as we drove on. "Monitors in the road." Cindy said. "We're setting them off as we drive over them. Betcha they know we're here."
"Yep." I said. "And those little dots on the left are drones... coming this way." I got the little device we called the 'Playstation'. "Let's see if my aim is good... or if I need 'range time'." Cindy laughed.
The dots came closer and closer, and soon were veering to come up to us. As soon as I saw that, I armed two small missiles. The trunk of the car opened, and the first missile was fired. One of the dots disappeared. I fired another missile. The second dot disappeared.
"All right, let's get the hell out of here." I said. "Floor it." Cindy floored it, and soon we were flying down the road at over 160 miles per hour. I said "We'll be at the road that goes to Benning County in our State in a second. Take that."
"Roger that." said Cindy. "Uh oh, we've got bogeys at seven o'clock. Two choppers... no, four choppers. Two more coming behind them."
Then we saw flashes of light to our rear, and two of the dots disappeared. I was grinning huge. "Oh yeah... I'll bet those motherfuckers never saw our guys coming up behind them!"
"We've got choppers flying behind us?" Cindy asked, astonished.
"And you won't believe who they are." I said. "Let's get on our side of the State Line before I explain, if you don't mind..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We crossed the State Line into Benning County just north of the town of Columbus. The road was familiar; it was the road where we chased down four tanker trucks in the 'Environmental Hazards' case. As we got to the eastern end of the county, there was a treeline that would give us some protection.
The two choppers that had been our friends landed in the open field just north of us. Cindy was shocked to see that one of the choppers was my Cobra, rented to the TCPD for $1/yr. It had been flown by Sgt. Andrew Prince of the TCPD. Cindy was even more shocked to see who was flying the other, unmarked Cobra... it was none other than former Air Cavalry Officer and now Police Chief Sean Moynahan!
"I haven't had that much fun since I retired from the Army." said the Chief as he and Prince huddled with us in the trees.
"We're about to have more fun, Chief." I said. "Four bogeys, coming out of the northwest. Hewitt! Are you ready!"
"Yes sir!" came a voice from the woods to our left (west). Hugh Hewitt had four of his SWAT Team members with prior military experience ready.
"Chow?" I called out.
"Here, Commander." said SBI-SIS Lieutenant Norm Chow, a former Green Beret. He came over to me. He was wearing camouflage, and the clothing was designed to help shield his heat signature. He also had night-vision goggles.
The four choppers were closing in slowly. I could not tell if they were searching for us, or if they had a bead on us but were approaching with caution. For several minutes we watched as they flew inexorably towards us... then they began speeding up.
"Lock on!" I yelled out. "If they don't turn around, fire!"
The Enemy choppers began veering to our west. The radars for Hugh's team's missile launchers were a distance from them. Sure enough, the enemy got a bead and fired a missile.
*BOOM!*
"Fire at will!" I called out. Two missiles streaked towards the bogey choppers. Unfortunately, they missed. But that was because the bogeys took evasive maneuvers, then turned tail and ran back northwest as fast as they could go.
"Let's get out of here!" I yelled. Hugh and his team collected their gear and got into their waiting TCPD SWAT SUVs, Prince and Moynahan got their choppers started and took off, and Cindy and I got the Black Beauty running. Chow rode with us. Soon, we were on the University Highway, headed home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Coltrane County Deputy Sheriff Strait was watching the traffic go by, all of it within the speed limit. People were aware that Coltrane County was something of a speed trap county, so they were cautious.
Then Strait saw the blue lights flashing, and knew that it was likely Captain Ross in that old green car she was always driving. He got on the radio and said "Come on through, Green Hornet!" Normally Cindy would reply, but this time there was no answer... except what happened next.
The Black Beauty indeed whizzed by Strait. The blue lights were pot lights on the front grille, not the big one that normally was on top. Then the roar of two helicopters flying low over his head caught him by surprise. Then came the two TCPD SUVs, not burning their blue lightbars.
Deputy Strait just shook his head, wondering what trouble the Iron Crowbar and Friends had gotten themselves into this time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We gathered at Headquarters. We had eight large pizzas waiting for us in the Main Conference Room.
"Dayum, Chief!" Cindy exclaimed when Moynahan came in. "I've got enough problems keeping the Commander out of trouble, and now you go flying choppers and downing bogey aircraft!"
"Heh heh heh heh." said the Chief. "That was a lot of fun. And Commander, that was an excellent job of leading that little excurrrrrsion."
"And you and Sergeant Prince flying that chopper was totally unexpected by the Enemy." I said as I ate a slice of pizza. "I'm pretty sure that I was observed in the car, so they're really wondering who blew two of their choppers out of the sky."
"I was surprised those last four bogeys turned and ran." said Lt. Hewitt. "I was loading up for another round, expecting a firefight."



"As soon as you fired on them, they turned tail." said Chow in his dispassionate voice. "They probably realized that someone had some serious firepower arrayed against them, and they could not afford to be shot down... and identified."
"Okay, enjoy the pizza." said the Chief, taking one of the boxes for himself. "I'll be in my office when you're done, Commander, Captain, and Mr. Chow. The rest of you can go home when you're done." Norm, Cindy, and I grabbed a pizza box each and followed the Chief into his office.
As we sat and ate, the Chief said "So, Don, who were they? What were they doing coming after you? And why the heavier pursuit?"
"Well, sir," I said, "we now have proof... at least with our eyeballs... that there is a manned facility in Clinton County, that they want no visitors and no publicity, and that they'll use deadly force to protect whatever secrets are there."
"And you think Roger Eldon and his son flew their drone in that area." said Moynahan.
"Yes sir." I said. "Bettina asked them to, and none of them realized the danger. But there should not have been that much danger. Maybe the Feds knock out the drone, maybe they arrest Eldon and his son and question them... but to murder them in cold blood, and on top of that go to the Eldon home and blow away Carla Eldon, that's overkill in the most extreme degree, pun not intended. Even Area 51's protectors don't just kill people, they arrest them."
"Truuuue." said the Chief.
"So what's next?" Cindy asked. "FOIA requests for what's there? Federal warrants?"
"We have nothing upon which to base a warrant request." I said. "We might try FOIA requests, but this is kind of like that now-shut-down Federal Facility north of the City, and they'll likely deny the FOIA requests in the name of national security. I might add, guys, that we need to be careful ourselves, lest agents invade our homes the way they invaded the Eldon's home."
"Which is why I am not letting the grass grow under our feet." said the Chief. "I am going to contact both the FBI and people I know in the military, tonight, and raise some very public hell. They likely won't try to kill us if the cat is already out of the baaaaaag."
Chow said "If you contact them that fast, sir, they'll know it was us that shot their choppers down. They may just get warrants and come arrest us, then 'disappear' us later."
He and Cindy looked over at me, and the Chief looked at me, too. I was nodding, but was going into a reverie. After several minutes, I came out of it. Seeing that I was being watched, I knew that it was my decision to make. And I made it.
"Let's put the night shift on 'high watch'," I said, "and tell them to watch for any suspicious vehicles or unusual traffic. Vehicles with Government tags should be watched, even followed. Chief, I think Norm is right... we should not reveal our hand too quickly. Of course they'll realize who that was tonight, but they don't know for sure, at least not yet... especially about who the choppers on our side were. And I'll be stunned if they figure out that Hugh and his team were involved."
"Unless we have another 'Julie Newton' in the Force." said Cindy, meaning a treasonous mole.
"Let's hope not." I said. "What I want to see next, is who reacts to tonight's battle, and what they try to do. I'll talk to Jack Muscone in the morning, and you can talk to your military friends tomorrow, as well, Chief."
"And be sure to tell your wife tonight." I heard a voice say from behind me. It was my wife's voice. I whirled around to see Laura at the doorway.
"I've already been contacted by the CIA Director and Jack's boss, the FBI Executive Assistant Director." Laura said. "This is already lighting up Washington, and they wanted to know the real story through me. So... what do I tell them?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She was blonde, in her thirties, long-legged, and her magnificent body was toned to perfection. She was one of the hottest prostitutes in Washington, D.C., and men paid at least a thousand dollars an hour for her services... and most of those men couldn't last that hour.
She was lying on the sofa in Senator Samuel Russell's office, her legs spread wide, and the Senator was on top of her, thrusting his throbbing cock in and out of her with deep, powerful thrusts. It had been a tense past few days, and Russell needed a release. The hot blonde was a 'perk', the money to pay for using her tight, wet pussy coming from powerful lobbying interests, in this case the Chief Financial Officer of BigAgraFoods.
Russell plowed steadily into the woman as she gyrated beneath him, meeting his thrusts with practiced expertise. She could feel the tension in his body, and knew he would relax considerably as he fired his load into the tip of the condom sheathing his prick. She gripped his asscheeks in her strong hands, kneading them, pulling him into her to get him going faster and harder, which he did.
"Oh yeah..." he moaned softly. "Oh, fuck..." He thought about is wife at home, how he'd had to apply some punishment to her after his sexual liaisons with other women were exposed. He had shouted into her face that he would continue fucking other women, and that she was going to sit at home and do nothing... or she could spread her legs for some of the young male Congressional aides like all the other bitches that were married to his colleagues in the Senate.
The thoughts of him dominating his wife aroused Russell, and he began pumping the prostitute harder. He felt his nut rising, and realized that he was going to come too quickly. But it was too late, and the woman beneath him was too good. He looked down into her beautiful face, her eyes closed, and saw her big breasts bouncing on her chest, and it was too much...
"Uhhhhh..." he gasped as the first spurts of semen fired from his pulsing prick, only to be captured by the thin material of the condom. More spurts followed as he jabbed his cock into the hot whore again and again until he was spent. He let his body relax onto hers, feeling the pleasing lassitude of his release...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"Goddammit." Russell said, the pleasure of the afterglow of that hot fuck dissipating with the jarring ring of the phone. He dismounted the blonde beneath him and walked over to his desk. "What the fuck is it?" he snarled into the phone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is bad." said Russell. It was now 4:00am local time. He was in his office in Washington. With him were U.S. Senator Roy Lester (R) and FBI Assistant Director Dana Fox. "What's the damage?"
"Two drones downed, and two of our choppers were blown out of the sky." said Fox. "My guys chased them over the State Line, and almost walked into an ambush. The enemy had considerable firepower... military-level firepower... and a sophisticated anti-aircraft weapon system."
"Who the hell could bring shit like that against us?" asked Lester.
"Welcome to the Iron Crowbar's world." said Russell. "Did you talk to the Hammondsville LEOs?"
"Yeah, I talked to the Sheriff there." said Lester. "He said his Police had a meeting with the TCPD people, but it was mostly to make a cooperative effort to interdict a new drug ring that is crossing from my State to yours. Nothing too unusual. The Police Chief took the Commander and Captain that came along on a tour of the State Line and roads that the perps might be using... at least that was the Police Chief's story."
"And later that night," said Russell, "the god-damned Iron Crowbar and his pitbull dyke Captain drive that old green car of theirs right past our facility, two drones go down, then two helicopters get shot down by more helicopters. Do you believe in coincidences?"
"Who besides the Iron Crowbar knows how to fly a helicopter?" asked Dana Fox.
"The TCPD hired someone out of the Army to fly the TCPD's two choppers... one is a Bell 206 and the other a Cobra that belongs to the Iron Crowbar. He somehow got a special license to own and operate it." said Fox.
"The now-retired FBI Deputy Director got him that." said Russell. "And we can't seem to get it rescinded."
"I don't know who else there can fly military aircraft there." said Fox, then he thought about it and said"Oh... their Police Chief. He was an Air Cavalry Troop Commander in the Army. He was a Captain in the Midtown Police for years, then hired as Chief by the TCPD. I'll bet he can fly military aircraft."
"So the bottom line," said Russell, "is that the Iron Crowbar is behind what happened tonight. Am I right on that?"
"Very likely, Senator." said Fox.
"I think it's time we show that fucking local cop that that is all he is.. a local cop." snarled Russell. "If he wants to pretend he belongs in the big leagues, let's show him what the big leagues really are about. I'm getting tried of that piece of shit, Fox. I want you to take care of him."
"We can't kill him." said Fox. "If we do, we'll bring down the wrath of the half of the half of the Government that is not with us. They'll come after us with everything they've got."
"Then find a way to do it that won't cause us problems." said Russell. "Maybe destroy the bastard's useless reputation first. Remember, Dana, they allow themselves to be constrained by the Law, they play it straight, they color within the lines. We don't, and that is our advantage. So take the fucking Iron Crowbar down... by whatever means you need to get the job done..."
Part 11 - The Better Mousetrap
At 8:30am, Friday, January 12th, the Angels meeting started. I asked Teresa to go first.
"The Officers are wondering why we're on heightened alert, and watching for Government vehicles." said Teresa. "I told the Precinct leadership to disseminate to them that the Eldon murder case may draw the attention of unwanted outside agencies. And so far, nothing out of the ordinary has been observed. Our Patrol cruisers at the State Line and County lines report nothing unusual, either."
"Good." I said. "Okay, Green Crowbar, what's new?"
"The Vice Detectives were not here this morning," said Cindy, "because they've been doing night-time operations gathering intel on this drug ring coming in. It's definitely trying to establish itself in our County, and it's competition to T-Square."
"And there is one other thing, sir." Cindy continued. "We can get Mary into the Police Academy Advanced Course in February, even though her pregnancy is becoming advanced; she's due in late March or so. I'm thinking we need to do that, because once she has the baby, it'll be tough on both her and Myron, not to mention the baby, for her to be at the Academy."
"That's a good point." I said. "I've already scheduled her for the February 5th class, and we must make sure she attends it. Also, I want you to personally work with Vice a lot more. I guess you'll be the new Captain Malone on that."
"As long as I don't end up like the old Captain Malone." said Cindy. Teresa's face became inscrutable at that, so I moved the meeting along.
"Once Mary goes to Advanced Course, I'll start working with Vice more, as well." I said. "Of course, I've said for years that I'd do that, and never have."
"That's because you had such a great Vice Lieutenant in there for so long." said Teresa Croyle, talking about herself.
"True." I said. "Though you kept me awake a lot of nights, earning all those Purple Orders."
"Touché." Teresa replied. Cindy just shook her head.
"Anything else?" I asked both of them.
"You heard anything at all from the FBI or anyone else?" Cindy said, referring to the helicopter incidents.
"No." I said. "Myron reported yesterday that someone was trying to hack the TCPD's computers. Not the servers that store data, but hacking to see what we were doing on our computers. He got tired of it and sent a wicked feedback loop virus to them, and the hacking stopped... at least for now. But I didn't hear from Muscone, and I thought I might. The EAD talked to Laura yesterday, but he has no new information, either."
"Is that good or bad?" asked Teresa.
"In the overall, I think it's bad." I said. "If they were up front, or were going to be up front, they'd be talking to us. The silence is deafening."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police cellphone. I answered it. "Oh, hi Jack. We were just taking your name in vain over here... yes... okay... okay... yeah, come on over... 10:00 is great. Bye."
"That was Muscone, of all people." I said as I hung up. "Said his ears were burning because we were talking about him. Seriously, he'll be over here at ten."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, my office door opened and in walked Jack Muscone. And someone else walked in: the Executive Assistant Director of the FBI who was his boss. I could feel the mental power of the man, who was dressed in his rather trademark three-piece suit.
After shaking hands with both of them, I asked "Sir, would you rather go to the Conference Room? It might be more comfortable."
"Thank you, Commander, but I'll be quite comfortable in here." the EAD said. "My question is whether or not the security here is adequate."
"Yes sir, it is." I said.
"What about Internal Affairs listening in?" asked Muscone.
"Oh, that." I said. "Don't worry. I tore out the wires in this office and the Chief's office, and in a way that they'll have to tear down walls to fix the wiring."
Muscone barked a laugh. "What did they say to that?"
"Not a damn thing." I said. "I told them that we are obligated to keep conversations on personnel private, and that tearing out the wires was the only way of doing so. Haven't heard a peep of complaint since."
My office door opened again, and my lovely wife Laura came in. She shook hands with the EAD and Jack, and hugged me as I kissed her on the cheek. She then sat down on the sofa as the EAD and Jack sat in the hot chairs. I sat in my 'Command Chair', most very glad to have the lumbar support.
"First I'll ask you," said the EAD, "if you have anyone to replace Captain Ross as your co-FBI-Consultant... and bodyguard."
"No sir." I said. "I was thinking about Detective Joanne Warner, who has a TS clearance already. But she seems to have 'other' obligations, these days." I made a point to not look at Laura.
"What about Captain Croyle?" asked Jack.
"The problem there, and don't tell Captain Ross this," I said, "is that when I'm not here, Captain Croyle is in charge. I could take Cindy with me, but I can't take Teresa when I'm not here. Anyway, there's Washington, Parker, Davis, McGhillie, and Purvis to consider."
"I'll can tell you right now that I like McGhillie and Davis." said the EAD. "But it's up to them."
I nodded. "I'll talk to both of them." I said. "So, sir, what brings you here to my humble office?"
"Humble is right." said the EAD. "I expected to see an office with the walls covered in your many citations and awards. Instead, I see a couple of your citations, the citations earned by your pet dog, and a child's drawing on the other wall... that got your ears correct." I chuckled.
"Yes sir." I said. "And the dog is credited with saving lives."
"Very true. Anyway, what I came to talk about," said the EAD, getting down to business, "and I've discussed this with Laura already, is what happened on the other side of the State Line Wednesday night. Now I don't know who was involved, and I don't want to know. But let me give you the ramifications."
He started: "As you know, Assistant Director Dana Fox is tasked with assignments doing with Homeland Security. His little excursion into California aside, he's been focusing on a few issues ranging from The Guardians of Justice, whom we've not been able to trace and who seem to have disappeared, to Top Secret installations being compromised. His failure regarding the Federal Facility north of the City, which was destroyed by a military aircraft, has been a black eye. He also paid a heavy physical price for what happened to Professor Milton."
I nodded, being very happy that I personally administered that 'heavy physical price'. The EAD continued: "What I am about to tell you is classified, and you've signed paperwork in the past that covers it. Yes, most of those nuclear missile silos were decommissioned and the land sold. But in Clinton County, an underground command facility remains. On Wednesday night, they detected what appeared to be a vehicle operating without normal lights surveilling them, and they sent up drones to check the intruder out. The drones were shot down."
"Then they sent up two manned helicopters." continued the EAD. "Those helicopters were shot down by unknown, hostile helicopters, killing what I am told were four U.S. Army personnel. The intruders ran for the State Line, and when four more manned aircraft gave chase, those aircraft were locked onto by something similar to Stinger anti-aircraft missile launchers... but more sophisticated."
The EAD went on: "AD Dana Fox has been assigned by top-level national security personnel in Washington to investigate this breach of national security. He does not expect cooperation from you nor anyone in this County, but he does expect that his investigation, and possible arrest of suspects that murdered military officers, will not be impeded."
"Sir," I asked, my eyes boring into the man, "was there a breach of that installation's security the weekend before?"
The EAD looked right back at me, and there was a battle of mental willpower going on... and I won. He finally nodded and said "You didn't hear me say this, but yes. A drone invaded the installation's airspace, and was shot down."
"And a man and boy were murdered." I said. "Then their home was invaded and the man's wife was murdered, shot multiple times. I won't even mention the family dog. What about that, sir?"
"Fox is going to say this is a matter of national security---" started the EAD. I was having none of it."
"This is not a matter of 'national security'!" I yelled. "This is 'Ruby Ridge' all over again!" There followed several seconds of total silence, broken by me:
"Maybe Randy Weaver at Ruby Ridge was a white supremacist, but the FBI shot his son in the back and shot the family dog. They shot his wife Vicki, who was standing in the doorway of her home... armed with a ten month old baby. As Weaver and his daughter cringed on the floor, being shot at if they moved, and having to look at his wife's body lying in front of them, the FBI taunted him, yelling 'What's Vicki cooking for dinner?' When they finally arrested Weaver, the murderers congratulated themselves with bonuses and promotions. And when the truth began coming out, they tried hard to cover it up. Only the tireless work of radio talk show host G. Gordon Liddy brought those murdering bastards to Justice."
"This is worse." I continued. "Roger Eldon was no white supremacist. He was guilty only of flying a drone in an area he did not know was off limits. His son was guilty of nothing. His wife was guilty of nothing. Yet they were savagely gunned down, and every effort was made to cover up the crime by concealing the victims' identities and the fact they were flying a drone. And that was done by Agents of the Federal Government, perhaps of the FBI. You tell me who is right and who is wrong here, sir. And tell me if it is really 'national security' to obliterate a family, or is 'national security' being used to cover up first degree murder."
My eyes were boring into the EAD's, and I could see that he was very uncomfortable at the turn this conversation had taken. Finally, he looked back at Laura, who was sitting behind him, and said "You were right. Nothing gets past your husband." Laura just stared back at him; she was having none of this, either.
The EAD then turned to face me. "Okay, Commander, please do believe that I am on your side. And Jack Muscone here is your friend and your biggest fan, and is ready to help you in any way he can. Will you trust us to clean up this mess?"



"With all due respect, sir... no." I said. "This has to come out. It has to be made public. The murders of three innocent people must be properly closed, and the murderers brought to justice in a Court of Law. You bring me those murderers to put on trial, and I'll let you handle it... but nothing less than the public exposure of these crimes will do. And I absolutely will not be silent about this, no matter what claims of 'national security' anyone tries to impose."
"Okay, then." said the EAD. "I'm behind you, as is Jack. But we're all fighting some pretty powerful forces. U.S. Senator Roy Lester from that State is firmly with Dana Fox. Samuel Russell from this State is also firmly with Fox. While Senator Bill Nunn and others are working with us, Lester and Russell want Fox to show that you, Commander, were involved in that incident, and then they're going to arrest you. And if you reveal anything classified to the Public, you'll be arrested and charged with treason."
"If they arrest me, they risk the truth coming out in public." I said. "And that is exactly what I want. So bring it on. And like I said... I will not be silent on this. I fully intend to give the information of this incident to the Press and make it as publicly known as possible. If you want to arrest me for that, go for it."
The EAD rose from his chair. "Laura, can we talk a moment? Jack, you and Don need to talk and decide what you're going to do." The EAD and Laura left the room, leaving me alone with Muscone.
"Those guys really wanna butcher you, Don." said Jack. "They see this as their chance. They smell blood."
"The blood of an innocent family that they spilled?" I asked in reply. "So, Jack, out with it...what were you left behind to tell me?"
"That I submitted my resignation from the FBI over this." said Jack. "The EAD has not yet accepted it, and he sees how bad this situation is. If they don't come correct, though, I'm done."
"Then we'll share a jail cell together, I guess." I said with a mirthless grin. "You know, this feels almost like the way Westboro tried to destroy my reputation, only worse in some ways... I do the right thing, I get destroyed; I don't do the right thing..."
I went into a reverie... a deep one. When I came out of it, Jack Muscone was no longer in the office. Laura was sitting in the chair, watching me. Definitely an upgrade in the looks department, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I talked to my Army friends." said Sean Moynahan as we sat in his office later that afternoon. "First, those were not Army officers or men that were killed. They were FBI or CIA agents. Special level operatives. Second, would you like to know what they told me?"
"If you don't mind, sir." I said.
"They said 'Sean, cover your ass. Get a lawyer, and a good one, on retainer.'." said Moynahan. "They said that the FBI is going to cover up the murder of that family, and they're gunning for Commander Troy. Several U.S. Senators are putting tremendous pressure on the FBI to do something about you, Don. BigAgraFoods is pushing those Senators, and may be doing more and worse behind the scenes. And my Army friends said that if I stood with you, I would share your fate. Not that that's a threat; I can think of worse things than to go down fighting with you, Commander."
"I appreciate that, sir." I said.
"Also... my Army friends asked me to not contact them again." Moynahan said. "They're afraid they'll be targeted, too. It's getting bad in Washington, very, very bad..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday night, January 13th. I was sitting on the deck of The Cabin. The burning logs of a fire in the fire pot were providing good warmth, and I had a blanket over me, as well. I heard the back door open, but didn't pay it much mind. Then I saw Chief Griswold come around, also bundled up and armed with a blanket.
"Mind if I sit with you, Crowbar?" he asked.
"Please do, sir." I said. He sat down in the chair to my left.
"Nothing like a good fire to pull up to and have a good chat." he said. "You worried about this FBI thing?"
"Not so much worried, sir, but in full realization of the inevitable." I said. "The power of the Federal Government is about to be unleashed upon me. It does not matter that I am right. It does not matter that they murdered three innocent people. They are going to use the full power of the Federal Government to cover up their crime, and to crush me for daring to solve the case and get Justice for the dead."
"That does not sound like the Iron Crowbar I know and love like a son." said Griswold. "Sure it's not a hangover from what happened with Carole and Teresa?"
"My daughter was put in a death trap because someone hated me for doing good." I said. "Teresa, bless her heart and soul, had to suffer pain and nearly die to save my little girl. My family is in danger again. Larry Wheeler's death remains unavenged. The Eldons' deaths will go unavenged. Every time I try to do right, they just mass more and more power against me. When does it stop?"
Griswold pulled a bottle of Jack Daniels from under his blanket. "Here, son, you need a drink of medicine. I really have never seen you like this. You've never given up before, not even when Westboro was trying to destroy you, not even when your daughter was sitting in that warehouse. Why now?"
I drank a long pull from the whiskey bottle. "It's not me I'm worried about. It's my family. Laura, the kids. Molly, her kids. Cindy will stand with me, and she'll be destroyed... they'll go after her father, and everything good he's done in this world. And it's the Government doing this. With unabated power, and a deep desire to punish and destroy."
"You're 'the Government' too, you know." said Griswold.
"Sir, this is different." I said. "The same people who are putting every bit of power they have into the triphammer they want to crush me with, are people who have the power to plunge the world into war. These people have the power of nuclear-tipped missiles at their fingertips. They have the power of the law and the Courts behind them if they want... secret FISA Courts, secret facilities where they can torture people to death... oh yeah, they already tried that with me. And now, these murderers are going to cover up for their crimes by calling me a traitor..." I took another drink from the bottle. And another.
"So, Don," said the Chief, "they want to accuse you of being a traitor, eh?"
"Looks like it, Chief." I said.
"You know what I think of that?" growled Griswold. He leaned over and said quietly "I say 'in for a penny, in for a pound'." I whirled to peer at him. And I understood.
Part 12 - A Lack of Justice
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the reporterette from in front of City Hall on Monday, January 15th. "Channel Two News has learned that District Attorney Gil Krasney has reached a sweetheart plea deal with Billy Russell, son of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell!"
Bettina: "Russell will plead nolo contendere to misdemeanor charges of disorderly conduct and failure to follow Police instructions, and he will receive a suspended sentence of six months probation. He had been facing felony charges of drunk driving and assaulting a Police Officer, as well as being legally responsible for a traffic accident that damaged an Orphanage bus."
"The Orphanage is getting a new bus and other financial considerations, courtesy of anonymous donors, in exchange for not pursuing any charges or lawsuits." continued Bettina. "The driver of the bus, who was seriously injured in the accident, has received a settlement from the Insurance Company of Senator Samuel Russell. Asked if this was a fair plea deal, District Attorney Gil Krasney had this to say. Roll tape."
"This is not an uncommon plea deal for a first time offender." said Krasney. "Mr. Russell had no priors, and we treated him the same as we would treat other first-time offenders for minor violations of the law."
Back to Bettina: "Fox Two News reached out to Commander Donald Troy, who was the Police Officer assaulted by Billy Russell, for comment, but we have not yet heard back from him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you fucking kidding me?"
The question was asked by me. I had barged into Gil Krasney's office, practically running over his secretary, my red crowbar in my hands and screaming to be used.
"Get out of my office." snarled Krasney. "If you don't have the courtesy to knock, I have nothing to say to you."
"Like hell you don't!" I shouted.
"I'm calling the Police!" yelled the secretary.
"Please do." I yelled back. "Ask specifically for Police Commander Troy." I turned back to Krasney. "So how much did Russell bribe you to let his son off the hook, Krasney? Or did he threaten you?"
"Neither one." said Krasney. "And one more time: get out of my office. You're nothing more than a police officer, an employee of this County, not even an elected official. You do not have the right to question my decisions on who I give plea deals to."
"Like hell I don't!" I snarled. "I was the Police Officer that Russell assaulted. And you let that bastard off with a suspended sentence? After he hit a bus full of orphan girls while driving drunk?"
"Again, Troy, I'm not explaining myself to you." said Krasney. "If you don't like it, go fuck yourself up your God damned ass. If you want to assault me with that crowbar, go ahead, but my mind is even more made up now, and you can shove it up your ass. I'm glad I made that deal if for no other reason that to spit in your face!"
"You better remember your place, here." continued Krasney, now getting carried away. "You are just a fucking little pipsqueak cop, no more than any other one. I'm the District Attorney, and I make the decisions who to prosecute... which is going to be you when the Feds come to me with treason charges against you."
"Oh really?" I said, beginning to understand what was really going on here. "You just picked the wrong side, Krasney. You're the one that's done. You're going down with Senator Russell----"
"Not before I take your ass down, traitor!---"
"All right, all right, enough of this." said the voice of Chief Moynahan as he came in the door. Sheriff Allgood was right behind him. "Come on, Commander. Krasney's just a prostitute for Russell; don't compound his irrationality by doing something silly, however well-intentioned and badly needed it would beeeeee." I was all but dragged out of the office, leaving the Sheriff alone with Krasney.
"You should arrest that man." started Krasney, but Sheriff Allgood was hearing none of it.
"Shut up, Krasney." Allgood ordered, venom in his voice. "Troy is right; you chose the wrong side. You now have the entire Police Department, hell, the entire Public Safety Department as your enemy, not just Commander Troy. And if you really think you can be re-elected after what you just did to let Russell go... and after making deals with rapists before... well, good luck with that."
"Why don't you go get your piece-of-shit Police Officers in line, Allgood, and leave me to my job." growled Krasney. "And I'll be glad to run on my record. Are you going to run again on yours, especially being unable to keep trash like Troy in line?"
Daniel Allgood said nothing, but peered at Krasney. Wow, he went off the deep end, just like Della Harlow did. Now whassup wit' dat? I wonder...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do we do?" asked ADA Paulina Patterson, nearly in tears. She and ADA Franklin Washington were having lunch at the Cop Bar, knowing it would be suicidal for Krasney to show his face here. The Police and Fire personnel there for lunch did not give them any flak.
"I don't know." said Washington. "Either of us should be able to catch on with any number of good law firms. There's a ton of work to be done in the City. Only problem is that if Susie and I have to move, we won't be around Theo and his wife."
"Yeah." said Paulina forlornly. "I've got Tasha to think about, too."
"You know," said Franklin, "you could stay where you are, and feed Commander Troy information. Be a mole in the D.A.'s office for him."
"I'd do that already, if Don wanted me to." said Paulina. "But he's never asked me to do anything like that. He just wants me to do my job, straight up. And that's all I want to do---"
Both ADAs's cellphones rang at the same time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, thanks for coming." said Gil Krasney. The meeting was in his conference room in City Hall, and was attended by Paulina, Franklin, ADAs Ted Mason, Dwayne Gregory and Savannah Fineman, and Solicitor Miriam Walters.
"First," said Krasney, "I'm not going to explain any further my decision to reach a plea bargain with Billy Russell. He's a first-time offender, no priors, and this is not an unusual plea deal to make. I'm also not going to hear any flak about it. If you don't like it, feel free to resign your positions and clean out your desks."
"Second," said Krasney, "we're going to tighten up this ship. Ms. Patterson, you will move into the Prosecutor's office here, next to Mr. Washington's, full time. You will clean out the office you're using at Police Headquarters. It will no longer be used by the D.A.'s office. The Police can come here to discuss cases, and they can sit and wait in line for you instead of you running to their beck and call."
"Third, and last," said Krasney, "I am done with the antics of the Town & County Police Force. If they bring anything to any of you that is the least bit out of bounds, let me know so I can snap their heads back. If you get any wind of them harassing witnesses or suspects, I need to know--- what?"
Franklin Washington had stood up. "In case you've forgotten, Mr. Krasney, my brother is a TCPD Detective, and a good and honest one. If you say one more thing even suggesting the TCPD is dirty in any way, then you won't have to worry about the Iron Crowbar whipping your ass... because I'll do it myself. And, by the way, I'm not resigning. If you try to fire me, you have a racial discrimination complaint filed against you so fast it'll make your head spin." With that, Washington left the room.
"Ms. Patterson," said Krasney, "have your office at Police Headquarters cleaned out by the end of the day. Okay, that's it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came into Paulina's as she finished up her packing. Helena had helped her. We were totally stunned by Krasney's actions. Franklin Washington had called Theo and told him of Krasney's insinuations of TCPD dishonesty; that made it to the Chief and the Sheriff, and would be remembered, as well.
"So," I asked, "what are you going to do? Beyond working out of City Hall?" Paulina knew what I meant.
"I don't know." she said. "I know you want me to stop working for the bastard, and you'll support Tasha, but I still have to have my work and my life. At least I can tell you what Krasney is doing, from the inside."
"I understand." I said. "And it'll be good to still have you putting perps in prison for us. But Krasney, he's gotta go. Maybe if you were D.A. yourself..."
Paulina gave a brief smile. "I know, you'd like me to run against Krasney. And I'm tempted. But let me figure some things out, first."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I was walking out of my office late that afternoon, I saw Chief Moynahan inside the doorway of the now-empty office next to mine.
"Well, Mr. Crowbar," the Chief growled, "what shall we do with this offffisssse?"
"Give it to the next Deputy Chief when you get one, Chief." I said. He turned and peered at me.
"Yes, that will work." he said, understanding. "What about the offices on the other side? The D.A. was very pointed in his email to me that neither he nor his people will be using them, anymore."
"If he's still D.A. after November." I said. "And if I can help it, sir... he won't be."
Part 12 - The Guardians of Justice
For several days, there was no news. We had Teresa's emotional Board of Inquiry on January 16th. For the rest of the week, it was eerily quiet.
And then Mike G. Todd called on Friday, January 19th. "Don," he said, "I've got two things. First of all, the State Senate's Select Ethics Committee is going to subpoena you to appear on Tuesday, February 6th. And second, the FBI's homeland security branch is going to open a formal investigation of you on Tuesday, January 23d, saying you violated national security interests during your investigation of the Eldon case."
"Okay, thanks." I said. Mike said he'd begin preparations for the State Senate hearings.
An hour later, my personal cellphone was contacted by a burner phone. I knew who it was, so I answered it.
"Hi Bettina." I said. "It must be important."
"Yes, it is." said Bettina on the other end of the connection. "Don, the Press is being given their so-called 'marching orders' by the Government. They're going to come after you, starting next Tuesday. Apparently that's the soonest they can get a warrant. But they're expecting us to chant the story that you've violated national security. It is full-court press, both barrels, the whole nine yards. They even have the FCC threatening our licenses if we don't comply."
"Thanks for telling me." I said. "So, Bettina... do you want an exclusive?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, January 22d.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!' said the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, from in front of the Federal Building off Courthouse Square. "The Guardians of Justice have struck again! They have released a huge trove of information that is damning for the FBI..."
To be continued.
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Part 12 - The Guardians of Justice (continued)
(Author's note: this story overlaps the timeframe of the last chapter of 'Teresa's Christmas Finale'.)
Monday, January 22d.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!' said the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, from in front of the Federal Building off Courthouse Square. "The Guardians of Justice have struck again! They have released a huge trove of information that is damning for the FBI!"
Bettina was dressed up just a bit hotter than normal, and her makeup was just so. This was not just a big story, it was a huge story. She continued: "Yesterday, the shadowy group known as "The Guardians of Justice' made their largest and most significant release of Government documents to date. The documents detail that the secret programs to control the foodstuffs of the nation as well as to confiscate the guns of citizens were not shut down, but were moved to a secret facility in Clinton County in the State west of us."
"Decades ago," Bettina went on, "nuclear ICBMs were housed in silos on the empty land just west of the State Line River and the nuclear power plant in our State. Those silos were allegedly dismantled and most of the land sold off, but the land in Clinton County was retained, and a top-secret facility was established underground. The Guardians of Justice's documents expose the nature of these facilities, and many of the programs that were going there, which include spying on U.S. citizens... and attribute the recent murders of the Eldon family, whose bodies were found in our County recently, to overzealous FBI Agents."
Bettina said "The documents have been released to 20 web sites as well as widely disseminated to the Press. They were also sent to multiple law enforcement agencies in several States, including our Town & County Police Department, where they have been entered into evidence due to the Eldon murders. In addition, Commander Donald Troy has gone to both State and Federal Court, asking for subpoenas for the actual documents, and he has filed FOIA requests for all documents pertaining to this newly discovered secret facility. KXTC and KSTD have joined the TCPD in filing FOIA requests for the information."
Bettina smiled a little more brightly as she said "And we also have an exclusive interview with Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD. Roll tape."
Oh, it was good. "Commander," Bettina said, "what happened with the Eldons?"
"Bettina," I said, "I have pretty solid evidence, which these leaked documents support, that Roger Eldon and his son Jimmy were flying a drone that flew too close to that secret Clinton County facility. Instead of confiscating the drone and questioning the Eldons, Federal Agents murdered the father and son in cold blood, shooting them both in the back. Then they sent a team to the Eldon home, where Mrs. Eldon was shot dead in cold blood and the house scrubbed in an attempt to prevent the TCPD from finding out that the murders were linked to a drone flight. We also have excellent documentation of the Federal Agents' attempts to access our Police computers and servers in a further attempt to cover up these murders."
Bettina: "Commander, the Federal Government will just say that it's a national security issue. What about that?"
Your Iron Crowbar: "I do not understand just what so-called 'national security' permits going to that home and murdering Carla Eldon. All of it is inexcusable, and I am pursuing three counts of murder, but the attack on the home and Mrs. Eldon was totally unnecessary and particularly frightening."
I continued: "This is 'Ruby Ridge' all over again, Bettina, and citizens should be scared, no, outright frightened that they and their families might be murdered in cold blood by the Federal Government just for the mistake of flying a drone too close to a place they didn't know was off limits. Truly frightening."
The interview ended there. It was more than enough. That sound you just heard was the shit hitting the proverbial fan, splattering all over Washington, D.C., and the offices of prominent politicians in particular...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Vision is abandoned." Cindy reported to me as we drank coffee in my office, with Teresa being the only other person in the room. "My father took his acolytes to Canada. Sightseeing trip to Banff National Park. Also, there are seminars going on across the country for the next couple of months, so if the FBI wants to fuck with them, they'll have to scatter like a covey of partridge in the dead of winter to go after them all."
"Good."I said. "Both of you, put out the word for the entire TCPD to be on very high alert... and for all Officers to tell their families to be watchful. I told Myron and Mary yesterday to be really careful, and I called Professor Milton, as well. Laura's contacted many people in the area that have a 'need to know', as well."
"Think Dana Fox will still come after you?" asked Teresa.
"We'll see." I said. "If they do, the optics will be very, very bad for them. Also, I imagine they are going to hunker down and fight our subpoenas and FOIA requests with everything they've got, and that'll be their priority for the time being."
"With respect," said Cindy, "I don't agree. I think the FBI's lawyers will work hard on that, but Dana Fox is going to catch hell from Senators like Samuel Russell and Roy Lester, not to mention the NSA and Homeland Security, and he's going to be doing his damnedest to determine who the Guardians of Justice are... and to 'take care' of those persons."
I nodded. "He'd better be careful." I said. "I am all ready, and eager, to administer another beatdown to that son of a bitch if he bothers any of you or any of my family or friends."
"Don..." said Cindy, her voice almost pleading, "I don't think they're going to play around. I think they just might try to kill you on the street. Teresa, we need to be careful to make sure any calls about crimes in progress are for real, and not ambushes."
Teresa nodded. "Yeah, I've put that word out already. My worry is Don, also."
"I appreciate it." I said. "But y'all stop worrying about me. I remember when Westboro was alive, and I felt far more in fear of my life in those days than I do now. Okay, we have a Police Department to attend to. What's going on with it?..."
Part 13 - Swirling Whirlpool
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" yelled the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square at 7:00am, Monday, January 29th. "Fox Two News has learned that a Federal Judge has ordered the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security to release all documents related to the secret facility in Clinton County to our southwest, including documents related to the murders of the Eldon family, whose bodies were found in our County!"
Bettina: "The FBI is fighting the release of these documents, claiming releasing them would irreparably harm American national security interests, and they are appealing the Federal Judge's order. The Federal Appeals Court has issued a stay of the Judge's order until the appeal can be heard, but they are expediting that appeal hearing, setting it for February 22d."
"The Appeals Court did let stand the Federal Judge's order that the FBI cease and desist investigating members of the Town & County Police Force." Bettina went on. "The Federal Judge denied warrants sought by the FBI to arrest and question several TCPD Officers, most notably Police Commander Donald Troy, for Federal charges that included treason. In upholding the Federal Judge's ruling, the Appeals Court said the FBI's actions were, and I quote, 'frighteningly abusive in their intent as well as their scope', close quote."
Bettina then said "And excitement is building for the ceremonies to take place on Thursday, February 1st. As you can see, the platform covering the City Hall steps is being built now..." The camera panned to the work being done at City Hall.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Don-sama." said Teresa as we sat alone in my office, "whatever happened, it worked. The FBI has been ordered to leave you alone, and the cat is out of the bag on that facility and the Eldon murders, thanks to the Guardians of Justice. Please just tell me one thing: tell me you are not the Guardians of Justice."
"I-am-not-the-Guardians-of-Justice, Teresa-san." I said, looking her dead in the eye. She peered hard at me.
"Okay." she said, and I was not sure if she was accepting my words as the truth. "Look, I consider it part of my job to protect you. Most of the Officers on this Force think their first priority at any crime scene you are at is to protect you. These bastards nearly murdered Professor Milton, and they just might come after you now..."
"They came after me and nearly murdered me a year and a half ago, too." I said. "But no, I'm not the Guardians of Justice. The Guardians have to be more than one person, anyway. But if anyone does try to fuck with me, you can blood your new sword and take their heads."
Teresa gave what was for her a smile. "In some ways, I hope I never have to blood 'Ward Harvester'. But if I need to... I will."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, January 30th, from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that battle lines are being drawn over the State Law Enforcement bill in the Legislature!"
Bettina started: "The State House and State Senate have drafted two very different bills for the legislation that will authorize and pay for the State Patrol, SBI, and send money to local law enforcement authorities. The Republicans are in firm control of the State House and the Democrats hold a slim majority in the State Senate, and that is reflected in the two different versions of the bill."
Bettina: "The House version basically reauthorizes the State Patrol and SBI at current levels, with the same general structure in place. The SBI Reserve is being cut back, as many local jurisdictions are refusing to participate in the program any longer, and many Republicans want the SBI Special Investigations Services department, also called the SIS, to be shut down."
"The Senate version would fully eliminate the SBI Reserve program," continued Bettina, "and would restructure the SIS to have more control and authority over local jurisdictions. It also strengthens the Narcotics Task Force, and would give the NTF complete jurisdictional control over all local jurisdictions, with severe financial penalties for any local jurisdiction that does not fully comply with the NTF's authority over them."
Bettina went on: "Governor Val Jared has already stated that he will veto any bill that gives the NTF what he calls 'excessive authority and abusive power' over local jurisdictions. He also is demanding doubling the budget allocation for law enforcement at all levels to crack down on Illegal Immigration. Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins said in a statement that Jared's demands are not only dead on arrival, but show the Governor's lack of mental competence..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we sipped coffee in the nearly empty MCD room, Cindy asked me "How do you think that's going to go?"
"The SBI Reserve is dead." I said. "There may be a compromise to leave the SIS in place 'as is', and the NTF in place 'as is', but we'll have to see how it goes. I do know the State Senate is far more fractured than Bettina's reporting is suggesting."
"Sir," asked Joanne Warner, "why are they killing off the SBI Reserve? It's such a good concept."
I said "One of my favorite chess books is named 'Chess Openings: Theory and Practice'. There's the theory of what is supposed to happen, and the reality of what does happen. The idea of the SBI Reserve was good, and a good try was made of it. But now, a lot of local jurisdictions, especially those run by Democrats, are refusing to support it."
"As an example," I continued, "you might recall Pottsville Police Detective Seamus O'Brady, a.k.a. 'Shane', from the 'Pink Panther' cases. He would be a good candidate for the SBI Reserve program. But that's the District of House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds, who is an Establishment Republican that opposes the SBI Reserve just because Grassroots Conservatives like State Rep. Johnny Perdue like it. So Pottsville has refused to let O'Brady work on any cases in an SBI capacity. Katherine Woodburn and Kelly Carnes have been trying like hell to stop me from being able to do SBI work, as well."
"What's the opposition to the SIS?" asked Theo Washington, who had come in as I was talking.
"I'm tempted to say we were too good for our own good." I replied. "First of all, local LEOs simply have not taken advantage of our existence and asked for help. Second, our only big case since the creation of the SIS was the Larry Wheeler murder." (Author's note: 'Whistleblower'.) "We began finding evidence of BigAgraFoods being complicit in that murder, and BigAgraFoods gives these politicians huge amounts of money... and BigAgraFoods really wants the SIS, and especially my involvement in it, destroyed."
"And third," I said, "many Grassroots Conservatives fear that the SIS could become corrupt, like the NTF was under Jack Lewis and Ferrell, and they'd rather kill it off now than try to have to do it once it goes bad. The fact that Katherine Woodburn and the Democrats want to keep it around but restructure it, shows that they're hoping to exploit it in the future."
"What will you and your SIS guys do if it's done away with?" Cindy asked.
"Chow has been offered a job with the Office of Ethics & Review." I replied. "Crenshaw has an open job offer from the FBI to work against Organized Crime. He's an expert, a real expert, against Organized Crime, and I told him he should take the FBI job no matter what happens with the SIS. And Orosco has options within the SBI, as well, or he could go to work for a local jurisdiction or another State."
"As for me..." I said, introspectively, "I'm not sure it's going to matter..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dawn, Saturday, February 3d. I laid the bouquet of flowers on the grave of Police Corporal Peter M. Feeley, then settled into a moment of silent reflection. Not so much for his death at the hands of the Black Widow, but of just what it was that he died for, that he sacrificed his life for. What had Tanya Perlman given up the use of her legs for? And Cindy and Teresa nearly losing their lives? Was their pain and suffering, and for me and my child, worth it?
I felt more than saw or heard someone come up to me. It was Teresa. "Sir," she said quietly, "you should not be out here alone, and exposed like this." I held my tongue from issuing a sharp rebuke; she was right, and only trying to keep me safe.
"You're right." I whispered, but did not move.
"It's hard... moving on." said Teresa.
"True." I replied. "But for the most part, I have moved on, at least from blaming myself for Feeley's death. I'm here to remind myself of why we're doing all this." Teresa nodded in understanding.
"If not us, who?" she said, almost as a quotation. "If not now, when?"
That just made too much sense, I thought to myself. I nodded, and allowed Teresa to lead me back to the relative safety of my Police SUV.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On Tuesday, February 6th, I drove to Midtown in my Police SUV. Chief Griswold was riding shotgun, and my lawyer Mike G. Todd was in the backseat. On the way down, he explained the situation.
"Okay," Mike said, "the most important thing is the agreement to not ask questions outside the scope of the Governor and the SBI probe into his female accusers. If any of them go off the rails, I will object, and we will immediately end the proceedings and walk out of there."
"And if they try to stop me?" I asked.
"If they're stupid enough to do that," said Griswold, "fuck them up. Physically." I was a bit shocked at the venom in the old Chief's voice, but I nodded.
"Your biggest problem is likely going to be State Senator Maxine Watts." said Mike. "If she steps even one inch out of bounds, I'm using it as an excuse to shut this whole Inquisition down. Her written questions were the only ones I refused to let you submit written answers to as part of our prepared testimony."
We had been over all of this before. The big remaining question was what to wear. No, not fashion statements, but should I wear civilian clothes, my TCPD Uniform, or an SBI Uniform? Yes, the SBI had a dark blue uniform jacket, identical to what State Troopers (rarely) wore in their most formal of attire, and I'd wear navy pants with the jacket, my SBI badge and Citation of Merit ribbon pinned upon the jacket. In the end, we decided the SBI attire was the most appropriate.
After arriving and parking, we went into the State Capitol building. It was very busy, as the Legislature was in session, and people were milling about. Mike led us to what was a check-in point for witnesses for hearings.
The best news was that the Select Committee on Ethics was co-chaired by Senators Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone (D) and Moe Molinari (R). Not that they were my friends, but they did not like to have their time wasted, and they were sticklers for 'the rules' when it suited them to be. Today it would suit them to be.
And yes, I did note that the co-chairs for the Committee on Ethics were former leaders of powerful organizations that engaged in organized criminal activity. Only in a political body could such irony occur...
At the proper time, Mike and I were brought into the Committee Room, which was well lighted for television cameras. I was sworn in, and given the opportunity to make my opening statement, which was excerpts from my pre-delivered written testimonial statement:
"I wish to emphasize these points." I said. "One: The Governor did not hear from me that I'd opened an investigation of Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton until I told him after that investigation was opened. Two: My investigation did uncover criminal activity by those two women, and they pled guilty to criminal charges in that case. Three: I recently had a case in my County where a woman falsely accused a man of rape; he was acquitted after his Defense showed a pattern of false claims by that woman. Four: coupled with that, and our findings of criminal wrongdoing by Rodman and Braselton, it is obvious that the accusers should themselves be looked into, and it is not wrongdoing to make such an investigation. What are your questions regarding this incident and my investigation of it?"
"Inspector Troy," said State Senator Richard Langdon (D), who I hadn't seen in a long time, "first of all, I believe I speak for everyone in saying how happy we were that your daughter avoided being killed, and we are in admiration of your Police Captain's actions in saving her. But our problem today is of a political nature... are you sure that Governor Jared did not know of your investigation into his accusers prior to you opening the case?"



I said "All I can say definitively is that I did not tell him prior. You'll have to ask the people I told about it if they told him, or ask him what he knew." That was one trap avoided.
Most of the Legislators used their five minutes apiece to huff and puff, generally only asking me one question. State Sen. Cain Mitchell went on and on about how he believed the women's 'credible' claims, and that they showed Val Jared to be a 'sexual predator'. "Now why would you immediately begin investigating the credible claims of these abused women, Commander?"
"Would those be the claims you've just kept saying were credible, even though the women themselves admitted to be false?" I asked. That got my neck jerked towards Mike as he whispered to me to not do that, followed by Chairman Cerone admonishing me to confine myself to answering questions.
"Then I'll answer, Senator Mitchell." I said. "The women's claims were not credible, and I had probable cause, as in legal probable cause, to believe they were false. And the women walking back their claims showed they weren't credible, despite your attempt here to say they were."
Moments later, Senator Sean Stockton (R) had his turn. He pointed out that I had pushed the investigation even after the women had tried to retract their accusations. Then he asked "Why did you so relentlessly pursue the charges once the women walked back their claims?"
"I was looking for more criminal activity, Senator." I said. "I was following financial links of who might have paid those women to lie about the Governor, and see if the defamation was paid for by other politicians."
A lot of people in the room became very uncomfortable. Langdon said to Stockton "Will the gentleman yield?", which meant Langdon wanted to ask a follow-up on Stockton's time. Stockton agreeably yielded, and Langdon said "Are you accusing Democrats of being behind that incident, Inspector?"
"Why no, Senator." I said. "I'm still investigating, so I'm formally accusing no one. But I would suggest that it could be Democrats or Republicans, or members of both Parties working together to harm the Governor. I'm especially looking at leads suggesting the person next in line to the Governorship might be involved... and if I find legal evidence, which I will if it is there... then I will be making arrests."
Murmurs raced through the room. Mike again admonished me to be careful, to not say something I absolutely couldn't back up. He was right, and I'd just come up to the very edge, there.
Then came Katherine Woodburn. I didn't know what she was going to say, especially after I'd fucked her brains out a few weeks earlier, and not necessarily with her consent. "Inspector Troy," she said, "why didn't you have the SBI Office of Ethics and Review open the case into these women, which would've been the correct protocol?"
"I don't agree with the premise of your question, Senator, that the proper channel was to go to the SBI-OER. Their job is mainly internal to the SBI. If I do find links to politicians giving those women money, then a referral to the SBI-OER might be appropriate for investigating those politicians. But investigating the women was investigating criminal activity by non-Governmental entities."
Katherine: "Is this not a case, Inspector, of the Governor using the authority and power of the SBI-SIS to crack down on his accusers? Is this not a case of the abuse of power of this particular branch of this State agency to protect the Governor from honest charges against him, and protecting him by cracking down on those who would come forward and expose the truth about the Governor's misogyny and racism?"
"I do not accept the premise of any of that, Senator." I said. "And I again point out that those women themselves admitted criminal wrongdoing, so their charges were not honest. You can't have your cake and eat it too, Senator. You can't twist half the facts and ignore the rest of the facts to make a false political point."
I could not tell if Katherine was mad at my answer, which was a pretty strong rebuke of the groundwork she was laying. She simply yielded the balance of her time. Whatever her point was, she must've thought she'd made it.
There were now three Senators left. Next up was Maxine Watts.
"Commander Troy," she began, "you were asked to examine the data in the case of the murder of Jasmine Nix. Can you state definitely and under oath that the CIA was not involved in-------"
"Objection!" yelled Mike G. Todd, standing up. "That violates the agreement with my client as being outside the scope of the incident with the Governor's accusers. This hearing is ovah! My client will answer no more questions from this panel, now or in the future!" At his gesture, I got up to leave.
"So you're refusing to answer my question, Commander?" Maxine Watts shouted loudly.
"Chairman Cerone!" I yelled out. "Senator Maxine Watts has shown her total dishonesty and lack of integrity in violating the agreement under which I was testifying this morning. Maxine Watts's dishonesty is the reason for this hearing being stopped. Her fundamental dishonesty is a fundamental stain upon this Legislative body and the Democrat Party!" With that I turned and followed Mike to the door.
"You're a racist, Troy!" shouted Maxine Watts, shaking her fist at me even as her whole body shook with rage. "You're a racist just like Val Jared!"
Fortunately, Cerone had had Watts's microphone shut off, so the Press did not get a good tape of her last, vicious comments.
Part 14 - Political Bedfellows
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the State Office Building at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 7th. "Fox Two News has learned that the testimony of Commander Donald Troy, in his capacity as an SBI Inspector, was nothing short of a disaster for the State Senate Select Ethics Committee!"
Bettina: "Both Republicans and Democrats were hoping to obtain information that would lead to charging Governor Val Jared with abuse of power in the incident of him being accused of sexual harassment by two women. However, Commander Troy would not bend under the pressure of relentless questions, and said the investigation was his own doing as a law enforcement officer. Experts tell Fox Two News that the women recanting their initial accusations, and pleading guilty in a plea deal, is the only thing that has saved the Governor from a serious and impeachable offense."
More Bettina: "The questioning ended abruptly when State Senator Maxine Watts violated the agreement under which Commander Troy was testifying, when she asked about CIA involvement in the Jasmine Nix murder case from last summer. Senator Watts believes that the CIA was behind the assassination of the superstar singer, and that the killing was racially motivated. Roll tape."
Senator Watts was screaming to Press cameras. Members of 'Black Voices Raised' were behind her, holding up big poster signs so that people could not tell that it was only a very few people there in support of her. Watts was screaming "And Troy's refusal to answer my questions shows that he is part of the cover up, that Donald Troy is a racist,, and that he'll commit any crime to protect the racist Val Jared!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Maxine Watts is nucking futs." I said as we drank coffee in MCD. "I'm serious. I was looking at her yesterday as she was going off on me. The light is on in her eyes, but nobody is home behind them."
"She's been trying to stir up shit for a while." said Teresa Croyle. "I heard that Cerone and Langdon ripped her a new one in a private meeting after that hearing, and that she called them racists and walked out on them." I didn't ask, as I knew Teresa got that information from the CEO of BOW Enterprises... who had to have lobbyists to protect his interests in the State Legislature.
"We should start a pool on how long she has left to live." said Theo Washington, meaning Maxine Watts.
"Don't even joke about that." I said quietly but seriously. "Because it's all too possible that it really might happen." The room got quiet.
"So, Commander!" Sergeant Rudistan said jovially, breaking the tense silence, "how did it feel to testify before Congress, being like one of the Big Boys?" Laughter erupted, and it kept on going at the look on my face. I finally broke down laughing, too...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30am, I got a surprise text on my personal iPhone. It was from the beautiful reporterette Priya Ajmani, and she was inviting me to lunch... at her apartment. I told Helena I was going to take a long lunch, changed into civilian clothes, and of course I went to Priya's place.
When I got there, I received another surprise. Priya was there, lying in bed, naked except for the high heel sandals she was wearing. And lying in bed with her, wearing only sheer black stockings and black suede high heel pumps... was the smoking hot Katherine Woodburn.
"We were wondering," Katherine said, almost scornfully, "if you were man enough to satisfy both of us at the same time."
"Only one way to find out." I said. I took off my belt and holstered gun, and put them with my sports jacket, then approached the bed, taking in the sight of these two hot women. What they did not know was that I'd taken a 'gray viagra' before coming to Priya's place, anticipating a hot hour inside that tight Priya pussy.
"We did warm each other up for you." said Priya, her eyes sparkling as she smiled beautifully. "That'll make your job just a bit easier."
"Let's find out." I said as the women slid down and sat on the end of the bed. They reached for my belt and zipper, opening my pants and fishing out my hardening cock, as I took my shirt off. Katherine began licking and kissing along my cockshaft, while Priya tongued my balls. My cock was instantly iron-hard as the two women orally worked over my loins.
"Oh, that's good..." I gasped as the dirty blonde MILF Katherine won the battle to take my cock into her warm wet mouth. She sucked hard on it, sliding her lips up and down the shaft until Priya all but pulled it out of Katherine's mouth and took it into her own. I groaned as Priya sucked my meat while Katherine kissed my abs and began feeling up my ass.
They finally figured out how to share my cock, and it became a double-decker blowjob as the women took turns sucking my dick, interspersed with them sliding their lips in tandem up and down the shaft, often ending with them kissing each other through my cockhead. This went on for several minutes, until I felt my nut beginning to rise.
"Come in Katherine's mouth, Don" Priya said lustily, and a bit craftily. "She wants to swallow your load... every drop of your load." Katherine's eyes cut to Priya, and I knew Priya was telling me something Katherine had said in confidence. Even so, I put my left hand on the back of Katherine's head, and I began fucking her beautiful face.
"Oh yeah, that's good." I said. "Suck my cock, babe. Suck it. Make me come in your hot mouth, baby... oh yeah, that's it... oh yeah... oh god, that's good... I can't hold back... OH FUCK!!..."
Katherine's hot mouth had brought me to the edge, and there was no holding back. As my nut rose, I just let it all go. I began spurting my semen into Katherine's throat, feeling her mouth greedily sucking every bit of my cum out of my throbbing balls. After several violent jolts of my body, the spurts settled down until just a dribble of spunk squirted out onto Katherine's tongue. I felt her tongue lapping it all up, then she let go of my cock and Priya hungrily kissed Katherine's mouth, driving her tongue into the older woman's throat to get at my semen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My recovery was quick. I got hard again as I watched Priya lie back on her bed and settle in, and Katherine slide between Priya's spread legs to begin eating the Indian beauty's wet pussy. The globes of Katherine's hot ass were in the air, waving like a beacon, and I got the message. I eased up behind Katherine, took her hips in my strong hands, and eased my cock into her cunt slit.
"UUUUHHHH!!" Katherine cried out as I drove forward, impaling her tight cunt onto my throbbing hard prick, sliding balls-deep into her until my groin smacked those wonderful asscheeks. I groaned softly as I pulled back, then slammed forward into her again. Soon we had a steady fuck rhythm going, and I felt Katherine push back at me to meet each long, deep stroke into her sopping wetness.
I looked down into Priya's beautiful face. Her eyes were sparkling as she watched me fuck Katherine while Katherine was tonguing Priya's hot cunt. Seeing that beautiful face just made me pound Katherine even harder from behind.
Katherine was tightening the wall of her cunt, making me have to push hard to drive my iron hard cock deep into her. The friction was intense, and deeply pleasurable, but I'd had one huge climax already, so I was able to hold out at this relentless pace. But Katherine wasn't, and I felt her cunt clamping down harder on me. She was about to come herself.
"MMMMMMFFFF!!" the lovely MILF moaned into Priya's pussy as I felt her cunt clamp down on me like a vise. I drove into her even harder, and Katherine was coming apart at the seams as her body shook with the shocking force of her powerful orgasm. I fucked her as her body worked through it, until she finally stopped shivering. She collapsed as her pussy released my dick, and she fell to Priya's side, gasping for air.
For my part, I simply moved forward and mounted Priya. She guided my cock into her her slit, and I pushed forward until I was fully sheathed in her warm wetness.
"Oh, yeah..." Priya moaned. "Fuck me, Don. Fuck me with that big, hard cock!" I obeyed, and began plowing my cock in and out of her clasping cunt with long strokes into her surprisingly deep box. She was taking every thick inch of me as she pushed her ass up to meet my driving strokes into her.
I saw out of the corner of my eye that Katherine was watching as Priya and I rutted lustily, the loud smacks of my thighs onto the back of Priya's echoing in the room, mixing with Priya's loud moans and my grunts. It didn't take much longer for me to feel the beginnings of another big climax building.
"Oh yeah, baby," I gasped, "I'm gonna come inside you... I'm gonna give you ever drop of my load, baby... oh yeah... oh yeah... OH YEAH!! UHHH!!..." My body jerked forward, burying my meat deep into Priya's clutching twat as my semen fired into the depths of her welcoming womanhood. Spurt after spurt of my essence shot into her until I had no more to give. I eased down onto Priya, putting my weight on her for a moment before rolling off onto her side, the other side from Katherine. As we gasped for breath, Priya said "Now that is what I call 'compromise'..." We all laughed, and then we cuddled some more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Priya was taking a phone call in the other room, so I was lying on my back with my arm around Katherine as she cuddled into my side, both of us feeling relaxed.
"So..." I said, "what's going on with that nutjob Maxine Watts?" Katherine understood.
"I don't know." she said. "Most of the Legislators, including my fellow Democrats, are as sick and tired of her as we are of Val Jared. I dunno, maybe she is crazy, or maybe she has some purpose... but she's 'not helping', as Molinari would say." Katherine had made air quotes when she'd said that.
"What are they going to do about her?" I asked.
"For one thing," Katherine said, "her holds on some of the bills are going to be removed by her Party's leadership. There's no reason for the bill to standardize the forms for traffic tickets throughout the State to be held up, but she's holding it up."
"What about the Budget?" I asked. "And the SBI Bill?"
"We're just waiting for you to come down to Midtown and solve that for us." Katherine said, obviously jokingly. My reply was to roll over onto her. My cock was hard enough to slide past her cuntlips and into her pussy. I buried my meat deep inside her, slowly undulating as I kissed her mouth and neck, holding her in my arms as I did so.
"Ohhhhhh... that's so... nice..." Katherine whispered. "Oh yeah... just like that..." For some moments we fucked slowly and deeply like that.
"This feels so good, Don..." said Katherine, "but it's not going to get any legislation passed."
"To hell with the legislation." I said. "I have a campaign contribution in my balls, and I'm going to give it to you..."
Actually, I had nothing left in my aching balls to give, so Katherine and I just ground against each other in sinful coitus as we deeply kissed. Then she broke the kiss and looked up at me.
"So, what are you going to do about the Sheriff's office?" she asked. "Harlow is going to be well-funded by all those groups that hate your iron guts, Don. Loran Michaels can't beat that... and it's likely he can't beat whatever rigging happens, either."
"We'll see." was all I would say. "Who's running against you?"
"Nobody, if they're smart." Katherine said. Just then I felt the weight of another person getting onto the bed, followed by Priya's hands exploring my ass and lower back. She let her hand rub over the scarring where my back surgery had been.
"That doesn't hurt, does it?" Priya asked.
"No." I said. "And obviously my back is healed enough to fuck your sexy brains out, and Katherine's... so did I pass the test?" Both women looked at each other and began laughing. I'd passed the test.
Part 15 - Psychology and Pain
Friday, February 9th. Jack Muscone came to visit me. He looked utterly exhausted, so much so that I was not peering at him, but openly staring.
"Yeah, I haven't been getting enough sleep." he said. "Don't worry about that------"
"Come on, Dude." I said. "Do you know what you look like right now? You're past exhausted. What is it that's keeping you occupied?"
"There is so much going on right now," said Jack, "that I can't keep up with it all. I have never seen the Bureau this screwed up. Dana Fox has people literally all over the country, trying to track down Dr. Eckhart's seminar crews. The top brass in Washington are calling literally every hour about The Guardians of Justice... calling me, my team, the EAD, anyone they can get on a phone. Senators and Congressmen calling... relentlessly. Russell called me in the middle of the night, 3:00am, yelling why wasn't I in the office working on the Guardians case... I said I was in the office, and I wasn't lying; that is where I took the call."
"Is that all?" I asked.
"Naw." said Jack. "We're still trying to trace Red Brooke, a.k.a. Brookstein. Bastard killed two co-eds in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. Actually left a card with his fingerprints on it; he's taunting us..."
"I'm tempted to arrest you on suspicion of public intoxication." I said. "And you'd get 24 hours of sleep in my holding cell, or in this office, until I decide the charges should be dropped."
"Well," said Muscone, "what I came to tell you was that Dana Fox is about to start concentrating on taking you down. He wants to have something criminal on you by the time the subpoena and FOIA hearings happen on February 22d. The EAD has been pushing back on your behalf, but the bureaucrats in Washington are beginning to line up behind Fox. FBI, CIA, NSA, Homeland Security."
"And there's more." said Muscone. "I don't know if your wife told you this, or if she knows. The now-retired Deputy Director called me about it: the CIA Director is officially retiring... 'officially' retiring. In reality, he's being pushed out. Laura is losing her last major ally in the CIA brass. The next CIA Director, so I hear, is very sympathetic to the Islamists, and no fan of Grassroots guys like you and Laura. And Senators Russell and Lester are quietly making it clear that their votes to confirm the new CIA Director will be contingent on promises to come down on you with every bit of power the U.S. Government can muster."



Wow, I thought to myself, that was unexpected. "It's getting ugly in Washington, isn't it?" I asked. Muscone looked back at me.
"Don, I know not much gets by you, but I don't think you've realized the full scope of what's going on there, and in this whole country." Jack said. "The Powers that Be, the Establishment, the Elitists... they think they're on the cusp of winning, and they are out to annihilate the Grassroots, those that believe in the Constitution and individual freedom. And you, Don, somehow managed to get their undivided attention. They see you as a tremendous threat to their success..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home, I immediately sensed that something was not right. That was quickly confirmed when Carole came up to me sans dogs.
"Daddy," she said, "Mommy is sad about something."
I bent down, using my knees and legs to protect my back, and picked Carole up. "Why is she sad, Sweetie?"
"I don't know." Carole said as we went into the greatroom. My mom was sitting on a sofa, and Jim was building something with giant Legos under the supervision of Buddy. My mom just 'glanced' at me.
"Okay, where is Mommy?" I asked Carole.
"In the Puter Room." Carole said, meaning the little office room.
"Okay, you guys get ready for supper, and I'll talk to Mommy." I said, putting Carole down next to her grandmother. I headed towards the hallway, and saw an outstanding dog sitting on his haunches outside the half-closed door to the office. Bowser was just looking up at me with a 'Can we get a little help, here?' look. I reached down and petted him, then knocked on the office door and went inside.
Laura was sitting in front of her computer console, staring forward, a folder in front of her with a red-bordered 'TOP SECRET' label on the front of it. I closed the door to the hallway behind me, brought up my console chair, and sat down beside her.
"Is this because the CIA Director was forced to retire?" I asked. Laura came out of her seeming stupor and glanced over at me.
"That's part of it." she said.
"What's the rest?" I asked. She surprised me with her next question.
"When you were being tortured by Casey B. Walker," she asked, "did at any time you see my 'old mother' in your dream state?" (Author' note: See 'Dream Weaver' for the full story of the torture and dream state.)
"No, though the person they had me believing was you... could've been anyone, including 'Diana'." I said, naming the name that could not be named.
Laura nodded, then handed me the folder, saying "I should not be showing you this, but to hell with that; you need to see it." I took the folder, seeing the notation that this was compartmentalized under Operation 'BEEKEEPER'. I shuddered at the sight of that name.
I opened the folder and began skimming it. It was a nearly complete transcript of my torture, of what had been done to me with drugs and electric shocks, and the interrogation sessions... many that I did not realize had taken place, but were now correlating to parts of my dreams during that ordeal. And then I saw what Laura was asking about.
Indeed, the woman that I had been seeing in my depleted state as Laura had been the old woman that Laura had revered as a mother to her, a woman Laura had named her first child after. I could only imagine my wife's current feelings of shock, and betrayal.
Also in the folder was a note, which read: 'Get your husband in line, or we will.'
"Any idea who sent this?" I asked. "They're not supposed to send anything higher than SECRET in the mail." I also noted that the package had been mailed locally.
"I'm not sure exactly who sent it." Laura said. "The question is 'why?'. I don't know if that is a threat to you, that they'll torture you again if and when they arrest you, or if they're going to expose Company secrets involving me."
"I would say," I said, "that they are using psychology on you, and trying to mentally torture you in this unique way. They are trying to make you doubt all you considered good about the CIA and the people you served with in it. They are trying to split your loyalties, even though the Old Mother has passed away. And yes, they're threatening me, and I am getting tired of their shit."
And then I noticed that Laura was near crying. Her lip was quivering as she said "How... how could she do that to you? She knew you were my husband... how?..." The dam burst, and the tears flowed. I took my wife into my arms and held her as she cried.
"Laura," I whispered, "before you judge her too harshly, think of this... she was doing what she had to do for the country... she doubted me until she saw I didn't break. That had to happen."
"Not that way." Laura said bitterly. "And she did not have to be part of it, of what Walker did to you... and maybe to others..."
"I'll just say one more thing that has occurred to me." I said. "You told me that I was the only person who survived what they put me through... the only one." Laura nodded as I continued "I have always wondered... just how did I survive? Have you ever asked yourself how I was able to live through that long enough for you and the others to rescue me?"
Laura began understanding. She looked at me and said "I always thought you were just that good..."
"I'm not from Planet Krypton, honey." I said. "I don't have Superman pajamas, nor a stomach of steel. I was under for three days, three full days, with no food or water... and subjected to drugs that dehydrated me as well as fucked with my circadian rhythms. I'd lost control of my bowels and my bladder. Yet, when I snapped out of it, I was able to get up, activate that alarm, fight off two people and run out of the room. I never should have been able to do that. So... how did I survive?"
"I... I don't know..." Laura whispered.
"There is only one way, Laura." I said. "Someone gave me an IV at some point in time, water or nutrients, but someone gave me enough medical aid to keep me alive. And it sure as hell wasn't Casey B. Walker that did that. But someone did, and possibly at the risk of her own life. Maybe someone who wanted to save the husband of a woman she loved very much..."
Laura contemplated that for a long time. Then I said "Okay, we'll figure out this other shit later. Let's go join our family,and have dinner." Laura locked the file in the drawer of her desk, then we went to the main room.
"Mommy!" exclaimed Carole Diana. "Are you okay?"
"Yes, sweetheart." Laura said, picking up her daughter and hugging her. "Are y'all ready for supper?"
"In a minute." I said. "First, sit down here." I led Laura to the sofa against the wall (the office room being on the other side of that wall), and had her sit down. "You went to School for at least eight years to learn psychology treatments. But I have a better one in one minute." I whistled, and the redoubtable Bowser bounded over. He hopped onto the sofa next to Laura and put his front paws on her thigh, and looked up at her with a silent command: pet me.
Laura did so. "Hey Bowser." she said as she petted the dog. "You're a good Police psychologist, aren't you boy?" Bowser wagged his tail mightily, pure love in his canine eyes. Therapy continued, and successfully, for several minutes as Carole and Jim 'helped' me and my mom set the table for dinner.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole was a bit less than pleased when I began 'bedtime' procedures earlier than normal, but she stopped fussing when I said that Mommy needed to go to bed and get some rest, too. My mom went down to her MIL apartment after the kids and dogs were settled into their beds, then Laura and I went to bed, fortified by a few strong drinks.
I knew Laura wouldn't be in the mood for sex, so I just held her as we cuddled in a 'spoon' position in bed. We were like that, with the lamp light still on, when she asked "Don... I've been meaning to ask you something."
"What's that?" I sleepily replied.
"When you injected Hardwood with that drug," Laura asked, "when were you going to stop it?"
"I never was." I replied, truthfully. "If you had not have been there, for all I know I would still be there watching him writhing on the floor. I don't know when that drug would've finally killed him, or his heart would've given out and stopped... and I didn't care."
Laura nodded. "It's... interesting. The drugs Ned made should've lost their efficacy once the sealed bottles were opened. They should've been decomposing. It's very... surprising... that Hardwood was so strongly affected."
"Yes. Surprising." I said. "Maybe his guilty heart is what magnified his pain."
"Yes, maybe." said Laura. "Anyway, no doubt he got exactly what he deserved."
"Yes." I whispered, but Laura was already drifting off to sleep. As she began breathing more deeply, I turned onto my back and looked up the ceiling as I thought. Yes, Laura, Ned's drugs were losing their efficacy. I could see that when I injected Westboro: even his great mind should've been lost, but he managed to overcome the drugs enough to bite down on the cyanide capsule in his teeth, and end his agony by suicide.
So, more drugs were needed, to get the truth out of the torturers of Professor Milton, to deliver maximum pain to John Hardwood in whatever time it took for him to die, and I really was curious how long it would take. But Ned's drugs were gone, used up, and there were no more. The CIA and everyone else was looking for more, and never found them, so where did they come from? The truth, my darling Laura, is that those drugs were not compounded by my evil genius nephew Ned. They were compounded by me.
Yes.
I majored in Chemistry. I am my nephew's uncle. What he could invent and create, I could reverse-engineer, discover, and duplicate. And I did. I created a new batch of the pain-inducing drugs and the antidote for them.
And do you really believe that the CIA put me through that torture just because they thought I gave Priya classified information? No, of course not. It would've been better if they had not known I'd recreated Ned's formulas, but they somehow found out. And that is why they came for me, and subjected me to that torture. They wanted the formula so badly that even Laura's 'old mother' was willing to help them get it out of me. But I did not break. They failed.
Stupid to fail. Unforgivable.
And now, all this crap they are doing with the 'treason' charges and the harassment... do they think I don't see what they are really after? And sending Laura that file just confirmed it all. They're harassing her, threatening her and my family now... and I am now officially pissed off. They will find out: it's better to be pissed off than pissed on. And they are about to get pissed on...
Part 16 - Paper and Bullets
Saturday, February 10th. Lights and sounds and people gathering at places to party were evidence of the hustle and bustle of the City. And the sun setting early meant the parties starting earlier, as well.
U.S. Senator Samuel Russell was in Room 1822 of the Marriott Grande Hotel, the suite once used by the late Henry R. Wargrave. It had been a busy day. He'd met with State-level Republicans, including Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins. Plans for removing Val Jared as Governor were discussed. Russell knew that Collins was clutching at straws, that Jared was going nowhere unless he fucked up. And Jared had that redheaded pitbull with a crowbar preventing him from fucking up.
He'd met with high-level officials of BigAgraFoods, who were more than a bit upset with him. Not only had the secret programs been exposed again due to the Eldon murders, the Governor was raising illegal immigration issues again, riling up the Grassroots, and the BigAgraFoods people were openly questioning if their generous contributions to Russell had been mis-spent.
Then came the meeting with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce representative. The Chamber was openly pro-(illegal)-immigration, and paid for the ads of Republicans in order to make sure the Republicans remained broken to the Chamber's fist and supportive of Illegal Immigration. Samuel Russell was not doing his part, the Chamber's representative was saying. It was nothing short of a veiled threat.
"Look," he had said, "get Jared out of the Governor's Mansion, and I'll step aside and let Collins appoint my successor. But you know there's no way in hell we can allow Jared to appoint that successor; he'd appoint a Grassroots Conservative, and all of you would be fucked."
His reverie was broken by a voice: "Sir," said his assistant, a pretty young woman who could suck a golf ball through a garden hose, and practiced on Senatorial cock quite often, "the Cannon Building says they'll put security in place for you to look at the penthouse office suite tonight."
"Yeah, we might as well go ahead and do that." said Russell. The late Henry R. Wargrave's office suite atop the Cannon Building had not been rented out nor purchased since the billionaire's untimely death by allegedly falling out of one of the windows. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 05.) Russell was considering buying the suite, which included the top-floor offices and living quarters on the floor just below.
Inside his limo, he was attended by his lawyer. "That was a good job, taking care of my son's issues."
"Thank you, Senator." said the lawyer. "We're working on his transfer to City University. He probably should go this summer to catch up, but at least he won't have to go into that County again."
"Well, the Iron Crowbar will be taken care of, and soon." said Russell. "So if he can stay at the University, it would be better for him. City University sucks compared to our State's flagship Institution of Higher Education." The lawyer nodded as if in agreement, and said nothing.
They were driven into the underground parking garage of the Cannon Building. The Senator, his lawyer, and the limo driver got into the elevator that went in stages to the penthouse suite, hidden from all other elevators. "Where's my security?" asked the Senator, who preferred having his two bodyguards with him.
"Still at your office, sir." said the lawyer. "This trip is unexpected, short, and the Cannon Building has excellent security. Your guys stayed at the hotel to give the Press the impression that you are there."
"Harrumph." Russell growled as the elevator doors opened. A lovely blonde woman in her late thirties with a magnificent pair of legs met them in the anteroom. She was the real estate agent hired by Lilly Wargrave to handle the suite.
The woman first showed Russell the living quarters. They were spacious, with the outer walls of most rooms being the glass windows of the outside of the circular-shaped building. Then they walked up the flight of stairs to the office.
"Ah, impressive view, especially at night." said Russell as he looked around. The room was empty save for what had been Wargrave's desk. "Was the shattered window replaced with a bulletproof pane?"
"Yes sir." said the woman. "And security has been upgraded tremendously."
"That's good." said the Senator as he strolled to look out the windows looking west seeing the lights of the City flowing westward, and other skyscrapers to the southwest. To the northwest he could see the Airport. He wondered where The Woman had gone to, since her office had been polluted by the mortal remains of Thomas P. Cook.
"Well, it looks good." he said. "We only need to agree on terms-----" As he turned around, he stopped talking...
Standing in front of him was the Iron Crowbar.
Pure shock and fear coursed through him. His lawyer and his agent were gone. He was at my mercy. And I wasn't feeling very merciful right now.
I was in all black, with my khaki trenchcoat and Tilley Hat, and the red crowbar in my right hand. And the look on my face and the light in my gray eyes bespoke fierce determination... and anger.
"What the hell are you doing here?" Russell snarled, slowly moving himself towards the desk, as if to use it as a shield.
"I came to give you a gift." I said, taking a small booklet out of my coat pocket and holding it up in my latex-gloved hand. "It's a copy of the Constitution. You need to re-read it; you seem to have forgotten it's words." I placed the booklet on the desk between me and Russell. He looked at it as if I'd just dropped a turd in front of him.
"Now you listen to me, boy, and you listen good." snarled Russell. "The Constitution is just a God-damned piece of paper! The real power is in my hands. I'm a United States Senator, and you're not. All you little people can eat shit and die. Your little crowbar there ain't shit compared to the real power of Government!"
"I just have one question." I said quietly. "I'd like for you to show me where in that... piece of paper... that it says a United States Senator has the power... to outrun a bullet."
The Senator's eyes widened, and mostly in fear. Still, he tried to bluster. "Are you threatening me, Troy?"
"You tell me, Senator." I said. "My Police Captain outran an explosion; I consider her to be a badass. But you, a mighty U.S. Senator? Well, if you can't outrun the bullets I'm going to fire into your body, with the full intent to kill you, then I guess you're not as much a badass as you want me to think you are."
"And you think you're hot shit, Troy?" snarled Russell. "After the FBI arrests you, it's over for you. You'll never be seen alive again. You're finished, Troy. And this time, we're not going to play around. We're playing for keeps. We are going to wipe you out, and then tell the world you're a dirty traitor."
"That's why I'm here now, Senator." I said, keeping my voice low and menacing. "My wife was threatened today." I said. "I'm done with you and your shit, and that's a plural 'you'. You are thinking and hoping that I will be constrained by the law, though you think you're above it. But what happens... when I removed that constraint? If I have nothing left to live for, why don't I take you with me?... or your son. He hurt people while driving drunk, and you arranged to get him out of it. I have nothing but contempt for that, and I can do something about it. He'll die, too."
"We'll see about that." muttered Russell. "But if we have to trade his life to exterminate yours, it's worth it. We're going to destroy you fucking Grassroots shit eaters. We are going to rule you. And if you don't submit to our will, you will die."
"I admit, you and your Elitist buddies have pushed me into a corner." I said. "There's no way out for me... but I'm going down fighting like hell. And I don't mean through the legal system. I'm going to make damn sure you go down with me, Senator... so that Governor Jared can appoint a Grassroots Conservative to replace you until the special election."
Russell's eyes showed the sheer horror that he was feeling... and I realized that losing his son meant less to him than having a Grassroots politician replace him in the Senate. Wow. Just wow.
"And just to make sure you fully, completely understand," I said, "even if you do get me, I'll be avenged." I half-turned and pointed with my open-palmed hand. Russell gasped. Two persons were standing in the doorway. One was a very tall, broad-shouldered man, wearing a black suit, white shirt and red tie, shimmery white gloves and a shimmery white mask that covered his entire head.
Next to the Slender Man was a much shorter person, wearing a full monk-like robe with hood, and wearing a Guy Fawkes mask. 'Anonymous' was in our presence.
"And you think The Guardians of Justice are your biggest problem?" I said. "Just look at what we did tonight, just to get you here alone. You'll never stop all of them that will come after you, and your son."



"All right, Troy." said Russell, realizing that I'd crossed the line, that I was not playing by the rules of the Game, that I really would kill him and maybe kill his son, too. "What do you want? I'm not giving up my Senate seat until Jared is gone; you could kill me in cold blood, but it'll come back to you, and my death will trigger the death of Val Jared. Yes, we are that desperate to remove him."
"You're not giving me any reason to not kill you now." I said. To emphasize the point, I pulled out my Beretta 96, clicked on the laser guide, and put that little red dot right in the center of the Senator's chest.
"Val Jared's life for mine." said Russell. "One way or the other, but it's his life for mine. And I'll arrange for the Feds to back off of you, and in exchange you drop the Guardians of Justice shit and leave BigAgraFoods alone."
"Hear me now, and believe me later... or not." I said. "I am not the Guardians of Justice. I don't control them, either. But that doesn't matter... if the Feds do come down on me, I suspect that what the Guardians of Justice will do will be staggering in scope. Remember Coach Butch Fulmer?"
The name of the coach that was one of the murder victims in the 'Pink Panther' cases had Russell reeling. "Oh yes." I said. "Fulmer left evidence in a safe deposit box of what Harlan and Gonzales did to their victims. I found that box, and now I have that evidence... in a very safe place. And if anything... anything, Senator... happens to me, that information, especially your part in covering it all up, will be made available to the Guardians of Justice, and you know they will distribute it to the world. And I'll be dead, so I won't face the repercussions of that."
"So keep that in mind." I finished up. "I'm not going to make a deal with you, Senator. You'll decide for yourself. And you better do it before Dana Fox comes for me."
With that, I reached into my pocket with my left hand and pulled out a pellet/air gun with a dart attached. I fired it into Russell's neck. He dropped to the floor, the sleeping agent rendering him unconscious. I took the booklet from the desk, then walked towards the door. Slender Man and Anonymous were already long gone. I went out the door and up the stairs to the roof.
The Bell 206 helicopter was waiting on the helipad. I climbed into the pilot's seat and started up the engine. Within moments I took off with my two companions. One of them, sitting in the co-pilot seat, looked suspiciously like Todd Burke in a suit and tie, grinning that brilliantly handsome grin of his. In the backseat, wearing all-black, was Captain Teresa Croyle of the TCPD, her gold necklace with the Clan Troy icon very visible against the backdrop of her black pullover sweater, and a monk's robe folded up on the seat next to her. As usual, she was not smiling. But on this evening she had a look of satisfaction on her face...
Part 17 - A Successful Arrest
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, February 12th (Lincoln's real birthday), from in front of the State Office Building. "Fox Two News has learned that an attempt to assassinate Governor Val Jared was thwarted yesterday by the Midtown Police Force!"
"Chief Frank Soltis of the MPD said that Detectives Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson uncovered information about the assassination plot, and acted swiftly to stop the criminals just as they were putting their plans into action." said Bettina. "They intended to shoot the Governor as he and his wife attended church services, but were captured by the MPD's highly regarded SWAT Team, led by Lieutenant Gregory Charles."
Bettina: "The Governor did not waste time using the attempt on his life to make political points. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the Governor saying "I definitely will be asking the SBI-SIS to fully investigate this assassination attempt... and if it is found that Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins, Senator Maxine Watts, or any other politicians are involved, then I will simply redouble my efforts to drain the swamp that is State politics..."
Bettina: "There has been no comment from Lt. Governor Collins. Senator Maxine Watts said that the Governor's remarks confirm his racist attitudes towards blacks and women..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Cindy as we drank coffee in MCD. "They really went and did it; they tried to kill the Governor. They must be getting desperate."
"Yes." I said, wondering if I had miscalculated. "Why would they be that desperate?" The question was to myself more than anyone else.
"I still don't understand why Senator Watts sabotaged your hearing, Commander." said Jerome Davis, surprising me with his astuteness. "She did no one any favors."
"I think she fully and honestly expected to be better supported on that." I said. "She did not expect the backlash from her fellow Legislators, especially the Democrat ones, and she thought the Press would run with her a lot harder than they did."
Just then, my Police iPhone rang. I answered; it was Jack Muscone.
"Don," he said, "can you come to the FBI offices here in the City?" he said, his voice sounding weird.
"Do I need to bring a lawyer?" I asked, thinking that the balloon was going up. This was it, the FBI was going to arrest me.
"No." said Muscone. "You're safe. Come on over, as fast as you can."
As we made our goodbyes and hung up, Chief Moynahan appeared. "Mr. Crowbar, I an both authorizing and directing you to fly the TCPD's Bell helicopter, with me and Captain Ross inside as well, to the Federal Building in the City. Captain Croyle, you are in command of the Town & County Police Force while we are gone."
"Don't let all that power go to your head." I said to Teresa, who just raised her eyelashes in an 'Oh yeah!" kind of way.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Helicopters are noisy, even with headphones on, so we didn't talk along the way. I stayed in contact with City Airport as we approached the Federal Building from the south. We landed safely. FBI Special Agent Martin Nash greeted us at the door, and led us inside to the familiar FBI offices.
The EAD came up to greet us. "I wanted you to see this, Commander." he said, leading us down a hallway. The walls were glass, with Levelor blinds as sole means of privacy when used. Looking into a conference room at the EADs signal, I got a shocking sight. FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson and another man I did not know were interviewing a man sitting at the table, his hands cuffed in front of him. Two Agents in suits were standing to one side, apparently guarding him.
The man under arrest and being interrogated was FBI Assistant Director Dana Fox.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We sat in Jack Muscone's office, the blinds drawn for privacy. The EAD filled us in:
"Over the weekend, State Senator Jimmy Cerone called Muscone and said Senator Russell was believed to be behind a hit that was put out on Dana Fox. We checked it out and found it to be true... not really enough to prosecute Russell, but enough to let Fox know that he was in danger. In fact, we were almost not in time; snipers fired at Fox while he was in his car. We were able to go after them, but they took cyanide rather than surrender and be arrested. They're longtime made men from Southport."
"So why is Fox under arrest?" I asked. "Oh, never mind. He figured out that he was going to be assassinated, and why, and he chose to live... by turning himself in and confessing to everything about the secret facility."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Chief Moynahan. "Not much gets past you, Commander."
"Four hundred years ago." said Muscone. "Seriously, Fox thought you were the one trying to kill him, Don, but then we got word of the attack on the Governor. At that point, Fox started singing like a canary. He's admitted everything about trying to railroad you, about trying to take out Callie Carrington's company in California, and to the Eldon murders."
"What happened there?" I asked.
"It was pretty much what you said." said Muscone. "Roger Eldon flew a drone right over that facility. They knocked it down, then went after Eldon and his son, and blew them away on the spot. Then their team went to the Eldon home and blew away Carla Eldon, and ransacked the house. They realized the Eldons were not harmful, but still sanitized everything, left the bodies in what they thought was Coltrane County but was actually your County, and then prepared for a cover-up based on national security."
'Who and where are the guys that actually murdered the Eldons?" I asked.
The EAD spoke up: "Fox says they were the four people in the helicopters that were shot down the night that green car came down the road. They were a special operations team with Navy SEALs training. As far as we know, Fox is telling the truth about that, and we're checking it out to make sure. Also, the Clinton County facility is now abandoned. It will be closed permanently."
"So, are the Feds going to come down on me?" I asked.
"No, they are not." said the EAD. "I and a few friends in Washington have shut that down hard. And Operation BEEKEEPER is forever shut down, as well."
"I appreciate that." I said, feeling enormous relief. Enormous relief.
"So, there's just one question left." said the EAD. "Captain Ross, do you have enough faith to return to us as a Consultant?"
Cindy gave a pursed smile and said "You know, sir, I'd be willing to come back and work with Jack Muscone's team... and only them... but I think the direction my life is going is such that it would be unfair to you for me to come back."
I nodded. "Sir, what about Detective Jerome Davis?"
"He'll do." said the EAD. "Get him trained up on self defense, but he's a bright kid." I did not ask how he knew that.
"As long as you don't try to hire him away from ussss..." warned Chief Moynahan.
"No worries on that, Chief." I said. "If they try that, they lose me as a Consultant."
"A threat worth worrying about." said Muscone. "But make no mistake about it, Don... if and when we think he's ready, we'll make him an offer, and let him make the choice..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone took me, Cindy, and Martin Nash to lunch at the nearby Diner. As we ate, he said "You know, Don, a lot of us wondered if you weren't behind the whole thing... the attempt on the Governor that was pretty easily caught, the attempt on Fox, which barely missed... and all of that served your interests very well."
"No, it wasn't me." I said. "I had no idea where Fox was, and I certainly wouldn't let the Governor be put in that much danger. And besides... I can't afford that many hit men. I'd've had to do all that shooting myself. And there was no promise that Fox would turn himself in and tell everything."
"So what happened there, and who was behind it?" Cindy asked.
"I'm assuming Senator Russell was behind the attempt on the Governor." I said. "I think he does want to resign and get out, but with Jared as Governor, Russell has to think of his replacement. Russell badly needs Collins as Governor."
"As to Fox," I continued, "I suspect that was a genuine attempt to kill him, though I don't know why. And I really suspect that whoever was behind it did not calculate that Fox would turn himself in and snitch."
"He was asked who was pulling all the strings." said Nash. "He said he didn't know; only it was a woman, and she was connected to politicians, as well as Thomas Cook and John Hardwood. And Hardwood is dead, and Cook believed to be dead."
"And Russell perhaps becoming expendable." I said. "Explains why he wants out so bad, but not to the point he'll resign while Jared is Governor..."
Part 18 - Epilogue
With the Eldon murders considered solved and closed, we had a little party in the back room of the Cop Bar that Monday night, February 12th. The MCD and Vice Detectives and their significant others came in, as did Todd Burke, escorting Teresa, Barry Oliver, escorting Lainie Everett, and of course Chief Griswold and his wife.
"So it worked out, huh?" Chief Griswold said to me as we sipped our bourbons. "And you were all worried about it."
"Chief," I said, "I was lucky on this one. Seriously and truly. I don't know why Dana Fox did that one-eighty, but if he hadn't, I might be in jail now on treason charges." Griswold peered at me. I peered back. No, really... Russell overreacted to me, and someone in the shadows then tried to throw Fox under the bus, and he reacted.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar.
"Well then," Chief Griswold finally said, "to good luck." We clinked our drink glasses and finished off our drinks.
"So do you think Paulina's going to do it?" asked Cindy as I talked to her and Callie. "Think she'll run against Krasney for D.A.?"
"Just keep your eyes and ears open the next couple of days." I said. "It's going to be like dominoes falling... the Mayor is going to announce his plans on Wednesday, and then you're going to see everyone start announcing their intentions."
"What will Paulina do if she has to take leave?" asked Cindy. "She's got a daughter to think of."
"A daughter that I am thinking of, too." I said. "Paulina and I made an agreement, which Judge Watts certified very quickly, that I'll start making monthly child support payments into a fund. Paulina can draw from that if she needs to, and if she doesn't, it will accumulate for Tasha's college fund. As to the rest of it, it's none of my business what Paulina and her brother T-Square work out between themselves." Callie and Cindy both smiled at that.
And then I talked to Jerome. "So, Jerome," I said, "have you thought any more about what we discussed this afternoon?"
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "Do you really think I'm ready to be an FBI Consultant? I'm still pretty new on the block."
"Yes," I said, "but you're already doing very well in the observation and deduction department, and you'll learn a hell of a lot working with me and Jack Muscone's team."
I then raised my voice and said "Of course, you'll need more self-defense training, and I'll be providing that. Your goal, Jerome, is to make the Police Boxing Matches Championship Round... against me!
Conversation in the room ceased, and all eyes were upon us.
"Please tell me I did not hear that correctly." groaned Chief Moynahan.
"Please tell me I did hear that correctly!" replied Cindy Ross, her ice-blue eyes blazing happily. "The red crowbar will fall, this time!" She and I made the two-fingers at our eyes then each other's gesture.
"Just be sure to set those brackets up right, Commander." said the current Champion, Teresa Croyle. "Though it does not matter: the road to the title goes through right here." She pointed at herself as she said it.
"It's going to be sad," said Joanne Warner, "having to beat up the Iron Crowbar on the way to my title." That started up the banter. Chief Moynahan did look like he was in pain. Chief Griswold's mustaches were twitching as merrily as they possibly could. And it was always 'game on' when the Police Boxing Matches were involved...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was no banter in the back room of the offices of the warehouse on the grounds of the Pottsville Municipal Airport. It was somewhat dangerous for her to be here, but it was close to the private-jet airport, where she could make a quick getaway if she needed to, and she could ship illicit goods in and out of the place with relative ease to generate some cash.
But it wasn't near the hustle and bustle of the City, meaning she had to risk communications that could possibly be detected. The Guardians of Justice were beginning to get just a little too good at detecting things like that, she realized after the incident of finding Thomas P. Cook's body in her old office.
The man knocked, then opened the door. "Senator Russell to see you, ma'am. He says by appointment."
"Yes, send him in." said the woman. Senator Russell walked in.
"I thought," she began with no formalities of greeting, "that Dana Fox was going to be found dead, that it would point to the Iron Crowbar as being the murderer in order to save his own worthless skin, and that the Governor was going to be coerced into resigning in order to prevent his wife from being murdered in front of him. That was the plan, was it not?"
"That was the original plan." said Russell.
"Instead..." she said, "Fox got a warning that he was targeted for assassination. He was going to turn himself in, so the attack that occurred had to be hastily moved up, and it failed... just reinforcing his plan to turn himself in. And then the Midtown Police showed... unusual ability in ferreting out the plot on the Governor's wife... oh, and he was never informed that his wife was the target; he and everyone thinks he was the target, and now the whole world is watching Lt. Governor Collins, thinking he was behind it."
"And in the aftermath of all of this," she went on, standing and pacing the desk, showing off her shapely, slender legs in the matte black high heel pumps, "I've lost valuable assets, and we're back to Square One yet again in getting the Iron Crowbar permanently out of the way. And why is that, Senator Russell?"
"Bad luck, ma'am." Russell said.
"No, not bad luck." the woman said scornfully. "The plan was good... no, it was brilliant... but someone simply failed to execute it properly. Someone thought it was in his best interests to kill the Governor instead of the Governor's wife, and someone failed to calculate what Fox might do."
"Fox was not my responsibility, nor my issue." said Russell. "And yes, I changed the plan about the Governor. We must remove him, and we are running out of time... and options. That nutty fruitcake Maxine Watts won't shut her fucking mouth------"
"I know, I know." said the woman. "And you're right: Fox was my own failure, all the way. But you really fucked up, Russell, trying to think for yourself instead of letting me do the thinking for you. You've become a liability. Why shouldn't I kill you now?'
"Because Val Jared would appoint my successor." said Russell. "And you know you don't want that any more than we do. And, of course, I've made arrangements in the event of my own death."
The woman looked at him, then said "Get out of here. Wait for my call. And above all, don't do anything without notifying me or my people first."
"What about Maxine Watts?" asked Russell.
"We will take care of that nutty nigger bitch in due course." the woman said. "Like I said, you keep your fucking ass quiet. The next phase of my plan is about to go into effect, and I simply cannot afford failure on it.."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
(Author's note: this first chapter has a lot of background and stage-setting. Thanks for your patience bearing with it.)
Wednesday, February 14th. St. Valentine's Day. I got up and did my toilet a bit early, while Laura was sleeping. When I was done, I taped a note to the bathroom mirror for my wife to find, then crept downstairs. Two outstanding dogs were sitting by the back door, waiting to be let outside.
I let them out and stood on the landing as the dogs descended the stairs and went to do their business. I looked over the landscape. Fog had descended over the Valley that housed the Town & County, enveloping it in a blanket that diffused the lights of the Town into a fuzzy continuum of haze. Another great day to be a citizen of the Town & County, I thought to myself. Another great day to be a part of the Town & County Police Force...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura awoke and went into the bathroom. Seeing the note taped to the mirror, she took it and read:
"Crowbars are yellow, Bulldogs are blue,
no one is more special to me, than you."
Yep, it was about as corny as I could make it. But it was possible that I also mentioned dinner reservations at The Steakhouse for this evening, as well. Laura smiled in amusement, then texted that she accepted my invitation to dinner...
Part 2 - Political Dominoes
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 14th, from in front of City Hall. "Today the Mayor will announce his plans for his next run for office, which Fox Two News has learned is going to be for the U.S. Congress as a Republican! If Mayor Vaughan wins the nomination, he will face incumbent Democrat Gerald A. Condor for the 1st District seat."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "with a month and a half to go in this year's session of the State Legislature, every major bill is deadlocked. Nothing is moving through the grinding process at all, no compromises are being made. The Law Enforcement Bill, which covers the State Patrol and the SBI, is at a total impasse. Last year, Senators Molinari and Cerone led the two sides to work out a compromise, but this year there is no effort to bring progress. And the Budget is totally deadlocked, as the House's bill has been called 'dead on arrival' in the Senate by 1st District Senator Katherine Woodburn."
"Additionally," said Bettina, "State Senator Maxine Watts is blocking nearly all pieces of legislation, and saying she will continue to do so until Commander Donald Troy answers her questions about CIA involvement in the assassination of singer Jasmine Nix. Roll tape."
Senator Watts was shown, sounding almost comically out of control as she yelled at a speech "And while Jasmine Nix's beautiful voice has been silenced, black voices will be raised in protest of the racism of Val Jared, and abuse by the Police that protect and cover for him! We will not rest until Val Jared is impeached and arrested for his crimes against minorities!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Typical morning." said Cindy as we drank coffee in MCD and listened to the Bettina broadcast.
"I wonder if our Legislators realize that being at impasse and getting nothing done is probably the best thing that could happen to We the People." said Rudistan with great joviality. His words were met with applause and laughter.
"Let's not tell them, and hope they don't figure it out." I said.
"Are they ever going to stop attacking Governor Jared?" Joanne Warner asked, venom underlying her sweet voice.
"Not until he's out of the Governor's Mansion." said Teddy Parker. "They're even trying to assassinate him now. The Midtown PD did a great job interdicting that sniper attempt."
"Yes they did." said a voice behind us. It was Chief Moynahan. "And I understand Lt. David Krueger got the tip that led to the discovery of the plot. I wonder where that could have come from."
"M-O-U-S-E." sang Cindy. And she was right.
"And speaking of our Mouseketeers," I said, "how are things going with Mary at Police Academy Advanced Course?"
"Oh, she's tearing it up." said Teresa. "I have word that she was outrunning many of the students in the runs, even though she's seven months pregnant, give or take. And at her current rate, she's going to graduate No. 1 in her Class going away."
"It'll be nice to give out a ribbon with a gold lamp." I said. Academy graduation ribbons that we wore on our Duty Dress or Formal uniforms might have one of three oil lamp insignia, that were like oak leaf clusters: bronze for top 1/3d of the Class, silver for top 10%, and Gold for No. 1 in the Class. I got a gold lamp for Detective School... and then I re-wrote the course for them to make it worth taking by the students yet to attend.
"Oh, here's that new ad!" Joanne exclaimed. We all quieted down to watch.
The announcer, a woman's voice, said "Billy Russell. Drove drunk. Hit a bus full of orphan girls. Constantly dropped the name of his father, US Senator Russell, as he verbally and physically assaulted the Police." The commercial was showing tape of the overturned bus, of Billy Russell yelling and screaming, and then trying to swing at Your Iron Crowbar. Then came the woman's voice, delivering the punch line:
"Gil Krasney." said the voice, almost in a positive way. "He gave Billy Russell a sweetheart plea deal, reducing felony charges to misdemeanors. Russell got off nearly scot-free. And this after Gil Krasney tried to give sweetheart deals to rapists." That referred to the Fire Department slugs that raped a female EMT and nearly murdered her and two male EMTs. (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 02-03.)
The ad went on: "We need the very best in the District Attorney's Office. And that is not Gil Krasney. He's bad for our Police, he's bad for our Citizens, and he's way too good to the criminals..." The ad faded to black.
Cindy had read the small print. "Paid for by 'Friends of the Town & County'. Wonder who they are?"
"Local PAC." said Joanne, looking it up on her computer. "Registered under the names..." She stopped.
"Who?" asked Cindy.
"Mrs. Myrtle L. James." said Joanne. "And retired Judge Lorraine McGill."
"Oh, wowwwwwww." muttered Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am, from in front of the Courthouse on the east side of Courthouse Square. "On this Valentine's Day, there are two things of which you may be sure: couples will celebrate their love, and politicians will be making their announcements for office."
Priya continued: "And in a KSTD exclusive, we have Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson here to make an important announcement! Go ahead, Paulina."
Paulina Patterson came up to the hastily made podium and said "I am here to announce that I am forming an exploratory committee for the purpose of possibly running for the Office of District Attorney. Gil Krasney's malfeasance of office in sweetheart deals for the sons of rich politicians cannot be tolerated nor excused. By law, I will be taking a leave of absence from my position as an Assistant District Attorney from this moment forward."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, she went and did it." said Teresa as she, Cindy, and I watched in my office. "Think she'll take the next step, and run?"
"It'll depend on who else gets in and runs for D.A." I said. "But this has to be frustrating for Solicitor Miriam Walters. She's been coveting the D.A. position for some time, and just can't seem to find the right time to run."
"She can run in any election cycle she likes." said Cindy. "And that brings up another point... what about Krasney himself? Is he going to run for Mayor? or D.A. again?"
"Don't let what I'm about to tell you get out of this room." I said quietly. "Those ads pasting Krasney for the sweetheart deals for Billy Russell and for the Fire Department rapists have had a huge effect. He was going to announce for Mayor, but is now holding back and getting some polling done to see what he should do. The so-called 'consensus opinion' is that he will be crushed if he runs for Mayor."
"Where did you get all that?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, I have sources." I said conspiratorially. And I did... particularly one Mrs. Peabody, the Intendent, the truly most powerful person in this Town & County. It's amazing, the things the lovely Mrs. Peabody tells me while I am eating her sweet, succulent pussy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmm, now that is good!" exclaimed Jack Muscone as he took a (big) bite out of his double cheeseburger. He, Cindy, Ted Crenshaw, and myself were having lunch at the Cop Bar. Cindy got the steak Caesar salad, and Crenshaw followed my lead to get the 'Breakfast Burger', which was a cheeseburger with a fried egg and bacon on it. The Breakfast Burger was my request of 'Pops', the Cop Bar's owner, and it had become pretty popular.
"I have to say, Jack." I said. "You're looking a lot better today. Finally got some sleep?"
"Yeah." replied Muscone, though not letting talking get in the way of eating his double cheeseburger. "My boss sent me home Sunday, and told me not to come back in until yesterday. Tanya spiked my drink, and I was out for about 24 hours."
"Good." I said. "So what's new in the FBI... besides you hiring Crenshaw here into the FBI?"
"Not much gets by you." said Jack. "Yes, he just accepted our offer."
"Congratulations!" said Cindy politely.
"Thanks." said Crenshaw. "And I need to thank Commander Troy here for the recommendation he gave them."
"It's good for the FBI, and it's good for you, too." I said. "Especially since there's not going to be an SBI-SIS much longer, if I don't miss my guess, and the SBI being completely uninterested in Organized Crime in the State. So where will you be working, Ted?"
"He's on Team Lazarus now." said Jack, having finished his first double cheeseburger and picking up the second one on his plate. "He's going to Quantico; he insisted on that, even though we could get him in without him going there."
"The training will be good for me." said Crenshaw. "And then I'll be in the City, working on Organized Crime, but for the FBI instead of the SBI."
"Not Southport?" Cindy asked. "That's where the Mob is most deeply entrenched."
"That's true." said Crenshaw. "And yes, I'll be working on the Southport Families as well as the City's crime gangs. Which reminds me, Commander... what can you tell me about Cerone and Molinari? Are they really out? Are they really clean?"
"I think so." I said. "Molinari was not a crime boss in the traditional sense. He built up a developing and construction empire around the City, and made so many deals but also played so tough with the Big Boys that he pretty much became a boss himself. Then he sold just about all of his holdings, and walked away from it all. Cerone was the Boss of Bosses in Southport, but for reasons I never got clear on, he handed all of that off and ran for political office. He might still have contacts, but for the very most part he's gotten himself clean."
"Who runs the Families in Southport?" Jack asked.
"Orrin B. Taggart inherited much of Cerone's operations." I said. "Jerry Morelli was a minor player, until he destroyed Cindy's green car, with us underneath it."
"Pissed me off, too," said Cindy, "until I found out that Don here switched the cars." (Author's note: 'Film Noir'.) Everyone chuckled.
"Then there's Richard Langdon." I said. "He was becoming the major player in Midtown and Madison County, until those women escaped prison." (Author's note: 'Women's Work'.) Rumor has it that he was 'encouraged' to take a vacation, and to follow Cerone's lead of concentrating on politics for a while. I have no idea who's handling his operations now."
I continued: "But there is one guy you can look at, Ted... Leon Mills."
"Oh yeah," said Crenshaw, "he's on the top of my list. Dirty SBI Agent. Why he's still in the SBI, I don't know."
"We can't prove anything with which we can get him kicked to the kerb." I said. "And he knows we're watching him. I think he's just being dormant right now, or else is so behind-the-scenes that we're not seeing anything he's doing."
"We're not seeing anything, either." said Jack. "But that's why we're bringing Ted on board."
"So who is Team Lazarus now?" Cindy asked.
"Me," said Jack Muscone, "Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, Lindy Linares, Julius Jefferson, and now Ted Crenshaw. And of course Don as our Consultant against Crime. With her baby, Sandra's pretty much on 8-to-5, and isn't doing as much field work. Ted here will fill some of that gap, as well as the Mob niche."
Just then someone turned up the television set. Bettina had just come on, and was making an announcement.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg with breaking news!" said the lovely MILF reporterette. "Della Harlow and Jenna Stiles are holding a joint press conference to make an announcement! They're coming to the podium here at City Hall now!"
Jenna Stiles stepped up to the microphone first. "Today, I am announcing my candidacy for the Office of District Attorney. Gil Krasney's sweetheart deal with the son of a Republican U.S. Senator, coming after having tried to give rapists a plea deal months ago, shows that Gil Krasney's judgement is so bad that he cannot be trusted to continue as District Attorney! I urge him to resign now, but whether he does nor not, I am running for the office, and I can assure you that I will not be giving the privileged and politically powerful any such sweetheart deals!"
There was applause from the supporters, who'd been rounded up and 'planted' there by State Senator Katherine Woodburn, as well as a few genuine supporters that detested Gil Krasney. Then Della Harlow came to the podium.
"I am announcing my candidacy for County Sheriff today." Della said loudly. "It is obvious that various branches of the Public Safety Department are in need of real leadership and a good housecleaning. Sheriff Allgood has done nothing to stop the dangerous actions and racist attitudes of Police Commander Donald Troy. As your Sheriff, I will put Commander Troy and his out-of-control Police Captains in their proper places!"
The applause was a lot more muted, having come from only the hired supporters. It was silent in the Cop Bar.
Bettina came back on camera. "And there you have it, ladies and gentlemen, some of the first candidacies for local offices in this year's Elections. The election for District Attorney is by law a non-partisan election, and therefore a free-for-all, while the Sheriff position will require winning Party nominations in the May primaries. Ms. Harlow is running as a Democrat."
"Also," said Bettina, "we do not yet have word on the plans of Sheriff Daniel Allgood, if he will run for Sheriff again or for Mayor, as has been rumored for some time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura looked great. Better than great. She was wearing a black dress that showed off her magnificent body to perfection. Sheer black stocking material over her shoulders, and encasing her shapely legs, only added to the effect. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun on the back of her head. I was one happy and proud Police Commander to be her date for the evening.
The Steakhouse had a Valentine's Special every year, and the restaurant's owner, Town & County Councilman John Colby, always made sure I got one of the reservations, though I insisted on paying for it. Laura and I were in a large booth along the side wall, grateful for the extra room for our long legs. As we looked around, we saw Todd and Teresa sitting on the other side, their eyes revealing a young couple very much in love.
"Wow, Teresa has blossomed so much since Christmas Eve." Laura said as we observed them. "She's so much happier, now. She might even set a wedding date."
"And Todd is looking at her the way I look at you." I said.
"How's that?" Laura asked flirtatiously, fishing for compliments.
"Like he's with the woman of his dreams." I said. "And I know I'm with the woman of my dreams right now." Laura smiled and we held hands until our food arrived. I knew others in the restaurant were observing us, and they were observing a couple very much in love.
As we ate our dinner, I asked Laura "What are Callie and Cindy doing tonight?"
"Callie said they're going to that club called 'Pink'." Laura said. "They're having a Valentines Special dinner, too." The 'Pink' club and restaurant was the one that had been opened by the late Kevin Greeley, along with the club 'Punk'. The restaurants had been sold to separate investment groups. 'Pink' was doing well, as University women frequented it. 'Punk' was floundering.
"I'm not surprised they're going there." I said. "After all, Cindy is one of the owners of 'Pink'."
"Really?" Laura said, surprised. "I didn't know that."
"I didn't either," I said, "until Thomas P. Cook disappeared and we were going through his financial and real estate dealings. The group that bought 'Pink' from Metrosexual Kevin's estate was a trust called 'Kato Holdings'. That got my interest up, as 'Kato' was the Green Hornet's sidekick. Sure enough, Cindy's the senior partner of the trust. Her gym partner Ariel is part of it, Callie has a stake in it, Priya Ajmani has a share, too."
Then, to my surprise Laura brought up one of those two things that should never be discussed on a date: politics.
"So, darling," she said, "what did you think of all the political goings-on today?" she asked.
"Nothing unexpected." I said.
"Not even Della Harlow for Sheriff?" Laura asked. I could see what her real concern was.
"Especially not that." I said. "But I don't think we have to worry about that."
"Dr. Romanov at the University's Political Policy Institute believes she can win." said Laura. "Word is that Loran Michaels might run against her, and he's not a whole lot better."
"True." I said. "So let's talk about the real question in your mind: what am I going to do if Harlow wins?"
"Yes, you are reading my mind." said Laura. "Part of it, anyway. So what's your answer?"
"I don't know." I said. "Commissioner Robinson may be retiring from the Campus Police. I guess I could apply for that position." Laura's eyes cut towards me. She was beginning to figure the ol' Iron Crowbar out.
"You've got something up your sleeve." she said. "What, are you going to run for Sheriff yourself?"
"It's an idea." I said. "Think I can win?"
"Of course, Darling." said Laura. "But is that what you really want?"
"No." I said. "What I really want is to take my date for the evening home, and ravish her sexy body for hours on this Valentine's Day."
Laura's eyes were sparkling now. "And I'm going to hold you to that. Did you take your 'gray viagra' yet? It's going to be a long, hard night for you, mister..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya Perlman heard the door to her house open. Jack Muscone came through the door. He was bearing a dozen red roses and a box of chocolates.



"Aw, that's so sweet of you!" she exclaimed as Jack handed her the gifts. Then she said with a gleam in her eye and a wicked grin: "My gift for you will come later tonight... and it's sure to help you relax."
"That sounds wonderful." said Jack. "I know we didn't discuss any plans, but if you'd like to go out to dinner, I'm game."
"Let's just stay in, so you can relax." said Tanya. "So how are things at the office?"
"Same as ever." said Jack. "And for this evening, I want to just forget all that and spend this time with my sweet Valentine." Tanya's eyes sparkled some more...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a long, hard night for me. And that is not a complaint.
Laura had gone into the bathroom to 'get ready'. I was more than ready; gray viagra taken, naked on the bed. And then she came out of the bathroom and I gasped, then whistled.
She was wearing a red satin teddy with white trim, and high heel sandals with very thin red straps, which she knew I liked. And I did like.
"Come here, you." I growled, reaching over and pulling her into bed and on top of me. She giggled and then our mouths met in a hard kiss that turned even hotter as our tongues twined together. As we made out like teenagers, I rolled Laura over onto her back and mounted her.
"Oh yeah, that's good..." Laura whispered as I dry-humped her sliding my throbbing, iron-hard cockshaft along her slit. Her labes were swelling and she was getting wet, her own juices adding to the lube she'd already coated the insides of her pussy with.
I began kissing my beautiful wife's neck, then down to her big, all-natural, milk-filled tits. She'd drained them of milk earlier, so there wasn't too much for me to suck out. Then I kissed my way down her taut belly, feeling her quivering as I got down to her pussy. I kissed around her thighs and groin, enjoying the sight as well as the taste of her, loving seeing that tightly bunched pubic bush and the bright pink of her inviting slit inside it.
"Baby, I need you inside me. Now." Laura commanded. I eased myself back up her body until I was lying on top of her. I felt her hand reach between us and guide my cock into her labes. As soon as I felt my cockhead go in, I pushed down.
"Unnnh!" Laura groaned as I sank into her, my cock sliding along her well-lubed inner cunt walls until our pelvises met. I rotated my ass in tight circles, churning her cunt around my cock, then I slid out of her, only to plunge back into her until I was balls-deep again.
The pleasure of fucking this gorgeous woman was incredible. i began pistoning in and out of Laura with long, deep strokes, feeling her push her heels agains the back of my thighs to urge me on. As my thrusts grew shorter, faster, and harder, Laura raised her legs up and wrapped them around me, knowing how to maneuver her legs and feet to make sure the stiletto heels of her sandals did not stab me.
I felt her feet and calves pressing into my ass and sides as she pushed upwards to meet my strokes down into her. I heard the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as our thighs and groins smacked together, and my balls wetly smacked against her 'taint'.
"Oh yeah, fuck me!" Laura gasped. "God! you're so fucking hard! I love getting fucked by your big cock!"
"I love fucking your tight pussy, baby!" I replied. Laura exercised and also worked her pussy to make it sheathe me as tightly as a teen girl's, forcing me to use power to drive my cock into her.
The intensity of our fucking grew hotter and deeper, our tongues wrapped together in a deep, soul-searching kiss as we rutted lustily. Something had to give, I had to have a release! I heard Laura moan and felt her pussy clutch at my cockshaft as her orgasm hit her, and hit her hard. I felt my nut rise, and the gray mists swirling, and I did not try to hold back...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd groaned as Teresa sucked his ten inch cock. Her mouth was gliding up and down the thick, taut shaft with seemingly effortless ease as she took his size into her throat.
Ever since she'd gotten out of the Hospital after her Christmas Eve injuries, Teresa had been a firecracker in bed. Not that she hadn't been one hell of a fuck before, he thought, but she seemed to have a renewed passion and desire for sex, and even a young stud like him was hardly keeping up.
He tugged at her, wanted her to climb over him so that he could eat her pussy while she fellated him, but tonight she resisted. She let his cock slide out of her mouth with a loud *POP*, then said to him as she jacked his turgid shaft "Just let me suck you tonight, my Valentine stud. Todd did not argue, and Teresa went back to voraciously sucking his throbbing member.
"Baby, I need to fuck you." he finally said, feeling his nut about to rise. One of Teresa's hands had been gently kneading his nutsack while the other jacked the base of his meat. He needed to get inside her, and quickly.
Teresa swung her shapely leg over the young stud and mounted him. She fit the head of his cock into her cuntlips then balanced herself and allowed his shaft to penetrate her as she lowered herself onto him. She leaned over him, silently inviting him to suck her large, all-natural breasts, and he did so as she undulated her ass up and down, riding his cockshaft.
How she could take so much of him, Todd didn't know. Only Laura Fredricson had fully sheathed him, he could bottom out inside her with his big nuts pressing against her labes. Teresa, despite her short height, was accommodating a lot of him as she rode him this way, up and down, undulating her hips and ass... that ass...
One thing Todd really liked about Teresa's fit, hourglass-shaped body was that as she'd been training and working out the past several months, her ass had toned up into an incredibly hot 'bubble butt'. Todd loved taking Teresa's asscheeks into his powerful hands and kneading them as he fucked her, guiding her up and down as he thrust up to impale her pussy on his cock again and again and again.
And Teresa loved it, too. She loved feeling his hands holding her ass or her hips and guiding her, fucking her the way he liked to fuck. She didn't know why she and this younger man were so compatible in bed, and she didn't question it. Apparently Troy men liked older women, and she was the happy recipient of Todd's incredible ability to fuck a woman...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhhhh..." Callie mewled, "that is sooooo gooood..." She was lying on her back in Cindy's bed. Cindy was lying on her belly on the lower part of the bed, sliding her tongue over Callie's swollen labes, occasionally sucking on them and her clit before sinking her tongue as far as it would go into Callie's cunthole.
The would often get into a soixante-neuf, but tonight it seemed like they were both in sync as Callie laid back and spread her legs, and Cindy began eating pussy. And if there was one thing Cindy could do very, very well, it was eat pussy.
Callie let her pretty feet slide along Cindy's very well-toned back, then back up to near Cindy's shoulders. Cindy moaned into Callie's pussy, then began tonguing deeper and deeper with renewed desires of lust.
"Oh God, that is just so fucking good!" Callie whispered. "I love you, baby!"
"I love you." Cindy replied, then resumed sliding her tongue up and down the length of Callie's slit. Then she moved her hand up and slid two fingers into Callie's cunt. She slid those fingers along the upper wall of the beautiful blonde's vagina, as Laura Fredricson had taught her to do. Laura had explained that nerves went from the clitoris along two lines, not one, and the so-called G-spot was really two. Cindy had found Callie's sensitive areas, and now was sliding her fingers along them as her mouth sucked hard on Callie's slit.
Callie came apart. "OH MY GOD!" she cried out as her orgasm overtook her. Her hands pulled Cindy's head into her juicing pussy as her body spasmed. Cindy felt Callie's cuntwalls tighten against her fingers, and she ruthlessly, relentlessly tongued Callie's clitoris until Callie was gasping and spasming a second time. Finally, Callie was able to catch her breath and calm down.
"Oh God, baby, that was so awesome!" Callie said, pulling Cindy up on top of her so that their mouths could meet in a deep, tongue-twining kiss. Then she whispered "It's your turn now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone groaned as Tanya sucked his throbbing hard cock. She was lying on her belly between his legs as he half-lay, half-sat on the bed. She'd learned how to maneuver her body around to get into good positions for sucking or even fucking.
Sex with Tanya was interesting. Challenging but also very good. She did lubricate, and he could and often did fuck her pussy, almost always in the missionary position. Sometimes he would stand at the edge of the bed, grab her legs, and fuck her pretty feet. Tanya couldn't feel him doing that and she couldn't move her legs to help, but that was fine; he just did the work himself and fucked her feet until he came.
And since Tanya couldn't really feel the sex, she ended up sucking his cock more often than not. And what man was going to complain about having his penis sucked?
"Mmmm, you are really hard tonight." Tanya said, her voice teasing as she slid her tongue over his cockhead, then up and down his shaft, finally tonguing his tightening balls. "You need to let it go. Let it all out... come in my mouth..."
She was jacking his cock hard as she sucked the head, and Jack did not last long. With a groan, he began coming, firing pulses of his semen into her mouth and throat. Tanya greedily swallowed him up, then deep throated him to get every last drop of his semen out of his cock and into her belly, until he became too sensitive and had to make her stop.
"Thank you... baby..." Jack whispered. He felt Tanya maneuver so that she was on her side of the bed. Usually he helped by moving himself around. But this time, he was already falling asleep.
Tanya maneuvered to get herself in a sitting position, then got the covers pulled back so she could get under them. As she began falling asleep, she looked over at Jack, who was sound asleep now... the poor guy was exhausted, working himself to the bone. This must be a big case he's working on... or a deadly one...
Part 3 - Groundwork
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette on Friday, February 16th, at 7:00am, from in front of City Hall. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the announcements for local political offices!"
"Congressman Gerald A. Condor has announced his bid to run again for another term as your U.S. Congressman from the 1st District." said Bettina. "He will face no Democrat opposition, and so far only Mayor Larry Vaughan has announced his intentions to run against Congressman Condor."
"Yesterday," said Bettina, "almost all the Town & County Council Members announced that they were running again for their positions. Only two have not: Malinda Adams is considering a run for Mayor, and is expected to announce forming an exploratory committee today, and Loran Michaels announced that he will be running for Sheriff. Our current Sheriff, Daniel Allgood, may be considering a run for Mayor as well. He issued a press statement last night stating that he will announce his plans this morning."
"And in State news, the State Legislature's 90 day session is half over, and the lawmakers are no closer to passing any legislation at all. Not one single bill, not one, has been passed. Budget negotiations are totally stalled, and no one in the Legislature is even talking to the Governor's office about the Budget. Governor Jared has said he'll veto any Budget that does not satisfy his demands for funds to crack down on illegal immigrants, prompting several Legislators to say that Governor Jared is mentally incompetent. Many voters wonder if the Legislature is at the same level of incompetence..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's he announcing for? Sheriff Allgood, that is?" asked Cindy as we watched the broadcast in MCD and consumed coffee and doughnuts.
"We'll find out at ten o'clock." I said.
"Captain Ross, just watch Commander Troy this morning." said Detective Joanne Warner. "If he leaves to go to that announcement, then Sheriff Allgood is running for Mayor. If the Commander stays here, then Sheriff Allgood is running for Sheriff again."
I was gaping for a second, as was everyone. "How did... oh... never mind." I remembered that Joanne was the hunting buddy and very good friend of the Sheriff's lovely wife, Melina Allgood. "Yes, Detective Warner, you're right."
"How did you know that?" asked Cindy, still stunned, as were most of the others in the room.
"Oh, the Sheriff's wife must've told you." said Jerome Davis, to Joanne.
"Aw, you busted me." said Joanne, pretending to pout.
"That was still a pretty good one." I said with a smile. "And good observation, Davis. Took me a second to realize it, too." Joanne and Jerome fist-bumped, having been complimented by the 'TCPD Boss of Bosses', as I found out that I was sometimes called behind my back...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Daniel Allgood came into the atrium of City Hall and stepped up to the podium and the bank of microphones attached to to it. As incumbent Sheriff, he could wear his Sheriff's uniform for political events pertaining to the Office of the Sheriff, but he was wearing a dark blue suit instead. He looked like Clark Kent, about to rip the suit off to become Superman, and his wife was gazing at him with adoration in her eyes.
And speaking of his lovely wife, Melina was looking pretty darn gorgeous herself. High heel matte black pumps, opaque black stocking, and a warm gray dress that clung to her shapely body, her raven-black hair looking lustrous in the bright lights.
Also present were Sheriff's Department Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald, Fire Chief Quinlin, Assistant Fire Chief Davies, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Police Commander Donald Troy, Police Captain Teresa Croyle, Public Health Officer Beth Paige, and Assistant PHO Susan Weston. Except for Oswald, we were all in civilian clothes, as we were forbidden to be in uniform for political events, unless assigned there for protective duties, etc., where we weren't participating in the actual event, yadda yadda yadda.
"Thank you for coming." said Daniel. "I have very much enjoyed my term as your Sheriff, so far. I am grateful for the support of the Public Safety Officers here with me today, and I am even more grateful for the support of my wife Melina." Everyone seemed to tense up, wanting to hear what was next.
"I will serve out my term as Sheriff," said Allgood, "but I will not be running for another term. Instead, as a lifelong resident of this Town and County, I will seek to serve it as your Mayor, and therefore I am announcing my candidacy for Mayor today."
We all applauded, and there were a few gasps in the Press Corps. They almost didn't wait for Daniel to finish his statement about his past in Internal Affairs with the Midtown Police and the TCPD, and his successful stint as Sheriff. As soon as he opened it up for questions, the Press leveled a barrage at him.
"Sheriff," shouted Priya Ajmani, "is it true that you're not running for Sheriff because Commander Troy told you not to?"
"No, Priya." said Daniel patiently. "I'm not running for Sheriff because I'm running for Mayor."
"Sheriff," yelled Bettina Wurtzburg, "do you believe you can win the race for Mayor, especially if Malinda Adams and Reginald B.F. Lewis run for it also?"
"Of course I believe I can win." said the Sheriff. "And I look forward to presenting my case to the Voters and letting them decide."
"Sheriff," shouted Tim Sioban of KSB in the City, "will you be endorsing Della Harlow for Sheriff, now that you're not running?"
"No, I will not be endorsing Mrs. Harlow." said Allgood. "And I'm not making any endorsement of anyone at this time."
"Sheriff!" yelled Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown, "is Commander Troy going to run to replace you as Sheriff?" Everyone looked over at Your Iron Crowbar, whose red head was shaking side-to-side vigorously: no, I was not running for Sheriff.
The Press did not ask a single question about Daniel Allgood's platform, what he planned to do as Mayor. They were only interested in corralling me for my views on the situation. That was stymied as I was encircled by a ring of Police, which the Press could not break through. It is possible that this was one reason Captain Croyle had come with me to this event...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, February 17th. The Cabin was full of kids, dogs, and their various adult relatives. Todd and Teresa and their kids, Cindy and Callie, Tanya Perlman and little Pete Feeley, Molly and the boys, and Laura and I with Carole and Jim. Also present were Maggie Ross, Cindy and Molly's mother, my mother Phyllis, and Chief Griswold and his wife.
The women were fluttering like parakeets, and the reason was because Teresa had at long last announced the date of her wedding to Todd: Saturday, May 19th.
"What about the Police Boxing Matches?!" were the first words uttered out of Cindy Ross's (potty) mouth.
"Don't worry. I'm setting those brackets up right." I said. "The Round of 32 will be on Friday, May 18th." Fluttering of parakeets resumed. Todd and I escaped to the relative safety of the back deck, joined by Chief Griswold.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hours later, as it grew dark, Cindy, Teresa and Tanya were on the back deck, around the fire in the pot that was providing good warmth.
"This meeting of the Crowbar Angels will come to order." said Cindy as she handed Teresa and Tanya drinks, then sat down herself. They chuckled, then Tanya turned wistful.
"You guys have no idea how much I wish I could be back at the TCPD with you." Tanya said.
"Don't wish your life away." said Teresa. "Things are going okay with you, aren't they?"
"Actually, yes they are." said Tanya. "And I should not complain. My son is a joy to love and raise every day, Jack is a good man and treats me very well, I've got a good job and my crime labs are kicking ass throughout this State..."
"And you are working with the Iron Crowbar," said Cindy, "though perhaps not as often as you would like." Tanya nodded, then Cindy said "So how are things with Muscone... how are things really?"
Tanya said "Well, pretty good... but he's been working himself half to death these last few weeks... going on months now. I don't know what it is, but it's consuming him. He won't tell me what it's about, and he won't talk to Don about it. Sandra said she doesn't know what it's really about, and I don't think Martin knows, either. I thought maybe it was about all that crap the dirty Feds were going to bring down on Don, but that's resolved and Jack is still worried about something."
Cindy asked "Has he talked to you about the Red Brooke case?"
"Not really." Tanya said. "He told me he was being consulted on it after Brooke escaped prison, but he's said almost nothing lately. You think that's what's on Jack's mind?"
"I'm getting a vibe." said Cindy. "I think I'm going to do a little 'research' on this Red Brooke."
"I'll see what I can get from 'outside sources'." said Teresa, meaning her fiancé and his Clan.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinner was a big family affair, with Maggie and Phyllis insisting on being part of the kids table. Pete was being treated by the other kids as if he was one of the family. If anything, it was little Jack Burke who was not really part of the 'team'; he was either leading others into trouble, or off playing by himself. He and the dogs kept well apart from each other, as well; and Carole was watching over her dog (both of them, really) like a mother hawk.



Afterwards, Tanya said "Well, I guess I better be getting back home."
"Why don't you stay here?" I offered. "The sofas become beds or futons."
"I could," said Tanya, "but my house is set up for me, and it's easier to get around."
"I understand." I said. "Are you taking Pete, or letting him stay for the slumber party?"
"He's staying." said Tanya. "I told him I'd be back in the morning, and to behave himself."
I chuckled. "Okay. But I'll bring him to your house tomorrow... and that'll give us a chance to talk more privately." Tanya nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Sunday, February 18th. The Iron Crowbar's supply of firewood would have to be replenished; Cindy and Teresa were still out on deck, keeping warm by the fire.
"She could've stayed." Teresa said.
"Tanya?" Cindy said. "Yeah. But I think she was feeling down, and she never wants to let us see her down."
Teresa nodded. Cindy looked over and saw the tears running down her friend's face. "You okay?" she asked.
"It's..." Teresa started, then said "God! it must be so hard for her!"
"I know." Cindy replied. "And on top of the paralysis, she's separated from us and the job she truly loved."
"That's what I was thinking." Teresa said. "Don tries to keep her in the loop, says she's still one of his Angels, but it's not the same thing and she feels that."
After a pause of a few moments, Teresa said "How was it between you and Tanya in your early days... before Don got here?"
"Tanya was the smart one, and I was the plodding one." said Cindy. "Kind of like Joanne and Theo are now. Sometimes Tanya and I had differing theories of what was going on in a case. She usually was right, and she was as good as Chief Griswold at crime scenes. What about you?"
"I was on the other side." said Teresa. "In Vice, in pain, and in trouble all the time. I never said anything, but I loved it when she cut Ikea down to size."
"Hell," Cindy said, "I didn't have time to argue with Tanya... I was always butting heads with you."
Teresa gave what was a chuckle for her. "Yeah, we had some knock-down dragouts. People thought we really hated each other. I hated everyone, so you weren't anything special, there." Cindy laughed out loud, then Teresa said: "But I think I knew, deep down, that you were different, like me, and that we were really bestest buddies in disguise."
"Yeah..." Cindy said. "You know... I didn't know what it was at the time, but I think my first 'vibe' was that underneath all your anger, you really cared. And of course Don saw that right away when he got here."
"About both of us." Teresa said. "And because he came here, we both got to grow into our wonderful selves... and Tanya was coming along, too, until she lost Pete and almost lost her son."
"Well," said Cindy, "we'll just have to make sure she knows she's still important to us.s"
"Speaking of important people, there's something I need to ask you." Teresa said. "Will you be my Maid of Honor at my wedding?"
It was Cindy's turn to have tears in her eyes...
Part 4 - Psychology
6:00am, Monday, February 19th. It was President's Day, a Federal Holiday, but the Town & County Police Force was at work serving the Citizens. On this morning, Captain Teresa Croyle and Lieutenant Hugh Hewitt had scheduled mandatory training for the SpecOps personnel, and had invited other Officers to participate on a voluntary basis.
They were assembled in the gym at Police Headquarters, which seemed half-lit, as not all the lights were on. There were some large boxes in the center of the gym, which looked like some kind of training obstacles.
"All right, guys!" said the Police Boxing Matches Champion, Teresa Croyle, who was in the white plastic armor from that competition, with more armor on underneath, and carrying a Police billy stick. The SpecOps people were fully attired in their gear, and everyone in the room had on either their Police helmet or a football helmet. "Today is the first lesson in advanced personal combat. In this lesson, we will teach you---"
*PLOOMP!*
"DEFEND YOURSELF, CROYLE!"
Teresa whirled to see an international orange crowbar at her feet... and then she looked up to see the tall, broad-shouldered man in black and red armor worn by motorcycle riders and a football helmet... and wielding a red crowbar. I'd come out from under one of those boxes in the center of the gym. And I was running to the attack.
Teresa quickly picked up the international orange crowbar, and she parried my first blow. I continued to press the attack. And I went into full "R. Lee Ermey" mode, as seen in the movie Full Metal Jacket.
"Is this the best you've got, Captain Croyle?" I yelled. "You gotta bet shittin' me!" I began attacking her left side, so that she would have to use her right arm to defend herself. I was doing this for a reason: to test how well her right arm, and the nerves that controlled it, were healed.
"Are you taking it easy on me, Captain Croyle?" I yelled. "Are you getting soft, Captain Croyle? Have you been eating too many jelly doughnuts, Captain Croyle?!" I could see that Teresa was getting angry. She lunged at me, swinging her orange crowbar, and missed. And I let her have it.
*THWACK!*
My crowbar swung hard, and I got her right in the middle of the back. The plastic armor held up, but the blow sent Teresa reeling and pitching forward to the floor. I went forward to deliver more punishment, but Teresa was already back on her feet, and she managed to parry my next hard swing.
*WHANG!*
I heard her grunt, and I yelled "Were you about to call me an asshole, Captain Croyle?!?!"
"That, and a few more things." Teresa finally retorted. The Officers watching, and with great interest, laughed at her reply. I rained a series of blows down on her, moving left and right and swinging hard blows right at her.
"Are you getting weak, Captain Croyle? Are you out of shape?" I yelled out. But I could see that Teresa was starting to get her head back in the game, and get her wits about her. She was no longer overreacting to my potty mouth comments, and it became a fighting stalemate.
And I was wondering how I was going to stop this thing. We were both tiring, and Teresa was not going to quit...
*TWEEET!*
The police whistle blasted through the gym. Teresa and I stopped, and I backed off. We bowed to each other, then I glanced over to see Chief Moynahan watching us. And he looked like he was none too pleased that his Police Commander was fighting a crowbar battle with the Police Boxing Matches Champion.
"Okay, everyone." I said, addressing the watching assembly. "We learned a couple of things, there. First, personal combat is not as much about the physical game as the mental game. It's about psychology. You may have noticed that my potty mouth got Captain Croyle upset for a moment, and she got whacked on the back for it. Then she started calming down, getting her head back, and from that point on it was a stalemate."
"Remember Mr. Rudistan here in last year's Boxing Matches." I said, pointing at Rudistan, who was sitting in the front row. "This guy nearly made the finals last year, but not because of his physical abilities, which are 'okay' at best." I made air quotes at the 'okay', and many Officers chuckled. "He won a lot of matches because his potty mouth is worse than mine, and he made his opponents make mistakes. So keep your heads in the game, don't let the perp get to you. And always---"
*CLANG!*
Crowbar met crowbar as I intercepted Teresa's powerful blow. She'd come up behind me and was taking the sucker-punch shot. I finished my sentence: "... always be aware of what's coming up behind you!" The group began laughing as I looked back at Teresa, who was looking a bit sheepish.
"Okay, ladies and gentlemen," said the Chief, "you guys train, and remember what you were taught today. Mr. Crowbar, my office, please..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am still worried about your back." said the Chief as I sat in front of his desk, and he sat behind it. "I've a mind to tell you you cannot participate in the Police Boxing Matches. You know you can't wear the 'girdle' or any other armor under the plastic suit, and one bad blow like the one you gave Captain Croyle this morning could cripple you." That was a rule of the Boxing Matches: no armor other than the plastic protection.
"Sir, I'm fine." I said. "I've been training, I've been building up the strength in my back, and my flexibility. Everything's good; even Dr. Morgan said so."
"Okay, okay." said the Chief. "So... the important part... how's Teresa?" I knew what he meant; we'd discussed this situation, and the Chief knew I was going to engage Teresa in personal crowbar combat this morning.
"Her right arm is slow." I said. "She can get it around, but not as fast as she could before her nerves were damaged on Christmas Eve. She did fine with her left side, but the right side isn't quite caught up yet."
"And how did you come to notice this was a problem in the first place?" asked the Chief.
"I noticed she was signing paperwork left-handed." I said. "It was chicken scratch at first, but she's getting better writing with her left hand now. But for her to make that change meant that she's having trouble with her right hand. And I noticed at dinners we've had together that she's eating with her left hand now."
The Chief nodded his head. "Well, she's a Captain, and she qualified with her gun left-handed, so there's no problem with her duty status. But I'm going to talk to her and tell her we know about it, and that I want her to address it and get some rehab on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, Teresa came into my office for the Angels meeting. Cindy was already in her hot seat.
"How you feelin'?" Cindy asked jovially.
"Like I got the shit beat out of me this morning." Teresa said as she sat down at my hand-gesture invitation.
"Captain Ross," I asked, "where were you? I thought for sure you'd want to have some fun with us."
"Chief Moynahan told me to not go in there." Cindy replied. "I'm not sure why, though." I did not let my face show that I knew the reasons, and there were two of them: one, to make sure Cindy could not observe my tactics and Teresa'a tactics prior to the Boxing Matches; and two, so Cindy wouldn't observe that Teresa was not 100%.
"Okay." I said. "So what's going on in the TCPD?"
"Briggs is acting up again." said Teresa. "He told Irwin to cover for him at my Operations meeting this morning. I didn't send another email so that Briggs wouldn't figure out Irwin is dropping dime on him, but if he doesn't show up, I might take some formal action."
"Before you do," I said, "tell you what. I'm going to attend your meeting this morning, just as an observer. If he doesn't show up, we'll have some fun with him." Teresa nodded. "Okay, Cindy, what's new in MCD?"
"The coffee was really good this morning." Cindy said. "Jerome Davis made it. Said something about his father having been in the Navy."
"So it was strong, eh?" I asked.
"It was 'just right'." said Cindy. "The world would be shocked to learn that the hardcore, tough Iron Crowbar makes the coffee... weak." Teresa began giggling at that. A red crowbar was waved in the general direction of both my Angels.
"Tell Jerome he's the official coffee-maker from now on." I said. "And tell him that's an honor that should be entrusted only to Navy personnel and their sons. Okay, what else?"
Cindy said "Mary is still kicking ass at Police Academy Advanced Course. The only way she won't finish No. 1 in her class is to have her baby before graduation. And that segues neatly into my Vice report: we're starting to gather and put together serious intel on this drug operation that's been trying to come in. They're establishing service with University students right now, and we expect they'll branch out to the clubs soon. We're getting the evidence squared away so we can take them down."
"Good." I said. "Anything in MCD?"
"No." said Cindy. "Teddy Parker may be finding a cold case soon."
"Good." I said. "And feel free to call my mother in, if necessary. Okay, I need to tell you guys something, and I've already talked to the Chief about it. I've been sneaking a peak into this Richard Brookstein case. He's the serial killer known as 'Red Brooke', and he's a bad, bad seed."
I noticed a look on Cindy's face. "What?" I asked.
"Just that I was going to start looking into him." she said. "But you've obviously read my mind and beat me to it."
I smiled. "No, I didn't read your mind, but great minds think alike. And maybe we had the same vibe, eh?" Cindy smiled and nodded.
I continued: "Okay, so Brooke escaped from Supermax several months ago. He was first reported being in Boston, and has moved across and down the country, leaving dead bodies in his wake. He was last reported in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, where the deaths of two co-eds are attributed to him."
"Jack Muscone busted Brooke ten years or so ago," I continued, "and he's been trying to get on Brooke's scent again. But Brooke is a nasty man. He is well-versed in the martial arts, with two black belts like our own Captain Ross here. But he also has military personal combat training, and he is reported to be a master of psychology. So if you think you got a beating this morning, Captain Croyle, it is nothing compared to what this man can allegedly deliver."
"Harrumph." said Cindy Ross, her ice blue eyes becoming jet, as if she took Brooke's skills as a personal affront and a challenge to her.
"Yes, I'd suggest you both up your games in the event Red shows stupidity and comes to our County." I said. "But seriously, the FBI thinks he's still in the Carolinas. Wherever he is, when we get any kind of track on him, I'm going to go there and track him down myself."
"Why?" asked Cindy.
"I was studying up on him this weekend." I said. "Let me first point out to both of you that escaping from a Supermax prison is virtually impossible. The only way that happens is with the help of an organization like Westboro's, with the mind of someone like Westboro behind it... or else the Government running the prison is behind it themselves."
"Second," I said, "the timing of Brooke's escape is coincident to the Wheeler murder in Polk County, and the subsequent beating of Professor Marvin Milton." (Author's note: 'Whistleblower', 'Falsely Accused' Ch. 03.) "You know what Dame Agatha Christie and I think about coincidences."
"Related to that," I continued, "I'm finding it difficult to get information on Brooke through the FBI's resources. They're not overtly denying me the information, but it's just not quite where it's supposed to be. In addition, people at high levels in the FBI have told Jack Muscone, his team, and his immediate bosses to not involve me, your friendly neighborhood Iron Crowbar, in the Red Brooke case."
"So why inject yourself now?" asked Cindy. "Especially when a good number of FBI Agents still hate your guts, even though Dana Fox turned himself in and confessed to his crimes."
"Because of Jack Muscone." I said. "Even though he won't talk to me, he's put himself, his job, and his reputation on the line for me several times. At the least, I owe him this. Beyond that, I want to take this Red Brooke down, and try to understand what was truly behind his so-called escape from prison. I don't know why... but I think there's something important about that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa's meeting was scheduled to be in the Main Conference Room at 9:30am. Present were Precinct Captain Thompson, Precinct Lieutenant Carswell, Precinct Lieutenant Irwin, Captain Croyle herself, and today a special guest was also there... Your Iron Crowbar.
Not present was Precinct Captain Holsom 'Hal' Briggs. Teresa dialed his Police cell number on the speaker phone. There was no answer. She tried on her Police iPhone, no answer. Then Irwin tried. No answer.
Then I got my Police iPhone out and dialed his cell number. When there was no answer, I said to the voicemail "Captain Briggs, this is Commander Troy. It is 9:33am, and you are not present at the Operations meeting, which I am personally hosting today. If I don't hear from you within five minutes, and if I have to come find you, then I'd suggest you get a hold of your Union Rep."
Two minutes later, Briggs called me back on my cellphone. "I'm on the way, sir. I'm stuck in traffic!"
"I'm sorry to hear that, Mr. Briggs." I said. "But this meeting will not start until you arrive, and I'm not exactly a patient man." I then disconnected.
Briggs arrived ten minutes later, gasping for air and his face flush, as if he'd run on foot all the way to Headquarters. He was also in civilian clothes, though a uniform would've been more appropriate. "Sorry for the delay, sir." he said as he took his seat.
"See me after the meeting." I said. "Captain Croyle, its your Operations world, and I just live in it. Go ahead." Teresa began running the meeting. I was glad she didn't ask me any questions, as she was peppering everyone else with answers requiring some knowledge. But everyone was prepared, even Briggs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting, Briggs was all but shoved into my office. I sat down in my 'Command Chair', and Teresa was told to sit on the sofa. Briggs was invited to remain standing.
"All right, Mr. Briggs." I said. "What happened this morning is inexcusable. You did not attend a meeting you were explicitly and in writing told to be at. I know that because I have a copy of the email and of your receipt of that email. You did not respond to phone calls until my phone call was made. If this had been an actual emergency and you weren't responding, it would be much, much worse. So what is going on?"
"I had other, important things to attend to." drawled Briggs in his laconic voice. "I sent Irwin in my place. He lets me know what went on in the meetings."
"That doesn't matter." I said. "You were under orders to appear at the meeting. It was not your decision to determine what's important. Captain Croyle has spoken to you of this several times, and some of those times have been followed up with written reprimands... which don't seem to have been effective. Are you trying to get fired, Mr. Briggs?"
"No sir." said Briggs.
"Then what is your explanation?" I asked.
"I have no further explanation beyond what I've given you already, sir." Briggs said.
I looked over at Teresa, then finally said "Captain, would you give me a moment with Briggs alone, please?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "But it's my duty to remind you that without a witness, nothing said can be used in any proceedings against Precinct Captain Briggs."
"Yes, thank you." I said. Teresa left.
"Okay, it's just us." I said. "Off the record. Still within protocol, but nobody else here to hear it. What the fuck is your major malfunction, Briggs?"
"Like I said, sir, what's the point of me being at that meeting?" said Briggs. "It's a waste of my time."
"Your time on the clock with this Police Force belongs to the Chief of Police, Briggs," I said, "and is delegated down to me, and then to my Captain of Operations. It is not for you to decide what is a waste of your time. It is Captain Croyle's time you are wasting, and today it was my time you wasted. And again... you're nearing retirement time, but keep this up and you will be fired, and not get one penny of pension."
"Well, why haven't I been made Captain in this Police Force, Commander?" snarled Briggs, finally getting to the truth. "No disrespect to you intended, sir, but I've been here three times longer than you have, and I'm still stuck in a Lieutenant-grade position, with duties that are non-existant and practically worthless."



"I'd say that beats the hell out of being a Senior Patrolman," I said, "which is what you can be busted down to if you keep this shit up. But let's get to the chase of that: today you disrespected your immediate superior Officer, and you disrespected the TCPD. You've just admitted that I have no reason not to kick your ass clean off the Force. And with actions like those, you are complaining that you haven't made Captain? Do you not consider that actions like yours are the reason you're not being considered for Captain?"
"I think I should've been a Captain a long time ago, Commander." said Briggs. "There's a space in the Deputy Chief's office. Promote others, move everyone up, and give me what I deserve."
Wow, the effrontery, I thought to myself. I changed tack.
"Tell me, Briggs... do you have a problem with a woman being your immediate superior officer?"
"No sir." said Briggs, who looked offended at the question. "And I've never said anything to that effect, so don't even try to run me out of here on a rail like that."
"I dunno." I said. "You avoided Captain Croyle's phone call, but responded to mine within a few minutes. I don't know what your reason for that disrespect is, Mr. Briggs, but you had better un-fuck yourself and get your head out of your ass. Or you will be gone. I'd suggest you consult with your Union Rep, as I believe you're going to need that rep in the near future. Dismissed."
"Sir, I----"
"I said 'Dismissed'!" I practically shouted. I then turned in my chair to face the window behind me. Briggs found his way to the door and exited the office.
Moments later, Teresa came in. "Well, sir?" she said.
"Make sure that anything you order him to do, be it attending a meeting, changing a duty schedule, or sweeping the floor," I said, "that you document it in writing, and send a copy to me. If he crosses the line even one more time, he's done."
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How's your back?" asked Cindy as she and Teresa ate their lunch at the Applebee's near the Mall. Even at the height of lunch hour, the restaurant was only half full.
"It's okay." said Teresa. "But there's a knot on it. Don wasn't fucking around this morning; he hit me with everything he had."
"So I heard." said Cindy. "So he's ready for the Boxing Matches?"
"Ready?" Teresa said with mock shock. "Yes, I dare say he's ready. I do admit he got to me with the chatter, but everything I tried to do he easily blocked, and then he just whaled on me. If he keeps that up, he's going to whip both our asses and win the Boxing Matches going away."
Cindy nodded, not very happy to hear that news.
"Look," Teresa continued, "when he beat you in the Finals the year before last, I always thought it was partly because he surprised you with his level of ability, and it still took him nearly three full rounds to take you down. And I know I surprised you last summer with my training, and it was still an even match for most of it. But today, Don didn't even try to hide it... he's at a different level than he was, and I suspect he intends to wipe the gym floor with both of us."
"We shall see." Cindy said. "I've been training, myself."
"And you better step it up." said Teresa. "I've been training, too... and I got my ass beat down hard this morning, in front of my SpecOps team and a lot of other Officers. I've got work to do."
"Well, one thing's for sure." said Cindy. "I'm not going to let Don's potty mouth get to me. Psychology alone won't win the Police Boxing Matches."
Teresa said nothing, and decided that changing the subject was a good idea. "So how is your accounting class going?"
"I'll get a B for sure, maybe an A if I can do well on the rest of the tests." said Cindy. "And I've got enough overall credits to get a second degree, in Business Administration."
"That's great!" Teresa said. "I probably should go back to school, too."
"In what?" Cindy asked.
"Psychology."
Part 5 - The Call To Action
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 21st, from in front of the State Office Building. "Fox Two News has learned that State Attorney Glenn Alberts has been named as lead counsel for the State in the Jan Camp lawsuit against the University!"
"State Attorney General Karl Handel named Mr. Alberts as the lead counsel as first motions are being filed in preparation for the trial." said Bettina. "Mr. Alberts is the State Attorney usually assigned to the Midtown area, but he'll be working out of our County's Superior Court. Superior Court Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance has been assigned the case by Chief Judge Patrick R. Folsom."
"Fox Two News will continue to cover the Camp lawsuit," said Bettina, "in which Women's Studies Professor Jan Camp was fired for exposing favoritism towards student athletes by the University, including changing grades."
"In local news, BOW Enterprises made a stunning announcement yesterday that they've been awarded patents for artificial intelligence software and hardware." Bettina went on. "Experts say this new technology could completely revolutionize the artificial intelligence space, and affect the lives of every human being on our planet! In a statement to the Press, CEO Todd Burke said that his team did an outstanding job developing this technology."
"In State news," Bettina said, "Frustration grows under the gold-plated dome of the State Capitol, as total gridlock has overcome the Legislature. While Senator Maxine Watts has stopped her effort to hold all bills until there is an investigation of the death of superstar singer Jasmine Nix, she and other caucuses within the Legislature continue to be at odds on everything from the Budget to the Governor's Tax Reform plan to the Law Enforcement bill."
Bettina got in her last shots: "Experts say that all of this can be blamed on Governor Val Jared and his failure to lead. With Social Justice groups such as 'Black Voices Raised' continuing to point out Jared's racism and misogyny, about the only thing Legislators and others can agree upon is that Jared needs to step down as Governor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My condolences to you and the Bulldogs, Captain Ross." I said as we drank coffee in MCD after the Bettina broadcast.
"What do you mean?" Cindy asked.
"Glenn Alberts." I said. "I'd rather bet on the Atlanta Falcons to hold a fourth quarter lead than bet on Alberts to successfully defend the University against Jan Camp."
"Shouldn't it be a slam-dunk case for the University, sir?" asked Parker.
"I'd think a 28-3 lead would be a slam-dunk, too." I said. "But the Atlanta Falcons always find a way to humiliate the city of Atlanta, and I'll bet Alberts finds a way to screw it up for the University, too."
"That bad, huh?" asked Rudistan jovially. "Glad I'm a Dallas Cowboys fan."
"Sergeant Rudistan," I said, "you are now officially in my wife's good graces."
"Sir, what's going to happen with the Budget?" asked Joanne Warner. "Will they get anything passed?"
"The Budget issue isn't that bad." I said. "If they don't pass one, then appropriations continue at last year's levels... but without the baseline budgeting automatic increases for inflation. The Governor would actually welcome that. My concern is the Law Enforcement bill. Salaries will continue as part of the Budget, but money for things like equipment and building repairs have to be allocated each year, and won't be automatically renewed. And the SBI is in total limbo right now. As much as I've always disliked them, I dislike the uncertainty even more."
"Says the SBI Reserve Inspector." Cindy said as she sipped her coffee. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"They'll work out something." said Joanne. "They always do."
"Not this time." said Theo Washington. "The Governor is going to veto the Budget and Law Enforcement bills if both don't add significantly to interdiction of Illegal Aliens. And both Parties are dug in against that."
"Isn't immigration a Federal issue?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Not when it's you and me making the actual arrests, Detective Davis." Sergeant Morton astutely said.
"True, that." I said. "Okay, I'll be in my office while the Political Roundtable continues in here. Good coffee this morning, Detective Davis."
"Thank you, sir." said Davis. "Anchors aweigh!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Coltrane County will be free of speed traps for this week and next." Cindy said after we watched the gorgeous Priya Ajmani's KSTD report at 8:00am in my office. "Deputy Strait is taking his first vacation since becoming a Coltrane County LEO. He's visiting his 'new' family in Charlotte, North Carolina."
"That's awesome." I said. "I think old Mr. Davis would be happy for him, and his war buddy Strait's family, too."
"You miss old Mr. Davis," said Cindy, seeing my face turn wistful, "like I miss Mrs. Veasley."
I nodded. "Yes. Good people. Those anarchists of those so-called 'Social Justice' groups could learn a few things from people like Mrs. Veasley and Mr. Davis."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
I fished out my Police cellphone and answered it. "Hello, Deputy Strait." I said. "Your ears must be burning. We were just talking about you being on vacation."
"Yes sir," said Strait, "I'm in North Carolina. Sir... there's something strange going on over here and I thought I should call you..."
TO BE CONTINUED.
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Part 6 - Carolina Blue, Red Menace
'Delta is ready when you are.' was an old airline commercial, and it was true: my flight took off from City Airport early that afternoon, Wednesday, February 21st.
There is an old adage in the American South, that when we die and go to Heaven, we have to change planes in Atlanta. And I think that's true. My flight to Charlotte was not direct, but landed at the world's busiest airport, and I had to walk swiftly between concourses to get to my new boarding. Fortunately, the Atlanta Airport people have their heads on straight and their shit together, and it was not a difficult task.
Getting to Charlotte, I was met at the Charlotte Douglas International Airport by Deputy Strait, who looked faintly odd in civilian clothes, I thought.
"So what's going on?" I asked after getting my luggage, as we headed to the parking lot.
"One of my cousins works for the Police up in Mooresville, North Carolina." said Strait. "That town is near Lake Norman, which is a really huge lake with country clubs and marinas, stuff like that. After those girls were killed up at Winston-Salem, the whole State went on alert for this Red Brooke guy. My cousin got word that Brooke might be in the Statesville area, which is north of the lake."
"So out of curiosity," I said, "why call me?"
"Well, Commander," Strait said, somewhat sheepishly, "I was telling all my family about you and Captain Ross and Captain Croyle, and all the things that had gone on and the all the cases you'd solved, and my cousin said it'd be nice if you could look into this stuff... he doesn't think the FBI can handle it. We looked up this Red Brooke guy, and he's bad news... martial arts expert. I figure Captain Ross or you would be better at taking on this guy than the FBI guys I've seen."
"You're probably right." I said. Strait got us onto the road, and we traveled north on Interstate-77. It was not too long before we got to Mooresville, and checked in with the Police there. After greetings and introductions, they brought me up to speed.
"This Red Brooke guy really has everyone on edge around here." said Detective Alison Ames, a youngish but competent-looking woman. "The FBI Agents are fighting among themselves about it."
"FBI Agents?" I asked. Detective Ames pointed behind her. Coming in the door were four FBI Special Agents. Two of them I did not know. Two I did: Julius Jefferson, and Martin Nash...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who the hell is this guy?" asked one of the FBI Agents. He was almost as tall as me, fit and muscular, a white man with light brown hair.
"He's a Consultant with our team." said Julius Jefferson, who was no slouch of a tall, fit, well-built man himself. Jefferson was black and his head was bald, perhaps by choice.
"Is this Troy?" the brown haired man said menacingly. I stood up to face the threat.
"And you are?" I asked.
"This is Special Agent Peter Page." said Martin Nash. "He's with our BAU out of Quantico." The BAU was the 'Behavioral Analysis Unit' of the FBI that worked on cases that involved the psychology of the perp.
"And you have no place here, Troy." snarled Page.
"Yes he does." said Julius Jefferson, facing up to Page. "Like I said, he's a Consultant with our team, and I welcome his presence here. We need all the help we can get with Brooke."
"We can get Brooke ourselves." snarled Page. "And we don't need the help of this traitor."
"Call me that again," I said, squaring up to Page, "and you won't live to see the sun rise."
"See what I mean?" Page said. "This guy assaulted an FBI Agent, Dana Fox, and now he's threatening me."
"And rightly so." said Jefferson. "Your accusation is false, and unwarranted."
"Dana Fox..." I said, "that's the guy who confessed to ordering the murder of a family, including a child. And you're coming to his defense?" My words struck Page hard, and only increased the fury in his eyes. I just stared right back at him, hoping he'd try to escalate the situation.
"Don," said Martin Nash, "why don't you come with me and Julius, and we'll fill you in on what's going on. Page, Conrad, we'll talk in the morning." With that, Nash all but pushed me out of the Police Headquarters, Jefferson and Strait following.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we had dinner at a Longhorn's Steakhouse in the area, we discussed the situation.
"That Page guy and I haven't gotten along since Day One." said Jefferson. "He's always throwing his weight around, and I think he's a racist, too. And you know me well enough, Don, to know that I don't throw the race card around lightly."
"I know you don't," I said, "and I agree with you that Page doesn't like you because you're black. I could see that in the way he looked at you when y'all were butting heads. And he thinks he's in charge, but he hasn't done diddly squat to bring Red Brooke down."
"No, he hasn't." said Nash. "He was the lead Field Agent on the case, but he's botched it so badly that the Brass brought Jack's team in, which is why we're here."
"And I think it's clear now that he's a Dana Fox disciple." I said. "He about choked on his own tongue when I brought it up that Fox confessed to his crimes."
"Yes," said Martin Nash, "and I've relayed that to Muscone, who is officially and technically in charge of the Red Brooke pursuit. Watch your back around Page, Commander; he just might try to put a bullet in you. And that brings up the 'elephant in the room' question, Commander... why are you here?"
"I came across the Brooke case while doing some other research," I said, using a clever mix of truth and fiction to avoid letting the FBI Agents know the real reason, "and as I looked into it, I thought I might could be of help to Muscone and your team. Then, by sheer coincidence, I got the call from Deputy Strait here, and I came on out."
"I'll tell you this, guys," I said, letting my voice get quieter and leaning forward to connote seriousness, "there is something big and ugly about this Brooke situation. We need to capture him here and now, and nip this thing in the bud. People like Page are part of the problem if they won't be part of the solution, and lives are at stake."
"Yeah, we get that." said Nash. "He's already killed six people since escaping prison."
"Any pattern to that?" I asked. "Any connection between the victims?"
"The BAU people say they haven't found any connections or patterns." said Nash. "And to be honest, I haven't really looked myself."
"I tried looking this weekend." I said. "But I've had trouble getting the data on the victims, including the names."
"I'll text you the names now." said Jefferson. A moment later, my iPhone chimed as the data came in."
"By the way," I asked, "Special Agent Conrad, what's he like?"
"He's a lot quieter than Page." said Nash. "One of the 'follower' types, as you would call them, Commander."
"He's not with the BAU." said Jefferson. "He's from the Atlanta field office. I'm wondering if he's the mole for the Washington brass."
"Could well be." I said.
After dinner, we decided to go to a local bar. Not to drink, as we all had colas, but to be somewhere for the evening. As we talked, we were joined by Conrad and, to my pleasant surprise, Special Agent Lindy Linares.
"Where's Page?" Nash asked Conrad.
"Sulking in his room." said Conrad, who did not speak with a southern accent. He was average height, like Nash, medium build, but he had brown hair as opposed to Nash's almost black hair, and Conrad was maybe in his upper 30s. My initial impression of him was competence, but like Nash said, he looked like he might be the 'follower' type, too. "I would imagine he's calling his superiors at Quantico or in Washington, and telling them the Iron Crowbar is here."
"Well, I for one am glad Don is here." said Lindy, flirtatiously. She was sitting next to me. Julius grinned, knowing that something was gonna happen tonight. Nash looked straight-laced, not showing any emotion. Conrad was studying me, though trying not to show that he was.
"Where are you from, Mr. Conrad?" I asked.
"Call me James." said Conrad. "I'm originally from Columbus, Ohio. I've been in Atlanta the last three years, but haven't figured out the accent yet."
"How long have you been in the FBI?" I asked.
"Joined straight out of college." said Conrad. "The Ohio State University, then Quantico. I should be up for Supervisory Agent soon." I nodded. He was revealing more in what he wasn't saying than in what he was saying.
"What about you, Don?" he asked. "I've heard lots of rumors and innuendo about you. How did you get into the Police, and become an FBI Consultant?"
"Army Reserve coming out of School. Military Police." I replied. "I worked in a Crime Lab, then started my own businesses. Then a series of events led me to my current Town, and they offered me a Detective job. I met Jack Muscone, and we have a shared likeness for cheeseburgers. And as they say, 'the rest is history'. It's worked out pretty well." Nash almost grinned at the 'cheeseburgers' comment.
"Pretty well!" exclaimed Lindy. "That's the understatement of the year." I gently squeezed Lindy's thigh under the table. She smiled; she liked it.
After talking about innocuous stuff, Deputy Strait said he had to get back to his family. He had my luggage in his car, so he, Lindy and I went out and transferred it to her car.
"Where are you staying, Don?" Lindy asked after Strait pulled out and left.
"Don't know yet." I said. "I was just going to go find a place, where no one would know where I am."
"Why don't you stay with me in my room tonight?" Lindy offered. You better believe I accepted.
Part 7 - Sex, Slender, and Sleuthing
"You've been working out." I said as I undressed Lindy, noticing that she looked more toned and in-shape than the last time I'd seen her naked body. "You look good."
"Thank you." she said as she opened my pants and began playing with my cock. "I have been working out with Sandra since she had her baby. And we got word that the EAD wanted us to get in better shape."
"Works for me." I said as we climbed onto the bed. I began playing with Lindy's big breasts as our mouths met in a hungry kiss. My hand slid down to her pubic bush of curly black hair, which framed her bright pink pussy perfectly. As our tongues twined, my fingers explored her labes and her wet cunthole. Her hand slid down to my cock and balls, and she was slowly jacking my turgid meat into raging hardness.
"Lie back." Lindy said. "I've been dreaming of sucking this huge cock for hours." I did not resist as Lindy pushed me onto my back and slid her body over mine, her back towards me. I felt her lips kiss the swollen head of my cock, then she slid my taut, throbbing shaft into her warm, wet mouth.
"Oh, that is good." I whispered, relaxing as Lindy's head began bobbing over my head as she fellated me, the frizzy black curls of her hair being all I could see... but not all that I was feeling! She was sucking me pretty hotly, and I wondered if she'd been 'practicing' a lot lately.
I let my hand slide down her back to her asscheeks, which would always be fleshy but were more toned now, and looking like the mouthwatering globes that I wanted to feel smacking into my groin as I fucked her.
But I waited patiently. Lindy was sucking my cock enthusiastically, and her mewls and moans told me she was really enjoying herself. I idly wondered where she was getting sex from when she wasn't with me; surely this hot woman was not letting herself go without cock from time to time...
Long moments later, I felt my nuts tighten. "Okay, baby," I said, "how do you want it?"
"From behind, like always." Lindy replied. In fact, Lindy loved getting fucked in the ass, but that was not going to happen tonight. Instead, she maneuvered her hot body to the end of the bed. I stood on the floor behind her and fit my cockhead to her swollen labes. then I pushed in, and nearly seven and a half inches of thick, iron-hard cock slid into her until I was balls-deep, and those magnificent asscheeks were pressed into my groin and abs.
"Oh, yeah, that's good." I groaned as Lindy moaned loudly. I gripped her hips where they flared out from her waist, and began pulling her body back to me as I thrust forward, burying my meat into the hot wet depths of her sopping wet womanhood.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The loud smacks of my groin pounding Lindy's ass as I relentlessly fucked her echoed through the room. She had lowered her head and shoulders to the bed, just letting me fuck her hard and deep, enjoying being taken like the bitch in heat she currently was. And I took her, driving into her again and again and again...
"Oh yeah, that's it, fuck me!" Lindy called out as we rutted hotly. "Yeah, just like that, baby, fuck me! God, you are so fucking hard! I love getting fucked by a hard cock like yours! Give it to me, Don! Give it to me!"
I fucked into Lindy harder, feeling my nut rise. "Gonna come, baby!" I said hoarsely, warning her. "Gonna come in your hot wet pussy, baby!"
"Yeah, give it to me!" Lindy gasped. "Fill me up with your sperm!" The edges of my vision grew fuzzy as I felt the painful ecstasy overtaking my loins. Almost before I realized it, I was firing spurt after spurt of my potent, virile semen deep into Lindy clutching cunt. Finally, with a couple of deep thrusts, I pushed Lindy forward until she was lying on her belly on the bed, with me on top of her, kissing her shoulders and neck, then her mouth as she turned to look back at me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I woke up. Lindy was asleep next to me. We'd made love again, in the missionary position, more slowly, more deeply, more lovingly. Then we got into a 'spoon' position on our sides, Lindy's ass again pressed into me as I pumped her from the rear. Lindy raised her upper leg and slid her shapely foot along my thigh, which aroused me. Our deep fucking was matched by our deep kisses as Lindy enjoyed a couple of orgasms, and I came again inside her.
Now, as I looked around, everything was drained of color. Only a grayish light was coming through the window. I got up and went to the window and looked out. I could see the Interstate in the distance, other buildings, but all in black-and-white. Then I looked down into the parking lot. And I saw him. Darkest suit and tie. Featureless head. It was the Slender Man.
He was looking straight forward, as if at something on the ground floor. Then it seemed as if he moved his featureless head and looked up... straight at me. I felt a cold chill run through me. I willed myself not to feel fear. Then what seemed to be a flash of lightning over the horizon caught my attention, distracting me. When I looked back down, the Slender Man was gone.
I blinked a few times. Everything was now in color. I could see the red taillights on the Interstate, the colors of the lights of the hotels. Shaken, I turned and went back to the bed and got in. Lindy turned and snuggled into me. I tried to think about what I had just seen, but fell asl-------
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00am, local time, Thursday, February 22d. I was sitting at the desk in Lindy's room at the hotel, working on my computer. I'd set up my Police iPhone as a personal hot spot, so it was reasonably secure.
"Whatcha doing?" asked Lindy as she woke up and sat up in bed.
"Just looking up some stuff." I said. I barely noticed as Lindy went to the bathroom, then came out and got dressed, as I was fully dressed myself. She came up to the desk.
"Find anything?" she asked as she wrapped her arms around my neck and upper chest, and kissed my neck... and of course looked at what I had going on on my computer.
"I've been researching Brooke's victims." I said. "I tried doing that at home, through my FBI account, but everything seemed to be blocked off. Now I've got some names, and I'm working around by getting local police reports. And I'm getting a bit more information now."
"Any patterns?" asked Lindy. "The BAU says they can't find any."
"Is that the BAU saying that, or Peter Page?" I asked. Lindy didn't answer, but I think she got the point. "Anyway," I continued, "there may be some secondary connections. I'm checking families of the victims as well as the victims themselves. If you remember the George Aurus case, he sometimes attacked people by going after their families."
"That's a good point." Lindy said.
"Take those two co-eds in Winston-Salem." I said. "Two college girls, and from what I gather in the local police report, they were abducted together, raped and murdered together, and their bodies found together. One of them was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. The other girl, Trish Carlyle, a.k.a. 'Kitty', was the daughter of a woman who was a Federal Marshal."
"So I looked at the Virginia victims and their families." I said. "One young man, student at Georgetown but living in Virginia with his parents... and his mother was a Federal Marshal up until a couple of years ago. Worked in their office in D.C. And there's one other victim, in Pennsylvania, a woman who herself worked for the Federal Marshals. Starting to see a... pattern... there..."
"Awesome job." said Lindy. "Are you going to tell Martin, or do you want me to?"
"I'll tell him, but not where Peter Page can hear it." I admonished. "I'll tell Martin and let him disseminate the information as he sees fit. Oh, one more thing..."
I pulled up a file. "This is the Federal Marshal who works with our Sheriffs in my Town." I said. "Helps with prisoner transfers to the Courthouse complex and stuff like that. His file readily comes up. Here's another person that works with the TCPD, same general things. His file also comes right up."
"Now," I continued, "watch what happens when we put in these names I've learned tonight." I put one up, and a screen came up that said 'Restricted Access: Contact your Field Office Director for permission to access this information.' It came up like that for all the names.
"Wow." said Lindy. "What does that mean?"
"Oh, that someone not only has seen this pattern," I said, "they're actively preventing anyone else from accessing these people's information. And it takes high-up level people to restrict access like that. Like the Washington home office of the FBI kind of high-up level..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, Lindy and I joined Martin and Julius at a local diner for breakfast. Page and Conrad were there, but sitting at a booth nearby. Page glared at me as we came in, and I stared right back at him. I was wearing all black, including my black-'ish' trenchcoat which housed my crowbar in an inner pocket. (In case your wondering, it sits off my left leg while I'm sitting down; and yes, it can be damned inconvenient at times). My SBI Reserve Inspector badge was on my belt, and I had my FBI Consultant badge, as well.
I had admonished Lindy to not say anything about what I'd found on the computers, so she wasn't too surprised when I didn't say anything yet. Instead I asked Martin if he'd heard anything new.
"No." said Martin. "I told the EAD you were here, and he said he wasn't totally surprised to hear that. He says we can talk to you and work with you, but asks that you stay back and let the FBI handle Brooke... it's something of a 'testosterone' thing."



"No doubt about that." I said under my breath.
"But there's nothing new on Brooke." Nash continued. "If we don't get something on him by tomorrow morning, we're probably flying home to the City."
I nodded. Our food arrived, and we ate in silence. The televisions behind the counter were turned down, but I kept seeing flashes of a marina with boats, then homes, then what may have been a crime scene with Police cars in front of a home."
"What's going on there?" I asked, directed their attention to the television screen. We couldn't really see, so we resumed eating.
A few minutes later we were done. As we went to pay our bill, two men came into the diner. One was Strait, and the other was his cousin in an LEO uniform.
"Hey guys!" Strait said in his sometimes-too-loud voice. "Glad we caught you!"
"Tell us quietly what happened." I said, keeping my own voice down.
"Oh, right." Strait said, making sure to lower his voice. He turned to his cousin to give us the news.
"Apparently there's been a murder at one of the gated subdivisions near the marina." said Cousin Strait, naming the marina and subdivision. The television scenes now made sense.
"Let's get over there." I said.
Part 8 - Red Brooke vs. Red Crowbar
As we got to the area, it was chaos. I was in the Mooresville PD car with the Straits, and we were let through immediately. The FBI vehicles behind us were stopped and IDs checked, slowing them down. I told Strait's cousin to not wait for them, and we went on ahead.
"They're down near the docks!" I heard someone yell as we pulled into the country club front parking lot area. "They've got him cornered!" We ran down along a path that led to a grassy yard, with the water of a finger of Lake Norman in back, and a fence separating the property from I-77 to the left (east).
One Police officer was lying on the ground. With people all around, the Deputy trying to nab Red Brooke couldn't use his gun. He'd tried his TASER, to no avail; Brooke had on some kind of cloth armor under his clothes that stopped the TASER needles from getting into his skin and preventing the electric current from flowing.
I got my first look at this dangerous serial killer. He was tall, 6'3", one inch shorter than me. He was lean, which made him look even taller. He was fit and even muscular, but his shoulders were not as broad as mine, giving further credence to his slender-ish look. His hair was a flaming red, not auburn but darker than my strawberry-blonde hair.
And he had one of the meanest-looking countenances that a human face could have. His eyes were dark and piercing, and his mouth was set in a deep frown.
"Stay here!" I shouted to the Straits, and I took off after Brooke, my crowbar drawn and ready for battle. But I was too late: as I ran up, Brooke had executed a vicious martial arts kick into the chest of the Deputy, then grabbed the Deputy's head and violently twisted it. I heard the sickening *SNAP!*, and knew Brooke had broken the man's neck, killing him.
Brooke turned to me as I ran up. "Oh, another idiot." he said, his voice a medium sound, but cold and harsh. "Bring it on, sucker!" But I did see that he had reached down and gotten the Deputy's billy stick, with which he could oppose my crowbar.
*WHANG!*
I hurled into the attack, trying to break the billy stick with a powerful blow. But it held. Brooke was holding it 'properly', as Officers do, holding the handle with the stick running along his forearm. He parried my blow, then swung the billy stick at me backhanded. I parried that blow, and we both regrouped for a second.
"So what do we have here?" Brooke was saying, and I knew he was verbally probing me. "Not gonna look after your fellow LEOs, there?"
"Not until I have you in cuffs... or dead." I growled, my voice low and menacing. Brooke absorbed and processed that information, then parried my next couple of blows.
Then he struck at me, whirling around, and attempted to deliver a vicious martial arts kick to my groin or wherever he could land it. Unfortunately for him, and lucky for me, I'd seen that move... executed by one Cindy Ross in the Police Boxing Matches. I sidestepped the blow, and he barely intercepted the vicious swing of my crowbar right at his head.
He was definitely shocked that I'd not only parried his move, but almost used it to defeat him. His dark eyes flashed evil fire as we exchanged more blows. People around us were watching, instead of doing the smart thing: running like hell away from this dangerous killer and the dumbass redhead with a crowbar that was actually engaging him in personal combat.
And then, damn it, I saw his eyes change again... in recognition of what I was doing. I was not attacking him, and therefore was not giving him any openings to attack me; I was just containing him. And he realized that I had slowly maneuvered him back towards the lake, keeping him restricted and his escape cut off until help could arrive.
"Well met, whoever you are." he said. Then, with very fast speed, he dropped the baton as he pulled something out of his back pocket. It was a hand grenade! "Here, catch!" he said as he pulled the pin and tossed it to me, and then began running down the path along the side of the lake.
"Aw, shit!" I exclaimed as I caught it. I threw the grenade as hard as I could towards the lake. It barely had hit the water and sunk when it went off.
*POOM!*
As the geyser of water shot up, I looked around. Red Brooke was running like a frickin' gazelle down that lakeside path. He was at least a hundred yards away as he ran to a boat, got in, started the motor, and burst out of the docks like a bat out of hell onto the lake, leaving me in his wake...
As I came back to the grassy area, the Straits and Detective Alison Ames were checking on the fallen Officers. "They're both dead." said Detective Ames.
"I'm sorry." I said. Two LEOs had given their lives to stop a serial killer. I knew the pain their families would feel, and that their fellow LEOs would feel at their sacrifice, and I felt that pain, as well.
As EMT and Coroner personnel came up, I went back towards the clubhouse. The FBI Agents were massed there, along with a lot of other LEOs.
"Someone send out an alert along the entire lake." I called out. "Brooke got away by boat."
"We already did." said a North Carolina State Highway Patrolman.
"Nash," I said, "we need to go to the scene of that house where Brooke murdered those two people"
"NO!" shouted Page. Everyone whirled to look at him, and he said "You have no business here, Troy. Stay out of our way!"
"He's with us!" replied Jefferson loudly. "And he's coming with us!" We all left, leaving the LEOs at the scene to wonder what the internecine FBI battle was about...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I brought Strait with me, and asked him to watch Page and make sure I didn't catch a bullet in the back. Strait nodded, already stunned at the turn of events of this morning. Things like this did not happen in Coltrane County... unless I was around there, too.
We came into the house, which had local LEOs and FBI Agents there already.
"Who are these guys?" asked one FBI Agent, whom I did not know.
"The redhead with the red crowbar is an FBI Consultant with our team." said Jefferson. "The other guy is related to a local LEO."
"And he's with me." I said. "Let's look at this crime scene, Strait." Getting him out of the scrutiny of the FBI Agents, we went into the main room, where we saw the objects of everyone's attention:
In front of the fireplace a man was lying on his side, still tied to a folding chair, his hands tied behind the back of the chair. His eyes had been gouged out, and he had several deep cuts on his skin in several places on his chest. The cause of death was his throat being slit wide open.
In front of the sofa on the other side of the room was a table that one could pull the top up and eat off it while sitting on the sofa. Tied to that table, her chest pressed into the tabletop and her knees on the floor, was a woman. Her jeans had been pulled down her thighs, and there was evidence she had been raped. Her throat was slit, as well, but she had no other outward injuries. A blood-soaked 'Rambo' knife was lying on the floor beside the table.
Both of them were in their 50s, and pictures around the house attested to the fact they were a married couple with now-grown kids. A local LEO gave us their names, and said that he was a semi-retired former CEO of a software company that served the big banks in Charlotte. I was fiddling on my Police iPhone as I listened in and watched everyone examine the bodies.
"Well," said Page, "it's obvious that she was tortured and raped in front of her husband."
"Just the opposite." I said loudly. "He was tortured in front of her."
"How the hell can you say that?" snarled Page. "She was raped in front of him."
"He was likely dead when she was raped." I replied. "And his eyes were gouged out already, for sure. Isn't that obvious?"
"Oh, I get it." said Julius Jefferson. "He's got all the torture marks on him... cuts, eyes gouged. She was tied up, made to watch that, and then Brooke raped her before killing her too."
"How in the hell can you say that?" said Page angrily. "There is nothing to suggest it's not the other way around."
"Sure there is." I said loudly. "Observation, deduction, and the third tenet of Detection: knowledge. I have the knowledge------"
"Yes, I'm sure you do. Four hundred years of knowledge."
The familiar voice came from behind us. Into the room walked FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
Part 9 - Red Secret Revealed
Jack's face had a look of fear and resignation on it... resignation that I was here, and figuring this out, and fear of the consequences... and of Red Brooke's evil intentions.
"What knowledge is that?" asked Martin Nash. I answered before Jack could stop me.
"The knowledge that this woman was a Federal Marshal until she retired last year. I looked up her name as soon as we got here and I learned it. Several of Brooke's victims were Marshals or related to Marshals."
I turned to Page and said accusingly: "You know that as well, Page, but you've been holding back that information, haven't you?"
"What?" gasped Nash. "Is that true, Page? You been holding out on us?"
"Hell no." said Page. "I don't know anything that you don't know."
"I will apologize if I find out your BAU superiors withheld that knowledge from you, Page." I said. "Though I think it's more likely you do know. Anyway, Brooke wanted information from the woman, and tortured her husband in front of her to get that information. Looks like she held out if it got to his eyeballs being gouged out, and maybe she told him nothing at all."
"Anyway," I continued, "at the end, Brooke helped himself to the woman sexually. I suspect he raped her to leave semen at the scene, which would be DNA-matched to him, and let us know he was here. In other words, he was leaving his calling card by doing that. He left his fingerprints on a card when he murdered those two co-eds in Winston-Salem. But the delay in doing that allowed us to catch up to him, and almost capture him."
"Why is he doing that?" asked Conrad.
"Don." said Jack Muscone before I could answer. "Why don't you and I have a little talk before we say anything further"
"Commander Troy," said Detective Alison Ames, "I need to get your statement of your fight with Brooke before anything else."
"Yes, let's do that now." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After giving my statement in the kitchen, the LEOs and FBI Agents listening were astounded. "Commander," one FBI Agent, who was from Virginia, said, "no one has ever fought Red Brooke to a standstill in personal combat before. Just how well trained are you?"
"I've taken Aikido since I was a young child." I said. "And my Captain of Detectives back home has two black belts, so I have to work hard to keep up." Nash chuckled at that one. He knew the real story, and of the Police Boxing Matches.
"But to be honest, I was a bit lucky." I said. "Brooke did things I had seen before, and I don't think that was his full repertoire of moves. He didn't know who I was, either."
"Commander," said an older FBI Agent. "I'm Special Agent In Charge Sigmund Harris, and I run the BAU unit that's in charge of the Brooke case. First, I apologize for Special Agent Page's attitude towards you. And second, what can you tell us of Brooke that can help us deal with him psychologically?"
"No offense to you, sir," I said, "but from what I saw of Brooke, he's out of all of our leagues. He has tremendous personal combat skills, and he has the psychological skills and knowledge behind them. He is brutally dangerous. I know those two dead LEOs out there thought they couldn't use their guns while all those people were out there, and Brooke has taken precautions against TASERs. But if I'd had a gun myself, I'd have blown him away no matter the risks and the consequences. He's too dangerous."
"Is he anticipating our moves to try to catch him?" asked Harris.
"Sir, again no offense," I said, "but he not only is anticipating you, he's playing with you. He's leaving his prints and his semen all over the place to goad you."
"What can we do?" asked the FBI Agent from Virginia.
"Stop trying to outsmart him, because you can't." I said. "Be dumb, deliberately. Play dumb. Do it by the book. Give him nothing to react to. Okay, sir, I need to talk to Jack Muscone..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How much do you know?" asked Muscone as we sat in his car outside, with Nash in the back seat, and my bug-killer full on. It was a cold enough day that we were not too warm inside the car.
"Enough to tell you that it's you he's after," I said, "and doing it the way Thomas P. Cook attacked me... through family. He's going for your family, isn't he? And he's trying to find them by torturing U.S. Marshals that took them into hiding."
Muscone nodded. "Let me give you the full story, from the beginning. Six years ago, just months before I met you, my wife left me, and took our two daughters. She'd said that it would be amicable and everything would be okay. But... she's a lawyer, and a very good one. I hired a divorce attorney, and he said it would be okay, that I'd get some custody rights, and my wife would have to keep the kids in our State."
"Well," Muscone said, the pain in his voice evident, "I got ripped a new one. My wife moved away, took the kids out of State. I got no visitation rights, nada, nothing. I didn't have to pay alimony, but that was the only silver lining in the cloud."
"My divorce attorney didn't even contest anything, and he only seemed interested in his bills being paid." continued Muscone. "My wife tried to get a restraining order against me, which would've destroyed my FBI career. My divorce attorney didn't turn his hands to contest it, but fortunately the Deputy Director saw what was going on and sent an FBI attorney in to fight that, and the judge refused to issue the restraining order. Because of that, among other things, I hired another attorney to sue my divorce attorney for malpractice. It ended up that I didn't have to pay him, but I got nothing from him, and I still had to pay the other attorney."
"In addition," Muscone said, "my kids were interviewed by so-called psychologists. These bozos were not the quality of your wife, and they knew where their bread was buttered. My daughters refused to admit that they were abused by me in any way, despite my wife's attempts to get them to say something. But my younger daughter said she was scared I would die because I was an FBI Agent, and that was enough for the judge to deny me any visitation rights."
"My wife moved away, to Virginia, D.C. area." said Muscone. "Over time, my daughters wanted to know who their father was, and wanted to see me. So I was able to see them a few times when I was in Washington, D.C. I think the Deputy Director was behind a lot of that."
"He was." said Nash. "Don't tell him I told you."
"Anyway," said Muscone, "about three years ago, while you were starting to dig around Westboro, Red Brooke allegedly sent the FBI a letter saying that he was going to kill my family in retaliation for me capturing him------"
"How did you capture him?" I asked.
"I did what you just suggested to those guys." said Muscone. "I played dumb. He liked to abduct couples, rape the wife or girlfriend in front of her guy, then he would them both. I acted like I had no idea what Brooke was up to, said he was too smart for me. He got a little careless, and when he went after what he thought was a couple in the backseat of a car in a park, we were there to nab him. I used a TASER on him, so he didn't get a chance to kick me in the nuts, or anywhere else."
"Sorry to interrupt, but I needed to know that." I said. "So, the FBI got a note?"
"So I was told." said Muscone. "The Marshals took my wife and kids into what is essentially witness protection. At first, I thought my ex-wife had ginned up the whole thing, so that I'd be denied seeing my kids, and she'd have an excuse to tell them why they couldn't see me anymore. And after all, Brooke was in Supermax."
"And then he miraculously escaped Supermax." I said, my voice full of acid sarcasm. "And he somehow got on the trail of your wife and daughters. And he somehow knows which Federal Marshals hid your wife, and knows where they are."
"Thing is," said Muscone, "Dana Fox was questioned about it, about the whole Red Brooke thing. He said he had no knowledge of any of it, other than the FBI's manhunt for Brooke. He said he wasn't involved in anything to do with Brooke."
"He's probably telling the truth on that." I said. "I'm sensing an outside agency in all of that... in the Senator Russell and BigAgraFoods thing, finding Larry Wheeler as the whistleblower and then killing him, some elements of the whole Kendra Luskin false rape thing, Dana Fox going after Callie Carrington and her company in California... and now Red Brooke going after your family."
"So who can we trust and not trust in the FBI?" asked Martin Nash.
"I dunno." I said. "Gotta keep our heads on swivels about that. I'd keep an eye on Peter Page, for sure."
"So what do we do now?" asked Muscone.
"You gotta take this to the EAD." I said. "He'll have to push it upwards, to Washington. They're going to have to know where your wife and children are, and protect them, maybe move them."
"My wife's a stubborn bitch." said Muscone. "What if she says she doesn't want to move again?"
"Commander," said Nash, "even if they do go to the Marshals, who may not cooperate, they're not going to tell Jack or our team where his family is."
"I know." I said. "That's where... 'The Friends of the Iron Crowbar' come in. You do believe in Crowbar's Angels, don't you Jack?"
"I'd damn well better." said Jack. "I'm all but ready to ask one of them to marry me..."
Part 10 - Manhunt
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the Federal Building at 7:00am, Monday, February 26th. "Fox Two News has learned that serial killer Red Brooke has struck again!"
Bettina: "Brooke tortured and murdered a family in North Carolina, north of Charlotte, then killed a Police Officer and Deputy Sheriff that attempted to apprehend them. He was then engaged in personal combat by an FBI Consultant, but managed to get away by boat on Lake Norris. The boat was recovered many miles from the site of the crimes, and Brooke is at large again."
"And in State news," Bettina said, "that rumble you heard was the sound of the slightest bit of progress being made in the Legislature, and it's on the Law Enforcement bill, specifically the SBI portion of the bill. Both Republicans and Democrats agree that the current SBI Reserve program should come to an end. The current program of calling up local Officers in each region and district of the State will be discontinued if the new law passes. There are still details to be worked out, such as having any SBI Reservists at all, and hiring new full-time SBI Agents to fill the numbers gap."



"Meanwhile," continued Bettina, "Governor Val Jared is not backing down one inch from his hard-line stance that money be provided to arrest undocumented workers... which the Governor hatefully calls 'illegal persons'... and turn them over to ICE for deportation. Senator Maxine Watts again denounced Jared as a racist, and continues to push her legislative action to have Jared impeached, though when pressed, she can't come up with a single actual crime with which to charge the Governor."
"And in local news, Public Policy Polling's Karl Frazier has come out with the early spot polling of the local races. In the race for Mayor, Daniel Allgood is the most popular choice, and wins against generic Democrats and against Town Councilwoman Malinda Adams, should she decide to run. He's even with Reginald B.F. Lewis, should Lewis run. Asked if he were to run, Gil Krasney polls at less than 5%, making any run for Mayor an unlikely win for him."
"In the D.A. race, Jenna Stiles is at 38%, Paulina Patterson at 32%, and incumbent Gil Krasney is at 20%, with 10% undecided." said Bettina. "And as Gil Krasney is also undecided as to whether he'll run for Mayor or D.A., these numbers are relatively unimportant at this time."
"But the shocking result of the early polling is in the Sheriff's race. There is no enthusiasm for any of the candidates so far, with a whopping 34% claiming to be undecided. Also, every candidate would lose badly to Commander Donald Troy if he ran for the job. Commander Troy insists that he is not running for Sheriff, but in a statement to KXTC said for the People of the County to have faith that 'the right candidate will run at the right time'. He declined to elaborate further..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I wonder who that FBI Consultant was that engaged Red Brooke in personal combat." said Cindy Ross loudly as we drank coffee in MCD. "I woooonnnnndrrrr who that could beeeeeeee." All eyes were on Your Iron Crowbar.
"I dunno," I said, "but I'll bet he's better looking than Red Brooke. That is one mean looking bastard. He can kill with that stare of his alone."
"Word I got," said Teresa Croyle, "was that Red Brooke has never even been battled to a draw before, but that an expert FBI Consultant all but kicked his ass. Any idea who that expert is, Commander?" Everyone laughed.
"Don't tell Bettina he's an expert." I said. "She might start quoting... or mis-quoting... him on her broadcasts."
Then I said "But folks, let's get serious, here. Two LEOs died before I could get there. Yes, I fought him off, but Brooke is a master of martial arts and of psychology... especially psychology. Guys like him are why we train harder than most Police Forces, so we can at least survive where others died. However good you think you are, always strive to get better."
Nothing like a 'teachable moment' to take the joy out of the coffee klatch. Everyone became more serious and more introspective.
"Sir," asked Jerome Davis. "Why didn't they just shoot that bastard?"
"It's a case of damned-if-you-do, damned-if-you-don't." I replied. "They shoot at him and an innocent person gets shot, the Police Department gets sued, the Officer doing the shooting gets raked over the coals, they have to spend millions in 'safety training'. And with Red Brooke not drawing a gun himself, which is part of his psychology? Hell, with the Courts and some juries out there today, they'd convict the Police Officer of murder, literally. I can understand the hesitation... but with this guy, if you can't handle him without a gun, then do so with a gun..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the morning!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Monday February 26th. Cindy, Teresa, and I were watching in my office as the first order of business of the 'Angels' meeting.
"Five-Alive News has learned that the Town & County Council will set March 27th as the date for the special election to elect the replacement for Thomas P. Cook." said Priya. "Mr. Cook was suspended from the Council for financial crimes just before his involvement in the attempted murder of little Carole Troy by blowing up the Ward Harvester warehouse. He has subsequently disappeared and is believed dead."
"The Council was hoping to wait until the May 8th primary elections," continued Priya, "but many citizens of Cook's district objected, as did dissident Council Members Kelly Carnes and Malinda Adams. One group, the Citizens For Police Accountability, filed a lawsuit to force the Council to set the election date sooner. This election will only be to fill the unexpired term of Thomas P. Cook, and the seat will be up for grabs again in the November elections, as are all the Council positions."
'And Five-Alive News has learned that Thaddeus Ward, owner of the Ward Harvester company," Priya went on, "has announced that he will not attempt to rebuild the warehouse that was obliterated on Christmas Eve. Instead, Mr. Ward announced, a park and playground will be built on the site, which will be dedicated to the honor and memory of Police and Fire personnel that risk their lives for us every day. Mr. Ward also announced that he will be selling other assets of the company and retire by the July 4th weekend..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Cindy. "Is that the same Ward that so badly hated the Police just a few years ago?" She was remembering our run-ins with Ward in the original 'Black Widow' murder cases.
"Word has it," I said, "that when he saw Carole being set up to die, and then Teresa saving her, he had a little Christmas miracle within his own soul. He's been to Mass every Sunday since, and he's donating a good bit of the Ward Harvester sale proceeds to various charities, including the Cancer Center at University Hospital.
Teresa said "I'm noticing that Priya's broadcasts are becoming different than Bettina's. KSTD is actually doing some work getting scoops, these days."
"Yes, KSTD is trying to boost their ratings." I said. "They used to could withstand repeating Bettina's news almost verbatim, but more and more people are watching the earlier newscast now, and KSTD was starting to lose ratings."
"That was because of that bastard Hardwood." said Cindy.
"Until he died, and the ratings didn't really go back up when Priya came back." I said. "Anyway, it's good to have some competing news outlets again. We might actually learn something from them now. O-kayyyyyy... Angels meeting. Whaddya got, Ross?"
Cindy said "Two drug shipments were brought into the County over the weekend. One by the route this new gang we've been tracing likes to use, and the other via an older route once used by the Beanstalk Gang. We interdicted that shipment, so that the perps will think we're monitoring old routes and not newer ones. We should be able to make a big bust within a month, by the end of March."
"Good." I said. "How's Vice doing without Mary?"
"Not bad, sir." said Cindy. "McGhillie is starting to step up. He's young, but he's been learning a lot, and is starting to show some confidence."
"That's really good to hear." I said. As Cindy was finished, I said "Okay, Croyle, what's new in Operations? How did training go without me 'helping' you this morning?"
Teresa gave me one of those inscrutable looks that could connote good or bad, then said "It went well. I took the liberty of showing some of the footage people took on their iPhones at Lake Norris in North Carolina. Our guys know you're good enough to square off against Brooke, but it really got their attention when they watched Brooke kill those other two poor guys. Made for a very spirited training session."
"I'll bet." I said. "I'd love to get in there and train with you, but the Chief told me to stay out of there. Ross, it would not hurt my feelings if you got in there and did some work on your fundamental basics. There are some guys like Brooke out there, that are good enough to fuck us up."
"I'll be glad to help teach, sir," said Cindy, "but I've got my training routine down."
Teresa said "Sir, that brings up a point: I didn't say anything in the morning training, but I think it's very possible that Red Brooke himself may show up here, in our County."
"Here?!" Cindy asked, shock in her voice.
"Yes." said Teresa. "As you learned, sir, Brooke is after Jack Muscone, who spends a lot of time here. And Brooke is going to figure out who that guy with the crowbar was that dared stand up to him, and he might just make a point to show up for a rematch."
I sat back in my Command Chair, the 'girdle' holding up my back, and thought about it. "What you're saying makes sense." I said. "Yes, let's put out the word, first through the chain of command, then in a bigger meeting if we have to. Sure you don't want to get in that extra training, Ross?"
"I'll be fine." said Cindy. "Besides, a guy like Brooke... needs to be TASERed or just shot dead."
"Put the word out at your Operations meeting." I said. "I did see where you sent Briggs a separate note requiring his attendance."
"And that brings up another thing, sir." said Teresa. "I was contacted by a Union rep this weekend. I told him to call me back here at Headquarters during regular weekday hours. So he called at 7:30am this morning. He wants to meet with me over Briggs's situation. I asked if Briggs had formally grieved anything, and the rep said 'Not yet.' So I said I wouldn't meet with the rep unless and until Briggs formally grieves me for something. He said a few things I can't repeat at this family meeting and hung up on me."
"You did the right thing." I said. "I'm surprised he called you at all, except he's trying to avoid me. If Briggs is not at your meeting this morning, let me know; I will bring the hammer down on him and suspend him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Mr. Crowbar, it's been an eventful past few dayyyys." drawled Chief Moynahan. "So you felt the need to go to North Carolina to train in personal combat, eh?"
I smiled at the joke. I was in the Chief's office, sitting in front of his desk, filling him in on what was going on in his Police Department.
"That was unexpected, sir." I said. "But I learned a lot about Brooke... and it may do us some good. Captain Croyle made the excellent point this morning that Brooke might try to come here eventually, and attack Jack Muscone and me, if not our loved ones."
"The criminals do not seem to learrrrrn, do they?" asked Moynahan. "Then again, there's not much left of Mr. Hardwood to warn them, is there? But I digresssss... let's talk TCPD. The Union is whining about Briggs being mistreated, and then called me and said Captain Croyle refused to talk with them about it. What's that story?"
I informed the Chief of what had been going on with Briggs, as well as what Teresa had reported to me this morning. "She's right in that she does not have to talk to the Union until some formal action is taken. And for them to go straight to you instead of to me shows that they're trying hard to keep me out of the loop... and I will snap their heads back if they keep that up."
"I took the liberty of doing that head-snapping myself this morning." said the Chief. "So what do you and Captain Croyle pro-pohhhhse to do about Briggs?"
"We're massing paperwork and evidence of insubordination, maybe dereliction of duty." I said. "At the least, bust him back down to Lieutenant or lower."
"As I understand it," said Moynahan, "a Precinct Captain cannot be reduced to Lieutenant. He has to be promoted to Captain if we take him out of the Precinct Captain position."
"That's true, sir. Unless we demote him for cause." I said. "And basically, the intent is to drum him out of the Force."
"Let's tread lightly on this." said Moynahan. "And see how it plays out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before noon, FBI Special Agent Martin Nash called me and asked if I could meet them for lunch at the Cop Bar. Jerome Davis and I went, and met Nash and Julius Jefferson there. I had the 'Breakfast Burger', as did Julius. Nash had the steak Caesar salad, and Jerome ordered... the double cheeseburger.
"Jack Muscone has trained Jerome well." I joked after we'd ordered.
Julius congratulated Jerome on becoming an FBI Consultant. "It's gonna be a lot of work, keeping Commander Troy out of trouble." Julius said.
"I'm just learning as much as I can from him." Jerome replied. "And apparently I need to learn Aikido, also." That started some conversation about Red Brooke and personal combat.
"Any word on where Brooke might be?" I asked.
"That's why we asked you here to lunch." said Martin. "To fill you in. No trace of the guy. We were hoping to hear of a stolen car after he landed his getaway boat at a dock on the southern end of Lake Norris. But we heard nothing at all. We think he might've had a vehicle stashed somewhere nearby, or else someone is helping him."
"The more important question is if he got the information he wanted out of those people that he tortured." I said. "Oh, and by the way, I've brought Jerome here up to speed, so you can speak freely in front of him."
Julius Jefferson said "We don't know for sure, but we're worried that he got something."
Martin Nash said "We pushed this up the chain over the weekend. The brass asked the Federal Marshals to tell us where Muscone's family is... and the Marshals refused. We pressed on it, showing the extreme danger the family is in from Red Brooke, and the Marshals said they'd handle it, which scares me even more. It went to the very top, and the Marshals refused to budge. We're now having to go to Court to force them to tell us, but that's taking time."
"And if Brooke got the information he needs," I said, "time is something we absolutely do not have. So where's Jack?"
"Last I heard," said Nash, "he was in Washington, trying to get the EAD to kick some asses. You know, it was a lot easier when we had my uncle to go to."
"And my wife to go to." I said. That caused Jerome to peer at me. "Jerome," I said, "don't say anything to anyone about this, but my wife just recently retired from her position... as Deputy Director of the CIA for Science and Technology."
"Oh." Jerome said, as many things fell into place, from whispers of others, to my ability to get information and get some things done quickly. "Wow." he said. Then he showed his sense of humor by saying "So Bowser is our only secret weapon now, huh?" We all laughed, even Nash.
"If he had better bloodhound qualities," I said, "I'd have him on Brooke's scent. Seriously, I can't understand why the Marshals are acting so snippy about everything."
"Turf wars are cropping up all over Washington." said Nash. "I was talking to my uncle about it a few days ago. It's becoming politicized at the top, really anywhere in D.C. We field agents used to be under the radar and could get our jobs done, but now it's affecting everything and everyone. People are leaving the FBI, good people. We lost Captain Ross as a Consultant, which really saddened my uncle."
"Politics." I said. "We can't do our jobs... and it's getting people killed."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was descending behind the western horizon as Teresa and I sat on the outside porch of the Cop Bar, warming ourselves by the fire pot as the temperatures dropped.
"Where's Cindy?" I asked, thinking she would meet us here.
"She and Callie are at the Ladies Auxiliary meeting." Teresa said. "Jenna Stiles is the guest speaker."
"You've been going to Ladies Auxiliary meetings." I said. "Why not tonight?"
"Nothing against Jenna personally," Teresa said, "but I'm going to support Paulina if and when she gets in the race. Sooooo... I just decided to improve my reputation by hanging out with the good looking guy all those women are talking about at that meeting tonight."
I chuckled, then got serious. "I talked to Jack Muscone about an hour ago." I said. "He's in Atlanta, working out of their field office there. They have no leads on Red Brooke, and the Marshals are refusing to tell the FBI where his family is. They say they can handle it, but I got some word is that they believe this is an attempt by Muscone to find his family. People are dead all over the place, and they're worried that the FBI might tell Jack where his children are."
"I did some quiet checking, also." said Teresa. "Did you know the FBI has no priority alerts out for Red Brooke? He's not on the Top Ten Most Wanted list, and there was no nationwide alert after what happened in North Carolina. Any ideas on that?"
"I have a small theory, not well supported by much data," I said, "that a small element of the FBI and maybe other Federal institutions were behind Red Brooke getting out of Supermax. With Dana Fox's arrest and removal from the scene, that is falling apart. But the rest of the FBI is embarrassed by it all, and so they're working behind the scenes instead of their normal methods of going after a high-value target. Personally, I think what they're doing is stupid at best, criminally complicit at worst, and I fear more deaths before we get Brooke."
"We?" asked Teresa, noting the form of my sentence.
"Well, me anyway." I said. "The FBI tried to keep me out, but I'm in now, and in for a penny in for a pound. And I think you might be right... Brooke just might come our way."
"I have a great idea on how to trap him." said Teresa. "Put out word that he can enter the Police Boxing Matches. Then arrest him after his first round battle." I chuckled at Teresa's sense of humor, delivered seriously. Then I got serious.
"I'll tell you right now: do not underestimate this guy." I said. "He could win the Boxing Matches if it was two-against-one against him. I fear that my relative success in North Carolina is making people around here complacent."
"After seeing that video of what he did to those Deputies," said Teresa, "I'm not complacent at all, and neither are my SpecOps people. I also need to tell you this." She shifted her chair to get closer to me, and lowered her voice.
Teresa started: "As you know, Todd and I live in one of the smaller houses in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, but it's still a big house for us and three kids roaming around. There's a first-floor bedroom and bath area, kind of a mother-in-law suite or guest suite, and over a year ago I had it remodeled to be fully accessible to a wheelchair-bound person like Tanya. I was thinking that if the power went off at her house, or there was a fire, she and Pete could come stay with us."
"Sounds good." I said.
"Well," Teresa said, "this weekend, I talked to Tanya about Red Brooke, and told her my fears he might come here, and that I'd like it if she and Pete stayed with us for a while. The security is better, the bedroom and bathroom are accessible for her, she wouldn't have to worry about cooking, and all that."
"Is she going to do it?"
"Not yet." Teresa replied. "She asked me to keep her informed of developments, as Jack won't talk to her about it any more than he will talk to any of us."
"I appreciate you making that offer to her." I said. I didn't say it, but I marveled that Teresa Croyle, once thought to be the meanest, most selfish person on the Police Force... and called 'Teresa Cunt' as a result... had thought enough about her former fellow Officer that she remodeled two rooms of her house to accommodate Tanya's handicap. This was not a bad woman, I thought to myself.
And I'm glad she's my friend.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mommy!"
That was Carole's greeting as Laura came in from the Ladies Auxiliary meeting at 10:30pm. A small streak passed by me as Carole ran to hug her mother.
"How are you, my baby?" asked Laura as she picked Carole up and gave her a warm hug, which was returned as warmly. Then Laura's voice got more stern as she said "And why are you still up at this hour. It is way past your bedtime, and Bowser's."



"That's my fault." I said. "Carole was doing such a good job drawing in her book that I let her keep going. I also thought you'd be home half an hour ago." Laura nodded.
"Okay, Sweetpea, let's get you ready for bed." Laura said. She noticed that Jim was sleeping peacefully on the floor near the fireplace. I told her that I'd get him on up to bed, and I did so as Laura got Carole (and Bowser) settled in.
"She fell asleep the second her head hit the pillow." Laura said as she came down the stairs.
"How was the Ladies Auxiliary meeting?" I asked as my wife sat down on the sofa, which faced the sofa against the wall and partly faced the rocking chair I was sitting in.
"It was okay." said Laura. "Mrs. Myrtle James likes to have big suppers when political candidates come to speak. I suspect the campaigns pay part of that. Anyway, Jenna Stiles gave a pretty good speech. I expected it to be fiery rhetoric like she used last year, but she was really calm, even, level-headed, made good points. The ladies asked a ton of questions, and she answered them pretty well."
I nodded. "Think she can win?"
"Can she? Yes." Laura replied. "Will she? That might depend on who else gets in. The gist I got from the conversations in the room, if the Ladies Auxiliary is a legitimate sample size, is that just about anyone short of Red Brooke can beat Gil Krasney one-on-one. But in a free-for-all, where making the top two is key? I think Paulina Patterson will have the edge if she gets in... and several women there believe she is going to get in."
"What about the other races?" I asked. Laura's eyes flashed fire at me, then she smiled and even chuckled.
"All I heard all night was 'Is your husband going to run for Sheriff?'." Laura said. "I kept saying 'No, he's not.', and they don't want to believe me. Again noting the small sample size, this group is not happy at all with the candidates running so far. Some of them even want Daniel to run for Sheriff again instead of Mayor."
"And the Mayor position?" I asked.
"Malinda Adams was at the meeting, though she didn't speak." said Laura. "My sense of the room was that it was about 50/50 on her candidacy. Many women are... concerned... that Reginald B.F. Lewis is going to run for Mayor, and he'll have a solid black vote while the others will be fractured."
"Daniel is running as a Republican." I said. "Adams and Lewis would run as Democrats, and the primary winner would run against Allgood in November."
"That's true," replied Laura, "except that I overheard Malinda Adams talking about running as an independent, or as some kind of third-party candidate, bypassing the primaries and being on the November ballot. That could muddy the waters for Daniel significantly."
I nodded, then got myself up out of my rocking chair. "Well... in a poll of local Police Commanders, one woman was voted hottest and sexiest in the County, and my political aspirations are to sleep with her, preferrably starting within the next five minutes."
"Sounds like a good campaign plan." Laura replied with a smile, taking my hand as I helped her up. We walked up the stairs to the master bedroom...
Part 11 - Backchannel Methods
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 28th, from in front of City Hall. "The Town & County Council has set the date for the special election to fill the vacant seat last held by Thomas P. Cook!"
Bettina: "The date will be March 27th. Applicants have until close-of-business, Monday March 6th, to file their papers to run for the position, and the next day will begin the three-week period that State Law requires for an election of this type. This election will fill the unexpired term of Thomas P. Cook, and will end on December 31st. The normal election to fill all Council seats will elect the next Council Member from that district."
"The interesting thing," said Bettina, "is that anyone that meets personal or business residency requirements can run for this position, including candidates for other offices! District Attorney candidate Jenna Stiles is considering a bid, as is Assistant Public Health Officer Susan Weston. Weston filed paperwork yesterday to form an exploratory committee. She can continue to serve in the APHO role while running for the Council seat."
"In State news, "said Bettina, "Dr. Jan Camp's lawsuit against the University is scheduled to begin next week. The pre-trial motions have been full of bitterness and rancor on both sides, and the trial itself is expected to be ugly. While Dr. Camp's lawsuit is over her dismissal from the University, experts say this could easily become a trial of the University's favorable treatment of athletes if State Attorney Glenn Alberts allows it to wander in the direction Dr. Camp's lawyers would like to take it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Wednesday, February 28th, from in front of the State Office Building. "The Women's Symposium For Workplace Equality, sponsored by State Senator Katherine Woodburn, will take place at the Lakeside Inn and Suites in Nextdoor County this weekend, March 3d and 4th."
"And in a stunning announcement," said Priya, "the Governor of the State, Val Jared, has said he will accept an invitation by Senator Woodburn and State Attorney Jenna Stiles to speak at the Women's Symposium! I spoke earlier with TCPD Captain Cindy Ross, who will also be speaking at the symposium. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the interview. "Captain Ross," said Priya, "you volunteered to introduce the Governor after your own remarks to the gathering. Why did you volunteer to introduce Governor Jared?"
Cindy replied: "Priya, I'm a political atheist myself, and I do believe it is only fair for the Governor to be heard."
Priya "Even though the Governor has done nothing to help women's rights, and has even been accused of sexual harassment?"
Cindy: "Show me one instance where he actually did such a thing to any women. Not a baseless accusation, but an actual instance. And I don't think his record pertaining to women's issues is nearly as bad as his detractors and the Press are saying..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn." I said as we watched in my office. "You running for office or something?"
Cindy shrugged her shoulders. "No." she said. "I'm just tired of the lies. By the way, your wife will be speaking at the symposium, also."
"Yes, I know." I said. "I think they're going to be surprised at her 'non-conforming' attitudes, as well. People are going to wonder if Bowser has corrupted her morals."
"I get the feeling that symposium is going to be... 'interesting'." Teresa said. I saw Cindy get introspective.
"Penny for your thoughts." I said to her. "Canadian pennies if they're dirty thoughts."
Teresa barked a laugh and Cindy just gave me a 'look'. Then Cindy said "I just got a... vibe, I guess it is... that something's going to go wrong at that symposium. I need to call my sister and make sure the security is good, there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You did not want to do this, did you?" I asked Myron as he came into my office at 10:00am, and handed me a folder with papers in it.
"I'm no friend of the FBI overall, sir." said Myron. "But I don't think you'd be working with Jack Muscone if he wasn't one of the 'good guys'. Martin Nash was one of us, and is an honorable guy. And we were all horrified when your daughter was put in that death trap; it's not right for Muscone's daughters to be facing death, too."
"I appreciate you doing this, all the same." I said. I read the information. "Boynton Beach, Florida. So that's where the Marshals tried to hide Muscone's family."
"Yes sir." said Myron.
"And how hard would it be for someone like Red Brooke to get this information?" I asked.
"Sir, I went through the Dark Web to get the info." said Myron. "Red Brooke can do the same, but he would have to pay a lot of money... a LOT of money... which I don't have to pay."
"Geez, how much about me are you having to tell them?" I asked, half-humorously, but half-seriously.
"Not a damn thing, sir, and they know it." said Myron. "They know you're off limits, and they love what you're doing to clean out the shit in Government at every level. I'm part of an information-sharing pool, and we've all contributed and helped each other out at times. I'll just say no more about any of it." I nodded.
"Okay, Myron, thanks for the info." Myron left, and I immediately placed a couple of phone calls. Then I called Cindy into my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone was sitting in his office in the City when Special Agent Dwight Stevens knocked on his door. "Can I come in?" asked Stevens.
"Sure. Have a seat." said Muscone. Stevens was an FBI Agent and also a lawyer for the FBI. The FBI had considered sending him undercover as a lawyer for Gresham & Mason, but the White Supremacists had collapsed first. Now Stevens was working on getting the info of where Muscone's family had been hidden by Federal Marshals. "So, how did it go?"
"As you know, the U.S. Marshals totally refused to tell the FBI where your wife and children are." said Stevens. 'It went to the top levels in Washington. The Marshals cited their independence, and said they'd handle this situation. But they also made it very clear that they would never willingly tell you, Jack Muscone, where your family is. They seemed hell-bent on that point. Even when the FBI Director said he would not disseminate the information to you, the Marshals said out loud that they did not trust him not to tell you."
"Why so personal?" asked Jack.
"I don't know." said Stevens. "Anyway, I came to tell you that we filed an emergency lawsuit to force them to tell us. The Federal Judge agreed, and ordered the Marshals to inform the FBI of the family's location immediately. But the Marshals appealed the decision, and the Appeals Court put a stay on the lower Court's order, and that stay will remain in place until the appeal can be heard... two months from now."
"Oh, geez..." gasped Jack. "My children will be dead by then."
"We're trying to go on up the chain, maybe even get a U.S. Supreme Court Justice to lift the stay, but that's going to take time, too." said Stevens. "All I can tell you is that if you have any backdoor channels, any tricks up your sleeve... now is the time to use them."
Muscone nodded, the despair on his face evident. Stevens excused himself and left. A moment later, Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson came in.
"Did you get a text on your cell phone?" Nash asked.
Muscone fished his cellphone out of his pocket. "Yeah, looks like I did----- oh my God... you got this, too?" It was an address of a townhouse in Boynton Beach, Florida.
"Yes." said Jefferson. "Cardigan says it came from a burner phone, pinging off cell towers here in the City."
"You think this is real?" Muscone asked.
"Yes sir." said Martin Nash. "I called my uncle, and he said to trust it, and I trust him when he says that.
"I trust it, too." said Muscone. "Let's see if we can get an aircraft. We've got to get to Boynton Beach, fast."
Muscone knew the message was real, and who it was from, just as the Deputy Director had known. The address had been followed by the numbers: "26, 400, 56". This message was from the Iron Crowbar. (Author's note: Can you guess the significance of those numbers?)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sleek Ichimoku Industries jet took off from City Airport and headed southeast. The pilots filed their flight plan only after taking off and entering the pattern for West Palm Beach. Aboard the flight were myself, Jerome Davis, and Cindy Ross.
"So here's what's going on." I said. "The U.S. Marshals are idiots. They moved the Muscone family out of their home, but into a townhouse in the same frickin' town. Apparently Mrs. Muscone does not think the threat is all that bad, and she may actually believe that Jack is behind this in order to find his kids. So she doesn't want the kids's schooling interrupted; hence, they're in the same general area."
"It's been a week since we encountered Red Brooke in North Carolina." I said. "We don't know for sure if he got the information out of the Federal Marshal he tortured there, but I have the feeling he got enough that he can figure the rest out. It would take him time to make his way down there without being spotted, but he's had enough time by now."
"You think he has help?" asked Cindy.
"Maybe." I said. "He needs money, he needs transportation, and most of all, he needs information."
"He could be down there in Florida, already." said Jerome. "It's not that far from North Carolina."
"True, but it's deceptive." I said. "Did you know that Atlanta is exactly halfway between Miami and Chicago? Check it out on a map: 710 miles from Chicago to Atlanta, 700 miles from Atlanta to Miami. Boynton Beach is not that far north of Miami, so it might take a wanted fugitive like Brooke several days to get that far down the Florida peninsula. And then the Marshals moved the Muscone family, though not far."
"So what's our plan, sir?" Jerome asked.
"That's why we brought Captain Ross along." I said. "At the risk of being politically incorrect, I'm hoping that a woman and two girls will listen to a woman when you tell them of the danger and that we need to get them out of there for a while. After that, I'm not sure what we're going to do. I'd love to set a trap for Brooke, but he's cunning enough to figure out any traps that we set."
"And the Marshals and FBI both will be furious with us for interfering." said Cindy.
"I could care less about that." I replied. I got out my iPad and began studying the address on Apple Maps. "Hmmm, this isn't good. There's a playground pretty much in the backyard of these townhouses. If kids are playing there, we can't be using guns."
"Good." said Cindy. "I'll take his ass down the Crowbar way."
"No! You will not!" I practically thundered. "Your job, Captain, is to protect Jack's kids. You will not engage Red Brooke in any way unless you have to shoot him at point blank range to save those kids. You will NOT try to engage Brooke in personal combat. Do I make myself clear, Captain?" Gray eyes were staring hard into ice blue eyes, and Cindy got the message.
"Yes sir." she said, backing down. If she had not, I would've had to leave her on the airplane... in handcuffs.
"Okay, Jerome," I said, "you're going to be the driver of the car we will be receiving when we get there. Your job will be to evacuate the family and us if it's a near thing... and I think it's going to be...
Part 12 - Shattered
Sheila Muscone came into the townhouse with the bag of groceries. The Marshals were a bunch of fucking idiots, she thought. Making them move between two townhouses, not able to go home, but they let her and her daughters go to the grocery store without the Marshals in attendance.
"Okay, let's put these groceries up." she said.
"When are we going home, Mom?" asked eight-year-old Jennifer, the younger daughter.
"I don't know, baby." Sheila said. "Soon, I hope."
"We should call Dad." said ten-year-old Tiffany, the older daughter. "He'd protect us better than these Marshals are doing.
"No, your father is not permitted to know where we are." said Sheila. "So don't bring him up again------- oh, hello." A tall man had come into the kitchen.
"Ma'am," he said, "I'm Richard Stein, with the Federal Marshals. I've been sent to relieve the other shift."
"Oh... okay." said Sheila. "Girls, go upstairs to your room. Now. Run along, no fussing. No fussing." The girls looked nervous, then ran upstairs quickly.
"Nice trick." said the tall, redheaded man. "Code words?"
"Who are you?" Sheila asked, trying to keep her voice from wavering, and failing.
"Oh, I told you." the man said. "My name is Richard Stein... Brookstein. Your husband and his worthless FBI know me as 'Red Brooke'." He produced a gun. "Now no screaming. Get out your cellphone, and call your husband's number..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was beginning to grow dark as Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, and Julius Jefferson piled into their car at the airport. They could not acquire a Government aircraft, but were fortunate that a commercial flight to Boynton Beach was leaving from the City within half an hour of their arriving there. They used their FBI authority to commandeer three seats on the flight.
The flight also did what all flights going to the South did... stopped at Atlanta Airport. Though the delay was only a half hour, it was still a loss of precious time.
And once there, the Government vehicle that was supposed to be there was not; it turned out the reservation had not been made, despite assurances that it would be. Muscone was more than steaming mad, and resolved that heads would roll. They did get a commercial car rental.
Nash was driving, and going at the top of his speed. After taking the Interstate from West Palm Beach Airport towards Boynton Beach, they made their way along the roads towards the more residential areas.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Muscone's cell phone. He answered it: "Muscone."
"Jack!" said a woman's voice, wavering and scared. "It's Sheila."
"Sheila!" Jack said, causing the other Agents to glance towards him. "Is everything all right?"
"Everything is fine, Agent Muscone." said a male voice. Red Brooke's voice. He was standing behind Sheila Muscone, a 9mmP pistol poking into the back of her neck. He'd taken the phone from Sheila.
"Don't worry, Agent Muscone." said Brooke. "I'm going to take good care of your wife and daughters. Gooood care of them. Now talk to your wife... one last time."
"Jack..." said Sheila.
"Sheila, where are the kids?" asked Jack, his voice panicked.
"Jack, you have to take care of the kids now." Sheila said, trying not to sob. "Take care of them, Jack."
"Sheila, where are------"
*BANG!*
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Red Death
"Sheila!" shouted Muscone. "Sheila!"
"Goodbye, Mr. Muscone." said Brooke. He then disconnected. He threw the phone to the floor, beside the lifeless body of Sheila Muscone, whom he'd murdered by firing one bullet into the back of her head.
He ascended the stairs. "Girls? Oh, girls! Come on out." He turned left to go down the hall. Looking into the first room on the right, he saw that the window was open and he went in. Looking out, he saw the two girls running across the playground with a platinum blonde woman, weaving through the many children on the playground. They'd left by the fire escape.
"Damn." he muttered, straightening up, and turning around---
*WHACK!*
The red crowbar flashed out, knocking the gun out of Brooke's hand. He looked up to see that his path to the door was blocked... by me.
"Ahhhhh, Commander Troy, the Iron Crowbar." Brooke said, attempting to sound jovial. "I knew we'd be meeting again." He pulled the billystick attached to his belt out, arming himself.
We'd not been in time to stop Brooke from murdering Sheila, but while Brooke was busy with her, I hoisted Cindy up to the fire escape stairs, which she brought down. We went up to the window, where red and green crowbars jimmied it open. Then Cindy (a woman) showed her badge and got the girls to go with her, while I stayed in the room behind the door. Problem was, I didn't have a gun. I either had to take Red's from him... or the red crowbar would have to do.
"What, no gun yourself?" goaded Brooke, who I could see was again wearing clothing designed to stop TASERs from working properly. "Don't believe in the Second Amendment?"
"I'd rather beat the shit out of you with this." I growled, meaning the crowbar.
"We'll see about that!" said Red, finally attacking me. I parried his first blow, also keeping him from moving towards the gun on the floor. He quickly realized that any attempt to pick it up would allow a red crowbar to smash his head like a ripe watermelon.
Brooke was fighting much more aggressively than our last encounter, and I was not helping myself much as I was being purely defensive, just trying to keep him at bay until help could arrive. He made left and right moves to maneuver around me, but my crowbar was more powerful than his billystick, so while I couldn't get any blows on his body, I was able to hold him back and guard the door.
"How's your back, Commander?" Brooke asked, his eyes flashing. "It has to be hurting, with all that twisting you're doing."
"It's good enough to be whipping your ass... again." I replied. Brooke barked a laugh; he recognized that, like him, I was no slouch in the use of verbal psychology to augment my physical defense.
"I must admit, it's a welcome relief to engage a man in combat who isn't a worthless piece of shit... like those Deputies you watched me kill in North Carolina. And like I'm going to do to your fellow Police Officers, and your Angels... and maybe your little dog, too!"
Don't rise to the bait, I thought to myself. Don't rise to the bait----
*CLANG!*
"All you're going to be doing is hard time in Supermax again." I growled as I landed a hard blow on his forearm, protected by the billystick. "If you live long enough to get there."
"Oh, it is true what they say." said Brooke, his voice taunting. "You really don't play by the rules, do you, Commander Troy?"
"Nor by yours." I said as I switched tactics, and delivered a swift kick to Brooke's side as he turned. He almost lost his balance... almost. But he recovered, and staved off another crowbar blow.
"Well, it looks like your friends are arriving." said Brooke. "Time to go." He was already reaching into his pocket and pulling out a hand grenade. He pulled the pin. But instead of throwing it at me, he dropped it on the floor.
"Ah, shit!" I yelled as I dove out the door into the hallway.
*BOOM!*
I was stunned by the blast, but fortunately I was not hit by any shrapnel. As I tried to get up, I felt strong arms helping me. I looked up to see the faces of Special Agents Nash and Jefferson.
"Where'd he go?" I yelled out.
"He went through the window." said Jefferson. "We saw him running through the playground. We'll never catch him now."
I retrieved my red crowbar, and we all went downstairs. Jack Muscone was kneeling on the floor with a medic, beside the body of his ex-wife.
"I'm sorry, Jack." I said. Jack looked up at me.
"You did what you could." he said. "What about the kids?"
"They're safe." said Martin Nash. "Cindy's with them, outside."
Just then, FBI Agents Peter Page and James Conrad came in. "We found the bodies of two Marshals." said Conrad. "One was stuffed in the washing machine, and the other in the dryer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Jerome Davis on my cellphone, telling him to come on up to the house. A moment later he joined us in the living room, into which the Muscone girls had been brought.
"Why can't we see our mom?" asked Tiffany, the older girl. Cindy looked up at me. I knelt in front of girl, willing the pain in my back to disappear. It would not.
"Tiffany," I said, "tell me your favorite memory of your mom."
Tiffany thought about it, then said "When she brushed my hair when we were getting ready to go out. And she'd tell me how pretty I am, even though I'm not pretty."
"Yes you are." said Cindy.
"Tiffany," I said, looking her in the eye. "I want you to remember that. I want you to remember all the good times with your mom. And I don't want your last memory of her to be what's in the other room. That's why I told Captain Ross to keep you in here, okay?"
"Okay." said Tiffany. The tears began flowing, which was good in its own way; these girls needed to grieve. Cindy comforted the girls as they cried.
After a few minutes, I said to both girls "Y'all are going to come live with your dad in my home Town, and go to school there. We'll protect you from the bad man. But there's one thing I need your help with."
"What's that?" asked Jennifer, the younger daughter... who I could tell was the more astute of the sisters despite her younger age.
"Your dad is a very good man," I said, "but he is going to have to learn how to be a dad again. So will you guys be patient with him, and help him be a good dad?"
"Yes sir." the girls said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What are these local cops from way out of their jurisdiction doing here?" snarled the leader of the U.S. Marshals for South Florida, who'd come up from Miami.
It was 8:30pm local time, still Wednesday, February 28th. The body of Sheila Muscone was being processed by the Coroner so that we could fly her back home and to the City on the Ichimoku Industries plane, along with Jack, his team, and his daughters. The crime scene was just about finished being processed, and Cindy and I had given our interviews to the local LEOs and the Miami-based FBI teams.
"They're consultants with us." said Julius Jefferson.
"I don't care." said the Marshal. "They're out of jurisdiction, especially this bastard that you call the Iron Crowbar. One more time, Troy... why are you here?"
"Captain Ross and I were saving the lives of the Muscone girls." I said. "Good thing, too. They'd be dead like their mother is if we'd trusted your Marshals. Instead, your people totally failed."
"You fucking bastard--- AWK!" the Marshal started, only to find himself being shoved against the wall with my crowbar across his throat. I'd had enough of his shit.
"Let me say that again." I growled. "The death of Mrs. Muscone is your fault. Her blood will forever stain the worthless hands of the U.S. Marshals. Your people have been less than incompetent, they've been criminally complicit in her murder!"
"Bullshit!" gasped the Marshal. His fellow Marshals were about to move to protect him (unlike their failure to protect the Muscone family), but they quickly found out that the FBI Agents were not exactly on their side. It was a standoff, and a tense room.
I took the crowbar off the man's throat, replacing it with my left hand. "Jack," I said, offering the crowbar, "would you like to borrow this?"
"I sure would." said Jack, taking it. I then balled my fist and drove it as hard as I could into the Marshal leader's belly. He doubled over in pain, and I stepped back as Muscone brought the crowbar down with all of his power and grief-fueled anger onto the man's back.
*WHACK!*
The man collapsed to his hands and knees, and Jack swung the crowbar again, delivering another powerful blow to the Marshal leader's back.
*THWACK!*
The man collapsed. I kicked him as hard as I could in the ribs... after all, I'd had to risk my life fighting Red Brooke, and I'd had to dive out of the way of a hand grenade... and then Cindy stepped in.
"Okay, guys, that's enough." Cindy said. "We've had three murders here today already."
"Party pooper." I muttered. "But you're right." I turned to the others. "Get this piece of dog shit out of here before I change my mind." I ordered. The Marshals got their leader out of there.
We left shortly afterwards, leaving the crime scene in the hands of the local LEOs. Jack drove with us and his daughters in our car to the airport.
"So, Jack," I said as we got ready to board the plane, "how did it feel to use the crowbar?"
"It felt good." said Jack. "I understand now why you carry that thing around. So, what's next?"
"You get to talk to your daughters, and get to know them again." I said. "And I'll be figuring out what Red Brooke is going to do."
"And what are you going to figure out?" asked Jack.
"That he's coming to my home turf... my Town & County." I said. Then I added "And there and then, we will settle this once and for all..."
Part 14 - Vibes
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 1st, from in front of the State Office Building. "Women's groups are protesting the Governor's scheduled appearance at the Women's Symposium in Nextdoor County this weekend!"
Bettina: "Several Social Justice groups, including the State Organization for Women, the SOWs, are calling for the invitation for the Governor to speak at the event be rescinded because the Governor is a misogynist. State Senator Katherine Woodburn, the hostess of the event, replied that the Governor should be allowed to speak, saying 'anything he says can and will be used against him in the Court of Public Opinion'."
Bettina: "The event is being held at the Lakeside Inn and Suites in Nextdoor County, and the Social Justice groups are planning protests at the site. But Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans has said that she will tolerate no violence, no disruptions of the conference, and no threats to the Governor. Security is expected to be tight for the event."
More Bettina: "And in national news, serial killer Red Brooke has struck again. Last night he murdered a woman and two U.S. Marshals in Florida. The Marshals would not confirm that the woman was in their protective custody. The FBI issued a statement that they are investigating the failure of the Marshals to protect the woman, whose name has not been released pending notification of the next of kin."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had walked into Police Headquarters half an hour before the Bettina broadcast, having gotten a little sleep on the plane, which had arrived in the wee hours of the morning. I had made sure to send notes effusively thanking the CEO of Ichimoku Industries as well as Takaki Misaki for their generosity in allowing me to use the plane. Then I'd helped the Frank Freeman Funeral Home people take Sheila Muscone's body to their facilities, while Cindy escorted Jack and his kids to Tanya's house.
I showered and did my toilet in the Police gymnasium bathroom, and put on a fresh uniform in my office. I still felt tired. I'd pulled all-nighters before, many times, and had kept on driving on. But today, I was tired. I must be getting old, I thought to myself. I told myself to stop thinking those thoughts, and I went to MCD to join the coffee klatch.
"How is Mr. Muscone doing?" asked Joanne. How she knew of what had happened, I didn't know, but she knew.
"He's still in shock about it all." I said. "He's now a single father to two daughters he hasn't hardly seen in years, and while he's glad they're still alive, he still is fearful of their safety."
"How's Jerome--- er, Detective Davis?" asked Detective Teddy Parker. I'd sent Jerome home when we landed at County Airport, with instructions to get some sleep, and not be seen at Headquarters until noon.
"He did well, and he seems to be handling it all pretty well." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The funeral and interment for Jack Muscone's ex-wife will be in the City on Sunday." I said. The meeting was in Classroom 'J', and present were Chief Moynahan, myself, Captain Ross, Captain Croyle, and all of the MCD and Vice Detectives. "After that, he and his girls will be staying with Tanya and little Pete at Todd and Teresa's home. We are working with the Heritage Cloisters security people and BOW Enterprises security to ensure these families' safety until we find and eliminate the Red Brooke threat."
"So you think he's coming here?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Yes sir." I said. "As Captain Croyle has already surmised."
"He's got to know we're going to be on the lookout for him." said Jerome Davis, speaking about Red Brooke. "Is he really that hell-bent on killing Agent Muscone's kids?"
"I think it's more than that, now." I said. "He's coming for Jack's kids, but he's also coming for Jack himself... and maybe for me, too."
"I will add something else that I got from my own sources within the Federal Government, mostly the military." said Chief Moynahan. "The FBI's Behavioral Analysis Units believe that Red Brooke may be seeing things with a fatalistic viewpoint... in other worrrrds, he may believe that he is ultimately not going to survive this manhunt for him. To that end, he will likely stick at nothing, take great risks, and allow himself to be taken out only if he takes out his prey first."
"Who's that prey, sir?" asked Cindy Ross. "Don? Muscone?"
"The BAU has observed that Brooke attacks his prey by attacking the loved ones of that prey." said Moynahan. "He didn't go after Jack Muscone, he went after Muscone's family. He will likely continue that, but if he's after Mr. Crowbar, here, he may attack TCPD Officers, including yourselves in this room, as a means of attacking Commander Troy."
"Just like Thomas Cook and John Hardwood did." said Christopher Purvis.
"Whaaaa?..." I gasped.
"Sir?" asked Purvis, looking worried that he'd offended me. But I was off to reverie races. So deep into it did I go, that when I came out of it, the room was empty except for Cindy, Teresa, and the Chief.
"Don?" asked Cindy. "What is it?"
I looked around, trying to get my bearings, feeling as if I were in the Astral Zone or some temporal rift. "I... I just realized something. What Purvis said... about Cook and Hardwood getting at me through my child... and now Brooke... going after Muscone through his family..."
"What about it, sir?" asked Teresa.
"Anyone here see one too many coincidences, here?" I said. "And let me add... the whole Luskin rape case thing... trying to get me suspended by attacking my family... then the Dana Fox machine within the FBI, coming after me... going after my family, Cindy, and her family, Callie..." I was off in reverie land again, putting it together. This time Cindy pulled me out of it.
"Sir," she asked, "are you saying all these cases are related in some way? How in the world can Brooke be related to Luskin, or Hardwood and Cook, or Dana Fox?"
"You guys will think I'm crazy---" I started.
"Too late. We already think you're crazy." said Teresa, flat deadpan. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Seriously..." I said, "it's as the same entity or entities are behind all of these different cases... maybe giving the ideas to the various people... yes... and Russell and BigAgraFoods..."
"Sounds like you're discussing a... Consultant of Crrrrrime." said Chief Moynahan.
I actually felt my eyes light up upon hearing those words. "Yes, Chief! That's it! That's exactly what this is like..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, March 3d. People, mostly female in gender, were trickling into the Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County. They went through metal detectors, like those used at airports and at Augusta National Golf Club during The Masters. They had their bags checked, and were 'wanded'. The only persons with weapons were those that also had the badges of a Law Enforcement entity, and that included a green crowbar.
"Security's pretty tight." said Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Ross Evans to her sister, TCPD Captain Cindy Ross, wielder of said green crowbar. "Some of the women are complaining about overkill."
"Yeah, 'kill' being the operative word if someone gets in here with a gun." Cindy said. "I've still got a bad vibe about all this."
"Think Red Brooke will try to hit us?" said Molly. When Cindy turned to peer at her, Molly said "Don briefed the NCPD by video conference yesterday. He also talked to me alone, and told me to make sure the boys were kept safe."
"Where are they now?" Cindy asked.
"At the Cabin, with Don's kids, Todd and Teresa's kids, and little Pete Feeley. Jack has his daughters with him in the City." said Molly. "Teresa and Joanne Warner are staying at the Cabin with the kids and Phyllis and our mom. Word is that Joanne and Bowser are having a lovefest, and Buddy is getting all the attention he wants from Teresa." Cindy smiled at that.
"If Joanne could get away with it, she'd take Bowser into her own custody." Cindy said.
"And risk the wrath of the Iron Crowbar?" Molly asked derisively.
"She's not worried about him." said Cindy. "She's scared to death of what Carole would do to her. Carole beat up little Jack Burke when he threw Jim's Legos at Bowser, and I do mean she beat his ass down." Molly burst out laughing.
"Like I'm going to do to Red Brooke if he shows up in our County." Cindy continued. Molly stopped laughing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Saturday, March 3d. The room that had been used for the Chef's competition (Author's note: 'Chef's Special'.) along with the next room, with the partition wall between them removed, was being used for the Symposium.
There had been classes in groups during the morning, then everyone assembled for lunch. The Governor had arrived just as lunch began at 1:00pm. He was sitting at the head table, with State Senator Katherine Woodburn to his left, Cindy Ross to his right. To Katherine's left was Dr. Laura Fredricson, who was going to speak, as well. To Cindy's right was State Rep. Peter Long Cox (R), Nextdoor County's elected representative to the State House.
The applause for the Governor as he came in was polite but not particularly strong. Perhaps everyone was more interested in eating the lunch that was being brought in to them.



Now, as lunch was finishing up, Katherine Woodburn took to the podium. "Our first speaker today," she said, "is a woman who has shattered glass ceiling after glass ceiling to to become a Captain in the Town & County Police Force. She has earned the TCPD's Medal of Valor, Distinguished Service Award, and two Purple Orders for being wounded in the line of duty. Please join me in welcoming Captain Cindy Ross!"
Applause was strong as Cindy took to the podium. She was wearing civilian clothes, and no medals or insignia to reveal that she was a Police Officer. Only a certain bulkiness about her betrayed the fact that she was wearing light armor under her blouse and jacket, and the jacket itself was lined with a thin layer of fabric armor.
"Thank you." Cindy said. "I am honored to be here today to talk with you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the Cabin, Teresa Croyle and I were watching the Symposium, which was being broadcast on Public Access television by KXTC cameras.
"You really like watching this stuff?" Teresa said, sounding a bit bored as she petted Buddy, who was in her lap.
"It's not 'The Flash'," I said, "but at least I'm not watching 'Barney' cartoons... for the... one... hundred... thousandth... time..." Teresa tried not to laugh, and failed. Buddy looked up to see what that strange sound was, having heard it so rarely...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And now Captain Ross will take questions." said Katherine Woodburn.
"Captain," asked one woman in the middle of the room, "how will you break through the remaining glass ceilings, to truly reach the top of the Police Force?"
"Well," said Cindy, "I can always run for Sheriff." There was polite laughter, though some were taking her seriously. Cindy went on: "I do need to say that I'm very happy where I am within the TCPD. I don't aspire to be Chief of Police just because I'm a woman. And I'll tell you now... he may be a man, but there is no man nor woman to equal Commander Don Troy in his current position. He belongs there, he was born to be there, and I have no aspirations to that position while he occupies it."
"Captain," said another woman, State Rep. Marsha Collins (R) of Eastphalia, "you said in your remarks that you believe men and women must work together for everyone to achieve, regardless of gender. Are you saying that women's achievement is in the hands of and at the mercy of men?"
"No, not at all." Cindy said. "What I was saying is that in most professions, women are working with men, and more will be achieved by cooperation and mutual understanding than by playing the 'gender card'. I'm saying there's nothing wrong with rising through merit and achievement, nor working for or with men that will promote a woman based upon merit."
"What would you have done if a man had tried to hold you back for being a woman?" asked a woman in the back of the room.
Cindy held up the green crowbar. "I'd have kick his ass." There was some laughter at that. "Seriously," Cindy went on, "there are men out there that will do that. My point was that there are a lot of men that will not, that are not holding women back for being women, and some women are making the mistake of throwing out the baby with the bath water and accusing those good men of the same things they're accusing the bad men of. I'm saying to choose your spots. I've been blessed to work for some very great men, Chief Griswold, Chief Moynahan, and Commander Troy. And woman or not, I'll say right now that I appreciate all they've taught me and done for me."
Katherine gave Cindy the sign that it was time to move on. Cindy said "And now it is my pleasure and honor to introduce to you a man that needs no introduction. Whatever your political viewpoints, it is only right that we hear from the man who is guiding our State's political course. Please welcome Governor Val Jared."
The applause was polite, but not very strong. Some of it may have been Cindy's rather controversial remarks that men weren't the most evil things on earth. Some of it may have been that they'd been told by the Press to hate Val Jared, so they hated him.
Governor Jared stood up and was shaking hands with Cindy. The 'vibe' hit her, and hard. She turned to look, and saw within the Press Corps in the back of the room two men raising black objects. They were not cameras.
"GUN!" yelled Cindy. She grabbed Jared in a bear hug and began tackling him to the floor.
*POW!* *POW!* *POW!* *POW!* *POW!**POW!*
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Holy fuck!" I almost screamed out as I saw what was happening on the television screen. Two men were raking the podium and front table with pistol fire. Cindy had tackled Jared, but I couldn't tell if she'd done so in time. And my wife Laura had also been seated at that table...
"Stay here! Watch the kids!" I ordered Teresa. I flew out of the room, got my gunbelt and badge out of my office room (locked, what with all the kids running around), and hurtled out the front door to my Police SUV...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got to the Lakeside Inn & Suites, I was admitted by NCPD Captain Paul Price. Red crowbar in hand, I rushed into the hotel and down the hallway. It was absolute chaos, people running back and forth, Press all over the place, Police and medics coming in.
Every LEO knew who I was, and they did not bar my progress as I went into the room. My first observation caused me great relief: my wife Laura was okay. She was attending a young woman who had been shot and was lying on the floor. Katherine Woodburn was nearby, sobbing.
"Who is that?" I asked Katherine as I came up to them.
"That's Queenie, that's what we call her. She's the Queen of Opposition Research on my staff." said Katherine, between sobs.
Laura was giving commands to a medic that came up, her hands covered with blood. "Sucking chest wound. Keep this over it, and pressed down, all the way to the Hospital." The medics evacuated Queenie out the door to the back kitchen areas, and a moment later I heard the sirens of an ambulance headed to University Hospital.
"You okay?" I asked Laura as she finally recognized me. Must've been the red crowbar that gave my identity away. Must be a bad time to think sick jokes like that, I then thought to myself.
"I'm fine." Laura said, not sounding all that 'fine'.
"She saved my life." said Katherine. "She tackled me when those bastards began shooting."
My wife had spent most of her life in the service of the Central Intelligence Agency, many times in foreign lands on spy missions. She all but had eyes in the back of her head, and was always aware of the tactical situation in a room... which also came in handy with two children and two dogs in her household.
She'd seen the movement of the perps, and almost beyond conscious effort had realized what was happening. She instinctively had lunged to tackle Katherine to the ground as bullets began flying over their heads.
"The Governor is okay." said Police Chief Molly Evans, coming up to me. "Your Captain of Detectives tackled him, saving his life."
"Where is she?" I asked, looking around. Then I saw her, in the back of the room. A bullet had glanced off the armor under her clothing, just under her shoulder. An inch higher and it might've gotten under it and to her armpit, like Teresa had suffered in the pit at Ward Harvester. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01.) As it was, it embedded in the cloth, going six inches within the layers just above her deltoid.
Lucky. Lucky Green Crowbar.
I went up to her. "She's okay, sir." said the medic checking her.
"Well," I said, "you did duck." Cindy nodded, saying nothing, also looking a bit dazed, as if her near-miss was just now mentally catching up to her.
I turned and saw LEOs examining the front table. What most people didn't and don't know is that a plate of plexiglass was fastened to the table, hidden by the tablecloth, acting as a bulletproof shield in case bullets start flying. Today, they were flying. Several impacted the plexiglass. None got through.
I went up to Molly, who was in the center of the room, giving instructions. When she was done, she turned to me and said "Consider your help asked for by the NCPD."
"Delighted to be of service." I replied. "What happened?"
"Two bastards began shooting from the back, among the Press Corps." Molly said. "They had on suits and ties and fake Press badges. My guys TASERed the perps from behind, and we've got them in custody now. No ID on them yet; fingerprints came back negative."
"Interesting." I said. "How's the Governor?"
"Alive and well, thanks to my baby sister." Molly said, with some fire in her voice. She did not like her sister having been shot at. "They rushed him out of here through the back hallway. He's probably halfway back to Midtown by now."
NCPD Detective German came up to me. "Sir, do these guys look familiar?" He showed me pictures of the arrested perps he'd taken with his Police iPhone. I examined the photos. They were white men, both medium height, one with dark brown hair, the other with lighter brown hair. They looked like they could blend into any crowd and not be noticed.
"I can't recall seeing them before." I said. "Send those pics to the TCPD, and I'll have the FBI run the faces through their facial recognition software and see if a match comes up." German sent the photos, and I called Jerome Davis and asked him to handle the identification process.
Police were now processing everyone, getting their stories. They were all the same... shooting started from the back, everyone hit the floor, bullets flew overhead. Only Queenie was hit, square in the middle of her chest. She'd been off to the side of the room, ready to relay messages to or from Senator Woodburn. She'd turned when the gunfire began, and one bullet came straight her way.
"Hmmmm," I said as I began looking everything. "So all the bullets flew forward, at the front table, at the Governor, except for this one bullet. What does that suggest to you, Detective German?"
Katherine Woodburn was still where she had been while watching Laura work to save Queenie. Laura had washed her hands in a large bowl of warm water that the restaurant staff had brought her, and was coming up to me now.
"Wha?..." Katherine gasped. "Commander, are you saying that Queenie was shot on purpose?"
"Oh my God." said German. "But... why?"
"That's what we have to find out." I said. "But yes, Senator. Only one bullet went anywhere but at the Governor's table... and hit Queenie square in the chest. So yes, I have to entertain the idea that it was deliberate, and she was targeted..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After her statement was taken, Senator Katherine Woodburn was allowed to leave and go to University Hospital. She and staff and security occupied the waiting room and hallways of the trauma room floor.
"They rushed her into surgery." said Priya Ajmani, who'd rushed to the hospital herself as other reporters covered the story in Nextdoor County. "We've had no word on her condition, other than it's grave."
An half hour later, Dr. Morgan came out of operating room area into the hallway. Katherine was at the Nurse's Station and saw him down the hallway... not walking. Finally, he began walking slowly down the hallway, which is the worst thing one can see when a doctor comes out of emergency surgery.
"Doctor?" Katherine said, her voice wavering. "Doctor?"
"I'm sorry, Ms. Woodburn." said Dr. Morgan. "We did all we could. But there was too much damage to her heart and major blood vessels. I'm sorry; she's gone..."
Part 15 - Crowbar Saturday Night
It was a somber Saturday night at the Cabin. When Cindy had come in, Carole looked up at her and said "Are you o-kay, Aunt Cindy?"
Cindy picked Carole up and said "I'm just fine, sweetie. Just fine." Carole replied by giving Cindy a big hug.
"Learning how to duck is becoming a too-common thing around here." said Teresa as she gave Cindy a hug herself. Cindy smiled wanly and nodded.
Laura got a hug from Carole, too. And no one had said anything in front of the kids about Laura's escape from death, but when she sat down in the greatroom, Bowser bounded up to her and looked up at her with the same 'Are you o-kay?' look that Carole had given Cindy. Laura patted her thighs and Bowser jumped up onto her lap and allowed some dog-petting therapy to occur. Good psychology for the psychologist.
Chief Griswold had arrived, along with his wife, having been invited over for supper. As all the women talked and took turns petting the dogs, the Chief and I went onto the deck outside, oblivious of the cold.
"I talked to Val a couple of hours ago." said Griswold. "He's grateful to Cindy, and he's glad your wife is okay. He's pissed about the assassination attempt, and at the security failures."
"I don't blame him." I said. "According to hotel camera footage, the perps apparently had hidden guns in the kitchen areas some time before today, but the guns weren't found. They secured them on their persons after the security checks of all people, then they melded into the Press. No one really remembers seeing them before the shooting began. None of the Press people knew them, and all of them said they thought they must be new reporters."
"Have things really come to the point where they are trying to murder Val Jared?" asked the Chief, mostly to himself. "Really?"
"Something's off about all this." I said, watching the logs burning in the fire pot. "And why kill Queenie? She was a real bitch, but why was she targeted? Did she find something out she wasn't supposed to know?"
"I doubt it." said the Chief. "Or Katherine Woodburn would be dead, too. Or maybe she was the target? Not Val?"
"Cindy has a bullet lodged in her armor to testify that it was Jared they were going for." I said. "Katherine was lucky; Laura tackled her quickly. And the NCPD did very well; they had the perps TASERed from behind almost immediately."
My cellphone rang. "This is Julius Jefferson, Commander." said the FBI Agent when I answered. "We just got I.D. hits for your perps. Crenshaw recognized them as being part of the Mob out of Southport, and we ran them through the computers for that, and got something. They may have worked for Jerry Morelli. Minor guys, and not known to be hit men or hired killers."
"With Morelli in prison, who is commanding his people?" I asked. Jefferson asked me to hold on, and a minute later Ted Crenshaw got on the line. I asked him the same question.
"Commander," he said, "these guys have been drifting around since you busted Morelli." (Author's note: 'Film Noir'.) "They were probably not trusted enough to be picked up by Orrin B. Taggert, but Richard Langdon is one possibility. There's also a Hispanic guy named Valdez that's been gaining some power in Southport; he's in league with the Domingo Shipping guy you busted up. He might've hired these guys to kill Jared over the Immigration issues."
"Ted," I said, "I've got a feeling that we need to look in a different direction. The usual suspects: Samuel Russell, Graham Collins, Wilson Hammonds."
"I'll start checking," said Crenshaw, "but why do you suspect them, beyond the obvious reasons they hate Jared?"
"Because of the one person who was killed." I replied. "She was a Democrat staffer. I'll fill you in on it later. By the way, how's Muscone doing?"
"He's okay." said Crenshaw. "Martin Nash and Sandra Speer are helping him and his kids with everything. We're watching out for Red Brooke, and we put him on the Top Ten Most Wanted list. We'll get him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, I could tell she didn't have a chance." Laura said as most of us adults had nightcaps before bedtime. Todd, Teresa, Cindy and Callie were already pretty buzzed, as was Chief Griswold. Laura wasn't there yet, but was working on a stiff drink. I was thinking about her working on my stiff cock as I sipped my drink.
"How can you tell?" asked Todd. "I mean... as a doctor. Sorry, but I have a morbid fascination for things like that."
"Like uncle, like nephew." said Cindy.
"What did happen?" I asked. Yeah, I was morbidly fascinated, too.
Laura said "She was already in deep shock when I got to her. Sucking chest wound, which if not immediately treated, would prevent her from breathing. But there was already a lot of blood, and her eyes were dilated and fixed. I did what I could, but Dr. Morgan said the damage to her heart and blood vessels to her lungs were just too much... the shock wave of the bullet pretty much turned them to jelly."
"O-kay." said Mrs. Griswold. "I think I know why I didn't go into Medicine. I appreciate your ability to do that, Doctor Fredricson, and to help others, but I'm just too squeamish for this. I don't even like it when Grizz guts the fish he catches."
So we all went to bed. The Chief and his wife were staying in the third bedroom, Maggie and Phyllis were staying upstairs with all the kids, and Cindy, Callie, Teresa and Todd were in the basement room... acting themselves not unlike kids at a slumber party.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and Teresa were sitting up on their mattresses, side by side, drinking their mixed drinks, and watching what had unfolded before them.
It seemed that a very buzzed Callie Carrington and a very buzzed Todd Burke had begun flirting, then messing around. When no objection came from their significant others, who were talking amongst themselves, Callie's hands began exploring Todd's groin... and the massive sausage between his legs.
"Mmmm, what do we have here?" Callie had cooed as Todd had helped her get his pants down and off. He lay back on his futon as Callie began stroking his cock to throbbing hardness, and it was soon at its enormous ten-inch length.
Then he groaned as Callie began kissing and licking her way up and down his long, thick cockshaft as her hand gently jacked the base. Finally, beautiful blonde slowly licked the tip of her tongue up the shaft to the fat cockhead atop it, circled the helmeted head a couple of times... and then engulfed his meat as her full lips slid down over him and down his length.
"Uhhhh!" Todd gasped as almost all of his cock was engulfed in Callie's hot sucking mouth and throat. Cindy and Teresa saw the top of Callie's head bobbing as she fellated Todd, vigorously sucking him. Todd moaned again, and the other women realized that the lovely blonde porn star was sucking voraciously as she took him into her throat, the suction causing sensations in his huge shaft like nothing else could do.
"It looks like your fiancée is sucking my fiancé's big cock." whispered Teresa to Cindy.
"She really can suck a golf ball through a garden hose." Cindy replied, making a brief giggling sound before drinking some more of her drink. If Todd or Callie heard anything they didn't show it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, I was in the place I loved to be most: on top of my naked wife, her legs pulled back and wrapped around my back, the heels of her elegant, shapely feet pressing into my asscheeks and upper thighs, her arms around my neck and shoulders. My tongue was probing deeply into Laura's mouth as my throbbing, iron-hard cock was slowly sliding in and out of her sopping wet cunt.
"Oh yeah, that's good." Laura gasped as I grinded my loins into hers, balls-deep in pleasure. "Yeah, fuck me just like that... slow and deep... oh, yeah..." I slid my hands down her sides and under her asscheeks. Gripping those magnificent globes and kneading them in my hands, I began pulling her into me as pumped her with slow, short strokes, keeping my throbbing, iron-hard cock mostly sheathed in her pussy's wet heat...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhhh..." Callie moaned as Todd sank his huge cock into her pussy. The young stud had rolled her over and mounted her as she spread her shapely legs to give him access to her sopping wet pussy. Todd began undulating his ass and hips as he slid his cock out of the blonde beauty, only to drive his meat back into her.
As they began a steady rhythm of humping, Teresa and Cindy just watched. Teresa noticed that Cindy was peering at them, not just in the manner of watching two people hotly fuck, but with 'professional' interest.
"What is it?" Teresa whispered as the slaps of flesh-on-flesh echoed loudly in the room.
"I'm just noticing..." Cindy said introspectively, "... the way Todd is fucking her... the way he moves his hips... like I've seen that before..."
"You been watching Don fuck anyone?" Teresa asked.
"Well, Don is sort of like that, but more back-and-forth thrusting." said Cindy. "Todd's motion looks like it's just flowing... ohhhh..."
"What?" asked Teresa.
"Er, nothing." said Cindy. That got her a look of exasperation from Teresa.
"And you say Don doesn't tell you anything." Teresa said, a bit of anger in her voice.
"Like I said," said Cindy, "I feel like I've seen that before... the way Todd is fucking her... but I'm not sure where." Teresa wasn't really mollified, but said no more as she finished off her drink. As to Cindy, she was sure where she'd seen that before... in California, during the shooting of a porn film... by that young stud 'Benny Black'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, Commmaaaaannnderrrrrr..." said the voice. I opened my eyes to see the room drained of color, and a grayish light coming through the window, illuminating Angela Harlan. She was at the foot of the bed, gloriously naked except for the black high heel pumps she always seemed to be wearing in these 'visions'.
"What now, Angela?" I seemed to be saying inside my head.
"He's coming, Commander..." whispered Angela as she cupped her luscious, high-riding breasts and pinched her long, hard nipples. "He's coming for you... but are you going to let him fool you with his tricks?... Are you good enough to stop him, my dear Iron Crowbar with the iron hard cock?"
I blinked, then opened my eyes again. The room was dark, but in normal color, the light from the window very dim now. As usual, Angela was gone... having left me yet another cryptic clue...
Laura stirred, then opened her eyes. "Mmmm, another hard on?" she sleepily said. "Is that big hard thing for me?"
"Always." I said. Laura lay back and spread her long, lovely legs as I rolled on top of her. I sank my taut, aching meat into her sloppy wet pussy, balls-deep in pleasure, until our pelvises rubbed together. As I began to steadily pump in and out of my wife, I allowed the vision of Angela Harlan's breasts, her toned but hot body, and her pubic bush and pussy to run through my mind, dreaming that I was nuts-deep in Angela and fucking her...
Part 16 - Media Matters and Political Maneuvers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, March 5th. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the assassination attempt upon Governor Jared at the Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County!"
Bettina started: "Fox Two News has learned that the two men arrested in the shooting spree were hired professional criminals from the Southport area. They have been charged with murder in the first degree for the killing of Senator Katherine Woodburn's staff operative." Bettina went on to talk about the Queen of Opposition Research and how sad Democrats were over her death.
Bettina continued: "Many legislators and social justice groups blamed Governor Val Jared for the shooting, saying that if he'd not attended the Women's Symposium, the shooting never would've happened, and the staffer would still be alive. State Senator Maxine Watts, leader of the social justice group 'Black Voices Raised', demanded that Jared resign or be impeached, saying, and I quote 'the dead staffer's blood stains the guilty hands of Val Jared', close quote."
More Bettina: "The Governor's Office issued a statement, expressing condolences over the loss of life at the event, and expressing gratitude and praise for Captain Cindy Ross of the TCPD, who saved Jared's life by tackling him. Some groups issued statements condemning Captain Ross, saying she should have let Jared die. The rancor continues unabated."
Even more Bettina: "And in local news, Public Policy Polling's latest numbers show that voters are not happy with the choices for Sheriff. Former Deputy Police Chief Della Harlow has begun running ads, but so far they have not moved the needle, and her unfavorable numbers remain high. Meanwhile, Paulina Patterson's exploratory committee has signaled that she will formally announce her candidacy soon, but she will not confirm that to Fox Two News."
Bettina finished up: "And jury selection has begun in the anything-but-civil civil lawsuit by Dr. Jan Camp against the University. Experts say that State Attorney Glenn Alberts has allowed far too many women and persons potentially hostile to the University to be selected for the Jury..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Cindy Ross received a well-deserved round of applause when she entered MCD for the coffee klatch. She acknowledged it stoically, then sat down to hear the Bettina broadcast as I handed her a mug full of coffee.
"Wow." said Joanne Warner after the broadcast. "They're blaming the Governor for that assassination attempt. Unbelievable."
"What's much worse to me," I said, "is they're saying Captain Ross should have not tried to save him, and allowed him to die. She reacted instinctively, but some people are literally cursing and condemning her now for doing the right thing."
"And doing my job." said Cindy. "I would've reacted like that no matter who it was."
"What happened with the staffer?" asked Theo Washington. "Why didn't she hit the floor like everyone else did?"
"Let's not let this get out of this room." I said. "But my analysis at the scene suggested that she was shot intentionally. Ergo, I suspect she was shot almost immediately. She heard a noise, turned to see what it was, and took a bullet in the center of her chest immediately."
"That sounds right." said Cindy. "One perp was shooting right at where the Governor and I were standing, and followed us to the floor. Laura tackled Senator Woodburn, but no bullets hit the plexiglass on that side, and only a couple went over the table where they'd been."
"So one guy was shooting at the Governor," said Jerome Davis, "and the other shot the woman, fired over Dr. Fredricson's side of the table, then at the Governor, also."
"Sounds about right." I said "Okay, guys, we're looking for Red Brooke. I want all you Detectives, Vice and MCD, to act like he's here in this County. Hit up C.I.s, talk to people, coordinate with Uniformed Officers to find out what you can."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Myron Milton and Lainie Everett came into my office. Normally Cindy would be here, also, but she was being interviewed by SBI Agent Norm Chow as part of his formal investigation of the assassination attempt upon the Governor.
"We've been requested to help the NCPD with data." said Myron. "That request came from the NCPD Police Chief. She did not drop any names, though she could... seeing as her sister is my immediate boss." I smiled at that.
"What did you find, that has you in my office this morning?" I asked.
"A couple of things, sir." said Lainie. "First, Jay Swenson of 'Citizens For Police Accountability' and Hillary Braselton, who is now affiliated with a group called the 'Women's Rights and Equality Committee', which has a political PAC, were investigated as part of the attempt on the Governor, as they've made strident speeches against him, and of course Ms. Braselton was behind the false accusation against the Governor."
I nodded, marveling that all that she just said was just one sentence. Commas everywhere were groaning, I thought to myself.
Lainie continued: "We've found that activist billionaire George Schwartz has stepped up the amounts of money he's been doling out to these groups, and is beginning to give money to political candidates. And the biggest recipient of money from all three of these people is Della Harlow, through her PAC."
Myron took up the bit: "So we started looking into Harlow's financing, all public records. She's been pretty slow about reporting a lot of stuff, often waiting until the very last hour of the very last day she has to report the data to the Feds and to the State Elections Bureau. And we've found that many of these groups have been maxing out on what they can give Harlow. The State Organization for Women, a.k.a. the SOWs, the Women's Rights and Equality Committee (WREC), Senator Katherine Woodburn's PAC, Black Voices Raised, the Committee of Concerned Citizens' PAC, the Citizens For Police Accountability (CFPA), and the Proactive Citizens of Greenworld (PCGW)... who are giving their first political contributions to any candidate at all since the Crown Chemicals Incident." (Author's note: See 'The Phyllis Files', Ch. 01 for more on that.)
"What about Jenna Stiles?" I asked.
"Her records are submitted in a timely manner." said Lainie. "She's getting money from the SOWs, Ms. Braselton's group, Senator Woodburn's PAC, and the CFPA, but 'Black Voices Raised' and other social justice groups based on racial issues are holding back. They want to see if Paulina Patterson enters the D.A. race first."
"So Harlow is funded. Well funded." I said, my voice contemplative.
"Abnormally large amounts of money, sir." said Myron. "We usually don't see these kinds of dollars until we get to the upper State level, such as Governor, Congressmen, and U.S. Senators. Loran Michaels has raised almost nothing. Harlow can saturate the airwaves with ads and pretty much buy this election."
"As JFK so famously said in a joke," I said, "he should not buy a single vote more than necessary, as his father didn't want to pay for a landslide. So Harlow is massing a huge political war chest. Hmmm..."
"Sir," said Lainie, "despite all the issues that went on here in the TCPD, you don't think she's that dishonest, do you?"
"I dunno." I said. "I also thought she was a great administrator and would be Deputy Chief for years to come, but we saw how that worked out. Let's do keep a quiet but careful watch on her money comings and goings. If she's legit, fine; if not, we might can bust some heads of these so-called activist groups that are nothing more than fronts for criminals and anarchists."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the Courthouse complex on the east side of Courthouse Square, at 7:00am, Wednesday March 7th. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the Jan Camp lawsuit against the University!"
Bettina said "In a stunning development, lead attorney for the State and the University, Glenn Alberts, indicated that he was willing to drop the University's countersuit against Dr. Camp for defamation! An Appeals Court had allowed the countersuit to remain in place after Judge Harry Nance had approved it, but as arguments over it were being presented, State Attorney Alberts said that he was willing to drop the countersuit in order to, and I quote, 'more effectively defend the University from the charges against it', close quote."
Bettina: "I have with me attorney Mike G. Todd, the young junior partner at the Madison & Ives Law Firm, who successfully led Governor Jared's lawsuit against Hillary Braselton and Donna Rodman. Mike, is State Attorney Alberts' decision and action a surprising one?"
Mike replied: "I'd say it's a 'shocking' action, Bettina. Especially after the Jury has been selected and the trial has begun. They could've dropped it before the trial or much later on in it, but it seems like it was an unnecessary action at this point in the trial."
Bettina: "Can you evaluate what the potential ramifications of this decision could be?"
Mike: "It could potentially be very damaging, Bettina. The Jury might take it as an admission that the University favors athletes, which could lead them to conclude that Dr. Camp's position is correct, and State Attorney Alberts might not be able to overcome that as the trial continues."
"Thank you, Mike." said Bettina. "And in State news, SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow has been named by SBI Director Tom Conlan to lead the investigation into the assassination attempt on Governor Jared in Nextdoor County this past weekend. Lieutenant Chow is a former Green Beret and is a very experienced law enforcement officer, and he has been a part of the SBI-SIS team and has worked closely with Commander Donald Troy as a result. I have Lieutenant Chow with me now. Lieutenant, are there any developments in the case?"
Norm Chow came on, dressed in a well-fitting suit and sporting a blue, silver, and black striped tie. As usual, his face showed not one iota of emotion. "We are making some progress and developing some leads, but it's still early in the investigation." he said.
Bettina: "Are you working with the FBI on this case?"
Chow: "We are consulting with the FBI, particularly on things that cross State lines where we need their help the most, but for the most part this is an in-State investigation."
Bettina: "Are you consulting with Commander Troy about the case?"
Chow gave what was the first glimmer of a smile, and said "Oh you bet we are, Bettina. Commander Troy's wife was in the room at the time, and he is very understandably unhappy with what happened. His advice and help are invaluable to us, and will be needed if we're going to solve this case and bring the criminals behind the attempt to Justice."
Bettina: "But you do have the perps that committed this act, don't you?"
Chow: "Yes, Bettina, but clearly there's more to it than a couple of guys leaving their orbit in Southport to come up to Nextdoor County and try to kill the Governor of the State. And we're working on leads in that direction now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good interview." said Cindy, as we drank coffee in MCD and watched the Bettina broadcast. "Chow handled himself well, and made a very positive impression on television."
"Yes, he did." I said. "And that will be a huge positive for the SBI going into the end of the legislative session."
"Still no progress on the Budget, Commander?" asked Theo Washington.
"Or more importantly, the LEO Bill?" asked Joanne Warner, knowing some of our overtime pay and money for equipment came out of allocations from the State Legislature in the LEO Bill.
"I was thinking, maybe hoping, that there would be some progress after the assassination attempt." I said. "But way too many Democrats are actually blaming the Governor for Queenie's death, just because he attended the symposium and was going to speak. Of course they'd prefer for him to cower in the Governor's Mansion and never say a political word again."
"Except the words 'I resign.'!" said Sergeant Rudistan, jovially and most astutely. Everyone laughed at that.
"Yes, that's true enough." I said. "Anyway, a number of the more Conservative Republicans pushed back, saying the Democrats were blaming the Governor like they blame guns for crime instead of the perps. That prompted Maxine Watts to fire back, saying all guns should be confiscated and Val Jared should be impeached. The result is that the rancor has actually gone up, and no one is willing to talk to the other side, much less make any deals."
"Changing the subject," said political atheist Teresa Croyle, "I noticed Bettina had two guests this morning. The ratings wars must be heating up. KSTD must be giving KXTC some serious competition now."
"Good observation." I said. "And yes, it's refreshing to see them have to compete. We actually get some news nowadays..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am, from in front of City Hall. "Election season has heated up, with the special election to fill the unexpired term of the possibly expired Thomas P. Cook set to take place on March 27th!"
Priya: "In the special election race are: Jenna Stiles, who is also running for D.A.; Della Harlow, who is running for Sheriff; Dr. Lionel Carmela, a University professor; Scott Turnbull, who is a cameraman for KXTC; Susan Weston, Assistant Public Health Officer; and Scott Peterson, Public Relations Officer for the Sheriff's Office. Mr. Peterson has already stated that he will run for the position in November whether he wins or loses the special election."
Priya continued: "Experts said that it was surprising that Ms. Harlow and Ms. Stiles are running against each other, since both are running on what is being called the 'United Women's Front' ticket. This is causing speculation that this unified front may collapse, and also that Councilwoman Malinda Adams will not run for Mayor."
More Priya: "And Public Policy Polling numbers continue to show that the choices for Sheriff are not drawing interest. Della Harlow's favorability might be shown in the special election, but neither she nor Loran Michaels are gathering interest among the Voters in the Sheriff's race. Right now over 52% say they are 'undecided or favor no current candidate'. We have with us Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Politics and Political Policy. Dr. Romanov, what do you make of these numbers?"
Romanov: "Priya, this shows a very unhappy electorate. While Sheriff Allgood has the lead in the Mayor's race, the numbers aren't all that high in that race, either. The turnout at the special election is only for one district, and it's expected to be very low. And unless Commander Donald Troy gets into the race for Sheriff, as many are hoping, it may be a very dismal year in County politics..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your friendly neighborhood Iron Crowbar is not running for Sheriff." I said as we sat in my office. "The Press's 'Troy Draft Committee' might as well stop trying."
"With respect, sir," said Teresa Croyle, "I wish you would run. It's going to be a disaster if Harlow wins. I'll just say it this way: she will never be the boss of me."
"Me, neither." said Cindy.
"Me, three." I replied. "But you guys are worrying too much. And if things go how I want them to, then County politics this year will truly be massively boring."
I saw the gleam in both of my Angels' eyes. "You have something up your sleeve, Commander, besides your arm and that crowbar." said Teresa.
"Even better than that." said Cindy. "I'm starting to get a vibe... you really do have a plan, don't you?"
I just smiled. "Don't I always?" I said. I would say no more... risking a severe beatdown by two women wanting some practice for the Police Boxing Matches...
Part 17 - Red Brooke, Hot Trail
Wednesday, March 7th. Jack Muscone and Julius Jefferson called and asked if Jerome Davis and I would be their guests for lunch at the Cop Bar. Of course we went. Of course Jack had the double cheeseburger plate, as did Jerome. Julius and I had the 'breakfast burger'.
"Any word on Brooke?" I asked as we sat and ate lunch in the main room of the Cop Bar, near a television set tuned to KSTD.
"Not a thing." said Muscone. "And we've hardly had time to look. The Marshals were whining about you and me and that crowbar beatdown I gave that bastard, trying to deflect from their total shame and failure to protect my ex-wife and my kids. If you and Cindy hadn't have been there..." He did not finish the sentence.



"That's what your buddy from Salem, U.S.A. is for, my friend." I said. "How are things with your kids?"
"It's been... awkward." said Jack. "But it's okay. They're still grieving for their mom, and they're skeptical of Tanya, but they love little Pete and he seems to like them. And we took your advice and told them about the Red Brooke danger. They took it pretty well. They'll start school here next Monday."
"Good." I said. "So you have custody of them?"
"Oh yes." said Muscone. "And thanks for recommending Mike Todd to me. He had that stuff laid out for the judge like nobody's business. It was a snap. I'm just surprised that it happened as quickly as it did."
"That's the power of Government." I said. "I suspect you had a few friends within the halls of the FBI pulling some strings for you."
"Yes, I think so." said Muscone. "And you know what's funny? My boss, the EAD, he took care of the issues with the Marshals... mostly by threatening to investigate them and arrest them... but he said he had nothing to do with the custody issues."
"Must've been the Guardians of Justice at work." said Jerome Davis as he polished off his double cheeseburger. I gave a brief smile and said nothing... Jerome might've been far more accurate than he realized.
"Speaking of them," said Jack, "U.S. Senator Russell has not said a word about them lately. I guess he has other things on his mind. And this attack on your Governor... my team came in hard on BigAgraFoods, looking at that. We might be close to a connection, though nothing so far. Crenshaw is digging deep into that."
"Good." I said. Something caught my eye and I looked up at the television mounted along the wall. Priya Ajmani was coming on screen.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said the lovely Indian reporterette, "we're at the scene of a two car collision on Elm Street, which is the road that forms the northern border of Courthouse Square. Two cars collided head-on. Medics and Police are at the scene."
The camera showed the two cars crashed into each other, though not massively. For some reason, my hackles were up at this... and then I remembered: Elm Street was closed off to vehicle traffic, and had been for months. There should've been no cars on Elm Street!
"What is up with this?" I asked as we watched.
Priya's voice could be heard saying "There was only one driver, who was not seriously hurt. The other car was being autonomously driven, and was an experiment by State Tech students..."
As the camera panned back to Priya, with a crowd behind her as she reported, I gasped. "Look!" I all but shouted.
Standing behind Priya in the front of the crowd, where he could be clearly seen... was Red Brooke.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was running to my Police SUV, Jerome right behind me. I grabbed my Police radio and hit that 'break' button that sent out a loud warning noise.
"Break, break break!" I said into the radio. "'Firestream' is in effect. I say again: 'Firestream' is in effect. All units, report to your chain of command for instructions!"
'Firestream' was the code word for Red Brooke being spotted. For the last week, the TCPD leadership had been working on our plan to stop his plans and to capture him if and when he dared show his red head in my Town & County. We then disseminated our plans to the Police Force, along with strong warnings about how dangerous this man was. Now, the plan was going into effect.
It began being more noticeable that checkpoints were being set up on several major roads coming into and going out of Town, as well as inside Town at important intersections. All street cameras were activated, as well as many other cameras we had access to. All of that was being monitored in the basement command post that once was I.T. and where my office in the corner had been. Myron and Lainie were down there now, as well as other Officers.
Meanwhile, the residents of the Heritage Cloisters noticed a considerable beefing up of security and a very large contingent of Officers in the area. In addition, more patrols were in the neighboring areas, hoping to cut off Brooke before he got near the subdivision. Inside Todd and Teresa's home were all the kids: Jack, Doug, little Michael Todd, Carole, Jim, Ian, Ross, little Pete Feeley, little Daniel Allgood and Patricia, and Marie Steele. Also, Jennifer and Tiffany Muscone were there. The adult supervision was Phyllis Troy, Maggie Ross, Callie Carrington, and Barry Oliver, who was an Auxiliary Police Officer. Maggie was a tough, resilient farm woman; she would shoot to kill to save these children, as would all the others.
Captain Cindy Ross had deployed her Detectives to begin making calls to see if anyone had seen Brooke, and to alert those contacts to begin looking for him. Once that was done, she called Captain Croyle.
"These kids are inside hoops of iron and steel." said Teresa. "If Brooke can get through all of us, then he's just too damn good four our own good."
"I hear you." Cindy said. "Listen, I'm going to go over to Tanya's and pick her up. We'll be at your place shortly." Before Teresa could respond, Cindy had disconnected.
"Is everything okay?" Phyllis asked as Teresa came back into the playroom where all the kids were.
"I guess so." said Teresa, who was feeling perplexed. "Cindy said she was going to go get Tanya instead of coming straight over here. I don't know why that's bothering me..."
"Doesn't Tanya have that van to transport her?" asked Phyllis. "And several SBI or State Troopers to go along with that van?"
Teresa's eyes widened as it hit her. "Yes." she all but shouted. "Yes she does. Excuse me a moment."
Oh no she doesn't! Teresa thought to herself. She was realizing that Cindy was also seeing what Red Brooke would see... that there were too many people guarding the kids here, and that Red Brooke would strike in another direction. And Cindy was going to cut him off, and try to capture that most dangerous of criminals herself. Trying to play alpha-dog games like men do, dammit!
Teresa went into her so-called 'sitting room', which was her private study room. She was wearing her 'black' uniform, as were all the SWAT/SpecOps personnel today, and over it she put on a Japanese-style sash belt, in order to carry the two swords she was arming herself with.
"I'll be back in a minute!" she called out to everyone. Going out, she got into her Police SUV (yes, she has one too!) and pulled out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detectives Jerome Davis and Teddy Parker were with me in my Police SUV. After driving around the Courthouse Square area in search of Red Brooke, and not seeing any sign of him, we headed towards the Heritage Cloisters subdivision.
"Hard to believe Red Brooke allowed himself to be on camera like that." said Teddy Parker.
"Oh, he did that on purpose." said Jerome, very astutely. "He wanted the Commander to see him."
"You're absolutely right." I said. "And now I'll bet he's watching what we do in response. Not that I mind... I want the bastard to know we're aware of him and are looking for him. Maybe he'll fuck up, do something stupid."
"You're not worried he'll go back into hiding, sir?" asked Jerome.
"No." I replied. "He's committed. He's here, and he showed himself. In order to lay low, he either has to hide here... and risk being seen if he comes out for groceries or anything... or he has to get out of the County, and risk his movements being seen, and he's nowhere near his targets. No..." I said, my voice becoming contemplative, "we're in the endgame now..."
The well-known Police Commander in his well-known Police SUV easily got into Heritage Cloisters. As I was driving up the road, a Police SUV passed by us, going the other way. I briefly saw that it was Captain Croyle. Now where is she going? I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya Perlman had her Police radio and her old service weapon in their special-made attached places on her wheelchair. Her son was safe at Teresa's... if Red Brooke got through all those people to get to Pete and to Jack's girls, then it was just meant to be, she thought to herself... and she was not expecting any trouble.
She went out the back door. The yard was small, with the back of other houses abutting her property, and houses to either side fairly close. This subdivision was modest and fairly crowded. Her own house was built like a fortress, courtesy of a certain Iron Crowbar and friends, so she did not worry about Red Brooke crashing in.
She drove along the paved sidewalk that went around the edge of the backyard, paved so that she could drive her wheelchair along it as Pete played on the grass. She checked the gate of the solid wooden fence door that led to the driveway and around front; the door was latched.
She was driving back to the back door and was nearly there when she heard a noise behind her. She stopped and turned. Standing along the path was a tall, slender man with flaming red hair, an ugly look on his face, and a black crowbar in his right hand.
"A crowbar, Mr. Brooke? Really?" Tanya said sardonically, refusing to let him see any fear in her. "What, imitation being the sincerest form of flattery? Or just your way of showing penis envy?"
"Not a bad try, Captain Perlman." said Red Brooke. "One thing I have learned is that a billy stick is no match for the Iron Crowbar and his red stick. With this," he said, holding up the black crowbar, "I will regain the advantage. And I must commend you for not showing fear, though we both know I am here to leave a calling card for Jack Muscone and Commander Troy... you, raped and murdered in your own home."
Tanya drew her gun. "I'd rather not be the calling card. How about I leave you dead as a little note for them." She aimed and pulled the trigger.
*CLICK!*
The gun did not fire. Red Brooke smiled, an evil smile. He said "You didn't think I was going to let you have a loaded gun in the house with me around, did you?"
"Aw, shit." Tanya said. "How'd you do it? Unload the gun?"
"The Iron Crowbar has his Angels, I have my Demons." said Red Brooke. He began advancing on Tanya.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Whaa?" I gasped. "Teresa left?"
"Yes, son." said Phyllis. She told me of the conversation she and Teresa had had.
"Goddammit!" I spat. "Oh, sorry Mom. I gotta go." I fished out my cellphone and called Jack Muscone as I hurried out to my Police SUV...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why don't you pick on someone your own size?" called out a voice. Red Brooke turned to see Cindy Ross standing there, in all black, the green crowbar in her hands.
"Oh." Brooke said sourly. "A woman. A little woman. Hardly my size... physically or mentally." Cindy's ice blue eyes lit up with cold fire, and Brooke began taking advantage: "At least Captain Perlman has the excuse of being in a wheelchair. You... just a little woman with a crowbar too big for her to handle."
"We'll see about that." Cindy replied. "You're under arrest, Brooke. It's over."
"I daresay." said Brooke. "And speaking of penis envy, do you really think you can even stand up to me? At least Commander Troy is a man. You? Ha! Just a little... weak... woman."
He did not advance on Cindy, but turned and acted as if he were going to hit Tanya with the black crowbar. Cindy rushed to stop him and he turned and parried her crowbar blow.
*CLANG!*
Brooke did not relent; he was on the attack and was pressing it. Cindy was parrying his blows, looking for any opening in which to attack. But she was realizing that Brooke was very fast, very agile, very well-versed in martial arts, and was able to use his skills to impart tremendous power into his crowbar blows.
What she was not realizing as quickly was that Brooke's skills in psychology were superior to hers as well as to their physical skills. And that was giving him the advantage.
"Come on, little woman!" Brooke taunted. "At least Commander Troy could hit me like a man. You'll never get cuffs on me with puny shit like that!"
Cindy attempted to go on the offensive with a series of blows. Brooke parried them easily, then suddenly backed off as she thrust. She stumbled, and Brooke let her have it.
*CRUNCH!*
The crowbar was in his left hand as Brooke's right hand shot straight out, and caught Cindy right on the nose, smashing it. Tanya cringed and Cindy gasped as she staggered. Blood began seeping out of her nose. Brooke then dropped the black crowbar as he swung his left arm with a powerful, closed-fist punch that caught Cindy right on the front edge of her jaw.
*WHAM!*
Cindy was all but unconscious and was falling to the ground. Brooke planted his left leg on the ground and kicked out hard with his right leg, catching Cindy full on the right side of her head.
*WHUMP!*
The blow drove Cindy sideways onto the ground. She actually was lucky; Brooke had been going for her cheekbone, and the kick would've crushed it and her eyeball. He missed, catching her more on the side of her head. But she was still out like a light, and helpless.
"Like I said... a worthless woman." Brooke snarled. He pulled his 9mmP pistol out of his pocket, to blow Cindy's head off.
*whirrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr* *WHAM!*
Tanya had driven her wheelchair forward and rammed Brooke in the back of his legs. He went sprawling and his gun went flying.
The problem was that Tanya also went sprawling out of her wheelchair, past Brooke and next to Cindy's prostrate form, and was now on the ground on her belly, unable to move her legs, and helpless.
"Not bad." said Brooke, picking himself up. "I must admit, Captain Perlman, I admire your courage and tenacity." He bent down and took a revolver that was strapped to his ankle out of its holster, and raised back to his full height, towering over her.
"But you are an annoyance, woman." Red said as he raised the gun to aim it. "And I have one method of dealing with an annoyance..."
*** To be continued. ***
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Part 18 - Blooded
As Red Brooke took aim, Tanya looked up and over her shoulder. She'd tried her best, but this was it.
*WHOOSH!*
A burst of silver light flashed from just behind Brooke and to his right. As he looked down, he was amazed to see the stump of his wrist, with his hand no longer attached. He looked over as Teresa Croyle came around his right side, the blood-stained katana in her hands.
Teresa was much shorter than the very tall Red Brooke, so her next thrust with 'Ward Harvester' was at the serial killer's belly. She caught him just below the ribcage and drove upwards, the sword cutting up into his vitals, slicing into the organ that was pumping blood, whatever it was... certainly this man had no heart.
As Red Brooke realized what was happening to him, and in less time than it took to read this, Teresa had pulled the katana back out of him. He was a dead man reeling.
"You fucking... bitch..." Red gasped as he fell to his knees. "You will not... win... this day..." Those were his last words.
*SWOOSH!*
Teresa swung the katana with a mighty backhand blow (for a right-hander), and 'Ward Harvester' bit into the back of his neck. It sliced easily through, and Red Brooke's head toppled to the earth, followed by the rest of him.
Teresa began cleaning the sword with the special cloth as she asked Tanya "Are you okay?"
"I'm a mess." Tanya said. "You were just in time. Thank you." They heard the sound of the back door opening. Commander Troy, Todd Burke, Teddy Franklin, all with swords, poured into the backyard, followed by Jack Muscone and his FBI team.
"Commander-sama," said Teresa formally, "may I invite those of you with swords to test your blades. It will be a good omen for you."
"Hai, Teresa-san." I said. The Crowbar Katana sang as it slid out of its scabbard. I sliced Red Brooke on his lower back. It is possible that it was on the exact same vertebrae as my own damaged ones. Todd and Teddy also made their small cuts, a bit lower on the back. We quickly cleaned our swords, as well.
The FBI team was attending to Cindy, and Fire Marshal Zoe Singer had come up right behind them. She administered smelling salts, and Cindy woke up, coughing. Then she gasped out as the pain hit her. Zoe was telling Cindy not to move, and was checking on her injuries, especially her swollen nose.
Meanwhile, after making sure she was uninjured, I bodily lifted Tanya up and put her back in her wheelchair. "Excellent work, Angel." I whispered into her ear.
"Cindy saved my life. She showed up just in time." said Tanya. "Then Teresa saved my life by showing up just in time."
"And Tanya saved Cindy's life by ramming Brooke." said Teresa as she sheathed the now-cleaned 'Ward Harvester'.
"That's my Angels." I said proudly. "Best team on Earth." I could see on their faces just what those words meant to them. Especially Tanya.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, March 7th, late afternoon. With Red Brooke dead, the TCPD was told to stand down. The aftermath and the paperwork began. We all made our statements and police reports. Then I went to the Hospital, to check up on Cindy.
"Broken nose." said Dr. Morgan, to me and Teresa as we stood outside the examining room that Cindy was in. "She has a hairline fracture of the jaw, but we're not going to go to the extreme of wiring her jaw shut, as long as she takes it easy and just drinks liquid meals for a few days."
"Oh, you absolutely should wire her jaw shut." said Teresa.
"Cap-tnnnnn..." I admonished. "She's kidding, Doctor." I said as I saw the look on Dr. Morgan's face. "What else?"
"She has a concussion from the kick to the side of her head, but fortunately no other bones broken or severe fractures." said Dr. Morgan. "She's lucky in that regard. Dr. Fredricson offered to let her stay at your home, and she'll watch over Captain Ross tonight."
"Good. Thanks, Doctor." I said. Teresa and I went into the examining room, where the nurse was finishing putting what looked like Breathe-Rite nasal strips on Cindy's swollen nose.
"How do you feel?" I asked Cindy.
"Like I got the shit beat out of me." Cindy said forlornly, barely moving her mouth. "You were right, sir. I thought I could handle Brooke, but I was wrong."
"Well," I said, "some days you get the bear, and some days the bear gets you."
"The bear got me." said Cindy. "Almost cost Tanya her life. I'm sorry, sir..."
"Stoppit. Everyone is okay." I said. "We will talk about all that later. Ready to go home? You're staying with us tonight."
"Sure." said Cindy. I drove her to the Mountain Nest, Teresa following in Cindy's SUV.
"Daddy!" I heard when we came inside. Carole came running up to us, followed by Marie and Bowser.
"Hi there!" I said. "Hi Marie!"
"Hi Mis-ter Crow-bar." Marie said. Both girls gave me a hug at the same time as I knelt down. Then I petted the redoubtable Bowser while the girls gave Cindy hugs.
Then, as the girls gave Teresa her allotment of hugs, Callie Carrington came up and gave Cindy a hug. "Are you okay, baby?" she asked in her most soothing voice.
"My face hurts." said Cindy. "My pride hurts, too."
"And well it should." Teresa said mercilessly. "You'll never win the Police Boxing Matches again if you don't get your sh--- er, act together."
"We'll see about that." Cindy declared, knowing Teresa was teasing her in her 'normal' way. "I'm just glad they don't allow katanas in the ring."
"What's a katana, Daddy?" Carole asked me, having listened to our conversation.
"It's that long sword I showed you and told you to never touch." I said. "Why don't you and Marie go back to playing."
"Okay, Daddy!" Carole said. She and Marie ran back into the greatroom, followed by that outstanding Police dog, the redoubtable Bowser.
Laura had come up to us and was checking on Cindy. "Your eyes are responding well to the light, so that's good. I'm going to be checking on you every couple of hours tonight." She guided Cindy and Callie to the guest room as Teresa and I went to the kitchen to get some food.
"The 'Ward Harvester' katana is now blooded." I said. "And for the best of reasons."
"Yes." said Teresa. "I had no problem making that happen. You know, Don, I think my sword is sharper than yours. It sliced through Brooke's neck more easily than yours did through Wallace Bedford's."
"That's because Bedford's head was thick with stupidity." I said with a grin, then said "No, seriously, I do think your sword was a bit better-made than mine. Not that I'm complaining. You saved Tanya and Cindy's lives today."
Then I said in a much lower voice: "So what happened, just between the two of us? Why were you and Cindy at Tanya's in the first place? I'll keep it between us, but I need the truth on this."
Teresa said "Cindy told me she was going to pick up Tanya to bring her to my house. Problem is, and your mother pointed it out to me, Tanya has a van to transport her. I realized that Cindy had figured out that Brooke would go to Tanya's, as my house was well-guarded. I think Cindy wanted to one-up you by taking out Brooke... and she found out that he was as good as you said he was. Tanya said he kicked her ass from start to finish."
I nodded. "Yeah, that's what I figured, too. I tried to tell her... with Brooke, it was about psychology."
"I know." said Teresa. "Though head games aren't as easy when the man does not have his head on his shoulders any longer." I laughed out loud at Teresa's pawky vein of humor. Then Teresa got serious.
"Don," she said, "I'm not trying to start any trouble here, and she saved Tanya by going to her house, but Cindy was supposed to come to my house. She almost got herself killed today. I know it's none of my business, and it's your call to make on what to do about it..."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "But she took her punishment today. I don't she's ever had the shit beat out of her like that. It will serve as the wake-up call she badly needed."
"So," I said, "I'd probably discipline her under ordinary circumstances. But take my word for it, I think there are reasons why I'm not going to do to much on this one."
Teresa peered at me for a moment, then nodded. I think she was realizing what I was saying, and why.
"One other thing." Teresa said. "Tanya thought her gun was loaded, but it wasn't. How did that happen? She kept her gun with her at all times. Brooke had no chance to get to it and unload it."
I nodded. "Yeah, I'm thinking about that one... and I don't like what I'm thinking. Someone that was able to get close to Tanya must've unloaded it. That means someone at her place of work, or someone in the TCPD, or someone in the FBI... is a mole, and was working with Brooke. That also makes sense in that someone was feeding Brooke information..."
Part 19 - Stuff
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 8th, from in front of Police Headquarters. "Fox Two News has learned that serial killer Red Brooke has met his fate!"
"Red Brooke was a serial killer who murdered a number of people all over the country after escaping from a Supermax prison last summer." Bettina said. "Police and the FBI believe that the motives behind his killing spree and his movements were based upon getting revenge against the FBI Agent that arrested him several years ago, and that Brooke was also targeting Commander Donald Troy, who was participating as an FBI Consultant in the manhunt for Brooke."
"FBI psychology experts believed that Brooke might attempt to come to our Town & County," said Bettina, "and they were right. Brooke was spotted around Courthouse Square yesterday, and Police began an intensive manhunt for him. He was captured near the home of retired TCPD Lieutenant and current SBI Captain Tanya Perlman, who is being credited by the TCPD as being part of the Law Enforcement team that took Brooke down."
"Brooke refused to surrender to authorities," said Bettina, "and Police were forced to take action that ended his life after Brooke was engaged in personal combat. In a statement to the Press, Commander Donald Troy praised the actions of Captain Cindy Ross, Captain Teresa Croyle, and SBI Captain Perlman, and he also said that there was no gunfire that might've threatened other citizens. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, who led the Federal effort to capture Brooke, also praised the TCPD Officers for their courageous actions."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah," said Sergeant Micah Rudistan, rather loudly and jovially, "no more crowbars in the Police Boxing Matches. From now on, we're using those Japanese batons to simulate sword fights!"
Everyone in the very full MCD room laughed. Except Captain Teresa Croyle. And Captain Cindy Ross.
"You're all going to lose to me," Teresa said, "no matter what weapons you use." That started some 'ooohs' and 'aaahs'.
"Or no weapons at all." said Vice Detective Roy McGhillie. "Ma'am, are you going to throw your weapon out of the ring like you did last year?"
"No." I said. "Rule change. The fight will be stopped if someone loses their weapon out of the ring, whether on purpose or not, and that weapon returned."
"Oh, everybody knows you're going to win, Commander." said Detective Jerome Davis. "Though I'm going to give you my best shot in the Finals." More 'ooohs' and 'aaahs'.
"Davis, you're not even going to make the Finals!" replied Detective Joanne Warner. "That's going to be me taking the Iron Crowbar down!" Joanne and I exchanged eye-to-eye two-finger gestures as more 'ooohs' and 'aaahs' rang out.
"What do you say to that, Captain Ross?" asked Rudistan, trying to start trouble.
"I have no room to talk right now." said Cindy, her nose still set with the wire-infused band-aids. "But I will be training harder, working on my game."
"None of us have a chance," I said, "if they ever let Angels in wheelchairs get into the ring." I said that because I saw the ever-perky Tanya Perlman drive into the room.
"You got that right, Commander!" said Tanya, with her beautiful, cherubic grin. "And I'll beat you in the wheelchair races, too!" Everyone laughed, and then began applauding Tanya; the entire Police Force had heard of her actions and near-sacrifice to save Cindy.
I could see the look on her face. It told me she loved being part of us, even for just a coffee klatch. And she wanted to be back here permanently more than anything.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am, from in front of City Hall, as my three Angels and I watched in my office. "Five-Alive News has an exclusive announcement for you! We have ADA Paulina Patterson here. Go ahead, Paulina!"
"Thank you, Priya." said Paulina. "I am announcing my candidacy for the Office of District Attorney. I will not be making sweetheart deals with criminal drunk drivers, nor with rapists, and I believe my experience and record as a Prosecutor in this County makes me the best qualified for this job!" There was applause coming from people outside of the range of the camera.
Priya: "Will you be running for the Cook seat on the Council as well?"
Paulina: "No, I'm going to concentrate on the D.A. race. That's where I feel I'm called to be, and where I'll be of best service to our Town & County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, she's in!" said Teresa, showing a glimmer of happiness.
"Ye-es." I said. "It's getting more interesting now."
"Any idea why she got in?" asked Cindy. "Especially with Jenna already in? They used to work together, and I thought they were friends."
"They like each other well enough." I said. "As to why Paulina got in, she said that if Jenna wins the Cook seat in the special election, she'll probably run for it again in November, so Paulina will be the one taking down Krasney."
"If Jenna stays in, they'll split the vote." said Cindy. "Krasney might yet pull it out."
"Are you kidding?" asked Teresa. "Paulina is going to get the black vote, hands down. She may split the women's vote with Jenna, but that's not going to be all that big. And I don't know who in their right mind is going to vote for Krasney."
"Right minds notwithstanding," I said, "people will vote for him merely because he's the incumbent and they don't pay attention until they get in the voting booth."
"What about the Sheriff's race?" asked Cindy. "Della's about to start running ads. I've heard that they're attack pieces on you, Don."
"Here's that ad now." said Tanya, looking at the television. We all watched:
"Standard Tools." said the announcer. "The Bypass. Ward Harvester... twice. First Baptist Church. County Airport. Cemetery Hill. The University Campus. Courthouse Square." Pictures of these buildings and the road, post-explosions and post-plane-and-helicopter-crashes, were shown, and then the riots where I'd killed that slimy perp throwing Molotov Cocktails, and the action against the Anarchists trying to take down the statue of President Jefferson.
"Commander Donald Troy is 'fundamentally transforming' the landscape of our Town & County, all right." the announcer said. "And people are dying in the process. We need a Sheriff that will corral the 'cowboy law enforcement' of the Town & County Police Force." A photo of Daniel Allgood in his 'Western' outfit and Stetson hat, next to me in my Police Uniform with my Tilley Hat, was shown.
"Della Harlow will bring order back to the Police Force, fully fund the Fire Department, and provide women and minorities equal access to opportunities in the Public Safety Department. Vote Harlow in the Democrat Primary, May 8th." said the announcer, followed by Harlow saying "I'm Della Harlow, and I approved this message. Because we need a Sheriff that will take charge, not a cowboy or an out of control Police Commander."
Wowwww..." gasped Teresa. "She's taking shots at Daniel Allgood, and basically running against you, Commander."
"Yes. Yes she is." I said. "By the way, the Fire Department is more than fully funded, since they're getting the EMS money, too."
"Well," said Tanya, with her perky, cherubic grin, "if she's going to run against you, Commander, you might as well get in the race. Shall I leak your announcement to the Press?"
"Don't you dare." I said with a grin, even as a red crowbar was being waved in her general direction. "But like I've said many times, y'all stop worrying about this."
"Whatever your plan is," said Cindy "it'd better be a damn good one."
"Oh, it is." I said. "It is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Thursday, March 8th, Chief Moynahan called me into the Chief's Conference Room. Also in the room was Chief Emeritus Griswold, and a Police Union official.
"What this is about, Mr. Crow-bar," said the Chief after having me sit down, "is that Precinct Captain Briggs has requested a transfer to the Sheriff's Department, which will have to be at the Captain level."
"What does the Sheriff's Department have to say about that?" I asked.
"They don't know yet." said Chief Moynahan. "Well, we haven't submitted the transfer request to them, anyway. But assuming he could transfer, I want to know your opinion of the request."
"Well," I said, "first of all, I think we should get Captain Croyle's input as Captain of Operations. She can best tell us how this transfer will affect 1st Precinct, and who we might put in the Precinct Captain slot in Briggs's place."
"Yes, and we will do that." said Moynahan. "But I want your unvarnished opinion first."
"My opinion," I said, "is that Briggs has been slacking off so badly that I don't know if he can get his ass in gear again. I think, in fact I know, that he's basically cooling his heels waiting to be promoted to Captain, which is not going to happen in the TCPD. We've come close to firing him for cause, and I don't want it to look like we're pushing a problem off onto the Sheriff's Department."
"The Union does not agree with your assessment of Precinct Captain Briggs." said the Union rep. "And we don't think you have sufficient cause to fire him."
"Direct insubordination is a very sufficient cause." I replied. "What, are you trying to goad me into going through with it?" The Union rep looked at me with a glance that was part disbelief, and part anger.
"What do you say, Grizz?" asked Moynahan. "You've known Briggs much longer than the Commander, here."
"Yeah, Briggs came into the Force sixteen years ago, after several years in the military." said Griswold. "He was a good Uniformed Officer, and climbed to the rank of Sergeant quickly. Claims he's never had to draw his gun while on duty. He was on the Detective track, but that didn't go well because he had certain views... political views... that led to him twisting facts, and possibly evidence, to suit his theories. He's actually similar to you in his viewpoints, Don, but he let that get in the way of his work.
"So he rose to Lieutenant and then Precinct Captain, but over a long period of time, and others were promoted ahead of him." continued Griswold. "He might fit in with the Sheriff Department more than the the TCPD. So if they have a place for him, I'd support the transfer."



"Are you good with that, Commander?" asked Moynahan.
"If Chief Griswold says so," I replied, "then I'm good with it. But like I said, I need to know from Captain Croyle what we will do if and when Briggs transfers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Fox Two News at Six!" said the athletic blonde reporterette from behind the KXTC newsdesk. "We begin tonight's broadcast with a report on the wrongful firing lawsuit by Dr. Jan Camp against the University. Let's go to reporter Lester Holder for the report. Lester!"
"Thank you, Amber." said Lester Holder. He was KXTC's newest hire. He was a light skinned black man with octagonal wire framed glasses, short and stocky going on borderline overweight. His manner of talking was 'folksy' but with a hard political edge underneath.
Holder began: "In today's testimony, Dr. Lionel Carmela of the University's Political Science Department took the stand. He testified to acrimonious exchanges between Dr. Camp and Dr. Wellman, President of the University, during Faculty meetings. When Dr. Camp's attorney Gwen Munson asked Dr. Carmela about favoritism towards student-athletes, Dr. Carmela said that student-athletes got perks such as registering for classes before the rest of the student body, but that he could not answer to grade changes."
Back to Amber: "I have with me attorney Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, and a Fox Two News Contributor." What that meant was that Mike Todd was being paid by KXTC, and that his comments were protected by the First Amendment freedoms of the Press. "Mike, you said something was strange about today's testimony. What was that?"
"As you know, Amber," Mike said, giving the lovely athletic blonde a big smile, "this lawsuit is about Dr. Camp's actions and her termination, but State Attorney Glenn Alberts did not press that, seeming to allow it to be shown that Dr. Wellman was predisposed to hostility towards Dr. Camp. And Alberts did not object when Dr. Carmela was asked about student-athlete favoritism, which he really should have done. This trial is becoming about such favoritism towards athletes, and the University's lead attorney is doing nothing to stop it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Cop Bar was surprisingly full of Officers and Firefighters drinking beer, and the back room was being used for a party, so Teresa and I went outside and sat by the warmth of the fire in the fire pit on the outside deck.
"It looks like Briggs might get that transfer to the Sheriff's Department." I said. "My question for you is about his replacement. I know you've been thinking in terms of Irwin to Precinct Captain and Rudistan to Lieutenant and being deputy Precinct Captain... but that ain't gonna happen. First of all, while Irwin is doing a good job, he was young as a Lieutenant, and he's really young for a Captain, or Precinct Captain. And you cannot have Rudistan; I'm pulling rank and keeping him on the Headquarters Detail. He's also young to be considered for Lieutenant, but I'm looking for something to help him out, there."
"That's what I was afraid you would say when the time came." replied Teresa. "And that time has come. As to who might be promoted or moved from within, either they're like Rudistan and Irwin in that they're too young to promote, or I don't think they'd be a good fit for either the job or for me. The only ideas I can give you are brevetted Captain Goodwin of I.A., for whom a promotion from Lieutenant to Precinct Captain solidifies his rank gain, or maybe Carswell comes over from 2d Precinct; he's older and more experienced than Irwin and Rudistan."
"And who replaces Carswell at 2d Precinct?" I asked.
"Sergeant DeLong." said Teresa. "Or Rudistan, who actually has some respect among the black community. He grew up in the 'tough' part of Town, went to Booker T. Washington High School, and has been dating a black woman for a few years now."
"That would work," I said, "but Rudistan is like the Detectives's uniformed Crowbar. What about someone from the outside?"
"Like who?" asked Teresa.
"Bill Hanson, from the Campus Police." I said.
"Meh." said Teresa. "And isn't he in line for Commissioner, when Robinson retires?"
"Robinson is going to retire soon." I said. "And his replacement is all but set. Don't tell a soul, but it's going to be Briscoe. And we are considering Goodwin as Public Relations Officer, or a 'swap' with the Sheriff's Department for Briggs... no, not Peterson, but one of the other older guys that Oswald says can't move up further in the Sheriff's Department."
Teresa nodded. "I get the feeling this is already set."
"No, not at all." I said. "The final call on the Precinct Captain is yours, and I will back you up all the way."
"In that case, buy me more beer." said Teresa. "No way I should make that decision while sober..." I laughed out loud, then went inside and got another pitcher of beer...
Part 20 - Tanya's Tank
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, March 9th, from the parking lot of BOW Enterprises. "Fox Two News has learned that BOW Enterprises is going to hold a major press conference at 10:00am this morning!"
Bettina: "CEO Todd Burke has hinted that BOW Enterprises will be unveiling new technology designed to help handicapped persons be 'handi-capable' persons. Fox Two News has learned that the leadership of the Public Safety Department has been invited to the press conference..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Any idea what that's about?" asked Cindy as we watched and drank coffee in MCD.
"Yep." I replied. "But I'm sworn to silence until the press conference. I think you'll really like it, though."
"Whaa?!?! Todd told you, but not me?" asked Teresa. "Commander, can I borrow your crowbar?"
"It wasn't Todd that told me." I said. "It was Barry Oliver, and you'll understand his reasons for telling me ahead of time when you see it. You and Captain Ross are invited, as is Chief Moynahan."
"And I look forrrrrrwarrrrd to seeing it." said the Chief as he came in the door. Jerome Davis was making fresh pots of coffee, and poured the Chief a cup. He's learning fast, I thought amusedly. He's learning fast.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am, from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square. "That rumbling of the ground you hear is the State Legislature actually passing a bill!"
Priya: "Both Houses of the State Legislature passed the 'State Honors and Awards' Bill, and the Governor is going to sign it this morning! The State Patrol and SBI already have two awards, called the Citation of Merit and the Citation of Honor, which come with ribbons that are worn on the uniform shirt. This new bill created two new awards: the Citation of Valor, which is the State's version of our County's Medal of Valor, and will be awarded to State Patrol Officers or SBI Agents for heroism in the face of life-threatening or life-taking danger; and the Governor's Gold Medal, which can be awarded by the Governor to non-State-agents, such as local level public safety personnel that have no State-level affiliation. And the first of these new awards will be given out in a ceremony next Tuesday, though the names of the honorees have not been publicly disclosed!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 10:00am, the front gate of BOW Enterprises was opened to admit the Press and invited guests to the presentation. We walked around the front of the building, which faced north, going west, away from the River that was to the east of the building. Turning south, we walked along the side of the building to what Todd called the 'back yard'. It was a large open space of flat, well-manicured grass.
To the southeast, alongside the River-side fence, was a smaller building that I had never been inside of. Word was that special research was going on inside there; the building was heavily guarded. But we did not go towards it, we went towards a platform about 150 ft. past the back of the main building.
Along with the usual suspects of the Press, the attendees were notable: State Senator Katherine Woodburn, State Representative William C. 'Billy' Williams, State Rep. Peter Long Cox of Nextdoor County, U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor, U.S. Senator Richard Nunn, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Fire Chief Quinlin, Police Chief Moynahan, Police Chief Emeritus Griswold, me, Cindy, Teresa, Mayor Larry Vaughan (the People's Choice), every member of the Town & County Council (at my specific invitation and request)... and people running for office: Della Harlow, Jenna Stiles, Paulina Patterson, Gil Krasney, Miriam Walters...
"Thank you for coming!" said Todd Burke. He, Barry Oliver, and Tanya Perlman were on the platform, and shrouds of cloth were wrapped around the bottom of her wheelchair, such that the wheels and her legs could not be seen.
"Today," said Todd, with his handsome smile, wearing a well-fitting suit, looking every bit like the young entrepreneur and CEO that he was, "I am proud to present a new development in technology that will enhance the capabilities of law enforcement as well as enhance the considerable capabilities of paraplegics who do not accept limitations. I'd like to thank Captain Tanya Perlman, who certainly disdains limitations, for being here today to help us demonstrate this technology, which was developed by our team under the leadership of Mr. Barry Oliver." The crowd applauded.
"Okay, let's unwrap our present." said Todd. Barry and two helpers began unwrapping the sheets from around Tanya's vehicle and legs. There were some oohs and aahs as the tracks became visible... it was a wheelchair mounted on tank tracks!
"This may look like nothing NASA hasn't already done," said Todd, as I noted Teresa whispering something to Cindy, "but we've added some enhancements: technology that will keep the device stable over almost any terrain, allowing Captain Perlman to go to any crime scene she wishes, as long as it's not over a cliff. It can also be fitted to carry gear and even weapons for Law Enforcement use, and the unmanned version can be used to explore areas not suitable for humans, such as buildings on fire, places hiding criminals that are shooting at Police, and so on. This device is also made to work with existing transportation vehicles, such as Captain Perlman's van."
"TANYA'S TANK!" yelled out Teresa and Cindy simultaneously. Everyone laughed and then applauded as Todd told Tanya to show what the vehicle could do.
Tanya burst down the ramp at a high rate of speed, forcing reporters to scurry out of her way. An instant later, she was flying along the grass of the backyard, going this way and that, then over the curb to the paved area immediately behind the building and over and around some obstacles that had been placed there. She finally pulled back up to us, and called out "Wheelchair races, anyone?" More laughter. The Press cameras zoomed in for better coverage.
"Mr. Burke!" shouted Bettina, "not to rain on your parade, but what is this doing that's so new and advanced technologically?"
Barry Oliver answered: "The battery is is of a new, more efficient design that can go longer that current technology and charge faster. It's also being constantly recharged by our new, efficient solar power cells, using the sun outside and office light indoors. As Mr. Burke said, we've enhanced the ability for a paraplegic to use the device, moving the top chair portion to more easily maneuver into and out of the chair. And there is nanotechnology and gyroscopic tech that keeps Captain Perlman feeling stable and level over rough terrain. It's what you're not seeing that makes it special."
"It's the woman driving it that's making it special." I said out loud.
"Very true, Commander Troy." agreed Todd. "And that brings up my next announcement: I am pleased to announce that BOW Enterprises is donating this particular chair to Captain Perlman for her use in her Police duties, and we will provide maintenance for it at no charge to her nor the Government at any level!" Much more applause at that. As we clapped, I happened to catch the eye of Town & County Council Member John Colby. He and I exchanged slight nods to each other.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya demonstrated how the 'tank' could be loaded into her van, and how she could pretty easily get in and out of it. Then she was driven in the van to Police Headquarters which was fully handicapped-accessible, and she demonstrated it to the Detectives and everyone else who came around to see it.
"I'm not sure this is all that ground-breaking." said Teresa to me out of the range of everyone else's hearing. "But it'll help Tanya get around, a lot."
"We are not encouraging her to show it," I said, "but she could go up or down flights of stairs in it, thanks to the stabilizing technology. In other words, if a building was on fire and the elevators not working, she could drive down the staircase, and pretty fast. It doesn't go upstairs very fast, though."
"Interesting." said Teresa. "And I saw where plexiglass attachments can be added, making it a 'Popemobile'."
"And that is useful for unmanned applications, as well." I said. "By the way, this thing also has artificial intelligence built into it, and it's a wi-fi personal hotspot."
"So is my iPhone." said Teresa. "Not that I'm complaining. I'm just not 'wowed' by it."
"I think you're going to be 'wowed' by something else it may do," I said, "if I have my way on it..."
It suddenly got quiet in MCD. Teresa and I went into the room to see what was going on.
"It's another Harlow ad." said Joanne. We watched:
"A serial killer nearly murders three Police Officers." said the woman's voice in the ad. "And the FBI says he came to our County because Commander Donald Troy was spending his time pursuing the criminal all over the country, instead of taking care of business right here at home."
Then Della, making a speech, was shown: "We need our Police leadership here solving crimes here, not all over country. Commander Donald Troy is drawing criminals to our Town & County, making us all less safe! As your Sheriff, I will take care of this problem, and make our women and children safer, not more endangered!"
The woman announcer came back on: "Della Harlow. She has the experience we need in our Sheriff, and the leadership to fix the Police Department's problems." Then came the "I'm Della Harlow and I approved this message." voiceover.
"Well," said Tanya, "she's lost the Police vote."
"I'm not a political expert," said Cindy, "but if I were running for Sheriff, I don't think I'd do so by attacking a man with two Medals of Valor and two Purple Orders."
"Hear hear." said Theo Washington. "Does she really expect to win with a campaign against Commander Troy?"
"Or is she trying to bait the Commander into running for Sheriff himself?" asked Joanne.
"Either way," I said, "don't underestimate what she's doing. Half of First Baptist Church still hates my guts and blames me for their church being destroyed by Westboro's bombs. It's like blaming The Batman for The Joker being a murderous psychopath, but a lot of people will do just that. And Della is well-funded while the other candidates are not. If people see these ads running over and over... it could be bad."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Jack, Tanya, and Teresa sat in my office with me some moments later, Teresa asked "Jack, how did you know that address really was from Don? With all that's going on, it could've been a fake."
"Don and I have some codes that we can attach to messages to show their genuineness." said Jack, showing the one being discussed to her. "This one had the numbers '26,400,56' on it."
"The '400' is your '400 years ago' Salem joke." said Teresa. "But I don't get the other ones."
"Oh, I see!" said Tanya brightly. "They stand for iron. '26' and '56' are the atomic number and atomic weight of the element Iron."
"Yes." I said. "Better living through Chemistry, dontcha know. But Captain Croyle doesn't carry a crowbar, so we couldn't expect her to know that, now could we?" We all grinned at Teresa, who took it in stride.
"Set those brackets up right, Commander." was all she said. "Set those brackets up right..."
Part 21 - Multicultural Liaisons
Saturday, March 10th. It was just past noon as Paulina, Laura, and I came up to The Cabin. Tasha was with Carole and Jim at the Mountain Nest, being watched over by Cindy and Callie. They, as well as Molly and the boys, would be coming up to The Cabin later. That meant I was alone with two beautiful, scorching hot women. And I know what to do about that.
Paulina had been wearing a multi-color striped dress that went well with her light brown skin, and she was wearing bluish-gray high heel pumps. Now she was wearing only the pumps as I helped the dress slide down her shapely body. Our tongues were twining in a deep, hot kiss, and my hands were massaging her large breasts as she wrapped her arms around my neck to pull my face down into her.
Laura was behind me, undoing my belt buckle and my pants, sliding them down my thighs, then giving me a reach-around, jacking my hard cock and fondling my aching balls. Then she helped me on out of my pants as Paulina began undoing my shirt.
Once we were undressed, I said "Someone in here has way too many clothes on." Paulina grinned and we moved in on Laura. Soon, her off white dress was on the floor, and only her navy blue pumps were left. I guided both women to the bed of the master bedroom.
Paulina eased onto the bed on her back, putting a cushion under her head. Laura slithered up between Paulina's raised legs and began eating Paulina's wet, pussy. The contrast between the brown of Paulina's labes and the bright pink of her vaginal walls aroused me. I was hard as iron as I got on my hands and knees sideways over Paulina's head, my cock just over her mouth. I felt Paulina's warm, wet mouth envelop my cockhead and I gently pushed down then raised up until I was fucking the beautiful black woman's face with my taut, white cockshaft.
"Mmmm, that looks good." Laura said as she looked up from eating Paulina. Then she resumed using her mouth and tongue on Paulina's pussylips and wet cunthole, making Paulina moan around my cockshaft, adding to my pleasure as well as Paulina's.
"Now this is what I call good cooperation between the Police and our future D.A." I said. Both women kept going at their respective oral tasks.
After a few moments of this, Laura said she needed to feel a tongue in her slit. She had me lie on my back and she straddled my head, facing my groin. Paulina mounted me, easing my cockhead into her labes, then sinking her body down onto me, impaling her sweet pussy onto my hard male meat.
God! this was awesome, I thought to myself as I tongued my wife's hole while feeling Paulina's tight pussy sliding up and down my shaft as she rode me hard. Paulina and Laura were sharing a deep, tongue-twining kiss as they worked my tongue and my cock, shaking their magnificent asses around as I served them from beneath to the best of my ability...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmm," I said as Laura nestled into my right side and Paulina into my left side. "Now that makes for good political bedfellows." I had fucked Paulina hard from the rear as she tongued Laura, and I had come deep inside her.
"Sure does." Paulina said, still enjoying the wetness between her legs as my semen oozed out of her. "And that's one hell of an endorsement, too."
"So who is bribing who, here?" Laura asked.
"I'd say it's a win-win for all of us." I replied.



After a few moments of cuddling, Paulina said "I hate to bring this up now, but I think I have to... what happens if some reporter asks about Tasha?"
"You mean if they ask who her daddy is?" Laura said.
"More like they say "Tasha is Don Troy's baby. What does that make you? And him? And his wife?"
"It's none of their business." said Laura, asperity creeping into her voice.
"Actually, honey," I said, "it's a legitimate point. The Press would love to make some kind of moral issue out of it. And they'll be as relentless upon you as they will Paulina and me."
"I don't give a shit." Laura said. "Like I said, our private lives are none of their business, especially those of us not running for anything."
There was another period of silence, this time much more awkward. Then I said "I can tell you this: if anyone says shit, I will proudly stand up and claim her as my child, no matter the consequences. It will never... ever... be said that I denied my daughter..."
Part 22 - Angels Awarded
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, March 13th, from the front portico of City Hall (on top of the steps, in front of the front doors). "Fox Two News has new and shocking polling concerning the local races!"
"Public Policy Polling over the weekend has found that the Mayor's race may be tightening up." said Bettina. "Sheriff Daniel Allgood's favorables have dropped and is unfavorables have risen, and experts say this may be due to the ads run by Della Harlow in her quest to be our next Sheriff. Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver has announced he's forming an exploratory committee to run for Mayor, and sources tell Fox Two News that he is being encouraged to run by legendary rapper T-Square." Weaver was black, so if he ran, he'd have the black vote, I surmised (rather easily, I might add).
"But the big news," said Bettina, "is the Sheriff's race. Former Deputy Police Chief Della Harlow has surged to a huge lead against a field of candidates on the Democrat side, and in a non-partisan race would get 52% of the vote against the field! In a one-on-one race against Commander Donald Troy, however, she would be behind 54-46%. Experts believe her ads are gaining her name recognition, but some say her attacks on Commander Donald Troy could backfire, as Commander Troy, while controversial, is well-respected in this Town & County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mister Speaker!" shouted the Sergeant-At-Arms of the State House, "Police Captains Teresa Croyle, Tanya Perlman, and Cindy Ross!"
The Legislators of this joint session of the Legislature stood as one and applauded as Teresa, then Tanya, then Cindy walked single-file down the aisle towards the front of the State House Chamber. Governor Valnius Jared was waiting for them behind the lectern, and behind him was Speaker of the State House John Paul Newton (no relation to Julie and Yvonne Newton) and Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins, who looked very dour.
To the Governor's right were TCPD Chief Emeritus Griswold and Commander Donald Troy, both of us in semi-formal uniforms (full ribbons) and Medals of Valor around our necks. Teresa and Cindy were in formal uniforms: medals on their uniform jackets, MOVs around their necks. Teresa was wearing a skirt and navy blue patent leather high heel pumps, while Cindy was wearing pants and black patent leather shoes that male Police Officers wear with their uniforms. Tanya was wearing an SBI jacket and navy blue pants and flat heel black shoes.
My Angels sat down beside me, and the Legislators sat down as the Governor began speaking to the Joint Session as well as the Citizens of the State that were watching the televised broadcast on KSTD, KXTC, and Public Television. Almost everyone was there: Laura and Dr. Wellman were in the gallery, as was Todd Burke and Callie Carrington. And so was FBI Team Lazarus, with Sandra Speer holding baby Greta, and Jack Muscone's daughter Tiffany holding little Pete Feeley.
Only State Senator Maxine Watts was not there. She'd tried to organize a boycott of the event, to protest the Governor's existence, which she called 'racism' and 'misogyny'. Even Lt. Governor Collins was not stupid enough to go along with that, and the horrific optics of it.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said the Governor, "I am honored to be here today to present three very deserving Law Enforcement Officers our State's highest awards. First, I'll ask Captain Cindy Ross of the Town & County Police Force to come forward."
As Cindy came forward, the Governor pulled something out from behind the podium behind which he was speaking. "This," he said, as he held up the object, "is the armor protection Captain Ross was wearing when two despicable thugs attempted to kill me, and did kill a young woman in the room. As you can see, this is the bullet that was lodged in her armor, which saved her from being wounded or worse. It's armor protection like for which Law Enforcement Bill provides funds, and has allowed Captain Ross to stand unharmed before you today. Commander Troy, would you please come forward to assist with the award?"
When we arrived in Midtown, we'd gone to the Governor's office, and I'd tried to not be any part of this. I wanted this to be my Angels's' day. I lost. Chief Griswold was the culprit. We had a one-way conversation, which went: "Don, those ladies adore you. They worship you. There is nothing that would mean as much to them as for you to be the one to pin these awards on them."
So here I was, coming forward, Chief Griswold playfully pushing me in the back to emphasize the point. As the Clerk of the State House read the proclamation, describing Cindy's heroism in saving the Governor's life, I pinned the ribbon for the State Citation of Honor upon Cindy's jacket, which added to her previously awarded State Citation of Merit. (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards'.) I shook her hand and gave her a 'man hug', which I'd forewarned her and the others I'd be doing.
"Next," said the Governor, as Tanya wheeled herself forward and next to Cindy, "Captain Tanya Perlman, Director of our State Crime Labs, is the first recipient of the new Citation of Valor, for her role in securing the defeat of the serial killer Red Brooke." The Clerk read the proclamation as I pinned the ribbon on Tanya's uniform jacket. I shook her hand and gave her a hug, whispering "It doesn't have a red ribbon, but it's the same thing." Tanya nodded, trying to not get emotional.
"And last, but certainly not least," said the Governor, "we all saw on television the Christmas miracle that occurred just weeks ago. Captain Teresa Croyle's courage is an example we should all look up to, no matter what our endeavors in Life are. And so I am awarding the first Governor's Gold Medal to TCPD Captain Teresa Croyle." I pinned the medal, which was a round gold medal hanging from a drape of the University's blue color, onto Teresa's uniform, next to her Purple Order medal with the silver oak leaf cluster.
Then I got my redheaded rear end off to the side as fast as I could, as the Legislature rose to its collective feet and delivered an ovation of well-deserved, thunderous applause to my Angels. They endured it for a long moment, then Teresa grabbed Tanya's hand and raised it up, followed by Cindy doing the same for Tanya's other hand, making sure Tanya understood that she was one of my three Angels... and that they were the best team on Earth...
Part 23 - Epilogue - A Plan Comes Together
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from the steps of City Hall at 7:00am, Thursday, March 15th, the Ides of March. "Governor Val Jared has come under fire again, this time for politicizing an awards ceremony before the State Legislature!"
Bettina: "During the presentation, which honored TCPD Captains Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle, and retired TCPD Officer and SBI Captain Tanya Perlman, Governor Jared made a point to show the Legislature the armor protection that Captain Ross was wearing when she tackled the Governor and saved his life at the Women's Symposium in Nextdoor County some days ago, and to tell the Legislature that money for vests such as that came from the Law Enforcement Bill that is mired in the Legislature."
"Critics attacked the Governor," said Bettina, "saying that an awards ceremony was the wrong time and place to make such a political statement, and that it detracted from the recipients of the awards being rightfully honored. State Senator Richard Langdon, a Democrat from Madison County, and Republican State Senator Cain Mitchell issued a joint statement condemning Jared, and demanding that the Governor resign."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Holy cow, Commander!" exclaimed Sergeant Rudistan as I came into MCD, "are you trying to out-G.Q. Detective Washington?" Everyone laughed. I was wearing a civilian gray suit, with white shirt and a silver gray tie.
"No one can out-G.Q. Theo." I said, "except possibly Martin Nash." Theo grinned his movie-star-handsome grin.
Then Rudistan said "Ma'am, whoever you are, I know you look like Captain Ross, but you're wearing a dress, so you can't be her. You'll have to get your coffee at Starbucks." More laughter. Cindy was indeed wearing civilian clothes, a dark blue jacket and skirt, grayish-blue pullover blouse, and high heel pumps which shaped her very toned but very nice legs very well.
Then Teresa came in, also in civilian clothes, and virtually identical to Cindy's. "What is this?" asked Joanne. "You all got interviews today? You think Harlow is going to win the Sheriff's race?"
"Here's another commercial now." said Teddy Parker. We all watched.
"John Hardwood, found dead in a burned out building." said the announcer, a woman with a severe voice. "Thomas P. Cook, still missing. These two men are accused of attacking Commander Troy's family; even so, 'Justice For All' means for everyone. What happened to Hardwood and Cook? Why didn't they get their day in Court?" The video had shown some of the Ward Harvester warehouse, and the 'ring of fire' pallets of ammonium nitrate, but made sure to not show Carole.
"As Sheriff, Della Harlow will ensure that the Town & County Police respect our Citizens and the Law." continued the announcer. "Police brutality will not be tolerated. Women and minorities will be given equal opportunity for advancement, and racism within the Police Force will be expunged. And crowbars as Police weapons will end." The commercial ended with the 'I approved this message' boilerplate.
Everyone in the room was stunned. Even Rudistan was speechless, and looked angry. Everyone except Your Iron Crowbar. I was standing there, smiling.
"To answer your question, Detective Warner," I said, "Ms. Harlow's hopes to become Sheriff... end today. And that is why we're dressed up the way we are..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I always did on March 15th, I reflected on this day a few years ago, where I'd had to kill someone who was about to shoot me in the back. I'd killed others since, and had helped others along, such as Westboro and Hardwood. Taking a human life was no small thing, no matter how necessary or justified, I reminded myself as I looked out the window of my office. And if it ever becomes easy, I acknowledged to my own soul, then it would be time to give up my badge and find something else to do...
When I turned back around and looked up, Cindy and Teresa were sitting in the hot chairs. "You okay, sir?" asked Cindy.
"Yes." I said. "Are you ladies ready for the press conference?" Both women grinned.
"I gotta admit," said Teresa, "you outdid yourself on this one."
"I want to know how you did it." said Cindy.
I just smiled. "Okay, Angels, we have a Police Department to run. Let's get to it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
City Hall, 12:00 high noon, Wednesday, March 14th. The Press was filming the press conference about to happen, and there was a surprisingly large crowd of spectators. To one side on the portico were Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Police Chief Moynahan Fire Chief Quinlin, Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem, all in civilian clothes. Joining them were Town & County Council Members John Colby, Dagmar Schoen, J.P. Goldman, Edward R. Steele, and Ian McGhillie. Tanya Perlman and Todd Burke were also with them.
Four people came out of City Hall's front doors and stood at the top of the steps, flanking the podium stacked with microphones: Myself, Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, and Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley, who was also in a civilian suit and tie. And, as permitted, we were all wearing our Medals of Valor.
I stepped up the the podium, red crowbar in hand, hearing reporters whisper "Is he going to do it? Is he going to run for Sheriff?"
"Ladies and Gentlemen!" I said loudly, "it is my honor to introduce to you... your next Sheriff!" We all turned to the front doors as one of them opened...
... and out walked Police Chief Emeritus Antonio Griswold.
The spectators burst out in a round of applause as Chief Griswold came up to it. "Thank you, Commander. Yes, it's true. I've spent my life in this Town and this County, serving you as part of our great Police Force. And I have realized that I am being called to continue to serve, and to help our Police, Fire Department, and Public Health Department... as your next Sheriff. I look forward to serving again with these great Police Officers and Firefighters and their leadership, and working with Mayor-to-be Allgood and the Town & County Council..."
I love it when a plan come together, I thought to myself. As the Chief spoke and the crowd applauded, I thought of that night in the Chief's back yard, when I told him that he owed me one after his bad plan regarding the Luskin case (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused'), and that he would repay me... by running for and becoming Sheriff.
It had not hurt my plan when I and others noticed that he was bored with retirement, and when his wife had confided to us that 'I have to kick him out of the house to clean up and vacuum!'. I knew that retirement was not what the Griswolds needed. And most importantly, I knew I could trust this man to do right by the Public Safety Department... and by me.
"And I will not be taking any money in campaign contributions!" said Griswold. "This is an election about you, the Citizens of this County, not about special interest groups and raising money to run ads that are nothing more than smears and demagoguery of the finest Police Force in the world! Just look at these people here with me. Men and women of courage, of valor, of the highest integrity! I will be proud to serve for and with them, and their fellow public servants!"
As I scanned the crowd, I noticed someone standing by the statue of President Thomas Jefferson. It was Della Harlow. The look on her face was of an ugliness that I had rarely seen before... almost as ugly as Red Brooke's countenance of hate. Then she realized that I was looking right at her, and she scurried away.
It was 'Game On'.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue: The Mission
Sunday, March 18th. Melina Allgood entered the Federal Building on the northern side of Courthouse Square, using a small side entrance door that was rarely noticed, much less used. Going inside, she showed a special ID badge to the guard, who let her through without checking her purse.
She climbed the stairs, which were not easily accessible to the rest of the building, to the third floor. There, she checked in at the front desk, where a young woman handed her a laptop computer labeled '43DX', and a sealed manila envelope with a 'TOP SECEET' label on it, for which Melina had to sign. Melina then went into the small office on the other side of the hallway, and closed and engaged the triple deadbolt locks.
There was a table in the room instead of a desk, and it was inside a plexiglass 'cube' mounted on springs that vibrated to prevent any interceptions of voice communications. The FBI's offices had a similar room with a 'cube' inside it.
Melina sat down and fished a jump drive out of her purse. She plugged it into the jack on the laptop, then activated the device. Once it booted up, she opened the envelope, which had another sealed envelope in it, and a CD. She put the CD into the computer. There were two levels of encryption. One was the public key, which was hardwired into this particular computer. The private key was Melina's specific key, which was on the jump drive. Both had been created by recording atmospheric wind noises, and were good for only one use. Likewise, the CD's keys had to match both Melina's and the public key.
No, this was not 'Mission: Impossible', and no voice spoke. But a text file opened, and Melina read the message. It was an assignment from her CIA handler in Washington, D.C., and it had been at the request of, and personally approved by, the new Director of the CIA.
"You are directed to eliminate the person named and described in the sealed folder." the message said. "This person has been determined to be an enemy of the United States and a subversive. This mission is considered 'vital', and the Director of the CIA is personally interested in its success; therefore, your accomplishing this mission is of the greatest importance to the CIA as well as your country."
Damn, Melina thought as she read it, they're sending me on another sniper mission outside the USA. She hated these missions; they were abnormally dangerous, hard to prepare for and execute, and any failure would mean abandonment, if not disavowal, of her by the CIA, making it difficult if not impossible for her to get back home.
Oh well, let's get on with it, she thought to herself. She went through the other files on the drive, which showed a map of Paris, France, with some locations marked, and some passwords and counter-passwords, which Melina had to memorize on the spot.
Once done, another text file opened, instructing her to open the sealed package within the first envelope. She did so... and her mind reeled when she saw the photograph of the person she was assigned to kill.
It was her ex-husband Don's sister, Elizabeth.
Part 2 - The Iron Crowbar
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 19th, from in front of City Hall. "There are new developments in the election for Mayor!"
Bettina said "Town & County Council Member Malinda Adams has announced that she will not be running for the Office of Mayor, but will instead re-run for her Council seat. She is expected to be unopposed in both the Democrat primary and General Election."
"Also," said Bettina, "Assistant Public Health Officer Susan Weston, who is running to fill the unexpired term of Thomas P. Cook, has announced that she will run for a full term in the seat currently held by Loran Michaels, who is running for Sheriff. Persons can run for a Council seat based upon their home address on their drivers' license -OR- based upon the address of their County-issued business license. Ms. Weston is running for the Cook seat based upon the business she and her husband operate within that district, and the Michaels seat based upon her home address."
"And the latest numbers from Public Policy Polling are now out!" said Bettina. "Susan Weston has taken a slight lead in the race for the Cook seat, scheduled for next Tuesday, March 27th. "In the Mayor's race, Sheriff Daniel Allgood is the only major candidate on the Republican ticket. With Malinda Adams's announcement she won't be running, we are waiting for a possible candidacy from Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver."
"In the Sheriff's race," said Bettina, "retired Police Chief Griswold leads every other candidate in the field. Chief Griswold is polling at a whopping 80%, with Della Harlow and Loran Michaels garnering 8% each, and 4% undecided. And this despite a barrage of ads by the Harlow campaign over the weekend. We now bring in Dr. Romanov from the University's Political Policy Institute."
Dr. Romanov appeared next to Bettina. "Dr. Romanov, thank you for being with us this morning. What does Chief Griswold's entry into the Sheriff's race mean?"
"It means that Commander Donald Troy has tricked us yet again." said Dr. Romanov. "Four years ago, he was being pressured to run for Sheriff, and he supported Daniel Allgood's campaign instead. Now he has again declined to run for himself, and is supporting his former boss, Chief Griswold, who is greatly respected in this County. This is important because Ms. Harlow's ads have all been directed at the Commander, and now those ads look bad because her opposition is likely going to be Chief Griswold."
"Doctor," said Bettina, "Ms. Harlow is receiving a good bit of money in donations, especially from outside the County, while Chief Griswold has said he will not be taking campaign contributions. Is this a mistake on the Chief's part?"
"With outside political groups, such as 'Friends of the Town & County'," said Romanov, "Chief Griswold may not need to raise money for himself. His own impeccable reputation, his name recognition, and the strong support of him by the Police will be formidable in its own right."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That is so awesome!" squealed Joanne Warner as we drank coffee in MCD. "Chief Griswold will make a great Sheriff!"
"And I'll kiss ass for everyone here." said Cindy Ross. "That was absolutely brilliant of you, Commander. I know I had no idea that was coming down the pike. You got us all good... yet again."
"Gotta watch out for those sneaky people with crowbars!" Micah Rudistan said with great joviality. "But you should've had me run, sir!" There was some laughter at that... and some funny looks delivered Rudistan's way.
"You should run for the Council." I said. "Or stay where you are and enjoy the plans I have for your future career with the TCPD." There were a bunch of 'ooooooooh's at that. I noted Teresa Croyle's eyebrows shoot up a bit, as well.
"Why is Ms. Weston running in two different districts?" asked Theo Washington. "Why not just run in the Cook district in both elections?"
It was Cindy that said "Because of the competition. She could well lose the Cook seat in the special election, and then that person is the odds-on favorite to win that same seat again in November. But none of the others can run for Michael's seat, so win or lose on March 27th, she's got a good shot to win in November."
"I'm kind of wondering if there's not a little 'trickeration' going on there." I said. "Especially if she wins the special election."
"Sir," said Jerome Davis, "will Loran Michaels stay in the Sheriff's race, and run as a Republican against Chief Griswold?"
"Probably not." I said. "I've heard he might switch and run as a Republican against Sheriff Allgood, who is the person Michaels personally hates. I'm pretty sure Eldrick X. Weaver will be the Democrat nominee for Mayor, as well. And we may get an independent bid or two for Mayor, as well. It'll be a tough fight for Allgood."
And then I said loudly "And please welcome home the person graduating first in her class at the Police Academy Advance Course, Supervisor Mary Milton!" I'd seen Mary come in the door and made the announcement. The room burst into applause.
"It's good to be back." said Mary, who was pretty heavily pregnant now. "Did I miss anything?" The room started laughing at that.
"Not too much." I said. "Captain Ross, would you bring your Vice leader up to speed on what's going on?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "But only after she's properly fortified with Jerome's Navy coffee." That started a round of acclaim for Jerome's coffee, with some comments that a certain redhead with a red crowbar's coffee had been... 'weak'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I watched the Priya broadcast: "This is Priya Ajmani, Five Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette. "We have breaking news in just the last few minutes! Assistant State Attorney Gill Haroldson has resigned from his post, and has issued a blistering attack upon State Attorney Glenn Alberts, who is leading the University's defense in the lawsuit by fired professor Dr. Jan Camp."
Priya: "Mr. Haroldson has asserted that Mr. Alberts is not only not providing the University with inadequate legal representation in the Camp lawsuit, he is blocking Mr. Haroldson and other attorneys from providing a more robust defense. He claims that his complaints to the Attorney General have gone unheeded, and he also says the legal team is deeply divided and have had bitter arguments that have nearly become physical."
Priya: "Several legal experts have questioned some of Mr. Alberts's decisions in this case, from dropping the University's countersuit against Dr. Camp, to allowing without objection several witnesses's testimony that implies favoritism for student-athletes. Although Dr. Camp is suing for exposing this favoritism, these experts are saying that the University's legal team should be working to concentrate on Dr. Camp's poor record as a professor and the reasons for her firing. Mr. Haroldson asserts that Mr. Alberts is allowing this trial to become a referendum on favoritism towards student-athletes.
"In a statement released just moments ago, Attorney General Karl Handel stated that he was 'eagerly' accepting the resignation of Mr. Haroldson, and that he, the Attorney General, has, and I quote, 'full confidence in Lead Attorney Alberts and the job he is doing defending the University against Dr. Camp's scurrilous charges', close quote."
"Wow." said Cindy. "It's getting ugly. I have to agree that I think Alberts is an idiot and he's doing a horrible job, but to have another attorney on the case resign his job over it, and the Attorney General say what he said..."
"Almost as if the fix is in, wouldn't you say?" I asked. Cindy whirled her head to peer hard at me. I met her glance.
"Oh, there's something else I need to tell you." said Cindy. "I was talking to my father this weekend. He rarely looks like he's worried about anything, even when he is. He always puts on that happy 'Vision' face, even to me. But this weekend... I had the vibe, big-time, and he didn't try to hide it... he's worried about something."
"Did he tell you what it was?" I asked, beginning to get a vibe myself.
"No." said Cindy. "He just said that he's getting word that some things are going on in Europe, and he's concerned about them." Then she lowered her voice and said "This part, he didn't say at all, this is me talking to you: you know he's Jewish by ethnicity. He's always been interested in the plight of the Jews in Europe, especially France, who are coming under assault by Islamists, and the French authorities just look the other way as Jewish women are raped and Jewish families are slaughtered in their homes."
"And that's spreading throughout Europe." I said. "It's potentially a powder keg for a Second Holocaust."
Cindy nodded. "Well, I got the idea, though he didn't say it, that it has something to do with that."
"Okay." I said. "Well, if he says anything else to you, let me know. 'The Friends of the Iron Crowbar' might be called up to help."
"Are those the same friends as 'The Guardians of Justice'?" Cindy asked with a 'gotcha' look on her face.
"I keep telling you guys that I'm not 'The Guardians of Justice'." I said, somewhat severely. "Now believe me or don't, but don't say anything like that again. Seriously, I'm getting tired of it; you're pissing me off about it. Make sure to let Captain Croyle know, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Speaking of Captain Croyle, she came into my office some minutes later, after Cindy went to brief Mary on what she'd missed and what was going on.
"So what are your plans for Sergeant Rudistan, sir?" asked Teresa.
I smiled. "Your comments to me earlier had me thinking about that all weekend, and the idea of Rudistan as the Precinct 2 Lieutenant began to grow on me, and grow heavily. You actually made too much sense for me, there, Captain." Teresa gave what was for her a smile.
"So I'm getting Carswell in Precinct 1?" Teresa asked.
"No." I said. "He's going to be Precinct 2's Precinct Captain."
"And Thompson?... ohhhh." said Teresa. "Briscoe is going to the Campus Police, so Thompson will be promoted to full Captain, and be the Public Relations Captain?"
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said with a smile. "Yes, that's the idea. Thompson is black, which gives him some credibility with our minority populations, he looks good on camera, his uniform is always sharper than mine, despite my every effort to overcome that... heck, his uniforms out-G.Q. Nash and Theo... and he actually liked the idea when I brought it up to him."
"It'll work." said Teresa as she thought about it. "And Precinct 1 Captain?"
"Word has it that Steven Ikea wants to come back to the TCPD, and take that job." I said.
"Joke with me like that again," Teresa warned, "and I'll be getting some practice for the Police Boxing Matches, right here in this office."
"And where will you be getting a crowbar?" I asked.
"I won't be needing one." Teresa stated with alacrity. I had the feeling she might be serious.
"Okay, okay... no, I don't think Ikea will be coming anywhere near us." I said. "We're considering Curly Goodwin in I.A., and Bill Hanson of the Campus Police, who was once TCPD I.A. himself. The Chief wants to interview both of them before making the final decision on that. You have veto power, but you better speak up fast."
"I want to interview them also." said Teresa. I nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and Special Agents Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson came to TCPD Headquarters. We went into the Main Conference Room, and Chief Moynahan joined us.
"So how are things with your family?" I asked Jack.
"Not bad, and getting better." Jack said. "My daughters were impressed with the ceremony at the State Capitol, and Tanya being rewarded for her actions. They're warming up to her, and to me, and there is no doubt that little Pete has two big sisters now."
I smiled. "That's good. So... to stop wasting the Federal taxpayer's money and your immensely valuable time: Whassup?"
"We've been following up on Red Brooke." said Muscone. "There's something really fishy about how he got out of Supermax, but we're being stonewalled in investigating it. I've been pushing hard about the Marshals and their actions that led to my ex-wife being murdered in spite of their alleged 'protection' of her, and I'm getting nowhere with that, either."
"What we do know," said Muscone "is that Brooke had help from outside sources... information mostly, but also money and transportation provided to him. It wasn't seamless, though... it took him time for him to get to Virginia, then to North Carolina, and then to Florida."
"Someone being very, very careful about keeping his or her own identity concealed throughout." I said. "Interesting."
"Also, I'm not supposed to tell you this," said Jack, "but the EAD wanted to put you in for another FBI Medal for Meritorious Achievement, but that was squashed in Washington with what was described as 'some vehemence and passion'. It's still a fractured FBI, highly politicized in Washington, and your name still is not popular with some people."
"No doubt." I said. I then asked, as if it were a sudden thought, "You know, I meant to ask but forgot... whatever happened to Dana Fox's assistant, Special Agent Waddell?"
"Oh Lord, I forgot about him." said Jack.
"Last I heard," said Martin Nash, "he was in England. He was caught on camera attempting to enter the Russian Embassy in London. Officially, we lost the trail of him there, and the CIA never picked him back up. They think he defected."
"Unofficially," said Nash, "the CIA got word that Waddell went to France. The Israelis think he's acting in league with Neo-Nazi groups, but he may also be working with Islamists."
"And Homeland Security is not interested in that?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"No sir." said Nash. "What I'm about to say here needs to stay in this room, but the new CIA Director is believed to be sympathetic to Muslims, especially versus Israel, and he's definitely one of the so-called 'Globalist Elites'. It is possible that the CIA is not interested in Waddell for those reasons, and he, Waddell, may be working for someone within the Company in a way that is not in Israel's best interests. And with the FBI as politically fractured as it's becoming... they don't have time nor the inclination to pursue it, either."
"How do you know all that?" asked Jack Muscone, totally stunned by what he'd just heard.
"Jack," I said, rescuing Martin, "don't ask a question you might not want the answer to."
"And believe me, Agent Mus-coooooone," drawled Chief Moynahan, "I have to remind myself of that advice very often when the Iron Crowbar is briefing meeeee..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30am, Sheriff Daniel Allgood and Chief Emeritus Griswold showed up at Headquarters, and joined the FBI conference already in progress.
"I'm here to get the standard briefing from the Chief," said Allgood, "and Chief Griswold will be getting them, also, due to his candidacy for Sheriff."
"Does this mean Harlow will get these briefings?" I asked.
"If she wants to." said Allgood. "And any other candidates for Sheriff, as well."
"I refuse to give Della Harlow any briefings at all." I said. "Chief, does that mean I should leave now?"
"Er," said Chief Moynahan, "I don't know. But just in case, why don't I take the Sheriff and Chief Griswold to my office, and you can finish your gossiping with our FBI friends."
"And y'all might as well come to my office." I said to Jack and Martin.
As we were leaving the Conference Room and into the hallway, I heard Daniel Allgood say to Chief Moynahan "Yes, Melina had to take a trip for a couple of days. Paris, I think. I don't know any more about it."
Those words struck me. Why was Melina being sent to Paris? I felt the hackles rise on the back of my neck as a 'vibe' seemed to hit me squarely between the eyes...



"Commander?" asked Martin Nash. "Your office?"
"Er, yeah." I said, coming out of it. "Yeah, let's go...
Part 3 - Paris In The Spring
Monday, March 19th. Melina was sitting at a table outside the famous Café de la Paix in Paris in the early afternoon, enjoying her coffee as she watched the passersby going about their business. It was overcast, kind of foggy, and there was a chill in the air. Melina was wearing all black, with a black leather bomber jacket with white woolen insides showing around the collar.
She saw a man with very short black hair, wearing sunglasses that looked futuristic, wide slits for the eyes, and he was wearing a blue parka with a gray artificial lining in the hood. He peered at her but did not approach her. Then she saw an older man with brown hair with flecks of gray, and a thin mustache and goatee, and he also seemed to be peering at her. A moment later, he came closer, and looked in her direction again. Melina got up and walked along the street towards the landmark Opera House, with its large dome. She stopped and looked at it as if she were a tourist. The man came up and stood beside her.
"If the truth is already clear," he said, "what is the use of meditation?"
"And if the truth is hidden?" asked Melina.
"It's already clear." replied the man. "My name is Paul Claisson." He was Melina's CIA contact here in Paris, and they'd just exchanged code phrases for quick identification.
"I'm Melina Moore." said Melina. The last name was a take-off on Robin Moore, who wrote the book The French Connection, which was turned into the movie that won the 1971 Academy Award for Best Picture. Her own first name was used. There is a trick that used to determine who may be a spy; the suspect can be drugged, or not, but is surprised by being called his or her real name. Using her own first name was an attempt to foil such small tricks, and Melina hoped she'd never have to endure any worse 'testing'.
She also wondered why the CIA sent Claisson. He'd been involved in a murder case in her home Town & County. (Author's note: 'Lady Ironside') Claisson allegedly had ties to Elizabeth and her smuggling operations, but there was some scuttlebutt that the Iron Crowbar had warned his sister that Claisson was a CIA operative.
"It is a pleasure to meet you." said Claisson. "Shall we go somewhere and talk?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They've made contact." said Leonard Lotz in his cynical, snarly-sounding voice. He was the man in the blue parka and sunglasses, and was the escapee from The Asylum that the Iron Crowbar had protected from the FBI's dirtiest. (Author's note: see 'Power', Ch. 03, for first mention of Lotz.) He had been recruited by one of the best smugglers in the world and her very pretty Goth-Girl sidekick. He was speaking to them now.
"Good." said Elizabeth. "Finally, it begins. Laissez les bon temps roulez!" Goth Girl Kathy gave that a wan smile. They were sitting at a table outside the Café des Artistes.
"Just goes to show how utterly stupid the CIA is." said Leonard Lotz as he sat down with them. "They send the woman that was married to Elizabeth's brother, that we all know and will recognize, here to kill Elizabeth."
"Yes, that is very interesting, don't you think?" replied Elizabeth. After a pause, she said "No, they did not do that out of stupidity. There has to be another reason. Maybe some kind of trick."
"Kathy," said Lotz, "why don't you ask your CIA handlers about this?"
"Melina is my handler." Kathy replied. "And since I came off the 'Disavowed' list, they haven't really told me anything at all. I send them information on what the Muslim terrorists are doing around here, but in the last two or three months, nothing's come of it. It's like they don't care, anymore."
"No, my dear, they don't." said Elizabeth. "They have a new CIA Director, who is decidedly friendly to Muslims and unfriendly to Israel and the Jews. I've been anticipating this attempt to kill me ever since his confirmation by the U.S. Senate... he wants my shipments of arms to the Jews here in France stopped cold. Can't have another Holocaust if the 'ghettos' are full of armed people." Everyone nodded.
"How are you feeling, Kathy?" Elizabeth asked, observing her friend.
"Good." Kathy replied, trying to sound upbeat. "I'm feeling well today."
"So, what are we going to do?" asked Lotz. "I await my orders, Madame..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's in Paris." said Waddell, who was standing literally next to the Eiffel Tower. "Claisson has made contact."
"Good." said the woman. She and Waddell were talking on cellphones that had some serious encryption layers added. She knew the NSA would be all over this international phone call, and she wanted to make sure those bastards had no idea what was said. "I want you to get rid of that phone, throw it in the Seine, and stay in your backup location. Don't go back to where you've been staying, nor to the restaurants you've been eating at. I'll contact you within 24 hours, and give you the signal to act."
Hanging up the phone, the woman destroyed the cellphone she'd just been talking on, then got into her car and drove out of the City, towards Pottsville. Time was of the essence, and her mission was vitally important to the people that had used a lot of power to help her... and had a lot of money that would become hers only if this mission was a success.
And the best part? she thought to herself with an evil smile. The Iron Crowbar was totally clueless to what was about to happen to his 'dear sister'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Disgusting.
Melina Allgood, a.k.a. CIA Agent 'Huntress', was by no means a prude when it came to things sexual. But Paul Claisson was testing her sense of propriety.
He'd first come on to her. She'd rebuffed him, and when he pressed she made it clear that she would kill him (literally) if he didn't get his hand off her thigh. She then told him that if he touched her again, anywhere, he'd wake up with a broken neck. He figured out she wasn't kidding.
As she retired to her room at her hotel, she realized that his room was next to hers. That was just damn stupid of whoever made those arrangements... damn stupid... and what if that had been on purpose? she thought to herself.
And now, Claisson had two women in his room next door, women he'd picked up in the hotel bar. Melina had taken the opportunity of his being distracted to leave the hotel restaurant and go get some food from a smaller, cozy restaurant down the street, which had really good soup.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The black haired woman was sucking Claisson's very average cock as the dirty blonde haired woman was rubbing her hand along his chest as she shared tongue-twining kisses with him.
"So where's your contact?" the blonde asked. She was also a Company agent, sent by the Embassy to contact Claisson and get a status report. They may not have realized what kind of 'contact' she would have with him... or maybe they did.
"In her room, I guess." replied Claisson. "She is one weird bitch. Mean as a viper, too."
"That's why she's a sniper." said the blonde. The brunette kept sucking Claisson's cock as they talked. She was also an agent with the Company, so they thought. Her real employers had another name: the Mossad. She was spying on the spies.
"Yeah, I don't get it." said Claisson. "They sent her to kill her ex-husband's sister. Not that I mind; Elizabeth tried to get me killed when she found out I'm with the Company."
"How'd she find that out?" asked the blonde, her voice barely above a whisper.
"I dunno." said Claisson, outright lying. He knew that Elizabeth's brother, the Iron Crowbar, was aware of Claisson's involvement in a murder in the worst County in America to commit a crime in...
After some moments, Claisson had the blonde lay down and he rolled on top of her. She spread her legs as he kissed his way down her belly, and the other girl joined him between the blonde's legs. They began eating her pussy, sometimes making out, but mostly using their tongues to lick the blonde's swollen cuntlips and clit.
The blonde moaned as they ate at the 'Y'; it felt good, especially the other woman's tongue lapping away at her. Finally, she was wet enough. Claisson quickly rolled a condom onto his very average French cock, then slid his sheathed stick into the girl's wet pussy.
"Oh, yeah." said the blonde. "Fuck me, baby." She moved her hips to meet Claisson's thrusts as he plunged into her again again, fucking her with a hard, steady rhythm. Not much passion in it for her, he thought... mirroring her thoughts about his (lack of) technique. And they say Frenchmen know how to fuck, she thought to herself with a great amount of cynicism...
Claisson was not exactly long lasting, either. It was only a couple of minutes before he felt his nut rising. He groaned as the woman pulled him into her, and began releasing his semen into the tip of the condom that safely sheathed his cock.
"Oh yeah, that was good." Claisson said as he rolled off the woman. "Really good." The woman said nothing. A moment later, they both realized that the black haired woman was no longer there... she had snuck out while they were fucking...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
Elizabeth was lying on one of the beds in the bedroom of the small apartment, listening as well as watching the intense fucking happening on the other bed. Goth Girl Kathy was riding Leonard Lotz's cock, bouncing up and down on his meat as if it were going to be her last ride ever on a man.
Lotz was a pretty boring fuck, Kathy thought to herself, but at least that's a real cock inside me instead of a fucking toy. So she rode Lotz hard, her sopping pussy wetting down his cock and balls as she impaled herself on him again and again and again...
Elizabeth watched, seeing the young man's cock disappearing into Kathy's tight, clinging cunthole as she undulated her firm ass up and down on his shaft. She was not aroused by the sight, though it was always enjoyable to watch a pretty girl being made love to. But she had much more on her mind.
"Oh yeah, come on, Leonard!" Kathy ordered. "Move your fucking ass! Fuck me!"
"You wanna get fucked, huh!" Leonard snarled. He sat up, wrapped his arms around Kathy, and almost before she realized it, he had turned them over so that she was on her back and he was on top of her. And per her command, he began moving his ass, hard and fast, and he plunged into her hard and deep again and again and again...
At least this guy lasts a while, thought Kathy as Leonard fucked her. What she didn't know was that Elizabeth had given him a 'gray viagra', the formula purloined from her brother's lovely wife, the sex professor...
Part 4 - Swords and Spies
Things had happened with amazing speed. At noon, Monday, March 19th, I'd been contacted by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, who'd asked me to go to County Airport and bring only civilian clothes, my passport, and my swords. When I went to tell the Chief, he said "I already know. Go. Come back in one piece." Heck, I didn't even know where I was going... yet.
I found out soon enough. A small plane landed at County Airport to pick me up. It was a plane that belonged to the Government of Japan. I was welcomed aboard by Takaki Nagamasa, who was Takaki Misaki's eldest son and heir.
We landed in New York and boarded another, larger plane, bound for Paris. This was a Japanese diplomatic mission to France for trade talks, and we all had some level of diplomatic status. I was given a cylindrical vinyl tube with a foam insert... which held my swords. It was considered part of the 'diplomatic bag', and therefore protected from search by French authorities. We would say it contained large paper charts for a presentation during the trade talks.
"What this is about, Don-sama," said Nagamasa, giving me the respect of my position as a 'personal adviser' of the Emperor of Japan, as was Nagamasa's father, "is that the new CIA Director has sent an assassin to murder your sister. Our great friend Dr. Eckhart has asked us to intervene in this matter. That assassin is known as Agent Huntress."
"My former wife." I said, nodding.
"Yes, Sire." said Nagamasa. "We are asking you to come and help, as you are known to them, and can possibly find a way to intervene and rescue your sister from your ex-wife... and possibly get your former wife to abandon her mission to kill your sister."
"Dr. Eckhart does not ask for much, does he?" I mused, then said "I'm joking. Okay, we'll see what we can do, then." Nagamasa gave me papers that I would need, phone numbers, and passwords that would get me back into the Japanese Embassy without hindrance if I needed to. I had the feeling that I might need to...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was assigned to a first class berth that as a sleeper cabin with a curtain for privacy. It really was not built for a 6'4" American man, so I sat in the chair and read a book. They were going to serve a meal, so I went back into the 'common area' with normal airline seats.
I'd noticed an extremely attractive Japanese woman earlier. She was in her thirties, her hair styled short, just over her shoulders, parted to one side, nice full lips, and relatively large breasts pushing her silver blouse out nicely. She was also wearing a gray jacket and skirt and black high heel pumps. Great legs, I noted.
I said hello to her and invited her to sit next to me as we ate dinner: sushi and a bean soup. Her voice was surprisingly low-pitched, husky, as opposed to the relatively high-pitched voices of most Asian women that I know. And I was feeling a warm vibe as we talked.
"My name is Sadashi," she had said as we began conversing, speaking English perfectly, "and my friends call me Sai. I'm one of the bank officers for one of Takaki Misaki-sama's banks, and I am assisting his son Nagamasa-sama on this diplomatic mission."
I could tell that Sai was a very accomplished businesswoman herself as we talked, but she definitely was a woman. I let my eyes look at her full lips and very pretty face, then drift down to her shapely legs. She crossed her legs towards me, a good sign, and our talk turned to more personal things. After an hour of conversation, we headed to my little bedchamber...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in the chair in my little chamber. Sai had gone to her private chamber for a moment. When she came to my curtain and whispered "Dozo?", I whispered "Hai." and she came inside, closing the curtain behind her. Standing before me, I saw she was still wearing the gray jacket and skirt, but had removed her blouse and bra.
"May I serve you, Sire?" she asked as she opened her jacket to reveal her luscious, high-riding breasts. Her nipples were hard spikes, standing out and begging for attention. Her eyes were heavy-lidded with lust.
"Yes you may." I said. I reached forward and slid my hands around her waist, pulling her to me. Sai straddled my legs and sat down on them as I wrapped my arms around her. My hands slid under her skirt and fondled the firm globes of her sweet ass, and I realized she wasn't wearing any panties. That just got me even hotter.
I kissed her left breast, sucking her nipple, lashing at it with my tongue, then moving to her other breast, giving it equal treatment. Then I cupped her breasts in my hands, kneading them as I raised my head and found her mouth for a warm kiss. As her lips enveloped mine, I slid my tongue past her teeth and over her tongue, and we both moaned quietly into the kiss as it became deep and wet.
Sai seemed surprised when I kissed her for a very long moment, gently holding her head in place as my tongue explored her mouth. But she quickly got used to it, and was soon hungrily kissing me back. Finally, after a long moment, she stood back up, then knelt in front of me and began opening my pants. My throbbing, iron hard cock sprang out, almost hitting her in the face.
"Oooohhhh... it is so large!" Sai whispered. She leaned over and kissed my cockhead, then let her mouth slide down over my shaft. I don't think she was very experienced with fellatio, but she learned fast, and soon she was bobbing her head as her full lips slid up and down my turgid shaft. She began sucking hard as my cock slid out of her mouth, the vacuum adding to the intense pleasure in my loins.
After several moments enjoying having this beautiful Asian woman suck my penis, I reluctantly had to stop it before my nut rose. I pulled Sai up, and she understood. She hitched up her skirt, straddled me, fit the head of my cock to her swollen cuntlips, and then sank her tight pussy down onto my cock until I was sheathed to the hilt inside her.
Sai held onto me as she gyrated her ass up and down, riding my cock. "Oh, you're so hard!" she gasped. "Your cock feels like an iron bar inside me." I pushed up into her with each stroke of her ass downwards. She brought her feet up onto my thighs for leverage as my hands massaged the globes of her ass.
After several minutes of her riding me, I lifted her up and eased her onto the bed, then mounted her, my leg off the bed and bracing me, and began fucking down into her. I slammed my mouth onto hers to muffle her increasingly loud moans, and we made out hotly as I pumped her. I heard her gasp and try to stifle a cry as her pussy clamped down on me; she was orgasming, her body spasming.
I didn't last much longer, and I didn't try. I fucked into her with relentless speed and power, letting the intensity of the pleasure of our mating course through me. I felt my nut rise, the ecstatic pain growing until it reached the bursting point behind my eyes, everything going gray and misty for a second. My loins exploded, firing jet after pulsing jet of thick, ropy jism deep into Sai's clutching cunt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You American men like to kiss." Sai whispered as we cuddled after our coupling. We'd been making out for long minutes, my hands massaging her breasts and sliding over her abdomen and thighs, deliberately avoiding her sperm-filled vagina, teasing her.
"You're a good kisser." I replied. I kissed her lips again, then let it deepen as my tongue slid into her mouth. We made out hotly for long, long minutes, until neither of us could stand it any longer. She adjusted her body so she was lying on her back on the bed, and I mounted her again.
We took our time, fucking slow and very deep. "Oh, you are getting so deep inside me." Sai whispered. "Are all American men as large as you?" Well, my ego was certainly stoked at hearing that, and I knew I was plenty larger than 'average', according to the expertise of my favorite sex professor. But I didn't care to play the comparison game right now; this was one of the most delicious fucks I'd ever experienced in my life, and I wanted to concentrate on enjoying it... and we did so for the next twenty long minutes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00am Central European Time, Tuesday, March 20th. We landed at Orly International Airport and taxied to a special diplomatic area, where French officials welcomed us with a great deal of courtesy and diplomatic language. We were ushered through the airport, our bags not being checked, and onto buses that whisked us away to the Japanese Embassy, which is northeast of the Arc de Triomphe. Once there, I was assigned to small but very adequate room.
I'd gotten some sleep and more food on the airplane before we landed, so I cleaned up and prepared for my mission. I had to find Elizabeth; I doubted I'd be able to find Melina if she did not want me to find her. Dressing in warm, all-black clothing and a black toboggan cap (no Tilley Hat, unfortunately), I took my cylinder, which had a strap that allowed me to sling it over my back. Guided by an aide at the Embassy, I was taken along a narrow passage that led underground. It came out inside a subway station several hundred yards from the Japanese Embassy. I was now on my own.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How are you feeling?" Elizabeth asked as Goth Girl Kathy woke up and stretched. Leonard Lotz was still asleep. Kathy had fucked his balls off the night before; even the 'gray viagra' had not been adequate for Leonard to keep up with Kathy.
"Okay." said Kathy. "Pretty good, in fact. Hungry. Let's get some breakfast. Is there a McDonald's nearby?"
"Probably," said Elizabeth, "but they serve typical French Continental breakfasts like the rest of the places do." They got dressed and went to find some food. Elizabeth told Kathy her plan.
"That's dangerous." said Kathy. "You could end up dead."
"I'm going to end up dead, anyway, if this doesn't work." said Elizabeth. "But you'll be my bodyguard, and take care of anyone who tries to sneak up on me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Melina was wearing all-black athletic wear, running as if she were a jogger through the streets of Paris. But it was not just for exercise; she was trying to make sure she was clear of Paul Claisson.
The guy had stuck to her like glue. He'd said that his orders were to accompany her and protect her at all times. She'd told him to back off in stronger terms, wondering if she should just kill him. Then he went to the bar and picked up two women, finally leaving her, Melina, alone.
Now, the next morning, she had snuck out of the hotel and 'disappeared' herself in the great and beautiful City of Light in the pre-dawn dark. She had received a note under her door that said "You are being tricked and set up." then gave the name of a café and a time of the morning. It also had a couple of extra words, which Melina knew could only have come from Goth Girl Kathy, though Kathy could not have been the one who actually put it under her door. Was this a trap itself? she wondered. She decided to take the risk.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You wanted to see me?" asked Melina as she came up to the two women in the back part of the café.
"Yes." said Kathy before the surprised Elizabeth could answer. "Have a seat." Melina sat down warily, her eyes sweeping over the café and out the windows.
"They sent you to kill me." said Elizabeth, in the Troy tradition of figuring out things quickly, and understanding Melina's showing up here and now. "What they did not tell you is that you're in the same world of hurt. They want you to kill me to stop the flow of guns to our Jewish friends. But either they will kill you afterwards, or trick the Israelis into doing it for them."
"I believe you." said Melina. "The question is, how do we get out of this? If I don't kill you, they'll either want to know why, or they'll kill me anyway. I've already got this Claisson fool watching over me. Is he the one that is supposed to kill me after I kill you?"
"No. Claisson is not the one." said a voice behind them. The women looked up in stunned suprise... into the gray eyes of the Iron Crowbar.
"How the hell---?" asked Melina.
"Let's just say 'The Friends of the Iron Crowbar' have intervened on your behalves." I said. "Let's get out of here, if your friend Leonard won't shoot me in the next two minutes. Claisson will catch up to you soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were in the back room of a Japanese noodle shop that served Asian dishes and also sold rice and other Japanese food items to Parisians. Leonard Lotz had joined us.
"Here's the deal." I said. "Claisson was sent to make sure you do your job, Melina, and also to help set up Elizabeth by making contact with her for you if that was needed. And if for any reason you fail to kill my sister, he's supposed to finish the job and make sure she's dead. But what they did not tell you, is that they've sent another person, as well."
"His name is Waddell." I said. "He was in league with Dana Fox, Les Craig, and other rogue FBI Agents. He fled to England, then came here to establish contacts with Islamists and Neo-Nazi groups. He's the one we've got to flush out and eliminate."
"How?" asked Kathy.
"My problem," said Melina, "is that he and Claisson must see and confirm that Elizabeth is dead, or I'll be dead, or 'disavowed' and never see home again. How do we solve that?"
"And solve that with me still breathing?" asked Elizabeth. "I'm sure I can find better ways to die than be murdered by the CIA."
Kathy was peering at me. "Why do I have the feeling that you have a plan for this, Commander?"
I smiled at her. "Don't I always?" I said, as I peered at her, making my own observations...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Claisson was nervous. He'd knocked on Melina's door three times, ostensibly to ask her if she wanted to go to breakfast. There had been no answer. He was trying to decide if he should contact his superiors, or wait longer. Then he heard the door to Melina's hotel room open then shut.
He went next door and knocked. Melina answered. She was sweaty, as if she'd just come back from a run. "What?" she asked harshly.
"Uh, I wondered if you wanted to go to breakfast." said Claisson. "I'll contact our superiors for updates, then we can get some coffee, yes?"
"Sure." said Melina. "I'm going to take a shower first. I'll knock on your door when I'm ready."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Notre Dame de Paris. Just before noon, Paris time, I stepped into the great and ancient cathedral. Going down the dark central aisle, I looked up at the arches, the beautiful stained-glass windows, wondering just how human beings were able to build such an incredible structure.
Notre Dame is an active Catholic Church, and the nuns were trying to close it for one of their services. When I saw an elderly nun coming straight for me, I bowed, said "Excusez-moi, ma mère.", and fled for the front doors. Well, I got to see inside, anyway...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Melina led Paul Claisson down the avenue, she stopped. "Let's get some noodles." she said, as if it were a sudden thought. They went inside and got bowls of noodles. Melina wolfed hers down. Claisson seemed nervous, and not hungry.
"So, when and where do you want me to make the contact?" he asked.
"You know Paris better than I do." said Melina. "What's your suggestion?"
"The Jardin des Champs-Élysées." said Claisson. "It's near the Embassy, we can go there immediately after the... well, it's an ideal place. She'll think it's open and safe."
"Sounds good." said Melina. "Okay, we're going out the back way. Follow me." She got up and went into the back areas. Having to react quickly, Claisson followed.
As he followed her into the empty back room, he was too late to react to the figures that rushed him. Kathy had a blanket over his head, cutting off his vision and his yelps. Elizabeth had his arms behind him with her Aikido skills, and Leonard Lotz applied the cuffs. The captured Claisson was quickly moved into the basement room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am local (Town & County) time, Tuesday, March 20th. KSTD was covering the announcement in the City Hall atrium as Town & County Council Member Loran T. Michaels came up to the podium.
"I am here to announce that I am changing my plans, and I'm running for Mayor as a Republican." said Michaels. "The People of the Town & County need an alternative, a reasonable alternative, to the cowboy politics of Daniel Allgood. I am that steadfast, reasonable alternative."
Meanwhile, at the A.M.E. church, flanked by the Rev. Joseph E. Williams and rapper T. Square, Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver, a tall, slender, middle-aged black man, stepped up to the KXTC microphone. "Today," he said, "I am announcing my candidacy for Mayor as a Democrat..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Arc de Triomphe is the landmark arch at the northwest end of the Champs-Élysées, built by Emperor Napoléon Bonaparte. What a lot of people don't realize is that France's Tombs of the Unknown Soldier(s) are underneath the Arc. The American equivalents are at Arlington National Cemetery. I paid a quick visit and paid my personal respects. After all, my Michaux ancestors emigrated from France to the United States...
Then I walked down the famous Champs-Élysées itself, towards the Place de la Concorde. My eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, and they were looking in every direction, seeing where the cameras were, where the security people were hidden, stuff like that. Most citizens would never see what my practiced law enforcement eye was observing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Claisson was tied securely to the chair, which was tied securely to the radiator against the wall. Melina was alone in the room with him.
"Okay," she said, "things are just not right here. This is the worst-run mission in the history of the Company. You sticking so close to me endangers both of us, and the mission. Our hotel rooms next to each other... just plain imbecilic. So... you are going to tell me what is really going on here."
"I don't know what you're talking about." said Claisson. "As I told you, I'm here to help you set up your kill. She knows me much better than she knows you. And yes, I'm here to chaperone you."
"Why?" Melina asked acidly. "I don't need chaperoning. And why didn't they just assign you to the kill? Why send me at all?"
"Because I'm not a killer." said Claisson. "I've never been a killer. It's not in my blood, and it's not what I'm trained to do."
"You are lying to me." Melina said. She took a small leather billfold from a pocket along the ankle of her black sweats. "I am going to find out the truth." With that, she took out a syringe full of a blue liquid, and injected Claisson in his upper back with a small amount of it.
"AAAUUUGGGGHHHHH!!" he screamed as the excruciating pain ripped through his body...
Part 5 - We'll Always Have Paris
We were at Corcoran's Irish Pub - Bastille, near the Élysée Palace. Elizabeth, Leonard, Kathy and myself were enjoying... what else... beers.
"I must admit, Iron Crowbar," said Leonard Lotz, "you amaze me. If this comes together, it'll be the best-conceived plan since the Nazis overran France in 1940."
"It helps," I said, "that the Superintendent de La Préfecture de Police de Paris (8e Arrondissement) was, as a younger man, attached to the French Embassy in a foreign nation not to be named. He was captured and held hostage for ransom by a radical pro-Marxist group, and the Government refused to talk to the radicals. However, an intermediary stepped in and arranged for the French man's safe return in exchange for a large sum of money. That intermediary's name was... Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart."
Elizabeth's eyes crinkled in amusement, and Kathy gasped in happy understanding. Then the two women exchanged a glance, and Elizabeth excused herself to 'powder my nose'. Normally women do that together, so when Kathy did not go with Elizabeth, I understood what that meant.
"Leonard," Kathy said, "go get us some more beer, or go to the restroom or something."
"Gotcha." said Leonard. "Just don't tell him all of my sex secrets."
"From what I've heard," Kathy said, "he probably could teach you a lot in that category." Leonard smirked, then got up and headed up to the bar.
"Interesting." I said. "Your leather vest under your jacket... armor sewn into the back, but not the front."
"Whatever happens," Kathy replied, "I won't take an arrow, or a bullet, in the back."
"I do appreciate you putting that arrow into Mr. C's back." I said.
"Is that why you're helping me now?" asked Kathy, peering at me.
"That's some of it." I said. "Keeping my sister alive, and bringing my ex-wife home to her children is another part of it." I saw a flicker of emotion in Kathy's tired eyes, of sadness.
"Listen," said Kathy, "no matter what happens here, in a few months a letter will be arriving for you. Would you please... make sure it gets to my sister?"
"Yes, I will." I said solemnly. I peered at her again. "Yes... I see why you came to visit your family at Christmas."
"Not much gets by you, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Kathy, peering back at me. "You know, your hair-brained schemes are a lot like Ned's were... just a lot less reckless."
"And Elizabeth?" I asked, not really wanted to be reminded of Ned right now.
"Well," Kathy said with a knowing smile, "we'll always have Paris..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Monsieur Claisson regretfully expired." Melina said, after she'd joined me at a table near the others but separate, beer in hand.
"Did he say anything?" asked Leonard Lotz.
"Oh yes, he talked." said Melina. "I have his codes to transmit messages to the Embassy, if you want me to do that, Don."
"That'll depend." I said. "What did you learn?"
"He admitted, under duress," said Melina, "that his mission was to make sure I did kill Elizabeth, and then he was supposed to kill me and then go back to the US Embassy."
"Where they would kill him and send him home in the diplomatic bag." I said. "Did he say anything about anyone else? Waddell?"
"No." said Melina. "I asked several times, and he finally just said that if they had anyone else in on it, they didn't tell him. And he may have been right. The drugs were really fucking him up by that time."
"Those drugs of Ned's worked pretty well, eh?" I asked.
"Better than I expected them to." said Melina. "I've held on to them for years, never tried them before. Now that I've opened the sealed vial, they'll start to break down. So I hope this was the right time, and that it was worth it. By the way, how did you know I had them?"
"Process of elimination." I said. "The CIA doesn't have them, and desperately wants them. Kathy never had them, nor did Elizabeth. And you knew where the underground lab was. Q.E.D."
Melina gave what was for her a half-smile as she arched her eyebrows. "Not much gets past you." she said. "Except I have the feeling... that something in your plan here is off. Sure you haven't missed anything?"
"Quite the contrary." I replied. "As long as you make sure to miss Elizabeth when you shoot. Lotz will be playing the role of Claisson, and Kathy and I will be looking for Waddell while you're targeting Elizabeth. Once we spot him, we can take him out... or you can, if he's in your range and sights."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And this just in!" said Priya Ajmani at 9:30am local time, breaking into the morning shows. "The Jan Camp lawsuit is wrapping up. Both sides have rested their cases, and closing arguments will begin shortly!"
"Legal experts say that Lead State Attorney Glenn Alberts has to 'hit a home run' to have any real chance of winning this case for the University, and to overcome several 'unforced' technical errors he and his team have made during the course of the trial..."
"Wow, talk about incompetent." said Teresa as she and Cindy watched in Cindy's office. "I'm surprised Don hasn't been ranting about it."
"I think Don knows what's really going on with that." said Cindy. "Anyway..."
"Anyway?" Teresa prodded. Cindy had stopped short, having what looked like one of Don's reveries.
"Uhhh..." Cindy said, snapping out of it. "I just had this huge... feeling. Hit me in the face like a Red Brooke jab. Something's going on with Don..." She said no more as she tried to focus her mind and pierce the veil...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Melina was perched on an upper floor of the Théâtre de la Ville, which adjoined the Jardin des Champs-Élysées, a Remington 700 rifle in .308 Win. caliber in her hands. It had a large cylinder on the end, a silencer that would absorb enough of the sound-barrier-piercing noise of the bullet to not draw the immediate interest of persons nor audio-detection devices. She was watching the garden below as she kept herself hidden from view.
On the ground floor below, Kathy and I were looking all around for any sign of the turncoat FBI Agent, Waddell. So far, we'd seen no sign of him, no sign of anyone taking an active interest in the man in a trenchcoat approaching the older woman in the garden.
Melina saw the man, who looked just like Paul Claisson, but was really Leonard Lotz, well disguised. Elizabeth was a master of disguises, for both herself and others, Melina thought to herself, and it was too bad her talents had been wasted on a criminal smuggler.
She got ready to fire the fatal shot. She was using a concrete flowerpot to steady the weapon, and so was in a kneeling position, instead of a less-defensible prone position.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No sign of him." I said. "Nothing at all. He should have made his appearance by now."
"Maybe he won't show." Kathy said quietly.
"He will." I said. It was time.
"Kathy, go upstairs." I said. "Keep in the hallway behind where Melina is, and watch out for Waddell. If you see him, press that button on that pager I gave you, and I'll come running."
Kathy nodded and took off for the stairs. I waited a long moment, taking one final sweep of the area, then unzipped my bag to have access to my swords. Then I went to the stairs that Kathy had climbed a moment before...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*POP!*
The sound was still pretty loud as Melina fired at Elizabeth in the garden below. She saw the woman fall, and the man come forward and hover over her.
"Well done." said the man, coming out on the balcony where Melina was. He was watching through binoculars. He then turned to her and said "I'm FBI Special Agent Waddell." He exhibited his FBI badge with his photo on it. "I'm here to take you to the Embassy. Quickly now, disassemble your rifle. The Police are coming."
Indeed, French police officers were scurrying out to the fallen woman and the man attending her in the garden. Melina began disassembling her rifle.
"Why did they send you?" asked Melina. "And where is Claisson? Why isn't he escorting me----" She looked up, and into the barrel of the 9mmP semi-auto pistol that was in Waddell's hands.
"There's been a change of plans." said Waddell. "I'm the 'Cleaner', here to clean up this mess entirely, you fucking kike bitch!" He aimed the gun.
"NOOO!" yelled Goth Girl Kathy, hurling herself in front of Melina.
*POW!*
The bullet struck Kathy square in the chest. She staggered back, into Melina's arms, and they both went down in a heap, Kathy lying on Melina.
"Touching." snarled Waddell, sarcasm in his voice. "That's five extra seconds for you to live. Hope you enjoyed it..." He aimed again...
*** TO BE CONTINUED. ***
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Part 6 - Broken Hearts
Melina looked up as Waddell aimed at her again...
*WHOOSH!*
The katana swung with blinding speed, and Waddell's hand fell to the floor, the gun still in it. Then I ran the bastard through, driving the sword into his gut just below the ribcage. It came out of his back, and I pulled it out of him before he even realized what had happened.
As he bent over in pain, I swung around and the katana slashed down, slicing through his neck. His head toppled to the floor next to his hand and the gun, then the rest of him followed.
"Don, she's hurt!" gasped Melina, who had not moved, and was still cradling Kathy. I knelt down beside Kathy, who was barely alive and fading fast.
"Give... my sister... this." Kathy whispered, touching the locket attached to the necklace around her neck, as our eyes locked together. "Tell.. my sister... and your sister... that I love them..." I nodded.
And with that, having sacrificed herself for a fellow CIA agent, Goth Girl Kathy transitioned into that Place where neither spies nor sacrifice were needed, and there were no secrets to be kept.
I unclasped the necklace and put it into my pocket. Melina and I looked at each other as I cleaned my sword and put it back into it's 'diplomatic bag'. Seconds later, French Police came onto the deck, led by a man that was to me a French version of the late Joe Smedley of my Town & County.
He introduced himself as the Superintendent of Police of the 8th Arrondissement. "And you are ze Iron Crowbar, ze nephew of my friend Dr. Eckhart, n'est pas?" he asked.
"Oui, mon Superintendent." I replied. Unlike the eight years of our previous marriage, Melina most very wisely kept her mouth shut.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm, Central European Time, Tuesday, March 20th. The French Police vehicle dropped me and Melina off at the Japanese Embassy after we were interviewed and processed. The contents of my 'diplomatic bag' were not examined. The body of Kathy Larrington was also delivered, and would fly home with us in the Japanese diplomatic plane that had come in to take some of the trade talks staffers back home.
"It has been my pleasure to work with the Iron Crowbar!" said the Superintendent as I profusely thanked him for his help. "Please give my very warmest regards to Dr. Eckhart. He is such a great man. And I hope to work with you again, as well."
"On his behalf, I thank you for your assistance in my time of need." I replied. "And I look forward to working with you, and perhaps visiting your great city again." I really did hope to come back to Paris, and really be a tourist of it. I also knew the chances of such a trip were on the slim side for a while.
It had been the Superintendent's Police that had rushed to Elizabeth's body, and gotten her and 'Paul Claisson' out of the Jardin des Champs-Élysées. The real Claisson's body had been found in a Paris sewer, and would be delivered to the U.S. Embassy after being exsanguinated and filled with formaldehyde, to destroy the residual neurotoxins in his bloodstream.
The Superintendent would also, in a couple of days, deliver to the U.S. Embassy a vial of blood, saying that they believed my sister Elizabeth had been murdered, and that the Embassy could use this blood to positively identify her. He also apologized and admitted the 'huge error' of accidentally cremating Elizabeth's body instead of another woman's. Elements of the French Government followed up with apologies to the American Embassy over that 'mix up'. The U.S. Ambassador to France graciously accepted the apologies, and said they would inform Elizabeth's family of her passing.
I thanked the Japanese staff at the Embassy with correct, formal words and many bows back and forth, and they replied that they were proud to be of assistance to my Clan and to the Chrysanthemum Throne, which is what we all knew they had been of real assistance to. Melina and I were then driven from the Japanese Embassy to the airport, where we boarded the diplomatic plane bound for New York City, with Kathy's body loaded into the back cargo hold.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" the lovely redhead said at 4:00pm local time, March 20th. "The closing arguments in the Jan Camp trial have ended, and legal experts say it was an absolute disaster for State Attorney Glenn Alberts! I have with me Mike Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, and a Fox Two News contributor. Mike, what happened?"
"In his closing arguments, Bettina," said Mike G. Todd, "Mr. Alberts actually said out loud that Jan Camp had been, and I quote, 'a fine professor at the School'. Then he said, and I again am quoting, 'Does the University favor student-athletes? Yes, of course they do.'. He made no strong rebuttals of Jan Camp's case nor her attorney Gwen Munson's closing statements, which were purely a scathing indictment of favoritism towards student-athletes, especially football players."
Bettina said "Thank you, Mike! And there you have it, ladies and gentlemen! Mr. Alberts did not hit a home run, and experts believe he and his team have fallen well short of what was needed to win this case! The Jury will be released for the day, and will begin their deliberations tomorrow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Flying west is better than flying east, as far as jetlag is concerned, but it was still a very long trip. As the the tension of the past hours subsided, I felt a weariness come over me. Still, I was too keyed up, though I knew I needed to sleep.
When a lovely Japanese stewardess came up to us and asked us if she could get us anything, I asked for a flask of saké. Melina said "I need a shortwave radio, with a transmitter, please." The stewardess did not bat an eyelash, but bowed and said she would bring one. I had to admit surprise when my flask of saké arrived... along with a shortwave radio.
Melina plugged what looked like a earphone jack with a knob into the "MIC" port on the side, with a wire going to a small box with a silver button on it, and then another line that went to an iPhone. Then she plugged another jack into the earphone listening port, with more wires leading to earplugs. Melina put the earplugs on and the began fiddling with the knob. Seeing me watching, she handed one of the earplugs to me to listen in. There was mostly static, but then a hum could be heard. Melina fiddled with the gain and fine tuning, and the hum grew louder and clearer. Then it burst into words, mostly a man calling out the station ID and the hours in Universal Coordinated Time (UTC).
"If this jack is not plugged into the MIC," Melina said, "you wouldn't hear the call sign, just the hum." She then got out her iPhone and typed in a message. The iPhone coded it into blocks of five letters and numbers, and transmitted it over the short wave to CIA Headquarters, and anywhere else the CIA might have a listening station.
The message had read: "Mission blown. Target 'E' destroyed, but Claisson turned. Tried to kill me, but Agent Darkwave intercepted. I killed him, but Darkwave died. Say again: Darkwave made the ultimate sacrifice. Bringing her home with Japanese trade mission flight."
"Think that'll cover us?" she asked.
"Hopefully." I said. "They'll have a few questions for you."
"I've got that covered, and so will Laura." said Melina. "I'm not going to Washington; they'll have to come talk to me at home. And I'll be threatening to resign from the Company."
"A real threat?"
Melina shrugged her shoulders. "I don't know. But one thing is for damn sure... I will never go on an overseas mission for them again. Do you really think they were going to have me killed, too? Or was Waddell acting as a rogue agent?"
"Some of both, I would imagine." I said. "Kind of like Laura's last mission... for some, it was genuine; for others, they wanted her to not come home from it. I'd imagine the fallout of your mission will be the same."
"It's too bad Kathy had to die." said Melina. "Not that I and my children are ungrateful; she took a bullet for me." She then turned to peer at me. "Did you miscalculate on that? It was closer than I wanted it to be, for sure."
I thought about it for a moment, a long moment. "Yeah." I said. "Something didn't go right. Waddell should not have gotten a shot off at you. I messed up, somewhere..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30am, Town & County Time, March 21st. The small plane landed at County Airport. A hearse met the plane on the tarmac, and the body of Goth Girl Kathy was transported to the Morgue for Martha's autopsy services. The M.E. was there and ready when the body arrived.
I called Laura and told her I was home. She came over to Headquarters and we talked in my office about everything that had happened. At 5:30am she left to go back home. I dozed for an hour and a half.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 21st, from in front of City Hall. "As we await the verdict in the Jan Camp/University trial, Public Policy Polling's state-wide teams have made a shocking discovery!"
Bettina: "Polls are showing that Governor Val Jared's popularity has climbed to 48%, his highest since his re-election. This follows one assassination attempt on him, after the alleged foiling of another by the Midtown Police some weeks ago."
More Bettina: "And that was not the only shock finding in these polls. They reveal that an increasing number of voters are angry with both political Parties and with the State Legislature. They are no longer blaming Val Jared for the gridlock in the Legislature, and they are not blaming only Val Jared's Republicans, but both parties. Additionally, many voters believe that it is Establishment Elitists of both Parties that are the cause of the problems, not the Governor nor so-called 'Grassroots Conservatives', which some call TEA-Partiers."
"And with time running out to the end of the Legislative session, and no progress on the Law Enforcement Bill" said Bettina, "the State Patrol Commander, Colonel Hartmann, says that his State Troopers are being used as pawns in what he calls 'political elitist's power games', and are being treated poorly by the Legislature. Colonel Hartmann says that if an LEO bill is not passed that fully funds the State Patrol, the Patrolmen will very likely go on strike in retaliatory response."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's Joanne?" I asked, still feeling groggy on so little sleep. Jerome Davis's 'Navy' coffee was helping, but only so much.
"She asked to be excused until noon." Cindy said. "She said she had to meet with someone this morning, and I said it'd be fine."
"Who is she meeting with?" I asked casually. Cindy's answer shocked me awake:
"Melina Allgood."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30am, having forewarned the Chief, Cindy, and Teresa, I went and got Detective Roy McGhillie, having called him earlier and told him to wear his Duty Dress uniform. Also wearing my Duty Dress uniform, I stopped by and got Father Romano.
We piled into my Police SUV and drove to the Larrington home. I have said before that it is good to be the Police Commander. Times like this were where and when I paid for it. But I had my duty to do, and I did not shirk it.
Father Romano prayed for me as we arrived. I definitely needed the support of a Higher Power at this time. We got out of the vehicle and knocked on the door. Nora Larrington opened it. She was shocked to see us, and the presence of the good Father was probably her first clue that this was not a good social call.
She admitted us inside. Becca was at home, and was at first happy to see her fiancé Roy. Then it dawned on her that we were not very cheerful. I asked everyone to come into the main room, where everyone sat down, Becca next to Roy, and Father Romano next to Mrs. Larrington.
I sat down with them, facing them. And I proceeded to break this family's heart.
"I just got back from Paris, France." I said. "There was an attempt to murder a CIA Agent there. Kathy... your daughter... your sister... saved the CIA Agent's life... by sacrificing her own."
"She's..." Becca wailed, "Kathy's... dead?" The dam was welling, and I had no choice but to break it.
"Yes." I said. "I'm sorry. She's gone. She died saving her fellow Agent's life."
Becca broke down into wailing sobs as Roy tried to comfort her, holding her. Nora Larrington had realized that something like this could happen to her daughter, and now it had happened. She began crying, leaning on Father Romano for support.
I knew how painful this would be, but there would truly be no better time. I took the necklace with the locket out of my pocket. "Your sister's last words," I said to Becca, "were to ask me to give you this, and to tell you that she loved you." Becca was sobbing and her hands were shaking as I placed the necklace in them.
"You were there?" whispered Nora Larrington.
"Yes." I said quietly. "I arrived just before she... passed on."
Nora nodded and began crying for her firstborn child. Becca was inconsolable, wrapped in Roy McGhillie's arms as she clutched the necklace to her chest...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I went over y'all's heads and assigned Roy McGhillie to help the family." I told Cindy and Teresa when I got back to Headquarters. "The TCPD has been asked by the U.S. State Department to conduct the funeral services. It was more like I told them we would do it, and they accepted letting us handle it."
"Wow, that's so sad." said Teresa. "Your vibe was right, Cindy."
"Yeah." said Cindy. She told me about the vibe she'd had, that I was in trouble somewhere.
"It wasn't me, so much." I said. "Okay, Croyle, get the funeral team ready. Full honors, American Flag on her casket, all that. She'll be buried on the west side of Cemetery Hill, in the northwest corner."
"The heroes side." said Cindy. "I remember when she was one of the bad guys. She really came a long way."
"You know," I said, "she made some poor choices regarding who she hung out with. But I don't think she was ever truly bad. Not like Ned." I then said "Teresa, Becca was not handling it very well this morning. There might be a time I might ask you to talk to her, if you're willing to do that."
"If it'll help, sir." said Teresa. "Losing an older sister at a young age... well, it's... you never had to find out that you never get over that."
"Glad I didn't have to find out, either." said Cindy.
Part 7 - The Blame Game
I was asked to attend a 10:00am meeting at the FBI offices of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square. When I got there, I was surprised to find that it was not just an FBI meeting. The EAD was there, as was Jack Muscone. But also there were Laura Fredricson, Melina Allgood, and... Joanne Warner. This could only mean one thing: that Melina had been successful in recruiting Joanne into the CIA. And we were in the room with the plexiglass cube, meaning we would be discussing sensitive stuff.
"I'm going to bring you up to speed on everything," said the EAD after we all signed the non-disclosure paperwork, "but we'll first discuss former FBI Special Agent Waddell. His ignominious death brings and end to the staining of the FBI badge by his treasonous actions. We now know that he had affiliations with Dana Fox, who had already told us as much. But even Fox did not know the whole story."
The EAD continued: "Waddell went to England, and was last seen at the Embassy of the Russian Federation. We thought he was defecting to Russia, or working with them in some other way. It turns out they only gave him passage to France, and set up meetings between him and a group known to be very hostile to Jews. I hesitate to call them neo-Nazis, because they are not really National Socialists in any way. They are simply Jew haters, and a group dedicated to the eradication of Jews from the face of this Earth. And Waddell was a virulent Jew-hater, as well, as we've discovered from digging up things about his past we didn't know before."
More EAD: "His connection to these groups got him noticed by the Mossad, Israel's Secret Service. They began watching him for links to Islamic groups working in France and maybe Germany. Mossad never found any connections, though. At least none they've told us about."
"The FBI, Homeland Security, and our Intelligence Services consider Waddell's death to be the death of a traitor, and a good thing. They consider the matter closed." said the EAD. "That's the good news."
"The bad news," said the EAD, "was that the CIA's mission to have a foreign subversive assassinated was blown up. A CIA Agent died in the line of duty, saving another CIA Agent. The top brass at Langley does not understand the timeline and the details of this---"
"Sir?" I asked. "Sorry to interrupt, but... who told you about Waddell?"
The EAD looked totally astonished, as did Laura and Jack. "This has trickled down from the information gathered over the last 24 hours or so."
"Let me ask more clearly, sir." I said. "How does anyone at all know about Waddell? How do they know he's dead? How do they know to tell you that he's dead?"
The EAD looked around at the others, then his eyes came back to me. "I don't think I understand, Commander. I was told that you sliced him up at the scene, at that theater near the garden. Was that not right?"
I was peering back at the EAD. "Noooo," I whispered. "It's not right." Then I caught myself. "Well, let me say this... stories are not matching, here..." I went into a reverie.
And then it hit me. I understood. Everything was falling into place.
"Commander?" asked the EAD as I came out of the reverie. "Are you okay?"
"Yes sir." I said firmly. "My apologies for interrupting your meeting."
"On the CIA side of things," said the EAD, glancing at me with uncertainty as he spoke, "I'm told that the mission was to eliminate a foreign subversive and to stop the flow of guns into some Paris regions. The CIA Director personally approved this mission, and is reported to be happy with the results."
That was met with an icy silence. Muscone didn't know what to say, nor did Joanne. Laura was peering at me, and I was peering at Melina.
"Tell you what." said the EAD, knowing that something wasn't right. "Why don't Jack and I go into the other room and get up to speed on some things, and these CIA ladies can brief you on their side of things..." With that, the EAD and Muscone got up and quickly left the room.
"Surprised Joanne is here?" Laura asked, to break the tense silence.
"No... considering that I was the one who asked for her to be invited." I replied. Yep, that stunned them. Please do not consider Your Iron Crowbar to be anything resembling an Agency of the Weak-Minded, I thought to myself.
"What's wrong, Don?" asked Laura, seeing the look on my face.
"You should ask your sister." I said. "How does the EAD know about Waddell?"
"I don't know." said Melina.
"Melina," I said, "the CIA Director is absolutely not satisfied. He wanted Elizabeth dead. Not neutralized. Dead. It was personal with him. And he didn't give a rat's patootie about Claisson or even Waddell. He had you sent to kill Elizabeth, and he had Claisson sent to assist you by making contacts with Elizabeth."



"Problem is..." I continued, "everyone who is anyone knew and knows that Elizabeth was warned that Claisson was CIA. And she not only 'disavowed' him in her world, she tried to have him killed. He narrowly avoided death in South America, and did not contact nor work with Elizabeth again. Yet... he was the one sent to 'help' you, and was pretending that he could do so."
"Don," said Melina, "I did exactly what you said. I never mentioned Waddell. I said it was Claisson that tried to kill me, that Kathy got in the way, and that I killed Claisson. You said your French Police friends would dispose of his body, that he'd never be seen nor heard of again.
"And, as you know," continued Melina, "my only chance of not having this new Muslim-loving, Jew-hating CIA Director not disavow me and have me shot in the back outside my own home... was to play it exactly your way. So that leaves you, Elizabeth, or Leonard as the snitch."
"No, not them." I said. "And there is another possibility."
"What's that?" asked Laura.
"Whoever sent Waddell to England, to 'defect' to Russia." I said. "That's soooo Soviet 1980s, and a joke of a plan. It was that person, who sent Dana Fox to California to try to shut down Callie and her business, who had Dana Fox trying to arrest me and 'disappear' me for alleged treason after the Lost Drone case, who had Red Brooke taken out of Supermax and sent to kill Jack Muscone's family, and who sent Waddell to France to set up exactly what happened, who is our suspect and our prey."
Commas again groaned at that heck of a run-on sentence. But I digress...
"And what was set up, that happened?" asked Joanne.
"The attempt to murder Melina." I said, looking at my ex-wife. "You were the real target, Melina. Well, Elizabeth was, too. But it was a two-birds, one-stone operation, and my suspect wanted you, the Sheriff's wife and my wife's sister, to be exterminated."
Everyone nodded, then Laura said "We do have another problem: how do we extricate Melina from the mess created by not killing your sister?" asked Laura.
"Someone will have to go to the CIA Director and tell him that he was duped." I said. "Convince him that he was duped into the mistake of sending Melina to kill Elizabeth, much less anyone, then tell him they'll clean it up if he'll just let Melina be, and never try to send her on a foreign mission again. Do it the right way, and he'll accept that."
"And how does that happen?" Laura ask.
"You tell me." I said. "You, and some of your old friends, are the only ones that will be able to convince him." Laura nodded, seeing where I was going with that.
"Sir," said Joanne, "who is this person behind all this stuff?"
"I don't know if I should tell you." I said. "If it gets out, the perp might get away before I'm ready to strike."
"C'mon, she has a Top Secret clearance." said Melina.
"It's not about clearance." I said, my eyes boring into those of my young blonde Detective. "It's about keeping. her. mouth. shut."
"Sir, I've never given you reason to doubt me." said Joanne, getting miffed.
"Okay," I said severely as I got up to go. "I'll tell you." I told them who it was. Not one but three women were totally stunned as I turned and left the room, and went to find and talk to the FBI people...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, I was sitting in my office, catching up on the mountain of paperwork that somehow had accumulated in less than 48 hours of being away. Helena buzzed me that I had a visitor. It was Martha the M.E.
She came in with a solemn look on her face. "I did the autopsy, sir." she said. "You can bring it up on your computer."
I knew Martha did not play these kind of games without a reason. I brought up the autopsy report, and I immediately saw her reasons. I nodded as I read through it.
"We'll just keep this sealed until after the funeral." I said quietly. "My own seal. Family privacy, whatever."
"I thought you might want to do that, sir." Martha said. She left quietly, leaving me to contemplate things...
Part 8 - Back To Business
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 22d. "Fox Two News has learned that a local woman was killed in Paris, France!"
Bettina: "Fox Two News has learned that Kathy Larrington, a young State Department official working in Paris, died of her injuries after being shot Tuesday. The State Department has not given any details, except to say that Ms. Larrington, daughter of local resident Nora Larrington and a graduate of Town High School, covered another American with her body and received the fatal wounds while saving that other person's life."
"The Secretary of State issued a statement saying 'Kathy Larrington served her Nation honorably and died bravely. She will be missed.'. Ms. Larrington's funeral Mass will be tomorrow afternoon at 2:00pm, followed by burial in the heroes section of Cemetery Hill."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "next Tuesday is the special election to fill the unexpired term of Thomas P. Cook. Assistant Public Health Officer Susan Weston has run to a large lead in the race, and with 52% in current polls, she could possibly avoid a runoff..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Weston." said Cindy. "Figures. Can't have one of the good guys win, can we?"
We were drinking coffee in MCD. I had caught up on sleep, going to bed as soon as I got home the day before. Carole didn't quite understand why I was going to bed so early, but later I heard her yell at Jim "BE QUIET! DADDY IS TRYING TO SLEEP!" when he made some kind of noise. Yelling at her brother got Carole a stint in 'time out' with her grandmother, which Bowser supervised.
"Think Weston will be okay on the Council, sir?" asked Teresa.
"I dunno." I said dully, still not really 'over' Paris yet. "By definition, she can't be worse than Thomas P. Cook. We'll have to see where her loyalties lie. If she gets on the Council and then shows she's hostile to the Police, then we may have a problem."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette from in front of City Hall at 8:00am, Thursday, March 22d. "With Chief Griswold now in the race for Sheriff as a Republican, all of the races are beginning to take shape! The Mayor's race has become more crowded, as Council Member Loran T. Michaels has thrown his hat in the ring, opposing current Sheriff Daniel A. Allgood. On the Democrat side, Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver is also in the Mayor's race."
More Priya: "And we're waiting for the verdict in the Jan Camp lawsuit against the University. The jury did not return a verdict yesterday, but experts say a verdict could come as early as this morning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow came into my office at 9:30am. He and I were going to meet with State Senator Katherine Woodburn, who had agreed to have her staff and others that knew 'Queenie' be present for questioning. Most of them had been interviewed by the Nextdoor County Police or SBI Agents; this was follow-up with me present, and trying to coax some real information out of them.
"We didn't get a thing out of any of them right after the shooting." said Chow. "But if your theory is right, then Queenie had to know something."
Everyone gathered inside a meeting room at the State Office Building. I could feel the hostility of the staffers as Chow and I came in. Katherine Woodburn addressed them first: "Okay guys, we need to cooperate with these Officers. If you know something that might help them find the reasons for Queenie's murder, then let them know. Do it for Queenie; don't let the bastards that did this get away with it!"
Then I got up. "Guys, I don't care what your politics are. I don't care if you hate the Governor. My only desire here is to catch the bastards behind the triggermen, and I'm going to need your help doing that. I'll also mention this: if Queenie was targeted because she knew something, and any of you know that, then let us know fast, because that is the only way someone won't come after you, too. Your own lives might be at stake if someone thinks Queenie told you anything."
I felt like my words were falling on closed, deaf ears, but we pressed on. We interviewed them one-by-one. I asked them if they'd been read their rights (none had been), then simply asked them how well they knew Queenie, and what she might've known that would've gotten her killed. I watched them carefully as they answered, all of them telling me they knew nothing. But Katherine's main personal assistant Clark, who I knew was fucking Katherine often, did say a few things:
"Queenie's job was to research the opposition." said Clark. "She'd been working hard as hell to find something, anything, on Val Jared. She hated him with a passion, called him a 'baby killer' over environmental issues and a 'rapist' over women's issues. But as far as I know, she never could find anything on him."
"What about other Republicans she might have looked into?" I asked.
"She had plenty of proof that Graham Collins is gay, and that he's been hiring male prostitutes for years." said Clark. "But that was a pretty open secret. And she had the standard list that everyone has of who's been having an affair with who. Problem with all that stuff: reveal one person or one affair, and the dominoes start falling. So that was like the old Cold War doctrine of 'mutually assured destruction'."
Last, we talked to Katherine herself. "Queenie worked herself into being sick, trying to find stuff on Jared. She never could find anything on him, and I'd have to make her stay at my house on weekends and confine her to bed just to get her healthy again. If she found anything on him, or anyone else for that matter, she never told me."
"And she would have, and immediately, n'est pas?" I asked. Katherine affirmed that.
I had given every one of them my card, my Police card, with my Police cellphone number on it to contact me if they had anything they could tell me. Norm and I then left.
"Think that did any good, sir?" asked Chow as we drove back to Police Headquarters.
"You know..." I said, considering it, "yeah. Yeah, I think it might have. I think some of them know that Queenie knew something, even if they don't know what it is themselves. I'm thinking that we just might get a call..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette from in front of the Courthouse complex at 2:00pm, Thursday, March 22d. "We are breaking into regular programming to bring you this breaking news! The Jury in the Jan Camp lawsuit against the University has reached a decision!"
As Priya ran down the particulars of the case, everyone began gathering in MCD for the verdict.
"Last chance to get in the pool!" joked Rudistan. "What's it going to be, Commander?"
"Camp is going to win." I said. "It's only a matter of how much money she gets."
"I hope you're wrong." said Cindy. "But I believe you're going to be right."
"And here it is!" shouted Priya. "The Jury has found for Dr. Jan Camp! Again, the Jury has decided in favor or Dr. Jan Camp! The amount of the award has already been given out, as well... twelve million dollars! Also, Dr. Camp must be given her position at the school back, and with what is the equivalent of tenure; she can't be fired again without Court approval!"
"All right, back to work." I said. I headed back to my office. Green Crowbar followed Red Crowbar right on in. I had Cindy sit down as I settled into my own chair.
"I guess Alberts did his job." Cindy said. "She won, she gets the money, so maybe she'll keep her mouth shut about Harlan and Gonzales."
"That's how I see it, also." I replied. "Oh, look, they're interviewing President Wellman." We watched:
"We respect the Jury's decision, and will abide by the Judge's instructions." said Dr. Wellman. "No, I don't know what we're going to do with regard to appeals. I need to confer with my staff and my advisors on that. The University System Regents will also have a say in it, as will the Governor and the Attorney General..."
Then Priya interviewed Della Harlow: "This is well-deserved justice for women and women's rights, and a blow to the Power Elites that keep misogynists like Commander Donald Troy in charge of the Police Force. This is a first step for change, and another step for change will be my election as Sheriff..."
Part 9 - Requiem for the Fallen
5:30am, Friday, March 23d. As I left the Mountain Nest and was about to get into my Police SUV, I noticed a slender figure in a pullover sweater with a hoodie at the end of the drive, underneath the streetlamp on its pole that lit up my front yard.
"Commander Troy," said a man's voice. "Can I speak with you?"
"Put your hands where I can see them." I said, wary as always. The young man took his empty hands out of his pockets. He came up to me, and I recognized that he was Clark, Katherine Woodburn's assistant.
"Why don't you give me a ride into Town," he said, "and I'll talk to you about some stuff."
"Okay." I said. "But I have to pat you down for weapons before you can get in the Police vehicle." He allowed me to do so. I frisked him, and found him to be unarmed.
We got into the Police SUV and I started down the road. "Are there any recording devices?" Clark asked.
"Just the onboard camera that videos traffic stops and such stuff." I said. "And it's turned off. So, what do you want to talk about?"
Clark finally relaxed, and said "It's about Queenie. She did find out something. I don't know what it was, but she came up with something."
"On Jared?" I asked.
"No." said Clark. "And not really on any politicians at all. She never could get anything on Jared; he's too clean, there's just nothing there or someone would've found it by now. She was looking into Senators Russell and Nunn. Nunn's pretty clean, too, unfortunately. He's like frickin' Sean Hannity; he makes a Boy Scout Troop look like an ISIS cell."
"So what did she find?" I asked, to get the conversation moving. I was already getting onto the Bypass, so that we could keep talking for a while longer.
"I'm not sure," said Clark, "but I think it was BigAgraFoods. That whistleblower, Larry Wheeler? I think she found the paper trail leading to the people that murdered him."
"Wow." I said. "Are you sure she didn't tell you any of it? I can protect you, but you gotta come correct with what you know..."
"No sir, I really don't know anything." said Clark. "If she told anyone, it would be Senator Woodburn, and I don't know if she told her."
"Did she leave any information where we can get it?" I asked.
"Maybe." said Clark. "She did tell a few people that if the Republicans ever 'whacked' her, they should ask Jack Lewis about 'the Willis files', and he'd understand."
"All right," I said as we came to the Junction Station Depot. "I'll keep this quiet, and I'll look into it and see if we can get Queenie's murderer."
"Even if it's your fellow Republicans, you'll do the right thing?" asked Clark skeptically.
"Clark," I said, "I'm not a Republican. I don't know why you think I am. What I am, is a policeman that does not like any innocent person being murdered. If it's a Republican that murdered Queenie, then a Republican is going down for it. Ditto that for a Democrat, by the way." Clark said no more. I suspect his rabid partisanship disallowed him from even considering that others could rise above the partisanship to do their jobs correctly and well...
I let Clark off in the alleyway-street behind the State Office Building, and went on to Headquarters.
'The Willis Files', I thought to myself as I wrote up a memorandum of the conversation with Clark, keeping his name confidential...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, March 23d. The solemn Funeral Mass for Kathy Larrington was led by Chaplain (Father) Romano. It was well attended by people that had been her high school classmates and friends, and also by Becca's and her mother's friends.
After the Mass, the mortal remains of Goth Girl Kathy were brought to the northwest corner of Cemetery Hill, to a final resting place near that of Police Corporal Peter M. Feeley. The skies were gray, cloud-covered, matching the somber mood of those in attendance. The TCPD's Funeral Honor Guard was in full dress uniforms with medals, and led by Captain Teresa Croyle, wearing her Medal of Valor. Cindy Ross, myself, Chief Griswold, and Fire Lt. Easley were also wearing our Medals of Valor.
Becca Larrington was escorted by her fiancé Roy McGhillie, dressed in his formal uniform with medals. She was barely holding on, and had wept throughout the Funeral Mass. Now, with her sister's casket, draped with an American Flag, just a few feet in front of her, she was overwhelmed by the finality. Her mother Nora was also weeping, but was more composed.
At this same time, far away in Langley, Virginia, a star was being carved into the wall at CIA Headquarters, the wall where stars were carved to represent CIA Agents that had died in the line of duty in the service of our Nation. Kathy's sacrifice would not be forgotten there. Not many of us here even knew about it...
After words and prayers, the Honor Guard took up the American Flag, folded it tightly with crisp movements into a triangle, and passed it to Captain Croyle with an exchange of salutes. Then Teresa turned and stood before Becca and her mom, and presented the flag with those words beginning "On behalf of a grateful nation..."
Becca tried to be stoic as she took the Flag, but as Teresa saluted and moved off, Becca clutched the Flag to her chest and broke down crying in Roy's arms. This flag, and her memories, were what were left of her sister. Mrs. Williams of the Veasley Community Center comforted Nora Larrington, who remained more stoic than her daughter. Then Father Romano intoned the words "ashes to ashes, dust to dust" as he made the Sign of the Cross with dust on the end of Kathy's casket to finish the farewell rituals...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Pet Cemetery is on the other side of the two-track path that runs north-and-south through the field, on the eastern border of the cemetery itself. To the direct south of the Pet Cemetery is a huge oak tree. Standing alone on the plain, it had survived for years with the help of being wired up by lightning rods and grounding cables.
It is said that the man who planted that tree did so after his own dog was buried in the Pet Cemetery, and said that he'd planted it so that 'these good dogs can lie in the shade forever'. Sounds like a man I'd have liked to know.
Today, under the gray skies and clouds, a lone figure in black was standing under that tree, avoiding being seen as she watched the funeral procession in the distance. Elizabeth was sobbing, crying her eyes out in grief over the loss of the young woman that had been in a way her daughter-in-law, and had become the friend and sister that she'd never had in her life. Now, she was all alone again. All alone...
As she cried quiet tears into the hand towel she was carrying, she became aware of something. Looking up and over her left shoulder, she saw him standing there, towering above her with his height, his face in shadow under his Police highwall cap. It was her brother, the Iron Crowbar.
My sister's face was in her hands as she collapsed into me, sobbing some more. I wrapped my arms around her and held her, and let her cry it out. For this moment, she would not have to endure the unendurable alone...
"Kathy's last words," I said, "were asking me to tell you that she loved you." Elizabeth nodded, crying into the towel and my chest.



Teresa noticed that Cindy was looking at something down the hill, behind her. As she came over, she saw a tear running down Cindy's cheek. Looking down, she saw what Cindy had been watching: the Iron Crowbar holding his grief-stricken sister. Despite their past, he was there for his sister now. That was what a good man was, Teresa thought. It was what the Iron Crowbar was.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the funeral ended, most people went towards their cars on the west side of the cemetery. Very few people saw the silver-gray stretch limousine come south down the path to the Pet Cemetery. It stopped by the oak tree.
I opened the door to reveal Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart in the back. "Hello, my dear niece." he said. "You've done well, and suffered much. Come with me." I helped Elizabeth into the limousine and shut the door, and it rolled off to the south.
Elizabeth tried to compose herself. "I did what I could," she said, "but they've stopped our assistance shipments to the Jews in France. I... I'm not sure what I can do, anymore..."
"Nonsense." said Eckhart. "We still have much work to do, if you're willing to work with me and my organization. I need good people like you, my dear. And I especially need my family with me."
Moments ago, she'd been all alone. Now, she had her uncle's support and protection. But Kathy hadn't made it. They would always have Paris... but the world would never quite be the same again...
Part 10 - Inflection Points
Flashback: Thursday, March 22d...
"So," said Senator Samuel Russell as they watched the Jan Camp result on television, "it looks like a disaster for the University, and the State Attorneys that led their case."
"Don't be so sure, Senator," said State House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds. "There is a silver lining to the cloud of losing this case." Russell understood. State Rep. Jeff Canton (R) from the northwest Midtown suburbs, did not.
"How can you say that?" snarled Canton. "The University has a black eye, nationally. Students are protesting the athletics programs, which bring our University System and this State millions upon millions of dollars."
"All that will pass." said State Senator Cain Mitchell (R) of Polk County and the rural southeast. "The question is, will Dr. Camp take her money and go away quietly?"
"I think so." said Russell. He did not tell the others that intermediaries had made a deal with Jan Camp's lawyers: we'll throw the case, you'll get paid... but if you ever say one frickin' word about Rusty Dawson or Coaches Harlan and Gonzales, you won't live to spend that money. The deal had been accepted, and Attorney General Karl Handel had assigned State Attorney Glenn Alberts, a hopeless fuck-up of a man and a lawyer, to lead the case. Gill Haroldson and his rebellion had been squelched.
"The only real question we have left," said Russell, "is what to do about the Iron Crowbar. Can we risk getting rid of him, now that the Camp case is settled?"
"What does one have to do with the other?" asked Canton.
"They don't have anything to do with each other." said Mitchell, rescuing Russell. "And no, Senator Russell, we cannot afford to touch the Iron Crowbar at this time."
"I've heard he's gong to be reined in." said Hammonds. "His participation in the Red Brooke case, as well as some other things, has caused the FBI and CIA brass in Washington to become irritated with him. A deal is going to be struck, and the Iron Crowbar's influences will be reduced to the local area."
"Strange that I have not heard that." said Russell. He wondered if his patron, the woman, was not telling him everything, or if she did not know, either. "But that does not solve my problems. My friends at BigAgraFoods still want him dealt with."
"I'm sure they do." said Hammonds. "But I told them that they will have to wait. Right now we have the Legislative session to deal with, and that God-cursed piece of Grassroots shit Val Jared to contend with."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, March 23. Billy Russell groaned as his cock split the hot older blonde's labes and sank balls-deep into her with one thrust. The woman grinded her ass a bit to get more comfortable as Billy eased his meat up and almost out of her, then plunged back in with a deep, hard thrust.
"Oh, that's good baby." Billy said as he began a steady rhythm of plunging into the woman. She was blonde and very beautiful, fit and toned, taller than him, and she was wrapping those long, shapely legs around his back as he vigorously fucked her.
They were in the guest bedroom of Billy's father's living quarters in the Cannon Building. Indeed, it was Senator Russell that had acquired the services of this high-class prostitute for his son's sexual pleasure after a long day of showing Billy the papers and finances of the Senator's private businesses.
"Oh yeah, fuck me baby." the blonde said dispassionately as she took the college stud's thrusts like the pro she was. Billy wasn't bad looking, she thought, and he was fit; he should be pounding those college girls' pussies right now. But she didn't complain; the Senator was paying her a thousand bucks to make sure the Senator's son was sexually satisfied, and she had the magnificent body to provide that pleasure.
"Turn over." Billy ordered as he slid his cock out of the woman's slick cunt. She obediently turned over and assumed the hands-and-knees position as Billy mounted her from behind. He slid his cock back into her, grabbed her hips, and began pumping steadily. The blonde moaned and pushed back to meet his forward thrusts, pretending to enjoy it.
Some who fucked prostitutes said it was like 'masturbating in a vagina'. For both Billy and the hot blonde, that was the case. He was nothing more than a client to her; she was nothing more than a warm, wet vagina to stroke his cock in and out of.
After several more minutes of fucking, the loud slaps of his groin pounding her firm asscheeks echoing through the room, Billy began tiring. He eased out of her and fell onto his back on the bed. The blonde lay down next to him, and he admired her toned upper back as she bent over and sucked his cock into her mouth.
At last, Billy began feeling some real pleasure. The blonde knew how to suck cock, and the feeling of her lips sliding tightly up and down his throbbing shaft and her tongue lashing his meat brought him some welcome sensations. Her hands fondled his balls and jacked the base of his shaft as her hungry mouth devoured his pole again and again. He watched her blonde head bobbing up and down as she fellated him, then lay back and just enjoyed it.
Some moments later, he felt his nut rising. The woman began jacking him harder as she sucked hard on his meat. With a deep groan, Billy came inside her mouth, firing his jets of thick semen into her throat. The blonde prostitute greedily swallowed his load, milking out every drop, and then she rushed for her water bottle to wash his semen down before she got sick from the (to her) foul taste of the stuff...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The prostitute was long gone as Billy got dressed and went upstairs to his father's office.
"Was she good, son?" asked Senator Russell as he read a Senate document.
"Yes sir, she was good." Billy said. Sitting down on a sofa near the desk, he said "Dad, why bother paying a whore? I could be getting plenty of pussy at the University, or at one of the clubs here in the City."
"Yeah, I know." said Senator Russell. "Let me tell you something, son. When it comes to pussy, you're going to pay for it one way or another. So you can either dole out a few hundred in cash, and be assured that she'll be good looking, that you'll get your cock sucked, that you can have her ass or pussy, and that you'll get your rocks off; or you can spend the same amount of money wining and dining a girl, romancing her, and no guarantee of getting more than a goodnight kiss, and very likely no blowjob at all."
"Also," continued the Senator, "with the whore, she takes her money and leaves when you're done. At School, those women are looking to make you pay, all right... through the nose. They're either looking for rich husbands and will snare you by getting pregnant, or they're looking for a way to get one over on you to blackmail you or some such shit. So which is the better deal?"
Billy contemplated it, then said "Why did you bother marrying Mom?"
"Appearances." said the Senator. "My campaign ads show me, and her, and you and your sister as children, and I get elected. And don't get me wrong; I love you and your sister. But now my Senate career is winding down. If I run again, it'll probably be my last term; things are getting ugly for us old-school Establishment Republicans these days."
"What's going to happen with you and Mom?" asked Billy. "Divorce?"
"Well," said the Senator, getting a bit introspective, "some little time after we got married, I had to explain the truth of things to her. I told her I was going to fuck other women, and she could either be the politician's wife and smile through it all and go to parties with the other bitches and spend my money and be happy... or she could divorce me and take her chances making her own money for herself and getting none from me, and not having custody of her children. I also told her I wouldn't divorce her, and she could keep spending my money and have a roof over her head, or not. She knows where her bread is buttered."
Billy nodded. "Yeah, I get that. Those little cunts at the University are always coming on to me, and don't want to use condoms when I fuck them. I know what's up with that."
"Yep." said the Senator. "And don't rush to get married. But if and when you do, make sure she's a bitch that understands who is in charge...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, March 24th. I had a problem on my hands: a four-year-old with an attitude.
We were at The Cabin. Laura had left in the wee hours of the morning, to fly to Washington, D.C., to diffuse the situation with Melina and with me. When Carole woke up, Cindy, Teresa, and I were in the front room, watching the news on TV.
"Where's Mommy?" Carole asked as she and her slumber party guest Marie came down the stairs, followed by the redoubtable Bowser.
"She went to visit some friends." I said. "She'll be back when you wake up tomorrow morning." Cindy and Teresa were nodding vigorously in support.
That did not go over well with Carole. She stood in front of me, crossed her little arms in front of her, furrowed her brow, and yelled angrily "Did Mommy go to meetings?" Even Bowser looked up at Carole in surprise.
"I just told you," I said, in my rather authoritarian voice, "she went to visit friends. Now why don't you and Marie go finish that book for Chief Griswold you're writing." Trying to distract her, I was.
"Yeah!" said Marie agreeably.
"Mommy better not be at meetings!" Carole said angrily as she stalked off. "She promised she would not go to any more meetings!" Nope, the 'six second rule' was not in effect; Carole was not forgetting this and was not moving on. She sulked all day, even when Marie told her that her (Marie's) mommy went to meetings about the stars in the sky.
And Bowser determined that the better part of valor was hanging out with the big kids. Cindy and Teresa did not fail to give him all the skritchins he wanted, and then some. Not to be left out, Buddy came over for his share of the love...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The table was set for four, and the luncheon served was filling and delicious. They were in the office of the CIA Director. Joining him at lunch was the former CIA Deputy Director for Science and Technology, Dr. Laura Fredricson; retired FBI Deputy Director William Hargreaves; and U.S. Senator William 'Bill' Nunn, Conservative Republican.
After some moments of mostly innocuous talk, the CIA Director began the conversation they were here for. "Okay, I am not satisfied with what I heard about the fiasco in Paris. Agent Huntress was asked to come to Washington to talk with us, and she refused. We had to have our FBI Agents in the City, led by Jack Muscone's special Team, interview her. She also submitted her resignation from the CIA, which I have not yet accepted. So, Dr. Fredricson, what actually happened?"
"The reports you heard are true." said Laura. "She shot her target, who the French authorities say was killed, and then CIA Agent Paul Claisson tried to kill her. Agent Darkwave intercepted the bullet and died at the scene. That's the official line. The real line, and the only deviation, is that a turncoat FBI Agent named Waddell is the actual person who tried to kill Huntress, and did kill Darkwave."
"I'm hearing some peculiarities about how Waddell died." said the CIA Director. "No gunfire... something about a Japanese katana being used. Your husband owns a katana, does he not?"
"And he's damn good with it, if need be." Laura replied with some alacrity as the CIA Director noticed the pendant on the gold necklace around her neck: six red diamonds shooting from a central point on a black field. "He prefers his crowbar, though." Laura added.
"I'll just be clear." said the CIA Director. "I am not convinced that Huntress's target was eliminated, and as a subversive and an 'Enemy of the State', her continued existence is not acceptable to me. Yes, Waddell was smoked out, Claisson was a liability and is now eliminated... but this mission has been a disaster."
"Why do you believe the Iron Crowbar's sister is such a threat to the nation?" asked the DepDirector. "She was a smuggler, but she never gave us reason to believe she was a traitor. She even helped Darkwave send us information on national security threats to us."
The CIA Director looked most displeased at that last remark... Darkwave's information had been about threats by Islamists. But he continued on: "Our French friends were not happy at all that she was smuggling arms to people that are not our friends. But... that appears to be overwith, whether or not she's alive or dead. I'm still not amused that your husband showed up in Paris, Dr. Fredricson. How did he know to go there? The 'Guardians of Justice' tell him? Or is he the 'Guardians of Justice'?"
"My husband swears up and down that he is not them." said Laura.
"And I think I believe it." said the CIA Director. "We looked into him as hard as we could... and could never find a trace of him doing what they've been doing. But why was he in Paris? We thought he and his sister did not get along at all."
"Mr. Director," said Laura, "you miscalculated. There is one thing my husband puts above all else... and that is his family. He deals with threats to his family, from me and his children to his sister and his cousins, not to mention his dogs, in only one way: with every vicious bit of force that he can muster. And he can muster a lot. He and his sister may not have Christmas dinner together, but an attack on her is an attack on him. And as you well know, Mr. Director, he does not forgive, and he does not forget."
"So... what do you want?" asked the CIA Director. "In exchange for your silence on these matters." He knew the threat against him was the exposure of what had happened in Paris as an action against the Jews and against Israel... and that Dr. Laura Fredricson still had loyal friends within the 'Company' and was a powerful force on behalf of her sister.
Laura understood, as well. "I want your guarantee, in writing, that Agent Huntress is in good standing, will not be 'disavowed' unless she commits a sacrilege in the future, which none of what she's done so far has been. And part of that guarantee will be that, whether you accept her resignation or not, the CIA nor any other Agency will never again send her on an overseas mission, and there will never be an assignment to anyone to kill her."
"No problem." said the CIA Director. "We'll keep all this in the past. But there is something I want and need in return: your husband is a brilliant Detective and a limitlessly brave man, but he needs to rein it in. If you would ask him to concentrate on... more local issues... maybe consult with the Muscone team but not become part of national or international intrigue... we can all take a breath and let things simmer down."
"I'll talk to him." said Laura.
"Good." said the CIA Director. "That leaves just two issues: The Guardians of Justice, and BigAgraFoods. Senator, the CEO of BigAgraFoods is testifying before the Intelligence Committee next week, and you are on that Committee."
Senator Nunn was here to lend his weight over 'Paris', as his Committee could ask tough questions about the failed operation that ended in the death of a CIA Agent, but now he addressed the other situation: "Yes, Mr. Director, he'll testify. My colleagues and I will ask him tough questions about the GOJ papers, he'll answer them, and the Public will move on to the next thing the Media tells them to think about."
"Yes." said the CIA Director. "After all, it's the Media's job to tell the People exactly what to think. And Mr. Hargreaves, I've asked our FBI friends to really concentrate on finding The Guardians of Justice. They are becoming... a real problem. Senator Nunn's colleague Senator Russell is constantly calling me as well as the FBI Director about them."
"I know they've been working on that." said the DepDirector. "But those guys are good. The Russians and Chinese have been easier to catch committing cyber-crimes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mommy!" yelled Carole on Sunday morning when she came downstairs to find Laura at breakfast with the rest of us adults. Laura was going to pick her daughter up for a hug, but instead found herself confronted by a four-year-old with her little arms crossed, and scowling. "Were you at 'meetings', Mommy?" Carole questioned accusingly.
"I was visiting friends." said Laura. "Didn't Daddy tell you?"
"He told me, awright." said Carole, her voice full of 'attitude'. Daddy had had enough of this.
"Is there a problem, young lady?" I asked, my voice matching my daughter's. She was unable to match my peering eyes as I bore down on her.
"No sir." said Carole. She didn't convince me.
"There better not be." I said. "When your mother or I tell you something, you accept it. When we tell you to do something, you do it. Now apologize to your mother and give her a hug for being back home."
"I'm sorry, Mommy." Carole said, giving Laura a hug.
"Okay, sweetie." Laura said, hugging Carole back. "Go make your bed and get dressed." Carole ran off.
"Where did that come from?" Laura asked, astonished.
"Based upon past experiences," said my mom Phyllis, "I suspect that it was inherited." Teresa, Cindy, and Molly broke down laughing at that. I was not nearly so amused.
Then Cindy and I met each other's glance. In that instant we both realized that Carole knew that her mommy had gone to meetings... because Carole had indeed inherited something; the power of the 'vibe'...
Part 11 - Prison Break
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 26th, from in front of City Hall. "The special election for the seat vacated by Thomas P. Cook is tomorrow, and experts predict a low turnout!"
Bettina said: "Running for the seat are Jenna Stiles, Della Harlow, Susan Weston, my cameraman Scott Turnbull, Dr. Lionel Carmela, and Scott Peterson. The website 'Crystal Clear Vote Counts', that averages polls, says that Susan Weston has quietly been gaining a lead, while Della Harlow, who has run far and away the most ads, is not moving the needle at all."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "as we enter the last week of the Legislative session for the year, it looks like there is absolutely no progress on the Law Enforcement Bill nor the Budget. Legislators are fractured, and hopelessly deadlocked. Experts blame the Governor for the gridlock, but polls of the Citizens show that the Legislators of both Parties, not Governor Jared, are being blamed for the mess. The Legislature's approval stands at a scant 16%, while the Governor's approval is at 46% in the latest Public Policy Polling figures..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. I sat at my desk, once again having to face doing a duty. The letter had arrived.
It was from Goth Girl Kathy, and it asked me to give the sealed envelope inside and its contents to her sister Becca. I called Roy McGhillie, and asked him to bring Becca and her mother to the Station. I then called Father Romano, who came down. When McGhillie brought the Larringtons in, I had them all go into the Pastor's Room. Cindy was watching from the doorway as I handed Becca the envelope.
"This came from your sister." I said. "She asked me to give it to you." Becca's eyes were too wide for her pretty face as she took it.
"Do you know what's in it?" asked Nora Larrington.
"No." I said, truthfully, though I had a very strong idea. "It's sealed, and I did not open it. Detective McGhillie, you should stay with your family here, and take them home when they're ready. Father Romano has also agreed to stay if any of you need him. If you'll excuse me, I'll leave you to it."
As I walked slowly down the hall, feeling depressed, I felt a hand come from behind and take my arm. It was Cindy. "You okay?" she asked.
"Not really." I said, then added "Come with me." I began walking with more of a purpose, and went into my office, followed by Cindy. I had her sit down as I sat down in my chair and got on the computer. A moment later, I printed a few sheets of paper.
"I don't know what's in that letter," I said, "but I have a pretty good idea." I handed Cindy the papers, which contained Martha the M.E.'s autopsy report on Kathy Larrington. As Cindy read them, she looked up at me with a gasp...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With tears in her eyes, Becca opened the envelope and took out the letter inside. It read:
""Dear Becca,
If you are receiving this, then I have died. I came to visit you and Mom last Christmas because I knew that I would not see you again. I have brain cancer, and its inoperable. Elizabeth took me to the best doctors in Europe, but they say they can do nothing. I have about six months left, maybe June or July. They say that I'll go blind soon, then eventually be unable to do anything. So I won't come home again, because I want you to remember me as I was, not as what I will become.
So marry that great looking guy who loves you more than anything, and if you have a girl child, 'Kathy' would be a great name for her. Tell Mom I love her, and keep going no matter what. I love you always,
Kathy."
"She was dying?" asked Becca, her mind reeling with disbelief. "Mom, did you know this?"
"No." said Nora as she read the letter. "Well... I knew something wasn't right; a mother knows these things. But she wouldn't tell me anything."
"Why didn't she come home? Or stay home after Christmas?" Becca wailed. "We could've taken care of her. I would've been there for her, so she wouldn't have been alone..." She began sobbing, breaking down.
"Yes, we would have." agreed Nora. "But she didn't want to burden us, I guess..."
It would be a considerable time before they left the Pastor's Room. Even Father Romano was taxed to find words...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy let the papers drop onto my desk. "It doesn't change anything." she said. "She died a hero. She gave her life for another person."
"Like Takaki Taichi-sama." I said, remembering his seppuku, which served to wipe out a cell of very bad people. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 05.) "Death with honor, and bravery. Let it be her epitaph, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
No time for further contemplation. Jack Muscone and Martin Nash came to visit me an hour later.
"We've been following up on Brooke's so-called escape from Supermax." said Muscone. "We've been looking into the Federal Bureau of Prisons, as well as the Federal Marshals, for corruption. And we think we've found some problems." Muscone began outlining the problems.
"We also found something you asked us to look into." said Nash. "We sent a couple of guys in, undercover. Sure enough, one woman tells every new person she sees that she's wrongly incarcerated there."
Just then, Helena buzzed me. "Sir, Paulina Patterson is here to see you. She says it's urgent."
"Send her in." I said. As the FBI Agents got up to go, I said "Stay here, guys. I have a feeling you'll be wanting to hear this."
Paulina came in. "Don, something's wrong. And you FBI guys might want to hear this."
"What is it?" I asked, the 'vibe' getting stronger.
"You know Yvonne Newton used to work for me as my assistant." said Paulina. "I had to let her go after Julie turned bad. Well, I was going to ask Yvonne to work on my campaign, to make some extra money. But when I called her number, it was disconnected. And when I went by her townhouse, it was empty; the lights were all off, mail service was stopped last summer. I contacted the School Library System, with whom she had gotten a job. They said she sent an email resigning from her position late last summer, just before the school year was to begin. Don... she's just disappeared."
"I'll bet." I said, picking up the phone and dialing a number. "Captain Croyle," I said, "I need a Patrol to go by..." I gave the address. "Check and make sure that Yvonne Newton is not there. She may have gone missing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just after sundown, the helicopter landed on top of the Cannon Building in the City. A man and woman got out, and went to the second of two doors. This door went to the penthouse office that had once belonged to the late Henry R. Wargrave, and now was rented by U.S. Senator Samuel Russell.
"Come in, come in." said Russell to his visitors. "Have you been here before? Can I show you around?"
"Yes, we've been here before." said the woman. Russell noticed that she looked tense, and tired. Things weren't going so well for her, he surmised.
After polite offers of coffee and water were refused, Senator Russell said "The reason I asked you both to drop by today, is to make a determination of what we are going to do about the Iron Crowbar. With the Jan Camp case resolved, I'd like to move fast and strike him down while the iron is hot, to mix some metaphors, there."
"You certainly have my approval." said Mitchell 'Mitt' Bain Willis. He was the President of BigAgraFoods Corporation and a Member of its Board, of BigPharmaCorp's Board, and other Boards of major companies. While CEO Lloyd Feingold had been the face of BigAgraFoods when they were forced to move out of State after Larry Wheeler's murder, and while Feingold would testify before Congress, it was the rising star Mitt Willis that was the power behind the throne.
Willis was tall, slender, with blackish hair that was graying (perhaps with help) around the temples, a handsome face that looked aristocratic, and a measured but folksy way of speaking that connoted safety and calm. Willis was the poster child of the World Globalist Elites and the Republican Elites. He fully planned to run for the U.S. Senate seat held by the Conservative Bill Nunn, and wrest it back for the Establishment from Nunn and Nunn's Grassroots supporters, who Willis deeply hated as much as Wilson Hammonds did...
"I'll give you my blessings, of course." said the woman. "Unfortunately, I've suffered a setback. The Iron Crowbar made a huge mess of my plan in Paris, and my goals there were not achieved. As such, I'm going to be retrenching. There is one chance I'll get the Iron Crowbar, and soon, but it's a last plan, and I don't like last plans. If it fails, then you have carte blanche to do whatever you want. Just don't make a mess of things like that attempt upon the Governor over in Nextdoor County."
Neither she nor Mitt Willis mentioned that the attack on Jared had been her plan along with his. The Governor had lived. Regrettable, but he wasn't the primary target; State Senator Woodburn's staffer, the Queen of Opposition Research, had been.
"So gentlemen," she said, getting up, "I'll take my leave of you now. You said you'll arrange other transportation, Mr. Willis?"
"Yes." said Willis. He did not mention that he was staying in the living quarters below this office as Senator Russell's guest. "Have a safe trip home, my dear."
She climbed the stairs to the roof and got into the waiting helicopter, which would take her back to Pottsville Airport and her headquarters near there. Then she changed her mind.
"Take me to Town & County Airport." she said. As they flew, she got on her cellphone and placed an order for an Uber car, likely to be driven by a college student from the University. She would stay in the empty townhouse there tonight. It was empty, but it was home. She had just had this sudden yearning to go home, despite the danger.
I just want to go home, thought former Town & County Police Detective Julie Newton...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:50am, Tuesday, March 27th. As we flew in the small FBI jet towards the Supermax prison, Jack Muscone filled me in with more details.
"The Warden of this prison is officially on my 'sketchy' list." said Muscone. "His bank accounts have grown by large margins on occasions, with a couple of particularly big payments last summer. Then he distributes some of it, probably to some of the guards. We're not sure who we can and can't trust, so we're going on this pre-dawn raid while they're on lockdown for the night and there are fewer guards in fewer places."
"How many people do we have?" I asked.
"Twenty FBI Agents and thirty DEA Agents." said Muscone. "Special raid to interdict a drug pipeline into the prison... that's how we're justifying the DEA people."
"What about the warrant?" I asked.
"The Federal Judge in your District issued us one. He's seen enough of you to know that you just might be right. If what you think is right, we'll take the prisoner into our own protective custody and do DNA tests."
We landed at the nearby municipal airport. There were already a number of large vans, filled with heavily armed and armored Federal agents. I had on armor, also, but did not feel all that comfortable. The good news is that Muscone, Jefferson, and myself were flying in a helicopter.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Agents poured into the facility, essentially taking over the control room. The guards were asked to gather in the cafeteria, where they would be held. But there was one setback: as we were about to go down the wing that Julie Newton was supposed to be held inside, we were met by four men. Three were uniformed guards; the fourth was Warden Williams.
"None of you can have weapons beyond this point." said the Warden. He was a slender black man whose hair was approaching the length that the 1970s were calling and asking for their 'afro' back... so sorry if that's politically incorrect to say. He had a fierceness about his eyes, and looked like he could have a mean disposition if he wanted to.
"Now just a minute..." said Muscone, but I intervened.
"It's okay." I said. "I'll go down with them and verify the prisoner's identity." I handed Jack my holstered gun.
"You can't take that crowbar, either, Mister Commander Troy." said the Warden.
"Well," I said, "it's either me with the crowbar, or fifty Federal agents shooting you down, and I'll be taking the crowbar anyway." The Warden relented.
We went down the passageway, through a couple of locked iron doors that were unlocked from the control room. I walked down to a cell nearly at the end of the hallway, and looked inside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right," said Muscone, "this is too easy---- what is that?"
Armed guards with M-4s were pouring into the hallways outside the room, and another contingent were going to the cafeteria. The Agents inside had had the presence of mind to close and lock the doors to the control room, and so were secure for the moment.
"Get your hands up, all of you! Open that door!" the guards began shouting through the windows. There were well over one hundred men surrounding the Federal Agents, who were now barricaded inside the control room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God! Commander Troy!" squealed Yvonne Newton. "Tell them I'm not Julie! Please, tell them I'm not Julie, I'm not supposed to be here!"
"I know." I said. "You're coming with us. Warden----"
As I turned to speak to the Warden, I saw that he'd taken a stance blocking my path. Behind him were the three guards, two with M-4s, one with a shotgun... ready to shoot me.
"You're not going anywhere, Iron Crowbar." snarled the Warden. "Except into a six-foot-deep hole..."
*** TO BE CONTINUED. ***
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Part 12 - Prison Break, Redux
"Ah, so you are dirty." I said to the Warden. "And we now have the proof."
"You ain't gonna live long enough to prove a damn thing." said Warden Williams. "Men, kill this bastard. The girl gets killed by a ricochet, unfortunately."
As the guards moved to shoot me, the third guard behind them slammed the butt of his rifle into one of the guards' head from behind. The other hesitated, and I moved with lightning speed and kicked the gun out of his hands. Then the crowbar went to work. As the third guard collected the weapons, I administered punishment to the two guards as well as the Warden, who thought he was a 'Kung Fu fighter', but was sadly mistaken.
"They don't have any cuffs to put on them." said Leonard Lotz, the 'third guard'. He'd infiltrated the prison and confirmed what we'd been told: Yvonne Newton proclaimed her innocence the first time she saw him.
"No problem." I said. I got what looked like a solid rectangular box out of my pocket and placed it where I knew the electric junction for Yvonne's cell was. Then I manually pushed the door open.
"Come on." I told Yvonne. She came out as I directed Leonard to help me put the two guards in the cell. Then I closed the door and took the box with me, locking them inside.
"Let's take Warden Williams back to the FBI." I said. We hauled him up off the floor.
"Won't do any good." said the Warden. "My men ambushed your men. They're all dead by now."
"Warden," I said wearily, "I truly hope you don't think you're dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded, here. Lotz, you got a radio?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don, we're holding out in the control room!" said Muscone. "They've got the room surrounded, but haven't tried to come in yet."
"What about the cafeteria?" I asked.
"It's a standoff, there." Muscone said.
I looked at Lotz and we both grinned as I asked "Have they tried to shoot at you, or shoot their way in? Have any of them fired a shot?"
"No." said Muscone. "Not yet."
"Good." I said. "Tell your men to start shooting to kill. Their guns have no ammo in them!"
A moment later, Jack radioed back. "They all surrendered. How did you know they had no ammo?"
"I learned a few things... oh, about 400 years ago." I radioed back. I was later told that Jack Muscone responded to that with words that he did not learn in my daddy's household...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The FBI Agents locked the rogue guards into the cells in which they'd been hiding. Turns out some of them were the convicts sent to this prison, and were offered favors if they helped the Warden defeat us. They were given empty guns, and told that if they surprised the FBI, they'd be able to get the FBI's loaded guns and kill the Agents with them.
More Agents and other 'good guys' were coming in, so we left. At the helicopter, I asked Lotz if he was coming with us. "No, I'm going to make a run for it." he said. "Your sister will find something for me to do. By the way... thank you for giving Kathy that nice funeral. She was a good person, she deserved it."
"Yes, she did." I said. "Take care of yourself, Leonard, and thanks for your help."
"I told you I was good at prison breaks." Lotz said in his cynical way, but with a grin. I grinned and we shook hands, and I boarded the helicopter to leave.
We got Yvonne Newton to the helicopter and took off. FBI Special Agent Jefferson remained behind to take command of the prison and the situation there.
"Who was that guy that helped you?" asked Muscone as we buckled into the plane to go home.
"Oh, some guy I met in Paris last week." I said. "He's good at prison breaks."
"No doubt." said Muscone. "So... they're going to send extra lighter fluid for your bonfire for this one. How'd you do it?"
"My buddy there infiltrated the prison as a guard." I said. "He confirmed that it was Yvonne... she told him she was wrongly imprisoned as soon as she saw him, like she did every other new person she saw... and then he got wind that the Warden was going to give a lot of guys empty guns to hopefully subdue all of you. He was hoping some of his loyal guards could fire their loaded guns at you to make you think they were all carrying loaded guns. Fortunately, you guys were able to barricade yourselves long enough for me to get Yvonne out."
"And the Warden into our custody. And we got it all on tape. Good job." said Muscone. "But we really do need to talk about you deliberately walking into traps like that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went up to Yvonne, who was sitting towards the front of the plane, ravenously eating the breakfast she had been brought.
"Yvonne, what happened?" I asked as I sat down next to her.
"I don't know." said Yvonne. "One night last August I went to bed like normal, and the next morning I woke up in that cell. At first I had no idea what was going on, and the guards wouldn't tell me anything; they looked at me like I was crazy. I asked for a lawyer, and they said no visits, that my appeals were up. Over time, I figured out that they thought I was my sister Julie..." She began crying.
"Yes." I said. "Your sister betrayed you, too. She had you put in that prison cell so that she could roam free without anyone knowing she escaped. But you're out now. We'll have to confirm your identity by a DNA test, and you'll have to stay at home in your townhouse until we do, under Police guard."
"They didn't foreclose on my townhouse?" Yvonne asked.
"No." I said. "Apparently your sister made the monthly payments, and she would stay there or let her associates stay there. We're going to see about getting you your old job back with the library system, but it's more likely we'll have to find you a place with the University."
Yvonne nodded, then said "Thank you for coming for me, Commander." Her voice quavered as she said "I had lost hope that I'd ever get out of there."
"Never lose hope." I said. "It is never over, until it is over."
Part 13 - Early Elections
"Early DNA markers show it's Yvonne, not Julie." said Cindy Ross at 3:00pm, Tuesday, March 27th. "The full tests won't be back for two days, and the legally defensible data won't be back for eight days. The Federal Judge agreed to let Yvonne wear an ankle monitor, and she can go to the grocery store."
"Good." I said. "Laura informs me that Dr. Paul Berkshire needs an administrative assistant, and he is going to interview Yvonne. So things should work out for her, I hope."
"God, I can't even imagine it." said Cindy. "Doing something like that to Molly, or her doing that to me. I know you and your sister are a long way better than you used to be, too."
"True." I said. "I still make sure to keep my eyes firmly on my sister when she's in my presence, but few things compare to what Julie did to Yvonne... what Westboro and Thatcher did to those poor puppy dogs qualifies, but few other things..." I shook my head in wonder of the evil that people can do to each other... and to puppies.
"That leads to one other thing." said Cindy. "Davis thinks someone was using Yvonne's apartment as recently as last night. He thought he smelled perfume, and of course Yvonne hadn't been in her own apartment in months."
"He might be right." I said. "You put out the APB for Julie?"
"Yes." said Cindy. "State-wide. The FBI has put out a nationwide alert for her, as well." Then she said "I just have one question, sir."
"Which is?" I replied.
"How long have you known Julie Newton was out of prison and working against us?"
I paused and then said "I knew there was someone, a so-called 'outside agency' working against us as early as last Fall. Dana Fox did not go to California and choose to harass Callie on his own; the CIA would have barbecued him for fucking with their Agent 'Honeybee'." Cindy smiled at that, and at the thought of her beloved Agent 'Honeybee'.
"When we got Jack's kids out of that townhouse in Florida," I continued, "Brooke said something about killing my family... and my dog, too. I think that was when it first struck me that someone was behind his prison escape, someone who also knew about Bowser. Of course I was trying to avoid being beaten up by Red Brooke at the time, so I didn't think about it again until later... and I realized that the Bowser reference went to Brooke by a dog-hater, and then it followed that whoever hated Bowser did so because it was Bowser who outed the Consultant of Crime."
"Yes it was." said Cindy, who had facilitated Bowser's action.
"I put it all together after the incident in Paris." I said. "Waddell was sent there by Julie Newton, and perhaps some other rogues, to eventually set up my sister, who coincidentally is your cousin, to be killed. Someone gave the new CIA Director bad information, and he sent Melina to kill Elizabeth... and Melina was to be killed by Waddell."
"By the time I got back and handled everything concerning Goth Girl Kathy's death," I said, "I was in the process of finding out if Julie was still in prison, and she wasn't; her sister had been put in there in her place. So I was already planning to go get Yvonne when Paulina couldn't find her. And so it goes..."
Cindy shook her head. "And why any criminal on earth thinks they can do business here and get away with it, I'll never know."
"That's what I wish they'd think." I replied. "But still they try. Still they try..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
BigAgraFoods CEO Lloyd Feingold was relatively short at 5'6" tall, and was beginning to show curvature of the spine in addition to having that classic 'pear shaped' body that denoted future health problems. Normally this was offset by his friendly demeanor, easygoing manner, and his way of bringing all sides together to make deals in the Boardrooms of the Nation. But now he looked haggard, exhausted, and in some ways befuddled as he took his place in the room in the U.S. Capitol, where he was to be grilled by the Senate Intelligence Committee.
After the swearing in, the Senators began asking questions. Senator Samuel Russell was one of the first to be recognized by the Chair.
"Mr. Feingold," said Senator Russell, "BigAgraFoods feeds millions of people, is that not right?"
"We estimate that between six hundred million and one billion people are fed either directly or indirectly by BigAgraFoods farms." said Feingold.
"That is doing a lot of good for a lot of people." said Russell. "But you have groups that attack you in the Press, for using genetically modified crops, stuff like that?"
"That is true, Senator." said the CEO.
"And in the past few months, a group calling themselves 'The Guardians of Justice', a criminal, treasonous organization, have been making false accusations against you, is that not right?" asked Russell.
"We consider their accusations to be baseless, yes sir." said Feingold.
"I would like to emphasize," said Russell, "that this 'Guardians of Justice' group is being pursued by the FBI for charges that will include treason against the United States for releasing classified documents to the Public. I yield the balance of my time."
Over an hour later, Senator Richard 'Bill' Nunn was finally recognized. He bore in: "Mr. Feingold, whatever you think of the Guardians of Justice, they released what were purported to be copies of BigAgraFoods documents that suggested BigAgraFoods had plans in association with the Government to control the foodstuffs of the Nation. Are there genuine BigAgraFoods documents that match the copies the Guardians released?"
"Senator, I have not seen what that terrorist group released." said Feingold. "So I would have no idea what matches what in that regard."
"Let me ask this---" started Nunn.
"Will the gentleman yield?" asked Russell.
"The question is, Mr. Feingold---" tried Nunn again.
"Will the gentleman yield?" asked Russell again.
"No, I will not yield to you, Senator Russell!" yelled Nunn, worn to anger. "You are obviously trying to use up my time before I can ask these important questions, but your tactics to hide the truth will not work! Now Mr. Feingold... is it true that BigAgraFoods made plans with the Government, or without the Government, to control the foodstuffs of the Nation?"
"That is not true." said Feingold. "I am not aware of any such plans, for benign nor sinister purposes, to exercise that kind of control over the world's food supply."
"Mr. Feingold, did you know a BigAgraFoods employee named Larry Wheeler?" asked Nunn.
"Will the gentleman yield?" asked Russell.
"Please answer the question Mr. Feingold." said Nunn, ignoring Russell. "Did you know a former BigAgraFoods employee named Larry Wheeler, or were you aware of him?"
"Will the gentleman yield?" persisted Russell.
The Chairman intervened. 'Senator Russell, Senator Nunn has already said he will not yield, and I will extend his time to cover the time you're obviously trying to waste, here. Mr. Feingold, please answer Senator Nunn's question." Russell was red faced with furious anger; if looks could kill, the Chairman would be dead.
"I've met many of my BigAgraFoods employees," said Feingold, "but beyond the ones I am in constant contact with on a daily basis, I don't believe I can be expected to remember on a close basis. I don't recall knowing Mr. Wheeler, though I may have met him at a company function."
"Mr. Feingold," said Nunn, as the majority of the room got interested, "Larry Wheeler was murdered, and the SBI investigators believe he may have been a whistleblower that exposed or was going to expose BigAgraFoods corruption, and that the Guardians of Justice documents were real. Are you sure you don't know who he was within your company?"
Feingold looked deeply confused. He covered his microphone with his hand as his lawyer whispered into his ear. The exchange went on for several seconds. Finally, Feingold answered: "I stand by my previous answer, Senator. And I further assert that I am not familiar with what the Guardians of Justice may or may not have released to the Public. We have lawyers and cyber-security that handle those things, and I was never briefed on any of it."
"You're the CEO of the company, Mr. Feingold." asserted Nunn. "And you're telling this Committee, under oath, that you had no knowledge of any of this?"
"That is not what I said." said Feingold. "I said I'm not familiar with what this group put out in any detail to which I can answer in this hearing."
"The Senator's time has expired." said the Chair as Nunn wanted to press the issue. The hearing concluded shortly afterwards. Nunn watched as Feingold and his attorney left, having an exchange of words, as if Feingold really didn't know what was going on, and was haranguing the legal beagle. Then he saw out of the corner of his eye that Senator Russell was staring at him. He turned and made sure to meet Russell's stare...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did it go, Lloyd?" asked Mitt Willis, calling after seeing the hearings were over.
"God damn it, Mitt!" swore Feingold. "What the hell is going on? They were asking about that shadow group, and some guy named 'Wheeler'. Who the fuck is 'Wheeler'?"
"He's a former employee of ours that was murdered down in Senator Russell's home area." said Willis. "No one to worry about."
"Mitt!" gasped Feingold, "United States Senators were asking me about him! Asking ME! So yes, he's someone I need to worry about! Now you come to Headquarters tomorrow. I'm calling a 'come to Jesus' meeting with the brass and the Board..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Don," said Senator Nunn, calling me on my personal iPhone. "We just got through grilling BigAgraFoods CEO Lloyd Feingold."
"How did it go?" I asked.
"Russell tried hard to interfere." said Nunn. "But a few of my Conservative colleagues helped me put the guy through the wringer. Don, what I'm going to tell you may sound a little crazy, and you're way more observant than I am... but I think Feingold had no idea what was going on. He looked confused, he constantly asked his lawyer about things, and he's sitting there under oath saying he doesn't know what's going on... and he's the CEO of the company."
"Can you send me a tape of the hearing?" I asked. "So I can observe him for myself?"
"I'll see what I can do." said Nunn. "And Don, be careful over there. Russell was enraged at the questions I asked. He looked like a caged tiger..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole and Jim had been put to bed, and Buddy was sleeping by Jim's bed. Bowser, however, was enjoying some skritchins from Your Iron Crowbar as Laura, my mom, Cindy, Callie, Teresa and Todd talked and watched election results coming in. At 10:05pm, the results were delivered.
"And from the Fox Two Decision Desk," said Amber Harris, sitting next to Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Politics, "with 100% of the votes tallied, Assistant Public Health Officer Susan Weston has won the Council seat vacated by the indictment of Thomas P. Cook. Voters turned out in surprisingly large numbers, with 52% of eligible voters casting ballots. Dr. Romanov, how did Ms. Weston win this race?"
"There were several factors, Amber." said Dr. Romanov. "Ms. Weston is in touch with the issues that are important to voters: climate change, diversity, and equality for women. She's a former Police Officer, but is not a sycophant of Commander Troy and his policies of Police brutality. And name recognition as a Public Servant was also helpful..."
"That's a crock." said Cindy, causing Bowser to look up at her. "Jenna has the same name recognition, the same record of Public Service if not a better one, and the same general political views that this bozo said caused Weston to win. Ditto that for Harlow, for the most part."
"What do you think, Todd?" asked Callie.
"I don't know." said Todd. "Not many BOW Enterprises employees live in that district, so it didn't have much interest for us."
"She was a Police Officer, then went to the Public Health Department." said Teresa. "Jenna's been a State Attorney for a while now, not really local or in local news. Turnbull didn't have a snowball's chance; he just did it to make a blog for KXTC on his experiences. And Harlow... how did she do, by the way?"
The numbers were on the Chiron streaming at the bottom of the screen. "Weston 52%, Stiles 31%, Carmela 7%, Harlow 5%, Turnbull 2%." I read. "Might be good for Stiles in the D.A. race. Harlow had a lot of ads, but didn't even out-poll Professor Carmela."
"Why do you think Weston won, Darling?" asked Laura, to me.
"I think she got the stealth endorsement of this outstanding dog, here." I said, petting Bowser. He looked at me with pure love in his canine eyes and wagged his tail mightily upon hearing his name. I pressed my palm into the right side of his head at the base of his jaw and he pushed back; he loved being rubbed there.
"Seriously," I said as I continued to rub Bowser cheek, "I think Weston saying she was committed to running for the Council again, for either the same seat or Loran Michaels's seat, is what convinced voters to vote for her. The others are running for other positions, and like Teresa said, Turnbull wasn't serious about it."



"Which seat will she run for now?" Cindy asked.
"Michaels's seat." I said. "And then someone else will run for the Cook seat. It's all part of the plan..."
"What plan is that, Uncle Don?" Todd asked.
"Certain, shall we say, professional politicians and groups are trying to stack the Council. The Weston seat swap is part of it. We'll have to see who runs for what..."
Part 14 - Making Sausage
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 28th. "The vote is in, and Assistant Public Health Officer Susan Weston has been elected to fill the unexpired term of Thomas P. Cook on the Town & County Council!"
"Ms. Weston won by a fairly convincing margin over Jenna Stiles, 52-31%." said Bettina. "Asked if this boded ill for Ms. Stiles's campaign for D.A., Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Politics said that it actually bodes well for Ms. Stiles's name recognition, and that former Deputy Chief Della Harlow is the one whose campaign for Sheriff may be on the rocks."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "the Legislative session is almost over, and a grand total of three bills have been passed by our State lawmakers: the Awards bill, with awards already being given out by the Governor; the Corporate Data Security Act, protecting big companies from Sunshine Laws and the Open Records Act; and the School Safety Act, which creates gun free zones within 50 ft. of all high schools, middle schools, and elementary schools."
Bettina: "The School Safety bill was not expected to pass, but moderate Republicans, led by Rep. Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville, voted with Democrats to pass the bill in the State House, while the Democrats ramrodded the bill through on a straight-party-line vote in the State Senate. Governor Val Jared did veto the bill, and the veto likely will be sustained."
"Passing that bill caused experts to believe that other bills might be worked out, but that has not been the case." Bettina continued. "There will very likely be no Budget, which means the State continues to work at the exact same levels as last year, with no increases for inflation or cost of living. But the most serious situation is the Law Enforcement Bill. The State Patrol has warned that they will go on strike if a bill for them is not passed, and SBI Agents fear they will be out of work next week."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Wednesday, March 28th. "With the Legislative session nearing its end, the political Parties are trading barbs more than exchanging ideas for legislation. But one thing they all agree on is that Governor Val Jared is not taking the lead in solving the State's political problems."
"But no Legislators are filling the vacuum of leadership, either." continued Priya. "As State Senator Katherine Woodburn said in a speech yesterday, the gridlock has reached a point where no one is even trying to find common ground. Meanwhile, State Senator Woodburn congratulated Susan Weston on winning the Council seat to fill the unexpired term of Thomas P. Cook, who was indicted on financial charges and then disappeared without a trace."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's bad." said Senator Moe Molinari, who had called me on my personal iPhone. "Senator Cerone and I have enjoyed the lunches at each other's restaurants, and we've come to agreement on one thing: that there is no possible bill. But the Select Bipartisan Group, as we and a few others call ourselves, are willing to meet with you, and see if there's any hope left."
"We can but try, Senator." I said. "Tell your group to be ready to work through the night. I'm going to lock us all in one room and throw away the keys, and I'll be the only one in there with a crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There is an old saying that goes: 'People who love sausage and the law should never watch either one being made.' And it is the truth.
After lunch and making arrangements, I logged in as an SBI Reserve Inspector and flew down to Midtown in the TCPD's Bell 206 helicopter, parking on the helipad atop the parking deck that served the State Capitol. I went inside and was met by an assistant of State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, who guided me through a labyrinth of offices to a small conference room.
Inside were State Senators Molinari(R), Cerone(D), Woodburn(D), Cain Mitchell(R), Sean Stockton(R), Richard Langdon(D), and State Representatives Isaac Jacobson(D), Sharon Marshall(R), Johnny Perdue(R), Wilson Hammonds(R), and Elijah McKinney(D) of Southport, who represented the grimy, crime-ridden black districts of Southport.
Also present was Colonel Hartmann, the Commander of the State Patrol, and a youngish man named Dave Smigelski; he was Governor Jared's staffer for dealing with the Legislature.
I sat in the chair at the center of the long table, with Col. Hartmann opposite me. Molinari and Cerone were the ends of the table, and everyone else found seats where they could around the table. I was faintly surprised that neither Molinari nor Cerone took the reins to lead the meeting; all eyes were on Your Iron Crowbar.
"All right." I said. "We can go around the horn to get everyone's positions, or I'll just dictate a bill and you'll all agree to it, yes?" There was laughter in the room at that.
"I'll go first." said Perdue, the only Libertarian in the State Legislature. "I believe we should separate the State Patrol and SBI portions of this bill into two separate bills----"
"Absolutely not." said Katherine Woodburn. "Senate Democrats won't even hear of that."
"Why not?" growled Colonel Hartmann. I was not sure why he was here; maybe the Republicans had invited him to verbally shame the Democrats. It wasn't working. "Why not separate us from the SBI, and you guys take care of my people separately from the other stuff?"
"I can give you one of two answers, and you see which one works best for you." said Richard Langdon, his shrill voice coming out of his tall, lanky body always surprising to me. "The first is that we keep leverage by keeping the bills combined, and lose that leverage if we separate the bills. The second, as a more practical matter, is that even if we do separate the bills, the State Patrol bill would not go through unless we get what we want on the SBI bill. So there's really no point."
Colonel Hartmann looked disgusted, and who could blame him... but what he didn't realize was that Langdon had actually told him the real and open truth... something that rarely occurs in Legislative bodies at any level.
"Besides," said Elijah McKinney, "maybe the SBI and State Patrol should be working more closely together, even merged into one unit. This would give the State the law enforcement manpower we need in times of emergencies, such as riots, when crowd control is needed." No one was fooled; everyone knew what McKinney really wanted to control: white opposition to black violence. He was one of Senator Maxine Watts's closest supporters with the 'Black Voices Raised' group.
"Are you kidding?" gasped Colonel Hartmann, a bit naively not understanding what McKinney really wanted. "We're the State Patrol, not the National Guard, and we're not a paramilitary organization like the NTF is." The NTF was the SBI's Narcotics Task Force, which had been accused of being a paramilitary entity unto itself when Jack Lewis was SBI Director. It had taken a certain redhead with a crowbar firing a machine gun at the NTF to wake some people up, but I digress...
"The NTF is not a paramilitary unit!" Katherine Woodburn said hotly. "It's a unit dedicated to taking filthy drugs of our streets and not letting them get to our children---"
*TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!*
New use for the red crowbar! It was now being used as a gavel. "Okay, okay, we're not going to debate the finer points of the NTF vs. the State Patrol." I said. Nice try, Don, but it was a NO GO.
"The Governor would also be interested in integrating the SBI and State Patrol," said Dave Smigelski, "or at least to have a much closer working relationship, in order to crack down on Illegal Immigrants in the State and turn them over to ICE for prosecution and deportation."
"No way in hell!" Wilson Hammonds, standard-bearer for the Republican Establishment Elites, who followed the U.S. Chamber of Commerce's orders to protect and preserve illegal immigration for the elite big companies of the Nation. "Jared can burn in hell before we'll allow him a dime to persecute undocumented workers!"
*TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!* *TAP!*
Everyone quieted down, but Smigelski had introduced the 800-lb. elephant in the room: the Governor would veto any bill that did not address Illegal Immigration to his (the Governor's) liking. The long meeting was about to become much, much longer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They brought in a dinner buffet. Everyone went through the line, some twice. Except Colonel Hartmann. He'd had enough of this, and announced that he was leaving.
"It is obvious to me that no one here except Commander Troy gives a God-damn about the men and women of the State Patrol. And it's not just disregard; I've never seen such utter hatred for law enforcement as I'm seeing from you Legislators, of both parties. You are all disgusting fatbodies!"
"You do realize you're talking to and about the people who allocate money for your salaries?" snarled Katherine Woodburn.
"And you think that's a threat?" shouted Hartmann. "You think that's your stranglehold over us? What are you going to do, Senator, when you have no State Patrol to allocate money to? What are you going to do, when there's no State Patrol giving out tickets to enrich your local and State Government coffers? And when there are bad highway conditions, and accidents on the roads?"
"But you don't care about that, do you Senator?" Hartmann continued, on a roll, now. "You don't give a shit about us; you only care about your fucking political games, of who has what over who as 'leverage'. Well, we're sick and god-damn tired of being your political pawns. Go find someone else to fuck over." With that, Hartmann stalked out of the room.
"Well," said Dave Smigelski, not helping at all, "I guess we'll add getting a new State Patrol Commander to our list of things to do. Want the job, Commander Troy?"
"Let me tell you something, jerk." I replied, standing up to full height and bearing in on him, but not quite shouting. "Colonel Hartmann was right. And he and the State Patrol are just a microcosm of the People of this State. They are disgusted with all of you. They did not elect Jared because he's anything great; they elected him because they are tired of the status quo politicians that don't seem to give a flying fuck about them."
"They saw a deeply corrupt standard politician in Jack Lewis, and they were desperate for anything but that." I went on, twisting the proverbial knife. "They see you guys unable to even pass a bill in the Legislature, then attack Jared when he shows that an armored vest actually worked. Do you people truly not realize that the Voters don't see it they way you do, and that they are sick and tired of you?"
"Then why are you here now, Commander?" asked Richard 'Dick' Langdon. "If you're so disgusted with us, why are you participating in this meeting?"
"I thought I might actually be able to facilitate something good happening." I said. "But I think I was wrong; I think you bastards are beyond hope. So is that what you want me to do? Want me to follow Colonel Hartmann out the door?"
"No." said Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone. "We want you to stay, and help us get past this. Langdon, if you have a problem with that, don't let the door hit your ass on the way out. Now let's have some dinner, folks, and have a little cool-down period."
As everyone ate, Katherine Woodburn asked me "How is your daughter doing after that ordeal in that warehouse, Commander?" Everyone became attentive.
"She's doing well." I said. "I think she's on the young side to really understand what happened. She's really not at the death-awareness stage yet."
"That's fortunate." said Sean Stockton. "So she's had no nightmares, or anything?"
"Not that we're aware of." I said. "She hasn't woken up crying in the middle of the night or anything."
"Incredibly brave thing, your Police Captain did." said Jimmy Cerone. "Just unbelievable." There was general agreement.
"And then Jared goes off and gets political at the joint session where she was being honored." said Langdon. "Showing that armor vest off."
"That was my other Captain that took that shot." I said. "And he wasn't being political about it, despite what the False News Media said; he was just showing the Legislators how close a call it was for Captain Ross."
"So you're still a Jared-lover, Commander Troy?" snarled Cain Mitchell. It was an outright accusation, full of hatred and hostility.
"He's a damn sight better than the corrupt Jack Lewis." I said with authority in my voice as I stared down Cain Mitchell. "I'll never regret that election outcome, no matter what anyone says about Governor Jared."
"Commander," said Cerone, "why don't we begin our discussions of the Law Enforcement Bill again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julie Newton was exhausted. She'd just gotten out of her sister's townhouse when the Police had begun showing up. Then they brought her sister Yvonne back to the townhouse. That meant that her, Julie's, escape from Supermax was known about, and that the Police would be on the lookout for her.
She'd burned a false I.D. to check into a seedy hotel on the southside of Town. Then she'd heard about the Hedonist party. It was at a club that was beginning to run down, called 'Punk'. And it was supposed to be a big orgy, where the participants would wear masks. That sounded like a place where she could disappear.
So here she was at this 'party'. There was plenty of food and drink at the bar, so she was able to eat well and drink. She watched the action on the floor, which consisted of masked men and women engaging in hot sex acts. Many were couples swapping, some soft-swapping, some hard-swapping.
Then there were the young, very fit young men with washboard abs and large cocks, servicing older women while those women's husbands' watched. Though all were masked, Julie was sure that some of them worked for Rita, while others were college studs in that mythical Sigma Epsilon Chi (S.E.X.) fraternity, with the size to match.
Julie noticed that in the far corner of the room, a woman was being lustily fucked by a man as she sucked another man's cock, while other men watched and waited their turns. The woman looked to be very beautiful despite the 'Batgirl' mask she was wearing that covered most of her head. Her breasts were large, her body fit, and her pussy was taking cocks, large cocks, like the starved whore she probably was.
Then Julie noticed a handsome young man looking her over. He was fit and well-hung, so she smiled at him in invitation to join her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right," I said to the exhausted Legislators in the room as it began getting late. It was 10:30pm. "The Republicans in the room, especially Mr. Perdue, want the SBI-SIS to be discontinued. The Democrats in the room, especially Ms. Woodburn, want the SBI Reserve to go away. So why aren't we reaching a compromise on this?"
"Some of us, Mr. Crowbar," said Moe Molinari, "don't think it's a good idea to do away with either."
"That's right." said Jimmy Cerone. "And I'll commit sacrilege by saying that I want something left of the SBI Reserve so that you, the Iron Crowbar, can continue in your role as SBI Reserve Inspector. Your influence on State Law Enforcement is much more soothing than some here are willing to admit."
Wow, they really were laying some things on the table, I thought to myself. But I ran with it. "Okay, we discontinue the SBI Reserve Program, which never got off the ground and no one participates in, any more. But we still have an SBI Reserve of select law enforcement personnel, with a certain level of skills and experience, and probably a minimum level of rank or grade, such as Sergeant, that can be called up when needed. Maybe retired local LEOs, and such."
"What was the problem with the Reserve Program in the first place?" asked Sharon Marshall.
I replied "It was created by Governor Jared and Senior LEOs, meaning Police Chiefs and Sheriffs, as a means of reducing the size of and mission of the regular SBI to a support role, and bringing up experienced local LEOs to help with cases outside their own jurisdictions. The idea was to have a pool of well-trained, experienced people assisting locals as well as being able to cross county lines. It was also hoped that it would strengthen badly frayed relations between local LEOs and the SBI of the time."
I continued: "It has largely failed due to lack of use. Jurisdictions wouldn't call for SBI Reserve help, and many local jurisdictions didn't want their people getting called up to go to other jurisdictions when they were needed at home. My own Town & County Council loves to rant about me helping the SBI and FBI, as an example."
"Having said all that," I said, "there does need to be a Reserve pool for extreme situations, such as the Atlanta murdered and missing children situation some decades ago, or if the City were hosting the Super Bowl or College Football National Title Game and interagency support is needed."
"And the SIS?" asked Woodburn. "Roll that into the NTF?"
"No way." said Johnny Perdue. "The NTF is bad enough as it is. They need to be scaled back, and be only a support role for local LEOs They're too powerful and too overbearing on local LEOs as it is, they act like a paramilitary unit... and not all of the locals have Iron Crowbars to stand up to the NTF." I smiled at that one. I do love 'standing up' to the SBI-NTF. Katherine Woodburn was not smiling; she was most very displeased with Perdue's statement.
"What I suggest," said Dave Smigelski, "is to transform the SBI-SIS into a new unit, called SBI-ICE. This unit will be dedicated to pursuing and arresting Illegal Persons in our State for turnover to the Federal ICE for deportation or incarceration, and restoring jobs to American citizens and the People of this State, especially our black citizens."
"I'd rather shut down the SBI and State Patrol than allow that to ever happen!" shouted Wilson Hammonds, his face deep red with utter fury. "There will never, ever be an SBI-ICE while I have any influence on it. Never!" He and Smigelski stared at each other, and their hatred for each other was palpable throughout the room.
"Commander, it's getting late." said Moe Molinari. "Tell us what we're going to do on this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The young guy was mounting Julie as they made out hotly on the mattress on the floor. Julie had not realized how horny she was until the stud had kissed her and began fondling her breasts. Now she was on her back, naked except for her mask and her black high heel pumps that shaped her slender legs nicely, and the stud was next to her, kissing her and sliding his fingers in and out of her sopping wet pussy.
She was dimly aware that other people in the room had begun watching her and her new friend as the heat of their foreplay increased. She was stroking the boy's cock, which had hardened and lengthened to its impressive nine inch length. Pre-cum was leaking from the tip as Julie gently jacked his meat.
When the guy could stand it no longer, he lifted up and rolled onto her. She spread her legs in welcome as he mounted her, dryhumping her, letting his cockshaft slide along her swollen labes as he teased her until she was squirming with hot desire. She finally was able to reach between them, grab his hard, thick shaft, and fit his cockhead into her slit. He pushed forward.



"Unnh!" Julie gasped. The boy also groaned as his cock sank down into her tight, wet cunt. He got halfway, then pulled back and drove forward again, then again until he was balls-deep inside her, his meat fully sheathed in her snug womanhood.
"Oh yeah, fuck me!" Julie said, trying to keep her voice down and failing. The young stud complied. He began humping his ass and hips up and down, pumping in and out of her with hard, deep strokes. Julie was gasping and moaning; it had been a long time since she'd had a cock this large inside her, and a young man like this balling her with raw, male power.
Their mouths were pressed together and their tongues twined as they rutted hotly. Julie was humping her ass up to meet the stud's thrusts down into her, matching his rhythm as the loud smacks of flesh-on-flesh filled the air. Others were watching, enjoying the sight of the pretty woman on her back, her legs high in the air and caught under the handsome young man's arms, and his muscular ass bobbing as he plowed her furrow like there was no tomorrow.
As Julie's first orgasm overcame her, she did not notice that the woman in the 'Batgirl' mask had begun watching her, even as the other woman was being fucked hard by a well-hung satyr. The woman shifted her position to be fucked dogstyle as she watched Julie being pounded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It still felt like the incredibly hung guy was fucking her, that his cock was still pistoning in and out of her as Julie got dressed. She had begun coming hard, then another hot orgasm had overwhelmed her, until she'd lost count of the number of times her pussy had clamped down on the huge throbbing member invading her with relentless power.
Finally, the guy whispered "Had enough?", and while she wanted this fuck to go on, she knew she was becoming exhausted. So she nodded. The guy began fucking her fast with short, stabbing thrusts, then groaned as he began coming, firing his jism into the tip of the condom he was wearing until he was spent, his balls drained and aching.
The sound of applause reached Julie's ears as they finished. The people watching were clapping in appreciation of the intensely arousing sex act they'd just enjoyed watching. Julie blushed self-consciously. Then she realized she needed to get out of there before she was recognized.
As she and the young stud got dressed, she asked him if he could take her to Pottsville, that she'd pay him for the gas and some extra for his personal courtesy. He'd agreed. They left the party, and the guy helped her into his Toyota Camry. Julie relaxed, feeling good for the moment, the lassitude coming over her. She closed her eyes for a moment...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right." I said. "The SBI Reserve will consist of experienced Officers, some retirees of local LEO organizations, retirees from the regular SBI. Not unlike a Police Auxiliary unit."
"And you, Commander Troy." said Moe Molinari. That had been Molinari and Cerone's addition, that I specifically would be retained as the SBI Reserve Inspector. And I had added one more name for what I envisioned would happen in the future, if I had my way.
"Yes sir." I said. "Okay, the SBI-SIS will cease to exist. The SBI-NTF will continue to operate upon the rules of last year's law, requiring notification and permission of local LEOs before operating within those locals' jurisdictions -unless- those local LEOs are part of the problem, and otherwise requiring the locals' invitation to work within their jurisdictions."
"Bloody lot of red tape to go through." muttered Katherine Woodburn. She did not like the 'devolution' of authority to the local LEOs at all. Not one bit. But there was the precedent of last year, there were tired legislators not really willing to be 'walls of granite' with her, and she was losing this battle.
In exchange, she was getting a plum concession: the 'SBI-ICE' unit to replace the SBI-SIS, with the purpose of being State-level ICE unit to pursue and apprehend illegal aliens and turn them over to the Feds for deportation, was officially buried. Instead, the SBI-SIS was leaving the building (figuratively), the SBI Reserve Director position was being abolished along with much of the SBI Reserve program, and there was no direct mention of money specifically for interdiction of Illegal Persons.
"Okay, we have a reasonable bill here." said Moe Molinari. "No one is going to like all of it, but it's something we can all live with." Everyone else agreed. With one exception.
"Aren't y'all forgetting something?" whined Dave Smigelski. "The Governor is going to veto any bill that does not specifically give monetary increases and manpower for the direct purpose of combatting illegal immigration. There is no mention of that in this bill, and I'll be advising the Governor to veto it if that is not included."
Everyone groaned. That was the ultimate deal breaker. For some reason unknown to me, everyone's eyes went to me for a response...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And in the master's chambers, They gathered for the feast,
They stabbed it with their steely knives, But they just can't kill the beast..."
---The Eagles, 'Hotel California'
Julie Newton woke up, feeling groggy. As she sat up, she realized she was in some sort of dimly lighted metal shed. A storage room had been constructed out of a chain-link fence, and she was inside it. The door was locked on the outside. She was trapped. Worse, her hands were zip-tied behind her.
"Hello?" she called out. "Is anyone there?"
"Oh, yes." she heard a woman's voice say from somewhere in the darkness. Then a woman in clingy black 'pajamas' came out of the darkness, the clingy black clothes showing off her magnificent body: large breasts, tapering to a slender waist then back out to wider hips and a mouthwatering ass. Her hair was raven black, and her face was concealed by a Guy Fawkes mask, the tell-tale sign of an 'Anonymous'.
"How does it feel, bitch?" asked another woman's voice, this one normally more feminine and sweeter, but now reduced to a whispery snarl. Her body was slender, fairly athletic, and she had blonde hair behind her 'Anonymous' Guy Fawkes mask. "How does it feel to wake up imprisoned, not knowing where you are or what's going on... or what's going to happen? Doesn't feel good, does it?... but that's exactly what you did to your own sister."
"I can't even conceive of that level of cruelty. Well, maybe I can." said the first woman, then said as if it were a sudden thought: "Oh... don't you realize where you are? Do you not recognize this place, this ground?"
"No." said Julie.
"Why, it's the storage shed built on the grounds of the old Standard Tools Building." said the dark-haired woman. "They're building a new building here, to replace the one that you and Pastor Westboro blew up... with several people inside." (Author's note: 'Women's Work', Ch. 03.)
"Including us." said a third woman coming up to them. She was dressed like the others: in clingy black clothes, but she did not wear an Anonymous mask; she instead wore a headdress and veil, and glasses. Julie could feel the aura around this woman, and she had an idea that she'd seen this woman before as the woman said "Karla Warner died here; her blood stains your filthy hands."
"That's what she got, for betraying my great master!" snapped Julie, unrepentant all the way. She looked at the woman with glasses, now knowing who she was facing. "And you betrayed him, also. I will make your death more painful than you can imagine."
"You dare speak of betrayal, bitch?" the blonde woman practically yelled. "You, who betrayed the Town & County Police, who dishonored the TCPD badge, for which I am going to destroy you as the traitor Judas Iscariot was destroyed?"
"I was loyal to my master, and to my beloved Captain Malone to their very ends." declared Julie. "I have only one regret: that Commander Donald Troy did not die at their hands or at mine. Bring him here! Let him face me!"
"You don't seem to get it, my dear 'Sinon'." snarled the older woman in glasses. "This isn't about Donny Troy. This is between us women. You were the one behind the Kendra Luskin frame-up of Peter Dwayne Gordon, her false accusations doing disservice to all women who really are being raped. You were behind FBI Agent Dana Fox and his attack on Callie Carrington and her porn company, you were behind Waddell and his defection, you were behind Red Brooke's raping and murdering women all over the country..."
"But the worst of all..." the woman continued... "you arranged with two men to chain a little girl inside a ring of explosives... yes, explosives, like the ones you set off right here that killed Karla Warner... that was your plan that you gave Thomas Cook and John Hardwood, to destroy that precious little girl... and then... there's Paris. Oh, God! how I owe you for Paris."
"That's right." said another woman, also dressed in black, coming in behind them. Taller than the others, her body just as magnificent as the first woman's, her raven-black hair flowing down her back behind her own 'Anonymous' mask. "Did you really think you could get me to kill the Iron Crowbar's sister, then have me eliminated, too? Did you really think that would work, that you could possibly fool the Iron Crowbar in any of these idiotic schemes of yours?"
"Yezzzzz." said the older woman. "Your beloved master, Pastor Westboro, could not defeat the Iron Crowbar. And you, vastly inferior to him and Pastor Westboro, thought you could beat Commander Troy? But most important... you have Karla's blood on your hands... and Kathy's... my poor Kathy's soul cries for vengeance... and I will deliver it tonight."
"I want to deliver it." said the first woman. "For my mother."
"No, let me." said the blonde. "For my mother-in-law... and for the TCPD."
"Ladies," said the last woman, "I'm the only one in here that can legally kill her."
"I have a better idea." said the older woman. She handed everyone latex gloves, and as they put them on she went over and picked up a gray metal box. "Let me tell you a story. My dear baby brother loved Agatha Christie novels. He'd sneak into my room and take the ones on my bookshelf. I'd catch him and beat the shit out of him... until he became too big to beat up. He also found out all the Agatha Christie novels were in the Public Library."
She continued: "One of those Agatha Christie novels was called 'Murder on the Orient Express'. M. Hercule Poirot discovered that everyone else stabbed the dead man, so he could not tell for sure just which person actually killed him; they all did it."
She opened the box, which contained four steel 'Rambo' knives, with heavy metal handles. "So what I propose is that we do the same... and give Ms. Caesar here her just due as if it were the Ides of March." She went around and let the other women take a knife, then took the last for herself.
The taller woman unlocked the door to the fenced-in area. Julie tried to fight them off, but the older woman and the taller woman were well-trained in Aikido and other martial arts. They easily subdued Julie, brought her out into the larger space, and forced her to her knees. The other women came forward and they all surrounded Julie. The attack commenced.
They stabbed Julie in her chest, her back, her sides. The force of their blows had them moving to their right, in a counterclockwise circle around her, stabbing her all over the place. Her screams were cut short by a vicious thrust into her throat.
Finally, Julie fell over. The older woman flicked her knife into the floor, and the other women came over and did the same, so that there were now four knives sticking out of the floor, side-by-side by side by side. They would never know who delivered the actual fatal blow, or if one of the multiple fatal wounds came from which one of them. But it did not matter; their mission was achieved. Karla Warner, Goth Girl Kathy, and the Town & County Police Force as well, were avenged.
Julie Newton, former TCPD Detective and traitor to the Badge, spy for and assistant to the Consultant of Crime, and a rabid hater of dogs... was finally and at long last... dead.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Do you have the votes to override the veto?" I asked the room as the clock struck Midnight, literally and figuratively.
"With your help, Commander," said Moe Molinari, "we can probably get the two-thirds majorities in both Chambers to override the veto."
"You'd do that, Commander?" snarled Smigelski. "You'd betray the Governor like that?"
"No." I said. "First of all, I am not beholden to the Governor, so 'betrayal' is a false premise that I reject. Second, I will be talking to the Governor, and without your sorry ass as a go-between. He will hear my unvarnished words from my own potty mouth, rather than your false interpretations of my Scriptures, so to speak." I knew that there was money that could be used for interdicting Illegal Persons, but Smigelski was fucking everything up with his overzealous position.
Just then my Police iPhone rang. It was Captain Ross.
"What?!..." I gasped. "Where?... when?... okay. I'll come up now. Crime Lab people there?... no, get their asses in there to process that scene immediately!... Okay... yes, do that... okay.. I'll see you in a little bit..."
I hung up. "Duty calls." I said. "They found the body of one of the most wanted felons in the Nation in my County tonight. I've gotta go." I got up. "Folks, you have a bill, here. Either pass it through, or don't. I've done all I can for you."
"Thank you for coming and helping, Commander." said Moe Molinari, standing up as well. Others also murmured their thanks as I quickly shook all their hands and then all but ran to the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30am, Thursday, March 29th. I should not have been flying a helicopter that late at night and as tired as I was from the exhausting ordeal of making legal sausage. But I had an adrenaline rush, and I could almost feel the blood flowing in my body. Cindy had reported that the dead person was none other than the traitor Julie Newton, and that someone had made sausage of her with multiple stab wounds.
Detective Jerome Davis met me at the airport, not realizing my Police SUV was already there. Still, his presence was good, as he filled me in on everything as we drove down to the Standard Tools Building site.
"The M.E. said that time of death was about 11:30pm." said Jerome. "Her body was still warm when we found her."
"Who called it in?" I asked.
"Anonymous tip to the Duty Desk, sir." said Davis. "Burner phone, of course."
"Who has Captain Ross put on the case as the primary?" I asked.
"Detective Warner, sir." said Jerome. "May I speak freely, sir?"
"You're going to ask why the Detective whose mother-in-law was murdered by Newton and Westboro is assigned to the case of that murderer's death?" I asked.
"Not much gets by you, sir... so I'm told by the FBI guys." said Davis.
I smiled. "Well, it's an interesting question. I'm looking forward to hearing the answer myself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we arrived, we gave our badge numbers to Patrolman Culver. I went inside the large metal shed, which was more like a too-small airplane hanger. Cindy saw me and came up to me, but did not say anything as she saw I was observing everything. My eyes were all over the place.
The body of Julie Newton had been removed. I saw four knives embedded in the floor, all soaked with blood. I saw Detective Joanne Warner talking to Officers near one of the chain-link storage 'closets'. On the other side of the crime scene I saw SBI Captain Tanya Perlman, sitting atop her 'tank', talking with Christina Cho. Near them was Sheriff Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina.
"Your report, Captain." I finally said, after completing my observations.
"Martha wanted to get the body to the morgue for the autopsy as quickly as possible." said Cindy. "It was removed just minutes ago. We have photographs if you want to see them."
"In a few minutes." I said. "Keep going."
"Julie Newton was stabbed multiple times." said Cindy. "Probably by those knives on the floor. Multiple footprints of different sizes all over the place, some of the footprints made in blood. Rather small feet; I'm going to theorize that they were either very small men... or more likely women. Myron got camera footage from around the area; it was inconclusive at best."
"What does that mean?" I asked.
"Either nothing was on the film, or we got those staticky lines as if Slender Man showed up. In reality, it was likely a bug-killer type of device."
"CIA standard issue, maybe?" I asked. Cindy nodded.
"Okay, let's go talk to the Sheriff." I said. We went over to Daniel and Melina.
"Sheriff," I said, "we have to bring in the SBI-OER to investigate this."
"I agree." said Daniel.
"Why?" asked Melina.
"Julie Newton was once a Police Detective here," I said, "but then dishonored herself by betraying the TCPD Badge. We cannot be expected to be impartial."
"Make the call." said Daniel.
As I got my Police cellphone out, I said "Daniel, surely you are not here for political reasons, like Gil Krasney would be if he knew about this."
Daniel gave a brief, pursed smile. "Well, sorta. I was in a meeting with my Chief of Staff, and Melina and Joanne Warner were at our house after going out for dinner together." Melina and Joanne were good friends, and went hunting together often, as well as their families socializing. "When Joanne got the call, Melina called me, and so I came over. And some of it is for the reasons you said, Don... it's going to be hard to be impartial about this."
I got on the phone and called SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow, who said he'd be right over.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was one duty left, and it had to be done soon, before the Press got hold of the story and started blabbing it all over the place. Father Romano accompanied me and Captain Ross to Yvonne Newton's townhouse. We had no choice but to wake her up, and again had no choice but to tell her the news that her sister had been found dead.
We explained some of what we found, and I told her that I'd asked the SBI to come in and complete the investigation. Yvonne nodded in understanding. And despite what Julie had done to Yvonne, Yvonne did require Father Romano's aid and comfort, as this was indeed a time of grief for the young woman...
Part 15 - Aftermath
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 29th, from in front of Police Headquarters. "Fox Two News has learned that former TCPD Detective turned wanted criminal, Julie Newton, was found murdered last night!"
The MCD room erupted into applause. Not wild applause like the day Sharples's arrest was announced, but a more muted, somber applause befitting the death of a traitor to the Thin Blue Line.
Bettina reported: "The Town & County Police are not releasing details of Ms. Newton's death, but Commander Donald Troy issued a statement saying that he has called in the SBI-OER to lead the investigation, citing that the case is 'sensitive' and that while he has confidence in the integrity of the TCPD, he wants to make sure the investigation of the Newton murder is conducted as impartially as possible."
"And in State news," Bettina said, "The State Patrol is preparing to go on strike! Colonel Hartmann, the State Patrol Commander, made a fiery statement last night. Roll tape."
Tape rolled: "After meeting with Members of the Legislature," said Colonel Hartmann, "I have come to the conclusion that the Legislature does not care about law enforcement in this State, they do not care about the safety and security of the State's citizens, and they don't care about anything but the lobbyists contributing to their campaign coffers. Last night, our Union and State Patrol leadership authorized a General Strike by the State Patrol if the Legislature does not pass, and the Governor does not sign, a Law Enforcement bill by midnight, March 31st."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, she's dead." said Rudistan, a bit solemnly. "Hard to believe."
"Anyone told her sister yet?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Yes." I said. "We went over last night, so that she wouldn't hear it from the Press first."
"Sir," said Joanne, "did you get the Legislators to agree on a Law Enforcement Bill?" I did not fail to notice that she was trying to change the subject.
"Maybe." I said. "And that reminds me of something I need to do." As I turned to go, I said "Good coffee this morning, Davis!"
"Thank you, sir!" said Jerome Davis. "Anchors Aweigh!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
U.S. Senator Bill Nunn had sent me video files of the testimony of Lloyd Feingold. I began watching them, and making observations. Just before 8:00am, Cindy knocked on my office door, and then came on in.
"Whassup?" I asked as I indicated for her sit down.
"KSTD about to broadcast." said Cindy. "Angels meeting to follow." Sure enough, Teresa knocked on my door, and came on in. I turned on the television.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am sharp, from in front of the State Office Building. "We have breaking news, just in the last five minutes, that an important bipartisan group of Legislators have worked out a compromise Law Enforcement bill! This bill will fully fund the State Patrol and give them the equipment they need. There will be major changes to the SBI, however!"
Priya went on to detail the SBI changes, which were verbatim what we'd agreed to the night before. Priya omitted only that Your Iron Crowbar was going to be the only SBI Reservist left.
"Wow, you did it, sir." said Teresa. "They compromised!"
"They were far more desperate to make a compromise than their public statements and the Media's lies would have you believe." I said. "I think Colonel Hartmann ripping them a new one, and publicly as well as privately, helped a lot."
"What about the Governor?" asked Cindy.
"Oh yeah." I said. "Him. Ladies, there will be no Angels meeting this morning. I have a call to make, to Midtown..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, Governor." I said. "There's plenty of money for immigration enforcement. Let's just speak softly and carry large crowbars on that... yes, Governor, I think you can sign it... sir, they're going to curse you if you do, and curse you if you don't; they'll find a way to say bad things no matter what... you'll have plenty of time after the bill is passed to show them with 'deeds, not words'... okay... thank you, Governor." The Governor had hung up before I could say 'goodbye'.
I resumed my review of the Feingold tapes. Yep, Senator Nunn was right: this guy looked confused, like he was realizing he'd not been told everything.
I reviewed other public appearances by Mr. Feingold. It seemed he was always the one testifying, taking the arrows from Congress, taking the arrows in hostile press conferences. However, at the 'feelgood' appearances for charity, at the benign press conferences, BigAgraFoods President Mitt Bain Willis was always there. A 'good cop, bad cop' routine if ever this local cop on the beat had seen one, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, I was stunned to watch on KXTC as breaking news came on. It was Dave Smigelski, 'spokesman' for the Governor.
"As you know," he said, "the Governor has vowed to veto any bill that does not include full funding for supporting immigration laws and arresting Illegal Persons and turning them over to ICE, as well as creating an SBI-ICE unit for that specific purpose. The compromise Law Enforcement Bill is totally unacceptable to the Governor's office..."
I was already speed-dialing the Governor. His personal secretary answered. "Yes, Commander, he's aware of it. Smigelski was not authorized to say that to the Press. The Governor is on it." With that, the secretary hung up on me.
As I was holding my cellphone, it rang. It was State Senator Moe Molinari...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We have a problem, sir." said Captain Croyle at 10:30am. She had arrived with Lt. Hugh Hewitt of the SpecOps Teams. "Yvonne is in no financial condition to pay for Julie's funeral, and there's no insurance to cover it."
"The prison system can bury her." I said.
"Or we can get her worthless body into the ground as fast as possible." said Teresa. "Let the County bury her." It struck me why Teresa was suggesting what she'd just suggested: Teresa did not feel the same way about the late Captain Malone as I and others did, and she knew he'd want his lover Newton to receive a decent burial. If Teresa is anything, she is loyal to the last to those who've earned that loyalty.
"That means the TCPD has to provide the pallbearers." I said. "Nobody on the TCPD is going to want to do that."
"I have a solution, sir." said Hugh Hewitt. I again understood.
"You were an Army Ranger, weren't you, Hewitt?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Hugh. "We will take care of it." I approved the plan, and dismissed them both.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Listen up!" said Lt. Hewitt as he addressed the SpecOps people in their office areas on the other side of HQ, near Classroom 'J' and the gym. "Who in here was in the Rangers?" Four hands were raised.
Hewitt explained about the funeral detail. "We Rangers do the dirty jobs, we do the bad and hard things as well as the good things. I know you Rangers will do your jobs along with me."
"Yes sir!" said one of the SpecOps, also a former Ranger.
"I'll do it with you." said another guy, followed by one more. They had enough pallbearers to do the job required of them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Governor Valnius Jared stepped up to the podium at the State Capitol, flanked by Senators Molinari, Cerone, Woodburn, and Stockton. He said to the gathered Press "Thank you for coming. I am here to clear up some confusion. The words you heard earlier by my former staffer were not correct, and were not authorized by me. And while the Law Enforcement Bill is not perfect, I will accept it in its current form."
"Are you going to fire Colonel Hartmann?" yelled out Tim Sioban of KSB News.
"No." said the Governor. "He took care of his State Patrol Officers. He was frustrated. I can understand that, what with the constant barrage of False News reporting from you in the Press."
"Aren't you going back on your word?" yelled Lester Holder of KXTC. "Why are you capitulating when this bill doesn't meet your demands for immigration enforcement?"
"That's your opinion, not the actual facts." said the Governor. "Immigration enforcement will continue in cooperation with ICE and other Federal Government agencies. This State will continue to be a State where the law will be fully applied to Illegal Persons."
The Press hatred of Jared was building up. "Senator Woodburn!" shouted Brian Jennings, political reporter for KSTD, "is is true that Commander Donald Troy wrote this bill for you, that you Legislators could not do this yourselves?"
"Obviously we're the ones that make the bills and vote on them." replied Katherine. "We were happy to have Commander Troy's insights, as well as those of State Patrol Colonel Hartmann."
"It would serve you in the Press very well," said Moe Molinari, with what was as close to anger as anyone had seen from him in some considerable time, "to learn to respect Commander Donald Troy. You have no idea of what he is capable of, of his abilities. None."
"John Hardwood sure does." snarled Lester Holder. The Press Corps fell silent. The unspeakable had been spoken.
"I think that'll conclude this press conference." said the Governor. He left, followed by the Legislators. The Law Enforcement bill would be voted on that afternoon, and signed into law by the Governor that evening.
Part 16 - Truth and Consequences
On Friday, March 30th, Lieutenant Norm Chow of the SBI-OER and Earl Drake, legal counsel for the SBI, interviewed Your Iron Crowbar in the Main Conference Room of TCPD Headquarters.
"Where were you between 7:30pm and 12:00 midnight last Wednesday?" asked Chow.
"I was at the State Capitol from about 3:30pm until midnight." I said. "Non-stop meeting with Legislators." I named the Legislators. "Colonel Hartmann of the State Patrol was in there, too, but left earlier in the evening. And pray that you never have to endure eight hours with this State's Legislators."
"We've still got jobs, thanks to you doing that." said Chow. "But you didn't hear me say that. Earl?"
"We've already confirmed this with several of the Legislators." said Drake. "As to Ms. Newton, we know you discovered her sister was put in Supermax in her place, and you rescued the sister. Did you have any idea at all where Ms. Newton was?"
"I could get snarky," I said, "and tell you that if I knew where Julie Newton was at any time, I would have gone and arrested her. But seriously, no. I had no idea where she was until I was called and told that her dead body had been found."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective Joanne Warner was called into the Conference Room.
"Where were you between 7:30pm and midnight last Wednesday?" asked Drake.
"Having dinner with Melina Allgood, Sheriff Allgood's wife." said Joanne. "Then we went to her house and chatted, waiting for her husband to get home. He ended up working late, so I was at her house when the call came in that Newton's body had been found. We took her children to her sister's house, then went to the crime scene."
"And her sister is Commander Troy's wife?" asked Drake.
"Yes sir, that is correct." said Joanne.
"Thank you for your time, Detective." said Chow, dismissing Joanne. After she left, he said "Well, they'll be each other's alibi, as if they need one."
"True." said Drake. "Warner is a suspect because her mother-in-law was killed at that same location, and she got her Purple Order by being in that building trying to make arrests when Westboro blew it up. But unless we get something solid, her alibi is going to hold up."
"If she had committed the murder, it'd be kind of stupid to kill Newton at that same location, wouldn't it?" asked Chow.
"You're making too much sense, Lieutenant." said Drake. "Okay, we've still got to talk to a lot of Police today; every single one of them technically is a suspect..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, March 31st. In the early morning hours, I drove down to the World Headquarters of 'The Vision'. Dr. Eckhart's acolyte Tommy escorted me up the elevator to the large round office of the founder and great leader of the self-help empire.
"Ah, young Donald." said Eckhart happily, getting up from his desk as I came in. He came up and warmly hugged me, and I returned it. "How are you, my young nephew?"
"Good, Uncle Harvey, and you?" I replied.
"Couldn't be better." said Eckhart. "Oh, come on in, Cindy." Cindy came in from the other side as Eckhart went to his desk. "My friend, the Police Superintendent in Paris, sent me an interesting package, wouldn't you say?" He brought out a leather sleeveless jacket, blood-stained, with armor lining in the back. I recognized it; Goth Girl Kathy had been wearing it when she died.
"Armored in the back, but not the front." said Eckhart. "An interesting choice of garment, wouldn't you say, my young nephew?"
"Carefully chosen, I would say." I replied, knowing full well what Dr. Eckhart was intimating.
"Let's have some breakfast." said Eckhart. He led us to the dining table, which was on the side opposite his desk. The windows near the table looked out east, over the parking lot and grounds that were former vineyards and groves of fruit trees leading towards the University-Midtown Highway. The sun would come up on this side, I noted.
"And we have our other guest." said Eckhart as we came to the table. I saw someone come out from the far side... it was my sister Elizabeth.
We all sat down at the table. I made sure to sit with my back to the window so that Elizabeth, sitting opposite me, was facing the sunlight that was about to appear. Elizabeth had not failed to notice that, and gave something of a smirk.
Dr. Eckhart was at the end of the table, to my left, and Cindy came and sat next to me. We poured coffee and had bagels and cream cheese (yum!), and would later partake of a breakfast buffet. But now was the time to talk.
"I do want to thank you, baby brother, for Paris." said Elizabeth.
"Well, it did not go very well." I replied. No one present was fooled.
"Quite the opposite, mon petit frère." said Elizabeth, her eyes boring into me. "That silencer on Melina's rifle actually transmitted a signal when she fired, that my little receiver picked up, so I knew exactly when to fall down as if I'd been shot. The French Police were kind enough to escort me to the Israeli Embassy, from where I was able to get back to the United States."
"Yes, we had many helpful friends." said Dr. Eckhart.
"And Kathy died a hero." said Cindy, working the 'vibe' she was having. That caused Elizabeth to look at me very hard, like she did when we were kids and she was about to attack me.
"You knew, didn't you?" my sister said, seemingly accusingly. "What am I asking, of course you knew. Truly nothing gets past you anymore. I only ask how did you know?" I knew what she meant: that I had observed and deduced Kathy's fatal condition.
I sipped my coffee then set the cup down. "I had three chances to observe Kathy, with time lapses between: first, when she shot Mr. C. in the back with an arrow, in a very timely manner, I might add; second, on Christmas Eve, when you both visited Carole and Teresa in the hospital; and third, in Paris. I would be a dull Detective indeed to not notice with the time lapse that she was increasingly gravely ill, and was getting much worse when I saw her in Paris. I don't think she would've made it to June, as the doctors said she would."
Elizabeth nodded. "I saw her every day. She tried to hide the pain, and that she was deteriorating..." She became introspective. I'd rarely seen that look of sadness for another person on my sister's face.
"I didn't attend this party." said Cindy. "Clue me in."
"Cindy knows what happened." I said. "I told her the details, but not the background of it."
Elizabeth nodded, then said "At first, I though my baby brother had made a miscalculation, and that Kathy had died as a result of Waddell already being up on the balcony with Melina. And then... I realized that you did not fail to realize that... and you let Kathy go up first, so that she could sacrifice herself."
All eyes were on me. I did not say one word. Of admittance, nor denial.
"You... you gave her the chance to die. Honorably." said Cindy, understanding. Dr. Eckhart nodded, a little smile on his face.
"Like Takaki Taichi." I replied quietly. "Kathy had the choice, and she made it." I looked at Elizabeth. "She did not fear an assassin's bullet. She feared going blind, and of being a burden to you, or to her family. She chose to die saving another person's life, rather than having her young sister see her die in darkness and in pain. She knew, as I know, that you would've cared for her to the end, but she preferred death to that, as well."
"Thank you for that." said Elizabeth. She then sucked it up and steeled herself. "Well, I'm going to be leaving soon. As I said at Christmas, it would be a good idea to get out of your way. Very far away."
I smiled. "I'm sure wherever you go, you'll be of great help to our Uncle Harvey, here." Eckhart laughed.
"Not much gets by you, young Donald." he said. "And I'm equally sure that some people are going to regret very badly what they tried to do to your sister."
Some time later, Elizabeth hugged us all goodbye. "Thank you again for Kathy." she whispered as she hugged me. "She's at peace now. No more pain."
"She died well." I replied. As Elizabeth headed for the elevator, I called out "Shalom!" Her eyes crinkled in amusement as she nodded her head. Then she got on the elevator, and was gone.
"What was that about?" asked Cindy.
"She's converted to Judaism." I said.
"How did you know that?" Cindy asked.
"That Star-of-David pendant on her necklace was my first clue." I said. "I saw her wearing it in Paris, and saw it under the neckline of her blouse today..."
Cindy looked at her father and shrugged. "Nothing gets by him, Father."
"Fortunately for all of us." replied Eckhart, his eyes also crinkled with amusement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove home in my Police SUV, Cindy was simply agog at what she'd learned.
"So that's why she wore the vest with armor only in the back." my cousin said, partly to herself. "So that the bullet wouldn't come out her back and hit Melina."
"Yes." I said.
"And instead of dying blind and helpless," Cindy said "she died a hero, with a Flag on her casket and a star in the wall at Langley. You really do take care of your people, Don. But... Kathy was no friend of yours. She helped Ned set you up at Ward Harvester."
"She also shot Mr. C. in the back with an arrow to save my life." I said. "And she gave the CIA valuable information while working with Elizabeth... valuable until they changed Directors."
Yes, for right or for wrong, part of my plan was to give Goth Girl Kathy the chance to die honorably, and she took it. My reasons why? I could say it was for taking out Mr. C., I could say it was for helping Elizabeth arm the Jews and give info on the Islamists to the authorities, and actually being a good and loyal CIA Agent.
But my first reason was deeper than that. I was remembering that standoff with Ned in the Ward Harvester warehouse, walking into his trap to save the baby he'd kidnapped. (Author's note: 'Trilogy: The Dawn's Early Light'.) It had been Goth Girl Kathy that had cared for the baby, and protected the baby from Ned doing it harm, and I had not forgotten that.
A little bit of bad in the best of us, a little bit of good in the worst of us. I may have been bad in planning for Kathy to die, but I chose the good and honorable ending for Agent 'Darkwave'. She had died, but her sacrifice would live forever...
Part 17 - Epilogue
I did not attend Julie Newton's funeral, which was held in the chapel of the Frank Freeman Funeral Home. There were not many people there. Yvonne Newton was there, some of her friends from the Public Library where she'd worked, a number of people from First Baptist Church, loyalists to Pastor Westboro and his memory.
"You're not going to believe who is here, and who is leading the interment service." Teresa whispered, having called me on my Police cellphone. She was watching from a distance, having led the traffic patrol for the funeral.
"Don't keep me in suspense." I said.
"Della Harlow is here, as are Kelly Carnes and Malinda Adams." said Teresa. "And leading the service... SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea!"
"No surprise there." I said. "Birds of a feather."
Teresa later told me that after the service was over, Chaplain Ikea, Della Harlow, and Kelly Carnes had talked for considerable time. "I don't know what it's about," she said, "but I don't need Cindy's vibes to know that something ain't right about it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:50am, Monday, April 2d. I was sitting in my office reading Duty Logs before the coffee klatch, when my Police iPhone rang. I answered it to hear a near-babbling man on the other side. It was Myron Milton.
"Mary just gave birth to her, Commander!" Myron was all but shouting. "She's a beautiful little girl..."
At 6:55am I went into MCD for the coffee klatch and to hear Bettina's broadcast. But I had news first.
"Ladies and gentlemen!" I called out loudly, "I am very happy to announce that Mary Milton just gave birth to a daughter, named Mary Louise Milton! Mother and daughter are doing very well, grandpa Marvin Milton is very excited, and daddy Myron is absolutely beside himself."



The room broke into applause. "That is so awesome!" said Joanne Warner.
"Poor Myron." said Theo Washington, with mock sympathy. "He's going to be worn out with 2:00am feeding times."
"He'll find a way to cope." said Vice Detective Christopher Purvis.
"I can't wait for Seth and me to have those 'problems'." Joanne said.
"I won't be having those problems." said Cindy.
"Famous last words." replied Teresa, which generated her some attention. Teresa deflected it by saying "What do you think, Commander?"
"I think..." I said, reflectively, "that there is nothing in this world better than having and raising a child, or children. The feeding times, the long nights... they're worth it. They're worth it."
Everyone quieted down. Bettina was coming onscreen...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Officer down! Officer down!" came the call on Police Radio. "Officers under fire at MLK Park!"
"Do not approach MLK Park! I say again, do not approach MLK Park! Officers remain under fire! Situation is not resolved!" came another call.
"Block off all roads leading to MLK Park!" came another call, this time unmistakably Captain Teresa Croyle's voice. "Secure all roads and access to the Park, but do not enter the Park!"
It was 12:30am, Friday, April 6th. MLK Park was on the southside, south of MLK Jr. Avenue that was the main road through the Tenderloin District. The park was not as large as Ronald Reagan Park, but had a 9-hole disc golf course and walkways and a playground. But it was well known that good and God-fearing people did not go into MLK Park after dark, when 'the Powers of Evil were exalted', as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wrote. Criminals ruled the night in the Park.
Captain Cindy Ross came up to Captain Teresa Croyle, who was at the 'command post' vehicle, a paddywagon that had been converted into the SpecOps's vehicle, and carried radios with powerful transmitters as well as equipment, armor, and weapons. "What's going on?" Ross asked. She was heavily armored and wearing a Police helmet, as was everyone else.
"As you know," said Captain Croyle, "Vice got good intel on that big shipment of drugs that the gang NS-14 was bringing in. We moved in to interdict it, but they had a lot more people around the park than we expected, stationed in strategic places, and they've got M-4s and AK-47s."
Croyle continued: "Up here near Jesse Jackson Avenue, at the entrance to the park, Patrolman Barker came under fire. He went down and was not moving, but he was behind the brick entrance signpost, so he had some cover. But they were shooting right at his position, so Detective McGhillie drove his car right up to the edge of the road, then low-crawled to Barker and pulled him into the drainage ditch by the side of the road. They're relatively safe now, and we're covering them with fire if the perps try to go after them, but McGhillie radioed in that he was hit on the arm, and Barker is wounded in the leg and his chest armor was impacted."
"Shit." said Ross. "He'll have cracked ribs at the least."
"We have the park surrounded; the bastards are not going anywhere." said Croyle. "But they're firing at anything that moves, and they've shot up McGhillie's car; the lightbar was destroyed, and you can hear the impact of the bullets on the side right now as they're still firing at it. The car engine went out a minute ago, too."
"Do we have any infrared drones, so maybe we can spot these shooters and return fire?" asked Cindy.
"Myron Milton is working that." said Croyle, pointing at Milton who was 30 feet behind them. "But he's not listening to me. He's on the radio with someone else."
"Who?-- oh, never mind." said Ross as she heard the helicopter roar as it passed over her head, having come in from the north. "Commander Troy, in the Cobra, with the revolver. Nothing but net."
"Like the guy said in the Beetlejuice movie..." Croyle replied. "It's showtime..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Six bogeys on the east side, behind the big oak tree." radioed Myron as he got the infrared picture from the drone flying overhead. "Three more behind the MLK statue, two further south behind the restroom pavilion."
"Roger that. Any civilians?" I asked.
"Negative." said Myron. "Park is evacuated. Only bogeys inside, Police on the perimeter."
"Roger that." I said. "Tell everyone to duck, I'm going in."
"They're shooting at the drone!" Myron said. "Taking evasive action!" He had the drone peel off and fly west, to my right as I came in from the north. My own IR goggles were enough, however.
I saw flashes of light; the perps were firing at the Cobra. That made it easy for me; I aimed at the points of light and pressed the button to fire, raking the enemy positions behind the statue with real machine gun fire. Then I turned and fired at the perps behind the oak tree.
"Drop your weapons and surrender!" I said over the loudspeaker that was attached to the gunship. "This is your last warning. Surrender now." I saw in my IR goggles that most of the perps were doing so. The ones under the pavilion were being more stubborn. A burst of fire at them changed their suppositions.
"They're coming out!" I heard on the radio. "Hold your fire, they're surrendering!" It was Captain Croyle's voice. As I pulled the chopper up to a higher altitude, I heard the commotion on the radio as Police Officers swarmed the Park, taking suspects and the evidence of drugs, cash, and weapons into custody. Myron gave me the 'all clear', and I flew the Cobra back to County Airport as Police and medical personnel reached McGhillie and Barker, and evacuated them to University Hospital.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I am not sure who called her, but Becca Larrington was at the Hospital when I arrived. Her mother and one of her friends was with her, and Becca was trying not to cry... and was failing.
Cindy Ross came up to me, and we went down the hallway so that we could talk. "McGhillie was shot in the upper left arm, but it looks like he'll be okay. Admiral Cordell wants to keep him overnight to run antibiotics into him and for observation. Barker took two bullets to the right thigh, as well as his chest armor taking several shots. They took him into surgery, and Dr. Morgan is operating now."
"How were they wounded?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Cindy. "You'll have to ask Captain Croyle that."
"And she is prepared to answer you, sir." said Teresa, coming down the hallway to us, still wearing her 'black' uniform and armor. "I'm not sure on Barker. It looks like he went forward to set up to cover more of us going in, and got hit at an angle. We knew the perps were next to the statue, making the buy, but we didn't know they had an ambush prepared from the edges."
"You think it was an ambush?" I asked. "Or just lookouts?"
"Sir," Teresa said, "if it was lookouts, I would think the people near the statue would've run and taken cover, or begin shoot at each other. These guys did not; they took defensive positions and began shooting at the Police on the perimeter. I think they knew, or strongly suspected, that we were coming, and set the whole thing up as an ambush."
I nodded. "Good observations." I said. "How many arrests?"
"First," said Cindy, "three of them are dead, another badly wounded and in surgery now. You lit them up hard, sir. We made twelve more arrests. All of them Hispanic, all of them with NS-14 tattoos on their arms."
"Definitely a set-up for an ambush, then." I said. "Why else would they be buying drugs from themselves?" Both my Angels nodded in understanding.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's going to be okay, Becca." I said as I went into the waiting room, Teresa behind me. I sat down beside Becca. "You can go see him in a few minutes."
"He... he could've died!" Becca said, beginning to cry again. "I know he was saving someone... but Kathy died saving someone..." I glanced up at Teresa, who was watching me.
"But he didn't." I said. "I know this is tough for you, and right after losing your sister. But he did a brave thing tonight."
"I know he was saving another Police Officer's life," said Becca, "but I wish the people I love would stop being so brave. I don't want to lose him, too!"
I wasn't sure what to say about this. Teresa obviously wasn't either. Fortunately, Joanne Warner and her husband Seth had just come in, and had heard what she said.
"Let me talk to her a minute." Seth said. I got up and he sat down next to Becca. "Hi Becca, I'm Seth Warner, Joanne's husband. I know how you feel."
"How can you know how I feel?" Becca said, warily and almost angrily.
"Because I watched a building explode with my wife inside it." said Seth. (Author's note: 'Women's Work', Ch. 03.) "She went in to arrest some wanted criminals. One of them was my mother, another was my sister, another was your sister's friend and the Iron Crowbar's sister. My mother saved my wife's life, but died herself."
"I'm sorry about your mom." said Becca. "So doesn't it scare you that your wife might not come home alive?"
"Yes." said Seth. "I live with it every single minute of my life. But I know that Joanne is doing what she was meant to do, and what she loves doing. And so is your fiancé Roy. And Captain Croyle, and Commander Troy. It's tough on our families. And that's why we have to support them with everything we have. Roy does what he does because he knows you're behind him, and he needs you supporting him. Just as Joanne needs me supporting her."
Becca nodded, then said "Where do they find the courage... to leave their loved ones, and face death?" Seth looked up at me. And I did have the answer for that one.
"Becca, we do what we do because it's what we do." I said. "And we don't go around expecting to die; we expect to live, and to win. Captain Croyle went into that warehouse and rescued my daughter knowing she had a chance to save her and to live. She did not expect to die, though she knew she might."
"My sister knew she wasn't going to live." Becca said, somewhat sullenly.
"And she made the supreme sacrifice for another person." I replied. "She was brave, and showed the goodness inside her. I know you're grieving for her, because she's gone from out here but is still there inside your heart. But she would want you to be there for Roy, to help him recover."
Becca then said "And this could happen again!"
"Not likely." said Joanne, who had come up beside Seth. "Most Police Officers don't ever get wounded, and those who do usually only get wounded once. The TCPD has only had one line-of-duty death in 30 years." I noticed Teresa quietly exiting the waiting room, so that her example of six Purple Orders would not be remembered at this moment.
"Becca," I said, "you just gotta love Roy while you've got him. You gotta love him like there's no such thing as a broken heart"
"Hey!" Joanne said brightly, "someone could write a country song about that." Everyone laughed, even Becca. I could see in her eyes she was getting better.
Dr. Cordell appeared, and told us what room Roy was in. "He needs to rest, but I would imagine seeing his lovely young fiancée would make him feel a lot better... but not for too long, okay?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I peeked my head in the door of the room, seeing Roy McGhillie trying to get comfortable in the bed.
"Hey," I said, "someone wants to talk to you about learning to duck." I then got out of the way and let Becca go in.
Roy smiled brightly. "Hey, Beautiful!" he said. "Come over here." Becca all but ran to him, tears flowing down her cheeks. I closed the door and went back down the hallway, where Teresa was waiting for me.
"How do you know I wasn't expecting to die?" she asked. "I really was, you know."
"No you weren't." I said. "I know, because I know the measure of your soul. You might've been willing to die, might've even hoped to die on Christmas Eve... but you dived into that pit expecting to live." Teresa gave me that inscrutable look she sometimes gets, but she did not debate further with me over what we both knew to be true.
"By the way," I said, "Joanne is right that most Officers have zero or one Purple Order. Those that have more get desk duty. Those that have six get chained to their desks."
"We'll see about that!" Teresa replied. "Set those brackets up right, sir." I just laughed.
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, April 6th, from in front of City Hall. "Social groups are demanding that Commander Donald Troy be suspended without pay and that a full investigation of his actions be made after a Police raid gone wrong last night!"
Bettina began: "Last night the Town & County Police Force made a large-scale raid against a drug operation at MLK Park. Two Police Officers were wounded when lookouts for the criminals opened fire on them. However, things escalated tremendously when Police Commander Donald Troy flew a Cobra gunship helicopter over the Park and fired indiscriminately into the area, killing three suspects and badly wounding a fourth."
Bettina continued: "The injured Officers were evacuated to University Hospital, as were the wounded suspects. Further arrests were made when the other suspects surrendered to the Police after the helicopter incident."
Bettina went on: "Reaction to the raid was swift, and angry. Several candidates for local offices as well as leaders of social justice groups made statements. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was Della Harlow at County Democrat Headquarters, saying "Commander Donald Troy has turned our peaceful Town and County into a war zone! Residents who thought they lived in small-Town America woke up to find themselves in Syria or Afghanistan, because of Commander Donald Troy's excessive use of force against a small number of drug dealers. This is the kind of war-like cowboy policing that Sheriff Daniel Allgood not only tolerates, but encourages! Enough is enough! I demand the resignation of Sheriff Allgood and the suspension without pay of Commander Donald Troy, as well as a full investigation of this incident by the SBI!"
More tape, this time Mayoral candidate Eldrick X. Weaver: "Commander Troy's excessive use of force at MLK Park showed total disdain for the lives of black citizens in the Town & County. Certainly he has never used a gunship helicopter at Ronald Reagan Park, where white people go. But more importantly, this war-like use of a gunship helicopter shows a dangerous mentality in our Police Force, a mentality of excessive force and racism that must be stopped!"
More tape, of Loran T. Michaels, candidate for Mayor: "I understand that Commander Troy was trying to rescue two wounded Officers, but this kind of overkill, pun not intended, is exactly what our Police Force has become under Daniel Allgood's cowboy policies."
More tape, of Bettina asking T-Square about the incident. "Damn," said T-Square, seemingly in awe, "I have got to get me one of those!" Then he added "It does seem excessive, and Commander Troy needs to explain his actions to the black community."
Back to Bettina live: "The Town & County Police Force has not issued any statements on the incident. Sheriff Daniel Allgood, who is running for Mayor, could not be reached for comment. Police Chief Sean Moynahan has scheduled a press conference at 10:00am to issue a report and take Media questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I never said I'd take questions." said Moynahan as he drank coffee with us in MCD. "Maybe I should cancel the press conference altogether."
"With respect, Chief," said Cindy Ross, "if you do, they'll twist that around even worse than what they're doing now."
"I just wish someone would explain," said Jerome Davis, "how that reporter can say Commander Troy was shooting 'indiscriminately'," making air quotes on that last word, "and then say four perps were hit."
"That's not indiscriminate, that's accuracy!" said Sergeant Rudistan jovially. Jerome nodded vigorously in agreement, as did Teresa Croyle.
"Indiscriminate, but discrimination." said Teddy Parker. "They're actually calling that racist."
"How are our guys doing?" asked Joanne Warner.
"McGhillie is okay." I said. "What they call a 'flesh wound' to the arm. Barker's wounds to the thigh are more serious, but if he doesn't have any more internal bleeding, he should make a full recovery."
Just then the Duty Desk Sergeant came in. "Ladies, gentlemen," he said, "we just got a call about a dead body being found at Ronald Reagan Park. We have one Patrol cruiser at the scene."
"Davis! Parker!" called out Captain Ross. "You're the primaries on this. Get going. Warner, Washington, feel free to go help."
"Chief, if you'll excuse us," I said, "Captain Ross and I will go make observations, as well."
"I'll fly the Cobra in, if you need backup." said the Chief. "I would've done that last night, but you beat me to it." I just grinned as the MCD room emptied; I really had beaten the Chief to County Airport and the Cobra by scant minutes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The trees that whisper in the evening, Carried away by a moonlight shadow.
Sing a song of sorrow and grieving, Carried away by a moonlight shadow.
All she saw was a silhouette of a gun, Far away on the other side.
He was shot six times by a man on the run, And she couldn't find how to push through."
-- Mike Oldfield, 'Moonlight Shadow'
Ronald Reagan Park borders the River in the northwest corner of Town. A flat field runs east-west along the southern border of the park, and there are playgrounds and pavilions dotting the landscape, with intersecting crosswalks and walking paths. To the north rises a hill, which was left wooded. Walking paths and part of the disc golf course meander through there. The park then extends north along the River, with open areas that get a bit marshy after heavy rains; that land could not really be developed, so the County took over the land and more of the disc golf course was installed there.
It was where the woods met that northern finger of land that a man's body had been found. The area was cordoned off, and the trails to the area closed, and the Police Officers from 3d shift that had responded to the call had done a good job of not marring the crime scene; one Officer had approached from the side to check if the man was alive, and had approached the body carefully in doing so.
The dead man was lying face down, facing east, to our right as we looked at it from the trail to the south from which we'd approached. He was wearing a beige trenchcoat not unlike my own, brown slacks, brown socks and brown loafers whose soles were showing age. He was also wearing a fedora-like hat (nope, no Tilley hat), white collared shirt, and an extraordinarily ugly tie, white with red and brown criss-cross stripes.
"White man, late 20s or early 30s." said Jerome Davis as he and I squatted on our knees at the body's right side, using towels beneath us to prevent making too many marks on the ground, and keeping our clothes clean. "Shot six times in the chest, abdomen and almost in the neck up here. No wallet or any ID in his pockets, but the tag in his hat says 'J. Cialis' and a phone number. He... what the heck?"
"Those footprints?" I asked. A steady line of footprints were going west in the soft ground.
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "They're going left, towards the River, and he's facing right, looking away from the River." Jerome then impressed me by carefully examining the bottoms of the man's shoes, then examining the footprints.
"Sir!" Davis all but shouted. "I think these prints were made by those shoes on the man's feet." I observed and reached the same conclusion. Cindy was listening, and instructed the Crime Lab people that had just arrived to get all that into evidence.
"So how in the world did he do that?" asked Jerome. "Walked backwards, turned around, and dropped dead. There's no prints showing he turned or pivoted. Indentations on the ground where he fell forward."



"No blood on the ground anywhere near these footprints, as far as I can tell." said Teddy Parker, who was carefully moving parallel to the footprints, using towels on the ground so that he would not mar the ground with his own boot prints. Chief Griswold had taught all of us that little 'trick'.
A moment later, Parker came back to us. "The tracks end abruptly just short of the disc golf teepad." he said. "No fresh mud on the teepad itself. No further lines of footprints going anywhere, and the River is about 75 feet further west."
I nodded. "Well, Jerome," I said, "I think this qualifies as a 'strangeness', would you agree?"
"Yes sir, absolutely." said Jerome as we backed out of the way to permit Martha the M.E. access to the body.
"Well, Commander Cobra," Martha said acerbically, "want to save me some work and tell me what the time of death is?" I knew she was teasing me.
"I'll let Detective Davis do that." I said. "Pretty obvious, isn't it, Detective?"
Jerome looked around. "Oh! The dewfall. It's wet on the ground, but not on his clothing. So he hasn't been here long."
"Outstanding!" I exclaimed. "Excellent observation! Here, hold this." I handed him the red crowbar. "Okay, what about the body temperature?"
"Ah... still relatively warm." said Jerome.
"Yes, it is." said Martha. "You're right, he has not been dead very long at all." She began testing the body. "No rigor yet. Well under an hour ago."
"They must've found him not long after he died." said Cindy.
"Which brings into play my very favorite first question at a crime scene." I said. "Which is?"
"Who called it in." said Jerome. "I asked the Duty Desk that as we were leaving. We have the number, but I haven't had a chance to run it yet."
Just then, my own Police iPhone rang. "Hello, Chief." I said after answering. "Yes, we're at the crime scene... wha?... now?... But sir, we're just getting started..."
Cindy's Police iPhone chimed and she read the incoming text. She came over to me. "It's serious, Commander. You better go."
"Okay, Chief, I'm coming in now." I said. As I hung up, I said "Wow, the Chief said drop everything and come back to Headquarters. Sorry, Jerome, but I've got to get the crowbar back."
"No problem, sir, I'll earn a blue one." said Jerome as he handed me the red crowbar back.
"Take measurements of these footprints, how far they are from each other." I said. "Put down some kind of yardstick or something so I can measure the relative distance in photographs." I then touched my hand to my cap and made my way away from the scene."
"Wilco, sir." said Cindy Ross. She turned to Connie the photographer and said "Take one hell of a lot of pictures, of every little thing. So the Commander can at least see those..."
A moment later, she heard the wail of a Police siren. In a fit of pique, I cut on the lightbar and siren of my Police SUV, and tore down Riverside Drive to Headquarters.
Part 3 - Inquiries and Investigations
When I came into Headquarters via the side door that serviced the fenced-in employees parking lot, the Officer at the desk said "Sir, the Chief asked that you go straight to his office."
"Okay, thanks." I said. Going down the hallway, I heard my assistant Helena giggle. As I passed by the door to my office anteroom, I saw Helena at her desk. In the chair by my door was my attorney, Mike G. Todd. He was flirting with the lovely Helena, giving her bright smiles and making her giggle with some story.
"Oh, Commander!" Mike called out when he saw me. He hustled into the hallway. "You have to go to the Chief's office. He's going to take you into the Conference Room. When he does, I'll come in with you."
"That bad, huh?" I asked sourly.
"And maybe worse." said Mike. "IG Wellman is in there, with the IG attorney Robert Mullen."
"Okay." I said. "Thanks. I'll see you in a minute." I left Mike to his flirtations with Helena, and went into the anteroom of the Chief's office.
"I'll buzz him for you, Commander." said the Chief's secretary, who was a tall, slender, pretty girl named Cassie. Wow, formality in every way, I thought to myself as Cassie buzzed the Chief, told him I was here, then went to open the door and escort me in, then closed the door behind me.
"Have a seat, Commander." said Chief Moynahan as he finished signing a document. At least I didn't have to stand up for this, I thought to myself.
"Yes, I can tell you are upset that I called you out of a crime scene." said the Chief as he looked up at me. "Believe me, Commander, I would not do that unless I considered it very urgent."
"Sir, I don't know what could be more urgent than investigating a murder scene," I said, "unless something has happened to my wife or children."
"No, nothing like that." said the Chief. He exhaled, then said "IG Wellman and the IG Attorney Robert Mullen are in the main Conference Room. They are already opening an investigation of you for using the Cobra last night."
"Are you kidding me, sir?" I asked, nearly jumping out of my chair. "Two Officers were down, half the Force under fire, and they're--"
"I know, I know." the Chief said, holding up his hands palms outward and interrupting me. "Look, your lawyer is here, too. Let's go in, see what's going on, then you can go back to the investigation. Besides... it would do your Detectives good to not have you at a crime scene, even if it means something was missed." The Chief could see by the look on my face that I was not buying that for a minute.
"Okay, let's go." he said, getting up. I followed him out the door, and as he went to the Conference Room door I stepped over and interrupted Mike's conversation with Helena, regretting have to stop his considerable progress with her. Mike told Helena he'd talk to her later, and I couldn't help but grin as we went down the hall... and Helena had noticed that I'd noticed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Bringing in an attorney already?" said Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, whose uncanny resemblance to his non-twin brother, University President Sidney P. Wellman, always unnerved me a bit. Same sinister smile, too.
"Bringing in the IG attorney already?" I retorted. Wellman grinned in understanding. I was not grinning. At all.
Then I said "Inspector, I once said that I would never speak to Mullen here without my attorney present. That applies now, and any other time I would ever have to speak to him." Mullen glared balefully at me, and I stared right back down at him.
"Have a seat, Commander." said the Chief, sitting in his seat at the near end of the table. I was to his right, my back to the door, with Mike to my right. Wellman was to the Chief's left, and Mullen to his left.
"This inquiry," said Wellman, "concerns your use of a Cobra helicopter gunship to engage criminals during a drug operation. We have read your police report, and we have some questions for 'clarification'."
"You've taken me away from investigating a murder scene." I said. "So get on with it."
"I'll take whatever time I need to get to the truth." snarled Mullen.
"Then I'll advise my client to have you submit questions in writing to me, and then tell him to leave and go back to his investigation." said Mike. "And let me state, for the record, that my client and I already believe you are biased against him after previous encounters, we continue to believe you are not impartial, and that you are interfering with a murder investigation if you stall in any way." Mullen was red-faced with anger.
"Let's get to it, Mullen." said Chief Moynahan.
"Inspector," said Mullen, "maybe we should just suspend Troy now. Then he'll have all the time he needs to cooperate with our investigation."
"No." said the Chief. "I won't tolerate that. Horace, curb your dog. Now."
"Just get on with it, Mullen." said Wellman, no longer smiling his sinister smile as the mood in the room got uglier.
"Commander Troy," said Mullen, "who authorized you to use the Cobra in last night's drug bust operation?"
"Myself." I said.
"The Commander has the authority to make those decisions." said Chief Moynahan. "He doesn't have to get permission for every little thing he does. This is the TCPD, not the German Army."
That was a reference to the German Army on D-Day in 1944... they had to get Hitler's specific permission to commit the reserves to attack the American Army wading onto the shore at Normandy... permission that never came. Meanwhile, the American Army's authority had devolved from Supreme Allied Commander Dwight D. Eisenhower to the Captains, Lieutenants, and Sergeants leading the attack on the beaches.
"Commander," said Mullen, "did you consider that there might be innocent persons in the park?"
"Yes, I considered it." I said. "As I put in my report, which is augmented by Supervisor Myron Milton's report, we used an infrared drone to locate the perps and any other persons in the area. There were no other persons in the park; everyone there was a perp, firing at Police, firing at the drone, and firing at me in the Cobra."
"Additionally," I said, "My goggles have infrared capability, enabling me to clearly spot the perps in the dark, therefore enabling me to accurately shoot at my target. My fire was not indiscriminate, but very directed, and only in amounts needed to neutralize the shooters."
"Commander," said Mullen, "there are many in this County who believe your use of a helicopter gunship, a weapon of war, was excessive use of force. They believe you could've found other ways to take down those perps. What is your answer to that?"
"Why don't you go to the Hospital and ask those two wounded Officers if they thought my use of the Cobra was 'excessive' as they lay bleeding in a ditch." I replied.
"So what is your answer?" persisted Mullen. "Do you not consider the use of the gunship excessive?"
"I'll say it another way: I had two Officers wounded and under persistent fire. I had the rest of my Police Force under fire by assault weapons illegally modified to deliver fully automatic fire. To save and rescue my Officers, I came in with all the power I could muster, and it was effective in ending the gun battle, taking the perps into custody, and rescuing my Officers. So no, I don't consider it excessive at all."
"And I would've done the same damn thing to rescue my Officers." said Moynahan. "Make sure to put that in your report, also. I stand with Commander Troy in his decision to use the power of the helicopter to bring the incident to a successful conclusion."
"And one more thing." I added. "You say the helicopter is a weapon of war? That's exactly what we're facing with these drug perps: an all-out, full-blown war. They're shooting at us with military-grade weaponry and none of you mealy-mouthed Leftist lawyers complain one bit. But when we shoot back, all hell breaks loose, as if we Police Officers are the criminals."
"Okay, Mr. Crowbar..." said the Chief, trying to contain me before I really started ranting.
"I'll ask again." said Mullen. "Did you not consider any other way to end the conflict and rescue your Officers?"
"Yes I did." I said. "And in my experienced judgement, the helicopter was the fastest, most efficient way, and the safest for my Officers."
"Safest?" Mullen almost yelled. "Firing a helicopter into a pitch-dark public park?"
"My client has already explained about the use of infrared." said Mike Todd. "You're wasting our time by refusing to take that into consideration in making your last statement." Mullen glared at Mike G. Todd with deep hatred. Mike G. Todd glared back.
"Yes, safest." I replied anyway. "For my Police Officers, anyway."
"Any more questions?" asked the Chief.
"No." said Mullen. "Inspector, I believe we should suspend Commander Troy with half pay until the Board of Inquiry can make a ruling."
"No, that won't be necessary." said Wellman.
"Fully restricted duty, then?" persisted Mullen. "And he's definitely grounded from flying any helicopters."
"Bull SHIT!" I yelled out. Everyone looked at me in shock. "I own that Cobra, it is my property, and I have the license to fly it. You have neither the authority nor the right to tell me I cannot fly my own aircraft, I'll fly it whenever I damn well please, and if you don't like that, Mr. Mullen, you can go shove this crowbar up your ass and spin on it!"
"Easy, Commander." said Chief Moynahan as Mullen looked at me with shock and hatred clearly visibly on his face. To Mullen the Chief said: "He's right. It's his bird."
"All right, all right." said Horace Wellman, trying to find a middle ground. "How about this: please refrain from flying the Cobra on Police raids while this is being investigated. And while desk duty would normally be indicated when determining if this is a good shoot or not, I won't have the Sheriff impose that yet... but do be advised that you should stay in the background for the time being."
"Inspector," said Mullen, "this is highly irregular. I must insist on restrictions upon Commander Troy during my investigation of him, just as any other Officer would be restricted."
"Then I relieve you of responsibility for the investigation." said Wellman, before Mike G. Todd could speak. "Commander, that means the SBI-OER will be asked to come in and investigate."
"Bring 'em on." I said. "Chief, are we done here?"
"Yes." said Moynahan. "Go. Go." Mike and I got out of there.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn," I said as Mike and I went into my office, "and it's only 8:30am."
"Don," said Mike, "why do they have the IG on you this fast? And to pull you out of a crime scene, just for that?"
"Well," I said, sitting down in my comfortable 'Command Chair' behind my desk, and indicating for Mike to sit down in a hot chair, "I think we can attribute this to two things: people running for local political offices, and my enemies thinking they have something on me for doing this."
Just then there was a knock on my door, and Captain Teresa Croyle barreled in. "Oh, sorry." she said when she saw Mike.
"Come on in!" I called out. Teresa returned. "You know my attorney, Mike G. Todd?" I said. Teresa and Mike shook hands. Mike flashed her a smile. Teresa flashed her engagement ring, stopping all that.
"So the IG is already here?" Teresa asked as she and Mike sat down.
"Political season." I said. "Dontcha love it?" Teresa gave me a 'Teresa Cunt' look, which I correctly deduced to mean that she did not care for 'political season'.
"You had two Officers wounded, others under fire." said Teresa.
"And lousy politicians that just hate it when we have the ability to overwhelm bad guys." I replied.
"I think you're right, sir." said Teresa. "What I came to tell you was that as I was going home after leaving the Hospital last night, my normal route took me by County Democrat Headquarters. Four o'clock in the morning, and it was lit up like a Christmas tree in there. And statements already out by the time Bettina hit the airwaves at seven a.m. I don't need a red crowbar to know they were already working the angles on this." I nodded.
After a few more minutes of chatter, which Mike used to get Teresa's story of the raid, he excused himself and left. "Okay, whassup?" I asked my Captain of Operations.
Teresa said "First, I came to apologize for the raid's failure. I should have anticipated a possible ambush."
"It was a successful raid." I said. "We got the perps, we got the drugs, we got the cash, we got guns, guns illegally modified to deliver fully automatic fire... but yes, we got two wounded Officers. I accept your apologies, though they're not needed. Sometimes things don't go perfectly right. And we learned a lot from it."
"Yes sir, we did." said Teresa. "Anyway, they're all NS-14 gang members. Several are wanted in Los Angeles. Lt. Claire Michaels has already called me about possible extradition, then said she and Lorena Rose would fly here if we'd allow them to work with us on it."
"That'd be great!" I said, then grinned as I added: "And I get the idea they also just want to come visit their old friends here at the TCPD, as well."
"Not much gets by you." Teresa said with what was for her a teasing grin. "So... will this thing with the Cobra blow over, pun not intended? Or are we in for a real shit storm?"
"A real shit storm." I said. "Politically, anyway."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When one went into the main door to Laura's office suite, they were confronted by her assistant sitting behind her desk straight ahead. One turned right to go into Laura's office. If one went left, one went into a room with six cubicles. The one nearest the door was walled off with a door. It was this little space that was Callie Carrington's little corner of the world, where she did her research for Laura... both in sexual matters, and doing CIA-related research.
As a well-trained 'Company' employee, as well as a semi-famous porn starlet that might draw unwanted attention from obsessed male fans, Callie was always looking around as she got out of her car, which was parked in her designated space next to Laura's. As she looked up the shaded, tree-lined avenue that went up (and past) the Pharmacy Building, Callie noticed a black Audi parked there, a car she had not seen before. The windows were tinted, so she could not see if anyone was in the car, but she had a foreboding feeling that someone was... and was watching her.
Going inside, she knocked on the 'back door', the hallway door that went straight into Laura's office. She heard Laura call out 'Come in!', and she went in.
"Whose black Audi is that up by the Pharmacy Building?" Callie asked.
"I didn't see a black Audi when I came in." Laura said. "Here, let me plug into the cameras on this building and the Pharmacy Building." She brought up the app on her computer, and a moment later had a visual on the car.
"Hmmm," Laura said, as she zoomed the Pharmacy Building camera onto the car. "Florida tag." She sent an email to her husband and to Captain Ross, asking them to investigate the tag. Then she said "Let's call the Campus Police to come check out the car." Picking up the phone, she said "Can I speak to Lt. Hanson, please?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 9:00am, the Detectives all trickled back into Headquarters and MCD. The Chief of Detectives came to my office.
"We took as much video and photographs as we could," Cindy said after I had her get some coffee and sit down in a hot chair, "so you can look at them. Not sure there's much there that you didn't see while you were there. Martha says the bullets were likely 9mmP rounds."
"Nine millimeter is .355 caliber." I said. "She's sure it's not .357 Magnum or .38 Special, which are a very close .357 caliber?"
"They could be," replied Cindy, "but Martha said the bullets were expanding types, and these got pretty deep before really expanding. So she's thinking it was the more powerful round that would come from a semi-auto pistol. The Crime Lab will do ballistics, of course, if they find any rounds still in the body."
"Good enough." I said, really wishing I'd been there to examine those wounds along with Martha.
Cindy continued: "Jerome is consumed about the backwards footprints. Definitely made by the shoes the man was wearing, but no tracks in the ground showing that he turned around nor how he got to the place at the west end to start the trail of prints. The ground around the disc golf teepad is soft, and there are no fresh prints anywhere around it. Also, no mud on his socks that would suggest he changed shoes."
"He wasn't walking backwards, either." I said. "The heel-to-foot weight transfer was walking forwards. Walking backwards makes a different print. I should make some prints and take photos for everyone some day. You guys took measurements?"



"Absolutely." said Cindy. "By the way, any missing persons reports called in?"
"No." I said, having checked the duty logs, as I did every day. "Not yet, anyway."
"So how did your meeting go?" asked Cindy.
"It was the IG and his puppy dog lawyer." I said. "About the use of a helicopter to lay down fire in order to rescue our wounded Officers." I recounted the details. Cindy looked somewhere between shocked and nauseated.
"Good grief." she said. "Are they trying to get a handle on it now, before Harlow starts attacking you over it? Or trying to help her out?"
"Depends." I said. "IG Wellman may be getting ahead of it, and so might the Chief. But Mullen may be out for my blood."
"What's with that guy?" Cindy asked. "Why doesn't he just get the facts, instead of going on these witch hunts?"
"May be his politics." I said. "Or maybe ambition. If Jenna wins the D.A. race, for example, Harold Bennett will need a State Attorney for this region. Or if the Democrats win the Governorship in the next cycle, he might be eyeing the Attorney General slot or some other high State position... and trying to bring down the Iron Crowbar would make him very popular with the Haters."
My phone buzzed, and Helena said that Myron Milton wanted to see me. I had him come in, and he sat down next to Cindy.
"How's fatherhood?" I asked.
"It's awesome, sir!" Myron said, his eyes lighting up. "Everything she does is so cute. Even the 2:00am feedings are awesome, just looking at her as I feed her. Oh, and thank you for the diaper advice."
I grinned. "Yes, being a father is an amazing thing. Congratulations to you both." I saw Cindy looking at me strangely. "Myron, explain the 'diaper advice' to Captain Ross."
Myron said "Commander Troy advised us that whenever Mary or I change Louise's diaper, and we lay her down on her back, we should put a diaper over her belly area, if you get my drift. Sure enough, if we hadn't she might've hit the ceiling with a fountain of pee."
"Oh my goodness!" Cindy said, laughing.
"And I got that tip from my mom when Carole was born." I said. "Seems she learned the hard way from my bad, bad sister Elizabeth." Cindy laughed some more.
"So, Myron, diaper safety aside," I said, "what do you have for me?"
"Just some information on our murder victim." said Myron. "The phone number in his hat belongs to a cell phone number belonging to a 'James Cialis'. Lives at 234 Pine Street. He's married, has no children. Age 31 years old. Local pharmacist; currently works at the Kroger Pharmacy near the Mall, and has been there since late July of last year. Has two credit cards, one Visa, one Mastercard, pays them off every month. His wife's name is May, they've been married ten years. And that's all I have so far. It was... surprisingly difficult to get this much information."
"Why?" I asked.
"Just... nothing really there, sir." said Myron. "I have his State Pharmacy License record, but I can't find the University he graduated from, at least not from my first glance search. Tax records show he's at Kroger, but I couldn't find anything going further back. I can press with the IRS and State Tax Authority for more records, and will likely get something back, but it may be a couple of days."
"Well, we have a name and address." I said. "I understand that his prints didn't come back?"
"That is correct, sir." said Cindy. "The FBI didn't have them on record, nor did the State or County. Not necessarily unusual, but do you think he might be in Witness Protection or something?"
"Could be." I said. "But there should be fingerprints... that's a requirement when someone is applying for a Pharmacy license." After a moment of thought, I said "Myron, go share what you have with Jerome Davis, and all of MCD for that matter. And hold off pressing the IRS or State Tax Authority for the moment."
Myron excused himself and left the office. When the door closed, I said "Yeah, another 'strangeness'. They're beginning to pile up around this case. Okay, let's go see if the wife is at home."
"Before we go," Cindy said, looking at her Police iPhone, "I have an email from your wife. She wants us to check out a Florida car tag."
"Send it to Lainie." I said. "Ask her to run it and email my wife back..."
Part 4 - Last House On The Left
10:45am, Friday, April 6th. 234 Pine Street was a modest ranch-style home in a modest neighborhood, and it was the last house on the street before it dead-ended. Jerome and Teddy Parker pulled up in the unmarked Police car that the Detectives often used, and Cindy and I pulled up behind them in my Police SUV. A Patrol cruiser carrying Lt. Irwin and Patrol Officer Lydia Green was parked down the street.
Detective Davis took the lead, knocking on the front door. There was no answer, and as he knocked again, I made hand signals to Cindy to have the other Officers observe the back yard to make sure no one was trying to escape.
After another couple of knocks, we finally heard a woman's voice behind the door: "Who is it?"
"Town & County Police, ma'am." called out Davis. "Please open the door. We need to ask you some questions."
The door cracked open, but was chained on the inside. "What do you want?" asked the woman. She was 5'7" tall in her high heel 'Mary Jane' shoes, and was wearing a dress that reminded me of '1940s Radio Hour' for some reason. Her black hair was more than shoulder length, and drilled into curls. Her face was pale white, helped by her makeup, and her lipstick was bright red, inviting attention. Her eyes were peering and wary, but had a strangeness to them... as if they were dead to all emotion.
"Police, ma'am." said Jerome Davis, exhibiting his badge. "Does James Cialis live here?"
"Yes." said the woman. Her eyes flickered for a second upon mention of his name.
"Is he here now?" asked Davis.
"No, he's not. What's this about?" the woman asked.
"Are you his wife?" asked Davis.
"Yes." said the woman. "Again, what is this about?"
"May we come in and talk to you, ma'am?" asked Davis.
"Not until you tell me what this is about." said the woman. "And I may still demand you produce a warrant before coming into my home."
At that point I came around from the edge of the door, holding up a piece of paper. "I am Commander Troy of the Town & County Police Force, and this is a warrant to search your home. Open the door, ma'am, or we will force it." Yeah, you better believe I'd stopped by the Courthouse to get the warrant before we went to the house...
The woman closed the door and undid the chain. I handed her the warrant as we went inside. I was on the phone, calling for the Crime Lab team that was waiting down the road to come on in.
"Are you May Cialis?" I asked as I escorted her back into the den area, observing along the way that the house was perfectly appointed with the expected furniture, but there was nearly nothing else: no magazines, very few books, no personal effects strewn about. The kitchen was perfectly clean, as was the rest of the house.
"Yes I am." said May. "Again, Officer, what is this about?"
"I'll tell you in a moment, after I ask some questions." I said. "When was your husband last here?"
"Last night." said the woman. She elaborated no further.
"When was the last time you heard from him?" I asked.
"Last night." she said.
Just then, my Police iPhone rang. I answered it as Jerome and Cindy attempted to talk to the woman. "Troy." I said as I stepped into the hallway.
"This is Sheriff Allgood." said Daniel's voice. "I need you to come to my office at City Hall right away, as in 'drop everything and come over right now' right away."
"Sheriff," I said, "we're interviewing the most important person in this morning's murder case--"
"Let your Detectives do that." said Allgood. "You come to my office right now. Immediately, Commander." The line went dead.
For crying out loud, I thought to myself. I went to the door of the den and crooked my finger for Cindy to come over, and she did.
"I've got to go." I said. "Sheriff, this time. Look, this woman knows something. You can take her to Headquarters under the warrant if you feel you the need to."
"Wilco." said Cindy. A moment later she heard the wail of a siren as a very piqued Police Commander burned the lightbar and siren...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mrs. Cialis, you're not exactly being helpful in your answers." Jerome said.
"You're not telling me what this is about." the woman replied. "I'm on the verge of asking for a lawyer before answering further questions."
"You have that right, and we'll respect it." Cindy said. "In fact..." She took out the card from her pocket and read the woman her Miranda rights. May said she understood the rights.
"Ma'am," Jerome Davis said, "do you know where your husband is now?"
"Yes." said the woman. "He's in the morgue, where your Officers took him last night. And at this point in time, I want that lawyer."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got to Sheriff Allgood's office, the secretary was going to do the 'formal' thing again. But my redheaded impatience got the better of me. I blasted past her and straight into his office. Inside the office was the Sheriff, Chief Moynahan, and Chief Griswold.
"Do come in, Commander." Daniel said sarcastically.
"We were interviewing the wife of the dead man we found this morning." I said severely. "She's a possible suspect. Now what in the... world... is so important that you made me leave that scene and come here?"
"First of all, Commander," said Allgood, "if your Detectives cannot handle that, then I would say it's a failure on your part to adequately train them--"
"Now just a minute, Sheriff!" Chief Moynahan interjected, seeing my face flush to a darker red than my hair. "You know damn well we have excellent Detectives, but even if they're Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson, it's better for our cases if the Iron Crowbar is there to help."
"My second point," said Sheriff Allgood, staring at me, "is that in my judgement, this is more important, at least to this County's future. Look... have a seat."
I didn't move. "Sit down, Crowbar. Take a load off your back." said Chief Griswold, trying to keep the situation from exploding. I slowly sat down next to him.
"Here's what's going on." said Allgood. "The IG's lawyer, Robert Mullen, is saying that you were uncooperative in his interview of you about last night's incident with the helicopter. The IG himself has contradicted that, saying that you did answer the questions you were asked, and the IG has relieved Mullen of his duties pertaining to this investigation."
"So why doesn't the IG, or you, fire that bastard Mullen completely?" I said venomously. "This is the second time he's lied publicly about me."
"Let me tell the rest of this." said Griswold, to the Sheriff. He turned to me and said "Don, there is what I believe to be an orchestrated effort by people to call and harass Council members, the Mayor, and the Sheriff about the use of the Cobra. They're trying to make it sound like the whole County is against what you did, and while we know that's not true, it's still enough for some of them to use this incident against you and the Police."
Chief Moynahan took it up. "I delayed the scheduled press conference until 2:00pm, at which time I will attempt to explain the truth of the matter: that we had two wounded Officers, that your fire was surgical and well-placed, and only bad guys were hit with no real danger to civilians."
"However," said Daniel Allgood, "the SBI-OER is announcing that they are accepting our request to investigate the matter, and the Board of Inquiry will be early next week. Also, I'm going to announce that while I am Sheriff, the Police will have to get my explicit permission to use the helicopter gunship. Yes, it's your helicopter, and you can fly it around all you want... but not on official Police business without my permission, and if you fire any weapons on it, there could be an inquiry about that. Is that clear?"
"You took me out of a critical point of a murder investigation to tell me this?" I asked, allowing incredulity to be heard in my voice. "You could not have sent that in an email?" Daniel was stunned, and getting angry.
"Commander," he said, "I don't think you understand fully just how critical this is. Harlow is already making ads about this. Whether any of us like it or not, my candidacy for Mayor and Chief Griswold's candidacy for Sheriff are directly tied to our support of you. Our enemies are trying to make that into as negative a thing as possible. This incident is not helping."
"Are you kidding?" I gasped, almost flying out of my chair.
"Easy, Crowbar." quietly growled Chief Griswold.
"Go tell Barker and McGhillie that this so-called 'incident' was 'not helping' while they were laying there bleeding!" I practically shouted at Allgood, worn to serious anger now.
"Yes, we know that." said Chief Moynahan. "And that's what's saving us on this, that you acted to rescue them and evacuate them to medical attention. I'm on your side on this, Commander. As the Bible says, 'and it came to pass', and this too shall pass... but we have to navigate carefully so that it passes advan-taaaaa-giously."
"And you pulled me out of a murder investigation just for this." I said, still disbelieving and incredulous.
"You seem to have a bee in your bonnet about that." said Allgood.
"You damn right, I do!" I shouted. I caught myself, and calmed my voice as I said "For God's sake, Sheriff, would you please let me do my fucking job for the next few months? Did you really need to call me in here, and you couldn't wait until I was finished with that suspect?"
"Would you rather be suspended, and unable to do any Police work at all?" replied Allgood. "That is what Mullen wanted to do, and he has complained to the Council and the SBI that you're not suspended or restricted... yet."
"Don't threaten me with that shit, Sheriff." I said. "Either do it or don't. Either suspend me or leave me alone to do my job. And once again... this could not have waited until we were finished interviewing the dead man's wife? I question your judgement in calling me away from the investigation."
"In my judgement as your boss's boss," said Daniel, "no, it could not wait. And if you don't like it, you can--"
"Daniel," said Griswold, stopping Allgood from saying something very stupid, "we are past the point of meaningful conversation, here. May I suggest you let the Iron Crowbar go back to the work he does so brilliantly, and we politicians will handle the public shit?"
"Yeah." said Allgood sourly. "Go, Commander. Go back to your God-damned suspect. Get the fuck out." I complied. As fast as I could.
"What's he going to do," Daniel Allgood said after I'd left, "if Della Harlow wins the Sheriff race?"
"He's not the one I'll be worrying about if that happens." said Chief Griswold. "If the People of this County truly want that, then they will get exactly what they deserve. Exactly what they deserve..."
Part 5 - Suspicions and Clues
"We brought her in." Cindy said just as soon as I stepped into the hallway from the passageway to the side door to the fenced-in parking lot. "She's in Interrogation-A. She called a lawyer in the City and he's on his way. Nathan Masterson, of Gresham & Mason."
"He didn't get busted when we took down Superior Bloodlines last year?" I asked as we walked down the hall to my office.
"Nope." said Cindy. "They're still the law firm of choice for the power elites of Politics and Big Business."
"The twin brothers of corruption in this world." I replied.
As we sat down in my office, I said "Cindy, I need to let you know something. This is twice in one morning that I've been called away from this murder case. It's possible if not likely that they're going to keep fucking with me over this helicopter thing to the point that I cannot give you and the Detectives the support I want to and that you have every right to expect. So y'all double down on it, and see if you can solve it yourselves. I'll try to help where I can, but it's getting..." I did not finish the sentence as I went into a reverie.
Cindy nodded, then peered at me. "The politicians have messed with you before, but I didn't feel the vibe from you that I'm feeling right now. What's different about this?"
"My level of patience, I guess." I said. "Okay, what happened with May Cialis?"
"She knew her husband was dead." said Cindy. "And at that point she asked for a lawyer before answering further questions. I said it would be advisable to protect her rights as well as our investigation by having her come to the Station, and here we are."
I nodded. "Okay, let me know when the lawyer gets here. I'll watch from the anteroom."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nathan Masterson, the young-looking lawyer from Gresham & Mason, P.C., arrived at Police Headquarters from the City just before 1:00pm, and immediately went into private conference with his client. Meanwhile, I talked to Cindy and Vice about the NS-14 gangsters we'd busted (and shot up) at MLK Park.
"Most of them are from Los Angeles." said Christopher Purvis as we sat in Vice around his desk. "They're well known to Claire Michaels and the LAPD. They all asked for Public Defendants. They'll have their hearings Monday."
"Los Angeles, eh?" I asked, partly to myself, as I went through the file Purvis had compiled of the perps. "So any of them at all from around here? Surely they did not come from LA to sell drugs to themselves in our County."
"Especially with the Iron Crowbar ready to pounce upon them." said Purvis. Cindy peered at him, then went into her own reverie as Purvis continued: "A couple of them, including one of the dead men, have not been positively identified. They may be from around here, or maybe the City or Southport. The Hispanic Gangs have been trying to come into our County, but either the Police have kicked their asses or T-Square has taken care of our lightwork for us. They've struggled to get a foothold here."
I nodded. "Let me ask this: how did you guys get the intel on this?" Yeah, I'd already heard it, but I wanted to go over it again.
"Grubby Paul got an anonymous tip earlier this week." Cindy said. "Mary went into labor, so we didn't really consult with her. She'll be back Monday after next, by the way. McGhillie and Purvis here confirmed the tip through C.I.s, and we planned the raid and executed it. Successful, too, except for Barker and McGhillie getting wounded."
I nodded again, deeper in thought. "Does. Not. Make. Sense." I muttered.
"Sir?" asked Purvis. I 'woke up' out of my reverie.
"This whole thing. It does not make sense to me." I said. "Purvis, what is your evaluation of it?"
"Sir," said Purvis, "it may have been a transfer of drugs for distribution, but my sense is that was a set-up to draw in Police and ambush us."
"That's my sense, too." said Cindy, nodding vigorously in agreement.
"Me three." I said. "Where were the drugs and cash and guns put?"
"The guns are in the Evidence Room downstairs." said Cindy. "The drugs and cash are in the Evidence Warehouse on the grounds of County Jail."
"Purvis," I said, "call the K-9 Corps and have them take Sergeant Seymour down to sniff the drugs and cash... see if any explosives are embedded in the packages of drugs or in the cash." Purvis went to his desk and got on the phone.
Just then, J.R. Barnes of the Crime Lab came up the hallway, so I caught up to him and had him come to my office. The Green Crowbar was right behind us.
"Martha is wrapping up her autopsy," said J.R. as we all sat down, "but she told me to tell you that she recovered two bullets. We measured them before sending them to the State Crime Lab. They're nine millimeter bullets, for sure. But the rifling looks kind of strange to me, so I'll defer further comment until the Crime Lab brings us some data."



"Good idea." I said. "Any results from searching the Cialis home?"
"We found a Sig Sauer 229, in .40 S&W caliber." said J.R. "May Cialis's fingerprints all over it, no one else's. We also found a Kimber Solo CDP pistol in 9mmP caliber with James's fingerprints on it, no one else's. Also, some boxes of ammunition for both pistols. We bagged them into evidence, of course, and sent the pistols to the Crime Lab for ballistics analysis."
Barnes continued: "We also found a ham radio set-up, and another very powerful radio that can transmit short-wave. Other than that, the house was clean to the point of sterile, but recently cleaned. Maybe May was going to leave Town?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm. Detectives Davis and Warner went into I-A. Detectives Washington and Parker, Captain Ross, and Commander Troy (that being me) were watching through the one-way glass.
May Cialis was sitting next to her lawyer Nathan Masterson. Joanne read May her rights. When she asked May if she understood the rights, May said "You've already Mirandized me." Joanne just held the card up towards the camera, letting it be seen that her duty on that was done.
"What is this about?" asked Masterson.
"We're asking the questions here, Mr. Masterson." said Joanne, trying to make her normally sweet, positive voice sound severe and harsh.
"With what is my client being charged?" asked Masterson. "Otherwise, I'm taking her out of here."
"She's not going anywhere." said Jerome Davis, having been well-trained by me on this aspect of interrogations. "You may feel free to walk out that door any time you like, but she's staying here while we have questions to ask."
"Mrs. Cialis," said Joanne, "we know your husband was a pharmacist. Which pharmacy did he work at?" May looked at Masterson.
"He worked at the Kroger pharmacy near the mall." Masterson said. Joanne glared at him, then looked back at May.
"And what is your occupation, Mrs. Cialis?" asked Joanne.
"She's her husband's assistant." said Masterson.
"Mr. Masterson," said Detective Warner, "has your client taken the Fifth?"
"No." said Masterson. "Not yet."
"Then stop answering for her." said Warner. "I'm asking her the questions, not you; and I expect her to answer, not you. Or she can take the Fifth. Now, Mrs. Cialis, once again, what is your occupation?"
Masterson leaned over and whispered something to May Cialis, who nodded then said "I'm my husband's assistant."
"And what does that mean?" persisted Joanne. "Assistant at what? Just what work do you do?"
Masterson again leaned over to whisper to May, who then said "I assist my husband in his work."
"Elaborate please." said Joanne. "Without Mr. Masterson whispering in your ear."
"I'll advise my client whenever I wish." said Masterson.
"And our Police Commander will walk down to the Courthouse," said Jerome Davis, again learning well from me, "and he will have you removed as an Officer of the Court, held in Contempt of Court, and possibly disbarred for these tactics you are using right now."
"Mrs. Cialis?" asked Joanne. "Your answer, please?"
"I answered already." said Mrs. Cialis.
"I wish to confer with my client privately." said Masterson.
"You spent over a half hour doing that already." said Davis.
"Are you denying my client her Constitutional rights?" snarled Masterson.
"Not at all." said Warner. "It's you who are abusing the privileges. You're stalling, and we don't have to put up with it. Now represent your client, or leave and we'll have different counsel assigned to her."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said the Duty Desk Sergeant as he came into the anteroom where Cindy and I were watching this joke of an interrogation, "the Chief has asked you come to the Press Room for his statement. He asked you to come right away."
I rolled my eyes, then reminded myself to not shoot the messenger. I said "I'll be right there." I turned to Cindy and said: "May Cialis is not to walk out of this Headquarters. Take her through full booking. Suspicion in her husband's murder. Put her in a cell until I can be here to watch, if not question her myself. And tell that bastard Masterson to get his shit together or I'll twist his cap around."
"Wilco, sir." said Cindy. As I left the anteroom for the hallway, she was taking her handcuffs out of their pouch on her belt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Either arrest my client, or I'm taking her out of here." said Masterson. "This interview is over."
"It's over when we say it's over, Masterson." said Jerome Davis. "And an arrest is not only possible... it's imminent if your client does not begin cooperating with us."
"You're not being very helpful in your answers, Mrs. Cialis." said Joanne. "You know your husband is dead, and your actions are highly suspicious in that regard."
"Are you accusing my client of a crime, Detective?" thundered Masterson.
"Yes!" said a voice behind the Detectives. They turned to see Captain Cindy Ross standing there, having just come in. "May Cialis, I am placing you under arrest for suspicion of involvement in your husband's murder." She threw the steel handcuffs onto the table with a jarring thud, getting maximum effect. "Stand up and put your hands behind you."
"Where's your warrant?" screamed Masterson. "You have no right!"
"The original search warrant covers it." said Ross. "Mrs. Cialis's refusal to cooperate is considered suspicious behavior... and your own behavior, Mr. Masterson, borders on the same, as well as grounds to have you disbarred."
Cindy walked around the table. "Stand up, or I'll force you to cooperate."
"Then do it." said May. Wrong answer.
"That's resisting arrest, right there." Cindy said as she grabbed May Cialis and threw her hard to the floor before anyone could blink. She forced May's arms behind her, ignoring the woman's complaints of pain and rough behavior, and affixed the cuffs to her wrist. Then she pulled the woman's other arm behind her to complete the arrest.
"Now you can walk through booking, or I'll carry you." said Ross.
"I'm going to have your badge for this Police brutality!" snarled Masterson. Cindy stood up and faced him.
"Bring it on, twit!" Cindy roared. "I'm getting more than sick and tired of your shit. Expect to hear from the Superior Court Judge within the next 24 hours, concerning your own hearing for Contempt of Court!"
Officer Lydia Green, who had been the Uniformed presence in the room, assisted Captain Ross in forcing May Cialis to her feet. May did not further resist arrest as she was taken through booking.
Part 6 - Meet The Press
"Chief, you don't need me in this press conference." I said as we sat in the 'Interview Room' next to Cpt. Briscoe's office, just off from the Press Room.
"I know, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "but I want to you watch from here on the closed-circuit TV, so you'll know what was said, and can respond later to any Press ambush attempts."
I nodded. The Chief actually made sense. The only problem was that a significant suspect was in I-A being represented by a Gresham & Mason lawyer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Briscoe went to the podium at 2:00pm sharp. "Thank you for coming." he said. "The Chief of Police will be making a statement. If you remain orderly and respectful, he will take and answer questions. Chief Moynahan?"
"Thank yooooo." drawled the Chief as he came up to the dias and behind the podium. "This is the official Town & County Police Force statement on the incident that occurred last night. The Police Force acted on information gathered over time that a significant drug buy operation was occurring at MLK Park. The Force acted to interdict the operation, arrest the suspects, and confiscate the drugs and any cash and weapons at the scene."
"While moving into position," continued the Chief, "Patrolman Barker was fired upon by criminals waiting in ambush, using weapons illegally modified to deliver automatic fire. His chest armor saved his life as it held despite being impacted several times by criminal gunfire. He also was wounded in the leg by two shots. He underwent surgery and is expected to make a full recovery."
"Detective Roy McGhillie saw what had happened to Patrolman Barker," said the Chief, "and drove his Police cruiser up to the scene, and crawled out and over to get Barker into the relative safety of a nearby drainage ditch by the road. He was wounded in the arm in taking this brave action to save his fellow Officer's life. He was treated at the Hospital, held overnight for observation, and is now recovering at home."
"Because these two Officers were in the line of criminal fire, other Police on the ground could not safely move in to rescue them. It was at that time that a drone was sent up, using infrared to identify everyone in the park, and this ascertained that only criminals were in the park. The drone captured footage showing the perps shooting at Police."
"This information was relayed to Commander Donald Troy, who is licensed and authorized to fly helicopters of all types. Commander Troy flew his Cobra helicopter, which he owns and has leased to the TCPD, into the line of fire. Using infrared himself, Commander Troy returned fire upon the perpetrators, killing three and wounding one. Seeing that they were overwhelmed, the rest of the criminals surrendered to the Police and were taken into custody. As a result of Commander Troy's actions, the two wounded Officers were rescued and transported to the Hospital. What are your questions regarding my statement?"
The Press exploded into a shouting mass, and the Chief just shook his head until they got the message. They quieted down, and Moynahan called upon Priya Ajmani.
"Chief," said Priya, "Social justice groups are saying the Commander's use of the helicopter was excessive use of force. How do you respond to that?"
"With two Officers wounded and pinned down by criminal gunfire, there is no such thing as 'excessive' force to rescue them." said the Chief. "And it's always good to have more force than the criminals. This isn't a hockey game; protecting the Public is a serious and sometimes deadly bizzz-nessss."
"Chief," said Lester Holder, who was a light-skinned black man, "public officials are saying that Commander Troy's use of the helicopter is not only a paramilitary action far beyond what Police should be doing, but is racist because he only did this in a majority black area of the County. Was the Commander's action racist, Chief?"
"The Commander is certainly not a racist." said the Chief. "He is as fair a man to persons of all colors, creeds, orientations, and ethnicities as any man I've ever known. And the TCPD did not choose the place for this drug operation... the criminals did. So maybe the criminals are the racists, Mr. Holder."
"But what about the military-like use of a helicopter gunship, a weapon of military war?" persisted Holder. "Does that have a place in Police operations?"
"Again, Mr. Holder," said the Chief, "we had two wounded Police Officers lying on the ground, bleeding and needing rescuing. I don't know if you've been in a military shooting war, Mr. Holder. I have. I can tell you that what happened last night was not military war, but it was definitely justified in light of the situation."
"Chief, Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Tim Sioban of KSB News. "When Police Officers in the City or here shoot a suspect, they're usually put on some kind of restricted duty or desk duty pending the investigation of the incident. Why wasn't Commander Troy placed on restricted duty, when other Officers would have been? Why is he being treated differently?"
"First of all," said the Chief, "I don't accept the premise of your question that other Officers would've been put on restricted duty. There were exchanges of gunfire between Police and the suspects last night, and we've put no one on restricted duty as of now, except the medical restrictions of the wounded Officers. And Commander Troy is the second-highest-ranking Police Officer on the Force. As such, he'll bear the responsibility for his actions, and he knows that. But what would 'restricted duty' mean for the Police Commander, relative to his duties? He will still be doing the job he does every day."
By that, the Chief meant that my job already was pretty much a desk job, while a Patrol Officer being 'restricted' impacted his patrol duties much more. But as I heard it, I knew it hadn't come out right, and the viciously hate-filled, rabid Press would try to twist it as soon as they realized it.
"Chief, will Commander Troy be made available to talk to the Press?" asked Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown.
"That's up to him." said the Chief. "But the investigation is ongoing, so he might refrain from doing so for the time being."
"Will you order him to talk to the Press?" asked Tim Sioban.
"No." said the Chief. "He's under no obligation to talk to you in the Press, and I will not force him to assume such an obligation." The hostility of the Press was coming through the television as I watched. That pretty much concluded the usefulness of the press conference. Captain Briscoe stepped in to rescue the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sooooo, how was that?" asked the Chief as we went into his office. "Oh, have a seat." I did so.
"I appreciate you sticking up for me, sir." I said. "I hope the Press does not deliberately misinterpret your comments about my job being different than Patrol Officers' jobs as me being above the rules that are applied to them... but knowing the Press, they'll try to gin that up."
The Chief winced. "Oooh. You're right. But to be honest, Don, you are above them. You know from the military that some Officers get the benefit of the doubt when junior Enlisted would not; the Officers are Officers because they can handle the responsibility. Same with a sports team: veteran players get the benefit of the doubt that rookies don't get."
"I know, sir." I said. "It's just the optics. Anyway, it's spilt milk, and in the past. Question is, what is going to happen going forward?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhhh, yesssss..."
Laura Fredricson moaned as she lay on her left side on the bed in the little bedroom next to her office. Lying behind her in a "spoon" position and pumping his big cock in and out of her fur-lined twat was Mark Martin, whom Laura had met in the 'Going Rogue' case. He'd been a Signal Corps Captain then, and she'd recruited him into the CIA... and recruited his hard, long cock into her tight wet cunt.
Martin had been promoted to Major 'below the zone', which meant earlier than normal, and was a huge thing towards military career advancement. He now worked with the CIA on cyber and signal operations.
"Oh yeah, fuck me!" Laura gasped as Mark plunged into her again and again. She pulled her right leg up to give her stud easier access to her dripping wet quim, sliding her foot along his thigh as he nuzzled her neck from behind. She leaned back and let his lips press to hers in a kiss, their tongues twining hotly as the copulated lustily.
She leaned back into him and he rolled, pulling her along with him and on top of him. She was now riding him 'reverse cowgirl'. Laura began bouncing up and down on Mark's big cock, impaling herself on his throbbing member again and again as he grasped her hips and guided her. He was getting a great view of her back and her magnificent asscheeks as she lustily humped on him.
"Ohhhh!" Laura gasped, sinking down on his cock and grinding herself on the base of his meat. Then he gasped as her cunt clamped down hard on his fully sheathed cock as her intense orgasm rocked through her. "Oh God, yes!" she gasped.
After her orgasm was over, she eased herself off her lover's cock, then rolled onto her hands and knees. Martin eased himself behind her, grabbed her hips, and sank his cock balls-deep into her sopping pussy again. Driving forward, he slammed his groin into her luscious asscheeks, withdrew, and plunged in again, plundering Laura's pussy with relentless, deep strokes again and again, until she was crying out in another deep, violent orgasm that rocked her body...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They were lying in a 'spoons' position again, enjoying the afterglow of their intense sexual encounter. As Laura leaned her ass and back into Mark's groin and chest, she mewled "That was very, very good. You need to visit more often."
"I come by every chance I get." said Martin. "Of course, after the way your husband kicked Red Brooke's ass, I'm worried that he'll kick my butt, too."
Laura barked a little laugh. "You know that he and I have an honest, open relationship. And I'm going to tell him every nasty thing you've done to me today. So... what brings you into Town?"
Martin said "I was asked to come to the Federal Building and give communications support to their people there. We're upgrading their systems, making them more secure, all that stuff."
Laura was not fooled; Major Martin was here to support CIA Agents on their missions. If she were still the Deputy Director for Science and Technology, she would've been told he was coming. So she simply asked "Anything I need to know?"
"Well, I should tell you this." said Martin, finally getting down to the second of the two reasons he was there, the first being to fuck Laura. "You know who Agent 'Warspear' is?"
"Oh yes." Laura said darkly. "He's a dark seed."
"Yes, and he may be doing some rogue things." said Martin.
"And he's here in Town, and you're helping the local Feds trace him." said Laura.
"How did you know know that?" asked Martin. "Did they tell you about my mission?"
"No." said Laura. "He actually drove his Audi from Florida all the way here, and is driving around in it. We saw the car parked suspiciously close to this office and ran the tag."
"Damn." said Mark Martin. "He's not all that smart, is he?"
"Unless," said Laura, "he did it on purpose, and either doesn't mind us finding out he's here, or he wants us to know he's here."
"Now why in the hell would he do that?" asked Mark, mostly to himself, falling back onto the bed on his back.
"I don't know." said Laura, rolling over and taking Martin's cock in her left hand and gently jacking it. "But I'm not worried about that right now. My mission is to suck this big cock." With that, she slid her lipsticked lips over the swollen cockhead and down her stud's long, thick shaft...
Part 7 - Informational Overload
3:30pm, Friday, April 6th. Teresa reported that Sergeant Seymour had sniffed out explosive plastique that had been made to look like a wrapped bundle of money, as well as some bricks inserted into the bags of drugs."
"We're adding explosives charges," said Teresa, "but in doing so, we have to inform the Federal BAFTE and State BFE of what we found."
"How long do we have before we have to do that?" I asked.
"If we don't notify them by noon Monday," said Teresa, "we'll be in trouble."
"Notify them first thing Monday morning, then." I said. "And take the proper storage precautions, of course." Teresa said they were already doing that.
A moment later, Myron Milton came into my office. I had him sit in a hot chair next to Captain Ross.
"I've got a lot more on James and May Cialis, sir, ma'am." said Myron. "He only worked part-time at the Kroger pharmacy, and never on weekends. Turns out he was a magician, and had a weekend show in the City. He performed at bars around here from time to time, as well."
"A magician, eh?" I said. "And his wife was his assistant, just as she told us." Cindy nodded. "So how did you find this out?"
"Lucky break, actually." said Myron. "I finally got his tax returns, which he filed jointly with his wife. He only listed his pharmacy salary, and she listed income from theater plays. It all looked kind of weird, sir. So I called the theatre in the City where she worked, and they said she was a regular in their small plays, and was also the magician's assistant. The description of the magician fit her now deceased husband."



"But he didn't list his income from his performances." I said.
"No sir," said Myron, "but the amount she listed might've been one lump-sum payment for them both, and she just reported it for herself."
"Any bank records?" I asked.
"City & Counties Bank." said Myron. "Usually has just enough to pay their bills. As to credit cards, there are none listed when I bring up the info, but the bank paid to another bank that issues credit cards."
"Sir?" asked Cindy. I had gone into a reverie.
"Nothing." I said, regaining my composure. "Anything else, Myron?" He could tell I was on the scent of something, but knew I wanted his full report.
"Just that their house is paid for, and is in the name of a trust." Myron said.
"That's what I do for my real estate properties." Cindy said. "Do they have other properties?"
"Not that I've found yet, ma'am." said Myron. "I'm still digging. It's like there's nothing there, but there's a lot there, and then it's hard to actually get the information. The trust is in the name of a Nevada corporation; that's damn near impossible to get without a warrant and going through hoops."
"If what I'm thinking is right, that'll be understandable... the trust, that is." I said. "Keep at it. Oh, on your way back to your cubicle, ask Detective Warner to step in here, please." Myron left, and I gave instructions to Cindy. She left, too.
A minute later, Joanne came in. "You wanted to see me, sir?"
"Yes." I said. "Have a seat." I handed her latex gloves and told her to put them on, and I also put on a pair of gloves. A minute later, Cindy came in with the Duty Desk Sergeant, with two plastic bags of evidence. I signed for the evidence, and the Duty Desk Sergeant left.
"Okay," I said, "this is James Cialis's wallet in this bag, which we found at his home. And this is May Cialis's wallet from her purse. Detective, please examine the contents, and see if anything comes to your attention."
Joanne began looking through the contents of James's wallet. The cash had been removed and bagged separately; there had been $250 or so inside. There was a card from a legal firm; a card from a club in the City, where we now knew he performed magic shows; a card bearing the name of an executive of WorldBankTrust ; a Visa card, a MasterCard, and an American Express Card.
I was watching Joanne carefully, and saw her eyebrows shoot up. She then looked through May Cialis's wallet that had been in her purse. It had a Visa card, MasterCard, and AmEx card, but different numbers than her husband's cards. There was also the card of that same executive of WorldBankTrust. She looked up to see my gray eyes boring in on her.
"Is it safe to talk, sir?" Joanne asked.
"Yes." I said. "We all have Top Secret clearances, and I tore the wires out of this room so I.A. can't listen in anymore." I also had the bug-killer on, in case a device had been planted in the room.
"Did your wife tell you about this?" Joanne asked.
"No." I said. "My wife does not share Company secrets with me, and I don't expect her to. I learned through... other means. Captain Ross is about to learn it, because she needs to know for the sake of this murder case."
"So don't keep me in suspense." said Cindy, in the form of a quotation she might've heard from her boss many times.
Joanne said "These credit cards are a special sequence of numbers. They work, and you can buy things with them, but they are a special pattern and are reserved for use by CIA Agents. Also, this WorldBankTrust executive is not a real person; this number is a special line to Langley, and only to be used in extreme emergencies. I have a similar card, but with another name on it."
"My God." said Cindy. "If our enemies ever found this out..."
"Field Agents overseas cannot have these cards on them or among their belongings." said Joanne. "Only here in the USA, and when we're at our normal jobs."
"That is weak." said Cindy. "Too easy to be compromised. It's too easy to abuse."
"I agree." I said. "But it fits with the other stuff I've been noticing about them." I nodded. "Yes... James and May Cialis are CIA Agents..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Switch and Bait
4:30pm, Friday, April 6th. I headed towards Interrogation-1 with Detectives Warner and Davis, and Captain Ross. As we got to the anteroom, I looked through the one-way glass and was faintly shocked to see H.J. Lynch from the firm of Chase, Lynch & Berry in the room with May Cialis."
"He came in a while ago." said Jerome Davis. "Masterson talked with both of them, then left. Lynch is now May's representation."
"Marvelous." I said acerbically. "What, did Masterson get scared that we were going to have him disbarred?"
"No sir." said Cindy. "Masterson used his cellphone in the hallway to call in Lynch, and I might've overheard some of it. Masterson is based in the City, Lynch is local. Masterson may also think this case is no longer a threat to the high-level people that he works for."
"That's probably it." I said. "Washes his hands when he realizes it's a pion case. Okay, guys, go on in, and don't let Lynch intimidate you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We watched as Detectives Warner and Davis went into I-1 and sat down. Per my instructions, Joanne read May Cialis her rights. May rolled her eyes and refused to answer if she understood the rights.
"Why are you badgering my client with repeated readings of her rights?" snarled H.J. Lynch, who was rabidly anti-Police in ever fiber of his corrupt being.
"Just to make sure it's done in front of every lawyer Mrs. Cialis brings in to represent her." Joanne said cheerfully. "So, Mrs. Cialis, we've asked about your employment, and I'll ask again: how and by whom are you employed."
"As I told you," said May Cialis, "I am my husband's assistant."
"In what specific capacity?" asked Joanne.
"In whatever capacity he needed." said May.
"Doing what? What specific jobs did you do to assist him?" asked Jerome Davis.
"As I said, whatever he needed done." said May.
"Cite some examples." said Jerome.
"Ask specific questions and she'll answer." said Lynch. "I've advised her not to answer open-ended questions like that."
"So you're taking the Fifth, Mrs. Cialis?" Joanne asked.
"Not yet." said May.
"Were or are you employed by anyone else?" asked Joanne.
"Again, I was my husband's assistant."
"Was being a pharmacist your husband's only job, or the only thing that he did that brought him income?" asked Jerome Davis.
"He had investments in the stock markets." May said.
"Anything else beyond that? Any other employment at all?" said Davis.
After a pause, May finally said "He performed magic acts at clubs from time to time."
"He was a magician?" asked Joanne.
"That's who performs magic acts." said May. Joanne's sweet, pretty face turned ugly.
"Don't get snippy with me, Mrs. Cialis." said Joanne loudly, her voice as brutal as she could make it. "Keep giving us answers like those, and we'll twist your cap around. You've already got one charge of resisting arrest against you, your husband is dead and we consider you a suspect in his murder. Keep up the crap, and felony Lying to Police will be added to your charges."
"Get real, young lady!" snarled H.J. Lynch. "She hasn't lied."
"I'm willing to let a Grand Jury and a Trial Jury determine that." said Joanne, her eyes boring into Lynch's. "I'll get very specific, Mrs. Cialis: did your husband derive income from being a magician?"
"Yes." May said shortly.
"Did your husband derive income from any other employer, any at all, and who was that employer?"
At this point May said "I need to talk to my attorney."
"You've talked to your attorney!" Joanne said angrily. "You've talked to both of them for hours now. You've stalled and wasted our time for hours, and I'm brooking no more of it. Now either answer the question or take the Fifth: did your husband derive income from any other employer, any at all?"
"I'm not taking the Fifth, but I'm not answering that question until I have had the opportunity to confer privately with my lawyer..."
*BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!*
I rapped on the one-way glass, then opened the door and came in, Cindy behind me.
"Oh, so there's the Iron Crowbar." said Lynch. "Your minions can't handle it---"
"Shut up!" I practically yelled in the man's face, "or I'll throw your sorry ass in jail, too!" I was letting my anger show, and thus letting this legal beagle know that the TCPD's patience was used up. "Mrs. Cialis, no more games... are you now and was your husband in the employ of the Central Intelligence Agency?"
May looked totally stunned. I was boring in on her, my gray peepers trying to burn a hole through her eyes. This fish was landed, and she knew it.
"I refuse to answer that question." said May Cialis.
"Captain," I said, "bring my guest into the room, please." Cindy opened the door to the anteroom, and my guest walked in.
"I'd suggest you tell the truth, Mrs. Cialis." said the retired Deputy Director of the CIA for Science and Technology, a.k.a. Dr. Laura Fredricson, a.k.a. my wife. May was in total shock at seeing Laura standing there staring at her. She knew who Laura was, and she knew her own game was up.
H.J. Lynch leaned over and whispered something to May. She looked at me, hatred in her eyes, and said "On the advice of counsel, I am invoking my Fifth Amendment rights against self-incrimination. I will answer no more of your questions, nor cooperate with you in any way."
"I want to talk to you, Commander Troy." said Lynch.
"That makes one of us." I replied. "Confer with your client until we take her back to her cell. Start giving her good legal advice, for a change. I have nothing to say to you, nor do I want to hear anything from you." With that, I followed Laura out the anteroom door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So why are the Cialises in Town, ma'am?" asked Joanne Warner, who was sitting with me, Laura, Cindy and Jerome in my office. Jerome had clearance as an FBI Consultant.
"I'm not sure." said Laura.
"Oh, it's obvious." I said, halfway in a reverie, looking at the ceiling as I spoke. "The Guardians of Justice."
"Whaaa?" Laura all but gasped. I let my eyes drift to meet hers.
"She and her husband came here last summer." I said. "Right after the GOJ started putting out their stuff on BigAgraFoods. And you know what Dame Agatha Christie and I think of coincidences."
"That would make a lot of sense." Laura said. "After you called me earlier, I had Callie pull their files and dig deep into them. They're both perfect for a mission like finding the GOJ: he's a part-time pharmacist, access to medical records, talks to people; he does magic acts and she assists him, giving them access to clubs and private parties."
"What Callie found," Laura continued, "is that May is a cyber-security and Dark Web expert. We don't know for sure where she was operating out of; it wasn't the Federal Building and it wasn't her home. But she's been sending information to Langley's office that's been assigned to finding the GOJ, and to the FBI's office that's been doing the same thing. Callie got that from looking at their end of things."
I nodded. "What do you guys think?" I asked Jerome and Joanne.
"So he did some kind of magic trick to make those backwards footprints." said Jerome. "The question is 'why?'. What was he trying to accomplish?"
"Deception?" asked Cindy. "Trying to lead us down the wrong trail?"
"Ma'am," said Joanne, "I don't think we know enough about that. I think it's part of why he was murdered, but I don't understand the reasons for it yet."
"Neither do I, and you're right that it's an important clue." I said. I turned to Laura and said "Well, I guess you'll be getting a call from the CIA Director."
"No, I won't." replied my wife. "I called him. I asked him why two of his Agents were in our Town and County, and why was my husband now investigating the murder of one of them. The Director was not happy, and was less happy when I said the TCPD had arrested her, though they didn't know at the time that either of them were CIA Agents."
"So why didn't May just tell us, then?" I asked.
"If your belief is right that they were trying to find the Guardians of Justice," Laura said, "then it's likely they still believe the GOJ is you, my darling, even though they've watched you for months and cannot find a shred of evidence that you are the GOJ. So she kept her mouth shut about it."
I shook my head. "So they still think I'm the GOJ?"
"Sir," said Joanne, "for a long time, most of us in the TCPD thought you were the GOJ." I rolled my eyes.
Laura said "And despite my husband's rightful disdain for them at times, the CIA, and the FBI too, are very competent organizations with tremendous tools to do their jobs. If Don was the GOJ, they would've found something on him long before now. They have to know by now that he is not the GOJ."
"Yeah." I said. "So either they're here looking at someone else... or they're here for another reason."
"The FBI is going to send in a team to interrogate May Cialis." said Laura. "Maybe they'll get some answers."
"She's taken the Fifth." I said. "She doesn't have to say a word to them."
Laura peered at me. "So you won't give up custody of her to Jack Muscone?"
"No." I said. "She's still a suspect in her husband's murder, CIA and FBI notwithstanding. I want the truth of that crime first. After I'm done, you can save the taxpayers of the State some money by taking her away from here and doing with her what you will. But not before. Not before."
Part 9 - Conflicts of Interests
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely MILF reporterette at 8:00am, Saturday, April 7th, from in front of the Federal Building. "Fox Two News has learned that a Board of Inquiry will be convened in the investigation of Police Commander Donald Troy's excessive use of force in using a helicopter gunship, meant for the military in war, to shoot criminals during a drug operation!"
Bettina started: "Several members of the Town & County Council have expressed outrage at Commander Troy's actions, and have asked the Board for a full inquiry. Several Social Justice groups have also demanded Commander Troy's suspension, and Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, spokesmen for the Citizens for Police Accountability, have filed a lawsuit to force the Sheriff to suspend Commander Troy."
Bettina went on: "For his part, Sheriff Allgood said he is leaving the discipline of Commander Troy to Police Chief Sean Moynahan. Chief Moynahan has previously stated that he will take no action against Commander Troy until all investigations are completely finished. The SBI's Office of Ethics and Review has stated they will investigate the case, and now the Board of Inquiry will be making its investigation. Inspector General Horace S. Wellman deferred his investigation to the SBI after determining that his own legal counsel, Robert Mullen, was too biased to conduct a fair investigation into Commander Troy's actions."
More Bettina: "And in State news, Democrats are blaming Governor Val Jared and the Republicans for the failure to pass a new Budget for the fiscal year beginning July 1st. Democrats say that because of the draconian cuts required by the State Constitution, people will lose their food stamps and unemployment benefits, and they'll be forced to drink dirty water. Republicans say that Democrats and Governor Jared are responsible for the failure to pass a new Budget."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in my office as I watched the Bettina broadcast. I was wearing a true blue shirt with an embroidered TCPD badge over the heart, khaki pants, shoes with good athletic rubber soles, my gunbelt, and of course the 'girdle', my bulletproof back brace, underneath the shirt. This was technically a uniform, but was more relaxed and comfortable than my normal uniform.
"Food stamps are a Federal program, Bettina." I said to the television set. "And nothing was cut, just held at current levels. And why don't the Republicans call out these lies, the cowards?"
Teresa Croyle, attired just like me except her uniform shirt was light blue, had watched the Bettina broadcast with me. She said "Because they're cowards, like you said. And good grief, the way Bettina said all that... she's gunning for you again. You need to give her a good pickle-tickle, get her back on your side."
I chuckled at Teresa's unexpected humor, then said "I don't think it would help. She smells blood in the water, a big juicy story, and that's driving her more than anything else."
"And she's colluding with Della Harlow." said Teresa. "They're going to gang up on you in coordination with ads by Della against Sheriff Allgood and Chief Griswold."
"How do you know that?" I asked idly.
"Do you remember that time we took Bowser to the Hospital to see the kids at the Cancer Center, and that little boy Otis got to pet him before dying that night?" Teresa asked.
"Yeah, I remember that." I said. "Sad."
"Yes." said Teresa. "Otis's mother Beatrice works for KXTC, in their advertising department, mostly with the financial aspects of it. She also attends Ladies Auxiliary meetings, and makes a point to say hello to me at them."
I smiled, then asked "So, is she your confidential informant? Or Bowser's?" Teresa chuckled. I then said "So we and Bowser did a small but good thing for a dying boy, and now we have a mole inside KXTC... karma, neh?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "But I don't go to that well very often at all. Don't want to get her in trouble." I nodded.
There was a knock on my door, and Cindy came in, dressed like us but her shirt was green... and she was the only person in the TCPD authorized to wear a green uniform shirt, except on St. Patrick's Day. Following her in was Callie Carrington, in a light blue blouse and the tightest pair of blue jeans I'd ever seen on a woman... and that's not a complaint.
"Callie wants to brief us on the Cialises." Cindy said.
"I'll go make plans to give our helicopter pilots more range time." said Teresa as she got up, teasing me.
"And I'll work on setting those brackets up right." I replied. Teresa smiled a sinister smile, then left the office.
"Okay," I said as the ladies sat down in the hot chairs, "whaddya got?"
"I have a good bit on James and May," said Callie, "and also a third person who is possibly a bad actor. First, James Cialis. He graduated from the Philadelphia College of Pharmacy, but under another name." Callie mentioned the name, and his first name really was 'James'.
"He has Pharmacy Licenses in several States under several different identities." continued Callie. "His license in this State was issued about a year ago, and it was simply issued... he didn't go through the normal hoops to get it. His locations of employment over the past several years have coincided with missions for the CIA, either surveillance of foreign agents or possible subversives, or he's a go-between for other Agents and Langley. He and his wife May have changed their last names for each of their missions, making them harder to trace."
"And they're doing this in the United States." I said drily.
"I would say that you'd be amazed at what and how much the CIA does inside the USA," said Callie, with her beautiful grin, "except that you likely already know."
"Not much gets by him." agreed Cindy.
"No, I don't know. And I don't really want to." I said. "Sorry to interrupt your story. Keep going."
Callie continued: "May Cialis is the far more interesting character. She's a cyber expert, but she's also done a lot of 'dark ops' that I couldn't find out anything about... clearances far above my pay grade, and Laura's retired and can't access those anymore, either. May and James are indeed married, and she's been assigned to the same places as him on almost every mission he's been on, but often she's on different missions."
"Could it be," I asked, "that they assign him to tag along with her missions?"
"That probably has been the case at least half the time." said Callie. "But they work together with their complimentary skills on most of the missions. And that brings up their missions here." Cindy and I were already an attentive audience, but now we really 'zoned in' on what Callie was saying.
"Believe it or not, Don," said Callie, "it wasn't you they were after. You're right that they're looking for the Guardians of Justice, who they think are operating from this area. They've pretty much concluded that you're not involved, Don; they think it's someone within the Federal Government or possibly the University, who can access things you cannot."
"Wait a minute." said Cindy. "No disrespect to you, Callie, but I'm not buying this. They beat Professor Milton almost to death. They came after your porn business, then came after Don, threatened to kidnap and torture him again... and now they're suddenly saying it's not him? And that brings up how they would know that... have they been illegally surveilling Don?"
Callie replied: "First of all, the actions against Professor Milton and Don were done by Dana Fox and his rogue group, acting independently. And I can't get the details on it, but I have reason to believe they went to a FISA Court to get a secret warrant to investigate Don... and Laura, I might add."
"Now I'm not buying it." I said. My words were spoken quietly, but the devastating effect could be felt throughout the office.
"Callie," I said, "this is not meant to be aimed at you personally, and I don't think you're one of the bad actors. And I don't know what you've been told nor what you've been allowed to see. Having said that, what I do know is that the beating of Professor Milton was not done by a rogue group; that was the FBI all the way. Dana Fox acted on orders."
I continued: "And while Dana Fox's actions against you in California might've been independently done, his desire to 'disappear' me and torture me to death... and he fully intended for me to die... was not a rogue action. I know this... because of 'Paris'. Everything done before makes sense in the context of 'Paris'."
"Now it may be," I went on, "that they went to a FISA judge and lied to him or her to get a warrant to investigate me, but let's not pretend that they've cleared me in any way, nor that their actions are aboveboard. I hope the CIA and FBI do not believe they are dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded, here."
"I don't know what else to say about that." said Callie, looking a bit hurt at our rebukes. "Laura verified most of what I found out through other means."
"You said that there was a third person in all of this." I said, moving the conversation along. "What's that about?"
Callie said "May Cialis often worked with someone the CIA calls Agent 'Warspear', and who has the nickname 'The Penetrator'. He's a self-styled James Bond type... handsome, fit, well-hung, huge ego... but he thought he was better than he really was."
"Glad no one here is like that." said Cindy, her ice-blue eyes twinkling. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved back in mine.
Callie smiled brightly at our repartee, then continued: "He was an Agent in Europe for some years, but his cover got blown and another Agent ended up getting killed as a result. An investigation found that he'd made several really egregious errors that led to his being outed and the other Agent killed. Most of us would have been 'disavowed' for less, but they let him resign and walk away."



"And May worked with him before all this happened? After?" I asked.
"Both." said Callie. "And we just found out about the 'after', when James Cialis was found dead. An internal CIA investigation has been started, to see if it was just May or both James and May working with 'Warspear', and why. The only case we know of for sure where she worked with him after he left the Company was in Florida last May and June, just before James and May came here last summer."
I nodded. "Got a picture of this 'Warspear' rascal?" Callie took out her cellphone, unlocked it, started an app, unlocked that with a different set of numbers, then brought up a photo. 'Warspear' was a man in his upper 20s or early 30s, full head of wavy black hair, squarish, not quite 'chiseled' face but a strong jawline, and blue eyes. Yep, most women would find him to be 'handsome', but two of three people in my office (that being me and Cindy) didn't look at men that way...
"And he's in our area right now?" I asked as Callie emailed me the photo.
"We're trying to ascertain that now." said Callie.
"Mighty big word for a porn star to be using... 'ascertain'." said Cindy. Callie gave Cindy a 'what the hell?!' look as Cindy tried to keep a straight face, and failed when I began laughing, too.
"What did you feed my Police Captain for breakfast, Callie?" I asked. "She's got an acid tongue today."
"No doubt about that---" Callie started.
"Don't say it!" Cindy all but shouted. "Don't you dare say it!" I began laughing again, knowing what, or who, Cindy had had for breakfast, and had sharpened her tongue with... eating Callie for breakfast, if I did not miss my guess... (and I rarely do)...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, April 7th, 9:30am. When I came out of my office some time after the meeting with Callie and Cindy had ended, I was surprised to find an MCD full of Detectives working at their desks. And then I saw that Vice was nearly full, as well. Captain Croyle was also in her office.
I went into MCD. Jerome Davis was studying photographs on his computer monitor. I could see they were the footprints at the Cialis crime scene.
"Find anything, Davis?" I asked, pulling up a chair and sitting down next to him.
"I'm trying to figure out how he... or they, as is most likely the case... did this." Jerome said. "He was definitely a magician... and left us with this, his final magic trick."
"Yes." I said. "What do you think about the length of his stride from those footprints?"
"A little on the short side." said Jerome. "But well within what would be normal, kind of like soldiers marching in formation and having to take 30 inch steps."
"Very true." I said. "But the weight distribution is normal walking, not deliberately short marching steps. So, no other marks anywhere along the path?"
"Not that I could see, sir." said Jerome. "And Parker looked harder than I did at all of it, and he didn't find anything that would suggest a towel or a board had been set down."
"Yes." I said. "So you think this is his doing, of his accord?"
"I'm not sure, sir." said Jerome. "I'm beginning to think he could not have done this alone. And of course, I doubt he did this expecting to be shot six times at the end of it."
I smiled. "Very likely not."
"Sir," asked Jerome, "am I on the right track concentrating on this?" I felt as much as saw everyone else's eyes turning to me.
"Yes." I said. "Figure it out, and we are a long, long way to solving the full crime. But as you study how it was done, you should also ask yourself why it was done. That's just as important, if not more."
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "Ballistics came back. The 9mmP rounds recovered from the body were not fired from James Cialis's Kimber CDP pistol."
"I'm not surprised to hear that." I replied, then added "Look closely at the ballistics of the recovered bullets, Teddy. See what you think of them." Parker's brow furrowed in seeming confusion as he brought up the ballistics report.
"Okay," I said, getting up "let's welcome to our Major Crimes Division the Los Angeles Police Department's Major Crimes Division!" I'd seen Lt. Claire Michaels and newly-minted Lt. Lorena Rose come to the door, accompanied by Cpt. Croyle.
There was much acclaim and greeting, hugs and talking as both MCD and Vice Detectives renewed their acquaintances with Lorena and Claire. After some (many) moments of conversation and catching up, I invited Claire, Lorena, Christopher Purvis, Cindy, and Teresa into the Main Conference Room for a 'pow-wow'.
"First," I said as we all got seated, "I'd like for Purvis to brief us on what he's found out about the perps. Then we can hear from you L.A. guys."
"Yes sir." said Purvis, hooking his computer up to the monitor. "First of all, leaving the world no worse off, the fourth man that Commander Troy shot up died of his injuries last night. He was a real bad seed, named Manuel Herrera Rodriguez, rap sheet as long as my arm. The other three deceased were relatively small potatoes, all three from Southern California."
Twelve mug shots filled the monitor screen, brought up by Purvis on his computer. All were very tough looking Hispanic men. "Of these twelve guys that were arrested alive, nine are from the metropolitan Los Angeles area, and three from our State. The Pottsville area."
"Pottsville?" I asked. "What's the deal about them being from there?'
"Pottsville is southwest of the City and Westphalia, along the Interstate to Midtown." said Purvis. "Roads go out of there to nearly every sector of the State: northwest towards Nextdoor County and to us, west to Hamilton County, southwest to Midtown, and most importantly, southeast to the lower right quadrant of the State, where a great deal of the farming takes place. Pottsville has become the crossroads between populated City areas, industrial sectors, and rural sectors of the State."
"As a result," said Purvis, "a large number of Hispanic illegals come to that area and are distributed towards jobs wherever they can fit in and are needed. Which explains why State Representative Wilson Hammonds is a Republican but so strongly protects Illegals. They're spending money in his District."
"That," I said, "and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce filling his pockets with tremendous amounts of money. Any of that related to these slugs?"
"It is looking increasingly like that is not the case, sir." said Purvis. "NS-14 has people based in Pottsville, maybe sent these three slugs to do some drug deals with the California gangbangers. Not sure there's more to it."
"I would look harder into that." I said, then said to Lorena and Claire: "I remarked to Captains Croyle and Ross the other night that these guys are not doing drug deals with themselves, so something else is going on. What that something else is, is explosives. Our explosives dog sniffed out some bricks of plastique hidden in the cash and drugs."
"Oh, wow." said Claire. "So this is not the normal drug operation."
"No." I said. "It looks like a drug deal, but is actually something much, much worse."
"I do recognize some of these L.A. guys, though." said Claire. "Don't you, Lorena?"
"Oh yes." said Lorena. "Roberto Sanchez sticks out like a lighthouse in a storm."
Claire said "Commander, I'm sure you remember busting that little twit when you rescued Mikey Towson. The twit was put in prison, and it was circulated that he was trying to rape a little boy when he was busted. So the prison system meted out its own kind of justice: they went in and raped him. He then snitched on who did it, and asked for Punk City protection. They were... late... in getting him the protection he needed, and they found him in his cell... raped again, and this time murdered."
"Can't say I'm really sorry about that." I said.
"Well, the cloud to that silver lining," said Claire, "is that this Roberto Sanchez guy is that little bastard's cousin. Vivian Leigh Towson made a point to get a message to Sanchez that you, Don Troy, the Iron Crowbar, was the man who busted Roberto's cousin, and sent him to jail and to his death."
"So that guy came here," said Teresa, "to come after Commander Troy?"
"We're not sure." said Claire. "Though the LAPD's Major Crimes unit is now thoroughly aware of what the Iron Crowbar thinks of coincidences." I grinned at that one.
I then got serious. "This question might seem to be out of left field," I said, "but are the Feds interested in Sanchez or any of these NS-14 losers? And by that I mean a special kind of interest beyond the ordinary gangbanger, illegal alien kind of interest?"
Claire and Lorena looked at each other, seeming to not know, then Claire said "Not that I know of, Commander... anything you want to share with us?"
"No." I said. "Just a hunch, based on another case we have going, a local murder. It really would be a coincidence if that case and the gangbangers drug party were related, but one never knows... the party never stops in our Town and County, as you both well know."
"Yes sir, we do." said Lorena, almost excitedly. "Los Angeles is really just a very big Town and County. You'd love it, sir."
"I do love L.A., but I love the original Town & County even more." I replied. "Okay, do you L.A. ladies want to go out to County Jail and interrogate these suspects with my Vice people?"
"Oh, we sure do." said Claire. "Also, I do need to speak with you privately, Commander, if you don't mind."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Claire was in my Police SUV, riding shotgun as we drove towards County Jail. Cindy was taking Lorena, and Purvis and Geiger were in Purvis's unmarked sedan. The Teacher knew the car well, but we didn't care; it got Detectives from Point HQ to Point County Jail most very effectively.
"What I wanted to tell you, and ask you," said Claire as we drove behind the others, "is that our leader, Commander Raytheon, is retiring. She has a fairly serious medical condition. l've been asked to unofficially feel out your interest in a position like that with the LAPD. If you have any interest, the Brass will follow up, more formally."
"It sounds like a great opportunity," I said, "but my first question is what will the people already there, like Provino, and Tal Shiarr... who have worked their asses off in LA for twenty years for the chance of that job... what will they do if an outsider like me is installed over them? And for context: that's what happened here. I came in, the Detectives found themselves suddenly being led by a barely-30-years-old redhead, then the entire Police Force suddenly found they had a new and babyfaced Police Commander..."
Claire laughed. "First of all, the L.A. Major Crimes guys have seen you at work, and they were more than impressed. They were even more impressed at the way you came out just to get Mikey for your Officer and his brother, and they've heard the stories of how you take care of your people. We need that in L.A... badly. And of course, they'll be professional about it, in whatever job you might get. You can have your choice of just about any Captain position within LAPD, many which would go well with your talents. And maybe even a Commander position... the LAPD's version of it."
"Well," I said, "taking over a small-Town Police Force like this one is one thing... but doing the same in L.A. is quite another. I do appreciate being thought of, and it is tempting to consider. But I'm happy where I am."
"I'll tell them to talk to you anyway." said Claire with a sly grin. I laughed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Conference Room at 1st Precinct Headquarters and County Jail was wired up for computers, so Cindy, Lorena Rose, Claire Michaels, and I set up our computers and began going over the data that we'd amassed on the NS-14 perps. Some of it was spotty, and the LAPD's files were able to supplement ours.
"ICE has sent us requests to hold all of these bastards for deportation." said Cindy. "I've already notified them that they can have them when we are finished."
"Unless the FBI wants them for further interrogation." I replied.
"You guys are lucky you can do that." said Claire. "We'd go to jail if we cooperate with ICE in any way."
"I'll withhold speaking my thoughts on that." I said. Your Iron Crowbar is loyal to the Constitution of the United States, and considers 'sanctuary' city and State policies to be in direct violation of the Constitution and Federal law. But I digress... we had these perps to process.
"We can watch the interrogations on our computer screens, here." I said. We all brought up the TCPD feed as Purvis and Geiger went into I-1 to talk to the first perp.
He tried to pretend he didn't speak English. "I'm all over that." said Lorena Rose. She left the conference room and went down to Interrogation-1. Going in, she spoke in Spanish, thus killing the perp's dodge of not understanding us. So he immediately took the Fifth.
This went on with the rest of the perps, until we got to the last two. One was Roberto Sanchez, the other was someone we thought might be one of the leaders of this gang.
"So, Roberto," said Purvis, "why are you here? Why this County?"
"What of it?" said Roberto.
"Strange place for you to be making a drug deal... with your own gang." said Geiger. "All of you from L.A. What's the point of coming here?"
"Just sightseeing." said Roberto. "Meeting girls at your Yooo-niversity."
"Yeah, right." said Purvis. "So... what are you doing in the Iron Crowbar's County, Roberto?" I'd told Purvis to ask this incisive question, hopefully to shake Sanchez up by indicating that we knew plenty about him.
"The Iron Crowbar is a cabron." said Sanchez, anger creeping into his voice.
"And that's why you're here, in his County?" repeated Purvis.
"What of it?" snarled Sanchez. His Court-appointed lawyer leaned over and whispered something to him, and he nodded but said no more.
"The Iron Crowbar knows that your cousin wanted to rape a little boy." said Purvis. "The Iron Crowbar thinks your cousin was a little faggot... and he thinks the same of you, Roberto? Are you a NAMBLA member? Do you like sex with little boys?" That got him a look of hatred from Sanchez, and a rather nasty look at me from one Cindy Ross in the conference room.
Unfortunately, Sanchez's lawyer intervened with another whisper session. Sanchez nodded, then said "I invoke my Fifth Amendment rights. I will answer no more of your questions."
"Damn." I muttered. "We almost provoked him, but his lawyer saved him. And just one of these bastards left to talk to."
"Gonna call him a name, too?" Cindy asked acerbically, which got her a look of shock from Claire.
"If it'll loosen his tongue and get us some answers," I said, looking levelly at her, "then damn straight I will. Psychology, Captain. Psychology." Cindy was not amused, but said no more. The last perp was brought into I-1.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Dammit! I thought to myself as I got out my Police iPhone and answered it. It was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"Hi Don." he said. "The retired DepDirector is in Town and wants to talk to you. He's buying lunch at the Cattleman's Club. You really should come talk with us. How about at 11:45?"
"All right." I said resignedly. "I'll meet you there." Hanging up, I said, "Well, I'm getting fed lunch by the FBI."
"Any idea what it's about?" Cindy asked.
"No." I said. "But it might be interesting---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
I answered my Police iPhone again.
"Hi Don." said a lovely voice, belonging to the SBI Inspector that was in charge of the SBI-OER. "This is Britt Maxwell. Norm Chow and I are at your Headquarters. Can you come over to see us? As in right now?"
I rolled my eyes (again). I just could not catch a break while trying to pursue these crimes. I told Britt that I was on my way.
"Is this interrogation being recorded?" I asked.
"Absolutely." said Cindy.
"I'll have to watch it later, and get the Cliffs Notes from you ladies." I said. "I've gotta go."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell was one of the most drop-dead gorgeous women I'd ever seen, much less knew, much less fucked. Her raven black hair fell in lustrous gentle waves over her shoulders and partially down her back. Her blue eyes sparkled. Her mouth looked a little small on her angular face, but her lips looked like they invited being kissed.
She was relatively tall, and as she always wore high heels she looked even taller, and her slender body enhanced that. Though her body was slender, it curved in exactly the right places, and her breasts, ass, and legs were shapely and made me hot to look at... and to remember some really good times with her. While she usually played with women, she had sucked and fucked my balls off enough times for me to know that she had it all, and in the best possible ways...
I had to stop myself from thinking more nasty sexual thoughts about Britt as I came into Headquarters. The Duty Desk Sergeant said that the SBI people were interviewing the Chief in his office, so I went to my office to wait for them. It was only a few moments of waiting before they knocked on my open office door.
After hugging Britt and shaking hands with Norm Chow, I had them sit down in the hot chairs. "So, what's new?" I asked, somewhat sarcastically.
"We just interviewed your Chief and Captain Croyle," said Britt. "Before we begin questioning you and recording it, there's a few things we need to tell you."
"Okay." I said, glad to get some gossip.
Norm Chow said "We've learned that Senator Maxine Watts is going to begin using this helicopter incident to attack Governor Jared, saying things like this are a result of his lack of leadership in the State. That's no big deal, except for who is working with Watts: State Senator Katherine Woodburn."
"Hoo boy." I said.
"Yeah, 'hoo boy' is right." said Britt. "Woodburn is already coordinating with Democrats this area, and especially candidates for offices. They're going to attack you, and she's going to attack State Republicans and the Governor at the same time."
Chow said: "We've been asked to delay our investigation of this, and by the local Board of Inquiry. We told them to pound sand, and that they should wait for our investigation. They may try to string this out, like they tried to delay last summer during the Luskin case, when you shot that punk that was throwing Molotov cocktails at your family."
"In addition," said Britt, "I've learned from local sources that they're really going to raise a stink over you not being suspended or restricted, saying that other Police Officers would've been chained to their desks for something like this, especially with you allegedly not cooperating with the I.G.'s lawyer Mullen. That's one reason we're moving fast on this, but just be on watch that it's coming."
"Yep." I said. "Okay, let's get on with it." We went into the main Conference Room, where Chow set up a camera to record us. The questions covered the basic grounds: who authorized me to use the helicopter? (myself); how did I ascertain it was safe to use the helicopter in that manner? (infrared); were there other options? (none better); and so on and so forth. But Britt did hit me with one unexpected question:
"Commander," she said, "if there had not been two wounded Officers at the scene at the time, would you still have used the helicopter to attack the perpetrators?"
I had to pause a second, and then I answered: "I don't like hypotheticals, and a question like that is inherently of a hypothetical situation. So I don't know what might've happened under different circumstances. But I would not have ruled out using the helicopter. Remember that the perps had weapons illegally modified to deliver fully automatic fire. My Officers were outgunned. I evened up the firepower on behalf of my Officers, and might've done it even if two of them weren't wounded."



After wrapping up, I asked Norm and Britt where they were staying. "I can't offer you The Cabin; I have two of L.A.'s Finest staying there."
"We've got rooms at the University Hotel." said Norm Chow. I noticed a twinkle in Britt's eye, even though she nodded in agreement. As Chow went for a potty break, I said quietly to Britt: "You can't stay with Cindy and Callie, since Cindy is part of the investigation. So, who is she?"
Britt broke out laughing. "Not much gets past you, Don." Then she lowered her voice and said "I might be doing a little off-the-record consorting with the Press... particularly Priya Ajmani."
"An excellent arrangement, if I do say so myself." I replied with a grin. As Norm came up the hall, he had to be wondering what Britt and I were laughing about...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I met Jack Muscone and the DepDirector at The Cattleman's Club for lunch. We had a table in the back room to ourselves, to allow for a quiet, private conversation.
"I was just on my way up to Lake Watchacoochie." said the DepDirector. "I just bought a house up there, across the lake from yours, on the east side about halfway down to the town of Waguli."
"Sounds good." I said. "Maybe you can do me a favor, and ask about my place from time to time. The Sheriff there says he drives by all the places, but I'm not so sure he does it all that frequently."
"I'll check on it myself." said the DepDirector. "I bought my place on the other side of the Lake from yours because the road goes more directly to the City, while you're closer to the roads leading here. It's a nice area, though, and we're looking forward to spending some time up there in relative peace and quiet."
I smiled. "If you want peace and quiet, sir, you could just move here, to this County." I said. "Nothing ever happens here." That got Jack laughing so hard he was nearly snorting, and had to use a handkerchief on his nose. The DepDirector had also laughed at that.
"And there appears to be more going on, even as we speak." said the DepDirector. "I've briefed Jack and his team on this already, and they're going to get more formal instruction from the FBI brass in Washington about it."
The DepDirector took a drink of water, then started: "As you now know, that murder victim James Cialis was a CIA Agent, at least a part-time one. He and his wife were sent here and set up as a pharmacist in what the CIA called a 'training mission'... he just listens, gathers information, tries to put things together. It's what Agents do in the field in Europe and other places around the world. Being a CIA Agent is not 'James Bond' stuff; it's mostly tedious and routine, as your wife might've told you."
"Actually she didn't; she never tells me anything." I said. "That's not a complaint; I don't expect her to tell me anything about her Company business. But I have heard from other places that it's pretty routine stuff... unless me or my sister is involved." Jack started laughing again.
"No doubt about that." the DepDirector said sardonically. "Anyway, the Cialises were sent here to basically hang out. Why here, you ask?"
"I'll bet he can tell us." said Jack.
"I'm not taking that bet, but give it a shot, Commander." said the DepDirector.
"Three words." I said. "Guardians. Of. Justice."
"Darn, I could've had a hundred dollars." mused Jack.
"You're getting lunch for free." said the DepDirector, and I couldn't tell if he was being humorous, or was peeved at Jack. "Anyway," the DepDirector said, "you're right. Dana Fox created chaos everywhere, and sitting quietly under it all was Cialis. From what we've been able to learn, though, he didn't find out anything. Not that there is nothing there or that you're not part of the GOJ, which we know you're not. Just that nobody seems to know anything. It's amazing that people barely know who your wife is as a Professor at the University, much less the sex professor, and they sure don't know she was once one of the most powerful people not only in the country but the world."
"This Town is big enough," I said, "that unless your name is on TV every day like mine seems to be, people really don't know who anyone is. Smaller towns like Apple Grove, they'd know."
"And make no mistake about it," said Jack Muscone, "according to Tanya, the old ladies around here do know what's going on. Especially if your mother is around, Don."
I smiled. "Yes, I would say the Veasley Community Center has heard more secrets than Police Headquarters or my wife's office ever will. Anyway, is the FBI going to take any interest in these NS-14 gangbangers we're hosting at County Jail right now?"
"Yes we are." said Jack Muscone. "My team is going to try to talk to them, and quietly. And we're going to have to move quickly. The Brass in Washington wants to send another team down... and they'll promise those bastards extradition to California... meaning safely shielding them from deportation as Illegal Aliens... in exchange for telling why they're here, meaning here in this County, in the first place."
"We've already notified ICE about them." I replied. "And I fully intend to give these losers to them instead of the LAPD or anyone in California."
"Won't hurt my feelings if you do." said Jack. "Unless, of course, we find something really big about them that we can use against the NS-14 national organization."
"What about May Cialis?" asked the DepDirector. "Are you going to give her to the Feds when they ask for her?"
"Not at all." I said. "Well... not until I'm satisfied she had nothing to do with her husband's murder."
"There is one more thing about that." said the DepDirector. "We have word that a rogue Agent, who went by the code name 'Warspear', might have been working with May Cialis, and might be now. This guy should've been 'disavowed' by the CIA, but somehow was let go. Why he would be here, we don't know yet, but be on the alert for him." The DepDirector showed me a photo of 'Warspear', the same photo Callie had shown and sent me earlier.
"What's the deal with this guy?" I asked. "Is he a 'cleaner'?" A 'cleaner' was someone in the CIA who cleaned up any messes... often 'disappearing' people, alive or dead. I asked this just to get these FBI peeps talking.
"No, he's not a cleaner." said the DepDirector. "He was typical Agent while in Europe, but thought of himself as a 'James Bond' type and got... 'adventuresome'. The only real thing he had in common with James Bond was an insatiable sexual appetite. Anyway, he got in trouble during a mission in Europe, was exposed as an Agent, and another Agent was killed trying to get him out." The DepDirector gave me some more details, which rang bells in my head.
"That timeframe..." I said, going into a reverie. Then I looked at the DepDirector and said "Who busted this guy, and got him kicked to the kerb?"
The DepDirector gave his pursed smile and said "I think you've figured it out."
"My wife, wasn't it?" I asked, very sure.
"Not much gets past the leader of Clan Troy." said the DepDirector. "Yes, Laura was the one that found out what really happened on that mission gone wrong, and she brought the hammer down on 'Warspear'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I groaned as I felt the luscious, lipsticked lips slide down over my taut, throbbing, iron hard cock. I was lying on my back in my bed at the Mountain Nest, and my wife Laura was fellating me with her tremendous expertise. As her head bobbed and her lips slid up and down my shaft, one hand was gently massaging my balls and the other was exploring my groin area before going to the base of my cock and holding it in place.
"Ohhhhh, yeahhhhh," I moaned as Laura sucked hard on my meat as she slid her mouth up my shaft, the vacuum effect creating feelings of intense pleasure in my loins. Many women just slide their mouths up and down, but when Laura sucked my cock, she sucked it!
"Why don't you get on top and let's sixty-nine." I said.
"No, baby." Laura said as she slid her mouth off my cock with a loud *POP*. "I just want to suck you right now." As she resumed fellating me, I realized that her intensity of sucking my cock but not wanting me to eat her pussy was because she'd fucked another man earlier in the day.
"So," I said, "who did you fuck today?"
"Not much gets by you, darling." Laura said as she licked up and down my shaft, then began tonguing my balls. "I'll tell you when I'm done, and after you've fucked me."
Never argue with a woman that has your balls in her hand, much less your cock in her mouth. I just lay back and enjoyed the sensations of Laura orally worshipping my manhood.
Some moments later, she finally laid back onto the bed on her back. I rolled over and mounted her, and we both groaned as she guided my hard male meat into the wet folds of her sopping cunt.
"Oh yeah, darling." Laura moaned. "Give it to me!" I began fucking my wife with hard, deep strokes as she raised her legs up and back, then wrapped them around my back. I was nuzzling her neck as I fucked her, then I slid my hands down under her and grasped the cheeks of her magnificent ass, pulling her into me as I thrust hard into her.
"Oh yeah, that's it!" Laura moaned. "Fuck me!"
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The room was filled with the sweet sounds of the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as our groins lustily smacked together. Laura's legs and feet slid down my thighs, then I felt her hands take my asscheeks and squeeze them, digging her fingers into me to urge me on. I squeezed her asscheeks in reply, and began slamming into her as hard as I could.
"Oh yes... YES!" Laura cried out, and I felt her cunt clamp down hard on my pistoning prick. She was coming. Good thing, too, as I was not going to be able to hold on, and was reaching the crest right behind her.
"UHHH!" I gasped as the gray mist swirled behind my eyes and the painfully ecstatic jets of semen spurted out of my cock and deep into my wife's vagina...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we lay together in post-coital bliss, with me holding Laura in spoon position, feeling her sweet ass pressed into my abs and groin, Laura said "The guy I fucked today... you remember Captain Martin of that Signal Corps group?"
"Oh yeah." I said. "He came back to Town?"
"Yes, a few days ago." Laura said. "He was promoted 'under the zone', and he's a Major now. He also might've been recruited into the CIA by me not long after we met. He's doing really well with them."
"And apparently did really well fucking your sexy brains out." I said, nuzzling Laura's neck and making her giggle.
"True." Laura said. "He's not bad, but he's nowhere near as good as you, or Nick Eastwood."
"Good thing I'm not the jealous type," I said, "or I'd be worried about that Eastwood guy."
"No worries, my love." Laura said, reassuring me, knowing that I really did feel pangs of jealousy, which she always assured me was 'normal'... yeah, in our open relationship, what exactly is 'normal', anyway? But I digress...
"So, was he in Town just to fuck you?" I asked.
"No." Laura said. "He had some information for me, and it might affect this case you're working on. Martin got word of an Agent 'Warspear'. This guy was a field agent in Europe, but fucked up and got another agent killed. I'm the one that busted his balls for it, too. I thought they would 'disavow' him and send him packing, but Martin said they apparently let him retire from the Agency."
"How is he connected to my murder case?" I asked.
"He worked closely with the Cialises." said Laura. "Both before and after he was let go by the Company. I'm trying to look into that some more, as is Callie, but so far we're not finding much more than she told you already. Apparently, once he retired the CIA felt no obligation to keep any records on him... records we can get, anyway..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, April 8th, 1:30am. Callie and Cindy were leaving the country music bar and dance hall that they frequently visited.
"Those guys keep wanting to buy you beers." said Cindy. She and Callie would limit themselves to a couple of beers, and they and other women watched out to make sure their drinks weren't spiked. "They're trying to get into those very tight blue jeans of yours."
"They buy you beers, too." said Callie with a laugh. "We're their token lesbian country music girls, and they love us for that. They're harmless."
"Heh." Cindy said. "They don't seem to come on to me the way they do you. They know you're the hottest porn star on the planet."
"And they know you're a blonde badass policewoman with a crowbar." said Callie. "Of course, they also know who's the even bigger badass with a crowbar that is right there behind you if they fuck with you."
"Don definitely has the reputation... whoa..." Cindy said, then began looking around.
"What is it?" Callie said.
"I dunno." Cindy said. "I get the feeling... it's like we're being watched."
Callie also began looking around. She did not see anyone watching them, nor movement in or around any cars. They walked on and got to Cindy's car without incident. Even though they again looked around warily, they saw nothing untoward.
"See any Audis with black-tinted windows?" Callie asked.
"No." Cindy said, looking around some more as she started the car. "It must've been my imagination."
"No, baby." said Callie, as they pulled out and turned onto the road. "Your imagination is better than most people's facts. Let's both keep wary, okay?" Cindy agreed, still filled with foreboding.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Four a.m. in the morning, Carried away by a moonlight shadow.
I watched your vision forming, Carried away by a moonlight shadow.
Stars roll slowly in a silvery night, Far away on the other side.
Will you come to talk with me this night, But she couldn't find how to push through."
--- Mike Oldfield, 'Moonlight Shadow'
Sunday, April 8th, 4:00am...
"Oh Commannnddderrrrrr..."
"Angela?" I said, hearing the word in my head. I opened my eyes, and saw Angela Harlan standing beside my bed, gloriously naked except for the black high heel pumps, her luscious breasts drawing my attention, as always.
"My darling Commander," Angela whispering, getting onto the bed and mounting me, her pussy over my abs, above my groin. "all is not as it seems."
"No doubt about that." I said. "What are you trying to warn me about this time?"
Angela smiled, a conniving, taunting, wicked smile on her chiseled, attractive face. "Only that you should not trust anyone about anything, my darling Commander. Trust no one at all."
I was about to respond when I saw something seemingly come up behind Angela. A man, tall, wearing a black suit and tie, and a featureless head. It was the Slender Man!"
"Look out behind you!" I shouted out.
"Oh, my darling," said Angela, "the Slender Man does not want me... as your dear friend Teresa says, he is after you... and he is going to get you." With that, Angela got off of me. As I was about to get up to face the Slender Man, I felt something trying to reach my mind. I mentally pushed back, and there was a bright light... then nothing.
I woke up. Laura was lying next to me, sleeping soundly. Everything was quiet, almost too quiet. I got up and checked around the house. All was good. Jim was asleep, and Buddy woke up and looked at me, then settled back down as I closed the door. Carole was also sleeping soundly, but Bowser was already awake, and looking at me. He got out of his basket and came up to me. I sat down in the hallway and got some dog-petting therapy. Dogs just make things better.
Let the Slender Man come for me, I thought to myself. I will take his faceless ass down if he does...
Part 10 - Politics And Punks
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, April 9th, from in front of the Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. "The Guardians of Justice have struck again! The shadowy cyber-terrorist group has released a huge trove of documents related to the Federal Bureau of Prisons!"
Bettina started in: "The documents released by the Guardians of Justice just hours ago show that serial killer Red Brooke did not escape from Supermax prison, but was released at the direction of officials in the Federal Bureau of Prisons office in Washington, D.C. As many of you will remember, Red Brooke went on to kill several active and retired U.S. Marshals, as well as the former wife of FBI Special Agent Jack Muscone. Brooke himself was killed after engaging TCPD Officers in personal combat."
Bettina continued: "And there is more! Former TCPD Detective Julie Newton was assisted in escaping Supermax prison and having her own sister incarcerated in the prison in her stead. According to the GOJ document dump of FBI records, our own Commander Donald Troy was instrumental in identifying Yvonne Newton as being wrongly imprisoned. And shortly afterwards, Julie Newton was found dead of multiple stab wounds on the site of the old Standard Tools Building, which is being rebuilt into a new technology office center."
Bettina went on: "The GOJ documents also show an effort to cover up the prison escapes by officials of the Bureau of Prisons. U.S. Senator Bill Nunn of our State has already released a statement demanding Congressional hearings to determine if the GOJ documents are stating the truth, while U.S. Senator Samuel Russell has demanded the FBI redouble their efforts to find and arrest the Guardians of Justice as cyber-terrorists and traitors to the Nation."
More Bettina: "And in State news, State Senator Maxine Watts is demanding a special Independent State Counsel be appointed to investigate Governor Val Jared for colluding with the FBI and CIA to cover up their involvement in the murder of singer Jasmine Nix. Ms. Nix was shot in the City on the eve of releasing her new album, Power of Police, an anthology of Police brutality against People of Color. City Police and the FBI concluded that a lieutenant of rapper 'Big Ice' murdered Ms. Nix, and 'Big Ice' himself was murdered as he was being driven to City International Airport.
More Bettina: "Many Democrats are calling for the special Independent State Counsel to be created, and a surprising number of State Republicans are joining in those calls. Lt. Governor Graham Collins and State House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds issued a joint statement in support of a Independent State Counsel to be appointed, and Attorney General Karl Handel issued a statement saying he would consider making the appointment."
Bettina finished up: "And social groups and local candidates for political offices are outraged that Commander Donald Troy was not suspended nor placed on restricted duty for excessive use of force in his use of a helicopter gunship to fire upon persons in MLK Park last Thursday night. I.G. attorney Robert Mullen stated that he'd recommended Commander Troy's suspension, but was rebuffed by I.G. Horace S. Wellman and Police Chief Sean Moynahan."
Bettina: "Former Police Commander and now Sheriff candidate Della Harlow issued a statement questioning why Commander Troy had not been suspended or restricted, saying that he was being given special treatment, as other Officers would've been assigned to desk duty as a matter of routine while the investigation of the incident was in progress."
"However, Fox Two News has learned that Commander Troy did meet with SBI-OER investigators over the weekend and answered questions about the incident, and he will be appearing before the Board of Inquiry this afternoon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Another day without adult supervision!" Sergeant Rudistan said jovially as we all watched in MCD. "Everyone in here wearing a jacket will be at the Board of Inquiry hearing!" Everyone laughed. Chief Moynahan, Captain Ross, Captain Croyle, and myself were all wearing our Duty Dress jackets, which had our metal bordered rectangles but no ribbons or medals, and I was forced to wear a necktie as a part of that.



"At least that was Bettina's last story, and not the lead." said Joanne Warner.
"With all the tools our Government has," said Teddy Parker, "I'm stunned that they don't know who the Guardians of Justice are."
"Maybe they do." I replied, stunning the room into silence.
"Sir?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"Parker is right." I said. "The FBI alone has some of the best cyber-security people in the world. And yet the GOJ obtains this data with apparent ease, and puts it out over the internet with impunity."
"With respect, sir," said Myron Milton, "it's not as easy as you're making it sound. Tracing stuff over the billions of connections over the Internet, which can be masked, is about as easy as tracing nerve synapses in the human brain... you literally have to be looking at it and watching for it to catch it."
"That's true." I said.
"My question to your thesis, sir," said Cindy Ross, "is why they're doing this? What reason would the Government have for letting the GOJ operate like this, and not coming down on them like a ton of bricks?"
"We're thinking in terms that the Government is one entity, that all parts of it are in unison and think the same way." I replied. "From what I've seen in Midtown, that's definitely not true. And our own U.S. Senators are deeply divided over the GOJ, you may have noticed. So maybe some in the Government know who the GOJ is, and want them to succeed in exposing corruption; while some may know but are afraid to say anything lest they be exposed themselves..."
"Cough cough, Senator Russell, cough cough..." said Cindy Ross.
"Oh, he's in my third group: those who don't know who the GOJ is." I said. "If he knew, he'd go after them. He and others have been trying to prove that I am the GOJ for months now... and they've failed because I'm not the GOJ, never was, and therefore I can't lay a trail of bread crumbs for them to discover if I haven't done anything... n'est pas?"
"We believe you when you say it's not you, sir." said Teresa. "So who do you think the GOJ is?"
"Someone smarter than me." I said simply. "Because I don't have a clue who it might be."
"Excuse me, everyone!" Theo Washington said loudly. "Here's the latest Harlow commercial." We all fell silent and watched the atrocity unfold.
It started with footage of helicopters in Viet Nam shooting at people on the ground. Then the male voice started. "Helicopter gunships. Weapons of war." Then the scene changed to MLK Park in the daytime. "Our Town and County has been transformed into a war zone by the violent, war-like actions of Commander Donald Troy, who fired a machine gun in a helicopter gunship indiscriminately into MLK Park, killing three people."
Then it showed Della Harlow making a speech on Saturday. "You went to sleep in a peaceful American Town." she yelled. "And you woke up in a war zone like Iraq, thanks to the cowboy policies of Daniel Allgood, the failed leadership of Antonio Griswold, and the paramilitary actions of the TCPD under Donald Troy! As your next Sheriff, I will stop this excessive use of violent, war-like force! The Police will be the Peace Officers that protect and serve, not some weekend warrior outfit that endangers black citizens in a public park!" The boilerplate about approving the message then played.
"That fucking bitch!" Teresa all but yelled, shocking us all. "My daddy earned the Medal of Honor taking a helicopter team to rescue a Green Beret team! How dare that bitch dishonor him and our Viet Nam heroes like that!" With that, she stormed out of the room. Cindy recovered from her shock, and followed her best friend out the door.
"Whaa?" gasped Teddy Parker. "Her father earned the Medal of Honor?"
"Yes." I said, then added loudly. "The circumstances under which he earned it are still considered classified by the military, so we will say no more of it. But if you ever go to Teresa's hometown, it's right there on her father's gravestone: 'Medal of Honor'."
It was now sinking into everyone's conscience that there was a 'like father, like daughter' scenario here, and from where Teresa's courage in saving Carole might have been inherited.
And speaking of courage, the room erupted into applause when Detective Roy McGhillie came in. His left arm was in a cast and a sling, but he was wearing his uniform and obviously wanted to return to duty.
"Commander," he said after acknowledging all the congratulatory adulations, "I want to return to duty. Any duty. I've got to appear before the Board of Inquiry today, so I might as well make myself useful."
"Sir," said Christopher Purvis, "he can help us with data mining and making phone calls."
"Okay, then. Someone get this man a cup of coffee." I said, conceding. "But do not tax my patience by doing anything more stressful than dialing a phone, Mr. McGhillie..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" stated the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am, from in front of City Hall. "Five-Alive News has learned that the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review, called the 'OER', is expediting their investigation of Commander Donald Troy's use of a Cobra helicopter to engage criminals making a drug buy. The criminals used weapons that were illegally modified to fire fully automatically, and wounded two TCPD Officers. The SBI-OER was called in by the Town & County Department of Public Safety Inspector General Horace Wellman to complete the investigation of Commander Troy's actions."
"In other news," said Priya, "Della Harlow, candidate for Sheriff, ran an ad attacking Commander Troy for his use of the helicopter, and used footage from the Viet Nam War in doing so. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing the ad.
Back to Priya live: "Here with me is Teresa Croyle, whose father was an Army Officer in Viet Nam, and earned the Medal of Honor. Ms. Croyle, you were offended by Ms. Harlow's ad?"
"You bet I'm offended, Priya!" said Teresa, who had changed into civilian clothes. "My father commanded a unit in Viet Nam that flew helicopters to save the lives of American and Allied soldiers and civilians! To use that footage to make it look like our soldiers were war criminals is deeply offensive, and Della Harlow owes America's veterans an apology for that despicable ad!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Cindy as she and I watched in my office. "Think that'll hurt Harlow's campaign?"
"Maybe." I said. "But Harlow's supporters and the deeply corrupt Media all hate the military, so they're gonna take Harlow's side. But it's a gaffe on Harlow's part, and a bad one. I just fear... what Della might try to do to retaliate against Teresa."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Monday, April 9th. I went into MCD and pulled up a chair next to Jerome Davis's desk. "Okay, Davis," I said, "I was called away from the Cialis home at a critical moment, and I apologize for that. So, what did you find at the scene?"
"Not much, sir." said Davis. "The house was relatively sterile and completely clean. Either May or James Cialis are clean freaks, or they just didn't stay there very much."
"Some of both, I would imagine." I said. "Did you search for anything hidden, anything buried?"
"Here's some photos of the backyard, sir." said Jerome as he pulled up some photographs. "As you can see, it's fenced in by a wooden fence. There's no splotches in the grass to suggest anything was dug up, no half-dead grass or different color soil or loose soil. There's a bed of roses along the back wall of the house, and we used sonar to make sure nothing was buried there."
"Did they use sonar inside the house?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "On the walls and floors, all over. No hidden compartments or wall safes or anything like that."
"And her vehicle?"
"The CSI team went over it thoroughly, sir." said Jerome. "Anything in particular you're looking for, sir?"
"Yes." I said. "The murder weapon."
Jerome nodded. "Sir, the two weapons we found were legally purchased, with correct paperwork filed with the Federal BAFTE." he said. "And both James and May had concealed carry permits from several States, seeing as they'd moved from time to time. We didn't find any other pistols, nor rifles or shotguns. We've also had the CSI team look around the River, and dredge that part of the River to see if a firearm came up. Nothing so far."
"That would be the logical thing to do: throw the gun into the River." I said. "By the way, the search warrant we had, has it expired?"
"It'll expire after May Cialis's first hearing, which is scheduled for this morning." said Jerome. "Should be easy enough to get another one, though."
"Who is the prosecutor on this, since Paulina Patterson is running for D.A.?" I asked.
"Savannah Fineman." said Jerome. "She's been handling arraignments and preliminary hearings since Paulina stepped aside. Do you want me to contact her to get another warrant?"
"Not yet." I said.
"Sir," Jerome asked, "is there anything to which you can draw my attention to help me out on this one? Like the dog in the night-time?" I smiled at that Sherlock Holmes reference from Conan Doyle's 'Silver Blaze'.
"We need motive, means, and opportunity... why someone would want to kill James Cialis, who would want to kill him, and how he was killed... beyond the obvious being shot to death. Just keep digging. You're doing great, just keep it up and we'll get to the truth sooner or later."
Just then, Joanne Warner came up. "Sorry to interrupt, sir, but the FBI is making their room available at the Federal Building for Jerome and me to look at the classified information on the Cialises."
"Why are you two still here, then?" I asked with a grin. "Seriously, good luck with that. It might have the information we need."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Monday, April 9th. I was sitting at the table in the Board of Inquiry chamber, having first listened to the Chief, then Captain Croyle (who was in uniform again, and much calmer), then Captain Ross, then Detective McGhillie, as they gave their testimony as to what happened. Now it was my turn. I was asked to stay at my place at the 'defense' table rather than take the witness chair.
The three Commissioners forming the Board of Inquiry were the 'usual suspects': the elderly black man Mr. Silas, the lead Commissioner; Mr. Fitzgerald, who was friendly to Police; and Mr. Finneran, who had a deep, passionate hatred of Police.
"Commander Troy," said Mr. Silas, "you actually own the Cobra that was used Thursday night? And you lease it to the TCPD?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"Why lease it?" asked Mr. Fitzgerald, and I realized he was doing this to help.
"Indemnity issues." I said. "Also, the TCPD pays for the the housing and upkeep at County Airport."
"Who else besides you can fly that aircraft?" asked Mr. Silas. "By that, I mean simply the ability to fly a helicopter without regard to licensing."
"Chief Moynahan, who is licensed." I said. "Sergeant Prince, who flies our other helicopter, as well. And Fireman Glasgow of the Fire Department, who has flown our other chopper on search and rescue missions." Silas looked over at Finneran, whose drooping mustaches were quivering with anticipation.
"Commander Troy," said Finneran, "for years you have abused your authority as a Police Officer, beating down suspects and intimidating citizens with that crowbar you carry around, violating people's Constitutional rights, shooting innocent, unarmed protesters in cold blood... and now you've declared war on the black citizens of this County by using a helicopter meant to kill people in war and just shooting into a public park in predominately black areas in the darkness of night."
"Is there a question in that statement?" I asked when he finally paused to draw breath. The audience chuckled. Speaking of that audience... a large number of people in red t-shirts, with a person holding up a pennant silk-screen onto the front of the shirts, had shown up demanding to be let into the chamber. When they were denied, they began chanting loudly, and were threatening to push through the hallway.
Then a broad-shouldered redhead wielding a red crowbar, followed by a platinum blonde wielding a green crowbar, followed by more Officers wielding billy sticks, came through. It got quiet and no one stopped us. At the door to the Chamber, I had the others go through then told the Officers "Clear this hallway. Use as much force as you need to. Lethal force is authorized." The cowards in the red t-shirts fled.
Reporters, witnesses, and Sheriff Deputies were allowed into the Chamber. We had no more incidents with the red-shirted thugs.
Back to present time, Finneran was glaring at me with hatred. "The question is, Commander Troy," he said, "when are your abusive tactics going to stop?"
"I object to that question." said Mr. Fitzgerald. "It implies a premise that Commander Troy's tactics are abusive, and I don't agree with that at all."
"I have to agree." said Silas. "Finneran, ask a more legitimate question without premises."
"Commander Troy!" Finneran all but shouted, "was there any other way at all to end the incident that would not include using a weapon that probably should be in use in Afghanistan right now instead of our peaceful American Town?"
"Nothing less dangerous to innocents or my Police Officers." I replied.
"Nothing at all?" snarled Finneran, trying to trap me.
"What would you suggest, Mr. Finneran?" I replied. "An open assault on the criminals would've meant hundreds of rounds expended, possibly carrying out of the park and hitting innocent people. Tear gas or other gas would've drifted and possibly affected innocents. The helicopter, with limited, directed gunfire at perps I could clearly see with infrared, shooting almost straight down at them and the ground, was by far the safest for my Officers and for innocent citizens."
"So our citizens are subjected to open, paramilitary warfare by our Police." said Finneran. "And you have no problem with that, Commander?"
"You seem to have no problem with the criminals using weapons illegally converted to deliver fully automatic fire, Mr. Finneran." I thundered. "You don't mention them nor that aspect of the incident. But you whine when the Police use the tools available to them to subdue these criminals and end the incident and quickly as possible with as little harm to Police and citizens as possible. Paramilitary? The criminals sure were, and didn't give a damn about anyone's safety; in fact, they were trying to kill Police Officers. Why don't you have a problem with that, Mr. Finneran?"
"Your hostility towards me is noted." Finneran said drily. "And we sure don't have to stoop to the criminals' level and act like soldiers making a 'Red Dawn' movie."
"That's ridiculous!" Mr. Fitzgerald shouted. "What do you want, Finneran? For the Police to stand aside while criminals slaughter our citizens, sell drugs to our children, and engage in human trafficking?"
"This isn't a God-damn war zone!" Finneran shouted back. "This is a Town in America! If Commander Troy want's to play soldier, he needs to join the military and go get his ass shot down in Afghanistan! His excessive use of force and Police brutality are not welcome here!"
Mr. Silas began tapping his gavel. "Okay, okay, that's enough." he said wearily. "I think we have all the information we're going to get regarding this incident. This hearing is adjourned, but may be re-initiated at any time." He banged his gavel and the Commissioners got up and filed out of the room. Reporters began calling out to me, but I just looked at them and shook my head. Now was not the time.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ten minutes later, my phone rang. It was Mr. Silas, asking me to come to the office that he used for BOI work. He had also called the Chief, so we went down the hallways to the office.
"Come on in, gentlemen." Mr. Silas said, having us sit down in chairs in front of the desk he was using in the office. As we got comfortable (as comfortable as the girdle would allow me to be), he said "This is irregular, for me to speak privately with you two, but I think it's the only way I'm going to get any answers, here."
He looked at me and said "Commander, you've done a lot of good things in this County since you came here. You're a brilliant man, a great Detective, and our Police Force is a damn sight better and more honest than it was before the two of you were here. That's not an insult to Griswold, either, but some of the people he had under him..." He just shook his gray-haired head in remembrance of some ugly times and ugly things.
"So I understand that you were rescuing your two wounded men." said Silas. "And I want to support you. But dammit, I don't think you understand how bad the optics are on this."
"You're right, Commissioner." I said. "I don't understand. Maybe I'm too close to it, but why would anyone in their right mind object to the Police overwhelming murderous thugs, especially to rescue our wounded?"
"It's much more than that, Commander." Silas said, his voice a mixture of weariness and something bordering on anger. "What some see as good, others see as bad. Take that crowbar of yours, for example. You're the 'Iron Crowbar', and becoming known all over the State for it. People see you with that thing, and many of them see it, and you, as the only line of defense between them and really bad people that want to hurt them."
"But others don't see it that way." Silas continued. "Some see it as the outward manifestation of Police intimidation and brutality. They see it as you imposing force upon them, backed up by that badge on your shirt shielding you from retaliation for your actions."
"Missss-ter Silas," said the Chief, "this is old, old news."
"If I may, sir..." I said, then looked at Silas and said "I know it's the comic books, but The Batman wore his costume to intimidate criminals but not the citizens. Ditto that for my crowbar. The Lone Ranger would say the mask he wore stood for the law. Well so does my crowbar. And people know it."
"Look." said Silas. "I know all that. But it becomes cumulative. Now we've got you blasting in with a helicopter, and things got political. The Council is hearing from their constituents, at least the ones that hate you, and the Council is pressuring me like I've never felt pressure before. And they do have one point: even though you were right to do what you did, the perception and the optics are wrong. I want to hear that the Police successfully made arrests, but not with the controversy that we're seeing here."
I just said nothing. I was feeling tired, getting irritated, and my back was starting to hurt.
"And one last thing." said Silas. "I'm not trying to play the race card here. I don't like that stuff, and I know you're not a racist, Commander. But Blacks and the Police have a very adversarial relationship all over the country. If you'd done this at Ronald Reagan Park, you wouldn't be getting half the flak you're getting now. But MLK Park, in the heart of the black districts in this Town and County... some are very eager to use that against you, for right or wrong. Again... optics, Commander. Perception."
"So what do you want, Commissioner?" asked the Chief, and I could tell in his voice that he was becoming tired of it, too.
"We've got to find a way to get this under control, for now and for the future." said Silas. "I asked you in to see if we can find a way to have good law enforcement without helicopters, or grenades lobbed at the Press, or what is perceived as Police brutality at peaceful demonstrations."
"Commissioner," I said with my authoritarian voice "as long as I am Police Commander here, the TCPD will enforce the law, and with the force we need to apply. I've seen no Police brutality at peaceful demonstrations. I have seen necessary force at violent demonstrations, where bad people were trying to hurt my Police Officers or murder my family in my wife's office. The TCPD's mission is not going to change, and if you want law, order, and peace, you would support what my Police are very responsibly doing."



"And with remarkable restraint, if you ask meeeee." said the Chief.
Silas peered at me and said "If you had not had wounded Officers at the scene, would you still have flown in the helicopter like you did?"
I said "I don't like hypotheticals, which is what that question is. But to answer it, I very well might have. We're working our asses off trying to keep these NS-14 gangbangers out of this County. I want them to know that if they come in here to commit crimes, they will be opposed by the TCPD. And if they come to believe we'll engage them with overwhelming power, and weapons that equal or better theirs, then that's a good thing for the citizens. Peace through strength, and all the other cliches."
Silas shook his head slowly. "I was afraid you'd say that." After a pause he said "Well, I don't know how I'm going to vote. I want to support you, but it's getting out of hand, perception-wise if not actually. I also will tell you both that the Council may or may not accept whatever we find. We can find it to be a good shoot and justified, and they may come behind us and reject our findings, accept Finneran's likely dissent, and vote against you."
"We'll burn those bridges when we come toooo themmmmm." said the Chief.
"Okay." said Silas. "Thank you for coming in, gentlemen; and for your honesty and candor, Commander." We showed ourselves out.
Part 11 - Uber Alles
4:30pm, Monday, April 9th. When the Chief and I got back to Headquarters, we were met in the hallway by Captain Cindy Ross, her face somber. "Harlow has a second ad out." she said.
We went to the Chief's Conference Room. To our surprise, Chief Griswold was there. His mustaches were not twitching, which was not a good sign. Cindy used the computer to bring the DVR'd ad to the monitor.
It showed Della Harlow, as if she were talking to a reporter, saying "It is normal in a shooting incident for a Police Officer to be placed on desk duty or restricted duty while the incident is investigated."
Then the picture changed to show me with Chief Griswold, then with Daniel Allgood in his 'cowboy' garb he often wore, always showing me with the red crowbar. The man's voiceover said "But after shooting up MLK Park with a military-style helicopter, Commander Troy was not placed on leave nor restricted duty at all. In fact, when the I.G.'s investigator suggested Commander Troy be suspended, the investigator was the one relieved of his duties. And Sheriff Daniel Allgood has refused to do his duty and suspend Commander Troy."
More photos of me, usually frowning, again showing the red crowbar prominently shown. "Why aren't the Police applying the same procedures to Commander Troy that they apply to all other Officers? Why was the I.G. investigator relieved? Is Commander Troy above the law? Is he treated differently than the rest of the TCPD?"
"Hi, I'm Della Harlow." said Harlow, looking into the camera this time. "When I am Sheriff, procedures will be followed. No one will be given special treatment. Investigations will be made, and there will be no cover-ups. Racism and misogyny will be addressed, not swept under the rug. And the embarrassing paramilitary tactics will cease. I'm Della Harlow, and I approved this message, because we need a Public Safety Department, not a war machine."
"Well," I quipped, "Teresa can't complain about smears against veterans in that one."
"Don!" Cindy gasped, not appreciating my humor at that moment. "This is bad! She's not just attacking you, she's trying to undermine the TCPD and destroy our morale!"
"She's right, Crowbar." said Chief Griswold. "Even when you're cleared, and you will be, there will still be questions among the Uniformed Patrolmen that you were treated differently."
"How bad is it?" I asked. "Among the rank and file, that is."
"I don't know." said Cindy. "The Detectives are solidly behind you, as always, but they know things the Patrol Officers might not. I talked to Teresa about it before you got back. She's going to see if she can get the scuttlebutt through her people."
"If it comes down to it," said Chief Moynahan, "I'll address the Force about it, and set them right."
"So, what now?" asked Cindy.
"Captain Ross," I said, "How did May Cialis's hearing go?"
"She waived her initial hearing, which surprised me." Cindy said. "She was arraigned on the resisting arrest charge, and was bound over. No bail in light of being a murder suspect and an extreme flight risk, but there will be a new hearing on that if we don't produce something in 72 hours."
"Good." I said. "And the dirty dozen from LowCal?"
"Also being held without bail." said Cindy. "We formally told L.A. that we're holding them for now and not extraditing them. Lorena and Claire are staying for the week, if we'll have them to work with us. I of course accepted on your behalf."
"Smart Captain, you are." I said in good Jedi Master Yoda grammar. "Okay, tomorrow we can get a fresh warrant to search the Cialis home again... for the murder weapon."
"You think there's another gun in the house?" asked Chief Moynahan. "We had sonar going, and the dog sniffed around. We didn't find another gun."
"It is a matter of knowing where and how to look." I said. "Captain Ross, have Captain Croyle post guards on the property. It's not enough to monitor or sit in a car in front of the place. Officers on the front porch and in the back yard. They can sleep in shifts, as long as two are awake at all times. Go do that now."
"Wilco, sir." Cindy said. She left.
"So, Crowbar," said the Chief, "what are you going to do now?"
"With Chief Moynahan's permission," I said, "I am going to go home and pet the dog. Then I'll have supper with the kids. And then I'll pet the dog some more. And I'll think about everything that's going on, and I'll pet the dog some more."
"It's a three-dog-petting night." said Moynahan. "Go ahead and go, Mr. Crowbar." I left.
"How's he doing?" asked Griswold after I'd left.
"He held his patience well during the Board of Inquiry and the meeting with Commissioner Silas." said Moynahan. "But this is taking it's toll on him...
Part 12 - En Garde!
Tuesday, April 10th, 6:00am. Forty Police Officers were assembled in the gym for some basic defense training, weaponless and with their billy sticks. The class was normally led by Teresa Croyle, but today there was a special guest instructor: Captain Cindy Ross.
Everyone had on their armor, with Police helmets with face shields. Crowbars were not allowed; only the billy sticks. Nevertheless, Teresa and Cindy had on light body armor that was favored by motorcycle riders, and full motorcycle helmets with stronger face plating. They were using each other as examples to teach. Cindy was in all green armor and helmet, and Teresa was in red and black armor... good Wildcat colors, I would tease her whenever I saw her.
Things got quiet when the gym door opened and in walked a man wearing all red armor with a modicum of black trim, and a red motorcycle helmet. The red crowbar in his hand might have given away that it was Your Iron Crowbar. Chief Moynahan came in with me, also wearing his Police helmet, as head and face protection was required of loddy-doddy-everybody.
As Cindy was talking to the students, Teresa came over. "Gentlemen, why are y'all here? Not that we're not happy to have you, of course."
"I want the Commander to watch and evaluate the Officccerrrrrrs." said Chief Moynahan. And indeed, he had called me in for that stated purpose. But I knew something was up. Just not what.
Officers were paired off and began engaging in drills. Cindy and Teresa were moving through the ranks, giving tips here and there. The Chief had moved to the bleachers where the students had been sitting, and I was nearly in the middle of the gym as I watched. And then I sensed something, a presence. Just as I turned, I heard a yell:
"DEFEND YOURSELF, TROY!!"
To be continued.
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Part 12 - En Garde! (continued)
"DEFEND YOURSELF, TROY!"
*WHANG!*
My instincts had cut in even before I'd heard the warning yell, and I was turning to intercept the crowbar blow with my own red crowbar. My attacker was in all black, with armor that was better than a basic motorcycle protection suit. My attacker was a woman; those large breasts could not be hidden.
*CLANG!* *WHANG!*
I parried the blows as everyone stopped to watch. I don't know if they'd figured it out yet, but it was the golden yellow crowbar that gave her away.
This was Troy vs. Troy... I was facing off against my own wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, late of the Central Intelligence Agency, and one serious badass at the martial arts (not to be confused with the 'marital' arts, but I digress...).
*CLANG!* *WHANG!* *CLANG!*
This was the first time Laura and I had engaged in personal combat with crowbars, and she was holding nothing back. She came at me with a couple of strong crowbar blows, then went for martial arts kicks. I parried the blows and simply sidestepped the kicks, graciously not taking her down with the Aikido moves available to me.
The noise and chatter in the gym increased as the crowbar battle continued. Most of the Officers had gone back to the bleachers to sit and watch. And they were getting a great view of a great battle.
Laura feinted and then moved in with a blow. I did not react in time and only partially deflected the blow onto my arm. In the real world, that would've hurt. In this exercise, it still hurt. I acted as if I was enraged and was going to hurl myself into an attack, but as Laura readied to take advantage, I suddenly stopped. As Laura nearly lost her balance, I tried to cut her legs out from under her.
*WHANG!*
Damn, she was fast enough, and stopped it. She was good. Damn good. We continued the lightsaber... er, crowbar battle, and then the earsplitting whistle, blown by Chief Moynahan, stopped us. We bowed to each other, then took our helmets off. Officers were stunned when they saw it was their Police Psychologist that had battled me to a standstill.
"Sir!" said Micah Rudistan with a jovial grin, trying to start trouble, "did you take it easy on your wife, there?"
"Are you kidding?" I replied with a grin. "You better believe it! I took it very easy on her... I don't want to have to sleep on the couch tonight!" As laughter erupted, I saw out of the corner of my eye that Laura was not amused, and was putting her helmet back on. I quickly put on mine, turned, and parried the powerful swing at my back!
*CLANG!*
Stupid to fail. And Laura had failed to get me. Now she was swinging at me again, then began mixing it with more martial arts, and this time she was really out for blood. For a moment she pressed me, and I remained on the defensive. But then I saw my opening... and I showed some things about Aikido that even Cindy had not seen.
I swung the crowbar, which Laura parried, but I was already pressing the attack and moving in on her. With a lightning fast, deft move, I grabbed her wrist and arm and twisted her around, using her own weight against her. She went to the floor and rolled, but was fast and experienced enough to be back on her feet instantly. Then came more crowbar clashes, then Laura tried another martial arts move and kick. I flowed with it, turned her, then cut her legs out from under her, successfully this time.
"Whooooaaaaaa!" the audience gasped almost as one. Laura had quickly scrambled up, so I couldn't take further advantage. I couldn't see her face behind her darkened helmet mask, but I could sense she was shocked at my Aikido skills. And getting a bit angry and frustrated. She was 'not winning'.
She tried an 'anti-Aikido' move that Cindy had been practicing for a long time, but I just switched to a more basic judo-"ish" move. In the blink of an eye, I had her yellow crowbar in one hand with my red one, and with the other I practically threw my wife over my shoulder, in reality over my arm, using her own weight and momentum against her. She flipped over and landed pretty hard on her back.
Chief Moynahan blew the whistle again, and everyone broke into applause as we took our helmets off and bowed to each other again. Laura's face was flushed, and I wondered if I really was going to be sleeping on the sofa with Bowser tonight.
"Damn, I had no idea you were that good!" she said quietly.
"I'm even better in bed." I whispered back, making her laugh.
"I knew that already." she replied with a 'look' and a little smile.
"All right, guys." I said. "As you can see, one has to go full bore no matter who the opponent is... in this exhibition against my wife, who has totally shocked me this morning, to being in the Police Boxing Matches rings with fellow Officers, to the real world out there where the perps don't consider it a friendly contest."
"That's right." said Chief Moynahan, addressing everyone as well. "Practice like you play, play like you practice. Train as hard as you can, so that you can defend yourselves and innocent civilians out there as effectively as you can.
"Also," said Chief Moynahan, " it would seeeeeemmm that all of the Troys are well versed in the martial arts. All of you are going to have to be at the very top of your games if you're going to beat Mr. Crowbar in the Police Boxing Matches. Isn't that right, De-tec-tive Davis?"
"Anything worth having isn't easy, sir." said Davis. "But I'm still going to win it all."
"What do the rest of you have to say about that?" asked the Chief.
"SET THOSE BRACKETS UP RIGHT, COMMANDER!!" they said in unison. I broke down laughing, realizing the Chief (and probably Teresa) had coordinated that, and very well. We simply have too much fun in this Police Department, I thought to myself. No wonder Laura wanted to join the fun.
Then I started wondering about the real reason Laura had used me for crowbar practice...
Part 13 - Messing With Clan Crowbar
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Tuesday, April 10th. "The Board of Inquiry has reached its decision and issued its report in the case of Commander Donald Troy's use of a helicopter gunship!"
MCD was full of Police Officers, one Police Psychologist, and one four-year-old Future Detective, but it was totally silent as everyone listened.
"The Board voted 2 to 1..." said Bettina, "that Commander Troy was justified in his use of the helicopter to engage criminals in order to rescue two wounded Police Officers!"
MCD erupted into applause, then settled down to listen to the rest of Bettina's broadcast:
"Though the vote was 2-1," said the lovely redheaded reporterette, "an unusual event happened in that all three Board members wrote separate opinions. Lead Commissioner Silas voted that Commander Troy's actions were justified, but he took the unusual step to write an opinion that stated that continued actions beyond the norm of Police protocols would be a problem in the future, and his comments advised the Town & County Council to set guidelines on Police procedures and actions that might go beyond the expected norms."
More Bettina: "The Town & County Council meets tonight, and will very likely take up the issue. They can accept the Board's findings, or reject the findings and impose their own judgment regarding Commander Troy's indemnity in this situation. Meanwhile, Commander Troy has made no statement regarding this incident or the Board's findings, but Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement saying that Commander Troy's actions saved the lives of Officers and good people, and that the Commander should not have been subjected to, and I quote, 'a political witch hunt by politicians hostile to those who put their lives on the line for the Public every day', close quote. Retired Police Chief Griswold, who is running for Sheriff, said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Chief Griswold. "Commander Troy takes care of his Police Officers, and always has their interests and the interests of innocent, law-abiding citizens in his mind in every action he takes. His swift action to use the helicopter to end the situation in the park and get his Officers medical attention is just one example of why the People of this County are extremely lucky to have Commander Donald Troy and his fellow Officers serving them..."
Bettina: "Candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow did not agree. She blasted the Board's findings, saying that the dissenting opinion was the real truth, and that the Council should accept it and reject the other findings. In the dissent, Commissioner Finneran said that, and I quote, 'Commander Troy's actions were more akin to a paramilitary operation that has no place in this Town & County, especially not by our Peace Officers'...
MCD erupted into laughter at the mention of the term 'Peace Officers'. I don't know whyyyy...
Bettina moved on: "And calls for the impeachment of Governor Val Jared grew louder as Jared doubled down on his war on undocumented workers! Governor Jared wants the SBI and local law enforcement to fully cooperate with Federal ICE agents, and stated that the recent declaration by the City's political leadership that the City was to be a Sanctuary City was unlawful, and that he would end the unspoken agreement of the City's self-sovereignty and send State Agents into the City to enforce immigration law."
"State Senator Maxine Watts renewed her calls for a Independent State Counsel to investigate Governor Jared for collusion in covering up the involvement of the Federal Government in the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix. She also repeated her assertions that Governor Jared was a racist and misogynist, and not even trying to hide his hatred of ethnic minorities and women."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"For crying out loud," said Joanne Warner, "will they ever quit lying about Governor Jared and trying to smear him?"
"No." I said. "The Media's hatred of him is unappeasable, as is the hatred of him by what's called the 'Deep State'. But it's really their hatred of us, the people that dared to elect him instead of who they, the deeply corrupt Media, told us to elect."
Have I mentioned... that my hatred of the Press exceeds their hatred of Jared and the People? And the party was just getting started.
"Here's the new Harlow ad." said Teddy Parker. I noticed Laura take Carole out of the room as we watched.
"Police Officer Teresa Croyle." said a woman's voice as photos of Teresa leading the SWAT teams during the previous summer's raids were shown, then printed words that matched the audio: "Physically assaulted a DUI suspect. Numerous complaints about her filed about excessive use of force. Led Police SWAT teams on paramilitary operations, where Police brutality was routinely used to suppress peaceful protesters' free speech rights."
"Why is this Officer, who has shown herself to be a danger to the Citizens of our Town & County, still on the Police Force?" asked a male voice. "Because Commander Donald Troy and Police Chief Griswold covered up for her, protected her, overlooked her abusive behavior. Just one more example of Sheriff Daniel Allgood's cowboy law enforcement policies." A photo of Daniel in his 'Western' garb was shown.
The woman's voice returned. "Della Harlow. She'll clean up the corruption in the TCPD, and ensure that Police Officers respect the rights of Citizens. Della Harlow... I'm with her." Then came Della's voice in the boilerplate about approving the message.
It was dead silent in the MCD room. All eyes were on Teresa Croyle. Her face was inscrutable to me.
'Well, Captain Croyle?" I said, breaking the tremendously tense silence. "Welcome to my world. Sure you don't want to start carrying a crowbar?"
"Won't. Be. Needing one." replied Teresa.
"God damn Della Harlow." Cindy 'whispered'.
"Did Harlow just break the law?" asked Joanne. "Talking about Captain Croyle's personnel records?"
"Everything she said is public knowledge." said Theo Washington. "Boards of Inquiry are public pervue, as are complaints made about the Police to the City Attorney or the Council itself."
"We cannot let this one go." Cindy said menacingly. "What do you want to do, sir?"
"Oh, we can press the 'Easy Button' on this one." I said, then looked at Teresa. "Care to have some fun, my friend?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette from in front of City Hall at 8:00am, Tuesday, April 10th. "We have breaking news in the last five minutes! The SBI's Office of Ethics and Review have issued a statement that they find Police Commander Donald Troy's actions in using a helicopter to engage criminals with gunfire and rescue two wounded Officers to be proper and legitimate for that situation! They have cleared Commander Troy of all wrongdoing!"
Priya went on: "Social Justice groups are outraged at this decision, as well as the Board of Inquiry's findings that Commander Troy was justified in his actions. Jay Swenson of Citizens for Police Accountability issued a statement just moment ago, which said: 'the criminally abusive actions of Commander Troy and the Town & County Police Force, as well as the cover-up of those actions at the local and State levels, continues unabated. Citizens of the County remain under siege.'."
Priya: "Candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver made a statement regarding the Board of Inquiry findings, which said 'Blacks and other minorities in the County remain under siege from white paramilitary troops pretending to be TCPD Police Officers. This is worse than the Ku Klux Klan of the 1950s!'."
"And the TCPD has called a Press Conference for 9:00am, to address Sheriff's candidate Della Harlow's ad attacking Captain Teresa Croyle's use of excessive force in leading TCPD SWAT teams against peaceful protesters. KSTD will be covering the event as well as bringing you all the news you have a right to know."
"Darn," said Cindy as we watched in my office. "She's started up that 'right to know' stuff again."
"I understand she was told to." I said. "So, Captain Croyle, ready for the Press Conference?"
"Like T-Square says, sir," Teresa said, with what was for her a smile on her attractive face, "you are one nasty Cracker." I laughed out loud at that one.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. The Press that was gathered in the TCPD Press Room was in a raucous mood, smelling blood. They couldn't wait to explode upon the Police over Teresa Croyle's past.
The first to assume the podium was a surprise: Chief Griswold. "I'll make a brief statement, then bring up Captain Croyle herself for your questions." he said. After a pause, he continued: "Most of you in here do not know the true facts regarding Captain Teresa Croyle. Yes, she made a mistake, one mistake, and she paid for it. She also served in Midtown PD's Internal Affairs, where she investigated corrupt politicians and their corrupt Media allies." That shut the Press up, though their hostility level rose substantially.
"Captain Croyle was brought back, with my approval as well as the Council's, by Commander Troy," said Griswold, "who saw the good qualities in her, as he does many of his Officers; and put her in positions where she did excellent work... work she is still doing superlatively, I might add. I am extremely proud of the good work Captain Teresa Croyle has done, and I stand by her. Captain Croyle, will you come up, please?"
Teresa made her way down the aisle to the podium. As she came up to the podium, Chief Griswold made room for her, but did not leave the dias yet. The Press exploded, shouting over each other with questions And then... it suddenly fell silent.
It would seem that the Press noticed that Your Iron Crowbar had entered the room, carrying a four-year-old. My four-year-old.
As I reached the base of the dias, I turned and said "Carole, say hello to these not-so-nice Press people."
"Hello, not-so-nice Press people." Carole said loudly. Teresa smiled and Chief Griswold barked a laugh. I was smiling, too, as I took Carole up onto the platform and handed her to Teresa.
"Smart girl. Just like her mother." I said, then said more loudly: "I'll be back in a second. I'm going to make sure the Press vehicles in the parking lot don't have expired tags." With that, I began walking out of the Press Room. Of course, I didn't go much farther than the door.
The point was well made. Teresa had beaten up Dean Allen in Christmas misery and frustration. She also had saved Carole in a Christmas miracle. Chief Griswold would later say that he'd never seen a Press Corps with such helpless looks on their faces.
"So what were your questions?" Teresa asked sardonically.
Finally, Lester 'Penis Holder' Holder dared to ask a question. "Aren't you exploiting your rescue of that child for political purposes right now?"
"No more than Della Harlow was exploiting Captain Croyle's one mistake, and attacking Viet Nam war heroes like Captain Croyle's father." growled Griswold. "And Harlow may have broken laws in bringing up Captain Croyle's personnel records. I've filed a complaint with the FEC, the State Elections Board, and Public Safety IG Office, who continues to have jurisdiction over Harlow as a retired Police Officer."
It was now really bad for the Press in the room. I came on back in and retrieved my daughter. "Okay, Carole, let's go to my office."
"Okay, Daddy!" Carole said as I took her into my arms. Teresa followed us out; this Press Conference was 'ovah', and everyone knew it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was beside herself with laughter as we sat in my office. Teresa also looked greatly amused. Carole was sitting on my desk, looking around, and Laura was also with us.
"That'll never make the evening news." said Teresa.
"No," I said, "but it should stop the Press from giving you any crap, and maybe Della Harlow will get the message that you are absolutely the wrong person to use to attack me, Chief Griswold, or Sheriff Allgood."
"What are you looking at, Carole?" asked Laura, noticing Carole's curiosity.
"Daddy's office." said Carole. "It's going to be my office one day." Needless to say, three of the four adults in the room were amazed. Cindy seemed to not be.
"You're going to have to do well in school and then work hard to make this office yours." I said, always taking advantage of a 'teachable moment'.
"I will, Daddy." said Carole importantly. "But it will be Trr-eee-sa's office next."
"And where will your Daddy's office be?" asked Cindy, continuing to sense Carole's vibe herself.
"Over there." said Carole, pointing toward's the Chief's office. "In the funny shaped office in the corner." The Chief's office was built as a pentagon. Again, we were stunned at Carole's vision.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said Sergeant Rudistan, "the Press is either not leaving the parking lot, or have taken up stations across the street, watching the gated lot. And your mother just arrived to pick up Carole."



"Okay." I said, knowing Laura was staying to do Police psychology evaluations.
"Rooood-i-stan." said Carole, reading his nameplate.
"Hey, Carole." Rudistan said jovially. "Are you going to be a Police Officer with us today?"
"Not yet." said Carole. "But one day I will be!" Rudistan grinned in shock as much as amusement. I just shook my head.
"Must be the vibes in this office." I said. "Rudistan, I'm going to need your help..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went outside, along with Cindy and Teresa. Sure enough the Press was watching from the nearby streets. I did not like the vibe I was having now.
"Okay, Micah." I said. "Escort my mom and Carol back home. Any Press try to fu-- er, mess with them at all, light 'em up."
"Roger that, sir." Rudistan said. I watched as Police cruisers went before and after my mom's car. I made sure to stroll down the parking lot towards the front gate, tapping my crowbar in my hand as my eyes affixed upon various Press Corps personnel. They got the message, and my family arrived home without incident.
Part 14 - Oh, yeah. Murder case.
"All right." I said as we assembled in Classroom 'E' at 10:00am. The MCD Detectives (Warner, Parker, Washington, and Davis), Captain Ross, Supervisor Myron Milton, J.R. Barnes, myself, and Chief Moynahan were present. Also present were FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, and Special Agent Sandra Speer.
Yeah, we took care of business first. Sandra showed us pictures of her daughter Greta and we 'ooh'ed and 'aah'ed. I tried hard to hide it, but I felt some sadness that I was missing so much of Greta growing up...
But I had other things to do right now. I said "Barnes, start us off. And if you go over old ground as well as new, it's no problem."
"Thank you, sir." said Barnes. "We've got a lot more evidence in from the State Crime Lab. James Cialis was struck six times by nine millimeter bullets. Two were recovered; the rest went clean through him even thought they were supposedly expanding bullets. Ballistics show that the 9mmP Kimber pistol we recovered at the Cialis house was not the pistol that was used; the rifling is completely different. We believe the shots were fired at a distance of four feet or less."
"How are you getting that?" Cindy asked.
"Ma'am," said Barnes, "let me answer that with a question: who is the best, most accurate shooter in the TCPD?"
"Detective Warner." said Cindy. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I agree, ma'am." said Barnes. "We asked Detective Warner to come to the outdoor firing range just north of the Fire Department range. She fired her magazine in rapid succession at a target drawn to specs of an average human body from 15 ft. away. Because of the rapid succession, she sprayed the rounds in a circle 14 inches in diameter."
"That's still damn good shooting." said Jack Muscone.
"Yes sir, it is." said Barnes. "And she's the TCPD's best. Everyone else who tested for us did worse. Not badly, but not as well. My point to all this, everyone, is that whoever shot James Cialis was just about as good. Very experienced, well-trained shooter. Six shots into the chest and upper abdomen. As to four feet away, we made a general assumption that standard, off-the-shelf 9mmP ammunition was used, and to penetrate that deeply into the body, and some going through, even with expanding bullets, the perp had to be that close."
"Not to disparage you, J.R.," said Cindy, "but I have some issues with that."
"Me too, ma'am." said Jerome Davis.
"What are those issues?" I asked.
"For starters, sir," said Jerome, "I can't speak for other people, but if you're shooting me from that short a distance, I'm going to use my supreme dying moment to lunge for you... and at that distance I'd probably tackle you or bump you. No evidence at the scene suggests James Cialis... a trained CIA agent... was able to do that, nor did he attempt to."
"Excellent!" I said. "Blue crowbar for Detective Davis!" I turned to Cindy. "And you?"
"Same thing, sir." said Cindy. "I also think that if someone else had been that close, Mr. Cialis would've made marks upon the soft dirt of the ground, either of standing, or moving around sideways, or something. He didn't do that."
"Hmmmmm..." I said contemplatively, "I can agree with that. So, J.R., what do you think of my Detectives' arguments?"
"I don't know what to say, sir," said J.R., "except that we did the math, to coin a phrase. And our computer models agreed with us."
"Based upon inputted parameters." I said.
"Of course, sir." said J.R. "But the computers are pretty good."
"Yes, they are." I said agreeably. "However... your computers are wrong. Davis and Ross are correct. The perp fired from a further distance away."
There was an audible gasp in the room. "What's your idea on that, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"I'm going to be looking for the proof of that whenever we can get a warrant to search the Cialis house again." I said. "What's the holdup on that, by the way?"
"Gil Krasney sent Dwayne Gregory to the Courthouse to get the warrant." Cindy said. "And Gregory screwed it up so bad that Watts kicked Gregory out of his Courtroom. Then Krasney sent Ted Mason, who is a better ADA. But the judge was Harry Nance, and he seemed set on not giving Mason a damn thing; got super-picky on every little thing, then denied the warrant even though Mason answered every question and met the standard."
"Chief," I said, "we need to call Krasney and light a fire under his fourth point of contact."
"Nooooo doubt about that." said the Chief, getting up. "I'll go do that now. What exactly are we looking for?"
"The murder weapon." I replied. "Okay, J.R., if you have nothing else, you can go." J.R. Barnes followed the Chief out the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the meeting went on, Myron gave his financial report, which had nothing new. Then Detective Jerome Davis gave his report.
"His co-workers at the Kroger pharmacy said he was friendly enough, but fairly quiet and kept to himself." said Jerome. "They knew he was married, but he didn't talk about his wife hardly at all. One co-worker said he'd remarked that she had a thing about dressing up in 1940s-style fashions, but other than that he said nothing."
"He was a member of the Rotary Club, and had been in Rotary Clubs in other towns where he lived before." continued Jerome. "Again, he was friendly enough with people, but never talked seriously about himself or his wife, and never developed any real friendships. He was in good shape but had no weight training equipment at home, so he must've been working out somewhere, but none of the gyms had any idea of him. We have some video of him running around the paths at Ronald Reagan Park. And that's all I really have on him, sir."
"Okay." I said. "Myron, I understand you have other business. You can go. Jack?"
As Myron left, Jack Muscone said "First, let me explain the background. As you guys so astutely and quickly found out, James and May Cialis were CIA agents. Well, I guess she still is one as of now. Because of this, the FBI has opened an investigation of this situation. Unlike most places in the country, we know better than to barge in on the Iron Crowbar's turf and take over, and we appreciate you guys letting us work with you."
"Butter us up, butter us up." I said. Everyone chuckled.
"Seriously, we want to work with you, not against you or over you." said Muscone. He then continued: "The FBI Director asked that my team be the FBI's front team for this. And unlike others, I won't try to hide the fact that we're working on the Guardians of Justice case, also. We know May Cialis might've been looking into that, so there's a reasonable connection for us to explore."
Jack continued. "So this is what we've found out, and maybe it'll help you find suspects. Over the last few years, May and James Cialis have been sent to six locations. In every case, a job was found for him in a pharmacy, and any needed paperwork, such as State Pharmacy licenses, were provided. They were always put in homes that were owned by trusts. And in every case, James allegedly had missions involving identifying and rooting out foreign agents or domestics that are called 'subversives'.
"You're not making friends bringing that up." Cindy said, her voice quiet but the undercurrent unmistakable.
"That's why I sent Myron out of the room." I replied. "And let's don't throw out the baby with the bath water; it wasn't Jack's team that went after Dr. Milton and Dr. Eckhart." Cindy was not mollified, but I indicated for Jack to continue anyway.
"I understand the sentiment, but bear with me." said Jack. "In all of these cases, May Cialis was assigned missions related to deeper cyber-security issues, sometimes of a company in the area, sometimes of the same persons James was after. In three of those cases, arrests were made of foreign agents. In one case, an American Citizen was arrested. The last two cases, before the one here, had no arrests. The cases were shut down with no explanation given."
"You said May was looking into companies for cyber-security issues?" I asked. "Any detail you can give us on that?"
Muscone looked at Sandra, who made some whispered comments, then rifled through the papers in front of Jack to find the right ones. After skimming the information, Jack said "Okay, we have some data on that. The second case in the chronological order involved a software services company in Boston. Their clients were banks and financial institutions. We believe Wallace Bedford might've been part of the problem there, in connection with Superior Bloodlines. The Cialises were trying to discover if this company passed financial information, or perhaps money to any foreign countries. From what we now know, those so-called 'foreign countries' might've actually been Superior Bloodlines."
Jack went on: "The sixth of the six cases, which was pursued last Spring before the Cialises came here, involved a company in south Florida called Zion Dynamics Technologies. They're Israeli-based, and the CIA was investigating if they were passing technology secrets to Israel. I might add that the man at Langley in charge of that investigation... is now the CIA Director, and his anti-Semitic views are well-known among the Elites in Washington, D.C."
"Technology companies." I said aloud but to myself, going into a reverie. Then I snapped out of it, and said "And that investigation was shut down?"
"Yes, but we don't know why." said Muscone.
"And the other case that was shut down?" I asked.
"Rock Hill, South Carolina." said Jack.
"Just south of Charlotte, North Carolina." I replied. "Rock Hill is where Winthrop College is.
"400 years ago..." said Jack.
"Wow, you do know your geography." said Cindy.
"In this case," I said, "it's because the U.S. Disc Golf Championships are held at Winthrop College every year; and I like disc golf, even if I can't play it anymore with my bad back. For us Police Officers, it's more important that it's near Charlotte... banking capitol of America."
"Yes, that's it." said Jack. "This case was the hardest to get data about. From what I could gather, they were investigating a minor bank officer of the Chemical Bank office in Charlotte, who lived in the Rock Hill area. The data on that man is spotty, and I am wondering if he is now in Witness Protection or was a foreign agent that high-tailed it out of the country. Anyway, two months into it, they shut the operation down and reassigned the Cialises to Florida."
"We'll have to talk more about that in a classified setting." I said quietly to Jack. He nodded.
"Okay," said Jack, "that's really all I have. I need to meet with your LAPD friends that are here about these NS-14 perps."
"They withdrew their extradition request, you know." I said.
"No, I didn't, but that's okay." said Jack. "I just need to coordinate with them about the relationship between these losers and the national NS-14 problem..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before noon, Jack, Jerome, Cindy, and I went to the Cop Bar for lunch, and got a table in the back of the back room for relative privacy. Sandra and the LAPD ladies had gone with Laura to my wife's favorite Soup and Salad place for lunch.
Cindy had the Fish & Chips plate, I had the 'Breakfast Burger', and Jack and Jerome had... you guessed it,... double cheeseburgers. The burgers were cooked exceptionally well, and we were all in culinary heaven as we ate.
"Okay," said Jack after we finished, "what did you want to ask in the more private setting?"
"You've heard of a CIA Agent 'Warspear'?" I asked. "Nicknamed 'The Penetrator' for all the women he boasted about penetrating."
"Yeah, we talked about him before." said Muscone. "And his name did come up in connection with May Cialis. The official word is that he was forced out of the CIA for some incident in Europe that blew up, and I'm not talking about recent events in Paris. However, he wasn't 'disavowed', which I personally find rather strange."
"Me, too." I said. "So what's the unofficial word?"
"That he didn't really leave the Company, and is still working for them." said Jack. "And if that's true, then him not being 'disavowed' makes more sense."
"Yes, it does." I said.
"So you think that's the case?" asked Jack, perhaps a shade too quickly.
"Oh, I don't know." I said. "Jerome, did you have people check with the hotels?"
"Yes sir." said Davis. "We took that photo of him you emailed us and went to all the hotels. No one recognized him."
"Or was willing to say they did." I replied. "But he could also be in a safehouse in the area, or just over the County or State Line. I did ask the Nextdoor County Police to check with the Lakeside Inn & Suites, but that was a 'no go' also."
"You think he's involved with this? The murder? Or the Guardians of Justice?" Jack asked.
"I don't know." I said. "But I'm being told from multiple sources, you being one of them just now, that he's connected to May Cialis in some way. And these last two cases of the Cialises, the ones that got shut down, apparently are after 'Warspear' supposedly left the Company. Interesting, don't you think?"
"You always do look at it from a different angle." said Muscone. "But his name, or codename, is coming up way too often. So if he's doing field work with May, maybe he's here, and maybe he's involved in all of this somehow."
"Or..." I said out loud, even as I was going into my own head, "... he's playing his own game with this..."
Part 15 - Politics As Usual
Jack Muscone went back to the Federal Building after lunch. When we got back to Police Headquarters, Helena told me that Chief Griswold had called, and wanted me to call him back.
For the Chief to do this through my secretary and not just call or text me on either my Police or personal cellphone was curious. I called him back on my personal cellphone.
"Crowbar!" the old Chief growled, "just wanted to give you a heads-up. The Mental Illness Center, also known as the State Government, is trying to outdo itself. Jared is considering supporting the naming of an Independent State Counsel!" 
"In God's name why?" I blurted out.
"He thinks it'll exonerate him." said Griswold. "I can understand that he's done nothing wrong, so he would think that... but these bastards will make up shit if they can't find anything for real. This is a trap, and the Governor is walking into it. And unlike you, Crowbar, he's walking into a trap that will break him down."
"Well, Chief," I said, "what do you want me to do?"
"Just be alert." said Griswold. "Maxine Watts wants to investigate collusion to cover-up the Jasmine Nix murder, and you had some involvement in that investigation. They're also going to investigate whether or not the Governor used intimidation in the case of those two women that made sexual harassment allegations against him, and they're saying you were the instrument of that intimidation."
"Hoo boy." I said. "Okay, sir, thanks for the warning. How's your campaign going, by the way?"
"We're not running ads attacking the Police and Viet Nam Veterans, for damn sure." said Griswold. "Oh, one more thing... I asked the Governor to call you and discuss this Independent Counsel thing with you before making any statements or taking any action. If he calls, talk some sense into the man."
"I'll try, sir." I said. We made our goodbyes and disconnected.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And the call came fifteen minutes later. The Governor's secretary called and asked me if I would accept a call from the Governor. Formal, I noticed. I said to put him through, and a moment later Governor Valnius Jared was speaking to me.
"Commander," he said, "I apologize for taking up your valuable time, but we have a situation here. Behind the scenes, they're already laying the groundwork to name an Independent State Counsel, and my people are advising me to go along with it, as opposing it will make me look guilty. What do you think?"
"Sir," I said, "before I answer, can you stop an Independent State Counsel from being named at all?"
"Technically, yes." said the Governor. "The Attorney General makes the formal appointment, but if I object, the Legislature has to override my objection with 60% majorities in both chambers. They would be called into special session automatically if I object."
"Then object, Governor." I said. "And twist whatever arms are needed to stop the appointment. These things are bear traps, sir. These politicians are so corrupt that they'll try to create something against you if there is nothing really there. They'll gin up anything they can. They'll say you colluded with the Russians to get elected. They'll say you fed your dog the wrong brand of dog food. Just don't go down that rabbit hole, Governor."
"But how does that make me look, Commander?"
"It'll make you look like a man who has some common sense, Governor." I replied. "Besides, you're a lame duck Governor. You're not running again. You don't have to worry about appearances, no matter what the frickin' Media says."
"But it could hurt the Party this November..." the Governor tried.
"The same Republican Party that is stabbing you in the back every chance they get?" I asked back. "At least the Democrats stab you in the front. Your so-called friends are just as bad, Governor. Do yourself... and me... a big, big favor, and oppose this witch hunt and lynch mob with everything you've got."
"I'll take that into consideration, Commander." said the Governor. "I appreciate you talking with me. Have a great day." And I was left holding a disconnected telephone line.
He's going to do it, I realized to myself. The bastard is going to let them appoint an Independent State Counsel. I got out my personal cellphone and speed-dialed my attorney, Mike G. Todd...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Fabulous news!" Chief Moynahan said with mock joviality. "We've been invited to the Town & County Council meeting tonight, and to the private executive session."
"Me too?" asked Cindy Ross, who was in the Chief's office with him and me.
"Yes, Captain Ross." said the Chief. "Especially you."
"Do they want helicopter flying lessons?" I quipped.
"Oh, I do suspect that helicopter usage will be brought up tonight." said Chief Moynahan. "By the way, you were on the phone so I told Captain Croyle directly... Judge Nance rejected our renewed request for a warrant, so Krasney went to Folsom. That made Nance furious, but Folsom agreeeeed to hold a hearing in the morning. You'll have to personally attend it, Commander, to convince him to give us the warrant. I told Captain Croyle to continue guarding the premises with a Detail of Uniformed Officerrrrrrs."
"Thanks, Chief." I said. "I'll be there tonight, and tomorrow morning."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I came back to my office, Laura was talking with Helena in the anteroom. They were friends from our families being in the Libertines group together, of course. Laura followed me into my office.
"I got all of Headquarters done today on the psych evals." Laura said. "I'll go to County Jail tomorrow and start on Precinct 1."
"Cool beans." I said. "Oh, I wanted to ask you... why the crowbar battle this morning? Not that I mind, of course, and you will perform... special... tasks for me, for me winning so convincingly..."
"Say whaa?" Laura asked. I just arched my eyebrows at her, and she conceded.
"Okay, okay." she said. "Truth be told, I've been working with Cindy and Callie on all of us improving our skills. You're not supposed to know that before the Police Boxing Matches, by the way, but the cat's out of the bag. Cindy knows you won't reveal your 'playbook' to her before the Matches, as you successfully hid them year before last. So she asked me to come down, spar with you, and see where both you and I were."
"And she found out, I daresay." I said with a little smile. "Well, if you want to train with me some more, I'll be glad to do it... but not at home. I don't want some idiot calling in a domestic dispute call to the Police Department. That's the one thing they cannot take my word for if there were a real situation.
"True enough." said Laura. "Anyway, I've always known you're good with Aikido, but I had no idea how good you've become. Who have you been training with? Todd and Teresa?"
"No." I said. "The top BOW officials do get training, and Todd and Teresa are getting extended training from Takaki Misaki's people, but I've been working with a sensei for a while now, in conjunction with my physical therapy for my back."
"Besides..." I added with a grin, "I've been taking Aikido for a while now. If you keep training, you might get up to speed with me."
"Darling," Laura admonished, "you were in diapers when I began martial arts training with the CIA."
"Darling," I replied with a bigger grin, "I really was in diapers, pretty much, when I began taking Aikido with my parents and Elizabeth."
"O-kayyyyy!" Laura said resignedly. "I lost the crowbar battle, and now I'm losing the repartee battle, as well." She got up, came around the desk, and kissed me on the mouth. "I'll see you when you get home, after the Council meeting. And be ready to have those... special... tasks performed upon your cock..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00pm, Tuesday, April 10th. The Chief, myself, and Cindy sat on chairs against the side wall of the chamber into which the Town & County Council had retired in executive session. Also invited were Sergeant Andrew Prince of the TCPD, and Fireman Glasgow of the TCFD, both licensed helicopter pilots.
The podium and microphone were at the far end, in front of the projection screen. Going around from the podium's left were Loran T. Michaels, Malinda Adams, J.P. Goldman, Edward R. Steele, Ian McGhillie (Roy's father). The People's Choice Mayor Larry P. Vaughan was at the other end of the table, just in front of the heavy double doors. To the Mayor's left and on around were Dagmar Schoen, John 'Jack' Colby, Reginald B.F. Lewis, Susan Weston, and Kelly Carnes.
There had been a number of people in the red t-shirts in the audience in the public Council chamber, obviously a carefully orchestrated group effort to protest my use of the helicopter, and to say my actions were 'racist'. But John Colby shut them all down, because when each one came to the microphone to speak, he asked "Do you care that there were two wounded Police Officers at the scene?" The anarchists could not get past him on that; it was obvious they didn't give a damn that two Police Officers were hurt. So Colby shut them down, and no other Council member protested him doing that.
The Council then went into executive session, where everyone expected the real fireworks to begin. And everyone's expectations were met.
"Okay," said the Mayor, "we have some Police awards to consider. The Purple Orders are obvious, and we have a Police Medal application for Detective McGhillie. The other order of business is the Board of Inquiry findings that Commander Troy acted properly in stopping the incident in MLK Park last week."
"Let's get the medals out of the way first." said John Colby. "There is no Board of Inquiry for it; the application was put in by Captain Ross, and approved by Commander Troy, Chief Moynahan, and Sheriff Allgood. Ian, we're very proud of your son and his actions, but you may have to sit this discussion out."
"For the discussion of the medal, I agree." said McGhillie. "I will not vote in that, and will just say now that I am as proud of my son as any father could possibly be, and his late mother is smiling upon him from Heaven above. But to be clear, I will be participating in the discussion to follow, that of his rescue by Commander Troy."
"You should not participate in that, either---" began Kelly Carnes, but the Mayor was ready with a hot gavel. He tapped it on the table with authority.
"That is not open for discussion, Mrs. Carnes." said the Mayor. "Let's discuss the medal application."
"I believe it should be approved." said Jack Colby. "And I am making a motion in saying that."
"I second that motion." said Dagmar Schoen.
"Discussion?" asked the Mayor.
"I believe a Police Medal is too high an award." said Kelly Carnes. "While Detective McGhillie's actions are commendable and to be rewarded, I believe we are getting into a period of what I call 'medal creep', where we keep awarding medals too high for the action they're rewarded for. For example, Captain Croyle's Medal of Valor was justified, if only because we had nothing even higher to award her. But Police and Fire Medals for those that went in to retrieve her? As I stated then, that was too much, even if there was danger associated with doing that."
"I must agree with that." said Malinda Adams. "Though Officer McGhillie's actions were laudable, there was a time when a Police Medal would not even have been considered, and a Star of Gallantry would've been considered after a Board of Inquiry convened to investigate it. Our Peace Officers should not expect the very highest awards for brave but not necessarily extraordinary actions."
John Colby tried to argue against them: "Detective McGhillie went into the line of fire to save another Officer's life. He was wounded himself in the process. Doesn't that count for anything?"
"Yes." said Susan Weston. "And it's why I'll support awarding him a Star of Gallantry. I agree we need to dial back the level of the awards that have been made in the past, though."
The vote was 5-4, with Ian McGhillie abstaining on account that it was his son being considered for the award, to amend the motion so that Roy McGhillie would receive the Star of Gallantry. The motion then carried 9-0 to award it. I was inwardly pleased; we'd put him in for too high an award, the Police Medal, to make sure that the inevitable downgrade would be to a Star and not lower.
"Okay," said the Mayor. "I don't want to be here all night, so I will keeping a tight leash on all of you for this. The Board of Inquiry cleared Commander Troy in a 2-1 vote. Do we concur?"
"I move we accept their findings as is." said Edward Steele.
"I second that." said John Colby.
"I wish to counter-propose." said Kelly Carnes. This was actually an amendment to the original bill, but it'd be a one-or-the-other situation. "I move we accept the dissenting opinion, and not clear Commander Troy for the obscene and unnecessary paramilitary actions he took during that incident."
"I second that." said Malinda Adams.
"All right." said the Mayor. "Keep this orderly, calm, and reasoned. We'll go around the horn. Ms. Carnes?"
Kelly Carnes started, using pre-prepared notes: "This is a relatively small American town in the heart of the United States of America. It is not a war zone like Afghanistan or Baghdad. We are not at war with our own citizens. For one of our Police Officers to fly a weapon meant to be used in war in an aggressive, paramilitary action that endangered our citizens was embarrassing to this Council and to the Citizens of the Town and County we represent. I believe the actions of Commander Troy were so egregious, so overreactive, and so excessive, that he should not only be not indemnified, but he should be fired for cause from the Town & County Police Force."
Mayor Vaughan said "Ms. Weston?"
Susan Weston was much more careful in her language: "Speaking as a former Police Captain, my problem with that situation is that I am not convinced that the use of a helicopter gunship was the only nor even the best method of ending the incident and rescuing the wounded Officers. This Council expended large amounts of money creating a Special Operations team, which includes a SWAT unit and technological support such as drones. Are there no TCPD snipers at all? No one able to shoot these criminals with a scoped rifle at a not-unreasonable range? The tactics used were non-standard at the least, outside the norm. Though no one outside the criminals were hurt this time, next time we might not be so lucky."
Reginald B.F. Lewis was next. "First of all," he said, "I am glad that my friend Ian McGhillie's son was not badly wounded and was able to be rescued by Commander Troy's actions. However, I have been inundated, overwhelmed, by complaints from my constituents that these actions were directed at blacks in the black community. Let me be quick to say that I don't believe Commander Troy is a racist nor was he considering race in his actions. And that may be part of the problem... maybe he should have realized it. The Police and the Black Community the nation over are in a state of adversarial relations, and this incident did not help."
"Mr. Colby?" asked the Mayor.
John Colby said "I'm appalled that the Police are expected to consider race as an issue in doing their jobs. Should they not make arrests when they see a crime being committed in a black district vs. a white one? But that's a side issue. The important issue here was brought up by Ms. Weston. I believe the way Commander Troy handled this was the best possible way. Limited exposure of Police, directed fire in as safe a direction as possible, overwhelmed the perps, ended the incident quickly."
Dagmar Schoen agreed: "It is ironic to me that our Police Commander can fly helicopters in the first place because Pastor Westboro had him learn to fly... so that Westboro could murder Commander Troy via flying a helicopter that was rigged with explosives. Now we have people complaining that Commander Troy used those skills with surgical precision to stop criminals committing crimes, and to rescue Police Officers."
"Ian?" said the Mayor.
"I object to Mr. McGhillie's participation in this debate on this motion." said Carnes. "I demand he recuse himself from speaking and from voting----."
"NO!" shouted McGhillie. "I am under no such obligation! I will speak! And I will vote! And that vote will count!" The Mayor tapped his gavel.
"He's right, he's under no obligation to recuse himself, as we're talking about Commander Troy, not Roy McGhillie." said the Mayor. "If you don't like that, Ms. Carnes, get a lawyer and pursue legal avenues of recourse. For now, Mr. McGhillie has the floor."
"Thank you." said McGhillie. "I will only say that I thank God for Commander Troy. He takes care of his Police Officers, and he shows courage and integrity in doing so. You should all be grateful that we have a man like Commander Troy leading our Police Force!"
"I'll second that." said Edward Steele. "I mean, what do you people want? A sniper would be too slow, and might only get one perp before the others take cover and shoot at our Police from covered positions. The Police did not choose MLK Park as the place to exchange drugs for money and explosives. The perps illegally converted weapons to shoot full automatic... and some of you are obsessed with our Police Commander shooting back at them with a weapon that we're lucky to have Officers that can use!"
J.P. Goldman kept it short: "If criminals see that we can do things like that to them, maybe they'll stay the hell away from our County. I'm all for it, objections be damned."
Malinda Adams was peeved. "I agree with Ms. Carnes. Weapons of all-out war have no place in the hands of our Peace Officers. The brutal display of testosterone-fueled barbarism exhibited by Commander Troy was offensive, and frightening."
"I think this reflects back to Sheriff Daniel Allgood's cowboy policing policies." said Loran T. Michaels. "I understand Commander Troy's desires to rescue his Officers, and I am as glad as all of you that Ian's courageous son was not killed and was rescued along with the Officer Barker. But I think Mr. Silas's opinion in the Inquiry was correct: the optics are horrible for all of us."
"Sergeant Prince," said the Mayor, "can you fly the Cobra?"
"I'm still learning it, sir." said Sergeant Andrew Prince. "I'm qualified to fly the Bell and also the Hospital's Life Flight chopper if needed."
"Glasgow?" asked the Mayor.
"I have no experience at all with the Cobra. I've flown the Bell for emergency missions." said Glasgow.
"Chief Moynahan," said the Mayor, do you have any statement to make?"
"Yes sir, I dooooo." said the Chief. "First, the only reason that wasn't me flying the Cobra is because Commander Troy beat me to the Airport. Yes, I can fly the Cobra, and I was going to... but with his usual speed in finding the right solution quickly, the Iron Crowbar was the one that flew it. In that light, I would ask that if it had been me flying the aircraft, and all else being equal, would some of you politicians be having the total meltdown you are having?"
"And my second comment is that like many Police Forces, we are outmanned, outgunned, and have to perform our jobs of protecting the citizens flawlessly or we'll be sued to death. And may be sued anyway." continued Moynahan. "And yet some politicians would do all they can to further restrict us, make our jobs harder, and still yell and scream if we don't perform perfectly. I don't give a damn about 'optics'; my Police Force performed well that night, and I stand behind every one of all my Officers's actions, and especially those of Commander Troy."
"Captain Ross," said the Mayor, "was there not any other way to resolve that situation?"
"I really don't appreciate you trying to make me contradict or oppose my direct boss while he's sitting here next to me." Cindy said with alacrity.
"Don't hold back." I said quietly.
"To answer your question, Mr. Mayor," Cindy said, "since we had the helicopter and a man able to fly it well and shoot so well... no, there was no better way to resolve the situation. Not having the chopper would've made it a lot harder for us."
"Okay, Commander Troy," said the Mayor, "do you still feel your actions were the correct way, and the best way, to resolve that situation?"
"My Officers are alive and recovering." I said. "No other innocents were hurt. That's what matters to me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm stunned at how orderly that was." I said tiredly as Cindy, the Chief, and I sat at the 'Command' table at the Cop Bar. Cindy and the Chief were having beer. I didn't feel like drinking alcohol, so I had Coke Zero.
"Get the feeling it was scripted?" asked Cindy, "and that everyone had their parts and prepared speeches down?"
"At least you were cleared." said the Chief. "7-3, with Carnes, Adams, and Reginald Lewis voting against you."
"I thought Weston would go against you." said Cindy. "And we never know how 'Flip-A-Coin Loran' will go."
"Part of the script." I said. "Weston and Michaels are swing votes, and probably will be going forward. The real issue and fight is going to be what they do to regulate my use of those eeeeeee-vil war weapons."
"We'll burn those bridges when we come to them." said Moynahan. "Well, it's over. For now."
"The murder case and the resolution of the drug case aren't over." I said. "Bringing in those explosives... now why do that?..."
"He's either very tired, or he's in reverie-land." said Cindy. "Come on, Don, drive me home then go home and get some sleep."
"All right." I said. "Chief, how are you getting home?"
"I'll take him." growled a voice behind us. It was Chief Griswold.
"Chief!" I said. "You're wife is going to be mad at me for letting you be out this late!" I teased him.
"Har." said the old Chief. "She's still at her Presbyterian Women's meeting. Come on, Sean, let's go... and let these young whippersnappers get some rest."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. I answered it. "This is the Duty Desk, sir." said the voice at the other end. "We just got a call that some kids spotted an eight-foot-tall man at Ronald Reagan Park, on the north side near where that body was found recently.
Part 16 - Slender In Crowbar Vibes
My blue lightbar was flashing as Cindy and I rode in my SUV to Ronald Reagan Park. The walking trail was wide enough for vehicles, so we took it around by the River and then north through the wooded area to the north-side finger of land. A Police Cruiser was already there, bearing Sergeant Morton and Sr. Patrolman Johnson. They were talking to four teen boys.
"Okay, guys, what's going on here?" I asked as Cindy and I walked up.
"Wow, it's the Iron Crowbar!" said one of the boys. "He's almost as tall as that thing we saw!"
"Sir," said Johnson, "they were just telling us about seeing a very tall man in a suit and tie, but he had no face."
"He had a face." said one of the boys. "Just no features on it. No eyes, nose, or mouth."
"We tried to get camera footage of him." said one of the boys, holding up a minicam. "But it's messed up.
"Show me." I said. The boy started the video on the screen on the back of the cam. For a second, the unmistakeable sight of a tall man in a black suit and red tie appeared, then the video began flickering out with horizontal lines of interference and a buzzing sound.
"Looks like you boys have sighted the Slender Man." I said. "Sure you're not making this up?"
"I swear to God, Mr. Crowbar!" one of the boys exclaimed. "We all saw him for real!"
"Where did he go off to?" I asked.
"He was standing there, by the River up there." said a boy. "It looked like he was getting closer without even moving, and we all started running back to the main park. When we turned around to see if he was chasing us, he wasn't there anymore."
"Okay." I said. "Boys, you get to ride to the Police Station with Sergeant Morton and Patrolman Johnson, who will take statements from you and call your parents to come get you. Thanks for calling us about this Slender Man guy." The boys were loaded into the Police cruiser, a tight fit in the backseat, and taken to HQ.
"Think that was real?" Cindy asked as we got back in the car.
"They weren't the least bit worried when I said we were going to call their parents." I said. "That suggests to me that they're telling the truth, and are more scared of what they saw than they are of the Police and especially their parents."
"Makes sense." Cindy said. Then she exclaimed "Holy shit! LOOK!" I looked north and a chill raced up my spine. There he was, two hundred feet north of us, next to the basket on the disc golf course. It was the Slender Man!
His featureless face and gloved hands seemed to glow white, the same color as the moon. I felt some kind of energy reaching towards me, and I mentally pushed back to repel it.
"Get your iPhone!" I said as I reached to turn on the dashcam camera in my Police SUV.



"Let's get him!" I said, getting out of the car. "Hey you!" I yelled. "Stop! Police! Stay right there!" I began walking fast towards the man.
"Uhhh!!" I heard a voice moan behind me. It was Cindy. She had gone down to her knees as she'd stumbled out of the vehicle, and nearly toppled over.
"Cindy!" I cried out, running back to her. "Are you okay?"
"I... I... Oh my God, that felt so strange." she said. I looked up and back towards the River.
The Slender Man was gone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, I felt something." I said as Cindy and I sat in my office after giving our statements to Morton and Johnson. "Like some kind of energy reaching for my mind. I mentally pushed back and it subsided. Was it painful for you?"
"Not... painful." said Cindy. "Just... overwhelming. I tried to push back, but couldn't."
"Any sense of it communicating with you?" I asked.
"No, not really." said Cindy. "No voices or images. But... well, for a split-second, it felt like I was having one of my normal vibes... that Callie was in danger. And then it just felt like some kind of energy overwhelming me, and I couldn't make my body move or work right."
"Need to go to the Hospital?" I asked.
"No." Cindy said. "Hell, no. By the way, did your dashcam get anything?"
"Same as the boys' camera." I said. "Very brief image, really a blob, then bad static interference. As soon as they finish getting the video and putting it into evidence, we'll go home and make sure Callie's okay."
"Oh, don't trouble yourself, Commander." said Callie herself as she came into the office. "I'll take my baby home. By the way, your wife will have some information for you when you get home."
"Cool beans." I said. "Okay, ladies, don't let the door hit your lovely backsides on the way out. Go. Get some sleep, Cindy, and let me know if you have any weird dreams, vibes, or anything out of the ordinary."
"Yes sir." Cindy replied. "Goodnight, sir." She and Callie left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I came into the Mountain Nest, I saw Laura in the greatroom, sitting on the sofa against the wall, using her laptop. She looked up at me in greeting, then did a double take when she saw my face.
"Wow, you look exhausted." she said. "Or... something else... you okay?"
"Four teen boys, Captain Ross, and myself saw the legendary Slender Man tonight." I said. "No joke, no kidding, we all saw it, got a bit of video, though it's messed up. I'm going to get a drink. Want one?"
"I'll have what you're having." she said. I went in the kitchen and poured two jigger glasses nearly full of Grey Goose vodka. Coming into the room again, I sat down next to my wife.
"Callie said you had some information for me?" I asked.
"Yes." said Laura. "Several things. First, those explosives your Police dog found in the money the NS-14 perps had? Consistent with stuff used by Islamist terrorists to make suicide vests. Some of the stuff you have was originally made in Israel, who reported some batches stolen a few months ago. And some of it was part of a large cache of the stuff taken from ISIS soldiers in Iraq a year ago."
People don't realize that plastique leaves chemical signatures that are like fingerprints, and batches can be traced to their point of manufacturing origin. It is possible that the CIA, the Mossad, and the FBI are very good at tracing stuff like that.
"So why is my Police dog finding it here, and brought by NS-14 gangbangers?" I asked.
"Another challenge for the Iron Crowbar to solve." Laura said, trying and failing to hide a teasing grin.
"Well," I mused, "it answers some questions, like why these NS-14 types are seemingly dealing to themselves. They weren't. In fact... ohhhhh, shi-iiiiiittt..."
"What?" asked Laura as I stared at the ceiling.
"Oh, crap..." I muttered. "The exchange had been made already! Somebody provided the gangbangers with drugs to get the explosives. Got his fill, then took off, then the TCPD comes in, Cobras blazing, and catch the NS-14 guys in the park. But we missed someone!"
Just then, two outstanding dogs came down the stairs. "Fortuitous timing, cockblockers." I said to the dogs. To Laura I said "I'll take these guys out. Be back in a minute."
Once outside, as the dogs went to do their business, I got out my Police iPhone and texted Myron, asking him to get as much footage as he could around MLK Park the night of the raid, as far before the raid as he could. A minute later I got a text back, with Myron saying he'd have something by coffee-klatch time.
Going back in, the dogs raced back to their duty stations with the kids. As I refilled my drink glass, still shaken by the Slender Man incident, I said "I'll bet the other thing you were going to tell me has to do with 'Warspear'."
"Not much gets by you, darling." said Laura. "Yes, he's been reported to be in this area, not that we didn't know that already. Langley told me primarily because I was the one that busted him up, and they told me to watch out for possible retaliation by him. They didn't tell me anything else, only that he might be here."
"They don't have to tell you." I said sourly as I drank my drink. "Not hard for the local cop on the beat to figure out that May or James Cialis told them that Warspear was here."
Laura turned and peered at me. "Damn, now why didn't I think of that?" she said in self-recrimination.
"You've got other things on your sexy mind." I said. "So... let's go to bed and work on some of those sexy things...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhh, yeahhhhhh..." Roy McGhillie groaned as Becca Larrington slid her mouth over his throbbing cock. As her mouth slid down his long, thick shaft, he groaned in pleasure.
"Mmmmmfff..." Becca moaned as she took her fiancé's meaty inches into her warm wet mouth, talking almost every one of those eight inches of throbbing male lust. Becca loved sucking her boyfriend's cock, and would give Roy head after all of their dates and any other times she could get away with it.
Roy never objected. He looked at his beautiful fiancée's body as she sucked him. She was blossoming from a teenage girl into a full woman, and in a good way. Her breasts were amply large, and Roy loved sucking them, and feeling her nipples harden in his mouth. Her body was beginning to tone up after she'd begun taking yoga at Town Fitness Centers. Her mother had a very shapely body, not a big woman, no real fat on her, and Becca was destined to be the same. But Becca's hips would become wide after she had her first child, and that would make her hourglass shape all the saucier.
They'd had a rare date on a weeknight, going to the University Diner after Roy's father had called and told him the Council had confirmed him for a Purple Order. The 'Purple Order Club' in the TCPD (and really the entire Public Safety Department) was not very large at all, but it was an 'unspoken truth' that those who had Purple Orders advanced through the ranks just a bit faster.
Roy's thoughts came back to the present and Becca began jacking his hard cock along with sucking and licking the head of that huge tool. He wad double lucky, he thought, to have a girlfriend that loved to suck cock. He didn't know that Dr. Laura Fredricson had shared with Becca the 'Jerri Hall' secret: in an interview years before, Jerri Hall admitted that her relationship with Mick Jagger had lasted as long as it had because she'd given him a blowjob every morning.
And Becca was in love with Roy. She loved sucking him, and she loved taking his cock into her pussy and fucking his balls off.
"Let me ride you, baby." said Becca. She slung her shapely right leg over Roy's groin and mounted him. Grasping his cock, she fit the helmeted head inside her swollen labes, then let her weight sink down on him. They both groaned happily as her cunt was impaled on his hard male meat until he was fully sheathed, balls-deep in ecstasy.
Becca began grinding her hips as she bounced on Roy's cock, pushing down each time it seemed his cock was about to pop out of her and get away. Roy's body instinctively pushed up to meet each one of Becca's downward gyrations, and their loins crashed together with lustful intensity.
Yes, Becca thought to herself as she fucked Roy, she loved sucking Roy's cock and fucking him... but now she wanted his sperm. Since her sister Kathy had died, all she could think about was having a baby and continuing the family line. And she prayed for a girl, a girl she would name 'Kathy' after her sister...
"Ohhhhh!" Becca moaned as she felt her orgasm building up. The thought of Roy's throbbing cock spurting his thick load of potent, virile semen up into her young, fertile pussy gave their sex an intensity she had never felt before...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they lay together in post-coital bliss, Becca on top of Roy, pressing her breasts into his chest as he held her, he heard her begin to cry.
"What's wrong?" he whispered.
"Nothing." Becca whispered. "I just love you, and I don't want you to go away."
"I'm not going anywhere." said Roy. "I'm staying here with you, and we're going to have a great life together." He held her more snugly to him.
"Good." said Becca. "So... what would you think about us moving up the wedding date?"
"I think that's something for you to decide with your mother." Roy said. "As long as it's not on a Bulldogs home game, or one of the big Police weekends like the Policeman's Ball, just tell me the date, and I'll be there to make you my wife."
Becca raised her head and kissed Roy. The kiss turned deeper and more passionate, and Roy was getting hard again. He eased Becca off of him, then swung himself around and got behind her. They worked his cock into her slimy pussy, and soon his groin was smacking her sweet young asscheeks as they began lustily mating. As he thrust vigorously into her again and again, she moaned. She could feel the wetness of his first climax into her, and she was eager to take another big load of his potent sperm...
Part 17 - The (sort of) Smoking Gun
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 11th. "Fox Two News has learned that the Town & County Council has accepted the Board of Inquiry's findings, and by a 7-3 vote, exonerating Commander Donald Troy from any wrongdoing in the use of a helicopter gunship to fire upon criminals in MLK Park last Thursday night!"
Bettina: "Social Justice groups are outraged at the Council's vote last night. Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, spokespersons for the group Citizens For Police Accountability, issued a statement accusing the Council of sweeping the incident under the rug and covering up for Commander Troy's actions. Candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow issued a statement saying that, and I quote 'it will require a Sheriff willing to do the right thing to hold Commander Troy accountable for his actions, since this Council cowers in fear of him and won't do what is right', close quote. And Eldrick X. Weaver, candidate for Mayor, said that the Council has supported the racist actions of Commander Troy's aggressive tactics in black neighborhoods, and have shown their own disdain for Blacks."
More Bettina: "Candidate for Sheriff Antonio Griswold also issued a statement, saying, and I quote, 'Commander Troy's actions to rescue two wounded actions and stop the criminals in their tracks with minimal risk to the Public were rightly vindicated.', close quote. Sheriff Daniel Allgood, who is running for Mayor, could not be reached for comment."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "pressure is mounting on the Attorney General to appoint an Independent State Counsel to investigate Governor Val Jared for possibly using intimidation tactics to force two women who accused him of sexual improprieties to recant, and also for collusion to cover up the facts in the murder of superstar singer Jasmine Nix. Fox Two News has learned that the Governor's closest advisors are suggesting that he not oppose the appointment, as it would make him appear guilty if he did oppose such an appointment."
"And in local news," said Bettina, "Police are investigating the sighting of a strange person at Ronald Reagan Park, near where James Cialis was found dead last week. Four teen boys reported the sighting to Police, but their attempts to film the person, described as a very tall man in a black suit and tie, did not succeed. Police have not commented on whether this person might have a connection to the murder case, which Commander Troy and his Detectives have so far been unable to solve."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Take your cheap shots now, Bettina." I muttered under my breath as we watched in MCD. "You'll be telling a different story by noon. Is that not right, Detective Davis?"
"If we get that warrant, sir." said Jerome. A half hour before, he'd come to my office and asked to speak with me. I had him sit down and he went into the case.
"Sir," he said, "I believe that trick about the backwards footprints is just that: a trick. Maybe designed to mislead us or just distract us, but I don't believe it's relevant. Cialis was a magician, and his wife was not only his assistant, but she performed some magic tricks during their acts in the City while he set up the bigger tricks."
"Where'd you get that from?" I asked.
"I called the places where he performed." said Jerome. "They told me more or less the same story... they were almost co-performers during their acts."
"Good job." I said. "Anything else?"
"Yes sir." he said. "I think I understand what you're saying about finding the murder weapon." He explained his thesis. He was correct.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was looking at the duty logs from the night before. The 'Slender Man' incidents were duly recorded, but another incident caught my eye.
A call had come in to 9-1-1 about a car on fire on the Bypass. Police and Fire units responded. The Police reports had already been filed, and they stated that the fire was burning intensely and had consumed the vehicle by the time they arrived. No one alive or dead was found at the scene.
But most interesting of all was the make of the car. It was an Audi.
Alas, no time to look into it. "Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," said the Chief as he walked into my office, "you and Davis get your rears to the Courthouse. Judge Folsom just called and said he'll see you about that warrant as soon as you get there. Krasney is on the way."
I went to MCD. "Let's go, Davis, Parker!" I ordered. We rushed to my Police SUV and quickly drove to the Courthouse.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
District Attorney Gil Krasney met us outside Judge Folsom's Chambers. "I'm going to let you run with this, Troy." he said. A wise move on his part, I thought to myself, though I said nothing out loud.
We were ushered in, and Judge Patrick R. Folsom asked us to sit down. "Okay, I don't understand what Nance's problem was, but convince me anyway." I had Jerome lay out why we didn't already have the murder weapon, and exactly what we were looking for. Folsom was easily convinced. Five minutes later, we had a freshly printed warrant. I proceeded to call Headquarters. I wanted everyone to see this.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, everyone." i said as we all assembled inside the Cialis home. It was 8:15am. All the MCD Detectives were here, as well as the CSI team and two video camera operators. "We are going to find the murder weapon. And this is what will find it for us." With that, I took a small device out of my pocket. It was a night-light, which plugged into wall outlets. This particular one normally lit the hallway of the Mountain Nest.
"Sir?" asked Joanne Warner.
"Captain Ross," I said, "take a cameraperson and go make sure all the fuses are on and not blown." Cindy did so, and was back in a minute, reporting that all the breakers were on.
I then proceeded to plug the night-light into the outlets of the front room. The light came on every time. I then went down the front hallway, where all the lights worked, and to the kitchen. As I plugged the night-light into the sockets, I happened to catch out of the corner of my eye some scuff marks in front of the refrigerator, which had not been totally obscured by mopping the floor.
"Barnes!" I called out. "Did your guys move the refrigerator to sonar the walls behind it?"
"Let me check, sir." Barnes said as I peered behind the refrigerator and along the side wall next to it. A moment later he said "No one pulled it out, sir. We missed sonar-ing it."
"Okay, let's get some footage of these scuff marks." I said, pointing them out. Video and still cameras went to work. When that was done, I said, "Okay, pull out the fridge." That was quickly done.
"The refrigerator is plugged into the outlet on the wall behind, and is currently working." I said. "But here is an outlet on the side wall, which I find to be a 'strangeness'." I plugged the night-light in. The light did not come on.
"Dust that outlet for prints." I said. J.R. Barnes did so, and used his Police iPhone to photograph the prints as I put on latex gloves. Once he was done, I produced a small screwdriver and loosened the outlet. When I pulled it out, everyone gasped as they saw that there were no wires attached to the socket!
"Okay," I said, peering in, then probing with my crowbar, "there does not seem to be any booby traps." I eased my hand in, and a moment later pulled out a plastic bag...
To be continued.
What has the Iron Crowbar found? Who murdered James Cialis? How? Answers in the next chapter, but the saga is by no means 'ovah'...
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Part 18 - The Murder Weapon
9:45am, Wednesday, April 11th. Detective Jerome Davis and I walked into I-1, where May Cialis was sitting with her lawyer, H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. I gently set down the clear evidence bag in front of her. Her eyes flashed recognition for a second, then like the well-trained agent she was, she recovered quickly.
"May Cialis," I said, handing her lawyer a document, "this is a warrant for your arrest, charging you with the first degree murder of your husband James Cialis, a human being. You have the right to remain silent----"
"I know the God-damn rights!" May shouted angrily.
"She is not revoking her rights by saying that." snarled Lynch. "She's reacting in frustration to your abusive harassment..."
"Spare me your shit, Lynch." I said wearily. I then sat down, as did Jerome. "Let me paint the picture for you. We earlier found a Sig Sauer 229 pistol in .40 S&W caliber. That weapon can also hold a barrel for a 357 SIG caliber chamber and barrel."
(Trivia bit: Unlike the .357 Magnum having a period (.) before the number, the 357 SIG caliber round does not have that period. I don't know whyyyy.)
"As I'm sure you know," I said, 'The 357 SIG is a .40 S&W cartridge necked down to hold a nine millimeter, or .355 caliber, bullet. The 357 SIG is more powerful than the 9mmP. The State Crime Lab has confirmed this morning that this 357 SIG barrel in this evidence bag was dropped into your Sig Sauer 229 pistol, Mrs. Cialis, and the cartridges in the bag along with the barrel match the bullets recovered from your husband's body... perfectly... in every way. And your prints are on the pistol as well as the electrical outlet behind which you hid this barrel and ammunition."
"Totally circumstantial!" yelled Lynch.
"Most cases are, Mr. Lynch, most cases are." I said. "Mrs. Cialis, juries have convicted people on far, far less than what we have on you right now."
"I need to confer with my attorney." said May Cialis.
"No doubt about that." I said. "Take all the time you need. We'll come get you when it's time for the arraignment." With that, Jerome and I got up and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, I totally missed that!" pouted Joanne Warner as we talked in MCD. "I should've realized the possibility of a 357 SIG!"
"You're great with hunting rifles, Joanne." I said. "But we all learned something from this one. I finally realized it when Captain Ross and Davis were not agreeing with J.R. about how far from James Cialis his murderer must've been. And the computers failed to 'think' about the possibility of the 357 SIG round, as well. But Jerome figured it out, and told me this morning before the coffee klatch."
"So when you kept talking about finding the murder weapon," said Cindy, "you meant the 357 SIG barrel."
"Yes." I said. "I was hoping May didn't get rid of it, but hid it somewhere. She got a little carried away with herself on that one, as well as the silly business of the footprints going the other way."
Just then ADA Ted Mason came into the room. "Commander, do you have a minute?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mason, Cindy, and Jerome sat in my office, Cindy on the sofa. I sat in my 'Command Chair', and was very grateful for the lumbar support.
"We've got her cold, sir." said Cindy. "No need to compromise on anything."
Mason said "What about her accomplice in the murder?"
"Why do you assume there is one, Ted?" I asked.
"Someone had to make those footprints, if it wasn't James himself." Mason said.
"Jerome?" I said.
"Mr. Mason, said Jerome, "May Cialis made the prints herself. After shooting her husband, who fell forward, she bent his knees so that his feet were in the air, and she secured them some way so that his socks didn't get muddy. Then she put on his shoes and made the walk, stepping onto a towel she'd laid down at the other end. Then she came back and put his shoes back on his own feet." Cindy arched her eyebrows at me; she was impressed by Jerome's explanation.
"And you can prove that?" asked Mason skeptically.
"I think so." I said. "The stride of the person leaving the prints corresponds pretty well to May's when she walks normally. She's a magician like her husband, and has been creating illusions like these for some time. And Ted, we don't have to prove this aspect of the case all that strongly; it's a sideshow, a distraction. All you have to show the Jury is that she did it to distract us, and that just compounds the case against her. It shows her intent."
"The problem I have," said Mason, "is that the Defense is going to attempt to say May had to have an accomplice to pull off that trick, and they they'll say the other person murdered James, and then there's reasonable doubt. How do we squelch that?"
"You spoon-feed the Jury the case." I said. "Her prints, and only her prints, are on the gun that committed the crime. It's her gun. It's her husband that was killed."
"And the motive?" asked Mason. I looked at Jerome.
"Sorry, sir, I haven't gotten that far yet." admitted Davis. I gave him a brief nod.
"I'll fill in that blank, then." I said. "One of the oldest motives in the world. Love triangle. She wanted to be free of James to be with another man, so she killed her husband."
"And you're right back to introducing another person who could've done it, for those same reasons... her lover." said Mason.
"You seem hell-bent on not accepting that May murdered her husband." I said, having noted that Mason did not even ask about who the lover was, nor what that situation was about.
"I'm just pointing out the obstacles we need to overcome to keep from wasting the taxpayers' money, and getting her an acquittal based on reasonable doubt." replied Mason. "We nip that in the bud by getting her to throw her accomplice under the bus, maybe by taking off the death penalty in exchange for her cooperation."
"Once again, Mr. Mason," I asked, "why do you believe there is an accomplice that helped in this murder? What evidence do you have that there is an accomplice?"
"You just said there was a love triangle here." replied Mason. It was not a good try. What he was trying was my patience.
"I didn't say the lover helped in the crime." I retorted. That seemed to deflate Mason's balloon some.
"All right." said Mason. "After her hearing, I want to lead the questioning of her. Yeah, her lawyer will have to answer for her, but we'll get to the truth, and can make a deal and get the other person involved... and I do believe there is an accomplice, here."
Cindy got up from the sofa and came over and patted Mason on the shoulder. "Ted," she said, as if advising her best friend, "you have a huge opportunity here, while Paulina is on leave running for D.A., to become a really outstanding ADA yourself, maybe have career opportunities for more and better things. I can assure you that the easiest and best path to your success is to follow what that man on the other side of that desk says and does. I am a Police Captain and Davis is a full Detective because we trusted and followed Commander Troy."
"She's right, you know." I said simply. Mason looked anything but amused. I was making observations and deductions.
"All right." said Mason. "Let me try it another way. Yes, you have the gun and the fingerprints, but Lynch will have reasonable doubt. How do we get beyond a reasonable doubt?"
"I suspect that will be easier than you're expecting." I said.
Part 19 - Landing The Fish
May Cialis's arraignment for murder was conducted at 1:00pm. She waived her right to a preliminary hearing, was denied bail, and was bound over. She was brought back to Headquarters.
While we were waiting, Cindy brought in some Subway sandwiches, and she, Jerome, and I ate them as we talked about the case in my office.
"Let me ask this." Cindy said. "How do you know May didn't have help? Ted actually made a couple of good points, there."
"It's a fine point," I said, "but I don't think she had help at the crime scene or in murdering her husband. Did her lover... CIA Agent 'Warspear'... know about it? Likely. But did he actually participate? Probably not directly, unless he was a lookout, or lured James to the Park, or was simply present but didn't help. Would May put herself that much into Mr. Warspear's power? Not likely, but with everything else they've been doing, this isn't much more."
"You'd better be prepared to tell us what they've been doing." said Cindy. "Tease me like that, and I won't wait until the Police Boxing Matches to beat you down silly." Jerome chuckled.
"That will be the day." I replied levelly. Jerome chuckled some more.
"No, I'm not going to hold back from you." I said. "Let's recall those last two assignments of the Cialises, the ones that were shut down with no arrests made. I did a little bit of research with the help of the 'Friends of the Iron Crowbar', and discovered that what happened in those two cases was that instead of investigating that bank officer and the Israelis, May and Warspear conspired to play a dangerous game."
"What they did," I continued, "was to get the goods on their prey, then attempt to blackmail them. Well, Warspear did the blackmailing, but it was May that was feeding him the info he needed to do it. The bank official in Charlotte may have gone to the FBI about it, and what's more, he may have been a minion of the so-called 'Big Boys'. So they pull him out, and James and May were sent to Florida."
"Then May and Warspear went after the Israeli company." I went on. "I suspect they had friends at high levels that wanted them to do that. But then the Israeli Government began pushing back, and threatening to make a public and international incident of it. So again, the whole operation was shut down, and the Cialises sent here... to find the Guardians of Justice."
"So why is Warspear here?" asked Cindy? "They trying to get something on BOW Enterprises?" That was astute of Cindy, I thought to myself.
"I don't think so," I said, "though I did warn Todd and his security people to be on watch for Warspear after I learned about his presence here. Anyway, let's come back to the murder, and the motive for it. James Cialis comes to the location where he is murdered, and pretty much stands where he was shot. My contention is that the only way he'd do that would be if it was his wife, and his wife alone, that was at the scene with him. Maybe she asked him to pose for a picture for his magic act portfolio, but instead of shooting him with a camera, she whipped out her pistol and shot him with that. It was fast, rapid-fire, and he fell where he stood. Then she very quickly did the footprints thing, then got out of there. If Warspear was there, James probably didn't see him."
"Make sense, sir," said Jerome, "but it'll have to be spoon-fed to the Jury... and I get the idea that Ted Mason is not interested in doing that."
"Ahhhh, you noticed that, did you?" I said. Cindy was also nodding. "Yes, I get the idea that Mason wants to ingratiate himself with Krasney, who would prefer to not have any controversial cases while he's running for re-election. Yes, I am really, really worried about how much interest Mason is going to put into this case."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, Wednesday, April 11th, I walked into Interrogation-1 with ADA Ted Mason. May Cialis was at the table, and her hands were handcuffed to the ring embedded in the table. Officer Lydia Green was the Uniformed presence. Cindy, Chief Moynahan, Jerome Davis, and Teddy Parker were in the anteroom, watching through the one-way glass.
Just to make a point, I read May Cialis her rights from the card yet again. She willed herself to show no reaction. "Okay, Mrs. Cialis," I said, "the picture for you here is very, very bleak. Due to the aggravating circumstances, I'm going to encourage the D.A.'s Office to ask for the Death Penalty. And let me be clear that I will never give up habeas corpus. I will never allow the Feds to take custody of you until your murder trial is over."
"And your point is?" asked H.J. Lynch.
"My point is that you need to give your client some very good legal advice." I said. "She's taken the Fifth, so I can't ask her to give up her right to silence and explain what happened. I can't ask her to give me any reason at all to take the Death Penalty off the table."
H.J. Lynch finally played his card and said what he'd been wanting to all along: "I would like for you to allow my client to discuss a 'hypothetical' situation, not abrogating her Fifth Amendment rights, and then perhaps I can discuss with both of you how to move forward."
"No." I said. "No deal. No hypotheticals. If she speaks, she's giving up her Fifth Amendment rights."
"Now hold on, Commander." said Ted Mason, irritating me. "We should at least hear what she's going to say."
"If she wants to say something, Mr. Mason," I replied, "she should waive her right to silence and tell us what happened. I'm not creating any loopholes for her here, and neither should you. You wouldn't want to embarrass your boss while he's running for re-election, now would you?"
That last comment had a galvanizing effect on Mason. His eyes flashed fire for a second, then he realized that he was trapped: as T-Square liked to say, the Iron Crowbar don't play.
"Mr. Mason," said H.J. Lynch, trying to take advantage of the situation, "why don't you and I talk about this situation, away from in here."
"Yes, let's." said Mason. "But Commander Troy will have to be there. D.A. Krasney has suggested he take part in all conversations." I don't know if that were true or not, but Mason was realizing he was overmatched on both sides, and was realizing maybe he needed me there...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the Main Conference Room, where Chief Moynahan also joined us at my invitation. I wanted a reliable witness to the conversation in the room.
"All right," said Lynch, "this is in no way a confession of my client's guilt, but she has information that will show she is innocent of these charges, and can give you the truly guilty person. In exchange for full immunity, of course."
"Stop wasting the Police Chief's time with this bullshit." I said quietly and levelly. "Your client is guilty as sin. Her gun was the one used. Her fingerprints are all over it, and no one else's are. We've got that, we've got the ballistics."
"And the motive?" snarled Lynch. "What are you going to tell the Jury was the motive?"
"Does it matter?" I asked. "We've got enough---"
"A wife killing her husband, or a husband killing his wife, is usually a crime of passion and is all too common." said Ted Mason. "The Jury is going to understand that, and in the light of the evidence against your client, they're going to convict." I was really wishing Mason would shut up... then realized that he and Lynch may have already talked. Was Mason guiding Lynch into knowing about the lover? I asked myself. One way to find out.
"Lay your cards on the table, Mr. Lynch." I said. "I am already bored with you. If you want anything at all for your client, you better give me a reason to even continue to listen to you."
Lynch looked daggers at me, then said "Okay, then. I don't think you have a solid case. There is plenty of reasonable doubt here. Mr. Mason here just said that this was a crime of passion. So, who is my client's lover? And maybe he was the one involved? You should be wanting to ascertain that before attempting to railroad my client on a flimsy case."
"How do you know the lover is a 'he'?" I asked, just to fuck with both Lynch and Mason. They both almost shit in their pants over that. I brought them back to the lure. "I digress on that point. Though I'm touched by your concern for our case, Mr. Lynch, the real issue is that May was the actor in this one. She's the one that shot her husband six times, then tried to pull off a magic trick illusion of the footprints, then hid the barrel of her gun through which the fatal bullets traveled. Mr. Lynch, your client has nothing to offer me in exchange for even taking Death off the table."
"What do you say to that, Mr. Mason?" asked Lynch. "You gonna let this cop push you around? Or are you going to do your job for the District Attorney's office and work with us to get to the truth?"
"Is Commander Troy right, Mr. Lynch?" replied Mason. "Do you really have nothing to offer us?" Lynch looked exasperated.
"Why are you doing this, Troy?" the legal beagle snarled at me.
"I think you know the answer already." I replied.
"I've got to go back to my office for a few minutes." said Lynch. "We can resume this when I get back." With that, he exited the room and went down the hall towards the front door.
"I need to make some phone calls, myself." said Mason. I guided him to Della Harlow's old office, whereupon he shut the door to make his phone calls. I followed the Chief to his office.
"Think they're talking to each other privately?" asked the Chief.
"Oh, of course." I replied. "But I think Lynch is calling someone else. I won't be shocked to see Nathan Masterson back in our Headquarters, and soon. And Mason is calling Krasney for guidance. I won't be surprised to see Krasney himself come in... and soon."
Part 20 - Upping the Ante
"Sir," said Sergeant Morton as he and Patrolman Johnson came to my office, escorted by Captain Teresa Croyle, "we have something about that guy whose picture you sent everyone."
"Sir," said Teresa, "they brought this up the chain of command. I thought it best if they tell you directly."
"Good." I said. "Okay guys, whaddya got?"
"This guy asked Johnson and Patrolman Smith for directions to Point Hollow this morning." said Morton. "They didn't recognize him at at the moment, then Johnson thought about it and reviewed the photo."
"He'd changed his appearance from the photo, sir." said Johnson. "Pencil mustache and goatee, and had slicked his hair back, so it didn't look like the full head of hair in the photo."
"But you saw through it." I said. "That's a good thing. Your powers of observation are increasing. So he asked about Point Hollow?"
"Yes sir." said Johnson. "That's a red flag for us, of course, so we asked why he wanted to go there. He said he was doing research into paranormal activities, and Point Hollow is known as a haunted site."
"No doubt about that." I said drily. "Did you ask for an ID?"
"Yes sir." said Johnson. "Florida drivers license, name of Paul Smith, from Boynton Beach. I called Dispatch to run it, and it came up valid and clean."
"Yes, it would." I said. "Did you tell him where Point Hollow was?"
"Yes sir." said Johnson. "He'd find out anyway, and we told him that Police patrolled that area regularly. He seemed unfazed by that."
"Okay, then." I said. "Thanks for bringing this up, and so quickly. You guys can go. Captain, stay here a moment."
After they left, Teresa said "I've already told Precinct 1 to step up patrols to Point Hollow. But I don't think this guy is going to ask Police Officers for directions to the place, then go try to do something like a drug deal there."



I was halfway in a reverie. "No, probably not. Very curious, though." I then snapped out of it, looked up at Teresa, and said "Captain, call Fire Lieutenant Easley. He's been working with the Bomb Squad lately. For some reason, the guy thinks that having a Medal of Valor means he has to do the dangerous tasks."
"Can't imagine why he'd think that." Teresa said sardonically. "Especially in this County."
"Must be rowdy Police Captains setting a bad example for him." I retorted. "Seriously, ask him to prepare a bomb disposal unit, just in case. We have some explosives in evidence, but I suspect some of the plastique walked away before last Thursday's firefight at MLK Park."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Oh, one more thing. I heard from Otis's mom, Beatrice. Seems KXTC had a huge meeting on why their ratings are down and advertisers are pulling out. A survey taken suggested that the advertisers are not happy with the Media's treatment of you, sir."
I couldn't help but smile. "Money talks," I said, "bullshit runs the marathon. Okay, thanks for that info. Go call Easley." Teresa scooted out the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Things happened faster than I expected. It was only a half hour after Lynch left that D.A. Krasney came into Headquarters... along with Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C. (no relation to Ted Mason, I understand). They went to the Chief's office, but he stymied that move by calling me into his office.
"We have a situation with this Cialis case." said Krasney as I walked in. "The Feds are asking us to extradite her to their custody. Any problem with that?"
"Not only 'yes', but 'hell yes!'." I said. "We are not giving up custody of May Cialis until this murder case is resolved... likely by the Jury's verdict in her trial. And don't try to end run me, Krasney; Judge Folsom has already been told, and has made it clear to his subordinate judges, that no extradition is to take place."
"Why not let them have her?" asked Krasney. "Take her off our hands, save the taxpayers some money..."
"It's called 'murder in the first degree', Mr. Krasney." I said. "Even Mr. Masterson here knows what that is. I am not letting that murderer get away with it by getting into Federal custody, then getting released at the request of the CIA Director."
"We'll just take this to Federal Court." said Masterson.
"Which has no jurisdiction over murder cases." I replied. "And if they did try to let her be extradited, she stays in my jails until the appeals are done with."
Krasney looked resigned as he said to Masterson. "It's not going to happen, Masterson. So are you May Cialis's counsel now?"
"Yes, I've taken back over the case." said Masterson. "And I want to talk to my client."
"Fine." I said. "Make sure you give her good legal advice... like how she's facing the death penalty, and how I'm gunning to have her put on the table at Jacksonville State Prison and put to death by lethal injection if and when she's convicted of murdering her husband. Also make sure she understands that any stories of her boyfriend making her do it won't work too well with the competent juries of this County."
Masterson looked displeased, but the Duty Desk Sergeant, called in by the Chief, was already there to escort him to I-1 to talk to his client.
"You're going to push this, aren't you?" asked Krasney.
"You know something, Mr. Kraaaaaasney?" drawled the Chief. "If you'd allow the Iron Crowbar to do his job, you'll probably have this woman confessing to her crimes, and you'd save the taxpayers a lot of money that way. Why are you trying so hard to cut a deal with a woman who has nothing to give us?"
"Mason believes she had an accomplice." said Krasney. "He fears 'reasonable doubt' issues, and, frankly, so do I."
"You've been living in fear for years, Krasney." I said, then added brutally: "Which is why you're not going to be D.A. after the Election in November. Right now, you're wasting my time. Let's go get May Cialis's confession, so you can move on to things that don't scare you so much. If you'll excuse me, Chief..." With that, I walked to the door and out. Krasney was tall and long-legged, but had to hustle to keep up with me as I strode down the hall...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My client wishes to make a statement," said Masterson, "which will implicate the true criminal in the murder of her husband. She will also give you much more information about him, and about certain er, Federal cases which might be of value to you and to the FBI. In exchange, she'll be given full immunity for any part she played in her husband's murder, and you'll allow her to be extradited to Federal custody."
I couldn't help it; I just began laughing.
"Come on, Masterson." said Krasney, who was sitting next to me. "You know we can't accept that. I'm not giving her unconditional immunity until I know it's worth it. And you've gotta convince Commander Troy more than me."
"Hypothetical, then?" asked Masterson.
"No." I said sourly. "No loopholes."
"Even if her information might be of value to you in saving your wife's life?" asked Masterson, peering at me. May was looking hard at me, also.
So that was their trump card, I thought to myself. They're trying to get her off by giving me information they think I don't know.
Stupid to bluff the Iron Crowbar when one is holding an empty hand, I thought to myself. Very stupid, indeed.
"No." I said. "No hypotheticals. No loopholes. I know what happened at the crime scene; there is nothing you can give me that will change the truth of that."
"Did you not hear me?" gasped Masterson. "This woman is offering you information that can save your wife's life!"
"Then you should be telling me that information, if my wife is in danger." I said. "You are under obligation to do so as an Officer of the Court."
"I don't know the information." said Masterson. "Only my client does."
"Mr. Krasney," I said, "you look thirsty. Why don't you go get a Coca-Cola, and maybe talk to the Chief about how you got re-elected by getting a conviction of May Cialis..."
"All right." Krasney said, not to happy about it, but also knowing that this just went above his pay grade.
"And ask Captain Ross to shut off the microphones, so that only Mrs. Cialis and her lawyer will hear what I have to say." I said. Krasney waved as he left the room; I knew Cindy would shut off the microphones herself upon hearing me say that.
I turned on May. "Let me be crystal clear, Mrs. Cialis." I said. "Threatening my wife will not get you immunity. It will not get you the chance to give a false hypothetical statement. It will not get you any deal at all. If you know something, I suggest you tell your lawyer, who can then tell me."
"You're willing to let your wife be in danger, rather than hear a hypothetical that in no way harms your case?" asked Masterson. I did not even look at him; I bored into May Cialis.
"Perhaps, Mrs. Cialis," I said quietly but with great menace in my voice, "you have heard of what happened to Sergei Molotov?" May's eyes flashed for a second; she knew.
"Yes, your masters in the CIA sent my wife on a suicide mission; they fully expected her to die, to not return from it. I had other ideas. I am the one who changed their suppositions. I saved her and wiped out Molotov. Mr. Putin was very happy with me for doing that. My children were even happier when their mother came home."
"Mrs. Cialis," I said, "if I could do that, then do you really think I'm going to let your lover, Agent Warspear, try to take revenge on my wife for outing him and busting him? No, ma'am, I'm going to put a crowbar upside his head." May couldn't help it; she smirked as if she expected me to lose that contest.
"And I'll go further, Mrs. Cialis." I said. "When I do bust 'Paul Smith', or whatever name he's going by now, I'm going to have only one deal to put on the table... and he's going to get dibs on it. You've taken the Fifth, so I'm not allowed to tell you that your only hope... your only hope... to get death off the table, is to sing like the proverbial canary."
I got up. "Mr. Masterson," I said, "I advise you to advise your client very, very well." And with that, I left I-1 and came back into the anteroom.
Part 21 - Research Studies
The young stud grasped the beautiful blonde's hips and pulled her into him as his huge cock sank balls-deep into her, followed by the loud *smack!* of the round globes of her firm asscheeks smashing into his taut, muscular groin. He began pumping into her, driving forward with long, hard thrusts as the beautiful girl moaned and gasped in pleasure.
They were in the little bedroom next to Dr. Laura Fredricson's office. The good doctor was monitoring their progress from the little watching chamber next door. If this room seemed as small as a closet, it's because it was meant to be a closet, but now had a table-desk with instruments and videorecording Laura barely had room for her long, shapely legs as she sat in the chair at the desk.
"Oh yes! Fuck me!" gasped the hot blonde as the young stud slammed into her again and again. He was hoping he could become part of the unofficial 'Sigma Epsilon Chi' or S-E-X Fraternity on campus, and Dr. Fredricson had promised to give him a good recommendation if he 'performed' well. And the fringe benefit, of course, was that he got to fuck this drop-dead gorgeous woman.
The woman was in her early 20s and was a high-class escort in the area. She aspired to get into porn, and Dr. Fredricson had promised her a 'great reference with a great contact' if she helped Laura's research.
Both young people were fucking hard. The college-aged boy was obviously enjoying the sex as he pistoned his huge meat in and out of the woman. It was harder to tell if the woman was enjoying her young stud's cock driving deep inside her again and again, but she was moaning as if she was.
The woman began sinking to the bed, and the young man followed her down, still plowing his cock in and out of her tight furrow. The angle and tightness of her cunt channel brought increased pleasure to him, and he felt the cum beginning to boil in his big balls.
"Oh yeah... here it comes, baby... oh yeah... UHHH!!" the stud groaned as he sank down into the woman and began firing huge spurts of thick jism deep into the blonde's well-fucked pussy. With several vigorous thrusts he emptied his balls, the pleasure of his release washing over him as he collapsed onto the woman in a hot, sweaty heap.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After they got dressed, Laura interviewed them together in the little bedroom.
"Yeah, he was pretty good." said the woman, responding to Laura's question. "He's young, but his technique is good. It has to be, with a big cock like that." Everyone chuckled a bit at that.
"Oh, she's awesome." said the young man. "I usually have to be careful with girls with my size, but she took it like a pro, handled it... and me... really well."
"Okay," said Laura to the young man, "I'm going to have you come out for some individual questions, then I'll come back for you." she said to the girl.
In the main office, Laura asked the guy a few questions about the girl handling his size, about how she was relative to other women, etc., then dismissed him. Then she brought the woman out.
"Okay, between us." Laura said. "How was he?"
"He was... okay." said the woman, and not enthusiastically. "I think I taught him a lot about technique in just that one session. In some ways, being so big means he doesn't work on the little things about pleasing a woman, and I'd guess most of the girls he's been with either are inexperienced themselves, or were too busy trying to accommodate his size."
"Good points." Laura said. "Okay, let me call in my contact." She called in Callie. The woman was stunned to see one of the hottest porn stars, who also owned a porn company, come into the room. Callie talked to the woman, they exchanged business cards, then the woman left.
"Think she'll be a good porn star?" asked Callie as Laura sat down at her desk and Callie took the chair on the other side of the desk.
"She'd be okay," said Laura, "but probably pretty run-of-the-mill. Not a lot of energy, there."
Callie nodded. "True. So, what research are you doing on her and that young stud she was banging?"
Laura said "I watch their interactions during their sex. Then I ask them to talk about their experience and each other while they're together. Then I talk to them separately to see if they say the same things. The guys usually do, but the woman very often are far more critical in private. This will tie in to some research that Dr. Anthony Foster is doing. He's our relatively new Assistant Professor of Psychology, and he's doing human interactive behavior research. He's studying, as are many psychology professors, how truthful people are in various situations."
"Cool!" said Callie. "I'd tell him to interview my porn stars, but they'd probably blow up his research. Those people lie like dogs in the shade if it'll make them a buck."
Laura smiled. "Okay, so what are you finding these days?"
"Nothing new on the Cialises or 'Warspear'." said Callie. "That Audi that was found burning on the Bypass last night was the same one that had been watching us. So it looks like 'Warspear' has new and different transportation, and we don't know what it is."
"That sucks." said Laura. "Look, you and Cindy be careful out there. Really be on the lookout for anything or anyone out of the ordinary."
"I was about to tell you the same thing." Callie said with a grin. "It's you that Cindy and Don thinks he's after. Don tries to pretend he's not worried about you, but Cindy knows that he is."
"Yes," said Laura, "it's very hard on him when he thinks there's a threat to his family. He still won't talk about that Christmas Eve when Carole was abducted, even when I try to get him to. He just said that it worked out, that Teresa rose to meet her destiny... but he won't talk about the attack on Carole or her grandmother. Typical alpha-male, but what can one do?"
"And if you can't get him to talk about it, no one can." said Callie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Wednesday, April 11th.
Callie left the Psychology Building, peering around warily. Seeing no cars that weren't supposed to be there, she began walking to her BMW, which was parked near Laura's Mercedes. She gave Laura's car a thorough look before moving to her own. She glanced into her vehicle's windows, but saw nothing out of place.
Pulling out, she went along the long parking lot/road behind the various buildings until it became a normal street that joined other roads on the University Campus. She made her way north to one of the roads that emptied onto University Avenue. She was looking at the northbound traffic coming from her left, as she was going to turn right.
*CLICK!*
She barely had time to realize that her doors had been unlocked when she then realized that the right rear door was being opened and a man was getting inside. As she turned, she found herself looking into the business end of a powerful handgun.
"Please don't do anything stupid, Ms. Carrington." said a man in his thirties with a full head of dark hair and a handsome face. It was Agent 'Warspear'.
"Aw, shit." Callie said, sounding more annoyed than anything else.
"Just do as I say, and nobody gets hurt, as the cliche goes." said Warspear. "Keep your hands on the wheel. I don't know if you have any of those silent alarms, but it would be best for Captain Ross's health that you don't attempt to try anything, anything at all. Now... turn right, just like you were going to..."
Part 22 - Troy Family Values, Yet Again
8:30pm, Wednesday, April 11th.
Teresa and Cindy were sitting on the outside patio of the Cop Bar, sharing a pitcher of beer and a huge plate of beef nachos as they waited for others to join them. Well, it had been a huge plate of nachos. More than half the plate had been consumed, and the rest was destined to meet the same fate.
"So how are things going, planning for the wedding?" Cindy asked.
Teresa barked a laugh but shook her head at the same time. "BOW Enterprises is handling virtually all of it. I'd just as soon go to the Justice of the Peace and just exchange vows and be done with it. But for Todd, it's an important event for his business, and for him as a semi-public persona. I understand that, so I just back out of the way and let Mariko-san do all the work."
"You're the bride. It's your wedding." Cindy said. "Don't let them make you do anything you don't want to do."
"Oh, don't worry about that!" Teresa said with some warmth. "They know better. Todd knows better. I've made sure that the parts of the ceremony I want are going to happen."
"The Honor Guard is already practicing a sword arch for the wedding party to walk through." Cindy said. "So... who is going to give you away? Or are you just going to come down the aisle alone?"
"I'm sure they'll figure something out." Teresa said cryptically, causing Cindy to peer at her for a moment. Then she moved on.
"So," said Cindy, "are you happy with your husband-in-perspective?" That was a term used in England in the Victorian age.
"Yeah." Teresa said, a slight smile forming on her face. "Todd is... well, he's young, but he's very mature for his age. I think having all the kids around had a lot to do with that, but Todd always was patient with me in my moods, and always supportive of me. He and I started out just being 'friends with benefits', despite our difference in ages, but then we just realized that we were in love, and getting married was the right thing to do."
"So how do you compare Todd to Don?" asked Cindy. "Think Don was like Todd when Don was that young?"
"No." said Teresa. "Don's mom said that Don wasn't all that outgoing in high school, not flamboyant, though he had what she called 'quiet' confidence, and an 'understated' leadership potential. He was good Army Officer material, from what I understand. Todd was flamboyant, outgoing, chasing girls, and catching them because they let him. Todd did have something of a mean streak; he was pretty abusive towards his younger brother Ned. And Todd has that magnetic leadership that causes people to want to follow him."
"Don has tremendous insight and intuition about crime, and human actions and interactions." Teresa continued. "Analytical skills from his mom. Todd has his blood father's business intuition, and some insight abilities inherited from his mom and grandmother. Don's mother told me that it's kind of like the days of old calculators: they had scientific calculators and business calculators. They worked exactly the same, as the math behind both is exactly the same. But people applied those same buttons to different tasks. And in that light, Don's mom always thought that Don could never be a business CEO like Todd... Don's too straightforward honest and doesn't have the people skills Todd does. But Todd could never be a Police leader, much less the Iron Crowbar."
"That makes sense." Cindy said. "They have some similarities and some differences, and are applying their skills where they most need to be applied." Then Cindy got a crafty grin on her face as she said: "And just like his Uncle Don, Todd went after that older woman in his life." That earned her something of a 'look' from Teresa, but Teresa knew Cindy was teasing her.
"You're just a young whippersnapper compared to Don and me. But yes, Uncle Don did very well in the wife department." said Teresa. "And so did Todd, for that matter." she added importantly. Cindy laughed out loud.
"I have no illusions that Todd is going to be sexually faithful." said Teresa. "I'm not really interested in anyone else, but our marital arrangement is a lot like Don and Laura's otherwise. What about you and Callie?"



"Kinda the same." Cindy said, looking at her wristwatch. "I'm engaged to a porn star, after all. Some morals and example we're setting for our Police Force, eh?"
"Yeah." said Teresa. "That is something that's worrying me. Della Harlow has no problem at all attacking Chief Griswold through Commander Troy, as if Commander Troy is the one running. What's going to happen when it comes out that they have an open marriage?"
"You know," Cindy said, "For a while I was deathly afraid it would become known to the Police Force that I'm a lesbian. I thought it was destroy my career. And in a past time, it would have. But Don ripped through that like a katana through bamboo, and then I found out that Chief Griswold was supportive of me as a Police Officer and the rest didn't matter to him. And after that... I felt a freedom I'd never felt before. A freedom to be me, to achieve what I wanted despite what others thought..."
"In fairness," Teresa said, "you had helping hands. And as an example: blacks in the 1960s achieved great liberation and strides for equality. And while MLK Jr. was huge in that, even more huge was President John F. Kennedy and Attorney General Bobby Kennedy. They provided the backing of the power of the Federal Government. And you and I are where we are because of the Power of the Crowbar backing us up all the way."
Cindy nodded. "That's true, and I am nothing but grateful to Don for all he's done for me... including introducing me, so to speak, to my blood father."
"And freeing me from mine." Teresa said. That got her another look from her platinum blonde friend. Then Cindy looked at her wristwatch again.
"Something wrong?" Teresa asked.
"No." Cindy said. "Well... Callie was supposed to be here half an hour ago. I know she and Laura have been working some serious overtime lately, but she'd usually text me. Maybe I should call her."
"Give her a few more minutes." Teresa suggested. "Don's late getting here, too." 
"And speaking of Don," Cindy said, "the Kennedy brothers were assassinated. I hope Don and Chief Griswold don't have that happen to them."
Teresa said "Don and I talked about that after he went to Dallas for that football game, and sent us that picture of the Texas School Book Depository. (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 01.) "Don thinks President Kennedy was assassinated because he was going to take us off the Federal Reserve system and kick the Federal Reserve Bank to the kerb."
"Wouldn't surprise me." said Cindy. "I always believed the CIA was behind it, because President Kennedy didn't sent the air support for the Bay of Pigs invasion. Did Don say anything about Robert Kennedy?"
"Not really." Teresa said. "He said Sirhan Sirhan may have been subjected to some kind of hypnosis, brainwashing. Not that Don would know anything about that."
"How he beat that, I still don't understand." said Cindy, remembering those horrific days. (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver'.)
"Beat what?" I asked as I came up. "Sorry I'm late. Masterson's fucking with us. Told me that he was close to getting May Cialis to make a statement, then he said it was a false alarm. Crying 'wolf', that guy is. He's pissing me off, but not as much as Krasney is pissing me off---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"It's Callie!" Cindy cried out, considerable relief in her voice as she fished out her personal iPhone. "Hey, baby..."
"Cindy," Callie said on the other side, "just don't say anything and listen..."
"What's going on?" Cindy asked.
"JUST LISTEN!" Callie shouted into the phone. "Just don't talk and let me talk. I need you to come to Point Hollow."
"Why?" Cindy said.
"For the love of God, Cindy, just don't talk, don't ask questions!" Callie said harshly, almost desperately, and Cindy began to sense as well as hear the fear in Callie's voice. "Just come to Point Hollow. Please! Come alone, don't tell anyone you're coming. And Cindy... take the back roads. There's an accident on the Bypass. See you when you get here."
With that, the phone line went dead. As Cindy stood up to put the iPhone back in her pocket, I saw the look on her ruggedly pretty face: a look of fear.
"Cindy?" I asked. "What is it?"
"I... I've got to go." said Cindy. "I'll talk to y'all later." With that, she rushed for the door, and a moment later I saw her tearing out of the parking lot in her Police SUV.
"What was that about?" Teresa asked, totally stunned by her friend's actions.
"I dunno, but she didn't feel the need to call the Police about it." I quipped. "Well, she's not getting away that fast----"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone, and it was my wife calling.
"Hello, dear." I said. "Whassup?"
"Don!" Laura said almost too loudly. "Have you seen Callie lately?"
"Er, no." I said. Then I made the connection. "And Cindy just tore out of here. I'll start checking and call you back. And Laura... Point Hollow."
"Gotcha." Laura said, then disconnected.
"Point Hollow?" Teresa asked.
"Yeah." I said. "Call Headquarters. Get someone to trace Cindy's SUV locator. Dollar to doughnuts she's going to Point Hollow. Also..." Teresa nodded as I gave her more instructions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was driving up the road to Point Hollow at a fast rate of speed, willing herself to hold on in spite of the fear she was feeling. The words Callie had spoken, about the 'accident on the Bypass', were codewords that Callie was in very serious danger, and couldn't speak openly on the phone.
She pulled over to the side of the road as she neared Point Hollow, and put on her outer armor to augment her inner armor. Then she drove on up the road.
The gate to the Point Hollow property was open. It wasn't supposed to be, unless Police patrols were on the property, and she saw no Police cruisers ahead of her. She drove up the driveway.
A couple of street lamps had been installed along the road and driveway, bathing the forbidding two-story house and front lawn in their bluish light. There were no lights on inside the house. There was no one in the front yard, and she couldn't see into the blackness of the copse of old trees. She felt the foreboding she always felt at this place. Don was right, she thought to herself; this place was possessed by the Damned.
"Callie!" she called out. No response. She began walking into the yard, then thought she heard something at the treeline.
"I'm over here." said Callie's voice. Walking towards it, she saw Callie step out from behind the nearest tree to the yard.
"Don't come any closer." Callie said. Cindy's eyes widened as she saw that Callie was wearing a leather vest. Squares of explosive plastique were attached and wired, and the blinkenlights of the detonator shone brightly where the vest was fastened together. It was a suicide vest, and Cindy's fiancée was wearing it...
To be continued.
What will happen next? How can Callie be saved? The exciting conclusion follows...
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Part 23 - Encounters At Point Hollow
"Oh my God!" Cindy gasped, her hand going to her mouth as tears sprang to her eyes. "Who did this to you?"
"I did."
The voice came out of the trees several yards down. A handsome man came out, dressed in all black. Cindy recognized him: he was CIA Agent 'Warspear'.
"Why are you doing this?" Cindy asked, her had going toward her gun.
"Oh, I wouldn't go for that gun, Captain Ross." said Warspear. "I have the equivalent of a 'deadman's switch' taped over my heart. If it detects that my heartbeat has stopped, it'll send a signal to the detonator on that vest."
"But why?" Cindy asked. "What has Callie done to you?"
"Think like a Michaux, Captain Ross." said Warspear with some asperity. "Your fiancée is bait. And that's why I had Agent 'Honeybee' call you. I want you to do two things. First, throw that crowbar over here. Keep your gun, but throw me the crowbar."
"You'll let Callie go?" Cindy asked.
"Eventually." said Warspear. "I have nothing against her. She's just excellent insurance for the moment. Your crowbar, please?"
Cindy tossed the green crowbar over to Warspear. "Okay, she said, "what's next?"
"I want you to call Dr. Laura Fredricson, and invite her to this party." said Warspear. "Don't let her know that her research assistant is wearing a vest lined with powerful explosives, and don't tip her off with silly codes, like the one 'Honeybee' used, mentioning the Bypass accident that is not there, to warn you of her danger. Now, make the call."
"I think," said a male voice coming from the near-side trees, "that Dr. Fredricson will be more inclined to take my call."
Everyone was stunned to see the tall man in the Tilley Hat and trenchcoat (and a hell of a lot of armor underneath), coming up, silhouetted by the streetlamps behind him.
"Ah, so Captain Ross did tell the Iron Crowbar." said Warspear. "Bad idea, Captain."
"She didn't tell me a thing." I said. "You are not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded here, former Agent 'Warspear', a.k.a. Navy Lieutenant Timothy George Pierce. Ever since you acquired that plastique from the NS-14 thugs, I've been expecting you to do something active."
"Very good, Commander Troy. Very good." said Pierce. "You're not the Guardians of Justice; you're even better. It's unfortunate you have shown up here, though. What was simple, is now complicated."
"Not really." I said. "Let Ms. Carrington go. I'll wear the vest and be your hostage."
Pierce's eyes flashed for a second, then he said. "Very chivalrous of you, Commander. As expected. But no, that won't do. The CIA won't bat an eyelash for you; in fact, they'd just as soon that you die as live. But they'll cooperate to save their Agent. So, maybe I should upgrade to a red crowbar. Throw yours over here."
"Not gonna happen." I said. "Besides that, what are your terms?"
"Fairly simple terms." said Pierce. "Agent 'Honeybee' for Agent 'Zatanna', to be delivered by the Scorpion."
"Zatanna... the Magician Zatara's daughter." I said. "May Cialis."
"Yes, of course." said 'Warspear'.
"It's not her you want." I said. "You could not care less about May. You made love to her, you used her for your purposes, and she used you for hers. But it's not her you want."
"My husband is right!" came a voice. We all looked over to the driveway. She was standing there, dressed in a tight-fitting black spandex yoga suit... and carrying her yellow crowbar. It was (retired) Agent 'Scorpion', looking every bit the badass I knew her to be.
"Let them go." Laura said. "This is between you and me, Pierce."
"Yessss, it is." said Pierce. "And this is what you want to unlock that vest." He held up a small key on a ring, the key that would unlock the suicide vest. As he put it into his pocket, he said "It's right here, come and get it!" Taking the green crowbar, he moved out into the yard area as Laura advanced.
"Cindy," I said quietly as I watched, "get your hardbody ass away from this explosive vest. I'll stay with Callie. Move." Cindy was about to protest, when Callie said "Go!", her voice pleading. Cindy moved towards the driveway, but reluctantly, and not all that far. I stood next to Callie, somewhat between her and Pierce.
"You always thought you were better than you really were." Laura said as she and Pierce began circling each other about 8 feet apart. "You got someone killed because of it. And now you're threatening to kill another Agent, because you're not man enough to face me without doing that."
"And you think you're all that great?" snarled 'Warspear'. "If it weren't for your husband, you'd be dead. And now that you're out of the Company, they're beginning to become the organization this planet needs... one dedicated to wiping out the Jewish filth that plagues it. And we start... with you!" With that, Pierce plunged into the attack.
*CLANG!* *WHACK!*
Laura parried Pierce's blow, and delivered a pretty powerful one herself, catching him on the arm. He avoided another blow, then tried a different attacking line. As I stood by Callie and watched, I thought that Pierce would be ranked about 16th in the Police Boxing Matches... if I set those brackets up right, of course.
Laura was much better, and it showed. And her practice against me was now understood. She'd anticipated something like this, just as I had, though from different angles. Smart as well as beautiful, she was.
*WHANG!* *CLANG!* *WHACK!*
Agent 'Warspear' was losing, and he was tiring. He tried a martial arts move, but Laura sidestepped it and swung the yellow crowbar hard, catching Warspear on the back, causing a loud thudding sound. Angered, he whirled to deliver a blow, and took a vicious kick right to his solar plexus. He bent over in pain, and the yellow crowbar came down hard on his back.
*WHAM!*
Pierce went down. He was finished. Laura waved Cindy over to make the arrest. As Cindy took Warspear's right hand behind his back, with his left hand he reached for a small necklace around his neck, which had been hidden by his shirt. He was pressing the button, and seemed shocked that nothing was happening.
"Is there a problem, Mr. Pierce?" I called out. "Something wrong?"
I then held up the device in my hand. It was a little contraption similar to the bug-killer, but this device was more powerful, and created a dampening field around it so that no signals could get through to the detonator on the vest Callie was wearing.
"Touché, Commander." Pierce said resignedly, but the shrewdness in his eyes did not escape me.
"Make sure he can't reach for a cyanide pill." I said. Cindy all but tore off his shirt after cuffing him. Turns out he had one, but he couldn't reach it.
Cindy took the key out of Pierce's pocket and ran over.
"Don't use that key!" I said. "It'll set off the plastique!"
"Whaaa?" Cindy said. Callie was equally shocked, and Laura wasn't too happy, either.
"That's why he wouldn't let me put the vest on, even though I'd be a better hostage to lure my wife in than Callie is." I said. "He couldn't take it off Callie... it would've exploded. He also did a poor job of hiding his facial expressions about it."
"Damn you, Iron Crowbar!" Pierce snarled. "And perfidy to the House of Troy!"
"You have a nice day too." I replied, as Police Officers poured into the driveway and then the yard, several of them taking Agent 'Warspear' away...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How do we get this vest off Callie?" asked Cindy, who I noted was trying hard but failing to hide her worry.
"That'll be easy enough." I said. "Lieutenant Easley!"
"Sir!" called out Easley from the edge of the copse of trees.
"Set up right here beside us!" I called out. "Captain Croyle!"
"Sir!" called out Teresa, who was next to Easley.
"Clear this property of everyone except Bomb Squad personnel, Callie, and myself." I ordered. "That includes my wife and Captain Ross... and if they do not comply, get some practice for the Police Boxing Matches."
"You heard the man, Ms. Hardbody." said Teresa to Cindy. "Let's go." Cindy knew she was going to lose that one, so she retreated with Teresa back to the driveway, taking a secure position on the other side of her SUV. Laura was already moving towards the driveway, with both green and gold crowbars in her hand.
Meanwhile, Roy Easley and other Firefighters, with heavy armor on under their fireman coats, had set up a 55-gallon drum next to Callie, then began stacking sandbags around it in a bricklaying pattern. Once there was a double layer of sandbags, a kevlar-woven cloth was wrapped around it all and fastened, which hopefully would contain the blast.
"Okay," I said to Callie. "I'm going to cut the top of this vest, which doesn't seem to have wires and should give us room to pull this over your head. Once it's over your head and I'm dropping it into the barrel, you run like hell into the trees... they'll protect you more than anything else around here."
"Sir," said Easley, bringing up a fire coat, "put this on." I did, noting how heavy it was. It was lined kevlar armor. I felt like a freeking tank with all the armor I had on my body.
"Captain Croyle!" I called out. "Got swords?"
"You know it, sir." she said, coming up to me. She extended the short sword handle towards me. I grabbed the handle and slid the short sword out of its scabbard, then handed her my red crowbar in return. Teresa returned to Cindy's SUV.
"Okay, here we go." I said. Teresa's sword was a sharp as any in the world, and it cut through the leather with relative ease. Callie held up the left side after I cut it and moved to the right. Then I held the vest as she raised her arms. I pulled it up as Callie squatted down, and I guided the vest into the drum, dropping the dampening device into the drum with the vest so the detonator would not be activated.
"Run!" I yelled. Callie took off for the nearby trees, and I was following fairly closely, realizing I had an unsheathed sword in my hand, and it would not be a good idea to trip and fall on it...
Once in the copse of trees and well downrange of the drum, we stopped and turned. Nothing had happened.
"It didn't go off." I said. Callie and I made our way towards the driveway and road. When we got to Cindy's SUV, Cindy and Callie hugged warmly for a long time as I sheathed Teresa's sword, then returned it with a bow and words of gratitude.
"It's okay, baby." Callie said, consoling Cindy, who had tears running down her face. "I'm okay... it's okay."
"I was so scared I was going to lose you..." Cindy whispered as she hugged Callie to her, but not whispering quietly enough to not be heard by Your Iron Crowbar's ears...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya's Tank, sans Tanya or anyone else, rolled towards the drum. Everyone had evacuated down the road except for Roy Easley and me. We watched as the vehicle moved on its tracked wheels to the drum, and a remote-controlled arm dropped a charge into the drum, then came back to us, trailing a wire that would set off the TCFD's charge.
"Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole!" yelled Lt. Easley. Then he activated the current.
**BOOM!!**
The sandbags, wrapped in their kevlar sleeve, held for the most part. Some debris went up into the air, but the mess wasn't too bad. And with no human beings being harmed in the detonation of that vest, I felt very grateful and happy to bring this little situation at Point Hollow to a most very successful conclusion.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was well past midnight when the Crime Lab CSI team finished processing the scene. The TCFD Bomb Squad left once they were satisfied that there was no more possible danger from explosives. Pierce was being booked and processed at County Jail.
Cindy came up to Laura and me as we leaned against my Police SUV, watching. "I was wondering why you were standing next to Callie, instead of kicking Pierce's ass yourself." Cindy said. "It was because you had that device."
"Yes." I said. "I had to stay next to her, and couldn't do what I really wanted to." Then I said with a grin: "And of course, I knew that Laura could take care of my 'lightwork' for me." Laura just looked forward, though she couldn't completely hide a smile.
"Yes, that loser was definitely 'lightwork'." my wife replied.
"Too bad they don't let Auxiliary Police Officers compete in the Police Boxing Matches." said Cindy.
"I wouldn't, anyway." Laura said. "I'm a doctor, Jim, not a barbarian crowbar fighter." We all laughed. "Oh, here's your green crowbar."
Cindy took it, but looked sourly at it. "I think I better get one of the other ones. This one keeps losing."
"It won't matter which crowbar you use in the Boxing Matches." I said.
"You're right about that, Commander." Teresa said with alacrity as she came up to us. "Neither red nor green will matter." We made two-finger pointings at our own eyes then each other.
"I'm just glad Slender Man wasn't in those trees." Teresa said. "You might not have come out of there at all."
"Well, I did have a sword with me." I replied, then said more loudly, as if to the trees: "And I would've whipped Slender Man's sorry ass!"
"Alpha-males." Cindy said to Callie.
"Well," Callie said, coming to me and hugging me, "I'm just grateful to this alpha-male for saving me."
"Me too." said Cindy.
"Me three." said Laura.
"And you all have Police reports to make." I replied. "Let's go."
As we all piled into our vehicles to leave, I held the passenger side door of my SUV open for Laura to get in. She appreciated the chivalry. As I went around to get into the driver's side, I looked back at Point Hollow... and a chill ran down my spine.
He was standing right there, right in the middle of the front yard, in front of the pitch-black house. Darkest suit and red tie, no features on his face, incredibly tall and thin. And he was standing right there as if waiting for me, confronting me.
It was the Slender Man.
"Laura!" I called out as I turned to fully 'front' him. "Do you see that?"
"What?" Laura asked, then I heard her gasp "Holy shit!" I heard the car door open for her to get out.
"Stay there!" I said, turning to look at her. When I turned back, the Slender Man was gone. The yard was empty. The air was still; not a sound was being made.
"Oh my God." Laura gasped. "It is real... you haven't been dreaming it."
Headlights suddenly blasted us with light. Cindy was coming back for us, Callie in the shotgun seat. "Let's go, House of Troy!" Cindy ordered, yelling out the window. We got into my vehicle and drove down the road, Cindy following us.
Part 24 - The Morning After
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday April 12th, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that arrests have been made in last week's murder at Ronald Reagan Park!"
"May Cialis, wife of the murder victim James Cialis," said Bettina, "was charged with murder with aggravating circumstances. Police say that the murder was a crime of passion, and that Mrs. Cialis murdered her husband in order to be with another man."
"And Fox Two News has also learned that the other man in this love triangle, Timothy George Pierce, was arrested last night after a standoff with Police involving explosives. The Town & County Fire Department's Bomb Squad safely detonated the charges after Police arrested Pierce. District Attorney Gil Krasney issued a statement saying he has asked the TCPD to ascertain Mr. Pierce's involvement in the murder of James Cialis. Police have not charged Mr. Pierce with any crimes related to the Cialis murder case."
"And in State news," said Bettina, smiling a lot more happily, "Fox Two News has learned that Governor Val Jared will likely not oppose the appointment of an Independent State Counsel to investigate alleged cover-up of the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix, who was gunned down on the night she was releasing her final album, Power of Police, an anthem of the abuse of People of Color by Police. Many Republicans are calling upon the Governor to accept the independent probe. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, featuring Lt. Governor Graham Collins. "If Governor Jared has nothing to hide, then he should allow the Independent State Counsel to be appointed. He should welcome this examination, as it would clear him and shut Senator Maxine Watts up once and for all... if Jared is innocent and has nothing to hide, of course..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone at the coffee klatch was looking at Your Iron Crowbar. Your Iron Crowbar was sipping his coffee rather speedily.
"I'm too damn tired to get pissed about the obvious leaks." I said. "And I'm too caffeine-deprived to be upset at the D.A.'s Office." I drank some more coffee.
"Gooooood." drawled Chief Moynahan, who had just come into MCD after getting a few hours of sleep on the sofa in his office. "I've reserved the back room of The Steakhouse for tomorrow night for the victory party... and to hear the Commander's explanation of how he so brilliantly solved these cases."
"Hear hear!" came a chorus, along with applause.
"Give up a lot of that applause for Detective Davis." I said. "You did an outstanding job on this case, Jerome. Outstanding. In fact..." I motioned to Cindy, who brought me a blue crowbar.
"We've been talking about it," I said, "and I'm going to start awarding blue crowbars, in honor of the original which hangs on the wall of the MCD Lieutenant's office, to Detectives that do an outstanding job solving crimes. These are not participation trophies; they are for kicking perp ass and forgetting about the names later. And the first of these will go to Detective Jerome Davis today."
There was much applause as I handed Jerome the blue crowbar along with a handshake. I explained that the rules were for him to keep it at his desk or hang it on the wall next to the desk, and not carry it around. "I don't want you getting into trouble like rowdy Police Captains tend to."
"Not to mention one very rowdy Police Commander," replied Cindy, "who should be sleeping on the couch after not letting his wife win in their exercises."
"I'm still going to use an orange crowbar in the Boxing Matches." said Jerome. "I want to make sure the Commander actually sees the crowbar that beats him down when I take the title." Much ooohing and aaahing over that one...
"You're living in an Orange fantasy land," Joanne shot back, "like Tennessee fans when they play Alabama or Georgia."
"Ouch." I said. "That's gonna leave a mark on Rocky Top."
Joanne smiled and said "Commander, make sure I get to beat down Jerome on my way to the title!" More banter ensued by everyone... except Cindy Ross. She was strangely quiet this morning.
"Commander," said the Chief quietly to me, "when you're done with the smack talk here, come on into my office." I followed the Chief out the door and to his office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After having me sit down, the Chief said "So... last night's action. Local mess or CIA issues on our football field?"



I smiled. "Some of both, sir." I said. "What I'm still curious about is the timing of May killing her husband. Why now? And why here?"
"Why not?" asked the Chief, semi-humorously. I chuckled.
"Well," I said, "I think Pierce, Agent 'Warspear', came here to avenge himself on Laura for busting him up and ending his CIA career some years ago. He said at Point Hollow that he wanted May Cialis turned over to him, and brought there by Laura. He might've wanted May back, but I think he really wanted to get that suicide vest on Laura, and then he'd have detonated it, or we would have detonated it trying to get it off her."
"He did not anticipate yooooo anticipating everything he was trying to dooooo." drawled the Chief. "Very good work, Commander. I'm getting used to saying that as a matter of routine, but don't ever think that I consider it routine. You handled it extremely well, even by your own standards."
"Thank you, sir." I said.
"And that brings me to the more difficult part of this." said the Chief. "I want your evaluation of Captain Ross during last night's hostage crisis."
"Er, she did well." I said, not sure what the Chief was getting at. "Obviously with her fiancée in deep trouble, was worried. But she did what I told her to do, and so everything worked out."
"Okay, let me try this way." said the Chief. He took his badge off his shirt and slapped it down on his desk. "Put yours on the desk, too. This is speaking freely, off the record, man-to-man... but I need your unvarnished opinion here."
"Yes sir." I said, taking my badge off and putting it on the desk. "But where are you going with this?"
The Chief said "Let me put it this way. Your wife was in danger last night, as well. Obviously she handled things fine, and you had to stay near Ms. Carrington to keep her suicide vest from exploding. But you also handled it well; you were cool, calm, and collected during the whole crisis. Would you say Captain Ross was the same?"
It was painful to say, but it had to be said: "No sir. She held together very well during the crisis, but she was pretty emotional after it was all over."
The Chief nodded. "How's she doing as Chief of Detectives? And by that I mean that if, perish forbid, you got tired of it all and moved to, sayyyyy, Los Angeles... could she do your job?"
"First of all, Chief," I said, "I am not going to the LAPD. Great place, good people, but it's not for me."
"I am ree-leeeeved to hear that, Don." said the Chief. "But you're not even considering it?"
"Sir," I said, "there are two things: first, if I'm told that I'll be the criminal if I enforce Federal Law and turn illegal persons over to ICE, I'll have a problem. And in California, that's what would happen to me."
"True." said the Chief. "And the second thing?"
"Have you read Milton, Chief?" I replied. "And I don't mean Myron and Mary."
"Ahhh." said the Chief. "You're the ruler of your little kingdom here in this Town & County, but would be a smaller fish in a much bigger pond in L.A." The Chief had realized I was referring to Paradise Lost, and Lucifer's comment upon being thrown into the Pit.
"Yes sir." I said. "And I have family to consider. Laura could get a position at UCLA or one of the many other colleges there, but Molly is Police Chief in Nextdoor County. I'd never ask her to give that up, so staying here is how I keep Ross and Ian in my life. Ditto that for Tasha."
"Ye-es." said the Chief. "Family is very important. My late wife and I never had children. You're a lucky man, Don. But speaking of 'family', you're avoiding answering my question about Captain Ross doing your job."
I said "Captain Ross can lead people, sir. She can be in command and will get the job done. What I think you're truly asking is if she can be that Detective that solves crimes like I do, and can teach other Detectives and up their games. To a point, yes she can do that. And to a point, she has great insight and intuition. But I admit that I have something of a gift for solving crime, like my mother before me. That can't be taught; it just is what it is."
"Yes, of course." said the Chief. "And Captain Ross is Chief of Detectives to supervise them and correlate things for purposes of efficiency. It's her Detectives' jobs to solve the crimes. I just let you help them instead of insisting you sit at your desk because you're so damn good at seeing things and figuring them out."
He picked up his badge. "Okay, back to business. What's on your agenda for today? Besides the massive pile of paperwork last night's incident created?"
"Sir," I said as I picked up my own badge, "I fully expect for May Cialis to come correct and confess to something. If she doesn't by noon, we'll have to do a little 'nudging', in a legal way, of course. But I expect her to sign a confession by the end of the day. It's her life if she doesn't."
"Commander," the Chief said solemnly, his face becoming grave, "this may be one of those few times where you are wrong. I fear that forces are at work to prevent that."
"Do you know something I don't, sir?" I asked.
"No." said the Chief. "But I hear rumors. And since you're a brick wall, people come to me to try to get their way. Just be prepared for things to not go as you'd like. By they way, do you think the Feds will ask for Mr. 'Warspear', there?"
"I would think so." I said. "Putting a suicide vest on a CIA Agent, engaging another one in personal combat, explosives charges at the Federal as well as local level... I'm expecting them to want both May and Timothy, there."
"All right." said the Chief. "Get to it. Your Angels await your presence for their meeting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Thursday, April 12th. "There are shocking new developments in the James Cialis murder case in just the last hour!'
"May Cialis has been charged with the murder of her husband James Cialis," said Priya, "but last night Timothy Pierce was arrested on charges of attempted murder, making terroristic threats, using explosives as a murder device and a weapon of terror, kidnapping, and assault on Police Officers."
Priya: "District Attorney Gil Krasney has hinted that the Police are looking into Pierce as a co-conspirator in the murder of James Cialis, but Police Commander Donald Troy issued this statement, and I quote: 'The Town & County Police have obtained overwhelming evidence of May Cialis being the murderer of her husband James. We have not obtained any solid proof that Timothy George Pierce participated in the murder of James Cialis. Again, we have no solid evidence of Pierce's involvement.', close quote."
Priya: And in State news, State House Ways & Means Committee Chairman Wilson Hammonds, a Republican, has demanded that Governor Val Jared accept the appointment of a State Independent Counsel to investigate charges that the Governor used intimidation tactics to force two women who had made sexual harassment complaints against the Governor to withdraw those complaints. Hammonds said, and I quote, 'If Jared is innocent, why would he oppose the appointment of an Independent State Counsel?', close quote..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, Commander," said Cindy Ross, who looked utterly exhausted, "you usually aren't that out front about a case. Why the change-up?"
"Well," I said, leaning back into my comfortable Command Chair, "you can see that they are setting a trap for me, and no matter what I do, I fall into it. If I don't come out with a statement like that, they'll take it to mean that Pierce was involved in the murder of James Cialis, and use that to gin up 'reasonable doubt' for May at her trial. And making a statement like all but forces me to prove Pierce was not involved, and it's damn hard to prove a negative."
"It's Krasney I don't get." Teresa said. "He's badly behind in the polls and he needs some solid wins in Court. Yet he seems to be pushing to help May Cialis get off, or maybe get her extradited to Federal custody."
"Part of his job, for right or wrong," replied Cindy, "is to decide which cases are winnable and prosecute those, and not waste tax money on those that aren't."
"Are you saying we can't win the May Cialis case?" Teresa asked Cindy. I also was peering at my cousin on that one.
"No." said Cindy. "And don't get me wrong, I'm with Don on this one. I'm just saying that Krasney is doing what he thinks is his job, for right or wrong."
"Which is why he needs to no longer be District Attorney." I said. "And that was another reason I put out that statement to Priya. I want people to question Krasney's judgement, and therefore question his competence to be the D.A."
"Gonna endorse one of the other candidates?" asked Teresa.
"I just might." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Timothy George Pierce was arraigned on multiple charges. He was denied bail as an extreme flight risk, ordered to be in isolation and on suicide watch, and was assigned a Public Defender. Wouldn't you know it, he drew Dexter Epstein, the most incompetent legal beagle in the County.
At 10:30am, I made my coordinated move. As Pierce was being brought through the booking hallway to I-1, I had May Cialis brought down the hall from the other end, where the holding cells were, to I-2, making sure they would see each other. Pierce looked surprised, then his eyes softened upon seeing May. For herself, May Cialis did a great 'Julie Newton' impression: she hardened her heart, forced her face into a mask of stone, and showed nothing but a slight smirk as she went into I-2. Not good for the Iron Crowbar's plans, I thought to myself.
"Nice little trick, there, Commander." said Nathan Masterson as I came into I-2. "But it's not going to work. I've advised my client to keep her Fifth Amendment right to silence fully intact. Any previous offers made to cooperate are withdrawn, and we accept no deal offers. We're going to full trial."
I shook my head in mock sadness. "I don't know. I don't know." I said. "Maybe I'm just not making myself clear. This is a death penalty case right now. Even if I have to fight the D.A. to do it, I am going to make sure the Jury knows that you acted alone, May. I'm going to make sure Pierce is not found guilty of the murder of your husband, nor that he took any part in it. Now if you really want to go down that path, be my guest. It's the rest of your life at stake."
"You heard me, Troy." said Masterson, arrogance in his voice. "We're fighting you all the way. No deals, and no more interrogations. You've done enough talking to empty air in front of my client."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington were assigned to Pierce's case. They were interrogating him, with Public Defender Epstein sitting next to him. His rights had been read to him, but Agent 'Warspear' had not yet taken the Fifth.
"Offer me a deal." he said. "I can help you put May Cialis away for the murder of her husband. But offer me something in exchange."
Watching in the anteroom were Cindy, myself, Chief Moynahan, and Jerome Davis. "Shouldn't Epstein be doing the talking?" asked Jerome.
"Yep." I said. "But Epstein is so incompetent that he has no idea what to do. Captain Ross, did you check to make sure Epstein was the correct next-in-line public defender?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "And they used a dirty trick to put him at the top of the list. Harry Nance pulled the three names in line above him for cases coming up this morning, but haven't been heard yet... literally pre-assigning these lawyers to upcoming cases. We can protest, but even Judge Watts said it's technically permissible to do that."
I shook my head. "I've gotta make a phone call." I said. I left the anteroom for the hallway.
Meanwhile, the interrogation continued. "Mr. Pierce," said Joanne Warner, "you don't exactly have the greatest record as a witness. Anything you say to show it was Mrs. Cialis acting alone is going to be counted by her Defense. They're saying it was you, in order to create reasonable doubt about her having done it alone. Now what proof can you give us?"
"Put me on the stand, and you'll see." said Pierce. "The Jury will believe me. They will find me persuasive. And I'm offering a lot more than just her head on a platter. Does the Iron Crowbar not want to know what is going on within the walls of Langley?"
"I'm sure he does," said Theo Washington "but you haven't been between those walls nor part of the Company for several years now, at least not officially."
"Ohhhhh, I dunno." I said as I came into the Interrogation room. "I think we're seeing a lot of smoke-and-mirrors, here. I think that even your 'revenge' motive for attacking my wife is a bit suspect. So let's please stop playing around, Mr. Pierce. Either give us everything you have, unconditionally, or take the Fifth and keep your fucking mouth shut through your trial. You've got the worst lawyer in the County as your legal counsel right now. I hope you realize that it is you who is being set up, here, as you have become expendable."
The look on Pierce's face was priceless as he realized the truth of my words. The air came out of him, literally as well as figuratively, and he all but collapsed in his chair as his mind worked through the chains of logic I'd already forged in my own mind some time ago.
"Detective Washington," I said, "may I see you for a moment, outside?"
"Yes sir." said Theo, getting up and following me out of the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My phone call had been to Jack Muscone. I'd asked him if the Feds were going to ask to extradite Timothy George Pierce. He said "I already know the answer, and it is 'no'. They have less than zero interest in the guy. Even when I pushed up the chain that he has info on NS-14, seeing as he got explosives from them, they weren't interested."
"How about May Cialis?" I asked.
"They've already asked to extradite her." said Jack. "As far as I know, that request is still standing."
Now, as Theo followed me into my office and closed the door, I turned and said "Theo, I know you don't like doing that, and I hate like hell to ask you. But it's very important, and a murderer may go free if I don't ask."
"You don't even have to ask, sir." said Theo. "You want me to contact my brother Franklin in the D.A.'s Office, and see if Krasney wants to extradite May Cialis."
"Damn, you're getting good." I said. "Keep that up, and you might get a blue crowbar soon."
"I'm striving for it." said Theo with a grin. "But seriously, sir, I don't know for sure, and neither does Franklin. He's been working this NS-14 case, and the drugs and explosives aspects of it with the Fed BAFTE and State SBI-BFE (Bureau of Firearms and Explosives). And Krasney pushed his nose into the grindstone on it the last couple of days, asking Franklin to push on some things that don't really need pushing."
"Distracting him." I said.
"Yes sir." said Theo. "Anyway, sir, Franklin and I and our wives had dinner together last night, and he and I talked about the Cialis case. Franklin doesn't know for sure, and he's being kept out of that loop, but he thinks Krasney is going to let them extradite May Cialis to the Feds."
"What about Pierce?"
"I don't know, sir." said Theo.
"Okay, thanks." I said. "Don't get Franklin in trouble, but see if anything has come up today. Thanks for talking to me. You can go." Theo left the room.
I sat down and called my ultimate source on my personal iPhone.
"Oh, hello my handsome friend." said the lovely MILF Adele Peabody, the Intendent at City Hall. "I know why you're calling."
"Can you talk?" I asked.
"For just a moment." said Mrs. Peabody. "Yes, Krasney is doing everything he can to have May Cialis extradited to the Feds. He plans to drop all local charges, including the murder charge, without prejudice, to allow her to be extradited. Oh... gotta run. Talk to you later." The line went dead.
To drop charges 'without prejudice' meant that they could be re-filed later, and there's no Statue of Limitations on Murder-1. But still, I thought to myself, this was simply disgusting, and Gil Krasney was a gutless piece of dog shit.
Part 25 - Compromises
At 11:35am, my phone buzzed, and Helena said that Jack Muscone was here and wanted to see me. I had her wave him in.
"Don't shoot the messenger. Please." said Muscone as he came in the door. He took one look at me, then said "Looks like you already know. Who told you?"
"Nobody." I said. "I'm figuring it out."
"The retired Deputy Director would like for you and me to meet him for lunch at the Cattleman's Club." said Jack. "I would appreciate it if you'd come."
"All right." I said. I called Cindy on the Police iPhone, and she said May's attorney Masterson had just left, and May was being taken back to her cell for lunch.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got to the Cattleman's Club, we were led to the back room, which was a bit more private. To my (pleasant) surprise, there were two people waiting for us: the DepDirector, and my wife Laura.
"So, my dear," I said after kissing her on the cheek and sitting down, "are you here to protect these guys from me, or help them persuade me that murder does not supersede Company business?"
"Some of both, I'm afraid." my wife said, though her eyes showed amusement at the way I'd asked the question.
"Don," said the DepDirector, "I know how you feel, and believe me I agree... but this might be one we have to let go."
"Why?" I asked, in an excellent imitation of Carole when she was two years old.
"Because." said Laura, just as she'd said to Carole on a few occasions.
"Seriously," Laura continued, "I could tell you that a trial would mean a lot of Company secrets would come out, and some dirty laundry. And I'd be telling you the truth. But another reason is to keep your name out of CIA business, darling. Yes, they came here, and yes, May Cialis shot her husband, but letting the Feds have her and you continuing to run this County would keep the tensions down amongst the DC brass."
"There's another aspect of it, also." said the DepDirector. "None of us here know if there's more going on behind the scenes. Laura and I are retired and out of the loop, and you and Jack are not exactly the ones they're inviting to the meetings, if you know what I mean. For May and her husband and Warspear to all be here, and now? Gotta be something to that."
"I hear what all of you are saying." I said. "But there's one problem blowing up the whole thesis: why aren't the Feds asking for Pierce to be extradited to Federal custody? Why only May Cialis? Why are they basically leaving Pierce hanging out to dry? He can reveal secrets during his trial. He was involved with NS-14 over those explosives; is no one interested in that?"
"That is a point." Jack Muscone said. "Even if not for Company business, why isn't BAFTE interested in Pierce? And the DEA? And all of the DOJ, what with his NS-14 connections?"
"Maybe that's something they're working on behind the scenes, that we don't know about." said the DepDirector. "Anyway, Don, the point is that as abhorrent as it is to you, we have to let this go, and let the Feds have May Cialis. Kind of like 'Paris'... they literally let you leave Paris with the mortal remains of a CIA Agent that was murdered by a rogue FBI Agent. The French Police were very cooperative... and that's what I hope you'll do here."
"Well," I said, " I did have diplomatic immunity in Paris. But I understand your point, sir. Now explain to me why they had Warspear try to murder my wife."
The next several seconds were full of silent tension. The looks on their faces were not quite that of shock that an explosive had gone off in their hands, but that they'd known they were playing with a lighted fuse.



"You really think that was an organized effort to kill Laura?" asked Jack.
"One coincidence is okay. Two, is not." I replied. "We have waaaaaay too many coincidences, here."
"And we're back to keeping you local, and out of the attention of the CIA brass at Langley." said Laura. "Don, I thought about the possibility that Warspear had been sent to kill me. But I still have sources and friends, and I'm pretty sure this was one guy acting on his own."
"Take her word for it, Don." said the DepDirector. "Just let this one go. It's above all our pay grades. Put together."
I was feeling about as demoralized as I'd ever felt, definitely since the days when it looked like Westboro was winning, that I had no chance of bringing him to Justice, and my own life and reputation would be shredded beyond repair. I knew that what the DepDirector and Laura were saying was true, made sense, and they were acting based upon good reasons, if not the right reasons. But to let a murderess go...
"All right." I said, conceding. "I won't raise holy hell. I still want to beat the shit out of that gutless coward Krasney, though."
"You're not the only one." Laura said.
"I appreciate it, Don, I really do." said the DepDirector. "By the way, you're going to be busy enough as it is. Things in this State are about to get ugly, politically. Very, very ugly."
"Yes." I said, knowing what he meant. "And I'm going to be right in the middle of it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:30pm, it became official.
District Attorney Krasney came to the Chief's office, accompanied by ADA Ted Mason, two Sheriff Deputies, and several U.S. Marshals. In the room were the Chief, me, and Cindy Ross, who was there to protect everyone else from me.
"We're giving May Cialis to the Feds." Krasney said to Chief Moynahan. "The warrant for it is being processed now. This is a heads-up to get her ready for the transfer."
"What about the mur-dur charrrrges?" asked the Chief.
"Judge Folsom has agreed to drop all charges without prejudice. so that the warrant to transfer custody can be executed." said Krasney.
"Are you going to announce that in a press conference?" I asked. "Are you going to tell the People of this County what you're doing, up front?"
"Commander," said Krasney, "this is no longer any of your business. You've done your part; I'm doing my job now. No, I'm not going to announce this publicly. And you damn well better not say anything, either."
"You don't tell my Police Officers what to doooo." said Chief Moynahan, with some anger in his voice. "Especially not that one. He'll rip your ass apart before I can stop him, just on account of your God-damn bad manners. And I'm not gagging him on this... if he goes to the Press about what you're doing, there's not a God-damn thing you can do about it."
The Chief was as pissed as I was about all this, obviously. I don't know if he'd had a meeting with anyone like I'd had with Laura and the DepDirector, but he knew we were fighting a lost cause.
"Why do you people always make it harder?" asked Krasney. "Why do you always escalate it?"
"Why do you always take the coward's way out?" I replied venomously.
"Who are you calling a coward?" Krasney snarled, then immediately realized the folly of that statement.
"I'm not one of the alpha-males in the room," said Cindy, "and neither are you, Krasney. You are a gutless coward, just as Jenna said you were." I could see it in the man's eyes: that verbal blow from the Green Crowbar stung just as bad as if a real blow from her crowbar had landed on his back.
"I've had about enough of all of your shit." said Krasney. "Fucking sanctimonious assholes."
"Get out of my office." said Moynahan. "Now. Before I cry havoc! and unleash my dogs of war upon you." Nice paraphrasing of Shakespeare, there, Chief! I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What about Pierce?" asked Cindy as she and I sat in my office, both of us feeling very dejected and depressed.
The warrant had come. The U.S. Marshals now had custody of May Cialis, and had transported her out of my County... going west, over the State line. I'd stayed in my office, lest I do something ugly to Nathan Masterson, who was chuckling and smirking the whole way out the door.
"Jack Muscone asked for Pierce's transfer to Federal custody, citing the explosives and dealing with NS-14." I said. "It came down from the very top in Washington... higher than the FBI Director... that there would be no transfer of custody of Timothy George Pierce to Federal custody; he's ours forever, it would seeeeem."
"Wow." said Cindy. "We'd better protect him, then. If he comes over all dead..."
"He's in isolation, on suicide watch." I said. "Nothing more we can do." I then peered at Cindy, until she became uncomfortable, like a dog being watched.
"Sir?" she asked.
"How are you holding up?" I asked. "How are things with Callie?"
Cindy nodded her understanding of my reasons for asking. "I'm okay. I swear I don't know how Callie can be so happy-go-lucky, so casual about things after last night. I guess she's lived for the moment her whole life. Me... I'm better now, and all this distraction is helping. But it was... tough... it was hard last night."
I nodded. "Yeah, I know." I said sympathetically. "It's been tough on all of us these past few years. Especially you. You've had to deal with a lot. And I haven't helped. I've put you in places of great stress."
"You've had to deal with far more than I have." said Cindy. "And to paraphrase Teresa: 'Stress is a privilege for the cousin of the Iron Crowbar to bear.'."
I burst out laughing at that one. Maybe it was all the stress of this day, but I couldn't stop laughing for a moment. Cindy laughed at her own joke, as well.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie Carrington called Cindy at 4:00pm, and asked her to bring me to Laura's office in the Psychology Building on the University Campus. When I asked what it was about, Cindy said she didn't know, only that I was asked to come see Laura while Cindy would stay with Callie in the other room.
When we got there, Laura's secretary was not there. Cindy went left, into the room that contained Callie's workspace. I knocked on the door to my wife's office and heard a "Come in!". I opened the door and went in... and stopped in surprise. It was not my wife Laura behind her desk... it was my ex-wife, Melina.
"Hi Don." she said. "Thanks for coming. As you've said in the past, this is the only safe place to talk."
"No doubt about that." I said, as Melina came over and sat on one of the sofas, me sitting on the other one opposite her, and of course admiring Melina's gorgeous legs. "So, what's this about?"
"I know you're upset about May Cialis being transferred to Federal custody." Melina said. "There's some things about that which you should know."
"Well," I said, "I'm less upset about that than about Krasney dropping the murder charges. But I digress... what did you want to tell me?"
"Sometimes something does get past the mighty Iron Crowbar." Melina said, perhaps meaning it to be a joke, but sounding like it was taking a shot at me. I said nothing, then Melina delivered the punch line: "You know I'm a CIA sniper, and am ordered to kill people on occasion. Did you ever consider, Don... that May Cialis executed her husband on the CIA's orders?"
As she spoke the words, the truth crashed down inside my head, and I understood.
"No, I didn't." I said. "But it makes sense. The last mission, in Florida. What, did James Cialis tip off the Israelis that May and Pierce were looking into their company down there?"
"I wasn't told the reasons why," said Melina, "just as I'm almost never told the reasons for my orders when given my missions. But that's a pretty strong possibility."
Melina continued: "I was actually happy that you'd intervened in Paris. I never got along with your sister while you and I were married, but I really didn't care to kill your sister, Todd's mother, and Doug's grandmother... especially as Elizabeth was helping Jews in France. And if James Cialis did tip off the Israelis about May's mission regarding them, it would be no skin off my nose whatsoever."
"There's a 'but' here, I know." I said.
"Yes." Melina said. "I know the Company is feeding me a line here, a line they want me to tell you. But there's more that they have not told me, but between Laura and myself, we can figure out things almost as good as you and your mother do."
"And my mother did, didn't she?" I asked, suddenly sure.
Melina gave me a brief, pursed smile, and said "Not too much gets by you, after all. Yes, your mother told us that she believes James Cialis was murdered because he is the one feeding the Guardians of Justice their information."
"Yes, that was something I considered." I said. "BigAgraFoods was headquartered here when the GOJ started up, the Cialises had missions before to look into companies that might be doing wrong, and the GOJ has been traced to this area."
I then peered hard at Melina and said "Curious, though... that my mother would tell Laura, and you... but not tell me... oh, wait... no, not too strange... my mother knew that if she told me, I'd fight like hell against May's extradition to the Feds, causing the CIA brass in Washington to be very angry with me, very angry indeed... and Laura has been working her tail off trying to keep my name out of their ears. Will it hold?"
"Yes." said Melina. "I don't know how they did it, but I'm glad they were able to convince you to let this one go. You were lucky as hell that they didn't just come kill you over the Eldon case." (Author's note: 'Case of the Lost Drone'.) "And of course, we'll always have 'Paris'. So I'm glad you're keeping your head down over this one."
I nodded. "Okay, then. Is there anything else?"
"No." Melina said. "Anything you want me to tell the Company? and do keep it clean."
I pondered that, then finally said "Just tell them to keep their end of the bargain they made with my wife and the retired Deputy Director."
Melina nodded. "No doubt about that. It's my life as well as yours in that agreement."
I got up and made my goodbyes, then left the office. Soooooo, I thought to myself, if James Cialis was able to walk into this Town & County and set up to help the Guardians of Justice... hmmm, I wonder who the GOJ could be... I woooooon-der who they could be...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You believe her?" Cindy said when we got back to my office and filled her in on the conversation with Melina.
"To a point, yes." I said. "Though I don't think James Cialis is the GOJ's only source, if he was a source at all."
"Who are the Guardians of Justice?" Cindy asked. "You said it's not you. My father says it's not him, nor anyone in his organization. I'm sure it's not Professor Milton, and I doubt it's Myron Milton."
"No, it's not Myron Milton." I said. "What I believe is that the GOJ is composed of multiple persons, with ties to the Federal Government as well as having inroads into big businesses. People who are themselves able to recruit a network of others, like hubs and spokes under the 'six degrees of separation' principle. I think the GOJ has shown only a fraction of its true capability, and may be waiting for the day when things get so bad in Washington that they have to lay it all out there for us to see how truly and deeply corrupt that Swamp is."
Cindy nodded. Just then there was a knock on the door. Myron Milton came in.
"Ah, just the man I wanted to see." I said. "Captain Ross, don't you think it's time to tell Mr. Milton?"
Cindy smiled in understanding, deeper understanding of what I really knew, that encompassed much more than just Myron Milton.
"Yes." she said.
Part 26 - Friday The Thirteenth
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday April 13th, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that Robert Mullen, chief attorney for the Public Safety Department's Inspector General's Office, has resigned his position. In a statement to the Press, Mr. Mullen cited the repeated cover-ups for Commander Donald Troy's actions, and twice removing him, Mr. Mullen, from investigations of Commander Troy, as the reasons for his resignation."
"Candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow issued a statement. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Della Harlow saying "Robert Mullen is a man of unimpeachable honor and integrity. That integrity will be sorely missed by a Public Safety Department that is sinking deeper and deeper into corruption every day. When I am Sheriff, I will clean up the corruption that Robert Mullen fought against."
Behind Harlow were people holding signs with a big "H" and saying "Harlow: I'm With Her." She could not have gotten better advertising if she'd had to pay for it.
Back to Bettina live: "Political experts say that Mr. Mullen's resignation may not be a coincidence with regard to the strong possibility that Attorney General Karl Handel will name a State Independent Counsel over the weekend, whose purpose will be to investigate Governor Val Jared on charges that he helped cover up the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix, and also ordered law enforcement to intimidate Hillary Braselton and Donna Rodman, who had leveled sexual impropriety charges against the Governor."
"And in local news," continued Bettina, "all charges against May Cialis were dropped as she was transferred to Federal custody. The FBI did not respond to requests for comments, nor did they confirm that Federal charges against Mrs. Cialis are impending. District Attorney Gil Krasney said the decision to extradite Mrs. Cialis was made after consultations with Police Commander Donald Troy. Commander Troy could not be reached for comment."
"Meanwhile, Timothy George Pierce, who the D.A.'s Office believes may have been involved in the murder of May Cialis's husband, was not extradited to Federal custody, despite multiple explosives-related charges." said Bettina. "He is also charged with kidnapping and assault charges. Police are not commenting on Mr. Pierce's case."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn." said Theo Washington as we drank coffee in MCD. "Krasney took one hell of a cheap shot at Commander Troy, there." The murmurs of agreement were not quite as strong as Jerome's Navy brew of coffee this morning.
"I made it a little strong for Friday the 13th." explained Jerome earlier. "We may need it."
I said "When I was in the Army, I had this spell where I was having headaches. I went to the medics about it, but they didn't find anything out of whack---"
"They should re-examine you today, sir." said Teresa, flat deadpan. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction as everyone laughed.
"As I was saying," I continued, "what we found out was that the Sergeant who was making the coffee had switched to decaf. He thought things were a little too tense in the office. He is the only NCO whose heels I locked and who I chewed out as I told him that he would never, ever, make that switch to decaf again. Jerome, whatever you do, do NOT switch to decaf."
"Aye aye, sir." said Jerome.
"Theo is right, though." said Cindy. "That was a real cheap shot by Krasney. Are you going to make a retaliatory statement?"
"I just might." I said. "But seriously, I'm much, much more worried about that Independent State Counsel."
"And well you should beeeeee." drawled Chief Moynahan as he came into the MCD room. Joanne Warner won the race to pour him a cup of coffee, as she was right at the coffeepots. The Chief said "I am verrrry con-cerrrrrrrned about that situation."
"Why, sir?" asked Joanne.
"Because the true target of that probe is not the Governor." said Moynahan. "The Iron Crowbar is the man in those bastards' sights." There were gasps in the room, then it fell silent. I nodded and then shrugged my shoulders. One more bridge to burn when I came to it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am. "Within the last half hour, the Guardians of Justice have released another large number of Government documents and emails!"
"Some of the leaked emails are from the FBI Headquarters in Washington, D.C.," said Priya, "and were exchanges of information that May Cialis is actually a CIA operative, and how she could be extradited to Federal custody and the murder charge against her dropped!"
"Other documents are emails between members of the social justice groups 'Black Voices Raised' and 'Citizens For Police Accountability. Some of them are to and from State Senator Maxine Watts and CFPA spokesman Jay Swenson, and these persons discussed that the Independent State Counsel they expect to be appointed will focus on Commander Donald Troy, in order to drain him financially and also to have him suspended, fired, or otherwise removed from office on 'trumped-up' charges!"
"U.S. Senator Samuel Russell's office in Midtown issued a statement condemning the Guardians of Justice." said Priya. "Senator Russell says that the GOJ is an organization of traitors and cyber-terrorists, whose 'false documents' should not be believed. He also says that when they are caught, the members of the Guardians of Justice, and I quote, 'will be given the most harsh punishments possible under the law, including the death penalty for treason', close quote."
"Meanwhile," Priya went on, "State Senator Maxine Watts has not been reached for comment, and our calls to the Town & County Police Force for Commander Troy's comments have not been returned."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ho-lee shit." said Cindy as she and I watched the broadcast in my office. "Who could've gotten that stuff, and so quickly?"
"I dunno." I said. "The stuff on May Cialis was top-level Washington stuff. That just kicked a hornet's nest. Whoever they are, I hope the GOJ considers taking a little vacation, or it might get ugly for them."
"It seems as if everything they put out," Cindy said astutely, "was designed to help you. Especially the stuff from the CFPA group about draining you financially."
"Yeah." I said. I picked up the phone and called Mike Todd. "Mike... yes, I saw it, that's why I'm calling... hold on, hold on, give me a chance to talk, here... what I need you to do is immediately file a lawsuit against the CFPA and Jay Swenson, and subpoena those emails about them trying to drain me financially... oh yeah, they're going to help big-time for what I think is coming in the future..."
After talking with Mike, I called Jack Muscone, and asked him to subpoena all the CFPA and 'Black Voices Raised' documents, as well. He said he'd do what he could.
"All right." I said as I hung up the phone. "If we can get those documents before they destroy them, then maybe what Teresa and the Chief are discussing right now won't matter."
"I was wondering where she was." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Captain Croyle," said the Chief after calling Teresa in and having her sit down, "there is something of the deepest importance that we need to dis-cussssss. Chief Griswold, would you explain?"
"Sure." said Chief Griswold, who was sitting next to Teresa. "Captain, this issue about the Independent State Counsel is not insignificant at all. As you know, my wife and I are good friends with the Governor and his wife. I'll get straight to the bottom line: the Governor is not the only target of this probe, and he's not even the main target."
"Who, then?" asked Teresa. "Don?"
"Yezzzzz." said Moynahan. "It's no coincidence that the two areas they're probing, the assassination of Jasmine Nix and the sexual harassment issues, are both cases that the Iron Crowbar was involved in perrrrsonally. That sexual harassment case is particularly troubling, as Commander Troy did investigate those women and did find them to be criminals."



"And they want to turn that around, and blame the Commander, and say he harassed them on behalf of the Governor." Teresa said as the understanding came to her.
"Exactly." said Griswold. "Don's a big boy, and he can take care of himself, but it could get rough. And that's where you come in. I strongly advised the Governor to not accept this Independent State Counsel, but it appears he's going to anyway. So I don't know what he'll do... especially if they falsely accuse the Iron Crowbar of any crime at all..."
"Oh, crap." Teresa said. "Don might get suspended."
"Yes." said Moynahan. "And that's why you need to be prepared... to become Police Commander in his absence."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party never stops in the Iron Crowbar's Town & County. At 9:30am, I got a call from County Jail. I went and got Cindy and Jerome Davis, and we headed over.
"We don't know yet what happened." said Lt. Irwin, who met us at the front door and escorted us into the Jail portion of the complex. "We found him in his cell about fifteen minutes ago. Martha's examining him now."
We went to one of the isolation cells, where Deputies, Police Officers, and others were milling about.
"Okay, folks!" I said loudly. "If you're not part of the Crime Lab team, find your place of normal work." LEOs scattered.
Inside the cell, Martha was examining the mortal remains... of Timothy George Pierce. He was lying on his bed, looking sightless upward, his face a rather unnatural color of blue.
"Hello Martha." I said as I came up next to her. "Suicide?"
"Looks like it, Commander." said Martha. "Looks like a cyanide-type compound, but not the normal potassium cyanide. Symptoms look to be like carbon monoxide poisoning, but caused by whatever chemical he ingested."
"Sir," said Lt. Irwin, "I've already started the process to interrogate those that might have any connection, but will turn it over to Internal Affairs or the IG's Office whenever you want me to."
"Good." I said. "Keep doing that, but contact the IG and the Internal Affairs people now. By the way, Pierce was in this cell?"
"Yes sir." said Irwin.
"Who was in these other cells nearby?" The isolation cells were set far enough apart, and the doors were screened so that people could not see each other in their cells... but there still might be communication."
"The NS-14 perps." said Irwin. "ICE is going to pick them up today or tomorrow."
As we left the jail area to go back to Precinct 1 Headquarters, I said "Well, guys, this looks pretty obvious. Someone got a poison pill to Pierce, probably through the NS-14 perps. Maybe one of their lawyer's wasn't a real legal beagle."
"Could be." said Cindy. "But why would Pierce kill himself? I'd look at homicide before suicide."
"He was abandoned by the Company, for real this time." I replied.
"Why not spill all, then?" asked Cindy. "Embarrass the hell out of the CIA during his trial?"
"Okay, okay." I said. "Homicide it is, then." Cindy could not hide a smile on her ruggedly pretty face.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This dinner is not so much a victory party," said Chief Griswold as we gathered and sat down at the tables in the back room of The Steakhouse, "as a chance to get together and have some decompression time."
"Yes." agreed Chief Moynahan. "You guys have been working your tails off. You deserve this evening. So relax, and let's have some fun... in a professional manner, of course."
As we ate and drank, the conversation was muted, and maybe a bit tense. The death of Pierce in our jails was a black eye for the Public Safety Department. Having to let May Cialis be transferred to Federal custody had been a blow to me personally, as well as my Detectives. And the looming threat of the Independent State Counsel was not felt by me alone.
Still, it was nice to relax and talk to people. I was talking to Franklin Washington, who like his brother Theo was a 'movie star handsome' black man. His wife Susie was white, attractive, and a television producer in the City.
"How's the D.A.'s office without Paulina?" I asked Franklin.
"Her absence is making us realize just how good it was when we had her with us." said Franklin. "I thought I might be doing more with MCD, but Krasney has kept me glued to the Vice grindstone. He has Mason working MCD, but Mason is no Paulina."
"He's Krasney's perfect 'yes man', though." I said. "Susie, what's going on in the television industry?"
"I was hoping to get a talk show that would air right after 'Point Taken'." said Susie. "But Diane Williams killed it, or at least made sure I didn't get it. What she has there now is awful."
"What show were you going to have?" I asked.
"A legal show." said Susie. "Kind of like 'The People's Court' or 'Judge Judy'. We shot a couple of pilot shows and they polled well with the focus groups, but Williams had a bee in her bonnet about it."
"You should make a show about certain Police Officers with crowbars solving cases." said Franklin with a grin that reminded me of his brother's 'movie star handsome' grin."
"Ooooh, not a bad idea." said Susie. "Want to be a TV star, Don?"
"Unfortunately, I seem to be one already with the local news people, and not in a positive way." I said.
Some minutes later, I rejoined Laura at our dinner places. I noticed she'd been watching Cindy and Callie "So, what's the verdict?" I asked.
"I think Chief Moynahan is right." said Laura. "Cindy is not over that hostage situation yet."
"You going to talk to her professionally?" I asked. "Your profession?"
"We'll see." said Laura. "Oh, are you going to have to explain how you solved these cases?"
"Yep." I said. "And I will have to tiptoe through the tulips of CIA secrecy in doing so... but don't worry, I won't reveal too much."
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
Spoon tapped glass as Cindy reached her patience level's end. "Okay, perhaps our Commander will give us a few words on the links of the chain he forged in solving these recent cases." There was an acclaim and some applause.
I stood up. "Well, I think most of it is out there, but I'll quickly go through things. We had several things happen last week that seemed like separate incidents, but turned out not to be. First was the drug bust at MLK Park. I didn't understand why the NS-14 gangbangers were doing a deal like that outside and only amongst themselves. It became a bit more clear when we found explosives in with the money and the drugs."
"What happened there was that Timothy George Pierce had arranged to buy the explosives from the NS-14 types, with cash and drugs. That part was done earlier, then the gangbangers took his cash, some of their leftover explosives, and drugs to the park for distribution to thugs here and in the Pottsville area. We came in on the tail end of that and busted the gangsters, but missed Pierce."
"Then came the murder of James Cialis." I said. "His wife made some backward footprints, to attempt to distract us, but Detective Davis was not fooled. He also determined what was going on with the pistols; that a 357 SIG barrel was used in what was normally a .40 S&W firearm to kill James. So excellent work on that, Davis." Everyone applauded Jerome, who took it stoically.
"I was called away from the search of the house, and the questioning of May Cialis at the scene." I said emphatically, knowing that Daniel Allgood was here with his lovely wife Melina. "That was more than unfortunate, since if I'd been there I might've been able to observe May's reaction to things, or a look or smirk on her part somewhere. But we did end up finding the gun barrel that was used to deliver the bullets that perforated James anyway." Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Allgood was not pleased with my remarks. Tough shit.
"And coming back to those explosives," I said, "we managed to find them... strapped to our friend Callie here. Not exactly her best fashion statement, there." Everyone laughed when they saw Callie's huge grin, though Cindy was not sharing the humor of it. At all.
"That was Timothy Pierce again." I said. "He was being stupid, and he got a crowbar beatdown as a result, delivered by the best looking Troy in the room." Everyone laughed and applauded at that as Laura blushed, though obviously pleased by the compliment.
"So that was pretty much it." I said. "Any questions... that I can answer?"
"Why did May keep the gun barrel?" asked Vice Detective Purvis. There was acclaim at that most obvious of questions.
"I don't know." I said. "Criminals do stupid things, sometimes, and thank goodness... because that's how we catch them."
"And Pierce was not involved in any way with the shooting?" asked Franklin Washington's wife Susie.
"I don't think so." I said. "At least I don't have a shred of evidence to support his involvement."
"And Pierce and May Cialis were lovers?" asked Purvis.
"Yes." I said. "We have some evidence for that. Having said that, they pretty much avoided each other while here in this County, and had separate agendas. Pierce was hell-bent on revenge against Laura, and May was working her mission with James. And though everyone is saying their target was The Guardians of Justice, I suspect they had another target... the technological secrets of BOW Enterprises."
"They didn't get anything, did they?" Teresa asked darkly.
"No, not that we know of." said Todd. "Our security is pretty tight. Plus, if any of our new stuff were to get out and into the hands of competitors or foreign countries, we'd hear about it."
"Well, they didn't find the Guardians of Justice." Cindy said. "After all, Don's still here with us." Everyone laughed at that. I just shook my head.
"What's it gonna take to convince you I'm not the GOJ?" I asked.
"Finding the real GOJ." said Teresa. Somehow, that comment gave me a bit of the shivers...
Part 27 - Sex And Spies
"Oh, yessss!" Katherine Woodburn hissed as the young stud behind her slammed his huge, hard cock balls-deep into her sodden quim, only to pull out, grab her hips, and slam into her again. "Oh yeah, fuck me with that big thing!"
"Oh yeah, baby." the stud moaned, really enjoying the feel of Katherine's asscheeks slamming against his hard groin as they lustily copulated. "Gonna get my nut in you, bitch!"
"Oh yeah, come inside me!" Katherine cried out, thinking the incredibly hung young stud was close. But he wasn't. He kept relentlessly pounding his meat in and out of the hot Cougar, making Katherine gasp as she was relentlessly fucked.
Priya Ajmani was watching from the little side room next to Katherine's home office. She was there to make sure nothing happened to Katherine, except getting her brains fucked out; and she was there to enjoy watching the sex, knowing that she had 'cleanup on aisle 1', that being Katherine's pussy after the stud drained his balls into it.
The loud smacks of flesh on flesh echoed through the rooms as the rutting couple lustily mated. Katherine was loving the feeling of a big, hard, young cock thrusting in and out of her; the Iron Crowbar was about the oldest man she would consider fucking, these days.
The thought of the Iron Crowbar made Katherine spasm with pleasure yet again. Anytime she felt like coming hard, she just thought of Don Troy and what he'd done to her, how he'd fucked her so relentlessly, and then so gloriously lovingly the second time around. She wanted more of the Iron Crowbar's little crowbar, but for how she'd just have to do with this powerful young Satyr.
For himself, the young stud felt Katherine's pussy clamping around his pistoning prick. He thought it was him doing that to her, and he silently congratulated himself on giving yet another MILF a great fuck.
Priya saw the young guy's big swinging balls beginning to tighten, and she knew that the stud would be coming soon. He was beginning to gasp and grunt with each brutally powerful stroke into Katherine's cunt as he held her hips and kept her luscious ass high in the air.
"Oh yeah..." he moaned. "Gonna give it to you, baby... oh yeah... here it comes, bitch!... UHH! TAKE MY LOAD, BITCH!" With that he drove forward, and the first huge spurt of jism fired from his balls and into the bitch Katherine's spasming cunt. More jets of hot baby batter exploded out of his long, thick cockshaft as his balls tightened. He felt Katherine clamp her cunt onto him again, draining him of his seed.
Exhausted, he collapsed onto Katherine as she collapsed onto the sofa-bed. They lay there for some time, then he rolled off and pulled Katherine into him, cuddling her in a 'spoons' position.
"Mmmm," Katherine said quietly. "That was good."
"You're hot as hell, baby." the young stud replied.
"So," Katherine said as they rested and enjoyed the pleasing lassitude of post-coital bliss, "what did you find out?"
"Nothing for sure." the stud said. "Commander Troy knows that Queenie left some files behind, but he hasn't found them yet."
"And the big one?" Katherine asked. "Is Commander Troy 'The Guardians of Justice'?"
The stud said "If he is, he's hidden the evidence of it better than the Federal and State Governments' power to find it. Most people in the State and Federal Governments think he's not the one, but he may be working with someone who is. Too much of the GOJ's stuff relates directly to Commander Troy, or things he was doing at the time of the document dumps. He'd be crazy to do that if he was the GOJ, but if he's not, then maybe he thinks he can get away with these information dumps."
"Is the GOJ just one person?" asked Katherine.
"Likely not." said the stud. "There has to be someone getting the data, then someone who knows how to get the data out without being found. And then someone who knows just what the data is, and what's right for what occasion. One person can do the hacking and the delivery, but it would take someone else... probably a Government official... to find and release the right data."
"Keep at it." said Katherine. "It's worth a lot to you if I get Queenie's stuff and the GOJ's identity or identities before U.S. Senator Russell and Lt. Governor Graham Collins do. It's vital we Democrats get the information before the Republicans do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmm, that was good." Callie Carrington said as she held Cindy in her arms. They were face to face in bed, cuddling after making love, going down on each other with an intensity neither had felt for a long time.
"Yes, it was..." Cindy whispered, then Callie saw the tears spilling from Cindy's ice blue eyes.
"What's the matter, baby?" Callie asked, kissing Cindy's tears away. "Why are you crying?"
"Because..." Cindy started, then let it come out with a rush; "Because I'm so afraid of losing you!"
"Aw, baby, you're not going to lose me!" Callie said, hugging Cindy more warmly.
"I was soooo scared the other night, seeing you in that bomb vest." Cindy said. "If it hadn't have been for Don..."
"And Laura." Callie said. "But they handled it. They had it in as much control as they could."
"I know." Cindy said. "But one mistake... or if Warspear's dead-man-switch heart detector had gone off..."
"Oh that." said Callie with a grin. "That was a fake. He told you that so you wouldn't shoot him on the spot."
"Whaaa?" Cindy gasped.
"Laura said it was just a wire taped to his chest; it had no connection." explained Callie. "But don't feel bad... I thought it was real, too. I'm just not a Crowbar..."
"Sometimes I don't think I'm really one, either." said Cindy. "I was going to ask you to quit the CIA... then I realized that's why you're here in the first place."
"One reason, anyway." said Callie. "The main reason I'm here is to be with you... and hold you in my arms." She squeezed Cindy more tightly in her bear hug, and kissed Cindy on the mouth. "I love you, baby."
"I love you." said Cindy. "And that's why I'm scared of..." she did not finish.
"Well, we're all gonna die one day," said Callie, "and we just happen to be leading more exciting lives than all those poor people out there who wish they could be the Iron Crowbar, with his badass Kato beside him. And by the way, I thought of asking you to quit the Police... but I realized that's why you're here in the first place."
Cindy laughed at her own words being turned around on her. Callie had a fantastic wit... she just sometimes was using it in dire situations. "Well," Cindy said, "I won't be a TCPD Officer forever. I can retire whenever I want to, and the way things seem to be going around here..."
"I can leave the Company any time, too." said Callie. "But like the TCPD needs you, the CIA needs good people like me... to help keep them from running off the rails."
"You can't do it alone." said Cindy. "Neither can I."
"That's why we have badass Troys leading the way." said Callie. "We're just living in their world..."
Part 28 - Epilogue
Saturday, April 14th. I was sitting in The Cabin, watching Carole, Marie, Jim, Ian, and Ross playing various games. Bowser was sitting next to me, watching and getting some skritchins from me. Buddy was lying on the floor near the kitchen door; he was supervising all of us.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal cellphone, and the Sheriff of the town of Waguli, at the southern end of Lake Watchacoochie was calling. "Hello, Commander." he said, his voice friendly. "Just wanted to let you know my guys checked on your place yesterday, and there's no problems at all. Just needs a little cobweb cleaning next time you come up."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "So, what's going on up there?"
"Not much gets by you, as our newest homeowner likes to say about you.." said the Sheriff. "He was the FBI Deputy Director, or something big like that."
"Yes, I know him well." I said. "How's he doing?"
"Seems to be enjoying retirement up here." said the Sheriff. "But speaking of Federal agents... we've had some up here, prowling around. That's one reason we went to check on your house. They've been caught driving the private roads around the lake, and my Deputies and I think they've been watching the whole community from the hills to the west of us, out of my jurisdiction."
"Oh really?" I said, keeping my voice sounding disinterested. "Some Federal project going on at Lake Amengi-Nunagen?"
"Not that I know of." said the Sheriff. "Anyway, just wanted to give you a heads-up. Next time you come up, keep your eyes peeled."
"I will." I said. We made our goodbyes and disconnected.
Bowser was looking up at me with his perceptive canine eyes. I looked back at him. "The party never stops around here, Bowser... the party never stops."
I gave Bowser more skritchins. Dogs just make things better.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Good Morning, Town & County!
4:30am, Monday, April 16th.
"Push, baby, push!" I gasped as Laura and I cycled on our stationary bikes. These newfangled devices had screen monitors that showed not only our 'course' layout, but where we were in relation to each other. The cycling became harder as we pedaled 'uphill', and easier on the downhills.
And the course was also a testament to the new technology. I'd programmed in the cycling course for the Town & County Triathlon. Laura and I were going to enter the race as a team, and we were training for it. I need not say the physical training would help me in the upcoming Police Boxing Matches, as well. And working out together did not hurt our relationship, either.
The idea started when Cindy decided that she might be able to train for the race again. I was much less than happy to hear that, but said I'd race with her if she was able to do it. The swimming part was good for both of us. However, when Cindy exerted herself during her training runs, her lung that was damaged in the firefight with Ned's thugs began becoming inflamed again. I was not the only one that told Cindy she could not continue that regimen... it is possible that the Chief of Police had a few words of fatherly advice for her, as well.
So then Laura brought up the idea that she could train as my partner in the race. We would have no real expectations of winning, but we'd give it a go if my back held up. And so far, it was doing okay. The running hurt my knees more than my back. Having to lean over for the cycling is what caused my injured vertebrae to complain.
Laura 'caught up' to me, and we pedaled on, grinding along the uphill road that would take us by The Cabin, on the screen, that is. It would soon become a downhill ride as we rode past the University and into Town. Unlike real life, there was no traffic on this virtual road...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:15am. Cindy Ross was in the 2d bedroom of her condo apartment, getting dressed. She always dressed in this room, as Callie was asleep in their bed in the main bedroom.
She was playing 'I Like Chopin (Techno)', and was dancing to it in her underwear, which was a lacy light blue bra and lacy light blue panties. She was grinding her hips, shaking her booty, twerking to the music. Then she whirled around and stopped...
"Oh, don't stop on my account." said Callie, smiling brightly, her eyes twinkling with lust. She'd been watching Cindy dance, and had liked what she was seeing.
"Oh! I didn't know you were there." said Cindy.
"Keep dancing your dance, baby." said Callie, who then smiled her beautiful smile and advanced upon Cindy. "On second thought, let's dance another dance." She guided Cindy to the bed and pushed her back.
"Callie!..." protested Cindy. "I'm going to be late for work!"
"Yes." said Callie. "You might be late for work. And when you see that the world doesn't end, you'll know it'll be all right. But right now, I'm going to rock your world."
With that, the beautiful blonde eased up Cindy's toned body until their head were aligned, then Callie kissed Cindy's mouth in a deep, tongue-twining kiss. Then Callie worked her way back down Cindy's body, kissing and nibbling her, paying some attention to Cindy's breasts, then working down Cindy's quivering, taut abs to the treasure below...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, April 16th. "Fox Two News has learned that State Attorney General Karl Handel will name an Independent State Counsel to investigate Governor Val Jared. Jared is accused of using law enforcement to intimidate two women that brought sexual impropriety charges against the Governor, and he is also being investigated for potentially aiding a cover-up in the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix."
"Governor Jared will have three business days, or 72 hours, to oppose the naming of the Independent State Counsel," said Bettina, "and if he does, the Legislature will be called into special session. The Legislature could then override the Governor's objection with 60% of the vote in each chamber."
"Legal experts say that it would be very bad for the Governor to oppose the Independent State Counsel, as it would make the Governor appear to be guilty. Experts also agree that the Governor's objection would cost the Republicans badly in the State Elections this November."
"And with the political primaries coming up on May 8th," continued Bettina, "the current political races are beginning to shape up. According to Public Policy Polling's Karl Frazier, Della Harlow is well ahead in the Democrat primary for Sheriff, and former Police Chief Griswold is running unopposed now for the Republican nod. In the Mayor's race, it appears that Eldrick X. Weaver is beginning to take the lead for the Democrat nod, but the Republican race is much tighter, with Sheriff Daniel Allgood leading Council Member Loran Michaels 48-47%, within the margin of error."
"And while the non-partisan D.A.'s race will not be decided on May 8th," Bettina went on, "Paulina Patterson has jumped to a lead over incumbent D.A. Gil Krasney and State Attorney Jenna Stiles. Patterson is polling 40%, Stiles 30%, and Krasney is at 10% with another 20% undecided."
Bettina finished up: "And tomorrow night's Council meeting may be very important for our Police Force! Captain Briscoe of the TCPD's Public Relations Department will become Campus Police Commissioner, as current Commissioner Dexter Robinson is retiring. The TCPD is not saying who might move into the Public Relations slot, but any move might start a chain reaction of events that could see several Officers promoted."
"Chief Moynahan was also surprisingly reticent to discuss the open Deputy Chief slot." said Bettina. "When asked previously, he has stated that there is no consideration to fill that slot, but Fox Two News has learned that there could be renewed consideration to fill the position..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oooh, formality!" exclaimed Joanne Warner as she caught sight of me and Teresa as we came into the coffee klatch. "What's the occasion?"
I was wearing a dark blue necktie over my light blue uniform shirt, as I'd be wearing my Duty Dress jacket later in the morning. Teresa was wearing a leather sash belt over her light blue shirt, and metal Captain's bars instead of soft shoulderboards, which was correct when wearing the sash belt. Our uniforms were pressed and creased properly and tightly, our patent leather shoes shined to military specifications.
"We've got Journalism Day today." I said. "All three high schools will send their Journalism students as well as Beta Clubbers, their best and brightest, to the Criminal Justice building on the University Campus. Captain Croyle and I were invited to answer their questions."
"Are we going to have any kids following us around?" asked Teddy Parker, "like Alison and Chris did that time?"
"Not this time." I said. "And we would've been open to that, but nobody wanted to."
"That's too bad." said Theo Washington. "I'd love to have a couple of kids from Booker T. Washington High School follow me around for a day. Black kids need to see the good side of the Police Force, and Police in general."
"I'll contact the school and relay your invitation." I said.
"So, Commander," said Joanne Warner brightly, "when do I take over as Deputy Chief?"
"In about ten years." I replied, drawing laughter. "Seriously, what you just heard was Bettina speculating. Kinda like the way she uses the term 'experts'. She wouldn't know what an 'expert' was if he or she came up to her and beat her down silly."
"Yeah, who would they put in that position, anyway?" asked Teresa.
"I think the Chief wants Rudistan in that position." I said, teasing Rudistan.
"Oh I'm ready to run with it, Commander!" Rudistan said jovially.
"No, and I have much better plans for you, anyway." I said cryptically. "But y'all will just have to wait to see what those plans are."
Just then, Cindy Ross came into the MCD room, blushing. "Sorry I'm late, sir." she said before going to the coffeepots."
"You're not late." I said. "None of us officially have to be here until 7:45am."
"What?" Jerome Davis yelled, pretending shock. "I was told I had to be here every morning at 6:30!" He was joking.
"That's because you make the coffee every morning." I said with a grin. "If you're not here, then I have to make the coffee. And then everyone starts complaining about how weak it is."
"So I take it they don't consider people for the Commander position based upon how they make the coffee, sir?" asked Rudistan with great joviality.
"No... thank God." I replied. I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Cindy had relaxed considerably when I said she wasn't really late. Now why is she worried about that? And for that matter, I idly wondered, why was she later than normal getting here?... oh, of course: Callie must've pulled Cindy back into bed... lucky Cindy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am as Cindy, Teresa, and I watched in my office. "The lawsuit by Citizens For Police Accountability, which had wanted to force Sheriff Allgood to suspend Commander Troy for the helicopter incident the Thursday before last, was dismissed with prejudice by Judge Rodney K. Watts over the weekend."
"However, he allowed a countersuit by Commander Donald Troy to stand. The countersuit, which is now a standalone complaint, contends that the CFPA not only defamed Commander Troy, but was malicious and intended to harm Commander Troy financially. It is unusual for such a complaint to be allowed to go forward, and the CFPA is appealing both the dismissal of their complaint as well as allowing Commander Troy's suit to continue."
"In State news," continued the lovely Priya, "Five-Alive News has learned that Attorney General Karl Handel will name an Independent State Counsel this morning in a Press Conference at the State Capitol. Sources tell Five-Alive News that the Independent Counsel will be Robert Mullen, who recently resigned from the Town & County Public Safety Inspector General's Office as their lead counsel."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Crap." said Cindy, glancing sideways at me. I was just shaking my head slowly, looking down at an imaginary speck of dust on my desk.
"And the Governor is not going to oppose it, is he?" asked Teresa, most very astutely.
"I'm guessing he won't." I said. "And 'crap' is not nearly a strong enough term to describe how I feel about Mullen being the one appointed."
"Get your own legal defense fund ready, Don." warned Cindy.
"I've already alerted Mike G. Todd." I said. "But yeah, I suspect this whole pile of shit is more about getting at me than getting at the Governor."
"It's always all about you, Commander." Cindy replied. I just looked darkly at her through my eyebrows, not even bothering to wave a red crowbar in her general direction. Cindy got the hint that she'd pushed it on that one, and that I wasn't in the mood. She settled back down, looking chastened.
"Seriously, Don," said Teresa, "why do you think it's you they're after, more than the Governor, at least?"
"Two reasons." I said. "First, the things they're investigating. The FBI had me examine their findings in the Jasmine Nix case, and I think some people want to make some kind of hay over that. And that case with Rodman and Braselton... hell, the women confessed to their crimes, copped pleas... but they think they can turn it around and say the Governor had me intimidate them into confessions. And though that is not the case, those that want to believe it will be given plenty of reason to do so."
"And the second reason," I said, "is appointing Mullen as the Independent Counsel. He was after my blood on two separate occasions while working with the I.G. office, so much so that he was relieved for bias both times. They're appointing him because it's my blood they want, and he wants."
"God damn these bastards." Cindy said out of frustration. "They hate you because you're the best Detective and Law Enforcement Officer in the State, and for nothing more. For God's sake, why do some people hate those that are doing good for People?"
"I dunno." I replied, knowing Cindy's question was rhetorical, but wanting to answer it anyway. "I've seen so much senselessness in politics that I stopped asking myself that a long time ago. But to answer your question more practically... I'm in their way. They know that as long as I'm here, with an SBI Reserve Badge and FBI Consultant's badge along with being Police Commander here... they can't do the things they want to do. Ergo, they have to remove me. And their several past attempts to assassinate me have not been successful, so they're trying the legalities route now."
"They don't just want to kill you, Don." Teresa said. "That's not their way. They want to beat you. They want to humiliate you and drag you through the mud first. To kill you is to make a martyr of you, and cause your friends to rise up and crush them in retaliation; to destroy your reputation so that you have no friends, and any friends you do have will be held in check, is their necessary first step."
"Mighty astute of you, Ms. Political Atheist." I said. Then I straightened up in my chair and said: "But, I'm not dead yet. So, let's see what we're going to do today to run this Police Department..."
Part 2 - Students and Teachers
At 10:00am, Captain Teresa Croyle and I stepped onto the stage of the classroom in the Criminal Justice Building on the University Campus. It was like a small auditorium, with about 125 seats, and looked like a stage set for a financial show on TV. Our chairs were comfortable.
 I noticed the seating arrangement. To my left (the stage's right) sat the kids from BTW High. In the middle were the Town High students, and to my right were the County High students. It was unfortunate that the BTW contingent was smaller than the other two high schools, but I was glad they did sent some students.
Bettina Wurtzburg had somehow managed to corral the 'moderator' position, and was with us on stage, though this session was not being recorded (and it is possible I was 'helping' make sure of that). Bettina introduced us, and the applause for Teresa was relatively strong, as many still remembered seeing on their televisions what she'd done on Christmas Eve.
"How do you want to start off?" Bettina asked.
"Why don't we just open it up for your questions." I said to the audience.
A kid from County High with big glasses and very curly brown hair, in every way the stereotype of a 'geek', got up and introduced himself as 'Tim'. "How did you get to be Police Commander at such a young age?" he asked in a geeky, nasal voice.
"I'll take that one." Teresa said, then turned to face the student. "Commander Troy got where he is due to his leadership abilities as well as his Detective abilities. He was a military officer coming out of college. If you think about it, the military has these Lieutenants and Captains in their twenties leading companies of soldiers. Commander Troy came to us with that experience. He is also far and away the best Detective I've ever seen, and he has solved some crimes and cleaned up corruption at an incredible level. With all that, he's just perfect for the Commander position, and we're lucky to have him not only on our Police Force, but leading it."
"But how do other older, more experienced Officers feel about that?" whined Tim, following up.
"They're either professionals and do their jobs," said Teresa, "or they can find employment elsewhere. Commander Troy is where he is, and they are where they are and not where he is, because he is that good, and they have not risen to his standard."
A girl from the Town High group stood up, introducing herself as 'Lisa'. "Commander, how did you get the name 'Iron Crowbar'?"
"Well," I said wryly as Teresa failed to suppress a giggle, "it's a long story, but I began carrying the crowbar in place of a billy stick, and one of my Officers dubbed me 'the Iron Crowbar', and it stuck. And I've carried it since." I held up my red crowbar as I said sonorously but severely: "And like the Lone Ranger's mask, this crowbar stands for the Law."
"Who's the Lone Ranger?" asked someone in the audience. I couldn't tell who said it, and I wondered if he was joking or being serious.
A black girl from BTW High got up and introduced herself as 'Tasheeka'. "Commander, the Town & County Police Force had one of the highest rates of complaints of racial discrimination in the State." She cited some numbers, then said "And this past year had the second-highest number of over all complaints against the Police in this State. What do you say to those numbers, and what are you doing to increase racial diversity in your Police Department?
"Oh, come on." someone on the County High side said, and I could feel the tension growing in the room on that side, as well as the BTW side.
"No, it's a legitimate question." I said, holding up my hand in County High's general direction. "Tasheeka, your numbers on the racial complaints, how old is that data?"
"I don't have the year on those." Tasheeka said. "But the overall complaints number is from this last year, published by the State a month ago."
"Okay, good." I said. "If memory serves me correctly, the racial data is from about five to six years ago. More recent data will show that our Town & County Police have had the largest percentage drop in race-based complaints in the last five years."
"Also," I continued, "anyone can make a complaint about the Police. You guys could go and complain that Commander Troy wasted your time today with this discussion."
"And knowing these guys," said Teresa, "they probably will."
"I hope not." I said as some students laughed. "But to my point: there's a difference between 'complaints made' and 'verified complaints'. For example, yes, the TCPD had the second-highest number of complaints in the State last year. But eighty percent of those complaints last year, a full four out of five, were made by one group: the Citizens For Police Accountability. The CFPA is a political organization with a PAC that raises money for politicians they favor, and they raise that money by publicly attacking the Police as often as they can."
"However," I continued, "the number of verified complaints against the TCPD are the second-lowest in our State, and not a single complaint by the CFPA has been verified and upheld. Not one. So I think we're doing better than some of those numbers would suggest."
"As to racial diversity," I said, "two of my four MCD Detectives are black. Half of my Precinct Captains and Lieutenants are black. The person in charge of Personnel & Records is Hispanic. And our numbers of overall Officers is right about the same percentages as the population of this region of the country. Last but not least, we're not black and white in the Force, we're all Police Blue. And we have to be that way to do our jobs both individually and as a team."



A girl from Town High stood up, introducing herself as 'Donna'. "Captain Croyle, do you think the example you set on Christmas Eve will inspire other women to be Police Officers? And do you aspire to be and expect to be Police Chief one day?"
"I don't know if running into a building that exploded around me is exactly inspirational." Teresa replied, drawing some laughs. "But if the example of helping others and solving crimes and keeping law and order causes other women to be inspired to become Police Officers, then that would be great. As to being Police Chief, I imagine I'll retire from the Police Force before becoming Chief. As that other person's question showed, we've got a mighty young Police Commander now who is destined for the Chief's chair."
"But don't you think you have as much right to be considered as Police Chief as Commander Troy?" asked Donna, perhaps a bit rudely, but that's kids today.
"As much right? Maybe." said Teresa. "But again, this isn't about gender, it's about leadership. And Commander Troy's leadership exceeds anyone's that I've ever met."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I whispered towards Teresa. She just arched her eyebrows.
A student from County High stood up, introducing himself as 'Raymond'. He looked mature for his age, had a full head of hair, and looked destined to become a leader or great businessman himself.
"Commander, Captain, thank you for coming today." he said. Okay, maybe he'll be a politician, too, I thought. Then he continued: "I'm going to enter the University as a business major this fall semester, and I'm taking AP courses already. I'm seeing that both Academia and especially the Press are working hard to push an agenda where merit does not matter, and quotas must be implemented into any work force. Business methods taught by Academia are of groupthink, of study groups and taking action by consensus, as opposed to an actual structure of bosses and employees. Sir, ma'am, do you believe the Press's pushing of this agenda is harmful to this country, to businesses, and to institutions such as the Police Force?"
"You are trying to get me in trouble with Ms. Wurtzburg, aren't you?" I asked him with a grin. People laughed, including Bettina, but I noticed plenty of tension in the BTW group... and the County High group as well. Good thing the Town High group was between them... oh, wait... that was done on purpose, I'd bet.
I said "Well, look. Like I said before in answering Tasheeka's question, our Police Force operates on every individual doing his or her job to the best of his or her ability, of Police partners working together as they patrol the County, and for our teams to work together to get our missions done. Part of your question touches on leadership, as well. I consult with Captain Croyle and my other Captains, but when I make a decision and give the orders, that's it; they do it. And when my Police Chief tells me to do something, I do it. That's not groupthink, and we don't operate on consensus. We don't have time, and in our profession, lives are on the line."
"But do quotas, as demanded by politicians and pushed for by the Media, hurt the Police Force?" Raymond persisted.
"Let me try this." Teresa said. Then she said loudly: "Our Police Force doesn't know, because we don't have problems like that. We hire the best we can get, and we're fortunate that Police Academy graduates of all ethnicities want to work with us. Our diversity numbers match the overall population pretty well; in fact, we have more Hispanic officers percentage-wise than our County has Hispanic citizens. But the bottom line is that every Officer we hire must be good at his or her job, or he or she won't last with us. And the Commander is much more forgiving than I am."
"Commander," said another County High student, whose name was 'Walter', "do you believe the Press is biased, and has an agenda against Police?"
I think the look on my face is what started the laughter, which got stronger and lasted for several long seconds. I finally said "I don't just believe the Press is biased... I know it. Ms. Wurtzburg here will argue against this, but yes, the Media is biased. One reason I'm talking to you now is in the hope that your generation will be less biased and more truthful in your reporting.
"Why?" asked Walter. "What reason do they have for being biased?"
"My first reason to tell you is 'follow the money'." I said, totally ignoring Bettina's presence. "They don't make money by giving all rosy sunshine news about charity drives and puppy adoptions at the Pound. They make money by creating drama, then reporting on that drama. Angst and pain are what make the Press money."
"The second reason," I continued, attaining special clarity with my words, "is because the Press believes they know better than you what is good for you. They are so arrogant that they fully expect you to believe every word they say, to do everything they tell you to do, and to vote for who they tell you to vote for. One national reporter said, and I quote, 'it's our job to tell our viewers exactly what to think'. That's what they believe is literally their right to do: to tell you exactly what to think."
Bettina was looking daggers at me now. Teresa stepped in and said "Does anyone have a question about basic Police work, about what we do during the day?" The looks from the students were... mixed, to say the least.
A youngish Asian girl from County High raised her hand, and upon being recognized gave her name as 'Amy'. "Commander Troy," she asked, "is it true that you were a Chemistry major, and how has that helped you be a Police Officer?"
"Now that is a good question!" I said happily. "First, it helps me be a good Detective more than anything else. The Batman and Sherlock Holmes were chemists, as well. Chemistry and the Science of Detection are closely interlocked, and my knowledge of Chemistry has helped me solve some cases more easily than I otherwise would have."
"So if I wanted to be a Detective," said Amy, "or work in a Crime Lab, I should major in Chemistry also?"
"I would say that if you love Chemistry, and Science in general, that would be fine," I replied, "but with this one caveat: double major in Chemistry and something else. Either Police Science or Criminal Justice, or plain ol' Philosophy. Or plan on Day One to get your Ph.D. in Chemistry..." Amy was thoughtful about that. Before I left, I gave her my card, and told her to call or email me if she wanted to talk more about it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did you think of that one?" I asked Teresa as we drove back to Headquarters in my Police SUV.
"I was genuinely wondering if Bettina had gotten to them and planted questions before we arrived." said Teresa. "That girl that asked about the complaints... she sure had a lot of numbers at her disposal."
"No," I said, "I think she was genuine. She seemed like a pretty bright and articulate girl, and could've done that research. I do think her question was pre-disposed to be political, and in a race-relations kind of way."
"Was it just me," said Teresa, "or was there a lot of tension in the County High group when she asked that? And then that business major guy asked that pointed question, and the BTW kids were flashing some ugly looks his way."
"Yeah," I said, "there were some racial tensions there." I said. "What we saw today from our three high schools is a microcosm of the Nation, politically speaking. Two polar opposites, with the 'proletarian masses' in between. By the way, thanks for the props on my youth and inexperience." Teresa chuckled.
"It gets me to thinking." said Teresa. "Supposedly, those students in there were the best and brightest of the three schools. But I saw hardly any leaders at all."
"Leadership is not easy to do, which is why there are so few of us." I said. "Knowing what to do is one thing; getting other people to follow you into doing it, is entirely another."
"What do you think is the most important aspect of leadership?" Teresa asked.
"Hmmm," I said, thinking, "that's not easy to answer. There's a lot of factors. But I think what it all boils down to in the end, is confidence. Ability is one thing, but it takes confidence to forge ahead. All the great leaders, be they in war or in business, had and have confidence. The greats in Sports had and have confidence. In order to take risks, one has to have deep-down confidence in oneself. Otherwise, they lose faith, and fail when they might've succeeded if they'd just believed in themselves a bit more."
"And great leaders inspire confidence in others." said Teresa. "As you inspired confidence in me, and in Cindy."
I couldn't argue with that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to Headquarters, MCD was empty. Captain Ross came into my office to explain.
"We got in a couple of calls." said Cindy. "A woman called and said she thought her bottle of Tylenol had been spiked with poison. I sent Joanne and Theo with a CSI team to investigate. Jerome and Teddy are checking out a break-in at one of the stores at the Mall."
"Okay, good." I said as I sat down to do paperwork.
Part 3 - Headaches
10:12am, Monday, April 16th. Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington were at the home of Dennis and Patricia Ridley, located in a modest neighborhood on the north side of Town.
"Whew!" Joanne said as she sniffed the bottle of Tylenol capsules. "Yeah, something strong is in there. Christina, would you bag and tag this and take it to the State Crime Lab for testing? Oh, and take this bottle Bayer aspirin next to it." Christina Cho came forward and took the requisite action, then left with another tech, maintaining two-man control of the evidence.
"So what happened, Mrs. Ridley?" asked Joanne, a video technician recording the conversation as another video technician swept through the rooms of the house, with Mrs. Ridley's permission secured in writing to do that.
"I was getting a headache," said Patricia Ridley, "and it's getting that time of month, so I went to take a Tylenol for it." Patricia Ridley was slender, wiry even, relatively tall for a woman at 5'8" tall, with brown hair that hung limply around her head to her shoulders. Her freckled face was not especially pretty, but she wasn't ugly, either. She was dressed in an old-looking pink blouse, brown sweater that was not buttoned, and blue jeans with unintentional holes in a couple of places, and which left much of her ankles exposed, and tennis shoes.
"When I opened the bottle," she said, "that smell hit me like a punch in the face. I realized that something was wrong, so I called the Police."
"Ma'am," said Theo Washington, "do you think this is something that happened at the factory? Or do you have reason to believe this was done afterwards?"
"I think it's afterwards, and just this bottle." said Mrs. Ridley. "The bottle had been opened some days ago, and didn't have that strong smell. And... well, my husband and I have not been doing well in our marriage the last few months. I've been contemplating leaving him and divorcing him."
"So you think your husband did this?" Joanne asked.
"I can't say that out loud." said Patricia. "And that's one reason I called the Police. I want you to investigate, and find out the truth."
"You have a child, ma'am?" asked Theo.
"Yes. He's in school." said Patricia.
"Ma'am," said Theo, "we are going to need you to come down to the Police Station with us, where we'll ask you some questions about this and take your statement while we wait for the tests from the Crime Lab. This is for your protection, ma'am, and you can have a lawyer present if you feel you need one."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:45am. Patricia Ridley was seated in Interrogation-A. Officer Inga Gunddottar was the Uniformed attendee. Joanne and Theo were sitting on the 'Police' side of the table, facing Patricia and the door to the hallway to the lobby.
"So, ma'am," said Joanne, "in light of what may be going on here, we have to ask you some rather personal questions."
"I understand." said Patricia.
"Your husband's name is Dennis Ridley?" asked Theo. Patricia nodded. "What is your husband's occupation, ma'am?" asked Theo.
"He's in medical equipment sales." said Patricia. "Stuff like furniture, cabinets for doctors offices, and stuff like the pump machines they use to give morphine when you press the button after coming out of surgery."
"And your occupation, ma'am?" asked Theo.
"I'm in medical-related sales, also." said Patricia.
"Is that how you met your husband?" asked Joanne.
"Yes." said Patricia.
"And you've been married how long?" asked Joanne.
"Fourteen years." said Patricia.
"And you have one child, Zack." said Joanne. Patricia Ridley confirmed that. "And how old is he?" Mrs. Ridley said Zack had just turned twelve.
"Okay... so you and your husband are not getting along?" asked Joanne.
"No." said Patricia. "I know that he is seeing at another woman, maybe more than one."
"By 'know'," said Joanne, "do you mean that you have proof of that?"
"Yes." said Patricia. "I hired a private investigator. My attorney has the photographs."
"But you haven't filed for divorce yet?" asked Joanne. Patricia said she had not, and had waited in order to weigh her options, and to determine if counseling could save the marriage, for the sake of their child Zack.
"We have to ask this." said Joanne. "Have you had an extramarital relationship?"
"Uhhhh..." said Patricia. She considered how to answer, then finally said "Yes. I have."
"If the tests come back positive for dangerous chemicals," said Joanne, "you'll have to tell us who you've had affairs with. They would be suspects." Patricia nodded, looking a bit uncertain now; she likely had not realized that aspect of the situation.
"Do you and your husband have life insurance policies?" asked Theo.
"Yes, we have them on each other." said Patricia.
"Any guns in your house?" asked Joanne. "And does your husband own any guns that you know of?"
"No." said Patricia. "Not that I know of, anyway. He used to be a hunter, but sold all his rifles a few years ago."
"Does your husband have a cellphone?" asked Joanne.
"Yes." said Patricia. She gave Joanne the number, as well as her own cellphone's number.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said the store manager, Steve Coltrane, "I'm beginning to think I made a mistake, and there was no break-in."
Detectives Jerome Davis and Teddy Parker were at the Coltrane Sports store at the mall, one of the smaller shops in the place. They bought a lot of used gear, and so the place was cluttered with a mixture of used and new sports equipment. Steve Coltrane, the manager and owner of the concern, was an athletic man with broad shoulders, a muscular physique, and a face that suggested a lack of smarts. Yes, I just stereotyped him as a dumb jock, so sorry.
"So guide us through what happened, Mr. Coltrane." said Jerome.
"When I got here this morning," said Coltrane, "the back door to the place was unlocked, and the burglar alarm was not activated. I thought it might have been disconnected and the place broken into, so I called the Police. But after checking around, I can't find anything missing. The safe wasn't broken into, and all the money that was in it was still there."
"What time do you close?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Nine p.m., when the Mall closes." said Coltrane. "I get here about 7:00am each morning and do books and inventory, then open when the Mall opens at 9:00am. I stay until 4:30 to 5:00pm, and my assistant Paul gets here around 4:00pm and closes up at 9:00pm."
"Does Paul stay late, to do inventory or shelf-stocking?" asked Jerome.
"No." said Coltrane. "He just shuts it down, locks the doors, sets the alarm, and goes."
"How long have you been in business here?" asked Jerome.
"Eight years this June."
"And how long has Paul been with you?"
"Almost that long." said Steve Coltrane. "I hired him for the Christmas rush that first season, and he's been with me ever since."
"Totally trustworthy?"
"Oh, yes." said Coltrane. "Never had a problem with money or anything else the whole time."
"Okay." said Jerome. "Well, if you think it's a false alarm, we'll leave it at that. If you find anything missing, call us back." He gave Coltrane his card, and the Detectives left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:45am. Captain Cindy Ross came into MCD to find Davis and Parker at their desks, having just returned from Coltrane Sports.
"Back already?" Cindy asked them.
"Yes, ma'am." said Jerome. "False alarm. Guy thought his store was broken into, then said nothing was missing."
"I got the feeling, ma'am," said Teddy Parker, "that he may have left the door unlocked himself and not have set the alarm, realized it after calling us, and was embarrassed about it."
"Okay." said Cindy. "Sounds kind of strange in its own right."
"He didn't seem like the brightest bulb on the string, ma'am." said Jerome Davis. "Having said that, it may well be that his employee did leave the door unlocked and the alarm not activated." He explained that the assistant closed up shop at night. "In any case, it's 'no harm, no foul', as far as I'm concerned."
"Yeah." Cindy said, more to herself than them. "Tell you what, guys: contact the Mall's security office, and see if they noticed anything out of the ordinary around that store at closing time or afterwards." Teddy Parker reached for the phone on his desk.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am.
"Thank you all for coming." said Captain Teresa Croyle. They were in the Main Conference Room of Police Headquarters. Present were Precinct Captain Damien Thompson, Precinct Lieutenant Carswell, Precinct Lieutenant Irwin, and SpecOps Lieutenant Hewitt.
"We've got some big agenda items today." said Teresa. "As you know, and as you've probably heard through the grapevine, there's going to be some shuffling of the TCPD leadership structure. Captain Briscoe is taking the post of Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal, which is a great move for him and for the University. The Chief is taking all the proposed promotions and other moves to the Council tomorrow night... what?"
She'd noticed everyone looking around at each other. They didn't say anything. Finally, she took her badge off her shirt and put it on the table. "Put 'em on the table, and speak freely. Please." They all put their badges on the table.
It was Precinct Captain Damien Thompson who spoke: "Ma'am, we had a discussion amongst ourselves, and we feel we need to bring some things to you now. But unofficially, off the table."
"Does this have anything to do with Commander Troy not being suspended for the helicopter incident?" Teresa asked.
"No ma'am." said Thompson. "Everyone understood all that. The problem is... well, ma'am, let me just ask you: if Della Harlow wins the Sheriff race, will you stay with the TCPD?"
Teresa almost gasped in shock. Then she realized the full import of what was being asked. "And more importantly," she said, "the Officers want to know if Commander Troy will stay with the TCPD."
"That question has also been raised, ma'am." said Thompson.
"Ma'am," said Lt. Irwin, "I think everyone understands that if Harlow wins, she's going to do whatever she can to get Commander Troy fired, and maybe the Chief, too. We also understand that we need Commander Troy far more than he needs the TCPD. With all the crap they're trying to put on him, nobody would blame him if he left for the FBI or something. But if he leaves, and then you and Captain Ross leave... who is going to be there to protect us from Harlow?"
Teresa nodded. She realized the dilemma... sure, she could walk away; she was about to marry the richest man in the County, running one of the richest companies in the Nation. Cindy was the heiress to an even richer man. Commander Troy and his wife had money, had options.



But most of these Police Officers did not have the means to just walk away. They had families to care for. Teresa remembered what had happened to many of the EMTs that had bee fired.
Also, some would love it under Della Harlow; but many Officers, honest, decent people that people like Chief Griswold, Chief Moynahan, and Commander Troy had worked hard to keep while getting rid of the trash, what would they do if we left? Do we have an obligation to stay on their behalf, to fight to keep the TCPD clean and honest?
"Guys," she said, "I don't know what is going to happen tomorrow, much less months down the road. Chief Moynahan has a saying about burning bridges when we come to them. In the here and now, the Police leadership is what it is, and you're not getting rid of me that easily. Let the Officers know that, and let them know that we know they'll continue to do their jobs as the professionals they are, no matter what."
She did not need Cindy's vibes to know this was not going over very well. Della Harlow's efforts to undermine morale in the Police Force were already working...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am. Joanne Warner and Theo Washington were at their desks, which faced each other and were against the wall partitioning MCD and Vice.
"I sent an email to the people that make Tylenol." said Theo. "I told them it was likely a one-off, but I gave them the lot number from the bottle so they could begin checking on it, just in case it's a bigger thing."
"Good." said Joanne as she scanned financial data Lainie Everett had amassed for them. "Yeah, some interesting data, here. Patricia has begun to run up her credit cards. Almost $2000 in the hole now on the one in her name only. Dennis has a new card in his name only, pays it off each month. The ones they had jointly are closed, and are still being paid off."
"I've seen that pattern before." said Theo. "Wife starts dragging the husband into debt. Often a reason for him to initiate divorce proceedings..." He paused.
"Or put something in her Tylenol?" Joanne finished.
"I wasn't going to say it." said Theo. "Early days yet, as my grandmother would say."
"Your grandmother says lots of neat sayings." Joanne said with a smile.
"Yeah, she's a character. Okay, medical records..." said Theo. "Hmmm... Patricia is allergic to codeine and codeine derivates. He's taking high blood pressure medicine. Nothing else there, no medical issues with their son."
"Okay, then." Joanne said. "We're waiting for the Crime Lab, and if I know Captain Perlman... and I do... she'll have them sending us the information within a couple of hours. Want to get lunch while we can?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:05pm. Teresa, Cindy, myself, and Chief Moynahan were seated at a table in the back room of the Cop Bar. The Fire Chief and some of his people, including Fire Marshal Zoe Singer were at another table. We spoke to them briefly, then placed our orders: Fish & Chips for Cindy, steak Caesar salad for the Chief, and Breakfast Burger plates for me and Teresa.
"Soooooo, Captain Croyle," said the Chief, "what was it you wanted to speak to us about?"
"A morale issue came up, sir." said Teresa. She recounted the meeting with her subordinates. "It's obviously gotten big enough that my people have talked about it with each other and wanted to come to me about it."
"Glad they did," I said, "and I'm glad you're bringing it to us. Cindy, what about the Detectives?"
"I haven't heard anything like this from them." said Cindy. I'd noticed as Teresa talked that Cindy's face had fallen a bit and she'd become introspective.
"Chief?" I asked. "What about the Support Staff?"
"Well," said the Chief, "many of them worked for Harlow, and some of them support her for Sheriff. Some of those supporters stopped supporting her after her ads attacking the Police, and especially attacking Captain Croyle. That is one of the reeeee-sons I'm going to propose some changes in the leadership structure tomorrow night."
"The question is," said Croyle, "how do we nip this in the bud? I don't want the rumor mill to start grinding, and things to start getting out of hand. And with this Independent State Counsel stuff coming up, they'll be dragging Commander Troy's name through the mud. Now I know you can take care of yourself, Commander, but these repeated Media attacks hurt the entire Force's morale. And if they try some crap like suspending you, it's going to get worse. Much worse."
"That's where I step in." said the Chief. "I'll have to address the Force about it. Let's see what happens with the State politics first."
"And ladies," I said, "we're just going to have to endure some of it, especially the sewage the Media is pumping out of their potty mouths every day, and of course the election campaigns."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:35pm, Monday, April 16th. The Duty Desk Sergeant brought a manila envelope to Captain Cindy Ross's office. She signed for it, then dismissed the Sergeant back to his duties.
Opening the envelope, she read the report inside it. It was from the State Crime Lab. She then checked her emails; yep, an electronic copy of the same report had been sent. She forwarded that email to MCD, with copies sent to Commander Troy and Chief Moynahan.
She went into MCD. "Okay, guys!" she said loudly to get their attention. "The results on that Tylenol came back, and I just sent you the email. Every capsule in the bottle was filled with oxycodone and a cyanate compound that Commander Troy can probably tell us more about than I'll ever know. Warner, Washington, you're with me."
The three went across the hall to the Commander's office. The door was closed, so Cindy stopped in front of his assistant Helena's desk.
"He's working on some paperwork." Helena said. "I'll buzz him to make sure it's okay."
Part 4 - Beginning the Grind
I was working on two things: the BigAgraFoods papers that had been released to Congress, which U.S. Senator Bill Nunn had provided me; and the 'Queenie' files, as I continued to attempt to pursue the reasons that Katherine Woodburn's Queen of Opposition Research had been murdered. (Author's note: 'Agents And Angels', Ch. 03.)
And to those ends, I was examining other data, data that I probably should not have nor be looking at. Katherine's assistant Clark had said that Queenie had said that Jack Lewis, the former SBI Director and Democrat candidate or Governor, had information about the 'Willis' files. I was looking for anything I could get to hold over Lewis's head (besides a physical crowbar) to make him tell me what that information was.
*BUZZZ!*
Helena was buzzing me. I picked up the phone and she told me Captain Ross and two Detectives wanted to see me. I told her to send them on in.
"Whassup?" I asked as Cindy came in, followed by Joanne and Theo.
Cindy said "Warner and Washington responded to a call this morning from a woman who thought her Tylenol was spiked. They secured the bottle and sent it to the State Crime Lab. Here's the results." She handed me the folder and continued as I perused it: "She thinks her husband was trying to poison her. I just want to clear it with you before we go find him and bring him in for questioning."
"Whether he did or not," I replied, "he is definitely someone we'd like to have a conversation with. Let's do this by the book: Warner, Washington, y'all take this to ADA Washington and get a warrant to find Mr. Dennis Ridley via his cellphone pings, and bring him in for questioning. Put him in I-A. Then ask Mrs. Ridley to come back to the Station, and have her in I-B, so we can talk to her and ask her more questions as needed. But make sure he does not see her, nor know that she's also here. Okay, you can go. Captain Ross, stay here a moment." Joanne and Theo left.
"So," I said, "what do you think of this?"
"I think there's something going on, here." said Cindy. "And for you to have the wife brought back in shows me that you're thinking along the lines that I am."
"That things aren't as they seeeeem, as the Chief would say." I said. I noticed Cindy had remained standing and was fidgety. "Got someplace to be?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "I'm about to meet with the Chief." She picked up the folder with the test results. "Should I go ahead and brief him on this?"
"Absolutely." I said. "Go ahead." I got up. "In the meantime, I'm going to go ask Davis and Parker about that false alarm case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There is a chair in MCD. It is on wheels, and has armrests. It rotates left and right, and can rock back and forth if the catch is released. It usually sits in the corner of the room, and is known as the 'Commander's Chair'.
I came into MCD from the back hallway, grabbed the back of the chair, wheeled it to Davis and Parker's desks, which faced each other and were along the far side wall (the hallway to Classrooms 'C', 'E', and 'F' were on the other side), and sat down. "Okay, guys," I said, "what happened this morning?"
Davis said "Guy called in thinking he had been broken into, but when we went there, he said nothing was missing, and he thought he'd made a mistake. Seemed embarrassed about it."
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "Coltrane Sports can be likened to a pawn shop for sports equipment: they buy and sell used equipment as well as new stuff. Lots of cash transactions, so we took a look before closing this out. For our close-out report, we ran checks on the owner, Steve Coltrane, and his assistant, a man named Paul Escandes."
"Good." I said, impressed with their efficiency and not just going through the motions on this. "Find anything?"
"Coltrane has family in Coltrane County, the old family for which that county is named." said Parker. "He's 29 years old, unmarried, no kids. He's been running the business ever since he left City University, where he was on a Swimming scholarship. He failed out of School, then came back here and set up the store. It's been doing okay, but the last three years it's been slowly declining. If he keeps up at this rate, he might start having some problems in a few months."
"Who's backing him financially?" I asked.
"We don't know yet, sir." said Jerome Davis. "We're not finding any accessible records of loans or credit uses, such as credit cards. We think his family might've gotten him started, and he's running on the same starter pile of cash he's always had in the bank, which is the J.P. Goldman Bank. But right now, nothing really sticks out like a sore thumb; drawdowns are seasonal, as are cash surpluses."
"Sir," said Parker, "the person of interest here is Paul Escandes. He's been with Coltrane Sports since the November after it opened. He's 36 years old, and he's had two arrests in the past. One was for DUI, for which he was convicted; and the other was an assault charge that was pled down to misdemeanor disturbing the peace. That was seven years ago; the DUI was twelve years ago."
"Okay, nothing severe there." I said. "Or is there something behind the scenes?"
"Sir," said Jerome, "that assault bust was as part of a Romanian-Mob-backed gang in the City. The FBI got some data on him at the time, and it appears he was just on the outer fringes, and this gang he was part of was just a bunch of low-lifes, trying to latch on to the bigger gang by doing muscle activities for them. After his bust and plea-down, he got out of there and hasn't had anything to do with them since."
"Lucky to not get burned, having circled the flame and flirted with the edges." I said. "Tell you guys what... if you happen to be in that area late this afternoon... and of course you will be... check back in with Steve Coltrane and see if he found anything amiss since you guys left last time."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, County Courthouse Complex.
"Hey, guys." said Franklin Washington as his brother Theo and Theo's Police partner Joanne Warner came into his office. "So what's going on?"
"We need a warrant to pick up someone for questioning, search his house and car, get the financial records, yadda yadda yadda." said Theo. He passed the file folder over to his brother.
"Oxycodone, eh?" said Franklin. Theo filled him in on the details of the case, then Franklin said "So the wife thinks the husband spiked the bottle, trying to kill her?" Theo and Joanne nodded their agreement.
"We need the medical records, also." said Joanne. "We saw a blurb where Patricia Ridley is allergic to codeine compounds, and oxycodone would be a blowout to her system. We need to shore that up."
"All right, let's go see the Judge." said Franklin. "I'm going to take this to Judge Watts, if I can. Nance is a fucking joke; sometimes I sincerely think he's on the criminals' side on things."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:10pm. Judge Rodney K. Watts looked at the folder, then the application for the warrant. "Okay, I'm issuing a limited warrant for the time being. You can bring in Mr. Ridley, do the basic background checks on him, and get the medical information. But right now, we're only going on his wife's word, and even though the bottle was spiked with this stuff, you've got to build a better case before I allow you to begin tearing apart his life. So you can't search his car or home until we have more, and you cannot move to confiscate any guns he owns, even with the child in consideration."
"Your Honor," said Franklin Washington, "his wife gave her written consent to allow the home to be searched, and a preliminary search has already happened. We'd like to finish that under the auspices of her having given permission."
Watts looked a bit peeved, but said "Ah, hell. Okay, you can run a dog through the car and house, but do not destroy anything unless the dog alerts... legitimately alerts."
"Yes sir." said ADA Washington. Five minutes later, the Police had their freshly printed warrant.
Part 5 - Interrogations
"The bigger the cushion, the sweeter the pushin';
Oh yeah, that's what I said..."
--- Spinal Tap.
The unmistakable sounds of a woman being sexually pleasured echoed through the house. Dennis Ridley was lying on top of a woman, his weight on his arms in a pushup position, using his knees as leverage to provide the power to drive into her.
Susan Carrera was 'big boned', not really fat but fleshy, still voluptuous and curvy, but not athletic in any way... and one day the pounds would add on. Her hair was dirty blonde, cut and fashioned to fall straight down to her shoulders, just curling inwards to frame her pretty but not beautiful face.
They were lying diagonally across Susan's bed, their merged loins and legs tightly locked. Dennis was kissing the woman as his weapon of lust pumped fiercely in and out of the woman's stretched cunthole. Dennis's balls were swinging wildly back and forth, his leathery nutsack wetly smacking her ample asscheeks each time he buried his throbbing organ into her well-filled womanhood.
As he rose up, he got a glimpse of the woman's pubic bush, and saw the lightness of the hairs. Her shapely legs were wrapped tightly around his lower back, and the backs of her leopard-pattern pumps were pushing the top of his ass, urging him into her.
"Come on, baby, take that cock!" the married man gasped as he egged the married beauty on. "You like that cock, babe? Do you like having my big cock fucking that tight little cunt of yours?"
"Oh, yess... YES!" Susan gasped out. "Fuck me, Dennis! Fuck me with that big, hard cock!"
The man's taut asscheeks rhythmically rose and fell, propelling his size into Susan's deep cunt with incredible speed and power. She unwound her legs from her lover's back, pulling them back towards her shoulders as the pleasure she was feeling overwhelmed her. As he tried to slam into her deeper and harder, he pushed down on her thighs, forcing her legs back further as he began to ram his cockmeat straight down into her with almost brutal force.
Susan began getting noisy as she began climaxing. Dennis quickly kissed her mouth, smothering her near-screams as she writhed beneath him, trying to push her loins up against his. After a minute, he convulsions slowed down, and she moaned as if exhausted. She began returning Dennis's kisses, and their mouths locked into a deep, passionate kiss for several minutes as he slowly gyrated his loins, keeping his dick buried in her burning snatch.
Breaking their kiss, the man suddenly pulled his huge cock all the way out of Susan and leaned back onto his heels. "Turn over, babe. I want to fuck you like a God-damned dog." he commanded. She quickly complied, turning over onto her hands and knees, and eagerly pushing the globes of her big, sweet ass back into his groin.
Dennis grabbed Susan's hips, his pulsing prickhead finding her swollen cuntlips. He hunched his ass down and thrust forward. Susan gasped as a little over half of his meat slid up into her. A second hard thrust, and he was totally sheathed.
It was pure animal fucking, yet sensuous and passionate at the same time. Susan's big asscheeks rippled each time Dennis's hard groin smacked into them.
"I'm getting close, baby. Uhh... close..." Dennis gasped.
"Come in me!" Susan cried out.
"OH YEAH, HERE IT IS!" Dennis yelled as the first wad of his semen shot up into the depths of her deep pussy. Dennis's second spurt fired into the length of Susan's cunt, followed by more spurts that were not as strong as the man slid out and thrust his pulsing meat up and down the luscious crack between the pillowy cheeks of Susan's ass, his loins thrusting jerkily as the final spasms moved through him.
"God, baby, that was so fucking good." Susan moaned as she slid down onto the bed. Dennis did not ease down with her to cuddle with her, getting off the bed.
"You got some aspirin, baby?" he asked. "I'm getting a headache. Weather front must be coming through."
"In the bathroom cabinet." Susan said. "Aspirin and acetaminophen."
"I'll take the aspirin." Dennis said. "Acetaminophen never did a thing for me." He went into the bathroom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A half hour later, Dennis came out of Susan's apartment and walked down to his car. Just before getting there, two men in the Uniforms of the Town & County Police Force came up to him.
"Mr. Dennis Ridley?" asked the jovial-looking man, who had Sergeant stripes on the sleeves of his uniform shirt.
"Yes." Dennis.
"Sir," said the Sergeant, "we have a warrant to bring you to Police Headquarters to answer some questions."
"What's this about?" asked Ridley.
"I'm sure they'll explain everything at the Station, sir." said the Sergeant. It was obvious that he and his partner were not taking 'no' for an answer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:15pm.
"I want a lawyer." Dennis Ridley said immediately upon being brought into Interrogation-A.
"Why? asked Theo Washington. "You haven't been charged with anything yet."
"I have a right to a lawyer, and I want one." said Ridley. "Now. Immediately."
I wasn't real happy with what Theo had just said, and it got worse: "There's a phone on the wall you can use." said Joanne.
"No. I don't trust your phones." said Ridley. "I want to use my own cellphone. Now return it to me and allow me to use it to call a lawyer. Eventually I am going to contact someone outside of here."
"You're not getting your cellphone back until we're ready to give it to you." said Joanne. "Now you can use the wall phone to contact a lawyer, or go without."
"Go without?" snarled Ridley. "I'm entitled to a lawyer. You've just violated my rights telling me I have to go without."
"You don't have to go without." said Joanne. Use the wall phone to contact a lawyer."
"Am I under arrest?" asked Ridley.
"No." said Theo. "Not yet."



"Either arrest me or give me my phone to contact a lawyer." said Ridley.
"I just told you," snarled Joanne, "that you're not getting your cellphone back until we're satisfied with your answers to our questions."
I was on the verge of banging on the window, pulling Joanne out of there, and all but lighting her ass on fire for opening up technicalities, when there was a loud knock on the door on the other side. Sergeant Rudistan opened the door, and Mr. Gibson Stelling of Succup & Payne, P.C. came in.
"I'm here as Mr. Ridley's legal counsel." said Stelling. "What is this about? Why is my client here? With what is he being charged?"
"We want to ask your client some questions, but he is being uncooperative---" started Joanne.
"One more time, people, or I'm taking my client out of here." said Stelling angrily. "And I will take him with me unless you formally arrest him. Why. Is. He. Here?"
"If you'll quieten down long enough for us to tell you," Joanne said, "we'll explain. But first, we want to ask some questions of him."
"No." said Stelling. "I'm not playing your games, Officers. Now show me the warrant under which you brought this man in. Show it to me now." When Joanne and Theo said nothing, Stelling got up and said "Let's go."
"He's not free to go." said Joanne. "You can leave, but----"
"Then show me the warrant under which he's being held!" Stelling yelled. "Now! Or I'm going over to the Courthouse and file a complaint, and I'm calling in the SBI on you!"
Theo brought the warrant out of the papers in front of him and handed it to the lawyer, who sat down and quickly read it.
"I wish to confer with my client. Alone. Now." said Stelling. Joanne and Theo got up and went into the anteroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Mr. Stelling, who had been Chris Washburn's attorney in the 'Hot Wife Photos' case, talked to his client Dennis Ridley, I was having 'a few words' with two Detectives in my office. I barely need say it was a one-way conversation.
"People," I said, "let me be clear. Don't start playing around the edges with crap like that. If the bastard asks for a lawyer, provide him the means to call one. If he insists upon his own phone, give him his own god-damn phone and allow him to make the call! He's not even under arrest yet! You have no right to deprive him of his property, in this case a cellphone, to call his attorney! I don't care what other Police Departments do; I don't want to give him the tiniest loophole to squeeze through! And you damn near gave him that loophole, Warner!"
I continued: "And when the lawyer comes in and starts demanding the warrant, show it to him immediately! Don't delay, don't just sit there on your thumbs! Gibson Stelling is one of the better attorneys around here, and you royally pissed him off. Come on, guys, you know the limits and you know better than that."
Joanne and Theo just stood and took the asschewing. I suspected Joanne wasn't happy about it. And she had another asschewing coming, as it was... (Author's note: Do you know why?)
My phone rang. "They're ready for the Detectives to return, sir." said the Duty Desk Sergeant.
"All right, guys, get in there and conduct a proper, legal interrogation, if you don't mind." I said. "Go. Move." They went.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Theo and Joanne came back into I-A. They took their time sitting down. Then Joanne read Dennis Ridley his rights from the card. Dennis said he understood the rights.
"Mr. Ridley," said Joanne, "a bottle of Tylenol in your home was found to be spiked with capsules filled with oxycodone, a Schedule II drug, and a cyanate compound that could be lethal if ingested. Your wife almost took one of these capsules, but realized something was wrong. Your child could possibly have taken one of these capsules and been killed. Do you have anything to say about this?"
"I have no idea what any of this is about." said Ridley.
"You have no idea how those poisoned pills got there?" Joanne asked, her voice skeptical.
"No." said Ridley. "I don't know what's going on, at all. That's why I demanded a lawyer when you brought me here: you wouldn't tell me a damn thing."
"And I have problems, really big problems, with the way my client was treated," said Stelling, "and not allowed to call me in a timely nor legitimate manner such as his own cellphone."
"You're here now." said Theo, who then took a more conciliatory voice and said: "Look, Mr. Ridley, we're not accusing you of anything, not yet. But you have to look at this from my perspective. Your wife called in the report. The capsules tested positive for some potent drugs, drugs that are illegal to have without a prescription, and other chemicals that could've been deadly. Your wife says that you and she are on the verge of divorce, and when we find you, we find you having just had an extramarital sexual encounter. And you put up a lot of resistance, immediately called a lawyer----"
"That's his legal right!" Stelling all but shouted. "What's it going to take to get that through your thick skulls?"
"It's his right, but that doesn't mean it makes him look good in the way he handled all this." Joanne fired back. "But back to the point: Mr. Ridley, why shouldn't we believe you tried to kill your wife?"
"Look, what am I supposed to do?" Ridley said, quietly and in control, but with an edge of frustration and desperation in his voice. "How am I supposed to prove I didn't do something?"
"Can you give us any other reason for those capsules being in that bottle?" asked Theo.
"Yeah!" replied Ridley. "My wife put them there, then called you. She's trying to set me up."
"Oh, come on." Joanne said, dismissively and skeptically.
"You seem to be willing, if not eager, to blame me for this." said Ridley, keeping control but using hand gesticulations as he talked. "Why won't you even consider that she might be trying to set me up? You said yourself she said we're on the verge of divorce, which is news to me: we both fool around, and we both know it. That's been going on practically since the day we got married. She's the one talking divorce, not me. So maybe she wants me charged with this... drug thing... and that makes it easier for her in the divorce, at least she'd think so."
"Flip side of that." Joanne said. "You find out she wants a divorce, and is going to clean you out and take your child away, then bleed child support out of you. Divorce destroys men, Mr. Ridley. It's definitely a motive for attempted murder."
"Divorce law may be the most unfair and one-sided process in our Justice system," said Ridley, "but it's not like I would just take that without a fight. If you'd do your jobs, you'd find out that there are a lot of reasons I don't expect to lose any divorce contest."
"And what are those reasons?" Joanne asked.
"Do your jobs, and find out for yourself." said Ridley. "Then you might believe the evidence of your own findings. You've shown times over that you're not going to believe a word I say."
"Not necessarily, Mr. Ridley." said Theo in a reassuring voice. "We're looking for the truth, here, and we need you to help us find it. So... what is your occupation?"
"Sales." said Ridley. "Medical device sales."
"Does that include sales of pharmaceuticals or chemicals?" asked Joanne.
"No." said Ridley. "Hardware. Furniture for doctors offices. Instruments, stuff like that."
"What is your wife's occupation?"
"Now she's the one in chemical sales." said Ridley. "Straight chemicals to labs, pharmaceuticals to pharmacies, lab equipment, including things like syringes. She could get to heavy drugs. I can't."
"So who was that woman you were having sex with when we caught up to you?" asked Theo. "And don't try to not answer; you're a person of interest in an attempted murder."
Ridley looked over at Stelling, who whispered something to him. Ridley then said "Her name is Susan Carrera. I met her at the new medical technology conference at the University a couple of years ago."
"She sells medical devices, also?" Joanne asked.
"Not really." said Ridley. "She makes presentations at those conferences for medical device companies. More like a marketing and P.R. person for them."
"Do you have a life insurance policy on your wife, Mr. Ridley?" Joanne asked, her voice sounding cold and harsh.
"We have life insurance on each other." said Ridley. "It's not all that much; $400,000."
"That's a lot of money, Mr. Ridley." said Joanne.
"It's not all that much, either," said Ridley, "especially in today's economy. And it's to take care of the kid until he gets to adult age."
"The kid." said Joanne. "Tell me about Zack. Who would get him if you and your wife divorced?"
"She probably would, knowing the legal system and divorce law." said Ridley. "Not that I wouldn't try to keep him, of course, or at least get split custody..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:10pm, Monday, April 16th. Jerome Davis and Teddy Parker came into Coltrane Sports at the Mall, dressed in plainclothes as they normally did. "Ah, hello Mr. Coltrane." Jerome said as they came up to the counter.
"Gentlemen," said Steve Coltrane as he finished with two customers. "How can I help you?"
"We just came by to see if you'd found anything out of place since we last talked." said Davis.
"No, not that I can find." said Steve. "My assistant Paul ought to be here within a few minutes, if you'd like to talk to him."
"Sure, we can wait a few minutes." said Jerome. He and Parker looked at the fair-to-middling selection of disc golf frisbees. One starter set had a 'Panther', causing the Detectives to remember and discuss the 'Pink Panther' case.
As the time went on, Steve Coltrane began looking at his watch more and more, Jerome noticed. "Teddy," he said quietly, "let's go talk to Mall Security." Teddy agreed, and addressed Steve Coltrane.
"We'll be back in a few minutes." said Teddy Parker. He and Jerome Davis walked into the mall and down the corridors.
"Not the mall it used to be." said Teddy. "It's hanging on, doing okay. But it used to be really high-class, all the great shops."
"Internet." said Jerome. "The Southpoint Mall on the south side of Town is only half full. They shut down a full wing of it."
They went through some double doors that were marked "Authorized Personnel Only", and down a dimly lit corridor. They knocked on the door to the security area, showed their badges, and were admitted.
"Oh yeah, you guys called about Coltrane Sports." said a tall, heavy-set black man in a Security uniform that was not very well pressed, and would not look inspiring to Mall patrons. "We've been keeping an eye on their entrances to the inside and outside, but nothing seems out of the ordinary."
"What about last night?" asked Jerome. "Closing time."
"We pulled the digital files so you can review them." said the Security man. "But I didn't see anything on them. They closed early and the employee left right away, but no one came in, or anything like that."
Jerome and Teddy reviewed the digital recording. About ten minutes before closing time, the metal mesh pull-down door to inside the mall was brought down by a man with dark hair and an Eastern European look about him, who the Detectives knew to be Paul Escandes. Then the lights went out. The next file showed Paul Escandes pretty much running out the door, flipping it shut behind him.
"I'll bet he didn't lock it." said Jerome. "He was in a hurry to get out of there."
"We'll have to see if we can get the phone records for the store," said Teddy Parker, "and maybe for his cellphone, and see if we can figure out what lit that fire under him."
They sent the digital recordings to Police Headquarters for processing into evidence, then thanked the Security people and headed back to Coltrane Sports.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:15pm, Joanne and Theo came out of I-A into the anteroom, where Cindy and I had been watching the questioning. We all went on out into the hallway.
"Patricia Ridley is in Interrogation-Bravo." I said. "Any questions you'd like to ask her?"
"You bet, sir." said Theo. "She didn't tell us earlier she was in chemical sales, just in 'medically-related' sales.
"Make sure you read her her rights." I said. "And if and when she asks for an attorney, trip over yourselves making sure she gets one."
"Yes sir." said Theo.
He and Joanne went back inside and went down the anteroom Interrogation-B. Officer Lydia Green was the Uniformed Officer attending Patricia Ridley.
"What's this about?" Patricia asked. "My son is still at school in their daycare, they charge a boatload, and I still have to pick him up by 6:00pm."
"Hopefully this will not take that long." said Joanne. She read Patricia the rights from the card. "Do you understand the rights, Mrs. Ridley?"
"Why are you reading me my rights?" Patricia asked with a sharp tinge to her voice.
"To protect you and your rights, ma'am." said Theo. "We need to ask you some serious questions about this Tylenol bottle incident."
"I... I... I... Do I need a lawyer?" asked Patricia, almost wailing.
"It's your right to have one, if you wish." said Theo. Joanne was saying nothing.
"Yes..." Patricia said, getting her wits about her. "I want to call a lawyer."
"There's a phone on the wall.' said Joanne. Patricia went to it, dialed '9' to connect to the outside, and dialed a number. "We'll be back when your lawyer arrives." said Joanne.
Once they were in the anteroom and the door was closed, I said "Captain Ross, let's send someone to pick up Zack and bring him here. He can stay in the Pastor's Room."
"I'll go get him myself." Cindy said. I told Joanne to go in and tell Patricia that we were sending someone for Zack.
Part 6 - Missing Persons
At 4:55pm, Jerome and Teddy returned to Coltrane Sports. Steve Coltrane was now looking visibly distressed as they came up to him.
"Guys," he said, "Paul has not showed up. I've tried calling his cellphone, but got no answer; it rang and then went to voicemail."
"What is Paul's home address, and his cellphone number?" asked Davis...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:55pm. Bernadette Rosalyn Gillem of the Madison & Ives Law Firm (MILF) came into Interrogation-B. "Captain Ross of the Police picked up Zack from school, and is bringing him here. They'll look after him." A lot of the tension in Patricia's face left her.
After ten minutes of discussion, Bernadette picked up the phone and said they were ready. Joanne and Theo came in.
"We've already read Mrs. Ridley her rights." said Joanne. "We have some follow-up questions in this case regarding the poisoned Tylenol capsules."
"Do you have a copy of that lab report I can see?" asked Bernadette Gillem. Theo quickly handed her a stapled paper report. "Wow, oxycodone. I don't know what this cyanate compound is, but it sounds bad." She handed the report back to Theo, knowing she'd be getting her own copy soon. "So why are you bringing my client in, and reading her her rights? What has she done?"
Theo said "As I was saying, we want to follow up on our previous conversation with Mrs. Ridley, and we're Mirandizing her for her protection and ours. So, Mrs. Ridley... what is your occupation again?"
"As I told you before, sales." said Patricia.
"What kind of sales? Exactly what kind?" asked Theo.
Patricia hesitated a second, then said "Medically-related pharmaceutical sales, as well as paraphernalia such as syringes."
"Sales of chemicals and pharmaceutical drugs themselves?" asked Theo.
Patricia hesitated a second, then said "Yes."
"So you have access to powerful drugs like the ones found in those capsules." said Theo, almost as a statement.
"No." said Patricia. "I'm not a pharmacist nor a medical doctor. I make product sales, take orders, have them delivered. But I don't have personal contact with any of those drugs, especially not controlled substances."
"Before we go further, Mrs. Ridley," said Joanne, "is Ms. Gillem here the attorney to whom you gave those photos of your husband?"
"No." said Patricia. "That was my divorce attorney, Virginia Madison."
"Okay, that's good." said Joanne. "Mrs. Ridley, you said you also had had extramarital affairs. With whom, and I need names, are the persons with whom you are currently having relations, and also anyone within the last year or so?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Zack Ridley, called 'Bubba' by the other kids in the daycare, was in the backseat of Captain Ross's Police SUV, playing a video game on device that looked too large to be an iPhone but too small to be an iPad. Most twelve-year-olds would be looking around an equipped Police SUV with at least some level of fascination, but Bubba didn't seem to care at all; he was glued to his game.
Zack was a bit portly, like a young Rudistan, but Zack was not in poor health. His light brown hair was relatively sparse on his head, which was somewhere between triangle- and egg-shaped. His face seemed devoid of interest in anything. He was the quintessential and prototypical latch-key kid.
They got to Headquarters, and Cindy took Zack to the Pastor's Room, which had a vending machine with some snacks. Zack bought a Coca-Cola and went back to his game. Father Romano was also in the room, and said he'd stay with Zack.
"I've got a few questions for him first." said Cindy. To Zack, and with as nice a voice as she could muster, she said "Zack, how are your parents getting along?"
"They don't." said Zack, still watching his game.
"Why don't you pause that game and look at me for a second." Cindy said. Zack looked up at her through his eyebrows, and seemed to realize that her next course of action would be to take the game away. So he paused the game and put it aside.
"Do your parents argue a lot?" asked Cindy.
"No." said Zack. "They just don't talk to each other much."
"What about you?" asked Cindy. "Does you play ball with your dad? Do you do things with your mom? Homework?"
"No." said Zack. "They make me do my homework, but they're too busy doing their work stuff. They just leave me to my games."
"Has your dad ever threatened your mom?" asked Cindy. "Or hit her, or hurt her in any way?"
"No." said Zack. "He's more afraid of her hitting him. She doesn't say a lot to him, but when she does she really lights into him, and yells at him."
"Do your mom and dad talk about divorce?" asked Cindy.
"Sometimes." said Zack. "But not much in front of me."
"If your parents separated," asked Cindy, "would you live with your mom or your dad? Or both?"
"Probably my mom." said Zack. "My dad doesn't really care. He would rather hang out with his girlfriend."
"You... you know your dad has a girlfriend?" Cindy asks.
"Sure." said Zack. "I've stayed with my dad at her house a couple of times. She tries to talk to me and be nice to me. And Mom has a boyfriend, but she doesn't say anything about him."
*BZZZZ!*
A text appeared on Cindy's iPhone, asking her to come to Commander Troy's office. She told Father Romano she had to go. As she got to the door, she looked back... and saw Zack looking up at her through his eyebrows from over his game. A chill ran down her as her vibe overtook her... the boy's eyes seemed to be emanating evil at her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:25pm. Jerome and Teddy arrived at the apartment of Paul Escandes. Patrolmen Statler and Waldorf were already there.
"Did you knock?" asked Davis.
"No sir." said Statler. "We were waiting for you."
"Go ahead." said Davis. Everyone took up defensive postures as Statler knocked on the door. "Town & County Police!" he called out after knocked.
After several knocks, there was no answer. "I don't hear any movement inside, either." said Statler.



"Let me try this phone number." said Davis. A moment later, a faint ring could be heard inside."
"Let's call for a warrant." said Parker, taking his phone out and doing it himself...
"Can we go in?" asked Waldorf. "If he's hurt inside, it might make a difference..."
"Try the door." said Davis. Statler tried the door. It was not locked, and opened. "Go ahead." said Davis. "Clear it." The Uniformed Officers went in, covering each other as they cleared the few rooms.
"It's clear, sir!" called out Statler after they were done. "No one at home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:50pm. With the Ridley parents occupying my Interrogation rooms, and their child playing a video game under the watchful eye of the ever-patient Father Romano, Warner, Washington, Ross, the Chief and myself were huddling in the main Conference room.
"We can't let him walk out of here." said Joanne. "I think we should book him, have his hearing in Night Court, and get an ankle monitor on him."
"And charge him with what?" I asked.
"Suspicion of attempted murder." said Joanne.
"We may have to do that for her, too." said Theo. "His theory that she set this whole thing up is not implausible."
"There's one other thing." said Cindy. "I was talking to the kid, Zack. He gave me this look that really set my hackles off. And it occurred to me that he, Zack, could've been the one that did this."
"Yes, it's possible." said the Chief. "But making an arrest of either parent now is making a commitment we might regret lay-terrrr. What do you think, Mr Crowbarrrr?"
"I think..." I started, then said, "Okay guys, it's going to be a long night. Here is what we need to do, and pretty fast. Let's secure a warrant to search Susan Carrera's home, a limited warrant solely for pharmaceuticals, including aspirin and Tylenol in her home. A dog should run through there as well as the Ridley home, if that hasn't been done already."
I continued: "Bring Susan Carrera into I-Alpha, again not letting either of the Ridley's see her. We need to talk to her before she sees Dennis Ridley again. And we'll be doing the same for Patricia Ridley's current boyfriend, whatever his name is."
"What about the Ridleys, sir?" asked Cindy.
"After I'm told Carrera is being brought in, I'll let the Ridley's go... but only after a quick conversation with them here in this room, if that's okay with you, Chief."
"Fine by me." said the Chief. "Just have the crowbarrrrs ready, in case they try to beat each other up."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:10pm, Monday, April 16th. Patricia Ridley and her lawyer were brought into the Main Conference Room, followed by Dennis Ridley and his attorney. When their eyes met, I observed Patricia's eyes flash both fear and fire, while Dennis's peepers flashed anger and fire.
They'd been told to not speak when they came in, making my job a bit easier. I said "Thank you for coming in. My name is Don Troy, and I am the Police Commander with the TCPD. We have a bit of a situation, here."
I continued: "We do not feel it is in our interests, your interests, nor your child's interests for you to go back to the same home tonight. So we can do one of two things: we can arrest and book you both, and you will stay the night and have your hearings in the morning; or Patricia can take Zack back to the family home, and Dennis will find other lodgings for the night after we drop him off at his car."
"What about Zack?" asked Patricia. "If we're both arrested, what happens to him?"
"The Department of Family and Children's Services will be notified." said Cindy, exactly on cue as I'd instructed her. "They'll take custody of Zack." Patricia looked horrified at that; Dennis didn't show any emotion, but did the right thing.
"All right." said Dennis. "I'll stay somewhere else."
"Mr. Stelling," I said to Dennis's lawyer, "please do make him understand that if he goes anywhere near the home, I'll have no choice to arrest him. And Mrs. Ridley, I'm going to very strongly recommend you stay at your home and not leave it. Either buy groceries on the way home, or ask someone to bring you anything you need. Ms. Gillem, if you'll talk to your client about that..." Bernadette nodded.
"And of course," I said, "don't leave the County. I'm going to ask you both to come back tomorrow for further conversations. Mr. Stelling, go ahead and take your client out of here. Captain Ross, go with them, and arrange transportation for them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm. Joanne, Theo, and I went into MCD. Parker and Davis were there and about to say something when I held up a hand. "Give me one second, guys. Okay, Warner, we'll need to pick up Patricia's boyfriend. What was his name again?"
Joanne consulted her notes. "A 'Paul Escandes', sir."
"Escandes!" shouted Jerome and Teddy together. As we turned to them, Jerome said "You won't be picking him up tonight, sir."
"Ohhhhh..." I said, understanding slapping me upside the head.
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "He's Steve Coltrane's employee, and he's missing. We just got back from his apartment..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Medical Affairs
7:15pm, still Monday, April 16th.
"Well, guys," I said, "I hope you don't have to do your taxes tonight." They were due the next day, April 17th, as the 15th was a Sunday.
Jerome Davis and Teddy Parker were at their desks. They'd put out an APB on Paul Escandes. They and Myron Milton were gathering information on him, and Myron was also gathering more information on Susan Carrera.
"Yes sir," said Joanne with her happy grin, "I filed my returns, reporting my many millions in Police salary already." Everyone chuckled.
"You've been hanging around Rudistan too long." I said. Just then the Duty Desk Sergeant came in and said that Susan Carrera was in I-A. "Warner, Washington, the sooner you get this wrapped up, the sooner we can go home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It came as no surprise to me that Mr. Gibson Stelling was in I-A with Susan Carrera. When he took Dennis Ridley to her place to get Ridley's car, saw the redoubtable Sergeant Tango, our drug dog, happily sniffing through her place, and then saw that Sue not there, that was Stelling's first clue that she might be visiting Police Headquarters. And he immediately rushed back to HQ to represent her. Billable hours those would be, I rather nastily thought to myself.
"Read her her rights." I told Theo the minute I saw the legal eagle. Theo nodded. Once in I-A, he introduced himself and Joanne, then read Sue her considerable legal rights.
"Ma'am," said Joanne Warner, "do you know a man named Dennis Ridley?"
"Yes." said Susan.
"How do you know him?"
"Professionally or personally?" asked Susan.
"Both." said Joanne, throwing Susan a cold look that suggested Susan not play games with Joanne.
"Professionally," Susan said, "I'm in medical marketing and Dennis is in medical sales. Personally, we're unofficially engaged to be married."
"Even though he's married now?" asked Joanne.
"He's going to divorce his wife," said Susan, "and marry me."
"Has he filed for divorce?" asked Joanne.
"No, not yet." said Susan. "He's been in consultation with attorneys, and is getting some things in his life straightened away before filing the papers."
"What things are he getting straight in his life?" asked Joanne.
"You'll have to ask him that." said Susan. "I don't have the details, nor is it my place to say."
"How long have you known him?" asked Joanne.
"Several years, now." said Susan. "We've been seriously dating for the last two years." Joanne turned to Theo.
"Ms. Carrera, or is it Mrs.?" asked Theo.
"Ms." said Susan. "I'm not married."
"Have you ever been married? Any children?" asked Theo.
"What does that matter?" asked Susan. "And what's this about? I only heard from my attorney that it's something to do with Dennis, and I have Police going through my house with a dog, and taking everything in my medicine cabinet."
"Mr. Ridley is a person of interest in an investigation involving finding a bottle of Tylenol spiked with narcotics." said the lawyer Stelling. "They're talking to you about your relationship with him." As I watched from the anteroom, I wondered why Stelling was telling her in this manner, rather than have a private conversation with her, to which they were entitled.
"Once again." said Theo. "Have you ever been married? And do you have any children?"
"No, and no." said Susan.
"We're just hoping to clear this up as quickly as we can." said Joanne. "Which is why we're asking these particular questions. So you're in medical marketing... do you sell pharmaceuticals?"
"Heavens, no." said Susan. "I have my own business. I'm hired to make presentations for companies at big medical events and conferences. We create kiosks for them to use, help them prepare speeches and presentations, make follow-up contacts for them. Most of our clients are smaller companies that don't yet have large marketing departments."
"Sounds good." said Theo. "And again, you don't come into contact with actual chemicals, or drugs?"
"No." said Susan.
"Do you know Dennis's wife, Patricia?" asked Theo.
"Yes, I've met her. She's in medical sales also... and she is in chemical and pharmaceutical sales." said Patricia. "And she's one mean, conniving bitch... oh, sorry for the language, but that's what she is, so sorry to say."
"What about Zack, their son?"
"He's a sweet boy." said Susan. "Quiet, well-mannered whenever I've seen him."
"Ma'am," asked Theo, "who are your husband's divorce attorneys?"
"I'm not sure." said Susan. "I think the Men's Law Firm of Effim, Goode & Hart."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:15pm. Susan Carrera had left, and was being taken home by the attorney Stelling. I suspected that they would be talking with Dennis Ridley at her apartment, and that Dennis would be staying with Susan overnight.
While the interrogation was going on, I was talking with Jerome Davis and Teddy Parker in MCD. "So," I said to them, "y'all were about to close this case, did a little extra work to tie off the loose threads, and 'Shazam!' you've got a missing person and a connection to another case. That's good work, guys."
"Thank you, sir." said Davis. "We've put out the APB on the guy. We'll contact the FBI tomorrow if we don't get any leads."
"I halfway suspect the FBI will be calling us about it." I replied. "In the meantime, share whatever you dig up on him with Warner and Washington. They'll be asking Patricia Ridley about him in the morning."
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "we're getting a workup on Steve Coltrane, too. Should we look harder into him?"
"You can glance at whatever you dig up, and see if anything meets my definition of a 'strangeness'." I replied. "But from what you said, he wasn't acting like a guy who knew much of anything, was he?" They agreed he was not.
"Okay, go home." I said. "Nothing more you can do right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now I was in my office with Joanne, Theo, and Cindy. "So guys," I said, "whaddya think?"
"Until Patricia's boyfriend came up as the guy Jerome and Teddy found was missing," said Joanne, "I was all ready to arrest Dennis Ridley on the spot."
Theo spoke up: "I'm still not sure Dennis isn't telling us the truth, that this whole thing could be a set-up. But I think we've got a ways to go to figure out which one of them did it."
"Or if Zack did it." said Cindy. "I'm saying this very seriously: I think that kid needs to be talked to by a psychologist. Something about him ain't ri-ight."
"But ma'am," asked Joanne, "how could he access oxycodone?"
"And even more important," I said, "the cyanate compound. I checked some of the old college chemistry textbooks. That compound was in vogue years ago for soil nutrition, but isn't in favor any more. One reason is its strong odor... which is what alerted Mrs. Ridley to its presence... it's presence..."
"Uh oh, his train of thought is boarding at the station." said Cindy as I went into reverie-land. "Okay guys, head home. We'll pick this up tomorrow."
As Joanne and Theo left, I came out of my thoughts and looked at Cindy. "That goes for you too, o Captain of Detectives! Let's go home and eat supper. Callie is at our house waiting for you, and I'm told Carole is supervising the cooking."
"That means no stringbeans for Bowser tonight." Cindy said as we headed to the door. I laughed out loud at that one.
Part 8 - The Next Day
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded Cougar reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, April 17th, from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square. "It's Tax Day in America, but more importantly, it could be the day of reckoning for Governor Val Jared!'
Bettina started: "As expected, Republican Attorney General Karl Handel appointed Robert Mullen as Independent State Counsel to investigate Governor Jared for Obstruction of Justice in two cases, those being the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix, and the allegations of sexual impropriety against the Governor by Hillary Braselton."
"Black activists, led by the Social Justice group 'Black Voices Raised' and State Senator Maxine Watts, have demanded a further investigation of the death of the black singer, citing a cover-up at the State and Federal levels." said Bettina. "But more important are the allegations that Governor Jared asked SBI Reserve Inspector Donald Troy, who is also our Police Commander here, to bring pressure on Ms. Braselton by investigating her for specious crimes, and forcing her to recant her accusations against the Governor as part of a plea deal."
"When asked if he would subpoena Commander Troy to answer questions regarding this issue, this is what Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen said. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. "Yes, I absolutely will be subpoenaing Donald Troy and forcing him to answer questions under oath. If he does not comply with our subpoenas, or if he is untruthful in any way, then there could be a referral to the State Attorney General to prosecute Donald Troy, which would mean his suspension from his duties as a Police Officer and SBI Agent." said Robert Mullen, whose face showed obvious enjoyment and relishing of his words, especially the last ones.
Next to Mullen on the tape was Lt. Governor Graham Collins, a man who was rarely seen to be smiling, but now just could not keep a grin off his face. When asked a question, Collins said "It is important to have this examination by the Independent State Counsel, of both the Governor and Commander Donald Troy. The People of the State must have confidence in the integrity of their elected officials as well as the law enforcement personnel that are expected to protect and serve them."
Did he mean protect and serve the citizens? or protect those elected officials? I wondered to myself. I had my suspicions...
Back to Bettina live: "Governor Jared has until noon Thursday to formally oppose the nomination of the Independent State Counsel. If he does, the Legislature will be called into special session to vote to overturn the Governor's objection, requiring 60% majorities in each Chamber of the Legislature to successfully overturn the objection and allow the Independent State Counsel to begin his important work. Both State Senator Maxine Watts and our State Senator, Katherine Woodburn, believe that there are well over the number of votes required to overrule the Governor's objection should it happen."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "U.S. Senator Samuel Russell says he has evidence purporting that The Guardians of Justice are being helped by the Russian Government in collusion with traitors in the United States, for the purpose of embarrassing and undermining the United States Government. Senator Russell excoriated the FBI for not doing nearly enough to find and arrest the Guardians of Justice, and is threatening to hold up budget funds for the FBI until they show considerable progress in finding and stopping the GOJ."
"U.S. Senator Bill Nunn," continued Bettina, "who believes the accusations by the Guardians of Justice should be investigated, retaliated against Senator Russell by threatening to subpoena more BigAgraFoods executives to explain the program that he claims was designed to control the foodstuffs of the Nation, possibly in conjunction with martial law in the country. Senator Nunn's committee has subpoenaed the documents the GOJ claims BigAgraFoods produced regarding the matter, but BigAgraFoods is denying the existence of the documents, and has so far refused to comply with Senator Nunn's subpoena."
"In a related story, Commander Donald Troy has sued the Citizens for Police Accountability! Troy's lawyer, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, has subpoenaed documents from the CFPA and Senator Maxine Watts's office that the Guardians of Justice released days ago. Senator Watts's office stated that they will not comply with the subpoena, and Maxine Watts herself issued a statement saying that, and I quote, 'that Gestapo tool of the racist Val Jared will crash in his helicopter and burn in Hell before we give him a damn thing.', close quote. Black activists applauded Senator Maxine Watts's stand, calling it 'a courageous act in the ongoing war against white tyranny and Police brutality'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina's news was met in MCD with something bordering on indifference. The MCD Detectives were more interested in getting started with their continuation of the Ridley poisoning case and the disappearance of Paul Escandes, and the Vice Detectives just didn't know what to say to me. They all knew that this was huge trouble for themselves as well as me.
"Well, at least the coffee is good." said Teresa Croyle.
"At least Commander Troy is as strong as the coffee." said Micah Rudistan, pretending joviality. "No way that puke Mullen is going to beat him."
"I'm not worried about him." I said. "I'm worried about the Grand Jury he's going to try to trick into indicting me." That pretty much ended the coffee klatch.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne Warner was updating the whiteboards. She had DMV photos of Patricia Ridley and Dennis Ridley up, then put up DMV photos of Susan Carrera and the missing Paul Escandes.
"You need one more." said Cindy Ross as she came into the room. She went up and put Zack Ridley's school photo up. "We cannot rule out that this kid is part of the problem." Joanne said nothing, but her face did not hide her unspoken disagreement with her boss on that issue.
"What's your plan for today, Ms. Warner?" I asked as I sipped coffee and watched.
"Sir, Theo and I are going to concentrate on Dennis Ridley and Susan Carrera." said Joanne. "We're going to talk to people they know, co-workers, friends and such. I've asked Jerome and Teddy to help with Patricia Ridley and Paul Escandes, since they're working on his disappearance."
"And what else?" asked Cindy pointedly.
"Uh... I'm not sure, ma'am." said Joanne. "We'll have a meeting and more interrogations after we get more data."
"What Captain Ross is trying to get you to realize," I said to Joanne, "is that someone needs to talk to Zack's teachers at school, other people who can shed light on him."
"Sir," asked Joanne, "do you really think Zack had something to do with this?"
"What *I* think does not matter." I replied. "What people can tell us about Zack, and therefore about that family situation, is far more important for us to understand. Even if Zack had nothing to do with the oxycodone in the Tylenol bottle, he is an extremely important cog in these gears, and should not be ignored."
"Sir," said Vice Detective Christopher Purvis, "Detective McGhillie has re-qualified with his weapon. He and I can help out by talking to Zack's teachers and friends."
"You good with that, Captain Ross?" I asked Cindy.
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "And I'll be going with them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching the Priya broadcast, which added nothing new to our knowledge of the world, Cindy, Teresa, and I turned to the business of our Angels meeting.
"Okay," I said, "we go to the Council for the promotions and structural changes tonight. Anything new to add to that? Speak now or forever hold your peace."
"I still want Irwin for Precinct Captain." said Teresa.
"Ain't gonna happen." I said. "He hasn't been a Lieutenant all that long, and he was promoted to that 'below the zone'. Even my allies on the Council wouldn't go for it, and I have to choose my battles on things like these, so I'm not going to push on Irwin."
"I know." conceded Teresa. "I just said it to hear myself bitch. Goodwin will have to do."
"It is what it is." I said. "Ross?"
"Just these two big cases that are now one big case." said Cindy. "I am a bit ticked off that Warner seemed to pointedly not get my 'hints' about Zack until you spoke up and removed all doubt."
"Yeah," I said, "I'm not liking some of the stuff she's done, either. There's limits to how far we can mess with the lawyers and not tell people things, and she's testing those limits. Refresher training will be coming... but not now. Let's get these cases solved first."
"Anything you can give us on that, sir?" asked Cindy.
"Not until we see some more data." I said.
"Sir," asked Cindy, "is there any way we can have a psychologist talk to Zack? Whether or not he has to do with this poison capsule case, there's something not quite right about that kid."
"Unfortunately," I said, "there is not much we can do at all... unless and until we find something that he has done. It was stretching it that you got to talk to him as much as you did yesterday, since we didn't have explicit parental permission to do so. We as Police are really, really hamstrung in what we can do about things in advance of those things happening."
"I'll say one thing." said Teresa. "I saw it in Midtown, and I saw it here in a past era... some Police would not have been as fair and as scrupulous about the law as you are, Commander."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said.
"No sir, this is serious." said Teresa. "It needs to be said, and I'm not saying it to butter you up or kiss your ass. Our Police Force is demoralized because they see a good leader being attacked for being a good cop and a good man. But whatever happens, sir, please keep doing it, keep doing the right things. We all know our very lives depend on it."
Wow, I thought to myself. What am I supposed to say to that?
"Thank you, Captain." I said. "I needed that. And don't worry... the Enemy has not won yet. Tell the Force to continue to perform their duties in a professional manner, as they've always done, and that I'm proud to be serving with them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I looked through the open door of my office to see FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone come into the anteroom, followed by the Executive Assistant Director who was Jack's boss. Also there were two FBI Agents in suits and sunglasses, who were the EAD's protection. They stayed in the anteroom, which I suspect annoyed my assistant Helena.
"Come on in, gentlemen." I said, rising from my chair. "Would you care to go to the Conference Room? It would be more comfortable."
"No, this is fine." said the EAD, closing the office door and then taking one of the hot chairs. I sat down and Jack sat down in the other hot chair in front of my desk.
"Our apologies for intruding upon you in a busy time," said Muscone, "but this is important. It's about that APB you put out on Paul Escandes."
"Because he's in Witness Protection?" I asked. The EAD and Muscone looked at each other.
"Four hundred years ago..." said Muscone, shaking his head. "How did you know? Someone tell you? You accessed the files and looked him up?"
"No." I said. "No one told me, and I didn't look it up. It just makes sense, based upon what I know... that he was busted for being a part of a gang, charges were greatly reduced, he essentially disappears, and now something happened that caused him to bolt on an instant's notice, leaving his employer's door unlocked and the alarm not set."
The EAD chuckled. "Commander, I mean this as a compliment, but really... how do you do it? I know, I know... a magician does not like to tell his tricks. But please, indulge me here."



I smiled and said "I'll just give you this example. Back when I worked in the lab in Midtown, we came in one Monday morning and were subjected to a lab-wide drug test. Loddy-doddy-everybody. We all peed in the cups and all that, and the testers left and that was that."
"Nine days later, on a Wednesday," I continued, "there was a big buzz around the place. The Lab Director's assistant had been fired, and so had one of the front office people that worked with our clients to ensure legally defensible data. No one could understand why."
"When they told me about it, I said 'Didn't we have a drug test Monday before last?' and everyone oohed and ahhed as they remembered. That was all I said, too... just asked the question, though clearly connecting the dots."
"I didn't think anything of it until I was called into the office of the Lab Director." I said. "He was furious, and demanded to know who told me they'd been fired for failing the drug test. I said that no one had told me anything, and I'd never said they had failed the test. I told him I'd just remembered the drug test the week before, and brought it up, and the connections weren't hard to make."
"The guy almost fired me on the spot." I continued. "And after that, he pretty much treated me like crap, and I realized it would be a most very good idea to start up my own business."
"And you connected the dots here, too." said Muscone. "But you do it so often. And we see the same dots and can't connect them."
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "Team Lazarus has a fearsome reputation in the FBI for connecting dots. So, Paul Escandes. We won't be finding him?"
"I hope not, anyway." said Muscone. "Seriously, Witness Protection has him, and they're hiding him again."
"I wish I could've spoken with him." I mused. "I'd like to know if he procured any oxycodone for Patricia Ridley."
"I made sure to have some FBI Agents talk to Escandes before the Marshals took him out of the region." said the EAD. "We also checked out his movements over the past couple of weeks. Jack, go ahead and email Commander Troy their report. You may disseminate that report to your Detectives, Commander. I don't think there's much there to help you, though."
"Thank you. I'll check on it." I said. "So, what else brings you to my humble office?"
"Humble is right!" the EAD said with a chuckle. "Of all your many awards, you've got two of yours and two of your dog's on the wall!"
"And I'm very proud of Bowser." I said with a smile.
"We came down to tell you," said Muscone, moving things along, "that the FBI is already gearing up to fight the State Independent Counsel on this Jasmine Nix case. We will not be cooperating in any way. We will not be complying with any subpoenas. We will not be be allowing any Agents to be witnesses. We will not be turning over any data to them. We have solid legal grounds, and if push comes to shove... and it will... a Federal judge is ready to come in and squash that punk Mullen like the little bug he is."
"Unfortunately," said the EAD, "even though you're an FBI Consultant, we can't protect you completely. We're working to provide counsel for you, but he would be limited to stopping Mullen from asking about the Nix case. We can't help you on the other stuff."
"I understand." I said. "And I appreciate your efforts. There is one thing you might can help me with. I'm investigating that attack on the Governor when that poor young woman was killed. She may have had some information related to some of my cases, and former SBI Director Jack Lewis may know where her information is. If you guys find something on Lewis that I can use like a crowbar to pry the truth out of him, I'd be very grateful."
"Jack," said the EAD, "I'll leave that to you. Give Don what you find; don't tell me. I want plausible deniability on it."
"Yes sir." said Muscone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Joanne Warner and Theo Washington came into the offices of HelpPoint Medical Sales, and were shown into the office of their Manager, Jack Dorsett. Dorsett was tall and lean with dark brown hair and a full beard and mustache.
"Thank you for seeing us today." said Joanne cheerfully. "We'd like to ask a few questions about your employee, Dennis Ridley."
"Sure, but what's it about?" asked Dorsett.
"We're doing a background check on his wife." said Theo. "As part of that, we have to check up on him, as well. Entirely routine."
"I didn't know Police did these things," said Jack Dorsett, "but go ahead. How can I help you?"
"Is Mr. Ridley here today?" asked Joanne.
"No, he's taking a personal day." said Dorsett. "Said something about meeting with his attorney. I figured it was his divorce attorney..." He let the sentence hang.
"That may well be the case." said Theo reassuringly. "So Mr. Ridley is a good employee?"
"Yes." said Dorsett. "One of our top tier sales agents, has some of our better clients in his portfolio."
"Gets along well with his coworkers?" asked Joanne, keeping her voice bright and cheerful.
"Yes. No complaints, anyway." said Dorsett. "But I'll just come right out with it. We all know he's having marital problems, and things like that weigh down on anyone, especially with a kid involved."
"Have you met his wife and son, sir?" asked Theo.
"Yes." said Dorsett.
"And what is your impression of her?" asked Joanne, causing Theo to glance sideways at her for a second.
"Uh..." said Dorsett. "I gotta be careful with my words, here. His wife Patricia gave me a very negative impression when I met her. She did not seem to care that she was meeting her husband's boss when we first met, and at other times I met her I thought that the only way she was a good salesperson was to... well, to give extra benefits to get the sale, if you know what I mean."
"No, I don't know what that means." said Theo. "Care to elaborate further?"
"No." said Dorsett. "I'll say no more on it, as I have no proof of anything, and won't risk committing slander."
"What about their son?" asked Theo. "What was your impression of him?"
"He was very introspective, very self-absorbed." said Dorsett. "He's what, twelve, thirteen years old now, and he seemed to have no interest at all in anything going on around him."
"Okay, then." said Joanne. "Thank you for your time, sir."
Part 9 - Runaway
When Jerome Davis and Teddy Parker got to Advantage Chemical Sales, which was one office suite in a long building on North Street. Davis exhibited his Police badge and asked to speak to Patricia Ridley's boss. The receptionist picked up her phone and made a call, and said that the Police were here to see the Manager. A moment later she said "I'm sorry, but the Manager is in meetings and will be unable to talk to you today."
"This is a Police matter, ma'am." said Teddy Parker severely.
4The receptionist did not reach for the phone, but said "As I said, Officer, he will not be speaking with you today."
"Is that right?" Parker drawled in his 'enhanced' Mississippi accent. "Well, if he insists that we get a warrant, that's what we'll do." He got out his cellphone and speed-dialed the Courthouse. The receptionist looked worried... and rightly so.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The man burst out of the back door of Advantage Chemical Sales and began practically running to his car.
"Mr. Wendell Gloster?" he heard his voice called as he got to his car. He saw a very tall man and a short woman with an hourglass-shaped body approaching him.
"Sorry, I have an urgent appointment. Gotta go!" said Gloster. He attempted to get into the car, but found the man blocking him from closing the door.
"What the fuck?" Gloster said angrily. "Get the hell out of my way!"
"Get out of the car." I said. "Now."
"Fuck you!" Gloster said, attempting to start the car. He found a Police badge in front of his face.
"I'll tell you one more time." I said. "Get out of the car or I will pull you out by force." Gloster resignedly turned and got out of the car. I pushed him into the side, twisting him around so that his chest slammed into the window of the back door. I pulled his arm behind him to affix cuffs.
"Hey!" Gloster protested. "What is this about?"
"You are under arrest, Mr. Gloster." I said. "The charge is 'Evading Police'. You attempted to run from my Detectives in the lobby of your company, so we'll just go to the Station, take you through booking, and then my Detectives will talk to you at their leisure."
"Are you kidding?" Gloster all but shouted. He found out that I was not as I put him into the back of my SUV, and Teresa and I drove him to Headquarters, where Sergeant Rudistan gave him a tour of Booking... step by step.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mr. Garner of Lowe, Ball & Lynch, P.C., who were business attorneys, came into Interrogation-1. He had been J.G. McGill's attorney, so I knew him all too well.
"What the heck is this, Commander?" asked Garner.
"Mr. Garner," I said, "you're a business attorney. You should talk to your client about getting a criminal attorney. I'll leave you to discuss things with him." I got up and left, going into the anteroom.
"Okay, guys," I said, "I don't have a lot of time, so I'm going to egregiously interfere and break this guy down for you."
"Watch and learn, guys." said Cindy. When Garner was ready, he had us come in.
"My client did not even know Police were outside." said Garner. "His receptionist only said two gentlemen wanted to see him, and he was busy."
"They told her they were Police, and they heard her say into the phone that they were Police." I said. "And don't try to tell me he didn't know: he flew out the back door like a bat out of hell. Why were you running from Police, Mr. Gloster?"
Gloster was relatively short, gaining weight, had thinning hair, and was not handsome at all. He looked part angry, but part scared as he said "I had an urgent appointment."
"With whom?" I asked.
"None of your business." said Gloster.
"Mr. Gloster," I said, sitting back in my chair, "you need to understand that I did not arrest you just for the fun of it. This is a very serious situation. You could be charged as an accessory to attempted murder." I emphasized the last two words, speaking them with special clarity.
Both attorney and client's eyes widened. "Are you kidding me?" asked the attorney Garner.
"Not one bit." I replied. "So get your act together, Mr. Gloster. Do you know a woman named Patricia Ridley?" I asked.
"She's one of my sales staff." said Gloster.
"Is she a good employee?" I asked.
"What does this have to do with anything?" asked Garner. "What is going on here?"
"I am the one asking questions, here, Mr. Garner. And your client needs to answer them." I said. "Now Mr. Gloster, is Patricia Ridley a good employee?"
"She's okay." said Gloster.
"Have you had sex with Mrs. Ridley?" I asked.
"What?"
"Answer the question." I said.
"What do you define as 'sex'?" asked Ridley. I could feel a lot of people's eyes rolling all over the place.
"What, do I have to spell it out?" I thundered. "Intercourse, fellatio, cunnilingus, fingering, fondling... hell, I'll spell out every frickin' act in the book... and double hell, my wife wrote that book, she's the sex professor on Campus. Stop wasting my time, Gloster... did you have sex with Patricia Ridley?"
Gloster was breaking down. He mumbled "It was consentual. Nothing was forced upon her."
"You had consentual sex with Mrs. Ridley?" I asked.
"Yes." said Gloster. "She wasn't a very good sales rep, so she gave me a blowjob when I began complaining about her numbers. So naturally I kept her on, and she initiated every encounter we had. Then her numbers went up, so she didn't have to fuck me or blow me anymore, and I was good with that."
"So she was banging clients to get accounts?" I asked, my voice harsh.
"I don't know for sure." said Gloster. "But it was widely rumored among the staff that she was."
"Your company sells chemicals, and pharmaceuticals?" I asked.
"Yes." said Gloster, looking miserable.
"Oxycodone?" I asked.
"We take orders for drugs up to Schedule II." said Gloster. "But those are delivered straight to the pharmacy or the University Hospital pharmacy. We never have physical possession of restricted drugs."
"You sell to pharmacies." I asked as a statement.
"Yes." said Gloster. "Mostly to smaller ones in the northern half of the State."
"So where is the accessory to attempted murder, here?" asked Garner.
"Still in play." I said. "There was an attempt to murder Mrs. Ridley by spiking her pain reliever bottle with oxycodone capsules. And your client, Mr. Garner, is not cleared as a suspect, since he has the motive of wanting to keep his sexual encounters with her a secret. Mr. Gloster, you can go... but stay in Town. If you leave the County, I'll have the U.S. Marshals find you and arrest you..."
Part 10 - Meetings
11:00am, Tuesday, April 17th.
"Okay, everyone," I said as I walked into MCD. "Meeting in Classroom 'E'. Roll in the whiteboards if you need 'em." A trickle of Detectives followed the Police Commander and Captain of Detectives into Classroom 'E'. When all was said and done, present were: Chief Moynahan, me, Captain Ross, Supervisor Myron Milton, Detectives Joanne Warner, Theo Washington, Jerome Davis, Teddy Parker, Christopher Purvis, and Roy McGhillie.
"First of all," I said when we were settled in with the coffee and doughnuts the Chief and I had brought in, "I need to tell you about Paul Escandes. He is in Witness Protection. He was a minor figure in an Eastern European gang in the City, got busted, turned informant and helped bust some seriously bad actors. He was relocated here, for reasons I am not sure."
"Before relocating him, the FBI interviewed him about his relationship with Patricia Ridley." I continued. "He says they met two years ago when she bought some exercise equipment from Coltrane Sports, and began the affair when he delivered the equipment to her home and she dragged him into bed. He said he did not consider the relationship serious, that it was more like a 'friends with benefits' situation, and that they both dated other people during that time."
"He said she'd told him that her marriage was loveless and breaking apart, and that it was only a matter of time before she pulled the string and divorced him. The FBI did not ask him about the oxycodone, because they did not want to tip him off that the Marshals and the FBI are looking into that to see if he accessed any illegal drugs."
"Sir?" asked Joanne Warner, "if I understand this correctly, he bolted from the store the night before Patricia Ridley reported the spiked bottle. How did someone know to tell Escandes to bolt?"
"And who is that someone that told him to bolt?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Ah, you noticed that, did you, Ms. Warner?" I said in a falsetto voice, then said in my normal voice "Those are both good questions, and something to consider. Right now, let's move to Myron's report. He has a lot of stuff for us."
"Yes sir, I do." said Myron. "First Dennis Ridley. He's done well with HelpPoint Medical Sales. He's having a good bit put into his life insurance, and he's had some of his commissions deferred into a year-end bonus that gets put into a trust he established before he married Patricia, with himself as the sole beneficiary. All this makes his ordinary income look pretty small."
Myron went on: "Patricia Ridley also is making pretty good income with Advantage Chemicals. But she also has some pretty healthy spending habits, pun not intended. Credit cards in only her name pay most of her and Zack's essential needs, and then she has some expenses above that, mostly jewelry and shoes, as well as eating at restaurants a lot with friends. Some of that gets expensed, but a lot of it doesn't."
Myron went on: "Dennis has a degree from the University, in Chemistry. Patricia has a degree from City U., in Business Administration."
More Myron: "Susan Carrera has her own business. It is a marketing firm for smaller pharmaceutical companies. The company has several clients, some of which are solid companies and pay their bills regularly. But some are start-ups, and if they're not doing well, Susan doesn't get paid. As such, her own finances are feast-or-famine. She's run up some huge personal credit card numbers in the past, and paid them down when money comes her way. And because her business has cash flow problems at times, she's lost some of her employees as a result. And competition in that arena is only getting stiffer. One wrong move, and she might end up in deep kimshee."
"Anything on Paul Escandes?" Jerome Davis asked.
"No, and for the record I'm stymied there." said Myron. "I started looking, but the records are cut off now, since the guy is in Witness Protection. Not like that has ever stopped me, though. I have been able to find out that Escandes made no questionable actions in the last few weeks. No sudden spending of money, no contacts with old friends from the old gangs. So if he did anything with drugs, it hasn't been found yet."
"Okay, good." I said. "Don't get in trouble with the Feds over that, though. Okay, next up... Zack. What did you guys find on him?"
Cindy spoke up: "We went to his school today. No disrespect to Purvis and McGhillie, but it was a good thing I was there; Police Detectives are one thing, a full-bore Police Captain with a green crowbar is another. They were 'reluctantly helpful', is the term I'll use."
"What we found out," Cindy continued, "is that Zack has become deeply introspective and very quiet over the last two years. His name is on special watch with the school system; they're beginning to track him over time. Basically, he just doesn't talk to anyone, doesn't play sports games during recess, doesn't hang out with any crowds, good or bad. He's prohibited from having video games while at school, but he still socializes with no one."
"The school psychologists have talked to him many times." said Cindy. "I talked to one of them, who knows Dr. Fredricson pretty well so he talked to me 'off the record', so to speak. He said there's little they can do about Zack. He's not hyperactive or ADHD, so they can't force him to be on any medications. He makes barely passing grades, and makes as little effort as he needs to make those grades. They think he's a fairly smart kid, but he's just... bored."
"Is there any area where he has shown an abnormal or weird interest?" I asked. "Like pyrotechnics, chemical reactions, making drugs in a meth lab?"
"Sir, he's twelve years old!" protested Joanne.
"I needed you around instead of my mother when I was twelve." I replied. "I don't know how many times she busted me down for 'unauthorized' experiments with ammonia and Clorox, and such stuff." (Author's note: do not try any experiments with those chemicals at home. Seriously, just don't.) "Point being, if Zack's playing around with things like that, or with fire, then I'll entertain ideas he's a suspect, here."
"Sir," said Christopher Purvis, "the psychologists said he didn't fit that pattern. He's not been known to harm any animals. He's not been known to set things on fire. Nothing overt to get attention. They think that his home life isn't a warm, loving environment, and he just shuts down to the outside world."
"All right." I said. "This may be a waste of your time, guys, but I want y'all to dig a little deeper... and with the idea to find if Zack could possibly get hold of oxycodone." Cindy and Purvis nodded.
I looked at the whiteboards. DMV photos of Susan Carrera, Wendell Gloster, and Paul Escandes were now posted.
"Why Escandes?" I asked.
"Sir," said Joanne, "we considered the possibility that he bolted because Patricia found out who he really was, and before he left he tried to take care of the loose end by poisoning her."



"Why not just shoot her, then?" I asked. Joanne shrugged. "No, you guys are right to consider him, though I'd have some tough hoops to put you through about him. Okay, so is Gloster a suspect now?"
"Definitely, sir." said Theo. "How he'd get the drugs into her home, I'm not sure of yet, but he has motive. Patricia could blackmail him over sexual harassment issues, and he'd be over a barrel if she did.'
"Very true." I said. "But the big two are Dennis and Patricia themselves. Any ideas?"
"Sir, we're still digging." said Joanne. "Myron found no strange expenditures of money by Dennis, and Patricia is always spending some money but not huge amounts at one time. So who bought the oxycodone isn't resolved."
"And sir," said Theo, "we're at something of a disagreement on all this. We can make a case for Dennis, but also can make one for Patricia trying to set him up."
"And you're still discounting Zack." Cindy said.
"With respect, ma'am," said Joanne, "until someone can show me how this kid, who doesn't talk to anyone, went and bought oxycodone with money he'd somehow have to procure, or somehow stole it without being noticed... I'm not buying into him being a suspect."
"I can tell you this, though." said Purvis, who was a Vice Detective. "This is not not to say Zack is involved, but it is all too easy for kids to get drugs these days. Zack is a latchkey kid, where he goes in the afternoons is anyone's guess, and he could find ways to get money. Just because he hasn't been caught doesn't mean he's not capable."
"Look guys," I said, "let's take the oxycodone out of any special category right now. Any one of these suspects could get the stuff if they wanted to. Hell, Rush Limbaugh was getting the stuff for years and no one hardly the wiser. My point is that this isn't going to be resolved through the oxycodone. We have to find something, something unique, that starts the trail to the true perp, here."
"And in light of that," I said, "Joanne and Jerome asked some good questions earlier, about the timing of Paul Escandes bolting. I want to ask another question, a different question. What really happened is that Patricia smelled something strange and didn't take the capsule. I want you to consider what would happen if she had taken the oxycodone, and had died. Or had become very ill. What's the timeline going forward form that hypothetical scenario?"
It became silent in the room as everyone contemplated. "And what if Zack had taken the pill?" asked Teddy Parker. "Might not've killed him, but he'd have been one sick kid for a while."
"True." I said. "And that's something to consider... Zack having access. How long were those bad pills in that bottle? In other words, when were the bad drugs put there to be taken? But let's go back to what I'm asking... if Patricia takes the capsule, and becomes very sick or, more likely, dies. What then?"
"Dennis Ridley would definitely be under arrest." said Joanne. "As a suspect, on suspicion. I'm not saying it would go to trial, but he'd be in a lot worse shape than he is right now."
"If she died," said Jerome Davis, "then Dennis Ridley would have custody of Zack, not have to worry about divorce and being financially messed up, and could marry this Susan Carrera person. If he wasn't convicted of his wife's murder, of course."
"So much reasonable doubt, though." said Theo. "The arguments I've been making still hold up. We have to prove he put the oxycodone in the bottle. I mean we have to have a scrap of something... an oxycodone purchase, or someone hearing him threaten his wife... but all else being equal to what we have now... we don't have enough to convict."
"Keep thinking about it, guys." I said, standing up. "Okay, I'm sure you have strong desires to continue interrogating the suspects this afternoon. Have at it."
"Sir, what about Gloster?" asked Teddy Parker.
"If you guys are as good as I think you are," I said, "you should have that guy sobbing and making a mess of my Interrogation Rooms. Make it so, Number One. But eat lunch first... and that goes for all of you."
Part 11 - Issues and Answers
1:30pm, Tuesday, April 17th.
Patricia Ridley was back in Interrogation-A with her lawyer Bernadette Rosalyn Gillem. Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington came in and sat down opposite them. Officer Lydia Green was the Uniformed presence in the room. Joanne read Patricia her rights from the card, and Patricia acknowledged she understood.
"Mrs. Ridley," said Theo Washington, "yesterday you told us that you were dating a man named Paul Escandes, is that right?"
"Yes." said Patricia.
"Are you still having a relationship with him?" asked Theo.
"Yes." said Patricia. "But it's more of a 'friends with benefits' situation than a 'relationship'."
"When was the last time you saw Mr. Escandes?" asked Theo.
"Oh, last week sometime." said Patricia. "Thursday, I think."
"Did Mr. Escandes ever come to your home?" asked Joanne.
"No." said Patricia. "None of the men I ever dated came to the house. I went to their house or we met in hotel rooms."
"Was your husband aware of your relationship, such as it was, with Mr. Escandes?" asked Theo.
"I don't know if he knew about Paul specifically." said Patricia. "He knew I was cheating on him, but not who I was cheating on him with, as far as I know."
"Did Paul Escandes ever use drugs in your presence, Mrs. Ridley?" asked Joanne.
"No. He was really clean." said Patricia. "Wouldn't even smoke pot."
"Did he ever seem concerned about anything?" asked Joanne. "Fearful of anything? Avoided doing anything that would get him Police attention?"
"Uhh...." Patricia said, paused several seconds, then said "I wouldn't call it 'fearful'...but he always was very aware of what was going on around him. I've seen other guys like that, most of them war veterans. I didn't think too much of it; he didn't seem paranoid, just aware."
"Mrs. Ridley," said Theo, "do you know a man named Wendell Gloster?"
"He's my boss at work." said Patricia.
"Have you had sexual relations with Mr. Gloster?" Theo asked. Patricia looked totally shocked for a moment... not at the impropriety of the question, but at the knowledge that the Police must know about that.
"Uhh.... yes." said Patricia.
"Is this necessary?" asked Bernadette Gillem. "Do you really need to go through my client's list of lovers?"
"First of all," said Joanne, "we asked Mrs. Ridley about that list yesterday, and while she did mention Mr. Escandes, she failed to mention her sexual relationship with Mr. Gloster. And yes, it's necessary to understand that any of Mrs. Ridley's lovers has to be considered as the person who put poison pills in her Tylenol bottle."
"Oh, come aaahhhnnn." said Patricia. "If it wasn't my husband, then who could've done it? And who else would want to?"
"You seem... eager... to have us suspect your husband of the crime." said Theo.
"Well who else could it have been?" asked Patricia angrily.
"As we said... any of your lovers." said Joanne. "And in the case of Mr. Gloster, it would really seem he has motive. Mrs. Ridley, did you offer sex to Mr. Gloster to keep your job?"
"It was more like he demanded sex from me or he'd fire me." snarled Patricia.
"So why didn't you walk away?" asked Joanne. "Why didn't you sue him?"
"Because I had no proof, no tape recordings, no witnesses." said Patricia. "And I need that job too much to just quit and walk away... or I would have a long time ago."
"Mrs. Ridley," asked Theo, "have you offered or given sex to clients to win or maintain accounts with them?"
"My God, are you going to accuse every person I have an account with of tampering with my Tylenol bottle?" spat Patricia.
"You're not answering the question." said Joanne. "In fact, you seem to be avoiding it. Now answer it: did you have sex with clients or potential clients to win or keep accounts?"
"I may have had encounters with some of them." said Patricia. "But that was pleasure, not business."
"Come on, Mrs. Ridley." said Theo. "We're talking attempted murder here."
"I need to talk to my attorney." said Patricia. Theo and Joanne exited into the anteroom. When they closed the door, Officer Green left through the door to the hallway.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not bad." said Cindy Ross in the anteroom. "She was getting rattled, there."
"Are we really going to have to investigate every one of her sexual liaisons?" asked Theo, not anticipating with any relish the thought of that amount of work... and paperwork.
"I suspect," said Cindy, "that Ms. Gillem will shut down that line of questioning, and they won't give us any more lovers' names without a fight."
"You mean she'd take the Fifth over that?" asked Joanne.
"Yep." said Cindy. "It could be a real scandal... for her, for her clients... and it pokes holes in her ace-in-the-hole: a potential sexual harassment lawsuit against Gloster. By the way, Dennis Ridley is in the House... he's in I-Bravo."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Theo and Joanne re-entered I-A, the lawyer Bernadette Gillem spoke first.
"I am advising my client to not speak any further of her sexual relationships with any persons." said Gillem. "Unless you can name a specific person and show how that person is related to this crime, then my client will not answer questions about her sexual liaisons."
"Is she taking the Fifth?" asked Joanne. "If I ask a question, I expect it to be answered, unless your client takes the Fifth."
"You're obviously a novice at interrogations, Detective Warner." Gillem shot back. "But if you insist, I'll have my client invoke, and we'll leave now-------"
"Hold on, hold on." said Theo. "Let's talk about another subject. Mrs. Ridley, where have your sales calls been in the last few days, going back into last week?"
"Mostly around here." said Patricia. "The University, the State Crime Lab, Forbes & Sehgal Engineering. I went to Midtown last week, to a State conference on Crime Lab operations, hoping to get the contracts for all the labs."
"Didn't go to the City, or Southport, or other places?" asked Theo.
"Not last week." said Patricia. "It's been several weeks since I've gone to the City, and I haven't been to Southport at all. Everything down there is controlled by the Mob; we just don't even fool with them."
"Who are your husband's major clients, and where does he usually go on calls?" Theo asked.
"University Hospital, the doctors' offices around here." said Patricia. "He does go to City University and their big hospital pretty often. I can't say exactly where or when in the last weeks, as he doesn't tell me anything."
The Detectives wrapped it up. "Mrs. Ridley," said Theo Washington, "you've heard the cliché about 'stay in Town'? It's not a cliché. If you leave the County for any reason, notify the TCPD Duty Desk or call me. Failure to do so could have you arrested and brought back."
"Am I under arrest?"
"You can be, if that's the way you want to play it." said Theo, getting up. "As of now, we are not restricting you, just asking you to notify us of any travels you make. Ms. Gillem, would you explain to your client why her cooperation is vital in this?" And with that, he left the Interrogation Room, followed by Detective Warner.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:45pm. Captain Cindy Ross knocked on the Chief's door, heard a 'Come in!', and opened the door and entered the office that was built into the corner of the building, and was pentagon-shaped.
"Ah, come in, Captain." said Chief Moynahan. "Please, take a seat." Cindy sat down in the chair in front of the desk.
"Mr. Crowbar is out on what he tells me is an official errand to gather infor-maayyyyy-shun." drawled the Chief. "I don't know who his sources are, but if they help us bust perps, then so be it."
Cindy said nothing, and just patiently waited for the Chief to get to the point.
"Okayyyyy." Moynahan said, leaning back in his chair. "I just contacted the University's Business School, and the assure me that you are going to graduate at the end of May with a Bachelors in Business Administration, and that you are passing your last class with flying colors. Congratulations."
"Thank you, sir." said Cindy.
"Soooooo..." the Chief drawled. "Tonight is the night the Commander and I go to the Council, and submit our proposals for promotions and medals, and other structural issues. So... this is it. This is the deadline. I need to know if you are committed to your decision."
"Yes sir," said Cindy, "I am."
"Good!" the Chief said jovially. "Then I will make the submission tonight. We'll talk more when the Commander gets back. In the meantime, you have interrogations to watch, is that not right?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy, getting up. "If you'll excuse me sir, I'll get to it."
"What do you think of that Tylenol bottle case?" asked the Chief.
"I think the only way we'll ever know for sure," said Cindy, "is if someone makes a mistake... a mistake that you-know-who will catch, and the rest of us will be left in shock and awe."
The Chief laughed. "You're probably right, you're probably right. Okay, go ahead..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:05pm. Theo and Joanne entered Interrogation-B, where Dennis Ridley and his lawyer Gibson Stelling were sitting.
"Thank you for coming back in, Mr. Ridley." said Theo Washington with a courteousness that fooled no one present. He and Joanne sat down, and Theo said "We need to ask you some more questions. First, in the past week or so, where have your sales calls been?"
"Here in Town." said Ridley. "I practically camp out at the Hospital and clinics in the area. Last week I had a few calls at City Hospital and the clinics around there."
"And those are your major clients?" asked Theo. Ridley affirmed that it was.
"Mr. Ridley," asked Joanne, with perhaps a bit of harshness, "do you know a man named Paul Escandes?"
"I've heard that name." said Ridley, seeming to think about it. "One of Patricia's stable boys, maybe?"
"What do you mean by that, Mr. Ridley?" asked Joanne.
"I mean I think I've heard that name because my wife has been having sex with him." said Ridley. "You'll have to ask her if you want to confirm that for sure."
"Mr. Ridley," said Joanne, "besides Susan Carrera, what are the names of the women you've had extramarital sexual relationships with?"
"What does that have to do with this investigation?" asked the lawyer Stelling.
"It occurs to us," said Joanne, "that any of them might have motive for killing Mr. Ridley's wife, freeing him up to be with them."
"And how did they just walk into her house and put the bottle there?" asked Stelling, who then said "I'm advising my client to refuse to answer that question and questions of that nature. Unless, of course, you can name a specific name and show a lot more than what you've shown so far of the involvement of that specific person."
"So you won't answer the question?" asked Joanne. "Are you taking the Fifth?"
"No, my client is not taking the Fifth. Yet." said Stelling. "But you're going to have to show relevance before I allow my client to start naming women's names so you can go harass them and ruin their lives."
"I need to speak to my lawyer privately for a moment." said Ridley. Theo and Joanne got up and went to the anteroom, and Patrolman Hicks went into the lobby area outside the other door.
"Neither of them will name lovers." said Joanne. "We're going to have to find a way to get those names."
"They both know an impending divorce is coming." said Theo. "Neither wants to give ammunition to the other side."
"This is an attempted murder case, Theo!" Joanne said. "Someone may be going to jail! They better think about that before thinking about divorce... which I notice they've both had plenty of time, as in years, to file... but neither has."
Stelling knocked on the glass to call them back in, and they went inside after Patrolman Hicks came in from the other side.
"My client is going to make one statement regarding his extramarital relationships, and then he'll say no more." said Stelling. "If you press, I'll have him take the Fifth, and I'll take him out of here unless you think you have enough to get a warrant to arrest him. Go ahead, Dennis."
Dennis Ridley said "I have had extramarital affairs since being married, as has my wife. In many cases, I can't even tell you the names of the women, because they were one night stands, bar pickups, such as that. Some of them are also employees of my client companies... I meet a woman, ask her out, we have encounters... but these are not to win contracts, as most of the people I deal with professionally are men, and I am not gay."
"I also have not had any extramarital encounters within my house, meaning the house I live in with my wife and son. In any case, I'm not going to destroy my client base by naming names when those women couldn't possibly just walk into my house and spike a Tylenol bottle with poisons." After a pause, he said "And that's it."
"Mr. Ridley," said Theo, "you have not actually filed for divorce, have you?"
"No." said Ridley.
"We've been told you've been 'preparing' for divorce." said Joanne. "How are you doing that?"
"Keeping my money and assets separate from Patricia's," said Ridley, "so she can't spend my money. I sold some land I owned in the State west of us, that I used for deer hunting."
"Oh, deer hunting." said Joanne. "I like to go hunting, myself. Did you have food plots, grow alfalfa for them?"
"Oh, sure." said Ridley. "I also thought about doing some farming on that land, but decided to just sell it."
"Did you bow hunt? Primitive weapons?" asked Joanne, adroitly eliciting answers from Ridley about the weapons he might own.
"No, just rifles." said Ridley. "I sold them all when I sold the land."
"As part of your preparation, have you had a private investigator check into your wife?" asked Theo. "Get the dirt on her before filing?
"I..." said Ridley, then he came on out with it: "Yes, I've had private investigators get the dirt on her, as you phrase it. I did that a few years ago, and then again about two months ago."
"How did you pay for that, Mr. Ridley?" asked Joanne.
"Cash on the barrelhead." said Ridley. "No receipts, of course."
"Where did you get the cash?" asked Joanne. "And when?"
Ridley looked over at his lawyer, who leaned over and whispered something to him. Ridley then said "Okay. Sometimes I get expense money in cash for a sales trip. When I make the sale, I ask them to just pay me less in the check to make good on the cash, and I keep the cash and we close it out."
"Do you report that cash income?" asked Joanne.
"My tax preparer does all that." said Ridley. "You'll have to ask her about the details."
"Who is your tax preparer?" asked Joanne.
"Sue Carrera." said Ridley. "She's been doing my taxes for the last couple of years. She does taxes for a few other people; it's more like a hobby than a business, though."
"Some hobby." said Theo. "One wrong slip, and the IRS is putting her in jail. Okay, we want copies of those tax returns. If you decline to cooperate, we'll just subpoena them."
"Then do that." said Ridley. "I'm not handing you my tax returns of my own free will." The lawyer whispered something to Ridley, and he said loud enough to hear: "I don't care. This is already past ridiculous. Let them make a case to the judge."
"So," said Theo. "Did your P.I. get any dirt on Patricia?"
"Yeah, a good bit." said Ridley. "My divorce attorney, who is with the Men's Law Firm of Effim, Goode & Hart, has the reports, videos, and photographs."
"Will you authorize a release of a copy of that information to us?" asked Joanne.
"No." said Ridley. "It's for the divorce, and I'm not letting you put it into public record where Patricia can see what we're planning."



"Mr. Ridley," said Theo, changing the tack of the conversation, "you've been taking rather small commissions on your sales, have you not?"
"No." said Ridley. "I just have some of it deferred into a trust, for tax reasons."
"And to keep the money out of your wife's hands when the divorce hits." said Joanne, meaning it as it sounded: as an accusation.
"You better believe it." said Ridley smartly. "And it's all legal."
"You've been doing that for years." said Joanne. "You had to set up the trust before you got married; otherwise, Patricia could claim part of it in settlement and in the alimony calculation. You've been considering divorcing her even before you married her haven't you?"
"In today's world, Detective," said Ridley, "that's what one does. It's like insurance, or a pre-nuptial agreement... you hope you never have to use it, but you're damn glad when you do have to resort to it. I knew it was possible that Patricia and I would divorce, so I made that arrangement. If she was smart, she would've made one, too."
"Did she?" asked Theo.
"Not to my knowledge." said Ridley. "She wouldn't sign a pre-nup, either... that's why I started the trust in the first place..."
Part 12 - Undercovers Investigations
Meanwhile...
The master bedroom of The Cabin was filled with moans and the soft slurps of a hot couple deeply kissing. My tongue was exploring Adele Peabody's mouth, and she was sucking my tongue with urgent ardor. We were lying together on the bed, our hands exploring each other's naked bodies as we made out like a pair of sex-starved teenagers.
Mrs. Peabody lifted her luscious legs and pulled them back as I settled between them. My throbbing, iron-hard cock found her swollen labes and I teased her with long dryhumping strokes, sliding my taut shaft along her slick, flowering slit as she moaned in both pleasure and frustration.
"Mmmmf!" she gasped, then broke our deep kiss. "Put that thing into me, baby!" she ordered. "I've got to have you inside me!" I lifted my hips as I nuzzled her neck, and as my cockhead settled into her flowering labes, she raised up in perfect timing to capture it as I shoved my hard ass forward.
"Ohhhh, yesssss..." Adele moaned as I sank into her, balls-deep in pleasure, until our pelvises met. We ground together as Adele began pushing her hips and ass up to me in quick, jerky movements, desperately eager to be fucked. I was more than happy to oblige her.
"Unnh... ohhhh... unnnh... oh yeah... fuck me!" Mrs. Peabody gasped as I began plunging into her with short, deep thrusts, driving in to the hilt with each undulation of my hips and ass. Adele gripped my ass in her hands, trying to force me into a faster rhythm, but I held back, fucking her at a deep, leisurely pace, driving her mad with pleasure. I could hear in her gasps as well as feel in the movements of her magnificent body that the sexual tension was rising in her like a volcano. This woman wanted to be fucked!
"Oh, Don.... fuck me, fuck me! I've got to have that cock!" she gasped. "Come on, fuck me with that iron hard cock! Give it to me!"
Having a lusting woman squirming underneath me, begging me to fuck the living shit out of her, was pretty damn hot. I continued to drive into her, harder, just a bit faster, deeper if that was possible. I raised up into a pushup position, seeing the dirty-blonde MILF lying below me, seeing her big breast jiggling with each powerful thrust into her, feeling her legs sliding up and around my body, locking me down in a tight grip. The feeling of those legs around me was intensely pleasurable, and I began plowing her furrow with all the raw power I could muster.
"Oh yeah!" the beautiful, sophisticated woman gasped as she was transformed into a rutting bitch in heat. "Oh, I'm coming.. Oh yeah... OH YES! OH MY GOD! YES! UHHH! UHHH! UHHH!"
Adele's cunt clasped me like a vise, and I just pushed into her harder and harder to keep from being squeezed out, though I knew that wasn't going to happen. I gave her no time to recover; I smashed my mouth down onto hers in a hard kiss, my tongue searching for her throat. I felt my nut rising, the painful ecstasy building and building until it exploded inside me.
"MMMF! MMMMF!" I gasped into Adele's mouth, kissing her even harder if that were possible. The lovely woman pushed her pussy harder onto my cock as she absorbed the spurts of semen firing into her, her body eager to host my sperm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The lassitude of our post-coital bliss lasted a long time as we held each other, sharing deep, warm kisses as we lay side to side, my left leg over hers, and her right leg over my hip as I held her in my arms.
"Mmmm," Adele moaned as she broke the kiss and settled her forehead on my chest. "That was so, so good..." I kissed her forehead.
"Yes, it was." I said. "I think you needed that."
"I always need your cock inside me, Don." Adele admitted. "I could get it every day, and it would not be enough."
"We'll have to get together more often." I said. "But we have to be careful not to be seen together too much."
"Why?" asked Adele. "Think someone would tell your wife?"
"Like she doesn't already know." I said, knowing that Adele knew I told Laura about my couplings with the lovely MILF Intendent. "No, I'm more worried you'll be 'outed' as my source of information."
"Don't worry about that." Adele said. "We're careful, and somebody would have to be damn good to connect what I tell you to what you do with the information. So... what do you want to hear about now?"
"The D.A. race." I said.
Adele pinched me lightly as she said "I'm not surprised. I've heard rumors that Krasney is going to try some dirty tricks to get re-elected. He's been really digging up the dirt on Paulina and Jenna, though there's little there. I did hear that Krasney thinks he can humiliate Paulina into dropping out of the race, by having proxies gin up stuff about her. I don't know what could cause that to happen, though."
I did, I thought to myself. But I said nothing as Adele continued: "Anyway, he's also been in contact with the Independent State Counsel, Mullen, even though it's not a done deal until Thursday. Krasney is giving Mullen everything he can get ahold of on you. I think Krasney knows that his only shot at D.A. is to get you out of the way."
"I don't know why." I said. "I and my Police Force giving him easy prosecutions are about the only positive thing he has to run on."
"He's a fool." said Adele. "But he's not as bad as some. Loran Michaels... he's a snake in the apple tree. Pretends to be your friend, while stabbing you in the back. But his feelings towards you personally aren't that bad. It's Daniel Allgood he hates with a passion. And Susan Weston... I think she's still loyal to the TCPD, and she knows you have the TCPD's interests at heart. But she still hates some of your subordinates in the Force, so look out for that."
"I will." I said. "So... what about this Mullen probe? Anybody besides Krasney feeding Mullen information?"
"Every person leaning Democrat in the County has either given him what they can gin up, or will be soon. Della Harlow is eager to 'feed the pig' on that one, though she has nothing that Mullen didn't already have from his time with the Town & County I.G.'s office. But..." She stopped, and I could feel the nervous tension in her body.
"But... what?" I asked.
"Don..." Adele said, looking up into my eyes. "Take this Mullen probe seriously. There are a lot of State-level politicians, big-time politicians, that think this may be their only chance to get you. And they want to get you very, very badly. They will do whatever it takes, including a frame-up, to get you out, then get Governor Jared out. They are literally going all-in with this one. If this fails... the only recourse left to them is to assassinate you and the Governor. You've survived a lot to this point... but there will come a time when they literally will have an Army battalion's worth of guns shooting at you... you can't possibly survive them all."
"We'll see about that." I replied. I kissed Adele's forehead again. "Don't worry, I'm free to fight back against them. And I have 'Friends', as well."
"Seriously, Don... be careful." Adele said. I could feel the slight tremble in her body, and knew that it was her fear... for me...
Part 13 - Family and Succession
3:40pm, Tuesday, April 17th. When I came into Police Headquarters, the Patrolman at the side entrance asked me to alert the Chief that I was back, and that the Chief would call me into his office at some point in time. I said okay, then asked "Patrolman... how's morale in the Force these days?"
"Good, sir." said the Patrolman. "But sir, we're all worried about this Independent State Counsel messing with you."
"Pass the word that I am not worried about that." I said. "And neither should the Police Force be. Keep up the good work." With that, I headed down to my office, put the red crowbar in the hooks under my desk where I kept it, emailed the Chief that I was back in my office, and went to work on my email inbox. Paperwork never stops.
Moments later, I noticed Captain Ross pass by my office, going towards the Chief's office. And then I got the call to go to his office. It's showtime, I thought to myself with a smile.
Going into the Chief's office, I saw Cindy already sitting in one of the chairs, trying hard to not look at me. The Chief was in his chair behind his desk. "Come in, Mr. Crowbar!" he said jovially. "We've got a Council meeting to discuss."
"Yes sir, we do." I said. I went up to Cindy and said, "So... are congratulations in order...Commander Ross?"
"I told you he knew." Cindy said to the Chief, a wry smile on her face.
"Of course he knew." said the Chief. "He's the best Detective in our world."
"Stand up so I can give you a hug." I said to Cindy. She stood up and we hugged warmly. Then we sat down. "So you decided to do it, for sure?" I asked her.
"Yes." Cindy said. "I told the Chief earlier today while you were out."
"And I trust that you have no objection to the promotion, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"Of course I do." I said with a grin. "I selfishly do not want to lose my Captain of Detectives."
"Of course you do." said Cindy. "You're not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded, you know." I laughed out loud at that one.
"Seriously, I am very happy for you for taking this step." I said. "You deserve it."
"Soooooo." said the Chief. "This will leave some gaps in our leadership. What do you propose to do about them, Mr. Crowbar."
"Who do you think should succeed you, Captain Ross?" I asked.
"I would urge you to have no one between yourself and the Detectives, sir." said Cindy. "You can teach them, directly supervise MCD. Mary's kicking ass and dropping the names in Vice; you only have to trust her and them to get that side of it done."
I nodded. "And the MCD Detectives are pretty self-motivated. All they need is adult supervision." I said, the last part jokingly.
"So, if Miss Ross did not tell you she was considering applying for the Deputy Chief job, Commander..." asked the Chief. "How did you know? And how did you know he knew, Ms. Ross?"
"Observation, deduction, and knowledge, Chief." I said. "Her going back to school was a big clue."
"I think I realized he knew when we were talking to Myron about the structural changes." said Cindy. "Don would never agree to them if he didn't know what was coming."
"Touché." I replied, then turned to the Chief and said "She's right, you know."
"Okay, then." said the Chief. "If the Council approves the changes, then we'll begin the transition immediately. But we'll keep it quiet until May 1st. So, where will your office be, Ms. Ross?"
"Uhh...." Cindy started, then said "You know, I haven't even thought of that. I guess I do have to vacate my current one."
"Yes." I said. "Yes you do. May I suggest the empty office next to mine?"
"You think Paulina will never be back?" Cindy asked.
"If she does come back, she can take one of the offices on the other side of the Main Conference Room." I said. "Originally, the Chief's Conference room and the room on the other side of the Chief's office were meant to be for the two Commander positions... which no one thought would ever be filled. But I'm not leaving my current office until they force me to succeed Chief Moynahan as Chief... and may that not happen for a long, long time... so you can take Paulina's old office and provide adult supervision for your rowdy Police Commander... when she takes over after I get indicted, of course."
"Don't even joke about that!" Cindy said darkly. "And we both know if they succeed in getting rid of you, there'll be two vacancies in that office suite."
"I sincerely hope it doesn't come to that." said Chief Moynahan. "But we shall burn those bridges when we come to them, to intentionally mix my metaphors. Okay, y'all go to work, and I'll buy you both dinner before we go to the Council meeting tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I got back to my office, Detective Warner came in (after knocking), carrying a laptop computer... which I recognized as her CIA computer.
"Sir," she asked, "can I borrow your secure connection for a few minutes?"
"Absolutely!" I said happily as I stood up. "I have been waiting for you to come in and make that request!" Seeing her quizzical look, I said, "Of course I've been hoping you'll use every tool available to you to gather information. And you'll be able to get some stuff on Escandes through your Company connections. Here, come sit behind my desk here."
"Sir, I can't do that." Joanne said. "I'll just sit over on this side..."
"Detective Warner, come over here and sit yourself down." I said. "That is not a request." Joanne came over and sat down in my 'Command Chair', and plugged her computer into the secure line, then plugged the jump drive she'd need into its slot before powering up the laptop.
"How does the Command Chair feel?" I asked.
"It's very comfortable, sir," said Joanne, "but that's a lot of lumbar support in the back of it."
"I cannot begin to tell you how much it helps." I said. "Okay, I'll leave you to your research... Commander Warner." Joanne laughed at that, though a bit nervously. I went to Cindy's office, and entered after knocking and hearing her say "Come in!"
"Mind if I hang out here for a moment, Commander Ross?" I said. "Joanne is using my secure line in my office."
"Sure." said Cindy. I sat down on the love seat sofa. "So," she said, "they're going to renovate Paulina's office... new carpet, paint, the works. They're going to lay down carpet in your room and the anteroom while they're at it, so you'll be displaced."
"Have them do mine overnight or over the weekend." I said. "And the safe is bolted to the floor. They'll have to work around it."
"They'll handle it." Cindy said. "So... elephant in the room... are you okay with me applying for the Deputy Chief job?"
"More than okay." I said. "I talked to the Chief about it some time ago, but he let it lapse until you brought it up to him."
"So how did you know?" Cindy asked.
I nodded and leaned back into the sofa as I began: "I see things. I feel things. You've done a great job as Captain of Detectives, but for some reason you are feeling that you're inadequate to the task of teaching the Detectives, or helping solve cases. Again, I think you're doing very well, but if you don't feel it, then it's going to affect you."
I continued: "Also, I realized as you did that being Deputy Chief, and being the XO and dealing with the 'beans and bullets'... to use some military lingo, there... would prepare you for eventually taking over 'The Vision' when your father is ready to hand you the keys to that kingdom. And I think you're right; it will help you, you'll learn a tremendous amount, and you'll see just how capable you are of doing it."
"Last but not least," I said, "you've had to deal with a hell of a lot the past few years. What happened to Jenna, what happened to me, that recent issue with Callie... and, of course, losing the Police Boxing Matches final round twice in a row..." I grinned at that one as a green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"You're tired, Cindy." I said. "You need a break. So while I'm losing my Captain of Detectives, I think this is going to be great for you. I just hope you won't get bored doing all that paperwork."
Cindy smiled, a pursed smile. "Well... I'd be lying if I didn't admit that everything you just said is the truth. I thought I was moving past what happened to Jenna... but then when Callie was endangered, twice..." she said, referring to Mr. C. as well as Agent 'Warspear', "... it just got to me. It's like that fighter pilot at the beginning of 'Top Gun'... he said he'd lost the edge, and turned in his pilot wings. I'm the same way..."
"And Don..." Cindy continued, trying to not get emotional, "I hope I'm not letting you down. I'd rather slit my belly with Teresa's sword than let you down. I was afraid... that you'd see this as a failure on my part..."
"Nonsense." I said standing up and coming around the desk. "Like I said, you're awesome, and you're doing awesome, and you'll keep on doing awesome." Cindy stood up and I gave her a hug as I said "And I'm very, very proud that you're my cousin, my blood." I felt Cindy hug me harder as the tears spilled from her ice blue eyes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Find anything?" I asked as Joanne finished up and shut her computer down.
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "I was able to access some of the U.S. Marshals' reports on Escandes. First of all, he contacted them about his identity being compromised. That was some time last week. Then they contacted him and told him to bolt, and he did immediately. The next day the FBI got word that a hit was ordered on him, but the combination of him being aware and extracted already, plus the Mob's strong desire not to enter 'Iron Crowbar country', caused them to not pursue the hit, at least for now."
"Good." I said, very happy to hear that the Mob feared me enough to stay out of my County. "Anything else? What got him compromised?"
"That was more sketchy." said Joanne. "Escandes did make a contact with a minor drug distributor in the City last week, and may have made a transaction. And then he turns around and tells the Marshals that he's been compromised... though he likely did that himself."
"Hmmm, interesting information, there." I said. "Be sure to share it with the MCD and Vice Detectives..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Something's going on, there." said Joanne as the MCD Detectives huddled in front of the whiteboards. "Chief met with Captain Ross, then with both Captain Ross and the Commander."
"They meet all the time." said Teddy Parker.
"Not like that, and the afternoon before the Council Meeting before Promotions Day." said Jerome Davis. "I agree with Joanne... something's up."
"Like you said... promotions." said Parker. "Mary Milton to Lieutenant, someone to Public Relations Officer... I heard it's going to be Precinct Captain Thompson."
"It is." said Jerome, who'd come from Precinct 2, and still had ties there. "But you did not hear me just say that."
"We'll know soon enough, as it is." said Theo. "Let's talk this case. Are we any further along?"
Joanne told them what she'd learned about Escandes.
"Well, that may be where the oxycodone came from." said Theo. "So did he get that oxycodone for Patricia?"
"Maybe." said Joanne. "I don't think we've ever come across anything to show that Dennis or Susan know Paul Escandes at all. And while we're at it... I'll just mention the 800 pound elephant in the room immediately. We don't have a winnable case for any of our suspects."



"So what do we have?" asked Jerome Davis.
"I'll make the case that Dennis Ridley is the one." Joanne said. "For that, we have a guy who has been trying to shelter his money in the event of a divorce, and seems really concerned about the effects a divorce would have on him. In addition, he's mentioned the double standard and unfairness of divorce law towards men, and if he wants custody of his son, he may think bumping off his wife is the better way to make that happen."
"Heck of a risk to take, though." said Theo. "If Patricia had taken a capsule and had died, that would've been for naught. He'd be in jail."
"And we're back to a winnable Court case." said Joanne. "It'd be easier... Patricia wouldn't be a suspect because she's dead... but there's still a lot of reasonable doubt, there."
"Agreed." said Jerome. "I'd add this... Susan Carrera. She absolutely would have benefitted if Patricia had died. She gets Dennis Ridley and Zack, the family she never had to this point."
"And then there's Zack." said Teddy Parker. "It's not likely, but we truly can't rule him out, especially if he might've been manipulated by his father or something like that."
"I'm still not buying that." said Joanne. "But the point about Patricia dying is a good one... it's better for Dennis that it's playing out like it is now. And Patricia did get a whiff of that cyanate compound, which Commander Troy said was malodorous and would tip her off."
"Okay," said Theo, "I'll make the case that Dennis is right, and that Patricia is doing this as a set-up. She all but guarantees to win a divorce case, and keep Zack and the house, and probably get some alimony. And she needs that, because right now she has her own financial issues. And who knows, maybe Dennis would be prosecuted and convicted, and that would really get him out of her life."
"But does she really want that to happen?" asked Joanne. "I mean, she wants to keep Zack, I'd think, but if Dennis loses his job, he's not paying alimony... and Patricia is going to need his alimony payments, especially if... or more like when... she gets fired from her job. A conviction means he's fired, maybe in jail for a while, and he's not making any payments, for sure."
"So, Theo," said Teddy Parker, "you think she's setting him up? You don't think he did it?"
"I admit I'm leaning that way." said Theo. "But I dunno. It's a mess."
"We don't need the Iron Crowbar, we need iron shovels to dig through this pile of crap." said Jerome. "And right there in the middle of all of it is a twelve-year-old kid."
"That doesn't see anything of the world beyond his video game." said a voice. It was followed by Your Iron Crowbar coming into the room from the back hall doorway, which was nearest to where the whiteboards were.
"I heard some of what you guys were saying." I said. "I like it that you're not letting theories twist your facts. Speculating and discussing is fine... but just be sure to not get so entrenched in your theory that you're starting to defend it in spite of facts that are slapping you in the face. Every theory but one is going to be wrong, so don't fall in love with any of them, and respect the facts."
"Anything you can help us with on this, sir?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Nope." I said. "First of all, y'all are doing fine. You don't need me on this. Second, I don't see or know anything you don't. I'm waiting to see what shakes out. We need more data------"
"And I may have that data for you!" said an excited Myron Milton as he flew into the room.
He began to explain: "I've been going back year after year on the Ridleys, getting everything I can... financially, work-related, health-related. Susan Carrera was hospitalized for a few days about 14 years ago, when she was in her early twenties. It was at City Hospital, and I only have the record of her being admitted, but not the reason. I'll have to search some more."
"But that's not the big news!" Myron went on. "Something came up from Dennis and Patricia's medical records. When Patricia was carrying Zack, the doctors were concerned about some issue she had during the pregnancy. They had some O-Negative blood ready during the birth... for her if she had bleeding, and for the baby if he needed it. As such, after he was born, they typed him. Zack is B-Positive. Patricia is O-Positive."
"Ahhhhhhh!" I said in a falsetto voice, immediately understanding. "And the punch line is Dennis's blood type. What is it, Myron?"
"Dennis is A-Negative... just like you're A-Negative, Commander." said Myron. "There is virtually no way Zack is Dennis's biological son!"
Part 14 - Seeking Council
"The De-tec-tives were very shocked at Mr. Milton's news." said the Chief as I drove him to City Hall for the Council Meeting.
"Yes sir, they were." I said. "Their suppositions were altered, for sure."
"So, does it help solve this case?" asked the Chief.
"It goes a ways, in my mind." I said as I parked in the designated slot at City Hall. We got out and went inside...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the public Council meeting, there were a number of black activists that one-by-one took to the microphone to denounce Your Iron Crowbar for racism in using a helicopter to stop criminal activity. The Mayor would shut down each one of them in turn, saying the matter had been dealt with. Then came normal persons with normal issues, and the subpoenas for those suing the Town & County were submitted, as usual.
Then came the executive session. Along with me, Chief Moynahan and Chief Emeritus Griswold, Fire Chief Quinlin and Assistant Fire Chief Davies were at the meeting, to make all their promotions and medal proposals. The Fire Department guys went first, as there were almost no promotions; their slots were pretty well filled, and stable. They had some medals they wanted to award, but their big issue was a desire for more and better equipment.
Then came Chief Moynahan. He started at the bottom and worked his way towards the top: "And we are proposing to promote Precinct Captain Thompson to full Captain, and he will become our Public Relations Officer. He's a very articulate and capable speaker, and I tease the Iron Crowbar that no matter how hard he tries, Captain Thompson's uniform always manages to look even better." Council members chuckled at that; I gave a brief smile.
"Mary Mahoney Milton graduated first in her class at Police Academy Advanced Course." said Moynahan. "And what some of you may not know is that she worked in Midtown P.D. in their Vice Squad while I was down there. Very capable woman, and don't let the Goth look fool you. She will make an excellent Vice Lieutenant."
"And finally," said Chief Moynahan, "we've had a very worthy application for the Deputy Chief position; in fact, it is the only application I would even consider. Captain Cindy Ross is ready for this job, and will do an outstanding job in it."
"Wait a minute." said Kelly Carnes. "Does she have the financial understanding to do a job like that?"
"She is going to be earning her BBA at the end of this semester." said the Chief.
"And," I said, speaking up from my chair, "she's been working with her father, for the day she inherits his self-help empire. The Police Force accounting is simple in comparison."
"And that's an issue I have." said Susan Weston, trying hard to not show too much disdain at the promotion proposal. "How long will she be with the Force?"
"Her father is in good health and can live for years and years." I said. "And she may not actively run it even after he passes on. My point is that she'll do fine with the Police accounting and paperwork and supply, etc. etc."
"And Captain Ross loves the Police Force" said Moynahan. "One reason she's applied for this position is because she feels she can serve the Force in this capacity, and help make it even better than it is now. I a-greeeee with that."
"And if she's promoted," said Kelly Carnes, "just who is going to be Captain of Detectives?"
"Commander Troy will be directly overseeing them." said the Chief. The Council did not seem to like that.
"No disrespect to the Commander," said John Colby of all people, "but that's a load to bear. A battalion commander does not also directly run a company."
"Commander, I know that you and Chief Griswold and Chief Moynahan are great teachers." said Edward R. Steele, "but you're all busy with your own jobs, especially if Grizz here is elected Sheriff in November."
And these were the guys on my side, I thought to myself.
"Some very cogent arguments." said Chief Moynahan. "So, Commander Troy, do you have a plan to address these issues?"
"Yes sir, I do." I said.
"Then would you please come up here and tell the Council that plan?" said Moynahan as we went through our pre-prepared repartee.
"I thought you'd never ask, Chief." I said, standing up as fast as my back brace would permit, and walking up to the podium...
To be continued.
Who put the drugs in the Tylenol bottle? How will the Iron Crowbar make a provable case? And what is the Iron Crowbar's Master Plan for his Police Force structure? Tune in next chapter... same Crowbar time, same Crowbar channel...
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Part 15 - Getting To The Truth
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 18th. "Fox Two News has learned that the Town & County Council approved major changes to the Police Force structure last night!"
Bettina started: "Although some of the changes approved in the executive session of the Council were not disclosed, Fox Two News has learned Precinct Captain Damien Thompson will be promoted to Captain, and he will become the Public Relations Officer, replacing Captain 'Brick' Briscoe, who has taken over as Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal. Captain Thompson is the first Person of Color to become a full Captain in the Town or County Police Departments, before or after the merger!"
"Other promotions will be a chain reaction in the wake of the promotion of Captain Thompson." continued Bettina. "Lieutenant Carswell will be moved up to 2d Precinct Captain, while Internal Affairs chief Lt. James 'Curly' Goodwin will become 1st Precinct Captain."
"And Mary Milton," said Bettina, "who was in the Midtown P.D. with Chief Moynahan when he was a Captain with the Midtown Force, has been nominated to be Vice Lieutenant. Though young, her experience in Midtown as well as graduating first in her class at the Police Academy Advanced Course, make her an ideal candidate for the role."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "everyone is on watch to see if Governor Val Jared will object to the naming of an Independent State Counsel. He has until noon tomorrow to make that objection. Experts say that an objection would show that Governor Jared is guilty of something, and would be devastating to the State Republican Party in November. The Republicans could lose majority control of the State House..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Joanne. "They've never had a black Police Captain before?"
"Nope." I said. "It shocked me, too, when I found out. But the Town and County Police Forces used to be separate and smaller, and there weren't many Captains at all."
"Next thing you know," said Theo Washington, who was himself black, "they'll be complaining that there has never been a black Police Commander."
"I'm just keeping the chair warm for you, Detective Washington." I said with a smile. "Or maybe Detective Davis will beat you to it. In any case, they can complain all they want, but if they want a black Police Boxing Matches champion, they'll have to get through me."
"I got that covered." said Jerome Davis.
"You've been drinking the kool-aid." said Joanne Warner. "I'm not black, and I'm going to be winning that title."
"You're all smoking something." said Teresa Croyle, as jovial as I've ever seen her. "The important color is not black nor white, but red or orange... depending on what I use. And green... just go on back to Ireland, honey." It is possible that that was directed at one Cindy Ross.
"Or Canada." I said, earning a 'look' from Cindy as I continued: "I do agree, the color of red is the color of Police Boxing Matches champions... and will be again this year. Though this time it will be the red-head hoisting the trophy." Banter abounded.
"Changing the subject," said Teddy Parker, "if Lt. Carswell is going to be promoted, who is replacing him as Precinct Lieutenant?"
"Oh, we'll let that be a surprise." I said. "And there may be a few other surprises, as well."
"I heard a rumor," said Sergeant Rudistan, "that we're going to get a new Deputy Chief... maybe someone from the outside."
"And who would that be?" I asked, genuinely wondering if Rudistan had heard something, or was making this shit up.
"Well, sir," said Rudistan, "Claire Michaels and Lorena Rose were visiting recently from LA. Maybe one of them moves back here and becomes Deputy Chief... or, say... Captain of Detectives... leaving an Irish Canadian with a green crowbar to be Deputy Chief?"
"Ooooooooooooooh!" came a chorus. Meanwhile, Cindy was giving Rudistan a 'look' that would kill ordinary mortals.
"You are too good for your own good, Mr. Rudistan." I replied. "And just who is going to be MCD Lieutenant in all this?"
"They're going to demote you, Commander." said Cindy, with alacrity. "You are too good for your own good." Everyone laughed out loud at that.
"What did you put in this coffee, Jerome?" I asked, shaking my head.
"Oh, darn." said Jerome. "That was the stuff meant for the Council Members..." Laughter erupted at that one...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching Priya's broadcast at 8:00am, we settled in for the Angels meeting. As we came into my office, Teresa came up to Cindy and gave her a hug.
"I have to hug you before you outrank me." Teresa said. "Congratulations!"
"Aw, thanks." said Cindy, hugging her BFF back. "How did you find out?"
"I told her." I said. "And I told her to keep her big. mouth. shut. about it. But she needs to know."
"So is Rudistan right?" asked Teresa. "Claire or Lorena coming back to the TCPD?"
I gave an enigmatic smile. "Either one would be great. Especially Claire. But I am surprised that Rudistan knew as much as he did."
"I thought he was just fishing, casting a line and seeing what he reeled in." said Cindy. "Or did the word get out?"
"The Press didn't have it." I replied. "Not one word from Bettina nor Priya. They had just about everything else, but not your promotion nor the Captain of Detectives slot."
"They still have to have the second reading of the bill." said Cindy. "Maybe someone on the Council is going to try to shut down my nomination, so the Press didn't mention it."
"Nope." I said. "The Council approved it. 8-2, I might add."
"Was that one blanket vote?" Teresa asked.
"No." I said. "They broke it into four chunks. One for the lower ranks, like to Lieutenant and Precinct Captain. Then one for Damien Thompson, which was 10-0... they all wanted to be on record as voting for the first black Captain in Town or County Police history. Then they had Cindy's vote. Carnes and Weston were against; no surprise with Carnes's hatred of Police and Weston's past history with us."
"And the fourth?" asked Cindy.
"Ah, that was the one for Captain of Detectives." I said. "Passed 7-3. And don't ask; you'll find out when I am good and ready to tell you."
"You are just begging for a massive crowbar beatdown in the Boxing Matches." said Cindy.
"For administering a few, for sure." I replied with a smile. "Okay, what's on the agenda for today?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The MCD Detectives were once again sitting in front of the whiteboards.
"Wow." said Theo. "If Zack is not Dennis Ridley's biological son, that changes everything."
"Not legally." said Teddy Parker. "He's still legally responsible for Zack. He'd get custody of Zack if Patricia had died, and he's still going to be responsible for child payments if he and Patricia divorce."
"Even if he brings it up in the divorce that he's not the father?" asked Theo.
"Yep." said Joanne. "One of the many double standards in divorce law... and other things, too. A woman can demand an abortion, and the father of the child can do nothing. He could say 'have the baby and I'll take it and raise it', and the woman can tell him to go to hell and she can the abortion. But if the guy wants the girl to have the abortion and she has the baby, the Court will force the father to make child support payments. The father has no rights and no say when he wants custody, but gets ripped on responsibility when he doesn't... and if the couple is married, he's screwed even if its not his biological child at times."
"That sucks." said Theo. "Anyway, back to the case... so if Ridley knows Zack is not his son, then does trying to poison Patricia make sense?"
"It makes it a lot more certain that Patricia would get custody of Zack." said Jerome Davis. "Dennis still might have to pay child support, but it might be less than it otherwise would be. And to that point, Patricia makes money, so it's not like Dennis is going to be paying as much as some men have to."
"In one way," Theo said, "this helps Dennis Ridley. Our original thought was that he was trying to get custody of Zack, and was hoping we'd accept the story of her doing this to set him up. But why go through these hoops if Zack's not even his biological child?"
"Wait..." said Joanne, her eyes lighting up with an idea. She went into what some would call a 'reverie'. Then she came out of it. "If Patricia loses custody, either through divorce or death... who else besides Dennis Ridley would be getting custody?"
"Nobody else." said Parker.
"What about Susan Carrera?" asked Joanne. "If Dennis Ridley marries her... or if they're just living together... she gets the child she always wanted..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:50am. I noticed that MCD had become a beehive of activity. People were working furiously at their desks, mostly on their computers.
"Got it!" Joanne all but squealed. "Susan Carrera's hospitalization all those years ago... she miscarried a baby. She never conceived again, apparently... and may can't, though this report doesn't say that."
"There's motive." said Theo. "And she could hide the purchase of oxycodone in her cash flow, so she has means. But opportunity? She wasn't exactly welcome in the Ridley home."
"That we know of." said Joanne. "But... ohhhhhhh."
"What?" asked Theo. But Joanne was off to reverie land.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15am. Captain Cindy Ross and I were in MCD, joining the Detectives at the whiteboards. Joanne was standing before the whiteboards, ready to give her 'presentation'.
"Sir, ma'am," she said. "I believe we have the understanding of what happened, even though we don't have proof yet. I believe that Dennis Ridley and Susan Carrera were the ones that put the oxycodone and cyanate compounds in the capsules."
"An excellent conclusion." I said. "Convince Captain Ross."
"First," said Joanne, "we have to consider the motive. I believe the ultimate motive was to get custody of Zack from his mother. Susan got the oxycodone, Dennis the cyanate from some old fertilizer, and Dennis spiked the bottle. They didn't want Patricia to die, though if she did that wouldn't have bothered them too much. If Patricia detected the drugs and went to the Police, which is what happened, then Dennis says that Patricia planted the drugs. Definitely gives reasonable doubt for him, and maybe they get lucky and we blame her. And that's why the cyanate was put into the mixture... so that Patricia would smell it."
"Second," said Joanne, "is the means. I believe either Susan or Dennis, both of whom go to the City often for their sales work, somehow found out about Paul Escandes, and they blackmailed him into getting oxycodone for them. He procured it, then called the Marshals and said he was compromised, which was very true. The Marshals got him out of there just in time, as either Dennis or Susan tipped off the Eastern Euro Mob in the City to Escandes's whereabouts... if he were found and murdered, he could tell no tales."
"Very true." I said, impressed that Joanne had made that connection. "Keep going."
"Third is the opportunity." said Joanne. "Susan didn't have it, but Dennis did. So I think it's likely they were working together. Susan had the strong motive to get custody of Zack... she'd lost a child and couldn't have another. Dennis probably did not care about the custody, but went through with it, as it would help his divorce situation."
"I like everything, so far." I said. "The one bugaboo I'm seeing, and it's a small one... if Patricia dies, then Dennis may go to jail and Zack to DFACS... no custody for Susan."
"Well, sir," said Joanne, "that's a Catch-22... he can't marry Susan until he divorces Patricia, but he has to do this to get a favorable divorce, and custody. So he had to risk it when he did."
"True." I said. "But a formal separation, and engagement to Susan, would've helped her get and keep custody of Zack. But he didn't do that, either. What does that tell you?"
"Oh!" Joanne said brightly. "He never intended to marry Susan!"
"Ah, so desu ka?" I said. "Very good. And how can we exploit that?"
They all thought about it, then Joanne said "Oh, I see how. With your permission, Commander, let's try this..."
Part 16 - The Trap
10:00am, Wednesday, April 18th.
Patricia Ridley and her lawyer Bernadette Gillem were brought into the Pastor's Room. To their shock, Susan Carrera and her new attorney, Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., who I'd dealt with before as Hillary Braselton's attorney, were there also. The look Patricia gave Susan was just about as deadly as the oxycodone in the Tylenol bottle capsules.
Moments later, Dennis Ridley and his attorney Gibson Stelling were ushered in, and they were followed into the room by Your Iron Crowbar.
"Thank you all for coming." I said. "What-------"
"What's this about?" asked Gwen Munson harshly.
"If you'll stop interrupting me, I'll explain." I said, my eyes boring into Munson's "What this is about, is a little problem we have. On the one hand, there's an accusation and a possibility that Dennis Ridley poisoned his wife's Tylenol bottle with capsules laced with oxycodone and cyanate compounds. On the other hand, there's an accusation and a possibility that Patricia Ridley put the oxycodone in the bottle, then called the Police and accused her husband of doing it."
"That's ridiculous!" Patricia Ridley practically yelled.
"Is it?" I asked. "I can make a case for or against either of you. And because there is considerable suspicion here, my hands are tied. We have to put the welfare of the child Zack Ridley ahead of everything else. And to that end, I have no choice but to call in the Department of Family and Children's Services, DFACS, to take custody of Zack."
"What?!" yelled two people in the room. Patricia... and Susan.
"We cannot allow Zack to stay in the Ridley home." I said.
"I'll keep him!" said Susan. It was almost a wail.
"Like hell you will!" yelled Patricia venomously. "He's my son! You keep your filthy hands off of him!"
"I'm sorry, Ms. Carrera," I said, "but you're involved in this also, as Mr. Ridley's... what was your term?... 'unofficial fiancée', or something like that?"
Dennis Ridley had been silent to this point. Now he looked over at Susan a bit quizzically, but said nothing.
"Dennis!" yelled Susan. "You've got to stop them from taking Zack! There's no telling what child molester DFACS might put him with!"
"Susan," said Dennis quietly, "There's nothing I can do. Zack is not even my biological son." Susan looked totally shocked... and she was about the only one in the room who was.
"Commander," said Bernadette, "you'll have to arrest Patricia to separate her from her child." I barely heard her; I was noticing Susan's face as the gears turned in her head.
"And we intend to do that." I said. "Both Ridley's will be arrested on suspicion of spiking the Tylenol bottle. We'll let the Grand Jury decide which one to prosecute, if they don't prosecute both of them by the time I'm finished--------"
"Commander Troy!" Susan Carrera said loudly, standing up. "I need to talk to you. In the Interrogation Room!"
"Susan, what are you doing?" Dennis said, looking up at her with a mix of shock and skepticism on his face.
"Please, Commander!" said Susan. "Before you call DFACS, please hear what I have to say."
"Captain Ross!" I called out. Cindy came to the doorway of the Pastor's Room. "Take Susan and her lawyer to I-A. Mirandize her." I turned to the others. "Stay here. If either of you Ridley's try to leave, you'll be placed under arrest and taken through booking. And after that, there's nothing I can do to stop the process." With that, I turned and left the Pastor's Room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Gwen Munson was a capable enough attorney to talk privately with her client before allowing us to speak to her. I used the time to call ADA Franklin Washington down to the Station.
"You've both done outstanding work on this, but we're now at the phase where the D.A.'s Office has to get involved." I told Joanne and Theo. "And I think I can call in Franklin and not deal with that lackey Mason, since oxycodone is involved."
"You think Susan is going to confess?" asked Theo.
"No." I said with a smile. "Joanne was right... Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. Susan is going to throw Dennis under the bus..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:40am, Wednesday, April 18th. Gwen Munson called us into I-A. I went in with ADA Franklin Washington, followed by Joanne Warner, who sat in the chair by the wall.
Munson said "My client wants to make a full statement, in exchange for immunity from prosecution of any crimes she may have committed in all of this."
"May have committed?" I asked skeptically. "Purchasing oxycodone is a pretty serious offense, Ms. Carrera. And yes, I can prove it. I'm not talking idly here. So you better have a bombshell for me, if you want ADA Washington here to give you any kind of deal at all."
"Give her immunity," said Munson, "and she'll give you what you need to convict Dennis Ridley. I know how good you are, Commander Troy, and you may be able to prove the case without my client's testimony and corroboration, but my client can save you time and give you this one wrapped in a bow." I looked over at Franklin.
"Tell you what." said Franklin, right on cue: "I know the Commander is not a fan of hypotheticals, but give me your 'hypothetical' story now, and I'll make an offer based on what I hear."
"We need more." said Gwen. "Immunity or nothing. I could tell you it's worth it, I could tell you it's only fair to my client. But it's all or none." Franklin looked back at me.
"No." I said. "Look, Susan, see that little camera up there? This is being recorded, for your protection as well as ours. If the ADA says he'll make an offer based upon what you tell him, then that's what will happen. It's on tape. But we're not just going to give you full immunity without knowing what you have, and knowing that it'll also hold up when you testify in Court."
"At the very least, you'll get seriously reduced charges." said Franklin. "No felonies... provided your statement is truthful and you testify against Dennis."
Gwen whispered something to Susan, who nodded. Susan Carrera began her narrative:
"I knew that Patricia was banging a guy named Paul Escandes." she said. "I had a P.I. look into him, to get all we could to hurt Patricia in the divorce so we could get custody of Zack. We found out he'd been in a gang and was in Witness Protection. Dennis got the idea of blackmailing the guy to get us some oxycodone, and Dennis had the idea to put some old fertilizer in with it so Patricia would smell it. His idea was that he'd say she did it to set him up, and then we'd win the divorce case."
"So the goal," I said, "was to get custody of Zack, yes?"
"Yes." said Susan. "Well, for me it was. Now I'm wondering if Dennis really wanted custody of Zack, especially if Zack was not his child. And Dennis might have wanted to kill Patricia, for all I know."



Franklin was filling out the partial immunity form. "What do you want to give her?" he asked me.
"She's going to have to plead guilty to misdemeanor criminal mischief, at the least." I said. "And misdemeanor possession of hazardous substances."
"Come on, she's giving you Dennis Ridley on a platter." said Gwen Munson. "She should get immunity."
"Except, Ms. Munson" I said, "the real story is that this was Susan's idea, from start to finish. Your client thought this was her only chance to be a mother. She can't have children after her miscarriage years ago. Zack is an introverted child whom I believe needs psychiatric evaluation and monitoring, but Susan has shown she's willing to ignore all that if she can marry Dennis and adopt his son as hers.... oh, wait... Zack is not Dennis's son, so the whole thing just blew up. And Susan, I think you realized in the Pastor's Room that Dennis has no intention of marrying you... and never did. I'm sorry that you've been led on like that, but it's true."
"My client has suffered greatly because of what has happened here." said Gwen Munson. "Which is yet another reason she should be given immunity in exchange for her statement and truthful testimony against Dennis Ridley."
"She's not getting off scot-free." I replied, suddenly growing weary of this, and of Gwen Munson. "She's going to be pleading guilty to lesser charges. Period." I turned to Franklin. "You good with that?"
"Actually, I'd like to walk away from this and throw the book at this woman." Franklin said harshly, making both Gwen and Susan gasp. "But a deal is a deal. Sign a confession and statement, testify, put Dennis away, and we'll drop everything to misdemeanors and three to six years probation, depending upon what the judge wants to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:50am, Dennis Ridley was brought into Interrogation-B. As he conferred with his lawyer, I went into the Pastor's Room and told Patricia that she could go, and that we weren't going to call DFACS. I also urged her to begin divorce proceedings against her husband immediately.
"Paperwork is back from the Courthouse." said Cindy in the hallway. "Susan's statement is processed, she's been taken through booking. She'll be arraigned this afternoon, and Franklin says the Judge Folsom will very likely take the plea deal."
"Okay." I said. "Go get Warner. This is her bust."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
ADA Franklin Washington got back to HQ and went into Interrogation-B with Joanne Warner. I also went in, and sat in the chair by the wall as they sat at the table opposite Dennis Ridley and his attorney Stelling.
"It's over, Dennis." Joanne said. "Susan has turned, and will be a State witness against you."
Dennis Ridley's face fell, in the way of watching his cards in a high-stakes poker game be beaten by the turn of an unfriendly card in a better hand.
"Not much to talk about then, is there?" Ridley said.
"No," said Joanne, "but my Police Commander is a generous man who doesn't like to waste people's time. Save the taxpayers the time and expense of a trial, and I might convince the ADA here to reduce the charges in exchange."
"What deal are you offering?" asked Stelling.
Franklin Washington said "Drug charges, that being possession of oxycodone, a Schedule II drug, will be reduced to misdemeanor possession. Attempted murder reduced to assault and criminal mischief. The judge might give you anything from three years in a minimum security prison to several years of probation, and I'm sure a heavy fine will be part of it."
Ridley took the deal.
Part 17 - Blue Is The Warmest Color
3:00pm, Wednesday, April 18th. I walked into MCD, followed by Captain Cindy Ross, the Vice Detectives (and their leader, Mary Mahoney Milton), and Chief Moynahan. The MCD Detectives were hard at work on paperwork.
"May I have your attention please!" I said loudly. "Judge Folsom has accepted Susan Carrera and Dennis Ridley's plea deals, and therefore this case will be considered closed as soon as the paperwork is done, hint hint." Everyone chuckled.
"You all did great work." I said. "But it was Detective Warner that really connected the dots, as well as came up with that brilliant plan that caused Susan Carrera to confess and turn State's evidence." Everyone clapped for Joanne, who was blushing at her desk.
"And therefore," I said, "Captain Ross has a presentation to make."
"Yes I do." said Cindy, bringing a blue crowbar out from behind her back. "For solving the case like an Iron Crowbar would, you're the next recipient of a blue crowbar. Great job!" Cindy handed the blue crowbar to Joanne, who examined it with admiration amidst more applause.
"Aw, thank you, ma'am, sir." Joanne gushed.
"It's ceremonial." I said. "You can't use it in the Boxing Matches."
"Oh, any ol' crowbar will do for that, since I'm going to win the title going away." Joanne said happily. Some 'ooooohs' broke out.
"I admire your confidence." I said. "But not your detachment from reality. Red will beat blue and every other color of crowbar... especially green." More 'ooooohs' circulated through the room.
"Keep talking." said Cindy. "Crow is a dish to be served in large portions, and I will be delivering those servings." It was rocking now.
"Good grief." said Chief Moynahan. "I'm glad I have a confident Police Force, but there's only one trophy to give out."
"Who's going to win it, sir?" asked Micah Rudistan, ever jovial, and ever one to start 'trouble'.
"I'll just say this." said the Chief. "I never bet... against red." I made the 'muscles' pose amidst more catcalling.
"Okay, folks," said the Chief. "We'll celebrate at the Cop Bar tonight. Get the paperwork done and to my desk so I can clean it up before Krasney tries to drop the charges after the fact." That sort of ended the celebration. Everyone scattered as the MCD Detectives went back to their desks. The other MCD Detectives did give Joanne high-fives as they went back to their desks, and I was glad to see that camaraderie amongst them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm.
The blue crowbar award was the good. Now came time for bad.
I called Detective Warner into my office. When she came in, I did not invite her to sit down. "Watch the monitor, there." I said, indicating the television monitor on the wall, to which my computer was feeding a video.
"This is the video of your first interrogation of Patricia Ridley." I said. "Do you remember this?" The video showed the portion of the interview where Joanne had asked about guns in the house."
"Yes sir." said Joanne.
"Tell me, Detective." I asked. "Was that before or after the lab results came back."
Joanne thought about it and said "Uhh... before."
"That's right." I said sternly. "It was before there was any proof that a crime had taken place at all. So let me ask this: if Patricia had said there were guns in the house, what would you have done?"
"I'd have asked her to turn them in." Joanne said.
"And if she had refused? Or if they'd been Dennis's guns?" I asked.
Joanne said "I'd have gotten a warrant to confiscate them, sir. For the sake of the child's safety."
"I was afraid you'd say that." I said. "You of all people, a hunter and NRA member."
"I don't understand, sir." said Joanne.
"I will make it clear, then." I said. "If you'd confiscated any guns before the lab tests had come back... I would have fired you on the spot."
"Whaaa?" Joanne gasped. "But sir! There was a child involved."
I sighed. "Detective, there are millions of American homes with law abiding citizens and their children in them, and guns in those homes as well. My home happens to be one of them. I know a lot of people believe as you just stated... but the Constitution comes first. Until there's evidence of a crime, you have no right nor reason to confiscate legally owned arms. Period. The Second Amendment is just as much part of the Constitution as the Fourth and Fifth Amendments."
"But sir-------" Joanne started.
"Detective, this is not a two-way conversation." I stated. Joanne realized this was what it was: an asschewing. She wisely shut her mouth as I continued: "We Police are hamstrung at times like this. And since we are, we'll obey the Constitution and honor the rights of law-abiding American Citizens. If you'd waited until after we had the lab report to ask that question, I would have been a little bit more okay with it. The bottom line: don't do that again. Ever. Do I make myself clear."
Joanne did not like it, but she said in a resigned voice "Yes sir."
"Good. Dismissed." Joanne moved swiftly to get out of my office.
Yes, other Police Departments might have done otherwise, and would've violated the Constitution, I thought to myself. Me? I just remember an ancient coin in my safe at home, once the only thing my great-grandmother could take with her when she fled the Nazis. The Nazis had confiscated all the guns... and six million of my great-grandmother's fellow Jews had been exterminated.
No, not here, I thought to myself. Not if I can help it. Not if I can help it.
Part 18 - Solutions and Celebrations
8:00pm, Wednesday, April 18th. The MCD Detectives and their spouses or dates, some of the Vice Detectives and their significant ones, and the Police Force's leadership. My mother came as Chief Moynahan's date. Also present were J.R. Barnes, Christina Cho, Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman... and I did not fail to notice a gleam in Muscone's beady little eyes.
To no surprise of mine, most of the conversation was about one thing: the Police Boxing Matches. I was sitting with the Chief, my mom, and Laura, so I didn't engage in the banter. I noticed that both the Chief and Laura were listening to it, and with frowns on their faces.
After supper, which was a barbeque buffet (that's the Southern word, which is a noun; not the Northern term, which is a verb), Cindy tapped spoon to glass to get our attention.
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
"Okay, let's hear how you guys solved the Tylenol Bottle case." Cindy said. "Joanne Warner, you are on the spot."
There was applause for Joanne, then she started up: "Gosh, it's harder to talk about it than to have done it." she said. "We answered the call about Patricia Ridley's suspicions that her Tylenol bottle was tampered with. The lab results came back that the capsules were filled with oxycodone, and also a cyanate compound which gave off the odor that alerted Patricia to the danger."
"Of course it was easy to identify Dennis Ridley as the one who did it," Joanne said, "because, as Dame Agatha Christie and Commander Troy tell us, it's always the spouse!" That got some laughter from the Detectives, who knew as I did that Joanne was ribbing me some about that.
"We brought Ridley in," Joanne said, "and he gave us the line that his wife had planted the drugs to make it look like he did it. We did have to consider it, as we've learned from false accusation cases in the past that what appears obvious just might not be." No doubt about that, I thought to myself.
"So I'm not sure where to go with this and not be boring." said Joanne. "We found out about Ridley's finances being structured for a divorce. He sold land which he used to hunt on... and grow food plots. And as a hunter, I realized that's where the cyanate could've come from, fertilizer for the food plots."
"We also found out that Dennis had a girlfriend, Susan Carrera." Joanne said. "And we had to consider her as a suspect, as she had motive to attack Patricia, if not easy means or opportunity to do so. Last was the possibility that the child Zack Ridley was involved, perhaps co-opted by his father to do it."
"The keys for me," said Joanne, "really came from eliminating Patricia as a suspect. I really couldn't see the motive. As Steven Ridley so often said, divorce law in the United States is so one-sided against the father that Patricia really had nothing to worry about if she had a half-decent lawyer. She's going to get the house, she'll get some alimony... and maybe more if she got fired from her job... and she's allergic to codeine, so fooling around with oxycodone was not something she'd want to be doing."
"So," Joanne said, "as information started coming in, it just made more and more sense that Steven Ridley was behind it. We had to add to it that Susan Carrera was involved when we found out that Zack was not Steven's biological son. And Paul Escandes was an interesting sidebar, and maybe a coincidence despite what Dame Agatha Christie and Commander Troy say about coincidences."
More chuckles at Joanne's second dig at me... set those brackets up right, Brother Troy, I thought to myself. Set those brackets up right...
"The only question I have," said Joanne, "is why Commander Troy gave Susan Carrera such a plea deal, when she was so heavily a part of it."
"Commander Troy's turn." said Cindy.
"Yes, coincidences do happen." I said. "The main reason I gave Carrera the plea deal was to get her to turn on Ridley and give State's Evidence against him. Without that, despite knowing what happened, it would be much, much tougher to get a conviction of him without her testimony. We might have enough... as Joanne so astutely realized, that cyanate came from the old fertilizer he used for his deer plots some time ago... but the way Krasney and Ted Mason are these days, I preferred not taking the chance."
"I have a question, sir." said Jerome Davis. "You asked us to consider what happened if Patricia had died vs. if she lived. You were giving us a clue, I think, but can you tell us where you were going with all that?"
"And speaking of that," said Cindy Ross, "how much of this had you figured out long before the Detectives did?"
"To be honest," I said, "I really did not come to a conclusion before Detective Warner did. I had my ideas, of course, but I heard the data when they did if not later than they did, and I let my theories come based on those facts. So all due credit to Joanne and Theo for their excellent work digging those facts out."
"Having said that," I said, "as someone with a degree in Chemistry... which would make Dame Agatha Christie proud of me, I might add... it was obvious that the cyanate was the real key to the solution of who did it. When I made those comments to you guys, the basis of it was who wanted Patricia dead and who wanted her alive."
"Of course, Patricia wanted herself to be alive." I said. "And if this really had been a set-up, having the cyanate to warn her of the tampered bottle contents was both necessary and a good idea to explain her realizing it. But my thoughts on her guilt were along similar lines to Joanne's... I didn't see why she'd bother setting up her husband, when it didn't help her and might hurt her if he was in jail and couldn't pay alimony. And as a side note... notice that neither Patricia nor Dennis had actually filed for divorce yet. This marriage was all but over before it began, so why the delay? For Patricia, it was a measure of financial security. For Dennis, there may be other reasons, and I'll get to them in a moment."
"So... that left Dennis and Susan, as... so sorry, Captain Ross... I had also discounted Zack as being a player in all this." I said. "And my thoughts were that Dennis had good reasons why he did not want Patricia to die. But Susan Carrera did not! She would've been better off if Patricia was dead."
"Susan wanted a child, and Zack, for all his troubles, would do." I said. "And for her, that meant Patricia taking one of those pills and becoming sick or dying. If she dies, and even if Dennis goes to prison, Susan hoped to get Zack. If Patricia lived, Susan was all ready with an accusation that Patricia was a drug addict, hooked on oxycodone, and Susan would call in DFACS. Where that failed was Susan's lack of knowledge that Patricia's allergic reaction to codeine and compounds like oxycodone would preclude her, Patricia, from getting hooked on oxycodone."
"So Susan got the oxycodone," I said, "and it was Dennis who added the cyanate and then spiked the Tylenol bottle. He was looking for the angle of getting the best divorce settlement possible, with as little going to the child that was not his son. And even if his ruse failed, and we did not see fit to blame Patricia for the cover-up, maybe Zack does get examined psychiatrically, maybe taken away by DFACS."
"Dennis had no desire to marry Susan, and he certainly did not want custody of Zack." I continued. "But he had to keep Susan in his pocket, so to speak. So he dragged her into the mess with promises of marriage and custody of Zack, which a desperate Susan believed until the last moment. And that's my answer for both questions."
"Seems simple," said Chief Moynahan, "but in reality it was tricky. And I am very pleased with how all of you handled it. I did notice that you guys discussed differing theories, but didn't get into arguments nor dig in defending a theory rather than letting the facts lead you to the right answer. And that's a testament to all of your thinking skills, to your working together as the very good teams you are, and also to the training and leadership that Captain Ross and Commander Troy have provided you."
Everyone broke into applause upon that little speech... but only Cindy, myself, Teresa, and the Chief knew the true reasons behind his words.
I then looked over at Jack Muscone and said quietly and meaningfully "Would you like to say a few words, Jack?" My mother smiled brightly and even giggled as Jack gave me a 'look'.
"Four hundred years ago..." muttered Jack. He then said more loudly "As a matter of fact, there are a few words I want to say." He got up as the room quieted down, wondering what this was about.
"I've been through a lot with you guys." said Jack, addressing all of us. "You're a great team, and a great group of people. And the best part of that is the sense of camaraderie, of family, that you have, and that I wish we could have more of in the FBI."
Jack continued: "So I'm glad that you're here for this. The very best part of having worked with you is that this very special woman came into my life." He was gesturing at Tanya, who was next to him. "And so, the words I want to say tonight are..." he said as a small box appeared in his hand, and as he went to one knee, "...Tanya, will you marry me?"
Tanya's eyes grew more sparkly and her cheeks even rosier as her hand went to her mouth to cover her gasp. Then she recovered and said "Yes! Of course!"
Everyone rose and applauded as Jack slipped the diamond engagement ring on Tanya's finger and then kissed her. And after that, Christina Cho was the first to hug Tanya but certainly not the last. Jack was not one for man-hugs, so I just shook his hand.
"How did you know?" Jack whispered as we shook hands.
"I see things." I said. "And the look in your eyes all night could not be hidden from me, nor my mother. We can both see how happy you are, and deservedly so. Congratulations!"
Some moments later, I called out "Okay, let me get a picture of Cindy, Tanya, and Teresa showing off their rings. All three of my Angels now engaged to be married." It is possible that I was not the only one that took pictures of them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh Cal.... you're going so deeeep..."
Cal and Drusilla Romano were the 'Ken and Barbie' couple. Both were 28, Italian, and very good looking. Drusilla had long raven-black hair, somewhat similar to Melina Allgood's, but Drusilla's body was just a bit more slender, making her look taller than her height. Her luscious legs and ass were made for wearing high heels to accentuate them, a 'problem' many beautiful women in the Town & County had.
Cal was also black haired and slender. He worked out a lot, and was a physical trainer at Town Fitness Centers. His body looked chiseled out of rock, and he could be the model for Greek or Italian statues of the mightiest gods. Women at the gym ogled him, but he was seemingly faithful to the beautiful Drusilla. Drusilla was a high school teacher at Town High, teaching French, Spanish, and Italian to the Senior class, and she was the object of the hottest sexual fantasies of the testosterone-laden young men that were her students.



What many did not know was that Cal and Drusilla were members of the Libertines, the sophisticated and exclusive swingers club. Don and Laura had swapped with the Romanos on occasion, and sometimes were involved in a three-way pairing involving the Troys, Romanos, and the lovely redhead Audrey Nethers and her husband. (Author's note: Audrey appears in early stories, including 'Christmas Mystery Theater'.)
Now Cal was on top of his wife, sinking his eight inch cock into her tight, deep box. He flexed his hard ass muscles, lifting up, then sank his prick balls-deep into Drusilla again, making her moan. Her hand slid along his hips to his ass as he began fucking her in a steady rhythm, grinding his pelvis against her as she lifted her legs up and back.
"Oh yeah, fuck me Cal!" Drusilla moaned, urging the stud to give her the fucking she loved. He began pistoning his hips, driving his cock back and forth inside Drusilla's sopping wet fuck hole as he lay on top of her. They both loved this kind of slow, deep thrusting that turned more urgent as their desires for each other became more frantic.
Cal's cock was scraping Drusilla's cuntwalls as he nuzzled her neck and whispered sweet nothings to her, telling her how beautiful she was, and how tight and sweet her pussy was. Drusilla loved hearing these compliments, and she would squeeze parts of her man's body in her hands as she whispered back to him how much she loved him. Hearing his woman say those things just urged Cal on to fuck her harder...
As often happened, they began building towards intense mutual climaxes. Cal was fucking Drusilla with raw, animal power, ramming his long cock into her with deep thrusts, his pelvis smacking against hers as his balls bounded off her 'taint' and asscheeks. Drusilla was moaning and crying out, begging Cal to fuck her harder, deeper... and to come inside her.
"Oh yeah, here it is baby..." Cal gasped, then taunted her as he said "I'm not going to pull out. I'm going to come inside you, baby!"
"Oh YES!" Drusilla cried out, the thought of Cal coming inside her driving her to an intense orgasm, as always. "Come inside me, Cal! Come in me!" Cal suited the deed to the begging words of the beautiful woman beneath him, and gasped as the first jets of thick, ropy jism fired into Drusilla's depths. He smashed his groin hard against hers with each spurt of his semen blasting into her, trying to get his sperm as deep as possible, coating her cervix with his potent, virile seed...
Moments later, as they lay gasping and cuddling in post-coital bliss, Drusilla said quietly "Hey, we got invited to make a guest appearance on that soap opera, 'Days Of Promise'."
"How are we going to get out to California to appear in that?" asked Cal. "You'll have the summer off, but summer is the busiest time at the gym for me."
"Oh, they're coming here." Drusilla said enthusiastically. "They're going to be filming for at least a couple of weeks next month."
"Okay, then, my beautiful wife." Cal said, letting his fingers wander over Drusilla's engagement and wedding rings on her left hand. "We'll show the soaps what hot sexy scandals are all about!" Drusilla giggled as Cal nuzzled her neck. Then she turned her head to him and their lips smashed together in a deep kiss, which ignited their bodies into the desires for another mating, this time longer, deeper, slower, lasting for-seeming-ever...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Callie Carrington was lying on her back in Cindy's bed, her shapely legs spread. She looked down, seeing the top of her fiancée's platinum blonde head buried between her legs. Cindy's lips were clamped to Callie's cuntlips, and her tongue was delving into the gorgeous woman's very wet pussy.
"Ohhhhhhh.... oh yeah, baby." Callie moaned as Cindy ate her pussy with an almost abnormal intensity. One thing Callie loved about Cindy was that Cindy's lovemaking was always intense, and that Cindy gave everything she had to pleasuring every part of Callie's magnificent body.
Callie also realized that Cindy made love to her as if this would be the last time they ever made love. The gorgeous policewoman had been through a lot, almost dying herself, having to witness her cousin, her best friend, and her previous lover endure life-threatening dangers. Cindy lived each moment in bed with Callie as if it would never end, or could end all too soon.
Callie's thoughts were interrupted by her orgasm. The spasms in her pussy began climbing to her spine then back to her loins again, creating an electrical circuit of pleasure that just built and built until the dam burst inside her, washing Cindy's face with her womanly juices as fires of ecstasy burned through her body.
"Oh yeah.... oh yes! YES! UHHH!" Callie gasped out as she came. Cindy just tongued her harder, pushing her ruggedly pretty face even deeper into Callie's quaking quim. Callie grabbed the top of Cindy's head and pushed it into her snatch as she shook through her climax...
"Oh my God! that had to be the best come I've ever had!" Callie cried out as her orgasm finally subsided. "Thank you, baby. I love you so much!"
"My pleasure, my love." Cindy replied before sliding her tongue along Callie's slit and up to her swollen clit. Cindy licked Callie's clit with her hardened tongue, making Callie gasp in rebuilding pleasure.
"Get on top of me, baby." Callie said. "I want to eat your pussy, too." Cindy stood up, then got back on the bed, straddling the gorgeous blonde pornstar. Callie's eyes sparkled as she admired Cindy's breasts, then her hardbody ass and her trim, firm thighs. Then she looked up to see the beautiful sight of Cindy's wet pussy just above her face. Callie grinned and slid her tongue along Cindy's labes, making the hot platinum blonde gasp.
Cindy eased her pussy down onto Callie's face, feeling the beautiful woman's tongue licking deeper and deeper into it. Then Cindy lowered her head and began to eat Callie's pussy again, working her clit and labes relentlessly and remorselessly until Callie was gasping again, but this time into Cindy's cunt as they sixty-nined their way into lesbian bliss...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00am, Thursday, April 19th. Cindy woke up. After what had been the most intense sex between her and Callie in months, maybe ever, she had fallen asleep with the beautiful blonde in her arms. Now, she was coming awake, feeling something... strange.
She sat up, looking around. Only the bluish-white light of the streetlamp outside bathed the room in an eerie, almost colorless light.
Cindy got up and looked outside. Nothing but the parking lot, cars, and the street beyond could be seen. The window faced north, and the street was not a busy one. Cindy heard nothing but an eerie quietness.
And then, it came upon her. She felt what seemed like a presence, as if someone were in her condo apartment. She got up and went into the main room. The lights were off and again the only light was from the streetlamp outside. There was no one in her home, except her and Callie. Still, she checked to make sure all the doors were locked.
She sat down on the sofa and looked out the window behind it. Nothing but parking lot, cars, the street beyond... and a patch of woods on the other side. It felt like something was in there, something dark and forbidding. Cindy suddenly felt cold, and like she was being watched.
I'm being silly, she thought to herself. Still, she went back to bed. She lay down with her back to Callie, and felt her fiancée turn and slide her arms around Cindy's waist, then Callie's warm breasts and abs pressing into her back. She felt warmer, safer... but the foreboding did not go away...
Part 19 - Seeing Ahead
Thursday, April 19th, 9:30am.
Town & County Solicitor Miriam Walters was a tall woman like my wife Laura and Dr. Jan Camp. Miriam's body was not as magnificent as my wife's (few women's are), but she was far better than Jan Camp. Miriam Walters had raven-black hair like Laura, but Miriam's eyes were like Jack Muscone's; beady black eyes that seemed to penetrate into one's very soul, and her hairstyle, similar to Teresa Croyle's in that it framed her face perfectly, only enhanced that penetrating look.
She was escorted to my office by the Duty Desk Sergeant, and my assistant Helena brought her into my office.
"Thank you for coming, Solicitor." I said, standing and coming around from behind my desk to shake her hand. "Please, have a seat. Would you like some coffee, or water?"
"Thank you, Commander. I'm fine." said Miriam, sitting down. As I went back to my chair to sit down, she said "So, why don't we drop the titles. Please, call me Miriam, if I may be so bold as to call you 'Don'."
"Certainly." I said with a smile. Not a flirtatious smile but just a pleasant one. "So, to get right to the point... you're running for Solicitor again?"
"Yes." said Walters. "Unopposed, right now."
"I understand that you've had a long-time goal of being District Attorney." I said. Miriam Walters affixed those beady black eyes upon me, and attempted to read my mind. She did not succeed. Yet.
"Yes, that's true." said Miriam.
"Have you considered running for D.A. this year?" I asked.
"I did," said Walters, "but with Paulina Patterson running against Krasney, as well as Jenna Stiles again, I decided to run for Solicitor again."
"And if you did run for D.A. this year," I said, "you have to declare by the May 8th primary, is that not right?"
"That is correct." Miriam said. "Really by COB, Friday May 4th."
I nodded, sitting back in my chair. "Miriam," I said, "I asked you here... to encourage you to run for District Attorney. This year, not in two years."
Miriam nodded. "The Iron Crowbar knows something, which apparently I don't. So, why are you encouraging me to run? I thought you were supporting Paulina."
I half-shrugged. "Yes, I am." I said. "But what is far more important to me... is that Gil Krasney be beaten, and soundly. I am sick and tired of my Police Officers working their butts off to solve crimes and arrest criminals, murderers even... only to see Krasney drop the charges and give them to Federal custody, or just let some Senator's son walk free."
Walters nodded, her beady eyes showing that she finally was understanding my motives and intent. She was a smart woman herself. I'd heard rumors that she could be devastatingly vicious, and that she was a a cold-hearted bitch that could rival 'Teresa Cunt'... and my reading of Miriam Walters was that those rumors were true. In addition, Miriam was limitlessly ambitious.
"So you don't think Paulina or Jenna can defeat Krasney?" she asked.
"I think Paulina can." I said. "Jenna Stiles, not so much, so sorry. If you run, though, you'll have your chances to win, but more importantly, your candidacy should wipe Krasney's off the map. And if you're the attack dog that is biting Krasney's butt every time he turns around, it would help defeat him."
I continued: "I know you'll have to give up running for another term as Solicitor, but this truly may be your best chance to win the D.A. job. If you don't win, then it's likely Paulina would consider you for the Major Crimes ADA slot, especially if I encourage her to do so. Failing that, the Madison & Ives Law Firm could use your prosecutorial talents, and you can run again in two years for either D.A. or Solicitor, or for a Council seat, or even a spot on the Judicial Bench... endorsed by retired Judge Lorraine McGill."
Walters nodded, considering her options. Then she peered hard at me again. "So, Commander Troy, what's your real angle on this?"
I gave a brief, pursed smile... and peered back hard at her. "Just what I said." I replied. "I want Krasney defeated. I think your addition to the race will ensure that, and will give the voters one more good choice to consider."
"And you'll endorse me?" Walters asked slyly.
"If Paulina were to drop out... yes." I replied.
Miriam got up, and I got up also, as fast as my back would allow. "I will consider what you've said, Don." she said. We shook hands and I escorted her to the door.
After she left, I looked down at my pretty assistant Helena and said "Helena, are you ready to be displaced when the carpet people come in?"
"They're going to do all of it over the weekend after this one." said Helena. "So it shouldn't be too bad, other than some paint fumes..."
Part 20 - Epilogue
12:00 high noon, Thursday, April 19th.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the State Office Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. "It is now past noon, and Governor Val Jared has not formally opposed the naming of an Independent State Counsel! The appointment by Republican Attorney General Karl Handel is now official!"
"Attorney General Handel and Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen will be speaking within moments in Midtown, and we will join that press conference when it begins. To recap, the Independent State Counsel will be investigating Governor Val Jared's role in using SBI assets to harass two women who brought sexual impropriety charges against the Governor, and also to determine the Governor's role, if any, in covering up a possible conspiracy to assassinate superstar singer Jasmine Nix in the City------ and here we go, the press conference is beginning, let's join it in progress!"
The scene switched to the State Attorney General's office in Midtown. "I'll give the floor to Independent State Counsel Mullen now." said AG Karl Handel. He made way for the older man to come forward. Mullen was tall and lean, and looked even more so behind the short podium.
"Yes," said Mullen. "After getting the staff set up, my first act will be to subpoena SBI Reserve Inspector Donald Troy and force him to testify under oath."
"What if he takes the Fifth?" asked Tim Sioban of KSB News.
"We will find a way to compel him to testify." said Mullen. "Perhaps limited immunity so that he cannot take the Fifth will be the answer. But Commander Donald Troy is going to answer my questions, he is going to answer them under oath, and if he lies or is found to have committed any violations of the law whatsoever, then he'll be suspended at the least, and possibly imprisoned."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You get the idea that bastard wants a Troy blood sample?" Teresa Croyle asked as we watched the broadcast in my office.
"Ya think?" I replied. "Seriously, what he wants is what his fellow Establishment politicians want... to get me suspended, and out of their way."
"Do people just not see the blatant bias in the guy?" asked Cindy. "Not to mention just telling everyone he intends to violate your Constitutional rights."
"They see his bias about as much as they see it in the rabidly corrupt Press." I replied.
Have I mentioned that I have a deep hatred of the rabidly corrupt Press?... and rabidly corrupt Independent State Counsels?
"God, this sucks." Cindy moaned. "And unlike criminal activity, there's just not a damn thing we can do about it."
"There's one thing." I said idly. "Prayer."
"With respect, sir," said Teresa, "I've never been one for prayer in this world of men. Corrupt men."
"Yeah." said Cindy. "And just what in the hell could be worse that the Apparatus of State turned against the law-abiding on behalf of the criminals?"
She was right, I thought to myself. There are few things worse... and little did I know, one of those worse things was beginning to happen right now, in my County...
Finis. ...for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
4:00pm, Thursday, April 19th. I finished up the paperwork on the Tylenol Bottle case, then turned to the emails that had begun piling up in the last four hours. Paperwork never stops.
As I read through the emails, which were mostly copies cc'd to me, my assistant Helena buzzed me and said that Captain Cindy Ross wanted to see me. Captain Ross is one of the very few people in this world that could barge into my office without having to ask Helena, so for her to ask to come in suggested something important. I told Helena to let Cindy come in.
"Whassup?" I said as Cindy came in, taking the chair I motioned her into.
"Sir," she said, "With Captain Briscoe now with the Campus Police, we have no Press Relations Officer. The Press is massing in the Press Room, demanding you come there and make a statement about the Independent State Counsel."
"Sheesh." I muttered. "So I guess you're getting an early start on the Deputy Chief thing, huh?"
"I am prepared to take a green crowbar to some Press backsides." Cindy replied. "Good practice for the Police Boxing Matches."
"No doubt." I said. "By the way, is the Chief here?"
"No sir, he's still at City Hall, meeting with the Sheriff." Cindy said.
"Good." I said. "Take some Uniformed Officers and go in and clear the Press room. Kick every one of their arses out. If any of them give you the slightest bit of shit, have that person arrested and taken through booking for trespassing." Cindy excused herself, then stalked out to carry out my instructions. I got the impression she was really looking forward to it.
Three minutes later, she was back. This time she barged in, and had Captain Teresa Croyle with her. "Sir!" Cindy all but shouted, "we just got an incoming call to 9-1-1. Missing child. Alton Taylor, 10 years old."
"Alton Taylor?" I almost gasped. "He's one of the kids I rescued at Ward Harvester, when Ned shot me." (Author's note: 'Sperm Wars: The Family Menace'.) Cindy nodded, and I said "What happened?"
"He was playing Little League baseball at the Ronald Reagan Park baseball complex." said Teresa, referring to the baseball and softball fields in a circular array on the northeast 'backside' part of Ronald Reagan Park. "Someone hit a foul ball into a clump of woods, and he went to get it. He never came out of the woods, so everyone went looking for him. At first they thought he was playing a trick and hiding, and then they got worried he might be hurt and unconscious, so one of the coaches called the Police and his mother. We've got two units on the scene now."
"Okay," I said, "put out a tri-State alert for him, and call out the Auxiliary and Search & Rescue Volunteers. Bring the parents here, and ask Father Romano or one of the other Chaplains or the parents' minister to be here with them. I'll call the Chief. Cindy, did you kick the Press out?"
"No sir, I was intercepted by the Duty Desk before I got there." Cindy replied.
"Good." I said. "Let them stay in there. Don't say a word to 'em about any of this. Okay, y'all can go." They moved out with a purpose.
I called the Chief, who said he'd tell the Sheriff and Fire Chief. Then I sat back and contemplated. Of all the things we had to deal with, a missing child was just about the worst, at least in my own mind...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
About thirty minutes later, I got a call from Cindy on my Police iPhone.
"Sir," she said, "I think you need to come down here."
Oh no, I thought, they found the child's body. "Did you find a body?" I asked.
"No sir." said Cindy. "Just a piece of paper with a drawing on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sheet of paper was tacked to a tall tree, about eight feet off the ground. With my 6'4" height, I was able to reach up and remove it, wearing latex gloves to damage as little of the evidence as possible. Officers crowded around to see what was on it.
Words drawn in crude crayon said "Don't look or it takes you", an 'X' at the top right corner, and a stick drawing of a figure in black, with a white head with no facial features.
"Damn." I muttered, then said more loudly: "It's one of the Slender Man Eight Pages..."
Part 2 - It Begins
Slender Man, Slender Man, All the children try to run.
Slender Man, Slender Man, To him it's part of the fun.
Slender Man, Slender Man, Dressed in darkest suit and tie.
Slender Man, Slender Man, You most certainly will die.
Slender Man, Slender Man, His branching arms are for collecting.
Slender Man, Slender Man, His face is empty of expressing.
Slender Man, Slender Man, He won't let you say goodbye.
Slender Man, Slender Man, You most certainly will die.
Slender Man, Slender Man, Sometimes hums a lowly drone.
Slender Man, Slender Man, He will wander 'round your home.
Slender Man, Slender Man, Blends in well within the trees.
Slender Man, Slender Man, In the fog he's hard to see.
Slender Man, Slender Man, Dressed in darkest suit and tie.
Slender Man, Slender Man, You most certainly will die.
--- 'The Slender Man Song', attributed to Zip Zipper.
8:00pm, Thursday, April 19th. The page, in a protective plastic sleeve, was hanging on the whiteboard in MCD, held up by a magnet, and we were staring at it.
"It has a peculiar smell, like a chemical smell." I said. "But it appears to be plain crayon."
"There's a tiny '1' at the upper right hand corner, right next to the 'X'." said Joanne Warner, who'd been studying the page with a magnifying glass.
"Geez," said Captain Ross, "I hope we're not going to have seven more kidnappings."
The search was ongoing, as volunteer crews combed through Ronald Reagan Park, along the River on both sides as well as downstream and upstream, and in the subdivisions to the north of the Park. Except for the piece of paper and the baseball he'd gone after, no trace of Alton Taylor had been found. His shocked parents were in the Pastor's Room with their minister.
"Has the Press put out an alert yet?" I asked.
"They had coverage of the Taylor disappearance on their 6:00pm newscasts." Cindy said. "They've got crews out following our Search & Rescue teams."
I nodded. I had a bad feeling about this... and rightly so...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15pm. Tommy Tomlin came into the den of his home on Cone Street, where his dad Bart Tomlin was watching a baseball game on TV.
"Dad," Tommy said, "there's someone in the backyard."
"What?" snarled Bart. He got up and looked out the sliding glass door that went to the back deck. Seeing nothing, he turned on the floodlight. The backyard was illuminated, but he still saw nothing.
"Boy, what have I told you about lying?" Bart said sternly to Tommy as he turned out the light. Ever since the divorce and Tommy's mother moving out to live with another man, Tommy had told a lot of fibs.
"I'm not lying, Dad." Tommy said. "I saw him, a man in a suit."
"Well, there's no one out there now." said Bart. "And our yard is closed in by all the surrounding houses, so nobody's just walking through."
Tommy went to the glass door and flicked on the light. "Dad! There he is!"
Bart came up to the window and looked out. In the middle of the back yard was a tall man in the darkest of black suits, white shirt and black tie. The man's head was ghostly white and had no facial features, but seemed to be 'looking' right at the father and son.
"Holy shit!" Bart said, pulling Tommy away from the sliding glass door. "Stay away from that door!" He ran to make sure the front door and door to the garage were locked, then came back to the sliding glass door. Looking out, he saw nothing.
"Dad! Are you going to call the Police?" Tommy asked, his voice quavering.
"Not yet." said Bart. "Come back to the bedrooms." Tommy followed his dad down the hall, and saw that his dad had grabbed his wallet and car keys and cell phone. "If we see the guy again, we'll call the cops."
They made their way to the den again. Turning on the floodlight, they saw no one in the backyard. As they turned and came back into the room, they heard a creak in the kitchen and looked through the door. Standing in the kitchen was the Slender Man!
"Oh my God! Run!" yelled Bart. He all but dragged Tommy to the front door, unlocked it, and flew out into the front yard. "Get in the car!" Bart yelled.
"But Dad!" Tommy tried to call out as Bart violently pulled him along.
"Dammit, kid! Do what I tell you and get in the car!" Bart yelled. He grabbed Tommy, all but shoved him into the front passenger seat, then raced around the car to the driver's side. Getting in, he locked the doors, inserted the keys, and turned on the motor, which lit the headlamps.
The headlights illuminated the man in the suit, who was standing right in front of the car!
"Aaauuugh!" screamed Bart as he tried to engage the gears in Reverse. They would not move as the Slender Man seemed to glide around the front of the car and the passenger side to the door.
"Dad! Help! Auughhh!" Tommy screamed out as the door opened and the man grabbed him. Bart grabbed for Tommy, but he was already whisked out, and the Slender Man was taking him around the corner of the house. Bart got out of the car to pursue, but when he got to the corner, there was no one there, no movement at all.
"Tommmyyyy!" Bart yelled out, fear gripping his soul. "Toommmmyyyyy!" Dogs barked, lights came on in the adjacent houses. But there was no sign of Tommy at all...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:05pm, I came up to the house. Lightbars were flashing on the tops of Police cruisers, and I debated whether or not to order them turned off. I decided not to; people needed to know there was a crisis here.
"Whaddya got?" I asked Detective Warner.
"Sir," Joanne said, "we have a hysterical man who saying his son was kidnapped by a tall man in a suit and tie, and a head with no features on it. We also found this taped to the passenger-side car window.
Joanne handed me the piece of paper in the plastic sleeve. It said "HELP ME!", written in crayon, and there was a tiny, barely visible number '2' in the top right hand corner.
"Shit." I muttered. "Another Slender Man page."
"Sir, do you think this is a copycat of Larry Lance?" Joanne asked, referring to the 'Slender Man' case of just over a year before.
"I don't know." I said. "This one has a... different... feel about it. Let's go talk tooooo..."
"Bart Tomlin, sir." said Joanne. "His son's name is Tommy." I nodded and we walked up to the man sitting on the steps to the front porch, with three Uniformed Officers attending him.
"Mr. Tomlin," I said, "I'm Commander Don Troy. What happened, sir?"
"That... that man..." said Tomlin, his face a mixture of shock, horror, maybe madness. His eyes were introspective and unfocused, and gave the the impression that he was a drug addict. "He was in my house!" The man started shaking. "He was right in front of the car! I locked the doors, but he still opened it... he was just right there!..."
"What did he look like, sir?" I asked.
"Tall... that face..." gasped Tomlin, who then snapped: "That face! THERE WAS NO FACE!! He had no face!... Aaahhhh!!"
An ambulance had arrived. "Get him to the Hospital." I ordered. "Mr. Tomlin! Go with these men." I really didn't need to ay anything; Tomlin was becoming catatonic. Medics helped him to the ambulance, put him inside, and the vehicle drove away.
"He just got worse and worse." said Sergeant Rudistan. "When we first got here, he was upset, but pretty coherent."
"What did he say?" I asked.
"He said his son saw a man in a suit in the backyard." said Rudistan. "He didn't believe the kid, then they both saw the man. He said the doors were all locked, but the man just... appeared in the kitchen, and Tomlin and his son ran out the front door to the car. When he turned on the headlights of the car, the man was right there in front of the car. Then he just came over, opened the supposedly locked car door, grabbed the kid and took him around the corner of the house."
"Any footprints?" I asked.
"No sir," said Rudistan, "and the soil is pretty soft around that side of the house. We're also looking for any footprints in the backyard, but 'no joy' on that, so far."
"What about inside?" I asked.
"Nothing strange at all, sir." said Rudistan. "No door locks were forced. Door to the garage and the sliding glass door to the back deck were locked. The boy's room is pretty messy, but looks more like a normal boy's room than having been ransacked."
"Not that one can really tell the difference, if my own sons' rooms are any indication." I said. "Okay, good work. Rudistan, stay in charge of the scene until the CSIs are completely done, then post a couple of guards. Keep the Press off the property."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. I turned and went back to Joanne Warner, who was near the end of the driveway.
"Have you heard from Captain Ross?" I asked.
"Last I heard, sir," said Joanne, "she was checking in with the searchers at Ronald Reagan Park."
"Okay." I said. "You stay here for now. You're in charge of the investigation. After the forensic work is done, you can go to the Hospital and see if Mr. Tomlin recovers sufficiently to give a coherent statement."
"Yes sir." said Joanne. I went to my Police SUV, and once inside the comfortable confines of it, I called Cindy on my Police iPhone. She answered, and said she was at Ronald Reagan Park. I asked if anything had been found.
"Not a thing, sir." said Ross. "Myron sent up two infrared drones and searched the whole Park. No body heat signatures that were not Police or search volunteers. How long do you want to continue the search?"
I thought about that, and came to a conclusion: "Call it off at midnight. Once everyone is clear of the Park, have Myron run another IR drone sweep."
"Wilco... oh, wait... what's that?" Cindy had said that last bit to someone coming up to her. I heard muffled, indistinguishable voices, then Cindy got back on the line.
"Commander, they found something on the disc golf course. A bag full of discs. I'm going to go check it out." I told her to call be back if it was important, and we disconnected.
I might as well go down there, I thought to myself. I cranked the SUV and headed out.
Part 3 - A Glowing Discovery
"Whaddya got?" I asked as I came up to the Disc Golf basket. It was the 11th hole basket, which ran through the woods on the hill in the middle of the Park, between the open spaces to the south and north.
"This, sir." said Sr. Patrolman Hicks. J.R. Barnes was finishing his forensic examination of a bag of disc golf discs. Attached to the bag were straps allowing a person to carry the bag like a backpack. In the pouch that was normally for a water bottle was what looked like a flashlight.
"Who found this, and when?" I asked.
Cindy Ross said "The bag was sitting on top of the basket, sir. Several search volunteers have admitted they saw it, but thought a disc golfer left it there and was helping with the search. About twenty minutes ago, old Mrs. Boddiker came up to Patrolman Hicks and pointed out the bag to him. When he checked it out, he found this taped to the chain below the basket."
She handed me a sheet of paper enclosed in a plastic sleeve. Drawn on the paper in crayon were a number of pine trees. In the middle of them was a drawing of the Slender Man, darkest suit and tie, faceless head. At the top left hand corner was a crudely drawn circle with an 'X' through it, the iconic sign of the Slender Man. Barely visible at the top right was a small '8'.
"Skipped to '8', eh?" I said to Cindy. I then examined the bag. "Hmmm, these are all glow discs, made to glow in the dark. Someone was playing night disc golf, or intended to."
"Sir," said J.R. Barnes, "there were no prints on any of the discs, the flashlight, or the drawing."
"Really?" I said, surprised. "That, Captain Ross, is a 'strangeness'. Let's you and me take this to Headquarters as evidence, if J.R. is finished with it."
"Yes sir." said Barnes. "Just sign for it, please." I did so and Cindy rode in my Police SUV with me, after trusting the keys to her Police SUV to Detective Theo Washington...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think these are a clue?" Cindy asked as she examined the discs, wearing latex gloves as she handled them.
"I get the sense that they are." I said. "The drawing certainly is. Maybe it was left separately, but that'd be a lot of coincidence for me to swallow." Cindy smiled at that.
"So Alvin Taylor is missing," she said, "and Tommy Tomlin was plain kidnapped. Is Myron working up some data for us?"
"You know it." I said. "And I told him to concentrate on the Tomlin family first... I'm not totally sold on the man's story."
"Think he made it up?" Cindy asked. "Joanne said he looked really freaked out."
"He looked drugged up, too, when I saw him." I said. "It occurred to me that he could've taken something... or been given something... that progressively acted upon him as time went on. Bloodwork at the Hospital will show if that's the case, or not."
Cindy nodded, then said "I hope that this being No. 8 means that there will be no more kidnappings, or that any other drawings will come with disc golf bags and not missing children."
"Yeah, me too." I said, but not convinced that would be the case. We pulled into the parking lot of Police Headquarters. When we went inside, Chief Moynahan met us in the hallway.
"I hope the Press did not catch you guys playing disc golf during this time of crisis." the Chief said jokingly.
"No sir," I said, "but if they had seen me carrying this bag, they really would try to say I'm playing disc golf and not paying attention to the case."
Have I mentioned that I have a total lack of trust in the Press?
I took the bag of discs to my office to examine them, and the Chief came in with me. Cindy took the drawing to the whiteboards in MCD as I examined the discs closely. They were all brand new, unused as far as I could tell, and a pretty standard set of disc golf discs made of plastic that glowed in the dark.
As Cindy returned to the office, I put the bag in the safe in my office, and the Chief and I signed the custody form. He then went to his office as I said to Cindy "Let's go see Myron."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Classroom 'F' had been converted into walled cubicle spaces with doors, with one of those cubicles being a server farm. Cindy and I knocked on Myron's cubicle door and heard a "Yes?"
"Got anything for us, Myron?" I called out.
"I'll come to your office in five minutes, sir." said Myron.
True to his word, I'd barely started a fresh pot of coffee in my office when Myron knocked on the door and came on in. I had him sit down in a hot chair, with Cindy sitting next to him.
"Bart Tomlin, 36 years old; one son, Tommy, aged 10." said Myron. "Bart's wife left him a year and a half ago, went to live with another man, did not try to get custody of Tommy. I got some school records, and Tommy's grades dropped off after his mother left him."



"Bart is a factory worker at BigPharmaCorp." continued Myron. "No issues with them that I could find, and he was on their Safety Advisory Board until last year. No criminal record, other than a couple of speeding tickets."
"Financial issues?" I asked.
"None, really." said Myron. "Makes pretty good money at BigPharmaCorp, spending habits reasonable, pays off his credit card every month."
"Social issues?" Cindy asked.
"Bart's wife has a Facebook account." said Myron. "She was pretty active on it before she left him, and she was always posting pictures of her, Bart, and Tommy. Some of those pictures were removed, and I found an order from the judge in the divorce decree requiring her to remove all pictures of Bart and Tommy from all social apps. That was one of Bart's biggest demands in the settlement. By the way, Mrs. Tomlin chronicled her leaving Bart and now shows pictures of her with her new man. That's one reason Bart was able to get any custody for his wife denied."
"So much for the double standard in divorce law." Cindy quipped, remembering our freshly solved Tylenol Bottle case.
"It's still a double standard." I said. "I strongly suspect she willingly gave up any custody of Tommy. Tommy's grades show that he was not happy about that, at all."
"So Bart is not a social butterfly?" Cindy asked Myron.
"No ma'am." said Myron. "No social clubs, no church memberships that I've found yet. Fairly active in Union activities, though. I got into his cellphone easily enough, but the only texts were work- or Union-related. No social interactions with women, no one-time texts that could be considered threats to or from him. We'll have to do further investigating."
"I'll have Joanne talk to the neighbors, work associates, stuff like that." Cindy said.
"That's be fine, but as to Tommy, we're up against a serious time issue." I said. "I'm less interested in the 'why' of his disappearance than in just finding him, and in a timely manner."
Just then, Detective Joanne Warner knocked on the door and I called out for her to come in.
"We've wrapped up at the scene, sir, ma'am." said Joanne. "None of the neighbors adjoining the Tomlin house saw anything at all, nor heard anything until they heard Mr. Tomlin screaming."
"Did you happen to talk to these neighbors about the Tomlins?" I asked. "What kind of people they are?"
"Yes sir, we did." said Joanne. "The Officers are writing their reports, which should give more details. From what I gathered, Bart Tomlin was not unfriendly but not outgoing, either. He became a bit more reclusive after his wife left him. No one could ever remember him yelling abusively at Tommy or seeing any signs of physical abuse on Tommy. We probably should call Tommy's school to get more on that, if there is anything."
"And if the wife didn't try to get custody of Tommy," I reasoned, "then she didn't have any fears that Bart would harm their son. And nothing else at first glance that suggests his father would do away with him, or want to. So, Detective Warner, did you stop by the Hospital?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "Your wife was there, with Dr. Yates and Dr. Morgan. They had to sedate Mr. Tomlin; he was raving and losing muscle control of his body. They took blood tests for drugs in his system, but the preliminary tests came up negative for anything."
"Damn." I muttered. "He's going mad. Literally."
Part 4 - Slender in Police Headquarters
2:05am, Friday, April 20th. I was sitting at my desk, poring over Police reports as they came in, looking for any clue that any person saw that could help us see where to look to find the missing boys. I leaned my head back, letting my body relax into my all-too-comfortable 'Command Chair'. I closed my eyes for a second...
I was surrounded by a strange vortex, with flashes of light and sparkling energy all around me, the energy running through me. There was nothing to suggest this was a room or a confined space, only the swirling vortex surrounding me like a sphere. Which way to go to get out? I wondered. And then, there he was.
Facing me, 75 feet away, was the Slender Man.
I had my red crowbar, and I felt the irresistible urge to attack him. I ran at him, seemingly as fast as The Flash from my daughter Carole and her friend Marie's favorite TV show. But the Slender Man seemed to be gliding away just as fast, and I could never quite reach him to land a blow...
*QURK* *SNZZ*
I was in my office again. Had I fallen asleep? The noise had been from my Police Radio.
"This is Culver!" said the radio. Patrolman Culver was on duty at the guardhouse at the gated parking lot entrance. "Someone is in the parking lot! He's wearing a suit and tie! He's... AUUUGH!"
"This is the Duty Desk. All available personnel at Headquarters to the employees parking lot!" I whirled around in my chair and looked out the window. Standing in the middle of the parking lot, facing the front guardhouse, was the Slender Man!
"Don!" shouted Cindy, running in. "He's out there!"
"Stay here!" I ordered as I grabbed my crowbar. "Keep your eyes on him!" I ran out of the office and down the hall, joining a number of Officers that were rushing out the side entrance. As I ran, I noticed that my crowbar felt very warm in my hand. No time to think about that, though...
When we got outside, the Slender Man was gone. Nowhere to be seen. Officers fanned out, looking behind and under every car in the lot. A few went to the guardhouse.
"Commander!" someone shouted. "Over here!" I scurried over to the guardhouse. Patrolman Culver was lying on the floor, unconscious.
The Duty Desk Sergeant was checking for a pulse. Then Culver groaned as he began recovering consciousness, and was helped into a sitting position. "Uhhh, what happened?"
"What do you remember?" I asked, kneeling in front of him.
"I..." said Culver, "I... saw a man... in a suit... I called in on the radio... only heard static... he had on some kind of mask because he had no facial features that I could see, but it felt like he was looking right at me... and... the next thing I remember is you guys standing over me now."
"Okay, Abram, Johnson," I said, "take Culver to the Hospital to make sure he's okay. Have them take some blood for tests, as well."
*SQWK!* went the radio. "Alert! Alert! A man in a suit is walking down the hallway! I say again, intruder inside Headquarters!"
We all rushed inside. I instinctively ran towards my office as others fanned out and went down both hallways, then scoured the building. No intruder would be found. But when I got to my office, I found Cindy Ross in my Command Chair... seemingly sound asleep.
Going in, I went to check her pulse. She woke up instantly. "Wha... what happened?"
"You tell me." I said. "You were watching Slender Man in the parking lot. What happened next?"
"Uhh..." Cindy said. "I... I don't know. I was watching him, I saw him right there, looking towards the guardhouse. Then it seemed like he turned his head and looked right at me... and that's all I remember until I woke up in this chair with you checking my pulse."
I looked around. My safe was open. "Did you open my safe?" I asked.
"No sir." said Cindy. "I don't have the combination." I looked inside. The disc golf bag was missing.
"Ah, shit." I said. I hurried into MCD, Cindy following. Everyone had run outside when the alert had been raised, and had not yet come back. In the empty room I saw that the pages were still on the whiteboard. And sitting on the desk nearest the back hall entrance to MCD... was the disc golf bag, still full of glowing discs.
"Now why in the hell did someone do that?" I asked, in a manner of thinking out loud...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:00am, Friday, April 20th, Captain Teresa Croyle came into Headquarters and to my office.
"We ran search and rescue sweeps through the entire subdivision." she reported. "We went through front yards, and back yards if they weren't fenced in. Some people were pissed that Police were in their yards, even when they were told we were looking for a missing child. But I'm not worried about that. The bottom line is that there is no trace of Tommy Tomlin, and no trace of Alton Taylor."
I nodded. "Everyone must be exhausted. Have them stand down, get some rest."
"You okay, sir?" asked Teresa.
"Yeah... yeah." I said. "We had a Slender Man sighting here. Several Officers saw him. Culver was taken to the Hospital to be checked out, but he seems to be okay. Cindy was found unconscious in my chair, the one I'm sitting in now. She refused to go to the Hospital, and I have Joanne keeping an eye on her. I think they're in MCD."
"We heard there was a sighting here." Teresa said. "Anyway, I sent the volunteer S&R teams home at midnight. Police Officers and Fire Department teams did the search for Tommy. Want me to bring some of them here? Search the Fairgrounds?"
"No, we had six guys here look around. They found nothing." I said. "Oh... and let's make sure to send the TCFD our thanks for their help."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, then continued: "Sir, I know you respect the Constitution, but I don't think the Founding Fathers wrote it to help kidnappers escape. I had checkpoints set up on all roads leading out of the County, especially over any point that crosses a State Line. We're making people open the trunks of their cars, or we're looking into the backs of their SUVs. Anyone that refuses gets pulled over and sits there until we get a warrant, which we've done six times now."
"We're going to catch hell for that." I said. "But I'll take the arrows on it. You're getting warrants, so Constitutional rights are being protected----"
And then there was a loud knock on my door, followed by the Duty Desk Sergeant practically bursting into the office. "Sir!" he said, almost as a gasp "We just got calls that two more children are missing!"
Part 5 - Mounting Losses
5:30am, Friday, April 20th. The whiteboards in MCD had four children's pictures on the left-hand side, and now five drawings on the right.
"Rachel Fourier." said Joanne, as she put up Rachel's school photo. "She was one of the children, along with Alton Taylor, that Commander Troy rescued from his nephew Ned at Ward Harvester. She just turned 11 years old."
"Captain Croyle!" I called out as I listened to Joanne. When Teresa came up, I said "Katie Gibson is the third child I rescued at Ward Harvester. She's 13 or 14 years old now. Send a Patrol cruiser to the Gibson home, explain to the family what's going on, and have that Patrol stay there with them, or bring them all here. Might help if at least one of the Officers is female." Teresa stalked out of the room to implement my orders. She then went to organize new search and rescue teams.
"The fourth child is Marie Pressman." said Joanne. "She was the child that disappeared and was 'conveniently' found by Leonard Sharples." (Author's note: 'Cold As Ice', Ch. 02.) "Both sets of parents thought they heard noises in their daughter's bedrooms, went to investigate, found their children missing, and called us immediately. Windows to the bedrooms were closed and locked, and Marie Pressman's room is on the second floor, well above the yard. It'd take Spider Man to climb the wall."
"Or Slender Man, who allegedly can climb walls like a spider." I said. "Okay, these drawings were found on the girls's beds?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said. I looked at them. One said "Always Watches. No Eyes" and had a round circle meant to be a head with 'X' marks where eyes should've been. In the upper right hand corner was a small '3'. The next one said "Can't Run" and some scribbling on the bottom. In the upper right hand corner was a tiny '4'.
"Where are the parents?" I asked.
"Alton Taylor's parents are in the Pastor's Room still." said Theo Washington. "Rachel's parents are in the breakroom next to the gym doors, and Marie's are in the Press Interview Room next to the Public Relations Officer's office. We didn't know if we should keep them separated or let them be in one room."
"If this keeps up," said Cindy, "we won't have any one room big enough for them, except the gym itself."
"You know," I said, "that's not a bad idea. Put some chairs in there, lay down some mats, then Father Romano can bring them in there. See how they react to each other's presences, see if anything strange occurs... though I doubt it will. They can get some sleep on the mats, too." Cindy stalked out of MCD to implement my orders.
"Okay," I said, "Let's feed Myron the information on these families so he can start doing workups of them."
"Already did, sir." said Jerome Davis. I nodded, glad to see the Detectives were ahead of me on that.
Chief Moynahan came into MCD. He'd been getting some sleep in his office, as he was going to be the face of the TCPD in the eyes and camera lenses of the Press. "Sooooooo, anything new?"
"No sir." I said. "But I'm worried that we're going to get as many as three more reports of missing children. This Slender Man wannabee is going to want us to have the complete set of eight pages."
"Maybe he'll send us another disc golf bag instead of kidnapping children." said the Chief. "The good news is that it's going to be daylight sooooon."
"That might not do us any good, sir." said Cindy. "The Slender Man operates in daylight as well as during the night."
"You are not making my day any better, Captain Rosssss..." admonished the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:50am, Friday, April 20th.
"Ohhhhh, yesssss..."
Patricia Ridley moaned as she descended upon the man's cock beneath her, enveloping his very average five inches of hard flesh inside the velvety warm wetness of her tight cunt. She grinded her hips and ass to secure him deep inside her, using his shaft to stir her aching channel, then began riding him, her hips and ass rising and falling in a slow, gentle rhythm.
Burt West was the Editor-In-Chief of KXTC. He had met Patricia during interviews with her about the Tylenol bottle poisoning case. She had suggested that he take her out for a drink, and things went from there.
With her husband out of the picture, Patricia could bring other men into her home for sex. Zack didn't seem to care about his new 'uncle'; he just went on playing that video game of his.
She began riding him harder, faster, enjoying the feeling of a man's hands on her hips, pushing her down onto his shaft. Oh, what I wouldn't give for a big cock, a huge cock, driving up into me right now! she thought to herself. She thought of that Police Commander tall and broad-shouldered, and reputed to have an iron-hard crowbar between his legs.
Her nasty thoughts of the Iron Crowbar had Patricia's juices flowing. She groaned as she felt her orgasm building, fantasizing of a real man behind her in a doggy-style spoon position, roughly fondling her breasts as he deeply fucked her. When she felt a pair of hands squeezing her breasts, pinching her hard nipples, her orgasm crashed into her like a lightning bold.
"Ahh! Uhhh!" she gasped out as her cunt clutched down on her lover's cock. She did not feel his dick throb as it began squirting his semen into her, spraying her vaginal walls with his cock cream...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they lay together, cuddling in the afterglow of sex, they heard a creak downstairs.
"What was that?" asked Patricia as her head flung up.
"I don't know." whispered Burt. "I'll check it out." He got up and put on his pants as Patricia put on a robe. They went out into the hallway to the stairway landing, and looked down into the main room. The front door was closed, but standing in the foyer was the Slender Man!
"Oh my God!" shouted Burt West as Patricia screamed. Burt ran to Patricia's bedroom to get his cell phone as Patricia ran for her son Zack's room, expecting the door to be unlocked. But when she tried the knob, it refused to budge!
"Oh God!" she screamed as she lunged for her room. Just as she got there, seeing West in the doorway calling 9-1-1, she saw him look up in horror, and she turned her head to see that the Slender Man was coming up to the stairs and onto the landing!
"Nine-one-one, what's your emergency?" came a voice from the cell phone. All the operator heard were screams of horror...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Didn't think we'd be dealing with Patricia Ridley again this soon." said Captain Cindy Ross as she and Detective Theo Washington came up to the home at 6:14am. Two Patrol cruisers were already there. A Patrolman standing guard at the front door let Ross and Washington in.
Inside, sitting on the sofa and sobbing was Patricia Ridley. Next to her was Burt West, his shirt haphazardly on him and not tucked into his pants, looking totally stunned.
"Mrs. Ridley," said Cindy, "I'm Captain Ross, and you may remember Detective Washington. What happened?"
"We... heard a noise downstairs..." Patricia began intoning in an eerie, broken voice. "We came out to look, and there was a man... tall man..." Her voice drifted off as she stared sightlessly forward.
"How was he dressed?" asked Theo quietly.
"Suit. Suit and tie." said Burt West, his voice also eerie, denoting his shock.
"What did his face look like?" asked Cindy.
"That... that's just it... it was like he had on some kind of white mask on his head." said Patricia. "He had no features... no mouth or eyes, or nose..."
"Where's Zack?" asked Cindy.
"Zack... oh my God, Zack!" Patricia screamed out, beginning to get hysterical. "I... I ran for his bedroom, but the door was locked. It's normally not locked! Then I ran to get a phone, and Burt was already calling 9-1-1, and then... and then..." Patricia began sobbing.
"What happened Mrs. Ridley?" asked Cindy.
"I... don't remember!" Patricia almost shouted. "I woke up on the floor, and Burt was lying on the floor. We got up, and the door to Zack's room was open, but he wasn't there... he wasn't there!"
"Okay." Cindy said. "Mrs. Ridley, let's you and me go upstairs and get you some clothes to wear. Then Mr. West here can finish dressing. Then we'll take you to the Hospital to make sure you're okay."
"I... I tried to film him." said Burt West. He held up his cell phone, which was unlocked. Cindy and Theo watched the video. It showed the Slender Man just coming into view on the landing, as if he'd just come up the stairs. Then the interference began, and the screen went gray with static.
"We're going to have to hold this cellphone, Mr. West." said Theo. He called up a CSI tech, who bagged the cellphone. Cindy took Patricia up to her room to get dressed, then Theo supervised Burt West doing the same.
"We found this on the kid's bed." said Christina Cho as Cindy was about to leave. She looked at it the piece of paper in the plastic sleeve. It was a drawing, which said only "Leave Me Alone" and a skinny cedar tree.
"And the number '5' in the right hand corner." Cindy said. "Christina, get this to MCD right away..."
Part 6 - Break Of Day
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, April 20th, from the corner of Courthouse Square with Police Headquarters in the background at an angle. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the disappearances of five children in a fourteen-hour span!"
"Five children," started Bettina, "identified as Alton Taylor, Tommy Tomlin, Rachel Fourier, Marie Pressman, and Zack Ridley, were reported as missing or kidnapped beginning yesterday afternoon and continuing through the night. Bart Tomlin, father of Tommy, was admitted to University Hospital in deep shock after his son was abducted right in front of him."
"According to Police reports obtained by Fox Two News," continued Bettina, "the assailant is described as a very tall man wearing a black suit, white shirt, and black tie, and either wearing a white mask over his head, or his head having no facial features. This description is consistent with that of The Slender Man, a legendary Internet horror character, and just over a year ago Police arrested Larry Lance, who used the Slender Man outfit to abduct several children."



"Search and rescue teams have found nothing to help solve these crimes, and there have been no ransom demands made to this point." Bettina went on. "Police have not responded to repeated inquiries for more information on the cases, but Police Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement saying he will give a press conference with an update on the situation later this morning."
"And in State news," Bettina said, her manner becoming considerable brighter, "Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen was asked when he will subpoena Commander Donald Troy to answer questions, and if Commander Troy will have to testify before a Special Grand Jury that Mr. Mullen is expected to convene. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Mullen saying "We have preparatory work to do before issuing any subpoenas, and we'll make a determination about how we will interrogate Commander Donald Troy. What I can tell you is that Donald Troy will be subpoenaed and be required to answer my questions fully and truthfully, or he will be prosecuted."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Commander," asked Cindy as we watched the broadcast in the nearly empty MCD room, "would you rather be questioned in front of the Special Grand Jury, or just by Mullen?"
"In front of the Grand Jury." I said. "I might could influence them if I was answering questions in front of them."
"Where is everyone?" Chief Moynahan asked as he came in to get some coffee, which I had made.
"At their desks, or out in the field." I replied. "The Vice guys are hitting contacts and confidential informants to see if we can get any threads on these Slender Man kidnappings. The MCD guys are in Classroom 'E', getting Myron's report on the various families."
"And why aren't you two in there?" asked the Chief.
"Sir, I wanted to see Bettina's report, to see what the Press has." I said. "She didn't mention that KXTC's Editor-in-Chief, Burt West, was in Patricia Ridley's home with her when the Slender Man struck... and he forgot to call in to KXTC and let them know what was happening."
"And we confiscated his cell phone by the time he remembered." said Cindy. "By the way, he and Patricia were released from the Hospital after bloodwork was taken. She's here now, in the Pastor's Room." I nodded.
"Anyway, Chief," I continued, "Bettina didn't mention the pages that were found at the scenes, nor did she mention the disc golf discs, thank God. I'm hoping the Press does not know about all that stuff. And we'll get Myron's report later, either in writing or from his briefing to us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am, Friday, April 20th. The Public Health Department was next to Police Headquarters on Riverside Drive, to our right as one looked at the fronts of the buildings, the Public Health building being closer to City Hall and Courthouse Square.
Town & County Solicitor Miriam Walters walked into the building and went to the office of Public Health Officer Beth Paige. They were longtime friends, and Miriam had called to ask Beth to discuss an issue with her. After preliminary pleasantries and getting coffee, they sat down at the conference table in PHO Paige's office.
"You're never going to believe this," said Miriam Walters, "but I had a very interesting meeting with Commander Troy yesterday."
"Before all this crap about the missing kids started up?" Beth Paige asked.
"Yes." said Miriam. "It was in the morning. Commander Troy suggested that I run for D.A. instead of Solicitor this year." She recounted the gist of her conversation with the Police Commander.
"Wow." said Beth. "So what's his motive in asking you to do that? I could've sworn he would be supporting Paulina Patterson."
"He said he does." Miriam replied. "He also said he really wants Krasney defeated. On that, he and I totally agree."
"That makes three of us." said Beth. "However, you are a shoo-in for Solicitor again. Would you give that up for a shot at District Attorney? A shot you might not win? What would you do if you lost?"
"I was thinking about that yesterday." said Miriam. "I also talked to my campaign team about it. All I have to do is make the top two, then there's a runoff election if no one gets 50%. My campaign staff are 'yes-men' and 'yes-women', but they think I have a good shot to make a runoff against Patterson. And Krasney is gone if that happens, whether or not I win or Paulina wins."
"You think Paulina will keep you on as an ADA?" asked Beth.
"There's a good possibility." said Miriam. "Or I get a job with the State, or a private law firm, maybe even teach at the University until I can plan my next move. For example, when Eldrick X. Weaver beats Sheriff Allgood for Mayor, Weaver will become such a polarizing Mayor over racial issues that I can beat him in two years and be Mayor myself."
"Unless Sheriff Allgood wins," said Beth Paige, aware that she was speaking about her boss, "and if he does win, he's likely to be like Vaughan... Mayor-for-Life, if he wants it."
"I know." Miriam said. "And the Mayor's office has never really been my lodestone. District Attorney is what I want. So, what is your advice for me?"
"I'd suggest you take all the time available to you," said Beth, "and try to figure out what the Iron Crowbar had in mind in asking you to run for D.A. He has to have an ulterior motive, and you need to know what it is----"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"That's my personal cellphone." said Beth Paige, looking at the device. "It's my daughter's school." She answered the phone.
"This is the Assistant Principal at Evergreen Elementary." said the Assistant Principal at Evergreen Elementary School, which fed into the County High system. "We're calling about your daughter Bettie's absence. Is she sick today?"
"Absent?" Beth Paige gasped. "I dropped her off at school this morning! She should be there!"
"Er, she is not in her homeroom, and did not answer roll call, ma'am." said the Assistant Principal.
"Oh my God!" Beth wailed. "Call the Police! Immediately!" She disconnected, then looked at Miriam Walters in shock. "My daughter... they said she's not at school... I dropped her off there!"
"Let's go next door to Police Headquarters." said Miriam.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was coming out of my office, headed for MCD, when I heard the commotion.
"Ma'am, you can't come back here without authorization!" said the Duty Desk Sergeant as Public Health Officer Beth Paige came around the corner, followed by the Sergeant and Solicitor Miriam Walters. Considering that PHO Paige had the same rank in the Public Safety Department as the Chief, this could be bad.
Paige turned on the Sergeant and held up her PHO badge. "I am the Public Health Officer! Get out of my face, or I'll have you fired!" She tried to continue down the hall, and the Duty Desk Sergeant did not relent. He grabbed her to stop her.
"Get your goddamned hands off me!" Beth Paige screamed. Fortunately for him, I got there.
"Sergeant!" I called out. Everyone froze upon hearing the power of my voice. I said in a normal voice: "It's okay. Return to the Duty Desk. I'll handle this." The Duty Desk Sergeant nodded to me and moved out smartly.
"Get his badge number, I'm going to have him fired!" Beth Paige screamed.
"No you're not." said Chief Moynahan, coming up behind me. "He was doing his job, and the Commander and I will back him up all the way. What do you want, Ms. Paige?"
"It's Bettie... the school called." said Beth, her voice beginning to quiver as her body began shaking. "I dropped her off at school, but they said she's not in home room, that she's missing..."
"All right, we'll start looking for her." I said. "Evergreen Elementary?" Beth nodded.
"I'll take her to the Pastor's Room." said the Chief. "Ms. Walters, if you'll come with us..." He led the women to the Pastor's Room, but not before I'd sprung into action.
"Captain Ross!" I yelled out. She came flying out of MCD.
"I heard it, and I'm on it." she said.
"So am I." said Captain Teresa Croyle as she came out of her office. Miriam Walters looked a little less worried, seeing our fast response, but I felt her beady eyes peering at me, seemingly through me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15am. Joanne Warner looked exhausted as she came into MCD with Cindy Ross. "We found this in the hallway at the school, next to Bettie Paige's homeroom." she said. It was a drawing, now in a plastic sleeve as evidence. There was a drawing of the Slender Man in the middle, surrounded by the words "no no no no no no no no no no no no". In the top right hand corner was the number '6'.
"Put it on the whiteboards." I said. "Anyone see anything?"
"No one saw a damn thing." said Cindy. "Unless they're lying. We looked at the hallway cameras, and Bettie Paige never appears. The kids usually are on the fenced-in playground behind the school until the bell rings. The camera shows Bettie being dropped off, going into the building, then going outside. But then we can't find her on any camera overlooking the playground. The teachers watching over the yard saw nothing out of the ordinary, no man in a suit or anything like that."
"Wow." I said. "Strangest one yet. Unless, like you said, someone is lying."
Cindy said "Teresa was going to organize a search and rescue around the school. Old Mrs. Boddiker was there, and already had the volunteers, most of whom are from the Veasley Community Center and from some of the churches, organized and moving out on assignments. Teresa didn't say a word; she said everything Mrs. Boddiker said was absolutely correct and was what she herself would've said and done."
I managed a brief smile. "We shall have to find a way to reward Mrs. Boddiker for her help. It was she that pointed out the disc golf bag to Patrolman Hicks, as well."
"Do you think that's a clue to all this?" Cindy asked. "Or just some kind of coincidence?"
"Two coincidences, therefore none." I replied. "We found the bag as a child went missing, and there were no fingerprints at all on the discs. Then Slender Man moved it from my safe to the MCD room. Yes, I think that bag means something... but I'll be damned if I know what it is. There are no markings on the discs, no notes or drawings in the bag... just Page 8, that was found taped to the basket at the park and is now on our whiteboards."
"Sir..." said Cindy, "one page left. Think there will be another kidnapping?"
"I hope not" I said. "All of the schools are alerted and on lockdown now. Officers at all of them, which stretches us way thin."
"I'll call up some Auxiliary Officers and some Deputy Sheriffs to help out with that." said Cindy. I nodded.
"Good." I said. "Maybe Slender Man will give us a break, and tape the 7th page on my office door or something."
Part 7 - Trouble Brewing
The outer gate to Greenville Minimum Security Prison in the southeastern part of the State opened up, and Dean Allen walked out. The son of the late State Senator Nathan Allen had served his time and then some. They'd added time to his sentence for trumped-up charges of smuggling drugs to another inmate, a man doing light time for financial crimes. The Town & County Police and that bastard Phil Kearns had worked hard to keep him from being paroled, but the Board had finally granted his release.
"How am I supposed to get back to town?" he asked.
"Walk." said the guard at the gate. "Or call a cab on your cellphone." Allen knew he didn't have a cellphone in his small suitcase, and the battery would be long since dead, anyway.
Just as he began walking down the road, a mini-SUV approached him. "Dean Allen?" the man called out.
"Yeah." said Allen. "Who wants to know?"
"Me." said the man. He stopped the car and got out. He was tall, with curly brown hair, a large nose, and an arrogant countenance. He was wearing a sportscoat and slacks, and a black shirt with a white clerical collar. "I'm SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea. I was sent down to pick you up. Some of my friends want to meet with you."
"Okay." said Allen, not having any real choice. Ikea put Deans' suitcase in the back of the SUV as Dean got into the shotgun seat. As they drove away, Allen said "I remember you. You were with the Town & County Police."
"I upgraded." said Ikea. "A lot of things have changed since they put you away."
"I've heard some of it." said Allen. "Your buddy Donald Troy has kicked a lot of asses."
"And your buddy Teresa Croyle has been right there with him." replied Ikea. "She's a Captain in the TCPD now."
"Shows just how stupid they are." said Allen. "So, who wants to meet me, and why?"
"Patience, Dean. Patience." said Ikea. "You'll find out everything soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Pottsville, the crossroads of the State. The town of 40,000 residents was a mixture of the old trading town and the 'Old Money' that had been made from it, and a newer mix of industries to the northeast along the Interstate and farming to the southeast.
State House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds (Establishment Republican) was of the 'Old Money' Hammonds family, in whose honor Hammondsville in the State west of the Iron Crowbar's Town and County was named. Chairman Hammonds wielded considerable political power in the State, and was virtually invincible and unstoppable in his own District.
But he now had two problems: Seamus 'Shane' O'Brady, and Donald Troy.
O'Brady had never quite let go of the Butch Fulmer murder. And he was on the fringe of finding out that it was Hammonds that had secured the museum security guard job for Fulmer, as well as 'extra payments' that insured Fulmer would keep his mouth shut about the Harlan/Gonzales University scandal (Author's note: 'Pink Panther'.).
There had been plans to send O'Brady a 'message' that he was overstepping. But Hammonds's marked cards in the Pottsville Police Department had gotten word to him that the Iron Crowbar was watching, and would be 'most unhappy' if anything happened to O'Brady.
And then there was Donald Troy himself. The Mullen probe was gearing up, but the Iron Crowbar was showing no signs of being intimidated, and every sign that he was going to fight Mullen with everything he could muster. On top of that, Troy and U.S. Senator Richard Nunn were relentlessly pursuing the BigAgraFoods documents issue... the documents the Guardians of Justice had released, showing BigAgraFoods's plans to control the food supply of the Nation, in order to subjugate the American People. And then there were the documents about the murder of the whistleblower Larry Wheeler. And that is what this meeting was about.
Gathering for a breakfast in Hammonds's Pottsville office were Hammonds, Lt. Governor Graham Collins, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, State Senator Cain Mitchell, and State Rep. Jeff Canton. Russell looked like he had not slept in a month, and his collared shirt under his sportscoat was rumpled and slightly stained in a couple of places.
"Geez, Samuel," said Hammonds upon seeing the normally vigorous, well-dressed U.S. Senator, "you look half dead."
"It's getting bad for me in Washington." said Russell. "The FBI Executive Assistant Director for this region is not playing the Game, and he's in charge of Special Agent in Charge Muscone's team. My people are trying hard to stop them, but Senator Nunn, may he be damned by God, is working with them to get BigAgraFoods documents that will be... embarrassing, to say the least."
"Can they harm you in any criminal sense?" asked Collins.
"No, no... you know nothing harmful ever gets documented." said Russell. "But you also know how overzealous prosecutors can try to turn anything innocent into something criminal."
"Oh I know." said Graham Collins. "In fact, we're counting on Independent State Counsel to do exactly that with regard to Donald Troy."
"What exactly is your plan for that, Lt. Governor?" asked State Senator Mitchell.
"The plan," said Collins, "is to get Commander Troy indicted, which will get him suspended at the least. Once he's stripped of any law enforcement power, we can then move against Jared, impeach him, and more importantly convict him and remove him from office, if he doesn't resign first."
"Once that's done," said Collins, "and I am Governor, Senator Russell can retire and resign his Senate seat. I will appoint a reliable Republican in his place, a Republican that knows the Grassroots are to be ignored and spit upon..."
"I hate the fucking Grassroots!" exploded Wilson Hammonds. "I despise those bastards, those TEA Party assholes, and those pieces of shit that don't understand their fucking places in this world."
"Yes, Wilson, we understand." said Collins calmly. "But to piss in the Grassroots's faces, and show them that the Establishment is their true master, we have to get the bastards Troy and Jared out of the way. Then we can replace Russell with a reliable Republican, someone who understands that our big-money donors, Big Business, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce come before the puny ants of the Grassroots."
"On top of that," said Collins, "we intend to take it further, to make damn sure the People of this State don't get any independent ideas like they did when they re-elected that fool Jared. I'm working with both sides of the aisle in the State Legislature right now. The plan is to call the Legislature into Special Session, rescind the SBI Bill that Molinari and Cerone pushed through, and pass a new Budget that will restructure the SBI into the dominant law enforcement entity in the State... and with full authority over the shit eating local law enforcement jurisdictions. Jack Lewis will be brought back as SBI Director, restored to his rightful place before the Iron Crowbar ran him off to be a teacher at Eastern State."
"How long is this going to take?" asked State Rep. Canton.
"Mullen thinks he can get Troy indicted in June, maybe by July 4th at the latest." said Collins. "He has to lay some groundwork first, though. He'll be calling other witnesses to answer questions under oath, and start building his case against Troy. Then he'll subpoena Troy, and ask questions in a way that Troy can't possibly answer without contradicting himself. And then it's over for Troy... the 'Scooter Libby' treatment will commence, and once the Special Grand Jury indicts Troy, that's it for him."
"It'll take that long?" asked Russell.
"There's probably no way to do it more quickly." said Collins. "Mullen still has to use the process of the law and move within the law to entrap Troy. The key is to use the legal system itself to crush Troy, to give him no way out with the power of Government using legal tools to destroy him. If Mullen doesn't follow the correct process, then Troy is slippery enough that he might slip out of the net."
"And once Troy is gone," asked Cain Mitchell, "how long to get Jared?"
"It depends." said Hammonds. "If Troy is indicted, we'll let Jared know there's no hope for him, for Jared. We hope to force him to resign. We'll even suggest he pardon Troy and then resign."
"Pardon Troy?" shouted Mitchell. "Are you kidding me?"
"No." said Hammonds. "First of all, an indictment is not a conviction. Troy is going to fight like hell all the way. He just will be doing so as a former Police Officer and State Agent, not an active one. That's our lodestone for him."
"If he's pardoned," said Mitchell, "they'll just put him right back where he was."
"Maybe." said Collins. "But he'll be damaged goods. Harlow will win the Sheriff race in November by running against his besmirched reputation. I'll be Governor, implementing a new SBI under the control of Jack Lewis. The SBI-OER will be gutted. The investigations of BigAgraFoods and other businesses that give us millions in contributions will be dropped. We will regain control of the State, things will be as they should be."



"And best of all," continued Collins, "if Troy is pardoned, there won't be a trial that could acquit him. There will always be that question of corruption hanging over his head."
"And the Democrats?" asked Jeff Canton. "What's their part in this?"
Graham snorted a laugh. "This whole Independent State Counsel thing was their idea. Maxine Watts is a batshit-crazy old bitch, but she's been very useful in giving us ammunition regarding the Jasmine Nix murder... there might really be a cover-up there. And it gives us the legal cover to go after Troy and Jared without the... 'Grassroots' getting too upset and coming after us with pitchforks."
"I wish to God the Grassroots would try to rise up." snarled Wilson Hammonds. "I would enjoy seeing them mowed down by Government guns." The room quietened down.
"Don't let the Guardians of Justice hear you say that." said Samuel Russell. "They'll tell the fucking world."
"I prefer the bloodless coup myself." said Collins. "As long as we have control. Anyway, the Democrats will be with us until Jared is out. Then they'll try to exercise their power and come against us. We may well lose the State House and Senate, but the People don't seem to realize that it doesn't matter who holds the whips over their backs... we're just the left and right sides of the same coin... the coin of Government control..."
Part 8 - The Eighth Page
11:30am, Friday, April 20th. The Missing Children hotline was processing calls from people saying they'd seen one child or another in various places from Courthouse Square to the State Capitol in Midtown. Some of the calls were obvious pranks, and I had Myron trace down the callers and sent Police to have a 'talking to' with them. Six children missing, and these assholes want to play fucking pranks? Gotta be a special kind of hatred-filled person to do pranks like that at a time like this.
A pall of fear was also settling over the Town and County. The schools were on lockdown, and parents were not being allowed to pick up their children and take them away. After all, the Slender Man had taken children out of their locked bedrooms, out of a locked car, and whisked one child out of a school full of kids and teachers. Kids would be as safe at school as they would be at home Parents were allowed to stay at the schools, though, as their kids went to classes.
To my surprise, the Press had not yet teed off on the Police Force. Chief Moynahan had updated them with a statement a little over an hour before, and the names of the children had been released. The parents were here at Police Headquarters, which shielded them from the rabid Media. The seven pages had not been discussed, and no one in the Media had reported on finding them, to my amazement and relief.
While the Detectives in MCD were processing leads, gathering information on the kids and their parents and others that might be involved, I had stared at the pages for a long, long time. I could see no clues in the drawings; nearest I could tell, they were the same as the 'Slender Man' video games.
"One big question has been where someone is going to keep seven kids, alive or dead." Joanne had said to me a half hour before. "We've had patrols covering the farm fields to the west of the River and the southern parts of the County, we've had patrols and drones going to Point Hollow and all around that area, ditto that for the Reservoir Lake area. We're... we're looking for signs of digging, of a mass grave, as well as possible sightings of them alive."
"I have the feeling they're alive." I said. "We find bodies, and whatever this guy is trying to do is over. He needs them alive... as bait."
"Any ideas where he's hiding them, sir?" Joanne asked, perhaps a bit adroitly.
"If this guy can kidnap kids the way he has been doing," I replied, "he can hide them just as easily. My question, Detective Warner, is 'what is his motive?'. Why is he kidnapping kids and leaving these drawings, and perhaps leaving a disc golf bag full of discs? And worst of all... there's one page left. One... frickin'... page... left."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, I was walking out of MCD and down the hallway towards the Pastor's Room when the Duty Desk Sergeant came around the corner. "Commander!" he called out.
"Yes?" I replied, slowing down.
"We got a call from one of the schools." said the Sergeant. "Kids went to lunch, they wait in line to walk back while going to the restroom. One girl did not come out of the restroom that 30 kids watched her go into, and there's only one entrance and exit." He handed me the slip of paper with the report. I read the name and felt my heart sink.
"Thanks, Sergeant. You can go." I said. He went back to the Duty Desk as I turned to go to the office of the Captain of Detectives.
I knocked on the door and Cindy called out "Come in!" I went in, seeing her at her desk, utterly exhausted, her ice blue eyes seeming to be a little too bright. She looked up at me.
"Another kid missing?" she asked. As I nodded, she said "Okay, I'll send Parker and a Uniformed team to the school, and have Teresa organize another search and rescue. Those guys are flat worn out, though---"
"Cindy..." I said, trying to get her attention. When she didn't quite respond, I said a little louder "Cindy!" She blinked, as if coming out of her thoughts.
"What?" she said.
"There's more." I said, looking hard at her, my gray eyes boring into her ice blue eyes. "This missing child... it's your friend, Susie Haskins."
"Oh, nooooooo..." Cindy whispered as she fell back into her chair...
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Urgency
"Oh nooooooo..." Cindy whispered as she fell back into her chair. Cindy had formed a bond with young Susie, going back to the night at First Baptist Church when Mrs. Veasley had died and Raymond Westboro had blown up the building, then helping Susie through the ordeal of testifying against Sharples about the death of Susie's cousin Scrawny Haskins.
"Sit this one out." I said, seeing that Cindy was rocked by the news. "I'll handle it." I turned and went to Teresa's office and told her. As she called to get a team to the school, I went down to MCD and told Joanne, and gave her instructions to get to the School.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was talking with Susie's shocked, distraught parents in the gym when Joanne Warner returned from the school at 1:30pm., Friday April 20th.
"We found this on the chalkboard in Susie's classroom." said Joanne. It was a drawing in black crayon. On the left side was a cedar tree, in the middle was a drawing of Slender Man, and on the right, spelled vertically, was the word 'FOLLOWS'. A small '7' was on the upper right-hand corner of the page.
"That's it." I said. "We have eight pages. Let us pray that it is the last one. Put it on the whiteboards. And make sure the pages are in number order."
"They are, sir." said Joanne. "The top row is 1-4, and the four underneath are 5-8."
"Good." I said, looking at a full set of eight pages now. What is your motive, you son of a bitch? I thought to myself. What are you after?
No answer came to me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Any ideas at all?" asked Chief Moynahan.
It was 2:00pm, and we were in the Chief's Conference Room, the Chief, myself, Captain Croyle and Captain Ross. Also in the room were FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster, who was in charge of the FBI's Missing Persons team in the City.
"No sir." I said. "The only connecting link that I see is that we've met most of these kids before through TCPD activities. Rachel Fourier and Alton Taylor were two of the three kids I rescued at Ward Harvester when it blew up... the first time. Marie Pressman was the child that we believe Sharples kidnapped so that he could rescue her and look like a hero. I remember my wife interviewing her after she was found."
I continued: "Susie Haskins was in First Baptist Church the night Westboro trapped everyone in there. She also testified against Sharples, and was helped by Captain Ross in all that." Cindy bowed her head at my words.
I went on: "Zack Ridley was involved in the Tylenol Bottle case earlier this week. That leaves Bettie Paige and Tommy Tomlin. Bettie is Public Health Officer Beth Paige's daughter, and I've met her on some occasions. Tommy Tomlin... he's the only one we Police have absolutely no connection with, at least that I know of."
"The Data people are looking into the Tomlins, to see if there's another connection we just haven't found yet." said Cindy.
"Well, if you ask me," said Jack Muscone, "The Slender Man wants your attention, Don."
"And he definitely has it now." I replied. "I just wish he'd let us know what he wants, besides my attention."
"What about this 'Slender Man' motif?" asked Chief Moynahan. "I wouldn't be believing any of this, except that too many of you have seeeeen this basturrrrd."
"I'm not prone to believing supernatural things, sir." said Teresa. "But this doesn't seem like a motif. This guy is acting like the Internet legend in every way... appearing and disappearing, whisking away children in seemingly impossible ways..."
"Well, Captain," said the Chief, "I've seen many crimes, but none truly committed by ghosts. We're dealing with a man here, a sick, demented man who is kidnapping children. I need not say we need to find this guy and stop him cold."
"I'm more worried about the children, sir." I said. "It's getting to be nearly a full day for Alton Taylor. These kids will need water, and ultimately food."
"If they're still alive." Teresa said.
"Don't say that!" Cindy said sharply. "They're alive!" Teresa peered at Cindy, but said nothing more.
"We'll act on the premise that they are alive, until we find otherwise for sure." said Jack Muscone reassuringly. "So, no calls for ransom?"
"No, not yet." I said. "Nothing but those damned eight pages of drawings. Not even a note saying 'Gimme twenty dollars.'."
"In case you guys don't know," spoke up Teresa, seeing the looks on everyone's faces, "one version of the Slender Man video game played the song 'Gimme Twenty Dollars' instead of spooky sounds when Slender Man was following the game player around in the woods." Everyone nodded, now understanding my very poor joke.
"This guy has to want something." said Clark Webster. "If not money, what?"
"He wants Commander Troy." said Teresa. "I'm not kidding about this. The Internet legend is that he pursues someone relentlessly until he captures or kills them. He's been appearing around the Iron Crowbar for some time now."
"Captnnnn Croyle..." said Chief Moynahan, shaking his head. "I am really less interested in the Slender Man Fan Club in England and their Internet drivel than I am in this very real perp kidnapping very real children..."
"She does have a point, Chief." I said. "Though maybe not for the reasons of Internet legend and Creepypasta. Jack just said it, too. I think it's a very valid hypothesis that this guy wants me, or something to do with me... but what that is, I have no idea."
Just then, the Duty Desk Sergeant knocked on the door. "Sorry to interrupt, everyone," he said, "but there's a Dr. Mickelson from the University in the lobby who wants to talk to Commander Troy. He says it's urgent, and about the Slender Man cases."
Part 10 - Sigma Radiation
"Are you really going to let this guy do this?" asked Chief Moynahan to me.
"Yes sir." I said. "Crazy as it sounds, sir, he might can help us."
"If it were anyone but you," said the Chief, "I'd never go for this. But you have that crow-bar, and I don't want to be your practice fodder for the Boxing Matches."
"Molly always said you were a brilliant policeman, sir." I replied. Moynahan chuckled as he shook his head.
Dr. Mickelson was the Biology Professor we had come to know in the 'Point Hollow' case. He had come and asked permission to check all the items we'd recovered for 'sigma radiation' as he called it. It was supposedly an energy signature left by the Slender Man, the Rake, and other Creepypasta bad guys. Nearest I could tell, it was an energy level close to brain waves.
He had a device that looked like a Geiger counter. He asked everyone except me to leave the MCD room to reduce the energy signatures in the room. Cindy stayed at the door, anyway, as Dr. Mickelson waved the instrument in front of the eight pages.
"I'm getting faint readings." said Dr. Mickelson. "But the signature is there. Especially on this last one." He was referring to the eighth page, the one found with the disc golf discs. And that reminded me...
"Why don't we go check the disc golf discs in my office." I said. Dr. Mickelson followed me to my office. As I put on latex gloves and got the bag out of the safe, Dr. Mickelson did what everyone else does that comes into my office for the first time: he looked around in seeming awe and wonder.
I took the bag of discs and placed it on my desk. Cindy was watching from just outside the doorway, and I was standing back from the desk, near the safe.
"There's a lot of background radiation in this office." said Dr. Mickelson. "A lot of energy. This must be where you do all your thinking. Have you ever felt anything strange about this room?"
"Uh, I've always felt this room was 'home', that there really is something about it." I said truthfully. This office had 'the vibe' for me, which is one reason I refused to move out of it. "Why don't we take the bag to MCD and see if it works better for you."
Going back to MCD, I set the bag down on the desk opposite the whiteboards, near the back hallway door. Dr. Mickelson did his readings.
"Oh yes, definitely something here." said Dr. Mickelson.
"The fluorescence from the glow discs?" Cindy asked.
"No," said Dr. Mickelson, "that's in the UV/visible light range. This is nowhere near that. This detector is a modified and enhanced device based on the EEG that they do for brainwaves. That's why I've asked people to not be near it. Obviously Commander Troy's office is full of residual radiation."
"There's one more thing I'd like you to look at." I said. I went and got my red crowbar and came back. The crowbar still felt warm to the touch.
"Holy cow!" said Dr. Mickelson. The instrument had pegged out. "Let me try something, here." He went to the briefcase he'd brought in, which actually had instruments in foam liners. He got out another Geiger-counter-like device. The device didn't just click, it outright buzzed when it came near the crowbar.
"Commander," said Dr. Mickelson, "the element iron is the least receptive element to radiation. It's where the fusion of the light elements meets the fission of the heavier elements. Iron is what makes stars explode into supernovas when it is formed in the core of the stars; fusion in iron is endothermic, allowing gravity to defeat the energy of the fusion. That causes the star to collapse and blow up.
"The point of that is that this crowbar is made of iron," continued Dr. Mickelson, "but it has an order of magnitude over the normal levels of background radiation coming out of it."
"Is it dangerous?" I asked.
"It's alpha radiation." said Dr. Mickelson. "Held in your hand, it's not dangerous. If you ingested it internally, it would be deadly. My question is... what the heck is causing it? What was this crowbar cast out of?"
"Standard nails and magnetite, from what I understand." I said. "The kids had a fund drive to raise money by selling nails, then the Town High metalworkers melted down the nails with raw iron and cast the crowbars. But it hasn't felt warm to the touch until last night."
"Interesting." said Dr. Mickelson, seeming laconically... but I could tell he was extremely interested in these findings. "Well, thank you for letting me do these tests. I don't know if I've helped you find those poor kids, though."
"Maybe you have." I said. "Would you be willing to work with Supervisor Milton to outfit a drone that can detect strange radiations?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Drones were already scouring the County. The farm fields to the south and west, Point Hollow and the marshy areas to the north, around Lake Reservoir, and any other place where it was not easy to get human eyeballs to in order to look around. Now another one was added, but Myron was not hopeful.
"Dr. Mickelson's ideas are... interesting." Myron said with perhaps a touch of disdain. "But I think the background radiation is going to be too much. Even with the small onboard computer using an algorithm to filter it out, I'm not sure about this."
"Well, Myron," I said, "some think your father's work is... interesting. Of course you and I know he's just way ahead of his time. So let's give it a shot. To be honest, this might be our only shot to find those kids before... it's too late." Myron nodded and went back to his work.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So your crowbar is radioactive. Now why am I not very surprised about that?" Cindy said as we sat in my office some minutes later. I waved said crowbar in her general direction.
"It only happened recently." I said. "It felt warm when I grabbed it to go confront Slender Man in the parking lot. Before that... just plain cold iron, to coin a phrase. So... how are the parents holding up?"
"Patricia Ridley began getting more agitated." Cindy said. "She actually saw the Slender Man in her home, just as Bart Tomlin saw the Slender Man grab Tommy... well, so he says, and taking him at his word. So I had her taken to the Hospital to get checked out. They admitted her, saying they wanted to run some tests... but she's sedated now. Bart Tomlin is also sedated; every time he wakes up he starts weirding out, and starts screaming. Dr. Yates says he's very concerned about Bart."
"Anyway," continued Cindy, "the other parents are upset, of course, but they're holding on pretty well. But we need to get something soon... they know as well as we do that another 24 hours without any sign of the kids will be a bad thing..."
Part 11 - Fronting Slender
Susie Haskins woke up. She was in a fairly large room, like a living room or sitting room. It looked old. There were windows to the outside, shuttered. She could not see through the slats and the frosted windows beyond, but letting in a bit of sunlight.
Looking around, she saw the other six kids, all asleep on the floor. There was also a sheet on the floor, with seven bowls of cereal and some milk. The milk was cold. There was also a carafe of water.
"Wake up, everyone!" Susie said. "We've got some food here."
The other kids began waking up. They found all doors to the room sealed, except one, and it led to a working bathroom with no other exit.
"Maybe we shouldn't eat the food." said Tommy Tomlin. "Maybe it's poisoned."
"I'll chance it." said Susie Haskins. "Who knows when we may get to eat again." She began eating one of the bowls of cereal, and soon all the other kids were following suit.
"Where are we?" asked Rachel Fourier. She looked scared; she was scared. Susie tried to put on her calmest face and brightest voice.
"I don't know. I don't hear any traffic." Susie said. "But don't worry. Captain Ross and the Iron Crowbar will come and get us."
"They have to find us first." said Zack Ridley dispiritedly.
"They will." said Susie, refusing to give up hope. She thought of Mrs. Veasley, and Captain Ross, and she knew they would not want her to give up hope. She could not let them down.
Bettie Paige, younger than the others, was beginning to cry. Susie put her arm around the girl. "Don't cry. We'll be okay. We'll get out of here."
"What if we don't?" asked Zack. "What if the hotshot Iron Crowbar can't figure it out, this time?"
"Stop being negative." ordered Susie.
"Yeah." said Alton Taylor. "The Iron Crowbar will find us." He still had vivid memories of that night that the Iron Crowbar, bleeding from a gunshot wound in his side, had led Alton, Rachel, and Katie Gibson out of Ward Harvester and to safety.
Everyone settled down, no one talking. Zack Ridley was in his own world, it seemed.
Susie felt like something was behind her. She turned around. Hovering over her and Bettie was the Slender Man.
All the kids began gasping and screaming and trying to back away from the tall, faceless entity, but there was nowhere to run. Bettie began trembling, and crying. "Let me out of here! I want to go home!" That apparently irritated the Slender Man, who began leaning over as if to grab the little girl.
"Stay away from her!" Susie yelled defiantly, putting herself between Bettie and their antagonist. "Leave her alone!"
The Slender Man stood up, seemingly surprised at Susie's bravery and defiance. She was scared, but was acting in spite of her fear. He turned and walked to a door, opened it, went into the hallway beyond, and closed the door behind him.
Susie got up and tried the door, but it was locked again. When she turned around, she had six pairs of eyes on her. None of what they were enduring was believable, but what Susie had done was even more shocking...
Part 12 - A Worse Evil
Bobby Russell sank his cock balls-deep into the beautiful blonde beneath him, groaning as he felt the warm wetness of her cunt enveloping his throbbing hard shaft. He pressed his chest down onto hers, his muscular pecs crushing her large natural breasts as he nuzzled her neck. He felt her hands massaging his hard asscheeks as he began flexing his hips, pistoning his cock into the depths of her sopping pussy.
Jayne Hallerton groaned as she felt Bobby's big cock invade her, and she began pushing up to meet each of his stabbing thrusts. The hot blonde had worked her already athletic body into peak physical condition, and her magnificent ass was becoming known as one of the hottest in the State. If she didn't fuck a man's balls off, she'd twerk them off with that ass of hers.
The tall woman raised her long, shapely legs and wrapped them tightly around the athletic stud's back, the heels of her feet pressing into his ass. "Fuck me, Bobby. Fuck me!" she whispered into his ear, fueling his red-hot lust for her. He raised his head up and then mashed his mouth onto hers, their tongues twining together in a searing hot kiss as they hungrily mated on Bobby's bed.
They were in his Frat house on the southern edge of the University Campus. On the other bed, watching the hot couple rutting lustily were Betsy and Kenny. Betsy had been in the car with Bobby Russell when he drove drunk and slammed into the Girls Orphanage bus just before Christmas. She was dressed only in her bra and panties, and was fingering her aching, wet cunt as she watched Bobby fuck the incredibly hot Jayne. Kenny was pear-shaped, and he was stroking his barely three inch long cock through his short pants.
Bobby and Jayne had met at a party, seemingly by chance to him, definitely contrived by her. Bobby was used to women giving him attention. He was good looking, his looks coming from his attractive mother, black haired, and had the tall, slender-ish body of a man poised to do great things. Even so, when Jayne began chatting him up, he was an eager listener. This woman could be a beauty queen or a porn star, so fine was she. Her honey-blonde hair was natural, as were her breasts and ass...
As Bobby fucked Jayne relentlessly, pounding his meat into her eagerly receptive womanhood, he enjoyed the way she fucked him back, the taste of her kisses that burned into his soul, the feel of her legs against him that fired his male lust into action. The bed squeaked as he nailed the blonde beauty into it.
Jayne felt her own orgasm building up. The intense pleasure of Bobby plunging into her again and again and again made her body burn with lusty pleasure and her soul burn with a fire she'd rarely felt for any man. Neither would admit it, but their feelings for each other were not just the desires of their bodies for raw, physical sex...
Betsy looked over at Kenny, sitting next to her on the other bed. She very craftily looked at his small cock, then reached over and began massaging it through his shorts. Kenny groaned and opened his pants, and Betsy reached in and began stroking his stubby shaft.
Jayne felt her orgasm build, and she didn't try to fight it. She concentrated on the pleasure of being filled by Bobby's invading cock, and the ecstasy finally exploded in her deepest loins.
"Uhhh! Oh Bobby! UNNH!" she cried out as she came. Bobby felt her cunt clutch at his cock like a vise, seemingly trying to crush it or expel it. Bobby pushed in harder and harder, feeling his nut rising. He heard a groan from the other bed.



Kenny was watching the hot couple on the other bed, and he could not stop the rising intensely painful pleasure building in his balls as Betsy stroked his knob. But just as his loins began pulsing, she let his cock go. With a groan, he began spurting his semen, the first blast spraying into the air, followed by much smaller dribbles.
It was a 'ruined climax', as Betsy had teased Kenny by giving him a hand job, then let go just as he began coming. Betsy was giggling as Kenny groaned in both release and frustration.
Jayne had not noticed, as she had been busy orgasming around Bobby's big prick. But Bobby had seen it, and had loved watching that inferior young punk get punked by Betsy.
"Yeah, good work, Betsy." he grunted. "Now let me show you how a real man comes!" He began pistoning in and out of Jayne, powering his meat by flexing his ass and pushing forward into the hot blonde. Jayne was crying out as he 'fucked to pop', relentlessly banged her clutching cunt until his nuts and loins seemed to explode in ecstatic pain.
"Oh, yeah!" he gasped. Unlike Kenny, Bobby's cock was buried in a woman's snatch, and he was firing his semen deep into the depths of a warm, wet pussy. Spurt after spurt of thick, heavy cock-cream hosed the back walls of Jayne's spasming body as she took the massive male deposit, her body eager to host his potent, virile sperm...
Betsy scooted off the other bed and dove for Bobby's cock as he slid it out of Jayne's pussy and rolled off her. He and Jayne made out hotly, deeply kissing as Betsy engulfed Bobby's meat in her mouth, cleaning his and Jayne's combined juices off his deflating shaft.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jayne was lying back on the bed with Betsy between her legs, face-deep in Jayne's well-used twat. Betsy was tonguing Jayne's pussy with gusto, cleaning out Bobby's semen, trying to get it all but knowing that a good amount of his large load would remain deep in Jayne's pleasured pussy.
As they watched Betsy do cleanup on Aisle Jayne, Kenny said "I guess you heard that Dean Allen is getting out of prison."
"Who's that?" asked Bobby as if he didn't care.
"Senator Nathan Allen's son." said Kenny. "Senator Nunn died of a heart attack, so they say, anyway. Son went to jail for a drunk driving accident that killed a woman and her two kids. He's getting out."
"So what?" Bobby said, taking a swig of the beer he was drinking.
"Democrats are arranging to meet with him." said Kenny. "Word is that something's up, that after the Republicans get rid of Jared, the Dems are going to step in and fuck over the Republicans."
"How do you know this?" asked Bobby scornfully.
"I've got... sources." said Kenny. He did not mention that he worked as a staffer for State Senator Katherine Woodburn, Nathan Allen's successor, and was a mole inside their organization.
"Cool." said Bobby. He would have to call his father, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, with this information. But for right now, he got up and went over to the bed with the women on it. He straddled Jayne's beautiful head, and eased his cockhead to her lips. She eagerly sucked his meat into her mouth, preparing him for their next hard, deep fuck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chaplain Steven Ikea escorted Dean Allen into the State Office Building in the City. They went through a labyrinth of hallways to the office of State Representative Justin Madoff, whose assistant showed them into the small conference room adjoining Madoff's actual office.
As Allen came into the room, he was shocked at the sight of the two men in the room. One was former SBI Agent Richard 'Dick' Ferrell, sitting in a wheelchair. The other was former SBI Director and failed gubernatorial candidate Jack Lewis.
"Ah, come in, Mr. Allen." said Lewis. "I'm sure it's been some time since you've had a good beer and some good food." He handed Dean a bottle of Michelob beer as Ikea handed Ferrell a bottle and got one for himself.
"Thank you, Mr. Lewis." said Dean Allen. "But aren't you and Mr. Ferrell taking a risk being here?"
"The timing couldn't be better." said Lewis. "The Iron Crowbar is embroiled in a multiple kidnapping case, and he has no time to be worrying about us. But you're right: Ferrell and I will be returning to Eastern State later today. Chaplain Ikea will be your liaison to us... if you want to be part of our team."
"Well, why don't you tell me what it's about." said Dean Allen.
"I don't know how much you were able to keep up with while in the 'Country Club'." said Lewis, using the nickname of the Minimum Security prison in which Allen was incarcerated. "Ikea will fill you in on that later. For now, suffice it to say that we are on the cusp of removing Governor Jared from office. The Establishment Republicans think that they will be resuming control, and with the help of Democrats."
"What they don't know," said Lewis, "is that after we've used the idiot Republicans to cannibalize their own, we're going to make our moves to crush them and take complete power in the State. Graham Collins is going to be scandal-plagued within months, as Jared is now. We're going to maneuver it so that the next Lieutenant Governor is a Democrat, and when Collins is gone, we'll have the Governorship."
"As part of that, I will be taking back over the SBI." continued Lewis. "I'd like you to help us out. Over time, there will be opportunities for you... a Legislator like your father was, or working with the State Democrats as a fundraiser and bundler of campaign contributions, or even working with me when I become Governor in the next election. You would be a great asset to our team."
Dean Allen nodded. "It all sounds good. I'm starting over and I'm just setting up, so it's a good time to come into all this. But there is one thing I want."
"Revenge for your father's death?" asked Lewis. Allen nodded. "Yes, the Iron Crowbar and his little pitbulls in the TCPD have much to answer for. Dick here, unable to walk because of them. You, in prison. Your father, murdered..."
Allen nodded. "I especially want to take down that bitch Teresa Cunt. I want to piss on her dead face."
The Reverend Ikea nodded. "You're not the only one that wants to see that cunt get what she deserves. There is a special place in Hell reserved for her, and another for the Iron Crowbar..."
Part 13 - Frayed Nerves
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News at Six!" said the redheaded reporterette from behind the anchor desk of the news station at 6:00pm. "A pall of fear hangs over the County as Police and the FBI search for seven missing children!"
"Schools were on lockdown for the day after the disappearance of Bettie Paige, daughter of Public Health Officer Beth Paige, and Susie Haskins earlier today." Bettina said. "Many parents went to the schools, but were only allowed to take their children home after school was over for the day."
"Police are advising parents to stay at home with their children," said Bettina, "but many are pooling into groups at locations such as First Baptist Church and the Town High School gymnasium, where the Red Cross and University Hospital are running an exercise of their emergency disaster plan."
"The Town & County Police have opened a hotline and are asking anyone with any information about these disappearances to call in." Bettina continued. "The TCPD, with the assistance of the Fire Department and Public Health Department, as well as many volunteers, are processing and investigating every lead available to them."
Bettina then took her shots: "However, Fox Two News has learned that Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD have no leads nor clues to where the children may be. Furthermore, Commander Troy has refused to update the Press with any information..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's a low blow." said Cindy as she, the Chief, and I watched the newscast in my office. "Taking a cheap shot at you when you're in here working your ass off to find those kids."
"They want you to make a statement, Commander." said Chief Moynahan. "And maybe you should, just to get them to stop saying crap like that."
"No." I said. "I have nothing to say to the God-damned Press, especially that cheap shot bitch Bettina."
"I know how you feel about them, Commander," said the Chief, "but they're just trying to get information to the People about this."
"Did you talk to them about it, Chief?" I asked.
"Yes, I've pretty much been the Press Relations Officer today." said Moynahan. "And staying out of your way while you work on this. But they want you, Commander."
"Why?" I asked. "Chief... have you ever asked yourself why they want me? Why me specifically? There's nothing I can tell them that you can't. There's nothing I know that you don't... or Captain Ross. So why me?"
"Well..." said Moynahan, "you've been so successful that if People see you reassuring them that you're on the case, it will calm them down."
"No sir." said Cindy, getting insight. "I'm getting what Don is saying. They want to put him on the air while he does not know anything. They want to show him looking helpless and confused. If he had information that was helpful, they wouldn't want him anywhere near their cameras. And they can't make him look bad if it's you or me talking to them."
"She's right, you know." I said to the Chief. "And she's good. I'm really hating losing her as Chief of Detectives."
"Stoppit." Cindy said quietly, though I could tell she was pleased by my praise of her. The Chief chuckled.
"Wellll..." said the Chief, "maybe you're right. And if you are right, they're just going to get more rabid and hostile as this goes on."
"There is one other reason they want me specifically." I said. "If I go in there, they will not ask even one single question about the kidnappings. All they will ask about is this fucking Independent State Counsel appointment. That is what they truly want to hit me with."
"And then they'll say you're not concentrating on the kidnappings because you're more worried about the Independent State Counsel." Cindy said. "God, how the Press sucks."
"Keep saying things like that," I said, "and someone is going to promote you to Deputy Chief."
"Don't you threaten me!" Cindy replied, waving a green crowbar in my general direction.. We probably would've laughed more if we weren't so tired, as well as concerned about the cases at hand...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don," asked Jack Muscone as he sat in my office with me and Cindy, "any idea of what kind of vehicle this guy would have?"
Jack had brought Cindy and me some double cheeseburgers from the Cop Bar, and needless to say, my mouth was full of food as I wolfed down the delicious burgers.
"I don't know." I said as soon as I was able to. "You'd think he'd have to have some kind of van to transport seven kids, and we've been on the lookout for vans, and looking inside any that try to leave the County. It's 'no joy' on that."
"No more kids have disappeared since Susie Haskins." said Jack. "Clark Webster and I are really hoping that he's got all the kids he wants, and will contact us about a ransom soon."
"These kids don't have wealthy parents." said Cindy. "They're not exactly the profile of kids I'd expect to be kidnapped for ransom."
"Two of them were kidnapped before for ransom." I said. "Although that was pretty much just a front to get me to deliver that ransom and put myself in their hands."
"Which may be what is happening now." Muscone replied. "Most of these kids have a connection to you or the Police. By the way, any more on Bart Tomlin or his son Tommy?"
"No." I said. "My Data Gurus have melted the wires trying to find anything on Bart Tomlin, his ex-wife, or any reason that Tommy would be targeted. We got a warrant to confiscate Bart's computers, but so far... nothing. No connection to the TCPD, Public Safety Department, nor anyone in it... including me."
"I'm beginning to think Teresa is right." agreed Cindy. "This guy wants you, Don."
"Here I am." I said, spreading out my hands and arms. "All he has to do is contact me..."
Part 14 - Helpless
""There's not a soul out there,
No one to hear my prayer...
Gimme gimme gimme a man after midnight,
Won't somebody help me chase the shadows away,
Gimme gimme gimme a man after midnight,
Take me through the darkness to the break of the day..."
--- ABBA, 'Gimme! Gimme! Gimme!'
11:30pm, Thursday, April 20th. The children were gagged, and their hands tied in front of them with bandanas. Their left arms were then tied to a rope. The Slender Man led the procession through the darkness of the hallways, down a flight of stairs, and out the front door of the house.
Susie Haskins was the last of the seven children. It was completely dark outside, but she could see that they were leaving a large, old house and moving across the front yard to a copse of trees. To the right there was looked like a driveway, with a streetlamp that was not working. The wind seemed to be picking up, blowing through the trees, eerie whispers reaching Susie's ears. She thought of Mrs. Veasley, and that she had to be brave because Mrs. Veasley would want her to, and so would Captain Ross. She willed herself to not let the fear she was feeling overcome her. She refused to lose hope. She prayed, hoping against hope that her prayers would be heard...
The Slender Man led them down into the trees. It was pitch dark in this little forest, but they could see the Slender Man clearly for some reason. He pointed to the ground, silently instructing them to sit down. They did so, in a cluster. Little Bettie Page looked at Susie, fear in her eyes. Susie just nodded to Bettie, and saw some of the fear leave Bettie's eyes.
Then Susie noticed that the streetlamp that had been not working, was now working, bathing the yard in an eerie blue light. Susie recognized where they were.
The Slender Man stood nearby. He seemed to be waiting for something... for someone. It seemed that everything grew even quieter, more still...
Part 15 - Glowing Clues
11:15pm, Thursday, April 20th. I went into MCD. The Detectives were at their desks, working every lead, every tip that had come into the hotline. Vice Detectives and their Lieutenant-to-be were also at MCD desks, helping process all the information.
I did not need my mother's powers of observation to realize that they were absolutely exhausted. I went back across the hall to my office and made a phone call.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45pm. After taking possession of the delivery I'd ordered, I went back into MCD, with Cindy and Teresa in tow. "Now hear this!" I called out. "There are pizzas in the breakroom. Go eat them. That is not a request. Empty this room. Go empty the Vice room. That includes both you Captains."
Everyone went down to the breakroom, and a few slices were sent to the Duty Desk. Meanwhile, I went into my office again. I'd been poring over incoming information, everything the Detectives and Uniformed Officers had been doing in the massive search for the kids, as well as what the FBI was finding as their teams also searched for clues.
I leaned my head back, trying to think, trying to see what this bastard Slender Man was doing, what his intent was. My eyes fluttered for a second...
"Oh, Commmannndderrrr..."
"Angela," I heard myself say, "you have the worst timing..." I looked up to see Angela Harlan standing on the other side of my desk, gloriously naked except for the black high heel pumps, staring down at me in the now-dim light.
"He's doing this to get at you, my beloved Commander." Angela said, her voice seemingly a whisper coming from everywhere around me. "He's going to force you to face him, and then he is going to destroy you."
"Fine, let's get it overwith." I said wearily. "As long as I get the kids back. Where is he?"
"Oh, you soooo disappoint me, Commander." said Angela, turning her back on me as if to leave the office. "He's given you every clue. He even came in here and put the clues right in front of your face. You just can't see the light, can you?" And with that, she walked out the door.
"Huhh!" I gasped as I woke up. I'd fallen asleep, I realized. Angela had been a dream, yet again.
And then... I began hearing her words in my mind... "see the light..." And it all hit me at once: the radioactivity and chemical smell on the eight pages. Slender Man coming in the night before... and putting the disc golf bag in MCD. That had to be it!
I opened my safe and got out the disc golf bag. Wearing latex gloves, I took out the flashlight, and turned it on. It was emitting a purplish light. That's it! I thought to myself. This is an ultraviolet light to charge the glow discs, make them glow brighter in the dark!
Now why didn't I check this flashlight before? I silently berated myself. Why didn't I realize what this light really was, what with the glow discs there? God, Don, you are really losing it, you idiot.
I continued to mentally berate myself as I put the bag of discs back in the safe and locked it. I took the flashlight into the empty MCD room. I turned off the lights and turned the flashlight on, pointing it at the eight pages. Words suddenly appeared in a glowing greenish light!
"I"... "am"... "wait-ing"... "for"... "you"... "Iron"... "Crow-bar" spelled the words of the first seven pages. I shined the UV flashlight on the eighth page.
There were no words, but the outline of what I recognized as the borders of the County appeared. The circled X in the top left corner also glowed green. It was in the very upper left corner of the County. Trepidation filled my soul as I realized that location, the place in this County where the Powers of Evil were at their most exalted...
Point Hollow.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That pizza was good." said Cindy to Teresa as they walked down the back hallway from the breakroom towards MCD. "We really needed that."
"Yeah we did." agreed Teresa. "It was good of Commander Troy to buy us those pizzas. I've got a couple of slices here for him."
Just then, the Duty Desk Sergeant came walking fast down the hallway, almost running. "Captains!" he said loudly as he came up to them.
"What is it?" asked Cindy. "Another child reported missing?"
"No ma'am." said the Sergeant. "Commander Troy just left through the employees' entrance. He had the lightbars on his SUV flashing before he even got to the street, but he's not responding to radio calls."
"Shit!" muttered Teresa. She was running after Cindy, who was already tearing down the hall.
"He's not in his office, nor is his crowbar!" Cindy said loudly as she came out of Helena's anteroom. They ran into MCD just as the other Detectives were getting there.
"What is it, ma'am?" asked Joanne. "And why are the lights turned off?" She turned them on. Cindy saw the flashlight, sitting on the nearest desk. Grabbing it, she turned on the flashlight, and saw the faint purplish light.
"Turn those lights back off!" Cindy ordered as she realized what was going on. As Joanne did so, Cindy beamed the flashlight onto the eight pages. They all read the message that glowed on those pages.
"Yep, the Slender Man wants the Iron Crowbar." Cindy said. "That last page... that's the shape of the County. And that Circle-X in the upper left hand corner is..."
"Point Hollow!" Joanne cried out.
"Yes, yes it is." said Cindy. She called out loudly "Everyone, let's go! Teresa, get all available units to Point Hollow on the double! The Commander is already on the way!"
"Why didn't he tell us?" Teresa muttered as they tore down the hallway.
"Welcome to my world, Captain Croyle." Cindy muttered back.
Part 16 - Slender In Personal Combat



12:10am, Saturday, April 21st. I drove up the road to Point Hollow. The streetlamp at the end of the drive was working, adding to the bright blue LED lights of my lightbar on top of my Police SUV. I turned so that my headlights were bathing the front yard, and called into the radio my location and a request for backup. The Duty Desk acknowledged the call.
I then got out of the car. I was wearing all black, with my 'girdle' under my shirt, and a standard black armored vest with 'POLICE' in white on the back over the shirt. My khaki-colored Tilley Hat was on my head, and my red crowbar was in my hand.
As I walked slowly into the front yard, I heard sirens, then saw the faint blue lights of Police vehicles coming my way. Someone else must've found the flashlight and seen the message, I realized.
I did not hear anything but the wind blowing through the trees, but I felt the presence of something... something powerful... something evil. I was looking at the dark, empty house, wondering if I should go in, when something on the wind whispered for me to turn around. As I did, the Slender Man stepped out of the copse of trees and into the yard, facing me.
We were 75 feet apart as I turned to confront him. He didn't move, just stood there with his hands to his sides, his featureless face seeming to be staring at me as Police cars came up, some down the driveway, some up the two-track dirt road through the trees by the River. Point Hollow was surrounded, but with only me between Slender Man and the State Line behind the house.
I felt my heartbeat building as I felt the Slender Man seeming to reach out to me with mental energy. I pushed back mentally, then faintly heard Myron Milton's voice somewhere to my right: "I've got seven IR signatures in the woods, and I've got Commander Troy. I'm seeing that guy in the suit right in front of me... but he is not registering an IR signal."
That was all I needed to know, and the Slender Man knew it, too: the children were behind him, and I would have to go through him to get to them. So be it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's attacking!" Teresa gasped as I took off running right at the Slender Man. "Hewitt! Get guys in the woods and get those kids while the Iron Crowbar is distracting him!" Hewitt and other Officers moved out, and into the woods from the side...
"Milton!" Cindy called out. "Get videocameras on this! Everything we've got!"
"On it, ma'am!" called out Myron. "Dashcams, videocams, and drones are on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I ran towards the Slender Man, feeling as if I were running faster than I ever had before, it seemed as if tentacles were coming out of his back... or were those just the branches from the copse of trees?
It did not matter... I had a mission to complete, to get those kids back. And the one obstacle to that, the Slender Man, was in my way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa was about to run and help Commander Troy, but Cindy stopped her.
"What are you doing?" Teresa gasped. "I've got to help Don!"
"No, this is his fight." Cindy said, very sure. "I'm getting a vibe like I've never had before. We... we can't help."
And then Teresa felt it, too... she realized that Cindy was right, that she would have no hope if she joined that fight... and that her mission was to ensure the recovery of the children...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An arm or tentacle seemed to reach out to me as I got to the Slender Man. I swung my crowbar and hit it, making solid contact. I pushed forward, swinging my crowbar at the arms that seemed to be coming out of me from every direction.
I felt like I was in a surreal zone, detached from the reality of the earth. I felt as alive as I'd ever felt before, more aware than ever before, seeing things almost before they were happening. I deflected every attempt to grab me, and despite Slender Man's attempts to move and avoid me, it was not enough. I swung my crowbar at his belly.
**WHAM!!**
I got him! I hurt the mighty Slender Man! I thought exultantly. A solid blow to his midsection. As I raised my arms to follow up, expecting Slender Man to double over, I heard noises in the woods. TCPD Officers had reached the kids, and were rescuing them. My mission was complete!
But the Slender Man did not bend over. Instead, he somehow managed to step back. I had not subdued him; indeed, I had merely made him mad. As I moved towards him to strike again, I realized that tentacles were surrounding me, and this time way too fast to counter in any way. I felt something wrap around my waist and lift me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What is that?" Teresa gasped as she saw sparks coming from the Commander's back. She began running towards the antagonists locked in combat, but this time she felt herself falling to the ground, and was unable to get up. Other Officers were also unable to come to the Iron Crowbar's aid, repelled by an evil energy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I felt a violently sharp, hot needle of pain in my back, right where my damaged vertebrae were. It was as if the Slender Man was laser-drilling right into my back at its weakest point. I fended off attempts to grab my arms and my crowbar as I felt my legs go limp... I couldn't feel them any more.
This was it, I realized. My supreme moment. And then I saw one tiny chance. I saw Slender Man 'looking' up at me as he held me up and drilled into my back. I raised my red crowbar in both hands, and with every bit of power I could muster I smashed it down upon that featureless head...
To be continued.
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Part 17 - Red Hot
"Whaa! Uhhh!"
I coughed as I woke up, the strong smell of ammonia filling my nostrils. I looked up to see Fire Marshal Zoe Singer kneeling above me, having administered the smelling salts.
"Uhhh... what happened?" I asked as I realized I was lying on my back in the yard of Point Hollow, just a few feet away from the copse of trees.
"Just lie still, Commander." I heard Cindy Ross's voice say.
"How long was I out?" I asked, as vivid images seemed to crowd my mind.
"Just a few seconds." said Zoe. "The time it took us to get to you after you smashed Slender Man on the head."
"Where... where is he?" I asked, looking around. Seeing nothing, I tried to get up.
"Easy, Commander..." started Cindy. I was having none of it.
"Help me up." I ordered. When no one moved, I said a little more angrily "Help. Me. Up!" Seeing that I was going to try to get up anyway, Teresa and Hugh Hewitt moved in and helped me to a sitting position, then on up to standing. My legs could barely hold me, and the Officers didn't let me go.
"Where is he? Where is the bastard?" I asked.
"We don't know." Cindy said. "He disappeared."
"Walk him to the ambulance." Zoe ordered as I gaped, unable to speak. Teresa and Hugh helped as I walked slowly to the ambulance. My legs didn't want to respond to me, they seemed to be herky-jerky and all over the place. But by the time I got to the ambulance in the driveway, I was recovering the use of them.
"Where are the kids?" I asked, more calmly this time.
"They were all evacuated," said Teresa, "and they're being taken to the Hospital. You gave us time to get them out of there, sir."
"And Slender Man is gone?" I asked. "What happened?"
"Sir," said Myron, who had come up to me, "we all saw you swing your crowbar and hit that guy on the head. And then everyone says that some kind of flash of lightning blinded him or her. When we could see again, you were lying on the ground, and the Slender Man was gone.
"We are getting statements from everyone here." said Teresa. "Including the ambulance drivers and staff, and the Fire Marshal herself. By the way, sir, what do you remember?" At that point, I realized that I was being videotaped.
"Slender Man came out of the woods." I said. "I heard Myron say there were heat signatures of the kids in the woods, so I rushed the Slender Man. We were fighting, and then he was lifting me off the ground... and then... I swung my crowbar at his head... where is my crowbar, by the way?"
"Can't have the Iron Crowbar without his Palladium." Cindy said. That pawky sense of humor must be her defense mechanism, I realized as she said "I'll go get it." I watched as she went over to where I'd been laying and look around. A second later, she bent over...
"AAUUGHH!!"
Cindy had screamed as she picked up the crowbar, and dropped it like a hot potato. Zoe had rushed over.
"That thing is burning hot!" Cindy exclaimed as Zoe examined her hand. Fortunately, the burns were very superficial.
Teresa went over and held her hand out over my crowbar. "Damn, it's emanating heat. Serious heat, like a stove top. Someone get some tongs or an oven glove or something..."
Part 18 - Back to Back
2:00am, Saturday, April 21st. I was lying on my back on a gurney, having just had an MRI. Admiral Cordell and Dr. Morgan were looking at the results, along with X-rays.
"Don, I don't know what is going on," said Dr. Cordell, "but with you, I've learned to expect the unexpected."
"How's my back?" I asked, fearing the worst. My back was hurting, fire seeming to shoot up and down my spine. Slender Man had fucked me up pretty badly.
"That's the rub, Don." said Cordell. "Your back... seems to be healed. Your injured vertebrae are about like they were before, but the bones seem better stitched together. The disc implant between them looks to be in good shape, and again more tightly packed than before."
"Well, I did walk to the ambulance and into here." I said.
"Despite this." said Dr. Cordell, holding up my 'girdle'. A hole had been burned through it... completely through it. "Your back looks the same way; there's a burn on the back of it, which we bandaged up." My outer armor also had a hole through it, as did the black shirt I'd worn.
"And an even stranger thing, Don," said Dr. Morgan, "is that it looks like your spinal cord was severed, and then repaired completely. It's fine, but it looks like the nerves were spliced together again after being cut in two."
"Miracles of modern medicine." I quipped.
"Modern medicine well in advance of our time." replied Dr. Morgan. "Seriously, we do not have this kind of technology anywhere on earth."
"Here, sit up." said Dr. Cordell. He helped me to sit, then had me turn so that my legs were hanging over the side of the gurney. "Lift your left leg." I lifted my left leg, unbending my knee. "Now the other one." he said. My right leg kicked up. But pain shot up by back both times.
Just then we were joined by another doctor, and she was good looking. "Hi." I said. "You're very pretty. Can I take you to dinner?" Cordell and Morgan chuckled.
"You most certainly can, after you get out of here." said Dr. Laura Fredricson with a smile. She then turned to the other doctors. "How is he?"
"We were just telling him..." said Cordell. "He seems unhurt, but miraculously so." He explained the details to Laura, and showed her the X-rays, MRI scans, and the damaged armor. Laura was shocked.
The examination room was getting crowded as Teresa came in. "I brought your cane." she said. It was my sword cane. Teresa understood that a Clan Troy samurai had to be armed at all times, and she was taking care of her people.
"Doctors," said Laura, "why don't we talk outside." They all left, leaving me and Teresa alone.
"Sir," Teresa continued, "Dr. Mickelson asked if he could examine your crowbar, and I let him. It's cooled off a lot, but he said it's emitting a lot more alpha particle radiation as well as sigma radiation. They're going to wrap it in lead foil before giving it back to you."
"That'll work." I said. "I've got a couple left that the kids gave me... and speaking of kids, how are our rescued kids doing?"
"They're all physically fine." said Teresa. "Dr. Yates is getting the last of their statements. Laura also talked with some of them. None of them seem mentally worse for wear, either... except Zack Ridley. He's going to be undergoing a lot more tests."
"Good." I said. "Silver lining to this cloud: Zack needed a psychiatric examination before the Slender Man ever came for him---" Just then I heard a child crying in the hallway.
"That's Susie Haskins." Teresa said. "She's upset because you got hurt rescuing her and the other kids."
"That will not do." I said, putting on the black scrubs someone had brought over my hospital gown. "Help me up, please." I then moved to get off the gurney, and Teresa helped me. I was able to walk with use of the cane, though my back was shooting fire into my whole body with every step.
Going into the hallway, I went into the waiting room right across the hall. Susie was crying as she sat next to Cindy. Father Romano was also in the room.
"Mighty spry today, sir." Cindy said. That pawky vein of humor...
"I want to know," I said as I sat down in a chair next to Susie, "why this young lady is crying."
"Because you got hurt rescuing us." Susie said.
"Well, Miss Haskins," I replied, "as you can see, I'm not very badly hurt. Just aggravated an old back injury. So I appreciate the sentiment, but please don't cry for me, okay." Susie tried to dry up her tears.
"Can her parents take her home, Captain Ross?" I asked.
"Yes, she's been interviewed." said Cindy. "We'll talk to her again Monday, after she's gotten some sleep and some good food. I'll take her to her parents."
As they got to the door, I called out "Miss Haskins!"
"Yes sir?" Susie asked as they stopped. I looked levelly at her.
"All the other kids and my Police Officers are telling me that you took care of the other kids, kept them from being upset with your positive attitude, and even protected them from the Slender Man." I said. "That is both courage and leadership, and I shall not be forgetting your example of it."
"Thank you, sir." Susie said. "I... I didn't want to let Mrs. Veasley down... or Captain Ross..."
I saw the emotion spring into Cindy's eyes, and Teresa's, and it was hard to not display some myself as I said "I am sure that Mrs. Veasley is looking down on you now from Heaven above, and she is very proud of you, as am I. I'll let Captain Ross make her own statement."
"I'm very proud of you, too." Cindy said, hugging Susie. They left and went down the hall.
"Father Romano," Teresa said to the Catholic Police Chaplain, "this man never quits, be it rescuing children or inspiring them."
"Yes, we are fortunate to have his own examples of courage and leadership." said the good Father.
"Yezzzzzz, we are." said Chief Sean Moynahan as he came into the room. "Commander, you are AWOL from the examination room. Let's go." I got up, using the sword cane, and was escorted back to the exam room.
Once inside, Chief Moynahan asked Teresa to excuse him and me, and she left the room. "Commander..." he began, shaking his head, "you are limitlessly brave. You have no fear, and sometimes I wished you did. I have two problems right now. First, and this is unofficial... why did you go up there without informing others?"
"I was checking out the lead, sir." I said. "I did call for backup once I got there and determined that Slender Man and the children were there."
"And how did you know?" asked the Chief.
"My dashcam got interference and flicked out." I said. I didn't mention that the vibe I felt had been overpowering.
"Yes, it's a good thing you made that call for backup," said the Chief, "or I would be forced to take disciplinary action. This is official: next time, if there is a next time, make damn sure you take people with you instead of calling them after the fact. I've already told your Captains that, too."
"Yes sir." I said.
"And there is one other thing." said Moynahan. "I talked to the doctors about your back. They say you're okay, essentially unhurt, but that it's a fragile thing, and you need to take it easy and fully heal up. I know, I know, that's Doctor-speak, which you should be used to, being married to one." I nodded, another vibe coming to me about what was coming to me...
"This will hurt, but it is for your own good as well as the good of this Police Force." said Moynahan. "I cannot risk losing you, or having you incapacitated. Therefore, you will not compete in the Police Boxing Matches next month." A pain worse than my back filled my heart and soul, and I felt my head sagging as I looked down.
"I'm sorry," said the Chief, "I know how much you wanted to get back in there and kick ass... but I would be derelict in my duty if I let you risk being badly injured."
"I understand, Chief." I said miserably, not looking up.
"I think your wife is going to convince them to let you go home." said the Chief. "Give your videotaped statement to Goodwin before you leave. I'll see you later today, or Monday." With that, he left me alone in the room. Susie was no longer crying... but I was...
Part 19 - Heroes And Villains
3:00am, Saturday, April 21st. The kids were at The Cabin with their brothers, with Molly and my mother taking care of them, and Buddy and Bowser supervising. Laura had made up the sofa-bed in the greatroom so that I wouldn't have to climb the stairs. She helped me to lie down on the very stiff foam-like liner, with a thin pillow under the small of my back for further support.
My wife was wearing the blue scrubs she'd been wearing at the Hospital, which had seemed to be reassuring to the children as she helped examine them. She eased onto the bed with me and snuggled up next to me, her head on my shoulder and her breasts pressed into my side.
"So, just between us," she said, her voice little more than a whisper, "what happened?"
"What all of the Police said." I replied. "Slender Man was between me and the kids, so I rushed him. Got in some good blows, too. But then those... tentacle-like things picked me up, and he started shooting electricity or something into my back and my legs went limp. I swung at his head and solidly connected, and there was this huge flash of light... and the next thing I know, I was lying on the ground."
"Zoe said you asked how long you'd been out." Laura said. "Did you think it was longer than it really was?"
"You must be psychic." I said in a jovial voice, seeing where she was going with this.
"No, just a psychiatrist that knows my husband better than he realizes." Laura replied. "So, did you have a dream, or some kind of out-of-body experience?"
"Well..." I said, "sort of a dream, I guess. You'll think I'm crazy if I tell you."
"Too late. I already think you're crazy." Laura said. "You attacked the Slender Man tonight. You actually attacked him. So spill it." I chuckled, then began.
"Okay." I said. "You know how Carole and Marie like to watch 'The Flash' and 'Supergirl' and 'Legends of Tomorrow' on TV..."
"Oh yes." said Laura. Indeed, Tuesday nights were big in the Troy household, as Carole would wear her Wonder Woman suit and Marie her Supergirl suit, and we'd watch 'The Flash' live, then 'Supergirl' and 'Legends' on DVR.
"Well," I said, "I was dreaming that I was one of them, and that I had the power of every member of the Legion of Superheroes..."
"You do dream big, don't you?" Laura replied with a smile.
"Well, if I'm going to dream, I might as well dream big." I said. "Anyway, I had the power of Triplicate Girl, who became Duo Damsel in the comics after one of her three selves was killed. I had to split into three persons... one stayed there; one went into the Speed Force, which was getting pissed off after The Flash escaped it; and the third... was me, the Iron Crowbar, coming back into this world."
"Well, that explains how your back miraculously healed." Laura said, and I could not tell if she was going along with me or being derisive.
"As I was about to come back," I continued, undeterred and unperturbed, "one of the Legends of Tomorrow, White Canary, handed me my red crowbar and said 'This belonged to your grandson.'. I said something like 'And it will again.', and then I was waking up with Zoe putting smelling salts in my nose. And then Cindy got burned when she touched my crowbar. I thought it was hot just from exploding Slender Man's faceless head, but... who knows?"
Laura didn't say anything. I realized she had fallen asleep. I closed my eyes, but nothing happened. I still felt the heat and pain in my back, but no visions came to me, not The Flash nor the Legion of Superheroes, not The Slender Man, not even the Black Widow, Angela Harlan. Nothing came to me... but when I opened my eyes, the light of early morning was coming through the windows...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of Police Headquarters at 8:00am, Saturday, April 21st. "In a daring rescue and a confusing series of events, the seven missing children were found and recovered alive and well by Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police Force!"
Bettina started as I watched from the bed: "It is believed the children were being held in the area around Point Hollow in the northwest corner of the County. The Point Hollow grounds were searched by Officers and by drone coverage several times, so Police are speculating that the Slender Man was keeping them on the other side of the State Line, and that he brought them back over the line sometime last night."
Bettina continued: "Just after midnight last night, Commander Troy confronted the kidnapper, who was described by the children and at least twenty Police Officers as being very tall, wearing a dark suit and tie, and having no facial features. They also said that Commander Troy engaged the Slender Man in personal combat, giving Officers time to evacuate the children, who had been hidden in the grove of trees near the Point Hollow house."
"At this point," Bettina continued, "the story becomes unclear. First, watch this video taken by the TCPD at the scene. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing me running and the Slender Man barely visible at the right of the screen. Then the tape went fuzzy as that drone/interference sound started up. Through the static, once could make out me swinging my crowbar around. Then a huge burst of light flooded the screen, and that was that.
"It appeared," said Bettina, "that lightning struck Commander Troy as he was apprehending the Slender Man. Now look at this." The camera panned to show Detectives McGhillie and Theo Washington. McGhillie was holding up my 'girdle', and the hole that had been burned into it was obvious. Theo was holding my outer armor, which was also damaged.
After Bettina pointed out the burnt holes, she turned to the camera and said "Commander Troy was struck by the lightning in the same vertebrae where he was shot months ago. Doctors are saying that he is relatively uninjured, and that it is a miracle he wasn't badly hurt or even paralyzed."
"Meanwhile," Bettina finished, "the children were examined at University Hospital and found to be unharmed physically. Most of them were in good mental spirits as well, saying that young Susie Haskins, one of the kidnapped children, took charge and kept everyone calm. Captain Cindy Ross issued a statement praising young Susie for her courage and leadership in the face of the horrific circumstances."
"However," said Bettina, "the criminal, known only as 'Slender Man', disappeared completely. It is believed he got away as everyone was blinded by the lightning blast and Commander Troy was knocked unconscious. The TCPD and FBI are continuing their manhunt for the criminal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes," said the Chief as he sat in my office with me at 12:00 high noon, "that's the official story. Lightning strike, freak thing. It covers everything, from the damage to your armor to the perp getting a-way. And it make some sense... unlike the truth, which makes no sense even though everyone saw it happen."
In case you're wondering, the Chief was in my office, instead of me in his, because he had come in to chew my ass out for being at Headquarters instead of resting at home. I took the asschewing sitting in my chair, and once he was out of breath from using every word he'd learned in his years in the U.S. Army Air Cavalry, I asked him to sit down and tell me what was going on with Bettina's news report.
"Our biggest problem," continued the Chief, "is explaining how the Slender Man managed to get away. Rescuing the children is great, wonderful... but there is still fear out there that he is going to come back and kidnap more children."



"I tend to doubt that, sir." I said. "He took his shot, and that was that. He left the kids where they could easily be spotted, instead of in the house where it wouldn't have been as easy to detect them. And he got his faceless head busted open... well, I think he did..."
"I'm not the one you're going to have to explain things to." said Moynahan. "There will be a Board of Inquiry on Monday and the Council meeting on Tuesday. Captain Ross insisted on you being put in for a Purple Order and the Star of Gallantry, so I did... but I'll tell you right now that the Sheriff did not endorse it as he passed it along, and many on the Council are deeply skeptical of just what happened..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had pored over every piece of video that had been recorded, be it from drones or dash-cams or other devices. All were the same: whenever the Slender Man came into the picture, things got fuzzy and staticky. Some Police dashcams remained clear, but were aimed where they did not show Slender Man nor my fight with him.
All ended with that brilliant white-hot flash of light as my crowbar came down upon Slender's head. I could not tell in any video if I had damaged him. And of course... no video showed where the body went, alive or dead, or un-dead as the case may be.
Then I read every Police report... including my own... and was somewhat amazed at how closely they agreed. People never see things the same way at accidents or crime scenes; the trick was to figure out what was real amongst all the 'noise'. But this time, it almost seemed as if the reports were choreographed, though I knew they were not (due to my own being one of the reports that matched all the others).
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Patricia Ridley was released from the Hospital." said Cindy as she sat in my office with me a few minutes after the Chief left. "She got much better as soon as she heard Zack had been found and was okay. The doctors have informed her that Zack needs to continue to be checked out and interviewed. Dr. Yates said that Zack's answers in his first interview were very strange at best, and almost frightening at worst. Nothing you and I didn't know already, of course." I nodded.
"The other kids seem to be okay, and will be checked out once or twice more, but Dr. Yates anticipates no further problems with them." said Cindy. "They're watching Alton Taylor, Rachel Fourier, and Marie Pressman closely, as this is the second time they've been abducted. But the kids seem to be handling it fairly well."
"What about Bart Tomlin?" I asked.
Cindy grimaced. "He's still in the Hospital. He still raves whenever he wakes up. Physically, he's fine. We told him Tommy had been rescued, we showed him video of Tommy being put in the ambulance, then Tommy's videotaped statement to Dr. Yates. Didn't do a bit of good. The doctors are not sure they want Tommy seeing his father like that just yet, so they haven't taken him to see Bart."
"What will happen to Tommy?" I asked.
"DFACS was called this morning." Cindy replied. "They expressed huge reservations about allowing Tommy's mother to have custody of him. His mother is not acting like she wants custody of him, and the man she's living with now is not the most savory of characters. Fortunately, Bart has a sister who lives in Hamilton County, and she is going to take Tommy in."
"Good." I said, very relieved to hear that for Tommy's sake. "Any injuries, besides my back and your hand burn?"
"Harumph." Cindy said, holding up her hand, still red where she'd picked up the crowbar. "That's not a burn, that's a suntan." I chuckled. Cindy went on: "And word is that the Council is very divided on whether you were actually injured or not. What does it take to get you a Purple Order? They fought like hell against your last one."
"And I don't object." I said. "I'm not trying to break Teresa's records, and I don't really want anyone else doing so, either."
"For the sake of the Force and what those awards mean," Cindy said, "you should get one if you deserve it. And I saw you lying there on the ground, then trying to walk at the Hospital. You deserve one, and a Star at worst, another MOV at best."
"MOV is not going to happen." I said. "Last time, I was shot before rescuing the kids, then the building blew up on me. You, Teresa, and Roy Easley incurred severe injuries when you got yours. This time?" I just shrugged, holding out my hands...
Part 20 - Plots and Pussy
"He did it again!" said the beautiful Priya Ajmani happily as she met with State Senator Katherine Woodburn in Woodburn's office at her home. "The Iron Crowbar rescued all the kidnapped children."
"Yes, that is very good." said Katherine. "And the Iron Crowbar was not too badly damaged, either. I'm assuming he can still get it up, and fuck your sweet little pussy with that iron hard cock of his."
"And your sweet pussy, too." Priya said, giving it right back to Katherine. The older woman smiled.
"What is the Media saying about the perp getting away?" Katherine asked.
"Not much." said Priya. "Almost everyone was affected by the lightning strike, either blinded or felt the electricity of it. The kids in the woods were shielded by the trees, but didn't see anything. So we're giving Commander Troy and the Police a pass on that one, unless the kidnapper shows up again or another child disappears."
"That's okay." said Katherine. "Commander Troy is about to be hip-deep in a world of shit, as it is.
"The Mullen probe?" asked Priya.
Katherine nodded. "And 'probe' is the right word... Mullen is going to shove it so far up the Iron Crowbar's ass he won't be able to walk normally again."
"Do you really want the Iron Crowbar taken down?" Priya asked. "He's done more to make this County safe than anyone else."
"As soon as we have control of the Governorship, the State Legislature, and the SBI again," Katherine said, "then the Iron Crowbar can go about his business solving crimes in this County. Until then... he needs to know his place and step out of our way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It had not taken Dean Allen very long to set up an apartment for himself in Westphalia. He had accessed his late daddy's money, which had been sitting there drawing interest for several years now. The index funds some of that money had been in were doing well, as well.
Chaplain Steven Ikea was sitting in the living room, listening with disgust and contempt to the moans of the woman in the bedroom. She was a tramp, a cheap whore, and Dean Allen was vigorously fucking her with his modest size. He'd already come once into the rubber he was wearing. The prison had been minimum security, but he still had not had any pussy while incarcerated there.
Once out, however, he found that State Senator Richard Langdon had sent him a 'gift', this babe with metallic red hair, a great pair of legs, and a mouth that sucked cock like she could suck a golf ball through a garden hose. He'd also made a distinct point to offer Ikea a prostitute, but Ikea arrogantly declined.
"Oh yeah," gasped Allen as he fucked the prostitute hard and deep, the loud *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* of the slaps of flesh on flesh carrying through the flimsy walls of the apartment and to the ears of the Rev. Ikea. The girl was pulling her legs back and lifting them, giving Allen better access to her pussy. He took advantage, driving into her harder and deeper with relentless thrusts.
He felt his nut rising again, and while he wanted to prolong this fuck, he knew he needed to blow his wad and get back to business. He pressed harder into the girl, driving his hips forward and back as the painful ecstasy in his loins demanded release... then finally burst into a wet explosion of more semen into the tip of the well-used condom.
"UHH!!" Allen gasped as the pulses rocked his body. He grunted and groaned as the last of his semen was drained from his balls, then collapsed on the girl in a sweaty, panting heap.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The girl came out of the bedroom, dressed, as Dean put his clothes on. She came up to the chair Ikea was sitting in, lifted her right leg and set her high-heel-booted foot on the armrest, and said "Sure you don't want a piece of heaven, honey?"
"Do you know the Lord?" Ikea replied sourly, looking up at her. It was a line that worked very well to redirect her attention. She smirked at him.
"You don't know what you're missin', little man." she said, a play on the fact that Ikea was actually tall and not a small man in stature at all... though between the legs, not so much.
After the girl left, Dean came out of the bedroom. "That was good, I needed that." he said. "So, what's next?"
"We're going to your home County." said Ikea. "You have a meeting tonight with State Senator Katherine Woodburn, your father's successor, as well as a few local friends. She is an integral part of our plans to regain control of the SBI... which is a prerequisite for destroying the Iron Crowbar and Captain Croyle..."
Part 21 - Inquiries and Inquisitions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, April 23d. "Fox Two News has learned that the Board of Inquiry investigating the rescue of the kidnapped children in what is being called the 'Slender Man' Case will take place this morning at 10:00am. The Board is tasked with ascertaining exactly what happened at Point Hollow Friday night, and making recommendations to the Council about possible awards and citations."
"In other news," Bettina said, "Sources tell Fox Two News that Town & County Solicitor Miriam Walters is considering entering the District Attorney race! She will have to do this before noon, May 7th, the day before the primaries, but in reality would need declare by May 4th, to give other candidates time to file for the Solicitor position."
"And in State news," continued Bettina, "Legislators of both Parties eagerly await the beginning of State Independent Counsel Robert Mullen's probe into Governor Val Jared's alleged abuse of power and coverups. Asked for a timetable for bringing Commander Donald Troy in for questioning, Mr. Mullen says that he will begin issuing subpoenas for documents and witnesses within a few weeks. He also says that his probe should move along swiftly if he receives cooperation from the witnesses he calls..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Gimme twenty dollars... gimme twenty dollars... gimme twenty dollars... gimme twenty dollars..."
That is what greeted me when I walked into MCD just before 7:00am, courtesy of Detective Joanne Warner and her computer speakers. Everyone laughed as I shook my head sadly and availed myself of some good Navy coffee, courtesy of Detective Jerome Davis.
Then came the Bettina broadcast. After it was done, Cindy said "Wow, they're already trying to bury the story. What gives with that? They just don't want to give Commander Troy and the Police any credit?"
"They don't know what to make of it." said Teresa. "Neither do I, for that matter."
"No, I think Captain Ross is right." said Teddy Parker. "That was a 'give Commander Troy no credit' press report... and followed by a slanted report suggesting that Commander Troy won't cooperate with the State Independent Counsel."
"Their idea of 'cooperation'," said Cindy, "is for Commander Troy to immolate himself so they can get rid of him."
"All right, guys," I said, "let's just not talk about the Independent State Counsel anymore. It is what it is, and it will be what it will be. In the meantime, get ready for the Police Boxing Matches. My email for signing up will go out to-day."
"Can Slender Man enter the Police Boxing Matches, sir?" asked Sergeant Rudistan with great joviality. "Then again, he needs practice after the way you beat him down silly Friday night." There was a general acclaim.
"Sure, he can enter." I said. "And be arrested on the spot. In the meantime, you guys better start wondering where your spots in the brackets will be. And rumor has it that the guy making the brackets can be bribed with jelly doughnuts."
"And here they arrrrrrre." said Chief Moynahan, bringing in two boxes. I pulled rank and went first, getting one each of the raspberry and boysenberry filled doughnuts. The rest disappeared faster than the Slender Man had vanished...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This Board of Inquiry is convened." said Mr. Silas, the Chair, at 10:00am sharp. With him were the usual Board suspects, Mr. Fitzgerald and Mr. Finneran. I sat at the defense table, as the official subject of the Inquiry.
Many of the Police Officers at the scene were brought to the stand to testify, and clarify questions regarding their Police reports. They all stuck to their stories, and trick questions by Finneran could not compel them to change their stories.
Then Cindy was brought up, and Mr. Fitzgerald asked her about her burns from the hot crowbar. Cindy said she had no idea why the crowbar was so hot, and made it clear she was just speculating when she suggested that the Iron Crowbar was holding it when the burst of light erupted on the videos.
Then Teresa Croyle was brought up, and Mr. Finneran, who hated Police as badly as Malinda Adams and Maxine Watts, grilled her. "Why were you at that scene, Captain Croyle?"
"I was leading the SpecOps unit," said Teresa, "which went in and got the children out of the woods while Commander Troy was engaging the Slender Man in personal combat."
"That's my point." said Finneran. "The SpecOps unit has a full Lieutenant that can lead them, is that not right?"
"Lieutenant Hewitt is the leader of the SpecOps team." said Teresa.
"Making your presence there obsolete and unnecessary, is that not right?" persisted Finneran.
"That is not correct." said Teresa. "I also was in charge of all the Uniformed Officers at the scene, from setting up the perimeter to coordinating the evacuation of the children, to protecting the CSIs afterwards."
"How'd that perimeter work?" snarled Finneran. "The perp got away."
"Yes, he did." said Teresa. "I take responsibility for that, in not getting the perimeter completely around the property."
"Yes, and you should be held responsible for that serious breach." said Finneran. "But back to the point of my question... why were you there at all? Does Commander Troy not get it that you have six Purple Orders, and getting another one will likely end your Police career?"
"That is speculation on your part, and I don't accept your premises." said Teresa.
Last to be questioned was me, sitting at the 'defense' table. "Commander," said Finneran, "I've brought this up many times and will continue to do so: why was Captain Croyle at the scene?"
"Because it was and is her job to be there." I said. "And before you continue that useless line of questioning, Mr. Finneran, I'll tell you what I've told you before: it's my job to direct Captain Croyle's actions, not yours, and I'll heed my own counsel and continue to ignore yours completely."
"Is there any need to get hostile, Commander?" asked Mr. Silas, trying to convey a warning in a subtle way. 'Subtle', Your Iron Crowbar is not.
"Yes, Mr. Silas." I said. "As long as Finneran continues to insult my Captain, who earned each of those Purple Orders she's received, and as long as he continues to 'not get it' that I don't respect his opinion, however often it's repeated, concerning Captain Croyle's deployment to the field, then yes, I am going to continue to openly challenge his false assertions."
"Oh boy." Silas muttered under his breath, but where the microphone still picked it up. "Okay, Commander, here's where we have some problems: you engaged this Enemy in personal combat, distracting him so that Captain Croyle's team could evacuate the children to safety. That's the good part. Then we have the reports that lightning struck you in the back, burned through two pieces of very good Police armor, burned into the skin of your back... but you're otherwise not injured. Care to explain that?"
"I have no explanation for the things beyond my control, such as lightning strikes." I said. "Beyond attacking the Suspect, I am not clear on what exactly happened, either."
"Why did you attack the Suspect?" asked Finneran.
"Because he was between me and the children." I said.
"Why not have your Officers do it?" Finneran snarled.
"Because they were rescuing the children." I said. "Oh... and because Captain Croyle took the safety of the children into consideration first, which is what she should've done, and had those Officers go for them instead of the Suspect."
"Keep showing your ass and trolling me if you like." snarled Finneran, who then raised his voice and said clearly: "I'm asking because one day... and one day very soon... Captain Croyle might be 'Commander Croyle', and taking your place after you're indicted and suspended." Gasps filled the room at that shot.
"My reply is the same as Captain Croyle's earlier." I said with Rudistan-'ish' joviality. "I don't accept the premise of your statement."
"Okay, this is getting us absolutely nowhere." said Silas. "Commander, do you have any idea at all where the Suspect might've gone?"
"No sir." I said. "If I did, I'd be there arresting him instead of sitting here... or I'd be telling the FBI where to find him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30pm, Cindy, myself, and Teresa were called into the Chief's office. We were admitted formally by his secretary, which was my first clue. My second was observing the Chief's face as he sat behind his desk as we walked in.
I came up to the desk and came to attention. Teresa, seeing my action, did the same. Cindy was about to grab one of the chairs, but a slight wave of my hand stopped her.
"Ahhhh," said Chief Moynahan, "the Commander saved you, Captain Ross. He saved you. I have not invited you to sit down. This part of the meeting is the formal reprimand part, what is known in the Cavalry as your 'asschewing'." Cindy quickly came to attention.
"I just got out of a mee-ting with Mr. Silas of the Board of Inquiry and Sheriff Allgood." said the Chief. "The gist of it is that while I believe you, Commander Troy, will be Police Commander here much longer than Allgood will be Sheriff, you guys cannot continue to... what was that word... 'troll' Mr. Finneran at Boards of Inquiry. Mr. Silas even tried to give you a pretty direct warning, Commander, and you did not take heed of it."
"Folks," continued the Chief, "Mr. Finneran is definitely a jerk and hostile to Police, and especially hostile to Police Officers that have achieved some great things with this Police Force. However, he does have political support in this County, namely Malinda Adams and Kelly Carnes on the Council; and Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis genuinely believes that Finneran has the interests of the black community that comprises Mr. Lewis's constituents. Mr. Silas was very unhappy at the exchanges that occurred today, and while he will do what he can to rein in Mr. Finneran, he and the Sheriff fully expect me to rein you in. So... no more crap. Act correctly and respectfully at Boards of Inquiry as if you were a witness before a Jury. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir!" came a small chorus.
"Okay, have a seat." said Moynahan. We did so. "The Council meets tomorrow night. Is there anything you want me to tell them?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"What's that?" asked the Chief.
"I need a new girdle, sir." I said with a straight face. Cindy and Teresa tried to hold back, but failed; they broke out laughing. It became contagious, and quickly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was another 'Board of Inquiry', so to speak. On Tuesday afternoon, April 24th, a large contingent of young people filled the lobby of Police Headquarters. They were all from England, and were 'Slender Man' hobbyists. And they wanted to interview me and others about the sightings of the week before.



"Put them in the Press Room." I said to Cindy when she came to inform me. "I'll talk to 'em."
"Whaaa?" Cindy gasped. "These are like Star Wars groupies, except they follow all things Slender Man."
"At least they have something to follow." I said. "Call Dr. Mickelson and ask him to come down, as well."
I went down the hall and to the Press Room, and in a rare occasion actually enjoyed going in there. I found the young 'Slender Man' sycophants to be respectful, they asked good questions which I tried to answer to the best of my abilities, and they paid attention to what was being said. Then Dr. Mickelson arrived, and I excused myself. I understand that Dr. Mickelson had an attentive audience for over two hours, and he was loving every minute of the attention he was getting as he gave his lecture on Sigma radiation and the Slender Man...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, April 24th, 8:30pm or so.
"Alright, the second reading of the bill is passed, by the same numbers as before, and the motions are carried." said Mayor Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice. "Our next item of business is to allocate funds to buy Commander Troy a new kevlar 'girdle'. There is no doubt that his old one was damaged badly by the lightning strike." He held up the 'girdle'; everyone was stunned by the damage.
"Money well spent; it worked well." said Edward R. Steele, whose adopted daughter Marie was Carole's friend. "I move to make an emergency appropriation to buy a couple of replacements."
"I second the motion." said John Colby.
"Why bother?" sneered Kelly Carnes. "The Iron Crowbar is going to be indicted and suspended by July 4th."
"You know that for sure?" asked Dagmar Schoen scornfully. "How?"
"I keep my ears open, Ms. Schoen." Carnes said haughtily. "It's all over the place: Mullen is aiming to have Troy gone by July 4th, if not earlier."
"Commander Troy is not the only person who could wear a protective 'girdle'." said John Colby, steering the conversation back on track. "Anyone else with a bad back and needing protection from Enemy gunfire could use one. So it'll still be money well spent." After some more back-and-forth, the motion carried 9-1.
"All right," said the Mayor, "and our last item is the Board of Inquiry report of the kidnapped children's rescue. The finding is 1-1, with Mr. Silas abstaining and voting 'Present'. He adds a note that he found it simply impossible to get an accurate picture of what happened. He believes the Police and children were truthful in their statements, but none of them can really explain what happened."
Kelly Carnes took it up. "Mr. Finneran stated strongly that he does not believe the Police statements, and says the children couldn't see anything. He thinks the Police are covering up something, though he does not say what that something is. But he's skeptical of the official Police story, and frankly, so am I."
"For a rare one time," said J.R. Goldman, "I agree with Mrs. Carnes. We don't really know what happened, though I think the Police told what they knew, and truthfully. I don't think they know what happened for sure. That lightning burst, or whatever it was, is on videotape, so something happened."
"The other issue" said Susan Weston, "is that Chief Moynahan put Commander Troy in for a Purple Order and Star of Gallantry, for being injured by the lightning strike, or whatever it was, and for engaging the Slender Man in personal combat in order to distract the kidnapper and let others get the kids out of there. The Board's actual vote was out that; they indemnified the Commander's actions, 2-1. With the tie vote, we have to decide for ourselves."
"They attached the doctors' reports." said Kelly Carnes. "The doctors all said that Commander Troy's back was no worse than it was before that day, that there was no further damage to his previously injured vertebrae, and indeed in some ways it looked like his back was stronger than before. So while he had a burn on this back that did not cause lost time, there's no back injury to justify a Purple Order."
"Wow, I agree with Ms. Carnes twice in one meeting." said J.R. Goldman. "Edward, what is the world coming to?" Steele shrugged in good natured agreement. Kelly Carnes looked daggers across the table at Goldman.
"What about the Star?" asked Colby. "There is no doubt in my mind that Commander Troy was more than a little brave in taking on the Slender Man as he did, and his actions enabled the rescue of the children."
"Yes, but does it rise to the level of a Star?" asked Susan Weston. "Again, we're not sure what even happened. Rushing a perp is normal for Police Officers, especially if they're not being shot at. Yes, he helped get the kids out of there, but I'm not seeing this action as especially significant."
"Commander Troy and his fellow Peace Officers have set a high bar for themselves." said Malinda Adams. "Yes, he was brave. But we've seen many brave acts, which is one reason I thought we were agreeing to ratchet down the level of awards being given out. Detective McGhillie was a fine example of someone deserving the Star of Gallantry. Does this rise to that?..."
Part 22 - Epilogue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 25th. "Fox Two News has learned that the Police and Fire Department promotions have been approved by the Town & County Council!"
Bettina: "None of the proposals made by the TCPD and TCFD were turned down, and the ceremonies will take place next Tuesday, May 1st. As part of the promotions, several offices at TCPD Headquarters will be renovated over the weekend. The Police are not saying what changes will be made, with Commander Troy saying only that some surprises are in store for us."
More Bettina: "Also, the Council denied the application of a Purple Order for Commander Donald Troy. They cited that doctors could find no new and significant injuries to his back, despite possibly being struck by lightning right on the spot of his previous injury. The Council did approve new armor to replace the damaged vests Commander Troy was wearing last Friday night when the freak lightning strike occurred as Commander Troy engaged the Slender Man in personal combat."
"And in what is called the most exciting season for the Police Department," Bettina said, "Commander Troy put out the call for entry applications for the Police Boxing Matches! Defending Freestyle Champion Teresa Croyle has stated that she intends to successfully defend her title against all comers, despite having been seriously wounded last Christmas Eve when she rescued little Carole Troy from the deliberately set explosion at the Ward Harvester Warehouse. But she will have serious competition, including previous champion Captain Cindy Ross..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Slow news day." said Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in MCD. "We just heard more about the Police Boxing Matches than we did about State-level politics."
"Yeah, what's that about?" muttered Jerome Davis.
"It usually means something is up." said Teresa Croyle, ever cynical. "When politicians and the Media stop talking, they're usually doing something bad behind the scenes."
"You got that right." I said.
"You moving out of your office, Commander?" Micah Rudistan asked jovially. "Giving it to the new Deputy Chief, whoever that will be?"
"You should be worrying more about your own office... or lack of one." I replied, drawing some 'ooooooh's. "But they're renovating over the weekend, so I'm taking the personal stuff home and they can move the furniture themselves. And that does remind me, I'm taking Friday off so I don't have to deal with that mess."
"Gonna work on those Police Boxing Matches brackets while you're at home, Commander?" Joanne Warner asked brightly.
"Naw, I've got those figured out already, unless someone surprises me by not entering, or somebody comes correct with a huge bribe." I replied. "Right now, mischievous Detectives are in spots 94-97."
"Awesome!" Davis all but shouted. "That'll make my win the biggest upset championship in history!" That tore the lid off Police Boxing Matches banter hell...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said to Cindy and Teresa as we gathered in my office after the coffee klatch. "Laura and I are leaving Friday to go to our property on Lake Watchacoochie for the weekend. We'll be back late Sunday night. Molly and my mom are keeping Jim and the boys and the dogs, and the Steeles are keeping Carole. Unless there is something involving the kids, or a true, blow-the-doors-off emergency, solve the problem yourselves and don't call me."
"Wilco, sir." said Cindy. "So Wanda and Carl are going to the Lake with you?"
"Not with us, but they'll be meeting us there." I replied. "Cal and Drusilla Romano, too. I guess you'll be covering at the gym?" Cindy nodded.
"And getting paperwork done." she said. I nodded.
Turning to Teresa, I asked "What about you, Teresa?"
"With Cindy's offices... current and new... being renovated," said Teresa, "she's being kicked out the door, too. So I'm the one on call. If the criminals will take a weekend off, I'll get to spend the time undoing the damage Todd and his people are doing with the wedding plans." Cindy and I both chuckled at that.
"Wow, that's coming up so fast." Cindy mused. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Yes, yes it is." I said. "Y'all ready for Promotions Day next Tuesday?"
"Like everyone else, we're taking bets on who the Captain of Detectives will be." said Cindy. "The odds will change tremendously depending on if Claire Michaels or Lorena Rose come through our doors Tuesday."
"You guys are good." I said, then grinned and added: "And like Rudistan, sometimes too good for your own good..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Slender Man would never again appear in any more of my dreams or visions. He would never appear in my Town & County again in my lifetime... with one small exception, which I will discuss in a near-future story.
The Slender Man Fan Clubs around the world would contact me about him, and I would reply with as much information as I could give. Tourists came, and for a while we had to have one patrol on duty at the Point Hollow location at all times. One added benefit of the attention was that several Cosplay and other conventions were held at the Convention Center off Courthouse Square or the University's facilities, bringing lots of money into the local economy.
As I thought of that, I was remembering the visit from Dr. Mickelson after his conversation with the young people from England:
"We've put your crowbar through a myriad of tests." said Dr. Mickelson. "Astatine has been identified, as well as sigma radiation. The spot on the ground at Point Hollow where you hit Slender Man on the head is also pretty warm, as far as the sigma radiation goes."
"My crowbar was lying there for a few minutes." I said. "Is that the cause of the residual ground radiation?"
"Could well be." said Dr. Mickelson. "I also checked with the University's Weather Service. They said there were no lightning strikes at Point Hollow or anywhere in the County at the time you were up there."
"Cool beans." I said, very sure that that was true. "By the way, do I get my crowbar back?"
"Oh yes." said Dr. Mickelson. "I brought it with me, in fact; the young folks from England were looking at it. I'd suggest you keep it in the lead foil we wrapped it with for a few years. The half-life of the isotopes is about a year and a half, so in fifteen years or so, it'll be back to normal."
When a radioactive substance decays, it takes a certain amount of time to be half of what it originally was. That time is called the 'half-life' of the substance. After ten half lives, the radiation is reduced to essentially background levels. So for a substance to have a half-life of one year means that in ten years the radioactivity from that isotope will be essentially gone. The red crowbar I used to defeat the Slender Man would be safe again within a couple of decades.
And my dream while unconscious on the ground at Point Hollow was prescient: that red crowbar would one day be given to and be used by Detective Donald Troy... Donald David Troy, Jim's son...
...and my grandson.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Friday, April 27th. "Fox Two news has learned that the Ward Harvester Park opening ceremonies will be held Sunday, May 6th!"
"After the Christmas Eve explosion that destroyed the main warehouse and offices and several other buildings, Mr. Thaddeus Ward declared that he would not rebuild the facility, but would turn the area into a public park dedicated to those who have served the Town & County in the Police and Fire Departments. Plans for the ceremonies are not being disclosed, but sources tell Fox Two News that a statue will be unveiled, dedicated to our Peace Officers and remembering Captain Teresa Croyle's heroism in rescuing young Carole Troy!"
"In other local news," said Bettina, "politicians from the region and the State will be pouring into our Town & County, as the Police Department's Promotions and Medals Day is going to be one of the biggest in some time! Fox Two News has confirmed that Damien Thompson will be promoted to full Captain as he takes the role of Public Relations Officer, making him the first Person of Color to become a Police Captain in Town or County history!"
"There will also be other promotions and awards," said Bettina, "and Commander Donald Troy has invited elementary schoolchildren as well as the Senior Citizens of the Veasley Community Center to attend. He did not elaborate on what he has planned."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Aw, that's awesome!" gushed Detective Joanne Cummings Warner. "Do you know what they're going to unveil, Captain?"
"No." said Teresa. "That was the first I've heard of it---"
*BOOM!* *BANG!* *WHUMP!*
"What the heck?" asked Joanne. Teresa was already moving towards the door to the hallway.
Workers were moving furniture out of my office, in this case the sofa-bed that Cindy always sat on. Helena, Cindy, and I had removed the drawers with files in them from our desks and put them in the empty office next to the Chief's, on the left side as opposed to the Chief's conference room on the right side of his office. I'd also removed everything from the walls that could be removed, as well as my personal mementoes.
The workers had not removed the most very heavy mattress from the sofa-bed and they were struggling with it. Captain Croyle gave them some remedial instruction, and also told them to be a lot more careful, lest they damage a wall or door frame and thus give us a real repair job to have to fix.
And then Captain Marc Aaron came down the hall. As he was in charge of Physical Properties, Teresa let him supervise what was looking like a near-disaster, and went back to MCD. Jerome Davis poured her some coffee.
"Thanks, I need this." Teresa said. "Maybe spiked with something. No wonder Commander Troy took the day off and got far away from here."
"Are they renovating Captain Ross's old office, too?" asked Joanne, in a sneaky and less-than-subtle attempt to gain intel on who the next Captain of Detectives might be.
"Not until Sunday." said Captain Aaron, coming into the room. Jerome poured him some coffee into one of the disposable cups. "Wow, strong." said Aaron. "Were you in the Navy, Davis?" Everyone broke out laughing, and Jerome grinned.
"My dad was, retired Chief Petty Officer." Davis said proudly. "He knew how to make coffee, and taught me, sir."
"No doubt." Captain Aaron said. "Yes, as I was saying, we're doing Commander Troy's office first, then the Deputy Chief's office. We'll renovate the Captain's office on Sunday."
"And none of you had better be here on Sunday." Teresa warned. "Unless there's a huge case brewing."
"Here? In this County?" Joanne asked, as if totally stunned. "No one ever commits a huge crime here!" Everyone laughed. Even Captain Aaron understood the underlying sarcastic humor in Joanne's joke...
Part 2 - Flashback: Winter Heat
Saturday, January 13th. While the TCPD dealt with the 'Lost Drone' case, Phyllis Troy was shopping at the Mall northwest of Town. She was wearing a snug, form-fitting sweater that showed off her large breasts and saucy shape, and stockings and snug-fitting black boots that looked good on her shapely legs. Her silver-gray hair, somewhat enhanced with frosting, was cut in a way to frame her pretty face, hanging straight (not curly) down the sides of her cheeks.
As she walked out of a store, she saw a young man peer over at her, his eyes liking what he saw. Then he began walking up to her. He was blonde, in good shape, and handsome. He was wearing a sweater and blue jeans that enhanced his hard male ass.
"Hi." he said to her as he came up. "Weren't you that Detective in the Jeremy Moreland case?" (Author's note: 'The Knave of Jacks', Ch. 01.)
"Yes, I was." said Phyllis, recognizing him and remembering. "How are you, Carl?"
"Good, Detective... er, Troy." Carl said. "Can I buy you a cup of coffee?"
"Sure," said Phyllis, "but call me 'Phyllis'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they sat at a table in the hallway outside the coffee shop, Phyllis said "So how are things in your life, Carl?"
"Okay." said Carl. "Stella had her baby, a boy. I told her I was ready to help raise him and be a father to him, but she went to live with her parents. They tried to get a restraining order against me. I didn't have much money, but a guy who is a lawyer helped me out to stop that and get me some visitation rights. The restraining order was squelched, but no visitation. I can't even see my own son."
"That's too bad." said Phyllis. "But it's very good that the restraining order was crushed. That could've followed you around as you try to get jobs."
"And it definitely would've stopped me from getting a concealed carry permit." replied Carl. "That's why I fought it so hard. Anyway, I've been paying the lawyer what I can every month, and that'll be over in two months."
"That's very honorable of you." said Phyllis. "So what work are you doing? You've graduated from School?"
"Yes, in December." said Carl. "I was a broadcast journalism major; I did those theater plays on the side. I got lucky; I know Nick Eastwood pretty well, and he helped me get on with KXTC. I do a lot of the prep for the sets, and write some of the news scripts for the 6:00pm broadcast."
"Are you dating anyone?" Phyllis asked, giving the young man a flirtatious look, and feeling as well as seeing him look at her with desire in his eyes.
"Not seriously." Carl said. "It's hard to find women that I like that will date me. I prefer... more mature women, women that know what they're doing. Trying to date a woman my age in this day and age isn't worth the effort, sometimes."
"Well, a handsome young man like you should have no trouble finding women of any age to date." said Phyllis.
"Including you?" asked Carl, taking Phyllis's hand in his. "How about dinner tonight."
"Maybe next weekend." Phyllis said. "By the way, where are you living right now?"
Carl got the hint. "An apartment across from Campus." he said. "Why don't I show it to you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhh..." Phyllis moaned, letting her fingers run through Carl's blonde hair as he ate her sopping wet pussy, his tongue delving deep along her cuntwalls as he plastered his mouth to her labes.
Carl's apartment was a two-bedroom place on the third floor of one of the buildings off University Avenue, on the Town side and across from the University campus. His roommate wasn't at home, but that had not mattered: Carl had led Phyllis to his room and shut the door, trying hard not to be overeager, but obviously excited at the prospect of what was about to happen with the lovely mature woman.
Carl was also surprised that he had not needed much effort to seduce Phyllis; indeed, she had all but seduced him. Upon entering his room, Phyllis had turned and stepped up to him. As he'd taken her into his arms and kissed her, she'd returned it with a fiery passion. Clothes came off quickly. Phyllis lay back on Carl's bed, wearing only her panties over her pantyhose, and still wearing her leather boots.
Carl had shown his latent aggressiveness as he quickly removed Phyllis's panties, then tore her pantyhose at the crotch, giving him access to her sopping wet pussy that was lined with the light brown hair of her cuntbush. Then he got face-deep into the mature beauty, eating her out with an expertise that surprised her.
As Carl tongue her slit, Phyllis felt pleasure coursing through her melted loins... and she also felt the tightening up of her vaginal passage. She knew that she needed to get Carl inside her before it would be too painful.
"Fuck me, Carl." Phyllis begged after she had come hard on the young stud's tongue. "Stick your big cock in me! Be gentle... take it easy..."
Carl quickly complied. The young blonde man slid up and mounted the older woman. His eight inch cock was throbbing hard as Phyllis spread her legs wider, pulling them up and back to give her new lover easier access to her womanly depths.
Carl slid the length of his shaft over Phyllis's swollen labes, making her moan, then he fit the huge helmet of his cockhead between her gaping cuntlips and pushed it in.
"Ohhhh!" Phyllis cried out as Carl's cock invaded her cunt. The pleasure of being penetrated rippled through Phyllis's fit body as the young stud slowly sank his entire length into her until their pelvises met and his balls rested on her ass. As Carl bottomed out inside her and ground his hips against hers, he leaned down and kissed the older woman, his tongue exploring her mouth as his cock pulsed in her pussy.
Phyllis was impressed with Carl's technique and experience as he slowly withdrew and slid back down into her. He did not begin fucking wildly, as most young bucks did. She had had to teach her grandson Todd how to properly start slow and build up, but Carl seemed to know this already as he slowly and gently slid his thick length in and out of her.
"God, Phyllis, you are so fucking hot!" Carl groaned into her ear as he began fucking her in a steady rhythm. His mouth was nuzzling her neck and jaw as Phyllis wrapped her legs around the young stud's back, then let the backs of her calves slide up and down the backs of his powerful thighs, urging him to fuck her harder, deeper...
Their hot mating went on for a few minutes, and Phyllis was building up to climax. She slid her hand between their abdomens, her fingers finding her clit and strumming it. The stimulation was enough to bring her over the top.
"Unnnhhh!!" Phyllis moaned deeply as she came around Carl's cock, clenching it tightly in orgasmic pleasure. Carl gasped as he felt the older woman's pussy walls clamping down on his cock like a vise, and he pushed harder into her as he whispered into her ear.
"Yeah, come baby!" he gasped. "Come on my cock! Cream on me, baby! Oh, yeahhh..." As Phyllis began coming down off her orgasmic high, Carl eased up into a pushup position and began fucking her harder. And unfortunately for them both, that's when Phyllis's pussy began tightening the wrong way.
"Uhhh... oh, easy, Carl... easy..." Phyllis gasped.
"You okay, baby?" he asked, realizing that her pussy was not only getting tighter and harder to sink into, but she was not as wet as before. "Need some lube?"
"Yes, stud, but it's not just that." Phyllis said. "Intercourse starts getting painful for me. My gynecologist told me what the condition is, but I can't remember anything." They both knew that wasn't true; Carl had seen Detective Phyllis Troy at work.
He slid out of her as he leaned over and got some lube from the nightstand. He coated his cock with it, then put some on his fingers and sank them into Phyllis's twat, spreading the lube onto her vaginal walls. Then he mounted her again.
"Just relax, baby." Carl said as he pushed his cockhead back into her. Phyllis groaned as Carl went balls-deep into her again. She was surprised when he stopped, his full weight keeping her nailed to the mattress. He ground his hips but did not withdraw, leaving his shaft fully sheathed in her clutching cunt.
"How's that?" Carl asked. "If I don't move, is it okay for you?"
"Yessss." Phyllis hissed. She lifted her head to him, and he kissed her on the mouth, sliding his tongue in as their kiss deepened. His cock felt so good inside her, stretching her vaginal walls and filling her completely, and in more than just the physical sense.
"You're very thoughtful and considerate," Phyllis said, "especially for such a young man. I'm surprised young women aren't all over you."
"They don't appreciate stuff like that." said Carl. "Open a door for them, or a car door for them, and they get mad and start bitching. That's one reason I like older women. They appreciate it when a guy does things for them. And they're better in bed, too."
Phyllis giggled. "That didn't stop you from seducing Stella and deflowering her."
"Yeah." said Carl, kissing Phyllis's mouth before continuing. "I did that just show up Jeremy. Of course I had no idea he was about to be murdered. I'm glad you were on the case, or I would've been in a lot of trouble. It's too bad we met under those circumstances. I was hot for you from the moment I saw you."
"Yes, that was unfortunate." Phyllis said as Carl bent down and sucked her breasts, moving from one hard teat to the other. "I would've dated you then, too. I love how aggressive you are. Stella liked it too, I could tell. She needed a much better man than Jeremy."
"Tell you what." said Carl, sliding his hands under Phyllis's shoulders. "Let's just talk about you and me, and us making love." He deeply kissed Phyllis again, their tongues twining and their arms wrapped around each other as he ground his cock into her, pushing against her even though he was fully buried inside her.
Phyllis could tell that Carl needed his release, and that he really wanted to fuck her hard and deep. Knowing she couldn't take that, she said "Pull out and lie on your back." Carl did so, and Phyllis slid her body over him. Gripping the young stud's big shaft, Phyllis slid her mouth over it and engulfed him into her throat. She fellated him expertly, moaning in pleasure as she sucked hard while sliding her lips up his shaft, then exhaling as she took his inches into her mouth and throat again.
There was no way Carl could hang on. "I'm going to come." he gasped. Phyllis just sucked on his cock even harder, and with a loud gasp, Carl climaxed. The young stud blasted Phyllis's throat with thick spurts of heavy cock-cream, but the older woman was ready, and she greedily swallowed his virile essence, draining his balls like he'd never experienced before...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Phyllis dated Carl for several weeks, going out with him several times. She enjoyed the young man's romantic flair and his caring tendencies, opening doors for her, sending her flowers on one occasion, and of course the way he held her in his arms as they lay together in his bed.
Phyllis also enjoyed Carl's aggressive maleness. He went for what he wanted, and he was a forceful, powerful young lover, like other men in Phyllis's sexual life. But painful intercourse had become a problem for her, and while she enjoyed sex with Carl, she saw him as a 'friend with benefits', and she could sense that he wanted more in a relationship...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
But Phyllis did learn some things from Carl, which she relayed into the right ears.
"Amber Harris is married," said Carl while they were at dinner one evening in early March, just after the Red Brooke case had been successfully resolved (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels'.), "but she is trying like hell to get pregnant with Nick Eastwood's baby. She's all over him."
"What about you?" asked Phyllis. "I suspect that you and Bettina Wurtzburg are well-matched, and are sexually very compatible."
Carl grinned. "Not much gets past you, Phyllis." he said. "Yes, fucking Bettina was part of my hiring process, and I've banged her a few times. Fortunately, she's all over other guys, as well."
"So if she were a man and you were a woman," Phyllis said, "you'd have a sexual harassment case going on."
Carl laughed. "Except I like it. A lot. I do know Lester Holder hasn't banged her... some of us think he's gay, but I don't know that for sure."
"What's it like, working in a Press room that has to be politically charged all the time?" Phyllis asked.
"It's funny." Carl said. "Nick and I have talked about it a lot. Chuck Pringle did what they told him to do, and would inject politics into Sports. When Nick was hired, they tried to do the same to him, but he pushed back some, saying he was just going to report the Sports, not slant it. Considering he was a Bulldogs quarterback that was badly injured, they let him slide, and now he's loved on air."
"Nick told me that they're not really rabidly political at KXTC." said Carl. "Bettina sorta is, but she doesn't push it. Amber is hardcore to the Left, so she gets the political stories and interviews. But that's not really their first thought about things."
"The first thing I learned about the business is that it's just that: a business." continued Carl. "So if we're interviewing a Democrat, we hit him or her with Republican positions just to create tension and an adversarial reaction; if we're interviewing a Republican, we hit him or her with leftwing questions. If we're interviewing Police, we ask them about Police brutality. If we're interviewing black activists, we ask why they don't believe the Police are a force for good. It's more about the controversy and trying to get the interviewee to fuck up than it is about pure politics. or the truth."
"Ye-es, I believe that." said Phyllis. "So what is KXTC working on now?" she asked casually.
"Oh, they're excited as all get-out about this Independent State Counsel." said Carl. "One thing they all agree on is their hatred of Val Jared. They can't wait for him to be taken down."
"And Commander Donald Troy?" asked Phyllis. "How excited are they about the attempt to destroy him? Especially after all the good he's done to clean up this County..."
"I'm not sure." said Carl. "Some days Bettina is cursing his name, some days she's praising him. Nick likes him, and Amber hates him. I think they like the controversy the most. He uses a helicopter to save two Officers, so the coverage is about him being reckless and endangering the Public. If he hadn't used the helicopter, they'd have attacked him for whatever he did..."
Part 3 - May and December, Matures and Studs
Flashback: On Saturday, March 17th, Phyllis took Carl to Town Fitness Centers, ostensibly to show him the facilities for his possibly joining the gym. Phyllis often worked out on the co-ed side, sometimes in order to meet fit young men for enjoyable encounters. That had fallen off as her problems having sex had worsened, but she still liked to work out and keep in shape.
But this time, she was bringing Carl, and it was for a reason. At the front desk, she told the receptionist "Please tell Wanda I'm bringing my friend in to see the gym."



As they looked around the gym, a very attractive older woman walked up to them. It was Wanda, one of the co-owners. Wanda had light brown hair that she dyed into a blondish-gray. Her body was magnificent, as she'd once been in the same 'Miss Physical America' competitions that Cindy and their gym partner Ariel had been in.
Wanda was 52, thirty years older than Carl. As she came up, Carl literally gasped in amazement. Wanda's eyes sparkled at the sight of young Carl. Phyllis was happy that the responses of these two beautiful people was as she had expected. She excused herself, and Wanda took Carl on a tour of the gym.
When the tour was over, Carl asked Wanda if she could take her out for coffee, or a drink. "Oh, I don't date customers." Wanda said.
"Okay." said Carl. "I won't join the gym, and I won't come in again. Now, how about that coffee?" Wanda laughed at Carl's joke, and finally accepted.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Despite the difference in their ages, Wanda found Carl easy to talk with, charming, and definitely attracted to her. He also claimed to like country music, which Wanda loved. When he asked her out for dinner, followed by dancing at the Country Music Bar the next Friday night, she accepted.
She dressed up in a form-fitting black blouse that showed off her breasts and her toned body to perfection, faded denim blue jeans and a matching faded denim jacket, and western boots. When Carl picked her up, he was mesmerized. He was wearing jeans and a white western shirt and western boots, and Wanda had to admit to herself that he didn't look fake or contrived.
And he could line dance, too, she found out. But it was the slow dances, as he held her in his strong arms, that melted her loins. He had been courteous and thoughtful and well-mannered, but he also was a strong-willed young man: when he wanted to kiss her, he did so, and she found herself returning those kisses in spite of herself.
And there didn't seem to be too much notice that she was dancing with, and kissing, a man easily young enough to be her son. Everyone else seemed to be thinking of their own prospects for getting sex that night. Having said that, there were two observers: one woman that had been trained by America's premier spy agency to observe, and the other that was the blood kin of the two most observant persons in the County, Phyllis and Don Troy.
"They look hot together." said Callie Carrington as she and Cindy finished their drinks at their table. "Think they've got a shot as a couple?"
"Never say never." Cindy Ross replied. "I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much. But I hope it does work out for them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Wanda's apartment, Carl and Wanda shared deep, tongue twining kisses as their hands explored each other. Carl was feeling up Wanda's magnificent breasts, augmented just enough to look naturally large and delicious, while Wanda was massaging Carl's big cock through his jeans.
As they broke the kiss, Wanda said "So you wanted to see me in my competition outfit?"
"Mmm, you know it." Carl said. Wanda got up and went to her bedroom. A few minutes later she came back in, and Carl's jaw dropped. Wanda was wearing a lime green bikini top and bottom that barely hid anything; indeed, Wanda's light brown pubic bush was clearly visible under the thin triangle patch of her bikini bottom. She'd put the black top back on over the bikini top, giving Carl something to 'unwrap'.
"Like it?" Wanda asked as she pranced in front of Carl in her clear acrylic high heel slides.
"I more than like it." Carl said. He stood up and went to her, and their mouths met in a hungry kiss. He picked her up and carried her to the bedroom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Flashback: Saturday, April 14th. Teresa, Callie and Cindy were hanging out at the Cop Bar, just days after Callie had been wrapped in explosives by a rogue CIA Agent, then extracted from those explosives by the Iron Crowbar.
As they sat at the table outside on the patio, enjoying the Spring evening, Cindy's gym partners Ariel and Wanda came up. "Mind if we join you?" asked Ariel, holding a pitcher of beer.
"If you're sharing that pitcher," Teresa replied, "then absolutely." Everyone laughed and Ariel and Wanda pulled up chairs and sat down.
As they talked about several things, Teresa looked over at Wanda and said "I want to hear about this young stud you're dating." All the other women chimed in their acclaims as Wanda blushed.
"You two looked like a couple in love at the Country Bar." Callie said with a bright smile.
"Is it serious?" Teresa persisted.
"Aw, guys," Wanda said, "I'm thirty years older than he is."
"She is not answering your question." Cindy said to Teresa.
"All I'm going to say," said Teresa, "is that I'm marrying a man over ten years younger than me, and Don Troy married a woman 15 years older than him. As fit and young looking as you are, Wanda, you're a woman in her thirties, not her fifties. So... are you and Carl serious?"
"He wants it to be." Wanda said. "But... I dunno."
"He seems mature for his age." Cindy said. "That incident with Jeremy Moreland helped him to grow up in a hurry."
"He told me he fathered a child, too." said Wanda, knowing Cindy had left that part out. "But the girl's family is cutting him off from any access. So yeah, he's responsible and a good guy..."
"And good in bed?" Ariel asked. They all laughed.
"Damn good in bed." Wanda said, drawing acclaim from the other women. "But he wants more than a 'friends with benefits' relationship."
"That's how Todd and I started out." said Teresa, being more direct than subtle, as was her normal way. "Then I realized that I've got a really, really good thing going with him, and that I was in love. You may not be there yet, but don't close the door on it."
"Yeah." Wanda said, full of thought. "We'll see how it goes..."
Part 4 - Lake House Loving
"So why did you invite Carl and Wanda to come up to the Lake House?" Laura asked, referring to our name for our retreat cabin on Lake Watchacoochie. It was the early afternoon of Friday, April 27th.
"Cindy asked me to extend them an invitation, on Wanda's behalf." I said. "Then my mom asked me invite them up, and apparently completely separately from Cindy, and on Carl's behalf. Seems my mom and Cindy both want them to have some together-time away from Town to see if they're going to have a serious relationship or not."
"Do they know others are coming up?" Laura asked.
"Oh yes." I said. "So why did you invite Cal and Drusilla Romano to come up?"
Laura replied "The first reason is so that we can swap with them. You can fuck the drop-dead gorgeous Drusilla, and I'm going to take Cal's big cock inside me and drain his big balls. The second reason is that Drusilla came to me to talk about her getting off the pill and becoming pregnant. So getting away from Town would be a good setting for me to talk with both of them about that."
Your Iron Crowbar did not quite understand why that needed to happen, though as always I had my ideas. But that was fine: Drusilla Romano was truly the drop-dead gorgeous Italian woman that Laura had said she was, and I was looking forward to sheathing my little iron crowbar inside her tight, wet snatch... again. This wouldn't be the first time we'd swapped with our Libertine friends, the Romanos.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
"This is wonderful." Wanda said as Carl laid out the picnic blanket, a white tablecloth with red criss-cross stripes. "I'm glad we came up here early."
Carl had driven Wanda up to the Lake House in the morning, knowing that the others would not be arriving until later in the afternoon. He'd packed a picnic lunch, with fruit and cheese and champagne, and they'd hiked up the hill of the meadow overlooking the Lake House, to the lone tree near the top. And he began turning on the charm.
He'd been given some cluuuues by Phyllis Troy, not knowing they'd been gleaned from her son Don, who had fucked Wanda in this meadow before. (Author's note: 'Just A Story', Ch. 01.). They ate lunch, which became an intimate session of feeding each other bits of food, as well as interlocking arms as they drank champagne from the plastic champagne glasses.
That led to the sharing of kisses, then Carl eased Wanda down onto her back. "This is a perfect place to make love to you." Carl said. "And that is what I am going to do." Wanda sighed as Carl nuzzled her neck, his strong hands sliding over her abs and up to her breasts.
"Mmmm, it's just like my first time." Wanda said. She recounted the story of how her cousin had popped her cherry and deeply fucked her years before, not realizing Carl had heard the story already.
"Mmmm, that is so fucking hot." Carl said as he kissed her and felt her up. "Tell me more." The young stud's big cock was throbbing as Wanda told the story. Images of her cousin pounding the pussy of the woman Carl loved was very erotic. He pulled her shirt up and off her, and began sucking her large breasts. They both were frantically getting out of their pants, and soon they were naked as they kissed deeply.
Wanda spread her toned, shapely legs as Carl mounted her. She needed no foreplay nor further stimulation; she was sopping wet and eager to accommodate her young lover's size.
"Ohhhhhhhh!" she gasped as Carl entered her and slowly sank his meat down into her. She heard him groan as he bottomed out, balls-deep in ecstasy, felt him grind his cock inside her in a tight circle. And then he began slowly withdrawing, only to shove his long, thick shaft right back into her. He began pistoning in and out of her, picking up speed as he fucked her with raw, physical power.
"Oh yes, yes, yes!" Wanda gasped as Carl fucked her hard and deep, urgently and almost violently. Their tongues battled as he kissed her harshly, smashing his lips against hers. She knew that he would come soon, but like the young buck he was, he'd get it up again... and that second fuck would be slow, deep, and full of loving passion.
"Uhhhhhh..." Wanda moaned as Carl relentlessly plowed her furrow here in this field. She remembered that wonderful first fuck with her cousin, then Don fucking her right in this field with his incredibly iron-hard cock. But Carl was even better, and she reveled in the feeling of this young man plunging into her again and again, uniting their bodies in the ultimate act of their feelings for each other...
She felt the tension in her loins building up. She began fucking Carl back, meeting each of his powerful, hungry thrusts as he pounded her. She felt her orgasm building up as Carl's nut began rising. She briefly thought of her cousin taking her virginity, and that put her over the top.
"Uhhhh! Hurrr! Hurrr!" she cried out as her orgasm blasted through her. She barely heard Carl gasp and violently shove his pelvis against hers, his cum blasting from his young balls and into her depths...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They lay there in bliss for several long minutes, spooning. Then Carl raised his head and began kissing Wanda's shoulder. She reached up and over, sliding her arm around her young lover's neck and pulling him down for a deep, warm kiss. They made out for a long time.
Breaking their kisses, Carl said "So you lost your virginity in a meadow like this?"
"Yeah." Wanda said. "But I don't think we're going to find it here." Carl chuckled and Wanda giggled, feeling as young as Carl looked at the moment.
"I'm going to do better." Carl said. "Have you ever been fucked in the ass before?"
"Uh, no." Wanda said, a thrill of both excitement and fear running through her. She felt her virgin ass tightening up.
"I'm going to pop your anal cherry, then." Carl said confidently. Seeing the look on her face, he said "Don't worry, I'll be gentle and it'll be great."
"I... I dunno..." Wanda said. Carl kissed her mouth to stop her protest.
"Wanda, do you trust me?" Carl asked, his eyes looking deeply into hers.
"Yes." Wanda said. Neither said anything else. Carl reached over to the picnic basket and brought out the box of wet wipes, followed by a large tube of lubricant. He coated his finger with the lube, then slid it over Wanda's tight sphincter. She gasped, but willed herself to not move, and to let Carl have his way with her body... all of it.
Carl eased his finger into her ass and then back out. He coated his finger with more lube, then slid it into her ass again, then repeated the process several times. Then he put a condom on his big cock; it seemed too small for his large weapon of lust.
As he coated his sheathed cock with lube, Wanda turned over and raised up to be on her hands and knees. Her heart was pumping and she felt both wildly excited and fearful... just as she had in the meadow with her cousin so long ago. And Carl was exciting her even more.
She felt the head of Carl's cock ease into the depression of her anal sphincter. He began pushing in. In spite of her body telling her to move away, Wanda pushed her ass back at him.
"AAUUGGH!" she cried out as the helmeted head of Carl's penis popped into her anal opening, stretching it painfully. As the young stud grasped her hips and began pulling her to him as he pushed his cock into her rectum, Wanda gasped, exhaling hard as his dick invaded her bowels.
Carl felt his cock sliding past the incredibly tight ring of her sphincter, then felt it open up as he sank further and further in. He heard Wanda moan in pain as she drove slowly, every so slowly forward.
Wanda couldn't believe the pressure she was feeling in her backside, and her pussy as well. Then she felt his big nutsack slap her cuntlips and his groin press into her hard asscheeks. He was all the way in!
"God damn, baby!" Carl gasped hoarsely. "You buried it, babe. You took eight inches with one fucking thrust! How does it feel?"
"Let me... get used to it." Wanda gasped. It still hurt, but she began realizing that tingles of pleasure were building in her sperm-soaked pussy. She felt Carl slide out of her, the pressure subsiding. He applied more lube to his condom-covered cock, then pushed back in, fucking into her harder and faster this time.
Wanda groaned and reached under her. She began stroking her clit as Carl began buttfucking her with slow but hard thrusts. The pleasure began building as the pain began ebbing. It was still there, but it was not enough to overcome the pleasure of being fucked in her ass by her young lover.
As Carl sodomized the older beauty for what seemed like hours but was only three minutes, Wanda began feeling tension in her neck and shoulders, which were bearing her weight and Carl's thrusting power. "Can we change positions?" she asked.
"Sure, baby." Carl said, sliding his huge cock out of Wanda's defiled derriere. "Turn over onto your back." He got a plastic air pillow that they'd brought to rest their heads on, and put it under the small of Wanda's back as she pulled her luscious legs up and back. Carl pushed her legs back further, then leaned over her, trapping her thighs under his strong arms.
"Oh, yessssss..." Wanda hissed as Carl began pushing his turgid meat back into her rectum again. Despite the painful pressure, she had instantly missed the feeling of him buttfucking her when he had withdrawn, and now the feeling of being anally invaded again was much more satisfying.
"Oh, Carl..." she whispered as she looked up into the young stud's eyes, seeing his lust and also his love for her. Her feelings for him suddenly grew into something too big for her to comprehend. She realized that despite their age differences, she was totally in love with this young stud, and she wanted to be with him. She wanted to pleasure him, using her mouth, her pussy, her ass, to satisfy him, but her feelings were much deeper now... she wanted to be beside him, and be the woman that made him happy in and out of bed...
She was rubbing her clit as Carl buttfucked her slowly and deeply, but powerfully and steadily, and she was almost shocked when her orgasm rocked through her loins. She cried out as her head fell back onto the blanket, the spasms of her pussy and ass matching the deepest thrusts of Carl's cock.
Carl could not handle it, anymore. The tightness of Wanda's bowels squeezing his throbbing cock, the beauty of her breasts bouncing on her chest, her gorgeous face scrunched in ecstasy, the way her eyes were looking into his... He felt his nut rising.
"Here it comes, baby." he moaned, then gasped as he pressed his full weight down onto their joined bodies. As the first violent spurt of his seed fired into Wanda's rectum, he exulted inwardly; he did not feel the semen coating his cock inside the condom... it had broken, as he'd hoped it would. He blissfully fired his load into his woman's ass, pulse after pulse jarring through him, until he was totally spent.
He leaned over her and kissed her mouth, both moaning into the sweet, deep kiss that didn't seem to stop. Finally, his half-hard cock plopped out of her ass, expelled by her aching sphincter. She looked down and gasped.
"Oh my God, the condom broke!" she gasped, seeing his soiled, bare cock, the condom at the base in a ring.
"Yeah, baby." he said happily. "I came in your ass, baby. Did you like it?"
"Yeah... I did." Wanda admitted. "And the best of it is that you got my asshole cherry." Carl grinned and leaned over and kissed Wanda on the lips again, a warm, soft kiss. As it broke, Wanda said "I love you, Carl."
"The way I want you to love me?" Carl asked, his heart surging, beating almost painfully in his chest.
"Yes." Wanda said, her eyes beginning to sparkle with tears. "That way."
"I love you, Wanda." Carl whispered. Their ensuing kiss would last for a long time...
They had to walk naked, except for their shoes, back to the Lake House. They had made a mess, and the wet wipes only cleaned up so much. Once there, they took a shower together. Wanda stroked Carl's cock hard from base to tip, to push out any soiling that might've gotten in there. Then Carl pissed, a long, powerful stream that was sure to clean out his 'plumbing', followed by Wanda stroking his cock some more.
As to her, she liked it when Carl's big load began seeping out of her ass...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi guys." Laura said as we came into the house. We both observed Carl and Wanda sitting on the sofa, having just risen from a prone position. It was easy to observe that they had been making out, but my deeper observations told me that my mother would be most very pleased that her matchmaking had once again been extremely successful.
"Hi." Wanda said, her voice filled with happiness. "Where are Cal and Dru?"
"Right behind us." I said. Indeed, Laura and I had come in the 'Black Beauty', and Cal and Dru were just pulling up in their SUV.
I saw Carl and Wanda's luggage in the living room near the bedrooms. "We didn't know what bedroom arrangements you were planning." said Carl.
"You two get the guest bedroom on the right." Laura said. "We'll take the bigger bed in the other bedroom." Indeed, that king-size bed barely fit in the bedroom, but it's what Laura wanted in there. The guest room on the right had a queen-size bed, and it's side window looked at the cars in the so-called driveway.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were all on the patio that faced the Lake as the sun was setting over the hillside past the lone tree in the meadow that had witnessed Wanda being sodomized by Carl earlier in the day. I was cooking steaks on the grill, and was essentially teaching Carl how to cook the sides at the same time in something resembling a coordinated fashion. Carl was a fast and good student.
Since Cal Romano worked at Wanda's gym, they had something to talk about with Dru and Laura. They were all drinking, either mixed drinks or beers. When we came to the Lake House, Laura and I made sure to bring and consume alcohol, and our guests enjoyed the chance to kick back and get buzzed, as well.



"Teaching is getting tougher every year." said Drusilla. "I teach foreign languages, but they have us grouped in with the English Department, and I cannot get any extra money for my classes. Then they tell me I have to work on extra teaching credits by taking college foreign language courses... at my expense... when Italian is as much my mother tongue as English is, and I could teach those college courses."
"Good thing you're married." said Wanda. "All those high school boys around... a woman like you could create some scandals." Laura laughed.
"Like they care if I have rings on my fingers." said Drusilla. "Those high school boys are incredibly aggressive. I've been asked out for dates six times this year alone. I'm not sure why: the girls today aren't like girls even ten years ago. They'll give a guy a blowjob on the first date... or for twenty dollars."
"Gimme twenty dollars... gimme twenty dollars... gimme twenty dollars..." I intoned as a song, with memories of the Slender Man coming into my head. Laura said that was a joke, and we'd explain it later.
"Those guys are asking you out because you're beautiful." said Laura. "And they probably have bets on whether or not they can score with you or the other teachers, married or not."
"I've heard that, too." said Dru. "I'm at Town High, and it's not too bad. I've heard that some of the County High rich kids bet between five hundred and a thousand dollars. But anyway, the Principal is always trying to get us teachers to be at football and basketball games, and to sponsor clubs... again, at no extra pay for us."
"You should come work with us, Dru." said Wanda. "We could use you on the women-only side of the gym. We're just packed on that side, especially in the evenings."
"And that'd be the perfect excuse to not have to do the school duties in the evenings." Cal said.
"How's that going to work when we're starting a family?" Dru asked.
"Oh, goodness, that would work out great!" Wanda said. "We have yoga and light workout classes for pregnant women. Some times of year are busier than others, but you can teach at least one of those..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I groaned as I felt Drusilla' tight, wet cunt sliding down my throbbing hard cockshaft. We were sitting in the hardback chair in the corner of the bedroom, near the side window. Dru had straddled me and impaled her pussy onto my prick, then swung her legs off the floor until her pretty feet were resting on the tops of my thighs.
"Ohhhhh, that feels so good." Dru whispered. "God, you're cock is hard!" Not the first time I'd heard that, I thought to myself.
On the bed, Laura was on her back, naked except for the high heel sandals she was wearing. Cal was lying on top of her, and he was pounding my wife's pussy with his eight inch member. Laura was fucking him back with everything she had to give.
As much as I enjoy watching my wife fucking other men, I wasn't paying much attention at the moment. Drusilla Romano was one of the most beautiful women I'd ever put my penis into, and her pussy felt as deliciously wonderful as her face and body looked. I didn't do much thrusting, as sitting in the chair and keeping my back still was about all I could do, but Dru didn't mind: she was riding me as if this was her last fuck ever... and outside of Cal, it might be for a while if they decided she would get off the pill.
My hands found the round globes of Drusilla's ass and I squeezed them as I pulled her into me as she rode me. She mashed her mouth to mine in a deep kiss, our tongues twining in delicious oral combat as she ground her hips, churning her cunt with my deeply imbedded cock.
Then Dru began kissing my neck. It felt ticklish and I had to resist laughing. I let my hands slide off her ass and cup her sweet feet, gently massaging them. My eyes were watching Cal's cock pistoning in and out of Laura's pussy as he plunged into her again and again, and my ears were enjoying the sounds of Laura's gasps, moans, and dirty words urging Cal to fuck her harder, all mixed in with the sounds of Dru's sopping wet cunt sliding up my iron-hard crowbar...
Part 5 - Paddling Upstream
Early Saturday afternoon, April 28th, Laura and I put on our life vests and got into the canoe, her in front and me behind, and began paddling across Lake Watchacoochie and downstream (southeast) towards one of the houses on the other side. We were both strong paddlers, and moved swiftly towards our destination.
Cal and Dru, Wanda and Carl, and Laura and I had gone to the waterfall that morning. Carl liked doing photography, and a good number of photographs had been made. Laura had worn a white bikini, and when it had gotten wet it was totally see-through. That had made all of us men hot and hard, and three women got their brains fucked out as a result. Then Laura and I had come back early, to go to our appointment.
As we got near the eastern shore of the Lake, we saw the middle-aged man sitting in the backyard of his home, wearing a button-down collared shirt and brown slacks. At least he showed the good sense to wear a khaki Tilley Hat to shield his head and neck from the sun... and it was possible that Tilley Hat had been a retirement gift from me to him.
"Hello!" the now-retired former Deputy Director of the FBI as he came up to take one of the ropes to secure the canoe to the side of his dock. He helped Laura out as I made my way out and tied down the back end of the canoe. After doing that, I shook hands with him.
"Come on inside." the DepDirector said. "Let me show you my retirement home." We went inside. The house was well-built and maintained, as it was a full, lived-in home as opposed to the camp-cabin-like feel of my and Laura's place across the lake. It wasn't really any bigger than our place, but was partitioned into more rooms, giving the DepDirector an office room and a den/man cave room with a huge television screen, along with two bedrooms and the living room and kitchen area in back, and a garage on the side for a car, with a boat garage behind it.
The DepDirector brought out a pitcher of iced tea and three glasses and an ice bucket, and we sat down in the living room. "It's not bad up here, not bad at all. Very quiet, especially at night. I bought a condo apartment in the City if I'm going to be staying down there overnight, and Martin's parents use it when they visit."
"How's security?" Laura asked.
"Pretty good, especially on this side of the Lake." said the DepDirector. "The finger of the lake to our east makes getting here more difficult unless you go over the bridge at the dam near Waguli. The woods to the north get pretty rugged and hilly, and are being monitored."
"There's a few high-level Government people that have retired to here over the last couple of decades, including a former Secretary of the Interior and the retired CEO of BigRoadAndRailCorp." continued the DepDirector. "He and his wife live just a couple of houses down, but they're not here right now. So the security might surprise you: the local Sheriff, who is a lot sharper than he tries to let on, has some good technology that lets him know if and when any people come into the area... like that couple that came early to your place yesterday... and the Sheriff and the Feds routinely patrol and fly drones over the area."
I nodded. The security was one reason that it was hard to buy one of the parcels around the Lake without Government connections, which Laura had had in getting our place. And that security was paid for in local taxes and Homeowners Association dues.
"So what's going on in your corner of your State?" asked the DepDirector.
"Nothing much." I said. "I've been grounded from participation in the Police Boxing Matches, and the Triathlon is also out for me, so it's pretty boring." Laura laughed out loud at that one.
"Don't listen to this man, William." said my wife. "I'm going to run the Triathlon with Melina, but Don and I are now taking dance lessons and developing some routines so we can compete in the Town & County Dance Competition in November. Tango and Salsa, cha cha cha."
"Y'all are brave people." said the DepDirector. "My late wife and I used to do ballroom dancing, and we were part of a competitive group. It's a lot of fun, but make one mistake in front of all those people, and you feel like you want to dive into a manhole and crawl away."
"Learning it and doing it together is the fun for me." Laura said. Indeed, our practices and lessons often led to especially warm loving nights in bed. "And my dance partner... well, he's the Stuff of Legend on the dance floor."
"Pul-eeze!" I said through laughter. "I'm barely keeping up with the Dancing Queen here." We all laughed.
The DepDirector said "I'm sure, Don, that you are bored having to deal with lightweights like Robert Mullen and those incompetents in State Government... and I asked you here today to tell you that it may get a little more exciting for you this summer."
"Yezzzz," I said, in an excellent imitation of Chief Moynahan, "I've been getting that vibe, especially after the May Cialis case. Anything new on all that?"
"Oh yes." said the DepDirector. "And a lot more, too. But let me go back first: do you remember those cases you solved involving Lightsource Industries?"
"Oh yeah." I said, remembering the 'Case of the Murdered Bride' as well as the 'Hot Wives Investment Club' mystery. "And since then, BOW Enterprises bought out Dynacorp and has a close working relationship with Lightsource now. I'm sure that one day BOW will gobble up Lightsource."
"Yes." said the DepDirector. "During those times, it was your 'friend' Pastor Westboro that was behind the industrial espionage that was taking place, or was being attempted. In more recent times, you mentioned offhand that James and May Cialis might've come to your County partially because BOW Enterprises is there. That struck a chord with me, so I began a quiet investigation. And what I've learned is that you might have been right, that the Cialises were there at least partially because of BOW Enterprises."
"Trying to stop someone from spying on BOW?" asked Laura.
"In one manner of speaking, yes." said the DepDirector. "But I'll bet the Iron Crowbar can put the puzzle together." They looked expectantly at me.
"Well..." I said as I thought about it, "if memory serves me correctly, the Cialises last assignment before my Town & County was in Florida, investigating a company called Zion Dynamics Technologies. They're Israeli-based. BOW Enterprises is led by one Todd Burke... whose mother ran afoul of the current leadership of the CIA, to the point they tried to kill her. So maybe the Cialises, or May at least, was trying to see what BOW Enterprises was doing."
I continued: "The alternative to all of this is that May Cialis was working for the man who is now the Director of the CIA to bring harm to Zion Dynamics. Israel formally protested the CIA's action, and who knows what they said behind the scenes. Could've been the same with BOW... a CIA Director that hated what Elizabeth was doing to arm Jews in Europe, and hated her so badly that he sent his pitbull May Cialis to attack her son's company, BOW Enterprises."
After a pause I said "So, how did I do?"
"Not bad." said the DepDirector. "Not bad at all. We, meaning myself and some trusted friends still in the FBI, believe that the truth is some of both and somewhere in between. Maybe May Cialis was investigating to see if BOW was passing secrets or their technology to Israel, and maybe she was also doing what she could to keep BOW from developing some technologies in the first place, and some of that out of spite."
"So what's happened now?" I asked.
"The FBI is confident that BOW is not helping any foreign powers, nor do they have moles inside the company spying on them and passing on technology to anyone." said the DepDirector. "Todd Burke and Barry Oliver are working with Jack Muscone's team, and Seth Warner is not as involved as he once was. He's running the charitable organizations founded by his grandfather, Conrad King. After King's suicide and Superior Bloodlines being demolished, you can bet we thoroughly checked out those charities, and they're completely on the up-and-up."
"Anyway," continued the DepDirector, "Neither Todd Burke nor Jack and his team think BOW Enterprises was breached, especially it's R&D division. Whatever the Cialises were looking for, they didn't get."
"No, they didn't." I replied. "And I think that's because James Cialis warned BOW Enterprises. Warned them against the Government, warned them against his wife May and against Agent 'Warspear', a.k.a. Timothy George Pierce. And that may have gotten James executed by his wife."
Laura looked surprised by that comment. The DepDirector did not.
I looked at Laura and said "If James tipped off or helped Zion Dynamics, and then he came around and helped BOW Enterprises against this new CIA Director's pitbulls, then I can see this Hand Grenade with a Bad Haircut, the new and current CIA Director, ordering James Cialis's death... for helping Jews."
I saw Laura and the DepDirector's eyes meet, and an unspoken communication between them. I said nothing. I didn't need to. They were not in the presence of an Agency of the Weak Minded.
"Don, let me ask you this." said the DepDirector. "You've got this Mullen investigation probing into you much more than they're even thinking about the Governor. You've got Senator Russell and BigAgraFoods both scared of you and hostile to you, and wanting to do something about it. And you've got some people in Washington, D.C. that have never forgiven nor forgotten some of the things you've done, including the Dana Fox beatdown. They haven't forgiven me for some things, either, so you're not alone. My question is: who among these is the worst threat to you?"
I pondered for a moment and then said "In the short term, the Independent State Counsel. If he manages to get the Special Grand Jury he's calling up to indict me, and for anything more than a traffic ticket, then there will be hell raised until I'm suspended, and that is what will ultimately happen... either the Governor will cave to political pressure and suspend me, or the Town & County Council will force the Sheriff to do it... and my damaged backbone is sturdier than either Governor Jared's or Sheriff Allgood's, these days."
"In the longer term," I said, "I think I'm beginning to fear what is happening in Washington. I know you guys went and talked to the CIA Director, but I don't trust him to abide by that agreement he made with you. And we've destroyed not one but two CIA-based rogue cells in the last few years... and I fear that they were just the tip of the iceberg..." I let the sentence hang.
"What about Senator Russell?" asked the DepDirector. "What about BigAgraFoods, BigPharmaCorp, BigRoadAndRailCorp?"
"The companies seem to be waiting to see what Russell does." I replied. "Russell seems to be waiting to see how the Independent State Counsel thing works out. If that takes care of their problem, i.e. me, then they go about their corrupt ways. If that doesn't work... and I'll tell you now it's not going to... then Russell may turn to Washington colleagues to help eradicate their problem. And we're back to your buddy the CIA Director not keeping his agreements, and things getting ugly."
I finished up: "So I guess I should ask you guys what you know that I don't know and need to know."
"Before I answer," said the DepDirector, "how is it all going to go down?"
"I think Robert Mullen is going to start taking his shots soon." I said. "I think the part pertaining to me will be done by August 1st, if not earlier. And while that's going on, the Washington Jew-haters will be biding their time, making their lists and checking them twice, and making their plans that will happen later on down the road."
Laura spoke up: "There are two other issues you need to consider, Don. You too, William. First, we had some information that Julie Newton was pulling Senator Russell's strings, and that he knew his life depended on his usefulness to her. At the time, keeping Jared as Governor offset Lt. Governor Graham Collins and gave Russell the excuse to remain in the U.S. Senate. But Newton is dead now, and Russell has no one controlling him... and both Russell and Collins know that they have to get Jared out of there, and soon."
"The second thing," Laura said, "is the 'Sandusky Secret', the Harlan-Gonzales scandal. The threat of its exposure has held the politicians in our State in check for a long time. But it's very possible that the secret could come out. Jan Camp will probably stay quiet, but her lawyer Gwen Munson has no reason to do so, and Robert Mullen is about to hit you and the Governor with the Rodman-Braselton case again. Glenn Alberts did his job throwing the Jan Camp case, but he can be pushed by both sides. And one day, it's going to serve some politician, at some time and some place, to reveal the scandal for that politician's gain."
"Are you getting any information or signals that the scandal is coming out?" I asked.
Laura shrugged and said "I'm not sure. Dr. Lionel Carmela has been getting active, lately. He is a radical Leftist, and he virulently hates the University's sports programs. He thinks Chief IV, the Bulldog mascot, should be euthanized, and all the athletic programs as well as the ROTC programs shut completely down. It's like water trickling slowly towards a deadly chemical... when it hits, there's a huge explosion. If this scandal ever reaches Carmela's ears... there will be an explosion---"
"And that could happen?" I asked, pressing my wife.
"If you're asking if I have any 'inside baseball' on that," Laura said, "the answer is 'no'. But University President Wellman has been almost paranoid about it since you solved the 'Pink Panther' case and the secret began coming out. We've been watching Carmela, especially since he ran for that Council seat. If he starts getting active beyond his duties as head of the Political Science Department, we'll start to worry."
As the DepDirector nodded, I was thinking to myself that Laura knew more than she was telling me. And the fact she wasn't telling me was a cluuuuue in itself to what was really going on.
"Okay," said the DepDirector, "so Mullen is the first hurdle. What can we do about him?"
"Nothing." I said with alacrity. "We can't touch him. The most insidious thing about all this is that our enemies are using the processes of the law itself to try to crush me and the Governor. The tools meant to protect the People... from the investigation services to the Grand Jury to the Courts of Law... are being used to harm good people that they hate for not being in jackbooted lockstep with their point of view. Our only hope... my only hope... is that there are good people that will resist the actions of the Corrupt." The DepDirector and Laura nodded, the looks on their faces solemn.
"Okay, you didn't answer my question." I said. "What do you guys know that I don't?"
The DepDirector gave me his 'pursed' smile, then said "Senator Nunn has obtained some information about BigAgraFoods that to my knowledge has not come out at all. Lloyd Feingold, the CEO of BigAgraFoods, contacted Senator Nunn. Feingold said he believes that information is being kept from him despite him asking for it. He believes that a cover-up is taking place within BigAgraFoods, and that he, Feingold, is being set up to take the fall for it all. I'm going to be meeting with Mr. Feingold very quietly and privately, to hear his story and to advise him on what to do. Anything I should ask about specifically?"
"You might not want to ask Feingold about it, sir," I said, "but independently find out everything you can about one Mitt Bain Willis, who is the BigAgraFoods President. Word I have is that Willis wants to run against Nunn, to take that Senate seat back for the Establishment Elites... and if you want the definition of an 'Establishment Elite', Willis's picture is in the dictionary as that definition. Willis will do anything to squash anything that might come out that would stop his plans..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, we're going to head on back to Town." said Wanda, when Laura and I got back to our cabin. "We've got a lot to talk about, and things to do." She and Carl exchanged a look and a smile, and Carl took Wanda's hand in his.
"I can certainly understand that." said Laura. "When I get back, I'll give you a call."
"Do me a favor." I said. "Call or text me when you get back, just so we'll know you got back safely." Wanda promised to do so.
After they left, Dru said "Wow, what a couple. I don't think I've ever seen two people so much in love, despite their ages."
"Age is never a barrier." I said. "Good thing, too, or this young woman never would've married me."
"Mmm, and that's why I married this silver-tongued smoothie." Laura said, followed by her coming over and kissing me.
"That and his iron hard cock." Dru said. "But after you guys left, we stayed at the waterfall for a while, and they were just all over each other. He made love to her like nothing I've ever seen before, and she was loving him right back with everything she had." She sighed. "It was wonderful to see."
"Hey, what am I, chopped liver?" asked Cal. Dru giggled.
"No, silly." she replied. "You're all mine. But it was still awesome to watch them...
That night was filled with the pleasures of couples sex, followed by me getting Cal's sloppy seconds as I fucked Laura after he came in her... and him getting my sloppy seconds as he fucked Drusilla's Crowbar-cream-filled cunt...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Discovery
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, April 30th, from the corner of Courthouse Square with Police Headquarters in the distant background. "The secret is out! Fox Two News has learned that filming for the hit daytime series 'Days of Promise' will be happening right here in our Town and County next week, starting May 9th!"
"Details of what scenes and events will be filmed are a closely held secret," said Bettina, "but Fox Two News has learned that the Fairgrounds behind Police Headquarters has been rented for a week and a half by the company that produces the show, and reservations were made at the University Hotel for the staff."
"In other news," continued Bettina, "The Guardians of Justice have released another batch of highly classified Government documents! Some of the documents reveal a CIA investigation of a Florida company called 'Zion Dynamics Technologies', which is an Israeli-based company. The documents reveal that the CIA was investigating if Zion Dynamics was passing technological secrets to Israel. The documents also reveal that the investigation was headed by the man who is now the CIA Director, and was ended after Israel filed a formal protest with the U.S. State Department."
"The CIA Director issued a statement to the Press," Bettina went on, "saying that investigations of possible industrial espionage are routine and not unusual, and that nothing was found implicating Zion Dynamics Technologies of any wrongdoing. The Director also stated that the Guardians of Justice are a traitorous group, and he questioned if they are putting out false information on behalf of Russia or Israel."
"Our own U.S. Senator, Samuel Russell," continued Bettina, "again condemned the Guardians of Justice as a group of traitors and terrorists, and said he will hold more hearings to demand answers from the FBI on why they have not shut down this group and made arrests..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Joanne Warner as she sat at her desk in MCD, her voice a bit solemn this morning. "Those Guardians sure know how to stir up a hornet's nest."
"Imagine if the Media had told the whole truth." I said as I sat in the MCD's 'Commander's Chair' and watched with the others. As everyone looked at me, I said "The FBI is supposed to do investigations of industrial espionage on American soil, not the CIA. But the Press is not mentioning that, and most people won't realize it. And I think the CIA abuse of its authority and moving into the FBI's territory is the worst of that entire incident."
Detectives nodded as they pondered my words, and none of them had comment. Except, of course, Sergeant Micah Rudistan.
"No sir, that is not the worst thing." said Rudistan jovially. "The worst thing is that if you're not the Guardians of Justice, why isn't the U.S. Government begging you to go after the GOJ?"
"How do you know they haven't?" asked Teresa. I just arched my eyebrows at Rudistan. He just grinned even more jovially.
"And for the record, once again," I said, making sure my voice was clearly heard by all, "I am not The Guardians of Justice. I could not pull off what they are doing, and if I tried, I'd have been caught and arrested a long, long time ago. Whoever they are, they are smarter than me."
"The FBI and CIA have been crawling around the Commander, Myron Milton, and my father for months." said Cindy Ross, with no small amount of bitterness in her voice, "and they're not finding a damn thing showing any of them having any connections to the GOJ. And I for one am getting tired of the Government's crap."
No one asked how Cindy knew what she knew. I already knew that her father and her fiancée had told her, and nobody else wanted to 'go there'. Smart Detectives, my MCD people are. Smart Detectives...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thankfully, after painting my office and Cindy's new office (Paulina's old office) and the anteroom, someone had left the doors open and brought a number of fans to help dry the paint and carpet glue, so that the odors would not be too overpowering. 'Better Living Through Chemistry' does not include getting high on paint fumes while trying to do my job.
And the workers had done a very good job. My office now was painted a color between off-white and light beige, and it matched the wood of my desk very well. The carpet was light tan and seeing it made me realize that the old carpet had been dirtier than I'd realized. It all looked very good.
The office next to mine was also done well. Similar colors, but the walls looked strangely more beige, a bit darker than the walls of my office.
"How does Captain Ross's old office look?" Joanne asked. "It's locked, and there's a 'Do Not Enter' sign on it with your signature, Commander."
"I'm sure it looks great." I said. "We'll find out tomorrow." Joanne sulked (not really) at having to wait for the mystery reveal...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I transferred my files to the new office." said Cindy as she came into my office. "But I'm not going to work out of there until tomorrow. The Chief is letting me use his Conference Room today."
"You and your idiosyncrasies." I replied with a teasing smile. "But that's fine. By the way, have you considered who you're going to hire as your assistant?" The look on Cindy's face told me that she had not.
"Oh wow, I never thought of that at all." Cindy replied.
"Helena will help you for a while," I said, "but she won't be able to handle the double workload very long, especially when this Mullen shit starts hitting the fan. So get someone within a couple of weeks."
"Any suggestions?" Cindy asked. "Can I put a Police Officer in that position?"
"Ye-es, you ca-an..." I said, "but I would advise that you hire a civilian. It's budgeted, and just between you and me, if someone doesn't work out, it's a hell of a lot easier firing a civilian than an Officer."
"Well," Cindy said, "if someone transfers out of Personnel & Records, they could just go back there, couldn't they?"
"Except that if they fail as your assistant," I said, "would you really want them going back to P&R? Or anywhere else, for that matter? Also, an Officer might talk about things he or she shouldn't. And my biggest worry for anyone you hire will be if that person leaks information... and our assistants and the Chief's assistant are in the supreme positions to have knowledge that the Press and our Enemies would love to know."
"The Press, and our Enemies. But there, you repeat yourself." Cindy said, in an excellent play on the Mark Twain quote about Congress. I laughed, then Cindy said "I understand what you're saying. Maybe Helena or the Chief's assistant Cassie can give me some ideas..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Monday, April 30th, from in front of City Hall. "We are following a breaking national news story! The shadowy cyber group calling themselves 'The Guardians of Justice' have struck again!"
Priya started: "The Guardians of Justice released a batch of highly classified documents revealing a CIA investigation of a Florida company, Zion Dynamics Technologies." Priya went through the story that Bettina had told before, but Priya had an extra to trump the Bettina report.
"We have with us FBI Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan, who is the chief of the FBI's cyber-operations group in the City." said Priya as the camera zoomed out to show Cardigan. He looked to be approaching middle age, getting a paunch in his belly but not out of shape at all. In reality, he was well into middle-age, and was very experienced in the ways of computers, cyber-attacks and hackings, computer security, and things related.
"Sir, what can you tell us about the Guardians of Justice, and what they're doing?" Priya asked.
"Thank you for having me here today, Priya." Cardigan said. "This group, which we're calling a cyber-terrorist organization, is hacking into U.S. Government computers and extracting emails and other documents of a highly sensitive nature, then releasing them to the Public, particularly to Media organizations."
"Why are they able to hack Government computers?" asked Priya. "Aren't they safeguarded?"
"We try, Priya." said Cardigan. "But many Government computers are old and antiquated, and the software is years behind current technology found in most homes today. We need better tools and better equipment to fight the well-equipped cyber-enemies of today."
"Are you making any progress in taking the Guardians of Justice down?" asked Priya.
"Well, Priya," said Cardigan, an expert interviewee with the Media, "we've eliminated many suspects, and with every revelation they make, we make progress in capturing these enemy subversives.
"Do you have anything that might lead to arrests soon?" asked Priya.
"Their time is limited, Priya." said Cardigan. "In time, their foot will slip. The day of their calamity is near."
"Mr. Cardigan," said Priya, "are the documents the GOJ is releasing real? Is there really a plan by BigAgraFoods to control our food supply, and a plan by the Government to strip all Citizens of their guns?"
Cardigan said "I think we can take whatever the GOJ puts out with some skepticism, Priya. Their motives are obviously to cause mistrust, angst, and discord, and they are playing on the fears of American Citizens who don't fully trust their Government..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nice." Teresa said. "He's pretty much throwing the FBI under the bus."
"He's trying to get Congress to give the FBI more funding." I replied. "But he's right... a lot of the Government's computer systems are woefully behind. Ten to even 20 years behind today's newest technologies. Very easy to hack... though I'd think the CIA would be a little more up to speed and have better countermeasures."
"He never really answered the question about the veracity of the GOJ's released data." Teresa said. "In fact... he all but verified it, just twisted the words to sound pro-Government, but they really weren't."
"True." I said, my mind trying to grasp at something.
"Interesting Bible verse, there." said Cindy.
"Deuteronomy 32:35, if memory serves me correctly." I replied, memory indeed serving me correctly.
*DING!* And I was off to reverie races, triggered by the recognition of that phrase. I was going deep and not knowing where I was. I could barely believe it. Was Cardigan just making that quote coincidentally? Or did he know something? Did he know how that quote was related to me after 'Providence Springs'? And if so, was he warning me? Or threatening me?
"Okay ladies." I said, slowly coming out of it. "Orange Order Dinner tonight. And have your uniforms looking especially sharp for tomorrow's ceremonies."
After they left, I plugged into my 'Myron-enhanced' secure line and continued my research. Since Laura and the DepDirector had not been all that forthcoming with me at the Lake, I'd 'repaid' the favor by holding back on one piece of information... the so-called 'Queenie files', a.k.a. the 'Willis files'.
If I could get to those, and crack their secrets, I realized, I not only would avenge the murder of that young woman, I would be able to take down some disgusting people who believed they could hide behind the walls of political power. The Queenie Files were the key to it all.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Orange Order Dinner began at 7:00pm. Cindy, Teresa, myself, and Sergeant Morton arrived early at the Junction Station Depot to prepare the food and set up. I was cooking steaks on the grill while Teresa cooked the sides in the kitchen area, and Cindy and Morton set up the tables. Chief Moynahan and Myron Milton arrived with the beer keg and other alcoholic beverages.
There was little pre-dinner discussion, as it was a weeknight, and soon the hungry Police Officers were consuming all the steaks and sides with gusto. Beer flowed, and the extra keg the Chief had brought (upon Teresa's sage advice) was tapped into.
I was sitting next to Efram Elliot, former head of Internal Affairs and now retired. It is possible that he was still an advisor to Inspector General Horace S. Wellman behind the scenes. I asked Elliot what he thought of the current crop of candidates for I.A. Chief.
"Not Tunnin." he said with a bit of energy. "She was a promising, up-and-coming Detective when she was younger, but she plateaued. Harold Malone was instrumental in getting her transferred to I.A., and we never knew if it was to get her out of the way or if she was his mole. What I fear about her, is that she will become like Della Harlow... one day a very good Officer, the next an embittered political hack. I'm still stunned by what happened with Della."
He may have been fishing for information on all of that, though I had none to give him. "I was also very surprised about it." I said. "How fast it happened, and the reasons for it. It's like someone just flipped a switch in her head. Certainly nothing was done to her. And you may be right that Tunnin would be similar. What about Hanson?"
"Hanson always seemed to be looking for greener pastures." said Elliot. "I'm not sure why or how he got into I.A., but he would not have been in there when I was heading it, being as out of shape as he was... and still is. But from what I understand, he's honest, politically neutral, and a fairly efficient leader."
"So maybe we should look for an outside candidate?" I asked.
"That would be what I would do." said Elliot. "Part of your problem, Commander Troy, is that things can get political on you in a hurry. The Media is already pushing you to fill the position by accusing you of not filling it on purpose. Make sure you give Tunnin an interview, and have a good reason ready if and when you don't select her. And maybe the same with Hanson, if he thinks he's entitled to the job. You bring in an outsider, you avoid a lot of problems."
I nodded, the Elliot hit me with a bombshell: "I'll tell you this, also, Commander: there are a lot of people in the I.G.'s office, and maybe the various I.A. departments, that are really rooting for Robert Mullen to destroy you. People you may think are friends, are anything but."
"Who would those 'friends' be?" I asked.
"I wouldn't know to that level." said Elliot, though I knew he could tell me if he wanted to. "But I keep in touch with old friends, and I hear some things. A lot of people didn't like the way you handled Mullen's questions while he was the I.G. attorney here. And a number of people believe you should've been suspended after the Cobra incident, because you didn't cooperate with Mr. Mullen. That could have really hurt morale in the Police Department. So do be careful, Commander. Do be careful..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Spoon tapped glass, Cindy Ross's signal after dinner to get the meeting going. Sergeant Morton got up and began speaking.
"First of all, let's thank Commander Troy, Captain Ross, and Captain Croyle for all the cooking and setting up they did." The group gave us a round of applause.
"Second," said Morton, "I have little to say, so I'll turn it over to Commander Troy to tell us about the promotions and medals for tomorrow." I stood up as Morton sat down. My back protested the movement, but settled down as I stood still.
"It's going to be a big one tomorrow." I said. "Two Purple Orders, and thankfully McGhillie and Barker are still alive to receive them." There was applause, then I went through the medals and promotions.
"Don't tell anyone, it's a big secret," I said jovially, "but it's possible Damien Thompson will be promoted to Captain tomorrow." There was a solid round of applause for Thompson as he sat at the table, which turned into a standing ovation for his history-making promotion. Then everyone but me sat back down, and I shocked everyone as I named some of the other promotions. And the one for Cindy to Deputy Chief got her a standing ovation.
"You left one out Commander." Rudistan said jovially as I finished. "Captain of De-tec-tives."
"Rudistan," I said with equal joviality, "you will never be a Detective on my Police Force, since you can't figure even that simple thing out." There was laughter; while Cindy and the Chief knew, I'd done a good job of keeping that one a secret from all of them. "You all will just have to come to the ceremonies tomorrow to find out who it will be... if anyone at all." That got a few gasps; the rumor machine had led everyone to believe that the position would be filled...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The beautiful Asian woman lay on her back, her legs spread wide, her red leather bra and panties pushed away from her breasts and her pussy, and only wearing red high heel laced-up pumps in addition. A young stud was mounted on her, pounding her pussy with his huge cock.
Surrounding them were a number of old men, none of them less than 55 years old. They were Board Members and large stockholders of BigPharmaCorp, and they were in Town for the big shareholders meeting the next day. They were all naked, or nearly so, and were stroking their cocks of mostly modest sizes in rhythm to the young stud's thrusts deep into the Asian woman.
They were in the 'grand ballroom' of the first basement level of 'Lashes & Lace', the place of kinky good times run by the lovely statuesque blonde Rita. Rita was almost as tall as Laura Fredricson, and her legs and body were just as fine. Rita also had a brain inside her head, and used it to make herself a very wealthy woman.
The 'grand ballroom' was aptly named. It was a large room, and made to look like a hall where ballroom dancing could take place, but the 'balling' that went on in this room usually meant large penises sinking into wet pussies, most often the young penises of Rita's Satyrs into lovely married women who needed... more. This being Monday night, there were no orgies, just this one private party.
They cheered the young stud on as he banged the hot Asian babe. She was taking his thrusts and yelling for more as she cupped and squeezed her own breasts. None of the men in the room knew who she was, not even the Satyr fucking the hell out of her sweet Asian cunt... and it was dangerous to be in the Iron Crowbar's Town & County, as she was known to him, and she was a wanted woman. She was Tomoko Shimono, who'd run afoul of the Iron Crowbar in the 'Eyes Only' case.
The young stud finally pulled out his cock and came, spurting long, thick ropes of cock-cream onto the woman, covering her chest and belly with lines of spunk. As he got up and off her, the other men began coming on her, adding their loads to the younger man's, coating the beautiful woman's face and body with their semen. The woman moaned and lapped up what she could, scooping up her protein snack with her fingers, then sucking or licking the stuff off. Then she sucked the young man's half-hard cock, still enviably huge.
*BEEP!* *BEEP!* *BEEP!* *BEEP!* *BEEP!* *BEEP!*
The beeps were the signal of a possible law enforcement raid. All of the men rushed for their clothes as two security men appeared, ready to take them to a secret exit.



Rita had been upstairs in her 'public' office. She was doing the books, as it was the end of the month, and it was a quiet night. She was just finishing when one of her upstairs 'legit' bartenders came to the door.
"Ma'am," said the young man, "six black cars and one silver car pulling into the parking lot, all of them full. More black cars crossed the County Line from Nextdoor County, but are parked down the road. The tags are assigned to SBI vehicles.
"What. the. fuck." Rita said. "On a Monday night? Really?" Still, she pressed the beeper button alarm to warn the private party downstairs, and knew they were being evacuated. In addition, the doors to the basement from these upstairs rooms were like bank safes, with metal rods inside the doors that would slide 'Tab A into Slot B' style into the door jambs, making them virtually impossible to open without massive explosives.
Another security man came up. "They're all just sitting there. Two persons got out of the silver car. One of them is SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea."
"Keep him out." said Rita. But it was already too late. Ikea and his one bodyguard were already inside, and sauntering up to the bar.
"We don't serve your kind here." said the bartender, a woman in Goth attire and a freaky hairstyle that Mary Mahoney Milton would've been forbidden, as Ikea came up to the bar.
"What do you mean by that?" asked Ikea, who was wearing his clerical collar and a dark blue shirt, brown sportscoat and pants. "Preacher can't have a drink?"
"She means the SBI." said a voice from the doorway to the private back bar area. It was Rita. "Where is your warrant? Pig."
"Don't need one." said Ikea haughtily. "Just a citizen getting a drink tonight."
"Like the bartender said," Rita shot back, "we don't serve your kind here. Now get out... unless you'd like the Iron Crowbar to come over and have another one-way chat with you. He's only beaten your ass down twice. Three strikes, and you're worse than 'out'."
"Very funny." said Ikea. "Before you get rash, why don't you hear what I have to say."
"Start talking." said Rita, who had come to the end of the bar. Security people were all around, and Ikea knew that every one of them was heavily armed.
"I mean in private. Like in your office." said Ikea.
"There is no way in hell I'm going to be in a room alone with you. Pig." said Rita. "Especially after what you did to Jeanine Burke and the Iron Crowbar's mother. You try to beat up women because you don't have a shot in hell against a real man... as the Iron Crowbar demonstrated to you. You're lucky to be alive; if you'd hit my mother like you did his, they'd be burying your worthless body two days later." (Author's note: 'Trilogy: Twilight's Last Gleaming'.)
"Look," said Ikea, "we can do this the easy way or the hard way. What I have to discuss might be very profitable to you. But not talking to me could be painful to you, if not dangerous. That's not a threat, just the facts."
Rita walked around behind the bar, keeping it between her and Ikea. "Keep your hands on the bar where we can see 'em. Pig." she said. She then waved the others away, then said quietly "Okay, what do you want?"
"You know that woman that was shot dead when they tried to kill the Governor?" asked Ikea. (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels', Ch. 03.) Rita nodded, and Ikea said "Seems she might've been targeted. I have word that she had something on someone, and she put it away in an encrypted file. Here's the deal: you or your people find the file, turn it over to me without trying to find out what's in it, and you'll be ten million dollars richer."
"That's a lot of money." said Rita. "If I do find it, it will fetch more if I auction it to the highest bidder."
"That will get you killed in ten minutes flat." warned Ikea. "Remember what happened to Queenie... remember what happened to Tanya Perlman, and Julie Newton. Don't play around. I'm offering you the chance to make a lot of money, here. But play the wrong way, and you'll end up dead."
"The answer is 'no'." said Rita. "I don't want to play your game. I'm not interested in your filthy SBI money. I'm not interested in helping you do what you and the SBI can't do by yourselves. Show yourself out, Ikea."
"I don't think you understood me---" Ikea started, but stopped as Rita got out her cellphone and speed-dialed a number. It is possible that the number was of the personal cellphone of Your Iron Crowbar.
"Put me on speaker." I said as I answered, having been texted by her security people already.. Rita did so.
"I smell a stench in my County." I said out loud into the phone. "It smells like the stench of a pile of dog shit named 'Ikea'. I'll have the SWAT Team at your place in five minutes." I disconnected.
Rita looked at Ikea. "The clock is ticking, asshole. Now one last time: get out."
"We'll talk again." said Ikea, getting off the barstool. He walked to the exit, followed by his wary bodyguard. At the door he turned and said "Oh yeah... remember what happened to Chief Griswold's son, Charlie. You remember that, don't you?"
He grinned at the look of vicious anger that had appeared on Rita's beautiful face. And with that, he exited the building and went to his car, got in, and all the cars pulled out of the parking lot, headed east.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in my Police SUV at the Junction Station Depot. Cindy was in the shotgun seat, and we were watching the transmission of a drone that was fifty yards west of the parking lot in front of 'Lashes and Lace'.
"Are we going to go after them?" Cindy said. "The SWAT Team is ready."
"They don't seem to be raiding the place." I said. "Oh, there they go. Ikea is coming out... now they're pulling out and leaving."
"Still, we can go after them." said Cindy, who was obviously eager to do so.
"Let me ask you this question, ma cousine." I replied. "We've seen dogs chase cars before. Just running after those cars, barking up a storm. I've always wondered... what would that dog do if he actually caught the car?"
Cindy laughed. "It'd probably hurt." she said.
"True," I replied, "but I'm thinking more philosophically about it. The dog has no idea what he's going to do when he catches the car. We could go after Ikea now, but what are we going to do with him when we catch him? Besides get Police Boxing Matches practice?"
"Yeah, I get it." Cindy said. "He hasn't broken the law... yet"
"He would've if they'd raided Rita's place with or without a warrant, if they hadn't notified the TCPD first." I said. "But they didn't do that. Soooooo... let's just you and me go over and talk with Rita..."
Part 7 - May Day Coffee Klatch
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 1st. "As the Workers of the World celebrate May Day, the Town & County Police, Fire, and Sheriff Departments will celebrate their Promotions and Awards Ceremonies today!"
"The Police ceremonies will be well-attended today," said Bettina, "as Damien Thompson becomes the first Person of Color to be promoted to full Captain in Town or County Police history. Congratulations are pouring in, including from the legendary rapper T-Square, who is out of Town and will be unable to attend. T-Square's press release congratulates Captain Thompson, and says that Captain Sean Moynahan and Commander Donald Troy are also to be acknowledged for helping Captain Thompson break down social barriers in our Police Forces..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"T-Square better be careful." said Detective Theo Washington in MCD as everyone drank coffee and watched the Bettina broadcast. "Comments like that will get the Haters out and after him. It's not politically correct to say good things about the Police, especially white Police Officers like the Chief and Commander Troy."
"T-Square is way ahead in his vision." said Cindy Ross, who was known to have great 'vision' herself. "And if the truth were told, which with the Press it is not, then the secret that T-Square has a great deal of respect for Commander Troy would get out."
"The Press would go bonkers." said Micah Rudistan jovially.
"They're going bonkers today, anyway." said Teresa Croyle, who was in charge of security around those parts. "Over two hundred requests for press credentials."
"We don't give out press credentials." said Cindy disbelievingly.
"They didn't realize that." replied Teresa. "They think this is some kind of sporting event, I guess. Anyhoo, I just replied to come on over, but stay out of the Commander's way."
"Speaking of the Commander," asked Cindy, "where is he?"
"Right here." I said, coming into the room with a box in my hand. "All the MCD and Vice Detectives here? And their leadership?"
"Yes sir." someone said.
"Good." I said, putting the box on a desk. I took out the first set of plastic sleeves. Everyone knew that I was about to give out badges and rank insignia. This was the informal but real promotions announcements.
"First,"I said, "I want to say that this is something of a bittersweet day... the coffee klatches here in MCD will never be the same again. I am going to miss the humor and the carefree attitude that belies the the true abilities of this man." I held up the sleeves and said loudly: "Rudistan to Lieutenant! Second Precinct Lieutenant!"
Everyone broke out clapping as I handed Rudistan his new insignia. He was actually blushing. "Aw, thanks sir!" he said. "But I'll drop in every once in a while... to make sure the coffee is being made right!" Everyone laughed as I shook Rudistan's hand.
"Okay, next." I said, taking out another set of plastic sleeves. "No surprise here: the Vice Squad needs adult supervision, and we found better than that. Mary Milton to Lieutenant! Vice Lieutenant!" Everyone cheered as Mary came forward and received her insignia. For the record her hair was dyed solid black for this occasion; she could look tastefully Goth when she wanted to, and today was a most very good day to do so.
"Next." I said. "Myron and Theo and I know that at home our wives are our bosses. I hope Seth Warner knows that, too."
"Oh he does, sir!" Joanne Warner said brightly, to laughter.
I smiled, then said "However... at this Police Headquarters, I'm not sure it's such a good idea for Mary to outrank her husband. Therefore..." I said, extending the sleeves to Myron, "Myron Milton to Lieutenant! Chief Information Officer! Leader of the I.T. group... all of it!"
There were exclamations of surprise as well as congratulations and cheering. "By the way, Myron," I said, "when I first came to the TCPD, it was as the I.T. Chief... so you better do a good job!" There was much laughter. I then said "This also solves any nepotism issues between you and Mary, as her chain of command goes through me, and yours through the Deputy Chief."
"Uh, sir..." said Teresa loudly, and right on cue as pre-planned, "... we don't have a Deputy Chief."
"We will in a couple of hours." I said, taking out another set of sleeves. The emotion began to hit me despite my every effort, and my voice quietened in the sudden stillness of the room. "This one... it's like that Southeastern Conference football commercial... this one 'just means more'."
"I love all you guys," I said, "but this Officer has been right beside me the whole way, though the best and the worst of all that's happened. I'm honored to have her as a friend, and blessed to have her as my blood kin." I held up the plastic sleeves and said softly and solemnly: "Ross to Commander. Deputy Chief."
Cindy came up to receive her insignia as the room broke into applause. A handshake was obviously not enough, we hugged warmly for a long moment. There were tears in our eyes, and maybe a few other Clan Troy members, as well.
"What are those last sleeves?" asked Rudistan, observing the box, which had four more sets of sleeves.
"One is for Captain Thompson." I said. "The second is for our new Second Precinct Captain, who will provide Lieutenant Rudistan with adult supervision, and the third is for First Precinct Captain. And the last..." I took those sleeves and put them into my pocket, then said "Well, we'll just keep that as a surprise."
"Captain of De-tec-tives..." said Rudistan as if he were trying to keep me from hearing it but informing everyone else. I just arched my eyebrows.
"Hey guys!" called out Chief Emeritus Griswold as he came in through the side door. "Look who I found in the hallway!" Coming in after him were Claire Michaels and Lorena Rose, both wearing their formal LAPD uniforms. There was much banter. Jerome Davis poured coffee and then made more.
"So which one of you is going to change uniforms and become Chief of Detectives here?" asked Joanne brightly.
"We don't know." said Claire with an enigmatic smile. "Only the shadow of the Iron Crowbar knows."
"You guys came all the way from L.A. just to visit?" asked Mary Milton. "Come ahhhhn... someone's scheduling a moving van."
"No doubt." I said, then added: "I'm sure the TCPD is going to pick up the bill for moving expenses for our next Chief of Detectives."
"I think the Iron Crowbar is enjoying this." growled a scratchy voice from behind us. It was Chief Moynahan, who came in with boxes of doughnuts... which disappeared immediately. "Creating a mystery instead of solving them."
"Yes, Chief. Yes I am." I said with a grin.
"Heh heh heh heh." said Moynahan. "Congratulations to you who are being promoted. Commander... that being Commander Troy... can I see you in my office, please? And Chief Griswold, would you come with us, also?"
"Yes sir." I said. As I moved towards the door, I said "Okay, Ms. Ross and Mr. Milton, and possibly others... changes into the proper uniforms will be necessary." More 'ooohs' and 'aaahs' over that.
Cindy would be entitled and required to wear the uniform of the Command Group: double light blue 'piping' down the sides of her pants, and a large light blue 'piping' stripe on the wrists of her jacket. Lieutenants and Captains had that thick piping down the sides of their pants and one thin stripe of piping on their jacket wrists. Mary was already in her Lieutenant's uniform (being a Supervisor already), but Myron and Rudistan were not... yet.
"Oh... Captain Croyle, do you have that Auxiliary Uniform ready?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "I'll handle that myself."
I left the room as everyone else tried to get Lorena and Claire to admit which one of them was going to be our Captain of Detectives, but not even the bribery of extra doughnuts could elicit that information from them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It is going to be a crush." said Chief Moynahan. "The Press is already arriving and setting up. We've roped off the bleachers where the Officers and children and Senior Citizens will sit. There is one problem, though... Reginald B.F. Lewis, Eldrick X. Weaver, and the Reverend Joseph E. Williams all want to speak before Captain Thompson's pro-mohhhh-shun. Today is your show, Commander. What do you want to do?"
"Tell them 'no'." I said. "And tell them it was Commander Troy that said 'no'. They can give their interviews to the Press. We will acknowledge Captain Thompson history-making promotion, but we're not going to make a spectacle of it. This is about Police Blue, not black and white."
"Har!" growled Chief Griswold, who was sitting next to me. "They are not going to like that."
"They'll survive." I said. "This is the Police Force's day, not the politicians' day to make speeches. That extends to anyone currently running for Sheriff, by the way." I continued, teasing Chief Griswold, who was running for Sheriff.
"That's fine with me, Crowbar." growled the old Chief, his mustaches twitching merrily. "I am very happy with the three jobs I have today. I can't wait..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my own office, which still smelled like fresh paint and new carpet, Teresa and I watched as Cindy brought out the items from her box of 'bling'.
"The Star of Gallantry." she said, opening the flat medal box and showing us. It was a five-pointed 'antique'-style Star medal. A circle in the middle had the Public Safety Department logo, and over it was the word 'Gallantry'. The Police award had the word in blue, the Fire Department had the word in red, and the Public Safety award's lettering was black.
It hung beneath a drape of red, with three white-bordered blue stripes down the middle, and blue edges denoting it as a Police award. The Fire Department's Star had black stripes and red edges, and the Public Safety Star had gray stripes and gray edges.
"Very nice." I said. "What else?"
"Two Purple Orders." Cindy replied. "Both necklaces. First time, and hopefully last-time, awards for these two." She showed us the medals, the five-pointed purple star superimposed on a silver circle, the edges a silver wreath, and hanging beneath the purple and silver ribbon.
"Three Police Medals." Cindy said. "Captain Briscoe, now with the Campus Police, is getting one of them as he retires from the TCPD." She showed his medal to us. The Police Medal was a silver Police shield that looked like a U.S. Highway sign, with the Public Safety logo in the middle and a wreath around the bottom half. The drape was solid light green with the blue edges separated by a thin white stripe.
"There are Commendation Medals and Achievement Medals, and Certificates of Achievement, as well. Mary is getting a ribbon with gold lamp device, for graduating first in her class at Advanced Course. And at the Commander's request, an Auxiliary Police badge." Police Officers's badges are gold; elected officials in the County are gold stars but with silver wreaths; Auxiliary Police and Fire badges are all silver.
"Cool beans." I said. "Let's go give all this candy away."
Just then, there was a knock on the door. Jack Muscone, followed by his entire team of FBI Special Agents... Nash, Speer, Linares, Jefferson, and Crenshaw... came in.
"Wow, new office smell." said Nash, looking around.
"The office next door smells even better." I said. "You can visit Commander Ross in that office after our ceremonies."
"That's why we're here!" said Sandra Speer. They all began congratulating Cindy.
Part 8 - Honours
The bleachers behind Police Headquarters are against the back fence, which borders the Fairgrounds. We'd brought in extra temporary bleachers, loaned to us by Town High School, but it was still not enough. There was a crush of people.
U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor was here, as was State Senator Katherine Woodburn, State Representatives Billy Williams and Peter Long Cox, celebrity rapper T. Square (and his 'Regiment'), his sister Paulina Patterson, all the Council Members, Judges Folsom, Watts, and Nance, all in suits and ties but no robes, and various personages that claimed to represent the 'black community' in our area. Not present: State Senator Maxine Watts, though she'd been sent a written invitation by a certain local Police Commander.
The podium was facing the bleachers, with the back of Headquarters behind it (the podium). As one stood at the podium, to the right the gymnasium extended from the Headquarters building to nearly the back fence. A side door to the gym was there, with a sidewalk to it from the concrete of this 'parade grounds' area. It was the door some of the University Band had used to come into the gym when Cindy had them serenade me after the Bulldogs beat the Wildcats the Autumn before. There was also fencing to separate this area from the other side of the gym, which was the prisoner exercise area, and was heavily fenced.
The gym had been closed off; everyone had to come from around the other side, that of the gated employees' parking lot. This helped control the rabid Press, who were forced to park their vehicles on the Fairgrounds and come through the back gate. The dignitaries, such as they were, were allowed to park in the gated parking lot.



At 9:00am, Chief Moynahan and I walked out of the gym door and up to the podium. "Good morning, everyone." the Chief said jovially. "Today, I am delegating running this ceremony to Commander Troy. Commander, it's your show." The Chief stepped to the side and sat down next to Chief Emeritus Griswold and Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem as I took the podium.
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "Welcome, everyone, to the Town & County Police Medals and Promotions Ceremony. This is our biggest one in a long time, and we're going to be making some history today. We have decided to proceed without outside speeches in order to give all our honorees their due recognition. So without further ado, let's get started."
"First, let's honor a young lady that showed tremendous courage and leadership during the recent kidnappings crisis." I said, nodding towards Davie Marsdon and Timmy Austin, who were wearing their gold 'Crowbar Crew' medals. I'd had three gold medals made nearly two years before, awarding two of them to Davie and Timmy for helping us get into First Baptist Church and evacuate it. Now the third would be awarded.
Davie went to the 'student section' of elementary schoolchildren who were in attendance, and brought forth Susie Haskins. He escorted her up to us, and Timmy held the small cardboard box, from which I took the medal and draped it around Susie's neck. Everyone cheered loudly, especially the young lungs of Susie's classmates.
I'd offered Cindy the chance to make the presentation, but she said that I should do it, and that she didn't want to get too emotional before her own promotion. Susie was blushing but beaming as she, Davie, and Timmy posed for a couple of pictures. I could see out of the corner of my eye that Cindy was indeed struggling to not get emotional.
I'd said before that Susie would become a nurse, as was Mrs. Veasley before her. What I didn't say then but will say now is that Susie would also follow her friend Davie into Army ROTC in college, and become an Army Reservist. Susie would not only be a nurse, she would lead nurses and medics, and one day Lieutenant Colonel Haskins would rise to command a Medical Service battalion... not unlike Lieutenant Colonel Veasley before her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Next," I called out as the kids sat down with the other schoolchildren, "we have a special award for a great friend of this Police Department." I called old Mrs. Boddiker, who was sitting with the other old people of the Veasley Community Center. Many were wearing their silver 'Crowbar Crew' medals, but Mrs. Boddiker had donated hers to the Center for a display there. That was okay, as I was doing her one better today.
As Captain Croyle escorted the old lady up to us, I said "Mrs. Boddiker has helped us solve several cases by pointing out or bringing evidence to us, or being a witness for us. One of my first cases here was helped by her observations." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers'.) "More recently, she organized search and rescue teams to look for the kids that went missing. And so, for her years of contributions to the community and help to the Police, it is my honor to make Mrs. Boddiker an Honorary Auxiliary Police Officer."
Teresa had gotten a Police uniform for Mrs. Boddiker, standard dark blue, and while it was a bit big on the old lady's body, she was wearing it proudly as she stood before the assemblage. There were tears flowing from her eyes, and her fellow Community Center members cheered very loudly, as I pinned the silver badge of an Auxiliary Police Officer on her uniform.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Next came ribbons and medals for the Officers. Some had service ribbons with a '6' device awarded, for six years with the TCPD, and some had a '10' device for ten years. Six years was the line where eligibility for Sergeant stripes usually was drawn; ergo, the award of that service ribbon. Ten and twenty years were also celebrated. Also, Mary Mahoney Milton was awarded her Advanced Academy ribbon with gold lamp device for being first in her class at Advanced Course.
There were a number of Achievement Medals, including one for me for "G.P."... general purposes, for solving the Cialis murder and for defeating the Slender Man and rescuing the children. Yep, that was the best I got for doing all that. No Purple Order, no higher medal. But I didn't mind; I preferred my Officers be recognized for their achievements.
Things got a little more serious when I called up Detective Roy McGhillie. The Chief read the proclamation as I pinned the Star of Gallantry upon his uniform, the reward for his actions in rescuing Patrolman Barker during the 'Night of the Cobra', as it had come to be called.
Then came J.R. Barnes and Christina Cho from the CSI/Crime Lab group. They were being awarded medals for their invaluable service to the TCPD.
Retired Captain Briscoe was then awarded his Police Medal, pinned onto his uniform by Chief Emeritus Griswold as Chief Moynahan read the citation. This was one of Chief Griswold's three jobs of the day.
Last but by no means least, came the Purple Order. We had two for this ceremony. Detective McGhillie came back up, and, using crutches, Patrolman Barker came forward. His progress in his rehab on his legs had been slow and had had complications, but he was bound and determined to be here today. I admired his tenacity, and there was a huge ovation for him as he came up. McGhillie was walking alongside him in case he needed some help. He didn't. The Chief read the proclamations as I draped the purple-and-silver ribbons around their necks, then stood back as the applause for them only got stronger...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And now, it's time for the reason you are all here: the promotions." I said, drawing laughter from the civilians in the crowd. Several Officers, including Johnson, Culver, Statler and Waldorf, were awarded pay grade increases. They received their stripes with extra 'rockers' on top, that they would wear only on formal uniforms.
And then an award that greatly pleased Councilwoman Malinda Adams: Patrol Officer Inga Gundottar was promoted to Corporal, the first since Ronnie Kirkpatrick and only the second since the late Corporal Peter M. Feeley. I felt nostalgic as Teresa (at Inga's request) pinned the metal insignia of two stripes on Corporal Gundottar's collar.
"Next," I said, "we're going to do these promotions simultaneously. Would Myron and Mary Milton please come up." They did so, and after the Chief read their proclamations, they faced each other and pinned the silver Lieutenant bars on each other's shoulders simultaneously. Very touching, I thought to myself, as the Police Force and especially the Detectives applauded loudly for them.
"Next up," I said, "is the promotion for Second Precinct Lieutenant." I called up Micah Rudistan. His girlfriend, a lovely young black woman, came up to pin one of his Lieutenant bars on his shoulders, and I pinned the other one on as the Chief read the proclamation. Rudistan was grinning, and I suspected he was barely refraining from cracking a joke.
I announced the promotion of James 'Curly' Goodwin to Precinct Captain for 1st Precinct. His mother and Chief Moynahan pinned his gold Captain bars on his shoulders. I then announced Lt. Carswell's promotion to Precinct Captain for 2d Precinct. His wife and mother pinned his gold Captain bars on his shoulders, to much acclaim from the large contingent of persons of color in the audience. But they were here to see what was coming next. Chief Moynahan took over the podium.
"And we are honored to-day," intoned the Chief, "to promote Damien Thompson to Captain as our new Public Relations Officer. We would like to celebrate that he is the first person of color to become a full Captain in Town or County Police history."
A long and loud ovation began as Thompson came up, his uniform looking sharper than mine (despite my every effort to match him). His father came up with him as one of the persons to pin the silver Captain bars on him. The other, to the surprise of many, was Chief Emeritus Griswold, who had happily agreed to Thompson's request. Thompson had not said why he'd asked Chief Griswold to do it. And this was the second of Chief Griswold's three jobs at today's ceremonies.
As Chief Moynahan read the proclamation and Damien Thompson made history, I observed his father, who had retired from years of employment with BigAgraFoods, harvesting crops in one of those huge tractors that kids like Davie Marsdon wanted to drive around. And it hit me that he looked familiar. Indeed... Captain Thompson's uncle, his father's brother... was 'The Teacher', the de facto organizer and controller of much of the petty crime in my County.. Hmmm... I might need to remember that for the future, I thought to myself.
We paused for a few moments as extra photos were taken, including one at Thompson's request with me and Chief Griswold flanking him.
"Okay, folks," said Chief Moynahan, "Captain Thompson has agreed to have pictures made with guests over to the side here, and also after the ceremonies. We again recognize his history-making promotion, which he earned through hard work and unswerving ability." Thompson went off to one side to take pictures with Reginald B.F. Lewis and other personages of the black community, acknowledging the continuing applause from the guests and the Press.
"Okay, Commander Troy," said Moynahan,"I bee-lieeve that you are the one to read this next proclamation." I nodded and took the podium.
"Congratulations, Captain Thompson." I said. "Your history-making promotion is well-deserved." After a pause, I said "Our next promotion is to Deputy Chief. Cindy Ross is one of the finest Police Officers I have had the honor to work with, and she very much deserves this recognition." Cindy was coming forward, accompanied by her mother Maggie and Callie Carrington.
There had been Disturbances in the (Police) Force all morning when the male Officers, and perhaps some female Officers, caught sight of Callie. Ms. Carrington was wearing a light blue form-fitting summer dress and matching high heel sandals. Damn, she looked good! thought myself and many other testosterone-fueled men in the audience.
I read the proclamation, managing to get through it without my voice breaking, as the round insignia of silver oak leaves denoting the rank of Commander were pinned on Cindy's shoulders. After hugging her mom and Callie, Cindy surprised me by turning and coming up and hugging me, then getting me into a couple of the pictures being taken as the Chief took over the podium.
"Congratulations, Commander Ross." the Chief said. "I know how hard you have worked to achieve this." He meant not only her Police work, but her going to school and getting her business degree to help qualify for the job.
Then the Chief said "Commander Troy! The promotion of Commander Ross leaves a vacancy... in the Chief of De-tec-tives position. Do you have a plan for that, Mr. Crow-barrrr?"
I caught Rudistan's face breaking into a huge grin, and heard murmurs begin as I took to the microphone to deliver my part of this scripted repartée: "Yes, Chief, I do have a plan for that. Let's meet our new Chief of Detectives, shall we?"
I looked to my right and nodded. Chief Griswold had quietly gone over and stationed himself at the closed door to the gym, finally getting to do his third job of the day. All eyes were on him as he reached for the door handle...
To be continued.
Hmmmm, I wonder who it will be. You've been given the clues needed to figure it out...
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Part 9 - Your Captain of Detectives
Chief Griswold grabbed the door handle and turned it, then opened the door.
*Whirrrrrrrrrrrrr*
**WHOOOSH!!**
As if fired from a cannon, Tanya Perlman burst out of the door, driving her 'Tank' down the sidewalk at a high rate of speed. Upon seeing her, the Police Officers exploded in the loudest cheer I'd heard since the announcement of Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples's arrest.
Seeing the Police Officers rise to their feet in applause, all the schoolchildren also stood up and cheered. Members of the Community Center and other guests were also cheering, realizing how big this was. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Teresa Croyle jumping up and down with excitement. Cindy was beside her, also clapping and cheering. Captain Thompson has stopped the picture-taking to applaud and cheer for Tanya.
I also saw that while everyone else was cheering, the Press, while duly recording the event, did not look happy about what was transpiring. At all.
I put that into its compartment of the mind as Tanya, perky and rosy-cheeked as ever, drove up to the podium. The applause would not stop for a long minute. I finally took the microphone from the podium and Tanya turned sideways to face me as I said "Please raise your right hand and repeat after me: I, Tanya Perlman..."
"I, Tanya Perlman..." Tanya replied as she held up her right hand, and repeated after me the words of the Town & County Police Officer's Oath, re-submitting her to the Thin Blue Line after her forced retirement.
I had done it, I thought to myself. Defeating Pastor Raymond Westboro had been very good. Defeating the Slender Man had been good. Solving all those cases had been good. But defeating the naysayers of the Town & County Council and getting my third Angel back was possibly the most satisfying moment of my Police career.
At the end of the recitation, I extended my hand and Tanya shook it as I said "Welcome home."
"Thank you, sir." Tanya said, trying hard to not get emotional at what had been her greatest dream: returning to the Town & County Police Force.
And it kept getting better: FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, who'd been standing off to the side, came forward. As Chief Moynahan read the proclamation promoting Tanya to Captain and naming her Chief of Detectives, Jack and I pinned the silver bars denoting that rank on her uniform jacket epaulettes.
One could barely hear the Chief even with him using the microphone; the Officers of the Police Force maintained their sustained loud applause for considerable moments. And it only got louder when Cindy came forward and handed Tanya the ceremonial blue crowbar... the first crowbar, the one I'd administered to the late Sergei Molotov's backside all those years ago... the crowbar that was now duly passed down to every Captain of Detectives, and would be for all future time, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Do not dare complain about the size of this office." I admonished Captain Perlman as I followed her into her new office, which was Cindy's old one. On the floor behind the desk was a large 'mat' of hard plastic, and there was a runway of semi-hard plastic from it to the door, so that Tanya could maneuver her wheelchair into and out of there without damaging or wearing out the carpet underneath.
Tanya laughed at my words as she drove around behind the desk and placed the Blue Crowbar in its home, the hooks on the plaque on the wall next to the desk. Then she looked up at me and said "No, no complaints. I never thought..." It started getting emotional in the room as she said "Don... thank you."
"You're welcome, but I did it purely for selfish reasons." I said.
"Don't even try." she said, her eyes twinkling, but with tears. I came around the desk and knelt down, not letting the pain in my back bother me as Tanya and I hugged warmly for a long moment.
There was a knock on the door, and I barely got back to standing up when Teresa came in, followed by an entire elite unit of the FBI: Team Lazarus. And with them were Jack's daughters, Tiffany and Jennifer, who guided young Peter D. Feeley into the office with them. Pete smiled when he saw me and his mother, and I picked him up when he waded through the adults to get to us.
"Commander," Tanya said with a grin, her cheeks rosy with perkiness, "the size of this office is not adequate... for all these guests."
"I'll take that under advisement." I said as she and I began laughing. Teresa caught on and nodded with what was for her a laugh.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!*
"May I come in... Commander Ross?" I said as I knocked on the open door of Cindy's new office, which was Paulina's old office, right next to mine. Cindy looked up and smiled.
"Please do, Commander Troy." she replied. She had just come in, and I was the first to 'officially' greet her in her new 'digs'. She was putting pictures on the side of her desk: one of her and Callie; one of Cindy's parents, William and Maggie Ross; one of Cindy with her father, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart; one of Cindy with Molly, with Molly wearing her Police Chief uniform; and one of me with Carole, Ross, Ian, Jim, Bowser, and Buddy.
"Congratulations." I said. "This is awesome."
"Yes young Donald, it certainly is!" exclaimed a familiar voice behind me, that of the founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. He hugged me warmly as he said "Such a wonderful day this is." He walked past me and met Cindy halfway as they exchanged a warm hug.
Chatter had barely started when Maggie, Molly and Callie came into the anteroom. "Well, I'll get out of the way." I said as I hugged Molly.
"Oh, don't go." said Maggie. "You're part of the family, too."
"Yes, but I actually have work to do." I said. I excused myself and went to Tanya's office and got her. She was now in her 'regular' motorized wheelchair.
"Let's go to MCD." I said. We went across the hall, where all the Detectives were massed in MCD, along with J.R. Barnes and Christina Cho. When Tanya drove in, they all stood and applauded mightily.
"Aw, thanks guys." Tanya said. "I can't tell you how great it is to be back with all of you."
"Let's talk for a second." I said, sitting down on the edge of one of the desks, my new 'girdle' keeping my back well-braced. "Yes, no one except perhaps Captain Perlman herself is happier than I am to have her back. I do want to lay out what she'll be doing and what the expectations are for her and all of you."
I began: "First, I don't expect Captain Perlman to be out in the field every single time we have a case, though she may drop in on you from time to time. Her main two missions are to supervise all of you... which is like herding cats..." There was some laughter at that, and I continued: "And she's also here to teach you and arrange for others to teach you the arts and sciences of Detective work. Between her and Chief Griswold, you've got the best teachers of this work that you could ever hope to have."
"Modesty is a human trait, Commander." said Joanne Warner, in an excellent imitation of Chief Griswold. She was meaning me as a teacher of Detectives.
"Yes, I will excuse it." said the old Chief Emeritus himself as he came into the room. He and Joanne fist-bumped. "Sorry to interrupt, Commander, but I wanted to congratulate Captain Perlman, which is really congratulating all of you young whippersnappers to have her leadership and Commander Troy's." He gave Tanya a warm hug, himself very happy to see this day arrive.
"Yes, I am lucky to have Captain Perlman back, and teaching all of you what she knows... which is a lot." I said. Everyone agreed as the chatter rose up.
Then it got quiet when Theo Washington asked "What's going on with Lieutenant Milton and the CIO thing?"
"Several things." I replied. "When that dirtbag Brownlee was here, he forced I.T. to be under the Deputy Chief, which I have to admit is really where it should be. Obviously I kept Myron out of Brownlee's grasp. But with Commander Ross now Deputy Chief, the Chief, the Sheriff, and the Council saw fit to promote Myron to the job, which he deserves and in which he will do very well. And having him under Commander Ross and Mary under me really takes care of the nepotism issues with him and Mary, which I was bending into pretzels to overcome. Now I don't have to bend into a pretzel anymore."
"And unable to, with your bad back." said a female voice. It was Cindy, coming in through the back hallway door, a gleam in her ice blue eyes. She came up and put her hands on my shoulders from behind, and said: "And o! how I love it that I can give your Police Commander a hard time... and not have to worry about getting written up!" The room broke into laughter at that, and Chief Griswold's mustaches twitched merrily.
"Bad back or not," I said, "I will still beat you down in the boxing ring... just kidding, Chief." That was in reply to Chief Moynahan's look at me for daring to make that remark in his presence.
"Nooooo, do not do that." Moynahan said. "The way you two would go at it, we'd be back to having no Commanders in the TCPD again." More laughter.
"Har." said Chief Griswold, then said to me and Cindy: "He's right, you know."
"Sir, what are we doing for data?" asked Joanne.
"Sonali and Lainie know they're going to have to step up." I said, looking over at the two young women. "And they will; they've been doing a great job and learning a lot under Myron and Mary. But that is a point: Detective Warner, I'm expecting you especially to be more computer-savvy going forward." That was because she could look up stuff in her CIA capacity, and she knew it.
"I'll handle it, sir!" Joanne said confidently. Tanya fist-bumped her.
Just then, Public Relations Officer Damien Thompson came into the room. Everyone applauded and congratulated him. Thompson acknowledged the applause, then said "Sorry to bother you folks, but can I get a photo with your great Chief of Detectives?"
The Police photographer had come in behind Thompson, and took a picture of him and Tanya. Then Jerome asked if he could get a picture with Thompson, his former Precinct Captain, and of course as fellow black men. Thompson took photos with him, then with him and Theo, then with Chief Griswold and me, then with everyone in the room in a big group photo...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments later, a couple of cakes arrived. One was for J.R. Barnes, the other for Christina Cho. Every silver lining has its cloud. To get Tanya back, I had to make a deal with the State Crime Lab.
"So, folks," I said, "We're getting Captain Perlman back, but we're losing J.R. and Christina. J.R. is going to take over as Director of all the State Crime Labs, Tanya's old job. He'll do an awesome job there. And Christina Cho, who finished her Ph.D. work in Chemistry at the University this semester, and while working with us at the same time, is going to be Chief Chemist of the State Crime Lab here in Town, and likely over all the labs before too long."
Everyone applauded, and I said "I hate losing you, but you both deserve these opportunities, and I know you'll do very well." We toasted J.R. Barnes and Dr. Christina Cho with the soft drinks we were enjoying with the cakes...
And astute observers will have realized that two of those three Police Medals were for J.R. and Christina, and that that was because they were leaving, and that that was because Tanya was returning. Just a small cluuuuue, there...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did you get Tanya back?" asked Cindy, as Molly and I sat in Cindy's office chatting with her, 'breaking in' the office, as it were.
"Oh, I just told the Council to suggest someone better for the job, and they couldn't come up with a single name." I replied.
"Yeah, right." Cindy said. "You busted your ass getting her back."
"He gets what he wants." Molly said. "And that is what he wanted. He's the Stuff of Legend." That remark caused me to peer at her; I'd heard that before, and recently...
Cindy smiled and said "Don, we can see you're as happy about it as Tanya is. I'm happy as heck she's back, but I think you were happy I took this job so you could get her back in there."
"You deserved this promotion." I said. "And I definitely saw the opportunity and took it. Oh yes, I most certainly am happy... for you, for Tanya, and most selfishly for myself."
And yes, I busted ass to make it happen. It was not hard to convince Todd to put BOW Enterprises resources to work on Tanya's Tank, and of course Teresa is very persuasive with Todd. It was more difficult convincing the Council, and overcoming their objections. One objection Susan Weston (who hated Tanya from days past in the TCPD) brought up was that every Officer had to qualify with a gun. I'd anticipated that, and had the rebuttal ready.
Before going to the Council, I brought Tanya and Chief Moynahan to the Armory Range in the basement, for her to qualify and him to witness. The target was sent to the far end of the range.
"Oh, I'll have to open the door for her to shoot at it." said the Armorer, wearing his gray baseball cap as always, as everyone saw that Tanya was below the height of the benchrest.
"No." I said. "The standard is to shoot from the bench, door closed. She'll have to overcome that." Everyone was a bit shocked at my intransigence, and wondered how this was going to work... and then Tanya showed them. She pressed a button on the Tank, and everyone watched as she was lifted upwards by the springs that were attached to the locks keeping her seat connected to the bottom part of the Tank.
At maximum height, Tanya could see over the shelf of the door. She had to raise her arms just over her head, but she fired her .38 Special revolver over the bench. When the target was brought back, it was not Melina-perfect shooting, but it was more than good enough to pass the test.
And once I showed those targets to the Council, then explained to them about Tanya's abilities to teach the Detectives as well as lead them, they finally relented one by one, until I had that 7-3 vote to bring Tanya back. No real surprise that two of the 'no' votes were Kelly Carnes and Susan Weston. More surprising was Loran T. Michaels, who claimed to be concerned about indemnity issues.
And then came the State. Regional SDOJ Director Harold Benton said that Perlman was 'indispensable' to the State Crime Labs, and the Attorney General Karl Handel was going to make an issue of it, and not release Tanya from her contract.
I also knew that our TCPD Crime Lab was being reduced to ashes, in a manner of speaking, by budget cuts. We were close to being reduced to the BATmobile for drunk driving tests. The local Crime Lab, once the best in the State, was being downgraded to supporting the Medical Examiner and the Morgue in the basement. The Lab techs were leaving for other jobs, and we were hiring field CSIs to replace them. So I talked to J.R. and Christina, talked to Mr. Benton, and we cut a deal.
Maybe I should write a book on deal-making... call it 'The Art of the Deal'... oh, never mind, someone beat me to that title...
Part 10 - Absence Does NOT Make The Heart Grow Fonder
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 2nd, from in front of City Hall. "County history was made as Damien Thompson was made the first black Captain in the Town & County Police, but civil rights leaders and social justice groups are enraged!"
Bettina: "The complaints started early yesterday, when black civic leaders said that they were denied the opportunity to speak at the Police ceremonies to congratulate Captain Thompson and give the occasion the proper testaments that it deserved! Others complained that the Police did not give the occasion its due, and while Chief Sean Moynahan and Commander Donald Troy did acknowledge the history-making promotion, it was glossed over. But the strongest complaint came from Town & County Assemblyman and mayoral candidate Eldrick X. Weaver. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Weaver saying "This was history in the making, and one of the most important moments in our Police Department's history, but Sheriff Daniel Allgood did not even attend! Daniel Allgood just reaffirms the racial bias of Whites in this county against Blacks that achieve! Daniel Allgood has disqualified himself to be Mayor of this Town!"
Back to Bettina live: "Loran T. Michaels, who is running against Daniel Allgood for the Republican nomination for Mayor, agreed with the sentiments of Mr. Weaver. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Loran T. Michaels and his goofy-'ish' smile, saying "It is unbelievable that Daniel Allgood would not attend one of the most important Police promotions ceremonies ever. I was honored to be there, as were many others who took the time to be there. It raises questions for the voters: will Allgood be a no-show as Mayor, as well?"
Bettina live: "The Sheriff's Office released a statement saying that Sheriff Allgood was presiding over the Sheriff's Department's ceremonies, which also had a number of promotions and awards."
More Bettina: "And the Social Justice group 'Citizens For Police Accountability' issued a statement excoriating Commander Donald Troy for not naming a new head of the TCPD Internal Affairs Department after a vacancy was created by the promotion of James 'Curly' Goodwin to Precinct Captain.
"Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, spokespersons for the group, said that Commander Troy was trying to gut the Internal Affairs Department to protect himself. Della Harlow, candidate for Sheriff, issued a statement agreeing with the CFPA's accusation. Ms. Harlow said that when she is Sheriff, Internal Affairs will work for the People of the County to expose and punish Police corruption, not cover up for Commander Troy. The TCPD issued a statement saying that candidates for the Internal Affairs post were being considered."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That fucking bitch!" I all but exploded. "I put out a statement yesterday that Harlow knows full well that I don't get investigated by Internal Affairs, but by the Inspector General himself. And Bettina buries it, doesn't say a word about it."
"I'll have a word with Captain Thompson." said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, who was officially Thompson's boss. "Good baptism for him, to accuse the Press of burying your statement."
"Commander... er, Commander Troy, that is..." said Jerome Davis, "what's the deal about the Sheriff not being at the promotions ceremony?" Jerome was black, and I couldn't tell if he and Theo were offended by Allgood not being there. I treaded carefully with my words:
"I don't know why Sheriff Allgood was not there." I said. "They're saying he was at the Sheriff Department ceremonies. I think they had a couple of retirements from there."
"Sir," said Joanne, "Sheriff Allgood is running for Mayor. Won't that hurt him in the race, if Mr. Weaver makes a big deal of it?"
"And he will make a big deal of it." Cindy said shortly, and astutely.



"And in the primary, too." said Teddy Parker. "Loran Michaels was there, and made sure to get in a picture with Captain Thompson."
"Chief Griswold made sure to be there." said Captain Teresa Croyle. "Helped pin Damien's bars on his shoulders."
"Sheriff Allgood gave his political opponents some fodder, there, didn't he, Commander?" asked Theo Washington.
Nope, they were not going to let me get out of it. So I told the truth: "Yes, he did." I said. "Considering the importance of Captain Thompson's promotion, as well as Commander Ross's and Captain Perlman's, as well as two Purple Orders and three Police Medals awarded, it would've been good if the Sheriff had made arrangements to be at our ceremonies, even if he had to move the time of the Sheriff Department ceremonies."
"And yes... politically speaking, he made a mistake." I continued. "I don't know why he wasn't there, and his reasons may be perfectly valid. But he made a mistake."
A big one, I thought to myself. A huge mistake.
"Changing the subject," said the perky Tanya Perlman, her eyes twinkling, "Commander Troy, are you going to concede to me in the wheelchair division of the Police Boxing Matches?"
"With that Tank you're driving, you'd run me clean over." I said with a grin. "So, yes. As for the rest of you, the Chief saved your asses by grounding me. I was all ready to come back and show you all the true Power of the Crowbar."
"Slender Man found out all about that. The hard way." said Teddy Parker. There were murmurs of agreement. I thought that that was what Rudistan would've said if he were here. But he was at 2nd Precinct now, and deservedly so.
"We'll never know, sir." said Jerome. "I was hoping to be in the championship round against you, win or lose. Now, I'll just have to mop up the floor with the rest of these guys... especially that new Commander with the green crowbar." The catcalls started.
"Yes, there will be a Commander winning it all this year." Cindy retorted. "You'll be seeing green... then seeing red as you yield to me or get beat down silly."
"Harrumph!" Teresa replied. "It is you who will be beaten down silly, and by my hand... er, ma'am." Everyone laughed at that last part.
"Commander Troy!" Cindy exclaimed to me. "Your Officers are rowdy and insubordinate. What are you going to do about that?"
"Oh, that's easy enough." I said, letting my head turn to look into Cindy's ice-blue eyes. "I am going to set those brackets up right." A huge cheer went up at that one...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 8:00am, Tanya drove into my office for the Angels meeting. Teresa walked in right behind her. My office now had a strip of tough plastic from the door to in front of my desk, so that Tanya's Tank or her wheelchair could drive in without killing my carpet. I also had a hard piece of plastic on the floor that went under my desk and poked out in front and back, giving Tanya a place to park in front of my desk, and for me to roll my chair around behind the desk with greater ease.
As Teresa sat down at my bidding in a hot chair next to Tanya, I picked up the phone. "Commander Ross," I said, "can you join us in my office for just a moment?" A second later, Cindy came out of her office door, did a sharp 180 pivot, and came into my office. I had her sit in the hot chair on Tanya's other side. And then I just sat back in my chair for a second, looking at them.
"Don?" Cindy asked. "Everything okay?"
"Yes." I said. "I... I just wanted to see all three of my Angels sitting here in front of me again."
"Awwwww..." all three of my Angels sighed. I took out my iPhone and took a couple of pictures of them sitting together, one huddling close.
"Okay, Cindy," I said, "if you're busy you can go. Or you can stay."
"I'll stay for Priya's broadcast." Cindy said. Teresa used the remote to turn on the TV...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am, from in front of City Hall. "Five-Alive News is covering the fallout of Sheriff Daniel Allgood's failure to be at the promotions ceremony for Captain Damien Thompson!"
Priya went through the statements that we'd heard an hour before from Bettina's lips, then said "We have Dr. Adam S. Keller, Senior Fellow at the City University Rodham Foundation for Politics and Social Change, with us. Dr. Keller, how bad a mistake was it for Daniel Allgood to skip the Police ceremonies for Captain Thompson?"
"This is very bad, Priya." said Keller, who was short, white, with black hair cut short and a very level, calm way of talking that attempted to connote knowledge and trust. "For Sheriff Allgood, a Republican candidate for Mayor, to not be present at an event of this magnitude is not only inexcusable and unforgivable, but simply affirms that Republicans are racists and favor Whites over Blacks."
Priya asked "Other Republican candidates, such as Mayoral candidate Loran T. Michaels, and Chief Griswold who is running for Sheriff, were in attendance at the event, so are all Republicans really racists?"
"Not necessarily, Priya." said Keller. "But the Black Community knows that they simply cannot trust Republicans to do the right things, and Daniel Allgood's failure to be at Captain Thompson's promotion ceremony is just one more disgusting example of that..."
*CLICK!*
"I've heard enough." said Cindy, who had operated the remote to turn off the television set.
"THANK you." said Teresa. Tanya giggled.
"But that does leave the question: 'Why wasn't Sheriff Allgood there?'." asked Cindy.
"I don't know." I said. "We had so much going on that I didn't even notice his absence. I was making sure I wasn't about to be run over by a Tank." I said, making Tanya grin.
"Okay, let's get down to business." I said. "Captain Croyle, just as a matter of course, I want you to get Captain Perlman completely up to speed on what Operations does, what you're doing with the Precincts and with assignments of Patrols, emergency plans and operations, threats we're up against... the whole ball of wax..."
Part 11 - Internal Affairs Affairs
At 9:00am, Cindy and I stepped into the Chief's Conference Room. Chief Moynahan was at his usual seat at the end table on the side nearest the door. Cindy sat to his right, her back to the door, and I sat to his left, looking towards the door.
"Looks like I have my own Angels team now." quipped the Chief. "Welcome to Command Group, Commander Ross."
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said. "And thank you both for supporting my promotion."
"Chief Griswold would be happy with your asskissing." I said with a grin.
"She must've taken her big sister's advice." said Moynahan, grinning as he looked sideways at Cindy. She realized she was being teased. Welcome to Command, indeed.
"Okay, Don," said the Chief, "what's new?"
"We're just getting started integrating Captain Perlman into her new role." I said. "Fortunately, we have no big cases right now in MCD. Mahoney, and I use her maiden name simply to distinguish her from the other Lieutenant Milton in the House, said that distribution of drugs into the County is slowing down with School nearing letting out for the semester. But prostitution arrests are picking up, especially streetwalkers, and Vice is not sure why."
"Also," I said, "the desk in MCD nearest the back hall, and the desk in Vice nearest the auditorium, are going to have computers on the desks that Tanya and I can log into under our own names to look stuff up while we're in the rooms. That'll keep Tanya from having to drive around too much."
"We give her a bigger office, and she wants a desk in MCD." Cindy quipped, shaking her head.
"Heck, the only office big enough for her would be the MCD room." I replied. "Or the Chief's office." I looked sideways at the Chief, and he knew I was teasing him.
"And she may yet have that office, one day." said the Chief, not-so-subtly giving it right back to me. "What else, Mr. Crowbar?"
"The only big thing on my plate," I said, "is a new Internal Affairs leader. The Press and the Socialist Injustice groups are already bitching about it, taking cheap shots at me over it. Any suggestions from either of you?"
"After his faux pas not showing up yesterday," Cindy said, "Daniel Allgood may have to take that job again."
"Yeah... Chief, do you know why he wasn't at the ceremonies?" I asked.
"No." said the Chief. "In fact, I assumed... I know, bad word... I thought he was going to be there. I had asked him if he wanted to read the proclamation himself, and he said it'd be proper for me to do it. He didn't say he wasn't going to be there at all."
"Wow." said Cindy, shaking her head.
"Anyhoo," I said, "there are a few possibilities for the I.A. leader position. Detective Gayle Tunnin is the senior person in there now. Bill Hanson was in there, then went to be the Campus Police Lieutenant. Word is that he's a bit disgruntled that he didn't get more consideration for the Campus Police Commissioner job."
"I dunno about Tunnin." said Cindy. "Tunnin was a good Detective in the past, handled rape cases really well. But I think she's a friend of Della Harlow, and a political supporter as well. I never quite trusted her, and I'm not sure she's the one to be the leader of I.A."
"What about Hanson?" asked the Chief. "He was in I.A. before."
"We can talk to him." I said.
"Will Briscoe want to let him go?" asked Cindy. "Briscoe just got in there with the Campus Police. He may want to keep Hanson around to help him, Briscoe, get up to speed."
"Flip side of that coin is that Briscoe can put his own man, or woman, in that slot." I replied. "Kind of like I did when the Captain of Detectives slot became available after someone was promoted."
"I knew you were trying to get rid of me." Cindy said.
"Best of all worlds happened with all that." I said.
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "I think that is going to work out for me and for you both. Don, I'll ask the Sheriff for his opinion of Hanson, since the Sheriff was Hanson's boss when they were in I.A. If he thinks Hanson would be good, I'll put the wheels in motion to get him in for an interview..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, my head is spinning." said Cindy as she came into my office right behind me after our meeting with the Chief. As we sat down, she said "I have to meet with Chief of Staff Oswald, I've got to meet with Holloway, Aarons, and Thompson, and I also need to start an audit of literally everything TCPD. By the way, what is that 'T-O-E' that Chief Moynahan was talking about?"
"That's military lingo," I said, "for (T)able of (O)rganization and (E)quipment. In the military, that's the inventory of equipment, but also job positions, the person in that position, and the equipment that goes with that position and person. It's the basis of allocation of money to all of that, as well. I think the Town & County calls it the O.I.L., for 'official inventory list', but we military types call it T.O.E. just because we know the lingo."
"The 'X-Y-Z' lingo, as my Canadian dad called it." Cindy said.
"Exactly." I said. "By the way, do me a favor and let me know if you find any anomalies in the audit. Harlow did one when she first took over as Deputy Chief, but I'd like to know if either something happened since then, or if she might not've told us the whole truth."
"I will do that." Cindy said. She got up. "If you'll excuse me, I better get started."
"You don't need my permission, my fellow Commander." I replied with a grin.
"Force of habit." Cindy said. "And courtesy. Something we Canadians practice that you Americans need work on."
"You better go work on your moves for the Boxing Matches." I retorted. "Certain All-American Girls have a strong desire to turn you into Canadian Bacon." Cindy tried hard to glare at me, but could not hold it and broke into a laugh, matching mine.
Part 12 - Setting Those Brackets Up Right
At 10:00am, Sheriff Daniel Allgood came into Police Headquarters and down to the Chief's office. A moment later, my phone buzzed, asking me to come to the Chief's conference room, into which the Sheriff, Chief, and Deputy Chief also went.
"I've had to take time out of my day to meet with my campaign staff." said Allgood. "It seems this Police ceremonies thing is blowing up in our faces, and getting out of hand. My campaign people have no idea what to do. So I'm asking if any of you have any ideas that can help." By that, of course, Daniel meant if Your Iron Crowbar could see any way out of the morass that Allgood, had created for himself.
"Yes, I think I have a couple of ideas." I said. I picked up a framed document that I'd brought in. "This is a special citation for Captain Thompson, honoring him as the first person of African-American descent to become a full Captain in the Town or County Police Forces. We'll go to the Press Room, have photos and video taken of you presenting this to him, perhaps with the Chief in the pictures as well, and we'll disseminate it to the Press. It will not fully undo the damage, but it will mitigate it."
"Sounds like a good i-deeea." said the Chief.
"Okay, we'll do that." said Allgood. "Where is Captain Thompson."
"I'm texting him now." said Cindy, suiting her deeds to the words as she typed on her Police iPhone.
"So what's the other idea?" asked the Sheriff.
"You need to give an interview... not a press statement but a full interview... giving a better explanation of why you weren't at the Police ceremonies in the first place." I said.
"Tha-at..." replied Allgood, "may not be such a good idea. "The explanation I gave is the reason. What more is there to say? I'd just open myself up to cheap shots from the Press." I peered at him for a moment.
"Speaking of that," I said, "the Press did not mention my press release from yesterday about Harlow's wrong comment about I.A. We need to push that."
"How do you want us to push it?" Cindy asked.
"My idea would be to tell the Press that if they don't report my statement," I said, "and if they don't report on the Sheriff's citation to Captain Thompson, then we'll shut down the Press Room, forbid them all Police facilities, and only give them things like the duty logs if they file a formal written request through the laborious County records process."
"Easy for you to say." said Allgood. "You're not running for any office."
"Yes, which makes it all the easier for me to say the things that have to be said." I replied. "So, Sheriff, while we have you here: what do you think about possibly bringing back Bill Hanson as Internal Affairs leader?"
"Uh, yeah!" the Sheriff replied. "Hanson was good in I.A. Left for the Campus Police, and if he wanted to come back, yeah, I think he'd do well there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Police photographer took the photos of the Sheriff giving Captain Thompson his citation, Cindy came to the photography room, which was in the Booking area. She was wearing her formal uniform with medals, now with the Commander ranks on the shoulders.
After the official portrait was taken, with the American Flag behind her, I said "Can you take one more?" I brought in a Canadian Flag, and put it down next to the American Flag.
"Oh, dual citizen?" asked Connie the photographer.
"Natural born American, raised in Canada." Cindy said. "And yes, I have dual citizenship." Connie took the photographs, and promised to send one to me.
And whether by accident or not, the dual-flag photo just happened to become the photo displayed as part of the Command Group structure in the front lobby...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Wednesday, May 2d. It is considered to be "the most dangerous assignment in the TCPD." I was putting up the brackets for the Police Boxing Matches, Freestyle Division.
The gym doors were closed, and Officers were lining up in the back hallway of Police Headquarters, ready and eager to get inside and see the brackets. Captain Thompson helped me put up the sheets of paper and lock them behind the plexiglass of the wall display case. "Are we going to get run over, sir?" he asked me as we moved the stepladder to the side and went towards the far side of the gym.
"No, not with Commander Ross pulling rank and telling everyone to stay behind her." I said. "I hope, anyway. Okay, Parker and McGhillie! Open 'er up!" The Detectives pushed on the handles of the doors to the gym, pushing them open towards the hallway. With Cindy in front, my Detectives were not run over, but they still hustled to get out of the way.
Cindy did walk fast as Officers poured into the gym behind her... but where was Teresa? I wondered. She was not right in front, as I'd expected her to be.
Cindy quickly saw that she was the No. 2 seed overall, and got out of the way, coming towards me and Thompson. It now became something of a frenzy, as people had to find their names amongst the 122 Officers that had signed up.
Some minutes later, I saw out of the corner of my eye a movement at the gym doors. Teresa was sauntering in, as if she did not have a care in the world. She walked towards the mob, and I heard her say "Ahem!"
The sea of mostly blue parted, and she walked up to the front to find herself the No. 1 seed as the Defending Champion. The frenzy began again once she moved aside.
"Damn, that was badass!" I exclaimed as she came up to us. "I need to learn how to pull rank like that and get away with it."
"One of the perks, sir." Teresa said. "Isn't that right, Captain Thompson?" Damien grinned and nodded.
"Happy with that bracket, Captain Croyle?" I asked.
"Yes sir!" Teresa said with enthusiasm. "They are set up just right... just right." She glanced sideways at Commander Ross as she said it.
"There can be no doubt." replied Cindy.
Not everyone was as happy. Joanne Warner had trouble finding her name... because I had put her fourth instead of third, which was awarded to Jerome Davis. As she came out of the mass of humanity, she looked over at me with a glare that would kill mere mortals without crowbars. Jerome, by way of contrast, was happy. And Theo Washington was not upset with his sixth seed spot, one behind Lieutenant Rudistan. Hugh Hewitt and Roy McGhillie rounded out the top eight.
Part 13 - News Not Fit To Print
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Thursday, May 3d. "Fox Two News has learned that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen has issued his first subpoenas relating to his investigation of criminal wrongdoing by Governor Val Jared!"
Bettina was smiling brightly as she continued: "Fox Two News has confirmed that SBI-OER Lieutenant Norm Chow has been instructed to answer questions by the State Independent Counsel, and all of his documents related to the Rodman-Braselton sexual harassment case have been subpoenaed. The SBI-OER released an official statement that the documents will be turned over to the State Independent Counsel. SBI Lieutenant Chow has not returned repeated calls for comment."
Bettina went on: "And the Ward Harvester Memorial Park is scheduled to be dedicated on Sunday, May 6th. A memorial statue dedicated to Public Safety personnel will be unveiled as part of the festivities. The area that was once the Ward Harvester warehouse, which was destroyed by a massive explosion on Christmas Eve, has been converted into greenspace with walkways and a playground for children. Mr. Thaddeus Ward has announced his retirement, and has sold equipment and other properties to several other companies."
"And it's official: the competition that has become the Stuff of Legend will begin this weekend!" Bettina said. "The brackets for the Freestyle Division of the Police Boxing Matches were posted yesterday. First seed Captain Teresa Croyle is looking forward to defending her title, while one hundred and twenty-one Police Officers will try to take it away from her. Not competing is Commander Donald Troy, whose recent back injury in the case of the multiple kidnappings has forced him to the sidelines..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not a word." Cindy muttered as we watched the Bettina broadcast in MCD. I was one of the few that understood what she meant. The other was Captain Thompson himself, who had been joining our coffee klatches and had contributed a couple of cans of coffee to the cause.
"Let's see what happens with Priya's broadcast." I said quietly.
Meanwhile, 'rowdy and insubordinate' Officers were discussing the seedings of the brackets. The NCAA Basketball brackets have nothing on Your Iron Crowbar for the creation of controversy... perhaps intentionally.
"Sir," said Theo, primarily to get it started, "Rudistan ahead of me? Really?"
"His bribe of jelly doughnuts was better than yours." I replied.
"In that case," said Joanne Warner angrily, "Jerome must've spent a months pay on doughnuts, to be seeded ahead of me." Jerome just grinned and said nothing... showing his mental acuity and good decision-making.
"Detective Davis obviously wanted that easy matchup in the semifinal round." said Teresa cooly as she sipped her coffee. She meant that if things went as seeded, Jerome would have Cindy in the semis, while Joanne would face Teresa.
"I did not hear that correctly... Captain Croyle." Cindy replied just as cooly as she sipped her coffee.
"I heard it correctly." I replied, coming to Teresa's defense. "And Captain Croyle might be on to something, there. Anyhoo, seedings aren't easy, so I just went on pure merit, there."
"Harumph!" huffed Joanne Warner. "We'll see about the merits at the end... when I am holding the trophy!"
"So you'll handle the No. 1 seed with ease, Detective Warner?" I said, putting myself in 'danger'. Then I added to it by saying "And then you'll handle the No. 2 or No. 3 seed with equal ease?"
"That's right, Commander! With ease!" Joanne said happily and clearly. The good news was that Cindy and Teresa couldn't figure out whether to look daggers at me or at Joanne...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You did warn the Press that they need to put out my statement as well as the photo op of the Sheriff with Captain Thompson?" I asked Cindy as we sat in my office at 7:45am.
"Captain Thompson did." Cindy replied. "Called KSTD and KXTC, sent fresh copies to both, made his expectations clear. So far, KXTC has given us the finger. We'll see what KSTD does at 8:00am."
"So how is that Deputy Chief job working out for ya?" I asked with a grin.
"How was your first day as Police Commander?" Cindy asked in retaliatory response.
"Pretty good, actually." I said. "If memory serves me correctly, that was the day you were awarded the Medal of Valor." (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 01.).
Cindy smiled her pursed smile. "Yes, that's right, it was." she said. "But to answer your question, yesterday was kind of overwhelming. I knew I'd have to hit the ground running, but it's just... so huge, and I'm just trying to understand it all. Also, everyone has their little fiefdoms, and their own way of doing things... and the uncertainty of having a new boss is always unsettling."
"Yes," I said, "and once you get over that initial wave blasting you in the face, it'll get easier... oh, look. There are Angels on my doorstep."
Indeed, Teresa and Tanya were knocking on the door. I bade them to enter and for Teresa to sit down. "Commander Ross," I said, "stay for the news." I turned on the TV...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am. "Five-Alive News has learned that State Independent Counsel Robert Mullen has subpoenaed FBI records of their investigation of the murder of superstar singer Jasmine Nix, and that the FBI has refused to honor the subpoena!"
Priya: "The FBI has stated that Mullen has no Federal jurisdiction over them nor their part in investigating the case. They have already filed a motion in Federal Court in the City to have Mullen's subpoena squashed. Sources tell Five-Alive News that it is very likely the Federal Court will squash the subpoena, or at least require Mr. Mullen to show considerable reason why he should have that information."
Priya: "In other news, the State Superior Court has ordered that the Citizens for Police Accountability and the Office of State Senator Maxine Watts turn over all documents, email records, and text communications to the attorney of Commander Donald Troy. Commander Troy sued Senator Watts and the Social Justice group after the Guardians of Justice revealed that they were colluding to bring the Mullen investigation against Commander Troy in order to financially drain him."
"And in local news," said Priya, "Dean Allen, son of the late State Senator Nathan Allen, has been released from prison and has taken a position with the State Democrat Party. Details were not released, but sources tell Five-Alive News that the job involves raising funds for State Democrat races. Sources also tell Five-Alive News that Allen will be meeting with Della Harlow, Democrat candidate for Sheriff, about funding for her race against the Republican nominee for Sheriff, likely to be retired Police Chief Antonio Griswold..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not one word." said Cindy. "If you'll excuse me, Commander, ladies..." With that, she got up and left the office, not needing my permission...
"What's that about?" Tanya asked.
"The Press is about to find out that there's a new Deputy Chief in Town." I said. "The hard way... the Green Crowbar hard way." I explained the issues.
"Okay, ladies," I said, "what do you think about Bill Hanson as Internal Affairs chief?"
"Is he available?" asked Teresa. "I got the idea Briscoe would be counting on him when Briscoe took the Campus Police Commissioner job."
"And now Briscoe can put his own man or woman in there." I said. "I did get word that Hanson was not really happy that he was passed over for a shot at the Commissioner job. I'm not sure they even interviewed him. At least you gave him the courtesy of a real interview for First Precinct, Captain Croyle." Teresa nodded with a 'shrug' of her eyebrows.
"So, my new Captain of Detectives," I said, "you've had plenty of time to get up to speed. What's going on in MCD and Vice?"
"All I can say for the moment is 'Thank God for Mary Mahoney!'." Tanya said. "She really is sharp under all that Goth makeup. Told me every operation they're doing, who's been following what, what the drug threats are and what we're doing about them. Then she gave her assessment of every Detective in Vice. I'm not even going to try to repeat it; I'm going to ask her to give that same briefing to you directly."
"Cool beans." I said. "And MCD?"
"Again, sir," said Tanya, "and this is buttering you up only to a certain point, but you've got some good people in there, and they're good because they've been trained by you. Theo has really come along, and Parker is doing well... but I think it's going to be a tough race between Warner and Davis to see who will eventually be the Supervisor or Lieutenant in MCD."
"That's true." I said. "And I can tell you right now: don't rush to fill that post until we really need to. There are four of them right now; you and I can provide adult supervision for now." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. I then said "What about the Data Guyz?"
"Sonali and Lainie are both words better than when I was forced to retire from here." said Tanya. "But if there's a slot available, I'd like to get someone like Myron or David Krueger was... a real super-guru, and one that can correlate data between the branches as well as dig it out quickly and efficiently."
"Yes," I said, "with Myron and Mary's promotions, there is at least one slot."
"Sir," said Teresa, "I wouldn't mind having some Data person or people to help out with the Uniformed Officers. The Officers we have basically just look up stuff like drivers licenses when they're called in. It might be good to have someone who really knows how to look up data when a red flag comes up."
"Myron said something about doing that, also." I said. "And that's partially I.T. and Commander Ross's arena. I'll talk to her about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Captain Damien Thompson began his press briefing in the Press Room of Police Headquarters. The room was mostly full of 'cub' reporters and reporterettes. Captain Thompson was in a crisp, neatly pressed light blue Police uniform shirt, with metal Captain bars pinned to the epaulettes, and a thin leather sash belt going under the right shoulder epaulette to his left hip.
"We'll have an announcement from the Deputy Chief shortly." said Thompson. "Until she arrives, what are your questions?"
"Captain, how do you feel about Sheriff Allgood blowing off your promotion ceremony, in spite of the historical significance of it?" asked Lester Holder of KXTC, who was also black.
"First, I accept his explanation of being at the Sheriff Department's ceremonies," said Thompson, "an explanation you in the Press refuse to acknowledge. Furthermore, as we put out with a photograph yesterday, Sheriff Allgood was kind enough to honor me with a special proclamation recognizing the 'historical significance' of my promotion, a photograph none of you have shown on the air."
"Captain, Brian Jennings, KSTD News." said Jennings, who was the political reporter for the network. "Eldrick Weaver says that Daniel Allgood should drop out of the Mayor's race for Allgood's insensitivity to racial issues. Do you agree with Mr. Weaver's statement?"
"Mr. Jennings," said Captain Thompson, "I work for the Town & County Police Force, and am here to answer questions directly regarding the Police Force. Furthermore, Sheriff Allgood is somewhere in my chain-of-command above me, so it would be inappropriate for me to give personal commentary on him or his actions---"
Just then, a platinum blonde walked into the Press Room, dressed in a Duty Dress jacket over her white shirt and dark blue necktie. The oak leaves of a Commander were on her jacket's shoulders, and the row of rectangles above her nametag on her right pocket flap were silver-bordered red, silver-bordered blue, and gold-bordered purple. A double line of thin light-blue 'piping' went down the sides of her Uniform pants, and a thick blue band of piping adorned the wrists of her jacket.
She was also carrying something in her hand. It was green. And it was made of solid iron.
"Ladies and Gentlemen," said Captain Thompson, "the Town & County Deputy Police Chief." He moved to the side as Cindy took to the podium.
"Thank you, Captain. I have a statement to make." Cindy said levelly and with alacrity. "A couple of days ago, Della Harlow, former Deputy Police Chief and now candidate for Sheriff, made a statement implying that Commander Donald Troy was subject to the Internal Affairs Department but was not filling its leadership position to protect himself. Commander Troy issued a press release rebutting Ms. Harlow's false claim, but none of you read that response nor referred to it at any time on any of your newscasts from when it was issued until right now."
"Furthermore," Cindy continued, "The TCPD's Public Relations Office issued a statement with a photograph, showing Sheriff Daniel Allgood awarding a Special Citation to Captain Damien Thompson, honoring Captain Thompson for being the first person of color to be promoted to Police Captain in the TCPD or its predecessors. Again, none of you in the Press showed that photograph nor said one word about the citation, yet you continue to attack Sheriff Allgood and imply that he is a racist."
"Commander Ross----" started Lester Holt. A green crowbar was raised in Cindy's hand.
"I am not finished, Mr. Holder," said Cindy angrily, "and if you interrupt me again you will be escorted out of this room, possibly under arrest. As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted: the Town & County Police expect those two TCPD press releases to be aired on your networks no later than 8:15am tomorrow morning."
A gasp filled the air, and Cindy continued: "If they are not, especially by KSTD and KXTC, then I will close this Press Room. All of Police Headquarters and all Police properties shall be made off-limits to any and all journalists and/or representatives of news organizations. It is possible that this will extend to all of the Public Safety Department. Furthermore, duty logs and other Police documents will no longer be given to the Press as a matter of courtesy; the Press will be required to file formal, written requests for the data, which can and will take up to 72 hours to process; and only the specific data requested will be released."
"Folks," Cindy said, staring down at the reporters, "I don't know what you were dealing with before, but neither I nor Captain Thompson will accept your abuse of us, especially when you are so blatantly trying to help certain political candidates over others---"
"Aren't you doing the same thing?" yelled Lester Holder. "Aren't you helping and protecting that racist, Daniel Allgood?"
"Sheriff Allgood is not a racist!" Captain Thompson yelled back at him.
"Corporal, get Holder out of here." said Cindy. "I warned him." Corporal Inga Gunddottar came forward with Patrolman Johnson.
"Hey, wait a minute!" Holder said, about to resist... until he saw Cindy about to come off the stage, green crowbar ready to administer a massive beatdown. "This is racism! I'll have your badge for this, Ross!" Holder yelled as he was not-so-gently nudged to the door.
"I'm taking no questions." Cindy said. "Tomorrow morning, 8:15am." She walked off the stage and out the door that Holder had just been led out of.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, what are we going to do?" asked Bettina Wurtzburg.
She was in a meeting in the KXTC offices. Also present were Editor-in-Chief Burt West, reporters Lester Holder, Amber Harris, and Nick Eastwood, and several staffers, including Beatrice From Marketing, who'd lost her son Otis to cancer.
"And what are we going to do about Ross's blatant racism in forcing me out of the Press Room?" snarled Lester Holder. "I think we ought to get a lawyer and sue her."
"Lester," said Burt West, "let's figure out the other stuff first, and then I'll talk to you about that specific incident."
"Why?" said Bettina, challenging West. "Lester is right, and what was done to him is part of this conversation."
"Because," said West, getting angry "that will be discussed as part of our agenda to call out the Sheriff and the Police Force for their racism. But here in this meeting... this private meeting... we need to decide other things. Okay?" The last word was stated as a challenge by Burt West. Anyone who did not back down might not be employed by KXTC much longer.
"All right." West said, thinking he'd won, at least for the moment. "Let me fill you in on some things. I've talked to the Editors or Publishers of KSTD, KSB, KCTY, KCAP in Midtown, and Fox Midtown. Basically, if any of us don't put out those press releases, then all of us will be denied access to TCPD Headquarters. And the out-of-Town stations believe Commander Troy will boycott them as well... just as he's getting ready to battle the Independent State Counsel."
"Sounds like he needs us far more than we need him." said Amber Harris.
"Don't kid yourself." said Nick Eastwood. Gasps could be heard in the room.
"Whose side are you on?" retorted Amber.
"Like Mr. West said," Nick replied, "in the privacy of this meeting, I'm just telling the truth: Commander Troy does not need us. In fact, he despises us. Part of the reason you see Captain--- er, Commander Ross like she is, is because she knows full well who is on her side."
"Point taken, Eastwood." said Burt West. "And remember that it's getting fast access to duty logs and Police reports that allow us to quickly find and report Commander Troy's abuses, such as that helicopter incident. Having to make formal requests and wait for the logs would be a disaster for us."
"But Burt," Bettina said, "we can't allow Ross and Thompson, especially Ross, to just run over us. We let her win on this, she'll be beating us up as much as she can. We give an inch, she and Troy will take a mile." There was strong agreement with that in the room.
"Let me ask you this." said West. "Do you think Ross, and ultimately Troy and Moynahan behind her, are bluffing on this? Do you think they'll back down if we don't?"
"They'd better." snarled Holder.
"And if they don't?" persisted West.
Amber Harris spoke up: "Then we go to those Council Members that understand the importance of good Press relations, and we get them to slam Troy and Moynahan into the dirt. We put Scott Peterson in his place in the past. We can do the same with the TCPD."
"You really think the Iron Crowbar is as much a coward as Peterson is?" asked Nick Eastwood. Amber looked at him with a 'WTF?' look, not expecting any opposition, especially from the young Sports reporter she'd been fucking for months behind her husband's back.
"Okay," said Burt West, "I think we know the Iron Crowbar does not bluff. But this is Commander Ross we're dealing with, and Captain Thompson. Will Ross carve out a niche for herself in the TCPD, show her independence and stand up to Troy? Or will she be his sycophant and stand up to us? And Thompson... he has a chance to make history. Is he going to destroy that by letting Troy dictate that he oppose us like Ross did today?"
"If he does," said Nick Eastwood, "are you going to try to destroy him? First black man to be a Police Captain here? A man who has the respect of the Black Community?"
"Does he have that?" asked Amber Harris. "They think he's a sellout to The Man. They think he's a traitor to his race."
"She's right." said Lester Holder. "Blacks don't see a black man, they see a cop that sold out to his white controllers. That's what they see in Ross, too... or will, after we publicize what she did to me."
"You know, Lester," said Burt West, getting angrier, "I was going to talk to you privately about this, but you're just forcing my hand. Lester, if you think playing the race card against Commander Cindy Ross, who is a woman and a lesbian, is going to work, go ahead and try it." It became eerily silent in the room, as the reporters contemplated which 'oppressed' social minority to side with...
"Burt, I do have one idea..." said Bettina.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, what are we going to do?" asked Priya Ajmani.
She was in a meeting in the KSTD offices. Also present were Editor-in-Chief Dan Walther, reporters Brian Jennings and Jeff Hull, and several staffers.
"I'm not surprised Ross is playing hardball." said Jennings, the political reporter. "We all know who is behind her on that: the Iron Crowbar. I'm just disappointed in Thompson. He has a chance to effect change, and instead he lets Ross and Troy run over him, and us."
"Thompson is Police blue first." said Sports reporter Jeff Hull.
"He knows on what side his bread is buttered." said Jennings. "They put him in Public Relations, say 'Look, we put a black man there to represent us!', and he goes along like a good Uncle Tom---"
"Come on, Brian," said Dan Walther. "That's a pretty outlandish accusation. Thompson is a good Officer." Jennings smirked, but said no more.
"So are we going to help Allgood, and put out that press release?" asked a staffer.
"Priya?" asked Walther. "What do you think?"
"This is..." Priya started, then rushed into it: "This is a chance to get on Commander Ross's good side. I know her, and I know she is not just following the Iron Crowbar's orders; she wants to make her own way, and be free of his shadow. We help her out a little bit, and we'll get the scoops and the exclusives."



"This is about more than exclusives." said Jennings. "It's about keeping that racist Daniel Allgood out of the Mayor's chair. Beating Griswold may be a hopeless case, but taking down Allgood would be a good counter to that."
"No," said Walther, "Priya has a good point. Allgood is going to hang himself with the rope he's being provided. He may not even win the primary after his no-show at the Promotions Ceremony. But if we can get some stories that KXTC doesn't, that's what it's all about for us."
"And dare I say it," said Priya, "it might keep the Iron Crowbar from just looking for ways to fuck with us."
"You sound more loyal to him than to us." sneered Jennings. "Still grateful to him for rescuing you from the CIA?" (Author's note: 'Pink Lemonade', Ch. 03-04.) "I'd think that was paid back in full after you gave Troy the information on John Hardwood, leading to Troy murdering Hardwood!"
Gasps erupted throughout the room. Dan Walther gasped "Do you have proof of that, Brian?"
"Come on, it's obvious." replied Jennings.
"Not to me, it isn't." said Walther. "One more time, do you have proof that Don Troy murdered John Hardwood? Real proof?" The air grew tense in the silence. "Well?" He wasn't letting it go.
"Not yet, but I'll get the proof one day." snarled Jennings.
"When you do," said Walther, "we'll report it, and you'll get your Pulitzer. But until then, and unless and until you get that proof, I'd better never, ever, hear you make that accusation again, and no one else at KSTD had better hear you say it, either. We report news here, not made up innuendo, and certainly not unprovable accusations of capital murder." Jennings stared at Walther with hatred in his eyes, but said no more.
"All right," said Walther, sitting back in his chair, thinking he'd won, "Priya, what do you want to do?"
"I was thinking that we can split the middle on this one." said Priya craftily. She was a smart, sneaky, and cunning woman. "We'll read Commander Troy's rebuttal of Harlow's IG statement, explain it all. That'll make Ross happy. Then we'll quickly gloss over Allgood giving Thompson that citation, giving no additional time or emphasis to it."
"That'll work." said Walther. "Harlow is committing political suicide with every ad she runs attacking the Police. We lose nothing doing that, and maybe gain some favor with Ross and Troy and Moynahan..."
Part 14 - Capitulation Or War?
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 4th... Star Wars Day... May the Fourth Be With You.
The Force, the Police Force anyway, was not with Bettina today as we listened to her morning report, which she was making while in front of City Hall: "Fox Two News has learned that Town & County Solicitor Miriam Walters will have a press conference today at 10:00am. Sources tell Fox Two News that Solicitor Walters will announce her candidacy for the District Attorney's Office. Fox Two News has also learned that Assistant District Attorney Ted Mason will likely file paperwork to run for the Solicitor position, and may be opposed by Assistant Solicitor Savannah Fineman. Both the District Attorney and Solicitor positions are non-partisan races in our County."
"In other news," said Bettina, frowning as she said it, "Commander Donald Troy issued a statement rebutting Sheriff candidate Della Harlow's comments regarding filling the Internal Affairs leadership position, vacated by the promotion of James Goodwin to 1st Precinct Captain. Commander Troy stated that he is not subject to Internal Affairs, as he is their chain-of-command boss, and that he is subject to the Public Safety Inspector General's Office... for whom Robert Mullen used to work, until he resigned in frustration over being stonewalled while investigating Commander Troy for abuses of Police power."
"Also," said Bettina, as the photo of Sheriff Allgood awarding Thompson his citation appeared on the screen in rather subdued lighting, "on Wednesday, Sheriff Allgood awarded Captain Damien Thompson a citation for being the first person of color to become a Captain in Town or County Police history." The photo was immediately removed and the feed went back to Bettina live as she said "However, questions still remain as to why Sheriff Daniel Allgood, candidate for Mayor, refused to attend the Police promotion ceremonies in the first place."
"Furthermore to this subject," Bettina said, looking angrily into the camera, "KXTC Fox Two News reporter Lester Holder , who is black, was forcibly removed from the TCPD Press Room yesterday upon the orders of Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, who is white. Our colleague was removed for daring to ask why Deputy Chief Ross was favoring Daniel Allgood in the Mayoral race..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was silent in MCD. To say that the Green Crowbar was green with anger would be an understatement.
"Let's just wait and see what Priya has to say." I said quietly. Then I said loudly "I sure feel sorry for Commander Ross's opponent tomorrow in the Police Boxing Matches!"
"Whew, you got that right." agreed Theo Washington. "Glad it ain't me... yet."
"That was just wrong." Joanne Warner said angrily. "What Bettina just did is unprofessional and dishonest. Sir, do you think they made her do that?"
"If she weren't Managing Editor of KXTC," I said, "I might be persuaded to believe that. But no, she did it willingly, of her own volition, and I don't think she had to be told."
"What are we going to do about it?" asked Christopher Purvis from Vice.
"Well, 'we' are not going to do anything." I said. "Deciding what to do about Bettina's perfidy is why Commander Ross gets paid the big bucks."
"Not big bucks enough." said Cindy. She seemed calm... but I noticed her hand clenching the green crowbar with power enough to crush another human's hand...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am. "Let's watch some TV." I said as I turned on the TV in my office. My Angels and I watched Priya's broadcast.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the lovely Indian reporterette from in front of the Courthouse complex. "Five-Alive News has learned that Solicitor Miriam Walters will announce her candidacy for District Attorney today! This adds to a crowded field opposing incumbent Gil Krasney in the non-partisan contest. Five-Alive News has also learned that Ted Mason and Savannah Fineman will both run for the Solicitor spot."
"Also, Sheriff Daniel Allgood awarded Police Captain Damien Thompson a special citation for being the first Person of Color to be promoted to full Captain in the Town & County Police Force." The photo of Allgood, Thompson, and Moynahan was shown in normal brightness, and Priya actually read the citation's words.
"In other news," said Priya, "Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD issued a scathing rebuttal to the attack upon him by Sheriff candidate Della Harlow. His rebuttal explained that he is not subject to the TCPD Internal Affairs, but is under the Public Safety Inspector General's Office." Priya then read my actual press release on the air.
As she was doing so, she and her producer at the scene got a text. It is possible that it was from the Town & County Police Commander. I then heard Priya say "And in a KSTD exclusive, Five-Alive News has just learned that the Town & County Police are interviewing several candidates for the Internal Affairs leader position, including Campus Police Lieutenant Bill Hanson, who served in the TCPD Internal Affairs before being hired by the Campus Police..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, that is so nasty!" Teresa said with as much enthusiasm I'd seen from her in a long time. "Priya came correct, got an exclusive. Bettina was a shit, and she's left clutching at empty air." Tanya grinned. Cindy's eyes flashed.
I just grinned an evil grin. "That's how we play the Game, Commander Ross." I said. "Those who do us a favor, get the carrots. Those who do not, get the stick... or in our case the crowbars."
"I hate having to bribe Priya to make her do the right thing." Cindy said.
"Not really a bribe." I said. "A favor for a favor. It may be small, or it may be big, but it works. Priya might even get an exclusive interview with Captain Thompson or myself, while Bettina gets nothing. Nothing at all."
"Better yet, she and KXTC get kicked out of the Press Room." Cindy replied.
"Unfortunately, we can't do that." I said. "It has to be all or none. If we just exclude KXTC, we'll get sued. And the rest of the Press will be sympathetic to KXTC, and share information with them just to put the big middle finger in our faces. Don't believe for one second that they'll ever show one bit of gratitude for anything..."
Part 15 - Epilogue
Saturday, May 5th. The Troy family and Clan celebrated Cinco de Mayo at The Cabin. Todd and Teresa brought their boys, Molly brought her boys, Paulina brought Tasha(!), and of course we had Carole and Jim there, as well. We celebrated with a number of good Mexican dishes, as well as Mexican beers and tequila.
And speaking of Mexican beers: The Most Interesting Dog In the World, that being Bowser, supervised the kids; while the most laid-back dog in the world, that being Buddy, supervised us adults, particularly Teresa Croyle.
I held off on the alcohol. Once it was well after dark, I announced that Teresa and I needed to go do some business ahead of tomorrow's ceremonies at Ward Harvester. We left, and I drove in my Police SUV to the Ward Harvester site. There were klieg lights illuminating the new park area, and security around. They let us come into the fenced areas.
I parked and we approached the area the dedication would be held. A tarp covered up something, which we knew to be the statue dedicated to those that had served in Town and County Public Service. When we got up to it, Teresa looked around.
"This is where the pit was, isn't it?" she asked.
"Yep." I said. "It's filled in, now, but they put the statue over a very important spot."
"I think I remember this spot." Teresa said as I began pulling on a rope that lifted the tarp off the statue beneath. When it peeled back and the light hit it, Teresa looked up and gasped.
At the base was carved in stone a traditional Police highwall hat, sitting on a uniform and armored vest and a billy stick and face shielding; a Fireman's helmet sitting on a fireman's coat and oxygen mask; and a medic's helmet that looked like a construction helmet with a red cross, and a first aid bag and implements.
Standing over these representations of Public Service were two angels carved in stone. The one on our right as we looked at it was a young, pretty girl. Over her right shoulder, to our left as we looked at it, was a taller girl with her angel wings spread widely to cover the whole back of the memorial.
"Oh my God..." Teresa whispered as she looked at the faces of the two angels. Very familiar faces.
I began speaking as I looked up at them:. "When I came down here to find you and Carole," I said, "in the smoke and haze I saw two ghosts, maybe two angels. They were standing at the exact spot this statue is now, and they looked exactly like these two angels look."
"They pointed to the ground beneath them," I continued, "and when I went to that spot, I pulled Carole out of the pit, and then found you."
"Amy and Alexis." Teresa whispered, simply unable to believe it, a tear running down her cheek. "You saw them."
"They led me to you." I said. "And I'd seen them before. Amy, in person, of course. But I've seen Alexis's Spirit, as well." (Author's note: 'Sting of the Scorpion', Ch. 03) "And since I knew where to find photographs of these young ladies, I was able to give the sculptors an idea of what I wanted the statues' faces to look like."
"That's... so awesome of you to do." Teresa said. Then she seemed to struggle to find the words as she said "After the Ward Harvester warehouse exploded, you did not come down just to find Carole... you came for me, too."
"Yes, of course." I said.
"Don," Teresa said, her voice near breaking, "my father abandoned me at the one moment I needed him the most. I've never been able to forgive that, but it doesn't matter now. What I do know is that you did not abandon your daughter, and you did not abandon me. I... I have no right to ask this, but... will... will you walk me down the aisle at my wedding?"
It was my turn to be speechless. "Yes." I finally was able to say. "I... I would be honored... greatly honored." Teresa wrapped her arms around me (right around the 'girdle') in a hard hug. I wrapped my arms around her upper back in return.
"Thank you." she whispered. "And thank you for this..." She meant the statues.
"I wanted you to see it before tomorrow," I said, "so you would be ready and not get too emotional. People might not realize why." I began re-covering the statue with the tarp.
Once that was done, we began walking back towards my vehicle. Something made us look back. Maybe it was the tears in my eyes reflecting the bright lights, but I could swear I was seeing two ghostly figures in front of that statue, the girls's faces looking like those on the statue, and smiling benignly upon us.
"You see them too, don't you?" Teresa said.
"Yes." I said. "And they will always be watching over you. Hopefully over all of us."
The wind rustled, diverting our attention. When we looked at the tarp-covered statue again, there were not longer any apparitions in front of it. We turned to go.
As we got to the car, I contemplated what might have happened if Alexis and Amy, especially Alexis, had lived. What would Alexis be like now? And what would Teresa be like?
I guess it didn't matter. They had passed on to a higher place. And because of their deaths, and events surrounding them, Teresa Croyle had been placed on an inexorable path that made her into something special. A real badass, and a real hero. Teresa was now the Stuff of Legend in these here parts...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
The beautiful bride walked down the aisle in her white dress, her blonde hair falling in gentle curls past her shoulders. She came up to the handsome groom waiting on the slightly raised platform, his thick black hair perfectly styled, his suit fitting perfectly. The guests watched in admiration of the beautiful young couple as they sat in their wooden chairs. It was a beautiful day, perfect for an outdoor wedding.
As the bride and groom joined hands, looking at each other with love in their eyes, the ceremony began.
"Dearly beloved," intoned the minister, "we are gathered together here in the sight of God, and in the face of this company of witnesses to join together this man and this woman in Holy Matrimony..."
As the minister said "If any man can show just cause, why they may not lawfully be joined together, let him speak now or forever hold his peace...", a slender, handsome young man with light brown hair stood up.
"I object to this marriage!" said the man. As the guests gasped in shock, and the bride and groom turned to him in stunned surprise, he said "The bride is already married... to me."
Tension filled the air, and it seemed the groom was going to square off against this unexpected rival...
"CUT!"
Part 2 - Day of 'Days'
Filming stopped as the director, Ken Moore came around from the side of the area. Moore was average height and build, with black hair and cheekbones and a jaw that were a collection of sharp angles. His eyes were dark, but had a sparkle when they caught the light, especially when he was 'into it' directing his scenes.
"Okay, that's very good." Ken said. "The next scene is going to be Danny explaining to Thomas and Carolyn and the preacher. All of you in the seats as guests, you did great. Just keep looking shocked... as if this had happened at your wedding."
This... was 'Days of Promise', the hottest daytime soap opera on television today. It is said that this show's suspense, intimations of morally corrupt sex at every turn, and steaming hot scenes that were nothing short of softcore pornography, had saved daytime television as a whole. It was seen in the Town & County on KXTC.
It was Tuesday, May 8th. The northern half of the Fairgrounds had several trailers set up, as well as huge tent huts, canvas on metal frames that housed operational aspects of the filming. The wedding scene was on a stage just south of those.
"Okay," said the Director. "I'm going back to my trailer for a few minutes. Everyone get your next set of lines and be ready for this afternoon." With that, he walked off. Several of the actors headed to one of the tents, where the next sets of lines would be distributed. They'd have less than three hours to learn them completely.
I was standing just south of the set, looking over the crowd. I was wearing my kevlar-lined light grey jacket and pants, and a thin black pullover shirt, made of material that wicked moisture away from my body. My badge was on my belt and my gun under my left armpit in its holster. And yes, I had on the 'girdle'.
Next to me was my wife Laura. She was looking smoking hot in a white dress, very high heel blue sandals that seemed form-fitted to her shapely, elegant feet, and she had her hair pulled back and styled in a fashion that brought the term '1940s' to my mind. It was reminiscent of May Cialis's hairstyles, though Laura was not wearing a 1940s-style dress. And yes, Laura was taller than me while wearing those heels, but I didn't mind; I liked having this gorgeous Amazon babe on my arm...
I saw Todd Burke and Teresa Croyle get up and come over to us. They had been sitting among the 'guests' in the rows of wooden chairs. Todd was wearing a suit and collared shirt, but no tie, looking every bit the handsome young executive that he was. Teresa was wearing a clingy flower-print dress and wooden high heel slides, and she looked 'smashing' herself.
I had noticed during the morning that Todd had taken every opportunity to take her hand in his, and had been introducing her to everyone as if he were showing off his Princess Bride... which she would be in less than two weeks. Laura had said to me that Todd was showing off Teresa like she (Laura) showed me off, with great pride and love. That warmed my heart, and loins, and of course I replied that I felt the same way when I got to introduce her (Laura) to people.
"Looks like the party has already started." I heard from behind me. It was a female voice, and it belonged to the beautiful blonde Callie Carrington. She was wearing an electric blue dress that was showing off her luscious feminine charms, and white high-heel peep-toe pumps. She was creating some electricity in me and a lot of men in the area.
But her heart was taken by the lovely platinum blonde next to her. Cindy Ross was wearing a dark blue skirt and jacket, and a light blue pullover shirt that showed off her naturally large breasts and toned, flat abs. She was also wearing high heel dark blue pumps, which shaped her legs and ass to perfection. And she had her badge on her belt and her gun in a holster similar to the way I was carrying mine.
"Wow, you two look great!" I said as they came up to us.
"Just trying to keep up with you two." Cindy replied as Todd and Teresa came up.
"What brings you here, Todd?" I asked. "I didn't know you liked soap operas."
Todd grinned his brilliantly handsome grin. "I'm just showing off the loveliest bride-to-be in the world." he said, making Teresa blush a bit. "And we're also here because we got an invitation to visit. Access-All-Areas passes."
"Who sent that?" I asked, for some reason more than idly curious.
"We don't know." said Teresa. "The sender was anonymous, but the note with the passes said that someone wanted to meet Todd and it would be worth it for him to come visit the set. I checked it out; the letter was from Culver City, California, where 'Days of Promise' is normally filmed, and we were on the All-Access guest list. And just like his uncle, Todd wanted to walk right into the 'trap'."
A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. Yes, I was carrying it. After all, it's my 'Palladium'. Then Todd asked "Why are you here, Uncle Don? Besides showing off the hottest professor on Campus?"
Laura gave Todd a warm smile at that. She said "I received an All-Access pass, as well. From one of the actresses on the show, Maria Del Fuentes." Maria was a Latina woman, and she was extremely beautiful. Her presence on the show was a ratings driver, and her steamy love scenes either enthralled or scandalized viewers. Fan clubs placed wagers as they wondered if she was actually fucking her male actors under the covers during those scenes. She would never confirm nor deny anything, only adding to the mystique.
"And I'm quietly watching over the security." I said. "What about you, Cindy? Callie?"
Callie said "Benny Black was one of my male porn stars, and then he got hired onto 'Days of Promise' as a minor character. He's done so well that his role grew. He invited me and Cindy to come over."
As we talked, I noticed another couple among the 'guests'. They were Cal and Drusilla Romano the hot Italian couple that could easily be cast in this daytime television program. He was in a dark gray suit and red tie that stood out like a beacon. She was wearing a bright red dress that definitely got attention, and very high heel light tan strappy sandals on her shapely feet. They were standing on the other side of the set, looking around. For some reason, it appeared to me that Drusilla looked very wary, or nervous, as she looked around. Cal had a blank look on his face, which, sorry to say, wasn't all that atypical of him.
"Cindy," I said quietly to my cousin and Police partner, "you see Cal and Dru over there?"
"Oh yeah, the Romanos... oh wow." Cindy said. As she looked up at me, I just nodded, and she said "Yep, there's a vibe there. She's nervous about something."
"And they're not coming over here to talk to us." I said, remembering that Laura and I had swapped with them in hot sexual encounters at Lake Watchacoochie less than two weeks before. "Keep and eye on them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The other 'guests' at the wedding were mostly winners of contests, the "Win an Appearance on the 'Days of Promise' show!" type of contests, and most were elderly couples. They got tours of the facilities and were shown all the 'behind the scenes' things that most people had no idea about.
"Okay, everyone!" said an older Asian woman from the podium of the set. "Take your places, please! We'll begin shooting in five minutes!"
"That's our Assistant Director. We call her 'The Madam'." said a handsome young man that had just suddenly appeared in our midst. He had black hair, a handsome face, a fit body, a charming smile. He was not nearly as tall as Laura or me, but was taller than most men here. He had a very large bulge in his pants, which Laura was noticing. He was wearing black pants and shoes, and a white collared shirt that was halfway unbuttoned, and no necktie.
"Hi Callie!" he said, as if he'd just noticed her. "I'm glad you came over."
"Hi Benny!" Callie said. They hugged each other and Benny kissed Callie on the lips. "You remember Cindy, don't you?" she said.
"How could I forget a woman this beautiful?" said Benny with a handsome smile. "Hi, Cindy. How are things with you?" he said, hugging my platinum blonde cousin but not kissing her like he had kissed Callie.
"Good. Really good." Cindy replied, then said in introduction: "Benny Black, this is my cousin, Don Troy, and his wife Laura."
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar?" Benny said as he shook my hand enthusiastically. "And you must be Dr. Fredricson." he said, shaking Laura's hand as he looked up at her. "Maria Del Fuentes wants to meet you; she was talking about it earlier today."
"Nice to meet you." Laura said. "Yes, do tell Ms. Del Fuentes to come see me when she gets a chance." Maria was part of the 'wedding party' on the stage, and I saw her taking her place there.
"I don't have a part in this scene." said Benny. "That's Thomas Cromwell playing the groom. He's from England. He joined the cast just a few months ago, and the tabloid Media made a sensation out of him. The bride is Carolyn Chastain. She's been the star of the show for two years now... and she knows it." Callie giggled.
"Listen to you." teased Callie. "Sounding like you've been here for years, but I know you joined the cast just three months ago." Benny laughed.
"That's true." he said. "I don't know if it's good or bad that no one has really recognized me from doing Carrington adult films."
"They were all watching Callie in those films." said Cindy. "With her in sight, hard to see anyone else."
"Awww, you sweetie." Callie said with her beautiful smile, putting her right arm around Cindy in a hug for the compliment.
"They're about to start." said Benny. "I just wanted to ask if you know who Todd Burke is, and if he came today."
"He's on the set, being one of the 'guests'." said Callie. "Back left."
"Thanks." said Benny. "I want to meet him. I'll talk to you later. Nice meeting you all." With that, Benny strode over to the other side of the set, staying well away from it as 'The Madam' gave the 30 second signal. Everyone took their places.
"Aaaaaaand... action!" said the director Ken Moore. We watched as the 'groom' Thomas asked the interloper 'Dan' who he was and what he was doing here. 'Dan' replied that 'Carolyn' was his wife. Everyone looked at her, seeing her eyes go from shock to guilt. 'Thomas' than asked his bride what was going on, and there were further exchanges of words, 'filler' lines meant to consume time. Then the 'minister' suggested they go to a side room to discuss the matter.
"CUT!" yelled the director. As everyone relaxed, Ken said "That was really good, everyone! We won't be shooting on this set any more today. Guests are invited to the Dining Tent for lunch. Please don't go past the ropes where the cast and crew are eating; we'll have an autograph session later this afternoon." He stalked off as 'The Madam' began guiding the 'guests' towards one of the big tents behind the set (to the north, as the crow flies).
I noticed that Benny Black had gone up to Todd and Teresa, but I was then distracted as a vision of pure Latina beauty came off the stage and towards us. "Hi, I'm Maria Del Fuentes. Are you Dr. Fredricson?" she asked breathlessly.
"Yes, that's me." said Laura as they shook hands. Maria, like most of the cast, was very short, no more than 5'2" tall, and Laura towered over her. Most actresses and actors are much shorter than they appear to be on television or the movie screen. I remember meeting Charlton Heston once, and had been very surprised that he was very short in real life. They must've used 'stagecraft' to make him look tall in the movies...
"Oh! I'm so glad to finally meet you!" Maria said, acting as if she were meeting the daytime superstar instead of the other way around. "I am a huge fan of your work. I read your book on women's sexuality, and it changed my life!"
Laura seemed surprised. "I'm glad you liked it." she said. "I must admit I've never been told that any of my books are 'life changing'. Oh, this is my husband, Don Troy."
"Oh my goodness! The Iron Crowbar!" Maria all but squealed. "Benny Black said he'd met your cousin! You're Dr. Fredricson's husband?"
"Yes, very lucky for me." I said, shaking Maria's hand in the manner of taking it in mine as if I were going to kiss it, and very slightly pulling it towards me. Maria's dark eyes sparkled a little bit at that.
"Would you both like to have lunch with me?" Maria asked Laura.
"Sure." Laura said. I'd turned around to introduce Cindy and Callie, but they were nowhere to be seen. I did see Benny Black walking with Todd and Teresa towards the Dining Tent.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we'd been talking to Maria, Benny Black had approached the couple just getting out of their chairs on the set. "Are you Todd Burke?" he asked.
"Yes, I am." said Todd, shaking hands with Benny as Teresa warily sized up the stranger. "And you are?"
"I'm Benny Black, one of the actors on the show." said Benny. "I'm the one that sent you the All-Access passes. And you must be Todd's fiancée, Teresa." She shook his proffered hand.
"Yesss..." Teresa said. "And I see why you sent the passes and wanted to meet Todd. You're related to him, aren't you?"
Benny smiled his charming smile, which closely resembled Todd's own smile. "That's what I wanted to talk to you about. Will you both join me for lunch?..."
Part 3 - Burke Family Values
The Dining Tent was a very large, long rectangle, with white canvas roofing and sides. Tables were set up longwise for most of it, and the cafeteria-style serving area was along the right side as one came into the tent. At the far end was an area marked off by big velvet ropes, and square tables for four persons were set up beyond it. That area was guarded by Security; it was for the cast only.
As Maria Del Fuentes led us to the entrance of the roped-off area, she told the Security man that Laura and I were her guests. Laura showed her All-Access pass. Before I could get mine out, Patrolman Culver, who was augmenting Security today, said to the Security man "That's our Police Commander. He's good to go." The Security man nodded and let us in.
As we sat down with our plates of delicious-looking and delicious-smelling food, I said to Laura "Look over there at Benny Black and Todd. Do you see what I see?" She looked behind her at them, then gasped.
"Oh my God." she said. "They could be related!"
"More than 'could be', if I don't miss my guess." I said. "I'd say the mystery of the All-Access passes for Todd and Teresa is solved, as well as how Benny knew so much about us. They're related, all right... maybe even brothers of different mothers, sired by one Michael Burke." Laura was wide-eyed in surprise; Maria, wide-eyed in fascination.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I grew up in San Jose, California." said Benny Black, talking quietly as he, Todd, and Teresa enjoyed their delicious lunches at their table. "My mother raised me. She had a job with the Tourism Bureau, and booked reservations for the Civic Center there. We didn't have a lot, but it was okay. My mother's brother and his wife helped raise me, as well. Still, I fell in with the rougher crowds out there, learned how to fight and how to hustle, but my uncle would always rein me in. He beat my ass down a few times when I got out of line."
"I have an uncle like that." said Todd. Teresa failed to suppress a grin at that one.
"I never knew who my father was." said Benny. "My mother dated guys, sometimes dated men that came in for the conventions. Not like a whore for money, but she had a lot of one night stands. I always figured that my father was one of those guys that knew my mother all of one night... and to a point, I was right."
"I was out in California, minding my own business, having a good career in Callie Carrington's Porn World, when this guy showed up at my apartment. He said he was a lawyer from the City near here, that he knew who my father was, and that I had a brother who was the CEO of a rich company. He said my father's name was Michael Burke, who had a company in this State that was inherited by his other son, my brother, whose name was Todd."
"Not exactly." said Teresa. "Todd bought out Burke Enterprises, rolled it into his own company. He didn't inherit anything from his father."
"Yes, I know." said Benny. "What happened is that this sleazeball wanted to sue to get my part of the inheritance, and I would pay him only if I won. I said I'd get back to him, and then I asked my mom about my father for the first time. She said she'd dated a man named Michael Burke when he was spending a lot of time in San Jose doing some kind of business there. They had an affair for several months, off and on. He got her pregnant, but he was already married with a family, so he arranged for her to get some money every month from a trust. That ended when I turned 18, less than three years ago."
"So," continued Benny, "Annemarie hooked me up with a more decent lawyer and a Private Investigator from this area. And I learned about you, Todd, and about your company, and that you'd bought out your dad's holdings. So, I knew I had no legitimate claim of any inheritance. His personal money was put in a trust for his first wife, who is in prison... for killing your brother from your mother's side of your family."
Benny went on: "I also found out that you had a fiancée that was a policewoman that rescued a child from a burning building." He looked at Teresa and said "That's badass. I'm amazed."
"It wasn't just burning, it exploded." said Todd. "The little girl she rescued was my cousin. And yes, she's a badass." He grinned his brilliant grin at Teresa, who smiled shyly, then turned to Benny.



"And what else did you learn?" Teresa asked her future brother-in-law.
"That Todd's mother was in prison for drug smuggling, then had her sentence commuted." Benny said. "And her brother, Todd's uncle, is your boss, the legendary Iron Crowbar. Oh yes, we know all about him in California. And then I found out that his cousin was my boss's girlfriend, Cindy Ross. Good grief, this soap opera program has nothing on you and your family. Mind if I write some scripts about it?"
"Probably a good idea that you don't." said Todd, knowing that all that was just the tip of his family's soap opera. "What else did you learn about your father, Michael Burke?"
"That we had an older brother," said Benny, "who also died here, in this County." He did not notice Teresa's face fall slightly. "And our father was murdered, as was his wife. Some bad racist gang at work, from what the P.I. told me."
"Tell me, Benny," said Teresa casually, almost too causally, "what was the name of the sleazy lawyer that contacted you, and what law firm was he with?"
"His name was Brafford Bacon." said Benny. "I never got the name of his law firm. His card just said 'Brafford Bacon, P.C.' on it."
"And the better lawyer and the P.I.?" Teresa asked.
"The lawyer was Gibson Stelling, from Succup & Payne, P.C." said Benny. "The P.I. was named Eddy... I never got a last name for him." Teresa nodded, appearing absentminded on the outside, and anything but absentminded on the inside."
"Well, Teresa," Todd said with a grin, "I guess we'll have to expand the guest list for the wedding."
"The party never stops," said Teresa, "on 'Days of Promise'... or in our Town and County."
Benny laughed. "Let's have dinner tonight. Right now, I've got to go get ready for my scene today." He excused himself, and headed to the production tents, stopping to speak to The Madam for a second.
"You seem to be taking all this in stride." said Teresa. "How do you feel?"
"I'm okay." said Todd, whose appetite had not been affected one bit by this new revelation. "No telling how many brothers and sisters I have out there. My dad did a lot of traveling, and as we well know, he was not a faithful man..."
Part 4 - Daytime Television Drama
Meanwhile...
Maria was very happy to learn that she and Laura shared the common trait of having grown up in the Great State of Texas. Maria had grown up in the Houston area, while Laura had grown up near Midland.
"I have always loved sex." said Maria, her voice huskier than one would expect out of her small body. Her dark eyes twinkled, reminding me of Britt Maxwell's eyes. "I was having sex every day, sometimes two or three times a day, especially in college. I thought something was wrong with me, and then a girlfriend gave me Dr. Fredricson's book to read. And I realized I wasn't a bad person." Laura smiled at that.
"So..." my wife said, "as your psychiatrist, I'll never tell. Are the sex scenes real?"
Maria's eyes cut to me. I said "I haven't watched very much, but my mother tells me that some of the scenes are real, and some are not."
"Your mother is right." said Maria conspiratorially. "Every guy in the cast wants to have sex scenes with me, but I don't really want much to do with most of them. The scenes with Benny Black... those are real. That guy is... well, he's big."
"Must be a family trait." I muttered, causing Laura to chuckle.
"One of our male leads, who just left the show for a prime time gig," said Maria, "he and I had some great scenes, and they were very real. We were under the sheets, but we didn't finish until he finished, if you know what I mean. But Victor and Thomas? No. Victor didn't want to, he's very professional in every way. And Thomas... well, he's a bit too arrogantly English for me... and here he comes now."
"Ah, hello Maria." said the black haired man who had been the 'groom' in the earlier scene this morning. He had what in England would be called a normal voice, but over here was called a 'British accent'. He looked the part of a James-Bond-'ish' man of mystery and action, and he was well aware of himself, I suspected. He was well-built but not very tall, typical of actors of stage and screen, and that gave him a stockier look than he would have had he been taller.
"Hi, Thomas." said Maria. "This is Dr. Fredricson, the professor I told you about."
"And a very lovely lady." said Thomas, shaking her hand 'flirtatiously'. "A bit too young to be a full professor, eh wot?"
Laura smiled. "You're too kind. This is my husband, Commander Don Troy." I stood up to reach across and shake Thomas's hand.
"Ah, Commander." said Thomas. "You're either in the Navy, or you are the Iron Crowbar that I've heard a lot about."
"I'm the Crowbar guy." I said.
We were waiting for Maria to invite Thomas to sit down with us, or not. She instead said "Dr. Fredricson, if you're finished with lunch, why don't you come to my trailer and we can talk privately. And Thomas can keep your husband company." She looked up at Thomas, her eyes making it clear that he was being given his 'marching orders'.
"Sure." said Laura. The women got up to go, taking their plates and utensils with them.
"Have a seat." I said to Thomas Cromwell. I was sitting with my back to the long tables, and he sat down to my left, in what had been the unoccupied seat. As he got settled in, I went and got some more food, then came back.
"So, Commander," said Thomas, "do you like soap operas, or did your wife drag you here?"
"Call me Don." I said. "I don't watch the soaps very much, but my wife and my mother keep up with 'Days of Promise'. And I have to admit... when I was in college, I quickly found out that one of the very best ways to meet hot women was to come up to them as they watched, and ask 'So what are Victor and Marlena doing?'. And those girls would say 'Oh, sit down!', and I'd have a date for the weekend by the time the hour was up."
Thomas laughed. "That's smart. And speaking of Victor and Marlena, there they are. He's the older man in the gray pants." He was looking forward. I looked to my right and saw Victor and Marlena Kuykendall, the couple that was the longtime basis of 'Days of Promise'.
Marlena was a lovely blonde, a bit taller than most of the cast. She was in her early fifties, but looked like she was in her forties. Victor was in his early sixties, and looked like he was in his early sixties. He had graying hair and a bushy mustache. Victor was shorter than Marlena when she wore her high heels, and the set people used tricks of uneven flooring and other ways to make him look like a tall, imposing man.
They were sitting at different tables. Marlena was sitting with an elderly couple, and I suspected that they'd won a contest that included lunch with the celebrity daytime television star. Victor was indeed wearing gray slacks, as well as a purplish-gray button-down collared shirt (and no necktie). He was talking to a younger man in a white button-down shirt whose collars were wilted, and blue jeans.
"Who's the guy in the jeans?" I asked.
"That's Kevin Park, our producer." said Thomas. Park was white, short, and stocky. He had a squarish face and black 'Mythbusters' eyeglasses, a brush haircut of not much brown hair at all, and a very thin mustache and goatee framing his lower face. "Kevin is 'God' around here. He's the one that saved the show's ratings, took us into the steamier plots and better bedroom scenes. He's also married to Carolyn Chastain, who was my 'bride' this morning. He's a great producer; he has great 'vision' for what we need. But he has a ruthless streak in him, as well. He crushes people who get in his way."
"Ah." I said. I looked around. "Where is Ms. Chastain, by the way?"
"Probably in her trailer, or in makeup." Thomas replied. "She's got the next scene we're about to shoot. Besides, she rarely eats with us. Thinks she's too good. She's taken over from Marlena as the beauty and the star of the show, and Marlena is... resentful, to say the least. Marlena and Victor don't like each other much, either, but they are united by a common cause... they hate what Kevin has done to the show. They think he's too aggressive, and that Carolyn and Maria are nothing short of whores."
"What about you, Thomas?" I asked. "How did you arrive in America and onto this show?"
"About a year ago, they were doing a story arc that took them to England." said Thomas. "It was a lot like coming here to do filming. I'd done a lot of work in British comedies, and was offered a role as a love interest for Carolyn. I seduced her, on the show... and off of it."
"I wasn't expecting to become a regular," continued Thomas, "but a lot of fans wrote the show, asking to bring me back. So they made me an offer a few months ago. I've been with them full time for about four months now, the ratings have gone up, and the scripts have been good for me. I moved to California, of course, but that's not a complaint. Great place, great weather, but expensive as hell."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what brought you two here?" asked Callie, after Cal and Drusilla sat down opposite them and exchanged greetings.
"We receive an anonymous invitation, with All-Access passes." said Cal. Cindy was peering at them with a practiced eye; they seemed nervous about something.
"So did Todd and Teresa." said Callie. That caused all of them to look down the tables at Todd and Teresa, sitting with Benny Black in the restricted area. Todd and Benny were sideways, in profile to them. Cindy not only saw it, she turned on the vibe.
"You know," said Cindy, "if I didn't know better, I'd say Todd and Benny are related. What do you think, Callie?"
Callie peered at Todd and Benny, then grinned her beautiful grin. "Yeah, I think you're right. Maybe they're related. And since you and Dru got anonymous invitations, too, maybe you're related to someone."
Cal managed a short laugh. Dru said nothing. Cindy didn't peer at them, but she could feel a strong vibe. Dru definitely was looking queasy at that last comment from Callie. Something was definitely not right, here...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just then, Thomas glanced over to his right, then did a double take. "Is that... is that Callie Carrington, the porn star?"
I looked back, seeing Callie talking to Dru, Cal, and Cindy. "Yes." I said. "Yes it is."
"Oh wow," said Thomas, "if we could get her on the show, our ratings would blast off!"
"You could ask her." I said. "But I think she's given up acting as a career. Porn-wise, anyway."
"Or if she made a cameo appearance..." said Thomas, whose mental gears were turning. "If you'll excuse me, Don, I need to talk to Kevin. I think I'll do it right in front of Victor, too."
I watched as Thomas went over to Victor and Kevin's table. Kevin looked back when Thomas pointed, and his eyes grew wide as he recognized Callie. Victor looked halfway disgusted.
I saw the woman known as 'The Madam' go over to Drusilla and Cal, and they got up to go somewhere with her. As they left, Kevin and Thomas were approaching Callie and Cindy. After introductions, I noticed that Cindy had become a 'third wheel'. She looked over at me and our eyes met. She 'shrugged' with her eyebrows, and I did the same.
"Excuse me," said a relatively deep male voice. I looked up to see Victor standing next to me. "I'm sorry to intrude, but are you Commander Donald Troy?"
"Yes, I am." I said, standing up to shake his hand. "Please, have a seat." We sat down, Victor in the seat Thomas had been occupying. He asked if I was a fan of the show, and I repeated my college pick-up story, making him chuckle.
"Yes, it's a different show now than it was ten, fifteen years ago." Victor said.
"So how did you know who I am?" I asked.
"You might be surprised to learn that you are well-known in southern California." said Victor. "We've heard your name, and we heard about one of your Police Officers rescuing a child last Christmas Eve. And then Benny Black talked about you when we heard we were coming here to do some shooting. And by the way, your University here is very beautiful, very picturesque, great for filming." I agreed.
"And speaking of Benny," said Victor as he looked over towards Callie. She was now talking to Kevin and Cindy; Thomas had disappeared. "He's one of our show's... changes. He's made the transition from adult films to mainstream; that's not easy to do. And now Kevin is trying to get that blonde porn starlet to make a cameo on the show." I did not need my mother's abilities to observe and deduce Victor's disdain.
"I understand that Ms. Carrington has given up adult films." I said. "She's now a research assistant at the University, working for one of the Psychology professors." I might have failed to mention that the professor in question was my wife.
"Hmmf." muttered Victor. "Still, this show has become... different. Back in the day, they would never have allowed... actors like those to be on this venerable show."
After a few moments of further chit-chat about the show in olden times, he got up. "I have to go get ready for my scene." he said. I got up also and we shook hands. He said "Enjoy yourself today. And I hope we won't need you to solve any crimes here."
"I certainly hope you won't, either." I replied. Victor left. I looked around, and saw that Todd and Teresa and Benny were no longer in the tent.
Cindy excused herself from Callie's conversation, got up, and came up to me. "Having fun?" she asked.
"It's interesting, seeing what goes on 'behind the curtain', so to speak." I said. "But I think I'm going to find Laura and see if she wants to stay or go, then go on back to Headquarters."
"Me, too." said Cindy. "Though I may be back in the next few days. Callie's interested in a cameo appearance, wouldn't you know?" I chuckled.
"She's such a wallflower, and so camera-shy." I said. "Can't believe she'd take that offer." Cindy was the one chuckling at that.
"AAAAUUUGHH!! HELP! HELP!"
Instinct taking over, Cindy and I took off for the tent door and towards the sound of the screams we were hearing. I was impressed how well she was running in high heels, but I was getting well ahead of her as we ran further into the myriad of temporary buildings, towards the trailers. I was shouting "Police Officer! Police Officer! Let me through!" and people were getting out of my way.
"Over here! Over here!" I heard Teresa calling out. She was in front of one of the trailers where the cast members were lodged. Cindy had caught up to me, and we flashed our badges and went through the security gate that separated the trailers from the rest of the compound. As we came up to one of the trailers. I noted the name of the director, Ken Moore.
"In here, Commander." Captain Croyle said. She was already taking charge of the scene, directing our Officers and the on-site Security to shut down this area, lock down the entire Fairgrounds, and call in our Crime Scene teams.
I went inside the trailer. It was simply but very comfortably furnished. Looking to my left, I saw 'The Madam', the producer Kevin Park, and Sr. Patrolman Culver. Past them, in the bedroom, my wife was kneeling beside a prostrate man. It was Ken Moore.
The knife buried in his chest, right where his heart should be, was my first clue that something was wrong. Then I saw the gaping wound in the throat as Laura looked up and saw that it was me. She just shook her head.
Ken Moore was dead.
Part 5 - The Crime Scene
1:00pm, Tuesday, May 8th. The CSIs arrived just as I came out of the trailer. I took in a lightning inventory of the people crowded around. Carolyn Chastain and Thomas Cromwell were inside the fenced-off area, as were Benny Black and Maria Del Fuentes. Crew members were crowded around the fence on the outside.
"Is there a back entrance to this trailer park area?" I asked Thomas Cromwell, who was nearest to me.
"There's a gate on the other side, like this one." said Thomas.
"Security closed it off when the alarm sounded." reported Teresa. "It's on the far side, nearer the River, and the sets on that side aren't being used today, so nobody went through that gate in the last hour."
"Good. Good job." I said. Then I heard the *whirrrrrrrr* of a small Tank trying to get through the crowd. With the help of Police clearing the way, Captain Tanya Perlman drove up to Teresa and me. She handed Culver a small videocamera and asked him to walk it through the trailer. She watched her iPad as he did so, communicating with him via her Police iPhone. Teresa and I watched in fascination.
"Okay, sir," Tanya said, "I have a general gist of the crime scene. Send in the CSIs." The CSI team, in uniforms with labcoats over them, poured into the trailer.
"Neat stuff." I said.
"And it doesn't cost the TCPD anything." Tanya said proudly. "U.S. Government grant. They give me free stuff, and I use it and report back to them on how it worked for ol' Lady Ironside." I couldn't help but laugh at that. Tanya was irreverently cheerful even at crime scenes with a dead body just a few feet away.
"Captain Perlman," I said, "get every available Detective over here. We have a ton of people to interview. Send some people to the office areas to get copies of the scripts for today as well as the next several days. Also, call for warrants to have access to all electronic information and papers that we might need to look at."
"Theorizing before acquiring data, Commander?" Tanya asked, possibly meaning to be humorous.
"No." I said, perhaps a bit coldly. "Trying to get the data so that I can theorize."
I turned to Teresa. "Captain Croyle, no matter what, make sure every Officer gets the chance to go vote in the primaries today. Arrange it in groups, but not even a murder should prevent them from voting if they haven't already."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "And speaking of that, have you voted, sir?"
"Yes." I said. "I did the early voting thing a couple of weeks ago."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone on site was asked to go to the Dining Tent. There were a couple of tents that had partitions that could be used as meeting rooms. When Detectives Warner, Washington, Davis, and Parker arrived, Cpt. Perlman told them to find or set up four tables, and videocameras and a Uniformed Officer would be assigned to each one to assist the Detectives in processing the people.
For herself, Tanya set up to interview all the contest winners. Many were obviously shocked at what had happened. Some were morbidly fascinated. Tanya got all their personal information, interviewed them on where they were from, how they came to be on set, what they saw and heard.
Later on, she would come to me with a report. "All of these people are checked into the University Hotel, and were going to be shuttled to City Airport for their flights home tomorrow morning. They were all being shown the sets for this afternoon's filming when the screams started and the alarm went out, and none of them saw anything. What should we do with them?"
I thought about it. "If you have their names, addresses, and phone numbers," I said, "then let's get the crew to get them back to their hotel now, and they can go in the morning to get their flights. That's just for these contest winners, though. No crew at all is excused to leave without clearing it with me personally."
Then Teresa came up. "Can I talk to you a moment, sir? Privately, or with Commander Ross present?"
"Sure." I said. I called Cindy over and we went to a quiet spot just past the crime scene trailer. Teresa then proceeded to fill me in completely about her lunch conversation with Todd and Benny, including details about how Benny had come to learn about being a Burke and about Todd.
"That's interesting." I said. "We'll need to grill him pretty good when we interview him. That'll go for the rest of the cast and anyone else who had access to the trailer area."



"Thank goodness that it was a restricted area." said Cindy. "It somewhat limits who our major suspects might be."
"Yeah, to a point." I said. "Unless someone came in with someone else, or found a way to sneak in. We need Davie Marsdon and Timmy Austin here, to find the secret passages for us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Members of the crew were being called into the office tent one-by-one to be interviewed by my Detectives. It went quickly.
"Who is your primary on this, Ms. Perlman?" I asked Tanya as she sat and watched the feeds of the videos of the interviews on her iPad. And in case you're wondering: yes, the signal from the videocameras are encrypted, and the iPad decrypts them with special software.
"Warner and Washington." said Tanya. "Davis and Parker are helping, and I've told Mahoney-Milton that I might need some Vice Detectives to help process all these people. But for now, they're doing pretty well.
"You have additional help with interviews, as well." I said. "Namely me, Ross, and Croyle."
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "I was going to ask you to handle big stars, the ones that might think they're a little too good to answer our questions."
Just then, Cal and Drusilla Romano, who had been walking towards the office tent, broke off and came over to us. "Commander Troy," said a nervous Drusilla, "can we talk to you a moment? Privately?"
I had a premonition. "Yes, but Commander Ross will have to be with us. Captain, I'll interview the Romanos right now." Tanya nodded, and Cindy and I escorted Drusilla and Cal to the wedding set used that morning...
Part 6 - Sinister Motivations
"We're being blackmailed." said Drusilla Romano.
"Blackmailed?!" exclaimed Cindy.
"Ohhhhhh." I said, my voice barely above a whisper. Still, three pairs of eyes affixed themselves upon me.
I nodded. "So someone found out that you're not a married couple, but blood brother and sister." Cindy gaped in shock. Cal just nodded. Dru peered at me.
"Did your wife tell you?" she asked accusingly.
"Noooooo. My wife is very good at keeping secrets." I said, knowing that was a huge understatement. "She does not discuss her doctor-client privileged information with me. No, I figured it out because I'm told that I'm a pretty good Detective, I can see the close resemblance of your faces and your mannerisms, and the fact you're the same age... which suggests you are fraternal twins."
They nodded. "You're right." Drusilla said.
"We were always close." said Cal. "We always thought it was because everyone said that twins are very close. When we were in high school, we both realized we'd rather be with each other than with other people. Aaaaaand things just went on from there. We knew it was wrong, but we became lovers in college, and we just began living as a dating couple."
"We got a marriage license when we graduated college, and had a J.P. marry us." said Drusilla. "I said our common last name was a coincidence. It made things a lot easier. And we never had a problem until a few weeks ago."
Cal said "When we were sent the All-Access passes, the letter enclosed with them said that the sender knew we were brother and sister, and that we would be exposed if we didn't come to the set today. We were told for me to wear a red tie and Dru to wear a red dress. We've been waiting all day for someone to say something to us, but so far no one has."
"Do you have that letter?" I asked.
"No." Dru said forlornly. "The sender said to burn the letter, so we did. We were... we are scared to death about it. We don't have much money, so we don't know how we're going to pay anything..." Her voice trailed off.
"And now we have this murder." I said. "So, where were you guys when the screams started?"
"The director's assistant, the one they call 'The Madam'," said Dru, "came and got us. We thought she might be the contact. She led us to one of the trailers, which was empty except for a few chairs, and she said to wait there, that someone was going to come to talk to us."
"So we thought that was it." said Cal. "That the blackmailer would come in and talk to us. But no one did, and then we heard screaming. We rushed outside, and there was already a crowd. One of the cast said we needed to get out of the restricted area, so we did."
 "Who was that cast member?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." said Cal. "It was a male voice, and there were two or three of them right there. I didn't know which one said it, and I didn't ask. We just got out of there, and slipped out as others were rushing in."
I nodded, then went into a 'reverie' as Cindy asked Cal and Dru for more information on the letter that had been sent.
A moment later I said "Okay, here's the deal. I'll be as discreet as I possibly can about this. Commander Ross can make her own statement, but she's always been good about keeping a lid on things when it's good to do so. Having said that, we do have a murder investigation here, and I'm sure you both realize that you're potential suspects. I usually say to not leave the County without permission, but in this case... just don't leave the County, period."
With that, we went back towards the back areas. "Where are people who've already been interrogated going?" I asked Tanya when I saw her.
"Back to their places of work, or their quarters." said Tanya. "The crew is in a shared tent, the cast in their trailers. The guests are waiting to be shuttled back to the University Hotel."
"How many interviews are left?" I asked.
"Most of the crew has been processed." said Tanya. "We're saving the cast for last."
"Good." I said. I got on the radio and called for a Patrol Officer to report to me. Within an instant Patrolman Culver and Corporal Gundottar were in front of me.
"I want you guys to escort my friends Cal and Drusilla Romano to Police Headquarters." I told them. "Sign them in and let them stay in the Pastor's Room. They don't need to be supervised in there as long as they stay in there. Then you two can come back here." The Officers moved out swiftly, and soon were escorting Dru and Cal next door.
"You good with that?" I asked Cindy quietly after they were gone.
"I've learned the hard way to not question your actions." Cindy replied. "But they really are suspects, especially if they learned it was Moore that was blackmailing them."
"That's true." I said. "Which is why they're sitting in our Headquarters instead of being allowed to go home. I also wanted to get them out of here because there might be danger to them." I turned to Tanya and said "I need to talk specifically with The Madam, and then I'll want to review any tapes of the cast interrogations."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Madam's real name was Seiko. She was an older woman but still attractive, and she was relatively fit. She was subdued but not emotional. Cindy and I were in what was her makeshift office with her.
"You found the body?" I asked.
"No sir." Seiko said in very good English, which might've been her mother tongue, though she spoke with Asian inflection. "One of our office ladies was taking a script to Ken, and she discovered him. She screamed, and I came running, as did the doctor, the very tall lady. But it was... too late."
"Yes." I said. "So, as Assistant Director, what is your role? Helping Ken? Directing in his place when he's not there?"
"Some of both." said Seiko. "I do much of the logistical support. This morning I took charge of the guests, got them into their places, let them know what was going on. Ken deals with... dealt with... the cast and crew."
"Did you like Ken?" I asked.
"He was an o-kay man to work with." said Seiko. "When things were tense, when time was pressed, he could be very.. how do you say... 'into it', and he'd snap at people and give orders with very harsh voice. But when things were calm, he was calm. He and I got along very well, professionally."
"Speaking of the guests," I said, "did you escort two of them to one of the trailers earlier today?"
"Uh, yes, yes I did." said Seiko, as if suddenly remembering. "Young couple. She was wearing a red dress."
"What were their names?" I asked.
"I do not know. I never asked." said Seiko.
"Did someone ask you to take them to that trailer?" I asked.
"I received a written note." said Seiko. "It looked like it was in Ken's handwriting, and it said to bring the couple in the red dress and red tie to the empty trailer. So I did."
"Why would he have you do that?" I asked. "Why not to his trailer?"
"Oh, his trailer was his personal space." said Seiko. "He did not like anyone else coming in there. But sometimes he or our Producer, Kevin Park, would have conversations with people in the empty trailer."
"Casting couch conversations?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, no ma'am, nothing like that." Seiko said. After a few more questions of little importance, I wrapped it up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Kevin Park." I said to the producer/director, as he sat before me and Cindy in a space in the same tent where the Detectives were wrapping up their interviews. "Where were you when the screams started up?"
"I had just finished talking to Callie Carrington about making a cameo appearance tomorrow." said Kevin. "I was going to the office area, to tell our scriptwriters to add in something for Callie, when I heard the screams. I rushed over, and our intern Kayla was coming out of Ken's trailer, screaming bloody murder... and that's what it turned out to be. Maria and that doctor woman... your wife, I think?... came up and we went inside. The doctor told us to stay back and went up to Ken. She looked all around the room first, making sure nobody was still in there, then she checked on him, but he was gone."
"Do you know who might want to kill Ken?" I asked. "Or any idea why?"
"Who?" said Kevin. "About half the crew. Why? Not so sure on that."
"Why would people want to kill him?" I asked.
"He's... well, he was a good director." Kevin said. "But he was tough at times. He knew what he wanted, and when he wasn't getting it, he could get pushy about it. Some of the longtime actors didn't like being pushed. They've been here for years, so I can understand, but we have a show to get out there, and we're on tight deadlines."
"Speaking of that," I said, "how far in advance are the scripts written?"
"Well, the outlines and the general threads are mapped out weeks, even months in advance." said Kevin. "But as I'm sure you know, we're on the air every Monday through Friday of the year, with a few Holidays sprinkled in there. It really never stops. Anyway, the specific scripts may be finished only days in advance, even hours. And we don't give the actors their lines until the last minute, sometimes on the day of shooting. That's to keep people from getting wind of our plots and posting them on Facebook."
"Ah, 'the Facebook'." I said, as an inside joke that Kevin could not possibly know about. "So scripts are not written that far in advance?"
"Aw, heck no." said Kevin. "Like I was saying, we're going to write in something, maybe three minutes, for Callie Carrington. We've done that before, little one-scene deals with baseball players and known celebrities. Sometimes lines get written on the fly, just seemingly out of nowhere... kind of like some of the mystery stories on the Literotica site."
"Yes, some interesting stories on that site." I said agreeably. "So your trip here, to our Town & County. Was that written into the long-term outline?"
"Well, the plan to come here was only made a few months ago. This past Winter." said Kevin. "But to answer your question, our Advance Team did scout out this area and the University, and we began writing in possible scenes. Things fit the interrupted wedding story pretty well, and Maria and Danny are going to have some School scenes on your University's campus."
"So who decided to come here?" I asked.
"The 'Suits', the executives of our parent company." said Kevin. "Don't take this the wrong way, but I wasn't very happy about coming here nor anywhere else. But I guess they wanted some on-location scenes, and maybe someone just wanted to travel and get a change of scenery."
"I see." I said. "So... this girl was delivering a script to Ken, and she found him dead. What happened to the script?"
"Uhh... I'm not sure." said Kevin. "I hope she took it back to the office."
"I'm going to need to see copy of that script," I said, "and copy of your scripts for as far forward as you've written them."
"Uhh... is that really necessary?" asked Kevin.
"Mr. Park." I said with authority, not wanting to waste valuable time. "Your director is dead, murdered. His body is just being transferred to my morgue right now. I am looking for a motive, so that I can figure out the killer behind that motive, and it strikes me that the scripts might contain a secret that will help me. I can assure you that I'm not going to post a damn thing on 'the Facebook', but I am going to have a look at the scripts, if I have to shut your whole operation down and get subpoenas and warrants to do it."
"Whaaa?" gasped a very stunned Kevin Park.
"Cooperation with the Iron Crowbar usually gets you lots of puppy points with him." said Cindy helpfully. "Not working with him... not a good thing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said Joanne as I passed near her table, "my iPhone reader is not working right. Can you check Mr. Cromwell's passport?"
"Sure." I said, taking the British passport. "England, home and beauty, Mr. Cromwell?" I said to Thomas as I took out my Police iPhone and read the bar code on the British passport. Joanne's reader was working fine; she just saw an anomaly and wanted me to look at it.
"Yes, I'm a British citizen." said Thomas. I noted that his visa, work permit, and other required paperwork was correct in every particular.
"Hmmm... Thomas Cowpens." I said as the info came up on the screen. "That's your real name?"
"Yes." said Thomas Cromwell. "Most of us use our real first names but may have stage names for our last names. Carolyn Chastain is the only person I know who doesn't; her real name is Matilda Ryan."
"Tell you what, Detective Warner." I said. "I'll talk with Thomas, here, and you can bring up the next person on your list to interview. Commander Ross, if you'll take care of securing those scripts, I'd appreciate it. Thomas, if I may call you that, if you'll come with me..."
"Oh, certainly!" said Thomas. "I'd love to watch what you're doing, as well. Fascinating stuff, and I might learn something for a role or a script."
He walked with me to the Dining Tent. It was now nearly empty. Some of the cast were behind the velvet ropes at the smaller tables, talking among themselves and being served snacks or leftovers from the lunch.
"Have a seat." I said. We sat down at the near end of the long tables, on the other side of the tent from where the other actors were. I spoke quietly. "I've met some of the cast." I said. "Tell me about Carolyn, and more about Marlena."
"Ah, Carolyn." said Thomas. "Great lady in some ways. Smoking hot. Knows what she wants, and sometimes has an attitude about getting it. All the guys want her. She's fairly easy to date and bang, but she discards men like tissue."
"The producer, Kevin Park," I said, "he's married to her, isn't he?"
"Harumph." said Thomas. "Yeah, he's married to her. Some porn stars, like August Ames, are married to porn producers, too. Kevin, he seems to have no problem with Carolyn sleeping around. What he might not know is that another man knocked her up. Benny Black could be the father, I could be the father, Danny Darmond could be the father..."
"How do you know it's not her husband that's the father?" I asked.
"Oh, he had a bicycle accident of some kind when he was young." said Thomas. "He can get it up, but he's shooting blanks." I nodded. "And Carolyn was making a point to not use protection. I know I dropped my load into her every time I fucked her, and I'm pretty sure the other guys were, too."
"What about Marlena?" I asked.
"She and Victor were lovers for years, in real life as well as on set." said Thomas. "According to The Madam, they had a falling out of some kind several years ago; I don't know why. She has not invited me into her bed, but Benny was bragging that he banged her a couple of weeks ago. She may have been banging Ken, as well."
"Who has Victor been squeezing?" I asked.
"Oh, he married a woman named Nancy Grieco." said Thomas. "Sounds Greek, but she wasn't. She was a supporting actress in a number of screen films. She and Victor divorced a couple of years ago... you're not writing all this down, Commander?"
I smiled. "No, this is good background material, but not worth making case notes over." In reality, the case notes were already written in my mind, and I'd certainly be checking up on the information...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
That would be Tanya riding into the Dining Tent behind us. She pulled up to the table on the other side of me from where Thomas was sitting.
"Can I talk to you, Commander?" she asked, her cheeks rosy, her eyes sparkling, and her voice ever-perky.
"Sure." I said. "Don't mind Thomas, here. He says he wants to learn Police work, in case the acting career doesn't work out... or maybe he'll play FBI Agent Muscone when they make the movie about us." Thomas laughed, then Tanya laughed at my reference to her fiancé, Jack Muscone.
"We've interviewed the entire office crew and stage crew." said Tanya. "Everyone was either in the office, in the Dining Tent here, or setting up for the afternoon scenes. No one except Kayla went into the trailer area."
"Kayla is the one who found the body, right?" I asked.
"Yes." said Tanya. "Time-wise, her story seems to check out. She was wearing a blue-and-white criss-cross stripe dress today, and that's what she's wearing now. No bloodstains on it."
I nodded. "Anything else strange?"
"Commander Ross had trouble getting the scripts." said Tanya. "Even with the producer Kevin in there telling them to get the scripts they had and turn them over, one of the women in there was protesting, and demanding we get a warrant for them. Her name is Donna Hull, and she's one of the scriptwriters. I think she's very used to protecting the scripts from the tabloid Press and others trying to get scripts and information from people."
Just then, the aforementioned Green Crowbar came in behind us. "I've got some of the scripts, but they're not giving me what they had from the past couple of days nor anything beyond what they're shooting here on set."
I looked up at her. "Tell you what. Captain, call the Court... not the D.A.'s Office, go straight to the Court... and get warrants to get access to every scrap of paper on this site. You can brief me on the interviews later; go call the Court now." Tanya drove out at a dangerous rate of speed.
"Commander," I said to Cindy, "see if you can find Captain Croyle, and have all our Officers start locking down this place. Nobody in or out without permission of the Police Commander. And tell our Officers to be on the lookout for anyone trying to throw away or destroy any papers that might be scripts, or destroying or hiding clothes that might have blood stains on them. Have them look through every trash can on site, in every nook and cranny..."
"I'll relay that." said Cindy. "But the CSIs have been all over the garbage, including securing the dumpsters before the County Waste Department could dump them."
"Outstanding!" I said. "Give our CSIs my compliments on their fast action." Cindy excused herself and stalked out.
"Wow." said Thomas. "You guys do a lot that they don't talk about on television programs. How do you keep it all straight, and take care of the details?"



"Part of it is experience." I said. "We do this early stuff in every case we have. Not much gets by my guys, especially with Captain Perlman overseeing things. My Detectives are really good; they'll start processing everything. And me, I just sit here and supervise."
"So method, and nose to the grindstone." said Thomas. "Disappointing. I guess I was hoping for a Sherlock-Holmes-like display of brilliantly solving the case." I could tell he was joking from the look on his face.
"We have to have data first." I said. "And that's what we're processing now. But most cases are solved by getting the evidence, examining it, finding something that identifies the perp, then putting it together and making the arrest. Sherlock Holmes... is a character in works of fiction. We're a lot more boring around here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy escorted producer Kevin Park into the Dining Tent to speak with me. I had him sit down while Thomas Cromwell went to a restroom. He was not allowed into the trailer park area nor his own trailer, but other facilities were available.
"First," said Kevin, "I spoke to the dining facility people, and they're going to make some extra dinner. So please have your Officers go through the line and have some dinner, on us."
"That's kind of you. Thank you." I said, then asked Cindy to radio Teresa to put out the invitation to all our Officers. I then said to Cindy "That'll be a great time to execute the warrants and go through all the papers in the office areas, and through everything in the trailers and sleeping areas. And bring Cal and Dru Romano from Police HQ over, so they can eat, too." Cindy nodded.
"Second," said Ken Park, "as you know, we don't shoot that far ahead, and we need to try to stay on some kind of schedule. Can we film some of our scenes tonight and tomorrow? I'm sure we can work around your investigation on that."
"The show must go on, eh?" I muttered, mostly to myself. Then I said "Sure, but do realize everyone here is on lockdown. And to that end, I need to address everyone. Maybe at dinner?"
"I'll arrange it." said Kevin.
"While I have you here," I said, "let me ask you a few more questions. You're married to Carolyn Chastain?"
"Yes, I am." said Kevin.
"Do you know if she's expecting?" I asked.
"Pardon?" asked Kevin.
"Is your wife pregnant, Mr. Park?" I asked, peering at him.
"Yes. She is." said Kevin. "And before you ask, I'm not the father."
"Do you know who is the father?" I asked.
"It could be one of several men." said Kevin. "Look, my wife and I have an open marriage, and we agreed to that before we got married."
"How do you feel about her being pregnant, though?" I asked.
"I was disappointed that she became pregnant without discussing it with me." said Kevin. "I didn't know she'd come off the pill. But it is what it is, and we'll raise our child with as much love as any couple would raise their child."
I nodded. "Could Ken Moore have fathered the baby?" I asked.
"Err... maybe." said Kevin. "To be honest, I don't know the names of every man Carolyn has been with. Some of her... encounters... are, how shall I say it... spontaneous. Sometimes after a love scene on set, she gets... relief... from a fellow cast member or even a crew member, if I'm not there."
"All right, then." I said. "Thanks for your time. Oh... the TCPD was setting up a tent near the River. Is it in your way?"
"Oh... no, no it's not." said Kevin. "In fact, I'm the one the suggested they put it there. Again, enjoy dinner on us. I know you guys have a tough job with this."
I thanked him, and as he left I looked over at Cindy, who was sitting next to me. "So, what did you think of that?"
"I know some people that have open marriages." said Cindy. "I'm not sure they'd talk that same way about their relationships."
"Yes, I'm one of those that have an open marriage." I said. "One reason that ours works is because Laura and I set the ground rules before we got married. We keep no secrets, outside of our professional jobs, of course. We keep no secrets after encounters; we tell each other about them and who with. And having an open relationship doesn't mean a license to be a Slut or a Satyr; we're both discreet and choosy."
"By way of contrast," I said, "Carolyn Chastain appears to be acting like a slut. She didn't tell her husband she was getting off the pill? She apparently just picks up people for sexual relief, nary a thought about it. And he was trying to pretend he was okay with it all... but he was not."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone went through the line for dinner. My Officers went in groups as others maintained security. Most of the cast went through early, and while I had the max number in the tent, I went to the roped off area and used a microphone that had been set up for me.
"Everyone!" I said, getting their attention. "My name is Commander Troy with the TCPD, and I'm in charge of the investigation. My condolences to you on the loss of your director. I appreciate the cooperation we have received today in our attempts to find whoever did this."
"As part of it all," I continued, "we are locking down this site for the night. No one will be allowed to leave the area. If you do, you need to make sure that I, and that means me personally, knows about it and approves it. I certainly don't want to have to make any arrests, and I regret the inconvenience to you, but I need your cooperation to stay on site. Thank you."
As Cal and Dru finished their dinner, I went over to them, Cindy in tow. I said to them "After dinner, I'll have an Officer take you home. You need to stay at home. Lock your doors, set the alarm if you have one. Call me on speed-dial if you have any problems at all at home. I don't expect trouble, but be aware of things."
"Also," I said, "I'll have someone pick you up and bring you back to Headquarters tomorrow. Fortunately my partner here owns the gym Cal works at, and we've called the School and told them that you're helping us with our investigation, Dru, so they know you won't be in tomorrow. I'm going to need your help tomorrow, so I appreciate your cooperation..."
Part 7 - Puzzle Pieces
After dinner, the Detectives, the Captains, the Commanders, and the Chief assembled in the TCPD tent we'd set up. There were two tables inside, lights, a whiteboard, a television set to view interview tapes, a water cooler, and some snacks on a small table next to the cooler. This was one of the 'command post' tents we used as a mobile HQ when searching for missing children, or when we needed such a mobile post for field operations.
"O-kayyyyy," said the Chief, sitting down at the far end of the table, the side nearest the River. "What do we have, so far?"
"Sir," said Tanya, "I've asked the Detectives to give their individual reports of their interviews. Martha the M.E. just texted that the autopsy is done, and she'll be here in minutes to tell us what she's found. Captain Croyle's Officers and our CSIs have searched through everyone's belongings and the office areas, as well."
"Commander Troy," said the Chief, "go ahead and run this show. I'm just here to listen to the firsthand reports."
"Yes, Chief." I said. I was sitting to the Chief's left, Cindy opposite me and to the Chief's right. Tanya was parked next to me, and Teresa on Cindy's right side. "Okay, whaddya you Detectives have for us?"
"Sir," said Joanne, "no one saw anything, except the intern Kayla, who found the body. The dress she was wearing when others showed up at the scene matches descriptions of what she was wearing when she went to the trailer, and there was no blood on her clothes or her shoes... she didn't approach the body, she just screamed when she saw it and ran to the door."
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "one thing that struck me: I asked everyone I talked to about Ken Moore's friendships and romantic life. He didn't seem to hang out with anyone among the cast or crew, but several people said they thought he might have had Carolyn Chastain in his trailer at times. Some of the office women also said they thought his 'interviews' with aspiring actresses were 'casting couch' session, i.e. he demanded sex in exchange for parts on the show."
"First time that's ever happened in Hollywood." I said acerbically, to murmurs of agreement.
"Sir," said Tanya, "all the Detectives asked about Moore's friendships, and if I understood you all right, the stories are the same as Parker's?" Everyone murmured in agreement.
"But no names came out as potential suspects." I said.
"Sir," said Joanne Warner, "most of the guests were contest winners from out of Town. But there were a few people here with All-Access passes. One of them was Todd Burke, and we understand that one of the cast revealed himself to be Todd's brother. There was also Drusilla and Cal Romano, and I've had trouble tracing their whereabouts during the time we think Mr. Moore was killed."
"Commander Ross and I interviewed Cal and Dru Romano." I replied. "I'm working with them as possible material witnesses, and Commander Ross and I will handle any issues with them going forward."
"But sir, it's our case, and we need to know--" Joanne started. Eyes were wide with shock as I cut her off.
"No ma'am, it's my case." I said with some authority in my voice. "And I am handling the Romanos. If there is anything you need to know regarding their situation, I will tell you-- oh, hello Martha. You're just in time."
Indeed, Martha may have saved a promising young Detective's career by entering the tent at that moment. "I have the autopsy results, sir." she said. "I waited for some of the early toxicology reports. We got to Ron Moore's body so quickly that I was able to run some enzymatic tests that I usually don't get to run. They tell me that he died within fifteen minutes of being found."
"Great!" I said. "That helps us a lot. Anything else of particular interest?"
"The knife in his heart was also the one that slit his throat." replied Martha. "The neck wound happened first, and was caused by someone coming up behind him and stabbing him then cutting across his throat from left shoulder to right shoulder. He was bleeding out when the blow to the heart occurred; he'd have died within one minute even without that second wound."
"The other things that I found, that might be of interest," continued Martha, "is that he was showing signs of advanced alcoholism. He was a steady, fairly heavy drinker, and had been for years. His blood alcohol level at the time of his death was 0.02, which is probably residual from drinking during the night, then having coffee and water in the morning."
"Okay, good stuff." I said. "Excellent work as usual, Martha, and thanks for expediting it. Okay, Mr. Walker, welcome to the big leagues. Whaddya got?"
Mark Walker was the Crime Lab/CSI's electronics technician, that had first worked with the TCPD in the 'Case of the Parole Officer'. He'd done well, and with J.R. Barnes and Christina Cho going to new opportunities with the State Crime Lab, Walker found himself in charge of the CSI unit.
"Thank you, sir." Walker said. He was young, black-haired, in good shape, broad-shouldered, but his face seemed a little wider than one would expect it to be. He seemed cheerful, though not quite in the mischievous way Micah Rudistan was.
"We've gone over everything, and we used the dinner hour to go through the office areas." said Walker. "Sonali and Lainie are working up electronic data on everyone for us, as well as going through the company's servers."
"First, I'll talk about the cast's trailers." said Walker. "All of them are temporary, not lived in very long at all, so they're more like hotel rooms than homes. Ken Moore's trailer was very clean; no papers, very few personal effects. No bottles of alcohol anywhere, no beers in the refrigerator. The shower was not used very recently, so the killer did not clean up by using it."
"In conjunction with Martha's autopsy report," said Walker, "we did not find large quantities of alcohol in anyone's trailer. One bottle of gin in Thomas Cromwell's, two-thirds full; one bottle of bourbon in Victor Kuykendall's trailer, almost full. We took samples to see if there was any poison in them, but we found none."
"We've found no clothes with bloodstains, at all." continued Walker. "No clothes were taken out of the compound for laundry service, and we checked all the bags of dirty clothes. Nothing. No bloody clothes at all."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. 'OH!..." After a second, I said "Is the Dining Tent kitchen areas still open?"
"They may be cleaning up." said Tanya.
"Walker!" I ordered. "Get over there now! If a door is unlocked, get in there and keep them from locking up the place!"
Walker got up. "What are we looking for, sir?" he asked.
"I'll call you on your cell phone." I said. "Go! Get moving! Go go go go go!" Walker finally got the message that I really did want him to move quickly, and he ran out.
"Warner, follow him to the Dining Tent kitchens." I said to Joanne. "Hustle! Don't let them close it up on us! Go!" Joanne had a better idea of the 'need for speed', and she ran out quickly.
"What this is about," I said to the stunned faces, "is this chain of reasoning: Moore is a chronic alcoholic, yet his blood alcohol level was residual at the time of his death, meaning he had nothing for hours. I would imagine that others are also heavy drinkers, what with the enormous pressure of creating the hottest daytime television show in the nation. But almost no alcohol at all? Anywhere?"
"So it occurred to me," I continued, "that there are a lot of Press people just crawling all over the place, just looking for a story. Something like 'Director Ken Moore drinks like a fish!' type of stories. So, with that in mind, how would any of you serve the liquor but keep it out of the Press's sight, and your thesis accounting for it being unavailable to everyone overnight?"
For a second everyone was silent, then Tanya spoke up. "Oh! They spike bottles of Coca-Cola or other soft drinks! And I deduce that you think they keep them in the kitchen."
"She's good." I said to everyone. "I'm glad you're my Captain of Detectives." The words were stated lightly, but you have no idea of how I really felt about that deep down.
A moment later, my Police iPhone rang. It was Mark Walker. I put him on speaker. "Sir," he said, "we got here just in time. They're trying to throw us out, but Detective Warner pulled her badge and forced them back. What are we looking for, sir?"
"Whatever you do, don't leave." I said. "Call in a CSI team. You're looking for bottles of soda, bottles of drinkable liquids."
A moment later, Walker said "One refrigerator here is stuffed full of plastic Coke bottles, sir."
"Are they sealed? Or open?" I asked.
"Oh wow, they're open already." said Walker. A second later he said "Sir, these bottles are spiked with alcohol. I can smell bourbon. We'll confiscate the set and test 'em..."
"See, Chief?" I said as I disconnected the call. "I told you it was a good idea to bring Captain Perlman back." Some of the more cheerful Detectives in the room laughed. Especially the aforementioned Captain Perlman.
"Yes, you did tell me that." said the Chief agreeably, not needing to say any more on the feat of observation and deduction that had been made...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said, wrapping up the meeting. "From this point on: when we interview someone, mirandize them. Also, I need two things tonight: an interview with Carolyn Chastain, and any copies of any scripts or plot outlines that we can find. Chief, if there's nothing else..."
"No, you can all go. Wrap up what you're doing here, then go home for the night. Commander, I do need a word with you, and with you Commander Ross. Just the three of us."
"I need a word with Detective Warner." said Tanya. "At Headquarters."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Left alone in the tent, the Chief said "Mr. Crowbar, you are entitled to withhold whatever you please from Detective Warner. I trust you to never do anything that would let a perp get away. Having said that, you cannot withhold anything from me. So... what's going on with the Romanos?"
Cindy looked at me nervously, as if wondering what I'd do. But that was easy... I told my boss the truth.
"Chief," I said, "the Romanos came to me. I had Cindy sit in on the conversation. The Romanos were invited here under threat of blackmail. I was hoping to help them, and have them help me, find the blackmailer with a sting operation. Then the murder happened. I've kept the Romanos at Police Headquarters all day, for their protection as well as keeping them in unofficial custody. I'll bring them back tomorrow, and if Moore wasn't the blackmailer, maybe we can smoke the blackmailer out."
The Chief nodded. "O-kay. What are they being blackmailed about?"
"I was afraid he was going to ask that." I said to Cindy, who just shrugged.
"Yes, I'm asking." said the Chief. "Trust me, as I trust you. But I need to know, for G.P. in case you're run over by a dump truck, or if the SBI comes to arrest you for Mullen... same thing as the dump truck, I know..."
"Yes sir." I said, not feeling the attempted humor of his joke. I then lowered my voice to a whisper, and proceeded to tell the Chief the Romano's secret."
"Holy shit." said the Chief. "So you know they're suspects."
"Yes sir." I said. "But I'm trusting my instincts on this one. I know them, and i don't think they're killers. I don't think they knew or know who the blackmailer is, and I don't think they murdered Ken Moore. And I'm keeping Commander Ross in the loop."
"O-kayyyyyy." said the Chief. "Keep me inforrrrmed of that situation, as well. But they are suspects, Mr. Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, Joanne Warner had been called into Tanya Perlman's office. Joanne quickly found out that it was not a pleasant social call.
"You wanted to see me, ma'am?" asked Joanne, coming into the office.
Tanya looked up at her from behind her desk, her look one of anger. "Detective Warner, you were insubordinate to the Police Commander tonight, and in front of the Police Chief. What in the hell were you thinking?"
Joanne was about to say something, but then realized that this was about to get very, very ugly... for her. "No excuse, ma'am." she said with Army Reserve experience.
"No doubt about that." Tanya said. "But I still need an explanation, so that when I get called before the Commander and the Chief, I can tell them why you should not be fired."
Joanne turned even more pale than she normally was. She decided to lay it on the table. "Ma'am, I was concerned by what I was hearing about the Romanos. They have to be considered suspects, and I did not understand the Commander's actions regarding them. If he's friends with them, he really should recuse himself and let us handle their case and their interviews."
Tanya nodded for a brief second, then snapped her eyes back onto Joanne, who was now standing at rigid attention. "Let me ask you a question, Detective Warner: Have you ever known Commander Troy to mess up and let a perp get away with a crime?"
"No ma'am." said Joanne.
"Have you ever known him to take any action that went against the best interests of the TCPD or the imposition of Justice?" asked Tanya.
"Uhh... no, ma'am." said Joanne, though there had been times she wasn't sure...
"Then I suggest that you trust him... and Commander Ross, also." Tanya said severely. "Whatever his reasons are for handling the Romanos like he's doing, I'm sure they are good reasons. Unless the Commander give you a totally unlawful order, do not ever question his actions nor his judgement again. Do I make myself clear?"



"Yes ma'am." said Joanne.
"Good. Dismissed." Tanya said. Joanne made her way out of the office and back to her desk in MCD.
Part 8 - Sex And Suspects
"Ohhhhhh..." moaned the beautiful blonde as she was impaled on the long, thick cock. She was on her hands and knees, and her stud was behind her, pumping his meat into her sopping wet cunt with slow, deep thrusts.
"Oh, that is so fucking good..." Carolyn Chastain moaned. Danny Darmond, the slender, almost slight young man with light brown hair, grasped the beautiful woman's hips and pulled her to him as he pistoned into her, withdrawing only to sink his cock balls-deep into her wet quim again.
"Oh, now this is a perfect honeymoon, baby." Carolyn said with a smile as she looked over her shoulder at the young man. She had been playing the 'bride' at this morning's scene, and Danny had interrupted her wedding. Thomas Cromwell only wished he could be here, fucking her, Carolyn thought to herself.
Danny drove forward as he pulled Carolyn's hips back to him again, and her firm round asscheeks smacked heavily into his hard groin. Carolyn was a celebrity due to her beautiful face, blonde hair, and her magnificent ass. Every man wanted to be where young Danny was right now, and Danny was taking advantage of his luck.
The couple began fucking in a hard, steady rhythm as Carolyn eased her shoulders down onto her arms, her ass high in the air as Danny ravished her pussy from the rear. But even while being fucked by the handsome young man, Carolyn indulged in hot fantasies of her perfect man, a man who would take her and use her without regard to her pleasure or her feelings.
Taken, and used, she dreamed to herself, knowing that she could never say those things aloud... the radical women of her industry, who hated men and sought to emasculate them, would howl in feigned indignation, and her career would be over.
"Oh yesssss..." she hissed. "Fuck me, Danny. Fuck me with that big cock!" Danny began fucking her harder, with deeper, shorter strokes, slamming his groin into her sweet ass again and again.
She wasn't sure how much time had passed when Danny gasped "I'm gonna blow. Where do you want it?"
"Come inside me." Carolyn gasped. "I'm already pregnant, so it doesn't matter..."
"UHHH!!" Danny cried out. The thought that he might've been the one to impregnate this woman drove him over the edge. His pulsing cock was firing spurt after thick spurt of jism into Carolyn's wet depths.
The couple collapsed onto the bed, Danny still inside Carolyn, firing the last of his seed into her as he kissed her neck and saw. Carolyn turned her head and their mouths met in a warm, deep kiss--
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Aw, what the fuck?" Carolyn whispered. Then she said loudly "Who the fuck is it?"
"Police, ma'am." came Captain Teresa Croyle's voice. "We need to talk to you for a minute. Open the door, please."
"Shit." Carolyn breathed. "You hide in the closet. I'll get rid of 'em.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The door opened outward from the trailer, revealing Carolyn Chastain in a housecoat. "Yes?" she said, her voice surly.
"We need to interview you again, Ms. Chastain." said Captain Croyle. Next to Teresa was the tall, broad-shouldered redhead in the gray suit and black shirt, and holding a red crowbar. Mmmm, handsome man, she thought to herself.
"Just a minute, let me get dressed." Carolyn said. She reached to shut the door, but I held it open.
"Ma'am," I said, "Captain Croyle will come in and stay with you while you get dressed."
"What the hell?" Carolyn said. "Shut the fucking door and let me get dressed, for God's sake." She tried to close the door again. I quickly figured out what was going on.
"Is there someone else inside there?" I asked, peering at the lovely blonde actress. I could see in her eyes I'd hit the mark as if my crowbar had hit someone on the back. She said nothing.
"Captain Croyle, Corporal Gundottar, clear this trailer!" I commanded. "Ms. Chastain, stay right there." Teresa and Corporal Inga Gundottar went up the steps and into the trailer, guns drawn and pointing at the floor.
As Teresa led the way into the bedroom, she heard a sound in the closet. She and Inga swerved their guns to face the threat. "Come out of the closet with your hands up!" Teresa ordered. Her orders were obeyed: a pair of hands showed themselves, followed by the naked form of the young actor, Danny.
"Have him put his clothes on." I said. Once that was done, Teresa marched him to the door of the trailer. "Okay, Captain, take Ms. Chastain to the bedroom to get dressed." I turned to the young man. "Your name is Danny?" He nodded, and I turned to some Officers and said "Escort him back to his quarters, and hold him there until I call for him." They did so. A few moments later, Teresa led Carolyn, now wearing a blouse, blue jeans and high heel sandals, to the TCPD tent for a philosophical discussion of ideas...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After reading her her considerable rights, I said "Carolyn, did you have sexual relations with Ken Moore?"
"Yes, of course." said Carolyn. "I had the 'casting couch' interview to get the part on the show, and he came to me for sex a few times over the last few months. But not very often. He preferred nailing girls trying out for parts on the show, and he would fuck Marlena more often than he fucked me. Lately he really had a thing for Kayla, the intern."
With me in the tent were Cindy, Theo Washington, and Corporal Gundottar as the Uniformed presence. Captain Perlman had marched Detective Warner back to Headquarters, and I was glad to see that action take place.
"The 'casting couch' tryout with benefits." Cindy said. "Anyone take exception to him taking advantage of a girl? Maybe want to get revenge?"
"I wouldn't know." said Carolyn.
"Okay, Carolyn," I said, "let's just cut to the chase here: are you pregnant?"
"Yes." said Carolyn.
"Do you know who the father of the baby is?" I asked.
"No." said Carolyn. "It could be Danny, it could be Thomas Cromwell, it could be..." she stopped.
"Ken Moore?" I asked, prompting her.
"It's not very likely that it's him." said Carolyn. "I didn't have sex with him during the timeframe that I became pregnant."
"So whose name were you hesitating over?" I asked. "Benny Black?"
"No." said Carolyn. "I only had sex with him in the last month or so. I was already pregnant."
"Then who?" I asked.
Carolyn said "Well... the cast isn't supposed to... co-mingle, I guess is the word... with the crew. Victor and Marlena both make a very big deal about keeping ourselves separate from them, and they talk as if the crew is beneath us. You remember Brittany Murphy?" she asked, recalling the name of deceased celebrity actress.
I nodded, and Carolyn said "She became engaged to a member of the crew of whatever show she was on. They, the powers that be, forced her to end the engagement and have nothing to do with him anymore. She died young, allegedly of pneumonia, but everyone believed it was either an overdose or she was murdered."
"Yes, I heard of that case." I said. "So I gather that you had a sexual encounter with a crew member, and want that to remain a secret?"
"That's right." said Carolyn. "The guy's name was Adam Spade. He was fired not long after I fucked him. I think Victor found out about Adam fucking me, and had him fired rather than expose me publicly. But Adam definitely could have knocked me up."
"You're married to Kevin Park?" I asked.
"Yes." said Carolyn. "He is unable to father children."
"How is your relationship with him?"
"We have an open relationship." Carolyn said. "I had to fuck him to get the part on the show, and I had to fuck Ken, too. I'll be candid with you: I married Kevin for his money. Ken was much better in bed, and Danny is even better. Benny is too big, not all that comfortable. Anyway, Kevin agreed when we married that we could have encounters with other people. Our relationship is otherwise good."
"Does he drink? Kevin?" I asked.
"In moderation." said Carolyn.
"What about Ken? Did he drink?" I asked.
"I never saw him really drunk, but he almost always had alcohol on his breath." said Carolyn. "I think he had a flask somewhere and took sips of it. Had to be careful not to do that where the paparazzi could photograph it, of course."
I nodded. "So, Detective Carolyn," I said, "who do you think killed Ken?"
Carolyn said "I don't know why anyone would want to. It's going to hurt our show, not having him directing it. And if there is a jealous boyfriend somewhere, I have no idea about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was after 10:00pm when Cindy and I came into Police Headquarters. We saw Joanne in MCD, obviously poring over whatever was on her computer screen. Cindy was about to go in there, but I grabbed her shoulder in an iron grip. When she looked back at me, I was shaking my head.
Walking on down the hallway, I said "Go on into your office. I'll be there in a second." I went into my office and got a package out of my desk drawer and took it into Cindy's office, closing the door behind me.
"Office-warming present." I said. Cindy opened it to find a box that contained a bottle of Canadian Whisky.
"Ooooh, my favorite brand." Cindy said happily. "Thank you."
"I stopped you from speaking to Joanne because Captain Perlman already got the job done." I said. "Tanya sent me a text about it." Cindy nodded.
Just then, there was a knock on the door. "May I come in?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Sure, sir." I said, before Cindy could hide the whisky bottle. It seeeeeemed that the Chief had the same idea as me. He had a bottle of Irish Whiskey as a gift.
"I told the Iron Crow-bar once that I've never seen anyone ranked Captain or higher that didn't have a little something in his or her desk drawer... for medicinal purposes, of course."
"Of course." Cindy said, smiling. "Thank you." She did have three shot glasses ready to go, and she opened the Canadian Whisky and poured three shots. We clinked glasses, and toasted to our Deputy Chief's success. Then the Chief and I sat down on the sofa while Cindy sat behind her desk.
"I appreciate your help today." I said to Cindy.
"I may be the XO, and not the S-3." said Cindy, using military lingo, there. "But I can still help out... can't I?"
"Oh, of course." said the Chief. "Just don't go all 'Harlow' on me." Cindy and I winced at that.
"I wonder how the primaries came out." said Cindy. "Daniel Allgood's race with Loran Michaels was expected to be razor-thin." Neither the Chief nor I had any information on that.
"You guys go home." said the Chief. "We'll get an early start on this case to-morrrowwww... unless the Iron Crowbar has solved it already.
"Not even close yet." I said. "We need motive. We get that, and I think the suspect will become apparent. We do need to interview the intern Kayla in the morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was after midnight, but Detective Joanne Warner was still at her desk, typing away at her computer. "Cal and Drusilla Romano." she whispered to herself, trying to get as much information on them as she could pull up.
Wow, she thought to herself. They were born on the same day. And her maiden name is Romano, as well. And they grew up in the same home town...
And then it hit her. She understood.
"Oh, shii-iiit." she gasped. "Oh my God. They're not just married... they're brother and sister!"
And then she saw that she was not connected to the super-secure line that Myron had had installed for her. She was on the regular TCPD connection. "Oh no... I've fucked up." she gasped to herself...
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Politics and Progress
"Like sands through the hourglass,
 So too, are the Days of Our Lives..."
 ---Macdonald Carey, 'Days of Our Lives' intro.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 9th, from in front of City Hall. "The results of yesterday's primaries are in!"
Bettina started: "Congressman Gerald A. Condor has won the Democratic nomination for the 1st U.S. Congressional District, while Mayor Larry Vaughan has won the Republican nod. Senator Katherine Woodburn is the Democrat nominee to the State Senate for the 1st State District, and she'll be running against relatively unknown Kirdy Stevens, a professional photographer and videographer, for the post. Della Harlow and Antonio Griswold are the Democrat and Republican nominees for Sheriff."
Bettina continued: "Susan Weston has won nomination as a Democrat for the seat held by Loran T. Michaels, and Sheila Sorrells has won the Democrat nomination for the old Thomas P. Cook seat, currently held by Ms. Weston. Weston faces no Republican opposition, while Sorrells will face Bob Porker in the General Election in November."
"The big race, however, was for the Mayor's position," said Bettina. "Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver easily won the Democrat nomination, while Daniel Allgood defeated Loran Michaels 52-48%, in what some experts called a surprise and an upset. Let's go to Amber Harris at the KXTC Fox Two Decision Desk. Amber!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Amber, a pretty, athletic blonde. "The race for the Republican nomination in the Mayor's race was not called until just before midnight last night. Sheriff Daniel Allgood's strong support in the northern suburbs and unincorporated parts of the County was barely enough to hold off the late surge of votes for Councilman Loran T. Michaels from the central and southern parts of Town. We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling to break it down for us. Karl, what did we see last night?"
"Amber," said Karl Frazier, a middle aged man whose suit looked good but his shirt collar was beginning to wilt and his sparse hair was beginning to look frazzled, "Mr. Allgood did extremely well in the mostly white northern areas of the Town and the unincorporated County, while Michaels did well in the blue-collar central and minority-populated southern portions of Town. Most of the southern precincts voted in the Democrat primary, but those that did vote in the Republican primary swung heavily to Michaels."
"Thank you, Karl!" Amber said brightly. "We now have Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Political Policy with us. Dr. Romanov, what do these numbers mean for Daniel Allgood in the General Election?"
"It's not good, Amber. For him, anyway." said Romanov, who was more elderly than Frazier. "Allgood got away with a huge gaffe in not being present for Captain Thompson's promotion last week, but minority voters will definitely be remembering that in November. The Republican vote was badly split, showing that Allgood is not a strong, consensus-building candidate, and that will also hurt him going into the General Election."
"What about the Sheriff's race?" asked Amber Harris. "Now that the preliminaries are over, Della Harlow can really go after Chief Griswold. What's her path to victory?"
"Chief Griswold is popular with the County's voters." said Romanov. "Ms. Harlow will have to strongly associate Griswold and his policies to those of Daniel Allgood... and of course Commander Donald Troy, as he faces huge legal challenges going into the summer months..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander," Jerome Davis said to me as we listened to the Bettina Broadcast in MCD, "are you a good consensus builder?"
"Oh you bet." I said. "I tell you guys what I want, and I get immediate consensus." Laughter broke out at that. "Fortunately," I continued, "the consensus I want is for crimes to be solved and perps busted. And with all of you, that's easy to get."
Everyone seemed to be in relatively good spirits despite the long day before. Except for Joanne Warner. She seemed distracted.
"What is Loran Michaels going to do?" Teddy Parker wondered out loud. "He's not re-running for his Council seat, he lost the primary to Sheriff Allgood, and he's no longer Public Health Officer and really has no place to go back to there."
"I heard," said Theo Washington, "that he's going to endorse Della Harlow for Sheriff, and then he'll be named Police Commander when she becomes Sheriff." There were some laughs and some gasps at that, and all eyes went to the person currently holding the position of Police Commander.
"Hmmm." I said. "I think we're back to 'Police Commander consensus', here..."
"Don't forget the Cavalry Consensus." said Chief Moynahan as he came in from the back hallway door. "And speaking of that, I need the consensus of my Command Group in my office, if you Commanders don't mind."
As Cindy and I headed to the door, the Chief said "Okay, folks, I understand talking about the news of the day, but let's keep the politics to a minimum and do our jobs..."
"By the way..." I said to Joanne, drawing her back to the lure. "Detective Warner, the consensus is that you did a lot of good work yesterday, and we're going to be needing more of that today. Get ready to go to the Fairgrounds with us."
"Yes sir." said Joanne, her face brightening considerably.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once in the Chief's office, sipping mugs of Jerome's Navy Coffee at the Chief's invitation, he said "What's going on with security for this freeking soap opera at the Fairgrounds? How many of our Officers are pulling duty over there?"
"Technically none," I said, "until the murder happened. They'd asked us for security before coming to Town, but Captain Croyle's invoice was a bit steep for their liking, as she hoped it would be. But we let it be known that off-duty Officers could moonlight and make some extra cash... and not on the TCPD's dime."
"And not fresh and alert for their regular shifts." said the Chief.
"Most of them are young and in good shape, sir." I said. "I think it'll be okay, as long as they don't have to face Commander Ross in the Police Boxing Matches this weekend."
"Yeah, they better be ready for that!" Cindy said with great alacrity.
"O-kay." said the Chief. "Well, last night a Sheriff's vehicle went down MLK Jr. Avenue. Someone began throwing rocks at the car, and we're talking about a small barrage. The Deputy was not hurt and the car largely undamaged, but he stopped, turned on his lightbar, and called for backup. Sheriff Department and TCPD vehicles converged on the scene, but didn't find much of anything. Any more on that?"
"No sir." I said. I'd read the duty logs and Police reports of the incident. "I emailed the Sheriff this morning that we can provide backup for the Deputies serving warrants if we have any more problems like that, but I'm hoping it was a one-off, maybe kids daring kids to throw rocks at the Sheriff's car."
"What's the alternative to that scenario?"
"Paid-for, ginned-up attempt to cause trouble." I said. "The politicians and big-money lobbyists love to get the so-called 'useful idiots' all ginned up and causing trouble. One day their calls for violence are going to get innocent people killed."
The Chief shook his head. "Why, oh why, couldn't the Sheriff just have come to the Police promotions ceremonies?"
"Yeah, and the green crowbar beatdown is still to come on that." I said, making Cindy chuckle as a green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"What, he entered the Boxing Matches?" the Chief asked, as if stunned.
"Don't I wish." replied Cindy. "No, I'm sorry, I shouldn't say that. But I still don't understand it."
"Heh." said the Chief sourly. "You and me both. What about you, Commander?"
"I think I'm going to keep my mouth shut." I said. "Especially since I'm not allowed to beat the crap out this other Commander in the Boxing Matches." Yes, a green crowbar was definitely waved in my specific direction for that one...
"Anytime you want an exhibition match," Cindy offered, "just step into the ring."
"Don't you dare." countermanded the Chief, and he was not joking. At all.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we waited for Priya's broadcast and the Angels meeting, Cindy said "So... you have some idea about why Sheriff Allgood was not at the Promotion Ceremonies?"
I got out my bug-killer and turned it on. It had occurred to me that while my office was being renovated, enterprising Internal Affairs techs might try to plant some new bugs to replace the wires I'd torn out. So far I'd found nothing, but I knew I needed to be overly cautious on this one.
"Yes, I do have an idea about it. No proof, no knowledge, but just a pure guess." I said. "Sheriff Allgood did not attend on purpose, and for political reasons." Yep, that got me some undivided attention from the Green Crowbar.
"And I'll compound it," I said, "by saying that if Allgood had not done what he did, he might have lost the primary."
"I'm thinking you might have lost your mind." said Cindy. "Not that I haven't been thinking that for years." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"I think you are just loving it that you can say that to me and get away with it now." I said with a grin.
"Ah, the perks." Cindy replied with a smile. "Seriously, why do you think that?"
"Well," I said, relaxing in my 'command chair' as much as I could with the 'girdle' on under my shirt, "the Democrats, especially Harlow, had been running ads against Daniel relentlessly, and some pretty dirty smear attacks, at that. They were all but running Loran Michaels campaign for him; he didn't have to spend hardly anything in ads, though he should have, and targeting the northern suburbs."
"So everyone with more brains than a Betta fish knows that the minority areas are simply not going to vote for Daniel." I continued. "And I'm thinking that his campaign realized that him not going to the Police Ceremonies would be a risk, but would affect him negatively only in the areas that weren't going to vote for him, anyway. The lily-white northern suburbs heard the attacks on him by the Media for not going to the ceremonies, and they coalesced around him, giving him the primary win. If he'd gone to the Police ceremonies, those suburban whites might well not have voted for him."
"So you think the suburban whites are racist?" Cindy asked, looking a bit shocked.
"No." I said. "But I think there's a backlash, which will become more evident in the future. People are being tired of being told how they have to feel and think, they're tired of the attempts to force them to feel guilty of something they are not guilty of. Ergo, they responded to the Press attacks on Daniel... by voting for Daniel."
"Makes sense when you describe it that way." Cindy said. Then she peered at me. "Did you give him or his campaign that advice?" she asked. I made sure to look straight into her ice-blue peepers.
"No." I replied. "I did not advise that. Frankly, I would never have done that; it was too risky, and will come back to haunt him in the Fall. But I will say this... while I've never, ever, heard my mother say a single word that would lead me to believe she's a racist in any way... she's very smart and astute, smarter than I am for damn sure... and she is still very fond of her former daughter-in-law."
"Wow." Cindy said quietly. "That is cold and bold."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Wednesday, May 9th. "We are following two major news stories for you! First is the death of the director of the daytime television series 'Days of Promise', Ken Moore. Fans of the show all over America are mourning his death, as he is credited with reviving the popularity of the show, and all of daytime television as well. Police are not releasing any information on the cause of death, and TCPD Captain Damien Thompson issued a press release saying that the investigation is ongoing."
Priya then went through the primary results, saving the Mayor race for last: "And current Sheriff Daniel Allgood narrowly defeated Council Member and former Public Health Officer Loran T. Michaels for the Republican nomination for Mayor. This was by far the closest race in the primaries. We have Dr. Adam S. Keller, Senior Fellow at the City University Rodham Foundation for Politics and Social Change with us. Dr. Keller, what does this mean for the Mayor's race."
Speaking calmly, Keller said "What this means is that the Town & County is still a very divided County with racist, white nationalists in the elitist northern areas that voted for Allgood, while workers and minorities voted heavily for Mr. Michaels."
Priya asked "Dr. Keller, did Sheriff Allgood not attending the Police Ceremonies for the promotion of Damien Thompson to Captain, the first black man ever to be promoted to that level in the TCPD, affect the outcome of this vote?"
"It very well could have, Priya." said Keller. "Allgood may have energized his base of elitist, racist whites, and that might have put him over the top. If he had done the right thing and gone to the Police ceremonies, much less participated in them, the racist whites might not have voted for him, and we'd have a Michaels-Weaver race now. As it is, I predict a crushing victory for Weaver in November, and the coattails might be such that Della Harlow has a chance to win the Sheriff's race..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy just looked sideways at me out of the corner of her eye as we listened to the broadcast. Teresa said "Amazing how that guy can just so calmly call Allgood voters racists like that. And Priya doesn't say a word about it."
"He knows that'll get him fawning from the Press, face-time on their television shows, and therefore money for his foundation." I said. "And the Press is in collusion with him and his ilk."
"I dunno, I think he believes every single word of what he said." Teresa replied.
"Not the part about Harlow and Griswold." I replied as I turned off the television set. "He's just blowing smoke on that. But you're right that he thinks Whites are automatically racists if they're not hardcore socialists like he is. Okay, Angels, what's going on in my Police Department?"
"The CSI teams worked like dogs last night," said Tanya, "and got a ton of records, paper and electronic, into our servers. I haven't had a chance to go through it all yet. I'm going to have one MCD team go through the stuff, and the other at the scene. Do you have any preference on who stays and who goes?"
"Yes." I said. "Send Warner and Washington to the site, and have Parker and Davis work from MCD. What about all the interviews? Anything else stick out?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "I got your email that you want to interview the intern Kayla."
"Sir," asked Teresa, "out of sheer curiosity, who do the CSI's belong to?"
"They are officially part of the Detectives Division." I replied. "And therefore under the tutelage of Captain Perlman, herself an excellent leader of CSIs. And that reminds me: Tanya, is Mark Walker going to work out as leader there?"
"He's doing all right." said Tanya. "But with J.R. and Christina gone, it's a bit unorganized. I'm debating whether or not to have teams, or just solidify the leadership and go from there."
"We'll have that conversation later." I said. "We've got a murder to solve right now..."
Part 10 - Right On Script
8:30am, Wednesday, May 9th. We descended upon the set of 'Days of Promise'. It was early; breakfast was not scheduled to be served until 9:00am. Seems the cast and crew was on California time, and they weren't exactly early birds even at their home studios there. Fine by me, that gave us time to do some stuff. I went to the TCPD tent.
"Okay," I said, "someone found some scripts?"
"Yes sir." said Mark Walker, who looked tired. "They're all in the servers." I began looking at the scripts on my laptop.
"Not a whole lot to see here." I said. "Buildup to the wedding, then the interloper, played by Danny, comes in and ruins it, then a lot of back and forth over that. Then..."
I started going through the scripts. "The focus begins changing, from Carolyn and Thomas to Carolyn and Danny. Brand new script, too; it was written yesterday morning." I went through the next couple of days worth of scripts.
"We also found some scripts hidden away, in the back of an office desk drawer." said Mark Walker. "These are stamped 'rejected'." I began looking at the 'rejected' scripts.
"I was told," I said as I looked at them, "that they often have to change scripts. Sometimes a person leaves in real life, or has a real-life family emergency to attend to. Sometimes they add a person, and will change several scripts to accommodate that change... hmmm... so this latest script that was rejected is Thomas and Carolyn arguing about the new guy that claimed to be her husband... then a scene with Thomas and Marlena... talking about Carolyn, and neither of them talking in very nice terms... sounds like real life, there."
"Think that's it?" asked Cindy, who was looking at scripts on her laptop as she sat next to me. "Maybe one of these scripts has something from real life in it, something somebody didn't want exposed? And that led to murder to keep the script from becoming what was put on air?"
"Could be." I said. "By the way, whose desk were these rejected scripts found in?"
"The intern, Kayla's." said Mark Walker.
"Okay, that does it." I said. "We have got to interview her. Commander Ross, would you call Captain Croyle on your cell phone and----"
"I'll handle it myself." said Cindy, getting up and leaving the tent.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments later, Cindy brought Kayla to the TCPD tent. We had a videocamera set up to record the interview. Kayla was about Cindy's height but much more slender. She had dark brown hair, was pretty but not beautiful like the stars of 'Days of Promise', and young, in her early 20s. She was wearing a pullover shirt and khaki pants and no makeup, having been rousted out of bed by the Deputy Police Chief and given no chance to dress as she normally would.
"Have a seat, Kayla." I said. As Kayla sat down I said "Since you were the person that found Mr. Moore's body, I'm going to read you your rights." I did so from the card and asked if she understood. She began being flustered.
"Why... why are you reading me my rights?" she said, almost wailing. "What did I do wrong?"
"Ma'am," I said, "it's just a precaution, to protect both you and us in the event you're a witness to something... and you are, since you found the body."
"Do I need a lawyer?" Kayla wailed, now looking very frightened.
"It is your right to have one." I said. "And if there is any doubt in your mind, then you should ask for one---"



"Hello, Commander, I---- oh, sorry, didn't mean to intrude." said Thomas Cromwell, who'd come into the tent.
"Thomas, they're reading me my rights!" wailed Kayla, looking to the actor for guidance. "Should I get a lawyer?"
"We have two lawyers here." said Thomas. "They're at the hotel. If you're concerned, you should have one of them here with you."
"Mr. Cromwell, if you'll call one of those lawyers for us, I'd be grateful." I said. Thomas went outside to make the call.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm Peter Arnsparger, attorney for the production company." said Peter Arnsparger, attorney for the company. He was middle-aged, with a shaved-bald very round head and a body that would one day match it in rotundity. He was wearing a full suit.
"Are you a criminal attorney, Mr. Arnsparger?" I asked.
"Not normally." he said. "I usually handle issues with the contract we have with our hosts, in this case your County. But I understand that Kayla needs someone to sit in with her? I can do that."
"Sure, have a seat." I said. I re-read Kayla the rights from the card, and the lawyer nodded to her when I asked if she understood. Finally, she said she did.
"Okay, Kayla," I said, "I am Commander Donald Troy, and this is Commander Cindy Ross. We just need to ask you some questions to try to clear up some things about the death of Mr. Moore. You are the one that found Mr. Moore's body, is that right?"
"Uh, yeah." said Kayla. "I went to take him some scripts, and he was lying on the floor..." She began tearing up.
"I know this is hard on you, and I appreciate you helping us." I said soothingly. "What did you do with the scripts?"
"I... I don't even remember." said Kayla. "I think I had them in my hand when the other girls helped me back to the office tent."
"Had you taken Mr. Moore any scripts earlier in the day?" I asked.
"Yes." said Kayla. "In the morning, before the wedding scene was shot. I stayed while he looked at them. He has a stamp he uses to reject scripts. He used them for a couple, told me what he needed to replace them, and accepted a couple of others."
"What did he say when he rejected the scripts?" I asked. "What were his instructions for changes to be made?"
"I don't really remember." said Kayla. "Oh... one of them was the scene with Carolyn and Danny. He said it had to be rewritten to be a more positive interaction between them. The other was further down the timeline. He wanted more of an argument between Carolyn and Thomas."
"I see." I said. "So what do you do with rejected scripts? Shred them? Keep them?"
"We put them in a file folder and put it in the cabinet." said Kayla. "Sometimes Ken would come in and say 'You know that script I rejected? I changed my mind, I want it back.' and we'd dig it out of the file. We'd shred them later on, like we do with the scripts we've already used in the shoots."
"That brings up a point." I said. "We found a file of rejected scripts in the back of your desk drawer. Is that where you normally keep them?"
"Uh... yeah, sometimes." Kayla said, faltering with her words. "If we were working on the changes, I'd hold on to the rejected ones for a while."
"So why in the back of your desk, where nobody else can easily get to them?" I asked, allowing myself to peer at the girl a bit harder.
"Uh... I... I just put them there, out of the way." Kayla said. "I... I guess I didn't think anything about it."
"Okay, okay." I said. "So how well did you know Ken Moore? What was he like?"
"I didn't know him all that well." said Kayla. "The only time I ever saw him was when I took scripts to him. He wasn't unfriendly, but he wasn't friendly, either. He was always busy, and always driven. He had a lot to do, and he wanted everything to be perfect."
"Do you know if anyone wanted to harm him?" I asked. "Or why anyone would want to?"
"No." said Kayla. "No one in the office ever said anything really bad about him. Someone might be complaining that he was changing the scripts as fast as they could get them written, and the deadlines were always ten minutes ago, but I never heard any personal animosity."
"Was he dating anyone? One of the actresses on set?" I asked.
"No." said Kayla. "He preferred the casting couch for his sexual relationships. But I think he got it on with Carolyn, like a lot of other guys around here. There was some competition for her; everyone expected her to divorce Kevin and they all wanted to be the guy in her life."
"Okay." I said. "Thank you for coming over and talking to us." Kayla and the lawyer got up and left the tent. As the door flap opened, I saw Thomas Cromwell outside. I heard him asking Kayla if everything was okay, and her saying she felt much better.
I also saw two other persons coming up. They were my wife Laura, and the gorgeous Latina actress, Maria Del Fuentes. They both looked smoking hot, and they both looked very happy. And I knew why: Laura had spent the night with Maria in Maria's trailer. And if I didn't miss my guess, they had sated their lesbian lusts for each other with long sex sessions.
And I rarely miss my guesses.
"Hello ladies." I said as they got to the tent flap. "Come on inside." They did so. "You look like happy campers today."
"They had a great night." Cindy said, deadpan flat, not even looking up from her laptop screen. I chuckled.
"She's right, it was awesome." said Maria, clearly smitten as she looked at Laura. Laura smiled.
"It was only lacking a handsome man with two iron crowbars... one of them between his legs." Laura said pointedly. Cindy arched her eyebrows at that, though still not looking up from the laptop screen.
"Ho-lee Gee-zus." I said, shaking my head. "Okay, let's get serious for a moment. Maria, I need to talk with you, professionally. My profession."
"Sure." said Maria. I read her her rights from the card, and she said she understood.
"Okay, you and Dr. Fredricson went to your trailer after lunch, is that right?"
"Yes." said Maria.
"And the two of you were there when the screams started?" I asked.
"Yes, we'd just gotten to my trailer a few minutes before." said Maria. "When we heard the screams, Laura rushed out and I ran behind her. They let her into Ken's trailer while I waited outside, but I guess there was nothing she could do..." Her voice trailed off.
"No, a doctor was there within seconds of him being found; so no, there was nothing to be done." I said agreeably. "Maria, let me ask you this: is there anyone you know of who might've wanted to harm Ken? For any reason at all?"
Maria pondered a second, then said "I don't know this for sure... but Carolyn is pregnant, and there's been some friction between all the men on the cast about it. Most of the guys have had sex with Carolyn a number of times, and I think each guy was hoping he was the father."
"Funny," I said, "most men run like hell away from paternity accusations. Were Carolyn and her husband Kevin having problems?"
"I don't know." said Maria. "Uh... Carolyn and Kevin had an open relationship, like you do." I kind of wished she hadn't have said that while being interviewed on camera, but it's not like Laura and I kept our relationship a secret.
Maria continued: "But before she got pregnant, Carolyn was getting more and more restless. By that I mean she was openly flirting with other guys, taking them to bed with her, flouting it in front of Kevin. He seemed to be okay with it. She's always had her own trailer, but she used to spend most nights with Kevin. But then she started taking other men to her trailer and having them spend the night with her."
I nodded. "Was Ken one of those men?" I asked.
"For a little while, yes." said Maria. "And like I said, there was some friction over Carolyn between all the guys for a while. I'm not sure who the father of her baby is, and I don't know who was winning the fight for her. But that's the only motive I can think of. Ken was respected by everyone, even those that might not have liked him a lot."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Breakfast was being served in the Dining Tent, so I thought I'd try to get some coffee from there. As I came out of the TCPD tent, Thomas Cromwell fell in stride with me.
"I hope you don't mind me tagging along with you this morning, Commander." he said. "I don't have a scene this morning, so I can either be bored in my trailer, or fascinated watching what you do."
"Sure, come on along." I said. "And I'm sure you'll be very fascinated by the pollutants I put into my morning coffee." Thomas laughed.
"Seriously, any progress?" he asked.
"We've gathered some good data, and we're putting some things together." I said as we went into the Dining Tent. The 'cashier' was using a reader to read people's cards. I asked if I could sneak around and get a cup of coffee, and Thomas stuck out his card for her to read, saying it was on him. The cashier said that coffee was on the house, and they were going to set up some coffeemakers for the Officers soon.
Armed with two cups of coffee (one for Cindy), I headed back to the TCPD tent with Thomas. Going in, I handed Cindy her coffee and sat down where I'd been. "Have a seat." I said to Thomas, indicating the chair Maria had been sitting in.
"Doing paperwork?" Thomas asked.
"No." I said. "What you are looking at is the actual work to solve the case. We're going over all the data our CSIs collected, and all the interviews from yesterday."
"Looking for something that suggests someone is lying?" asked Thomas.
"Yes, that." I said. "But that's not so easy to see. I'm looking for patterns... a bunch of people saying the same things, or saying different things when they should be saying the same things."
"And there is nobody like this man that can spot those patterns and discrepancies." said Cindy, not looking up from her laptop as she said it.
"Actually," I said, "I'm glad you're here, Thomas. I have a couple of questions: first, what is the hiring process? The normal, standard procedure? Who does the hiring? And firing, for that matter."
"The usual procedure is that the producer and director will establish a need." said Thomas. "They'll call the casting agency, tell them what they need, and the agency sends people to be interviewed. If they're women, Ken and Kevin would have several pleasurable hours of 'casting couch' interviews. With men, it lasted a lot less time; I don't think either man is... or was... gay."
"That's a thought." I said. "Anyone you know on this set who is gay?"
"Benny Black was in porn before he came here." said Thomas. "I don't know if he was in gay porn or not, but a lot of male porn stars make both kinds of films. And Danny Darmond might be gay, though I don't know for sure. But he's Carolyn's favorite stud right now, so who knows?"
"So they hire from casting agencies?" I asked, to get the conversation back on track.
"Usually." said Thomas. "Sometimes a friend of a friend gets in a word with Kevin or Ken. We rarely have open casting calls."
"So it was Kevin and Ken that did the hiring?"
"Yes." said Thomas. "For the most part. The 'Suits', the execs in our parent company offices, do the office staff hiring, and Ken almost exclusively did the hiring for scriptwriters; he knew what he needed to write the scripts he wanted."
"What about firing?" I asked.
"Normally Kevin," said Thomas, "but he usually went to the 'Suits' first. They made sure the legal ducks were in a row. It is damned near impossible to fire someone in the State of California. It might be easier here."
"No, at least not where the Police Department is concerned." I said. "So Ken couldn't fire anyone?"
"No, not officially." said Thomas. "If Ken wanted someone, particularly a cast member gone, he'd go to Kevin about it. Usually Ken would get his way, of course, especially if an actor was not working out or was not in sync with what Ken wanted. Rules violations, like intoxication on set, or drugs, were a different matter; Ken could order them off the set and out of the studio completely, with pink slips to follow."
"Of course," continued Thomas, "if the brass didn't fire someone that Ken wanted gone, he still had things he could do. He could berate them on the set, give them holy hell. He could alter their scripts, or give them fewer scenes. If someone found his hot scene with Maria rewritten so that he was simply catching her in bed with another man, that guy would realize that he was on the outside looking in... in more than one way."
Just then, Kayla the intern poked her head into the tent. "Has anyone seen 'The Madam'?" she asked. "Carolyn and Danny are doing the scene by the River in twenty minutes, and we're not even set up."
"Has anyone seen her at all?" Cindy asked. Her vibe became my vibe.
"No ma'am." Kayla said. I was already up and moving and grabbing my Police radio. I hit the button that makes the loud noise.
"Break! Break! Break!" I said, causing all chatter to cease. "All units, begin looking for the assistant director Seiko, a.k.a. 'The Madam'. Search the entire Fairgrounds. I say again, begin a complete search for..."
Part 10 - Crime Scene Redux
We sat in the TCPD tent, waiting for news. "Who would be the director if you can't find The Madam?" I asked Thomas.
"I don't know." said Thomas. "Maybe Victor; I think he's directed some episodes in the past." I nodded. And we did not have much longer to wait:
"Culver to Commander Troy." said the radio.
"This is Commander Troy. Go ahead, Culver."
"We found her, sir."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We headed down the walkway to to the trailer area. Tanya saw me come up behind her and sped up her Tank, and damned if I couldn't catch up to her unless I wanted to look like an idiot running pell-mell down the path. We came to the empty trailer, the one Cal and Dru Romano had been left in to meet their blackmailer. Once we got there, Cindy and I went on inside.
Again Laura was already there, and Sr. Patrolman Culver was with her. On the floor was the unfortunate Seiko. She was lying flat on her back, her eyes open and staring sightlessly at the ceiling. She was wearing the same clothes she'd worn the day before. A scarf was wrapped around her neck, and her face and belly were bloated and an unseemly shade of blue.
"Strangled, dead for hours." I said as I knelt down beside my wife.
"I'd say 'not much gets past you', but it's not funny." Laura said. "Yes, dead for hours. The body is stone-cold, fully bloating."
I got on the radio and called for CSIs and a vehicle to take the body next door to the morgue. Then I began looking around the trailer. It was totally empty, save for furniture that came with the place: table and chairs in the breakfast nook, sofa in the main room, a bed with no sheets in the bedroom.
"Damn, that's a strong smell of Clorox." I said. I opened the door to the tiny bathroom. The plug had been put in the bottom of the sink, and the sink filled with Clorox. On the floor below were two large, empty containers with the 'Clorox' label. And soaking in the Clorox in the sink was a blood-stained shirt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Jesus." Thomas Cromwell said forlornly as he, Cindy, and I watched a small distance away, as CSI's crawled around the area like fire ants. "Poor Ken hasn't even been put in a casket yet, and now Seiko's dead." Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cindy turn to look at us for a moment, then turn her attention back to the crime scene.
Just then, Victor Kuykendall came up to me. "I'm sorry to disturb you, Commander, but Kevin asked me to tell you that I'm acting as Director now. Kevin also asked me to tell you that we are all at your service, and if there is anything at all you need, please let us know."
"Thank you." I said. "Where is Kevin, by the way?"
"He's on the phone, to our executives in California." Victor said. "We call them the 'Suits'. They're our parent company's people. Bean-counters, and the like. They're the ones that put out the fires.. but there's no putting this one out."
"Oh I wouldn't say that." I said. "We'll get this crime scene processed, and then you can go about filming, and drive on from there. The show will go on... as it must."
"Commander," asked Victor, "is anyone else in danger of dying?" I felt as much as saw Cindy looking right through me, mentally as well as visually.
"No, I don't think so." I said. "Though if anyone witnessed anything suspicious, anything at all, they need to come forward immediately, so that we can protect them..."
Part 11 - Suspects
Wednesday, May 9th, 12:00noon. I called a meeting of the Detective Division and its leadership in Classroom 'E' at Police Headquarters.
In Classroom 'E' were me, Cindy Ross, Chief Moynahan, Tanya Perlman, Mary Milton, Joanne Warner, Teddy Parker, Theo Washington, Jerome Davis, Chris Purvis, Tim Geiger, Grubby Paul, Roy McGhillie, Sonali, Lainie, and Mark Walker.
"Whaddya got, Walker?" I asked to start us off.
"The trailer Seiko was found in was totally wiped down. No fingerprints at all." said Mark Walker. "So the killer took the time to wipe the place down. We're sent the shirt in the bathroom sink to the State Crime Lab, to see if they could get anything from the bloodstains."
"It's very likely Ken Moore's blood." I said. "The shirt was Cloroxed to destroy any DNA of the person who was wearing it."
"Yes sir." said Mark Walker. "We also found some bloodstains on the inside of Seiko's shirt, but she had no corresponding injuries on her body. We hope the State Crime Lab can type that, and maybe get some DNA. Other than that, there's just nothing there that's going to help us find the killer."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "Lainie, tell me about our victim Seiko."
"Her full name is Seiko Wazamazu." Lainie said in her 'mousey' voice. Lainie was a 'plain Jane', with very long straight brown hair, glasses over her cute face, and a slenderish body. She continued: "Seiko has been with the 'Days of Promise' show for over twenty years. She was listed as the 'Assistant Director', but she was more like the XO of a military company. She just took care of everything."
"When Ken was not on set directing," Lainie continued, "Kevin himself did the directing far more than Seiko did, though she did sometimes direct smaller scenes being shot at the same time as the larger ones. She just did what was needed, when it was needed. She also knew what was going on behind-the-scenes; if she wanted to be, she could be the Elsie Gringer of 'Days of Promise'."
Elsie Gringer was the Town & County's Social Reporter, as well as Bettina Wurtzburg's aunt. Elsie was very, very excited about the upcoming Burke-Croyle wedding, which she was calling 'the wedding of the century' in her online columns.
Lainie finished up: "Before being hired by 'Days of Promise', Seiko owned a casting company. She sold it, but it's still the company that 'Days of Promise' uses when they need new people."
"Good report. Thanks." I said. "Martha the M.E. sent me a preliminary autopsy report. Seiko, a.k.a. 'The Madam', died of strangulation, somewhere between 8:00pm last night and 4:00am this morning, likelier earlier than later. The early bloodwork shows the possibility of drugs, such as cocaine, in her system, but they need more testing to show that better; she probably had not used anything very recently. And spot questioning of people by our Officers is showing no one remembers seeing Seiko after dinner." 
"Unfortunately, they don't have hardly anything in the way of security cameras, especially in the living quarters areas." I continued. "We did have Officers patrolling on foot as well as hired Security, but no one saw anything."
"Sir," asked Jerome, "could one of the cast have been masquerading as a Security officer? So if he or she were seen, they'd be thought of as Security and ignored."



"That's a good thought." I said. "But where did they hide or dispose of the uniform without being seen? And the TCPD had instructions to take notice of any of the private security trying to leave the area."
"And most of the Officers were watching for people trying to leave, or outsiders trying to get in." said Captain Croyle. "I take responsibility for them not have better and more frequent sight of the trailer areas."
"Something to learn from, but not something to take blame for." I said. "I think the perp didn't stay where he or she could be seen for very long. Only seconds to go from the empty trailer to his or her own trailer. The perp could've been in that empty trailer with the body for a long time, hours even, before sneaking back to his... or her trailer."
"So you think it's one of the cast, sir?" asked Theo.
"That's what we're here to discuss." I said. "I don't want to cloud your thoughts and judgement, but to answer your question, Mr. Washington, the most likely scenario for both murders is one of the cast members."
"Did the same person commit both crimes?" asked Joanne Warner.
"All signs point to 'Yes', as the Magic Eight Ball says." I said humorously. "Seriously, it's either the same killer, or two working in tandem. The other possibility is that Seiko killed Ken, then someone, a traitorous confederate, killed Seiko."
"What's the motive?" asked Theo.
"That's another thing we're going to discuss." I said. "I want us to theorize on the data we currently have. Detective Warner is eager to start whiteboards, is that not right?"
"Yes sir, it is." Joanne said with enthusiasm. Joanne loved using whiteboards.
"Then go first." I said.
"Yes sir." said Joanne. She went up and began putting photos of cast members on the mobile whiteboards that had been brought in. "First, Carolyn Chastain. Next, Thomas Cromwell. Next, Danny Darmond. Next, Victor Kuykendall. Next, Marlena Kuykendall. Next, Maria Del Fuentes. Next, Kevin Park. At far left here are Ken Moore and Seiko, the two victims."
"Benny Black is excluded, by the way." said Joanne. "The CEO of BOW Enterprises and the TCPD's Captain of Operations are excellent alibis... and I don't want to give Captain Croyle any incentives in the Police Boxing Matches." Everyone laughed.
As Joanne talked, I had typed out a text to have someone brought into protective custody. "Okay," I said, "anyone else? Office personnel, crew, dining facility people?"
"Donna Hull, scriptwriter." said Joanne, putting the woman's picture up. "Kayla, the intern. And I'll note that I'm only putting up Maria Del Fuentes to round out the discussion; she was in sight of someone during the entire possible time of Ken's death, and she did not sleep alone during the night."
"How do you know that?" Jerome asked.
"Uh, you might ask the Commander about that one. The Red Commander as opposed to the Green one." Joanne said.
"Well, she's not fully exonerated," I said, "but my wife is vouching for her. I might add that Maria is shorter than either of the victims, and it's possible but not likely she stabbed Ken like she did and also strangled Seiko."
"She wears a lot of perfume, too." said Teresa. "The guards wouldn't have to see her; they'd smell the perfume from a distance, and there was little wind to blow the heavy perfume smell away."
"Thin, but something to think about." I said. "Okay, Warner, go through these people."
"Carolyn." said Joanne. "She may not be the murderer, but she may be the reason for it. She was carrying on with several of the cast, including Thomas Cromwell, Danny Darmond, and occasionally Ken Moore himself. She also had a relationship with a crew member who was fired. She's pregnant, and her husband Kevin is not the father."
"We can go wild on theories over her." Cindy said. I suspect she was subtly needling me with that comment.
"Yes. Yes we can." I said. "Keep going for now, Ms. Warner."
Joanne said "I have the financial reports on everyone, though they're not much. Carolyn and Kevin are worth a good bit of money through his production company. If she files for divorce in California, she'll get a huge chunk of change from that, if not half... unless they have a pre-nup of which we are so far unaware."
Joanne then said "Thomas Cromwell. Been with the cast a few months and has become a popular character with fans, if Facebook is to be believed. He has admitted to a sexual relationship with Carolyn, and possibly is the father of her unborn child, so there may be a love triangle motive, there."
"Thomas's finances appear clean," Joanne said, "but he doesn't have much of a history here in the United States, and we haven't gotten much on him from England yet. We may have to ask the FBI to help us with his foreign finances."
"I'll call Jack Muscone right after this meeting." I said.
"Danny Darmond." said Joanne. "Reportedly is Carolyn's favorite lover at the moment. He's relatively new to the cast, and they're essentially re-casting him as a past love interest. Before that, he was doing bit parts, and love scenes, with Maria Del Fuentes."
"Oh, so he's not new." I mused. "From the scene I saw yesterday, it looked like this was the first time he was appearing, coming out of the blue as Carolyn's husband."
"Yes sir." said Jerome Davis. "I was looking at the scripts that our CSIs confiscated and put in the servers. They were going to start explaining why he hadn't said anything to Carolyn before."
"Okay." I said. "Go ahead, Joanne."
Joanne said "Financially, Danny is young and just starting out. He did buy an expensive sports car when he began doing the 'Days of Promise' gig, but other than that, he's living on set and has virtually no expenses."
"Victor Kuykendall." said Joanne. "Patriarch of the show, has been on it for decades now. His roles are much more minor than they used to be. He incorporated himself, and has made a lot of money from advertising and appearances at fan shows. He doesn't live on set, and no one is sure exactly where he does live; his mail is delivered to a box on the set, and his drivers license also lists the set as his address."
"Ohhhhhh!" I exclaimed. As everyone looked at me, I said "I've had a bee in my bonnet about why they had an empty trailer on the grounds. This explains that. I'll bet there's one on the studio grounds in California, and it's his address. Since it was set up there, they set one up here, as a matter of routine."
Joanne said "He has not had a love interest with Carolyn, off-set at least. No relations at all that we're sure of."
"Maybe he's gay." said Teddy Parker. When all eyes went to him, Parker said "Young people don't really care if the world knows they're gay, but older guys like him might still try to keep things like that in the closet."
"That's a point." I said, seeing Cindy staring at Parker with something resembling anger. "He's also made himself the moral compass of 'Days of Promise'. If it came out he was gay, the world might not care like they would have years ago, but it might hurt his 'street-cred' on set, because he was hiding it. How are his finances, Warner?"
"Probably the weakest of the cast members." said Joanne. "He has some debts to go along with all the money he's made. Not anything really bad, but he's run up some credit cards. If he were to suddenly lose his job, he or his corporate entity would be in some trouble."
Joanne went on: "Marlena Kuykendall. Once married to Victor, now single. Has a reputation of being a very nice person, especially to fans of the show. She was once the hot stuff of the show, but she's more minor now. They've been writing her scripts to have her be a Cougar MILF seducing younger men, and she's had some pretty hot scenes with Danny and Benny Black."
"Financially, she seems to be fine." said Joanne. "Like Victor, she self-incorporated... in Nevada. She makes a lot of appearances around the country, and gets paid for them as well as expenses. And like everyone else on the show, with meals and even lodging paid for by the show, she has few expenses."
"Maria Del Fuentes." said Joanne. "She's young, full of life, is the darling of the paparazzi and the tabloid media. She has relationships on and off-set, many sexual, none serious, and by that I mean serious love interests. But she's also a shrewd businesswoman. Marlena has advised her a lot, and Maria set up her own self-incorporation, but is just beginning to use it properly. Men, rich men, are showing her with gifts; someone even bought her a Jag. The murders were probably not by her, but could've been done because of her."
"Last, Kevin Park." said Joanne. "Producer and director. Married to Carolyn Chastain, has a growing production company. The company has debts like other, similar companies, but it has really good cash flow. If he took it public, and there's talk of doing that, he'd be a very wealthy man."
"The issues with him are reports that his marriage is struggling." Joanne continued. "His wife is spreading her legs for a lot of other men, she's pregnant by another man, and he may be getting tired of it all."
"How was his relationship with Ken Moore, and Seiko?" I asked. "And for that matter, with his bosses, the execs of the show?"
"Some of the cast and crew said in the interviews that his relationship with Ken was 'professional' and that they worked pretty well together." said Joanne. "But more recently there was some friction between them. Kevin and Victor, and Marlena, too, also had some strains in their working relationship, mostly over the show's direction. Seiko and Kevin had a much better relationship, she seemed to have better ideas of what Kevin wanted, and helped Ken make it happen."
"Donna Hull." said Joanne. "She's been a scriptwriter for 'Days of Promise' for three years. Fanatically protective of her work, and she is paid very well. Other office workers said she's a very boring person to talk to, keeps pretty much to herself, not known to be dating anyone. Her relationship with Kevin Park is good, she understand what he wants in the story arcs, but Ken would at times berate her when she wrote scripts that were not exactly what he wanted, and there was another situation I'll get to in a second. Financially, she has no issues."
"Kayla the intern," said Joanne, "is wrapping up her internship. She graduated from UCLA last December. She did the menial jobs, including getting people coffee, stuff like that, and her main job was to transport scripts in sealed file folders to Ken. He'd go through them and give instructions, often writing those instructions on the front pages, then send her back to the office. It worked here just like it worked in California.
"And coming back to Donna." said Joanne. "Issues occurred when Kayla came back with unsealed file folders, and Donna Hull would go ballistic. Kayla would say that Ken didn't re-seal the folders when Donna would accuse her of breaking the seals to see the scripts, and Ken always backed Kayla up on that. He and Donna got into some serious arguments over all that."
"So why isn't Donna a suspect?" I asked.
"She was in sight of at least two other people the entire possible timeframe of Ken's murder." Joanne said. I nodded.
"So..." I said, thinking out loud, "if Donna is so paranoid about her scripts, why didn't she take them to Ken herself?"
"She and he did not get along." said Tanya. "Maybe she knew Kayla wasn't a problem, but just created a stink to agitate Ken."
"And the poor intern has to take all the shit from both of them." said Mary Mahoney Milton. I nodded.
"Okay." I said. "Let's wrap it up. Ken and Seiko. What are their stories?"
"Ken is the one who instituted the spiked Coca-Colas in the dining kitchen." said Joanne. "Others quickly adopted his practice, including Carolyn, Marlena, and Seiko. Also some of the crew did the spiked Coke thing. The tabloids so far have found nothing out of the ordinary with people drinking Coca-Colas on set, not realizing that drinking a couple of them could give someone a ripping good buzz. Anyway, Ken has no financial problems that we could find, so far. He saved all of his money."
"His only issue was the sheer number of times he made women give him sex on the casting couch." said Tanya. "Thomas Cromwell thought he may have been reprimanded by the 'Suits' in California over it."
"But nothing said to Kevin?" I asked.
"We don't know." said Tanya. "Maybe, but maybe not. What I just told you is secondhand rumors; we haven't verified a thing yet."
"See if you can." I said. "What about Seiko?"
Joanne said "Seiko... might be the most interesting person of them all. Her finances were pretty screwed up, too." said Joanne. "Heavy debt, two maxed cards. I will not be shocked if those tests for drugs in her system turn out to be positive."
"And if anyone would be the one to be smuggling drugs onto the set," I said, "Seiko would be the one. She could even be the distributor, the point of contact. Okay, anything else?" There was nothing else. "Let's go around the horn, then. Who did it?"
"Colonel Troy. In the Conservatory. With the Crowbar." Cindy said, deadpan flat. Everyone broke out laughing, including me.
"Damn, and you were my alibi." I replied, which was actually true. "Okay... Parker."
Teddy Parker said "The love interest around Carolyn has me interested. I'm not sure why these guys want her so much... she's beautiful, but she's gotten to be a..." He paused.
"Slut." I said, finishing it for him in direct, brutal fashion. "The word is 'slut'. She's a 'slut', no two ways about it."
"Yes sir." said Parker, blushing a little bit. Gentlemen from Mississippi weren't used to speaking in such crude tones; ergo, my helping him. He said "So there's Thomas, Danny, a fired crew member that might want revenge, and maybe her husband went off on something Ken said about Carolyn."
"I'm looking at Victor Kuykendall." said Jerome. "He's upset over the more openly sexual direction the show has taken. He considers the show his teenage daughter, since he's been on it for such a long time, and now that teen daughter is acting like a.. well, slut." Everyone laughed at that.
Jerome continued: "The Commander, Commander Troy, made notes stating that Thomas told Kevin about Callie Carrington being there... in front of Victor. And Victor might not feel the same way about Ms. Carrington as Commander Ross does."
"No doubt about that." Cindy said. "So why would Victor kill Ken instead of Kevin?"
"Because, ma'am," replied Jerome, "he couldn't kill Kevin at that moment. Too many people around. But my thesis is that with Ken and Seiko both dead, Victor was taking over directing today. And maybe he thinks he can make that permanent. Better job security, too."
"Those are excellent, excellent thoughts." I said. "Here, hold on to this for a while." I passed the red crowbar down the table to Jerome, amidst acclaim. "Yes," I continued, "that's good. The only problem I have with it, is that Victor is not going to be Director very long. Kevin won't brook it for long, nor will the Suits above him. They like the steamier side of things that the actors that Chief Griswold would call the 'young whippersnappers' bring to the show."
"And to that end, Jerome, you're right... job security. If Ken or Kevin wanted to ease Victor on out of the show permanently, he might be desperate enough to try to keep his status and his job that way. Okay, Theo."
"I like Jerome's idea." said Theo. "But I think it's the Carolyn love triangle thing. Thomas or Danny. Either had moments where they're unaccounted for." I nodded, then called upon Joanne.
"Sir," she said, "I like the Carolyn idea, but Teddy made a great point that she's not worth killing for. I was thinking that maybe there's another love interest around Maria Del Fuentes."
"Good thinking." I said. "Work that out a little better, and you might take that red crowbar away from Jerome."
Purvis said he thought it was Carolyn-related. He actually had no clue. Geiger said he liked Jerome's idea. Geiger had no clue, either. Grubby Paul restored some faith when he said "I'm thinking Seiko killed Ken, over drugs. Then someone killed Seiko, though I have no idea who." I commended Grubby on his original thinking, then turned to Mary.
"I'm thinking Thomas Cromwell." Mary said. "I'm not sure why. There's just something about him. He's always around. Hanging around the Commander. Part of the Carolyn love group, to coin a phrase, but maybe on the outside looking in. I dunno, I don't really have anything concrete..."
"The infamous 'smarmy vibe'." said Cindy. Mary grinned and nodded as I peered at her.
"Perlman?" I asked.
"I freely admit I have no idea, and not enough data, on Seiko." said Tanya. "On Ken, it's one of the actors banging Kevin's wife, or it was Kevin himself. There's a love triangle at work, here, though I would think it should be over Maria and not Carolyn. And that guides me more towards Danny, since Benny Black was with Todd and Teresa the whole time."
I looked at Ross. She looked back at me and just smiled a little smile.
"Chief, want to get in on this?" I asked.
"Noooooo." said Moynahan. "But I have observed two things. One is the lack of security cameras around the place. Amazing! So who has the power to prevent cameras from being set up, security like they have at their home studios?"
"Jerome, give up the red crowbar." I said. Jerome sent it down, and I handed it to the Chief. He examined it and tapped it in his hand. 
"Feels good." said the Chief. "And my second observation has been of my Police Commander in all this. I think you already knowwwww, Commander... you're just looking for the proof to get a case into the Court sys-tmmmm." And with that, he handed the red crowbar back to me.
"No, I don't know for absolute sure." I said, taking my crowbar back. "But I will tell you all this: it's a love triangle, it's a job security thing, one of you in here is likely right... and I suspect Commander Ross will solve it before I do." Commander Ross could not hide a grin as she looked down at her notebook on the table.
"Can I borrow that crowbar?" asked Tanya. "So I can beat the answer out of the two of you?"
"Noooooo." I replied. "I need it. To defend myself from Tanks trying to run over me at high speeds..."
Part 12 - Sex and Suspects, Redux
"When you love a man as much as I love my husband," Laura said, "you want to give him the deepest, wettest, hottest blowjob you possibly can." She suited the deed to the word and slid her mouth down my throbbing hard shaft, then sucked hard as she slid her mouth back up.
"Mmmm, let me try." said Maria Del Fuentes. Laura let my cock out of her mouth with a *POP* and Maria eagerly swallowed it, sliding her mouth down to the root, deep-throating me, then sucking hard as she slid her full lips back up. The beautiful Latina began fellating me in earnest, and I groaned as the pleasure spread through my loins and up my spine.
We were in Maria's trailer. I had gone over there to find my wife, and I did indeed find her. I'd heard a 'Come in!' when I knocked, and when I went inside I found my wife and Maria in a soixante-neuf, Laura on top. She nodded as I began undressing and folding my clothes and setting them in a nearby chair.
Then I slid onto the bed between Maria's shapely legs. Laura raised up and planted her cunt firmly onto Maria's mouth as I eased up, stuck out my tongue, and slid it along the length of Maria's sopping wet slit. I heard the young Latina beauty moan, which spurred me on, and an instant later I was face-deep in Maria's cunt, hungrily eating her.
After several moments of this, Laura climbed off Maria. The young beauty grabbed my head and pushed her loins harder against my mouth as my tongue delved deep and scrubbed the upper wall of her vagina. It did not take much of that to make Maria's twat tighten as she cried out in orgasm...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Because I had not gotten my morning blowjob from Laura that morning, my cock was throbbing hard and very close to firing a huge load of semen. The double blow job had my balls boiling. My wife knew this, and made sure to tease me by having Maria hold off on further sucking. The young beauty began tonguing my balls as Laura looked up at me with a wicked grin.
"Get on your back, Maria." Laura said. "It's time to feel what an iron crowbar feels like in your tight little pussy."
"Oooh, I can't wait!" Maria exclaimed. Yes, this young woman was a nymphomaniac. I don't think I'd seen a woman so addicted to sex since Karen Warner Harlan.
Maria slid up onto her bed and rolled onto her back, then spread her legs wide in wanton lust. I practically dove between her legs, mounting her. Her hand gripped my throbbing cock and fit it into her labes. Animal instinct took over as I drove forward, hearing her gasp as I buried my meat balls-deep in her tight but very wet twat.
"Oh God, that's so fucking good!" I gasped. I felt my body moving of its own accord, sliding my cock out of Maria's cunt and then shoving it back into her, making her gasp.
"Oh yeah, give it to her!" Laura ordered, watching me fuck the gorgeous Latina with long, deep strokes. Maria was pulling her legs up and back along my sides, then she grabbed my hips in her hands to urge me on to fuck her harder, deeper.
Because of our differences in height, Maria's face was level with my chest. I had to bend far down to kiss her luscious lips, so I didn't try that too much. For her part, Maria began tweaking my nipples, then began lashing them with her tongue, then sucking on them. That was new and different, I thought to myself. And Maria was also pushing her cunt up to meet my thrusts as I buried my iron-hard cockshaft balls-deep into her again and again and again...
"Oh God, your dick is hard!" Maria cried out as I pistoned it in and out of her relentlessly. "Oh God, it feels so good. Fuck me! Come on, fuck me!" If that was what the lady wants, I thought to myself, I should oblige. I began fucking the gorgeous daytime television celebrity with brutal intensity, and she was matching every thrust.
It couldn't last, of course. I felt the intense pressure of my nut rising, building up in painful pleasure, demanding release. I didn't try to hold back; I just let it go.
"UHHH!!" I groaned deeply as I began firing spurt after spurt of thick jism against the back wall of her spasming pussy. Gray mists were swirling behind my eyelids, and I barely felt Maria's tight little cunt clamp down hard on my iron cock as I pushed hard to bury its full length into her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
In the TCPD tent, Joanne Warner was working on her laptop computer when Cindy Ross came up, pulled up a chair, and sat down next to her.
"Joanne," she said, "I need you to pull up some videos of some of the interviews you did." Cindy explained what she wanted.
Joanne pulled up the videos. Cindy watched for a moment, then said "There! Run that back!" Joanne rewound the video for ten seconds, then it started playing again.
"That's it!" Cindy said. "And it on tape as evidence! Now bring up tape..." Joanne brought up the tape. Cindy clapped her hands once, hard. "Oh yessss... that's your suspect, Detective Warner... that is your suspect..."
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Leads
Wednesday, May 9th. I was sharing deep kisses with Maria Del Fuentes, our tongues swirling together, sometimes open-mouthed, sometimes with our faces mashed tightly together. As my hands fondled Maria's succulent breasts, my wife Laura was face-deep in the Latina beauty's pussy, eating my cum out of Maria's sodden, well-fucked cunt.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Commander Troy, are you in there?" I heard a voice say. It was Cindy.
"Yeah, what is it?" I asked as I got off the bed and went for my clothes.
"We've got something!" Cindy said.
A moment later, I came out of the trailer, alone. Cindy walked with me as we headed to the TCPD tent.
"So..." she asked, unable to hide a forming grin,"... is she worth a Jag?"
I laughed out loud. "To the right man... yes she is." I said. "To the right man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the TCPD tent, Cindy showed me the tapes she reviewed. "That's gotta be it." she said.
"I agree." I said. "And I will add these things, as well..." I began relating some other, related things...
"Shall we go get him, sir?" asked Joanne Warner.
"No, not yet." I said. "We don't have a provable case yet. Go get... Kevin the producer, and Kayla the intern. Bring them to I-A and I-B at Headquarters. And I need not mention to have our suspect under surveillance at all times..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for coming in, Kevin." I said as we settled into our chairs in Interrogation-B. I read him his rights from the card, and he acknowledged them with a nod. "Do you want a lawyer?" I asked.
"I don't think I need one, at least not yet." said Kevin. "What do you want?"
"Did you and Ken and Seiko have any arguments over the cast?" I asked.
"I don't know if I'd call them arguments." Kevin said. "We constantly discussed the cast and roles, and how we could improve, what we could weed out and what we could expand."
"Yes, but I'm talking about significant changes." I said. "Such as dropping Victor from the show."
"Oh geez, no way." said Kevin. "Victor and Marlena are the institutions on that show. Take them away, and we don't have a lot left."
"Except young, exciting actors and actresses," I said, "that create steamy love scenes and aren't afraid to go where the Old-School types like Victor would never consider."
"Well, the answer is 'no'." said Kevin. "We were not, and are not, getting rid of Victor, nor Marlena."
"Anyone else?" I asked. "Any other big changes coming? Carolyn's pregnant, guys are literally fighting over her, and over Maria. And maybe polling of your viewers suggested that some of the cast was not as popular as others?"
"Okay, okay." said Kevin. "We were talking about cast changes, maybe some massive ones." said Kevin. "But I don't want to cast aspersions."
"We have two dead bodies on your sets." I replied. "Cast away."
Kevin nodded. "Okay." he said. "The 'Suits', my bosses, said that Victor and Marlena were 'no touch', so I couldn't fire them if I wanted to. I'm not saying I would have fired them if I had the power to do so, but I'd have thought about it. It's hard to cast Victor trudging around right after Maria has just had a sex scene with Danny or Benny."
"So who did you and Ken and Seiko argue over?" I asked, well aware of the presumption underlying the form of my sentence. Kevin fell for it.
"There's been a couple." he said. "One guy left, and is now on another network's soap. Maria really liked him; they had real sex under the covers. Victor was pushing me to get rid of him, and Ken and Seiko wanted to keep him. Victor and I won that one. The other, was Thomas Cromwell."
"I liked Thomas," continued Kevin, "and I liked the role we'd created for him. Victor liked his role, too; they were developing a good story arc with a seemingly adversarial relationship. But Ken and Seiko hated Thomas. Ken really hated his guts, though I'm not sure why. And a lot of the cast and crew thought Thomas was arrogant as hell."
"So they won." I said. "You were writing Thomas out of the show, from what I saw of the scripts."
"Yes." said Kevin. "Slowly but surely. Ken was cutting Thomas's lines, giving him fewer scenes, and Ken stood up to me like he never had before when I said something about it. He was dead set on getting Thomas out, and Seiko told me that Ken was actively seeking another directing job because of Thomas's continued presence. Ken had gone over my head to the 'Suits', as well. So... I let things play out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why did you bring me here?" Kayla wailed, looking scared, starting to cry.
We'd brought her to Interrogation-A, and also brought the lawyer Peter Arnsparger to be her legal counsel. Cindy and I sat opposite them, with Corporal Inga Gundottar as the Uniformed presence. A goodly number of Detectives were watching through the one-way glass from the anteroom.
"You can stop the act, Kayla." I said. "You're not auditioning for a part on 'Days of Promise', here. However, you are under suspicion of conspiracy to commit murder in the first degree." Kayla's eyes widened, and she looked even more frightened.
"Kayla," I said, "did you have sexual relations with Ken Moore?"
Kayla's face turned from fear to pain. "Yes." she finally said.
"Were you dating him?" I asked.
"What do you mean by 'dating'?" asked the lawyer Arnsparger.
"Pretty much that the relationship was not purely sexual, was more than sexual." I said. "For example: Kayla, did Ken offer you marriage?"
"We talked about it." said Kayla. "But he didn't really ask."
"How often did you have sex with Ken?" I asked
"Almost every time I saw him." said Kayla. "I'd take him scripts, and he'd put me on the kitchen counter and put his penis inside me, and he'd come in me."
"Was the sex consentual?" I asked.
"Yes. He wasn't a dirty rapist." said Kayla.
"Kayla," I asked, "were you having a sexual relationship with anyone else? Any cast member?"
I think Kayla realized the game was up at this point. "Yes." she whispered.
"And who was it?" I demanded to know.
"I... I need to talk to my lawyer." Kayla said.
"Sure." I said. "But before I go and let you talk, remember that if you take the Fifth, there is nothing on God's green earth that can save you. If you cooperate, and talk, it is very possible that the Assistant District Attorney will be able to work something out with you." With that, Cindy and I left the room.
"Theo," I said, "go call your brother and ask him to come up here. Quietly, but quickly."
"Sir," said Theo, "he's not supposed to be helping on MCD cases."
"It's easier to get forgiveness than permission." I said. "Go make the call."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Franklin Washington came in with me and Cindy. Kayla was pale, but a lot more composed now.
"What will you offer her?" asked Arnsparger.
"One count of lying to Police, reduced from felony to misdemeanor, and asking for a suspended sentence." said Washington. "No guarantee the Judge will give the suspended sentence, but he normally works with us. In exchange, your full, truthful statement, your testimony in his Court case, and cooperating in any other ways we might require."
They signed the deal. Then Kayla spoke: "Yes, I was dating Thomas Cromwell. He also asked me to marry him. I didn't say 'yes' to either, but I was going to marry Ken. He said he would get Thomas fired from the show, and then we could openly be together."
"You began dating Thomas first?" I asked.
"Yes." said Kayla. "Ken started having sex with me after I began dating Thomas. I wasn't stupid; I knew Ken was fucking me because it was behind Thomas's back. But then Ken and I would talk, during sex and after, and we started liking each other more. And then I started spending more time with Ken. I think Thomas found out, and I don't think he was happy about it."
"It won't do, Kayla." I said, surprising everyone. "You have to tell the truth, here. You're in love with Thomas Cromwell. Ken never offered you marriage, but Thomas was head over heels in love with you. You were having sex with Ken to keep him from getting rid of Thomas, but he was going to do that anyway."
"How do you know that?" asked the lawyer Arnsparger. "What makes you think my client's story is not the accurate one?"
"Because, sir," I said, "Kayla kept the rejected scripts. And she was hiding them in the back of her desk drawer. She didn't even need to keep them; they have them saved on the computers, which were backed up. So why keep them? And then why hide them?"
Kayla's face fell. I said "Kayla, you and Thomas both knew that Ken was reducing Thomas's on-screen time, cutting his hours, so to speak. Kevin wasn't keen on firing Thomas, but Ken and Seiko both really wanted him gone. You were keeping the rejected scripts to show Kevin what Ken was doing to Thomas's screen-time. No one else knew those scripts were in your desk drawer; they didn't know to look there."
"And Thomas was hating it that you were giving Ken sex." I continued. "If you'd refused, Ken would've had you fired on the spot, and Thomas needed you in the office to keep him informed of what was going on. But he was full of jealousy and hatred that Ken was fucking you, and bareback, and coming inside you. Carolyn had already all but cut off Thomas, and Thomas knew he wasn't her baby's father... and now you were risking impregnation with Ken."
"Is that right?" asked Franklin Washington, directing his question to Kayla.
"Yes, pretty much." said Kayla, staring at me with disbelief, and some hatred.
"What do you want to do, Commander?" asked Franklin, knowing Kayla had broken the deal by lying.
"Have her put the truth in writing." I said. "And then you can give her the deal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Police iPhone rang. It was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. "Don," he said, "So far, the United Kingdom is not helping us out with information about Thomas Cromwell. However, our cyber guy Cardigan has found out some stuff about the Facebook fan groups for one of the 'Days of Promise' actors..."
Part 14 - Issues and Answers
Wednesday, May 9th, 2:00pm. The warrant was secured. Cindy, Joanne, and I went over to the Fairgrounds, driving a golf cart that the Police used to move stuff around the outside of Headquarters. Very cool, we looked.
"Hello, Thomas." I said as we came up to Thomas Cromwell outside the Dining Tent.
"Hello." said Thomas. "Any progress on the case?"
"Yes sir, a lot of progress." I said. "What are you doing today?"
"Nothing." said Cromwell. "We're almost shut down. I don't have any scenes at all. They're talking about pulling up stakes and going home tomorrow."
"Oh, too bad." I said. "Well, if you want to see more of what we do, how about a tour of Headquarters."
"Sure." said Thomas. He got into the golf cart with me, Cindy and Joanne in the backseat, and we were off...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And this is our Interrogation Room for interviewing witnesses, people who come in to report crimes, and such." I said as I led Thomas into Interrogation-B. "Have a seat." I went around and sat down on the other side. At this point, Cromwell got wary.
"O-kayyyy." he said warily, sitting down as Cindy joined me on the other side of the table from him. "So! Here I am. Going to grill me?"
"In a manner of speaking." I said, noticing Sr. Patrolman Culver slipping in as the Uniformed presence. With now-Lieutenant Rudistan at 2nd Precinct, I was giving Culver this opportunity to watch and learn.
"I do want to ask you a question." I said. "I understand why you murdered Ken Moore. But why Seiko, too?"
The room was silent for a full thirty seconds as Cromwell gaped at me. "You have got to be bloody well kidding me. It's not funny, sir, not funny a'tall."
"No, it's not." I said. "Murder in the first degree never is." I took out a piece of paper. "This is a warrant for your arrest, for the murder in the first degree of Ken Moore, a human being, and the murder of Seiko Wazamazu, a human being. You have the right to remain silent..."
After the recitation of the rights, I had Thomas stand up, and I affixed cuffs to his wrists behind his back. Culver then escorted him through booking. We would meet Cromwell again, in Interrogation-1.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The anteroom was full. Tanya was watching on a closed circuit that fed from the videocameras in I-1. More on that later. Patrolman Culver was again the Uniformed presence.
As Cindy and I came in, my cousin and Police partner exhibited her beautiful singing voice:
"God save our graaa-cious Queen, long live our nooo-ble Queen;, God save the Queen; Send her vic-tor-i-ous, hap-py and glor-i-ous, long to reign o-ver us, Go-dd save the Queen!"
"Touching." Thomas Cromwell said sardonically as Cindy took her place next to me, and opposite Thomas and the lawyer Arnsparger. "Am I supposed to be impressed?"
"Commander Ross is just trying to make you feel at home." I said.
"What is this about, Commander?" asked Arnsparger. "Murder is a serious charge."
"Yes, it is." I said. "And it's about the oldest reason for murder of all, the reason Cain murdered Abel: jealousy."
"What are you talking about?" asked Thomas Cromwell.
"I'm talking about young Kayla." I said. "The girl you're deeply in love with, the girl you want to marry. But there was a problem: Ken Moore. He was making love to Kayla. He was having hours of sex with Kayla, while you were playing the good guy that always loses. You killed Ken because he was fucking the girl you love."
"Oh, pl-eeeze." tried Cromwell.
"Every time she went into Ken's trailer," I said, bending over slightly, looking Thomas dead in the eye, my voice hypnotically soft, "Ken was putting Kayla on the kitchen counter and putting his dick into her. She never tried to stop him, she let him put his cock into her... again and again... thrusting and thrusting..."
I was getting to him, seeing the anger in his eyes. "Oh yes, Thomas, the girl you loved... Ken was loving tapping that, just to throw it in your face. And he wasn't using condoms, either... he was banging her bareback... coming inside her again and again... trying to impregnate her... trying to knock up the girl you were in love with---"
"ARRGH!" Thomas roared. He came out of his chair to attack me, but Culver had been ready, and had pushed Cromwell back down into his chair. Cindy had also risen to intercept him. I had not moved.
"Oh yes, you know I know." I said, my voice ever so soft "You know I'm telling the truth." Thomas began breaking down. He began shaking, his whole body trembled. Then his head sank to the table as he began sobbing.
"Maria Del Fuentes rejected you." I said. "Carolyn, she gave you a few mercy fucks, once she was already pregnant, but you knew she was just a worthless slut. But Kayla... ahh, you worshipped her... and she spread her legs for Ken again, and again, and again..."
"What was I supposed to do?" Thomas cried out. "He was blackmailing us, blackmailing me!"
"Yes, he was." I said. "But the truth is that you were going to be fired anyway. Kayla loved you, but when you didn't intervene, when you let Ken have her again and again, she began to see the light. And that's when you got desperate."
"Crime of passion." said Arnsparger. "Manslaughter, maybe Murder-2, or whatever the equivalent is in your State." I had to commend the legal eagle for trying, though it wasn't a very good try.
"Except, sir," I said, "I have proof of premeditation. Thomas put two bottles of Clorox in the bathroom of the empty trailer. We have a record of his purchase of the Clorox. He knew he'd have to use the Clorox on the shirt he was wearing when he slit Ken's throat. Problem is, it's the same shirt brand and size that Thomas always wears, and made in England... as part of the role he was playing for himself."
"What role was that?" asked the lawyer. Cromwell's forehead was on the table again.
"Commander Ross possesses dual American-Canadian citizenship." I said. "By way of contrast, Thomas Cromwell is supposedly only a Subject of the Crown." I held up my iPhone. "Detective Warner noticed an anomaly with your passport, so she had me scan it. Yes, it came up correct in every way... as you hoped it would. But I had the info, and I could dig deeper."
"And then," I said, "you made a few mistakes. You are not as good an actor you aspire to be, and you did not fool us. Commander Ross, she's Canadian, she heard some of your gaffes. I'm an All-American boy, but it's my job as a Detective to notice the little things... and I did."
"So," I said, "when I became suspicious of you, I took this reading of your passport I still had in my iPhone, and I used the tools available to me as an FBI Consultant to do some digging. It turns out, Thomas, that you were indeed born near Manchester, England, but your parents brought you to the United States when you were two years old. You lived in California with them all those years."
"As a teenager and a young man," I said, "you tried out for acting parts, but could never get any work. So, you went to the U.S. State Department, told them you were a DREAMer illegally in the United States, and you were deported; you got a free ticket to England, home and beauty. There, you established your birthright, got a British passport, and indeed did some acting in London. The story you told from that point on is generally true."
"What of it?" snarled Thomas.
"Your first mistake," I said, "was when you pointed out Victor Kuykendall to me, saying he was the man in the gray pants. An American, or someone in America for a long, long time, would indeed say 'pants'... but an Englishman would say 'trousers'. In England, 'pants' means underwear."
"Then you mentioned Carolyn Chastain, and said that someone had 'knocked her up'. In America, that does mean she was impregnated. But in England, that means to knock on someone's door, and that phrase is one of the most well-known differences in the languages across the pond."
"Commander Ross joined the party," I said, "when she heard you speak of Ken's body being placed in a 'casket'. In America, that means 'coffin'; but in England, 'casket' means a jewelry box."
"Last, as Commander Ross noticed on tape at the time I read your passport, you called yourself a 'British citizen'." I said. "Real Britishers proudly call themselves British 'Subjects'... hence Commander Ross's sterling rendition of your National Anthem."
"So, Thomas, several egregious errors from a man who claimed to have spent very little time in the United States." I said. Thomas just stared at the table.
"That proves nothing." said Arnsparger.
"Well, it's a building block in what is going to become an edifice for a conviction for murder." I replied. "Another block is that we have scripts, included rejected scripts, that show your time on-screen was being reduced. Kevin Park has already given us a sworn deposition that he, Ken, and Seiko were debating getting rid of you. Ken and Seiko really disliked you. Ken might've wanted to get rid of you to have Kayla to himself."



"As to Seiko," I said, "we at least can show that she found the shirt that was stained with Ken's blood. She found it in the empty trailer where you hid it, and put it under her shirt to take it out of there. But you caught her in there, and you strangled her to death, then did what you originally intended to do...soaked the shirt in Clorox, to destroy any DNA evidence that you were wearing the shirt when you murdered Ken. And we have proof you bought the Clorox."
"And then there's the Facebook support groups for you, that got you hired on 'Days of Promise' in the first place." I said. "With the help of the FBI, we were able to obtain some proof that those fan groups were created by you and your agent, and the same people with multiple accounts were making the posts. Fake News on Facebook, I call it."
"I need to speak with Mr. Cromwell." said the lawyer Arnsparger. We got up and went into the anteroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When now-retired Captain Leslie Charles was the Captain of Uniformed Officers, he had a counter at the corner of the hallways, opposite of the Interrogation Rooms. It was a counter like a nurse's station at the Hospital. Captain Charles would sit behind it, and Officers would come up and get assignments and other paperwork. He had an office area behind that counter area, as well.
Myron Milton had been working for some time on having the cameras in the Interrogation Rooms wired up to feed to television monitors. Money in the form of Federal grants became available when Tanya came back to the TCPD... it was difficult for her to watch interrogations from the anterooms.
So Captain Charles's old office was converted to room with tables, and upon those tables were monitors. There were also computers for Detectives's laptops, and a communications system, so that someone in the monitoring room could say something into the little earpiece of the Detective in the Interrogation Room doing the interrogating.
And it is most very possible that Your Iron Crowbar wrote up the proposal for this after seeing what the LAPD's Major Crimes units had at their Headquarters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I came into the Monitor Room, she said "I don't know what the lawyer wants to talk to Thomas about."
"Getting their ducks in a row." I said. "They know we've got Thomas ice-cold for this."
"That wasn't the vibe I was getting." Cindy said. "Arnsparger looked overwhelmed. I think he's going to tell Thomas to get new and better representation."
"I think you're right." said Tanya, who had been watching the interrogations from the Monitor Room. "By the way, Commander... Commander Troy... how was Thomas being blackmailed?"
"His status as an English actor." I said. "I'll bet Ken knew he wasn't what he was portraying himself to be--- ohhhhhhhh... of course!" I gasped. I was off to the Land of Reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sure enough, about five minutes later we were called back into I-1 (another perk of the new room; they press a button that buzzes the anteroom and the monitor room). It was Mr. Arnsparger that spoke.
"I have told Mr. Cromwell that I am not the type of lawyer he needs for a situation like this." Arnsparger said. "I've advised him to seek new and better representation, and I'd like you to give us some time to get someone else in here."
"You'll arrange it?" I asked the lawyer. Arnsparger said he would.
"Fine." I said. "Culver, put Thomas in a holding cell, then come back and escort Mr. Arnsparger back to the Fairgrounds..."
Part 15 - Blackmail
3:00pm, Wednesday, May 9th.
Cal and Drusilla Romano came to the Dining Tent and sat down at a table near the entrance. Dru was wearing a clingy red dress and bone/tan high heel sandals, and Cal was wearing a red golf shirt and gray slacks.
"Why, hello." said Benny Black, coming up to them. "Cal and Drusilla, yes? What brought you back here?"
"Curiosity, I guess." said Cal. "And you are?"
"Oh, I'm Benny Black." said Benny Black. "We're not filming any more today. They're trying to decide whether or not to pack up and go back to California. Say, why don't you both come with me, and we'll find a cooler place to talk."
Cal and Dru followed Benny into the trailer area. He led them to his trailer. "Have a seat at the table." he said. "Would either of you like some soda, or water?"
"Oh, no thanks." said Cal. "But it's nice of you to invite us here. Much cooler than the Dining Tent."
"Yes, it is." said Benny. "And more private. Look, guys, I'm the one that sent you the All-Access passes. I wanted to warn you that other people knew about you."
"What do you mean?" asked Drusilla, her voice wary.
"Look, I'm not going to blackmail you." said Benny. "I just put that in the note to get you to come here. But someone else knows about you, and may try to blackmail you." Cal and Dru looked at each other, then back to Benny, not expecting this.
"What happened," said Benny, "is that some sleazy lawyer came to me and told me that Todd Burke was my brother, and he wanted me to help extort money from Todd. Turns out it's true that Todd is my brother, but instead of extorting him, I told him who I was and that I knew I had no way to extort from him."
"That same sleazebag lawyer," said Benny, "told me about you two. He wanted me to blackmail you, too. I have no interest in that, and I thought I'd warn you. I don't know what you want to do, but if you want to go to the Police, I'll go with you."
"That's very nice of you, to warn us." Dru said, her eyes roaming over Benny, liking what she saw of the handsome young man... especially the huge bulge in his pants she'd observed as they'd walked to the trailer.
"In fact," she said, standing up, "I think you deserve an... award... for your honesty." With that, she reached down and took Benny's hand, all but pulling him out of his chair and leading him down the narrow hallway to the bedroom. Cal remained at the table...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Their tongues swirled together in an open-mouth French kiss as they shed their clothes. Benny unzipped Dru's dress and let the garment fall down her firm, luscious body and into a puddle on the floor around her feet. Her bra followed quickly. Dru was unbuttoning Benny's shirt, and he shrugged it off as soon as he could. Their hands roamed each other's chests, Benny cupping and fondling Dru's breasts as she felt up his hard pecs and rock-hard eight-pack abs.
As Dru reached down and began undoing Benny's trousers, he pulled her to him and kissed her harder and deeper, pressing his lips to hers and sliding his tongue over hers and deep into her mouth. Dru moaned into the kiss, partly in arousal at kissing this young, very hot stud, but also because she had reached into his pants and found the object she was seeking: Benny's huge, hard cock. She felt it getting hard, and she quickly undid his belt and pulled his pants and underwear down, freeing his mammoth size from the tightly constricting confines of his clothes.
They both moaned as Dru grasped Benny's hard cock with both hands, gently stroking it, jacking it until a huge drop of clear pre-cum oozed from the piss-slit at the top of the huge helmet of his cockhead. Continuing their deep kiss, Benny slid his hand under the band of Dru's black lace panties and slid his fingers along her swollen labes.
"Mmmmmf!" Dru gasped into the kiss as Benny slid his bird finger to the knuckle into her sopping wet cunt. He fingered her harshly as he aggressively French-kissed her, and she responding by jacking his huge meat even more vigorously.
"Oh my God." Dru gasped as their kiss finally broke and she looked down to see the young stud's Weapon of Lust. "How big is this thing?"
"Ten inches." said Benny. "All for you, baby. Don't worry, you can handle it. I'll get you ready first."
"You're a really sweet guy." Dru said. "Come over here." She walked past Benny and sat down on the end of the bed. Benny turned around, his long, thick shaft swinging and bobbing, ending up right in front of Dru's beautiful face. She grasped his dick at the base, gently jacking it as she kissed the tip of his cockhead, licking off the pre-cum and jacking out another big drop, which her tongue quickly took. Then she fastened her lips to Benny's cock and began taking it into her mouth, swallowing his meaty inches.
"Oh, GEEZ-us!" Benny gasped as Dru sucked in almost every inch of him, deep throating him. She began sucking hard as she pulled her mouth off his shaft, then exhaled on it, literally blowing on it as she swallowed him again. Benny was grunting and gasping in stunned amazement at how good this woman was at giving him head.
"Oh yeah, baby, suck that dick." he whispered, gently stroking Dru's black hair on the back of her head as she worshipped his manhood, fellating him as intensely as she could. Her left hand gently cupped and squeezed his large nutsack as her right hand held his prick at the base.
Benny worked hard not to let his nut rise. This Italian beauty was sucking his cock better than any porn star he'd ever worked with; even Callie Carrington could not match the skills Dru was displaying. And unlike those pro women, Dru was loving every second of pleasuring her young new friend.
After another few moments of her sucking him, Benny knew that he had to stop her or he'd blast his cum down her throat. "Baby, I can't take any more of this." he gasped. "Lie back and let me eat that sweet pussy of yours."
Dru took the hint, reluctantly letting Benny's cock slide out of her mouth, seeing it shining and wet with her saliva, and seemingly pulsing with desire for her. As she slid back onto the bed, she began sliding her panties down her the firm cheeks of her sweet ass, then down her legs. Benny helped, sliding the obstructing garment down her calves and over her shapely feet. Then she reached up to unbuckle her high heel sandals.
"No, leave those on." said Benny. "You look good in them, and nothing else.
"Mmm, that must run in the family." Dru said. She was thinking about Don and his liking for women's legs and feet, especially in high heels, not realizing that while Todd was related to Benny, Don't wasn't. But she was right, Todd was hot for women's legs and feet, too...
She lay back on the bed, and Benny slid between her shapely calves and trim thighs, kissing his way up her legs until he was at the treasure he sought, her beautiful cunt. Dru had shaved most of her hair, leaving a 'runway' strip extending up her groin from the top of her slit. It was an arousing sight, and Benny was throbbing with desire to taste her.
"Ohhhhhhh!" Dru gasped as she felt the young man lick gently up her slit from almost her ass up to her swollen clit. Sparks of pleasure burst through her loins as Benny licked her labes again, sliding his tongue in deeper, then repeating the motion, delving into her cunt until his mouth was fastened on her labes and his tongue was stroking the top of her vaginal wall.
Already very aroused, Dru felt her orgasm building as Benny ate her pussy with expertise far beyond his young years. She did not try to hold back or stop it, but let it build and build and build...
"UHHH!" she cried out as the ecstasy exploded in her clit and along the top of her vaginal cavity. Benny buried his face in her snatch, tonguing harder, lapping up the sweet juices she was gushing. He did not lighten up, but relentlessly ate her out, and Dru's orgasm coursed through her for long seconds.
She realized that her head was dropped back onto the pillow and she was breathing hard, gulping for air. "Oh God, Benny, that was so good... so fucking good."
"Want some more?" Benny asked. Dru gasped an affirmation, and Benny kept eating her, enjoying being face-deep in her pussy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After more long minutes of eating Dru's ripe, juicy peach of a pussy, Benny felt in control of his cock enough to slide up onto Dru. The beautiful woman spread her long, shapely legs in welcome as the young stud mounted her. He began sliding the shaft of his long cock along her slit, between her labes, as he bent down and kissed her mouth. Dru's tongue battled his as she lapped up the residues of her own juices from his mouth.
"Oh, Dru, I've got to fuck you. I've got to fuck you now." Benny groaned as they broke the kiss.
"Oh yes, fuck me." Dru begged. "But please, be gentle. You're really huge."
Benny smiled. "Don't worry, I'll go slow. You'll love it." He was reaching down to insert his cockhead into her, but found her hand already there, guiding his turgid meat to the heavenly destination of her sopping womanhood. She fit the head into her tight, tiny cunthole, then slid her hands along his hips to his ass, silently urging him to enter her and take her.
"OHHHHHHH!!" Dru cried out as Benny began sinking his huge cock into her. Despite being extremely wet, her tight cunt yielded only grudgingly to the massive invader. Benny began undulating his hips, pushing forward then withdrawing just a little, then driving down into her again.
"Oh yes... oh yes!" Dru gasped as she felt his cock stretching her vaginal walls, going deeper and deeper into her. She began rocking her hips in rhythm to Benny's helping him to fully sheath his long, thick shaft in her achingly tight quim.
"UHHH!!" Dru cried out as a spasm of pleasure rocked her loins. It wasn't painful, being penetrated by such a large cock, but she felt enormous pressure as the young stud filled her with his size. And as he slid back and forth, back and forth, going deeper and deeper, the wonderful pleasure of being fucked began taking over, matching the wonderful pleasure of sexually servicing and being serviced by this hot young stud.
"Oh yeahhhhh..." Benny gasped as he felt his large balls make first contact with Dru's asscheeks. He ground his pelvis against hers, lost in the ecstasy of having fully penetrated this incredibly hot beauty beneath him.
"Oh my God, babe." he gasped. "You buried it. Ten full inches of cock. How does it feel, baby?"
"Oh God, it's heaven." Dru whispered. "Now fuck me with that thing."
Benny slowly withdrew then sank in again, this time meeting less resistance, and burying his shaft to the balls with only one thrust. Then he began a slow rhythm, withdrawing about half his cock then shoving it back in again, nuts-deep in ecstasy.
Dru was about to come apart. She pulled her legs up and back, trying to spread them even more to give this hot stud total access to her pussy. Benny eased his body down onto hers, pressing his hard chest against her breasts. He kissed her neck and jaw as he began a relentless, deep thrusting, pistoning his meat in and out of her again and again and again. Dru responded to his thrusts as a woman in heat responds to a man taking her, matching his relentless rhythm as the orgasms built up and exploded inside her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It couldn't last. Benny could feel his cockhead touching the back wall of Dru's cunt, near her cervix. He was being careful not to thrust too hard, as ramming her would cause her discomfort if not pain, and he wanted this woman to feel nothing but total pleasure from his cock and his expertise in using it.
But now he felt his nut rise, and this time he couldn't hold back. "I'm going to come, Dru. I've got to come. I've got to come inside you."
"Yes!" Dru gasped. "Come in me! Give it to me! Give me every drop!" She orgasmed again at the thought of this young man coming inside her, filling her with his potent, virile seed.
There was not much room for his semen; his cock was filling her completely. As Benny groaned as his climax overwhelmed him, his cockhead began violently spurting his thick jism into Dru's clutching cunt. Some of it began seeping back along his shaft, helped by the bottom of his cockhead as it withdrew from her depths, then squished along as he sank in again.
Benny collapsed on top of Dru, totally spent. That had been one hell of a fuck, he thought to himself. He raised his head and kissed her as she wrapped her arms around his neck.
"Thank you, baby." she whispered.
"No, thank you. he whispered back, then cut off further talk by kissing her mouth again. Their long, deep, tongue-twining kiss lasted for long minutes as their bodies came off the orgasmic highs of their climaxes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Still relaxing in bliss after his release, Benny was a bit surprised when Dru got up from the bed, put on her panties, then put on her dress as she walked to the other side of the trailer. He lay back, hearing the door open, thinking Cal and Dru was leaving.
He heard a creak and opened his eyes. Standing in the doorway of the bedroom was the Iron Crowbar. He gasped in shock as he sat up.
"Get dressed." I ordered. "Let's talk at the table."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Benny sat down in one of the chairs at the table, to my right. I was facing the door. To my left, his back to the side wall of the trailer, was Todd Burke.
"I didn't do anything wrong." said Benny. "I was trying to help 'em."
"I know." I said. "The Romanos were wired up like a T-Square concert. We had a sting going, and we heard what you said."
"So what's going on?" asked Benny.
"Benny, it's simple." I said, "I've been dealing with one Burke brother or another since I was in college. Well, really since the day Todd was born, but the point is that I knew your late brother Jack, too. Todd, here, turned out pretty good, but Jack was a bad, bad seed."
"I would like to think, and I hope," I continued, "that you and Todd can develop a good relationship, and that you will be a part of the good family that we are. But I'm a careful man, maybe too careful, but careful. And so I'm securing... an insurance policy."
As Benny looked quizzically at me, I said "Drusilla is being examined by a Police Officer and an Auxiliary Police Officer that happens to be a doctor." (Author's note: You get one guess who that is; don't blow it.) They're doing what we call a 'rape kit' on Drusilla." Benny's face turned to deep shock.
"I didn't rape her! I..." Benny started, but I held up my hand.
"I know. Let me finish." I replied. "They're taking the evidence, the case will be filed under my seal, which means no one can see it without my permission. And no one has that permission. It will become a cold case, rape by person unknown. It will be allowed to languish, and be forgotten. The Statute of Limitations for rape in this State is 20 years."
I leaned in close and spoke quietly. "So what that means, Benny, is that I have a 20-year insurance policy that you're not going to say one word about Cal and Dru, and that there will be no problems for Todd nor any of our family."
Benny sat back. He said "I was trying to do those guys a favor, and now I'm the one getting blackmailed."
"Not at all." I said. "I don't play that game. You're free to go, you're free to live your life, to get to know your brother and your new family. Just stay on the 'good guys' side of the fence."
"There's one thing I've learned in my life, Benny." said Todd. "And it's to trust the Iron Crowbar. If you trust him, and go along with his hair-brained schemes," he continued, grinning brightly at that little shot at his ol' Uncle Don, "you'll be fine."
Benny looked from the one to the other of us, and said "This God-damned soap opera has nothing on your family, Todd. Especially with this guy..." he gestured towards me.
"No doubt about that." Todd said agreeably.
"Okay, then." I said, getting up. "I'll be going. Good luck, Benny, and thanks for telling us who the slug that wanted you to fuck with my family is. He'd better get some insurance, himself." I shook Benny's hand, then Todd's hand, then I left.



"Damn." said Benny. "Callie said he was a serious badass. He really doesn't play around, does he?"
Todd grinned. "No, he doesn't. And he wasn't kidding about that slug needing insurance. Brafford Bacon has just fucked himself up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did you know it was Benny?" Cindy asked as we talked quietly outside the TCPD tent.
"Well," I said, "it stood to reason that if someone wanted Benny to blackmail Todd after finding out a little bit too much about Todd, then that same person might have found out about Cal and Drusilla Romano and asked Benny to lean on them. But the slugs did not count on Benny being a better person than one might give him credit for. He was good about checking out Todd for himself, and so we'll give him credit for warning the Romano's instead of blackmailing them."
"I get that," said Cindy, "though I might not've given him the benefit of the doubt about it. So Dru was a willing participant in your little sting operation?"
"Oh yes." I said. "And if I don't miss my guess..."
"...and you rarely do..." Cindy replied, as if reading the script.
"... I think she very much enjoyed her sexual encounter with Benny." I finished, then said "And, of course, I know that Benny is Jack Burke's brother as well as Todd. Jack was the Dark Side, while Todd turned out to be of the Light Side. I don't know for sure which way Benny is, but now I have an insurance policy... and he knows it."
"Just don't let Teresa hear you talk about Jack Burke like that." Cindy said. I did not reply, but contemplated on some things...
Part 16 - Hatred
6:00pm, Wednesday, May 9th. Cindy came running into my office. Literally running.
"You won't believe who just showed up to be Thomas Cromwell's attorney." she half-said, half gasped.
"Nathan Masterson?" I guessed.
"How did you...?" Cindy gasped, totally shocked. Then she peered hard at me and said "You must've seen him come in."
"No, I'm on the other side of the building." I said. "I've been expecting a high-power, Government-related lawyer to come rescue Thomas, and Gresham & Mason, P.C. are their attorneys of choice. And Masterson in the young legal beagle they send out on the first scouting missions."
"Why did you expect Gresham & Mason?" asked Cindy.
I began to sing (and poorly): "Thy choicest gifts in store, on her be pleased to pour; long may she reign. May she defend our laws, and ever give us cause, to sing with heart and voice, Go-dd save the Queen."
"I'm soooo glad you're an American." Cindy said with a gleam in her eye. "That was totally unworthy of Her Majesty. Stick to the day job."
"No worries there." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, well, if it isn't Commander Troy." said Nathan Masterson as Cindy and I came in. "Not enough to be pissing off Washington, eh? Trying to create an international crisis now... oh yeah, that's right. Paris. You got someone killed there, too."
"Watch your mouth, punk." I warned. "Or I'll shove your face into that star carved into the wall at Langley for that death." Masterson had been trying to agitate me, but he'd crossed the line with that remark. And now he was realizing it. Perhaps Cindy's glare at him was reinforcing that realization, as well.
"On behalf of the British Consulate in the City, and the British Embassy in Washington," Masterson said, "I want Mr. Cowpens released into my custody, so that he can be deported back to England forthwith."
"No." I said. "He murdered two people, and I'm going to prove it. He's going to prison for the rest of his life... if he's not sentenced to death."
"You don't have a shred of proof." said Masterson. "And anything said in the earlier interrogation,was because of your goading my client."
"If you're so confident of that," I said, "then you should have no problem with us taking it to trial."
"And you browbeat that poor girl, coerced her into a confession, dictated the wording of it to her. That won't hold up, either." said Masterson.
"It wasn't coerced." I said. "Kayla was downright eager to throw Thomas under the bus, to save her own skin." I was staring at the lawyer, but I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Thomas's eyes had widened in shock. I didn't know if it was at the realization we had Kayla's confession... or that she'd been so willing to save her own skin by betraying Thomas.
"It's also not your choice whether or not my client is transferred to British custody." said Masterson. "You found that out the hard way. Remember May Cialis?"
Cindy was literally coming out of her chair, and I had to grab her and stop her. Masterson was grinning. "Come on, Dyke. Come at me." he goaded.
"Don't let him get to you, my friend." I said quietly. "Go out and get the ADA. And clear the anteroom." Cindy's face was beet red under that platinum blonde hair, but she left through the door to the anteroom.
"Culver," I said, "take Mr. Cromwell back to his holding cell."
"I'm not done talking to him---" started Masterson, but I interrupted him.
"Yes you are, for now." I said. "Culver, go." Culver took a shaken Thomas out of the room. At the same time, the cameras and audio for the room mysteriously went out, as if the Slender Man had come into the room.
"What's your fucking problem, Troy--- uhk!" Masterson gasped. With lightning speed that my back did not appreciate me using, I had come around the table and literally pulled the much shorter, much smaller Masterson out of his chair, and slammed him into the wall behind the table. He tried to kick at me, but I was to one side. In Darth-Vader-esque fashion, he began choking... but it was not The Force choking him, it was my hand that was grabbing his neck and squeezing, nearly crushing his windpipe.
"You fucking little shit." I snarled, my own face red with fury. "You think you can come into my Police Headquarters and goad me like that, and get away with it? You think you can dishonor a CIA Agent who gave her life for another Agent and our country, and get away with it?"
Masterson was grabbing at my hand, which was all but pushing through his neck. His eyelids were fluttering. "But worst of all... you think you can come in here and call my cousin, my blood kin, names like that, and you think I won't kill you for it? You think I won't rip your neck right out of the rest of your body, right now?" I squeezed his neck even harder. "You thought wrong, shit eater. If you ever... EVER!... say something about her and I hear it, or hear about it... you're dead. There will be no place you can hide from me."
I let go of his neck, and the idiot thought he could take a swing at me. I punched him in the midsection, a staggering blow that made him double over and then drop to his knees. Leaving him there, I walked out of the room. The anteroom was empty. There were mysteriously no witnesses to what had transpired.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What I want to know," I said to Cindy and Tanya as we sat in my office, "is who the hell would want to help Thomas Cromwell go back to England. The guy murdered two people, including the show's director. That's going to hurt them, no matter what they've said about the show going on."
"Masterson is an attorney for that law firm that always represented White Supremacist groups." said Cindy. "Maybe Cromwell is involved in something like that."
"And maybe that's why Seiko hated him." said Tanya. "She's Asian; he might have made racist remarks to or about her."
"Doesn't fit." I said. "He was in England for the past few years, when all the Superior Bloodlines stuff was going on. And now they're crushed. No, there's something else to it."
"I might can help with that, sir." said Myron Milton, who had knocked and then come on in.
"Come on in, Myron." I said. "Whaddya got?"
"As you asked, I helped Mary dig deep into the parent company of the 'Days of Promise' franchise, under the auspices of the warrants we obtained to get electronic data from them." said Myron as he seated himself.
"Do the warrants extend to the parent company?" asked Cindy.
"I told Myron to do it, so it's on me." I said. "It's easier to get forgiveness than permission. And as I said before, I anticipated the attempt to get Cromwell out of our hands and sent back to England. So I think it's worth the risk. Okay, Myron, what did you find?"
"Most of the so-called 'Suits' are longtime C-Suite executives of the national network out there." said Myron. "They're the Media's contribution to the 'Establishment Elite', just as the GoldmanSachs executives are Banks' contributions, and BigAgraFoods execs are industry's contributions."
"A good way of putting it." I said.
"A couple of them got my attention." said Myron. "One is named Anthony Rizzolo, a.k.a. Antonio 'Tony' Rizzolo. He's connected to a Mob family that has operations in New York and Southport. The other is a name that might be familiar to you: Austin R. Murphy."
"Henry Wargrave's right hand man?" I gasped. "Gosh, we haven't heard from him in years."
"No sir, we haven't." Myron said. "He's a fairly recent addition to the parent company's Board. But what I noticed was this: last year, last November, when Commander Ross was in California, he sent an email to his lawyer, instructing his lawyer to draw up papers offering to buy Callie Carrington's company."
"I do not need to be the Iron Crowbar to see what is going on with that." said Cindy. "What other associations with Dana Fox does Murphy have?"
"Ma'am?" asked Myron.
"She's suggesting," I said, "and correctly, that disgraced and now former FBI Agent Dana Fox was in LA, harassing Callie and Cindy, and making threats against Callie's company, and now we find out about Murphy. Dots are starting to connect; puzzle pieces are starting to fall into place."
I continued: "Austin Murphy worked with Henry Wargrave on arms smuggling in the Middle East. Now we have a slight connection to a dirty FBI Agent, who was helping Government groups that had certain issues. Now these same guys had 'Days of Promise' come here, of all places, to do some filming... and at the same time a lawyer of disreputable intentions tries to get Benny Black to blackmail Todd Burke and Cal and Drusilla Romano."
"And then a Gresham & Mason attorney comes in to save Thomas Cromwell, and he makes every effort to enrage both myself and Commander Ross." I said. "As Her Majesty Queen Victoria once said: 'We are not amused.'. But I digress... Commander Ross, what are the ties that bind all of this?"
"I'd guess White Supremacy." said Cindy. "Or is this gonna be another CIA rogue cell?"
"Well, this cell has the now-Director of the CIA in it." I replied. "And no, not White Supremacy. Anti-Semitism. Jew Hatred is the key, here."
Cindy nodded in understanding. "That explains Masterson's cheap shot about 'Paris' and Kathy's death." she said.
"Half of Hollywood is controlled by interests that are either Jewish or Jew-friendly." said Myron. "Including the 'Days of Promise' parent company."
"True." I said. "This isn't them, not all of them. Just Murphy and maybe Rizzolo."
"How does this tie in to Ken Moore and Seiko?" asked Myron. "Neither of them are Jewish."
"No," I said, "but Ken Moore's politics were, shall we say, 'correct' for the industry he's in. He was a staunch supporter of Democrats and Leftist causes. According to Donna Hull, he'd wanted to take 'Days of Promise' into anti-gun-rights and pro-immigration scripts, but Kevin had prevented that, saying that it would hurt viewership. Kevin sometimes pushed things like AIDS-awareness, but for the very most part he kept things apolitical."
"Also," I continued, "Thomas said he was being blackmailed... maybe it was over white supremacist or Anti-Semitic views; maybe Ken found that out, and used it to blackmail Thomas into standing by helplessly while Ken helped himself to Kayla and had sex with her every chance he got."
"That reminds me." Cindy said with a grin. "No, you didn't browbeat Kayla nor coerce her in any way... but she wasn't eager to cooperate. Yet you told Thomas and Masterson that she did."
"They lie, I lie." I said. "I'm under no obligation to be perfectly correct in my interpretation of her admissions of guilt."
"Myron," Cindy said, her eyes twinkling, "our Eagle Scout has fallen. The very soul of the Iron Crowbar has been corrupted."
"Yes ma'am." said Myron. "That's what happens to people who soundly beat the Slender Man about the head and shoulders." I couldn't help but laugh loudly at that one...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, May 9th. After having the Duty Desk call Masterson, we had Thomas Cromwell brought back to I-1. The anteroom was empty; everyone was in the Monitor Room watching and listening.
Once Masterson was there, and he was not moving around very well, Cindy and I went in. Masterson's glares of hatred were matched with equal exactitude.
As I sat down, I said "I do need to apologize for one thing, Mr. Cromwell. We sang the wrong National Anthem. Allow me to make the correction."
I began singing: "Kol 'od balevav penimah, Nefesh Yehudi homiyah, Ulfa'ate mizrach kadimah,'Ayin leTziyon tzofiyah; ---"
"What the hell is that shit?" yelled Thomas, sheer fury on his face.
"That's harassing my client!" yelled Masterson loudly. "Subjecting him to that filth is abusing a prisoner in your custody!"
"Bull shit." I said. "Looks like you two are a couple of Jew Haters. Anti-Semites. Maybe I should have you disbarred for it, Masterson."
"Just try it, you fucking Bar Code!" yelled Masterson.
"They say we have First Amendment rights in this country." said Thomas, seemingly calmly. "Well this is my protected free speech comment." His face contorted as he yelled loudly "YOU AND YOUR FELLOW KIKES CAN BURN IN HELL!"
"Well, Commander," I said calmly to Cindy, "I think we are clear on their feelings toward Jews."
"Seig Heil." Cindy said, most very sarcastically.
"Shove it up your ass, Troy!" yelled Masterson. He turned to Thomas. "Take the Fifth. We'll let Washington handle these fucking kikes."
"I invoke my Fifth Amendment rights, and will answer no more of your questions." said Thomas.
Part 17 - Discussion of the Case
"Wow." said the Chief as we sat on the outside deck of the Cop Bar, drinking a pitcher of beer and eating plates of beef nachos. The sun was disappearing over the western horizon, but it was still pleasant outside. "I almost wonder, Don, if you're trying to get Cromwell off the hook, and sent back to England."
"No sir." I said. "I do hope we get to try him, though knowing Krasney, he'll bend over backwards to help them get Cromwell out of our grasp."
"Speaking of Krasney," said the Chief, "I got a phone call from him, and another one from the Sheriff. After you called Franklin Washington to come down and make that deal with Kayla, Krasney raised holy hell with me. He said Washington is assigned strictly to Vice cases, and this was not one. Sheriff Allgood has instructed me to not call in Franklin again unless it's Vice case."
"It's worse than that, sir." said Tanya as she drove up to us. As I poured her a beer, she said "Theo said that Krasney threatened Franklin, and told him that if he works with us again on anything but Vice cases, Krasney will fire Franklin. Krasney put it in writing as a formal reprimand, too."
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "We can contact Ted Mason, and only Ted Mason, until Paulina gets back. Of course, if she wins the race, we'll have a much better sit-u-aayyyy-shunnnnn."
"I've got a question." Cindy said. "Don, I think I understand why Cromwell murdered Ken Moore: jealousy and job insecurity. I don't understand Seiko so much."
"My first thought," I said, "was that she had witnessed something, and I really thought that was the case when she retrieved Thomas's bloody shirt, which he'd hidden in the empty trailer. But then I realized that Seiko had once been a casting agent. She knew Thomas Cromwell from his past time in America."
"That in itself isn't a big deal, that she knew Thomas's story about being a recently-arrived Britisher wasn't true." I continued. "But I'm surmising that she also knew Thomas was a Jew Hater, and possibly 'politically incorrect' in other ways. Maybe he stated outright Conservative or TEA Party views in front of her, which also would've enraged her. In any case, she hated him with a passion, as did Ken. I think Thomas knew that Seiko as Director, replacing Ken, was even worse for Thomas than Ken was."
"That could be." said Tanya. "But I like the idea that he caught her finding his blooded shirt better. That's clear motive." I nodded.
Another pitcher of beer appeared at our table. "Mind if I join the party?" Teresa Croyle said.
"Sure." I said. "It's not a great party without all my Angels."
"Awwwww..." sighed all my Angels.
"Heh heh heh heh." said the Chief. "But Lord knows the Iron Crowbar needs all the Angelic and Heavenly help he can get."
Just then, an Indian (India-Indian) man came up the outside ramp to the deck from the parking lot, holding a piece of paper in his hand. Another Indian man came in behind him, filming with an iPhone.
"Who are you, and what the hell are you doing filming us?" I pretty much yelled, about to get up and arrest them.
"Captain Teresa Croyle," he said, handing her the piece of paper. As she took it, the man said "You've been served." He and the cameraman then ran back down the deck ramp as if being attacked by a swarm of bees... which was better than being attacked by a swarm of crowbars, but I digress...
"What is that?" Cindy asked Teresa.
"I dunno." Teresa said. She opened the document, to find that it was a subpoena.
"Ah, shit." she said tiredly. "It's a subpoena from Robert Mullen."
She began reading. "The Independent State Counsel requires you to appear at the above address on... WHAT THE FUCK?..."
We were all looking at Teresa as she turned beet red.
"The son of a bitch..." she gasped, hardly able to talk. I took the subpoena and began reading it.
"Geez, what an asshole." I said, then passed the document to Cindy. The subpoena ordered Teresa to personally appear to be questioned... on May 19th.
"The bastard..." Teresa stammered, "is... is demanding I appear in his office... on my wedding day!"
To be continued.
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Part 18 - Court Is In Session
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 11th, from in front of the Courthouse Complex on the east side of Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that Judge Rodney K. Watts of the Superior Court will make an emergency ruling on Police Captain Teresa Croyle's lawsuit against Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen!"
Bettina started: "Captain Croyle was subpoenaed to answer questions at the Independent State Counsel offices in Midtown... on May 19th. That is the day long set for her to be married to Todd Burke, CEO of BOW Enterprises, in what Society expert Elsie Gringer is calling 'the wedding of the century'. However, that is in jeopardy with the subpoena to testify on the same day."
Bettina continued: "Captain Croyle and her lawyer, Agnes T. Spires, filed for an emergency injunction, citing the lack of time to prepare to testify, and also the aforementioned wedding day. This is what Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Institute for Political Policy and Social Change had to say to our political reporter, Lester Holder. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Keller saying in his calm, even voice "Of course the Judge should dismiss the lawsuit with prejudice. Captain Croyle and Commander Troy believe they are above the law and can do whatever they please. The rest of us have to answer lawfully issued subpoenas, and Captain Croyle should be forced to appear and answer questions from the Independent State Counsel on the date he sets."
Back to Bettina live: "And the Courts will be even busier today, as Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom will hear the pre-trial motions of Thomas Cromwell, who is accused of murdering the director and assistant director of the 'Days of Promise' daytime television program. The British Government has formally asked that Cromwell be returned to England. The Town & County Police filed a brief opposing this, asking that Cromwell be bound over to stand trial for his alleged crimes. District Attorney Gil Krasney is personally handling the case for the County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander Donald Troy, international man of mystery and intrigue." said Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in MCD. "All his recent cases are high-level politics... and now he's upgraded to the world stage." There were murmurs of agreement but no real laughter.
"God, I need to get Rudistan back in here." I said. Then I turned and looked right through Cindy as I said "At least he made us laugh." There were some 'oooohs' at that. Cindy looked a bit peeved at my peevishness.
"Captain Croyle's opponent in the Police Boxing Matches this weekend won't be laughing." Theo Washington most astutely said. "Sir, did Robert Mullen really subpoena Captain Croyle to answer questions on her wedding day?"
"Yes." I said. "And he's ginning up the Press to say that Captain Croyle is a criminal if she fights it in any way."
"That guy Mullen is a total asshole." said Teddy Parker.
"You have no idea." I replied. "Detective Washington, can I see you in my office, please?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we came into the office, I invited Theo to sit down. "I just wanted to tell you something, and ask you to pass it on to your brother Franklin. Normally Commanders are not supposed to apologize for their actions, but in this case I owe you and him a big one. I should not have asked you to call him to help with the case yesterday, and I should not have insisted he come up here. I appreciate him doing it, but it may have put his job in jeopardy, and using your family relationship with him to make that call was dead wrong on my part. I apologize to you, and please tell him I apologize to him."
"Thank you, sir." said Theo. "I appreciate you saying that, and I know he will, too."
"So, how are things over there, just between you and me?" I asked.
Theo shook his head. "Bad, sir." he said. "Morale is pretty low. If Krasney wins, you may see some people leaving. I'll just say no more on that, sir." I nodded in understanding...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Be seated." said Superior Judge Rodney K. Watts after being announced to a packed Courtroom at 9:00am. "Okay, Counselor, you have about five minutes to give the most impressive argument of your lifetime to convince me not to issue a stay."
Robert Mullen's State Attorney for this hearing was Glenn Alberts, the inept lawyer that had lost the Jan Camp case for the University. He said "We shouldn't have to make arguments that the law is the law, and Captain Croyle is required to answer the subpoena at the time Mr. Mullen requires. He is under no obligation to explain his rationale for setting that time and date for requiring Captain Croyle to appear."
"He's under obligation to explain it if he doesn't want me to squash that subpoena like a bug." said Watts. "So I'll ask this: why that date? It's a weekend, for crying out loud, even if it wasn't Captain Croyle's wedding day... and it is her wedding day."
"Mr. Mullen believes that time is of the essence in compelling this witness to testify----"
"Stop right there!" ordered Watts. "Just stop! Mullen has taken weeks... WEEKS!... to issue any subpoenas, but NOW you claim urgency in compelling this testimony on that particular date, just over a week away, and on a weekend? Really, Mr. Alberts?"
"Your Honor," said Alberts, knowing his cause was lost, and laying groundwork for his appeal, "the State Independent Counsel believes he has the right to compel Ms. Croyle's testimony any time he wishes in the course of this investigation of Governor Val Jared and Commander Donald Troy. He believes May 19th is the correct day to compel Ms. Croyle's testimony, and neither he nor I give a damn if it's her wedding day or not. We expect her to obey the law like any other Citizen would be required to, and we therefore expect her to appear before the State Independent Counsel on that date, or a warrant will be issued... for her arrest."
There were gasps in the audience. Rodney K. Watts was a black man, but one could almost see his face and neck flushing with anger. "I don't need to hear any more." said Watts. He turned to the lawyer on the other side. "Ms. Spires, you can either present your arguments, or you can sit back and enjoy the ruling I am about to hand down."
"I only wish to state, Your Honor," said Spires, "that we desire the time we require to properly prepare for my client's appearance before the Independent State Counsel. As you said, Your Honor, Mullen has had weeks to prepare; we ask for similar consideration."
"And you shall have it." said Watts. "I will not waste any further time on this. I am issuing a stay of the subpoena, and enjoining the State from enforcing it, meaning that Ms. Croyle cannot be compelled to testify before the Independent State Counsel nor his representatives at any time before 9:00am, Monday, June 4th. Furthermore, I am enjoining the Independent State Counsel, his representatives in any way or fashion, the Attorney General and his representatives, and anyone employed by or representing the State, to comment publicly on this subpoena or this ruling, especially to the Press. This is a gag order I fully expect to be scrupulously observed, Mr. Alberts..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Case number 36022, Town & County v. Thomas Cowpens." announced the Court Reporter. Thomas 'Cromwell' Cowpens was brought up to the podium between the Prosecution and Defense tables, followed by his attorney, Max Chambliss of Gresham & Mason, P.C. Chambliss was older, losing his hair, with what hair he had being unkempt. He was already becoming rotund. He also had a reputation of being a cheap, dirty, sleazy lawyer; why Gresham & Mason was using him now was a mystery that even Your Iron Crowbar could not immediately solve.
The charges were read and Judge Folsom said "How do you plead?"
"Your Honor," interrupted Chambliss, "I ask that before my client pleads, you consider the motion I've filed with the Court. The British Embassy has asked that my client be transferred to Federal custody so that he may be transferred to British custody."
"I've read that motion." said Folsom. "Prosecution, what are your comments on the Defense's motion?"
District Attorney Gil Krasney stood up. "The People do not oppose the Defense counsel's motion, Your Honor." he said.
"The Police sure do object to it." said Folsom. "They've already filed a brief with the Court on why this defendant should remain in this jurisdiction's custody and face trial for two counts of capital murder."
"Your Honor," Krasney stated, his voice beginning to show anger, "as the District Attorney, I was elected to represent the People of this County in the Court system. And as District Attorney, it is my official position, and therefore the official position of the Town & County, that we do not oppose the Defense motion. Furthermore, I recommend that you accept it."
"Good grief." muttered Folsom. Then he said more loudly: "The defendant must still enter a plea, whereupon the case shall be held in abeyance pending the Federal extradition hearing."
Cowpens entered a 'not guilty' plea, and was remanded to Federal custody. He would not be seen in this jurisdiction again.
Part 19 - Television Appearances
It was nothing short of pandemonium in the Police Headquarters Press Room. Reporters were shouting questions over each other, hurling them at Captain Damien Thompson, who just stood calmly and passively as the reporters made a humiliating mockery of themselves.
*TWEEET!*
The blast of a whistle stopped the noise in its tracks. It might have started back, but Commander Cindy Ross was not the only one at the doorway. Lieutenant Hugh Hewitt and twelve heavily armed and armored Officers of the TCPD SWAT team were backing up the power of the Green Crowbar.
"Keep your mouths shut," ordered Ross, "or you will all be arrested and jailed for disorderly conduct and disturbing the peace." As the Press was about to start in again, Cindy yelled: "Ladies and Gentlemen, the Town & County Police Commander!"
"Thank you, Commander Ross." said the Town & County Police Commander as I strode into the room. Taking the podium, I said "Ladies and Gentlemen of the Press, I have a statement to make. I will take no questions afterward." The room settled down as I began:
"For the second time in less than two months, criminals that were to be charged with first degree murder were allowed to be transferred out of our custody and to the custody of the Federal Government." said Moynahan. "Both of these transfers of custody, which were done over the strenuous objections of the Town & County Police Department, whose Officers worked to discover and arrest the criminals, were made with the consent of District Attorney Gil Krasney. And this is after D.A. Krasney tried to make plea deal with rapists just a couple of years ago."
"Ladies and Gentlemen," I said, "Gil Krasney is endangering the safety and lives of our Citizens with his reckless, thoughtless actions in letting murderers and rapists get away with their crimes. I strongly urge Gil Krasney to resign immediately. He is not fit to continue as District Attorney."
And with that, I walked off the podium and out of the room. Cindy and the SWAT Team filed out behind me. As soon as they were gone, the Press exploded, shouting questions at Captain Thompson. He did not respond, but simply walked out of the Press Room himself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I am sorry to say that my Detective Division spent this Friday afternoon from 1:00pm to 2:00pm watching 'Days of Promise'... and I did nothing to stop them. Half the Police Force was watching from various places. DVRs were recording the episode, including at the Mountain Nest.
And at 1:45pm, I was all but dragged into MCD to watch with them by my Captain of Detectives, who literally chased me into the room with the help of a Tank that I could not outmaneuver.
A few moments later, the next-to-last scene came on. It showed Marlena sitting on a bench by the paved walk along the River. Our Town & County's River. A moment later, Callie Carrington came up.
"Callie!" said Marlena as the women hugged, both women looking good in their tasteful but clingy dresses. "It's been so long! How have you been!"
"Hi!" said Callie. They sat back down and chit-chatted a moment about Callie having left the soap opera's town for Los Angeles and Hollywood. Then Marlena looked up and said "Oh, it's Detective Troy from the Police Department. How are you doing, Detective?"
Everyone in MCD cheered as Your Iron Crowbar entered the scene from the right. Yes, I'd agreed to a cameo appearance, and I was wearing my light grey slacks and jacket and black pullover. The badge on a link necklace around my neck was the show's 'Police Force' badge, and I was allowed to keep it as a memento of the occasion.
I had agreed to the appearance under one condition, and that was that my co-star would appear also...
"Aw, look, it's Bowser!" said Callie on the screen as a very handsome white-haired dog came into view on the leash I was holding. Callie picked up Bowser and put him between her and Marlena.
"Marlena, this is the dog that led Police to that little girl that was freezing in a ditch, saving her life." said Callie.
"Aw, what a hero!" said Marlena, petting a content Bowser. "You must be very proud of him, Detective Troy."
"Yes ma'am, I am. We all are." I said. The camera zoomed in on Bowser, then went to the final scene, the Friday week-ending cliffhanger.
"What a sweet dog!" exclaimed Joanne. "Commander, I am going to steal that dog from you!"
"My daughter will beat you down silly if you try." I said. "I might even have to seed her in the Boxing Matches." Everyone laughed.
The closing credits rolled. They usually rolled fast, but as it was being DVR'd, someone rewound it and we watched. Near the end, they read "Callie Carrington - Callie", then "Commander Donald Troy - Detective Troy". Then came "Bowser - As Himself." The redoubtable Bowser would get a lot of positive commentary on Twitter and 'the Facebook' on the Days of Promise pages.
Yep, Bowser, I thought to myself. Hero Police Dog. Chick Magnet. And now, Daytime Television Rock Star...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Friday, May 11th. Thunderclouds had formed and rolled in late in the afternoon, and it was now warm and humid outside with occasional rainfall. Ergo, we were inside the Cop Bar, at the 'Police Detectives' table, a long table near the exit to the patio. On the other side of that door was the 'Command table'. Cindy and I were entitled to sit there, but we chose to sit with Tanya, Teresa, and Todd.
The bar was absolutely packed with Police Officers and Firefighters. Most of the banter that I picked up was about the Police Boxing Matches, which would resume the next day and on Sunday.
"Congratulations, Teresa!" said Cindy as she poured herself and Teresa beer from the pitcher. "I'm glad you got that frickin' subpoena pushed back."
"Mullen is going to appeal the ruling." said Teresa. "So it's not over yet."
"Yes it is." I said. As everyone looked at me, I said "State Senator Woodburn, U.S. Congressman Condor, and all the other bigwigs want to attend the 'wedding of the century'. Even Appellate Judge Leahy is not going to stand against that." Todd laughed heartily at that. Then his humor left him as quickly as it had come to him, a trait he shared with his uncle.
"Still," my nephew said, "what the hell was Mullen thinking, when he put it on that date? Stupidity? Or just sheer malice?"
"Malice," I replied, "but also a very carefully thought out plan. Mullen's intention is to go after me by going after the people around me. I expect Cindy to get a subpoena, also. And if I'm right, the bastard is going to go after Teresa as hard as he can... to try to make her break, in order to break me."
"That will be the day." Teresa said resolutely. "Clan Troy does not break."
Damn right we don't, I thought to myself as we all silently drank some beer.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I have a question." said Todd, finally breaking the silence. "Uncle Don, did you know Thomas Cromwell was the killer all along?"
"Not for sure." I said. "I certainly didn't have enough to make an arrest.
"Oh, he knew." said Cindy as she got up. She put on my trenchcoat, which was my raincoat for this evening, then took my Tilley hat and put it on. And then she began her Peter Falk 'Lt. Columbo' impression:
"Excuse me, sir," she said gruffly, standing over Todd, "I wonder if you can help me with a question... you see, the Mrs., she doesn't think much of the idea of keeping one's enemies closer... but you see, sir, I keep my enemies closer, and they always make a mistake, sir... they always make a mistake... and you made a mistake, sir, a big mistake..."
It was a play on how television Detective Lt. Columbo always had the perp going along with him as he solved the case, then sprang the solution on the perp at the end. We were all laughing at Cindy's excellent imitation, and the Officers at the next table had noticed the commotion and were watching and laughing as well, though I'm not sure they truly knew why.
"Oh, look." said Tanya. "Here's the new political ad." We all looked at the televisions in the bar, watching. To the surprise of everyone, appearing in the ad in a gray suit and black pullover shirt... was me, Your Iron Crowbar.
The voice over said "Gil Krasney. Sweetheart deals for rapists and DUI offenders. And custody transfers for murderers."
Then I came on: "Hi, I'm Donald Troy. The Officers of the Town & County Police Force bust their butts to find and arrest criminals every day, only to see District Attorney Gil Krasney let the perps off the hook. In just the last few weeks, two persons charged with first degree murder were allowed to be transferred to Federal custody, over the objections of the Police Force. Gil Krasney's actions not only make waste of the Police Force's efforts, his actions demoralize the Police and others that work to bring Justice to our County... and his actions make the Citizens of our Town and County much less safe."
As the camera zoomed slowly in on me, I said "I call upon Gil Krasney to resign as District Attorney. But if he won't, you can say something about it in the November elections. Whoever you vote for is your choice. But please vote against Gil Krasney for D.A." Then the voiceover came on with the words "The content of this advertising was paid for by The Friends of the Town and County."
The ooohs and aaahs started up, but then someone started clapping. You get one guess who it was, and that guess should be 'Lt. Micah Rudistan'. Within seconds, all of the Police Officers in the bar were on their feet applauding, knowing that their Police Commander's message was on their behalf as much as anything else. They were joined by a good number of the Firefighters. Only Tanya and I were still seated, and after a moment I stood up to acknowledge the applause. I looked stoic on the outside, but on the inside I felt very good that I had the support of my Police Force, just as they had mine...



Part 20 - The Drama Continues
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, May 14th. "Fox Two News has learned that the appeal of Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts's stay of Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen's subpoena has been denied! Mr. Mullen cannot force Police Captain Teresa Croyle to answer the subpoena until Monday, June 4th. Fox Two News has also learned that the Office of the Independent State Counsel intends to issue a new subpoena for Captain Croyle for that June 4th date, to appear as a witness before the Robert Mullen and his team of investigators."
Bettina continued: "And shockwaves continue to be felt throughout the political world of our County after the devastating ads by Commander Donald Troy, excoriating District Attorney Gil Krasney for sweetheart plea deals for rapists and DUI offenders, and allowing the transfer to Federal custody of two persons charged with first degree murder. We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling. Karl, how are those polls looking?"
"Bettina," said Frazier, who was standing next to Bettina, "on Thursday Mr. Krasney was running at about 10%, with Paulina Patterson at 35%, Miriam Walters at 25%, and Jenna Stiles at 20% and 10% undecided. Last night's spot polling showed Mr. Krasney down to 4%, almost within the margin of error of having no support at all, and the undecided vote is at 15%. So Commander Troy's ads were a game changer in the D.A. race..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're down to 32 in the Boxing Matches, Freestyle Division." announced Jerome Davis as he finished making coffee. "No major upsets this past weekend."
"No, there was one mild series of upsets." I said. "Julia Rodriguez, a Sr. Patrolman at 1st Precinct, was seeded 28th in Captain Croyle's 32-person bracket, and she beat the 5th seed, Sergeant DeLong, and I mean she tore him up. Then she beat Corporal Kirkpatrick pretty solidly. She knows martial arts pretty darn well. Y'all better watch out for her."
"Wow." said Cindy. "She's 1st Precinct's Desk Officer, essentially the Precinct Captain's assistant. We were watching her for a leadership role in Personnel & Records, but Briggs, Irwin, and now Goodwin all have said she's indispensable to them, and are fighting hard to keep her." I grinned at that one, knowing how Cindy had come to know that.
"Sir," said Theo Washington, who was quickly becoming the coffee klatch's 'trouble maker' with Rudistan promoted and at 2nd Precinct, "are you going to get in any trouble for making that political ad?"
"Legally, no." I said. "As far as stirring up a hornet's nest? I hope so... I hope so." Everyone laughed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So," I said to Cindy as we sat in my office awaiting Priya's broadcast at 8:00am, "you were looking to hire Julia Rodriguez as your assistant, and created an uproar at 1st Precinct, did you now?"
Cindy gave a wan smile and said "Yep, you got it. She has quietly made a stellar record for herself. Almost too good for her own good, if you know what I mean. They're keeping her trapped there."
"I know, and it's pissing me off." I said. "I ran into her when she almost shot me for barging in on Captain Weston a while back." (Author's note: 'Case of the Parole Officer', Ch. 02.) "She was in the military, too."
"What, she a candidate for a position somewhere?" Cindy asked. When I just shrugged, she peered hard at me. "Spill it, Crowbar 1." she said.
I smiled. "Be sure to keep this between you, me, and the crowbars: you know what a soap opera Precincts are with some Council Members." I said. "I've been talking to the Chief, most very informally at the moment, about the situation. If and when they begin forcing us to bring more lower-ranked persons into the Detective Division, we're hoping to counter it by funneling them into Vice, and only the cream of the crop from there and best Detective candidates go to MCD."
"Any Vice Detectives now ready for MCD?" asked Cindy. "I'm not sure any of them can stand up to your scrutiny."
"It's not me they should be scared of." I said. "It's Captain Perlman. And to answer your question, we do have our eyes on one candidate from Vice---"
Just then there was a knock on the door, followed by the appearance of two more Angels in my office. We settled in for the Priya broadcast...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, wait! You can't go in there!" I heard my assistant Helena yell out at 8:35am. The door to my office flew open, and District Attorney Gil Krasney walked in, followed by A.D.A. Ted Mason and two Deputy Sheriffs. I had reached under my desk and grabbed the red crowbar and brought it out. Now I gently placed it on my desk, visible and ready for use.
"What the fuck do you think you're doing?" snarled Krasney, his face plainly showing his anger and bitter hatred of me. When I said nothing, but just stared at him, he said "You better answer me, God damn you! What the fuck were you doing, making that political ad attacking me?"
"Why, I would think it was obvious." I said in a very condescending tone. "I am doing everything I can to get you destroyed at the Ballot Box on Election Day in November. And your lapdog Mason had better be careful, or I might just make an effort to get him defeated for Solicitor, as well." Mason looked uncomfortable, and he paled upon hearing my words directed at him.
"You fucking little shit." growled Krasney again. "I've told you before to mind your own god-damned business. I'm the District Attorney, I make the decisions on who to prosecute or to transfer to Federal custody. You----"
"And you'll answer to the Voters for those decisions." I said, deliberately interrupting him. "And I'm going to help sway their decisions as much as I possibly can."
"You will pay for this." snarled Krasney. "And one more thing: Do not call Franklin Washington again for anything but a pure Vice case. I've already written him up, and he knows he'll be fired if he steps outside the lines again. He's on notice... and you're on notice, Troy."
What Krasney had not noticed was that Helena had called for reinforcements. Lieutenant Hugh Hewitt now had several very heavily armed and armored SWAT Team members in the anteroom to my office and the hallway. I stood up slowly, partly to show deliberately measured movements in the face of Krasney's vitriolic hatred, and partly because my back would not allow me to move faster.
"I am afraid, Mr. Krasney," I said, "that in the course of this less than interesting conversation, I am not fulfilling duties where I am needed. Lieutenant Hewitt!"
"Sir?" asked Hewitt.
"Escort Krasney and Mason to either the Chief's office or out of this Headquarters building." I instructed. "Have two of your men stay here, while I have a moment of conversation with these Deputies. Goodbye, Mr. Krasney, and the next time you want to talk to me, make an appointment through my assistant."
Krasney was shocked into stunned immobility. He was all but physically pushed out the door. I turned my eyes upon the Deputies. "Gentlemen," I said to them, "why are you here?"
"Sir," said one Deputy, "we were asked to come with Mr. Krasney. He said he feared you would physically attack him."
"Just remember one thing, gentlemen." I said. "You work for the Public Safety Department, not the District Attorney's Office. You answer to your superiors in the Sheriff's Department first, but after that you'll answer to me far earlier than you'll ever answer to Krasney. I'm sure you will not make this near-career-ending mistake again. Dismissed." The stunned Deputies were escorted out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Sean Moynahan was in a place he didn't like to be: between two walls about to crush him. One the one side was his boss, Sheriff Daniel Allgood. On the other was one of his Officers that he felt bound to stand up for, that being me. Commander Cindy Ross and Sheriff Dept. Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald were also in the Chief's Conference Room at 1:00pm, Monday, May 14th.
"No, Krasney shouldn't have barged in like he did." said Allgood. "But Commander Troy did that to Krasney a little while back. The problem for me, and for the Public Safety Department, is the hostility between the Police and the D.A.'s Office, as well as the political fallout. And then there's Commander Troy dressing down my Deputies..."
"Let me stop you right there on that one." said Moynahan. "The Commander was right to do that. I'm still considering writing up those Deputies myself. They should not have listened to Krasney, and they definitely should've avoided barging in on a superior Officer in the Public Safety Department."
"And it's my job to discipline them, not the Police Chief's nor the Police Commander's." replied Allgood. He exhaled hard, then said "Look, the issue here is working with the D.A.'s Office... you must do that for our System of Justice to work properly. What do you propose to do about that, Commander Troy?"
"Our System of Justice is not working properly now, Sheriff." I said. "Two murderers have been essentially set free by Krasney, and that following the patterns of an undeserved plea deal for a Senator's son and an attempt to plea down charges against rapists. And that is all on Gil Krasney, all of it."
"Even so," said Sheriff Allgood, "why don't you be the first to set a new tone, and apologize to D.A. Krasney for that political ad you made?"
It was the dead silence of the room that might've been Daniel Allgood's first clue that he was in another universe than ours. I just stared at him, hardly able to believe he'd even suggest it, and also knowing that it was an attempt to trap me into a subordination situation. Cindy remained silent for the same reasons.
"Sheriff," said Chief Moynahan after a long moment, "you know that is not going to happen."
"Chief," said Allgood, "we are already catching flak for the ad. Some groups are filing complaints and threatening to sue, saying it was illegal. I could suspend Commander Troy now, citing an investigation of it."
"Don't be ridiculous, Sheriff." said the Chief. "It was perfectly legal in every way; Commander Troy did not wear a uniform, his badge was never visible at any time during it, he did not identify himself as a Police Officer. And he has First Amendment rights, just like everyone else."
"I'll just say this." I said. "I intend to file a lawsuit against any complaint, and countersue any of their lawsuits. I actually hope they try something; this is my chance to get back at them, get discovery on them and who is funding them."
"And the D.A.'s Office?" replied Allgood. "What about them? We've got months before January 2d."
"The District Attorney will either do his job, or he won't." I said. "It wouldn't hurt if the Public Safety Department's elected official, the Sheriff, came out with a statement supporting the Police side of the... 'System of Justice'. It might even help you win the Mayor's job more easily."
"The last thing I want," said Daniel, "is political advice from you, Commander. All right, I can see everyone is dug in, here. Oswald, are you staying to meet with Deputy Chief Ross on the O.I.L.?" Cindy and I had to refrain from laughing at Daniel's use of the 'civilian' term for the Official Inventory List.
"Yes, Sheriff." Oswald said. With that, Sheriff Allgood got up and left.
"Let's go to my offff-isssse, Commander Troy." said the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We-el, Commander," said the Chief after he and I were seated in his office, "as you like to say: 'The party never stops in our Town & County'."
"I'm not sure what to say about this one, Chief." I said. "I really don't get Krasney's decisions, especially the recent ones."
"I can tell you what some of it is." said the Chief. "People like Krasney want to be top dog. He wants to be the one in the spotlight, the one receiving the adulations. He hates you because you're the one solving crimes, or swerving your De-tec-tives into the solutions, and he's not getting the spotlight that he wants."
"Don, the Chief continued, "You're the flip side of that coin. You don't seek the spotlight and adulation, but you're not afraid of it, and you use it properly when you need to. Chief Griswold gave me a great piece of advice when I got here: he said to just sit at my desk and be Chief, like he did, don't try to be the one in the spotlight, and just let you drive. And Grizz was right. Krasney never could, and never will, be able to get the round of applause you got at the Cop Bar the other night after that ad aired. And he resents that like holy hell."
"Is that Sheriff Allgood's problem, too?" I asked.
"I don't think so." said the Chief. "I'm not sure what his issues are. Okay, what's on your agenda today?"
"Solving crimes and running your Police Department, Chief." I said. "Oh, and getting my formal uniform ready for Saturday. I cannot afford to fail to have my uniform as sharp as Captain Thompson's at the wedding."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "That is going to be one hell of a spectacle."
I had intended to wear a tuxedo like all the groomsmen when giving Teresa away at the ceremony, but she would hear none of it. "Don, it's not just you giving me away as family." Teresa had said. "The only family I've ever had since Alexis died was Amy and this Police Force. I want you to give me away not only on your behalf, but their behalf, as well."
That, I could do. And I wouldn't have to wear a frickin' tuxedo...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Chief Oswald," Cindy said to the Sheriff Department's Chief of Staff, "XO to XO, what's really going on with all this?" Oswald nodded. They both knew the inventory lists were not an issue right now, but would be at the end of the month. And the Police Deputy Chief was wasting no time getting to the crux of the issues at hand.
"I'm not sure." said Oswald. "I thought the Sheriff would relax after he won the nomination for Mayor, but he still seems to be very on edge about things."
"Commander Troy?" Cindy astutely asked, "Or problems at home?"
"Could be that." said Oswald. "I'll just say this: after he was elected Sheriff, he seemed just fine, and he was doing a good job as Sheriff. Talking to the right people and the right groups, taking care of business with the Council and the Assembly. Then... something changed. He began being uptight about things, worrying over seemingly small things. And the Council, or certain members of it, began pressuring him about things, especially about Commander Troy."
"Why?" Cindy asked. "I'm probably too close to Don to see the forest for the trees, but to me he has done nothing but good for this County and this Police Force."
"Oh he has, he has." said Oswald. "And the Police Force loves him and they follow him unreservedly. But some people just hate people who do good, simply because they are doing good. Harlow is a prime example of that. But to answer your question, I don't think Commander Troy is the real reason the Sheriff has become such a PITA. I don't know if it's problems at home; I see his wife on occasion, and she looks at him like he's her hero, and he looks at her as if she's the only important thing in his life. No, they are still very much in love."
"Does he regret running for Mayor?" Cindy asked.
"No, but..." said Oswald, pausing then saying: "Keep this between us Deputy Chiefs, don't even tell Commander Troy I told you this: Sheriff Allgood once muttered to his assistant that he would be very happy to no longer be Sheriff, and that being Mayor would be much better for him. He didn't say why, or what it is about being Sheriff that he doesn't like now, but that is apparently how he feels..."
Part 21 - Legalities
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 16th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "The political climate has spilled over into the Courts!"
"Fox Two News has learned that District Attorney Gil Krasney has filed a complaint with the Federal Elections Commission and the State Elections Board over the political advertisement by 'The Friends of the Town & County', which featured Police Commander Donald Troy attacking Mr. Krasney over recent decisions by the D.A.'s Office. Krasney states that the ads were illegal, as they showed an active duty Police Officer making a political ad about another Officer of the Court, that being the D.A."
"Also," continued Bettina, "the group Citizens For Police Accountability joined the FEC and SEB complaints, as did the group 'Committee of Concerned Citizens'. Additionally the CFPA filed a lawsuit to force the suspension of Commander Donald Troy until the FEC and SEB conclude their investigations."
"In retaliation," said Bettina, "Commander Donald Troy has filed a countersuit against the CFPA, and lawsuits against CFPA spokesmen Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, as well as against the Concerned Citizens, citing slander and defamation as well as a deliberate attempt to financially harm him. Troy's lawyer, Mike G. Todd of the Madison and Ives Law Firm... again, that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison and Ives Law Firm... has also issued subpoenas for all financial records of the Citizens For Police Accountability, Jay Swenson, and Ken Eidex..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Read it and weep." Cindy said as she came into the coffee klatch at 7:15am. She handed me an official document. "It's my subpoena from Robert Mullen. At least he didn't try to force me to come in on Teresa's wedding day... nor my own."
 "Whaa?" asked Joanne Warner, wondering if she'd missed something. "Have you set a date?"
"No, and that's part of the joke." Cindy replied.
"Robert Mullen is the joke." Theo Washington snarled.
"He's no joke." I said. "Nor is the danger that the Governor and I are in. Norm Chow's lawyer negotiated May 25th as his appearance date, and Mullen didn't put up much of a fuss. Who is your lawyer, Commander Ross?"
"Cy Hart." Cindy said. "He does legal work for my father, and practically begged my father to let him represent me. He was going to do it pro bono, but my father insisted upon paying him a retainer, so that Mullen can't charge me with taking a bribe as a Police Officer."
"Your father is family, ma'am." said Teddy Parker. "How could Mullen charge you with taking a bribe?"
"Oh, he would try." I said. "We definitely have to watch our legal steps around that corrupt bastard..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Wednesday, May 16th, I was in the office of Mike G. Todd.
"No," said Mike, "we haven't heard any word at all from Mullen. I thought about calling him, but we'll let that dog lie in the shade for now. I'm in touch with Norm Chow's lawyer, Gill Haroldson, and Cindy Ross's attorney, Cy Hart. I'll be talking to Agnes Spires, as well, but she wanted to wait until after Teresa's wedding."
"Good enough." I said. "But I'm sure you realize that Mullen has declared his intention to play dirty. Subpoenaing Teresa on her wedding day was just an asshole move, but it was designed to agitate both her and me. I guess they're hoping she'll go off and do to Mullen want she did to Dean Allen... to... Dean... Allen..."
No doubt about it, I was off reverie land... more like I'd dived deep into Reverie Lake. When I came out of it, Mike was openly staring at me. "I've always wondered what that reverie was about." he said jokingly. "But keep doing it; it's just billable hours on my time." He grinned, letting me know he was somewhat joking. Besides, he was on retainer...
"Yeah, I just thought of something." I said. "And Mike, I'm anticipating something else is going to happen. Here's the lawsuit I want you to draw up the papers for..."



Part 22 - The Wedding of the Century
"Darling," Laura said as I brushed an imaginary speck of dust from my formal Police uniform, "you look fine."
"I have to look better than fine on this day." I said, brushing away another molecule-sized speck of dust.
"Darling," Laura said, coming up to me, "first of all, you look great, as always. Second, when you go through that arch of swords with Teresa, not one person is going to be looking at you. They will all be looking at the Bride."
She was right, I realized. I tried to relax.
It was finally Saturday, May 19th. It was a gloriously beautiful Spring day. It was going to be warm in the afternoon, but there was just enough breeze to be welcomed but not cause any problems.
Laura was one of Teresa's bridesmaids, and she looked gorgeous in the electric blue dress she was wearing. Cindy was the Maid of Honor, and the other bridesmaids were Todd's assistant Takaki Mariko and Tanya Perlman... ramps had been built on either end so that Tanya could ride up onto the raised platform.
Todd's Best Man was his business associate, best friend, and fellow-Takaki-Clan-mate Teddy Franklin. His groomsmen were Barry Oliver, Lt. Irwin (at Teresa's request), and Takaki Nagamasa, Mariko's brother and Takaki Misaki's heir.
The ceremony was taking place on the immaculate grounds of BOW Enterprises. the main building was near the northern end of the property, the front doors facing north. Parking was on the southern end of the property, where a gate could be opened, and the wedding area was nearer to the complex of buildings that made up the company. Golf carts transported guests from the parking lot to the ceremony area. Near that ceremony area, a huge, long white tent had been erected. It was air conditioned, and there were partitioned-off spaces for the groomsmen, the bridesmaids, and of course a space for the Bride herself.
The area for the ceremony had several hundred folding chairs set up. They were encircled by 32 banners, each of them 12 feet high and 2 feet wide, alternating red and white in color. The red banners sported the red-on-black six-diamond-petal star of Clan Troy, and the white banners displayed the dark blue circle with four inward-growing leaves of the Takaki Clan. Not many people knew what those meant.
The wedding was going to be a mixture of Eastern and Western cultures. Our Catholic Police Chaplain, Father Alberto Romano, was presiding together with the head Buddhist Priest of the Buddhist Center on the University Campus. Word was that Father Romano spent many hours at the Buddhist Center, talking with the Buddhist Priests and learning their traditions, including them giving him a chanoyu, a formal tea ceremony. In return, the Buddhists were given a tour of the Catholic Church in Town, and were very impressed by the architecture of the building, as well as the traditions of the ancient Christian Faith.
The Media was there, Elsie Gringer holding court with Bettina Wurtzburg, Priya looking beautiful in a sarong for the occasion, and Press representatives from around the State and the Region milling about. Politicians of every level from local to State were there, and even U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor and his wife were in attendance. State Senator Katherine Woodburn was wearing a white blouse and navy blue skirt, and she was showing off her luscious legs in sheer navy stockings and matte navy blue high heel pumps. Yowza.
As the personages filed in, I saw that many were TCPD Officers. Teresa had put out a blanket email that all Police were invited, but unless they'd been sent a formal invitation, they should should not get her any gifts. Many of them were going to stand behind the chairs, along the ring of banners, so that invitation-invited guests could sit in the chairs.
I saw Jack Muscone come in, along with his FBI team: Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, Ted Crenshaw, Julius Jefferson, and Lindy Linares. The DepDirector came in some moments later. He went and sat with them.
The only major candidate for political office that was not here was Della Harlow. Sheriff Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina did attend, and I saw them coming in. He was wearing civilian attire, a suit and tie. Melina looked gorgeous in a royal blue dress that tastefully showed off the gorgeousness of her body. They were chatting it up with other politicians that had come, including the entire Town & County Council and their spouses (where applicable). Melina went and sat with Joanne Warner and her husband, forcing Daniel to sit with them, also. Melina and Joanne were chatting like long-lost best friends.
There were hundreds of guests, which caused Your Iron Crowbar to get the very wise idea of hiding in the big tent, at first with the groomsmen, then checking up on the Bride once she was completely dressed.
Chief Griswold and his wife were among the formally invited guests. He was wearing his Police uniform with his silver 'Retired' badge and badges of rank, and of course his Medal of Valor. He escorted his wife to one of the chairs near the front, and she began talking to other ladies as he came back to the big tent. I was just outside Teresa's 'room'.
"You're looking sharp today, Crowbar." said the Chief as he surveyed me with a practiced, critical eye.
"Hi, Chief. Thank you." I said as we shook hands. "Let's see if she's able to speak to you." She was, and we went inside.
"I just wanted to say," the Chief said gruffly, "that I'm proud as punch of you, Teresa. You've come so far, and it makes me happy to see you so happy."
"Awww, thanks Chief." Teresa said. She stood up to hug him. After a moment of chatting, the old Chief left.
Moments later, I was more than surprised when a side flap to other parts of the tent opened and an elderly Japanese man came through it. It was Takaki Misaki himself. We had expected that he would not come, as he could not afford to be sitting among the guests, immobile and exposed, for any amount of time.
Teresa and I bowed to Masaki-san, and he bowed back. His bodyguards were waiting just outside the tent flap.
"Ah, I cannot be seen publicly, Teresa-san, for which I apologize." said Misaki. "But I will be watching from afar. This is a great day for all of us."
"Thank you, Sire." said Teresa. "I will be honored to become part of Clan Takaki with my husband."
"Ah, that is what I came to tell you." said Misaki. "And Don-san should hear this also. Normally, you would become part of my clan by marrying into it. But in ancient times in Japan, sometimes sons, even heirs to a daimyo, would be sent to another clan to seal an alliance, and he might marry into that clan. In those days, those sons were called 'hostages', for lack of a better term. Todd is certainly no hostage, but I am releasing him to your clan, Don-san. I have these scrolls for you."
He presented the scrolls and we formally accepted them, opened them, and examined the hiragana characters. My scroll 'invited' me to accept Todd into Clan Crowbar as Misaki's 'gift' upon his marriage to Teresa, to further cement the alliance between Clan Takaki and Clan Troy. This was a 'BFD', a big frickin' deal.
"I would be honored to accept Todd into our Clan, Misaki-san." I said, bowing.
"He will also give you a scroll at the time you bring Teresa to the alter to give her away. It will be a pledge of his loyalty." Misaki said. "If you will excuse me, I must go. Please celebrate this auspicious occasion with joy in your hearts." With that, he bowed and we bowed, and then he left.
"That was cool." I said. "I love these ancient traditions."
Teresa agreed. "Ooooh, Todd is my 'hostage' now." she said wickedly. "I'll definitely be taking advantage of that!" I laughed heartily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was almost time. Everyone was about to get ready to go when the back flap opened again. A woman in a shawl came in. If I was surprised at Misaki's presence, I was even more shocked at this one: it was my sister Elizabeth, mother of the Groom.
"I can't stay, of course," Elizabeth said to Teresa, "but I wanted to wish you a happy marriage, and ask you to take care of my son."
"I will." said Teresa, a bit shocked at seeing her future mother-in-law. Elizabeth was still a wanted fugitive in the United States.
"So, do you have something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue?" Elizabeth asked.
"My garter is blue." said Teresa. Then she displayed a thin gold bracelet on her left wrist. "This bracelet is borrowed from Cindy, and she's going to borrow one of mine for her wedding. The shoes are brand new, never worn before." The shoes were high heel sandals, all white with gold trim along the straps. "But I don't have anything very old."
"Good." said Elizabeth. "Then perhaps you'll accept this." She held out a necklace of white gold. Secured in a white gold ring was an ancient Roman coin. I recognized it: my and Elizabeth's great-grandmother had brought four such coins with her when escaping the Nazis.
"Don has one of these." Elizabeth said. "I never knew where the third and fourth coins went, but I kept this one. I was going to give it to my daughter when she married, but of course I never had a daughter. I thought about giving it to Carole when she married, but then I thought that you're a very worthy daughter, Teresa; Todd has finally done something absolutely right in marrying you."
"That's... very sweet of you." said Teresa. She had no idea; I'd never heard such praise for another person from my sister's lips. Elizabeth clasped the necklace on Teresa's neck, joining the Clan Troy necklace already there.
"I must go." said Elizabeth. "Be happy, Teresa. Don, take care of your clan. Au revoir."
"Au revoir." I replied as Elizabeth left through the tent flap and did what she does very well: disappeared completely.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's time." said the Best Man Teddy Franklin, poking his head into the tent via the outside flap. He then went to join Todd at the podium.
"Well, this is it." Teresa said.
"Teresa," I said, "I know you and Todd will be very happy together. Chief Griswold may be proud of you, but no one is more proud of you than I am. I love you." I kissed her forehead.
"Thank you, sir. I love you, too." Teresa managed to whisper.
"Okay... let's do this." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the music started, played on an organ by one of the ladies of the Community Center that played the organ for her church, the Honor Guard formed at the back of the ring of banners leading to the aisle between the chairs full of guests. Their swords came out with a *CLANG!* to form an arch when members of the Wedding Party walked through.
First, a groomsman escorted the grandmother of the Groom, that being my mom Phyllis, to her seat on the front row. Then Todd and Teddy Franklin and the priests took their places on the podium. Todd had been in a small tent just north of the area, near the River.
The first two persons of the wedding party to go through the arch of swords were the Flower Girls, Carole and Marie. They were strewing rose petals along the aisle as they made their way down. We had told them they had to be solemn and serious for this occasion. That lasted two thirds of the way down, then the girls began having a giggle fit, as if giggling was how they were talking to each other. Fortunately, everyone thought they were very cute.
Then came the bridesmaids and groomsmen, alternating. First came Laura, then Barry Oliver, then Mariko, then Lt. Irwin (in a tuxedo), then Tanya, driving her regular wheelchair and not the Tank, then Nagamasa. As we waited to go through the arch, Cindy was right in front of us. She turned around and winked at us, then went through the arch and down the aisle.
*CLANG!*
The Honor Guard made their final arch, and Teresa and I stepped through it, her right hand through my left arm. We stopped just past it, at the entrance of the ring, waiting for the music to change to 'Here Comes the Bride'. When it did, everyone stood up and looked back.
Laura was right: nobody was seeing me. They were seeing a beautiful woman in a perfectly fitting bridal gown that showed off her hourglass-shaped body. Teresa's face was radiant under the veil that really did not cover her face at all.
As we began walking down the aisle, I saw Todd's face light up upon sight of his Bride, and his brilliant grin grew even more brilliant. Cindy was looking at Teresa almost in awe, and with great happiness for her Soul Sister. Tanya was as perky and rosy-cheeked as ever, and even Mariko allowed some happiness to show through her normally passive face.
We got to the podium, me between Todd and Teresa. Father Romano began the service.
"We are gathered here today in the sight of the Infinite, and the presence of these friends and loved ones, to celebrate one of life's greatest moments, to give recognition to the worth and beauty of love, and to add our blessings to the words which shall unite Teresa and Todd in holy matrimony."
When he said "Should there be anyone who has cause why this couple should not be united in marriage, they must speak now or forever hold their peace.", there were no objections. This was not 'Days of Promise', this was the real deal.
"Who is it that gives this woman to this man?" asked Father Romano.
"Me." I said. "And her Police family." Father Romano smiled; after all, he was a Captain in the TCPD, and a member of that Police family.
I then put Teresa's hand in Todd's. Before I backed away, Todd took a scroll out of his jacket and presented it to me with a bow. I took it with a bow, then turned and went to the far left end of the first row, and sat down next to my mom. I was at the end so that my height and my big head would not block anyone else's view.
Father Romano led Todd and Teresa through the ceremonial exchange of vows. I noticed that Teresa's vows did not include the old-school 'to obey', and neither of their vows included 'forsaking all others'. After all, this was the center of the universe for open marriages, our little Town & County, I thought to myself.
Then the Eastern traditions 'intervened'. Led by the Buddhist priest, Todd and Teresa lit candles and incense, then recited words of a traditional Buddhist wedding. Todd said "Towards my wife I undertake to love and respect her, be kind and considerate, provide gifts to please her."
Then Teresa said "Towards my husband I undertake to be hospitable to the family and friends of my husband, protect and invest our earnings, discharge my marital responsibilities lovingly and conscientiously." In Eastern cultures, the wife took care of all the household finances, hence the vow.
Then they put wedding rings on each other's fingers, with traditional lines as guided by Father Romano. Then came another Eastern ritual, one I liked.
As the Buddhist priest explained to everyone, Todd poured green tea for Teresa and offered the porcelain cup. Teresa turned it three times, sipped, and repeated that until she'd finished the cup. Then Teresa offered Todd his own cup with tea, and he ritually drank his portion. Those porcelain cups would be kept by them for the rest of their lives, as well.
All rituals done, they were pronounced man and wife. Father Romano said "Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Todd Burke." With that, the traditional music started up, and Todd proudly walked down the aisle with his lovely wife Teresa on his arm. Then Cindy and the Best Man Teddy Franklin followed them, then Barry Oliver and Laura, then Lt. Irwin and Mariko, and finally Nagamasa escorted Tanya. After that, I got up and escorted my mother down the aisle. Two mischievous little girls came with us, smiling brightly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The reception was long and, quite frankly, boring. A million photos were taken, it seemed. Many of the politicians wanted photos with the happy couple, and Todd happily obliged. Teresa endured it.
My favorite picture was one that Teresa asked for: Carole and I posed with her, Carole standing on a chair between us. Of course I remembered the act of limitless courage that had made that photo possible.
The cake was cut (with Teresa's short sword, I might add), and two mischievous girls went and got second helpings, earning them a 'talking-to' by the father of one of those girls.
It was too early to have a dinner, but there were a lot of hot and cold finger foods that basically made a meal. Laura was finally freed from photo-taking, so she, Carole, Marie, and I found a place to sit and eat... and of course I observed all of the throng of people. And some interesting observations I made.
And there was the Press. Elsie Gringer corralled Todd and Teresa for an interview. "Mr. Burke, you are now off the market as one of the most eligible Bachelors in the country. How did this lovely lady land you?"
Todd said with his grin: "I think I was lucky to land her. I'm very, very happy."
"Where are you going on your honeymoon?" Elsie asked.
"We're keeping that close to the vest." said Todd.
"We're not doing too much right now." said Teresa. "We'll take a trip later on, when things settle down." She meant the Independent State Counsel, and the portion of it aimed at Your Iron Crowbar.
Meanwhile, Bettina corralled me. "Commander," she said "what was the meaning of that scroll Todd gave you?"
"That was part of the Eastern rituals." I said, leaving it at that.
"How do you avoid nepotism charges, now that Captain Croyle is married to your nephew?" Bettina asked, and rather impolite to do so, I thought.
"The nepotism laws don't apply to Captains and above." I said. "So no changes will be made, and Captain Croyle will continue her stellar work as Captain of Operations for the TCPD." Bettina knew this, so why was she asking? I thought to myself.
"Now that her wedding day is past, will she be answering the subpoena from the Independent State Counsel?" That's the deeply corrupt, arrogant Press for you... asking questions like these in the middle of a wedding reception.
"I'm sure she and her lawyer are working out those details." I said. "And I have no more on that at all. I'm just enjoying this celebration today, and Robert Mullen can't take that away." That was a 'hint' to Bettina, and fortunately she got the message.
"Where are they going on their honeymoon?" Laura asked me when nobody else was around for a moment.
"Our lake house on Lake Watchacoochie." I said. "They're only spending a couple of days up there, and Joanne and Seth are going up there with them."
"As bodyguards?" Laura asked.
"Not much gets by you, Gold Crowbar." I said with a grin. That earned me a punch on the shoulder, though lovingly applied.
Part 23 - Epilogue
Her husband was chatting with a bunch of wealthy friends of Todd through BOW Enterprises, doing what he liked to do best: politicking. Melina Allgood went and got a piece of cake and looked around. She saw her sister and her ex-husband and the two Flower Girls at a table, and thought about joining them. She also saw Joanne Warner and her husband Seth, but they were talking to Theo Washington and his wife, who were black, meaning that Melina would not be going over and chatting with them.
Melina knew that Teresa was like her in that they'd both fucked both Todd and Jack Burke. But where Teresa preferred Todd, and fallen in love with him; Melina had preferred Jack, and had been in love with him. After the incidents leading to Jack's forced exile, Melina had 'settled' for Don Troy. That had worked out only in that she'd come to this Town with him, and had ended up in her meeting her husband Daniel, and having two wonderful children with him.
And now Teresa was going to be the mother of Melina's child by Todd, little Doug. Teresa had done Melina the courtesy of telling Melina she was going to adopt all of Todd's boys as her own, including Doug, and Melina had signed the document relinquishing all maternal rights. She loved little Doug, but he was a reminder of a bad time in Melina's life, and a mistake made... perhaps like Teresa's father being unable to cope with the daughter whose birth was the cause of Teresa's mother's death.



Sad, Melina thought. Sad times. But fortunately, most of us are happy now, she thought to herself. Don found my sister, and if every there was a couple in love and meant for each other, it was Don and Laura. Joanne was trying to coax Seth into making a baby. And Todd did look truly happy to be marrying Teresa after his previous wife Jeanine had been murdered.
The Melina looked up. She saw a young man, a very young man, no more than early college age, approaching her, coming straight up to her with the intent to meet her. She gasped.
He looked a lot like Todd, but he looked even more like Todd's brother Jack when Jack had been college-aged. This young man's eyes seemed to smolder as he came up to her.
"Hello." he said, introducing himself "I'm Benny Black..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, May 21st, from in front of the Courthouse Complex on the east side of Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen has issued numerous subpoenas!"
Bettina began: "Mr. Mullen is tasked with investigating Governor Val Jared for corruption and intimidation, specifically in regards to his alleged sexual harassment of two women who later entered a plea deal after being charged with crimes themselves. Mr. Mullen is also looking into the Governor's role in a potential cover-up of the assassination of black superstar singer Jasmine Nix, and he is investigating Commander Donald Troy's role and possible conspiracy with the Governor in these matters."
Bettina continued: "Subpoenas were issued for SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow, Town & County Police Captain Teresa Croyle, and we have now learned that TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross has also been subpoenaed. Captain Croyle sued when the Independent State Counsel ordered her to appear for questioning on her wedding day, which was last Saturday, and was awarded a stay allowing her to avoid answering the Independent State Counsel's questions for the time being."
"Lawyers for Chow, Croyle, and Ross issued statements saying they are working with the Independent State Counsel to arrange dates to comply with the subpoenas." went on Bettina. "The Town & County Police Force has not responded to repeated requests for a statement on why so many of the TCPD's top leadership are under Mr. Mullen's scrutiny and being subpoenaed."
"Also," said Bettina, "Citizens For Police Accountability spokespersons Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex have filed motions with the Courts to have Commander Donald Troy's lawsuits against them dismissed while upholding their own lawsuit against him. Commander Troy filed his lawsuits against the two spokespersons, the CFPA, and the Committee of Concerned Citizens last week in response to their legal actions, and he has filed motions to obtain all of the data relating to the financing of their organizations. Legal experts believe Commander Troy's lawsuits are specious and will be dismissed after a Court hearing in the near future."
"And in other news," Bettina said, "the Town & County Police Force still does not have an Internal Affairs Captain after James Goodwin was assigned the 1st Precinct Captain position. Sheriff Daniel Allgood and Inspector General Horace S. Wellman responded to our requests for comments with statements saying the Police Department was handling filling the slot, and a short list of candidates had been formed. Police refused to comment on which names are on that short list..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm beginning to regret taking this job." said Captain Damien Thompson, Public Relations Officer, as we drank coffee and watched the broadcast in MCD.
"Why is that?" asked Deputy Chief Cindy Ross.
"Ma'am, I was at the wedding Saturday." said Thompson. "Several reporters spoke to me. Not one, not a single one, asked me about the Mullen investigation or the subpoenas. My office did get two phone calls: at 10:30pm Saturday night, and at 11:30pm last night, obviously when we were not here. And yet Wurtzburg is trying to make it sound like we're deliberately not responding to these inquiries that have never happened."
"This is not an order," I said, saying that just to make it clear," but why don't you consider putting out a Press statement saying exactly that... that you were not asked about it at the wedding, and the only other attempts to contact the TCPD were in the dead of night on a weekend?"
"With respect, sir," said Thompson, "would that really do any good?"
"You'd feel better, but otherwise it probably wouldn't." I conceded. "And they'd never report your statement to the viewers, either. But it would let them know that you're aware of their tricks, and that you don't appreciate those tricks. They think we are stoo-pid, and you would be letting them know we are not."
"You're right, Damien." said Cindy, Thompson's direct boss, "it wouldn't make a difference. Good idea not to stir the pot. Let me and Commander Troy be the 'bad cops', and you be the 'good cop' vis-a-vis the Press." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"What's going on with this Mullen probe?" asked Jerome Davis. "Are we all going to get subpoenas?"
"Detective Warner will." said Warner's Police partner, Theo Washington. "I can see what Mullen is doing. He is obviously committed to racial diversity: he's clearing my path to the Commander's chair."
I burst out laughing at that one. "Good one, Theo." I sputtered. "And you're trying to make me spit coffee on my uniform, so I don't look as sharp as Captain Thompson, here." Thompson and Cindy laughed at that one.
Surprisingly, the other Detectives didn't share the humor. Joanne was looking at Theo in a way that would be waving a crowbar in his general direction, if she had one in her hand to wave. Jerome's eyes were wide-eyed with shock, looking to see my reaction to Theo's statement. Teddy Parker buried his nose in his computer monitor.
And I realized that the tension and worry over what the Independent State Counsel was doing to me and to the TCPD's leadership was prevalent in my Detectives... and that could only mean it was an issue for the Uniformed Officers, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Monday, May 21st. Deputy Chief Ross had not come into my office to watch the Priya broadcast with us, so it was Tanya Perlman and me, what with Teresa on her honeymoon (of sorts).
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the morning, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette precisely at the top of the hour.
"Hoo boy," I said, "she's starting in on that shit again." Tanya nodded in agreement.
Priya gave the same information as Bettina, but had some extra tidbits on the Independent State Counsel: "Five-Alive News has learned that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen will interview SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow this Friday, May 25th, and will interview TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross as early as next Tuesday, May 29th. Sources tell Five-Alive News that Mr. Mullen is not focusing on either of those individuals, but will instead concentrate on TCPD Captain Teresa Croyle and what Commander Troy may have told her regarding the Rodman-Braselton incident."
As Priya's broadcast went to Sports, I clicked off the television set. Tanya said "Why is he focusing so hard on Teresa? If anything, Commander Ross would know more about what you've said."
"True." I said. "I dunno... they may think my family ties with Cindy might make it more difficult to get her to reveal anything, both legally and practically. But what I fear is that they think they can dredge up Teresa's past and use it against her. We all know that not only were my actions correct in every way, but that there's no way I am going to tell Teresa or anyone else if I did something wrong. So the logical conclusion is..." I let the sentence hang, peering at Lady Ironside.
"Uh... I'm drawing a blank, here." Tanya admitted.
"I think they're going to try to coerce her into saying something against me." I replied. "And I don't think they have any idea of how tough and resilient Teresa really is. They'd break me before they would ever break her." Tanya agreed.
"Speaking of Teresa," said Tanya, "who is charge of Operations while she's gone, even if it's just for a couple of days?"
"Theoretically, the more senior Precinct Captain." I replied. "But they were both promoted on the same day, so that's a wash. Teresa put Carswell in charge, since he was Precinct Lieutenant already, while Goodwin came out of Internal Affairs. But next time, she might put Goodwin in charge."
Tanya nodded, then grinned mischievously and said "Of course we all know who really is in charge, that being you."
"Not at all. I don't drive a Tank around here." I replied, giving it right back.
"Oooh, the power is mine, mine!" Tanya cackled, rubbing her hands. I could not help it, and we both began laughing hard for a few moments at the revival of our old joke with each other...
"Damn, I am so glad to have you back." I said.
"And I am so glad to be back." said Tanya.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just after 9:00am, Cindy buzzed me on the phone. "Can you come out to the anteroom?" she asked.
"Sure." I said. I got up and walked to the door of my office, figuring I'd get the answer to why Cindy was buzzing me instead of just knocking on the door.
And I was right: she and Helena had been showing Cindy's new assistant how to buzz us on the phone. As I came to the door, I observed a slender young woman, maybe 24 or 25 years old, sitting behind the desk 'guarding' Cindy's office. She had a cute but not beautiful face. I could envision her dyeing her short, straight brown hair various colors like Mary Mahoney Milton often did. Lauren was wearing what amounted to a dark blue pantsuit. In half a century, she could run for the U.S. Presidency wearing garb like that, I idly thought to myself.
"Commander Troy," Cindy said, "this is Lauren Wilcox, my new assistant. Lauren, this is Commander Donald Troy." Lauren's eyes widened a bit as I shook her hand.
"Pleased to meet you, sir." Lauren said in a quiet voice.
"Likewise." I replied.
"Commander," Cindy said, "I've told Lauren that if Helena is not here and you ask her to do something, she should do it if she's able to."
"Thank you." I said. "Helena, will you show Lauren the ropes, how we do things around here?"
"Yes sir, of course." said Helena.
"While they're doing that," I said to Cindy, "your office or mine?"
"Entrez-vous, s'il vous plait." Cindy said, pointing to her office. We went in and I closed the door behind us.
"I brought in that chair in the corner for you to sit in." Cindy said. It was an office chair, raised up somewhat. The lever was engaged so that it did not rock back and forth, and the backrest was locked in a near-upright position, giving my back some needed support.
"Ah, that's not bad." I said as I sat down in it. "Thanks for thinking of me."
"My pleasure." Cindy said. "I was getting Lauren settled in instead of coming to the Angels meeting. Did I miss anything?"
"Just Priya's scintillating broadcast." I said, and Cindy knew I was being sarcastic. "Are you ready for Mullen?"
"It's funny." Cindy said. "I talked to Cy Hart yesterday over lunch, at my father's place. Cy has been in contact with Mullen's people. They want me to come in next week, after Memorial Day, which is fine by me. Cy told me that the one thing surprising him the most is that there have been no problems at all in the negotiations, no hostility, no real points of contention. Cy got the idea that it's going to be short and simple."
"All the same," I said, "watch your back. They might be trying to spring something on you. By the way, where did you find Lauren, there?"
"BOW Enterprise's staffing agency." Cindy said. "Lauren has an Accounting degree, which is good for the Deputy Chief's office since I'm doing most of the budget and accounting work for the TCPD. She worked for BOW for a while, then went to University Hospital and worked there under Admiral Cordell. He gave her a huge glowing reference, and BOW gave her a good one. I had her checked out, of course, through my father's contacts as well as regular Police, SBI, and FBI channels. She's clean as a whistle."
"Cool beans." I said, knowing that I'd be doing my own after-the-fact checking up on her. "Good work getting her."
"Okay, now here's where I play turf games." Cindy said. "I know how you feel about the Media, and I know you made sure to say you weren't ordering Thompson to say anything... but let me and Thompson handle the Press, at least from the official Police side of things."
"You're right, that's your playground." I conceded.
"I have no love lost for the Press. I may hate them even more than you do, if that's possible." said Cindy. "But I'm trying to take the arrows myself and shield Thompson from them. Good-cop-bad-cop thing. I'll let him deal with them in a more positive way, and I'll bring the crowbar down on them when they need a spanking."
"O-kay." I said, conceding the argument entirely. "I'll leave them to you, and you to them."
"I hate it when you do that." Cindy said, peering at me, but with a slight grin on her face.
"Do what?" I asked.
"Concede an argument." Cindy replied. "Letting me learn, the hard way."
"No, not at all." I said. "I'm looking forward to watching you take them on."
"Okay, what am I doing wrong?" Cindy asked, again peering at me.
"Nothing." I said. "But I hope you don't believe the Press is going to respond to Captain Thomas's positive treatment of them with positive treatment of him. The Press has begun reaching levels that would've shocked even themselves five years ago. One of their reporters tried to murder my daughter, and I don't think Hardwood was the exception: he was totally representative of them and their hatred. And it's not going to get any better, especially when they begin losing again and again and again..."
Have I mentioned that I continue to have a deep, burning, abiding hatred of the Press?
Part 2 - Lakehouse Lovings
"Awesome sauce!" sang Teresa Croyle as the waterfall came into view.
"Yeah, ain't it cool?" replied Todd. They came up to the pool at the base of the waterfall, Seth and Joanne Warner coming up behind them. To the left was the grove of silver birch trees, to the right was the wider pool that funneled into the stream that emptied into Lake Watchacoochie near the Troy's Lake House.
"Oh yeah, this is a great place!" Joanne gushed. She went left of the rocks, into the softer soil of the grove of trees, and spread out a big beach towel for her and Seth. Todd spread out his and Teresa's towel nearer to the edge of the lake, and he and Teresa walked on up the trail towards the waterfall itself.
"These birch trees seem out of place for around here." noted Seth. "But I was reading about this area, and the U.S. Forestry Service planted them in several places around the lake on purpose, doing some kind of testing."
"Wow, look at them." said Joanne. She was watching Teresa and Todd. Teresa was wearing a shimmery light green bikini that barely covered her large, high-riding breasts, and barely concealed her loins from view. Her magnificent body was on display, toned but shapely, her thin abs flaring into her hips and bubble-butt asscheeks.
She was standing on a ledge near the waterfall, pondering if she should dive in. Todd was on the trail below, wearing only his swimwear briefs that barely hid his considerable package beneath. His tall, slender body was sculpted into a muscular specimen of manhood that rivaled comic book heroes or the ancient Greek gods.
"They're both in incredible shape." said Joanne. "Where does Todd find the time to train like that?"
"He works out every morning at the BOW gym, while she's having coffee with you guys." said Seth. "He and a bunch of men and women at BOW are doing it. I used to work out with them a lot, but I don't go by there as much anymore since I started working with the King Charities Group. They also have a yoga class and martial arts training, but that's just a few of them doing that... Todd, his assistant Mariko, Teddy Franklin, Barry Oliver, and Mariko's brother Nagamasa."
"We work out at the TCPD gym in the morning, before the coffee klatch." said Joanne. "Even Teresa isn't up to Cindy Ross's levels of fitness... but when it comes to martial arts, I think Teresa has surpassed Cindy, and maybe even Don... but don't tell any of them I said that!"
"I won't." said Seth, laughing. "So, you think Commander Troy is better at martial arts than Commander Ross?"
Joanne gave a little smile. "Well, he pretends he's not... but Teresa and Melina both tell me that even with his bad back, Commander Troy has achieved a whole new level in his Aikido training, and he's been adding some other disciplines, as well. I hate to say it, but the Slender Man did us all a favor by keeping him out of the Police Boxing Matches. Even Commander Ross and Captain Croyle knew they were going to get beat down."
"Captain Croyle..." Seth said. "Isn't that 'Captain Burke' now?"
"Uhhh, I"m not sure..." said Joanne. Then she saw what Seth was looking at.
Teresa had turned her back to them, facing the cliff over which the waterfall was running. The scars on her back, under her armpit, and on her hips from previous wounds and the surgeries to heal them were visible, red or purplish scarring that stood out.
"Wow, she has been through so much." Seth said, his voice almost a whisper.
"How she survived that building blowing up on her and Carole, I'll never know." said Joanne. "Except that it was the Grace of God. It's a shame she and Todd can't have children...well, their own child."
"I seem to recall someone else being in a building that blew up." said Seth sadly. His mother had not survived that explosion, though she'd saved Joanne's life.
"Yes, I definitely remember that." said Joanne. "Which reminds me... that's all the more reason we need to be working on our own baby right about now."
"I know, I know." said Seth. "Have you gone to the doctor yet? Gotten off the Pill?"
"Commander Troy got me an appointment with his wife," said Joanne, "but it's for the first week in June. She is one busy lady..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They watched as Teresa called out "I'm going to dive in. If I don't come up, come get me." With that, she dived into the water, at an angle just in case it wasn't deep enough. A moment later, she came back up.
"It's deep enough around the waterfall." said Teresa as she treaded water. "But it's a lot more shallow the farther you get away from it, so don't try diving in from where Seth and Joanne are."
"Hey guys!" called out Todd. "Y'all going to get in the water?"
"I got a cold shock just watching Teresa dive in." said Seth. Joanne chuckled.
"It is cold." said Teresa. "But it feels good."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd had joined Teresa in the water, and he immediately asked with a shivering voice how Teresa could stand the cold. He did not stay in very long, and she came out of the water after him.
As they dried off and enjoyed the warmth of the sun's rays, Joanne asked "We were wondering what you were doing about your last name, Teresa." Teresa had insisted on dropping the ranks while they were at Lake Watchacoochie; hence, the use of the familiar names between her and Joanne.
"Todd and I talked about that a pretty good bit the last few months." said Teresa. "I met my lawyer, Agnes Spires, by consulting with her on it. I've got some property and other financial interests in my 'Croyle' name... and while I love Todd, I'm not sure about that 'Burke' surname..."
Todd laughed. "I'm not either, to be honest. I took it after learning who my real father was; I couldn't stand having the same name as Ned's joke of a father, my mom's married name, so that was a welcome change for me."



Teresa said "We did discuss going back to his mother's family name... Troy. But you can imagine the commotion that would cause around Police Headquarters." Everyone laughed at that.
"I'll bet Commander Troy would be very happy if you did that!" said Joanne.
"Oh, he'd be happy about it, from the family standpoint." said Todd.
"It's the other aspects of it that worried us." said Teresa. "Don and Cindy caught hell about the nepotism laws when everyone found out they were first cousins; he even made sure to get her promoted to Captain before revealing it to her, just to keep our enemies from using that against them. You can only imagine what they'd try to do if I brought attention to our situation by actually going by the Troy surname myself."
"So..." finished Teresa, "I'll keep on being Teresa Croyle."
"What about Benny Black?" asked Seth. "What's he going to do?"
"Keep 'Benny Black' as his name." said Todd. "It's his acting name, he's in the Guild as that, so he's all but committed to it. In Hollywood, no two people can have the same career name; you'll never see two 'John Paul Smith's..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had set, and a pleasant stillness settled over the area. Dots of lights that were streetlamps on some of the docks down the lake glowed with an eerie bluish-white light over the mostly dark landscape.
Todd and Seth had tried their hands at cooking steaks. They did 'okay', but they were not to the level of Chef Don Troy on the grill (and Chef Troy was nowhere near Chef Griswold). But food was just an excuse to drink wine and liquor, and lots of it.
The two couples went to their separate bedrooms in order to do what they'd come to the Lakehouse to do: have sex. Lots and lots of sex.
The moon finally rose enough to stream through the south-facing window of the bigger bedroom, giving some bluish light to the erotic sight on the bed. Teresa was on her back, her knees pushed back into her breasts, her feet high in the air. Todd was sitting on hi knees, straddling her, his huge cock partially buried in her sopping went cunt. He was slowly thrusting as he held Teresa's sweet feet, keeping her legs pushed together to increase the friction of his big prick scraping against her labes as he undulated his hips, rocking back and forth.
"Mmmmmm..." he moaned as he licked, sucked, and kissed Teresa's tasty toes and her upturned heels. "You've got the hottest, sexiest legs and feet in the world, baby... and the hottest pussy to go with 'em." He shoved his meat farther into his wife to emphasize the point.
"Yeah, keep doing that." Teresa moaned as she cupped and fondled her breasts, twisting the hard, distended nipples between her fingers. She didn't really get off on Todd tonguing her toes, but it wasn't bad, and it made him hot, which meant he fucked her harder and deeper, just like she liked. "Is that why you married me?"
"Your legs were one reason." Todd said truthfully. "That and you being my best friend, someone I can talk to... and someone I like having on my arm and showing off to all those bastards who wish their wives were as hot as mine."
"Mmmm, keep saying things like that," Teresa sighed, looking up at her handsome young husband, "and I might just give you two hours to stop what you're doing instead of one."
After several more minutes, Todd finally spread Teresa's legs wider and eased himself down onto her, not breaking the contact of his cock with her cunt. He began fucking more deeply into her, making her groan with pleasure.
"What is it about your legs and feet that turn guys like me on, eh?" he said as he began fucking his new wife with long, deep strokes, the slow fucking that always made her come hard.
"Laura says that normally strong men can be secretly submissive." Teresa said. That madam Rita makes a living off having powerful company executives pay to be dommed in BDSM activities. Laura also said Don loves her legs, so maybe it runs in the family, eh?"
"Could be." said Todd, beginning to fuck her harder and faster. "You women sure talk a lot about sex, don't you?"
"You have no idea." replied Teresa. "Even Mariko talks about sex with us ladies. And we compare notes on our studs, too. So you better get that hard ass of yours moving, and fuck the shit out of me."
"Hmmm, I think you like submitting to me, and letting me do what I want to your hot sexy body." Todd replied as he spread his legs for leverage, preparing to fuck Teresa with a lot more male power.
"Mmmmm, you know it." Teresa said. "Now shut up and fuck my brains out with that big huge cock... my big huge cock. I own it, and you, now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, May 22d. Todd and Seth embarked upon a canoe trip down Lake Watchacoochie, so Teresa and Joanne cleaned up the Lake House (which was already pretty darn clean), then held their own late-morning coffee klatch, sitting on the sofa in the great room and talking as they sipped their caffeine delivery system.
"So Benny was at your wedding." said Joanne. "Is he going to try to be part of the family?"
"Maybe." said Teresa. "He'll be shooting on 'Days of Promise' and other film projects, so he won't be around here too often. He's trying to get a recurring role on one of the CW's 'Arrowverse' shows, as well. But he and Todd seem to like each other pretty well, and I think Benny is one of the 'good guys', so we'll see what happens."
"So he's not another Jack Burke?" asked Joanne.
Teresa made a face as she said "I sure hope not."
"Jack sure was charismatic, though." said Joanne, fondly remembering the stud that had taken her virginity. "I always wondered what things would've been like if he hadn't have fucked up like he did."
"I dunno." said Teresa. "I'm just happy I got in with the right Burke boy, and dragged him to the altar." Joanne burst out laughing at that.
"Just who dragged who to the altar?" she asked, teasing. Teresa raised her coffee cup in concession of the point, and the women clinked theirs cups together.
"If Jack had lived, I think he and Melina would be married now." said Joanne.
"I dunno." said Teresa. "From what I was told, she could've eloped with Jack while in college, but she didn't."
"Well, just between us..." Joanne said, quietening her voice down though they were alone in the house, "Melina was going to fly with Jack, but Laura stepped in and stopped it cold. Jack ran away, and Melina said she 'settled' for marrying Don."
Teresa nodded, then said "You know... I can't conceive of the concept of... 'settling'... for Don Troy. There are a hell of a lot of women that would give just about anything to 'settle' for him."
Joanne nodded. "From what I've been told, Don was not the Iron Crowbar that we know him to be today. And by the time he became that, he'd met Laura and it was all over for his marriage to Melina. She wasn't complaining, though; she told me that when she met Daniel, she truly fell in love for the first time."
"Worked out for everyone." said Teresa. "Of course, it always does where the Iron Crowbar is concerned."
"You've become close to him." said Joanne, as an observation that did not need Mycroft Holmes to make.
"Oh gosh." said Teresa, looking into her cup of coffee. "I love Todd, I wanted to marry him. But how I feel about Don... I can't put into words. It's not a husband-wife thing, or a sexual thing, or a family or brotherly type of thing. I don't even know how to describe it. After everything he's done for me..." Her voice trailed off.
"You've done a lot for him, too." Joanne said.
"And it'll never be enough." Teresa said. "Don't... ever say one word of this to anyone... ever... but if it had not been for Don, I very likely... would not be here right now. And by that I mean I would be dead by my own hand."
"You're kidding." Joanne said, faintly shocked. "You're such a strong person, and such a great leader."
"I wasn't then." said Teresa. "I was nothing. I was about to get fired, and I was miserable from the moment I woke up every morning. And when I beat the shit out of Dean Allen... which I still don't regret for one minute... I knew my career was ended and my life was over."
"But Don... went to my hometown and found out what my story was." Teresa continued, her voice hypnotic in its softness. "No one else had ever cared enough to even try to understand. Cindy tried to cajole it out of me, and I knew she cared, but it wasn't like what Don did. He found out the source of my pain, and he had his wife force me to talk about it, and get it off my chest, and he went and found that picture of me and Alexis. And he kept me from being fired... so I stopped contemplating eating my gun."
"Wow." Joanne whispered. "But he only brought out what you already had in you." She chuckled as she said "I'll never forget you taking that red crowbar and standing off against Harlow. And the entire TCPD was ready to follow you through Hell that day."
Teresa nodded. "Yes. Because of Don. And it burns me up to hear the attacks on him, on his integrity, on his leadership actions... because I know he is greater than his attackers could ever hope to be, because he cares for all of us and the Police Force and his family."
Teresa turned and looked practically through Joanne as she said "And Joanne, you have a huge opportunity in front of you. You have a man who is ready and willing to help you achieve more than you ever thought you could, to help you get farther along than you could hope to... I'm talking MCD Lieutenant, Captain of Detectives eventually. I'd suggest you let him know what you want in life, then follow him through whatever it takes to get there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When the guys got back, they found the house spotless and their bags packed.
"I get the idea that it's time to go." said Teresa.
"You're getting to be like my cousin Cindy," said Todd, trying not to look serious, and failing, "and reading my mind. Yes, we need to be getting back home."
Moments later Todd called the Sheriff of Waguli and let him know they were leaving. As they secured the house and drove away, the Sheriff was on the phone to the Iron Crowbar, letting him know to expect his family home in the next couple of hours...
Part 3 - Taking Care of Business
Wednesday, May 23d. Today's agenda included rounds of interviews for the Internal Affairs Leader position. With Teresa Croyle back, she joined me for my interview segments in the Main Conference Room. Cindy would sit in with the Chief in his Conference Room.
We'd narrowed our interviews down to four candidates. I'd asked Norm Chow if he wanted a shot at it, but he said he was happy where he was with the SBI-OER, which actually pleased me to hear. I'd also contacted Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters of City PD Internal Affairs. He said he was having entirely too much fun where he was, at least in so many words.
So our four candidates were Bill Hanson, Gayle Tunnin, Ted Orosco of the SBI, and Deputy Ormond from the 'Whistleblower' case, who at the time had impressed me with his seeming honesty.
The interview with Hanson went fairly well. Teresa and I both already knew him. He had worked in I.A. before, under Daniel Allgood, which meant the Sheriff would probably rubber-stamp his appointment more quickly than he would the other candidates. I asked about his time as the Campus Police Lieutenant.
"Do you want to stay there?" I asked. "Or are you looking to leave?"
"I'm in between." Hanson said, rather wisely. "I'm always open to new and good opportunities, but I'm not running for the exits, either."
"So if this position did not become available," I said, "you'd stay where you are with the Campus Police?"
"Well, never say never." replied Hanson.
We discussed some of the things he'd done while in our I.A. and while with the Campus Police, then I sent him along to the Chief and Cindy. "What do you think of him?" I asked Teresa, who has been silent during the entire interview.
"He definitely wants to leave the Campus Police." said Teresa. "You could see in his body language that he was trying to say he was okay there, but he's not. I've also heard from other sources that he and Briscoe have developed some friction with each other, though it hasn't outwardly manifested itself yet."
"I've heard that, too." I said. "And in addition, he's always been the kind of guy that is seeing the greener grass on the other side of the fence. He'd take this job, then jump to something else if it became available. And one of the problems Briscoe has with him is his weight: he's not lost a bit since leaving the TCPD."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Next up for us was TCPD Detective Gayle Tunnin. She looked 'big boned' but was in good enough shape. She was an older woman, having been a nurse before becoming a Police Officer. She'd handled Bettina Wurtzburg's rape in the 'Murdered Lovers' case. Before she came in, I told Teresa to not say anything, as we had to be very careful in our questions with this candidate.
I went through some of Tunnin's I.A. cases with her. "Which case would you call your most successful?" I asked.
"Uhhh," Gayle stumbled, "I haven't really thought about it."
"Nothing in particular sticks out?" I asked.
"No sir." said Gayle. "I've been part of many different ones with others. I was assigned to McCombs and Hendricks for months, but they lay low during all that time."
"As part of this process," I said, "one reason I'm having Captain Croyle sit in is to consider all the candidates for other possible positions. Are there any other positions you'd be interested in? Being a regular Detective again? Administration?"
"I'm happy in I.A." said Gayle. "If I did move, I'd want it to be a step up, as well. Leadership position. That's why I'm asking for the I.A. Chief assignment. It's where I've been the last several years, it's where I think I can best serve the TCPD... and quite frankly, sir, with my time in grade there, I think I deserve the chance to lead the division."
I nodded. "And that's why you're under serious consideration for it." I sent her on to the next round with the Chief and Deputy Chief. "Thoughts?" I asked Teresa once we were alone.
"She really wants it." said Teresa. "Couched her words in all the correct terms, but she's really wants it. I don't know if she's really qualified to lead it, though."
"That's definitely my sentiment." I said. "She can't remember a big case because she's never broken one open herself. She's always been a follower, and Curly Goodwin told me that he assigned her things like Hatch and Hendricks just to give her busywork. But don't tell anyone I said that."
"And then," I continued," there's the Harlow angle. I wanted to ask her about her friendship with Harlow and support of Harlow, but of course I couldn't."
"By the way, sir." Teresa asked slyly. "What case do you think is your biggest?"
"Westboro. No doubt." I replied. "Though figuring out The Silverfish was probably the most satisfying." Teresa nodded. I'd passed her test, even if Tunnin had not passed mine.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ted Orosco was next. Originally from Midtown, he'd been part of my SBI-SIS group. Ours was more a chat than an interview.
"I've had some trouble finding a home after the SIS was disbanded." said Orosco. "Chow went to the OER division, so there's not much else there. Director Conlan has had me working with the BFE (Bureau of Firearms and Explosives), but I'm a fifth wheel there. The NTF is lying low, and they're no better than they ever were. God help us if the State Democrats regain control; they'll use the NTF as a battering ram against local jurisdictions."
I nodded, having heard even worse about Democrat plans for the NTF. "Yeah, you're right. So the SBI is getting no better, even under Conlan?"
Orosco said "Well, in some ways they're better. Cleaner, to be sure. But we've been relegated to support of local jurisdictions... which make a point to say they do not want our help. Director Conlan had me and Crenshaw working on better relations with locals, but then Crenshaw got the FBI offer and took it."
After finishing the official interview, I asked Teresa for her opinion. "I'm not sure." she said. "That wasn't an interview, that was a fact-finding mission on the SBI on your part." I grinned in acquiescence as Teresa continued: "The one thing I didn't like was his openly stating his dislike for the Democrats. Whatever he is, we should never hear about it from the guy we put into Internal Affairs."
"True." I said. "But as to fact finding, I did ask, but I could pick up the phone and talk to him to get that. And I think he mentioned the Democrats because of the NTF situation, not a general belief. His familiarity with me was another reason for that mistake. Anyhoo, in working with him, I found him to be pretty aboveboard, and he'd be an outsider coming in, which can be good for I.A., as you well know from your time in Midtown I.A."
"Which brings up another point." Teresa replied. "Are you unwittingly bringing in an SBI mole?"...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Last was Polk County Deputy Sheriff Ormond. I went through the standard questions about his career there, what he wanted out of life, and so forth. Then I asked "So tell me, how's it been down there since the Wheeler case?"
"Well, sir," said Ormond, "our Sheriff is facing a very tough re-election. A lot of folks didn't like the way he handled the Wheeler case. Some said he kissed BigAgraFoods's ass too much, others said he didn't do enough to protect our county's biggest employer. And with BigAgraFoods moving their headquarters out of this State, they've reduced the overhead jobs, which have hurt some Polk County families."
"What about Senator Russell?" I asked.
"Everyone hates his guts." said Ormond. "The Democrats hate him for being a Republican; the Grassroots Republicans hate him for being Establishment. But he's got too much power and influence down there; too many people fear him. I'm hoping he never learns I interviewed for this job."
"You don't have to answer this," I said, "but do you have family down there?"
"I'm not married and I have no kids." said Ormond. "I do have extended family, though. My parents are still alive, and my sister and her family are down there."
"So you'd be happier down there?" I asked.
"Not necessarily." said Ormond. "I went to school up here at the University, and I've always liked this area."
After he was sent on, I only needed to look at Teresa to get the Warrior opinion. "I dunno." she said, her voice conveying even more doubt. "I know you said you thought he was honest during the Wheeler investigation, but he's got ties to that area, not this one, his School affiliation notwithstanding; and he has no record of doing anything particularly outstanding in standing up to corruption."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The good news is that our Chief does not believe that big decisions should be made on empty stomachs. So he had reserved the back room of the Cop Bar and we had lunch there. Sheriff Allgood had been invited, as well. I.G. Horace S. Wellman was unable to attend.
"Before we begin discussing the candidates," said the Sheriff, "I'd like for Commander Troy to tell us why he put those names on his short list."
"Sure, Sheriff." I said. "Hanson, because he'd been in TCPD I.A. before, then went to a leadership position with the Campus Police. Tunnin, because she's the senior person currently in I.A. Orosco, because I've worked with him and found him to be honest, and because he's an outsider. He also knows the SBI, which helps under the 'know thine enemy' concept. Ormond: outsider, appears honest, but really that was more to round out the picture."
"Captain Croyle," said the Chief, "as the only person here besides the Sheriff who has worked in an Internal Affairs unit, what were your opinions? And speak can-did-ly."



"Yes, Chief." said Teresa. "Like the Commander said, Hanson has been in I.A. and knows the ropes, he's also held leadership roles. But I don't like his weight and appearance, and while I.A. people usually aren't seen, the guy just looks unprofessional, so sorry. Tunnin has done nothing to impress me; she's been in I.A. for years but has shown no real leadership qualities. Orosco: I don't know him all that well, but his name is growing on me; he doesn't like SBI corruption any more than Commander Troy does." There were chuckles at that. "And Ormond isn't from here; his blood runs through the farms of the Southeastern part of the State."
"Commander Ross?" asked the Chief.
"I know you'll be shocked to hear this, but I actually agree with Captain Croyle about these things." said Cindy, making me chuckle. She continued: "Outsiders are one thing, but in our relatively small community, he or she has to fit in. And Ormond is not from here, even if he went to School here. Tunnin... sorry, sir, but I just don't trust her very much. I think she'd be another Harlow."
"That's a point." said the Sheriff. "What about Hanson?"
"I agree, the guy has got to get in shape and present a professional appearance." said Cindy. "Word I got was that Campus Police Commissioner Briscoe hit Hanson really hard about that, and Hanson didn't take the hint very well, and that that is the source of their friction. Orosco... yeah, he's been pretty straightforward and aboveboard in my dealings with him in the SBI. It struck me that he, quote unquote, 'deserves better'. And I think he'll fit in best."
"Commander Troy?" asked the Chief.
"I've never worried too much about Hanson's appearance." I said. "He's in decent shape, though he doesn't look it."
"Kind of like Rudistan?" asked Sheriff Allgood.
"Sir, Rudistan is in excellent shape." said Teresa Croyle immediately. "He's just big, not fat. His perma-grin only adds to that, but he's just fine, and he's not an embarrassment to the TCPD Uniform."
"I agree." I said. "Hanson is not anywhere close to Rudistan, which is bad for Hanson. I'll also add this: I've always had the idea that Hanson will change horses, jump ship, greener grass, whatever the cliché, if he thinks he sees something better. We might put him in the job, only to see him leave in six months. Maybe Inspector Wellman has a place for Hanson in the I.G. shop, and that would be fine with me. But I think we have a better candidate for our I.A. shop."
"As these two Angels astutely observed," I continued, "Ormond is not a real fit. And Tunnin... well, as Captain Croyle said, Tunnin has been here for years, been in I.A. for years, and doesn't have much to show for it. Not only not showing leadership, but really having no big cases or big contributions to anything."
"And I can agree with that, from my time as her boss." said Daniel Allgood.
"I won't say anything more about her, as Commander Ross already said what I don't want to." I said. "So I'll just maintain 'plausible deniability'. Anyhoo, Orosco looks like an increasingly good fit for the post."
"Chief, what about you?" asked the Sheriff.
"I was very impressed with Agent Or-ahh-sssco." said the Chief. "His background fits well, I've observed his honesty myself for some years now. In that capacity, he really stuck out like a sore thumb in an otherwise deeply corrrr-upt SBI."
"Sounds like you all came to the same conclusion very quickly." said Allgood, and perhaps a bit sharply.
"And independently." said Cindy, aware of the Sheriff's underlying criticism. "I have not even talked to Commander Troy and Captain Croyle about the interviews until now, at this lunch."
"Okay, then," said the Sheriff, with a bit of a glare as he absorbed Cindy's rebuke, "I'll talk to him this afternoon, if he's still in Town. I'll talk to Bill Hanson, too, about a possible opportunity in the I.G.'s Office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we sat in my office upon getting back to the Station, Cindy said "Don, do you think Sheriff Allgood wanted someone else in the I.A. post?"
"If he did," I replied, "he had his chance to say something, but didn't. Why?"
"He seemed peeved that we'd all come to the same conclusions about the candidates." Cindy said. "I'm not sure why that bothered him, but I got the feeling that it did."
"He seems to be peeved about a lot of things, these days." I said. "I'm not sure why. Pressures of the Election."
"Think he's upset you all but forced him to run for Mayor instead of Sheriff again?" Cindy asked.
"No, I think he actually liked that idea." I said. "And I think he'd be happier if he'd concentrate more on running for Mayor, and let us run the Police Force and Quinlin and Davies run the Fire Department..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, May 25th. At 6:30pm, Norm Chow and his lawyer Gill Haroldson arrived at the office of my lawyer Mike G. Todd. Also in attendance was Agnes T. Spires and Cy Hart, Teresa and Cindy's lawyers, respectively.
"We expected a contentious, drawn-out process." said Haroldson, a not-too-tall, well-built man with a full head of black hair and a confident demeanor that would serve him well in Courtrooms. "But it was only Robert Mullen himself and one other attorney, a guy named Brafford Bacon."
"What firm is Bacon with, if any?" I asked.
"His last employment of record is Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., which is based in the City." said Haroldson. "He has a reputation as a sleazebag, but he didn't say much today. Mullen himself did the questioning."
"What did he ask?" asked my attorney, Mike G. Todd.
Norm Chow answered "He just asked me straight out when Commander Troy asked me to look into the Braselton-Rodman case. I told him he gave me the orders after landing in the helicopter at Midtown, before we saw the Governor. Mullen asked if Commander Troy had talked to the Governor first, and I said he had not within my hearing, had not said he'd talked to the Governor about opening the case, and I wouldn't otherwise know."
Chow went on: "Then he had me go through the timeline of our investigation of Braselton and Rodman. I told him, and he said it agreed with my previous notes. And that was it. Nothing harsh, just going through the items point by point."
"Did he ask for your phone records?" asked Mike.
"No." said Chow. "The SBI has already turned those over."
"Did he ask about anything else at all?" I asked.
"Nothing." said Chow. "He didn't ask about the Jasmine Nix case at all, either."
"Did he say he might call you in again?" asked Mike.
"He said he might have follow-up questions at a later time, and I'd be under oath even if asked on the telephone." said Chow. "But other than that, he acted like he was done with me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm surprised Mullen didn't lean on Chow very hard." said Mike Todd as he and I talked after the others had left. "Considering he's the guy you assigned to investigate Braselton and Rodman, I thought they'd really put him through the works."
"Well," I replied, "they've got to get their ducks in a row on the timeline and what happened. And Chow was the right guy to call in first to lay that groundwork."
"Still," said Mike, "if anyone is going to know who you told what, and when, it'd be Chow."
"Sure." I said. "But they can always recall him to lean on him if they think they've found something. And if I'm right, Chow is not the guy they want to put pressure on. He's an ex-Green Beret. They're not going to get to me through him, and they know it..."
Part 4 - Home Invasion
Friday, May 25th, 11:20pm. Richard Clarkston and his wife Marcia were lying in bed when they heard the car pull into the driveway.
"It's about time." he snarled. "She was supposed to be home over 20 minutes ago." He was referring to his sixteen-year-old daughter Tiffany.
"Richard, you have really got to stop being so uptight. Tiffany is staying with her friend Jenny." Marcia said. Marcia was 39 years old, 5'6" tall, and had a magnificent body which she kept toned by tennis at the Heritage Cloisters Tennis Club, and intense exercise at Town Fitness Centers. She'd been offered a job to work on the women's-only side as a personal trainer, but had declined. Her hair was dark red, not quite auburn but in no way blondish, and it was naturally so as her pubic bush was the same color.
Richard was taller, lean, 42 years old, and a successful electrical contractor. He knew that Marcia had married him for his money, and they often argued over the raising of their children, 18-year-old Dave, a Senior at County High; and Tiffany, a sixteen-year-old Junior. His wife was way too permissive with them, Richard thought; her husband was way too strict with them, and her, Marcia thought.
He was considered to be humorless by his employees, and arrogant by his social peers. He had not allowed his wife to accept employment, but now that the kids were in high school he had acquiesced to her joining the Ladies Auxiliary Club, led by Mrs. Myrtle L. James, and she had applied to join the 'Hot Wives Investment Club', though no openings had come up.
Their home was in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision in the suburbs well north of Town, considered to be the most 'elite', and also the most secure.
"That's not what I told her she could do." Richard said. "I told her to be home, here, by 11:00pm. I'm sick and tired of her disobeying me, and I'm tired of you taking her side and excusing her actions---"
They heard the creak of the stairs and hallway floor, and Richard called out "Tiffany?"
"No, Dad, it's me." said Dave.
"Tiffany's not home yet?" Richard called out, anger creeping into his voice.
"I don't know, Dad." he said, then added to end the conversation: "Night. Night, Mom."
"Goodnight, honey." said Marcia. Her son was on the County High football team, was tall and handsome, fit and muscular, and he had the same dark red hair she had. She had a huge crush on her son, which made her feel deeply guilty of the thoughts she would have about him. But she did not feel guilty thinking that Dave was growing up to be the man her husband wasn't. People would be shocked to know that Marcia considered her husband to be weak, a wimp. And he was God-awful in bed. Sex was rare in the Clarkston household, and had been rare for years.
"Good grief." said Richard under his breath. He grabbed his iPhone and speed-dialed a number. "Dammit, it went to voicemail." He got up off the bed. "This is ridiculous." He began putting on his clothes.
"Richard, what are you doing?" Marcia asked.
"I'm going over to Jenny's house." said Richard. "If Tiffany's there, I'm bringing her back home. If she's not there, I'm calling the Police to find her."
"Good God, Richard!" Marcia all but shouted. "Don't be ridiculous!" But her husband wasn't listening. He swiftly exited the bedroom, leaving Marcia lying there in her pink nightgown.
Some moments later, she heard what sounded like several persons walking up the stairs. "Richard? Dave?" she called out.
The door opened. Richard came back in. Behind him were two men, tall and seemingly fit, wearing form-fitting black spandex full body suits and full masks over their faces and heads. The eyes were silvery material like a 'Spider Man' mask, which they could see through but their eyes could not be seen. There were slits in the masks for them men's mouths.
"Don't make a sound, lady." hissed one of the thugs, his voice a whispery growl. He had a revolver, and the barrel was pointed at the back of her husband's head. He had Richard stop at the foot of the brass bed. "Get on your knees, shit eater. Facing the bed." Richard had no choice but to comply.
"Go get their kids." hissed the thug. The other man left the room. Moments later he was back. Dave was leading the way, wearing only underwear. Marcia couldn't help but notice the enormous bulge under his briefs; her son was well-hung.
"Where's the other kid?" hissed the first thug.
"Not here. This was the only one I found." whispered the other.
"All right." said the first perp. He brought two sets of handcuffs from a small bag he was carrying. Forcing Richard to stretch his arms out to the sides, the perp handcuffed the helpless husband to the outermost rails of the brass bed. Then he used duct tape to secure Richard's wrists to the brass crosspost of the footboard, totally immobilizing him.
"Okay, bitch." the perp snarled. "Put your hands through that bar up there." He meant one of the brass rails at the headboard. He pulled out cuffs that had a longer chain between them, and manacled Marcia to the bed.
"Mmmm, nice tits." the thug said, massaging Marcia's large breasts, which were thrusting upwards due to her arms being restrained over her head.
"Stop that, you bastard!" Marcia growled.
"Listen, bitch." the thug said. "You fight us, you fuck with us, and I'll blow your son's fucking head off, right here in front of you. Then I'll fuck your husband in his worthless ass, then shoot him in front of you. You feelin' me on this?"
"Just take our money and go." Marcia said.
"I am not interested in your money, bitch." said the perp. He grabbed Marcia's nightgown and tore it off her body, pulling it out from under her. Then he reached down and pulled at the woman's panties, sliding them down her legs. She tried kicking to resist. The man got up, went over to Richard, and slapped him hard on the side of his head.
"Bitch, I am not kidding." the thug said. Marcia noticed that he seemed pretty young, maybe college aged. "I will kill this bastard if you don't cooperate." Lightly hitting Richard on the side of the head again, the man went over to the bed and said "Lift your legs." Marcia did so, and the man removed her panties, leaving her lying naked and helpless on her bed.
"Okay, boy." said the second thug, to Dave. "Strip. Take your shorts off. Or I'll cut your mother's nipples off her tits." Helpless to do anything but comply, Dave lowered his underwear down his legs, dropping them at his feet and stepping out of them. Marcia's eyes went to her son's groin, seeing his large cock. It was a full man's size, much larger than her husband's, at least eight full inches long and plenty thick even when half-flaccid like he was now.
"Okay boy." said the first thug. "Get on the bed and kiss your mother. On the mouth."
"Come on, man, she's my mother----" Dave protested. A shove to his back got him moving.
"Boy, you don't seem to understand." said the first thug. "If you don't want me to kill your parents right here in front of you, get on top of her and give her a kiss like she's never had before. Move!"
Dave climbed onto the bed next to his mother. "Just do what they say, son." Marcia whispered. Dave pressed his mouth to Marcia's in a warm kiss, then ended it. That was not good enough for the perps.
"Boy, you better kiss her better than that." growled the leader perp. "Get on top of her and shove your tongue down her throat!"
Dave complied. He slid his body over his mother's, his half-hard cock sandwiched between their taut bellies. He pressed his mouth to hers again, and Marcia opened her mouth to let his tongue in. Dave slid his tongue over his mother's tongue, and began kissing her hard and deep. It went on for several long minutes, and Marcia was sucking on her son's tongue as he explored her mouth.
"All right, that's enough." said the first thug. "Now get between your mother's legs. Eat her pussy. Get her ready for your horse cock."
Dave slid down and positioned his young muscular body between his mother's legs. He pushed on her thighs to spread them, and Marcia helped by pulling her legs up and back.
"I'm sorry, Mom." Dave whispered.
"It's okay, honey." Marcia said. "They're making you do this. It's okay." She lay her head back on the pillow, looking up at the ceiling. She couldn't help it: at the first contact of her son's tongue on her cuntlips, she gasped out loud. "Ohhh!"
Dave began to lick his mother's cuntlips, up and down the length of her slit. She was beginning to get wet, either as a defense mechanism or in arousal. He licked deeper and deeper, letting his tongue slide along the upper wall of her vagina, then back and forth sideways down her swelling labes, then sinking his tongue deep into her pussy and licking back up.
"Come on, boy, eat that pussy!" said the thug hoarsely, getting excited at the sight of the handsome teen boy eating the beautiful woman's pussy. "Show your worthless piece of shit father how a real man eats pussy!"
As her son tongued her twat, Marcia tried to lay back and not feel it. But that was not possible. Dave's tongue felt too good. Marcia was feeling things she'd never felt before, an intense pleasure that was rocking her loins. That she was feeling these things while her son was being forced to eat her made her feel even more deeply guilty... and to her horror she realized the guilt was only adding to the physical pleasure.
"Unnh!" she gasped. She tried to hold back from crying out, from letting them know. She was having an orgasm. She was coming in her son's mouth!
Dave just lapped up his mother's copious juices as they gushed onto his tongue. It was bad that he was being forced to eat out his mother, but that didn't stop him from enjoying it. Marcia's pussy was sweet and sopping wet, a real woman's pussy instead of those teen girls.
His cock had lengthened and hardened, and the thugs saw it. "Okay, boy, put that big cock in your mother's pussy. Make sure your daddy sees every inch of it go into her... move it!" Dave climbed up between Marcia's spread legs and mounted his mother. He gripped the shaft of his throbbing cock and fit it to his mother's labes.
"Easy, baby, easy..." Marcia whispered. "UHH!" She felt her son's cock penetrate her and begin sinking in as Dave thrust his ass forward. A second later she moaned as she felt their pelvises press together.
"Spread your legs, boy." the thug whispered hoarsely. "Make sure your daddy can see what a real man's cock looks like in your mother's pussy!" Dave complied, spreading his legs, which gave him some leverage anyway. "Now fuck her! Get your ass moving, boy!"
"It's okay, baby." Marcia whispered to Dave. "Just do it." Dave complied. He began humping his hard ass up and down, pistoning his cock in and out of Marcia's deep, wet cunt. She was taking every inch of his meat and was instinctively humping back up at him.
As Dave fucked his mother in a deep, steady rhythm, the lead perp went over to Richard. "Look at it, you fucking cuck! Look at that cock fucking your wife like you only wished you could! Watch it, shit eater! Watch them fuck!" Richard was seeing every bit of it, seeing his son's big bare cock sheathed in his wife's vagina.
The perps watched with fascination as Dave plunged into his mother again and again. One of them reached down and unzipped the opening of the spandex suit to his crotch area. The flap dropped and he took his own considerably large size in his hand and began masturbating to the sordid sight. The other perp also opened the crotch flap to his spandex suit, freeing his massive member, which was even larger than Dave's.
"Uh, I can't hold back." Dave said.
"Come inside her, boy." snarled the lead perp. "Give her every drop of your cum. Do it!" Dave had intended to pull out, but Marcia wrapped her shapely legs around him, trapping her son inside her. Dave didn't fight it, and with a groan he let it go. Spurts of thick semen fired into Marcia's pussy. Pulse after pulse fired until Dave was spent and Marcia was full of her son's sperm.
"All right, you hold the gun to the kid, here." said the lead perp. The other perp all but pulled Dave off of Marcia and made him kneel at the side of the bed, pressing the barrel of the gun to Dave's ear to make the point that Dave was helpless. The lead perp had put a magnum condom on his huge cock, and now he was mounting the beautiful redhead.



"No... UHHHH!" Marcia cried out as her pussy was invaded by the perp's long, thick meat. He began to thrust hard into her, banging the head of his sheathed cock against her back wall. He picked up a steady rhythm of violent thrusting into the lovely mother's used, abused pussy, making her groan and cry out in a mixture of pain... and to her shock, pleasure.
He forced his mouth onto hers. Marcia tried to turn her head, gasping "No!", but the perp took her chin in his gloved hand and firmly tilted her head up, then pressed his mouth to hers again. As he drove his tongue into her mouth, Marcia relented and stopped resisting, and the kiss turned deep and hot.
"You better be watching it, cuck!" yelled the second perp to Richard. The sight of the perp slamming his cock into Marcia was right in front of Richard'd eyes, he could not un-see what was being done to his wife...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The second perp forced Marcia to turn over onto her belly, and he put a pillow under her to raise her ass up some. He then penetrated her vagina with his large, condom-sheathed cock. He fucked her harshly, the sound of his toned abs slapping her sweet asscheeks echoing through the room, before finally climaxing into his condom as the first perp had come in his, filling the sheath with a copious load of sperm.
"All right, boy, fuck her again." ordered the first perp. They forced Dave to fuck Marcia again. He tried to take it easy and not fuck his mother too hard, and they did not urge him to fuck her harder, though they ordered him to kiss her while he copulated with her. Finally, Dave came inside Marcia again as the perps yelled at Richard to watch his son inseminate and impregnate his wife. At long last, they handcuffed Dave to the bed as he lay on top of his mother. Then the perps zipped up their spandex suits and left.
A few moments later, Dave said "I think I can slip out of these cuffs." He managed to get his left hand free.
"Call the Police, son!" Marcia said as Dave tried to free his mother from her cuffs.
"NO!" shouted Richard. "We can't call the Police! The Media will find out, and will blab this all over the place!"
"He's right, Mom." said Dave. "The Media will humiliate you once they find out.
"We have to call the Police!" Marcia all but yelled. "Those bastards might attack someone else! They might come back when Tiffany is here! Dave... please... call them..."
Part 5 - The Crime Scene
Saturday, May 26th, 1:05am. I came into the Clarkston home via the front door, after giving Patrolman Culver orders to have all the vehicles turn off their lightbars, except the one at the end to warn motorists. We did not need to light up the gated Heritage Cloisters, I explained to Culver. He moved swiftly to comply.
Patrolman Barker was taking the badge numbers. He was still not 100%, but had qualified with his gun and was being given light duty tasks like holding the perimeter. "Glad to see you back at work, Barker." I said after giving him my name, rank, and badge number.
"Thank you, sir." said Barker, who knew that the Police Commander had 'nudged' his Captain of Operations into getting Barker qualified and giving him things to do. Barker's recovery was now happening at a more rapid pace, so the Hospital Administrator had told me.
I went inside, and was met by Captain Teresa Croyle, still using her 'maiden' name, I noted. "Sir," she said, "we brought Richard Clarkston, the husband, downstairs to the library room, which he uses as an office. Marcia Clarkston is upstairs in the bedroom where it happened. Their son Dave was asked to stay in his room, and Parker is getting his statement."
"Good." I said. "Why are you here, Captain?"
"I live right down the road." said Teresa. "When the alarm went out, I just came down to help. The first units got here right when I did. The mother and father were still handcuffed to the bed. After Captain Perlman got here and had someone go through with cameras, I got them out of their handcuffs, which are plastic, and the CSIs began doing the rape kit."
"Where is Captain Perlman now?" I asked.
"In the library, with Richard Clarkston."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into the library room. Captain Tanya Perlman was studying her iPad. Sitting on the sofa not far from her was Richard Clarkston. He was staring at the floor, looking totally shell-shocked, almost catatonic. Tanya looked up and me and nodded.
"Mr. Clarkston?" I said, coming up to Richard. He looked up at me, and I said "I'm Police Commander Troy. Do you know of anyone who might want to attack and harm your family like this?"
"No." Richard said, his eyes going back to the floor. "I have no idea."
"Okay. Thank you." I said. I turned to Tanya. "Has his statement been taken?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Tanya.
"If he wants a drink, let him pour himself one." I said. "Meanwhile, I'll go upstairs and take a look. Who did you put in charge of the case?"
"Davis, sir." Tanya replied. "Parker is here, also." I nodded. As I turned to go, I heard Richard call out and I turned back.
"Commander," he said, "is there any way we can keep this out of the public eye? Keep the Media from saying anything?"
"I can't guarantee anything, Mr. Clarkston," I said, "but I'll do what I can."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered the master bedroom. CSI techs had already stripped the sheets and bagged them as evidence.
"Where is Mrs. Clarkston?" I asked.
"Someone took her into another room after the rape kit was done." said Detective Jerome Davis.
"So what happened here, Davis?"
"According to all three people," Jerome said, "Dave Clarkston, the son, had just gotten home from a party with friends. Richard Clarkston, the father, was angry that his daughter, named Tiffany, was not home yet, and he was going to go to a neighbor's to find her. He said when he got downstairs, two men in black suits and masks, and wielding firearms, were in the living room and took him captive."
"They made him lead them upstairs," continued Jerome, "and into this bedroom. Richard was handcuffed and taped to the end of the bed, his arms spread wide and his chest against the brass footboard, facing the bed. His wife Marcia's wrists were handcuffed to one of the brass headboard rails. One perp went and got Dave, who said he was in his bedroom reading, and forced him to come into this bedroom."
Jerome finished: "Then the perps stripped Mrs. Clarkston and forced Dave to kiss her, perform oral sex on her, then have intercourse with her. Then the perps raped her. They used condoms, but forced Dave to have unprotected sex with Marcia, that's Mrs. Clarkston. Each perp raped her twice, then they forced Dave to have intercourse with her a second time. Then they cuffed him to the bed with her, and left. Dave managed to get out of his restraints and called the Police at the direction of his mother. His father did not want the Police called; he's worried about this getting out into the Public's eye. But she's worried the perps might attack someone else, or go after their daughter."
"So Captain Croyle got them out of the restraints?" I asked. I looked at the plastic handcuffs on the ends of the chains of metal. They were cheap, and it had been easy for Teresa to force them apart, with only one of them actually cracking. "So, Mrs. Clarkston was restrained with a long enough chain that she could be turned over, while Richard was cuffed with very short-chained cuffs and further taped to the bed to make sure he couldn't move at all."
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "And Dave's cuffs had a chain that was shorter than what his mother was secured with, but still long enough that he was able to maneuver his hands to get out of them."
"Okay." I said, continuing to look around the room, studying the floor. "By the way, how did the perps get into the house?"
"We don't know yet, sir." said Jerome. "No sign of forced entry on any door into the home. We've asked neighbors, who were awakened by all the commotion and Police cars in the area, and they saw no strange cars driving around at all. The guard at the front gate, who is not a TCPD Officer moonlighting as a guard, but employed full time by the security company, said that no cars unknown to him came into the subdivision. He's given us the video for the last several hours."
"Outstanding." I said. "Good job getting that so quickly. Okay, last but not least, descriptions of the perps."
"They were wearing all black, with a zip-open crotches, holes for their mouths, and that silvery film over their eyes so they could see out, but the Clarkstons could not see their eyes." replied Davis. "Marcia and Dave both said the perps were well-endowed, one of them larger than Dave, the other about the same size. Dave is over eight inches long when erect, according to Captain Perlman, who helped the CSI's examine him."
"She would volunteer for that." I said, making Jerome chuckle. "Anything else?"
"Marcia said she thought the perps were young men, maybe early college age." said Jerome. "They were both fit and toned, but neither was overly muscular or bulked up; they were fairly slender, according to Mrs. Clarkston. And both were white men, one with very pale skin, the other what Marcia called 'normal like me'. She also said their groin areas were completely shaved, which might've made them look younger than they really are."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
To my surprise, my personal cellphone was ringing. It was my wife, Laura.
"Captain Perlman just called about your new case." Laura said. "Do I need to come there? Or go to the Hospital?"
"Uh, I'll call you when we take her to the Hospital." I replied. Then I heard a girl cry out "Where is my mother?"
"Gotta go." I said, then disconnected the phone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Croyle had sent a Patrol cruiser to pick up Tiffany Clarkston at her friend Jenny's house, and she had indeed been there. The Officers had told her only that there was an incident at her home and she needed to come with them.
As an auburn-haired girl burst into the room, Richard had flung himself off the sofa in the library and hurtled into the hall, heedless of Tanya's calls of "Hey, wait!" When he saw his daughter, he got in her face.
"Where the hell were you?" Richard thundered. "You were supposed to be home at eleven! Where were you?"
"Mr. Clarkston!" said an authoritative voice, that being mine. "Go back to the library. Now."
"Not until my daughter explains why she didn't come home on time!" snarled Richard. Tiffany's look had changed from one of shock to one of anger.
"I was at Jenny's, like I said I'd be!" Tiffany yelled back into her father's face. "Where's Mom?"
"Listen, you..." started Richard, but it is possible that the red crowbar that was now being pressed into his chest, with a man larger than Richard getting between them, stopped him cold.
"I'll tell you one more time." I said to Richard. "Go back to the library and wait there. Now." I signaled for a Uniformed Officer to escort Richard back to the library, and to stay with him as a guard.
"Where's Mom?" asked Tiffany, beginning to cry. "Where is she?"
"Upstairs." I said. "Captain Croyle, will you take her up to her mother?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It was emotional." Teresa said to me some minutes later. "I think Tiffany realized what happened to her mother. They hugged and cried for a while, then I managed to get Tiffany to tell me where she'd been during the evening, and all that. It's on video."
Jerome Davis came up. "Sir, we're ready to take Mrs. Clarkston to the Hospital."
"By all means." I said. I phoned Laura as Marcia was taken to a Police cruiser with her daughter for the trip.
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Death and Data
*WHAM!*
It was 7:30am, Saturday, May 26th, and the loud noise had been something striking the glass window of the back wall of The Cabin. Molly restrained the dogs as Carole and I went out onto the back deck to investigate.
"Look, Daddy." my daughter said. "It's a bird." Indeed a brightly colored redbird had slammed into the window, and was now lying on the deck. It was a male, as male redbirds are bright red feathered while females are a dull, almost brownish red. From the angle of his head, it was clear that this poor guy had broken his neck; he was dead. He must've seen his own reflection in the window and attacked it.
"Why isn't he moving, Daddy?" asked Carole. "Why doesn't he get up?"
"I'm afraid that he died, Carole." I said.
"Oh." said Carole, processing that. "So once something dies, it can't be alive again?"
"No, it can't." I said.
Carole contemplated the bird. "That's very sad." she said. "He was just flying around, then he hit the window, and now he's dead forever."
"Yes, that's true." I said, realizing this was one of those 'epiphany' moments in my daughter's life: awareness of life and death. "And very sad."
"Can we bury him, Daddy?"
"Sure." I said. "But don't touch him with your bare hands. Birds have little bugs on them that don't hurt them, but can make us humans sick." I got latex gloves and an evidence bag from my pocket, and I secured the bird in the bag. We went through the house, got a shovel out of the garage where the Black Beauty was, then went around front and over the edge of the hilltop into the woods. The dogs had been kept inside, and Jim, Ross, and Ian had come with us.
I dug a hole about two big shovelfuls deep, then poured the bird into the hole and we covered it up. Carole got a rock from nearby and used another rock to write "BIRD" on it, and set it down over where we buried the bird.
We came back inside, where Carole asked a lot of questions about how birds lived in the wild. And I would see her over the next few weeks watching birds fly around. The cycle of Life and Death continued on...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, May 26th. At 10:00am, we had a meeting in Classroom 'E'. Attending were Chief Moynahan, myself, Captain Perlman, Captain Croyle (at my request), Detective Davis, Detective Parker, Detective Warner, Detective Washington, Lainie Everett (data guru), and Bobby Patrick as the CSI Team representative. Also present were Dr. Laura Fredricson and Dr. Tom Yates, psychiatrists both.
Bobby had been a Crime Lab tech for a while, and Captain Perlman had decided to give him a shot at leadership, as Mark Walker didn't seem to be embracing the leadership role to suit Tanya's liking. Bobby was young, in his mid-20s, and was not unlike J.R. Barnes: not the very best tech, but good enough, and willing and able to take charge and correlate others' activities.
"Okay, Bobby," I said, "start us off. What have the CSIs found, so far?"
"The rape kit was sent to the State Crime Lab across Town." said Bobby. "So were the sheets and pillowcases. We also vacuumed the floor in the bedroom where the perps were said to have stood for periods of time. We're hoping the Crime Lab can get some evidence of them, even though they limited their own exposure by wearing full body suits, gloves, and condoms."
"No pubic hairs recovered?" I asked.
"No sir," said Bobby. "And Mrs. Clarkston said, and Dave Clarkston confirmed, that the perps had completely shaved their pubic hair and any hair on their legs and abdomens. So there might have been nothing to leave behind."
"And no identification of hair color, either." I said. "And they also used condoms, so not much hope of DNA from a semen sample?"
"We're hoping to find some bodily fluids like saliva on the pillowcases or sheets, sir." said Bobby. "Or maybe one of the condoms leaked. But they forced Dave to have unprotected sex with Mrs. Clarkston, and forced him to climax inside her, so his DNA is likely going to overwhelm any other slight amounts we might have found."
"Well, Dr. Christina Cho is very, very good." I said. "Let's hope she can come up with something for us. Okay, Lainie, tell me about the Clarkstons."
Lainie gave the basic financial information. The Clarkstons had been married nearly 19 years, and Dave was 18, so we could figure that out. Richard Clarkston's contracting business was doing well. He and his wife were not big spenders. They had large education funds for their children's future college expenses. Mr. Clarkston had a large variable whole life insurance policy that was extremely over-funded; that was his equivalent of a retirement account. Nothing else stood out.
"Okay, before I get to Detective Davis," I said, "I'd like Dr. Yates and Dr. Fredricson to tell us about their interviews with the family."
Dr. Yates went first. "Marcia Clarkston was fairly composed when I talked with her. She seemed to be more worried about how her daughter was, and also how her son was after they forced him to have sex with her. Richard Clarkston seemed shocked by everything, and also a bit humiliated. I'd say his reaction is very typical of husbands who have been forced to watch their wives being raped."
He continued: "Tiffany, the daughter, was more hysterical over what had happened to her mother. Dave was shocked, but was very composed, and said he did what he had to do to keep his mother from being hurt much worse. He seemed to be handling things in stride, but he may break down some over the next few days, so I expect to talk with him again."
"Thanks, Doctor." I said. "Dr. Fredricson, I asked you to come here because you talked to the family, but also because of your general knowledge of sexual matters involving incest. What is your evaluation of this situation? Are attacks like this normal?"
"No, they're not." Laura said. "Mother-son incest is pretty rare, and I generally have had to hunt for examples of it to study, and then convince the mother and son to talk confidentially to me about it. As to forcing a son to have sex with his mother, that is also not very common. There are a few examples here and there of black gangs forcing a mother and son to have sex, and a few examples of Latino gangs doing that. Most often, the victims are also tortured and murdered. I'm beginning to search for examples similar to what happened last night, but so far have found none."
"What about the Clarkstons?" I asked.
"As Dr. Yates said," Laura said, "Marcia was holding it together for the sake of the children. I'm going to be having some sessions with her alone, and with her and Dave together; how they react over time is going to be more critical for their well-being. Richard was in shock, but I understand he lashed out at his daughter verbally, and that someone got between them." I smiled; that would be me that intervened, there.
"So I really pressed Marcia, Tiffany, and Dave about Richard, asking if he was ever verbally or physically abusive." said Laura. "Marcia said they had 'normal' married-couple arguments from time to time, mostly over how strictly the kids were being raised. Dave generally confirmed that. But Tiffany said her father was way too strict with her, was overbearing, and would often yell at her for things like coming home late, to a level Tiffany considered verbally abusive at times. She also said that Richard had never physically assaulted her, nor had he gotten physical with her mother or brother, and that Marcia really gave it back verbally when she and her husband argued."
"Ma'am," said Teresa Croyle, "is what Tiffany describing something we have to act upon? Is it verbal abuse, or a typical teenage daughter responding to having to live by house rules? I ask because when Richard got in his daughter's face like he did, it seemed not only out of place, but it was very intimidating. And it was actually probably very good that Tiffany had not been at home at that time, but he was still fixated on her being late."
"Even more," said Laura, "Marcia said she'd given Tiffany permission to spend the night at her friend Jenny's house, and that's where she was when the Police picked her up. Marcia said she and Richard had argued about it, and Richard was actually leaving to go get Tiffany when the perps captured him."
"And that is why I asked Captain Croyle to come in to this meeting, so that all of you hear this at the same time." I said. "We need to review proper procedures for domestic abuse calls. It is State Law that when Officers are called to a domestic disturbance case, someone has to be arrested and taken out of the home. There is no choice for the Officers: they must make an arrest. Richard Clarkston almost crossed the line last night. If there are any future incidents, there, Captain Croyle, spread the word that an arrest will need to be made, and it most likely will be Mr. Clarkston visiting our Headquarters."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, making notes.
"Okay, Davis." I said. "What do you have for us?"
"Not much yet, sir." said Jerome. "The neighbors that we talked to said that Richard Clarkston was not a sociable guy, and his wife was better but no social butterfly herself. Dave is considered to be a cool guy, though a bit quiet. Tiffany has the reputation around the neighborhood of being full of herself. 'Stuck up' was the phrase I heard from the old-school residents. We're going to go back and interview Jenny and see if we can find other young people to talk to about Tiffany."
"Why is that important?" asked the Chief. I knew he knew the answer. This was 'teachable moment' time.
"Anything we can get to start a suspect list, Chief." said Jerome. "If some guys didn't like her, maybe they were breaking in to go after Tiffany, and it was just lucky she wasn't at home."
"Good thinking." said the Chief. "Who else might be sus-pects?"
"We're going to do the same for all the Clarkstons." said Jerome. "Find out who their friends are, what people think of them, and see if we come up with anything. Of course, this could've been a crime by strangers, and the Clarkstons were the unlucky losers in being chosen as victims."
"You agreeee with that, Commanderrrr?" asked the Chief, looking over at me.
"I dunno, sir." I said. "I think we need more data... and we have the Police Boxing Matches to attend in mere moments."
"Well, Heaven forbid anything get in the way of that!" said the Chief with no small amount of acerbity in his voice.
"Those of you with matches today, get out of here." I said. Teresa, Theo, Joanne, and Jerome complied... swiftly.
"The rest of you, keep at it." I said. "Monday is Memorial Day, so get what you can through tomorrow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The gym was full of Police Officers as the participants prepared for their rounds. This was the Final Eight, and would be the Final Four by the end of the day. Your Police Boxing Matches Final Eight were (in seed order): Teresa Croyle, Cindy Ross, Jerome Davis, Joanne Warner, Micah Rudistan, Theo Washington, Hugh Hewitt, and Roy McGhillie.
That's right, Your Iron Crowbar had set those brackets up just right. The Elite Eight I'd started with were indeed the Final Eight. There has been few upsets at all along the way, mostly those achieved by Patrol Officer Julia Rodriguez.
Getting to this point, Teresa had faced a tough battle against the upstart Julia, who'd remembered her military training on her way to the Sweet Sixteen. Julia fought a tough battle against Teresa, taking the Defending Champion into the third round before Teresa found a weakness and exploited it, forcing Julia to yield after executing a strong Aikido move.
I congratulated Julia afterwards. I also told her that I wanted and expected her to apply for the Detective positions that would soon be opening. She was enthusiastic.
I also noted that Teresa's right arm was not fully recovered. She had suffered nerve damage in her Christmas Eve rescue of my daughter, and she was still not 100%. Most people did not even realize it, and the few that might have had been unable to exploit it. But Cindy Ross had been watching every one of Teresa's matches with avid interest, and I knew that the Green Crowbar would not be missing a thing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa Croyle v. Roy McGhillie: Teresa was in white plastic protection with red trim and a red football helmet, and McGhillie was in blue trim. Teresa's crowbar was international orange; McGhillie's was light blue.
McGhillie had recovered from his wounds sustained during the 'Night of the Cobra' operation at MLK Park, but he'd had a fairly tough slog getting to this point. Teresa did not take him lightly, and after one round of stalemate, she began pressing an attack in the second round. McGhillie over-extended, and was taken down.
Cindy Ross v. Hugh Hewitt: Against anyone else, Hewitt might've been able to put his tactical training to work. But Ross was on a mission. Her light blue crowbar administered punishment to Hewitt's body armor, and then she began methodically taking advantage of his errors. After repeatedly being thrown and taken down, he declined to answer the bell for the second round.
Jerome Davis v. Theo Washington: This was the match of the Matches. Both had trained hard and were good. And as Detective v. Detective, a lot of banter had been exchanged, and a lot of pride was on the line. Jerome had the orange crowbar; Washington, the neon green crowbar. The sounds of iron on plastic was heard many times.
Though shorter than Theo, Jerome was able to get inside him and deliver blows. When Theo extended to use his arm length, he found his position awkward and himself off balance. Jerome used some simplified Aikido I'd taught him, and it was enough to put Theo on the floor and pin him for the three-count in the early part of the third round.
Finally, Joanne Warner v. Micah Rudistan: We learned something. The sweet, cheerful, Christian Joanne had one hell of a potty mouth when she turned it on. And against Rudistan's trash talk, she turned it on in spades. At one point she was asking Rudistan how a 'disgusting fat-body' like him could even hope to stay on his feet against her, and then she demonstrated it with a few fast moves that suggested to me some tutelage by one Cindy Ross. After the second round, Rudistan said "she's out-insulting me, too!" and conceded the match.
It was set for next Thursday, May 31st: Croyle v. Warner. Ross v. Davis. And then the Final on June 2d. It was going to be... legendary.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, May 28th. The American Flag in Courthouse Square flew at half-staff during the morning hours. I went by the Cemetery, where those who'd been in our military services had small American flags in front of their tombstones. Mrs. Veasley's memorial headstone had a flag, to which Cindy Ross added flowers. We then went to Mr. Davis's grave, where I added flowers to his tombstone and American flag.
There is another tradition, where coins are found on the graves of military veterans. Legend has it that leaving a penny simply means you visited and wanted to thank the veteran for his or her service. A nickel means you trained at boot camp with the deceased, while a dime suggests you served with him or her. Finally, a quarter signifies you were with the soldier when he or she passed away.
I didn't really serve with Mr. Davis, though we both wore the uniform of the Army, he helped me defeat Pastor Westboro, and we were side-by-side as we opposed Thomas P. Cook at the Widow Grissom's home. A penny just was not enough, so I left a dime on his gravestone, all the while explaining to Cindy the tradition. She promptly went back and put a quarter on Mrs. Veasley's headstone.
After all, Cindy had been with Mrs. Veasley when she had died...
Part 7 - Affairs of Internal Affairs
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 29th. "The Town & County Police will be making an announcement this morning, and Fox Two News has learned that it will be to name their new head of Internal Affairs!"
Bettina: "Sources tell Fox Two News that SBI Lieutenant Ted Orosco will be hired for the Internal Affairs post, and will begin June 1st. Lieutenant Orosco worked for Commander Donald Troy as part of the SBI-SIS group, which is now defunct."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We are glad to have someone of Lieutenant Orosco's experience and integrity to lead the TCPD's Internal Affairs team," said Sheriff Allgood in making the announcement that morning at City Hall, "as well as be part of Inspector General Horace Wellman's I.G. team for the County at large."
"I'm very impressed with Lieutenant Orosco's record and his abilities." said I.G. Wellman, looking just like his brother University President Sidney P. Wellman as he spoke at the microphone to the assemblage of the Press, except I.G. Wellman's hair was dyed solid black. "This was another excellent hire by Sheriff Allgood and the Town & County Police team."
Orosco was brought out and made the obligatory statements about being grateful for the opportunity and looking forward to getting to work. Barely had he finished his statement when the Press began yelling questions at him, hurtling words at him with no decorum whatsoever. He was quickly taken away into the hallways of City Hall...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That wasn't too bad." Cindy said as she and I watched on TV in my office. "I think Orosco will work out pretty well."
"Until the Press starts going to work trying to grind him down, and the Independent State Counsel goes after him." I replied.
"Why would they do that?" asked Cindy.
"To impugn the credibility of a certain local Police Commander by suggesting that this hire is not aboveboard. Just watch... just watch..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were not long in waiting. As 'Days of Promise' was beginning at 1:00pm, KXTC broke into the soap, Bettina coming onto the air. This is from my viewing of the DVR'd newscast:
"We interrupt this program with breaking news!" shouted Bettina. "Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen has just issued a subpoena for SBI Lt. Ted Orosco, who has just been hired as the TCPD's Internal Affairs leader! Let's go to Mr. Mullen's press conference in Midtown!"
Mullen was shown at the podium in a press room inside the State Capitol Office Building. "Yes, I have subpoenaed Mr. Orosco. He once worked directly for Commander Donald Troy, and on the cases we're investigating Commander Troy for now. We want to know if Commander Troy hiring Mr. Orosco is a quid pro quo in exchange for Mr. Orosco's silence on the Braselton-Rodman case. We find it highly irregular for this hire to be made by the Town & County Police Force."
Back to Bettina: "Social Justice groups are decrying the hire. Jay Swenson of the Citizens For Police Accountability issued a statement saying, quote, 'Commander Donald Troy has hired a former subordinate to the Internal Affairs position that might be investigating him, Commander Troy, in the future. The stench of corruption and a quid pro quo arrangement permeates the Town & County Police Force and follows its Police Commander wherever he goes. We demand the TCPD rescind this hire!', close quote."



"And Della Harlow had this to say. Roll tape." said Bettina.
Tape rolled, showing Della Harlow screaming at an alleged campaign speech: "Donald Troy bypassed a woman in the TCPD's Internal Affairs Department to hire a yes-man lackey that will do his bidding in a quid pro quo arrangement! When I am Sheriff, I will clean out this racist, sexist stench from the TCPD! Women and minorities will be given proper opportunities, opportunities they will never get now unless they kiss Donald Troy's (beep)!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank God for the seven-second delay." I said as Cindy, Captain Thompson, and I watched in Cindy's office. Cindy laughed out loud at that.
"The Press is gathering in the Press Room now, sir." said Captain Thompson. "They're demanding a statement from you."
I considered my options. "Naah, let's not bother." I said. "As to the Press themselves... it's your playground they're soiling themselves in, Deputy Chief Ross."
"Thanks for nothing." said Cindy. "Okay, Damien, let them sit in there for an hour, then tell them the Commander will not be making a statement. By the way, Don, I'll be in Midtown tomorrow. Answering my subpoena..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Harlow gave it away." I said to the Chief an hour later. "She brought up Tunnin. I'm expecting that Tunnin will file a grievance over not being hired, citing sexism."
"She's ahead of you, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "She filed the grievance an hour ago..."
Needless to say, I underwent a lot of dog-petting therapy when I got home that evening.
Part 8 - More Info
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 30th, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom has ruled that the political ad by Police Commander Donald Troy concerning District Attorney Gil Krasney was legal, as Commander Troy did not represent himself as a Police Officer at any time. Judge Folsom did say that Commander Troy might not have used his best judgement in making the ad, but it was within the bounds of the Law. The Federal Elections Commission and State Elections Board followed up on that ruling by dismissing Mr. Krasney's formal complaint against Commander Troy."
Bettina continued: "Judge Folsom also dismissed with prejudice the lawsuit filed by Citizens for Police Accountability, et al., citing a lack of standing on their part to file such a suit. But Judge Folsom did let stand Commander Troy's lawsuit against the CFPA, and ordered that they comply with the subpoena to release all their financial records and documents to Commander Troy's lawyer, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... again, that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm.
"In addition," went on Bettina, "Judge Folsom also ruled that Commander Troy's past lawsuit against State Senator Maxine Watts and her political group 'Black Voices Raised' has standing, and that she and they must comply with subpoenas to turn over emails, texts, and other documents related to their potential collusion with the CFPA and other entities to intentionally financially harm Commander Troy. Judge Folsom gave next Wednesday, June 6th, as the time limit to comply with the subpoenas and his Court order, but Senator Watts has already stated that the subpoenas and rulings are racist, and that she will not comply, quote, 'even if they lynch me by hanging me from a tree', close quote."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "TCPD Detective Gayle Tunnin filed a grievance with the Police Union, saying that she was passed over for promotion to the Internal Affairs leader position by Commander Donald Troy because he is a proven sexist and she is a woman. Detective Tunnin has been with Internal Affairs since before Commander Troy was even hired by the TCPD, and has a stellar record of service with the Internal Affairs branch."
"Commander Troy has refused to answer our questions on passing over Ms. Tunnin for the job as well as the reasons he hired his former crony Ted Orosco of the SBI. The TCPD issued a statement saying that they will show the Police Union their very good reasons for the hire they made as well as the reasons for the hires they did not make..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, do you think Maxine Watts will comply with your subpoena?" asked Teddy Parker as we watched in MCD while consuming Jerome Davis's Navy coffee. Theo had brought in boxes of doughnuts, the price for losing to Jerome in the Boxing Matches the previous weekend. We were enjoying doughnuts for a week, thanks to that little side bet of theirs.
"No." I said. "I don't think any of them will. I'm going after their money sources, and they'll protect that information with everything they've got. And Maxine Watts really does hope she gets arrested. She'll be crying racism and everything else if they do arrest her."
"So they won't arrest her?" asked Theo Washington.
"I didn't say that." I said.
"Sir," asked Joanne in what sounded like a hurt voice, "what is this about no more crowbars in future Police Boxing Matches?" There were murmurs in the room, kind of like Parliament agreeing with something by murmuring "Yeah yeah yeah yeah..."
"It's true." I said. "The Chief told me yesterday, and is putting out the word later this morning. And I understand his reasons."
"What reasons are those?" asked Teresa Croyle. She had been told along with me, but was asking to make me tell everyone.
"Well," I said, "the Chief and my wife both are concerned about the physical injuries that have occurred, including some concussions and bad bruising. A lot of the Officers are not as skilled as some of you in this room now, and don't defend themselves properly. The Chief's second concern is how it looks publicly; he defends me by saying that like the Lone Ranger's mask, my crowbar stands for the law. But that starts getting weak when all of the Police Force uses them, even in the Boxing Matches."
"And last but not least," I said, "there's the history of it. It used to be only real boxing, with gloves and head protection. Then the Freestyle Division came along in response to the 'Octagon', and a desire to use more martial arts and takedown tactics. Then billy sticks started being used, and then for some reason I can't fathom, people wanted to start using crowbars." That drew some laughter.
"Soooo..." I said, "the Chief has expressed a desire to return to weaponless defense, or maybe billy sticks. But no more crowbars." There was gloom in the room at at that announcement, but of course mischievous Officers broke through that.
"It's just as well." Joanne said brightly. "Crowbars didn't help Theo and Roy at all."
"Hey," said Roy McGhillie, "I lost to the Defending Champion. I lose no face in that." Teresa gave Roy a 'thumbs up' for that.
"Jerome beat me fair and square." said Theo. "I may not have lost face, but I lost money on all these doughnuts. You guys eat a lot of doughnuts!"
"We're Police Officers." said Teresa. "That's what we do." That brought the house down...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Wednesday, May 30th. "Five-Alive News has learned that lawyers for Captain Teresa Croyle and the Office of Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen have reached an agreement for her to be questioned under oath on Tuesday, June 12th!"
Priya: "Many Democrats and Social Justice groups complained about the timing of the meeting, saying that Captain Croyle should've followed the law like everyone else and appeared on May 19th, as she was originally ordered. It took a Court Order staying the subpoena until June 4th to delay Captain Croyle's testimony."
"We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Institute for Political Policy and Social Change." said Priya as the camera panned out to include him. He wasn't all that much taller than the very short Priya, though to be fair she was wearing high heels and I assumed he wasn't doing likewise. "Dr. Keller, what did this delay in this testimony mean?"
"It means Commander Donald Troy is dragging this whole thing out." said Keller, speaking softly and measuredly, as if that would give his words truth... and to the gullible, it would. "If Captain Croyle had testified when she was supposed to, this whole process would be moving along much more swiftly by now. But with their usurpation of the Courts to delay, delay, delay, in order to protect the Governor from the inevitable findings of his corruption, this just gets dragged out."
Back to Priya. She went through the Court rulings. "Attorneys for Senator Maxine Watts say that she should not be required to answer Commander Troy's specious subpoena, as the lawsuit is against 'Black Voices Raised', and that any attempt to subpoena her personally is based on Commander Troy's racism against blacks and her bringing the light of truth on the CIA's assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix last year. The CIA has long denied having anything to do with Ms. Nix's murder, and the FBI's findings were that one of the security crew of rapper 'Big Ice' was the killer."
Priya: "When asked about Senator Watts's comments, Commander Troy's attorney Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... again, that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... stated that Senator Watts is using the cry of 'racism' to make herself above the law, and such tactics should not be tolerated by the Courts..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Teresa. "She didn't mention Tunnin's grievance. At all. What's up with that?"
"She may know something Bettina doesn't." I replied.
"Are you her source on that 'something'?" asked Tanya, peering at me.
"No." I said. "She probably slept with a Union official to get the scoop."
"And that 'scoop' is?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"I'll refrain from a dirty joke in reply to that." I said. My Angels laughed, especially Tanya. I then said "Seriously, I got some very backchannel word that the Union is going to squash Tunnin's grievance like a bug. Most of them are current or former Police Officers or Firefighters, and they don't like Della Harlow one little bit. And they see Tunnin's grievance as a political stunt to help Harlan."
"Okay," said Tanya, "what is that business about repeating and emphasizing your attorney's name and who his firm is?"
"Intimidation." I said. "They're already trying to start up a process to get him disbarred in this State so that he cannot be my representation."
"Are they going to do that to all our lawyers?" asked Tanya.
"I don't know." I said. "It might depend on how successful they are against the Independent State Counsel. But I think it's just Mike they're threatening right now."
"Damn, they're really playing dirty, aren't they?" Teresa asked rhetorically.
"You have no idea how dirty they intend to get." I said. "They are truly out for blood... my blood, the Governor's blood. They literally will stop at nothing, so you guys be on the lookout, too. They intend to get at me through you."
"Why?" asked Teresa. "I mean... why are they so out for your blood, Don? I know they hate the Governor for daring to win and daring to keep his campaign promises... but why you?"
"That's a goooood question." I said. "And I think it's because someone is scared of something. And scared of me finding out about that something. The power behind all these shenanigans is huge, and is coming from Washington, D.C. as well as Midtown."
"Would you mind making it sound a little less gloomy, Don?" said Tanya, half joking but half serious.
"Ladies..." I said, straightening up in my chair, "I do not want to deceive you in any way. The threats to me are the greatest I have ever faced. Worse than Westboro, even. But I get to fight back... and I am doing so. So let not your hearts be troubled."
The mood of the room was somber, so I said "Okay, we still have a Police Force to run. What's new?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, wearing a tasteful blue civilian skirt and jacket, and a lighter blue blouse, entered the room in the State Capitol Office Building being used by Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen. Microphones were on the desk, cameras hidden and unhidden were there to record everything.
With Cindy was her lawyer Cy Hart. Moments after being seated, Robert Mullen and Brafford Bacon came in. Mullen read Cindy her rights, then had her sworn in as if she were in front of a Jury in Court. The questions began...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, the MCD Detectives gathered in Classroom 'E' to discuss the Clarkston home invasion. With them were Captain Perlman and me. Joanne had wheeled in the whiteboards, which they were starting. Photos of the four family members were on the boards already.
"Okay, Jerome." said Tanya. "What new things have we found out since the weekend?"
"We've got a better idea of who these people are," said Jerome, "which we hope will lead to naming some suspects. First of all is Richard Clarkston. He has a reputation of being a really good electrical contractor. But the local I.B.E.W. (International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers) doesn't like him because he uses non-Union labor on all his in-State contracts. He's also developed a reputation for being hard on his employees and really driving them hard to finish contracts. Most like the bonuses for finishing on time, but he's fired some people just before the work is finished, and they don't get those bonuses. That's caused some resentment, and some lawsuits."
"Any threats against him because of that?" I asked.
"None specific, sir." said Jerome. After a pause, he said "Next is Marcia Clarkston. She's a very good tennis player and competes in the CTLA, the County Tennis League Association. She applied to be part of the County Wives Investment Club, but hasn't been admitted yet. That might be because there are just no openings. She's been fairly active with the various school associations, usually involving her daughter's softball team. No one saying bad about her, but no one gushing, either."
"Next is Dave Clarkston." said Jerome. "He's graduating County High this year, and is planning to attend Eastern State in the Fall. He was on the County High football team, wide receiver and sometimes tight end, lettered the last two years. According to the County High counselor's office, he gets good grades, is not a troublemaker, and is fairly popular around campus."
"Then there's Tiffany Clarkston." said Jerome. "She'll be a Junior next year. She's on the softball team, as I said before, but didn't make the Cheerleading squad. She has a clique of friends, but isn't very popular overall; a lot of people think she's stuck up."
"What my grandmother would call 'snooty'." said Theo Washington helpfully. Everyone laughed.
"You get the idea." said Jerome. "Anyway, her brother has been something of her bodyguard, so other people don't mess with her. Without him there next Fall, though? I guess time will tell, as the Commander likes to say."
"Dave and Tiffany." I said. "Are either of them dating anyone, and by that I mean seriously?"
"Dave has gone through half the cheerleaders." said Theo. "And I mean that in the sexual sense. He's one of those jocks in a clique of jocks that pass girls around, and the girls don't mind. I got a tip that one reason Tiffany didn't make the Cheerleading squad is because the Cheerleaders make themselves 'available' to the football players at parties, and Tiffany's brother was one of those football players."
"What guys are in this little wolfpack?" I asked.
"There's five other guys." said Jerome. "One is this past year's high school quarterback, Tom Kane. He's the BMOC, the Big Man on Campus. He has a reputation of having been arrested by the Police for DUI, but the school got him off. Of course we know that's not true, because Commander Troy would've busted some asses if anyone tried that with our Police Force."
"You got that right." I said. "Who else is in this fun little Cool Kids club?" It is possible my voice was full of acerbity as I said that.
"Sven Radcliffe... his mother is Swedish and his father American." said Jerome. "Then there's Roddy Hightower and Gary Melton. Roddy and Gary have been in trouble with the Law in the past: trespassing, one charge of breaking and entering that was reduced to trespassing. They've been caught parking with girls at Promontory Point and at Point Hollow in the past. And we're talking sexual intercourse, as the Officers had to take the girls aside and ask if they were being raped, and such stuff. The girls said the sex was consentual, and they were 18 or older, so nothing illegal... sexually, anyway."
"So was Tiffany dating any of these guys?" I asked. "If not, who was she dating?"
"She was known to hang out with Sven Radcliffe, and they'd double-date with her brother Dave and one of his various girlfriends at times." said Theo.
"That's gotta suck for her." said Joanne Warner. "On a date with a hot football player, and her brother is tagging along."
"Quite the contrary." I said. "The way this case is shaping up, her brother would be the perfect cover for her against her father's intrusive protectiveness. At any rate, this is good information, guys. I don't know who your C.I.s are, and I don't want to know, but they're good."
"You'd be surprised, sir," said Tanya, "to know just how many of our Officers and their spouses are friends with other parents. And people love to gossip."
"Yeah, Elsie Gringer and my own mother are in a class by themselves in that department." I said. "Okay, so any ideas at all on possible perps?"
"We did find out that Dave went to a party on the night of the home invasion." said Jerome. "Fairly well attended, kind of a graduation gathering. Not really Dave's normal crowd, but since he's going to college like many of them are, that may be why he went. Some of the other jocks went to the party, also. No booze or drugs at it; it was chaperoned."
"What about Tiffany?" I asked.
"She went to a different party, with her friend Jenny and a bunch of other girls in her class." said Theo. "She went home with Jenny and was staying the night when Police came and got her. Both Jenny and her mother confirmed that Marcia Clarkston has said Tiffany could stay with Jenny."
"Sir," said Tanya, her eyes sparkling, "do you think this case has something to do with Tiffany?"
"I dunno." I said. "We have a 'strangeness' in that her father really expected her to be home that night, but his wife, the girl's mother, had given the girl permission to stay with a friend. Strange... and interesting..." As I thought about it, I noticed out of the corner of my eye that every Detective in the room was furiously scribbling notes. Good, I thought. About damn time they realize that when I see a 'strangeness', they should see a cluuuuue..
Part 9 - Legal Battles and Crowbar Battles
8:00pm, Wednesday, May 30th. I was at the office of my lawyer, Mike G. Todd. A few moments after I arrived, Cindy and her attorney, Cy Hart, came in.
"Mullen and his assistant Brafford Bacon were the only ones in the room with us, but I felt like others were watching via the videocameras." Cindy said. "Mullen asked the questions himself at first."
"The most commonly heard phrase all day was 'beyond the scope'." Cy Hart said. "Mullen started off on the two cases he's authorized to investigate, but when it became clear that Ms. Ross had nothing to do with those, he began asking about her involvement with you, Commander Troy, in your other cases. I began objecting, not letting her answer, and it became an almost automatic thing."



"He finally got upset," said Cindy, "and said he was trying to establish patterns of your investigatory techniques. Mr. Hart demanded he prove relevance of each question first. He said the questions were to establish the relevance, and we wouldn't go for that at all."
"He then said he could ask about anything he wanted," said Hart, "and that was the first time I almost shut down the whole thing. He said Ms. Ross would have to take the Fifth, and I said no, we were taking it to Court to see just what questions he could ask. That seemed to scare him, and he backed off."
"It definitely scared him." said Cindy. "I could see it on his face and I could feel the vibe."
"No, he doesn't want anything in the public arena of a Court, at least not yet." I said. "So then what?"
"In the afternoon, Mullen left the room and Bacon began asking the questions." said Hart. "They were repetitive, and I repeatedly objected for that. Then he started going outside the scope like Mullen did, asking about the Cobra attack and the shooting at the Psychology Building. I objected and said that if he asked another question that was outside the scope again, I'd shut this thing down and file a motion in Court against the subpoena, asking for clarification on the scope and a definitive ruling of it."
"At that time," continued Hart, "Mullen came back in, asked questions about Ms. Ross's conversations with the Governor, of which she had none of any relevance, and he finally ended it, seeing that he wasn't going to wear us down."
"He asked about the Nix case?" I asked.
"Yes." said Cindy. "He started with it. I'd had little to do with it, but he kept pushing me on it, with respect to once having been an FBI Consultant, asking what did I know, what documents I'd seen. Of course I know nothing the Public doesn't already know, and he didn't like that. Then the 'outside the scope' questions started, and the circus began."
"You did the right thing setting those boundaries about the scope." said Mike G. Todd. "If he can get away with it, he'll expand everything like Congress expands to spend our money, and then some." We all laughed, then Mike said "So it was contentious?"
"Only when they kept pushing things that were unrelated to what Mullen is supposed to be investigating." said Cy Hart. "And I thought they were trying to string it out to tire us out, but it wasn't really hostile."
"No, it wouldn't be." I mused. I saw three pairs of eyes affix upon me, so I said "Cindy is not Mullen's target for torture. He got what he could out of her, saw she wasn't going to help him, and so he didn't push any harder."
"Who is his target, then?" asked Mike G. Todd.
"Teresa Croyle."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, May 31st. The Police Boxing Semifinals were held in the afternoon. Teresa Croyle squared off against Joanne Warner, and Cindy Ross would be matched up against Jerome Davis.
I almost regretted the order I'd put the contestants in when I'd set those brackets up. Joanne was very good and had trained very hard for this competition; she would be formidable, and Teresa was not 100%. But no defending Champion had ever failed to make the Final Match the next year, unless they didn't compete at all in the first place.
When the bell rang and the contestants started into battle, it was clear that Joanne had observed Teresa's weakness and intended to exploit it. Teresa wisely remained on the defensive at first, and soon saw what Joanne's plan was. Teresa made sure that Joanne's attempts to go at her (Teresa's) right side were well defended.
Fortunately for my Clan Troy acolyte, Joanne hadn't really thought her plan through, and was not able to fully exploit Teresa's weakness by attacking one way and then the next. It was only lack of experience, not lack of fighting skill, but it was giving Teresa the chance she needed to stay in the game. The first round ended rather 'quietly', and a lot of the crowd watching was restless and catcalling, exhorting the contestants to do more. They would get their wish.
Joanne came out harder and faster to start the second round, but found that Teresa was not standing around idly defending. Joanne took a few blows to her plastic armor when she pushed too hard, learning that Teresa's backhand was pretty darn good. And then Teresa seemed to be slow to responding to a couple of swings by Joanne, so Joanne went for more. Oops.
*WHACK!*
Teresa hit Joanne in right side, under the arms around the ribcage, so hard that it literally knocked the younger blonde off balance. As she stumbled, Teresa moved in savagely with another powerful blow, all but pushing Joanne to the ropes. Discombobulated, Joanne's back was turned to Teresa.
*TWHACK!*
Joanne joined Sergei Molotov in the 'Whack to the Back' club, taking a full-power blow to her deltoids. She stumbled to her knees and received another merciless blow to the back. Then Teresa flung her own body on top of Joanne's, pinning her down. Joanne yielded.
Amidst roars of approval, the referee raised Teresa's arm in victory. She had done it, she had maintained the honor of the Defending Champion making the Final Match. But who would she face... Cindy, or Jerome?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It truly was an awesome match, one of the best in the history of the Police Boxing Matches. Jerome had been under the tutelage of Your Iron Crowbar, and he had been an excellent student. I had taught him the basics of Aikido, but also a little bit of the Japanese forms for the katana, which were useful when the katana was in its 'raw' form, a crowbar of solid iron.
Cindy of course had two black belts, worked tirelessly to improve her skills, and had been working out physically over the last year, as well. She had collaborated with my wife to learn some of my secrets, and fully intended to make the Finals and avenge her defeats of the last two years.
Teresa came up and sat next to me, having had her medical exam from Laura and been cleared. Joanne was being examined now, and Laura would later express dismay at the bruising Joanne had on her back despite the plastic shielding. I didn't say anything, but I knew that that was the death knell for any future years of crowbar fighting in the Police Boxing Matches.
Jerome had an excellent plan for facing off against Cindy, which was to not be overly aggressive but to just take what she gave him and wait for his spots. Cindy realized this, and exploited it by simply and aggressively going for Jerome's sides and back. She got his armor around his arms and sides a few times, and her parry of a couple of his swings vibrated through my body.
By the second round, Jerome was figuring out Cindy's rhythm. He helped 'guide' a couple of her swings on around him then retaliated with solid blows to her exposed ribs. Cindy allowed that a couple of times, then was going to change her rhythm... and Jerome guessed right. He feinted, then came around the other way as Cindy moved to stop his original blow.
*CRUNCH!*
Cindy was strong, but Jerome was pretty strong, too. And his blow stung the mighty Green Crowbar. I saw her eyes under her plastic face shield light up; he'd made her angry. I would rather make the Slender Man angry than make the Green Crowbar angry that way. So could Jerome now hold on?
The third round would be the tell. Cindy came out harder and more aggressive, and Jerome stayed defensive, parrying the blows but not trying too hard to advance.
"What happens if they're both standing at the end?" Teresa asked me amidst the roars and the clangs of iron-on-iron.
"They keep going." I said. "In early rounds, the higher seed is the winner by default, but at this level, it's sudden-death. Three minute rounds until one of them yields or is pinned. In the Finals, though, if the Defending Champion makes the Finals, he or she retains the title if there is no decisive conclusion after three rounds."
The noise in the gym was getting louder and louder, as the contestants were exhorted to victory. With no more than 20 seconds left, by my estimation, one of the contestants made a feint and the other went slightly off balance...
Part 10 - Home Invasion, Redux
Friday, June 1st, 9:30pm. Sven Radcliffe was tall, blonde, and muscular; a young Nordic god with a big cock and a charming personality. Sven Radcliffe was getting a lot of tight teen pussy. A lot of pussy.
"Hey Dave, what's up?" he asked his auburn-haired friend Dave Clarkston.
"Not much, Sven." said Dave. "This party is about as exciting as watching fresh paint dry. I was thinking about splitting, finding something else to do."
"Yeah, I hear ya." said Sven. "The college parties will be a hell of a lot better than this." Sven was going to Eastern State along with Dave, and Sven was going on a Swimming & Diving scholarship.
"Not if I can help it." said a beautiful young woman walking up to them. She was nineteen, had an hourglass body like Teresa Croyle's though she was taller than Teresa, and she had black hair that fell in gentle curls about her shoulders and back. She was wearing a tight, form-fitting light blue blouse, tight 'Daisy Duke' blue jeans short-shorts, and high heel sandals that shaped her legs nicely.
"Hello, Nikki." said Sven. "What's a college girl like you doing at a high school party like this?"
"I'm looking for a couple of studs, like you." Nikki said. "Why don't we go to the 'Fucking Field', and you can take turns filling me up with your sperm."
"Still trying to get knocked up, eh?" said Sven.
"I'm on the pill." Nikki protested, shaping her full lips into a pout.
"Where is the Fucking Field, anyway?" asked Dave.
"Over in Nextdoor County." said Nikki. "That's where I lost my virginity. So what do you boys say? Wanna go party?"
"I'll take a raincheck." said Dave. "I'm not in a party mood tonight."
"You'll just have to go to a Frat party, Nikki." said Sven. "I hear the Kappas are having a blowout."
"Yeah." said a male voice. "Go sell yourself for pay. Somewhere else." They turned to find a black-haired young man behind them. He was handsome, fit, muscular, and his face showed natural leadership but also a certain mean streak in him.
"You're an asshole, Tom." said Nikki, scowling.
"I'll fuck you in your asshole right here, right now, bitch." said Tom Kane. "Move along. Find a crowd more to your level... like in the gutter."
"Eat shit, faggot." said Nikki. She walked away from them, her hips swaying.
"You guys can do better than that skank." said Tom. They began bantering about women in general...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No!" shouted Richard Clarkston. "I told you you're grounded! You're not going out, you're not going to Jenny's!"
"Why not?" yelled back Tiffany Clarkston. "You never let me go out at all, like I'm some kind of criminal! You let Dave go out!"
"Dave has graduated, and he's a boy." said Richard. "You're not old enough to go out yet. You'd just get in trouble with boys!"
"For God's sake, Richard!" yelled Marcia Clarkston. "She's not a six year old child! You can't keep her under glass all her life!"
"Listen to me, Marcia." Richard snarled. "I am sick and god-damned tired of you taking up for her. She goes out and gets in trouble, and you act like it's nothing! I expect you to support my decisions!"
"Your decisions are shit!" yelled back Marcia. "Tiffany is a young woman, with friends. You think you're doing her any good keeping her locked away in this house?---"
"Enough!" yelled Richard. "I've spoken. She's not going out tonight, nor any other night for four weeks!"
"Like hell, I'm not!" yelled Tiffany. She began walking for the door.
"Hey, come back here, you!" yelled Richard. He grabbed his daughter by the arm.
"Let me go! You're hurting me!" yelled Tiffany.
"Richard!" yelled Marcia, "let her go!" Richard turned on his wife.
"God damn you!" he yelled, coming up to her menacingly. He began yelling in his wife's face. "I'm sick and tired of your shit. Now you do as I say, or I'll..." He didn't finish.
"Or what?" yelled Marcia, her voice ugly. "Are you going to hit me? Hit Tiffany? Are you just a bully? You're just a fucking coward, is what you are. A wimp!..."
Neither of them noticed Tiffany dialing her cellphone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All First Precinct units, respond to a 10-16 in progress, Heritage Cloisters subdivision..." said the Police radio at 10:30pm, giving the address.
"Aw, mannnn." said Teresa. She and Todd had just sat down on the sofa of their den after putting the boys to bed. The Police scanner had picked up the call. "I better get down there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He grabbed me, and he threatened Mom!" said a sobbing Tiffany to the two Uniformed Officers. One was Sergeant Morton, and the other was Sr. Patrolman Hicks.
"Mr. Clarkston," Julia said with authority in her voice, "you are going to have to come with us."
"Why?" yelled Marcia. "He didn't hurt anyone. We were just arguing."
"Ma'am," said Sergeant Morton, "we have no choice. In a domestic disturbance call, we cannot leave without taking someone with us. Mr. Clarkston, you'll have to come with us."
"For God's sake, I didn't do anything!" yelled Richard.
"Yes he did!" yelled Tiffany. "He grabbed my arm, and it hurt, and he was threatening my mom, yelling at her..."
"Come along, sir." said Hicks. "You're under arrest."
"You've gotta be kidding me?" said Richard. "Just because this little brat is lying to you? Ask my wife! Marcia, tell them she's lying."
"She's over-exaggerated." said Marcia. "My husband is not a physical threat to either of us."
"It doesn't matter, ma'am." said a female voice coming up the walkway to the door. "I'm Captain Teresa Croyle with the TCPD. My Officers are correct. Mr. Clarkston has to come with us. Or I can arrest all three of you, and we'll sort it out at the Station."
"Yeah, do that!" yelled Richard. "Take this ungrateful brat in, and make her tell you the truth!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Midnight, Friday June 1st turning into Saturday June 2d. Helga Radcliffe was reading a magazine as she lay in bed. She was of Nordic descent, with straight blonde hair that was styled to frame her attractive face, and a firm body, toned by tennis with other women of the Heritage Cloisters neighborhood. She'd best be described as another Martina Navratilova, but Helga's face was prettier.
She'd met her husband Tad Radcliffe through his work with the State Department. Over twenty years before they had met at some official function, and she'd like to say it was love at first sight. They had married, had one son, Sven, and after leaving the Diplomatic Corps, Tad now worked at the University's Center for International Studies, teaching classes but also representing the School on international outreach programs, hoping to bring in green dollar bills from international sources.
"Did you set the alarm, Tad?" Helga asked her husband, who was lying on the bed facing away from her, dozing off. "You know the Clarkstons had that home invasion."
"I didn't set the full alarm because Sven isn't home yet." murmured Tad. "I told him to set it once he got here. The doors and window alarm is set, and Sven can disable it with the fob on his keychain."
"Such a shame about the Clarkstons." said Helga. "No one is saying anything, but Police Sergeant Clark's wife, Deborah, you know her, she gives women golf lessons at the Clubhouse, she said that Marcia was forced to do unnatural acts upon her son Dave."
"People talk too much, dear." said Tad sleepily. "President Wellman's wife said it was just a home invasion, and the Clarkstons were beat up some, but that was it----"
He stopped, hearing the car drive up. A few moments later he heard the door open, then close.
"Is that you, Sven?" called out Helga.
"Yes, Mom." said Sven, through the door. He opened it. "There was something going on at the Clarkstons earlier." he said. "Police were there."
"That reminds me, did you set the alarm?" asked Helga.
"I reset the door and window alarm." said Sven. "I'll go set the downstairs motion sensors." He retreated from the room. A moment later, Helga heard what sounded like a crash, like a plate or pottery breaking.
"Sven?" she called out, sitting up on the bed. "Sven?"
The door opened and Sven came in, his hands raised. Behind him were two men in black spandex suits, masks with 'Spider-Man' eyes, wearing gloves and holding shiny silver revolvers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tad Radcliffe was handcuffed to the wooden footboard and metal frame of the bed, his chest pressed to the end of the mattress and his arms spread wide. Large swaths of duct tape further secured his wrists to the footboard. He was forced to look forward, watching as his son's large penis was plunging in and out of his wife's pussy.
He had tried to attack the perps, using the basic skills the Diplomatic Corps are taught, but they were woefully inadequate against the athletic young men. Staggering closed-fist punches were thrown into his belly, and after he was tied up, one of the perps kicked him hard in the ribs and hips.
"Keep watching, you fucking piece of shit!" that perp now hoarsely ordered him. The other perp was not talking, but watching Sven fuck Helga. She was cuffed to the wooden headboard, the long chain going over the top and back up from the bottom of the headboard to the top of the mattress.
"Come on, boy!" yelled the first perp, slapping the blonde teen stud with the rolled-up magazine Helga had been reading. "Fuck your mother! Show this piece of shit how a real man fucks his wife!"
It had gone much like the Clarkston rape, except the first perp had aggressively fingered Helga while the second perp forced Sven to undress. Then they'd forced Sven to straddle his mother's natural, large breasts and put his penis in his mother's mouth. Helga was ordered to suck her son's cock, and after a couple of vicious kicks to her husband's side, she complied.
Then Sven was ordered to lay down on his mother and fuck her. Resigned to it, he wordlessly mounted the lovely blonde and fit his cockhead to her swollen labes. She was wet from the fingering the perp had given her, and Sven's long, thick cock slid deep into her almost effortlessly.
The first perp was yelling into Tad's ear, ordering him to watch the forced incestuous coupling on the bed. He was shocked when his wife's legs began spreading, pulling back almost as if invisible hands were pulling them back. Then she wrapped her legs around her son's muscular back, grunting and moaning as Sven fucked her with deep strokes.
"I can't... hold back." Sven gasped. "I'm... coming..."
"Yeah, come inside your mother, boy." ordered the first perp. Even he was amazed when the blonde boy's cock, balls, and his mother's ass began being smeared with the incredibly huge load of sperm that Sven was ejaculating. The perp knew he'd be getting those sloppy seconds in just a moment...
Part 11 - Investigation
3:00am, Saturday, June 2d. For the first time, I was very glad that I didn't have a match in the Police Boxing Matches. This was going to be an all-nighter, at best.
"Whaddya got, Warner?" I asked Joanne Warner as I came into the house. The floor plan of the Radcliffe home was not unlike the Clarkston's home, but the furnishings were more 'antique', more 'European', as opposed to the Marcia Clarkston's 'modern' decor.
"Good morning, sir." said Joanne, though a bit somberly. "Same M.O. as last week: two perps in black came in just after the son got home. They forced him to have oral sex and intercourse with his mother, then they took turns raping her themselves. In this case, they beat up the husband and father, Tad Radcliffe, a lot worse than they beat up Richard Clarkston. I had them take Mr. Radcliffe to the Hospital; I think he had broken ribs and maybe a punctured lung."



"Okay. Good job." I said. "So the mother's name is..."
"Helga Radcliffe." said Joanne. "She originally from Sweden, met her husband through his State Department work there, married him over 20 years ago. Their only child Sven is eighteen, just graduated from County High."
"You said the son had just gotten home." I said. "Where was he?"
"According to what he told Theo," said Joanne, "he'd been at a party, which was pretty big, over at the River Valley subdivision. He got home right about midnight. His mom told him to set the alarm, but when he went downstairs, he found the perps already in the house, and they pulled guns on him."
Just then Theo came in, followed by a Tank driven by Captain Tanya Perlman. "That Tank must be very helpful in getting around this big house." I said to Tanya.
"Yes, I was able to get upstairs with a minimum of help." said Tanya.
"Theo, what did you get? Any descriptions?"
"Very similar to the last home invasion." said Theo. "Both were fit but not overly muscular, looked tall due to looking slenderish. They wore all black, Spider-Man masks with holes for the mouths. They wore gloves, and what parts of their bodies they exposed were shaved, so no hair colorings visible at all."
"And large penises." said Tanya, very much enjoying regaling me with this information. "Same as last time, too: the guy with the largest cock was the leader, the one giving orders and beating up on the father. He raped the mother after the son had been forced to come inside her, and he wore a condom. In both cases, the second perp was quieter, saying almost nothing at all."
"Both white? One more pale than the other?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Theo. "Well... both were white. I didn't get anything on how pale. Excuse me, I'll be right back." He stalked off to get that information.
"Same perps, sir?" asked Joanne. "We didn't release any info on the first case, so it would be surprising if this was a copycat crime with new perps."
"True, Detective." I said, my eyes slowly getting introspective. "Detective Warner, as part of your computer researches, I'd like you to really dig deep and see if there is a connection between this family, the Radcliffes, and the other family, the Clarkstons. Check on all members of both families."
"Yes sir." said Joanne, making notes.
"Okay, I'm going upstairs." I said. I did so, and went into the master bedroom. The sheets were stripped and the handcuffs were being bagged.
"Before you take those handcuffs away," I said, "tell me how they were arranged."
"Yes sir." said the young man from the State Crime Lab. "These cuffs with the longer chains were used to secure Mrs. Radcliffe's arms above her head and to the headboard." He showed me the six foot chain, with a set of cheap plastic handcuffs on each end. "These two-foot chains secured Mr. Radcliffe to the headboard, and he was also taped to it. They used a lot of tape because of the footboard being a solid piece of wood, and we're hoping they made a mistake and left a fingerprint."
"I hope so." I said. "And they beat the shit out of Mr. Radcliffe?"
"Yes sir." said Theo, coming into the room. "According to Mrs. Radcliffe and confirmed by Sven, Mr. Radcliffe tried to subdue the attackers. He was not successful, and they punched and kicked him a lot throughout the ordeal."
"But they did not physically harm Sven or Mrs. Radcliffe, except for sexually assaulting her?" I said. "Just like last time?"
"Pretty much, sir." said Theo. "And you wanted the information on their skin tones. Mrs. Radcliffe is Swedish, so her skin is very pale. She said the perps were both more like Mr. Radcliffe in skin tone, which she called 'normal white', whatever that is."
"It's probably darker than me, being the pale-skinned redhead that I am." I said, meaning it half-humorously. "No, seriously, that's what I needed to know."
"She also said that the perp that was the leader," said Theo, "the one that beat up on her husband the worst, and then raped her after Sven finished, had three moles on his abdomen, just above the groin line. She saw them when he was getting on top of her."
"That's really good." I said. "Make sure to get that in her statement whenever she gives a formal one."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went back downstairs. Joanne came up to me. "Sir, there are no signs of forced entry on any door or window in the house, nor the door from the garage into the house or the door from outside into the garage. Sven said he came in that side door, but locked it behind him, and we found it locked, as well."
"Additionally," she said, "the gate guards said there was a lot of traffic in and out tonight, but every car was accounted for as belonging to someone that lives here in the Heritage Cloisters. We've got the tape from about 10:00pm through the time we got the tapes at 2:30am."
"Good." I said. "By the way, did Captain Croyle ever show up like she did last time? Not that she should be here, but since she lives in the neighborhood..."
"I hope not, sir." said Joanne. "It's not like she doesn't have anything to do tomorrow morning... well, this morning." I chuckled; by that, Joanne meant the Finals of the Police Boxing Matches.
"Sir... didn't you hear?" asked Tanya. When I looked at her questioningly, she said "There was a domestic dispute about 10:30 last night. At the Clarkstons. Teresa showed up there, backed up the Officers that were arresting Mr. Clarkston. They ended up taking all three of them to the Station to get their statements, and they're holding Mr. Clarkston overnight."
"Oh." I said. "Wow."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before going home, I went to Headquarters. On my desk in my office was a sticky-note from Teresa, giving the case number of the Clarkston domestic disturbance. I brought up the Police report and attached notes, and read them thoroughly.
Tiffany had complained that her father had grabbed her hard enough to hurt, Teresa's notes said, but Mrs. Clarkston had said that he was only stopping her from trying to leave, as she was grounded, and that she thought her husband was justified in doing so. Mrs. Clarkston also said that her husband was no more abusive to her than he'd ever been, and she was yelling back at him.
I leaned back in my Command Chair, thinking about the two incidents as well as the earlier home invasion. Something was not right, and was glaring at me like a neon sign, but I just couldn't see it. My eyes fluttered...
"Oh, Commannnderrrrr..."
The room was drained of color when I opened my eyes, only the computer monitor and the moonlight from outside giving any light at all. Sitting on the edge of my desk, gloriously naked except for her black high heel pumps, was Angela Harlan.
"So you didn't disappear with the Slender Man, Angela?" I heard myself say, my own voice reverberating through my head.
"Oh no, my darling Commander." said Angela. "Thankfully for all of us, you took care of that bastard. There was no good in him, none at all."
"And you, Angela?" I asked. "Is there any good left in you?"
"My beloved Commanderrrr..." Angela said, then sighed. "I am your best friend, right now. The story is in the music... in the music... and by the way, are things really as they seem with these home invasions?"
My eyes opened with a violent start. I was in my office, now illuminated by the warm orange-yellow glow of the desk lamp. And I was alone. Angela Harlan was gone just like she had come... on a moonlight shadow...
Are things as they seem... are things as they seem, I thought to myself, trying to read the riddle...
To be continued.
Any ideas on what is going on, here?
And who will face Teresa Croyle in the Boxing Matches finale?
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Part 12 - Soul of Iron - The Final Final
The music of Darude's Sandstorm began softly, then got louder and louder as the gymnasium full of Police Officers and a few others began jumping up and down, waving red, white, and blue ribbons or cloths. The energy in the room was tremendous, and I could feel it flowing right right through my very soul.
This was it. The Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division) Championship. It was 10:00am, Saturday, June 2d, and the TCPD Headquarters gymnasium was full of Police Officers and a number of others that were ready to watch the very last Police Boxing Matches battle allowing the use of crowbars.
As the beat of the music pumped energy throughout the room, to my surprise I noticed Chief Moynahan walk up a staircase made of planks and plywood that brought him to the level of the ring. He stepped into the ring with the match's referee, Lt. Micah Rudistan, who was wearing white plastic with yellow and black stripes, and holding a white football helmet. Chief Moynahan had a microphone in his hand.
"Bee-forrre we begin..." he called out. The cheering stopped and the music died down. "Before we begin this Finals match," called out the Chief, "we have a very special award to give out. Would Commander Troy please come into the ring?"
There was a cheer as I walked up the temporary steps to ring level and eased between the ropes, not having a clue what this was about. Chief Griswold's mustaches had been twitching with merriment all morning long, so I knew something was up. Time to find out what, I guess.
"As you all know," said Rudistan jovially, taking over the microphone, "Commander Troy was going to compete in these Matches and kick every one of our butts... but instead, he took one for the Team and re-injured his back while beating the crap out of the Slender Man and rescuing several children." A roar of approval burst out. I remained stoic, still feeling the pain of being unable to compete by order of the Town & County Police Chief.
"So, to award Commander Troy for his actions on behalf of our children and our Town & County," Rudistan continued, "we are presenting him with this very special trophy!"
With that, a cloth covered object was put on the floor of the ring, and Chief Moynahan picked it up. Bringing it to us in the center of the ring, he handed it to me. Damn, it was heavy! I thought as I took it. It was a statue of some kind. The Chief whisked off the cloth, leaving me holding a bronze statue about a foot high, maybe a little more with the trapezoid-cube base.
"This is the Official, one-of-a-kind 'I Beat Slender Man' trophy, awarded to Commander Troy for showing the Slender Man what a true Boxing Matches beatdown feels like!" Rudistan explained. Another roar burst out from the crowd as I examined the trophy.
It was molded into the likeness of The Slender Man, wearing a suit and tie, standing with his feet slightly apart... and holding a crowbar at 'port arms' across his chest beneath that featureless head. Into the base of the statue had been engraved the words "I BEAT" and underneath them, the words "SLENDER MAN".
The Heisman Trophy weights 25 pounds, and the 'I Beat Slender Man' statue weighed darn near that. Whoever had paid for this had paid some serious money, too. I held it up for all to see, and the crowd amped up its roars of approval.
No, it was not the Police Boxing Matches trophy, but it would have to do. It would also generate an acclaim and following on Twitter and 'the Facebook' amongst those who followed the Slender Man legend, and on Cindy's 'Meet Commander Donald Troy' page on Youtube.
I'd mentioned that there was one last appearance of the Slender Man in my Town & County... and this was it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a roar when the door to the mat room room on the side of the gym opened, and Your Iron Crowbar came out, leading the Defending Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division) Champion through a narrow path in the sea of humanity to the elevated boxing ring in the center of the gymnasium. Sandstorm was playing again, and the cheers got louder and louder as we approached the ring, as if this were a University of South Carolina SEC football game.
Teresa was in her white plastic armor, trimmed with red, and her red football helmet with plastic face shielding. I was wearing my red collared shirt with embroidered TCPD badge, khaki pants... and no crowbar. The red crowbar was in the possession of my Clan Crowbar acolyte.
Like the year before, I had gone in and offered Teresa the red crowbar. She had tried to refuse it, saying she did not want to dishonor it if she lost. She knew she'd come too close to losing a couple of times already, and she'd barely continued the tradition of a past Champion not being defeated before the Final round.
I insisted she take it. "Win or lose, you will honor the Clan of the Crowbar by giving everything you have in fighting with it. I would be honored if you would use it in my stead in this match." Teresa said the correct words of thanks, and accepted the red crowbar as her weapon for the match.
Once we got to the ring, Teresa went up and in. Everyone turned to the far side of the gym, and another roar went up as the Challenger emerged from the locker room, wearing white plastic trimmed with blue, a blue helmet with face shielding, and of course carrying a crowbar. The gymnasium was vibrating, and then everything stopped cold: the music stopped, the cheering died down into silence as the challenge was issued:
"Would you like a shot... at the title?" called out the defending Champion, Captain Teresa Croyle.
"Don't mind if I do!" replied the Challenger... Commander Cindy Ross.
Yes, Cindy had barely defeated Jerome Davis in the spirited semifinal match. He had trained with me, and he had been an outstanding student. Even with the limited training I had given him, his acumen and 'never quit' spirit had almost won the day. But he had stumbled near the end, and that was too much when the Green Crowbar was on the hunt. She took him down with seconds to spare, and afterwards had words of high praise for him, knowing she'd been in a real battle. Meanwhile, I wistfully thought of what I would've been able to do had the Chief allowed me to compete, bad back notwithstanding.
I had reminded Cindy later in the week that no Commander had ever lost in the Police Boxing Matches Final. Of course, there had only been one recorded instance of a Commander being in a Finals match at all, and Cindy did not need to be reminded who it was that had taken her down on that day. I also don't think I can print in this family environment the 'Canadian' words she might have used in reply to my reminder...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once I took my place with the Chief and with Tanya to watch the upcoming epic battle, the last Police Boxing Matches battle with crowbars, Referee Rudistan made the announcement: "The rule is suspended... in order to allow the finalists to use their... own... crowbars!" The gym erupted, and it pretty much stayed that way. Rudistan gave the final instructions, Teresa and Cindy 'crossed swords' with their red and green crowbars, and went to their corners.
DING! The bell rang. Rudistan drew his hands together and yelled 'Box!', and we were underway!
It was immediately apparent that Cindy Ross was going for Teresa Croyle's vulnerable spot, her right arm and right side. Teresa had been fighting with a two-handed grip on her crowbar throughout the Matches, but this did not do well against Cindy's flanking maneuvers, going for Teresa's far left side, then quickly going for her right side. Cindy had the speed, flexibility, and experience to do what previous contestants had not been able to do.
*WHACK!* *THUD!*
The green crowbar landed against the red-trimmed white plastic with a sickening crunch, followed by more of the same. And as Teresa's forehand right hand swings were slow, Cindy all but invited them, only to quickly bypass the swings and deliver punishment to Teresa's arms and sides.
Even more, Cindy had figured out that she did not need to make any special martial arts moves like she usually did. Teresa had won all of her contests thus far with Aikido moves, outclassing her competition, including Joanne Warner. But Cindy was a different level, and we all knew it.
*SMACK!* *CRUNCH!*
Two more hard blows landed. I felt pain for Teresa. She was fighting as gamely as she could, but it was all defensive, it was barely enough to not be overwhelmed. Meanwhile, Cindy was showing no mercy, as little mercy as she would've shown me in the ring had I been opposing her. Cindy was tired of losing the Finals matches, and she fully intended this to be her day of retribution.
*DING!*
It was the bell to end the first round. Teresa had survived it as they went to opposite corners and got water. Teresa was flexing her arms, trying to keep them loose and active, and I knew that while the armor would protect her body, her arms were going to be hurting, if they weren't already.
The bell sounded for Round Two. Cindy came right out to the middle. Teresa came forth and acted as if she was going to get a swing in. Cindy sidestepped and swung... and missed! Teresa's action had been a feint, and Cindy had overcommitted. She paid for it as Teresa stepped in and delivered a strong blow to Cindy's side under her exposed shoulder, then repelled Cindy's counter-swing.
I saw something in Cindy's eyes, a slight wildness that showed she was off balance and had lost the mental edge. Teresa's eyes showed that she was still in this fight.
Cindy tried to press home her physical advantages, but Teresa was used to her by now, and was able to meet the attacks. The air was filled with the *WHANG!* and *CLANG!* of iron-on-iron as the Finalists thrust and parried, swung and counter-swung.
*DING!*
The bell to end the round sounded, and the noise in the gym was so loud that I could not hear myself think. Three minutes left. Three minutes to glorious victory or shameful defeat. It was all on the line...
"Box!" yelled Rudistan after the bell sounded for the final round. Both Finalists were tired, but I knew that there was an energy running through both of them that would carry them to the end. They'd trained for months for these three minutes, these last three minutes. They would leave nothing behind... and they did not.
*WHANG!* *CLANG!* *WHANG!*
Cindy was really picking up the pace, and the pressure. She had been working on Teresa's left arm, her better arm, and her strategy was working. Teresa tried keeping her right arm to the fore, and Cindy would unleash powerful blows to Teresa's crowbar, knowing all Teresa could do was defend, her arm practically immobile.
And it was working. Cindy was getting to Teresa now, whacking her armor, and she decided it was time to try to end the match. She went for Teresa's arm in a martial arts move that would become a wrestling takedown. But Teresa spun out of it, and Cindy nearly lost her balance. But Teresa could not move in to take advantage. Cindy recovered, gave Teresa a 'Cindy Cunt' look, and moved in with savage force.
The Green Crowbar was landing blow after blow, getting Teresa's hips and lower back and even her legs, then when Teresa moved her arms down to defend, Cindy came up with savage blows to the shoulders and sides. She got a couple of thwacks to Teresa's back, and then she made her patented move, ducking and swinging her legs to cut Teresa's out from under her.
It worked; Teresa went down with a hard *THUD!*. Cindy moved in for the kill, and it looked like it was over.
As Cindy moved in, Teresa suddenly lunged between Cindy's legs, then lifted up. Cindy jumped up to not get caught up, but still went sprawling. The noise in the gym grew even louder as both women quickly got to their feet. Thirty seconds left. It was the final face-off. Cindy knew she had to outright win to get the trophy. She went for it, attacking.
"That's it, there's your shot!" I gasped out, seeing it. I doubt Teresa heard me, but she saw it too. To the shock of the world in that gym, she dropped the red crowbar and ran into Cindy's attack! With lightning speed, she grabbed Cindy's right arm and hurled the platinum blonde over her own right forearm and shoulder.
*WHAM!*
Cindy landed hard, stunned. Teresa had used the move I had used on Laura during our exhibition months earlier. Simple, extremely risky, but potentially devastatingly effective. Teresa had remembered it, and had used it in her most desperate moment.
And Teresa did not let go of Cindy's arm, but kept hold as she landed on top of her, keeping Cindy's arm pulled back. It was over. Cindy refused to yield, so Rudistan slapped the floor three times. And then the final bell rang.
Teresa still had to get up and wander to a neutral corner. She pushed herself up, picked up the red crowbar, and staggered over. As soon as she did, Rudistan came over and raised her arm high into the air. Against all possible odds and then some, Teresa had won. The Clan of the Crowbar was not broken, this day.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Chief Moynahan presented the trophies, with Morton won the regular Boxing division, I headed to my office. I put the "I Beat Slender Man" trophy on the bookcase behind my desk, where the matchstick Trojan Horse once ruled. It was at The Cabin now. The Slender Man now ruled my office.
After her examination by that loveliest of doctors, my wife Laura, Cindy came into my office and sat down.
"You know that line about 'I can beat you with one hand tied behind my back.'?" she said, almost in a trance. "Well, she did. She literally beat me with one arm today. I gave her everything I had, and her right arm is not 100%... and she still plain whipped my ass."
I said nothing; there was nothing I could really say.
"And don't say she wanted it more than I did." Cindy said, finally looking over at me. "Because she didn't. What did I do wrong?... or is she just that good?"
"I don't know if she is, physically." I said. "But you were battling against the most mentally tough person I have ever met."
"Could you have beaten her, if you'd been allowed to compete?" Cindy asked.
I just smiled. "Yes." I said, knowing that Teresa had beaten Cindy in the one place a Warrior's advantage lies... between her ears. And where Teresa had surprised Cindy, she would not have surprised me.
And yes, I believe I would've won the whole damn thing, going away.
Cindy just glared at me, and I think she wanted to call me a few names, but at that moment I was saved by the opening of my office door. Teresa walked in, followed by my favorite Doctor, then Chief Moynahan.
Cindy had gotten up and was hugging Teresa, their friendship restored now that the epic battle was ended. I was shocked at the bruises I was seeing on Teresa'a arms. I looked over at Laura.
"Needless to say, Darling," Laura said, saying it anyway, and in a very acerbic voice, "Captain Croyle will be our guest at the Mountain Nest, for overnight observation. If she starts having bruises on her body, especially near where her liver and midsection organs are, will will go directly to the Hospital; we will not pass 'Go', we will not collect $200."
"Does she need to go to the Hospital now?" asked Chief Moynahan, and I knew that was a 'suggestion' more than a 'question'.
"I don't think so, not yet." Laura said. "But Teresa, you will tell me if you feel anything wrong inside you, any increase in pressure or pain. It is not honorable to hide any problems." Excellent choice of words by the world-renowned psychologist, I thought.
"Yes ma'am." Teresa said. She then returned the red crowbar to me, which earned me another glare from Cindy. I just held it up with a 'knowing' look.
"The good newwwwws, Commander Ross," said the Chief, noticing, "is that this was the last time you will lose to the Red Crowbar in the Boxing Matches."
"Silver lining to this very dark Red cloud." Cindy replied. "I should've stolen that crowbar and had it melted down as part of that Slender Man trophy."
"Speaking of that," I said, "who is responsible for that trophy? It's really cool, but that had to cost some green dollar bills."
Teresa spoke up. "The entire Police Force started collecting money for it after word went out you were forbidden to compete in the Boxing Matches. Ms. Hardbody here made up any differences in cost, possibly with the help of persons with great 'Vision'. Town High School's metalworking department formulated the bronze and sculpted the statue."
"Great job, too. Really, really good." I said. "But whose original idea was it?"
"That would be one Timmy Austin, Davie Marsdon's friend." said Cindy. "He got the idea from his chess class. They have a little trophy that says 'I Beat The Coach' if they beat the coach, which Timmy has started to do all too regularly and is now teaching the class along with the coaches. Timmy suggested the trophy based on that, after Susie told him about you beating the Slender Man and rescuing Susie and the others."
"Those Crowbar Crew kids bear watching." I said, chuckling. "They bear watching..."
Part 13 - Meetings
2:00pm, Saturday, June 2d. We got back to work. All the MCD Detectives met in Classroom 'E', along with Lieutenant Myron Milton, Captain Perlman, myself, and Chief Moynahan. My wife Laura, already at Headquarters for the Boxing Matches, also sat in.
Joanne had the second whiteboard in the room, next to the one from the previous home invasion. She now put up photos of the Radcliffes.
"Tad Radcliffe worked with the State Department in the past, Diplomatic Corps." said Joanne. I glanced over at Laura and she shook her head: Radcliffe was not part of the CIA.
Joanne continued: "He essentially retired from the State Department and took a job with the University's Center for International Policy, part of their International Studies program. He met his wife Helga while on assignment to Sweden, married her, and brought her back to the States, where they have what seems to be a happy marriage with one child, their son Sven."
"Helga made some good money working as a translator at the University, and teaches Swedish at the University and a German class at County High. She is well-liked by her fellow teachers, popular with the students..."
"What Nordic goddess wouldn't be popular with those young, horny high school boys." said Tanya Perlman. As an observation, I'm sure.
"True." I said. "But go on, Joanne."
"I was only going to say that Helga is part of the CTLA tennis league that Marcia Clarkston is part of, so they know each other through that." said Joanne. "And Marcia's daughter Tiffany hangs out with Sven Radcliffe a lot. Many people think they're dating, but they just say they're good friends. Sven and Dave Clarkston are on the football team together and the same Class, as well."
I nodded. "So they're good financially?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "They're actually renting their house in the Heritage Cloisters, and the University is subsidizing their rent. They have some credit card debt, but not huge amounts, and they seem to be living within their means. Sven is going to Eastern State in the fall, and on a full-ride athletic scholarship. Swimming and Diving."



"Wow." I whispered.
"I got the overnight report from J.R. at the State Crime Lab." said Tanya. "No fingerprints other than the family's, no semen other than Sven's, no saliva or other skin samples giving us any DNA at all. And in the first case last week, no DNA was found at all, other than the family's."
"Laura," I asked my wife, "how is the Radcliffe family coping with this? And do you have any follow-up on the Clarkstons?"
"Tad Radcliffe was injured pretty badly." said Laura. "Three broken ribs, one laceration of the lung, severe bruising around the lungs, liver, and pancreas. He's under observation for internal bleeding, but we haven't had to operate on him yet. As part of that, they're keeping him sedated, so no psychological evaluations, yet."
"Helga Radcliffe is putting up a wall, right now." said Laura. "She's focusing on how Sven is doing. I have a feeling she's going to break down and need to let some things out in the next few days, and I hope to be there or get there when that happens, to help her through it. She did notice a lot of things about her attackers, such as the moles on one of them, skin tones, things like that."
"Sven..." Laura said. "Well, he's angry about it more than anything else. Thinks he should've done something to protect his parents, angry that they forced him to have sex with his mother. But he's taking most of it in stride."
"Is Helga not worried about her husband in the hospital?" I asked.
"You know, now that you mention it..." Laura said, growing introspective. "I'm not going to say she doesn't care, but at times she has not even remembered him. She was going to leave the hospital with Sven, then a nurse asked if she wanted to see her husband first, and she said something like 'Oh yeah, we should.'. Kind of strange, now that I think of it..."
"Captain Perlman," I said, "did they take a DNA sample for Tad Radcliffe?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Since his DNA would be expected to be all over the place, they have to account for it."
"Good." I said. "The next time you talk to our State Crime Lab friends, ask them to do an analysis on Tad and Sven's DNA. Make sure that Tad is Sven's biological father... or not."
"I will do that." said Tanya, making notes. And I knew she'd make a point to create a 'next time' to talk to our State Crime Lab friends.
"Okayyyy." I said. "Anyone have any theories based upon current data?"
"We were about to ask you that, sir." said Joanne brightly. Everyone laughed, and I chuckled.
"Nice try." I said. "I want to hear all of y'all's views first. Like always. Okay, anyone?"
"I have no answers nor theories, sir." said Jerome Davis. "But I've got a lot of questions."
"Excellent." I said. "What are they?"
"First, sir," said Jerome, "what's up with security at the Heritage Cloisters? They're supposed to be the best, most secure gated community in this part of the State. But these thugs are coming and going at will, not being seen by anyone outside the houses, no strange cars at or near the times of the attacks. I'm glad I'm not paying all that money for that so-called 'security'."
"Great observation." I said. "I happen to know that security there is very easy to bypass, and my nephew Todd Burke says he's glad he's married to a Police Officer, because he thinks the security there is crap, as well. But having said that, you're making a great observation... how are these perps moving about so freely and without detection? And I think you have something on that, Myron?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "After the first home invasion, I've had a couple of I.R. drones ready to fly in case of another attack. When the Clarkston domestic disturbance was called in, I launched it and we monitored it downstairs in the I.T. area. Good training, if nothing else."
"True." I said. "Go on."
"We scoured the area, including the golf course." said Myron. "Nothing, except at the Clarkstons and at the guardhouse. When the call came in about the Radcliffe attack, I realized it might be too late, but I launched the second drone. Nothing there, either, until Police arrived at the home. No unidentified perps at all."
"We need to canvass the area some more." said Tanya. "These guys can't be picking the homes at random. They're two-for-two finding attractive women with sons old enough to force into sex. They're not going anywhere near Teresa's; I pity the fool that tries to break into her home. They're not breaking into the homes of elderly people, they're not committing any robberies; they took nothing from either home they invaded, that we know of. So they have to be casing these joints, and selecting these targets ahead of time."
"That's... interesting." I said, going towards a reverie. Not yet in one, but towards one.
"So like Jerome just said." continued Tanya. "Where is the vaunted security there? Where are the patrols that go around every day? Why hasn't anyone seen anything at all?"
"Okay, Jerome," I said, "tell me more about this domestic dispute at the Clarkston's."
"Sir," said Jerome, "I watched some of the interrogation tapes from last night. Richard Clarkston is still in a holding cell. He refused to agree to not go back to the home, so he's sitting there. We told him he could call a lawyer at any time to discuss his situation, but so far he has not done that."
"Curious." I said. "So what happened?" Jerome went through the details, which I'd read from notes and watching the interview tapes myself.
"Sir," said Jerome, "this would be cut and dried, except that Mrs. Clarkston has defended her husband pretty strongly, and said he didn't abuse Tiffany and never has. She wouldn't press further charges, either. I'm not sure who to believe on this one."
"Sir," asked Tanya, "does this incident have anything to do with either of the home invasions?"
"Indirectly." I said. "Tensions in the aftermath of what happened are getting to the Clarkstons... both father and daughter. And if I don't miss my guess..."
"And you never do!" came a chorus. I love my team, I love my team, I love my team...
"I hope not in this case." I replied. "But I have the idea that a lot of that was exacerbated by the Police presence at the home the other night. Tiffany saw me intervene between her and her father on the night of the home invasion. She and her father don't get along all that great, typical of rebellious teenagers and over-strict fathers or parents. So she sees the light... exacerbates the altercation, says she was physically attacked..." I went on into Reverie Lake...
When I came out, I said "Okay, I'm going to need to speak to Richard Clarkston, and then to Tiffany. Anything else, Captain Perlman?"
"We need to step it up to find these perps." said Tanya. "Detectives... put together some ideas in your minds, and let's talk about them on Monday. In the meantime I'll ask Captain Croyle to step up patrols in the Heritage Cloisters and nearby areas on the northside...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The room was now empty, except for me, Tanya, and Laura. I was going through pictures of the crime scenes on my laptop.
"I'm missing something." I said, my voice almost a whisper. "There's something here, and I'm missing it."
"It'll come to you, Darling." said Laura. "Relax your mind and let it come to you, instead of searching so hard."
"What is it you think you're looking for?" asked Tanya helpfully.
"There's a clue here, slapping me in the face." I said. "Something so obvious that it's laughing at me, and I'm just not seeing it..." Laura continued to stare at me in fascination as I continued to stare at the crime scene photographs...
Part 14 - Fathers and Daughters
I had Richard Clarkston brought into Interrogation-A. Patrolman Barker was the Uniformed presence. I read Clarkston his rights from the card, saying I knew he was already Mirandized, but was doing it again for his protection, and mine.
"Sir," I said, "I understand your daughter tried to leave the house, and you grabbed her arm. Is that not so?"
"I was just trying to stop her from leaving." said Richard, who was obviously frustrated. "I didn't grab her arm hard. I didn't even grasp it and squeeze, more like just pushing against it as she tried to leave."
"Why was she trying to leave?" I asked.
"Like I told your Officers," said Richard, "she wanted to go out to some party, but I'd grounded her for disobeying me and not coming home on time the weekend before. She's become really rebellious. She just began yelling that she was going to go, and I stopped her when she tried to leave. What else was I supposed to do?"
"I dunno." I said. "Call the Police, have us arrest her, put the fear of God in her."
"The problem with that," said Richard, "is that my wife would say I was overreacting, and I'm not sure what the Police could really do. They might even say she was a runaway and call DFACS. I'd rather join the Army and go to war than have to deal with those corrupt bastards."
"I hear ya." I said, having been through my own wars with Town & County DFACS. "About your wife, you were arguing with her that night?"
"Yeah, she was defending Tiffany." said Richard. "We never had an argument for years, until Tiffany became a teenager and started getting rebellious and not listening to me. Marcia always takes Tiffany's side, and Tiffany would take advantage of that."
"Did your arguments with your wife ever escalate?" I asked. "Did you ever get physical with her, or her with you?"
"No, and ask her, she'll tell you. We argued, we didn't fight. Typical husband and wife arguments."
"Mr. Clarkston," I said, letting my voice get authoritative, "I think I should let you know that I don't like hearing about so-called 'typical' husband-wife arguments. I don't consider them 'typical'. My wife and I have avoided arguments, most of the married people I know don't have arguments, and those that do don't stay married very long. So no, sir, this is not typical, and it never is. I think you have some real problems in your family, and now it's escalated into a domestic dispute and has become my problem."
"I don't know what to tell you, Commander." said Richard.
"Tell me," I said, "how are your relations with your son Dave?"
"Dave's a good kid." said Richard. "He's always minded me. He came home on time when I told him to be home on time. He followed the rules, so he got to go out more. He's also a boy, a young man now; he's not a young naive girl that thinks she knows everything and could be preyed upon by young men with no scruples."
"Yes, but are you and Dave close?" I asked. "Did you do things together? Go to ball games, go hunting together, anything like that?"
"Marcia and I went to all his football games, from Pee-Wee League on up to High School." said Richard. "But he did a lot more things with his mother, growing up. Not that he's a sissy in any way; I know he's had sex with women, and plenty of it."
"Okay, then." I said. "So... why haven't you called a lawyer yet, Mr. Clarkston?"
"Uh..." Clarkston said, his eyes suddenly widening, "I told Marcia to call our lawyer. I've been waiting for him to show up. I don't know why he's not here yet."
"That tall tale about only getting one phone call is not really true, Mr. Clarkston." I said. "Why don't you call your lawyer on that phone on the wall now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I watched from the anteroom. We knew Tanya was in the Monitor Room, listening in on the conversation. Richard had not called his lawyer, but called his wife, so he had no privacy protection. Tanya reported what was said:
Richard: "Marcia, it's me, Richard. Did you call our lawyer? He hasn't shown up yet."
Marcia: "Yes, I did call a lawyer, Richard. For me. I'm filing for divorce."
Richard was obviously stunned. "What?!" he exclaimed.
"I'm sorry, Richard." said Marcia. "But I can't go on like this with you. I have to protect my daughter. I've already gotten a restraining order to keep you away from her. You're on your own getting a lawyer."
Richard hung up the phone with perhaps a bit more violence than was necessary. At that point, I went back into the anteroom.
"Is there a problem, Mr. Clarkson?"
"Yes, there is." Richard said. "Can I make another phone call, this time to my lawyer directly?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mr. Coleman from Lowe, Ball & Lynch, the Town & County's biggest and best business law firm, was talking to Richard Clarkston in I-A. Mr. Coleman had actually asked me to stay in the room with them.
"Your wife filed divorce papers this morning." said Coleman. "I'm not a divorce attorney, so I recommend Ferguson Stegall of Effim, Goode & Hart, the Men's Divorce Firm. I'll call him for you after we finish here, if you like." Clarkston nodded in agreement.
"The problem," continued Coleman, "and the reason I asked Commander Troy to remain, is because your wife's attorney filed for a restraining order, which Judge Nance immediately granted. You cannot go back to your home. If you have a Concealed Carry Permit, the restraining order revokes it, unless you fight it."
"No, I have no guns. Only Police should have guns." said Richard, who then added: "My God, I don't have any clothes, anything at all."
"My question for Commander Troy is if my client can be released on his own recognizance until his hearing Monday morning." said the lawyer.
"I'm not unwilling to do that." I said. "But Mr. Clarkston, do be advised that if you try to go anywhere near your wife or daughter or son, or your home while they are there, that you will not only be in jail again, you will be in what I call a 'world of shit'. This isn't a request, it's not asking you to promise. Stay away from them. Am I making myself clear?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy had agreed to go get Marcia and Tiffany. She all but forced them into her Police SUV, and then began riding around with them. Meanwhile, Detective Jerome Davis and I escorted Richard to his home to pack a couple of suitcases full of clothes. He was allowed to take his company-owned car with him, as well.
As he packed, I watched him carefully. He was irritated and frustrated, which was to be expected. But just before he left, getting some papers out of his desk in the library room, he looked around, then said "All of it... all for nothing."
Once he drove away, I called Cindy on my Police iPhone, telling her she could bring the women back. A half hour later, she came into my office at the Station.
"Tiffany is kind of numb about it." Cindy said. "I think she's realized that she may have pushed things too far, and now her family is breaking up. Marcia seemed stoic about it all, but resolute. She was a little bit pissed that Richard was being allowed to get clothes from their home, but other than that there were no real problems with them."
"Good." I said. "What about Dave? Was he there?"
"No." said Cindy. "Tiffany said when I went to get them that he was out with friends."
I nodded. Cindy noticed that I was introspective.
"Canadian Penny for your thoughts." she said.
I was looking at the photographs on the side of my desk. "One day," I said, "my daughters are going to grow up to be teenagers. And my firstborn child is already strong-willed and hardheaded at times. There were moments talking with Richard where I could sense his frustration, that he really didn't know what to do about his daughter. And I wonder what is going to happen when Carole reaches Tiffany's age. And between you, me, and the crowbars... it scares me, it really does."
"From what I know and have seen," Cindy said, "you'll do a hell of a lot better job than Richard Clarkston has. And from what little I've seen of the Clarkstons, you have a lot better help in your wife and your family than he's had."
Something in her words struck a chord with me, and I peered at her for a moment. And then it came back to me that something was there, something that would solve these crimes... but I was simply unable to grasp whatever it was at the moment...
At that moment, there was a knock on my office door. Captain Damien Thompson stuck his head in and said "Sir, ma'am, I just wanted to let both of you know... the Press is beginning to get the stories of these home invasions. They're calling the Public Relations Office asking for details..."
Part 15 - Mothers And Sons
4:00pm, Saturday, June 2d. Marcia Clarkston knocked on the door to her son Dave's room.
"Come in." said Dave. When the door opened, he was shocked to see his mother come in. She was wearing a clingy flower print dress and strappy black high heel sandals. She looked extremely hot, Dave thought. As for himself, he was wearing only a pair of short pants and underwear. The bulge of his 'package' was considerable, and obvious.
"Honey," Marcia said as she approached her son's bed, "are you okay?"
"I'm fine, Mom." Dave said, putting his magazine aside. "How are you?"
"I'm... okay." said Marcia, sitting down on the edge of the bed, her luscious ass near her son's hips. "I'm feeling kind of lonely, though. And I was wondering if you and I could do something... together."
"What did you have in mind, Mom?" asked Dave. "Want to go out, to dinner? Or watch a movie or something."
"We can do that later." said Marcia. "Right now... I just want to be here, with you." With that, the lovely mother lay back, then rolled onto the bed, her body now pressed against her son's. He put his arm around her as she lay her head on his muscular chest.
Then he felt her hand exploring his hard, six-pack abs, sliding lower and lower, towards his loins. He felt his cock stirring, getting harder, thicker, and longer. He knew he should stop this; after all, his mother was in a vulnerable emotional state. Then he felt and saw her hand reach his pants, sliding over his bulging crotch, feeling his hardening cock.
"Mmm, you're not a little boy any more, Dave." Marcia said. She turned her face up, looking into her son's eyes. "Dave... if I weren't your mother, would you date me? Would you make love to me."
"Yes, Mom." Dave said, his voice a whisper. His cock was now throbbing as he looked into Marcia's eyes, his nose filling with the smell of her perfume.
"Then don't let anything get between us, Dave." Marcia whispered as she felt the outline of her son's large cock through his pants. Dave reached down and opened his pants then began sliding them off along with his underwear. Now he was buck naked for the hot woman on the bed with him.
He leaned his head down and kissed Marcia's upturned mouth, sliding his tongue over hers. Marcia met the kiss, moaning into his mouth, sucking on her son's tongue as it explored hers. Her hand gripped Dave's cock, and she began gently jacking it as Dave's hands cupped and fondled her breasts through her dress.
Their kiss broke, and they looked into each other's eyes for a moment. And then Marcia slid her body over Dave's until her face was in her son's crotch. She gripped his huge, throbbing meat at the base, then opened her mouth and slid her lips over his cockhead.
They moaned together as her lips slid tightly down his thick shaft until it was buried almost to the hilt down her throat. Sliding her lips back up, she engulfed her son's cockmeat again, then began fellating him in a steady rhythm.
Marcia was moaning as she sucked her son. Never had anything felt so good to her! She loved the feeling of his manhood throbbing in her mouth and throat, and she loved even more knowing that she was giving her own son pleasure with her body.
Dave was caressing his mother's hot body as she steadily sucked him, his hands sliding over her luscious ass and along her abs to her loins, all through her dress. This went on for several minutes, until Dave felt his nut beginning to rise. His mother's mouth was too good, and his youthful body would soon be rushing to a powerful climax if he didn't stop their lewd act.



"I want to fuck you, Mom." he said. "Take that dress off and lie down." Marcia did as her son commanded. She reluctantly let his cock slip out of her mouth, then stood up by the bed and pulled the dress up over her body as Dave slid over towards the wall to give her room. His eyes feasted on her big breasts, her nipples rock-hard and sticking out, her auburn-colored pubic bush, a mound of trimmed, tightly bunched hairs just over her labes, and her pussy itself... the lips swollen, the moisture and heat all but visible.
Marcia eased back onto the bed and settled onto her back. Dave rolled over onto her, mounting her, and Marcia's hands slid onto his hips, guiding her onto him. He reached between them and fit the head of his large cock into her labes, and pushed down, penetrating her.
"Ohhhh!!" Marcia cried out as her son's cock slid into her, driving relentlessly down, burying his shaft into the wet heat of her cunt until their pelvises met. "Oh GOD, that's so fucking GOOD!" she gasped out as Dave settled onto her.
"God, you're so tight, and wet!" Dave gasped. "Spread your legs, Mom. Let me get into you." Marcia complied, pulling her legs up and back, giving her son easier access to fucking her pussy.
Dave began fucking his mother in a steady rhythm, slow and first, then harder and deeper as her cunt acclimated to the size of the cock invading it. Her mouth desperately sought his, and she moaned as he slammed his mouth onto hers, their lips sliding together as his tongue seemed to reach to her throat. After a moment of sharing their deep kiss, Dave began kissing and nuzzling his mother's jaw and neck.
Marcia had never felt such pleasure. To have Dave's cock inside her, plunging into her again and again, was the most intense feeling of ecstasy she'd ever known. She had no idea that sex could be this good, could feel like this. She was humping her ass up to meet each of her son's deep thrusts, and the loud *SMACK* of flesh on flesh echoed in the room as mother and son passionately mated.
As Dave lifted his head and looked into his mother's eyes, then deeply kissed her again, Marcia felt the intense erotic pressure building in her well-filled loins. She was about to have an orgasm, she realized. Before she could really comprehend it, her loins exploded, clamping down hard on her son's pistoning prick.
"UHHH!!" she cried out. "Oh GOD! Oh Dave! UHH!!" Dave fucked into her relentlessly, powerfully, ruthlessly as his mother shook beneath him, the violence of her orgasm surprising him... and her. Finally, the intense sensations subsided.
"Oh God, Dave," Marcia gasped. "I've never felt anything like that."
"Want me to keep fucking you, Mom?" Dave asked, slowly gaining full control over his mother, her body and her emotions, as well.
"Oh yessssss." Marcia hissed. "Do me with that big thing." Dave began fucking her hard and deep again, and Marcia felt her next orgasm already building, already about to overwhelm her...
Neither the mother nor son heard the slight creak of the door as it opened a couple of inches. Eyes looked in on them, seeing Dave's muscular ass bobbing up and down as he pumped his mother, Marcia's luscious legs wrapped around her son's hard body, their mouths mashed together as their tongues twined in a hot, lust-filled kiss...
Part 16 - The Party Never Stops
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 4th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "Fox Two News has learned that the Police Union has denied Detective Gayle Tunnin's grievance against the Town & County Police Force!"
"Detective Tunnin has been in the TCPD Internal Affairs Department for over six years," said Bettina, and was a Detective for four years before that." said Bettina. "However, she was passed over for promotion by Commander Donald Troy, who oversees Internal Affairs as well as the Detectives Division and the Uniformed Officers."
"The Union stated that the decision to hire SBI Lieutenant Ted Orosco was not just Commander Troy's, but the TCPD's leadership as well as the Sheriff and Inspector General's. They stated that the process was fair and thorough, and they accepted the reasons for hiring Lt. Orosco over Detective Tunnin. But not everyone is happy with the Union's finding. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Della Harlow, standing alongside Gayle Tunnin, both in civilian pantsuits. Harlow was shouting "And once again, Commander Donald Troy has discriminated against a woman, and this time to put one of his lackeys in Internal Affairs to cover up his 'cowboy' actions like shooting up a park with a helicopter at night! When I am Sheriff, these wrongs will be righted, women will have a chance to be promoted after years of unrewarded service, and misogynists swinging crowbars around will no longer be around to humiliate our Town & County!"
The audience of nearly all women cheered mightily, yelling "I'm with her! I'm with her!"
Back to Bettina live: "And speaking of crowbars swinging around, Captain Teresa Croyle defended her Police Boxing Matches title last Saturday, defeating past Champion Commander Cindy Ross. Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement saying that this was the last Police Boxing Matches where crowbars will be allowed, and the Matches will return to utilizing more weaponless skills in order to teach Officers more and better defensive techniques for their safety and the security of our Citizens."
"Also," went on Bettina, "Fox Two News has learned that there have been several home invasions in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. Police will not confirm that sexual assaults were part of the home invasions, but security for the subdivision has been stepped up in response, and Citizens are urged to be on the lookout for any strange persons loitering in the area, and to call 9-1-1 if any suspicious activity is seen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, congratulations, Captain Croyle." I said as we drank coffee in MCD. "I had no idea you'd won that little contest. No one was saying anything about it at all." Laughter erupted.
"I didn't know Wildcats hibernated all Spring, sir." replied Lt. Micah Rudistan, who had dropped in on us, ostensibly to make sure the coffee was being made correctly. More laughter.
"Glad to have you back, Lt. Rudistan." I said. "But to what do we owe the honor?"
Teresa spoke up: "Sir, I'm having a meeting with all the Uniformed Leadership this morning. We need to get a handle on this Heritage Cloisters thing, as well as some intel I got of potential demonstrations against you for this Tunnin thing and for the Mullen thing. I sent you an email about it, that I wouldn't be at the Angels meeting."
"Well, I've been in hibernation all Spring, so I guess I missed that one." I said, to more laughter. People were in good spirits today for some reason. And I had gotten and read Teresa's email.
"Sir," asked Theo Washington, "what's going to happen with Detective Tunnin?"
"I don't know yet." I said. "The Chief and Sheriff have asked her to meet with them this morning. She had every right to file the grievance, but now that it's denied, we'll have to see what happens."
"Sir," said Rudistan, great joviality on his face, "are the rumors true about more Detectives coming to MCD?" It was suddenly silent in the room. All eyes were on me. My eyes had cut to Rudistan, in a manner not dissimilar from the way Carole's eyes would cut to me when I caught her feeding Bowser stringbeans. My eyes also conveyed a lack of happiness at that question being asked.
"Mr. Rudistan," I said, "you are attempting to start 'trouble'. And you are succeeding." I looked around, then said "Nothing is official yet, at all. But just to stop the rumor mill from getting out of hand, I'll tell you that there is consideration to bring more people into Vice, partially as manpower, but partly to gain experience and be evaluated to be full Detectives. We are also considering bringing in a couple more full Detectives into MCD."
"At what level, under the new system?" Joanne asked. Joanne was a full near-Supervisor level under the 'old' system, as all the Detectives in MCD were.
"At least Detective-3. Maybe Detective Sergeant." I said. "But don't think you can pull rank on them. The new Vice people will be Detective-1 or -2, by the way." Detective-1 was essentially an entry level to the Detective Track, and was the equivalent of a Corporal. Detective-2 and Detective-3 were higher than Corporal, but not Sergeant-level. Detective Sergeant was the equivalent of a Senior Sergeant.
"But again, this is all general talk." I admonished. "Nothing has been decided yet. Except Rudistan's demotion... for starting 'trouble'." Everyone laughed, seeing me grin, knowing I was kidding Rudistan. And this was how news actually got spread through the TCPD.
"Who's eligible to apply?" asked Theo.
"Everyone." I said. "But I'll probably throw your application, Warner's, Parker's, and Davis's in the trash can." More laughter; after all, they already were the MCD Detectives in the House. "But seriously, anyone can apply as long as they're past the probationary period upon being hired."
"What does the Vice Lieutenant think of that?" asked Rudistan fearlessly. Yes, he was really stirring the ol' pot today...
"It was my idea, at least the part about getting more people into Vice." said Lt. Mary Mahoney Milton, her hair just a shade brighter metallic red than Marcia Clarkston's auburn-red hair. "We are really hurting. You guys in there are good, but we need more help when something big starts happening. And of course... we need some good helicopter pilots." More laughter erupted at that.
"Oh I don't knowwwww, Ms. Mahoney." said Chief Moynahan as he walked in. "You've got at least two good pilots right now. And I am very, very tempted to unleash the Iron Crowbar and his Coh-braaaa on some perps right now, just to show the Council what we can dooooo..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya Perlman drove into my office for the Angels meeting, joining Cindy and myself. "What the hell was Rudistan thinking, asking that in front of everyone?"
"Don't be upset; it's not a problem." I said. "Rumors are getting rampant around the Precincts. I don't know who is doing the gossiping, but Rudistan came over to get the scoop so he can address it at 2nd Precinct. Teresa is going to say something about it in her meeting this morning, as well."
"Sounds like it's decided upon." said Cindy. "And the Chief's little shot at the Council suggests to me that they're giving him crap about it."
"You should apply to be an MCD Detective." I replied. "I need your skills, there."
"I'm not going to hire her into my MCD." declared Tanya. "After all, she can't even win a boxing match!" Cindy whirled to stare at Tanya, her ice blue eyes staring daggers right through my Captain of Detectives. I had burst out laughing, and could not stop for a second... well, several sets of seconds. Then Tanya started laughing and even Cindy relented and began shaking her head sardonically.
"What did Jerome put in the coffee today?" I asked. Then Priya's broadcast began, and the fun ended.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Five-Alive News In the Morning, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!" the beautiful Indian reporterette practically yelled from the southwest corner of Courthouse Square, which put the Police Headquarters building down the street in the background.
"Five-Alive News has learned that there have been two break-ins in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision!" said Priya. "In the first case last week, the home of Richard Clarkston and his family was invaded. Sources tell Five-Alive News that his wife Marcia was raped by the perpetrators while Richard and his son Dave were physically beaten and forced to watch."
"Police are refusing to release the details and Police reports of the crime, and they also are refusing to reveal the names of the second family that was assaulted this past weekend." continued Priya.
"In other news," said Priya, "Five-Alive News has learned that TCPD Detective Gayle Tunnin has rejected a meeting with Police Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Daniel Allgood, who is running for Mayor as a Republican. Sources tell Five-Alive News that Detective Tunnin intends to sue the TCPD as well as Commander Donald Troy personally for passing over her as head the Internal Affairs division, citing Commander Troy's policies of discrimination against women..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let me see if I get this straight." said Tanya. "The Captain of Detectives is a woman. The former Captain of Detectives, now the Deputy Chief, is a woman. The Captain of Operations... is a woman. The Vice Lieutenant... is a woman. What am I missing, here?"
"Della Harlow's hunger for raw political power." I replied. "She will say and do anything, regardless of the truth or the integrity of her actions, to attack me, and through me, Chief Griswold. It won't hold up, of course, but that's what's going on."
"And this is why I was so cautious to not question Tunnin about her relationship with Harlow," I said, "as well as to have someone in the room with me during the interview, that being Teresa Croyle, who Todd assures me is a woman."
"Ouch." said Cindy. "I did say something about it. Not to her, but at lunch."
"Let's hope she and Harlow are unaware of it." I said. "Oh well, least of my worries. I am much, much more disturbed about what Priya Ajmani just did in releasing the name of a rape victim and telling the world the woman was raped. I am going to twist that bitch reporter's cap around."
Two women were looking at me in shock at my language. "What?" I queried.
"Er, nothing." said Cindy, knowing that she might be in charge of Press Relations, but that even that was not going to save Priya from the Wrath of the Crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Priya Ajmani came into the Press area of Police Headquarters, which is to the left of the front doors, before getting to the Duty Desk and I-A through I-C rooms. She worked her way to the office of Captain Damien Thompson.
"Go into the Press Interview Room." Thompson said. "No cameras, just you." Priya went next door into the room, which had two leather chairs for comfortable interviewing, good lighting, lots of Police plaques and memorabilia on the walls. As she went in, the door slammed hard behind her, making her jump.
Behind the door were the TCPD's two Commanders: the Red Crowbar and the Green Crowbar. And the Red Crowbar's face was darker red than his hair with anger.
"What in the fuck do you think you were doing?" I thundered. Do I even need to say my powerful iPhone bug-killer was on, doing it's best imitation of Slender Man destroying video camera recordings.
"What are you talking about?" Priya said haughtily. She did notice that Cindy had the door blocked, while I was between them, my gray eyes boring hard into the Indian reporterette.
"Putting out the name of a rape victim? Telling the god-damn world she was raped?" I growled.
"We reported the news." Priya shot back. "The Public has a right to know----"
"STOP WITH THAT GOD-DAMN BULLSHIT!!" I yelled as hard as I could right into her face. "There is NO prurient Public interest in the name of that rape victim being broadcast! There is NOTHING that will help me solve that case that will come of blabbing her name all over God's creation. The Public does NOT have an automatic right to know!"
"It might help if someone hears about it and knows something----" Priya tried, her face going from anger to desperation.
"BULL SHIT!!" I yelled into her face again. "*I* am the one working on this case, and *I* am the one who decides what helps my cases! And I'll put my record of solving cases up against your 'the public has a right to know' horse shit any god-damn day!"
"Furthermore!" I shouted, "all you've done is humiliate that woman and her family. Needlessly. Now everyone she knows will look upon her as a defiled piece of trash! She's been humiliated before her friends, her family... by YOU! YOU, Priya, are the one who did this to her! And you want to hide behind your fucking excrement about 'the public has the right to know'..." I said that part in a cynical, whiny voice, then returned to blast mode.
"And you didn't do it to help anyone!" I thundered. "You did it to hurt that woman, to cause her and her family PAIN!"
"No I didn't!" Priya tried to yell back. She was near to crying now. "I was reporting the news----"
"BULL FUCKING SHIT!" I screamed. "You're just like all the other god-damned reporters. You don't give a shit about anything or anyone, you just want to cause people pain! You want people to be hurt! And then you hide behind your worthless 'journalist' badge, calling it 'news'! Jesus fucking Christ!"
I had her all but sobbing now. I just looked down at her. "My God." I said, my voice now unnervingly quiet. "Right now, I wish I could go back in time, so I could just leave you to die at the hands of the CIA. I am sorry I rescued you from them. I should have let them kill you. You are absolutely fucking worthless. You're just one of the Haters, one of those that enjoy the pain of others. May God damn you. I truly wish I'd left you to die that night." (Author's note: 'Pink Lemonade', Ch. 03.)
With that, I stalked out, slamming the door behind me.
"It's not like that!" Priya wailed at Cindy, whose ice-blue eyes were boring into her.
"Well..." Cindy said, her voice much quieter and calmer than mine; this was a 'good cop, bad cop' routine if ever there was one. "Within the extent of his knowledge... he is right. Remember, Priya... one of your fellow reporters tried to murder that man's daughter, and for nothing but sheer hatred of the good Commander Troy has done."
"That wasn't me!" Priya cried. "I had nothing to do with that! I was just as upset as anyone about it! And I was as happy as anyone when she was saved! Ask everyone at the station!---"
Cindy held up her hand. "You're missing the point, which is that it was really bad to release that rape victim's name like that, and that Commander Troy is not forgiving at all about reporters after what happened on Christmas Eve. Why can't you just do your job without the propaganda, without trying to leave broken people behind as you drive by and drive off?"
"We're reporting the news, which is our job." Priya replied, trying to get her wits back about her.
"No you're not." said Cindy. "Don is right about that." She turned to go. "I'll talk to Don, get him to calm down about you. But you need to tell your fellow journalists to clean it up, report accurately and fairly, and drop the propaganda and agendas in your reporting, especially of him." She went through the door and left the room, leaving a broken soul behind her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I met Laura at her favorite Soup & Salad place. She had secured an indoor table by the large window, with a great view of the man-made lake. Also with her was Mrs. Myrtle L. James, in some ways the Town Matriarch.
"Oh, yes," said Mrs. James as we ate our bowls of delicious potato soup, "Mrs. Clarkston applied to be part of the Investment Club. We haven't had any openings in a good while, so there has been no reason to talk about her potential membership."
"We should tell my husband," said Laura, "that the process has changed. After Jeanine Burke died, we decided to have two-woman control of the list of names instead of one. Care to guess who those two are?"
"You, and Judge Lorraine McGill." I said simply, then ate another spoonful of soup.
"Nothing gets by the man, Mrs. James." Laura said.
"Yes, we're all used to that by now." said Mrs. James. "And how did you know, Commander?"



"Oh, I can't reveal sources." I said. "But don't worry, I found out in a benign way." Indeed, Jeanine Burke's law partner Virginia Madison had told Todd, who told Teresa, who did not keep important information like that from her boss. "So were you going to admit Mrs. Clarkston into your club?"
"This is the part that I told Mrs. James we needed to tell you, on account of your investigation of the home invasion." said Laura.
"And I agree, if reluctantly." said Myrtle L. James. "A few of us had talked to her about her potential membership not very long ago. One of our older members is in failing health, and we anticipate a vacancy in the next few months, maybe even weeks. Our membership was not keen on admitting Mrs. Clarkston, as many of our members do not like her husband very much. However, she suggested that that might not be a problem for very much longer, especially after her daughter Tiffany graduates and goes to college."
"Couple of years out for that." I said.
"We also have some other information for you, Commander." said Mrs. James. "A number of our members have learned through what Laura calls 'gossip' that the Press in this Town is going to attack you by revealing what they call 'dirty secrets' about you. They are going to do this in conjunction with that odious man Robert Mullen accusing you of crimes you have not committed."
"Any idea what those dirty secrets are?" I asked. "Besides the secret that I have the most beautiful wife in the County?" Laura smiled at that, and Mrs. James chuckled.
"No, we don't know exactly what it is." said Mrs. James. "I can assure you that whatever dislike of Richard Clarkston the members of the Ladies Auxiliary have, their disgust with Mr. Mullen is far worse. We were all very happy when he resigned from our Inspector General's office."
"Especially Judge McGill, I would bet." I replied.
"And you'd win that bet." Laura said with something resembling a sigh.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!" My favorite sound occurred as I came through the front door of the Mountain Nest at 6:30pm, and it was followed by my daughter running up to greet me. I knelt down to let her give me a hug, as picking her up was starting to be a strain on my back. Kneeling also allowed me to hug Jim, who ran up behind his big sister, and then to pet two outstanding dogs that were in attendance.
"We'll have supper in half an hour." my mom Phyllis said. "I got a phone call from one of the Community Center ladies, telling me to watch the KSTD broadcast at the end."
"Okay." I said, hugging my mom and kissing her on the cheek. Then Laura came out of the 'Puter Room', as Carole called it, and I kissed her full on the lips, which made Carole giggle.
I poured a Scotch and Soda, not too strong, and took the dogs out. I sat on the metal mesh seat on the back porch and watched the dogs sniffing around the place, finally doing their business and then sauntering back. I was thinking about the cases, straining to see the clues I knew I was missing...
Going back inside some minutes later, we settled down to watch the KSTD broadcast. They always had Sports last, teasing it throughout the hour to keep most people watching through the whole broadcast. This time, though, they had an 'editorial comment' from Editor-In-Chief Dan Walther.
"I am coming to you today," Walther said, "to apologize for an unacceptable error in judgement. We previously revealed the name of a rape victim. Doing so was needless, and served no valuable purpose. We apologize to the family for the humiliation they have suffered as a result of this mistake."
"I have always been honored to be a journalist, and to bring you the news as quickly and as fairly and as openly as we possibly could." said Walther. "I tended to my duties with the same values I learned as a part of the United States Marines. But I have not upheld those values in allowing that erroneous reporting, and also in keeping John Hardwood on our Staff when it should've been clear to me that his mind was warped by hatred, leading to his unforgivable actions on Christmas Eve, which put a little girl and a Police Officer in mortal danger."
"Therefore," finished Walther, "I have announced to the KSTD Staff that I am retiring, effective this Friday, June 8th. There will be fundamental changes at KSTD, and I am assured, and will assure you, that their reporting going forward will meet the high standards I've always expected of them. I appreciate your support and viewership for the last several years. Goodnight, and 'peace'."
"Wow." I said as the broadcast ended.
"It is all over Town that you reamed Priya for broadcasting Mrs. Clarkston's name." said my mother. Fortunately the kids were not in the room to hear that potty-mouth language. "Do you think that is why he's leaving?"
"I don't know." I said. "Cindy talked to Priya after I left the room, and Cindy told me that Priya was badly shaken up after I'd finished with her. Walther takes great pride in having been a U.S. Marine, as well. But to retire over that? That's... a 'strangeness'."
The 'strangeness' did not prevent me from catching Carole trying to feed Bowser her stringbeans at dinner. Her next trick was to put her stringbeans on Jim's plate when I went to get second helpings of everything. Jim ate the stringbeans, but Carole still went to timeout... mostly so that she would fully understand that she was not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded...
Part 17 - Third Time's The Charm
Tuesday, June 5th, 9:30pm. Kate Kane disconnected her cellphone. "That was your dad." she said to her daughter, Nikki Kane. "He's staying in Washington until Friday." Michael Kaine officially worked for the University's Institute for Political Policy, but he was a rabid Democrat and was in Washington for consultations with other Democrat 'backbenchers'... people who worked behind the scenes on behalf of Democrat politicians.
Kate had raven black hair and a shapely body that she kept fit through exercise. Her daughter Nikki was a rising Sophomore at Eastern State. She was a beautiful young woman, also black-haired, with a saucy body and great legs. She had no problem getting a lot of cock, and often attended Frat parties just to pull a train and fuck as many men a night as she could.
Her brother Tom Kane had been the County High School football quarterback the previous Fall, and was attending the University this Fall. Tom and Nikki despised each other; Tom was an arrogant, mean-spirited young man that had no problem treating women like sex objects and using them, and he surprised himself sometimes how many girls tolerated the abuse to be with the Big Man on (the County High) Campus. He had no problem getting a lot of pussy. Nikki saw Tom for what he was, and took every cheap shot at him she could.
Tom's father, a former football coach and personal trainer, kept him in line when Tom needed it, but otherwise didn't say much to either of his kids when the went out late and partied. He did tell them that drinking and driving was not tolerated, nor were drugs at all, but he didn't seem to notice if Tom or Nikki came home drunk.
"Make sure to set the alarm." said Nikki as she read her magazine, bored to tears with being at home. She wanted to be at a party, or hanging out with Tom's well-hung friends like Sven Radcliffe or Dave Clarkston, but they'd blown her off. And then the news had come out about Dave's mother Marcia.
"I will, as soon as Tom gets home." said Kate. "He said he'd be home by ten."
"He's a lying piece of crap." said Nikki.
"Nikki!" Kate exclaimed, more at her daughter's potty-mouth language than her disdain for Tom.
Just then the door to the garage opened, and Tom came in. "Hi Mom, I'm back."
"See, Nikki?" Kate said. "He's even early tonight."
"Too bad." muttered Nikki. "I'll be upstairs, Mom." She got up and left the room.
"It's boring as hell out there." said Tom as he came up and kissed his mother's cheek, then sitting down on the sofa next to her. "Nobody's partying at all. Everyone's at home, scared to death of those home invaders."
"That reminds me," said Kate. "Go set the alarm."
"Don't bother."
The gravelly voice came from behind them. Tom and Kate whirled to see two lean, tall men behind them, with black Spider-Man masks, black spandex suits, gloves... and two bright, shiny revolvers pointed at their heads...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30am, Wednesday, the Sixth of June. I came into the Kane home, which was on the western edge of the Heritage Cloisters. The golf course generally ran north-south through the subdivision. Teresa and Todd's home was near the front (south side) of the subdivision. The Clarkston's home had been not far away but more easterly, and the Radcliffe home was further north.
"Whaddya got, Washington?" I asked, seeing Theo talking with Captain Perlman in the main room. "I'd ask your Captain here, but she's just going to tell me what you're going to tell me." Tanya chuckled.
"Detective Davis is upstairs, sir." said Theo. "He and I were on call tonight. Looks like our Ninja Spider-Men have struck again. But there's some differences this time. We've got the son Tom in the den, getting his statement----"
"Sir," said Tanya, "why don't you go upstairs and look for yourself first." I took that advice and went into the master bedroom upstairs. The floor plan was not like the other two homes, and this bedroom was relatively small.
"What's going on, Davis?" I asked.
"Sir, Mrs. Kate Kane and her daughter Nikki were taken to the hospital. Mr. Michael Kane is not at home; he's in Washington, D.C. on a business trip. He works at the University. Tom Kane, Mrs. Kane's son and Nikki's brother, is downstairs in the den; you might have seen him already.
"No, I didn't." I said. "So, give me the timeline."
"According to all three Kanes," said Jerome, "the two perps came into the house about 9:40pm. Tom had just gotten home. They forced Mrs. Kane and Tom upstairs to her bedroom, then one of them went and got Nikki from her bedroom. They were all forced to strip naked and were then duck-taped, the women's hands behind them and Tom's in front of him."
"No cuffs this time?" I asked. I was looking at the bed. The headboard was a solid piece of wood from the floor up, and there was no footboard at all.
"They may have brought some, sir," said Jerome, "but as you can see, there's not too many places they can be cuffed to."
"Well that's an assumption," I said sourly, "and one I don't agree with. But go ahead. What happened?"
"They forced the mother, Kate, to lie down on the bed on her back, then the forced Nikki to perform oral sex on her." said Jerome. "Then they forced Tom to get behind his sister and penetrate her. Before he came, they forced him to pull out and then have intercourse with his mother, which he did until he climaxed."
"After that, they forced him to sit down in the back corner there, and they raped the two women repeatedly." continued Jerome. "The girl was on her shoulders and knees and was taken from behind, while the mother was on her back. One difference from the previous incidents was that both women's mouths were duct-taped shut. The criminals used condoms, just like previous times, as well."
"Any identifying marks that could be seen?" I asked.
"One of them was described as pale-skinned, the other a bit more tanned." said Jerome. "Captain Perlman asked about marks or moles, and neither woman remember seeing anything obvious, other than that both perps were well-endowed, though not as large as Tom. Captain Perlman described him as 'hung like a horse'."
"She does strive to make accurate descriptions." I said acerbically. "Anything else?"
"Only that the perps took a lot longer than the previous times. They both raped the mother at least twice, and one of them anally penetrated the daughter. Then they forced Tom to have intercourse with his sister again, and according to the mother, they were really calling Tom and Nikki nasty names, yelling in his ear and her ear a lot. "
"And one final thing." concluded Jerome. "In the previous incidents, the son got free of his bonds pretty quickly. But this time, they made all three go into the bathroom and sit in the hot tub in the dark, then damaged the door handle so the door couldn't be easily opened. Took them a good long while to get free."
I nodded. "Okay, I'm going back downstairs." I did so, and talked to Captain Perlman, who told me what she'd been told by the woman about their assailants' features, such as they were.
"By the way," she said, "no signs of forced entry at all; any door, any window. Captain Croyle is at Headquarters. She's already gotten the tapes from the front guard shack, and she's reviewing our patrols's movements. No one reported seeing anything, and she wants to know how these bastards got by us this time."
"Yes, they are remarkably able to move about undetected, aren't they?" I said. "Excuse me a moment." I went into the back den, where Tom was sitting on the sofa, a sullen look on his face, being attended to by Patrolmen Culver and Hicks.
"Tom?" I said, making him look up at me. "I'm Commander Don Troy. I've already heard the story, and I just want to ask some follow-up questions. Any idea at all how the perps got into the house?"
"No sir." said Tom sullenly. "I was talking to my mom, and suddenly they were right behind us, guns pointed at our heads. I didn't hear a thing beforehand."
"You seem angry." I said. "More angry than shocked."
"Yeah, I'm pissed off." said Tom. "I should've figured out a way to stop them, or prevented this from happening."
"You didn't go to the Hospital?" I asked.
"No sir, your Officers made me stay here." Tom said. I nodded.
"They didn't physically beat you up?" I asked.
"Naw." said Tom. "They slapped my sister's ass a lot until it turned red, but other than that they just yelled a lot."
Part 18 - Birthdays and Insights
Wednesday, June 6th, 7:30am. I went home to the Mountain Nest to change into my Uniform. I could've done that at work, but today was my son Jim's fourth birthday. My goodness! he was growing up so fast!
Everyone was just sitting down to breakfast when I arrived. We brought out a cupcake for Jim with a candle that he blew out as we sang 'Happy Birthday' to him. We were going to have a bigger party for him later that evening, so we gave him just one present: a big huge container of Legos. He was excited to see these objects that he could use to build things, and I admonished him not to try to eat the Legos.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am we gathered in Classroom 'E'. Mary Milton was there, having come in and begun the computer work hours before, coming in herself to get it done faster. Mary is very fast with computers and data acquisition.
"Michael Kane works for the University's Institute for Political Policy." said Mary. "Dunno if this is important, but he's heavily involved in Democrat causes behind the scenes. No money issues, but he expensed a lot of things to either the Institute or various political PACs that favor Democrats.
"Kate Kane was something of a hostess for her husband's social functions, and sometimes helped University President Wellman's wife with University social events." continued Mary. "Their son Tom was County High's football quarterback, and thus the Big Boy on Campus, and his sister Nikki, one year older than him, attends Eastern State. She has, and has had, a reputation as a very 'easy' girl. She was picked up at a Frat party and charged with prostitution, but her dad got her a good lawyer and they forced the charges to be dropped."
"I, er... 'peeked' into the School records." said Mary. "Nothing on Nikki, except that her grades were bad. Looks to me like she was socially promoted, failing grades changed to barely passing ones. Her daddy and Jack Lewis might've helped a lot to get her into Eastern State."
More Mary: "Tom has been in trouble for bullying other kids for several years. He has a bad reputation, but his dad was a coach and a personal trainer, and he kept his son in line. Tom was scared of him, but really no one else... except maybe Dave Clarkston. A teacher put a note in Tom's file that Tom groped Dave's sister Tiffany, tore open her shirt and fondled her breasts, and Dave beat Tom down and forced him to apologize. Tom has left Tiffany alone since."
"And nothing done about that by the school, other than a note?" Cindy said with disgust.
"No ma'am." said Mary. "Can't have the star quarterback in trouble, dontcha know."
"Dave did the right thing, protected his sister." I said. "Good on him."
"Like many bullies who get beat down, Tom and Dave hung out together some." said Mary. "Seems the teachers were really watching Tom, and made notes of who his friends were."
"Wow, he must've really been a bad seed to be on the watch list." Joanne said. "Kind of like the Ridley's kid Zack." Everyone murmured agreement.
"It's early days, but any forensics?" I asked.
"No sir." said Tanya. "Rape kits done, sheets collected, all that. It'll be a while, maybe two days. Since the last two incidents yielded nothing, I'm not holding out much hope for this one giving us anything, but we'll see what comes up."
"Hope never dies." I said. "Okay, so this one was a bit different than the other two home invasions, though there were similarities. This time, the father, who I understand is a bruiser enough to keep his son in line, was not at home. This time the daughter was at home, and she was sexually assaulted, perhaps even worse than the mother. The son was forced to have sex with them, but for the most part he was forced to sit on the floor while the perps repeatedly defiled the two women, switching out several times, climaxing into the condoms several times. Instead of a couple of hours, they stayed three and a half to four hours. And they tied them all up very securely and trapped them in the bathroom afterwards."
"Sir," said Theo, "there were no handcuffs used in this incident, just duct tape. We've gone around to all the hardware stores to see who has bought duct tape as well as plastic handcuffs. No joy on it, at least not in this County."
"It was a try, anyway." I said. "No handcuffs... no handcuffs..."
Seeing as I was getting introspective, Captain Croyle spoke up. "Sir," she said, "I've reviewed the tapes and the duty logs of the patrols. It was a weeknight, so traffic in and out was pretty low, especially after 9:00pm. No one but residents came in or out, not even any late delivery trucks. First Precinct patrols have been keying on that area, and nothing amiss was seen."
"And here's a little secret none of you should ever let get out of here." said Teresa. "There are hidden cameras set up all over the place. Most are concealed in the streetlights. The security people and the Police usually don't have them turned on, but since the first assault a week and a half ago, we've been monitoring them. There have been no strangers walking around during the hours from just before the incidents to after them. Nothing. Just residents walking their dogs. It's like these perps are frickin' ghosts."
"That's gotta mean something." said Tanya. "Sir, I'm thinking it may be an inside job... someone that lives in the subdivision."
"Yeah, I thought of that, too." I said. "But they're still getting inside the houses themselves. How are they doing that?"
"Sneaking in while the doors are unlocked, hiding somewhere, then coming out and taking the families hostage." said Joanne.
"And then not a trace of them after they leave." I said. "The Police are going through the houses and clearing them, making sure nobody stayed behind, are they not?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "I did it myself, with Culver, at the Clarkstons. We even pulled down the attic door and looked up there. Hot as hell; perps would not want to hide out there for hours. And Irwin said a couple of guys went through the Radcliffe home, opened all the closet doors and such, looking for dropped condoms or duct tape rolls, stuff like that." I nodded.



"Okay." I said. "I dunno about all of you, but I could use a sugar rush from doughnut fort-i-fi-cations. And I think the Police Boxing Matches Champion should supply a couple of boxes, whadda y'all think?"
"Terrible, the price of winning." said Cindy Ross, looking squarely at her best friend, the Police Boxing Matches Champion.
"I can assure you," said Teresa Croyle with alacrity as she stood up, "that it is worth every penny to be the one buying those doughnuts... and having that trophy on my desk. See y'all in half an hour, in MCD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was 2:00pm, Wednesday, June 6th. Laura had called to say that Kate Kane was not severely injured, that Nikki Kane suffered lacerations from being anally raped, and both women were shaken up, Kate more for her daughter than herself, and Nikki more angry than in shock. Not unlike her brother, I thought to myself.
I was trying to pierce the veil. That one clue... that one thing I was seeing, but not observing. And then it hit me... and everything started falling into place. Everything made sense. All of it.
"Captain Perlman!" I yelled as I flew out of my office and down the hall. The Detectives in MCD and Vice probably suspected that I was the victim of a sugar rush from the doughnuts Teresa had provided...
Part 19 - Fornication
"Come on in." said Helga Radcliffe to the handsome teen stud. "Would you like something to drink--- oh, my..."
The young man had put his arms around her and drawn her to him. Now he was kissing her mouth... and she was responding. Their tongues twined hotly as his hands explored her firm, sexy body through her blouse and jeans.
"Mmmm, why don't we go upstairs." the young man said. "Before anyone comes home."
"Don't worry about that." Helga said as the stud nuzzled her neck. "My husband is still in the Hospital, and my son is with his little girlfriend."
The world would be shocked to know that Helga had long been unfaithful to her husband, that she enjoyed cheating on him, especially with young, handsome, virile studs. She would spend her husband's money, and she would get her sexual pleasure from better men than her husband, who could provide that pleasure she craved...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Helga lay naked on her bed, spreading her legs in welcome as the young man mounted her. He kissed her deeply as he fit the head of his huge, throbbing cock to her labes. He'd eaten her pussy for several minutes, and now she was sopping wet and eager to accommodate his size.
"Ohhhhh!" she gasped as he penetrated her and began sinking his long, thick shaft into the steaming wet depths of her hungry snatch. She raised her hips to meet his thrust, and their loins collided with a wet *smack!*. He began pumping her in a hot, fast rhythm, driving deep and hard, sliding back more slowly, then thrusting back in again with raw, male power.
As they humped lustily, the young stud's nut was rising and he announced he was close to coming. As he raised up some to get leverage and more power, to deliver his load of potent, virile semen as deeply into Helga's vagina as he could get it, the beautiful blonde looked between their bodies, down at their coupled loins... and saw the three moles in a line...
A wave of shock passed through her as she looked up at the young man as he began pumping his full climax into her with a deep groan. "Oh my God!" she yelled, "you're... you're one of the bastards that broke in and raped me!"
To be continued.
Final chapter comes next. What are your solutions to this case?



        The Pact Ch. 04

        Solution; crisis averted; legal issues; ending twists.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-pact-ch-04-2

Title: The Pact Ch. 04

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: NonConsent/Reluctance

Description: Solution; crisis averted; legal issues; ending twists.

Tags: hot wife, big cock, mother son, drama, police drama, crime drama, mystery, iron crowbar, blowjob, noncon

Series: The Pact


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is now listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
Note: All characters engaged in sex acts are 18 years or older.
Part 20 - The Crime Scene
Tiffany Clarkston was lying on her bed, wearing jeans and a pink blouse. Sven Radcliffe was lying next to her, holding her in his strong, young arms. Their tongues were twining in a hot French kiss, then she felt him slide his tongue over hers and deep into her mouth. She returned the kiss, their tongues battling as their mouths pressed together as the kissed deepened in passion and intensity.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Sven! Are you in there?" a voice said through the door.
"God damn it, Dave!" Tiffany pouted as her brother opened the door.
"Sven!" said Dave, his face pale and looking shocked. "It's your mom..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I crossed the bridge over the State Line River and took the first road to the left about a quarter mile on down the road. Driving along the hard-packed dirt farm road, I came upon the Police vehicles already there.
"Hello, Commander." said Hammondsville Police Chief Pascal Floyd. With him were his Detectives, Josh Segers and Chris Williams, a Deputy Sheriff, and two crime lab techs. "Glad you could come over."
Following me had been other vehicles, one of which carried a State Crime Lab team, and the other was Tanya Perlman's specialized van. Everyone watched in fascination as a Tank was lowered onto the dirt road, carrying my Captain of Detectives.
"I hope you won't mind if my Crime Lab Team assists yours." I said. "And this is Captain Tanya Perlman, my Captain of Detectives."
"Pleased to meet you, ma'am." said Chief Floyd, showing courtesy though he 'outranked' her. "And yes, Commander, I would welcome the help. Just make two evidence bags of everything."
"We'll make two rape kits, too." said Tanya. With that, J.R. Barnes and a couple of his techs began working with the local techs... more like teaching them as they went along.
"You think she was raped?" asked the Chief.
"Before we get into that," I said, "who found the body, and how?" We were looking at the body of Helga Radcliffe, lying on the left side of the road as we'd come up.
"I found it." said the Deputy. "I routinely come down this farm road past the 'Santa Claus' house... we call it that because we found the body of that guy that looked like Santa Claus there... and I check to make sure no drug dealers are crawling around the place. I saw the body and pulled over to check it out."
I remembered that the evil Keeler had been found dead in that house just up the road, just before Takaki Taichi-sama's great kamikaze mission that wiped out the rest of the perps. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 05.)
"We think she was dumped here, and not too long ago." said Detective Segers. "Her body's still warm."
"How was she killed?" asked Tanya.
"Strangulation, from the looks of her neck." said Segers.
"Yes, sir." said J.R. Barnes, gently feeling Helga's neck. "Totally crushed her windpipe. Either someone powerful, or someone applying a lot of hatred to her neck. Maybe both."
"Commander," said Chief Floyd, "I would love to give you habeas corpus, if you can show the merest sign that she was brought over the State Line, and dumped here."
"Tanya" I said, "call TCPD Headquarters. Get the tapes from the Visitor's Center and the Impound Yard. Look for cars belonging to Tom Kane, and maybe Dave Clarkston, and their families. Might as well see if one of the Radcliffe cars is on the tapes, as well."
"Yes sir." Tanya said, fishing out her Police iPhone. When one crossed the State Line into our County, there was a small Visitors Welcome Center on the right, with vending machines, restrooms, and maps, built on a mound to hopefully prevent flooding (and it had worked, so far). Not far past that was the entrance to the TCPD Impound Yard, where I'd gotten that old green car to go after Steven Moschel that time. What people didn't know was that both places had concealed cameras that recorded incoming traffic, and the Impound Yard recorded outbound traffic, as well.
"Semen in her vagina, sir, but no fresh abrasions." said J.R. Barnes. "We'll run the samples immediately."
"When you do," I said, "cross-reference it with the DNA samples from all three home Heritage Cloisters home invasions."
"But sir," said J.R., "we only have the victim sons's and fathers's DNA..."
"That's exactly right." I said. J.R. caught on. I looked at Tanya and said "Once again, I have been culpably slow, Captain Perlman."
"Do. Not. Even. Start. With. Me." replied Tanya, looking fire and brimstone at me.
I nodded, then explained to Chief Floyd about the three home invasion cases we'd been working on. "I'll send you a copy of what they find on that cross-match. We're trying to keep some aspects of the case under wraps. The Press has already been putting out the victims's names, and I don't want them knowing a damn thing, if I can help it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, I was back at TCPD Headquarters. Tanya came to my office. "We have habeas corpus." she said. "I've sent the video of Tom Kane driving his car over the State Line and then coming back about five minutes later. The Hammondsville Police Chief and Sheriff both said they consider that to be enough. Martha the M.E. has sent a hearse to get Helga Radcliffe's body. They'll process the evidence they collected, and send up copies of their reports."
"Good." I said, my voice faint and introspective.
"I also took the liberty of sending a Patrol out to arrest Tom Kane, on suspicion." Tanya said. "If we get to his car in time, we might get evidence of Helga's body having been in the trunk, and we'll get the GPS data, too. And I sent Theo directly to the Court, bypassing the D.A.'s Office, to get a warrant to support us on that."
"Damn, you're good." I said. "I ought to hire you as my Captain of Detectives."
"I'll take the job, too." Tanya replied, her cheeks rosy with perkiness. "And part of the job is to beat you down when you start blaming yourself for things beyond your control. She might've been dead already by the time you'd figured it out."
"Maybe." I said. "But I should've seen the answers after the Radcliffe break-in." I said. "So let's get Dave Clarkson and Sven Radcliffe in here. And I'll break the news to him and his family, as well."
Part 21 - Fugitives
4:30pm, Wednesday, June 6th. I was sitting in my office, collating all the evidence, putting my own notes into the evidence servers in a cohesive way. And I was realizing my problem.
"Yeah, it's not my business any longer." Cindy Ross said, coming in and sitting down on the sofa. "But if I have to stare at that budget ledger for one more moment without a break, I'm going to scream. So what's going on with this case."
"Glad you're here, Watson. I could use you as a sounding board." I quipped. "Here's the problem. I am convinced that there are not two fugitives, but three: Tom Kane, Dave Clarkston, and Sven Radcliffe. They made some kind of pact to break into each other's homes, force the one that was the son to have sex with his mother, then they helped themselves to the mothers."
"What was your first clue? And I'm not being facetious asking that." Cindy said.
"The clue that was staring me in the face was the handcuffs and chains, and the bedrooms." I said. "In the Clarkston and Radcliffe cases, the exact length of chains needed were what was brought. Enough for the mothers to be rolled over if need be, but for the fathers to be tightly secured.
"In the Clarkston home, they had a brass bed with bars, or rails, and a footboard as well as a headboard.." I said. "In the Radcliffe case, there was a headboard and footboard, but they required more chain and more tape. In the In the Kane home invasion, no handcuffs and chains were brought... because the bed had no footboard, and the headboard was solid all the way to the floor."
"Wow." said Cindy as it hit her.
"So I realized that earlier today, though not in time to help Helga Radcliffe." I said.
"Stoppit." Cindy said. "Or I will bring Tanya in here to beat you down solid. She does not want to hear that shit, and neither do I. So... keep going."
"So." I said. "In order to know what restraints to use, the perps had to know what kinds of beds were in the bedrooms. And that's more than casing a joint. That was insider knowledge." Cindy nodded.
"So, it gets easier to see." I said. "We never could find the perps walking around, because the home boy brought the other two boys into his home, hiding in his car. That's why the guards didn't see the perps; they saw a familiar face and didn't think there were two guys hiding in the backseats."
"So the boy goes in, the perps right behind him." I continued. "And after a few minutes, the family suddenly finds the perps right there in the house, somehow having overcome any security."
"I think Tom Kane was the perp leader." I said. "He is a mean-spirited young man, and he was enjoying abusing the father while 'forcing' the son to rape the mother. Then he took his turn, then the other boy. And so it always looked like there were two perps, because the son was the third and was playing the victim."
"It also explains the use of condoms and shaving their bodies." I said. "Dave's auburn-ish hair, and Sven's blonde hair would've been recognized for sure, and Tom's black hair might've been more common, but he didn't want to risk leaving a hair behind that would give away DNA. Ditto that for the semen: they wore condoms to prevent leaving a mess, and they forced the son to have sex with the mother and come in her at the end to make sure any traces they might've left were overwhelmed."
"Amazing." said Cindy. "And your wife said that forcing a son to rape his mother wasn't all that common outside of gang activity. But it makes sense with this group of sick bastards."
"And 'bastard' might be literal." I said. "I wondered why Tad Radcliffe was so badly beaten. I'm betting he's not the blood father of Sven. He didn't stand a chance to subdue those young men, and they really let him have it. And to that point, they didn't invade the Kane home until Mr. Kane was out of Town. He's very capable of beating down his son, and has done so in the past; they wanted no part of him at the scene. Unfortunately for Nikki Kane, she was there, and the wolves of this little pack really abused her, including Tom, though he played victim."
"So you think Tom killed Helga?" Cindy asked. I nodded. "Why?" she asked.
"I think we'll find out when her rape kit evidence comes in." I said. "If one of the boys was banging her, even consetually, and she recognized him as one of the rapists, he might've killed her."
There was a knock on the door, and Tanya drove in. "Bad news." she said. "We sent a Patrol to Tom Kane's home. His mother said he was washing his car, including thoroughly washing out the trunk, when he got a phone call on his cell. He jumped into the car and left."
"Another patrol went to the Clarkston home." said Tanya. "No one was at home. We called Marcia Clarkston, who tried to call her daughter Tiffany, and called us back saying she was getting no answer."
"Shit!" I exclaimed. "Where's Croyle?"
"In her office." said Cindy. I was running out the door to Teresa's office, hearing the whirrrrr of Tanya's wheelchair behind me.
"Croyle!" I said, bursting into her office. "Put out APBs for Tom Kane. Consider him armed and extremely dangerous. Also put out APBs for Sven Radcliffe and Dave and Tiffany Clarkston. Their lives might be in danger."
I came back out of the office and said to Cindy "Get with Myron. Get all their cellphone numbers and trace them. This is an emergency, we'll worry about warrants later. I need cell pings, I need car GPS and 'Theft' light pings. We need to find these people, and fast..."
The TCPD went to work. They were well-trained, they were efficient at their jobs, and they'd learned over the past six years to move with a purpose when lives were at stake. All of my efforts in training and teaching were paying off. I just prayed that we'd find them before more murders took place. I had been culpably slow, I thought to myself. Culpably slow...
"Stop it." said Tanya. I looked up. She'd come into my office, taken one look at me, and was now saying "I can tell what you're thinking. We'll find them. And stop blaming yourself for Mrs. Radcliffe's murder."
"And I thought Cindy was the mind reader..." I said. "Okay, now where can they possibly go and hide..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm, Wednesday, June 6th. "Why can't we just go home?" asked Tiffany. Dave and Sven had made her leave her cellphone in her room, and they'd all gotten into Sven's old Ford Mustang, which he'd reconditioned... and which pre-dated the 'theft' light detection system. It also had no GPS, and they'd all left their cellphones at home.
"Because Tom may have murdered Sven's mother." Dave said. "And he may be coming after us, too."
They were at the County Public Swimming and Diving Pool, which the County had built as a public park, with baseball and softball facilities outside. Sven had a key, as he had been on the County High Swim & Dive Team, and County High used these facilities when they had meets with other schools. The three young people were at the far end of the diving pool, sitting at the scorers' table.
"This is why you had me stay away from the house on the night of the break-in." Tiffany said, figuring it out. "Tom was one of them, wasn't he?" Neither boy answered. "Were you the other one, Sven?"
"Shut up, Tiffany." Dave said in a quiet voice. "If Tom killed Sven's mom, he'll be looking for us. And if he finds us, we're dead... he has the guns."
"Then let's go to the Police." said Tiffany. "They can protect us."
"And they'll prosecute us." said Sven. "No, we need to get to my dad's lawyer. Get him to negotiate us turning ourselves in, and getting us immunity from prosecution to turn on Tom."
"That's not going to happen!"
They all jumped at the voice. Tom Kane was walking along the side of the diving pool, the pushed-in bleachers on the other side. A revolver was in one hand, a tire iron in the other.
"I thought I'd find you here." snarled Kane. "Why did you bring your little bitch sister?"
"Did you kill my mother?" Sven asked angrily.
"No, of course not." said Tom. "I thought Dave here did it."
"Bullshit, you bastard!" Tiffany screeched. "You're an animal!"
"Shut your fucking mouth, bitch." said Tom. "Your mouth is only good for one thing. Sucking my dick. Which I'm going to make you do after I kill these rapists bastards you're hanging out with."
"Put the gun down, Tom." said Dave. "You kill us, and there'll be no hope left for you when the Police catch you."
"I'll take my chances." said Tom.
"THIS IS THE POLICE! PUT THE GUN DOWN AND PUT YOUR HANDS OVER YOUR HEAD!" As Tom whirled around, well-armed TCPD Officers were pouring into the room on the other side of the pool. They were too far to help the other three people, should Tom try to shoot them.
"Stay back, or I'll shoot them all!" Tom yelled, pointing the gun at Tiffany. He began walking towards her when his body was suddenly illuminated by many red laser dots.
"Give it up, Kane!" yelled Lt. Irwin, who was leading the Response Team. "You don't have a chance. Just put the gun down, and nobody gets hurt!"
"Why don't you come take it from me!" yelled Tom. He saw that Tiffany and Bart were about to make a run for the door behind them. "Don't move, bitch, or I'll shoot you in the back! I've got nothing to lose!" Tiffany stopped, and Bart moved to get between his sister and Tom's gun.
"We can't shoot at him." Irwin said to Teresa Croyle, who was behind him, just outside the door. "The other kids might get hit by our gunfire, or a ricochet."
"Look!" Teresa whispered. "And get ready to blow that bastard's ass away." At the end of the pool, on Tom's side of it, the Iron Crowbar had appeared, his trenchcoat over his armor, over his black shirt. I had caught Sven's eye as I came in, and was pointing at the pool then making a diving motion with my hand. Sven nodded; he understood that I wanted them to dive into the pool.
"KANE!" I yelled out. Tom looked over at me, the back of his head now turned to Sven. Sven motioned to Dave and Tiffany at the pool, to dive in. Dave whispered to Tiffany, to make sure she understood. She looked scared.
"Stay away!" Tom yelled, pointing the gun back at the others, occasionally looking over his shoulder, but not seeing that they'd inched toward the pool.
"Put the gun down, Kane." I called out, tapping my crowbar in the palm of my hand as I slowly approached, halfway expected Kane to fire the gun at me. "It's over. You're not getting away from me."
"Harumph." said Kane. "That crowbar doesn't shoot bullets. This gun does. Now I walk out of here with these three, or I'll kill them before your stormtroopers can kill me. What's it going to be, Commander?"
"No, this crowbar does not shoot bullets." I said. "I'm going to use it to give you a spanking like even your daddy never gave you. And then you're going to jail... for murder."
"Come get me, then." said Kane. I began walking down the side of the pool towards him. He looked back at the other three and I acted like I was about to charge him. He swung the gun towards me...
*SPLASH!* *SPLASH!*
Sven had gone for the water and dived in, followed by Dave, pulling Tiffany along. Tom swung the gun back towards them and fired, but the shot was high.
"DROP IT!" yelled Irwin, the red dots lighting up Tom Kane again. Now, he had no hostages.
"Okay." said Kane. He dropped the gun in the water. "Come get me, Iron Crowbar."
I knew what he was going to try. As I came towards him, he rushed me with the tire iron, realizing that proximity to me was his only chance to not get blown away. Teresa realized it too.
"Hold your fire!" she yelled. The Response Team held their fire.
"YAAAAAGGGGH!!" yelled Tom, hurling himself into the attack.
*CLANG!*
Tire iron met crowbar, and the crowbar won. I parried the blow and moved in on Tom. He knew some kind of martial arts and tried to give me a blow that would send me into the pool. Instead, he found himself whirled to the ground, and handcuffs affixed behind him with lightning speed.
"Shit, that was good." he conceded. "Where'd you learn to do that?"
"Buddy, I beat the Slender Man." I said. "And you ain't shit compared to him." Officers converged, some helping the other young people out of the pool, the rest carrying the perp to Police Headquarters as our prisoner.
"Take them all to Headquarters." I said. "Sven and Dave, you're under arrest, too. Suspicion of many crimes, including home invasion and rape. Captain Croyle, process these suspects, full booking. Call all their parents, except Tiffany's father; he's under a restraining order. When their lawyers arrive, or an hour and a half from now, whichever is later, call me and I'll come to the Station for the interrogations."
"Where are you going to be, sir?" Teresa asked.



I came up to her and said quietly. "At home. It's my son's birthday, and these pieces of trash are not going to make me miss that." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party was at The Cabin, and it was attended by Jim's sisters and brothers, their mothers and grandmothers (my mother and Molly's mother), and his cousins and their father Todd. I had been able to give Jim some of his presents and spend some time with him, under Buddy and Bowser's supervision.
While there, I took the opportunity to talk to Paulina about the legal situation.
"We're waiting for the rape kit on Helga to come back." I said. "If it's Tom's semen in her, we've got enough to charge him with Murder-1. But the other cases are going to be a lot tougher."
"Yes, that's true." said Paulina. "If I could, I'd help you play them against each other, offer Tom taking death off the table in exchange for his confession and testimony against the other two. But Mason is not good enough to handle that, and who knows what Krasney will do? He's gone nuts."
"Yeah, I know." I agreed. "I had the idea of maybe playing Dave against Sven, see who cracks first. But I have a totally empty hand. The only thing approaching 'evidence' is that one or the other suggested to Tiffany to stay away from the Clarkston home the night of the first break-in."
"That won't hold up." said Paulina. "So, here's what I suggest..."
Part 22 - Exigencies of the Law
At 8:00pm, I got the call. I reluctantly left the party for Jim at The Cabin and went to work. Arriving at the Station, I went to my office. I was hardly past the door when I was being followed in by Tanya Perlman.
"It's a full house tonight." Tanya said. "Tom Kane is in Interrogation-1. His attorney is H.J. Lynch. Dave Clarkston is in Interrogation-2, with his attorney Gibson Stelling. Stelling has also demanded that we not talk to Tiffany Clarkston unless he is present. Tiffany's mother has also made that demand, that she be present at any time we talk to Tiffany. Tiffany herself is in Interrogation-A, and her mother is in the Pastor's Room with Kate Kane. And Sven Radcliffe is in a holding cell, waiting for an Interrogation Room to open up. His attorney is Mr. Stelling's partner, Mr. Fowler."
"Okay." I said. "Has anyone been talked to yet?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "I'll be honest, sir... no one knows exactly how to proceed. We're waiting for your instructions on all this."
I was disappointed to hear that, but I also understood. I said "Okay, let's you and I speak to Tiffany first. Have someone find Stelling and tell him to get in there. Her mother is entitled to be there, too."
We went down to I-A, and went into the room, which was crowded. Corporal Inga Gunddottar was the Uniformed Presence.
"Tiffany," I said, "you are officially not a suspect, but I am going to read you your rights just to keep everything legal." I read the rights from the card. Tiffany nodded her understanding.
"What is this about, Troy?" asked Gibson Stelling.
"Multiple felonies of violence against other persons," I said, "including murder in the first degree. Tiffany, I have a few questions for you. On the night your home was broken into, you were at your friend Jenny's house, yes?"
"Yes." said Tiffany.
"Were you told to stay away from your own home that night?"
"Don't answer that." said Stelling. He turned to me and said "Miss Clarkston is not obligated to answer any questions against her own family. I am invoking that family privilege on her behalf."
"Fair enough." I said. "Tiffany, did Sven Radcliffe, to whom you are not related by blood, suggest that you not go home that night?"
"I told him I was going to Jenny's, hoping he'd go there, too." said Tiffany. "He said he had something to do, but that I should go to Jenny's and have fun there."
"And Sven didn't say anything about the break-ins while y'all were at the pool, before Tom Kane came in on you?" I asked.
"No." said Tiffany.
"Okay." I said. "Mrs. Clarkston, you can take Tiffany home. However, and your lawyer will explain why this is not a request, do not leave this County without notifying the Police Department first. And Tiffany is not to leave the County at all, under any circumstances. If you do not follow my instructions and leave, I will have Federal Marshals arrest you and bring you back." With that, I left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into MCD, followed by Tanya and Teresa, who'd been catching up on paperwork following the deployment that eventually caught Tim Kane. All of the MCD Detectives were at their desks.
"Sir," said Joanne, "we have a mail order on plastic handcuffs, on Tom Kane's father's Visa card, which Tom has use of. We don't have anything on the purchase of the chains to which the cuffs were attached, and that's after going around this afternoon to all the stores that might have that kind of chain."
"He could've gotten the chains anywhere, and paid cash." I said.
"I've also traced the revolver that Kane was using at the pool." said Joanne. "It was part of a pair that was bought from the Hamilton Myers estate sale a while back. I'm working with the FBI and BAFTE to get a solid ID on the purchaser there, and maybe see how they came into Tom's possession, and we're searching for the gun now."
"Okay." I said. "Any word on DNA from Helga Radcliffe?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "And J.R. said it might be a couple of days. They ran into some kind of snag, so they are going slow to make sure they have all their legal ducks in a row. But it might be Friday before we have the first marker results."
"I'm glad they're being careful, but we really need that data." I said. "It's probably going to be the only thing, besides the data of Tom's car crossing the State Line and crossing back, to link him to Helga's murder."
"We've got him for taking the other kids hostage, weapons charges, and assaulting Police Officers, mainly the one with the red crowbar." said Tanya.
"Not nearly enough." I said. "Guys, and all of you listen up, this is a teachable moment: you all know what I think happened, that these three punks made this pact to take turns raping each other's mothers. What I don't have right now... is a legally defensible case, a case that will get them convicted by a Jury. Now, how would you guys go about getting one?"
"Easy button." said Teresa. "You're going to pit them against each other."
"I'll add something else to your woes, Commander." said Tanya. "We may get Tom for Helga's murder, but what if the other women don't want to press charges against the other two boys?"
"You are not making my day any better, Captain." I said. "Seriously, that is something to consider, but we're not there yet. I'm going to interrogate Tom next. You can put Sven and Dave in isolation cells for the night."
"If you talk to them now, you might get one of them to crack." said Theo Washington.
"They won't crack." I said. "Their lawyers are telling them to stay quiet until they know what they're dealing with. Also, I'd rather they or their lawyers come to me, asking for a deal. And that's what my overall plan is... once we get Tom nailed via DNA on Helga, which I think we'll get, then we'll start playing 'Who gets the deal?' with them. It won't be Tom, but that's not what we're going to tell Sven and Dave. And then we'll see who cracks. Let them stew overnight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, June 7th. "Fox Two News has learned that three arrests have been made in the murder of Helga Radcliffe and the series of home invasions in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision!"
Bettina: "Tom Kane, Sven Radcliffe, and Dave Clarkston were arrested and are being held without bail on numerous charges related to the break-ins. Tom Kane is the primary suspect in the murder of Helga Radcliffe."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "everyone is eagerly waiting for Captain Teresa Croyle's testimony before the Independent State Counsel, which has been scheduled for Monday, June 11th. Legal experts say her truthful testimony is crucial to Robert Mullen's case against Commander Donald Troy."
"Also being called to testify, but before the United States Congress," said Bettina, "is Lloyd Feingold, CEO of BigAgraFoods Corp. He is under considerable pressure by Grassroots Conservatives, including our State's U.S. Senator Bill Nunn, as well as Democrats, after documents pertaining to controlling food supplies to the Nation were released by the Guardians of Justice."
"Meanwhile," went on Bettina, "our State's U.S. Senator Samuel Russell has again called out the FBI for its failure to find and arrest the members of the Guardians of Justice, who Senator Russell alleges are traitors and subversives, possibly working for and with the Russian and Israeli Governments to undermine the integrity of the Government of the United States..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Solicitor Miriam Walters worked with us to get the three young men held without bail at the hearing that morning for all three young men, and I was later told that Gil Krasney was infuriated but was forced to back down by Walters. The suspects's lawyers refused to waive their preliminary hearings, which Judge Harry Nance set for the next morning at 10:00am, despite our pleas to have the hearings on Monday, so that the DNA tests could come back. Nance took malicious delight in denying our motion.
"They'll have something by then, by tomorrow." Tanya reassure me.
"What was the problem to begin with?" I asked.
"Abundance of caution." Tanya said. "We... I mean 'they'... have two DNA machines. They'd last run Tom Kane's DNA from the break-in on it. The semen in Helga's vagina when she was found dead was from two men: her husband, who admitted he'd had morning sex with her hours before; and Tom Kane. We we feared hostile attorneys would say Kane's semen was left over from a dirty, contaminated machine. So just to make sure, they re-ran the tests on both machines after running blanks to prove the machines were clean. We'll have marker data by 6:00am tomorrow morning."
Part 23 - Closing The Nets, Opening Loopholes
7:00am, Friday, June 8th. I did not even bother with the Bettina broadcast. I was in my office with Captain Tanya Perlman, State Crime Labs Director J.R. Barnes, and Chief Chemist Dr. Christina Cho."
"It's Tom Kane's semen." said J.R. Barnes as I looked at the sheets of data. "It was fresh; the sperm were motile when we recovered the samples. It was in ample quantity; he had come inside her not long before her body was found."
"We got Kane's physical features yesterday," said Captain Perlman, "specifically his hands. They correspond well to the grip on Helga Radcliffe's neck, and we can show that. Also, the three moles just over his groin, which Helga told us about after the home invasion. She'll be speaking from the grave, but that'll be enough to hold Kane."
"Okay." I said. "We've got him ice cold. I'm ready to testify he assaulted me, if they won't take a deposition."
"Teresa's Officers got all that on video tape, as well." said Tanya. "Your Aikido skills are impressive; I might hire you for MCD instead of Commander Ross."
I laughed at that, then Tanya asked "So, how do we hold the other two guys? Nance is as bad as Krasney when it comes to eagerness to let criminals go."
I sighed. "We've got nothing. GPS doesn't help us. They left their cellphones at their own homes during the nights in question, and we can't force their families to testify against them; the lawyers are objecting every time we ask anything remotely along those lines. So our only hope is to get Tom to turn them over in exchange for taking death off the table."
"And you have to ask Krasney to do that." said Tanya.
"No, I don't." I said. "Not immediately. As a part of the Police Command Group, I'm a Principal for the County and an Officer of the Court..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tom Kane and his lawyer, the wily and Police-hating H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C., were brought into Interrogation-1 at 8:00am, two hours before the preliminary hearing.
"We've got you ice cold for murder, Kane." I said, having shown them the evidence.
"You got nothing." snarled Lynch. "You've proved they had sex, nothing more."
"You're doing your client a disservice with lies like that, Lynch." I said. "His hand corresponds to the injuries on her neck. And the rest of it is so obvious, that I'm willing to trust the intelligence of a Jury to see it."
"I need to talk to my client." said Lynch.
"Before you do, and since time is short and you're trying to waste it," I said, showing Lynch I was onto him, "I'm just going to say this: you confess, you give me Sven and Dave, and I'll persuade the D.A. to take Death off the table. Consider that while your lawyer blows smoke up your ass."
"You fucking son of a bitch..." started Lynch, but I was already getting up.
"Commander," said Tom Kane, looking up at me, "I just have one question..."
"Let me do the talking, boy." said Lynch.
"Shut up, I've got this." said Kane. He looked back and me and said "This is not an admission of anything, but why on earth do you think taking death off the table is an offer? If I'm convicted for what you say I did, it'll be five, six decades in prison. Hell, you should offer to ensure Death remains on the table if you want me to throw Sven and Dave under the jail for you."
"Nice point." I conceded. "The problem is, I can't promise that. It requires a Jury to give the death penalty, and I can't guarantee they would. If Death is not on the table to begin with, it's a moot point, no Death Penalty. But it doesn't work the same way the other way around."
"Then have a nice day, Commander." said Tom Kane, leaning back in his chair and clasping his hands behind his head. "See you in Court."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Teresa, Tanya, and myself entered the Courtroom of Judge Harry Nance as the preliminary hearing for Tom Kane was about to start. ADA Ted Mason was at the Prosecutor's table; he'd pretty much refused to talk to us beforehand. H.J. Lynch was Kane's impassioned representation.
Judge Harry Nance was a slender, slight man with wispy brown hair, gold rimmed glasses, and a soft voice. I sometimes wondered if my nephew Ned would've ended up looking like Nance had Ned lived. Nance was rabidly Leftist in his politics, and Activist in his judicial rulings.
"Prosecution, show your evidence." said Nance. Mason showed the DNA evidence, the camera evidence of Tom crossing the State Line just before the body was found, the DNA markers that pointed strongly to Tom Kane.
"Defense, this looks like plenty to go forward." said Nance. "Anything to say?"
"No, Your Honor, we'll reserve our defense." said Lynch. "We ask that my client be released on his own recognizance. His family is here, he has close ties to the community. He is not a flight risk."
"Prosecution?" asked Nance.
"Your Honor," said Mason, "we contend that he took Mrs. Radcliffe's body across State Lines to conceal his crimes and to change the jurisdiction. As such, we think he is an extreme flight risk, and family ties are a significant issue in this case. We ask for no bail, that the suspect be held in custody. If you grant bail, we ask for home confinement, with ankle monitoring."
"That sounds like a fair compromise." said Nance, which I thought was ridiculous. "Mr. Kane is remanded to the custody of his attorney and his parents. He is to remain at his home, with ankle monitoring. Mr. Kane, do not leave your home for any reason. If you do, I'll be forced to have you confined to County Jail until your future hearings and trial."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sven and Dave's lawyers had made Motions to Sever, to separate their hearings from Tom Kane's. This was smart to do, because Tom's additional murder charges might weight on the other boys, and they did not want that.
It was also a much tougher slog to get them held. I had to take the stand, where I showed what little we had: skin colorations that matched Sven and Dave and Tom, the rotations of the skin colorings of the perps, the curious coincidence of having the perfect length of chains on the handcuffs. I also said that they were arrested for suspicion, and that the investigation was ongoing.
Gillis and Fowler moved to dismiss the charges, and I halfway expected Nance to agree... but he did the right thing and ordered them to house arrest with ankle monitoring. He also set a date for another hearing in a week's time, and we'd have to show something a lot more solid if the case would go forward.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Now how do you expect me to prove anything at all?" asked Mason as we met at City Hall at 11:30am. Deputy Chief Ross, Chief Moynahan and District Attorney Krasney were also at the meeting. "We literally have nothing of substance."
"And we have a week to get that." I said. "Which we will work on getting. We have time to talk to people, get evidence of their whereabouts... see who might confess in exchange for a lighter sentence."
"Oh!" Krasney exclaimed almost gleefully. "So what will it be, Troy? Sweetheart deal for the killer to get the rapists? Or sweetheart deal with the rapists to get the killer? And it's you making those deals, this time! I oughta make an ad about it."
"Quit showing your ass, Krasney." said Moynahan, his voice level but withering.
"No, seriously." said Krasney. "This asshole has made ads attacking me for making sweetheart deals, deals I was entitled to make as D.A. for the good of the County... but when this jerk suggests doing the same thing, you defend him! You're a hypocrite, Moynahan! But nowhere near as big a hypocrite and ass that Troy is!"
"Tell you what, Krasney." I said. "Go ahead, make that ad. Make the accusation. I'm not giving anyone sweetheart deals like you have, letting them go free like you know you did. In fact... I'm going to bust all three of these perps, if your hapless ADA can get the job done with the prosecutions. Now if you don't have any more bullshit to spew out of your filthy sewer of a potty mouth, I'll go make those busts happen." With that, I got up and walked out. I heard Cindy chuckling behind me as she got up and left, also.
As we walked together back to Headquarters, Cindy said "I thought the guy was going to bust his colon when you broke him down."
"He wanted to take a swing at me." I said. "But he knew the Green Crowbar would bust his colon and everything else if he did."
"Wouldn't I love that." Cindy said. "But how are you going to make the busts of the perps happen?"
"I may not be able to, truth be told." I said. "But we'll see..."
Part 24 - No Honor Among Home Invaders
At 2:00pm, Friday, June 8th, I went into Interrogation-1. Tom Kane and his lawyer H.J. Lynch were there, as was Detective Theo Washington.
"My client is prepared to give you his written confession of the pact between him, Sven Radcliffe and Dave Clarkston." said Lynch. "He only asks that you not take Death off the table, and that you give Radcliffe and Clarkston no deals."
"Well," I said, "if your client's confession leads to their confessions in exchange for reduced time, then the D.A.'s Office might want to do that. To save money. It's an election year, and the D.A. is not doing very well in the polls, dontcha know."
"But they'll be busted?" asked Tom, his voice low and menacing.
"We'll charge them." I said. Tom nodded at his lawyer, who produced a sheaf of papers. I read them. Tom gave every detail of the three home invasions, the preparations, the executions of the plan, the details of the rapes, and how they escaped. Tom said that Dave and Sven were active, willing, and enthusiastic participants in the rapes of their mothers; in fact, Tom said he was a bit pissed at how brutally they'd raped his sister Nikki.



"Okay, Theo." I said. "Make an affidavit form. Put these down as attached sheets, you and Kane initial them all, number them as 'Page X of Y pages', have Kane sign the affidavit, then we'll copy it all into digital servers."
I turned to Tom. "Because you're ankle-monitored, you know you can't leave your home. We'll be all over you if you do. But if you're alone, at home... I'm not paying attention to you. As long as you're home... alone..." Theo peered at me as I made that cryptic statement. The lawyer was busy with the paperwork, and didn't catch it.
Once that was done, we re-arrested Sven and Dave, formally charging them. Judge Nance still gave them only house confinement with ankle monitoring.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, June 9th, 2:00pm. Thanks to Tom Kane's detailed confession, we were able to talk to other people to corroborate the movements of all three of them, and to show some timelines that circumstantially showed them to not be at parties they'd said they were at, and that possibly put them at the homes at the times of the home invasions.
And yes, the legal eagles for Sven and Dave came searching for deals. "We'll give you what you need to barbecue Kane, to make sure he gets the syringe." said Gibson Stelling. "What can you give us in return? And by the way... Mrs. Clarkston and Mrs. Kane will tell you they don't want to press charges." Ted Mason offered ten years imprisonment and an additional fifteen years probation to each of them for their full confessions and testimony. They accepted.
And then the snags hit.
"I want to press full charges against them." said Richard Clarkston, despite his wife Marcia's angry shouts and then desperate please for him not to. "I was held against my will; that's kidnapping. I was physically abused; that's assault and battery."
"We have no choice." I told Marcia. "I can't stop him from pressing the charges, and the judge might not accept the plea deal.."
And then Nikki Kane came in, represented by Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., the lawyer that had represented Jan Camp, and had represented Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton. When her brother had been confined to their home, Nikki had moved out.
"I want to press full charges against Sven Radcliffe and Dave Clarkston. For kidnapping and rape." Nikki said, her voice full of venom.
"And your brother, too?" I asked as we got her statement in I-A.
"Hell, yes!" Nikki spat. "Especially that shit-eating piece of trash..."
Part 24 - The Shocking Twist
"It's confirmed." Tanya said, showing me the data. "Tad Radcliffe is not the biological father of Sven Radcliffe. Tad's attorney has gone to Court to get a copy of the results, even though is wife is dead and Sven is adult age."
"Probably in case of legal issues in the future." I said. "And speaking of that... there is one more thing I need to do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to the Pastor's Room, where Kate Kane and Marcia Clarkston were. They were still trying to get their sons off the hook, begging us to not press charges. We'd told them we were way too far past that.
"May I have a moment alone with Mrs. Clarkston?" I asked Kate as I came in. She said she'd go powder her nose. Cindy escorted her to the women's room on the backside of Police Headquarters.
"Mrs. Clarkston," I said as I sat alone with Marcia, "Tom Kane was very generous... very generous. You're still alive, and he did not implicate you in the home invasions."
"Why would he?" Marcia asked, her formerly tearful voice growing cold. "I was the victim of that."
"Please, Mrs. Clarkston," I said, "I cannot allow you to think that you are talking to an Agency of the Weak Minded. It was you that gave Tom Kane the idea to invade your home and force Dave to have sex with you!"
"Have you gone mad?" asked Marcia shrilly, though her lovely face now registered pure fear.
"Not at all." I said, looking her dead in the eye. "I did not fail to notice that you made sure your daughter was not at home that night... despite your husband having demanded she be at home. You not only gave Tiffany permission to be at Jenny's... you insisted that she stay there and not come home. Dave and Sven also told her to stay away, but it was you that pushed that, and then told Tiffany to not answer her cellphone if her father called, and you'd cover for her."
"Why would I do that? The home invasion, I mean." Marcia asked. "Why would I arrange something like that with that filthy bully Tom Kane?"
"Ohhhh, maybe because you had a huge sexual crush on your son." I said. "Mrs. Clarkston, my wife is considered to be the very best sexual psychology professor in this Nation, in all of this Nation. She saw almost from the start that you looked upon your son not as a son but as a young man you wanted as a lover. And you chose a pretty despicable way of getting your son into bed with you. Oh, you didn't mind it if those young studs Tom and Sven helped themselves to you; after all, they're handsome and virile and good in bed themselves. And you also got what you wanted... Dave, in bed."
"And what's more," I said, "it was your chance to get rid of your husband, too. Yes, he was borderline abusive with you and your daughter, but you never could drive him over the edge to actually hit you or Tiffany. You tried like hell, but you couldn't do it. And ironically, the reason for that is because Dave was protective of you, and especially of Tiffany. I saw how he shielded her from Tom's gun with his own body at the pool house. And Dave beat Tom down when Tom groped Tiffany, taught the bully an unforgettable lesson. Dave would've beaten the hell out of his father, who is a real wimp, so sorry, if Richard had harmed you or Tiffany. So this incident was the chance you needed to get Richard out of your life."
"Related to that, and last but not least," I said, "it was you that insisted on calling the Police. You had to get us involved, and everything into the public record. Worse, you leaked it to the reporter Ajmani so she'd release your name to the Public... all to humiliate your husband, and give yourself yet another excuse for leaving him."
"You'll never prove a word of that!" spat Marcia bitterly. "Any of it!"
"Nor do I intend to." I said. "With luck, Dave will be out of prison in ten years or less, and you and he can do whatever you want in the privacy of your home... provided there's no violence or abuse of rights, of course. I just want to make sure you understand that I was not fooled, and that you should not stoop to these levels again. Your friend Helga is dead; I'd hate to be investigating your murder next. Do be careful, Mrs. Clarkston. Do be careful."
With that I got up, turned off the bug-killer, and left the room. I'd given Marcia the most blunt warning for her safety that I could. It would be up to her to survive...
Part 24 - Epilogue
"So you knew Marcia Clarkston had secretly asked Priya to reveal her name? To get at Richard Clarkston?"
"Well, I'm not sure what the exact arrangement was," I said, "but that was the gist of it."
"And yet you went after Priya, and you crushed that poor girl..." Cindy said, peering hard at me. "You absolutely destroyed her like I've rarely seen you go off on anyone, at least verbally."
"Yes." I said.
"Why?" asked Cindy. "What was the point?"
"That is admirably exact." I said. "I was making a point. First of all, whatever the arrangement, Priya still should not have revealed Marcia's name, and KSTD should not have let her do it, either. So that was a free chance for me to light into her, and I took it. And yes, I gave her both barrels and then some. I did not hold back."
"And the second point," I continued, "was that it was an opportunity to deliver a message of sorts to the Press overall. Word quickly spread what happened between me and Priya, and now the rest of the Press knows, and knows well, that I consider them the Enemy and will hit back at them."
"They know that already." Cindy said. "And they consider it a point of honor... whatever they consider honor... to not relent one inch to you."
"We'll see." I said.
"Is that why Walther resigned?... well, I should say 'retired', but it was essentially a resignation." Cindy said.
"No, I think that was something else, something you'll be hearing about soon." I said. "What you also don't know is that after I ripped Priya a new one, she went running to her 'mother', in a manner of speaking: Senator Katherine Woodburn."
"Now Woodburn is barred by the Federal Government from having anything to do with any Media companies, officially anyway." I continued. "But she's been working behind the scenes, creating proxies, to create a new State-wide Media outlet. KSTD is going to be a part of that, with Priya as Katherine's point man... point woman, that is."
"And Walther is being pushed out more than anything else." Cindy said, catching on. "Or he sees the writing on the wall and steps aside while the stepping is good. I nodded. "But why?" she asked, sounding not unlike my most very inquisitive daughter Carole at times.
"Part of a long-desired plan." I said. "Control of the Media. Control of the news and information that you receive every day. You better believe these people hate Social Media, they hate Drudge Report and Rush Limbaugh and our local Conservative talk show host, Reed Hudson. I'm not sure exactly what form their plan is going to take, but we'll find out soon enough..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, June 9th, 4:30pm. There was a knock on my office door, and I bade my visitors to come in. Tanya Perlman drove in, followed by Joanne Warner.
"Sir," said Joanne, "I just told Captain Perlman, and she said I should tell you: we have not found the revolver matching the one Tom Kane used at the pool house."
"Oh?" I said, keeping my face passive.
"Dave and Sven both said in their confessions that Tom had provided the guns, and they left them in a secret compartment of Tom's car after the home invasion at the Kane's home. We impounded Tom's car, and the other revolver is not anywhere in it."
"What do you wish to do?" I asked.
"Go to Tom's house." said Joanne. "Ask him where it is, and if he doesn't tell us, we'll tear the house apart until we find it."
I nodded. "Tell you what. Warner, go find Lt. Hewitt and have him get a Response Team ready, and take them with you. They, and you, should wear full armor."
Joanne left. Tanya peered at me. "Think they'll find the gun?" she asked, the merest hint of a sparkle in her eyes.
"Yes." I said. "Yes, I think they will..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, I got the call. "Sir, it's Warner." Joanne said. "We found the gun. And Tom Kane. He committed suicide with it. I've called for the M.E. and CSI teams."
"Good work." I said. "Keep me informed."
As I disconnected, I wondered how long it would take Joanne to figure out what Tanya had figured out by watching me. Of course I had not forgotten about the second gun, though I'd somehow forgotten to mention it to my Detective Corps that had failed to remember it.
Tom Kane had wanted me to not take the death penalty for him off the table. And I had not. I figured he'd hidden the second gun in an A/C vent or something. And after his confession, I told him that while he was at home alone, I had no interest in his actions. He'd understood. In effect, I'd given him his opportunity, and he had taken it...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 11th, from in front of the State Office Building. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the investigation by the Independent State Counsel into the potentially illegal actions of TCPD Commander Donald Troy and Governor Val Jared!"
"Today the long-anticipated testimony of TCPD Captain Teresa Croyle will take place at the State Capitol Office Building in Midtown!" Bettina said happily. "Let's go to our Fox Midtown affiliate, and Meredith Peller. Meredith!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Meredith, with the gold-domed State Capitol behind her. Meredith was a pretty but not movie-star-beautiful blonde, who could equally be a housewife or a television actress. "At nine o'clock this morning, Captain Teresa Croyle will appear before the Independent State Counsel. Spokespersons for Mr. Robert Mullen say that he believes Captain Croyle has knowledge of the case and of Commander Troy's actions during that time, as well as Commander Troy's intent to harass Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton on behalf of Governor Jared. Mr. Mullen says he expects Captain Croyle to fully comply with the subpoena and to answer completely every question he asks of her while she is under oath."
"Thank you, Meredith!" said Bettina as the older MILF redhead came back on the screen. "As you know, Captain Croyle has delayed giving testimony for almost a month. She was originally subpoenaed to testify on May 19th, but sued to delay having to answer the subpoena. But while Justice may be delayed, it won't be denied, especially for Commander Donald Troy and Governor Val Jared..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good grief." whispered Commander Cindy Ross as we watched the broadcast in MCD, along with MCD and Vice Detectives. "The way she was distorting everything... sheesh." I saw a platinum blonde head shaking itself in disbelief.
"Captain Thompson," I said to our Public Relations Officer, "what did you think about that cooperation with Fox Midtown?"
"Not very surprising, sir," said Captain Thompson, "considering what KSTD is about to do."
"What are they about to do?" asked Tanya Perlman. I nodded for Captain Thompson to tell everyone.
"KSTD has joined into a network with other stations in the State." said Thompson. "KCTY in the City, KCAP in Midtown, which is Fox Midtown's competition, and KSPT in Southport, among others. They're calling the joint organization SNN - the State News Network."
"Why are they doing that?" asked Theo Washington. Thompson looked at me.
"What they will tell you," I said, "is that it's to share information better so that you the viewer will be more informed. In reality, it's to make sure there is a coordinated message to all parts of the State, based upon the agenda that they you want to hear. They're realizing that people all over the State are not hearing the same coordinated attacks on the Governor, so they will join together to make sure that their organized, scripted hatred is uniformly heard everywhere."
"Wow." said Teddy Parker. "They don't consider themselves competitors, anymore?"
"Oh, that exited stage left a long time ago." I said. "They're not news organizations, they're not journalists, they're not businesses in competition for your viewing eyeballs. They're propagandists, they're agenda-driven, and they don't even care if they lose money... as long as they're doing what they will say out loud is their job: telling you exactly what to think."
"I get the feeling you don't like the Press very much, Commander." said Jerome Davis. Everyone chuckled. Except me.
"I'd reply to that with a joke," I said, "except I truly do believe the greatest threat to our Constitution and our jobs as Police Officers is our current agenda-driven, fake-news Media." I stood up. "Okay, let's get to work..."
Part 2 - The Inquisition Begins
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Monday June 11th. "We are bringing you all the news you have a right to know, and now we are doing so as part of the State News Network team!"
"The State News Network, SNN," explained Priya, "is a new network of stations around the State, bringing you State-wide as well as local news to better inform you of what is happening in these tumultuous times of chaos, division and strife, as well as the racism and misogyny of Governor Val Jared. And now let's go to Jenna James, our SNN affiliate out of KCAP in Midtown. Jenna!"
"That's right, Priya," said Jenna James, a thirtysomething woman with a cascading mane of blonde hair and a body that porn starlets would envy, "we're waiting for Teresa Croyle to arrive at the State Capitol Office Building, where she will give testimony under oath about her boss Commander Donald Troy's role in using Police power to harass two women who brought credible charges of sexual harassment against Governor Val Jared."
"Ms. Croyle sued to delay having to appear before the Independent State Counsel," said Jenna James, "and the People of the State are wondering what she is trying to hide. Legal experts believe she may be the 'smoking gun' that shows potential criminal activity by the Governor of the State..."
*CLICK!*
The Deputy Chief beat me to my own remote control to turn off the verbal sewage that was spewing from the television. Cindy, myself, and Tanya Perlman were in my office.
"Rousing start, that SNN conglomeration has gotten off to." Tanya said sarcastically.
"We're used to Bettina and Priya." I said. "Now we'll see what even more rabid propagandists posing as journalists act like on television."
Cindy was being abnormally quiet, and I realized she was in a reverie. So I stared at her. Tanya caught on and stared hard at her, too. When she came out of it, she saw us peering at her.
"Okay, okay." she said. "Yes, some of us blondes do think, in spite of that reporter's example to the contrary." I chuckled and Cindy continued: "What I want to know, is why they're concentrating so hard on Teresa. It's obvious the Press is creating a huge issue of her, creating and raising expectations for her testimony, and I'm sure the Press effort is coordinated. But we know that Teresa knows nothing that will be of help to them. So why is Mullen putting his eggs in this basket? And why is the Media chanting this with such frenzy?"
"Let me ask you this." I said. "What blemishes do you have on your Police record that the enemy Mullen can exploit?"
"Er... none." said Cindy. "And being a lesbian is not the issue it might've been just a decade ago."
"It's not about the sexual orientation." I said. "But you're right... you have no blemishes on your Police record."
"Ohhhhh..." said Tanya. "But Teresa does... the Dean Allen incident. But... that's all resolved. It's in the past."
"Is it?" I asked. The silence in the room was deafening as they considered the enormity of what was facing their fellow Angel...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Inquisition, let's begin; the Inquisition, look out sin..."
---- 'History of the World, Pt. 1'.
8:45am, Monday, June 11th. An absolute crush of cameras and reporters waited at the front entrance of the State Capitol Office Building, wanting to film Captain Teresa Croyle entering as if she were enduring a perp walk.
Then someone said "Look! Up in the sky!"
It was a helicopter, the TCPD's Bell 206 being flown by TCPD Sergeant Andrew Prince, bringing Captain Croyle and her two lawyers. They landed on the helipad on the top floor of the parking lot, and were escorted in by State Patrolmen, using the parking deck entrance where the Press was not allowed. The Media was infuriated. And that was the opening salvo in the coming political war...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and her legal eagles were escorted to the room where the Inquisition--- er, interrogation was to take place. Her lawyers were Agnes T. Spires and Rudolph 'Bulldog' Louis. Louis was nearly as tall as the Iron Crowbar, and broad-shouldered, extremely fit and muscular, making him an impressive physical specimen. He had been an Officer in the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault), and the Army had sent him to Law School. He was still in the Army, as a Major, but on leave.
Outraged at what he was seeing done to the daughter of a Medal-of-Honor-winning Captain of the 173d Airborne Brigade, he'd contacted Admiral Cordell, now the Administrator of University Hospital. Dr. Cordell had put him in contact with BOW Enterprises, and now he was here as Teresa and Ms. Spires's bodyguard... both legally and physically.
They entered the room, where several cameras were set up to record the testimony. There was also a sign that said "NO WEAPONS ALLOWED".
After they were seated, Teresa between her lawyers, the Independent State Counsel's attorney's marched in, acting as if this were a military armistice conference between enemy sides. No one on either side offered to shake hands. There was no polite chatter.
Robert Mullen sat down on his side of the table, his five lawyers sitting either at the table or right behind those at the table. When he attempted to start without introducing his lawyers, Agnes T. Spires spoke up and said "Please state the names of all your attorneys for the record."
Mullen looked like he wanted to jump across the table and murder Spires, and he only begrudgingly stated the names of his cohorts in the room. Seated to Mullen's left was Brafford Bacon.
Mullen read Teresa her rights, actually making her sign a document that they were read to her and she understood them, and the question's began. (Author's note: see 'The Saga Continues', Ch. 02 for the actual events discussed here.)
"How long have you worked with Commander Donald Troy?" asked Mullen.
"Objection." said Spires. "Be more specific."
"How is that not specific?" snarled Brafford Bacon.
"Does Mr. Mullen mean my client working at the TCPD with Commander Troy? Or more specifically how long under his direct command?" replied Spires.
"You're picking nits." said Mullen.
"And I will continue to do so," said Spires, "as long as you continue to ask 'gotcha' questions designed to entrap my client."
The Independent State Counsel lawyers looked at each other, then stared daggers at Agnes T. Spires.
"All right, we'll play it that way." said Mullen. "Captain, how long have you worked for the TCPD having any contact with Commander Troy, whether in the same division, or you under his command?"
"Almost six years." Teresa said.
"On October 25th of last year," said Mullen, "the story broke that two women were filing sexual harassment complaints against Governor Jared. What was your relationship with Commander Troy at that time?"
"He was my boss." Teresa said. "I was, and still am, Captain of Operations; and he was, and still is, Police Commander."
"Do you and Commander Troy discuss his whereabouts if he is leaving the jurisdiction?" asked Mullen.
"Sometimes." Teresa replied.
"What does that mean?" asked Bacon, his voice unfriendly.
"It means," said Teresa, "that he does not tell me every time he crosses the County line. If he expects to be away on business and will be unavailable, he usually lets me or the Captain of Detectives know what his situation is."
"On October 25th," said Mullen, "Commander Troy traveled by helicopter to Midtown. Did he tell you he was going to Midtown?"
"Yes." said Teresa.
"Did he tell you what he was going to be doing?" Mullen asked.
"Not specifically." said Teresa.
"What does that mean?" asked Bacon.
"It means we all heard the newscast of the lawsuit, so he didn't need to say why." said Teresa. "Commander Troy said he was going to Midtown. That was all he actually said."
"Did he say at any time that morning," asked Mullen, "that he was going to open an investigation into the two women making the claims against the Governor?"
"No, not to me." said Teresa.
"Are you sure?" asked Mullen. "We have testimony that contradicts yours."
"Then show that testimony." demanded Agnes T. Spires. "I don't believe you. I think you're lying in an attempt to entrap my client." The lawyers stared daggers at Spires again.
"I'll ask again: are you sure Commander Troy did not say anything that morning about opening an investigation into the two women suing the Governor?" Mullen said, his voice a snarl.
"Not to me, and not within my hearing at any time before he left to go to Midtown." Teresa said, having used the time of the back-and-forth to formulate an answer that couldn't be used to accuse her of lying.
"Did Commander Troy talk to the Governor before leaving for Midtown?" asked Mullen.
"I don't know." said Teresa.
"How can you not know?" snarled Bacon. "You work with him, don't you?"
"Stop with the B.S. questions!" growled Robert 'Bulldog' Lewis. "Just because my client works with someone doesn't mean she knows every word that someone may have said to other people."
"It's a legitimate question." said Mullen. "I demand you answer it, Captain Croyle. How can you not know that Commander Troy talked to the Governor before leaving? "
"I'm not in his office or by his side every minute of the day." replied Teresa. "He only said he was going to Midtown; he did not tell me in granular detail every action he took or conversation he had before leaving."
"Let's make a note of that, Bacon." said Mullen. "It could be a basis for a perjury charge."
"Stop trying to intimidate my client." said Agnes T. Spires. "You're just saying that to badger my client and attempt to make her feel fearful." She turned to Teresa and said "Don't fall for that garbage."
"It's going to take a lot more than that to intimidate me." said Teresa, her eyes boring into Mullen's. He stared back malignantly.
It would go on this way for hours...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They did not take a break for lunch, and none of the Independent State Counsel lawyers went to the bathroom. Agnes T. Spires asked for a break for her client to use the restroom.
"No." Mullen said "No breaks. We continue until I am done. You can leave whenever you like, but Captain Croyle will remain here." The ISE attorneys all laughed.
"I'm fine." said Teresa to her lawyers. "And I'll piss in Mullen's briefcase if I need to go." The lawyers's laughter stopped, and they stared daggers at her again.
"Okay, then." said Mullen. "Continuing on: have you ever been suspended from your duties as a TCPD Officer, Ms. Croyle?"
"Objection." said Spires. "That's way beyond the scope of the Independent State Counsel's investigation."
"No it's not." said one of the other lawyers.
"Let me just say this now." said Mullen. "I'm not going to fool with your 'beyond the scope' objections. Your client will answer every question I ask, no matter what, or I will refer her to the Attorney General for criminal prosecution. She will be suspended as a TCPD Officer, either by the Attorney General or the Courts, and she may be imprisoned for Contempt."
"That's a load of crap." Teresa replied. "Neither you nor the Attorney General nor the Courts have the legal authority to suspend me. Only the Governor at the State level, and my bosses with the TCPD or the County Council can suspend me, and not without due process."
"I don't think you understand the situation, Ms. Croyle." said Brafford Bacon. "The Independent State Counsel has the power to investigate your boss as well as the Governor. He has the power to subpoena you and force you to answer his questions, and he may ask any question he wants to. If you don't truthfully answer, you will find out that the Independent State Counsel does have the power to have you suspended. We can also obtain all of your financial records, your cellphone communications, and whatever else we want."
"One more time." Rudolph Louis said, almost shouting. "Stop trying to intimidate my client with your lies. Ms. Spires, I think maybe we should end this charade and go file a lawsuit against the Independent State Counsel. They are clearly outside the bounds not only of scope, but in their tactics of intimidation."
"If you do leave," said Mullen, "I will refer Ms. Croyle to the Attorney General for full criminal prosecution. Your only other alternative is to take the Fifth Amendment. Now, I'm not going to waste any more of my time: Ms. Croyle, have you ever been suspended from your duties as a TCPD Officer?"
"I want to talk to my client before we proceed further." said Agnes T. Spires.
"You don't have that right." said Mullen. "Your client will stay right here and answer my questions."
"Then I'll say it out loud, here and now." said Spires. She turned to Teresa and said "They're outside the scope, and my advice is to stop now. We'll leave and file a lawsuit to clarify the scope, as well as file a complaint that you're not being allowed to consult with your legal representation." She turned back to Mullen. "My client will not be taking the Fifth in doing that. I believe you are violating her rights, not only in exceeding the scope of your investigation, but in not allowing her to confer with her legal representation."
"Fine." said Mullen. "There's the door. Use it. And you won't even be out of the hallway before I've speed dialed the Attorney General. We have already prepared for this. He fully intends to prosecute. We are going to hammer your client into the ground and completely destroy her career if she leaves the room."
"Stop with your god-damned intimidation tactics!" shouted Rudy 'Bulldog' Louis.
"I'LL DO WHATEVER I GODDAMN WELL PLEASE!" shouted Mullen, his face ugly with hatred. "And your client will cooperate with my investigation, or I am going to end her career and destroy her life! That's not a threat, it's a promise!"
The room became silent. All eyes were on Teresa. She turned to Spires and said "We can always stop the proceedings and file the lawsuit. For now, we'll continue. What was your question, Mullen?"
"That's MISTER Mullen to you." snarled Bacon.
"And how are you going to force me to do that?" replied Teresa. "Do you really think you can beat me physically?" Her stare forced Bacon to concede; he was no alpha-dog bully when confronted by a superior force. Teresa then said "Did you have a question... Mullen?"
"Ms. Croyle, have you ever been suspended from your duties as a TCPD Officer?" said Mullen.
"Yes, of course." Teresa said.
"What do you mean 'of course'?" snarled Bacon, his voice sounding incredulous.
"I've been wounded in the line of duty six times." said Teresa. "I was always either suspended or restricted on each of those occasions, until I re-qualified with my weapon."
"Okay, you're playing nitpicking shit games with me." said Mullen. "Were there any other times you were suspended? At all?"
"Yes." said Teresa.
"Why were you suspended on any occasions where you were not wounded?" asked Mullen.
"For beating up a DUI suspect." said Teresa.
"Was that the Dean Allen incident?" asked one of the other lawyers.
"Yes." said Teresa.



"That case was never adjudicated, was it?" asked Mullen.
"Yes, it was." said Teresa.
"You're lying." said one of the other attorneys. "There's no record of any formal action on it."
"You're the one that's lying." said Teresa. "The County and I entered into a legal agreement, whereupon I resigned from the TCPD and all charges were dropped."
"Mr. Mullen, she's perjured herself." said the attorney. "The Board of Inquiry of that matter recommended Croyle's firing. The Town & County Council never took action either way, as Croyle resigned first. It was not addressed when she was re-hired six months later, and has never been addressed since."
"Additionally," said Brafford Bacon, "the Statute of Limitations has not run out on that incident. We can make a criminal referral to the Attorney General, ask him to fully prosecute Croyle for assault and battery, as well as assault and battery against a person in her custody."
"Well!" said Mullen, his voice gleeful. "It looks like your career and your life are in my hands now, Ms. Croyle. We are ready to fully prosecute you for your criminal actions."
"Then do it." said Croyle, not batting an eyelash.
"Apparently you don't understand." said Mullen. "You will either give me what I want, or you will go to jail. You will give me the evidence against Commander Troy that I want to hear, or it's all over for you."
"Is that a threat?" asked Teresa. "Then do it. Make the criminal referral." She turned to Agnes Spires. "Okay, they've shown their cards. Now is the time for us to leave, and to make a few 'referrals' of our own." With that, she got up.
"Ms. Croyle, do you think we're kidding?" asked Bacon. "You do realize we have the power and the evidence to prosecute and imprison you?"
"If you believe so," said Teresa, "then do it." She went for the door, followed by her attorneys, leaving behind a stunned group of legal lapdogs.
"Okay, Brafford." one of the lawyers said, still staring at the now-closed door. "Call the AG. Let's barbecue her ass."
"Before you do," said Mullen, "you better make damn sure of our case. She knows something. She was all but goading us to do it. And with that God-cursed Iron Crowbar involved... we have to be damn sure, all the way."
Part 3 - The Retaliatory Response
3:30pm, Monday, June 11th. Teresa and her lawyers left the office of William C. 'Billy' Williams, State Representative for the 1st State House District (Town & County), after Teresa got a text that said simply "Filed." She led her attorneys out the main door of the State Capitol Office Building, where a huge throng of propagandists pretending to be 'journalists' were gathered.
They began shouting questions until Teresa raised her hand for quiet, finally getting it. "If you will keep your mouths shut for a minute," she said into the bank of microphones at a makeshift podium, "I'll make a statement."
She began: "Today, I answered the subpoena of the Independent State Counsel. As a result of this inquisition, er, inquiry, I have filed a lawsuit against the Independent State Counsel and against Robert Mullen personally. Mr. Mullen repeatedly went outside the scope of the Independent State Counsel's inquiry, and we seek clarification through the Courts of just what may be asked."
"Furthermore," said Teresa, "Mr. Mullen attempted to intimidate me, both verbally and physically, refused to allow me to confer with my legal representation, denied us potty breaks... no, I'm not kidding, and he broke the law doing that... and denied me my legal rights in other ways, which are outlined in the lawsuit. We have proof of these allegations."
"Last, and worst," said Teresa, "as part of his intimidation and threats, Mr. Mullen said that if I did not perjure myself in order to implicate Commander Donald Troy in criminal activity, he would attempt to use the power of the Courts and the AG's office to destroy my career and my personal life. I have referred Mullen's criminal actions to the SBI-OER's office as well as filed Federal and State criminal complaints, all in addition to the lawsuits. I will not be taking any questions."
With that, Teresa and her legal representation darted back into the State Capitol Office Building and made their way to the parking lot exit, whereupon they got into the TCPD helicopter for the ride home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Teresa Croyle broke the law today," said A.G. Karl Handel, "by revealing what was said in the Independent State Counsel's interrogation of her today. Additionally, the Independent State Counsel disputes the ridiculous claims by Ms. Croyle that she was threatened or intimidated in any way. Lastly, by leaving the inquiry before it was finished, the ISE has referred a criminal action to my Office, which I accept and will begin working on, that Teresa Croyle violated the subpoena ordering her to appear before the ISE and answer his questions."
"I have demanded that Governor Val Jared suspend Teresa Croyle from the TCPD until this matter is resolved." said Handel. "Given his blatant disregard for the law and immigrant rights, I don't expect Governor Jared to do his duty and suspend Croyle, so I've also asked the Town & County Council to take the action step and suspend Croyle."
"Last but not least," said Handel, "my office is reviewing the incident where Croyle physically assaulted a man in her custody. The Statute of Limitations has not run out on that incident, and we intend to press full criminal charges against Croyle for that past action."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The SBI-OER has accepted Captain Croyle's complaint," said SBI-OER Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell from her office in Westphalia, "and will be investigating Robert Mullen, Brafford Bacon, and the Office of the Independent State Counsel for malfeasance and possible crimes of violence against Ms. Croyle and her attorneys."
"Assault does not necessarily require physical battery to be charged, verbal intimidation can draw an assault charge, and if I conclude that Robert Mullen did verbally intimidate Ms. Croyle and her attorneys, I'll be securing a warrant to arrest Robert Mullen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The TCPD helicopter came in for a landing right smack-dab in the middle of Courthouse Square. Unmarked Police vehicles took the attorneys back to their cars. Meanwhile, a tall, broad-shouldered redhead in a Tilley hat, light trenchcoat, and carrying a crowbar walked with Captain Croyle back towards Police Headquarters. The Media, stationed at County Airport, was completely caught off-guard, and we were not hassled as we walked right through Town.
Teresa's first port-of-call was to the potty. She emptied the bag strapped between her legs and took the catheter out, then came to my office. "You were right." she said. "They were going to make me sit there for hours. Good thing Cindy noticed at her hearing that Mullen and his lawyers were catheterized so they didn't have to leave."
The Green Crowbar, who was in the office with us, grinned at that.
"Yes, a highly observant Deputy Chief, she is." I said. "And a good thing my wife is a doctor that could help out with that, and supply you with the proper equipment. Have a seat, have a seat... unless you're tired of sitting all day... "
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:30, we met in the office of my attorney Mike G. Todd. Even Agnes T. Spires was hungrily eating pizza from the several I'd brought to feed our faces.
"A.G. Handel has already filed a criminal complaint for you talking about what went on." Ms. Spires said. "He'll file another one when he finds out you secretly tape recorded the whole thing, even though the ISE is allowed to record it for their use."
"Y'all have already filed subpoenas for their tapes," said Teresa, "as has Britt Maxwell. And I'm not really worried about them trying to charge me for anything... it'll justify me taking the Fifth if they try to haul me back in there again."
"True." I said. "Of course Mullen would love for you to take the Fifth, so the Press could ask 'what does she have to hide' over and over again. I've always wondered... can you take the Fifth if you're innocent of any wrongdoing?"
"You can." said Mike G. Todd. "But then they can grant you immunity from prosecution, and you then have to testify or answer the questions. In Teresa's case, if she is charged with a crime they'd have to give her immunity from prosecution of it if they want her to answer any questions. Works out well, for her."
"Except that she's being charged with a crime in the first place." said Rudy Louis. "Think the Governor will bow to the pressure, and suspend her?"
"We'll find out." I said, unperturbed.
"I'm more worried about this Dean Allen incident." said Agnes T. Spires. "If what they say is true, and the Town & County Council never acted on that, the A.G. could press charges... what?" She was seeing that Teresa and I were unable to hide grins.
"Ohhhhh, I don't think that's going to be a problem." I said. "Ms. Spires, Mr. Louis, you may not know that in this County, the Command Groups, being the Police Chief, Police Commanders, Fire Chief, Fire Marshal, Assistant Fire Chief, Public Health Officer, and the Sheriff and his Chief of Staff, are all considered Principals in this County: we can enter into binding contracts on behalf of the County."
"It would seeeeeeeem," I said, in a good imitation of Chief Moynahan, "that Teresa entered into an agreement with the County, that she would resign in exchange for dropping of all charges related to the Dean Allen assault. It was a binding contract, signed by her and a Principal for the County. She cannot be brought up on criminal charges, nor can the Council take future action against her for it... as that would violate the Double Jeopardy clause of the U.S. Constitution."
"Yes it would." said Mike G. Todd with a grin.
"But Commander," said Louis, "you weren't part of the Command Group at that time."
"That is true." I said. "But I'm not the one that made the contract. Someone else foresaw the possibility of needing that contract. No names will be mentioned, but his initials are (A)ntonio (G)riswold... and he was Police Chief at that time. He made the contract with Teresa."
"Oh, that is beautiful." said Mike G. Todd with a huge grin, beginning to understand the full nature of it all. "But was the contract entered into the public record anywhere?"
"It was entered through the City Attorney's Office. I checked up on it." I said, having quietly asked the Intendent, Mrs. Peabody, to make sure. "Also, it was entered into Police evidence for the Dean Allen assault and also his DUI case involving the Kearns family. And Chief Griswold and Teresa have copies, of course."
"Good." said Mike. "And dollars to doughnuts Mullen's team didn't find it, and thought they could use the Allen case to blackmail Teresa. This is why I love being your attorney, Don. God! that's nasty!" Teresa was actually grinning, as well.
"Nasty is what I do." I said. "And it keeps getting better. The Press had Teresa live on the air this afternoon. They cannot put that cat back in the bag. The viewers cannot un-see what they have seen. I don't know if Teresa's lawsuit will hold up, but the damage is done. As our political enemies like to say: it's the seriousness of the charge that people will be remembering."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, in Washington, D.C., U.S. Senator Richard 'Bill' Nunn (TEA Party Republican) was meeting with the CEO of BigAgraFoods Corporation, Lloyd Feingold. They were in Nunn's Senate office.
Feingold had requested the meeting, and had had to sneak in like a criminal in the night. "I'm not sure I'm not being followed." he said. "I've hired some additional security; I don't trust the company's security any more."
"That bad, huh?" said Nunn. Feingold nodded. "Have a seat." Nunn said as he poured Feingold a drink. Feingold had to work hard not to gulp it down. He looked haggard... and scared.
"You remember that testimony I gave before the Committee?" asked Feingold. (Author's note: 'The French Connection', Ch. 03.) Nunn nodded. "Well, after all that stuff came up about the Guardians of Justice and the leaked papers, I began doing my own investigation... well, trying to. I soon found out that I was being stymied at every turn. I would ask for documents, and never get them. Or I'd get maybe 10% of what I asked for. When I pressed, I was told some documents didn't exist, even though I knew they did, or told the documents were at the so-called 'other office', and they'd have to get them... and never would."
"Sounds like Congressional committees trying to get documents from the Department of Justice." said Nunn.
Feingold nodded, not laughing at the joke. "I soon realized that the man leading the charge in obstructing me was Mitt Bain Willis. Mitt is the BigAgraFoods President, and he's a Board Member. He's the guy they send out to make all the positive speeches and announcements, while I have to go defend the company before Congress, or announce we're moving our operations from the Town & County because of Commander Troy... which I never wanted to do... meaning I never wanted to move."
Nunn nodded. "So Mittens is the problem?"
"Big time." said Feingold. "Mitt is always telling me to 'not worry' about certain things I'm asking about, and his people are watching me like a hawk. So I had some of my more trustworthy people continue the investigation into those leaked GOJ documents. What they've found out is... frightening."
"Tell me." said Nunn. He poured Feingold another drink, which Feingold hastily swallowed in two gulps.
"It's like this." said Feingold. "First, I told Willis I'd resign as CEO and Chairman of the Board, that he could have the positions. He said he was running for Senate in two years... against you, Bill, saying 'the Grassroots have to be stopped, crushed, and I'm going to do that to Nunn'. He told me that my resigning would not be good for my health, nor my family's."
"Then I found out that a lot of what the Guardians of Justice hacked, and put out there... is true." said Feingold. "Many of our biggest companies, from WorldBankTrust, to BigAgraFoods, to BigPharmaCorp, to BigRoadAndRail Corp., to BigBenefitInsurance Corp., are working with the U.S. Government... BAFTE, the Justice Department, the Agriculture Department, Homeland Security... to pretty much impose martial law and control the People in the event of what they'll call an 'emergency'. Already the Ag Department is using chemicals that kill off bee populations, meaning crops don't get pollinated. We're showing only 75% yields versus the last two years."
"Do you have any documentation of this?" Nunn asked.
"Not much." said Feingold. "I think I can get a lot of it, but it's going to have to be a 'scoop and score'... I'm going to have to get it all at once, put it on jump drives, and bring it to you. Mitt controls the servers, and he announced company wide 'security upgrades' recently."
Nunn nodded. "Okay. What we need to do is talk to Commander Troy."
"Why him?" said Feingold. "By that, I mean he's a local LEO..."
"He's an SBI Reserve Officer, and an Inspector-level one at that." said Nunn. "He's also an FBI Consultant, and can bring in the correct people, trustworthy people, to help us bust Mittens cold... if you're willing to meet him, and to help us. We can fly back home, and----"
"Every time I book a reservation, Willis is always coming in and asking where I'm going." said Feingold. "When I tell him to mind his own business, he starts claiming security reasons, and then he goes and forces my assistant or my staff to tell him what I'm doing. I'm a prisoner in my own company."
"I think we can get past that." said Nunn. "What's the point of being a U.S. Senator, if I can't exercise some Senatorial power?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the same time, another meeting was taking place in a private dining room at the Marriott Grande Hotel in the City. The people that considered themselves to be the State's top leadership were present: Lt. Governor Graham Collins, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, U.S. Senator Roy Lester (from the State west of ours), State Attorney General Karl Handel, State Senator Cain Mitchell, State Rep. Wilson Hammonds, as well as BigAgraFoods Corp. President Mitt Bain Willis, BigRoadAndRailCorp CEO Curtis Meigs and COO Clarence Weatherby, and State Parcel Service (SPS) CEO Edward Blassingame.
After a sumptuous four-course meal, followed by drinks and fine Cuban cigars, they began discussing the situation that was foremost on their minds.
"Are you going to file the charges against Croyle, Handel?" asked Billy Russell.
"Yes, Senator." said A.G. Handle. "The papers have already been drawn up. Perjury, failing to fully answer the subpoena, revealing the proceedings of the ISE investigation, recording the proceedings of the ISE investigation, assault and battery upon Dean Allen, assault on a a person in her Police custody, that being Dean Allen."
"She recorded it?" asked a stunned Grahamnesty Collins. "Shit!"
"And she gave the tapes to SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell." said Handel. "And they're damning. Part of our complaint will be to get a stay, enjoining Maxwell from investigating, and forcing her to turn the tapes over to us. But Croyle likely has copies."
"We'll just barbecue her ass in Court, then." said Curtis Meigs, CEO of BigRoadAndRailCorp. He was a barrel-chested man that looked like a wannabee military general, with a buzz high-and-tight haircut and a demeanor suggesting he expected discipline and for his instructions to be followed immediately.
"No, Curtis." Mitt Willis said smoothly. "We have to use this situation fully to our advantage."
"Our ultimate goal," said Graham Collins, "as it should always be, is the removal of Val Jared as Governor. How is this going to facilitate that?"
"The same way the Police bust drug kingpins." said Handel. "We go after the little fish first, make them turn over the bigger fish over them, then make that bigger fish betray the really big fish. We're going to force Croyle to give us something on Donald Troy, and then make him betray Governor Jared."
"I understand that many of you want Governor Jared to be the target." said Russell. "But the bigger and more important target we have to destroy is the Iron Crowbar, Donald Troy. Once his harmful influences are removed, we can go back to business as usual."
"I completely disagree." said Graham Collins. "Val Jared is the problem, and must be the primary target.
"Yes, I don't understand, either. Why is Troy the bigger deal?" asked Edward Blassingame. "Jared is the one that is killing us on the cheap labor of illegal immigrants."
"You saw what he did, catching those perps that killed two of your truck drivers." said Clarence Weatherby. "And I continue to believe he's the Guardians of Justice, or is working closely with them."
"Yes, and the Guardians of Justice are our real problem, and our real enemy." said Meigs. "They keep exposing things the People are not supposed to know. They are causing unrest amongst the Grassroots."
"I hate the fucking Grassroots!" exploded Establishment Republican Wilson Hammonds.
"So do I, Wilson, so do I." said Mitt Bain Willis. "And the damage that the Guardians of Justice and Commander Troy have done to BigAgraCorp is staggering. In addition, we face new threats of whistleblowers and leakers, and the damage they could do would be fatal to us. I agree that Commander Troy is the prime target, even more... much more... than Val Jared."
"What bothers me," said Cain Mitchell, "is this whole thing with Croyle. I was in the meeting between AG Handel here and Robert Mullen. Mullen said he was absolutely stunned that Croyle did not show the least bit of fear at any time. It was as if she knew something that we don't know."



"Well, she did run into a building and rescue the Iron Crowbar's daughter... even as the building exploded around her." said Weatherby. "I hope you don't expect her to cower before simple legal threats."
"To be honest," said Handel, "Mullen did expect her to fold, and at least to give him information he could use against Troy. But she all but dared us to bring charges against her. So we will."
"Yes, do so." said Mitt Willis. "But remember that Christmas miracle... that is what we'll be using against Commander Troy. Will he let his Officer be destroyed, especially the one to whom he owes so much?"
"Are you kidding?" growled Meigs. "He'd just as soon drive that crowbar of his up your fancy rich boy ass as help you in any way."
"Mind your tone with me, Meigs." said Willis, who despite his distinguished posture was down inside a vicious man, with deep hatred of the minions beneath him. "And we'll see if Commander Troy is a man of honor enough to take the bullets for his Officer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, June 12th, 8:30pm. The Town & County Council was meeting in Executive Session. And the personnel they were discussing amounted to two persons: Teresa Croyle and Don Troy. The City Attorney was also present, as was Police Chief Moynahan.
"We took no action against Captain Croyle back then." said Kelly Carnes. "I think we have every right to suspend her now, at least pending the disposition of the criminal complaints against here."
"But action was taken by the County." said City Attorney Dennis Garland. "The County entered into a legally binding contract with now-Captain Croyle." He explained the situation. It was not what Carnes wanted to hear.
"She also came back, which in my opinion invalidates that contract." snarled Carnes. "Furthermore, we can still suspend her now for the current charges against her related to her not answering the Independent State Counsel's subpoena, for revealing what was said during the interview, and for illegally taping the interview."
"Let me just say now," said J.P. Goldman, "that we absolutely should wait until the legal resolution before taking any action. Let the Sheriff and Police Chief handle it, if action needs to be taken on this end. Chances are, the Governor is going to suspend her once the charges are filed."
"It will be a cold day in Hell before I suspend Captain Croyle on those joke charges." Chief Moynahan interjected. That also was not what Kelly Carnes wanted to hear.
"I believe we should be more proactive, and do it ourselves." said Carnes. "And by the way, if you think it's an issue now, just wait until Commander Troy comes up on charges. You will have no choice to act then. I will not let any of you hide under the table and not be on record taking action on him."
"We're not even there, yet." said Mayor Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice. "So there's no point bringing it up."
"Maybe we should have a Study Group check into the legal issues first." said Susan Weston.
"We don't need a Study Group to check into the legal issues." said the Mayor. "The City Attorney is right here. He's already been looking into it, and will continue to do so."
"I think you missed the point of my comment, Mr. Mayor." Weston said drily. "The point is that this Council is kicking the can down the road... again... instead of doing our duty and meeting our responsibilities."
"And I think it's our 'duty' to not act rashly nor before we have to." retorted Dagmar Schoen.
"Okay, let's stop fooling around with idle chatter." said Kelly Carnes. "I move we suspend Captain Teresa Croyle without pay until the charges against her are resolved."
"I second that." said Susan Weston.
"I move to lay it on the table." said John Colby, his baritone voice seeming to carry through the room and all of their heads.
"I second that motion." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. The motion to table being priority, it was immediately voted upon, and an 8-2 vote ensued which ended further discussion...
Part 4 - Double Jeopardy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 13th, from in front of the State Office Building. "It has been a huge two days in the Courts of the State!"
Bettina: "It began Monday, when TCPD Captain Teresa Croyle filed a lawsuit against Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen, when she alleged that Mr. Mullen made threats against her and violated her Constitutional rights. Attorney General Karl Handel quickly responded yesterday after Mr. Mullen referred criminal complaints against Captain Croyle to the A.G.'s office."
Bettina: "The charges against Teresa Croyle include illegally taping the Independent State Counsel's interrogation, even though they were taping the session themselves; revealing publicly the contents of the private and confidential proceedings of the Independent State Counsel's interview; failing to properly answer the subpoena served upon her by leaving the Independent State Counsel's interrogation before he was finished questioning her; and also a criminal charge for assault upon a person in her custody, that being Dean Allen, son of the late State Senator Nathan Allen, after Dean was charged with DUI during a Christmas traffic checkpoint run by the TCPD."
More Bettina: "When the Attorney General's charges were filed, Captain Croyle filed a counter-claim in the Superior Court here in Town. Judge Rodney K. Watts issued the ruling that the charges against Croyle for the Allen incident were double jeopardy, as Croyle and the County came to a settlement that including her resignation from the Police Force."
Even more Bettina: "Attorney General Handel also attempted to enjoin SBI Inspector General Britt Maxwell from investigating Robert Mullen for the charges made against him by Captain Croyle. However, Judge Clarence Scales of the Superior Court in Midtown, in whose court AG Handel filed the charges, ruled that the complaint was valid, that Inspector Maxwell was the proper person to investigate the situation, and also ordered Mr. Mullen to comply with the subpoena to turn over the Independent State Counsel's tapes of the Croyle interrogation to the SBI Inspector General."
Yet more Bettina: "As you might expect, all of this is being appealed by the other side, and is currently under the review of Appellate Judge Leahy. The losing side will likely appeal to the State Supreme Court, or perhaps to Federal Court. We have comments from several important people related to these cases. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. The first person on was retired Judge Lorraine McGill: "This is a travesty of Justice unlike any I've ever seen before. The abusive tactics of Mr. Mullen, including attempting to force Ms. Croyle to sit for hours with no bathroom breaks, denying her consultation with her legal counsel, and making physical as well as legal threats badly crosses the lines and borders upon criminal activity itself."
Next was State Senator Katherine Woodburn: "While we should respect the Independent State Counsel's investigation, the tactics used by Robert Mullen are just as badly beneath the dignity we expect of him as Governor Jared's misogyny."
Adding to it was Councilwoman Malinda Adams, who said "I doubt Robert Mullen would have been as abusive and threatening towards a man as he was towards a woman."
Then came Della Harlow: "Captain Croyle's lawless actions are typical of the Town & County Police under Donald Troy and Antonio Griswold! As your next Sheriff, I will clean up the rotgut of Troy's corruption and of his subordinates! The law and the Independent State Counsel will be respected!" The few women watching began shouting "I'm with her! I'm with her!"
Then came State Senator Maxine Watts. "Captain Croyle should go to prison! Her actions are typical of white Police Officers' abusive actions against People of Color!" Never mind that Dean Allen was also white.
And furthermore to the point, State Senator Watts had refused to turn over the data subpoenaed in my lawsuit against her. Judge Rodney K. Watts had had to recuse himself, as Maxine Watts was his relative. Folsom, who had political aspirations, didn't want to touch it, so he handed it to Judge Harry Nance... who was rabidly activist and political. Nance had ruled that Watts did not have to turn over anything to me, and neither did her political group 'Black Voices Raised' nor 'Citizens For Police Accountability'. Appellate Judge Leahy, also rabidly activist and political, upheld Nance's ruling. My appeal to the State Supreme Court was pending.
"And in other news," Bettina said, "the Town & County Council discussed the issue of Captain Croyle's attack upon Dean Allen in their meeting last night. Some Members reminded the others that the Council never formally acted upon the case, as Captain Croyle resigned. Others have asked the City Attorney to clarify liability issues..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This coffee is almost as weak as I used to make it." I said to Detective Jerome Davis as we and the Detectives watched the Bettina broadcast in MCD.
"Yes sir." said Davis. "I made it smooth and mellow this morning. There's a lot of tension right now, with Captain Croyle being abused by the ISE and all that. But there is caffeine in it."
"Good." I said. I looked around, seeing a lot of subdued faces. "Guys, Captain Croyle is not dead."
"It's just not right, sir." Joanne said. "Going back and digging up that old crap about Dean Allen, threatening her, trying to force her to lie."
"Make sure you wear your 'girdle' when you have to testify, sir." said Teddy Parker. "Knowing Mullen, he'll try to TASER you in your back to get you to lie." There were murmurs of general agreement.
"Slender Man already did that." I said ruefully. "Mullen ain't shit compared to the Slender Man."
"Sir, if you go in to testify, and hear 'Gimme twenty dollars'... run." said Joanne Warner helpfully. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I wonder what Mullen does have planned for you, Commander." said Theo Washington. "Whatever it is, it's going to be worse than what they're trying to do to Captain Croyle."
"They're going to make him watch highlights of last year's Bulldogs-Wildcats game." said a voice... which was attached to a platinum blonde that had just come into the room.
"Oh, anything but tha-at." I replied witheringly, to laughter. "And Mullen better speed up his inquiries if he wants to do that... because there will be new highlights this Fall, and they will be glorious for the Wildcats."
"The Wildcats better get a better defense than what they had last year, sir," said Joanne, "or you will be seeing a repeat of last year's defeat."
"Speaking of defense," said Cindy, "where is our defendant right now?" She meant Teresa.
"She's meeting with the Chief and the City Attorney this morning." I said. People misunderstood, and there was gloom in the room. "Don't worry guys." I said. "Ducks are lining up into rows. It will be all right."
That got some looks my way. And some Detectives began realizing that maybe, just maybe, their Police Commander had not been letting the grass grow under his feet regarding these issues...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KSTD Five-Alive News In the Morning!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am. "The State News Network is bringing you continuing coverage of the Independent State Counsel's investigation of Governor Jared!"
Priya gave a rundown of the legal back-and-forth, then had a few extras: "Governor Val Jared made this statement just moments ago. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the Governor at the State Capitol. "I did not oppose the formation of the Independent State Counsel," said the Governor, "because I expected a fair and honest investigation that would bring the Truth to the Citizens of our great State. But Robert Mullen has decided that integrity is not required in his tactics of harassment, intimidation, and blackmail."
The Governor went on: "And so I am declaring that if the Attorney General brings any charges against Captain Teresa Croyle, who is a highly decorated Police Officer, for being a whistleblower and rightly taping Mullen's dirty tactics, or for rightly speaking out about the legal and physical abuse to which she was subjected by Robert Mullen and his band of thugs, then I have a pen... which will be used to sign a pardon for Captain Croyle. I want the legal process to proceed, but I will not stand for this kind of abuse."
"Will you pardon Captain Croyle for physically abusing an arrested suspect in her custody?" yelled out Lester Holder.
"I don't think I'll have to." said the Governor, who left it at that and said no more...
Back to Priya: "The sources and resources of SNN have learned that A.G. Karl Handel will still press the charges, forcing the Governor to issue the pardon. Also, sources tell SNN that Appellate Judge Leahy will overturn the rulings of Judge Rodney K. Watts and Judge Clarence Scales, and will also enjoin the SBI-OER from investigating Mr. Mullen."
"In addition," said Priya, "Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen has stated that his subpoena of Captain Croyle remains in force, and that she should be in his offices right now, truthfully answering his questions and cooperating with him to his full expectations. It is not clear what Captain Teresa Croyle is going to do, and her lawyers are refusing our requests for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:02am, Leahy's ruling came down. He shut down the SBI-OER investigation, and ordered them to turn over any evidence Captain Croyle had given them back to the Independent State Counsel, and he denied the subpoena of their tapes of the 'interview'. Britt Maxwell immediately stated that she would turn over nothing until her appeal was ruled upon. Leahy also stated that Teresa Croyle was in violation of Mullen's subpoena, and could be jailed for Contempt of the Independent State Counsel and Contempt of Court.
After delivering that news, Priya said "SNN has just learned that State Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert Johnson has issued a stay of all rulings in this matter, as well as Commander Troy's appeal of the decisions against his lawsuits against State Senator Maxine Watts, Black Voices Raised, and Citizens for Police Accountability, and that the State Supreme Court will be convened in emergency session this Monday, June 19th! This almost-unheard-of action shows just how politically charged and how crucial these cases are in the realm of State politics!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Teresa was meeting with the City Attorney Dennis Garland. I said she was meeting with the Chief, as well... but it was Chief Griswold, not Chief Moynahan. Moynahan was meeting with the Sheriff.
"Our position will be that this contract is the County's resolution of the Dean Allen case." said Garland. "But there is one issue: some Council Members suggested that it's invalid because you returned to the TCPD, Captain Croyle."
"The contract did not preclude that," growled Chief Griswold, "nor did it require any specific amount of time away."
"I agree." said Garland. "I'm just letting you know that it might be dredged up. Also, while I believe this will end your personal aspects of the case, there is the issue of whether or not the County is civilly liable. And you could still face liability in a civil suit, should Dean Allen choose to file one."
"And he will." said Teresa. "Bank on it. And I'll face those consequences when I have to. I'll take responsibility for my actions, and if I have to pay in Civil Court, then that's what I'll have to do."
Chief Griswold beamed at Teresa and patted her shoulder, very proud of her for what he was hearing. To Teresa, that was like a military decoration being bestowed upon her.
"There are other issues, as well." said Garland. "The State Supreme Court issued a stay regarding Mullen's subpoena, as well as Attorney General Handel's charges against you, Captain Croyle. However, if they rule against you and the Governor doesn't follow through with a pardon, the Council very well may suspend you. And you'll have to go back into Mullen's torture chamber, and they'll make damn sure you're not recording a thing before they unload on you."
"No..." said Teresa. "If they say I have to go back in there, I'll just take the Fifth, no matter what the optics are on it. I'm not playing that bastard's game, anymore."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
All these morning meetings would drive Carole berserk with wrath, if she knew about them. The Police Chief, Sean Moynahan, was in the Sheriff's Office with its currently-elected occupant, Daniel Allgood.
"So you told the Council out loud that you won't suspect Croyle?" Daniel asked, his voice skeptical.
"That is correct, Sheriff." said Moynahan. "I don't know much about what happened years ago. But I do know that my Captain of Operations is an outstanding, brave Police Officer by whose side I am proud to serve. I'll stand with her, and that means I will not suspend her on these bullshit charrrrrges. My question is, Sheriff... will you be doing the same?"
"I dunno." said Allgood shortly. "I just don't know. You're not running for political office. I am. It'll depend on the State Supreme Court's ruling, what the AG does file, and how bad the situation is for Croyle. I may not have a choice but to suspend her."
"You always have a choice, Sheriff." said Moynahan fearlessly, not letting Allgood off the hook. "Always."
"I know." said Daniel. "By the way, did you know that I did suspend Croyle after the Allen incident, when I was head of I.A.? It was to buy time before the Council moved to fire her completely. Then Don Troy went and somehow found out what her real issues were. All I will say now... is he better have a lot more rabbits to pull out of his hats. Or you'll be answering to Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver..."
Part 5 - Family Jeopardy
11:00am, Wednesday, June 13th. Helena buzzed me to say that FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone was in the House, and wanted to see me. I had her send him in.
"Haven't seen you in a while." I said as I had him sit down. "What's new?"
"Way too much." said Jack. "How 'bout we take an early lunch at the Cop Bar, then go to the Federal Building..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone consumed two double cheeseburgers and a mass of french fries. I ate one Breakfast Burger (double cheeseburger with fried egg and bacon) and the rest of the french fries.
"Yes, the girls are adjusting well." said Jack in response to my query. "They're coming to trust and respect Tanya, and they love little Pete like a little brother, which he soon will be."
"You're adopting him after you and Tanya get married?" I asked.
"Maybe." said Jack. "Or maybe some legal guardianship thing, and he doesn't change his last name. Tanya hasn't said it out loud, but I think she wants him to keep his father's name. What do you think?"
"I think I have enough to do keeping up with five kids of my own." I said. "So what y'all decide is your business."
"You mean six kids, don't you?" Jack asked. Seeing my eyes cut to him, which was proof of where Carole inherited that trait when she did that, he said "Don, I've seen Sandra's will and living will. I don't have to be your mother to know who Greta's biological father is."
"Yeah." I said quietly. "But I sometimes feel like the door there is shut in my face." Seeing my face, Jack changed the subject.
"Okay, I'll comp this lunch, and let's go back downtown..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"A couple of items." Muscone said as we went into the office with the 'cube' in it, for maximum protection against being bugged. "First, elements of the FBI have been watching some of the top people in the CIA, particularly the new Director. The guy is pro-Muslim, which he tries to hide, and openly anti-Semitic, which he makes no effort to hide."



"So I've heard." I said.
"What we've learned," said Jack, "is that he's trying to find your sister, so he can send assassins to murder her." He handed me a file folder with a few pages in it.
"He's trying to get at Dr. Eckhart, too." I said. "You do realize I might tell Dr. Eckhart what you're telling me now?" There was no 'might' about it, actually.
"I hope you do." said Muscone. "What about your sister?"
As I read the file, I realized that while the information was necessarily scant, it also had some anomalies. So I said "She's on her own. Jack, look. I trust you, I trust your team, I trust the EAD, I trust the retired Deputy Director. But no one else. I am concerned that whoever gave this to you to give to me, wants me to try to contact Elizabeth, maybe by burner phone, so they can find her. I won't be playing that game."
Jack nodded. "That's what the DepDirector and I thought, too. They've been sending us several bait traps, and not just about your sister. We have one source that is very good at spotting those traps, but that source declined to talk about this one." I nodded.
"Okay, what else do you have?" I asked. Jack stepped out of the cube and pressed a button on the far wall. A moment later, I was surprised at the two persons who walked into the room. One was the retired Deputy Director of the FBI. The other... was Senator Richard 'Bill' Nunn.
They sat down on one side of the table, facing me and Jack, who'd come around to sit by me. "Go ahead, Senator." said the DepDirector.
"Don," said Nunn, "we talked earlier about Lloyd Feingold, the CEO of BigAgraFoods, and his apparent lack of knowledge about what was going on under his nose." I nodded, and he continued: "We had a meeting recently. Mr. Feingold told me that he'd been trying to do his own investigation, and was being stymied. He believes that the obstruction is coming from within... from BigAgraFoods President Mitt Bain Willis."
"Mittens." I said. "The guy who strapped his dog to the top of his car, on the outside of the car, and drove off on vacation. I despise people who abuse dogs. But I digress... you were saying, Senator?"
"Willis plans to run against me in the primaries when I'm up for re-election in just over two years." said Nunn. "He's pure Establishment, in the pockets of the big corporations and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, he's into Illegal Immigration like even Samuel Russell or Grahamnesty Collins can't hope to match. And he's the real power of BigAgraFoods. Feingold is, and always has been, just a front, a stooge."
"Anything we can do from a law enforcement perspective?" asked Jack Muscone.
Nunn nodded. "Feingold knows that a lot of the documents the Guardians of Justice hacked and released are actually real, and he knows some documents show underhanded connections between Senator Russell and Mitt Willis. Feingold is going to try to get as much of them onto terabyte jump drives and get those to us, or else we'll try to set up a link so he can transfer the files directly to us... to you, the FBI. He realizes that it'll be a one-time thing, that he'll get only one shot at this."
"Where is he now?" I asked.
"In the City." said Nunn. "At a safe, undisclosed location."
"With respect, Senator," I said, "that is a contradiction in terms. There is no safe location in the City, at all. I hope he has some good security with him."
"We've got people looking after him." said Nunn. "But I think we have to act fast, before Willis finds out what's going on and tries to stop us, maybe tries to destroy the evidence."
"It all sounds good." I said. "And the FBI is the team with the resources to help you, and help Mr. Feingold. So... what do you want me to do?"
"Be aware of it all." said the DepDirector. "I get the feeling that our FBI Consultant may be the one making the ultimate case and ultimate arrests in all this, more as a State agent than a Federal one."
"And we also were thinking..." said Jack Muscone, "... that you might be very good at distracting Mitt Bain Willis for us."
"Ohhhhh, so now you want me to walk into the trap for you!" I said with a sardonic grin. "Well, with all the crap from the Mullen probe going on, I'm not sure how well I can distract Willis... at least not by myself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
The cry was from my son Jim as he bounded up to greet me at the front door of the Mountain Nest when I arrived home at 8:30pm. I knelt down and hugged him, then petted Buddy, who had come up behind him.
Going into the greatroom, I saw why Carole had not come down: Selena Steele was sitting on one of the sofas, talking to my mother and to my wife Laura. That meant Marie was here, and that meant two girls were probably getting into trouble somewhere.
"Hello, everyone." I said. "Where are my Justice League heroines and their redoubtable dog?"
"The dog is coming up now." Laura said. Indeed, a handsome white-haired dog was bounding down the hall. He joined Buddy at the back door, ready to be taken out.
"Well, someone has me properly trained." I said, to laughter. "We'll be right back."
"Here's something of medicinal value for you, while you're out there." Laura said, handing me a Scotch and Soda. I took it with the dogs, and sipped it as I sat on the back patio, watching the last of the light of day disappear, to be replaced by the twinkling lights of the Town. I watched the dogs as they investigated their turf, then went and did their business. I tried to not think, to just clear my mind and meditate. I did determine that whoever created Scotch deserves a special place in Heaven...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My father and J.P. Goldman wanted me to tell you," said Selena Steele as we talked while Laura and my mom got the girls ready for bed, "that the Council Members who were pushing for Teresa to be suspended suddenly backed off today. They're not sure why, but they think someone is planning something, some kind of ambush tactic."
"Anyone have any idea how the State Supreme Court may rule on Monday?" I asked.
"No," said Selena, "and both J.P. and I made some calls about it, under the guise of protecting the bank's 'interest', pun not intended. What someone at City & Counties Bank in the City told me was that everyone is shocked the State Supreme Court acted so quickly, and acted now. They thought the Court would wait until you, Don, had your round with the Independent Counsel before they entered the fray."
"Oh, I think I can understand that one" I said. The name of Judge Lorraine McGill was still powerful in judicial circles. But I also realized there was even more to it, and Selena's information was a cluuuuuue...
Part 6 - Music Box Dancer
Friday, June 15th. Mitt Bain Willis was in his personal office in the City, the office he used for non-BigAgraFoods business, the office that would be the central hub of his candidacy to destroy Richard Nunn and become the next U.S. Senator of this State, when he was notified he had a visitor. It was the Lieutenant Governor of the State, Graham Collins. They were peas in a pod when it came to being Republican Establishment Elites, both sharing a deep hatred for the Grassroots, the hardworking People of the State and the Nation.
"Hello, Graham." Mitt said affably. "I didn't expect to see you today. Can I get you some coffee, water?"
"No thank you, I'm fine." said Collins. "I happened to be in the City today, and I thought I'd drop in on you on my way home." Both men knew that was an outright lie; Collins's sole reason for coming to the City was to talk to Willis in the relative security of the BigAgraFoods President's office.
"I'm glad you did." said Willis. "What can I do for you?"
"I have a 'friend' that is close to the situation at the State Supreme Court." said Collins. "All seven of the State Justices agreed to the emergency meeting. The left-leaning Justices are going to protect that wacko Maxine Watts and the so-called 'Social Justice' groups from Commander Troy's lawsuits. He's getting way too close to the sources of their funding. The right-leaning Justices are going to protect the Independent State Counsel, but they'll have to concede victory to Captain Croyle. She beat Mullen; she's won."
"Not completely, she hasn't." said Mitt Willis. "We still have several avenues to pound her into the ground, legally speaking. And we're going to force the Iron Crowbar to fall on his sword for her, as well."
"Sounds good." said Collins. "But you need to act quickly. I also have word that the FBI is beginning to close in on Senator Russell. He's desperate to find a way out, and we'd love to help him be able to resign, but with that cocksucker Jared in the Governor's Mansion, it's not possible. Jared would appoint a Grassroots Conservative to the Senate, and that would be a disaster for everyone. The only thing worse would be if a Grassroots Independent were elected President."
"I agree." said Willis, not mentioning that he, Willis, was also feeling the FBI heat. "And things are going to happen, and fast."
"What are you going to do?" asked Collins.
"I think you need 'plausible deniability', Graham." said Willis, who then gave a huge grin as he said: "I'll just give you this hint: what is the Iron Crowbar's greatest weakness?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My only solace in trying to get through all this paperwork," I said as I typed on my computer at my desk, "is that you have a lot more of it than I do."
"Thanks for the support." Cindy said acerbically, knowing I was teasing her. She was on her laptop, and we were going over some inventory issues regarding armor for our Officers. It was 6:30pm, Friday, June 15th. "Any new word on Teresa's situation?"
"The State Supreme Court was taking briefs yesterday and hearing arguments today." I said. "My attorney, Mike G. Todd, has not called me yet about it. He may still be in Midtown---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal cellphone, a number that not many people knew. It said the person calling was 'BLOCKED'. None of my family, friends, or associates who could have a Blocked number would be calling on this line. Curious, I answered it, putting it on speaker for Cindy to hear.
"Don Troy." I said.
"This is Mitt Willis, President of BigAgraFoods, Commander." said Willis "I want to meet with you. Tonight. Come to the BigAgraFoods warehouse down on South Riverside Drive, and---"
"Why in the world would I want to come meet you?" I asked. "And especially there? If you want to see me, come to the Police Station."
We heard Willis chuckle sardonically. "There is no way I'm going to talk to you in that bug-infested place. And the reason you should come is because I have some very important information for you, about your Captain Croyle and about you. Now I'm asking nicely, Commander. Nine o'clock. Be there." The line went dead.
"Who the fuck does that guy think he is?" Cindy said, her red face contrasting with her platinum blonde hair and ice-blue eyes. "Calling the Police Commander and demanding you just be where he demands you be..."
"Yes, and that's the point." I said. "He thinks I'm the little guy, the local cop on the beat, while he's the Big Boy, future Senator, maybe future candidate for President."
"Harrumph." Cindy said, still mortally offended. "So you're going to ignore him, right?" She looked at me, seeing that I was in a reverie.
"Well, maybe I won't." I said. Then I said "You're just a paper-pusher now, so I won't ask you to come---" I felt the cold fire from Cindy's eyes; she was less than amused at the joke.
"We're officially partners." Cindy said. "Of course I'm going with you, since you appear to be thinking about going."
"I'll call up some volunteers to go with us." I said. They would not be Tennessee Volunteers, but they would be Orange... Blood Orange, the 'Section 31' of the TCPD...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A procession of several TCPD Police cruisers followed my Police SUV as I drove down Riverside Drive to the now-unused BigAgraFoods warehouse. Lt. Rudistan and Sergeant Morton had already reconned the area, and Myron Milton had flown drones around.
"Okay, he's in the large inner warehouse area." I said. "There are three armored limousines in the outer warehouse area, lined up and ready to bust through the warehouse doors to get him out of there. He's got two bodyguards in the room with him, three more with the limos, probably the drivers, and four more secreted in next-door rooms.
Cindy called in on Channel 5 Encrypted Radio to Rudistan, relaying that news and having him deploy the others in positions to intercept those security people if they tried anything. "Still," she said to me, "if they come all out after you, I don't know if we can get there in time."
"I don't think they will." I said. Needless to say, all of my people were armored to the teeth. I had on the 'girdle', more routine armor under my black pullover shirt, another layer over my shirt, and the light trenchcoat was armor-lined. About the same armor that I'd had on when I took on the Slender Man... armor that did me no good at all. I hoped for a better result this time.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy, Rudistan, and I walked into the main entrance of the warehouse and down the hall to where we knew Mitt Willis was. We came upon the big room, which had a desk about three quarters of the way from us, and one quarter of the way to the doors to that outer warehouse and Willis's escape route. The room was very well-lighted.
Cindy and Rudistan stayed at the door as I went in precisely at 9:00pm. Willis looked up and saw me. "Ah, I knew you'd come, like the good soldier you're supposed to be."
"What did you want to tell me?" I asked, more of a snarl as I stopped ten feet in front of the desk. My lightning inventory told me that Willis had a weapon in a holster under the flap of his expensive, well-fitting suit; small-caliber, I thought. His bodyguards were wary, had on armor under their suits, and semi-auto pistols under their jackets. A lot more firepower, they had.
Willis turned to the bodyguards and nodded, and they retreated to the door to the outer warehouse. He then turned to me, and said "I'll make this simple."
There was a box on the desk, and Willis opened it. It was a music box, with a ballerina twirling round and round. The music it was playing was Frank Mills's 'Music Box Dancer'.
As it played, Willis said "What I want you to know, Commander Troy, is that you are like this little dancer here. You dance to my music, at my command. I hold the keys to wind and re-wind your little engine and everyone else's. I am one of the so-called Big Boys; by way of contrast, you're just a local cop, a puny ant to be crushed at any time you step out of line."
"You're boring me." I said, about to turn and go back to where I'd entered.
"Let me tell you then, before I let you leave, what I expect of you."Willis said. As I turned back to face him, he said "You may think you've outwitted the Independent State Counsel, but you have not fooled me. And no matter what the State Supreme Court decides, though they will decide in our favor, we are going to absolutely destroy Captain Teresa Croyle if you do not comply with my orders."
He continued: "In addition, we will come down on BOW Enterprises like a ton of bricks, and all to destroy your nephew's wife and your Police Officer. Only one thing... and one man... can stop that: you. Ms. Croyle very bravely saved your little daughter last Christmas, and I'm sure you feel indebted to her. The way to repay that debt is to save her from her career being destroyed, her being made financially destitute, and maybe even imprisoned."
The music in the box started over as Mittens continued: "All you have to do, Commander Troy, is meet with the Independent State Counsel next week, tell him under oath that you did harass those women under the Governor's previously-given orders, that you opened the investigation upon them at the Governor's previous request. Do that, throw the Governor under the bus, and Captain Croyle continues on, unharmed... and you also, Commander. And you also."
"Do you really think I'm going to lie to help you in any way?" I asked skeptically. "And if I did, you'd never leave me alone; you'd prosecute me for it."
"No, I said we wouldn't, and you may be assured of it." Willis replied, not fooling me one bit. Then he kept going with what he thought was his trump card:
"But... are you so disloyal, Commander?" Willis replied. "Are you so ungrateful that you'll allow Captain Croyle to be crushed by us? And your own life ruined? We're going to destroy Jared; there is nothing that can stop that. We will take him down no matter what, and I don't care if you have something recording that; it's a fact. The question is... how much pain will you allow your Captain to endure?"
"So that's it." said Willis. "Remember that you are sheep, and the Establishment are the shepherds. Know your place, do what you are told, and you get to keep on being a local cop. It is we who determine what the law is, and what justice is. Step out of line, keep thinking you are are a guardian of Justice... and we will show you and those you care about that you are wrong. Totally... dead... wrong."
"We shall see." I said, then turned to go. Frank Mills's Music Box Dancer now began blasting out of speakers as I walked through the large, empty room and out the door...
To be continued.
So, dear readers, what will happen? Will the Iron Crowbar save Teresa by falling on his sword and perjuring himself? And is he just a pawn of Mitt Willis and the Establishment Elites? Some answers, next chapter...
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Part 7 - Decisions and Rulings
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 18th, from in front of the State Office Building. "We are eagerly awaiting the State Supreme Court's rulings on several key legal actions regarding the Independent State Counsel's investigation into wrongdoings by Governor Val Jared and Police Commander Donald Troy!"
"At 9:00am the rulings will be handed down," said Bettina, "and we will bring you those rulings as soon as we get them. Meanwhile, in another shocking affront to the security of our Nation, the Guardians of Justice have released more classified and highly sensitive documents!"
Bettina continued: "The documents reveal that the U.S. Department of Agriculture intentionally used insecticides that devastated bee populations all over the Nation. This has already led to lower yields of many crops, and further bee population depletions could create potential famine in many parts of the world fed by American farms! Other documents reveal that BigRoadAndRail Corporation has worked with several U.S. Government agencies to bring all transportation in the United States to a halt in the event of an emergency, as well as use the Nation's roads and rails to transport people to FEMA camps!"
Bettina went on: "The Department of Agriculture has issued a statement saying they are investigating the breach of security by the Guardians of Justice, and that any depletion of bee populations would be purely unintentional. BigRoadAndRailCorp's CEO, Curtis Meigs, has denied any involvement with Government plans to control transportation in the Nation. Meanwhile, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell is blasting the FBI for not having caught the GOJ by now. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing a very angry Samuel Russell giving a speech at the University, saying "The ability of the terrorist group Guardians of Justice to continue to operate in this fashion unabated shows that the FBI is full of incompetent Agents led by incompetent administrators!"
The tape then showed the current Director of National Intelligence saying "The Guardians of Justice represent a threat to national security, both within the country and around the world. They must be stopped at all costs. We believe that Russian and Israeli intelligence units are responsible for the damage being done by the GOJ, and we must act to stop these hostile actions."
Back to Bettina: "The Israeli Government bitterly protested the accusation that they are involved in any way with the GOJ's actions, but the CIA Director issued a statement saying that Israel's continued 'persecution' of Muslims in the Gaza Strip is becoming a real humanitarian problem. Republicans denounced the CIA Director's statements, saying Israel has every right to defend itself from Islamist terrorists attacking Israelis near Gaza, but with the Intelligence Community making statements like these, relations between the two countries are cooling rapidly."
"And finally," said Bettina happily, as if nothing she'd said before had been said, "the deadline of June 20th to enter the Town & County Team Triathlon is coming up rapidly. This year, teams will run for charities and raise money for those charities, with a small purse for the charities of first through tenth places added. Last year's winners, Teresa and Todd Burke, are running as a married couple for the first time, and running for the University Hospital Cancer Center..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How has Captain Croyle found time to train for the race?" asked Joanne Warner as we drank coffee in MCD and watched the broadcast.
"That's how she's been relieving stress over all this b.s. that's going on with Mullen." I said. "She goes and trains for the race. She's been leaving Todd in the dust, too, so I hear."
"You're not running with your wife, sir?" asked Jerome Davis.
"No, the Slender Man screwed me up on that, too." I said. "The bicycling part of the race hurts too much. So my wife is running with the Sheriff's wife. But Laura and I are still working on that dance competition in November."
"Dancing with the Crowbars." Cindy said somewhat acerbically, then added: "But seriously, that does sound like fun for you and Laura."
"Who's running for the Police team for the Triathlon?" asked Teddy Parker, who was sitting at his desk, seemingly disinterested in the news.
"I think Hicks and Johnson are the Police men's team." I said. "Corporal Gunddottar was trying to get someone female to run with her, and I told her if she did we'd sponsor them as the Police women's team."
"She's running with Wanda's boyfriend Carl." Cindy said. "And Town Fitness Centers is sponsoring them."
"Town Fitness Centers is hardly a charity." I said.
"No, the charity is the Veasley Community Center." Cindy said. "Unless a couple of their members enter the race." That was not likely to happen, I knew.
"Are they really having a wheelchair race this year?" asked Theo Washington, seeing Captain Tanya Perlman drive in.
"Yes we are!" Tanya said happily. "And I'm in. I was trying to get Commander Troy to enter, but he wussed out." I grinned at that one.
"Are y'all really doing a full triathlon?" asked Theo, his voice connoting stunned amazement.
"No, just part of the course they're doing the run on. We're going to be starting early, and hopefully finish by the time the cyclists and runners get there." Tanya said.
"You will." I said. "And if there's an issue, we're going to divert the wheelchair racers into Town, while the runners and cyclists are on University Avenue and North Street."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani for the State News Network!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am, whose morning broadcast was now seen all over the State. Jenna James in Midtown was holding serve at 12:00noon, while Diane Williams at KCTY in the City did the 6:00pm broadcast. Individual stations took back over twenty minutes into each broadcast.
"SNN has learned that the State Supreme Court will hand down its rulings in an hour, at 9:00am." Priya said. "Sources tell SNN that the rulings could be wide-ranging and not favor any particular side. But Social Justice groups are lining up their spokespeople to tell us what they think about it, and no matter what happens, someone is going to be angry..."
After it was over, Cindy turned off the television set. "Well, at least it'll be over for Teresa soon." Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement, and Cindy said "By the way, where is she?"
"In Midtown." I said. "If the Court rules against her, she'll have to go to Mullen's office immediately, where she will take the Fifth and then come back home."
"Think you'll win your lawsuits?" Cindy asked me. I shook my head gravely.
"No." I said. "I knew Judge Watts would have to recuse himself, but I was hoping Folsom would show more spine than I've got left, and that he'd rule on my cases. But he passed the buck to Nance, who crushed 'em. I doubt they'll overturn them."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:05am. "This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News! The State Supreme Court has just handed down its rulings. Let's go to Meredith Peller, Fox Midtown! Meredith!"
"Thank you Bettina and Tim!" said Meredith, as Tim Sioban of KSB in the City had also gone to her. "The rulings are out, and here's what we have:
"First, the Court ruled that Commander Donald Troy's lawsuits against the Citizens For Police Accountability, Black Voices Raised, and Senator Maxine Watts were correctly dismissed! The Court ruled 4-3 that the Citizens United ruling applies here, that the donation of PAC money is a form of Free Speech. Two of the State Supreme Court Justices made a point to state in their opinions that ruling for Commander Troy would, and I quote, 'give him the power of the Police to abuse citizens and harass them with specious investigations', close quote. The Court also struck down Commander Troy's slander and defamation lawsuit against State Senator Maxine Watts as being 'alien to the concept of Free Speech'."
"Second, the Court ruled 4-3 that the State Bureau of Investigation's Office of Ethics and Review, the SBI-OER, cannot investigate the Office of the Independent State Counsel while the ISE's investigation is ongoing, that doing so would be tantamount to investigating a District Attorney for prosecuting a case in Court, and would effectively harm the Independent State Counsel's authority to use normal investigatory means to reach its conclusions."
"However," said Meredith, "it was not a total win for Robert Mullen. The Court ruled, again 4-3, that Teresa Croyle's actions in recording the ISE's interrogation of her, as well as her discussing what happened with the media, gives her 'whistleblower' status, for which she cannot be prosecuted. The SBI-OER may retain those recordings, but the subpoena for the ISE's interview tapes does not have to be fulfilled until the ISE investigation is concluded. Also, Mr. Mullen will have to re-issue a subpoena for Captain Croyle to appear before the ISE again."
"Fourth," said Meredith, "the Court ruled that the Independent State Counsel must adhere to strict guidelines regarding the scope of its investigation into Governor Jared, and must show relevance at every turn for any questions it asks. This is a severe blow to Robert Mullen, whose briefs to the Court stated that he needed to lay groundwork to achieve the relevance, and therefore he should be given broad scope. The Court did not agree."
"Fifth, and last," said Meredith, "the Court ruled that the contract between then-Detective Teresa Croyle and the Town & County, where she resigned in exchange for criminal charges against her being dropped... is valid and binding. The Court ruled that Captain Croyle cannot be criminally charged in the Dean Allen assault case again, as that contract was in effect a plea deal with the County, and bringing up criminal charges again would amount to a violation of the Double Jeopardy clause of the United States Constitution. However, the Court also ruled that Captain Croyle may face civil liabilities, as may the Town & County Police Force."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:25am. "This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" the lovely redheaded reporterette said from in front of the Courthouse complex on the east side of Courthouse Square in Town. "Fox Two News has learned that Dean Allen has filed lawsuits against Captain Teresa Croyle and against the Town & County for the assault upon him at a traffic stop several years ago, whereupon he was charged with DUI and homicide.
"Allen served four years in prison for wiping out the family of Phil Kearns, but at the time of the bust, then-Detective Teresa Croyle violently assaulted him. The criminal charges have been resolved as pled down, but she now faces a civil trial for her abusive actions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nothing unexpected." I said as I sat in the Chief's Conference Room with the Chief and Deputy Chief. "Pretty big wins for Teresa, if you ask me."
"But they killed your cases." Cindy said to me. "I can understand them stopping you from looking into their finances under the Citizens United case, but to completely dismiss the Maxine Waters slander case doesn't seem right."
"It's a double standard." I said. "They can try to drain me financially with legal complaints all the time, but I'm not allowed to investigate their dirty money. And it's funny they talk about my investigations as being 'specious', when it's Robert Mullen who is making the truly specious, time-wasting, money-wasting investigation."
"Seeeems to meeeee..." drawled the Chief, "that they tried to divvy up the rulings to give everyone something. Almost... political, I'd say." He then noticed that his words had sent me into a reverie... a deep one.
I was now seeing the reason for Mitt Bain Willis's little game with me, but I was seeing something more... they'd let Teresa off the hook because the Independent State Counsel's gambit with her had not worked, and they needed to save Robert Mullen. Yeah, Chief, I thought to myself, it's political... and the rot goes all the way into the bowels of the State Supreme Court...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The TCPD Bell 206 landed at the Fairgrounds just behind Police Headquarters. Teresa Croyle and her lawyers got off, and the Bell took off for its home at County Airport. Police cruisers were blocking the way to the Fairgrounds, denying the angry, rabid Press Corps of the opportunity to envelop Captain Croyle in a crush of people. She and her legal team went through the gate, opened by Patrolman Barker, and through the parking lot.
She came into Headquarters and was going to go to her office when Deputy Chief Ross intervened. "Come with me." Cindy said. She led Teresa into MCD.
"Forrrrr she's a jolly good fellow, for she's a jolly good fel-low, for she's a jolly good fellllll-ohhhhhhhh, which nobody can deny!" sang a chorus. The Detectives also had a cake for her.
"Aw, you guys are awesome." Teresa said. She introduced her lawyers and said to give them praise for their work. Then everyone ate cake... per Marie Antoinette's instructions, dontcha know. I had a feeling that Marie Antoinette and Mitt Willis would've been peas in a pod...
Part 8 - The Next Phase
"Hi Don." said my lawyer Mike G. Todd on the afternoon of Monday, June 18th. "I was contacted by the Independent State Counsel's office. We negotiated for you to appear after the July 4th holiday, but now they're asking if we want to move it up... to this week."
"Oh, so they found some whitespace on their calendar," I said, "now that they can't force Teresa to appear immediately again."
"Appears so." Mike said with a chuckle. "So what do you want to do?"
"Tell them..." I said, then paused, thinking about it, then deciding. "Tell them that we'll move it up under one condition: that my interrogation be before the Special Grand Jury. No prior interviews, no prior discussion."
I heard Mike Todd whistle. "Wow, Don, do you know how risky that is?"
"It's the lesser of two evils." I said. "Mullen can't play his dirty tricks in front of the Grand Jury."
"But you have no legal protection while in there." said Mike. "And unlike Teresa, you really can't divulge what's discussed in a Grand Jury hearing."
"True." I said. "But those are my conditions."
Mike hung up. Twenty minutes later he was back on the line. "They didn't go for it." Mike said. "They'll wait until after the holiday."
That's what I thought, I said to myself as I said goodbye and disconnected. That's what I thought...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, June 19th. "Reaction to the State Supreme Court's rulings have been rolling in! State Senator Maxine Watts had this to say about the rulings. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Maxine Watts was yelling at some audience "And the Court rightly struck down the racist attacks by Commander Donald Troy against me! Donald Troy is a racist and a Police thug! I call upon everyone to rise up against Police Brutality! Let your voices be raised in opposition to white suppression of black voices!"
Back to Bettina. "The social justice groups Citizens for Police Accountability and Black Voices raised also issued statements praising the decisions that halted Commander Troy's investigations into their finances. However, the victory was tempered by rulings that ended any criminal actions against Captain Teresa Croyle. Roll tape."
"The State Supreme Court struck a balanced tone," said State Senator Katherine Woodburn, "preserving the Federal and State Constitutions while prohibiting abuse of Police power in Commander Troy's cases."
Lieutenant Governor Collins said "We have to remember that the Independent State Counsel is investigating the criminal acts of Governor Val Jared, not a years-old case of Captain Teresa Croyle's. The State Supreme Court's rulings mean that the Independent State Counsel has the mandate to press forward with its investigations."
Back to Bettina: "Governor Val Jared had no comment on the State Supreme Court rulings. Captain Teresa Croyle also issued no comment, as her lawyer cited the impending civil case against her, filed by Dean Allen. Commander Donald Troy did issue a statement, a cryptic statement saying, and I quote, 'The Truth will come out, and the Day of Reckoning is at hand. And I do not dance to anyone's tune but my own.' close quote."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said the Mayor as the Council convened in Executive Session at 8:30pm, Tuesday, Jun 19th, "the papers for the Dean Allen lawsuit were served. I've asked City Attorney Garland to come in and advise us on our options. Mr. Garland?"
"We don't have many, I'm afraid." said Garland. "The criminal aspects of the case were handled, and are bygone, but the civil aspects are just coming to light with Allen's release from prison."
"And the fact Dean Allen murdered three people in the commission of a felony DUI means nothing?" asked John Colby.
"Not really, because he was in Police custody when Croyle whaled on him." said Kelly Carnes. "My question for Mr. Garland is how do we transfer any responsibility on our part to be solely upon Teresa Croyle? Can we sue her ourselves to make that happen?"
"Uh, no." said Garland. "Her contract with the County was ruled valid, and so a criminal lawsuit won't hold. And the County has no standing to sue her in civil court; only Dean Allen has standing for that."
"And he's exercising it." said J.P. Goldman. "Folks, the proper thing to do here is just have the City Attorney contact Dean Allen's attorney and work out a settlement. Make sure our insurance will pay for it, Garland, and just settle and be done with it."
"That's the smart thing to do." said Edward R. Steele. "Chances are that they'll want to settle, as well. Let's just get it out of the public pervue, and move on. I do have a question for Mr. Garland: Allen sued us separately from Ms. Croyle... can we just wrap both into one settlement and be done with it?"
"We can." said Garland. "If Ms. Croyle and her attorneys agree."
"Why should we do that?" Kelly Carnes all but exploded. "Let her make her own settlement and pay for it!"
"Oh she would." said J.R. Goldman. "Even if we settle jointly, she's going to have to pay her portion. The point is to get it wrapped up and put behind us."
"Let's put our part behind us, and let Allen take Croyle to the woodshed!" Carnes exclaimed. "Hell, it's her actions that got us into this bloody mess in the first place! Why should we help her out in any way?"
"Because, Mrs. Carnes," said Ian McGhillie, "it is helping us more than it is helping her to get this settled."
"She may not want to settle with Allen." said Loran T. Michaels. "She's always been bitter about the incident, and from what I hear, she never lost that anger. She may fight him tooth and nail."
"No, I don't think so." said Garland. "I didn't come in here without having some discussions with her lawyers first, to gauge where they are on this. They'd like to settle, too. Let Allen have his money and run, and we put this behind us."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, June 21st, 10:00am. The first day of Summer found Judge Patrick R. Folsom behind the Bench in one of the smaller, modern Courtrooms in the complex. With both sides agreeing to settle, he'd set a hearing for this time.
City Attorney Dennis Garland and Agnes T. Spires were sitting with Teresa at the defendant's table, while Gwen Munson sat with Dean Allen at the prosecutor's table. No one really noticed Mike G. Todd sitting behind the defense lawyers in the first row of seats.
The issue now was the offer made by the City Attorney. "Your Honor," said Munson, "we accept the City's offer, having only the amount to decide upon. But we want to separate their settlement from Captain Croyle's. We believe she should pay far more, and we wish to strike the clause that allows her insurance to pay the damages."
Judge Folsom said "The City is offering two million and you want six million from them. But you want 12 million from Captain Croyle?"
"That is correct, Your Honor." said Munson. Dean Allen looked smugly towards Teresa, who sat at the far end of the defense table. She did not look at Allen, and her face was calm.
"I'm likely going to cut that number in half if you wish to disallow insurance paying for it." said Folsom.
"Your Honor," said Munson, "we believe that the brutal actions of this Police Officer warrants a strong penalty, not only as damages, but as a deterrent for other Police Officers to take notice of."
Folsom turned to the defense table. "Defense, any comment?"
"We believe a reduced amount is warranted, Your Honor." said Agnes T. Spires, "but otherwise accept the agreement."
Needless to say, Folsom was surprised that Spires was not fighting harder to have Teresa's indemnity insurance pay the damages. And he was more surprised when Dennis Garland rose and said "Your Honor, may attorney Mike Todd be allowed to speak? He has a 'friend of the Court brief'."
"Objection." said Gwen Munson. "He is not a part of the defense team."
"I'll hear what he has to say." said Folsom. "Mr. Todd?"
"Thank you, Your Honor." said Todd, unable to hide a grin on his face. "May it please the Court that I remind everyone that Phil Kearns, whose family Dean Allen killed while driving drunk, won a civil lawsuit against Dean Allen for 24 million dollars." He pointed to the back of the room, where Phil Kearns sat on the last row of seats. Gwen Munson gasped, and Dean Allen's face displayed pure hatred.
"The money paid by Ms. Croyle and the Town & County should therefore be distributed directly to Mr. Kearns." said Mike G. Todd. "Not one penny should go into Dean Allen's direct possession."
"Ye-es, that is true." said Folsom, his eyes gleaming a bit. "Yes, I agree. All monies should go straight to Mr. Kearns." That got Dean Allen whispering furiously to his attorney. Munson then got up and said "Your Honor, may I approach the bench?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It doesn't matter." said Folsom as they sat in his Chambers. "You can go to trial or settle today. But Dean Allen will never actually see that money. I will direct that it goes to Phil Kearns. In fairness, Allen' won't have to pay taxes on the settlement, but he won't get any money."
"I'd rather die than give that piece of crap a dime." snarled Dean Allen, to his attorney but loud enough for the others to hear. Allen had had no insurance to pay for the ruling against him; he was on the hook for millions. Only the money left to him in a trust by his late father, State Senator Nathan Allen, could not be touched. "Can we just drop the lawsuits?"
"You can." said Folsom. "But I am not going to play games with you. You'll sign an agreement that you will never again be able to sue Captain Croyle nor the County."
Gwen Munson tried hard to dissuade Allen from doing that, as she wanted to get paid from the winnings... and then Garland had said that because the money would go straight to Kearns, Allen would not have winnings to pay from. And Dean Allen was adamant: he did not want Phil Kearns to get one dime from him.
Dean Allen signed the agreement. It was over for Teresa. She had won.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunset, Thursday, June 21st, the latest sunset of the year. As I sat on the deck of The CabinI saw a train come out of the western horizon and round the bend southwards as I heard the back door open. An instant later, I had a lap full of Bowser. Teresa came into view and sat down next to me on the metal mesh love seat, and Buddy jumped into her lap. Dogs were petted as we sat silently and watched our Town in the valley beneath us.
Teresa presented me with a brown paper sack. Inside it was a bottle of Highland Park 18-year-old single malt Scotch. My favorite. "I just wanted to thank you, yet again, for everything. How you anticipated every single thing that Mullen and Dean Allen were going to do, I don't know... but you did. My lawyers thought you were a bit crazy, too. Crazy like a fox, of course."
"Well." I said. "There were elements of risk, and you were willing to take the risks. But, as you can see, it worked out for you."
"So how did you predict what they'd do?" Teresa asked.
"I'd heard that the Reverend Steven Ikea had picked up Dean Allen at the prison." I said, perhaps saying the religious title very sarcastically, "and that he and Jack Lewis were helping Allen out. Why the generosity? They wanted him to do something... sue you for beating his ass down... and without a crowbar, I might add."
"Told you I don't need one." Teresa replied. Buddy just looked up at her as I chuckled.
"So I figured that was part of their plan." I said. "And Mike Todd was like a kid at Christmas when I told him to suggest to the Judge to make sure any money you paid went to Kearns, not Allen. The only things I did not anticipate were that Gwen Munson would be Allen's attorney... I thought it'd be H.J. Lynch... and that they'd try to disallow your insurance paying off the judgment."
"So," I said as I petted Bowser, "it was then easy to see that that was part of the Independent State Counsel's plan to go after you to get to me. Mullen really thought you'd cave. And apparently he and Mitt Willis thought I'd cave and admit wrongdoing to save you."
"I'd have needed a crowbar then." said Teresa. "To beat the shit out of you if you had caved. I'm Clan Troy because your integrity and honor mean more to me than anything else."
"I appreciate that." I said, very sincerely. "And I knew you'd never respect me again if I did perjure myself. But... we had Truth on our side. Anyway, when Cindy had noticed Mullen's people were catheterized, it was easy to see they were going to really work you over. I'm glad Mr. Louis was there; no telling what Mullen might have done if it were only you and Ms. Spires."
"They'd have found out what a Police Boxing Matches beatdown feels like." Teresa said.
"No." I said. "In spite of that sign saying no weapons allowed... his attorneys were armed, and he had more armed men in the back room. And I arranged for Louis to be armed, and have our own armed people down the hallway..."
"Anyhoo..." I said after a moment's pause, "they tried everything they could, and Willis laid down his trump card on me, and it still didn't work."
"What will they do next?" asked Teresa. "These Swamp Frogs won't quit. They won't stop until Jared is gone... and you're gone, too. And Todd thinks something's going on with BigAgraFoods, especially after the Guardians of Justice started exposing them. Todd is worried they'd rather see you dead than Jared."
"Could well be." I said. "Could well be." Bowser looked up at me as I said that. I petted him some more to reassure him.
Part 9 - Final Jeopardy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, June 22d, from in front of City Hall. "It's all over for Captain Teresa Croyle!"
"Dean Allen dropped his lawsuits against Captain Croyle and the Town & County yesterday, and the agreement entails that he cannot sue Captain Croyle again at a later time. So Captain Croyle has dodged a bullet with that outcome." Bettina said, perhaps not using the best choice of words, there.
"Also," continued Bettina, "Republican legislators and officials are bringing tremendous pressure upon Attorney General Karl Handel to end the Independent State Counsel, after Captain Croyle exposed Robert Mullen's overbearing tactics to the Public. While A.G. Handel has said he will not end the Independent State Counsel probe of Governor Jared and Commander Donald Troy, he and Robert Mullen have agreed that Captain Croyle will not be re-subpoenaed, unless new evidence comes out requiring her clarification."
"And in political news," Bettina said, "Public Policy Polling has released their latest figures, all with a margin of error of 3 percent.. Chief Griswold leads Della Harlow in the race for Sheriff 57-43 percent, while Sheriff Allgood leads Town Assemblyman Weaver 45-43 percent. The D.A.'s race is very tight, with Paulina Patterson at 38%, Miriam Walters at 32%, and Jenna Stiles at 25%. Incumbent D.A. Gil Krasney is at 3% with 2% undecided."
"And don't miss the D.A. Debate at the Civic Center tonight, televised by KXTC Fox Two News!" Bettina reminded us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Only 57 to 43 percent?" Joanne Warner wailed with disbelief. "You gotta be kidding me?"
"They are." I said. "Well, more like they're massaging the numbers."
"How, sir?" asked Theo Washington.
"Okay, let's say Candidate A and B are tied exactly at 50-50, with a 3 percent margin of error." I explained. "What the dishonest Media will do is move those numbers to favor their candidate. So they say A has a 53-47 percent lead... a six point margin in what is really a dead-heat tied race."
"Also," I said, "they'll oversample Democrats by anywhere from 10 to 33 percent, which will skew the numbers even more. And on top of that, even if they do a halfway accurate poll, many Republicans, especially Grassroots Conservatives, will either not answer, say they're undecided, or outright lie to the pollster."
"So based on all that," I said, "Be assured that Chief Griswold has at least 66% of the vote. Sheriff Allgood is probably leading by more than 2 points, probably five or six... oh, and it's a point of my theory that they didn't say 'within the margin of error' for the Mayor's race, as they could have and should have if those numbers were real."
"And, of course, you also know Chief Griswold's Campaign's internal polling numbers." said Cindy Ross.
"Shhh!" I said. "Stop giving away my secrets!" There was laughter at that, which broke into cheers: Teresa Croyle had entered the room. The coffee klatch became a celebration.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Friday, June 22d. Tanya and Jack brought his daughters Tiffany and Jennifer and Tanya's son Pete to The Cabin, joining Molly, Ross, Ian, Laura, Carole, Jim, Molly's mom Maggie and my mom Phyllis. Bowser was skittish of the older girls, but settled in and decided to like them after Carole made 'personal introductions'.
Carole tried a new trick. She came up to me with a plate that was empty except for stringbeans. "Daddy, can I get seconds?"
"You're not going to throw those stringbeans away while getting seconds, are you?" I asked. Four-year-old eyes cut to me.
"Yes sir. I was." she admitted.
"Don't throw them away." I said. "You can get seconds if you eat the stringbeans, too."
"O-kayyyy..." Carole said. She headed to the kitchen. It's possible her mother went also, to make sure a disaster did not occur.
"Well, at least she told the truth." I said to the group at the 'big kids' table. "I'm about ready to give up. She eats other vegetables and takes her vitamins every night, so she's not losing any nutrition."
"Oh, son, it's a game now." my mom said. "She knows that gets your attention. That's the only reason she's doing it..." Grandmothers just know these things...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The visits were not idle. After dinner, Jack and I spent our time in my personal office, monitoring an FBI operation being run by Special Agent In Charge Ashton Cardigan. They were assisting BigAgraCorp CEO Lloyd Feingold in extracting data files, and we were also connected via my secure FBI hookup.
"Now this is an 'I Love Me' wall to behold." Jack said appreciatively of the wall that adjoined the far garage. Two swords, teacups and a tea caddy, framed documents such as military commissions, diplomas, and my appointment as a personal advisor to the Emperor of Japan were among the displayed items. Jack was looking around more sharply, though.
"Where are your servers?" Jack asked.
"In the attic." I said. That wasn't really a lie; I did have two servers in an air-conditioned room in the attic. But the important stuff, which I did not care for anyone else to know about, was in the hidden wine cellar. Jack Muscone was sharp-eyed, but did not pierce my veils of secrecy as to that cellar's entrance.
"So this is not the World Headquarters of the Guardians of Justice?" Jack asked. I grinned.
"No, 'fraid not." I said. "And I think the entire U.S. Government knows that by now."
"They do. I'm just kidding you." said Jack. "So how is Cardigan doing, getting the info?"
"They've made some progress, but not a lot." I said. "I can see what they've brought in, and it's being copied to me as we speak. But it's gappy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome to the D.A. Debate!" said Bettina Wurtzburg, who was hostessing the debate. People in the audience of the auditorium at the Civic Center applauded. One person NOT in the room was Teresa Croyle... she'd been shot in this room during the Eckhart 'Envision Your Life' seminar. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Ordeal', Ch. 02.)
"I'm your host, Bettina Wurtzburg!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette. "Our panelists today are Dr. Romanov from the University's Institute for Politics, Dr. Adam S. Keller from the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change, and KXTC's Amber Harris." The audience applauded politely.
"Our candidates that accepted our invitation tonight," said Bettina, "are Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, Solicitor Miriam Walters, and State Attorney Jenna Stiles. District Attorney Gil Krasney declined our invitation---" She was interrupted by a smattering of boos at the mention of Krasney's name, causing the candidates present to smile. "And since you ladies are all accomplished and with titles, we'll just use the title 'Ms.' for each and all, is that okay?" The candidates nodded. "The first question is for Ms. Patterson, from Dr. Romanov."
"Ms. Patterson," said Romanov, "you've worked closely with Commander Troy, and some say too closely. What will you do to stop Commander Troy's physical, abusive tactics towards peaceful protesters, which have including murdering a peaceful protester?"
"Commander Troy has not murdered a peaceful protester." said Paulina. "Your question is borderline slander, and maybe I should prosecute you for it." Some in the audience clapped, and Paulina continued: "I will also say that Commander Troy is not the problem. Gil Krasney is the problem. The decisions he's made, especially since I took a leave of absence to run for D.A., have been a travesty of Justice."
Dr. Keller was next. "Ms. Stiles, I'll ask a similar question to you: what will you do to put a halt to Commander Troy's pattern of abuse of power, assaults against peaceful protesters, and a reckless disregard for the rights of our Citizens, especially women?"
Jenna rolled her eyes, then said "I won't have to worry about that. Commander Troy has not abused his Police power, he's enforced the law. He has shown no disregard for the rights of our Citizens, and unlike Val Jared, Commander Troy's treatment of women, both personally and professionally, has been an example many other men need to emulate... especially Gil Krasney, whose record of cutting deals with rapists is a stain that he will never wash from his filthy hands."
Dr. Keller pressed: "What about the abuse of power in flying a military helicopter into MLK Park and firing blindly into the Park, putting Citizens' lives at risk? What about his repeatedly using a crowbar to physically intimidate suspects and citizens alike? What about---"
"I'd say," Jenna said, interrupting Keller, "that you're attempting to re-litigate what has already long been resolved. Commander Troy's actions in the helicopter saved two Officers' lives. It is Gil Krasney who needs to show more caring for our Citizens, by actually prosecuting cases instead of cutting sweetheart deals."
Amber Harris then asked Miriam Walters a question. "Ms. Walters, you were running unopposed for Solicitor, you had that locked up. Why did you enter the D.A. race at the last minute, against this formidable competition?"
"I believe Savannah Fineman will do an excellent job as Solicitor." said Miriam Walters. "I also believed it was time to run for D.A., in order to defeat Gil Krasney, whose record---"
"Ms. Walters," interrupted Adam S. Keller, "Why pick on Mr. Krasney, who is not even here to defend himself---"
"Why isn't he here?" shot back Walters, whose beady black eyes were flashing fire with indignation at having been interrupted. "Why isn't he here to defend his incredibly poor record as District Attorney? Why doesn't he have the courage to be here, to face us, and you, and the Citizens of this County?" The audience cheered loudly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cardigan called Lloyd Feingold. "How's it going?"
"I've set up a connection to you," said Feingold, "but the only things I can transmit are the peripheral stuff. The core, classified material is behind a firewall. I'll have to access it with my computer in my office and copy it to the external hard drives."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ms. Stiles," said Dr. Romanov, "what will you do as District Attorney to prevent Commander Donald Troy from obtaining specious warrants based upon insufficient probable case, with the purpose of harassing citizens?"
"First of all," Jenna said, "I agree with the earlier comments that Gil Krasney is a coward for not being here tonight, and I am running specifically to defeat Gil Krasney; therefore, it is more than appropriate to bring up and criticize his terrible record as D.A. Second, your question is an affront to our Courts and our Judges. They do not issue warrants lightly, and both the Police and ADAs meet the meticulous requirements to obtain warrants when they get them."
"Ms. Walters," said Dr. Adam S. Keller, "the same question: what will yo do to stop Commander Troy's abusive practices of obtaining warrants without probable---"
"Just a minute!" thundered Paulina. "Is Commander Troy running for D.A. here? No, he's not. Yet every question you've asked as been about him, and the vast majority of them have included outright slanderous lies! Why don't you ask about Gil Krasney's record? And why don't you ask us about our positions without mentioning Commander Troy?" The audience broke out into another round of applause.
"Hear hear." said Jenna Stiles. Miriam Walters was nodding vigorously in agreement. However, Amber Harris looked chastened and angry. Dr. Romanov also was scowling. Keller maintained his calm appearance, but then showed how brutally vicious he could get:
"Okay, Ms. Patterson, if that's the way you want it." Keller said. "Ms. Patterson... this County has a long record of Police abuse of People of Color. A certain helicopter incident is just one example, but there are years of examples of blacks being targeted, arrested, and imprisoned at a rate far higher than other ethnicities, and their prison sentences are also longer. As a black woman, what are you going to do for Social Justice for People of Color? Or will you continue to be a tool of the White Man, and help them persecute People of Color in our corrupt judicial system?"



The audience gasped in indignation. Miriam Walters and Bettina were wide-eyed with shock. Paulina was beyond anger.
"That is the most dishonest and racist thing I have ever heard." Paulina said loudly. "And I'll have nothing more to do with you." With that, she got up and began walking off the stage. Miriam Walters got up and walked off, as well, both ladies receiving a standing ovation of applause from the audience.
"So you're afraid to answer my question?" Keller shouted after them.
"You've crossed the line, Dr. Keller." said Bettina, who gave a signal that instructed the TV crew to shut down the panelists' microphones. "On behalf of KXTC, I apologize to our viewers for that offensive question, as well as this entire debate. I hope we'll be able to have the candidates back for another debate, and with a more reasonable selection of questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, data breach." said a voice on the phone. "Lloyd Feingold's personal computer."
"Okay, thank you." said Mitt Willis. "Listen, I want you to lock down the building. All employees out. Security around the perimeter, but no one inside. This is a 'Code Red', and I'll handle it." The voice on the other end acknowledged his orders, and disconnected.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lloyd Feingold's office in the City was modern, gray and black, stark, and all sharp lines and symmetry. Dame Agatha Christie's Hercule Poirot would have approved.
Behind his desk was a credenza, with drawers for files. Above it was a couple of mirrors, so he could check his appearance before going to Board meetings and the like. Pot lights in the ceiling above cast limited light. On the credenza was a square box of polished wood, a duplicate of the one Mitt Bain Willis had brought to serenade the Iron Crowbar. Both had been gifts of a high-level member of the Intelligence Community in Washington, D.C.
He was almost done. He'd recorded a staggering amount of data. But it was slow, because he was making a second hard drive full of data.
"What are you doing, Lloyd?"
The voice made Feingold jump out of his skin. Coming into the room was Mitt Bain Willis, in a well-fitting suit as always.
"What are you doing here, Mitt?" replied Feingold.
"We have a report of a cyber-security breach." said Mitt. "Coming from this office. With all the damage the Guardians of Justice have done, we've been monitoring access to our classified core of data documents. Why are you accessing them, Lloyd?"
"Because I'm tired of being asked questions by Congress that I don't have the answers to," said Feingold, "and then not being able to get any answers myself." He began slowly opening the drawer to his desk, where a revolver was sitting.
"Don't bother." said Mitt, drawing a .22WMR auto pistol, silencer attached, from under his suit jacket. "Keep your hands where I can see them. Stand up."
Lloyd rose to his feet, then stepped to his left, to the side of the desk. "What the hell is this, Mitt?"
"I told you to leave all the issues to me." said Willis. "But you just couldn't leave well enough alone, could you. You had to stick your nose where it didn't belong. Are you the Guardians of Justice, Lloyd?"
"No." said Lloyd, rising to his feet to face Willis. "But I'm beginning to wonder if they're not onto something... something regarding this company... something regarding you."
"And that's why you were transmitting information to the FBI." said Willis.
"The FBI is not the Guardians of Justice, either." said Feingold.
"Ah, so you're a whistleblower." said Mitt, his voice turning dark, though remaining smooth. "Like Larry Wheeler."
"Did you kill him?" asked Feingold.
"Yes." said Willis. "I had to kill Larry Wheeler because he made a mistake. And now it's time to erase another mistake."
*FWUP!* *FWUP!*
Two bullets drove into Feingold's chest, one ripping through his heart, the other liquidating his aorta. Feingold collapsed straight down, then toppled onto his chest.
Mitt Bain Willis came up and put the pistol to Feingold's ear and pulled the trigger, hearing a *SPLAT!*. The coup de grâce had not been needed, but Mitt Willis wanted to make sure.
He put on latex gloves, then took cloth bag out of the pocket inside the suit and unfolded it. The computer, hard drive, revolver, and Feingold's cellphone and wallet went into it. Then Willis left. 'Cleaners' would be called in.
Part 10 - The Crime Scene
11:30pm, Friday, June 22d. Jack Muscone, Jerome Davis, and I came into the office of Lloyd Feingold. Jerome was here as an FBI Consultant, and I'd logged in as the SBI Reserve Inspector.
In the room was a CSI team, as well as City Police Detectives E.J. Jefferson, who was a broad-shouldered, well-built black man with a bald head and glasses, and Tony Long, who was short, slight, and white with a mustache and goatee. Long had been involved in the SPS Delivery murders (Author's note: 'Delivery In The Rear'.), while E.J. had worked for the TCPD before coming to the hustle and bustle of the City (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force'. Also, 'The Credit Card Caper'.).
"Hey, Boss." E.J. said to me. "You got here just in time. They're about to take the body out."
"Hey, E.J. Hi, Tony." I said. I introduced Jerome to them. "Yes, let us have a quick look, and then you can take him out of here. I quickly examined the body, finding little of relevance. "So he was standing right about here, was shot, and crumpled to the floor?"
"Looks like it, Commander." said Tony Long. "We didn't move the body, except to turn it over to examine his front side. Two bullets right to the heart, it appears, and a third to the earhole."
"So he stepped out from behind the desk to face whoever came in." I said, looking around. I looked at the mirrors on the wall behind the credenza, and could see the back of the desk and back of the wooden box on the credenza. "What is that box?"
"It's a music box, Commander." said E.J. "We dusted it for prints; only Mr. Feingold's on it.
"You opened it?" I asked.
"One of the Crime Lab techs did." said E.J. I put on latex gloves and opened the box. Frank Mills's Music Box Dancer began playing as a ballerina twirled on a rotating stand.
"Was this here all the time?" I asked. "It's sitting catty-corner to the credenza itself."
"We don't know, sir." said Tony Long.
"Please find out." I said. "Ask his assistant when you interview him or her. Ask the cleaning staff. It's important to ascertain if it was already here, or left here by the killer. In the meantime, I would like to ask you to let me and my FBI friend Mr. Muscone bag it as evidence and keep it as such."
"Sure, sir." said Tony Long. "Just provide us a receipt." I took out an evidence bag, put the music box in it, and signed the bag as well as the paperwork, giving a receipt to Long. Jack had countersigned it.
"Who called it in?" I asked.
"The FBI, sir." said Long.
"When the connection was cut off," explained Jack Muscone, "Agent Cardigan immediately called the City Police to check on Mr. Feingold's status. The security people tried to stop them, but reinforcements arrived, as did FBI agents. Cardigan thinks they got here just in time to stop people dressed like janitors from wiping this crime scene out. We found some large rolling carts with cleaning supplies and a body bag in a side hallway."
"Fast action." I said. "Outstanding." I did not mention that this event had been anticipated, and Special Agent In Charge Cardigan had had assets ready, just in case. Unfortunately, 'just in case' happened.
"Was there anything on the desk?" I asked. "A computer, for instance?"
"No sir." said Long. "Nothing at all. There's a wire connection to the company ethernet, but no computer in the room at all."
"Ask his assistant if he had a desktop, and also if he carried a laptop with him. Also, I would appreciate any video your techs took of the room." I said.
"We'll send it to you, and to Agent Muscone." said E.J.
"Let me ask this." said Muscone. "I have reason to believe Mr. Feingold was collecting data onto an external drives or perhaps a jump drive. Anything like that found?"
"No sir." said E.J. "No strange wires leading to a hidden drive or server, either. So, Commander, any idea who did this?'
"Before I answer..." I said. "What do the company videos show regarding who came in and left tonight?"
"We went to obtain that," said Tony Long, "and the security office demanded a warrant. We tried to interview the guards on duty, and the head of Security demanded we get a warrant as well as allow the company to provide them lawyers first. We've got people at Court now, trying to get those warrants, with the dead body as probable cause, but it's 'no go' on that, so far."
"And what does that tell you, E.J.?" I asked as I continued to study the mirrors, using my Police iPhone to record from in front of my chest.
"Uh... they're being overly cautious with regard to their rights?" E.J. tried. He knew my methods; he should have done better than that.
"You know my methods, E.J." I said. Use them. Mr. Davis, what do you think?"
"The Head of Security has been given instructions." said Jerome. "And the lack of cooperation in the face of their CEO being murdered suggests a guilty conscience." I chuckled.
"Yes, doesn't it though?" I replied. "So to answer your question about who did this, E.J., I'd suggest we consider this to be an insider job... by someone from within BigAgraFoods Corporation. And I will not be stunned if the security tapes are either wiped clean or substituted with tapes showing nothing at all."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone. I answered.
"This is Senator Nunn." said the voice. "I'm in my City office. Can you come over before you go back home?"
"Uh, it's late, Senator." I said. "And I'm investigating a murder, as I'm sure you know."
"Yes, I know." said Nunn. "And that's what I want to talk to you about. When you're done with the crime scene, Commander. Please. I'd appreciate it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, June 23d, 2:30am. We took Jack to the Federal Building. That was a convenient cover, as Jerome and I went to another floor of the building, where Senator Nunn's City office was located.
"Thank you for coming." said Nunn after I introduced Jerome. "I've heard good thinks about your work, Detective Davis. And you're the son of a retired Navy man, is that not right?"
"Yes sir." said Jerome.
"Good, good." said Nunn. He poured us each a cup of coffee in mugs with the Seal of the U.S. Senate on them. "Here, have some coffee. And keep the mugs as a gift from the taxpayers for your trouble in coming here tonight. So, what happened?"
"Lloyd Feingold is dead." I said. "Shot dead in his own office. He was transmitting data to the FBI when he was apparently discovered. The killer or killers got his computer, and apparently the hard drive and jump drives he was copying files to."
"Damn." whispered Nunn. "Did the FBI get anything?"
"They got some data through a linkup to Feingold's computer." I said. "But Feingold was getting the core stuff, and he was apparently stopped in time."
Nunn nodded. "Detective Davis, nothing personal, but can I speak with the Commander alone for a moment?"
"Senator," I interjected, "you may speak in front of Detective Davis as if you were speaking privately to me. I trust him completely, and so should you... and, of course, I'm going to tell him whatever you say to me, anyway."
"Sure." said Nunn. "No offense intended, but what I'm about to say is very sensitive... Commander, I let this FBI operation take place the way it did partially to see if any moles exposed themselves... and now Feingold is dead. My disappointment with the FBI's performance cannot be overstated. Do you trust these FBI Agents?"
"Yes sir." I said. "I trust Jack Muscone and his Team. I've put my life, my wife's life, and my children's lives in his or their hands more than once, and I would do so again. The rest of them... well, I'm a lot more careful."
Nunn nodded. "Any idea who killed Feingold?"
"Yes." I said. "I can't prove it... yet... but I think only one person could direct security to turn off all the cameras, as well as have them throw due process in our faces before we can even talk to them. And that one person happens to be the same guy that was bird-dogging Feingold all this time."
"Mittens." said Nunn.
I nodded. "Mittens." I replied. "I'm hoping that Feingold found a way to preserve something for us. We can only hope, sir. We can only hope..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Jerome," I said as we went to my Police SUV, "have you ever wanted to drive the Commander's Police SUV?"
"Sure, sir." said Jerome. "How fast can I take it?"
"As fast as you like." I said. "Just burn the blue lights if you exceed the speed limits." Jerome had the blue LED lightbar on before we'd even pulled out of the garage.
As he drove back, I was in the shotgun seat. Thinking. The music box, in its evidence bag, was in the backseat; Muscone had signed it over to me and Jerome. Every fiber of my being, including the damaged-and-repaired ones in my back, told me that this music box was of the most extreme importance...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00am, Saturday, June 23d. I was sitting at my desk, having done all the paperwork for this case, including my SBI paperwork. I'd sent Jerome home to get some sleep. I was thinking about the case when my eyelids fluttered...
"Oh, Commmannndderrrr..."
I opened my eyes, seeing Angela Harlan, gloriously naked, standing on the other side of my desk. "Dance for me, Commmanderr... dance for me." she said tauntingly.
My Police iPhone rang. "I believe that is for you, my darling Commander." Angela whispered, her voice seeming to fill my head. I pressed the button to take the call on speaker.
The music of Frank Mills's Music Box Dancer began playing. Taunting me. Angela was no longer in front of me, leaving me alone with the music. I sat numbly as the notes of the piano music played on...
Finis. ... pour le moment...
This saga will continue in upcoming stories...
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Part 1 - Prologue
Dawn, Wednesday, June 27th. Carole was absolutely beside herself with excitement as I put the last of the luggage into the back of our new Mercedes-Benz SUV. She was more than eager to begin this trip, and had been since we'd told her that we were going to Apple Grove, where Grandma used to live and where Daddy had grown up.
The SUV had been a gift from Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, and it was enhanced with a few features, like bulletproof run-flat tires, bulletproof windows and sides, though not to the extent my Police SUV was armored. Laura had had some 'interesting' modifications made via the 'THEFT' light, restrictor plates, and other monitoring devices most people don't know are in their own cars. The former Deputy Director of the CIA for Science and Technology was well aware, and she made it so that the tracking could be turned off.
And unlike most cars that can only go about 105 mph due to Government-mandated restrictors on vehicles, this baby could get to 200 mph if we needed it to. We hoped we'd never need for it to, but we tested it on some farm roads between 'The Vision' in Coltrane County and the southern end of our County. Laura and I did not ride together, 'just in case', so Cindy rode with each of us, and also drove it herself... and set the speed record for the vehicle. It was also fortunate for us that Deputy Strait has a crush on Cindy, which saved her from a brutal speeding ticket.
"You ready to go, Carole?" I asked.
"Yes, Daddy!" Carole all but yelled. "I can't wait to see where you went to school!" I feared she might be disappointed, but I was also glad she was eager to start school herself in the Fall. The School System had determined that my daughter was way past Kindergarten, so she'd be starting 1st grade immediately. I'd started 1st grade when I was five, also.
"Okay, go get Grandma." I said. Carole ran to the house at breakneck speed. A moment later, Laura came out with Jim and strapped him into the child seat in the middle of the backseat. Carole's was on the left, behind the driver's side, and my mom would sit on the right side. I'd teased my mom about needing a child seat, and got a punch on the shoulder for it.
"I'm coming, dear, I'm coming." I heard my mother say. Then she and Carole appeared at the doorway. Laura went back in and set the alarm. I called the Duty Desk at Police Headquarters and told them I was officially out of here until Thursday, July 5th; they acknowledged and wished me a safe and happy trip.
"Okay, we got everything?" I asked.
"Even your swords." Laura said acerbically. Yes, they were coming with us. So was the red crowbar, my TCPD Badge, and my FBI Consultant badge... just in case. We hoped there would not be a 'just in case'.
"Why isn't Bowser coming, Daddy?" asked Carole.
"He and Buddy are guarding The Cabin and your brothers Ian and Ross." I said. "Molly, Cindy, and Callie are staying with them there, too." Indeed, the Cindy Clan and Molly's boys would require adult canine supervision, and would get it for the next few days. The dogs would get skritchins and lots of play with Ian and Ross.
We pulled out and worked our way through town, then onto the highway west to the State Line. As we crossed the State Line River, Carole began singing "Over the river and through the woods, to Grandmother's house we go..." Where had she learned that, I wondered? And not yet five years old for another month...
Part 2 - Going Home
"I hear her voice in the morning hour as she calls me,  The radio reminds me of my home far away,  Driving down the road I get a feeling  That I should have been home yesterday, yesterday..."  --- John Denver, 'Country Roads'
There were smudges on the left rear window. Carole had pressed her nose to that window many times as she watched out with avid interest at what was along the roads, the same as I'd done when I was a boy... always wondering what was out there, always loving riding on interstate highways.
As we came up the highway towards the town of Rome, I felt a sense of wariness creep into me. After all, this was my first visit back to Apple Grove since I'd helped the FBI (and the military) defeat Sheriff Spaulding and his insidious plans to murder every black person in Providence Springs. Both my mother and myself had heard good reports about things up here, and one of two reasons for our trip was a by-product of that liberation of Fillmore County.
"Is this Apple Grove, Daddy?" Carole asked as we came into Rome.
"No, Carole, this is Rome." I said as I turned left onto the road to Apple Grove. "We're almost there." I'd expected a ton of 'Are we there yet?', but Carole had been surprisingly good, only speaking out when she needed to use the potty.
We passed by the Sheriff Headquarters and County Jail on the left. "Look, Daddy!" said Carole. "They have a jail, too!"
"Yes, most counties have one." I said.
"Ours is bigger at home." said Carole astutely. "Is that because you bust more bad guys, Daddy?" That got Laura's eyes bulging, and my mom chuckled.
"I don't know, honey." I said. "We just have more people to begin with."
As we rode into Apple Grove, I pointed out the Elementary School. It looked a lot smaller than I remembered as a child. Carole was impressed. Then we went by the old Apple Grove High School building. It was now the Middle School for the County. A new Fillmore County High School had been built in the last couple of years, and now students from all parts of the county went to the high school together. And FCHS had won the State Championship in football the previous Fall. I considered that to be 'very cool'.
"Grandma, was Ap-ple Grove like this when you lived here?" asked Carole.
"In some ways, dear." said my mom. "And in some ways, it's changed. It seems smaller than it used to be. Some people have moved away. The entire Douglas clan, Don, after you busted them as part of Superior Bloodlines."
"Yeah." I said quietly. Some of the 'old white money' families had not liked the changes that had come to Apple Grove, and had left. I idly wondered if I should trace where they'd gone to... who knows what mischief they were making in their new locations...
"Where are we staying, Daddy?" asked Carole.
My mother answered "My old friend Mrs. Starnes owns a small house next to hers. You remember her daughter Cheryl Starnes, Don? She was Elizabeth's age."
"Oh yes, I remember." I said. Cheryl's son Kip Starnes had figured into one of my old cases. (Author's note: 'The Murdered Football Player'.)
We pulled into the drive of the small, two bedroom house. Phyllis went next door, and she and Mrs. Starnes hugged and talked like parakeets. They finally moseyed over with keys to our guest house. Carole very quickly determined that the potty facilities worked while I brought in luggage and Phyllis and Laura introduced Jim to Mrs. Starnes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mrs. Starnes had insisted on having us for lunch, and a few of my mother's old friends also were there. There was a great amount of gossip and catching up going on, and they were agog as my mother confirmed that Carole had been the little girl that was rescued from the exploding building the Christmas before.
"Why that poor child!" exclaimed Mrs. Starnes. "How traumatic!"
"She seems to be okay, though." said Laura. "She doesn't wake up crying from bad dreams or anything."
"So fortunate." said one of the old ladies. "A real miracle of the Lord. But you're used to those miracles after what you did here a few years ago, Donny, isn't that right?"
I smiled. "Well, I don't think I've done anything at the 'miracle' level yet." I said. "But I am thankful that my daughter and my Police Officer that saved her are all right."
The parakeets continued to flutter as I took Carole to get second helpings. Old ladies usually only make enough for everyone to have one portion, and children smaller portions. Growing girls like Carole exceeded those suppositions. There weren't too many leftovers, but Carole ate a full second portion of squash and a slice of ham. It is possible that she did not partake of the stringbeans.
"Oh, the big news nowadays is that farm deal that fell through." said one of the ladies as I got back to the table. "A group of young black men from Providence Springs were putting together financing to buy the old Phillips farm and the old Taylor farm next door, from the big company that had owned the farms. But it didn't go through. Seems a professor from State A&M looked at the soil for them after old Mr. Bennett asked him to. Mr. Bennett, he's the best farmer in the State. He tells the radio station when it's going to rain and when it's going to rain ugly, and they put it out on the airwaves because he's always right."
"Anyway," she continued, "he looked at that farmland, then the professor did some soil sampling, and said whatever fertilizer they'd used wasn't good, and might have done more harm than good. The boys buying the farm were going to get some soil testing done, and the company backed out of the deal. Paid the back-out fees to the Banks, too. Very strange, if you ask me." I glanced over at my mother, and she glanced back at me.
"When did this happen, ma'am?" I asked.
"Oh, the Policeman is now interested." said one of the other ladies.
"You bet." I said.
"It was about a month ago, Donny." said Mrs. Starnes. "The week before Memorial Day."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My mom stayed to talk with the old ladies while I gave Laura and the kids a better tour of the area. We went through Downtown, seeing the rebuilt building with the pharmacy on the ground level, and I remembered Spaulding burning that building down after shooting Timmy Owens's dog Skippy. I wondered how Timmy and the dog I'd given him, Mr. Crowbar, were doing.
We went northeast, through streets with houses, coming up to one that was on the outskirts of town, and had rows of corn behind it and grassy space stretching to the east. A 'For Sale' sign by the front walk had an 'Under Contract' sign across it.
"Carole, Jim," I said, "this is the house where I grew up. Your grandma and grandpa's old house."
"Wowwww!" exclaimed Carole. The house was in good condition, I noticed.
"I guess we can't go inside, since it's under contract now." Laura said.
"Ohhhh, I think we can risk a quick look." I said. Perhaps it was the tone of my voice that caused Laura's eyes to cut sideways to me.
We went up into the screened-in front porch. I put in the code to the realtor's lockbox and extracted the key. "How do you know the code?" Laura asked.
"I called the realtor and asked them." I said as I opened the door. Carole raced in and was flying through the place as Laura, Jim and I took more time. Carole came flying by and said "Jim, let's go upstairs and see where Daddy's room was!" They rushed upstairs.
"How will she know which one it is?" Laura asked.
"I'll bet a dollar she figures it out." I said. A moment later, Carole came to the top of the stairs and said "Your room was on the left, and the end of the hall, wasn't it Daddy?"
"Did you tell her already?" Laura asked as we started up the stairs.
"Nope." I said.
"Carole," said Laura as we entered the bedroom at the far left, which indeed had been mine, "how did you know this was your Daddy's room?"
"It's painted red, and the other one is blue." said Carole, referring to the room connected by a common bathroom. "And no self-res-pect-ing Wild-cat would have a blue room." Laura just looked at me. I just laughed until it hurt.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the back left (northwest corner, as the front door faces south) of the house was the study/den/library room. The wall to the left as one entered, facing west, was mostly big glass windows with big french doors that had a criss-cross of windowpanes that matched the windows to either side. They looked out onto the porch (which carried around the side of the house from the front, all screened-in) and further along behind the house next door, giving a good view. The fireplace was centered on the back wall, facing me as I came into the room.
The room was empty except for the big mahogany desk at left and the chair behind it, facing the center of the room, guarding that view to the outside and facing away from it. It had been my father's desk at his law office, and was now bolted to the floor; hence it never being moved since being put in place after Todd had taken the original desk that had been here.
I felt a wave of nostalgia. I remember my dad sitting at that spot, constantly working on legal papers. I'd sit on the floor in front of the original desk, in the middle of the room, playing with toy trucks or balls or Legos. Sometimes I'd ask a question, like "Dad, why does the sun come up on that side of the house and go down on the other side?", and my dad would patiently answer the questions, never sending me out of the room even when he was very busy. In some ways, that was our time together.
Carole came into the room. "What's this room, Daddy?" she asked.
"This was where your grandfather would do his work." I said. "He'd sit at the desk and do paperwork."
"Oh." said Carole. She promptly went to the chair, climbed up on it, and then stood on it as she leaned over the desk. Another wave of nostalgia hit me... I was wishing my father could have met his granddaughter. I think he'd have been proud of her at this moment.
Having surveyed everything from her perch, Carole climbed back down. As she came up to me, she looked over at the fireplace. "What's that funny spot on the wall, Daddy?"
"What do you mean, honey?" I asked. She went over to the right side of the fireplace, and pointed to what looked like a barely-raised knot on the paneling.
"I don't know." I said. I pressed at the knot... and heard a *click!*
"Did you hear that, Daddy?" Carole asked. "Press it again." I did, but nothing happened. But I was already looking around the fireplace, and I saw a second knot just below the mantle of old wood. I pressed it.
*CLICK!*
"Look, Daddy!" Carole said happily, pointing up to under the mantle. A small square of wood had popped out from the wall!
I pulled it out, it was a tiny drawer. And I drew breath as I saw what was inside... two ancient Roman coins! They were identical to the one I had, and the one which Elizabeth had given Teresa. They were the last two of the four coins my great-grandmother had brought out of Germany while escaping the Nazis.
"What are those, Daddy?" Carole asked. I showed her.
"These are very old coins, like the one I showed you that belonged to your great-great-grandmother." I said. "And when you're a grown-up, I'll give you one of these to keep."
I replaced the little drawer in the wall, and heard two clicks as the locks re-engaged. I got out an evidence bag (yes, I had one on me; some habits are impossible to break) and put the coins inside. As Carole ran out of the room, I looked over at my father's desk, almost feeling his presence there. Did he put those coins there? Or my mother? Or someone else?...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went by the cemetery. I showed Carole and Jim where their grandfather's place in the mausoleum was. Carole looked sad.
"I think your grandfather in Heaven had you and Jim sent to us, because you're very special." I told my daughter. "And I'm glad he did."
"Meeeeee, too!" agreed Carole. Laura laughed, even though she had a tear in her eye...
Part 3 - Stories and Bloodlines
We went back to our guest house. I did not expect Carole to keep quiet about the coins we'd found. And I was watching my mother as Carole gushed out the story to everyone. My mom was shocked. I showed her the coins. "Identical to your grandmother's." I said. "These are the missing two of the four she brought out of Germany."
"You... you knew there were four?" asked my mother. "I never told anyone that."
"Someone told Elizabeth, because she knows. She had one of them." I said.
"Oh, of course." said Phyllis. "I saw that necklace on Teresa's neck when she came down the aisle. I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me. When did your sister give Teresa that?"
"In the tent, just before we came down for the procession." I said. "Yes, your daughter was right there, secretly watching her son get married."
"She's no daughter of mine." Phyllis spat, then caught herself. "I'm sorry, son, but there's little good I have to say about your sister."
"The State of Israel might not agree." I said, very much with intent and purpose in those words.
"That's the worst of it, son." my mother said. "We are a Christian family."
"With Jewish blood running through our veins... from my great-grandmother to your mother to you and to Elizabeth. To me, too, but we boys don't count." I said.
"Let's just... not have this conversation." said my mother. "So you found the coins in the house?"
"Yes." I said. "Carole found the first spring, and I found the second one to the hidden space they were in. Did you put them there?"
"No." said my mother. "I never knew where they went, any of them. I was surprised to find you and Elizabeth with two of them. My mother must've given them to Douglass for safekeeping, and he hid them. He never mentioned them, though."
My mother was completely rattled, though she tried to hide it. And I had to admit to being a bit rattled, myself. Surely my mother was not anti-Semitic? I thought to myself. She'd better get over it if she was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, Carole and Jim were asleep, tuckered out after the long drive and excitement of seeing Apple Grove. My mother was also 'resting her eyes', as she called it. Laura and I were sitting on the front porch in rocking chairs.
"So when do you close?" Laura asked.
"Tomorrow morning." I said, not allowing myself to show surprise at the question. Yes, I had bought my childhood home. Cash on the barrelhead.
"What are you going to do with it?" Laura asked.
"Rent it out, I guess." I said. "Or turn it into a bed-and-breakfast. There was a girl in the class right after mine. Her husband works in Rome. She saw the 'For Sale' sign and thought I owned it and was selling it, and that's how I found out about it. She was talking about buying a place for a bed-and breakfast facility."
"What in the world would support it?" Laura asked. "No disrespect, but your old town is dying, like a lot of small towns in America. There are no tourist attractions, and it's not like New England towns in the Autumn when the leaves turn. Just farms. And no real basis for industry to come in. Even Rome is struggling to keep its industries."
"That is true." I said agreeably. "Water supply has always been a problem in these here parts. But there are a couple of things being worked upon. First, you know the legend of the spring at Providence Spring?"
"You told me about it." Laura said. "Lightning struck the ground and water came up."
"Ever wonder where the water is coming from?" I asked.
"I'm very tempted to say something snarky, like 'from the ground'." said Laura. "But I won't... I won't... the hell I won't. It's coming from the ground."



"True, that." I said, chuckling. "But I contacted a Professor of Geology at Wildcat School. He was my guidance counselor my Freshman year, and he's still at the School. I asked him about it, and he brought a team of his graduate students up here to study it. Found out there's a big aquifer under the western part of this county and into the county west of us. Big enough to supply water to some industries and drinking water for all of the towns for a century or more. He contacted State A&M about it, and they confirmed it."
"And you just bought a house here." Laura said.
"Fancy that timing pattern." I said. "Just don't let Robert Mullen know, or he'll accuse me of collusion with someone for something. Seriously, I bought the house out of nostalgia, but if industries pop up around here, it should be no problem to make an overnight-stay place out of it, and my old classmate can keep the profits while she runs it."
Just then we looked up in shock. A large black Cadillac Escalade was coming up the road. It slowed down, then turned and came up the drive to our little place. The reason for our shock was who exited the vehicle. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone was riding shotgun. Special Agent Martin Nash had been driving, and out of the back seats came Special Agent Julius Jefferson, his black bald head shining in the sun, and Special Agent Sandra Speer, her light red hair sparkling in the sun.
We greeted them, of course asking why they were here. "Oh, we were invited to Saturday's festivities, too." said Jack. "And it's a chance to get out of the City for a while."
"Uh huh." I said. "When's the DepDirector showing up?"
"Four hundred years ago..." Jack muttered. "Seriously, he should be up here by Saturday. How'd you know he was coming?"
"I didn't." I replied. "Just like I'm not guessing that you're here for other reasons... such as being my bodyguards for the weekend."
"Not much gets past you, sir." said Martin Nash.
"And I suspect..." I said, "... that there's even more going on, which is why I think your uncle is coming up. I'm already hearing stories from the old ladies about some weird farm deal."
Meanwhile I looked over at Sandra and Julius... .then at Sandra, then at Julius... then at Sandra, then at Julius. They then looked at each other with an 'Uh oh, he sees it, he knows.' look.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My mother was having supper with her old church Women's Group, and of course took her grandchildren to show them off. Meanwhile, Laura and I went with FBI Team Lazarus back towards Rome, where they were staying. The Longhorn's Steakhouse was a good one.
"Where's Greta?" I'd asked Sandra when we were seated, her to my left, Laura to my right.
"With my aunt, my mother's sister." said Sandra. "They're staying at the DepDirector's condo in the City."
"So," I said more quietly, "you and Julius dating now?"
"More like 'friends with benefits'." said Sandra. "And of course you saw through us like nobody else possibly could." She then raised her voice and said "I wonder if the Iron Crowbar has figured out Martin is dating someone."
"Awww, that's wonderful." said Laura, who was sitting next to Martin.
"We've gone out on three dates." said Martin. "We're not married yet."
"If you were from this county, you would be... by force of shotgun." I said, drawing laughter. "And no, I didn't know. Some things do get by me."
"Speaking of this county," said Julius Jefferson, "is it better since the Battle of Providence Springs?"
"I think so." I said. "I've only been here today, and I haven't been here since that time. My mom sees changes for good and bad, and Laura thinks the town is dying."
"I would think that, but I heard some news about new industry coming in." said Laura. "What do you know about that, Jack?" She was trying to draw Muscone's knowledge out of him; she also knew he wasn't here idly.
"Not what's coming in, but what was leaving." said Jack, keeping his voice down. "BigAgraFoods. I won't say more here. We'll talk later."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, we went to the downtown Rome area. There were a couple of bars there, one of which had an outside patio on the upper floor. We all went outside, where Jack and I got a back table while Laura talked to Martin, Sandra, and Julius at a table in front of us.
"As you know, my team has been looking hard into BigAgraFoods since the Wheeler murder and the Guardians of Justice stuff that came out." said Jack. "And that was before the Lloyd Feingold murder, which is a game-changer. Anyway, as you know, at that time and through to today, Senator Bill Nunn has been working closely with me; he really thinks something sordid is going on with this company, and with Senator Samuel Russell and Senator Roy Lester from the State to your west. The Feingold murder just confirms that, in Nunn's opinion." I nodded.
Jack continued: "Russell is hip-deep in shit, if only we can get some evidence on him. He's trying to retire, but he can't as long as Jared is Governor and would appoint his replacement. That's one reason the DepDirector and I think they're going after you so hard. Get you out of they way, then they think Jared will be easy pickings. Then Russell can resign, disappear somewhere in Florida or the Caribbean, and BigAgraFoods can hold off any real investigative threats. The Press is firmly on their side, so they truly have little to worry about."
"I agree." I said, already knowing well that all that was true. "What about the EAD? What does he think?"
"He's an old friend of the DepDirector." said Jack. "But he's not as powerful nor as influential in Washington. And there's stuff going on within the FBI, and the DOJ as well."
"And the CIA." I said.
"Well, yeah." said Jack. "But that's a different strain of virus, and the EAD's idea of protecting us from it is to make sure we keep our noses out of it." I nodded.
"Anyway," said Jack, "last May, we got word that BigAgraFoods was selling, not buying but selling land out here. It is virtually unheard of for them to sell land, anywhere, at any time. In fact, one of the hacked documents released by the Guardians of Justice described their policy of holding onto land, even if they're not farming it, and the U.S. Government subsidizes them for it."
"But they're selling some of their holdings in Fillmore County, eh?" I said. "Just between us, and don't say anything about this yet to anyone else... have you heard of the newly discovered aquifer?"
"No. What aquifer is that?" Jack asked.
I repeated the story I'd told Laura. "Providence Springs's spring came to the surface when a lightning strike broke through the rock keeping the aquifer's water in place. But if it's tapped, it'll be a huge source for drinking water for the county, and with proper conservation measures, it'll be able to supply potential industry in the area. Lack of real water sources has been this county's greatest problem for a hundred years, and now they found they're sitting on a liquid gold mine."
"Then..." said Jack, the gears turning in his head behind his beady black eyes, "then why is BigAgraFoods selling? And now?"
"Well, the deal fell through, from what I heard." I said. "I think I'll do some quiet sleuthing tomorrow, see what I can find out."
"If you go to Providence Springs, take Julius with you." Muscone said. "And that's not a request. You're beloved there, but you're still a white man in an area where the white man is regarded with suspicion... at best."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got home fairly late that night. My mother Phyllis was sitting on the porch as we came up. "Carole and Jim are in bed, asleep." said Phyllis. "Carole asked me a million questions about her grandfather. Then she wanted to hear stories about her daddy as a child here. Then she wanted me to tell her all the times her daddy got in trouble with her grandpa and with me. I told her you didn't get into trouble very much, and she should try to not get in trouble, either."
Laura and I both chuckled at that. Laura went on inside, and I sat down next to my mom.
"You hear any more about that land deal that didn't go through?" I asked.
"Oh yes." said my mother. "Is that why your FBI friends are here?"
"Perhaps indirectly." I said. "Seems like there are... 'strangenesses' about it."
"Oh, I daresay." said my mother. "I was also very surprised to hear the name of the trust that is buying our old house. 'Iron Crowbar Properties' is a very interesting name, would you not say, son?"
"I think it's pretty cool, if I do say so myself." I said. "Yes, it's me buying it, and putting the house in the hoops of legal steel of a trust."
"Very wise, I would say." said my mother. "And I would've thought buying that property was a nostalgic waste of your money. But it's not, is it?"
"Do the townspeople know about the aquifer?" I asked.
"Some do, but some don't really know or understand." said my mother. "Your Geology professor told several of his colleagues at several Schools, and they've studied it in the name of scientific interest. I got word from your former schoolteacher, Mrs. Talmidge, that most of the land the aquifer is under belongs to BigAgraFoods, and they're keeping it very hush-hush. Not the first time they've kept secrets, eh, son?"
"You got that right, Mom." I said. "Okay, let's stop avoiding it: Elizabeth. Dr. Eckhart. Judaism."
"I think I spoke too harshly, earlier." said my mother. "But Jonas Oldeeds hated Jews and Judaism, and I think he influenced your father about that. Elizabeth remembered what her grandmother, your father's mother, told her. Eckhart embraced Judaism, which is one reason he and your father were estranged. For right or wrong, your father was a very Christian man, with no tolerance for anything else. Elizabeth exploited that when she became rebellious."
"Kind of like Bobby Fischer." I said. "Great chessplayer. Ethnically Jewish, but became very anti-Semitic in his words later in his life. He was part of some weird church, too, which may have influenced him. And as I'm sure you know, Jonas Oldeeds was of a weird church, to put it mildly... and he is not who I think of when I think of good Christians."
"You were raised Christian." said my mother. "Your father backed off of you a lot when he saw what happened with Elizabeth, and I think he was disappointed you were not stronger in the Faith. So what are you, son?"
My mother had never asked me that before. We'd never gotten to this point. So what to tell her? The truth.
"If Dad were alive," I said, "I'd tell him what I've always believed: that just because God gave us the New Covenant, doesn't mean He broke the Old Covenant. As to what is God? Mom, I saw a lot more of 'God' in Teresa rescuing Carole than I ever did in these so-called Men of God like Jonas Oldeeds, Steven Ikea, blah blah blah. Faith is not a church, a process, a dogma. It's what's inside each of us."
My mother was clearly disappointed with my answer; I could feel it as surely as I were feeling a vibe out of Cindy. But all she said was "Whatever you do, son, do not trust your sister. Do not let her infect you. The Devil has taken possession of her soul. Her rejection of the Faith, mocking it, took years off your father's life; I truly believe that. And she will be the death of you, if you do not see her for what she truly is."
"No doubt about that, Mom." I said. "I always keep my eyes firmly upon her when she is around me."
"Good." my mother said. "Goodnight, son." She got up and went inside, leaving me with the night...
Part 4 - Closings and Openings
At 9:00am Thursday, June 28th, I appeared at the offices of Grove & Partners, P.C. I was met by my attorney Mike G. Todd, who'd traveled up from Town the night before and had stayed in Rome overnight. Mike had been with Grove & Partners the last time I was here, and I'd gotten him the job in my Town & County after Hamilton Phillips fired him for helping me.
"Nothing new on the Mullen front." Mike said as we waited for the others to come in. "Word I'm getting is that he's going to wait until after July 4th, then all hell is going to break loose."
"Bring it on." I said. "I'm tired of waiting."
The attorney Taylor G. Phillips came in. He was the nephew of Hamilton Phillips, and had withstood the scrutiny of the FBI after Hamilton had fallen. His face and tall, lean posture reminded me of Arnold G. Cash of the 'Lady Ironside' case.
We went through the paperwork, and it seemed routine. "When researching the title deed," said Phillips, "I found the name Troy on it already. Same man that owned this law firm before selling to my uncle. Is he a relative of yours?"
"He's my father." I said. Phillips looked a bit surprised.
"Oh, okay." he said. "So, is this purchase for nostalgic reasons?"
"That's part of it." I said.
"You're fortunate to get it." said Phillips. "We had an offer on the table, but it fell through when that farm deal fell through."
"I heard about that." I said, sounding as nonchalant as possible. "What happened there? The farm deal, I mean..."
"Everything was going fine, but there was a project a couple of States over, called 'Pine Valley'." said Phillips. "They found severe contamination there, which had been covered up but was discovered by State authorities there. This is certainly not as big as that was, but that case scared a lot of banks, and nowadays they like to make sure."
"So the Providence Springs consortium that was going to buy it had some tests run, and had a farmer look at the property." continued Phillips. "He didn't like what he saw, and the tests came back suggesting a potential problem with the fertilizer that had been recently used. So the deal was called off. And as a result, the person that had bid on this house you're buying suddenly withdrew his bid. We don't know if he was going to work for the new owners of the farm property or what, but he pulled his bid."
"I see. Lucky me." I said. "By the way, was any other property contaminated? Bad batch of fertilizer everywhere, or just that property?"
"I don't know." said Phillips. "They weren't selling the other land, so I don't know if any other tests were run. Maybe they did internal testing."
"That'd make sense." I said. "Oh and yes, I heard about that Pine Valley case. Very nasty, what went on there. Okay, so the trust for my new house is all set, and bulletproof?"
"In the legal sense, yes." said Phillips. Mike G. Todd agreed. We signed off on all the paperwork, I presented the cashier's check buying the property, and that was that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we came out of the lawyer's office, which was on the northwest corner of the Courthouse Square area, Laura was waiting for us, Carole in tow.
"Jim's with his grandmother." said Laura. "Carole wants to see the Police Station."
"Yeah!" said Carole, who apparently had been pouting about it.
"Well, then," I said with Rudistan-'ish' joviality, "why don't you and I go to the Police Station, Carole. Mike, thanks for your help. Are you going home, or staying around?"
"I'm going to visit some old friends and family." said Mike. "Dr. Fredricson, would you care to join me for a late breakfast at the Diner?"
"It's good food." I said, having eaten there before. Laura was persuaded, and kept on walking with Mike as I turned into the Police Station on the southwest corner of the square... which was not like the Town & County's Courthouse Square. Apple Grove's had the Courthouse in the middle, with four streets surrounding it, and buildings on three sides on the other side of the streets. To the west, between Grove & Partners and the AGPD Station, was a park with greenspace, walkways, monuments, etc.
Going into the Police Station, I was warmly greeted by a number of people there who knew me from the last time I'd been there. And of course there was Leanne Wisocky, who'd taken my virginity in my halcyon days of youth.
"Hey, Don!" she called out. "Who's this lovely young lady?"
"This is my daughter Carole." I said. "Carole, say hello to Leanne. She was in school with me."
"Hel-lo." said Carole.
"So you're promoted, I see." I said, noting the Captain's bars on her collars.
"Yep." Leanne said. "Captain. Assistant Chief."
"How's Chief Sims doing?" I asked.
"Oh, he retired last year." said Leanne. "Our new Chief is---"
"Well, if it ain't Donny Troy!" exclaimed a voice. A man beginning to gain weight, with a roundish head, brown hair and big mustache, like Griswold's except it was more droopy, came in. "The Iron Crowbar himself!"
"Donny Hall, you old rascal." I said in reply, shaking his hand. He had been a year behind Elizabeth at Apple Grove High. "Made Chief. Congratulations."
"Thank you, thank you." said Hall. "Come on into my office. You too, Captain." We went on inside, Carole waving at the Officers in the front room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, Chief Sims retired last year." said Chief Hall, his voice brisk and jovial as it always had been. "Greenwood became Sheriff again after Spaulding was found dead. I'd been in the Police Department some years ago, then went to the Fire Department when they had shortages. I was Assistant Chief there, so they pushed me back over here, promoted Leanne, then promoted the other people behind her. And it'll probably stay like that until we retire."
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "I've heard there might be some new industry coming in."
"Well, maybe, maybe not." said Chief Hall. "Leanne, what do you know about that?"
"Not much more than you do, Chief." said Leanne. "Some of those nutty professor types got our hopes up about a water supply, but it may not be all that big a deal and may not help us all that much. BigAgraFoods was selling some farmland to some young men from Providence Springs, and that spooked some people; why would they be selling if there's a water supply and industry coming in?"
"Well, the deal fell through, didn't it?" I said. "So what are they doing with the property now?"
"Nothing, I guess." said Leanne. "It had some mildly contaminated fertilizer on it. The State A&M agricultural tech people are studying the property, seeing if they can reclaim it for farm use, but otherwise it's just sitting fallow. Good thing it's a relatively small piece of land."
Just then there was an urgent knock on the door. "Chief!" said a Sergeant, looking in. "We just got a call of a body being found south of town!"
Part 5 - The Crime Scene
I rode with Leanne in her car. I didn't have time to find Laura, so Carole was still with me. We rode down the South Road out of town, which followed the railroad tracks that had come from the west and turned south at the road as it came out of Apple Grove.
There were already a couple of squad cars at the scene, and a surprisingly large crowd of observers. As we came up, I saw a man in a brown suit, lighter brown shirt, and fedora hat lying face down. He'd been shot in the back, and then the back of the head.
"Daddy, look!" Carole said, fidgeting in my grasp as she pointed at the body, getting everyone's attention.
"Shhh, Carole." I said.
"But Daddy! Look at his shoes!" Carole protested loudly. "He didn't walk in them, they're not even scratched!"
I looked down. The soles of the man's brown shoes were a light tan. And they did not have a scratch on them. Brand spanking new.
"She's right." said a Detective, who'd knelt down and examined the shoes with a magnifying glass. "Not scuffed at all."
"Bag 'em as evidence." I said.
Four years old. She's only four years old, and she's already made an observation of that quality, I thought to myself. "What else do you see, Carole?" I asked.
"He's a re-por-ter." said Carole. I saw how she saw that; his badge marked 'PRESS' was partially visible on his belt. "Daddy, why isn't there more blood? Didn't he bleed?"



"That's because he was shot somewhere else, and bled there. And then someone brought him here." I said, my voice musing, more thinking to myself than talking to anyone else. Then I remembered, and said "Well done, Carole. Very well done!"
"Commander Troy, are you still with the FBI as a Consultant?" Chief Hall asked me. I heard gasps at the recognition of my name.
"Yes, Chief." I replied.
"I would appreciate it if you'd consult with us for this investigation." Hall said. "Ladies and gentlemen, this is Commander Don Troy, the Iron Crowbar, the guy who won the Battle of Providence Springs and cleaned up his own State's mess. And apparently his daughter is not too bad a Detective, either."
"Sure, I'll be glad to help." I said. "And yes, my daughter may end up solving this before any of us do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd found Laura, returned Carole to her, and told her what Carole had observed. Laura just gave me a 'knowing' look, then praised her daughter profusely. I went to AGPD Headquarters.
"Teddy Vincent." said Leanne. "He's a reporter out of Capitol City (this State's capitol), 26 years old, unmarried, no kids. Used to be the newspaper reporter here, until the paper was bought out and basically became a big advertisement mailout. He got a big scoop reporting on the Battle of Providence Springs, and got a job in Capitol City with their Fox News affiliate, there."
"Did he have a cellphone on him?" I asked.
"No sir." said Sergeant Stegall, who was as close to a Detective as the AGPD had. "No wallet, either, but they left his Press pass on him."
"They want us to know who he is," I said, "but they don't want you having his credit card numbers to find out about him. Okay, let's see if we can get his phone number the hard way. Sergeant, if you'll call his office in Capitol City and ask for it, they may give it to you. If not, I'll start melting some computer wires around here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura had taken Carole to her grandmother, and then brought me my TCPD Police laptop, which I had brought along, of course. "I called Jack Muscone." she said. "He and Team Lazarus will be here in half an hour."
"Lazarus?" asked the Chief.
"Oh... Yeah." I said, chuckling. "Their whole team has died twice, and come back from the dead twice. I'll tell you all about it later." I opened my laptop, connected to the 'hotspot' that was my Police iPhone, and started gathering data about Ted Vincent, reporter. I then accessed my FBI account, shuddering as always at the memory it brought up of my nightmare dream that had ended up as my torture at the hands of Casey B. Walker.
Sergeant Stegall came in. "His cell number was..." He gave the number, and I ran it.
"Okay, I've got a list of calls from that phone." I said. "Pinging its location will be harder and will take time... and while I'm going on probable cause based upon finding the dead body, we'll need a warrant for this before too long."
"I'm on it." said Stegall. He stalked out of the room.
"That guy seems pretty good." I said.
"Do not steal him from us." said Hall. "We need all the help we can get."
"I won't steal him. But I'll be glad to help him get better in any way I can." I promised. "Okay, Vincent had a bunch of calls to his office. Some calls to Providence Springs... to one number, which I think was one of the men in that consortium that was going to buy that property. Okay, he's called State A&M a lot, and I'll bet it's to those people studying that property."
The program I'd been running chirped. "Damn, that phone number is not pinging anywhere in the United States. They probably destroyed the phone."
"What were you hoping to find from it?" asked Leanne.
"Where he'd been, locations." I said. "Okay, I am looking up DMV records, then matching for car tags... okay, Quebec X-ray Tango Tree Two Fower (QXT324). And now I run that... white Toyota Camry. Chief, your Officers are looking everywhere for a white Toyota Camry..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, the call came in. The car had been found. Leanne drove me to it; it was parked west of town, in a subdivision of homes built in a matrix of criss-cross east-west and north-south streets.
"No fingerprints except Vincent's." said the tech, who'd come over from the Rome Police Department to help. "Keys were found on the left front tire. Looks like he parked here, then maybe went back into town."
"Mind if I check the GPS?" I said, getting into the driver's seat and deftly working to remove the GPS system.
"How are you going to check it, sir?" asked the tech. "We'll need to take it into our lab, run diagnostics on it..."
"Oh, I think I can do that a bit more quickly, here." I said. I plugged a cord into my Police iPhone and ran an app after plugging the other end into the GPS system. Within seconds, I had the GPS's data.
"Where do you get those wonderful toys?" asked Leanne as she watched.
"I will be the first to say how grateful I am that our Police Force is often chosen to test all the new technologies." I said. "And that our County is willing to spend the money to get the very best stuff for our Officers."
"No wonder you get the results you do." said Leanne, partly amazed, partly envious.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Thursday, June 28th. We were meeting in the AGPD Conference Room, which also was its Interrogation Room. In addition to the Chief, Sergeant Stegall, Leanne, and myself, Jack Muscone and Martin Nash had come in and asked if they could be of service. Their help was welcomed.
"The GPS data shows that Vincent made a large number of visits to the farmland site that was the subject of that deal that fell through, and also to the parcels of land south and east of it." I said. "The last run was at midnight last night, from the Square driving west then south along farm roads to near the property. Then it drove back to where we found the car."
"The preliminary autopsy results are in." said Chief Hall. "He was shot in the back with what appears to be a nine millimeter bullet, but the coroner said the rifling looked funny."
"Ask him to check for the 357 SIG caliber rifling, a .40 S&W necked down to hold a 9mmP bullet." I said. "We had a case with that little feature not long ago." Stegall made notes and said he'd get with the Coroner on that.
"Second shot to the head was a small caliber bullet. 22 long rifle or 22 magnum is the Coroner's preliminary guess." said the Chief. "Looks like that was a coup de grâce, to finish him off. I've sent two patrols to scour that farm for blood pools, since even your daughter could tell he'd been moved."
"Tell you what... radio your guys and tell them to be alert at all times." I said. "Do they have armor?"
The Chief got on the radio. The Officers said they had armor in the trunks of their cars. The Chief told them to put the armor on, just to be on the safe side. "You don't play, do you Commander?" he said to me after relaying the instructions.
"My Officers bitch and moan at me all the time for making them wear armor even in the summer." I said. "And then they get shot and the armor holds and they live... and they don't bitch quite as much. We're up against some bad perps, Chief, if I don't miss my guess. Okay... would you guys mind if I examine the evidence with only Mr. Muscone as witness? I have reasons for asking."
"More wonderful toys." Leanne said astutely. "But we can't know about these, huh?"
"I'd prefer to keep this one quiet, pun fully intended." I said. The Chief agreed, perhaps a wee bit too quickly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dead man's clothing had been bagged. Jack was watching, having been forewarned by me with a 'hush' sign to not speak. I was using my bug-detector, which I definitely did not want the AGPD to have too much knowledge of, so sorry.
To my surprise, the shoes did not contain any bugs. But the belt did, a very well concealed bug. I also found a bug on the snap of the Press badge; it was actually obvious if one looked for it. That partly explained why he had the Press pass on him.
Going back to the Conference Room, I wrote a note that said "Bugs concealed in his clothing. Not the shoes, but the belt and Press pass. Don't say anything; we might can use this to our advantage." Everyone was shocked, but nodded.
"So," said Jack Muscone, "what's next?"
"If you'll call in Julius for me," I said, "I think this would be a good time to get a haircut."
Part 6 - Providence
As we drove to Providence Spring in the FBI car, Julius said "So you know about Sandra and me?"
"You will have to work on your facial expressions a lot more if you expect to fool me... and even then you won't fool my mother." I replied.
Julius laughed briefly. "Or your daughter, from what I'm hearing. Seriously, it is scary how much you see. Well, the relationship may be improper, but it's nothing serious. Friends with benefits, really."
"And none of my business." I said.
"Her daughter is your child." said Julius.
"She tell you that?" I asked.
"No, but just about everyone knows." said Julius. "I know Jack Muscone has seen her will and her living will. It's pretty clear who Greta is going to be taken in by if something happens to Sandra."
"I for one hope that never has to happen." I said. "Okay, here it is."
Providence Springs seemed to be the same as it had been the last time I'd been here. The grass was really no greener, the sense of forbidding oppression still seemed to hang in the air. What would it take to make men free? I wondered to myself.
I felt eyes watching from the buildings as Julius led me into the barbershop. When we stepped inside, silence was instantaneous. And to my shock, everyone stood up... out of respect.
"Gentlemen." I said in greeting. "Mind if we come in?"
"Well," said the barber, who was the de facto leader of this town, "I know Special Agent Jefferson does not need my services, so it must be the Iron Crowbar wanting to look good for Saturday."
"No doubt about it." I said. Julius sat down amongst the other five men in the room, and I was pointed to the barber's chair. As I sat down, I saw to my right, on the barbershop's far wall, the three photographs: John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr. side-by-side on top, and beneath them, the Official Police Portrait of Your Iron Crowbar from the time of the Battle of Providence Springs.
"So tell me," I said, taking control, "about that land deal that fell through."
"Charlie, you were one of them. Tell the man." said the barber.
"We were buying that parcel of land so we could farm it." said Charlie. "The State A&M Agricultural Extension Service has a program that would help us. We were hoping to get enough out of it to buy more land, show our people that we could make it."
"Then old Mr. Bennett looked at the land." said Charlie. "He's an old white man, but he's been teaching black kids farming and shop and stuff for a long time. He looked at the place and said the fertilizer was a funny color. So we had a test run, and the stuff was too strong, had too much of several chemicals. It wasn't easy to detect, but it would ultimately keep crops from growing."
"We thought it was one of those deals where the white man is fucking with the black man." said Charlie. "But the company that was selling to us agreed to make good. They paid the banks the back-out fees, paid off our legal bills completely. So we weren't out anything."
"Glad to hear that." I said. "Can you get me the report on the chemical testing of the property?"
"Yeah, we can get you that." said Charlie.
"Question is," said the barber, "will you be able to understand it, Iron Crowbar?"
"I majored in Chemistry." I said. "And I'm the one that busted 'Pine Valley' wide open." There were nods in the room. I asked: "Did that reporter Vincent come by here?"
"Yeah, he did." said Charlie. "He asked what had happened, and we told him. He asked if he could see the tests, and we dodged him on that. I don't mind giving you the results, Mr. Crowbar, but I didn't want the Press raising a stink and causing us trouble later on."
"Smart thinking. I hate the Press." I said. "Tell me, do you still have options on the land? First right to buy?"
"Why would we want to do that?"
"Oh, I hear that there's an aquifer below ground." I said. "Water. Enough for an industry to come in, buy that land from you at a fair to good price to you, and set up something that will create jobs here."
"I dunno, I'll have to check with our lawyer." said Charlie.
My hair was already short, but it had never looked better when the barber was finished. As he took the sheet off me, he said "We do have one problem, Mr. Iron Crowbar."
"What's that?" I asked.
"That picture of you." he said. "It's out of date. Doesn't reflect your second Medal of Valor."
"I will attempt to make that correction now." I said. I got out my Police iPhone, and texted some instructions.
As I finished, I looked up. Two young men were standing at the door. One was black, and in excellent physical condition. The other was white, taller and more slender, but also in good shape.
"I see future Wildcats." I said loudly, recognizing them.
"Are you... the Iron Crowbar?" one of them asked, a bit of awe in his voice.
"I sure am." I said. "Come on in." They did so.
"I'm Davis Smith, and this is Gregg Scott." said the young black man.
"You were the linebacker, and Scott was the safety, on the FCHS State Championship team." I said. "And you committed to the Wildcats in February. I was happy to hear that, being a Wildcat myself, of course. Did you meet Jamaal Washington?"
"Yes sir." said Gregg Scott. "When we told him we were from the county the Iron Crowbar grew up in, he treated us like we were his own family. He said his cousins worked for you."
"One of them is one of my Detectives, the other is an Assistant District Attorney in my County." I said. They nodded, then I said "Guys, do one thing for me... no matter how well the football works out for you, get your college degrees. Show everyone here what can be done, inspire the kids growing up here. That's what Jamaal's cousins did."
"They'll do it." said the barber. "I've already told them to make their families proud. And now you young men know that you cannot let the Iron Crowbar down, either. You will get those degrees."
"Good!" I said. "And I look forward to seeing you on Saturdays this Fall. Go Wildcats!"
"Go Wildcats!" they said... as did most of the others in the room. Providence Springs was now part of Wildcat Nation. Hear us roar.
And if my name can be used to help some guys set an example by getting their college degrees, then my name is good, I thought to myself.
Part 7 - Mr. Crowbar
We drove back to the AGPD Headquarters building, where I relayed what I had learned in Providence Springs about the land deal. The chemical tests results were faxed in a few moments later.
"Anything really bad in that report, Don?" asked Leanne.
"Well..." I said, getting introspective as I read it, "I see why the ratios of the chemicals are messed up. It's made to look like it's fertilizer, just improperly made. But there's some trace chemicals there, also. In greater concentration, it'd look similar to some common herbicides."
"That could've rendered the land useless for crops, all right." said Chief Hall. "Think it was a mistake? Put some of the wrong stuff in a batch they were making?"
"That was their excuse when this was discovered." I said. "And legally, it's hard to prove that's not what happened. But it's... strange..."
The AGPD got to see a 'reverie'. "Why is it strange?" Leanne finally asked.
"Call this a 'hunch'... or a 'vibe'..." I said, "but something's off about this. Now as I understand it, they fertilized that patch of ground along with the others they own in this county and the next, right at the same time. Only afterwards did they offer to sell it... after the fertilization, before the news of the aquifer broke. But none of the other parcels of land were offered for sale, so I wonder if they were contaminated, or just this parcel."
"So you're saying," said Sergeant Stegall, "that they were selling this land, heard about the aquifer, then added the contamination to get the land back?"
"No, because the herbicide, if that is what it was, was not added later... it was in the fertilizer in the first place." I said. "We know this because the tests show an even distribution of it throughout the property, which is not likely if the herbicide was put down later. Sergeant, have you called Vincent's employers yet?"
"We did to get his phone number." said Stegall. "Then they called, wanting an interview, to get the details of his death."
"If you would, call them back." I said. "Tell them you want to ask them questions first, off the record for them; then say you'll answer their questions on the record to the extent you can. The one question I need answered is if Vincent ever said anything about testing other land in the area, not just that one parcel." Stegall nodded and left the room.
"Is that an important point, about the testing?" asked Chief Hall.
"It sure could be." I said. "It sure could be."
Just then there was a knock on the door. When it opened, I was totally shocked to see who it was. Standing before me was Todd Burke and his new wife, Teresa Croyle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After introducing Todd Burke as the CEO of BOW Enterprises, and Teresa Croyle as my Captain of Operations in the TCPD, I realized I hadn't eaten all day. So Leanne and Teresa went with me to the Diner nearby, where I sampled Apple Grove's version of the Double Cheeseburger plate. It was good, but not the 'Jack Muscone' standard of the Cop Bar at home.
"Todd brought two of his lawyers up." said Teresa. "He's going to be working with those guys in Providence Springs about their land. He thinks they still have their rights if the options on the land were not bought back. And I'm here because Cindy wanted me to check up on Mr. Crowbar... Timmy's dog... and keep an eye on this guy with the red crowbar, and keep him out of trouble."
"His mom keeps him out of trouble." said Leanne.
"No, she just punished me when I got into trouble." I said with a grin. "Teresa, who is holding down the TCPD fort while you, my stand-in, are up here checking up on the local dogs?"
"The Chief." said Teresa. "Working through the Precinct Captains and the Captain of Detectives. He said something about getting a good chance to watch them first-hand. And nothing's going on at the moment."
"That'll change fast if the perps realize we're not at home." I said. "But I'm glad you're here. We're going to have some good fun tonight. So... let's go see Mr. Crowbar."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mr. Crowbar had grown into a fine beagle since I'd given him to Timmy as a puppy. Timmy and his mother were glad to see us, and Mrs. Owens related how the pharmacy had been rebuilt and things were getting better for the family. Timmy was starting to grow up into a teenager, and Mr. Crowbar was sniffing at us and happy to make our acquaintance.
"So," I said, "can you tell me anything about that land deal going on?" I asked.
"The one that fell through?" asked Mrs. Owens. When I nodded, she said "Well, the town gossip is that they found out the land was contaminated. Half the people think that was done to screw over the black guys buying the property, and the other half think the company was trying to get the land back because someone found an underground water supply."
"No other land was affected?" I asked as I petted Mr. Crowbar. "By the contamination?"
"Not that I've heard." said Mrs. Owens. "But no other land was ever put up for sale. Once BigAgraFoods gets their hooks into a piece of land, they never let it go. I have heard that a couple of people were talking about declaring eminent domain and forcing the company to give the property back up, but that talk died down."



"Who was going to try that?" I asked, trying to make my voice sound idle, as Teresa took her turn petting the canine Mr. Crowbar.
"Some of the local businesspeople." said Mrs. Owens. "The bank people, Mr. Phillips at Grove and Partners, one of our Town Councilmen." I nodded.
Teresa took a picture of Timmy and Mr. Crowbar, and sent it to Cindy, who texted back that she was happy boy and dog were looking good. Mrs. Owens asked Teresa to text to Cindy Mrs. Owens's gratitude, and that of her husband, to Cindy and her father for all they'd done to help the Owens in their time of desperation. Cindy's reply was to say to thank Mr. Crowbar... the human one, who'd made it all possible.
I petted Mr. Crowbar some more. Dogs make things better. And Mr. Crowbar was a cool and most very worthy namesake.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the others talked, I excused myself to make a quick phone call. I called Cindy's Police iPhone on my own Police iPhone.
"Hi, Deputy Chief Ross." I said. "Welcome to being Police Commander for a day. I need you to do something for me." I described what I needed Cindy to do for me...
Part 8 - The Plan
"Okay, here's what we've found." said Todd, who was sitting at his grandfather's desk in the library room of my boyhood home. He looked like he belonged there, the handsome young CEO of a growing tech company. "The agreements signed by both parties when BigAgraFoods backed out of the sale covered the costs to the Providence group for the loans they were taking out but would be backing out of, and the costs that had occurred, such as the testing of the soil, legal paperwork preparation, and such. We can't find any documentation that the cost of the option to buy the land was ever actually refunded or the Providence group made whole."
"Ah, so they can exercise those options, and buy the land." I said.
"Well, here's the rub, Uncle Don." said Todd. "The options expire at the end of this month. Which means we have to file the paperwork before the Courthouse closes tomorrow."
"And will you be able to do that?" I asked.
"We're going to do it." said one of Todd's lawyers, who was sitting in the room with us. "We'll file, along with BOW Enterprises's cashier's check to pay for the land at the agreed price. We worked out a contract with the Providence group to buy the options. If the deal doesn't go through, we'll pay them the price they paid for the options plus ten percent more. If the deal does go through, they'll have the choice of paying for the land, which we'll rent, or we'll pay them a fair market value price for the land, which will be determined as if the aquifer does exist and can support an industrial concern on that land."
"What will you be doing there, out of idle curiosity?" I asked.
"I'm going to build a facility to manufacture several routine products." said Todd. "We have some serious interest in more of Tanya's Tanks, and we're coming out with Tanya's Tank II, which will be wheel-based rather than track-based. We're also coming out with something for Fire Departments. After Roy Easley was injured rescuing that boy in that fire, we're coming up with a very portable, one-time-use, self-contained breathing mask. Four minutes or so of air. Easley could've put that on the child and kept his own mask on. We'll be making those here, and selling them to fire departments pretty much at cost."
"Sounds good." I said. "It'll create some jobs around here, too."
"If the aquifer is good." said the lawyer.
"The aquifer is good." I said. "The Big Boy companies are trying to keep it a secret, are spreading deceitful FUD about it, but the aquifer is good enough to provide a hundred or more years of water to this part of the State."
"What is 'FUD'?" asked Teresa.
"Fear, Uncertainty, and Doubt." I replied.
"A typical morning with Rudistan at the coffee klatch." Teresa said. I laughed. "Have a seat, Don." she said, seeing me walking around, looking at everything in the room. "Take a load off your back."
"Oh, I'm fine." I said. "Walking around helps my back. By the way, we gotta get out of here before dark. No electricity in the house..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Thursday, June 28th. We went east to Rome to meet our FBI friends. We went to a country buffet dinner place, which rivaled those of John Colby in our own County for taste and quality of food, and we managed to get a large round table that seated 11 of us, in a back room that didn't have any other patrons.
"So how can you be sure the aquifer is the real deal." Teresa said. She had made a point to sit next to me. Carole was on my other side.
"Well, I did have some conversations with the geologist team from Wildcat School, and Laura contacted the State A&M people." I said. "Their studies are showing the aquifer is bigger than originally thought. Also, I listen to the gossip around here. The old ladies know it to be true, but aren't talking to 'outsiders', and I think they're not sure if it's a good thing or not. And some people, who I suspect are more friendly with the BigAgraFoods types than I am, are pushing the FUD."
"And Mrs. Owens's comments cemented it for me." I continued. "The 'Big Boys' of this town and this county were talking about eminent domain. Why bring that up? Because they want a piece of the action, which means they know the aquifer is real and a BFD."
Teresa nodded. "Sounds so logical when you go through it like that." she said. "So what's next?"
"Bringing that reporter's killers to justice." I said. "That happens tonight. Want a shot at the title?"
"You betcha."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was setting when Jack, Julius, Teresa, and I went back to AGPD Headquarters. I'd texted them that I had some information and wanted a meeting. Leanne, Sgt. Stegall, and Chief Hall met us in the conference room.
"That reporter was renting the house where we found his car." said Leanne. "We think he may have hidden some information somewhere in the house. We're going to keep a Police detail there overnight, and begin a search in the morning."
"Sounds good." I said. "We'll leave you to it. Y'all have a good night." Jack and I made our goodbyes and left. We stepped into the evidence room.
"I think they're onto it." said Jack. "We'll help them search in the morning."
"And I'll look around that house that was for sale in the morning, too." I said. "I had word he might've tried to buy the place. There's no electricity to it now, so we'll wait until morning."
Part 9 - The Raid
2:30am, Friday, June 29th. The four black-clad, masked home invaders approached the old Troy home.
"Nothing on infrared." one of them whispered.
"Nothing in the night-vision goggles, either." whispered another. They were all wearing night-vision goggles.
"Yeah, they're all at that house in town." said the third henchman.
"Okay, let's go in, search the place, and get the hell out of here." said the leader. "I've got a bad feeling about this place."
"It's the town." said one of the men. "This God-forsaken place sucks."
"Okay, no more talking." said the leader. They made their way onto the front porch, the boards creaking. The leader punched in the lockbox code and extracted the key. Using it, he unlocked the door, and led his team into the pitch-dark house.
They made their way to the library room. Infrared showed no heat signatures. The leader pulled out one of the desk drawers. Taped under it was a manila envelope, full of papers...
To be continued.
So, dear readers, Detective Carole Troy (and Dad) has given you the cluuuuues you need to solve this puzzle. What is going on? And what will the result be? Solution next chapter...
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Part 10 - Corleone Style
*CLICK!*
"AAAUGH!" screamed the men as the light blinded them. They tore off their night vision goggles.
At the door was a very large man in all black, a khaki Tilley Hat with Airborne Wings attached, and holding a red crowbar. Next to him was a woman in all black, shorter, and wielding what looked like a hard wood or bamboo Japanese baton used to practice sword fighting. On both their chests was a circle, red bordered, and six red diamonds shooting from a center point against a black background.
"Get out of here!" yelled the leader. As they raced for the door to the porch, the porch light came on... and eight black-clad, masked persons suddenly appeared on the porch.
They tried to fight their way to the door behind me. It was a poor decision, and the fight did not last long. After a few blows of iron and wood were administered, the four perps were subdued. Their hands were secured with zip-ties and they were forced to their knees. Firearms had been secured from two of them, and were in evidence bags. With the scene secured, the eight ninja on the porch disappeared.
"So..." I said. "You bozos broke into my home. What in the world... were you thinking?"
"We want lawyers---" the leader started.
"MY HOME!" I shouted into the leader's face. "Where my parents slept!... Where my sister and I played... with our toys."
Teresa shook her head sadly. "Gonna be a loooooong night for you bozos." she said. "Unless you start talking... fast. You see... we're not the local cops. We tend to take matters... into our own hands."
"You think you're some kind of ninja freaks?" snarled the leader. "Or bounty hunters?"
"I dunno... I dunno..." I said as I paced the floor in front of them. "Maybe I'm just not making myself clear." I waved a red crowbar in their general direction. "I'm asking the questions here. And I better get the answers verrrry quickly... or the cops are going to find four idiots with their heads crushed in. Self-defense, protecting myself against home invaders, dontcha know. And none of you alive to tell a different story."
"The Iron Crowbar." the leader said, finally getting the picture. "You really don't play by the rules, do you?"
"He *is* 'the rules', dumbass." Teresa admonished.
"Tell you what," offered the leader, "let us go, and we'll tell you what you want to know." I laughed sardonically.
"My disappointment with your lack of understanding cannot be over-stated." I stated. "You talk, you get to live."
"Sweet deal, if you ask me." Teresa said helpfully. "Crowbar beatdowns hurt. Bad."
I just raised my eyebrows at the leader in a 'See?' gesture. "So do katanas." I said. "And my friend here is not as for-giving as I am."
Realizing that we just might be serious, the leader talked. Sang like a canary. After he was done, I pulled the radio out of its pouch on the back of my belt. "Come on in, AGPD. I'm done with 'em." Within moments, Officers of the Apple Grove Police Department were pouring in.
"I think ballistics will show that these weapons we found on these guys's persons are the ones that murdered the reporter Vincent." I said as I handed the bagged firearms to Captain Leann Wisocky. "Congratulations on a successful arrest, for murder in the first degree..."
Part 11 - Solution
Friday, June 29th. At dawn, I got a phone call from Cindy Ross.
"We got 'em, Don." she said. "Drone footage of them laying the stuff down in the night. We closed in on 'em, made the arrests, sampled the stuff they were putting down. Then we went and raided their warehouse, found rooms full of bags of the stuff. Brought in recently, since the night Mittens played the music box for you."
"Good." I said. "Document it well. And keep Muscone's team informed. This is likely going to become Federal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The diner in downtown Apple Grove was full of hungry Police Officers, local and otherwise, as well as FBI Agents, and of course the Troy family, including my nephew and niece-in-law. The diner had a back room, but it was small. We crowded in anyway.
"What was it all about?" asked Leanne Wisocky, once the eating was done, and there had been a lot of eating done. Finally, all eyes were on me.
"By sheer coincidence, or maybe not," I said, "we ran into a BigAgraFoods operation. I'll try to run through it chronologically."
I started: "Some weeks ago, BigAgraFoods decided to test one of their secret programs. They put down some herbicide that was made to look like fertilizer that was too strong. The mixture was actually very mild, and that's because it was a test run."
"Test run for what?" Chief Hall asked.
"That's what I'm building up to." I said. "So BigAgraFoods put down the chemicals, then put that tract of land up for sale. Not a nice gesture at all, especially in selling to a Providence Springs group after all the problems here a few years ago."
"Then the aquifer was found." I said. "That was something of a game changer. So BigAgraFoods whispered into certain ears that the land was contaminated. It was checked out, and found to be true. The company made good to the buyers, but forgot to buy out the options on the land. So there's going to be some fun Court battles, there." I noticed Todd grinning as I said that.
"And then BigAgraFoods started whispering into other ears that the aquifer was not all that big a deal." I continued. "But I have news, folks: that aquifer is going to put Fillmore County on the map. Is that not right, Todd?"
"Yes sir." said Todd. "I'm buying some land even if we don't get that tract BigAgraFoods contaminated. And there will be other industries coming in, and rail service from Capitol City. Fillmore County won't be too huge, but it won't be dying anymore, either."
"And that's what Ted Vincent found?" Sgt. Stegall asked.
"He was on to it." I said. "And he was working up a huge exposé that he hoped would get him better work in a bigger Media outlet. I managed to 'interview' the perps that killed him. They said they caught him taking soil samples on that property... after taking soil samples on surrounding properties. That would've shown the contamination was specific to that parcel of land, which shows a level of intent and therefore not an accidental occurrence."
"And that's why they swapped out his shoes after they murdered him." I said. "To make sure we didn't find contamination on his shoes. But they made the error of putting brand new shoes on him, and did not fool nearby four-year-olds. Isn't that right, Carole?" Everyone laughed, then applauded Carole, who beamed as she fist-bumped me.
"They bugged Vincent's clothes and press pass," I said, "and we found that and used it to our advantage. We laid a trap for them, and they walked right into it. I was not surprised they came to my boyhood home, thinking they'd find something the reporter had left. And I was even less surprised they brought the murder weapons with them."
"And much less surprised than they were," Teresa said, "when the lights came on and blinded them."
"For sure." I said. "And so it should be easy from there. I expect they'll be falling all over themselves to cop pleas and take deals from your D.A."
"Yes, they are." said Chief Hall. "They've even asked to talk to the D.A. before BigAgraFoods sends lawyers to, quote, 'help' them, unquote."
"Okay, so what was the reason for the trial run of the herbicide?" I said. "That... goes to my current Town & County. I warned my Police Force there to be on the alert for night-time fertilizing of farmland down there. Even sent the information from up here to get our guys warrants down there. And we caught them red-handed, dead-to-rights."
"And they thought they could get away with doing this while Commander Troy was up here." Teresa said.
"And while Captain Croyle was up here, too." I replied. "And just like the perps up here, the perps down there are 'stoo-pid'. And a good thing we caught them: the stuff they were using down there was far more powerful that what they used up here. the stuff up here would've washed away, and the land can be recovered with a couple of seasons of alternating cotton and soybeans, so the State A&M guys tell me. The stuff they used down there would've destroyed the land, made it completely unable to support any plant life for at least ten years."
"My God." muttered my mother Phyllis.
"And the number of bags of that stuff my Officers recovered," I said, "would've been enough to destroy four-fifths of the farm land in the County. BigAgraFoods intended to wipe my County out."
"And that was just a test for their future plans nation-wide." said Jack Muscone.
"True," I said, "but their leadership does really want to wipe my County out. They've been hating me since I began investigating them for the murder of a whistleblower."
"Damn." said Chief Hall. "That's too much for a little county like ours. Even so, I'm glad you were up here to help, even if it is a coincidence."
"As the father of the TCPD Commander who led last night's raid at home would say," I said, "there are no coincidences in the Universe. Everything that brought me here at this time was for a reason."
Part 12 - Honors
Oh yes, the reason we came to Apple Grove to begin with...
Saturday, June 30th. Apple Grove and Fillmore County were having something very similar to our Promotions and Medals Days. Today, Fillmore County was going to make history.
As we ate breakfast with Mrs. Starnes, prepared by me and Todd with Carole's 'help', we heard a vehicle come up the driveway. It was a silver-gray SUV. To my complete (lack of) surprise, the persons that got out were Jack's boss, the EAD... and the retired Deputy Director.
"We're sorry to intrude upon your breakfast." the DepDirector said after I introduced them to Mrs. Starnes. "We'll wait for you to finish."
"You'll have breakfast with us," insisted Mrs. Starnes, "and I'll not hear a word to the contrary." The DepDirector knew to not argue with a determined old lady, and they sat down with us.
I was sitting at one end of the table, and the two FBI leaders sat on that end with me. I quietly filled them in on everything that happened, and told the EAD that what happened in my County might require a Federal prosecution.
"I do have one bit of news." said the DepDirector. "The files the Guardians of Justice hacked contained a document with chemical formulas. Lloyd Feingold was able to send that document to us before he was caught and murdered. And two of the chemical formulas are the formulas of the herbicides they used here as well as in your County. We've got a huge case for that now."
"Our only question," said the EAD, "is if we should start up with it now, or if you think you have a shot at getting Feingold's murderer first."
"Keep preparing your case," I said, "and the others like them that will be coming out. But yes, I do think I have a shot to get Mittens Willis. I'm going to start working on it when I get home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bleachers were set up at the front of the public park on the west side of the square. A podium facing the bleachers was set up at the base of the steps of the Courthouse. There were a number of folding chairs to the sides of the podium for honored guests.
I had dressed in my semi-formal uniform, with rows of ribbons and the Medal of Valor. I did not want to overdo it; today was not about me. However... Teresa was wearing her formal uniform with medals, including her MOV, and she was less than pleased at my attire.
"Commander," she said, bringing out my formal jacket, which I'd not brought with me, but she obviously had, "this is a BFD. Put on the full-meal-deal jacket, to honor this occasion." I didn't argue. I changed jackets.
We all piled into cars and went into Apple Grove. My family had seats in the bleachers. Many townspeople had brought chairs and were sitting in them along the sidewalk and in the park, and others would be standing to watch.
A bus bringing a contingent from Providence Springs came in, everyone wearing their 'Sunday best' for the occasion. Davis Smith and Gregg Scott were among the group, wearing red ties with their dark gray suits. Good Wildcat colors.
We were all surprised at the bus that came up after the Providence Springs bus. It was a sleek, brand new bus, and was painted red and black with gold trim. It was a campus bus from my alma mater. Young men wearing dark gray suits and red ties began getting off. They were members of the Wildcat football team. Jamaal Washington was there, as was the quarterback Johnson and the running back Appletree. Many defensive players were also there. Davis Smith and Gregg Scott went to greet them. I did, as well.
I shook hands with Jamaal Washington. Carole had run up to him, and he picked her up and gave her a hug. I greeted Coach Richmond, then greeted the defensive coordinator, my friend Coach Erskine 'Iron Man' Marshall. Also on the bus was my friend, the Airborne Colonel who headed the ROTC Department. He deserved to be here; he'd helped win the Battle of Providence Springs. The FBI DepDirector also spoke to him for some minutes.
"Yeah, Davis and Gregg said today was a big deal." said Marshall. "So we brought some guys up. They'll ride with us back to School. Summer camp starts soon."
"I'm looking forward to that." I said. "Nothing like Wildcats football in the Fall..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
People got settled in, and as the Courthouse clock chimed 10:00am, the festivities began. First, the FCHS Band marched through, playing Seventy-Six Trombones as they marched along the street. They made a loop around the Square.
Then Police Chief Hall took the podium. "The Apple Grove Police Department would like to thank a couple of Troys for their tremendous help in solving the recent murder case." He called me up to the podium... and called up Carole, as well. Captain Leanne Wisocky handed us official Certificates of Appreciation from the AGPD. Carole was very polite as she shook Leanne's hand and said "Thank you." as she was handed hers. This was Carole's first official citation from a Police Department.
It would not be her last.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Then Sheriff Greenwood took the podium. "We're honored to have with us some of the people that won what has become known as the Battle of Providence Springs, liberating Apple Grove and Fillmore County from the Evil that had tried to take root here.. Commander Troy and some of his family, some of the FBI Agents and military persons that were there have come back today to witness the fruit of that night."
"Today," said Sheriff Greenwood, "we are swearing in Fillmore County's newest Deputy Sheriff, Tyrone Biggs... the first black person to become a Fillmore County Deputy Sheriff in our long history."
Applause, which became a standing ovation, broke out as Tyrone Biggs came forth. He had been determined to become a Deputy Sheriff, and he'd worked his butt off for it. He first had to get at least an Associate's Degree. Wildcat School had agreed to transfer his few credits from the School he'd played football for, but had been kicked off the team for drug use. It's possible that they were influenced by recommendations from the Wildcat football coaches and ROTC Professor of Military Science, as well as a former Psychology professor at that School.
But Tyrone went for more, and through the Wildcat Online program, he got his full Bachelor's Degree in Criminal Justice. And he'd worked his body back into the peak physical condition of his football playing days. The Police Academy had been relatively easy, but the Instructors noted that his determination and focus were the best they'd ever seen. He made Top 10% of his Class.
As Tyrone and his elderly mother came up, I noticed the Bible she was holding, that Tyrone put his hand on as he took the Oath of Office. I made sure my face did not reveal that I had seen that Bible before. It was the Bible that had been laid on the back of the deceased Sheriff Spaulding, whose body was placed on the exact same spot where he'd dumped the body of Junior Biggs, Tyrone's father... the Bible which I happened to know had Deuteronomy 32:35 highlighted.
After Tyrone took the oath, I was asked to come forward and pin Tyrone's Sheriff badge onto his uniform shirt. I'd been invited to do so weeks before, by Tyrone and by Sheriff Greenwood, and I was honored to do it. I noticed Tyrone's face trying hard to hold back emotions as I slipped the clip of the badge into the slot on his brown uniform shirt.
"Your father is very proud of you right now." I whispered as I shook his hand. Tyrone grabbed me in a bear hug, which I returned for several seconds, both of us feeling a range of emotions at this moment.
After the hug, I pointed at Tyrone and went back to my seat as he was given a huge ovation. Sheriff Greenwood invited him to the podium to say a few words. Tyrone thanked his mother, and stopped to share a warm hug with her. He thanked the People of Apple Grove and Providence Springs and Fillmore County for the opportunity, then thanked Wildcat School for giving him the opportunity to finish his education.
"And last," he said, "to those of you who were here on the night of the Battle of Providence Springs, I will always be grateful to you. As to Commander Donald Troy..." he broke into a grin as he continued: "I want you Wildcat players to know that he was on the high school football team with me... and he was one lousy football player." People laughed as I just shrugged; he was right, I'd been a lousy football player.
"But he is a great Detective, a true leader of others, and a man of the very highest integrity." said Biggs. "I promise you, the People of Fillmore County, that I will strive to serve you with the same honor and integrity that he has shown to all of us." Tyrone ended his speech to another huge ovation. Everyone then went to the Park, where a ton (probably literally) of cake was being served.
"What did Carole do to earn that citation?" Jamaal Washington asked me as we ate cake. I told him of her observations, which directly led to the successful arrests. "Wow, Carole," he said to my daughter who was standing next to us. "That's awesome! You're going to be a great Detective like your dad!" They fist-bumped.
"I'm going to be eee-ven better!" Carole declared loudly. People looked on with surprise, but I grinned happily.
"THAT'S what I like to hear!" I said. I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Teresa was looking on, a bit stunned and a bit skeptical. She would learn, over time, that Carole was right. As usual.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went by the Police Station before going home. I turned in my notes and write-ups for their cases. Everyone wanted pictures with me, as I had my formal uniform on, and I acquiesced.
I did speak privately with Leanne in her office.
"I guess you know." she said. "I guess you've always known."
"Oh yes." I said. "Your husband has family that works for BigAgraFoods, and the leaders of that company are rotten bullies enough to pressure him and you into keeping them informed about... things."



"To an extent." Leanne said. "The last time you were here, Spaulding was demanding that I seduce you, find out what you were doing, and tell him everything."
"And it wasn't like I didn't try to seduce you." I said with a grin. Leanne smiled back, briefly.
"Yeah, but I wasn't going to cheat on my husband, and especially not to help Spaulding." Leanne said. "Soooo, I refused to help him. And things worked out. He died... unexpectedly."
"Karma." I said, keeping a straight face. "Anyway, I figured BigAgraFoods was using you and other employees in the area to spread the word the aquifer was not all that big a deal. But no big deal. I know you're a good person and a good Police Officer."
"Thanks for that." she said. "And you've got a great family. That little girl of yours really is going to out-do you, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you rarely do." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, July 1st. One more duty to attend before going home: church. My mother wished to visit the Methodist Church she and my father had long been members of, and show off her family. And that's exactly what she did.
Carole and Jim were bored with church. Carole doodled on her bulletin. Jim drew 3-D images of building structures. Daddy was amazed and fascinated at his four-year-old son's spatial recognition.
Teresa and Todd also came to church with us, and I was surprised how interested Teresa was in everything, from the decor of the old church to the sermon itself.
After church, we had a huge lunch. Anyone who knows what a small church lunch is about, knows that it's a huge feast. People cook food, they cook a lot of it, and it always tastes great.
The older people tried to stop the kids from going first, which must happen in many churches and had for many years, but I suggested to let the kids go through... they were going to win, anyway. My mother asked me where I'd figured that out, and I said "Right here, in this Fellowship Hall." My mother reluctantly agreed.
And during the lunch, my mother addressed the crowd: "As you all know, last Christmas we had a Miracle take place. And the Instrument of the Lord that saved my granddaughter is here... and she's my grandson's new wife." I don't think Teresa was especially happy about the attention, but she stood up to acknowledge the standing ovation. Carole went over and gave Teresa a hug, melting everyone's hearts...
Part 13 - Epilogue
Sunday, July 1st, 3:00pm.
"Yeah, we're heading on back." I said. "I've got a lot of work to do on the Feingold murder case, and handling the herbicide bust." Teresa nodded.
"Todd and I are staying another couple of days. We'll be back for the race on the Fourth." Teresa said.
"So," I said, "I think this is your first visit to Apple Grove. What do you think?"
"Compared to where I grew up? Awesome." Teresa said. "Compared to our Town & County... maybe not so much."
"True." I said. "But no place compares to our Town & County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove away, Carole said "Bye, Apple Grove!" then turned to look forward, ready for her next adventure. Jim was asleep in his carseat.
It had been a successful trip. Deputy Sheriff Tyrone Biggs would set an honorable record for future Fillmore County law enforcement officers, black and white, to follow. I had a feeling that Davis Smith and Gregg Scott would be much-needed players on the Wildcats defense this Fall. I'd gotten to help the AGPD put murderers in prison, and I'd helped the FBI advance the case against BigAgraFoods's dirty tactics... while stopping that company's dirty tactics in my County from far away.
But most of all, I'd witnessed my daughter's powers of observation and deduction begin to blossom. It was here, in Apple Grove, where her journey to her own greatness began. And I had two more ancient Roman coins... reminders of what my great-grandmother had had to endure, and what millions of others had not been able to escape. And that persecution was starting up again... in Europe... and here in America, if we were not on watch and on guard. I resolved that we would be on watch, and on guard...
Finis. ... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, July 2d, from in front of City Hall. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the Police arrests of several domestic terrorists that were attempting to poison the farmland of the County!"
"Four persons were arrested last Thursday night," said Bettina, "caught putting down a powdery substance on a plot of farm land near the southwest corner of the County. Drone coverage also recorded the event. The Police moved in and arrested four men, and testing of the chemicals show them to be herbicides deadly to plant life and crops. The Police also raided the BigAgraFoods warehouse in this County, and found hundreds of bags of the same chemicals stored there."
"BigAgraFoods has filed a complaint in Court that the Police went onto their land without a warrant, and also raided their warehouse without a warrant." said Bettina. "But Commander Donald Troy, working with the FBI, did secure Federal warrants to interdict the distribution of the chemicals, based upon evidence of similar actions in another State. And Chief Sean Moynahan and Commander Cindy Ross secured local warrants, as well. BigAgraFoods intends to vigorously contest the Police actions, and they also deny any involvement with the operation to damage the farm land. The arrested men so far have not been connected to BigAgraFoods in any way."
"In other news," said Bettina, "the U.S. Agriculture Department has admitted that a new insecticide they were using in some States may have inadvertently led to bee kills. They issued a statement saying they are investigating the cause of the bee populations dropping, and are discontinuing use of the new insecticide. They have so far refused to say from where they obtained the insecticides, but sources tell national news outlets that the chemicals were purchased from BigAgraFoods."
Bettina went on: "In a related story, BigRoadAndRailCorp President and Chief Operating Officer Clarence Weatherby went on the offensive against the Guardians of Justice's allegations of plans to transport disloyal Citizens to FEMA camps. Roll tape."
The prim Weatherby came on, saying at a press conference: "The U.S. Department of Defense is charged with the military defense of the United States. Though it is unlikely that the USA will ever be invaded, contingencies have to be made to meet any possible threat. BigRoadAndRailCorp is honored to have been asked to work with the DoD to make plans to move troops to battle areas as needed, to move supplies as needed, and to move civilians out of the potential danger zones. This is not some conspiracy plot; it's to help America win any war that any Enemy would dare wage on our home soil. And the Guardians of Justice are traitors to suggest sinister intent in any of this."
Back to Bettina live: "And Social Justice groups are rallying around Dr. Adam S. Keller after his racially-charged questions at last week's District Attorney debate. Roll tape."
"Dr. Keller is asking the right questions!" shouted mayoral candidate and Town & County Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver. "All Persons of Color must stand together against Police brutality against our People! And those in positions such as the District Attorney's Office are especially required to stand up to Police abuse and oppression of minorities!"
"On behalf of 'Black Voices Raised'," shouted State Senator Maxine Watts, "I am grateful to Dr. Adam S. Keller for fearlessly pointing out the stigma of racism that pollutes the TCPD, led by the racist Commander Donald Troy! If Paulina Patterson is not with us in standing up for justice against Police racism, then she is against us, and she is part of the problem!"
Back to Bettina: "Results of polls taken by Public Policy Polling over the weekend show some weakening of Paulina Patterson's numbers. She leads Solicitor Miriam Walters 34-32%, with Jenna Stiles at 25%, Gil Krasney at 2%, and 7% undecided. The margin of error is 3%..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Heck of a weekend to go on vacation and visit your boyhood home." Cindy Ross said to me as we watched the broadcast and drank coffee in MCD with the Detectives.
"Yeah." I said. "I miss all the good parties."
"I heard Carole was solving murder cases up there." said Theo Washington. "Is she going to be the new hire for MCD, sir?" I figured he'd heard from his cousin Jamaal Washington about Carole. And he was trying to start trouble asking about the new hire.
"I think she needs to go to the Police Academy first." I said. "But she really did make an impressive observation that directly led to solving a case."
"Sir," asked Joanne Warner, "any chance BigAgraFoods is going to be charged with anything in this herbicide incident?"
"It won't be for lack of trying on my part." I said. "But time will tell on that. Okay, I've got to catch up on an ugly thing called 'paperwork'. You guys generated one hell of a lot of it. I need a vacation to get over my vacation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:55am, three lovely Angels sat in front of me. Yes, Teresa was back from Apple Grove, and earlier than I'd expected.
"What did you think of Don's home town?" Cindy asked Teresa.
"It's not bad." said Teresa. "Better than where I grew up. But I'm grateful to be living here now."
"Unless Todd moves up there." I said, teasing my Captain of Operations.
"He'll go without me, if he does." Teresa said, not even batting an eyelash. "I am home. This is where my heart is."
"I feel the same way about our Town & County." I said, and Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement. "Okay, let's see what Priya is saying." I turned on the television, just in time to see the gorgeous Indian reporterette appear on screen.
"This is Priya Ajmani with the State News Network!" she said as she stood in front of the State Office Building. "The D.A. debate last week was nothing short of a total disaster! ADA Paulina Patterson walked off the stage, joined by Solicitor Miriam Walters, after Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Politics and Social Change asked a stunning question demanding to know if Paulina Patterson, who is black, was more loyal to her job or to People of Color!"
Priya: "SNN is also continuing its coverage of the death of BigAgraFoods Corporation CEO Lloyd Feingold. SNN has learned that the FBI brought in Commander Donald Troy, who is an FBI Consultant as well as Police Commander here in our Town & County, to investigate the location where Mr. Feingold was found dead. Neither Commander Troy nor the FBI are commenting on the case, citing the ongoing investigation."
Priya gave way to State coverage of the Keller incident. After the broadcasts were over, and returned to local feeds for Sports, Cindy turned off the television.
"Interesting." I said. "Or did you notice?" None of my Angels did notice.
"Except for the death of Feingold, which they did not even call a murder," I said, "they did not mention BigAgraFoods at all."
"Think there's something to that?" Tanya asked. "Think they're helping BigAgraFoods bury the herbicide incident?"
I nodded. "I'm sure they're getting some pressure about it."
"I'm going to go make sure you guys got paid, and that the Police Force is getting their coffee and doughnuts." Cindy said, getting up and then leaving for her office next door. Teresa, Tanya, and I continued the meeting and the running of the Police Force.
"Okay," I said, "the official period to apply for Detective positions is now o-pennnn." I said. "Captain Croyle, make sure the word gets out to every Officer on the Force, and to send their applications to my inbox that we use for Police Boxing Matches entries..."
Part 2 - Radio Hour
"This is Reed Hudson, coming to you from our undisclosed location in the City." said the Conservative radio talk show host at 9:00am on KXTC Radio. "It's going to be another great day on the Conservative Excellence Network, and we have a lot of new information for you!"
Reed Hudson was actually here in the Town & County, and his secret broadcasting location was in an unmarked office in an ordinary-looking office building in the northwestern part of Town. He was the State and Region's version of Rush Limbaugh or Sean Hannity, and his show preceded Rush's on KXTC Radio and many other outlets in the aforementioned State and Region. He had syndication in a growing area, and even some nationwide stations had picked him up.
"The news over the weekend was pretty staggering." said Hudson. "The U.S. Agriculture Department actually admitted using insecticides that were killing off bee populations, and this after previous steadfast denials. They said it was 'inadvertent'. They are blaming a new insecticide formula... but they're not mentioning who sold them the new insecticide. We've confirmed who made that insecticide... BigAgraFoods!"
Later in the show: "And BigRoadAndRail Corp. is defending their contingency plans formed with the Government to move troops and supplies around the country, and they are even admitting to plans to move civilians out of dangerous ares in case of an invasion or nuclear attack. I'm going to be fair to them and say that this could be completely legitimate, and of course the Department of Defense should make contingency plans for the Nation's defense."
"But the documents released by the Guardians of Justice," continued Reed Hudson, "suggest that the citizens being transported will not be told where they are going, and that their destinations could be camps set up by FEMA, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, the agency that totally botched Hurricane Katrina. Furthermore, the Guardians of Justice say that FEMA is planning to separate and incarcerate anyone the Government considers to be a 'subversive'. We keep hearing about these lists of 'subversives'. Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD, Dr. Marvin Milton at the University, and Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart of 'The Vision' self-help group were on a Government of so-called 'subversives', we learned recently."
"And now," continued Reed Hudson, "the Mainstream Media is not reporting to you the details of two recent incidents of farmland being contaminated by herbicides, one in Fillmore County a couple of States over, and one in our Town & County in the northwest corner of our State. In Fillmore County, a reporter by the name of Teddy Vincent was found murdered. The case was solved, and the four men who committed the crime were arrested. In our Town & County, arrests were made but the legal battle is just beginning. Guess who owns both tracts of contaminated land? That's right, BigAgraFoods. Okay, let's go to break and pay some bills, and the Conservative Excellence Network will continue in a moment."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I listened to the radio program, I was examining the music box that had been left in Lloyd Feingold's office. Jack Muscone was in the office with me.
"So I was thinking about this case as I drove home from Apple Grove." I said. "It occurred to me that whoever phoned me and played that music might not have been Mittens Willis or one of his cohorts, but someone who was trying to give me a cluuuuue about something. Soooooo, here we are."
"One of my daughters learned the song 'Music Box Dancer' for her piano lessons recital." said Muscone. "My wife said she began hating that song after hearing it so much."
"I don't mind the tune." I said. "It's the bastard that was playing it to me at that warehouse that I want to cut down to size."
"I'm with you all the way on that." said Muscone. "So... the box was clean of fingerprints. Do you think the box was Feingold's, or was it left there?"
"E.J. Jefferson interviewed Feingold's assistant, as well as others that knew him well." I said. "They all said the music box was on the credenza for months, at least all of this calendar year. They also said that all the top level executives and Board Members had them, that they'd been a Christmas gift from a friend of Mitt Willis some time ago. So I'd guess that this one was Feingold's."
"I'm surprised the City Police were allowed to interview anyone." said Muscone. "We, the FBI, can't get warrants to talk to anyone."
"Sometimes the City Police play dirty, and they can do it for or against the interests of Justice." I said. "And while the interviewed people had lawyers present, at Willis's insistence, E.J. is very good about asking seemingly innocuous questions, and getting good answers before the legal beagles realize what's been given away. I would also add that Mitt Willis is being distracted with these soil contamination cases. Hard to micro-manage the murder case when he's having to deal with the other issues now."
"True." Jack said. "And we did ask you to distract him." I arched my eyebrows at that, even as I continued to look at the box. "So what have you found from this box?" asked Jack.
"O-kayyyyyy, check out these photos from the videotaping of Feingold's office." I said, showing Jack photos of the office. "This music box was always there, but I cannot imagine it always being misaligned with the credenza in that way. Also notice the two mirrors behind it, on the wall. The assistant told E.J. that Feingold used the mirrors to check his suit and his necktie's alignment and such stuff before going into Board meetings or meeting reporters, and the like."
"Okay, what of it?" asked Jack.
"Here's a photo I took from my video taken with my Police iPhone, which is also in the evidence servers." I said. "I was standing at the spot I believe Feingold was standing when he was shot. What do you notice?"
"You're facing the wall with the mirrors... oh, I see it. I can see the back of the music box." Jack said.
"Yes." I said. "The angle aligns the back of the box perfectly with the mirror and that spot. When Feingold stood up, he went to that spot. I think he knew he was facing his Destiny, and had a video camera recording at the time."
"There were no cameras behind the mirrors." said Jack. "Just solid wall. The City Police CSIs took them down, looking for a wall safe. Nothing at all."
"I'm looking at it this way." I said. "Imagine that you're Lloyd Feingold. Over the past few months, you've become aware that information is being withheld from you. You also become aware that you're being bird-dogged, and watched. You might tend to get paranoid, even. So even as you contact U.S. Senator Nunn, you set up for the possibility you may end up dead."
"Now Lloyd know full well that Mittens is smart and has a whole team of people ready to make any evidence of wrongdoing disappear." I continued. "So he has to think smart, and find a way to save the evidence without Mitt knowing about it or being able to find out about it."
"And he may have lost that battle." said Jack. "We had people go through the office with sonar, and also with devices that can detect the small electric currents of servers. They're actually made to detect passive bugs in the wall, but they work well finding hidden servers, hard drives, and cameras. Gist of it: we found nothing."
"Did you check around the pot lights that were in the ceiling?" I asked. "That server or drive would need electricity, like a wire running from the light."
"Yes, we checked all around the ceiling for something hidden above it, both visually and electronically." said Jack. "The pot lights themselves create electrical interference, which means they'd create interference for anything transmitting by anything like Bluetooth or Wi-Fi. And there was nothing when we turned the pot lights off."
"Cool beans." I said, still examining the music box. I got out the magnifying glass. "Hmm, looks like there are three hinges across the back, with three small nails in each. On the left side as I face the box, right below the hinge is the opening where the key winds up the spring to make the music box work. It has a little rod in the middle of the hole."
"That would have to be a tiny camera to fit in there." said Jack. I opened the box, and 'Music Box Dancer' began playing. I found the switch to cut off the music... and used it.
"Okay," I said, "obviously the key would go into this closed-off section of the music box, where the gears and stuff are." I began looking around for a way to open that section. I finally found where the lid had been screwed together with very tiny screws. Getting a jewel/eyeglasses screwdriver out of my desk drawer, I began removing the screws as Jack watched and videotaped.
"Now this is interesting." I said as I pulled off the cover to the mechanism. "There are electronics running alongside the keyhole mechanism." I put on latex gloves and began loosening the mechanism. "Ohhhh, look at this." I exclaimed. That rod in the keyhole is attached to the center of this little tube camera! Maybe Feingold did get a recording!"
"Yes, but to where did he record it?" Jack asked. "Is there any kind of Wi-Fi transmitter in there?"
"No," I said, "and I doubt he'd transmit back to his computer, which was taken, and as you said, there was no secret server or possible receiver to be found. But... does this little board and chipset look familiar to you?"
"No." said Jack. "But electronics like that never were my forté."
"It looks to me like what we would find in a jump drive." I said. I got into my drawer and began rummaging around. "Ah, here it is: empty shell jump drive with USB plug attached." I took the small motherboard, which had a square chip in the middle, and carefully worked it into the jump drive shell.
"It fits!" Jack said. "Plug it into your computer and let's see what we get."
"Whoa, Nellie! on that one." I said as I scooted over and back to my safe. My back complained vigorously when I bent down and opened the safe, but I managed to reach inside and get my 'clean' laptop computer. After plugging it in to provide power, then booting it up, I inserted the jump drive. The computer recognized it, ran for viruses and found none, then showed an executable file. I clicked on it and a screen came up that said:
"PASSWORD"
"Damn." I said. "I have no idea what the password could be. And if I try anything and it's wrong, it might erase what's on the chip."
"You know, Cardigan's people have some really good diagnostic tools for things like this." said Jack.
"Jack, with all due respect," I said, "I am not relinquishing this evidence, not when I'm so close... so fucking close..."
"I understand your paranoia," said Jack, "but we have to have it analyzed. Who do you suggest?"
Just as I was about to answer, something on the radio caught my attention.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's what we have." said Reed Hudson. "BigAgraFoods was caught in two places putting down so-called fertilizer that was actually plant-killing herbicide. They say that what happened in Fillmore County was an accident. If so, why was a reporter murdered over it? And just to be clear, the four men that were arrested for the murder have already made plea deals and have stated that they were paid by someone representing BigAgraFoods."



"Let's go to the phones." Hudson said. "You're the next caller on the Reed Hudson show. Go ahead."
"Hi Reed, thanks for taking my call." said the caller, a youngish-sounding man with a soft, higher-pitched voice. "As you've talked about on your show before, District Attorney Gil Krasney has made some very strange legal deals, especially letting two murderers be transferred to Federal custody. Do you think he'll prosecute these perps the Police caught using really powerful herbicides to damage the farmland here in the Town & County? Or will he let the Feds have the suspects, and then BigAgraFoods lawyers can help them more..."
"That's a good question." said Hudson. "That is a really good question. We know BigAgraFoods lawyers have been fighting hard, not waiving the preliminary hearing even though these four people were caught red-handed, drone footage and all... and the Police in the Town & County do a stellar job with evidence. But when it comes to Gil Krasney, who is all but assured to be badly defeated in November, who knows what he's thinking?"
"Okay, let's go to the next caller." said Hudson. "You are on the air with the Conservative Excellence Network! Go ahead."
"Thank you, Reed." said the caller, a male with a deep voice. "What I want to know is... what are you going to do when Commander Donald Troy is accused of violating campaign finance laws?"
"Caller," said Reed, "you told my screener that you were calling about the District Attorney race. Before I cut you off, make a connection, and quickly."
"It is about the D.A. race." said the caller. "The Media is about to break the story that Donald Troy is making illegal campaign contributions to one of the candidates for District Attorney, Paulina Patterson..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Mike." I said to my attorney, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. "Did you create that paperwork I asked you to?... Good. We're about to use it.... Yep, it's about to hit the fan... Okay, I'll talk to you tonight."
I hung up. Beady black eyes were looking at me. "Four hundred years ago..." Jack said. Then he peered at me harder and said "You didn't even blink when that Reed Hudson caller said that." I just arched my eyebrows.
Part 3 - Libel
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 3d, from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that the four persons arrested in the land contamination case have been charged with Federal crimes after District Attorney Gil Krasney declined to charge them locally!"
Bettina started: "Despite strong evidence of their involvement in the contamination of farmland in the County, including drone coverage and Police testimony, District Attorney Krasney says that he does not believe the case can withstand legal scrutiny, especially in the way the arrest warrants were obtained and the way the raid on the BigAgraFoods warehouse in the southern part of the County was conducted."
"However," said Bettina, "a Federal Court issued arrest warrants after a Federal indictment of the four men were handed down, after the TCPD shared their evidence with the FBI. Police Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement excoriating D.A. Krasney, and demanding Krasney's immediate resignation. Krasney responded with statement saying that Chief Moynahan needs to do his job 'babysitting' Commander Troy, and let Krasney do his job."
"A BigAgraFoods spokesman praised District Attorney Krasney's decision to not prosecute, saying the D.A. did his proper job to uphold the law." continued Bettina. "The spokesman had harsh words for the FBI and the Federal indictment, and also reminded citizens of the County that Commander Donald Troy's reckless actions led to BigAgraFoods relocating out of our Town & County."
"And in National news," said Bettina, "the Guardians of Justice have released more documents! Two months ago, the 'Taco Box' chain of Tex-Mex restaurants had a series of illnesses, which caused their stock to plummet in price. Their investigation with the U.S. Agriculture Department and BigAgraFoods, the source of the fresh foods that the Taco Box stores buy for their products, did not find a clear source of the contamination."
"However," went on Bettina, "the Guardians of Justice documents reveal that the contamination had been localized to farms in California, and that the contamination was deliberate, an act of domestic terrorism... and that the Government and BigAgraFoods conspired to suppress the information in order to prevent a national panic. The Agriculture Department, the Food and Drug Administration, and BigAgraFoods released statements denying the GOJ reports and strongly denouncing the GOJ as the real traitors."
"And finally," Bettina said, "the Town & County Independence Day Triathlon is set for tomorrow! In addition to the normal triathlon, there will be a wheelchair race over a shorter course. And contestants for the Triathlon are racing to benefit their favorite charities!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I swear to God I'm going to shove this crowbar so far up Krasney's ass that he'll never be able to shit again." snarled Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, exhibiting her green crowbar as we all drank coffee in MCD.
"You might find a red crowbar already there." I replied. "I have had just about enough of that guy."
"What makes me even angrier," Cindy said, "was that we were subpoenaed to be at the Courthouse, all of us that made the bust, including me. We had to sit in the Witness Room for hours as they went back and forth. For hours, getting nothing done!"
"Then," continued the platinum blonde fireball, "they finally started calling us up one-by-one, saving me for last. And the defense lawyers went through everything, challenging our records as Officers, the whole nine yards. And then, at the end, Krasney just looks at Judge Nance and says 'We decline to prosecute this case.'. Nance was about to let them go, when the U.S. Attorney came in and served the defendants with Federal warrants."
"At least they let you go to the bathroom." Teresa quipped. The Green Crowbar was not amused. The Red Crowbar was, and laughed.
"Yeah, why fight it all day if he's just going to drop it?" I asked. "It was Krasney himself at the hearing?"
"Him and Mason." Cindy said. "But I think Mason was also shocked when Krasney dropped it, and maybe a little pissed off himself that his time was wasted by Krasney. It just... makes no sense." For some strange reason, all eyes went to Your Iron Crowbar.
"Any ideas on that, Commander?" asked Theo Washington, taking his job as Micah Rudistan's replacement as mischief-maker very seriously.
"The way BigAgraFoods praised him in their statement," I replied, "makes one wonder if there won't be a quid pro quo in the future... when Krasney will be needing a new job. But that's speculation, and I won't be saying it to the Press, lest I be sued for slander."
"When is Robert Mullen going to come after you, Commander?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Not until next week, at least." I replied. "Word I have is that he and his team are pretty much taking this whole week for vacation."
After some banter about the Triathlon, I headed on back to my office. I was followed by Cindy and Teresa. Tanya stayed with her 'troops' in MCD, a good leadership move on her part, I thought to myself.
"You really are pissed, arentcha?" I asked Cindy, who was still scowling like a normal 'Teresa Cunt' day used to be.
"Yeah." Cindy said. Then she sucked in her breath and exhaled. "I guess it's over now... but really, what is up with Krasney? Did BigAgraFoods threaten him?"
"That's what crossed my mind when I first heard about it." said Teresa. "Then Don's comment about a quid pro quo made sense. And none of that explains May Cialis and Thomas Cromwell being let off. What do you really think about it, Don?"
"I think I really shouldn't have said that out loud in front of everyone about the quid pro quo," I said, "but the idea of that plus the threats, a 'carrot and stick' routine, so to speak, would make some sense. 'Hey, Krasney, we need good lawyers at BigAgraCorp... but if you prosecute, we'll work hard against you!'."
"However," I continued, "I think the real answer is Occam's Razor, and much more simple: Krasney doesn't want to exert himself and do the work to get a conviction. Kind of like men's divorce lawyers that don't even try to win because the system is rigged against their clients."
"What do you mean?" asked Cindy. "It's not like he's doing the work in the first place. He just sends his ADAs to do the work."
"Exactly." I replied. "When Paulina was on the job, he let her handle the prosecutions of my cases, and of course she always did a great job with them."
"And the way you spoon-fed her airtight cases," Teresa said "it wasn't too bad a gig, there. She's said that herself."
"Well," I said, "my point is more that Paulina would do the work to get past anything that wasn't easy. And Krasney knew that if she lost, he'd just blame her and keep his own hands washed of the matter. But without Paulina there, and Mason unable to handle it, Krasney fears he might lose a case and look bad. So... while he coasts to the end of his career as D.A., he just finds ways to not have to deal with cases, much less try to win them."
"I have a question." Teresa said. "Todd was listening to yesterday's Reed Hudson radio program, and heard the call about you giving Paulina illegal campaign contributions. But Bettina didn't say a word, so it must be more b.s. crap against you... isn't it?"
"I have not given Paulina any illegal campaign contributions." I said. "But yes, Bettina's silence was... interesting." That got two of my Angels peering hard at me. Then the third Angel drove in and parked herself between them.
"What's this deal about a new Tanya's Tank, but with wheels?" asked Cindy.
"Yeah, Todd and Barry are working on that." said Tanya. "It's kind of a moon rover or Mars rover type of concept: six big all-directional tires that can go over all terrain and up and down stairs."
"Like the Batmobile in the Batman movies." said Teresa.
"Sort of." Tanya said. "So far, though, it's been pretty unwieldy for me to drive. But it would be a lot faster than the tracked Tank."
"Good God, that's all I need." I muttered. "It's hard enough now, diving out of your way when you fly down the halls." Cindy and Teresa failed to suppress laughter at that, and soon we were all laughing. Then Priya's broadcast came on, and laughter ended...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani for SNN!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette at 8:00am. "We go to Diane Williams at our SNN affiliate in the City, KCTY. Diane!"
There was a pause as the 'decided' blonde Diane Williams stood there for a moment as the other stations joined her feed, then she began. "This is Diane Williams with KCTY." she said, her slow way of talking coming across as condescending, like talking to dumb children. "We have learned that Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police has been making illegal campaign contributions to District Attorney candidate Paulina Patterson!"
"Commander Troy has been making regular payments from a secret bank account to another secret account set up by Ms. Patterson." said Williams. "These payments began right at the time Ms. Patterson declared her candidacy for the District Attorney's position in the Town & County. Both Attorney General Karl Handel and Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen have been contacted about these criminal acts by Commander Troy and possibly by Ms. Patterson, as well."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Even as my Angels gaped at the television, I was answering my personal iPhone.
"Yes." I said. "That's it.... yes she did... make it so, Number One." I disconnected, then saw that I was being stared at.
"That, my Angels," I said, "was libel. And Diane Williams is going to pay out of her god-damn ass for it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is the Reed Hudson Show, and welcome to another day of Conservative broadcasting excellence!" said the show's host at 9:00am. "Yes, the news has broken and is spreading like wildfire, that Commander Donald Troy is making unlawful campaign payments to Paulina Patterson, candidate for District Attorney. The Press has made their statements; now it's time for the Reed Hudson Show to tell you the truth about the matter."
Hudson went on: "What the rabidly hostile and dishonest Media is not telling you, is that Commander Troy's lawyers filed State and Federal libel lawsuits against KCTY and Diane Williams within the last half hour. Commander Troy has the proof, and showed the Court the proof, that he has not violated any laws at all in making these payments..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is just stunning news!" said Rosie Berkmar, one of the hostesses of the show 'Point Taken', shown on KSB in the City and syndicated to KXTC as well as many other stations. "Commander Troy is already the subject of an Independent State Counsel investigation, and now he's allegedly making illegal campaign contributions."
"Serves that racist Troy right, getting caught like that." said hostess Donna Roselle.
"Oh, stop with the 'racism' bit!" said Rosie Berkmar, also leftist, but not as rabidly militant as Roselle. "Commander Troy is allegedly making payments to a black woman! Whatever else you want to call it, 'racist' hardly fits here." The audience applauded modestly. Berkmar and the producers also knew that Roselle throwing the race card at every opportunity was beginning to wear thin with 'Point Taken' viewers.
"He supports the racist Val Jared." said Roselle, not backing down. "That's what everyone should be focusing on: Val Jared's racism and sneering disregard for women!" There was a smattering of applause for that.
"Look, none of that matters." said Ruby Russell, daughter of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell and a moderate (Establishment) Republican, the only non-leftist on the program. "What matters is that Commander Donald Troy, who puts himself on some kind of pedestal as being some almighty beacon of justice, is making regular payments to Paulina Patterson, who is running for District Attorney and who has worked closely with Donald Troy in her past job as Assistant District Attorney."
"This is a smoking gun." said Berkmar. "Whatever the reasons for the payments are, this is the smoking gun that Robert Mullen has been looking for... and he will now use it to force Commander Troy to tell the truth about Val Jared, or else Commander Troy will be going to jail himself..."
Suddenly, the signal was interrupted with a screen that said "BREAKING NEWS".
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette. "Fox Two News has just learned that Commander Donald Troy filed a libel lawsuit against KCTY and Diane Williams, and has also made a formal complaint with the FCC against KCTY for libel. Commander Troy asserts KCTY lied about the nature of payments made to Paulina Patterson!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Yep, a meeting. This one was in the Chief's Conference Room. Present were the Chief, me, Cindy, and Captain Thompson.
"O-kayyyyy." said Chief Moynahan. "Don, this just does not look good. I'm already getting calls from Council Members, from the Sheriff, from the District Attorney, and they're all asking 'Is this true?'. And I tell them you've done nothing illegal, and they demand proof... more proof than your filing a libel lawsuit, as good as that is."
"They shall know the truth." I said, in the form of a quotation. "And the truth shall set their teeth free." Cindy giggled. Thompson managed to stifle a laugh. The Chief was not so amused.
"Don..." said the Chief, his voice grave, "this is not the time to let this stew. You need to get ahead of this story, and get ahead of it quickly. For your sake, the Police Force's sake, and Paulina's sake as well."
"I've talked to Paulina, and to Laura." I said. "We're prepared for this. I want to wait to make my own statement, though, in the hopes that other Press outlets will commit libel like KCTY did this morning, and I can sue them, too."
"They'll just issue a retraction, and that'll be that." said Moynahan. I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"No sir." I said. "This one is going all the way. I'm pushing it, both at the State and Federal levels."
"I almost get the idea you've been planning this well in advance." said the Chief. It was an accusation.
"I've definitely laid groundwork in case of the possibility it would happen this way." I said.
"We still have to put something out there, Commander." said Captain Thompson. "The Press is getting rabid about it. If you let it get out of control, there's no telling what might happen."
"For crying out loud." I whispered, suddenly feeling exasperated beyond belief. "Chief... will you just trust me, and let me handle this?"
Moynahan groaned. "I hate it when you say that." he said. "So what is your plan?"
I told them the plan. Thompson was shocked, his face a mask of disbelief. Cindy understood... but did not like it. The Chief was remembering sage advice given him by Chief Griswold...
Part 4 - So Close...
"I appreciate you guys coming." I said as we convened in the TCPD Crime Lab building, the annex building on the other side of the gated parking lot. The persons I was greeting were the Executive Assistant Director (EAD) of the FBI, FBI Special Agents in Charge Jack Muscone and Ashton Cardigan, Jack's Team Lazarus, a couple of Cardigan's Special Agents, Detectives E.J. Jefferson and Tony Long of the City Police, and the retired Deputy Director of the FBI.
"This is Mark Walker of the TCPD's Crime Lab, our expert on electronics." I said. "This is Barry Oliver, TCPD Auxiliary Officer, thus an Officer of the Court. He is an electronics specialist for BOW Enterprises. And this is Lieutenant Mary Milton, TCPD Vice Squad Lieutenant and software expert. They have examined this electronic device found in Lloyd Feingold's music box in his office, always under rules of evidence and at least two-man control of the evidence. Go ahead, Barry."
"Thank you, Commander." said Barry Oliver. "As you and Mr. Muscone found, this electronics array recorded video images through the keyhole of the music box, and stored the video on this one-terabyte chip. A battery was also found in the workings of the device, which powered the camera when it was activated by a radio signal. We believe Mr. Feingold was able to activate the camera when his murderer came into the office, and that it recorded-------."
"What about the password?" Cardigan asked, jumping the gun.
"Patience, my friend." I said in my best 'Emperor Palpatine' voice. "But seriously... Mary?"
"Yes sir." Mary said. "We've discovered that the password is not entered manually. When Commander Troy plugged the device inside a jump drive into his computer, it searched for a program that already had the password coded in. Not finding that program, the drive defaulted to ask for a password. But there is no way to enter it manually, as it's not accepting input from the keyboard. That screen is just sitting there, waiting for the right program to be run."
"So we need a program to run it." said Muscone. "And one was probably on Feingold's computer, but that computer was stolen."
"Yes sir." said Mark Walker. "But we did find something else, from working with the City Police to examine BigAgraFoods computers. They use encrypted codes and applications to access their core data. It looks like the same thing that this chip and board are designed to access. So maybe if we find a high-level computer at BigAgraFoods, it might let us run whatever's on our drive here."



"Or it might destroy it." I said. "Mitt Bain Willis is no fool. He's already been doing 'security upgrades' on BigAgraFoods computers. I strongly suspect that passwords have been changed, algorithms changed, and possible destruct codes planted if we just plug into their system and don't have the right secondary codes."
"That's very possible, sir." said Mary. "Additionally, it's more likely that the program has to be run from a laptop that a BigAgraFoods executive would have, as opposed to accessing their main systems. Kind of a PGP... public code on the main, private code on the laptop." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Can you make copies of that jump drive?" asked Cardigan. Mary looked at me.
"We already have." I said. "We've also entered the data into our evidence servers in quadruplicate, so it's never going anywhere." I nodded to Mary, who handed out jump drives to everyone.
"So close... yet so far." said Jack Muscone. The DepDirector and I just glanced at each other.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Not to let this opportunity go to waste, I herded the law enforcement cats into vans. We drove to the City, to the office of Lloyd Feingold. We arrived at 11:30am.
"It's still taped off, and guarded." said City Police Detective Tony Long. "BigAgraFoods went ballistic on that, tried to get the warrants revoked, but the judge in the case, Judge Anthony Howell, is getting really pissed off with their antics. He lowered the boom on BigAgraFoods, almost put Mitt Willis in jail for Contempt of Court."
"Good." I said. "Okay, what I'm looking for is some kind of server or external drive. I see five pot lights up here behind the desk. Not much good for lighting for someone sitting at the desk."
"They're more for ambience, we believe." said Special Agent Martin Nash. He went over and closed the curtains to the windows, blocking out the sunlight. "When they're on, they provide light to see to walk around, but like you said Commander, I wouldn't want to do paperwork if that was my only light."
As I faced the desk, I saw doors in the back wall where the side walls came to meet that back wall. "Where do these back doors go?" I asked.
"The one to the left as you're looking at it is an executive washroom." said Nash. "The one to the right is a storeroom and coat closet. We've gone through both rooms thoroughly."
"No drop ceiling in this bathroom, I see." I said as I went to the bathroom door and opened it. The bathroom had a television inside, as well as a small shower and a telephone. I declined to consider why someone would want to do business while sitting on the potty doing one's business.
"What's this switch?" I asked, seeing a black switch with black cover plate on the black-painted wall next to the bathroom door.. I flipped the switch up. The pot light on my end, and only that pot light, went off.
I had E.J. Jefferson go to the main bank of light switches at the front of the room. When he flipped one switch, all the pot lights went off. My flipping of the one switch had no effect. Then E.J. turned the pot lights back on, and my switch turned off-and-on the one pot light on the end.
"There are.... FOUR lights!" I said, in an imitation of Captain Picard of Star Trek: The Next Generation (Author's note: Don't tell me you don't know what I'm talking about!). "Now that is interesting." I said. "Don't you agree, Jack?"
"Yes I do." said Muscone, getting it. "If that pot light is turned off, the interference it may be generating would drop off."
A ladder was quickly procured by the City Police, after BigAgraFoods refused to provide one. And as we waited, Mitt Bain Willis and an entourage of lawyers, security, and assistants came in.
"What are you doing here?" Willis demanded to know. "How many months are you going to investigate poor Mr. Feingold's death and continue to find nothing?"
"As many as it takes, Willis." I replied. A moment later the ladder arrived. I set it up and climbed up, pushing aside one of the drop-ceiling tiles. "Okayyyy..." I said, mostly to myself, "there's a small wire from the pot light assembly.... and it leads to... oh my..."
Hidden under some insulation was a flat black box. I put on latex gloves and stepped further up, then reached over, needing the full length of my long arms, and secured it. It was a server!
Disconnecting the wire that was its power source, I brought down the server and what looked like a Wi-Fi or radio receiver.
"My, my, my." I said to Mitt Willis. "What have we here?"
"You're not taking that with you." snarled Willis. "Not without a new warrant."
"And how are you going to stop me from taking it?" I asked as I dusted it for prints. The purple dust showed nothing, even when lit up in the UV light. I then bagged the server in an evidence bag, with Jack Muscone videotaping it all.
Mitt's security had gone for their guns, but found that the City Police Officers and Martin Nash were a bit too quick for them and had their guns drawn and pointed at the security people's heads.
"I'd reconsider, Mittens." I said, using the insulting term Willis hated right to his face. "I'll kill you before your security can stop me, and just on account of your God damn bad manners. Let's go guys. Mittens, I'm sure we'll be talking again."
"Still haven't learned, have you Troy?" Mitt said. "The music plays on. The music plays on." His words were to my back as I left the office, the other LEOs following, with Nash and E.J. Jefferson bringing up the rear and not taking their eyes off Mitt's security until the door was closed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did you find that?" asked Muscone as we came into the FBI suite of the Federal Building in the City.
"If all the pot lights are turned off with the front switch," I said, "the power to this server was also cut off, so its signature wasn't detected. But if you turn the pot lights on, then use the switch by the bathroom to cut off just that one pot light, the electricity to the server continued, and it was active. This transceiver device would then be able to accept Wi-Fi signals from Lloyd's computer."
"Pretty neat thinking on Feingold's part." said Ashton Cardigan as his people worked to set up the server with one of their computers. "Maybe he was able to get some files on it."
"I'm not counting on it." I said. It suddenly became quiet in the room.
"Why not?" asked the DepDirector.
"Two reasons." I said. "First, there were no fingerprints on the server or the transceiver. None. I expected to find Feingold's prints, but there were none. Second, Mitt Willis's little act in there. His attempt to stop us from taking it was a sham, and a dangerous one at that; we could've shot him and his people without so much as a blink of an eye. But he wanted us to think we'd found something big and he was pretending to try to fight to stop us from seeing what was on it."
"Please be wrong... for once." the DepDirector moaned. We all turned to the FBI cyber-experts. After a few minutes, they gave us their report.
"There's one file on it." a technician said. "Audio file."
"Oh no." said Muscone. "I'll bet Don can tell us what's on that file, too."
I nodded, and wrote something on a post-it note, and handed it to the DepDirector, who then said "Go ahead and play it."
The high-octave piano notes of a familiar piece of music began playing on the computer's speakers. The DepDirector showed Jack Muscone what I'd written, which was the song playing: Frank Mills's 'Music Box Dancer'.
"Willis's people found the server." I said. "And they left this little message for us. For me."
"So close." said Muscone. "Yet once again, so far away..."
Part 5 - Child Support
As Jack Muscone gave me a ride back home, my cellphone rang.
"Hi Don." said Cindy's voice. It sounded somber. "I just wanted to give you a heads-up. The Media's got the story of your payments to Paulina. Bettina's going to break it in two minutes. She called for our reaction."
"If you care to," I said, "give her this quote from the Duke of Wellington: 'Publish, and be damned!', unquote."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, with breaking news!" the redheaded reporterette said with tremendous excitement and happiness in her voice. "Fox Two News has just confirmed that the payments by Commander Donald Troy to Paulina Patterson are not campaign donations; they are child support payments!"
"Neither Commander Troy nor ADA Paulina Patterson have returned calls asking for comment," said Bettina, her smile huge, her face practically glowing, "but multiple sources tell Fox Two News that Donald Troy is indeed the biological father of Paulina Patterson's daughter Tasha!"
Bettina: "The payments were set up with approval of the Court, with Judge Rodney K. Watts signing off on the papers of the agreement! The account receiving the money is set up as a trust that pays a monthly stipend if it is withdrawn. Any money left over or not taken out accrues interest, and may be used for Tasha Patterson's college fund when she enrolls in College."
"While Commander Troy may have not broken the law this time," Bettina said, "this is still a huge breaking scandal! Fox Two News has also reached out to Dr. Laura Fredricson, Commander Troy's wife, but she has not returned our repeated calls for comment!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Damien Thompson was facing a rabid Media in the TCPD Press Room, a Media that smelled blood and wanted to rip into people and destroy their lives forever. He waited until they had to draw breath, then said "I'll take questions one at a time, in an orderly and polite manner. Keep this crap up and we'll stand here all day. I'm getting paid either way."
"Is it true Don Troy is the father of Tasha Patterson?" yelled Priya Ajmani as the frenzied gang suddenly hushed.
"It's not like that's a secret, or ever was." said Captain Thompson. "It's right there on her birth certificate: Tasha Dionne Troy-Patterson. And I might add that the child support papers weren't secret, either; they're public Court documents, very easy to find... if you actually try."
"Does Commander Troy intend to press the libel lawsuit against KCTY?" asked Tim Sioban of KSB, who was KCTY's competition (such as that was).
"You better believe it." said Captain Thompson. "KCTY clearly libeled Commander Troy. They did not say 'alleged', and they could've easily confirmed that what they were saying was false, but they went with it anyway. Commander Troy intends to make them pay, as he will make any of you pay for continued slander against him and his family."
"How does Commander Troy's wife feel about her husband not only cheating on her, but fathering a child with another woman?" asked Lester Holder.
"Harrumph." said Captain Thompson. "She delivered the baby at University Hospital. Beyond that, I'm sure she can make her own statement."
"Where's Commander Troy?" shouted Brian Jennings. "Why isn't he here to answer these questions?"
"Commander Troy is currently working on solving a case, and------" he stopped as he noticed Commander Cindy Ross come in, followed by the other Commander, who was carrying a two-year-old child... and they were followed by the Head of the Psychology Department at the University. The shouts began, but I just shook my head until they shut up.
"I'll make a brief statement." I said. "I am holding this young lady Tasha, who I am very proud to say is my daughter. I not only do not deny it, I am proud to be her father, and I am just as proud of her as I am of my other children. There is nothing you animals of the Press can say that will cause me to deny my child or to not love her with all my heart."
"Furthermore," I said, "the libel KCTY committed against me and my child will be addressed in Court. I have filed suit against them. They attempted to retract the story and have the lawsuit dismissed, but I am happy to say that the judge overseeing the case has refused to let it drop. KCTY will answer in Court for its vicious falsehoods, and it's way past time you bastards of the Press were held to account for your reckless and propaganda-driven reporting. Now Dr. Fredricson has a statement to make?" Laura nodded and I gave her the podium.
"I want to be clear," Laura said, standing tall in the face of the hatred of the Enemy, "that I knew that my husband was the father of this child before she was born, that I delivered her myself, and that I love her very much, as if she were my own. As some of you in this room know, I had to undergo a hysterectomy after having my second child, and I know how precious children are."
Laura went on, anger creeping into her voice: "My husband and I have an honest, open relationship, and always have, and there is nothing you rabid assholes of the Press can say that will shame me. I love my husband, I stand proudly with him and with all of his children. Paulina Patterson is my friend, and she is a good person and a wonderful mother to this child. And this is the last I will say to any of you Media bastards concerning this matter."
As we left the room and went to my office, rabid shouts of "Where is Paulina Patterson? Why isn't she here?" could be heard from the totally-out-of-control Press.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It was good," said Chief Moynahan, "in that you both not only faced them head-on, but made it clear you're not ashamed of your child." We were in the Chief's Conference Room, with Cindy and Captain Thompson, and Tasha, also in the meeting.
"What is not good," continued the Chief, "is that it seemed almost too quick, too pre-emptive. The Press will figure that out, and will come right back at you."
"I've already gotten a restraining order from Judge Watts." said Laura, who did not play when it came to threats like this. "The Press cannot approach to within 500 feet of me, nor 1000 feet of the Psychology Building, nor be filming on Campus while I'm on Campus, and they cannot be at University Hospital while I am there... except as patients, of course."
"Which I would not mind making happen." I said, not a shred of humor in my voice.
"We'd all like to make that happen." said Cindy.
"Dr. Wellman helped get the restraining order for Laura." I said. "He made it clear to the Press he was not brooking their shit with one of his professors."
"Wish we could get that for Police Headquarters." Cindy quipped. Tasha laughed, mostly at just hearing her cousin Cindy's voice.
"Where is ADA Patterson?" asked Captain Thompson. "She'll have to face the Media soon."
"She's at her Campaign Headquarters." I said. "I think they're trying to get a grip on the political side of it, see what to say. I told her what we'd be doing today, asked if she wanted to join us, and she said she'll wait to see how things shake out."
"I hope," said Chief Moynahan, "that this has not tor-peed-oed her cam-paignnnnn."
"When she ran," I said, "I asked her what she'd do if this came out. She was more worried how the Press would treat me, but she said she was willing to take the fallout. We'll see... the fallout is going to hit."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Fox Two News at Six!" said the athletic blonde reporterette at 6:00pm, Tuesday June 3d. "After an intense news day that included a confrontational press conference at Police Headquarters, District Attorney candidate Paulina Patterson has finally made a statement regarding the parentage of her daughter."
Amber read the statement: "The statement reads: 'As he confirmed earlier today, Don Troy is the father of my child Tasha. I have no regrets about anything to do with my wonderful daughter, and I never tried to hide who her father is. The Press frenzy, attempting to make it sound like something is wrong with my daughter for having a good man like Don Troy as her father, is a new low for the Media, and explains why their status is so low in poll after poll.'."
"We have with us Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Political Policy." said Amber. "Dr. Romanov, how does this affect Ms. Patterson's campaign for District Attorney?"
"Amber, it's much worse for Commander Troy," said Romanov, "who is facing the Independent State Counsel investigation next week, and who also must answer to his wife for his adulterous liaison with Ms. Patterson."
"True," said Amber, "but what about the D.A. race?" said Amber. "How does this affect the race? Especially with her not denying anything..."
"We'll just have to see how voters react to a woman having an adulterous affair with a married man, and having a child by him." said Romanov, enjoying the salacious nature of what he was discussing. "Ms. Patterson was already on shaky ground with minorities, and considered to be a sellout against her own ethnicity. And now to be having a sexual affair with a white Police Officer well known for his abusive and racist tactics... it will be something voters will have to consider..."
Part 6 - The Spirit of Freedom
Wednesday, July 4th. Independence Day.
I was at the starting line for the Town & County Independence Day Triathlon. It was going to start at 8:00am. Then I'd have to hustle over to watch the start of the Wheelchair Race in Town.
"We're going to mark off the northbound section of University Avenue between Jefferson Avenue and Elm Street for the triathlon," explained Lt. Irwin the afternoon before, "and the southbound side will be for the wheelchair racers. They'll stay on in-Town streets otherwise, while the triathlon racers stay on the normal route." Sounded like a plan to me.
As I looked around, I saw the Defending Champions. Teresa and Todd were wearing matching white form-fitting athletic shirts and royal blue pants that were fairly snug swimming speedos. Many women were noticing Todd's considerable 'package' that bulged against his pants, and many men were noticing Teresa's large breasts straining the fabric of her shirt. They were also wearing matching race patches with the number "29" on them, which contained a zippered pouch to carry their baton.
And above the number, at the neckline of their shirts, was a patch that looked like a Scouting Merit Badge... it had a red border, black background, and stitched red diamonds emanating from a central point... the icon of Clan Troy.
"Nice patch." I said, pointing to Teresa's icon. "I have got to get me one of those!"
"We've got more." Todd replied.
"You guys ready to race?" I asked jovially.
"Always, sir." said Teresa. Todd nodded vigorously in agreement. Then I saw them straighten up, then bow.
Looking behind me, I saw why: Takaki Misaki was coming up to us. His son and daughter, Takaki Nagamasa and Takaki Mariko, were wearing athletic gear befitting racers.
"Konnichi-wa, Misaki-san. Konnichi-wa, Nagamasa, Mariko." I said, bowing to the elderly Japanese man and his offspring. He returned the bow with equal exactitude. Nagamasa and Marko bowed lower.
"Ah, Don-san, a very good morning to you." said Misaki. "We have a competition here, I believe."
"Yes, we do, Misaki-san." I said. "In my country, we place small wagers on such competitions."
"It is the same in my country, Don-san." said Misaki with a smile. "The losing Clan leader buys the saké at our celebration of America's birthday, neh?"
"Sounds good to me." I said. We shook hands on the bargain. Nagamasa and Mariko looked fearful. Misaki-san told them to do their best, and there was no loss of face in the outcome. I told Teresa and Todd, with a grin, to get out there and kick ass.
I looked around some more. There were Media people milling about, but they had (so far) avoided me. I also saw Brian Jennings of KSTD talking to Priya and other KSTD people. A young girl was with him, about ten years old. She looked to be his daughter, and she looked as happy to be with her dad as Carole was whenever she was with me in public...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A moment later, Molly brought up two high school students. "Commander Troy, this is the Nextdoor County High Jr. ROTC team. This is Tom Usagi. His formal name is Hiroda Usagi. And this is Thomas Patton. They're Nextdoor County High School upcoming Seniors. And Tom has a four year ROTC scholarship to Wildcat School.
"Awesome!" I said, shaking both young men's hands. "You didn't try for West Point?"
"No sir." said Tom, a slender, fit young Asian man. "I want to major in Psychology, and they can't really choose a major at West Point."
"You need to talk to my wife." I said. "She's the Head of the Psychology Department at the University here. But don't let her change your mind about going to Wildcat School."
As Tom and Thomas went to check in, Molly said "Tom's great-grandparents were interred in the camps with other Japanese-Americans during World War 2. Now he wants to serve in the American military."
"Many blacks serve, and very well, in our Armed Services," I replied, "while others curse America and the Constitution for the slavery of the past. Which is one reason I say it's all about the smallest minority of them all... the Individual."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments later, Team 45 came up: Laura and Melina. They both looked smoking hot in their form-fitting swimwear, and I knew I'd be watching them no matter how well they were doing in the race.
"Y'all ready for this?" I asked them.
"No." Laura said bluntly. "But I will try."
"Do or do not." I said. "There is no try." Laura had absolutely expected that line, and smiled. I kissed Laura and wished her good luck as Daniel Allgood came up to us. Not to be outdone, he smooched Melina. We took no notice of the reporters a distance away, though I knew I could arrest them for being too close to Laura with a restraining order against them.
"So what's going on with this BigAgraFoods business?" Daniel asked quietly.
"After this gets started," I said "ride with me to the wheelchair race, and I'll tell you on the way."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BANG!*
The starting gun fired, and the first wave of racers hit the water of Lake Reservoir. As Daniel and I slowly walked towards my Police SUV, we watched the swimmers. I noticed that Teresa was struggling with her right arm, and she was all but swimming with a side stroke. Laura was swimming well, but not particularly fast.
We watched them round the turn to swim back. Teresa was in fourth place, which was unusual for her. Laura was well back in the pack.
"All right, let's go watch the wheelchair races." I said. Daniel and I got into my Police SUV, which had the 'power' to cross Police barricades.
"So what do you want to know?" I asked as we drove towards Town.
"The part about that bust you guys made here." said Daniel. "And Feingold's murder."
"The part here was that we caught them red-handed trying to destroy the farmland in this County." I said. "All the evidence one could possibly want, good warrants in getting it. Then Krasney decides not to prosecute. As to the Feingold murder, he was helping the FBI and Senator Nunn get evidence on Mitt Willis and BigAgraFoods's various perfidies. The Guardians of Justice stuff was real, it turns out."
"Wow." said Daniel. "No wonder they're so agitated."
"BigAgraFoods? They been calling you?" I asked.
"They've been calling Council Members, particularly Kelly Carnes and Susan Weston." said Daniel. "And those Council Members call me, mostly to gripe about you. It goes in one ear and out the other. Then Kelly Carnes called yesterday about this business with Paulina and Tasha. I told her that was none of her business, nor really anyone else's. But it may become a political hot potato for Paulina."
"It is what it is." I said. "And Paulina knows, and always knew, that I won't deny my daughter."
"Nor does anyone expect you to." said Daniel. "The Press may hit Chief Griswold with it... ask him what a church-going man like him thinks of his Police Commander siring an illegitimate child, and all that... but he's ready for them. My statement to the Press was the same as my statement to Carnes: it's none of my business, nor theirs really."
"Thanks for that." I said.
"So," said Daniel as we turned onto University Avenue, currently the only vehicle allowed to do so.. "Are you ready for Mullen?"
I gave a mirthless smile. "I'm looking forward to ripping him a new one. Bring it on." Daniel just shook his head.
"I'm glad you're looking forward to it." he said. "Nobody else in their right mind would be. That guy is dirty, plays dirty. I was glad when you and Horace Wellman finally drove him out of the I.G. Office. But Mullen is really gunning for you. He doesn't give a shit about the Governor. He just wants to fuck you up."
"Vee shall see whoo fucks whoo uu-up." I responded in my 'German' accent. Then I said "Oh, look."
I was pointing at the Hospital to our right. A huge banner had been hung from the roof across the front of the building. It said "GO TERESA!" and in smaller print were the words "from the UHCC kids". I'd heard a rumor that the banner had been paid for by a retired Navy Admiral who happened to be the Hospital Administrator. I also knew it was time for the redoubtable Bowser to visit the kids again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The racing wheelchairs were pretty sleek stuff. Most were like recumbent bicycles with a wheel way in front, the riders sitting back but in a way they can still push the back wheels. The alloys were extremely light.
"Hi Don!" Tanya said as I came up to her wheelchair. She had a little pennant on a flexible rod attached, which said 'TCPD' on it, and the wheelchair-bike was painted the same silver-gray as our Police vehicles. "Sure you don't want to race with us?"
"I'm grateful that my back has not given out so that I have to be in one of these... yet." I replied. "And I don't want to make you look bad by leaving you in the dust, of course." Tanya's eyes sparkled fire at me for that, but she knew I was teasing her.
"We'll see who leaves who in the dust." she said cheerfully. "But seriously, there are some good racers here. Like David over there." I noticed a teenage boy in his wheelchair, putting on his helmet. He looked a bit like a young Rudistan. I said hello to him."
"Oh wow, the Iron Crowbar!" he said as I shook his hand. "I'm sorry I'm going to have to beat your Captain today."
I chuckled. "Don't be sorry if you do. That's what competition is about."
"Yes sir." said David. "My goal is to win the gold medal at the Paralympic Games one day!"
"And with an attitude like that, you probably will." I said. "Best of luck to you in getting there." I shook his hand again and went and met more of the wheelchair racers. There were 15 men and 3 women participating in this inaugural event.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Wheelchair Race was a 5k race. The 18 contestants lined up and the pop-gun fired, starting them off. I saw a drone following them, and that reminded me to put my little earpiece in place and listen to the race broadcast on the radio.
"And Teresa Croyle came out of the water in fifth place," said the announcer, "a bit slower than what we are used to with her. But Todd Burke, her race partner and now her husband, is in the water and he is making up time. In first place is the Fire Department team, followed by the University ROTC team. And in third is the Nextdoor County Junior ROTC team, making their first appearance in the Triathlon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And in the Wheelchair Race," said the second announcer, usually the first announcer's spotter and assistant, "young David Keyes is in front, just a teenager but really pushing hard..." Tanya was in ninth place, I heard.
"And Todd Burke is making up ground in the swimming portion of the Triathlon." said the first announcer as they watched coverage from a drone. "That young man looks like Michael Phelps as he passes a couple of swimmers to climb to third place."
I parked at Police Headquarters and Daniel and I made our way to Riverside Drive. Chief Moynahan had already staked out a place at the corner of Riverside Drive and the little road that went past the Crime Lab building and into the Fairgrounds, where the finish line was, and was sitting in a folding chair.
"The wheelchair racers will be here soooooon." said Moynahan. "They are going much faster than anyone an-tissss-i-pated."
"How's Perlman doing?" asked Daniel.
"Well back in the pack, per the latest radio report." I said. After a moment, I said "I'm going to the finish line, if you'll excuse me." I left my bosses to talk amongst themselves. At the finish line, I found Jack Muscone and his daughters, one of them holding the hand of little Pete Feeley.
"How's she doing?" Jack asked me.
"Some people are ahead of her." I said. "But she'll probably be top female finisher."
"How's Laura and Melina doing?" asked a voice. I turned around to see the DepDirector coming up behind me. I was wearing my light blue polo/golf shirt and khaki pants. The DepDirector was wearing a white golf shirt with a "Masters" golf tournament logo, and khaki pants. It was as casual as I'd ever seen him. FBI Special Agent Lindy Linares was with him, mostly as his bodyguard.
"No word yet, sir." I said. "They'll update when the cycling portion starts."
"What about Teresa?" asked Lindy. "How did her arm hold up?" She knew, like I did, that Teresa's nerve damage to her right arm might be a problem.
"She fell to fifth place coming out of her swim." I said. "But Todd was making some of that up. She shouldn't be affected in the cycling and the run portions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here come the wheelchair racers now!" said the radio announcer. "They are moving at amazing speeds! And they're passing the Police Station and moving to the Fairgrounds! And young David Keyes, just a teenager, has won going away!" The announcer named names as the others came through, then announced Tanya's name as she wheeled over the finish line in 10th overall, and first in the female division.
"Great race." I said as I shook her hand as the medics glanced at her and the other racers. "You did very well."
"Ah, I was hoping to do better," Tanya said, "but those young guys were ready, and they're in better shape than this old lady."
"I'll pretend I didn't hear that 'old' part." I said. "You did great. And you're the one who put this all together, and it was a big success." I then made way for Tanya's family to talk with her and take pictures. I went over and congratulated the other racers, including young David. Someone took a picture of me shaking his hand, which would make the news reports for the evening as well as the local newspaper, the Town & County Examiner.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa Croyle chugged up the hill on the road that led right beneath The Cabin. She was making up ground on the second place cyclist, Thomas Patton. She knew she needed to catch up and pass him, because Tom Usagi had shown himself to be in excellent physical condition and hungry to win. Todd had not been able to catch up to him in the swim...
"And Teresa Croyle takes second place as the lead pack of cyclists ride down Riverside Drive." said the radio announcer as they had come down the hill, gone westward on North Street, and then turned onto Riverside Drive going south. "They'll head south to Jefferson Avenue and east to Reservoir Road, and pass their batons to their partners."
"And all the wheelchair racers are lined up in front of the Police Station now, cheering the cyclists on in a great display of sportsmanship." continued the announcer. "The wheelchair racers really showed us something today, great athleticism and enthusiasm. Police Captain Tanya Perlman is to be commended for her tireless efforts to make this addition to the races today..."
Nice of them to say that, I thought to myself as I listened in, watching from the corner near Chief Moynahan's (occupied) chair...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here comes Todd Burke! He has passed young Tom Usagi to take the lead!" said the radio announcer. "And they're now on the downhill, coming past Memorial Stadium and onto North Street. The Bulldog Army ROTC team is in third..."
I'd noticed that the Clan Takaki team was holding a good tenth place. Laura and Melina were much further back in the pack. Laura was struggling, while Melina was holding her own...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the cycling is done for the frontrunners as they begin the final portion of the race, a half-marathon for each contestant, just over 13 miles of running." said the announcer. "Team Burke is in the lead, with the Nextdoor County Jr. ROTC Team in second place. Teresa Croyle is running well, showing little sign of the injuries that hospitalized her last Christmas. Young Patton of the Nextdoor County team shows no sign of backing down, however."
"And now they're turning onto University Avenue, running north. Thousands of spectators are lining the road, cheering them on!" continued the announcer. "And University Hospital is on the right, with a big banner saying 'Go Teresa!' on it. Ms. Croyle is a cancer survivor, and is running on behalf of the University Hospital Cancer Center..."
Then the announcer suddenly shouted into the radio: "And there goes Croyle! She's making a move!" he was saying. "I think she saw the sign that says 'Go Teresa!' and Teresa is now going! Patton is not responding, and Croyle is beginning to pull away! She's opened up a lead of over a hundred yards!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The baton was exchanged and Todd took off, running south along Riverside Drive. Her race over, Teresa headed to the finish line to wait for Todd. Medics quickly looked her over, and gave her some Powerade to drink. As I came up, I noticed young Patton congratulate her and shake her hand in a good display of sportsmanship. No Bradley Rangers here today, thank goodness...
"Good race." I said, congratulating her after I'd congratulated Patton on his race.. "How's your arm?"
"It's okay." Teresa replied. "Gave me trouble during the swim, but it didn't bother me for the rest of it."
"You really took off on University Avenue." I said. "Was that planned?"
"No sir." Teresa said. "I saw that sign on the Hospital, and I felt the energy come to me, and I took off. I didn't want to let the kids down. By the way, How's Todd doing?"
"Leading." I said. "But this Usagi kid is tough, and he's gaining."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the race neared its end, I listened on the radio. The announcer said "And Todd Burke is rounding the curve from North Street onto Riverside Drive. And here comes Tom Usagi, he's only 40 yards behind! Usagi is making a move, he's trying to catch up! He is closing! Todd Burke knows he's there, and Burke is now running full speed ahead as well!
"And down the stretch they come! Over thirteen miles, and they're running at a dead sprint! They're running past the Police Station and they've rounded the corner! Just ten yards separate them, and Usagi is trying to catch Burke! And here they come!..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Winners and (Media) Losers
"And it's a photo finish!" shouted the radio announcer into the ears of the County. "Todd Burke has won by less than one yard over Tom Usagi! An amazing end to an amazing race!"
Todd had not stopped, and his momentum carried him through the Fairgrounds and almost to the River before he circled back. Tom Usagi didn't get as far, and went to the ground. Medics hurried over with oxygen. Todd stopped next to him and extended his hand, and Usagi allowed himself to be helped back to his feet. They congratulated each other as they both took in oxygen.
I went with others up to them and congratulated Tom first. "Outstanding race, kid." I said. "Next year, Wildcats will rule, neh?"
"Yes sir." said Tom with a grin.
"Good grief, Uncle Don," said Todd with his brilliant grin, "don't give him any incentive. Ten more yards and I was beat."
"You can thank the much-better-looking half of your team for that." I said as Teresa came up to us. "She opened up that lead like someone left the gate open."
"Great race, Tom." Teresa said, shaking Tom's hand. "I'll have to get this guy in better shape for next year." She patted Todd's tummy with the back of her hand. Todd grinned and hugged his wife.
Meanwhile, I went back to the finish line. The Takaki Clan team had come in 11th place, which was not bad at all. They bowed to me as I came up.
"Very good race, guys." I said, bowing back. "A very honorable finish."
"I could not agree more, Don-san." said Takaki Misaki, coming up behind me, with the FBI former DepDirector next to him. As his children bowed to him, it suddenly occurred to me that not only was Misaki-san exposing himself in Public, standing next to the DepDirector like this was an intolerable security situation. I then noticed the young Japanese men in suits and ties, wearing sunglasses, situated all around. Still...
"Gentlemen," I said quietly, "I think we need to find you two a more secure place to be if you're going to stand together like this." Your Iron Crowbar exhibited no fear in telling two of the most powerful men in the world those, for their own safety's sake.
"Ah so, Don-san." said Misaki. "Yes, my children, let us move along." He and Nagamasa and Mariko moved towards the Fairgrounds, escorted by the entourage of Japanese men in suits.
"I'll wait with you for Laura and Melina." said the DepDirector. "How were they doing?"
He would soon find out. Laura was waiting for Melina near the finish line, and we went up to her. "How was it? I asked.
"Harder than I thought it would be." Laura replied, still recovering and drinking Powerade. "Melina was in great shape, though. I really let her down."
"You're almost fifteen years older than she is." I said. " I think you hung in there very well."
Are you calling me 'old', mister?" Laura asked, causing the DepDirector to laugh. "It's going to be the couch with Bowser for you tonight."
"No way. Carole will never allow Bowser to be punished in that fashion." I said. "Oh, here comes Melina."
Melina and Laura finished in 37th place. Not bad for an 'old' lady, I thought to myself... but did not say out loud. As they say, when you're in a hole, the first thing to do is 'stop digging'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Mayor presided over the awarding of medals. First came the wheelchair racers. After giving out gold, silver, and bronze metals, the Mayor then said "And on behalf of the Ladies Auxiliary, we have a special citation for Tanya Perlman, who worked hard to organized the wheelchair division and add it to our day of races. It's been a huge success, and we'll be doing it again in coming years." The crowd applauded loudly as the Mayor gave Tanya (who was now in her normal wheelchair) a framed citation. Then came the regular race medals.
And then things went to shit. And if you guessed that the reason for that was because of the rabidly corrupt Media, you guessed right.
The winners weren't even off the podium when the Press began surging towards Teresa and Todd. Police began moving in to push them back when Brian Jennings shouted "Captain Croyle, what do you think of your boss having a child out of wedlock with Paulina Patterson?"
People in the audience gasped. Mrs. Myrtle L. Lames was scandalized... at the Media's bad manners. But Teresa handled it with her usual aplomb... well, more like her old 'Teresa Cunt' aplomb: "Okay, everyone come in real close, so I only have to say this once." she said. Microphones were pushed into her face as the Press quietened down in eager anticipation of what she was going to say.
"I just need to know," Teresa said loudly, "which one of you reporters is going to try to murder Tasha Troy-Patterson. Your colleague John Hardwood tried to murder Commander Troy's other daughter Carole, so I'm wondering which one of you is going to try to kill Tasha. Please let me know now, so I can bust your ass before I have to get hurt rescuing Commander Troy's daughter... again."
The Press fell silent, and fell back, totally stunned by Teresa's association of them with Hardwood, as well as her implication of the nature of their attacks. Unappeasable hatred was written all over their collective face.
Tom Usagi was loving it. He'd burst out laughing, then he said "That's awesome!" He fist bumped Teresa as he said "Good one, ma'am." Teresa's eyes glinted as she turned back to the Press, silently challenging them to try to fuck with her again.
And citizens in the area began heckling the Press... and worse. The Mood of the Electorate was beginning to get ugly, as some people began chanting "SNN sucks! SNN sucks!" and others yelled "Go home Bettina! Go home Bettina!" Police, who had come forward to protect Teresa, now had to protect the Press and get them out of potential danger.
Strangely enough... the Press did not try to speak to me at all...
Part 8 - Pushback
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette, anger in her voice, at 7:00am, Friday, July 6th. "Fox Two News has learned that Judge Anthony Howell has denied KCTY's motion to dismiss Commander Donald Troy's specious libel lawsuit!"
Bettina: "KCTY issued a retraction of their report that Commander Troy had been making illegal campaign contributions to District Attorney candidate Paulina Patterson, but the judge disregarded that entirely. He stated that the retraction only came after Commander Troy had filed the lawsuit, and that a retraction was not enough to undo the damage that KCTY was apparently intentionally trying to do to Commander Troy."
"KCTY also asked for a new judge in the case, saying that Judge Howell was biased," continued Bettina, "but Judge Howell denied the motion and set a date of July 11th for making opening motions. KXTC joins with many other Media outlets in condemning Judge Howell's rulings, which we believe are nothing short of an attack upon the First Amendment freedoms of the Press."
Of course, I thought to myself, the Media will always say they're never at fault. It has to be the judge's fault, or my fault. See what the Media does, there?
"In other news," said Bettina, "Paulina Patterson made her first appearance yesterday since the story broke that her child Tasha was fathered by Commander Donald Troy. She was flanked by Sheriff candidate Antonio Griswold and legendary singer and rapper T-Square. Patterson stated that she had no regrets, and that attacks on her through her child were malicious and politically motivated."
Actually, I thought to myself, Paulina had said the attacks by the Press were malicious and politically motivated, but Bettina had left that out. See what Bettina did there?
Bettina went on: "And Commander Donald Troy is once again stymied by a crime, as there are no new leads nor information on the case of the murder of BigAgraFoods CEO Lloyd Feingold. In a related story, BigAgraFoods's Board of Directors is meeting today in the City, and they are expected to name company president Mitt Bain Willis as Interim CEO as they initiate a search for a permanent CEO. Mr. Willis declined to take the CEO role permanently, as he has not made a secret of his desire to defeat U.S. Senator Richard Nunn for the Senate seat in just over two years."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think the 'drive-by' Media is going to drop this crap attacking your daughter, Commander?" asked Theo Washington, fulfilling his role as Rudistan's successor for starting trouble at the coffee klatch.
"I don't know." I said. "As long as the story is driving ratings, they won't drop it. If their goal is to harm Paulina's chances to win the D.A. race, they'll stop only after achieving that goal."
"I know it's folly to disagree with the Iron Crowbar," Cindy Ross bravely said, "but I'm not seeing it that way. After the way Teresa ripped them yesterday, I could see that they're taking this one personally. This one is about you, Don, and to them it's personal."
"Man stood up and not only acknowledged his child, he embraced her." Jerome Davis said sourly. "Gonna be hard to keep attacking Commander Troy -OR- his child when it's obvious they can't induce guilt in him."
"We'll see." I said. "I heard a rumor that T-Square is going to have something to say about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani with SNN!" shouted the lovely Indian reporterette from in front of the Courthouse complex at 8:00am, Friday July 6th. "There is a growing backlash against the attacks upon Commander Donald Troy and Paulina Patterson for having a child together out of wedlock!"
"Public Policy Polling over the last three days has revealed that Commander Troy's popularity ratings have actually gone up!" Priya said. "We have Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling here. Karl, how can it be that a man cheats on his wife and has a baby out of wedlock actually sees his ratings go up?"
"Priya," said Karl, "in the first place, Commander Troy is the only person who is not running for any office that we actually do polling upon, and that is because of constant Media requests for the information. Second, what we've found is that most people seeing him not deny his daughter but embracing her as his child was a very strong positive factor for him."
"As to the adultery part of it," continued Frazier, "his wife has been the Professor of Sexual Psychology at the University for years, and she told everyone she and her husband have an open relationship. Women's Groups have very strongly associated that with a woman's right to choose and a woman's right to decide freely for herself, and see the attacks on this situation as an attempt to impose moralism on women and suppress women's rights."
"Are any groups upset with this at all?" Priya asked.
"The Christian Far Right was strongly negative about the adultery portion, but even they were mixed when it came to Commander Troy acknowledging his parentage of his child and financially taking care of her." said Frazier.
"What are the D.A. race poll numbers?" asked Priya.
"Paulina Patterson has taken a hit." said Frazier. "Our early spot polling, with a margin of error of five points, is Miriam Walters at 36%, Patterson at 30%, Stiles at 24%, Krasney at 5%, and 5% undecided..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women of the talk show 'Point Taken' filed into the studio: Rosie Berkmar, Donna Roselle, Ruby Russell, Zara Zeigler, and Connie Chen. Zara was a pretty woman, white with very long, very straight, light brown hair. Connie was Asian, and married to a high level executive at KSB. Only Ruby Russell, daughter of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, was not outright leftist, and she was a very moderate, pro-Establishment Republican that hated Val Jared and Commander Troy (like her father, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell).
"Weeee arrrrrre LIVE!" shouted out Rosie Berkmar over the applause of the all-female audience in the City. "Today, we have a very special and surprise guest, a true superstar and a blockbuster figure nationwide; ergo, this is not taped, this is a live show!" Applause from the audience.
"Okay, the big news story is once again in the northwest corner of our State," said Connie, acting as moderator. "Candidate for the District Attorney position, Paulina Patterson, has a two year old daughter, Tasha. It broke that Tasha was fathered by Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police Force."
Connie went on: "There are so many stories wound through this that it's like a Gordian knot. Ms. Patterson is black, and Commander Troy is white. Ms. Patterson has been accused of treason against her race by being an Assistant D.A. and prosecuting blacks, which some say were arrested by the TCPD for racial reasons rather than actual criminal reasons. Commander Troy is under investigation by the Independent State Counsel for helping Governor Val Jared harass two women who brought very credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor, and now he's fathered a child out of wedlock. So... let's go around the horn on some of these things."
"First of all," said Zara Zeigler, "I want to put the part about Commander Troy's wife and the out-of-wedlock child to bed, pun not intended." The audience laughed, then Zara went on: "His wife is Dr. Laura Fredricson, who has appeared on this show several times. She's head of the Department of Psychology at the University, she's known and celebrated nationwide as the 'sex professor'."
"We've talked a ton of times," said Zara calmly, "about a woman's right to choose, about women's choices and women's freedoms, women's relationships and privacy, and women's sexual choices. Dr. Fredricson and her husband have chosen to have an open relationship. She came out and said she can't have any more children due to a hysterectomy, that she was aware of her husband's liaison with Ms. Patterson, and that she loves her husband's child as she loves her own. So the 'out-of-wedlock' narrative, while technically true, isn't going to fly with me."
"My problem with that," said Ruby Russell, "is that Commander Troy is a Police Officer and should have a higher moral standard. He's put himself on a pedestal of sanctimonious, holier-than-thou morality, then shows he's not up to that standard himself."
"By whose moral standard?" said Zara with some fierceness in her voice. "That is the problem. I am so sick of sanctimonious Republicans and far right Christians whining about moral standards! It's not their place to dictate to Dr. Fredricson what kind of relationship she has with her husband!" Loud applause broke out at that. Connie moved on to Rosie Berkmar, not giving Ruby Russell any chance to reply.
Rosie said "I do hope that Dr. Fredricson did know about her husband's relationship with Paulina Patterson, and that Dr. Fredricson is not having to stand by her husband as he humiliates her, as many politicians have done to their wives."
This was Rosie's shot at Ruby, whose father had humiliated her mother by being caught consorting with prostitutes. (Author's note: 'Pink Panther', Ch. 04.) Ruby didn't flinch, nor did she respond at the moment. Rosie continued: "But I think there are other, far more important issues, such as Commander Troy's integrity and his treatment of women."
Connie said "Donna, don't even try to call Commander Troy a racist, here. But what I want to know is how Paulina expects to win anything now that this sordid secret is out."
"Oh, come on!" interjected Zara. "Baby Tasha is not a 'sordid secret'. She's a child, a human being." Applause burst out. Zara was 'winning' today.
Connie said "Point taken, Zara. What I meant to ask was how the sordid affair is going to affect Paulina Patterson's chances in her District Attorney race."
"She's lost the White Christian vote." said Ruby Russell.
"She's lost the Black vote, too." said Donna Roselle. "If she ever had it to begin with."
"We have a special guest today," said Connie, "a resident of the Town & County, but an international superstar. Would you please welcome the legendary rapper, T-Square!"
There was strong applause as T-Square came out, wearing a suit with a light purple shirt and a more pure purple tie, and his trademark sunglasses (which he needed because of the bright studio lights). He sat down in the middle, flanked by the women of 'Point Taken'.
"I'll just ask this, T-Square: how's it going to go down?" asked Connie.
"Ladies, I'm going to shock you with my answer," said T-Square, "but this has to be said. It is time for all men, black men and white men, to step up and take responsibility for their children. Donald Troy stepped up."
The audience gave a big "Whoaaaaa!" and then T-Square continued: "He took care of his child financially. He did not flinch and deny his child, but took responsibility for her, and proudly claimed her as his own. He has set an example that I would like to see all men, Black, White, Latino, and everything else, do more of. Gentlemen, take responsibility for your kids."
Some in the audience applauded, and strongly. Some of the women of 'Point Taken' were stunned. "But T-Square..." gasped Ruby Russell, groping for words, "what about the adultery? What about Commander Troy cheating on his wife?"
"Did you not hear his wife's own words?" replied T-Square. "How is it 'cheating', if she not only knew, but accepted what was going on? And it's her business, not ours. Why are you even talking about Dr. Fredricson? She's a college professor, not a candidate for D.A."
"Speaking of that," said Donna Roselle, "Commander Troy's racist actions, such as shooting up a Park with a helicopter, cannot be excused. And Chief Griswold approves of what Troy has done, and wants to be Sheriff to cover for Troy. Doesn't Troy's actions in fathering a child out of wedlock not show how untrustworthy he is, and how dangerous it would be to elect Griswold Sheriff?" There was a smattering of brief applause in the audience.
"Of course Police brutality against People of Color is a huge issue in America today." said T-Square, which generated more applause. "No one has seen and been subject to that abuse more than me. And Jasmine Nix died as she was releasing an album addressing just that very issue of Police power and brutality."
"But on the other side..." T-Square went on, " when I find Police Officers standing up for Justice, when I find men working hard to be fair to people of all races, I must give them credit where due. Commander Troy is no racist. He has cleaned that Police Force up, and has made sure his Police Force is now very fair to persons of all ethnicities in his Town & County. He has done more than you know to wipe out racial hatred against People of Color. And Chief Griswold is no racist, either."
"Do you really believe Donald Troy is not a racist?" exploded Donna Roselle. "He's harassed women on behalf of Governor Val Jared, who is the most racist Governor in the history of this Nation!" The audience applauded very strongly at that one.
"We should call out racism when we see it," said T-Square, "but only when it is truly there. And I say unto you all that we need more men like Commander Donald Troy, and fewer men like Val Jared."



This is not what the women had expected to hear from the famous rapper T-Square, and it showed on their faces. They were in a huge dilemma: attack this man, who was black, and whose rap songs preached resistance to Police brutality... or let his words stand and allow the praise of Commander Troy to go unchallenged. Fortunately for them, the show went to a hard break.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow. Just wow." said Reed Hudson in the third hour of his radio show. "Rapper T-Square might as well have lit the fuse to a stick of dynamite and thrown it at the Press Corps. They're already in a frenzy over his words, telling men to take responsibility for their children, telling the world that Commander Donald Troy is not a racist."
"Media executives are already attacking the 'Point Taken' show for being live instead of pre-taped for that interview." said Hudson. "You won't see or hear T-Square's words... very good, powerful words that people need to hear... on the Mainstream Media newscasts, which is why you will hear me replaying those words again and again. The Media is already hard at work trying to bury what is for them a total disaster."
"I really find it amusing," continued Hudson, "that the Media doesn't know what to say about something like this. When two of their ideological tenets come into conflict, they don't know what to say or do. A black man, a rapper who speaks out about Police brutality often, today defended a white Police Officer, and for not denying his child, of all things. T-Square was a brave man to have said those words; there will be those who will try to end his career over what he said, because his words were not in jackbooted lockstep with the Left's ideological views and their agenda to destroy Commander Troy and Governor Jared. But how will the Press react? Will they denounce T-Square, and risk being called racists themselves?"
Part 9 - Liaisons
The young stud mounted the beautiful woman beneath him and slid the condom-sheathed head of his ten inch cock through her thick, raven-black pubic bush and over her swollen cuntlips. His cockhead found her opening and he pushed it in, stretching her vaginal walls apart and making her gasp.
"Easy, baby..." she whispered, "you are so big!" She spread her legs wider, pulling them up and back to accommodate his incredible size as he sank it further into her, gently rocking his hips up and down, resisting the urge to slam the full length of his weapon of lust down into her.
He felt the resistance of her body melting away as they shared a deep, tongue-twining kiss. As her hands gripped his muscular asscheeks, urging him on, he pushed his cock balls deep into her. They both groaned as his skin, shaved bare, was tickled by the hairs of her bush.
He could not believe that this woman was taking him nuts deep as he began a smooth rhythm, stroking in and out of her with longer and increasingly more powerful thrusts. He began to piston his ass with a languid motion that was very familiar to her, though in some ways uniquely his.
She wrapped her long, luscious legs high around his back, locking her elegant, shapely feet over the small of his back in a warm but inescapable embrace. The young stud increased the speed and power of his thrusts, making her groan and gasp into his ear as sparks of pleasure rocketed through her body.
The fucking brought back memories to Melina's mind. She was remembering how she would lie on her back, her legs spread for her first lover, Jack Burke, as he lay on top of her and fucked her with his incredibly huge cock. Melina had felt so deliciously full when Jack went balls deep into her, and her body rocked with ecstasy as she used it to give Jack pleasure.
Now she was fucking Benny Black, who was Jack and Todd's younger brother. Jack had been so much better that Todd, partially because Melina had been in love with Jack. But Benny was handsome like Jack, fucked like Jack, and Melina was loving the pleasure of being fucked by so young a stud.
Melina let her memories flow. Those matings with Jack, the feelings of pleasure as she felt him come inside her, unfortunately never getting pregnant by Jack. She had never accepted fully the reasons for Jack's death, of how he'd been caught in bed with Marie Arruzio and murdered by a shotgun blast.
She'd 'settled' for Don Troy. Nice guy, but his cock was nowhere near as large as Jack's, and his technique was fair to middlin' at best. She'd made him wear condoms for the duration of their marriage. She had never understood what her sister, a true sensualist and sex expert had seen in Don, and why Laura loved fucking Don so much.
It didn't matter, she thought, as she felt her orgasm building. Benny was a great fuck, a hot young stud who knew how to pleasure a woman in bed. Maybe I'll let him have me bare and come inside me, after he gets tested, she thought to herself. She thought of Jack again, and her orgasm crashed into her loins and her mind...
For his part, Benny was feeling incredible pleasure in spite of having to wear the restricting condom. The heat of her pussy, the taste of her tongue as hers twined with his, made this one of the hottest fucks the young stud had ever been blessed to have. He could understand why Jack had fallen in love with this woman.
He heard the cry torn from her as he felt her cunt try to clamp down on his huge invading cock. Unable to hold back, he felt his body release, and felt the jets of jism fire out of his cockhead, only to be intercepted by the sheath covering his cock and protecting Melina's eggs from his potent, virile sperm. He dreamed of having her bare, of coming inside her, of impregnating her... maybe on his brother Jack's behalf, or maybe his own...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Diane Williams of KCTY had standing offers to the staffs of all the hotels in the City, that if they gave her a juicy lead, she'd pay them well. It was now potentially paying off.
"We got a tip from the Marriott Grande Hotel." said a cub reporter to her over the phone. "They spotted Benny Black from the 'Days of Promise' daytime TV show coming out of the hotel. A woman also went to that room."
"Great!" said Diane. "Tell our Entertainment Division. Find out who the woman is, and let's rock the story. Pay what you need for the security tapes.
The tapes showed Benny Black's goings as he went in and out of the hotel. But when the woman went through the lobby, rode the elevator, and walked up and down the hall, a strange thing happened: the cameras developed static, as if the Slender Man himself was on the scene... something had killed the cameras. One wonders what technology could cause that... and what powerful Federal agency had such technology...
Part 10 - Doubling Down
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, July 9th. "Fox Two News has learned that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen has subpoenaed the financial records of Commander Donald Troy pertaining to the trust fund from which he is making child support payments to Paulina Patterson, with whom Donald Troy sired a child!"
Bettina started up: "Mr. Robert Mullen acted after confirmation came out that Commander Troy was making secret child support payments. However, Paulina Patterson filed a lawsuit against the Independent State Counsel, asking the Court to enjoin Mr. Mullen from obtaining the data. She stated that her personal finances are beyond the scope of the Independent State Counsel's investigation. Judge Rodney K. Watts is expected to make a ruling this morning."
"We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." said Bettina as the camera panned out to show Keller. "Dr. Keller, does Ms. Patterson have a point, that her records are off limits to the Independent State Counsel, especially after the recent State Supreme Court rulings limiting the scope of Mr. Mullen's investigations?"
"Let me ask this." said Keller. "What does Paulina Patterson have to hide? She's running for District Attorney, yet she is refusing to cooperate with other law enforcement authorities? If she has nothing to hide, and if she wants to be elected District Attorney, then the Independent State Counsel should be allowed to see these documents, to ascertain whether or not Commander Donald Troy has committed any financial or campaign finance crimes."
"But isn't this the same issue of scope of the ISE's investigation that Captain Teresa Croyle successfully sued Mr. Mullen over?" asked Bettina. The Press likes to take the 'other side' against their victim... er, guest... and ask antagonistic questions, no matter what the agenda of the interview is.
"Anything about Commander Troy is well within the Independent State Counsel's scope." replied Keller. "Especially his potential violations of campaign finance laws. It should be obvious that Paulina Patterson, who wants to be District Attorney, is now covering for her lover Donald Troy by filing this lawsuit, and any reasonable judge will strike it down hard."
"Thank you, Dr. Keller." Bettina said. The camera zoomed back to the hot redhead reporterette, who said "The Independent State Counsel announced on Friday that Commander Donald Troy will be subpoenaed to appear some time this week, possibly as early as tomorrow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's Commander Troy?" asked Joanne Warner as the Detectives drank coffee in MCD.
"In his office." said Cindy Ross. "I think he's going through the applications for Detective positions... but you did not hear me say that."
"Hear what, ma'am?" Joanne asked. Cindy gave her a thumbs-up.
"Ma'am," asked Theo Washington, "what are y'all going to do about these Press attacks on Commander Troy and his family?"
"Not much we can do, really." Cindy replied. "Commander Troy has sued KCTY for libel, the Courts are letting it go forward, but the Media doesn't seem to care. They just keep going with their smears."
"And worse," said Joanne Warner astutely, "it's what they don't report that's so insidious. They're burying the T-Square comments. Not one Mainstream Media outlet in the State, much less the Nation, reported what he said on 'Point Taken'. They don't say one word about the rapes and murders Illegal Immigrants are committing, but they'll call Governor Jared a racist for working with ICE to arrest and deport Illegals."
Teresa Croyle had come in and joined in: "The BigAgraFoods CEO was murdered, and they won't even say it was murder. They're burying the story of the California 'Taco Box' food contamination, as well as the herbicide poisoning in Fillmore County and this County. You're absolutely right, Joanne: with the Media, it's the sins of O-mission that are killing us..."
"All right," Cindy said, "I'm going to my office. As Commander Troy would say, let's keep the political talk down, and let's do our jobs. And my next job is to put some people in for medals for the Independence Day Triathlon race."
"Captain Croyle, kicking ass again." said Detective Theo Washington, in a good imitation of the voice of Lt. Micah Rudistan.
"Ma'am," said Detective Teddy Parker to Teresa, "that was frickin' awesome what you said to the Press after the race." There was strong agreement.
"It did not get me any puppy points with the Chief---" said Teresa.
"Captain Croyle!" said a male voice. Everyone looked at the door to the back hallway, which was filled with the imposing figure of a tall, broad-shouldered, redheaded man, his gray eyes blazing brightly. "Come to my office." I said in my authoritarian voice, connoting that it was not a request.
"Yes sir." Teresa said. As she walked by Cindy, Cindy grabbed her arm.
"He's pissed about something." Cindy whispered. "Be careful in there." Teresa nodded and hurried out.
"How do you know he's pissed, ma'am?" asked Jerome Davis.
"His face is darker red than his hair." Cindy said. She did not mention the overpowering vibe she'd gotten, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa came into my office, seeing me turned sideways to my desk in my chair, looking intently at my computer monitor, which was on the credenza between the wall and my desk. "Sir?" she asked.
"I want you to look at this." I said. "When I put out the call for applications for the Detective position, I specifically mentioned to Patrol Officer Julia Rodriguez to send in an application. This morning, I began looking specifically for that application amongst the many that have come in, and I did not find it."
"I did a bit of research." I said, my voice beginning to get a bit acidic. "Rodriguez sent the application... but it was blocked from getting to the inbox. And it was blocked by Precinct Captain Goodwin and Precinct Lieutenant Irwin. Would you care to explain that to me, Captain?"
"I'm sorry, sir, I don't have that information." Teresa replied. "I need to check that out and get an answer for you."
"Do it today, Captain, do it today." I replied, which Teresa knew meant 'immediately'. I continued: "I called Rodriguez and told her to re-send her application, and directly to my Commander inbox. Check up on that behind me and make sure she sends it ASAP. Okay, take care of this instead of being at the Angels meeting. You are dismissed."
As Teresa went for the door, I said "Captain!" When she turned around, I looked through her eyes as I said "I am reserving Irwin and Goodwin's punishment." That meant I would personally administer it, rather than delegate it to her.
Teresa paled. She knew that meant that it was formal, very serious, and that I was one very pissed off Police Commander... and that jobs were on the line. She nodded and scurried out the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani with SNN, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!" said the lovely Indian reporterette at 8:00am, Monday, July 9th, from in front of the State Office Building. "Robert Mullen has subpoenaed Commander Troy's personal financial records, including those of the payments Commander Troy claims are child support payments. Mr. Mullen believes the payments may be campaign finance violations, and Troy and Paulina Patterson are using the child support excuse as a dodge to skirt their illegal actions. Ms. Patterson filed a lawsuit against the Independent State Counsel, stating that her personal finances are beyond the scope of Mr. Mullen's investigation."
Priya went on: "And the Social Justice group 'Black Voices Raised' denounced rapper T-Square, calling him a 'traitor to his race' and a 'sellout to The Man' for T-Square's statements calling for men of all ethnicities to stand up and take responsibility for their children like Commander Donald Troy did. State Senator Maxine Watts issued a vicious statement accusing T-Square of complicity in the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix. T-Square's publicist made a statement that T-Square was considering his legal options against State Senator Watts."
More Priya: "And new polling over the weekend shows that Paulina Patterson's campaign for District Attorney has taken a huge hit. She is now at 20%, down from 32% before the news of her adulterous affair with Commander Troy broke. Solicitor Miriam Walters is at 36% and State Attorney Jenna Stiles is at 24%, with Gil Krasney at 4% and a whopping 16% now saying they're undecided. Political experts believe that Ms. Patterson's campaign cannot recover from this scandal, and that she will continue to lose the trust and support of the voters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This..." drawled the Chief, "... is getting to be a praaaahhhh-blmmmmm."
We were in the Chief's Conference Room for the Command Group meeting. Chief Moynahan was at the end of the table, with me to his left and Cindy to his right. The Chief was not happy about the situation with the Press.
"It's getting out of hand." said the Chief. "It's becoming a distraction for the Police Force, and for getting our jobs done. And... I'm not sure what to do about it. My first inclination would be to tell you, Don, to not speak to the Press any more, and for Captain Thompson to say we'll take no more questions on this paternity issue."
"But..." he added, seeing me about to respond, "I can't muzzle you from responding to the Media's viciously false attacks; that would not be fair to you. So... what do we doooo?"
"Chief," said the Deputy Chief, "I agree that the TCPD's official position should be to say no more about the paternity issue, and I would go farther: I'd say that we are not going to respond to Press inquiries about the Mullen investigation, that we shall remain silent while that process plays out."
"If the Media keeps up with their crap," I said, "I have a few ideas that might show them our lack of appreciation." I gave my ideas.
"That would be pouring gasoline on the fire, Don." Cindy said, of one of my ideas. "The other, I think might work well. But knowing the Press, they would then start attacking Teresa again."
"And speaking of Captain Croyle," said the Chief, changing the subject with a brilliant segue, "exactly what is going on in 1st Precinct?"
"Yes, you looked pretty upset this morning when you got her out of the coffee klatch," said Cindy, "and she wasn't at the Angels meeting."
"That's right." I said. "What happened is that Julia Rodriguez's application for a Detective position had holds put on it, by Precinct Captain Goodwin and Lieutenant Irwin. But worse, they actually blocked the email from going forward, and that is entirely unacceptable."
"Yezzzz, it most certainly izzz." said the Chief. "And when you're done with them, if they still work here, I want to have a few words with them myself. But it's your situation to handle, Don."
"Why did they do that?" Cindy asked.
"I suspect they feel she's indispensable to them." I said. "But It doesn't matter. Holding up an Officer from being promoted or making progress without a really good reason is unacceptable. It'd be like if I'd tried to stop your promotion, Cindy, just because it would inconvenience me to not have you as Captain of Detectives and I'd have to do work to get a replacement. My convenience, if it's not in the best interest of this Police Force, does not matter. And Irwin and Goodwin are about to find that out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Robert Mullen was sitting in the office of A.G. Karl Handel. With them were U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, Lt. Governor Graham(nesty) Collins, and State House Chairman of the Ways and Means Committee, Wilson Hammonds (R - Pottsville).
"We were destroyed by Croyle." said Handel. "Her lawsuits, as well as her taping and exposing what the Independent State Counsel was doing, was absolutely devastating. Especially the State Supreme Court limiting the scope of the investigation."
"I'm going to ignore that ruling." said Mullen. "I'll force them to keep going back to Court, over and over and over again. They have to spend thousands in legal fees, while we have the backing and the purse of the State... not to mention my guys are paid a salary, so our costs don't go up like Troy's will."
"So," said Handel, "our attempt to force Croyle to give us something on Troy didn't work."
"That's because you and Mullen did a very poor job with that." said Russell. "You had no fucking clue about Croyle's contract with the County, and you didn't properly assess the Kearns lawsuit against Dean Allen when you sent him to do the job you failed to do."
"In fairness, Senator," said Handel, "it wasn't us that sent Dean Allen to do that. Not that I objected to the try. But by then we no longer had the legal leverage on Croyle."



"Okay, so now what?" asked Wilson Hammonds.
"We've got to act pretty fast, too." said Samuel Russell. "Troy is all over BigAgraFoods. I mean all over them. If Mitt Willis falls, it will be totally devastating to us Republicans at the national level."
"Hell, we've got problems at the State level, too." said Graham Collins. "The Governor is helping ICE crack down hard on undocumented workers in our State. If we don't get him out of the Governor's Mansion, and very, very soon, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce will begin giving their campaign dollars to... other candidates. They want results, and they don't like Val Jared standing in their way. They want him removed."
"Let's just bust Troy first." said Mullen. "And to answer Mr. Hammonds's question, here's what my office is going to do: the Press is doing an excellent job hammering Troy over the Patterson baby. Everything has gone well with that, except we didn't anticipate Troy's wife standing by him and admitting to their open relationship. It's also hurting Patterson, which is good. Between her and Judge Rodney K. Watts, we've got too many ni-... er, blacks being zealots about the law."
"The Press is going to begin chanting about Commander Troy's wife." continued Mullen. "And we're going to follow up by investigating her as we move in on him. And maybe we'll find some scurrilous finances on her part, or his through hers--- what?"
U.S. Senator Samuel Russell had stood up, and was now headed for the door. "You're an idiot, Mullen." he said. He then turned around to face Mullen, and said "You know, you told us he'd break if you went after Croyle. Willis even agreed to help you out with that. And now he's Troy's target, and the FBI's target, while Croyle is still in her office at Police Headquarters, eating doughnuts, and Troy as intransigent as ever."
"Yes, Senator," said A.G. Handel, "but this is Troy's wife we're concentrating on next."
"Thou fool." said Russell, in the voice and form of a Biblical quotation. "You have no idea what you're getting into. I want no part of this." With that, he turned and left the office.
"What, does he have a crush on that bitch?" snarled Mullen. No one else in the room said anything.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris at the KXTC Fox Two News Desk!" said the lovely athletic blonde at 12:00noon, Monday, July 9th. "We go to Bettina Wurtzburg with breaking news! Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said. "Fox Two News has just learned that Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts has issued a ruling squashing the Independent State Counsel's subpoena of Paulina Patterson's finances, as well as all financial data related to Police Commander Donald Troy's child support payments for Tasha Troy-Patterson!"
Bettina continued: "In the ruling, Judge Watts cited the recent State Supreme Court ruling that limits the scope of the Independent State Counsel's investigation. He said that Robert Mullen had not met the standard to show why Ms. Patterson's financial records are relevant to the investigation of Governor Jared. Judge Watts also said his examination of the child support documents show nothing that could be related to the ISE's investigation of Governor Jared, and that the documents and the child support payments are legal and proper in every way."
"Judge Watts further said he considered Mr. Mullen's subpoena of Ms. Patterson's financial records to be an 'improper intrusion' upon Paulina Patterson's political campaign, with no probable cause, and, once again, well outside the scope of the ISE's investigation." said Bettina. "Judge Watts again cited a State Supreme Court ruling: those against Commander Troy's attempts to investigate the finances of Citizens For Police Accountability. If Commander Troy's subpoenas were invalid, Watts ruled, then Mullen's subpoenas of Ms. Patterson are equally invalid, and for the same reasons."
Part 11 - Going Righteous
Meanwhile, as Robert Mullen was meeting with the State's corrupt Republican leadership, Captain Teresa Croyle was at 1st Precinct Headquarters and County Jail. And anyone who knew her, knew from the look on her face that 'Teresa Cunt' was in the House.
She came up to the Duty Desk. Behind the young rookie Patrol Officer, a fresh-faced boy that looked stunned to see a Police Captain coming up, was a desk loaded with files of paperwork. At the desk was Patrol Officer Julia Rodriguez. Teresa went behind the desk to Julia's desk.
"Ma'am!" Julia said, startled. She quickly rose to her feet, having been in the military and instinctively acting.
"At ease. Relax." Teresa said. "My goodness, Rodriguez, they're literally burying you in paperwork. What is up with this?"
"Captain Goodwin said they need this by the end of the month, ma'am." said Julia. "So I'm trying to get it done now, before new headlines hit."
Teresa shook her head in empathy, then said "Officer Rodriguez, did Commander Troy send you an email?"
"Yes ma'am." said Julia. "I sent him a copy of the application to his direct inbox like he requested, and also copies to the Chief and Captain Perlman, as he requested."
"Good." said Teresa. "Forward me a copy, too. Also, call Captain Goodwin and Lieutenant Irwin, and tell them I want to see them in the Conference Room immediately."
"They're already in there, ma'am." said Rodriguez. "They're meeting with the Sergeants."
"Good." said Teresa. "Don't call. I'll go see them now." With that, Teresa stalked out and down the hallway.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa rapped her knuckles on the door of the conference room three times in quick succession, then opened the door.
"What the--- oh." said Precinct Captain Goodwin. "Ma'am?"
"Everyone except Goodwin and Irwin, get out of here." Teresa ordered.
"Uh ma'am, we're meeting about----" said Goodwin. That was what the Iron Crowbar would call 'an error in judgement'.
"Did you not hear what I said?" Teresa snarled. When no one moved, she went off: "GET THE FUCK OUT! ALL OF YOU! NOW!" Fire had been lit under asses, and there was a huge scramble and race to the door. They left the door open, and Teresa took the opportunity to go to the door and *SLAM!* it shut as hard as she could.
"Is there a problem, ma'am?" Irwin asked, a question acknowledging the obvious.
"You damn straight, there is." Teresa said angrily. "I want to know why you not only put holds on Rodriquez's application for a Detective position, but actually blocked her email from going through."
"Why is that a problem, ma'am?" asked Goodwin. "We don't think she's ready to be a Detective."
"And she's too indispensable in her current position, ma'am." said Irwin.
"That's right, ma'am." said Goodwin. "We've had turnover, and I'm new here, also."
"In the first place," Teresa growled, "neither of you will ever make Detective yourselves. Have you not figured out why I'm here right now? And how I know about your blocking the emails?"
They both just stared at her, so she said "It is to your grave if not terminal misfortune that Commander Troy himself was specifically looking for her email application, and couldn't find it. Being the best Detective any of us will ever meet, he began investigating... and found the email to him had been blocked. An email to the Police Commander, of all people!"
Irwin groaned and looked down, his face showing the pain he was feeling. Goodwin was either not understanding, or was more defiant. Teresa made it clear:
"The holds are one thing," she said, "but blocking the email is a violation of Police Department policy. Blocking an email meant for Commander Troy is a violation of common sense. In addition, it could be grieved with the Union as an unlawful attempt to suppress Patrol Officer Rodriguez's opportunities for advancement under Federal EEO regulations."
"I'm sorry, ma'am." said Irwin. "You're right, I was wrong. What can I do to correct it?"
"Hold on." said Precinct Captain Goodwin. "With all due respect, ma'am, this is still my Precinct. Why can't I put a hold on one of my Officers if I think it's in the Precinct's best interest to do so?"
"And blocking the email?" Teresa asked.
"I admit that was a mistake on my part, ma'am." said PCpt. Goodwin.
"Yes it was." said Teresa. "And so serious a violation that it's a formal issue. As to Rodriguez's readiness to be a Detective, you can explain to Commander Troy himself why you think your judgement is better than his... when you receive your formal punishment from him personally, unless the Chief himself does it."
Irwin groaned again, understanding. Teresa said "In the meantime, I'd suggest you find a replacement for Patrol Officer Rodriguez. If there is one thing I have learned from six years of working with Commander Troy, it is that when he has made up his mind about something, it is a 'done deal'. I'll bet two months pay that Rodriguez will be a Detective on August 1st. So get your collective act together."
With that, she turned towards the door. "Gentlemen," she said, "I think you're lucky that you haven't been suspended without pay yet. I would strive very hard to keep 1st Precinct off Commander Troy's radar screen right now, if I were you." She opened the door and left, closing it hard behind her.
"Oh, geez." Irwin groaned, trying to remember how to breathe again.
"Is it that bad?" asked Goodwin. Irwin just glanced over at him.
"Worse." said Irwin. "Captain Croyle took it easy on us. Commander Troy... won't."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They are not giving up." said Captain Thompson. "They are demanding you appear at a press conference." He was talking to me, and the Media's demands were of me. We were in my office, and Cindy was in the room, also.
"Who do those people think they are?" Cindy said angrily, a scowl on her ruggedly pretty face.
"Any idea what they want from me?" I asked Thompson.
"I tried to find out, sir." he said. "Some of them are saying they want to ask about your upcoming appearance before the Independent State Counsel. Others say they want to ask about your effect on the Patterson and Griswold political campaigns.
I clasped my hands behind my head as I thought about it. "They are up to something." I said. "They are up to something. There's nothing really new out there... that we know of..." I was halfway in a reverie.
"Uh oh." Cindy said as she watched me, and I could feel her mental power reaching into my mind. I mentally swatted her probe away.
"Yes, Commander Ross," I said, "I'm going to walk into the trap."
"I knew it!" Cindy said, with a measure of disgust in her voice.
"But on my terms." I said. "Captain Thompson, I'm sure I heard Commander Ross suggest to you that Commander Troy has agreed to a press conference... but ONLY if it is broadcast live. We will be watching, and if it's not live or if they cut it off at any time, it's game over."
"I thought I heard myself say that, too, Damien." Cindy said agreeably. Thompson chuckled.
"Y'all go put that out there." I said. "I've got a couple of phone calls to make."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Press were arguing over chairs as their cameramen set up in the back of the Press Room at Police Headquarters. It was almost 2:00pm, still Monday, July 9th.
Tanya and Myron Milton were in Captain Thompson's office, which along with the Press Interview Room was off a hallway adjoining the Press Room. They were monitoring the various State channels. They saw them all go live to the press conference as 2:00pm struck.
"Thank you for coming." said Captain Thompson. "Commander Troy has agreed to give this live press conference, provided you are respectful and stay live on the air. He will make an opening statement, and then take questions, provided they are asked respectfully and one at a time. Ladies and gentlemen, the Police Commander... and the Chief Emeritus."
Your Iron Crowbar walked into the room from the entrance at back, carrying Tasha. Behind me was the big surprise: Chief Griswold came in behind me, carrying Carole. The Media quietened down, not sure what to make of this.
We put the girls down on the floor of the podium, where they began playing with the dolls they'd brought in, and Chief Griswold sat down in a chair placed on the raised stage for him. Meanwhile, I took the podium.
"First of all," I said, "my lawyer is working with the Independent State Counsel to arrange a time for my appearance before them. It could be as early as this Wednesday, or it could be next week. Second, I am pleased with today's rulings in Superior Court, which reaffirmed the recent rulings of the State Supreme Court, especially with regard to the scope of the Independent State Counsel's investigation, and pushing back against Robert Mullen's attempts to unlawfully expand that scope. What are your questions concerning these issues? Priya."
"Commander," said Priya, "Will you take the Fifth when you appear before the Independent Counsel?"
"I don't plan to, but I have the right and reserve the right to do so if I feel I'm being railroaded by Mullen. Tim?" I said, pointing to Tim Sioban of KSB in the City.
Lester Holder interrupted: "Commander, do you think bringing those girls into this press conference will prevent us from demanding the truth from you?"
"You've never demanded the truth before." I said. "You'd rather me lie and tell you what you want to hear, to fit your propaganda narrative." I felt the energy of the Press revving up, and it was the energy of pure hatred. "Tim Sioban, did you have a question?"
"Commander," said Sioban, "your wife has stood by your side as this scandal broke, but do you really expect us to believe she's okay with you having a child by another woman?"
"Yes, since she said it, I expect you to believe it." I said. "And let me be clear: I understand you reporting on my parentage of Tasha; after all, Ms. Patterson is running for public office, and I'm part of the TCPD's leadership. But my wife is not running for anything. At all. So from this point on, I'm just going to tell you that any questions pertaining to my wife are out of line, irrelevant to this issue, and I will not answer them any longer. Bettina, what is your question?"
"Commander," interrupted Brian Jennings, "what is the point of bringing your illegitimate daughter to this press conference?"
"What makes her illegitimate?" I asked. "She's a real human being, as you Media propagandists always say about illegal immigrants when they're called 'illegal persons'. A bit hypocritical of you there, Mr. Jennings."
"Do you think you've saved Patterson or Griswold's campaigns," growled a visibly angry Lester Holder, who was black, "by acknowledging you fathered that halfbreed child?" There were gasps of total shock in the room. I looked at my iPhone on the podium. A text popped up, saying 'still live'.
"What did you just call my daughter?" I thundered at Holder.
"You heard me." Holder said, not backing down, his face an ugly snarl of hatred. "And you know that Ms. Patterson's campaign is dead because you are the father of that... illegitimate child."
"Er, 'dead'?" I said. "Why are you using that word? Are you threatening to kill my daughter? Like your colleague, reporter John Hardwood tried to murder my other daughter?"
"Did you murder Hardwood?" screamed out Brian Jennings.
"No." I said, and truthfully at that. "Now answer my question. Hardwood was a reporter, just like you, and tried to murder my daughter. Are you now threatening to murder my other daughter?"
The Press had fallen silent, their hatred of me palpable in the room. And then... it happened.
Carole had been playing with Tasha, and they'd been giggling. All of a sudden, Carole went 'righteous'. She looked out at the Press, then got up and faced them, crossed her little arms, and with a scowl shouted "Y'ALL BETTER LEAVE MY SIS-TER A-LONE!!"
A review of the DVR would show the Police Commander gaping at his daughter's words, totally dumbfounded. It would show Chief Griswold's mustaches twitching as merrily as I'd ever seen them twitch. Cindy Ross was suppressing laughter. Captain Thompson was amazed but very amused. And none of these adults had put Carole up to that, or at least would admit to it... she did it entirely on her own.
The Press was totally shocked into silence. They were being stared down by a four-year-old child with an attitude, prompting Chief Griswold to get up and say "Well! I think that's going to be the last word on the subject. Let's go, Crowbar, shall we?"
"Uh, yes sir." I said. We collected Carole and Tasha, Carole still staring angrily at the Press Pool, and we got on out of there and headed to my office. We had just witnessed something 'righteous', all right: this was the first time Carole had stood up to bullies attacking her little sister.
It would not be the last.
Part 12 - Crossing The Line
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 10th, from in front of the Courthouse complex on Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News is bringing continuing coverage of the legal battles surrounding the Independent State Counsel's Office!'
"In what experts are calling a shocking ruling," Bettina said, "Appellate Judge Leahy upheld Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts's rulings squashing subpoenas by Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen. Mullen has made an emergency appeal, citing that Watts should've recused himself from the Paulina Patterson subpoena, as he was the judge that had signed off on the Troy-Patterson child support papers in the first place."
"Leahy said that Watts's familiarity with the child support agreement papers actually made him better qualified to act on the subpoena." said Bettina. "Leahy also said that the recent State Supreme Court rulings strongly affected these recent subpoenas, and that Mr. Mullen had not sufficiently shown how Paulina Patterson's campaign for D.A. is relevant to past actions regarding Governor Jared."
"However," said Bettina, "Robert Mullen continues to issue subpoenas! He has subpoenaed the University for all records pertaining to Dr. Laura Fredricson, including all financial records, which would include her pay from all sources, and all Government grants! Robert Mullen has also subpoenaed Laura Fredricson's personal financial records, as well as a subpoena ordering her to appear before the Independent State Counsel to answer questions regarding Commander Troy's actions in investigating two women that brought credible claims of sexual harassment against Governor Val Jared!"
"State Attorney General Karl Handel supported the subpoenas," said Bettina, "insisting that Dr. Fredricson could have important knowledge of Commander Troy's actions in criminally charging Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton after they made the sexual harassment claims against Governor Val Jared. The Attorney General says he expects the University to fully comply with the subpoenas."
"However," continued Bettina, "in a statement last night, University President Sidney P. Wellman vehemently stated that the University would not comply with the subpoenas, that Robert Mullen had again exceeded the scope of his authority as Independent State Counsel. Mike G. Todd, of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... again, that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... who is Commander Troy and now Dr. Fredricson's attorney, said the subpoena for Dr. Fredricson to appear before the Independent State Counsel is worthless because Dr. Fredricson is Commander Troy's wife, and cannot be compelled to testify against her husband..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." said Joanne Warner as we drank coffee in MCD and watched the broadcast. "That guy is out of control."



"Totally disrespecting the State Supreme Court rulings on scope." said Cindy Ross. "We just keep having to go back to Court, again and again and again and again..."
"And that's part of the plan." I said. "To financially drain all of us, while he uses State tax dollars and legal beagles that earn the same paltry salary no matter how much work they have to do."
"But beyond that, sir," said Joanne Warner, "to go after your wife like that, when it's obvious she cannot be compelled to testify against you. What the heck is he doing---- oh."
"Yes." I said simply, looking at Joanne. She had realized the threat... exposing Laura's career as a badass CIA Agent and ultimately a Deputy Director of the 'Company'.
"Is this retaliation for what your daughter did to the Press yesterday?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Noooo, I don't think so." I said. "I did try to warn the Press that my wife was off-limits, and they obviously did not heed those warnings. And yes, this clearly an orchestrated action between Robert Mullen, Karl Handel, and the deeply corrupt Mainstream Media."
Have I mentioned... that I have a deep and abiding hatred of the Press?
"What are you going to do?" Cindy asked, more fearful than anything else.
"It's war now." I replied, my face a mask of iron.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching Priya's broadcast, which had nothing new regarding the major news of the day, we started the Angels meeting. Cindy was asked to stay at this one, as it involved Physical Properties, one of her assignments as Deputy Chief, and was delegated down to Captain Marc Aaron.
"Okayyyy." I said. "This weekend, MCD and Vice will be getting makeovers. Monitors will be installed at the ends of the room where they are against each other. So Joanne and Theo have to relocate to one of the long side walls."
"Looks like new Detectives coming in are a 'done deal'." said Tanya, her eyes sparkling with perkiness.
"Yes, it's going to happen." I said. "But only two new Detectives to come into MCD. One will be a transfer from Vice. Wanna tell the others who that is, Ms. Perlman?"
"Oh, we can wait until the Orange Order dinner." Tanya said with a big grin.
"Oh, you're going to be seeing 'green' in a minute, Tank or no Tank." Cindy warned, waving a green crowbar in Tanya's direction. I chuckled. Teresa, by way of contrast, stayed quiet.
"Okay, okay." said Tanya, still grinning. "I've talked to Mary, and we think Roy McGhillie is ready. And by that I mean Mary really does agree, and is not just being a yes-woman about it."
"And I agree, also." I said.
"So what are these monitors going to be like?" Tanya asked.
"Matrix of four high-resolution LED monitors, in a 2x2 square." replied Cindy. "They'll cover a big part of the upper wall. It'll be like having four monitors on a desk, and we can have different things on each monitor, or make them into one big-screen TV. Bettina will have never looked better in the morning."
"Oh, please... no." I said. "I couldn't handle that. But seriously, we can have four different channels on the four different monitors, and watch them at the same time. Or four different inputs from drones over the Town if we're doing an operation. It's gonna be awesome."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, time for announcements!" said Tanya Perlman as she drove into MCD.
As taught by a former Boy Scout, the Detectives started it up: "Announcements, announcements, announce-ments! A horrible way to die, a horrible way to die, a horrible thing, to be talked to death, a horrible way to die! Announcements, announcements, announcements!"
"I love being back here." said Tanya with a grin. "Okay, they're going to put up new monitors on the wall... the end wall where Joanne and Theo are sitting. You guys can move behind Jerome, or on the near side, here."
"We'll sit behind Jerome." said Joanne, making the command decision quickly. Teddy Parker was in the corner, along the side wall, with Theo currently to his left. Jerome, his partner, had his desk facing Parkers. Bookcases would separate Jerome's backside from Joanne's, and Theo's desk would face Joanne's, as it did now on the side wall."
"Okay, you'll come in Monday morning and see the changes." Tanya said. "And these desks on the near side wall," she continued, meaning the wall that was against the hallway outside, "will have two new people on August 1st."
That created a sensation. "So it's a done deal, after all." said Theo with a grin. "That lunch Warner is buying me is going to taste all the better." Joanne looked sheepish, but not all that upset to have lost the bet.
"Who are we getting, ma'am?" asked Joanne. "Besides Julia Rodriguez?"
"We haven't formally decided yet!" Tanya exclaimed. "Why do you think she's the one."
"Ma'am," said Teddy Parker, not really looking up from his monitor on his desk as he spoke. "It was done deal when Commander Troy wanted you back here with us, and it is a done deal that Commander Troy wants Rodriguez as a new MCD Detective."
"Our only question," said Jerome Davis, "is who else they're going to bring in here. The pool is favoring Roy McGhillie, but Chris Purvis is running a close second."
"Time will tell on all that." said Tanya. "I do know that nothing is formalized, so keep the pool going..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Carole and Jim had stayed at home with their grandmother Phyllis, with Cindy's mother Maggie there helping. Bowser was supervising the kids, happy to have them at home, and Buddy was supervising the adults. A Patrol cruiser was stationed at the entrance to the driveway, placed there by Captain Croyle in a show of power against the rabidly hostile Press.
Laura was in her office, and was glad she'd chosen to leave the kids at home. Campus Police had escorted her into the building, and they had violently shoved reporters out of the way to get her there. The reporters were blatantly abusing the restraining order against them, but they didn't give a damn about the law nor anything but their own agenda as they'd tried to physically crush Laura with sheer numbers, relentlessly shouting insulting questions about her marriage.
"God, they're awful." said Callie Carrington, who was in the office with Laura. "They don't care who they hurt. They work as hard as they can to destroy good people's reputations while telling us that criminals are the actual victims to be exalted, and then they try to physically harm people by shoving microphones in their faces."
"Or putting small children in warehouses packed with explosives." Laura said bitterly.
"Yeah." Callie said somberly, no smile on her beautiful face.
"You have no idea how much I despise the Press." Laura continued, spitting the words. "They'll gleefully expose national security secrets, expose our Agents and get them murdered, all in the name of 'the people have a right to know'. Then they whine about rendition programs that keep our soldiers alive... sheesh..." She was looking out the window, introspective. Callie said nothing, not disturbing Laura's reverie.
Some moments later, they heard noises outside. Shouts. Going to the window, Laura peeked out, then said "Turn on the building cams."
The cams revealed that a large number of young women, the majority of them with very short haircuts, had surrounded the Press and were chanting slogans about women's rights. Then they made way for their leader. To Laura and Callie's shock, they recognized the leader as State Senator Katherine Woodburn.
"And we women are sick and tired of being treated like animals!" Woodburn was shouting into microphones, some of them going to loudspeakers. "Dr. Fredricson's choices are her own to make, not Robert Mullen's or Val Jared's to make! Dr. Fredricson has done more for the liberation and freedom of women than Robert Mullen and Val Jared ever have or ever will!" The women roared loudly, especially upon hearing Val Jared's hated name.
"And Paulina Patterson has every right to have her child," screamed Woodburn, "and it's not Val Jared nor Robert Mullen's place to dictate with whom she has that child! Women should be free to make their own choices! We are tired of men telling us what we can and cannot do with our bodies!!" More roars of approval.
Joining Katherine Woodburn was the Town & County's iconic feminist, Councilwoman Malinda Adams. The University itself was technically in her District. Katherine handed her the microphone and she showed no compunction in blasting the Press as well as her favorite political targets: "Dr. Fredricson should not be the target of the Independent State Counsel's investigation! Val Jared is the misogynist! Val Jared wants you women to be thrown back into your homes, barefoot and pregnant! But he only wants you to get pregnant on his terms, not your own!"
The women in the crowd were chanting "Go to hell, Jared, go to hell!" Malinda was not finished:
"And when are you reporters going to start calling out Robert Mullen for delaying his investigation of Val Jared, while wasting time on one of the best friends women have ever had, Dr. Laura Fredricson?!" The women roared, and began chanting some more. The Media people began realizing that they were being surrounded, and that they might be in danger...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, dear?" I said into my personal iPhone as I took Laura's call.
"Darling, are you watching television right now?" my wife said.
"No." I replied, resisting the temptation to say I was actually doing some work. I reached for the remote and turned the television on and to KSTD. The demonstration at the Psychology Building was in full blast mode. "Uh oh." I said.
"I don't think we're in any danger, darling." Laura said. "This is actually a pro-Laura demonstration. But the Press may be in some trouble. If these women were militant anarchists..."
"Well, they can always call the Campus Police." I said. "But if you are in any danger, I'll have the entire TCPD and half the State Patrol there instantly."
Laura said she'd call me back if things got worse, and we disconnected. Not being one to let things develop, I called Teresa.
"I'm on it, sir." she said. "We've got eight Patrol Cruisers right across the street, being discreet but watching. And the SWAT Team is putting on their gear. I'll deploy them to a standby position as soon as they're ready."
But our Officers were not needed. Someone in the Press got panicky and called the TCPD, who relayed the call to the Campus Police. The Campus Police, consisting of a few adult, professional Police Officers augmented by a number of fresh-faced college kids who wanted to be Police Officers one day, arrived on the scene. Katherine and Malinda had already left the scene, and the demonstration was dying down. The Campus Police escorted the Press to their vans, and helped them drive out of there.
Katherine Woodburn had left the rally... by going inside the Psychology Building. A moment later, she was shown into Dr. Fredricson's office.
"Senator." Laura said as she rose to her feet to greet her guest. "I have to admit surprise at your presence here."
"Yes, Doctor." said Katherine. "My reasons are actually more practical than political. Can we talk alone for a moment?"
"Oh... this is my research assistant, Callie Carrington." Laura said.
"The Callie Carrington?" Katherine said. "I mean... the one who guest-starred on 'Days of Promise'?"
Callie laughed, then flashed her beautiful smile. "I think my co-star Bowser stole that scene." she said. "But yes, I'm the one. I'm now a research assistant to the best sex professor in the world."
Laura said "Senator, if this is what I think it's about, then anything you say to me can be said before my assistant Callie. Her security clearance is higher than yours, if you get my drift. And please, have a seat."
Katherine nodded, and sat down in one of the chairs in front of Laura's desk, next to Callie. Katherine had heard of the 'two sofas' in Laura's office, and wanted no part of them... unless Dr. Fredricson's husband was fucking Katherine's cunt with his iron-hard cock...
Bringing herself back to the present, Katherine said "You're right. I was asked to... 'assist' the Federal Government in bringing pressure on Mullen to stop investigating you. There are people who believe his investigation is not in the best interests of our national security, and since I'm one of the few who know who you truly are, they came to me. They will also be speaking to Mullen directly."
"I appreciate that." Laura said. "I'm surprised more people don't know about my CIA career. My name and position in the Company was never a State secret." She wasn't kidding... some people's names with the CIA are a State secret. But I digress...
"Well, I didn't know your lovely young assistant was with the Company until just now." Katherine said. "The truth is... people don't pay attention to things. Mr. Mullen will be made to pay attention to some things, however, so we ask you to just keep quiet and let us handle it... in the interests of national security, of course."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some time later, as he reviewed files for his upcoming actions, Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen was shocked to see his door open, and more shocked to see who walked in. It was State Senator Katherine Woodburn.
"How did you get past my assistant?" Mullen said angrily.
"Oh, she's taking a late lunch." said Katherine. "I want to talk to you."
"And you couldn't make an appointment?" snarled Mullen.
"I could," replied Katherine, "but I don't think you're going to want this visit on your appointment books. I'm here about your subpoenas for Dr. Laura Fredricson."
"What about them?" said Mullen.
"You might want to consider... dropping them." said Katherine. "Dr. Fredricson is much more than just Commander Troy's wife. She is a friend of people at very high levels of Government... higher than both our pay grades put together."
"So what?" said Mullen. "Does that make her above the law?"
"In some ways... yes." said Katherine. "Seriously, you are not going to be allowed to subpoena her. You can't expect her to testify against her husband anyway, so there's no harm in conceding this one. Let it go. Forget about Laura Fredricson."
"Yeah, right." muttered Mullen. "I am afraid, Senator, that this meaningless conversation is taking time from my pursuit of justice... and the destruction of the Iron Crowbar you supposedly hate so much."
"Ah, you misconstrue my loyalties and loves." said Katherine. "One last time... drop the subpoenas against Fredricson... or find out what 'exterminate with extreme prejudice' truly means. I'll find my way out, as i found my way in." With that, Katherine left. It appeared that Mullen was an idiot, and would need his suppositions redirected.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, dear." I said at 7:10pm, still Tuesday, July 10th. "I'll be home as soon as I run this errand. Got to meet a confidential informant... Oh yes, I'll have someone watching my back, Commander Ross... yes, ask Callie to have dinner with us, and I'll bring Cindy... okay, I love you. Bye."
I disconnected and put my personal iPhone back in its sleeve then into my pocket. "Okay," I said to Cindy, "are you ready to go?"
"Sure." Cindy said. "Any idea what this is about?"
"Some idea." I said. "I got a text from a burner phone, asking me to meet a person at Ronald Reagan Park, on the backside near the River... where we had the May Cialis crime scene and saw the Slender Man."
"He better not show up again." Cindy muttered.
"I don't think he will." With that, we left my office and went to my Police SUV. We drove out to Ronald Reagan Park. I used and abused my authority as Police Commander to drive where most vehicles are not permitted, and we parked near the disc golf teepad of the hole that paralleled the River on the north side of the hill of trees.
"There he is." I said, pointing to a figure sitting on a bench, overlooking the River about 100 feet north of us along the Riverwalk path. Cindy stayed with the vehicle while I walked up the path.
As I approached, I said "You wanted to see me, Mr. Hudson?" The man peered up at me, recognized me, then asked me to sit down.
Yes, it was Reed Hudson, the Conservative radio talk show host. He does not look like Rush Limbaugh or Sean Hannity. He was in his upper 30s, with very black hair and thick black plastic glasses. He looked 'not unlike' the character 'Moe Green' in the Godfather movie.
"Yes, Commander, thank you for coming." said Hudson. "I would've come to your office at the Police Station, but the Press watching the building would've seen me go in."
"It's fine." I said. "What's it all about?"
"As you know," said Hudson, "I have some moles within the Press Corps, some people who want honest journalism and are disillusioned by the mixture of agenda-driven dishonesty and corporatism-fueled greed that is the corrupt Media today. And I've gotten some information from them that I thought was urgent enough to need to pass along to you."
"Sure, and I appreciate it." I said. I looked around, seeing no one but Cindy in the distance. "Go ahead, tell me."
"The Press is going to begin a full, all-out, attack on your wife, beginning tomorrow morning." said Hudson. "The A.G. is laying the groundwork right now. It's all Republicans doing this, to get at you and to get at Jared. The Press is going to smear your wife's name like nothing you've ever seen. If you thought what they did to Paulina and you over your daughter was bad... as the saying goes 'you ain't seen nuthin' yet'."
"What particularly are they going to say?" I asked, very worried that the Press was going to bring up Laura's CIA past, her orders to terminate people with extreme prejudice, her authorizations of operations our Nation needed done but would shock people...
"They're going to smear her as the 'sex professor', question her morals, her integrity." said Hudson. "They're also going to begin attacking the University for defending her." He then dropped his voice and said "And if push comes to shove... and if you continue to hold out against Mullen, and it will come to that... then they're going to attack the University by exposing the Harlan-Gonzales scandal, and they're going to say your wife was personally behind the cover-up..."
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Looming Disaster
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 11th, from across the street from the University, the Bell Tower in the background. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the Independent State Counsel's subpoenas of the University and Professor Laura Fredricson!"
Bettina started: "The Independent State Counsel has issued subpoenas to the University and Dr. Fredricson, and those subpoenas have been challenged in Court. State Attorney General Karl Handel made a blistering attack on Dr. Fredricson. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing AG Handel making a statement at a podium in his office: "It is imperative that we investigate Laura Fredricson for potential financial crimes she may have committed on behalf of her husband, Donald Troy. Dr. Fredricson has shown herself to be a woman of loose morals and low integrity. She has been allowed to teach sexual amoralism, pure filth, to the State's young women attending the University."
"Furthermore," said Handel, "the University is a State-funded Institution, and I fully expect for the University to comply with the law and to cooperate fully with the Independent State Counsel's investigation of Donald Troy... er, and Val Jared. Any refusal by any University personnel to not cooperate fully, including filing lawsuits against the Independent State Counsel, will be considered to be not cooperating, and will be investigated by my Office as criminal actions."
Back to Bettina: "Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, President of the University, says he stands with Dr. Fredricson, and that he has every right to file lawsuits for the redress of wrongs against him and his University. Some Republican legislators disagree, and say the University's funding could be reduced or cut off in the next fiscal year if the University and Dr. Fredricson don't fully comply with Robert Mullen's subpoenas. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Wilson Hammonds was shown, saying "I am tired of this filthy sex professor and her immoral teachings being supported by the University. If she has nothing to hide, she need to testify before the ISE about her husband's abuse of Police power on behalf of Val Jared."
Lt. Governor Graham Collins said "Dr. Laura Fredricson is an untrustworthy woman teaching immoral subjects. We need a thorough investigation to determine if she is helping her husband cover up his crimes against those who accused the Governor of sexual harassment. The stench of corruption starts in the Governor's Mansion with Val Jared, but it now extends to the Police in the abusive tactics of Commander Donald Troy, and to our once-great University in the corrupt teachings of Dr. Laura Fredricson."
And Robert Mullen himself: "We need a thorough, complete examination of Laura Fredricson's activities, of her finances both through the University and through other means, and we may need to investigate her activities for the last twenty years to determine if there is a pattern of illegal behavior... what's that?... yes, I expect full compliance with all of my subpoenas."
Back to Bettina: "And in a sad note, former State U. standout and NFL player Terry Jones killed his girlfriend and then himself after what Police say was a domestic dispute. Fox Two News has learned that Jones was under evaluation by the NFL for mental stability issues. They leave behind a one-year-old child. Let's go to Nick Eastwood for more on this horrifying story..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They can't force her to testify against her husband!" Joanne Warner exploded as the Bettina broadcast went to Nick Eastwood.
"She wouldn't be testifying against him." said Theo. "They're investigating Governor Jared."
"I don't think so." said Jerome Davis. "The Independent State Counsel's mandate says explicitly that they're investigating Commander Troy as well as the Governor. I think the Court will shoot those subpoenas down for that reason, if no other."
"What do you think, Commander?" Joanne asked.
Yep, I was in the room. I had watched with all of the Detectives and other Officers that had come into the now-crowded room. I'd sat silently through the broadcast, my face a mask of iron... but those who knew me saw my emotions as they watched me tapping my red crowbar into the palm of my left hand.
"I don't know." I said in the sudden quietness of the room. "It'll play itself out in Court."
"Sir," said Theo, "does it bother you that it's Republicans attacking your wife so personally?"
"Establishment Republicans, Detective Washington." I replied. "And I would say that 'the day of their calamity is near'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:45am, three Angels presented themselves to me in my office. I had Cindy and Teresa sit down, Tanya sitting in her (normal) wheelchair between them.
I had talked to Laura on the phone. She was already at work, and a Campus Police detail was just outside the Psychology Building, and the Campus Police had sent warnings to the Press offices to remind them that the restraining order against them was in full effect. Carole and Jim were staying at home again.
"They must be getting desperate." Tanya said. "I wonder what they know, that's harmful to them, that we don't know."
"Sir," said Teresa, "A TCPD cruiser is at the entrance to your Mountain Nest home's driveway again. I've also issued instructions that any Press vehicles seen anywhere near your two houses or where your wife is on Campus are to be pulled over."
"Good, thanks." I said quietly. Cindy was peering at me.
"Spill it, Crowbar 1." she said in the silence. "You're not showing any emotion about this. You're not as worried about this as I would be if I were you."
I gave a brief, pursed smile. "I think Mullen has gone a bridge too far on this one... and he will find that out. Not from me, though. Okay... Priya is on. Let's watch some TV." I clicked the remote to turn on the television.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was wrong. It was not Priya.
"This is Jenna James for SNN!" said a mane of blonde hair with a beautiful face somewhere inside it. "Republicans have ratcheted up the rhetoric against University professor Laura Fredricson, who is Commander Troy's wife."
All of the Republican attacks that Bettina had shown were presented, but KSTD had some extras: "Democrats are defending Dr. Fredricson and pushing back against the Republican attacks. The Democrats Women Caucus of the State Legislature issued a blistering statement, accusing Republicans of using Dr. Fredricson as a proxy to attack all women's rights. Patricia Iceland, head of the State Organization for Women, the SOWs, issued a statement saying 'AG Handel and Governor Jared are peas in a pod when it comes to the abuse of women's rights!'. But none were more passionate than State Senator Katherine Woodburn. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Katherine Woodburn giving a speech, saying angrily "These attacks by Republican Attorney General Handel and other Republicans, on both Paulina Patterson and the accomplished Professor Laura Fredricson, only show that Governor Val Jared's hatred of women is shared by the entire State Republican Party! Their holier-than-thou attitude towards morality is sickening, and all the more disgusting in the fact that they don't practice what they preach... from U.S. Senator Samuel Russell's cavorting with prostitutes to Lt. Governor Graham Collins's homosexual relationships, which he tries to keep in the closet!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Holy shit!" Teresa exclaimed. "She just opened a can of whoop-ass on Collins!"
"And she has the photos to prove the allegations." I said. But I wasn't really interested in what Katherine had been saying. I was seeing the woman who was behind and to the right of Katherine as the Senator spoke her mind. It was Priya Ajmani.
"Yeah, you're right." Cindy said when I pointed that out to my Angels. She got up. "I'm going to go find out what that's about, if you'll excuse me."
"You certainly have my permission... Commander." I said. A green crowbar was waved back in my general direction as its owner got to the door.
My desk phone buzzed. "Commander," said Joanne Warner after I answered, "can you come into MCD and explain to us what we just saw on KSTD?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said Teddy Parker when I got into MCD a few minutes later, "did you see what happened on KSTD after Senator Woodburn's tirade?"
"No." I said. "What?" Teddy nodded to Jerome to play the DVR.
Jenna reported on the murder-suicide of the football player, then introduced KSTD political reporter Brian Jennings. "This is Brian Jennings, SNN. As was just reported, an NFL football player used a gun to murder his girlfriend and then kill himself. We don't know what the reasons for his actions are, but I do know that if he had not had access to a gun, his baby child might not be an orphan now."
Jennings went on: "Gun violence in America has reached a level that is out of control. While uncaring organizations like the NRA make millions of dollars supporting murderous guns, innocent children, innocent mothers, and innocent families are being murdered by the millions of guns on our streets. It's like a war zone in our cities like Chicago, because too many people have too much access to too many guns."
Jennings continued: "Only well-trained, reputable law enforcement officers, and our military personnel, should have access to guns. Citizens do not need, and should not not have, unfettered access to guns. The Second Amendment was never meant to be a shield for rampant gun violence; it was meant to support State Militias only. If the U.S. Supreme Court won't do the right thing, then the States should call a Constitutional Convention to eliminate the Second Amendment, and then all guns in the hands of citizens should be confiscated by law enforcement authorities. When are we going to demand the killing of innocents stop? When are we going to do away with the guns that kill those innocents?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Make a copy of that little speech." I said to Davis. "Send one copy of the file to me, and put the other in the evidence servers, under the name 'Brian Jennings'."
"Yes sir." Jerome said, with some enthusiasm.
Just then, Cindy burst into the room. "Can I see you in your office, or mine, Commander?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into Cindy's office. She played a Youtube video on her television monitor on the wall. It showed Katherine Woodburn at the same speech we'd seen on KSTD earlier.
"I've been trying to get this woman to come work for me for a long time!" shouted Woodburn, with Priya next to her and next to the podium. "She is an accomplished and beautiful person, and I'm glad to finally be able to announce that Priya Ajmani has joined my team as Public Relations Officer and Press Secretary!" The audience applauded.
"That's the back half of the story." Cindy said. "Yesterday, the Media began colluding to orchestrate their attacks on your wife, which we're seeing now. Priya refused to go along. She said the attacks on Dr. Fredricson weren't true, and that as a reporter she objected to the propaganda hit pieces. KSTD's new Executive Producer, Gregg Berger, called her into his office, and she came out a minute later and stormed out of the building. It's not clear if she was fired or resigned, but she's gone from KSTD."
"Wow... random act of conscience on Priya's part." I said.
"Yes." Cindy said. "Katherine Woodburn is not lying that she's wanted Priya to come work for her for a long time, and she scooped her up immediately. I'm a little surprised Katherine is defending your wife so strongly, but she never wastes an opportunity to attack Republicans."
"And in this case, rightly so." I said.
"And I'll give you some credit for Priya's act of conscience." Cindy said. When I looked at her in surprise, she said "That time you got in her face for reporting the rape victim's name, and told her you wish you'd left her to die on the CIA's table... that really, really shook her up. I'm willing to bet that was when she started thinking about things."
"I'm not willing to bet against you on that." I said. "And if you talk to Priya, tell her I'm glad I saved her from the CIA... now that she's no longer a filthy propagandist pretending to be a 'journalist'."
"Wow, you really do hate them, don't you?" Cindy asked, a rhetorical question backed by a grin. The grin vanished when I stared her down, not a shred of humor in my eyes nor my features. Then she said "So... what are you going to do about the attacks on Laura?"
"First," I said, "are you game for the idea I made, about removing the chairs from the Press Room?"
"Yes, and I'm way ahead of you on that." Cindy replied. "I emailed Captain Thompson when I got here this morning, and told him to lock the chairs in the storage closet."
"Good." I said. "That is something they'll actually notice. As to what to do next... I'd like to go 'nuclear' on them, and if they keep up the shit about my wife, I'm going to do it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Don." said Mike G. Todd, who'd called me on my personal iPhone. "The State Independent Counsel contacted me."
"Good." I said. "When do I finally get to appear and confront the bastard?"
"I dunno." said Mike. "They called me about Dr. Fredricson's appearance. I told them that there would be none, period. They just hung up the phone without saying another word..."
Part 14 - The Bridge Too Far
"Sir, there's someone to see you." said Robert Mullen's assistant. "A Major Martin. He says it's urgent."
"I don't know any 'Major Martin'." said Mullen. "Okay, send him on in.
Mullen might not have known Major Martin, but Laura and I sure did. He had been a Captain with the 3457th Signal Intelligence unit, and had visited us during the time of the crisis with the Consultant of Crime (Author's note: 'Going Rogue'.). I happened to know that Laura had recruited him into the CIA, and that his cock had gotten balls-deep in my wife's pussy a few times, which Laura had described as 'very pleasurable encounters'.
Martin came into the office. "Just who are you?" Mullen asked sourly.
"I'm Major Martin." the handsome officer said. He was wearing a civilian suit and tie. "I'm with the National Security Agency in Washington." He presented his credentials.
"So what?" asked Mullen, not bothering to look at the credentials.
"I'm here," said Martin, putting the credentials back in his pocket, "to let you know that the NSA considers your attempts to investigate Dr. Laura Fredricson to be a threat to the national security of the United States. We are moving to stop your subpoenas, and we are suggesting... strongly suggesting... that you shut down any aspect of your investigation that involves Dr. Fredricson."
"Are you kidding me?" gasped Mullen, as angry as he was shocked. "Why should I do that? And what business is it of yours?"
"You don't know?" asked Martin, surprised.
"Know what?" said Mullen.
"You need to fire your investigators, if they didn't come across it." said Martin. "It's not a big secret that Dr. Fredricson was a CIA Agent for three decades, that she recently retired as a Deputy Director of the Science and Technology Directorate, and that any investigation of her by you will not be tolerated by us."
"And if I don't stop?" Mullen snarled.
"Then your body will be found floating down the River towards Southport." said Martin. Seeing Mullen's look of shock, he said "Oh, I'm not kidding either. People might say that Commander Troy murdered you, and quite frankly, there are people within the CIA and the overall Intelligence Community that would not mind seeing him blamed for your death. But the bottom line, and the reason I came from Washington to tell you this, is that all investigations of Dr. Laura Fredricson will cease and desist. Immediately."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Robert Mullen called a meeting of his lawyers and investigators. "How far did you drill down in your investigation of Dr. Fredricson?" he asked loudly.
"Not all that far." said Brafford Bacon. "There's a lot of blocks on her financial records, especially the IRS records that we normally can obtain. That's why we subpoenaed them."
"Tell me about her career over the last three decades." said Mullen acidly.
"She's from Texas." said one of the investigators. "Her parents died when she was a teenager. She married an Army Officer, who eventually became a General. She was at Wildcat School as a psychology professor, took a sabbatical when her husband was assigned to NATO in Europe, then came to the University here as head of the Psychology Department, and has been there ever since."
"Thank you for reciting what I can read from a fucking press release from the University." snarled Mullen. "So, when her parents died, who took care of her? Where did she go?"
"Uhhh, that's not clear, sir." said Bacon. "We need warrants to drill down that far, and the Court has not issued them yet."
"And all your research," said Mullen, "the same fantastic research that didn't find Captain Croyle's plea deal with the Town & County... has now missed the fact that Dr. Laura Fredricson recently retired as one of the highest-level officers of the Central Intelligence Agency."
You could have heard a pin drop.
"And what's more," snarled Mullen some more, "that same Intelligence Community is more than a little pissed off at our public investigation of Dr. Fredricson. The kind of 'pissed off' that leads to people disappearing, if you get my drift."
"What do you want us to do, sir?" asked another investigator.
"I want all of you to cease and desist from investigating Fredricson any further." said Mullen. "Bacon, I want you to go to the Courthouse and withdraw the subpoenas for her records and for her to appear before us."
"But sir," said Bacon, "CIA or no CIA, she might have information that will lead us to busting Commander Troy and Governor Jared!"
"So this woman, who is used to keeping some of the Nation's highest secrets," said Mullen, "is going to turn on her husband and narc on him? Hell, I expected the subpoena to be overturned in Court, anyway; I only issued it to let Commander Troy know that I'll stop at nothing to get him. But he's just one man, and just local cop of a backwater jurisdiction. The Feds are a different story: I want no part of the Federal Government coming after my ass. So go now and withdraw the fucking subpoena, Bacon!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And this is the Reed Hudson Show, bringing you more of the news you truly need to know, on the Conservative Excellence Network." said Hudson as the second hour of his show began. "As we talked about in the last hour, there are two huge news stories in the State right now. One is the series of vicious attacks by Establishment Republicans upon Dr. Laura Fredricson, Head of the Department of Psychology at the University, and the wife of Police Commander Donald Troy; the other is the equally vicious assault upon your Second Amendment rights by propagandist-pretending-to-be-a-journalist Brian Jennings of KSTD." He replayed Jennings's anti-gun-rights rant over the airwaves.



"In an odd way," said Hudson, "Jennings actually made the pro-gun-rights argument for us. Think about what he said... he wants only the Police and military to have guns. This is the same reporter that kept snarling at us over and over that Commander Donald Troy used Police power to harass two women that made false claims against the Governor. This is the same reporter that tells us over and over again that Commander Troy uses Police power to deprive black citizens of their rights, though there is no proof of any incident where Commander Troy did that."
"This same guy, that keeps telling you that Commander Troy abuses Police power... now says that only Police like Commander Troy should have guns, and that you should not have guns." continued Reed. "Just think about that, folks----"
"We now interrupt this program to bring you a Breaking News bulletin." said a male announcer.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette into the ears of the Region. She was also on television. "Fox Two News has learned that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen has withdrawn his subpoenas that would have compelled the University to provide all records pertaining to Dr. Laura Fredricson, and he has also withdrawn the subpoena for her to appear and testify before the Independent State Counsel. Again, Robert Mullen has withdrawn his subpoena requests pertaining to Dr. Fredricson. He made no statement giving the reasons for this action..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm not happy about this at all." said State AG Karl Handel to a frenzy of 'journalists' at a press conference near his office. "I fully believe that Dr. Fredricson should've been subpoenaed to find out her knowledge of matters such as the Jasmine Nix assassination, as well as if she colluded with her husband to hide illegal campaign payments to Paulina Patterson... No, it's ultimately up to the Independent State Counsel, and I have to respect their independence in their investigations..."
Before the press conference, Handel had called Mullen and demanded to know what was going on. Mullen had shocked him by saying he couldn't and wouldn't discuss it on the phone, and that he knew his office wasn't bugged while Handel's might be. So Handel went over to Mullen's office, and he was furious.
"What the goddamn fuck, Mullen?" Handel had all but screamed. "We Republicans put our asses out there, put 'em on the line for you for this, and you went and withdrew the fucking subpoenas?!?!"
"I was warned." said Mullen. "Fredricson was not just a college professor. She was a longtime career CIA Officer."
"For Christ's sake!" gasped Handel. "That's just what we need! Force her to tell us if that batshit-crazy Maxine Watts is right, that the CIA murdered Jasmine Nix! That could blow everything up in Jared's fucking face!"
"She would never tell us, she would never admit to that." said Mullen. "And you and me both would be dead. The NSA sent one of their agents to me. They aren't kidding around on this one. The agent said I could go after Troy all I wanted, but to stay the hell away from Fredricson. And that is what I'm doing..."
Now, Handel was scrambling to do damage control. He had the power to stop the ISE investigation and fire Mullen, power even the Governor did not have. But to do that meant that Val Jared remained Governor. And nothing was more unacceptable to the Establishment Elites like Mitt Bain Willis and Samuel Russell than that. The web grew increasingly tangled...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Press noticed that the chairs were missing in the Press Room at the afternoon press conference. They tried to go into the side rooms to find them, and were blocked off by heavily armored Police Officers, who told them they'd be arrested if they tried to leave the Press Room by any way but the main hallway to the lobby.
They haughtily demanded to know where the chairs were, and were told by Captain Thompson: "We are under no obligation to provide you with chairs. We're really not obligated to even provide you with a Press Room. And if you keep up these ridiculous and dishonest attacks on Dr. Laura Fredricson, you'll be standing from now own."
"We have every right to report on her!" screamed Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown.
"Why?" thundered Captain Thompson. "What has she done to deserve the filthy attacks you've made against her?"
"In case you haven't noticed, Thompson," snarled Lester Holder, "her husband fathered a child with Paulina Patterson, a candidate for the D.A.'s Office."
"And exactly what office is Dr. Fredricson herself running for?" shot back Thompson. When Holder didn't answer, Thompson said "I'm waiting for your answer, Holder. What is Dr. Fredricson running for? What office? And why the level of personal attacks from all of you filthy slugs? Not to mention, Holder, that you called the Commander's daughter a 'halfbreed', making you a racist... and a hypocrite... in my mind." With Thompson and Holder both being black, the rest of the Press Corps was frozen in place, not knowing what to say or do.
"Allow me, Captain." said a voice, which was followed by the appearance of a platinum blonde with ice-blue eyes shooting cold fire, and a green crowbar in her hand. Commander Ross assumed the podium.
"Let me be very clear on some things." Ross said. "It was me personally who ordered the chairs to be removed from this Press Room until you Media jerks learn some manners. Captain Thompson is right: Dr. Fredricson is not running for any office, has a stellar career as a University Professor of Psychology, and has done nothing at all to warrant the names you Media slugs have been calling her. It's going to stop, one way or another."
"Wanna bet?" snarled Brian Jennings. Cindy met his stare, matched it, and bore into him.
"Yes. I do." Cindy replied, "The real question is... do you want to bet... against the Iron Crowbar?" She began walking off the platform. "Think about it, people..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mullen got the hint. The Press... did not. The barrage was relentless.
"Dr. Laura Fredricson studies and teaches about illicit sexual behavior." said Ruby Russell on the 'Point Taken' show. "She advocates open marriages, and she practices what she preaches there, for damn sure! She advocates swinging, she studies things like incest... She has low morals and no integrity at all..."
"The problem is," said Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute For Politics, on a panel show with Amber Harris, "that Commander Troy may be using his wife to shield his own illegal activities."
"I agree." said Amber. "And he's corrupt enough, but sources now tell Fox Two News that Dr. Fredricson has had her own sexual affairs while her husband has his, that she's had sexual relationships with men and women, including students----"
"Not that there is anything wrong with that... with relationships with other women." said Dr. Romanov, showing superior political correctness.
"The point is, Dr. Romanov," said Amber, "that she's hopping into bed with other people just like her husband is doing. What about their children? Does she even give a damn about her daughter? And what's her daughter going to grow up to be like? A slut, like her mother?"
Mind you, this was spoken by a reporterette that was truly was cheating on her husband, with the young stud Nick Eastwood. Laura was not cheating with Nick; after all, it's not cheating if her husband knows, right? ;-)
"What is going on in that County is sleazy." said Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University for Political and Social Change. "And it starts at the top: Governor Val Jared, his pal Griswold who is running for Town & County Sheriff, to Donald Troy and his slut of a wife."
"I've been saying this about our University Faculty for years." said Sean Stockton. "They're just a bunch of leftwingers that have no values, no morals. And now we find out the Head of the Psychology Department is a slut that needs to be psychiatrically evaluated herself!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what are you going to do?" asked Cindy as we sat in her office late on the afternoon of Wednesday, July 11th.
"If they keep it up," I said, "I'm going to 'go nuclear' on them."
Cindy held up her bug-killer device, which she'd activated. "What's that?" she asked.
"Just between us Michaux types," I said, "I'm going to start exposing their hypocrisy by exposing some of their own sexual affairs and things that they don't want to see come out."
Indeed, I'd been working a long time to slowly gather irrefutable proof of the illicit if not illegal activities of politicians and Press that considered me their enemy. It is possible that the Widow Athena Jones had also been doing these things. The problem was, I had a little bit on a few people, but not enough, and not on all of them.
"How much do you have on them?" asked Cindy. I love Cindy Ross, but sometimes she asks that one question I don't want her to ask.
"Not enough." I said.
"Hmmm," Cindy said. "Maybe I can help with that. Why don't you get the hell out of my office, and I'll make a few... phone calls..."
"Your father is not going to give us what he has on these creeps," I said, "not even if you ask."
"I'm not calling my father." said Cindy. "Now go find someplace useful to be." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction as I got up to go.
"You're loving it that I don't outrank you any more, aren't you?" I asked.
"You betcha." Cindy said with a grin.
Part 15 - Sleeping With The Enemy
The evening of Wednesday, July 11th, Laura had an Investment Club meeting. Meanwhile, I got a call from an unexpected person: State Senator Katherine Woodburn. "Come to my home." Katherine said. "I have something for you."
I drove there in the Black Beauty, and used its powerful tools to scope the gated property, which was one of the more modest homes in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, but had a semi-attached building that served as Katherine's private offices. That was where I'd banged her last Winter. My IR and radio sweeps showed only one person on the property, and no radio traffic.
The gate opened and I drove in, following the drive to the side of the home by the garage, where I would enter without being seen by nosy neighbors. Katherine had told me to come in by the side door, so I did. I walked through the kitchen and found her sitting in her living room.
She was wearing an off-white sleeveless blouse with deep cleavage, which showed off her large, natural breasts. Her black skirt showed off her shapely ass. She was wearing sheer black stockings with an intricate pattern of curls or leaves on the sides, and high-heel suede black pumps.
I was wearing a dark red collared button-down shirt, and black pants. And from the smoldering look in Katherine's eyes, I would not be wearing them very long.
"There you are." Katherine said as she saw me come in. "I'm glad you came. And you'll be coming again... and again... if I have my way tonight."
"I hope you have something for me besides this luscious body of yours." I said as I approached her. I descended upon her and kissed her hard on her luscious lips. "And yes, I am going to come inside you... after you beg for mercy from sheer exhaustion."
"Mmmmm," Katherine moaned as she pulled me down for a hot, tongue-twining kiss. "Let's go to the bedroom..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Katherine's bedroom was very simply furnished. She didn't spend a lot of time here, I knew. She got fucked in other places, like in her office by her stud aide, Clark. She often slept in her office or in Midtown, as well.
"On the dresser." she said simply. There was a big folding file holder, which looked like an accordion to me when it wasn't full, but right now was chock-full of files. A bag of jump drives was on top of it.
"That's everything I've obtained on the Press bastards of this State over the years." said Katherine. "It's yours. Use it however you like. Just don't ever try to find my sources."
"Thanks, I appreciate it." I said. No, I did not ask her why she was doing this; I did not look the gift horse in the mouth, as the cliché goes. And I didn't need to ask about the sources. "So!" I said. "Let's get down to the real reason I am here." I began unbuttoning her blouse, not asking permission, and she did not stop me.
I kissed her mouth again as I opened her blouse and bared her breasts. Our tongues twined again as I took her tits in my hand and began massaging them, not hard but enough to let her know that I was doing it for my enjoyment, not hers. Her own hands were unbuttoning my shirt and opening my belt buckle.
Over the next few minutes, we made our way onto her bed, me naked and Katherine wearing only the stockings, having kicked off her shoes as I'd lowered her panties and begun fingering her sopping wet slit. We needed no further foreplay as she spread her legs in welcome and I mounted her. Her thighs were just pillowy enough to be the perfect cushion for mine as I hovered over her and sucked her breast. Then I slammed my mouth onto hers and sank my tongue in as far as I could as she guided my cock into her pussy. I drove forward, pushing my iron-hard shaft balls-deep into her womanhood until our pelvises met with a harsh *SMACK!*
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first time was the intense, physical mating of lovers in heat. Our coupling was deep, wet, and urgent. After I blasted my seed deep into Katherine's cunt, we cuddled for a while. Then we worked together to take off her stockings. I said I wanted to feel her bare flesh against mine.
Our second mating was slower, more loving. I felt the silky warmth of Katherine's legs against my sides and the heels of her bare feet pressing into the small of my back, just below where the scarring over my bad vertebrae was. Katherine was an enraged tiger in bed, sticking her tongue into my mouth as her hands gripped my asscheeks to urge me to fuck her harder and deeper. I teased her with short thrusts, keeping most of my cock buried in her sperm-soaked snatch, then fucking her hard with raw animal power when her frustration was peaking. Her orgasms showed me that I was fucking her right.
"Oh wow." she whispered as we finished our second coupling. "Damn, that was good. Incredible, really."
"Yes it was." I said emphatically. I cupped the back of her head firmly in my hand, controlling her, and kissed her mouth hard. She responded, returning the kiss with equal fervor. Then we relaxed into each other's naked bodies.
"So," she whispered, "did you ever find out more about Queenie's killer?"
"I'm pursuing some leads now." I said. "When all this crap with the Independent State Counsel is done, I'll be going after her killer with a vengeance."
"Good... good..." Katherine said sleepily as she settled into me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got home before Laura did. I had run water into the hot tub and was soaking in it, which made my back feel words better. When Laura got home and made it to the bathroom after checking on the children, she made a point to undress in front of me, and I was an appreciative audience. She then got into the big tub with me.
"Oh, that's great." she sighed. Only the dimmed wall lights gave any light, setting the mood. "But I guess Katherine Woodburn wore you out, huh."
"If I can't get it up for my beautiful wife," I said as she slid her shapely feet along my pecs to my shoulders, "then I'm a lost cause... and I took a 'gray viagra'."
"You haven't taken one of those in a while." Laura said with a smile. "How are you feeling?"
"Pretty damn good." I said, my voice sounding as liquid as my body felt in the hot tub. Laura giggled as I began fondling her feet, gently massaging them.
"Mmmm, nice." she said. "Well, the Investment Club ladies were very supportive of me tonight. Even Mrs. Myrtle L. James made a point to express her disgust with the Media."
"Good." I said. "And I might be able to do something about those bastards of the Media. We're going to find out..."
Part 16 - The Nuclear Option
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, July 12th. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the political fallout after Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen withdrew subpoenas for the University and Professor Laura Fredricson of the Psychology Department!"
"Republicans are furious that Mr. Mullen withdrew the subpoenas after they openly and publicly supported him for issuing them." Bettina said. "And Governor Jared broke his silence on the matter by issuing a tweet taunting Mr. Mullen, which said 'Mullen withdrew the subpoenas because he knew he was going to lose in Court... again.'. "
"Asked if he would fire Robert Mullen and end the Independent State Counsel investigation," Bettina continued, "Attorney General Karl Handel replied, and I quote: 'I'd sure like to fire Robert Mullen, but we still have to find the truth about Governor Jared's abuse of power so that he can be impeached and removed from office.'."
"And for more on this," said Bettina, "let's go to our political correspondent, Lester Holder. Lester!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Lester 'Penis' Holder. "I am here with State Senator Maxine Watts. Senator, what do you think about the withdrawal of the subpoenas?"
"As you know, Lester," said Maxine Watts, "I have never accepted the findings of the FBI that Jasmine Nix's voice was silenced by other blacks, and that the FBI is helping cover up the CIA's involvement in Ms. Nix's assassination."
"Yes," said Holder, "but how does that tie into these subpoenas?"
Watts began: "Because Laura Fredricson was a CIA Officer for thirty---" *BZZZZZT*
The feed went staticky, then dropped. A second later, Bettina came on, looking very pale under her makeup. She stammered "It... it appears we have lost our feed to Lester Holder. We'll try to get it back. In the meantime, the Independent State Counsel's Office says they expect to interview Commander Donald Troy himself. Mr. Robert Mullen has said he's tired of Troy's delays, and that this matter would have been wrapped up by July 4th if people would cooperate with the law instead of fighting tooth-and-nail against his efforts to find out the truth..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What just happened with that feed?" exclaimed Vice Lieutenant Mary Milton as we watched and drank coffee in MCD.
"Gimme twenty dollars... gimme twenty dollars... gimme twenty dollars..." Joanne's computer began playing as she brought up that audio file.
Cindy then exhibited her beautiful singing voice: "Slen-der Man, Slen-der Man, sometimes hums a lowly drone; Slen-der Man, Slen-der Man, he will wander 'round your home..."
"Or the CIA will." said Theo Washington. "They ain't playing."
"Ho-lee shit." growled Chief Moynahan, who had just come in. "That is going to blow up in some faces."
"Yes, yes it is." I said. "Captain Croyle! Put out the word. Loddy-doddy-everybody in this Police Force is to start wearing armor. The standard complement for Uniformed Officers patrolling the streets, and at least the basic under-uniform armor for administrative personnel, Supervisors and higher. That incluuuuuudes the Chief of Police; make sure he understands that, Captain Croyle."
Everyone looked stunned that I just ordered my direct superior, my boss, to wear armor like the rest of us. But he and I both knew that I am responsible for every Officer in the TCPD... including the one guy above me on the totem pole.
"Understood, Commander." said the Chief. "And I will comply... just as I expect every Officer on this Police Force to comply, Captain Croyle."



"Yes sir." Teresa replied.
"Commander, what are you going to do about the Press?" asked Joanne Warner.
"That's why we're going to be wearing armor." I said. "Because I am about to go 'nuclear' on the Press. Commander Ross, would you mind announcing a Press Conference for 10:00am?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Thursday, July 12th. It was one of those 'game change' moments in local history.
"Ladies and gentlemen," announced Captain Thompson to the very full room of reporters standing (not sitting) in attendance, "the Police Commander."
I strode into the room and to the podium. In one hand was a red crowbar. In the other was a thick pile of file folders with sheafs of papers in them, and a Bible on top.
Setting the materials down on the shelf inside the podium, I opened the Bible and began reading to the utterly silent assemblage of 'journalists': "From the Gospel according to St. John, Chapter 8."
I read aloud: "And the scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman caught in adultery, and having set her in the midst, they said to Him, 'Teacher, this woman has been caught in adultery, in the very act. Now in the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women; what then do You say?' And they were saying this, testing Him, in order that they might have grounds for accusing Him. But Jesus stooped down, and with His finger wrote on the ground. When they persisted in asking Him, He straightened up, and said to them, 'He who is without sin among you, let him cast the first stone.'."
Closing the Bible, I said "Who dares ask the first question?" It was an outright challenge.
Brian Jennings said "Commander, is your wife a former CIA Agent?"
"Mr. Jennings," I replied loudly, "today your wife will be given proof that you are having extramarital sexual affairs with two female reporters who are in this room now. Your wife will have that proof by the end of the day."
The room was full of shocked reporters, to be damn sure, as it dawned on them what was happening. "What is this about, Commander?" stammered Amber Harris.
"It is about your hypocrisy, the hypocrisy of every one of you god-damned animals of the Media that have attacked my wife and my child with the filthiest of personal insults, none of which either has done a damn thing to deserve." I thundered. "I am sick and tired of it, and I'm done with all of you. Say anything more about my wife, anything at all, in print or on the airwaves, and your own extramarital affairs, or other relationships that you don't want coming out, will be exposed... and in a way to do you the most damage."
"Are you threatening us?" queried Jennings angrily.
"No." I said shortly. "We're beyond threats. I'm going to war with you. I'm done with you, all of you. None of you God-damned hypocrites are in any position to cast any stones nor aspersions at my wife, and those of you that do will pay the consequences, beginning with Brian Jennings. Okay, who dares ask the next question?"
Bettina raised her hand and I said "Put your hand down, Bettina, before I humiliate you." Bettina's eyes widened, but she said nothing.
"Troy," snarled Lester Holder, "do you really think you're going to win against us? Against the Press?"
"I don't know." I replied. "I'm not really thinking in terms of winners and losers. Everyone loses when the Press has their way. You destroy people's lives for any reason or no reason, and purely for the enjoyment of doing so. Don't give me your verbal diarrhea about 'the Public has a right to know', or 'we are just reporting the truth'... because you're not. You're not journalists, you're propagandists. You withhold the truth, such as the truth that those women were trying to set up Jared and copped pleas to avoid jail, and then you go out and outright lie about me and my family."
"So it's payback time, for what you've done to my wife." I said, taking out a couple of photographs and throwing them into the mass of reporters. "Lester 'Penis' Holder," I said loudly, "those are photos of you performing oral sex upon the Lieutenant Governor of the State, Graham Collins. I don't know if you were sucking his dick to get an exclusive interview, or just because you enjoying sucking a white man's cock, but there's the proof of your doing it."
Holder looked furiously at me. Brian Jennings looked like he was going to physically attack me.
"Oh, and one more thing." I said, seeing Jennings's look. "I have not forgotten that one of your colleagues, a reporter... just like you... tried to murder my daughter last Christmas---"
"Oh, come ON, Don!" screamed Bettina. "Are you really going to say we all are like Hardwood? Are you really going to hold that over all of us, forever?"
"Yes." I said simply. "As far as I am concerned, every single one of you are as evil as John Hardwood, as willing to commit murder as Hardwood. You are reporters, just like he was. Not a shred of difference between him and you, at all... except he's dead now. And I swear to you... any of you filthy bastards try to harm any of my family in any way... I'll rip your asses apart. I don't care if they put me on the table at Jacksonville; you even look at my family the wrong way, and I will stamp out every wet bit of existence out of you."
Some of the reporters were not listening; they were enjoying the photos I'd thrown out of Lester Holder and Graham Collins engaged in gay sex. The rest, however, were a mixture of stunned silence and unappeasable hatred. They knew I was going to a level with them that no ever had before, that no one had ever dared to go before. They'd crossed the line with me, they'd found the button to push that would set me off... and now they were realizing that the consequences were not what they'd ever expected...
"You've been warned." I said as I gathered my papers from the podium. I then left the room.
"I'll just add one thing before we kick you out of here and close the Press Room." said Commander Cindy Ross. "Commander Troy's family... is my family. Anything happens to any of them, and he might not get the chance to destroy you... if I beat him to you. Now get the fuck out of here, you God-damned pieces of dog shit!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The words were hardly out of her mouth when, on the other side of Town, Brian Jennings's wife was receiving a package of papers. They showed photos of her husband in flagrante delicto with two female reporters that Mrs. Jennings knew, and also a Muslim woman that Jennings had used as an 'Arab Spokeswoman' in his anti-Israel stories in the past...
"What is it, Mommy?" her ten year old daughter asked, seeing her mother crying.
"Nothing, sweetie. Go upstairs and wash up for lunch. I need to make a phone call." It was to her lawyer; she had had suspicions, now she had the proof to go along with the divorce papers she was going to file...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They were meeting in the back room of the Cattleman's Club for lunch. Burt West, Executive Producer of KXTC; Gregg Berger, Executive Producer of KSTD, successor to Dan Walther; Diane Williams, Managing Editor of KCTY in the City; Julie Moon, Executive Producer of KSB in the City; Charles Baird, Executive Producer at Fox Midtown; and Brett Rose, Executive Producer of KCAP in Midtown.
They considered themselves the Media Elite. They believed they knew better than the People of the State what was best for everyone. They believed that their job was to tell the People exactly what to think.
Also present was Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling. And any appetite they had was lost when he reported his devastating findings to them: "We'll do more polling over the weekend." he said. "But the rolling numbers over the last four days have been consistent, especially with the base questions: 'Who do you believe more, Commander Donald Troy or the Press?' and 'Who is more trustworthy, Commander Troy or the Press?'. Similar questions, and the numbers are the same: Commander Troy gets 86%, you guys get 14%, with virtually no undecideds, and a margin of error of only plus/minus 2%."
"Jesus Christ." whispered Gregg Berger. "Really? It's that bad? Did you poll any Democrats at all?"
"Look, we polled nearly everyone in the County, it seems." said Frazier. "Republicans, Democrats, Independents, black, white, blue, green..." There was no laughter; the joke fell flat. Frazier went on: "The bottom line is that Commander Troy notwithstanding, the Press is just not trusted. On generic questions, that don't involve Commander Troy, the best the Media gets is about 20%."
"What do we have to do to change that?" asked Burt West. "What did your respondents say to that?"
"If you guys want me to commission an poll to ask that..." started Frazier.
"God DAMN it, Karl!" West shouted, shocking everyone. "We're already paying you out the wazoo! Now don't tell me you haven't asked already! What changes do people want to see?"
Frazier said "We have some ancillary data. Not direct questions, but correlations. You're not going to like it."
"For God's sake, Karl, just fucking tell us." said Charles Baird.
Frazier exhaled. "People want to see honest news reporting. Unbiased. Reporting the news, not creating it. Just reporting it, instead of ramming biased, politically correct viewpoints down their throats. And reporting all of a story, rather than omitting half of it."
"What do you mean by that?" asked Julie Moon.
"Do I have to spell it out?" retorted Frazier. "Okay, look, in the privacy of this meeting I'll tell you something I won't tell the Public. One frequent example of omitting part of a story is that you guys repeatedly say the women accusing Jared of sexual misconduct had very credible claims... but they didn't. They forged Jared's signature. They lied about him. Commander Troy wasn't bullying them; he was going to haul them into Court and prove they were lying, so they took plea deals."
"So what?" thundered Gregg Berger.
"You guys never, ever mention that part of it, you even go to the point of lying and saying their claims are credible... but people know that the claims were not credible. And now Robert Mullen is trying to build a castle on those quicksands. It's going to end badly, folks. And people remember what you've reported, and they increasingly know you're lying... and they end up not trusting you."
"Thank you for coming, Karl." said Burt West, a clear dismissal. "We appreciate your information. We won't keep you from your valuable work." Frazier took the hint, and left.
"We need a new pollster." said Julie Moon.
"Won't do any good." said West. "The numbers will be the same. Unfortunately for us, Frazier does pretty good work. He's actually trying to help us by not sugar-coating this."
"So what do we do?" asked Brett Rose. "And I'm asking about the 800 pound gorilla in the room: Donald Troy."
"Do you really think he will follow through with his threats?" asked Diane Williams.
"You tell me, Diane." said Burt West. "You're the one he's suing for libel. You told us that he'd be quiet and take the accusations of financial crimes, rather than admit publicly that he sired an illegitimate, biracial child. But that's not what he did."
"Yes." Diane said sadly. "We're going to have to settle that one."  "What if he won't settle?" asked Berger. "He is en fuego about going to war with us."
"I'm leaving that to the lawyers." said Diane. "The question is what to do about him?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"As part of this divorce filing, your honor," said Tina Felton of the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn, "we are routinely filing a restraining order against Brian Jennings. But in his case, we've provided further evidence of why that should be granted."
"Yes, I'll grant that." said Judge Harry Nance after perusing the papers...
Part 17 - Guns and Hypocrisy
Saturday, July 14th. After a good breakfast with the large crowd of children, adults, and dogs at The Cabin, Paulina Patterson and I went into my office room to talk privately.
"So, what's it about?" I asked after we sat down.
"Don... it's over." Paulina said. "Our internal polling, as well as Frazier's polling and Romanov's polling, show that I'm down to 10%. I've lost the black community and the so-called 'Religious Right' whites. Miriam Walters is at 40%, Jenna Stiles at 35%, 10% undecided, and Krasney at 5%. Walters has promised to keep me on as ADA if I endorse her, which I was going to do anyway."
I nodded. "I'm sorry." I said. "I cost you the election."
"Noooo." Paulina replied with some passion. "You have no idea how proud I am of you for standing up and acknowledging Tasha. And when Carole told the Press to leave her sister alone, I cried for an hour when I saw that on your YouTube channel." (You may thank Cindy Ross for that video appearing on the "Meet Commander Donald Troy" YouTube channel.)
"And there was no way I'd ever deny my child, any of my children, whatever the cost." I said. "But it's cost you, and I'm sorry for that."
"I dunno." Paulina said. "At least I can go back and stop Krasney from making these god-damn easy plea deals for thugs. He has to give me my job back, and he's scared shitless of me."
"Think there's any way you can come back in the polls?" I asked.
"No, my staff and other advisors I've talked to think I'm toast." Paulina said. "When you admitted to a child out of wedlock, your popularity went up. Mine, it cratered. Not blaming you, but this world still loves a virile man, and hates women they consider sluts. Blacks consider me a sellout, a 'house negro' spreading my legs for a white man. And the white elites... well, you know how that is."
"No, I don't." I said. "And I don't want to know."
"Well," Paulina said, "the silver lining is that Tasha is going to grow up knowing that her daddy and her sister love her and took up for her in the face of withering Press hatred. I wouldn't trade that for the D.A. job, nor anything else..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Saturday, July 14th. Reporter Brian Jennings, his driver, and two cameramen scrambled into the KSTD news van. With a screech of tires, they drove out onto the streets.
"Southside. MLK Avenue. Drug deal gone bad." said Jennings. "Police are responding. Let's go!"
As they tore down Riverside Drive, a car pulled in behind them. Suddenly, their van was bathed in the blinding flash of blue lights.
"Cops." said the driver. "They're pulling us over." He slowed down and began looking for a place to stop.
"What are you doing?" screamed Jennings. "Keep going!"
"I'm not going to get shot by the cops!" the driver yelled back as he stopped. Two more Police cruisers pulled in; one behind the first, another from across the street that was now headlights-to-headlights with the KSTD van.
"Six of them." said the driver. "Armored and wary. They're touchy, so be careful."
Sr. Patrolman Hicks tapped on the window and the driver rolled it down. "May I see your drivers license and vehicle registration, please."
"What is this?" snarled Jennings from the shotgun seat. "We're the Press! We're going to a crime scene!"
"You were eighteen miles per hour over the speed limit when I clocked you with radar." said Hicks. "Anyone else in this vehicle?"
"Two a/v techs in back." said the driver.
"Any weapons in the vehicle?" asked Hicks.
"Not that I know of." said the driver. Jennings remained silent.
"Mr. Jennings, are you armed?" Hicks called out.
"That's none of your business." snarled Jennings. "Now let us go, so we can do our jobs and cover a news story!"
Hicks responded by drawing his weapon and pointing it at the driver's head. "Show your hands! Now! Show 'em!" he yelled. The driver showed his hands on top of the wheel. Jennings did not. Then he looked out to see Corporal Kirkpatrick right outside his window, gun drawn.
"Get out of the car!" yelled Hicks. "All of you! Slowly! Keep your hand where I can see 'em!" The driver slowly opened his door and got out. The back doors to the van also slowly opened, and the two techs exited, their hands in the air. Kirkpatrick had to bang hard on the passenger door window before Jennings finally complied. Once out of the van, he was slammed against the side of it. Kirkpatrick frisked him while Sr. Patrolman Johnson kept his gun practically in Jennings's ear.
"We've got a weapon!" Kirkpatrick yelled, finding a pistol in Jennings's back pocket. The rest of the crew were searched, but no more weapons were found.
"Hey!" yelled Jennings. "I've got a concealed carry permit for that."
"And you didn't tell us about it when we asked." said Kirkpatrick. "Any answer that did not affirm you had the weapon is legally Lying to Police, a felony offense in this State."
"That's bullshit!" yelled Jennings. "This is a set-up!" Kirkpatrick pushed Jennings in the back, slamming him against the side of the vehicle.
"You better start showing the Police some respect." Kirkpatrick warned. "We've got you on two felony charges already."
"For what?" yelled Jennings. "I did not lie to Police! And I have a permit to carry that weapon!"
"No you don't." said a voice. From behind the van came a tall, broad-shouldered man in a Tilley Hat, with a trenchcoat over his Police uniform. A red crowbar was in one hand, some papers in the other.
"Mr. Brian Jennings!" I said loudly. "Your wife filed for divorce on Thursday. As part of that, she obtained a restraining order against you. When it was issued, your concealed carry permit was revoked, and the papers notifying you of the Court action, including the revocation of your weapons permit, were signed for as being received by you. So you have no excuse: you are carrying a weapon illegally, and you did not notify Police that you had it when they asked you about it."
Finally learning, Jennings's potty mouth said nothing. His eyes said volumes about what he thought of me at that moment.
"Book him, Kirkpatrick." I ordered. "Multiple felonies. In fact, take all four of them in, impound this vehicle, and thoroughly search it for more illegal weapons. After all... according to Mr. Jennings's rant on television, only the Authorities should have guns... isn't that right, Jennings? Don't you just love the smell of hypocrisy on a summer evening?"
The Uniformed Officers all laughed. And it is possible that they were a wee bit rough in arresting Jennings and shoving him into a Police cruiser...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was well past midnight, and therefore Sunday, July 15th, when Gregg Berger and lawyer H.J. Lynch entered Headquarters. Lynch went to talk to Jennings in Interrogation-1. Berger came to my office, escorted by Commander Cindy Ross. Why was she here? I didn't know; she'd just appeared, and being a TCPD Command Group Officer, she had every right to be here.
"What the hell is this, Troy?" snarled Berger as he stood before my desk. "Trying to make a point?"
"Mr. Berger," said Cindy, "I suggest you show the Police Commander more respect, a lot more respect, if you want his cooperation to get your a/v techs out of his jails tonight." It was only then that I bothered to look up at Berger.
"Seriously," said Berger, "what's going on?"
"Mr. Berger," I said acidly, leaning back in my comfortable 'Command Chair', "your van's driver was going 63 miles per hour in a 45 mph zone... on Riverside Drive, right in front of this Headquarters. And then your 'journalist', Brian Jennings, lied to Police, then was found illegally carrying a gun. Fortunately for you, we found no other guns in your vehicle."
"The driver may have to pay a fine for the ticket, which you might reimburse him for. But Jennings... he's got felony charges coming, and possibly Federal weapons charges, as well. As I'm sure you know, there are over 23,000 gun laws on Federal and State books today, most of which get very little enforcement because you Media shit eaters whine when we enforce the law. But be assured that I will be charging Mr. Jennings with some of them now."



"All right." exhaled Berger, beginning what he thought would be the negotiation. "What do you want?"
"Why, only to enforce the law, Mr. Berger." I said. "Which is exactly what I am doing."
There would be no negotiation.
Part 18 - Point Driven Home
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded hot MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, July 16th. "Fox Two News has learned that Commander Donald Troy will finally be appearing before the Independent State Counsel!"
"The date for his appearance will be this Wednesday, July 18th." said Bettina. "Fox Two News has learned that several terms were agreed upon, but those have not been released. Commander Troy, in keeping with his new policy, is making no statements to the Press at all."
"And in political news," said Bettina, "Sources are telling Fox Two News that Paulina Patterson will suspend her campaign for District Attorney! She will return to her old position as Prosecutor for the current D.A.'s Office. There has been no statement from the Patterson Campaign nor the District Attorney's Office at this time. Political experts are in agreement that Ms. Patterson's campaign could not recover from the revelation that her child was fathered by Donald Troy, and her latest poll numbers showed her with only 10% support, just double that of Gil Krasney's 5%..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not a word about Brian Jennings." said Joanne Warner. "Surprising, since he's on a competitor's network."
"They're not competitors, not in the old-fashioned sense, anymore." I replied. "And talking about Jennings, and why he was arrested, runs counter to the overall Media anti-gun-rights agenda and narrative. Their biggest problem is that he really did what he was charged with, and they can't get around that."
"At least we're getting Paulina back." said Cindy. "Maybe they'll actually prosecute some of the people we arrest, now."
"And my brother will have some backup standing up to Krasney." said Theo Washington. "Franklin was on the verge of making an EEO complaint to the US DOJ, and may still."
"Why can't people just do the right thing?" asked Joanne Warner. "Why is it so hard? Why is it so hard for the Press to do an honest job?"
"They think they are doing an honest job." said Teddy Parker. "Some of them truly believe they're doing right, and can't understand why we hate their guts so much."
"In a way," said Chris Purvis of Vice, "it's like our jobs as Police Officers. We're hated just for doing our jobs. And then some bad apples make all of us look bad, and those of us doing an honest job wonder why we're hated."
"There is one difference, though." I said. "Most Police Officers, not all but most, actually do an honest job. That cannot be said about the Press. The very rare few that actually stand up and call out the bias and corruption of the rest, are 'talked to', and often fired."
"Like Priya Ajmani." said Cindy.
"Don't be too fooled on that one, either." I said. "She went from the Media to Katherine Woodburn's Office. A step up, to be sure, but don't be fooled into thinking that was as it appeared to be."
"You mean it was all a charade?" asked Cindy, stunned. I just looked at her and raised my eyebrows, making her go into a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Media executives want to have a meeting with the Sheriff and me." said Chief Moynahan as Cindy and I sat with him in his office. "You get one guess, Mr. Crowbar, when they want to meet."
"Wednesday." I said. The Chief nodded and chuckled as I said "They know I'll be in Midtown Wednesday."
"Yezzzz." said Moynahan. "They don't want any part of you. That may be an error, though. I don't intend to be any easier on them than you've been."
"Am I invited to this meeting, Chief?" Cindy asked.
"As far as I'm concerned, yes." said the Chief. "The Sheriff has finally realized that he has just a few months left as Sheriff. He told me and Fire Chief Quinlin that we are essentially on autopilot, as he's going to begin switching to full-time campaign mode for Mayor. He's in danger of falling behind in the polls."
"And wants to wash his hands of whatever we do." Cindy said astutely.
"That's some of it." I said. "But there's other reasons, as well. Don't ask; I'm not going to elaborate."
"You don't have to." Cindy said.
"Okay, okay," said the Chief, "I'll buy the beer at the Cop Bar to bribe you into telling meeeee." Cindy and I both chuckled at that, and agreed we could be bribed with beer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts called up the next arraignment. It was the case Town & County v. Brian Jennings. There were a few gasps when the Prosecutor walked in. She was wearing a light blue suit and gray blouse and matching light blue medium heel pumps.
"Ah, Ms. Patterson." said Watts happily. "It is good to see you in my Courtroom again. You've filed all the papers?"
"Thank you, Your Honor. It's good to be back." Paulina said. "I filed the papers suspending my campaign an hour ago, when the office opened, and I've formally notified the District Attorney that I have returned." Brian Jennings and his lawyer H.J. Lynch, did not look very happy about it.
"Good!" said Watts. "What is the Prosecution's position on bail?"
"We recommend no bail, and that the defendant be held in custody until his trial." said Paulina. "He is a flight risk. Furthermore, as you know, Your Honor, the Defendant's fellow reporter John Hardwood tried to murder Commander Troy's daughter Carole, and the Defendant and several of his Press colleagues have verbally attacked Commander Troy's other daughter, including calling her a 'halfbreed'."
"Your Honor!" interrupted H.J. Lynch, "I demand the Prosecutor recuse herself immediately. As the mother of the child she is discussing, she should not be involved with this case. I object to her continued presence!"
"Your objection is denied." said Watts. "Furthermore, you do not demand anything in my Courtroom, or I'll have you held in contempt and put up for disbarment. Mind your tone and your tongue with me, Mr. Lynch."
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "I'd like to play this video as another reason we believe the defendant should not receive bail." Judge Watts allowed the playing. The video was Brian Jennings's rant blaming the gun and demanding the Second Amendment be done away with."
"The hypocrisy would stun me," said Watts, a strong gun-rights supporter, "if this weren't a reporter being charged. Defense, your counter had better be darn good if you want bail for your client."
"My client is well-known in the local community." said Lynch. "He has ties to the community, and family here. You pointed out that he is a reporter; as such, he is well-recognized, and I ask he be freed on his own recognizance. We would not object to ankle monitoring."
"No, that's not going to happen." said Watts. "I am particularly concerned by the attack upon Commander Troy's daughter by a journalist last Christmas, and now we find this reporter who says only LEOs should have guns is now accused of illegally concealing a gun on his person. Bail is denied. We will move up his trial date to ensure a speedy trial." Watts banged his gavel.
I was in the back of the Courtroom. I saw Jennings lean over the railing and hug his daughter before the Deputies took him away. Tears were running down the little girl's face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in the Chief's Conference Room with Cindy, Chief Moynahan, and Chief Griswold. I asked "Jennings's wife filed for divorce thinking she'd get alimony to raise her child. Now, there will be no alimony. Chief Griswold, I know you speak at churches and talk to their people for your campaign; is there anything you can do to get them to help find the woman some work?"
"I can talk to them." said Griswold.
"I can talk to Frank Soltis in Midtown." said Chief Moynahan. "There's a new television movie production company starting up down there, and they're hiring. Frank was involved in getting the company to come to Midtown; he may have some money invested in it. I'll give him a call."
"Thanks." I said.
"Don," Cindy said, shaking her platinum blonde head, "You're unbelievable. A reporter tries to murder your daughter, and the vast majority of journalists would not have cared less if she'd died. They called your wife filthy names, verbally attacked your other daughter, calling her a 'halfbreed'... and yet you show enough compassion to try to help a little girl whose journalist father is going to prison for at least ten years."
"Yeah." I said. "I saw her hugging her dad, tears in her eyes. I was remembering a movie I saw once, about the Israeli agents that went after the terrorists that murdered the athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics."
"They detonated a bomb that killed one of the terrorists." I continued. "One guy went to the hospital, to make sure the terrorist was dead. While he was there, the wife and daughter of the terrorist came in. The doctor took the mother back to the other room, and the little girl was sitting across from the agent, tears flowing down her face. Then her mother came out and told her that her father was dead."
I went on: "This isn't that extreme, but while Brian Jennings is an evil man who will pay for his crimes, his daughter did nothing wrong. One day she was in a happy, two-parent family; today, she faces utter destitution, and she won't be hugging her father again for ten years or more. So if there's something we can do to help the little girl, I'm all for---"
*BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!*
It was my personal cellphone. I answered and said "I'll be right out." Hanging up, I said "Mike Todd is here. Will you excuse me, Chief?"
"Sure, go ahead." said Moynahan.
After I left, Cindy said "Wow. Just wow."
"That's the difference between Don and those Press bastards." said Chief Griswold. "He has a conscience. Media journalists... have none. Absolutely none."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We have a settlement offer on the table from KCTY." said Mike Todd as we sat in my office. "They won't admit wrongdoing, but they cannot say publicly that they've admitted no wrongdoing. I got that much out of them, and it's kind of unique. You're going to get $1.6 million from them, and I'll get another $600,000... that's plenty as a retainer for kicking Mullen's ass like we're about to do." He grinned at that last comment, and I nodded.
"Don," he said, "I know you want to take this all the way, fight it out in public to humiliate them, and you know I'm with you all the way in fighting these Swamp Frogs with everything we've got... but my best legal advice is that you take this deal. Drag it out, and it becomes old news, and we might even lose in the end. I advise you to just take the win and the money, and let's move on."
"Yeah, you're right." I said, knowing he was right despite my overwhelming desire to really shove the legal crowbar up Diane Williams's ass. "Okay, let's do it..."
Part 19 - Epilogue
I went home after work. I took the dogs out, then spent a few extra minutes petting them before going back inside. We had family supper, which did not include stringbeans. I did the tucking in of the children at bedtime, taking some time to talk with them.
When I came downstairs, Laura had a couple of drinks poured. "Something's on your mind." she said. "Your upcoming inquisition?"
"No, something I've been thinking about for a while." I replied. "I know Carole's young... but I think it's time she begins taking Aikido lessons..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Brian Jennings would take it to trial, and lose. He would get ten years in both State and Federal sentences, but unfortunately they were concurrent sentences.
Meanwhile, his ex-wife did get a job offer in Midtown. Her daughter's life wasn't the same, but the girl would end up okay.
The war with the Press would continue. And the Governor of the State, Valnius Jared, fired his own artillery shell at a rally of the College CPAC group, saying this during his speech:
"And I tell you," he said, "that the greatest threat to our United States Constitution and our freedoms and our way of life... is not Red China... is not Russia, the old Soviet Union... no, ladies and gentlemen, the greatest threat to us is the American... Mainstream... Media!" Huge applause erupted, then the Governor drove it home: "The American Mainstream Media is our greatest enemy!!" Amen to that, I thought to myself in total agreement. Amen to that.
Have I mentioned that I have an unappeasable hatred of the Press?
Finis. ... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Tuesday night, July 17th. They were in a room next to Robert Mullen's office, lit by only one lamp. The *clink* of ice cubes melting mixed with the pouring of bourbon as the men in the room fortified themselves with liquid courage.
Attending this clandestine meeting were the Republican Establishment's top leadership: Lt. Governor Graham Collins, Attorney General Karl Handel, State Senator Cain Mitchell, State Rep. Wilson Hammonds, and Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen. Also attending were Governor Jared's aides Steve Fuqua and Alan Davidson.
"What we're proposing," said Fuqua, "is to help you destroy the Iron Crowbar, and then you drop the ISE investigation on the Governor."
Grahamnesty Collins chuckled. "No fucking way." he said, then sipped his drink.
"Hold on." said Cain Mitchell. "What do you have on Troy that can make that happen?"
"Not much, really." said Davidson. "But if we can strike a deal, we'll work to help you find something on Troy. Once he's gone, your real problems are over."
"You guys are just kids." said Mullen. "What you need to understand is that Troy is going to be here tomorrow morning... tomorrow morning, just hours away... and I'm no closer to busting his ass than I was the day I was appointed Independent State Counsel. Everything we've tried to get on that bastard... has failed."
"If you guys have some proof that Jared ordered Troy to harass those women," said Collins, "then maybe we can strike some kind of a deal."
"Come on, we're not that stupid." said Fuqua. "Even if we had that, you'd just use it against the Governor."
"You damn right I would." replied Collins. "Busting your boss's balls is my lodestone. It is absolutely my end goal. And I'm saying that to your faces."
"Let me ask you boys something." said Handel. "Does the Governor even know you're here? Are you speaking for him at his request? Or on your own?"
The younger men's faces fell. "We're on our own. We're trying to create a smooth exit, a soft landing for the Governor, to keep from destroying the Republican Party in the process. We know we have to get rid of Troy first, and completely. So we want to work together to make that happen."
"I for one have no interest in working with you," said Collins, "whether or not that bastard Jared sent you here or not. I want Jared's ass to hurt very badly when he falls. And I want the Grassroots to understand----"
"I hate the fucking Grassroots!" exploded Wilson Hammonds.
"Gentlemen," said Mullen, to Davidson and Fuqua, "it was brave of you to come here tonight. But it's too little, too late. Time has run out; we're at the critical mass moment of this whole damn thing."
Cain Mitchell stood up. "Why don't you give me numbers I can reach you at. We'll talk some more after we find out where we stand with Troy in the ISE investigation." The Jared staffers gave him cards, and he escorted them to the door with promises to call... promises he actually intended to keep.
"Wow, is Jared that desperate?" asked Handel.
"No." said Mitchell. "They're like Smigelski: they came on their own. Maybe to sniff us out, maybe to actually strike a deal. We might can use them to our advantage in the future."
"You're not thinking of working with them, are you?" asked Graham Collins.
"What if I am?" replied Mitchell. "If they can give us Troy's head on a platter... or if we can do it and then blame them for it... it'll be worth it."
"Getting Troy is not more important than getting Jared." said Collins.
"That's your opinion." said Mullen. "Others disagree. Alot of others. I'm tired of taking their phone calls."
Collins took stock of the situation. Was he really the only one that believed taking out Jared was the most important thing? he wondered to himself. Who would want it any other way?...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 18th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "Today is finally the day! Commander Donald Troy is appearing before the Independent State Counsel this morning, where he will be forced to answer questions about allegedly using Police harassment to intimidate two women who made very credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor!"
"We have with us Della Harlow," said Bettina, "who is the Democrat nominee for Sheriff. Della, Police often testify, but rarely as the accused suspects. This has to be humiliating for the Town & County, doesn't it?"
"Absolutely, Bettina." said Della Harlow. "The Citizens of this County deserve better than to have their highest level Police Officers, not only Commander Troy but Captain Croyle and Commander Ross, subpoenaed to appear before the Independent Counsel's very important investigation. As your next Sheriff, I will clean up this despicable mess and give the Police Department better, more honest leaders who will do the right things instead of harassing women to protect Governor Jared!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I guess we can consider the war with the Press to be fully engaged on both sides." growled Chief Moynahan as he drank coffee with a full room of Detectives in MCD.
"That has got to be illegal." said Joanne Warner. "Giving Della that free advertising. Don't they have to give Chief Griswold equal time?"
"They're supposed to." said Cindy. "But when they do, it will be in the form of an ambush on him."
"Yeah, they're up to something with Griswold." said a voice behind them. They turned, surprised to see FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone having come in.
"Oooooh." said Tanya Perlman with a bright grin and twinkling eyes. "The 'handsome quotient' in the room just went up."
"No wonder I asked you to marry me." replied Jack, putting his arm around Tanya in a half-hug for a moment. "Unfortunately, I don't have time to chat. Detective Davis, Detective Warner, and Commander Ross... can I see you and the Chief for a moment?"
Part 2 - The Confrontations
"Three things." said my lawyer Mike G. Todd as we came into the State Capitol Office Building from the Parking Deck. I'd flown the TCPD Bell 206 helicopter and landed it on the Parking Deck helipad. A crush of Press were on the ground below, having been denied access to the Parking Deck.
"First," said Mike, "it's one-for-one. You and Mullen, then they can only have one lawyer for every lawyer you have. They can't pack the room like they tried to do to Captain Croyle. They'll probably rotate their people in and out, but that's okay and that's the second thing: you get restroom breaks. There's a washroom for the room we'll be in, and they can't stop you from using it. So you don't have to be catheterized. They also have to permit us a food break of at least an hour after four hours of inquisition... er, testimony. They're not permitted to starve you."
"Good." I said, smiling at Mike's jokes.
"Third, I demanded we be allowed to tape the proceedings, after what happened with Captain Croyle." Mike continued. "They refused that, but they're allowing the feed of their taping to also go to a monitor in Rep. Billy Williams office, which he and Norm Chow will watch. They can't speak about what they see, and they've had to sign papers to that effect."
"Good." I said. "I appreciate that. It may be our only protection from him."
"Honestly, Don," Mike said as we went inside, went through security, and were walking down the hallway, "I expect him to be on reasonably good behavior. He knows he's dealing with a pit viper with a crowbar, that being you. I think our biggest problem today is going to be limiting the scope."
"No," I said, "you need to really be watching out for perjury traps, trying to trap me into contradicting myself in some way. The 'Scooter Libby' treatment, is what they will try to give me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What this is about," said Jack Muscone," is that the Press began looking into the records pertaining to a Charles Griswold, who is the son of Chief Antonio Griswold. Charlie was badly injured in a car crash 14 years ago, when he was 22 years old, and he's a quadriplegic at a Special Care facility at Eastern State's medical hospital. I was alerted to the attempts to intrude into the medical documents, and came here to tell you and to tell Chief Griswold."
"And it's noooo coincidence," said Chief Moynahan, "that they are doing this while Commander Troy is 'distracted'."
"I seriously doubt it." said Muscone. "I'm not sure what the Press wants out of this."
"To cause Chief Griswold pain." said Cindy, her face a mask of iron, her ice-blue eyes flashing cold fire. "Dredge it up, make it as public and as embarrassing for the Griswolds as possible. It won't do any good; hell, it might make the Chief even more sympathetic with the voters. But the Press is doing it to cause pain to the people Commander Troy is closest to."
"What would you like us to do, Mr. Muscone?" asked Jerome Davis.
"I'd like for you and Ms. Warner, if she's willing, to do your own research on the situation, to make us aware of what the Press is going after." said Muscone. "You can tell Commander Troy when he gets back home. Also, see if you can find out what the Press has gotten, and interdict them... with the power of the Federal Government behind you."
"Any word on the BigAgraFoods cases?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"The poisoners both here and in Fillmore County were indicted on Federal charges." said Muscone. "Our cyber guys are still working on the Feingold murder, at least the cyber stuff surrounding it. Don's going to really attack that once he's past the Mullen stuff."
"He might not be a Police Commander after that probe." said the Chief. "I sus-pect Mullen is going to trump up charges to indict Don, to get him suspended."
"Then he can work on it at a desk in the Federal Building." said Jack. "As a full-fledged FBI Agent."
Clean words cannot describe the look on Cindy's ruggedly pretty face, and Jack was feeling the stare. Joanne and Jerome had gasped, as well. They were realizing what was truly at stake... not just for the Iron Crowbar, but for them and the TCPD.
"Sorry, Cindy." said Muscone. "But if these State bastards try to fuck with Don, we're not going to take it lying down. We'll give him Federal power and a Federal mandate. He's not going to slow down one bit."
"And may God have mercy on BigAgraFoods and Mitt Willis if that happens." drawled the Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am sharp, we entered the interrogation room. "They'll be with you in a moment." said a man in a suit.
"Tell Mr. Mullen that if he makes my client wait more than ten minutes, we're leaving. We've fulfilled our obligation to be here under the subpoena, and he has to be here on time, as well." The man looked daggers at Mike, then left the room by the door in the back of the room.
"They would have had us sitting here for an hour, if I had not said that." said Mike. I nodded. Exactly ten minutes later, Robert Mullen walked in, along with Brafford Bacon. There was no shaking of hands, no small talk, as they sat down. Mike was to my right, and Brafford was to Mullen's left as we faced each other across the table.
"State your full name, please." said Mullen.
"James Donald Troy." I said.
"And your lawyer is?"
"Mike G. Todd." said Mike. "And who are you and your assistant, here?" Mullen looked daggers at Mike, then both he and Bacon stated their names. I was then instructed to sign the paperwork which demanded I tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.
"Don't sign that," said Mike, "until Mullen signs this document saying he won't lie and that he'll stay within the scope of the ISE's mandate."
"I'm not signing any such thing!" Mullen all but shouted.
"So you admit you're going to lie, in order to attempt to entrap my client?" Mike said, trying not to grin, and failing.
"I'm under no obligation to tell you the truth, asshole." said Mullen angrily. "Commander Troy knows that Police are not obligated to tell the truth when interrogating criminals. This is no different; this is an interrogation of a suspect."
"Is he a witness, or a suspect?" asked Mike. "I demand you clarify that right now"
"He's officially a suspect." said Brafford Bacon. Mullen scowled at him, but the damage was done.
"Ah," said Mike, "so he's a suspect and this is an interrogation... and you began asking him questions before reading him his rights.haven't even read him his rights. That's one thing we'll be bringing up in any Court case you try to bring against him."
"The rights are part of the paperwork." said Mullen. "Troy knows that, too."
"You still have to mirandize me verbally." I said. "And since you're not signing your paperwork, I'm not going to sign any of this."
"You're required to." said Bacon.
"No I'm not." I said. "So decide what you want to do." Mullen and Bacon got up and left the room. Todd was grinning; I'd told him to do all this, and it was going better than he'd ever expected. I cautioned him to not speak. A moment later, Mullen came back in, this time with another attorney.
"All right." said the other man. He read me the rights from the card. "Do you understand the rights?" he asked.
"Yes." I said.
"Are you going to sign the paperwork?" he asked.
"Is Mullen going to sign my lawyer's paperwork for him?" I replied. "His answer is my answer."
"Don't bother. It's okay." said Mullen to the other attorney. "It won't matter, in the long run." His answer told me what I wanted to know: Robert Mullen fully intended to drag me in front of the Special Grand Jury. This was just a preliminary probing exercise, trying to find points of weakness.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The meeting was being held in one of the conference rooms of the Hyatt Hotel on the north side of Town. The Mayor, Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice, was 'moderating'. Present on the T&C side were Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Fire Chief Patrick Quinlin, Assistant Fire Chief Davies, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Police Chief Cindy Ross, and TCPD Captain Damien Thompson.
On the Media's side was KXTC Executive Producer Burt West, KSTD Executive Producer Gregg Berger, KSB Executive Producer Julie Moon, KXTC Managing Editor Bettina Wurtzburg, and Fox Midtown Senior Reporter Meredith Peller.
"I've agreed to moderate this discussion," said the Mayor, "in order to facilitate its movement. Let's please be civil in our discussion, and respectful of the opinions of everyone in the room. Who wants to go first?"
"I will." said Burt West. "I asked for this meeting with the elements of the Public Safety Department to try to smooth over the toxic relationship between us, especially the TCPD. Banning us from Police Headquarters and banning us from approaching scenes to cover fires and emergencies are in my opinion extreme positions by the Police that keep us from doing our jobs and does not serve the public interest---"
"And just who determines the 'public interest'?" fired Cindy Ross. "Are you Media people so arrogant that you think you can dictate to the Public what their interests are?" All the Press people glared harshly at her.
"Chief Ross," said the Mayor, "allow Mr. West to finish his statement, please." This was backed up by Chief Moynahan slightly shaking his head at his Deputy Chief. He wondered to himself who was the tougher to contain: the Red Crowbar or the Green Crowbar...
"As I was saying," continued West, "it is far better for all concerned that the Press and the Public Safety Department work together, rather than continue this extremely adversarial situation. So how can we work together to make that happen?"
"Sheriff," said the Mayor, "would you like to start us off for the Public Safety side?"
"I'll make a brief statement," said Allgood, "and then leave the talking to the Police and Fire Departments." He began: "The Mayor and I are the only publicly elected officials in the room right now. We answer to the People of the County. However, the Police and Fire Departments have jobs to do, and their jobs are made tougher by interference of agencies whose actions appear hostile to them, actions which include giving distorted viewpoints and withholding important parts of the story."
Allgood continued: "I fully support the Police Commander's recent contention that the Public does not automatically have a 'right', such as a Constitutional right, to know what the Police are doing in the pursuit of criminals. If Police are abusing the rights of Citizens or suspects, that's one thing. But far too often, that's not what the Press is attempting to reveal in their reporting. Names of rape victims needlessly publicly given out, calling Commander Troy's wife a 'slut' and other names as part of newscasts... actions such as these are abusive of the First Amendment protections of Freedom of Speech and of the Press, and contribute strongly to the problems we're discussing today."
Gregg Berger spoke up: "I fundamentally disagree with a lot of that. The Founding Fathers put the First Amendment in place for the Press to be the watchdog over the Government, particularly the Police, and to report to the Citizens when Police abuses occur. Blackmail threats by Police Officers are a large part of the abuses that need to be exposed to the People."
Sheriff Allgood declined to reply, so the Mayor called upon Fire Chief Quinlin.
"I don't have much of a dog in this fight, particularly with regard to Press relations with the Police Department." said Quinlin. "But as a practical matter, the Fire Department's personnel have jobs to do that are often dangerous, and where lives are often on the line. And having the Press constantly trying to enter the danger zones and interfere with our work and create new dangers for us, is an extra level of hassle that we should not have to deal with. The Public may have the right to know, but not at the very moment we're trying to rescue a child from a burning building or from what's left of a car that's about to explode."
"Anything else from the Fire Department?" asked the Mayor. Chief Quinlin expected nothing more, but Zoe Singer had never been one to take hints.
"I just want to very clearly be on the record," the Fire Marshal stated, "stating that what you Press people did to Commander Troy's wife and daughters was totally unacceptable, and unforgivable."
Cindy could feel the hatred of the Press beginning to well up at Zoe's words. The Mayor said "Ms. Wurtzburg, what do you have to say?"
"Mr. Mayor," said Bettina aggressively, "I don't understand the deep hostility towards the Press from Commander Troy nor the Police overall. Mr. Berger was correct, and I'll add that we journalists are just doing our jobs, reporting the news to the People, especially what the Government... and it's enforcement arm with the power to use lethal force, the Police... are doing. Threats of blackmail and actively trying to stop us from just doing our jobs are worse than unwarranted, and I for one am getting sick and tired of it."



Both Bettina and Chief Moynahan noticed that Cindy had rolled her ice-blue eyes at Bettina's sanctimonious speech. The Mayor called upon Chief Moynahan for his comments.
"I'll just say," said the Chief, "that I support my Police Commander and my Deputy Chief. I find their actions to this point warranted and reasonable---"
"Reasonable?!" exclaimed Gregg Berger.
"Let the Chief finish, Mr. Berger." admonished the Mayor.
"Yes, reasonable." said the Chief. "Especially when I compare them to some of the unbelievable actions of the Press towards Commander Troy. You seeeeem to want a war with that man. I'd suggest you reconsiderrrrrr."
"Ms. Moon?" said the Mayor, pretty much cutting off the Police Chief.
"I drove all the way over here from the City," said Julie Moon of KSB, "in order to attempt to reach an understanding between my Media colleagues and the Police. The actions of the Police in this County are creating a toxic atmosphere in other locations, such as the City and Midtown. Constantly reciting nitpicking examples of what are in your opinions grievances is not helpful to reaching that understanding and moving forward."
"Chief Ross?" asked the Mayor.
"Let Captain Thompson go first." Cindy said, her voice almost meditative, her internal spring still coiling...
Captain Thompson spoke up. "The thing I've noticed is that you people of the Press tried to gin up racism against Sheriff Allgood for not being at my promotion ceremony. You constantly refer to Governor Jared as a racist merely for wanting to enforce the law regarding Illegal Aliens, and you give voice to those who falsely accuse him and demand his resignation."
"I've seen my share of racism and racist comments directed my way," continued Thompson, "but I've never seen a shred of racism from Sheriff Allgood, Chief Griswold, Chief Moynahan, and especially Commander Troy, who is as fair and impartial a man as we black Police Officers can ever hope to work for."
"Yet members of your Press Corps," went on Thompson, "called Tasha Troy-Patterson a 'halfbreed', one of the most viciously racist comments I've ever heard. Those journalists were never condemned, never reprimanded, and are still employed by you. The hypocrisy would be stunning, but it's not surprising considering it's journalists we're talking about."
"I disagree with that." said Meredith Peller. "I understand you supporting your bosses in this room, but Val Jared absolutely is a racist and a misogynist, and it's our duty to point that out to our viewers."
"Name one example, one concrete example, where the Governor is a racist." replied Thompson, stunning the reporters that a black man was supporting Jared. "I've got your reporters on tape calling Tasha a 'halfbreed'. Show me where Governor Jared ever used the 'n-word' or actually said something that could be considered truly racist."
"If you can't see the obvious," replied Peller, "then there's no point trying to help you see reason."
"All right, all right." said the Mayor before Thompson could respond. "Let's move on."
All eyes went to Cindy Ross. She did not wast the opportunity. "Mr. Mayor, Sheriff, Chief," she said with alacrity, "this meeting is a waste of time, and nothing of value will come of it... because these Press people simply refuse to acknowledge that they're wrong about anything. They refuse to admit their bias, they refuse to admit their deceit----"
"This is exactly what Ms. Moon was talking about." interrupted Gregg Berger. "Citing specific examples of what you consider our wrongs is not moving us towards a mutual understanding."
"And that is exactly what I'm talking about." retorted Cindy angrily. "You have not listened to one word that we have said. Or, more correctly, you are refusing to hear and acknowledge your own actions. There is no compromise, no path to agreement, if you Press assholes won't acknowledge that you're biased, corrupt, and the biggest hypocrites on the planet."
Cindy went on: "Captain Thompson's example is an excellent one, and I noticed that Ms. Peller copped out rather than explain her slanderous assertion that the Governor is a racist. Another example, and hell yes I'm going to name examples: you keep saying Hillary Braselton and Donna Rodman had 'credible' claims against Governor Jared, but---"
"They are credible." interrupted Meredith Peller.
"Then why in the hell did they admit to trying to set the Governor up?" Cindy fired back. "Why did they plead guilty to criminal charges?"
"Because Commander Troy browbeat them----" started Bettina, falling into Cindy's trap.
"BULLSHIT!" Cindy yelled. "They had lawyers and legislators... Republican legislators... trying to protect and help them against Commander Troy's investigation of them. He didn't intimidate those women, he proved they were the criminals and had broken the law!"
"And to that point," Cindy continued, fury on her ruggedly pretty face, "you continue to lie that the women's claims, which they themselves admitted were fraudulent, are 'credible'. You never mention their guilty pleas while you falsely accuse Commander Troy of harassing them. Your coverage of Governor Jared is rated at 98% negative, and I don't know where they're getting the other 2% from. Not a shred of objectivity from any of you!"
"We're not going to lie just to give Jared positive publicity!" Bettina said angrily.
"But you're lying about him now, calling him a racist, and you're definitely lying about Commander Troy." said Cindy. "And you're calling Commander Troy's wife and daughter vile names in personal attacks. And I haven't even brought up Hardwood yet."
"Oh, for God's sake!" Bettina spat in exasperation.
"We're not John Hardwood." said Burt West. "We don't judge the entire Police Force based upon reports of one cop beating up a drink driver."
"Yes you do. You sure try to." Cindy retorted. "You cast good Police actions in as negative a light as possible, every time. Remember the Cobra incident? Two Officers's lives saved, but you instead tried to use that to attack Commander Troy, even tried to say he was a racist for taking that lifesaving action."
"But I digress." Cindy hurtled on. "My point was, and is, that I don't consider any of you any different than John Hardwood. Whether physically or verbally, you've attacked Commander Troy's daughters."
On a roll, Cindy continued: "Ayn Rand wrote that 'there is no halfway between you and your murderers'. There cannot be agreement between us if you continue to act as you do. You are sitting there, believing that you've done no wrong, and you can say anything about us and do anything you want, and we have to take it. Well I am here to tell you: we are not taking your shit any longer. Until you admit that you're not what you claim to be, and until you begin reporting in a truly fair and honest manner, there never will be any halfway between us, never any so-called 'mutual understanding' to reach."
"We are doing our jobs fairly and honestly." said Gregg Berger haughtily when Cindy had to stop to draw breath. "Mr. Mayor, and Chief Moynahan, perhaps we should be meeting with just you. Obviously it is Commander Ross who is biased, and---"
Chief Moynahan managed to reach out an arm to prevent Cindy from getting up and using her green crowbar on Gregg Berger. Then he said: "It won't make a difference, Mr. Berger. What you are going to hear from me is no different than what you are going to hear from Commander Ross or Captain Thompson. I agree with them entirely, and I fully support their actions regarding the Press to this point."
"You scheduled this meeting so that Commander Troy couldn't be present." continued Moynahan. "I think you're going to find that he's not alone in his feelings towards the Media, and that he is the least of your problemmmmmms."
"I don't accept any of what Commander Ross just said." said Julie Moon. "You say that we're not listening to you, but we are... and I for one strongly disagree with every accusation you have made about the Press. Additionally, you're the one hypocritically ignoring our complaints about Commander Troy's abusive actions toward the Press."
"Okay, we're not getting anywhere." said the Mayor. "How can we reach an accommodation between the two sides?"
"I'm not sure we can." said Julie Moon. "The Police are not offering anything at all for us to work with."
"Just remember one thing, Ms. Moon." Cindy fired back, now at the end of her patience. "We do not need you. At all. We'll keep doing our jobs, no matter if you even exist. We don't need to take your crap, and we don't need to seek any 'halfway' with you corrupt, holier-than-thou liars. You haven't exactly offered anything in the way of honesty for us to 'work with', either."
"So is there any point in continuing this charade?" asked Zoe Singer, her voice cutting through the tension in the room. She was met with silence. The Mayor suggested the meeting end for the time being, and that both sides try again later.
Both sides knew there would be no 'later'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, back in Midtown, the Inquisition continued. Surprisingly, we'd only objected once to 'scope' in the first two hours of the interrogation. For the most part, Mullen and Bacon painstakingly established every part of my Police career, from obtaining my college degree and military commission, to my Army experience with the Military Police, to being a lab tech, to my TCPD career, and to being an FBI Consultant.
The scope objection came when he asked about my 'relationship' with Dana Fox, and I told him he had to prove a correlation to the scope of his inquiries before I would answer. Being unable to do that immediately, or not willing to put that card on the table yet, he was forced to drop that line of inquiry...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00pm, we broke for an hour for lunch. Mike Todd and I went to the office of State Rep. Billy Williams ((R) - Town & County), where Subway sandwiches had been brought in for us, and for Norm Chow as well.
"How do you think it's going?" asked Rep. Williams.
"Not bad." I said. "But all this is table-setting. He intends to take me before the Grand Jury." I explained my reason for thinking that.
"If you're a suspect and target of his investigation," said Norm Chow, "you can just refuse to appear before them. Plead the Fifth before even walking into the room."
"Or you could do the Bill Clinton thing," joked Billy Williams, "and go before the Grand Jury and tell them what the meaning of the word 'is' is."
"What are you planning on doing?" Mike Todd asked.
"Letting it play out." I replied. "I think Mullen has something up his sleeve. He's laying this smooth, easy groundwork, we're going over the details, nothing really new, nothing exciting. But when I get in front of the Grand Jury, I think he's going to throw an illegal curveball, a spitball, at me. And until that happens... we're just on a raft on a 'Whitewater' river..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, we reconvened, and Mullen finally got to work asking about the pertinent cases.
"Last October 25th," said Mullen, "were you contacted by the Governor when the news story of the sexual harassment allegations broke?"
"Yes." I said.
"Did he ask you to investigate the two women?"
"No."
"Not at all?"
"Not at all."
"You're under oath, Commander." said Bacon.
"No I'm not." I said. "But even if I was, the answer is the same. The Governor never asked me to investigate the two women."
"What did you tell him, during the phone call?" asked Mullen.
"I told him I was coming down there." I said. "I told him to make no statements to the Press until I got there."
"Who did your tell you were going to Midtown?" asked Bacon.
"My boss, the Chief." I said.
"Anyone else?" asked Mullen.
"I don't recall." I said, using that phrase for the first time.
"What do you mean, you don't recall?" snarled Bacon.
"I mean," I said, "that I don't remember who specifically I told I was flying to Midtown."
After going through the Braselton-Rodman case in every granular detail, Mullen turned to the Jasmine Nix assassination.
"You investigated the assassination?" asked Mullen.
"That depends on what your definition of 'investigated' is." I said. Mike Todd began laughing.
"You think something's funny, Mr. Todd?" Mullen said menacingly, staring daggers at Mike.
"Yes, as a matter of fact, I do." said Mike, amusement still in his voice.
"All right, Troy," snarled Mullen, "what do you mean by that?"
"Only that you are asking a trap question." I said. "I was asked by the Governor to go over what the FBI and City Police had found in their investigation. I was not an original investigator, but reviewed what was already catalogued into evidence. And knowing you, whichever answer I give, you'll say is the wrong one, and a lie."
"Why don't we put him under oath, and ask again." said Bacon.
"In time, in time." said Mullen. "But mark that down. Okay, Commander, you reviewed the evidence. Ms. Nix was shot by a rifle from a window in the hotel across the street from her position. How was the shooter able to fire through the window?"
"There was a hole cut into the glass of the window." I said.
"And how was that hole cut?" asked Mullen.
"I don't know." I said.
"What do you mean, you don't know?" Bacon snarled.
"I mean," I replied, "that I don't know the specific means by which that hole was made."
"There was no glass found on the body of the man believed to have fired the weapon, is that right?" asked Mullen.
"There was nothing documented where anything like that was found." I said.
"And there was no glass found on the street, sidewalk, or in the bushes below that window, correct?"
"Again, nothing like that was documented as having been found." I replied.
"Were you satisfied with the conclusions of the local Police and the FBI?" asked Mullen.
"Yes." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:00pm, Mike Todd insisted on a supper break after four hours of questioning. Mullen said "Today's session is over. Tomorrow, Commander Troy, you will be testifying before the Special Grand Jury. Wear a standard uniform or civilian clothes."
"Hey!" objected Mike. "You said he was a suspect!"
"He's a witness against Governor Jared." said Mullen, unable to hide a gleam in his dark eyes. "Of course, if I think his testimony perjures him, I'll certainly ask for an indictment."
"You can't have it both ways." said Mike, springing his own trap: "Don, I strongly recommend you get full immunity before testifying before the Special Grand Jury."
"Sounds like a good idea." I said.
"No." said Mullen. "Either appear, or take the Fifth. Unless you have something to hide."
"Stop with your bullshit." said Mike. "If you have nothing to hide, give him immunity."
"Sounds like a good idea." I said.
"One more time." Mullen said. "No immunity. At all. I'm the one calling the shots here, Troy. Either appear, or take the coward's way out and take the Fifth."
"The bugger is really trying to get me to take the Fifth." I said to Mike.
"Who are you calling a 'bugger', you little piece of shit?" snarled Mullen.
"You. Bugger." I said, staring Mullen down. "What are you going to do about it?" Unfortunately, Mullen showed his cowardice and backed down. Day 1 was over.
Part 3 - Pizza And The Law
Mike and I had been invited to stay with Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis at his house... which he was renting from me and Molly. SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow also came over, and Frank invited Midtown PD Detectives Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson to join us for supper. Ruger and Wesson had been involved in the 'Environmental Hazards' case.
As we ate, the Midtown peeps filled me in on things they'd been doing, and some of the corruption they'd cleaned up. "We busted a drug ring that had ties to the Southport Mob." said Chief Soltis. "To get their underlings back, and out of jail, they gave us a lot of what State Senator Richard Langdon had been doing, though it wasn't much. And they agreed to keep their noses out of Midtown from now own. State Senator Cerone said he would ensure they kept that end of the deal."
"Langdon sure has quieted down." I mused, halfway to myself.
"Word has it that after he was severely beaten up by 'unknown persons'," said Chief Soltis, "he started realizing discretion was the better part of valor."
"Or..." I said, "he's just laying low while others do the dirty work and make the sausage, so to speak. One thing y'all should watch out for is that if they get Jared out as Governor, the Republicans will think it's over... but the Democrats intend to go after Collins, too."
"If Collins is elevated to Governor," said Steve Ruger, "there will be a special election to fill the Lt. Governor's chair... as long as the election is declared a month before voting day. If not, then we go two more years until another one is elected."
"That explains their need for speed." I said. "What happens then, if there is no election?"
"The Speaker of the State House, John Paul Newton, would become Governor if needed." said Mike Todd. "And he's a Republican."
"Unless the Democrats take control of the State House in November." said Soltis. "Then guess who is in line for the Speakership?"
"Langdon." I said.
"Yep." said Soltis. "Orrrrrrrr... your buddy Katherine Woodburn. She's young, hasn't been there very long, but she has a ton of contacts and friends already, and she still has a lot of Press friends from her days owning KXTC. Okay, let's stop putting it off... how did it go today, Don?"
"Uhhh... I think it went okay." I said. "I was surprised Mullen didn't put me under oath; I thought he'd sign Mike's paper and be held to the same standard. That told me he was going to drag me to the Grand Jury. Everything after that was trying to find where he can ask trap questions before the Grand Jury."
"You haven't done anything wrong." said Steve Ruger. "They'll never convict you of anything."
"They don't have to." I said. "All Mullen wants is an indictment. And then there will be huge pushes to have me suspended from the TCPD."
"And that'll set you back on all the other stuff you're investigating." said Norm Chow. "Unless you just go to the F... " It was hitting him. "... B... I..."
All eyes turned upon me. I just got another slice of pizza. Per the Cerone/Molinari Doctrine, nothing was going to be solved by not eating...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You okay?" Teresa asked Cindy as they, Joanne, Jerome, and Teddy Parker ate pizza and drank beer on the outside deck of the Cop Bar.
"Yeah." said Cindy as she chugged down some beer from her frosty mug. "It just... it just hit me this morning that Don might not be back. If the Grand Jury indicts him and he gets suspended, he might go to the FBI... all the way, not just as a Consultant."
"Yeah." said Joanne sadly. "But won't he come back once he's cleared? There is no way he's going to be convicted of anything. Heck, the Governor could pardon him if he wanted to."
"He's not going to be suspended, even if he is indicted." Teresa said. When everyone looked at her, she said "The Governor is not going to do it. Chief Moynahan has stated publicly that he won't do it. Sheriff Allgood wants to become Mayor; he's not going to self-destruct his own campaign by doing it. And almost all the Council Members are running unopposed; they'll vote the way they always have. And if it's a tie vote, the Mayor is running for Congress and won't vote against Commander Troy."
"I hope you're right." Cindy said. "But what makes you so sure about the Governor?"



"Inside information." said Teresa. "Seriously, between Todd's lobbyists and Chief Griswold, the consensus is that the Governor will dig in and not suspend Don. As to a pardon, Don has said he won't accept one; he'd rather go to trial."
"Won't they just impeach the Governor if he doesn't suspend Commander Troy?" asked Teddy Parker. "Isn't that the trap they're setting for the Governor?"
"How would that work?" asked Joanne. "The Legislature is not in session."
"As I understand it," said Jerome Davis, "the State Supreme Court can call the Legislature into Special Session if it's about the Governor, such as a mental capacity issue or impeachment. The Court would have to be petitioned by Legislators or the Lieutenant Governor."
"And Collins would do it in a heartbeat." said Joanne. "He's such a sleazebag."
"As is Robert Mullen." said Teresa. "So... changing the subject... Commander Ross, tell us about that meeting with the Media."
"Ohhhhh, God." Cindy said. "I truly do understand Don's hatred of those bastards. I have never seen such sanctimonious arrogance in my life. I'm not even sure why they wanted that meeting... nothing could possibly have come of it."
"They wanted to have their cake and eat it too." said a voice, followed by a pitcher of beer being set on the table. "Mind if I join you?" said Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, whose rank equalled Cindy's.
"Sure," said Cindy, "but no ranks here. We're equal-opportunity beer drinkers, here."
Everyone laughed and Zoe agreed, then said as she sat down: "I think those Press bastards are used to having their way, and crushing anyone who dares oppose them. But this time they've run into a buzzsaw in Commander Troy, and they genuinely don't know what to do."
"But ma'am," said Joanne, "they have just goaded Commander Troy relentlessly, attacked his family personally. And they didn't expect him to retaliate?"
"No, I really don't think they did." said Cindy. "And in that meeting, as Zoe can attest, they absolutely would not acknowledge in any way that they were part of the problem. It was truly... amazing." She was shaking her platinum blonde head in disbelief at the memory.
Zoe said "I think they were equally shocked that it's not just Commander Troy that hates them. They seemed genuinely shocked that Captain Thompson was opposing them so strongly, and their expectations that the Sheriff and Chief Moynahan would bend to their will and promise to rein in Commander Troy did not materialize. They really thought most of us would be on their side against Don, and were in disbelief that none of us, none at all, took their side."
"Which goes back to their own arrogance and sense of self-importance." said Cindy.
"So, changing the subject," said Teresa, "what is going on about Chief Griswold's son?"
"I looked it up today." said Joanne. "It's really sad. According to Police reports, Charlie, as he was called, drove up University Avenue at a speed exceeding 70 miles per hour, almost crashed making the curve onto North Street, then gained speed as he drove west. When he got to the Bypass connection, he was driving over 100 miles per hour. Charlie apparently lost control of his car and ran headlong into the bridge support. He may have been swerving to avoid another car, but no one else stopped, so they weren't sure."
"I remember that." said Zoe. "We had to cut Charlie out of the car, and were stunned that he was still alive. His neck was broken and he had severe head trauma. So he's still alive?"
"Yes ma'am." said Joanne. "At the time, University Hospital was not as equipped to handle neck and back issues, so he was life-flighted to Eastern State's hospital. He survived, and doctors were again shocked when he opened his eyes. Unfortunately, he can't move, can't speak, can barely breathe. About all he can do is blink his eyes, which he does a lot."
"Chief Griswold never talks about it." said Teresa, "He hasn't even spoken to Don about it. Captain Malone told us in Vice once that Charlie had been dating Rita, now the 'Lashes & Lace' woman, or he had a crush on her, and she either broke up with him or rejected him. Police at that time believed Charlie was trying to commit suicide."
"No wonder Chief Griswold hates Rita." Cindy said. "So now the Press is trying to dig up the story. And no telling what lies they'll make up about it to hurt the Chief politically..."
Part 4 - The Special Grand Jury
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, July 19th, from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen is bringing Commander Donald Troy before the Special Grand Jury today!"
Bettina started: "Legal experts are surprised that Mr. Mullen is putting Commander Troy on the stand before the Special Grand Jury after only one day of closed testimony, and they are equally surprised that Commander Troy is agreeing to sit before the Grand Jury on such short notice."
Then camera panned out as Bettina said "We have with us Dr. Romanov of the University Institute for Political Policy. Dr. Romanov, did Commander Troy reach some kind of plea deal or immunity deal with the Independent State Counsel? Is he going to testify against the Governor?"
"We don't know, Bettina." said Dr. Romanov. "Usually the Independent State Counsel would announce, or at least leak, any plea deal or immunity under which Commander Troy might then be compelled to testify to the Grand Jury. Since we have not heard of any such agreements, we must be wary of speculation regarding this issue."
"If there is no deal in place," said Bettina, "isn't it very unusual for Mr. Mullen to be putting Commander Troy before the Grand Jury?"
"Very unusual, and very dangerous for Commander Troy," said Romanov, "especially if he does not have some kind of immunity from prosecution for himself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, hell," said Cindy Ross as everyone drank coffee in MCD, "it's a trap, all right... and you get one guess which crowbar-carrying redhead is springing it."
"Mighty dangerous, though." said Chief Moynahan. "Going in front of a Grand Jury with no legal protection like that... it's a slippery slope. One wrong impression... and he could be indicted for something silly... or nothing at all, really."
Sensing the gloom in the room, Moynahan continued: "But I do want one thing to be very clear. Unless and until he's actually convicted of something, Commander Troy is not going to be suspended from his duties with this Police Force. We do not kow-tow to 'witch hunts' around herrrrrrre."
The mood in the room lightened considerably upon hearing that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Grand Juries are an archaic leftover of the legal system. As far as I know, the United States is the only country that still uses them. They can be good, but they can also be devastatingly bad. I was about to find out how much so.
The Special Grand Jury convened at 9:00am, and I knew Robert Mullen was already in there with them, 'prepping' them for my testimony. I appeared in the anteroom to the Grand Jury chamber in my full-dress Uniform: full ribbons, Medal of Valor around my neck, white shirt and black necktie under the jacket.
At 9:30, when he came to get me, Mullen's face contorted with fury when he saw me. "I told you to wear a standard uniform!" he growled.
"This is the standard TCPD uniform when appearing before Juries of any kind." I replied. "You wouldn't want me to violate regulations, now would you?"
"You're a God-damn asshole, Troy." snarled Mullen. I smiled acidly, withholding an 'appropriate' verbal response.
We went into the chamber, which looked something like a classroom: fifteen people sat in desks that high-school and college students might sit in, and there was a standard desk in front, along with the chair for the witness. I was sworn in and sat down in the hardback chair. Maybe Mullen thought it would be uncomfortable for me, but I was grateful for the back support it gave me.
After the basic questions letting the Grand Jury know who I was and what I did for a living, Mullen began the questioning. It was similar to the day before: slow, painstaking, almost as slow as a Courtroom trial proceeding. Then Mullen got to his first 'gotcha':
"Did you investigate the Jasmine Nix assassination?" Mullen asked.
"I was asked to review the FBI's findings---"
"It's a yes-or-no question." Mullen almost shouted.
"No it's not." I said. "As I told you yesterday, the FBI asked me to review its findings, but I wasn't an original investigator. And since you can say that is or isn't investigating the case itself, a more complete answer is required."
"Yesterday's testimony is secret, you agreed to that." said Mullen.
"No I didn't." I said.
"You signed----" Mullen started, then remembered that I had not signed the paperwork. The Grand Jury members were peering hard at him.
"No, I signed no paperwork yesterday, as you know." I finished.
"Okay, you reviewed the FBI's findings?" asked Mullen, sensing the Jury's mood and moving along.
"Yes." I said.
"Did you find anything out of the ordinary?" asked Mullen. "Anything at all?"
"It was a murder case." I said. "Everything was out of the ordinary." Some of the Grand Jury panelists laughed. Mullen glared at them, then at me.
"Anything unusual compared to the many other murder scenes you've investigated?" Mullen went on.
"Nothing that grabbed my attention at the time." I said. "I agreed with the FBI's findings and conclusions, as well as those of the City Police."
"The shooter is alleged to have shot through a cut out circle of glass in the hotel room window." said Mullen. "Was that your conclusion?"
"That appeared to be what happened." I said.
"So the shooter had to cut out a hole to shoot through, right?"
"Someone had to, yes." I said.
"And where was the cut out piece of glass found?"
"It wasn't found, to the best of my knowledge." I replied.
"It wasn't in the room? It wasn't on the killer's body?" asked Mullen, as if he were guiding me into a trap. "It wasn't on the ground outside?"
"I don't know where it was, if it was found at all." I said. "There were no notes of anyone stating it was found, nor any mention of it in the evidence."
"And you don't consider that unusual?" Mullen asked. "You just testified that you found nothing unusual. Yet you didn't consider the disappearance of that piece of glass unusual?"
"I didn't consider it at all." I replied. "You asked if I saw anything unusual in the reports, and I didn't. I can't comment upon, nor even expect to know about, things that are not there." I noticed the Grand Jury panelists peering hard at me; this wasn't going over well with them.
"I'd think most people would find that to be very unusual." said Mullen, with a sideways glance at the Grand Jury members. "Okay let's move on... I'll just ask directly: did the Governor ask or order you to investigate Hillary Braselton and Donna Rodman after they accused him of sexual harassment?"
"No." I said.
"Not directly? Not through intermediaries?" Mullen asked.
"No." I said. "No one at all asked me to investigate their crimes."
"Then why did you investigate those women?" asked Mullen.
"I initiated the investigation myself," I said, "after noticing anomalies about the alleged signature on the convention program, which gave me probable cause to begin that investigation."
"And what were those anomalies?" asked Mullen, genuine curiosity overriding his agenda for the moment.
"The signature on the program was the same as the way the Governor signs official State documents." I said. "He does not now, and certainly years ago did not sign autographs the same way. I'm the same way: when kids ask for my autographs, I sign them differently than the way I sign documents and checks."
I noticed a slight shift in the posture of the Grand Jury panelists; that had scored well with them. And since the corrupt Media had never and would never report accurately on the case, this was the first time they were hearing this information.
"Just one more question." said Mullen. "Reporter John Hardwood helped kidnap your daughter and rig the explosives that almost killed her. He was later found murdered. Did you murder John Hardwood in response for what he did to your daughter, Commander Troy?"
"I did not murder John Hardwood at all." I replied clearly.
"Are you willing to take a lie detector test to answer that question, Commander Troy?" asked Mullen, unable to hide a gleam in his eye.
"They're not admissible in Court." I said. "But if it'll convince you and this Grand Jury that I did not murder Hardwood, then wire me up." I was wiggling my fingers in suggestion to attach the electrodes.
Mullen was stunned, and his face clearly showed it. His latest gambit had failed, as had many others before it. I was told to step down, and was escorted out. Mullen stayed inside with the Special Grand Jury. I knew he'd be asking them to indict me for Perjury and Obstruction of Justice. My future was now in the hands of fifteen Citizens...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived at home, the Mountain Nest, about 2:30pm, and changed into a regular uniform of light blue shirt with soft shoulderboards. I then drove to Police Headquarters, and reported to the Chief's office. He had me sit down and called Cindy in, having her sit down as well.
"Sooooo, Mr. Crowbarrr." said Chief Moynahan, "how did it gooooo?"
"I'm not sure." I said. "As expected, Mullen ambushed me. He asked if I murdered John Hardwood."
"Not exactly within the scope of his investigation." Cindy said.
"No, but he was trying to get me to react, and to cast doubts upon my integrity." I said. "When I said that I did not murder Hardwood, which is true, he asked if I'd take a lie detector test."
"Ahhhhhh." said the Chief. "He remembered your refusal to take one when he was the TCIG lawyer up here."
"Yes sir." I said. "So I shocked him when I said I'd take a lie detector test to prove I didn't murder Hardwood. I think that was his last shot at me. We'll see how the Grand Jury saw it."
"Good." said the Chief. "And since I've made it clear to the world that you will not be suspended until you're actually convicted of a crime, which an indictment is not, what is next on your agenda?"
"Mitt Willis." I said. "I need to see how the FBI is doing trying to get what's on that jump drive."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Laura to tell her I was back. She said I could give her the details at home tonight, and then said "Hold the line a second." A second later, I heard my firstborn child's excited voice.
"Hi Daddy!" Carole said.
"Hi, Sweetpea." I said. "What's new with you?"
"Mommy said I'm going to be taking Ai-keeee-doh lessons!" Carole exclaimed. "Grandma and Marie are going to take them with me!"
"That's great!" I said. "Can I take them with you, too?"
"Grandma said you took them when you were my age." Carole said, sounding confused.
"Yes, but I can always get better, right?" I asked. "We should always try to get better, in everything we do, right?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said, absorbing the life lesson. The truth was that I was learning Aikido forms that didn't stress my (very) bad back. I was glad Carole was excited about taking Aikido; my own training at her age had been partially to keep me from getting beat up by my older sister Elizabeth without being able to put up a fight for myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Jack Muscone. His news was not as good.
"No," Muscone said, "Cardigan and his people have not been able to crack the code. They have confirmed that BigAgraFoods's computer upgrades will erase that file if it is found. Fortunately we found that out with a duplicate jump drive. But it's 'no go', so far, on anything we can use against them in a Court of Law..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:00pm Cindy came to my office. She was wearing a gray suit and a black pullover blouse, very similar to my favored attire except that her expertly-tailored suit was cut and sewn for a woman.
"Wow, you look great!" I said. "What's the occasion? Trying to impress Callie?"
"No, trying to impress the whole County." Cindy replied as she sat down at my hand-gesture bidding. "I'm going to endorse Jenna Stiles for D.A. this evening. I've always thought you looked damn good in this attire... for a man, of course... so I had a suit like it made for me. Armor-lined, as well."
"Well, you shall impress everyone, being the awesomest Commander." I said.
"Stoppit." Cindy said, though pleased.
"And the best looking Commander in a gray suit and black shirt." I continued.
"Aw, thanks." Cindy said, blushing a bit. After a pause, she said "So you're not asking about my endorsing Jenna?"
"Mmmm, no-ooo." I said. "That's your business, and you know the rules about not having a badge visible and all that. And don't ever be uniformed security for her once you've endorsed her, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera..." Cindy nodded.
I went on: "But since you want me to ask, I'll bite." I said, then added sarcastically: "You're endorsing Jenna? Really?"
Cindy grinned. "With Paulina out of it, I figure she won't get too upset with me if I do. And Jenna is a good person, and will do the job well. And my views generally agree with her views, even if I don't state them very often."
"You political activist, you." I said. "Who knew that under that gray suit beats the heart of an impassioned politician." Cindy laughed. We went on to other subjects...
Part 5 - Waiting
Laura made it a special night for me. After putting the kids and dogs to bed, we took a hot tub bath together. Then we went to bed, where my wife sucked my cock to throbbing hardness.
Then she rode me, sliding her wet pussy up an down my throbbing cockshaft, up and down, up and down, grinding her pelvis against mine when she had me nuts-deep inside her. I sucked her milk-filled tits as she rode me, making her moan with pleasure.
I slid my hands down and cupped the globes of her firm ass, kneading them in my hands as we grinded together. Laura began riding up and down on my cock again, and I slid my hands over her calves, down to her shapely feet. As I held them, I felt my nut begin to rise. Laura felt it too, and began working her pussy up and down my cock. Unable to hold on, I groaned and pumped my full climax up into her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, July 20th. "Fox Two News has learned that the Special Grand Jury convened by the Independent State Counsel will hand down its findings regarding Commander Donald Troy this morning!"
Bettina: "While we do not know if there will be any indictments of Commander Troy or Governor Val Jared, we do know that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen asked the Grand Jury to indict Commander Troy for perjury, obstruction of justice, and using Police power to harass witnesses in a criminal case, that being the case of the two women who made very credible claims against Governor Val Jared for sexual harassment!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a silent MCD that morning, and the coffee klatch pretty much didn't happen. It was nearly silent and all business at the Precincts as roll calls were made.
As 9:00am neared, I came from the Chief's office to the anteroom of my own. Cindy's assistant Lauren looked up at me with worried puppy-dog eyes. My assistant Helena was nearly in tears.
"Okay, hold all my calls and no visitors until I come back out... what's wrong?" I asked Helena.



"I... I'm sorry, sir, I'm not being professional..." Helena replied, trying to regain her composure.
"Hey." I said, making her look up at me. "It's going to be okay. Let not your heart be troubled; neither let it be afraid."
Helen again tried to regain her composure and was failing. So I went on into my office and exercised its best feature: I closed the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'll be in the Chief Conference Room." Cindy said to Lauren as she looked into the anteroom. She continued into the Chief's suite anteroom and went into the Conference Room, followed by a procession of Angels. Chief Moynahan and Chief Griswold were already there.
"Y'all not with Don?" growled Griswold.
"He said he wanted no one with him." Cindy said quietly. Teresa nodded soberly in agreement.
"Well, ladies," said Moynahan, "this is it." He pointed the remote at the monitor and turned it to 'TV'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, let's watch some TV." said Mitt Bain Willis as he settled into his chair in his plush office. In the room with him were U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, State Senator Cain Mitchell, State Rep. and Ways and Means Committee Chairman Wilson Hammonds, and BigRoadAndRailCorp's CEO Curtis Meigs.
In another location, Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins, State Attorney General Karl Handel, ISE attorney Brafford Bacon, and David Smigelski, former aide to the Governor, were gathered.
Democrats were also gathering in the office of State Senator Katherine Woodburn at the State Capitol Office Building. Guests included State Senator Richard Langdon, State Rep. Elijah McKinney of Southport, State Rep. Justin Madoff of the City, and many-time-losing-candidate for various offices Zack Millner.
All of them were glued to their televisions, eager to hear the news that was about to break as the clocks moved inexorably towards 9:00am...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police patrols were finding places to park, their radios tuned to KXTC awaiting the news. Indeed, the whole Town & County seemed to slow down a little bit, a pall in the warm summer morning air, as they waited.
MCD was standing-room-only full of Detectives and Uniformed Officers, as well as Personnel & Records Officers. The tension in the room could be cut with a katana, as they all contemplated the ramifications of the decision of fifteen people...
As for me, I was seated in my 'Command Chair' in my office, alone. I wanted it that way; I would endure my shame and my pain without others to see my dishonor. I looked around, mentally thinking of what to pack in what boxes. Then I picked up the remote and turned on the television to learn what my future would be.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg!" the reporterette said excitedly as she broke into the 'Point Taken' show. "The Independent State Counsel's Special Grand Jury's decisions are being released right now!..."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - The Decision
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg!" the reporterette said excitedly as she broke into the 'Point Taken' show on Friday, July 20th. "The Independent State Counsel's Special Grand Jury's decisions are being released right now!" She began listening to her earpiece.
"And Fox Two News has just learned that the Special Grand Jury has declined to indict Police Commander Donald Troy on any charges!" Bettina said a second later, her face falling considerably as she stated the news into the ears of the Citizens of the State. "Again, the Special Grand Jury declined to bring any indictments at all against Commander Donald Troy. We now go to Amber Harris, who is standing by with Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Political Policy. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber, who looked very crestfallen. "The Grand Jury declined to follow through on Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen's recommendations to indict Donald Troy. Dr. Romanov, where do we go from here?"
"It's over, Amber." said Dr. Romanov. "The Independent State Counsel cannot bring indictments except through the Special Grand Jury, and it is very unlikely they or a new Grand Jury will reverse this refusal to bring indictments..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was the loudest cheer in MCD in a long time, and I heard it all the way in my closed-off office. I felt numb. I had been less fearful of being in that helicopter with Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro than I had been of the Special Grand Jury. But I'd held faith that things would work out, and for me they had. The 'system' had worked... this time. The relief I felt was almost debilitating.
I heard a commotion in the hallway. I got up and walked into the anteroom of my office. Lauren gave me a wan smile, which was pretty good for her. Helena was failing to hold back tears.
"I told you things would be okay." I said as she stood up and I hugged her. She started crying some more, then regained her composure.
I stepped into the hallway, which was now full of Officers, and received an ovation from them. Cindy came up and hugged me, relief on her ruggedly pretty face.
"Okay, guys, we have law and order to keep around these parts." I said. "Let's get back to it." The crowd began dispersing back to their duties. As I turned to go to the Chief's office at his 'request', I saw Chief Griswold looking at me, unable to hide something more than relief on his face. I had to work to not get emotional myself.
I was told later that Police cruisers were honking their horns, sounding their sirens, and burning their blue lights upon hearing the announcement on their car radios. When Captain Croyle asked if we needed to send an email reminding everyone that sirens and blue lights were only for responding to emergencies, I told her that we could interpret their actions as just that: a response to an emergency, overcome.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The emotions were vastly different in certain groups of people that had been watching.
"Good grief." said U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, his face looking as devastated as he felt.
"That mother fucker is teflon." said Curtis Meigs, CEO of BigRoadAndRailCorp. BigAgraFoods Acting CEO Mitt Bain Willis said nothing, and was trying hard to keep a look of deep concern going on fear from showing on his face.
Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen took a phone call from State Attorney General Karl Handel. "Yes, Mr. Handel," Mullen said, "I know it's bad. I did all I could. Only 3 of the 15 voted for indictments. The rest simply weren't convinced by my arguments, and apparently they were swayed by Troy's testimony." Mullen declined to mention that his gambit vis-a-vis the 'Hardwood Question' had backfired. Badly.
"Do you still have the means to pursue Jared?" asked Handel. "Or is it over?"
"Oh no, we still have plenty to go on to get that Fascist out of the Governor's Mansion." said Mullen. "And we'll keep the investigation going... until right before the November elections..."
Part 7 - Moving On
My wife called some minutes later on my personal iPhone.
"I just called to thank you, Darling." Laura said. "The roses are lovely."
"You're lovelier." I said. "Happy anniversary. And thank you for the five happiest years of my life." Yes, we were married five years ago this day. Best decision I ever made, I reaffirmed to myself.
"That is so sweet of you." Laura said. "And to remember, even with all that's been going on around you. Congratulations on that, by the way."
"Thank you." I said. "It is a relief to get that past me, so I can move on to busting some perps' heads."
"I'll let you get to it." Laura said. "I have special presents for you... but they'll have to wait until tonight..."
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Amazing." said Jack Muscone as he sat in my office at 10:00am, this same Friday, July 20th. "Nobody would bet against you, but in truth only the Deputy Director thought you had a chance to beat the rap with no charges at all. And we were kind of hoping you wouldn't... so you'd come to work with us on a permanent basis."
"Wow, with friends like you, who needs enemies?" I replied, grinning. "But seriously, I have to admit to being surprised, myself. It would have been nice to be a fly on the wall and hear why they decided what they did, but I guess we'll never know."
"We shouldn't, anyway." said Muscone. He then made the sign asking me to turn the bug-killer on. I did so.
"I can tell you what we do know." said Muscone. "Everything you ever wanted to know about what Mittens Willis is saying and doing."
"Ahhhh." I said, figuring it out. "You got Federal warrants to bug him?"
"Home, offices, car, telephones, including unscrambling his cellphone encryption." said Muscone. "And it's unlikely he'll find out about it; we got FISA warrants."
"Wow, how did you---" I started, then it hit me: "Oh... the farmland poison cases. You presented them as domestic terror cases. So the EAD has that much clout?"
"Yes we did go the domestic terror route." said Muscone. "But no, the EAD was not the one. We've still got plenty of friends in the FBI, and the Deputy Director knows who to trust still. We've got guys looking into the new CIA Director... he's almost to the point of being considered a 'bad actor'. And now we're looking into Mittens. Unfortunately, he acts almost as paranoid as you do, at times. We're getting nothing direct on the Feingold murder, but we are hearing him discuss strategy for protecting BigAgraFoods and Senator Russell."
I nodded. "I do hope that when I put Mittens before a Grand Jury, he will not have as favorable a result as I did."
"Which is why I'm here this morning." said Jack. "No new ideas on cracking the file?"
"No." I said. "Not yet."
"Oh, there's one small thing I forgot to mention." Jack said. "You've been working on what you call the 'Queenie Files'. Well, Mitt spoke of them when he was talking to U.S. Senator Russell. He said he needs to find them and, quote, 'clean all that up', unquote."
"What?!" I practically screamed. "Why didn't you tell me that first thing?"
"Is it really that big?"
"Are you fucking with me?" I asked incredulously. "Yes, it's the biggest thing so far!" I then went into a reverie. If Jack had really wanted to burn me at the stake, I would not have heard, seen, nor felt a thing...
When I finally awoke, Jack stopped writing emails on his cellphone and looked up at me. "Anything come to mind?"
"Yes." I said. "Let's start at the beginning, to get you up to speed on anything you might not know. First, Queenie found something on someone. It wasn't Jared. Second, she said if she were killed, to contact Jack Lewis, our former SBI Director and failed candidate for Governor, about the 'Willis Files'. Obviously I won't be contacting Jack Lewis personally, but it's something to keep in mind. Also note that she called them the 'Willis' files."
"Third, Queenie chose to not expose anyone, and chose to not reveal the information to anyone... though I think Katherine Woodburn must know... then again, unless the information is about Woodburn herself. Let's put that aside for a moment. So who is someone Queenie didn't want to expose, but didn't want to destroy the information on?"
"The Harlan-Gonzales scandal?" asked Muscone. "She held it back to protect herself from being murdered, which didn't work."
"But would Jack Lewis reveal it if that was the information? And that goes if it was about any Democrat." I asked. "Nooooo... it has to be something else... someone else... Not a Republican, either; Queenie hated Republicans and would've eagerly given the Press that information. Doubtful it was anything on me or other Police, or the military... Queenie hated us, and especially the military, with a passion..."
"Soooo..." I mused, still introspective, "who could the subject be?"
"You may be back to Katherine Woodburn." said Muscone. "She's a Democrat, but is becoming a huge rival to Jack Lewis and his faction, which hopes to regain control of the Governor's Mansion and the SBI. Flip side of that is that by all accounts, Queenie worshipped Katherine Woodburn, so I don't know if she'd expose Katherine even from her grave."
"True." I said. "And I'll add one more item: Queenie was murdered at the same time there was an attempt on Jared's life. Now who would want them both dead?"
"All the Usual Suspects that want Jared dead have to be considered." said Jack. "It narrows down if we consider they intended to kill her at the same time."
"Exactly." I said. "So here is where I am with it: companies like BigAgraFoods give generous campaign contributions to both political parties and candidates of both parties. So if Queenie found out something on BigAgraFoods, just as an example, she may hold it back, thinking she or Woodburn could use the information to extort more money out of BigAgraFoods, or have them support only Democrats."
"But they wouldn't do that." said Muscone. "Willis is going to run for Senate as a Republican."
"So they wanted more money -or- they were holding back in a quid pro quo scenario... if Mittens had something on Katherine, she had this on Mittens. Mutually assured destruction."
"Could be." said Muscone. "But Mittens didn't say anything about all that, at least not within hearing of our bugs. He seems to be focused totally on protecting BigAgraFoods' interests in the Feingold murder and this poisoning situation, and then he's focused on fighting Jared and Bill Nunn, and the run for Senate."
"So, let's consider one last thing about the Queenie Files." I said. "She's holding something for blackmail over someone... someone who has the power to mount an attack on Jared, which got her killed too. She told confidantes to go to Jack Lewis, confident he'd give up the info to avenge her."
"But he hasn't, that we know of." Jack said.
"Which means he may not know about it." I said. "After all, someone came to me, asking to avenge Queenie, not to Lewis. So maybe her trust in Lewis was misplaced. Or, maybe he does know about it, and has chosen to 'do nothing'. No... he doesn't know."
"How can you be sure?"
"Because I'm breaking my own rule, and theorizing without sufficient data." I said. "My theory, Jack, is that Governor Jared has a mole within his organization, and that mole is spying under duress of exposure from the Queenie Files!"
Muscone emitted a long, low whistle. "Wow," he said, "it makes sense, but you're right in that you're going out on a limb."
I took out my personal iPhone. "Chief Griswold!" I said into it, "I need a favor from you... I'll explain more when Special Agent Muscone buys us both lunch at the Cop Bar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So you think there's a mole in the Governor's Office?" asked Griswold as we ate lunch.
"Yes, Chief." I said. "And I'd appreciate it if you called him and told him of my concerns."
"Sure, I can do that." said Griswold. "And that reminds me... you might want to call the SBI-OER office. I'm hearing they're finding some things, as well."
"I'll do that." I said.
"So, Agent Muscone," said Griswold, his voice a growl but his mustaches twitching, "you find those Guardians of Justice characters yet?"
"No, but we're looking into candidates for Sheriff as possible culprits." said Muscone, giving it right back.
"Har!" said Griswold. "Those characters are distracting you from your real work, busting that arrogant bastard who never truly farmed anything for a day in his life."
"Trying to tell us something, Chief?" I asked as I finished off my Breakfast Burger.
"Nothing you don't already know, Crowbar." the Chief replied.
"How's your campaign going?" Muscone asked the old Chief, and I wondered to myself if he was trying to distract us from GOJ talk.
"Pretty good, actually." said the Chief. "I'm going to make another round of the civic clubs and churches and other groups in the Fall, so it's a quiet period right now for me. And as you know, I'm not doing campaign appearances to raise money, but people are insisting upon donating anyway. So we're going to have some signs made up... as soon as we can come up with a good, catchy campaign slogan."
I smiled as I said "I like the one Joanne Warner came up with the other day. She said in that happy way of hers 'Grizz means Bizz!'. It sounded good."
"Har." said the Chief. "I like that. The one I was thinking about loses something in the translation from the original Klingon." I burst out laughing at that one...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Britt." I said as I sat in my office, having just telephoned the Inspector General of the SBI, Britt Maxwell. "How is it going in the SBI-OER?"
"You do have wonderful timing." replied Britt. "Some things are coming up. First, though, congratulations on beating Mullen and his dirty tactics."
"Thanks." I said. "But all that's not over yet."
"No, it's not, for the Governor, at least." Britt said. "And that's what I need to talk to you about. Norm, too." Norm Chow worked for Britt in the SBI-OER division.
"Can you talk now?" I asked.
"Oh, sure." said Britt. "But here's the story: the Governor was talking about things with his lawyers and sometimes with his closest staff, mostly about the Mullen investigation and how they were going to deal with certain things. they talked about pardoning you, pardoning Captain Croyle, too, in the event either of you were falsely indicted, so that you couldn't be suspended."
"And I didn't want to be pardoned; I wanted to fight it out in Court, should the need have arisen." I said.
"True," said Britt, "but the point is that it was being leaked to the Press that he was going to do that. They didn't really run with it it, but they knew, and it got back to Jared that they knew."
"So he does have a mole in his office." I said.
"And worse," said Britt, not catching the inflection of my words, "that mole may be SBI-related. You know who SBI Lieutenant Mills is, don't you?"
"Yeah, he was Robert Gaston's assistant." I said. "He's considered dirty by those of us who know more than we should about such things."
Britt laughed into the telephone. "Yes, again true. Well, I had Chow and some others here look into Mills. He's been keeping below the radar, and then we got word that he's aware of our probe of him, and had information that let him keep from getting ensnared by our traps for him."
"You check for bugs in your offices?" I asked.
"Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday." said Britt. "We shuffle the people doing it, too."
"So you've got a mole, too." I said. "Hmmmm..."
"And they may be the same person." said Britt. "We've been coordinating with the Governor's people a lot more than you might realize."
"I dunno, I can realize a lot." I said. Britt laughed.
"Yes you can." she replied. "Anyway, stay aware of things, like you always do..."
Part 8 - Reproductive Services
Saturday, July 21st. I was still groggy from the night of drinking and amazing sex with Laura. We'd gone to the Chop House for dinner. We got a few strange looks, but most people saw a couple in love, and didn't really seem to have any worries about it in their faces.
It was about 6:30am when I got dressed and went downstairs. Bowser was sitting by the back door, ready to be taken out. Buddy, by way of contrast, was sound asleep in Jim's room. Normally I'd wake him up to come along, but today I decided to just take Bowser out.
I sat down on the metal mesh chair and enjoyed the sight of the Town below me in the early morning light. A train was coming out of the western horizon, then made the curve south and moved steadily along. I wondered where the freight it was hauling was going.
Bowser normally would check out his territory, go somewhere on the hillside below to do his business, then mosey on back to me. Today I noticed that something had gotten his attention, and he'd wandered on past the side of the house.
The Mountain Nest was the last house on the road that eased down the mountain near the athletic complex. Worried that Bowser might be walking down the road and into traffic, I went looking for him. As I passed the driveway of the house next door, I heard a commotion and a bark. I went up to investigate.
A woman about Laura's age, in her housecoat over her pajamas, was yelling at Bowser and was getting a stick. Bowser was mounted upon a female dog, mostly white herself, and had achieved the 'copulatory tie'. The woman was about to hit my dog with the stick.
"Get off her!" the woman was yelling as she brought the stick down. It was intercepted by my sword cane, which I'd been using to walk up and down the stairs of my back porch as well as along the road.
"Don't hit my dog, ma'am." I said. "He's only doing what Nature intended."
"Who are you?" snarled the woman. "Get your dog off my dog and get off my property! I'll call the Police!"
I exhibited my badge. Yes, I was carrying it, too; I always do.
"Ma'am, I am the Police." I said. "And your dog would be injured if I tried to separate her from my dog right now. You gotta let 'em finish."
"Aw, crap." the woman said, then burst out: "I've been keeping her inside. I let her out to use the bathroom, and this dog just showed up and started humping her. Where did he come from?"
"Next door. The house at the end of the road." I said. "And yes, male dogs will find a female dog in heat."
"What's going on?" I heard a female voice say. I looked over my shoulder to see my wife Laura coming up. "Hello Dr. Childers."
"Dr. Fredricson." said Childers in reply. "Oh... is this your husband?"
"Yes, he is." said Laura. "And that's his dog. Don, this is Dr. Julia Childers, Dean of the College of Education. Julia, this is my husband, Don Troy."
"Oh, my." said Childers. "I wish we were meeting under better circumstances, Commander Troy."



"Oh, these are excellent circumstances." I said. "If you let your dog mate with Bowser only, I'll take the puppies, get them their shots, pay for all the vet fees for your dog. I have friends that will want those puppies."
"I'm sure that will be all right, seeing that the damage has been done." said Childers. "If you'll excuse me, I need to put on some clothes. I'll be right back." She went up into the house, leaving Laura and me with the mating dogs.
"I heard you calling Bowser, then saw you walking down the driveway." said Laura. "Whatever is going on?"
"Why, dear," I said, unable to keep from grinning, "I would think it would be obvious to the sex professor on Campus. Bowser... is getting some pussy!"
Laura gave me a look that could kill, but she could not hold it. A second later she began laughing and couldn't stop. "And you didn't stop him?" she finally spluttered.
"Why, of course not." I said. "I'm not a cockblocker. Am I, Bowser?" Bowser just looked up at me as he dismounted the bitch (literally, the bitch dog in heat), having finished his reproductive session.
As I put a leash on Bowser to walk him back home, a Police cruiser came up. I surmised that Dr. Childers had called the Police to confirm who I was. Sr. Patrolman Hicks and, of all people, Lieutenant Rudistan popped out of the car.
After Hicks talked to Childers, Rudistan said to us in his jovial way "So Bowser is being a naughty Police dog, just like his owner's dad, eh, Dr. Fredricson?"
"You got that right." Laura said, also needling me.
"I want one of the puppies, sir." said Rudistan.
"Me, too, sir." said Hicks. "I can't keep one, but my sister wants a dog for her kids..."
"Well," I said, "one will be reserved, but you two are next in line."
As we walked home, Laura said "Who are you reserving a puppy for? Cindy?"
"No." I said. I told her who the recipient of a Bowser-sired puppy would be, and swore her to secrecy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 12:00 high noon, I arrived at the parking lot of the strip mall that had the Planned Parenthood clinic as a tenant. A rather rowdy bunch of protestors were being separated by Police from supporters of Jenna Stiles, who was holding a political rally in front of the facility.
"Whaddya got, Captain Croyle?" I asked Teresa as I came up to her. Lt. Irwin was with her, and when he saw me, he paled.
"Hello, sir." said Teresa, drawing me away from the SUV that was their mobile headquarters. "Ms. Stiles is holding a rally here. Planned Parenthood said they were okay with her holding it in front of their facility. Then we got a call that a large number of protestors were crashing the party. They're from the State Right to Life Committee. Fortunately we had a couple of Police cruisers get here quickly, then I got some more people here. It's a standoff right now."
"The Press is not here?" I asked, feeling stunned that I was seeing no Media vans.
"No, but... wait, there comes KXTC now." Teresa said. Indeed, the news van almost ran into people as it barreled in. A crew, led by reporter Lester 'Penis' Holder, poured out of the vehicle and began setting up.
"Fascinating, don't you think?" I asked.
"That they weren't already here?" Teresa replied. When I nodded, she said "I'd think they'd be covering the Stiles rally, so yes, I'm surprised... especially with who is near Jenna at the podium."
I looked over the crowd at the podium. Among the women with Jenna at the podium were Malinda Adams, Sheila Sorrels of the SOWs... and Callie Carrington and her fiancée. Cindy was wearing a green summer dress that was similar to Callie's blue dress.
"Awwww, shit!" I muttered. "God damn it." I continued as I pulled out my Police iPhone and began dialing a number. When it wasn't answered, I dialed Cindy's personal number. She got her iPhone out of a pouch in the belt area of the dress. When she saw the number dialing her, she moved away from the crowd, then answered.
"Yes, Don?" she said.
"I'm on the other side of the parking lot." I said. "At the mobile HQ. Come see me. Immediately."
"Come around behind the strip mall." she said. "More privacy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Irwin seems scared to death of me." I said to Teresa as we drove around behind the buildings in my Police SUV. "I'm going to discipline him, not shoot him."
"Until that discipline happens, sir," Teresa said, "he and Goodwin are really wondering if they're even going to have jobs at the end of the month. And to that end, I'm requesting you speed up their discipline, so we can all get it over with."
"I'll take that under advisement." I said. I stopped the SUV, as Cindy was just ahead of me.
"Nice dress." I said, getting out of the SUV. "Is that the new bulletproof lightweight fabrics? Or has Chief Griswold invented a Klingon force field for you?"
"Oh." Cindy said, realizing what I was getting at: the TCPD had been ordered to wear armor, including under civilian clothes. "Er... I didn't know how that would work at political events."
"The armor would work." I said. "And after what happened last week, you gotta be wearing it." (Author's note: that'll be in the next story.)
"I know." Cindy said quietly, glancing over at Teresa, who was watching passively and with no expression on her face.
"And where is your Police iPhone?" I asked. "I tried calling you on it first."
"Same thing." Cindy said. "I left it in the car with my badge."
"All right." I said. "We've got an issue here, political groups in a standoff with potential violence. You need to get Callie and get out of here. And one more thing... I have to tell the Chief about this."
"Yeah, I get that." Cindy said. I was a bit surprised she didn't put up more of an argument.
Meanwhile, the State Right To Life Committee and other pro-Life groups protested vigorously, and were shouted down by the pro-choice crowd that appeared seemingly out of nowhere. Della Harlow also suddenly appeared after Cindy and Callie had left. KXTC's coverage would be completely biased against the Right-to-Life groups...
Part 9 - Revenge From the Grave
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, July 23d, from in front of City Hall. "The State Right to Life Committee is being loudly condemned by political groups and Social Justice groups after a near-violent protest at a rally for D.A. candidate Jenna Stiles!"
Bettina: "Jenna Stiles was speaking at a peaceful pro-women's-rights-rally in the parking lot in front of the local Planned Parenthood offices, when it was interrupted by a gathering claiming to be from the State Right To Life Committee. The SRLC protestors, who did not have a permit to protest, began shouting and acting in a violent and intimidating manner!"
"Police quickly arrived and kept order by keeping the sides physically divided." said Bettina. "Ms. Stiles was quick to condemn the State Right to Life Committee as being hostile to a woman's right to choose as well as privacy rights. The State Organization for Women, the SOWs, issued a statement condemning the SRLC for their use of violence to suppress the rights of women!"
"In other news," said Bettina, "BigAgraFoods Corporation is having their big employee convention and rally at the Palladium International Hotel in the City today! Acting CEO Mitchell Bain Willis will deliver the keynote address to a packed house, followed by the big annual dinner. This event was originally scheduled to be at the Hyatt Hotel here in our Town & County, but BigAgraFoods moved their Headquarters, citing Police Commander Donald Troy's abusive Police tactics and Governor Val Jared's racist actions against undocumented workers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're just not going to do it, are they?" asked Joanne Warner as we watched in MCD. "The Media is just not going to tell the truth"
"About Commander Troy?" asked Theo Washington.
"That, of course." said Joanne. "But that State Right to Life Committee protest was peaceful. They did have a permit, and they had no idea Jenna Stiles was going to be having a rally there. And furthermore, I know some of the people who were there, and they said that there were people posing as SRLC members, but had never been seen by anyone who is really with the SRLC. And those imposters were the ones causing the trouble, and the ones the Media was paying attention to."
"Hmm, so they were infiltrated, eh?" I mused. "That makes some sense. But I'm not sure why Jenna walked into that."
"She didn't, of her own accord, anyway." said Cindy Ross. The Deputy Chief was wearing her light blue shirt and darker blue pants, but with the leather sash belt over her right shoulder, and metal insignia rather than soft shoulderboards. I knew what that meant: she was going to pre-empt me and self-report herself to the Chief.
Cindy went on: "Jenna didn't know the rally was at the Planned Parenthood location until she was driven there from her campaign headquarters. She didn't really have a problem with it... until the SRLC protest started up, Della Harlow showed up, which Jenna totally did not expect, and it all fell apart. Jenna was really pissed that Harlow showed up; nobody really wants to associate themselves with Harlow. I know I would not have been within miles of that place if I'd known that."
"Silver lining to the cloud." I said quietly to Cindy as everyone chatted. "You got out of there before Harlow showed up." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So this whole thing was ginned up?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Looks like it to me." I said. "Hell of a lot of coordination to make it happen, though. I also notice that the Right Reverend Steven Ikea, who is one of the leaders of the State Right to Life Committee... wasn't at this particular rally."
"He didn't want to be anywhere near you, Commander." said Vice Detective Christopher Purvis.
"With Press cameras there?" I asked. "He'd have loved for me to try something. No, his absence is telling... verrrry telling..."
"I don't get it about the permit." said Joanne as I had 'thoughts' about Ikea's absence. "Why did Bettina say they didn't have one, when they did? Isn't that libel?"
"Possibly." I said. "Don't waste time on this, Warner, but I'd bet if you checked, that SRLC permit will have either disappeared, or it was never actually issued. Something fishy there. This whole incident smells like the Seattle waterfront markets...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Monday, July 23d. Cindy knocked on the door to the Chief's office. He called "Come in!" and she went in and closed the door behind her. Coming up to his desk, she came to attention and said "Chief, I submit myself for disciplinary action----"
"Stop stop stop stop." interrupted the Chief. "Have a seat, Commander." Cindy did so, and the Chief said "Commander Troy told me about your being at the political rally without armor on. He and I a-greeeeee that it's a dilemma, that wearing armor while at an event like that could be construed by our enemies as you breaking the lawwwww."
"I personally think, and it's my thoughts that count," said the Chief, "that if you're going to be at something like that, you need to wear clothes that you can have light armor on underneath. It may be hot and uncomfortable, but you should consider doing it. Also, there are many ways to help your candidate without being at a rally. Help in the campaign office, behind the scenes, stuff like that. I'm certainly not ordering you to stay out of sight, but you saw yesterday how the Press came in after that counter-demonstration started up." Cindy nodded.
"Soooo," said the Chief, "consider this to be your informal verbal reprimand, and don't mess up again."
"Thank you, sir." said Cindy.
"O-kayyyy." said the Chief. "So, sit down, and let's talk about what happened at that sceeeeene..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was no Angels meeting, as Jerome Davis and I had been 'invited' to a meeting at the Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. As we walked briskly across the square, past the flagpole and the statue of President Thomas Jefferson, I looked around.
It was still cool, and the day promised to be warm but not too hot or humid. The sun was casting City Hall (on the west side of Courthouse Square) in a friendly light. I felt a strange but good energy all about me. Everything seemed bright, and benign.
We went to the FBI's 'hidden' suite of offices on the third floor of the Federal Building. Jack Muscone's 'Team Lazarus' was already there: Jack, Martin Nash, Julius Jefferson, Ted Crenshaw, and Lindy Linares. Sandra Speer was in the City, working with Ashton Cardigan's cyber team... but Ashton Cardigan himself was here. Also present were the EAD and the retired DepDirector of the FBI.
"Thanks for coming, guys." said Muscone. "We've got some new information. Mitt Willis discussed with Roger Green, who is likely going to be the next CEO of BigAgraFoods, that Governor Jared was becoming aware that there were moles within his Administration. In that discussion, Willis mentioned the 'Queenie Files', and said the information in them might have to come out to keep BigAgraFoods from being implicated if, and I quote, 'the Iron Crowbar figures out who the moles are', unquote."
"Too late, Mittens." I said, mostly to myself, causing everyone to stare at me.
"You know who the moles are?" the EAD asked.
"I think I have an idea who one of them is." I said. "But don't ask me to tell you who it is, just yet. Spies are a double-edged sword, and we can use our knowledge of them to our own benefit... and I intend to do so."
"And you can't tell us who it is for that reason?" asked the DepDirector, his voice skeptical.
"No, that's because of the other reason for my reticence." I replied. "It would be logical to assume that the person implicated in the Queenie Files would be believed to be the person that had her murdered. However, I am not convinced that is the case. So in the interests of fairness to that person, and to keep you FBI guys from acting like the bulls in the china shop you often are, I'm going to ask you to indulge me in holding back pour le moment..."
"You ask a lot, Don." said the EAD. "But I suppose you've earned it."
"Pour le moment." chimed in the DepDirector.
"Touché." I said, smiling at the DepDirector's excellent play on my own words. I then continued: "In the meantime... most of Team Lazarus and their adult supervision is here, in my County. I wonder why that is... I woooonder why that could be..."
"Four hundred years ago..." said Jack Muscone.
"Let's not waste time telling the man, then." said the EAD, who began himself: "Commander, we're facing a timing issue. You, meaning the City and the State, can investigate the murder of Lloyd Feingold forever, but we cannot investigate the Federal aspects forever. BigAgraFoods is beginning to regroup and push back against us. They are beginning to marshal the forces of the Establishment, as you call them, to protect themselves, and that includes co-opting the Federal Courts to cancel our warrants if we don't show a lot more evidence, and in a short amount of time."
"To that end," the EAD continued, "we're here to consult with you on how to proceed. You were up in Fillmore County and you know their locals. And, needless to say, you are the Center of the Universe in this County. We need ideas how we can keep pushing this."
"I'm not sure what to tell you." I said. "We need to find the documents that prove BigAgraFoods's complicity, or at least confirm that what the Guardians of Justice put out there is genuine. But we can't get into their computers anymore, what with their new and improved security... oh, and that's another thing: Mr. Cardigan, who advised BigAgraFoods on their computer security? Enough to make it Government-proof?"
"That's a good question, Commander." said Cardigan. "Yes, they had help from Government people. Our left hand does not know what our right hand is doing, in that respect." I noticed Cardigan was using another Biblical phrase...
"Yes." I said. "And I still think the way to Mittens is the murders."
"Murders? Plural?" asked the EAD.
"Yes." I said. "Lloyd Feingold, and Larry Wheeler last year. The whistleblower." I said, remembering the 'Whistleblower' case.
"I thought that Senator Samuel Russell was behind that." said the EAD.
"Yes, but it was... it was... holy... ho-leee..." I said, then whispered... then went into a total reverie. I was barely aware that Muscone was filling the EAD in on the Wheeler case.
I woke up. I felt that energy I'd felt earlier this morning; it was all around me. I was on a different plane in the Universe. I was seeing it. I was hearing the voices of two ghosts, Feingold and Wheeler, calling out to me.
"Lindy!" I said, thinking I'd shouted, but my voice a hoarse whisper. "When you helped us investigate the Wheeler case, you went through his computers... what did you do with those computers?"
"We... we helped your Mouseketeers with the analysis." said Lindy. "They were doing analysis here, while the BigAgraFoods Headquarters was here."
"Yessss..." I whispered, "but after you were done... what did you do with the computers?"
"Er... we left them with you, with the TCPD." Lindy said. "They were put in your Evidence Rooms."
"Oh geez!" I exclaimed, flooded by the emotions generated by one of the biggest insights I'd ever had, possibly the biggest since the moment I deduced who the Consultant of Crime really was...
"Let it be... let it be... I looked at them as I got out of my chair, ignoring the protests of my back. "Come on, everyone! To the Batcave!'
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Citizens of the County in Courthouse Square marveled at a strange sight: a TCPD Officer running pell-mell across the Square, a TCPD Detective and one FBI Agent (Nash) keeping up with him, and a beady-eyed FBI Special Agent In Charge trying to keep up but not quite succeeding. Other FBI personnel followed in vehicles or not running as fast.
When I got to Headquarters, catching my breath as I walked rapidly down the hall, I went to Cindy's office. "Ross! I need your help!" I yelled, then went to MCD. "Joanne, get someone with a videocamera to meet us at the elevator to the basement floor. Then call Myron and have him set up the Main Conference Room to show a video from a computer and to put evidence into secure servers! And then call Paulina Patterson, and ask her to get over here as fast as she can. It's urgent!"
As Joanne began those tasks, with Theo overhearing and helping by calling Paulina, I herded everyone into the room that held the doors to the secure downstairs areas. "It'll be easier taking the service elevator, with so many of you." I said. We all got on (including Cindy and the videographer) and I used my IDs and number codes to get us downstairs.
"Wow, I'm getting a huge vibe off of you, Don." Cindy said. Indeed, I was barely keeping my emotions in check.
"Let it be... let it be..." I whispered, still in my own little world. When the door opened, I herded everyone through the security door into the hallway, then led the way to the Evidence Rooms.
"Evidence from last August. Where is it?" I asked the Evidence Room supervisor as I signed in, then had Cindy sign in.
"Back shelves." said the supervisor. "We'll be taking it to the County Jail warehouse on August 1st of this year."
"Thank God. It's still here." I muttered. The videographer, Cindy, and I came inside while everyone else waited at the doorway. Going to the correct place, it did not take long for me to find the big box marked 'Wheeler' and the case numbers. I took the lid off, and almost began crying: on top, in a plastic bag, was Larry Wheeler's BigAgraFoods computer!



I spoke to the camera: "This is Larry Wheeler's computer. It should have the BigAgraFoods security on it from that timeframe... before Mitt Willis changed all the security."
"Ohhhhhh..." Cindy gasped, beginning to see it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were all in the Main Conference Room. Chief Moynahan, Teresa Croyle, and Paulina Patterson had joined us. Two video cameras were at work recording everything. I was sitting next to Myron, who had plugged Wheeler's computer into the wall plug-in, charging the battery. He also plugged it into the wall monitor so that we could all see what was on the screen.
"Here goes nothing." I said as I powered the laptop on. As it went through the boot-up, Myron made sure it could not connect to any wi-fi signals, which might've allowed the BigAgraFoods 'security upgrades' to be installed. After the bootup, the laptop displayed the security screen. I typed in the passwords, which were written on a piece of paper in the evidence bag the computer had been in. The main menu popped up.
"Okay." I said. "Let's see what we've got." I plugged one of the jump drives into the computer. The 'PASSWORD?' screen popped up for a second, then disappeared, followed by a video player screen coming up. And what happened next was one of the most righteous moments of my life:
A video began playing. It was in mirror-image, but we could clearly see Lloyd Feingold's back, and Mitt Willis facing him... holding a pistol. The sound was perfect, and we heard Willis say "I had to kill Larry Wheeler because he made a mistake. Now it's time to erase another mistake." A second later, the silenced pistol vibrated up and down, and Lloyd Feingold fell to the floor.
We had him. We had Mitt Willis ice cold. For murder in the first degree.
"Oh my God! you did it!" Cindy all but screamed. The FBI Agents were all stunned, but then began clapping and cheering.
Trying hard to keep hold of my emotions, I copied the now unencoded file to the Evidence Servers, then handed Paulina a jump drive with the decoded file. "Ms. Patterson, can I trouble you to procure a State-wide arrest warrant for Mitchell Bain Willis, for murder in the first degree?"
"Yes, you most certainly can." Paulina said. She took the jump drive and headed for the door.
"Go with her, Teresa." I said. "Make sure she and that drive stay safe." Teresa left with Paulina.
"I'll call the City Police," said Muscone. "and tell them to get ready to help you serve that warrant. I know you're going to want to do that personally."
"You damn straight I do." I whispered. "All right, give me a minute to clean this up and get ready to go." The FBI Agents left the room, leaving Cindy and me alone. She wrapped her arm around my upper chest from behind.
"You did it." she whispered, feeling my emotions, which were welling up inside me. Lloyd Feingold had achieved revenge from the grave. And by use of his computer, Larry Wheeler had also avenged his murder from the grave. And I'd been their instrument to deliver that revenge, on behalf of them and their families. And on behalf of Justice...
Part 10 - Music Box Dancer, Redux
Peter Toole was at his desk in his half-cubicle in the BigAgraFoods City offices, his fingers flying over his computer keys. The young 24-year-old had been chosen to attend the big employees meeting at the Palladium... and then had been called into the office and told that Mr. Willis needed some last-minute figures, and he needed to stay behind and get them done.
It was a disappointment, but one he hoped would be overcome by recognition and advancement in the company's front offices. He'd sacrificed much for BigAgraFoods: fourteen- and fifteen-hour days, long hours every weekend, tighter and ever-tighter deadlines put upon him, only to see others take credit for his work, or his work cast aside, unused.
He'd felt lucky when he graduated college, to get the job at BigAgraFoods, and to marry the girl of his dreams. They had been in love and were making big dreams for their lives. But as the demands of the job grew heavier upon him, his wife had become unhappy. She'd even begged him to quit the BigAgraFoods job, that she wanted him back and that no job was worth what they were doing to him. He just said it would be worth it to her as well as to him one day, and that he would be able to give her everything they'd dreamed about.
A spasm of pain racked his heart as he remembered that darkest day, just three months before. After a long day of trying to get a report right in spite of bad data and no help, and with his boss yelling in his ear seemingly every minute, he opened the door to his home... and heard moaning. Going through the house, he came to the bedroom, and felt his hear tear apart.
On the bed was his beautiful wife, naked. Lying on the bed beneath her was his friend, who'd been his best man at his wedding. His Bride was riding the Best Man's long, thick cock. Peter remembered the detail with which he had seen the other man's cock sliding into and out of his wife's sopping wet pussy as she rode him, moaning in hunger and pleasure.
He was frozen, unable to move, as the other man came inside his wife. It was only then that she saw her husband in the doorway and emitted a scream. They were both apologizing, the best man saying the apparently obligatory 'it's not what you think!' as he scrambled to get his clothes and get out of there.
Afterwards, Peter and his wife had sat on the sofa. She told him that her loneliness had finally become so hard to bear that she'd let their friend seduce her and fuck her. It had only been going on for a week. She said "Why don't you stay home from work tomorrow, and let's talk this through, okay?" He'd numbly agreed.
The next morning he called in sick. But at 9:00am, his phone rang, and then began ringing off the hook as he tried to ignore it, mostly at his wife's insistence that he not answer. When he finally answered, while she was in the other room, it was his boss at work, saying even if he was sick, they badly needed him to come in. He relented.
The work they so 'desperately' needed him for could've been done by any six-week intern, and he said so. He was going to leave, but they kept him there, working on what they called 'urgent' stuff. He didn't get out of there until 9:00pm. When he got home, with a bouquet of roses for his wife, he opened the door and once again was shocked into stillness.
The house was empty. Every bit of furniture was gone. Every kitchen utensil, every bit of clothing but his own, every magazine, every book, everything except the roll of toilet paper on the roller on the wall... gone. His wife had moved out.
When he called her, she just said that she couldn't go on like this, that he'd chosen his job over her, and that she was filing for divorce. He sobbed through the night as he lay on the floor.
The next morning, he told his associates that his wife had left him. They showed no sympathy, no concern; they had their own jobs and work to attend to. His boss flooded him with assignments, and yelled at him as he barely got through them.
And now, here he was, putting out an imaginary fire yet again for BigAgraFoods. He hoped Mr. Willis would take note of his effort and hard work, and maybe he'd get a good raise and bonus, which might help begin rebuilding his shattered life. He uploaded the files to email, and sent them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, there's the file." said Willis's assistant. "You can make the phone call now."
"Yes I can." said Willis, seeming to relish this task. He dialed the number.
"Hello." said Peter Toole, picking up the ringing phone on his desk.
"Peter, this is Mitt Willis." said Willis.
"Mr. Willis!" Peter exclaimed. "Did the files get through?"
"Yes, yes they did." said Willis. "Listen, what I'm calling about... we're having to make some job cuts to meet our numbers for the quarter, and your position is one of them."
"Wha... you're firing me? Over the phone?" Peter gasped, unable to believe what he was hearing.
"Yes." said Mitt Willis. "I thought it might be more meaningful to you, coming from me personally instead of some H.R. person. We appreciate the work you've done for us, and good luck to you in the future." With that, he hung up.
A security guard showed up at Peter's desk to escort him out of the office, and found a young man looking dazed. His life was now completely shattered, he had nothing left. How he made it outside without collapsing, neither he nor the guard knew...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the BigAgraFoods event went on inside the Palladium International Hotel, City Police were quietly forming a security cordon around the front area, and a couple of paddywagon vans were brought up to the nearest point on the street, about 150 feet away from the front doors that Jasmine Nix had stepped out of to her death.
Mitchell Bain Willis had just taken the lectern after being introduced to loud applause from the worshipful employees of BigAgraFoods. All the women there wanted to sleep with him and all the men there wanted to be him one day, and sleep with all of those women. But Willis was not a philanderer, which was about the only good thing about him.
After a moment of silence to pay homage to 'my dear friend Lloyd Feingold', Willis began his speech, which was constantly interrupted by applause. He continued on:
"Every one of our employees is valuable to us." proclaimed Willis. "Hard work for BigAgraFoods is rewarded, and rewarded well, as many of you can give testament to." The audience applauded.
"This has been the best year in BigAgraFoods's long history." said Willis. "And next year will be even better, as we feed more people, and give our hardworking employees more and better opportunities to succeed, and to take care of their families..."
From the side stage, I texted Myron Milton and asked if he was ready. When he texted 'Go Time', I nodded to everyone then began walking onto the stage as music suddenly began playing... courtesy of Myron taking over the A/V system.
There were gasps of confusion, and Willis looked shocked when he recognized the tall redhead in the gray suit, pullover black shirt, an armor-lined silver-gray trenchcoat over it, an SBI Badge on his belt, and carrying a piece of paper and a red crowbar.
He looked to the other side, and saw Police there, as well... and two women, one in a gray suit and black pullover shirt, and wielding a green crowbar, and the other in a Police uniform and an armored vest over it, looking angry at the world. It was a 'Teresa Cunt' moment, and it spelled doom for Mitt Willis. There was no place to run as I came up to him.
"What is this, Troy?" he snarled. I took the microphone from the podium, the music serving as background to my words.
"Mitchell Bain Willis," I said, my authoritative voice carrying to all parts of the packed auditorium, "I have here a warrant for your arrest, for the first degree murder of Lloyd Feingold, a human being; and suspicion of the first-degree murder of Larry Wheeler, a human being. You have the right to remain silent..."
The audience watched in silence as I recited to Willis his considerable rights while handcuffing his wrists behind him. Then I grabbed his left arm just below the armpit and began leading him off the stage... via the front steps and up the aisle, perp-walking him right through his stunned employees, Teresa right behind us, Cindy and others following at a slight distance.
"Hmmm, good music, there." I said as the piano notes of Frank Mills's 'Music Box Dancer' played over the speakers. "How do you like my choice of music for this auspicious occasion, Mittens?"
"You're an asshole, Troy." snarled Willis angrily. "A God-damned asshole."
"Yes. Yes I am." I said agreeably, almost happily. "And you, Mittens, are under arrest. For murder."
Walking outside with him, I heard 'Music Box Dancer' playing over the outside speakers. Teresa and I began escorting him through a gauntlet of City Police and Deputies and State Patrol Officers. The Press was under-represented; only a KSB News van was visible to me. There were crowds behind the fully deputized agents of the law, not too large, but very curious to see what was going on. The vans seemed like an incredible distance away, I thought, beginning to regret not using a back service entrance to whisk Willis away...
Time slowed down.
I felt as much as saw it. A young man suddenly broke between two Police Officers, running at us with a revolver in his hand. Before I knew it, I was lunging at him to tackle him, as was a State Patrolman. Teresa was about to tackle Willis to the ground, but it was too late.
The young man's revolver spoke five times, and it made eloquent arguments. Willis was hit solidly in the chest four times in a diamond pattern, and a fifth time in the neck.
The next few moments were pandemonium. I was underneath a pile of people. Finally, they got up, bodily picked up the subdued perp, handcuffed him and whisked him off, then helped me up. I was okay; my back was not really hurting with all the adrenaline pumping through my body. The revolver the young perp had used was already being bagged as evidence by City Detective Tony Long.
Teresa had been helped up as medics replaced her to attend to Mittens Willis. To my great relief, she was uninjured. Her eyes met mine and she shook her head.
Mitchell Bain Willis, Acting CEO of BigAgraFoods Corporation, one of the Establishment Elites that thought he was better than us and believed he ruled over us... had shown that he was not a badass like Teresa Croyle, that he was not badass enough to outrun bullets.
Mittens was dead.
Part 11 - Moving On, Redux
It was now approaching evening on this Monday, July 23d. Teresa, Jerome, Cindy, and I were sitting in the conference room at the FBI's offices in the Federal Building in the City. Myron had quietly 'escaped' back to our Town & County.
Because I'd been logged in as the SBI Inspector, Britt Maxwell had come over and taken my statement, which was monitored and videotaped by the City Police and FBI as well. Then Detectives Tony Long and E.J. Jefferson interviewed every LEO, Federal, State, and Local, that had been on the scene.
Jack Muscone and Martin Nash came in. "We sat in on the City Police interviews of the guy that shot Willis." said Nash. "His name is Peter Toole, 24 years old. He worked for BigAgraFoods until Mitt Willis fired him over the phone earlier today. He's been crying, sobbing through a story of his wife leaving him because he worked such long hours for BigAgraFoods, only to have them fire him."
"Pul-eeze." said Cindy. "As my father teaches at his seminars: 'there are no coincidences in the Universe'. The Big Boyz took him out when they saw we had him."
"We're working on verifying his story right now." said Nash. "We'll see if there's something behind it."
Muscone said "BigAgraFoods is whining about us being hard-hearted in the face of the death of their Acting CEO, but we got the Federal warrants to get their papers and see if they were behind the land poisoning incidents, and maybe some other stuff, stuff Wheeler was whistleblowing about." I nodded, a bit numbly.
"We didn't get him alive, Don," said Muscone, "but you did one hell of a job with this, remembering Wheeler's computer, getting the decoded video. BigAgraFoods is hip-deep in shit right now, and they know it. So does Senator Samuel Russell."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "But I wanted the bastard alive. He might could've given us Russell, to save his own worthless skin. I fucked it up, with regard to the arrest."
"I won't argue with you on that." said a voice. The DepDirector came in. "Yes, I have to practice a little 'tough love' on you here, Don. The FBI Director himself has called from Washington. He was livid when he got the details. He wants to know why you didn't have a van near the door."
"Oddly enough," I said, "the hotel's security against terrorist attacks impeded us from getting a van that close. Not that I'm making excuses. We should've just brought him into the parking garage or somewhere more closed off."
"The EAD told him as much, about the security." said the DepDirector. "But the BigAgraFoods people are screaming at their bought-and-paid-for legislators at the State and Federal levels." I just nodded numbly.
After a pause, the DepDirector said "If the City Police are done with all of you, why don't you all head on home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 24th, from in front of the Federal Building off Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the arrest and then shooting of Mitchell Bain Willis, Acting CEO of BigAgraFoods Corporation, in the City! Let's go to our colleague Tim Sioban of KSB in the City. Tim!"
"Thank you, Bettina and Meredith!" said Tim Sioban, who was being fed to Midtown as well as our County's televisions. "KSB has learned that Lloyd Feingold, who had been found murdered in his BigAgraFoods office in the City, had been able to record a video of his own murder! BigAgraFoods had upgraded their encryption security, which did not allow the video to be played on their computers."
"However," said Sioban, "according to multiple sources, SBI Inspector Donald Troy, who last year had investigated the murder of Larry Wheeler, a BigAgraFoods employee, found an older BigAgraFoods computer in an evidence room, which allowed the viewing of the video we're about to show you. We warn you that it is graphic in nature. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Mittens's damning words and then him murdering Feingold. "As you can see," said Sioban, "this was plenty enough to get warrants at both the State and Federal levels to investigate BigAgraFoods further, as well as arrest Mr. Willis for murder. Inspector Troy did effect the arrest, with the help of the City Police and the FBI, but as he escorted Mr. Willis out of the Palladium International Hotel, where BigAgraFoods was holding a convention, this happened. Again, this is graphic in nature. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Peter Toole firing just over my head as I tried to tackle him, and four crimson spots appearing on Mitt Willis's white shirt. KSB blurred out the neck wound, then the camera went to a wider view, showing the chaos of that moment.
"The man who allegedly shot Mr. Willis," said Tim Sioban, "is one Peter Toole. Toole was fired by BigAgraFoods earlier in the day, and blamed the company and Mitt Willis for the dissolution of his marriage. He is under psychological observation at this time."
"Tim, this is Bettina Wurtzburg." said Bettina as they showed a split screen of her, Tim, and Meredith Peller in Midtown. "Did BigAgraFoods say anything about Commander Troy's role in the arrest?"
"Yes, Bettina." said Tim. "Inspector Troy, as he was acting in an SBI capacity at that time, was accused by BigAgraFoods of not doing enough to protect Mr. Willis once he put him into custody. BigAgraFoods is asking why Mr. Willis wasn't provided an armored vest for protection, or else taken by a more secure route to transportation away from the Palladium Hotel."
"Tim," said Meredith Peller, "Mr. Willis was a man beloved by his employees at BigAgraFoods, and he was considering a primary run for U.S. Senate against Senator Richard Nunn. Will the Republican Party find another candidate to run against Senator Nunn and then the Democrat nominee?"
"That's a good question, Meredith." said Tim Sioban. "There have been no formal announcements or statements, except of condolence for Mr. Willis's passing, but sources tell KSB News that the Republican Party is looking for a candidate to primary Senator Nunn, whom they consider to be a Grassroots RINO and disloyal to the Establishment Republican Party. State House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds is a possible candidate, as might be Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Joanne Warner. "Mr. Willis's body is not even cold yet, and they're talking about who is going to run against Senator Nunn."
"And Bettina and Tim took their carefully orchestrated shots at Commander Troy." said Jerome Davis.
"Commander Troy keeps taking down Establishment Big Boys." said Cindy Ross. "Tom Cubbard at BigPharmaCorp, Con---" She stopped.
"You can say it, ma'am. Conrad King." said Joanne Warner, mentioning the name of her husband's grandfather. "And don't forget Wallace Bedford."
"Hell yeah, don't forget Wallace Bedford!" said Teresa Croyle with some emphasis.
"And Mr. C., whoever he really was." said Jerome Davis.
"And Jody Corrigan." said Teddy Parker. "And of course Pastor Westboro."
"Yeah." said Cindy. "But when that video came on yesterday, decoded... I think that one meant a lot to Don, when he realized that he was going to take down Mitt Willis."
"Yes. Yes it did." said a voice from the side doorway. Your Iron Crowbar then walked on into the room. "You will never be able to know the satisfaction I was feeling as I affixed handcuffs to that man's wrists in front of all his employees."
There were murmurs of agreement, then I looked around. "People... get this room cleaned up. Spotless by 9:00am. Same for Vice. We are officially interviewing candidates for Detective positions today, and they'll be looking in here, aspiring to have a desk in here on August 1st. Make sure they realize they will not be working in a pig sty."
"Yes sir." came a chorus. Cindy followed me out as I left the room. Detectives sprang into action...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That is a point, sir." said Teresa during the 'Angels' meeting in my office. "You have brought down some high-level people in what is known as the 'Establishment'. And Willis was one of the really high-level Big Boys, the Elites. They will not be taking kindly to you perp-walking him after arresting him. He was too good to be arrested, too much above the law. Obviously you should be wearing armor at all times." I knew that was more Teresa's sideways jab at her BFF Cindy Ross than any concern for me.
"I definitely always have the girdle on." I said. "And yes, I have full chest and back armor on under my uniform. And to that point, tell the entire TCPD to keep wearing armor. What happened to Mitt Willis can happen to anyone, and in an instant."
"I also note," I said, "that the Establishment Elitist wasn't badass enough to outrun bullets. Great equalizer, bullets. No wonder they want to take away our Second Amendment rights. But I digress. All three of you will be involved in interviewing our Detective candidates today, with Commander Ross sitting in with the Chief."
"Why am I a part of this, Commander?" asked Teresa.
"Because I value your opinion, and will want to hear it after you sit in on my interviews with the candidates." I replied.
"Ah, never having an interview with only one person in the room with the interviewee." said Tanya. "You think someone is going to try a 'Tunnin' on you, sir?"
"No." I said. "And that's because we have multiple witnesses in each interview. Lt. Mahoney-Milton will be sitting in with you, Captain Perlman..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Tuesday, July 24th. After the interviews, we met in the Main Conference Room: Chief Moynahan, me, Commander Ross, Captain Perlman, Captain Croyle, and Lieutenant Mary Milton.
"Okay, let's discuss the two persons who will become MCD De-tec-tivesss" drawled the Chief.
"This is a done deal." Teresa said. "I'd bet a paycheck that it's Roy McGhillie and Julia Rodriguez."
"Why do you say that?" Cindy asked.
"Commander Troy's interview of her was a lovefest of Army X-Y-Z talk." said Teresa. "I'm no Iron Crowbar, but even I can observe and deduce when the man has made up his mind." I was being ribbed, I realized, and I was grinning even as I waved a red crowbar in Teresa's general direction.
"Chief, you want to admit some guilt in that direction, also?" said Cindy.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "Yes, I'll admit to some X-Y-Z talk. But your questions were more than enough to offset my military reminiscing."
"So let's talk Rodriguez." I said. "What did y'all think?"
"You know," said Tanya Perlman, "I was impressed with her. Since I happen to be engaged to the best FBI Agent in the world, admitting bias there, I got some of their test cards that show scenarios, such as this one which shows a child playing between two women, and asks which woman is the kid's mother." She passed the card around.
"The woman on the right." I said. "The one the kid is facing." Tanya nodded.
"Of course you're going to get it right, Commander." Tanya said with a grin. "Julia and Roy McGhillie got it right, too. The rest got it wrong, or their correct guesses were wild guesses, and they couldn't explain why. Anyway, I don't know how you saw it, Commander, but Rodriguez has a lot of potential to be a really good Detective. And she's untrained, so we don't have to un-do other people's damage."
"Police Academy, cough cough." said Teresa. Everyone nodded vigorously in agreement. I asked Cindy for her assessment.
"I really like her aggressive, go-get-em attitude." said Cindy. "She was the only candidate to wear civilian clothes to the interviews, except McGhillie of course. When the Chief asked her about it, she very fearlessly replied that she'd be wearing civilian clothes as a Detective, wouldn't she? Standing up to the Chief like that... she had me sold immediately."
"Yezzz, it would seeeeem that standing up to the Police Chief is a prerequisite for my Detective Corps." Chief Moynahan said, actually meaning the top leadership of his Police Force.
"It's your Police Force, Chief," I said, "and we're just working in it. Teresa, what did you think about Rodriguez, beyond the X-Y-Z talk?"
Teresa gave what was for her a smile and said "She will excel in whatever role she's put in. I see why Commander Ross considered her for her assistant, I see why First Precinct wanted to keep her and why Admin wants her. So I have no objections, for sure."
"O-kayyyy." said Moynahan. "So are we all agreed that McGhillie will transfer to MCD?" Everyone indeed agreed. "I am curious why you singled him out among the Vice Detectives, Commander."
"I think he's ready." I said. "And after being wounded in the line of duty, I think he's earned a shot at MCD." I did not mention that the relative 'quiet' of MCD would make Roy's fiancée Becca Larrington very happy, as well. That wasn't really a consideration for me... just a bonus.
"Okay, now for Vice." said Moynahan. "We have twelve names here. Who do you want?"
"I know who I don't want." Tanya replied, naming some names. Mary added a couple more.
"Then they are off the list." I said. "There is one other name that I hate to cross out, but I think we have to: Patrolman Barker."
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "He told us that he wasn't fully healed up, but would be eventually, and so he was taking the shot at Detective now." Barker had been wounded in the same 'Cobra Incident' that had wounded McGhillie. Unfortunately, Barker had had complications from the gunshot wounds to his legs, and he was struggling to overcome them. The bottom line was that he just could not move his legs fast enough to get out of danger, if need be.
"I'm sympathetic to his plight." continued Tanya. "But his doctors at the Hospital are also my doctors, and they broke some medical protocol by telling me that they're not sure when... or even if... he'll fully recover."
"I've been looking for ways to keep him on while he works to recover." I said. "Desk duty, stuff like that. But the truth is that if he doesn't improve, we may have to give him a medical dispensation and let him go." The dispensation would be less than a retirement pension, but would be something. Still, my statement created some gloom in the room. We were all rooting for Barker to return to normal, but sometimes we have to do the tough things vis-a-vis our Officers...
Part 12 - For The Good Of The Force
"Okay, guys," said Teresa in her office, "you go in, stand at attention, take your asschewing and punishment, then leave when you're dismissed. Don't say a word unless he asks you something. This is not the time to object to anything, nor argue any points. Got it?"
"Yes ma'am." said Lt. Irwin.
"Yes ma'am." said Precinct Captain Goodwin, though with much less enthusiasm.
Irwin and Goodwin were about to go before the Commander for their formal punishment for holding back Julia Rodriguez's application to be a Detective. To say they'd drawn my ire was a huge understatement. Teresa had worked pretty hard to make sure I didn't have them fired. There were still issues.
"Irwin is ready to take his punishment and move on." Teresa told me a few days before. "But while he admits it was wrong to prevent her application from going forward, Goodwin thinks he should've had input into her being allowed to transfer out of his Precinct."
"Oh really?" I said acerbically. "Maybe he's not the right person for Precinct Captain, then."
"Sir..." Teresa said, "I won't ask to speak freely. I'll say this within protocol and take whatever you decide to give me. But I agree to an extent with my Precinct Captain. We, meaning you, basically reached into his Precinct and plucked one of his people out without warning, giving him the problem of having to replace her with little time to spare."
I exhaled, nodding. "Well, I don't really agree with that." I said. "It's a leadership lesson on several fronts, and I'm not pleased with Goodwin's handling of it. Irwin's either, but at least he's keeping his mouth shut."
Now, in present time, I put on my Duty Dress jacket and sat back down in my Command Chair as Helena buzzed me. I told her to let them in. Teresa led the way, having them stand at attention in front of my desk, then she stood behind them and off to one side.
"Gentlemen," I said as I opened the two file folders on my desk, "the two of you held back an email application meant for me, almost denying a very good Police Officer the chance to become a very good Detective. You have agreed to this unilateral hearing as opposed to a full disciplinary hearing, is that not right?"
"Yes sir." they said together, remaining at attention and not looking down at me.
"Gentlemen," I said, "this is Chief Sean Moynahan's Police Force, and we are lucky enough to be working in it. Chief Moynahan has delegated responsibilities to me and to the Deputy Chief. Part of those responsibilities are to make this the very best Police Force we can possibly make it, so that we can give the Citizens of this County the very best law enforcement service possible."
"It is my responsibility to put the best people in the best places in order to make this Police Force overall the best it can be." I continued. "It is not your place to decide to prevent me from doing that just because you might be inconvenienced by a promotion or transfer out of your Precinct. I cannot even begin to tell you how... disappointed... I am at your actions. They show insubordination, a callous disregard for the operations of this Police Force, a shocking embarrassment of your commanding Officer, Captain Croyle, and a lack of consideration for the well-being of the Officers under your leadership."
"And let me address that further." I said. "There are a couple of lessons of leadership to be learned here. First, you should always be anticipating and preparing for vacancies in positions within the units you are leading. Vacancies can always occur, be it through promotions, firings, resignations, or... God forbid... someone passing away."
"Second, and more importantly," I continued, "as leaders, it is your duty to put the best people in the position that best serves the Police Force, particularly within your own units. You should be watching for good people to shine, and looking for ways to give them the best opportunities to shine further. Some will never rise very far, but that should not be because you did not give them the opportunity to show what they've got."
"Your action, gentlemen, might have prevented me from making the Detective Division the best it can be, and could have prevented a promising Officer from having the future she has earned and deserves." I said. "And then there's the de facto insubordination and embarrassing your Captain."
"Therefore, I am demoting both of you in rank to Corporal, and reassigning you to duties more suited to the leadership level you've exhibited." I said. Teresa's eyes widened in shock, Goodwin looked angry, and Irwin did not permit his emotions to show at all, which was good for him.
"However," I said, "I am suspending this punishment for one year, to August 1st of next year. If I have no further issues with either of you, then this punishment will not be applied. But if you guys mess up again, then I will apply the punishment and bust you down hard. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir." Irwin said. Goodwin's acknowledgement came a second later.
"You are dismissed. Get out of my office. Captain Croyle, remain here." I said.
"Y'all go back to my office." Teresa said to their backs as they exited. Then she turned to me and came to attention. "Sir, I have no excuse----"
"Stop." I said. "Sit down... Sit!" I ordered, finally getting her to sit down. "If I wanted to bust your chops, I would have already. Yeah, you're their boss, but you didn't do anything wrong. You do need to make sure something like this never happens again, and that your leaders do what's right for their best people."
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
Part 13 - Epilogue
As the Town & County Council met in executive session, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone was sitting in my office with me. It is possible that we were sipping medicinal portions of Scotch as we talked.
"As near as we can tell," Muscone said, "this Peter Toole character snapped and shot Mittens Willis after he was fired. His wife confirmed that she'd tried to get him to quit, then left him when he didn't. Co-workers said the company worked him to death, fourteen- and fifteen-hour days, and then Mittens fired him over the phone. We cannot find any evidence that this is some kind of paid-for hit, or that he was brainwashed, and our psychologists have really been working on him."
I nodded. "It may well be that its just a huge coincidence that he came after Mittens just as we were arresting him. But it also makes more sense. Unless we have a seriously bad mole within the TCPD or Team Lazarus, there was no way they had time to trigger Peter Toole or anyone else to go after Mittens. He was already in motion, getting the gun and then coming to the Palladium, before we were on our way."
"Yes, that's what we're figuring, as well." said Jack. "Still, that leaves a lot of questions---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and the Caller ID said "BLOCKED". I pressed the button and put the phone on speaker.
"Troy." I said.
A deep, metallic voice came through. "You were lucky this time, Commander Troy." it said. "Willis died before he gave you any information, which would've been your own death warrant. But you have crossed our path too many times. Learn your place, Commander... before it is too late."
As the voice faded, the musical notes of Frank Mills's 'Music Box Dancer' began playing. After a moment, the call cut off.
"What the fuck was that?" asked Muscone, looking at me in shock.
"A warning." I said. "I definitely have someone's attention..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some weeks later, Cindy came into my office.
"I've got the budget figures--- what's wrong?" she asked, seeing me sitting sideways to my desk in my chair, tremendous emotion written on my face.
"The FBI just brought me this, from the US Marshals." I said, handing her the envelope. She looked at the letters inside.
One was from Benny Wheeler, Larry Wheeler's young son, who was in Witness Protection with his family. The letter said "Iron Crowbar, thank you for not giving up, and getting the man who killed my dad." The other was from Wheeler's even younger daughter, and was in crayon, like something Carole might write. It said "Thank you Iron Crowbar."
"Oh wow." Cindy whispered. She looked over at the drawing of me by Gunny Guernica's young son, which I'd framed. "These should go right there with that drawing."
"Yes." I said, then added: "Whenever my back starts hurting, and I think about all the pain that we've all gone through, it's moments like this that take the pain away, and remind me that what we're doing is worth it..."
Finis... pour le moment.
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Part 1 - Prologue
(Author's note: This story overlaps the previous story, 'Swamp Frogs'.)
Friday, July 13th. Yes, Friday the Thirteenth. I was meeting with my Angels at 8:15am.
"I'm hearing of some complaints about having to wear full armor in the heat of summer." said Teresa Croyle. "The Precinct leadership is asking for 'clarification' on when they can just wear under-shirt armor, or no armor if not facing a tense situation."
I nodded. "Put out the word that the elevated threat level still exists." I said. "Have the Precincts do what they can to modify the patrols on a rotating basis, so that Officers will be inside more and in their cars with the A.C. on. But keep the armor on, and maintain a higher sense of alert. Okay, what else?"
"I'm going to take an early lunch." said Teresa. "I need to go to the bank to deposit some money from BOW Enterprises into one of the charity funds Todd supports."
"That should be no problem." I said. "Anything else?"
"Don," said Cindy, "I'm hearing some talk about your declaration of war on the Press. They're wondering where you got your information on them. Some of them are talking about suing you." Just the day before, I'd unloaded some bombshells on the Press. Brian Jennings was now facing a divorce after picture of him fucking female reporters reached his wife. Laura had told Nick Eastwood that his lover Amber Harris was next on the list for exposure if she did not stop delivering 'fake news', i.e. lying, on the air, especially about the Troy family.
"Bring it on." I said, here in the present. "I've already consulted with my attorney. The operative words are 'confidential informant'... and 'Fifth Amendment' if push comes to shove. And of course, I'll just go 'scorched earth' and take them all down with me, if shove comes to crowbar beatdown..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He even quoted Scripture to them." said Joanne Warner, who was very religious, as the MCD Detectives discussed what had happened between Commander Troy and the Press. "That was awesome."
"I've always had one question about that particular passage in the Bible." said Jerome Davis. "It says that Jesus was writing in the dirt when they came to Him. Now I'm wondering... what exactly was it that He was writing in the dirt?"
"I guess we'll never know." said Theo Washington.
"The Commander quoted from the Gospel of John." said Joanne. "That Book is a bit different than the other Gospel books, if you read them all. It has some strange stuff in it... like Jesus going into the wilderness a lot, little passages like the one where He's writing in the dirt."
"Written by someone would've made a good Detective." said Teddy Parker. "Observant of details."
"But it still didn't say what was written in the dirt." said Theo. "Bad Police report." That got some laughter.
Part 2 - Trickeration
"All right," said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone as he sat in my office with me at 9:00am, "so you think the Queenie Files are being used to blackmail someone. I'd guess for murder; just about everything else has a statute of limitations on it."
"I have no idea what's in the files. If I did, that information would quickly become useless." I said. "What I do know is that the files exist, are hidden, and Queenie told people that if she was ever killed to go to Jack Lewis about it."
"Queenie's death was months ago." said Muscone. (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels' Ch. 03.) "Surely someone has gone to Lewis by now, and this is all a hopeless wild-goose chase."
"Maybe not." I said. "Katherine Woodburn had her aide Clark tell me about Queenie and the Queenie Files. I seriously doubt she wants Jack Lewis to have that information... before she gets it herself."
"And she's using you to find the files." said Muscone. "Smart of her. She bears watching."
"Yezzz..." I said thoughtfully. "And to my point, I have a hard time believing Katherine doesn't know what the information is. So! Let's reset our brains on this. We've been thinking, and naturally so, that because Queenie called them the 'Willis Files', they have to be about Mitt Willis... but what if they're not?"
"Whaddya mean?" asked Muscone.
"What if... the information was collected by Mitt Willis instead of being about him?" I asked.
"That... that... makes sense." said Muscone as he thought about it. "Especially if he's afraid you might find out about it, or that it would come out."
"Exactly." I said. "He's using the information to his advantage, but would rather shut it down than let others get the information."
"But Queenie had it, meaning Katherine Woodburn has it." Jack countered, playing Devil's Advocate.
"True." I said. "We've also been making the mistake of thinking of Mitt Willis as a pure Republican. He's going to run against Nunn as an Establishment Republican, but the truth is that BigAgraFoods gives generous campaign contributions to both Republicans and Democrats. Remember that the Establishment Republicans and Establishment Democrats are the Left and Right cheeks of the same Ass, working together to crush the Grassroots, the People, and maintain power."
"So who is the big 'O' in the middle between those cheeks?" Muscone asked with what for him was a wicked grin.
I laughed. "We can only guess. Anyway... the question is: would Mittens work with Democrats?" I asked. "To maintain political power for the Elites, and control the proletarian masses?"
"Hell yeah, he would." said Muscone. "And would Willis be behind an attempt to kill the Governor and smoke Queenie in the process? Hell yes. So what are you thinking, here?"
"I think Queenie found the information, possibly by digging into Mitt Willis himself." I replied. "She gave it to Katherine Woodburn, who might could use it for herself, and may have. But Willis would have found out that Queenie knew, and not knowing she hid the information, he had her killed."
"I have one objection to that." said Muscone. "Woodburn is very angry and upset over her staffer's murder... to the point she gave information to you to help find Queenie's killer or killers. If she thought Willis was the murderer, she'd have told you that, and would've sic'ed the SBI and FBI on Willis. And she's tough enough to fight back against any assassination attempts by him upon her."
"And that's a good objection." I said. "My only counter to it is that Katherine wanted to preserve the potency of the blackmail information. Hmmm... wonder if she'd try to blackmail Willis, too... no, she has little to gain from that..."
I came out of my reverie to see Jack looking at emails. I said "Anyway, it occurs to me that the only way we'll be able to find whatever Queenie hid, is to get Jack Lewis to tell us."
"Somehow, I don't think he's just going to willingly do that." said Muscone. "Especially not to you personally."
"No, not to me." I said. "But maybe he'll tell two of his trusted lieutenants... the man of God, the Reverend Steven Ikea... and disgraced SBI Agent Richard Ferrell."
"Ferrell." muttered Muscone, his beady black eyes becoming jet. "How in the fucking hell is that man not in prison for life?"
"Technicalities." I said. "Someone with clout managed to get Ferrell whisked out of our State. From there, his lawyers worked hard, amazingly hard for lawyers, to raise technicalities with the case, especially regarding his paralyzed condition when he was captured. Judge Harry Nance moved with equally amazing speed to dismiss the charges against him, especially the ones assaulting Tanya and my mother."
Muscone shook his head. "And I guess you won't let me help you find him and Ikea to implement this plan of yours."
"Not yet." I said. "I kind of need him alive right now. But when the time comes, I'll leave his proper punishment to you."
"So... how are you going to spring this trap?" asked Muscone.
"I fully expect that the man of God, Steven Ikea, would rush to Jack Lewis if he were to find out about this." I said.
"I don't think he'll take your phone call, nor your mother's, any time soon." Jack reminded me. "So how will you get the information to him?"
"By going through a name I can trust... in a manner of speaking." I said.
Part 3 - Two-Eleven in Progress
The building was one of the oldest in Town, diagonally across from the southeast corner of Courthouse Square on College Avenue. It was three stories tall, composed of brick. It had been the Town & County Bank until the Great Depression, and then became the E.F. Goldman Bank. Now that banker's grandson, J.P. Goldman, owned it, and continued to run it with the same high quality of service that his grandfather had insisted upon.
It was also a bit busy. At 11:00am, as Teresa Croyle waited in line, she turned to see who had come up behind her.
"Oh, hello Father Romano." she said, looking up at the tall priest.
"How are you, Captain Croyle." the Police Department's Catholic Chaplain said, his voice connoting benign fatherly friendliness. He was wearing the standard black robe of a priest over a black long sleeve shirt of thin fabric with a white clerical collar, black pants, and standard black Police Officer shoes. He also wore a rosary at his belt. His TCPD Badge was inside his pocket.
"Please, call me Teresa." Teresa said. "You're a Captain, too, ya know."
"You're very kind." said Father Romano. "How have you been doing? Especially since your Christmas ordeal?" Father Romano had visited Teresa at the Hospital several times while she had been recovering from her wounds after the Ward Harvester explosion. Teresa thought he was a good man, and he'd been a great source of peace and comfort to young Amy as the girl spent her last month dying in a hospital bed. But Teresa had never been one for religion.
"I'm fine." said Teresa. "I may have run my last July 4th Triathlon, though. I had a hard time with the swim, and I've still got nerve issues---"
She stopped as she noticed the two young men burst into the front door of the Bank. She was going for her gun, but it was too late.
"Everyone get your hands up!" shouted the first man as he ran up to Father Romano and put the business end of a powerful handgun into the priest's ear. "Get 'em up, now! Or the Padre gets it!"
The other young man came around the other side of the island counter table, his gun pointed at Teresa. "Take that out slowly, or he'll kill the priest. Slowly!"
Giving up her gun was the worst thing she could do, Teresa thought, but in this case the perps had really gotten the drop on them. She said "All right. Relax." She slowly removed her gun from its holster with her fingertips, then put it on the island counter.
"Back away." said the second gunman. He then went over and took Teresa's gun, tucking it into his belt.
"All right, everyone get on the floor!" shouted the first perp, still holding Father Romano hostage. Everyone got down. "You tellers behind the counter, get out here! Now!" The tellers all came around the side, through the sets of secured doors that led behind the counter. They were forced to lie on the ground, also.
The perps did not know that one of the tellers had pressed a button under the counter when the situation was unfolding. The button let the Police know that a robbery and hostage situation was occurring.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All units, 2-11 Sierra with hostages, in progress at J.P. Goldman Bank on the Square. Be advised 11-58. Do not approach." A '211-S' was a robbery alert with silent alarm, and 11-58 meant that Police radio might be being monitored (and was, as Teresa's radio had been confiscated as well as her gun).
Police very efficiently set up blockades of all roads leading up to the bank, diverting traffic. They also went and got pedestrians, moving them away from Courthouse Square.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Detective Geiger," I said at 11:00am as he, Vice Lieutenant Mary Milton, and I sat in my office. "I want you to begin investigating something for me, a sidebar issue from the normal Vice stuff you do. This needs to be kept in confidence, also."
"Yes sir." said Geiger. He and Teresa were the last of the 'old guard' Detectives from Malone's day, and Geiger had been Ikea's dingleberry while Ikea had been besmirching the honor of the TCPD. Geiger was surprised he was being asked to do this assignment.
"We are looking for some information called the 'Queenie Files', also called the 'Willis Files'." I said. I filled him and Mary in on the details, then said "Lieutenant Milton here can help with the data analysis while you touch base with contacts. Let Lieutenant Milton or me know what you find... and speak of this only to Lieutenant Milton or to me directly."
After some questions, I dismissed them. As I turned back to paperwork, the Desk Duty Sergeant came in. "Sir, bank robbery with hostages at J.P. Goldman Bank. We can't find Captain Croyle to tell her, and she did not respond to Police radio or phone calls, sir."
"Ohhhh, shit!" I gasped out. "She was going to go to the bank! She may be in there. Sergeant, get Lieutenant Hewitt to the Main Conference Room immediately. I'll get the Chief..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why does your god-damn phone keep ringing?" the younger and more loose-cannon of the perps yelled at Teresa.
"Dude, relax." said the more level-headed perp, who was keeping Father Romano at gunpoint. "Padre, sit down here, back against the counter." he said, meaning the island counter. "You, too, cop. Either of you makes a sudden move, and people get killed. Got it?"
"First, bitch," said the second thug, "take off that armor under your shirt. NOW!" Teresa did not move to comply.
"You heard him." said the first perp. "Or I'll shoot this fucking priest right in front of you."
"All right, all right." said Teresa. "Leave him alone." She unbuttoned her shirt and unstrapped her vest. She had a t-shirt on under the vest, to the disappointment of the thugs.
"You look pretty good." said the second, crazy perp. "Maybe I oughta take you in the back room and get a piece of ass." Teresa looked darkly at him, preparing to defend herself.
"Dude, we don't have time for that shit." said the first perp. He then said "Sit down next to the padre, bitch." Teresa did so. The second perp was putting Teresa's armor on his own body, over his shirt.
"All right, maybe I'll take this bitch back there." the crazy young perp said, grabbing one of the female tellers by the arm. She began screaming and crying.
"Leave her alone!" Teresa yelled, springing to her feet. Two handguns were trained upon her.
"Don't fucking move!" yelled the first perp. "Sit back down! Now!" Teresa complied, glaring at the second perp. The first perp turned to the second, Teresa having long since observed that they were brothers. "Listen dumb-shit, we do not have time to be fucking around trying to fuck the hostages. Now go back there and start filling the bag with fucking money."
As the second perp went to the back area, the keys of the tellers in his possession, Teresa's phone buzzed.
"Answer it, bitch." said the perp. "Then hand it to me."
Teresa answered. "Hello Commander." she said, seeing who was calling. "Someone wants to talk to you." She handed the phone to the perp.
"Who is this?" demanded the perp.
"This is Police Commander Don Troy of the TCPD." I said into my phone. "Who are you?"
"Who I am doesn't matter." said the perp. "What matters is that I've got a priest, your Police Officer, and twelve other people hostage right now. I want the owner of this bank to come down here and put at least $50,000 from the safe into bags. Then get someone to land a chopper on the Square, and give us safe passage to take us, two hostages, and the money to it. Then the pilot can fly us somewhere safe. We'll let the chopper fly the hostages back once we're away."
"Tell you what." I said. "I'll come in there and be your hostage, and you let all the others go."
"No deal." said the perp. "I know who you are, Iron Crowbar. You're too good, too sneaky. I think this priest and your Officer are better hostages than you would be. Now get that chopper and the bank owner here. Or else." He hung up, but not before Teresa had noticed that the words 'Iron Crowbar' had put some hope into the eyes of the other hostages.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, so much for that." I said as the Chief and I watched the bank from near my Police SUV, which was in the copse of trees just south of the Courthouse complex, and just northeast of the Bank.
"At least we know she's in there." said Chief Moynahan. "And Father Romano, as well. His badge's RFID is pinging on Myron's drone feed, as is hers."
"And part of our problem," I said, "is that the owner of the bank, J.P. Goldman... is also inside there." Indeed, he was one of the hostages, and the perps did not yet realize it.
"The FBI is here, if you need our help." said Jack Muscone as he came up to us. "In fact, as a bank robbery, this is a Federal case... but I'll defer to you until we get the hostage situation settled."
"I told you Agent Muscone was a smart man, Mr. Crowbarrrr." the Chief said.
"And we can use all the help we can get on this." I said. "Jack, it's likely they'll go for the State Line if we let them go."
"I'll get assets in place." said Muscone as he took out his cell phone.
Part 4 - Revelations
1:00pm, Friday, July 13th. Detective Timothy Geiger made a phone call on his personal cellphone as he sat at his desk, eating his lunch from Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers.
"Yeah, look." he said. "They're having me look into something called the 'Willis Files'. Supposedly Katherine Woodburn's staffer, the one they called 'Queenie', found some stuff on someone, and said that if she were murdered to go to Jack Lewis about these files. I figured you can ask Mr. Lewis about them, see what's up."
"I'll do that." said the voice at the other end of the line. "May the Lord's blessings be upon you." The line disconnected.
"Interesting." said the SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea to SBI Lieutenant Leon Mills. "One of my sources just gave me information that might concern Mr. Lewis."
"Might be a trap." said Mills. "The Iron Crowbar is a dirty dealer."
"I guess we'll find out." said Ikea.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Police iPhone rang. It was Teresa's number.
"Where is the owner of the bank?" snarled the perp at the other end of the line.
"We haven't found him yet." I said. "We're making calls."
"Is the chopper ready?" asked the perp.
"It will be." I said. "In the meantime, why don't you let the women and children leave?"
"We'll talk about that when the time comes." said the perp. "Now listen: no tricks, and don't be stalling. Get the owner, and get the chopper." The line went dead.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I saw the drone flying in from over Courthouse Square. "Shit." I muttered. "Press drone. Can I shoot it down?... just kidding, Chief." The Chief was gaping at me for the suggestion.



"Don't do that to me." said the Chief. "I was actually believing you meant it." I did not tell the Chief that I had meant it, as he said "Who's in charge of Ops with Captain Croyle inside?"
"Me personally, sir." I said. "I'd rather be in control than play around delegating to a Precinct Captain. Hewitt knows he's listening to me directly."
"Good." said the Chief. "Sooooooo, are you really going to give these bastards a chopper?"
"Tethered to a string, maybe." I said. I don't think the Chief was liking my bad jokes as my defense mechanism in this stressful time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The older man among the hostages stood up. Two powerful handguns were trained upon him. "Easy, son." he said. "You said you were looking for the owner of the bank. I am J.P. Goldman, the owner of this bank."
"So the cops weren't lying when they said they couldn't find you." said the first perp.
"I'll do as you ask," said Goldman, "but let these others go. You don't need them as hostages. I'm a Town Council Member as well as this bank's owner."
"Are you kidding?" said the second perp, who was getting agitated, as if he needed a drug fix. "We let the hostages go, and the Iron Crowbar will come through here like a tornado."
"Keep me, as well." said Father Romano. "Let these innocents go."
The first perp put his gun to Romano's head. "Padre, you should not be quick about offering yourself up. My brother there, he was an altar boy in the City. You know what you priests have been doing to little boys and girls? Well, they did things to my brother... and he's never been the same since. So I am eager... eager... to blow your ass away. What do you say to that, Padre?"
"I can't speak for them." said Romano. "I was married before I was ordained. I am here to serve the Lord's will. If you wish to hold me or kill me, do so. But let these innocents go."
"No fucking way." said the second perp.
"You should think about it." said Teresa. "Someone gets hurt, it's Murder-1 in the commission of a felony, and the death penalty for you. More hostages means more chances for an incident. And if someone dies... you're right in that the Iron Crowbar is going to come in here like a tornado after you."
"All right." said the first perp. "We're keeping you, cop, the Padre, and Midas Mulligan here." meaning J.P. Goldman. The perp spoke loudly to the others: "The rest of you will be released. But don't try any stunts, or it'll be a fucking bloodbath..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My phone rang. After a moment of conversation, we disconnected. I told the Chief: "J.P. Goldman revealed himself to the perps. But the good news is that they're going to let everyone but him, Teresa, and Father Romano go. I'm going to go lead them out."
"You be careful, son." said Moynahan. I went out of the copse of trees to the sidewalk in front of the bank. No Police were visible; they were holding back or secreted in hidden positions.
The door opened, and people began filing out with their hands up. I pointed to my right, directing them around the corner of College Street, where the buildings would protect them. Officers were ready to move them away to safety, and did so.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the hostages filed out, the younger perp warily watched Teresa, Father Romano, and J.P. Goldman, who was sitting on the floor under the counter with the teller stations.
"I thought you were always a priest." said Teresa. "I always wondered why you became a Chaplain."
"That's because I was a Police Officer first." said Romano. "Sergeant, on the track to Lieutenant."
"What happened to your wife?" Teresa asked, somehow knowing it was the right thing to do in asking.
"She was seven months pregnant with our first child," said Romano, "when a drunk driver crossed the centerline and ran into them, head-on, and killed them."
Teresa's head turned sharply to look at Romano, and found his eyes upon her. "Yes, my friend... I know your story, and I can relate to it. I know the pain you have felt, all these years."
"My God, yours is far worse..." Teresa whispered.
"The pain is the same." said Romano. "The loss of a loved one, be it a sister or a wife, is devastating."
"But you lost a baby, too..." said Teresa.
"Yes." said Romano. "Because she was pregnant, the seatbelt didn't fit right. It cut through her, killing the baby in the womb. And because of that, my wife bled out before they could get her to the Hospital."
"I... I'm sorry." said Teresa.
"Thank you." said Father Romano. "Like your own experience with your sister, it was a life-defining moment for me."
"What happened to the drunk driver?" asked Teresa. "And how did you cope with it all? I never did."
"He died in the crash, as well. So there was really nothing left for me to fixate on, to hate." said Romano. "As to coping, I had a rough couple of months. I was drinking, not really caring about my life anymore. Then I... somehow... felt the healing presence of God through my pain. I realized that there was a purpose to come out of it all. And I knew I could serve my fellow Police Officers as a Chaplain, that they needed God's message, as well."
"Chief Griswold was a Lieutenant then. He supported my application for a leave of absence to go to Seminary, and the top brass granted it." said Romano. "After I was ordained, the TCPD brought me back as a Chaplain. What most people don't know, though, is that we Chaplains have to qualify with our guns, even if we don't carry them. We're still Police Officers first."
Teresa nodded. "You're still a good priest. You gave Amy a lot of peace and comfort."
"Amy was a wonderful young lady." said Romano. "It filled my own heart with joy when she accepted Christ and took the sacraments. She loved you, too; she kept telling me how grateful she was to you for saving her and her dog. She told me to watch over you, too... not that anyone can do that."
"And we're back in the soup yet again." said Teresa, who had never stopped looking for an opportunity to extricate herself and the other hostages from this morass. "Commander Troy really is going to ground me forever after this one..."
Part 5 - Bad Actors
"God damn Donald Troy!"
That expletive was uttered by Bettina Wurtzburg, who was at the northwest corner of Courthouse Square, in front of the Civic Center. It was as close as she and her crew could get to the J.P. Goldman Bank.
She'd tried to go across Courthouse Square, but had been met with armed and armored Police units, who said that if she stepped off the sidewalk onto the grass of the Square, she'd be arrested and her news van impounded.
"Why are you guys so touchy?" Bettina called out as they walked away. One of them turned and came back. It was Lt. Irwin, and his face was a mask of furious anger.
"One more word out of you, Wurtzburg," Irwin threatened, "and I'll arrest you right now for FFI." That meant failing to follow a Police Officer's instructions, which could be a felony or misdemeanor in this State.
"Then do it." Bettina said. "I'm not shutting up. What's going on in there? And why are you threatening us for doing our jobs?"
"Please..." said Irwin quietly. "Step onto the grass. Please, do it."
Bettina could see that the Police Officer was deadly serious, and was ready and eager to bust her. She wondered if it was the tension of the hostage situation, or just the hostility of all the Police for the Press, mimicking Commander Troy. She'd thought about forcing the issue, but Burt West had called and said that this was not the spot to choose to do battle with the Iron Crowbar. So she and Irwin glared at each other for a minute, neither moving.
"Our drone just lost its signal." said the tech in the van. "Looks like jamming."
"Is it the Police doing it?" asked Bettina as Irwin finally turned and moved away.
"Probably." said the tech. "It could be the Feds in the Federal Building, though. They get ornery as hell if we try to fly drones near the Federal Building."
"Hey, Bettina!" called out someone in the van. "We're getting word that Captain Croyle may be one of the hostages!"
"Holy shit!" Bettina exclaimed. "No wonder the cops are so touchy! Can we get that confirmed?"
"Working on it." said the person in the van.
"One minute warning." said the on-site producer. "We're going live on this, without confirmation, so choose your words carefully, Bettina!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where are we headed to?" asked Dean Allen as the Reverend Steve Ikea drove east towards the State Line.
"Eastern State University." said Dick Ferrell. "We're going to meet with Jack Lewis. It could be very important."
"Why bring me along?" asked Allen. "I'm hamstrung. I can't make any more money than my father's trust fund gives me, or Phil Kearns gets it. All I can do is volunteer with the State Democrats."
"Exactly." said Ikea. "Your connections with the State Dems are what we may need, once we find out exactly what we're dealing with."
"What are we dealing with?" asked Allen.
"You remember that woman that was murdered in the attempt to kill the Governor at that hotel in Nextdoor County?" asked Ferrell.
"Vaguely." said Allen, who did not remember at all.
"She left some information in some files." said Ferrell. "Mr. Lewis supposedly knows something about the files, and we're going to ask him about them. If we find them, we may have something on Jared or the Republicans, and we can use that information against them."
"Where you come in," said Ikea, "is as the liaison to the State Democrats. And there'll be plenty of cash for you, under the table, that that piece of shit Kearns will never see a dime of."
"We've got to act fast, though." said Ferrell. "The Iron Crowbar knows about it, and his having his people looking into it. We need to get there before he finds out anything."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Being Friday the 13th, they were stymied. "Professor Lewis is out for the weekend." his secretary said. "He's flown to Washington, and won't be back until Monday morning."
"Well," said Ikea. "I guess we'll have to check into the local hotel..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded Cougar reporterette as they went live. "We have unconfirmed reports that Police Captain Teresa Croyle is one of the hostages in the J.P. Morgan Bank. Again, this is unconfirmed, but Fox Two News has learned that Captain Teresa Croyle is one of the hostages..."
Part 6 - To a Higher Calling
"God damn Bettina Wurtzburg." I muttered.
I'd just gotten off the phone with an 'interested' party, that being Todd Burke, Teresa's husband and my nephew. He'd heard the radio broadcast by Bettina.
"What happened?" asked Chief Moynahan.
I explained, then added: "Todd said he was coming down, and I told him he wouldn't be allowed through the barricades. I also told him that Teresa can take care of herself, and that we're going to get her and the other hostages out of there."
"And we will. We will." said the Chief confidently. I was not feeling that vibe right now. I felt foreboding.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two bags were full of cash. The perps were carefully looking out the windows.
"No chopper." said the first perp. He made Teresa open her iPhone and dial Commander Troy's number.
"Troy." I said as I answered my phone.
"Where's the fucking chopper?" the thug demanded to know.
"At the airport." I said. "We're looking for a pilot to fly it."
"Good grief, you've had two hours." said the perp. "You got fifteen minutes. I want to see a chopper landing on the Square in fifteen minutes, or I kill a hostage."
"You kill any one of them, and we're coming for you." I replied. "So just sit tight, and we'll get the chopper here when we get a pilot..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The line went dead. "Oh boy." I said. "I hope I didn't just fuck up."
"No, you did right." said Jack Muscone. "They're usually bluffing when they threaten to kill a hostage, and they know that you're not kidding. But speaking of that, is there any way to invade that bank if anything happens?"
"Hewitt?" I asked the SWAT leader, who was near us.
"It's tough, sir." said Hewitt. "Banks were made to be hard to break into. But we have two plans. One is to crash the glass of the front doors in a frontal assault. If they did kill a hostage, that's what we'd do, and hope we can save the other two. We're also looking to get through one of the office windows on the south side (the front door faced north). But there may be internal alarms, and we'd lose the advantage of surprise."
"Can we hook into their cameras?" asked Muscone. "Try to look in on them?"
"Myron tried." I said. "The cameras behind the tellers are closed-circuit, and not all of them work. There are some very concealed cameras that transmit by wi-fi, and we got that feed... but apparently they perps found them and covered them up with tape. They're pretty well prepared, as far as that goes. When we hooked up to the cams, we couldn't see a thing."
"Something to think about for the future." said Muscone.
"Which we can do in the future." I said. "Right now, let's get through the present."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm getting tired of this god-damn waiting!" snarled the younger perp. "Where the fuck is the chopper?"
"I don't know, and I'm tired of waiting, too." said the older perp. He walked towards the front door, looking outside.
"Fuck this." the younger perp said. He went over to Teresa. "Stand up, bitch." he ordered. Teresa slowly stood up. He grabbed her by the arm.
"I'm going to take this bitch back there and fuck her." he said, pushing Teresa towards the door to the side offices.
I dunno... I dunno. People do stupid things. Attempting to sexually assault the twice-defending Police Boxing Matches is definitely something Your Iron Crowbar has on his 'stupid' list. And the perp was finding that out.
It was the chance Teresa had been waiting for. In the blink of an eye she'd ducked under the perp's arm and was taking him down to the floor, pulling one of his arms behind him, her other hand deftly snatching his gun out of his hand.
"Hey! Get away from him!" yelled the older perp. He aimed his gun at Teresa.
As the perp fired, Father Romano was already leaping sideways, his arms spread wide. "Nooooooo..." he was crying out.
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
Time slowed down. To Teresa, everything seemed to be in slow motion. She saw the perp aiming his gun, then Father Romano intercepting, his body between them. As the gun fired, she saw Romano fall backward as the bullets impacted his chest.
To her horror, she saw the crimson of blood spurting upwards as the priest fell to the floor... and the perp, his gun aimed at her, came into view...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Resolution
(Author's note: This story overlaps the previous story, 'Swamp Frogs'.)
"Shots fired! Shots fired!" came the call on Police Radio. "Shots fired at J.P. Goldman Bank!"
"Break break break!" I yelled into the radio. "Do not advance! SWAT teams to ready positions, but do not attack until I give the signal!" I received acknowledgement. SWAT Teams were now at the corner of the building on College Street across the street, near the front door. A second SWAT team was against the east side of the Bank building, crouched down and ready to move...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Father Romano's body fell to the floor, Teresa saw the perp come into view. She was already in motion, swinging her arm to fire at the perp.
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
Two shots slammed into the perp's chest. The third fired bullet broke the perp's upper front teeth on its way to the base of his brain. He was dead before he hit the floor.
With lightning speed, Teresa cuffed the younger perp's hands behind him. "You move and I'll blow your ass away, too!." she snarled. Then she retrieved her own gun from his belt, and she scrambled over to Father Romano.
"Father!" she cried out, expecting the worst.
"Uhhh..." groaned Father Romano. "Help me up. Please... help me up."
Teresa saw that he'd been wounded in the left arm, but the shots to his chest had been successfully stopped... by the Police armor he was wearing under his robe!
She helped him to a sitting position and he went forward onto his knees by the body of the dead man Teresa had shot... the perp that had shot the priest, and had threatened to kill him earlier... and began saying the final incantations for the deceased. Priests! thought Teresa to herself, hardly able to understand the level of forgiveness in this Man of God. Certainly he was doing his duty and then some...
She looked behind her, seeing J.P. Goldman sitting on the back of the second perp, keeping him from doing any more stupid things. Once Father Romano was done, she helped the Chaplain to lie on his back, then went for the door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hold your fire! Hold your fire!" I ordered into the radio as the front door of the bank slowly opened. A pair of hands showed themselves, then arms. Then Teresa Croyle, clad in a t-shirt and Police uniform pants, appeared.
"MEDIC!" she screamed.
"Clear the scene!" I ordered the SWAT Team. They rushed in, followed by the paramedics of the University's Ambulance Service.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Upper arm wound." Fire Marshal Zoe Singer reported to me in the aftermath of the crisis. "I think he's got cracked or broken ribs from the bullets impacting his armor. But the good news is that none of it should be life-threatening. Captain Croyle is uninjured. Mad as hell, but not hurt. Mr. Goldman is short of breath; they'll look at him to make sure he's not having a heart attack or something."
"Okay, thanks." I said as I saw medics bringing a stretcher out of the bank and to the waiting ambulance. Father Romano was on the stretcher and Teresa was walking alongside it as I came up to them. Seeing me, she said "I guess it's Desk Duty forever, huh, sir?"
"Like I have any chance of keeping you behind a desk, Captain." I replied. "But our Chaplain here..."
"Not that I'm complaining," Teresa said to Romano, "but why were you wearing armor?"
"Because Commander Troy ordered it." replied the Police Chaplain. "And I don't want to risk the wrath of the Iron Crowbar any more than anyone else does."
Teresa smiled and I laughed out loud. "Excellent job, Captain Romano." I said, giving him his Police title in recognition that he indeed was one of us, the Thin Blue Line. I continued: "Teresa, ride with him to the Hospital." The medics put him in the ambulance and Teresa got in with him.
Part 8 - Inquiries
Monday morning, July 16th. Former SBI Director and failed candidate for Governor Jack Lewis came into his office near the campus of Eastern State, in the town of Sparta in the State east of his former State. He was surprised to find two visitors waiting for him.
"Hello Steven. Hello Dick." said Lewis to Steven Ikea and Richard 'Dick' Ferrell. "What brings you here?"
He led them into his office, where Ikea made coffee for them all. They made small talk about innocuous things until the coffee was ready, then they sat down with their mugs of the steaming beverage to talk seriously.
"We've come across some information, sir," said Ikea, "about what the TCPD is calling the 'Queenie Files', but you might have heard of as the 'Willis Files'."
"Hmmmm," said Lewis, pretending to think. "Queenie... is that the staffer of Katherine Woodburn, that was killed in the assassination attempt on Jared?"
"Yes sir." said Ferrell. "We have information that she left instructions to come ask you about these files if she was killed. She was killed, so here we are."
Lewis nodded. "Yes. Very sad... that she was killed and Jared was not. Then again, I'd have been even happier if it had been that bastard Griswold that had died. Well... never mind all that. What else did you learn?"
"Uh... nothing, sir." said Ferrell. "That's all we know."
"Actually, sir," said Ikea, "we've since learned that the information in those files are possibly being used to blackmail people within Jared's organization. But the Iron Crowbar is now interested in it, so we felt we need to move fast and get the stuff before he finds out more about it."
"Yeah, that's probably the wise thing to do." said Lewis. "So let's go for a walk, to a place we will not be easily overheard..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Board of Inquiry into the shooting at the Bank is to-morrrr-oh." said Chief Moynahan to Captain Croyle in his office. "Commander Troy made a distinct point to refuse to put you on restricted duty of any kind, so you're still fully active and can carry your weapon as part of your doo-teees."
"Having said that," the Chief said, "I want you to make yourself scarce. Find a place to be that does not include this Headquarters. Maybe an audit of your Precincts would be in orrrr-der. Maybe a visit to Father Romano, check on how he is doing, and coordinate with him about the Board of Inquiry, if you get my drift..."
"Yes sir." said Teresa, fully understanding.
"Oh, one more thing, as Steve Jobs used to say." said the Chief. "Commander Troy is up to something. He won't say what it is, that it's out of our jurisdiction here, but he said that he might need you for some 'clan' bizzzz-nezzz. So keep your phone charged and close to you."
"Yes sir, thank you sir." said Teresa.
"You are dismissed, Captain." said the Chief. "I'll see you at the Board of Inquiry."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Eastern State Campus was not large. It was centralized around the original, core buildings. The land was pretty flat, like the farmland surrounding it and extending to most of the western part of the State and into the eastern part of the next State (ours) south of the City. There was not a lot of shade, but it was slightly overcast and therefore not too hot as Jack Lewis, Richard Ferrell, and the self-styled man of God, Steven Ikea sat down on a bench, Ferrell being in his wheelchair, of course.
"What I need to tell you guys," said Lewis, "is that even though she called them the 'Willis Files', they are not about Mitt Willis of BigAgraFoods... Queenie got the information from Willis. She didn't hack him, either; he gave her the information in exchange for keeping Katherine Woodburn off his back in the Legislature."
"Who is the information about, sir?" asked Ikea.
"I don't know." said Lewis. "Queenie contacted me through intermediaries, so she rightly did not say. I haven't seen the information, and it was suggested that I not pursue it in order to have 'plausible deniability' in case shit started hitting any fans. Now Mitt Willis is in trouble, and you're asking about the files, so it doesn't take Sherlock Holmes to figure out the shit is hitting the fan."
"So what can you tell us, Mr. Lewis?" asked Ferrell.
"I can give you this." Lewis said, taking an envelope out of his sportscoat pocket and handing it to Ikea. "It's a safe-deposit-box key. City & Counties Bank in the western suburbs. I'll get in contact with a judge that I still have some pull with, and have him issue you a warrant to get the information."
"Thank you, sir." said Ferrell. "What are your plans, by the way?"
"Like many of our fellow Democrats," said Lewis, "I'm waiting for the Elections in November. Romanov at the University and Adam S. Keller of the Rodham Institute in the City believe the Democrats will gain control of both Houses of the State Legislature. Katherine Woodburn is going to ram through her 'strong SBI' bill, giving the SBI tremendous control over local jurisdictions. Then we'll start weeding out the shit eaters like Griswold and his lapdog Troy. And then I'll be back as SBI Director, after Jared and Collins are both removed from office."
"That will be a great day." said Ikea, religious fervor welling up inside him. "Troy's perfidies will catch up to him, and he shall be smited down by the Lord for his hideous sins..."
Part 9 - Confiscation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 17th, from in front of City Hall. "Today the Board of Inquiry will meet to determine what happened during the J.P. Goldman Bank robbery last Friday!"
"Police Chaplain Alberto Romano was wounded, but was wearing his Police armored vest, which saved his life." said Bettina. "Captain Teresa Croyle was also involved, and several Council Members want to know why she gave up her gun when the perps took hostages. Fox Two News has learned that in spite of these egregious breaches of her duty, Captain Croyle is not suspended nor even on restricted duty! The Police have refused to answer any Press inquiries into the matter, and they are refusing to hold any Press Conferences or give out any updates. Neither Commander Donald Troy nor Captain Croyle are returning our repeated calls for comment."
"Meanwhile, Commander Troy prepares for what may be the most important testimony of his career, as he answers the subpoena of the Independent State Counsel tomorrow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, but the air sure smells better around here, without any Press assholes stinking it up!" said Lieutenant Micah Rudistan jovially as he shared some coffee with the Detectives of MCD and Vice in the MCD room. Everyone laughed.
"And the laughter is back, with you hanging around, Rudistan." said Cindy Ross. "What are you doing here, by the way?"
"The Chief is having a direct meeting with the Precinct leadership and Lt. Hewitt, ma'am." said Captain Thompson. "You and I will be invited, as well. I think it's to get our ducks in a row for anything that might happen while Commander Troy is enjoying his vacation in Midtown."
"Some vacation!" Joanne Warner almost shouted. "By the way, where is Commander Troy?"
"In his office." said Rudistan. "He just got back------" He suddenly shut up, then said. "Excuse me, gotta go to the potty."
"Yes, I think you do." replied Cindy acerbically as Rudistan rushed out, many pairs of eyes upon him.
"What was that about?" asked Theo Washington.
"Must've been something he ate." Cindy said, her voice severe.
"Maybe it's about that offensive Press reporting." said Teddy Parker. "Wurtzburg could not have tried harder to make it sound like Captain Croyle did something wrong."
"Yeah." said Captain Thompson. "And she can whine about Commander Troy not returning her calls until the cows come home, but she's not going to get any sympathy from him nor anyone else."
"And it's just going to get worse, after what happened this weekend." Cindy said, referring to the Brian Jennings arrest on weapons charges. "We are at all-out war."
"Aren't we always, ma'am?" asked Parker.
No one answered him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Yep, Rudistan slipped up.
Yes, I'd just gotten home, and so had he. In the wee hours of the previous morning, I got a call from Eddy the Bounty Hunter. It would seem the Reverend Steven Ikea did not have the Eyes of God, as he totally missed the fact that he and Ferrell were being followed.
At 2:00am I took the controls of the TCPD's Bell 206. With me, all of us wearing black, was Captain Teresa Croyle, Patrolman Hicks, and Lt. Rudistan. We flew north, then east, flying north of the State Line in an easterly direction, then slanting back down into the City. I parked the chopper on the helipad of the Federal Building.
By curious coincidence, a set of keys in my pocket cranked the engine of a black Federal Government vehicle in the parking lot below, one that is assigned to the local FBI office. We piled in and drove west, to the City & Counties Bank office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nearly 5:00am, Tuesday, July 17th. The City & Counties Bank officer slid one key into the lock of the safe deposit bank. SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea slid the other key into its lock, and both turned their keys. The box opened.
Ikea stuffed the contents of the box into a briefcase. The box had contained some jump drives and some files of typed papers. "Okay, Dick," he said, coming out of the safe that held the boxes, "we've got the goods------"
"Thank you."
Ikea had no time to blink, but realized that the briefcase had been snatched out of his hands, and the sharp point of a katana was pressing into his throat. The briefcase was being held by Your Iron Crowbar. The katana was in the possession of a Police Captain with a bad attitude.
"You treasonous bitch!" Ikea snarled upon recognizing Teresa Croyle. "Captain Malone would be ashamed of you."
"Captain Malone is dead." Teresa replied. "And any loyalty I had for him definitely does not extend to you, shithead."
The other two men in the room were masked. One, who I happened to know was Hicks, had his gun in Ferrell's earhole. The other, whose relatively portly figure gave him away as Rudistan, was holding the bank officer. A mask and earmuffs had been put on the man, so that he could not see and hear what was going on.
"Well, well, well, if it isn't Ferrell." I said. "Alpha-One, search that man thoroughly for weapons."
"Yes sir." said Hicks. He grabbed Ferrell by the collar and threw him out of his wheelchair and onto the floor on his (Ferrell's) face and belly. Ferrell landed hard. He was frisked for weapons, and those weapons confiscated.
"Well, Ferrell." I said. "Not much fun getting thrown out of a wheelchair, is it now?"
"Fuck you, Troy." Ferrell snarled.
"Boy, you don't learn, do you?" I said. "I'm being exceptionally generous. Ask your bitch Ikea what happened to him when he hit my mother. I'm owing you a similar beatdown."
"What the fuck is this about?" growled Ikea. "We have a warrant to obtain this information. You're holding us illegally."
"And stealing your private papers." I replied. "Oh... darn, I almost forgot. Captain, do we have that document?"
"In your pocket, sir." Teresa replied, not taking her eyes nor the point of her katana off Ikea's neck.
"Why yes, here it is." I said, holding up the document. "This is a warrant I obtained from Superior Court, and here's one from Federal Court, to run a sting operation to recover the lost so-called 'Queenie Files'. By way of contrast, that warrant you've obtained under rather suspicious circumstances is not likely something Jack Lewis will want to talk to the Federal Judge about."
"Sooooo," I said, "I think I'll take possession of this evidence. I need not even bother to say that your silence on this will do you a lot more good than it will do me; in fact, I don't care what you say or do."
With that, I took Ferrell's handcuffs, and cuffed Ikea to the door handle of the safe. Ferrell was left lying face down, and the bank official was released after Teresa and I put on masks...
Part 10 - Inquiries, Redux
10:00am, Tuesday, July 17th. The Board of Inquiry convened at City Hall. Mr. Silas was the lead Commissioner, and the others were Mr. Fitzgerald and Mr. Finneran. The Board's mission was to determine exactly what happened at the bank robbery, to indemnify or not indemnify Captain Croyle for shooting one of the perps to death, and to determine what award, if any, Chaplain (Captain) Romano was entitled to.
Teresa had requested Union representation from the Police Captain's Union, and she had it at the hearing. She actually had Mike G. Todd, hired by the Police Captain's Union, representing her. And she would need the help: Finneran looked like he smelled blood, and was going on a relentless attack.
J.P. Goldman was called to testify. The other hostages had either been deposed, or the Board had accepted their interviews recorded by Police reports. Mr. Goldman took the stand.
"Mr. Goldman," said Finneran, "we appreciate you taking the time to be here today. I just have one question for you: Did Captain Teresa Croyle give up her gun to the criminals?"
"She had no choice, they were-------" started Goldman.
"Just yes or no, Mr. Goldman." Finneran ordered.
"Do not interrupt me again, Mr. Finneran," thundered J.P. Goldman, "or I'll have your head on a spike in front of the Town & County Council!"
"Sir, this is our Board of Inquiry-------" started Finneran, but Goldman would have none of it.
"No, Finneran, this is the Council's Board of Inquiry," replied Goldman, "and you will see just how fast I can have you removed from it. But to fully answer your question, Father Romano was being held at gunpoint, and the other perp could've shot any of the hostages in the room. Captain Croyle took the only responsible action to save lives in that situation."
Silas whispered something to Finneran, who glowered at Silas but said nothing. Then Silas said "Mr. Fitzgerald, do you have any questions?"
"Yes." said Fitzgerald. "Mr. Goldman, the criminals wanted the bank owner to come to the bank and open the safe. You were in there, but they did not know who you were. Did you willingly reveal who you were?"
"Yes, I did." said Goldman.
"And why did you do that?" asked Fitzgerald.
"I hoped that it would de-escalate the situation." said Goldman. "I asked them to release most of the hostages in exchange for opening the safe, and with the help of Father Romano and Captain Croyle, they were persuaded to release most of the hostages."
"With Captain Croyle's help? And Chaplain Romano's?" asked Fitzgerald. "Please explain that." Goldman explained the discussion, including Romano's offer to remain as hostage, and Captain Croyle telling them that more hostages meant a worse possible outcome for the perps.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Next-to-last was Father Romano. He was wearing his Police uniform, which consisted of his dark blue jacket with thin light blue piping over the wrist, dark blue trousers with thick light blue piping, but with a black shirt and white clerical collar, and ribbons denoting his Commendation and Achievement Medals.



"Father Romano," said Finneran, "why were you wearing armor under your robes?"
"Because Commander Troy ordered all Police Officers to wear armor during this period of heightened alert." said Romano.
"Why is the Police on heightened alert?" asked Finneran.
"I don't know." said Father Romano. "And it's not my place to ask."
"Are you qualified to carry a service weapon, Father?" asked Finneran.
"Yes." said Romano.
"All the Chaplains have to qualify with guns?" snarled Finneran.
"Yes." said Romano. "We're Police Officers."
"Bit of a contradiction, wouldn't you say?" said Finneran.
"No." said Romano. "I've been a Police Officer far longer than I've been a priest and a Chaplain. I would not want to have to use a firearm, but if I had to, to save a fellow Police Officer's life, I would do what I had to do."
"So your intercepting the gunfire meant to kill Croyle isn't that big a deal?" asked Finneran. "You knew you had armor on, you're a Policeman first. Your act may have been brave, but it wasn't anything another Police Officer wouldn't do?"
"That is not for me to decide." said Romano.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was brought to the witness stand next. Finneran had been warned by Silas (and Chief Moynahan) that picking a fight with me was not in anyone's best interest. Finneran ignored the warnings:
"Commander, why did you send Captain Croyle into that Bank?" asked Finneran.
"I didn't send her into that bank." I said. "She was conducting personal business there."
"Why didn't you suspend Captain Croyle for giving up her gun?" Finneran demanded to know. "Not to mention her shooting a man dead?"
"Because in my considered judgement," I said, "Captain Croyle's actions were proper in every way, and I wanted to make sure that statement was made by keeping her on duty."
"If this had been a rookie Patrol Officer that had given up his or her gun," said Finneran, "and had shot a man dead, would you have acted in the same way?"
"As I have said many times at these hearings," I said, "I don't deal in hypotheticals, which is what that question is. Ask me about facts of this case, and I'll answer to the best of my ability."
"I don't accept that." said Finneran. "I am trying to determine if you have treated Captain Croyle differently than you would treat other Police Officers. So answer the question."
"Again, I will not answer a hypothetical question like that." I said. "What I will say, and every Officer knows this, is that I well might treat a Police Captain differently than other Officers. Captain Croyle has earned those bars on her shoulders, and I'll trust my own judgement when determining what to do in situations like these."
"So to be clear," said Finneran, thinking he was on to something, "you treat Captain Croyle differently than you do other Officers."
"Depending on the situation... absolutely yes." I replied with alacrity.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thankfully, my part was done. Now the fireworks could begin. And they did.
"So, Captain Croyle," said Finneran, "once again, you're part of an incident. Hostages taken. A man shot dead... by you. You gave up your gun. How is it, Captain Croyle, that you keep being the subject of Boards of Inquiry? Why are you always putting yourself in these situations?"
"I object to that question." said Mike G. Todd. "What, are you saying that Captain Croyle cannot go to the grocery store, or the bank, or any other function?"
"I'm asking her, not you." said Finneran.
At that point, Mike stood up. "Mr. Silas, on behalf of the Police Captain's Union, I formally object to Finneran's continued presence on this Board of Inquiry. He has repeatedly in the past taken unwarranted positions, which now include trying to blame my client for the actions of others to rob a bank. I do not believe my client can or will get a fair hearing, and if he won't recuse himself, then I demand that you remove him."
"You 'demand'?" Silas said angrily. "And if I don't excuse him?"
"Then I want this procedure continued so that I can sue you in Court." Mike said with alacrity.
"Well, I can tell you that we're not stopping." said Silas. "The Council is waiting for the results of our inquiry."
"I am not on the Council's timetable, Mr. Silas." said Mike Todd. "I am here to represent and safeguard the rights and interests of Captain Croyle and Captain Romano. I believe Finneran has violated my client's rights as well as slandered her with his insinuations. I insist that you remove Finneran, and will take it to the Courts if need be."
Finneran's face was a mask of hatred, but it was the exasperation on Silas's face that worried me. He'd looked towards Chief Moynahan... who was sitting beside me in the gallery... but the Chief's face was hard and offered no help.
"I agree with Mr. Todd." said Fitzgerald, speaking up and speaking forcefully. "Finneran has shown outright hostility to Captain Croyle in the past, his insinuations before gathering the facts bespeak bias as well as a predisposed outcome. His continued presence on this Board of Inquiry constantly creates drama as well as having the effect of slowing down this process."
"Why don't I remove you, then?" asked Silas, looking angrily at Fitzgerald.
"I'll definitely sue if you remove Mr. Fitzgerald without removing Finneran." Mike G. Todd said loudly. He sounded happier than he should be sounding, I might add.
"Mr. Silas," said Finneran, "I object to the presence of this lawyer, and demand he be removed from this room and this hearing."
"Finneran, you're not helping." said Silas. "Captain Croyle is entitled to Union representation and he is that representation, his legal degree notwithstanding." He stood up. "I'm calling a recess. I need to see Mr. Todd and Chief Moynahan in my office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"For God's sake, Chief." said Silas as he, Finneran, Fitzgerald, Mike Todd and the Chief sat in the crowded office. "Why can't we get through just one of these hearings without this crap?"
"You tell meeeee, Mr. Silas." replied the Chief. "We've objected to Finneran's hostility many times. Yet you insist on keeping him on these Boards, while threatening to remove Mr. Fitzgerald. I'm beginning to question your integrity, Mr. Silas."
"Why you-------" started Silas, but Fitzgerald intervened.
"He's right, Silas." said Fitzgerald, who sounded very frustrated himself. "All the drama goes back to Finneran, not to the Police Officers------"
"Would you shut the fuck up?" Silas said menacingly.
"NO! I WILL NOT SHUT UP!" shouted Fitzgerald. "I am a Commissioner, too! And I am sick and goddamn tired of Finneran's abusive tactics and you not doing the right thing and removing him!"
"So why don't I remove you, Fitzgerald?" hissed Silas.
"Fine by me," said Fitzgerald, "as long as you remove Finneran, too."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened, not waiting for Silas's invitation to come in. J.P. Goldman came in, followed by Edward R. Steele, followed by Your Iron Crowbar. And I was carrying my red crowbar.
"Would everyone except Mr. Silas please leave?" ordered J.P. Goldman.
"Why?" snarled Finneran.
"Because I said so." said Goldman. "And this young man is here to enforce my 'request'." He had pointed at me when he said that. I was tapping the red crowbar in my hand as I stared at Finneran.
"I know I can't beat the Iron Crowbar physically." said Chief Moynahan. "I'll be right outside. Gentlemen, unless you think you can win a fight with the Iron Crowbar, I'd suggest you leave, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After they left, Goldman sat down without being invited. Steele stood next to him, and I was behind them.
"Sure you want him here?" snarled Silas, indicating me.
"Yes." said Steele. "He's our bodyguard. Not really, but I know he won't brook much more shit."
"Mr. Silas," said J.P. Goldman, "this has reached the point of no return. Mr. Todd is just the tip of the iceberg; the Police Union and Police Captain's Union really are prepared to sue the County to keep Finneran off all future Boards of Inquiry."
"You can do what you want, Mr. Goldman," said Silas. "But we can snarl this in months of legal wrangling, and only the lawyers will profit from it. I will speak candidly: Mr. Finneran has had his issues with Commander Troy and Captain Croyle in the past, but I don't think he did anything today to warrant these dramatics and your threats. His question were legitimate, and if he's not there to ask them, I will ask them."
"Furthermore," continued Silas, "if you force me to remove Finneran, I'll vote his way regardless of the facts. It'll be deadlocked at best, or it'll be delayed for months."
"I don't care about the time constraints any longer." said Goldman. "I'm going to order a new Board of Inquiry to be formed, with none of you three on it... or not: I was there, I saw what happened, and the Council doesn't need your input to act."
"So, let's get this resolved." said Steele. "The Iron Crowbar is getting impatient."
"Shouldn't you be preparing for the Independent State Counsel, Commander?" asked Silas.
"That's tomorrow." I said. "You should be worrying about me... today."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I had to keep Finneran and Fitzgerald separated." said the Chief. "Finneran almost attacked Fitzgerald."
"Too bad he didn't." I said. "I'd have enjoyed seeing his look of shock when you ripped him with your martial arts skills."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "I'm not you or Commander Ross, but I can hold my own. How did you know, by the way? I swore the SWAT Team to secrecy."
"And they've kept the secret." I said. "But I get here early sometimes, and I happened to see you training with them one day."
"Heh." said the Chief. "So what went on in there?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Board reconvened, Finneran had a smirk on his face, thinking he'd won. Fitzgerald looked angry. Silas looked tired.
"Let's get to the nitty-gritty of this." said Finneran loudly "Captain Croyle, you gave up your gun to the criminals. That violates TCPD policies, as well as putting all of the hostages in greater danger."
Teresa said nothing. Finneran said "Well?"
"I didn't hear a question anywhere in there." Teresa said flatly. "If you want an answer, ask a question." There were snickers of laughter in the audience. Finneran became red-faced.
"Did you give up your gun?" Finneran asked.
"Yes." said Teresa.
"Why?" asked Fitzgerald, before Finneran could say more and before Silas could stop him (Fitzgerald).
"The perps got the drop on me." said Teresa. "One of them had his gun in Father Romano's ear, literally. The other had his gun pointed at others. I had no choice at that point, in order to keep people alive."
"Were you wearing armor?" asked Finneran.
"Yes." said Teresa.
"So why didn't you shoot the perps?" Finneran almost yelled. "Father Romano was wearing Police armor, as well."
"First," said Teresa, "I didn't know he had on armor. Second, his head wasn't armored. Third, the other people in the room didn't have on armor."
"Yeah, you had on armor." Finneran said sarcastically. "And you gave that up, too. Why did you give up your armor?"
"Same reasons." said Teresa. "Mr. Finneran, you sound like you would have preferred me do something stupid and have people die. Is that what you wanted? Did you want a bloodbath in there?"
"Mind your tone, Captain." said Silas. "Your comment was unwarranted and out of line. I expect an apology."
"Why?" asked Mike G. Todd. "My client is right. You heard Mr. Goldman's testimony; my client's thoughtful decisions and actions saved lives. She did not act rashly, and she did take action when the opportunity presented itself------"
"Mr. Todd!" yelled Silas. "You are here to represent your client, not testify on her behalf!"
Mike Todd stood up and said loudly: "I once again formally object to Mr. Finneran's continued presence on this Board of Inquiry." This was meant to destroy the thin agreement between Silas and the Council Members earlier. We were in danger of being back to Square One...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Late on the afternoon of Tuesday, July 17th, I had secured all of the information in the 'Queenie Files' into TCPD evidence servers, under seal. After reading the paper documents, I took them to the Chief.
"I'd appreciate it if you'd add your seal to mine." I said. "We need to keep this stuff tight."
"That will be nooooo problem." said Moynahan. He turned to his computer and took the needed action. Then he began looking at the papers.
"The papers appear to be stuff the mole turned over to someone, maybe to Queenie or Katherine Woodburn." I said. "The jump drives are, wouldn't you know it, encrypted. There are a couple of files that might be clues to decoding the encryption, but it's like a Cicada3301 puzzle, and I just don't have the time to figure it out, right now."
"So this mole passed on information of Governor Jared's discussions with lawyers, some of his staff's budget planning, and strategy pushing for more arrests of illegal aliens." said the Chief. "Oh my..."
"Yes." I said. "also, there's some information on the Governor's Security Staff's basic operations. That's SBI stuff... but more importantly, the enemy having that information led to the planning of the attack at the Lakeside Inn & Suites. Queenie's own purloined information contributed to her own death."
"Horrible." said the Chief. "Welllll, Mr. Crowbar... go home. Get some rest. Get ready for Mullen. Kick his ass. We'll hold down the fort up here..."
Part 11 - Seeking Council
Tuesday, July 24th. The Town & County Council was meeting in executive session.
"Okay," said the Mayor, "we finally got the Board of Inquiry's report of the bank robbery incident, just yesterday... and that was because I called Commissioner Silas and read him the Riot Act. I don't know what is going on with that Board, but I agree with Mr. Goldman that changes must be made, there."
"They'd better be the right changes." snarled Kelly Carnes. Some wondered if she was trying to be 'Kelly Cunt', taking over the role vacated by Teresa Croyle. "I will raise holy hell if anyone tries to remove Mr. Finneran from any Boards of Inquiry involving the Police."
"The Police Unions are ready to match your 'holy hell', Ms. Carnes. In Court." said Edward R. Steele. "They are threatening to sue to prevent Mr. Finneran from being on any more Boards involving the Police. After what I saw the other day, I fully agree with their position."
"Let's go to Court, then." snarled Carnes. "I want someone who will challenge the Police, will ask the hard questions to determine the truth, especially if the Police acted abusively, as always seems to be the case with Commander Troy."
"Determining the truth is one thing." said J.P. Goldman, speaking as strongly and as forcefully as anyone could remember him speaking at a Council meeting. "Distorting the truth is another, and that is what Finneran has constantly been doing. I'm even more disappointed with Silas; he's lost control of his Board."
"Listen, everyone." said the Mayor. "I agree that this is an issue that needs discussion, but let's reserve a future time specifically for it. Right now, let's look at the Board's report. As usual of late, it's broken down into several parts: indemnity for Captain Croyle for shooting the perp; Captain Croyle's actions giving up her gun and her armor; and Father Romano's actions."
"On the shooting," said the Mayor, the vote is 2-1 that the shooting was justified and correct. On Captain Croyle giving up her armor, the vote is 1-1, with Silas abstaining. The standard operating procedure is to not give up one's gun, but it does provide for taking into consideration the overall situation and the experience of the Officer."
"In other words," said Ian McGhillie, "vaguely written, allows backdoors out to save face. Sounds like this Council wrote it." Some of the other Members laughed.
"All I'm going to say is that I was there." said J.P. Goldman. "And from what-------"
"You should recuse yourself from this, then." Kelly Carnes thundered. "You're too close to it."
"I will not recuse myself, Mrs. Carnes." Goldman thundered back. "I know what I saw, and I don't have to rely on any Boards of Inquiry to know the truth. In this situation, Captain Croyle acted to the benefit of several of my employees, who were being held hostage, who have families at home counting on their safe return home every night."
"If it had been just me, Chaplain Romano and herself," continued Goldman, "maybe we think about it differently... oh, that's right, she did act differently. She took out one perp with personal combat, and another with a gun after he shot at her and shot the Chaplain."
"The last item," said the Mayor, "is Father Romano's actions. Commander Troy put him in for the Medal of Valor. Captain Croyle strongly endorsed that, and the Chief and Sheriff added their endorsements as they passed it up to us."
"Good grief." said Kelly Carnes.
"Nothing against Chaplain Romano, but I thought we were going to stop giving out Medals of Valor like candy." said Susan Weston.
"Yes," said Malinda Adams, "what does it say of our Peace Officers that the Officer who should be the most peaceful of all is receiving a decoration meant normally given for military-style actions?"
"It says Chaplain Romano is an extremely brave man." replied Ian McGhillie. "What does the Board report say?"
"Again 1-1 with Silas abstaining." said the Mayor. "Finneran was adamant that this did not meet the requirements of a Line of Duty wounding, and Fitzgerald was just as adamant that it was and LOD incident. Silas appears to be bitter about the political pressure the Union's lawyer, Mike G. Todd, put on him, and also your actions at the Board meeting, Mr. Goldman."
"Harrumph." Goldman muttered. "At least Finneran has the backbone to state his case. Silas is a coward."
"I think it was an LOD the minute the perps came into the bank." said Ian McGhillie. "Chaplain Romano is a Police Officer, as is Captain Croyle."
"I don't agree." said Kelly Carnes. "Being on their lunch break is like being off-duty. It was no more for them than any civilian at the scene."
The argument was long and raucous, but at the end the vote was 8-2. Father Romano would be getting a Purple Order for being wounded in the line of duty. And then came the rest of it...
Part 12 - A Dog's Day
Monday, July 30th. The kids of the Cancer Center at the University were beside themselves with excitement as they gathered in the 'Big Playroom' at the Hospital. Many of their parents were also there.
When Captain Teresa Croyle came in, they applauded loudly. "Thank you!" she said. "And thank you for that sign on the Hospital on race day!"
"Did you see that?" one girl said excitedly.
"I sure did." Teresa said. "And when I did, I started running faster and harder. Your sign helped us win." The kids were more than a little happy to hear that.
"Okay," Teresa said. "It's time to meet our special guest. Remember, don't yell or be loud; Bowser doesn't like loud noises, okay?"
The kids agreed, and around the corner came a very handsome Police Dog, wearing his badge and bandana. I saw the lights in the kids' eyes as Bowser came in, and it did my heart good to see such love.
The kids were very orderly, and Bowser was going to them one by one. Hands petted him, surprisingly gently, and he seemed to know which kids needed some canine 'encouragement' to perk up and be happy.
As this went on, I noticed one little girl, not as old as Carole or Marie, in the back of the group. She was being boxed out by other kids, unintentionally, and it looked like Bowser would pass by without her getting to pet him. She looked like she was about to cry.



"Come here, Bowser." I said, picking him up. "Let me back here, kids." I said, stepping over them as they made way. It did my back no favors to sit down on the floor next to the little girl, but I did so as I said to her: "Hi there, what's your name?"
"Joy." said the little girl, a cap unsuccessfully hiding the fact that she had no hair on her little head.
"I'm Don, and this is my buddy Bowser." I said. Bowser was already right in front of the girl, looking up at her with a desire and expectation to be petted by her. "Would you like to pet Bowser?" I asked.
"Yeah." the girl said, her voice barely above a whisper, but a huge smile appearing on her little face. She began petting Bowser, her emotions matching her name of 'Joy'. Bowser appeared to be happy, as well. His tail was wagging mightily.
After a moment, Teresa helped Bowser to move on to other kids. I stayed where I was for the moment. "Joy," I said "if you want something, you speak up. Don't let others keep you back, okay?"
"Okay." said Joy... and she would not. She would beat cancer, and she would raise her voice... as a future State Senator representing the 1st District, as Katherine Woodburn was presently doing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Napp and Hospital Administrator Cordell came in. "Okay, kids!" said Dr. Napp, "it's time to show our Police friends our surprises." The kids cheered, very excited about this.
I had noticed that there were cloths on the far wall, hiding something. We now found out what they were. Two kids went to the cloth on the left and tugged on it, revealing the framed, almost ceiling-to-floor photo poster. It showed Teresa and Carole on the day Teresa had been been awarded her Medal of Valor, Carole's little arms hugging Teresa, Teresa looking as happy as I'd ever seen her.
On the lower left of the poster, by Teresa's right leg, she had autographed the photo in Sharpie. It said "Never give up! Teresa Croyle, TCPD". On the right side, in a typical child's writing, it said "Never give up. Carole T."
"Aw, that's so awesome!" Teresa said. "And we never give up, do we kids?"
"NEVER!!" yelled a chorus of kids fighting for their lives against cancer.
"Okay, let's reveal the other one." said Dr. Cordell. Two kids came up and tugged off the sheet covering the poster photo on the right.
When Bowser had made his cameo appearance on the soap opera 'Days of Promise', they'd taken some still shots of him and me. One had been of me in my Tilley Hat, trenchcoat over my black shirt, standing behind what looked like a brick wall with a concrete top. The red crowbar was lying on that wall in front of me, which was actually a prop. Sitting on his haunches on that wall so that his head was next to mine, was the redoubtable Bowser, striking a pose for the camera.
I'd signed that photo 'Hope never dies. D. Troy, Cmdr TCPD'. On the right was a paw print made by Bowser by the soap opera program's staff. Bowser had not appreciated having his paw inked, as the chemicals had irritated his paw and had required a good cleaning by his owner's father at home later than evening. But now, that paw print and the two posters would inspire kids to fight hard, keep hope alive, and never give up against cancer...
Part 13 - Resolution
Tuesday, July 31st. I had worked on the 'Queenie Files', and the FBI's very best people also began working on it to find the key to decode the jump drive file that would reveal the mole. But I wasn't too worried about it. Mittens Willis was dead. The FBI was all over BigAgraFoods like a wet blanket. The Governor was aware of possible moles, and was being more careful. And I'd shared some advice with 'the right people', to further mitigate possible Mole actions.
The Orange Order convened that evening at Ian McGhillie's Golf Course clubhouse. Chief Griswold had caught trout from the River, and I caught steaks from the grocery store. We cooked up a feast. Della Harlow did not attend, but everyone else was there, and they hungrily ate that feast we'd cooked.
After the meal, we were quaffing beer when our spokesperson, Sergeant Morton, got up. "First," he said, "I believe the score is TCPD 3, Independent State Counsel 0." A loud round of applause burst out, and then Morton said "And Robert Mullen is now 0-5 against the TCPD, including his time with the I.G.'s office." More applause.
"Okay," I said, when I was called upon to announce promotions and medals, "tomorrow is the big day of the year for promotions. A lot of pay grade promotions." I named names.
"Mr. Hicks will be the next to become a Corporal in the TCPD..." Applause for Patrolman Hicks. "And we'll have some movement in the Detective Division. Four Officers will be put on the Detective Track and will be put in Vice. And we're adding two people to MCD." I named names.
"And for medals," I said, "there are not too many. Mostly Achievement Medals, mostly for the Triathlon. I can't believe it, but they downgraded the winner's medal to a Public Safety Achievement Medal. But they made up for it with a Public Safety Commendation Medal for Captain Croyle for breaking down one perp and shooting the other at the bank. Captain Perlman is getting a Public Safety Commendation Medal for being first in the women's division of the wheelchair race, but more for organizing that race in the first place." There was much applause for Tanya for that.
"And while I hate having to give these out, there is one well-deserved Purple Order for our Police Chaplain, Father Romano." There was strong applause for that. "And I suspect Father Romano will be getting another medal, but you'll have to show up to find out what it is."
"You're such a tease." retorted Cindy Ross, to great laughter. And she was right.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, August 1st. The day promised to be beautiful, but on the warm side. The preparations were made; we were having our Medals Ceremony on the Fairgrounds right behind Police Headquarters. The Fire Department was joining us, and it would be a joint ceremony. The Fire Department also had more promotions than medals on this day.
Before I left home for Headquarters, the Troy family began Carole's birthday celebrations. I could not believe that my little girl was FIVE years old today! It seemed like just yesterday that I was holding my newborn daughter in my arms.
Carole got the Wonder Woman doll she wanted, and some books that were mostly pictures. Later that evening she would get a first primer picture book on astronomy from Marie and Marie's mother, Astronomy Professor Stephanie Steele.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going into work, there was a buzz in MCD. The four big LED monitor screens were in their grid on the wall adjacent to Vice. Vice's big screens were just on the other side of that wall. Joanne and Theo were against the far side long wall, where the television monitor used to be. The two desks against the wall that was adjacent to the hall wall were ready for their two new occupants.
All of the Detectives were in formal Uniforms, medals on their jackets. So when Roy McGhillie and Julia Rodriguez came in, wearing their uniforms, they were properly attired. Roy, Joanne, and Tanya Perlman had their Purple Orders around their necks.
"Okay, McGhillie," I said. "No promotion for you, just a lateral transfer."
"Laterally upwards!" said Tanya. "Glad to have you here."
"Thank you, ma'am, sir." said McGhillie.
I took the first sleeve of plastic out of my box. "Well, this is a promotion. Rodriguez to Detective-2!" As everyone applauded, I handed Julia her new badge and rank insignia. The insignia was the twin stripes of a Corporal, but with two rockers beneath (like a Sergeant with rockers below). It was unique looking, but we liked it.
"All the new Vice guys will be Detective-1s." I said. Their insignia were Corporal stripes with one rocker beneath. "Okay, get settled in. Captain Perlman, come with me." We went into Vice, where Vice Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton was assigning desks. I gave out a lot of bling as I got to know the new Vice people. They'd be getting to know me a lot better in the coming months...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Three Public Safety Commendation Medals." Cindy said to me as we looked at the medals in my office. Teresa was with us. "One for Teresa, one for Tanya, and one for you, even though you never announce your own awards at the Orange Order dinner."
My award was for resolving the Tom Kane hostage situation, solving the 'Pact' case, and then Sheriff Allgood had upgraded it to Public Safety level (from Police level) for solving the Wheeler/Feingold murders.
"Nice." I said, then moved to change the subject: "Purple Order on a necklace, I see." Cindy nodded as she showed it to us. I said. "And I am really glad there's no Purple Order with silver and bronze clusters on it."
"Meeeeeee, too." said Teresa, imitating the way Carole would say that at times.
"And here's Father Romano's other medal." Cindy said, showing it to us.
"That is a beautiful medal." I said. Teresa and Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement. Just then my phone buzzed. "Okay, bring him back." I said. Hanging up, I said "The Cardinal is here."
To our surprise, the Roman Catholic Church had informed us that Claude Cardinal O'Leery from the City would attend our ceremonies today. Cindy bolted for her office, and Teresa followed her. I made sure my office desk was clean, and everything else looked good, then I peeked into the hallway.
Chief Moynahan was escorting Cardinal O'Leery down the hallway. O'Leery was not particularly tall, shorter than the Chief and therefore a good bit shorter than me. He was stocky but not fat at all. His hair was gray, very thin, and combed to the sides of his largish head. He was wearing a black cassock with scarlet fascia (sash belt) and the traditional red skull cap. His rosary and cross were exquisite.
I went back into my office, and a moment later the Cardinal was brought into it. The Chief introduced us.
"I'm honored to meet you, Your Eminence." I said, shaking his hand firmly. No, no ring kissing from me, but I did feel the aura of the man, a power I'd felt in only a few people, such as the Deputy Director of the FBI, the Marine General who'd given me Guernica's Marine insignia, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, and Pastor Westboro. To my surprise, this man's aura had a tinge of malignancy, totally unexpected...
"And I you, Commander Troy." Cardinal O'Leery said, his eyes peering at me, his aura trying to reach into my soul, which I mentally resisted.
"And such a humble office for a man of your accomplishments." he said, his eyes glancing around, noticing everything. He continued: "Chaplain Romano has said great things about you. I can see why he resists promotion, and better assignments, to continue working for you."
I smiled, the kind of smile to hide anger at the perhaps unintended insult that there were 'better assignments' than being the TCPD Chaplain. "We're honored and lucky to have Captain Romano as our Catholic Chaplain." I said. "His service to us has been honorable and indispensable. And he seems happy to serve his Police Department in his capacity as a man of the Lord."
Cardinal O'Leery smiled a pursed smile. "Yes, he was a Police Officer before he became one of our Shepherds of our Flock. I'm sure he's happy where he is, but I would be remiss if we did not give him the opportunities he deserves." I understood the message.
"Yes, Your Eminence." I said, keeping my smile fixed. "I consider myself to be very fortunate, to have found where I am supposed to be as well as where I want to be, resisting offers to promote me out of my bliss. My observation is that Chaplain Romano is the same way: where he wants to be, as well as where he is meant to be. But he can make his own statement about that."
He understood the message. "Yes." he said. We shook hands again as he said "If you'll excuse me, I shall make my way to the ceremony site. Again, a pleasure to meet the great Iron Crowbar."
"An honor to meet you, Your Eminence." I said politely. The Cardinal left, his entourage in tow, and Chief Moynahan guided him to Cindy's office. I had the feeling... that I'd be meeting him again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the ceremonies began, with Chief Moynahan and Chief Quinlin jointly presiding, I sat in my seat to the side, next to the lovely Fire Marshal, Zoe Singer. I surveyed the temporary stands, full of Firefighters and Police Officers and families and others, and a Catholic Cardinal in front, flanked by Council Members and almost every candidate for political office in the County... including our Sheriff that was running for Mayor. Zoe and I shared a few impolite jokes about all that.
The ceremonies got started. I pinned Corporal stripes onto Hicks's collar. He knew that I always remembered Pete Feeley at moments like this, and he said he would live up to this rank in Pete's name as I shook his hand. I also pinned Julia Rodriguez's new rank on her collar as the Chief read her promotion citation.
I also was asked and tasked to pin most of the medals from the Triathlon, as well as hand out the Certificates of Achievement, while the Chief read the proclamations. I pinned Tanya's Public Safety Commendation Medal on her jacket, and the Mayor came up and gave her a framed proclamation for having organized the Wheelchair Races. It was actually the same one he'd given her on Race Day, but hey! that's what politicians do. Then I pinned Teresa's Public Safety Commendation Medal on her jacket. And then Teresa pinned mine on my jacket. For her, it was practice.
Last came Police Chaplain Alberto Romano, who also served the Fire Department when needed. As the Chief read the proclamation, I draped the Purple Order around his neck. The applause was mighty and righteous as I shook his hand with congratulatory words. Then things quietened down as the Chief gave way for me to take the podium. I didn't understand why I was being asked to read this proclamation, and would find out later that Chaplain Romano himself had asked for me to.
So I did read it, and I recited the words as Teresa took medal out of its box that Cindy was holding, and pinned it onto Father Romano's uniform. It was the Distinguished Police Cross.
The applause was thunderous as their handshake turned into a hug, an embrace shared by Officers that had gone through a few moments of Hell together. And it was only right that Teresa Croyle, the only other living recipient of the TCPD Police Cross, pin it onto Chaplain Romano's uniform... not to mention that she was the person for whom Father Romano had intercepted bullets with his body. It wasn't the Medal of Valor, as I thought it should be, but it was good to see this Man of God receive his Police Force's second-highest award for his exceptional valor...
Part 14 - Epilogue
2:00pm, Wednesday, August 1st.
"Come in!" said Father Romano. He was in his office, which was in a room full of cubicles next to the Pastor's Room, and he was responding to the knock on the door.
His visitor was Teresa Croyle. "Hello, Father." she said. "Am I disturbing you?"
"Not at all, not at all." Father Romano said. "How are you today?"
"Good." said Teresa. "Welcome to the Purple Order club. And the very exclusive Police Cross club. Like Commander Troy says, let's hope you never have to get another one." She saw the silvery-white rectangle on his shirt, and the purple one next to it both framed in silver. "Those rectangles: the colors are just right for a Man of God."
Romano chuckled. "I am honored and humbled to be wearing them. I feel like what I did was not worthy of a Police Cross."
"Take my very experienced word for it... your actions were very worthy." replied Teresa, the most decorated Police Officer on the Town & County Police Force.
"Thank you." said Romano. "So, what can I do for you?"
The moment was here. Teresa could no longer put it off, and she struggled to find the words.
"Father...." she said haltingly, "how... how do I become a Christian? A Catholic? How do I... join the Church?..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue: The Case of the Missing Stringbeans
8:00pm, Wednesday, August 1st. Carole's birthday party was in full swing. Marie was there, as were Carole's brothers Jim, Ian, and Ross, and her sister Tasha, and her cousins Doug, little Todd, and little Jack. This meant that Molly Evans, Paulina Patterson, and Stephanie and Edward Steele were there, as well as Todd and Teresa, Cindy and Callie, and of course my mom Phyllis. I'd also asked Chief Griswold and his wife to come, and they did. It was a crowded Mountain Nest.
After Carole opened her gifts and we had ice cream and cake (Carole likes caramel cakes), we settled down for a book reading. It seemed that Carole and Marie had written and illustrated a booklet for Chief Griswold, and they decided that Carole's birthday was a good day to give this gift.
They sat on either side of the old Chief on the near-side sofa (the one not against the wall) as he read it out loud.
"The Case of the Missing Stringbeans." he read, then opened the booklet. "Where are your stringbeans? Mom asked." The drawing showed a black-haired woman that really did look like Laura, frowning. Carole and Marie were at the table, looking either surprised or worried. To one side was Bowser, happily eating from his dog food bowl.
"We'll find them!" the Chief read, as the drawings showed Marie and Carole with magnifying glasses in their hands, with Carole wearing a deerstalker 'Sherlock Holmes' cap. "And we'll get Chief Griswold to help." The drawings showed Chief Griswold with large mustaches that coiled like party favors on either side of his egg-shaped head. A smiling Bowser and the empty dog food dish were also shown in the lower right-hand corner.
"What are you doing? said Mommy." the Chief read. "We're looking for clues. said Carole. Yeah, don't touch anything. said Marie." The drawings showed Carole and Marie looking for clues, helping Chief Griswold examine Bowser and his bowl.
Then the drawings showed the girls looking shocked. Bowser also was shocked, his ears pointing straight up over his head. Behind them was a pair of arms, with a red stick being held. "Oh no! We've been ambushed!" the Chief read. "It's a trap!"
The next picture showed Carole on the stairs in time out. A huge sad frown was on her face, and a huge sad frown was on Bowser's face next to the staircase. Next to Carole, his finger pointing to the other hand's fingers as he read her a list of her stringbean crimes, was Daddy, his face and hair drawn in all orange-red. The Chief turned the book so that I could see the drawing from the rocking chair in which I was sitting.
"C'mon." I said dramatically. "Are my ears really that big?" The girls giggled mightily.
"I've got bad news for you, Crowbar." the Chief growled severely. "Marie is a very accurate artist." That caused the adults to laugh mightily. I covered my eyes with my hand in mock embarrassment. And yes, Marie was a terrific, if all-too-accurate artist.
The reading went on. The drawings showed Carole and Marie, both smiling, petting a very happy Bowser, his empty bowl to one side. "We found out where the stringbeans went," read the Chief, "but after time out, we had no reason to reveal the truth. Besides, the culprit was our best friend. We closed the case."
Everyone clapped, and Carole and Marie were very happy. The old Chief put his arms around them, and kissed the tops of their heads. "This is a wonderful gift. Thank you, girls."
The girls hugged him back. "We love you, Chief Griswold." Carole said. Mrs. Griswold dabbed her eyes, and she was not the only one feeling the emotions...
Part 2 - Coffee and the SEC
Thursday, August 2d. Detective Jerome Davis came into MCD at 6:45am, prepared to begin making the coffee. To his shock, two pots were made and full, a third pot was being made at the moment, and the fourth pot was missing.
"Good morning, Jerome." said Detective Julia Rodriguez, coming in with the fourth pot. Jerome observed that she had cleaned it.
"Hi Julia." said Jerome. "Making the coffee?"
"Yes." said Julia brightly, then realized something. "Er, was that wrong."
"No, not at all." said Jerome. "We've had a running joke about me making Navy coffee because Commander Troy always made it too weak."
"You were in the Navy?" asked Julia.
"No, my dad was. Retired Senior Chief Petty Officer." said Jerome.
"So I should let you make the coffee?" asked Julia.
"If you want to make it, go ahead." said Jerome. "If I get here first, I'll start it up. We all make coffee as the day goes along."
"You said Commander Troy was making the coffee?" asked Julia, seemingly stunned. Jerome laughed.
"Oh yes." Jerome said. "He did tell Captain Perlman not to try, because she has to reach up to do it, and she can't wheel out of the way of a spilled hot pot in time. But the rest of us make it as we go along."
They poured cups of coffee and headed to their desks. Julia lowered her voice to a 'conspiratorial' level. "What is Commander Troy really like? I mean, I've heard a million stories, but what's the truth?"
"He expects a hundred percent out of us." said Jerome. "But he's not a drill sergeant. He never misses an opportunity to teach, and he never misses anything, not even the smallest detail. Someone told me that as long as we tell the truth and don't try to hide any mistakes or anything else, he'll bend over backwards to help us."
*Whirrrrrrrr*
Julia was already out of her chair and pouring Captain Perlman a cup of coffee as Tanya drove into the room through the side door.
"Good morning, guys!" Tanya said with great perkiness. "Oh! Cup of coffee already! I observe that you are new to the office." Jerome chuckled. Julia wasn't sure what to say.
"I'm teasing you, Julia." said Tanya with a huge grin. "And get used to it, Junior Detective: we are relentless with each other. And you're trying too hard, so settle down."
"We should give her the ground rules, ma'am." said Jerome.
"Yes, we should." said Tanya, having Julia sit down at her desk and parking her (Tanya's) wheelchair next to the desk. "First, if someone gives you a message for Commander Troy, or if you have information for him, get it to him as fast as you can. Meet him at the door if you need to, chase him down the hall, no matter how small the information seems to be."
"Second," Tanya said "the Commander's first name is 'Commander'. His nickname is 'sir'. You can use his nickname: 'Hello, sir.', 'How are you, sir?'. Make sure to use his nickname or his first name, even if Commander Ross calls him 'Don'. That goes for the Chief, me, and Lt. Milton as well. As to you Detectives, there's no rank-pulling; you can call each other what you like. Just keep it clean." Jerome laughed.
Just then Julia stood up. "At ease, Detective." I said, having observed her movement as I came in. "I appreciate the respect, but this isn't the Army. So stay in your seat when I come in here."
"That goes for the Chief, as well." said Tanya as I poured myself coffee in my Airborne School mug. I noticed Julia observing which cup was mine.
"Don't ever pour me any coffee, by the way." I said, knowing what the new and too-eager-to-please Detective was thinking. "I like to put pollutants in my coffee in my own amounts. Even Davis knows that."
"Yes sir." Jerome said agreeably with a grin.
"Who made this coffee, Davis?" I asked after sipping mine. "Must be an Army person. This is not the Navy standard."
"I made it, sir." said Julia, looking a bit worried again.
"Captain," I said with a grin, "our new Detective is trying too hard. Give her remedial instruction on being 'normal'."
Tanya grinned brightly. "Yes sir. As soon as I figure out what 'normal' is around here." I laughed as Tanya looked at Julia with a grin. I grabbed the 'Commander Chair' near the coffeepots, drove it to near Jerome's desk, and settled in for the news as others began trickling in...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" yelled the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, August 2d, from in front of the State Office Building off Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen has subpoenaed several aides to Governor Val Jared!"
Bettina began: "The Independent State Counsel has subpoenaed former Jared aide Dave Smigelski. Robert Mullen says that Smigelski has important information that could lead to indictments against the Governor as well as Commander Donald Troy. Two other subpoenas have gone out, for aides Alan Davidson and Steven Fuqua, but Mr. Mullen did not speak about those subpoenas."
"Asked when his investigation of the Governor might conclude," said Bettina, "Mr. Mullen said that there was no timetable, but he expected to wrap up by this Fall. Some Republicans immediately accused him of attempting to time the investigation's report to the November elections, while other Republicans as well as Democrats reaffirmed their support for the Independent State Counsel's investigation of Governor Jared."
"And Chaplain Alberto Romano was awarded the Distinguished Police Cross yesterday in the Police Force's promotions and awards ceremonies!" said Bettina. "The Police Cross, the second-highest medal that the TCPD awards, is also the highest decoration ever bestowed upon any Chaplain of any law enforcement agency in the State. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, the University's practice fields behind him. "The Bulldogs have huge hopes for a big run at the Conference and National Championships this year! With the Wildcats having to rebuild their defense, and teams such as Alabama also expected to have rebuilding years, this could be our University's chance to shine as they get summer camp underway!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the broadcast went on, Jerome printed out a few sheets of paper, put them in a folder, and handed them to me. I glanced at them; they were about the 'Queenie Files' and also about Chief Griswold's son, Charlie.
"Alabama does not rebuild." stated Joanne Warner, directing her comments at Ole Miss graduate Teddy Parker. "They reload. Isn't that right, Teddy?"
"As the Commander says... time will tell." Teddy replied, a bit sourly.
"Yes, in-deed." said Cindy Ross. "And time will tell when the Bulldogs make it two straight over the Wildcats. How many Freshman for you on defense, Theo?"
"For my school, Eastern State?" said Theo. "We're fine on D. We just don't have a quarterback. As to the Wildcats, my cousin Jamaal says people are going to be surprised this year, and that the Bulldogs will be seeing red in October."
"Harrumph." muttered Cindy as Theo and I exchanged a 'knowing' look.
"Not red. Crimson. Roll Tide!" said Joanne brightly. When did she become an Alabama fan, I wondered to myself.
"We're going to sweep the floors with the Wildcats AND the Crimson Tide." Cindy said with alacrity."
"Detective Rodriguez!" I said loudly, "no matter what Commander Ross tells you, you do not have to sweep the floors in here, unless you personally made the mess, of course. Especially since the Wildcats will do the sweeping of floors with the Bulldogs!" Julia finally grinned. By way of contrast, Cindy's ice blue eyes were staring right through me.
"You're taking away all my fun." Cindy said. "Retribution will come... in October!" There were 'oooh's and 'aaah's over that.
"Ahhh, summertime." I retorted. "Camps started. Hopes renewed. Razzing practiced. Then your dreams are crushed after the Wildcats soundly whip your Bulldogs in October." More 'oooooooh's.
"You're both wrong... ma'am, sir." said Joanne. "It's going to be an SEC year! Alabama is going to rock everyone's world." I saw Teresa Croyle walk in just as Joanne said that. She went up to Joanne's desk, right behind the lovely blonde.
"I just have one thing to say about that." Teresa said, then leaned over as if she was whispering. "War. Damn. Eagle!"
That would be the Auburn battle cry. Captain Malone had been a huge Auburn fan and his wife an even bigger one, and they had introduced Teresa to Auburn Sports. Teresa had graduated from a small School, and she wasn't a big sports fan, but ya gotta root for somebody...
Joanne looked mock-shocked, while the rest of us hooted and hollered as if we were rabid SEC fans. And Julia Rodriguez finally began relaxing.
"Commander," asked Teddy Parker, "who is your favorite SEC team?"
"Oh, if I had to choose," I said, "I'd say the Georgia Bulldogs."
"Why them?" asked Joanne.
"Well," I said, "first of all, they wear red jerseys, like the Wildcats do. And second, they have the coolest mascot in the country."
"Hey!" barked Cindy. "What about our mascot, Chief?"
"Chief is a cool dog." I said. "But he has not appeared on the cover of Sports Illustrated, like Uga V did. And that same Uga V starred with Clint Eastwood in 'Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil'. Not even Bowser has done something like that."
"I'd like to star in a movie with Clint Eastwood." Joanne said dreamily. Her fellow Detectives stared at her. "What?" she said upon seeing the attention.
"Sir, does Smigelski have anything on the Governor?" asked Julia.
"Not on what they're accusing him of. Because it never happened." I said. "I get the idea this is just more intimidation tactics by Mullen."
"Will they work?" ask Jerome.
"I dunno." I said dully. "Jared's aides don't have the Crowbar intestinal fortitude like people around here do." Everyone smiled at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You people have my new Detective's head spinning." I admonished my Angels as we gathered in my office just before 8:00am.
"She's starting to catch on, sir." said Tanya. "A first morning coffee klatch can always be overwhelming."
"Just thank your lucky stars Rudistan wasn't in there this morning." Teresa said. "Word I'm getting is that he is chewing up Second Precinct and spitting them out. They're learning to love him, though."
"Well," I said, "let's tune in to some people I'm not learning to love." I turned on the television to watch the SNN broadcast.
"This is Jenna James, SNN News!" said the lovely blonde KCAP reporterette at 8:00am, Thursday, August 2d, from in front of the State Capitol in Midtown. "SNN News has learned that Governor Val Jared is cracking down on his internal staff after a series of leaks to the Press!"
Jenna went on: "Sources close to the matter have told SNN News that the Governor is trying to root out moles in his administration, and has severely compartmentalized information between groups of staff. Other sources tell SNN that the SBI has also instituted security measures as they look for moles within their own ranks."
"And finally," said Jenna, "our colleagues at KCTY in the City have filed Open Records Acts requests for information involving the murder of Selena Martinez last year. KCTY and KCAP are following up on leads that former University Assistant Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales raped Ms. Martinez while she was a University student..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhhh, shit." Cindy muttered. She knew where that could possibly lead.
"Is that really all that damaging?" asked Tanya.
"Maybe, maybe not." I said. "It's curious that they would suddenly get interested in the Martinez murder now... Ohhhh..." I suddenly remembered what Conservative radio talk show host Reed Hudson had recently told me at Ronald Reagan Park.
"What?" asked Teresa.
"Nothing." I said. "We'll see what happens. If they connect the disc golf discs found on Martinez and Gonzales's bodies, then it's 'Houston, we have a problem'. If not, then it may be nothing."
Cindy excused herself to her duties, leaving me with Tanya and Teresa. "Okay, what's new?" I asked.
"Jerome Davis has been helping the FBI with the 'Queenie Files'." said Tanya. "He has some information for you, and I told him to bring it directly to you. Other than that, it's getting slow. I may have Parker start working on a cold case."
"How's Parker doing? by the way..." I said. "He seems disinterested in things, all of a sudden."
"I'd say it's more over time than sudden." said Tanya. "I think it's part boredom, part love life problems away from work, and part summer blues."
"Hmmm." I said. "Talk to him, maybe under the guise of discussing a cold case. See what's going on with him. Teresa, you got anything?"
"Precinct Captain Goodwin, sir." Teresa said. "He's still harping about you taking Rodriguez out of 1st Precinct without giving him a chance to oppose it. He's considering filing a grievance with the Union, to get 'clarification', as he puts it."
"If he'd prefer to whine about it as a Corporal," I said sharply, "that can certainly be arranged."
"Sir," said Teresa, "he's not complaining about that. But he thinks there's two separate issues here: blocking the email, which he admits was wrong; and trying to block the transfer by legitimate means. He thinks he should've been allowed input, and wants the Union to look into it."
"I don't see it as two separate issues." I said. "Even if I accepted that he has input, which I don't, he abrogated that when he blocked her email from getting through. And there's precedent for transferring Officers to fill needs. There's also military precedent; I saw people transferred without input from their company-level leadership. So, Captain, I would suggest you have a 'conversation' with Goodwin. If he wants to grieve it, he has that right, but there will be consequences."
"And while you're at it," I continued, "start putting together possible scenarios for his replacement as Precinct Captain. Irwin will not be considered for promotion, brevetting, or favorable actions, so give me other options if they become necessary."
I could tell Teresa was a bit stunned at the strength of my response, and maybe she thought Goodwin had a legitimate point. But she said nothing, except "Yes sir." and moved out smartly.
Tanya did not leave with Teresa. "Can you call in Lt. Mary Milton?" she requested. I did so, and Mary was sitting in a 'hot chair' just seconds later.
"Okay, what's it about?" I asked.
"Sir," said Mary, "we know Geiger gave Ikea the information on the Queenie Files, and just as soon as you gave him that assignment. If you were setting him up for a trap, sir, it worked. I want him removed from Vice."
"I agree that he fell into the trap, and is untrustworthy." said Tanya. "I'm not so sure what to do with him, though. He is not going to MCD, and we can't put him out in a Precinct or certain Council Members will take it as a precedent and run with it."
"Yes, he did fall into my trap... with very good results for us." I replied. "But as to getting rid of him, upon what basis are you going to make your case?"
"Sir?" Mary exclaimed.
"Okay, I'll play Geiger." I said. "Come at me, sis."
"You gave away confidential information to a noted untrustworthy SBI Agent." said Mary.



I said in a very flat, nasally voice: "I was following Commander Troy's instructions. I was consulting with a C.I., a source, like he asked me to. I only did what he asked."
Both women's faces fell as they realized my argument held water. I said "So if you do anything and he grieves it to the Union, you're going to have a hard time winning. I'm not saying you won't win, and I'll back you up on it... but think about it."
"I still don't want him in there, sir." Mary said.
"I understand." I said. "But he's a full Detective under the 'old school' rules, ranking higher than Sergeant. We can't just transfer him to any ol' place, and I'm sure as hell not promoting him. So... you and Captain Perlman figure out an action plan for Geiger, and if I like it I will go with it. Anything else?"
I had a sneaking suspicion that Mary wasn't too happy about that, and Tanya knew it was her job to make Mary understand where I was coming from. And I was curious to see what Mary would come up with...
Part 3 - Codebreakers
8:35am. I brought Jerome Davis into my office. "Okayyyy," I said as we sat down. "What's this information about?"
"Sir, I've been processing the information you got from the safe deposit box." said Jerome. "Teddy and I are not assuming that Queenie herself put that information in there."
"Why is that?" I said, part curious and part testing Jerome.
"Some of that information is some really deep stuff on the SBI, as well as the Governor and his staff. Whoever the mole is, he or she is not going to give that to a low-level operative like Queenie. This kind of stuff goes to someone bigger, a lot bigger, who can pay the green dollar bills for it."
"Good observation, really good." I said. "Couple of caveats, though: Queenie could've been that bigger person's rep, or go-between. And the mole may be paying blackmail instead of being paid for this."
"Yes sir," said Jerome, "and it could be both. Pay the mole even while not exposing him or her. Anyway, sir, we had no luck on the jump drive files. There are six of them. We tried loading them into text editors to see if there was any hidden clear text, and it was 'no joy' on that."
"Did you make copies or take screenshots of the files in the text editors?" I asked.
"Yes sir, we saved the texts to their own files, so you can review them." Jerome said.
"Ah, you're getting good at anticipating me." I said. "Okay, I'll take a look at the files, and see what I can find."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Thursday, August 2d. The MCD and Vice Detectives were a bit surprised to be called into a meeting in Classroom 'J'. "I guess it's an introduction meeting for the new people." said Captain Perlman to Lieutenant Mahoney-Milton.
"I dunno... the Commander asked for all the Data people to come in, and asked Myron to come in, as well." replied Mary.
We did it formal, too. "Ladies and Gentlemen, the Police Commander!" announced Commander Cindy Ross. Everyone rose out of their seats, and as I came through the door I said "Carry on! Take seats!" By the time I was at the front of the room on the raised floor, everyone was settled back in.
"First of all, welcome to the new people." I said. "We have McGhillie and Rodriguez in MCD; and Statler, Waldorf, Roark Coleman, and George Newman in MCD." No, you haven't heard Coleman and Newman's names. They both came out of 2nd Precinct, and knew the lay of the land of the Southside very well. Coleman was white, and Newman was black.
"The reason I brought you in today," I said, "is to begin your training, and also train all of you, on cryptography... well, some basic elements. We have some encrypted files that recently came into our possession. Detectives Davis and Parker copied the files into a text editor to see if there were any free-and-clear text messages in them, and that was an excellent first step." Parker and Davis fist-bumped.
"There weren't any clear text messages," I continued as I brought up my computer's screen onto the room's monitor, "but I did happen to catch a couple of things. First..."
I brought up a file saved as text to the text editor. "This file is not very large, so it's not an image file. But what I did notice was a section denoted by the letters 'VVV', then some other stuff. The 'VVV' is often transmitted on ham radios as a placeholder, and it means 'testing, testing, testing'. And as on ham radio transmissions by Morse Code, you can see that these sets of 'V's are in front of and behind blocks of letters, obviously a coded message."
"One time pad." said Joanne. "We may be stuck past this point."
"That's a good thought, Detective Warner," I replied, "and I would agree with that, except for one thing: I believe the person or persons who encoded these files wanted these files to be decoded by the right people, and they may not have wanted that to be limited to a certain few people with the keys."
I did not mention that if the coders were keeping it tight, Jack Lewis would've had the keys as well as the safe deposit box key. And maybe he did. But whoever had Queenie secure those files probably realized that someone else might have to retrieve them...
"Okay, so let's look at these other files." I said. "On one of them, the first blocks of letters up top is a very old identifier that shows this to be a music or audio file." Everyone was paying close attention at this point, as I continued: "Now, no modern music file player or internet browser recognized it. And here's another little pro tip: people around the world don't have computers like ours. They have computers on the order of... Commodore 64s."
There were some chuckles in the room, then Theo Washington said "I hope you don't have one of those at your house, Commander!" Everyone broke out laughing.
"They have them at Auburn University!" said Joanne sweetly. "Top of the line stuff, at that school!" More laughter, but Joanne had just drawn a 'Teresa Cunt' look from the Original herself. Hoo boy, November was going to be fun!
"No, I don't have one, and I don't have time to go to Rocky Top, Tennessee to get one," I replied, "but I do have an app for that. At least the TCPD does."
I brought up an app, which was really an FBI app, and loaded the original music file. What played was not music but a metallic female voice saying numbers in German: "Null... acht... null...sieben... zwei... funf... eins... neun... zwei... drei..."
"Okay, there were 104 numbers called out there." I said. "That's 52 pairs. The first 26 pairs from 01 to 26 are not repeated, and the second group of 26 pairs don't repeat, but are in a different order. So, I took this first number, 08, and assigned it letter 'A'. Then number '07' to 'B', and so on."
"I assigned the letters in the block between the 'VVV's numbers based upon this first set. Then I took the second set of 26 pairs. I assigned '17' to 'A', '22' to 'B', and so on." I continued. "Then I take these numbers and assign new letters, and we get a clear text message, of which this is the first part."
I showed them only part of the message. It listed the names of the other four files in a certain order. The last part of the message said "See Charlie Griswold for the keys to the four files." Considering that Charlie Griswold was a quadriplegic that couldn't move and couldn't speak, it seemed impossible that he could hold the clues to the Queenie Files...
Part 4 - Pursuits and Memories
"Wow." said Detective Julia Rodriguez as the MCD Detectives filed back into their room. "And this is just my second day in here."
"I thought we were doing good to have looked and found nothing." said Jerome Davis. "Then the Commander comes up with all that."
"And in less than two hours." said Teddy Parker.
"Guys," said Tanya Perlman, "nobody expects you guys to be FBI and CIA cryptographers. The Commander said he was extremely happy with you guys for thinking about checking for text in the files. And that's just the way he is... knowing him, he probably earned a Merit Badge for that stuff while he was in the Boy Scouts as a kid." That drew some laughter.
"Ma'am," said Julia Rodriquez, "how do we get to his standard?"
"You don't." said Tanya. "You meet my standard, which is doing your best with your knowledge and experience, and working as part of our Team to solve crimes. Hell, I've aspired to his standard since the day I met him, and I know I won't ever be at that level. That's not defeatist of me; just a recognition of the truth. I still aspire and work towards it..."
"Your job, Detective Rodriguez," said Cindy Ross, "is to be a sponge, and just absorb everything the Iron Crowbar teaches you. And brace yourself, you'll be drinking water from a firehose..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Chief Griswold and asked him to meet me for lunch at the Cop Bar. The back room was empty, so we sat there for privacy.
We talked about small stuff as we ate our burgers and fries, about how the Chief's campaign for Sheriff was going, then about the cases that I'd wrapped up. Once we were done, I came to the point:
"Chief," I said, "we've made some progress in my biggest outstanding case, the so-called 'Queenie Files'. As you know, we obtained the raw data by tricking that shit-stain Ikea into getting into the bank safe deposit box for us. We really rubbed Ikea, Ferrell, and Jack Lewis's noses in their own dung on that one."
Griswold chuckled merrily. "Those asswipes can't hold a candle to you, Crowbar. I especially love you rubbing Jack Lewis's face in dung. So, what's that deal on it?"
"Well..." I said, then hesitated before plunging into the story: "Sir, I know you have a son, Charlie. I know he was in a very bad accident and is barely alive, and I know you have never talked to me about him." I saw the Chief grimace, and then his face fall as I talked.
"I'm sorry to have to intrude upon your privacy on this," I continued, "but Charlie's name came up in conjunction with the Queenie Files.
"Oh... really?" he said, peering at me.
"Yessir." I replied. "The files are encrypted. We made some progress on it, and one of the messages we got was to contact Charlie Griswold for the keys to decrypting the rest."
"That's impossible." said the Chief, a look of pain on his old face.
"Yes sir." I said. "I've been told of the extent of his injuries, that he can't move or speak. So it doesn't make sense to me, either. And I'm sorry to have to bring it up to you and put you through this, but I was thinking you might can shed some light on the situation."
"Don't apologize." said the Chief. "I understand completely. I haven't brought it up with you before because there's never been a reason, and because my wife was absolutely devastated by what happened and she can't really deal with it, even to this day."
"What I can tell you," said Griswold, "is that that Rita woman that runs that BDSM club was involved. She and Charlie were near the same age, and he was smitten with her. Me and the Mrs. tried hard to tell Charlie that Rita was a bad seed, that she was no good, but as you're going to find out when your kids become teenagers, kids sometimes don't listen."
The Chief went on: "From what I understood at the time, Rita broke it off with Charlie. I don't know if they were dating or if he was one of her wannabees, but she told him not to try to see her again. He was apparently so upset that he tore out of her place, which at that time was in those apartments south of Campus, where you found Karpathian's first victim," (Author's note: 'Return of the Black Widow' Ch. 01.) "then drove at increasingly fast speeds up University Avenue and then along North Street. He slammed into a bridge support at 100 miles per hour, and I don't know how or why he lived...but he did."
"So no idea why whoever is behind the Queenie Files would say to contact Charlie?" I asked.
"No, none at all." said the Chief. A look of profound sadness crossed his face as he said "He's just lying there in that Hospice bed in Eastphalia, 36 years old, waiting to die----"
"He's in Eastphalia?" I asked, surprised. "Not at Eastern State Hospital?"
"No." said the Chief. "We had him moved when we found the care facility. They do good work with paraplegics and quadriplegics there. Our own University Hospital began getting good in those areas when Tanya was paralyzed, but moving Charlie would be dangerous and might kill him. Who knows... maybe that might be best for him..."
"I guess that's for a Higher Power to decide." I said, my own voice sounding sad.
"I visit him a couple of times a year, for his birthday and around Christmas," said Griswold, "and it just kills me to see him lying there, unable to move, to speak, to communicate. My wife can't stand to go; she hasn't been in over three years. Tell you what... what are you doing Saturday, Crowbar?"
"Nothing I can't change or postpone." I said.
"Good." said the Chief. "I'll take you there Saturday morning. I don't know if it'll help, but you can see how bad it is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That girl is the most inquisitive child I have ever seen!" said my mother Phyllis as we talked at home that evening after I got home from work. She was referring to her granddaughter Carole.
"I have no idea why," my mom said, "but she started asking about her grandfather today. Asked me a million questions! I went and got the old picture books, and we went through them all day. And I mean all day: she did not lose interest for hours!"
"Maybe she remembered our trip to Apple Grove," I mused, "and that's what triggered it."
Just then an exceptionally handsome dog bounded into the living room, followed by his owner. "Daddy," Carole said as she climbed onto the sofa between me and my mom, "tell me about Grandpa."
"Okay." I said as I petted Bowser, who'd jumped up onto the sofa and into my lap. "What do you want to know?"
"Did Grandpa ever put you in timeout?" Carole asked. My mom smiled.
"Not really." I said. "If I got in trouble, your grandma here would get a belt and spank my rear end." Carole giggled at that.
"Did you and Grandpa play a lot of games?" Carole asked.
"Some." I said, beginning to reminisce. "We played chess when I got older."
"Your daddy would beat Grandpa at chess," my mom said, "and Grandpa would say 'Never again!'... and then set the pieces up for the next game."
"Did you play baseball or football with Grandpa, like you and Jim do in the yard?" Carole asked.
"Not much." I said. "Grandpa wasn't one for sports and exercise. But he'd watch when I would play football with my friends in the backyard."
"Our backyard was bigger in those days." Phyllis said. "You remember that cornfield in the backyard? It wasn't there when your dad was growing up."
"Ohh." Carole said, remembering the cornfield, having observed at the time that it needed a scarecrow.
This went on until Laura got home from whatever meeting she'd been at. "Mommy!" Carole exclaimed as she ran to greet her mother, "Daddy and Grandma have been telling me about Grandpa!"
"Well that's nice, Sweetie." Laura said as she picked up Carole and hugged her.
"I'll take these two dogs out." I said. I went out with the dogs while Phyllis filled Laura in on Carole's inquisitiveness about her granddad. As I sat and waited for the cockblockers (the dogs) to do their business, I remembered my childhood and my relationship with my father.
We had not been close, but it had not been a bad relationship, I thought with perfect 20/20 hindsight. I had a dad, at home. I grew up in a two-parent family, I was cared for, I didn't have to worry about things like surviving. How many children these days grow up without a father at home at all? No, I had no complaints, nor any right to complain.
But those things that I thought were less than ideal with my father, I tried to not repeat with my own kids. I did throw the football with Jim, and I sat and helped him build amazing structures with his Legos or other blocks. I let Carole read books to me and talk about whatever she and Marie had done that day. I did the same with Ian and Ross whenever I got to see them, which was most weekends and sometimes on weeknights, thanks to their mother Molly making efforts to bring them over to see us.
Even my mother admitted that my dad would use his legal work as an excuse to not have to 'deal' with Elizabeth and, to a lesser extent, me. And yes, as a father I had a lot of late nights, and sometimes entire nights away from home, thanks to my job. But I never let that be an excuse not to be there for my children whenever I could be...
Part 5 - Russell Family Values
"How do you think your family is going to react to me?" asked the beautiful blonde Jayne Hallerton as she and her boyfriend drove towards the Hyatt City Center Hotel in the City.
"I have no idea." said Billy Russell. "This is supposed to be a birthday party for my sister Ruby. My mom and dad hate each other, and Ruby is a piece of crap living off her name and family connections. If she weren't my father's daughter, she would not have that gig on 'Point Taken'." Billy and Ruby were the offspring of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell.
Zara Zeigler and Connie Chen had attended the event for Ruby, their co-host on the 'Point Taken' show, hoping to get some background information from other guests. They were disappointed. "Not all that well attended, huh?" said Zara.
"I can understand Senator Russell inviting mostly Republicans." replied Connie. "But even a lot of them didn't show up. And that may be a clue in itself: after the Iron Crowbar and the FBI broke down BigAgraFoods so hard, Russell may be too toxic for his fellow Republicans."
"Oh, hold on!" whispered Zara excitedly. "Look who Billy Russell just brought in!"
"Oh my, that'll get Elsie Gringer's alarm bells going off." said Connie, referring to the State's most notorious gossip columnist.
Meanwhile, Billy escorted Jayne to the receiving line, where Senator and Mrs. Russell were shaking hands with the guests that had attended. When they got up there, Billy said "Mom, Dad, this is my friend Jayne." Both parents instantly frowned deeply.
"Aren't you that basketball player at the University that was taking payments?" snarled Senator Russell.
"That's in the past, Dad." said Billy, defending Jayne.
"I need to receive these guests." said Russell. "We'll talk later." He turned away, and Mrs. Russell received Jayne with the barest minimum of courtesy, and not much more for her son. Her disapproval was clear.
"So much for that." said Billy, obviously angry. "Okay, let's go say hello to Ruby, and then get the hell out of here." They went to the line for greeting his sister. Billy noticed his father's security looking at him and Jayne, and seemingly getting closer.
When they got to Ruby, she did not even acknowledge Jayne, then said "Billy, why did you embarrass Mom and Dad by bring this tramp here?"
"She's not a tramp!" Billy said, trying to keep his voice down, and beginning to lose. "She's----"
"Get out of here, Billy." Ruby said. "Just go. And take the trash out with you."
Billy wanted to punch his sister in the face. It was Jayne who took his arm and said "Let's go, baby."
They turned to leave, but as they approached the door, they were blocked by Security, dressed in suits and ties. "Your father wants to talk to you before you go." said one of them.
"Like hell!" Jayne said. She tried to go past them, and was all but shoved back. She yelled as loudly as she could: "ARE YOU HOLDING US AGAINST OUR WILL?"
"Only until Billy's father talks to him." said the Security man.
"HELP!" screamed Jayne. "CALL THE POLICE! WE'RE BEING HELD AGAINST OUR WILL! CALL THE POLICE!" People began looking at the scene being caused.
Senator Samuel Russell was rushing over, walking very fast. "Billy, I need to speak with you a moment. In the back room."



"I'll be okay." Jayne said as Billy was about to refuse. He followed his father into the back room, all eyes upon them. Seizing their chance, Zara and Connie rushed up to Jayne and began talking to her. Jayne accepted their presences, mostly because she knew she was safer with them near her.
Meanwhile, in the back room, Russell turned upon his son. "What the hell are you doing, boy? Bringing that slut in here? She's a whore and she's been in trouble with the law, as well as getting kicked out of School. You know that you have a good career in politics or other things ahead of you, but things like this will hurt you in the future---"
"Maybe I don't give a shit about that, Dad." retorted Billy, standing up to his father physically as well as in spirit.
"You better..." snarled Russell. "And even if you don't, you know the rules about embarrassing me in public and embarrassing this family---"
"Like you embarrassed Mom by getting caught with those prostitutes, Dad?" Billy said venomously.
Russell clenched his fists, fury on his face. "Don't you talk back to me, boy, or I'll---"
"You'll what? Hit me? Beat me?" shouted Billy. "I'm not an eight year old kid anymore, that can't hit back!" At that point, two Security men made their presence clear.
"Get out of here." said Russell. "And don't ever bring that whore back into my or your mother's presence. Now git!"
Billy left the room as if fired out of a cannon. He saw Jayne talking to two women... co-hosts of his sister's show, he realized... and went over to her and got her. They were not hindered as they exited the room.
Part 6 - The Daily Grind
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 3d, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News is going to Court against the Town & County Police Force!"
Bettina began: "After shutting down the Press Room at Police Headquarters, the Police began withholding public release of the daily Duty Logs. They are now requiring formal written Open Records Act requests, and are taking the full 72 hours allowed by law to release the logs. KXTC, KSTD, and our media partners have filed suit to require the TCPD to release the duty logs immediately, as they have always done before, and we expect that a hearing before Judge Nance of the Superior Court will be held today."
"Sheriff Daniel Allgood, Republican candidate for Mayor, declined to comment on the issue, saying it was a Police Department matter and he would not intervene." said Bettina. "His opponent in the Mayor's race, Eldrick X. Weaver, issued a statement condemning Sheriff Allgood for his lack of leadership. Weaver also stated that the TCPD not releasing duty logs in a timely manner shows that they have something to hide, perhaps incidents of Police brutality. Weaver called upon Commander Donald Troy to order the duty logs to be released quickly."
Bettina continued: "Candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow issued a statement strongly condemning the TCPD. In a speech yesterday to the Campus Women's Union for Social Change, Mrs. Harlow also asked what the TCPD was trying to hide, and repeated her promise to fire Commander Troy and investigate him for criminal actions he may have committed while Police Commander."
"Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling is with us." said Bettina as the camera panned out to show Frazier. "Carl, how are the races shaping up as we grind through the summer?"
"For Congress," said Frazier, "incumbent Gerald A. Condor leads Republican Mayor Larry Vaughan 52-44%. In the State Senate race, incumbent Katherine Woodburn leads Republican newcomer Kirdy Stevens 56-40%. In the Sheriff's race, Republican Antonio Griswold leads Della Harlow 60-40% with virtually no undecideds in that race. And the race for Mayor is the closest and most exciting right now, with Allgood and Weaver in a dead heat at 50% each. The margin for error in all these polls is 3%."
"Karl, I know you're a pollster," said Bettina, "but what would you advise these candidates to do to win their respective races, especially the Mayor's race? What are the voters keying on?"
"The race for Mayor here is truly a microcosm of races all over the Nation." Frazier said. "Mr. Weaver is a very progressive candidate who wants to use the power of Government to help people and make the playing field more fair to all, while Sheriff Allgood is running to protect the interests of businesses and the wealthiest residents of the County. These two candidates could not be more opposite in their political values, and it reflect the increasing nationwide gulf between their political parties."
"Thank you, Karl." said Bettina. "In State news, Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen has subpoenaed Dave Smigelski, former aide to Republican Governor Val Jared, for questioning. Mullen says he believes Smigelski may have information regarding Jared using his power as Governor to quash the sexual harassment complaints by Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton. Mr. Mullen further stated that even though the Special Grand Jury did not indict Commander Donald Troy, Mr. Mullen does not believe the story that Commander Troy acted on his own to investigate the two women, but that Jared ordered the investigation to harass the women into retracting their accusations."
"And finally," Bettina finished, "U.S. Senator Richard Nunn has called for hearings to determine what crimes BigAgraFoods Corporation has committed in two incidents of poisoning farmland, as well as the murder of their CEO, Lloyd Feingold. Our State's other U.S. Senator, Samuel Russell, has called Nunn's hearings a 'witch hunt', saying that Nunn is only trying to smear a good U.S. company's good name. BigAgraFoods has been a generous contributor to Senator Russell's campaign funds, while giving no money at all to Senator Nunn's campaigns..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Last I checked," I said as we all drank 'Navy' coffee in MCD, "Commander Donald Troy is not in charge of the duty logs. My favorite Canadian with a Crowbar, Commander Cindy Ross, is the one who handles those things."
"God save the Queen." replied my favorite Canadian with a Crowbar, smiling at the description. "But you still review the logs before we release them."
"How's that lawsuit going to go?" asked Theo Washington.
"With Nance ruling on it?" I replied derisively. "He'll take the Media's side."
"But that's not what the law says!" Joanne Warner exclaimed. "It does say we have 72 hours. And the law says the Media has to make an ORA request for each day's documents, be it duty logs or anything else."
"It says we have 'up to' 72 hours." I said. "It also makes provisions for withholding sensitive information and people's names and such, if we have 'sufficient cause' for doing so. It was written to be pro-Government, but Nance can turn it around and say we really have to proactively show the 'sufficient cause' to delay the release of the documents, that they essentially have a 'standing ORA request' and don't have to explicitly file one for every day of logs, and that precedent shows we can and should distribute the logs each day as we've done in the past."
"Sir," said Roy McGhillie, "do you think those poll numbers were accurate?"
"Not really." I said. "I think Griswold and Allgood are further ahead than those numbers suggest."
"I agree about Chief Griswold." said Jerome Davis. "I'm not so sure about the Mayor's race. People I talk to in 2nd Precinct Headquarters say there's a lot of buzz around Mr. Weaver's campaign. There's not so much for Sheriff Allgood in the northern suburbs."
"I'm getting that, too." said Theo.
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "what did you think of Della Harlow's threat to 'investigate' you?"
"Rhetoric." I said. "She's not even a Robert Mullen."
"You know, that's what I don't understand." said Cindy. "She's trying to run against Chief Griswold as if Commander Troy is a problem. Everyone who is anyone knows Commander Troy is the best thing that ever happened to this County, at least to the Police Force."
"There are those who don't believe that." I replied. "What we think of as 'good', others see, or try to make us see, as 'bad'. What do you think, Detective Rodriguez?" I said, making a point to bring Julia into the conversation."
"I think you have a career in cryptography if Ms. Harlow wins, sir." Julia replied adroitly. Everyone laughed and clapped, and I fist-bumped Julia for the good answer. Then she asked: "Speaking of that sir, any more success with those files?"
"Not much." I said. "I'm on hold with that for the moment. I hope to be able to work on it some more this weekend."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the new lovely reporterette for KSTD. Cynthia had dirty blonde hair combed straight to the sides of her pretty face. She wasn't as pretty as Callie Carrington, but had that kind of beautiful face and smile. Cynthia's body was toned and almost as athletic as Amber Harris's, but her legs were more womanly and shapely than Amber's. Yes, I would tap that.
"Let's go to Diane Williams with the State News Network." said Cynthia. "Diane!"
"Thank you Cynthia, and welcome to the team." said Diane. "KCTY is following the developing story of Selena Martinez, who was murdered last September 26th at the hotel in the City where she worked." (Author's note: 'Pink Panther', Ch. 02.) "KCTY has been investigating reports that Ms. Martinez was a University student that was raped by football Assistant Coach Willy Gonzales several years ago. Coach Gonzales was murdered at Eastern State's game against the Wildcats last year."
Diane continued: "KCTY and our SNN partner KSTD made Open Records Act requests with the University Campus Police and the Town & County Police for any Police reports pertaining to the rape allegation. Both the Campus Police and TCPD returned the requests with denials that there were any Police reports nor complaints filed against Coach Gonzales, and there were no allegations at all against Coach Gonzales at all until Commander Troy discovered and shut down Gonzales's PED-distribution ring. KCTY has asked the University Campus Police to examine their backup tapes for more information."
The rest of the report was about Mullen, and was the same as KXTC's. Not that I heard much of it; I was in a reverie, and my favorite Canadian with a Crowbar had noticed.
"So what do you think, Don?" Cindy asked.
"Let me put it in these terms." I said. "If I am just a Citizen of the State, no connection to the TCPD or SBI, and I heard that report... what would I be thinking?"
"You'd be thinking 'Why dredge this up?'." Tanya Perlman asked. "The woman's murder was almost a year ago, the alleged rape was over six years ago, nearing seven now. The PED scandal is also very old news."
"Yes. Exactly." I said. "So why are they dredging this back up now? as you so aptly said. Any average person hearing that is saying 'Who cares?' right now. So that means they brought it up for one reason... to get the attention of someone who does know what it's about."
"You?" asked Cindy.
"Maybe." I said. "But I have no idea why."
"Does Jack Lewis know about the Harlan-Gonzales thing?" asked Teresa.
"Probably." I said. "As does the Governor and several very high-level State officials and politicians."
"Did he know at the time?" Teresa persisted.
"I tend to doubt it." I said. "Almost no one knew at the time it was happening. Some found out at the time of the PED scandal, some later, after Coach Harlan died. Why?"
"It just strikes me," said Teresa, "that this shit began about the time we... er, you obtained the Queenie Files."
"That is Iron Crowbar thinking there. Sure you don't want to start carrying a crowbar?" I asked with a smile. Teresa shook her head vigorously in disagreement. She and Tanya did fist-bump.
"And to that end," I continued, "it may not be me who the message is for... but the person that is the subject of the Queenie Files!"
"One thing bothers me." said Cindy. "From what I remember of the 'Pink Panther' cases, the official complaint against Gonzales was removed from the Campus Police computers, but not the backup tapes... and the Media just said they asked the Campus Police to look at the backup tapes. They know something."
"Yes, I caught that, too." I said. "All we can do is wait and see what happens next..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the full Angels meeting, Cindy came back into my office. "So," she said as she sat down in a hot chair, "what did you think of the incident with the Russells last night?"
"What incident is that?" I asked, looking up at her.
"You haven't heard?" Cindy asked, stunned that I did not know.
"No." I said. "Did I miss something in the Police reports or duty logs?"
"No, I figured your mom heard from Elsie Gringer." said Cindy.
"Nooo, that pipeline died when I went nuclear on the Press." I said. "My mom and Elsie would have lunch at least once a week, and they'd trade gossip, i.e. County secrets. But after the Media started slandering my wife, my mom told Elsie that she couldn't discuss me or my activities any longer, though they could still have lunch if Elsie wanted. Elsie was miffed, then miffed further when I started exposing Media secrets. So they haven't had lunch or really talked again."
"Unintended consequence." Cindy said. "Anyway, what happened last night was that Senator Russell was having a big party for his daughter's birthday over in the City. In reality, it was supposed to be a big bash for high-level Republicans and big companies to attend and do whatever Establishment Elitists do at these parties. But very few people showed up at all, and the BigAgraFoods people were totally and noticeably absent."
"Consider me stunned." I said levelly, with great sarcasm in my voice.
"They missed a lot of fun." Cindy said. "Some of Ruby Russell's co-stars from the 'Point Taken' show were there, maybe to chat with and get info from the bigwigs that were supposed to be at the party. Apparently Billy Russell, the Senator's son that drove drunk, crashed into the Orphanage bus, took a swing at you, and almost died at Teresa's hands last Christmas, came to the party... with Jayne Hallerton as his date."
"No big deal." I said. "Lot worse looking women out there."
"True," said Cindy, "but Jayne has a bad reputation, and her being there scandalized the Russells. The Security people tried to keep Billy and Jayne from leaving, and she began yelling very loudly, making a scene. Then Billy and his father had a conversation in a back room. Billy came out looking furious, and took Jayne and left."
"That is interesting." I said. "But it sounds more like a case for the gossip pages than anything else."
"Yes. So... this stuff about Selena Martinez and Speedy Gonzales bother you?" asked Cindy. "I don't know why, but I'm getting a vibe about it."
"I'm not going to worry about it unless and until they start mentioning the other 'Pink Panther' cases." I said. "If they mention those, or mention the Panther discs themselves, then I'll have to show some interest in it."
As Cindy got up to go, she said "What did you think of that new KSTD reporter?"
"I think you're trying to get me to make inappropriate remarks." I said, needling her.
"I don't have to try very hard to make that happen." said Cindy, giving it right back.
"Heh!" I barked. "Anyway, I dunno, I guess they felt like they needed someone new."
"Yep." said Cindy. "Word I got is that after Priya left, KSTD's ratings started tanking, hard. Jenna James was not doing well drawing viewers at all, so they hired someone new and local..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone was in culinary heaven as he consumed his Double Cheeseburger at the Cop Bar. I wasn't doing badly myself as I enjoyed my Double Breakfast Burger, a double cheeseburger with an egg and bacon on top.
"Thanks for inviting me to lunch." I said as we finished. "I didn't realize how hungry I was." We began consuming the fresh basket of hot fries that Pops, the establishment owner, had just brought us.
"I was starving, too. I've been traveling all over the place the last 24 hours." said Jack. "But I invited you to lunch to talk about the Queenie Files. Made any progress yet?"
"Some." I said. "I'm going to be following a lead this weekend, though I don't expect much to come of it."
"So nothing I can tell the EAD or Deputy Director?" Jack said.
"Not yet." I said, a bit shortly.
Jack seemed to be considering something, and he finally spoke: "Don, we've been working together for years now, and I think we're friends beyond our respective jobs. So friend-to-friend, I need to tell you that my former boss, the retired Deputy Director, really wants to know what's going on with these files, and what is in them, and he's pushing me to push you on it."
"I appreciate your candor." I said. "Why exactly is he so hot on this stuff?"
"He tells me he thinks it could really bring down BigAgraFoods and the Establishment Elites that are steadily making their moves to consolidate power in Washington. The American People have no idea how deeply entrenched they already are, and how bad it really is. If things go too much farther, it may become too late for the People to take their country and their government back."
"And they don't even realize what is happening." I replied. "Like the frog in the pan of water that is slowly being heated to boiling."
"I think people do know, or sense, what is happening." said Muscone. "They re-elected Jared in spite of intense Media and Establishment opposition, and his poll numbers are at 50%, despite the sham Mullen investigation and relentless Media lies about him. Of course, the Media has long since stopped reporting his numbers. But the DepDirector and some friends are trying to stem the tide of the Swamp Frogs, as you call them, and he needs all the help he can get."
"Well..." I said, then went on: "you can tell him that what is in the Queenie Files is likely not going to help him as much as he thinks or hopes---"
"You know what's in them?" Jack asked, way too sharply and quickly.
"No, not completely." I said. "But all signs point to this being more of a State political thing. I'm pursuing it to see if anything comes out of it to avenge Queenie's murder and the attempt on Jared, and also to cut off the spigot that possible blackmail has opened. But I don't think it'll help your former boss with Washington."
"I'll tell him." said Muscone. "But I can hear him now saying 'Let me be the judge of that.'. He's still going to want to know what you have."
I thought for a moment about the proper response, and if it was the time to risk burning a bridge. Choosing my words carefully, I said "Jack, I agree that you and I are friends beyond our respective jobs, so what I say now is not meant for you nor is personal to you. Having said that, your boss has seen my work for the past few years. I have destroyed two rogue CIA cells, destroyed Westboro, more than just helped him destroy Superior Bloodlines, and solved a few other crimes. So he should respect my word when I say that the Queenie Files are not a lodestone for him."
"Furthermore," I said, "I believe that my record of success should entitle me to make a decision on what to reveal to the FBI, and when, and to have that decision respected. I've said before that the FBI can be like bulls in a china shop, and while you, Jack, don't have the big ego or the vaunting ambition that many Agents have, those Agents with that ego and ambition would not hesitate to destroy possibly innocent persons' lives with their heavy-handed bullying tactics."




"If anything comes up that he needs to know, or may affect things at the national level, I'll tell him straightaway. But the bottom line is that if your boss doesn't have enough respect for me by now to support me on this," I warned, "then maybe I need to reconsider my support of him." A few moments of awkward silence ensued.
"I'll tell him." Jack finally said. "Between you and me, I agree with you. I've never known you to be wrong or lose a perp. With him, maybe it's a control issue, control of the situation. I'll let him know. But Don, if he wants to talk to you about it, at least hear him out. He may know some things I don't." I just nodded. There was no more to be said on this subject at this time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nite, Daddy." Carole said sleepily as I tucked her in and kissed her forehead. It had been a busy day for an adventurous five-year-old, and she was unable to keep her eyes open any longer. I petted Carole's partner in crime, the redoubtable Bowser, and left the room as he settled into his basket at the foot of her bed.
Jim was already asleep, with Buddy setting that example (of sleeping), when I peeked into his room. I closed the door and headed back downstairs. Laura was sitting on the sofa against the wall, her lovely legs tucked under her as she perused her magazine. I came over and sat down beside her.
"Busy day today?" she asked when she saw me yawn.
"About average." I said. "I've got a long trip to Eastphalia in the morning, though. So why don't we go to bed now?" I let my hand caress her knee and calf.
"Mmmm, you randy young man, you." Laura said. "I do like that idea..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Saturday, August 4th. I was only lightly dozing, as many ideas and thoughts were crowding my head. I dimly became aware that Laura was also not sleeping well; she'd been tossing and turning, and I could sense the tension in her body.
I turned on my side so that her lovely ass was pressing into my groin and abs, and put my arm over her and pulled her into me. "You okay?" I whispered.
"I guess." she said softly, her body still tense. "Just a lot of stuff going on."
"Wanna talk about it?" I asked.
She turned over to face me, and slid her leg over my hip, embracing me with it. "Not really. It's just worries of the day. But you can hold me if you want."
I wanted. I pulled her into me and kissed her, then let her snuggle into me. "Whatever it is, we'll figure it out in the morning. It will be all right." Laura snuggled harder into me. A moment later I felt her body relax as she fell asleep...
Part 7 - Charlie
Saturday, August 4th. Armed with cups of coffee, Chief Griswold and I were driving east towards the twin cities of Westphalia and Eastphalia. The early part of the trip was mostly silent, and I could tell this was weighing on the old Chief.
"They moved Charlie from Eastern State Hospital to the Eastphalia Hospice when the hospice opened a few years ago." said Griswold as we passed the turnoff for State 141, which led north towards the Millwakee Camp site and south towards Nextdoor County. "The School's doctors could do no more for him, and the hospice is good and at a rate my insurance could afford."
"And he's back in this State, too." I said. The Chief nodded, saying no more for a while.
"So you're not giving the FBI what you have on all this?" the Chief asked suddenly.
"Not yet." I said. "I told Muscone my reasons why yesterday. What, they've been badgering you, too?"
"The former Deputy Director called," said Griswold, "and asked me to 'talk' to you about it. I told him that I'd mention it... and I just have... but that I supported your decision and actions on it."
"I appreciate that." I said as I checked all the mirrors for local Police or anyone else that might be following us.
"Just like now..." said Griswold. "I know you know about my son and what happened, but you've had the courtesy never to mention it. Until now. And so I know you must have a damn good reason to mention it. But I think you're going to see that it's a cruel joke of some kind when you see the condition Charlie is in."
"And I didn't want to bring it up." I said. "But this information is not as old as Charlie's accident, so for someone to suggest speaking to him about it... there has to be some reason for that..."
"I sure as hell have no idea what it is." said Griswold. "But if you figure it out, it won't be the first time you've solved something that has baffled me and everyone else."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We parked in the Hospice parking lot. The building was three stories, and had once been Eastphalia General Hospital, so from the outside it looked like any small town hospital that once dotted the landscape of the Nation, but no longer seems to exist.
Chief Griswold signed us in, and we clipped the visitor badges on our shirts. I was wearing civilian clothes, as was the Chief, though his blue jeans were more casual than my khaki slacks.
Going down a hallway on the top floor, Griswold stopped about halfway down. I felt as well as saw him mentally bracing himself for what was ahead. I should've done the same thing.
Entering the room, I saw the equipment first. The breathing machine, the heart monitor, the feeding and watering tubes. Then I looked at the bed.
A small, emaciated man was lying on it, his arms and legs withered away with lack of use. His face was barely more than bones, and I could see the resemblance to his parents... some to his father, but more to his mother. He was breathing on his own, barely, and oxygen tubes went to his nose. I willed myself not to show my pain at seeing this man in this helpless condition, barely alive.
The exception was Charlie's eyes. They were bright, and were seeing what was happening. They seemed to light up when he saw his father come in, then they looked at me inquisitively. He began blinking furiously.
"Now you see what I was talking about." said the Chief. I nodded numbly as he said "Charlie, this is my friend Don Troy. I told you about him, the great Detective that solved all those cases."
Charlie affixed his eyes upon me, continuing to blink furiously. As I looked at him, I realized something about the blinking... a pattern. Oh. My. God.
I watched the blinking some more in the silence of the room, then I suddenly said "Yes! I understand you!" Tears began to form in Charlie's eyes, then streaked down his emaciated face.
"Don? What is it?" Chief Griswold asked hoarsely, seeing me staring intently at Charlie.
"Chief... it's Charlie's eyes!" I whispered back. "He's blinking in Morse Code!"
To be continued.
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Part 8 - The Road Home
"Whaaa?" gasped Chief Griswold.
"Y... e... s... y... e... s..." I said as Charlie's eyes blinked in dots and dashes. "H... i... d... a... d. Hi Dad, he says." I said, interpreting.
"Oh my God..." Chief Griswold whispered. "This is... Charlie, you've been blinking Morse Code all this time?"
"Y-e-s." blinked Charlie, with me saying the words out loud. "I l-o-v-e y-o-u D-a-d. T-e-l-l M-o-m I l-o-v-e h-e-r t-o-o."
"I love you too, son." said the old Chief, beginning to cry himself. "What can we do to help you, son?"
"T-a-k-e m-e h-o-m-e." blinked Charlie.
"How about University Hospital?" I asked Charlie. He blinked that he would be good with that. "Okay, you take it easy, Charlie. I know you have a lot to say, but just take it easy and we'll get it all out in time, okay?"
"O-K." blinked Charlie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The problem is, Don," said Griswold as we talked in the lobby as doctors examined Charlie, "that if we try to move him we may kill him."
"Maybe not." I said. "I talked to Admiral Cordell on the phone. He's flying over with the University's rescue helicopter to see what we can do. The doctors here say we can land the helicopter in the backyard, though they're worried about being able to carry Charlie's equipment with him."
"I know he wants to go home." said Griswold. "And it'd be great if we could get him over there. But not if the risk of killing him is too great."
"If we can do it, Chief," I said, "we probably should. In addition to his own desire to go home, I can't stay here and interpret the Morse Code forever. And if someone realizes he he may have information on the Queenie Files, I can protect him in our jurisdiction at home much better than here."
"Yeah, I thought of that, too." said the Chief. "That's why I risked moving him here in the first place. And I was glad I did when Jack Lewis went to Eastern State--- oh geez, that got much worse now, didn't it?"
"Yes sir." I said. "I thought of that, too. Too many enemy on this side of our State and to our east. We may risk Charlie dying if we move him... but he may die if we don't try..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Cordell did not arrive alone. Dr. Laura Fredricson had flown over with him. She still had some of the shadows of her long night before in her eyes, but brightened up when she saw me.
We took them up to see Charlie, and I told Charlie that Laura was my wife. "L-u-c-k-y m-a-n y-o-u a-r-e." Charlie spelled out. Laura smiled sweetly at Charlie as I agreed heartily with him on that.
"Yes, it's going to be a challenge." Dr. Cordell said as he looked at the equipment. "This stuff is all bulky and permanent. No way we can use it for the life-flight. We do have mobile equipment, but if Charlie stops breathing and needs a ventilator..."
"What about neo-natal equipment?" Laura asked when the sudden thought came to her. "Look, Charlie's withered physically to the point he's almost like a prematurely born baby. Just a bit of super-sizing of everything, and it may work long enough for the flight."
"That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "No wonder I married you, you brilliant, beautiful woman, you." Laura blushed but was very happy to hear that compliment, I could tell.
"All right, let's see what we can do." said Dr. Cordell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Saturday, August 4th. I was riding co-pilot with the University Hospital helicopter pilot. In back were a number of doctors and nurses, including longtime combat medic Dr. Leonard Cordell and my wife Laura.
I had told Charlie of the risks. "I know you want to go home, and I'm going to try to get you there." I said to him. "But I'm not going to sugar-coat this: it's going to be dangerous for you. You may not wake up again. Are you sure you want to try?"
"Y-e-s. M-o-r-e t-h-a-n a-n-y-t-h-i-n-g." blinked Charlie. "T-e-l-l D-a-d I d-o-n-t f-e-a-r d-e-a-t-h." I smiled. That was a Griswold talking...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm, Saturday, August 4th. The room was ready in the Hospice wing of University Hospital. The window along the back wall faced south, but it was still a view of our Town & County.
Our life flight was swift, as the pilot knew how to push the big Bird hard but not cause any engine problems. We were blessed with good, calm weather. We had two places to bail and land along the way if we had to, but Charlie remained stable. He'd been sedated before being put on the mobile equipment and then hurried out onto the helicopter.
We approached along the Nextdoor County Highway around the mountain, then turned north. Where the 'GO TERESA!' sign had been was now illuminated 'UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL' in bright blue lights. Seen from above, it was an impressive sight.
As soon as we touched concrete on the roof of the Hospital, people rushed out to begin moving Charlie and his 'stuff' inside, while the pilot showed me the shutdown procedures for the helicopter. I'd not flown one of these, but it wasn't that much different than any other chopper, so I felt that I could if I needed to. And I'm always trying to learn... always trying to learn...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It'll be a few hours before we know for sure," said Dr. Cordell to me and Chief Griswold when he came out of Charlie's new room, "but it looks like he made it through pretty good. Tough man... like his dad."
Just then, two TCPD Officers, Goodwright and Johnson, came up. "Sir, we've been assigned to watch the room."
"Who told you to do that?" I asked.
"I did."
I whirled around and saw my Captain of Operations approaching, followed by the Deputy Chief and CIA Agent 'Honeybee'. "You didn't risk bringing him all the way over here for no reason, sir." Teresa said. "So I'm assigning guard details."
"Har!" said Chief Griswold. "and she doesn't even need a crowbar." That got as close to a smile from Teresa as we were likely going to get.
"And if you and Dr. Cordell will give us your car keys, we'll go pick up your cars." said Cindy. "I'm driving the Black Beauty over, then I'll drive it back, Callie will drive the Admiral's car back, and Teresa will drive yours."
"Sure." I said as I handed Teresa my Police SUV keys. "Just don't drive fast through Nextdoor County. I hear their Police Chief is a Canadian, and intolerant of speeders."
"She's watching over your kids and dogs right now." said Cindy of her sister, Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans. "And I can whip her ass, anyway..."
Part 9 - Mothers And Sons
9:00am, Sunday, August 5th. Charlie Griswold opened his eyes. I looked at him and said "Welcome home."
"L e t m e s e e." he blinked. I carefully turned his head so that he could see out the window in a southwesterly direction. We were on the eighth and top floor of the Hospital, and the vista was of Junction Station and some buildings as the land stretched towards the River. But it was enough, and Charlie's eyes showed emotion as he gazed at it for a long time.
Doctors and nurses came in, and Chief Griswold and I stepped outside while they did doctor things and examined Charlie. His vitals were weak, but stable and strengthening.
When they were done, we came back into the room. Charlie blinked "M o m?" and I told him we'd bring her later this afternoon, when he'd recovered more from the trip.
"Charlie," I said, "what happened to you, the night of your car accident?"
"L o s t c o n t r o l o f c a r." blinked Charlie.
"Were you driving fast on purpose?" I asked. Charlie's eyes showed a bit of anger.
"N O!" he blinked. "W a s m a d, b u t b r a k e s f a i l e d. C a r s p e d u p. N o c o n t r o l. T r i e d t o g e t t o h i g h w a y. C a r s w e r v e d i n t o b r i d g e s u p p o r t."
I looked over at the Chief. "We need to check that out." I said. Griswold looked stunned as he realized what I was saying: Charlie might not have been trying to kill himself; someone might have attempted to murder him.
I was writing everything down on a pad that was a sheaf of affidavit sheets. This was all going into evidence. I then asked "What happened with Rita?"
Charlie blinked "S h e s a i d j u s t w a n t e d t o b e f r i e n d s. T h a t w e w e r e t o o d i f f e r e n t. S h e s a i d s h e w a s b a d g i r l a n d I w a s n i c e g u y."
I nodded as I wrote down the letters, then looked up to see Charlie blinking furiously to get my attention. "Okay, go ahead." I said.
"A c c i d e n t n o t h e r f a u l t." Charlie blinked. "T e l l R i t a n o h a r d f e e l i n g s."
Chief Griswold's face was the one in shock. All these years he'd pretty much blamed Rita for what had happened to his son. And now that son was saying to not blame Rita for what had happened...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and the Reverend Dr. Edward Ayers, the Presbyterian minister, escorted Mrs. Griswold to the Hospital. As they came in, I told her to lean over so Charlie could see her, since he couldn't turn his own head. When she came within his sight, the emotions began for both of them. And he was blinking furiously.
"H i M o m." Charlie blinked. I repeated the words out loud as I wrote them down.
"Oh son, is it true?" Mrs. Griswold said through her tears. "You're blinking words?"
"Y e s M o m." blinked Charlie. He then blinked some more, and I stopped speaking as I wrote the words down, which got Cindy's attention.
I could not say the words out loud. It would not have been proper for me to. I just turned the pad where Mrs. Griswold could read what Charlie had blinked:
"I l-o-v-e y-o-u M-o-m."
Mrs. Griswold lost it. "I love you too, son!" she wailed as she began breaking down. "I love you so much!" Her head fell onto his shoulder as she cried, and finally Chief Griswold came over and helped her to stand upright again.
As they communicated, I continued interpreting, trying to control my own emotions. I happened to glance over at Cindy and saw the tears rolling down her ruggedly pretty face, followed by feeling a vibe from her. We both knew we'd witnessed a very special moment... after all these years, Charlie finally got his 'bucket list' chance to tell his parents that he loved them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun set, the Griswolds, all three of them, were exhausted. The Chief took his wife home, accompanied by their preacher.
"I'm going home, Charlie." I said. "I'll be back tomorrow. You get some rest."
"T h a n k y o u D o n." Charlie blinked.
"Listen, Charlie," I said, "we have a puzzle you might can help us solve. Would you be willing to do that?"
"Y e s." Charlie blinked.
"I'll tell you about it tomorrow." I said. "If you solve it, we can work on the Cicada3301 puzzle for fun." Charlie blinked that he was looking forward to it. Then he stunned me with his next words:
"P u z z l e a b o u t W i l l i s f i l e s?" he asked.
"Uh, yes!" I said. "How did you know?"
"M a n c a m e t o m y r o o m." Charlie blinked. "W o r e s u r g i c a l m a s k. S h o w e d m e p h o t o s a n d c o d e k e y s."
A shock ran through me. These might be the clues I needed! I thought to myself. I really wanted to start talking to Charlie about it... and then I realized that he was becoming totally exhausted. It had been a huge weekend for him, and he needed some rest.
"We'll talk about it tomorrow." I said, putting my hand on his shoulder reassuringly. "You get some sleep."
I went home. Laura and I talked about what had happened with the Griswolds. I didn't say anything about the puzzle and the masked man's visit; for some reason I had a premonition that this was something to keep back until I had the answers.
I took the dogs out to do their business. When they came back, they jumped onto the metal mesh seat I was sitting on and patiently waited for me... even Buddy and Bowser could tell when I was in a deep reverie. I woke up out of it, then began petting them and telling them how awesome they were.
Dogs just make things better.
Part 10 - Down To Business
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 6th. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the amazing story of Charlie Griswold!"
Bettina began: "Charlie Griswold is the son of Sheriff candidate Antonio Griswold. Over a decade ago, Charlie was grievously injured when his car crashed into a Bypass bridge support at over 100 miles per hour. Since then, he's been a quadriplegic that could not move and could not speak."
"Over the weekend," continued Bettina, "it was noticed that Charlie's pattern of blinking his eyes were Morse Code, that he was able to communicate through blinking his eyes! He was subsequently life-flighted to University Hospital, where he had a tearful reunion with his parents. Doctors will be working on ways to improve Charlie's ability to communicate through his eyes. Charlie's father, Sheriff candidate Antonio Griswold, put out a statement thanking doctors and others that have cared for Charlie, as well as the team that brought him home."
"In State news," continued Bettina, "Dave Smigelski, former aide to Governor Val Jared, will be testifying before the Independent State Counsel today. Mr. Smigelski could have blockbuster information about allegations that Governor Jared used SBI Police power to abuse two women who made credible sexual harassment claims against the Governor."
"And Judge Harry Nance has ruled that the Town & County Police Force must give the Media their duty logs in a more timely manner!" said Bettina, smiling brightly now. "Judge Nance ruled that the TCPD was exceeding the intent of the law by forcing the Press to go through a rigid and time consuming process, when they'd been giving the duty logs to the Press within a few hours for years. Judge Nance also made a special note to rebuke Sheriff Allgood and Commander Donald Troy for, and I quote, 'abusing their authority in an unnecessary harassment of the Media, who are just doing their important jobs', close quote."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So the law doesn't matter." Joanne said as we watched in the newscast in MCD. "Judge Nance just arbitrarily said what he felt like, and making or rewriting law instead of adhering to it."
"That's what activist judges do." I replied. "But there was plenty of wiggle room in the law to allow him to do that. Soooooo, Commander Ross, we shall comply and put out the Duty Logs as we used to... but not before I've examined them first. Make damn sure the Precincts know that."
"I already have." said Cindy.
"So just who in the world was able to notice that Chief Griswold's son was blinking in Morse Code?" asked Theo, as if he had no clue... though he certainly knew.
"You get one guess." replied Cindy. "Don't blow it."
"Commander," asked Joanne, "when did you learn Morse Code?"
"In the Boy Scouts, when I earned the Signaling Merit Badge." I replied.
"Told ya." said Cindy. Then her face darkened as she said: "It makes me absolutely furious that Bettina did not give Commander Troy the credit he is due for that observation."
"Blessing in disguise." I said. "It is infinitely better that people not know it was me that noticed, and that I know Morse Code in the first place."
"Now we all have to learn Morse Code," said Teddy Parker, "and check and see if someone is blinking in it." That started some banter up.
"I hope some of you will learn it." I said after the chatter died back down and I'd refreshed my coffee mug with more of the beverage. "I've got a long next few days ahead of me, interpreting." No one asked why, or what I was going to interpret... thankfully. I did notice Jerome Davis perk up a bit, then go into what looked like a reverie.
"Judge Nance took his shot at Sheriff Allgood." said Teddy Parker. "Wonder what the Media is going to say about Charlie Griswold to sabotage Chief Griswold's candidacy."
"I'm sure Della Harlow will make as offensive an ad as she possibly can." I said. "O-kayyyyy... I need to see my Angels in my office. Let's get the party started early, if you ladies don't mind."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Here's what I need." I said. "Tanya, do not assign Joanne Warner as the lead Detective on this. I'll explain my reasons at a future time. Maybe Jerome and Teddy can handle this. I need the car, or what's left of it, that Charlie Griswold crashed to be found and brought to the Crime Lab across the parking lot. Put the mortal remains inside the gates if it has to be left outside."
"What are we looking for, sir?" Tanya asked.
"Evidence of sabotage." I said. "We have wonderful tools today that we didn't have when he crashed, and I don't expect the case was too heavily investigated at the time. Also, do not involve the State Crime Lab. If you need to talk to J.R. Barnes or Christina Cho to get their help, let me know first."
"You might need a warrant to get the car remains, even though it was impounded by the Police." I continued. "I've put the notes that I made of Charlie's testimony about the crash into evidence, under the original case file, which I have formally re-opened."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Cynthia Freeman with KSTD Five-Alive News, part of the SNN team!" said Cynthia at 8:00am. "SNN has learned that Dave Smigelski, former aide to Governor Val Jared, will cooperate with the Independent State Counsel when he testifies today. Sources close to the matter say that Smigelski might have the 'smoking gun' information that will prove Governor Jared did use Government resources to harass two women who filed sexual harassment allegations against him, and may show that Commander Donald Troy committed perjury when he said Governor Jared did not tell him to investigate the women. Legal and political experts say that this could be the information Robert Mullen needs to end Val Jared's racist tenure as Governor."
"In the City," continued Cynthia, "our affiliate KCTY, also part of the SNN team, obtained documents related to the murder of Selena Martinez last year. Other documents obtained from the University's Campus Police archives show that a rape complaint was made against then-assistant coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales by Ms. Martinez, but the complaint was pulled and only the backup continued to exist. We are working with our SNN colleagues to investigate this matter further."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We'd listened with avid interest, Cindy and I.
"They're getting close-rrrrrrr" Cindy said.
"Nothing damaging yet." I said.
"Okay, Don." Cindy said, turning to me and speaking authoritatively to get my attention. "JUST in case you come over all dead because you have to eat that hospital food, tell me what's really going on with Charlie Griswold. All of it. Between you, me, and the crowbars."
It was a fair request. I said "You know I decoded a little bit of those Queenie Files. One of them had a message to contact Charlie Griswold for the keys to the puzzles that were still there. I went to Chief Griswold, and he showed me why he thought that was going to be impossible. So we went to see Charlie, I saw him blinking in Morse Code, and all of our suppositions changed."



"Damn, only you." Cindy said, then smiled and said "Really, that was awesome. And seeing Charlie get to tell his mom he loved her..."
After a second of silent reflection, Cindy then said: "So you're going to be working with him to try to solve the puzzles. Well... I mean I understand..."
"Yeah, it's going to be long hours for me, and away from work here," I said, "and distracting me from all the bullshit the politicians and bad guys... but there I repeat myself... are doing behind our backs."
"Oh, there's one more thing I need to tell you." Cindy said. "You know Beatrice, whose son Otis died of cancer?"
"Yes." I said, remembering.
"She quit her job at KXTC. Got another one first." Cindy said. "She said she just could not stand to remain in that toxic place. All that the reporters and staff talk about is what they can do to fuck you and your family over. She says they are openly talking about it, but never talk specifics that she could relay to us. She says she's never seen such collective hatred in her life, and she just had to get out."
"Good!" I said. "Good that she's out of there with another job, good that the Press hates me. Hate comes from fear..."
"... and they'd damn well better fear me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, as I was getting ready to go to the Hospital, my assistant Helena buzzed me."
"Detective Davis and a visitor are here to see you, sir."
"Send them on in." I said. Thankfully, I was already standing, so I did not have to abuse my back by quickly getting up.
The man that came in with Jerome was older by three decades, just a bit more broad shouldered and just a bit taller than Jerome, who was fit but slender. The family resemblance was unmistakeable.
"Sir," said Jerome, "this is my father Jonathan Davis, Senior Chief Petty Officer, USN, Retired."
"Ah, good to meet you, 'Chief'." I said, giving him his colloquial title as I firmly shook his hand. "Your son is doing an outstanding job for us."
"Thank you, Commander." said Chief Davis, somewhat formally. "I've heard a lot about you, too."
"So, are you here to visit Jerome?" I asked. "I can give him time off today if you like."
"That won't be necessary, sir." said Chief Davis.
"Sir," said Jerome. "My dad knows Morse Code. Very well. He's here to help with Charlie if you need it."
I looked at the retired Navy man as if he were manna from heaven. "That would be awesome." I said. "I absolutely could use the help."
Part 11 - Cicada3301 Wannabees
As we drove to the Hospital in my Police SUV, I said to Jonathan Davis "Your son really is doing an outstanding job. He's in consideration for leadership opportunities, as well."
"Thank you." said Davis. I think he began to realize that I was noticing his shortness in his reply, especially when he saw gray eyes cut over to him like Carole's cut to me at times. "He tells me you don't miss a thing, so I guess I better just say it. I didn't want Jerome to go to the Police Academy. I wanted him to join the Navy. Enlisted, Annapolis, Marines, any of them would've been fine. But he went in another direction."
"I for one am glad he did." I said. "And I hope you'll agree after you've seen him at work with us." Chief Davis just nodded as his eyes shrewdly surveyed the Town.
We arrived at the Hospital, and I parked where official vehicles could park but other vehicles could not. As we got out of the car, my Police iPhone rang.
"Sir, we found the vehicle." said Teddy Parker. "We've got the warrant, and we're going to haul it back to Headquarters."
"Good job." I said. I told Teddy what I wanted the Crime Lab to look for.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Jonathan Davis." I said to Charlie. "He retired from the Navy, and he knows Morse Code very well."
"T h a n k y o u f o r y o u r s e r v i c e." blinked Charlie.
"It was my honor, son." said Jonathan, reading Charlie's eyes. "How are you feeling?"
"G o o d." blinked Charlie. "O n e r e q u e s t: p l a y T - S q u a r e m u s i c w h e n y o u g o. M y f a v o r i t e."
"I think we can make that happen." I said with a smile, gears turning in my head. "Are you ready to help us, Charlie?" I asked.
"Y e s." Charlie blinked. He looked excited at the chance to be able to do something that might make a difference.
We began. I showed Charlie what I'd done with the Queenie Files to this point, and asked if he saw anything I missed.
"G o o d w o r k." he blinked, with Mr. Davis interpreting. "F i r s t f i l e o l d W o r d s t a r f i l e w i t h i m a g e e m b e d d e d."
My laptop had a suite of tools that had the ability to mimic programs from years and decades before. I began applying old Wordstar programs. One of the oldest ones worked.
A file came up, but it was password-protected. Charlie began looking through the files on the monitor, which was the big TV screen in the room. It was laborious and time-consuming, but Charlie was looking intently at the monitor, then blinking an idea.
During this time, his parents came up, and I introduced Jerome's father to them. Jonathan Davis took a break while I interpreted the conversations. It wasn't much, just Mrs. Griswold saying how the Presbyterian Church was praying for him. Flowers from members of the Church were filling the room, as well, and Charlie blinked his request for them to thank the Church members on his behalf.
I could see that Mrs. Griswold was happy to be communicating with Charlie, but her eyes were a bit too bright, denoting her exhaustion. Even with good news and a silver lining to the cloud, all of this was exhausting her. Chief Griswold noticed that I'd observed this, and nodded shortly to me when our eyes met.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The nurses insisted that Charlie get some sleep after his lunch tube feeding, so I took Jonathan Davis to lunch at the Cattleman's Club.
"Are you staying with Jerome?" I asked as we ate.
"No." he said. "I'm going to check into the University Hotel. Jerome's apartment is not clean to Navy standards." he added.
I chuckled. "Well, listen: I have a house on top of the hill that we use on weekends but is empty right now. Why don't you stay there, save some money? I don't know about 'Navy' clean, but it's clean."
"That's very kind of you." said Jonathan. After lunch I took him to the Cabin, gave him the guest passcode, which I could change later, and helped him get his bags inside. Whether out of politeness or approval, he said it met the Navy standard. I didn't say out loud that the Navy standard was nowhere near my Army Airborne standard... nor Laura's 'mother' standard. Mr. Davis also approved heartily of the view from the deck.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove over to Headquarters. A large white tent was set up inside the gated parking lot, directly behind the Crime Lab building. We went to it, and inside.
A huge air conditioner was running to keep it from being unbearably hot. I saw a crushed, mangled mass of metal in the center of the tent. On both sides were two powerful, and I mean powerful machines that were very slowly pulling the car at both ends, extending it back towards it's original size.
"Hello, sir, Dad." said Jerome. "We're stretching the car out now, and hopefully we'll be able to find anything that might have been used to sabotage the car or take control of it."
"Good." I said. We watched a few more minutes, then went inside the Crime Lab building.
There were cameras recording what was going on inside the tent, which could be used as evidence in Court if need be. Captain Tanya Perlman was watching the activity on the monitors from within the comfort of the air conditioned building.
"Hello sir. Hello Mr. Davis." Tanya said. "I've assigned Detective Davis as lead Detective on this. He's doing a great job with the TCPD, Mr. Davis. I'm glad we have him with us."
The compliments to a father about his son were accepted, but not enthusiastically. "Thank you." was all he said. Tanya glanced over at me, and I just declined to make any expressions, which told Tanya volumes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Still Monday, August 6th. It was mid-afternoon, and we were back at it with Charlie. Admiral Cordell, the Hospital Administrator, had refreshed his Morse Code signaling skills, and was able to have a conversation with Charlie, though it was slow. I was speeding up, but was nowhere near as good as Mr. Davis.
After Dr. Cordell left, we got back to work. Charlie had come up with an idea, to use the numbers code I'd found in reverse, using the second set on the 'VVV' message first, then applying the first set of numbers. What came out was a jumble."
"C o u l d b e p a s s w o r d s." said Charile.
"That's a thought." I said. I brought up the first of the 'four files'. Because the technology was so old, it had eight dashes to fill for the password. I typed in the first eight letters.
And it worked! A file opened up. It was one page. A graphics photo was embedded. The photo was on its side, and was a queen's crown. There was a phrase under the crown, which said 'Keep Calm And Bow To The Crown. God save the Queen'.
"Hmmm, Queenie." I said, mostly to myself.
We began examining the image closely, for small lettering embedded. After a couple of hours, Charlie had another idea.
"P i x e l s?" he queried, meaning the height and weight dimensions of the image. I found a way to reveal the dimensions: 503 x 509 pixels.
"P r i m e n u m b e r s." blinked Charlie.
"Yesss!" I hissed. "So, let's try something." I brought up a browser that could access the Dark Web as well as the normal web, and typed in 'http://503509/' and hit the button. I got a '404' error. I tried 'https' in front, still no joy. I tried '//503509queen' and '//503509crown', and still had no luck.
"P h o t o o n s i d e." Charlie blinked.
"That might be it." I said. I tried '//509503', still no joy. then I tried 'https://509503queen'. A screen came up, but it was only a blank screen, dark red in color.
"Well, at least we know this is a site." I said. I tried '509503crown', and got another screen, this time blue.
"Not even a place to put in a password." I said.
Jonathan Davis said "Charlie is saying the URL may need something more. Like a slash followed by a word."
That started another round of attempts. When I tried '509503queen/crown' a page came up. As I read it, I was stunned. It detailed the Harlan-Gonzales scandal, naming the names of their victims, and also gave the Police report numbers and jurisdiction of the four 'Pink Panther' cases: Dawson, Fulmer, Martinez, and Gonzales. If this got out in Public...
"Okay, guys," I said, "I'm sorry, but I can't let you see what's on here. It has to do with a previous case of mine, and the information is supposed to be under seal. But you've done excellent work, Charlie. Are you feeling okay? Want to work on the second file?"
"I a m g o o d. L e t s d o i t." Charlie blinked.
We turned to the second file. Naturally, we applied the same techniques to it as we did the first file. The second file was also a Wordstar file, and another page came up with an image embedded. It was an SBI badge. I took note of its number, then we got the pixels and tried them, with the word 'badge'. We got a blank screen, then I added the SBI badge number after a slash.
A list of names came up, in clear text.
"Wow." I said. "A 'who's who' of past criminals in my life. Henry Wargrave, Austin Murphy, Conrad King, Jack King, Jack Lewis, Leon Mills, Mitt Willis, Clarence Weatherby, Edward Blassingame..." I fell into a reverie as I reviewed the names.
When I came out of it, I looked over at Charlie. It was easy to see that he was totally exhausted, and I further felt the vibe that he was shutting down a bit. "Get some sleep, Charlie." I said quietly. "We'll work on the other two tomorrow." With that, Mr. Davis and I began leaving. Charlie was asleep before we made it out the door.
Part 12 - Work To Do
We went back to Headquarters, whereupon Jonathan Davis drove his car to The Cabin. I went into my office, put everything I'd done so far into the secured servers under my seal, and then began looking at the next two files. They were not old Wordstar files, and I was unable to make any headway with them.
There was a soft knock on my door, and I turned to see Chief Griswold open the door and come in. "Busy, Crowbar?" he growled.
"Hey, Chief, come on in." I said. He sat down as I said "And yes, I'm busy with these files. Charlie has been kicking butt. He's got a real knack for this kind of stuff."
"Heck, I didn't even know he knew Morse Code." said the Chief. "Crowbar... were you looking for something like that when you went in there?"
"No, Chief." I said truthfully. "I just saw him blinking, and started hearing dots and dashes in my head."
"Wow." said the Chief. "And all that time..." He stopped talking. I knew what he was contemplating.
"Spilt milk, Chief." I said. "Nothing we can do about the past. He can talk to us now, and he got a chance to tell you and his mom that he loves you."
The Chief nodded. "Yeah." Then he said "The doctors are saying his vitals have improved a lot. He's not going to get physically better, but he has a purpose, a reason to live now. I guess that's all we can ask for him."
I nodded, knowing the pain the old man was feeling. I knew that I had no idea how I could take it if one of my children were in Charlie's state... and Charlie was the Griswold's only child.
"So what did you get?" asked Griswold, to move things along.
I showed him what we'd found in the first two files. "Wow." was all he said.
"I get the feeling," I said, "that the first file, leading to the Harlan-Gonzales web page, was for the protection of Queenie... or more likely her boss, Katherine Woodburn. It was the easiest to decode, and the FBI would be able to get there fairly easily, I would think."
"And Woodburn would have no problem asking you to find the files, since you already know about the scandal." said Griswold. "But that leaves the question of who this is all about. Is it one of the people on that list? Are they connected to each other?"
"I dunno." I said. "Henry Wargrave, Conrad King, and Mitt Willis are all dead now. Jack King has been out of the country ever since Conrad got him out of jail. Last I heard, he was in France. Austin Murphy disappeared not long after Wargrave died; we haven't heard anything out of him for a long, long time. Jack Lewis is hiding in Sparta, at Eastern State, but has aspirations to return to the SBI. Leon Mills is still in a fairly prominent place in the SBI, and was a sycophant of Jack Lewis. Clarence Weatherby, No. 2 in BigRoadAndRailCorp, and Edward Blassingame, CEO of SPS Delivery, are both Establishment Elites like Mittens Willis was."
I continued: "The only one of these names that could reasonably be blackmailed -and- have information worth getting, is Leon Mills. But I don't think this list contains the name of the blackmailed person. I think that might be contained in the next two files."
"Not much you can prove, though." said Griswold. "Just exactly what crimes have been committed here?"
"Well..." I said, thinking about it, "I'm not sure why Wargrave was even named, he's been dead so long. There may be a connection between some of these others that we haven't found in spite of trying. I do know two things: this is a lot deeper and more complex than a campaign aide finding dirt on Governor Jared; and we can let the FBI figure it out once I'm done with this stuff."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went over to the big tent behind the Crime Lab. The mangled car had been stretched out almost completely, certainly enough to get at the engine remains from below.
Jerome Davis was still there. "Hello, sir." he said. "The Crime Lab people are starting to find some things. The brakes were severed, and they think they can prove it was done deliberately and not as a result of the crash. The computer junction box was also definitely tampered with. I dunno if we'll get a culprit, but I think we can show a crime."
"Good." I said. "Great work, Jerome. Listen, why don't you call your dad and take him to dinner? Or go see him at The Cabin?"
"I called already." replied Jerome. "He said he was tired and going to bed early."
"Jerome," I said, "you can tell me this is none of my business... but how are things with you and your dad?"
"Well, sir," said Jerome, knowing my intent in asking was for his good, "we don't have anything bad like a family feud, or anything like that. But he wanted me to go into the Navy, and, well... I didn't."
"Which was good for me and the TCPD." I said.
"I did consider Annapolis," Jerome said, "and when I went to college I did the Navy ROTC thing for the first two years, when I didn't have to obligate myself. I liked it all right, but I knew at the same time it wasn't for me. Then someone talked to me about Criminal Justice, and here I am."
"My father did not want me to be in Army ROTC." I said. "I had to stand up and say it was what I wanted to do. As long as you feel you did the right thing, Jerome, keep on being one of my best Detectives. Your father is noticing."
"Thank you, sir" Jerome said, mostly at my words of praise for him, which he as well as I knew weren't idle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went home, where some leftovers had been kept for me for supper. Laura fixed herself a plate, also. And to my surprise Carole also had a piece of ham... and some dessert, of course.
"How was your day, Carole?" I asked my firstborn child.
"It was o-kay." said Carole. "Mommy said I'm going to school at East-side." I looked over at Laura.
"Marie will be there with her." Laura said. "Eastside Elementary is within the Town High system, and serves most of us on the mountainside and everyone on the other side of the mountain. The teachers are good, and not as, shall we say, politically oriented as the teachers at Northeast Elementary, which feeds County High and I could've used the University to get her into."
"Good." I said. "Carole, are you excited about going to school?"
"Yes." said Carole. "But not as happy as Mommy and Grandma are about it."
"We're excited for you, honey." said Laura. I shook my head slightly; my daughter knew damn well that Mommy and Grandma were looking forward to more shopping time and such things...
"Daddy," Carole said, her voice denoting a question was coming, "will Pete Feeley's mommy ever walk again?"
Laura looked openly shocked at the question. I'd long since learned to expect anything from Carole, and did not let myself be fazed. I said "Well, Carole, there might come a day where doctors invent something that can help her walk again. But we don't have that technology yet."
"Oh." said Carole. "Well maybe someone will invent it. Can I be excused?"
"Yes you can, and that's very good manners." I said. "Why don't you go get ready for bed." Carole hustled off, escorted by that most redoubtable of Police dogs, Bowser.
"Now why did she think to ask about that?" Laura gasped.
"Believe it or not," I said, "I was sitting here thinking of Charlie Griswold and his condition. Then my thoughts moved to Tanya, and if there was some way she could ever walk again. And then Carole asked that question."
"Huge coincidence!" Laura said, amazed.
"Honey," I said, "there are no coincidences in the Universe, as Dr. Eckhart likes to say. Carole felt my vibe on that."
Laura shook her head as we cleared the dishes and washed and dried them in the sink. "So did you and Charlie make any progress today?" she asked.
"Some." I said. "We got some stuff out of two of the four files we were trying to decode." I lowered my voice and said in a whisper. "One of them leads to web page that exposes everything about the Harlan-Gonzales scandal."



Laura grimaced. "Damn. I was afraid of that."
"I found it first," I said, "so I might can mitigate it. But it does lead to something we need to seriously discuss, and you might want to take it to President Wellman."
"What's that?"
"Finding a way to get this public, but in a way that won't destroy the University." I said.
Laura said "Good idea. And there's only one man I know that might be able to figure out how to do that."
"Is that guy a redhead with the most beautiful wife in the world?" I asked, taking Laura into my arms.
"Yes." Laura replied as she wrapped her arms around my neck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Laura got Carole and Jim ready for bed, I took the dogs out. As they went to do their business, I got a large can that we sometimes used to burn insect repellants. I put some fast and hot burning charcoal in it and lit it up.
As it heated, I took the one-time-only burner phone I'd brought out with me and powered it up. I sent a text that read "Where are Jack King and Austin Murphy?"
As Buddy and Bowser came up, I took the SIM card out of the phone and threw it into the burning contents of the can. Then I took out the battery pack and threw the rest of the phone into the can. Bowser was watching, his head cocked to the side a bit in curiosity. Buddy had nestled down to patiently wait for me.
After the other parts of the phone burned, I put the can (using my barbecuing hot gloves) into a trash can, then threw the battery into the fire and called the dogs away to a safe distance. I heard the *pop* of the battery pack exploding, then went over and put out the fire.
I had not looked up, but I could sense that Laura was watching from the bedroom window...
Part 13 - Decoding and Discovery
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 7th, from in front of the State Office Building off Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen has made a significant step in his work to show that Governor Val Jared and Commander Donald Troy pressured two women to recant their stories that Jared sexually harassed them!"
"Dave Smigelski, a former aide to Governor Jared," said Bettina, "has reached a full immunity deal with Mr. Mullen in exchange for revealing all he knows about Jared and Troy's actions. Smigelski will testify before the Special Grand Jury tomorrow, and... what's that?..."
Bettina acted like she was listening into her earpiece. I had just texted her: 'Better be able to prove my part in that. Sleeping with Les Craig lately?'
"Yes," said Bettina, trying to recover, "Smigelski will testify tomorrow, and is expected to reveal details of the Governor's actions. Fox Two News has learned that Smigelski may have no information on Commander Troy's role, nor that he was asked by the Governor to harass the women before Commander Troy opened his case agains them. But Jared's abuse of power could be the 'smoking gun' that leads to his impeachment and removal from the Governor's Mansion!"
"In other news," said Bettina, "Charlie Griswold, quadriplegic son of Sheriff candidate Antonio Griswold, is working with Police to solve the case of the accident that left him nearly dead years ago. Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement saying that new evidence has been found that suggests that young Griswold's car was tampered with, which would make the case one of attempted murder."
"And in political news," said Bettina, "candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver made scathing attacks on his opponent, Republican Daniel Allgood, saying that Allgood's cover-ups of the racist actions of Commander Donald Troy showed Allgood had no integrity. Allgood responded by saying his record of integrity included years as head of Internal Affairs with the TCPD, as well as overseeing the Police Department and maintaining an excellent record of transparency for them. He also said that it was Commander Troy that discovered Charlie Griswold's blinking in Morse Code, and that Detectives like Commander Troy are what keep our citizens safe from criminals."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, wonders never cease!" exclaimed Joanne Warner as we drank coffee in MCD. "She admitted Commander Troy discovered Charlie's blinking!"
"And she backed off the crap about Don acting upon the Governor's orders, too." said Cindy, her eyes cutting over to me, Carole-style. She'd seen me texting.
"Good thing she backed off, too." I said. "The nuclear missile was in the torpedo tube." Cindy smiled, an ugly smile that her enemies did not want to see.
"Scary thing, a nuke in a torpedo tube." said Jonathan Davis as he came into the room.
"Even scarier when the Iron Crowbar wants to nuke the Press." said Cindy. "I heard you've been interpreting for Charlie, Mr. Davis. We all appreciate your help."
"Glad to be able to help." said Mr. Davis. "And I have to admit: this is my first exposure to Police work. You guys do some amazing things. Do all Police Departments work like this?"
"Basically, yes, sir," said Theo Washington. "But nobody else has Iron Crowbars. This is far and away the most exciting Police Force to work with. We're learning more just from this Griswold case than most Police Departments will learn in a career." Mr. Davis nodded, contemplating that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I went to my office, I saw that I had a strange email in my Police Commander inbox. It was free of viruses. I opened it, to be confronted with a coded message.
I copied the text into a text editor, then deleted and 'wiped' the email, which was supposed to take it out of all the Police servers. Whether it did nor not, it really didn't matter. The decode key was contained in the first letters and punctuations, and was a simple four-letter transposition. The cute thing is that it was in French.
It was from my sister Elizabeth, I knew. Being able to read French, I scanned the note, which I translate here: "Austin Murphy disappeared shortly after Wargrave died. No information at all on him since. He may still be in America. As to Jack King, funny you should ask. He has been a go-between for the French and Russian Governments, and traveled between those countries a good bit. But last week, news came out that he had flown back to America. Don't know where or why." The note ended with the word "Shalom.", which made me smile.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Jack." I said as we met at the Country Breakfast Diner. John Colby, the owner, had us go into the back room for privacy, and we commenced to eating large quantities of breakfast foods.
"You do like bacon, don't you?" Jack noted as we sat down, observing the large quantity of bacon on my plate.
"Like you love double cheeseburgers." I retorted.
"So, what's it about?" asked Jack.
"I've got some names for your boss." I said. "I have no idea what their connection to the Queenie Files is, but they came up. First are Henry Wargrave, Conrad King, and Mitt Willis. All three are dead now. Then we have Jack Lewis, Leon Mills, Austin Murphy, Edward Blassingame, Clarence Weatherby, and Jack King. You guys might want to look at King: he is reported to have left Europe for America in the last few days."
"Interesting." said Jack, taking notes. "And no connections? Nothing that binds them?"
"Not that I've found yet." I said. "We're still working on the files, so maybe something else will pop out."
"Think this is a new Superior Bloodlines?" asked Jack.
"Or the old one." I said. "I'm not sure just how old this data is. I'm not sure why it's included in the encrypted Queenie Files. Henry Wargrave's name doesn't fit at all, and he died years ago."
"I can say this." said Jack. "Every name on here has gathered the FBI's professional interest over the last few years. Mitt Willis died recently, after these files were allegedly stored in that safe deposit box."
"Yes." I said. "And supposedly, Mitt Willis either created or added to the Queenie Files. I always thought they were for someone's protection or to blackmail someone, but----"
"Well, they are, aren't they?" asked Jack. "The Harlan-Gonzales stuff is protection, and who knows if some of these names are being touched for blackmail."
"Maybe," I said, "but my point is that these files contain information that is much, much more complex than I originally believed. And the encryption is pretty complex, pretty deep stuff."
"So the Deputy Director was right?" asked Jack, intending it to be needling. I might not have taken it that lightly.
"I don't know." I said. "I'm giving you those names, but I'm not turning over everything yet. There's something... fishy... about all this."
"Well, fish are the Griswolds' specialty." said Jack...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to the Hospital. Jonathan Davis was already there. Admiral Cordell met me in the hallway. "Charlie has a visitor." he said. We went up to Charlie's room.
Yes, Charlie had a visitor. The legendary rapper and music empire leader T-Square was in the House. The publicist was taking a couple of photos.
"I know you can't keep these shades on," said T-Square, "since they have to see your eyes. But for one photo..." He put some trademark T-Square shades on Charlie, and a photo was taken of the two of them properly 'attired'.
"Hey, it's the I.C." said T-Square as I came in. "I heard Charlie is a fan, so I brought him some stuff to listen to. Some of it's not on any albums, so he's going to review it for me."
"Good." I said. I could see Charlie was happy to be meeting one of his idols. "Thanks for coming to see Charlie."
"He's a brave man, like his father." said T-Square. His words surprised us all, including the former Police Chief, who was standing in the near corner of the room. T-Square was not known for having respect for the Police.
After a moment, T-Square and his entourage left. His Regiment had joined him by the time he made it to the ground floor. Chief Griswold also said goodbye to Charlie and left.
"Okay," I said, "just two more files."
"M a n t h a t c a m e t o v i s i t." Charlie reminded me. "I r e m e m b e r e d w h a t h e s a i d l a s t n i g h t."
I opened the browser on my computer. Charlie had me open the text file of the third file that Jerome had already done at the beginning. Charlie blinked that the first 8 letters were the URL, then to put a slash and the third filename with a .jpg appendix. I did so.
A photo came up in the browser. It was a Police report from before the merger, made by the County Police, and it was the report of Charlie Griswold's car crash. I'd already read it, and I saw nothing unusual about it. Then I realized that the photo was a photo of the report. There were some small letters and numbers on the side, like a timestamp.
I tried loading the first two photos into the browser, along with the URL and variations, but nothing happened. Then I tried the fourth photo, with its first letters from the text file. Nothing.
"L e t t e r s o n P o l i c e r e p o r t p h o t o." Charlie blinked. I put the letters that were on the side of the third file photo, then brought up the fourth file.
It was a photo taken by a camera from the Visitor's Center at the State Line. The time stamp was the night of Charlie's crash, and a few minutes afterward. It showed the back of a car about to cross into the State to our west. I got out my Police iPhone and ran the tag.
A name was returned. I now knew who was being blackmailed. And it was who I thought it was all along...
Part 14 - Meetings and Liaisons
"It's a great day." said Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins. "Smigelski is going to tell Robert Mullen everything he knows."
"Which ain't shit." said Wilson Hammonds, Chairman of the State House Ways and Means Committee. They were meeting in his lavish office in the State Capitol Office Building in Midtown.
"I agree." said State Senator Cain Mitchell. "And when the Press tried to gin it up that Commander Troy had lied before the Grand Jury, they backed off. I got word he threatened Bettina Wurtzburg."
"Threatened?" said Hammonds. "Can't we make something of that?"
"No." said Collins. "Let me tell you what happened: a few weeks ago, when the Press attacked his wife and children, Troy began putting out information about them that he somehow gathered. Brian Jennings is going to prison; he challenged Troy and lost. Badly."
"And, "continued Collins, "well, there's other stuff on a lot of them. Affairs, sleeping with people in exchange for stories and information, paying bribes to get tips. So what he did was let Bettina know he was going to put out his stuff on her, and she backed off. And as a result, the rest of the Press is becoming scared to talk about him."
"Good God." said Hammonds. "If he has that on the Press, what does he have on us?"
"If he had something criminal on us," said Mitchell, "he'd have already arrested us. He's not playing the game the normal way."
"And speaking of what he has," said Collins, "word is that that crippled son of Griswold is helping the Iron Crowbar decode some files that might lead to some things. Not the least of which is a possible mole within Jared's regime."
"Fat lot of good they've done us." said Mitchell. "Maybe Alan Davidson and Steven Fuqua will help us when they testify before the Independent State Counsel."
"Aw, crap." said Collins.
"Who?" asked Hammonds. "What are they about?"
"They're staffers of Jared's." said Mitchell. "They want a soft landing for Jared. They're trying to save the Party."
"And they're going to do that by throwing Jared to the dogs of the Independent State Counsel?" asked Hammonds skeptically.
"That's their plan." said Mitchell. "We'll see what happens. I was hoping they'd be able to crush the Iron Crowbar, but they said they have nothing on him, and they're not going to go there. They're scared of him. So am I, for that matter."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, another meeting was occurring in Eastphalia, in a cheap hotel room not far from the State Line to the east.
"All right, what are we dealing with?" asked Jack Lewis, looking around at the other three men in the room.
"Word is that Charlie Griswold is helping the Iron Crowbar decode those so-called 'Queenie Files' that he and Croyle stole from us." said SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea.
"Is that a big deal?" asked Lewis. "Does it affect our plans?"
"We don't know." said SBI Lieutenant Leon Mills. "We think the information in those files was some kind of self-protection for someone blackmailing someone."
"We also know that Queenie was Katherine Woodburn's lezzie cuntlicker." said Richard 'Dick' Ferrell. "And we have no idea what Woodburn is doing. She's supposed to be part of our plan to restore the SBI to its rightful place as the ruler of local LEOs, but she's like the Iron Crowbar: she plays her own game. We don't really trust her."
"Smart to not trust her. But let me get this straight." said Lewis, whose brains matched those of Mills, Ikea, and Ferrell put together. "Woodburn had Queenie store those files for protection. When Queenie was murdered, Woodburn went to the Iron Crowbar about it, though Queenie had said to go to me about them. What does that tell you?"
"Tells me that Woodburn took Queenie's death very personally," said Mills, "and is putting her desire for the truth ahead of Party or political interest." Lewis peered at him.
"I agree that Woodburn went to Troy because she wants Queenie's death avenged." said Ferrell. "And Troy is pursuing it hard to find those who tried to kill the Governor when Troy's wife was in the room. But I'm not so sure why everyone is so up in arms about these files."
"You're right to remember that those perps almost shot Troy's wife and cousin in that same attack." said Lewis. "That may be a motivating factor. But you make a good point, Dick. What's in those files that has people so worried?"
"We better figure it out quick." said Mills. "A lot of work has been done in anticipation of the day Jared is removed from office. Some people are getting desperate. And if Troy and Griswold's cripple figure it out... it'll be bad."
"All right." said Lewis. "I've got to get back home. We'll meet again soon. Thanks for coming, everyone. Oh, Chaplain, can you stay a moment?" Lewis escorted the others to the door with handshakes, then turned to Ikea when the door closed behind them.
"Steven," Lewis said, "I think Mills knows some things we don't, and he's not telling us. Check into him, quietly, and let me know what you find. See what he's doing within the SBI, who he's been associating with."
"Yes sir." said Ikea.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said as we wrapped up, having found no new images or messages to decode. "I've got to do a few things, including seeing if we can trace the sources of these web pages."
"I'll stay here a few minutes." said Mr. Davis. He seemed to have a twinkle in his eye, and a moment later I saw why: the door opened, and in walked Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle.
"You remember Cindy, Charlie?" I asked. "And this is Teresa. They work with me."
"Commander," said Teresa, "you're needed back at Headquarters. We thought we'd get to know Charlie while you're gone."
"Charlie, you lucky dog." I said. "Two beautiful ladies visiting you. Okay, call me if you need me, ladies." I made my goodbyes and left.
Teresa and Cindy pulled up high-backed chairs to sit down in. Cindy felt the vibe that Charlie had a question. "So, Charlie," she said, "what do you want to know?"
"T e l l m e a b o u t t h e I r o n C r o w b a r a n d m y D a d." Charlie blinked.
"Sure, but that's going to take a while." said Teresa.
"I h a v e t h e t i m e." Charlie quipped, making both women smile.
"Okay, at the beginning..." started Cindy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went back to Headquarters. I was barely seated in my comfortable Command Chair behind my desk when Helena was buzzing me to say Detective Davis wanted to see me.
"Sir," he said after I had him sit down, "We've got the preliminaries on the car crash. Sabotage, for sure." He handed me a file folder. As I perused it, Jerome said "I'm not sure how Charlie didn't crash in Town and kill a lot of people, but he fought it and managed to turn onto North Street and hold it to the Bypass. It looks like whatever was screwing with the computer controls then activated and swerved him into the bridge support."
"Wow." I said, shaking my head. "And this is pretty sophisticated stuff, too. But why Charlie? Why try to kill him?"
"Sir," said Jerome, "I was talking about it with the other Detectives. That was when Chief Griswold was starting to rise up against the corruption in the Police Forces, here. And there was a certain... Consultant... at work back then, helping the corrupt guys."
I nodded. "That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there, Jerome. And the thesis holds up." I went silent for a moment, then said "And Chief Griswold didn't cower, he still stood up to them. Even after they tried to kill his son, he fought on... even harder."
"Just like you, sir." said Jerome.
"If anyone ever asks you who my inspiration is," I said quietly, "it's Chief Griswold. He's been this County's rock for years now..."
"Sir," said Jerome, "I'd like to interview Chief Griswold about the crash, see if he can give me any clues to who might have done this that we can still catch. And maybe talk to Charlie, as well."
"Yes, do that." I said. "Call the Chief for an appointment. When you want to talk to Charlie, call your dad and ask him to be there. By the way, don't try to interview Rita; I'll handle that myself. She's not a fan of the Police. Okay, unless there's something else, you can go."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Myron and Mary Milton into my office. "I'm egregiously stealing you from your bosses for a little while. I need your help." I said. "The Mouseketeers ride again. I need you guys to trace some URLs back to their servers, but in ways the Federal Government won't see. Seriously Black Ops, do what you need to do and damn the rules."
"No problem, sir." said Myron. I gave him the information we'd found in the files. He and Mary were excused from duty at the Station, and went to fulfill their mission at an 'undisclosed location'.
I put everything into the evidence servers under seal. Now it was time to gather some more information...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well well well." said the tall, statuesque blonde from the doorway to the back bar. "It's about time you came to see me. Cop."
Yes, I was at Lashes & Lace, and Rita was there to greet me. Their lunch business had not started up yet.
"Yes, I've been naughty." I said, walking up to her.
"No, you're going to be naughty with me in a few minutes." Rita said, putting her arms around me and giving me a soft kiss on the lips. "Let's go downstairs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dominatrix Rita was on her knees, her magnificent ass in the air, her head and shoulders pressed into the pillows. I was behind her, firmly gripping her hips as I thrust my cock into her like a machine, my hard groin slapping those sweet asscheeks as I went balls-deep into her again and again.
Rita was moaning and groaning, and I felt her warm, wet pussy clutching at my cock as if she had been starved for sex for months. She was rocking her ass back to meet my thrusts, though I solidly controlled her by gripping her hips as I fucked her.
"Unnh, UNNNH!!" Rita gasped as her cunt clamped down on me. I felt her body shiver as her orgasm rocked through her. She began collapsing, and I went down with her, keeping the connection of our bodies. I did not let up, but thrust into her with hard strokes, enjoying the feeling of smacking into her ass.
"Turn over." I grunted as I slid my cock out of her. She did, settling onto her back and spreading her long legs wide as I mounted her. My cockhead found her honey hole between her engorged labes, and I shoved my full length down into her until our pelvises met, making her groan. I let my weight drop onto her and pressed my mouth against hers in a rough kiss. She returned it, twining her tongue with mine as her arms wrapped around my neck.
Her legs wrapped around me as I fucked her savagely, trying to keep me deep inside her. My strokes shortened as I left most of my throbbing hard cock buried in her sopping wet snatch. I felt my nut rise, and Rita sensed it too. She began urging me to come.
"Fill me up! Give me every drop of your sperm!" she gasped. I didn't try to hold back, I just let the release happen. As the jism and my energy left me, I half-collapsed onto Rita, mashing her big breasts beneath me as I nuzzled her neck with kisses...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So. Cop." Rita said as we relaxed in post-coital bliss, lying on our sides, her ass pressed into my abs and groin. "You're here about Charlie."
"No, I came here to fuck your sexy brains out." I said. "I could've just called you about Charlie."
Rita giggled, knowing that I would never talk with her about something like that on a phone that could be monitored by the Government. "What do you want to know?"
"What happened, the night of his crash." I said.
"I dunno." Rita said, her voice becoming sad, forlorn. "I told him I couldn't see him anymore. I knew from the time I was a teenager that I wanted to be a burlesque queen, like my idol Dita Von Teese. I ended up doing this, and I love it, but even then I knew I couldn't have Charlie around me. His dad was a cop, and a good one, cleaning up this Town like no one before or since, until you came along. Cop."
"Anyway," Rita said, "I told him, and he was hurt. He didn't seem mad, he didn't pitch a fit, but he was hurt. He left, scratched off, and I heard about the accident the next day."
"Do you know if anyone wanted to hurt him? Kill him?" I asked. Some pillow talk, huh?
"No." said Rita. "But I wasn't as well-connected then. Later on, I heard some rumors that someone had tried to kill him. I thought he'd died in the car crash; I had no idea he was still alive." Rita teared up, and I held her as she worked through her emotions.
"His father always blamed me for the crash." Rita said. "But maybe he knew I wasn't the reason; he never tried to shut me down or harass me. Ikea sure as hell did, that sanctimonious wacko."
"Well," I said, "Charlie said there were no hard feelings with you. He lost control of his car, and we're looking for signs of sabotage."
"Thank you for telling me." Rita said. She turned her body to face me, then wrapped her arms around me and kissed me. The kiss turned deep and hot, and a moment later I rolled on top of her and sank my iron hard cock balls-deep into her sperm-leaking snatch...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was Superhero night in the Troy household. Marie was attired in her Supergirl suit, and Carole in her Wonder Woman suit. Jim, Ian, and Ross were also watching the series of shows that began with a DVR of 'Supergirl' from the night before, followed by 'The Flash' and 'Legends of Tomorrow'. The boys did not bother to dress in costumes, though Ross had a Green Lantern t-shirt. Bowser and Buddy enjoyed the skritchins they got as the evening went on.
Laura, Molly, Selena Steele, and my mother Phyllis sat and talked in the living room, as they usually did. Tonight's conversations were almost all on one subject: Charlie Griswold and the encoded files.
As Laura went to the kitchen to get a plate of finger foods, she heard Marie ask Carole "Where's your dad?" I often watched the television shows with the kids, being a big kid and comic book fan myself.
"Daddy's outside." Carole replied. "He's thinking real hard."
Indeed I was. As I sat in the metal mesh chair and looked over the School and the Town, I was poring everything over in my mind. The Queenie Files were what we thought they were, then they were not what we thought they were. What was the significance of the names?
The blackmail victim was who I thought it was, for sure. The problem was that the person's identity made for a difficult solution. Remove this person from their position, and all hell could break loose. But... the removal had to be done.
And then there was the Harlan-Gonzales scandal. It had to come out, but in a way to not harm the University and all the innocent persons that would be devastated if it did come out. Too many people knew about it already, and it was only a matter of time before the rabidly corrupt Press, who did not give a flying shit who they harmed, would find out about it.
And then there was the FBI's interest in the files, and Laura's worry about something, something she didn't care to talk about with me. Why the interest? What was going on at the national level, something that was bothering the retired Deputy Director of the FBI and the retired Deputy Director of the Science and Technology Directorate of the CIA?
All those thoughts were enough to make a man's head spin. I preferred to use Scotch to make my head spin. I poured another shot and sipped it as I noted a train coming out of the western horizon and turn south just before the River. Life continued on...
Part 15 - The Fruits of Labor
It had been a miserable flight. Paris to the City. Turbulence over the Atlantic. Crying babies. One child in the row behind him that kept kicking the back of his seat, and the little shit's mother simply didn't care. The choices of movies were disgusting; Hollywood didn't make any good movies, anymore.
He felt tremendously relieved when the plane landed, though this was a dangerous point for him on his trip. He had to pass through Customs.
He went through the line with everyone else. He handed his French-issued passport over, which was read. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, the agent handed him his passport back with nary a second look. Relieved, he continued down the underground concourse to get his luggage bag.
Then there were suddenly four men in front of him, wearing suits and ties. Armed Airport Security filled in behind him.
"Mr. Jack King, welcome back to America." said FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. "You are under arrest..."
To be continued.
One big clue to the identity of the blackmail victim is in a previous story. Still, can you identify who it is? What is the significance of the list of names? And what will the Iron Crowbar do next? Tune in next time...
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Part 16 - Continuing the Investigation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 8th, from in front of the Federal Building off Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that wanted fugitive Jack King was arrested at City Airport by the FBI last night."
Bettina began: "The FBI is crediting Charlie Griswold, quadriplegic son of Sheriff candidate Antonio Griswold, for discovering information that the led the FBI to the capture of Jack King, who had escaped prison and was believed to be hiding in France or Russia. Charlie Griswold, who was discovered to be able to communicate by blinking his eyes in Morse Code, was working with Police to decode several encrypted files."
"In a related story, TCPD Detectives reviewing young Griswold's case re-examined the car he crashed into a bridge support near the bypass over a decade ago, and they found definitive evidence that the car was tampered with. Detective Jerome Davis briefly spoke to reporters last night. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. "It was amazing that Charlie Griswold was able to prevent his car from killing innocent people." said Detective Davis outside the Hospital, the dark of night in the background. "He had no brakes, they were cut, and he was trying to get the car to the West expressway and to empty farms. I'd call him a hero for doing all he could to keep others from being hurt."
Back to Bettina live: "Those sentiments were shared by superstar rapper T-Square, who visited Charlie at University Hospital yesterday. Charlie said he was a big T-Square fan, and was excited by the visit. As these pictures show, Charlie and T-Square posed in trademark 'T-Square shades' during the visit." A photo, provided by T-Square's publicist, showed him posing with Charlie.
"And in State news," said Bettina, "Robert Mullen has issued more subpoenas. Alan Davidson and Steve Fuqua, aides to Governor Jared, have been ordered to appear before the Independent State Counsel to answer questions. Dave Smigelski, also a Jared aide, is expected to testify before the Special Grand Jury soon, but Fox Two News has learned that his testimony does not implicate Commander Donald Troy. Political experts believe that Mr. Mullen is on track to bring charges against Governor Jared, perhaps by mid-October."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was so cool, seeing Charlie and T-Square in shades like that." said Joanne Warner.
"Nice of T-Square to visit Charlie, too." said Theo Washington. "Charlie's a cop's son, and T-Square doesn't like cops too much."
"How did he find out Charlie liked his music?" asked Teddy Parker. After a few seconds, all eyes came to rest upon Your Iron Crowbar.
"Yeah, Charlie told me, and I told T-Square." I said. "Invited him to go visit, I did. Good press for T-Square. And he respects Chief Griswold more than you might realize."
"I'll tell you who the one Police Officer that T-Square respects is." said Cindy Ross. "If you need a hint: he's in this room now."
"What's going on with Jack King?" asked Teresa Croyle, who had been around long enough to remember the culprit behind the 'Black Badge' case. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', also 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 02, for the escape.)
"His father, Conrad King," I said, "spirited him out of America after we busted him several years ago. He was over in France, drinking the good wine and eating the good food, then for some silly reason decided to come back... just as his name showed up on one of the files Charlie decoded."
"By the way, Detective Davis" said Teresa, "that was good work yesterday, interviewing Charlie. Showed compassion while still asking the hard questions and getting the painful answers."
"Your dad was impressed, too." said Cindy. "He didn't show much on his face, but I could see in his eyes that he was interested in how you conducted the questions."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Jerome. "And the stories of whoever swerved into him and made him go into the bridge support... well, I can tell them today that it wasn't them. Charlie's car was going into that bridge support no matter what. He said the car just lurched towards it and he couldn't swerve it at all..."
Just then the Mighty Miltons, Myron and Mary, came into MCD, both looking straight at me. I excused myself and led them to my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, so you were able to trace those URLs?" I asked as we sat down in my office.
"Yes sir." said Myron. "They go back to basic GoDaddy accounts, which were created in Queenie's name. They connected to pages that were sitting on the servers of the State Legislature."
"Katherine Woodburn's?" I asked.
"We weren't able to get that granular, sir." said Mary. "The pages are on a section of servers that are part of the general Legislature pages and files. Their hired I.T. people maintain them. This is the area where bills are stored. You remember, sir, those bills that were changed to add this County to sites for State Crime Labs? Those were in that area when they were hacked."
"So it was pretty much easy for anyone to put them there and get to them." I said. The Miltons nodded in agreement.
"Did you get any information on who has accessed those files?"
"You, recently, sir." Mary said. "Obviously when decoding the Queenie Files. Before that, they hadn't been accessed in nearly a year, at least. The meta data is sketchy, at best, and there's no real hope to find out who accessed the data and trace it back to a real live person."
I nodded. "Can anyone besides Legislators get into those servers?"
"The Executive Branch departments all have different servers, and no access to the Legislative servers, and vice versa." said Myron, looking at notes. "The State Supreme Court and the entire State's Court system documents have their own servers, as well. It is very unlikely anyone but Legislators, aides, staffers, employees, and such, have access to the Legislature servers, though of course they could be hacked."
"Well..." I said, "we're that far. And it'll be the contents that are important, more than the origins. You guys did a great job, as always."
"We did do one other thing, sir." said Myron. "I broke into every State Government server running, and looked for web addresses that were strange, like the 'https://509503' address. There's a bunch of them, and I'll have to go through them as well as narrow the search parameters. But we'll see if we find anything."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Get out of my Police Station." ordered Chief Sean Moynahan.
"Sir?" I asked as I stood in front of his desk.
"There is going to be a Press conference by the FBI at 11:00am." said the Chief. "In the City. Special Agent In Charge Muscone will be briefing the world on the Jack King arrest. You will not be expected to speak or take questions at it, but you might get some information from it."
"Yes sir." I said.
"Take Deputy Chief Ross with you." said Moynahan. "She needs a break from the budget work she's been doing. Her bleary eyes are making my eyes feel bleary."
I smiled. "Yes sir." I said. "Mr. Davis is putting the Charlie Griswold transcripts into proper order, and Jerome will put it all into the servers. After that, we'll need to find new work for Charlie to do."
"I think you'll find that is taken care of when you get to the City." said the Chief, somewhat cryptically. "Okay, go. Dismissed." I moved out smartly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I came into MCD before leaving. "Sir!" called out Jerome Davis, seeing me. "I've got something for you."
I went up to his desk. The other Detectives were listening, though of course they pretended that they were not listening. Jonathan Davis was at the empty desk near the coffee machine, filling in all the small details on the Charlie transcripts.
"Whaddya got?" I asked.
"When I saw the electronics used on Charlie's car, something triggered a memory in me." said Jerome. "I checked, and they're the same types the electronics that were used in your cars when the Consultant burned down your old Cabin, made by the same company." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 04.) I winced at the memory as he handed me a file folder with some papers.
"Dayum, Detective Davis," I said, very impressed. "That is Iron Crowbar thinking there. Here, hold this." I handed him the red crowbar as I began to look at the file.
"Police Boxing Matches, Warner!" Jerome called out as he waved the crowbar at Joanne. "I'm taking you down next year!"
"You and what Army?" Joanne fired back.
"I think you mean 'what Navy'." interjected Theo Washington. Everyone was laughing by now. Even retired Sr. Chief Petty Officer Jonathan Davis could not resist a grin.
"Okay, this is great stuff, Jerome." I said. "Hold this for me, I'll get it when I get back. You guys keep at it." I handed Jerome the folder, got the red crowbar back, then Cindy and I headed out, Cindy giving Jerome a thumbs-up as she passed by his desk.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"A merit badge." Cindy said as we drove to the City in my Police SUV. "You earned a frickin' merit badge, what, 20 years ago, and then you notice a guy in a hospital bed blinking in Morse Code."
"Something like that." I said. "As your father says, there are no coincidences in the Universe."
"True." said Cindy. "And Charlie... lying there all those years, unable to move, knowing what was going on around him... well, the light sure is back on in his eyes... and his dad's."
"Yeah, it's been good for him, too." I said. "But Mrs. Griswold... she still looks haunted by it all."
We sped into the City and took the exit that would take us to the Federal Building. We were allowed into the parking deck, and then we made our way to the FBI offices.
"Ah, the Crowbar People have arrived." said Jack Muscone as we got to his office. "Come on in to my team's room." He led us into the large room, the FBI's equivalent of the MCD room. We were greeted enthusiastically by Team Lazarus. Sandra Speer had pictures of Greta, so guess where I went to. Meanwhile, Cindy talked with Martin Nash and Lindy Linares. Julius Jefferson and Ben Crenshaw joined me and Sandra in conversation after a moment.
"Great job with that Charlie guy." said Crenshaw. "And him cracking those puzzles was pretty solid. All our crypto guys were impressed."
"Yeah, he did great on that." I said. "So, what happened with Jack King?" That caused some 'unrest' to come into the atmosphere.
"We made the bust at City Airport." said Jefferson, "and then Homeland Security came and got him. We didn't even get a chance to talk to him, so I hope you weren't wanting to."
"Naaah." I said. "I'd be stunned if he has any knowledge of the stuff I'm dealing with." Seeing the looks of shock on their faces, I told the Special Agents: "They want him in Washington so they can find out what he was doing for France and Russia. He hasn't worried himself about what's been going on here since his father died."
"So why did he come back to America?" Sandra asked.
"My guess is that he was set up." I replied. "Someone asked him to come to the City, he stupidly did so, and there you guys were, waiting for him."
"Who would do that?" asked Julius Jefferson. "The person behind the Queenie Files? King's name was on the list, after all."
"True." I said. "I don't know for sure, but one thing caught my attention: it would have to be someone with international connections similar to King's, and someone he knew."
"CIA operative?" asked Martin Nash. He, Lindy, and Cindy had been listening in.
"That's a possibility." I said.
Just then, Jack's boss, the Executive Assistant Director (EAD) came to the door with Jack in tow. "Commander Troy," he said, "can we borrow you for a moment?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the room with the plexiglass cube on springs, the most secure room in the building against being bugged. Joining the EAD, Jack, and me was the retired Deputy Director of the FBI.
"Sir," I asked, "why did you bother retiring from the FBI? You're here all the time."
The DepDirector laughed. "By retiring, I can be here instead of in Washington. And I can just play consultant like you."
"So what am I consulting on today?" I asked.
The EAD said "First, congratulations to you and Charlie Griswold for that splendid job deciphering those files. Second, is there anything or anyone new that's popped up about them?"
"No sir." I said. "I'll say this much: there is still nothing that can help the Deputy Director, nor anything that should worry him." I looked meaningfully at the DepDirector as I said that.
"I hope you're right." said the DepDirector. "That list of names you gave Jack was not a group of small potatoes. Weatherby, Blassingame... possible Superior Bloodlines leftovers."
"Establishment Elites, to be sure," I said, "but Superior Bloodlines is crushed, sir. You will not see them nor their ilk again in your lifetime."
"Any idea what connects those names you gave us?" asked the EAD, and I could sense him peering right through me.
"Well, sir," I said, "it looks like the names can be broken into three groups. There's the 'old school' group: Henry Wargrave, Austin Murphy, Jack King. Then there's the middle group: Jack Lewis, Leon Mills. Then there's the newer group: Conrad King, Mitt Willis, Weatherby, Blassingame, all Establishment Elitists and Capitalist Cronies. I'm placing Conrad King in that last group, though he was an associate of Wargrave and Jack King is his son."
"Of course," I continued, "some of those on the list are dead. Wargrave, Conrad King, and very recently Mitt Willis. But Willis died so recently that we can safely infer that the person behind the Queenie Files put his name on the list while he was alive."
"Conrad King died only a little over a year ago, also." said the DepDirector. "Maybe this Shadow Filemaker didn't know he was dead." That caused me to go into a brief reverie as something struck me.
"That's... a thought..." I said, mostly to myself, feeling myself staring forward into empty space. "What if the guy, or girl, didn't know that any of those persons were dead?"
"Well..." said the DepDirector, "it would be hard to understand how someone could do all this, put those names on the list, put the physical files in a safe deposit box in the City, but not know that Henry Wargrave was dead... but I've seen even stranger things involving the Iron Crowbar. So who knows?"
"Okay, Jack," said the EAD, "it's Press Conference time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thanks to the outstanding work of FBI Consultant Don Troy and our friend Charlie Griswold," Jack Muscone said to the gaggle of Press, "we were able to develop information that led to the arrest of wanted fugitive Jack King. We obtained the proper warrants, and made the arrest of Jack King at City Airport as he deplaned from a flight from France."
"Agent Muscone!" shouted Jenna James, "Jack King was arrested at the airport just hours after Charlie Griswold decoded files that had been recovered after months of being in hiding. What specific information led to being able to meet Mr. King's plane at the airport?" She glanced over at me after asking, and knew from my look at her that I was realizing she knew far more than she should.
"The case is still in progress with regards to other fugitives from the law." said Muscone. "So I'm not able to elaborate on that information at this time."
"With what is Mr. King being charged?" asked Bettina Wurtzburg.
"First of all, he escaped from prison," said Muscone, "so that and the previous charges would apply. All of that occurred in your County, Ms. Wurtzburg, so I'll refer your fellow reporters to you for more on that." There were some chuckles amongst the reporters, but Bettina was not amused.
"Agent Muscone," said Cynthia Freeman, KSTD's new reporterette, "a former coach at the University, Willy Gonzales, allegedly raped a student-athlete named Selena Martinez some years ago. Ms. Martinez was found murdered here in the City last year, and Gonzales was found dead before a game at (Wildcat School). My question is: what is the FBI's involvement in that case? Did you assist any of the local jurisdictions in investigating those murders?"
"I'll have to go back and check on all that." said Muscone. "It would be standard procedure in cases that cross State Lines for local jurisdictions to obtain the help of FBI assets where needed, but I can't speak to those specific cases standing here in front of you right now."
I had noticed that Cynthia, Jenna James, and Diane Williams had all looked over at me after the question was asked. I just stared back at each of them, unsure of the game they were playing.
"Agent Muscone," said Lester Holder, an edge of maliciousness in his voice, "will Commander Troy be made available for questions regarding the decoding of these files?"
"I don't know." said Muscone, looking over at me. "It's up to him." I just shook my head slightly, tapping the crowbar in my hand. My war with the Press was still full-on.
"Looks like a 'no' on that one, Holder." said Muscone. "Probably for the best for all of you Press guys." The collective eyes of the Press smoldered with hatred at that shot...
Part 17 - Violent Violations
"What do you want, Senator?" snarled Jayne Hallerton. The lovely blonde had been summoned to the Cannon Building and the penthouse office that had once been Henry Wargrave's. Now Senator Samuel Russell occupied it.
"I called you here," said Russell, "to reach an understanding on your relationship with my son."
"So you said on the phone." Jayne said. She had told Billy, the Senator's son, of the phone call. After a discussion of it, they decided to at least hear what Senator Russell had to say. Maybe he would at least accept the inevitable of Billy and Jayne's relationship.
"I want you to stop seeing my son." said Russell. "I want you to leave this State, go somewhere else, and never see my son again."
"You're full of shit." Jayne said. "Who the fuck are you to tell me who I can and can't see?"
"I'm a U.S. Senator, for one thing." said Russell. "And you are a whore and an embarrassment to my family name. I'll make you one final offer." He picked up an envelope. "Inside this envelope is a check for $100,000. Cash the check, do what you want with the money. In exchange, you will never attempt to see my son again."
Jayne took the envelope, and Russell thought he and won. Then she held it up in front of him and ripped it in two, then flipped the pieces into the air.
"I don't want your dirty money." Jayne snarled. "Fuck it, and fuck you!" She turned to go.
Russell flew from around his desk and grabbed her arm. "Listen, you little bitch..." he started. Jayne tried to pull away from him.
"Let me go!" she screamed loudly. "Let go of my arm!"
"You fucking cunt!" Russell roared. He swung his arm in a backhand slap, connecting solidly with the side of the blonde's beautiful face. She went down in a heap.



"Fucking whore." Russell snarled as he dove down on top of her. "It's you who is going to get fucked, you piece of trash!"
Jayne tried to push the much heavier man off, but he was too heavy, too strong, and too enraged. He reached under her skirt and pushed her panties aside, driving one finger roughly past her cuntlips. Her pussy began to moisten as a defense mechanism as she tried to scratch at Russell's eyes and face.
*WHAP!!*
Russell had raised up, and her slapped Jayne's face as hard as he could. "You bitch!" he roared. "You try to scratch my face again, and I'll break your god-damn jaw!" The blow had knocked Jayne almost senseless, and Russell used the moment of her going lip to open his pants and lower them. He fit the head of his throbbing hard cock to her opening and tried to push in.
Jayne was still tight and dry, and she was trying to fight him off again. Russell jammed a finger into her twat again, roughly massaging her cuntwalls and the edge of her labes. Finally, he'd had enough.
*SLAP!!*
"Spread your legs, whore!" he growled, "and get what's coming to you!" He lowered himself onto Jayne again, sliding his cockhead along her labes. Finally, he found the opening and pushed forward.
"Aieeeeeeeee!" Jayne screamed out as Russell's cock sank into her cunt. He began thrusting savagely, using his weight to power into her again and again as she screamed and squirmed beneath him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Billy Russell was waiting in the hallway outside. Senator Russell's security was watching him balefully. As the time went on, his foreboding increased. And then he thought he heard a yelp.
He peered down the hallway and said "What was that?" The guards took the bait and looked. In a flash, he went for the door, and found the handle unlocked. He burst into the room.
"WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?" he yelled as he caught sight of his father on top of his blonde girlfriend, Jayne's nose bleeding from the blows she'd sustained. "GET OFF HER, YOU RAPIST BASTARD!!"
Billy charged his father, slamming into him as if he were making a football tackle. The blow sent Senator Russell sprawling. He did not have time to recover, and his pants being halfway down his legs did not help. Billy got to him and drove his bunched fist into his father's ribs, which connected with a sickening *CRUNCH!* Then Billy drove his fist as heard as he could into his father's face, landing another direct, solid blow.
As Billy rained more blows down onto his father, security people were pouring in, ready to empty their guns into Billy. But they couldn't shoot for a second, because they would've hit the Senator. As the elder Russell collapsed, the Security raised their guns...
"STOP!" yelled a woman's voice. Mrs. Russell had rushed into the room as the security men paused for a brief second. "Stop it, Billy!" Mrs. Russell yelled.
"No, Mom!" Billy yelled. "I'm going to gill this bastard." But the security guards had regrouped, and they attacked and tackled Billy to the floor. They also grabbed Jayne as if she were the violent felon instead of the rape victim. They began driving their fists into Billy's face and body, and also hit Jayne very hard in her face.
"Get those shit eaters out of here!" ordered Senator Russell as he pulled up his pants and fastened his belt. "I'll deal with your ass soon, you punk traitor." he snarled at Billy. "Write your will and put your affairs in order, you little shit."
The guards forced Billy and Jayne to the hallway, continuing to punch them. Other guards, the building's security were coming up the stairs. "We'll take them." said the leader of the building security, an older man with a big mustache.
"My father raped this woman." Billy gasped.
"Shut up for now, kid." said the leader. "I'm trying to save your lives here."
They proceeded to the garage and to Billy's car. "Listen, kid," said the leader, "don't stop in the City. Drive all the way out. Go to Westphalia. Take her to the hospital there, call the Westphalia Police. Now get out of here if you want to live."
As Billy drove out, the security people began going back inside and to their posts. the leader had his cellphone out and was making phone calls. His own life depended on a few things now...
Part 18 - Blackmailed
Once the FBI press conference was over, Cindy and I made our goodbyes and left.
"There's one other place I need to go," I said, "while we're on this side of the State."
"As long as it's not Sparta, or Acropolis City," Cindy said, mentioning the location of Eastern State and then the Capitol of the State to our east, "then I'm good."
I smiled. "Noooo, not yet, anyway. Just to Westphalia. It's time... to plug a huge leak." Cindy's eyes widened in surprise as I filled her in on the details.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We pulled in to SBI Headquarters. Cindy went to see SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell and SBI Lt. Norm Chow. I went to the office of SBI Director Tom Conlan. His assistant showed me in.
"Ah, hello Commander." said Conlan as he wrapped up some paperwork. "Bit of a surprise seeing you. I saw the FBI press conference. Heck of a job you guys did will all that stuff."
"Thank you." I said solemnly, making sure the door was closed behind me, and activating the bug-killer. "That's why I'm here now."
Conlan was too smart to not realize what I was really saying. I saw first fear, then resignation in his eyes. "The files? They had everything?"
"They had enough." I said as I sat down in front of his desk. "I already knew some of it. Like that TV show says: You are the Mole."
Conlan bowed his head, then rallied. "How much do you know?"
"Everything, I think." I said. "Why don't I just tell you what I do know, and you fill in the blanks if I go astray." Conlan nodded.
I began: "Some 14 or so years ago, you were driving with your brother Bill Conlan in my home Town & County. Bill already had a couple of DUIs; a third one would mean jail time and loss of his engineering certificates from the State. But he was driving impaired, and you were a passenger in the car."
"You were driving on the Bypass, going north. At the turn, Bill missed the red light, and had to swerve hard to miss a car that was going at a very high rate of speed. That car crashed into the bridge support. Rather than stop to help, Bill floored it, going west and getting to and crossing the State Line."
"Yes." said Conlan. "We drove west and south through the farms for a long way. Came back home crossing the bridge into Benning County, which never had any law enforcement to speak of, and made our way home after a couple of days."
I nodded. I said "The problem was that it was Charlie Griswold's car that crashed. The incident reports of the time suggested that his car swerved to avoid yours, then later settled on a story that Charlie was trying to commit suicide by car crash. Turns out it was neither, and in just the last couple of days we have proved that it was someone trying to murder Charlie."
"Moving along," I said, "that incident scared your brother sober, and kept you sober as well, I would imagine. Y'all went about your lives, hoping the secret was buried... and then a few years ago, as you were making your way up the SBI ladder of power, you were contacted. Someone had enough photo evidence, including a time stamp photo of your brother's car crossing the State Line just minutes after Charlie's crash. That person threatened to expose you. From that point on, that person forced you to use your SBI position to gather information and pass it on to him. Yes, him... it was Pastor Raymond Westboro, the Consultant of Crime."
"Yes, it was." said Conlan, his face a mask of shame. "You cannot imagine how bad it is to be at the mercy of that man. How you beat him, I don't know, but thank God you did! But his death was not enough..."
"No." I said. "Your secret was either passed on by him, or found out independently. For the sake of your brother, if not yourself, you had to continue to use your SBI position to pass along information... this time to Senator Katherine Woodburn."
"That's partly right." said Conlan. "She knew, but her aide Queenie knew more. Queenie worked for more than one person; she was an operative for the State Democrat Party. It was Queenie and another person, and I don't know who that person is, that contacted me. They actually said they had no real interest in exposing me and ruining my brother, but they wanted information on Jared and some other things for Woodburn."
"Like the information on the Media." I said.
"Yes." said Conlan. "Queenie had me gather as much information on as many reporters that I could possibly get. And it was easy to get a lot: reporters are an amoral, sleazy bunch, worse than politicians. I realized when you began retaliating against the Press by exposing their affairs that it was my information you were using, and that was the first time I realized Woodburn knew about me being the Mole, as you call it. I don't know why she gave you all that information, though; it was really hot stuff to keep the Press at bay."
"Oh, she gave it to me because she knew I'd use it... and will continue to use it in the future." I said. "She also knew that I was close to learning the secrets of the Queenie Files, and that you were going to be lost as a Mole... which is true. I'm going to have to shut you down."
"How?" asked Conlan, growing shocked. "You're not going to... expose me, are you?"
"Not if I can help it." I said. "Since I know the truth about Charlie's car crash, I don't hold you guilty of anything of your own doing. But the pipeline into the Jared Administration has to be stopped... and the only way I know of that can make that happen and maybe you not be exposed... is by you resigning as SBI Director."
"I'll do it, of course." said Conlan, relief beginning to show on his face. "But who is going to replace me? Maxwell?"
"I don't know." I said. "It's a dilemma, for sure. There are not many good people left to take over the SBI leadership, just excrement like Gaston and Mills. But trust me when I say this, Tom: it wouldn't have mattered. You'd have been gone as SBI Director within a few months, anyway. And in far worse shape than I'm going to leave you in."
"So you think the Dems will win both Houses of the Legislature?" Conlan asked.
"Not necessarily." I said. "But some serious power moves are being made all over the State. They think I am stoo-pid and don't see what they are doing. They will be asked to reconsider their premises, but in the meantime... you'll get much better nights of sleep in a new line of work."
"That's certainly true." said Conlan. "Politics in this State are a cesspool of pure filth. I don't know how or why you deal with it. So how long have you known I was a Mole?" asked Conlan.
"Since the cases I call the 'Pink Panther' cases." I said. "Remember during that time that you gave me some early information about them? I started looking into things then. I didn't have an answer to succession to the Directorship, and overall you're one of the good guys, so I didn't do anything then. But now... there's no choice. I have to get you safely out of here before the Press figures it out."
After a few more minutes of discussion, Conlan and I went to Britt Maxwell's office. We went inside. "Okay, let's put our heads together and try to figure a few things out." I said as I turned on the bug-killer again...
Part 19 - Leaders and Followers
3:30pm, Wednesday, August 8th. Cindy and I arrived at the Emergency Room of Westphalia Hospital. Local LEOs and SBI Agent Norm Chow were gathering information. Two full rape kits had been used to collect evidence at Chow's request, and the second set would go to the State Crime Lab in my Town & County, the first going to Westphalia's State Crime Lab.
The photographers and videographers were at work, and what they were taping was horrific. Jayne Hallerton's lovely face was covered in dark purple bruises, her left eye swollen shut, bruises forming over her body, and unmistakeable rape damage had been done to her vagina. Billy Russell's face was also a mass of bruises, and he had cracked ribs and possible soft tissue damage in potentially vital areas.
Cindy and I had gotten the call from E.J. Jefferson of the City Police. I did not ask his source, but Cindy and I rushed down to the hospital.
"Anyone getting a warrant yet?" I asked after hearing the stories and seeing Jayne and Billy in their beaten conditions.
"Yes." said Norm Chow. "Inspector Maxwell herself went up to the Courthouse."
"Good." I said. "As soon as it's issued, let's go get the bastard. How many SBI Agents do we have available, Norm?"
"Six, sir." said Chow. "We'll have to have City Police if we go after him at the Cannon Building."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With the warrant in hand, Cindy, Norm, and I went to City Police HQ, where we met with 'trouble'.
We first met with Detective Sapper Warren. He called in Detectives E.J. Jefferson and Tony Long. 'Trouble' was introduced when we went to get manpower to effect the arrest.
"What?!" shouted the Lieutenant at the Downtown Precinct. "But... he's a United States Senator! We can't just go arrest him?"
"Why not?" I asked. "I've got the warrant right here. Forcible rape. Assault and battery."
"Like I said," said the Lieutenant, "he's a Senator!"
"What, are you scared of him?" I asked, looking the man in the eyes. He did not appreciate the affront to his manhood and was squaring up to me. Before Cindy could respond, I said "Hell, forget it. I'll go arrest him myself." I turned to leave.
"Hold on, Inspector," said a Sergeant, using my SBI title. "All right guys, get your armor!" The City Police Lieutenant was stunned as he watched his men follow us out the door, but he did not stop us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Loddy-doddy-everybody," announced E.J. Jefferson to the Officers massing in front of the Cannon Building, "have your armor on. No armor, no fun today. No exceptions." Police checked themselves and each other to ensure the armor was being properly worn. Then, at Jefferson's signal, they rushed in and up stairs and elevators.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, let's get the fuck out of here." said Samuel Russell. "My wife will be on the chopper with me, we'll take it to City Airport and then fly my private plane to Washington."
The faint sound of a helicopter approaching reached their ears. "Federal Government." said a security man. "It's ours."
He was half right. The chopper was the Federal Government's: the FBI's. It had just taken off from the Federal Building, not City Airport. You get one guess who the pilot was, and that guess had better be 'Your Iron Crowbar'.
As I landed on the helipad of the Cannon Building, I saw in the distance that another helicopter was coming in from the north. "Watch out for that bogey coming in!" I yelled to the others in the aircraft. "Let's go! Go go go!" The Officers exited and ran to the building entrance. I brought up the rear, watching the other helicopter. As it came in, I had my service weapon ready, and Cindy had a no-shit M-4, locked and loaded and ready to go. The other chopper observed us, then peeled off and headed back north.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The pincer movement worked to perfection. Officers from above and below converged upon the entrance to Russell's office. His living quarters on the floor below were already secured, and his wife had been taken into custody as a material witness.
Most of the security people were not resisting. But as we converged, some of them drew weapons to protect the door. I decided to treat the City and State LEOs to an exhibition of raw Crowbar power. I hurtled myself into them before they could fire at me. Crowbar met flesh in several sickening thuds as I whirled through them. Seconds later, six security men were on the floor.
"Six-to-one odds, in our favor yet again." said Cindy. "Cuff 'em. Ready, Rudolph?"
"Ready, Santa." I said, our play on the old 'Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer' Christmas special. I was going to bust in the door, and Cindy would help pivot me so that I could bring maximum power to it.
I took a step back, then a couple of steps forward, and slammed my foot onto the door. I pushed off so hard that it caused me to leave my feet, but Cindy was ready to help brace me. And as I recovered, the momentum of our bodies caused me to be able to sling Cindy at the door, whereupon she delivered a staggeringly powerful kick.
It worked. The deadbolt held, but the hinges on the other side of the door did not. The door flew into the room. I yanked Cindy back as armored LEOs invaded.
Russell was at his desk, surrounded by security with guns drawn. Laser dots appeared on them and upon the Senator.
"DROP YOUR WEAPONS!" one of the City Police shouted. For a split-second, it looked like a bloodbath was about to happen. Then Senator Samuel Russell made his wisest move of the day.
"Lower your weapons, men." he said as Cindy and I came into view. As Officers advanced to arrest him, his eyes were boring into mine. "You will pay for this, Iron Crowbar. You will pay."
"Funny." I replied. "Mitt Willis said the same thing." Russell's eyes turned even darker, if that were possible, and were filled with unappeasable hatred...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Russell was perp-walked through a crush of Media, and was transported by van to City Police Headquarters. We'd learned from the Mitt Willis arrest: it was only an eight foot walk to the van waiting on the sidewalk.
Cindy and I did not participate. We had a helicopter to return to the Federal Building. We did so, making the short trip in just a few minutes. As we landed and I shut down the aircraft, I said "Anyone asked you about your jurisdictional issues yet?"
"No problem." she said, exhibiting her SBI Reserve badge. "Britt swore me back in while you were talking to Conlan." I smiled brightly at that, and we fist-bumped.
We went down to the FBI offices. Clumps of people were surrounding televisions. KSB was covering the arrest of the United States Senator. Talking Heads, which Bettina called experts, were already trying to tell people exactly what to think about all of it.
"Not a bad job." said Jack Muscone as we came into the Team Lazarus office space. "Got to fly a chopper, bust a door down, arrest one of the most powerful men in the country. More fun than human beings should be allowed to have." Cindy and I smiled.
"The part about arresting the Elitist was sure fun." I said.
"That took a lot of balls, too." said the EAD. "Even though it's pretty obvious he raped that girl, nobody was moving to arrest him until you went through like a tornado."
For some reason, his comments disquieted me, as if he was sending me a message that was more of a warning than a compliment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before driving back home, Cindy and I went to City Police Headquarters. We were led through interviews on videocamera pertaining to our portions of the Russell case, filled out our paperwork, and discussed the case with Tony Long and Sapper Warren.
"Pretty cut-and-dried." said Long. "Initial semen analysis already types to Russell, though his lawyer is saying it's the son's semen. The full DNA workups from two different Crime Labs will be back in a week. We took cheek swabs of the Senator, Billy, and Jayne for comparison analysis. This is going to be easy."
"I dunno." said Sapper Warren. "His lawyer was whining about him having to be allowed to go back to Washington. Says something's in the Constitution that says he can't be arrested and held back from his Congressional duties."
"Congress is out of session right now." I said. "He may have a complaint in September when Congress reconvenes, but not now."



"We've got another problem." said E.J. Jefferson. He hooked his laptop up to the monitor on the nearby wall and brought up a file. "This is what Mrs. Russell is telling the ADA."
The tape ran, showing Mrs. Russell saying "I am saying to you now, and will say under oath in Court: the sex was consentual. There was no rape. I saw it all. That whore Jayne Hallerton came on to my husband, and they engaged in consentual sex."
"How did she get those bad bruises on her face, then?" asked a female Officer.
"My son Billy did that." said Mrs. Russell. "He beat the crap out of Jayne when he came in and found her having consentual sex with my husband."
E.J. ended the tape playback and said "Obviously this contradicts what Jayne and Billy are saying. Our Officers and Police Psychologists are trying to probe Mrs. Russell with specific questions, but she's not taking any bait. She's avoiding some questions, but always brings it back to Jayne and Billy as the aggressors."
"Damn." Cindy said. "Stockholm Syndrome and then some."
"Maybe a little more practical than that." I said. "She throws her husband under the bus, and what does she have left? No income, his wealth and power base gone, a son that hates her and a daughter that doesn't give a rip, if I don't miss my guess..."
"And you never do." Cindy said bleakly. "Unfortunately."
With that, having no more to do with this case, we made our goodbyes and drove towards home. We stopped at Molly's, where the boys were very excited to see Daddy on a weeknight. I took everyone out to dinner, and I talked to Ian and Ross while Cindy and Molly gossiped. Then I tucked the boys in at home before Cindy and I headed on to my own Town & County.
"I just don't get to see them enough." I said wistfully. "Not blaming Molly in any way, but I'd love to see them every day, like I do Carole and Jim."
"You do pretty well with that." Cindy said. "Most weekends at The Cabin, weekdays here and there. At least they and their mom are close by."
"Yes." I said. "In that, I am blessed, and will stop bitching about it." Cindy smiled at that, and I suspected that smile contained an unspoken biting, sarcastic remark...
Part 20 - Accolades
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, August 9th, from in front of the Federal Office Building. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of yesterday's arrest of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell!"
Bettina began: "Senator Russell has been accused by Jayne Hallerton, a former student at the University, of forcible rape. Charges of assault and battery were also added when Billy Russell, the Senator's son, was accosted by Russell's security when Billy tried to help Ms. Hallerton. Billy Russell and Ms. Hallerton allege they were severely physically beaten by the security personnel upon Senator Russell's orders."
"However," said Bettina, "Senator Russell furiously denies the charges, and his wife so far has corroborated his story that the sex was consentual, that Billy Russell was the aggressor and beat up Jayne Hallerton after discovering her having consentual sex with Billy's father. Reaction around the State was swift. Roll tape."
"This needs to be thoroughly investigated." said Republican U.S. Senator Richard Nunn. "And Senator Russell needs to step down as U.S. Senator."
"There are disputed accounts of what took place." said Lt. Governor Graham Collins. "We need to discover the truth, and remember that a person is innocent until proved guilty."
"There's no doubt in my mind that this is a story created by a tramp and her sleazebag boyfriend." said House and Ways Chairman Wilson Hammonds. "Senator Russell is a fine, upstanding man, and his wife speaking on his behalf just proves that he is innocent of these charges."
"Senator Russell is typical of the sleazebag Republicans that trample on the rights and bodies of women." said Patricia Iceland, head of the State Organization of Women, the SOWs.
"Typical Republican sleaze." said State Rep. Elijah McKinney of Southport. "Republicans hate women, think they're only good for being raped."
"I'll just say one thing." said State Senator Katherine Woodburn. "Commander Donald Troy has not treated this case like a false accusation! He led the Officers that made the arrest of Republican Senator Russell."
Back to Bettina live: "The SBI took the lead in the investigation, as Jayne Hallerton went to the Westphalia Hospital and called local Police from there. But with the case occurring in the City, the jurisdiction is there. SBI Inspector Donald Troy oversaw the processing of the evidence, and executed the warrant once it was issued. The evidence is being processed in not one but two of the six State Crime Labs, and is being treated with special care due to the status of the accused."
"And in other news," said Bettina, "Fox Two News has learned from several sources that SBI Director Tom Conlan may resign from the SBI as early as today. Mr. Conlan has been rumored to have been considering this move for some time, and may have moved up his timetable due to health considerations."
"And last," said Bettina, "Governor Jared has announced that he will award the Governor's Gold Medal to quadriplegic Charlie Griswold. Young Mr. Griswold is credited with solving encrypted files that led to the arrest of wanted fugitive Jack King..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Press is absolutely stunned that the Iron Crowbar went and made that arrest of a sitting U.S. Senator." said Chief Moynahan. "So are the poli-tisssshhhhhh-uns, for that matter."
"The City Police were pretty reticent to do a damn thing, as well." said Cindy Ross. "But the Iron Crowbar has no fear of the Elites."
"Must've been that practice perp-walking Mittens Willis that desensitized me." I said.
"Speaking of that," said Theo Washington, "why is Senator Woodburn giving you props, Commander?"
"Who knows?" I said simply. I had not figured out what that was about, yet.
"That's great for Charlie," said Joanne, "that he's going to be awarded for his good work. I just wish there was more we could give him to do."
"I think some good things are being worked on." I said. "Time will tell on that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As my Angels came in to my office just before 8:00am, it was Tanya that said "You know, Bettina didn't go over to Tim Sioban of KSB for the report on Senator Russell, and I found out why. Jack texted me and said that KSB is not covering the arrest at all."
"Wow." I said flatly. "Well, lets see if the SNN cabal is covering it."
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said Cynthia Freeman at 8:00am. "We are going to our SNN affiliate in the City. Diane!"
"Thank you, everyone." said Diane Williams of KCTY, speaking slowly and condescendingly as if instructing small, brain-addled children. "We are covering the arrest of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell and the very disputed allegations that he sexually assaulted a woman yesterday. The Senator's wife corroborates his story, while the accusation is backed up by the Senator's son."
The rest of the report was scant, and soon KSTD had Cynthia Freeman back on the air. "In local news, the Governor of the State will be visiting University Hospital today, where he will confer the Governor's Gold Medal upon Charlie Griswold for Mr. Griswold's actions decoding files which led to the arrest of an escaped prisoner and international criminal. Mr. Griswold is a quadriplegic, and can only communicate by blinking Morse Code with his eyes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're starting to bury it." Cindy declared. "They're starting to bury the Russell rape story, aren't they?" She was peering at me. So were my other two Angels.
"Looks like it." I said quietly. "Okay, down to business. Commander Ross, are you staying?"
"If you don't mind, I think I will." said Cindy. "I need to know what you guys are planning, so I can make sure it's budgeted."
"Sure." I said. "So, ladies, this is your chance to get all of the Christmas goodies that you want." Everyone laughed.
"All I want for Christmas," said Teresa, "is a new 1st Precinct Captain." Tanya and Cindy were shocked. It is possible that I was not.
"What's wrong with Goodwin?" asked Tanya. "He stirring up Union trouble?"
"Some." Teresa replied. "But I'm getting word that he's put out feelers for job opportunities. Other Police Departments, security at big businesses in the area..." She was looking at me as she said it.
"Oh my goodness." said Tanya. "Why? That business with Julia?"
"That's some of it." I said. "He consulted with the Union about a grievance, and was told he had no case. He's still got a bit of righteous dander up about us taking Rodriguez from under his nose. But I think Captain Croyle is seeing what I'm seeing: the SBI is about to be in need of a good dose of integrity."
"And Goodwin would be a good fit for SBI Director." said Teresa.
"O.M.G." said Tanya. "So that Press crap isn't just a rumor? Conlan is leaving the SBI?"
I nodded. "Yes, and for health reasons." I said, not giving the real reasons, which Tanya would learn over time. "And his leaving creates a real hole in the SBI leadership. Britt Maxwell does not want the job; she wants to stay where she is, and I don't blame her. There's not a lot of people left to consider. Lt. Leon Mills is the Press's frontrunner, but he's so dirty that not even a box of Tide can clean him up."
"Roll Tide Roll." muttered Cindy Ross with a sideways look at Teresa. She received a look that would've been a crowbar being waved in her general direction... if Teresa carried a crowbar.
"Soooo," I said, "Precinct Captain Goodwin will just happen to be available to talk to the Governor today at the Gold Medal ceremony. So, Teresa, what are your plans for a replacement?"
"I know you won't promote Irwin nor Rudistan yet." said Teresa. "So I've about decided that we could laterally transfer PCpt. Carswell from 2d Precinct to 1st Precinct, and then see about filling in that 2d Precinct role."
"I like the idea of moving Carswell." I said. "He's good, but laid back, and probably would be more comfortable with Irwin than the 'Energizer Bunny' that Rudistan can be."
"What about Sergeant Abram?" Cindy said. "He should've been a Lieutenant already, if you ask me. I think his Judaism has held him back from promotions in the past, but this here Police Commander won't brook that crap today. He's got a stellar record, and has pretty much run the Police Force during the Christmas season."
"The only problem I have with that, Commander Ross," I said, "is that I did not think of it myself first." Everyone broke out laughing at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good morning, Priya." said Katherine Woodburn as Priya came into the State Senator's office at her home. "You look very beautiful today."
"It's because of that night we had together last night." Priya said with a lovely smile.
"Yes, that was wonderful." said Katherine. "Even better is when Clark joins us for threesomes."
"Mmmm, and what about if Don Troy ever joins us for a hot threesome?" Priya asked. "You would have orgasms all night long."
"As would you." replied Katherine, both women knowing she had a crush on the Iron Crowbar's 'other' crowbar, though knowing he was the deeply hated Enemy. "So. what are the agenda items today."
"You've been invited to attend the ceremony for the Governor awarding the Governor's Gold Medal to Charlie Griswold." said Priya. "Nothing is scheduled yet about the shakeup in the SBI leadership, but we're expecting phone calls as well as the Press calling for a reaction from you."
"Yes..." said Katherine, going introspective. "I'm still pretty amazed that Charlie Griswold decoded those files, and so quickly. Of course the Iron Crowbar was working with him, may have done most of the work then given Charlie most of the credit..." She continued to think.
"I'm hearing that Charlie did most of it," replied Priya, "and that he caught the FBI's attention."
"Interesting." said Katherine. "Well, I wish I could go see him, but I cannot be seen in public with Jared. So... send a note to the Griswold's, Charlie's parents, saying I can't be at the ceremony, but congratulations to Charlie. Now, who do we want to replace Tom Conlan as SBI Director?"
"Leon Mills is the Media choice." said Priya. "We don't want Britt Maxwell, but she's staying where she is as State Inspector General. No one thinks the Iron Crowbar will take it. Some Democrats are suggesting Robert Mullen, but there's no way the Governor would appoint him."
"All true." said Katherine. "The biggest problem right now, for me anyway, is that we were going to get Jack Lewis back into the SBI Director slot, and start pounding Moynahan here, Soltis in Midtown, Evans in Hillside, and the Iron Crowbar here. But it's too soon. And Conlan's usefulness to us... is ended."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The entourage of State Patrol vehicles and armored SUVs was for show. The University Hospital life flight helicopter had been landed on the football field at Memorial Stadium, still close by but off the roof. On the roof of the Hospital landed a Bell 206, and from it departed the Governor, an aide, and a State Patrolman assigned to the Governor's security.
The ensemble collected itself in the waiting room near the hospice wing of the Hospital. Governor Jared made a couple of pictures with the Hospital Administrator and Dr. Napp, who received a citation for his cutting-edge cancer research.
Then Chief Griswold led the way down the hall to his son's room. Senior Chief Petty Officer Jonathan Davis (USN - Ret.) was ready to interpret as the video cameras and photography cameras went to work.
The Governor was introduced by Chief Griswold. Charlie blinked that he remembered the Governor from years before. Then the proclamation was read as the Governor pinned the Gold Medal to Charlie's pajama shirt.
"He says 'thank you'." announced Mr. Davis. A couple more pictures were taken. The Griswolds stayed with Charlie as the room emptied. In the hallway, the Governor came up to me and one of my Officers.
"Governor," I said, "this is Precinct Captain James Goodwin. He ran our Internal Affairs for several years. This room to your left is empty; why don't you talk to Captain Goodwin about the open SBI Director slot?"
"You anticipate my every want, Commander." said the Governor. He and Goodwin went into the empty room for a conversation.
After they went into the room, the FBI contingent came in. Jack Muscone and Martin Nash led Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan into Charlie's room. I was asked to come in with them.
"Hello, Charlie." said Cardigan. "My name is Ashton Cardigan. I'm in charge of cybersecurity and cyber-related crimes for this region of the country. We were very impressed with your work on the Queenie Files."
"T h a n k y o u." blinked Charlie.
"Your friend Commander Troy is an FBI Consultant with us." said Cardigan. "We would like to offer you a paid FBI Consulting job as well, helping us crack codes and stuff. You'd be part of Law Enforcement, like Commander Troy... and like your father. Would that interest you?"
There were tears in Charlie's eyes as he blinked "Y E S! T h a n k y o u." There may have been some tears in Chief Griswold's eyes, as well as Cardigan clipped an FBI Consultant badge on Charlie's shirt, next to the Governor's Gold Medal.
As Cardigan had said... the son was following the father into law enforcement. Charlie's childhood dream. His father's dream for him, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I think he'll do well." said the Governor. "I've asked SBI-Director-to-be Goodwin to fly down to Midtown with me. We'll have the press conference this afternoon."
"Congratulations." I said to Goodwin as we shook hands. "This'll be great for you."
"Thank you, Commander." said Goodwin. "I'll email my TCPD resignation... a very reluctant resignation... later today."
It would work out. The Governor had told Goodwin that SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell did not answer to him but to the Governor directly (nothing new there), and also clarified what I was: technically a Reservist and answerable to him while on SBI duty, but I was really pretty much my own 'special unit' inside the SBI which answered to the Governor.
Bottom line, Goodwin having worked for me in the past and now being over me was a mitigated issue, and Goodwin would be able to clean up the SBI and 'fundamentally transform' it, as the Governor wanted, into a unit helpful to local LEOs and Statewide crimefighting...
Part 21 - Three Phone Calls
It was the afternoon of Thursday, August 9th. SBI Lieutenant Leon Mills sat in his office in Midtown. It had been a busy day for his telephone. The Press and the half of the SBI that talked to him had been calling about the news that was traveling throughout the State like lightning on a wire.
Leon Mills had been assistant to SBI Deputy Director Robert Gaston back when Jack Lewis was Director of the SBI. Mills was one of the dirty players, like-minded with the likes of Justin Pelletier and Richard 'Dick' Ferrell. He was now ostensibly attached to the Narcotics Task Force, but in reality he was a 'free agent' and a loose cannon.
He knew well that SBI Inspector General Britt Maxwell was constantly and ceaselessly investigating him, and that the Iron Crowbar was well aware of his (Mills's) dirty hands. And that made his work a little bit harder: he was the crossroads of a group of politicians, crony capitalists, and State LEOs that were working to restore the SBI to a position of crushing authority over local jurisdictions, with Jack Lewis returned to his rightful place as SBI Director.
For reasons he could not understand, everything the group was doing was failing. The SBI-NTF was paralyzed with incompetence and lack of resources, while the SBI Inspector was all over the place... except she would never investigate that bastard Governor Jared for anything.
And now, absolute disaster. Tom Conlan, who was being effectively blackmailed into immobility, had resigned. The Queenie Files had been cracked, and his (Mills's) name was one of those listed in the files, which meant the FBI was now paying attention to him. The plans to restore Lewis were breaking down fast, especially if the Governor found someone honest to run the SBI as Director. That would be a disaster.
The first phone call came. "Hello, Lieutenant Governor." Mills said.
"Hello, Leon." said Graham Collins. "What's the word on Conlan's resignation?"
"Word I'm getting is health reasons." said Mills. "But we can put two and two together: Some encrypted files were decoded, and Conlan is resigning."
"Cause and effect, eh?" said Collins. "So what does this do for getting Jared out?"
"Back burner at least." said Mills. "We're hoping Mullen comes up with something, but word I'm getting is that Jared's aides aren't giving Mullen enough."
Collins swore. He then said "Look, Leon, time is getting short. Samuel Russell couldn't keep his pants zipped up, and now he's being accused of rape. We have got to get Jared so that Russell can resign and be replaced by one of our guys."
"I'm doing what I can, Mr. Collins." said Mills. "I'm putting out a lot of fires right now, though."
"Mills, you're our SBI guy." said Collins. "Come up with something. Something effective. I'll get you the Governor's schedule for the next few weeks; maybe that will help you plan something. Gotta go." With that, the cellphone connection ended.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Leon." said Jack Lewis.
"Hello, sir." said Mills. Their connection was by cellphone. "What can I do for you?"



"What's the status of the Queenie Files?" asked Lewis.
"They were cracked, Mr. Lewis." said Mills. "Your buddy Griswold's son broke them from his hospital bed."
"Griswold is no buddy of mine." growled Lewis. "Don't ever say that again, even joking. So what's the damage?"
"Conlan resigned as SBI Director, sir." said Mills. "Possibly due to information in the files. That happened too fast; now our plans to bring you back are breaking down."
"All because of that fucking cripple." muttered Lewis. "God damn him, and his father!"
"Yes sir." said Mills. "All we can do now is wait until the midterm elections, see who wins the Houses of the Legislature."
"True." said Lewis. "Well, see what you can find out and get back to me. Oh, and make sure you keep an eye on Katherine Woodburn. That bitch is worse than a Spider in the center of a web. She comes out and bites people once in a while. This disaster may just be one of her bites..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mills." said Mills, answering his cellphone again.
"It's a disaster in that State." said a voice familiar to Mills. "The FBI is starting to look at me now. The attention is... bothersome."
"Yes sir, I know." said Mills. "And the SBI Director resigned."
"That is nothing." said the man on the other end of the line. "The FBI wants to bring young Griswold into their cyber fold as a Consultant. That would be another total disaster for us."
"What do you want me to do about it, sir?" asked Mills.
"You remember the Consultant's methods." said the man. "Use them."
The line went dead.
Part 22 - Succession
At 3:30pm, Thursday, August 9th, MCD became a little crowded. We gathered to watch the Press Conference from the State Capitol building.
"Thank you for coming." said Governor Val Jared, stepping up to the bank of microphones in front of the gaggle of Press reporters, flanked by Tom Conlan and James 'Curly' Goodwin.
"First," said the Governor, "I had the pleasure of awarding Charlie Griswold the Governor's Gold Medal this morning. Despite being a quadriplegic who can only communicate by blinking his eyes, Charlie Griswold decoded several encrypted files that allowed wanted fugitive Jack King to be arrested and returned to prison. Mr. Griswold has been offered and has accepted an opportunity to work with the FBI in their crypto-analysis units." Staffers applauded. Others joined in.
"Second," said the Governor, "I have reluctantly accepted the resignation of Tom Conlan as SBI Director. Tom has done a tremendous job in the SBI, and as its Director he has helped clean up the corruption and re-direct the SBI's mission to one the People of our State can be justifiably proud." Staffers applauded. No one else joined in.
"Third," said the Governor, "I am happy to say that James Goodwin of the Town & County Police Force has accepted my request to become the next Director of the SBI. Captain Goodwin did an excellent job leading the Internal Affairs Department of the TCPD, and he brings that integrity and work ethic to the SBI. I look forward to working with Director Goodwin to continue the work to 'fundamentally transform' the SBI into an organization that will serve local Law Enforcement, not attempt to rule over it." Staffers applauded. Everyone else was shocked at the speed with which the position had been filled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's that." said Captain Teresa Croyle as we turned from the televisions and people began trickling out.
"Who is going to replace Precinct Captain Goodwin, ma'am?" asked Detective Julia Rodriguez.
"Not sure yet." Teresa said, though she knew 2d Precinct Captain Carswell had been told he'd be transferring on Monday morning. "I heard Commander Ross is getting bored with budgets. Maybe she'll apply for the job."
"Commander Ross is getting bored with boring Police Captains." replied Commander Ross. Detectives were wide-eyed with the seemingly vicious repartée.
"Good thing we have none of those around here." I said. "Never a boring day in the Town & County Police Force. But Goodwin going to the SBI will be a good step up for him, and good for the SBI." And good for us, I silently thought to myself.
"The Governor acted fast on that." said Theo Washington. "He comes into this County, rewards Charlie, leaves with a new SBI Director."
"Things move fast in this County, Theo." I said. "Especially boring Captains trying to run over me with their tanks." Indeed, Tanya had driven her wheelchair right up behind me, her eyes sparkling and her cheeks rosy with perkiness.
"Unfortunately, Commander," Tanya said, "things are getting slow. I'm thinking we may need to dig up a cold case to have some fun with. Parker! You up to that?"
"Yes ma'am." said Parker.
"Ma'am," said Jerome Davis, "Parker has been helping me work on the perps that sabotaged Charlie Griswold's car. Can I keep him for a little longer?"
"Sounds like that's a cold case in itself." said Tanya. "Sure, keep at it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On my way home that evening, I had a thought that I should go by and see Charlie. I figured he might be asleep, but upon getting to his room, I found him to be awake. He began blinking his eyes furiously.
"Whoa, whoa, slow down, buddy." I said quietly. He did so, now that he knew he had my attention.
He began blinking: "D o n, t h a n k s f o r e v e r y t h i n g."
I smiled. "Glad to have been of help." I said. More furious blinking, then Charlie slowed down again.
"D o n," he blinked, "p l e a s e... t a k e c a r e o f M o m a n d D a d f o r m e."
I nodded. "I can promise you that." I said. "I will take care of them. For you and for me."
"T h a n k y o u, b r o t h e r." Charlie blinked. I could see he was exhausted, so I told him I would come see him the next day. He was asleep by the time I got out of the room.
I contemplated what he had said, and had asked. And yes, I could do what he wanted to do but could not do himself. Wasn't there an old song about that? He ain't heavy, he's my brother..., I thought...
Part 22 - League of Shadows
3:15am, Friday, August 10th.
The orderly came up to Patrolman Phil Goodwright.
"Whatcha got?" asked Goodwright.
"Nutritional supplements." said the orderly. "Just like last night." He exhibited his Hospital badge. Goodwright scanned the bar code on it, and the reader said the badge was legitimate.
The orderly went into Charlie Griswold's room and hooked up the IV bag he'd brought with him into Charlie's water tube.
"What's going on?" said Police Sergeant DeLong, who'd seen the orderly go in from a distance.
"Said he had nutritional supplements." said Goodwright. "Brought them in last night, too. Said the doctors were upping Charlie's intake because of all the excitement he's been through."
"I'm going to the Nurse's Station and check that out." said DeLong. He began walking down the hall.
A moment later the orderly came out. He'd left the rolling table with the IV materials in the room, Goodwright had noticed.
"Hey, hold on a second." he called out. The orderly continued on as if he'd heard nothing.
"Hey, stop!" called out Goodwright. The orderly looked back, then began running.
DeLong saw what was going on, and as the orderly tore around the corner, DeLong gave chase. The nurse at the station was calling in the code to lock the Hospital down.
The orderly ran down the hallway and turned a corner, then ran down the hall to another patient room. He rushed inside. The room was empty.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The TCPD Officers were converged around the door. Sergeant DeLong gave the signal, and Corporals Kirkpatrick and Hicks burst in.
"Clear!" called out Hicks. Officers came in. The orderly was lying on the floor, dead. A pungent odor of almonds as well as the foam drooling from his mouth showed that he had self-ingested cyanide.
They went back towards Charlie's room, where several nurses and two doctors had already convened. They knew this wasn't good.
"Call Commander Troy." said Corporal Hicks. "Bad news does not get better with age."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I stepped off the elevator and turned towards the Hospice side of the facility. I saw Hicks and DeLong at the hallway intersection, looking grim... and a little bit scared.
"What happened?" I asked. They recounted the chase and finding the body. DeLong filled in what he knew about the orderly as we went down the hall.
"He was here last night, sir." said a considerably agitated Goodwright. "His badge checked out." I looked at the information that was still on the badge reader.
"Looks like you guys did right, and all that you could." I said. "Okay, let's go see..."
I went to Charlie's room. Dr. Morgan and Dr. Cordell were there. The Admiral looked about as profoundly sad as I'd ever seen him look.
"The Crime Lab just took the IV bag." said Cordell. "Looks like barbiturates and maybe potassium chloride."
I looked onto the bed. Charlie was lying there, as always, staring at the ceiling. The eyes were no longer blinking. I reached over and closed them, tears in my own eyes.
Charlie Griswold was gone.
To be continued.
Who is behind the killing of Charlie Griswold? Final chapter next...
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Part 23 - The Hardest Duty Ever
The investigation was rapid. Videotape that existed had been taken into evidence. All sorts of evidence samples had been taken and bagged, and the Hospital ran a few quick tests. Charlie had gone to sleep when the barbiturates went into his system, and then the potassium chloride had stopped his courageous heart.
The 'orderly' was a recent parolee of Jacksonville State Prison, last known to have been in the City. Small time piece of shit that committed suicide when he was about to get caught, which reminded me of Pastor Westboro's army of amped-up thugs.
At 4:30am, I left the Hospital and headed for home. I told Laura what happened, and she got up, knowing that this day just got busy for her, also. I quickly showered, shaved and put on my most-recently-dry-cleaned Duty Dress uniform. I had called the Reverend Dr. Edward Ayers, the Presbyterian minister, and told him I'd pick him up inside an hour. I also called the Duty Desk, and ordered Reservoir Road and connections to it closed to through traffic... and especially to Press vans.
At 5:30am, I picked up Dr. Ayers and we drove to the other side of the mountain finger and up the road. We pulled into the driveway of 2461 Reservoir Road and parked, misery in my soul.
This was going to be without doubt the hardest duty I would ever have to perform as a TCPD Officer. Even the act of raising my hand and knocking on the door required of me a seemingly superhuman effort. But I got it done.
A moment later, Chief Griswold opened the door, looking tousled, as if he'd just been awakened. He was a good Detective, and realized that his Police Commander and his church's minister on his doorstep at this hour was not a good thing. The look on my face might've suggested some things, as well.
"Chief, can we come in?" I asked. He silently nodded and I let the minister in first, then followed, leading the Chief back into the main room.
"Oh, hello Commander, Dr. Ayers." said Mrs. Griswold, who was padding towards the kitchen. "I'll just make some coffee for you all-------"
"Ma'am," I said quietly as I physically intervened to stop her. "Why don't you come in and sit down." She seemed bewildered as I guided her to the sofa, between Chief Griswold and Dr. Ayers, then sat down in the chair facing them. I still don't know where I found the voice to speak.
"I... I've just come from the Hospital." I said. "Your son Charlie... passed away in the night."
"He... he... Charlie?" wailed Mrs. Griswold, not wanting to believe it.
"I'm sorry." I said. "He's gone." Mrs. Griswold put her hands over her eyes and began sobbing, breaking down. Chief Griswold held her in a hug and then looked up at me.
"How... did he die?" he asked, agony in his voice.
"He went to sleep, and never woke up." I said. "I don't think he suffered." I made sure to bore my eyes into the Chief's. I think he understood.
I sat there, staying with them for long minutes as Mrs. Griswold cried. I heard a knock on the door, and went to answer it. It was Laura, her medical bag in her hand. We went back inside, where Laura hugged the Chief as she offered condolences, then sat down with Mrs. Griswold and began using her medical and psychological skills to help the distraught mother.
"I'll walk you to the door, Crowbar." the Chief said quietly. We stepped outside, seeing the light of dawn beginning to brighten, a dawn that gave no joy on this day.
"What happened, Crowbar?"
I told him of the orderly that the Police chased. Then I said "The crime scene and autopsy are still pending, but the Hospital ran a couple of tests for me, off the record. It was barbiturates and potassium chloride." After a pause I said "It's first degree murder, Chief."
"Thank you for coming personally, Crowbar." the Chief said. "I know this had to be hard for you to do."
"Not nearly as hard as it must be for you." I said. I hugged him as I said "I'm going to get the bastards, Chief. I swear to God..."
"I know you will." said the Chief. "Okay, get out there and kick ass. We'll be okay here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:55am, Friday, August 10th. The banter in MCD was just heating up. Jonathan Davis was there, having made the coffee for everyone himself. It was strong, but people were liking it.
Then Commander Cindy Ross came into the room, followed by Chief Moynahan. The look on the Green Crowbar's face was not one of banter.
"Everyone listen up!" she called out loudly. When she got silence, she said "Before the news comes on, there is something I need to tell you. Charlie Griswold died last night."
"Whaaa?" came a chorus, followed by a stillness throughout the room. Jonathan Davis gasped in shock, then he groaned.
"I don't know the details." Cindy said loudly. "I got the call from Commander Troy a few minutes ago. He asked me to tell you before the God-damned Press did. Okay, turn on the TV." Someone did so, and everyone watched silently and intently:
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette solemnly from in front of University Hospital. "Fox Two News has learned that Charlie Griswold, son of Sheriff candidate Antonio Griswold, has died in the night at University Hospital."
"Mr. Griswold is said to have died in his sleep," said Bettina, "but sources tell Fox Two News that Police have not ruled out foul play, and are investigating the death. Charlie Griswold had just been awarded the Governor's Gold Medal for assisting law enforcement in the capture of a wanted felon, and the FBI had offered him a position as a consultant with their cryptography group."
A photo of Charlie, Chief Griswold, and the Governor was shown on the screen as Bettina went on: "Mr. Griswold is survived by his parents..." But no one heard the rest of the broadcast.
Joanne's head was on her arm on her desk, and she was weeping. Tears were running down the faces of Teresa Croyle, Tanya Perlman, and Jonathan Davis. Everyone else just looked somber as they stared into space, contemplating what had occurred, feeling that they had just lost one of their own.
"Has... has anyone told Chief Griswold?" asked Roy McGhillie.
"Yes."
The voice came from the doorway to the side hall. I came on inside. I knew what my face looked like from seeing the reaction to it in the others' faces.
"I went to the Griswolds' home earlier this morning." I said. "I did not want them hearing about this from the Press."
"How are they doing, Commander?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Chief Griswold took it as well as anyone could." I said. "He's trying to stay strong for his wife. She's... she's not doing so well. Their minister and my wife are with them now."
"You..." whispered Cindy, looking at me as if I were the one that had died, "you told them yourself? Oh geez..." I understood what she meant, as did everyone else. Cindy came over and hugged me. I hugged her back, both of us needing that support of each other.
"All right, everyone." said the Chief. "Let's get to work. Both you Commanders, come to my office, please. You Captains, as well..."
Part 24 - Driving On
"Commander Troy," said the Chief as we all sat in his office, "I am considering you to be Griswold family in this matter. My condolences to you. I'll be visiting the Griswolds later this morning. You, Don, will be available to help them if they need anything. You also can keep yourself apprised of the Crime Lab's work and ongoing investigation."
"Yes sir." I said. "Thank you, sir."
"Captain Perlman," said the Chief, "who are you assigning the Charlie Griswold murder case?"
"Commander Troy, sir." said Tanya. When we all looked at her, she said "He's going to be all over it, as it is. I'll have Davis and Parker officially helping him." I nodded in agreement.
"Captain Croyle," said the Chief, "put out the word that the Force will be wearing black-banded badges for one week. This is a Police family loss. I'm sure the Honor Guard funeral team will be asked to perform as pallbearers. Who do you want to assign to help the family? And don't say Commander Troy or Commander Ross or yourself, you are family."
"I've had a ton of texts, people volunteering." Teresa said. "I tasked Corporal Hicks with handling any Police things they need------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Come in!" called out the Chief. The door opened and in walked Jonathan Davis.
"I'm sorry to interrupt, sir." said Davis. "I am not sure what you're doing for funeral arrangements, but I wanted to volunteer to be a pallbearer."
"I am afraid that will not be possible." I said, garnering everyone's staring attention. "Mr. Davis, I expect you will be part of the family group at the funeral. You got to know Charlie better than any of us the last few days."
"Thank you, Commander." Davis said, and I could see emotion in his eyes. "Yes, I didn't realize it until I heard this morning that Charlie died. That's just... not fair to that young man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Friday, August 10th. The hostesses of the 'Point Taken' television show filed into their seats to applause from the all-female audience. A raucous day was expected. Ruby Russell was there, ready to defend her father's name. The leftists on the panel were ready to rip Senator Russell to shreds.
"Okayyyyy," said Rosie Berkmar, "hello and welcome to 'Point Taken'! It's been a crazy few days. SBI Director Tom Conlan resigned unexpectedly, and was immediately replaced by former TCPD Internal Affairs leader James Goodwin. And U.S. Senator Samuel Russell was arrested and charged with forcible rape, though there is considerable controversy over the arrest and the charges. I have to say, Ruby... for you to be here with this swirling around your family's heads... takes guts."
"Not really." said Ruby. "It's not hard to appear here and defend my father's good name from the smears of a couple of pieces of trash, just as my mother did in her statements to the Police." The audience was restless; they didn't 'boo' yet, but they didn't like what Ruby had said.
"So let me get this straight." said Donna Roselle, who was black and a militant feminist and leftist. "Two separate Crime Labs have confirmed that Senator Russell's semen was in Hallerton's vagina. The reports and photos of the physical abuse of Ms. Hallerton are shocking. And yet... once again the rape victim is called the perpetrator, while the rapist is called the victim." The audience applauded strongly.
"Except my own mother has stated under oath that it was not rape." said Ruby. "And if anyone beat up Jayne Hallerton, it was my slimeball brother abusing her like he's abused other girlfriends in the past."
"Why would she stay with him, then?" countered Roselle. "Why would she take that level of severe abuse... and we're talking injuries that bordered on life-threatening... and stay with him? And don't forget, he was beaten up by your father's security, as well."
"I don't know why she stayed with him." said Ruby. "How often on this show have we discussed women that stay with abusive husbands or partners?"
"Flip side of that," said Zara Zeigler, "is why your mother is covering for Senator Russell. No, Ruby," she continued as Ruby was about to respond, "don't start giving me crap about your mother telling the truth. Your father was caught consorting with prostitutes in the past, humiliating your mother, yet she stays with him. I saw the medical reports. Billy Russell was also beaten up by your father's security, when he went to rescue Jayne, and I don't buy it that your brother did that to Jayne's face. I'm just not buying it. Your father raped that woman, and your mother lied to protect him."
"That's slander!"yelled Ruby.
"Is it?" Rosie Berkmar yelled back. "Bring on the lawsuit, then! The City D.A. might be too much of a coward to bring charges against your father, but I'm ready to take it to trial. Sue ME for slander!" The audience applauded mightily.
"And one more point." said Zara Zeigler. "When Kendra Luskin brought those rape charges last year, Commander Troy investigated her, not taking her word as the victim. All of us here condemned him, taking Ms. Luskin's side. Commander Troy was even suspended without pay. But he proved that she had a pattern of false accusations, and the defendant was acquitted."
"I still believe Luskin." said Roselle. "Just because twelve dumbshits acquitted that rapist, doesn't mean he didn't do it." (That 'dumbshits' got bleeped out, thanks to the seven-second delay.)
"My point is," said Zara, "Commander Troy had NO problem taking the victim Hallerton's side on this one. He was the one that led Police to go get Senator Russell and place him under arrest------"
"Okay, guys," said Connie Chen, interrupting before the praise for Commander Troy got any stronger, "we're not going to litigate anything here. Let's move on: SBI Director Tom Conlan quit unexpectedly. He is alleging health reasons, though he's stated no specifics nor released any medical records. And James 'Curly' Goodwin of the Town & County Police Force was named to head the SBI with incredible speed. What do you make of this?"
"Goodwin ran the Town & County Police's Internal Affairs Department for some years," said Zara Zeigler, "then was promoted to Precinct Captain. He has a good reputation for integrity. A pretty solid choice."
"So why isn't that racist Donald Troy in jail?" shot back Donna Roselle. "Doesn't look like Goodwin did anything for blacks in that County."
"Everything's about race with you, Donna!" Ruby Russell fired. "Where's the racism you accuse Commander Troy of? Show an instance, just one instance..."
"He supports Val Jared!" Roselle yelled as hard as he could. "That makes him a racist by default! Lie in bed with Val Jared, and you get the racist fleas!" The carefully chosen, Jared-hating audience applauded mightily.
"Let's reset this." said Connie Chen, always having to do that when Roselle brought race into an issue, which Roselle did whenever she possibly could. "Tom Conlan resigned. That could be for legit medical reasons------"
"He's sick and tired of Val Jared!" said Rosie Berkmar. "That's a medical reason if ever there was one!" The audience laughed and then applauded.
"That's true enough." conceded Connie. "But to name Goodwin that quickly? I'd really like to know how and why that happened with such speed. Higher ranking SBI Agents were passed over, including Lieutenant Leon Mills, who has worked for years in the SBI. He was passed over for an outsider, with no time for consideration of anyone."
"Conlan could've given them notice days, weeks ago." said Zara. "And they had their list ready."
"More practically to that point," said Ruby Russell, "there were rumors around the TCPD that Goodwin wasn't happy with his new position. He could've sent out feelers for consideration for the position."
"Let's reset again." said Connie, getting a bit exasperated that these airheads were not picking up on her leads on this. "Goodwin worked for Commander Donald Troy. He was taken out of Internal Affairs, and now he's the Director of the SBI... well removed from Donald Troy's County. Troy's own SBI operative, Ted Orosco, was hired into the TCPD's Internal Affairs Department after there was no SBI place for him. And all this time, Detective Gayle Tunnin of TCPD Internal Affairs, was passed over for promotion. Anyone see a quid pro quo, here? Getting rid of problems, shoring up with loyal sycophants?"
"With Val Jared," Ruby Russell said, "any dirty thing is possible." Connie Chen just gave up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Reed Hudson, and welcome to Excellence In Conservatism." said Hudson to begin the second hour of his broadcast. "As we were discussing last hour, the resignation of Tom Conlan as SBI Director is not being given a lot of Press coverage, but it could be an important event as we move towards the elections in November."
"Now some of the lack of attention can be attributed to the passing of Charlie Griswold, son of former TCPD Police Chief Antonio Griswold." said Hudson. "Charlie Griswold had just helped decode some encrypted files that led directly to the arrest of a prison escapee and wanted fugitive, and Charlie was going to begin working with the FBI on cyber-security. But he died under strange circumstances, and Police are not ruling out foul play."
"But let's not lose sight of the Conlan story." said Hudson. "Tom Conlan was one of the better, more honest SBI Agents. He did a good job restoring integrity to the SBI, an integrity that had been badly corrupted by former Director Jack Lewis and his cronies. And on the other side are critics that said Conlan did not do enough, that some of the corruption remains, that the SBI is still an ineffective law enforcement organization."
"And now... Conlan is out." said Reed. "He is claiming health issues, but this was pretty sudden, and there were no hints of health issues with him before. There have been hints of leaks, of disloyalty, among Governor Jared's staff, and three of the Governor's aides have been subpoenaed by the Independent State Counsel. And Tom Conlan didn't root out these leakers, these disloyal young punks with treasonable motives. Maybe James 'Curly' Goodwin will..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The autopsy reports arrived around 11:00am, and made it official: barbiturates and potassium chloride. I formally opened the Charlie Griswold case as one of murder in the first degree.
The autopsy on the orderly who had administered the drugs to Charlie was attached to the same email. He'd been amped up, and Martha the M.E. had not failed to notice that the amp-up drugs were the same as perps from the past, such as the ones who'd attacked and paralyzed Tanya. The orderly's death had been by cyanide ingestion.
My phone rang. It was Jack Muscone. "Hey Don," he said, "Let's get together and talk, where we won't be overheard."
"That would be my office." I said. Ten minutes later, Jack came in and I had him sit down. I turned on the bug-killer.
"So I guess the name you didn't give us was Tom Conlan." said Muscone, probing me.
"You didn't hear me say that." I replied. Not lying to the Federal Agent, but not confirming a damn thing, either.
"Well, the EAD put out the word to leave Conlan and his brother alone. For now" said Muscone. "But that's not really why I'm here. It's about those other names."
"And what their connection to each other is." I said. "Which I've been banging my head against the desk about, as well."
Muscone gave what was for him a brief smile, then said "Yep, and my guys have really been burning the wires about it. After you gave us those names, we obtained some warrants. FISA warrants. Names like Mitt Willis and Henry Wargrave on the list made that both necessary and easy."



"Get anything?" I asked.
"Maybe." said Muscone. "Leon Mills's cellphone was very active yesterday afternoon. But let me fill you in on everything."
"First," Muscone started, "we looked again into Henry Wargrave, wondering if someone was trying to revive his old arms-trading empire. Nothing of significance. Your sister may have gotten into it some time ago, but then she promptly gave the Israelis everything she had, and they just obliterated those pipelines." I nodded.
"So we looked at Austin Murphy." said Muscone. "Since the night Wargrave died, there has not been one trace of Murphy, anywhere. We don't know if he died, changed his name and got plastic surgery, or what."
"As you know, " continued Muscone, "Conrad King died by his own hand over a year ago. He was the de facto leader of Superior Bloodlines. His grandson, Seth Warner, is running his charitable organizations, and very well, I might add. His granddaughter, Karen Warner Harlan, is in California running a porn company, and very profitably, I might add."
"His son Jack King, who is also on the list, was arrested the other day." said Jack. "Homeland Security has him, and neither they nor we have found him to have been doing anything subversive to this country, nor anything to do with Superior Bloodlines or its remnants. He said he came back to America, and to the City, at the request of Lilly Wargrave, Henry's widow. Homeland Security didn't buy that, but they've been unable to break his story."
In other words, they haven't broken him with enhanced interrogation, I thought to myself. And Jack King would break easily, so he must be telling the truth. Hmmm, Lilly Wargrave...
"As to Lilly," said Muscone, "she's been living in the City since her husband died. Trips to New York City and Boynton Beach, Florida. Yeah, she has a condo there, but as near as we can tell it's a coincidence to Conrad King as well as all the other stuff that went on down there. Anyway, nothing odd out of her; she's just living the life of a widow socialite."
"O-kayyyy," I said skeptically.
"Blassingame and Weatherby have been keeping their heads down," said Muscone, "especially after the Guardians of Justice started pounding Weatherby's company, BigRoadAndRailCorp. That leaves Leon Mills and Jack Lewis."
Muscone went on: "As part of our 'research' on them, we also looked hard into Richard Ferrell and Steven Ikea, also. As I said earlier, Leon Mills's phone was busy yesterday, but Ferrell and Ikea's phones, the ones we know of, anyway, were pretty quiet. Lewis and Mills talked. Then Mills talked to someone on a burner phone. After that... Don? Don?"
Muscone had noticed that I had just gone into a reverie. I was staring off to the side (just under the television monitor) as the train of thought began boarding at the station.
"Jack," I said quietly, "where are Mills and Lewis now?"
"As far as we know," said Muscone, "Mills is at home in Midtown. Or at work in the SBI offices. Lewis? At Eastern State, last we checked."
"We need to check again." I muttered. "And what was your team's conclusion about the names on the list?"
"Almost all of them, except Weatherby, have had to deal with you in the past." said Muscone. "Other than that, we broke them down into three groups: Wargrave, Murphy, and both Kings; Lewis and Mills; then Willis, Blassingame, and Weatherby."
"Yes." I said. "That's generally how i would group them, though Conrad could be in the Elites group with Willis."
"Our problem is connecting them to each other," said Muscone. "There's no one real link, no one ring to 'in the darkness bind them'."
"So what does your team conclude from that?" I asked, out of my reverie and looking into Jack's beady black eyes.
Muscone shrugged. "I admit we're hoping you can tell us something."
"I can offer this idea." I said. "There's no connection at all. This list was put into the Queenie Files to distract us. Your team has spent hours now working on these names. If something comes out, great. But so far? Not too much."
"So we're wasting our time?" asked Muscone.
"Nooooo." I said. "These people, or some of them at least, needed scrutiny, and you actually got FISA warrants to do that. So the time is not wasted. But if you're looking for something bigger, something that looks like it's there but really is not, then you're looking for too much."
"I'll add one more thing." I said, handing Muscone a printed copy of the autopsy on the orderly. "This bozo reminds me a lot of the killers from the Consultant of Crime's day: amped up, maybe brainwashed to kill themselves rather than be caught and arrested. This guy was an ex-con, lowlife, totally worthless. I estimate that he had a day of training on how to hook up the IV to Charlie's water tube. So this hit was planned 24-48 hours in advance."
"Considering the files were decoded by that time," said Jack, "do you consider them to have acted fast, or slow?"
"Neither." I said. "He acted right on time, for his benefactor. Right on time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, I saw Cindy go into her office, dressed in her Duty Dress uniform. I went to her door, nodded to her assistant Lauren, and knocked on the open door. "Come on in." Cindy said.
I closed the door behind me as Cindy said "I just got back from the Griswold's house."
"How are they?" I asked as I sat down at her hand-gesture bidding.
"Chief Griswold is devastated, but is holding on for now." Cindy said. "Mrs. Griswold, though... she has the Presbyterian Women and Community Center people with her, but she's just..." Cindy did not finish the sentence.
"Yeah, I know." I said. "Laura is monitoring her. All of this has been a huge shock to her system."
"Anything new on who is behind it?" Cindy asked.
"Not really." I said. "The perp's autopsy is in the servers. I think you'll find it to be very Westboro-'ish'."
"Copycat type of thing?" asked Cindy. "Or imitation being the sincerest form of flattery?"
"Probably the latter." I said, which got Cindy peering at me. I continued: "Westboro was the one who originally ensnared Conlan into his blackmail web. The Queenie Files are just the type of thing he'd have someone arrange, and Queenie was just the type of woman he could easily ensnare into his army of sycophants, like Julie Newton and Angela Harlan. Then someone came in and added to those files a list of names, some related to me and my cases."
"So who had Queenie murdered?" Cindy asked. "And tried to kill the Governor?"
"You were there." I said. "Who is on your mind as a suspect?"
"Many people would've profited." said Cindy. "But the top three names on my list are U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins... and State Senator Katherine Woodburn."
I could see by the gleam in Cindy's ice blue eyes that she was happy with the look of stunned suprise on my face. "Touché!" I said. "That is truly Iron Crowbar thinking, there, ma cousine. Yes, one cannot rule out Woodburn. What were your clues?"
"A couple of things occurred to me." Cindy said. "First, it looked like Queenie and Mitt Willis set up those files, and Katherine wasn't 100% aware of the contents of them. And second, I did notice the way Charlie died, and I remember you telling me while we were battling the Consultant of Crime that after him, Katherine Woodburn was the most likely candidate to succeed him."
"Flawlessly logical." I said. "I'll add one thing to it. I told the FBI that the names were a distraction, with no real pattern, but I think there is one thread in common that binds them: they were or are Katherine's competition to be the next Consultant of Crime."
"Oh, wow... that does make some sense." said Cindy. "So the dead ones, especially Wargrave, was put on the list to confuse you and the FBI, but they all want to be the next big gun... frickin' masochists."
"Why do you say that?" I asked with a grin.
"They must want to be busted down by you really bad." said Cindy. "Because that's what they are truly next in line for."
"At least one of them is." I said, no longer smiling. "Whoever arranged Charlie's murder..." I just shook my head, not needing to say more. Cindy nodded in understanding.
Part 25 - Letting Go, Holding On
Saturday, August 11th. Teresa Croyle marveled at how the Griswold's church had convened to provide aid and comfort for one of their families. There was more food than the entire TCPD could've eaten in a day (and many were invited to try when they came to pay their respects to their old Chief), and Mrs. Griswold was holding on to the anchor of the support of the Presbyterian Women.
"Who's taking care of the arrangements?" Cindy asked her when Cindy brought her mother and sister to the Griswold home.
"Corporal Hicks is attending the Griswolds." said Teresa. "And Don is taking care of everything else. He was at the Funeral Home this morning, selecting the coffin, and he went by the tailor to have them make up a suit for Charlie. He's texted me several times, asking for the Police Honor Guard to be the pallbearers, stuff like that. The Griswold's bought Charlie's cemetery plot years ago, when they thought he wouldn't make it after the car crash... and Don is swapping that parcel out for one on the west side of the hill."
"Where the heroes are buried." said Cindy. Teresa nodded.
"Hello, ladies." said Chief Griswold, coming up to them. "There's a ton of food in the kitchen. Please help eat it."
"Thanks, Chief." said Cindy.
Griswold lowered his voice to nearly a whisper and said "Has Don said anything to either of you about who might've done this?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "I think the FBI is working on some stuff for him, but he probably won't say anything about it, if you know what I mean. I'm sure he'll tell you when he finds something, Chief."
"I dunno." said the Chief. "The Iron Crowbar is notorious for taking care of business himself before saying anything to the rest of us. Like going after the Slender Man before calling in any backup..." The Chief stopped, obviously reflecting on something.
"If anyone will catch your son's killer, Chief," said Cindy, "it will be the Iron Crowbar. And this time... it's personal." The old Chief nodded in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The visitation, called the 'wake' by some, began at 6:00pm at the Frank Freeman Funeral Home. I was dressed in civilian attire: black suit, white shirt, black necktie. I was attending the Griswolds as they received the guests, as requested of me by the Chief.
A visitor walking in would go into the small side parlor on the right. The coffin was in the back corner of the room, the top half opened. At the foot of the coffin was the book to sign, with Corporal Hicks there in his formal uniform to assist anyone needing help. Then one moved along to see the deceased. Charlie didn't look like himself as he lay in repose, but most people didn't really know what he'd looked like in that hospital bed all those years.
Then the visitor stepped into the main room, where the Griswolds were. A chair had been placed where Mrs. Griswold could sit down during lulls in the receiving line, or if she became tired. She was doing fairly well at the moment, thanks to some mild medications Laura had given her. I was part of that line, on the other side of the Chief from Mrs. Griswold.
A staggering number of people came through. All of the Presbyterians (it seemed), Kiwanis Club members, Police Officers and Firefighters and their families, friends of Charlie Griswold from his high school days. And seemingly just about everyone Chief Griswold knew personally, since he greeted just about everyone as a close personal friend.
And politicians, well, a lot of them. Sheriff and Mrs. Daniel Allgood came through early on, and Melina stayed to help Laura, who was doing some unofficial hostessing duties. All the Council Members and their spouses (if there was a spouse), even Kelly Carnes and her husband, came through to pay their respects. Paulina Patterson came through, and told the Chief that her brother T-Square was out of Town but was thinking of them. Candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver and his wife came. And even D.A. Gil Krasney came through and was very cordial to all of us.
Then Cindy came in and nodded to me as a signal. I put things into motion. Mrs. Williams and Laura came and got Mrs. Griswold, and asked her to come to the back room, which was like a kitchenette area. Laura said Mrs. Griswold needed to fortify herself with some tea and sweets. Mrs. Griswold allowed herself to go, surrounded by helpful ladies.
"What's going on?" asked Griswold as Teresa came up next to us. I nodded at the door as the next mourner came in. It was Rita.
She was wearing all black, a tasteful but clingy black dress and black high heel pumps. She signed the book with her real name, which was not known to many, then went and looked at Charlie, her head bowed and tears in her eyes.
Rita then came over to us. She was taller than Chief Griswold, and by a lot in her heels, but she looked down at the floor as she said "I'm very sorry for your loss." Chief Griswold's response was one I like to remember. He extended his hand to shake hers, and when she took it, he put his other hand over hers.
"Thank you." he said quietly. "And thank you for coming." It was an Act of Forgiveness. Rita nodded, still trying hard not to cry.
"I'll escort you out." I said as I took her hand. I led her to the back hallway, where she could exit and go home without being noticed at the front of the Funeral Home by a Press that missed her on the way in. She gave me a hug as she thanked me for helping her come through the line.
Teresa was stunned by the Chief's actions, actions of forgiveness. "Yes, Captain," he said, noticing her look, "Charlie himself said there were no hard feelings towards her. I always thought it was her fault, but it wasn't. No point in hanging onto to something bad when it was wrong in the first place. Sometimes we just have to let things go."
Teresa nodded. Chief Griswold had no idea how profound his words had been to her, and the impact they would have...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments later, the FBI contingent arrived. The retired Deputy Director came in, followed by Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, Special Agents Martin Nash, Sandra Speer, Julius Jefferson, and Ted Crenshaw. The DepDirector and Chief Griswold exchanged a 'man hug', making me wonder if they were longer and closer friends than I had realized. Martin Nash had worked with the TCPD under Griswold's leadership, and he also gave some extra words of condolence.
When the DepDirector came up to me, he shook my hand, then leaned over to whisper in my ear as he slipped something into the pocket of my jacket where the handkerchief normally would go.
"That's some data we got with the FISA warrant." whispered the DepDirector. "You decide if it's Charlie's killer."
"Thank you, sir." I whispered back. I looked over at Teresa, who had not failed to notice the DepDirector's actions. We just nodded slightly to each other. This... was a Clan of the Crowbar matter now.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the wake, Laura had insisted that the Griswolds stay at The Cabin with us. Mrs. Griswold was physically and mentally exhausted, and Laura thought the Chief needed some time away from their house, as well.
Teresa and Cindy had stopped by the Griswold's and had brought food up from the Griswold home. Callie and Maggie Ross helped heat it up, and Carole and Marie did a very good job of setting the utensils while Todd and I set up the table and chairs.
After supper, the Griswolds were sitting on the sofa in the greatroom. Carole and Marie brought a drawing to the Chief.
"What's this, ladies?" he asked.
The drawing showed a meadow, with a blue stream of water going through from side to side. A bridge spanned the stream. On the other side of the stream was drawn what looked like Charlie, or a younger version of Chief Griswold, as well as two smiling girls in angel robes and wings.
"That's Charlie in Heaven." Carole explained. "He's very happy now."
The Griswold's were stunned, then the Chief said "Who are these girls in the picture?"
"That's Trreesa's sis-ter and Buddy's owner Amy." said Carole. "They're in Heaven with Charlie." Chief Griswold looked over at me, and saw that I was stunned myself. As I looked at the drawing, the girls did indeed look like Alexis and Amy. I hardly need add that Teresa was also shocked when she examined the work of art.
Then Buddy came over and plopped himself down next to Mrs. Griswold. "Buddy wants you to pet him." Carole said. Mrs. Griswold did so, for some moments, and it seemed to do her heart some good.
"I'll get a frame for this, Chief." I said as he hugged the girls and thanked them for the nice drawing of Charlie. I went to my office and secured one, and framed the drawing. It would end up in Charlie's sealed-off room at the Griswold home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're not going to believe this." Teresa said to me and Cindy on the back deck a few minutes later. "You're just... not going to believe it."
"I'll believe anything." said Cindy, feeling a huge vibe. "What is it? That drawing?"
"Yes." said Teresa. "Don, did you show Carole and Marie pictures of Alexis and Amy?"
"No." I said. "But I did tell Carole and Marie who the statues at Ward Harvester Park looked like when I took them over there to play in the Park one day."
"That explains that." Teresa said. "Carole's mind is a steel trap, just like her dad's. But that's not what got me."
"Tell us." Cindy said, not liking to be kept in suspense.
"I've never told this to anyone before. No one at all." said Teresa. "When I was in surgery after being shot at Ward Harvester, then again after the Christmas Eve explosion, I woke up on the operating table. What I've never said was that I woke up out of dreams. Both times, I was standing or sitting in front of a bridge crossing a stream in a beautiful meadow. One time I was asked by Alexis if I was ready to cross the bridge; I said I wasn't. The next time, there was no bridge; I just talked to Joe Smedley."
"And that drawing..." I said.
"Yes." Teresa said, looking at me. "That is the very same exact meadow I dreamed about. Twice. As soon as I saw the drawing, I was flashing back to those dreams. How did Carole know?"
"She's got the vibe." Cindy said.
"And then some." I said. "That girl bears watching. That girl bears watching..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"In peace, sons bury their fathers;
In war, fathers bury their sons."
------ attributed to King Croesus of Lydia, circa 546 B.C.
Laura and Teresa were helping Mrs. Griswold prepare for bed. It is possible that Laura gave her a sedative to help her sleep. Cindy came up to me and said "I'm getting a vibe that the Chief and you need to have a talk. Maybe on the deck."
I nodded and went to Chief Griswold and said I was going to take the dogs out, and asked if he wanted to join me. He did, and we went outside. The dogs scampered around the side of the house to do their business as we sat down on the metal mesh loveseat chair, the Chief to my left.
After a few moments of silence, the Chief said "Thank you, Don, for all the work you did with the arrangements."
"No problem, sir." I said.
"And of course, for everything else." said the Chief. "You seeing that he was blinking Morse Code... made his final days a lot happier, I think."
"Yes sir." I replied. I noticed the Chief looking out over the twinkling lights of the Town in the valley below us. We could see the top and back of University Hospital at the base of the mountain, almost directly below us.



"The Town looks so beautiful from up here." the Chief mused. "Charlie's first request was to be brought home, and I understand why. This Town gets into your soul." I knew that to be true. I said nothing, just nodding.
"Any idea who's behind it?" the Chief asked, meaning Charlie's murder.
"Not yet, Chief." I said. "The FBI is helping out with cellphone records. We'll see what comes up."
The Chief nodded, then said "Don... I'm too old now to do what needs to be done. If... when you find out who did this, don't tell me. Just do what you think is best."
"Roger that, Chief." I said. "This one's personal... it's Clan... it's family."
"I've always known what we do in law enforcement is really war." the Chief said, looking over our Town. "We've had so many close calls... you almost dying, Cindy, Teresa... Tanya paralyzed... losses or near losses in our War on Injustice. I guess I got to believing that we would win them all. And then this came along. Just when we got Charlie back... they took him from me."
The old man continued, and I sensed that the thin thread holding him together was fraying. "This has taken years off my wife's life. It is killing her, right in front of me. And Charlie..." The tears began flowing from his eyes. "... all those years, lying there... and then you saw what he was blinking, and for a moment he had a life again... and they took that from him... from me. I'd like to think it was for the best, that Charlie's not suffering any longer... but..."
The thread broke as the Chief cried out: "Oh God! it's just so damned unjust!"
There was only one thing I could do for Chief Griswold, and I did it. I put my arms around him and pulled him to me. I felt him grab my right arm as the sobs racked his body. I was his only anchor point, his only lifeline in his sea of misery as he cried for his lost son.
As I held on to him and let him grieve, I looked up over the Town. A train was coming out of the western horizon, it's headlight glowing like a star in the night as it approached the River and the curve before it...
Part 26 - Then Sings My Soul
Sunday, August 12th. There was a knock on the door of my office at The Cabin. The door then opened and Laura peeked inside. "Darling," she said, "it's time to go."
"Okay." I said, shutting down my most secure of laptops. I had been studying the data on the jump drive that the DepDirector had put in my pocket, along with a note that had read 'Destroy this when you're done. We have the originals.'. The FBI had not just secured texts and meta-data from cellphone calls. Under the FISA warrant, they'd transcribed full conversations(!).
And the data confirmed what I knew: Leon Mills was behind the hiring of the 'orderly' that had murdered Charlie then killed himself. But it was on whose behalf that Mills had acted that was my target. And that bastard was Chief Griswold's longtime enemy, Jack Lewis.
Yes, Lewis. He had not really known who had helped Queenie put the 'Queenie Files' together, but he knew Mitt Willis was only part of the answer. He'd needed Ikea and Ferrell to secure the files, and they'd failed miserably when Clan Crowbar, with the help of the 'Blood Orange' members of the TCPD had liberated those files from Ikea and Ferrell.
But it was Griswold's son, able to communicate with blinking in Morse Code, that had done the most damage. By decoding the Queenie Files, Charlie Griswold had helped the Iron Crowbar destroy any chances that Lewis had of returning as SBI Director, and imposing his will upon the local LEOs of the State, especially the local LEOs of the Town & County.
As much as he hated the Iron Crowbar, Jack Lewis hated Griswold even more. His plan to murder Griswold with SBI Agents had failed, and ended up killing a U.S. Marine instead. So now the chance to cause the Griswolds pain by having their son murdered was irresistible to Lewis. And to do it after that bastard Val Jared had awarded Charlie the Governor's Gold Medal was... timely.
As I locked up my office and got ready to go, I thought about things. The FBI had issued arrest warrants for Jack Lewis, but he had disappeared, leaving behind his cellphone, cars, computers, and anything else that might be used to trace him. Whatever his emergency evacuation plan had been, he was now implementing it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
So on we go
His welfare is of my concern
No burden is he to bear
We'll get there
For I know
He would not encumber me
He ain't heavy, he's my brother.
If I'm laden at all
I'm laden with sadness
That everyone's heart
Isn't filled with the gladness
Of love for one another
------ The Hollies, 'He Ain't Heavy, He's My Brother'
The family and friends were fed lunch (yes, yet more food) in the Fellowship Hall of the Presbyterian Church. A few minutes before 2:00pm, I got a text on my Police iPhone that the hearse was leaving the Funeral Home with a Police escort on motorcycles. It was quite a bit larger than the normal contingent the Police provides for most Citizens' funerals.
We walked along the outside of the Church on an old sidewalk to the front street as the contingent pulled up. The Police Honor Guard funeral team was there, and took the coffin along the main walk to the front doors of the Church. We fell in behind.
Leading the way was the Police Honor Guard. Captain Teresa Croyle was behind the casket as rearguard, having pulled rank and made herself the leader of the contingent. She was wearing her Medal of Valor, but instead of her full complement of many medals, she was wearing only one other medal: her Governor's Gold Medal, awarded months before. (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels', Ch. 04.) It was her tribute to Charlie, but I made a note to have her direct boss reprimand her for being 'out of uniform'. I also knew that her direct boss was probably going to 'not remember' to reprimand her.
Next were Chief Griswold in civilian attire and Mrs. Griswold, who had not stopped lightly sobbing from the minute she saw her son's casket being unloaded from the hearse. Then followed me, wearing my full formal uniform with M.O.V. and full medals. Walking beside me was retired Navy Senior Chief Petty Officer Jonathan Davis, wearing his formal Navy uniform.
Then followed Commander Cindy Ross, wearing her M.O.V and medals, and, walking next to her, retired TCPD Captain Leslie Charles, one of Chief Griswold's closest friends. Then came Church friends and Community Center friends that had served lunch.
The pews were full of Citizens and Police Officers, all standing as we came down the aisle to the front of the Church. The building was ancient: the oldest structure in the Town & County save the University's oldest building, but the interior had been refurbished and looked new, bright, and modern. The windows were stained glass, but a monochromatic gold, and the light woods and white walls reflected much light and warmth. The back wall was the original slate of the back wall of the Church, and mounted on it was a huge Cross, also of light woods with a fluorescent light behind it. The podium was rounded off to the left, with a door behind a screen on the left side.
Dr. Edward Ayers began the funeral service, speaking of Charlie's life being one of Faith at long last rewarded. I felt a lump in my throat... I had been asked to speak about Charlie, as well. And in due time, I was called up, and I went to the podium in the utter silence of this House of God.
"Charlie Griswold," I said, "was a man who saw with his eyes, and spoke through his eyes. Each word he spelled out was meaningful, and well thought out. Charlie knew that second chances to say something was a gift from God, to be treasured and used wisely, and not to be wasted... from words of forgiveness for arguments of the past, to taking advantage of that second chance to tell his parents that he loved them."
As I went on, I said "Charlie grew up believing he'd be a law enforcement officer like his father before him, but it looked like he would never have that chance. But once again, Charlie took advantage of his gift from God, and used the tools God granted him to help capture a wanted criminal." I held up his FBI Consultant badge and said "His path to law enforcement was as an FBI Consultant, ready to help defeat crime by cracking the criminals' codes and exposing their perfidies. He paid the price in our War on Crime, but he has left behind a world better for his presence. Let him be remembered as the hero he is, and someone his family is very proud of."
"And last," I said, "Charlie Griswold is the example of someone who never lost hope, never gave up hope, that one day his words would be recognized and understood, and that his gifts would be unleashed upon a world that needed them. And for anyone who is in despair, and thinks that there is no hope left, then this is Charlie's message for you."
I turned to the piano that was in the choir loft. Jonathan Davis had quietly snuck over there, and now he rapped out on one of the keys in Morse Code, 'dih' for dots, 'dah' for dashes:
.... --- .--. . -. . ..._ . ._. _.. .. . ... which sounded like: dih-dih-dih-dih dah-dah-dah dih-dah-dah-dih dih dah-dih dih dih-dih-dih-dah dih dah-dih-dih dah-dih-dih dih-dih dih dih-dih-dih
"Hope never dies."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once my words were finished, Paulina Patterson came up to sing. She was wearing a light gray jacket and skirt, and a white blouse. She exhibited her beautiful voice:
"O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder,
Consider all the worlds Thy hands have made;"
Then there were gasps as her brother, the legendary rapper T-Square, came out from behind the screen at the side of the podium, wearing a matching gray suit, white shirt, and white necktie, and his trademark shades. He sang the next verse:
I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder,
Thy power throughout the universe displayed.
And then together, the brother and sister raised their voices in a powerful rendition worthy of the great Elvis Aron Presley as they sang to the Heavens:
Then sings my soul, my Savior God, to Thee,
How great Thou art! How great Thou art!
Then sings my soul, my Savior God, to Thee,
How great Thou art! How great Thou art!
Part 27 - Epilogue
Monday, August 13th. Jonathan Davis came to my office after the coffee klatch. "I'm going to be leaving for home in a few minutes." he said.
"I appreciate everything you did for us, and for Charlie." I said. "You'll come back for our November 1st ceremonies?"
"Yes sir." said Davis.
I picked up my phone and dialed a number. "Davis," I said into the phone, "will you come to my office, please?"
An instant later, Detective Jerome Davis appeared. "Detective, will you escort your father out of Headquarters?"
"Yes sir." said Davis. He led his father past the Duty Desk and out the front lobby door, and to Mr. Davis's car.
"I'll take my leave of you now, son." said the retired Navy man. "They've asked me to come back for the November awards ceremonies, so I'll see you then."
"I'm looking forward to it, sir." said Jerome. "And thanks for coming and helping us with Charlie."
"I was glad to do it, though the ending for him was sad... just not right." said Mr. Davis. "Before I go, I wanted to tell you something: I was watching you work these past few days, and I was very impressed. You did an excellent job with the case."
"Thank you, sir." said Jerome, not used to such praise from his father. "That's very kind."
"If I recall," said Mr. Davis, "I opposed your admission to the Police Academy, and you becoming a Police Officer. It is possible that I was... in error. You are where you are meant to be, working with some outstanding people."
"Yes sir, they are great." said Jerome. He shook the hand his father had extended to him, and moments later Jonathan Davis drove out for home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Decades in the future...
The Police Chief's text went unanswered. Concerned, he dialed the number and received no answer. Now very concerned, he got into his Police Chief's SUV and drove out to 2461 Reservoir Road. There was no answer to his knock, so he let himself in with the spare key he kept on his keychain.
Going inside, the house was clean. Only a few dishes were in the sink in the kitchen. The air was still, stale and heavy.
The Police Chief then went into the bedroom, and found what he expected, and dreaded. The ancient man was lying in bed in peaceful repose, asleep... forever asleep.
As the tears began to sting my eyes, I looked at the bedside table. There were three small photos on it: one of his deceased wife, Mrs. Griswold; one photo of him with Charlie and the Governor on the day Charlie was awarded the Governor's Gold Medal; and one of him with me, taken on the day I became Police Chief.
As I reached for my radio to call the death in to the Duty Desk, I noticed the drawer of the bedside table was cracked open. I opened it, expecting to find a Bible, and I did... still in good condition, having been read, but not a lot.
It was the other object in the drawer that surprised me. It was a booklet in a zip-lock bag. The colors were faded, and the pages worn from many, many readings over the years, but I recognized it, his favorite mystery novel of them all:
It was 'The Case of the Missing Stringbeans'.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Thursday, August 16th, 9:30pm. The kennels of the Town & County Animal Services Facility, a.k.a. the Dog Pound, were made of old wood and chicken wire, and they were now burning fiercely. The barking of terrified dogs could be heard amongst the flames.
As I arrived, I noticed that the Fire Department seemed to be in no real rush as they hooked up their hoses. And no one was putting on fire equipment to rescue the dogs.
"Come on!" I yelled as I approached them. "We've got to try to get those dogs out of there!" The firefighters seemed to ignore me. I looked around and saw a fire jacket and mask lying on the ground; its owner had not put the gear on yet.
I acted faster than I could think about it: I grabbed the fire coat and mask and began putting them on as I ran towards the back of the long row of kennel cages. I ran inside the unlocked back door, my flashlight illuminating the narrow passageway in this dark inferno that was literally Hell.
I came upon a cage and threw open the door, the dog inside rushing past me to safety. I went left and right, throwing open cages as I went along... and then I began collapsing. The mask was a gas mask, protecting me from the smoke. The problem was that it was not an oxygen or air mask, and the fire was consuming all the oxygen. I was going to the ground, realizing I needed to turn and get back out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Commander's not coming out!" yelled Lt. Micah Rudistan. The firefighters again seemed to be in no rush to do anything. Rudistan didn't wait: "Let's go get him ourselves!" he said to Johnson.
"Hold on!" a firefighter. "We'll get him, goddammit. But you fucking cops are putting our lives at risk!"
"That's your job, asshole!" yelled another voice, a woman's voice. The firefighter turned on her, only to find that he was facing TCPD Commander Cindy Ross, wielding a green crowbar and aching to use it. "Get in there and get him out!... not you, asshole. I want your badge number! Now!"
The other firefighters finally started moving. Two in air masks attached to tanks went in.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had managed to crawl forward... not towards the door, but to two more cages. I got them open, seeing the dogs inside run outside. Other dogs were barking in terror; the flames were getting closer.
My vision blurred, and I felt myself falling to my chest on the ground. I wasn't going to make it... and then I felt my arms being grabbed. Two men began dragging me out towards the back door, and not exactly being gentle about it. I felt the rush of cool air as we came outside.
The two firefighters dropped me, but Rudistan and Johnson were there to help me up and half-carry me away from the conflagration to the back of the fenced-in facility.
"I've got him." Cindy said as they took off the fire coat and mask. Patrolman Culver came up with some oxygen, and I breathed it in until I felt recovered.
"Goddammit, save those dogs!" I gasped out, tears in my eyes as I heard the yelps of terror from inside the burning kennels.
"You got some of them, Don." said Cindy, hugging me from behind, and holding me in place. "You did what you could."
At that moment, Chief Moynahan came up. "Commanderrrr, of all the hair-brained---" he growled, then stopped. Cindy was shaking her head vigorously; now was not the time.
"Chief Moynahan!" called out an angry voice. Fire Chief Quinlin was coming up. "Can I talk to you for a minute?----" His voice stopped as all human activity suddenly seemed to cease. The yelps of the trapped dogs got louder, pure fear in their canine cries of desperation.
And then... the barking stopped, seemingly all at once. The only sound in the sudden silence was the crackling of the flames. After a long moment of time seeming to have stopped, the firefighters only now began trying to put out the fire.
Cindy was still holding onto me as I bowed my head between my arms and shed tears for the dogs I could not save. Eight dogs survived... but eleven good dogs perished horribly.
Part 2 - Reprimands
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 17th, from in front of the Animal Services building, the burned out kennels behind the building visible in the background. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the horrific fire at the County Dog Kennels that killed eleven dogs!"
Bettina: "The cause of the fire is under investigation, and sources tell Fox Two News that arson is suspected. But the hotter story is the rift that has developed between the Police and Fire Departments after Police Commander Donald Troy rushed into the kennels to rescue the dogs! Commander Troy saved eight dogs but was overcome by the smoke and collapsed, and two firefighters had to go in and remove him from the burning building."
"Fire Chief Quinlin has complained that Commander Troy's actions, while brave, put firefighters at risk by forcing them to go in and rescue the Police Commander. However, several Police Officers, including Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, have stated that the firefighters were slow to move, and one Police report even states that the firefighters were not going to rescue Commander Troy until they, the Police, moved to go into the burning kennels themselves! There has been no official comment from the Police nor Fire Departments, nor the office of Sheriff Daniel Allgood."
"In other news," said Bettina, "Governor Val Jared will be in our County on Monday, touting his jobs program as he tours the old Wentworth Tool & Die facility, which is expected to be renovated by its new owner, BOW Enterprises, into a service center. Social Justice groups plan to protest the Governor's arrival, saying that Jared's racism and hatred of women are not welcome in our Town and County, nor on our University's campus, and that his so-called jobs program only benefits the wealthiest elites."
"And also in State news," said Bettina, "the investigation of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell for rape is ongoing. The City's District Attorney's Office issued a statement saying that conflicting testimony of witnesses is making it difficult to make a case that will hold up in a Court trial. Senator Russell's attorney is also filing motions in Court to remove the restrictions upon the Senator's movements. He was ordered to stay in the City, but his attorney is claiming that he cannot be prohibited from traveling to Washington, D.C. to discharge his Senatorial duties. Congress is currently not in session due to the August recess..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's the Commander?" asked Joanne Warner as the Detectives watched the newscast in MCD.
"In his office." said Cindy Ross. "He was really affected by the loss of those dogs."
"I know the Commander loves dogs, ma'am," said Roy McGhillie, "but it couldn't be helped. He did what he could."
"All I can say," said Cindy, "is that I was there... and when the barking stopped and everything just went silent, it was one of the most unnerving things I have ever experienced. That just devastated the Commander."
"Are things really bad with the Fire Department?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"The Fire Chief is pissed with Commander Troy." said Cindy. "And I wrote up a Firefighter for insubordination and dereliction of duty, and referred it to the I.G., so they're going to be even more pissed."
"Why is the Fire Chief pissed at Commander Troy?" asked Jerome Davis. "Because the Commander went and did what the Firefighters should've done themselves?"
"I think that's some of it." said Cindy. "Okay, I think I've said more than enough on that already. Let's get to work.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You okay, Commander?" asked Teresa Croyle as the Angels meeting convened just before 8:00am.
"I will be." I said, my voice sounding as if it were coming from far away.
"So what is KSTD going to say?" Tanya asked as Cindy turned on the television.
"We'll see." I said. "Let's watch some TV." We turned to the monitor.
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the reporterette at 8:00am, with University Memorial Stadium behind her. "Let's go straight to Diane Williams at KCTY in the City, part of the SNN team! Diane!"
"Thank you all." said Diane Williams, whose age really showed after seeing the younger, prettier Cynthia on our screens. "SNN and its affiliates have learned that the University Campus Police had backup copies of a complaint filed against former Coach Willy Martinez for the rape of Selena Martinez, who was a University student at the time.
"The Police report was erased from the Campus Police servers," said Williams, "and only the backup record existed. The Campus Police did honor the Open Records Act request and provided the report when they found it on the backup servers, and the SBI's Inspector General is opening an investigation of how and why the report disappeared from the main servers. Let's go to Cynthia Freeman on the University Campus for more."
"Thank you, Diane!" shouted Cynthia. "Coach Willy Gonzales, nicknamed 'Speedy', was investigated for being the distributor of PEDs to players in a scandal several years ago. He left here, and later became a coach at Eastern State. He was found dead at Wildcat Stadium before a game between the Wildcats and Eastern State. Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD was at the game, and was asked by local authorities to help with the investigation, but he could shed no light on who the killers might be. Commander Troy did not respond to repeated requests by KSTD to be interviewed or give a statement about the case."
"And in State news," Cynthia continued, "Governor Val Jared will be in this area next Monday, touring the old Wentworth Tool & Die building which is scheduled for renovation. The Governor is also expected to make a speech to a group of Republicans at an event and fundraiser sponsored by the University chapter of the College Republicans..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They keep pushing the Gonzales thing." said Cindy. "What are they trying to do with that?"
"That was not the most interesting part of the news report." I replied. "Care to guess what was?"
"The only other thing they mentioned was the Governor coming here next week." said Tanya. "So by default, that has to be it."
"True," I said with a wan smile. "But why?" My three Angels were stumped, and admitted it.
"Both KXTC and KSTD made sure to give us details of the Governor's trip, including that it touts his job program." I said. "Not often they give the man they so deeply hate such positive press copy."
"I dunno." said Cindy. "They'll mention things like that, though they usually say his motorcade will be blocking traffic wherever he's appearing----"
*BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!*
It was my Police iPhone. I looked at it and saw it was Chief Moynahan. "Yes, Chief?" I said, taking the call. "9:00am? Yes sir, I'll be there... yes sir, I'll tell her... yes sir. Goodbye." As I disconnected I said "The Chief wants me and you, Commander Ross, to be at the Sheriff's office in City Hall promptly at 9:00am."
"The thing with the Fire Department?" Cindy asked.
"He didn't say." I said. "But we can observe and deduce that it very likely is just that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We arrived at 8:55am, and were shown in at 8:58am. Sheriff Daniel Allgood was seated behind his desk and did not get up. There were four chairs in a semi-circle around the front of his desk. The one on the far left (as we approached them) was occupied by Police Chief Moynahan. The one on the far right was taken by Fire Chief Quinlin.
There was one other person in the room, and his presence disquieted me and put me on guard. It was Inspector General Horace S. Wellman. He was seated to Allgood's left, essentially at the side of the desk, pretty much facing us as Allgood was.
"Have a seat, guys" said Sheriff Allgood, trying to sound folksy and 'normal'. Cindy sat to my left and Chief Moynahan's right, and I sat to Chief Quinlin's left.
"O-kayyyy," said Allgood, pretending to look through some papers. "We had a horrible fire at the kennels last night. Looks like arson, too. Unfortunately, we've had some issues come up. Commander Troy, you took a fire coat and gas mask and went into those burning kennels. You saved eight dogs; that was the good part. But the firefighters had to save one Police Commander; that's the bad part... that they had to go in after you, not that they saved you." I remained silent, as did everyone else.
"I think we all understand your actions, and your desire to save those dogs." Allgood continued. "And God knows you've shown you have no fear of any damn thing. But in this case, you exceeded your limits."
I continued to say nothing, even though the Sheriff's pause and his look at me suggested he desired me to speak. As the silence filled the room, he peered at me, then said "Chief Quinlin, why don't you explain your concerns?"
"Yes, Sheriff." said Chief Quinlin. "Commander, my firefighters expressed a lot of dismay that they had to go into those burning kennels after you. Your actions, while brave, put my men at risk, and some of them believe that risk should not have been needed, that it was unnecessary. I know that in the past you've had to be held back from trying to rescue people you've seen in fires."
He was referring to the night Roy Easley was injured, when the Consultant of Crime had had three apartment buildings set on fire. (Author's note: 'Fire In The Embers', Ch. 06.)
"Commander," continued Quinlin, "you wouldn't want Firefighters to arrive at a crime scene and start making arrests. In the same vein, you need to let us do our jobs at fire scenes. And putting yourself in harm's way like that puts my people in harm's way."
"Commander," said the Sheriff, "you do agree that your actions, however brave and well intended, were incorrect, and that you need to let the Firefighters handle things like rescues in fires?"
I could sense what was going on, and seeing the I.G. peering at me just confirmed it. I said with as much calmness and level voice that I could muster: "Before I answer, Sheriff, I want to ask Chief Quinlin one question." I turned to the Fire Chief, looked him hard in they eye, and said "If I had not gone in there, would you have sent any Firefighters, properly equipped, to try to save any of those dogs?"
The Chief didn't flinch. He replied "Very likely not, Commander. The fire was already out of control, we didn't know what was in there. And while my men will rescue humans like yourself, I would not have sent them into that situation just to rescue dogs. The risk was not worth the reward."
I turned to the Sheriff and said "Then no, Sheriff. I do not admit to any wrongdoing, and under the same circumstances, I'd try to save those dogs again. I'd just get an air tank and mask first."
Allgood grimaced. "Okay, then." He looked over at Cindy, who was fidgeting. It was only because I'd cautioned her earlier not to speak until spoken to that she had not said anything to this point.
"Commander Ross," said the Sheriff, "the other part of our issues, and our discussion this morning, is your formal write-up of one of the Firefighters. You accused him of insubordination, which we can debate, but you also accused him of dereliction of duty, which the Fire Chief has an issue with. Upon what do you base your accusation, Ms. Ross?"
"First, Sheriff," said Cindy, now free to speak, "I also referred these charges to the Inspector General, so I'll address him also, since he's here." Then Cindy went through the Firefighter's failure to move upon my instructions, then his failure to move when Rudistan yelled for the firefighters to rescue me.
"Sheriff, I sincerely believe that guy would've sat there and not done a damn thing to help Commander Troy until Rudistan moved to go in there himself. Then the coward started whining that we the Police was putting him in danger."
"Who are you calling a coward?!" yelled Quinlin, his face red with fury. "Who the hell do you think you are to say that about any of my guys?"
I did not hit him with the red crowbar, but I put it to his chest in a manner of restraint. "Chief Quinlin," I barked, "do you see that little red rectangle on Commander Ross's shirt? That means she has earned a Medal of Valor. M. O. V., Chief. And that is who she is, and what gives her every right to judge your man and call him the coward that he is."
"He's right, Quinlin." said Chief Moynahan, before Chief Quinlin could go off on me, which would've resulted in a crowbar beatdown. "Commander Ross's bravery is unquestioned."
"Furthermore to this subject, Chief Quinlin," said Cindy, letting just the right amount of anger creep into her voice, "your firefighters didn't even get any water on that fire until after all the dogs were dead. Their actions were slow at best, inexcusably incompetent at worst. I know not every Firefighter is as bad as those slugs at that scene were; I was there when Easley went in after that kid. But I'm not the only one who saw what happened last night, and I stand by my evaluation of that man. And yes, I'll say it to his face, too... like I did last night."
Sheriff Allgood looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but in this meeting. "All right, guys." he said, regaining control. "Horace, you've got some work to do to sort it all out. Commander Ross's complaint has been made and filed with you. I just want the truth and to know both sides of the story, so go ahead and do a good and full investigation. You can go." Wellman left.
"Sheriff," said Chief Quinlin, "what about Commander Troy, here? I don't think my complaint, which was informal and not sent to the I.G., is fully addressed yet."
"It will be, Patrick." said Allgood. "The Police Chief will be giving his people... all of them... instruction and training on the role of the Police at fire scenes. Why don't you go on out, and I'll talk to these Police Officers, here." Quinlin left, but was not happy.
"Okay guys," said Daniel, keeping his voice calm, "what Quinlin wants is for you, Commander Ross, to retract your formal complaint. Don, don't be surprised if he makes his complaint against you formal, so he can negotiate a quid pro quo to have the complaint against his guy dropped. Ross, how do you feel about letting it drop?"
"I won't drop it, Sheriff," said Cindy harshly, "and I'll grieve it to the Union it if anyone else tries to drop it. The reason is what I said earlier: I sincerely believe that son of a bitch was not going to do a damn thing. He was going to sit there and let Commander Troy die in there, and acted only after Rudistan moved to go in there. No matter what else happens, that kind of failure to do his job is worse than inexcusable."
"Sheriff," said Moynahan, "I have to back my Commanders up on this. I understand Quinlin's point about Don putting himself in danger, but those Firefighters should've had water on the fire and gone in and tried to get dogs out before the Commander even got there. And Commander Ross is correct all the way around; that one firefighter should no longer be serving with the TCFD."



"Very very easy for you brave people to say." Daniel said. "And I mean that as a compliment to all of you, I truly do. But not everyone is, nor can be expected to be as brave as you, or hardened by combat as you have been, Chief Moynahan."
"True, Sheriff." said Moynahan, "but those that aren't willing to do the duty they signed up for... need to be invited to find new lines of work more suited to their... temperaments...
Part 3 - Cause And Effect
"Well," said Cindy as we drove back to Headquarters, via a drive around the Bypass, "have we disturbed a bed of fire ants again?"
"Oh yeah." I said. "But it needed to be disturbed. I noticed the Sheriff had the I.G. there and then asked me if I thought I was wrong and put the Firefighters in danger by my actions. If I'd admitted that, Quinlin and the I.G. would've used that to either force you to retract your complaint, or to find for him and say I shouldn't have put him in that quandary. Then the Sheriff went to work on you, but you held firm. Righteously so, I might add."
"So whose side is the Sheriff on?" asked Cindy.
"I think he's hoping it'll just go away." I said. "And that will depend on what Quinlin does..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was looking at Martha's autopsies of the dead dogs. She said that nine of them died by asphyxiation and/or smoke inhalation, that only two burned alive. It did not assuage how I felt. And then Helena buzzed me that I had a visitor. It was Fire Marshal Zoe Singer.
"Formal and official." she said as she came in, handing me a file folder full of papers. "It's arson. I'm turning it over to you for the criminal investigation."
"Thanks." I said. "Have a seat." Zoe sat down next to Cindy, both of them in the hot chairs in front of my desk. "Oh, I see you've already secured the video of the Animal Facility."
"Yep, and I turned it over to your evidence servers." said Zoe. "You'll have to identify the person in the video." I nodded.
"So," said Zoe, "between us and the lampposts..."
I smiled a brief, pursed smile. "What, you weren't a fly on the wall for that meeting with the Sheriff? Seriously, some of it is going to the I.G., and I suspect more will before long." I filled Zoe in on what had happened at the meeting. I finished with "So tell me, off the record... are all the Firefighters like that bozo? I'd like to think more of them are like Easley."
"I'll tell you this." said Zoe. "When Easley was in the field, no one dared showed the kind of lackadaisical attitude that was shown last night. But he's now working for me, and a lot of his example is gone from everyone's minds. Also, while most guys do their jobs conscientiously and well, there is an increasing sentiment among many of them that their job is to get through their shift unscathed so they can go home. I guess the Iron Crowbar's Police Force doesn't have any of those."
"I think you mean Captain Croyle's Police Force." I said. "Seriously, no one wants to be explaining to her why they hid behind a wall while a perp got away or hurt innocent people." Cindy was nodding vigorously in agreement.
"Of course," I said, "one thing we do emphasize in training is that no one on this Police Force is Superman, and they're expected to show good use of their brains, not foolhardiness as a substitute for bravery."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not need facial recognition software to see who the arsonist was, and neither did Cindy Ross when she saw the video. I called Captain Tanya Perlman and told her to meet me in Classroom 'D' with the Detectives she intended to assign to the arson case. She brought Roy McGhillie and Julia Rodriguez.
"He's underage, so you'll have to get his mother and bring her to the Station before we can do anything with him." I said. "Get a warrant, and take at least two Uniformed Officers with you to get him out of school."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell is this about?" Patricia Ridley demanded to know as she practically flew into Interrogation-A. "Why have you taken my son out of School and brought him here?"
"I'm about to show you, Mrs. Ridley. Have a seat" I said. She sat down... next to her son, Zack Ridley. We'd dealt with Patricia and Zack before, and Zack had been one of the seven kids kidnapped by the Slender Man (Author's note: 'Another Day In The Life', 'Return of The Slender Man'.). I sat down opposite them, with Julia Rodriguez sitting next to me, and Roy McGhillie behind us in the chair by the back wall. Corporal Hicks and Patrolman Johnson were the uniformed presences.
"First, I'm going to read you your rights, Zack." I said. "You have the right to----"
"Why are you reading him his rights?" interrupted Patricia.
"You'll see in a moment." I said. I read Zack the rights and asked if he understood them.
"Yeah, I guess so." said Zack.
"Let's watch some TV." I said, taking the remote and turning on the monitor. Video tapes from several angles clearly showed Zack setting fire to the kennels. Patricia was horrified, but still tried to protect her son.
"No, no, that can't be Zack!" Patricia exclaimed. "He was at home, in bed, asleep! Zack, tell them you were at home!"
"I wasn't at home." said Zack. "I snuck out. I set fire to the kennels."
"What?!" Patricia wailed again, her eyes all but popping out of her head. "But.. why?!"
"I was bored." said Zack.
Everyone was in shock at Zack's admissions. "Okay," I said, "Mrs. Ridley, you should call a lawyer for your son while he is being taken through booking." Hicks and Johnson took Zack through booking as Patricia went outside and began talking on her cellphone. I told Julia and Roy that it was their case from this point on.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After taking Zack through booking, Johnson cleared the hallway before getting to Interrogation-1. Hicks was escorting Zack, who looked bored and scornful. As they got to I-1, the door opened, and into the hall walked Your Iron Crowbar. I stopped right in front of them as I closed the door, my eyes boring into Zack's.
"Eleven dogs died, Zack." I whispered menacingly. "You killed eleven dogs. Do you know what I am going to do to you for that?"
"I'm a kid, you won't touch me." Zack said, his voice full of hatred, his eyes glaring as he looked up at me.
"You're right." I said. "You're a kid. I won't touch you. Now."
I named a date. "That's your eighteenth birthday, Zack. That's the day they'll let you out of Juvie. You won't be a kid then. And I will be there. I will be waiting for you to come out, and when you do, I will be remembering those dogs that died. See you then, kid."
With that, I went back into I-1 and back to my office. Hicks didn't see or hear a thing, no cameras picked up a thing. And it was only a matter of time until that little bastard reached legal age. Only a matter of time...
Part 4 - Federal Report
Still Friday, August 17th. At 11:00am I got a call from FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, asking me to meet him at the Cop Bar for lunch at 11:30. Of course I agreed. We got a table in the back room for privacy.
"Glad you made it out of those burning kennels alive." Jack said. "Unbelievable how... lazy... those firefighters were."
"How'd you hear about that?" I asked.
"Oh, we hear things." said Jack. "Truth is, this one is all over Town. A lot of outrage on both sides. I'm a bit surprised at the intensity of it."
That got me to thinking to myself. Was Jack trying to give me a clue about something? Or was the Town really that passionate about this particular issue? And really, how did Jack know so much, so quickly? I put these questions into their compartments of the mind.
"So," I said after Jack's 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger Plate' and my 'Breakfast Burger Plate' arrived, "what's the reason for this lunch date? Besides an excuse to have double cheeseburgers, of course?"
Jack gave what was for him a smile as he ate a bite of his double cheeseburger. "Who needs an excuse to have the best hamburger on earth?" he replied. Then he said "But... I thought I'd use lunch as an excuse fill you in on some things we're finding out at our level."
Jack started: "As you know, we got FISA warrants to obtain the transmissions of several people, and we amped that up after Charlie Griswold's death. Leon Mills and Jack Lewis have both disappeared off the face of the earth. We paid the Reverend Steven Ikea a visit, and he says he has no clue where either has gone to. We've checked on him carefully, but he's created no phone chatter nor has done anything that might lead us to Lewis or Mills, or Ferrell for that matter."
"And you won't." I said. "Ikea is a dirtbag and then some, but he's never been one of the Swamp Frogs. He's like the guy the Mafia lets stay clean to be a front for the filth that goes on behind the scenes."
"He puts on one hell of an act as a religious nut." mused Muscone.
"Except it's not an act." I replied. "He really is what he appears to be when he gets all righteous."
"Yep." said Muscone. "Anyway, one thing we're slowly finding out, in association with SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell and Lt. Norm Chow: the Democrats in this State had a plan that once they gained control of both Houses of the Legislature, they would get Jared impeached and removed, then get Graham Collins impeached and removed. Once a Democrat was Governor, they were going to pardon Jack Lewis and Dick Ferrell, bring Lewis back as SBI Director, then pass a new SBI bill that would impose crushing SBI authority over county and local LEOs."
"And the Republicans would just help them do that?" I asked. "They need two-thirds majority to convict on impeachments in the State Senate."
"From what we're finding out," said Muscone, "yes, enough Establishment Republicans, led by State Rep. Wilson Hammonds, would vote to impeach Jared, and then convict him and get him out of there. I have never seen such hatred for one man as the Republicans and their Democrat friends have for Val Jared."
Muscone continued: "As to Graham Collins, it looks like they want to bring a scandal to him. We're getting the idea that they may want to gin up that University scandal with the coaches, and say that Graham Collins knew about it and helped cover it up. Obviously that could get out of their control really fast, but it's the idea we're hearing about."
"I think I'm going to refrain from asking how this information was acquired." I said, barely believing that Jack Muscone was so openly and freely giving me this much information, and thus letting me know how deep their surveillance was going.
"I always knew you were a smart man." said Muscone.
"So absolutely nothing on Jack Lewis and Leon Mills?" I asked.
"No." said Muscone. "Some of our people believe they are not hiding out together, nor are in touch with each other. Mills has friends in the Southport Mafia; his name came up as we investigated Les Craig all those months ago. Lewis... his friends were in Academia and Politics, and we think he had a bolt hole to run to and he ran to it. The Deputy Director lives up at Lake Watchacoochie now; we've advised him to keep on the lookout in case Lewis shows up in that area. We're also watching Valley Villages to your south."
"Retirement communities." I mused. "Hmmmm..." And then I noticed something on the television set, which riveted our attention...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd Burke was on the raised platform outside the BOW Enterprises main building. On his right was his wife Teresa Croyle, wearing her Duty Dress uniform, and her Medal of Valor around her neck. On Todd's left was Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley, in his semi-formal Fire Department jacket, shirt, and tie, and wearing his Medal of Valor.
"Thank you for coming today." said Todd to the gathering of Press and local politicians. "I am pleased to announce that BOW Enterprises received a patent for the technology that allows our new air or oxygen mask to be miniaturized to a size that is compact and useful for emergency operations."
Todd displayed one of the devices, which he took from its sealed bag. which was small enough to fit into a coat or jeans pocket. The device itself fit over the nose and mouth and had a little 'tank' of compressed air or oxygen that was a cylinder about the diameter of an Eisenhower silver dollar and as thick as six of them in a stack.
"These are one-time-use devices that deliver about five minutes of normal breathing in an oxygen-starved environment." Todd said. "We began working on these air packs after Lt. Easley here was injured while rescuing a child from a fire. With these devices, firefighters can give victims air without having to give up their own masks and equipment. And those of you who watched the news and saw Police Commander Troy's attempt to rescue dogs from those burning kennels... a device like this will enable those rescues to be made even more successfully, with less danger to the rescuers. Last, they can be used by first responders to give oxygen to people needing it. My wife and I could've used one of these after the Fourth of July races a few weeks ago!" People laughed politely at the joke.
"I also want to announce," said Todd, "that BOW Enterprises will be making these devices available to Fire, Police, and Emergency Responders at greatly reduced prices, just enough to cover the cost of making them and taxes. We hope that this will enable heroes like Lt. Easley and Cpt. Croyle to help more people with less risk to themselves." There was polite applause from the politicians and the Press.
Part 5 - Ranger
Friday, August 17th. When I got back from lunch, I was in a pretty good mood. The Breakfast Burger had been delicious, and Todd's live announcement where he'd given me some props for the dog rescue would be helpful, I knew.
And then Cindy came to my office, and the look on her ruggedly pretty face told me that there was a problem.
"Don, can you come to MCD for a second?"
"Sure." I said. I followed her into MCD, where the MCD and a few Vice Detectives were gathered. It was strangely quiet in the room, and the looks on the Detectives' faces pretty much matched Cindy's. Jerome Davis brought me a chair to sit in.
"Okay, whatever it is, show me." I said as I sat down. Cindy nodded, and Joanne started the DVR. It was a Della Harlow ad.
"Antonio Griswold as Sheriff? That's a laugh" said a woman's voice. "He'd let Commander Donald Troy run roughshod over us. Even the Fire Department is sick of Donald Troy's actions, which put firefighters in harm's way." A picture was shown showing Your Iron Crowbar being dragged out of the burning kennels.
"But worse, Antonio Griswold is close friends with the racist Governor Val Jared, who used Government power to harass women that made credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor. Do we need a friend of Donald Troy and Val Jared to be our Sheriff?"
It was the photo being used with those words that they'd wanted me to see. It was the photo of the Governor awarding Charlie Griswold the Governor's Gold Medal, with Charlie between the Governor and Chief Griswold. Della Harlow had used that photo to attack Chief Griswold in that ad.
The ad ended with Harlow saying "I approved this message." followed by chants of "I'm with her! I'm with her!" and an 'H' with an arrow for the crossbar.
All eyes were on me as Joanne stopped the DVR. The look on my face was of an iron passivity, but nothing could hide the glint of fury in my gray eyes.
"All right." I said, standing up. "Let's get back to work." I left the room and went back to my office. A few moments later the phone rang, and I answered it. "Hello Judge McGill... yes, I saw it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My day got considerably brighter an hour later. I was asked by Captain Croyle, who was still in her Duty Dress uniform, to come down to the SWAT Team's room, which adjoined the gym.
When I got to the gym, I saw members of the SWAT Team with a handsome looking dog. He was brown with white markings, and looked like a collie except his snout was not long but snub-nosed.
"Sir," said Lt. Hewitt, "this is Ranger. He belongs to Army Sergeant José Morales of the 75th Ranger Regiment. A couple of our guys here served in the 75th with SGT Morales. The dog was staying with the Joneses. They were killed in that accident on the Bypass two days ago. We were going to pick up Ranger from the pound, but it caught fire. Ranger was one of the dogs you saved last night, sir."
"Ahhh." I said. "An Army Ranger named his dog 'Ranger'. So when is SGT Morales returning from his current deployment?"
"In a couple of weeks, sir." said Hewitt. "We'd like to keep him here, but Captain Croyle says there's a no-dog policy, except for the K-9 Corps."
"And only the Command Group can override the no-dog policy, sir." said Teresa. "Hint hint."
"Hint hint, indeed." I said. "All right, let's get Commander Ross down here."
"I'm here already." said Cindy, who was just coming in the door. "What's the issue?"
"We have a guest, Commander Ross." I said. "We can solve this problem one of two ways. You can commission Ranger into our K-9 Corps like you did Bowser, or we can suspend the no-dog policy for a short time. You can inform Captain Aaron that the Police Commander is about to do just that."
"Sounds like a plan." said Cindy.
"Mr. Hewitt, and everyone else," I said, pretending severity, "be sure that not a smear of dog poop appears anywhere in my Police Headquarters and be sure that I don't see any poop on the grass within the fences. Make sure Ranger gets to the Fairgrounds to do his business. And don't let him roam around unattended."
I observed that Ranger's ears picked up upon hearing his name, but when I said "Hello, Ranger." he didn't really respond. I made a comment about it, and a SWAT Team member said he didn't really respond to anything.
"Ohhhhh!" Cindy said "I'll bet I know what it is." She leaned over and said "¡Hola! Ranger.", followed by a spate of Spanish that I didn't quite catch. Ranger happily responded and went over to Cindy, who petted him.
"Ranger is a Spanish-speaking dog." said Cindy. "We could use an interpreter in our K-9 Corps." Fortunately, one of our SWAT Team members was fluent in Spanish, and Ranger became a much happier dog. I made sure to pet Ranger before going back to my office. Dogs make a bad day much, much better.
As we walked down the hallway, I said to Cindy "I didn't know you spoke Spanish, and so fluently."
"You speak French, I speak Spanish." said Cindy with a grin. She then said "I took it in School, and my father has had me practicing it a lot the past few months. He speaks Spanish and Portuguese very fluently. He used to go to South America a lot..."
Part 6 - Plots and Plans
"So what's the story, Graham?" asked State House Ways & Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds.
"I dunno." said Lt. Governor Graham Collins. "But I do know it's getting worse every day."
They were meeting in the State Republican Caucus Conference Room of the State Capitol Office Building. In addition to Hammonds and Collins, attendees included State Attorney General Karl Handel, State Senator Cain Mitchell, and State Rep. Jeff Canton.
"Where's Speaker Newton?" asked Canton referring to State House Speaker John Paul Newton, second in line to the Governorship.
"He said he had a political fundraiser to attend." said Lt. Governor Collins. "I'm not sure he's fully on board as one of us, as it is."
"He'd better be." said Hammonds. "He's our last firewall against the Democrats."
"I'm not going anywhere, Wilson." said Graham Collins, deeply aware that Hammonds comment inferred that Collins might not last much longer than Governor Jared... if Hammonds had his way. "The point of this meeting is about who might be going somewhere... Samuel Russell, to prison."



"Aw, c'mon, Collins." said Karl Handel. "Russell's beating that rap already. News I'm getting out of the City is that the D.A. is not going to press charges."
"You are not getting very accurate news, then." said Lt. Gov. Collins, great disdain for Handel in his voice. "Let me paint a more complete picture for you: there is tremendous pressure on the City D.A. to take the Russell case to a Grand Jury. Only the Prosecutor speaks to the Grand Jury, meaning they may not even hear that Senator Russell's wife has made sworn statements defending her husband. They could indict him, and then it'll be up to a Jury to decide his fate."
"The people putting the pressure on the City D.A. are his fellow Democrats." continued Collins. "But they have some strange bedfellows. First, the SBI is pressing hard for charges against Russell, and one of those SBI Agents is its Reserve Inspector, Donald Troy. Cindy Ross, also of the TCPD and a Reserve SBI Agent via a loophole in the laws, has come out even more strongly for charges to be pressed against Russell. Never thought I'd see the Iron Crowbar's closest ally as an activist feminist, but she's pushing it hard."
"Troy has enough to worry about." said Cain Mitchell. "He's not out of the woods yet with the State Independent Counsel."
"Yes he is." said A.G. Handel "I can tell you, in confidence and in the privacy of this room, that Robert Mullen has told me that even with Jared's aides turning, they have nothing on Troy. He's pretty much in the clear, unless someone can wave a magic crowbar and produce solid evidence against him." The statement strengthened the gloom in the room.
"Let's get back to the subject of this meeting: Senator Russell." said Lt. Gov. Collins. "Whether or not he's indicted, he's in a world of shit. The Feds are pushing hard on getting connections between him and BigAgraFoods, and Senator Richard Nunn is behind a lot of that. The pressure on Russell in Washington is really tremendous; Russell is toxic, damaged goods."
"So what are you saying, Collins?" asked Hammonds sharply. "Stop beating around the bush. Spit it out, boy."
Collins looked at Hammonds with derision, but held his tongue and instead said "It should be obvious. Russell needs to resign. He wants to resign and become a lobbyist before he gets too toxic. But that rape charge has to go away, and we have to have a reliable Governor that will appoint an Establishment replacement. Jared will pick a Grassroots Conservative."
"I hate the fucking Grassroots!" Wilson Hammonds exclaimed, fury etched upon his features.
"So we've got to get Jared out, and very, very soon." said Collins. "Before Labor Day, for sure."
"How far along is Mullen?" asked Cain Mitchell.
"Not far enough." said Handel. "Again, keep this in confidence, but Mullen is not going to have anything concrete on Jared at all. He hopes to release his findings shortly before the November elections, and do as hard a smear job on Jared as he possibly can. But his report will not be enough to get Jared out."
"No scandals?" asked Hammonds. "Nothing at all we can use on that bastard?" He was met with gloomy silence.
"Well," said A.G. Handel, getting up out of his chair, "it is what it is. I'm not going to push the City people to do anything to Russell, but there's no telling how that's going to play out. We may just end up with another Grassroots U.S. Senator."
"God forbid that ever happens!" exclaimed Wilson Hammonds. "I'd rather have a Democrat in there than another Richard Nunn!"
"You may get your wish. See you boys around." said Handel. He left the room.
"I have to be going, also." said Hammonds. "Collins, you're the one with skin in the game, here. Get this fixed."
"Why are you putting it all on me?" Collins began to whine, but Cain Mitchell stopped him.
"Hammonds is right, Collins." said the State Senator. "It's your ball, and in your court." Mitchell also left, and Canton hurried along after him, leaving the Lieutenant Governor of the State alone.
"Aw, shit." Collins swore under his breath, feeling a sense of desperation as he reached into his pocket for his cellphone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Got any plans for tomorrow?" Cindy asked as she came into my office.
"Eastside Elementary's Open House." I said. "We get the tour, talk to the teachers, so on and so forth. And Laura can't wait to join the PTA."
"Are you serious?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, I really am." I said. "Laura says she's excited about being part of local organizations like the PTA. She's been loving the Hot Wives Investment Club and the Ladies Auxiliary more than she'll admit, and I don't need to be Sherlock Holmes to be able to see it on her face."
"Who needs Sherlock Holmes?" Cindy replied. "We've got better: the Iron Crowbar."
"Not yet," I said, "but give it about 18 to 20 years, and then you're going to see something." I was referring to a future with a Detective Carole Troy in it. With my powers of observation and the Power of Cindy's vibes... sheesh, look out. And I didn't need to explain that to the Green Crowbar for her to understand what I was saying.
"So," I said, "your reason for asking is because you are planning on doing something. Spill it, what is it?"
Cindy smiled. "Didn't need 18 years to figure that one out, huh?" she asked. I chuckled and she said "I'm going to the City. Britt Maxwell wants me to talk to Russell's wife about her story... and maybe persuade her to tell the truth, that Russell raped that girl."
"Think you can change her mind?" I asked.
"I dunno." said Cindy. "I can appeal to her being a woman, and standing up for women that have been violated. But she has everything to lose and very little to gain in changing her story, so we'll see."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the afternoon waned, I felt good that my paperwork was caught up. Which meant it was caught up until the next morning, when the whole cycle started all over again. Then my phone buzzed, and the Chief asked me to step into his office. On the way out, I told Helena she could could go on home. She did not need to be told twice.
After I reported to the Chief's office and he had me sit down, he said "I just thought I would update you on this mess with the Fire Department. Lieutenant Rudistan joined Commander Ross's formal complaint against that Fireman. Quinlin had wanted me to retract it and let things go on all sides, but neither Ross nor Rudistan want to let it go, and they could go to their respective Unions if I unilaterally went over them and withdrew the complaints."
I nodded. "Why did Rudistan get involved? He never said anything to me, and he usually does get my feedback on things like that first."
"I don't know," said Moynahan, "you'll have to ask him that yourself. Anyway, the Sheriff could've stepped in and cooled things down, but he's chosen to let it roll with the I.G. I don't know if that's a political decision or not." The derision in the Police Chief's voice was unmistakable.
"The bottom line," said the Chief, "is that an hour ago, Quinlin made his complaint about you formal, and took it to the I.G. with a request that a formal Board of Inquiry be held."
I groaned. "Good grief." I said. "I guess I better call my lawyer and get ready."
"I've already talked to Paulina and to the City Attorney." said Moynahan. "They both told me that you've done nothing legally wrong; in fact, you acted after the Firemen blew you off and refused to act."
"Still, Chief," I said, "I need to have my ducks in a row. It is really getting ridiculous, what's going on around here. Oh... I'll just tell you now: get ready for more complaints about me. I'm not letting that Harlow ad using Charlie's photo go unchallenged."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "Just make sure that whatever you do, it makes the enemy so furious that the complaints I hear are the juiciest and bitterest possible." I had to smile at that.
Part 7 - I Am Woman
Late afternoon, Saturday, August 18th. "Thanks for coming over." said Britt Maxwell as she escorted Cindy down the corridor of the Westphalia Police Station. The building was new, modern, and very nice, though seemingly more compact than TCPD Headquarters. "You may be our last hope to get her to turn."
"I don't know that I'm going to be able to do much." Cindy said.
"Before we go to City Police HQ," said Britt, "let me get you up to date on what we've one, and the current legal situation." They went into a conference room and sat down.
"Senator Russell is currently under house arrest with an ankle monitor." said Britt. "His security is forbidden to be in the Cannon Building, and City Police are guarding the two floors of his suite. He can go to his office on the top floor only with a City Police escort, and cannot be left alone while in the office, not even to use the bathroom. So he basically just doesn't go up there."
"His wife is under arrest as a material witness." Britt said. "She is staying in a room at the Marriott Grande Hotel. Her lawyers are starting to fight like hell that we either charge her with a crime or let her go completely. So your moment with her tonight might be our last. We expect she'll be released, and only disallowed to go to the Cannon Building. She can go back down to Polk County, or to Midtown, or anywhere in the State, and we'll have trouble keeping up with her."
Britt continued: "She's Mirandized, and she insists on legal counsel if we so much as say 'good morning' to her. So if you start trying to convince her to turn, her legal beagle can shut you down."
"The answer to that is simple." said Cindy. "I'll go in there before her lawyer shows up. She'll ask for counsel, and I'll say I'm not asking any questions, but making statements that she has to listen to. And then I make my pitch."
"I dunno." said Britt. "You might get away with that, at least not get in trouble. But right now the City D.A. is really sitting on the fence, debating whether or not he'll go to a Grand Jury. If Mrs. Russell's lawyer makes a big enough stink about it, the D.A. might just wash his hands of the whole thing, and Russell gets away with it."
"You know, that's a thought." Cindy said. "And I just had an idea that might work better... a whole lot better..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ruby Russell answered the knock on the door to find Cindy Ross and Britt Maxwell outside.
"What do you want?" Ruby asked, derision in her voice.
"Can we come in and talk to you for a minute?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, what the hell." Ruby said, opening the door further to admit them. "Do I need to call a lawyer for this?"
"You have that right," said Cindy, "but I'm not here to ask questions. I'm here to appeal to you to intervene with your mother, and ask her to come forward with the truth that your father raped Jayne Hallerton and had her and your brother beaten up."
"My mother is already telling the truth." said Ruby. "My brother is the liar---"
Cindy held up her hand. "Let's just stop with that. I saw Jayne and Billy, I saw what was done to them. I also know that your father frequently hit Billy when he was a kid, and may have slapped you around, as well. Your father is a violent, dangerous man, Ruby, and I think you know that to be true."
Cindy knew this because her father knew a great many things. Even so, Ruby looked at her scornfully and said "You don't know shit. Nothing you can prove, anyway. But there's no way my mother is going to recant her story now."
"So you're willing to let your father keep getting away with stuff like this," said Cindy, "and maybe someone in the future gets hurt, or murdered. And as a woman you're really willing to protect a violent rapist?"
"Like your cousin, the Iron Crowbar?" shot back Ruby.
"Oh please, stop it." snarled Cindy. "You dare try to defend your filthy father by accusing the Iron Crowbar of---"
"Yes, but that's not important right now." said Ruby. "So I'll spell it out for you. If my mother were to recant her story, she might be charged with Lying to Police in the first place. But worse, whether or not my father beats the rap, my mother's life would be over. She has no job prospects, no money, everything she's ever had is what has come from my father's political career. She knows that if he is no longer Senator, she has no friends, no family, nothing."
"She's not stronger than that?" asked Cindy derisively. "But what about you, Ruby? You're okay with a woman being violently raped? Your own brother being beaten to a pulp with nearly-life-threatening injuries?"
"I truly do not give a shit if my brother lives or dies." said Ruby. "He can go fuck himself with that crowbar of yours, for all I care. But you want to talk about me? The only reason I have a job on 'Point Taken' is because of who my father is. If he's gone from the Senate, for any reason, I won't have a job any longer. Those bitches hate my guts like you wouldn't believe; they cannot wait for an opportunity to get rid of me. So no, Commander Ross, I will not be intervening with my mother. If anything, I'll be encouraging her to hold fast and not be dissuaded from standing for the truth by the likes of you and your God-damned cousin."
"I think we've heard enough." said Britt Maxwell. "Let's get out of here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the door slammed behind them and they made their way to the parking lot, Cindy's 'Spidey-sense' began going off in her head. 
"Something's wrong." she said, looking around. And she was right: several limos were pulling into the parking lot. The doors opened and security men exited the vehicles, rapidly forming a perimeter, their guns drawn. Britt drew her gun, as well, though Cindy only brandished the green crowbar in her hands.
Then a security man opened the back door of a limo, and out stepped United States Senator Samuel Russell. With his six security men flanking him, he came up to the two women.
"What the fuck are you two cunts doing here?" Russell snarled.
"None of your fucking business. Rapist." Cindy replied.
"You're about to find out about rapists, bitch." threatened Russell. "These security men will gang-rape you until you are dead, if I tell them to. You'd better watch your fucking mouth with me."
"Go fuck yourself, rapist." Cindy replied. "You won't live to see the sun rise---"
"Now you listen up, cunt, and you listen good." snarled Russell. "You stay the fuck away from my family, and stop trying to get my wife and daughter to lie about me. This is your last fucking warning. I don't play around. Now why don't you try telling me what your cousin the Iron Crowbar is going to do. Go run to him, you worthless little lezzie. I'm going to destroy him, too."
"I dunno." said Cindy, as if talking to Britt. "I dunno. Maybe I'm not making myself clear. The true piece of shit here is you, rapist. Like my cousin says, Senator or not, if you can't outrun a bullet, like your buddy Mitt Willis couldn't, then you ain't the badass you need to be to take the Iron Crowbar down. But why bother with him? I'll take care of his lightwork right now, and there's not a damn thing being a vaunted U.S. Senator can do to help you."
"Why you fucking cunt!" snarled Russell. "You're about to find out differently. Men, teach these bitches an unforgettable lesson." The guards prepared to advance, their guns drawn.
"Better be sure!"
The voice, a woman's voice came from behind them. Russell and his men whirled around to find themselves surrounded by at least twelve persons, clad in all black, all wearing masks... and a couple of them wearing Japanese swords in their belt sashes. One of them was shorter than most of the others, was obviously a woman by the way she filled out the clingy black clothes she was wearing, and she alone had an icon sewn onto the front of her shirt: a red ring with six red diamonds inside in a sunburst array.
The ninja were armed swords slung over their backs, but they also had M-4s and other high-powered arms. They had the drop on the Senator and his guards, who quickly moved to surround and protect him.
"Who the fuck are you?" snarled Russell, trying to keep fear from creeping into his voice.
"Your worst nightmare, Senator." said the woman, her voice quiet but very menacing. "I suggest you leave. Now. Before the Police get here. And before we kill every last one of you."
One of the security men came up to Russell and whispered something. "All right." Russell said. "Let's get out of here." Surrounded by his men, he made his way to his vehicles, and the convoy pulled out.
After they were gone, all of the ninja except the two with swords in their sashes melted into the darkness. Those two took off their masks, revealing themselves to be Teresa Croyle and Todd Burke.
"Aw, you spoiled my fun." Cindy said. "It was only six-to-one odds."
"Yeah, I know." Teresa said agreeably (for her). "But I wanted to see that bastard shit in his pants. He's wayyyyyy too full of himself, dontcha know?" Todd was grinning his brilliant grin.
"Did Don send you here?" Cindy asked.
"No." said Teresa. "This one was my own doing."
Just then, several cars pulled into the parking lot, blue LED lights blazing. City Police came out. Cindy, Britt, and Teresa were holding up their badges, causing the wary Uniformed Officers to hesitate.
"Well, well, well!" said City Detective E.J. Jefferson as he got out of a vehicle. "Stand down, guys, we're among friends! Hello, Captain Croyle! It's been a while. Nice to see you tonight."
"Hi, E.J. Nice to see you, too." said Teresa. They knew each other from when E.J. worked for the TCPD, of course.
"Officers! I'm the one that called the Police." shouted Ruby Russell from the balcony outside her apartment. "These people are making trouble! Arrest them! I'll press charges."
"Miss Russell," said City Detective Tony Long, "shut your mouth and go back into your apartment... or I'll arrest you for Disturbing the Peace, and your daddy will have to come bail you out of jail." Ruby turned on her heel and left in a huff, and a second later the slamming of a door was heard.
"You guys have carry permits for those swords?" asked E.J., meaning it humorously.
"Actually, we do." said Todd Burke, still grinning like the Cheshire Cat...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the four of them ate at the City Diner, which was not far from the Federal Building and the Cannon Building, Cindy said "I was kidding about the six-on-one. I'm glad you guys showed up; we've got armor on, but they had some serious firepower."
"What caused Russell to show up?" asked Teresa.
"I think Ruby speed-dialed him on her cellphone when she saw who was knocking on her door." said Britt. "May have left the connection open for him to hear what was said, too."
"That makes sense." said Teresa. "And Ruby called the City Police, too, when she saw we had her father and his men at bay."
"Yes." said Cindy. "Hard to believe Ruby is so 'all in' to help her father."
"You of all people know how tight family bonds can be." said Teresa.
"Speaking of that..." said Cindy, "come on, out with it. Don sent you to watch over me, didn't he?"
"No, he didn't." said Todd. "Seriously. Word of honor."
"He's right." said Teresa. "Don did not send us."
"Who did, then?" asked Cindy. "I mean, Don knew I was coming over here, but I didn't tell anyone else, except... oh." It hit her.
"Callie." she said, then looked at Teresa, and saw confirmation in her BFF's eyes.
"What can I say?" Teresa said. "She loves you."
"But to send the whole Clan of the Crowbar?" Cindy asked. "Not that I wasn't grateful to see you..."
"Well, that was my doing, and Teresa's." said Todd. "Let's just leave it at this: the Establishment Elitists are running scared right now. Russell is scared shitless that he'll be indicted by a Grand Jury for rape. Grahamnesty Collins and Wilson Hammonds are wetting their pants that Russell might resign, and Governor Jared will appoint a Grassroots Senator in Russell's place. And all the Establishment Repukes are scared of a 'blue wave' of Democrats winning the Legislature in November. Desperate times call for desperate measures, and you saw that in Russell tonight..."



Part 8 - Depths of Depravity
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 20th, from in front of City Hall. "Our Town & County prepares for a visit from the Governor as political chaos rages across the State!"
"First, let's go to Tim Sioban of KSB in the City for news about Republican U.S. Senator Russell. Tim!" said Bettina.
"That's right, Bettina!" said Tim Sioban. "Several people took videos of Republican Senator Russell in an altercation with Police outside his daughter's apartment complex last Saturday night." Grainy video of the altercation was being shown as Sioban spoke: "While no one got enough audio to be able to tell what was said, sources tell KSB News that the two women seen on the videos are believed to be SBI Inspector General Britt Maxwell and SBI Reserve Captain Cindy Ross, seen here wielding her trademark green crowbar." A still shot showed Cindy with the green crowbar in her hands.
Sioban continued: "City Police subsequently showed up just as Republican Senator Russell and his security personnel left. The City Police reports that Ruby Russell, Senator Russell's daughter, called the Police. No action was taken by Police, as only SBI and Police Officers were on the scene when they arrived. "
More Sioban: "Senator Russell's office issued a statement that the Republican Senator went to the location after hearing of possible threats to his daughter, one of the co-hostesses of the highly acclaimed show 'Point Taken'. Ruby Russell issued a statement through the 'Point Taken' program that she was being harassed by Police, but gave no details. Neither the SBI nor the TCPD have responded to our repeated requests for comment about this issue. And now we go to Bettina Wurtzburg for more on the Governor's appearance and the Independent State Counsel. Bettina!"
"That's right, Tim!" said Bettina. "Republican Governor Jared will be touring the old Wentworth Tool & Die building, which was bought by BOW Enterprises, and the Governor will be touting his and the Republican Party's jobs program. However, almost every Republican in the Legislature has refused to join the Governor for the tour or the Press Conference afterward, showing that the Governor remains deeply unpopular even with his own Party, and will be an anchor on the Party in the November elections!"
"As to the Independent State Counsel," said Bettina, "Fox Two News has learned that Steven Fuqua and Alan Davidson will be testifying before the Special Grand Jury this week. Dave Smigelski testified last week, and experts believe the testimony of the three Jared aides, once very important persons in the Governor's close inner circle, could be devastating for the Governor."
After a pause, in which the State affiliates broke away, Bettina said "And finally, local politics are now white hot with rancor as candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow filed a complaint against Commander Donald Troy for his ad which appeared over the weekend in response to her attack ad on Republican Sheriff candidate Griswold. Roll tape."
First was shown Della's attack ad that used the Charlie Griswold photo to attack Chief Griswold for being a friend of the Governor. Then came the retaliatory response:
"Hi, I'm Donald Troy." said me, wearing civilian clothes. "Charlie Griswold was a quadriplegic that overcame his limitations to help catch a wanted criminal. For his actions, he was awarded the Governor's Gold Medal. Charlie Griswold was later murdered for his heroic, helpful actions." I said as the photo was shown in my ad.
"Della Harlow used this photo of this brave man being awarded the Governor's Gold Medal to attack Charlie's father, who is now grieving the loss of his son." I went on. "For Della Harlow to use this photo is not only one of the most despicable things that I have ever seen, it shows that Della Harlow has neither the integrity nor the sound judgement needed to be this County's next Sheriff. Harlow? No, I am not with her. She is just too despicable to hold elected office."
The ad ended "The Friends of the Town & County are responsible for the content of this advertising."
Back to Bettina live: "We have with us Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Political Policy. Dr. Romanov, did Commander Troy cross the line with this ad?"
"Not legally." said Dr. Romanov. "Like his previous ad, he's in civilian clothes and does not identify himself as being with the Police. As to the content of the ad, he's stooped to a new low in calling Ms. Harlow 'despicable' and questioning her integrity."
"Will either his ad or Ms. Harlow's ad make a difference in the race?" asked Bettina.
"I doubt it, Bettina." said Romanov. "Everyone knows Griswold is a friend of the deeply racist, woman-hating Val Jared, and his supporters don't seem to care. On the other side, Commander Troy's words are worthless to those who support civil rights, women's rights, and support Della Harlow for Sheriff..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How can he say that with a straight face?" exclaimed Joanne Warner as KXTC went to Weather and Sports. "Commander, your ad was devastating!"
"Thanks." I said. "He can say it because he has to. Harlow's ad did shock and offend a lot of people in this County, not that she had a snowball's chance in hell of winning the Election in November, anyway. Bettina and Romanov were working hard to mitigate that damage."
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "is there any chance Chief Griswold will drop out of the Sheriff's race, after what happened to his son and the effect it's had on his wife?" The room suddenly got quiet.
"Unless Mrs. Griswold's health goes really bad," I said, "I don't think so... ohhhhh..."
"What?" asked several Detectives.
"Er, nothing." I said. I'd just realized that the Harlow ad was run that way to demoralize the Griswolds... and to cause Mrs. Griswold to potentially become ill. There really was nothing the Democrats and their allies in the Mainstream Press would not stoop to in order to win raw political power... even intensifying a mother's grief over her murdered child. There was no limits to the depths of the Media's depravity, and the Democrats were not much better.
"Uh oh, his face is getting redder than his crowbar." Cindy whispered to Teresa. They took the action step of asking to see me in my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So Russell fronted you?" I said. Cindy had told me of the incident, but we had not had the chance to talk about it in detail.
"Looked like he realized what I was doing, and was hell bent on stopping any turning against him by his wife." Cindy replied. "And he was willing to shed blood doing it. Thankfully the Wolf of Clan Troy and her Wolfpack smelled out the plot and redirected Russell's thinking."
She was pointing at Teresa as she said it. To my surprise, Teresa registered shock at Cindy's words, then became introspective. Full blown reverie, in fact.
"Yes, that was good work, Teresa---- er, are you okay?" I said.
"Uh, yes sir." Teresa said, struggling to get her composure back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful reporterette at 8:00am. "We welcome our SNN affiliates as we report on the Governor's planned visit to our Town for a tour of the old Wentworth Tool & Die facility, followed by a press conference on the University Campus, sponsored by the College Republicans."
Cynthia went through the Governor' itinerary in rather excruciating detail, including a discussion of the security measures. "The State Patrol will be escorting the Governor while he's on the roads. The Town & County Police have not responded to repeated requests for comment on their part of the security arrangements for the Governor. Sources tell SNN that the Governor has requested that Commander Donald Troy join the Governor for the tour of the Wentworth facility. And now let's go to Diane Williams in the City. Diane!"
"Thank you, Cynthia." said the aging Diane Williams. She first went through the altercation between Senator Russell and Cindy and Britt, then said "The City D.A.'s Office has said they are very disturbed by Senator Russell's confrontational attitude with Police. In a press conference just moment ago, the ADA handling the case said that he is now more inclined to take the Hallerton rape case to a Grand Jury than he was over the weekend..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You may have done some good, after all." I said to Cindy as my Angels and I watched the broadcast.
"Maybe so." said Cindy. "I still don't get Ruby's attitude, though."
"Well," I said, "I'd watch 'Point Taken' today, but I have to tour a grimy old building with the Governor."
"Speaking of that," said Cindy, "I'm getting a vibe about it. I do not like the way they're giving the Governor's itinerary, where he'll be and when, and in such detail. And they act like the TCPD not giving them our security arrangement is some kind of sacrilege."
"To them, it is sacrilege." said Teresa.
"They're just taking the opportunity to take a cheap shot at us." I said. "We've closed the Press Room, don't give press conferences, and I won't even speak to them. So they give us their 'repeated requests for comment' shit."
"I agree with Commander Ross, sir," said Tanya, "about their seeming zeal to reveal the security arrangements. Do me a favor, and armor-plate your head, sir." We all chuckled.
"Speaking of all that," I said, "Where are you all going to be?"
"Here." said Cindy. "I'm pretty much running Headquarters and the Precincts for the Chief while he's part of the entourage."
"I'll be there, with you and Todd." said Teresa. "Mostly as his wife, but you know I'll suddenly have a Police radio in my hand if something starts happening."
"The Governor wants to say nice things about me at his speech on Campus today." said Tanya. "So I'll be there."
"Cool beans." I said. "Be sure to be in civilian clothes, like Teresa and I are going to be..."
Part 9 - Fire In The Hole
9:30am, Monday, August 20th. The State Patrol led with a motorcycle group, then a couple of cars. Several armored limousines followed, one of them carrying Our Governor. Then came more State Patrol cars, the Press caravan, and finally more motorcycles.
Protestors lined the streets, held at bay by well-armored TCPD Officers. What was printed on the signs they held was so ugly that it cannot be repeated in this family environment.
The Wentworth Tool & Die building was in the heart of the old Industrial District, south of Downtown, in Precinct 2 by my thinking. As the caravan came into the parking lot, we were ready to receive them: Todd Burke, wearing a well-fitting suit and tie, his black hair styled perfectly, looking every bit the rich, young executive that he was. With him was his lovely wife Teresa, wearing a (kevlar lined) light gray jacket and skirt and relatively sensible heels that she could run surprisingly fast in (and had practiced doing so).
A few politicians had come. Chief Griswold, still not having quite gotten over his son's death, was there. The Mayor was there, as were Council Members John Colby, J.P. Goldman, Edward R. Steele, Dagmar Schoen and Ian McGhillie. State Rep. William C. 'Billy' Williams (R - Town & County) and State Rep. Peter Long Cox (R - Nextdoor County) were there. Chief Moynahan was also there, in uniform, and Detective Teddy Parker, in civilian clothes as Detectives were expected to be, was his assistant of sorts.
And somewhat behind all of them, minding my own business, was Your Iron Crowbar. I was wearing my kevlar-lined trenchcoat, my kevlar-lined (relatively dark) gray suit, armor under my white shirt and red necktie, and of course the 'girdle' for back support. My gun was in its holster under my left armpit.
Protestors screamed obscenities as the Governor came to Chief Griswold first, and their hug was followed by words of condolences over Charlie. The Governor had not come to the funeral in order to not create further chaos that the security would require, so he was now sharing commiserations with the old Chief.
The Governor then was greeted by Todd and Teresa, and Todd led Jared through the line of other politicians and personages, introducing me last as his uncle. The Governor greeted me as an old friend, and asked me to stay with him and Todd during the tour. I knew then that something was up with him.
Todd led the way through the mostly empty old building. The sheet metal roof was held up mostly by a few columns and the old brick walls. Only a couple of ancient die machines were still there, and Todd told the Governor, with cameras recording the event, of the new CNC machines that would be installed and used to make new technology. The Governor was impressed, with both the plans, and with the confident young BOW Enterprises CEO.
"And this back room," explained Todd as they went into the back room, a very large, open room, with windows high up, just under the roof, "was once where furnaces to pour steel were. They'd pour the steel and either cast it into shapes, or roll it for the dies out front to stamp or work with. They poured everything from iron stoves to wall safes back in the day. There's a couple of safes over there by the right side wall. We're going to have to get cranes to pull them out of here." He pointed to the massive two-door, six-foot-high wall safes about 100 feet away, against the right-side wall.
"What are you going to do with this room, Mr. Burke?" asked the Governor.
"Same as the old days, raw materials processing." said Todd. "We'll buy raw plastics and do injection molding, here. We won't pour steel, but we'll do some prep work for the dies."
"And how many jobs will you be creating?" asked the Governor, making sure the cameras were getting every word.
"With the help of the tax breaks of your jobs program, Governor," said Todd, playing his part, "we're going to be creating at least 100 direct jobs here, and another 100 jobs supporting those. And with transportation jobs and such, another 200 to 400 on top of that."
After some more talk, the Governor had his people move everyone back towards the front room. "Why don't you all go outside for the photo-ops. I'll just have a quick word with Commander Troy about the Charlie Griswold situation and those files Charlie decoded, if y'all don't mind." Everyone was herded out, leaving me alone with the Governor.
No one noticed one of the Governor's security people closing the door to the back room, and putting a padlock on it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What I really wanted to touch base with you about," said the Governor, "is this business with my traitorous aides and the Independent State Counsel. They don't have anything, there was never anything to have, but Mullen is putting so much financial and legal pressure on them that they may bend the truth if not outright break it to give Mullen what he wants."
I said "I wouldn't get too worried---- wait... do you smell gas?"
"Now that you mention it," said Jared, "yes, I do."
"Come on, let's get out of here." I said. I led the Governor to the door, the only means of egress from the room. When I tried the door, it wouldn't budge. We were locked in! I began looking around, and saw that a pipe in the corner was rigged, and could hear the soft whistle of escaping natural gas...
"Ohhhhh, shiiiiitttttt..." I gasped.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa Croyle's Police radio beeped. She said into it "Croyle here."
"Ma'am," this is Precinct 2 Duty Desk." said the radio. "The Gas Company just notified us of a sudden drop in gas pressure in your area. They suspect a leak near your location."
"Roger." said Teresa. "Notify all units and the Fire Department to begin evacuating this area." She then said to the crowd: "Everyone, please evacuate the area! Proceed to the University location! A gas leak has occurred, please evacuate!"
"What about the Governor and Commander Troy?" asked Teddy Parker. Lieutenant Rudistan and Corporal Hicks were coming up, as well.
"I'll go get them." said Teresa. "Rudistan, take charge. Get everyone out, no exceptions, no excuses." She turned to go to the building.
***KA-BOOM!!***
The explosion was sudden, unexpected. It knocked everyone down. Teresa looked up to see the Wentworth Tool & Die building enveloped in smoke and dust. As it rose, she saw the remains of a shattered building.
"NOOOOO!!" Teresa screamed. She got up an began running towards the building. No one could possibly have stopped her.
It was not just a building exploding for Teresa. Her world was exploding: Don was still inside the building. She wasn't hearing anything, not even her own screams as she ran into the rubble.
The threats were existential. Debris was still falling out of the sky. Pieces of roof and walls had been blown out, but some remained, threatening to fall in. Teresa pushed on, heedless of the danger.
There was nothing in the front room, just pieces of metal flat on the floor. There were no bodies. Teresa went towards the back, feeling air moving, pushing against her back. She had to watch her step, as the mess was increasing. The door to the back room had been blown out, and was held sideways by a padlock. She worked her way around it.
The back room was some kind of surrealistic hell. In the back left corner, a huge flame was burning straight up into the air from an exposed pipe coming from the ground. It was obviously a gas pipe, and that must've been where something was rigged to blow it, Teresa could see.
She looked around, seeing light filter through the smoke and dust, the walls half standing, gaping holes where sheets of metal and windows had been blown out, everything a dingy yellowish-brown.
Then she saw the splash of color near a pile of debris. She made her way over to it and picked it up. Smoke mixed with the tears in her eyes to burn them as she recognized it.
It was a red crowbar.
To be continued?
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Part 10 - Disaster
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette. "We are breaking in to your local programming to bring you breaking news! The Wentworth Tool & Die building has exploded! A gas leak was reported just moments before. Governor Val Jared and Police Commander Donald Troy were inside the building when the explosion occurred..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hewitt!" yelled Rudistan. "Get everyone out of here! You too, Chief."
"What about Captain Croyle?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Hicks and I will go get her." said Rudistan. "Take charge, Hewitt! Secure this crime scene! Protect the Chief! Come on, Hicks!" He and Hicks began running to the building, and disappeared inside it.
Police had everyone outside the parking lot as more units converged. The Media was filming, and trying to get their hookups to bring the catastrophe into as many homes as possible. The protestors were beginning to talk among themselves as news began coming over the radios.
*BEEEEEEEEEEEP!!*
It was the 'break' signal on all Police radios. Everyone listened, not breathing.
"Break break break!" said the voice. "This is Lieutenant Rudistan. We need two stretchers in here... and two body bags."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A pall of silence enveloped everyone at the scene. It was broken by the voice of the Media: "This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News! Police have entered the Wentworth Tool and Die facility that just exploded, and initial, unconfirmed reports are that Governor Val Jared and Commander Donald Troy did not survive the explosion!"
The protestors hearing the announcement broke into loud, wild cheering, followed by a chant of "Burn in Hell, Jared, burn in Hell!" The Police were infuriated, mistaking the cheering as being for the death of their Police Commander. Before their leadership could stop them, they attacked the protestors, firing tear gas and rubber bullets into them. The protestors ran in all directions, screaming. Those that ran the wrong way found themselves being knocked to the ground and pummeled by Police with billy sticks.
"Get back! Get back!" yelled Chief Moynahan, rushing up to stop the carnage. "Get back in formation!" Other Police leaders joined in the effort to pull back the attacking Officers, and a semblance of order was finally restored.
The Press had been gleefully recording the 'dispersal' of the protestors, then turned their cameras to the building again. Four Police Officers had gone inside with stretchers. Now they were coming out, and it was only confirmation of the worst: they were carrying two bodies, completely covered in sheets that were now death shrouds.
The bodies were followed by Rudistan and Hicks helping Teresa Croyle out of the building. She was sobbing, but it was what she was carrying that riveted everyone's attention: a red crowbar. The red crowbar.
The Media moved in, trying to get as close as possible to film Captain Croyle's pain. They were met and pushed back, very harshly, by Police. When the Media started bitching, they got pushed back even harder, and a couple of cameramen got punched in their faces. Chief Moynahan didn't say a word to stop his Officers; the Press was getting what they deserved.
When Teresa got to the line, where the cameras were allowed to be, she screamed at the Media as she waved the crowbar "I swear to God I will find out who did this, and I will wipe them out! And if you Media bastard were part of it, I'll wipe you out, too!" She was escorted to the Police Chief's SUV, and Chief Moynahan drove her (and Todd) out of there.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the reporterette nearly an hour later, from the road next to the Police Station that went to the Fairgrounds. "The bodies of Governor Val Jared and Commander Donald Troy have been brought to the TCPD Crime Lab, where the Morgue is. The Governor's body is going to be flown back to Midtown in just a few minutes, while Commander Troy's body will remain here."
"And here comes a Police car," said Bettina. "And getting out is Dr. Laura Fredricson, Commander Troy's wife, to identify his body." The cameras showed Patrolman Johnson escorting Laura into the Crime Lab building. Laura's face was one of pure shock and disbelief.
"Fox Two News can confirm that it was a gas explosion that destroyed the building." said Bettina. "The Fire Marshal suspects arson, and is investigating now, even though the building is still very unsafe to be in. The Fire Department and Gas Company both say the gas has been shut off to the area, and there are no more leaks, and--- hold on, something's happening..."
Exiting the Crime Lab building was Laura Fredricson. She was now sobbing, her hand over her face, and she was having to be helped to the Patrol cruiser. After getting her inside it, the Police vehicle left, its blue lightbar blazing. Cameras attempted to catch the grief of the crying widow inside.
Captain Damien Thompson came out of the Crime Lab and to the gaggle of Press cameras and reporters, who crowded around. Tears were openly running down his face as he announced "Dr. Fredricson has just identified the body of her husband. We can officially announce that Police Commander Donald Troy, twice-recipient of the Medal of Valor, died in the gas explosion at the Wentworth Tool & Die building earlier today."
"Where are they taking Dr. Fredricson?" yelled out a reporter.
"Probably to her home." said Captain Thompson. "She's going to have to tell her children that their father is dead." Those chilling words stopped any more idiotic Press questions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After a period of inane discussion with 'talking heads', i.e. experts, the KXTC anchor desk threw the live feed back to Bettina, who said "The body of Governor Val Jared is being transported to County Airport, where it will be loaded onto a helicopter and flown to Midtown, and then taken to the Governor's Mansion." The cameras showed Police Officers formally carrying the American-Flag-draped coffin and putting it into the hearse.
"Fox Two News has also learned that Police Deputy Chief Cindy Ross has left Police Headquarters and will be assisting Commander Troy's widow with funeral preparations." said Bettina. "The Police Force is in total shock right now..."
Some moments later, Press cameras showed Governor Jared's body being put on the helicopter that was the University's backup life-flight chopper for the trip down to Midtown. The chopper took off, and KXTC switched its coverage to show protestors and University students cheering and celebrating the death of the Governor of the State.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura came into the Mountain Nest. Don's mother Phyllis was seated on the near side sofa, looking somber but composed for the moment. She got up and hugged Laura.
"I've kept the television off." said Phyllis. "I've made sure Carole didn't see or hear anything."
"Thank you." Laura whispered. Just then, Carole bounded into the room, followed by Bowser.
"Hi Mommy!" she said, then peered at her mother and said "Why are you home now? What's wrong, Mommy?"
"Come here and sit down." Laura said. "There's something I have to tell you..."
Part 11 - Glee and Sorrow
"Wonderful!" said Lt. Governor Graham Collins as he watched the news. "This is a wonderful day!" He sipped his bourbon.
"Not too much of that bourbon, Governor." said Wilson Hammonds. "You have to be sworn in. When does that happen?"
"They have to issue a death certificate." said Collins. "Then the paperwork gets filed and distributed, and then we'll have the swearing in. I'm told one o'clock. They're preparing a hasty podium on the Capitol steps now."
"How do the Democrats feel about this?" asked State Senator Cain Mitchell.
"I have no idea." said Collins. "And I don't really care."
"On the one hand," said State Rep. Jeff Canton, "Jared is no longer an anchor around our necks. On the other hand, his death might bring some sympathy to our Party. The Democrats may realize that this is not all that good for them."
"And the flip side of that is that we might lose the Grassroots vote completely." said Mitchell.
"Fuck the Grassroots!" yelled Wilson Hammonds. "Bury them all in the same filthy sewer hole with Jared!"
"I think our first order of business will be to deal with U.S. Senator Russell." said Graham Collins. "Once I'm sworn in, he can resign and I can appoint his successor."
"Who are you going to appoint?" asked Hammonds, seemingly disinterestedly.
"You want the job, Hammonds?" asked Collins. "Or maybe Speaker Newton? Get him out of our way, out of the State House, and you become Speaker?"
"That sounds like a plan." said Hammonds...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Priya Ajmani dabbed her eyes as she watched the television coverage in Katherine Woodburn's office at the State Capitol Office Building.
"You okay, Priya?" asked Katherine Woodburn.
"Yes ma'am." said Priya. "It's just... Commander Troy's little kids. They're going to have to grow up without their father."
"Yes." said Katherine. "At least Jared died, too. Okay, I've got a meeting with some Democrats down the hall. You can stay here. Let me know if anything develops."
Katherine walked down the hall to the Democrat Caucus Conference Room. "Hello, everyone." she said as she came in and took her place near the center, a place of relative importance. Leading the meeting was State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone. After a few more people came in, Cerone started the meeting.
"First of all," said Cerone, "I don't care how happy or sad you are; I don't want to see any public expressions of joy at the death of the Governor. Protestors in the Town & County started cheering, and the Police took it as cheering for the death of their Police Commander. They ripped those protestors apart, sent a bunch of them to the hospital."
"I'm just as happy that Troy is dead as I am that Jared is dead." said State Rep. Justin Madoff of the City.
"Do not say that again in front of me." warned Cerone, fixing Madoff with an icy stare.
"I'm not happy that either one of them is dead." said State Rep. Isaac Jacobson of Coltrane County. "Jared was so easy to run against. And Commander Troy... I never hated him. He was a damn good Police Officer."
"I agree that Jared's death may cause us problems." said Katherine Woodburn. "It might generate sympathy for the Republicans. And we don't have him for cannon fodder any more, which isn't good for women's issues and our women candidates."
"And to that point," said State Rep. Tasheeka Harris of Midtown, "U.S. Senator Russell can resign now and let the Press coverage of him die off. Running against him and that rape charge was manna from Heaven for us."
"Graham Collins is almost as bad as Jared." said State Senator Richard Langdon, who was secretly more relieved at Commander Troy's death than Governor Jared's, but was not going to say it in front of Senator Cerone. "We have plenty to run on against the Republicans. No reason we can't take both Houses of the Legislature. And then we have a Democrat in the State House Speaker position, and Collins will be easy to destroy."
"Speaking of 'destroy'," said Katherine Woodburn, "before he died, Commander Troy absolutely destroyed our plans for a strong SBI running roughshod over local LEOs. Jack Lewis is a suspect in the murder of Griswold's son, and Lewis has disappeared and is likely on the run---"
"If Troy didn't murder him." said Justin Madoff under his breath, but loud enough to be heard.
"Hey." Cerone said, pointing his ink pen at Madoff. "I don't want to hear any more shit like that, either. Stick to facts, not wild accusations. You were saying, Senator Woodburn?"
"Just that the SBI situation is bad, even with these deaths." said Woodburn. "We're rebuilding from scratch."
"Okay, our staffers will figure out how to re-direct our campaign strategies." said Cerone. "Unless and until Russell is gone, he's a major focus for us."
"May I suggest, Senator Cerone," said State Rep. Elijah McKinney from Southport, "that we try to keep Russell in place until we get rid of Collins, too. Then we can get a Democrat U.S. Senator appointed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Donna Roselle as the women of 'Point Taken' watched in the lounge behind their studios at KSB. Their show had been pre-empted, and like everyone else, they quickly found a television to watch as the events unfolded. "I'm not going to lie: I'm glad Jared is dead."
"That was so sad, seeing Commander Troy's wife crying." said Zara Zeigler. "She's going to have to tell their kids that their father is dead... that's so awful."
"What do you think, Ruby?" asked Connie Chen. Everyone knew that the question was actually a dig at Ruby, the only non-leftist of the show's hostesses.
"Whoever did this may end up regretting it." said Ruby. "This could backfire and really hurt the Democrats in the elections."
"Are you saying Democrats did this?" Donna Roselle practically shouted.
"I'm not ruling it out." said Ruby, meeting Roselle's hatred-filled state with her own.
Ruby hid her concerns well. As long as Val Jared was Governor, her father Senator Russell had every reason to stay in place and not resign, which meant Ruby's job was relatively safe. But now Jared was dead, and Graham Collins, who desperately wanted a U.S. Senate seat for himself, was going to be Governor and would pressure Ruby's father to resign his Senate seat...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The MCD Room was silent as shocked Detectives tried to piece together their thoughts and get through their work.
*Whirrrrrrrrr*
Everyone straightened up and tried to get composed as the Captain of Detectives drove into the room. "Okay," said Tanya Perlman, her voice reflecting her anguish, "the Fire Marshal has sent the case to us. It's arson, and therefore two counts of first degree murder. Anyone want to volunteer to take this case?"
Everyone raised their hands, even stretching them upwards to get attention, like kids in school who knew the answers. "Thank you, everyone." Tanya said solemnly. "I was hoping to see that. I've decided to assign this to... all of us. We will all avenge... Comm... Commander Troy's... death..."
Tanya began breaking down, crying. "I'm sorry... I... Oh, geez..." she gasped, then lost it. She began sobbing, and her anguish was infectious.
Tanya felt arms circling her shoulders. She looked up to see Cindy Ross going to her knees next to Tanya's wheelchair. They cried together as they hugged.
Jerome Davis quietly came over and took the folder Tanya had been holding. "Okay guys," he said, taking leadership, "let's do this... for the Iron Crowbar. Here's what we've got..."
Part 12 - Swearing In Ceremony
12:00 high noon, Monday, August 20th. The helicopter carrying Governor Jared's body landed at the Midtown Airport, and a caravan of vehicles transported it to the Governor's Mansion. Protestors lined the streets, shouting and jeering at the hearse as it passed by. The hatred of Val Jared by leftist millennials was not appeased by his death.
The Death Certificate had been issued by the Town & County Coroner's Office. The proper notifications went out to the Office of the Lieutenant Governor, Speaker of the State House, the State Records House (the State's version of the Archives), and the Governor's Chief of Staff Office at the State Capitol. As 1:00pm approached, preparations were being made for the orderly transition of State governmental power.
Lt. Governor Collins was fidgety with anticipation. He was also a bit surprised how few people had called him, either to congratulate him or to lobby him for whatever political favor they wanted. Maybe they were waiting for things to calm down after Jared's funeral.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As 1:00pm neared, the Press were putting their cameras in place to record the swearing in. Most of them were happier that Donald Troy was dead than they were that Val Jared was dead. "Val Jared was good for news cycle after news cycle of stories." said a reporter. "But Donald Troy was just an asshole to us, threatening us, treating us like we're the bad guys. I hope he's burning in Hell right now."
Bettina Wurtzburg was talking to Tim Sioban and Meredith Peller. "Not too many politicians here." Bettina said.
"It's happening so fast," Meredith Peller said, "many haven't had time to get here."
"That's not it." said Tim Sioban. "Both Republican and Democrat Legislative leaders are here at the Capitol, having meetings. But I doubt any Democrats will show up, and a lot of Republicans hate Collins as much as they hated Jared."
As Graham Collins came out to the platform, Bettina said to her colleagues "You get the feeling something's not right here?"
"Yeah." said Sioban. "It does feel weird."
"Like it's too good to be true." said Meredith. "And we're going to wake up from the dream."
Then the assemblage of officials and guests came out onto the platform. There was polite applause as the Chief Justice of the State Supreme Court came up with Graham Collins.
"Are you ready to take the Oath of Office?" said the Chief Justice into the microphones.
"I am." said Collins.
"Shouldn't you ask me first?" called a voice from the edge of the stage behind Collins.
There were gasps as everyone recognized the man speaking. It was Valnius Jared, Governor of the State.
"Whaa?" gasped Collins. "How? How can this be?... Wait, if you're alive, Jared, then..." He turned and looked around. Yep...
Standing on the other side of the stage were two Police Officers. One of them was wearing a trenchcoat over civilian clothes and the ubiquitous Tilley Hat with Airborne wings over a TCPD hat badge. Next to him was Captain Teresa Croyle, tapping the red crowbar into her hand, and looking partially like the cat that swallowed the canary, and partially'Teresa Cunt' fierce.
"Oh, noooo..." said Collins as what was happening hit him fully.
I approached him, holding up a document. I said loudly: "Graham Collins, this is a warrant for your arrest, on charges of conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy to commit fraud, interstate wire fraud, and a few other things. You have the right to remain silent..." As I recited to him his considerable rights, I was cuffing his hands behind his back.
I then enjoyed perp-walking another Establishment Elitist through the shocked Media and onlookers, Teresa following us. We got Collins into a black car, then Teresa and I got into the next car in the line, and the convoy began driving to the Midtown Federal Building.
The Governor stepped up to the microphones. "I suppose you're wondering what's going on." he said, in the biggest understatement in State political history...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's alive! Oh my God, he's alive!" shouted Joanne Warner as everyone watched in MCD. Cheers were erupting all over Police Headquarters, the two Precinct Headquarters, and many places in the County. It would be reported that Police K-9 Corps member Bowser barked mightily at the television as the Troy family watched at the Mountain Nest.



Tanya Perlman sat in the middle of MCD, tears of joy streaming down her face. She turned to Cindy, who was sitting next to her. "Did you know about this?"
"Not at first." Cindy said. "I called Molly to tell her, and she told me the truth, that Don had texted her to not believe what her lying eyes were seeing on television. I had to play along..."
Tanya shook her head. "I am going to beat him down with his own crowbar." she promised herself.
Cindy chuckled. "Get in line. Get. In. Line."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh God, no..." gasped Rosie Berkmar. "Jared's alive."
"And the Iron Crowbar is arresting Graham Collins." said Zara Zeigler. "What is up with that?"
Ruby Russell said nothing. She concentrated on hiding her relief.
Part 13 - Issues and Answers
Graham Collins and his attorney, Max Chambliss of Gresham & Mason, P.C., were seated at the table in the interrogation room in the FBI Office in Midtown. The FBI operation in Midtown was smaller than those in the City and Southport, and actually was smaller than the one in the Town & County.
When the door opened, they looked up to see two men enter the room. "I'm FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone," said Muscone, "and this is Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan. We're here to discuss the Federal charges we will be filing against you." Muscone then read Collins his considerable legal rights, then turned it over to Cardigan.
"Mr. Collins," said Cardigan, "you may or may not know that, from the decoding of the information of what we call the 'Queenie Files', we obtained FISA warrants to track domestic terrorists operating in this area. While tracking them, we were alerted to contacts from you. We pursued those lines of inquiry... and we have proof that you are the person who ordered the attempt to murder Governor Jared."
"You... you got FISA warrants on my client?!" spluttered the lawyer Chambliss. He was an older man, overweight, dirty in ethics as well as poor conditioning and hygiene... yet here he was, hypocritically whining about the Federal Government getting a FISA warrant.
"Once we got onto Collins," said Cardigan, "we went to the normal Court to follow up on Collins's contacts. We've got the recordings of your client agreeing to pay two installments of $75,000 to this little group, and the bank records of the first wire transfer of that money, and the scheduling of the second one for later today."
"The bottom line, Collins," said Muscone, "is that we've got you ice cold on a slew of Federal charges. And the Iron Crowbar is just getting started on the State and local charges."
"We'll see about that." snarled Chambliss. "I'm going to go through your due process like a knife through butter. Don't count on any of that fabricated evidence holding up through the preliminary hearing."
"I need to confer with my lawyer." said Collins.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Monday, August 20th. The Chief told Tanya to assemble the Detectives in the MCD room for an important announcement. Five minutes later, the side door darkened as someone came into the full room. It was not the Chief.
"Well!" I said. "I'm glad to see you're all hard at work." I was still wearing the clothes, trenchcoat and hat that I was wearing when I arrested and perp-walked Collins.
"Not that you set any kind of example today, sir." said Lt. Mary Milton, the beautiful smile on her face offsetting the insubordination. Everyone laughed, then began applauding.
*WHAP!* *WHAP!* *WHAP!* *WHAP!*
"Ouch!" I said, looking down. I was standing next to Tanya in her wheelchair, and she was whaling away at my thigh with the blue crowbar. And she wasn't kidding: the blows hurt!
"Ow, stop that!" I said, taking the green crowbar from Cindy and blocking the blows.
*CLANG!* *CLANG!* *CLANG!* *CLANG!*
As iron met iron, Tanya looked up at me and said "Don't you ever do that to me again!" Then she began crying, this time out of happiness. I went to a knee, my back screaming in protest, and hugged Tanya. She hugged me back, hard.
"I am sorry." I said. "I have to apologize to all of you for the deception. But it worked. The FBI got Collins cold for arranging the murder attempt, and I really enjoyed making that perp-walk."
"Sir..." said Joanne Warner, "did... did you set that whole thing up?"
"No." I said as Julia Rodriguez brought up my MCD chair and I sat down in the middle of the room to address everyone. "The details will be coming out soon, but what happened is that the FBI was investigating the Queenie Files information and came across Collins setting up a murder attempt on the Governor."
"At the time," I continued, "we did not know how the attack would occur. The Governor's security people wanted to cancel his trip, but he insisted on coming up. I had on a lot of armor, as did many of the Police at the scene, and the Governor had on some protection under his suit, as well."
"When we got to the back room of Wentworth Tool & Die," I went on, "the Governor asked to speak with me while everyone else went back out. Someone locked the door on us so that we couldn't escape, and we noticed the smell of gas."
"I never smelled any gas when we were in there." said the Chief. "And neither did anyone else. We've got sworn statements to that effect."
"Good." I said. "That might help in our case against Collins. Because... it was as we suddenly smelled the gas that I looked around... and saw the rigged pipe. I managed to take a couple of pictures of it before getting the Governor to safety."
"And how did you do that, sir?" asked Teddy Parker. "That locked door was the only exit."
"Yes it was." I said. "So what did the Governor and I do?"
"They hid in one of the safes against the wall!" said a voice. It was Teresa Croyle, who was just walking in, carrying the red crowbar.
"Yes. Yes we did." I said. I reached into my trenchcoat pocket. "I also had a couple of these new BOW Enterprises air packs. I can tell you now that they work very well. We survived the blast."
"Sooooooo," I said, "I saw the opportunity to create the deception that the Governor was dead. And when Teresa was the only one that came in, followed by a sneaky man named Rudistan, I realized we had a shot to pull it off. I quickly told them what I needed them to do, the Governor agreed, and so we tried it."
"They took us out of there covered in sheets." I said. "We were alive, but no one else realized it. Once we got to the morgue, the Governor got into the coffin with more air packs to breathe with. They opened the coffin for him in the hearse and in the helicopter that took him to Midtown."
"How did you get down there, sir?" asked Julia. "To Midtown?"
"In the same helicopter." I said. "I texted my wife, and when she came to the morgue, she was playing her role in the ruse, mostly to fool the idiots of the Press. Meanwhile, I came through the underground tunnel between the Crime Lab Building and Headquarters, and managed to sneak out the other side and into a waiting Police vehicle driven by Teresa. She drove to the airport and we were already in the chopper by the time the Governor's coffin got there. The Press totally missed us."
"In Midtown," I said, "I contacted Jack Muscone, and the FBI did FBI things to get evidence on Collins as the perp. He thought he could celebrate by talking on his cellphone. Those transcripts will make interesting reading for the Jury in his trial."
"I'll take you at your word, sir." said Tanya. "But this really does sound like something you planned for in advance."
"Noooooo." I said. "No way I put that many people in danger, and certainly not my nephew and his wife, the Governor, the Chief and other Police Officers. And like the Chief just said... there was no gas smell until we were alone in the back room."
"I didn't smell any gas, either." said Teresa. "And that door was padlocked only after we all left. That means that we had a mole, a traitor, in our midst. It was him or her that put the lock on the door, then set off the rigging to let the gas leak, then detonate it." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I had the air packs." I said. "After that fire at the dog kennels and Todd releasing these little things to the public, I've been carrying one or two... and will continue to."
Just then I noticed that a handsome dog had come into the room, and was now sitting on his haunches next to me. "Hi Ranger." I said, petting Ranger on the back of his neck, which he liked. A moment later, one of the SWAT Team came into the room.
"Sorry, sir.' he said. "Ranger got away from us and walked down the hall."
"That's okay." I said. "Detective Ranger just wants to hear the story, too." After another good petting, I let Ranger and his caretaker leave the room.
"Okay, folks," said the Chief. "I've called for a general meeting at shift change in the Main Auditorium. Why don't you all go on in there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The auditorium was full, as two full shifts of Officers as well as the Detectives and Admin people were assembled. Then Teresa Croyle came in from the side door near the stage (and near the Vice Room door) and walked next to the stage, still brandishing the red crowbar.
"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN!" she yelled out, "THE TOWN & COUNTY POLICE COMMANDER!"
The assemblage rose to their feet, but this time they began applauding loudly as I came in and walked onto the stage.
"Thank you!" I called out. It didn't work; they kept applauding, and would do so for a full minute. Finally I got them to take their seats.
"As you can see," I said, "reports of my death by the False News Media were greatly exaggerated!" That prompted another round of applause.
"My apologies to those of you who did not know of the deception and thought I was dead." I said. "It was not a deliberate plan to blow up the building, that was a criminal act. But it did give us a chance to nail a dirty politician to the wall for attempted murder." There was applause, though not quite as strong as before.
"So, you all did great work securing the scene, processing it, and taking care of your duties while chaos raged around you." I said. "That is a tribute to your training and your professionalism, and it has only increased my confidence in each and every one of you. Captain Croyle, you have anything for them?"
"Yes sir." she said. She came on stage. "Not for them, but for you, sir." She extended her arm, holding the red crowbar in the middle, offering it like a katana. "Welcome back from the dead, Iron Crowbar." she said. I took the proffered crowbar, waved it to a final round of applause, then Teresa dismissed the Police Force to its duties.
Part 14 - Capacity for Deceit
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 21st, from in front of the State Office Building off Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the assassination attempt upon Governor Val Jared, and the arrest of Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins!"
"Governor Jared was formally arraigned last night in Federal Court." said Bettina. "His attorney did not waive the preliminary hearing, which Federal Judge K.M. Landis immediately held. The FBI laid out their case, which included wiretaps and surveillance of the Lieutenant Governor. The State will be arraigning Graham Collins later this morning."
Bettina added: "Governor Val Jared is in consultation with lawyers and Legislators over whether he can use the Elected Officials Suspension Act, usually meant to suspend indicted Sheriffs or local officials, to suspend Lt. Governor Collins. Opinions are sharply divided, and if the Governor goes through with the suspension, it will likely generate legal action."
"And the People of the State remain mystified over exactly what happened at Wentworth Tool & Die yesterday." Bettina went on. "TCPD Captain Damien Thompson made an on-camera statement to the Press yesterday, but he took no questions. Chief Sean Moynahan and Deputy Chief Cindy Ross have declined to speak to reporters, referring us to Captain Thompson's official statement. Commander Donald Troy, who has a lot of questions to answer about this incident, has ignored our repeated attempts to contact him for a statement or to answer questions."
"Captain Thompson's statement said that Commander Troy smelled leaking gas, found the exit door locked, and then secured himself and the Governor in a large safe that was in the room, which shielded both men from the gas explosion that followed." Bettina explained. "The Governor, in an impromptu press conference after revealing he was alive, and after Commander Troy arrested Lt. Governor Collins, stated the same thing, and that Commander Troy then made the plan to pretend they were dead, which caused Collins to tip his hand."
"We are a long way from determining the truth of what happened." continued Bettina. "We have with us Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Political Policy. Dr. Romanov, how will all this affect the November elections?"
"It is devastating for the Republicans, no matter what actually happened." said Romanov. "Either the Lieutenant Governor attempted to murder the Governor, or the Governor deceitfully entrapped the Lieutenant Governor. Both are Republicans, both are showing they are deeply corrupt and untrustworthy."
"Thank you, Doctor." said Bettina. "In local news, the destruction of the County Animal Services dog kennels has galvanized local children into action. We have with us Susie Haskins and Davie Marsdon. Susie, what are you guys doing?"
"We're selling nails again, Bettina." said Susie Haskins. "We're raising money to rebuild the Animal Services place to be the newest, safest, and bestest dog kennels in the world."
"And the nails will be used," said Davie, "to make eight new crowbars for Commander Troy, who saved eight dogs from the fire."
"We also have with us Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, President of the University." said Bettina as the camera panned out to show Dr. Wellman. "President Wellman, what is the University doing regarding the County Dog Kennels?"
"First of all," said Dr. Wellman with his sinister looking grin, "I want to commend these young people for taking action and working to help our community. I am pleased to announce that the University Veterinary School will be assisting with the rebuilding efforts, and we are starting a new program of cooperation between the County and the Vet School to provide the animals with the best care possible while educating our veterinary students."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Theo Washington as we watched in MCD. "They're doing everything they can to make it sound like Commander Troy did something wrong. What's that crap about 'he has a lot of questions to answer', huh?"
"They're desperately trying to bait me into making a statement to them." I said.
"Captain Thompson went a lot farther than I wanted him to in making the statement he did." said Commander Cindy Ross. "But we pretty much had to do it, just to corroborate what the Governor told them, so I acquiesced to it."
"There's one of those big Canadian words again: 'acquiesced'." I quipped as I used air quotes, needling my cousin. A green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"At least she gave Susie and Davie some publicity." said Joanne Warner. "It's great that they're raising money for a new dog pound." There were murmurs of general agreement.
"Okay, guys." I said as I slowly stood up. My back had not bothered me the day before, but it was making up for it today. "Y'all hold things down here, and don't get too rowdy. I'm flying the chopper to Midtown. I get to interrogate an Establishment Elitist perp today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Lieutenant Governor of the State had been sequestered in a hotel room, under heavy guard, rather than be subjected to the indignity of being put in a local jail holding cell. He was now being transported back to the Midtown Federal Building.
Once back in the Interrogation Room, where he'd spent hours the day before, he was joined by his lawyer, the sleazy Max Chambliss.
"I was surprised the Federal Judge had the preliminary hearing right away." said Chambliss. "He must've known the FBI had their ducks in a row."
"Do they have their ducks in a row?" drawled Collins.
"Yes. And then some." said Chambliss. "I'm going to be honest with you, Graham: you need to consider plea deals. I'm going to start feeling them out for what they want and what they're willing to offer."
"You really think we can't beat their rap?" asked Collins. "I mean... FISA warrants? Those are for terrorists overseas. And just go from there, and everything they have starts being excluded."
"Look." said Chambliss. "It's not going to work that way. And all that is just the Federal stuff. We've got the State arraignment today. We're fighting like hell to keep you from being moved to the Town & County's Superior Court. If we get Rodney K. Watts as the presiding judge, you can bend over and kiss your ass goodbye."
Then the door opened, and Graham Collins groaned out loud. "You." he said.
"Yep, li'l ol' me." said Your Iron Crowbar as I came in and sat down opposite them. They didn't need to be told that a large number of LEOs at every level were watching through the one-way glass and on monitors receiving the transmission from the cameras in the room.
"And no, Collins," I said, "I don't like being toasted like a marshmallow at a campfire cookout. So... the FBI has transcripts of you talking to someone on your cellphone, first arranging for the murder to take place, then congratulating that person after the explosion and the erroneous reports that the Governor was deceased. Oh, and then the wire transfer of money. That one is going to hurt in Federal Court. The attempted murder charge is going to hurt worse in State Superior Court."
"What do you want, Troy?" snarled the lawyer, his voice quiet but full of hostility, and menace.
"Why, only to see Graham Collins prosecuted for his crimes, and if convicted, put to death at Jacksonville State Prison." I answered.
"Oh, come on." said the legal beagle. "stop harassing and trying to scare my client. He's not going to get the Death Penalty."
"Ohhhh, I dunno." I said. "State Superior Court judges have been in the habit of giving consecutive sentences. Two consecutive attempted murder convictions, and he's in prison for life. And we know this pussy of a politician won't last two hours with the hardened veteran prisoners of Jacksonville State or even The Asylum."
"This is a ridiculous conversation." said the lawyer. "I don't think you have a snowball's chance in hell of convicting him. And when my client gets ready to talk about what he knows, about certain... scandals... hell, the Governor will be acting swiftly to pardon my client, like he pardoned Quint Danielson."
So that's it, I thought to myself. That's their trump card, or what they think will be their trump card.
"Keep talking, bozo." I said. "A ton of people are listening to this conversation right now. You keep blabbing, and you won't have any leverage left... not that you do in the first place."
"You're really willing to risk it?" Collins said, his voice something between a drawl and a snarl.
I peered hard at him. "You think I won't call your bluff, jerk?" I stood up. "I'll just leave you with the words of the Duke of Wellington when blackmail was attempted upon him: 'Publish, and be damned!'. See ya, and I wouldn't wanna be ya." With that, I turned on my heel and exited the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to 'Point Taken'!" said Connie Chen as the hostesses sat down for the show. "It has been a huge 24 hours! Just when we all thought Governor Val Jared was dead, it turns out that Police Commander Donald Troy once again tricked us all, saved the Governor's life, and arrested Lt. Governor Graham Collins for allegedly arranging the attempted murders!"



"That's right, Connie." said Donna Roselle. "There are three big items we want to bring up regarding the incredible turn of events yesterday. First, what did Commander Troy know, and when did he know it? Did he discover the plot and acted fast? or was he aware ahead of time?"
"The second item," said Rosie Berkmar, "is the question of Commander Troy deliberately deceiving the Media. Did the Town & County Police Department deliberately lie to the Media? And why won't Commander Troy speak to the Media, especially when there are so many questions about his role in all of this."
"The third item," said Zara Zeigler, "is the arrest of Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins. I want to know more about the warrants used to do surveillance on him, why they were wiretapping him in the first place, what they came up with, and how are they going to proceed against him. His attorney is on fire about the whole process, and it promises to be a 'scorched earth' legal battle."
"And as part of that, or maybe separate," said Ruby Russell, "is how the Collins arrest is going to affect the November elections, as well as politics in the State."
"All right, let's talk about the explosion at Wentworth Tool & Die." said Connie Chen. "The TCPD is officially reporting that a gas pipe was rigged to leak and then detonate. They claim to have many affidavits from Police, BOW Enterprises employees, and the Governor and his Staff that were present that there was no gas smell when they went into that room on their tour of the facility."
"Then everyone left, except the Governor and Commander Troy." continued Chen. "The TCPD said that Commander Troy smelled gas, saw the rigged piping, and tried to get the Governor out of the room, but the door was padlocked from the other side. He then got the Governor into a large safe that was still in the room from years gone by, which protected them from the explosion."
"That's a far-fetched story." said Donna Roselle. "Not that it didn't happen, but that Commander Troy didn't know until the last second. C'mon, people, he set the whole thing up with the FBI to get Lt. Governor Collins out of there before that racist Jared is impeached and removed from office!" The audience clapped, though not strongly.
"But why?" asked Zara Zeigler. "Why would he do that, especially if the Governor is going to be removed as soon as the Independent State Counsel's report comes out? It makes it very likely that would put a Democrat into the Governor's Mansion, and Commander Troy is no Democrat."
"He's no Republican, either." said Ruby Russell, her voice spiteful and harsh. "He's done as much as he can to harm the State Republican Party. He had a lot to do with Jared running for a second term, after Jared had promised not to." The audience booed, because they were carefully selected to be Jared-haters.
"So what did Troy know, and when did he know it?" asked Connie Chen, to keep the talk going and on the tracks.
"I don't see how he could've just seen the rigged pipe and have that safe in the room to protect him and the Governor." said Roselle.
"Playing Devil's Advocate," said Connie Chen, "Commander Troy has solved some unbelievable cases, including gutting a national White Supremacy group, taking down the Westboro Crime Syndicate, taking down Red Brooke with the help of his fellow Police."
"Funny how many buildings in his County have exploded or burned." said Donna Roselle. "His sister was allegedly killed in one building blowup, though there are allegations that she is alive and in Europe. His own house was burned down, and the parked cars there exploded. The First Baptist Church was destroyed by bombs. The Ward Harvester warehouse was blown up twice. Now we've got this Wentworth building blowing up with him and the Governor in it, and the Iron Crowbar escapes yet again... too many coincidences there for me to believe it's all on the up-and-up."
"Let's move on." said Chen. "It's pretty clear that the TCPD lied to the Media about what was going on. They had to know it was a ruse. And Commander Troy won't even speak to the Media, and hasn't since he went 'nuclear' on them after some reporting on his family."
"And calling his daughter a racial slur." said Zara Zeigler. "Though Donna here won't acknowledge it and take up for the little girl."
"Troy and Jared are the racists!" yelled Donna Roselle, who was black and militantly leftist. "Troy's daughter got what was coming to her!----"
"Stop stop stop stop!" ordered Connie Chen. "Way off the tracks! The question is whether the Police lied to the Media. Should the TCPD be trusted after this?"
"Hell no." said Rosie Berkmar. "Remember, Troy did this before! He lied to the Press about the FBI Deputy Director being murdered last year! Same kind of ruse!" (Author's note: 'Sandstorm', Ch. 04.)
"Are the Police required to tell the Press the truth every time?" Zara Zeigler asked.
"Yes!" Berkmar said, nearly shouting. "If he doesn't tell the Press the truth, no matter what, then he's a liar! Dishonest! The Press tells the truth, why shouldn't Troy have to?" Not even Ruby Russell challenged the absurd assertion.
"Moving on," said Connie Chen, "Zara, what happened with the Lieutenant Governor?"
Zara said "My sources are telling me that Graham Collins was already under surveillance by the FBI, and warrants had been issued to wiretap him and intercept his cellphone calls and emails. What is a lot murkier right now is where the probable cause for the wiretaps came from. The FBI is not commenting, saying more will come out as the case gets into the Court system, but my sources tell me that the FBI got FISA warrants to do surveillance on BigAgraFoods. Those FISA warrants are supposed to be for terrorism outside the country, so right now we may be looking at something that won't even hold up in Court!"
"What about the information itself?" asked Ruby Russell. "Are the allegations based in reality?"
"They've got transcripts of phone calls," said Zara, "and money transfers across State lines, from what my sources are telling me. They may have him cold... if the warrants hold up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome back to the Conservative Excellence Network." said Reed Hudson, host of the enormously popular radio program of the same name. "We begin our second hour of a big political news day with some comments from the 'Point Taken' television show earlier this morning."
"As you know," said Hudson, "we do not play any comments by Donna Roselle here. She is deeply racist, and has called for violence against Police, against white persons, and we're just not going to air that verbal sewage. But today's reactions by the hostesses of 'Point Taken' are somewhat interesting."
"The item that was most interesting to me was their assertion that Commander Troy lied to the Media, and that doing so was a bad thing." said Hudson. "As you know, as I've talked about for years, the Mainstream Media is so deeply corrupt that nothing they say can be trusted. But going further, they recently viciously, and I mean viciously attacked Commander Troy's family. Lester Holder called Commander Troy's daughter a racial slur, but he was not punished, not reprimanded, and continues to be employed by KXTC. They attacked Commander Troy's wife, and in a personal way, and with no justification."
"And yet," said Hudson, "the Media expects the Police to not only tell them the truth every time they speak, but to voluntarily give information to the Media. If the Police are running a sting operation against criminals, the Media expects the Police to say what they are doing, and truthfully, so that the Media can blab it to the world and thus destroy the Police's operations, and perhaps even put the Police in harm's way."
"In 1993," continued Hudson, "after the first World Trade Center terrorist bombing, the FBI told the Media they couldn't even get down to the bomb blast area, when they already were down there, found the rental truck, identified it from a piece of its axel, and went and apprehended the terrorists that committed the bombing. What was the Press's response? They demanded to know if the FBI lied to the Media, and they pitched a fit when the FBI said they absolutely had, and were not sorry they did lie."
"Last year, domestic terrorists in the form of white supremacists attempted to murder the Deputy Director of the FBI. Commander Troy led a ruse to make the criminals believe they'd succeeded with the assassination attempt, which led to smoking out the criminals and shutting down their hatred-filled, terrorist organization. Yet the 'gals' of 'Point Taken' complained less than an hour ago that the ruse was a dishonest treatment of the Media."
"Now," said Hudson, "the Leftists are whining again. It is bad enough that Commander Troy saved the Governor's life. Not the first person's life that Commander Troy has saved at great risk to his own, but I digress. These Leftists are now whining that Commander Troy deceived the Media in creating the ruse that the attempt on the Governor's life had succeeded."
"Imagine that!" said Hudson. "Commander Troy did not come forward and tell the most deceitful, dishonest organizations in the world, the American Mainstream Media, that he wasn't really dead. How DARE he do such a thing instead of apprehending a murderous criminal that was so desperate for political power that he tried to murder the Governor of the State!"
"Ladies and gentlemen," Hudson said, finishing his rant, "I've said it before, and I'll say it again now. The greatest enemy of the United States Constitution and your individual freedoms and rights is not Red China, is not Russia, is not ISIS... no, the greatest threat to America is the American Mainstream Media, their corruption, their dishonesty, and their rabid political bias."
Part 15 - Legal and Political Issues
2:00pm, Tuesday, August 21st. I received two visitors to my office: Town & County Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, and United States Attorney John Jones, who worked out of the City. I had them sit down in the hot chairs. They politely refused offers of coffee or water.
"The good news," Paulina said, "is that we, meaning the Town & County, have jurisdiction of the State charges against Collins, especially the attempted murder."
"Good." I said. "Was that ever in question?" I knew the crime had occurred here, and according to the U.S. and State Constitutions, that meant we had jurisdiction.
"Yes, it was." said John Jones, who was black, bald, and tall, and looked a little bit like FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson. "Collins has more attorneys working for him that just Max Chambliss. Others behind the scenes went to Court, trying to be sneaky, but we found out about them. They contend that since Collins made the phone calls in Midtown, that's the jurisdiction for the crimes."
"The Federal Judge in the case shot that down." said Paulina. "They'll probably appeal, but I doubt it'll be overturned. It's important, though: if it were in Midtown, the State Attorney would be Glenn Alberts. If it's here, it's me for the County, and Jenna Stiles for the State."
"Unless Karl Handel sticks his nose in it." I said. "But... that's not why you came to visit me today. Whassup? And just spit it out, I can tell it's something you think I'm not going to like."
Paulina and Jones looked at each other, then Paulina said "Not much gets past you." After a small pause she asked: "Don, what kind of deal do you want Collins to get?"
Uh oh, I thought to myself. "Er, consecutive life sentences without possibility of parole." I said. "Y'all thinking something different?"
"Well..." said Paulina, "it's not like we want anything less, but we've got some issues in this case."
"My understanding from the FBI is that they have an airtight case." I said.
"They do." said John Jones. "And it's not that we'll have trouble getting a conviction. But you know how things work... if we can cut a deal, get information on others, and not have the time and expense of a trial, it might be worth doing it."
"What are you thinking?" I asked.
"He's got to give us the people he hired to do the actual rigging of the building." said Jones. "And he's got to give us other politicians that were in this with him. He also has to give us everything he has on U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, BigAgraFoods, BigRoadAndRailCorp, and other contributors to his political campaigns."
"You'll never get that, unless you already have the goods on the others and just need his testimony to confirm." I said. "You might get Russell, though..." I went into a brief reverie.
"What would you suggest we do?" asked Paulina.
"Well... of course I say throw the frickin' book at him." I replied. "But I know what you're saying. What you really need from him are two things: Russell, and Collins's resignation as Lieutenant Governor. Get him out of that seat of power before he can do any more damage. So what are you going to offer him in exchange for his cooperation?"
"Concurrent ten year sentences at Sunnydale Medium Security Prison." said Jones. "And yes, his resignation is definitely a prerequisite to any deal."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, at the State Capitol...
"All right," said Governor Val Jared as he and his guests sat down at the large table in the Governor's 'public' office inside the State Capitol, "what can I do about Collins? Can I suspend him?"
"Attorney General Handel says you can't." said Gill Haroldson, once State Attorney, now hired onto the Governor's legal team to battle the Independent State Counsel. "But I think Handel is wrong."
"The State Elected Officials Suspension Act governs suspensions." said State Attorney Faye Dunlan. "It was meant for county, local, and municipal elected officials, such as Sheriffs or local Council or elected Board members, and it was created to suspend them if they're charged with a crime. Town & County Councilman Thomas P. Cook was an example of the proper application of that law, when he was suspended after being brought up on financial crimes charges."
"However," Dunlan went on, "while the law specifically excludes State Legislators, it is silent on officials elected State-wide. So it could go either way if, I mean when you make the test case."
"There is a side issue to it, as well." said State Rep. Sharon Marshall (R - Westphalia), a key Jared ally in the State Legislature. "I'm getting word that the Feds might cut a deal with Collins, getting info on some of the political corruption around BigAgraFoods and U.S. Senator Russell in exchange for a reduced sentence. Collins's resignation will be a required part of the deal. But if you try to force it by suspending him, he may dig in and fight it every inch of the way."
"Two counts of attempted murder," said the Governor, disbelief in his voice, "and the Feds want to cut a deal with him? Really?"
"Yes, Governor." said Rep. Marshall. "They have what it takes to convict Collins, but they think they can parley this into something more, and land some bigger fish... like U.S. Senator Russell."
"That bastard just committed rape." said Jared. "Aren't they going to prosecute him for that?"
"The City D.A. has not decided yet if he wants to take it to a Grand Jury." said Dunlan. "And Russell is fighting it hard, too."
"So..." asked the Governor, with an almost malicious delight, "what does the Iron Crowbar think of the Feds offering Collins a deal?"
Faye Dunlan understood the underlying nature of the question, and matched it with her own sarcasm as she said: "They're sending a diplomatic envoy under a white flag of truce, including the baby-momma of Troy's younger daughter..."
Part 17 - Dropping of Charges
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 22d, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that Fire Chief Patrick Quinlin has dropped his complaint against the TCPD!"
Bettina began: "In a story that broke late last night, the Public Safety Department resolved their issues that stemmed from an incident at the Animal Services facility when the dog kennels caught fire and burned to ashes. The Fire Chief dropped his complaint that Commander Troy interfered with his firefighters' duties by going into the burning kennels and saving eight dogs. Complaints by Police Officers of Firefighters being in dereliction of duty were resolved when two Firefighters resigned and one was fired."
"And in State news," continued Bettina, "the uproar over the attempted assassination of Governor Val Jared and the arrest of Lt. Governor Graham Collins continues in Midtown! Sources familiar with the matter say that Lt. Governor Collins has reached a tentative plea agreement with the Federal Government, and the State will go along with the agreement. As part of the agreement, Graham Collins will resign as Lieutenant Governor and will cooperate in the Federal and State Government investigations of BigAgraFoods and U.S. Senator Samuel Russell. Russell also faces potential indictment for the alleged violent rape of a former University basketball player."
"And the uproar continues over Commander Donald Troy's role in the incident at Wentworth Tool & Die, where he and the Governor allegedly narrowly avoided death in a gas leak and explosion at the site." said Bettina. "State Representative Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville has called for an investigation into the matter, and has suggested the Independent State Counsel's mandate be expanded to determine Commander Troy's actions in that incident. Commander Troy has refused to appear at a press conference to answer the Media's legitimate questions, and he has not responded to repeated requests by multiple Media outlets for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What, they can't read a Police report?" asked Theo Washington as we drank coffee in MCD. "Commander Troy's statement is right there, in the English language. I read it myself."
"They are not interested in the facts of the case." said Cindy Ross. "They are only interested in spewing lies in the form of 'gotcha' questions at Commander Troy. He obviously is not playing their game."
"They're also bitter at being deceived, and being used to deceive others." said Joanne Warner. "They really wanted Governor Jared dead, and were angry when he showed up alive. And if Commander Troy won't show up at a press conference for them to shout at, it just makes them even more angry. No place to vent their rage."
"I hope they don't try anything stupid." said Roy McGhillie. "Like Hardwood did last Christmas." The room fell silent; that was the 'third rail' he had just spoken of.
"If anyone tries," said Teresa Croyle, "I'll be borrowing that red crowbar again and beating a journalist to death with it."
"Get in line." I said. "But seriously, let's not talk of things like that, especially since a journalist really did try to murder my daughter."
"Commander," said Julia Rodriguez, "how do you feel about the plead deal for Lt. Governor Collins?"
I shrugged my shoulders. "I dunno. I'd like to see him doing hard time with the gangbangers for the rest of his life, but if he has something that can help nail a rapist and murderer like Samuel Russell, then a deal's a deal."
Cindy said "I'm more curious about the Fire Chief dropping---"
"We'll talk about that later." I said, interrupting her, my voice connoting a warning as I waved the red crowbar in Cindy's general direction. Yes, everyone noticed, but everyone also got the hint that discussion of that matter was verboten.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Green Crowbar followed Red Crowbar into my office. After pouring ourselves fresh cups of coffee from the pots I'd made in my office, we sat down to chat.



"Okay," said Cindy, "why did the Fire Chief drop the complaint?"
I handed Cindy a file folder I had just taken from my desk drawer. "This is a transcript of the I.G.'s internal investigation of the Fire Department's actions that night. Lt. Roy Easley works for the Fire Marshal, and conducted the interview of the lead bozo at the scene that night. Cindy opened the file folder and read the transcript:
Easley: "So why didn't you attempt to go in and save the dogs, or some of them?"
Bozo: "I'm not paid to save dogs. It's more important to me to go home to my kids every night than try to save any dogs."
Easley: "Even if I accept that, which I don't, Commander Troy did not accept it. He went in and saved some dogs. But when he was in distress, none of you moved to help him, and he's not a dog but a human being, and a Police Officer and a hero at that."
Bozo: "His actions put us in harm's way... over dogs. I don't see why my kids have to be told their father died because a cop put me in danger over dogs."
Easley: "Forget the dogs for a minute. This is about your not even moving to help a person, and a Police Officer, in danger, until other Police were about to go in themselves. You weren't in danger, either; you had the equipment and the training to safely go in and extract Commander Troy. In fact, that was done by other Firemen. And getting human beings out of fires *IS* your job, the danger notwithstanding. So are you really going to sit there and tell me that you'd rather go home every night, even if that means letting another person die?"
Bozo: "I got nothing more to say."
"Wowwwww." Cindy said. "So then what happened?"
"Chief Quinlin was watching the feed on the monitor with Fire Marshal Singer." I said. "When the Chief saw and heard that exchange, he got up, went into the room, said the proceeding was to stop... and he fired that Fireman on the spot. The Union declined to object, and two more Firemen at the scene were also fired... well, allowed to resign. So your complaint and Rudistan's are considered acted upon, and the whole thing is being closed."
"So Chief Quinlin did the right thing." Cindy said. "Should I consider my faith in him restored?"
"To a degree." I said. "He's still not happy that I went in there after the dogs, and Chief Moynahan told him that I'd agreed with Chief Moynahan to not try to do the Fire Department's job for them, unless I'm elected Sheriff. And yes, I really did agree with Chief Moynahan on that going forward."
"And maybe you'll agree to stay out of natgas explosions, too?" Cindy said, the lilting sarcasm in her voice also denoting her concern for me, I realized.
"I yam what I yam, but I will try." I said, in a brilliant imitation of the legendary Popeye.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrr*
The Armored Cavalry arrived, in the form of Tanya's Tank, carrying my Chief of Detectives. Captain of Operations Teresa Croyle also joined the Angels Meeting.
"Let's watch some TV." I said, turning on the monitor on the wall to my desk's left side and my Angels's right sides.
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five Alive News in the Morning!" shouted the lovely, athletic reporterette at 8:00am, from in front of... University Memorial Stadium?
She ran through the news that Bettina had given concerning the Lt. Governor and the plea deal, but she did not mention the local situation with the Fire Department being resolved.
"And now let's go to our SNN affiliate in the City, and Diane Williams, with news about a former University coach. Diane!"
"Thats right, Cynthia!" said Diane Williams. "As you know, our SNN affiliates have been working on the story of Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales, who was a football coach at the University as well as at Eastern State. We have documentation now that a complaint was made with the Police that Coach Gonzales raped University women's basketball player Selena Martinez, and that the Police report was pulled and made to disappear. Coach Gonzales was finally forced to leave the University football program after Commander Donald Troy discovered and exposed a PED distribution ring set up by Gonzales."
Diane went on: "SNN is now learning that Gonzales may have sexually abused other students while at the University. Sources familiar with the matter are saying that Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins has revealed to the FBI that Gonzales's crimes were known to then-Head-Coach Brian Harlan, who died of cancer several years ago. Back to you, Cynthia!"
"Thank you, Diane!" said a smiling Cynthia Freeman. "And KSTD will be part of the team investigating this important story, and bring you the findings that you have a right to know!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don, that is a smirk on your face." said Cindy. "Aren't you supposed to be looking as shocked and upset as I feel right now?"
"By no means." I said. "And I'll get back to you after this phone call in three... two... one..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
I took out my personal iPhone, which was ringing, and said "Hello Governor... yes, I figured it was you after hearing the SNN sewage on my television set... no, nothing to worry about... Governor, after those minutes we spent bonding in that safe while everything else was blowing up, do you still not trust me to handle it?... thank you very much, Governor... bye."
"He hung up." I said, looking at my phone. "He hung up." That was the Governor's norm to hang up quickly, but even as I made a joke of it, I saw that my Angels were losing the battle: they broke out laughing, hard.
"And you counted down to the phone ringing..." said Cindy through her laughter. Then her humor vanished as she said "That was no idle threat on that newscast. They've been steadily building up to this. How are you going to stop this scandal from breaking out?"
"Patience, my friend." I said in a decent imitation of Emperor Palpatine. "The Force is with us on this one." No more would I say on the matter...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what's the scoop?" I asked Jack Muscone as we sat down to lunch at the Cop Bar. You get one guess what he ordered for lunch.
"It got chaotic pretty quick." said Muscone. "Collins and his attorney Max Chambliss got into a very heated argument after you ended your interrogation of them and left. Collins kicked Chambliss out and got Charles Colburg Windham IV of Sommes, Worthingdon & Williams, P.C. They defend white-collar criminals. Very expensive, too."
"Haven't heard their name in a long time." I said. I remembered Charles Jefferson Worthingdon The Third as Elizabeth's lawyer when we brought Ned to this County to be arrested. (Author's Note: 'Todd And Melina', Ch. 05.)
"Windham cut the deal with the U.S. Attorney." said Muscone. "Chambliss was pissed, though. We know he made some calls to the City. Definitely to KCTY, maybe to Senator Russell."
"That explains the newscast." I said, more to myself than to Jack.
"Newscast?" asked Jack.
"Yeah, the KSTD/SNN newscast this morning." I said. "Just between you and me, Jack: when I was talking to Collins, Chambliss threatened to expose the Harlan/Gonzales scandal and implicate the University. I told him to pound sand. It looks like he's going to try to make good on his blackmail threat, so I'll have to take a few minutes and put that whole god-damn thing to bed once and for all."
"Good luck putting that cat back in the bag." said Jack. "So from what you're telling me, Chambliss wanted to go 'scorched earth', and Collins backed off and took the plea deal. The good news is that Collins is giving us some links between Russell and BigAgraFoods. Not a lot, but enough for us to get warrants for probable cause to see if we can get more on Russell. We're going dig so deep up Russell's ass, he'll think he's the one being raped."
"Yeah, I wish we could nail the bastard for that." I said. "They may still take it to the Grand Jury, but his wife's false testimony is a huge hurdle to overcome."
"Collins goes to Court to enter his plea this afternoon." said Muscone. "We may be able to move on Russell as early as tonight."
Part 17 - Exercise of Power
3:30pm, Wednesday, August 22d. The three black, heavily-armored Federal Government SUVs pulled into the garage at the U.S. Post Office and Courthouse in Midtown, i.e. their Federal Building. An FBI agent went to one of them and opened the back driver-side door. Graham Collins exited the vehicle, his lawyer getting out the passenger side.
There was a small press pool, with four cameramen. As Collins came towards the doors of the facility, they came forward to tape the pseudo-perp-walk.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in my office with Cindy. We had KXTC on, and they'd just broken into the regular programming to show Collins arrival at the Courthouse.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it said 'Blocked'. I got Cindy's attention, then answered on speaker: "Troy".
"Turn on KXTC." said a metallic male voice.
It was already on, so I said "Who is this?"
"You're about to find out." said the voice. "Just... watch."
Cindy and I watched the television monitor. As Collins approached the Press pool, a deafening noise all but blew out the audio.
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
"Those were shotgun blasts!" I exclaimed seeing the flashes as the rounds had been fired. As Cindy and I watched, we could not see any shotguns.
As we watched, the garage dissolved into chaos. Then it became clear: Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins and his lawyer were on the ground. Their faces had been all but blown off by the shotguns.
"Where did the shots come from?" asked Cindy.
"Oh my God." I said, realizing where those flashes had come from. "Two of the news cameras were fakes! They were actually concealing shotguns!"
"Very good, Iron Crowbar. Very good." said the metallic voice on the phone, which was still connected.
As we watched, we saw the FBI Agents realizing the truth and taking down two of the cameramen. But it was too late... they had cyanide capsules in their mouths, and as they were apprehended they bit down on them. When I was told this news later, I felt sure they would be joining Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro in cyanide suicide Hell.
"So sorry, Iron Crowbar." said the metallic voice. "Not even your brilliance is enough to take us down. Did you really think we would allow a loser like Collins to take down Senator Russell? You've now seen an exercise of our power. Be advised, Iron Crowbar: mind your own business... or face the same fate as Collins."
With that, the phone started playing the piano notes of 'Music Box Dancer'...
To be continued.
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Part 17 - Exercise of Power (continued)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, August 23d. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the assassination of Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins yesterday in Midtown!"
"The FBI has been humiliated once again as criminals were able to easily penetrate their security and murder Graham Collins and his lawyer." said Bettina. "The perps fired shotguns into the faces of the victims at point blank range, giving them no chance to survive the attack. The FBI also has no clue who was behind the shooting. The two perps that executed the attack committed suicide by cyanide ingestion before they could be apprehended."
"Governor Val Jared has ordered flags in the State to be flown at half-mast for three days." said Bettina. "However, his bland statement of condolence has been called 'insincere' and even 'insensitive' by critics. Some supporters of the Governor said his statement was remarkably conciliatory, considering that Collins was going to admit that he was behind the attempt to kill Governor Jared, but critics again attacked those statements as 'harsh' and 'insensitive to the family of Lt. Governor Collins'."
"And locally," said Bettina, "tonight is the pre-opening of T-Square's new club, 'Jasmine'. It was built where the Cub Club was before it was burned to ashes, and the new club is named for the superstar singer that was murdered on the night the Cub Club was destroyed, Jasmine Nix. Tonight's opening is an invitation-only affair, and tomorrow night will be the Grand Opening for the Public. According to T-Square, the new club is high-end, and will feature smooth jazz and rhythm & blues in a relaxing, laid-back atmosphere..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Governor cannot catch a break." said Joanne Warner as we drank coffee in MCD. "No matter what he says or does, he's attacked for it."
"At least he's alive." said Theo Washington. "Collins is not... oh, I guess that's 'insensitive', too."
"What gets me," I said, "is that Bettina absolutely did not mention that the perps used fake Press cameras and Press IDs to penetrate the FBI's security, which was otherwise good. Collins was wearing a bulletproof vest just like what we wear under our shirts. No one else could've gotten into that garage, and they pulled up within ten feet of the doors. But you won't hear Bettina say one word about it, because the Press was used to penetrate the security arrangements."
"How did they do it, sir?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"I can answer that." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone as he came into the room. "Their plan really was brilliant, almost 'Consultant-esque'. Two of the four cameras allowed in had caps that looked like glass lenses, but the cameras were really empty shells with semi-auto shotguns inside, with modifications of the triggers to allow firing from the bottom of the fake cameras. Yeah, we missed it, but we did look at the cameras before letting them in, and they looked real. Also, the perps's IDs were Washington, D.C. affiliates of MSNBC and CNN. They were scanned, and they checked out as good."
"Washington, D.C., eh?" I mused. "Interesting."
"Jack, you look beat." said Tanya, looking up at her fiancé. "Have you gotten any sleep?"
"No, I was down there all night." said Muscone. "The EAD called me in to lead the investigation of what happened, so I guess I'm the OPR guy now."
"And considered trustworthy enough to do that." I said. "But your fiancée is correct; you need to go home and get some sleep."
"I will, after talking to you, Commander Troy." said Muscone. "Why don't we go to your office and do that, so I can go on home after we're done..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God, what could we have done?" asked Muscone as he sat sipping the coffee I'd poured him in my office, frustration obvious in his voice.
"Not trying to mess with you," I said, "but this is a great excuse to keep the Press far away from now on. So how bad is the collateral damage?"
"As bad as it can get." said Muscone. "As soon as he would've signed the plea deal, Collins was going to give us Russell on a platter, everything he had on Russell and BigAgraFoods. You think Russell is squirming about that rape allegation? There would have been no getting out of this one."
Jack shook his head as he thought of how close he'd been to busting the filthy dirty U.S. Senator. Then he asked "So, Don, who do you think did this? I heard you sent something to Cardigan."
My Police iPhone has an app that can record phone conversations with one touch of a button. I had exercised that app, and I now played the feedback to Muscone. I'd sent the recording and my phone's meta-data of the call to Cardigan the day before. Myron also was looking into it for me.
"Considering the perps were using Washington news media IDs," I said, "and considering the nature of BigAgraFoods and U.S. Senator Russell, I'd say it was Washington-based Elitists trying to protect their own. If Collins had given you Russell and BigAgraFoods, then some ugly things would've happened for the Establishments of both political parties. Swamp Frogs would've been feeling the water begin to boil them alive."
"God damn." said Muscone, shaking his head. "Another rogue cell?"
"Not just a cell." I said. "An increasingly large part of the Federal Government in Washington. I do not use the term 'Swamp Frogs' lightly; these guys are the cause of all the filthy muck that is going on and has been going on for years in D.C. Makes the Jack Lewis SBI and Democrats like Langdon, Justin Madoff, and Katherine Woodburn look like saints in comparison."
"Geez." said Muscone. "How do we fight this rotgut?"
"Same way we always have." I said. "Expose their filth to the light of day. Just don't expect the Mainstream Media to help us in any way. They are part of the problem, and are working to protect the Filth and Corruption. In fact, the Media are the dirtiest and most corrupt players of them all."
Do you get the feeling I despise the Press?
"Well," said Muscone, "the Swamp Frogs waxed Collins. Got him good. Gave him both barrels, literally, pun not intended..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is a nice place." said the former Deputy Director of the FBI as he looked around the Soup and Salad place.
"It's always been my favorite for lunch." said Dr. Laura Fredricson. "The beef salads can be pretty filling if you're looking for something heavy."
"And 'heavy' is what I came to talk to you about today." said the DepDirector. "The Collins assassination was a disaster, all the way around."
"Except for the current CIA Director and his fellow Anti-Semitic Power Elites in Washington." replied Laura. "My husband is more than a little disappointed that we missed the chance to nail Samuel Russell to the wall. My husband added the words 'by his foreskin', but I won't be so uncouth about it."
The DepDirector was laughing out loud. "I can imagine that one of your lectures on sexual psychology would burn the ears of half the population, even though it'd be 'clean' in every way."
"True." said Laura. "So... what's going on that I need to know about?"
"I have to hand it to the bad guys." said the DepDirector. "The way they penetrated the FBI's security was brilliant. They also pretended to be Press people when they attempted to kill the Governor and did kill Queenie at that event you were at." (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels', Ch. 03.) "But concealing shotguns inside cameras was smart; not only to smuggle them in, but because Collins had on a bulletproof vest, and they used the shotguns to blow his head off. As your husband says, we couldn't armor-plate his head."
"The reason I bring that up," continued the DepDirector, "is because it was reminiscent of the Consultant of Crime's ideas, which is scary enough. We're wondering if we have another wannabee successor to the Consultant, like Julie Newton tried to be. And if this new person has allied himself or herself with the Swamp Frogs, as Muscone and your husband call them, then we've got a real problem on our hands."
"I agree." said Laura. "And on top of that, it's becoming clear that the FBI, CIA, and indeed all of Washington is becoming very divided, between the Establishments of both political Parties, and the outsiders like us that want to restore some honesty and sanity to our respective institutions."
"Yes," said the DepDirector, "I'm not even sure who to trust anymore. I've been very skeptical of Ashton Cardigan, but Don has been working with him a lot lately, so maybe he's not a bad apple. It's a mess trying to figure it out."
"Maybe not." said Laura. "My own evaluation of the situation is that there are only a few real leaders of the anti-Semitic sect that is infecting the Federal Government, and neutralizing them is the key to cleaning up a lot of stuff both in America and around the world."
"Well," said the DepDirector, "you're focusing on the Jew Hatred issues, and rightly so. I'm looking at a different thing, the corruption of law enforcement at every level. I am really worried that the FBI could be turned into a corrupt machine that protects the Special Interests and the Establishment politicians rather than stopping corruption and bringing Justice on behalf of the American People."
"And here I was," Laura quipped, "thinking we'd both retired from all of this."
"One never retires from defending Justice." said the DepDirector. "But I think when the balloon goes up, it'll be your husband that we need to have fighting with us."
"And our enemies know that." Laura said. "Part of my job is going to be... keeping my husband alive." She changed the subject: "So, what's our next move?"
"Keeping the pressure on them." said the DepDirector. "And here's what I think should be the next step..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, Myron Milton came to my office. "Sir," he said, "I've got some stuff on whoever called you yesterday."
"Good." I said, motioning for him to sit down. "Whaddya got?"
"The phone was a burner phone," Myron said, "but it wasn't your garden variety burner that you get at Wal-Mart. Those, you set up after you buy them. This one had some extra features that are meant to make it more difficult to trace, and also feed back to them if we try to trace them. They probably know I was looking into them."
"So the Government," I said, "working in close cooperation with the phone companies like it always has, is behind the technology that made this phone call possible."
"So I read the riddle, sir." said Myron. "I can ask my father to check my work, if you like."
"No, let's not get him in any trouble." I replied. "So Federal Government interests are behind that phone call, and are therefore behind that assassination of Lt. Governor Collins. The caller definitely knew before it happened, and actually had the arrogance to call me and have me watch."
"Pretty much, sir." said Myron.
"And the question is 'why?'." I said. "Meaning, why kill Collins?"
"That's beyond my pay grade, sir." Myron said.
"Mine, too." I said. "But since I prefer remaining alive, I have to take interest in it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To my surprise, Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan confirmed Myron's findings. After telling me of the nature of the 'burner' phone, he said "I don't know what's going on, but it looks like someone within the Federal Government is behind this. Not that many people know about stuff like this. And if I keep pushing on it, we'll find out who is behind it... but possibly at the moment shotguns are blasting us in the face, like they did Collins."
"That's true." I said. "I appreciate the information, and don't get yourself in trouble by pushing too hard." After we said our goodbyes and disconnected, I thought about it: why assassinate a State-level politician? The only answer that made sense was that they were protecting a United States Senator...
Part 18 - All That Jazz, All That Jizz
Thursday, August 23d. As the sun dropped towards the western horizon, Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle sat down at their 'usual' table on the back of the deck of the Cop Bar, armed with a pitcher of beer and a plate full of nachos.
"Okay, just between us," said Cindy, "I love Don like he's family... oh, wait, he is family..." Teresa gave a little smile at her BFF's oft-repeated joke. Cindy then continued: "But I think he set that whole thing up with the gas explosion. I've seen him do tricks like this a few too many times."
"He definitely set up the sting after the explosion." said Teresa. "It spooked me when that safe door started swinging open. But did he plan the whole thing beforehand? I don't think so. I didn't smell any gas at all when we first went into that room, and Todd said he didn't smell anything, either."
"That's a point for my side." said Cindy. "It was rigged to leak, and then explode. Don and the Governor got everyone out, they stayed behind..."
"I know Don would put himself into something like that," replied Teresa, " but I don't think he'd risk all of us... and you know that the perps could've started the leak and locked us all in there... nor would he risk the Governor's life, even if the Governor knew and agreed with the plan."
"Yeah, maybe you're right." Cindy said, not really convinced one iota. "But that was soooo fast figuring out what to do, even for Don. And the FBI having warrants to track Collins's phone calls already? Yeah, legitimate after Mitt Willis and the Queenie Files, but very conveeeenient for Don, all the same."
Just then a tall redhead appeared with a pitcher of beer. "Peace offering?" asked Fire Chief Quinlin, whose orange-red hair was darker red than Your Iron Crowbar's titian hair.
"Sure!" said Cindy. "Have a seat. But we have a tradition, here: no ranks, no insignia."
"I can live with that for an evening." said Quinlin, sitting down at the end of the table, to Teresa's left. "Is the Iron Crowbar coming? I need to apologize them, also."
"He and his wife are going to the opening of T-Square's new club tonight." said Cindy.
"I'll catch him later, then." said Quinlin. After a pause, he said "I fired those Firemen that gave you guys crap at the dog kennel fire, and essentially ended the I.G. investigation."
"Out of curiosity, why?" asked Teresa, who had not seen the transcript that Cindy had.
"The I.G.'s investigation was actually being run by the Fire Marshal, Commander Singer." said Quinlin. "She and Roy Easley were questioning all our people that had been at the scene. As background: Roy Easley is to the Fire Department what you guys and Commander Troy are to the Police Force. Bronze Star in Afghanistan, Medal of Valor here with us. He inspires all of us to do a little more, look sharper, be better in every way, even making up our beds better."
Cindy and Teresa politely laughed, and Quinlin continued: "I was watching on the closed-circuit monitor, and the guy you wrote up was actually sitting there, telling Roy Easley that he did not care if another person was in danger, that he was not going to risk himself for Commander Troy just because he, Troy, had gone into the fire to rescue the dogs. When Easley pointed out there was no real danger to the Firemen with their proper equipment on hand, the guy shut down and would not speak any further. The pus--- er, the bastard said that right in front of Roy Easley, of all people!"
"At that point," said Quinlin, "I knew that we still had some bad people in the TCFD, that we had some cowards who were an embarrassment to the Badge and a danger to the community. I got up, went into that room, and fired the bastard on the spot. He grieved it and the Union told him to pound sand. I was going to fire the other two that were with him at the time, as well, but they offered to resign and I accepted."
"So..." said Quinlin, holding up his mug of beer, "I owe you this one."
"Good call, Chief." said Cindy as they all clinked their mugs then drank heavily of the beer in the mugs.
"There is one thing I would ask you to help me with." said Quinlin. "Try to keep Commander Troy from being so... brave... at fire scenes--- what?"
Cindy and Teresa had begun laughing. "Chief," Cindy finally said, "we have been trying to do that for years, and not just at fire scenes."
Teresa added: "We have standing orders to all Police Officers that Commander Troy is not to lead any attacks or raids, and he is to be physically restrained from doing... heroic... things like trying to rescue dogs in fires. He got the drop on us at the kennels because the few Police Officers at the scene at the time didn't realize he was there nor what he was doing."
"Chief," said Cindy, "the night I was shot up," (Author's note: 'Trilogy: The Darkest Night'.), "two Officers had tackled Commander Troy to stop him from doing what I did to cover our wounded SWAT man. Then they tackled him again when I was hit. And I've lost count of the number of times Rudistan has physically restrained him or threatened to. It has been very hard to stop Commander Troy into walking into harm's way."
"Don't tell him I told you this, but the Fire Department guys call him 'Commander Houdini' behind his back." said Quinlin. "Like that gas explosion the other day... he and the Governor hid in a big safe..." The Fire Chief shook his red head in open wonderment.
"And now he's going to walk into it again." said Teresa. "Right into T-Square's new club. I guess I better get going. Todd received an invitation, and of course I'll be there, too. We'll be 'fashionably late'." With that, she thanked Fire Chief Quinlin for the beer, and she took off for the door.
Quinlin had noticed Cindy laughing as Teresa had left. "You guys are really tight-knit, aren't you?"
"Yeah," said Cindy. "Teresa's awesome."
"Sure, but I mean all of you, in the Police Force, especially at the top." said Quinlin. "You guys have an esprit de corps that we just don't have in the Fire Department. How do you do it?"
"Well," said Cindy, "it started with Chief Griswold. I cannot say enough good things about that great man. And then he brought in the Iron Crowbar... and unleashed him. And it all flowed from there like the waters of a mighty River..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The summer sun had set. The limousines that had picked up the invited guests were arriving one-by-one. As our limo pulled up, Laura, Paulina Patterson, Daniel Allgood and I got out and went inside. Elsie Gringer's press cameras were photographing us and collecting the video. Paulina waved to them; I studiously ignored the Press. Melina had found a way to be out of Town, so I'd invited Daniel to come with us.
Laura looked magnificent in her wraparound black dress, the generous cleavage showing off her naturally large, milky breasts, and the hem just below the knee, showing off her curvy calves. Her shapely feet were in high heel sandals.
Paulina was wearing a gold dress and gold lamé high heels strappy sandals that showed off every one of her magnificent curves. Her long black hair was piled up on her head, with a ponytail down the back.



Me, I was wearing a tux. Laura looked taller than me (and she was, in those heels), but my broad shoulders gave me an imposing look, which was augmented by the light armor I had on under the tux. Daniel was wearing a tux, as well. He was shorter than me, but his 'Clark Kent/Superman' physique did his image good.
The club looked really good. The walls were beige and the carpet a golden brown, and the well-designed lighting gave off a warm, golden hue. It was like a bowl, with tables on the floor in front of the stage, then two terraced levels around the sides. The stage at the far end was better lighted. It was a bit off-center, occupying the left side of the back wall. A curtain covered the right one-third of the back, and I wondered if there was a second stage behind there.
Our table was on the right side, on the uppermost terrace. At the table behind us were ADA Franklin Washington and his (white) wife Susie, and his brother Detective Theo Washington with his (black) wife Nareese. The black men were 'movie star handsome' in their tuxedos, and their wives were gorgeous in their dresses. We stopped and spoke with them as we made our way to our table.
At the table in front of us was a surprise: Chief Griswold and his wife were there. The Chief wore a suit and (blue) tie, and his wife wore a very nice blue dress that was not a hot gown like many of the other women were wearing, but more reminiscent of her day. Captain Damien Thompson and his very beautiful wife sat with the Griswolds. As always, Captain Thompson made his tux look a little better than I made mine. I could not out-GQ him.
Then came the 'show-stoppers', who would have Elsie raving and the Town and County agog, and in love. It was Mr. and Mrs. Todd Burke. Todd looked 'movie star handsome' in his tux, as if he was born to be doing this, being the young executive of a hot tech company.
Yet he was totally outdone by his wife. Teresa was wearing a gold dress, not quite the same as Paulina's. and it shimmered as it caught the light. The dress seemed molded to Teresa's hourglass body, the fabric straining to contain her large all-natural breasts. Her legs were athletic but still managed to look feminine, and her magnificent ass, trim thighs, curvy calves, and elegant feet were shaped all the more perfectly by the highest heel sandals I'd ever seen her wearing.
This lovely woman was hardly the Police Boxing Matches Champion and person who had run into a building about to explode to save a child. Teresa was blossoming into her full beautiful glory, and it was wonderful to see.
And others were there: Candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver and his wife were on the terraced level below us, and closer to the stage. A few Council Members and their wives, mostly the ones that were opposed to me on most issues. Others who were considered to be leaders of the black community were at the tables on the floor in front of the stage.
The guest list was rounded out by people more well known in the music industry than in my world. Many on the upper terraced level on the left side had been part of Jasmine Nix's music empire; by way of contrast, the organization of 'Big Ice' was not invited.
The dinner choices had been limited, but was very delicious. There was a steak entrée, a chicken entrée, and a vegetarian entrée, each with a nice wine. Laura and I had steaks, while Paulina and Daniel had the chicken. Todd had chicken, but Teresa went for the steak.
As dinner was ending, the jazz band came out and began playing. I've always liked jazz music, and the often-underlying second musical harmony under the first. This band was really good, too.
As they played, our host, legendary rapper T-Square, wearing a seersucker suit and his Tomahawk shades, came around to all the tables. He gave the Griswolds warm hugs, and I heard him tell them he had a surprise announcement about Charlie later on.
When he came to our table, he cordially shook Daniel's hand. Daniel told him that Daniel's wife was out of Town and couldn't make it. T-Square was very complimentary to Laura, telling her that the Iron Crowbar was one lucky man as he kissed her hand. I stood up to greet him, and he surprised me with a full hug, like he'd given the Griswolds, as if I were his family. I returned it, feeling the eyes of everyone in the club looking at us. Then T-Square gave the woman who was his family, his sister Paulina, a warm hug, which she returned.
A bit later, T-Square came to the stage. "Thank you all for coming tonight. As you know, I've named this club after my dear friend Jasmine Nix, who was taken from us all too soon. Let us remember her beautiful voice, and her message." With that, the curtain next to the stage opened up to reveal a large ceiling-to-floor painting of Jasmine Nix, a photograph that had been 'morphed' into a painting, showing the late superstar singer from the waist up and singing with a microphone in her hand. This had been taken from one of her concerts.
The audience began applauding, then began standing in ovation. Though I knew the truth about Jasmine Nix, and her racism and hatred of Police, I still did the correct thing and stood up, too. Didn't want to embarrass my wife and Paulina by being the only one sitting down, dontcha know.
"I have one more announcement." said T-Square. "Some days ago, I met young Charlie Griswold, who also was taken from us too soon. Charlie was a brave man, and a good man, and he liked my music, which made him an even better man." There was some polite laughter, then T-Square said "I've always thought of making a Gospel album, and now I'm going through with it, and I'm going to dedicate it to Charlie. And if I can get my sister to sing with me on it, it'll truly be worthy of him."
Everyone had looked over at Paulina, as she said it. She stood up and gave her brother a thumbs-up, then went to the Griswolds and gave them hugs as the attendees stood and applauded. It was a nice moment.
As we sat and listened to the final round of music from the band, I began feeling very tired. I drank some water, then more water, but the tiredness did not go away. Indeed, everything in my vision turned to black-and-white. I wondered if I had been drugged...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, Commmannderrrrr..."
"Angela... what's going on?"
I'd been dreaming that I was on top of one of my high school teachers, a woman I'd had a huge crush on when I was in school. I was fucking her hard and deep, stroking my size into her tight, wet pussy.
Now, suddenly, Angela Harlan's face was right in front of me. "Does she feel good, Commander?" the raven-haired woman asked me, her voice filling my head. I looked down, and the woman I was fucking was Gloria Searles, the gorgeous woman I'd lusted after, who had been murdered in the 'Medical Murder Mystery' case.
I began fucking Gloria harder and deeper, enjoying the warm wetness of her incredibly wonderful cunt enveloping my throbbing, iron-hard, unprotected cock. Then Angela leaned forward and kissed me on the mouth. Despite my hatred of her, I felt my tongue twining with hers in the hot wet kiss.
"Mmmmm, so good." Angela whispered. She pressed her mouth to mine again, and we kissed hotly as I fucked Gloria deeper and harder. The thoughts of Gloria swirling in my mind brought me to the crest, and I felt the deeply painful ecstasy of my climax boiling over.
"Mmmmf!" I gasped into Angela's mouth as I began ejaculating my semen deep into Gloria's tight, sopping wet womanhood. Spurt after spurt of my baby batter fired into her welcoming pussy as I filled her like I'd always wanted to. Then the gray mists swirled before my eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I woke up, it was 4:30am. I was in my bed, in the master bedroom of The Cabin. Laura and Paulina were in bed with me, all of us naked, both women's bodies and breasts pressed into my sides.
I managed to get up without waking either of them, unless they were pretending to remain asleep. As I went to shower to start my day, I realized that I had no memory of leaving the club, getting home, or sex with Laura and Paulina. I did have those vivid, explicit images of fucking my teacher, then Gloria, and kissing Angela still in my mind. Damn, that was one hell of a dream! I though to myself. And it seemed so real. But what happened to me? Why can't I remember?...
Part 19 - Train Tracks
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Fox Two News, in for Bettina Wurtzburg!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 24th, from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square. "The Guardians of Justice have struck again!"
"We welcome our Fox affiliates KSB and Fox Midtown for this special report." said Amber, who obviously had been chosen to deliver this report to the eyes and ears of the People of the State. "The Guardians of Justice are a shadowy cyber group that has been acquiring and releasing classified and otherwise secret documents from the Government and some of the biggest companies in the Nation!"
"Their latest batch of documents," continued Amber, "released just hours ago, are purported to be from the Federal Emergency Management Agency, or FEMA, and BigRoadAndRailCorp, the nation's largest transportation company. The stolen and released documents reveal that in an emergency, FEMA would nationalize -ALL- railroads, which would then be administered by BigRoadAndRailCorp in close cooperation with the Federal Government!"
"In our own State," said Amber, "the documents show that the railroad of OBT Rail & Shipping, owned by Orrin B. Taggart of Southport, is one of the rail lines that FEMA particularly wants to nationalize, as OBT owns and operates two major rail bridges over the State Line River at Southport, and another one over the Big River south of the confluence of the River and the State Line River just south of Southport. We have not yet reached Mr. Taggart for comment."
"Also in State news," said Amber, "the FBI remains clueless to the assassins that easily penetrated the FBI's security and successfully murdered Lt. Governor Graham Collins. And Fox Two News has learned from multiple sources that someone phoned Commander Donald Troy in his office and alerted him to watch the assassination just before it happened. Commander Troy does not respond to any Media requests for comment, and this incident is no exception..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"O-kayyyyy," I said quietly as everyone watched the newscast in MCD, "I've had just about enough of Amber. Time to go nuclear on her." I said that as I was typing some texts.
"Uh oh," said Cindy, "what are you up to?" I just gave her a look that would freeze red blood, though green-blooded Vulcans and Crowbar Women might've survived.
"She really took some shots at the FBI, too." said Jerome Davis. "Why so harsh?"
"The FBI is instituting some new security measures for the Press covering their events." said Mary Mahoney Milton. "The Press really doesn't want to reveal that Press I.D.s were forged to gain access to Collins, so they're responding with the cheap shots."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there, though the Press IDs weren't forged; they were real." I said, not looking up from my iPhone. "Here, hold this." I handed Mary the red crowbar.
"Mmm mmm mmm." Mary said as she tapped the crowbar into the palm of her hand. "All this power... in my hands!"
"Yeah, ain't it cool?" said the ever-perky Tanya Perlman.
"Where's Bettina?" asked Joanne Warner. "Sick? On assignment?"
I looked up, seeing everyone looking at me. "Don't ask me." I said. "Not my day to babysit Bettina."
"She's going to be the guest on 'Point Taken' this morning." said Julia Rodriguez, looking at her computer monitor. "As if their ratings aren't bad enough..." That got a good round of laughter, and even made Teresa smile. Julia was starting to fit in really nicely with the Detectives, I silently thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Elephant in the room." said Cindy as the Green Crowbar followed the (retrieved) Red Crowbar into my office. "How in the hell did KXTC know about the phone call to you?"
"I'm thinking you didn't tell them," I said, "and I know I didn't. So that leaves two possibilities."
"The FBI?" Cindy guessed. "Cardigan?"
"That's one thought. A mole in his group." I said. "There is one other possibility, though." When Cindy looked at me with a 'Just give me the Cliff Notes' look, I said "The caller himself. Or someone working with the perps."
"But why?" asked Cindy.
I shrugged my shoulders. "Who knows?" I said. "There's a ton of possible reasons, and I won't speculate."
"What's going to happen to Amber?" Cindy asked.
"What she deserves." I replied, and would say no more. I declined to mention that Myron and Mary had set me up with an account on 'the Twitter', with the handle @realDonaldTroy. I'd sent out a message, making sure that all of the Media got it: 'Amber Harris's husband should ask for a paternity test when her child is born. Who will the daddy be, Amber?'.
I'd also sent a text, and a courier was already delivering a package to Amber's husband. The photos inside were very explicit, and showed Amber's pussy being filled with Nick Eastwood's large penis as he deeply fucked her during one of their many liaisons. I did have the courtesy to blur out young Eastwood's face, though his hair was still unmistakably blonde.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let's watch some TV." I said at 8:00am, with my Angels in my office, watching with me.
"This is Cynthia Freeman for SNN News." said the athletic beauty. "The trustworthy journalists of SNN are bringing you the news you have a right to know! We begin with the assassination of Lt. Governor Graham Collins. While State Republicans are mourning his loss, they are joining Democrats in attacking Governor Val Jared for his insensitivity towards the death of Lt. Governor Collins."
"Mr. Collins will lie in state at the State Capitol, and his funeral will be Monday." said Cynthia. "Governor Jared's Press Office has stated that the Governor will not attend the funeral, nor participate in the viewing of the body before then. Governor Jared's initial statement of condolence was roundly condemned as impersonal and lacking in sensitivity, and Jared now appears to be doubling down on that."
"Also, the FBI has not given us any new details on the assassination of Lt. Governor Collins." said Cynthia. "SNN has learned that TCPD Commander Donald Troy received a phone call just seconds before the assassination, directing his attention to the television coverage in time to see the assassination take place. Commander Troy turned over a recording and phone meta-data to the FBI for analysis, but sources tell SNN that the phone was a burner phone and it is very unlikely that the caller will ever be identified."
"And reaction to the Guardians of Justice is pouring in." said Cynthia. After going through the contents of the leaked documents, she said: "BigRoadAndRailCorp CEO Curtis Meigs strongly denied the GOJ's assertions, and his accusations that The Guardians of Justice are a group devoted to sedition and the overthrow of the U.S. Government were matched by U.S. Senator Samuel Russell. But there are calls in the U.S. Congress to investigate BigRoadAndRailCorp and BigAgraFoods, led by our U.S. Senator Richard Nunn and other prominent Grassroots Conservatives..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Someone is leaking like a sieve." said Teresa. "Commander Troy, does our Deputy Chief need range time?" Her eyes were twinkling as she needled her BFF.
"Absolutely." I said with a grin. "We all need more range time. But that was an... interesting ... news report. Cynthia made sure to be clear that I'd done no wrong, while Amber had all but implied it. So my little 'tweet' about Amber had an effect."
"I love it when the Iron Crowbar goes nuclear." said Tanya with her cherubic smile.
"As long as he's not going nuke on me." Teresa replied. "But it must be a slow news day. They're already back to attacking Governor Jared."
"What about that Guardians of Justice leak?" asked Tanya. "Are they trying to distract us from all this other stuff? The BigRoadAndRailCorp stuff was already known."
"What was new, though," I said, "was the plan to nationalize railroads and put them under BigRoadAndRailCorp. And KXTC made sure to mention Orrin B. Taggart. He's Southport's biggest mobster. Hmmm, gotta wonder what that's all about..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said Helena on the phone, "Priya Ajmani is on line 1."
"Okay, thanks." I said. I punched the button for line 1. "Hello, Priya."
"Hi, Commander, thanks for taking my call." Priya said, as if I were the Reed Hudson Radio Show or something. "Senator Woodburn would like you to join her for lunch at Luigi's today."
This is interesting, I thought to myself. "Okay." I said. "But tell her that Commander Ross will be joining us, also."
"Oh, I'll be glad to have lunch with Commander Ross." said Priya enthusiastically. I knew Priya sure enjoyed eating Cindy out, but that was another matter...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women of 'Point Taken' filed onto their stage and took their seats as the all-female audience applauded.
"Hello, and welcome to 'Point Taken'!" said Rosie Berkmar. "We've had some really huge events over the last few days. We thought Governor Jared had been assassinated, but he was saved by a man who is very used to being part of exploding buildings, Commander Donald Troy. Commander Troy then arrested Lieutenant Governor Collins for that crime. And then, as he was going to accept a plea deal, Mr. Collins was assassinated by criminals that apparently easily penetrated the FBI's security arrangements."
"So let's bring in someone who has been covering the Town & County for several years, and was on the scene when superstar singer Jasmine Nix was gunned down." said Connie Chen. "KXTC's Bettina Wurtzburg!"
The audience applauded as Bettina came on stage. She sat down in the middle and crossed her shapely legs. Though older than the hostesses, Bettina had a better body than them and looked better than them, except for the very beautiful Zara Zeigler.
"Bettina," said Rosie, "what's going on up there?"
"Commander Troy did it again." said Bettina. "He engineered that ruse months ago, letting us believe that the FBI Deputy Director had been assassinated, and now he's played tricks on us again with this incident involving the Governor."
"Bettina," said Ruby Russell, "a lot of people are saying that Commander Troy engineered the Jared ruse from start to finish. What are your sources up there telling you?"
"Who knows?" said Bettina, shrugging her shoulders. "Only Commander Troy and Governor Jared know for sure. Even the Police up there don't know for sure. And Commander Troy won't respond to our requests for comment about this or anything else."
"Why not?" asked Donna Roselle. "What is going on with that? Why won't Commander Troy talk to anyone in the Press?"
"I think that as a public servant," Bettina said, somewhat deflecting from the 'why' question, "Commander Troy is obligated to explain what is going on. He should be required to answer our questions at a Press conference, but neither his Police Chief nor the County Sheriff will order him to do so."
"I heard that he would resign rather than obey an order to speak to the Press." said Zara Zeigler. "What is the reason for his hatred of the Press to the point he'd rather leave his job than talk to you?"
"I haven't heard that he'd quit over it." said Bettina. "But he simply doesn't respect the Constitution and the First Amendment right of a Free Press, nor our Constitutional mandate to be the watchdog for the People."



"Is it true he has been blackmailing journalists?" asked Ruby Russell. "Did Commander Troy send information to Brian Jennings's wife that Jennings was having extramarital affairs, then sent the Police to stop a Press van and illegally search Jennings for a concealed weapon?"
"I don't think I can comment on the legal details of the Police stop of the van, nor the weapons charges." said Bettina. "But suffice it to say that Commander Troy is not holding back, and is not above using the power of Police to attack the Press..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The arrogance of the Press," said Reed Hudson on his radio show, "is getting more unbelievable by the day. Reporter Bettina Wurtzburg of KXTC went onto 'Point Taken' and outright slandered Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police Force."
"Commander Troy is no longer speaking to the Media." continued Reed. "The TCPD has closed the Press Room, and does not give regular Press conferences any more. Why not? Maybe because reporter John Hardwood tried to murder Commander Troy's four-year-old daughter? Maybe because Lester Holder called Commander Troy's other daughter a, quote, 'halfbreed', unquote? And Lester Holder remains on the job and not disciplined in any way for that racist statement?"
"But don't expect Bettina Wurtzburg to look inward for the causes for this conflict." said Hudson. "Don't expect Bettina Wurtzburg or any other journalist to admit the Press's racist comments and murderous actions. They're too busy calling Governor Jared a racist for enforcing the law, and too busy attacking Commander Troy for saving lives and doing a damn good job solving crimes and enforcing the law. No, the Press thinks they can do no wrong. They think they don't stink. They think their job is to tell you what to think, and they expect you to believe what they say and comply with their orders."
"It just... it really raised my hackles today," finished Hudson, "when Wurtzburg said that Commander Troy was obligated, required to speak to the Press and give Press conferences! Really, Bettina? After the vicious attacks on him, after the racist attacks on his daughter, after the murderous attack on his other daughter, and you have the gall to say that he is beholden to you?!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I were escorted to the upstairs back room of Luigi's. Priya and Clark, Katherine Woodburn's assistant, were sitting at one table near the front, which had an extra setting. Katherine was at the table in the back, near the window overlooking the River. There were two other place settings, one of them mine. There were no other people in the room, and there would not be any others while we were meeting, I realized.
After greetings all the way around, I sat down with Katherine. "First, I want to express my appreciation for all you did on behalf of getting some measure of justice for Queenie."
"Oh, I was delighted to be of service, there." I said. "Except for Charlie Griswold's death, the results were very good. And Charlie's death will be avenged."
"Yes, it's a family matter for you now." Katherine said. My eyes cut to her and she said "And I wish you very good luck with that. If I find out where Jack Lewis and Richard Ferrell are, I'll let you know immediately."
"I appreciate that." I said. "But changing the subject: let's not waste Senator Cerone's immensely valuable time. Bring him on out." Katherine was briefly shocked, then smiled as she understood that she was not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded.
"Not much gets past you." she said. A second later, State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone came out of the kitchen areas he'd been inspecting (and found to be to his satisfaction).
"Ah, Commander, thank you for coming." he said, shaking my hand as I stood up to greet him. "Let me greet your friends." He went over and shook hands with Cindy, Priya, and Clark as if they were his most generous constituents. "I don't think I've seen you since your promotion, Commander Ross. My heartiest congratulations!" Cindy thanked him politely.
Back at our table, Cerone sat down. "I won't even try to guess how you knew Senator Woodburn had set up this lunch for you and I to talk, and of course she has some important things to discuss, as well."
"Meeting at the Town & County Luigi's, the finest Italian restaurant in the State, was my first clue." I replied, complimenting the restaurant's owner. And it was no lie; this restaurant was now considered the very best in all the State for authentic Italian cuisine. The place settings was my second clue, but a magician doesn't reveal all his tricks.
"Thank you, Commander." said Cerone. "Yes, it has indeed exceeded all expectations. I've already taken the liberty of placing orders for you both. All-you-can-eat shrimp Fettuccine Alfredo for you, Commander, and the white clam sauce pasta for you, Katherine." I had to admit that the choice was very good. Cerone had the lasagna. Lasagna to Cerone was like double cheeseburgers to Jack Muscone.
After the food arrived for both tables, Cerone got to the point: "We asked you to come today to discuss that Guardians of Justice document dump. First, I can tell you that every bit of it was genuine; the GOJ had the real documents, and their release is devastating for the company and the Government. But what I want to know is why the reporters made a point to mention Orrin Taggart. His rail lines are small; he's more into the shipping along the rivers."
"I was discussing that with my Officers this morning." I said. "We don't have any idea why, either. I'm not even sure why the GOJ decided to pick on BigRoadAndRailCorp."
"A lot of people thought that you were the GOJ." said Cerone. "But we have determined, as have the Federal and State Governments, that neither you nor your wife are involved."
"Well!" I said with mock acerbity. "Glad we've figured that out. I've been getting irritated at the Government's intrusion upon my life. So, Senator Cerone, do you have any ideas about why they targeted Taggart?"
"As you know," said Cerone, "after I retired from my businesses and became a humble State Senator, Mr. Taggart took over much of the operations in Southport. He runs clean businesses, relatively speaking of course, and keeps the crime there down." I studiously avoided rolling my eyes at the many liberties with the truth that had been taken in just those few sentences.
"However," continued Cerone, "Mr. Taggart is no friend of the Government, especially the Feds. The good news is that the FBI in Southport is incompetent. Les Craig was an amusing joke, and then he went over to the Dark Side against you. Very bad decision, I daresay. The people they have down there now, Andrew Parsons and David Rovers, are even worse. The locals are a lot more competent, and a lot cleaner than you might suspect, but they only get active when drugs are being shipped in and out."
I nodded, not saying out loud my innermost thoughts on the joke called the 'War on Drugs'. But I digress...
Cerone said "So we're wondering what Taggart did to get the Feds's attention, and have the Media mentioning him."
I thought about it. "He didn't do something silly, did he?" I asked. "He wasn't part of the attempt on Jared or the successful attempt on Collins, was he?"
"Not to my knowledge." said Cerone.
"I don't think so, either." said Katherine. I noted that Cerone was giving her some deference, and put that into its compartment for the future as she continued: "As you know, Don, Collins was behind the attempt on the Governor, and a badly botched attempt it was. I really wish you'd take up a career as a magician and go on tour, so we could stop worrying about your presence around here."
Cerone and I both chuckled at that. I said "No, no magic crowbars required for that one. What got me about that, though, is that it reminded me of a certain... Consultant. And I suspect your Queenie Files were originally influenced by that very bad man. So my question is, do either of you know who the 'blast from the past' might be that is now operating behind the scenes? An associate of Westboro that I don't know about, maybe?"
Both of them looked surprised for a fleeting moment before recovering and resetting their faces to passivity, which told me that they did not know what I was talking about. "You think Taggart is that person?" asked Cerone. "I don't think he dealt with Westboro. I don't mind admitting that Westboro was way too much for us. We stayed out of his way... and he stayed out of ours. As you've been known to say, Commander, even Westboro was not badass enough to outrun bullets, and he knew that if he pushed us, we'd have tested that theory."
I chuckled. "True. And he never made it to his little retirement getaway in New Hampshire. Too bad. So if Mr. Taggart is keeping his nose clean, then the Feds must have another reason for having the Media mention him."
"Or the people that had Collins killed and phoned you also had the Media mention it." said Katherine. "Maybe they want a cut of his operations? Or they're moving in and are going to shove him out?"
"I wasn't aware the Federal Government wanted to get into the shipping business." I said, deliberately allowing myself to fall into the 'trap' and reveal that information. "No, folks, this one is big. Bigger than State Legislative politics, for sure. I'd suggest we all keep our heads down and stay clear of whatever crap is going on with that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back to Headquarters via a few trips around the Bypass, Cindy told me what she had talked about with Priya and Clark.
"They were happy you broke the Queenie Files codes." Cindy said. "They were fascinated about your saving the Governor and busting Collins, but Clark openly said they were disappointed that you saved Jared's life. I just don't get the hatred for that man..."
"I do." I said. "Remember that Clark is part of politics as Katherine's assistant, and Priya is still in the Media orbit, even if her job right now is with Katherine. That makes them part of the 'Establishment' that wants to rule over us, and Jared is not their friend in that capacity... nor am I."
"Yeah, but they don't hate you like they hate Jared." Cindy said. "But that brings me to the next thing we discussed: your war on the Media. Your shot at Amber Harris this morning sent shockwaves through all of them. Priya says that a lot of them are getting truly scared of what you might do. It was bad enough that you annihilated Brian Jennings, but he and Lester Holder are not very liked, and they think Jennings got what was coming to him. But Amber is a different matter. She has friends, and the other journalists think she didn't attack you like Holder and Jennings did."
"Then they aren't getting it." I said. "They're all journalists, peas in a pod. The sins of one are the sins of all, as far as I'm concerned. And you saw what Amber tried to do to me this morning."
"I told Priya that, too." said Cindy. "I told her that Amber's shots at you this morning crossed the line. She tried to debate that, but I told her that your opinion was the only one that mattered when deciding if she'd crossed the line or not. Anyway, the point Priya was trying to get across was that the Media is very scared of you right now, and not in a good way. They're trying to figure out how to get you, and if they get desperate enough, they might try something stupid... like Hardwood did."
"Bring. It. On." I muttered.
Seeing she was not getting through to me, Cindy changed the subject. "So what did Cerone and Woodburn want?" she asked.
"These are just guesses on my part," I said, "but I think Cerone was really caught off-guard by that GOJ report on the plans to nationalize the railroads, followed by the Press going out of their way to mention Orrin B. Taggart. Katherine wanted to hear more on the Queenie Files and the whole Collins thing. Just both sides feeling out the other for information."
"What did you learn?" Cindy asked. Inquisitive, the Green Crowbar was.
"You know," I said, mostly musing, "I don't think Katherine knew what was going on... or else she's a great actress. I don't think... well, I no longer think... that she was behind Jack Lewis's involvement in Charlie Griswold's death. I think she had him as her marked card for the day she could get control of the SBI back, but that whole thing blew up on her. One thing's for sure... it's going to be an interesting Election in November and Legislative session next year."
"And Cerone..." I continued, "he is definitely worried about that GOJ leak and what he perceives to be a threat to OBT Rail & Shipping. It's as if he's always known something like this might happen, and now it's happening. But I'm not sure why the Government would suddenly get interested in Taggart, nor why Cerone is so suddenly so agitated..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina Wurtzburg came back into the offices of KXTC. She was very happy with her appearance on 'Point Taken', having gotten some great digs in against Don Troy. She'd had a good lunch with reporters in the City, and they'd strategized plans to press the attacks against Governor Jared going into the autumn election season.
The feeling of well-being vanished. She felt the tension as she came into the large room with rows of cubicles. It did not take one of the 'cub' reporters to tell her that Burt West wanted to see her in his office, though one did.
"Come on in." West said when Bettina appeared at his door. "And close the door." that was another clue to Bettina that something was badly wrong.
"What's wrong?" she asked as she sat down in front of West's desk.
"You were en route to the City," said West, "so you didn't get the word. Troy blistered Amber Harris this morning." He showed Bettina the tweet.
"Oh my God." Bettina said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Why?"
"According to one of our moles... er, sources inside the Police Department," said West, "Troy got pissed off when Amber mentioned that phone call to him at the time Collins was being blown away, and went nuclear on her when she made the comment that he doesn't give press conferences."
"Which is true." said Bettina. And then it hit her. "Oh, shit. I was ripping him for that on 'Point Taken'."
"We saw it." said West. "We loved it, but you should be prepared for Troy to come out with something on you. I'm not going to ask what he might hit you with, and we'll have your back and will come out against him with everything we have, but you need to be ready for it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:45pm, Friday, August 24th. I pulled up to the home of Amber Harris and her husband, which was in the Kensington subdivision. I briefly thought of young Ryan and his sexy mother Marlena, who were part of 'The Swap' case in this same neighborhood, and realized I hadn't seen them in a while.
I was trying to open the door to get out, and realized something was holding it shut. That something was Commander Cindy Ross. "Don, don't get out. Go home. Let the Uniforms handle it."
She was trying, but I was having none of it. "Am I about to have to go all 'Wildcat' on you, Ms. Bulldog?" I asked, perhaps a bit quietly. Cindy rolled her ice-blue eyes, but backed up and let me out.
When we got to the door, I noticed that Lt. Irwin was there, along with Patrolman Johnson, Patrolman Culver, and Corporal Inga Gunddottar. "Domestic disturbance, sir." said Irwin. "Husband and wife were fighting, then her work colleague came to the scene."
As I went inside, Amber Harris was in the front room with Corporal Gunddottar. Amber suddenly sprang up out of her chair and rushed at me.
"You son of a bitch!" she shouted. Her attack was cut short by Cindy Ross, who grabbed her and took her down to the floor with one whirling motion.
"That's assaulting a Police Officer!" Cindy shouted at Amber. "Get yourself under control or I'll put you in cuffs!" Amber finally stopped struggling, and Cindy all but dragged her back to her seat.
It was then that I noticed that Amber had a huge bruise under her eye, on the upper part of her cheekbone. "What happened to her face?" I asked Irwin.
"She said her husband hit her." said Irwin. "She said when she got home, he confronted her over your tweet this morning, sir, and also some explicit photos of her having sex with another man. It went from verbal to physical. Wait until you see his face."
We went into the den room. Mr. Harris's face had several red marks, deep scratches. "Gunddottar!" I called out.
"Sir?" Inga replied, hurrying up to me while Cindy babysat Amber.
I said quietly "Get an evidence bag, then go in and start scraping under Amber's fingernails for physical evidence relating to these scratches. Do that now." Inga stalked out, followed by Johnson. Meanwhile, Mr. Harris was also staring at me with a look of furious hatred on his face.
"Where's the other person, who I suspect is Nick Eastwood?" I asked.
"Yes it is. He's in the kitchen, sir." said Irwin. He led the way. Sure enough, the young blonde Sports reporter was in the kitchen, being watched by Sergeant Clark. I said nothing but groaned inwardly; Sergeant Clark's wife was known for talking too much, and he was not discreet in what he told her.
"Why are you here, Mr. Eastwood?" I asked Nick.
"Amber called me." replied Eastwood. "Said her husband was getting abusive towards her."
"Getting?" I asked acerbically. "Let's try this again, Nick, and this time, tell me the whole truth. How did it go down?"
I could see in the young man's eyes that he realized I was not buying the story. He said "What I said is true. But the full story is that Amber asked me to follow her home, and she called my number and we had an open line when she went into the house. It got ugly, quick, and I came on inside."
"Did you get into a physical altercation with either of them?" I asked.
"No, I didn't have to." said Nick. "They stopped fighting when I came in."
"All right." I said. As I was about to leave the kitchen, Nick said "Commander Troy, can I talk to you for a minute?"
I looked back at him. "No, I don't think that would be a good idea right this minute." I said. "If you have something of interest regarding evidence, tell Sergeant Clark. Otherwise, this is not the time nor the place for you to talk to me." I turned and left the kitchen.
In the hallway, I went up to Lieutenant Irwin. "Irwin," I said, "it is State Law that when there is a domestic disturbance, someone has to be arrested?"
"Yes sir." said Irwin. Cindy had come up and was listening intently.
"O-kayyyy." I said. "Arrest Amber Harris, take her through full booking at Headquarters. The charges are Assaulting a Police Officer, that being me; Assault and Battery when she tried to gouge her husband's eyes out; and Disturbing the Peace and Domestic Disturbance charges. Do another scraping of her fingernails at Headquarters, and put it and Gunddottar's scrapings into evidence and send them to the Crime Lab. Also take photos of Mr. Harris's face, particularly with regard to the scratches near his eyes. Go to Night Court and get a warrant to take DNA swabs of her and her husband in connection with that."
"Also," I continued, "arrest her husband and put him through booking, the charges being Assault and Battery for that shiner he gave her under the eye. Take photos, all that good stuff. It may have been self-defense, but we'll let the Court System work that out. Interrogate the hell out of them to get the details of what happened."
"And Nick Eastwood?" asked Irwin.
"Unless you have reason to believe he got physical with Mr. Harris," I said, "let him go. Warn him to not leave the County. Also, be sure to get Commander Ross's statement regarding Amber Harris's assault on me. Any questions?"



"No sir." said Irwin. He moved out smartly to execute my instructions. A moment later we heard Amber Harris screaming and bitching about being arrested. More counts of Assaulting a Police Officer would be added to the feisty reporterette's list of legal offenses.
As I left the house, Cindy was walking with me to my Police SUV. I turned on her. "What?" I said. She did not pretend to not understand.
"I tried to get you to stay in your car and to leave." she replied fearlessly. I did not pretend to not understand...
Part 20 - Epilogue: Ranger Leads The Way
9:30am, Saturday, August 25th. Army Sergeant José Morales of the 75th Rangers came to the Duty Desk, wearing his Army camo uniform. Several SWAT Team members that knew him came to greet him, and escorted him down the hallways to the gymnasium.
Other Police Officers were there, including both Police Commanders. Cindy had her personal iPhone ready to go to record the family reunion about to take place. I stayed more in the background.
When SGT Morales came into the gym, there was a loud yelp, followed by Ranger the dog running up to his owner. Ranger pretty much tackled Morales, then began whimpering and licking him as Morales petted and hugged him and talked to him in Spanish. Ranger was practically shivering with canine happiness as he pressed his body against Morales''s, trying to keep him in place to never go away again. More whimpering and dog (and people) crying continued for several minutes.
After Morales was able to stand up again, Lt. Hewitt told Morales that I was the guy who'd rescued Ranger the dog from the fire. SGT Morales came up to me with words of thanks, and we man-hugged. Ranger was not letting his human out of his sight, and came up with him. I petted Ranger and told him to take care of his Army Ranger. Then a procession went down the hallway to the exit, with Ranger (the dog) leading the way.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next Tuesday, the national Fox Cable 'Special Report' ended thusly: "And finally tonight: you know how we love to show family reunions when military personnel come home. This one is special."
First, the old photo of me shaking hands with Bowser after awarding him the K-9 Lifesaving Medal was shown as the host said: "Some months ago, we brought you the story of Police dog Bowser. The man in the picture is Police Commander Donald Troy."
Then photos of the dog kennels fire was shown, followed by the photo of me being 'helped' out of the fire. "When the County dog kennels caught fire, Commander Troy went inside, heedless of the danger, and managed to save eight dogs. One of those dogs was Ranger." A photo of Ranger was shown.
"Ranger's owner, SGT José Morales of the 75th Ranger Regiment," said the host, "came home from his deployment and went to pick up his dog, which was being cared for by Police Officers that knew him. And this was the very happy reunion."
Tape rolled, showing an emotional Ranger and his owner having their joyful reunion, complete with yelps, whimpers, and pettings. At the upper left, the small words 'Courtesy Cmdr Cindy Ross, TCPD' was displayed; Cindy had sent this in.
The tape then showed Morales hugging me followed by the procession down the hallway as the host said "SGT Morales thanked Commander Troy with a hug, and a very happy dog and owner headed home." The All-Star Panel 'ooh'ed and 'aah'ed, and the host said "I just love those family reunions..."
Finis, pour le moment...
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 27th, from in front of City Hall. "It is once again chaos under the gold dome of the State Capitol, as political wrangling over the vacant Lieutenant Governor seat becomes heated!"
Bettina began: "Democrats are demanding an open, non-partisan election, also known as 'jungle-style', with the top two vote-getters, regardless of Party, facing off in a runoff three weeks later. Republicans are opposed to a non-partisan election, wanting the State political Parties to name their candidates that would appear on the November ballot."
Bettina continued: "However, several 'Grassroots' Conservatives, including our district's State Representative Billy Williams, opposes the Republican Establishment plan of the Party naming the candidate. They want a primary election conducted on or before October 9th, and say they'll support the Democrats's plan if the Establishment attempts to exclude the Conservatives from having a candidate on the ballot."
Bettina went on: "Governor Val Jared's Office issued a statement stating that any election that would deliberately incorporate a runoff beyond current law, where no candidate gets more than 50%-plus-one vote, would be expensive and is unacceptable to him. The Governor could call a Special Session of the Legislature to determine the State's course of action, or simply empower the State Secretary of State Brian Cagle to decide how the special election will be run."
"In other news," said Bettina, "lawyers for U.S. Senator Samuel Russell are going to Court to demand that restrictions upon the movements of the Senator and his wife be removed completely and all charges dropped, or that he be formally indicted for a crime. Political experts believe this is an attempt by Senator Russell to force the City District Attorney to move the process along or drop the charges. By fiat of the U.S. Constitution, Senator Russell must be allowed to return to Washington, D.C. when the U.S. Senate reconvenes in early September."
"And the FBI says they still have no leads in the case of the assassination of the Lieutenant Governor." Bettina said, her smile connoting her enjoyment in taking this shot at the FBI. "They also have declined to comment on the ongoing document leaks by the shadowy cyber-terrorist group known as the Guardians of Justice."
Bettina: "The GOJ released more documents over the weekend, revealing emails between the CIA Director and officials of the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI, giving instructions to increase surveillance upon foreign and domestic companies doing business with the State of Israel. The CIA Director's emails are shockingly blunt in their declarations that the Jewish State cannot be trusted, and are interfering with American companies that want to do business with predominately Muslim nations."
"One of those domestic companies targeted by the documents in the GOJ's release is our County's BOW Enterprises." said Bettina. "Asked for comment, CEO Todd Burke issued a release through his press office that BOW Enterprises has always worked in a spirit of harmony and patriotism with the U.S. Government, and any surveillance without legal authority, such as warrants, would be very disturbing."
"And locally," said Bettina, "today is the first day of public school in the Town & County! Children of all ages are eager to get back to being educated by our Government's schools..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Joanne Warner. "Captain Croyle, how is BOW Enterprises taking that GOJ news behind the scenes?"
"I don't know." replied Teresa Croyle, whose husband Todd Burke was the BOW Enterprises CEO. "I keep my nose out of BOW Enterprises's business."
"I guess they can't say too much." said Jerome Davis. "They have contracts with the Government, which means the Government has them by the short hairs."
"It's a two-way street." Teresa said. "But my issue is the blatant abuse of the Constitution in the illegal surveillance... because they don't have warrants... and the reason for the surveillance: doing business with our ally Israel."
"They may be our ally, ma'am." said Joanne Warner, a devout Christian, "but we do have to watch them. Remember Jonathan Pollard."
"Well, before you or anyone else tries to call my husband a traitor for doing business with a friendly nation that is our ally," Teresa said, her face getting red, "you better have your fucking ducks in a row."
"That's not what they're saying." said Joanne. "They're just preventing U.S. secrets from---
"Detective Warner!" I said loudly, instantly getting the silence I desired before Teresa got really pissed off. "May I suggest you observe and deduce that your superior Officer did not take kindly to your comments... and the BOW Enterprises CEO's uncle has no desire to loan out his crowbar for an impromptu Police boxing match!"
"Uh, yes sir." said Joanne, who turned to her computer monitor. Teresa refilled her coffee cup, and then left the room via the back hallway door by the coffee machine without looking back at any of us.
"Commander Troy," said Theo Washington, changing the subject and trying to alleviate the tension in the room, "what was the most important thing that Bettina mentioned in her wide-ranging newscast this morning?"
I had a half-smile at the Rudistan-'ish' attempt by Theo to cause 'trouble', and said "It was what Bettina did not say that was the most important... the arrest of KXTC reporter Amber Harris the other night."
"What happened with that, sir?" asked Teddy Parker.
"She was arraigned over the weekend." I said. "Judge Nance opened his Court just for that hearing. Despite a count of Assault and another of Assault upon a Police Officer, Nance released her on her own recognizance. No bail, no ankle monitoring, though he did order her to remain within the County."
"Is KXTC pissed, sir?" asked Theo.
"Are you kidding?" I asked. "They are furious."
"Why no mention of the arrest, sir?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"Probably because the charges are real, and they are serious." I said. "And probably because KXTC has not formulated their line of attack on me for daring to put their poor reporter in jail..."
Part 2 - Schools
"There's something else I want to ask about, sir," said Joanne Warner, "but first, I wanted to apologize for this morning." She, Tanya Perlman, Cindy Ross and I were sitting in my office, drinking coffee.
"As a teachable moment," I said, "you must keep abreast of the tactical situation at all times. Not only is Captain Croyle Todd Burke's wife, but Commander Ross and I are related to him by blood. And what you may not have been aware of, but you should've found a way to know, is that Mr. Burke is Jewish by ethnicity, through his mother. Technically, I am also Jewish by the same bloodlines. Captain Croyle is taking Communicants classes and converting to Roman Catholicism, but she considers Israel our friend and ally."
"Yes sir." said Joanne said. "I'll go apologize to Captain Croyle after this meeting."
That caused Cindy to shake her head vigorously. "No." said the Green Crowbar. "Don't even try. Don't speak to her unless and until spoken to. Let me work on her first."
"She's right, you know." I said. "So, what did you want to discuss, Detective Warner?"
"Sir, can I ask you a personal question?" asked Joanne brightly.
"Sure, you may ask." I said. "I'm not promising to answer, but you may ask."
Everyone chuckled, then Joanne said "Why didn't you go into the active duty Army instead of just the Reserves? You'd have had a great career, if you'd wanted it."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said. Then I leaned back in my comfortable Command Chair, sensing that Cindy and Tanya were also enormously interested in my answer, and said "Well, at the time I was married... to Melina. And she did not want me going on active duty at all. She did not want to be an Army wife. Soooo, I just did Reserve duty, which was just fine with me at the time. And it worked out."
"With 20/20 hindsight," Cindy said, "I guess you might've done differently?"
"Naw... it really doesn't do any good to speculate on those hypotheticals." I said. "Like I said, things turned out very well for me. I'm in a job I love, with a wife I love, wonderful children, and of course a couple of outstanding dogs..."
"I am still going to steal Bowser from you, sir." said Joanne. "He's such an awesome dog!"
"You will not steal my daughter's dog." I said with (not) mock severity. "But to your point, who knows what might've happened if things had been different at that time."
"That's what I came in to ask you about sir," said Joanne, "and I need all of your inputs. I was talking to my unit Captain during our last Reserve weekend, and he asked if I'd be interested in pursuing a commission in the Army and becoming an Officer. I have thought about it, and I think I could do it."
"I know you could do it, and you'd be a very good Army Officer." I replied. "So what's holding you back?"
"The time involved, sir." said Joanne. "My Captain said he'd put me up for OCS if I want to go for it, but that would be six months away from here. Then Officer Basic Course would be another five to six months, at least, and a full year if I went into Military Intelligence---"
"Isn't that a contradiction in terms? 'Military Intelligence'?" Tanya asked with a wicked grin.
"Isn't that the oldest joke in military history?" I replied, and Tanya acknowledged my 'win' with a nod and a wink. "So you were saying, Joanne?"
"Well, sir," said Joanne, "I'd be away from here, from this job, and from my husband for a year. I mean, my husband could live with me and do his work from wherever he is, but it's being away from the TCPD that makes me pause."
"And that's understandable." I said. "I did my OBC right after graduation from School, so I didn't have another job at the time."
"Military Intelligence School is a year long?" Cindy asked, astounded.
"Yes." I said. "Most OBCs are five to six months, but M.I. OBC is a full year at Ft. Huachuca, Arizona. "It's considered a PCS, or permanent change of station; instead of TDY, temporary duty station."
"We're back to the contradiction in terms." said Tanya. "Takes twice as long to teach M.I. guys."
"And speaking of keeping abreast of the tactical situation," I admonished, "Laura is going to kill all of us if she gets wind of these comments." Tanya got the hint, and changed the subject.
"I guess one question, sir," said my Captain of Detectives, "is how we would feel about Joanne being away for so long. She's doing a great job with us, but that time away could set her back."
"True," I said, "and there has always been the possibility of you and your unit being called up for duty, Joanne. It's not a huge difference to consider. I've always just thought we'd figure it out when it happens. But if you're thinking of OCS anytime soon... I guess 'when it happens' is now."
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "And that's something I need to know before deciding.
I nodded. "It's a consideration. Joanne, why don't you make an appointment with the Chief, get his input as well as ours. He had a much longer Army career than I did."
Joanne asked to be excused, and was. I looked at my Angels. Tanya spoke first.
"She's doing really well," she said, "and she's a strong candidate for Supervisor and ultimately MCD Lieutenant. So is Jerome Davis. If she goes to OCS, I'll understand, but it is very likely that doing that would kill her shot to be promoted here soon. I didn't say anything because I don't want to promise something that may not happen, but it's part of it."
"A dilemma for her, to be sure." I said. "Let's see what the Chief tells her, and then you and I can give her another two cents of advice. What do you think, Cindy?"
Cindy nodded as if she was thinking her answer through, then said "Tanya's right, but I'll take it further: if she walks away for a year or more, even for excellent reasons like pursuing an Army commission, she's going to walk back in here into a completely different world."
She continued: "Imagine leaving six months before you took down Westboro, or just after that and then coming back in the middle of last summer. And like Tanya said, at least one if not two or three Detectives will be far ahead of her in our advancement structure. I do think we need to tell her that, so that she'll know it while deciding."
"Well," I said, getting cryptic, "I don't think her return is going to be the real issue." I pretended to look at the clock that I'd been watching like a boiling pot. "Oh boy, I gotta go. Carole's first day of school."
"Awwww, that's so cool." Cindy said with a smile. "You must be so excited for her."
"Uh, yeah." I said, not sounding excited. Then I became wistful: "At times like these, I remember holding Carole on the day she was born. And it seems like just yesterday. They grow up so fast..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eastside Elementary was just northwest of the backside of First Baptist Church, in the copse of trees and east of the Courthouse complex. I drove Laura and Carole up in my Police SUV and let them out, then went and parked in the restricted parking area behind the Courthouse, where Police vehicles could be, but your car could not be. Yes, it is good to be the Police Commander. And solely out of sheer habit, I'd brought along the red crowbar.
The parents were forming a gauntlet along the sidewalk to the front of the school, and the kids were going to walk through it to loud, upbeat music. The principal of the school came and got me, and asked me to stand at the end of the line, just in front of the doors. Wondering why, I acquiesced.
And guess who was first in line to come through. If you said 'Carole Diana Troy', you would be correct. Carole was striding confidently up the sidewalk, high-fiving the parents. Right behind her was Marie Steele, then other kids in single file. Some were stopping to hug their parents or loved ones along the way.
"Make me proud." I said to Carole as she high-fived me.
"I will, Daddy!" she said. Then she grabbed my crowbar and held it up, with me still holding it at the other end. She turned to the line and said "Everybody touch the crowbar for good luck!"
And guess what? Everyone did. Marie touched the crowbar with her right hand and high-fived me with her left hand, then the other kids did the same thing.
Then came Jameis. he was a relatively light-skinned black kid. He touched the crowbar, then held his other hand out palm-up and low, saying "Down low!" As I bent down to high-five him, he quickly pulled his hand back, then styled his hair with it. "Not today!" he said.
"You're a bad, bad man, Jameis." I said with mock severity, waving the crowbar in his general direction. "I'll be watching you."
"In the NFL one day!" he replied before going into the school, which made me chuckle..
"Gotta love the confidence." I said to the other parents that had been watching. "He may really be in the NFL if he keeps believing he will be..."
"He's gotta get through first grade first." said his grandfather, who was standing nearby. I chuckled and nodded in agreement. One step at a time, I thought to myself... one step at a time.
As the line broke up, I found Laura near the other end. Tears were in her eyes. "My baby is growing up so fast!" she almost wailed as I put my arm around her and led her to the SUV...
Part 3 - The Crime Scene
When I got back to Headquarters, Helena told me the Chief wanted to see me. His assistant Cassie told me to go straight in, and I did.
"Ah, there you are, Commander." said Chief Moynahan. "Commander Ross is fetching the Black Beauty. You have been asked to assist with a case in the Pottsville area. Commander Ross somehow got herself restored to SBI Reserve status, so I'm going to send her along with you... as your bodyguard, of course."
"Yes sir." I said. "Any details on this case?"
"No, not much." said Moynahan. "I'm sure you remember Detective Shane O'Brady down in Pottsville." I nodded, remembering him from the 'Pink Panther' case as the Chief said: "He called SBI Director Goodwin, requesting your help on a case. Governor Jared called Chief Griswold with a similar request, and both men called me."
"From what I understand, there was a murder down there yesterday." said Moynahan. "I am not sure why they can't handle it, but if you're not busy... and you aren't for the moment... you can go see what's going on and maybe point them in the right di-rect-shhunnnnnn..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was driving the Black Beauty at a high rate of speed down the road to Coltrane County. The Black Beauty had been upgraded, with blue LED lights along the edges of the windows in front and back, so we didn't need that old blue light.
"Take a look at that DVR'd recording of the KSTD news broadcast." Cindy said as soon as we left Headquarters. I did so, using my Police iPad, connected to the hot spot that was the Black Beauty.
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the lovely athletic reporterette. "We are bringing you all the news you have a right to know! And our first item is a story we've been following for some time: the case of Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales!"
Cynthia: "Coach Gonzales was accused of raping then-University-student-athlete Selina Martinez, but the Police report of that incident was mysteriously pulled. The SBI's investigation was inconclusive due to the elapsed time. But the affiliates of SNN have learned that Coach Gonzales may have molested others... including underage youths attending University football camps!"
"While no one has come forward to claim being a victim of Coach Gonzales," said Cynthia, "sources tell SNN that then-Head-Coach Brian Harlan may have known about Gonzales's activities. And Coach Harlan's cousin was TCPD Detective Angela Harlan, who murdered reporter Tim Dawdle as Dawdle was investigating corruption within the University's Athletics Department. We will continue to investigate this story."
"And in local news," said Cynthia, "our competitor KXTC's reporter Amber Harris was arrested along with her husband after a domestic dispute. According to Police reports, the Harrises may have been involved in a physical altercation when Police arrived. Amber Harris was also charged with assaulting a Police Officer, who sources tell KSTD was Commander Donald Troy himself. Amber Harris was released on her own recognizance by Judge Harry Nance after a special hearing over the weekend. Commander Troy has not returned our repeated calls for comment."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're onto the Harlan-Gonzales story." said Cindy. "Think Graham Collins told his boys to release the story to the Press?"
"No." I said. "Well, he may have, but they were already onto it and revealing it, piece by piece."
"If it comes out, it will be devastating for the University, and likely the whole Conference." Cindy said, stating the obvious."
"Who demoted you back to Captain... Captain Obvious?" I said sourly.



Cindy chuckled briefly, then said "So what about Joanne?"
"You mean that little blowup with Teresa?" I asked back.
"No, I talked to Teresa, and she's calmed down... and in record time for her." Cindy said. "I was asking about Joanne getting an Army commission."
"Yeah, something struck me about that while I was in the line greeting the school kids." I said. "When we get back, I'll talk to all of you Angels about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, thank you for coming, Commander Troy." said Detective Shane O'Brady. "And you're Commander Ross. I've heard many great things about you." he said, shaking Cindy's hand. She politely said hello and thanks. O'Brady introduced his Officers, including Officer Dooley, who I remembered from the Pink Panther case.
O'Brady was almost as tall as me, but was more slender and less broad-shouldered. His black hair was frazzled-curly, like Bonnie Karpathian's had been. He had a hint of an Irish accent as opposed to a pronounced one or an 'embellished' one. His suit was black slacks and jacket and a white button-down shirt with no tie. Dooley was in uniform, and was shorter, stockier, with light brown hair and a brush mustache.
We were at the Holiday Inn Express in the southern portion of the county that contained Pottsville. The city and county governments were totally merged, even more tightly than our Town & County, so Pottsville Police had jurisdiction here.
"We obviously had to remove the body," said O'Brady as he led us to a room sealed off with Police tape, "but we took video and photos of the scene." He opened the door and stood back for us to walk through.
The room was painted a deep blue, which muted the light. It was a nice room, with what looked like home furniture instead of the cheap stuff many hotels buy. The carpet was relatively new, fairly thick, and a brown and blue mixture of patterns.
The sheets had been stripped from the bed, but a large bloodstain remained on the mattress, and actually had soaked well into the mattress; it was no longer usable. Markings used to identify locations of evidence were still on the floor and some of the furniture.
"Our CSIs did a 'deep clean' of the bathroom to see if any hairs of the perp could be found." said O'Brady. "So far, nothing."
"If you don't mind," I said as I looked out the window, which was masked by a very thin white see-through curtain, "tell me what happened chronologically."
"We got the call at 11:05am yesterday, Sunday." said O'Brady. "The cleaners had come in and found the body of a woman on the bed. She'd been shot in the chest, and the bullet traveled through the heart. There were fibers in the wound channel that suggests the perp put a pillow to her chest and shot her through the pillow to deaden the sound. The bullet struck her spinal column and stuck to it, and appears to be a nine millimeter round. It may have been a '+P' round, and it was an expanding copper-jacketed bullet. The autopsy showed she was likely shot Saturday afternoon and lay dead here through the night."
"Or maybe a 357 SIG round?" I asked as Dooley handed me a sheaf of photos. The woman was white, in her early 30s, very attractive. She was found lying on her side, and had bled out onto the sheets, leaving a very large stain on them. The bullet had struck her between her large, artificially-enhanced breasts.
"Possibly a 357 SIG. I'll ask them to re-check the rifling." said O'Brady as I passed the photos onto Cindy. O'Brady continued: "The M.E. said the victim had sexual intercourse before she was shot, but there were traces of spermicide in her vagina, suggesting the man used a condom. No trace of that condom; he likely took it with him."
"So, let me guess." I said. "Her purse was gone, and with it her wallet and ID, car keys, and anything else that might help identify her."
"That is correct." said O'Brady. "However, we've had some good luck. She is the one who rented the room and checked in, and used a credit card in her husband's name. Going on this, we checked the car tags of all the cars in the lot, and came up with an Audi in her name. Fingerprints finally came back from the FBI."
I could see O'Brady was trying to be dramatic, and I examined the dresser that faced the foot of the bed as I waited for it. Finally he said "Her name is Leigh Lance, and her husband is Lorenzo Lance."
"Ahhhhhh..." I said in a high falsetto voice. "So that's why you called me down."
"Yes." said O'Brady.
"I walked in late to this party." said Cindy. "Clue me in."
"You remember the 'Environmental Hazards' case, of course." I said. Cindy nodded, and I continued: "Lorenzo Lance was a minor investor in the Pine Valley project. His role was clean in that case, but the FBI and SBI investigated him when his name came up. They found some other sketchy financial deals he'd done, which were pretty minor in themselves. I suspect the Feds were leaning on him to give up a bigger name, but he said he had nothing to give them. It went to trial and he was convicted... just recently, I think."
"Yes." said O'Brady. "In fact, his sentencing is today, down in Palmyra County, where he and his wife live... well, lived."
Palmyra County was on the Interstate between Pottsville and Midtown, a bit closer to Midtown. Some years before, Midtown had instituted an employee tax, where anyone who was employed there was taxed as if they lived there. Many of the better, wealthier businesses moved out of Midtown and northeast to Palmyra County. Seeing the precipitous drop in tax revenues, as well as numerous lawsuits, Midtown rescinded the tax plan. But the damage was done: Palmyra County became a technology and finance center in the State.
"Does he know his wife is dead?" I asked.
"No, the judge in the case made him off-limits to us." said O'Brady. "After the sentencing, we may can speak to him."
"So you asked me down because you think the Mob or politicians might be involved with the case?" I asked.
"Politicians, maybe." said O'Brady. "Wilson Hammonds rules this area with an iron fist. It would take an Iron Crowbar to break his hold on us, and definitely to find out and act if he's involved in this killing."
"I think Hammonds kept his nose clean regarding the Pine Valley case." I said. "Well, Captain Ross, I think we should make use of these SBI badges we're wearing, and go visit the Prosecutor in Palmyra County. You guys care to come along?"
"Can I come along, too?" asked a voice, followed by the appearance of FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. With him was Special Agent Ted Crenshaw.
"Sure," I said, "but it's my lead, since it's a murder case." I then introduced the FBI Agents to O'Brady and Dooley.
Part 4 - Court In Session
The County Seat of Palmyra County was Palm Creek. It had been a town of 500 people in the mostly rural county until the 'great exodus' hit. But remember that the businesses that moved out to the county were wealthy; they made sure the town didn't grow and annex land; ergo, taxes stayed low. Palm Creek was still tiny; it's only function was the Courthouse and businesses that supported it.
"I'm sorry, Inspector Troy," said the helpful young woman at the entrance to the Court areas, "but Mr. Redmond, the prosecutor in the Lance case, is in Court now for the sentencing hearing."
"That's okay." I heard a woman's voice say. "I'll babysit Inspector Troy and his gang until the hearing is over." It was State Attorney Faye Dunlan. I introduced her to everyone else.
"The judge has closed off the courtroom for the hearing." said Dunlan. "Reporters have been trying to approach Mr. Lance, and because Mr. Lance's name was associated with the Pine Valley case, and there are concerns that environmentalist activists might try to cause trouble. I'll have the Bailiff give a note to Mr. Redmond to come to my office." She did so, and we went to a nearby conference room to wait.
"So," said Faye as we sat down, "what brings you guys to see Mr. Lance?"
"His wife died." I said quietly.
"Oh, that's too bad." said Dunlan.
"Ma'am," asked O'Brady, "were you involved in the Lance case or trial?"
"No." said Faye. "This was a----"
Just then the door opened, and a slender man in his late thirties with brown hair came in. "Hi, I'm Rich Redmond." he said. "Someone wanted to talk to me about the Lance case?"
"Yes." I said. I introduced everyone in the room, then had Mr. Redmond sit down. "So why couldn't we go into the Courtroom?" I asked.
"The judge cited security, but that seemed thin to me." said Redmond.
"Who's the judge in the case?" I asked.
"Judge Elton Boynton." said Redmond. "Flip-a-coin Boynton, we call him. Pretty solid law-and-order judge, but his sentences are all over the place. For example, Lorenzo Lance today? He had five minor financial charges." Redmond handed me a file, which detailed the charges.
As I looked at the file then passed it to O'Brady, Redmond said "We were going to make a plea deal with Lance, but the judge as well as the Feds insisted on the trial. After his conviction, we recommended a total of fifteen years, with parole after six with good behavior though he still has some Federal charges to be tried over. Boynton maxed him out: 25 years for each offense, to be served consecutively, with no possibility of parole."
"Wow, essentially a life sentence for what seems to be accounting irregularities." I said. "And that's not normal for Boynton?"
"He's given some heavy sentences before." said Redmond. "Sometimes he levies massive fines, in the millions, far beyond the defendant's ability to pay. But then sometimes he gives probation and a $1000 fine for worse than what you see here. He rarely follows our sentencing guidelines, and we never know what we're going to get."
"What about the Federal charges?" I asked.
Redmond replied "The FBI was pushing the Federal versions of the State charges you see in that file, plus some interstate wire fraud, mail fraud, and RICO violations. Again, thin stuff, especially the RICO charges. I think he'll be acquitted of all those charges. But the Feds thought he had connections to the Southport Mob, so they leaned hard on him and said he had to cooperate to get a plea deal."
"If I may ask," said Jack Muscone, "who were the FBI Agents on this case?" Your Iron Crowbar was shocked at the question... and even more at the answer:
"Special Agents Andrew Parsons and David Rovers, out of Southport." said Redmond.
"Whaa?..." I started, then finished: "I've heard those names, just recently..." Then I remembered: Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone had mentioned them at my recent lunch with him and Senator Katherine Woodburn.
"We'll talk about that later." said Muscone.
"I have one more question, if I may." I said. "Did Mr. Lance's wife attend his trial?"
"Every day." said Redmond. "She sat right behind him, and was very supportive. But... she wasn't here today, and he was wondering where she was."
"And that's why we're here." I said. "She died over the weekend, and we were hoping to speak to him about it."
"Oh, that's awful." said Redmond. "But if you want to talk to him, you'll have to go down to Jacksonville State Prison. It likely will be 24 more hours before you can see him, after inprocessing..."
Part 5 - Why Even Try
We went to lunch at a nearby Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers. Cindy, O'Brady, and Dooley sat at one table with Ted Crenshaw, who gave a compelling lecture on Organized Crime in Southport. Jack Muscone sat at another table with me. He sat with his back to the others, so that his words might not be easily overheard.
"Parsons and Rovers are assigned to our Southport office." said Muscone quietly. "Parsons is a Supervisory Agent and wants to be the Special Agent in Charge, replacing Les Craig. You know all about the traitor Craig. What you may not know is that we went through Parsons, Rovers, and every other FBI Agent in Southport like crap through a goose. Open OPRs up front, then had behind-the-scene checks as well. They came up clean: no collusion with Les Craig, no Mob connections that we could find. That's the good news."
"What's the bad news?" I asked.
"This Lance case may be a symptom of the problem." said Muscone. "Those charges were crap. Like you said, accounting anomalies at worst. But Parsons is so desperate to break a case, or more like create one, he may have gone overboard leaning on this guy. Lance may not have had a thing to do with the Southport Mob."
"Yet his wife came over all dead." I said.
"Yep." said Muscone. "And that's why Crenshaw and I came down."
"One of the reasons, anyway." I said, trying and failing to suppress a grin.
"So why else are we down here?" Muscone queried.
"There is a bee in the FBI's bonnet about the Southport Mob right now." I said. "Perhaps it has to do with the Guardians of Justice and OBT Rail & Shipping?"
"Four hundred years ago..." said Muscone, shaking his head.
"And then there's the other reason." I said. Muscone peered at me. I continued: "You're here because you heard that O'Brady asked for your friendly neighborhood Iron Crowbar to come down and look into this murder case, and you're curious, at best, as to why. Maybe the EAD or even the old DepDirector sent you down."
Muscone just shook his head. "Why do we even try? Yes, the DepDirector fears for your personal safety, though the other reasons are real and valid."
"That's cool; I don't mind having good people watching my back." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We can't see Mr. Lance until tomorrow afternoon." said Shane O'Brady, having made a phone call. "I'm going to talk to his lawyer, but I was wondering if I should mention that Lance's wife is dead. I was surprised you told the Prosecutor and State Attorney that she'd died; we usually don't divulge that until we have to."
"Yes, I was a bit surprised about that, too." said Muscone.
"And normally I would agree with you both." I said. "But in this case, I told the Prosecutor because I wanted to see his reaction to the news. I also want the word to filter back to Lance, to put him on his guard. Something's off about that case against him."
"We're going to head home," said O'Brady, "and start working on the data. Any suggestions? Rabbit holes for us to look down?"
"Just this." I said. "What do you consider to be the most unusual thing about this case?"
"Uh..." started O'Brady.
"Don't answer now." I said. "Just think about it. And whatever you come up with... pursue it."
Just then, Muscone came up. "Don, you need to call home. Or your Chief."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Glad you called, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief, after I used my Police iPhone to call him. "We've got a couple of things breaking up here. First, the Press is getting the Harlan-Gonzales story, and they're about to go off on the University about it. I got word that the NCAA may send preliminary investigators."
"Good." I said. "That one is an 'Easy Button'. What's the other thing?"
"Keep your cool when I tell you." warned the Chief. "I'm getting word that the State Medical Board is acting on a complaint against your wife. They're going to suspend her medical license!"
"Whaa?" I gasped. "I'm coming home now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove up the Midtown-University Highway towards home, Cindy said "Crenshaw gave us a lot of good information about the Southport Mob. It all centers around Orrin B. Taggart of OBT Rail & Shipping. It used to be all Cerone's empire, but he gave it up and became a State Legislator, and no one is sure why."
"I can tell you why, and in three words." I said. "Raymond. Kyle. Westboro."
Cindy nodded. "So what do you think of the Leigh Lance case?"
"Well," I said, almost absentmindedly, "I'll ask you what I asked O'Brady: what to you is the most unusual aspect of that case?"
"She appeared to be having an extramarital affair." Cindy said. "So I'd normally think her husband found out and went and found her, and shot her. Only problem with that theory in this case is that her husband was in jail at the time, and apparently does not know she's dead. So it's either dueling boyfriends, or that's not the right track at all."
"And that's the most unusual thing?" I asked.
"No." said Cindy. "The harshness of the sentence he was given is unusual. I just finished getting my business degree. I don't think I would even have bothered prosecuting those flimsy accounting charges, and if I did, it'd be to collect a fine. I sincerely believe he and his lawyers can file an appeal based on 'cruel and unusual punishment'."
"I agree." I said. "That was unusual."
"So what's your answer?" Cindy asked.
"You're right, at the core of it." I said. "And then it starts ballooning: why are the Feds leaning on this guy so hard? And that leads to the question of possible Mob ties to this murder. And then the judge imposes tight security. Whassup wit' dat? The whole thing starts being weird."
"Which," Cindy said, "according to the Troy Doctrine that the more unusual a case is, the easier it is to solve, makes this one pretty simple for you."
"Heh." I said. "But we need more data. A lot more data..."
Part 6 - Meetings
Cindy and I went straight to Laura's office. It was full of people. Callie was there, and her eyes lit up upon seeing Cindy walk in. Laura's eyes lit up upon the sight of me. Also in the room was University President Sidney P. Wellman, Hospital Administrator Dr. Leonard Cordell, attorney Mike G. Todd, SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell, and SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow. Also present, to my surprise, was (retired) Judge Lorraine McGill, and a man I did not know. He was getting elderly, and he looked like a professor.
"Don," said Laura "this is Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dean of the University Law School." I shook hands with the nationally esteemed lawyer. This man had argued cases before the U.S. Supreme Court, the State Supreme Court, and had forgotten more about case law than most lawyers would ever know.
"We're meeting about this seriously unjust suspension of your wife's medical license." said Dr. Wellman, his perma-grin on his face as always."
"I heard about it." I said. "What's going on?"
"I got the notice this morning," said Laura. "As did the Hospital. The State Medical Board issued the suspension, but won't tell us why, won't tell us what the charges are. I'll supposedly have a hearing, but they won't name a date for that, either."
I turned to Mike G. Todd, who usually was smiling like a combination of Todd Burke and Micah Rudistan, but not today. "So what's our next step, Mike?"
"I went to file a lawsuit," said Mike, "to force the Medical Board to do what they should do and tell us why the suspended Dr. Fredricson's license. I was told that the State Bar has suspended my license to practice law in this State."
"What?!" I gasped. I then looked around the room.
"That's why I'm taking up these cases personally." said Dr. Chase. "This is more than irregular; the way they're going about it is illegal."
"But still a very real problem for the Hospital." said Dr. Cordell. "We've been forced to take Laura off Staff, and her patients include problem pregnancies."
I nodded. "One more thing." I said.
"Don," said Britt Maxwell with alacrity, "will you do me a big favor?"
"What's that?" I asked.
"Let Norm and me handle this." Britt said. "We're already investigating what's going on with these Board members. Just let us do this, and it'll be okay."
I nodded. "Okay, then. But if you need the Power of the Crowbar, just ask... Cindy, here."
"Yeah!" said Callie, smiling her beautiful smile. Britt smiled, too; I'd just acquiesced to her request for me to stay back.
"Okayyyy." I said. "Dr. Wellman, can I have a moment of your time?"



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the clinic area of Laura's offices. I turned on the bug-killer as I said "So, Dr. Wellman, tell me about what's going on with this Harlan-Gonzales situation."
"The Press is starting to get the story." said Wellman. "They haven't connected the Fulmer murder yet, but I was told they're filing Open Records Act requests for the Police records of the Rusty Dawson case. The NCAA was notified by what they call 'an anonymous source' about the situation, and they're going to open a preliminary investigation. The Conference will send people, too, though they were not notified by anyone but the NCAA about this."
"Okay." I said. "When the time comes, I'll handle the NCAA. I'll explain to them what really happened there, which hopefully will save University and the Conference from total disaster." I explained to him what I was going to do. He approved, not having much of a choice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, come on in Commander, and Commander." Chief Moynahan said as Cindy and I presented ourselves to the door of the Chief's Conference Room. Teresa and Tanya were already in there. We took our seats.
"I had a very good conver-say-shnnnnn with De-tec-tive Warner today." said the Chief. "We discussed the military and thoughts on a career as an Officer. I believe she would be a very good Army Officer, but the questions for all of us are what happens here in the TCPD if she pursues the military route. What say you all?"
I indicated for Tanya to go first, so she did: "Right now I'm watching two people for possible promotion to Supervisor and ultimately MCD Lieutenant: Joanne Warner, and Jerome Davis. Joanne is the better Detective, but Davis is showing the leadership qualities I am looking for, and I'm sensing that the Detectives would follow him more readily than they'd follow Warner."
"If she goes into active military duty," Tanya continued, "her shot at the title would be over. She'll be starting over when she comes back."
"IF she comes back." said Teresa. "The Army may offer her an active duty commission, and she may take it. I'd support her doing what she wants to do, but it leaves us kind of holding the bag waiting to see what happens."
"One thing I did talk to her about," said Moynahan, "was the role of an Officer in the Military Police. As Mr. Crowbar knows, the Detectives are Warrant Officers, while the Commissioned Officers oversee everything. Ms. Warner's detective abilities may not be used so much in the Army."
"If she's in the Reserves," Cindy said, "then we're talking weekends and a couple of weeks a year. So her respective roles aren't the issue; her time away for a year and coming back is the issue. And it may be worth it, if she comes back a better leader. She'll have a shot at roles like Precinct Lieutenant, and who knows what might come up in Vice or MCD?"
"All of that is true." I said. "But none of that is what she's thinking of doing."
"What is she thinking of doing, O great mind reader?" said Cindy, with perhaps a we touch of sarcasm in her voice.
"She gave herself away this morning." I said, enjoying springing this on Cindy in retaliatory response. "If she goes for a commission, it will not be into the Military Police, but into Military Intelligence. And if she does that, she will never come back here; she'll go active duty, and probably be with the CIA in some capacity, as well. She will insist on M.I., the Army will insist on active duty, maybe even a Regular Army commission."
"So what should we tell her?" asked Tanya...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I left for home. Laura had just arrived. My mother was cooking dinner, which did not include stringbeans as a menu item. Thank goodness.
I was greeted by Jim and Buddy as I came into the greatroom, and they led me to the near-side sofa. Carole was already sitting there, and Jim climbed up on my other side after I sat down.
"How was school today, Carole?" I asked.
"It was o-kayyyy." Carole said, without any particular enthusiasm. "But Marie and me already know how to read, so we were bored."
"It's 'Marie and I', not 'Marie and me'." I said. "So there's a few things you can still learn, yes?"
"Yes sir." said Carole.
"What was your favorite part of the day?" I asked.
"Recess." said Carole. I have a sneaking suspicion that Carole is not alone in that evaluation, not by a few million kids.
"What did you do today without your sister at home, Jim?" I asked my son.
"I played with all of Carole's stuff." said Jim enthusiastically.
"You better leave my stuff a-LONE!" yelled Carole hotly. Jim was laughing; I suspect he was teasing his sister, and he had found a hot button of hers. It is possible that such a trait ran in the family, I thought with an amused smile...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Laura got the kids ready for bed, I was working on my laptop computer in the greatroom. My mother came and sat down beside me.
"What are you doing, son?" she asked.
"Just looking up some information about that case I was helping with this morning." I said. "Woman found dead in a hotel room, after having sex."
"And where was her husband during this tryst?" my mother correctly asked.
"It so happens," I said with a semi-suppressed smile, "that he was in jail. He was sentenced this morning."
"So much for the obvious solution, then." my mother said. "You know, son, you might should be helping Laura with the kids. She's more worried than she's letting on about this medical license suspension thing."
"Yes." I said. "If you'll stay here a few minutes, I'll invite Laura to take out the dogs with me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dogs were off into the darkness, doing their business, as Laura and I sat on the metal mesh loveseat chair.
"I have no idea what the complaint is," Laura said, "nor who made it. The State Medical Board didn't give me any notice of an inquiry, like they're supposed to. They've moved straight to suspension, as if one of my patients died or something. But the Board won't say what the complaint is about, which is in itself a violation of the law."
"We'll get it figured out." I said. "Mike Todd, too. You know what I think about the coincidence that his law license is being suspended right at the same time your medical license is."
"You think that was coordinated?" Laura asked.
"You betcha." I replied. "And they didn't even tell him at all. My first thought was that they suspended his license so he couldn't help you fight your suspension. We've paid him his retainer, so they go after him to make you have to pay more money. Typical strategy of some of our enemies, to financially drain us, yes?"
"Well, it backfired." Laura said. "When the Dean of the Law School gets irate and agrees to represent me pro bono, or at least at no expense to me, that says something about how bad this is."
"So what has you really worried?" I asked, very sure.
Laura exhaled, then nodded. "Let me just... get this out." she said, then gathered her will and continued: "Don, I've always known that there might be a day when you don't come home, ever again. So I've had to think about how I would support our children without you. I make money from being the Head of the Psychology Department, from my salary as a Professor, from grants... but the real money comes from being on Staff at the Hospital and being a doctor."
"I've always known," she continued, "that politics or some crap could spring up and I'd be cut loose from the professorship, tenure notwithstanding. I've always thought I had my medical practice to fall back on. But... not now."
I put my arm around my wife. "Don't worry, honey." I said. "The kids's college funds are fully funded from the money I got from the CIA and KCTY settlements. We've got life insurance, and you'd get a pension if I died in the line of duty or a pension if I didn't, because of my MOVs. And in the meantime... we'll get this fixed, find out who did it, and I'll give someone a crowbar spanking."
Laura nodded, though I could sense she was not mollified. Yes, the kids would be taken care of, financially and otherwise. Something else was bothering her. Maybe it was her realization that someone, i.e. the Government, could take away her livelihood on a whim, for right or for wrong, legally or illegally...
"Come on, let's go back inside." I said. We went inside. I tucked the kids in, petted the dogs, then joined Laura in a well-needed and well-deserved hot tub bath...
Part 7 - Scandals and Plagues
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 28th, from near the bus station so that University Memorial Stadium was in the background.
"Fox Two News has learned that the NCAA will begin an investigation into allegations that former Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales sexually molested several persons who were either University students or at University-sponsored athletic events, and that Head Coach Brian Harlan either knew of the crimes or participated in them himself!"
"Let's bring in our affiliates from KSB in the City and Fox Midtown!" Bettina said. After a pause to be connected to the other stations, she started up: "It could be the biggest scandal in college athletics in years!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was barely listening as I sat at my desk in my office. I was going through Leigh Lance's finances, looking at the data Myron had worked up for me.
"It wasn't easy getting this data." Myron had said when he'd come to my office earlier. "The FBI got all of Lorenzo Lance's records, then tried to cut off access to them. In fairness, that might've been to keep the Mob from knowing what was going on, or maybe it was to keep the Guardians of Justice from being nosy. But it's interesting stuff."
Yes. Interesting. Leigh Lance was not a big spender, but when she bought shoes, they were several hundred dollars. Ditto that for dresses. And are there really purses that cost that much out there? A couple of pieces of cow derrière stitched together? I need to invest in those companies's stocks! I thought to myself.
And then I saw the item where Leigh bought a videocamera. A small one, that was solid state and made no noise, and recorded digitally. I emailed Shane O'Brady, and said that he should be on the lookout for a small videocamera when he got a warrant to search her home.
Some minutes later, O'Brady emailed me back. The home had been searched, as well as her car; no new videocameras had been found, just an older one at the house that recorded to tape. O'Brady also said that interviews with Mrs. Lance's friends were not revealing any extramarital affairs by either husband or wife, so far.
"They're missing you in MCD." said Cindy, who'd knocked on my door and come on in. "Bettina is going to town on this Harlan-Gonzales scandal, and Joanne was astute enough to notice that University President Wellman seems unconcerned, when we would normally expect him to be crapping in his Depends over something like this."
I grinned at that joke, but did not laugh. And Cindy noticed. "Anything new?" she asked.
"Take a look at all this stuff Leigh Lance bought." I said. "What do you make of it?"
"Hmmm, videocamera." Cindy said. "Small, concealable. If her husband wasn't in jail, I'd say she bought it to try to catch him cheating on her. Purse... oh, interesting. This purse is expensive because it has a little pouch where a camera can be concealed and still get video."
"Oh wow, that's more than a little interesting." I exclaimed. "You've done it again, Watson!"
"Feel free to tell me what I've accomplished." Cindy said. Alas, Bettina's newscast interrupted:
"And in local news," Bettina was saying, "Dr. Laura Fredricson's medical license was revoked by the State Medical Board after complaints were received about potential malpractice by her. Dr. Leonard Cordell, Administrator of University Hospital, where Dr. Fredricson was on Staff, blasted the Board for not explaining why they took their action so suddenly, nor what the complaint was. The University and the Hospital are filing legal action to force the State Medical Board to reveal their reasons for the suspension, which is already required by State Law."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"At least in the Black Beauty, I'm the one driving!" said Cindy as she and I were flying in the TCPD's Bell helicopter towards Jacksonville State Prison. Shane O'Brady had called and said we'd be allowed to talk to Lorenzo Lance at 11:00am.
"Flying is safer than driving." I said. "Especially when one considers who the pilot is versus the driver." A green crowbar would've been waved in my general direction, if Cindy hadn't been holding on for dear life. I suspect her real fear was simply of flying. Yeah, that had to be it.
We followed the course of the State Line River, which kept us west of the nuclear power plant and east of the old nuclear missile silos in the State west of us. It was was the fastest way to Southport, and we could cut over to Jacksonville State Prison just before getting there.
We arrived and landed at the marked helipad behind the parking lot that was outside the prison. I remembered witnessing the deaths of Lance Priemus and Leonard Sharples here as we went through security.
O'Brady and Dooley were waiting inside for us, as was Lorenzo Lance's attorney, Wallace West of Ditcher, Quick & Hyde, P.C. in Midtown. West was young, light-skinned black man, and gaining a reputation as a good white-collar defense attorney. After introductions, we were taken to one of the interrogation rooms. I had to leave my gun and my crowbar with Cindy, and O'Brady relinquished his gun to Dooley's care; they'd be watching on the monitor.
Lorenzo Lance was brought in and seated next to his lawyer. His first question surprised me only a little bit: "Is it true? Is... my wife dead?"
"I'm sorry, Mr. Lance." I said. "Yes, it's true."
"How?" asked Lance, misery in his voice.
"She was shot in the chest." I said. "I'm sorry for your loss. We're here to see if you can shed any light on why she was targeted for murder."
"No, I have no idea why anyone would want to kill her." said Lance.
O'Brady asked "We know there was a lot of pressure put on you by the Feds, who believed you had connections to the Mob. Did anyone threaten your wife to get to you?"
"Noooooo, nooooo." said Lance. "Look, I kept telling those FBI bastards I had nothing to do with the Mob, ever."
"Mr. Lance," I said, "we're not trying to entrap you, nor are we worried about your situation. We're tying to determine why your wife was murdered, and who did it. If there is anything you can tell us, please consider doing so."
Lance looked at his lawyer, who just nodded. Lance then said "Look guys, I'm telling you the truth: I had no connections to the Mob or anything dirty. I did have an investment in Pine Valley, but it was a relatively small one, and I only did it to secure one of the homes there to retire to. Then it blew up, and I lost my investment. That didn't kill me financially, either. I really don't know why the Feds were hammering me."
"Do you know of anyone who might've wanted to harm your wife, not related to you or your financial dealings?" I asked.
"No." said Lance.
"I'm sorry to ask this, as it's touchy," I said, "but did your wife have any extramarital affairs that you were aware of?"
"No!" Lance almost shouted. "We loved each other! She stood by me, through the worst of it all. She was at my trial, every day. She wasn't at the sentencing, and I wondered why..." Lorenzo began to sob. "I... I'm sorry."
"I understand, Mr. Lance." I said. "Listen, if there is anything at all that you can think of that might help us find your wife's murderer, please contact your attorney and have him call us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once we were outside the gates of the prison, walking through the parking lot, I asked Wallace West "Wallace, what do you think of your client's trial?"
West made motions with his head, as if he were thinking about it, then said "Just between us, Commander, it was weird. The charges were thin. When the Feds began pushing, I thought the charges might've been trumped up. I did my own research, and never found a connection to the Mob."
"Do you think you could send us what you found?" asked O'Brady.
"If my client allows it, yes, I will." said West. "Do you want a copy of it, Commander?"
"No thanks, O'Brady and his guys will find anything of importance." I said. "What did you think of the sentencing?"
"I thought the Feds got Judge Boynton to throw the book at him," said West, "to get him to confess to something. But there was nothing to confess to. I asked for bail pending the appeal, and Boynton said that an appeal meant my client was showing no remorse, so he denied bail and confirmed the full sentence."
"Did your client ever mention anything at all about his wife, threats to his wife, problems with his wife?"
"No sir." said West. "And she was there every day up to the sentencing. I think they loved each other very much..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we'd been leaving the Prison, a guard had slipped a note into my hand. It was a note that said "Call me before you leave. Cerone." So I called Cerone on my personal iPhone.
"Can you come to the Southport Luigi's?" Cerone asked. "You can park your helicopter at the Port Authority and I'll send a car to pick you up."
"Tell you what." I said. "I'll just meet you there." No way I was going to do it Cerone's way. I called the Federal Building in Southport and got permission to land on their helipad on their roof, and a string pulled by a 'friend' got me a few hours access to a Federal vehicle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thanks for coming." said Cerone as we came into the small back room of the restaurant. I had seen the 'security' outside and inside, but neither Cindy nor I were asked for our weapons or crowbars. In the otherwise empty room was Cerone and another man: Orrin B. Taggart.
Taggart was almost my height and he was large in body. He made gestures with his hands as he talked. Everything about him was full of life, except the slits of his beady eyes. They were the eyes of a cold-blooded killer.
"Very good to meet you both." said Taggart as Cerone introduced us, his voice baritone, clear, and easily heard, while Cerone's was a little softer, scratchier at times. "Let's have some lunch, shall we?"
Lasagna arrived scant moments later. Taggart and Cerone had wine, while Cindy and I had unsweet tea, making the excuse that I had to fly the helicopter and Cindy was my adult supervision. "And lovely supervision she is." said Taggart.
Cindy politely said thanks, then Cerone said "She doesn't play on your team, Orrin. And her girlfriend is hotter than any woman you've ever been with."
"So!" I said, before the Green Crowbar could show that she was taking offense, "what can we do for you today? Is it about that GOJ report?"
"Some of it." said Taggart. "Why OBT Rail & Shipping was specifically mentioned in the FEMA documents released by the Guardians of Justice is worrisome. My business associates are spooked; they don't like it any of it. I just want to know why the Feds want to come down on me, and why is all this stuff coming out now?"
"May I?" Cindy said to me. I nodded, then began eating my lasagna as she said "Mr. Taggart, I have to be very direct and candid with you, here. You have a problem, and you want the Iron Crowbar to help you solve it. But if you want his help, you need to come correct with him now, and tell us: what is really bothering you right now? What really has you so worried?"
Thank God she didn't use the word 'scared', I though to myself, though it would've been more appropriate. Taggart, and Cerone too, were outright scared of something.



Taggart's eyes had glared at Cindy for a second, then he realized that she was right. Cerone nodded to him, so he started: "You may roll your eyes at this, but I run a good shipping business. We move the nations's products through here by rail and by boat. My rails aren't much, and the biggest assets there are the two bridges over the State Line River and over the Big River further south. Several railroads use my bridges to cross, and traffic gets through cleanly and efficiently."
"I also control most of the docks here." continued Taggart. "We keep crime down on the streets in the district, and we load and unload boats in a timely manner. Now we're not the biggest shipping hub in this country, not by a longshot, but we do our part. I take care of my people, loyalty and hard work are rewarded, and rewarded well. The Feds know this, and unless someone gets out of hand, they let us do our jobs."
"That's true." I said.
"But I can tell you this." warned Taggart. "If FEMA nationalized our rails or our bridges, there would be no rails or bridges the next morning. If they took over our shipping, shipping would grind to a halt. BigRoadAndRailCorp is the worst company on earth. They try to lowball employees on pay, they're always trying to hurt the Unions instead of working with them, they're like that Cubbard guy was at BigPharmaCorp before you took care of his sorry ass, Commander." I had to smile at the memory of crushing Cubbard. (Author's note: 'The Ensigns of Detection', Ch. 05.)
"The bottom line, guys," said Taggart, "is that that nationalization plan would wreak chaos on transportation throughout the country. And if food doesn't move, the cities will starve, within days. Now look, I love my country as much as anyone does. I don't like what I'm seeing in Washington as it is... but this stuff? Yeah, I'll say it: it scares me. And it should scare the hell out of you, too."
"That sounds farfetched." said Cerone. "But it's not. Things are on a knife's edge. In the State as well as the Nation."
"I agree." I said. "All it's going to take is one very deeply corrupt politician to be elected President. Someone who would stop at nothing to gain power: rig the process so that he or she will get the nomination of his or her political party; someone who would murder aides; someone who would destroy servers and erase tens of thousands of emails; someone who would be protected by the corrupt elements already infesting the FBI and other Federal Government agencies."
"Yes," I continued musing, "elect someone like that, and it's all over. The 'useful idiots' scream about Val Jared, when people like him are all that's saving us from the Evil, from the Wicked Witches that want to 'fundamentally transform' this Nation into a totalitarian state."
"So what do we do?" asked Taggart.
"Say nothing publicly, say nothing in any emails or communications that the GOJ or the Government might intercept." I said. "But be ready to do what you suggested earlier, about the bridges coming down. Be ready to fight them. For your lives. And all of ours."
And you better believe my bug-killer was full-on for that little rambling rant...
Part 8 - Case Files: The Leigh Lance Mystery
Still Tuesday, August 28th. Cindy and I landed at Pottsville's Airport, where they refueled the helicopter. In case you're wondering, I paid for it with a TCPD credit card. It is good to be the Police Commander.
We were picked up by a Pottsville PD vehicle and driven to their Headquarters. We went to Shane O'Brady's office. "Hello, and thanks for coming over."
"Get anything?" I asked.
"We looked up Judge Boynton's finances." said O'Brady. "They're clean; no unusual amounts appearing, no expensive purchases, nothing out of the ordinary. So he's not on the take, as far as we can tell. We then examined Leigh Lance's finances. Again, nothing out of the ordinary. Her friends said she didn't buy much, but when she did it would be the most expensive and best quality she could get. So the prices for these dresses, shoes and purses don't seem to be too out of the ordinary."
"What about the interviews?" I asked before Cindy could say anything about the purchases.
"Leigh and Lorenzo had a small circle of friends, mostly through his work." said O'Brady. "Leigh had a couple of fairly close girlfriends among them. One was named Willa... Willa Wilson. Her husband Doug worked for Lorenzo, until Lorenzo was arrested and his business essentially shut down. Willa told us that Leigh was worried about her husband, but thought things would work out okay. Willa also said she did not know of any extramarital affairs Leigh was having, nor Lorenzo, for that matter."
"So we checked these friends out." said O'Brady. "Doug Wilson has run up some debts, possibly gambling, though we haven't confirmed it. Losing his job is beginning to hurt. Also, another of their friends, Anthony Scarpoli, had some legal problems about a year ago. He pled nolo contendere. The prosecution wanted ten years; the fraud he had committed had wiped out some elderly people on fixed incomes. Judge Boynton gave him two years suspended and a $20,000 fine, which he easily paid."
"Scarpoli does have Mob ties, we believe." said O'Brady. "He had links to Jerry Morelli before you guys busted Morelli... gosh, you two have been all over the place with your busts."
"I'll take that as a compliment." I said. "The Morelli case also got me a broken back."
"Sorry to hear that." said O'Brady. "Anyway, Scarpoli had a heavier investment in Pine Valley than Lance did, and he may have been the guy who got Lance to go along and make an investment. Additionally, Scarpoli had a reputation as a ladies man. And we've found that Doug Wilson has been cheating on Willa for a while now, and she has appears to have no clue. So she might not be seeing Leigh Lance having affairs right under her nose, either."
I nodded. "Sehr interresant." I muttered. "Is Scarpoli married?"
O'Brady checked over his papers. "Yes... to a Wendy Scarpoli. Married ten years."
"Cool." I said. "Methinks we should interview Mr. and Mrs. Scarpoli and Mrs. Wilson tomorrow. Care to come along?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We stopped by Police Headquarters after landing the chopper at County Airport. I invited Cindy into my office and poured us a shot of Crown Royal. We clinked shot glasses and downed them. Then I poured another pair of shots for sipping.
"We gotta leave early tomorrow." I said as I perused emails. "The Chief says we've exceeded our monthly budget on helicopter fuel, even though the SBI is going to reimburse the TCPD. So it's the Black Beauty in the morning."
"Good." said Cindy. "That means I get to drive." I chuckled.
"So, what do you think of this case?" I asked. "Or are you out of practice being a Detective, what with all that accounting and the budget, and all?"
Cindy gave a half-grin and said "Well, I am glad to have this chance to work with you on a case again. As to the case itself, I dunno. I'm trying to include the fact Leigh Lance had sex before she was shot, and since her husband was in jail, by definition that's an extramarital affair. I'm looking forward to talking to Willa Wilson. If her husband was having an affair with Leigh, and Willa caught them, I can imagine a shooting taking place. Or maybe she knows Scarpoli was banging Leigh, and will give that away."
"Good ideas." I said.
"What do you think?" asked Cindy. "Who do you want to talk to?"
"I want to talk to... Scarpoli." I said. "Wendy Scarpoli."
"Hmmmmm..." Cindy said, her ice-blue eyes peering at me. "I'm getting a vibe... that you already know who did it."
"Mmm." I replied. "I have some... ideas."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, are your ideas the same as Your Iron Crowbar's? And what is Don's plan for diffusing the Harlan/Gonzales scandal? Some answers will be given next chapter, so post your answers in the comments.



        Ethical Dilemmas Ch. 02

        Setting up a sting; Don's solution to the University scandal.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/ethical-dilemmas-ch-02

Title: Ethical Dilemmas Ch. 02

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Setting up a sting; Don's solution to the University scandal.

Tags: drama, police drama, crime drama, iron crowbar

Series: Ethical Dilemmas


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography, which is currently not updating. Stories after Music Box Dancer are: Return To Apple Grove, Media Matters, Swamp Frogs, Man of God, Fathers and Sons, Fire In The Hole, Ethical Dilemmas.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
Part 9 - Interviews
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 29th. "Fox Two News has learned that the NCAA will be meeting with University officials tomorrow morning about the Willy Gonzales sex abuse case!"
Cindy and I were driving down towards Palmyra County. I was watching and listening on my Police iPad, which was plugged into the Black Beauty's hot spot. The Black Beauty could receive television signals and relay them to the iPad by a specialized app. I get the feeling that Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's technicians are having more fun than human beings should be allowed to have.
Bettina went on: "Representatives of the Conference as well as Eastern State University will be on hand at the meeting, as Coach Gonzales also coached at Eastern State before being murdered at an away game. Eastern State claims that they have no knowledge of any offenses by Coach Gonzales nor any other coaches while he was at Eastern State."
"Meanwhile, no one is commenting on what will be discussed at this meeting." Bettina said. "Sports experts are saying that this is a preliminary probe for the NCAA to determine if they will open a formal inquiry, which could lead to a lengthy probation or even the death penalty for the Bulldogs sports programs. The Bulldogs play Mountain State, a Division II school, this Saturday."
"And in State news, we go to Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown for a breaking story. Meredith!" said Bettina.
"That's right, Bettina!" said the pretty blonde reporterette as the feed switched to her. "Fox Midtown has learned that Leigh Lance, wife of convicted financier Lorenzo Lance, was murdered this weekend! Mrs. Lance was found dead as a result of a gunshot to her chest in a hotel in the Pottsville area."
More Meredith: "Her husband was sentenced to five consecutive 20-year terms on Monday, so he is not a suspect. The Pottsville Police, led by Detective Shane O'Brady, are investigating, and Fox Midtown News has learned that SBI Reservists Donald Troy and Cindy Ross are assisting Detective O'Brady in his inquiries."
Meredith: "The FBI is also taking an interest in the case, as they believe Lorenzo Lance might have had connections to Organized Crime. Lance had invested in the Pine Valley project before SBI Inspector Donald Troy exposed a coverup of chemical contamination at Pine Valley. No one is commenting on whether the murder of Leigh Lance is Mob-related."
"And finally, the chaos over the election of a new Lieutenant Governor continues!" said Meredith. "The Republicans are at fault, as they are viciously fighting among themselves over how to proceed. Grassroots Conservatives like Billy Williams and Johnny Purdue are bitterly opposing the plan by State House Ways & Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds for the political Parties to name their respective candidates through the old-fashioned way of conventions. Governor Jared has also said he does not support Hammonds's plan, but he also refuses to support any plan that involves an intentional runoff. This may not get resolved at all, meaning State Secretary of State Brian Cagle will set the parameters for the Special Election. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you Meredith!" said Bettina. "And finally, several news organizations in the State, including KXTC, KSTD, and our affiliates through the Fox family and the SNN conglomerate, have filed a lawsuit against the Town & County Police Department for closing their Press Room to the Press, and for not obligating Commander Donald Troy to speak to the Press and answer our questions! The lawsuit states that as a Public Service official, Commander Troy and the Police are obligated to inform the Press of their activities..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn." I said. "Funny how the Press can't say my name enough, just when I don't want them to."
"It's not a small story." Cindy said as she expertly steered the Black Beauty around other cars on the Midtown-University Highway. "Of course they're going to report on a murder with possible Mob connections."
"Yeah," I said, "but I was hoping that your name and my name would not be mentioned as being involved. C'est la guerre."
As Cindy turned onto the Hamilton County-Pottsville road, which paralleled the University-Nextdoor County-City Highway, she said "What's new on Amber Harris?"
"Nothing that I know of." I replied. "She pled 'not guilty' to the charges against her, and KXTC is providing her high-powered lawyers and all the money she needs to fight it out in Court. Her husband and his attorney are trying to get a plea deal where he turns State's Evidence against her. He also filed a criminal complaint against Nick Eastwood for showing up, citing trespassing and assault on himself, Mr. Harris."
"I didn't see any arrest of Eastwood in the duty logs." Cindy said.
"That's because Captain Perlman said there is insufficient probable cause for an arrest." I said. "She did assign McGhillie and Rodriguez to the case, to investigate it, so they have something to do."
"Mr. Harris is not making a Citizen's Arrest?" asked Cindy.
"Not with the TCPD's help, he's not." I said.
After a few moments of driving in silence, I said "You're still pissed at me for arresting Amber?"
"No." said Cindy. "I'm still pissed at you for going in there in the first place."
"And why is that?" I asked, acid in my voice.
"Because you escalated your war with the Press when you had her arrested." said Cindy. "Yes, she assaulted a Police Officer, but if you had not gone in there, she never would've attacked you, and likely not anyone else. Now she's in Court, and the Media is seething mad about it."
"You think what I'm doing vis-a-vis the Press is wrong?" I asked.
Cindy sighed. "No, but it's not about you being right or wrong. What they did to Laura and Tasha was beyond reprehensible, and you have every right to not speak to them and to tell them to go fuck themselves. But exposing their affairs, ripping their families apart, putting them in jail..."
"And you have ethical issues with that?" I asked.
"Not really." Cindy said. "As you've said, the Press in this country is rabid, totally out of control, and they hide behind the First Amendment while getting to abuse people and distort the truth with their Press power. I don't know what else can be done to stop them."
"Neither do I." I said. "I do know we can't capitulate and just let the bastards have their way."
"The problem is..." Cindy said, faltered, then started again: "Don, I'm scared someone is going to go 'Hardwood' on you. I'm scared for Laura, for Carole, for Jim, for Ian, for Ross, for Molly... for Callie. I remember what the Consultant had done to Jenna, and he tried to kill Teresa and me, he tried to kill your family, he tried to kill 2000 people in First Baptist Church. My point is... the Press can do the same things. Lester Holder could go nuts and do something violent. Amber did show that she was willing to use violence upon you; she attacked you right in front of other Officers, and she has no remorse about doing it. And it worries me what someone might do next."
"Well," I said, "I guess if they try to cross that line... I'll have another ethical dilemma confronting me."
"My point is that I don't want it to escalate to that point at all." Cindy said. "For the sake of our loved ones, Don. For their sakes."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We arrived at the Pottsville Police Department headquarters. O'Brady and Dooley were outside, and came up to our car.
"Don't come inside, guys." O'Brady said. "Let's drive straight down to Palm Creek."
We drove down to Palm Creek's government building, which contained their Fire, Police, EMTs, and Court buildings. We went inside to the cafeteria and got some coffee and sat down. Dooley excused himself to find a restroom to use.
"You got us out of Pottsville very quickly." I said. "Wilson Hammonds starting up trouble?"
"That's some of it." O'Brady said. "He made a call to our Sheriff yesterday, asked why Donald Troy was sticking his nose in Pottsville Police business. Our Sheriff knows you and says he welcomes your help in this murder case and would not entertain any 'requests' to discontinue that help. But we know there are Officers that are loyal to Hammonds, so I had you follow me down here." I nodded.
Cindy asked "Why is Hammonds sticking his beak into this? Covering up for someone?"
"Could well be." said O'Brady. "Hammonds has total control of our county, and influence in the area from Westphalia to Palmyra County. He has some powerful benefactors. I'd imagine he has no problems with us solving this case... as long as it doesn't affect any of those powerful friends. As long as Pottsville Police, meaning me, are working on it, he's okay. But if the Iron Crowbar is involved, then cats may escape bags, and Mr. Hammonds can't control it... because he can't control you, Don."
"Which is why you asked Don to be part of this." said Cindy.
"That's entirely possible." said O'Brady with a 'knowing' smile. "I'm a good Detective, but having you guys backing me up lets me breathe easier... and keeps me from having to make 'ethical' decisions." I grinned at that one, remembering my recent conversation with Cindy. The Green Crowbar was much less amused.
As Dooley was coming back to our table, O'Brady said "So what's the plan of action for today?"
"Why don't you guys talk to Anthony Scarpoli, and Ross and I will talk to Wendy Scarpoli." I suggested.
"What are we asking him?" asked Dooley.
"If he was having an affair with Leigh Lance. And/or Willa Wilson." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"By the way," Cindy said as we got into the Black Beauty, "I think I know why you want to talk to Wendy Scarpoli and don't care about Anthony. And therefore, I think I know who you suspect as Leigh Lance's killer." She named a name, which was correct.
"Give that Detective a crowbar!" I said. "So you see the links in the chain?"
"I think so." said Cindy. "I guess we'll see soon."
"Yes." I said. "Okay, Wendy Scarpoli goes to the local tanning salon around this time every week. Tans in the winter, gets a massage and manicure and pedicure in summer."
We went to the salon. The Asian woman at the counter said "So sorry, but Mrs. Scarpoli is in the massage room, and you will be unable to see her until she is done."
"Let me assure you," I said as I held up my SBI badge, "she's done. Now shall we go talk to her? Or will Palmyra County Sheriffs be making a raid of this establishment?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mrs. Wendy Scarpoli was a lithe, brown haired woman in good physical shape. She was on her belly on the massage table, under towels. When Cindy and I walked in, she looked over at us, then sat up in shock, holding the towel to her.
"Who are you? Get the hell out!" she said angrily.
We held up our badges, and I introduced us with our SBI ranks and titles. "Mrs. Scarpoli, we have a couple of questions for you. It can be here, in privacy, or at the Palmyra County Sheriff's Office.
"What do you want?" she said.
"Your husband," I said, "was charged with several financial crimes some months ago. He was convicted of those charges, was he not?"
"Like you can't find that in the Court records?" Wendy snarled.
"Oh yes, I can." I said. "But what was interesting is that after his conviction, he was given an extremely light sentence, was he not?"
"What of it?"
"Are you aware that your friend Leigh Lance is dead?" I asked, my eyes boring into Wendy's.
"Yes. It's terrible."
"Any idea who murdered her?"
"I have no idea." Wendy said.
"I think you do." I replied. "Your husband gets off light, you keep your lifestyle, massages every week..."
"So what?" asked Wendy.
"Tell me, Mrs. Scarpoli," I asked, "do you know a man named Elton Boynton?"
"Should I?"
"He was the judge that sentenced your husband." I said "A very... light... sentence. But Leigh Lance's husband received an exceptionally heavy sentence."
"Not my problem." said Wendy.
"I'll ask again, and this time I want a yes or no answer." I said. "Have you ever met Judge Elton Boynton... outside his Courtroom?"
Wendy knew what I was asking. "I'm not answering any more of your questions without an attorney present. Get out of here. Arrest me if you want, and I'll just demand a lawyer and take the Fifth."
"Mrs. Scarpoli," said Cindy, "your friend was murdered. She's dead. Does that not mean anything to you?"
"Captain Ross," said Wendy, squaring up to Cindy, "can I buy you a massage?" Cindy got the message, and if looks could kill...
Part 10 - Issues and Answers
There was a park adjacent to the Palm Creek Government Complex. It had a walk that led through a lot of artificial palm trees and other foliage that was meant to recreate a tropical environment.
Cindy and I were sitting on a bench at an artificial pond along the walk, within the artificial tropical park. Cindy was not happy.
"So I was right? Judge Boynton?" she asked.
"Yep." I said. "it fits. What led you to it?"
"You wanted to talk to Wendy, and she just showed us she's unwilling to talk, even though her friend was murdered." said Cindy. "So I'm thinking she slept with Judge Boynton to get her husband's sentence reduced. I don't think her husband knows, which is why she won't speak out now."
"Not to mention she could be charged with several crimes if she did speak out without getting immunity first." I replied.
"Yes." Cindy said. "Anyway, that was the only thing to me that would fit Leigh having had sex just before she died. She had sex with Boynton to get her husband's sentence reduced. Why he killed her, though, I'm not sure. What are your links in the chain?"
"Same as yours," I said, "but I'll add the purse and the camera she bought. I don't know if Leigh knew what Wendy had done, but I think when Boynton approached Leigh with the 'offer' to sleep with him in exchange for a reduced sentence, she came up with the idea to videotape it and then turn him in to the authorities. But he caught her. He shot her through the pillow, took her purse with him, and went back home and disposed of all that evidence. Then he sentenced her husband so harshly that he wouldn't get out of jail for the rest of his life."
"And that's been the pattern." I continued. "Flip-a-coin Boynton gave sentences based upon whether or not the wife slept with him. No issues with any of his cases that didn't involve high-end rich guys that committed financial crimes. I doubt we'll get any of the women that did sleep with him to cooperate, and it's likely the ones who didn't won't have enough on him, that he'll have couched his 'offer' in vague terms."
"What are we going to do?" Cindy said. "And don't tell me you don't have a plan."
"Yes, yes I do." I said. "If we can't get a witness, we'll have to manufacture one."
"A sting?" Cindy asked.
"Ohhhhhhhh yeah." I said, and the gleam in my gray eyes was Cindy's clue that a bad time was coming for an evil man...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women of 'Point Taken' filed into their studio at 9:00am on this Wednesday, August 29th to thunderous applause from the all-women, all-millennial audience. They took their seats, leaving a space for a guest.
"Hello and welcome to 'Point Taken'!" yelled Rosie Berkmar as the applause died down. "I'm sorry to say that Val Jared is still Governor..." The audience booed loudly.
"The good news," said Rosie Berkmar, "is that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen is moving forward with his investigation. We've learned that three former Jared aides have appeared before the Special Grand Jury, and sources tell our parent station here at KSB that Mr. Mullen was very happy with their testimony."
"Our other topic today," said Zara Zeigler, "is the outright war between the Press and Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy. Many of you would ask why a local Police Officer gets this much attention, and the answer is that Commander Troy has State-wide status as an SBI Inspector, he's an FBI consultant.
"And you may have noticed," continued Zara, "that he has arrested and perp-walked some of the Nation's... not the County, nor the State, but the Nation's most powerful people, from Tom Cubbard at BigPharmaCorp, to Mitt Willis at BigAgraFoods, to Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins."
"But..."said Rosie Berkmar, "is Donald Troy powerful enough to stop those that buy ink by the barrel, the Press? Let's find out. Our next guest is a respected reporter for our affiliate KXTC, who has recently been targeted by Commander Troy's campaign of smears against the Media. Please welcome Amber Harris!" The audience applauded as the athletic blonde reporterette came out onto the stage and went to the empty seat and sat down.
"Amber," said Rosie Berkmar, "I guess the secret that you're pregnant is out." The audience laughed tepidly.
"Yes, the secret is out, thanks to Donald Troy." said Amber Harris.
"Let's just get down to brass tacks." said Ruby Russell. "There was an argument at your home after that disgusting tweet by Troy. The Police came, and they arrested both you and your husband... when normally just the husband is arrested." The television showed a photo of Amber with the bruising under her eye. "And it looks like you got the hell beat out of you, yet you were arrested."
"And Commander Troy was at that scene... personally." said Connie Chen. "The Police Commander, the second-highest ranking Officer on that Police Force, personally responded to that call, when normally Uniformed Officers, maybe a Sergeant, would handle it."
"And Deputy Chief Ross was there, also." said Amber. "And yes, how many domestic disturbance scenes does Commander Troy go to? Only the ones where reporters like me are involved. He was also at the traffic stop where Brian Jennings was arrested, which is not normal, either---"
Just then, several Federal Marshals entered the studio, well-armed and -armored. "Amber Harris," one of them said, "this is a warrant for your arrest, for violating the terms of your bail and leaving the jurisdiction of the Town & County." The hostesses and audience watched, stunned, as Amber Harris was arrested on live television and escorted out of the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We didn't get a thing." said Shane O'Brady as we met for lunch at the same Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers. "Anthony Scarpoli talked to us readily enough, but he didn't have anything to give us. He denied having an extramarital relationship with Leigh Lance, and he said Leigh and Lorenzo seemed to love each other very much. He also did not know why he got such a light sentence as opposed to what Lorenzo Lance got, but he's not going to complain about his luck."
"It wasn't luck." I said. "We got nothing from Wendy Scarpoli, but got implicit confirmation of what I was suspecting." I then told them of our encounter with Wendy.



"Boynton?!" exclaimed O'Brady. Dooley was also shocked.
"Sure looks like it." I said, with Cindy nodding vigorously in agreement. I then went through the chain of my thesis.
"That definitely explains everything." said O'Brady. "So how do we put this guy behind bars?..."
Part 11 - Plans
"O'Brady has been very cooperative, reasonable, and deferential." said Cindy as we drove towards home. "All I ever heard was how arrogant he is, but I haven't seen it."
"He's one of the good guys." I said. "Dooley, I'm not so sure about, though. That's why I didn't say much of our plan to sting Boynton in front of him."
"Think it'll work?" Cindy asked.
"Yeah..." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"...but it's potentially dangerous." I said as we sat in TCPD Headquarters's MCD room with the Detectives. It was nearly 4:00pm, Wednesday, August 29th.
"I'll be glad to do it, sir." said Joanne Warner. "I'm sure Seth would be willing to do his part, too."
"No, Seth is not a Police Officer, and not under any kind of indemnification nor insurance protection." I replied. "Detective McGhillie," I said to Roy, "you may have thought that leaving Vice meant no more undercover jobs for you, but I have news. Your experience will serve us well for this mission."
"I'm ready to go." said Roy enthusiastically.
"Okay, here's the full plan." I said. "Myron is going to slip a case into the Palmyra System dockets. A Mr. Charles McSwain has been found guilty of McSwindles, but has not been sentenced yet. Mr. Redmond, one of the prosecutors down there, is going to help us, as is the Bailiff, who has had his suspicions of Judge Boynton for a while."
"Roy, you'll be Mr. McSwain." I said. "Joanne, you'll be Mary McSwain, sitting behind your 'husband', not quite holding back tears for him. If things go right, the Judge will see you, delay the sentencing for a day, then call you to meet with him. We think it will be in the tropical park near the Courthouse; if not, persuade him to meet you there."
"You'll be wearing a wire." I said. "We'll be stationed close by. But the part of this plan I don't like is that you won't be able to wear any armor. So if he pulls a gun, you better do the best Police Boxing Matches move you've ever made to give us time to get to you."
"I'll be fine, sir." said Joanne, a little more brightly and carefree than I wanted to hear.
"Also," I said, "I won't be down there right away. I'm going to be talking to the NCAA people to try to save our friendly neighborhood University from the ugly rumors the evil Press has been spewing out. So Joanne, if Boynton wants to meet you before I get down there, stall him until early afternoon. If I'm not down there by lunchtime, then Commander Ross will run the show."
"God help us." muttered Lieutenant Rudistan, who'd just snuck in. He got an ugly look from the Green Crowbar even as the rest of us laughed.
"And why are you here, Mr. Rudistan?" Cindy said icily.
"Commander Troy asked me to stop by, ma'am." said Rudistan with great joviality.
"Yes. Yes I did." I said. "Let's go to my office, Rudistan. Ross, would you show McGhillie and Warner the lay of the land of the so-called tropical park?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Whaddya got?" I asked as Rudistan and I seated ourselves in my office.
"We did some plainclothes patrols around your wife's place of work, both your houses, the Police Station, and Eastside Elementary. We also had some foot patrols around the school, and talked with School security." said Rudistan. "There were no issues around there."
"But we did start seeing the same three cars going by your wife's office, parking nearby, and illegally I might add, and one of them followed her part of the way home." Rudistan continued. "We didn't know if they were friend or foe, so we didn't interdict them. But we got the license plates and ran them, and we gave the information to Mary Milton for processing."
"Good." I said. "Excellent work. Tomorrow, the NCAA and half of the world's Press is going to be on the University campus, so you guys check around Callie Carrington's place, which is also the home of the Commander you just mortally offended in there," I was grinning as I said that, "and also watch and see if anyone is tailing Sheriff Allgood or his wife."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan.
"By the way, how is Lt. Abram doing as Acting Precinct Captain?"
"Very well, sir." said Rudistan. "I'm taking it easy on him, too. But he's made some good changes, and the energy around the Precinct is picking up."
"Good." I said. "He thinks highly of you, as well. You guys keep it up. We're going to need 2nd Precinct to be in peak condition for the coming season..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I needed this beer." Cindy said as she and Teresa enjoyed beef nachos along with the ice-cold adult beverage. "It's been a long day."
"And I bought you that beer to bribe you into telling me what's going on." Teresa replied. "So, whassup?"
Cindy filled Teresa in on the Leigh Lance case. Then she said "I talked to Don as we drove down about the Press situation. Well, I tried to..."
"Speaking of the Press," said Paulina Patterson as she came out of the Cop Bar onto the deck, "may I join you?"
"Sure." said Teresa.
"I'll pay half the tab for the beer and nachos." said Paulina.
"No you won't." said Teresa. "It's my party tonight. So, what happened with Amber Harris?"
"What did happen, there?" asked Cindy. "I was out of Town all day."
Paulina drank some beer and then said "Amber was restricted to the County limits, but she went over to the City to be on the 'Point Taken' show. U.S. Marshals were called in to arrest her and bring her back. Which they did. On live television."
"Oh my God!" Cindy gasped, a smile on her face.
"So then what?" asked Teresa.
"I sincerely believe Nance is a secret operative for the other side." Paulina said. "I argued like hell to revoke any bail and put her in jail. Instead, that old bastard set bail at $100,000, which KXTC paid immediately. He did require ankle monitoring, which is a small win for us."
"Wow." said Cindy. "Why did she go out of the jurisdiction?"
"Nance actually asked her what she was thinking when she did that." Paulina said. "Amber actually said she was doing her job as a journalist and had First Amendment protection of the Press in doing so. Even Nance is not so rabid a Socialist to accept that, and he cut her to ribbons on it. My own comment is that Amber and the rest of the Media are so arrogant that they literally think they are above the law and can do whatever they damn well please."
She and Teresa both noticed Cindy's face fall. "What?" Teresa asked.
"I was just telling Teresa before you came up, Paulina," said Cindy, "that I talked to Don about his Press feud with them. It... didn't go well."
"His feud is my feud." said Paulina. "Lester Holder called my daughter a 'half-breed', and he's still working at KXTC, no reprimand, no punishment. I've bitched like hell in public and private about it, even threatened to sue him and them, but it's for nothing. They don't give a shit. It'd be racism if either of you called Tasha a name like that, but it's just fine if it's one of them, the Press, and if it's about Don Troy's daughter."
"And that's part of the problem." Cindy said. "The rhetoric has ratcheted up so much that I'm scared that something might happen. You know John Hardwood tried to murder Carole---"
"Really?" Teresa said with mock shock as she helped herself to a beef nacho. "I heard some rumor about that."
"I'm sorry, and I know what you went through." Cindy said. "And that's part of my point... Don went after Thomas P. Cook, he and Hardwood tried to murder Carole, and thanks to you, Teresa, they failed, but at the cost of great pain to you. Lester Holder, he's nuts, but Amber is worse: she's a fireball, and she really did try to commit some violence against Don the other night."
"And the flip side of that," Cindy continued, "is that I was the one that intervened, but if I hadn't have been there, Don could have broken her jaw in five places with one haymaker... or he could've punched her in the gut so hard that he would've ruptured her spleen. And do you think he wouldn't have, given the chance?"
"C'mon." Teresa said. "Give Don some credit. He's better than they are."
"I know," said Cindy, "but I don't want him put in that position in the first place. I tried to stop him from going in there, but he went right on in. I'm not saying he was wrong in any way, just that he's not going to do anything to help de-escalate the situation."
"So what do you want to do?" asked Teresa.
"Re-open the Press Room." Cindy said. "Tell them that if they behave like civilized people, it'll stay open, but I'll re-close it if they don't."
She looked at the other women, and saw that she did not have any support with them. "I guess y'all don't agree?"
"Well," said Paulina, "like I said: with me, it's personal. They attacked me, called my daughter racial names, destroyed my candidacy for D.A., and for what? Just to hurt Don. Just to cause him, and all of us, pain. I don't forgive it, and I'm not forgetting."
Teresa said "I understand what you're saying, Cindy. But I don't understand why you think they'll change their ways. They already expect the Press Room to be open, they'll only see you re-opening it as doing what they think you're supposed to be doing. And they won't back off Don one inch; as long as he's perceived as a friend of Val Jared, they're going to continue to attack Don as hard as they can."
"What does Don think of your idea?" asked Paulina.
"I haven't mentioned it to him yet." said Cindy. "And I'm not going to ask him to speak to the Press, nor forgive them in any way. But someone has to take the first step to try and calm this down. Before someone gets hurt. Seriously hurt."
"In that respect," Teresa said, "the scar on my back and the tingle in my right arm and hand tell me it's already way past that point. They were so bitterly disappointed when Jared wasn't harmed in that Wentworth gas explosion that they couldn't help but show it. And they were more upset that Don tricked the hell out of them... for the second time... than they were that someone had tried to murder the Governor of the State. They're not going to change, Cindy. So don't give in to them."
"Maybe you're right." Cindy said, which Teresa knew meant Cindy thought Teresa was wrong. "Thanks for the beer and nachos. I'm going to head on home." With that, she made her way out and to her vehicle.
"Captain Thompson told me that she was angrier at the Press than Don was." said Paulina. "What changed?"
"I dunno." said Teresa. She did not, and would not, say out loud that she thought Cindy was trying to keep Don from getting in trouble by going to far in attacking the journalists. And maybe Cindy was right: Don had not needed to intervene in that domestic dispute. And he was releasing the information he had on the journalists, exposing them one-by-one, taking them down one-by-one.
Right or wrong, ethical or not, Don was waging just as brutal a war on the Press as they were waging on him. And yes... it could escalate. Both ways.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So how are you doing, Chief?" Cindy asked Chief Griswold as they sat in front of a small fire in the pot in the Chief's backyard, the lake shimmering a coppery-gold as the sun set on the other side of the ridgeline.
"I'm okay." said the Chief. "I'm more worried about Mrs. Griswold than anything else. She's not over Charlie's death at all. I mean, I know neither of us will ever be truly over it, but she's letting it hang over her. So... what did you want to talk about?"
Cindy gave a wan smile. "Not much gets past you, Chief." she said. Griswold chuckled, then Cindy told him of her conversation with Don, then with Teresa and Paulina.
"Yeah, I hear ya." said the Chief. "On the one hand, Don is absolutely right about the Press. They are totally out of control, holier-than-thou, and completely unchecked. They think they control our lives and our destinies. If a politician they don't like is elected, they'll stop at nothing to thwart the People's will and destroy that politician. The only thing to do is fight back. I believe Jared's biggest mistake is that he doesn't fight back hard enough. But Don... well, that's no problem."
"On the other hand," the Chief said, "you may well be right about the potential escalation. The Press is not interested in halfway, in armistices nor agreements; they intend to win by totally destroying their chosen enemy. That is the only acceptable outcome to them. I probably don't need to tell you that my election as Sheriff is all but assured, unless the biggest voter fraud in U.S. history occurs. But Daniel Allgood is in a close, tough fight. It will be all too easy to commit fraud for Weaver in that race. And the Press will help it along; they certainly won't do a damn thing to stop it."
"I'm more worried about physical violence, another attempt to harm Carole, or Tasha, or other members of Don's family... including you, and my mother, and Callie..." Cindy said.
"I know. I know." said the Chief. "I'm not sure how to advise you, except to keep your eyes open and be on high alert for anything. You have the Vibe; use it. Trust your instincts. As to re-opening the Press Room, my advice is to talk to Captain Thompson and then Chief Moynahan. They're both savvy young whippersnappers. Trust their advice."
"Thanks, Chief." said Cindy. They sat watching the fire and the dying light of the lake for a while, then Cindy said "So you're still in the race for Sheriff? We were afraid Charlie's death might take you out of it."
"And I did give that some thought." said Griswold. "But the Presbyterian Ladies have said that my wife shows glimmers of life and energy when they talk about helping with my campaign. Also... well, I told Charlie I was running for Sheriff, and he blinked that he would make an endorsement commercial for me, for the 'Morse-Code-enabled'. Jonathan Davis laughed at that, and I couldn't help but laugh, too. Charlie was excited for me to be running. So I can't stop now."
"No sir, you can't stop." Cindy said. "Charlie told us, me and Teresa, that he thought you were a good Police Officer, and a better dad. And he's right, you know."
Griswold had to wipe a tear from his eye as he said "Thank you. He also told me that I was a good Detective when he was growing up... but that Don was in a class by himself. I told Charlie that Don was the best Detective either of us would ever see in our lifetimes..."
"He asked us to tell him about you, and about you and Don, your relationship with each other." Cindy said. "I told him that you and Don were a great team. He blinked for me to stop holding back. So I told him that Don's father had died and you were the closest thing he had to a dad; and until he, Charlie, came back to us, Don was like another son to you. Charlie said he had a brother now."
It was getting emotional around the fire. Chief Griswold then said, his voice almost cold in its intensity.: "Don't worry about Don, Cindy. I know what you're thinking, but he won't pop off and do something stupid to any of the reporters... yet. But when he finds Charlie's killer... may the living God have mercy upon that poor person's soul..."
Part 12 - Judge Not (Lest Ye Be Judged)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, August 30th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "Fox Two News has learned that the SBI has opened an investigation into several members of the State Medical Board and the State Bar!"
Bettina began: "The State Medical Board suspended the medical license of Dr. Laura Fredricson, head of the Psychology Department at the University, and also the wife of Police Commander Donald Troy. The Board did not give Dr. Fredricson their reasons, nor did they release those reasons to the Public. They also suspended her license without a hearing of any kind beforehand."
"The SBI's Office of Ethics and Review opened an investigation of the State Medical Board," continued Bettina, "and has found not only severe irregularities in their process in suspending Dr. Fredricson's license, but also that the Social Justice group 'Citizens For Ethical Standards' paid several Board members large sums of money recently."
"Additionally," said Bettina, "a similar pattern emerged as the SBI-OER investigated the members of the State Bar after the law license of Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm was suspended. Mr. Todd is the personal lawyer of Commander Troy and Dr. Fredricson, and SBI-OER Inspector Britt Maxwell believes that the suspensions were not only related, but outright coordinated! And now, let's go to Sports reporter Nick Eastwood, for a report on the Bulldogs's problems with the NCAA. Nick!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome young blonde man, who was reporting from the Athletic Department offices on Campus. "Today representatives from the NCAA and the Conference will be here to discuss the growing Harlan/Gonzales sexual abuse scandal. Sources tell Fox Two Sports that former Bulldogs Head Coach Brian Harlan, who died of cancer, also sexually molested students who attended athletic camps hosted by the University."
Nick went on: "Fox Two Sports has also learned that Police Commander Donald Troy will be making a presentation to the officials. Commander Troy and the TCPD investigated Coach Willy Martinez and discovered a PED distribution scandal, for which Martinez was forced to resign from the Bulldogs coaching staff. Commander Troy also investigated the deaths of reporter Tim Dawdle, legal aide Rusty Dawson, and assisted in the investigation of the murder of Coach Willy Gonzales at a game between the Wildcats and the Eastern State Spartans."
Bettina: "Nick, do you know what Commander Troy will be telling the NCAA investigators?"
Nick: "No, Bettina, we don't know exactly what he'll be discussing. As you know, Commander Troy refuses to talk to the Press or give statements to us, and Sports reporters are included in that boycott. Meanwhile, the Bulldogs will play Mountain State this Saturday. State Tech will travel to the Wildcats for a now-non-conference game. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thanks Nick!" said Bettina. "And finally, the lawsuit filed by multiple agencies of the Media will be heard today in the Courtroom of Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom. Lawyers for the Police objected to Judge Harry Nance, citing bias, and the Press lawyers retaliated by objecting to Judge Rodney K. Watts, citing pro-Police bias. Judge Folsom said he would hear the case himself. Legal experts believe the Media will win a resounding victory..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Gots to loooooove those 'experts'." I said with asperity as we drank coffee in MCD. Cindy, Joanne, and Roy were missing; they were already headed down to Palmyra County.
The black SBI SUV that I'd used the year before to go down to Polk County (Author's note: 'Whistleblower'.) had been parked at the State Crime Lab garage, and was occasionally used for security functions, such as the Governor's recent visit to the Wentworth Tool & Die building. Now Cindy, Joanne, and Roy were using it.
As for me, I was wearing my Duty Dress uniform with 'all ribbons'. There are ribbons that represent medals, and ribbons that represent some kind of service, such as the basic Police Officers' ribbon, divisional ribbons (such as Detectives, or IT, or Uniformed Services, or Admin, etc.), school ribbons, and State ribbons if applicable (I had a Citation of Merit award). Normally, I did not wear the service ribbons, what with having plenty of ribbons representing medals. But today I wore the full 'fruit salad', to look just a little more impressive in front of the NCAA and the Conference.



"Is Bettina's optimism justified?" asked Teddy Parker.
"We'll soon see." I replied.
"So these State Medical Board people took bribes to suspend your wife, Commander?" asked Theo Washington.
"That's what Britt Maxwell and Norm Chow are finding." I replied. "And it was easy, too... they didn't even really try to hide it. Money directly into their bank accounts from that group."
"Just who are the 'Citizens For Ethical Standards'?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Yet another of those Social Justice groups that get funded by powerful special interests." I said. "Same funding as the 'Citizens for Police Accountability' and 'Black Voices Raised'. All these groups... funded by money from the same pots."
Just then the Chief came in. "Commander, a moment of your time before you go to the NCAA meeting?" Of course I followed the Chief right out the door and to his office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we sat down in his office, the Chief made a motion like clicking a pen, moving his thumb up and down. I correctly understood that to mean he wanted me to active the bug-killer, which I did.
"I'm just going to forewarn you." said Chief Moynahan. "The Press is going to win the lawsuit."
I groaned. "You already know?"
"Well, they're going to get temporary injunctive relief." said the Chief. "Folsom is going to rule for us, that we have every right to close the Press Office, and that we are not obligated to give them that facility nor to have Press conferences. He is going to rule especially strongly that the Press does not have the right to force you to speak to them at all, much less answer their questions."
"Then," continued the Chief, "Appellate Judge Leahy is going to come in and overturn the decision, literally within hours. Well, what he's going to do is say we have to open the Press Room until the appeal is heard, and that will take many weeks."
"I'm not talking to the Press." I said. "And I'll put in my retirement papers and walk away... or go to jail for Contempt of Court... before I talk to them."
"We are hoping that Leahy will not place that burden upon you." said Moynahan. "But he's so far Left and such an activist, who knows what he will do. But here's the good news: if Leahy rules that you have to speak to the Press, the Chief Justice of the State Supreme Court will step in and slap a stay on that."
"With respect, Chief," I said skeptically, "how do you know all this?"
"The Press has their sources, you have your sources," said the Chief with what was for him a wicked grin, "...and I have mine."
"Dayum." I said. "I wish I had sources like that."
"Harumph." growled the Chief. "Don't even try that with me..."
"You're starting to sound like Captain Perlman." I replied.
"And with good reeeee-son, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "With gooooood reason..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, officials of the University and of the NCAA and the Conference, reps from almost every school in the Conference, the State Regents, and the Governor's Office assembled in the 'new' auditorium and lecture hall of the Law School. It was neither too big nor too small.
University President Sidney P. Wellman went to the podium. "I want to thank you all for coming today. This is a serious situation, with serious allegations, and the University agrees with the NCAA and the Conference that a serious investigation is needed."
"As part of that," continued Wellman, "I have asked Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy to present to you some facts that are not well known to the Public, but have had a great deal of influence on this matter. Commander Troy is a highly decorated and well-respected Police Officer who has solved many tough crimes. He has earned two Medals of Valor for heroism in the line of duty at great danger to his own life. So please welcome Commander Troy."
There was polite applause as I came forward and opened my laptop, which had been connected to the projector that was now beaming an image onto the screen.
"Thank you." I said. "I am going to take some time and go through some background information so that you have a complete picture of what has happened."
A photo of Pastor Westboro was shown. "This," I said, "is the late Raymond Kyle Westboro, former head pastor of the local First Baptist Church, Town & County Council Member... and one of the most insidious criminals in our Nation's history. I don't say that lightly. You know of 'Professor Moriarty' in the Sherlock Holmes stories. This man was like Moriarty, but worse. He was personally responsible for the deaths of dozens of people, including one of my Police Officers, and he blew up his own church, attempting to murder 2000 people, as he was about to be apprehended."
I went further into the career of Pastor Westboro, then switched tack: "This photo is of someone you may recognize: the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds. Oldeeds was assassinated here in this County. What is not widely known is that Oldeeds had another career behind the scenes: human trafficking. He imported minors into this country for illicit purposes."
"One of Oldeeds's best clients, as well as an associate in his crimes, was Pastor Westboro." I said. "The photos you are about to see are despicable, but must be shown." I then showed the photos of Westboro that Mrs. Peabody had kept in order to stay alive. I heard the groans and gasps of disgust.
"So Westboro was an insidiously evil man." I said. "So was Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales. He also associated with Pastor Westboro. I did not know it at the time, but when I busted Gonzales for the PED distribution scheme, it was Westboro and some others that were part of that scheme." I decided not to tell them that one of those 'others' was my nephew Ned. "Gonzales liked to receive his reward in the form of some of Westboro and Oldeeds's 'merchandise'."
"At the time," I said, "I did not know of Gonzales's involvement with Westboro. We ran him out of Town on a rail for the PED stuff, and he ended up at Eastern State. Some time later, just a few months ago, there was a series of murders. Rusty Dawson was one of them, Selena Martinez was another, and Coach Gonzales himself was yet another. It was at this time that I discovered that Gonzales had participated in Pastor Westboro's schemes involving human trafficking."
I continued: "As to Coach Brian Harlan, there has been Press speculation that he was also involved in all of this, but I have found no evidence, no proof, that it was so. Harlan was aware of the PED situation. Also, his cousin was Angela Harlan, a former TCPD Detective. She murdered reporter Tim Dawdle, who was investigating the PED case, and she also murdered one of my Police Officers, tried to murder another and almost succeeded, murdered a bank executive, and others. She was deemed to be a serial killer, and she was also under the influence of Pastor Raymond Westboro."
"My point in giving you all this background is this." I said. "Pastor Westboro was brilliantly cunning. He devised it so that if the human trafficking were found out, it would look like the University Athletics Department was behind it. He used the head coach's cousin, Angela Harlan, to murder Dawdle, as well. He did everything he could to cover his own tracks, and in a way to keep people from saying anything."
"My thesis," I said, "is that it was all Westboro. Anyone connected to the University, from local people to State Legislators and other Government officials, that found out about this would be led to believe it was a School issue like that 'Sandusky' issue at another School. And that is how Westboro got away with it for all this time."
"My reason for believing this," I said, "is that my investigations, which were thorough, did not come up with a single minor victim of Gonzales, and especially Harlan, and no one has come forward and stated that he or she was a victim of either man. And the Press, who you know would desperately love to find someone to come forward so that they can attack the University in their reporting and gin up a story, have not found a single person that I know of, either."
"Ergo," I finished, "I have to entertain the idea that there really are no other victims independent of those provided by Westboro and Oldeeds, that this was all Westboro, Oldeeds, and Gonzales, and that neither this University nor Eastern State is complicit in any of it. What are your questions concerning this information?"
One NCAA official looked very skeptical as he stood up "With all due respect, Commander Troy," he said, "do you really expect us to believe this?"
"Why, no." I said. "I do not expect you to believe a word of it... until you have investigated it and verified what I've said. I will make available to you everything I have on the Westboro and Oldeeds cases, and Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI has indicated to me his willingness to help at the Federal level. And if you can find a victim that comes forward, I'll hear his or her statement gladly, if it leads to the truth. But please, do investigate what I have said."
I had no idea if it would work, and was unable to determine how effective my presentation had been as I looked at the faces in the room. But I did know I'd given it my best shot. No, Westboro had not been a part of it; the allegations of abuse by Gonzales and especially by Harlan were absolutely true.
But Westboro had been behind the murder of TCPD Officer Peter M. Feeley. He'd tried to murder other Police Officers, including then-Detective Hugh Hewitt Detective Joanne Warner, Teresa Croyle, and Cindy Ross. He'd tried to murder my sister. He'd successfully murdered many others, and caused a lot of pain through his other crimes. So it was only 'fair' that I used his evil reputation to save the University and the Conference from disaster.
What about the victims of Gonzales and Harlan? Was I denying them justice here, by suppressing the truth? Maybe, and some would say definitely. But Gonzales was dead. Harlan was dead. There could be no further justice brought to them, on this earth, anyway. And was it 'justice' to punish, to destroy, the future hopes of Bulldogs players, and the School itself and the innocent students working towards their degrees?
It was an ethical dilemma, as it always was. I chose the needs of the Many over the needs of the Few, and may the living God have mercy upon my soul for it.
And it might not be the most ethical thing to falsely accuse someone of these heinous acts, but that was tough shit for the late Raymond Westboro. I was not going to lose a minute of sleep over that aspect of it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what is this?" Judge Boynton asked the Bailiff. They were in the judge's chambers.
"Sentencing hearing, Your Honor." said the Bailiff. "Judge Scalese fell ill last night, and asked me to see if you could squeeze it in for him."
Boynton looked at his computer monitor. He had not heard of this case, but Scalese often did Federal cases that were kept out of the Public pervue until they were completed. "Okay, let's do it first thing." he said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All rise! Court is in session, the honorable Judge Elton Boynton presiding!" the Bailiff announced.
"Be seated." said Boynton as he sat down in his chair. He looked over the near empty Courtroom. The defendant was a youngish-looking black-haired man in a well-fitting suit. Behind him was a beautiful young blonde woman, dressed very tastefully, her eyes red from crying.
"Case number 22-32, The People v. Charles McSwain." announced the Bailiff.
"Okay, what do you recommend, Prosecutor?" asked Boynton.
"We ask for twenty years, with possibility of parole in fourteen years for good behavior." said Redmond. Boynton nodded. He glanced over at the lovely blonde woman sitting behind the defendant, noticing her eyes went to the defendant every few seconds.
"Tell you what." Boynton said. "I want to study this a little bit, and have a more complete hearing. Let's meet again tomorrow morning at this same time. Prosecutor, Defense, prepare me any new briefs if you want to add to what's been filed." He banged his gavel.
The Deputies took the 'McSwain' away after he'd briefly taken his wife's hand in his. Boynton saw the wedding ring on McSwain's finger flash brightly as Mrs. McSwain tried to smile bravely at her husband, then wipe the tears away from her eyes after he was gone. She was very good looking, Boynton thought to himself with an inward smile...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You did all you could, Commander." said University Athletics Director Miles Messervy. "Do you think it'll be enough?"
"I hope so." I said. "But if there are any NCAA people that really want to come after you, it may not matter."
"That's true." said President Wellman as he came up. "But the majority of them were impressed by your report. They had hardly any idea of Pastor Westboro's existence, much less him being the mastermind behind it all. And for that matter, I had no idea, either."
"Deer me, Mr. Holmes, deer me." I said. Wellman and Messervy looked at me funny; they didn't know what that really meant...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, the bait is taken." said Cindy to Shane O'Brady. "Boynton's eyes about popped out of his head when he saw Joanne."
"How does the Iron Crowbar do it?" muttered O'Brady. "We do not have ladies that look like her, and you, on the Pottsville Police Force." Cindy smiled and stifled a chuckle. Then the smile left her face as she looked at her watch; it was almost twelve o'clock noon, and Don had not shown up yet, nor had he called.
Part 13 - Stings And Ethics
"Hi Don, this is Britt Maxwell," said the lovely raven-haired SBI Inspector as she called me on my Police iPhone. "I just wanted to update you on what's going on with Laura and Mike Todd."
"Glad you called." I said. "What's up?"
"We've got 'em cold." said Britt. "More than half of the State Medical Board. Taking bribes. We've got warrants and we're making arrests as we speak, of the Medical Board members as well as the people who paid them. Jack Muscone and his FBI team are helping us, as some of the payments were wired from out of State."
"Oh?" I asked. "Where from?"
"Acropolis City." said Britt, mentioning the capitol city of the State east of us, which was just east of Sparta, where Eastern State U. was. "And yes, Mr. Muscone is looking to see if there are any tie-ins to Jack Lewis."
"Good." I said. "So... what about my wife's medical license and Mike's law license?"
"One thing at a time, Don, one thing at a time." said Britt. "Let us get these bastards behind bars, first. I've talked to the Governor, and he says they'll take care of the license stuff after we get the criminal portion under control."
"Cool beans." I said. "And thanks for all your help."
"Thank you for holding back, and letting us handle it." said Britt. "This was so obvious and easy, I believe they expected for you to come in with guns and crowbars blazing, and then the Press could unload on you. But you didn't, and they're in shock right now... and in jail."
After a few more pleasantries, we disconnected. So... the Press was involved in this, I thought to myself. Withhold my surprise... but not my desire to avenge myself upon them---
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone going off, and it was the Governor calling. "Hi Don." he said. "How did the meeting with the NCAA go?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne and the others had gone to the house listed on the made-up case file of Charles McSwain, taking no chances that Boynton might get suspicious and check things out. Roy McGhillie was hiding in Prosecutor Redmond's office.
At 12:30pm, her cellphone rang. "Hello?" she said.
"Mary McSwain?"
"Who is this?" she asked back.
"This is Elton Boynton, the judge in your husband's sentencing case this morning?" said the voice of Boynton. "I'd like to meet with you today, and discuss your husband's case. I'm sure there may be mitigating circumstances that could help me reduce his sentence."
"That would be wonderful, Your Honor!" Joanne said, her voice sounding desperate and clutching. Cindy was thinking Joanne was doing a great acting job. "Should I come to the Courthouse?"
"No, this is... unofficial." said Boynton, his voice connoting smooth friendliness. "There's an artificial tropical park not far from the Courthouse. Why don't we meet there?"
"Are you sure it's okay?" Joanne asked.
"Oh yes, of course." said Boynton. "It'll be fine. When can you be there?"
"I can get there at two o'clock." Joanne said.
"Fine, fine." said Boynton. "We'll meet by the little water pool in the middle of the park. I'll see you then." With that, he hung up before she could say anything further.
"Yes, every bit of that was recorded." said Joanne as she pressed a button on her Police iPhone, which sent the conversation to evidence servers.
"He took the bait." Cindy said. "Okay, let's go put your wire on. I wish you could be wearing some armor, too."
"It'll be okay." Joanne said brightly.
"We'll have some of my Pottsville men in the area." said O'Brady. "When Boynton comes out and goes into that park, they'll be hiding all around."
"What about locals?" Cindy asked.
"We don't know who to trust." said O'Brady. "So we're going to arrest the guy, whisk him right up to Pottsville, where the murder occurred, and fight any fights we need to fight afterwards."
"Sounds like a plan." Cindy said. "And speaking of plans... the guy who thought out this hair-brained scheme is not here yet."
"He'll be here." said Joanne brightly. Cindy's vibe did not match Joanne's optimism.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Thursday, August 30th. Judge Elton Boynton exited the Courthouse building and went to his car for a moment. He looked around warily, not seeing anyone, though hidden eyes were watching him.
He walked over to the tropical park, again looking around warily. Then he went down one of the paths towards the water pool. As he neared it, he saw the beautiful young blonde woman sitting on the bench, looking nervous. Perfect, he thought to himself as he admired her crossed legs.
"Mrs. McSwain?" he said as he came up to her.
"Yes." said Detective Joanne Warner, playing her role. She stood up as he approached.
"What's your first name?" the judge asked.
"Mary." said Joanne.
"I'm glad you came, Mary." said Boynton, trying to sound soothing. "I don't have a lot of time, but I wanted to talk to you... about what you can do to make your husband's sentence a lot lighter... maybe even just a suspended sentence."
"Oh, that would be wonderful!" Joanne said. "What can I do to help?"
"What I suggest we do," said Boynton, "is drive down to the Hyatt Hotel near Midtown, and talk about things more... privately."
"Privately, Your Honor?" Joanne asked.
"Yes." said Boynton, his eyes boring into hers. "Privately and... intimately."
"Oh! I... I couldn't do that, Your Honor..." Joanne gasped.
"You love your husband, don't you?" asked Boynton. "You'd do anything for him... and to preserve your way of life, what you've become accustomed to, yes?"
"Uh, yes, sure." said Joanne, sounding appropriately apprehensive. "But... but you want me to sleep with you?"
"Just one afternoon of pleasure," said Boynton, "and you and your husband have your lives back. Is one afternoon of sex too much to pay?"
"I... I..." Joanne said, continuing the game, hoping to get more from him. "I can't cheat on my husband!"
"Suit yourself." said Boynton. "He faces a long, long prison term, and I can impose fines that will bankrupt him... and you. So! Shall we go? Or shall I return to the Courthouse..."



"I... I don't know..." Joanne said. Then she saw that Boynton was looking upwards, as if he were listening for something.
Then his eyes went jet. He lunged at her, grabbed the hem of her shirt at the collar, and violently pulled it open... exposing the wire taped to her upper chest between her breasts.
"A wire." snarled Boynton. "A wire! You fucking bitch!" He pushed her violently backwards and down, causing her to fall onto her back.
"Well, Judge." Joanne said. "That's one count of Assault on a Police Officer." Then she saw him pull a powerful handgun from the hem of his pants behind him, and level it at her.
"Well, then." he said. "I might as well add another charge... murder."
"Don't do it!" yelled Shane O'Brady, as he and other Officers seemingly sprang out of the foliage, guns drawn. "Drop it, Boynton! It's all over." Cindy Ross also came out, and was just behind Joanne's head, ready to dive on her and protect her, if Boynton would only look away for a second...
But Boynton did not waver. He kept his firearm aimed straight at Joanne. "No, it's not. Come any closer, and I'll shoot this bitch."
"Drop the gun, Boynton." said O'Brady. "You're going to jail. Don't add to it by killing a cop. You know what will happen to you if you do."
"You're making my point for me, O'Brady." said Boynton. "I'm dead either way, so I might as well get some payback. So this traitorous bitch is going with me!"
"Nooo!" Joanne and Cindy yelled together as Boynton aimed the handgun at her head and pulled the trigger...
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Resolution
*CLICK!* *CLICK!* *CLICK!* *CLICK!*
A look of horror crossed Judge Elton Boynton's face as he realized his handgun was not firing. Cindy quickly grabbed Joanne's shoulders and pulled her back, then got between her and the judge. O'Brady's Officers quickly rushed up and grabbed the killer, separating him from his handgun.
"But how..." muttered Boynton, still in shock that the gun had not fired. And then he got his answer.
Coming around from behind the foliage behind the pool was a large, broad-shouldered redhead, wearing black civilian clothes and a beige trenchcoat over them, and of course a Tilley hat with Airborne wings over a TCPD hat badge. It was what was in his right hand that revealed his identity to Boynton: the red crowbar.
"Oh, is your gun not working properly, Judge Boynton?" I asked, my voice sounding bright and Rudistan-'ish'. I held up an evidence bag with my latex-gloved left hand, which contained a number of 357 SIG caliber cartridges. "I daresay it would've worked better with these in it."
"The Iron Crowbar." said Boynton, his eyes flashing pure evil as he recognized me. "I should've known. I did know: McSwain's ring... it was too bright, too new. I should've realized this was one of your dirty tricks."
"True enough, you should've seen right through it." I said, rubbing it in. "But you didn't. You were too busy looking at my lovely undercover Police Officer here. You should've kept your pants zipped up, Judge. I can assure you the gangbangers won't, when they see your fresh cherry ass brought into their jails."
I turned to O'Brady and said loudly: "Congratulations, Detective O'Brady. You have discovered and arrested the murderer of Leigh Lance, disgraced Judge Elton Boynton." I handed him the bag of cartridges. "I believe you will find Boynton's fingerprints on these, and Ballistics will show that one of these bullets was fired by the gun you just removed from Boynton's hand, killing Mrs. Lance. Read the bastard his rights, and get his ass up to Pottsville as fast as you can."
As the Officers led Boynton away, O'Brady came up and shook my hand. "Thank you, Commander. For this, and for all your help."
"It was fun. I wouldn't have missed it." I said, handing him my card. "If you need me for the trial, just call."
As O'Brady followed his team out of the park, Roy McGhillie came up from the fringes, joining Joanne and Cindy in front of me. "Well, look who finally showed up!" said the Green Crowbar accusingly... to me.
"As if I were needed here." I said. "You did an outstanding job. All of you did."
"And just how did that gun miraculously get empty?" asked the TCPD Deputy Chief as her ice-blue eyes bore into my gray peepers.
"Oh, that was simple enough, and no miracle." I replied. "As part of the sting, I took the liberty of entering the Judge's car and searching it. This was the only gun in it, so I emptied it of the bullets. I figured he might come get it, and having them take it off his person makes the case against him even stronger. And I was watching, so if he'd have tried to pull a different gun, I'd have shot him right then and there. So Joanne was in no real danger."
Roy and Joanne were grinning brightly. Cindy was less amused. "Thanks for letting me know." she said. "I thought I was going to have to cover Joanne with my body and the armor on it, but the bastard got the drop on me."
"I did tell O'Brady to not shoot Boynton." I said. "Your acting was better for not knowing---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. "Troy." I said, answering it.
"This is O'Brady." said O'Brady on the other end of the line. "Boynton had a cyanide capsule in his mouth, and he bit down on it. He's dead..."
Part 14 - Law And Disorder
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 31st, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the Media's legal victory over the Town & County Police yesterday!"
Bettina looked like she was having an orgasm as she said "Yesterday, Judge Patrick R. Folsom ruled that the Town & County Police were not obligated to provide the Media with a facility or room within Police Headquarters. Judge Folsom also said that Commander Donald Troy could not be required to speak with the Media, and could only be compelled to talk to anyone through a legal subpoena issued by a Court."
"But Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court immediately took up the Media's appeal!" continued Bettina. "He ordered the TCPD to re-open the Press Room pending the hearing of his appeal, saying that the Media's First Amendment rights of a Free Press were being violated by the Police! He also said that as a public figure, Commander Troy was required to answer Press questions, and that if he didn't, Commander Troy could be held in Contempt of Court, and be thrown in jail!"
Bettina went on: "However, the State Supreme Court's Chief Justice, Robert Johnson, who experts say is biased toward Conservative views, issued a stay of Leahy's order concerning Commander Troy, saying that Leahy was violating Commander Troy's First and Fifth Amendment rights, and also pointing out that the TCPD collective bargaining agreement does not require Police Officers to speak to the Press nor answer their questions."
"The Police have issued no statements regarding the various rulings, and Commander Troy has refused to acknowledge, much less respond to, repeated requests for comment." Bettina continued. "Commander Troy did speak before a meeting of the NCAA with University and Conference officials yesterday morning, and sources tell Fox Two News that he showed that the University was not culpable in the sex crimes of Coach Willy Gonzales. According to the sources, Commander Troy blamed his eternal straw man, Pastor Raymond K. Westboro, for the crimes. Pastor Westboro died just over two years ago in a helicopter crash that Commander Troy somehow survived."
"And in other legal news," Bettina said, "the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review has made several arrests in the cases of the suspensions of the medical license of Dr. Laura Fredricson and the law license of Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. SBI Inspector General Brittany M. Maxwell issued a statement saying that clear evidence of bribes being taken by State Bar and State Medical Board members was found, and Federal charges could be added, as well."
"Mr. Todd's law license was restored by order of the Governor," continued Bettina, "but Dr. Fredricson's medical license cannot be immediately restored without a review. The Governor ordered a Special Review Panel to determine if there is any merit to the charges against Dr. Fredricson, and can restore her license if the review finds no issues warranting the continuation of the suspension of her license. And now let's go to Nick Eastwood with the Sports report. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the handsome young blonde stud reporter from in front of the University Athletic Complex. "The Bulldogs play Mountain State tomorrow, and fans are already beginning to pour into Town for the game! The Bulldogs are a heavy favorite to win tomorrow as they begin what could be a run for the Conference and National titles! But the biggest issue on everyone's mind is the breaking news of the scandal involving Coaches Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales and Brian Harlan!"
"Commander Don Troy, who busted Gonzales in a PED scandal some years ago," continued Nick, "spoke before the NCAA on his previous investigations of Coach Gonzales, as well as his battle against Crime Syndicate mastermind Raymond Westboro. Sources tell Fox Two Sports that Commander Troy's presentation was 'persuasive', and the NCAA is considering his information as they investigate the case. Experts say that this situation is not like the ugly situation that occurred at another University some years ago, and that neither our University nor Eastern State is likely to be placed on probation!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you about to go 'nuclear' on Bettina?" Captain Tanya Perlman whispered to me as we sat and watched with everyone else in MCD, drinking Jerome Davis's well-prepared 'Navy' coffee. Captain Thompson and Chief Moynahan had joined the coffee klatch, as well.
"I'm close." I whispered back. "Verrrry close."
"So the Press Room is open now?" asked Detective Theo Washington more loudly.
"Yes." said Commander Cindy Ross. "But I did not hear a word, nor read a line in the legal rulings, that we have to go in there and give them a Press conference. So they can sit in there all day, if they like."
"One thing we're doing," said Captain Thompson, "is creating a set of written rules for Press decorum that every journalist will have to sign in order to get a Press pass, which we will begin issuing. Then we can kick them out individually for violating those rules and pull their passes."
"This is going to go to the State Supreme Court." said Cindy. "We may prevail, anyway. But if we don't, we'll start issues Press passes and have the written rules."
"What about you, Commander Troy?" asked Jerome Davis. "Can they really force you to speak to the Press?"
"I don't know," I said, "but I'm not going to, no matter what. I'll go to jail for Contempt of Court first. More likely, I'll put in my retirement papers and just walk away."
"It's gonna be 'scorched earth'." said Tanya. The rest of the room had gone silent, hearing my words and knowing that they would lose me before I would submit to having to speak to the filthy journalists of the corrupt Press. I noticed that Chief Moynahan had gotten up and left the room, and that Cindy had watched him leave with a look of concern on her face. She followed him out the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat, Commander." said the Chief after Cindy had knocked on his office door and been allowed in. She sat down as he said "I suspect this is about this Press Room business?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "I was going to discuss this with you, anyway. I was considering re-opening the Press Room. The tension between them and Commander Troy is at a dangerous level, and I'm hoping to ease it before another one of those idiots goes 'Hardwood' on us and tries to kill Carole again, or someone else."
"And you're worried about the flip side of that," replied the Chief, "that it won't take much for Commander Troy to do something a little too active to a journalist."
"No sir," said Cindy, "I don't think he will, unless, as I said, one of them tries to harm one of his family or one of us on the Police Force. But to that point, I think the Press could try to bait him into something, like Amber Harris did in attacking him."
"Very stupid of her, and she's now got some serious legal problems as a result." the Chief said. "Anyway, to your question of re-opening the Press Room unilaterally: I'll back you up in whatever you decide, but I would suggest just complying with the law, at least until the lawsuit works itself out fully. There are some important legal issues in that case, beyond the scope of just our local spat, and you might inadvertently cause a problem with that."
"Also," the Chief continued, "you should talk to Captain Thompson. I bee-lieeeve he will tell you that the Police Force is strongly behind Commander Troy in this Press War, and that any unilateral actions to appease them might look like 'capitulation' to them. It will certainly embolden the Enemy to be even more aggressive and dishonest towards us than they already are."
"So how do we find a way out, sir?" asked Cindy. "How do we work something out where they'll meet us halfway?"
"I'm ah-fraaaaaid, Ms. Ross," said the Chief solemnly, "that with the Media, Don is right: with them, there is no halfway. They'll fight to the last ditch, they'll never concede an inch."
"There's gotta be something." Cindy said. "Otherwise..." She stopped.
"Otherwise, we're going to lose Commander Troy." said the Chief. "Yes, I know, and I agree. He won't back down, either. And he wasn't bluffing when he said he'll retire, or even go to jail, before letting the Press force him to do anything."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I heard," said Theo Washington in MCD, "that my partner here is being nominated for an Emmy Award, for best Daytime drama in an undercover role." Everyone laughed.
"I heard my partner did very well, also." said Julia Rodriguez. "Looked good in that suit, too." Roy blushed, but grinned.
"Trying to out-GQ me over there, Roy?" Theo challenged, though grinning. "Not even Commander Troy can do that!" Everyone laughed some more.
"I concede the fashion trophy to you, Theo." said Roy McGhillie. "And it almost didn't work: I had a wedding ring on, as Commander Troy suggested, but it was brand new and too shiny. Almost gave away the whole thing."
"Commander Ross said that Commander Troy thinks Boynton may have known, anyway." said Joanne Warner. "He went to his car and got his gun, which was otherwise risky to do on Courthouse grounds. He had the cyanide capsule on him, and apparently in his mouth the whole time."
"How would he have known?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Someone may have told him." said Joanne. "A mole, either in the Pottsville Police, or a Palmyra LEO."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes," I said in reply to a question after Tanya and Teresa parked themselves in front of my desk for the Angels meeting, "Laura was very worried about her medical license being suspended, and she is greatly relieved that it's being resolved. Carole and Bowser are happier, also. They were feeling the bad vibe."
"When will her license be restored?" asked Teresa.
"The Special Review Panel is already meeting about it." I said. "They're going to work tomorrow and maybe Monday, even though it's Labor Day. The Governor and Britt Maxwell think they'll give the clearance by Wednesday of next week."
"Good." said Teresa. "That was ridiculous. What was the complaint, and who made it?"
"It was made by some woman who'd been a gynecology patient of Laura's three years ago, when the woman was a University student." I said. "It looks like she's now part of these Social Justice groups that get all the Press attention and constantly file lawsuits against us Police, against Conservative groups, and anyone else not in jackbooted lockstep with their radical views."
"Her complaint," I continued, "was a somewhat vague insinuation that she was prescribed the wrong birth control medication and she had a reaction to it... though she never complained of anything for three years before now, and has been prescribed the same birth control by her current gynecologist for years."
"Why can't they restore Laura's license today?" asked Tanya. "They restored Mike Todd's."
"True." I said. "But with medical licenses it's a safety thing, and I understand. Even though it's obvious that bribery took place and the charge is specious, it has to be reviewed to make sure there isn't something wrong. Of course we know Laura didn't do anything wrong, but the State is obligated to make sure. And It's nice having a Governor on my side who is facilitating this, as well."
"Especially after you two bonded in that safe during a gas explosion." teased Tanya. We all laughed. And yes, a red crowbar was waved in her general direction...
Part 15 - Ethics And War
"Hello and welcome to the Friday edition of the Reed Hudson Show!" said Hudson as he opened his broadcast at 9:06am. "It's going to be three hours of Conservative broadcast excellence! Normally, this show is about what's important to me, but on this Friday, as we do almost every Friday, we suspend the rules and let you the callers talk about the issues that are important to you!"
"We do have a special guest today on the Reed Hudson Show. Lisa Fillmore, who was fired by the 'Point Taken' show, violently removed from the set, and accused of being a racist, is here today. For those who don't know, she can't discuss the legal case due to a gag order, but she reached a settlement with the network, KSB, for an undisclosed amount, believed to be in the seven figures. Her lawsuit and criminal complaint against the security company, whose officers used physical violence to remove her from the 'Point Taken' set, continues to work its way through the Courts."
"Before we bring her on, I want to make a few comments about the ongoing war between the Press and the Town & County Police." continued Reed. "It continues to be unbelievable to me that Lester Holder of KXTC continues to be employed after his racist statements about Commander Troy and ADA Paulina Patterson's daughter. And the same KXTC that won't fire Holder for those racist statements, and I emphasize that they were racist, is the same network that leads the smears against Governor Val Jared, calling him a racist merely for enforcing immigration laws."
"On top of that, KXTC is leading the lawsuit against the TCPD, demanding that Commander Troy be forced to speak to them and answer their questions on whatever they choose to ask. The same KXTC who won't fire their reporter Lester Holder for his racist remarks about a child, demands that the father of that child answer Holder's questions. It is simply unbelievable to me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ma'am," said Cindy's assistant Lauren Wilcox on the phone, "your sister is on Line 1."
"Okay, thanks." Cindy said. She hit the button for Line 1. "Good morning, Chief. What can I do for you?"
"You can drop the formality, for one thing." Molly said from her end of the line. "And maybe try 'Hi Sis! How was your week?'."
"Hi Sis, how was your week?" Cindy replied, flat deadpan. The Nextdoor County Police Chief executed her trademark burst of laughter.
"It was good, thanks for asking." said Molly. "I heard of your participation in busting Judge Boynton down in Palmyra County. Great work!"
"Thanks." said Cindy. "My role was small... just keeping the baby-daddy of your boys out of trouble... and failing."
"Don't sell yourself short." Molly said. "Listen, I just wanted to snitch to you about something, which may be important, and you can decide how to handle it. I've gotten word from a couple of places that one of your Detectives, Teddy Parker, has put out some job feelers, and sent out a couple of résumés."
"You know, that doesn't stun me." said Cindy. "He's been pretty quiet, even morose, this whole summer. Thanks for letting me know. I'll check into it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And now it's a privilege and a pleasure to bring Lisa Fillmore onto the airwaves of Conservative excellence!" said Reed Hudson.
"Thanks for having me on today, Reed." said Lisa.
"So you have not been hired by any news media outlet since that incident, is that right?" asked Reed.
"That is correct, Reed." said Lisa.
"And is this a direct result of what happened with the 'Point Taken' show?" Hudson asked.



"I don't know if I can speak to specifics," said Lisa, carefully working around Hudson's poorly-asked question, "but in general, Conservatives are being blacklisted by Media outlets, including may Fox affiliates. You and I are rat poison to the increasingly hostile Left that controls the six major Communications companies in America today."
"And there are only six of these," said Hudson, "as they continue to merge, with no anti-trust opposition from the U.S. Government."
"Exactly, Reed." said Lisa. "Fewer and fewer people are controlling what the People are allowed to hear and read in our television and print media. And they're working tirelessly to bring Internet news under control, as well. Though social media outlets are working hand-in-glove with the Left, the Powers-That-Be will not rest, they will not stop, until they totally control all news media, and are able to tell the People exactly what to think without hindrance nor opposition."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in." Captain Tanya Perlman said to Detective Ted Parker, who'd just knocked on her door after being summoned. "Have a seat."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Parker respectfully as he took his seat in front of Perlman's desk. "You asked me to come in?"
"Yes." said Tanya. "I'm having conversations with all of the Detectives over time, and today is your turn. How are things going?"
"Er, okay, ma'am." said Parker.
Tanya made a point to take her badge off her blue Uniform shirt and put it on her desk. "Put your badge on the desk, and let's speak frankly, Teddy." she said. "I need to know what's going on."
Knowing that he was working in a Police Force where very little gets by the top leadership, Parker did not even try to pretend to not understand. He began talking. When he was finished, Tanya said "We need to go talk to Commander Ross. Right away."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome back from the exercises in pure money-making capitalism, also known as commercials." said Reed Hudson. "We're talking with Lisa Fillmore, Conservative political analyst who was wrongfully terminated from the 'Point Taken' program."
"Lisa..." said Reed, "we know that Governor Val Jared has been relentlessly attacked, called a racist and everything else, just for enforcing immigration law."
"That's right, Reed." Lisa said. "Both the Republican and Democrat Establishments are pro-illegal-immigration; the Republicans, who take millions in campaign funding from big businesses and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce that want the cheap labor; and Democrats, who need the illegal persons to do the job that Americans won't do... vote Democrat!"
Reed laughed at the accurate joke, then said "Part of my question is this: Governor Jared is a politician. Of course his enemies will attack him, though Press coverage of him that is 97% negative is over the top. But Police Commander Donald Troy... he's doing his job, and has been doing his job, and very well. Why the hatred of him? Why the racist attacks on his family? Why the attempt to bribe State Bar members to suspend Commander Troy's lawyer's license to practice? Why try to strip his wife of her medical license, when she is an excellent gynecologist serving many women at the University and in our State. What is the reason for the hatred of him, especially by a rabidly over-the-top Press?"
"Reed," said Lisa, "hate comes from fear. So my only guess is that they are scared to death of Commander Troy. Look at how many leaders of the Establishment, both in business and in Government, he has arrested for crimes going all the way up to first degree murder. And the thanks he gets from the Establishment-controlled Mainstream Media are racist attacks on one daughter, and the attempt to murder his other daughter."
"Good grief, are there no ethics left in the Mainstream Media?" said Reed. "At all?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am getting sick and god-damn tired of hearing about the attempt to murder Don Troy's daughter." said Bettina Wurtzburg as she met with Editor-In-Chief Burt West and other reporters.
"Hardwood really fucked things up, for all of us." said West. "Troy and his sycophants have been hammering us with that."
"I have an idea." said Amber Harris, who was sick and god-damn tired of the ankle monitor she was being forced to wear. "Let's start chanting it up about TCPD Detective Angela Harlan murdering a journalist... which she did."
"She also murdered a Police Officer, almost murdered another one, tried to frame the daughter of a Town Council Member for murder, and more." replied West. "If she'd just killed Dawdle, we'd have something. But the People remember... and they know that Westboro was behind Harlan's murders, too."
"So what?" said Nick Eastwood. "We're not obligated to discuss the rest of it. With this ongoing NCAA investigation, we can bring the Dawdle murder up... and bring it up again and again and again."
"That'll fire up the Iron Crowbar." Bettina said, almost bitterly. "Officer Pete Feeley's murder is a sore spot with him, not to mention Captain Tanya Perlman. Keep bringing up Angela Harlan, who murdered Feeley, and there's no telling what he might do."
"Good!" said Amber Harris happily. "All the more reason to bring it up again and again, to cause Don Troy pain."
"Amber, you're beginning to sound like John Hardwood." Burt West said severely, stunning the room into silence. "Look, folks: The Court case is going to go our way. We are going to defeat Donald Troy, and then we'll show him who has the true power: us. But don't start going nuts, like Hardwood did. At best, you might end up in prison like Brian Jennings. At worst?..." He let the sentence hang.
"Mr. West," said Lester 'Penis' Holder, "I disagree with you, and agree with Amber. We are not the bad guys, but Troy is pasting us as the bad guys with Hardwood. We have to fight back. I say we remind the citizens of what a Police Officer did to a reporter: she murdered him. And in doing so, we can imply... not say it directly, but imply... that Commander Troy is as insane as Harlan was, and that he could pop off and murder one of us, too."
"Good God, people!" Burt West exclaimed, horrified by what he was hearing. "Do you realize what you're suggesting?"
"Yes, Mr. West." said Amber Harris coldly. "We are saying we should do whatever it takes to destroy Don Troy."
"Exactly." said Holder. "Whatever it takes to get that son of a bitch."
"Everyone," said Bettina before Burt West could speak, "let me have a moment alone with Mr. West, please..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Perlman drove into Commander Ross's office, followed by Detective Parker. Ross had Parker sit down next to Tanya, who'd parked her wheelchair in front of the desk.
"You said it's urgent." Cindy said. "What is it?" Tanya indicted for Teddy Parker to answer.
"Ma'am," said Parker. "You know I was dating Janice Holloway, and we broke up after Della Harlow told her I was a racist."
"Yes, I remember." said Cindy, now understanding the vibe she'd been getting.
"I've left her alone completely, like Commander Troy suggested." said Teddy. "But the last few weeks, all summer really, she's been trying to talk to me in the hallway, even suggesting we have lunch. I've been professional, I've been polite, and I've broken off the conversations as quickly as I could. But I'm worried that she's trying to set me up for a sexual harassment charge."
"Except for that," said Cindy, "are you happy working for the TCPD?"
Parker was a good enough Detective to know that the Deputy Chief must know that he'd been looking for other jobs. "I love it here, ma'am. There's nothing better than working for the Iron Crowbar and Captain Perlman, and learning from them. Jerome's a good partner, and all the guys in MCD are great.
Parker continued: "But you know how the man is always the one to get screwed in a sexual harassment charge, and guilty until proved innocent. So I've thought I need to find another job before something happens."
"Not this time." said Cindy. "We're going to get a formal statement from you, and then write her up. If she subsequently makes a false accusation, we'll be ready."
"Good idea." said Tanya.
"Do I need to go to H.R.?" asked Parker.
"Teddy, I am H.R." replied Commander Ross. "And I'm going to take care of this one personally." She took some papers out of her drawer, had Teddy write down all the contacts and his lack of comfort at them, and had him sign it. Then she dismissed him.
"Okay, I'll call in Holloway." Cindy said. "I think the Captain of Operations, or even the Chief, should be my witness."
Tanya's eyes were sparkling, and her cheeks were rosy with perkiness. "You've been expecting something like this for a while, haven't you?"
"How did you know?" Cindy said with a thin smile.
"I'm not the Iron Crowbar, but I'm a pretty good Detective." said Tanya. "And you actually having those forms in your drawer was my first clue."
Cindy nodded. "Good catch. And yes, you're right. Don's been expecting something like this, also...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You saved them." said Burt West. "I was about to fire them, Amber and Lester both."
"I know." said Bettina. "And if you had fired them, you'd have a strike on your hands and calls to fire you, and lawsuits by them as well. Our guys are as passionately on their side as the Police are on Commander Troy's side."
"And you're okay with what they just said?" West asked.
"No." said Bettina. "But that's how bad this has gotten. Amber and Holder want revenge. I'm sure Brian Jennings will be thinking revenge on Troy every day he sits in a prison cell. And the rest of us in the Press, including me, are sick and tired of being called liars, being called corrupt, being called 'fake news', being called 'the enemy', and having what Hardwood did shoved into our faces as if we were the criminals."
"I agree, but we've got to de-escalate this." said West. "You've had good relations with the Police in the past, Bettina. How do we cool this down?"
"I don't know, Burt." said Bettina. "What I do know, is that for the sake of the Press and our Press rights, it's more important for us to win, to defeat what Don Troy is trying to do to us. Amber was over the top in the way she said it, but she and Lester are right that we have to win, and Troy has to lose..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ma'am? You wanted to see me?" asked Lt.(B) Janice Holloway as she sauntered into Commander Ross's office. Captain Teresa Croyle was sitting in the stiff-backed chair that Commander Troy usually used. And 'Teresa Cunt' showed up.
"Lieutenant!" she all but shouted. "You've been formally summoned by the Deputy Chief! Report to her and come to the position of attention until she tells you otherwise!"
Janice Holloway's eyes widened in shock, and fright. She came to attention and said "Lieutenant Holloway reporting as ordered, ma'am."
Cindy had not looked up, and continued to look at her papers as she said "Be seated." Janice sat down. Cindy finally looked up at her. "The reason I have called you in, is to address a very serious situation that has come up. Captain Croyle is the formal witness to this; is she acceptable, or would you prefer another Captain... or the Chief?"
"She's fine, ma'am." said Holloway. "What is this about?"
"It's not your place or time to ask the questions." said Captain Croyle. "If you haven't figured this out, Lieutenant, this is a formal proceeding."
"Yes ma'am." said Holloway, now totally rattled.
"Do you want a Union rep?" asked Deputy Chief Ross.
"Do I need one?" asked Holloway, a bit of anger creeping into her voice.
"I don't know." said Cindy. "What this is about, is this: some months ago you ended your relationship with Detective Parker, and accusations of racism were directed at him... accusations which were and are false, and which offended me greatly. It has come to our attention that more recently you have been attempting to engage Detective Parker in conversations that are not official Police business."
"I said hello to him, what's wrong with that?" said Holloway.
"Considering the nature of the incidents before, and the fact that Della Harlow was involved," Cindy said, "Detective Parker has formally complained about these contacts. He is uncomfortable with them, to put it mildly, and I agree with his reasons."
"What this is," she continued, opening a folder and putting it on the desk where Janice could see it, "is a formal, written instruction that you are not to have further contact with Detective Parker at this Headquarters unless it is official Police business. Unofficial conversation is not wanted, and could be construed as an attempt to entrap Detective Parker with the intent to file a false sexual harassment complaint against him. If you persist, then this instruction will become a formal sexual harassment charge... against you. Do you understand?"
"I didn't sexually harass him!" said Janice. "I said hello to him. After what had happened before, I was just trying to be nice."
"Did you ask him to lunch?" Cindy asked, her ice-blue eyes boring hard into Holloway's brown eyes.
"I... I..." stammered Holloway, who then got smart and said "I think I want that Union rep now."
Part 16 - Hierarchies
While all this was going on, I was dealing with the bane of my job: paperwork. I finished all the SBI paperwork involving the Lance/Boynton case, including getting the State to reimburse the TCPD for helicopter fuel, which I expected would make the Chief a bit happier.
I read the Precinct Captains's reports, which Teresa had forwarded to me as she always did. Lt. Abram was doing a good job at 2nd Precinct, and the equipment was in much better shape then it had been. PCpt. Carswell had sent evaluations of the Officers of 1st Precinct, which mostly matched Teresa's evaluations and my observations...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my landline phone, and the direct line to the Chief. "Yes, Chief?" I said upon answering.
"Let's have lunch, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "You, me, and the Deputy Chief. My treat."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's what I did." said Cindy as we waited for our food at the Applebee's near the Mall. "Holloway is now consulting with the Union, though my action wasn't a disciplinary one."
"I think you did corrr-rect-lyyyy" said the Chief. "What do you think, Mr. Crowbarrr?"
"Totally agree." I said. "It's not the first time I've heard a story where a girl wanted a guy she'd been dating to woo her again... then she goes and files a sexual harassment claim."
"I'm not sure that was really happening." said Cindy. "But I had to act to protect Parker, especially after what all happened with Harlow."
Our food came, and we spent the next few minutes mostly eating. Then the conversation started up again as the Chief said "There are a couple of things I wanted to discuss with you both. First is the Press. I got a verrry interesting call from Burt West of KXTC. He wants to have another meeting with me, to try to work out the situation."
"Did you accept?" asked Cindy.
"Not yet." said the Chief. "When I asked him what was the point, since their lawsuit against us was in Court, he said he was hoping to find a way to resolve the issues so that the lawsuit could be dropped."
"Is he speaking for all the Media outlets that joined the lawsuit?" I asked, biting sarcasm in my voice, "Or just for himself?"
"I didn't quite get an answer on that." said the Chief. He became surprised as the next few moments were filled with gloomy silence.
"Don't answer all at once." the Chief said.
"I have nothing to say, Chief." I said. "You know how I feel about it. No matter what, I won't speak to them, at least not until they fire Lester Holder, and admit on the air that their attacks on my wife and daughter were wrong and politically motivated."
"I understand." said the Chief. "What about you, Commander Ross?"
"As you know, sir," Cindy said, "I'd love to find a way to ratchet down the rancor. I guess talking to West can't hurt. Or can it?" It is possible that she was glancing over at me as she said it. I did not meet her glance, choosing instead to eat a few bites of my lunch.
"I guess we'll find out." said Moynahan. "So... the second thing I want to discuss... and the reason I'm buying lunch is to mitigate the pain it's going to cause... is this: I have been considering this for some time, and I think it is best going forward that you Commanders stay out of the MCD morning coffee klatch."
"Whaa?" Cindy gasped. "Sir?" She glanced over at me, and saw that I was saying nothing, just looking at the Chief and listening.
"I'm sure you understand, Commander Troy," explained the Chief, "that in the military there is a separation between Officers and Enlisted, and a separation of Field Grade and Flag Grade Officers from Company Grade Officers, and so on."
"Yes sir, to a point that's true." I replied.
"I've been ob-serrrr-ving the interactions of everyone during those morning klatches." said the Chief. "While I appreciate camaraderie and the sharing of information, I have been thinking that there is a bit too much... how shall I say it... 'familiarity' amongst the various levels of leadership in the Police Force. So, if you want to watch the news with me in the morning, I'll gladly host a smaller coffee klatch amongst us Captains and above, but we need to let the Detectives have their mornings to themsellllvvvves..."
Cindy was looking straight at me. I just calmly said "Yes sir, Chief. Three bags full."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Man... that's going to be... hard." Cindy said as she sat in my office with me after we got back from lunch. "I'm shocked... why didn't you say something, Don?"
"The Chief gave us a lawful order." I said. "I understand where he's coming from, and though I don't like it, we'll do what he says."
"I guess my question is: why is he doing it?" Cindy asked, clearly still stunned.
"It's Friday." I said. "We'll have a beer at my house tonight, with Teresa and Tanya, as well. And I'll give what I think is my answer at that time."
Part 17 - Negotiations
3:00pm, Friday, August 31st. Burt West and Bettina Wurtzburg sat in the Main Conference Room at Police Headquarters, to the Chief's left. He was at the near end of the table to the door, and to his right, their backs to the door, were Commander Ross and Captain Damien Thompson.
"Okayyyyy," said the Chief after giving everyone a bottled water, "what did you wish to discuss, Mr. West?"
"The situation between the Press and the Police, particularly Commander Troy, is getting ugly." said Burt West. "I am finding it increasingly in my interests to find a way to calm things down, and I think it would be in all our best interests to make that happen."
"So do it." Cindy Ross said. "Calm things down."
"What she means is... the ball is in your court." said the Chief. "You filed the lawsuit against us. Your people, especially Lester Holder, made the attacks on Commander Troy's daughter and his wife. So, it's up to you to undo that damage."
"We're willing to drop the lawsuit," said West, "in exchange for some considerations... like opening the Press Room and having regular Press Conferences, and making Commander Troy available---"
"Stop! Stop right there!" ordered Cindy. "Let's get one thing crystal clear right now. If you want to talk about dropping the lawsuit in exchange for re-opening the Press Room, I'm willing to talk. But don't even bring up Commander Troy. Don't even mention his name. He is not going to talk to you. He would rather go to jail for Contempt of Court than submit to an order to talk to you. If you want to include Commander Troy in any of this, then at the very least, you are going to have to admit on the air that you were wrong to attack his wife and his child, and admit that you did it for political purposes."



"Do you really think for a minute that we'll do that?" snarled Bettina. "It'd open us up to legal action. Not to mention I completely disagree with your premises about it.
"I'll go you one further." said Captain Thompson, who was black. "If you want Commander Troy to even think about not going outright nuclear on all of you again, you're going to have to fire Lester Holder. If I had said what he said about Tasha Troy-Patterson, I'd have been fired...and probably had the shit beat out of me. If any white person had said that, if Lester Holder were white and had said that, he'd have been fired. So why is KXTC not only employing that bastard, but protecting him?"
"Because he's black." said West, in a random act of a journalist actually telling the truth.
"What?!" gasped Cindy, her voice full of scorn.
"Captain Thompson," said Bettina, "you know what I'm saying, and know it to be true. If we fired Holder, he'd sue us for racism against him. Blacks use the 'N'-word all the time, about each other, and nothing is said. But if a white person uses the word, even in a literary story, he or she is accused of being a racist, is sued, is verbally and even physically attacked for it. It's a double standard, but we're as trapped by it as anyone else."
"And you think Commander Troy is going to accept that?" Cindy asked. "If you do, then allow me to redirect your suppositions."
"Honestly," said Burt West, "if the day Holder had said that about Tasha, Commander Troy had come off that podium and beaten Holder until he was nearly dead, it'd have been accepted as the father of that child taking up for his daughter... and we all would've been better off."
"That's what you want, isn't it?" Cindy accused, completely not fooled. "You're trying to bait Don into physically attacking one of you. Amber Harris tried to get him to retaliate against her during the domestic dispute---"
"No! and that's why I asked for this meeting!" said Burt West. "I don't want either side getting physical, getting violent. And that's another thing: yeah, Hardwood and Cook tried to murder his daughter. That doesn't make all us journalists bad, it doesn't make all of the Town Council bad. Just like it doesn't make you bad that TCPD Officer Angela Harlan murdered reporter Tim Dawdle."
Cindy sat back, her eyes showing understanding, and scorn. "So that's it, your next line of attack. You're going to start chanting about Harlan for murdering Dawdle. Will you also mention that she also murdered a Police Officer?"
"No." Bettina said. "And we're going to do what we have to do. We're tired of being called the bad guys---"
"Commander Troy is tired of being called a racist, too." said Captain Thompson. "So are Sheriff Allgood and Governor Jared, I'm sure. That hasn't stopped you Press people from saying it over and over and over and over..."
"Jared IS a racist!" yelled Bettina. "And neither I nor my colleagues will ever stop saying that! The Press is not the enemy, Jared IS!!"
"Then I have nothing further to say to you." said Thompson.
"Ditto that for me." said Cindy, her eyes boring into Bettina.
"I'll add one thing to this." said Chief Moynahan. "The fact that Commander Troy did not wax Holder for that racial attack, and the fact that he did not retaliate against Amber Harris by destroying her when she assaulted him, shows me that he is a much, much better man than you Press jerks are. You people have absolutely no integrity, no ethics, and no sense of humility. I think this meeting is con-cluuu-ded."
"Wait." said West. "Let's start over..."
"No, Mr. West," said the Chief, getting up, "at this point I'd rather wait until the results of the Court case. I don't think you're ever going to meet us halfway on any of our issues, even those beyond the scope of the Iron Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Commander Ross," said the Chief as they sat in his office, "what are your thoughts about that meee-ting?"
"Burt West is scared of something." Cindy said. "But what surprised me the most is how hostile and militant Bettina has become. At first, she was trying to reason with Captain Thompson. But as soon as Governor Jared was mentioned, the mask fell off. I do not understand the hatred for that man... but they hate him with every fiber of their beings."
"And what is West scared of?" asked the Chief, seeing his Deputy Chief going into a reverie. A trait that must run in her family, he thought to himself.
"Oh, of course." said Cindy. "Bettina is the answer. As hostile as she is, Amber and Holder are much worse. They, and the others, must be getting far more aggressive, and West can't handle it, nor control them anymore..."
Part 18 - Hierarchies, Redux
"So how are you liking school, Carole?" asked Cindy as we all sat at the dinner table at The Cabin on the night of Friday, August 31st. My Angels and their families had come, as well as Molly and the boys.
"It's o-kay." said Carole. "I liked the Music class, but Reading is boring."
"That's because you already know how to read." said Teresa.
"How are the school lunches?" Cindy asked.
"O-kay." said Carole. "But not as good as Grandma's cooking." My mom Phyllis smiled at that. I thought Chief Griswold would be proud of Carole's asskissing skills.
"Daddy," said Jim, "you should call the school and tell them to make Carole eat stringbeans for lunch."
"You better HUSH!" retorted Carole. "Don't listen to him, Daddy!"
Daddy was trying hard to not laugh, and I was failing. And it didn't help that my Angels were laughing along with me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting with my Angels on the back deck; the fire in the pot keeping bugs away. We could hear the faint sounds of a high school band playing at a football game. The headlight of a train sparkled as it came out of the western horizon towards the River, and Town.
"I'm banned, too." said Teresa. "The Chief said to join his coffee klatch or yours, Don... but not MCD's any more."
"He told me he wouldn't stop me if I went in there," said Tanya, "but he 'suggested' I make it a rare thing, like Fridays only."
"So what's it about?" asked Cindy. "Did he tell you why, Don?"
"He didn't tell me," I replied, "but I think I know. Part of it is what he said to us, about a separation of hierarchies. And he's right. I've thought from time to time that things get pretty informal in there, but my thoughts were more in line that the Detectives use me as a crutch in their cases."
"I also suspect," I continued, "that the Chief wants to limit some of the information that's passed along. This morning we talked about the Press a lot, and I noticed he left the room at that time. He probably sees that it's not a good thing that we've been griping about the Press as well as the politicians in front of the Detectives, and he's right. And that's on me; I should've seen that and curtailed it."
"Yes, the political stuff does start to get heated at times." said Teresa, remembering her spat with Joanne Warner.
"And one more thing about it." I said. "Do not go blaming the Chief if and when they ask why we're not in there anymore, and don't be heard bitching about it. We have our orders, and we will follow those orders as the professionals we are. If and when they ask, just say we want them to talk amongst themselves and grow stronger esprit de corps with each other, without our influences."
"Funny," said Cindy, "Chief Quinlin was asking what our secret was, why the Police Force had such good esprit de corps. And those coffee klatches were a big part of it."
"I'll go in there some of the time." said Tanya. "It's part of the evaluation process for me."
"Speaking of that," said Teresa, "did Joanne say any more about her military... opportunities?"
"Yes." I said. "I talked to her. Never say never, but I think she's going to go to NCO School, which will be a month of weekends, then remain in her current MP unit..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Indeed, I'd talked to Joanne earlier that day.
"Come in," I said as she was announced over the phone by Helena. "Have a seat."
"Thank you, sir." Joanne said as she sat down. "I wanted to get your feedback on my decision about getting an Army commission."
"Yes." I said, facing her and looking her squarely in the eye. "Before I give my two cents worth, I do want you to know that you are not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded. You are considering Military Intelligence, not the MPs. If you go for it, you'll be full-time in the Army, you'll also go to Langley, whereupon you will be a CIA Officer as well as an Army Officer."
"How?..." Joanne asked, then said "Your wife told you. Or Melina."
"Not at all." I said. "My wife does not discuss Company business with me, and Melina is certainly not going to discuss much of anything with me. And I did not need to be told. What has really been bothering you is that you know as well as I do that if you go the Army and CIA route, you'll never return to the TCPD at all."
"Yes sir." said Joanne, her voice becoming quiet. "And that's... that's hard to think about."
"How long do you have to decide?" I asked.
"I'll have to give my Captain an answer during our October weekend." said Joanne, meaning her Reserve weekend. "I was thinking that the Press issues with you would be resolved. If you leave, I'm taking the OCS shot. If not... I'm staying here, sir."
"I understand." I said. "But let me say one thing about that: don't base your decisions on what I do. Do what you want to do, in this and in all things. Only your husband should have any influence on your decision. Certainly not me."
"Yes sir, I understand." said Joanne. "But that's why I'm thinking about all this in the first place. A TCPD without the Iron Crowbar..."
"... will still be an excellent Police Force." I replied. "Because of good Officers like you. And I'll tell you a secret, just between you and me." I leaned over the desk as she leaned forward, and I whispered:
"There will always be an Iron Crowbar with the Town & County Police Force. Always."
Part 19 - Epilogue
"Oh, Commmannderrrrr..."
"What is it, Angela?" I asked, hearing her voice filling my head.
"Oh, my dear Commander." whispered Angela. I opened my eyes, and saw that I was in the master bedroom of The Cabin. Laura was asleep next to me. The room was drained of color; only the light of the moon filtered through the curtains, as if Count Dracula would come in on the moonbeams. Apparently Count Angela had done so... and now she was straddling me, her face just above mine.
"You think it's all about you, don't you, my beloved Commander..." the Black Widow whispered. "What if it's... not?"
I blinked... well, I thought I blinked. When I opened my eyes, I was seeing in color again. The moonlight was coming in at a different angle. I sat up in bed, then looked over at Laura, who was peacefully sleeping.
Laura...
That's it! I thought to myself. The attack on Laura's medical license. We thought someone was trying to get at me through attacking her. But, as Angela was saying, what if it wasn't about me? What if someone had gone after Laura... to go after her?
But why? And more importantly, who?
That question plagued me through the night, as I did not return to sleep...
Finis.
Hang on, dear readers... the 'season ending' trilogy is coming next!
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Part 1 - Prologue
Saturday, September 1st, 8:00am. I drove out of the driveway of The Cabin, and had to stop almost immediately. The road, which wound down the mountain to end up at University Avenue just north of University Memorial Stadium, was blocked by a huge piece of machinery on tracks, which was meant to clear land.
I turned on the blue lights of my Police SUV, which got some attention, and got out of the car to see what was the matter. I was wearing my light blue golf/polo shirt with embroidered badge embroidered over the heart, my badge and gun and cuffs on my gunbelt over khaki pants and black hi-top shoes (for ankle support), and the Tilley hat. Of course, the red crowbar was in my hand.
A couple of men were standing by the machinery, and I went up to them. "What is going on here, and why are you blocking the road?"
"Who are you?" one of them said. In need of an eyeglasses appointment, he was.
"Town & County Police." I said, taking my badge off the belt and holding it up. "One more time, what's going on?"
"Hold on, guys!" said a voice. A man came walking down a half-cleared trail leading up and to the left. It was George, the contractor that I'd hired to build the New Cabin after the old one had been burned to ashes by the Consultant of Crime. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced' Ch. 04 for the fire; 'Secrets Of Apple Grove', Ch. 04 for George.) "Hello, Commander Troy. Good to see you again."
I shook his proffered hand as I said in a more friendly manner "What's going on here?"
"Someone bought this parcel of land." said George. "He has the money to shore it up, cut the long driveway gradually up to the house he's going to build, and build the house. It'll be the same height above sea level as yours, though the driveway goes farther because the road goes lower from where your driveway gets to it."
"Who's building it?" I asked.
"Todd Burke, the young CEO of that BOW Enterprises company." said George. "Said he's tired of paying the Homeowners Association fees at the Heritage Cloisters. Not the first time I've heard that complaint."
"I didn't know if a house could be built here." I said. "The Cabin barely fits, as it is."
"Oh yeah, it's not a big problem." George said. "We'll just clear out a chunk of land, like was done on your property, reinforce it with piles under the slab. It won't stick out far, but will be wide along the hillside to make up for it."
"I can't wait to see what Mr. Burke's wife's plans are." I said. "Okay, make sure y'all mark off the road while that hunk of metal and those big trucks are coming and going."
George said he'd take care of it and I went back to my Police SUV, going the long way around to Reservoir Road and back into Town. Game day traffic was already getting heavy...
Part 2 - Political Season, Football Season
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, September 4th, from in front of City Hall. "The rancor in Midtown over the Lieutenant Governor election has reached fever pitch!"
We were in my office, since it had the clear plastic pad for Tanya to drive her wheelchair on and park in front of my desk. Chief Moynahan and Cindy Ross were on the sofa, and Teresa was in the hot chair nearest the wall, looking over Tanya at the new, large monitor on the wall just beyond where the door would open against. I was in the comfortable 'Command Chair' behind my desk, grateful for its lumbar support.
Bettina began her report: "The Labor Day weekend is the traditional start of the homestretch into the November General Elections, but the death of Lt. Governor Graham Collins has created a void that will require a special election. State Legislators convened in meetings over the weekend, trying to work out an amenable solution to all. Governor Jared has announced that he will call a Special Session of the Legislature to pass a measure on the Special Election, but only if the solution is amenable to him, and no later than this Friday."
"The Republicans are demanding that both Parties name one candidate for the ballot, to be chosen by the old-style method of political conventions." continued Bettina. "The Democrats want an open, 'jungle-style' election, with the top two vote-getters, regardless of Party, facing off in a run-off on November 27th."
"Grassroots Conservatives bitterly oppose the Republican plan," said Bettina, "saying it is a deliberate attempt to shut out Conservatives from being on the ballot, and it is this intra-Party rift that is holding up any progress. The Conservatives, led by Rep. William C. 'Billy' Williams of our 1st District, say they may support the Democrats' plan rather than support the Establishment Republican plan."
"Governor Jared is opposed to both plans, citing the expense that the Democrat plan of a runoff would create, and the problems it would create during the Holiday season." said Bettina. "He has proposed Party caucuses on October 9th, paid for by the Parties, with the winners facing off on November 6th in the regular General Election."
"In local contests," said Bettina, "Former Police Chief Antonio Griswold kicked off his Fall campaign yesterday at a huge rally at Ronald Reagan Park." A photo of the well-attended event and a huge banner were shown as Bettina said "He unveiled his new campaign slogan 'GRIZZ MEANS BIZZ!', and he was joined by Republican Candidate for Mayor and current Sheriff Daniel Allgood at the rally."
"There was some concern that the death of his son Charlie might dissuade Chief Griswold from continuing his run for Sheriff." said Bettina. "However, while neither he nor his Campaign would confirm it, sources tell Fox Two News that Mr. Griswold was deeply angered by an ad run by his opponent, Democrat Della Harlow, using a photo of his late son being awarded the Governor's Gold Medal to attack Chief Griswold and Republican Governor Jared."
"And speaking of Della Harlow," said Bettina with much more enthusiasm, "she held her own rally yesterday at the Fairgrounds, along with Candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver!" The rally was shown, showing a crowd of mostly young white women with very short haircuts, and black men and women.
"After the rally," said Bettina, "many of the crowd marched to the nearby Police Headquarters, and briefly blocked Riverside Drive as they peacefully protested Police Commander Donald Troy's abusive actions towards minorities and the Press."
The truth is that the protest was not very large, composed mostly of those women with the short haircuts, and was barely 'peaceful'. Bettina also didn't mention that the road blockage was brief because Police came out and began making arrests, which caused the cowardly protestors to scatter like a covey of partridge...
"And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for the Sports report. Great start to the Bulldogs season, Nick!" said Bettina.
"That's right, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood, reporting from across the street from University Memorial Stadium, which was in his background. "The Bulldogs opened their campaign with a 56-0 win over Mountain State. Defensive end Derrick 'Bloody' Waters, a.k.a. 'Train Number 93', had eight sacks as the Bulldogs D dominated the game! Also, the Wildcats beat State Tech 48-3, and it looks like State Tech is in for another long, losing season."
"Meanwhile," said Nick, "sources tell Fox Two Sports that the NCAA's review of Commander Donald Troy's information regarding the Harlan/Gonzales case has been 'satisfactory', and that it is likely they will not pursue the case any further. Additionally, Karen Warner Harlan, the widow of the late Coach Brian Harlan, made these tearful comments to our Los Angeles affiliate. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the extraordinarily beautiful Widow Harlan in tears at a microphone saying "My husband was a good man, and a good coach! The accusations against him are disgusting, despicable! I am ready to sue anyone, from the Press to the NCAA, who dares falsely accuse my husband of doing those filthy things!"
Back to Eastwood live: "Mrs. Harlan's tearful rebuttal of the accusations against her late husband have been joined by many past Bulldogs players that played for Coach Harlan... including me. I know the NCAA has to do their job and investigate this, and I won't lift a finger to defend Coach Gonzales. But Coach Harlan was a good coach, and was loved by his players. Back to you, Bettina."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Pretty strong statement of support from young Eastwood, therrrrrre." said Chief Moynahan.
"Does he really think Harlan is innocent?" asked Cindy.
"He knows the truth." I said. "He and the other players are saying those things to support the School."
"Think it'll work?" asked Teresa.
"Yes." I said. "I've gotten some feedback that the NCAA has accepted my explanation of events as the 'historically accurate' version, and will close their investigation with no penalty for the University, nor Eastern State, nor the Conference."
"They're lucky." said Cindy. "I thought it was over when KCTY and KSTD started spewing the story from their potty mouths."
"They're lucky to have had the Iron Crowbar go to bat for them." said Tanya. "Only Don could have presented the Westboro story and the evidence. No one else in the world could have done that." Everyone else agreed. Even I nodded; I had been in the unique position to bring that filthy secret to light without destroying the University itself, and I had done it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And this is KZON, 680 The Zone! Welcome to the Steve & Steve Show!" said Steve Brown on KZON Radio at 7:06am. "I'm Steve Brown, and with me as always is former NFL standout Steve Green. Steve, let's talk college football. The Bulldogs looked very strong, as expected."
"Yes, Steve, they did." said Green. "But Junior Derrick Waters was beyond strong, he made a statement. They call him 'Train Number 93', and he was absolutely unstoppable Saturday."
"You're right," said Brown, "and he's going to be the linchpin of the Bulldogs's success this year. Meanwhile, the Wildcats had a solid 48-3 win over State Tech. Was the Wildcats' defense better than expected? Or is State Tech just that bad now?"
"Some of both, I think." said Steve Green. "The Wildcats are the youngest team in the Conference this year. Freshmen Gregg Scott had an outstanding game at the Safety position, and he hit some people hard in that game. And Freshman linebacker Davis Smith is someone we really need to watch. He's big, he's fast, he's quick, and wide receiver Jamaal Washington said that Smith would be the Wildcats 'secret weapon' this year."
"I thought the Wildcats defense looked much better than all the experts said they would be." said Steve Brown. "Coach Erskine 'Iron Man' Marshall has those kids swarming to the football, hitting hard, and making plays. Everyone is picking the Bulldogs as the overwhelming favorite to win the Conference and maybe compete with Alabama or Florida for the national title, and the Bulldogs do have a seasoned, skilled team, but watch out for these Wildcats."
"Eastern State defeated Taco State 35-10." said Steve Green. "The reason I bring them up, is because they are being investigated as well as the Bulldogs for actions involving Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales, who was the wide receivers coach at both Schools, and was found dead at Eastern State's game with the Wildcats last year. What is the status of that?"
"I'm getting from multiple sources, including Nick Eastwood of KXTC, Jeff Hull of SNN Sports, as well as people close to the matter within the NCAA," said Brown, "that the NCAA has accepted the information given to them by the Town & County Police, who busted Gonzales for the PED distribution ring, and whose Commander Don Troy investigated the Gonzales murder at Wildcat School, and that the NCAA is going to end the investigation with no penalties levied against any School nor the Conference."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I had listened to the sports commentary on the app on my iPhone, obviously delayed, after the others had left my office.
"Secret weapons, huh?" Cindy said. "Not going to be enough for you. We're at home, we're experienced, our guys are bigger than your Freshmen..."
"If size mattered," I retorted, "you'd have beaten Teresa twice in the Police Boxing Matches."
"Ohhhhh my goodness!" Cindy said with mock shock. "You have got a yyyuuuuge beatdown coming for that one! Maybe I should ask Laura in front of everyone at the Policeman's Ball if size really matters."
"And why would that be a problem for me?" I queried, defending my 'honor'... below the belt, anyway.
"Well, she does call it your little crowbar." Cindy fired back with a wicked grin. Yeah, I walked into that one.
"Ouch!" I said in mock pain. "That was below the belt... in every way!"
"Sounds like we're missing a party in here." said the aforementioned twice-defending Police Boxing Matches Champion, Teresa Croyle, as she came back into my office for the Angels meeting, Tanya right behind her.
"Ohhhh," Cindy said, "we were just discussing that age-old question: 'Does size matter?'."
"You alpha-males and your competitions." Teresa said, needling us both. "No wonder the Chief kicked us out of the MCD coffee klatches."
"Speaking of that," I said, "how are they taking it?"
"Not well." said Tanya. "They figured out pretty fast that we'd been told to stay out of there, and I didn't lie to them when Joanne asked that straight out. They were quiet at first, but then Theo and Jerome started up some banter, and everyone perked up again."
"Good." I said. "Okay, let's watch some TV." I turned on the television for the KSTD report.
"This is Cynthia Freeman for SNN News!" said the lovely reporterette, showing her too-toothy smile. "We have breaking news! Dr. Laura Fredricson's medical license has been restored! University Hospital just issued a statement saying that Hospital Administrator Dr. Leonard Cordell has restored her status as being on Staff with the Hospital, and she can return to seeing patients immediately."
We had a mini-celebration in my office as Cynthia went over the stuff Bettina had reported on the hour before. Then Cynthia added more.
"Sources tell SNN that State Secretary of State Brian Cagle will implement the Republican plan to have candidates on the ballot named by the State Republican and Democrat Parties after internal balloting or conventions." said Cynthia. "This may force the Governor to call a Special Session of the Legislature to circumvent the Secretary of State's plan, but the danger is that the Grassroots Conservatives might rebel against their Republican Establishment leaders and side with the Democrats and their plan."
"We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of City University's Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." said Cynthia, bringing the odious Dr. Keller into the view of the camera. "Doctor, what does this mean for the Lieutenant Governor election?"
"Governor Jared has gotten himself trapped again by his own stupidity and political incompetence." said Keller in his smooth, even way of talking. "If he calls a Special Session, there will be a huge split in the Republican Party, leading to a 'jungle style' election where it's very likely two Democrats will be in the runoff."
Keller went on: "If Jared vetoes whatever bill comes out of the Legislature, then by default the Secretary of State sets the rules, and Secretary Cagle has already said he will have the Parties name candidates for the ballot. This will totally shut out the White Nationalists in the Republican Party, and the resulting split in the Party will make it much easier for the Democrat to win."
"So there's no way out for Jared if he calls a Special Session?" Cynthia asked, again showing a too-toothy smile. Cynthia needed to learn from Callie Carrington how to smile perfectly, I thought to myself...
"That's right, Cynthia." said Keller. "Any way you look at it, it's a disaster for the Republicans."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said Cindy, "that's the far-left-wing viewpoint. What's the real story, there?"
"Dumbass Keller is an Ex-Lax commercial's dream," I said, "but Cynthia was pretty accurate with the basics. Secretary of State Brian Cagle is an Establishment weenie, and is looking to undermine Governor Jared with the Republican Plan. The good news is that the Special Session might not go as Keller thinks it will."
"So the Grassroots guys will cave? And do what the Establishment Republicans order them to?" asked Teresa scornfully.
"Not necessarily." I said. "Jared is going to stay in the background and let others lay the groundwork. The plan he proposes, caucuses paid for by the Parties, will be the compromise bill. The votes will not be counted by the Government, but by the Parties, since it's a caucus and not a primary."
"So they can cheat all they want." said Teresa.
"Well, possibly." I replied. "Anyhoo, the Grassroots will get a real vote instead of the Establishment just picking their candidate and shutting out the Grassroots, but the carrot for the Establishment is that there will be no runoff: it will be a simple plurality, and the top vote-getter is the one on the ballot in November."
"Sounds like you went fishing with someone this weekend." Cindy said, meaning the Republican candidate for Sheriff and Governor Jared's confidant, Chief Griswold.
"More like I went to his political rally yesterday," I said, "where I talked with some interesting persons with some interesting ideas in their heads..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A phone call took Cindy out of the meeting, so I got down to business with my Captains. "Okay, what's going on in my Police Force?" I asked.
"Typical Saturday night after a football game." said Teresa. "But since it was a noon game, and over quickly, we had fewer DUIs than we normally get. Most of the arrests we had were disorderly conduct charges for Fraternities that got out of hand on our side of University Avenue. Labor Day itself was relatively quiet, as well. The joke of that protest was the only problem we had, and it was resolved... quickly."
If I didn't know better, I'd suspect that Teresa might have enjoyed crushing that protest, but I put that into its compartment of the mind, and moved on:
"Any cases for our Detectives to glance into?" I asked Tanya.
"Nothing big." said Tanya. "With School starting up and the first football game being played, I was expecting Vice to be busy. But so far, we're not getting any leads on anyone trying to pipe any drugs into here."
"Ehhhhh..." I all but growled, "that's not right. Something's up. Either a new pipeline, or..." I went into a reverie.
When I came out of it, I said "Tell Mary that something's off. Start looking for new and improved pipelines. Also look to see if someone is trying to corner the market, like the Beanstalk Gang did with the help of Malone. Teresa, have a word with Orosco in Internal Affairs. He needs to be on the lookout for any groupings of Police Officers trying to start up a protection racket, just a few of them supporting one gang as opposed to Malone using the entire Force."



"Should I mention this to the Precinct Captains and Lieutenants?" Teresa asked.
"By all means." I said. "But just to the four of them, and no further down. If they get wind of anything, get with Orosco on it." Teresa nodded as she made notes.
"Okay... any other outstanding cases for MCD?" I asked.
"No sir." said Tanya. "No murders for days, no robberies, no reported rapes, no exploding buildings..." I gave a wan smile at Tanya's attempt at humor; Teresa was much less amused, and her face showed it.
"All right, then." I said. "Dig up some cold cases, and give our new MCD Detectives some good training..."
Part 3 - Foreign Affairs, Domestic Issues
"I'm sure you remember the Superintendent of Police of the 8th Arrondissement, who helped you in that attempt to murder your sister." said Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart as he, me, Cindy, and Laura sat on the deck of The Cabin. (Author's note: 'The French Connection' Ch. 02.) Cindy's call had been from her father, asking her to arrange this meeting.
"Yes, of course." I said.
"Unfortunately," said Dr. Eckhart, "our enemies have discovered his role in the operation, and are making plans to assassinate him. We were able to extract his family, but we couldn't get him out, and he has gone into hiding. We'd like to get him to the Israeli Embassy, from where he can be extracted. But our enemies are watching the Embassy, and I fear they'll be able to kill him before we can get him there."
"But they're not watching other places," I said, "such as... the Japanese Embassy."
"Ah, young Donald," Eckhart said with a grin, "you are reading my mind like my daughter does. I must learn to be on my guard against you." I grinned also, knowing fully that I was not reading anyone's mind, just figuring out what was going on.
"Yes," continued Eckhart, "they also know who my people are, and I've had to extract many of them. I would go myself, but I'm preparing for my trip to Malaysia and Thailand for my seminars there. So I need your help, young Donald. They will not be expecting you, and you can get the Superintendent to safety. It will be dangerous, but if anyone can handle this, it's you."
"When do we need to leave?" asked Laura. When my head whirled to look at her, she said "You're going to need help, Don. Expert help. And Dr. Eckhart here did not invite me to this discussion just to listen."
"I am obviously not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded." I replied. "Okay, Dr. Eckhart, the Crowbar Couple is at your service."
Laura took out her iPhone. "I'll start making the arrangements now." she said.
"Er, honey," I said, "you better let me make the arrangements."
"Why?" asked my wife, looking at me strangely.
"Because I don't want either of us to come home... in a diplomatic bag."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and Callie and Cindy's mom Maggie were going to stay at The Cabin and take care of Carole, Jim, and the dogs. I'd informed the Chief that Laura and I were taking a 'quick vacation' for the next few days, and he did not ask the reasons.
The Ichimoku Industries plane that just happened to be at County Airport flew us to the City, where we got a connecting flight to Paris, France. We slept on the plane as much as we could; it was going to be a long day or more once we landed. The jetlag was going to hurt, also; we'd be arriving on Wednesday, September 5th, 2:00pm Central European time.
I was not carrying the red crowbar nor my swords; we didn't have the diplomatic immunity I'd had the previous Spring. Still, as part of the Ichimoku Industries contingent going to Paris for important economic and business talks, we were not scrutinized as we landed in the City of Light and went through Customs.
"Where are our bags going?" Laura asked. I'd packed us a couple of suit-bags that folded over, with some clothes we'd be needing for my plans for the trip.
"To the hotel room I reserved for us." I said. "Small place; they usually handle American servicemen and -women on tours from Germany, so we won't look too out of place." Laura nodded.
"So what's next?" she said as we arrived at the Japanese Embassy. The Ichimoku Industries contingent were going to be transported to their hotel, so we were left alone in a conference room. Yes, the bug-killer was at work... Laura's bug-killer, the best the CIA could issue.
"We have to let the Superintendent know we're here." I said. "When we're in place to meet him, I'm going to transmit a text to a phone number. He will meet us at the location I tell him. We're then bringing him here, and the Japanese Ambassador will get him out of the country."
Laura nodded. "And they're getting us out, also?" she asked.
"Yes, eventually." I said. "But I've made reservations for us for dinner and a little sightseeing first."
"Mmmm, now that sounds like fun." she said. "But whatever will I wear?"
I smiled and got her suit-bag and opened the zipper. Laura saw that inside was a black evening dress, as well as high heel black pumps. My own bag contained, among other things, a tuxedo. These were what we were going to be wearing for our dance competition later this Fall.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 5th, from in front of the State Office Building. "It's official! The Governor has called a Special Session of the State Legislature to determine how your next Lieutenant Governor will be chosen!"
Bettina started: "State Secretary of State Brian Cagle went ahead with a declaration that the Parties would decide their candidates by political conventions, and that only Republican and Democrat candidates would be accepted. Several groups, including the Libertarians, the Green Party, and the American Socialist Party, threatened to sue if their candidates were not included on the ballot. Additionally, Grassroots Republicans, led by our 1st District's State Representative, William C. 'Billy' Williams, threatened to sue the Republican Party if they, the Grassroots, were shut out of the Republican convention."
"Governor Jared also expressed his displeasure with the Secretary of State's actions," continued Bettina, "and he responded by calling the Special Session of the Legislature, which will convene this morning! Establishment Republicans are outraged at the Governor's actions. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing a red-faced Wilson Hammonds (R-Pottsville), Chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee. He shouted "Val Jared is a traitor to the Republican Party! We've shown him nothing but loyalty, respect and cooperation... and he repays that loyalty by spitting in our faces! Calling a Special Session of the Legislature shows me that Val Jared is as untrustworthy as the Democrats!"
"This is an absolute betrayal of the Republican Party." said State Senator Cain Mitchell. "Governor Jared's policies have always been an embarrassment to us, and now he stabs us in the back after all the support we've given him."
"The Governor is wasting taxpayer dollars by calling a special session," said State Secretary of State Brian Cagle, whose knees the Governor had politically cut out from under him, "when we all know that either nothing will be passed or the Governor will veto what is passed, and I'll be setting the criteria. It's just Val Jared being Val Jared again, and embarrassing all of us in the process."
Back to Bettina live: "But other Republicans applauded the Governor's move. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. "The Governor did the right thing standing up to the Establishment Elitists that support Illegal Immigration." said State Rep. Billy Williams (R-Town & County). "The People, not the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, will have the final say about who our next Lieutenant Governor will be."
"Wilson Hammonds does not run this State." said State Rep. Sharon Marshall (R-Westphalia). "And he is not the Dictator of the State Republican Party. The Governor protected the interests of the People of the State, and we are grateful to the Governor for his courage in defying the Special Interests, such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce."
Back to Bettina live: "Democrats were surprised at the Governor's move, and mostly pleased. But State Senator Katherine Woodburn of our 1st District stated to me off-camera that it's going to be a tough negotiation to get a law passed in one week... which is all that the Legislature has to work out a bill that the Governor will sign into law."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, wow." said Joanne Warner as the MCD Detectives and a couple of Vice Squad Detectives watched in MCD. "What is the Governor up to?"
"What did the Republicans expect?" asked Theo Washington. "Collins tried to have Jared murdered. The Republicans have not supported Jared at all, especially on immigration issues, for right or wrong."
"Oh, come on." said Joanne skeptically. "They haven't caved to the Democrats..." she said, then finished in a whisper: "...like Jared apparently has."
"They should just pass a law naming Commander Troy Lieutenant Governor." said Theo, mostly to needle Joanne.
"That's a great idea!" Joanne said happily, perking up considerably.
"Nooooooooo." said Jerome Davis. "We need Commander Troy here. I haven't finished learning everything he knows yet."
"If that were the criteria," said Julia Rodriguez, "Commander Troy will be where he is for 30 more years, teaching us everything he knows."
"Speaking of Commander Troy," said Joanne, "where is he?"
"Captain Perlman said he's taking the rest of the week off for a mini-vacation with his wife." said Teddy Parker. "If I had a wife that looked like Dr. Fredricson, I'd put in for a mini-vacation, too." Everyone laughed, and agreed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paris, very late afternoon. We dressed in our formal clothing, then were introduced to our driver, a Japanese man who bowed to us and said "I am Todiro Ahira. Takaki Taichi-sama was my classmate. Thank you for the honor you gave him in his final supreme moments."
I returned the bow. "It was my honor." I introduced Laura as my wife, and they bowed to each other. "Are we ready?" I asked.
"Hai,, Crowbar-sama." Ahira said. I had become known by that name in the shadows of Japanese Intelligence, particularly around Gifu prefecture, so I was told.
The car was a small Mercedes sedan. We put our bags in the trunk, and I gave Ahira the address of the hotel and room number where we'd be staying so that he could take the bags there.
We headed out. Ahira drove us in a zig-zag pattern through the streets of Paris, expertly steering in a way that would make being followed very difficult. Laura's bug-detector had found the car to be 'clean', free of tracking devices. I sent a text on my burner phone, then told Ahira where to go, the Jardin des Champs-Élysées near the Champs-Élysées.
When we got there, Laura and I got out. Ahira sped off, and Laura and I walked around the garden. I told her, my voice barely above a whisper, about what had happened here before, the ruse to make it look like my sister Elizabeth had died. I pointed at a building in the distance, the place where Goth Girl Kathy had met her Destiny saving Melina's life.
We sat on a bench for a few minutes, no one really seeming to take notice of a man in a tuxedo and a woman in a black dress, except perhaps to admire Laura's legs as I was doing. But we did not have long to wait. I saw the older man approaching, and stood up.
"He looks like Joe Smedley." said Laura as the Superintendent of Police of the 8th Arrondissement came up.
"Ah, mon ami! You came for me!" he said happily as our handshake turned into a hug. I quickly introduced Laura, who exchanged a two-cheek kiss with him.
"Dr. Eckhart does not forget his friends." I replied in French. "Let us go quickly." We headed west-by-northwest into the lowering sun.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Commander Cindy Ross's assistant Lauren buzzed her at 9:00am, Wednesday, September 5th, Town & County Time, Wednesday, August and said "Ma'am, Senator Jimmy Cerone is on the line for you."
"Thanks." said Cindy. She pressed the button and said "Commander Ross."
"Hello, Commander Ross." said State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone. "I am very sorry to take up your valuable time, but I called to speak to Commander Troy, and was told he was not there. Do you know where I can find him?"
"My time is yours, Senator." Cindy said politely. "As to Commander Troy, he and his wife are taking a mini-vacation, to get some 'alone time', if you know what I mean." She heard the Mobster-turned-Legislator chuckle into the phone.
"I don't blame that young man one bit." said Cerone. "We were hoping he could help us with this Legislative snafu on the Lt. Governor election, but if he's not available, perhaps we can borrow your crowbar?"
"I'm afraid I'm a political atheist, Senator." said Cindy. "But Commander Troy did say to me that if you and Senator Molinari presented the Governor's plan as your own, it would sail through the Legislature." Cindy heard more chuckling on the other side of the line.
"You are likely right." said Cerone. He then made his goodbyes.
Part 4 - Dances With Crowbars
We took the Superintendent to the Japanese Embassy. We were 'invited' to share tea with the Ambassador and the Superintendent, and as it would be very bad manners to decline, Laura and I accepted.
The sun was settling into the western horizon as Laura and I took a taxi to the Tour Eiffel. Not far away, on the River Seine, were open boats that gave tours along the River. A boat ride was my first surprise for Laura.
"Oh, this is wonderful!" she said, surprised. She and I both did look around warily as the boat pulled out. There were several tour groups, including American servicemen and their wives or girlfriends, based in Germany, but they did not give us any special attention.
A historical note: Paris came into being in ages past because the Seine splits, creating a natural island that was perfect for a castle, with the river itself being the moat. That didn't stop a number of hostiles from sailing right up the Seine and attacking the fortifications, but in the overall it was a good defense. Notre Dame de Paris was built upon the island.
Our tour led us around the island, and a number of places were pointed out, including Notre Dame and the Louvre. But for the most part, this was a romantic boat ride with my lovely wife. The best part was near the end of the tour as it grew dark. As we rounded the bend, the Eiffel Tower's lights had come on, creating an impressive sight.
After docking and disembarking, Laura said "Where to, Darling?"
"To the Tour Eiffel, ma chérie." I replied. "Our dinner reservations await." Laura was again pleasantly surprised as we went to the Tower and took the elevator up. We were seated at our table by an artificially courteous maître d', who became considerably more attentive and pleasant when I spoke to him in good French.
"It's lovely." Laura said as we looked around. "I always wanted to just be a tourist, but that was never possible while I was... at work. I'm not sure it's all that safe now."
"Well," I said, "as long as we don't see someone casting a fishing line, like in that James Bond movie, I think we'll be fine."
"It is wonderful." Laura said, her eyes sparkling as she took my hand. "And it's even better sharing it with my favorite man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 'Gang of Eight' met in a small conference room inside the State Capitol building, enjoying a late lunch of sandwiches and coffee as they talked. Present were State Senators Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone (D), Moe Molinari (R), Katherine Woodburn (D), Sean Stockton (R), and State Representatives Elijah McKinney (D), Sharon Marshall (R), Tasheeka Harris (D), and Peter Long Cox (R).
McKinney and Harris were black, and nearly-Socialist in their political views. Marshall and Cox were white and relatively Conservative. Woodburn and Stockton were more Establishment, but strong in their respective viewpoints. They could be pragmatic, but drove hard bargains.
And Cerone and Molinari, once adversaries with connections to Organized Crime, were now friends and the 'peacemakers' amongst the bunch. It was said that Cerone and Molinari were the two most powerful men in the State... while some said they were now second- and third-most powerful, after a certain 'redheaded hand grenade with a crowbar'.
House Ways & Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds had been pointedly excluded, as had Senator Maxine Watts. Cerone and Molinari wanted to make progress and get something done.
"Thank you for coming." said Cerone as they began their working lunch. "It is my confident belief that the eight of us can work out a deal that everyone will hate, but everyone will accept, despite our political differences."
"Hammonds was furious that he wasn't invited." said Sharon Marshall. "Don't get me wrong, I think excluding him is absolutely the right thing to do, but he's going to dig in and oppose anything that is not exactly what he wants."
"Senator Watts is also furious." said Tasheeka Harris. "She's saying the same things about a hardline stance that Hammonds is."
"I will not be a little bit surprised," said Molinari, "if both of them run for the office themselves. So of course they want the best situation for themselves. And they want those cameras in their faces, as well. Let us be more practical than that."
"We have three competing bills that will be introduced into the Committees of each House of the Legislature." said Cerone. "The Republican plan of candidates chosen by the Parties, the Democrat plan of a jungle-style open primaries, and a third hybrid plan of Party caucuses in October, with winners on the November ballot."
"Isn't that the Governor's plan?" asked Katherine Woodburn.
"No, it's the Cerone-Molinari plan." said Moe Molinari with a straight face. "We stole it and made it our own. Officially, the Governor is not supporting a specific plan, and he'll support any plan that meets a couple of criteria: he wants no built-in runoff, unless of course no one gets 50% plus one in November; and he wants some form of contested election, not candidates chosen by politicians in smoke-filled rooms."
"I hate giving Jared anything he could call a win." Katherine said.
"Katherine," said Cerone, "this isn't about the Governor. Once we're done, we'll be taking credit for whatever comes out. The Governor is a lame duck. We Legislators have to show the People of this State that we can get things done, despite the Governor and despite political differences."
"Nice speech, Mr. Cerone." said Tasheeka Harris. "I'm not sure my constituents agree, though." Cerone briefly glared at her, knowing what her underlying message really was.
"If you truly want a vote of the People, by the People, for the People," said Elijah McKinney, paraphrasing a President from the long-distant past, "then an open primary is the only answer. Let the people decide who the names on the ballot will be."
"The first problem with that," said Sharon Marshall, "is that it's too late to do that and get the names on the General Election ballot. A month ago, we might have made it. But now, we'd have to have the first vote within a week to have a runoff on October 9th, which is pretty much the last day for that to happen."
"No, we can have the first vote on November 6th, and a runoff three weeks later." said Tasheeka Harris, rather strongly. "I don't accept Jared's artificial deadline, nor his demand to not have a runoff. I'd rather have a runoff than try to squeeze in the open primary, which I fully support, before the November election."
"But I can tell you now," said Sean Stockton, "that that's dead in the water, on two counts. First, the Governor would veto it. He's already said he would. Second, it won't get out of the State House intact. Either way, you're handing it to the Secretary of State to decide. Don't get me wrong, I don't want him deciding, either. But we need something that will work."



"Speaking frankly," said McKinney, "If Cagle sets the criteria, it gives us Democrats something to run against you with. My people (blacks) already feel disenfranchised by Jared and his White Nationalists---"
Sharon Marshall had gotten up. "I'm not going to sit here and listen to that racist shit." she said. "I'm tired of it. We're not racists, and you are the racist for trying to use the race card with lies and smears!" She turned for the door.
"Ms. Marshall, please sit down." said Cerone. "Mr. McKinney, I agree with Ms. Marshall that injecting race into this discussion serves no one. However you feel about Jared, let's be more rational in this room, and with each other."
Sharon Marshall did come back, her purpose of calling out McKinney having been successful. Of course, she really did not want to leave, and wanted to be an integral part of shaping the law. But she was not happy. Nor was McKinney.
"I have one question," said Sean Stockton, "and this is a genuine question, not political posturing: what makes you Democrats think the jungle-style election would favor you so much? You may think we Republicans are split, but if Maxine Watts runs and someone like Isaac Jacobson (D) also runs, your vote is split, too."
No one answered. 'Jungle-style' was dead in the water. The political 'dance' in circles would continue on...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paris, France. The City of Light was beautiful by night. After dinner, Laura and I walked along the Seine for a bit, then came back to a club we'd seen not far from the Eiffel Tower. People were dancing outside in a courtyard, while others had dinner and/or drinks inside.
Laura and I danced a couple of dances, then I went to the band's conductor and bribed him to play the Paul Mauriat version of 'L'amour Est Bleu'. As we slow-danced, I began singing the lyrics in French:
"Bleu, bleu, l'amour est bleu
Berce mon cœur, mon cœur amoureux
Bleu, bleu, l'amour est bleu
Bleu comme le ciel qui joue dans tes yeux"
"How do you know the words to this song?" Laura whispered into my ear as we danced.
"When I took French in high school," I said, "our teacher had us singing the words. I've always dreamed about dancing to this song in Paris... with my beautiful wife."
"Awww." Laura said as she snuggled into me a bit more.
"Comme l'eau, comme l'eau qui court
Moi, mon cœur court après ton amour..." I sang into my wife's ear...
Yes, one bucket-list item crossed off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God, this is intolerable." fumed Wilson Hammonds. "Molinari and Cerone not only didn't invite me into their meeting... they said I was not welcome. Bastards!"
"Relax, Wilson." said State Senator Cain Mitchell. "Nothing is going to pass, unless you say it passes. This Special Session is going to end without a bill. Cagle will set the criteria, and our State Republican Convention will nominate you for Lieutenant Governor."
"No, not me." said Hammonds. "I'll stay where I am, for now. I'm going to be Speaker in the next session of the Legislature."
"What about Speaker Newton?" asked Mitchell.
"He's going to run for Lt. Governor." said Hammonds.
"State A.G. Karl Handel is going to run, also." said Mitchell. "He has support. And by the way, what if the Democrats win the House as well as the Senate? Thanks to Jared and the Grassroots, the Dems likely will annihilate us in a 'wave' election in November."
"I hate the fucking Grassroots!" exploded Hammonds. "And that's one reason I'm so pissed about not being in that meeting... how can we crush the God-damned Grassroots if we're not part of the plan to determine the nomination of our candidate?"
"I guess we'll have to make our own plans." said Mitchell...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The band began playing a Tango. Laura and I began our routine that we'd been learning and practicing for the dance competition at home in November. Soon, we were in the middle of a circle, dancing as everyone watched and clapped along. And we did pretty well, if I do say so myself. When the song ended, we received an ovation from the crowd. We bowed and made our way out as people resumed dancing.
I'd just danced a Last Tango in Paris with my wife. Bucket list item.. crossed off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I walked along the Champs-Élysées, enjoying the lights and the sights. We got to an area where a number of taxis were lined up. We chose one at random, and I gave the address of our hotel. Laura was very wary at times like this, and I also kept a sharp eye out, but we reached our hotel without incident.
Words were not needed, and none were spoken as I took my wife into my arms. Laura wrapped her arms around my neck as our lips met in a warm kiss. I slid the straps of her dress down her shoulders and arms, and an instant later the garment lay in a puddle around her ankles and feet. Her own hands were unbuttoning and unzipping various parts of my clothing.
Once naked, except for her high heels and necklace, Laura grasped my iron-hard cock in her hand and pulled me to the bed. She sat down on the edge of it, spread her long, luscious legs, and pulled me between them. Her eyes looked up into mine as she licked the underside of my shaft from the base to the cockhead. Then she sucked my cockhead between her lipsticked lips and engulfed my length into her mouth and throat.
"Mmmmfff!" she moaned as she began fellating me slowly and deeply. She was obviously enjoying giving me this blowjob as much as I was enjoying receiving it. And was I ever enjoying receiving it. The feeling of my wife's warm, wet lips sliding up and down the length of my throbbing shaft was incredibly, pleasurably intense.
I began slowly and gently fucking Laura's beautiful face, her hands gripping my hard asscheeks to control the pace of my thrusts as she slid her mouth forward to take my inches into her throat.
I felt my nut beginning to rise, and Laura realized it, too. She let my penis pop out of her mouth, then slid back onto the bed on her back. She pulled her spread legs back to her shoulders, her feet in the air, her cuntlips swollen in invitation to be fucked.
The sight was incredibly arousing, and I did not hold back. I mounted my wife and sank the full length of my cock into her pussy with one deep thrust. Laura gasped as my balls thudded against her 'taint'. I began thrusting into her her with hard, deep thrusts, channeling the tension of the day into fucking my wife with raw lust...
Part 5 - Subversives and Spies
After taking a shower together, Laura and I got dressed. I'd packed black clothing and black sneakers for both of us, and light-fabric trenchcoats that would give some protection from rain, if needed. After we dressed, I sent a text, and ten minutes later Ahira arrived. We put our bags in the trunk, and Ahira droves us back to a park near the Embassy sector of the city, within sight of the Embassy of the Russian Federation. Ahira said he'd take care of getting our luggage back home.
"O-kayyyy," Laura said as we sat down on a nearby bench, "you are not married to an Agency of the Weak Minded. You have a second operation in mind, you always did, and I would guess... it's about your sister."
"And you have guessed correctly." I said quietly. "But how did you know?"
"Eckhart could've gotten the Superintendent out easily." Laura said. "Heck, we just called him, he showed up, we dropped him off at the Japanese Embassy, and that was that. Then you schedule a boat tour where we can easily be observed, then dinner at the Tour Eiffel."
"Well," I said, "the tour and the dinner and dancing were what they were: me wanting to enjoy an evening out on the town, that town with my lovely wife, that town being Paris, France. But you're right, partly right. And by the way... you are not married to an Agency of the Weak Minded, either. What was your reason for insisting on coming with me?"
"Date night with my handsome, loving husband." Laura replied with a lovely smile. "But you're right. I've learned independently that your sister is in some degree of trouble. The current CIA Director has been trying to find her so that he can have her murdered. They've been watching the Israeli Embassy to try to assassinate her going in, or keep her holed up like Julian Assange and attempt to have her extradited to the United States."
"And she would not arrive alive in America." I said. "Yes, when Dr. Eckhart talked about the Israeli Embassy being under more surveillance than normal, I knew that it was not the Superintendent he was thinking about, though we really did need to get him out. My sister is very good at taking care of herself, as well; she could find other ways to get where she wants to be. Ergo, we are both here to try to find and flush out whoever is the other threat to you."
Laura gasped and whirled to look at me. "Yes, ma chérie," I said, "someone has been targeting you. That little game getting your license suspended was not to distract me, as we all originally thought. Someone is after you. Think it's your buddy the CIA Director?"
"I don't know." said Laura. "Our friend the retired Deputy Director came across something, maybe something leaked by the Guardians of Justice, that showed there was an active threat to me. Someone with international connections."
"Yes, it's more likely that it's someone working with the CIA Director than it being him himself." I replied. "Oh, here. We might need these." I took two crowbars out of my trenchcoat. One was red and the other was blue... a lighter blue than the Detectives's crowbars. This one was more like the blue in the flag of Israel. I handed that one to Laura, keeping the red one for my own use (of course).
"Why am I not surprised." said Laura, though with a grin on her face.
"Yes," I said, "Susie Haskins has been too good for her own good when it comes to raising money selling nails."
Laura laughed, then asked "So, any idea who our new enemy is?"
"I have ideas." I replied. "What I don't understand is why---"
"AIDE! AIDE-MOI!" came a voice, which means 'Help! Help me!". It was followed by a man running down the street towards the Russian Embassy. He yelled again in a language I did not understand. Then came six younger men running after him, dressed in black like Laura and me.
"Come on!" Laura shouted, reacting before I could. I followed her as we ran down the street after the others.
The man did not make it to the Embassy gates. One of the six men caught up to him and pushed him down. As he tried to get up, one man bent down and I saw a knife flash.
"Ehe, toro!" I yelled as I ran right into the fray. The red crowbar swung, and the bloody knife flew out of the man's hand and across the street. The six perps froze for a second, letting Laura get to the downed man behind me. I took up a defensive posture between them and the perps.
"Six-to-one odds." I snarled, in English. "Easy peasy."
Not really. I saw switchblade knives come out and click into the open locked position. They prepared to attack...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Battle of Paris
I readied for the attack. As the perps came at me, the crowbar began swinging. Two switchblade knives flew away into the darkness. One man grabbed at me and was flung to one side with an Aikido move. The others stayed at bay for a second, watching and determining what I was doing. I showed them. I hurled into the attack.
*THWACK!* *CRUNCH!* *WHAP!*
I heard howls of pain as my crowbar made contact with various body parts, including one perp in the ribs. But I had one huge weakness: I could not allow them to get between me and Laura and the wounded man she was attending. The perps also realized it, and began trying to flank me. Things were about to get... bad.
"May I?"
The voice was a woman's, and I heard the scraping of iron on sidewalk as the blue crowbar was picked up. A second later I saw that same blue crowbar swinging at perps's heads and bodies, driving them back as it was expertly wielded by...
... my sister Elizabeth.
Reinforced, I swung back into the attack. As brother and sister, Elizabeth and I fought the perps savagely, crowbars whirling and perps flailing.
Six-against-two was all too easy. The perps that attacked Elizabeth found out what Aikido really was all about as their heads hit the concrete of the sidewalk. And the perps that chose to attack me found out what a crowbar beatdown really was all about. I got in some savage blows to their bodies that had hurt, and hurt very very badly.
"Let's get out of here!" one perp shouted, in English. They helped their injured comrades up and began running away. I was unable to pursue, with Laura and the victim of the attack behind me. Elizabeth did not try, either.
I turned to them. "Stab wound. Glanced off his rib, I think. It's superficial." Laura said.
The man said something, which I realized was in Russian. Laura replied in simplistic Russian, causing him to look up at her in surprise.
"Laura Fredricson?" he gasped in wonder. "The Scorpion of legend? Here? Now?"
"Yes." Laura said. "Don, help me get him up, and to the Russian Embassy." As I practically picked the man up, he saw the red crowbar.
"You..." he said, in accented English, "you are the Iron Crowbar?"
"Seems I'm becoming known in Paris." I quipped, speaking English. "And you are?"
"I am Vassily Kurchikov." the man said. "It was my brother Vladimir Kurchikov whose murder you avenged. You captured his killer, and I am grateful to you for that, as is President Putin."
"Oh, wow." I said, remembering one of my earliest cases. (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Chessplayer'.) I also remembered that Elizabeth had been a part of that case. I looked around, and saw my sister waiting for us, the blue crowbar still in her hand.
Elizabeth followed us as a rearguard as Laura and I put Kurchikov's arms over our shoulders and guided him to the gates of the Russian Embassy. Laura told the guard he'd been stabbed as Kurchikov presented his Russian passport to them. They said in Russian that they'd take care of him. Kurchikov thanked us profusely.
"I hope we didn't just deliver him to his death." I said.
"No, we didn't." said Laura. "He's a trusted associate of Mr. Putin. I'm curious, though, as to why he's here, in Paris, right at this time.
"I dunno." I said. "Okay, let's get my sister to the Israeli Embassy." I turned to Elizabeth and said "Je vous remercie pour votre aide, ma soeur."
"De rien, mon petit frère." Elizabeth replied as we began walking. She attempted to hand me back the blue crowbar.
"Oh, why don't you just keep that." I said. "As a souvenir of the occasion." My sister's eyes widened in surprise, and what looked like a glimmer of happiness. Laura was suppressing a grin. Yes, I had just given my dear sister Elizabeth a crowbar. It's a family thing, dontcha know...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Elizabeth led the way to the Israeli Embassy and spoke to the guards at the gate. Some of her words were likely code words, I realized. In any case, we were admitted and taken to a room, where we could (and did) wash up. They brought us some food, as well.
Elizabeth disappeared, but reappeared a half hour later. With her was the Israeli Ambassador to France.
"It is such an honor to meet you both." said the Ambassador. "We will be evacuating you from France within the next couple of hours, as part of a diplomatic group to the United Nations." He gave us papers in case we needed them, and we thanked him for his help.
"You're going with us?" I asked Elizabeth.
"Absolutely." my sister replied. "Thanks to your Jew-hating CIA Director, France is becoming a bit too warm to hold me. It's time for a little vacation."
Some moments later, when we were alone, Laura said "She can't come to America with us. She'll be arrested, if not shot on sight."
"True." I said. "I'm going to get some more food..."
Part 7 - Holy Land
Midnight, becoming Thursday, September 6th, Central European Time. We were part of a twelve-person contingent that drove in two vans to the airport. We went through security via a special route reserved for diplomats, and went aboard the El Al jet. Every seat on this place was first class.
We took off, seeing the lights of Paris beneath us, which finally faded behind us. It did not take Laura long to realize it.
"We're flying east." she said.
"Yes." I said. "After all, Israel is east of here."
"We're flying to Israel?" Laura asked, surprised. Then she thought about it. "That does make sense... but I thought the Ambassador said this was a United Nations diplomatic group."
"It is... but flying back home to Israel after a stopover in Paris." I said. "And that's why Elizabeth can be here with us." We looked over to the seat my sister was sitting in. She was already sound asleep. Very smart woman. It would not be long before I followed her example...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Beer and pizza." Cindy said. "God's gift to tired Police Officers."
"No doubt." said Teresa. They were at the Cop Bar after work this Wednesday evening, September 5th, and were sitting on the back deck. "So your father is going to Malaysia?"
"Yes, and Thailand." said Cindy. "He's taking his 'Envision Your Life' seminars there, and will follow up with Empowerment Camps and Enlightenment Camps next Spring. Pre-registrations already number in the two-thousands per seminar."
"Wow, that's great." said Teresa. "As long as nobody gets shot." She was remembering her own experience at one of Dr. Eckhart's seminars. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Ordeal'.)
"Not that I recommend the way it happened," Cindy replied, "but we did find out about your cancer and got it treated, so that's a silver lining. Anyway, 'The Vision' Headquarters will only have a skeleton staff, so I'll be there on the weekends, minding the store, taking care of the books..."
"Except one weekend, the last weekend in October." Teresa said.
"Yeah." Cindy said happily. "Can't wait for the Bulldogs to crush the Wildcats again."
"Don't count your puppies before they hatch." said Teresa. "When we were in Apple Grove, some of the Wildcats came to the ceremonies there. Don said the Wildcat Freshmen were going to surprise some people. And Jamaal Washington may be a Heisman contender this year."
"As Don says: 'time will tell'." Cindy replied.
"Speaking of Don," said Teresa, "I hope he and Laura are enjoying their mini-vacation."
Cindy didn't know if Teresa was trying to get information out of her about Don's whereabouts, or was just being polite, so she just said "I'm sure they are."
"Strange for Laura to take time right as classes at the University are beginning." Teresa said. Now Cindy was sure: Teresa was looking for information.
"No big deal." Cindy replied. "Laura's only teaching grad courses this semester, so she'll start her classes up next week."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We landed in Tel Aviv, Israel, in the early morning hours of Thursday, September 6th, and went through an expedited Customs. Elizabeth led Laura and myself into an area of the airport that was not accessible by the general public. She led us to a room, which contained a man a bit older than Laura, and his assistants.
"Dr. Fredricson, it is so good to see you again!" the man exclaimed. He came around the table to give Laura a hug, which she returned.
"Don, this is General Moshe Golan." said Laura. "he was Israel's military attaché to Germany when my first husband was stationed there. General, this is my husband, Commander Don Troy."
"Ahhhh, the Iron Crowbar." General Golan said, with a bit of awe in his voice. "Your service to our friends, from Dr. Heinz to your own sister, here, has not gone unnoticed. I am honored to welcome you to Israel."
"Thank you, General." I said as I shook his hand. "I am honored to be here." I did not need to be told that this man must be a high-ranking Mossad Officer, and that he likely had cooperated with Laura on a number of clandestine issues.
"We're making arrangements to return you to the United States." said General Golan. "While you are waiting, we've arranged a quick tour for you, as well as a surprise."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Elizabeth did not go with us as we went north towards Haifa, then cut northeast towards the Sea of Galilee. It was not a very short trip, over two hours long.
The part of the River Jordan just south of the Sea of Galilee has been kept pristine, sort of like a National Park in America. When we arrived there, there were not many people around. Tours would be here later in the day.
And I did what many tourists did: collected water from the River Jordan. As I filled and sealed some plastic bottles with river water, Laura took one picture of me on my personal iPhone. A few hours later I would send that pic in a text to Father Romano, with the message 'Bringing you River Jordan water. You can baptize Teresa with it'.
"Your mother has been badgering me about having Carole and Jim baptized, too." Laura said. "So save some of the water for that." I agreed.
The next leg of our trip was to Jerusalem. My goodness, I thought as we drove to and through it. I could feel the history of the city. I understood why it was the center point of three major religions, and centuries of wars.
Our car pulled up to a checkpoint near the Western Wall. Elizabeth and General Golan were there. He handed me a kippah, the brimless cap known as a yarmulke by most. "You may pray at the Wall if you like." the General said to me. He was also going to pray at the wall.
I put on the proper headgear and took a piece of paper and approached the Western Wall. My written prayer on it was for the US Constitution and the Jewish State of Israel to always prevail over all enemies, foreign and domestic. I've never been a religious sort, but I definitely felt the Presence of something higher as I recited my prayer and added prayers for my family, as well. I left the paper amongst many others in cracks along the wall.
Unknown to me, as they waited for me Laura whispered to Elizabeth: "There is something we need to discuss. I need your help..." Elizabeth nodded as Laura continued talking...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was afternoon as we were driven onto a military base, with General Golan getting us through easily. We did not stop until we arrived at a hanger near the runway.
"I understand that you were a Paratrooper in the American Forces." said the General as we got out of the car.
"Yes, General, I was." I said.
"Then you will enjoy what we have arranged for you." said the General. We made our way into the hangar, which was full of Israeli soldiers.
"Have you ever heard of the 55th Paratroopers Brigade, Commander Troy?" asked General Golan.
I gasped, and said, "Yes sir! They're now a Reserve unit, but they were the first to enter the Old City of Jerusalem in the Six Day War in 1967, and the first to cross the Suez Canal in the 1973 Yom Kippur War."
"Ah, you know our history." said the General. An Israeli Colonel came up to us, saluted the General, then turned to me. He introduced himself (I'm not allowed to mention his name here), and said "This is a battalion of the 55th Paratroopers Brigade, making our required periodic jump. Would you like to jump with us?"
I think my eyes must've bugged out of my head like in cartoons, as both the Colonel and the General grinned at my reaction. "Yes, I'd love to jump with you!" I said.
"I'll be talking with the General." Laura said, a bit of a twinkle in her eye. "Enjoy your jump. If you break your back, you're S-O-L with me."
"What bad back?" I asked. I was not going to let my back stop me from jumping with the Israeli 55th Paratrooper Brigade!
My black clothing was sufficient for jumping, but I was issued a pair of reddish-brown boots, which was worn by the honored Parachutists of the 55th, and given a military helmet to wear. The Colonel introduced me as 'an American Paratrooper who will be joining our jump today', and I went through the line with the rest of them as we put on our parachutes and reserves, and were checked out by the jumpmasters.
A moment later, someone else came out, wearing an Israeli military uniform and a head scarf that covered her lower face. For a second I was shocked as I realized it was Elizabeth.
And then I understood. Completely.
"Yes, mon petit frère." she said. "This is part of my training. I've accepted Israeli citizenship, which was easy when I showed them our maternal bloodline. And I've joined the Mossad."
"Hoo boy." I said.
"Oh, don't worry, baby brother." Elizabeth reassured me, knowing what I was thinking. "I've renounced my American citizenship, so there's no treason to accuse me of. I guess if I'm captured, I'll get the 'Jonathan Pollard' treatment. But they'll have to capture me first."
"Let's hope we don't have to find out what would happen if they did." I replied.
The Colonel came up "Commander Troy, would you like to stand in the door for this jump?" That meant I'd be first to jump out.
"No sir." I said, then pointed at Elizabeth and added with a wicked grin: "I want to watch her stand in the door." My sister smirked at me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we bounced around in the C-130J Hercules turbo-prop aircraft in the late afternoon, I thought we'd be jumping somewhere nearby. But we flew straight, and southeast. And for a longer time than I'd expected.
The jumpmasters began giving the commands, and we all stood up, checked our equipment and our static lines, then shuffled to the door. Elizabeth stood in the door with her hands pressed against the side, and she showed no fear. Then the green light on the side of the door lit.
"GO!" yelled the jumpmaster, slapping Elizabeth on her curvy bottom. I looked my static line into his hands, then turned and jumped out the door. I looked up, relieved to see camo green and not international sky blue; my chute had deployed. I felt the rush of adrenaline, as I always did when jumping out of a perfectly good aircraft while in flight. And knowing this might be my last jump ever, I made sure to be aware of every sensation.
I saw the Dead Sea in the near distance, then turned to my right and got a shock to my system as I recognized where we were. It was Massada, one of Israel's most well-known and revered places.
We're at Massada! I thought to myself excitedly. This was definitely a bucket list item of mine.
We were going to land near the base of the mountain. The Dead Sea is the lowest depression of land on the face of the earth, over 400 feet below sea level. The arid land was fairly soft, and I kept my feet and knees together like a good Paratrooper should as I pulled the risers to my chest for the landing. I executed a dynamite parachute landing fall, then pulled on the release to unbuckle a riser so that the chute would not drag me along the ground.
And then I got up and began collecting the chute. I was walking; my back had not broken. It did remind me that it was never going to be 100% again, but since I had not executed the 'Russian Airborne' landing (feet, ass, and head), landing sideways and being in good enough shape for my legs and rear end to take the brunt of it, I was just fine.
I ran with my gear to where everyone else was running. After turning in the gear and my helmet, one of General Golan's aides appeared and led me to where the General and Laura were waiting for us. Elizabeth came up a moment later, her scarf still covering most of her face.
We boarded the chopper and were taken to the top of Massada. We landed and got out, and began looking around.
"This is... this has always been a dream of mine, to see Massada." I said to Laura.
"Yes, I know." she replied. "Did we surprise you?"
"Did you ever!" I said. "Thank you, my love." I was looking out among the ruins of the old fortifications, the sun low in the west, the Dead Sea visible in the distance below.
And then it hit me.
I'd never felt quite this way before. It felt like hundreds of souls were calling out to me, crowding my consciousness. Things became vivid, almost surrealistic. It felt not unlike those moments at the tea ceremony following my helicopter crash. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 03.)
I felt myself going to my knees, deep in a trance-like state, deeper than a reverie, as if I was not a part of myself. "It was here." I said, not realizing my voice was carrying. "It was here. I feel them. The 960 souls who died here."
Elizabeth was watching me intently, and Laura and others were behind me as my voice continued, not my voice but the unified voice of those souls: "In 73 A.D., they barricaded themselves here. The Romans built a ramp to bring a ram up to knock down the doors. On the night before they were to break in, the Jews here chose death before dishonor. They all killed themselves... or each other, as Jewish law prohibited suicide. Only an old woman and some children lived to tell their story."
"They died, rather than live to face derision and humiliation at the hands of the Enemy." I said. "But I can hear their souls now..."
I began coming out of it. I stood up and looked around, having a special clarity of vision and hearing. Elizabeth was continuing to peer at me. "A true gift from the Most High, to hear the honored Dead at this place." she said. I could only nod slowly in agreement.
As the sun was setting, I saw that soldiers were coming up the Snake Trail. Other soldiers were setting up torches. And my heart sang when I saw them putting up the pieces of wood in the shapes of Hebrew letters.
The soldiers were trainees of the Armored Corps, and this was their graduation. As it began, Elizabeth and I were placed up front, and General Golan pinned Israeli Airborne wings on our shirts. American jump wings curl up around the parachute in the middle; the Israeli ones extend straight out left and right from said centered parachute. I was also handed a certificate that would translate to say I was now Israeli Airborne-qualified.



Then the trainees went through their graduation. At the end, I got to see something that the American military, as great as it is, just does not have: two thousand years of heritage. Those wooden Hebrew letters were set on fire, and the flaming words were burned upon all our souls:
"Massada shall not fall again."
Huge bucket list item crossed off. One of the few left: to walk my daughters down the aisle at their weddings...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Ben Gurion Airport (TLV), we prepared to board our El Al flight back to America, with a stopover in The Netherlands. After saying our goodbyes to General Golan, with our thanks, it was time to say goodbye to my sister Elizabeth.
"You're not the only Paratrooper in the family anymore." she quipped. "Our father would be mortified."
"True." I said with a smile. "By the way, there's one other thing: in ancient Japan, extended samurai families had similar icons representing their clans, maybe the same symbol but in different colors."
I took out a small box from my pocket and opened it. Inside was a pendant on a necklace of silver. The pendant was a circle. Six blue diamonds radiated from a central point against a white background, with a blue circle around the edges. It was the icon of Clan Troy, but in the colors of the State if Israel.
I put the necklace around Elizabeth's neck and clasped it. For a rare change, my sister was speechless. She just turned and hugged me, and I hugged her back. Then I followed Laura out onto the tarmac to board the plane, knowing that this might have been the last time I ever saw my sister... though I had a sneaking suspicion that it would not be...
Part 8 - Home Spying
Thursday, September 6th. Teresa and Cindy were on the deck of the Cop Bar, sharing a pitcher of beer and feasting on beef nachos.
"Callie called, and said she'd be here in a few minutes." Cindy said.
"She better hurry." Teresa said. "I am starving, and I just might eat all of these nachos before she gets here."
"No worries, we can order more." Cindy replied. "So, long day at the office?"
"Nothing out of the ordinary." said Teresa. "But there's a certain... urgency... in the Precincts. They're cleaning up, getting the Patrol cruisers in tip-top shape, and so on. If I didn't know better, I'd think Don called them and said he'd inspect them when he got back, and the winner would get some prize."
"I dunno," said Cindy, "they left so quickly..." She broke it off, realizing she'd said too much.
And Teresa did catch it. "It's not a vacation, is it?" she asked.
"Well, it is." Cindy said. "They flew to Paris, as in Paris France. But they're going to be doing some things while they're there."
Teresa peered at Cindy. "You know... Todd said he'd gotten word they were in Israel."
"Israel?!" Cindy replied. "Uh, I hadn't heard that one." She went into a reverie.
Coming out of it, she decided to change the subject. "So how's the new house coming? I know they broke ground up there."
"Yes, yes they did." replied Teresa. "And, wouldn't you know it, they blocked the road just as Don was coming out of the driveway in his Police SUV. And then, they started giving him some flak. Fortunately George, the contractor, got there and prevented a disaster."
Just then, Callie came up. "Hi guys." she said as she sat down next to Cindy. "Sorry I'm late."
"That's okay." said Cindy. "I'm happy you're here." Callie gave Cindy a loving smile.
"So, what have you been doing while Laura is on... vacation?" Teresa asked. The deliberate pause was noticed by the lovely blonde, who grinned.
"Dreaming." Callie responded, then flashed her beautiful smile again as she said "I wish Cindy would take me to Paris for a weekend."
"Eventually, my dear." said Cindy. "Eventually."
"To answer your question, Teresa," Callie said as Cindy poured her some beer, "I've been doing some research. 'Company' research, if you get my drift. I'm trying to find a thread on the whereabouts of Jack Lewis and Richard Ferrell."
"For Don?" asked Teresa.
"Yes, but more for Laura." replied Callie. "Don thinks that whoever tried to get Laura's medical license suspended and revoked was doing it to attack her, not him through her. She thinks that Lewis and Ferrell may have been behind it from their currently 'undisclosed locations'... or that they're in league with someone who was behind it."
"Ferrell has often been 'in league' with people, to do nasty things." said Cindy, making air quotes at the words 'in league'. "But why would either he or Lewis want to attack Laura, except to get at Don?"
"I don't know." said Callie. "What I do know is that Ferrell has been on the run for a while, so he's gotten pretty good at hiding. Lewis did not show up to teach his classes at Eastern State, so they're in the process of firing him for cause. They have no idea where he went to. His home has not been visited since he disappeared. His bank account, and he only has one that we know of, has not been withdrawn from. He left his car at his home. It's hard to believe in this day and age of the Government having access to huge amounts of information about every person in the country that someone could disappear so completely. Yet he and Ferrell both have."
"They have to have cash." said Cindy. "They have to buy food, they have to have a place to stay, even if it's a vehicle, and in that case they have to have gas money. And on top of all that, Ferrell is wheelchair-bound."
"Logically," said Teresa, "there are only three possibilities: one: Lewis had a bolt hole to run to, and transportation arranged to get there, stocked with food and maybe cash Two: someone is hiding them. And three: they're dead."
"Who would kill them, and why?" asked Cindy.
"Someone who'd been supporting them, and can be exposed by them if we ever catch them." replied Teresa. "And one reason why is because they are no longer useful to that benefactor."
"I can't see Ferrell being useful to anyone, except as a doorstop." Cindy said. "And Lewis... ohhhh, wait a minute..."
"Reverie time." said Teresa. "Runs in the family." She put some more nachos on her plate while she waited.
"Didn't..." Cindy started, then finished with a rush: "Didn't Katherine Woodburn want to revive a 'strong' SBI, with Jack Lewis as Director of it?"
"Yes, that's true." said Teresa.
"And that's been pretty much shot to hell, so Lewis has no value left for Katherine." Cindy said.
"Again, true." said Teresa. "So where did she bury the bodies?"
"I don't know," said Callie, "but it might be worth glancing into her and her activities."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, there you are." said Maggie Ross as Callie and Cindy arrived back at The Cabin. "We've already had some supper, but there's leftovers in the fridge."
"I ate more than I realized at the Cop Bar." Cindy said.
"I didn't, so I'll get something." said Callie. "Did Carole leave me any stringbeans?"
"We didn't make any." said Phyllis, Don's mother. "Though Jim has begun figuring it out, and asks us to make them. He better be careful; Carole can plot revenge with the best of them."
Cindy shook her head. "And with her lineage... that girl is going to drive her dad crazy when she's a teenager."
"What makes you think she's going to wait until she's a teenager?" asked Phyllis.
"Hey Aunt Cin-dee!" came Carole's voice as she bounded down the stairs, followed by that most legendary of dogs, the redoubtable Bowser.
"Hey Carole!" Cindy said. She picked Carole up and gave her a big hug. "How was your day?"
"It was o-kay." said Carole. "But Jim tried to get Grandma to cook stringbeans. I'm gonna beat him up if he tries that again!"
"I don't think your mom and dad would appreciate it if you did that." said Cindy. "And we can always give your stringbeans to Bowser."
"Daddy said he would arrr-rest me and Bowser for desss-stroying ev-i-dence if I did that." Carole replied.
"I think he was teasing you about that." said Cindy. "Okay, why don't we go take the dogs out."
"It's Carole's bedtime." said Phyllis. "Why don't you and Callie take the dogs out, while we get Carole and her brothers ready for bed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dogs tore off and ran down their hillside trail as Cindy and Callie found seats in Don's metal mesh loveseat, pressing their hips together 'suggestively'.
"I see why Laura says she likes sitting in this chair with Don." Cindy said. "Nice and cozy."
"Yes, it is." said Callie. "Listen, there's some more more stuff I was going to tell you, and I didn't know if it was okay to say it in front of Teresa."
"It probably was, but go ahead." said Cindy.
Callie lowered her voice and said "I did look into Katherine Woodburn. I don't think she's the one. Laura said that Don's theory was that Katherine wanted to use Jack Lewis to rebuild his old SBI 'empire', for lack of a better term, and then she'd find a way to kick him to the kerb and install her own lackey as SBI Director. Laura and Don also think Lewis and Ferrell are both still alive, and that Lewis knows as well as anyone that Katherine would want to bump him off."
"So has Katherine given up her dream of an all-powerful SBI?" Cindy asked.
"I dare say she has not." said a voice behind them. They whirled to see Phyllis coming out, after having let the dogs back inside.
"I am so sorry to have intruded upon your conversation," said Phyllis, as she sat down in the chair to Callie's left, "but I am as worried about my son as you are."
"Of course... Widow Jones." Cindy said, teasing Phyllis. "So what are Woodburn's motives?"
"Oh, I would think they're the same as Captain Malone's were, but on a State level." said Phyllis. "Captain Malone used the Police Force as his 'enforcers' for drug trafficking in the County. Ms. Woodburn would love to have control of the SBI to do that, and probably a great many more things."
"Trying to make herself the next Westboro?" asked Cindy. "He was using the prison guards and the ex-cons as his source of 'muscle'. Is that Katherine's long-term plan?"
"Why, that's a very interesting idea, worthy of great thought." Phyllis replied. "As to that man Lewis, I would think he's keeping as much distance as possible from those odious men Ferrell and Ikea, don't you think?"
"I dunno, Phyllis." said Cindy. "I'm not sure Ikea is in league with them. He didn't go on the run when they did. At the least, he has to maintain plausible deniability. It's more likely he doesn't want to know where they are, just in case Don goes looking for him."
"Or if Laura and the Company come for him." replied Callie. "Not that 'not knowing' will save him from enduring some pain."
"And we may infer from that," said Phyllis, "that Don well knows that Ikea has kept himself out of that loop. Well, I need to be making sure that the kids are settled in. Good night."
"Night." said Cindy as Phyllis got up and went back inside.
"What just happened, there?" asked Callie.
"We just got steered," said Cindy, "into the truth. But we do need to check out Ikea. I know that he still has a house here. He lived with his parents until they moved to Florida, then he bought the house so it's now his. It's one of the older houses in Town, fairly small, and not handicapped-accessible. Ikea stays in Westphalia, sleeps in his SBI Chaplain office much of the time, as well. Maybe we should 'drive by' his home, see if any lights are on."
"Good idea." said Callie. "And we should surveil Woodburn's home and office here, as well. But we got off track about her. I was going to tell you that I've been looking into SBI loyalists of Jack Lewis. Leon Mills has vanished, and he may be in Southport or in one of the other States that border ours to the south and west. Robert Gaston and Ikea have been interviewed by the FBI, and say they have no idea of Lewis's whereabouts. The FBI also conducted what they called a 'training exercise', and used that to dig into the phone records of almost every SBI Agent on the active or retired rolls."
"Great!" muttered Cindy. "So much for prosecuting anyone, if the defense lawyers find that out."
"True." said Callie. "But they have to find out. My point is that Lewis, and Ferrell for that matter, have not been found, and Lewis may be getting help from someone else... perhaps someone not at the State level."
"Federal?" Cindy asked. "CIA? Someone in Washington?"
"Could be." said Callie.
"But why would anyone in Washington give a flying shit about Jack Lewis?" Cindy asked. "He ain't that big a deal."
"He must be, to someone." Callie said. "Unless he's dead already."
Part 9 - The Journey Home
"So," said Laura as we relaxed in our seats, "was our mission successful?"
"I think so." I said. "Except for the one small part we were both hoping to see: who is behind the surveillance on you and the attempt to revoke your medical license."
We were in first class, and there was almost no one else in the section. The business class was pretty full, mostly of young people that looked like techies. Laura and I talked in whispers as we discussed things.
"Yes." said Laura. "I just don't know if the CIA Director was behind that or not. I tend to think it wasn't him, that someone else was behind it. I can tell you this: Vassily Kurchikov is a very minor Russian agent, according to General Golan and the Mossad, but he's a close friend of President Putin. His presence in Paris suggests that something was going on that was of interest to the very highest levels of the Russian Government. I'm sure other Russian agents were around, and we didn't see them."
"We saw one of them... well, someone working with Kurchikov." I said. "Elizabeth."
"They were working together?" Laura asked, seemingly surprised.
"Well," I said, "it occurs to me that back in the day, Henry R. Wargrave was funneling arms into the Middle East and Africa. He'd sell arms to anyone, including to both sides fighting against each other."
"Then he was taken down." I said. "Elizabeth filled some of the vacuum created there, but only to Israeli-friendly groups. That left others selling to the Islamists. Sergei Molotov was one of those that was selling arms to the Chechnyan Islamists, and that and other pipelines were taken over by someone else after I removed Molotov's head from his shoulders." (Author's note: 'Her Last Bow', Ch. 02.) "That someone is now working for or with the current CIA Director to continue to arm Islamists, so that the Islamists can murder the Jews that the CIA Director so deeply hates."
I went on: "I think Kurchikov and Elizabeth were trying to flush out the same person we were trying to find, for their respective Governments. Mr. Putin does not want Chechnyan and other Islamist terrorists killing Russians, and of course the Israelis want to stop the enemies of the Jewish State. The current CIA Director and his minions must've found out about it, and went after Kurchikov... maybe to get Elizabeth to show herself. Well, it worked. They just didn't count on Elizabeth's dear baby brother also being there to beat the shit out of them."
"I'm not Jack Muscone, so I won't bet against you on any of that." quipped Laura, who then said seriously: "General Golan said he believes they mistook Kurchikov for an Israeli agent, but I like your explanation better. He also says that relations between the CIA and Mossad are starting to deteriorate, and badly. Some think that if this keeps up, it could become an... existential problem for Israel. I don't know if I'd go that far, but it is a problem."
I nodded. "By the way, I do appreciate you arranging the parachute jump and the Massada visit for me."
"What makes you think that was me?" asked Laura, her eyes showing that I'd hit upon the truth.
"You are not married to an Agency of the Weak-Minded, you know." I replied.
"Neither are you." said Laura. "Lovely pendant that you just happened to have with you for your sister. And a nice blue crowbar, too, that you suggested she keep."
My grin matched hers. "So..." I said, "how pissed is the CIA Director going to be at us for this?"
"I'd say pretty pissed." said Laura. "But he can't do much about it. His opinion is not the majority opinion in Washington. And Senator Bill Nunn is about to go after him for some things."
"Still, Don," she said, her tone of voice connoting warning, "you need to stay back. Concentrate on finding Jack Lewis, and local and State crimes. Let the Deputy Director and me handle the filth at the Federal level."
Nice try, I thought to myself. But being a smart husband, I let my wife think she'd won. "Yes, dear. I yam what I yam, but I will try." I said, in a scintillating imitation of the legendary 'Popeye'.
Then I took her hand in mine and said, "And... no matter what else happens... we'll always have Paris."
Laura smiled her most beautiful smile as she squeezed my hand and pushed her shoulder into mine. "Yes.. we will always have Paris..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nope, nothing." said Cindy as they passed by the house. Callie was driving her car while Cindy used binoculars to get a closer look. The house was Steven Ikea's, and the windows were pitch black dark. Infrared in the binoculars did not reveal any heat signatures. "I'm tempted to go into the backyard, see what I can see in the windows."
"You're a Police Commander in this jurisdiction, babe." said Callie. "You can have 24/7 surveillance if you want. But don't risk getting caught looking like a thief in the night."
"True." Cindy said. "Let's drive by Katherine Woodburn's place. It's in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision."
They drove to the subdivision. The front gatehouse did not appear to be manned. Cindy had Callie punch in the numbers that she knew was Todd and Teresa's code, and the gate opened. They drove through.
"No wonder Teresa wants to move out of here." Cindy said. "There's better security at my mother's condo complex."
They drove along the streets, going by Teresa and Todd's home, and seeing a light inside. Then they went by Katherine Woodburn's home/office complex. The windows were dark, though outside lights were on.
"She's in Midtown, for the Special Session of the Legislature." Cindy said. "When she's staying down there, her staff is either with her, or they're at their own homes for the night. Doesn't look like she has any guests."
They continued driving around the winding road to get to the front gate. "Not a single Security vehicle driving around." said Cindy. "I'm tempted as hell to have you start driving like a maniac, just to see if anyone notices."
Callie laughed, then became somber again as she said "Yeah, it's quiet... too quiet around here..."
Part 10 - Wings Over America
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from in front of the State Office Building on the north side of Courthouse Square, at 7:00am Town & County time, Friday, September 7th. "Fox Two News has learned that progress is being made in the Special Session of the Legislature!"
"Political experts are surprised," started Bettina, "but sources tell Fox Two News that an ad hoc committee known as the 'Gang of Eight' are hammering out a deal that will set the guidelines for the election of a new Lieutenant Governor after the assassination of Graham Collins. The four Democrats and four Republicans are said to be putting together a package that is a compromise of the positions of the two political Parties."
"But it's not all joy in Midtown," continued Bettina, "as hardliners on both sides have dug in to oppose any compromise measures. State House Ways And Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds, believed by experts to be the most powerful Republican in the State, has said that he and the Republicans will not support anything but the Parties choosing the candidates at a convention. However, Grassroots Conservatives such as Johnny Perdue and Billy Williams say that Hammonds does not speak with the voice of all Republicans."



Bettina went on: "And State Senator Maxine Watts says that the Legislative Minorities Caucus will not support any measure except a 'jungle style' non-partisan election in November, with a runoff amongst the top two vote-getters three weeks later. Watts says that it is important to have a runoff, quote, 'just because the racist Val Jared is opposed to a runoff', close quote. But many Democrats, including hardliner Katherine Woodburn, who is part of the 'Gang of Eight', say that Maxine Watts does not represent the position of the Democrat caucus in the State Legislature."
"And in other political news," said Bettina, "Karl Frazier's Public Policy Polling is predicting a 'blue wave' election. We have Mr. Frazier here with us. Karl, what are we going to see in November?"
"Bettina, it's looking ugly for the Republicans." said Frazier. "They are badly fractured between the Establishment and the Grassroots, and while some Republicans are embracing Val Jared's policies, those that aren't doing so are finding themselves far down to their Democrat opponents, by as much as ten points in some areas of the State."
"Karl, what are the key battleground areas?" asked Bettina.
"The suburbs, Bettina." said Frazier. "Palmyra County, northeast of Midtown, has been a solidly Republican area for years, but may flip to blue. Westphalia and Eastphalia. And the northwest corner, which includes the Town & County and University areas, have been mixed but are trending blue right now."
"Is this because of Val Jared and his racist, white nationalist policies?" asked Bettina.
"We're not seeing that, Bettina." said Frazier, in a 'random act of journalism', i.e. accidentally telling the truth. "Many don't see Jared's policies as racist at all. They're more angry at the Establishment Republicans that continue to support crony capitalist businesses and illegal immigration while making empty promises to the Voters."
"Tell us about the local races, Karl." said Bettina. "What are the numbers, so far?"
"The Sheriff's race is solidly in Chief Griswold's favor over Della Harlow." said Karl Frazier. "Her campaign to attack Griswold through Commander Don Troy is not working at all, and is even alienating voters that might otherwise be friendly to her. The D.A.'s race is going to be interesting, as Miriam Walters's lead over Jenna Stiles is five points right now, but has been fluctuating. Ted Mason is leading Savannah Fineman in the Solicitor's race by a slim margin. And the one that we think will go down to the wire, the Mayor's race, is dead even right now. Eldrick X. Weaver has a one to two point lead over Daniel Allgood, depending on what hour you ask, but that is well within the margin of error..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they watched in the Chief's Conference Room, Cindy said "Wow, they're making progress in Midtown. Don and Laura should go on vacation more often."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "I would say that those people are a total joke... except that they control every aspect of our lives."
"You're starting to sound like Commander Troy, Chief." Tanya Perlman said with a cherubic grin.
"Somebody has to say it." said Teresa. "A pox on both their political houses." she continued, quoting Shakespeare.
"It is waaayyyyy too early for Shakespeare, Ms. Croyle." admonished the Chief. "I haven't had my second cup of coffee yet." He saw Cindy yawn, and said "And Commander Ross needs a second cup, toooooo."
"Teresa," Cindy said, "let me ask you a question. Callie and I had occasion to ride through the Heritage Cloisters subdivision last night. No guard at the gate, no Security riding around or even parked, and it felt like the place, the whole subdivision, was just dead. You seeing that, too?"
"Oh yes." said Teresa. "That's one reason Todd and I are building on the mountainside, next to The Cabin. The HOA fees there are an abomination, almost as much as some people's full mortgages, yet they keep telling us they have to cut back on Security people to keep costs in line. So the gates may not be manned during evening and night hours, and Security only patrols regularly on weekends... it's hit-or-miss on weeknights."
"Do we need to step up Police patrols there, Captain?" asked the Chief.
"We could, sir." said Teresa. "But I think the point is that our HOA fees seem to be going down a rabbit hole, with little to show for it... hell, Ian McGhillie's Mountain Valley Golf Course is kept in better shape than the Heritage Cloisters course... that's not to insult McGhillie's course, but the fees we're paying should be more than enough to maintain a top-class golf course, much less good security in the subdivision."
"Hmmm..." Cindy said. "Think someone needs to look into their finances?"
"If only we had probable cause." said Teresa.
"Why don't you a-ttennnd an HOA meeting, Captain," said the Chief, "and ask for an audit of their books. Their reaction may give you the 'probable cause' you neeeeeeed."
"Not a bad idea." said Tanya Perlman.
"It's times like these that remind meeeee," said the Chief, "that we should look for a really good financial forensics investigator. No insult to the good people we have, but I'd love to have someone with Julie Newton's forensic abilities, though with a lot better integrity, of course."
"That is something Don has discussed with me, sir." said Tanya "But it keeps getting put on the back burner. And Sonali and Chris Purvis have done a pretty good job with that stuff."
"And I can help, too." said Cindy.
"I think you are going to find the Police budget very time-con-suuuuumm-ming, Ms. Ross." said the Chief. "Especially as we move towards year-end and the Town Assembly begins their budget talks..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We arrived at City Airport at noon, local time, Friday, September 7th. Despite flying west, which is better vis-a-vis jetlag than flying east, and despite sleeping on the plane, Laura and I were both extremely tired as we went through Customs (only having water from the River Jordan to declare).
"How are we getting home?" asked Laura.
"Maybe that guy will give us a lift." I said, indicating the man in a suit and tie coming up to us. It was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone.
"Hi guys, how was your trip?" Jack said as he hugged Laura and shook my hand.
"Great!" I said. "But tiring."
"I'm not surprised." said Jack. "Let me take you through the secret Government back ways out of here." He led us through a door that went through security areas I'm not allowed to discuss, and out an innocuous door that led to a restricted-entry parking lot.
Laura suggested I sit in the shotgun seat and talk to Jack. We were barely out of the airport and onto the Interstate when I looked back to see her lying on the seat, asleep. Smart woman, she was.
"Shit's hitting the fan already over your little sojourn to 'gay Paree'." Jack said. "I got word from Washington that the Russian Government has already asked for an 'explanation' of the attack on Vassily Kurchikov. The CIA Director tried to say your sister and the Israelis were behind the attack, and got slapped back. Seems Mr. Kurchikov's brother was the chessplayer that came over all dead in your County, and Mr. Putin is very aware of it, and of who you are. His people are much less than pleased with the attempt to blame your sister.."
"Our current CIA Director is going to start World War Three if they're not careful." I said.
"The scary thing about that is that you're far more correct than you might realize." said Muscone, as he took the Interstate exit to the highway that would become the University Highway, which led to home. "Senator Nunn and some other Conservative Senators are considering just how much of this to bring up in public."
"Every bit of it, as far as I'm concerned." I said. "The light of day needs to be shined upon what the CIA Director is doing."
"I agree with you." said Jack. "Washington, however, as is their wont, is deeply divided. The Swamp is bubbling merrily, right now."
"Hoo boy." I said. I then began thinking about it. In one way, it amazed me that li'l ol' me, a 'local cop on the beat', was at the center of an international incident and some deep machinations with worldwide ramifications. On the other hand... I wouldn't have it any other way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"DADDY!"
I heard that sound as I opened the door to The Cabin. A five-year-old Amazon Princess rushed into me, and slammed herself against my legs. I picked Carole up and gave her a hug as Bowser barked excitedly.
"Hi, Fussbudget." I said. "Did you take care of your brothers while Mommy and I were gone?"
"Yes, Daddy, and my sister Tasha, too." Carole said, which made me proud to hear. "Hey Mommy!" she then said, reaching out for Laura. I handed Carole off to her mother, petted Bowser, then braced for impact as three boys came charging at me.
Once all the greetings were done, I looked up. I was surprised to see who was talking with my mother Phyllis and Molly's mom Maggie. It was Melina Allgood.
"Hi guys." she said. "Did you have a good trip?"
"Yes, it was wonderful." Laura said as she hugged her sister. "What brings you to be here for our arrival?"
"Oh, I have a small gift for Don." Melina said. She turned to me and extended her hand. In her palm was a thick piece of paper, coated with kaolin, the stuff that makes paper slick. Attached to the paper was an American Parachutist Badge.
It is tradition that when one graduates U.S. Army Airborne School, one gives the jump wings pinned to one's chest at the ceremony to one's spouse, if married; or to one's mother, if not married. I was married to Melina when I graduated Airborne School, so I gave them to her. She had put the badge in her jewelry box, and apparently it had stayed there all this time.
"I thought you might want these to frame with those other wings you just got." Melina said quietly to me. "And no, I didn't mention this to your mother."
"Thank goodness." I said. "And thanks for these back. Yes, they'll make a great display."
I told Laura and the moms that I was going to run a quick errand. I went to the frame shop in Town, the place where I'd had them frame Pete Feeley and Tanya Perlman's badges, which were on the wall in my office. I asked the proprietor of the shop for a 24-hour rush job, and to use a frame with the same dimensions as the previous work he'd done, with the same navy blue background. The American wings would be above the Israeli wings, and it was going to look very cool...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell are you doing here?" exclaimed the Town & County Chief of Police when I came into his office at 3:00pm. "You are supposed to be on vacation, Mr. Crowbar!"
"Yes sir." I said. "Just checking in to make sure Commander Ross didn't burn the Station down."
"Noooooo," said Cindy as she came in, having seen me come down the hall, "Jack Muscone made me promise to wait until your Salem witch trial for that."
As I hugged Cindy, the Chief said "You two are just too much. Have a seat, guys." We did so, and the Chief said "Not too much went on. Captain Perlman invited Chief Griswold to come in and teach some crime scene analysis. We were all impressed with how quickly Julia Rodriguez picked up on things. De-tec-tive Warner discussed stealing your dog Bowser while you were out of Town, and was told that Carole would light her up if she tried." I laughed heartily at that one, partly because I was so tired, 'on fumes'.
"Sooooo," said Moynahan, "everything's in control, and the week is nearly ovahhhh. Why don't you both head on out." Cindy and I quickly complied with those instructions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, September 8th. The Bulldogs were playing at Eastern State, so traffic was light. I went and picked up the framed sets of wings, and they looked great. I paid the framer some extra for the excellence of his work. Then I went to the Station, to my office, and hung them on the wall just beneath the framed Feeley and Perlman badges.
Back at The Cabin, I played with the Jim, Ross, and Ian. Carole, Marie, and Tasha were drawing. I noticed that Carole was humming a tune, and I asked what it was.
"It's Beethoven, Daddy." Carole said. "We listened to it in music class at school."
"You like music class, don't you?" I asked.
"Yes, Daddy." said Carole. Marie said she liked music class, too, but liked drawing better. And no wonder... Marie was already an amazing artist...
And Sunday? I don't remember too much about it. The traveling and jetlag finally hit, and I spent most of the day sleeping. Bowser helped by sleeping on the sofa with me...
Part 11 - Anger and Retribution
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 10th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "In a huge victory for the Media over the abusive tactics of Police Commander Donald Troy, our reporter Amber Harris has reached a plea deal with District Attorney Gil Krasney..."
To be continued.



        We'll Always Have Paris Ch. 03

        Tensions rise; Don and Laura are given awards.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/well-always-have-paris-ch-03

Title: We'll Always Have Paris Ch. 03

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Tensions rise; Don and Laura are given awards.

Tags: drama, police drama, crime drama, iron crowbar, mystery

Series: We'll Always Have Paris


This story is part of an ongoing series.
The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography. Stories after Ethical Dilemmas are: We'll Always Have Paris.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
Part 11 - Anger and Retribution (continued)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 10th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "In a huge victory for the Media over the abusive tactics of Police Commander Donald Troy, our reporter Amber Harris has reached a plea deal with District Attorney Gil Krasney!"
"In the agreement," Bettina said, a huge smile on her face, "the charges of assaulting police officers have been dropped, and the domestic violence and disturbing the peace charges are reduced to one misdemeanor count each. D.A. Krasney also is asking for a suspended sentence and a fine of $10,000, which her insurance or KXTC could pay on her behalf. D.A. Krasney explained his rationale for the plea deal. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Krasney grinning happily as he said "It really came down to Commander Donald Troy being at the scene. Just think about it: the TCPD's second-highest-ranking Police Officer, after the Chief, personally responded to a domestic disturbance call, which is more than unusual. And considering Commander Troy's incredibly hostile actions against the Press, his presence at reporter Amber Harris's home was a lightning rod in a storm. If Troy had not been there, I believe this domestic dispute would've been resolved with charges only against Mrs. Harris's husband. The charges against him remain in place; clearly he was the one at fault in the domestic disturbance."
"However," said Bettina as she came back on live, "Judge Rodney K. Watts did not agree. Upon hearing of the plea deal for Mrs. Harris, and in an audacious display of disrespect of women's rights and the plight of abused women in domestic incidents, Judge Watts completely dropped all charges against Mr. Harris with prejudice, meaning they cannot be re-filed. In a statement issued by his lawyer, Mr. Harris said he will be continuing his lawsuit against his wife and against KXTC reporter Nick Eastwood. D.A. Krasney said that Judge Watts's actions were 'reprehensible', but he would not appeal the decision."
"And in State News," Bettina went on, "Legislators over the weekend did work out a compromise bill for electing our next Lieutenant Governor. The idea of Party caucuses is part of the package, and those will be held on October 9th. They will be run and paid for by the Parties, who must register their desire to have candidates on the November ballot by close-of-business Friday, October 5th. There will also be no requirement for a runoff; a simple plurality can determine the winner, or multiple ballots may be held at the caucus meetings."
"Some Social Justice groups have complained that because the Parties are counting the ballots, the process could be rampant with fraud and abuse, with no legal recourse." Bettina went on. "State Senator Jimmy Cerone, one of the 'Gang of Eight' and a major architect of the bill, says the caucus will run fairly, just as the Iowa caucuses for Presidential elections have always run."
Bettina continued: "Republicans are furious with the compromise bill, and Representative Wilson Hammonds, Chairman of the powerful State House Ways & Means Committee, has vowed to defeat it. Mr. Hammonds and other Republicans also viciously attacked Governor Val Jared for proposing the caucus idea, calling the Governor a 'traitor to his Party'. And some Democrats expressed reservations in accepting any plan or idea of Governor Jared, not wanting to give him any victory at all going into the November elections."
"Also in State news," said Bettina, "the Special Grand Jury has heard the testimony of former aides to Governor Jared, Steven Fuqua and Alan Davidson. Political experts call their testimony 'damning', and say that what they reveal could lead to the impeachment of Governor Jared next year, when experts say that it's increasingly likely the Democrats will control both Legislative houses and the Lieutenant Governor's seat."
"In national news," said Bettina, "U.S. Senator Samuel Russell returned to Washington as the U.S. Senate reconvened following their August break. The City D.A. had asked Senator Russell to remain in the State while the allegations of rape against the Senator were processed. However, Senator Russell refused, and according to the U.S. Constitution, he could not be stopped from going to Washington to discharge his Senatorial duties."
"And he and other Senators will have plenty to deal with at the Nation's Capitol." Bettina went on. "Several Republican Senators, including our State's Senator Bill Nunn, are demanding that the CIA Director testify to answer allegations that CIA Agents attacked and wounded a Russian national outside the Russian Embassy in Paris, France last week."
"Russian President Putin summoned the U.S. Ambassador to Russia to the Kremlin, to protest the action in what was described as 'the strongest possible terms short of breaking diplomatic relations'." said Bettina. "The CIA has denied any involvement in the attack, which they said they have not confirmed as actually having happened. The CIA Director himself said that the Russians should look at Israel as the nation behind any such attacks, which drew a furious complaint from the Israeli Government.s"
"However," said Bettina, "this is not expected to be a problem for the International Goodwill Hockey Tournament being played at the newly renovated City Arena this weekend. Eight nations, including Canada and Russia, are sending high-school-aged youth teams to participate. The event is being sponsored by international hostess Lilly Wargrave, widow of the late business magnate Henry R. Wargrave, and is one of a series of projects by the Global Peace Initiative and City University's Rodham Institute for Political and Social Change..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Can someone tell me," said Detective Julia Rodriguez as they drank coffee and watched in MCD, "what the difference between a caucus and a convention is? Seems they're just about the same thing."
"Almost." said Roy McGhillie. "I asked Commander Troy the other day. He says the difference is the same as the difference between a Democracy and a Republic."
"Aren't those the same thing?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Not quite." said McGhillie. "Commander Troy says the False News Media has bastardized the terms. In a real Democracy, such as the Athenian Democracy was in ancient history, every citizen votes on every single issue. In a Republic, such as what Britain and America have today, we elect representatives to do that voting on our behalves."
"Likewise," continued Roy, "in a caucus, any Citizen or member of that Party or group can go to the meeting and have a vote. In a Party convention, only delegates or Party insiders can vote for the candidate they want."
"Either way," said Jerome Davis, "it's going to be chaos between the warring factions of the Republican Party."
"Maybe the Democrats, too." said Joanne Warner. "They're starting to show cracks between the hardliners and the Establishment moderates. But they'll coalesce around their candidate once he or she is chosen, while the Conservatives have been known to withhold their votes from the Establishment Republican candidate, like what happened to President George H.W. Bush in 1992."
"So much for the Commander being banned from our coffee klatches." said Theo Washington. "We're still talking politics as much as ever."
"Which is less argumentative than talking Bulldogs and Wildcats football." said Roy McGhillie. Everyone chuckled, but completely agreed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief, Captain Croyle, Captain Perlman, and myself were in my office watching the Bettina report. "Somebody must've given Bettina a good pickle-tickle this weekend." said Tanya with a totally straight face. "That's the most unbiased report we've heard from her in a long, long time... well, except for calling Commander Troy's actions 'abusive'."
I was typing on my iPhone. "Uh oh." said Teresa. "Lock and load one nuclear weapon against Bettina."
"Damn close." I said.
"Let me do it." said the Chief. He got out his Police iPhone and I stated the message I wanted sent. It read: "Commander Troy has not been abusive in any way. If KXTC does not retract that accusation, and if Bettina Wurtzburg does not apologize on air for it, they will be invited to prove their allegations during their slander and libel trials." The Chief hit 'Send', and the Press was duly warned.
"Oh, that's not nuclear." Teresa said, sounding disappointed. "Nuclear is what Cindy was, this morning."
"Hoo boy." said the Chief.
"What do you mean?" asked Tanya.
"You wheeled in late to that party." I said. "Commander Ross is in her office, sulking. She was more than a little displeased about that." I was pointing to the display of American and Israeli Airborne wings on the wall.
Earlier, Cindy had come in. Teresa was wearing civilian attire, so that she could wear her necklace with Airborne wings attached, signifying her as a daughter of a Paratrooper. Of course the Chief was Airborne-qualified himself. But our plans for some humor fell apart when Cindy saw the Israeli wings. She looked skeptically at me as she pointed at the framed display and said "What are those?"
"American and Israeli jump wings." I said. "The American ones were pinned on me at my Airborne School graduation. The Israeli ones are courtesy of the legendary Israeli 55th Paratrooper Regiment after I jumped with them last week." Teresa's eyes were gleaming and the Chief was smiling. That didn't last long:
"You what?!?!" Cindy roared. "You made a parachute jump? With that broken back of yours?"
"Obviously I came to no ill effects." I said, surprised by the level of Cindy's anger. I could both see and feel that she was no-shit pissed off.
"God DAMMIT, Don!" Cindy yelled, heedless of the Chief's presence in the room. "You could... you could end up in a wheelchair, like Tanya... or worse, for God's sake! What in the fuck were you THINKING?"
"Mostly to keep my feet and knees together, so I wouldn't break my back or anything else." I said, and with more joviality than Cindy wanted to hear. She was gaping at me, her face literally getting redder as I watched.
"Chief?!..." Cindy gasped, turning towards him.
"I'd have jumped with the 55th Paratroopers if I'd had the chance, toooooo." said the Chief. "I can't blame Don for doing that."
Cindy looked up at Teresa, who held up the pendant on her necklace. "Daughter of a Paratrooper, like Carole. I get it, how he felt about doing it. And I don't blame him a bit."
Cindy's anger was boiling over, and with it the truth came out. "Jesus Christ, Don!" she yelled at the top of her lungs "It's bad enough that people are trying to kill you, and you frickin' walk into traps like that gas explosion, and get shot in ambushes, not to mention attacking the Slender Man, of all things! But jumping out of a fucking airplane? Have you EVER fucking considered how we're going to feel if you're badly hurt, or worse yet, killed? Does the fact that your family and your Police Force need you, intact, not mean a damn thing to you?"
I just sat there and said nothing as I stared at her in open shock, truly having not anticipated this reaction from Cindy. She looked around, then said "Geez, why am I trying? Nothing gets through your thick head!" She turned and left my office, leaving the door open, and a second later we heard the *SLAM!* of her own office door being rather violently shut.
"That is not professional." said the Chief, about to get up and go say something. He found Teresa in front of him, shaking her head very vigorously.
"Sir, let her cool off first." Teresa said. "You go in there now, she might hand you her badge and walk out forever."
"She's right, sir." I said, still in shock and awe at the display of Green Crowbar shock and awe. "I had no idea she'd get that worked up, and I think some bottled up things just came out." The Chief nodded and sat back down.
Just then Detective Jerome Davis came to the door, a bag of coffee in his hand. "Is everything okay?" he asked. "Sounds like y'all need some decaf, so I brought you some..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As 8:00am drew near, Captain Thompson knocked on my door, having knocked on Cindy's door and gotten no response. "Chief, Commander," he said, "KXTC just called my office. They said they'll issue a statement apologizing for you being called 'abusive' this morning. They said Bettina will apologize to you privately if you take her phone call, but she won't apologize on air."
"Then she might as well not bother with the phone call." I replied. "Come on in and watch the KSTD broadcast with us." Captain Thompson came in, saying hello to everyone as I turned the television on and the channel to KSTD.
"This is KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful Cynthia Freeman, though her smile looked too forced, and therefore insincere. "Lawyers for our competitor KXTC's Amber Harris reached a plea agreement with District Attorney Gil Krasney over the weekend..." She reiterated the story, then added some unique things:
"We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." said Cynthia "Dr. Keller, will this help D.A. Krasney in the November elections?"
"Cynthia," said Keller, "while this does show that Mr. Krasney has respect for women's rights and the plight of abused women in domestic violence cases, it's probably not going to help him against two candidates with stronger credentials in those areas, Miriam Walters and Jenna Stiles."
"What about Mr. Krasney's statement that he made the plea deal because Commander Donald Troy was personally at the scene?" asked Cynthia, her smile growing, if that were possible.
"Commander Troy has no respect for the rights of women nor blacks, and he is a tool of those that seek to keep the oppressed minorities ground down." said Keller, relishing every word of his attack. "His very presence at that domestic disturbance call is very troubling in light of his ongoing war against the First Amendment rights of the Press. He obviously went there to rile up Mrs. Harris, and goad her into a criminal act. District Attorney Krasney saw through that, and stood up for the rights of the Press and of women like Amber Harris, and made a very correct plea deal. This is a very big middle finger into Donald Troy's face, and one that he deserves and has had coming to him for a long, long time."
"Yes, Commander Troy's abusive tactics are out of control." Cynthia replied happily. "Dr. Keller, what are your observations on the Legislative Special Session and the upcoming November Elections?"
"The Republicans have been flat-out denied their plan to deny the Citizens a voice in the process via voting, be it in a caucus or primary." said Keller. "The Democrats have done a very good job crafting this legislation and getting it through the Legislature, and they should be rewarded with overwhelming victories in November."
"Thank you, Dr. Keller." said Cynthia. "And this just breaking! Our SNN affiliate KCTY has learned that the City District Attorney WILL refer the rape charges filed against Republican U.S. Senator Samuel Russell to a Grand Jury! The City D.A. said that the Republican Senator going to Washington instead of voluntarily remaining in the State shows a willful disregard for the law."
"And also just breaking from Washington, D.C." said Cynthia. "Navy Rear Admiral Jonathan Keating was found dead at his home near Langley, Virginia, last night. Authorities say it appears to be a suicide. Admiral Keating was an important advisor to the Secretary of the Navy and the National Security Advisor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, now I'm going nuclear." I said. I sent a text.
"On who?" asked Teresa. "Adam Keller?"
I shook my head. "On Cynthia Freeman."
"Oh no... what did you doooooo?" asked the Chief.
I just shook my head. "I want 'plausible deniability' on this one. You'll hear about it, in time."
A half hour later, all the news outlets in the State as well as other outlets began getting photograph facsimiles, clearly showing Cynthia Freeman giving KSTD publisher Gregg Berger a blowjob, then having sexual intercourse with him. The caption on the pic said "We know what Cynthia did to get HER job... what did YOU do to get yours, Bettina?"
The Media would investigate to the limits of their powers, they would hire private investigators, they would call the SBI and FBI to investigate. The photos were sent from the equivalent of a burner phone from in the City, and it could never and would never be traced back to Your Iron Crowbar...
And the damage to Cynthia Freeman would be considerable. She would never be looked at again in a respectful way by anyone who saw those photos of her having sex...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Rather than an Angels Meeting per se, I met with Tanya, Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton, and the Vice Squad in Classroom 'C'.
"First, let me ask," I said to open the meeting, "who would you consider to be the usual suspects for bringing drugs into the County?"
"T-Square, in his clubs and surrounding areas." said Mary. "Weinstein, in areas north of T-Square's turf. We think Paul Escandes from the Ridley case, or one of his Romanian Gang buddies, might've been supplying the northside." (Author's note: See 'Another Day In The Life' for the Escandes story.) "Since Escandes disappeared last Spring, the County's wealthiest have had to go to Weinstein for their supply, or else go to the City or somewhere if they don't want to deal with T-Square."
"So you've found nothing active now?" I asked.
"We pushed hard, sir," said Mary, "but there is just nothing out there. We simply cannot find any drug pipelines. Most of the clubs... nothing. And the clubs's businesses are hurting because of it, even though they don't actually sell drugs to their customers. Attendance has started dropping."
"And to that end," said Christopher Purvis, "we tried to do some buys, posing as University students, at the terminal end." That meant the final buyers, the consumers of the drugs, as opposed to distributors selling to smaller distributors. "The street sellers only had limited amounts. They said someone was choking off the supply. Then we sent some black Officers from other parts of the State into T-Square's clubs. They could buy one hit of coke each, and one bong of weed. No more. Just nothing available for sale. 2nd Precinct people are getting word that T-Square's suppliers aren't bringing in what they used to, so he's getting choked off, too."
"That is damn strange." I said. "Prices going up?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "These guys are selling whatever they have left. If they jack the prices too much, the customers don't buy. This isn't the normal supply-and-demand situation."
"We did pick up one small thing, Commander." said Grubby Paul. "One of the Fraternities, the Kappas, was getting a supply from outside the County. According to our C.I.s, they were driving to the City to pick up paper grocery sacks full of packets of various drugs. Still nowhere near the large shipments we've been looking for. And certainly not enough to supply all of the potential demand."



"You guys been making any busts?" I asked.
"If I understand the underlying nature of your question, Commander," Mary said, "the answer is 'no'... we've done nothing that might scare off anyone to this extent."
"I shouldn't look a gift horse in the mouth," I said, "but this is crazy. Something is wrong."
I noticed Tanya looking at me, and when I looked over at her, she raised her eyebrows a bit. I said "Okay guys, thanks for the briefing. Keep up the good work. Everyone below the rank of Captain can go." The room emptied, save for Orosco, Perlman, and myself.
"Okay, Tanya," I said, "what did you not want to say in front of everyone?"
"One thing did come to mind, sir." said Tanya. "This started happening about the time Charlie Griswold died, and Leon Mills, Richard Ferrell, and Jack Lewis all disappeared, not to mention Curly Goodwin taking over the SBI. Goodwin is a Boy Scout; he absolutely loathes drugs and drug users, and he is politically active with groups dedicated to keeping marijuana illegal in the United States. The SBI-NTF might survive, but it will be a true drug-fighting operation if Goodwin has anything to do with it."
"Oh, that'll rock Katherine Woodburn's world." I said. Tanya grinned her most wicked grin, fully understanding my double-entendre on that.
Tanya continued: "But more importantly, and this is why I didn't speak in front of the others: you were talking about someone in the TCPD forming a Malone-style protection racket. What if the SBI-NTF under Jack Lewis was like that... State-wide? And maybe Tom Conlan either knew about it, or didn't know that they were going behind his back?"
"I'd say that theory fits a lot of data we have." I said. I didn't mention that Conlan being blackmailed might've contributed to him 'not knowing' what the SBI-NTF was doing. "A lahhhhht of data. Okay... Ted, did I.A. get anything?"
"No sir." said Orosco. "We did a lot of spot-checking and data cross-correlation. Lt. Mary Milton helped a lot with data on where Patrol cruisers went, stuff like that. We're just not seeing any what I would call 'clumps' of Officers congregating in an unusual or unexplainable way. Cop Bar after their shifts, and that's it."
"The only thing unusual we did find," said Orosco, "were Sergeant McCombs and Officer Hendricks. They tend to go off their regular patrol routes, which is absolutely nothing new. We've had them under surveillance and even had drones follow them, but they never stop, except at the doughnut shop. And they never meet anyone, certainly no one consistently or repeatedly."
"Another thing we're finding," continued Orosco, "is that our Officers won't talk to the Press anymore. Used to, they might make a few extra dollars passing along tips to reporters about various things, sometimes internal to Police, and sometimes about other things. But since those incidents where the Press called your daughter and your wife bad things... nothing at all. And the Press is getting pissed about it, though there's nothing they can do or say out loud."
I was grinning, as was Tanya. Then I thought about it, and said: "You know, this is a thin thread... anorexic... but if the Press was getting info from our Officers about drugs, and what we're doing, and then the Press was relaying that to Mills and Ferrell, and maybe even Lewis... and now... that's shut off and they don't know what we're doing nor where we'll be to interdict the drug shipments..."
"Ooooh, I like that idea." said Tanya. "And our increased activity to find the pipelines might just look like giving it priority, which is further scaring someone off."
"In other words," said Orosco, "someone within the Press has some role in bringing in drugs. But with your war on the Press, that's getting shut off..."
"... and the Distributors are having to build a new intel network." said Tanya.
"Wow." I said. "If we can connect someone, anyone in the Press to Lewis and Ferrell and using the SBI-NTF as drug distributors... damn! the damage I could do to them!..."
Have I mentioned that I really, really hate the Press?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Tanya left to relay information and instructions to Mary, Orosco and I talked alone.
"I thoroughly reviewed Gayle Tunnin's work record while she was with I.A." said Orosco. "She's clean, but she never was particularly competent. She did spend a good bit of time monitoring what could be considered 'civil rights' issues... complaints by women of harassment, by blacks of racial discrimination. After Griswold became Chief, those problems dropped to virtually nothing. The only thing we've looked at recently was Commander Ross writing up Lt. Holloway for potential reverse discrimination."
"Keep an eye on Holloway." I said. "She may be totally innocent of any wrongdoing, and I'd love to have some reassurances of that. But if she's in contact with Harlow or Tunnin... I need to know that, too..."
Part 12 - Spirit of The Wolf
"I don't want to be disturbed." said Commander Ross as she heard her door open, her back to the door as she looked out the window over the gated parking lot and the Crime Lab building.
"I'm sure you don't." said Teresa. "You okay?"
"I don't want to talk about it right now." Cindy said. When the door closed but Teresa was still inside, Cindy said "Go. Get the fuck out of here." Teresa instead came up around the desk.
"What is it, Cindy?" Teresa asked. Ice blue eyes flashed fire at her.
"I said get out of here, Captain!" Cindy snarled. "Before I kick your ass out of here." That did not work, either.
"Bring it on, if you think you can kick my ass." Teresa said. "Otherwise, we're going to talk it out. Now why in the hell are you so frickin' upset that Don made a parachute jump? Oh, what am I saying? It's not the jump that set you off. What's really got you so worried about him?"
"Just what I said in there." said Cindy. "I know that what Don is doing to clean up things at every level of Government is dangerous and makes him and his family targets. But he does not have to help them by jumping out of an airplane and breaking his back, for goodness sake!"
"He survived it, and it's very very likely he'll never get to parachute again." Teresa said. "So! let's try again: what really has you so... worried?" She avoided using the word 'scared', but Cindy had no problem understanding that was what she meant.
"All right, I'll tell you... if you won't go blabbing to Don." Cindy said.
"I'm not sure I can promise that," said Teresa, "if it concerns his safety."
Cindy sighed, then said "My father is about to go to the Far East, and he won't be back until December, or even January if things go well. He told me that he's been getting vague reports from his 'friends', which the Press would call 'sources' and we would call 'confidential informants', that there is background chatter in some areas of Washington that both Don and Laura are being targeted, and for something like assassinations."
"Good God!" said Teresa. "And you're holding this back from them!"
"No, not at all. My father told them." said Cindy. "I just don't want Don nor my father to know I blabbed it to you."
"In for a penny, in for a pound." said Teresa. "I need to know the whole story. You're not the only one scared to death for Don safety, you know."
Cindy nodded, then said "One reason my father asked Don to go to France was to try to get the jump... er, pun not intended... on whoever is stirring all this up. My father thinks that ringleader was operating out of France, like Jack King was... and maybe was going after my dear cousin Elizabeth. And now the Russian Government is protesting an attack on Vassily Kurchikov... whose brother, you may recall, was the chessplayer murdered here some years ago."
"And Elizabeth was heavily involved in that." said Teresa.
"Yes." said Cindy. "Anyway, while my father is gone, I'll be going to The Vision's compound in Coltrane County from time to time, since only a skeleton crew of security is there. But my reasons are not to look at the books... I'm going to be working on stuff to see if I can stop this bastard going after Don and Laura."
"Are you going to get Callie's help?" Teresa asked. Cindy's response was to just stare at her BFF, her ice-blue eyes saying more than her mouth ever could. Teresa said "Oh. Never mind." as she realized that help was already secured...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Monday, September 10th. Chief Moynahan 'invited' me to come to the Main Conference Room. Going in, I was more than a little surprised at who he'd assembled in the room without me having a clue about it.
The Chief was sitting in the chair at the end of the table nearest the door. To his right was my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, looking good in a clingy white blouse under a navy blue jacket and skirt, and navy blue high heel pumps that shaped her magnificent legs to perfection. To Laura's right was the retired Deputy Director of the FBI. To his right was one of the shockers: it was the University Hospital Administrator, Dr. (Admiral) Leonard R. Cordell.
To the Chief's left was Captain Teresa Croyle, and to her left was Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. Her eyes did not zap me with an ice-cold laser beam, which I thought was a good sign as I came around and sat to her left.
Another shocker came when the Chief turned on the television monitor on the wall behind the other end of the conference table, then pressed some buttons to begin a teleconference. To my shock, U.S. Senator Richard 'Bill' Nunn appeared on the screen.
"Thanks for having us over, Chief." said the DepDirector. "We've swept this room for bugs, and we know you guys do that, also. Right now, things are so bad at the Federal level that we consider this room safer to talk in than the Federal Building's 'cube'."
"Glad to have youuuuu." said the Chief. "I'm going to go back to my office, and let you guys talk."
"Please stay." said Laura. "You still have friends in the military, and this might affect you and them." The Chief stayed.
"Go ahead, Admiral." said the DepDirector, indicating Dr. Cordell.
"You heard the news reports about the death of Admiral Keating in Washington?" Cordell asked. We all nodded. Cordell said "Keating... was my friend."
After a pause, Cordell continued: "As you know, a number of years ago, when I was in Afghanistan, I reported an operation by the CIA that should not have been happening. They got busted, and I got sent home to be kept safe, and I eventually retired."
I made sure not to glance over at Laura as Cordell continued: "What you may not have known is that Keating was the man who alerted me to that operation, and who backed me up when I went forward with whistleblowing it. Keating was an honest man, almost to a fault like the Iron Crowbar, here. I brought him back to the States to work with me, and I pushed to get him his Admiral flag."
I nodded, beginning to see this picture as it formed. Cordell said "Keating may have had his own CIA connections. He was a military attaché some years ago..."
"He did." said Laura. "Just as my first husband did. Neither was a full-blown Agent like I was, but they both had close connections to the Intelligence Community. Sorry to interrupt, Admiral."
"Oh, that's fine. Feel free to add anything to the narrative that you can." said Cordell. "Anyway, Keating and I kept in touch after I retired and was in self-imposed exile. A few months ago, over a year now, he contacted me and told me about some things that were going on in the Intelligence Community, that things were changing for the, quote, 'less honest', unquote. And when the current CIA Director was confirmed and sworn in, Keating contacted me again, and talked seriously about retiring, saying things were getting ugly behind the scenes in Washington."
"But he didn't." I said.
"No, he hung on." Cordell said. "After we discussed it, he said he thought he could still do some good. Anyway, I can tell you this: I knew John Keating. John Keating was a friend of mine. John Keating was not a man who would commit suicide."
I again studiously avoided glancing over at the DepDirector and Laura. "So, Senator Nunn," I said, "I'm sure you're here on teleconference for a very big reason."
"Not much gets by you, Commander Troy." said the Senator with a pursed smile. "I contacted the Deputy Director and your wife when I heard the news about Admiral Keating. We were trying to keep it secret, but Keating recently contacted me about some things that were going on, and contacted me again late last week... about that incident in Paris. We were going to have him testify as a surprise witness as part of our oversight investigation of that incident, the Russian protest, and the CIA Director's actions regarding it."
"Ohhhhhh. Wowwwwww." I whispered as the enormity of it hit me.
"I'll add more." said Senator Nunn. "Admiral Cordell is right about his friend. They're saying he died of a suicide... but the initial Police report, which has disappeared and was replaced, said he was shot in the back of the head."
"Where did they find him? Ft. Marcy Park?" I asked, referring to Clinton advisor and 'friend' Vince Foster being found dead at Ft. Marcy Park, supposedly having shot himself.
"Yeah, I hear you." said Nunn. "In this case, Keating was found in his home near Langley, Virginia. Okay, I have to go. Keep in touch about all this."
"Watch your own back, Senator." I said. "Thanks for the information." We disconnected the teleconference.
"Wowwww..." I whispered as I went into a reverie.
"I'd say the Swamp is bubb-linnnnng." said Chief Moynahan.
"Our friends in Washington and elsewhere will continue to look into this, and help Senator Nunn and his friends." said the DepDirector.
"And we'll sic our Wolf and her Wolfpack on them." quipped Cindy, pointing at Teresa. Teresa looked at Cindy funny, but it was Admiral Cordell's visible reaction of being startled that drew me out of the reverie.
"Any ideas, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief.
"I'm constantly reminded that I'm just the local cop on the beat." I said. "As such, there's not much more I can do than look into some local and State issues, such as finding whoever tried to get Laura's medical license revoked, and finding Jack Lewis and Richard Ferrell."
That went over very well with my wife and the DepDirector. Not so much with the others. But hey! it's my wife that I sleep with every night...
As the meeting broke up, I said "Admiral Cordell, can I see you in my office for a moment? You as well, Commander Ross?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once in my office, I did not sit down but turned and said "Admiral, a little while back, Cindy made that 'Wolfpack' remark and Teresa reacted." (Author's note: 'Fire In The Hole', Ch. 01.) "When she said it today, you reacted, and strongly. What's up with that, sir?"
Admiral Cordell nodded. "Unless Teresa told you," he said, "there's no way you would've known this. I told her, when I was telling her some things about her father's actions in Viet Nam, that the nickname that became the call sign they used for him over there during the war... was 'the Wolf'..."
Part 13 - Placesettings
Still Monday, September 10th. The Chief invited me to lunch, and it was just him and myself at our table at the Cop Bar. We sat in the back room for privacy. I had the Breakfast Burger plate, and the Chief had the Chargrilled Chicken Sandwich plate, which I had to admit looked pretty good.
"Very interesting developments out of Washington, wouldn't you say?" the Chief said.
"Murder is always an... 'interesting'... development, I'd say." I replied.
"Do you think it had anything to do with your trip to Paris?" asked Moynahan.
"Well..." I said, introspective about it as I spoke, "let's look at the chain of events. Laura and I stumbled onto Kurchikov by accident. Lucky we did, though, or he'd have come over all dead, and God knows what kind of incident with the Russians we'd be having right now. Anyway, the Russians protested, some U.S. Congresscritters got interested, planned to call up Admiral Keating, and now he comes over all dead. Too many coincidences for Dame Agatha Christie and myself, but what can either of us do, neh?"
"One thing you can dooooo," said the Chief, "is keep your armor on, your head down, and your eyes peeled. And the armor part is not a suggestion, if you get my drift, Commander. I've instructed all three of your Angels to dress appropriately, as well."
"And then," said the Chief, "there's the little matter of my Deputy Chief's display of over-concerrrrrrn for your bad back. I had a conversation with her, and while I scolded her for going off like that, I told her that I do agree with her concerns for your safety. So do us all a favor, and consider the relative danger of any future actions you might take."
"Yes sir." I said, then grinned as I added: "Does that include schooling any dirty nasty Legs that carry green crowbars, on proper respect for the Airborne?"
"Oh, that's between yoooooo and herrrrrr." the Chief drawled. "I get out of the way when crowbars are flying." After a pause, he said "But let's get serious: the reason I asked you to this lunch is to have a conversation just between the two of us about the overall situation. Our Admin positions are getting thin, especially in leadership. A lot of stuff has been taken out of our hands, and given to the civilians in City Hall. But Personnel & Records is thin, and if Holloway were to leave, they'd be virtually leaderless. And if Deputy Chief Ross ever leaves..."
I looked up in shock. "Sir, are you suggesting she might leave?"
"If by that you mean do I know anything? No." said the Chief. "But in my conversation with her today, it o-ccurrrred to me that she has a lot on her mind... her father, his business empire, her family... and her very deep concerns for your safety. She's a tough lady, Don, but it's going to wear her down if she doesn't mentally handle it. And if she does leave the Force, for any reason, it'll be up to you and me to figure out how to handle it..."
I nodded, thinking about it. The party never stops in my Town & County, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, I got a call from Sheriff Sorrells of Coltrane County.
"What can I do for you, Sheriff?" I asked.
"The Court case over that parcel of land north of 'The Vision' property is going to be heard in a couple of weeks." said the Sheriff. "And I wanted to know if you or your Crime Lab had anything to add over the body found there."
"Uh... refresh my memory, Sheriff." I said.
"You remember the Harmon Biller case?" asked the Sheriff.
"Oh, yeah." I said. "Several years ago, wasn't it?" (Author's note: 'Case of the Paper Trail'.)
"Did you know Harmon Biller died in prison not long after you busted him for murdering his wife?" Sheriff Sorrells asked.
"Uh, no, I didn't." I said. And considering the 'excitement' of the showdown with the Consultant was building then, I didn't berate myself too much. "Sheriff, if you'll start at the beginning, I'd appreciate the memory jog."
"Sure." said Sorrells. "Biller apparently wasn't all that healthy, and he died of pneumonia at The Asylum. Before he was incarcerated, he arranged for all his money to go into trusts to provide for that cooperative. He owned the land it was on, too."
"Problem was," continued Sorrells, "when he died, his will left everything to his wife, but of course she preceded him in death, and by his hand. So the Court declared him to have died intestate. The trusts he created did not have provisions to continue after his death, so the money stopped flowing in. The cooperative was abandoned within two months."



"So who's fighting over it in Court?" I asked.
"No one's really fighting over it." said the Sheriff. "Especially after that body was found on the property last year. It was a little over a year ago, when they were having those riots in your County, and you were suspended." said Sorrells.
"Ah, no wonder I don't remember it." I said. "Okay, I'm bringing that up now... okay, I see it. Our Crime Lab went down and took evidence. Body parts found in some trash bags, somewhat ground up, buried under the compost pit. They were able to get some DNA, but never matched it to anyone. We have the DNA profile still in the records, but the case is still considered open."
"That's right." said the Sheriff. "Your crime lab said it was a woman, but the DNA markers did not match any women we knew were missing at the time."
"Well, Sheriff," I said, "it doesn't look like we have anything new on it. I hope that won't hamper the Court case."
"No, it shouldn't." the Sheriff said. "Dr. Eckhart expressed interest in buying it, since it borders upon his current property. But our County Council has had some feelers from several groups that want to buy it, and I'm sure some palms were greased, if you know what I mean. The upcoming Court case will settle it once and for all. Both our County and the State are trying to get possession of it. It'll bring good money into our coffers."
"That's true." I said. "Listen, I'd like to send my lawyer down there to check on the legal issues of that property. I'd appreciate it if you could have Deputy Strait help him out. It's to wrap up some loose ends of the Biller case up here."
"Sure." said the Sheriff. After we hung up, I called Mike G. Todd and asked him to look into some things for me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
My favorite greeting was followed by a five-year-old girl rushing up and attempting to tackle me, followed by a four-year-old boy doing the same thing, followed by two excellent dogs barking happily and running around the sea of humanity wrapped around my legs.
After greeting the kids with hugs and petting the dogs, I said "Where's your mom?"
"She's in the 'puter room." said Carole.
"Yes, she's been in there for some time." called out my mother, who was in the kitchen, cooking. "Why don't you go disturb her, Don, and tell her dinner is nearly ready."
"Okay, Mom." I said. "Carole, are you helping your grandmother set the table?"
"Yes, Daddy." said Carole, who rushed off to do just that. Jim did not rush to help, so I asked him if he was going to help, or was he going to clean up the greatroom of all his toys. Somewhat to my surprise, he went and began cleaning up the toys. I made the proper deduction.
I knocked on the door of the computer room, then opened the door and went on in. Laura was working at the desk, and she looked darkly at me. "How did you open that door?" she asked. "I'm sure I locked it."
"Uh, I dunno, it just opened." I said. I came on in. "Dinner's almost ready. What's up?"
"Have a seat." Laura said. I did so, next to her, and she began: "There are a few tricks I've learned about accessing CIA files. One is how to know if I'm being monitored. I was going to start looking up Admiral Keating's information at work this morning, and saw immediately that I was being monitored, and accessing those files would be immediately seen. So, I went the route of accessing the Kurchikov incident."
"And since you were actually involved in that," I said, "those monitoring you wouldn't be too shocked to see that you did so."
"That was the plan, anyway." said Laura. "I did find out some things. First, Kurchikov made it back to Moscow alive, and was treated for his injuries. Second, there is absolutely nothing on the attack on Kurchikov nor those who rescued him. No incident report, no nothing."
"That's unusual?" I asked.
"Damn straight it is." said Laura. "I should've found a routine Embassy report on it, especially after the Russians summoned our Ambassador to read him the Riot Act."
"Would they classify it with extra compartmentalization?" I asked.
"I should still have seen it, even if they did." Laura replied.
"Well," I said, "if I were the CIA Director, and six of my agents got the shit beat out of them by a couple of American tourists with crowbars, I'd probably try to hide the report, too."
Laura laughed. "No doubt. Anyway, after I got home, I used my special high-speed access line, which costs our Government $100,000 a year to maintain and encrypt, to access the Keating data. He had a lot of access, especially to military intelligence and defense planning. He was an advisor to the National Security Advisor, and often briefed Congress in closed hearings."
"Middle East theater?" I asked.
"No." Laura said. "NATO. But he covered Russia, so whatever they're doing in Syria, he'd know... have known... about it."
I did not need to be Cindy Ross to feel the vibe from Laura about it. Keating had been her colleague as well as Dr. Cordell's. She was taking this more personally than she was letting on.
"By the way," I said, "any interest from the Company about our trip to Israel?"
"Only my own report, which I duly made after my contacts with General Golan and others." said Laura. "Such a report would have been expected, and is required by law. I did mention that you visited the Western Wall and jumped with the 55th Paratroopers into Massada. I might have forgotten to mention your sister's presence."
"Hmmm..." I said, thinking out loud more than I should've been. I realized Laura had noticed, too.
"Okay, then." I said. "Let's go have dinner. I can't wait to see what Carole's newest tactics will be to avoid eating stringbeans."
"How did you know we're having stringbeans?" Laura asked. "your mom tell you?"
"No." I said. "But Jim is avoiding being around her."
Laura gave me a little grin. "Yes, after Jim got your mother to cook stringbeans, Carole said that she was going to make him eat her helping, as well as his own, and by force if need be. From hearing your mother talk, Carole is apparently related to someone named 'Elizabeth'."
I laughed. "Thank God Carole and Jim weren't born eight years apart." I mused.
"By the way..." Laura said. "Cindy corralled me after the meeting at the Police Station, and asked why I let you jump out of an airplane with your back in such bad shape. Her eyes were flashing fire, too."
"What did you tell her?"
"I told her it would've been easier stopping sap from running in trees than to stop you from making that jump." said Laura. "She was not mollified..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, beautiful!" said Callie happily as Cindy walked in the door of their condo. She came up and gave her fiancée a warm embrace.
"Hello, yourself." said Cindy. "How was your day?"
"Good, but tedious." said Callie. "I was in front of a computer screen all day. Research for Laura."
"National research?" Cindy asked, their code for CIA research, as opposed to sexual research.
"Yes." Callie said. "Something is going on. So, what do you want for dinner? I can order in Chinese, or pizza."
"Whichever you think will go better with beer." Cindy said.
"Pizza it is, then." said Callie. "Tough day, huh?" She knew that when Cindy went for the beer, it had been a tough day.
"Yeah." Cindy said. "I fucked up again. Don and Laura went from France to Israel. While there, Don saw fit to make a parachute jump with the Israeli military, bad back and all."
"Well, he was in the Holy Land." said Callie with a grin. "If he needed a miracle, nowhere better to be, huh?"
"Don't start." said Cindy, a shade too quietly and seriously. Callie was instantly on her guard.
"So how was that 'fucking up' on your part?" Callie asked.
"I went off on Don about it... right in front of the Chief and Teresa." Cindy replied.
"Ouch." said Callie. "Did the Chief ream you out, or did Don?"
"The Chief." said Cindy. "He wasn't bad about it... in fact, he's really, really good at getting people to talk when they don't want to. Almost like a father-daughter chat, and he had me almost crying as I talked about how worried I was for Don."
Callie got out her cellphone and ordered the pizza.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinner was an exercise in anger management.
Jim was eating his stringbeans, going on and on about how tasty they were. Carole was giving him looks that indeed might've been inherited from her Aunt Elizabeth, especially when Carole's mother admonished her to clean her plate.
"Can I give my stringbeans to Bowser?" Carole asked, her mood dark.
"No, Carole." I said. "I'd have to arrest both you and Bowser for destroying evidence if you did."
"Make Jim eat them, then." Carole 'suggested'.
"They're tasty!" Jim said wickedly (for a four year old). "You should eat all of yours!"
"If they're so tasty," Carole shot back, "YOU eat 'em!"
"That's not a bad idea." I said, looking over at Jim.
"I'm not eating anything off of her plate." Jim declared. "She has germs!"
"I do not!" Carole said hotly. "YOU'RE the sicko!"
"Stoppit." Daddy warned them both. "No more calling each other names, or you will both be in timeout. And you will not get to watch 'The Flash' tomorrow night, either."
"Awwww." Carole whined, her Amazon powers unable to overcome Daddy's 'iron' control of the TV remote.
I saw Laura watching me as I handled the kids. "Ready for another vacation?" she asked me.
I winked at her and said "We'll always have Paris... but I wouldn't miss these moments with the kids for the world, either." Laura laughed out loud, and my mom giggled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, that was good." Cindy said contentedly.
"My goodness," said Callie, "one entire large pizza and three mugs of beer. Are you eating for two?"
"Cute." Cindy said, giving Callie a sideways dark look... that looked suspiciously like the one exercised by her cousin Carole right around the same time. She then said "But seriously, I did not realize how hungry I was. I didn't eat lunch."
Callie went back to typing on her computer. "Cindy," she asked, "do you know of anyone named Tomoko Shimono?"
"Tomoko Shimono?!" Cindy exclaimed. "Yes, I've heard that name! Wait... let me check Don's case files." Cindy ran a cross-reference check on her Police iPad. "Yep. The Roy Chen murder. The nuclear power plant case." (Author's note: 'Eyes Only'.) "Tomoko Shimono was involved. She was... hey, check the CIA's 'Disavowed' list."
"Yep," Callie said as she perused the list. "Tomoko Shimono is on the list. She went rogue. Was believed to have helped Pastor Raymond Westboro with several operations to steal technology. Disappeared completely after that nuclear power plant case and Westboro's subsequent death."
"So what's the deal with her?" asked Cindy.
"Her name came up in conjunction with some stuff I found out." said Callie. "I've been looking into Leon Mills. He was under suspicion of running drugs in the Southport area, right under FBI Agent Les Craig's nose, or at least giving SBI cover for the drug-runners out of that area. Seems Tomoko Shimono vouched for someone as an undercover agent at the time, but it's only a notation in these records."
"Leon Mills, eh?" Cindy said, not really paying attention.
"Yes." said Callie. "And here's some more stuff from the City Police database, which is way too easy to get into: Leon Mills was spotted in the Red Light district in the City last Saturday night. Seems he likes visiting the strip bars, then picking up a hooker for a couple of hours. He's been visiting the same joint the last four Saturdays. So what are your plans for this Saturday night?"
"Same as yours, I suspect." said Cindy, feeling a renewed energy. "A little trip to the City..."
Part 14 - Good and Evil
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 12, from in front of the Federal Building. "The Guardians of Justice have struck again!"
"The shadowy cyber-group that calls themselves the Guardians of Justice released a number of documents related to the recent death of Rear Admiral Jonathan Keating." said Bettina. "Among the documents are initial Police reports, which stated that Admiral Keating was found with a gunshot to the back of the head. Those initial reports are now unavailable despite multiple FOIA requests for them, and the Police Officers that filed the reports are not being made available to the Press."
"Police reports that were issued to the Public and the Press state that Admiral Keating died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound." continued Bettina. "Experts say the initial reports were replaced or possible altered. The Navy and the CIA have refused official comment on their separate investigations into the Admiral's death.
"The GOJ also released other documents, which are highly classified." said Bettina. "Sources tell Fox Two News and other Media outlets that the documents pertain to the incident in Paris, France last week, in which a Russian national was allegedly attacked by foreign agents. The Russians believe the CIA was behind the attack, and even summoned the American Ambassador in Moscow to formally complain. The GOJ documents allegedly show that the CIA did commit the attacks, and outlined how to respond to the Russian protest and Media inquiries."
"And the GOJ's trove of released papers also show that several U.S. Senators intended to call Admiral Keating to testify about the Paris incident." said Bettina. "Those Senators, including our State's Republican Senator Richard Nunn, have opened an investigation into the CIA Director's involvement in the Paris incident, and they intend to subpoena the CIA Director to testify. They also are making a list of documents to subpoena from the CIA."
"However," Bettina went on, "a number of Senators are attempting to block the investigation by the Conservative Senators. Our State's Senator Samuel Russell, a Republican like Nunn, has called the investigation into the CIA an 'outrage', and he has accused Senator Nunn of harming the Intelligence Community's ability to do their jobs. Additionally, Republican Senator Russell has said that the Guardians of Justice are traitors that should be executed once they are found and captured. His harsh language was echoed by many Senators of both Parties, who have demanded the FBI prioritize capturing the Guardians of Justice."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen's office said that he has contacted lawyers for Governor Val Jared to arrange a meeting, where Jared will be questioned about his role in the harassment of Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton, and his role in using the power of the SBI to further harass those women by investigating them."
"Jared's lawyers," said Bettina, "including former State Attorney Gill Haroldson, say that Governor Jared believes the Independent State Counsel's investigation is a political witch hunt, and he will not answer any of Mullen's questions, either in person or in writing. It is not clear if Jared can be subpoenaed to testify before the Independent State Counsel or the Special Grand Jury, but his lawyers have made it clear they intend to fight to the last ditch."
"The Governor's lack of cooperation was viciously lambasted by several Republicans, including State House Ways & Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds, who said, quote: 'If the Governor has nothing to hide, he should cooperate fully with the Independent State Counsel and answer Mr. Mullen's questions under oath, fully, completely, and truthfully.', unquote."
"Finally," finished Bettina, "The Governor signed the recently passed bill into law that lays out how the Lieutenant Governor position will be filled. The Parties will have caucuses on October 9th, and their chosen candidates will be placed on the November ballot after being certified as being eligible to run. Efforts by Republican State Representative Wilson Hammonds and Republican State Senator Cain Mitchell to defeat the bill was obliterated by bipartisan support, led by Senators Molinari and Cerone, and endorsed by our State Senator, Katherine Woodburn. This is considered to be a huge defeat for Establishment Republicans and hardline Democrats like Senator Maxine Watts..."
"And Fox Two News has confirmed," said Bettina, "that Town & County Deputy Chief Cindy Ross will sing the Canadian National Anthem at the Goodwill Ice Hockey Tournament in the City this Friday night. The Canadian team will face off against the Russian team. The Russians's 'Friendship Children's Choir' will sing the Russian anthem as part of their tour of parts of the United States..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Today, Teresa was receiving a 'conditional' baptism. The church Teresa attended as a child no longer existed, so Father Romano was unable to determine if she'd been baptized, though Teresa thought she had been as a small child. I'm not up to speed on the Catholic Church's procedures, but when there is doubt about a previous baptism, another can be done with words such as ". . . if you are not already baptized, I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit".
The conditional ceremony was in private, and Father Romano and Teresa were in the Pastor's Room at Police Headquarters. The water I'd brought home from the River Jordan in Israel had been strained and boiled, and was in a pitcher. Teresa bowed over a large bowl to catch the water as Father Romano poured it onto her head with the appropriate words.
Also in the Pastor's Room were Protestant Chaplain Calvin, my mother, me, Laura, Molly, Paulina, Edward and Stephanie Steele, and Selena Steele. Being baptized with more water from the River Jordan were Carole, Marie, Jim, Ian, Ross, and Tasha.
My mother was most happy at the performance of the baptism of her grandchildren. I had explained to the kids what was going on, and they seemed to accept it. Then Chaplain Calvin talked to them, and they looked rather bored.
"So the Chaplain is going to sprinkle us with water from the same river the Baby Jesus was sprinkled with?" Carole asked me. I just said 'yes', even though Jesus was a full-grown man when He was baptized by the appropriately named John the Baptist.
So on this day Carole and Marie behaved as Chaplain Calvin sprinkled the water on all the children's heads as he baptized them. But it was Teresa in whom I saw the most marked change. I could see that the Spirit was Alive in her...
Part 15 - Epilogue
The were meeting in the CIA Director's office within his home near Langley, Virginia.
"It's a disaster." said the Director to his guest. "Keating was all over it almost from the beginning. I think the God-damned Jews found out about it and told him. And he went straight to Nunn with it."
"Why didn't you kill Nunn, too?" asked the guest.
"Harumph." muttered the Director. "Killing Keating has already started a firestorm as it is. Killing a Senator? That would really bring the FBI down on us."
"Well, now they're looking for the Guardians of Justice." said the guest. "Or is Nunn one of them?"
"He may fucking well be." said the Director. "Keating must've been in league with those bastards, too. The documents those cyber-terrorists put out... some of them could only have come from Nunn and Keating."
"Any idea who the Guardians are? Where they are?" asked the guest.
"Hell, if I knew that, I'd be sending agents to kill them right now." said the Director. "Senator Russell is right that they should not be found alive... way too many questions could be asked if they're simply arrested. That is a Court trial we cannot afford to have."



"Sure it's not the Iron Crowbar?" asked the guest. "Killing him would take care of a lot of your problems."
"It's not him." said the Director. "We've checked into him as thoroughly as we possibly could. And we don't think it's his wife. But we got word that the Iron Crowbar said that the Guardians are smarter than he is. And indeed, some of my people think they are working around the Iron Crowbar, making it look like he's the one, while they stay behind the scenes and release embarrassing information that inflames the Public and harms our plans."
"So what now?" asked the guest. "I'm getting word that he's starting to catch on to me, my presence. And his God-cursed wife and sister are a real threat to me."
"Yes, which is why I called you here." said the Director. "I told the Iron Crowbar's wife to keep her bastard husband in line. But she hasn't; in fact, she's helping him against us. So... it's time to teach the Iron Crowbar an unforgettable lesson."
"Going to kill him? His wife?" asked the guest hopefully.
"Not yet." said the Director. "We're feeding his people information, using a rogue agent from the Iron Crowbar's past, and we'll be drawing the bastard into a trap. We're going to hurt him first, and then force him to give us his sister so we can kill her."
"You think you can make him betray his family?" the guest asked, skeptically this time.
"Oh yes." said the Director. "He and his sister despise each other. She was even working with Westboro against him. Oh yes, the Iron Crowbar will betray his sister and give her to us... especially after he sees what we are willing to do to the people he loves..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, September 14th.
The Japanese Consulate in the City had asked Laura and me to come to the exhibition of ice hockey between teen national teams being held at the City Arena. And there was the additional reason that Police Commander Cindy Ross had been invited to sing the Canadian National Anthem before that nation's game against the Russian Federation, which we wanted to see. So we headed over.
We were watching from the entrance where the Zamboni would come in. I was wearing a suit and blue tie, and Laura was wearing her favorite blue and white dress. Cindy was wearing her semi-formal uniform and Medal of Valor. Callie was with Cindy, and wearing a light blue dress and high heels that caused many eyes to look in her direction.
Behind us were the Russian children that were there to sing the Russian Anthem after Cindy performed the Canadian Anthem. When, much to my surprise, I heard young voices saying "Iron Crowbar! Iron Crowbar!" in English (but not much else in English), I realized it was the Russian kids. Their adult chaperones, who did speak English, said that the children had been told about me and knew of me. I wondered if it was the adults that were truly behind the knowledge of me, but I put that into a compartment of the mind as I greeted the kids.
It's amazing to me: the deeply corrupt American Lamestream Media tells us that we have to hate Russia and the Russians... but Russian children are just like their American counterparts. And the Russian kids, like American kids... wanted selfies with Your Iron Crowbar.
So I obliged, and a number of photos were taken. Then they corralled Cindy to take pictures with us. Laura made sure to stay out of the way so that her photograph was not taken. And it meant that I didn't have to just stand there and be bored as all the official diplomatic- and goodwill-speak went on. Of course, I did notice Lilly Wargrave's exceptionally lovely legs as she was introduced to the crowd.
Then it was 'go' time. Cindy walked out onto the red carpet in front of 20,000 people. If she had a case of nerves, she did not exhibit it. She did exhibit her beautiful singing voice:
"Oh, Canada! Our home and native land!
True, patriot love, in all our sons command..."
As she sang, I felt someone brush my arm. I turned to see a young Japanese man, an aide to the Consul. "Sire," he said, "will you and your wife please come this way?"
I followed him back into the tunnel under the stands, which reminded me of going through Wildcat Stadium on the way to examine the body of the deceased Coach Willy 'Speedy' Gonzales. Laura joined us after we were out of sight of the children. We came to a door, and the aide waved us in with a deep bow.
Inside was the Japanese Consul, who bowed low, and another man, a Caucasian... literally. He was the Ambassador of the Russian Federation to the United States. Two aides, who were clearly security for the Ambassador, were unobtrusively off to one side. I bowed in return of the Consul's bow, as did Laura.
"Ah, Commander Troy, Dr. Fredricson," the Russian Ambassador said jovially in good English as we were introduced. "Thank you so much for coming. I apologize that this ceremony must take place in this setting and in such privacy."
"I think we understand, Ambassador." Laura said.
"President Putin has asked me to give you these gifts," said the Ambassador, "as a token of his appreciation of your helping Mr. Kurchikov in Paris." One of his aides handed him a couple of objects.
"How is Mr. Kurchikov?" asked Laura.
"He is doing well, making a full recovery, thanks to your medical ministrations." said the Ambassador. "And he is doing much better than his poor brother did. President Putin also appreciates your solving that case, Commander, but he appreciates most the fact that you removed Sergei Molotov's worthless head from his shoulders."
"Oh, that was my immense pleasure to do." I replied with great sincerity.
"Dr. Fredricson," said the Ambassador, "you were a respected adversary in the days President Putin ran the KGB. He offers this as a token of his esteem." The Ambassador opened a box he'd just been handed, displaying a large gold medallion.
"This commemorated the women who were named Heroes of the Soviet Union or the Russian Federation, most of them posthumously in the Great Patriotic War." (Author's note: that's what the Russians call World War II.) "Very few of these medallions exist today, and Mr. Putin thought you were worthy of this one as a woman of exceptional capabilities."
"I'm honored." said Laura as she accepted the medallion and a small framed citation.
"And for you, Commander," said the Ambassador, taking another box from his aide, "President Putin has tremendous respect for you and your abilities. Your service to the Russian Federation has been inestimable." He opened the box, displaying the medal inside.
You've probably seen photos of Russian generals and politicians wearing a medal that was gold star hanging beneath a red drape. That medal was the Gold Star of the Hero of the Soviet Union. After the fall of the USSR, the Russian Federation created a similar medal, the Gold Star of the Hero of the Russian Federation.
The gold star was the same, but the drape was three vertical stripes of white, blue, and red, the colors of the Russian Flag. It could be awarded to Russian Citizens, but also to foreigners who were deemed to have rendered great service to Russia.
I remembered Jack King once saying that Mr. Putin would either send assassins to kill me or give me a medal. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', Ch. 6.) He was prescient, and it turned out Mr. Putin had sent me a medal. And not just any medal: it was no less than the Gold Star of the Hero of the Russian Federation.
After handing me the box with the medal inside, the Ambassador handed me a framed citation, written in Russian, proclaiming me to be a Hero of the Russian Federation. Not exactly something on my bucket list, but crossed off nonetheless.
"Thank you, Ambassador." I said, shaking his hand. "Please express to your President my gratitude for his thoughtfulness and generosity." It's good to be diplomatic at times like this.
"I will do so. And he is very grateful to you." said the Ambassador. "And now, let us go watch the children play hockey, yes?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got back to the rink just as the Russian Children's Choir was filing onto the red carpet on the ice rink. I showed Cindy and Callie the medal, and they gasped in surprise.
"Well, Laura," I said, "if the Press ever finds out about these awards, they will accuse us of colluding with the Russians to get Chief Griswold elected Sheriff."
Laura laughed out loud, and agreed. We paused to listen to the Children's Choir, who sang beautifully:
"Rossíya — svyashchénnaya násha derzháva,
Rossíya — lyubímaya násha straná.
Mogúchaya vólya, velíkaya sláva —
Tvoyó dostoyán'e na vsé vremená!
-
Sláv'sya, Otéchestvo náshe svobódnoye,
Brátskikh naródov soyúz vekovóy,
Prédkami dánnaya múdrost' naródnaya!
Sláv'sya, straná! My gordímsya tobóy!..."
Finis. For now.
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Part 1 - Agents In Action
"I got the moves baby, you got the motion,
we got together we'd be causing a commotion..."
---Madonna, 'Causing A Commotion'
The seedy, smoke filled strip joint in the City's southern area known as the Red Light District was lit mostly by blue neon lights along the walls and behind the bar. The men in the bar, mostly middle-aged, watched as the young woman danced and twirled around the pole, not really caring that she looked and acted as disinterested as them. The bar seemed loud yet muted at the same time, and everything from the lights to the music to the liquor connoted a cheap, lackluster entertainment experience.
A woman with blue-black hair and straight bangs approached a swarthy, mean-looking man with black hair and a mustache and goatee that formed a circle around his mouth. Her body was an hourglass shape and her legs looked good in her platform heels, certainly better than the girl working the pole.
"Hi, Sailor." the girl said to the man. "Wanna buy a girl a drink?"
"No." said the man. "Get lost."
"Wow." said the woman, persisting. "Tough day at work? I can make it a lot better for you."
"You heard me, bitch." said the man, turning and glaring at her. "Get. Lost."
"Okay, it's your loss." the woman said. She got up and walked towards the door to the back areas of the club, where the restrooms were. The man followed her with his eyes until she was gone, then turned back to his drink and the 'show'. He did not notice another woman, with a huge mane of black hair and thick, horned-rimmed glasses, wearing a sweater-shirt and jeans, get up and leave by the front door.
It was 11:30pm, Saturday, September 22d. The hot woman that had been dissed did not go into the restrooms, but through the door to the kitchen areas. She quickly went out a side door, often used by employees to go out and smoke. The woman in jeans came up to her.
"Bastard turned me down flat." said Callie Carrington. "Rude about it, too."
"Yeah, I saw." said Cindy Ross. "Something's not right about this. Any of it." Having an insight, she asked "Did your source tell you if Mills has been picking up various women? Or just one?"
"Didn't say." said Callie.
"Let's go back inside and watch." Cindy suggested. They went back in the kitchen door and out to the bar area. Cindy's original table, one of the furthest from the stage, had not been taken while she was out. She and Callie sat down. Leon Mills, once an SBI Lieutenant and now a wanted fugitive on the run, and the man Callie had tried to pick up, did not seem to notice the women when they came back in.
"What do you think is going to happen?" asked Callie.
"I don't know." said Cindy. "Let's just watch and see what Leon does."
It did not take long. A rather skanky looking redheaded woman, wearing a halter top and tight 'Daisy Dukes' jeans, approached Mills and sat down beside him. He turned to her, as if interested in her 'services', and they began talking for a few minutes.
"Let's go." said Cindy. She quickly led the way back to the kitchen door and out. Taken aback by Cindy's speed, Callie could only rush to catch up.
Peering around the edge of the building into the front parking lot, they watched as Mills and his new friend came out, walking arm-in-arm. Cindy said "When he gets to his car, let's jump him. You tell the girl to get lost, and I'll get the cuffs on him."
They quickly walked out into the lot, following Mills and the girl. As he got to an old car and unlocked it, he opened the passenger side door for the girl.
*ZZZZZT!*
The TASER struck Mills in the lower back. "Arrrgh!" he grunted as he went to his knees. Now masked, Cindy and Callie rushed up. As Cindy pulled Mills's arms behind his back and cuffed him, Callie told the woman to get lost.
"No, you get lost, bitch!" the woman said. She sprang out of the car and rushed at Callie. Callie warded off a blow with her CIA-taught martial arts, but the woman was better: she parried Callie's attempt to take her down with a couple of hard blows to the body, then a blow to her face. Callie went down, more shocked than hurt.
"Take him!" Cindy said. "I've got her."
"Come and get it, bitch!" said the redheaded woman. Cindy did so. The woman tried a vicious kick, found it thwarted, then found herself being pummeled with a series of blows. Cindy then whirled and drove her own raised foot into the woman's face, and the woman went down like a rag doll, knocked unconscious.
Callie had Mills's car keys. She opened the trunk, and the two women managed to hoist Mills into the trunk. Then they grabbed the woman. As she was thrown into the trunk and the lid slammed shut, a youngish looking man appeared.
"Hey!" he said. "What are you doing?"
"Police." Cindy said. "We're making a bust. Get lost."
"Not until I see a badge." said the reddish-brown-haired man loudly. "Show me a badge!"
"Okay, you want a badge?" Cindy said, her hand going to her back pocket. "Here's your fucking badge!" Her arm shot out in a vicious blow to the man's face. Not reacting in time, he reeled, then felt the full force of Cindy's 360 turn that ended in her kicking him in the face. He, too, was out like a light.
"Let's go!" Cindy said. She and Callie got into Mills's car, both of them wearing latex gloves. Cindy was driving, and the car scratched off as they pulled out, and just in time: people were starting to pour out of the dive bar to see what was going on...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who the shit is that bitch?" Callie asked, her face and body still smarting from the blows she'd taken.
"I don't know," said Cindy, "but her fighting skills were way too damn good for a working girl."
"Yeah." said Callie. "She should've been going for a gun in her purse."
"Yeah, like I said," Cindy replied, "something is way off about this whole thing. We'll have to ask them about that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Leon Mills woke up, his whole body aching and sore from the TASERing he'd received. He found himself to be sitting in a chair, his hands manacled behind him. A full mask without eyeholes was covering his head.
He felt someone behind him press his finger to what felt like the flat glass of an iPhone, then heard the computerized sound of an app. Someone was reading his fingerprint he realized.
"What do you want?" he asked, the mask muffling his voice. A hard blow to the side of his head made his ear ring.
"Shut up." said the voice, a low growl but still definitely a woman's voice. "I'm the one asking the questions, and when I'm good and ready."
Mills heard the chime of the app again. He wondered if someone else's fingerprint was being taken, and then realized that the woman he'd picked might've been kidnapped with him. He heard whispered voices in the distance behind him.
The mask was suddenly taken off by someone standing behind him. He looked around. They were in a poorly lit, empty room, possibly a storage room. He saw the girl he'd picked up, tied up and in a chair next to him. In front of them was a beautiful woman, wearing a 'Batgirl' mask, her lustrous black hair flowing out of the back. She was wearing a form-fitting, all black suit, not quite a Batgirl suit, but definitely something that showed off her magnificent body.
"Okay, slugs." the woman said, her voice a low growl. "I don't have much time. I want answers, and I want them fast."
"Go fuck yourself, bitch." spat the redhead.
The woman came up to her. "Jenny Van Dyke." she said. "You've been running drugs through five States, and up and down the River and the Big River south of Southport. Multiple LEOs and the FBI are verrrrrry interested in meeting you."
"How do you know who I am?" the woman said. "And who the fuck are you?"
"I am your worst nightmare." the woman said. "Fortunately for you, doll, I'm not interested in you at all. I'm interested in Leon Mills, here. Former SBI Agent, been using the SBI to run drugs throughout the State."
"You scumbag!" Jenny shouted at Leon. "You're a god-damned cop?"
"Even worse," said a masked Callie Carrington, still wearing her black-hair wig, "he's a wanted cop. Oh, my dear Leon, you picked up the wrong girl. Should've gone with me, a winner, instead of this piece of shit."
"Who you callin' a piece of shit, bitch?" snarled Jenny Van Dyke.
"Leon, let's stop playing around." said Cindy, also masked and wigged, coming around to Leon's front. "Where are Jack Lewis and Richard Ferrell?" She saw Leon's eyes become jet? Had he recognized her? she wondered.
"I have no idea." said Leon. "Ferrell vanished a long time ago. Lewis up and left me behind several weeks ago. Left me hanging, too. Cops are after me, now. I'd tell you where he was... if I knew."
"Mighty poor acting job." said the beautiful 'Batgirl'. "Leon, you better start talking, and fast. And bitch..." she said, turning to Jenny, "if you know anything, you better start talking, too. Tell me what I want to know, and you'll walk. No harm, no foul. Play games with me, fuck with me, and I've got no reason to let you live. At all." The menace in her voice connoted a certain sincerity to her threat.
"I don't know shit." said Jenny. "This guy picked me up at Neon Blue, and the next thing I know these two whores were all over us. And now you're telling me this bozo is a cop? I got nuthin'..."
"I don't know. I don't know." said Cindy, in a decent imitation of the Iron Crowbar. "Maybe I'm just not making myself clear."
She grabbed Leon by the neck and began squeezing, choking him. "Leon, if you want to live, you tell me where Lewis and Ferrell are."
Leon said nothing, even as he was choking and gasping. As his face began to turn blue, Cindy released her grip on him.
"How about..." Callie said, holding up a large syringe full of a black liquid, "I inject your balls with this acid?"
"I told you." Mills said. "I don't know where they are. Haven't seen them in months, either of them. Lewis bolted, left me behind, hanging in the wind."
"Yes, yes he did." said Callie. She reached and unzipped Mills's pants. "And I'm about to cook your hanging balls with this acid."
"Do your damnedest. I don't know anything." said Mills.
Callie reached into Mills's pants and fished out his cock and balls. "Damn, you're small." she said derisively. "Robin eggs for balls. No wonder you're not scared; nothing to burn out, here."
"So." said the 'Batgirl' woman, "you doing deals with Jenny here? She your supplier these days?"
"Don't say a word, you fucking bastard." warned Van Dyke. "Or I'll cut those robin-egg balls out of you and make you eat 'em!"
"Feisty little bitch, aren't you?" said 'Batgirl' derisively. "Tied up, about to be tortured to death, and still running your worthless whore mouth..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later...
Detectives Tony Long and E.J. Jefferson came up to the car, which was parked in the parking lot of the City Diner, along with armored City Police Officers. "All right, keys are in the ignition. The anonymous tip said wanted fugitives are in the trunk."
The explosives dog sniffed around but did not alert. "I'll take the risk." said Jefferson. He put the key in the lock and opened the trunk. Inside, trussed up like turkeys for Thanksgiving, were Leon Mills and Jenny Van Dyke.
"Well, well, well." said E.J. Jefferson in his falsetto voice. "Leon Mills. Jenny Van Dyke. The City Police would like to extend an invitation to you to have a nice visit to our Headquarters..."
Part 2 - Ramifications and Repercussions
The Black Beauty drove up to the gates of the World Headquarters of 'The Vision' in Coltrane County. Cindy Ross was driving. She pressed a button, and the monitor screen on the car's dashboard presented a number pad. She keyed in the code, and the gate opened to admit them.
Driving inside, they went in to the nearly abandoned facility. The Security men inside the gate and the man at the front reception desk knew the three women, and said hello to them. Cindy put in the keycode to the elevator to her father's office, and they rode up.
"Anyone want a drink?" asked Cindy as they got off the elevator and went into the office.
"Sure." said Callie. "Canadian is fine with me."
"Scotch for me. Single malt." said the beautiful black haired woman. With her Batgirl mask off, they could see that she was the legendary and feared CIA sniper, Melina Troy Allgood.
Cindy poured the drinks, then handed them out. They sat down on the two sofas in the middle of the huge office room.
"Well, that was a bust." the platinum blonde said, disappointment in her voice.
"Yes, we did bust Leon's balls." said Callie with her beautiful grin. "I always wondered what would happen if I really did inject Coca-Cola into a man's balls. Leon cried a lot."
"I'm sure it hurt." said Melina. "But not all that much, apparently. He didn't tell us a damn thing."
"He didn't know anything." said Cindy, very sure, having felt the vibes at the time. "I mean, he and Jenny have been working the drug trade in the State for some weeks now, but he had no idea where Lewis and Ferrell are."
"Well," said Melina, "at least a small dent was put into the State's drug trade. Jenny Van Dyke was a good smuggler and distributor in the Southport area. She was part of Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone's operations, until he went legit and ran for political office. She may have worked with your dear cousin Elizabeth for a while, as well."
"I'll say this." said Cindy. "Jenny's martial arts skills were good. As in really good. A lot of training, she's had. That suggests to me that she's part of an organization, or has been part of an organization, that made the effort to give her that kind of training."
"Not the CIA, for sure." said Melina.
"I'll run a full workup on her tomorrow... well, today." said Callie. "In the meantime, it's almost 4:00am. Let's go to the University Diner and get some breakfast."
"Good idea." said Cindy.
"I'd better go home." Melina said. "The way the fucking Press is, these days, someone would take a photo of us, and try to use it against Daniel in his campaign."
"Photographed with the Deputy Police Chief?" Callie replied, then laughed. "Yeah, I can see where that would be a scandal." she said, teasing her fiancée.
Cindy glared (lovingly) at her fiancée for a second, then said to Melina: "Seriously, don't sweat shit like that. Let's go eat."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, September 23d. Callie was sitting at Laura's desk in Laura's office, using the extremely secure line and typing away merrily on her computer. Cindy was sitting next to her, using her iPad to access TCPD records.
"Okay, Jenny Van Dyke." Callie said. "No CIA record, not on the 'Disavowed' list, either. She's believed to be 34 or 35 years old, and she has a 12 year record of prostitution, drug-running, and smuggling. Maybe we should ask Don's sister if she knew Jenny back in the day."
"And I would," said Cindy, "if we could find my dear cousin Elizabeth. Fat chance of that happening right now. Anyway, what else does the Company have on Jenny?"
"Says here she enrolled at the University here, but was busted turning tricks the next Spring and dropped out of School." said Callie. "Picked up numerous times over the next few years, then disappeared almost completely. However, her fingerprints were picked up on some plastic bags that contained nearly pure heroin in them, high grade stuff. That was in Southport, about three years ago."
"So the FBI and DEA got interested in her." Callie continued. "They got word from informants that Jenny was hooking in Chippewa Crossing, which is near Turpin Heights, in the State south of Southport."
"I've had the dis-pleasure of visiting the place." Cindy said, remembering the 'Film Noir' case that earned Don a bullet in the back. "It's sleazy, much sleazier than where we were last night."
"I've never been there, but I've heard it's bad." said Callie. "So the FBI finds out she's built up a pretty big drug distribution ring down there. And then... nothing. The investigation stops, nothing more is noted by the FBI, except for one notation: a CIA Agent vouched for her as an undercover operative. Someone named... Tomoko Shimono."
"There's that name again." Cindy said. "But that would explain some things, too. If Jenny was working with Shimono, and they were working for the Consultant, and with Elizabeth... yeah, she might find martial arts useful. So, that begs the question: what is Jenny doing in a seedy City bar with Leon Mills?"
"You don't think she was picking him up for just sex?" Callie asked.
"Nooooo." Cindy said. "It was staged to look like that, but I'd be willing to bet that a whole lot more was going on between them..."
Part 3 - The Iron Crowbar
" Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy."
---Exodus 20:8-11
I try to honor that Commandment. I try to reserve Sundays as a day of no Police work, as time for my family. And most often, I'm successful. Today, however, would not quite be one of those Sundays.
We were at The Cabin. Laura and our kids, Molly and the boys. The three boys and I watched an NFL football game, where the New York Football Giants overcame a 20-0 deficit to defeat the Atlanta Falcons. I felt sorry for the City of Atlanta, that they had to endure the utter shame and humiliation of their football team constantly blowing leads and finding defeat, and for decades. Disgusting failures, the Falcons were.
Carole and Marie were not interested in football. I knew they were doing something involving dressing up and clothing, because the redoubtable Bowser was staying at least 20 feet away from them at all times, and often coming over to me for skritchins... and protection. Being a smart Police dog, Bowser wanted no part of being subjected to being dressed up by the girls.
Lunch was hamburgers and hot dogs and 'fixins'. It was becoming mildly shocking just how much five kids were able to eat in one sitting. My mother would say that big appetites at young ages was an 'inherited' trait...
The doorbell rang, and I went to see who it was. It was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. I let him in. He was wearing a suit and tie, as always.
"Jack, do you ever wear anything but a suit and tie?" Molly asked, teasing him. "Especially on a Sunday?"
"Sure." said Jack. "But today my daughters and little Pete were baptized with water from the River Jordan. Tanya and I appreciate you bringing us some, Don."
"My pleasure." I said. "We had these kids baptized with some of what I brought home, and Father Romano baptized Teresa with some."



After a few moments of small talk, Jack said "Don, can I talk to you out on the deck?"
"Sure." I said. We made our way out on deck. I sat in the metal loveseat, and Jack sat in the chair to my right, next to the table. It was a nice day outside, sunny and warm but not hot.
"Did you hear about the bust the City Police made last night?" asked Jack.
"No." I said. "What happened?"
"They got Leon Mills." said Muscone. "And a wanted drug smuggler, Jenny Van Dyke."
"Really?!" I said, some excitement in my voice.
"Don't get too excited." said Jack. "A lot of strange things happened. First, Mills and Van Dyke were kidnapped. An undercover City cop tried to intervene, and one of the women knocked him out cold."
"Women?" I asked.
"Yes." said Muscone. "Two women. Wearing obvious wigs. And the one that knocked out the City cop was wearing a mask."
"Then, a few hours later," continued Muscone, "an anonymous tip was called in to E.J. Jefferson. They went to the City Diner parking lot, where they found Mills and Van Dyke in the trunk of Mills's car."
"Good." I said. "I need to tell E.J. that I need to talk to Mills."
"They're expecting your call." said Muscone. "But here's the problem. Mills and Van Dyke were worked over by the two women and a third woman, who they said was wearing a 'Batgirl' mask. One of the women that kidnapped Mills shot some kind of liquid into his testicles. The examining doctor thinks it was something like Coca-Cola. Mills has a bad case of blue balls... swollen and hurting... but he's expected to recover."
"The bad news," said Muscone, "is that Van Dyke demanded a lawyer, and she called Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C. He also took Mills under his legal wing, and intends to raise hell about Mills's injuries. Thankfully, the City Police videotaped everything they did regarding those two from the moment they opened the car trunk, so they won't take the fall for the torture. But who knows what might happen with the judges they have over there."
"True." I said. "So what did the undercover cop say? What was going on with Mills?"
"The undercover guy was with City Vice." said Muscone. "A relatively new drug pipeline had opened in the Red Light District, and they'd traced it to the 'Neon Blue' bar... I think it's called that... and noticed that Mills had picked up the same redheaded woman for four or five Saturday nights. Last night, a brunette tried to pick him up and he shooed her away, then the redhead came in and left with Mills. I might add that this undercover guy did not know that Mills was a former high-level SBI Agent."
Muscone went on: "The brunette that tried to pick up Mills was one of the two women that kidnapped him and Van Dyke, so the undercover man said. City Vice is speculating that these women were part of a group with competing interests, as in having their own drug operation. The martial arts skills displayed by the women also drew City Vice's interest. They had their data gurus bring up some data, and after seeing the results, Jefferson and Long called me. Care to guess whose name they came up with?"
"To call you, it would have to be either an interstate criminal or a CIA or ex-CIA or Disavowed-CIA person. My dear sister Elizabeth comes to mind when it comes to women in drug rackets, but my sister gave up the drug trade some time ago, and she is not with the CIA." That was an understatement, to be sure.
I went on: "Ergo... the only woman I can think of that has smuggling and CIA connections, and would have you sitting here talking to me about it on the deck of The Cabin, the great view notwithstanding... is Tomoko Shimono of the old Collins/Chen murder cases and attempt to blow up the nuclear plant."
"Four hundred years ago..." said Jack, shaking his head. But he was grinning, too. "That had to be, what, over two years ago?"
"Getting near three years ago. And it was while the Consultant was still alive and kicking." I said. "I always believed she was Westboro's deep mole in CIA and technology things. She was 'disavowed', and I haven't heard a peep about her since Westboro's timely passing... until now."
Muscone said "The Deputy Director thinks the current CIA Director is possibly using disavowed agents to augment his extracurricular operations, which involve undermining Israeli-related companies here and abroad. He may have been using May Cialis for such operations. It would make sense if Tomoko Shimono were involved; she would be perfect for such operations."
"But our question is more local." Muscone continued. "Is Shimono involved with these two women that took out Mills and Van Dyke?"
"And brought them back for the Police to find?" I replied. "That is a 'strangeness' to me, so I don't think Shimono is working with them. I would also suggest those women wanted something from Mills; ergo, burning his balls... 'better living through chemistry' at its very finest." I was nodding my head as I spoke, halfway in a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm, Sunday, September 23d. Jerome Davis was riding shotgun and I was driving my Police SUV as we drove towards the City to interview Leon Mills and Jenny Van Dyke. Their hearings would be the next morning, and I knew we needed to talk to them quickly.
Jerome was using the onboard computer to look up information. "Looks like Jenny Van Dyke was a pretty well-known drug runner in the Turpin Heights area a few years ago. The FBI and DEA opened investigations of her, then dropped them when word came out she was an undercover operative. Notation here says that someone in the CIA that vouched for her... a Tomoko Shimono."
"Tomoko Shimono is now on the CIA's 'disavowed' list." I replied. "And I've heard nothing of her for a while. Let me ask this: who in the FBI made that notation? Les Craig?"
Jerome typed a few seconds, then said "It... it doesn't say. The entry is there, but the name of whoever entered it is left blank."
"Interesting." I said. "Okay, if their lawyer is there, you'll talk to Mills first, which hopefully will leave me a few minutes to talk with Van Dyke before the legal beagle can get in there."
"Sir, you can't question her without a lawyer present." Jerome very correctly said.
"I'm not going to ask her any questions." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After greetings with E.J. Jefferson and Tony Long, we were taken to the interrogation rooms. The City Police Officers went with Jerome into Mills's room, and sure enough that drew Nathan Masterson there. Aided by Sapper Warren, I snuck into Jenny Van Dyke's interrogation room.
"Oh, yeah... they sent the good looking guy to talk to me." Jenny said flirtatiously, with a smile. I gave her a smile back, then, and without a word, I sat down on the other side of the table from her, and very dramatically put on a pair of octagonal-framed eyeglasses.
My action had the desired effect. Jenny recognized the family resemblance. "Oh my God." she said, smiling again. "You're her brother, aren't you?" I just nodded as she said "Yeah, she talked about you. A lot. She said you were as good as she was, but you were on the wrong side of the Law... the good side." She leaned back and said "So, how is Elizabeth doing?"
"Very well, last time I saw her." I said, which was true...
"She was the best, the very best." Jenny said, reminiscing. "She helped me set up in Southport and Turpin Heights. We had a great thing going. And then she walked away from it all. Turned herself in. I never understood why she did that."
"She wanted to live." I said. "And she did. She survived Westboro, as did you."
"Oh, him." Jenny said, her face falling. "Yeah, he was one mean bastard." She then looked up at me, making the connection. "But weren't you the guy who took that bastard down... Mister Iron Crowbar?" I just nodded my acquiescence.
Then I said "I can't ask you any questions without your lawyer present. So I can't ask you about Tomoko Shimono, and her involvement in your old drug ring."
"Who?" asked Jenny. "Never heard of her."
Just then the door flew open and Nathan Masterson charged in. "What the hell are you doing, Troy, questioning my client without me present?"
"He didn't ask her a single question." said Sapper Warren. "We've got it on tape, so zip your lip, Masterson."
"Yeah, right." muttered Masterson. "Jenny, this guy is a rattlesnake. Don't even give him the time of day..."
"Relax, baby." Jenny said. "He didn't ask me a thing. Didn't need to." She gave me another flirtatious smile, which irritated Masterson all the more.
"What do you want with my client, Troy?" Masterson said.
"I just wanted to let her know that my sister would never approve of a Jew-hater like you, Masterson, being Jenny's lawyer, here." I said, looking at Jenny. "Oh, I can't advise you to get new and better representation than this Jew-hater, here, Jenny... so I won't."
"Oh really?" Jenny said sourly, glancing skeptically at Masterson.
"What of it, you fucking kike-lover?" snarled Masterson.
"O-kayyyy, I think we're done here." I said. I then got up. "Okay, Sapper, let's go talk to Mills. Nice meeting you, Jenny."
"You too, handsome." Jenny said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The interrogation rooms were split by an anteroom in the middle with one-way windows looking into each room. I went into that middle anteroom, where Jerome, Tony, and E.J. were.
"Masterson must've realized you were here." said Jerome. "He suddenly got up, told us to stop talking to Mills, and rushed out."
"Heh." I said. "So what did you get out of Mills?"
"I just asked him what he was doing in the City with a known drug-runner." Jerome said. "Mills said he was just picking up a whore to get a piece of ass. We didn't get much further."
"You gonna give it a shot, Commander?" asked E.J., who clearly wanted to watch me interrogate Mills.
"Why not?" I said. I handed the red crowbar to Jerome, then went into the hallway, where Masterson was waiting.
"You still here, Jew-hater?" I snarled at him. "I'm going to interrogate Mills now, so get in there and represent your client."
I went into the interrogation room, followed by the clearly rattled lawyer. When Mills saw me, his eyes lit up, but in a sardonic, disrespectful way.
"Well, if it ain't the Iron Crowbar." Mills said. "So tell me, how is Charlie Griswold doing?" He was trying to bait me into doing something to him, and he was about to get more than he bargained for.
"Leon, you're going to be tried for conspiracy to commit Charlie Griswold's murder." I said. "We have plenty of proof to get a conviction. Aggravating circumstances, so we'll be going for the Death Penalty."
"Stop trying to intimidate my client with your lies." warned Masterson.
"Think I'm lying, Mills?" I asked. "You'll see tomorrow, during your arraignment. Here's my proposition... give me Jack Lewis, tell me where he is... and I'll work with the City D.A. to get you reduced charges."
"My client is going to be released tomorrow." said Masterson. "Your fellow cops tortured him, violated his rights in the worst possible way."
"Not my fellow cops." I said. "But let me be clear, Mills: your incompetent lawyer here is giving you very, very bad advice, and making promises he can't keep. But if I make a promise, you can be assured that I will keep it. And the promise I'm making to you is that if you do not give me Jack Lewis... then I'm going to hold Charlie's murder against you."
"Threatening my clients again!" said Masterson. "That alone will get him freed tomorrow."
"We'll see." I said, getting up. "I'm not sure I would want to be freed and allowed to walk out of here, not without serious protection. Better get your legal beagle to guarantee your safety, Leon. The Police won't. The FBI won't. I won't."
With that, I turned and walked out. I went back to the anteroom.
"Er, Commander," said E.J. "That was pretty close to the line. The judges here tend to be activist, and might interpret your words as threats."
"Don't sweat it." I said. "The judge is going to be swamped with extradition requests at that hearing, including a few Federal ones. And if he does let Mills go..." I didn't continue; I just gave a little smile, a smile that bore no good will towards Leon Mills.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was growing dark as Jerome and I went to the Federal Building. Inside the FBI offices, we found Jack Muscone. Talking with him was his boss, the EAD, wearing his trademark three-piece suit.
"How did it go with Mills and Van Dyke?" asked Muscone, as he had us sit down with them in the conference room.
"As well as could be expected," I said, "considering they're lawyered up. I did get something valuable out of Jenny Van Dyke, so it's wasn't a wasted trip."
"That she knew your sister?" asked the EAD. I just shrugged.
"That," I said, "and the fact that Leon Mills is here in the City, when everyone was saying he was in the Southport area. That might be suggestive with regard to where Jack Lewis is."
"You think Mills is helping Lewis?" asked the EAD.
"Lewis and Ferrell need money." I said. "Jenny Van Dyke's presence suggests drugs, which desperate criminals sell to make money. So Leon Mills going to her does not shock me."
"What about Tomoko Shimono?" asked the EAD. "Fill me in about her involvement with that case of yours."
I did so, with Jack Muscone filling in some details of the Feds's pursuit of the disavowed CIA agent. The EAD seemed very interested.
"Jack, it sounds like we really need to pursue this Shimono woman." said the EAD. "Let's get an APB out for her. And see if we can get Mills and Van Dyke into Federal custody, to see if they can give us a lead on Shimono. Commander, can we count on your help in this pursuit?"
"Indirectly, sir." I said. "But I've been told by my boss, that being my wife, to concentrate on 'local' things. I'm going to be concentrating on pursuing Jack Lewis and Richard Ferrell."
"Good enough." said the EAD. "Okay, I need to go call Washington and brief them." He made his goodbyes and left.
As we got up to go, I said quietly to Muscone: "Jack, do me a favor, and please don't mention this to anyone else. We were looking at Van Dyke's records, and she was vouched for as an undercover agent by Tomoko Shimono. Can you find out which FBI Agent made that notation in the file?"
"I'd think it'd be Les Craig." said Muscone. "He was in Southport all that time."
"I'd appreciate it if you'd confirm that, or not." I said.
"Hmmmm, when you ask things like that, you have some idea in that red head of yours." said Muscone, making Jerome laugh. "Spill it."
"I think you'll understand my need for secrecy when you get the answer." was all I'd say in reply...
Part 3 - Morning Coffee
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 24th, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News has learned that former SBI Lieutenant Leon Mills was arrested in the City over the weekend!"
Bettina began: "Leon Mills is wanted by Local, State, and Federal authorities for various crimes, including conspiracy to commit the murder of Charlie Griswold, son of Town & County Sheriff Candidate Antonio Griswold. City Police said that Mills and another person were arrested after Police acted upon an anonymous tip. But Nathan Masterson, attorney for Mr. Mills, said that Mills was tortured and injected with acid before being found by Police, who deny any involvement in any torture of Mr. Mills."
"In State news," said Bettina, "politicians are throwing their hats into the ring for the Lieutenant Governor position! Attorney General Karl Handel, who is not up for re-election as A.G. for two more years, has announced he is running for the Republican nomination, as is State Secretary of State Brian Cagle. Republican Legislators were urging State House Speaker John Paul Newton to run for Lt. Governor, but Mr. Newton issued a statement saying he was not going to run for the position."
"On the Democrat side," continued Bettina, "State Senator Maxine Watts had declared she will run for her Party's nomination. She will be opposed by Coltrane County's State Representative, Isaac Jacobson. State Senator Katherine Woodburn has said she has no interest in running for the Lt. Governor position at this time, but she has urged other Democrats to consider running."
"While no one can run for two positions at the same time, per State Law," said Bettina, "anyone can run for their Party's nomination in the caucuses, and only the actual nominee will be prohibited from running or re-running for other positions. We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling. Karl, what's the situation?"
"Bettina," said Frazier, "it's somewhat of a paradox that the Democrats are so confident of a 'wave' election in the Legislature that they don't want to give up their seats in the Legislature to run for Lieutenant Governor. But we do expect Sean Stockton to consider a run on the Republican side."
"What about Wilson Hammonds?" asked Bettina.
"I believe the Republicans were pushing John Paul Newton to run for Lt. Governor so that Hammonds could be Speaker." said Frazier. "But if the Democrats win both Houses of the State Legislature, and it increasingly looks like will happen, then Hammonds would be no more than Minority Leader. So we'll see if he goes ahead and runs for the Lt. Governor slot."
"What about locally, Karl?" asked Bettina. "It looks like Daniel Allgood is beginning to pull ahead of Eldrick X. Weaver."
"It's still very close, Bettina." said Frazier. "There's plenty of time for Allgood to say something stupid, like Republican candidates always do."
"What about the Sheriff's race, Karl?" asked Bettina. "Any hope for Della Harlow?"
"Chief Griswold does have a solid lead." said Frazier. "But Commander Troy's unpopularity, his attacks on the Press, who are just doing their jobs, and his heavy-handed Police tactics could sway voters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am a political atheist, and I don't really care who wins." said Cindy. "But this train wreck of a Lt. Governor's race is a lot of fun to watch."
We were in the Chief's Conference Room. The Chief had decided that neither my office's sofa nor 'hot chairs' were sufficiently comfortable for him, so he had a piece of hard plastic put in from the door to the nearest spot at the near side of the table, so that Tanya could drive up to the table on it. Teresa was to Tanya's right, and the Chief at the near end of the table. I was to the Chief's left on the far side, and Cindy to my left. We were watching the monitor on the wall at the far end of the table as we drank our coffee.
"The train wreck will be October 9th," I said, "when the caucuses get together to cast ballots. It's going to be war on the Republican side."
"If the Democrats' only choices are the... polarizing ...Maxine Watts and the relatively minor Jacobson," Tanya said, "that's going to be... 'interesting', too."
I realized that everyone's eyes were turned to me. "What?" I asked.
"Mr. Crowbarrrrr," drawled the Chief, "do you have any prognostications on these political racessssss?"
"As 'unpopular' as I am?" I quipped. "No, not really. And I have to agree with Commander Ross... it's hard for me to really care, right about now."
"Yeah, it's football season." said Teresa. I pointed at her and nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Since I have you all here nowwww," drawled the Chief, "let's take a moment and talk about actual Police business. What is the Leon Mills situation?"
"Mills was captured by City Police, acting upon an anonymous tip." I said. "It's a very strange story, though. He and a woman named Jenny Van Dyke were kidnapped from the parking lot of a bar called 'Neon Blue'. Sleazy strip joint. It is believed that the kidnappers were two women---"



"How do they know that?" asked Cindy.
"I understand that their clothing did not hide the basics of their female anatomies." I replied. "And there's another reason, which I'll get to in a second. Anyway, an undercover City Vice cop saw the kidnapping and attempted to intervene. One of the women said they were cops, this guy asked to see a badge, and the woman knocked him out cold with what was described as a 'vicious martial arts kick'. Know anyone that could do that, Cindy?"
"I'll see if I can think of some names." Cindy replied. "You said the guy that was knocked out was a cop?"
"Yep." I said. "Undercover City Vice. They'd spotted Leon at the bar, and were seeing who he might've been meeting. And they were lucking out: the woman Mills picked up for several straight weeks was Jenny Van Dyke, once the queen of the Southport/Turpin Heights drug trade."
"And these kidnappers messed up City Vice's plans, yes?" asked the Chief.
"They're saying they did, Chief," I said, "but my own opinion is that City Vice could've been moving on this a lot faster. They seemed content to watch for weeks rather than make arrests, so I dunno. Anyway, a few hours later Detective E.J. Jefferson got a tip, and it led to Mills and Van Dyke being found and arrested."
"Mills and Van Dyke both said that their kidnappers were women, which confirms the observations at the bar." I said, looking over at Cindy. "They also said that a third woman was at the location inside a building they'd been taken to. And they both said that one of the kidnappers injected Leon's testicles with a liquid, maybe trying to get him to talk about something he might have known."
"Mmm, talk about blue balls." said Tanya, shaking her head but grinning. "They messed up him picking up that hooker, then injected his balls with something. I almost feel sorry for the guy."
"I don't." I said. "I wish I had known that Mills had been found and was under observation. Neither City Vice nor these kidnappers did me any favors, any favors a'tall. I'd have interrogated him... properly... and if he knew where Jack Lewis was, I would now know."
"Your 'plausible deniability' is very quickly flying out the win-dowwwww." said the Chief. "But you did talk to them yesterday, I understand. What did you find out?"
"I said that Van Dyke was once the queen of the Southport-Turpin Heights drug trade," I said, "and that's generally true. That was back in the days of the Consultant, and when Elizabeth was all over the smuggling trade in these parts. Also, you guys remember the Collins/Velasquez/Chen cases?"
"Oh yeah." said Tanya brightly. "We nicknamed that one the 'Eyes Only' case."
"Yes." I said. "There was a woman that played a role in that, especially Roy Chen's murder. Her name was Tomoko Shimono. She disappeared shortly after we solved that case."
"I remember hearing her name." said Cindy. "Disavowed CIA agent, wasn't she?"
"Yes." I said. "Her name is still on the 'Disavowed' list, but nothing at all has been heard from her since that time."
"What happened to Jenny Van Dyke?" Cindy asked.
"After Elizabeth turned herself in," (Author's note: 'Interlude 8'.) "and after the Consultant died, Jenny got out of her drug distribution business when the Feds became interested in her. After that, she hasn't really been heard from, until recently. The City Police think she's been hooking for the past couple of years, maybe being a drug 'mule' and providing transportation for large quantities of really hot stuff."
"And now she's hooking up with Leon Mills, pun not intended." said the Chief. "I do know the Feds put out an APB for Tomoko Shimono. The FBI may even put her on their Ten Most Wanted List. Things are quiet around here, Mr. Crowbar. Do you want some time to help the Feds find this Tomoko Shimono woman?"
"Like I told the EAD, Chief." I said. "I'm going to stick to more local things, particularly the pursuit of Jack Lewis. And I'll say no more, for the sake of... 'plausible deniability'."
"Good man, Mister Crowbarrrrr." said the Chief. "Good man."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Catrina Pierce, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful new reporterette for KSTD. She was athletic like Amber Harris, but her hair was a more platinum shade of blonde, more like Cindy's... but Catrina had dark roots. "Five-Alive News is bringing you continuing coverage of the ongoing battle for the Lieutenant Governor position!"
Catrina's story matched Bettina's for the most part, but she did have an addition: "Town & County Representative Billy Williams has announced he is exploring a possible run for the nomination as a Republican! Mr. Williams is a strongly Conservative representative, and said that someone needs to oppose Wilson Hammonds's attempts to control the caucus process. Mr. Hammonds reacted strongly, saying that the Republican Party would never allow, quote 'Grassroots traitors' unquote, to be the Party's nominee."
"Additionally," said Catrina, "Westphalia's State Representative, Sharon Marshall, has said she might run as a Republican. Republicans strongly discouraged her from running, saying she'd have to give up her seat if she were nominated, and they fear her seat is one that could flip to the Democrats if she is not the Candidate in that district..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"New reporter for KSTD." said Tanya as I sat with my Angels in my office, watching the broadcast. "What happened to Cynthia Freeman?"
Cindy said "According to Priya Ajmani, Catrina Pierce was the Women's Sports reporter for KSTD, and she was swapped with Cynthia. Those photos of Cynthia fucking for her job were pretty devastating to Cynthia's psyche, and male reporters are already making jokes about her."
"Maybe next time Cynthia will refrain from calling me 'abusive' and a racist." I said.
Cindy said "Priya said the Media members in the State thought that Cynthia was too new for you to have anything on. After those photos of her came out, and the little note mentioning Bettina... they are scared shitless about what you might do next."
"Are you saying Don is winning the war?" Teresa asked, excitement creeping into her voice.
"No, I didn't say that." Cindy replied. "But now they're using proxies, like Karl Frazier, to take shots at Don."
"As if Karl Frazier is clean as a whistle?" I said derisively. "Yeah, right."
"All right, I have bookkeeping to do." said Cindy, getting up. "Y'all have a great day." She left, closing the doors a lot more gently than she had some days before.
"All right, what's new?" I asked.
"Car thefts." said Tanya. "We had four over the weekend, and one last Wednesday and one last Thursday. That's a lot in a short amount of time."
"Any patterns?" I asked.
"Two of them were stolen right out of driveways in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision." Teresa said. "We've got an HOA meeting tomorrow night, and I fully intend to be present, in uniform, asking them what's going on with the security there."
"Do me a favor: don't go in uniform." I said. "They may try to turn it around and ask why the Police aren't doing more." Teresa nodded. "So where were the other cars taken from?" I asked.
"One from the ungated parking lot of the new 'Jasmine' club." said Tanya. "My first impression was that T-Square had it done to get people to think about using the valet parking there, for more security, dontcha know."
"As an aside," I said, "how's that club doing?"
"Really well, on weekends." said Teresa. "They're getting the middle-aged, suburban clientele that T-Square wasn't getting into 'Rhythms & Rap' and other dance clubs. And they're getting clientele from all over the County, including the northern suburbs, if you get my drift."
"Cool." I said. "Sorry to interrupt, Tanya. You were saying?"
"Two cars from Heritage Cloisters, two from the Mall parking lot." said Tanya. "And one from the Sunrise Hotel parking lot on the Coltrane County highway. We got some video of every theft... except the ones in the Heritage Cloisters. Young people, wearing hoodies. Perps are both black and white, we think."
"Any gang colors?" I asked.
"Not on the videotapes, which are not all that great." said Tanya.
"Rudistan told me that we're not seeing any open gang clusters or congregations, either." said Teresa. "Which may be one reason we're not picking up any major drug imports into the County."
I nodded. "Have the Force really keep their eyes peeled. With Leon Mills getting busted, and Jenny Van Dyke also, someone may feel they can come in and set up shop. I'm still wondering why we're not getting anything on that front."
"Sir," said Tanya, "we think a lot of people, the University students especially, are going into Nextdoor County and maybe Coltrane County to get their supplies. We were thinking about setting up DUI checkpoints on the highways coming in, and maybe having drug dogs sniff cars while our Officers speak with the drivers."
"Yeah, we may just have to do something like that." I said. "But also do it on incoming traffic from the State west of us. And, as always, take some dogs to sniff around Point Hollow. If they alert, we may have to arrange stakeouts of that property."
As the meeting was concluding, Tanya asked "Sir, can I have Joanne and maybe Parker start looking into Tomoko Shimono? It's a longshot, but she's wanted in this County over the Chen murder, and maybe we'll catch a break on her."
"Maybe." I said. "Tell you what, have Parker and Rodriguez do it. And let me know if you find anything. Nobody else has gotten a whiff of her in what, nearly three years now? Of course, I expect more from my great Detectives." Tanya grinned and Teresa somewhat disdainfully shot her eyebrows up at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My baby is growing up so fast." Laura said wistfully. "My daughter is in first grade already!"
The DepDirector chuckled. "Yes, you blink your eyes, and that two year old is suddenly grown up."
They were at the Lilibet House, having breakfast. The crêpes and coffee were among Laura's favorites, and the setting was much more elegant than the diners and breakfast buffets in Town. They were in the back room for privacy.
As they finished eating, the DepDirector said "What I wanted to talk to you about is the situation in Washington. I've done nothing but talk on the phone for two days. The Keating murder tore the lid off hell, but it also has the Swamp Frogs scrambling and circling the wagons."
"I've been getting sporadic information," said Laura, "but the CIA Director's web is so pervasive that people are afraid to talk to me right now. What's going on?"
"As you know," said the DepDirector, "the President and CIA Director are good friends, and they share a friendliness with Islamists and a hatred of Israel. We're getting word that the groundwork is being laid for the President to declare that the official United States position is that Israel is illegally occupying the West Bank and must return to its pre-1967 borders."
"Oh my God." said Laura. "That could lead to a break in diplomatic relations, or worse: outright war in the Middle East."
"Yes." said the DepDirector. "But it's by no means a done deal, and the President would risk severe political consequences, including possible impeachment, if he does go forward with it. He's really gotta prepare the political ground for doing it... and that's where the CIA Director comes in."
"All this is for that?" asked Laura.
"It's some of it." the DepDirector said. "But the CIA Director has a personal hatred of Jews and Israel that goes beyond the political. And he's also part of the Swamp, the Elites that were moving to control everything and everyone, working closely with big businesses and the Press."
The DepDirector continued: "As you know, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell has been the Establishment's linchpin in the Senate, while Senator Bill Nunn has been working hard to expose the Elitists and their plans. In the U.S. House, Representatives Travis Gowron of Florida and Tim Chavis of New York State, both Grassroots Republicans, were leading the investigations of Russell, Mitt Willis, the CIA Director, and the Elites."
"Well..." the DepDirector said sadly, "all three have been threatened, with their deaths and the deaths of their families. All three have gone to the FBI and Secret Service about it, but are very unhappy with the responses they've received. Gowron put his family in hiding and sleeps at his office, but Chavis hasn't been able to do that. They've both told me that they're not re-running for Congress, and are going to leave at the end of their terms at the end of the year."
"And Bill Nunn?" asked Laura.
"He's single, his parents are already deceased, so the only threat is to him personally." said the DepDirector. "But I've gotten word that if Nunn keeps pushing the Russell rape thing, and if he keeps bringing up the CIA Director, Russell will have Nunn murdered, and is all but openly defying us to do anything about it. Nunn won't be bullied... but I'm scared for him."
"What about my husband?" asked Laura. "The CIA Director has not been holding up his end of the bargain about leaving Don alone."
"Flip side of that, for right or wrong," said the DepDirector, "is that the CIA Director, and several of the Elites that Don has not arrested and perp-walked yet, believe that we haven't kept our end of the deal, that we should've stopped Don from making those arrests."
"That's a load of----" Laura started, but the DepDirector stopped her.
"I know, I know." he said. "But these Irrationalists are just looking for excuses. Anyway, the bottom line is that my friends think the Swamp Frogs feel cornered, and they're about to come out... energetically... and start tamping down on what they perceive to be their problems... including the Media even mentioning the CIA Director and the issues with Israel..."
Part 4- Whooooo Are You?
"So that's what I have." said Callie Carrington. She'd just briefed Laura on everything she'd discovered about Leon Mills, Jenny Van Dyke, and Tomoko Shimono.
"What happened at their hearings this morning?" Laura asked, though she seemed a million miles away.
"Jenny Van Dyke is being held without bond." said Callie. "The judge set a hearing for extraditing her to the FBI's custody to face Federal drug distribution charges. Leon Mills has another hearing for this afternoon, to determine two things: first, if the Town & County will get jurisdiction over him for the charges involving the death of Charlie Griswold; and second, to determine what if any involvement the City Police had in what Mills's lawyer is claiming to be torture at their hands."
"I don't know who kidnapped those two," Laura said with asperity, "and I don't want to know. But I do know that they fucked up a lot of things doing what they did."
Callie said nothing. Laura then said "Callie, why don't you call Cindy and take a long lunch? On me. Just save the receipts."
"Uh, sure." said Callie. "What do you want me to look at next?"
"I'll tell you that later... when I've figured it out myself." Laura replied. "Until then, put those papers Dr. Grier wrote in some semblance of order, from the least ridiculous to the most." Callie grinned, then accepted her dismissal and left to call Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Callie, I'm really busy." Cindy said as she sat at her desk in her office. "I can't make it today..."
The door to her office opened, and a strawberry-blonde head peeked in. "Take the lunch." I said. "And consider that to be more than a request."
"Okayyyyyy, I'm told I'm free to meet you for lunch." Cindy said, her ice-blue eyes glaring at door from which the red head had just (wisely) withdrawn. "If Laura is paying, let's make it the Cattleman's Club..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I entered my wife's office by the main entrance. Laura's assistant Laurie had also been ordered to enjoy a long lunch.
"Hello, Darling." Laura said, getting up to greet me with a hug and a warm kiss, which stirred my loins. "So, you wanted to meet about something important?"
"Yes." I said as we sat down on the sofa facing the windows of the office, Laura on my right side, curling her legs up under her. I thought of what had happened at those windows just over a year before, and the significant damage that had been done as a result. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 04-05.)
I said "Let me start with a question: does the CIA keep DNA records of their people?"
"Yes." Laura said. "But after what Aldrich Ames did to betray the Company, that information is very tough to get. Just imagine if the Russians had that data, and could just run a DNA test and find out they had a CIA agent in their custody."
"Oh, I understand." I said. "So if I gave you some DNA information, you could see if it matched an Agent?"
Laura said "Well, let me tell you how it works. Every Agent has blood drawn when undergoing entry physicals, and of course we do a DNA workup on them, partially to identify their dead bodies if we find them."
Laura continued: "After Aldrich Ames, the digital data was separated into three databases, each controlled by a separate Directorate. The Directorate of Science and Technology keeps the actual DNA scans, along with a 128-bit encrypted key for each entry. The Directorate of Operations, which used to be the National Clandestine Services, has a database with that encrypted key, and a second unique 128-bit key as an identifier. That second key matches a line in the third database, maintained by the Directorate of Support, which maintains personnel records. That database has the Agent or other person's name."
More Laura: "No one person can ever have access to more than one of the databases. It's like the military's two-man control for the nuclear codes, or Coca-Cola's A and B factories kept totally separate. We just added a third layer. Each database requires two persons to enter passwords to access the data. On top of that, the CIA Director and Deputy Director must both sign off on permission to access the data."
"So the CIA Director would know," I said, "if you scanned for a DNA match with this." I held out a jump drive. "There's a file on this, with a DNA profile on it. I was hoping you could run it for a match."
"Yeah, he'd know." said Laura. "It's the only way to get the Agent's name."
"Let me ask this, then." I said, as if it were a sudden thought. "It may take two persons to access, but if you scanned only the database with the DNA scans, would he know?"
"Uhh... you know, you may have an idea, there." said my wife. "It's only when asking for the databases to link with each other that we have to get permission. But what good would it do if you don't have a match to a name?"
"It could do a great, great deal of good." I said. I explained why, then said "So, do you still have friends... or a sister... in the Directorate of Science and Technology?"
Laura smiled. "Yes. Melina's in the Directorate of Operations, but I do have some friends... and friends in the way we need them to be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmm, they cook steaks perfectly here." said Callie as she enjoyed her lunch. "Even better than the Chop House, if you ask me. Just don't tell Mr. Colby I said that." Part of the joke was that Mr. Colby owned both excellent steak houses.
"Your secret is safe with me." said Cindy. "But speaking of secrets... I did not mention to Don that it was you and me that kidnapped blue-balls Leon and Jenny Van Dyke. And now I don't think I can... that guy I knocked out in the parking lot? He's a cop. City Vice."
"Ouch!" Callie moaned.
"Yeah, I feel terrible about it." Cindy said. "Though at that point we were in for a penny, in for a pound."



"Yeah, we've dug a hole on this one." Callie said. "I don't know if Laura knows it was us, but she made a point to say the kidnappers fucked things up very badly."
"I figured Don would figure it out and tell me that he knew it was us." Cindy said. "He'd say 'You're not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded, you know.'. But he hasn't said a word, so far."
"Maybe we should come correct and tell him." Callie said. "Don also says it's easier to get forgiveness than permission."
"Orrrr..." Cindy said, "we can let sleeping dogs lie on this one, and just not say anything unless and until we have to."
"And we definitely need to talk to Melina before we talk to Don." said Callie. "I don't want to get her in trouble, especially after she helped us so much with it."
"Don will be furious if we do tell him." Cindy said. "He'd have gotten the truth out of Mills about where Lewis and Ferrell are. We should've delivered Mills to Don..."
"What if Mills really didn't know where they were?" asked Callie. "Then Don might've killed him, and we'd all be in a world of shit. I think you did the right thing. Mills isn't going anywhere."
"I guess you're right." Cindy said. "Okay, we'll keep our mouths shut for now. If Don asks, I won't lie, but I don't believe that it is a lie to withhold the truth."
"Flawlessly logical, Mr. Spock." Callie said with her beautiful grin, which made Cindy grin...
Part 5 - Storm Clouds Gathering
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 26th, from in front of the Courthouse complex. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of several developments!"
"In State news," Bettina said, "Westphalia State Rep. Sharon Marshall has declared that she is in the running for Lieutenant Governor. Marshall is not considered to be a Grassroots Conservative, but she has increasingly sided with Governor Jared and against State Representative Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville, who experts say is the real Republican Party power in the State. Her entry into the race means that State Senator Sean Stockton, who ran a failed campaign for Governor two years ago, will likely not enter the race."
"On the Democrat side," continued Bettina, "experts are mildly surprised at how the Party is coalescing around State Senator Maxine Watts's candidacy for Lieutenant Governor. Her often harsh rhetoric has worried Democrat moderates, but she received the strong endorsements of State Reps Elijah McKinney of Southport and Tasheeka Harris of Midtown, as well as the Social Justice group 'Black Voices Raised'."
"And leaked documents are showing that Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen is having problems generating indictments of Jared aides Steven Fuqua and Alan Davidson. Both aides testified before the Special Grand Jury, but no indictments have been brought down. We have with us Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Politics. Doctor, what does this mean for Governor Jared?"
"It isn't necessarily a bad thing that the Special Grand Jury is not indicting these very minor figures in this investigation." said Dr. Romanov. "It only means they've considered their information as part of Mr. Mullen's case against the Governor for his potentially criminal actions."
"Doctor," said Bettina, "how much is Commander Troy an albatross around Chief Griswold and Sheriff Allgood's necks as they run their campaigns?"
"None at all." said Dr. Romanov, which caused Bettina's face to fall, and maybe even show anger. "Chief Griswold is embracing having the Iron Crowbar in his Police Department, and Sheriff Allgood has his own problems with racial and misogyny issues. Della Harlow and Eldrick Weaver would be better served to leave Commander Troy out of any political campaign conversations."
"Thank you, Doctor." Bettina said acidly, then turned to the camera again. "And in other State News, a Superior Court Judge in the City refused to issue an arrest warrant for U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, even after a Grand Jury brought an indictment against the Senator. The judge stated that the Senator is immune from prosecution while the U.S. Senate is in session. The City has appealed the ruling to a Federal Court."
"Also," said Bettina, "another judge in the City refused to release former SBI Lieutenant Leon Mills, citing that the City Police adequately showed that they did not administer the torture that Mills was subjected to. As Mills had a residential address in the City, he was released on $100,000 bail with ankle monitoring, pending his hearing to be extradited to our Town & County to face conspiracy charges in the murder of Charlie Griswold..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone came into TCPD Headquarters at 8:53am, and was politely escorted by the Duty Desk Patrolman to my office, where I had him sit down after he helped himself to some of my coffee. I refilled my mug, as well.
"We, meaning the FBI," said Muscone, "are convinced that you had nothing to do with the capture and torture of Leon Mills."
"Glad to hear that." I said, somewhat acerbically. "What gave it away?"
"If it had been you," Muscone replied, "then Mills would not be in Police custody. He would be dead... or more correctly, 'still missing'."
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "I really do try to pick my spots when it comes to coloring outside the lines. Leon Mills wouldn't have been worth it. No, I'd've had the City Police pick him up, or arrested him as the SBI Inspector that I am."
"So you don't think he knows where Ferrell is?" asked Jack.
"Nope. Nor Lewis." I replied. I then peered at him and said in my best Emperor Palpatine voice: "I wonder if your feelings on this matter are clear, Lord Vader."
"They are clear, my master." intoned Muscone in a deep voice. He made the sign for me to turn on the bug-killer. I gave a thumbs-up: it was already on.
"I freely admit that if I had a choice between getting Ferrell or getting Lewis, I'd pick Ferrell." Jack said. "Mostly for what he did to hurt Tanya, but also for some hatreds that go way back."
"Yezzz, I remember what you did to him when we were investigating the Oldeeds shooting." I said. (Author's note: 'Case of the Executed Evangelist', Ch. 02.) "And you can have Ferrell. I want Lewis. For trying to kill Chief Griswold and ending up killing a U.S. Marine, and then for Charlie Griswold's murder." (Author's note: 'Semper Fidelis' for the Marine murder; 'Fathers and Sons' for Charlie's death.)
"Thank you." said Muscone. "Anyway, Mills has an apartment in the City, a cheap brownstone above a delicatessen just a little ways north of the area he was kidnapped. The City Police let us go along on their search of the place. There was nothing there, at all. Just some dishes, furniture, bed. But not a scrap of paper nor a computer. It looked like the dwelling of an illiterate."
"Did it look recently cleaned?" I asked.
"Uh... as a matter of fact, it did." Muscone said. "Think that means something?"
"It was the Consultant of Crime's calling card, back in the day." I said. "We'd go to someone's house or apartment, find it totally clean. Someone is playing Copycat, it would appear."
"Lewis?" asked Muscone. "Or maybe Tomoko Shimono?"
"I would suspect my dear sister Elizabeth," I said, "if I didn't know that she's not around to play that game. Lewis... I dunno if he ever dealt with the Consultant, or even knew who Westboro was, at least not ahead of the time I exposed Westboro."
"I'll tell the EAD about it." said Jack. "He may wet his pants if we get anything that shows Ms. Tomoko was behind it. He's got a bee in his bonnet about her. Anyway, there was another reason I came to talk to you. Washington is going nuts over the Samuel Russell indictment."
"Do tell." I said. "They gonna send him back home to face trial?"
"No." said Jack. "I've talked to Bill Nunn several times, and he and other Conservatives are really pushing it, openly demanding that Russell resign or at least return home and face the music. But a lot of Establishment Republicans are rallying around Russell, saying his wife's testimony proves he did nothing wrong, that it's a false accusation, and so on. Russell is all but threatening the Grassroots Senators, and Nunn is telling me that he is being pressured behind the scenes... the Republican Leadership is threatening to take away his Committee assignments, and not help fund his next campaign..."
"They're not going to support him anyway." I said. "Graham Collins, before he was murdered, was openly saying he was going to run for Nunn's seat. Ditto that for the late Mittens Willis. They'll find someone else... maybe Wilson Hammonds... to primary Nunn, but that's not for a couple more years."
"True." said Muscone as he got up. "Oh, just one more thing. There's still chatter that you and Laura are in danger. To say the CIA Director is worked up about what happened in France is the understatement of the year. You guys keep your heads on swivels."
"We will." I said. I knew that the security around my daughter's school was strong, but I made a mental note to do some extra checking on it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've got two separate tips, both from C.I.s." said Captain Tanya Perlman as she drove into my office at 3:00pm, followed by Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton. "Drug shipments into the County. Three men on buses that are going to come into the bus station at midnight, each carrying a very full duffel bag."
"Good." I said, indicating for them to sit down. "These good C.I.s?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "They've been reliable in the past, especially the one we call 'Tilden'. Not his real name, of course."
"Someone going to pick them up?" I asked. "And where are they coming from, do you know?"
"No sir, on any pickups." said Mary Milton. "It's the bus from the City. It will depart and go west, to Hammondsville and points beyond."
"How are you going to handle it?" I asked.
"We'll have an unmarked car follow the bus in when it crosses the County Line from Nextdoor County." said Tanya. "We could ask Chief Molly Evans to have an unmarked car follow at a respectable distance through Nextdoor County, if you wish."
"Yes, do that." I said. "But talk to her personally, not to anyone else. Okay, what else?"
"Bus passengers, once they check their bags, aren't allowed to access their luggage until they reach their destination. The bags will be unloaded and brought to a pickup point inside the station. If we get a warrant, we can have a dog sniff the bags as they're being unloaded from the bus. If the dog alerts, we can see who picks up the bags, and arrest them before they leave the station... with full 'probable cause' to inspect the bags."
"Precinct 1, eh?" I said, thinking to myself. "The Bus Station is at the corner of University Avenue and North Street, big intersection in the northeast sector of Town. I take it anyone inside the station and checking the luggage will be in plainclothes?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "We've done these stings at the bus station several times, sir. Our guys know what to do." She was 'hinting' that I should leave her to handle it.
"I'll leave you to handle it, then." I said agreeably. "Give Captain Croyle and Precinct Captain Carswell a courtesy briefing, verbally, on the phone or in person, not via emails. And make sure the warrant is 'all good' before doing it, but get the warrant as late as possible."
"We've talked to Franklin Washington already, sir." Mary said. "He knows how to get the warrant quietly and with no leaks." That was another hint in my specific direction.
"Like I said," I said, "I'll shut my trap and let you guys handle it. Call me if anything goes wrong, or if there's a serious incident report generated." That usually happened if shots were fired or someone got hurt, which I hoped would not happen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Big one tonight, eh?" Cindy said, as she, Callie, and Teresa were eating nachos and drinking Coca-Cola Zero on the deck of the Cop Bar at 8:00pm, still Wednesday, September 26th. The sun was going down, and cool weather was creeping in.
"Yes, which is why I asked you to have this snack with me." Teresa said. "It's not likely, but if anyone is watching us, or me, they'll see us doing our normal routine."
"Why would anyone be watching us?" Callie asked, instinctively glancing around as she said it.
"It's our first big drug tip in a long time." said Teresa. "And secondarily, Tanya said that Jack is getting information that Don and Laura are still under potential threat. They're going to be at home and nowhere near this drug bust, but we need to keep our eyes open just in case."
"Must be hard, being under constant threat like that." said Cindy. "I mean, I know they're both used to it, and take precautions, but it still has to be worrisome for them. My father has very heavy security, but I still worry about him at times. And you, Teresa, have been shot and blown up saving my father's people and Don's daughter."
"And Don has been kidnapped twice, as well." Teresa said. "Laura says he's a lot more careful now than he used to be, especially about his kids's safety. But he says that worrying about it is mentally destructive, so he tries to keep things in proper perspective."
"No, he just relieves stress by going to Israel and jumping out of airplanes." Cindy said.
"Stoppit." Teresa warned.
"It's okay, baby." Callie said, squeezing Cindy's shoulder. "He'd have been more badly hurt if the Chief had let him participate in the Police Boxing Matches!" Cindy and Teresa both laughed out loud at that, and the mood became much better...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Midnight, becoming September 27th. Cindy got a text on her Police iPhone.
"It's from a burner phone." she said. "But I know that number... it's one of our C.I.s... Tilden."
"Why is he texting you?" Callie asked.
"I developed him as a C.I. years ago." Cindy said. "Sometimes he forgets and sends me texts. Oh wow..."
"What is it?" asked Callie.
"He says... an Asian woman was spotted at the BigAgraFoods warehouse, and there's a light on in there." Cindy said. "He said the girl looked like the porn star Asa Akira... which is what we put out when we asked the C.I.s to be on the lookout for Tomoko Shimono. She looks like Asa Akira..."
"Wow, let's go check it out." said Callie.
"We need backup, at best... oh, shoot. That drug sting at the bus station is in progress now." said Cindy. "Tell you what. Let's get dressed and go down there. If anyone's there, we'll call for backup. That place is supposed to be abandoned. And maybe the bus station thing is a distraction for this."
"Going to call Don, at least?" Callie asked as they got dressed, including putting on light armor.
"No, not if we're just going to drive by." Cindy said. "We can handle this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My body's internal clock works too well. Laura and I had gone to bed at 10:00pm, made love, and then gone to sleep. But as it neared midnight, my sleep became fitful and light. I knew the bus station drug bust was about to go down, and I halfway expected a phone call...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Yep... oh wait... that's Laura's phone, I realized. She answered, then said "No, that's fine, I told you to call as soon as you got something..."
I heard Bowser barking his canine head off, then heard Carole say "Hush, Bowser!" Bowser did not like hearing cellphones go off in the night.
"I'll check on them." I said as Laura took the call. I went to Carole's room. She was petting Bowser to calm him down.
"Hey Fussbudget. Hey Bowser." I said as I went into the room. Bowser's eyes showed considerable relief when he saw me. I helped Carole pet him for a moment, then said "Okay, back to bed, both of you." I tucked Carole in, kissed her forehead goodnight, then petted Bowser as he settled back into his basket.
Going back to the bedroom, Laura was still on the phone. "Okay, thanks." She disconnected, then looked at me and said "That was one of my friends in the Science and Technology Directorate. They ran that DNA scan you gave me... and got a match."
Part 6 - Declaration of War
Cindy was driving Callie's car. Both women were wearing black clothing, similar to what they'd worn on their escapade in the City that had led to the capture of Leon Mills. They eased down the side road that connected two larger roads in the Warehouse District, south of Downtown. Callie had her binoculars out and was examining the building. It was the BigAgraFoods warehouse, where the deadly chemicals had been discovered, and where Mitt Willis had made the fatal mistake of playing 'Music Box Dancer' as he threatened the Iron Crowbar.
"There's a light on in there." said Callie. "But I'm not seeing any movement."
"There's a back door on the other side." said Cindy. She drove the car back along the route they'd come, then took a road and parked in the lot of the building behind the warehouse.
"All right." Cindy said. "We'll see if that door is unlocked. If not, we'll sneak around the side and see if we can look inside any windows. If anyone is in there, we'll come back and call for backup, okay?"
"Gotcha." said Callie. "Got your tracking devices on?"
"I hope to hell we won't need 'em." Cindy said.
"Me too." said Callie. "Got your crowbar?"
"Always." said Cindy, holding up the green crowbar.
They got out and made their way down to the door in the back corner of the warehouse. It opened outward. Callie tried the door, and found it unlocked. As she turned to give Cindy a thumbs-up, she saw the movement behind Cindy. "Look out!" she managed to gasp out.
*ZAP!* *ZAP!* *ZZZZZZZTTT!*
Both women were hit in the back by TASERs. As the electricity coursed through them, paralyzing them, Callie saw masked persons converging upon them. She felt something on the back of her neck; she was being injected with a knockout drug. She felt herself being picked up and thrown through the door into the building, then everything went black...
To be continued.
What is happening? Have you figured out what the Iron Crowbar was seeing? Some answers next time...
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Part 7 - The Evil That Men Do
"So," Laura said, "you told me that you needed confirmation that your DNA sample was that of a CIA agent, and it is. So what's the full story?"
"I apologize for keeping some of this to myself." I said as I sat in one of the chairs in our bedroom, the hard back of the chair helping my back. "That sample I gave you came from a dead body that was found on Harmon Biller's farm collective just north of 'The Vision' World Headquarters. The body was ground up, but the DNA showed it was a woman. However, there were no matches to any missing runaway women at the time."
"When Sheriff Sorrells told me about it, I looked through the case files." I said. "You may remember that Harmon Biller had a connection with Pastor Westboro. Indeed, the Consultant might have helped bankroll the collective farm. And we also know that Pastor Westboro had a connection with Tomoko Shimono..."
"Oh my God." Laura said, connecting the dots.
"Yes." I said. "Tomoko Shimono has not been seen nor heard from since we stopped the nuclear power plant sabotage and the attempt to steal the directed energy weapon." (Author's note: 'Eyes Only'.). "She was 'disavowed' by the CIA even before that case, and had been working for Westboro. And she'd not been heard from, at all, since that time, and especially since Westboro died."
"Now," I said, "her name started coming up again, in association with drug rings. But Tomoko Shimono never dealt with drugs. She was the Consultant's technology thief. And when I asked Jenny Van Dyke about Tomoko Shimono, Jenny said she had no idea who that was... but there's a notation in Jenny's file that Tomoko Shimono had vouched for Jenny as an undercover agent."
"No one seems to be able to tell me who made that notation." I continued. "So it occurred to me that it never was Tomoko Shimono who vouched for Jenny... and that that notation was added later... much later."
"So now that you've confirmed that the body found at the collective was a CIA agent," I said, "I don't need to know the name to draw the conclusion that the dead woman is Tomoko Shimono."
"Wow." Laura said. "It makes sense. Do you want me to try to get the name, to confirm it?"
"Nooooo." I said. "Here's what I'm seeing in my mind: the Consultant murdered Tomoko Shimono after the failure at the nuclear power plant. He was well known for rewarding failure with death, and Tomoko was no longer of use to him. So he had her body ground up and buried at the collective."
"And that leads me to a second deduction." I said. "Who knew that Tomoko was 'disavowed', that she was an Agent in the first place, likely knew she was dead, and knew that her name was involved in one of my cases?"
"That God-damned son of a bitch!" Laura hissed. "The CIA Director. It has to be."
"Yes." I said. "It has to be. And it's obviously to attack us in some way..." I went into a reverie...
When I came out of it, I saw that Laura had gone into the bathroom and was now getting dressed. I said "I was wondering if I should call Jack Muscone now, or wait until morning."
"Don, you're not going to get a minute of sleep tonight." my wife astutely said. "But whatever you do, I have to call William about this. Right now." She meant the retired DepDirector of the FBI. She picked up the phone, speed-dialed a number, then said "Hi, it's Laura. You are not going to believe what my husband has just figured out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:45am, Thursday, September 27th. The ambulance was driving swiftly down the University-Midtown Highway. In the back, Cindy Ross was on the gurney, her hands zip-tied to the sides in case she woke up.
"We don't have much time." said the leader, looking at the other three men sitting on the sides. "We have to start the drugs now."
"Roger that." said one of the men. He hooked an IV bag to the pole attached to the gurney, and put a needle in the vein of Cindy's right elbow. Another man put what looked like a game-player virtual reality mask over her eyes, and earphones over her ears. he then began a computer program.
South of the nuclear power plant, they noticed that the ambulance was leaving the main highway for a road that went straight south...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00am, Thursday, September 27th. We were at the Federal Building just off Courthouse Square. My mother had been roused to stay upstairs with the children. Bowser was 'not amused' that Laura and I were leaving.
We were in the plexiglass 'cube', which the DepDirector had checked for bugs. Jack Muscone was with us, as well. They were stunned when I gave them my thesis.
"400 years ago." said Jack. "I have no idea how you do it, how these things come into your mind..."
"Neither do I." I replied, perhaps a bit candidly for this time of morning.
"And you think it's the CIA Director behind it?" asked the DepDirector.
"I sure do." Laura replied. "That bastard never intended to leave my husband alone. His verbal agreement with us was worth the paper it was printed on."
"And after what happened in Paris," I added, "and U.S. Senators trying hard to expose him and his Anti-Semitism and actions against Israel and U.S. companies friendly to Israel? My perp-walking Mitt Willis infuriated the elites... did it infuriate him, as well? And my exposure of May Cialis? And... Goth Girl Kathy..."
"Yes," said the DepDirector, "I underestimated just what lengths he'd go to. So what do we do now? The threats to both of you, your children, Molly and her boys..." He shook his head. "He could strike at any time."
"Molly is well aware of the danger." I said. "We were talking about her and the boys living at The Cabin full time for a while, maybe through Christmas, and her commuting to Nextdoor County."
"I think I'll insist on that." Laura said. "What about Tasha, and Paulina?"
"Let's just say that T-Square provides excellent security for his blood kin." I replied. "They'll be fine. You know... I'm more worried about all the others: Todd and Teresa, Cindy and Callie, Tanya and you, Jack. This bastard knows I'm watching for a direct attack on me. And all of this... must be to distract me while he goes for someone else."
"Well," said Muscone. "if he doesn't know that we've figured out the whole Tomoko Shimono thing, we might can use it to our advantage. If we start getting reports of sightings of her, that we now know can't be true..."
"Where has her name cropped up before now?" asked the DepDirector. "Recently, anyway?"
"In CIA research I'd been doing." Laura said. "On Leon Mills and his involvement in the drug trade..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie Carrington opened her eyes. All she saw was inky blackness.
Her head throbbed with pain as she sat up, feeling the concrete floor beneath her. She felt around, not feeling any walls around her. She strained to hear any noises. She heard no voices, but thought she was hearing the wind, or traffic, in what would be straight in front of her.
And then she realized she still had her iPhone in her pocket. It had not been taken. She pressed the button to see the time of "5:20am". However , she also saw that she had no cellphone reception.
Still, she had the flashlight app. The bright light lit up the area around her just enough to see that a door was in front of her. She went and pushed on it, but it would not open.
"Cindy?" she called out, quietly at first, then more loudly. She was met only with the echoes of her own voice in the cavernous room.
She looked at her cellphone again. Right next to the door, she got one tiny bar of reception! She dialed 9-1-1...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, the CIA Director could have plugged this stuff about Tomoko Shimono into Leon Mills's files." I said as I examined the data on Laura's laptop computer. "And it's all very recent data, as it is."
"So maybe he was going to set up something with Mills," said Muscone, "to lead you into a trap?"
"Going to?" I asked back. "I'd say it's already started. He somehow got Jenny Van Dyke to hook up with Mills for drug buys, then started leaving Easter eggs about Tomoko Shimono around their names. To his misfortune, the City Police got wind of their drug deals, and started surveillance before I found out about it. Now he's in their custody---"
Just then, a young FBI Agent in a suit and tie came through the door and knocked on the plexiglass door. "Sorry to interrupt, sir," he said, "but Police Headquarters is calling for Commander Troy. They say it's urgent."
My cellphone didn't work inside the plexiglass cube. "Thanks." I said. To the others, I said "They wouldn't drag me out of a meeting if it weren't really urgent. Let me go call them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm having trouble triangulating her signal." said Myron Milton as I sat with him in the underground monitor room. "She got a call out to 9-1-1, it cut off, and 9-1-1 did the right thing and notified the TCPD. It looks like there's something blocking the signal."
"Did she say where she was?" I asked.
"No." said Myron. "She was trying to, but the 9-1-1 operator kept interrupting with stuff like asking her name. If they would have shut up and let her talk, she might could've told us."
"Okay." I said. "Have you gotten in contact with Commander Ross?"
"No sir." Myron said. "No signal at all from her personal or Police iPhones. The Police iPhones have 'enhancements', but I cannot get a thing on Commander Ross's iPhone. It may have been destroyed."
"Okay," I said, "let me try this." I sent a text to Callie's number on my Police iPhone. It said 'Activate your transmitter.' I knew that Cindy and Callie had transmitters they could secrete on their clothing, like the one I'd had in my belt buckle that allowed me to get a signal out after my capture and torture. (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver'.) I prayed Callie had hers on her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie put her cellphone next to the door, and a small bar of signal re-appeared. So did a text, telling her to activate her transmitter.
She'd secreted her transmitter, which Cindy had insisted she wear on this mission, in the button of her jeans. She reached down and pressed the two sides of the button hard together...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Got it." said Myron. "BigAgraFoods warehouse."
"Send the address to 2nd Precinct." I said as I got up to leave. "Full armor, approach with caution. And that was good work, Myron."
"Good luck, sir." Myron replied. I knew what he really meant.
Upstairs, I headed down the hall to where the SWAT Team rooms were. They'd been called in, and were all present. I gave the address, and explained the situation.
And then I noticed their faces, and I turned around. They'd seen Captain Teresa Croyle come in. Her ashen face said more than words possibly could.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dawn was breaking in the east as Teresa and I drove in my Police SUV, following the SWAT Team paddywagon and Police cruisers. She said "I hate having to stay back and let other Officers risk their lives."
"Me, too." I said.
"Having said that," Teresa said, making sure to look at me, "I have standing orders from Chief Moynahan, Sheriff Allgood, and Takaki Misaki that I am to keep you from leading from the front."
"Noted." I said. "I think the Chief gives that order to every Officer when they're hired. Don't worry, I'll let the teams go first."
We parked down the road, watching as the SWAT Team and other Officers began going around the building. When they came to a near-side door at the back corner of the building, I noticed someone squatting and looking at something on the grass. Then my radio squawked.
"Dash-1-Bravo to Commander Troy."
"This is Troy. Go ahead, Dash-1-Bravo." I replied.
"Sir... you need to come see this."
Teresa and I got out and walked towards the group of heavily armed and armored Officers. As we got to them, I saw why they'd called me. I put on latex gloves, picked up the object on the ground, and showed it to Teresa.
It was a green crowbar.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Town & County Police!" said Lt. Rudistan, banging on the door. "Anyone in there?"
"It me! Callie Carrington! Don't shoot!" said Callie.
"Cut that padlock off." Rudistan ordered. Someone came up with heavy-duty metalcutters before I could smash it with the red crowbar. The padlock was cut off and the door opened. Callie practically bounded out.
"Where's Cindy?" she said, her voice quivering. Then she saw the green crowbar in my hands, and the look on my face.
"Nooooooo!" Callie began crying. "Nooooo!" She pitched forward, and was grabbed and helped by Officers.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The gurney was rolled through the barely-lit concrete hallways that opened up into a square. Several doors led to rooms off this central location, and Cindy was wheeled into one of them. She was transferred to a metal mesh bed with a thin mattress on it.
"Make sure to handcuff her right wrist to the top of the bed." said the leader. "We don't want her able to get up like Troy did when we were doing this to him."
"That was a different situation." said a man at the controls of a monitoring station. He was wearing a white labcoat. "They were trying to get information out of him, and took three days doing it. We're not going to be here that long. Okay, put the VR mask on her face."
A mask and earpieces were put on Cindy's head. The man in the labcoat started a new program. "Okay, gentlemen," he said, "it's time. Enjoy yourselves."
The men laughed evilly as they unbuckled their belts and opened their pants...
Part 8 - Desperate Search
Dear Reader, you would not believe just how much surveillance ability the Government has to watch your every move. We were seeing it today.
"Okay, street cameras show what looks like an ambulance driving south, then east along MLK Jr. Avenue." said Myron Milton. He and Mary were bringing up data at amazing speeds. "Looks like they stopped in the parking lot of 'Jasmine', the old Cub Club."
"Send Officers there to look around." I said. "See if they dumped anything there." An Officer rushed out to relay my orders.
"Okay, ambulance continued south into Coltrane County, along the University-Midtown Highway." said Myron, checking the cameras at each exit or turnoff along the way down. Then he said: "Damn. They got off the highway south of the nuclear power plant. That's all two-lane and farm roads; no camera coverage at all. They could have taken her anywhere..."
"Within certain bounds." I said. "Look at cameras in this perimeter." I outlined the perimeter I was thinking of.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:00am, Thursday, September 27th, the Detectives in MCD paused as you-know-who came on.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from the southeast corner of Courthouse Square, with TCPD Headquarters in the background down the road. "Fox Two News has learned that Police Commander Cindy Ross has disappeared!"
"Sources tell Fox Two News that Commander Ross was investigating a sighting of a wanted criminal near the BigAgraFoods warehouse." Bettina said. "Her trademark green crowbar was found outside the warehouse, but there has been no trace of her, and efforts to communicate with her have failed. The TCPD is on high alert as they search for their missing Officer."
"In other news," said Bettina, "TCPD Vice successfully stopped and arrested three men who disembarked from the midnight bus at the bus station. The men were found to be carrying duffel bags full of cocaine and heroin..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie had told us that she and Cindy were investigating a tip that Tomoko Shimono had been spotted at the BigAgraFoods warehouse.
"And you didn't call me?" I asked, trying very hard to keep my voice calm.
"No, we knew that drug bust was going down." Callie said. "We were just going to drive by, then call for backup if we saw anyone." Callie said. "There was a light on inside, but we didn't see anyone. So we... went to get a closer look, and we were TASERed at the door..." Callie began weeping.
"From where did you get the tip? From who?" I asked.
"Cindy got a text." said Callie. "Someone she called 'Tilden'. She said he was a reliable C.I."
"That's true, sir." said Tanya. "Tilden has given us good information for years. Cindy developed him as a C.I., too."
"Tanya," I said, "get Tilden's address and send some Officers over there. Tell them to be armored. Bring Tilden back here... if he's still alive."
"Whaaa?" Tanya gasped.
"You heard me." I said. "Go." As Tanya drove out, I asked Callie "Did Cindy have her transmitters on her?"
"Yes... and she swallowed one, too." Callie said.
"That may be our only hope of finding her." I said, remembering that the 'ambulance' had stopped in the Cub Club parking lot...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie Carrington felt totally lost after giving her statement and answering Commander Troy's questions. She didn't know where to go, nor what to do. Teresa had led her to the Pastor's Room, said she'd send Father Romano in, and then left. Callie tried hard not to cry, but couldn't help it. She was beset with fear for her fiancée.
She heard someone at the door and looked up. The woman looked like Cindy, but older, then Callie realized it was Maggie, Cindy's mother. Callie burst out weeping again. Maggie came over and took the young blonde in her arms, as if Callie were her daughter.
"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry..." Callie was crying out as she sobbed uncontrollably.
"It's okay, it's okay." Maggie said reassuringly. "They'll get Cindy back. They'll bring her back..." Her own tears, however, revealed her own fears.
Then Father Romano appeared at the door, ready to do his job and help bring comfort to these ladies in their time of Spiritual need...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura, the DepDirector, Teresa Croyle and I were sitting in the Chief's Conference Room with Chief Moynahan.
"I called Major Martin of the 3457th Signal Intelligence Battalion." Laura said. "He's going to bring assets that might can help us trace Cindy's transmitter."
There was a knock on the door, and the head of Lt. Rudistan peeked in. "Commander Troy, can I see you outside a moment?" he asked. I came out into the anteroom of the Chief's suite. Teresa also came out.
"We found this in a pile in the 'Jasmine' parking lot." said Rudistan. In his hands were Cindy's badge, holstered gun, armor, and her clothing... all of her clothing.
"Oh, nooooo..." Teresa whispered. She knew full well what it might mean, and a lot more than Cindy having no transmitters on her... Teresa was feeling the fear for her friend that every woman feels...
"You okay?" I asked Teresa. She nodded and attempted to compose herself. We had Rudistan bring the clothing into the Conference Room. Moynahan and the DepDirector groaned. Laura's hand went to her mouth as she began crying, and Teresa hugged her, as much for her own mental support as that of my wife's.



"She swallowed a transmitter, so Callie told me." I said. "Please let me know when Major Martin arrives."
"Did Callie see this Tomoko woman?" asked Moynahan.
"No sir." I said. "That's part of the problem. I was telling these Federal people just a few hours ago... Tomoko Shimono is dead, and apparently has been since Raymond Westboro murdered her right after the 'Eyes Only' case.
"What?!" exclaimed Teresa.
"Yeah, but I figured it out too late." I said. "The bastard has made his move."
"Which bastard?" Teresa asked darkly.
I looked at Laura and the DepDirector, who just nodded, then I said "The man who tried to kill me in Paris. The man who is responsible for the death of Goth Girl Kathy, who sacrificed herself for other CIA Agents in Paris. The man who is now trying to murder my sister Elizabeth... and apparently is trying to get at me through my family and loved ones."
"And Dr. Eckhart just went to Malaysia." Teresa said. "Is... is this guy going to hold Cindy for ransom? Make you give yourself or your sister up for her?"
"Maybe," I said, "but I think it's more, ultimately a lot more."
"So do I." said Laura, getting her composure back. "Don has taken out several Establishment leaders, especially Mitt Willis, as well as saving his sister twice and helping Israel. The bastard's hatred is personal, and I think he's become demented over it. He needs to be taken out as CIA Director, but I'm not sure how we can do that without triggering a disaster in Washington.
"I'm more worried about getting Cindy back, alive, right now." I said. "I will take care of that bastard once we've saved her." I saw my wife and the DepDirector peer at me, and my wife looked none too happy at my last comment.
"What assets do you neeeeeed, Commander?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"We have one Cobra gunship and one Bell." I said. "Three more Cobras and one troop transport chopper would be nice. I'm also requisitioning the Hospital's life-flight chopper or its backup."
"I'll get you that." said Laura.
"Commander," said the DepDirector, "it sounds like you know where she is."
"I have ideas, sir." I said. "I'm hoping Myron and Major Martin can make the confirmation so we can act."
*Whirrrrrrrrr*
Hearing Tanya's wheelchair driving up, I opened the door and looked out. Indeed, it was my Captain of Detectives.
"Sir," she said, "I've gotten word from the Officers we sent to get Tilden. He's dead. It was bad. It looks like they tortured him to get the access code to his smartphone, then they slit his throat..."
Part 9 - Desperate Gamble
I'm a gambler, and I will take you by surprise,
Gambler, I'll aim this straight between your eyes,
Gambler, yeah I know all the words to say,
'Cause I'm a gambler, I only play the game my way...
--- Madonna, 'Gambler'
3:00pm, Thursday, September 27th. Lieutenant Myron Milton came to my office. I was in my 'black' uniform, ready to put on armor and gear as soon as we got something.
"I've got something, sir." Myron said. "The Benning County bridge over the State Line River at the Water Works, north of the town. Most traffic comes over the larger road that crosses the river near the town, so the Federal DEA and the SBI-NTF have camera surveillance of the Water Works Bridge in the event drug traffickers think they can use the road less traveled."
"I'm not even going to ask what you did to get the video." I said. "What did you find?"
"Ambulance matching the one in our Town, sir." said Myron. "Same license plate all the way." He showed me the various sections of tape on his iPad.
"That's it." I said, feeling very sure. I led the way to the Chief's office. "Sir," I said, "I think I know where they took her." I had Myron show the Chief the video clips. As he did, I explained: "You remember those secret Federal missile silos across the State Line in the 'Lost Drone' case?"
"Oh yes." said Moynahan. "But they abandoned them and sold the properties, didn't they?"
"They were supposed to, sir." I said. "But the southernmost of the facilities in Clinton County, which wasn't a silo but a command-and-control center, wasn't sold off. And I suspect it was maintained in case they needed to use it."
"It seems too obvious." said the Chief. "They could've taken Ross somewhere else, and they're setting up a trap for us. Can you activate her transmitter and see for sure? Or are we too far away?"
"We're too far away, sir." I said, "But I talked to Major Martin when he got here an hour ago. They've got an AWACS plane circling the region with Southport as the center point. It's on a 'training exercise'. It can activate the transmitter and receive its signal. The big problem is that Major Martin and Laura are pretty sure that the perps will know the signal was activated as soon as we do activate it. So we have to be practically on top of them, or they'll kill Cindy and lay that trap for us."
"And you're sure she's there? In that Clinton County facility?" asked the Chief again.
"Not one hundred percent, sir." I said. "But we don't have much choice. I suspect she'll be dead if we don't find her by nightfall, midnight at the latest."
"Okay, let's go to the airport, then." said the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The helicopters for the mission were assembled at County Airport. Major Martin was with the Deputy Director at the FBI Building, in the Top Secret Communications Room on the top floor. The University Helicopter's pilot had volunteered to fly the life-flight chopper, and Sergeant Andrew Prince of the TCPD could not be held back from flying the 'troop transport' chopper.
The four Cobras were being flown by Chief Moynahan and three of his old buddies from his Air Cavalry unit. He introduced them to me as 'my comrades in battle', and I could tell they had a strong bond that could only be forged under combat fire.
And in the troop ship? Warriors: Takaki Nagamasa. Todd Burke. Teddy Franklin. Lt. Hugh Hewitt and three TCPD SWAT Officers, all 'Blood Orange'. And of course, wearing all black and carrying her swords as well as an M-4, Teresa Croyle.
I had my swords, also, as well as grenades, and several of the legendary Japanese shuriken, throwing stars. I said to Teresa "You and I will ride on the life-flight helicopter. I have a radio to tell the AWACS to activate Cindy's transmitter."
As we went to board the chopper, I looked inside... and got the shock of my life as I realized who I was seeing. On board, in all black, was Dr. Laura Fredricson, my wife.
"You'll need a doctor, and someone with the authority to tell Federal people what to do." my wife said.
"And of course you volunteered." I said as Teresa and I climbed aboard.
"It's a matter of family." Laura said. I could only nod in agreement. Definitely not the time to argue with my wife.
Also aboard was a medic from the 3457th Signal Intelligence Battalion, and Takaki Mariko, Todd's assistant at BOW Enterprises. Seems she'd had extensive medical training herself.
As we flew down, I showed Teresa a trick I'd picked up from my Army days: I took a bootlace, guided it through the top handle-piece and sight post of my M-4, and also through a small brass ring on my front armor assembly. The rifle could hang from the ring, and be guided by my arm, as well. It also could not be easily separated from me, which was a major plus at ROTC Advanced Camp. Cadre just loved to separate weapons from cadets, then exchange them for negative spot reports.
Teresa liked it, and used the other bootlace to ready her weapon for fast combat.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Thursday, September 27th. The sun was lowering into the western sky as our formation followed the State Line River. We were seeing farms on both sides, and also the abandoned buildings of the missile silos.
I saw the road that Cindy and I had driven on in the Black Beauty as we investigated the Eldon murders. I remembered how we were facing the power of the Federal Government in that case... and we were facing that massive power again.
But most of all, I was realizing that the person we were trying to find and rescue was not just a Police Officer, not just my Police partner, not just my first cousin. We were looking for my Kato, my Green Crowbar, the woman who busted her ass to have my back and keep me out of trouble.
And now, in the greatest gamble of my career, with Cindy's life as the chip on the table, we were going to put it all on the line to go to this one place in an attempt to rescue her, to take her back from the Forces of Evil that had snatched her from us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"On approach to Target Alpha." I said into my powerful radio as a gray building could be seen to our south. "Activate transmitter!"
"Activated..." said the voice in my headphones. "Signal detected! I say again, signal detected! Transmitting numbers one-zero-six-niner. Location... Target Alpha."
"That it!" I said. It was Cindy's TCPD Badge number. I got on the mike that fed into the helicopter's radio and said to all "Target confirmed!"
"Roger that." replied Chief Moynahan. "Attack formation! We're going in hot!"..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BEEEEP!*
"What the hell was that?" asked the leader of the perps as he saw the noise accompanied by a blinking light on the labcoated-man's panel.
"It's an alert." said the man, as he looked at his readout display. "Apparently she's swallowed a transmitter, and it was just remotely activated. They're looking for her."
"We won't have much time, then." said the leader. He left the room and went into another. "Activate the radars. They activated a signal on the prisoner. Depending on where they are, they could be here in as little as half an hour."
A man activated the installation's radar. "Nothing so far." said the radar man as he watched the sweeping band of light on the display. Some clutter moving sideways at 50 miles, probably geese."
"What's the range of this radar?" asked the leader.
"About 100 miles, depending on weather and... oh, shit!"
"What?"
"These dots are right on top of us!" gasped the radar man. "They're already here!"
"How can that be?... oh, shit." said the leader. He went to a panel on the wall and pressed a button. A klaxon-call alarm went off. "Action stations! Action stations! We are under attack. This is not a drill. Action stations!"
The men in the room saw the leader leave, but thought nothing of it. What they did not see was the leader go into another room. Inside that room, a door led to an underground passage that was an emergency escape tunnel. The leader was abandoning his perp army to its fate...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're coming out!" said Chief Moynahan into his radio microphone. As men on the ground poured out of the building and began firing on the choppers, the Cobras began spitting their venom of copper rounds, decimating the men on the ground below.
"Double-A battery on the roof." said Moynahan, meaning an anti-aircraft gun. "I've got it." He fired, and a missile took out the one true threat to the choppers coming in.
The life-flight chopper and the troop transport landed around the corner of the building to where the perps had come out. We got ourselves into some semblance of a formation. Do not be surprised to learn that Your Iron Crowbar didn't make it to the front... Teresa Croyle beat me to it. We got to the entrance...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, I just got a Priority One signal from our facility in Clinton County." said an aide to the CIA Director as he sat behind his desk in his home in West Virginia. "They just came under attack. Several helicopter gunships."
"Contact the leader there." said the CIA Director. "He'll know how to deploy his men to bring maximum lethality against the invaders."
Moments later, the aide was back. "We couldn't get in touch with the leader there. The radar man said that the Enemy had entered the facility and was pushing our people back."
"I hope they have the brains to kill Ross before they're overrun." said the CIA Director.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BOOM!*
The concussion grenade I'd thrown over Teresa's head and down the hall went off. Teresa immediately rushed in, followed by me, my ninja, then SWAT team elements. As perps appeared around corners, they were picked off by Teresa's gunfire.
The others led the way down the hall. We came to a large square opening. Every door was covered as the SWAT Team came in and took up positions. And I felt a vibe...
As the door across from the one where we'd come in opened, I was already in motion. I threw the four shuriken in my hand at the crack of the door, one by one. As four perps came through in a charge, they each received a sharp metal ray of a star into their left eyeballs. As they howled in pain, they were cut down by a hail of bullets.
Teresa resumed the point and led the way down that hall as our people found and eliminated more Enemy troops. The final push to Cindy's prison began...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hearing the commotion outside, the radar man said to the other man at the controls "They're here. Are you going to surrender?"
The door swung open and the men faced a broad-shouldered redhead wearing black with a circular red-and-black icon on his chest armor over his black uniform shirt. The look on my face was one of unappeasable ferocity.
"We surrender!" said one of the men as they raised their hands to the air. I rushed the first man, the Crowbar Katana stabbing right through his chest. As I withdrew and he folded over, my sword sliced through the air and removed his head from his shoulders.
The second man was too shocked and horrified to move, and he died the same way, his teeth chattering in his head as it lay on the floor.
Surrender? I thought to myself as I went back into the square hallway. Too late for that. I'm taking no prisoners today...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa had gone into another room. It was the room where Cindy was handcuffed to the bed. She saw a man in a labcoat raising a huge 'Rambo' knife into the air, about to stab it into Cindy's chest.
*BANG!* *BANG!*
The bullets from Teresa's M-4 ripped into the perp, literally throwing him against the far wall. He crumpled to the floor, dead. Teresa turned and began uncuffing Cindy's wrist from the bed, trying hard to not break down crying at what she was seeing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I could see by Teresa's face that it was bad. She looked at me, then blocked me from looking in, much less going in. "She's alive." Teresa said. "But don't look in there. Let Laura handle it, Don." She took me by the elbow and led me away from the door as my wife hustled past me into the room, followed by the medic from the 3457th Signal Intelligence Battalion and Takaki Mariko.
I gave the SWAT Team members coming in instructions to gather any papers they could find, and then rig the building to be destroyed. Then I went to work...
*WHOOSH!*
Teresa was watching as I went from perp to perp, my sword slashing in glittering arcs as I sliced open every one of their throats. I felt her eyes watching me, absorbing what I was doing. I did not care. I was numb, not feeling... well, trying not to feel.
A perp on the floor coughed. With lightning speed I stabbed my katana into his chest, right through his heart. Then I sliced his throat open. I was in a 'zone', an eerie surreality where nothing mattered but to exterminate every wet bit of existence out of these worthless bastards...
The door to the room opened. Nagamasa and Teddy Franklin were carrying a stretcher, which was bearing Cindy. She was under a sheet and unconscious. I could see the mottled color of the bruises on her face, the swelling around her right eye. Laura was walking beside them, holding up an IV bag.
"She's stable, but weak." Laura said. "Let's get her home."
The SWAT Team was finished rigging the rooms with explosives. Now they followed the medical litter back down the hall. I motioned for Teresa to go, then brought up the rear myself. No one was left to ambush me from behind...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
One of the perps that had rushed out of the building to attack the helicopters had run for the tall grass about 100 feet from the building, and he'd made it. He saw his comrades mowed down by the Cobras, then the Enemy troops getting off helicopters and going into the building.
He watched and waited. He saw the pilot of the large helicopter that was meant to be a med-evac chopper get out and open the side door, just as people began exiting the building. He aimed his rifle, and fired.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*POW!*
"AAAUUUGHH!" screamed the life-flight pilot. "I'm hit!"
Chief Moynahan and Sergeant Prince had seen the flash of gunfire from the high grass. They drew their handguns and returned fire. Then Prince circled around as Moynahan watched for movement. A moment later, Prince announced the gunman was dead.
Chief Moynahan then went to the pilot, who was being helped by Moynahan's Air Cav buddies. "Upper arm." one of them said. "He'll be okay."
"But can you fly this bird?" asked Moynahan. The pilot shook his head: no.
Just then, we all rushed up, and people went to their transports out of here. The Chief told me what had just happened.
"Okay, let's put him in the back so Laura can treat him." I said.
"Who's going to fly the chopper?" Laura asked.
"Who do you think." I said, opening the door and getting into the pilot's seat. Teresa ran around and got in the co-pilot's seat. I handed her my sword and started the engine. It started, but was not speeding up properly. Then Teresa reached up and flipped a couple of switches, and everything 'got right'.
"Atomic power to battery, turbine to speed." Teresa said as she looked over the instrument panel.
"Roger, ready to move out." I replied, taking the controls.
As we began lifting off, someone pressed the button and explosions began tearing apart the facility from the insides. Then Chief Moynahan and his buddies swung their choppers around and fired missiles into the building from the outside. The flaming conflagration was visible for miles as the sun began setting in the west.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The escort gunships caught up to me and we flew north-by-northeast in formation. As we passed the nuclear power plant and cleared its airspace, we set a beeline course for home.
We were hailed by County Airport Air Traffic Control, who asked us to identify ourselves. I gave the life-flight chopper's call sign, then said "We are on a life-flight mission to University Hospital with Police helicopter escort. How copy?"
"Loud and clear." said the air traffic controller. "Maintain your present course."
That course took us right over 'The Vision'. The sun was touching the horizon as I looked down and saw acolytes on the ground waving up at us. They had no idea who we were transporting; the daughter of their great leader. Or maybe they did know...
For some reason, the theme to the movie 'Patton' was playing in my head as we flew northeast, and I'd imagine that anyone looking west would see an impressive sight of a formation of choppers flying with the sun as their backdrop.
And then Teresa pointed ahead. The blue lights of the sign on top of the building spelled out 'UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL'. As the gunships peeled off to return to County Airport, I hovered over the landing pad on the roof, then brought the big bird down right onto it. Though I'd never flown this particular model of aircraft, it had not been a bad first effort.
Nurses and Dr. Cordell had come out, and were now moving the patients inside. As I shut the engine down, the release of tensions began shutting me down, also. I was just looking forward, staring out, when I felt a hand on my arm. It was Teresa.



"She's alive, Don." she said. "You got her back." I just nodded and took the sword she was handing me. She jumped out and ran into the building. It would take a few minutes for me to regain my composure before following her inside...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I came to the waiting room, I saw Callie hugging Teresa. Then I heard Teresa say "Don't thank me, thank him." as she indicated me. Callie came up to me and gave me a huge, clingy hug, sobbing as she thanked me for getting Cindy back. I just hugged her back and let her cry for a moment.
Molly and her (and Cindy's) mother Maggie were in the waiting room. Also there was Chief Griswold. And, somewhat to my surprise, Priya Ajmani was there. She'd been crying her eyes out, too, and hugged me about as hard as Callie had.
Chief Moynahan came down the hall with his Air Cav buddies. I thanked each one of them profusely for their help. The Chief asked how Cindy was, and I said we were still awaiting an update.
"I'm going to take these guys to dinner." said the Chief. "Call me with any updates." I said I would.
A few minutes later, the usual FBI suspects came in, those being Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, and the DepDirector. Tanya came in with them, and was giving out a lot of hugs all around, then began getting the story from Teresa of what we had done on the raid.
The SWAT Team had returned to TCPD Headquarters to stand down, clean their weapons and store their gear. Todd Burke and Teddy Franklin had come to the Hospital, and joined Teresa and Tanya's conversation about the raid. At some point in time, Todd got up and disappeared down the hallways. I suspected he was going to be making a communication... and it did not take much Iron Crowbar thinking to figure out who would be receiving Todd's communication...
Part 10 - Aftermath
Lilly Wargrave, widow of Henry R. Wargrave, stretched out her long, slender, shapely legs as she sat down on the luxurious couch in the living room of her luxurious apartment in the City. From the south-facing window, or patio deck outside it, she could see the Federal Building to her southwest, and the Cannon Building, once her home with her husband, to her southeast. The 12th floor was the penthouse, and she was one floor below it.
"So, dear," she said to her visitor, "what happened with Leon Mills?"
"The Police caught him." said the visitor as he looked appreciatively at her shapely legs and feeling stirrings in his loins. "His attempt to start a drug pipeline was totally crushed, even with our benefactors clearing the University's County to give us exclusive access to the area."
"Were those guys arrested at the bus station part of his operation?" Lilly asked.
"Mills's? Probably not." said the visitor. "Our benefactor's? Maybe."
Lilly nodded and took a swig from her drink, as did her visitor. "And my husband's conglomerate, Acme? What are you doing with that?"
"Many of the Board Members at the time of Henry's death have also died." said the visitor. "That's good in that we can gain control more easily, then use the company to help our benefactor's Islamist friends and hurt international Jewish interests."
"I don't care about any of that." said Lilly Wargrave. "I do want to see Burke Enterprises taken down a notch or two. It was shameful how that young bastard, the Iron Crowbar' nephew, usurped it from Michael Burke's rightful heirs, and poor Eleanor Burke left in prison, too."
"It's the Iron Crowbar's wife that I want to see destroyed." said the visitor. "She was the one behind your husband's death, no matter what they say about the Iron Crowbar being part of it. But our friend is hard at work, making sure that the Iron Crowbar and everyone he holds dear pays a huge price for his filthy actions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm, Thursday, September 27th. Laura, Dr. Cordell, and Dr. Yates came down the hallway to brief us on Cindy's condition. I came down the hall to meet them.
"I don't want to know the details." I said, looking at Laura. She nodded, then suggested that Dr. Yates and Dr. Cordell go talk to the others that were waiting.
Once we were alone, Laura said "I won't give you the details, except that physically, she should fully recover. What I also can tell you is that the drugs they used on her were very similar, if not exactly the same as what Casey B. Walker used on you." (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver'.) I just nodded.
"That bad news," continued Laura, " is that when we found you, you'd already come out of the hypnosis they'd put you under. But Cindy is still under it. She's not waking up, and we don't know what to do to bring her out of it."
I nodded again, then said "Let's go back to the group." We walked to the waiting room, where Dr. Yates and Dr. Cordell were finishing telling everyone that Cindy was still in a hypnosis-induced coma. The women in the room were huddling and crying... except for Teresa, who looked like she was ready to take up a crowbar and beat down some people with it.
"Everyone," I said when the doctors were done, "go home. There's nothing to do but let her sleep through the night." I knew nothing on earth would make Callie, Molly, and Maggie leave, but I hoped the rest would go.
I asked the doctors if I could speak to them in the hallway. When we assembled, I said "I've called Dr. Eckhart, but it will be at least 24 hours before he can make it back from Southeast Asia. Until then, let's just see if she comes out of it by tomorrow morning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nothing on earth was making Laura leave the Hospital, either. I suspected that her monitoring was more than just being doctorly.
"I need to go to the City," I said to her, "and talk to Jenny Van Dyke. I should be back way before dawn."
"What about Carole and Jim?" asked Laura, a bit sharply.
"They're staying at Todd and Teresa's, and my mom's staying there, too." I said. "It would be easier raiding Osaka Castle in Japan than getting through to the kids."
Laura nodded. "You need to take someone with you to the City." she said. "Let me get Martin Nash---"
"I'm taking Jerome Davis with me." I said. "I'll be okay, honey. It's Jenny Van Dyke's life I'm trying to save right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detectives Tony Long, E.J. Jefferson, and Sapper Warren met me and Jerome at City Police Headquarters (and Jail).
"She's in the same Interrogation Room where you talked to her last time." said Long. "And her lawyer Masterson is in there, too. He got here within five minutes of you calling us and telling us you were coming over. We must have a mole, somewhere."
"Maybe," I said, "but maybe not. A lot of stuff went down today." I told them briefly about Cindy's kidnapping and our successful retrieval of her. They were all totally shocked. And I shocked them some more:
"Guys," I said, "what would you say if I told you I am about to violate Jenny Van Dyke's many Constitutional rights by physically and forcibly removing her counsel from the room, so that I can talk to her without him in there? It is likely that the charges against her will be dropped on the technicality, and I will be spanked by the Judge when he hears about it. But it's as much to save her life as anything else."
"Under one condition, Commander." said Sapper Warren, a large, physically imposing man. "I get to personally mishandle that son of a bitch. I'm tired of the little shit's whining."
"The Feds might get pissed about it." said Tony Long. "But we've long since determined that there's not much she can help us with."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the rest went into the anteroom to watch, Sapper Warren and I came into the interrogation room. "Oh, it's the handsome man again." said Jenny, her eyes lighting up.
"Don't say anything, Jenny." said Nathan Masterson.
"You." I said, pointing at Masterson. "Get out."
"Whaaa?" Masterson said, completely off guard.
"You heard me." I said. "Get your sorry, Jew-hating ass out of here."
"I'm representing my client!" howled Masterson.
"You little shit." said Warren as he grabbed Masterson by his shirt collars and physically pulled him out of the chair. "The Iron Crowbar told you to get out. Now move, you little cocksucker, or I'll break your fucking neck."
"I'll have your god-damn badge for this, Troy!" Masterson was shouting as Warren was shoving him to the door. "And Jenny will be walking free for this!"
"I'm counting on it." I replied as I sat down opposite Jenny. She just looked at me with a face connoting shock and awe...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Outside, Masterson tried to go into the anteroom. Warren held him back. "You stay out here until the Iron Crowbar is done."
"You're violating my client's rights!" shouted Masterson. "Get out of my way!" He tried to get past Warren, but the big black Detective bunched his fist and slammed it into Masterson's midsection. Then Warren teed off and slammed his fist into Masterson's jaw, nearly breaking it.
"You stay there on the god-damned floor until I tell you you can get up, you little shit." Warren said. He was definitely enjoying this...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's right, you know." Jenny said. "After that, the judge will let me walk."
"Jenny, I don't have much time for small talk." I said. "That lawyer is not your friend. He and his law firm work for Elitists in Washington, D.C. and many other people that are up to no good. One of them is the man who has you working with him. But they've betrayed you."
"All right, what are you talking about?" Jenny began, but I put up a hand.
"Jenny, I don't have time." I said. "You know what I'm talking about. I just violated your rights, so don't worry about little shit like entrapment. I'm trying to keep you alive here. You said that Elizabeth told you that I'm as good as she is, and she was right. And it's my sister that one of these men has been trying to kill, and is still trying to kill. He's now the CIA Director, and illegally using rogue assets to try to kill Elizabeth and hurt our relations with Israel."
Jenny was no longer smiling, but now had a look of anger on her face, mixed with fear. "That bastard... he's trying to kill Elizabeth?"
"Yes." I said. "And more. And he's working with someone else, someone who promised you a big drug pipeline like you had in the days of working with Elizabeth. He does not intend to honor that promise. He intends to kill you once your usefulness to him and the CIA Director are at an end. Did they promise you a pardon if you worked with them?"
Jenny knew that I knew. "Yeah." she said. "They had me contact Leon Mills to start up a drug pipeline... in your home County. Leon was desperate for money, so he bit, hard. They said they were going to get Elizabeth to help me, and wanted me to contact her, but I told them, truthfully, that I didn't know how. They said to not worry about it, just to set up the drug line with Leon. Next thing I know, two women kidnapped Leon and me, then they and a third woman worked us over. They didn't do much to me, but they fucked Leon up pretty bad."
I nodded. "Well, what you need to know is that they were wanting you to contact Elizabeth so that they could kill her. They were using you to try to kill her." I said, emphasizing the last part. I let that sink in, then continued: "If you stay in jail too much longer, they're going to try to have you killed. The City Police Detectives are going to help me keep you alive and safe until your little slimeball of a lawyer gets you freed on the technicalities. Then I hope to have some friends help get you to safety. Whatever you do, don't trust Masterson, and treat your former benefactors like the killers they are."
After a few more words, I got up and left. As I entered the hall, I saw Masterson sitting on the floor, with Sapper Warren watching him. "What are you doing sitting there, Jew-hater?" I snarled at Masterson. "Night Court is open. Go whine to the judge about my egregious violations of your client's rights..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00am, Friday, September 28th. I was sitting in the Judge's chambers. Masterson and the City Police Detectives were waiting outside.
"Commander Troy," said the Judge, "I just don't get this. You have a reputation for having irritated many LEOs in the past by insisting on a suspect's right being honored, and them having legal counsel. You still win your cases, too. So... I just don't understand."
"Your Honor," I said, "I can't explain it all, as people's lives are in danger. I'm trying to keep Jenny Van Dyke alive, and that snot lawyer Masterson is part of the problem, not the solution. I had to let her know some things without him hearing any of it, and that's what I did."
"But you know what I'm going to have to do, don't you?" asked the Judge. "No trial is going to overcome the legal issues you've created, here."
"Yes, Your Honor, I understand." I said.
The Judge peered at me, then said "By rights, I should hold you in Contempt of Court for this, and suspend you in all jurisdictions of the State as an Officer of the Court. But I also know... that something is wrong here, something very wrong. So get out of here before I change my mind... but be advised that I'm going to let Ms. Van Dyke go..."
I got out of there as quickly as my back would let the rest of me move...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura's office in the Hospital was not used all that often. But tonight she was using it, and she had two guests: the DepDirector and Dr. Leonard Cordell (Admiral, USN, Ret.).
She had just disconnected her cellphone. "Don's on his way back home." she said. "He's not going to the Airport."
"Good." said the DepDirector. "We'll have to move very, very fast to stop him if he tries to go to Langley."
"Why stop him?" asked Admiral Cordell. "Hell, I want to kill the bastards myself for this."
"No one wants to kill him more than me." said Laura. "But we can't. And we can't let Don kill him."
"Why not?" Cordell asked angrily. "They can kill us all they want. Admiral Keating, a good man, murdered. Samuel Russell is laughing in his rape victim's face. Larry Wheeler's kids will grow up without a father. The Eldon boy didn't even get a chance to grow up. And then they do this to Ms. Ross, and we can't do anything about it?"
"What would you have us do, Admiral?" asked the DepDirector.
"I'd have you unleash the Iron Crowbar... the full power of him." said the Admiral. "He's ripped through half of these slugs already, and now you want to hold him back from finishing the job?"
"And when they kill him?" Laura asked. "What am I supposed to tell my daughter? That I let them murder her father by not holding him back and letting the proper people handle this in the proper way?"
"All I know is that the people on our side are being murdered and brutalized, while their people seem to get away with it, at every turn." growled the Admiral. "Mitt Willis died only because some kid went nuts when his wife left him. What's next? Who's next?" He emphasized his point by getting up and walking out of the office.
"He doesn't have the whole picture." said the DepDirector. "But one thing's for sure... we can't let the CIA Director stay in place any more than we can let Don go after him."
Laura nodded as she went into a reverie, thinking about the enormous problems that now beset them. Then she suddenly snapped out of it and looked at the DepDirector. "Have you heard anything from Takaki Misaki?" she asked.
"No." said the DepDirector. "Not a word." The tone of his voice and his look at her told her what she needed to know...
Part 11 - Wake-up Call
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, September 28th, from in front of City Hall. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the ordeal of Police Commander Cindy Ross!"
"Commander Ross disappeared late Wednesday night," said Bettina, "after answering what sources say was a tip from a Confidential Informant. She was rescued by the TCPD SWAT Team and other Officers, but Police are not giving any details, nor has anything been properly noted in the Duty Logs, though they should have been updated and made available to the Press."
"University Hospital has confirmed that Commander Ross was admitted as a patient for severe dehydration, but would give no other comment on her condition." Bettina said. "However, sources tell Fox Two News that Commander Ross has not awakened from being in what is called a 'coma-like condition', and that she is being treated for physical injuries as well as dehydration."
"Police are also not commenting on the the murder of Samuel J. Tilden, who was found dead in his home on Memphis Street yesterday morning." Bettina continued. "Mr. Tilden had a long arrest record, but sources tell Fox Two News that he may have had a working relationship with the Town & County Police as an informant on drug operations in the County."
"In State news," Bettina said, "Governor Val Jared continues to face criticism as he reasserts his refusal to answer any questions by the Special Independent Counsel, either orally or in writing. Legal experts are divided on whether the Governor must answer or can ignore a subpoena by Robert Mullen, and are also divided on whether or not the Governor can be forced to appear before the Special Grand Jury if subpoenaed to testify there."
"And in National news," said Bettina, "tensions between Israel and America are rising, as the Israeli Prime Minister and his entourage suddenly left meetings with the President at the White House last night, and flew back home to Israel. Neither side is saying what the talks were about nor why they were suddenly broken off, but the CIA Director issued a statement saying the Israelis were acting in bad faith, and that the President feels he cannot trust them. The White House would neither confirm nor deny the CIA Director's comments..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God, that was the most irresponsible piece of journalism I have ever seen." exclaimed Lieutenant Mary Milton as everyone drank coffee in MCD. "Just telling the whole wide world that Tilden was a C.I. What the fuck was Bettina thinking?"
"She was thinking of what she could do to harm the Police the most," said Joanne Warner, "and that was what she came up with."
"Come on, you really think that was deliberate?" Joanne's partner, Theo Washington asked, meaning it humorously.
"You don't think it was deliberate, Mr. Washington?" Captain Tanya Perlman asked, her voice not connoting any humor at all. When Theo didn't immediately reply, Tanya asked acidly: "Well?"
"Uh, I don't know, ma'am." said Theo as he felt all the eyes on him. "It definitely crosses a line, though."
"My issue with it," said Jerome Davis, "is that the Press knows way too much about all of it. How did they know Tilden was a C.I.? How did they know Commander Ross was acting on a tip? Have we got a mole in this place, somewhere?"
"Maybe not." said a voice. Everyone was shocked to see Your Iron Crowbar come into the room. "There have always been Officers that will give the Press tidbits in exchange for green dollar bills, and we've always known that. But I also know that the Officers have not been taking the money nor giving out information since the Press racially attacked my daughter a few weeks ago. So that leaves the perps themselves as the leakers to the Press."
"Are you saying the Press is actually working with the criminals on this, sir?" asked a shocked Mary Milton.
"Dunno if it's active cooperation or the Press not worrying about who they get their information from." I said. "But I would put nothing, nothing at all, past the corrupt Media."



"Commander," asked Joanne, "are you going to get in trouble with the Chief for being in here this morning?"
"The Chief can come in here and kick me out if he wants to." I said. "I just wanted to shut down the rumor mill on that leak stuff. Ask any questions you have while you can."
"How is Commander Ross?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"She was in stable condition but still in a coma, last I heard, which was an hour ago." I said.
"Who's behind this, sir?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Some seriously, seriously bad people." I said. "And I would commend those people to a reading of the Old Testament." I did not mention the particular verse I was thinking of: Deuteronomy 32:35...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I went to the Hospital at 8:15am. My wife looked utterly exhausted when I went to her office at the Hospital to talk to her.
"I got a couple of hours of sleep." she said in answer to my query. "What about you?"
"About the same, in my office." I said. "I called Carole and told her to be good in school, and to look out for any strangers that might be looking at her abnormally. She said that she hoped Aunt Cindy would get better... seems they had the news on in the house."
"Oh boy." Laura said. "Well, let's go see how Cindy's doing." We went down the halls to the elevator, then to the correct floor and to Cindy's room, which was near the ICU unit. I followed Laura in, and saw Cindy for the first time since they'd taken her out of that torture chamber in Clinton County. She looked pale, and she was unconscious. The bruises were healing up well, which was a good sign.
Dr. Yates was examining her, testing her eyes's reaction to light. "She's just not responsive. There must be some trigger she needs to see or hear, like the end of a piece of music, or a command telling her to come out of it. But she doesn't seem to be able to come out of it without an inducement of some kind."
"Did they do an EEG?" asked Laura.
"Yes, and it shows almost completely normal." said Dr. Yates. "She goes in and out of REM sleep, but only back to deep sleep. I tried waking her when she was in the REM sleep, which would be the closest time to wakefulness... but she didn't respond."
"Thanks, Doctor." I said. I motioned for Laura to come out into the hallway with me. We found Callie and Maggie in the waiting room; Molly had been called to the Nextdoor County Police HQ for something, and Chief Evans had gone with the admonition to call her with any new developments regarding Cindy.
Chief Moynahan came in, as did Todd Burke. Father Romano and Chief Griswold arrived within a few minutes, as well. Dr. Yates came in and apprised us of Cindy's current condition, which was that physically she was doing well, but even as the drugs were flushing out of her system, she was still not waking up.
Some minutes later, Teresa and I went back in with Laura and Dr. Yates. "We've hooked her up to an EEG, here." said Dr. Yates, pointing out the hookups. "We'd like for you two to whisper something to her to see if she responds."
Teresa went first. She bent over and said "Cindy, it's Teresa. I'm here for you." The EEG did respond with some increased activity, and I noticed that Cindy's hands seemed to clench, which I pointed out to the doctors.
"Give it a try, Don." Laura said. I took Cindy's right hand in mine and leaned over and said "Hi Cindy, it's Don. We're here." To my surprise, Cindy's hand did not clench mine, but seemed to try to move away! The EEG showed activity, as well.
"That's... strange." said Dr. Yates. "She's responding... well, 'reacting' might be the better term. It seems as if your voices agitated her."
"Maybe that's her trying to wake up and respond to us." suggested Teresa. I looked over at her and shook my head slightly, which got her interest.
Cindy's mom and Callie came in an spoke to her. Dr. Yates liked her responses to them much better. "I think she's aware of you." he said. "We just have to find out what will wake her up. Don... Don?"
I was in a full-blown reverie. I was remembering the words that had been used to wake me up out of my 'treatment' at the hands of Dr. Casey B. Walker. I remembered that Dr. Eckhart had told me he'd programmed Cindy with the same words in case a day arrived where she would need the same help. (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver', Ch. 04.)
That day had arrived.
"How long until Dr. Eckhart gets here?" I asked.
"This evening, at the earliest." said Maggie Ross. "He's on a flight back, but it's 19-20 hours long to the City."
I nodded. "I need you guys to do two things for me. First, everyone but Teresa please leave the room. Second, be right outside in the hallway in case Cindy gets agitated when she wakes up."
"What are you going to do?" asked Laura.
"What I need to do." I said. "Please, everyone but Teresa: go." I looked at Laura and said "You, too." Laura gave me the angriest look she'd ever given me during our marriage, but she persuaded Dr. Yates to go, and she followed him out the door."
"Teresa," I said as we came up to Cindy in her bed, "you are about to learn another secret. It is a secret that, in the wrong hands, could lead to my incapacitation or death. Obviously I trust you with it, even above trusting my wife."
"I'm honored." said Teresa. "What's it about?"
"When the CIA kidnapped me and tortured me right after we'd defeated Westboro," I said, "I learned that Dr. Eckhart had implanted words that, when I heard them, snapped me out of the hypnosis. It worked, and I was able to come awake and fight the bastards off for the one minute I needed before Cindy got there and laid waste to them."
"And he implanted those words in Cindy's head, also?" Teresa asked, catching on.
"Yes." I said. "But I suspect some of Cindy's brainwashing yesterday was to make her fear you and me. So be ready for anything."
Teresa nodded and got ready as I leaned over and said into Cindy's ear:
"January... Suborbital... Denomination..."
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Commotion of Motion
Upon hearing the three words, Cindy began waking up. She opened her eyes, blinking them, then began moving her arms. Then she looked up at me.
"AAAUUGGGHH!!" Cindy screamed out, raising her arms as if to ward me off.
"Easy, Cindy!" Teresa said, grabbing Cindy's forearms. Cindy looked at Teresa and screamed again, and began fighting Teresa's hold on her. As they grappled, I rushed for the door and opened it. Dr. Yates, Laura, and a couple of nurses came in.
"Cindy!" Laura shouted into Cindy's face. "Calm down! You're okay. You're among friends, now!" As she was saying this, I was physically pulling an absolutely stunned Teresa away from the bed and to the door. We went out into the hallway.
"As I feared." I said. "She was frightened of us. That must've been part of the program they were running on her."
"You never acted like that." said Teresa, still in shock.
"My programming was different." I said. "They were trying to extract information from me, so they re-wrote my reality. With Cindy... I think the result they wanted is what they're getting now: make her hate her closest friends and relatives..."
I could see that Teresa needed a hug, and she collapsed into me as I took her into my arms. I guided her to the waiting room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, Captain Ted Orosco of Internal Affairs emerged from Cindy's room with Detectives Theo Washington and Joanne Warner, to whom Cindy's case had been formally assigned. Laura and Dr. Yates also emerged.
Callie and Maggie had been admitted to the room shortly after Cindy had awakened, so it was just me, Teresa, and Chief Griswold at the moment they came out.
"Chief Griswold," said Laura, "why don't you go see Cindy. I think you'll have a very positive effect on her, but if not, come back out." The old Chief got up and went down the hallway and into Cindy's room. Dr. Yates went with him.
"Don, I know you don't want to know." Laura said. "But what I do have to tell you is that they programmed Cindy to believe that everything being done to her... was being done by you. And that Teresa was helping, holding her down, restraining her, physically hitting her and stuff."
"So if she looks at us..." Teresa said, not finishing the sentence.
"We're going to have to do a lot of work to get her to realize you weren't the ones." Laura said. "But Don knows how hard that's going to be... he still remembers the dream sequences from his ordeal, and not the reality."
"Except in rare spots." I said. "Laura, when Dr. Eckhart gets back, you may have to let him try to treat Cindy. I know you and especially Dr. Yates don't want to do that, but it might be the only way to bring Cindy fully back."
"I'll see what I can do." Laura said. "You're right: Dr. Yates thinks Eckhart is a quack, and will never assent to letting Eckhart medically treat her, nor you, in any way."
"Once she's physically cleared, release her from the Hospital." I said. "Then Yates will not be able to say anything. See what y'all can do in the meantime. Okay, Captain Croyle, we have no place here. Let's go back to work."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Noon, Friday, September 28th. Teresa was in my office with me.
"You're going to be 'Acting Commander' while I am gone." I said. "I'm not going to put you in a bind by making you promise not to divulge where I'm going. Suffice it to say I'm going to do what I am honor-bound to do, and exact revenge for what this bastard did to Cindy."
"Need help?" Teresa asked hopefully.
"I wish I could take you, but I need you to stay here and hold down the fort." I said. "Try to hold off my wife and the Deputy Director of the FBI from knowing for as long as you can, but you can tell Todd and the Misaki clan people once I'm away."
"You're not telling Laura?" Teresa asked, looking stunned.
"Not until I've completed this." I said. Teresa nodded, and preceded me out of the office.
I went into MCD. "Cindy's green crowbar, the one that was found at the BigAgraFoods warehouse... where is it?"
"Right here, sir." said Theo Washington, handing me the solid iron implement. "Yes sir, I know we should put it in the Evidence Room, but we were going to give it back to her when she gets back."
"That's fine." I said. "In the meantime, I'll hold onto it." Theo handed it to me, and I left with it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Ichimoku Industries small jet landed at County Airport. One passenger boarded the flight. Teresa waved goodbye, then drove my Police SUV back to Headquarters. She did not notice another small, sleek jet coming in for a landing.
After takeoff, as I settled into my seat and looked out the window, my mind was fixed with inexorable purpose. The CIA Director had crossed the line. He had lied to the DepDirector and my wife, and had attacked me by attacking my sister, and now Cindy. His actions were unforgivable, and I had no intention of forgiving a thing. I realized my hand was clutching the green crowbar a little too tightly when it began to cramp up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The DepDirector came to Laura's office in the Hospital. "I've got the report on that Clinton County facility and what was going on there."
"How'd you get that?" Laura asked. "I know for a fact that the CIA Director shut down all access to information about that facility. Put a 'TS-Eyes Only' classification on everything to do with it, including the Eldon murders and everything that went on back then."
"Right now Washington is in an uproar." said the DepDirector. "Several Democrat Senators are going to the President today, to tell the President that the CIA Director has to go before... things... start going public. Israel is preparing a series of news leaks to expose the CIA Director's hostility, and to confirm his being the one that ordered the assault on Kurchikov in Paris."
"In the meantime," said the DepDirector, "I still have friends in Washington, and some of them were friends of Admiral Keating. So I have the report. The gist of it is that the Clinton County facility was technically abandoned, but was maintained in good working order with some communication equipment in case of war. The instruments and medical stuff used on Commander Ross were brought in from Langley. Very similar stuff to what Casey B. Walker used on Don, but with some improvements such as the use of VR masks to speed up and enhance the effects. The drugs were the same as those used on Don."
"No surprise there." said Laura. "Can we link this to the CIA Director?"
"You're going to be shocked at how open he was about everything." said the DepDirector. "Signed off himself on everything about re-opening the facility and bringing in the equipment, as if he wanted to leave us a paper trail."
"He is demented." Laura said. "And that's a professional opinion, not just a personal one. I think he's gone off the deep end. If you and I have to go to Washington and have him removed on mental grounds, that's what we'd better get ready to do."
"I agree." said the DepDirector. "I'm going to fly to Washington from here, meet with Bill Nunn---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was the DepDirector's cellphone. He put it on speaker.
"This is Agent Hamm at the Communications Center." said Agent Hamm. The Communications Center was the secret room on the top floor of the Federal Building off Courthouse Square. "We just got word from County Airport ATC that the plane that took off just before yours landed was an Ichimoku Industries plane claiming diplomatic status, and their flight plan is for the Washington, D.C. area."
"Okay, thanks." said the DepDirector. As he disconnected, he looked up at Laura.
"Oh shit." Laura said. She got out her cellphone and speed dialed her husband's personal phone. It went to voicemail. She tried his Police iPhone. It went to voicemail. She called the Duty Desk and was connected to her husband's assistant Helena.
"I'm sorry, Dr. Fredricson, he's not here." said Helena. "No, he didn't say where he was going nor when he'd be back. Can I take a message?"
"No thanks," said Laura, "but transfer me to Captain Croyle, please." When Teresa answered, Laura did not mince words: "Teresa, where is my husband?"
"He left the Station a while ago, Dr. Fredricson." Teresa said, keeping her voice stiff and formal. "I'm not sure when he'll be back."
"Teresa," Laura said, "this is important, and it's not the time to play around. If Don told you to not tell me where he is going, I need you to understand that his life is at stake. Where is he? Or more important, where did he go?"
"All I will tell you, Laura-san," Teresa said with emphasis, "is that he got Cindy's crowbar and left for the Airport." Laura got the message: Don's loyal clan member was not going to say anything further.
"Damn her." Laura said after disconnecting, then caught herself. "No, I shouldn't blame her for being loyal to the one man who has had her back when no one else did. But that's not what's important. We've got to stop Don."
"Let's get to my plane at the Airport." said the DepDirector.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jenny Van Dyke walked out of City Police Headquarters, having been released earlier that morning. She had fired her lawyer, Nathan Masterson, who revealed his true colors with the threat that she would be murdered within 24 hours after leaving jail if she did not 'reconsider' if she did not retain his services.
She saw the tall, handsome blonde man in the suit and trenchcoat. "Ms. Van Dyke?" he called out. When she peered at him, he said "I'm Eddy the Bounty Hunter. The Iron Crowbar sent me to protect you. He suggested you consider 'the apple tree'."
"So he sent Johnny Hayseed to get me, huh?" said Jenny.
"More like Johnny Appleseed, a gift from Sir Isaac Newton." said Eddy, completing the code words between them that had been arranged by the Iron Crowbar.
"And he sent the handsome guy, too." Jenny said with a smile. "Let's get out of here, then. Know anywhere we can fuck for a couple of hours? I haven't been laid in days..."
Eddy grinned, and led Jenny to his car. They drove away, and Eddy used his expert skills to make sure they were not being followed as they lost themselves amongst the City's teeming millions...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Carole is going to be pissed." Laura said as the FBI plane got airborne after taking off from County Airport. "She does not want me going to 'meetings'."
"Well," said the DepDirector, "this 'meeting' is to save her father's life."
"Yes." said Laura. "Damn, why did Don have to do this? I had it under control."
"How so?" asked the DepDirector. What had happened to Cindy was not exactly his idea of 'under control', but he did not say that out loud.
"When we were in Israel," Laura said, "as Don was praying at the Western Wall, I talked to his sister Elizabeth. I offered her the chance to avenge Goth Girl Kathy, that she could kill the CIA Director and I'd cover for her. She accepted the offer. But now, if Don gets to him before we do... then it's all for naught. And the Director's loyalists will go after Don, either through the legal system, or they'll kill him. If Don kills the bastard, there is nothing I can do for him."
"I know." said the DepDirector. "I was working with several high-level FBI and CIA people, and with Nunn and other people in Congress, and we're already moving to get the CIA Director out, either by resignation or impeachment. But that process is way too slow. I thought we'd have more time..."
They began typing on their smartphones, making preparations for what would be needed in the coming hours...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jenny Van Dyke spread her shapely legs and pulled them back as Eddy's big cock plunged into her again and again, fucking her with long, deep strokes. The muscular blonde stud was on top of her, plowing her furrow with every bit of intensity that he could muster, making her moan and groan as she took his size and ground her loins against his.
The rutting couple was humping with lust-filled abandoned when they heard a noise. Looking over, Jenny saw the attractive older woman and the two young studs.
"Elizabeth!" Jenny exclaimed. "You're here!"
"Yes." Elizabeth said. "Keep fucking her, Eddy." she commanded as Eddy had stopped, leaving his meat buried in Jenny's snatch. "Gino and Marco and I want to join this party." she said as she and her young studs began removing their clothes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh yeah, this feels good." Elizabeth groaned as she sank her pussy onto Eddy's hard male meat. He was sitting back on the couch, and the lovely older woman was riding him cowgirl, slamming her hips down and impaling her cunt on Eddy's throbbing meat pole.
Eddy groaned as he felt his cock being sheathed by Elizabeth's warm wet cunt. He looked through the bedroom door, and was able to see Jenny, Gino, and Marco on the bed. Jenny was on her hands and knees, being spitroasted by the young Italian stallions. Eddy enjoyed the sight of one huge cock sinking into Jenny's well-used pussy from the rear while the other cock fucked her face.
"Damn, babe." Eddy grunted. "You do throw good parties."
"Shut up and keep throwing this good, hard fuck into me." Elizabeth ordered, slamming her cunt down onto Eddy even harder, then corkscrewing hips as she ground herself into him. She felt her orgasm building, and this handsome guy was trying to fuck it up by talking. Men! she thought to herself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He has a home between Martinsburg and Charles Town in West Virginia." said the email on my own burner phone. I'd left my personal and Police iPhones in my office at Police Headquarters. The email gave an address, and other information that I would need about the place.
The problem was that the diplomatic plane I was on was required to go at least to Dulles Airport, west of Washington. But from there I would be able to get a small plane to the Eastern WV Regional Airport. I was able to do so rather quickly with the help of the minor official of the Japanese Government that was also on my plane.
The Cessna aircraft that flew me to West Virginia was a good aircraft in good shape, but it was still a bumpy ride. I ignored that, my inexorable purpose crowding out everything else in my mind.
The plane landed and I was able to get a rental car with a fake I.D. that I'd kept for a number of years. I drove down towards Charles Town, then cut off the road onto a nearly hidden lesser road. After a ways, as the sun was getting low in the sky, I saw the fencing that showed I was at the property I was seeking.
I was 'armed' with the green crowbar, and a device similar to the bug-killer that Professor Milton had made for me, a device that killed closed-circuit cameras and home detection equipment as well as listening devices. It was most very fortunate for this world, I thought with great sarcasm, that Professor Milton and I had chosen not to be professional criminals.
The storm drain was right where I was told it would be, and I was now inside the grounds of the compound. Considering that the Director of the CIA kept this place as his vacation house, and considering that he was holed up here now, trying to weather the political storms brewing around him, I was surprised that it was not better guarded.
Still, I had to press against trees when the occasional drone flew by. As I got near the house, I saw a large number of heavily armored SUVs in the front drive. A meeting must be going on inside, I thought to myself. I settled into my hiding place to wait it out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can't reach Takaki Misaki, nor his son Nagamasa." said the DepDirector. "I called BOW Enterprises, and Todd Burke himself answered the phone. He said his assistant Mariko had the day off, and was 'unavailable'. He could not have been more clear in his wording. He is his uncles's nephew."
"And his mother's son." Laura replied, then said: "If Misaki takes Don's side, how bad is that?"
"They both consider this a matter of honor now." said the DepDirector. "I've known Misaki-san for years. He taught me an incredible amount about Japanese culture, and some of their rituals. I was even granted an audience with His Majesty the Emperor once, thanks to him."
"And the one thing I learned about Misaki-san," continued the DepDirector, "is that he considers Clan honor sacrosanct above all things. That day, when Don told him that Takaki-sama had 'died well'... I think that bound Don and Misaki as if Don were Misaki's own child." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 05.)
"That's all we need." Laura said. "The former head of the Japanese versions of the FBI and CIA, and personal advisor to the Emperor, helping Don with this."
"It could mess us up in other ways, as well." said the DepDirector. "If we do stop Don... it might be looked upon as failure on his part... and dishonor."
"To hell with that." said Laura. "I want my husband to live, and the only way that happens is to stop him..."
Part 13 - Pain In The Neck
"The truth is never far behind
You've kept it hidden well
If I live to tell the secret I knew then
Will I ever have the chance again?
If I ran away, I'd never have the strength to go very far
How would they hear the beating of my heart...?
Will it grow cold?
The secret that I hide
Will I grow old?
How will they hear?
When will they learn?
How will they know...?"
--- Madonna, 'Live To Tell'
The sun had just set over the western horizon. The cars were filling up with men in suits and ties, some of whom I'd seen on national television newscasts in the past. I waited until they left, though seeming to hear the cars far longer than I should have as I simply walked up to the side door. Sure enough, the keycode entry system was by a company I was familiar with from my past life of selling such systems. I'd refused to sell to the CIA; now I was ironically glad that someone else had not been so 'honorable' in their choice of clientele.
There were almost no security people indoors, and they were eating dinner right now. I went up the stairs to the office room, having memorized the layout of the house from plans sent my way. I opened the door.
The CIA Director was an older man, once physically imposing in stature. His hair was thinning and graying, and his jowls were more pronounced now. His eyes were peering, and his mouth seemed pursed into a perma-grimace, giving him an air of malice.
He looked up, and his eyes widened in shock and fear as he saw me come in. "What the hell are you doing here?"
*WHAM!!*
I wordlessly brought the green crowbar down onto the desk in front of the man with every bit of the transference of power that Aikido and other martial arts forms had taught me.
*CRRRRAAACK!* *CRASH!*
The desk split in two and caved in towards the middle. The CIA Director was now on the floor, trying to scurry away as I stepped onto and over the desk.



"Go ahead!" said the CIA Director, in an attempt at defiance, though he was shaking with fear. "Strike me down with all of your hatred, and your journey to your own death and dishonor will be complete!"
Fine, let's make that happen, I thought to myself. Still saying nothing, I raised the green crowbar, to strike the man's head as hard as I'd just hit his desk.
"Whaa?" I gasped, as I felt myself being pulled back. I felt a sting in the back of my neck, and then I felt myself falling back into an abyss. As I fell unconscious, I got a glimpse of two people above me... they were the retired Deputy Director of the FBI... and my own wife...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura took the green crowbar into her hands as she instructed the FBI Agents loyal to her and the DepDirector to take her unconscious husband to her car and to guard him. Then she turned and watched the conversation unfolding.
"It's over." said the FBI DepDirector, kneeling in front of the CIA Director, who was still cowering on the floor. "I don't know what the hell you were thinking, but what you did to Commander Ross is unforgivable."
"I warned you!" the CIA Director shouted hoarsely. Then he looked over at Laura and said "I told you to keep your god-damned husband in line, and you didn't! Going after Russell, perp-walking a fine man like Mitt Willis to his death!"
"Mitt Willis murdered two people." said the DepDirector. "He murdered Lloyd Feingold in cold blood. What else was the Iron Crowbar supposed to do, but arrest him?"
"You should've stopped him, like you said you would!" yelled the CIA Director.
"From doing his job? From arresting a murderer?" Laura said, her voice connoting her stunned disbelief.
"Hell, yes!" shouted the CIA Director. "You should have stopped him, and let them get away with it! Mitt Willis was a great man, one of the men that mattered in this world! Don Troy does not matter, he is worthless!"
"And yet..." said the DepDirector, "Don Troy is going to matter enough to cleave your head wide open if we wake him up and let him finish what he started. Or... you can submit your resignation to me now."
"My resignation?" shouted the CIA Director. "You want my resignation?!"
"Hell, yeah!" shouted the DepDirector. "You've done all you can to destroy our ties with Israel and start a war in the Middle East or with Russia... or both,... including that pathetic operation in Paris to get the Iron Crowbar's sister. That met the end result your stupidity normally brings, but what's worse is that you're behind the renewed gunrunning to Islamist terrorists and the Iranians, which the Iron Crowbar's sister tipped the Israelis and the rest of the world to."
"You damn straight, I did that!" snarled the Deputy Director. "The Jews can burn in Hell. The Muslims are a great People!"
"Adolph Hitler thought the Muslims were great, also." said Laura. "And he killed about six million more Jews that you have. But despite your similarities with Hitler in pure evil, you will not do what he did."
"I may not, but one day Israel will be destroyed and the Muslims triumphant." declared the CIA Director.
"No. It ends here." said the Deputy Director. "I will leave only when I get your signed resignation on these papers..." He withdrew papers from the folder in his hand. "... and then it'll be up to Congress to bring your crimes to the light of day. Knowing the abilities of Congress, they will fuck it up as badly as they fuck up everything else, but you know as well as I do that everything will be left at a stalemate, and you can retire to here and die peacefully."
"And if I don't resign?" snarled the CIA Director.
"Then you will not live to see the sun rise." said Laura, tapping the green crowbar into the palm of her hand. "And you know I mean it, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I came to, I looked around groggily. I was on a sleek jet aircraft, on a reclining chair that was close to first-class. A young woman in an Air Force uniform said "Ma'am, he's waking up."
"Good, thank you." said another female voice, one I recognized as my wife's. Laura came up from behind and sat down next to me as the attendant left. "Here, drink this." Laura said. I drank down the glass of bubble-filled water, which tasted like water with Alka-Seltzer in it.
"What is it?" I asked.
"Alka-Seltzer in water." Laura said. "Just in case you're feeling nausea from the knockout drug or the flight."
"What time is it?" I asked.
"Midnight, about to be Saturday the 29th." Laura said. She then peered at me. "Are you mad?"
I said "Well... I never thought I'd say this, but... I love you, honey, but you were a pain in the neck today. Literally."
"I'm sorry about that." said Laura. "But it was to save your life, and ultimately your family's lives."
"What happened to the bastard?" I asked.
"He's resigned." Laura said. "Witnessed and attested to by William, Senator Nunn, and a few others. They've announced it to the Media. Health reasons, they said. The President has 'reluctantly' accepted the resignation."
"Yeah, it would've been 'health reasons' if you'd let me swing that crowbar down." I said with some asperity. "How did you catch up to me?"
"Your plane had to go to Dulles, then you had to get a flight back to West Virginia." Laura said. "We flew straight into the Eastern WV Regional Airport. By the way, your rental car was returned, and the plane that brought you in took off when they saw us come in."
"So why didn't you let me kill him?" I said. "It was a matter of honor, you know. Now I'm shamed for failing in my duty."
"I prefer you alive, instead of dead and buried." Laura said. "And your daughters, sons, and dogs will be glad you're alive as well. Also, killing the bastard would've meant some ugly things in Washington. Yes, I know you and Tanya joke about the 'Godfather' scene about U.S. Senators killing people... but that is what was going to happen. Now we have a chance for both sides to pull back, and not go over the cliff."
"Do you really think Russell is going to let it go? Nor any of the Swamp Frogs?" I asked. "Nor the man helping the CIA Director behind the scenes, who is the one that was after your medical license, and is still after both of us?"
"We'll see." said Laura. "It's like that old Star Trek episode, where two worlds were fighting a nuclear war via computer, and people dutifully went to the death chambers. Then Captain Kirk broke the computer link, and suddenly they had a real war on their hands. Even Russell doesn't want to cross that line."
"And the Guardians of Justice?" I said. "No way Russell stops hunting them, nor BigRoadAndRailCorp, nor BigAgraFoods, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera."
"Don, I just put out this fire as it flared up." Laura said. "We'll deal with the future as we come to it, but for now you're still alive, Cindy is alive and recovering, and I hope you'll forgive me and we can continue our lives together."
I took Laura's hand in mine, and said diplomatically. "You did what you thought was right. But it didn't end tonight. Justice will be served... one way or another. You think you had it in hand when you agreed with Elizabeth for her to kill the CIA Director... but it will not be her that avenges Cindy... and restores my honor. Besides, if Elizabeth kills him, it'll rightly be considered to be an attack by the Israelis, and that could lead to war in the Middle East."
Laura was looking at me in total shock. "I think I understand what Muscone means when he says '400 years ago'... how did you know?"
I just smiled wickedly as I said "The same way Carole knows when you're going to 'meetings'... I felt the Disturrrrrbance in the Force."
Laura was too shocked to laugh or even grin.
Part 14 - Gift of Valor
Saturday, September 29th. The Bulldogs were playing State U., the Wildcats' arch-rival, in a Conference game, while the Wildcats were hosting the Tigers. It was an afternoon game, but I went to Headquarters that morning, and joined the coffee klatch in MCD to hear the one and only Bettina.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 8:00am from in front of the Federal Building. "We have shocking news just breaking from Washington, D.C.: the Director of the CIA has resigned suddenly!"
Bettina: "The news first broke last night that the CIA Director had submitted his resignation to the President, citing health reasons. The nature of his illness has not been revealed, but in his remarks thanking the CIA Director for his 'excellent and loyal service to the Nation and to our friends across the world', the President said the CIA Director's health simply would not allow him to continue to absorb the stresses of the job. The President said he will have a new CIA Director nomination soon."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The game kicked off in the afternoon. During the time of the actual game, there's a bit of a lull in traffic and in activity. Teresa and I took that opportunity to make our way to Coltrane County, and to the World Headquarters of 'The Vision' self-help empire.
"Cindy was released from the Hospital last night, when Dr. Eckhart arrived." Teresa said. "She's physically doing okay, and recovering. They had me go into her room, and tried to tell her that I wasn't really the one that had helped hurt her... but it was... it was bad."
Teresa began sobbing. I said what words I could to try to comfort her. After regaining her composure, she said "Dr. Eckhart brought Cindy here last night. He called and asked me to bring you down today, and he'll begin treating her at sundown."
When we arrived and went inside, we were greeted as family (which I was, and Teresa now was by marriage) by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, who looked healthy but tired after his long, emergency-return journey.
"Ah, young Donald." said Eckhart. "I heard of your noble attempt to set things right. However, your wife was right to stop you, and you are needed here." As he was talking, I saw Laura come out from the rooms on the far side of Eckhart's office.
"We'll discuss the correctness of things later." I said, feeling both Teresa and Laura peer at me at those words. "For now, what can I do to help Cindy?"
"You did well, remembering those words and using them." Dr. Eckhart said. "They stopped the programming from taking permanent effect. We will begin the de-programming this evening, after sunset. What I would like you to do is build a ritual fire down by the River. And then I want you to meditate there, to concentrate your mind, indeed your very hara, on reaching out mentally to Cindy and giving her your aid mentally. Can you do that for me, young Donald? And for Cindy?"
"Yes sir, of course." I said. "I will be glad to."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy was sitting in her father's office, waiting for the treatment. Callie was sitting with her.
"My father says the treatment will undo the brainwashing." Cindy said. "But that I might remember what really happened instead of what they implanted in my mind."
"We'll deal with it, if you do." said Callie. "And I'll be right here for you."
"Awwww." said Cindy. She hugged Callie, who hugged her back. Cindy whispered "How did I get so lucky to get you?"
"Oh, you absolutely deserved it, and me." Callie said with her beautiful smile. Cindy laughed a little bit, before being overcome by anxiety again.
The elevator to the room opened, and out stepped Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart with two guests. To Cindy's surprise, they were Susie Haskins and Susie's mother. Dr. Eckhart led Susie's mom to the deck outside that overlooked the grounds and the River as Susie came over to Cindy and Callie.
"I have something for you." Susie said to Cindy. She held out her hand, which contained a small plastic sleeve with an Army Bronze Star ribbon inside it. It was Mrs. Veasley's Bronze Star ribbon, that Cindy had given to Susie just before Susie had testified in the Sharples trial. (Author's note: 'Gods and Crowbars', Ch. 04.)
"Aww, Susie." Cindy said. "I gave that to you to keep."
"Yes, but you need it more than I do right now." Susie said.
Tears began running down Cindy's face as she took the sleeve, then gave Susie a big hug that was returned as warmly. "Thank you, Susie." Cindy whispered. "You are a wonderful person."
"It will be all right." Susie said. "Mrs. Veasley is watching over you, like she watched over us kids when the Slender Man kidnapped us." Susie then gave Callie a hug before going to the deck where her mother and Dr. Eckhart were. They watched the preparations being made near the River as Dr. Eckhart's acolytes came and guided Cindy to the Therapy Room.
Part 15 - The Wolf And The Moon
(Author's note: Readers might wish to find the instrumental song 'The Wolf And The Moon' by Brunuhville, and listen to that music while reading this next section to understand my inspiration for it.)
As darkness enveloped the land, I stacked the small logs in a square formation three feet high, leaving spaces near the bottom to draw air into the middle space to fuel the fire. I then poured lighter fluid all over the logs, soaking them and the wood shavings in the middle.
Behind me, to the north as the crow flies, were two banners of Clan Troy, with the red-on-black sunburst of diamonds in a circle near the top. I was wearing a black kimono with the Clan Troy icons, called 'mon' in Japanese, and my swords. Laura, Teresa, Todd, and Nagamasa-san were in attendance, in a semi-circular row behind me. Only Teresa would have swords this close to me; she was my formal bodyguard.
I lit the fire, then backed off and knelt, facing the fire and facing south, the River flowing southward about forty feet to my right. I stared into the fire as I mentally went inward, letting the sound of the crackling of the wood, the smell of the smoke, and the light of the flames overtake my senses as I breathed slowly and deeply, focusing inward, clearing my mind of all thoughts.
As I focused inward, aware only of my body in the act of breathing and the presence of the fire, I felt myself enter a zone... a meditative zone. I was dimly aware of the moon above me, and the meadows on both sides of the river dimly illuminated by its light.
I began thinking of Cindy, of her well-being, and I felt mental energy seeming to pour out of me. I concentrated hard on reaching her mind, helping to stabilize her. I thought I felt her energy reaching out, but it seemed jumbled, confused, disorganized. I saw flashes of light, and I realized she was undergoing her father's treatment.
I felt as if I were taking off, in flight. I was above the meadow. I could see myself in front of the fire, the only orange spot in an otherwise silver landscape. I saw Laura and Teresa and Todd and Nagamasa sitting behind me in a semi-circle, and I felt them concentrating on me, helping me to send my mental energy to Cindy. I saw Susie and her mother on the deck, watching us, and I felt Susie's mental energy. Strong with the Force, young Miss Haskins was.
Acolytes of The Vision were coming out of the building, the young women in blue shirts and the young men in red, and all with blue robes on that only came down to their waists. They formed a circle around the campfire and its attendees, and began softly chanting something, which strangely reached into my mind even as I focused on clarity and reaching out to Cindy. I briefly saw her, lying on a table in the Therapy Room, a VR face mask over her eyes and headphones over her ears.
And then... I was looking down again, as if I were a bird in flight. I was seeing the fire, but the meadow was empty of all persons. I was no longer there, my four attendees were not there, the Acolytes were not there. Only the fire, the banners, and the overwatching moon remained...
The flashing lights grew stronger, and I heard whispering, which began fading away. I began to realize that I was no longer outside, and that something was on my face.
"He's waking up." I heard a voice say.
"Yes, he's coming out of it." another voice said, the unmistakeable, gravelly voice of P. Harvey Eckhart. "His mind is too strong for this. Bring him out, slowly..."
I heard audible hums, then realized that I was lying on a table. I heard other noises, and my mind figured out almost before I realized it that I was lying next to Cindy. I was being treated alongside her!
I felt a stinging irritation in the back of my neck, but I could not reach out to scratch it. Then my eyes were overwhelmed by light: even though the room was darkened, it was relatively bright when the VR mask was taken off my face.
I saw Teresa to my left, standing against the wall, watching me intently, staying in my presence as my bodyguard. Acolytes released my hands from the bonds at the sides of the table. I looked to my right and saw Cindy lying on another table, the VR mask still on her as she continued to absorb her treatment.
"How do you feel, young Donald?" Dr. Eckhart whispered as he came up to me.
"Like I'm gonna... throw up." I said. A small, plastic-bag-lined trash can was produced in the nick of time. I vomited violently into it as my body began recovering its full senses.
"You came out of the treatment early, young Donald." said Eckhart. "Your mind is still disoriented, and you'll experience vertigo for a few more minutes." To the acolyte, he said "Take him outside. Dr. Fredricson might have something for the nausea."
I did not feel better as I was helped off the table. The acolyte, armed with a new trash can, helped me out of the room and to Dr. Eckhart's office, Teresa following us.
Laura was indeed waiting for us in the office, sitting on one of the sofas. I was walking towards her when I lost control again. I went to my knees, grabbing the trash can, putting it on the floor, then vomiting into it. It was no more than incredibly painful dry heaves at this point, but my body was telling me it did not like what was going on between my ears.
These acolytes seemed to have no end of trash cans, and a new one was brought in as the used one was taken away. I managed to walk over to Laura, who gave me a shot from her medical bag for the nausea.
"As soon as you feel better," she said, "drink this." She was pointing to a glass that was filled with a translucent, pinkish fluid.
"Honey," I said, rubbing my neck, "were you a pain in the neck again?"
"I had to be." my wife replied. "Too many people now know about those three words. Dr. Eckhart has erased their effects from your mind. He also needed you to be in a meditative state before I injected the drugs into you... and you still almost overcame it. As it was, you work up early from the treatment."
I felt good enough now to drink the pink liquid, and once I did I felt better. "Dr. Eckhart did that to me before, and I never even knew it... until the three words woke me up from Casey B. Walker's torture and brainwashing. Some bodyguard I have, eh?" I looked at Teresa as I said that last part, with a wan grin. Teresa gave a half-grin back, and shrugged her shoulders.
"Speaking of Walker," said Laura, "what do you remember of that?"
"I..." I started, and then realized that I was no longer able to remember the dream! "I... remember Angela Harlan was a Police Captain... and... I remember Mr. C. standing over me... I see him very clearly now... but... I... I remember hearing the three words, and waking up in that room, but... I... can't remember the dream, nor what really happened... except Harlan and Mr. C..."
I was feeling disoriented, and Laura suggested I stretch out on the sofa and get some rest. I did so and closed my eyes for a moment...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I opened my eyes, the pre-dawn light of Sunday, September 30th was coming in through the east windows. Teresa was on the other sofa, sitting there, still awake.



"Did you get any sleep last night?" I asked.
"No, I'm too keyed up." Teresa said.
"Where is Laura?" I asked as I sat up and stretched in different directions. Everything seemed to be working.
"Your wife and my husband..." Teresa said cattily, "...went and got a room."
I barked a laugh. "Why am I not surprised?" Then I asked "What about Cindy?"
"She's still undergoing the therapy." said Teresa, her face looking worried. "I think it's about done."
"Indeed, it is." said Dr. Eckhart, suddenly appearing from the far side of the office. He came up to me. "How are you, young Donald? Feeling better?"
"Yes sir. Pretty good, in fact." I said.
"Splendid!" said Eckhart. He peered at me and then intoned: "January, Suborbital, Denomination."
Nothing happened, at least I don't think anything did. Eckhart asked "How do you feel?"
"Hungry." I said.
"Good!" said Eckhart. "That was not programmed, and it means you're recovering well. Any memories of your own brainwashing at the hands of the CIA?"
"No, I can only remember a couple of things---"
Just then Laura and Todd came out of the elevator. Teresa said "It's about time you got back."
"My aunt by marriage put me through her own brand of torture." Todd said with a grin. Teresa backhand-slapped his hard abs as he hugged her, while Laura came up to me and hugged me (and I returned it).
Then the door to the Therapy Room opened. Two acolytes came out, then Cindy came out, wearing a white robe, followed by Callie. Cindy looked disoriented, then her eyes came to rest upon me.
I walked up to her. "How are you feeling?" I asked. She didn't reply, but spread her arms and wrapped them around me. I hugged her back, holding her, as she began to cry.
"I'm sorry." she was wailing. "I messed up."
"Shhhh..." I said. "You didn't mess up." I then broke the hug and said "But seriously, are you okay? How are you feeling?"
"Weird." said Cindy. "I remember following Callie to the door of the warehouse, then I woke up in the Hospital with you and Teresa there, and... I know I felt scared, but I don't know why... then all the doctors were examining me, and they brought me here."
Cindy then saw Teresa standing several feet behind me, looking halfway relieved but halfway scared. Cindy walked over to her and hugged her warmly, and Teresa hugged Cindy back very tightly. BFFs again. In that respect, the Enemy had failed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Breakfast was very good... and badly needed. Dr. Eckhart sat at the (south) end of the table near the east windows, Laura to his right and me to her right, the light at our backs as we instinctively always did. Todd was to my right.
Cindy was to Dr. Eckhart's left, with Callie next to her, and Teresa next to Callie. Cindy was not eating much, but she said she didn't feel nauseated. Having recovered, I was eating plenty enough for two... or three.
"I know that I can tell all of you in the privacy of this room," said Dr. Eckhart, "that the situation in Washington, D.C. is very dangerous right now. The CIA Director resigned, but he apparently is not going away very quietly, and is already preparing to appear on several news shows to blame Israel for the situation in Paris and to undermine the Israeli-American relationship in general. Our friends in Congress, like U.S Senator Nunn of this State and Representative Gowron, are being strongly pressured to drop further investigations of the CIA Director and his situation."
"Not only that," said Todd, "but BOW Enterprises is coming under pressure from several Federal agencies to not do any business with Israel. We never did all that much with them, but the tone of the Government's messages are less friendly and becoming more insistent. I'm worried that they'll use the Israel situation as an excuse to start probing us and our secret technological developments, which could put us at a competitive disadvantage to companies that are very friendly to the Big Boys, like MegaTech Industries, Energy Dynamics, and Acme Companies Group."
"Acme..." I mused, then asked "Wasn't that Henry Wargrave's consortium? Whatever happened to them?"
"After Wargrave died," said Laura, "his wife received a non-controlling block of shares that pays a dividend to the trust he set up for her. There also was a lot more money in that trust, which the Federal Government could not touch, even while they were squeezing Wargrave himself. The rest of it was tangled up amongst the Board of Directors, which consisted of some of the wealthiest and biggest industrial names in the country, such as Mitt Willis, Donovan Donolan, Clarence Weatherby, Duane Llewelyn, Mitchell Baker, Edward Blassingame, Austin R. Murphy, and Conrad King."
"They went into what I call 'passive mode'." said Todd. "They've been just running on auto-pilot, making their various products and performing their services, but haven't had anything new and innovative since Wargrave died."
"Are they international?" I asked.
"They were when Wargrave was alive." said Dr. Eckhart. "I think all of us here know that it was a front for Wargrave's gunrunning operations. But after he died, everything was slowly dismantled."
"A lot of those Board members are now dead." I said. "Were they replaced?"
"Yes, but with relatively minor figures." said Eckhart. "And none from the really big companies. It's almost like the Big Boyz, as you like to call them, young Donald, are avoiding Acme now."
"Hmmmm..." I mused, not realizing I'd just said that out loud. I was going into a reverie about it.
"Darling," Laura whispered to me, "maybe you should concentrate on local issues?" That got my wife the darkest look I'd ever given her.
"Honey, when we get home, we need to talk." I replied, my gray eyes blazing. Laura did not hold my stare.
"What about MegaTech?" I asked Todd.
"They are cooperating closely with the Government." said Todd. "Just like the phone companies and others that allow the Government to track people, their products are practically human surveillance devices. They made one of those home devices, smart speakers... they call it 'Alicia'... that you can ask the weather of, or ask to do something like turn on the A.C... and we know for sure that they programmed those devices to allow the NSA to listen in. The NSA can listen in to any conversation in the home. Kind of like those televisions that were programmed to allow the Government to listen in."
"I'm surprised the Guardians of Justice haven't exposed that." said Teresa. Both Cindy and I got the vibe... Laura was startled, and angry, about that comment. I peered hard at my wife again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that morning of Sunday, September 30th. Laura and I came into the Cabin. Carole took one look at us and said to her grandmother: "Come on downstairs, Grandma. Mommy and Daddy are about to have a 'Come-to-Jesus' talk."
Phyllis was stunned. "Where did you learn language like that?" she asked. "At school?"
"Jameis asked the teacher what that meant." Carole said. "And she said it meant a meeting to air things out." Carole then yelled "Bowwwww-serrrrr!"
A handsome dog came downstairs in answer to his owner's call. "Bowser, go out with Mommy and Daddy." Bowser just looked up at us, having heard 'go out', 'Mommy', and 'Daddy'.
"I think we have our orders." I said to Laura. "Let's go on deck." Yes, Bowser came out with us, and sat on my lap as we sat in the metal-mesh loveseat chair, Laura to my left.
"You are mad." Laura said.
"Well..." I said as I gave Bowser skritchins, which were helping me as much as Bowser, "I understand you stopping me from killing that bastard. I don't agree with it, but I understand that you meant well. However... honey, make sure you understand that I'm not stopping. Not now. I still have trash to clean up, and I will clean it up. And if it offends the Swamp Frogs... tough shit."
"So you won't let William and me and Nunn and others handle it in Washington?" Laura said, with considerable asperity in her voice.
"I'm not going to stop y'all from doing what you do." I said. "But you thought you'd made a deal with the CIA Director, and what happened to Cindy as a result? And would've happened to Elizabeth and other Israelis? So sorry, honey; I love you, but your way has not worked, and from this point on, my own counsel will I keep on what I need to do."
"Okay." Laura said, knowing that my point was not negotiable. "So what are you going to do?"
"Stick to local and State things." I said. "Clean up the trash."
Laura looked at me funny. "But you just said..."
"I just said that I'm going to do it my way." I said. "So don't be a pain in the neck again. Isn't that right, Bowser?" Bowser looked over at Laura and barked once.
"Looks like I'm outvoted." Laura said, petting Bowser. "Well, let's go in and have the best makeup sex we've ever had..."
Part 16 - The Wolf of Clan Troy
Todd disconnected the cell phone call. "Teresa, we need to go to BOW Enterprises. Right now. Bring your swords."
"Uh oh." Teresa said. Todd just nodded in response.
They drove to the facility and went to Todd's office. Mariko was there and she bowed to them. "Would you both come this way, please?" she said. Teresa did not need to be the Iron Crowbar to know that Mariko's lack of subservience to Todd meant that she was representing someone far more powerful... Mariko's father.
They took the elevator down to the very secure areas. Mariko led them to a small meeting room. To Teresa's shock, the room had been transformed. At the far end was a raised dias, and sitting upon it on a cushion was Takaki Misaki. He was wearing a formal kimono with an overmantle. The Misaki Clan mon, or icon, was embroidered in the temporary wall behind him. He was surrounded by four guards. On the floor, five paces in front of Misaki, was a solitary cushion.
"Dozo, Teresa-san." Mariko said at the doorway. Teresa turned and handed the 'Ward Harvester' katana to Todd, keeping the short sword as was required to maintain honor. She then bowed to Misaki, who returned it, came up to the cushion and knelt upon it, and bowed again. Misaki again returned the bow.
"Thank you for coming." said Misaki. He then looked up and said something in Japanese, then said in English: "Everyone! Leave us!" The guards all went to the door and out, followed by Mariko and Todd. Teresa was now alone in the room with one of the most powerful and influential men in the entire world.
"Teresa-san," said Misaki, "please excuse my bad manners in coming directly to the point. We have a problem. As you know, when I failed to destroy the assassin JACKAL after he attempted to kill me, my honor was besmirched. The Iron Crowbar restored that honor by delivering JACKAL to me. Don-san also gave my son Taichi-san great honor by allowing him to commit honorable seppuku while wiping out a group of evil men, and thus to live forever."
"Unfortunately," Masaki continued, "the same thing has now happened to Don-san. His own wife prevented him from avenging what was done to your friend Cindy-san, and destroying a very evil man. She meant well, but the Crowbar Clan is now stained."
"I understand, Misaki-sama." Teresa said. "Please excuse me for skipping to the point, but you can tell His Majesty that this stain will be removed, and the honor of the Clan of the Crowbar restored." She then bowed low.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in Todd's office, Teresa told Todd what she needed. "Yes, we have some of that in liquid form. You need to be careful with it."
After getting what she needed, Teresa went to County Airport, alone. She boarded the Ichimoku Industries Learjet that had just landed. It took off, heading east. Teresa most very wisely went to sleep...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What was that Ichimoku Industries plane at County Airport about?" asked the DepDirector. He was on the phone with Laura.
"I have no idea." said Laura.
"So Don's not on the plane?" the DepDirector asked.
"No." said Laura. "He's right here, petting the dogs. And he's going to be at Chief Griswold's campaign speech tonight, introducing Chief Griswold."
"Good." said the DepDirector. "Washington is going to explode tomorrow. The Press is getting their marching orders from the Swamp Frogs to tell the People what to think. They're going to come out blasting Nunn and Gowron with both barrels. They're also going to begin attacking the FBI for not catching the Guardians of Justice yet."
"Bringing up the GOJ's name?" asked Laura. "Damn stupid of the Press to give them any publicity at all. I'm beginning to think my husband is right about the Press."
"They apparently believe that it will distract from the CIA Director's story." said the DepDirector. "They need to bury that one deep: it could backfire and hurt the President himself, and that's the one thing the Press won't allow to happen."
"True enough." said Laura.
"Speaking of your husband... how are things with him?" asked the DepDirector.
"William, my marriage is on the line." Laura said. "Don has been as forgiving as he can be for me stopping him from killing the CIA Director. But he has made clear that he is going to do things his way, and he will not tolerate me getting in his way again."
"Damn." said the DepDirector. "So... where are you on this?"
"I don't know." Laura said. "I love my country, I love my Company... well, what it used to be... and I want to stop the Elitists as much as you do. But I also love my husband. And he's right about one thing: we should let him do his thing, his way. I won't stop him again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was setting as the now-former CIA Director rearranged papers on his new desk. He was still amazed that Iron Crowbar had split the old desk in two with one blow of his crowbar. He was still bitterly angry at Donald Troy, and even more angry at what Troy's wife and the former FBI Deputy Director had done, forcing him to resign as CIA Director.
He was re-examining his notes. He was going to be giving Press interviews in the morning on the big networks: CNN, NBC, CBS. He was going to start laying the groundwork by telling the Press that Donald Troy had set up Mitt Willis's assassination and arranged for Peter Toole to murder Willis. He was then going to insinuate that Troy was behind the treasonous actions of the Guardians of Justice, getting that ball rolling. It did not matter that none of it was actually true; the American People would believe what he and the Mainstream Media told them to believe.
Oh yes, he thought to himself. Helping Kurchikov and the Russians, being rewarded by them, going to the land of the God-cursed Jews and making a parachute jump with them... all part of the fodder that would be coming out, leading ultimately to Donald Troy being charged with treason.
His guest was announced. "Come on in." he said. "Have a seat."
"I heard you received a little visit from the Iron Crowbar." said the guest. "Nice new desk. He did that to Bartholomew Scott, too." (Author's note: 'Trilogy: The Darkest Night'.)
"Yes." said the CIA Director. "It was a near thing. He truly meant to kill me. His wife and the former FBI Deputy Director saved me. They're idiots; they should've let him kill me."
"Yes, Laura Fredricson is an idiot." said the guest. "My mentor hated her with a passion."
"Why did you try to have her medical license revoked?" asked the CIA Director. "There are better ways to distract the Iron Crowbar."
"Like the stunt you just pulled, doing that to his cousin?" asked the guest. "That one cost you the CIA Directorship, and almost your life." After an icy pause, he said "Anyway, I didn't do it to distract him; it was to let her know that she is in my crosshairs."
"Okay." said the CIA Director, still not really understanding. "Moving along, I asked you to come by to let you know that our collaboration will regrettably but necessarily come to an end. Things are too hot here in Washington now, and I can no longer be of use to you and your friends."
"Yes, I know, and I'm sorry to hear of it." said the guest.
"What are your plans now?" asked the CIA Director.
"I'm going to go back to the City, and begin rebuilding a new 'Superior Bloodlines' from the ashes of the old." said the guest. "I owe Conrad King that much; he was a great mentor and friend to me."
"Yes, he was one of the great men in this world." agreed the CIA Director. "And I do not forget that it was Don Troy that brought him down, and caused him to commit suicide. But do you really want to create another White Power group?"
"I personally don't give a damn about the race wars; they just make an excellent distraction while... other... things are going on behind the scenes." said the guest. "After we build up the new Superior Bloodlines, I'll be working with George Schwartz and the Globalist Elites, using climate change as the vehicle to bring about a one-world government and the 'new world order' that George H.W. Bush always dreamed of."
"I wish you the best of luck in that." said the CIA Director. "If you really need something, contact me... but only if necessary. The Media is taking our side, but they're still a traitorous bunch of nasty liars that will turn on us in a heartbeat if it causes the chaos they love to create."
"No doubt." said the guest. "The Media is the most untrustworthy bunch of bastards on the face of this earth."
"Yes." said the Director. "Before you go, can I offer you some lemonade?"
"Sure." said the guest. "But I need to use the restroom first."
"Right down the hallway." said the CIA Director. He then called the kitchen for two glasses of lemonade.
A moment later a woman wearing the black uniform of the waitstaff, which did not hide her luscious hourglass figure, came in with two glasses of the greenish-yellow drink, as well as a pitcher with more. She set one glass in front of the CIA Director, and the other on the other side of the desk.
"Where is Aabirah?" asked the CIA Director, speaking the name of his maid.
"She became ill, sir." said the woman. "So I'm substituting for the evening."
The CIA Director drank from his glass. "Is it sweet enough, sir?" the woman asked helpfully.
"Yes, but... it has a metallic kind of taste." said the CIA Director. "Tell the kitchen to get some fresh lemons."
"I'll do that, sir." the woman said. The CIA Director drank the rest of the lemonade and the woman asked "Would you like some more, sir?"
"Yes, one more glass, but take the pitcher back." he said. She refilled the glass and left.
As she got to the end of the hallway, the restroom door opened. She looked back and saw the Director's guest come into the hallway. She turned her head and walked down the stairs as he turned to look at her, hoping he would not recognize her... as she had realized that she'd seen him before.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The guest rushed into the office. "Who was that woman?" he asked.
"Kitchen help." said the Director. "What is it?"
"I swear to God that woman looked just like Teresa Croyle, one of Troy's Police Captains." said the guest.
"Maybe a coincidence, but let's go find her and see." said the CIA Director. They went down into the kitchen areas.
"Aabirah?" asked the stunned Director, seeing the maid. "I was told you were ill."
"No sir." said the lovely Arabic woman. "I am fine."
"Who was the woman that brought the lemonade to my office?" asked the Director. He was met with quizzical looks.
"Sir, we didn't take the lemonade up yet. I'm making some fresh." said a young sous-chef.
The Director and his guest looked at each other. "Sound the alarm!" cried out the Director. "Intruder alert!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *



Teresa was running through the patch of woods, knowing she needed to get to the drainpipe that led under the fence. As she got to the edge of the woods, within sight of the fence, she saw the car parked on the road outside the fence, and four men standing around. Her escape was blocked off!
Then she felt a hand clasp her mouth and felt herself being taken down. As she was about to fight her assailant, she was shocked to see that the face of the person looking into her eyes was...
... her mother-in-law Elizabeth.
"Shhhh." Elizabeth whispered. "Let's get out of here. They've raised an intruder alarm." She let Teresa go and they scrambled further into the woods. Elizabeth had four men and one woman with her. Two of the men were not masked; they were Gino and Marco. The other two were masked. Teresa did not know it, but they were agents of the Mossad.
Gino, Marco, and Elizabeth were wearing necklaces, and the pendants were a blue circle with a blue array of diamonds shooting from a center point on a white background. Very familiar icon, Teresa thought to herself with an inward smile.
The woman was also not masked, and Teresa recognized her from Police mug shots. She was Jenny Van Dyke.
They heard voices in the distance as they reached the back fence. A trench had been dug under the fence. Elizabeth pointed out the electric wire and warned Teresa not to touch it as she crawled under it. Everyone went through.
"Don's wife and I struck a deal while they were in Israel." Elizabeth said as they walked through more woods, not getting near the roads. "Laura said she couldn't allow Don to kill the CIA Director, but she was going to help me do it, to avenge Kathy's death in Paris."
"Did Laura know what the bastard was going to do to Cindy?" Teresa asked, shocked at the very thought.
"I don't think so." Elizabeth said. "I was pissed as hell when I heard about that, but my baby brother handled it with his usual... directness. Anyway, Laura thought the CIA Director was undermining American-Israeli relations, maybe even passing Israeli secrets...and Mossad agents's names... to Israel's Islamist enemies. But I see you beat us to the punch. How did you do it?"
Teresa said "He said he was resigning for health reasons, and that is going to come true. He's about to have fatal health problems."
"Ricin?" Elizabeth asked.
"No." said Teresa. "After what he had done to Cindy, I wanted his death to be far, far more painful. Let's just leave it at that."
"I like your style." Elizabeth said. "Todd did well, marrying you."
"I like that icon on your necklace." said Teresa.
"That was a gift from my baby brother." said Elizabeth. "Clan of Elizabeth, offshoot of the Clan of the Crowbar." Teresa grinned at that, then thought of how Don was expanding his influence and Clan power, bringing in a former enemy in his sister.
They were at the edge of the woods. a jeep had been concealed in the woods. As the men prepared it, Elizabeth said "Some Japanese guys left that for you." She pointed to the object in the field, just outside the woods. "I suspect that is my son's doing. Todd always liked Batman comics."
In those Batman comics had been a very small one-seater helicopter, barely large enough to hold one person, with no canopy. This vehicle in the clearing was a replica of The Batman's 'Whirlybat', complete with a little Bat-logo from the Adam West television series.
"Awesome!" Teresa said. "I gotta fly. Thanks for your help, guys."
Elizabeth hugged Teresa. "Take care of my son, and his sons." she said.
"I will." Teresa said, then turned to the other woman. "Jenny, take care of my mother-in-law."
"You do know who I am." Jenny Van Dyke said with an almost carefree voice. "Tell your friends 'no hard feelings' for the kidnapping, though I'm sure Leon Mills doesn't agree."
"No idea what you're talking about. Don't wanna know, either." Teresa replied. As the others got into the car, Teresa went to the Whirlybat. She put on the helmet that had been in the seat, and sat down. She started up the engine, not really liking it that the rotors were so close to her head. She also knew that they were pushing the air down, and there was no chance of her being sucked up into them unless she tried to stand up or something.
The controls were simple, like an old go-cart or a newer video game console. She lifted off, exhilarating in attaining flight above the earth. The Iron Crowbar has nothing on me when it comes to flying choppers, she thought with just a little bit of wickedness.
She saw a couple of car headlights coming down the road, towards her. She hoped they were seeing her, which would give Elizabeth and her team time to get away in the jeep. Alas, she knew that she did not have a lot of fuel, so after a few moments she steered away from the road, looking over the darkening landscape. She flew northwest, the iPhone in the dash being her guide. Hi-tech stuff, she thought to herself.
Then she saw it, a green light beaming upon her, and staying upon her. As she passed over the field below, she saw other lights, beaming straight up into the air. Those lights were buried in the ground, and had been configured as a runway for the small plane to land. It was what the Airborne Pathfinders did to mark landing zones, and Teresa briefly remembered old Mr. Davis, who'd been a Pathfinder that had jumped into Normandy on the Sixth of June, 1944...
She brought the Whirlybat in for a landing. The small plane that was sitting in the field started its engine as Teresa landed and shut off the Whirlybat. "Ah, Teresa-san!" said Takaki Nagamasa, who was wearing black, as Teresa was. "Was your mission successful?"
"I believe it will be." Teresa said.
"We're sending a truck to dismantle and pick up the Whirlybat." said Nagamasa. "Let us fly out of here."
"Yes, lets." said Teresa. They climbed aboard the plane. The takeoff was very bumpy, but they soon were airborne. The plane came around and rather audaciously flew right over the property of the now-former CIA Director. The house and grounds were ablaze with lights.
They flew southeast, and ultimately to Dulles Airport, where they were part of a 'short and long' landing. The small plane landed at the front edge of the airport runway, while a massive Boeing 747 went right over their heads, landing further down the runway. They taxied off the runway and were directed to a gate at the near end of the runway. There Teresa saw the sleek Ichimoku Industries Learjet that had brought her to the Eastern WV Regional Airport.
The Ichimoku Industries flight crew, who were actually members of Takaki Misaki's Japanese Intelligence, hustled Teresa and Nagamasa onto the plane. They strapped in, and were given a very quick clearance to take off, of which they took full and speedy advantage. They were now westbound for home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The rally was at the Civic Center Theater (which was not the auditorium where Teresa had been shot at the Vision event, but a separate room), and to everyone's pleasant surprise there was an overflowing crowd. John Colby and Dagmar Schoen spoke, getting the crowds amped up as they spoke of Chief Griswold's sterling record as a Police Officer. Sharon Marshall, candidate for Lt. Governor, also spoke at Chief Griswold's invitation, which was a plum for Marshall. I was officially going to introduce the old Chief, but of course I had to do it 'my way'.
There was a theater prop box next to the podium. I made my introductory remarks, then said "And now let's welcome your next Sheriff... Antonio Griswold!"
Chief Griswold came out, being led by the hand by... Carole Troy. She was obviously loving it as much as he was as they came up to the podium. He picked her up and put her on that box, then took the microphone out of its holder and said "Carole, what is our campaign motto?" He handed the microphone, and some would say his campaign's future, to a five-year-old.
The five-year-old made the most of it. Carole took the mike and said loudly into it: "GRIZZ MEANS BIZZ!!" The crowd went nuts, and soon were shouting in unison "GRIZZ MEANS BIZZ!!" over and over.
I escorted Carole off the stage as Chief Griswold began his speech: "Yes, ladies and gentlemen, I do mean 'bizz'. It is a serious business, supporting our great Police, Fire, and Public Health Departments..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa was idly looking out the window at her seat when someone came up to her seat. To her shock, it was Takaki Misaki, wearing a business suit. She was about to get up to bow, but he stopped her.
"Please, stay seated, Teresa-san." Misaki said. "May I join you for a moment?"
"Please, Sire." Teresa replied. Misaki settled into the seat next to hers as Teresa realized they were alone in this compartment of the plane: this conversation would be most very private.
"You did very well, Teresa-san." said Misaki softly. "As you Americans say, 'he drank the kool-aid', or in this case the lemonade that you put the liquid with the radioactive alpha-emitters into. We should be hearing of a serious illness within that evil man very soon."
"Thank you, Sire." said Teresa. "May I ask a question, Sire?"
"Certainly." said Misaki.
"Why do I have the feeling..." Teresa asked with what was for her a grin, "that the Iron Crowbar is the one who planned that whole mission?"
"As Don-san is very fond of saying," said Misaki, "you are not an Agency of the Weak Minded. He asked Todd-san to prepare the radioactive drink, and he told us ways to get around their security. And not that we didn't know how to do it, but it was his plan to set up the pot lights in that field, as the Regional Airport would not have been safe, and he was aware you could fly the Whirly... Whirlybat? you call it?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "How was he aware of that? I have not told him that I've been taking helicopter flying lessons."
"The Iron Crowbar has great vision, the best I have ever seen." said Misaki. "Just as he had the great foresight to bring you into his Clan. I have been very impressed with you and your actions, Teresa-san, and I am sure the Emperor will be very pleased with my report to him.."
"Thank you, Sire." Teresa said, bowing in her chair.
"Yesss, Teresa-san." Misaki said, his voice low and level, philosophical. "I know that they called your father 'The Wolf' when he was in Viet Nam, and you are even more the Wolf: you are smart and cunning, you work equally well alone or leading others, you are loyal, you are fearless, and you are relentless."
"Thank you, Sire." said Teresa. "I'm very honored and grateful to hear your words."
"I will let you get some rest now." said Misaki, getting up. "Remain seated." Once standing, Misaki bowed lower than normal. "You have restored the honor of the Clan of the Crowbar, and proved yourself totally worthy of those two swords that are part of you now. I am honored to congratulate you upon your success."
Teresa bowed as low as she could while remaining seated, and Misaki walked down the aisle towards the front of the plane. She looked out the window, seeing the drops of light on the land below.
Yes, she thought to herself with a smile, a secret smile. I am my father's daughter, but I am so much more. The moon may not fear me, but my enemies had better learn to. Yes, I am the Wolf, the Wolf of the Clan of the Crowbar.
And I am a Guardian of Justice.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Monday, October 1st. "The Guardians of Justice have struck again!"
"The shadowy cyber-terrorist group released another bundle of emails and other documents," said Bettina, "this time showing that MegaTech Industries and the National Security Agency, the NSA, collaborated to allow MegaTech's 'Alicia' smart speakers to be used by the NSA to listen in on conversations in homes that have the 'Alicia' devices!"
Bettina went on: "MegaTech Industries CEO Elliot Sanders is in China on a business cooperation meeting, but COO Kara Zorn issued statement denying the GOJ's allegations. No one from the NSA nor any Federal Government agency would comment, but the office of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell issued a statement that the Guardians of Justice are traitors that are trying to undermine the American People's faith in their Government, and that their lies should not be given any credence. U.S. Senator Richard Nunn, however, says he will subpoena Sanders and Zorn, as well as the leadership of the NSA, to appear before his Committee to answer questions regarding MegaTech Industries's collaborations with the NSA."
"In local news," Bettina said, "candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow blasted her opponent Antonio Griswold and Police Commander Donald Troy for, quote, 'exploiting children for political purposes', close quote. Her complaint stems from an incident at last night's Republican rally. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Carole taking the microphone and yelling "GRIZZ MEANS BIZZ!", with Chief Griswold and Your Iron Crowbar right behind her.
Back to Bettina live: "Republican candidate for Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall also spoke at the Griswold rally. Candidates Karl Handel and Brian Cagle did not participate in the rally, and House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds condemned Marshall for appearing at the rally, saying that that it hurts the Party for her to be seen with Commander Troy, who was investigated by the Independent State Counsel for collusion with the racist Governor Val Jared. Hammonds and Jared are both Republicans. And now let's go to Sports with Nick Eastwood. Nick!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said the handsome young blonde Sports reporter. "The Bulldogs and Wildcats both won this weekend, putting them on yet another collision course on the last Saturday of the month! Bulldogs defensive end Derrick Waters, known as 'Train No. 93', had a Conference record eight sacks against the State U. quarterbacks, as well a four other tackles for loss. He is being mentioned as a Heisman Trophy candidate. Also getting mentions for the Heisman is Wildcats receiver Jamaal Washington, who had 290 receiving yards and 130 rushing yards as the Wildcats defeated the Tigers in a cross-divisional match..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Aww, Carole was so cute!" gushed Joanne Warner as MCD and Vice Detectives drank coffee in MCD.
"That's huge publicity for the Chief." said Teddy Parker. "They should make that into a campaign ad."
"Della Harlow would go berserk over that." said Theo Washington said with his 'movie star handsome' grin.
"How could she call that 'exploitation'?" asked Jerome Davis. "Especially after she used that photo of Charlie Griswold being given a medal to attack his father? Talk about exploitation..."
"To her and her supporters, it was exploitation, and Harlow all but called it 'molestation'." said Julia Rodriguez. "I also noticed that Bettina made sure to call it an 'incident', as if it were a bad thing."
"The J.D. is making some good observations about the Press, there." said Captain Tanya Perlman as she drove in. 'J.D.' meant 'Junior Detective', which Julia was, and for which she took much ribbing.
Just then, the Police Chief, Police Deputy Chief, and Police Commander came into MCD, joined by the Police Chief Emeritus. "We need you young whippersnappers's help." said Chief Griswold.
Following him in was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, along with his daughters Tiffany and Jennifer. Jennifer was carrying young Peter D. Feeley, and Tiffany was bringing in a birthday cake.
"It's Pete's birthday, today." I said. "It is hard to believe he is already four years old, isn't it?" There was much agreement.
The four candles on the cake were lit, and everyone sang "Happy Birthday" to Pete as his stepsisters-to-be helped him blow out the candles. Pete got one bite of cake, and his step-sister finished off that piece. Then the Detectives 'helped' with the rest. Needless to say, that cake disappeared as fast as doughnuts did around this place.
Deputy Chief Ross declined a piece of cake. She was without her green crowbar, but her face looked its own shade of green.
"You okay, Cindy?" I asked.
"I must've eaten something bad." said Cindy. "I got sick when I woke up this morning."
"Your crowbar is at The Cabin." I said to Cindy. "I'll get it back to you after lunch."
"Don't bother." said Cindy. "That particular crowbar brought me nothing good. Bad karma in that one; I need to get another one."
"And young Susie Haskins will provide you with as many as you need." I said. "That girl raised over a hundred thousand dollars for the new Animal Facility, and that's before Dr. Eckhart and the University made matching donations. That's a lot of nails."
"Impressive." said Cindy. "Susie is an awesome little girl. If I had a daughter, I'd want her to be like Susie..."
Part 2 - Washington 'Justice'
Back in my office with the Perlman family and Cindy, I put Pete on my desk. He looked over and immediately walked (on my desk) over to the wall... where his parents's badges were hanging in their frame. Cindy and I had our iPhones out, Cindy taking video and me taking photos as Pete reached out and touched the frame, then turned and looked back at me. Yes, a copy of that photo might one day be a future gift for Peter D. Feeley...
And Pete's mom got a little bit emotional about it. She excused herself and drove out, and was followed a few minutes later by Tiffany, Jennifer and Pete. They were escorted down the hall by Cindy, who said "I think the FBI guy wants to talk to you, Don."
"Indeed I do." said Jack, sitting down in a hot chair once we were alone. The bug killer was 'on'. "I just wanted to give you an update on what's going on in Washington."
"I heard there was a commotion surrounding the CIA Director." I said, perhaps with a wee touch of sarcasm in my voice.
"He definitely had to buy a new desk." said Muscone. "There was also an intruder at his home last night. You might know that already, though. What I came to discuss with you is the reaction in Washington. Samuel Russell is furious about this latest GOJ document release, and he's not the only one. My boss, the EAD, gave me an earful at 5:00am this morning, when the GOJ documents first came out. He's under pressure to get results on finding the GOJ, and he wants me to ask you to help find them."
"Oh, now they ask." I said with a half-grin and a very sarcastic voice. "They nearly killed Professor Milton because they thought I was the Guardians of Justice, and now they send you to ask me to find them... because they can't get the job done themselves."
"Look, you know I'm one of the good guys, and I'm your friend." said Jack. "But things are getting out of hand. The CIA Director, who was a strong favorite of the President himself, was forced to resign. Flip side of that is that the CIA Director is about to become the darling of the Press on their news shows, spewing some shit about the Israelis, and also unloading on Travis Gowron and Bill Nunn. And Samuel Russell is going to follow up with a full-blown assault on what he calls the 'treasonous Grassroots' that are falsely attacking good people and good companies like BigAgraFoods and MegaTech Industries."
"Strong letter of protest to follow." I quipped. Then I felt something... a vibe. I peered at Muscone, then asked "What's going on in the FBI, Jack? And by that I mean you... and Team Lazarus."
"How do you do it?" Jack asked, looking at me in wonder. "The EAD and I only talked yesterday about things, and I haven't said a word to the team yet."
"So give me the advance copy." I said, settling into my comfortable 'Command Chair' and staring Muscone down.
"Well... it's a trickle-down effect." said Jack. "The current FBI Director is pretty neutral, and he was always supportive of the Deputy Director in his quest to annihilate Superior Bloodlines, but he's considering retirement. People above him are considering his retirement, as well, so they can put someone in more 'agreeable' to them... and by that I mean someone who will be a 'yes man' to the Swamp Frogs."
"To that end," continued Jack, "the future of every FBI executive in Washington is in doubt, including my boss, the EAD. There was talk about pushing me up to Washington, but I nixed that quickly; I said I was staying here, working out of the City... either for the FBI or someone else. BigPharmaCorp has reached out to me about being their national head of security, and I could live here and do that."
"As to my team," said Muscone, "my boss and the Washington brass are not happy about Southport. Andrew Parsons and David Rovers are not going to be considered for promotions at the rate they're going, so the Brass is thinking of Ted Crenshaw to be the Supervisory Agent down there. If I'm pushed upstairs, or leave, then Martin Nash likely becomes Supervisory Agent in the City, and Julius Jefferson will stay with him. Lindy Linares will also stay in the City, either with Nash or with Cardigan's cyber group."
Jack then paused, and my vibe got stronger. "And Sandra Speer?" I asked.
Jack exhaled, then said "It is very likely that Sandra will be reassigned elsewhere. And between you and me and the lamp-post, she's not fighting reassignment in any way."
"Where are we talking when we talk 'reassignment'?" I asked.
"New York City." said Jack. "Maybe Los Angeles, or Charlotte."
I nodded glumly. Greta was barely a part of my life now, and I hated it that my daughter was not part of my life. And now she would be further away, even less a part of my life.
Jack understood when he saw my face fall. "I need to get my kids to school." he said, getting up. "We'll talk later, when I get more information out of our people in Washington."
"Thanks for the update." I said. Left alone, I could not stop the pain flowing through me.
Yes, it hurt.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, my Angels came into my office. Teresa had just gotten in.
"Okay, let's watch some TV." I said. Cindy controlled the remote, and she turned on the wall monitor.
"This is Cynthia Freeman for SNN News!" said the beautiful reporterette. "We welcome our affiliates State-wide for news that is just breaking! Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen announced just minutes ago that he will subpoena Republican State Representative Sharon Marshall of Westphalia to answer questions regarding his probe of Governor Val Jared's using the power of the SBI to investigate Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton, who'd made credible claims that the Governor sexually harassed them! Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Robert Mullen saying "We must investigate anyone who may have colluded with Governor Jared and Commander Donald Troy to commit or cover-up criminal acts and abuse of power. Representative Marshall appearing at the Republican event with Commander Troy in his Town & County is very suspicious, and she needs to answer our questions for her, under subpoena if need be."
Back to Cynthia live: "Representative Marshall is running for Lieutenant Governor, to fill the unexpired term of Graham Collins, who was assassinated while in FBI custody." said Cynthia. "She made a strong, angry statement, saying that Mullen was the one abusing his position and authority to help his friend, Attorney General Karl Handel, against her in the Lieutenant Governor's race. A.G. Handel is also running for the Republican nomination for the position."
"And now let's go to Margaret Tucker with our SNN affiliate in Midtown, for breaking news out of Washington, D.C. Margaret!" said Cynthia.
"That's right, Cynthia!" said the (much) older reporterette. "SNN News has learned that the CIA Director's scheduled interviews with CNN and MSNBC have been canceled due to illness, and have been rescheduled for tomorrow. The CIA Director resigned for health reasons, but was expected to reveal in the interviews blockbuster news about Israeli actions against Americans and Russians in Europe recently..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Cynthia's back." said Teresa, stating the obvious.
"According to Senator Woodburn's excellent Press Secretary," said Cindy, speaking of the lovely Priya Ajmani, "Catrina Pierce wasn't all that happy about being put into the political news role and having to deliver fake news, i.e. lies. She wanted to go back to Sports, and when we add to it that she has been seen having lunch with Nick Eastwood a couple of times, we begin to understand some things. But don't be surprised if Cynthia finds work elsewhere, and soon. She's still very, very damaged goods in this State after somebody released photos of her... job interview techniques."
My Angels laughed, but I only gave a wan smile and nodded. Tanya was peering at me. "Don, you okay?" she asked.
"Er, yes." I said, trying to get my head back into the game.
"Worried about Mullen going after Marshall?" asked Tanya.
"No." I said. "In fact, I'll predict right now that Sharon Marshall will be our next Lieutenant Governor, come November. Mullen just gave her huge publicity, and name recognition, though that wasn't his intent.
"Really dirty of Mullen, using his office to promote Handel." said Teresa.
"Think that's what's happening?" Tanya asked. Teresa nodded.
I said "He's helping his buddy, but it's more to derail Marshall and get an Establishment weenie into the Lt. Governor position. Marshall's candidacy totally blindsided Hammonds and the Establishment, and they're responding desperately with moves that just reek of corruption."
"There was something else about that broadcast," said Cindy, obviously thinking hard about it, "but I can't figure out what."
"It was what was not said, at all: the Guardians of Justice's document dump about the 'Alicia' smart speakers." I said.
"That's it!" Cindy declared, not unlike Schroeder in 'Peanuts' cartoons.
"You're right." Teresa said. "Not a word. Wonder why?"
"I'm going to go find out." said Cindy, getting up. "You guys have fun today."
"You doing okay?" asked Tanya as Cindy went to the door.
"Yeah, I'm fine." said Cindy. "Felt sick this morning, but it's passing. And I still have occasional light flashes behind my eyes. I should probably go to bed early tonight..."
Part 3 - Wile E. Coyote At Work
At 9:15am, my assistant Helena buzzed me and said I had a visitor. It was Chief Griswold. Of course I had him come in.
"I'll help myself to some of your coffee, Crowbar." he said, filling the mug that we all knew was reserved for him. He then sat down in one of the hot chairs at my invitation.
"I took my wife to her appointment with your wife this morning." the old Chief said as we sipped coffee from our mugs. "When was the last time you and Laura hung drapes?"
I knew what he was asking. "We haven't, either literally or figuratively." I said. "She decorated the Mountain Nest, and left me to do The Cabin. As to arguments, we've never really had one."
"I'm going to mind your business for you, Crowbar." said Griswold. "You need to have a talk with your wife, a long talk, a 'come-to-Jesus' kind of talk, and air out everything from whatever happened."
"She's upset with me?" I asked, shocked that Laura would say something to the Griswolds but not to me.
"No, she's more like a dog that knows he made a mistake and now fears his owner's reaction." said Griswold. "Laura is very worried about how you took her actions. She can't read you on it. That's what I'm seeing, anyway. She hasn't said anything, but I've been married to my wife enough decades to know when all is not right. And you observe things far better than I do, Crowbar, so that leaves me to deduce that you're not showing her what she needs to know. If you're mad as hell at her, it'd be better to tell her and get it worked out than to keep it inside."
I considered the Chief's words. "I'll consider what you've said, o Klingon marriage counselor." I replied. "So, is that why you came here? To save my marriage?"
"That's some of it." said Griswold. "Some of it is to see how you're doing; you've been through one hell of a lot the past few weeks... and months. And some of it is to see what progress you're making with catching Lewis and Ferrell."
"You're getting vibes like Cindy and her father. And Carole." I said with a smile. "I was just working on a lead."
"Harrumph." said Griswold. "That young lady is a handful, and then some. She may end up being a better detective than her dad." He meant it to tease me.
"Oh, she will be." I said, very sure. "Anyway, I was working on the Acme Group, Henry Wargrave's old consortium. Some interesting stuff is coming up. I'll tell you from the beginning, to get my own thoughts aligned if nothing else.
"Sounds good." said the Chief, settling in to listen.
"Henry Wargrave created the Acme Companies Group as a shell company encompassing several of his businesses," I started, "including Acme Consolidated, Acme Distributors, Acme Media Group, and Acme Venture Capital & Trust, LLC. All of these companies had legitimate functions up front, and functions that served his arms smuggling behind the scenes."
"When he died," I continued, "the Group was already nicely positioned to be a trust. And one block of shares sends its dividends and other payouts into the trust that takes care of his wife Lilly. The rest is supposed to be managed by the Board of Directors."
"The original Board of Directors included, but were not limited to: Mitt Willis, Donovan Donolan, Clarence Weatherby, Duane Llewelyn, Mitchell Baker, Edward Blassingame, Austin R. Murphy, and Conrad King. Willis, Donolan, and King are now deceased. Baker is in Federal prison. Weatherby is the COO of BigRoadAndRailCorp. Llewelyn is a BigAgraFoods outside Board Member."
"So" I said. "Of those names, Weatherby, Llewelyn, Blassingame, and Murphy are left as original Acme Group Board members. The others have been replaced, but the names are not nearly as big as those original players. And some of those minor leaguers have left and been replaced with other minor leaguers, mostly from California and Charlotte, North Carolina."
"And now, many of the ''Big Boyz' companies don't seem to care about it, or actively don't want to be a part of it, anymore. Roger Green, the current Interim CEO of BigAgraFoods, is not a part of the Acme Board, and Tom Cubbard of BigPharmaCorp never was, either. Elliot Sanders of MegaTech Industries was named to the Acme Board, but resigned from it within two months of being named, which coincidentally occurred when Kara Zorn was named MegaTech COO. And BigRoadAndRailCorp CEO Curtis Meigs declined an invitation to join."



"Let me ask this, Crowbar." said Griswold. "Austin Murphy disappeared after Wargrave died. What happened to him?"
"Ahhhhhhh," I said in a falsetto voice, then said "you're reading my mind again, Chief. I was looking up the annual meetings and annual reports. Austin R. Murphy, Henry Wargrave's sidekick while he was alive, has been listed as the President of Acme Companies Group since Wargrave's death. Lilly Wargrave has been listed as Executive Vice President and 'Chief People Officer', though she's not a Board Member. According to the filed reports, they were having Board meetings at Conrad King's place in Florida until he died, then in Charlotte afterwards. According to the reports, Murphy was at all the meetings, and he and Lilly filed the reports as required."
"Then why hasn't he been arrested?" asked Griswold. "He still has charges against him, you know."
"Nobody's been paying attention." I would say. "And those that are Swamp Frogs within the FBI probably don't want to be paying attention."
"I wouldn't be surprised at that." said Griswold. "So... this fits in with Ferrell and Lewis somehow?"
"Yes sir, it does." I said. "And the 'how' goes back to what I was saying about no one of importance wanting to fill Acme Board seats these days. Well, that got partially resolved this past Spring. Guess who Lilly Wargrave nominated to the Board, and who was accepted?"
"Lewis and Ferrell?" asked Chief Griswold, his voice connoting amazement.
"Lewis, anyway." I said. "And Leon Mills, and Robert Gaston, who is now a Regional SDOJ Director. I suspect Mills will be gone once he's tried and convicted in Court... if that trial ever takes place. But Lewis and his old SBI cabal were named to the Acme Board... and yes, I am asking 'why' even as we speak, here."
"You've always thought Katherine Woodburn had some sort of plan for the SBI, and wanted to restore Jack Lewis to SBI Director as part of it." said Griswold. "Is that part of all this?"
"I don't know, Chief." I said. "I have word that Katherine's plans for a 'strong SBI' were essentially wiped out. She's having to retrench. But we and Agatha Christie don't like this many coincidences, so I would imagine there's a link there, somewhere... unless..." I went off into a reverie.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
I snapped out of my reverie. "Come in!" I said, wondering why Helena had not intercepted my new visitor. The door opened, and Captain Teresa Croyle poked her head in.
"Oh, sorry." she said, about to withdraw.
"No, come on in!" I called out. Teresa came in, saying hello to Chief Griswold, who beamed at her as he returned the greeting.
"Sorry to disturb you, sir." Teresa said. "I have some information for you. No disrespect to the Chief, but it's an 'eyes only' kind of thing." Her hand went to her shirt collar, as if she were grasping the pendant underneath it... meaning it was 'Clan Troy' business she wanted to discuss."
"Oh, you can say anything to Chief Griswold that you can say to me." I said. "He'll be our Clan's resident Klingon Warrior one day soon."
"Har!" Chief Griswold barked, his face under his mustaches showing his merriment and happiness at that comment.
Teresa also gave a brief smile, then sat down at my bidding next to the old Chief. "When I went on my... er, mission, yesterday, I saw someone at the target location. He looked familiar, and I've been spending this morning remembering and figuring it out." She extended her hand, which had a closed file folder in it.
"Let me guess." I said before taking the folder. "Austin R. Murphy, former associate of the late Henry R. Wargrave."
Teresa's eyes widened in shock, and she handed the folder to Chief Griswold, who opened it to reveal a photo of Murphy. "How do you do that?" she asked in stunned wonder.
"Well, I can't give away all my secrets, now can I?" I said with a grin. That got me a bit more of a 'Teresa Cunt' glare, so I said "The Chief and I have been talking about Austin Murphy and Lilly Wargrave. I hadn't gotten to it yet, Chief, but I was going to tell you that Murphy has been involving himself in operations in Europe and here in the USA recently... very recently. And you get one guess with whom he has been working."
"The CIA Director, I'd guess." said Griswold. "How'd you make that connection?"
"Cellphone records." I said. "I got the numbers of some burners from Lilly Wargrave's phone, as she apparently does not bother using burners. I looked to see who those burners had been calling, and where from. Paris, France caught my eye. And so did... Benning County, and Clinton County. And Charles Town, West Virginia. And Teresa has now eyeballed him at a location I shall not say out loud."
"Ergo," I said, "it's enough to know for sure that Austin R. Murphy has become active, and was likely at or near the Clinton County facility where they took Cindy... and likely was the person behind getting Laura's medical license revoked."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Where is Helena?" I asked in open wonderment.
"At her desk." said Teresa.
It was Cindy at the door. She came in and shut the door, said hello to Chief Griswold, then said "I found out why KXTC discussed the GOJ document dump while the other guys didn't. It's a national thing, now. All of the Fox stations, including the national Fox Cable network, are covering the Guardians of Justice's actions, but all the non-Fox stations, from national to local, are burying the GOJ stories, and not saying a word about them anymore..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30am, my mom Phyllis and my wife Laura met at the Soup and Sandwich place.
"Phyllis," Laura said, "I've done all I can to protect Don. But things are coming to a head, and he insists on just continuing head-first with what he is doing."
"Yes, well nothing's changed there, now has it?" Phyllis replied. "And while I greatly appreciate all you've done for him, perhaps the best course of action would be to let him do things his way... or at least work with him, and keep him in the loop of what you are doing."
"With perfect 20/20 hindsight," Laura said forlornly, "I should have done that. But now, I'm not sure what he is feeling. I'm not sure he trusts me any more, either."
"Oh, let not your heart be troubled, my dear." said Phyllis. "Don loves you more than anything. I think he understands why you've done what you've done. He's a man, though, and as you know, men sometimes don't express their feelings properly. You need to talk with him, put your hearts and souls out there, and get it all worked out."
"Yes." Laura said. "I do need to do that. We've been so busy, especially him... I'm saying that as an excuse..."
"You'll work it out." Phyllis said. "You and Don are too much in love with each other. You're like teenagers sometimes." Laura flashed a brief smile, then frowned again.
"There are other things going on, as well." Laura said. "The stuff going on in Washington is about to boil over. I'm afraid someone will go after Don in retaliation for... well, for all he's done. He's in no position to be able to handle it."
"Oh, I believe you underestimate Don." Phyllis said. "Those slimy Swamp animals are no match for Don, and he's about to prove it to them. Don't worry about Don. It's his friends, the ones that call themselves The Guardians of Justice that are in very imminent danger, don't you agree?"
Laura looked sharply at Phyllis. "What do you know about that?"
"Not much." said Phyllis. She then looked over and said "Oh look, it's our friend the Deputy Director." Indeed, the DepDirector was being led to the table by the waitress.
"Hello, ladies." he said. "Mind if I join you?"
"Oh, please do." said Phyllis. "I was just telling my daughter-in-law that our clandestine friends, The Guardians of Justice, are in great danger."
"Yes, I'm hearing whispers in Washington that they've riled up too many people who are in a position to do something about them." said the DepDirector.
"And I'm wondering how my mother-in-law knows so much about them." Laura said.
"Oh, that's very simple." Phyllis said. "I keep my eyes and ears open. It's amazing what the people at the Veasley Community Center know. For example, Mrs. Williams was talking to her cousin in Charlotte, North Carolina, who has a good friend with one of the banks... oh, but I'm boring you both with my chatter. I'm so sorry."
"Not at all, Phyllis." said the DepDirector. "Laura, she is right, though. In fact, I'm in Town today because we're going to have a 'come-to-Jesus' meeting with Don, at the EAD's request. The FBI wants him to help find and capture the Guardians of Justice."
"Good luck with that." said Laura.
"Finding the GOJ?" asked the DepDirector.
"Getting him to help you do it." replied Laura...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Jack Muscone and told him I'd buy him lunch at the Cop Bar. That meant double cheeseburgers were going to meet their destiny, and of course Jack eagerly accepted. I also invited Chief Griswold to join us.
They were remodeling the Irish Pub (a.k.a. the Cop Bar). As one went into the front door, one came into the main room, which was deeper than it was long. The bar was along the back wall on the right, and to its left (as we faced it) was the door to the back room. To the door's left was the booth reserved for Public Safety Command Group Officers, and right in front of that was the door in the left side wall that led to the deck.
Pops, the owner of the place, had built a new small room that was entered from where the Command Group booth had been. It was behind the deck and to the left of the back room. It was smaller than the back room, but with it's own small bar in the very back, and was perfect for private gatherings, or as a place to talk privately. The old back room would be used to handle the increasing business of the place.
Pops showed us the new room and said we'd be the first to have lunch in it. We sat down and looked around. "They did a good job with it." I said.
"This whole room will be the new Command Group booth." barked Chief Griswold. "But if someone rents the room for a private party, we won't have our own booth anymore."
"We'll survive, Chief." I said.
"As long as you don't get busted for exploiting children at political rallies." said Jack Muscone. The Chief barked a laugh.
"That young lady did great." said Griswold. "She has no fear in her. Just... like... her father."
"Yeah, just don't tell Laura that." I said.
"How are things with her?" asked Muscone. "I heard about what she did to stop you from waxing the CIA Director."
"We kissed and made up." I said. "Bowser Marriage Counseling helped."
"What about your wife, Chief?" asked Muscone. "How is she doing?"
"She seems okay on the surface." said Griswold. "But she's not doing well. The Presbyterian Ladies and my campaign are keeping her busy, but in the evenings she doesn't do anything active anymore, like reading or knitting, or even watching TV with me."
To change the subject, the Chief said "So tell Jack what's going on, Crowbar."
I said "There's still a Swamp to be drained, and some old scores to be settled. I called you, Jack, to discuss what I worked on this morning: Acme Companies Group, Henry Wargrave's old company."
I reiterated what I'd learned, excluding what Teresa had told me. "I'll leave it up to you how much of that to tell your superiors at the FBI." I told Jack when I was finished.
"For now, maybe none of it, except to Martin Nash's uncle." Muscone said, meaning the DepDirector. "There's... stuff... going on inside the FBI. Cardigan and I were talking about it earlier this morning. We just don't know who to trust, anymore. There's rumors that our phone lines are being tapped, and conversations are being listened to. A few days ago Cardigan was talking about something related to Admiral Keating's death, and the next thing we know, we're getting calls from Washington asking why we're working on that case. We weren't; the stuff that came to Cardigan was a side issue, but obviously someone leaked it to Washington."
"I'm not surprised." I said.
"What's your plan of action?" Muscone asked.
"For now," I said, "I'll keep looking at Acme as a State-level issue, as it's City-based---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Jack Muscone's cellphone. He took the call. "Yes... yes, he is... I'll ask him... okay, we'll be right there..."
He hung up and said "That was the EAD. He and the Deputy Director are here, at the Federal Building. He asked me to come over right away, and to bring you, Don, to talk with them."
"Wonder what that's about." muttered the Chief.
"The Guardians of Justice." I replied. "They're going to beg, cajole, and threaten me to find the GOJ for them..."
"Four hundred years ago, Chief Griswold..." muttered Jack Muscone. The old Chief barked a laugh.
Part 4 - Clutching At Straws
We arrived at the Federal Building some minutes later, and were escorted to the room with the plexiglass 'cube'. Inside were the retired Deputy Director, the EAD, and Special Agent In Charge Ashton Cardigan. The EAD looked very agitated, Cardigan looked miserable, and the DepDirector looked like he was trying to pretend to be worried.
"Thank you for coming, gentlemen." said the EAD, taking charge of the meeting. "I'll get right to the point. The National Security Advisor has taken a personal interest in these leaks by the Guardians of Justice, and that has trickled down to the FBI Director and the Acting CIA Director, and thus has trickled down to us. They, along with some of the most senior Members of Congress and U.S. Senators, are becoming exceptionally angry and worried about what the GOJ is doing."
He paused, peering at me to gauge my response to his words. I did not show a thing in what I knew was a high stakes game of poker.
"Sir, pardon my naivety," said Jack Muscone, "but why are the Top Brass in Washington so worried now? Especially when their document leaks have been going on for months, and have often presaged actual crimes committed by perps such as Mitt Willis?"
"They have been upset, at least some of them have been." said the EAD. "Mitt Willis and his death has become a rallying point for them, and now the CIA Director. More on that later. What has the NSA and the White House worried now is this last document dump."
The EAD continued: "I'm not talking about the 'Alicia' smart speakers, but what else came out that no one in the Press reported upon: the GOJ released documents purported to have come from the White House itself, discussing plans to undermine Israel's standing and borders in the Middle East, including revealing Israeli plans to attack Iran and a secret agreement with Kazakstan, on the other side of Iran from Israel, to refuel their jets after bombing Iran."
Jack Muscone's face showed open shock. I again did not show anything on my features, letting the EAD get to his ultimate point.
"And a more general point," continued the EAD, "is that there's always been a sort of... balance, for lack of a better word... between competing political factions. Republicans and Democrats, strong central government vs. devolution, capitalism vs. socialism and fascism, which are close to the same thing, though the Media lies about what they really are. But I digress. In the end, it's all balanced, a big game, a big ballroom dance. But like a star's gravity vs. its fusion, if it ever becomes unbalanced... then there's a huge explosion, and destruction."
"So where are you going with this?" asked the DepDirector, seeing that my passivity was boredom.
"Sir," said the EAD, "my point is that the Guardians of Justice are upsetting the fragile balance in Washington. The death of Mitt Willis was a very big thing, and what was done to the CIA Director was like poking a hornet's nest with a stick. But it's the GOJ that is really upsetting the apple cart."
"Some might say they're keeping the balance." I said. "Or even helping those that want honest government to win."
"But some of what they are coming out with could destabilize the American Government at its core." said the EAD. "And while there are bad apples in Government and Big Business, and you've done well taking a lot of that down, Don, there comes a point where we have to ask if its worth the Government collapsing, literally, to allow these leaks to continue."
"Like Colonel von Stauffenberg." I said under my breath, but allowing it to be loud enough to be heard.
"Come on, Commander," said the EAD acidly. "We are not the Nazis. The CIA Director may be pro-Islam and an Anti-Semite, but he is not representative of the entire U.S. Government."
Before I could retort, the DepDirector said "Why don't we move this along?"
"Yes sir." said the EAD. "Don, the point is that we want you, in your capacity as an FBI Consultant, to find out who the Guardians of Justice are, and turn them in to us. We've already discussed this with your Police Chief, and he says things are quiet here and you can make the time to help us. He did say he'd pull you back if the TCPD needed you, and we understand that. But we do need your abilities to find this group and stop what they are doing."
"I'm glad that's out of the way... that you've asked." I said. "And I'm sure you've considered what my answer is going to be."
"We're hoping to appeal to your patriotism, your duty to the country, to convince you to help us." said Cardigan. "But in a more practical light, we simply need your help as an FBI Consultant to stop the threat before more damage occurs."
I exhaled, then said "First of all, I could easily just say 'Sure, I'll work on it.' and then not do it. But I'm not going to do that to you. So... my answer is 'no'. I will not help you nor anyone else in any way to find nor stop the Guardians of Justice."
"Why not?" asked the EAD, his fear showing as his restraint began breaking down. "This is a serious issue."
"Oh, no doubt. Possibly the most serious issue for the Nation since Bunker Hill and Ft. Sumter." I said. "But to make the point clear: why don't you come with me to Police Headquarters, and ask me to help you deliver the Guardians of Justice to death by execution... in front of my Lieutenants Milton. Ask me to help your Swamp in front of Professor Milton's son and daughter-in-law, after what FBI Agents did to him."
"And you took care of that." said the EAD. "You beat down Dana Fox, and I'll remind you that we covered for you on that."
"And we were right to do so, sir." said Jack Muscone, getting a bit of a backbone. "Don was right, Fox was wrong."
"Commander Troy still could've been arrested for it." said the EAD.
"Okay, let's move on." I said. "Let's go to Cemetery Hill. Ask me to help the Swamp destroy the Guardians... at the grave site of a young woman who died in my arms after I watched her take a bullet to save the life of another CIA Agent... a woman whose death occurred because someone in the American Government saw fit to try to kill my sister and my ex-wife in one fell swoop. And I haven't even gotten to sending my current wife to what they hoped was her death."
"Look, I'm not going to argue these things." said the EAD. "You and we have worked well together in the past. You helped us destroy Superior Bloodlines. We've helped you on occasion, as well, especially when there was some coloring outside the lines. Now you're an FBI Consultant, Commander, and we need your help... and we expect it. If you won't help us, maybe we should consider you to be one of them?"
You know what response that got. I wordlessly took my FBI Consultant badge off of my shirt pocket flap, where it was clipped, and slid it across the table.
As I got up, the EAD said "Do you think I'm bluffing, Commander? We can have you arrested, investigated, charged with treason..." Muscone was agog, Cardigan stunned. The DepDirector's face was inscrutable.



"THEN DO IT!" I thundered suddenly at the EAD, making Cardigan and Muscone jump out of their skins. I leaned over the desk and yelled at the EAD: "Stop with your threats! I'm calling your bluff! Arrest me, or don't! Charge me, or don't! But the bottom line is that if you think I'm going to help the Swamp, help the Samuel Russells and Mitt Willises and the Establishment Elitists find the GOJ, then you better think otherwise before you get a green crowbar shoved up your god-damn ass!"
With that, I turned and exited the plexiglass cube, then the room, then the Federal Building.
Part 5 - Kiss and Make Up
Back in my office, my personal iPhone rang. It was Laura. "Darling, the roses are beautiful. Thank you so much."
"You're welcome." I said. "We'll talk at The Cabin tonight. Carole is staying with Marie, and Jim with Teresa and Todd and their boys."
"Sounds like you have some plans for me." said Laura.
"Yes... and dance practice." I said. We had a dance competition coming in November, and we were behind in practicing our routines. And our practices tended to become steamy sex practices...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, I was sitting (and sulking) in my office when there was a knock on the door. I looked up to see Jack Muscone come in and close the door behind him. As he approached my desk, he held up my FBI Consultant card.
"Take this back, willya?" he said. "I may need you to help me one of these days." I just silently extended my hand in invitation for him to sit down. He put the badge on the desk as he sat down in a hot chair.
"Did they send you to bring me back, or to arrest me?" I asked. I was serious, whether Jack realized it or not.
"Neither." said Muscone. "Cardigan and the Deputy Director are actually pretty supportive. The EAD is genuinely angry, but he was made to understand that he was out of line."
"I dunno, threatening me with treason seems pretty serious." I replied. "I wonder whose side he is on."
"Don, he's scared." said Jack. "He has been threatened, with his job. He's had a good career, but all of that will be for nothing if he doesn't stop the Guardians of Justice. And whoever they are, they are too much for him, and for the entire FBI."
"I'm still not going to help anyone find the GOJ." I said.
"I think we all know that, and knew it when he asked." said Jack. "He gave it his best shot, and you sent him down in flames. My own question is... what do you want to do now? The EAD was right about one thing: the GOJ is disrupting things in Washington. Of course the Swamp Frogs hate them, but even the decent politicians and career professionals, such as the EAD in the FBI and some good people in the CIA, are worried about what's going on."
"The GOJ is not my problem, and will not become my problem." I said. "If anything, if I knew who they were I'd probably try to help them, though they certainly don't need my help."
Muscone peered at me. "Do you know who they are?" I just looked back at him and did not answer in any way. Lying to a Federal Agent is a crime, and I wasn't going to say a damn thing right now. After a long, awkward moment, Muscone gave up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura came into the Cabin to see me dressed in my tux that I'd be wearing for our dance competition in November.
"I should go get changed." she said. She was about to head up the stairs, but I stopped her by taking her by the hand and leading her into the greatroom. I used the remote in my pocket to begin playing some music.
"That's not our dance music." Laura said as I pulled her close to me.
"I know." I whispered. "It's 'hold my wife in my arms' music."
"Awww." Laura said. As we danced, she said "I'm sorry."
"Don't be." I said. "We may have been hanging drapes on that one... but I'm still in love with you, and I want to hold you in my arms forever."
"I..." Laura said, "I just don't want to lose you. I want you to be here for our children, and walk Carole down the aisle at her wedding."
"Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise, I will." I said. "But I am what I am, and the call of Justice beckons me. Sometimes that comes with the risks, as you know from your 'Company' days."
"You know I went on that mission to rescue Cindy more to treat you if you got hurt, than to help Cindy." Laura whispered.
"And you were there for all of us." I said. "That's what you do. And I want you to keep on doing it."
"I want to just do the doctoring part, and the child-raising part." said Laura. "And the being-wife-to-my-husband part. I want to leave the danger part behind... I want both of us to."
"And we will." I said. "Soon. But we have to finish it, or the losses and pain we've taken so far will be in vain."
Just then another song came up. "The Captain and Tennille?" Laura said. "You went way back for that one."
"Yeah, but I like it when you're in my arms." I said. "And it fits." We continued dancing as the song played on...
"I will, I will, I will, I will be there to share forever
Love will keep us together
I said it before and I'll say it again
While others pretend
I need ya now and I need ya then
Just stop! cause I really love you
Stop! I been thinkin' of you
Look in my heart and let love keep us together...
--- The Captain And Tennille, 'Love Will Keep Us Together
Part 6 - Storm Clouds Gathering
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 3d, from in front of the Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. "We now go to our Fox affiliate in the City, KSB, and Tim Sioban for breaking news from Washington. Tim!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Sioban. "Fox News is reporting out of Washington that the former CIA Director, who resigned for health reasons just this past week, has been admitted to Georgetown Hospital! Neither the CIA nor the hospital are commenting, but sources tell Fox News that he may have stomach or intestinal cancer, and that the sudden complications could be life threatening!"
After more information on the CIA Director and what a great man the Press thought he was, the feed went back to Bettina., who said "In local and State news, there has been some confusion over the Special Caucuses for the Lieutenant Governor slot on October 9th, and the beginning of the early voting period for the General Elections that begins October 15th. The Social Justice group 'Black Voices Raised' is already preparing to file lawsuits in Court over the proximity of these elections and the confusion over them."
"Let's go to Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling." said Bettina as the split screen showed Frazier in some room and Bettina still outside. "Karl, what is the Election situation? Will the complaints of 'Black Voices Raised' make things even more complicated?"
"It depends, Bettina." said Frazier. "If their candidate, State Senator Maxine Watts, prevails in the caucuses, that lawsuit will be dropped faster than a hot potatoe. But if another Democrat, such as Isaac Jacobson, were to win the nomination, the lawsuit would go forward... and that might interfere with the winning candidate of either Party being put on the General Election ballot."
"How are the candidates doing right now?" asked Bettina, her face showing her desperation to change the subject after Frazier's 'random act of journalism' in telling the truth about 'Black Voices Raised'.
"State Rep Sharon Marshall of Westphalia has surged to a lead for the Republicans." said Frazier. "She's been touring the State, appearing at campaign rallies with local Republicans, such as Chief Griswold's recent rally here. Karl Handel and Brian Cagle aren't making nearly that effort, and it's showing in our polling."
"In the local races," continued Frazier, "the closest and biggest race is for Mayor, and Sheriff Daniel Allgood leads Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver by a slim margin."
"Will the month of campaigning help Mr. Weaver's campaign?" Bettina asked hopefully.
"Remember that early voting starts October 15th." said Frazier. "The candidates will have to make their cases by then, to sway the early early voters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I wonder if that means anything, that Cagle and Handel aren't making an effort, while Marshall is." said Cindy, as she, Teresa and I sat in my office and watched the newscast. The Police Chief had not come in to the Headquarters building yet.
"It means the Establishment Republicans intend to rig the caucuses." I said. "We'll see if they can get away with it. The Governor is going to demand the equivalent of poll watchers at each and every caucus meeting site, to ensure a 'free and fair' election process."
"Think the Democrats will rig their caucuses, too?" asked Teresa.
"I dunno." I said. "The 'Black Voices Raised' group is throwing race into it as hard as they can. Karl Frazier all but called them out, but we'll see what happens."
"Maybe primaries were the way to go." said Cindy.
"Maybe. Meanwhile... terrible about the CIA Director, neh?" I asked.
"Crying shame." Teresa said. That caused Cindy to peer at me, especially when she saw me activate my bug-killer, then turn and peer at Teresa over her shoulder. Teresa matched Cindy's look, holding it with an unspoken affirmation in her eyes.
"I see." Cindy said, seeing a lot at the moment. "The Clan of the Crowbar lets no bad deed go unpunished."
"The Clan of the Crowbar maintains its honor," Teresa said with alacrity, "and takes care of its friends."
"And family." I said with equal alacrity, looking right into Cindy's eyes.
"I'm grateful, of course." Cindy said. "I'll ask no more about it."
"See, Don?" Teresa said wickedly. "I told you she was smarter than she looks." It is possible that I burst out laughing... at Teresa's remark, and at the look from Cindy that it generated.
Then Cindy got up, went around and hugged Teresa, then came and gave me a hug. "I'm going back to my office. I've got a budget to present to the Town Assembly later this month."
"How's that going?" I asked.
"I dunno, this is my first time before the Assembly." Cindy said. "The Chief said it can get pretty brutal, and with this being an election year, it might get downright crazy. He said he'll take what arrows he can, but we all know that it's going to be on me."
"You'll do great." Teresa said. "You're smarter than you look."
"It's a damn good thing I don't have a crowbar right now." Cindy said, glaring at Teresa.
"That changes soon." I said. "Not that it's going to help you against Teresa any."
After Cindy left, shaking her platinum blonde head in mock sadness for us, Teresa said "You think Daniel can win the Mayor's race? I am sooooo expecting a dirty trick from the Weaver camp before the Election."
"So am I." I said. "But it'll have to happen soon. Like Frazier said, early voting starts soon."
"And one more thing... is Cindy all right?" Teresa asked. "She looks like she's not feeling very well, and she looked that way the past couple of days."
"She's been through a lot, including her father's so-called 'therapies'." I said. "I was sick as a dog when I woke up from them. Maybe she's having some after-effects, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, Tanya, Teresa, and I watched the KSTD/SNN broadcast. It was almost entirely about the CIA Director and his acute illness, and various spokespersons telling us that we were expected to think that he was a great, great man.
"They really are laying it on thick about how good a friend to Muslims he is." Tanya astutely noted. "I wonder if something is up with that."
"Maybe." I said. "When he dies, if they start coming out blaming the Israelis for it, then yes, fer sure."
"When he dies?" Tanya asked, her eyes sparkling a bit.
"Well, yeah." I said. "They're not laying all this groundwork for a Swamp Frog they expect to recover. Ergo, they know and I deduce that the man is going to be dead... maybe by this time tomorrow."
After the broadcast, I said "Okay, what's going on in Chief Moynahan's Police Force?"
Tanya went first. "Mary Milton reports that we are beginning to see the first signs of a return of drug distribution to our County. Whatever was holding the Little Fish back has apparently been lifted."
"No doubt." I said. "I suspect elements of the former SBI-NTF and others were keeping everything back so that Leon Mills and Jenny Van Dyke could come in and set up an exclusive service. But Mills is awaiting trial, and Van Dyke has disappeared. Is that not right, Captain Croyle?"
"So I've heard." Teresa said with a straight face. "No telling where she might be now."
"Yezzzz." I replied. "So our Vice Squad is going to get some work?"
"Maybe, if we can get some leads." Tanya said. "But that bust at the Bus Station really shook up the local mid-level, go-between distributors. This is a scary County in which to distribute drugs."
"Thanks to your excellent Vice Squad, Captain Perlman." I said. "And be sure to tell them that the Police Commander is very happy with their work. Okay, Teresa, what's going on with our Uniformed Officers?"
"We are getting trickles of information that people are going around, especially in the predominantly black districts, trying to gin up what I can only call 'social unrest' over the upcoming elections." Teresa said. "This is also occurring in other parts of the State and the Nation, so it's not just a localized phenomenon. But the Allgood-Weaver race is not breaking towards Weaver like the so-called 'experts' were expecting, so I'm really worried about potential problems."
"Wouldn't be a bad idea to do some riot control training." Tanya said. "And I'll ask the Detectives to contact C.I.s to see if anything is brewing under the surface." Teresa and I nodded vigorously in agreement with that plan.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, October 3d, 10:00am. Town & County Chief of Police Sean Moynahan came in via the employees entrance from the gated parking lot, wearing his Duty Dress uniform, and wearing a look of exasperation on his features. He hurtled by my anteroom on the way to his office, and closed the door fairly firmly behind him.
Moments later, his pretty assistant Cassie buzzed me, and asked me to come to the Chief's office. I did so immediately, of course, as did Cindy, who had also been called. Cassie formally opened the door for us, which was a cluuuuue that we should be on high alert.
"Please, take seats." said the Chief as we approached his desk. We did so as the Chief poured himself some coffee that had just been made. His offers to us of coffee were politely refused.
"I've just been in a big meeting on the University Campus." the Chief said as he sat back down. "It was for Police Chiefs and Sheriffs, and it was supposed to deal with security during election season. So-called 'experts' at the Federal and State level spoke, including some intel people. And you are not going to believe what they said."
"Obviously it wasn't what you expected to hear." I said.
"It was, from the State-level people." said the Chief. "It was the Federal people that shocked me. They said that we could not enforce any kind of Voter I.D. requirements. They said that Law Enforcement had to stand aside if there were any issues with the ballots, and let the Elections people and the Courts work it out. There was a Department of Justice woman there, and she said the DOJ would prosecute any local jurisdiction that intervened in any election dispute."
Cindy was wide-eyed with shock. Maybe I'm just cynical: I didn't react at all. I did say "Please tell me that someone pushed back."
"Ohhhh, you better believe it." said Moynahan. "We gave her an earful, and then some. Daniel Allgood even stood up and told her that our local Police were not afraid of the Feds, and would arrest any DOJ people that tried to interfere with Town & County Law Enforcement." I just smiled happily at that.
"There was considerable dispute over it." said Moynahan. "Those that were from large population areas were very receptive to the Feds's message, while the more rural jurisdictions were openly hostile to it. But the bottom line is that it was very obvious to meeeee that groundwork was being laid to allow for corruption to occur in the Elections."
"So basically," I said, "if a Democrat loses and all hell is raised, they're demanding we stay out of the way and not dare investigate any potential voter fraud or corruption."
"No political Parties were mentioned explicitly." said Moynahan. "But the DOJ spokeswoman all but couched it in terms of racial discrimination. She even said at one point that the DOJ would be monitoring carefully for any signs of suppression of the black vote."
"Good grief." Cindy said. "This is not Mississippi in the 1950s."
"Of course it's not." I said. "What they're trying to do is use both guilt and intimidation to stop genuine law enforcement investigations of voter fraud to get the candidates they want elected, especially when they can't win those elections by legitimate means. In this State, Governor Jared's presence is so damaging to the Establishments of both Parties that they will stop at nothing to get him out of the Governor's Mansion. They've tried murdering him, now they're going to try to use the Power of Government to ensure the Election outcome they need in order to destroy him."
"Yezzzzz." said Chief Moynahan. "My question to you two is this: do you think we're going to have those problems here, in our Town & County?"
"Yes sir." I said with alacrity. "I do believe we will have problems, especially in the election for Mayor. We were talking about it in the Angels meeting earlier this morning. We're already picking up some 'scoop' that certain activist groups are planning to gin up unrest."
*BUZZZZZ!*
It was the Chief's assistant buzzing him on the phone. He picked it up and said "Yes?", followed by "Put him through." A second later he said "Yes, Sheriff?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A black woman in her 40s strode into the anteroom of the Sheriff's office in City Hall with an air of what some would call 'authority' and others would call 'arrogance'. She identified herself to the assistant as being a member of the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice, with an appointment to see Sheriff Allgood immediately. The assistant told her to go on in... but did not make any move to get up and open the door for her, as she was expecting.
Irritated already, she went into Sheriff Allgood's office, closing the door a bit loudly to mark her arrival. It appeared no one was in the room, as the chair behind the desk was turned to face the window. She then saw the object sitting on the desk: a red crowbar.
The chair slowly turned, revealing its occupant. He was not wearing the brown shirt of a Sheriff Department LEO, but the light blue of a high-level TCPD Officer. The woman just about jumped out of her skin.
"Who are you?" she demanded to know.
"I think you know who I am." I replied, very sure. I then picked up the red crowbar and said "But allow me to introduce myself anyway. My name is Don Troy, and I am the Police Commander in this jurisdiction. I am also an SBI Inspector and an FBI Consultant."
"I know who you are." the woman said. "You're the racist asshole that beats black people up with that crowbar."
"Quite the contrary," I said, "like the Lone Ranger's mask, this crowbar stands for the law. And I am no racist, despite your lies and the lies of the Press... and I think you know that, too."
The woman snarled: "Where's the Sheriff? I came here to talk to him."
"Yes, so I gathered." I said. "And my guess is that you came here to threaten him more than talk to him, after he stood up to you in that meeting earlier this morning."



"That's between me and him." the woman said.
"Not anymore." I said, slowly standing up. "Sheriff Allgood was correct in what he told you: we are not afraid of you. We are not afraid of the Federal Government, nor your threats. And I am here to personally tell you that in this County, we enforce the law and we do not tolerate corruption... particularly in the areas of voter fraud and corruption. If I get wind of any corruption, any at all, I will investigate it to the limits of my power... local, State, and Federal power... and when I find that corruption, I will do something about it. I am sure that as an official of the Department of Justice, you fully agree with my view that the law should be enforced."
The woman said nothing, but the look on her face was one of ugly hatred.
"Is there anything left for you to say?" I asked.
"Do you really think that you can stand up to us?" the woman snarled. "Do you know what we can do to you?"
"That you haven't tried already?" I shot back. The woman blinked and her head snapped back as if Cindy Ross had smacked her in the face with a martial arts blow.
"You've tortured me." I said, raising my voice just a bit. "You've attempted to murder me, you've tried to destroy my capacity to be a law enforcement officer, you've used your friends of the Press to falsely call me a racist and smear my name all over the place, you've attacked my family and tried to murder some of them, too." I tapped the crowbar in my hands as I said: "I don't know what you have left to try."
"Keep it up, and you'll find out." the woman said. "And if you think it's worth the risk to you and your family to continue your games, just keep it up.
I smiled, an ugly smile. "Ah, threats. I've heard so many from you and your ilk. But... I'm willing to take the risk. It's part of the job..." The smile left my face as I finished: "...of being a Guardian of Justice."
The woman's eyes widened, then narrowed into another expression of pure hatred. "I've said all I have to say. You've been warned." She turned on her heel and strode to the door, and made sure to slam it behind her.
I turned off the powerful bug-killer device that looked suspiciously like a smartphone as Sheriff Allgood and Chief Moynahan came out of the washroom. Two other people also came out: Superior Court Judges Patrick R. Folsom and Rodney K. Watts.
"I bee-lieeeeeeve..." Chief Moynahan said, "you got through to her."
"I'll say." said Watts. "Commander, are you really?---" He paused, not finishing the question.
"The GOJ?" I said, finishing it for him, and with a grin. "No, Your Honor. But all of us are in our own way Guardians of Justice... as these Swamp Frogs are about to find out. And I wanted you judges to see and hear that for yourselves... for the day your legal help might be needed."
Part 7 - Appointment With Death
9:00pm, Wednesday, October 3d. The Troy family was in the greatroom of the Mountain Nest. Jim was building an impressive structure with his Legos, and Carole was writing a story that Marie would illustrate during the weekend. My mother was sitting on the sofa facing the wall, its back to the kitchen and breakfast room, doing Sudoku puzzles. Laura was on the sofa whose back was to the wall and facing the kitchen, reading that well-respected periodical 'Sexual Psychology'.
I was in the rocking chair next to the window that was between the fireplace and Laura's sofa, which overlooked the backyard. I was reading Police cases from around the State on my Police iPad. I looked up and noticed the time.
"It's getting to be someones's bedtimes." I announced.
"Awwww." said Carole. Jim more wisely said nothing, but looked sad that his building would have to be taken down.
"Jim," Laura said, "you can leave that up and finish it tomorrow, but you have to get ready for bed now."
"Thanks, Mom!" Jim said, much more happy. He came over and hugged me, then hugged his grandmother, then hugged his mother. Carole kept writing.
"Carole," I said, "that wasn't a suggestion on my part. You can finish your story tomorrow."
"I'll forget what I'm going to write." Carole tried. It was not a good try, and Carole's grandmother demonstrated why.
 "Carole, you're just like your father." Phyllis said. "You don't forget a thing."
"O-kayyyy." Carole said with great resignation in her voice, stymied. She put the writing in one of the sofa side-table drawers.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Laura's cellphone. Bowser began barking mightily, and came over and jumped up onto my lap and plopped down, as if he could hold me in place. Carole came over, saying "Hush, Bowser!", and helped me pet Bowser as Laura took the call.
"Hi, William." she said. It was the DepDirector on the other end. "Yes, it's fine... I see..." Her eyes cut over to me for a second before glancing away. "Yes... okay... yes, let me know. Thanks for calling. Bye."
Disconnecting, Laura said "Carole, take Bowser upstairs and get ready for bed. We'll be up to tuck you in in a minute."
"Okay, Mommy." Carole said, fully realizing adult things were going on. "Come on, Bowser." I helped Bowser to the floor, and he went after Carole... after looking back to make sure I wasn't trying to 'escape'.
"That was our friend, the retired FBI Deputy Director." Laura said, then looked pointedly at me and said "The CIA Director fell into a coma. He is not expected to live through the night."
I nodded. Then I heard loud noises upstairs that I should not have been hearing. I got up slowly as I said "Someone is causing a commotion upstairs. I'll go restore order to nature." My mother smiled at that.
"I'll be up in a second." Laura said. I noticed that she was making a phone call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next morning, Thursday, October 4th, I came into MCD at 6:50am with boxes of doughnuts. Detective Jerome Davis was in the process of making coffee, and the other Detectives were trickling in.
"Good morning, sir." said Jerome. "Rejoining the coffee klatch?"
"For this day, anyway." I said as I poured some coffee and put pollutants (cream and 'fake sugar') into it. "Where is everyone?"
"We don't really hustle to get in by 7:00am anymore, sir." said Jerome. "It's just not the same without the Crowbar people."
Captain Tanya Perlman, technically one of those 'Crowbar people' as the holder of the blue crowbar, was rousting everyone in Vice to come into MCD. Then Chief Moynahan, Captain Croyle, and Commander Ross came in, bearing boxes of doughnuts. Lieutenants Rudistan and Irwin also came in, as did Captain Thompson.
And then, to our surprise, several persons from Personnel & Records came in, including Lt.(B) Janice Holloway. She looked shaken, fearful, as Jerome took her offering of a box of doughnuts and invited her and the others to get coffee. Teddy Parker said nothing, carefully keeping his face expression-free... well, from most people, but not from my glance.
"Commander Ross," said the Chief, bringing up a chair, "sit up front here, next to Captain Perlman. Okay, Commander Troy, it's your show."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "Okay everyone, what is my favorite four-word expression? Besides 'You are under arrest.', Mr. Rudistan?"
"Let's watch some TV." said Rudistan with a jovial grin.
"Yes indeed!" I said happily. "Let's watch some TV. Ms. Warner, would you do the honors?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said happily. She pushed the button on the remote, and the screens on the side wall lit up. After an ad, the news started, and of course Bettina came on.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the hot MILF reporterette solemnly. "Fox Two News has learned that the CIA Director, who resigned just last week for health reasons... died last night at Georgetown Hospital."
"The CIA issued a statement saying that their former Director died of hemorrhaging in his stomach and intestines." Bettina said. "It had been rumored that he had stomach cancer, but it was not known that it was this advanced, nor his symptoms so severe."
Bettina went on: "The President considered the CIA Director to be a close personal friend, and is said to be devastated by the loss of the man that he said in a statement was 'a truly great, enlightened man'. U.S. Senator Samuel Russell also issued a statement of condolence, stating 'the Director's passing is a great loss to our nation'.
"The Director had been under fire from Grassroots Senators and Members of Congress over several incidents the past few months," continued Bettina, "but with his passing these inquiries are expected to end. And sources tell Fox News that recent policy directives that were friendly to the Palestinians and unfriendly to Israel will be re-evaluated, now that their main proponent has passed on..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Serves the bastard right."
We had listened in silence, and it was Cindy Ross that broke that silence by saying those words. She and Tanya fist-bumped. Everyone in the room either knew or had a very good idea of who had been behind the attack on our Deputy Chief.
Teresa and I did not bother to even look at each other, but I could sense a certain satisfaction within the soul of my Clan sister.
Then another guest came in. It was young Susie Haskins, escorted by her mother and the Duty Desk Patrolman. Susie had something behind her back.
"Susie, why aren't you in school?" asked Cindy Ross.
"I'm on my way there now." Susie said. "Commander Troy asked me to come by and give you this." She brought her hand out from behind her back. It held a green crowbar.
"Commander Troy said you need a new one." Susie said. "He said this one will have better karma."
"Aw, thank you, Susie." Cindy said, taking the crowbar, then hugging Susie. "Hey, everyone, guess how much money Susie has raised for the new Animal Shelter?" The figure she named had several zeros, and was staggering. Everyone applauded Susie for her efforts.
"Here, have a doughnut." I offered Susie and her mom.
"Noooooo." said Susie's mom. "She's hard enough to slow down now. Give her a sugar rush, and she'll be a terror in school..."
"Aw, Mommmm..." Susie lamented. I had the feeling that Laura was going to hear similar lamentations from her daughter in the coming years...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander," said Theo Washington, "will that man's death stop the inquiries?"
"Probably." I said quietly. "Bettina's report was a message, an order from her controllers. The Grassroots Senators and Congresspersons have had their families threatened. If they persist, it is very likely blood will be shed. But I also note that the policies hostile to Israel that he was pushing are now being scaled back, so there's that."
"While I have you all in herrrre," said the Chief, partially to stop me from talking politics, "I want to put out the word that we need to be watching out for any potential problems leading up to the October 9th caucus. The Republican caucus will be held in the Civic Center, and the Democrat caucus at the University Arena. I have gotten word that there are security issues, and you'll be hearing more soooonnnnnn."
"Commander," said Joanne Warner, "did you really confront a DOJ official that told you not to investigate any voter fraud?" There were gasps in the room, and I saw the Chief's eyes roll... nope, we'd not be allowed back to coffee klatches again for a long time, I thought to myself.
I just smiled enigmatically at Joanne as Teresa said "When was the last time the Federal Government stopped the Iron Crowbar from doing his job?"
There was no answer. Of course, they did not know about Laura being a pain in my neck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa followed me into my office and I closed the door. Before going to my side of the desk, I said "Well done, my friend." With that, I bowed formally, as low as my back would permit. "Thank you for restoring my honor, and the honor of our Clan."
Teresa returned the bow and said "It was my honor and pleasure to restore the honor of our Clan. But even more, to avenge Cindy and bring that evil man the death he deserved."
As I went around to my side of my desk, there was a knock on my door. The Deputy Chief came right on in, followed by my Captain of Detectives.
"Can you... feel a... brand new day?" Tanya was singing. Cindy, meanwhile, gave her BFF Teresa a very warm hug, which was as warmly returned. No words were spoken, nor needed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone came to my office, where I was meeting with Teresa about contingency plans during football games and the upcoming elections.
Teresa was about to go, but Muscone asked her to stay. After he sat down in the hot chair next to her at my bidding, he said "I heard a rumor that some DOJ official went to intimidate your Sheriff, and got her ass handed to her by a redhead with a red crowbar. Anyone we know?"
"I don't know what they're intentions were, or are," I replied, and without the slightest trace of humor in my voice, "but I made sure they understood that it would be a very bad idea to do anything requiring the attention of Town & County Law Enforcement."
"That woman said she wanted to file civil rights charges against you." said Muscone. "When certain elements of the FBI and CIA told her that you were the main one that destroyed Superior Bloodlines and wiped out two rogue cells, she looked like her dog had died."
"I just hope that if anyone has any ideas of causing trouble, they'll think twice, at least in this County." I said. "My Captain of Operations might get... irritated." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Do you think they do have any such plans?" asked Muscone. "There are a ton of FBI Agents saying that they've never seen the DOJ like this, actually pressing to not stop any issues that come up, especially due to race."
"I dunno." I said. "My own idea, though with no data to back it up, is that this is a dry run, to see how LEOs react to things. And they've gotten one answer, at least."
"Heh." said Muscone. "There is one other thing. Elements of the FBI not friendly to us received an anonymous tip that there was an intruder in the CIA Director's home last week, on the night he first took ill. One thing the Press has not learned, at least not that I know of, is that someone put a shitload of a radioactive substance in his lemonade, and he drank a glass of it."
"Sounds like a Sharples case involving pink lemonade." I said, remembering the 'Pink Lemonade' case.
"Well, what these Agents have learned is that this intruder was a woman. Short, light brown hair, wearing tight-fitting black clothes and having an hourglass figure." Jack said.
"That's pretty vague." I said, then smiled and said "Why, it could almost be a description of Teresa, here."
"Yezzzzz, so it could." said Muscone. "And seriously, Captain Croyle's name came up."
"Teresa," I said, pretending joviality, but my gray eyes saying differently, "if any Federal Agents want to talk to you about anything more than double cheeseburgers, you have the right to Union representation as well as legal representation. Of course I don't need to tell you to not let them intimidate you..." I let the sentence hang.
"Noted sir." said Teresa. "The only things around here getting intimidated are the double cheeseburgers at the Cop Bar."
"Dammit, you two have gone and made me all hungry now." sulked Jack.
"I'll make it up to you and buy you some double cheeseburgers at an early lunch." I said. "You too, Teresa. On me."
Part 8 - Courageous Act of Justice
After a delicious lunch at the Cop Bar, I returned to my office. I'd just begun working on paperwork when my phone buzzed.
"Lieutenant Holloway is asking to see you, without appointment." Helena said, her voice connoting her disapproval that my schedule was being intruded upon.
"Good." I said, wondering what this was about, but making sure to diffuse Helena's irritation. "Send her on in."
Lt.(B) Janice Holloway came into the office and closed the door behind her. She was a Latina woman, very lovely to look at, but right now she looked very nervous, at best.
"Have a seat, Lieutenant." I said. "Are you cold? Would you like some hot coffee?"
"No thank you, sir." she replied as she sat down.
"Well, whatever is making you nervous, then," I said, "stop worrying. I'm not as bad as they say I am, and you're among friends."
"Thank you, sir." Janice said. "I... I need to talk to someone about something... but it's... well, I'm afraid I'll get in trouble."
I took my badge off my shirt and put it on the desk. "Speak freely, Janice. And this is off the record, at least for now."
Janice nodded, and I saw some relief creep into her face. She said "Sir, you know I've been helping Della Harlow's campaign for Sheriff. She and I have been friends for a long time..."
"Yes." I said. "And that's fine, as long as you don't wear your uniform or show an affiliation with the TCPD while doing campaign stuff."
"Yes sir." Janice said. "Well... last night, Della was having a campaign meeting. Gayle Tunnin, who used to be with Internal Affairs here, was also there., as was Amber Harris and Lester Holder. They were... they were talking right in front of me, and they were saying..." She broke off, her face showing fear again.
"It's, Janice." I said, ideas already forming in my red head. "Go ahead, tell me."
"Sir..." Janice said, "they're planning to have Gayle accuse Sheriff Allgood of sexual harassment. They're going to do it on the weekend before the early voting starts..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Courageous Act of Justice (continued)
Thursday, October 4th. I was stunned as I listened to what Lt.(B) Janice Holloway was telling me as she gave the details of Della Harlow planning to have former Detective Gayle Tunnin claim Daniel Allgood sexually harassed her.
"Who else have you told this?" I asked.
"No one, sir." said Janice. "I didn't know what to do, so I came and asked you."
"And you did right." I said. "Did they try to get you to make a claim? Against Teddy Parker, maybe?"
"Della brought that up," Janice said, "but I told her that Commander Ross had already warned me to stay away from Teddy, so it wouldn't be successful. And Commander... I never was trying to trap him or wanting to accuse him of anything. I really like Teddy, and was hoping we could get back together. I really fu------ er, messed that up."
"I understand." I said. "Let me ask you this: are you willing to put what you've told me in writing, in the form of an affidavit?"
"Yes sir." Janice said.
"Are you willing to meet with them again, wearing a wire?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Janice.
"Let's go talk to the Chief."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The new green crowbar was bringing us good karma already. The Chief, Cindy, Tanya, and myself talked with Janice Holloway, then we called Paulina Patterson and asked her to come over. After she heard the story, she asked Judge Rodney K. Watts to come to Headquarters, as we feared someone seeing us go to his Chambers might talk to the wrong people.
Judge Watts talked to all of us, then talked with Janice alone. After that meeting, he said "I will be approving a warrant under seal for the wiretap and any reasonable stings you set up." he said. "But there's nothing you really can do until they actually make the false allegation."
"Yes, Your Honor." I said. "But we now know what they're planning, and we can counteract it as soon as it happens."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After all that, I asked Janice Holloway to come back to my office. Cindy came into the room with us.
"Janice," I said, "after this goes down, it might be difficult for you to continue in Personnel & Records, where Harlow still has friends. Is there anything you want to do? Any place you'd like to be transferred to?"
"I... I haven't thought of that, sir." said Janice. "I... I've been thinking that I might find another job, so that I can talk to Teddy. I don't know if he wants me back, though." Her face fell as she said the words.
"Oh, if things are meant to be, they shall be." I replied. "And it just so happens that there is a 'civilian' job in City Hall that requires your recordkeeping and financial talents in the Office of the Intendent. After all this goes down, we'll see about getting you there. And you'll have at least the level of pay you do now, maybe higher if we promote you to full Lieutenant as you walk out the door."
Janice's eyes brightened considerably upon hearing that. I dismissed her to her duties, admonishing her to not say anything about her upcoming undercover mission, even to people she trusted. She agreed and left.
"Wow." said Cindy, examining her new green crowbar as she spoke. "You always take care of your people, but I don't need to be your mother to see that you've been planning this for some time."
"More like hoping for it." I said. "And as your father teaches, if I ask the Universe and manifest something with the belief it will happen, it will happen."
Part 9 - Bikers For Justice
Friday, October 5th. Neither Bettina nor the SNN's pathetic excuses for 'journalists' had anything worth saying on the morning news. I was conducting the Angels meeting in my office.
Tanya started: "Sir, you remember how something came up that suggested someone in the Press was working to help drug distributors in the area?" I nodded and Tanya continued: "Grubby Paul and Chris Purvis of Vice have been working on that. They've been tracking Press mobile vans, and------"
"How are they doing that?" I queried.
"Their transmission signals, sir." said Tanya. "Myron pointed out that, per the 1934 Communications Act, it is not illegal to receive or even intercept radio signals. Satellite receivers flourished when cable signals were being intercepted, and the Supreme Court said it was legit. That caused the cable companies to encode their signals, and it is illegal to decode those without paying the cable companies, so there's that."
"But you can intercept and triangulate the Press transmission signals to determine where they are, and without a warrant." I said. "I like it. Any results, so far?"
"Not yet." Tanya replied. "Statler and Waldorf have been patrolling in an unmarked vehicle, checking out Press vans that go near places we think are drug trade locations, like MLK Jr. Park after dark. So far, we're not seeing anything, but Mary is watching for trends, like if the same Press van goes to the same areas way too often to be coincidental."
"Love me some coincidences." I quipped, then had an insight. I said "Ask Mary, and only Mary, to also watch and see if the Press goes to places that would be ripe for protesters to gather and cause trouble. Don't disseminate that to the Vice people, or the other Detectives; just tell Mary."
"You really think something's going to go down with these elections, don't you?" Teresa asked.
"Why do you say that?" I asked.
"You made a point to confront a US DOJ Civil Rights official over it, and they made a point to tell LEOs to not investigate anything election-related." Teresa said. "We've got that thing with Janice going down, if Harlow and Tunnin actually do what they're talking about. And you've just been hinting at it generally at times."
I nodded. "Yes." I said. "Keep this between us and any crowbars we make use of, but after Superior Bloodlines was shut down, several FBI teams, including Jack Muscone and Ashton Cardigan's teams, have been monitoring for other white or black race-related activity. They've been seeing the beginnings of patterns of those Antifa-type anarchist groups demonstrating to intimidate supporters of candidates, and voters at the polls, including the so-called 'New Black Panthers' threatening white voters with baseball bats in Philadelphia."
"And like you said, Teresa... after that unbelievable US DOJ edict to not investigate voting anomalies?" I continued. "Am I the only one seeing the huge flashing neon sign?"
"No sir, you are not." said Teresa. "And speaking of protests, that's my report for you this morning. A Mr. Terence Alvin passed away Wednesday, and his funeral is tomorrow. He was a decorated Viet Nam veteran, two Purple Hearts and a Silver Star, and he was a teacher at Booker T. Washington High School for years. He's black, and he was known to lament the lack of patriotism in black students these days."
Teresa continued: "The American Legion requested a larger-than-normal Police detail for the funeral. They've gotten word that some of those anti-war activists are going to protest the funeral. I'm going to give them triple the normal contingent of funeral escort Officers, and the SWAT Team will be on standby."
"Good." I said. "I don't know if this is a dry run for other things, or what. But if they want to test the Town & County Police response to troublemakers, we shall show them our answer to that test, and they will not like it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunset, Friday, October 5th. I was wrapping up some paperwork at my desk when my desk phone rang. It was the Duty Desk.
"Sir, one of our patrols just reported that a motorcycle gang rode into the County and appears to be setting up camp in the field east of Cemetery Hill."
"How many of them?" I asked.
"About sixty, sir."
"Okay, radio all patrols to not approach them. I'll be there shortly." I said. Teresa had already left when I all but threw her out of the Station an hour before, after the Chief had left, but Cindy was still here. So we got in my Police SUV and rode out to the field that I'll always remember as being where we found Roy Chen's body. (Author's note: 'Eyes Only', Ch. 03.)
Driving up to the turnoff to the dirt road that cut between the cemetery and the field, I stopped by the parked Patrol cruiser. "Whaddya got, Johnson?" I asked.
"Bikers, sir." said Johnson. "Looks like they're setting up camp, here. The land is part of the Cemetery property. It belongs to the County, and it's off-limits to camping."
"Hmmm, there's no land more off-limits to the Public than Public lands, eh?" I quipped, wondering why that was really true. "What were the logos on their backs?"
"Sorry, sir, I never really saw those." said Johnson.
"Okay, call for backup." I said. "But no lightbars, and stay quiet and stay up here for now. Commander Ross, you care to go with me and be neighborly to our new friends?"
"Sure, why not." Cindy said. We got into my Police SUV and drove down the path until we were close to the group. I got out, making sure the red crowbar was clearly visible, and Cindy came around the vehicle exhibiting her green crowbar.
As we walked up to the group that was building a campfire, one of them said "Everyone get up!" They all stood, and the leader saluted us! The others then followed suit and saluted. Out of instinct, I returned the salute.
"You're the Iron Crowbar, sir?" the leader asked.
"Yes." I said, then noticed the patches on their leather jackets. "And you're the Patriot Guard Riders?" They affirmed it.
The Patriot Guard Riders were a motorcycle club that went to funerals of veterans upon request of the families, to guard against people despicable enough to protest those veterans's funerals. Apparently they'd heard the rumors I'd heard.
The leader explained that they were here to protect Mr. Alvin's funeral. "We thought we might be able to stay here tonight, since it's public land." the leader said.
"You'll need a permit." said Cindy.
"And the good news is that I'm going to give you that permit right now." I said. I took out a sheet of paper, hand-wrote the permit, and gave it to the leader.
"You can do that?" Cindy whispered.
"As can you." I said. "We're principals for the County, and can enter into contracts and do things like issue this temporary permit. And who besides you is going to stand up to me and say I can't?"
"Won't be me opposing you." Cindy said.
I then asked the leader for a few moments of his time as Cindy went to the SUV and radioed in that the motorcyclists were permitted to stay at this spot, by order of the Police Commander.
We sat by the fire as he explained what they would be doing. I asked him a few questions about other subjects, and got answers that I was happy to hear...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next day, the TCPD's patrols noticed gatherings of young persons in three locations, including on the University campus and in the old Cub Club parking lot. They were wearing red shirts with a logo of a person on a hill with a pennant flag. They shouted obscenities at the Police cruisers that went by.
The funeral for Mr. Alvin was at the A.M.E. Church, led by its pastor, the Reverend Joseph E. Williams. As the procession arrived, those groups of young anarchists began marching towards the Church.
They did not make it. The procession was led by, followed, by, and escorted by the Patriot Guard Riders. At the Church, they formed a perimeter, many holding American flags as the American-flag-draped coffin was taken into the House of God. The anarchists could not get through the cordon, and Police came in to break up the beginnings of their attempts to protest.
More Patriot Guard Riders were at the Cemetery. As the U.S. Army Honor Guard went through the rituals, including the folding of the American flag on Mr. Alvin's casket and its presentation to his widow, and the playing of 'Taps', the Riders, backed up by TCPD Officers, were making sure there were no disrespectful protests.
The mourners did notice that the Police Chief was there, wearing his Army uniform as Retired Officers are allowed to do. The two Police Commanders were also there, in their formal Police uniforms with medals draped from red ribbons around their necks. The family and Rev. Williams made sure to thank us for coming, and Cindy told me that she had a 'vibe' that our attendance and respect would not be forgotten...
Part 10 - Getting Out The Vote
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square at 7:00am, Monday, October 8th. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of tomorrow's caucuses for the Lieutenant Governor nominations!"
"Candidates for both Parties are complaining about the short campaign times as well as the format for the races." Bettina said. "State Attorney General Karl Handel, who has been endorsed by most Republicans as well as getting the important endorsement of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, said that it has been difficult to make connections with the voters. State Secretary of State Brian Cagle said that many voters don't understand how the caucuses work. And the State Elections Board has fielded hundreds of calls asking if tomorrow is the beginning of the early voting period for the General Elections, but that does not start until next week!"
"Everyone is blaming Governor Val Jared for the chaos," said Bettina, "saying that this was all his plan, and its many faults are now becoming apparent. State Senator Katherine Woodburn said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Katherine angrily yelling at a campaign speech: "And once again, Val Jared has brought chaos to this State's voting process, and has disenfranchised women and minorities with his caucus voting schemes. The sooner he is impeached and removed from office, the better for all of us! And the only way to make that happen is to vote Democrat in November!"
The KXTC people made sure to let the tape run long enough to hear loud cheers, but did not show the crowds... making my cynical mind wonder if the cheering was dubbed in.
Bettina came back live. "We have Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling with us." she said. "Karl, what do the polls look like?"
"Bettina, it's absolute chaos right now." said Frazier. "Most people are unaware of the special caucus, most are unaware that they have to go to the Civic Center or University Arena to vote, not their usual assigned voting locations, and most have no idea who is running for either Party."
"Having said that," said Frazier, "it's hard for us to get a handle on who is going to win, because we're not sure who is going to turn up. On the Democrat side, if a large number of women and minorities turn up, then State Senator Maxine Watts will get the nomination. On the Republican side, there is not much interest, and we expect an exceptionally low turnout at their caucuses across the State. That means that it could go in any direction."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women of 'Point Taken' filed into their studio to fanatical applause from the all-female audience, and took their seats on the set.
"Thank you, and welcome to 'Point Taken'." said Connie Chen. "Okay, it's the best kept secret in the State: there's a special caucus tomorrow to nominate candidates for Lieutenant Governor after the assassination of Graham Collins. How's it going to go, ladies?"
Donna Roselle, the militant, deeply racist black woman, said "It's going to be a great day for State Senator Maxine Watts!" Applause broke out amongst some of the audience. "Maxine Watts will be able to get to the truth of the assassination of Jasmine Nix, and we will finally get some justice for her." More applause.
"I've always wondered," Ruby Russell said cynically, "is that if she really was murdered by the CIA, why haven't the Guardians of Justice exposed that yet?" There was tepid laughter from the audience.
"Because they're a bunch of racist whites!" yelled Roselle.
"Do you know who they are?" queried Zara Zeigler. "Really, do you know? Because they've attacked Republicans more than Democrats, and they've shown no sign of being racists at all... just the opposite, in fact."
"We'll know for sure when they're caught and executed for treason!" said Ruby Russell. "The Guardians of Justice are doing everything they can to destabilize the Government and cause us to not trust our Government. They're nothing short of terrorists."
"Okay, let's get back to the subject." said Connie Chen. "Tomorrow's special caucuses. Who wins? Who loses?"
"We're all losing, right now." said Rosie Berkmar. "It's a mess, a total, frickin' mess. No one knows where to go vote, or knows that it's a meeting where you vote. No one knows who is running, on either side. It's just another Val Jared disaster."
"Beats letting the Republican Establishment choose whoever they want as their nominee." said Zara Zeigler. "We'll see if the Jared Grassroots can upend Wilson Hammonds and Samuel Russell again."
Her comment was pre-planned and calculated to get a rise out of Ruby Russell, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell's daughter. It only worked to put a smirk on Ruby's face.
"I think we're going to be very happy with the outcome tomorrow night." was all Ruby would say, her eyes seeming to glow to go along with that knowing smirk...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome to another hour of Conservative broadcast excellence." said Reed Hudson. "We're continuing our discussion of the upcoming special caucuses to determine the nominees for Lieutenant Governor. We're also talking about the U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division warning local law enforcement jurisdictions to not investigate any voting irregularities, and the reports I've gotten that the US DOJ is planning to sue the Town & County for any issue, real or imagined, after the Sheriff and the Police Department stated their intentions to oppose the DOJ's edicts."
"As to the caucuses, I can partly agree with those who say this special caucus is confusing." continued Reed. "But in reality, you had to work pretty hard to be ignorant of what's going on. Candidates for both Parties have explained what to do. Ads have run on radio, television, social media, everywhere, explaining what is happening."
"But at least we get to vote." said Reed. "Wilson Hammonds and Samuel Russell wanted a private Republican convention, where only a few politicians, bought and paid for by the pro-illegal-immigration U.S. Chamber of Commerce, would vote... giving you no say-so in the matter, and forcing you to choose between their choice for you and the Democrat. And they wonder why they're predicted to be blown out in a 'wave' election this November!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was shown into the office of University President Sidney P. Wellman. He looked as he always did: white-gray hair, a sinister perma-grin on his face. He'd lost a little bit of weight, I noticed, but he was fit and energetic.
"Ah, come in, Commander." he said enthusiastically. "I'm glad you asked for this appointment. Have a seat, have a seat." He directed me to two chairs with a table between them holding a coffee and tea service. I politely declined his offers of coffee, tea, or water.



"I wanted to tell you," he said, "that the NCAA and the Conference will be announcing by the end of the week that they are closing out their inquiries into the Gonzales molestation issues, as they have accepted your explanation of what did occur."
"I'm glad to hear that, Mr. President." I said.
"Things are working out very well with Dr. Cordell running the Hospital," said Wellman, "and of course I am very happy that your wife was cleared of those false charges and is back on Staff, there."
"As am I, sir." I said.
"So," said Wellman, realizing that I wanted to get to the point of my visit. "What can I do for you today?"
"I wanted to ask you about a former Regent, Austin R. Murphy." I said. "I am wondering if you know what happened to him, or where he might be now."
"Ah, Mr. Murphy." said the University President, and I noticed that he was setting his face into that perma-grin with a little extra effort. "As you may know, he was a Regent and he also was one of the trustees of the Wargrave Trust, which Mr. Henry Wargrave set up in his will to provide endowments to the University. Unfortunately, he left both positions a few years ago and pretty much disappeared completely."
"Who is overseeing the Wargrave Trust now?" I asked. "Mrs. Wargrave?"
"Tom Riordan was also one of the trustees, and left." said Wellman. "Mrs. Wargrave was named as a trustee, as was Mrs. Myrtle L. James. She is a Regent as well, as you know. Harold S. Truelove is also a Regent, and was in the Wargrave Trustee role in Mr. Murphy's absence, but he resigned from the Wargrave Trust when Mr. Llewelyn was named to it. Mr. Llewelyn is an outside Board member of BigAgraFoods, by the way. Good man, too."
"Interesting." I mused. "So you haven't heard from Mr. Murphy in some time?"
"Not in at least two years." said Wellman. "Is it important that you speak with him? I might can contact some people to see if we can get in touch with him."
I realized that Wellman was trying to get information from me on why I wanted to find Murphy, but all I said was "That would be nice if you can find him, sir, but it's not urgent. Some things came up regarding the Acme Group that Henry Wargrave set up, and I was just hoping to get some clarification."
"Ah, I see." said Wellman, nodding in perhaps real understanding. He'd have to have realized that some of the BigAgraFoods names would come up in association with Acme, and I'd recently perp-walked Mittens Willis into his most unfortunate destiny. "Well," he added, "my only suggestion is to talk to Mrs. Wargrave, though she washed her hands of her husband's businesses and is now a jet-setting socialite."
"I appreciate your time, Mr. President." I said. We got up and shook hands.
As I was about to go, he said casually, as if it were an afterthought, "Who do you think is going to win this special caucus tomorrow?"
"I'm not sure, Mr. President." I said. "But no matter who wins, I suspect there will be lawsuits over the results."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're not worried that Dr. Wellman will pick up the phone and alert Murphy that you're looking for him?" asked Chief Griswold as he and I talked in the backyard of the Mountain Nest after dinner. Mrs. Griswold, Laura, and Edward and Stephanie Steele were inside. Carole and Marie were writing and drawing a new book. Bowser and Buddy were surveying the property after we'd taken them out to do their business.
"Not really, Chief." I said. "In fact, it might be good to rattle some cages, stir up the hornets's nest. And I saw what I wanted to see."
"What's that?" growled the old Chief.
"President Wellman is very good at not giving away his emotions." I said. "He sets his face in that grin of his, so that we can't read what he is thinking. But he can't stop his mind from projecting, and he projected. I could see he was making an effort to keep his face calm, but I could sense his agitation."
"You're getting to be like Ms. Ross." said the Chief.
"Her power of the vibe is much stronger than mine." I said. "As is Carole's. I don't know what I'm going to do when she gets to be a teenager, and has that huge advantage over me."
"Har." said the old Chief. "You worry too much about the future. You'll figure that out when the time is right. For now, you worry about today, the here and now."
As usual, the Chief's advice was sage...
Part 11 - Voting Irregularities
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette, from in front of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square, at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 9th. "The Guardians of Justice have struck again!"
"The Guardians released documents showing that the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice are already planning to file lawsuits against the Town & County, Sheriff Daniel Allgood, and Police Chief Sean Moynahan if the TCPD investigates any voting irregularities in the General Election in November! Even more, the DOJ has already drafted a criminal indictment against Police Commander Donald Troy, and plan to arrest him and jail him without bond if they deem that he acted to suppress minority votes by using Police investigations as an intimidation tactic!"
"The DOJ issued a statement in Washington denying having pre-plans to sue the County." continued Bettina. "However, they did say they would be closely monitoring Commander Donald Troy for potentially abusive tactics to suppress minority votes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News with breaking news!" said Bettina as she broke into the 'Point Taken' show. "Attorney Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... filed a lawsuit in Federal Court against the US DOJ Civil Rights Division."
"Federal Judge K.M. Landis issued an injunction against the Department of Justice," continued Bettina, "enjoining the Department of Justice nor any Federal agency from arresting or harassing Mike G. Todd's client, Commander Donald Troy, without going through Judge Landis's Court, showing cause, and getting a proper arrest warrant first. The DOJ said they would appeal the Court order, but would abide by it until the appeal is heard..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, October 9th. Dressed in civilian clothes, I went to the Civic Center to take part in the Caucus. I was shocked at just how many people were there.
"Chief," I said to Chief Griswold, "how many people are here?"
"The formal meeting and voting began at 5:00pm." said Griswold. "We've got those scanner machines going, and over 10,000 people have voted. There are at least that many more waiting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was at The Cabin, as were Laura, Cindy, Callie, Teresa, Todd, all their kids and mine, and of course two outstanding dogs. Molly had stayed at home in Nextdoor County, doing Nextdoor County Police Chief things, and her mom was keeping the boys at Molly's condo.
"Your house is coming along very fast." I had remarked to Todd earlier.
"They have some incentives that they get if landmarks are met." Todd said. "But only if the quality is also good. George is a great contractor; he's doing a great job with the house. We may be moved in by Thanksgiving, though Christmas is the target."
"Cool beans." I said. "It'll be nice having you guys next door."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette at 9:00pm, reporting from the KXTC Anchor Desk. "We are bringing you coverage of the Special Caucuses! Both the Democrat and Republican caucus meetings are overflowing with voters! Political experts were expecting very light turnouts, but each caucus may get 20,000 voters in attendance!"
"We're here with political reporter Amber Harris." said Bettina. "Amber, why the heavy turnout?"
"On the Democrat side," reported Amber, who was sitting next to Bettina, "Maxine Watts had a hugely effective organization. They had buses to give people rides from their normal polling places or other pickup points, and a really big 'get out the vote' organization of young people eager to help their candidate win."
"On the Republican side," said Amber, "Sharon Marshall also had a good organization and buses, but most people came in their cars to vote at the Civic Center, and the mood is one of enthusiasm for Sharon Marshall, but also one of disgust with Attorney General Karl Handel and Secretary of State Brian Cagle."
Bettina said "Let's go to Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling at the KXTC Decision Desk. Karl! Why the turnout?"
"As Amber said," said Frazier, "the Maxine Watts machine really showed itself, getting the black vote out in unexpectedly large numbers. As for the Republicans, our exit polling is showing that the votes for Marshall are just as much votes against Handel and Cagle, who are considered to be Establishment candidates, while Marshall is the Jared supporter and endorsed by the Governor. The Grassroots enthusiasm that won for Jared two years ago is still strong, Bettina..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00pm, my phone rang. Bowser was most very displeased, and let us know it with his barking frenzy.
It was Mike G. Todd. "Don, I just wanted to give you a heads-up. We're filing a lawsuit in Superior Court. The numbers being reported are not matching up with what the State Republican Office in Midtown is reporting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said Bettina at 11:30pm, from the Courthouse Complex. "Fox Two News has just learned that attorneys for Sharon Marshall filed a lawsuit against the State Republican Office, claiming that their numbers are different than what the County Republicans reported. Let's go to Amber Harris. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" Amber said from the Decision Desk in the KXTC studios. "The voting was finished at around 11:00pm, and the County Republicans reported that there were just over 20,000 votes, with around 15,000 votes for Sharon Marshall, 3000 votes for Karl Handel, and 2000 votes for Brian Cagle."
"However," said Amber, " the State Republican Office in Midtown reported they'd received the County tally as roughly 12,000 votes for Handel, 8000 for Marshall, and 2000 for Cagle, and they consider those numbers official. The lawsuit filed here is not the only one, as 54 of the 96 counties in the State, not including the autonomous City, filed complaints that their numbers do not match what the Midtown office is reporting------"
"We have to break in, Amber!" said Bettina. "Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom has issued an order from the Bench, which enjoins the State Republican Office from certifying the results and declaring a winner! Folsom cites widespread differences in the numbers reported. Other judges have issued their own injunctions, as well!"
Bettina went on: "Also, the 54 precincts that are filing lawsuits went for Sharon Marshall, per those local precincts. The numbers that precincts were reporting as Handel victories were the same as what the State Republican Office is reporting."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The State Republican Office has declared me the winner of tonight's caucus." said AG Karl Handel. "They have certified the results as accurate, and I fully expect to be the Republican candidate for Lieutenant Governor in November." Handel was speaking to reporters at the Midtown Marquis Hotel, where he'd arranged a victory party.
"The Courts have declared this sham result by the State Republican Office to be invalid." said Sharon Marshall, speaking from her campaign headquarters in Westphalia. "I am calling upon the SBI Office of Ethics and Review to investigate the State Office Republicans, Wilson Hammonds, Karl Handel, and Brian Cagle. This attempt to thwart the will of the People will not be allowed to succeed. We must bring Justice to those that are criminally changing these voting numbers!"
Back to Amber Harris at the Decision Desk: "And this just in: the State Democrat Party's numbers do appear to match those of the reporting precincts, and the overwhelming winner is State Senator Maxine Watts with 72% of the vote!" the blonde reporterette said with a huge smile on her face.
"And this just in!" shouted Bettina as the feed went back to her. "Federal Judge K.M. Landis has also issued an order enjoining the State Republicans from certifying the election! Judge Landis says that Federal election laws have likely been violated, and he will work with Judge Folsom to ensure that this election is not stolen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"As Joseph Stalin said," Teresa said, "those who vote don't matter, those who count the votes do matter. Or something like that."
"Wow." Todd said. "I didn't think they'd be this blatant about it."
"Don apparently did." Teresa said. "It was his lawyer that filed the first lawsuit."
I gave Teresa a dark look, and said no more. "It wasn't you?" she asked, not getting the hint.
"No." I said. I got up and said "Captain, come with me." Teresa knew she was in trouble as I led her outside onto the deck.
"Teresa, did you tell Todd about what Janice Holloway told us, and the stings we're preparing?" I asked quietly as I looked over the Town.
"Oh." Teresa said, realizing where I was going. "No, I didn't tell him nor anyone else."
"Good." I said. "I didn't tell Laura, either. What really happened is that Mike is on retainer by the County Republicans, as suggested by Chief Griswold. They don't know about Holloway, either, but they do know we're expecting dirty tricks. We didn't expect to need Mike's services tonight, but that's why he was ready to go. So let's just not say any more about it, okay?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "I'm sorry, sir."
"Don't apologize." I said. "Just keep the secret. It may be the most important criminal sting we ever make."
"Sir..." Teresa asked, her voice faltering, "... what happens if the U.S. DOJ tries to arrest you?"
I made a point to look into Teresa's eyes. "Let's hope those poor bastards don't have to find out."
Part 12 - Feeding Frenzy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 10th, from in front of the State Office Building. "Fox Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the total chaos that is Governor Jared's Special Caucus elections!"
Bettina was dressed up just a bit better than normal, and her makeup and red hair were as perfect as she could make them as she reported: "On the Democrat side, State Senator Maxine Watts scored a resounding victory, garnering over 70% of the caucus votes Statewide."
"State Secretary of State Brian Cagle certified Senator Watts's victory, but was stopped by the Courts from certifying State Attorney General Karl Handel as the Republican nominee for Lieutenant Governor." said Bettina. "The discrepancies between what 54 counties reported with what the State Republican Office put out are astounding, and the tallies of what the counties reported would give Representative Sharon Marshall a huge win. But Mr. Cagle refused to certify Marshall, saying he believes what the State Republicans put out, and that that should be the only count that matters."
"The State Republican Party has filed a countersuit to the lawsuit first filed by the Town & County, which the other county lawsuits were rolled into in a class action by Federal Judge K.M. Landis and Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom." continued Bettina. "The State Republican Party is asking that either the State Republican Office numbers be the official count, and failing that, they want the entire caucus vote to be set aside, and the Party allowed to name its nominee as it sees fit."
"The State Democrat Party filed their own briefs in the case, asking the judge to throw out the vote, but to disallow any Republican candidates to be on the November ballot for Lieutenant Governor." said Bettina. "But Judge Folsom ruled immediately that that would not happen, and that either both parties will have candidates, or neither will. And he also said he was willing to delay the beginning of early voting in order to give the Courts time to reach a ruling."
"In a related action," said Bettina, "Governor Val Jared issued a statement saying that he is asking SBI Inspector General Britt Maxwell to investigate the State Republican Office for voter fraud. Inspector General Maxwell has opened an investigation and assigned SBI-OER Lieutenant Norm Chow to the case, and she plans to ask SBI Inspector Donald Troy of our Town & County to work with Lt. Chow in the investigation. Neither Commander Troy nor the TCPD have returned our repeated calls for comment on this issue."
"Rep. Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville blasted Governor Jared," went on Bettina, "saying that Jared is a traitor to the Republican Party, that all of the confusion was Jared's fault, and that Jared should either resign or be arrested himself. Other Republicans, including AG Handel and Secretary Cagle, also condemned Governor Jared, calling him a traitor to his Party and unfit to lead the State as Governor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To the Detectives's collective surprise, Chief Sean Moynahan came into MCD for the coffee klatch, as did Captain Teresa Croyle.
"I have lost both my Police Commanders again." lamented the Chief. "They are already headed to Midtown, to help the SBI Inspector General investigate the fraud that took place last night."
"Will the US DOJ try to arrest Commander Troy for that, sir?" asked Theo Washington.
"That depends on their level of desire to commit suicide." Captain Croyle said darkly, a 'Teresa Cunt' look on her face. The Chief was less than thrilled at that comment, but said nothing.
"I wonder how this is going to end up." said Joanne Warner. "My cousin was cheated out of his rightful win because the Republican Establishment wouldn't lift a finger to help him. Now it looks like they're trying to do the same thing to Sharon Marshall." (Author's note: 'Hot Wives Investment Club', Ch. 04.)
"I don't know what happened with your cousinnnnn," drawled Chief Moynahan, "but have faith that a crime this egreeeegious will not be allowed to succeeeeed."
"We should start a pool on the outcome." said Jerome Davis. "My bet is that no names for Lieutenant Governor will be on the ballot."
"Mine is that they delay the early voting until they can get those names on the ballot." said Joanne.
"Mine is that the Republicans will be allowed to name their candidate, and it won't be Sharon Marshall." said Theo Washington.
"Betting in my MCD room, ladies and gentlemen?" said Chief Moynahan. "I am shocked... shocked!" There was tepid laughter; no one knew if the Chief was kidding or serious.
"At least you're not betting a hundred bucks apiece and losing, like the FBI Agents that bet against Commander Troy." said Teresa...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women of 'Point Taken' filed into their studio and took their seats, eager to tell their viewers what to think about the caucuses.
"The cheating by the Republicans was totally unexpected." said Connie Chen.
"What cheating?" countered Ruby Russell. "The fraud is coming from the Sharon Marshall supporters claiming the reported numbers are different. She's trying to steal the election from its rightful winner, AG Karl Handel."
"Are you kidding?" said Zara Zeigler. "It's well documented by the Media in many of the disputed districts: the local precincts showed the ballots and the vote tallies, and they are completely different than what the State Republicans were reporting. This is the most blatant case of voter fraud I've ever seen."
"Absolutely." said Donna Roselle. "It's hard to believe in this day and age of technology, and everyone with an iPhone recording what's going on, that voter fraud this rampant can happen. But the Democrats didn't have this kind of widespread cheating. This is all the Republicans."



"No, it's Sharon Marshall and Val Jared, the Grassroots RINOs." said Ruby Russell. "They refuse to acknowledge the rightful vote that rejects Marshall as the Jared supporter that she is, and repudiates the racism of Val Jared."
"Can you blame the Republicans, though?" said Rosie Berkmar. The audience gasped, as Berkmar was extremely and radically left-wing in her political views. "Sure, they're cheating, but it's a caucus not a primary, it never should've come to this, and they're trying to save their Party from the humiliation of having a racist nominee for Lt. Governor." The audience applauded.
"Everyone who voted for Sharon Marshall is a racist." said Berkmar. "And if she really got the most votes, that just shows how deplorable the white nationalists have become. Can you blame the Republican Party from trying to distance itself from that race hatred, and trying to name better candidates?"
"As they should've been allowed to do in the first place." said Ruby Russell. "We actually agree on something for once, Rosie..."
"So you both agree that corruption, voter fraud, and thwarting the will of the People is okay?" asked Zara Zeigler, feigning shock.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome to Conservative Excellence in Radio." said Reed Hudson to begin his radio program. "We are following the absolute disaster that occurred yesterday. The Mainstream Media is only reporting on the Republican chaos, and yes, it is chaos and a blatant display of corruption on the part of the Establishment Elitists."
"But there was another disaster, and it is what happened in the Democrat caucus." said Reed Hudson. "The Democrats nominated Maxine Watts, the rabid racist and Anti-Semite, who has been spewing filth accusing the CIA of murdering Jasmine Nix with no proof to back up her nutjob assertions, to be their candidate for Lieutenant Governor."
"And if the Elitists steal the Republican nomination from the rightful winner, Sharon Marshall," continued Hudson, "then Maxine Watts will be your Lieutenant Governor in January. Think about that, folks... a woman who has stated out loud her hatred of whites and Jews, constantly spews false attacks on good people like Commander Troy, which got her sued by him... will be your next Lieutenant Governor...
Part 13 - Police Work
Cindy and I rode in the black SBI SUV to Midtown. When we arrived at the offices of the State Republican Party, we found that Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis had provided us with a contingent of twelve Officers. We had six State Patrol Officers, as well.
"Hi guys." said SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow. To our surprise, Pottsville Detective Shane O'Brady was also there.
As we shook hands with them, Chow said "I have warrants out the wazoo, but the security people are refusing to let us in. We'e also gotten 9-1-1 calls from people inside, saying they're being prevented from leaving, and are being held against their will."
"That's why we're here." said the Midtown Police Sergeant, whose name was 'Jones'. "But the security is willing to start a shootout to keep us out, and we're afraid that innocents could get hurt."
"I'm here to help the SBI-OER." said O'Brady. "Obviously if we can get something on Wilson Hammonds, I'll be making an arrest."
"I understand." I said. "You Midtown guys did right to think of the safety of the citizens inside. And O'Brady, I truly hope to watch you make that arrest."
I turned to Cindy and said "Well, Kato, ready to break in that new green crowbar?"
"I was hoping you'd ask." replied Cindy. The look on her ruggedly pretty face bode ill for anyone that chose to oppose the Green Crowbar.
We approached the door, where two security guards waited, their hands hovering over their guns. "You cannot enter here." one of them said. "We will shoot you if you try." Guess how well that went over.
I didn't say a word, but hurled into the attack. The guard did not have time to draw his weapon before he received a powerful blow from my fist to his nose. A second closed-fist punch slammed into his belly, followed by the red crowbar whirling down and slamming onto his back with a sickening thud.
The other guard was drawing his weapon but was looking at me. For that mistake, he received a powerful kick to the side of his head, delivered by two-time-black-belt Cindy Ross. He then absorbed several green crowbar blows.
We affixed handcuffs to the two, provided by MPD Officers. "Take these pieces of dog shit to jail." I said. "The charges are interfering with an official Police investigation, assaulting Police Officers, and obstruction of justice. And send back a paddywagon. There will be more arrests." The security guards were put in the back of an MPD vehicle and driven off.
We turned and went to the front doors, which were locked. Allow me to remind you that we had crowbars, and they defeated the locks rather easily. As we went in, more security people came into the lobby. Cindy and I did not waste time, but attacked them. Shane O'Brady joined us, exhibiting surprisingly good weaponless combat skills. Five security guards went down hard; seven more surrendered.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had six employees who wanted to file charges of being held against their will. They had been kept inside to prevent us from talking to them as part of our investigation. The staffers pointed out the lawyers that had kept them inside.
"The formal charge is 'kidnapping'." I said to Norm Chow and Sergeant Jones. "Those security guys are to be charged with it, and these guys can pick the ones that did it out of lineups. We will also be arresting the leadership here and the attorneys if they forcibly held these staffers here against their will."
The six staffers and another six employees also gave Norm Chow statements that the numbers they'd received from the counties had been changed by other staffers. Those staffers were pointed out. They immediately demanded lawyers. They were arrested and told they'd get lawyers... at the Police Station.
Then came the leadership. The State Republican Party Chairman, Ralph Corkle, a nerdish looking man with black hair, a slender build, and an arrogant attitude, said that the lawyers were the ones that held the employees inside. One staffer immediately yelled that that wasn't true, that he'd testify in Court that he heard Corkle tell the lawyers and the staffers to keep the employees in the building.
"Sergeant Jones, place this man Corkle under arrest." I said. "Kidnapping is the first charge. I suspect that voter fraud is going to be added to the charges soon. And then the Federal charges will be coming in..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've got witness statements galore," said Norm Chow, on speaker phone with Britt Maxwell in Westphalia, "and we have some hardcopies of county data printed out that subsequently got changed. If all this won't get convictions for voter fraud, I don't know what will."
"But who do we charge?" Britt's voice asked through the speaker.
"Some staffers gave the names of others, signed affidavits, and are willing to testify in Court." said Norm.
"We can offer them deals," I said, "and get them to rat out Ralph Corkle. He's already been named in criminal complaints for kidnapping. We get someone to turn, we can add State and Federal voter fraud charges. And then we can ask Mr. Corkle to 'assist us with our inquiries', as our British cousins say."
"God save the Queen." Cindy added.
"Okay, see what you can do." Britt said. "I'm going to be briefing the Governor in half an hour."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Norm Chow and some State Patrolmen remained at State Republican Headquarters as CSIs began bagging hundreds of documents and much computer equipment. I went with Cindy and Shane O'Brady to Midtown Police Headquarters.
"Hi Don." said Chief Frank Soltis. "You remember Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson."
"I sure do." I said, shaking their hands. "Shane, we could not have solved the 'Environmental Hazards' case without them. Everyone, this is Shane O'Brady of the Pottsville Police. He's working with us to try to bag some corrupt politicians."
"After you do," said Soltis, "we have a few of those corrupt types around these parts, if you want to clean them up, too."
"Sounds like fun." said O'Brady. "What's our plan, Commander?"
"To work with us to bag some low-hanging fruit." said a voice behind us. I whirled to see FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone come in, followed by Special Agents Martin Nash and Ted Crenshaw. With them was U.S. Attorney John Jones.
"About time you showed up!" I said with mock anger. "You're about to miss a fun interrogation."
"Does it involve crowbars, and bonfires?" asked Jack.
"Hopefully it won't come to that." I said. I then made introductions of U.S. Attorney Jones. "Who will Midtown's Prosecutor be?" I asked. "We may need to offer some deals."
"Me." said a woman's voice. It was State Attorney Jenna Stiles. I made more introductions all the way around, then Jenna said "The Midtown D.A. has agreed to let me represent his office as well as the State for all this."
"Are you going to be willing to give any of these Republicans deals?" asked Cindy Ross to her former fiancée. The question was not idle; Jenna was strongly left-wing in her political views.
Still, she gave Cindy a 'Teresa Cunt' angry look. "I'll be very fair." she said icily. "But let's not kid ourselves: I suspect I'll be following the Iron Crowbar's lead, like everyone else here."
"See Don," Cindy said, "I told you she was smart."
"So you did." I said. "Smile, Jenna, we're teasing you. Okay, here's the plan..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I recognize that attorney." said Cindy. "He was one of Robert Mullen's Inquisitors."
"Yep." I said. "I suspect we'll get Brafford Bacon himself for Ralph Corkle. Let's go in."
I went inside, accompanied by Jack Muscone, Jenna Stiles, and John Jones. The young woman sitting at the table looked frightened out of her wits. The attorney glared at me hatefully.
"The Iron Crowbar." he said. "I might've known it was you that beat up several security guards. I'm going to have your ass in a sling for that."
"Please! Come up with new material." I said witheringly. "I've heard all those threats before... for years. Okay, Missss... Evelyn Wallace. Law student at the University. College Republicans Vice President. Well, that promising potential career is about to be gone." The woman looked horrified, and more frightened.
"Don't let him intimidate you." said the attorney. "Go ahead and invoke, like I told you to." The girl did not respond; she remained silent.
I said "Before your client invokes, she should consider the gravity of the charges against her. She's looking at State and Federal voter fraud charges------"
"Stop with your god-damn intimidation!" the lawyer said loudly. "Evelyn, you need to say it out loud that you're invoking your right to silence------"
"I... I don't think I should. Yet." Evelyn said. The lawyer was furious with anger, his face becoming redder.
"You need to invoke." he said, both angrily... and desperately.
"If she does," I said, twisting the proverbial knife, "then its over for her. And not just her career. We're talking ten years per charge. And Federal Judge Landis can give consecutive sentences------"
"STOP YOUR CRAP!" yelled the lawyer.
"------ after the Superior Court gives consecutive sentences." I went on, unperturbed. "Ten counts, that's one hundred years of jail time, and that's before the Federal sentence starts. Your client is looking at life in prison------"
"IF YOU DON'T SHUT UP------" the lawyer yelled, rising to his feet as if to attack me. John Jones actually beat me to a standing position. He was a tall, athletic black man, his physical presence as intimidating as mine. The lawyer sat back down, still red faced with fury.
"I need to talk to my lawyer, alone." said Evelyn.
"Yes, I think so." I said. We left the room and went to the anteroom.
"Great job, sir." Kimberly Wesson said. "Think she'll turn."
"I hope so." I said. "She refused to invoke immediately, which is a hopeful sign. Are you attorneys willing to give her full immunity if she gives us names?" Stiles and Jones agreed.
As we watched (but could not listen in), it became obvious that it was becoming heated in the room. The lawyer was making gesticulations, and the young woman was beginning to cry and wail. It got loud enough we could hear them, though we couldn't really tell what they were saying.
Finally, the girl rushed to the one-way glass that we were behind and knocked on it, then crooked her finger in a 'come here' motion. The lawyer ran up to stop her... and grabbed her.
"That's it." I said, rushing out. I am not supposed to have the red crowbar in the Interrogation Room, but I was wielding it as I rushed in. The lawyer had let the girl go and backed off, but I still grabbed him and slammed him face down onto the table top.
"Miss Wallace," said Jenna Stiles, who had come in after me, "do you wish to press assault charges against this man?"
"No." said Evelyn. "But he's not my lawyer anymore."
Darn, I silently thought to myself. I let the lawyer go, then said "Get your ass out of here, before I decide to charge you anyway." I have rarely seen a legal beagle move so fast...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I asked if she wanted a new lawyer, Evelyn said "Before I ask for one... what will you offer me in exchange for what I know?"
"We really need you to either get a new lawyer or waive your right to have one." I said. "And I recommend that you get one."
"I'll waive having one and will represent myself for the moment." Evelyn said.
"Fine." I said. "I now will read you your rights." I did so from the card.
"What will you offer me?" Evelyn said.
"We'll drop the charges," offered Jenna Stiles, "give you full immunity from prosecution, in exchange for you telling us the whole truth about the vote tallies and any changes you made, giving us the name of who told you to make those changes, and testify in Court if necessary." Evelyn all but collapsed in her eagerness to take that deal.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don, it's two o'clock." Cindy whispered to me.
"Good God!" I exclaimed. "I totally lost track of time, and you guys haven't eaten."
"That's okay." said Jenna. "We're nearly done, and time is of the essence in this. Just buy us supper, and it's all good."
"Y'all good with that?" I asked. Everyone was. I knew I could expense pizzas for the State Patrol and MPD Officers, and take Cindy, Jack, Jenna, John, Shane, Frank, Kimberly, Steve, and Norm to dinner at the Midtown Chop House, which Moe Molinari had made sure was the best steak house in the State's capitol city.
We were sitting in the MPD Conference Room nearest Chief Soltis's office. It had been a productive day. Every staffer that had been accused of changing vote numbers had taken deals, and every one of them had named Ralph Corkle personally and directly.
"Okay," I said, "what are you willing to offer him, to give us the names of whoever ordered him to change the votes?"
"Same deal?" asked John Jones.
"No." said Jenna. "He's got to pay some kind of price."
"You let all those others have complete immunity deals." Cindy said. Jenna's eyes flickered at Cindy, and not in a 'nice' way.
"I had no interest in destroying those young people's lives for following orders and making a mistake." said Jenna. "But Ralph Corkle is already a bad actor on the political scene, and he was definitely a leader in this voter fraud attempt."
Cindy was about to say something, but her ice blue eyes happened to catch my gray peepers, and she (most very wisely) dropped it and kept quiet.
"To be honest," said Shane O'Brady, "if the name he gives us is Wilson Hammonds... or Karl Handel, or Brian Cagle... then I'd be willing to give him a full meal deal."
Everyone debated for a few minutes, then everyone realized that I had not said a word. "Don, you have not said a word." Cindy observed out loud. "What do you think we should do?"
"It won't matter." I said. "I'll bet you all that dinner tonight that Ralph won't take any deal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sure enough, Brafford Bacon was Ralph Corkle's attorney as Jenna and I came into the Interrogation Room. His look at me was filled with ugly hatred.
"I heard about your assault on my colleague." said Bacon. "You try that on me and you'll be going to prison."
"I'd suggest you shut the fuck up unless you're representing your client here." I replied as I sat down. "I have a room full of witnesses that he assaulted his own client, and I can go find him and arrest him whether or not she presses charges. Want to keep up the shit with me?"
"Whatever it takes to barbecue your ass, Troy." Bacon said.
"Let's get started, shall we?" said John Jones, to move things along.
"Ralph Corkle..." I said, looking at the nerdish young man, "you don't seem to engender any loyalty in your people. They all turned on you. They all will testify that you gave the orders to change the votes------"
Bacon leaned over and whispered something to Ralph, then said "It will be our contention that since this was a caucus, whatever my client and the State Republican Party puts out is the official result... and therefore my client cannot have committed any crime."
"Harrumph!" said U.S. Attorney John Jones. "That's not going to hold up ten seconds in Federal Court."
"We already have precedents to show you're wrong on that." said Bacon. "And we're going to fight you every inch of the way, even if it takes years."
My eyes must've lit up in understanding, because Ralph Corkle suddenly said to me "Yes, Commander Troy... it's not going to matter. Because Sharon Marshall will not be on the ballot for Lieutenant Governor, no matter what. We're going to tie this up in the Courts for years... long past this election, maybe even the next election for Governor."
"Or U.S. Senator." I fired back. "But Ralph, that's not your problem, your real problem. I'm going to be bringing kidnapping charges against you. That's not some philosophical discussion about vote counting, that's an actual crime of violence against other persons. We're talking years... decades... of hard time in State Prison for you."
"Kidnapping? Really?" snarled Bacon. "You're whacko."
"No," said Jenna, "he's right. Your client attempted to confine everyone to the building, and several people have already sworn out criminal complaints. These are serious charges, and your client is looking at life in prison with the number of separate counts."
"Let's end this charade." said Bacon, to his client. "Go ahead and invoke."
"You're not even going to try to negotiate for your client?" asked a stunned Jenna.
"No." said Bacon. "Go ahead, Ralph. You have to say it out loud."
"Before I do," said Ralph Corkle, "I have just one thing to say: Don Troy, you can shove that crowbar up your fucking ass and sit and spin on it, and then you can burn in hell fire for all eternity. Don't bother offering any immunity deals; I won't take them. If you're hoping I'll implicate any of the great Republicans of this State, then you can shove that hope up your ass, too. Whatever it takes to destroy the Grassroots Conservatives, we will do it, and I'm willing to die in that cause."
"So you think you're going to be a frickin' martyr?" I asked, my voice full of cynicism, and venom.
"On the advice of counsel," Corkle intoned, "I invoke my right to remain silent. I will not answer any of your questions, and I will not help you in any way."
"As you wish." I said. "Let's go, guys." We all filed out, then Ralph Corkle was taken to the MPD jails.



Part 14 - Powdering Their Noses
Wednesday, October 10th, 7:30pm. We were sitting in the private room of the Midtown Chop House, talking about the case as we finished dinner.
"Something's not right." said Jenna Stiles, who was sitting to my right. "Corkle didn't even care that he's literally facing the rest of his life in prison. It's almost like he was relishing it."
"What could Hammonds have promised him," asked Shane O'Brady, who was sitting to Jenna's right, "to get him to immolate himself like that?"
"How do you know it's Hammonds?" Cindy asked. She was sitting across the table from Jenna, and to my left as I sat at the end of the table.
O'Brady said "Ralph Corkle was Hammonds's Chief of Staff before becoming the State Republican Party Chairman, or whatever they call the position. Corkle still lives in Pottsville, and sleeps in his office in Midtown." Cindy and I nodded.
"Maybe they threatened to kill him, or his family, if he cooperated?" Jenna mused.
"He doesn't have much family." O'Brady said. "He's not married, no kids that we know of. Parents may still be alive, but they moved to Florida some years ago, and if he's visited them it hasn't been for years."
"My belief," I said, "is that Corkle is a true believer, a cult worshipper of the Republican Establishment, and he is willing to take the fall for them."
"I can tell you this about him, too." I said. "Jenna, you're right that he's been a sleazebag for a long time. He was president of the College Republicans while he was at the University, and he had a column in the University newspaper, The Silver Sentinel. One day he wrote a column that was viciously unfriendly to Mahatma Ghandi. Then someone wrote a letter to the paper, detailing passages from a book about Ghandi and Corkle's almost exact same verbiage in his column."
"He plagiarized it, and got caught?" Cindy asked, her eyes lighting up.
"Yep." I said. "The paper printed an editorial, saying that Corkle's columns would no longer appear in their newspaper, which of course was and still is pretty leftwing. They did print his response, where he denied plagiarizing, and said the accusation was 'the most vicious form of personal attack possible'."
"That," Cindy said, "from a guy who attacked Ghandi, viciously and personally attacked you in the Interrogation Room, held people prisoner in the State Republican Office..."
"Yes, he's arrogant beyond belief." I said. "And if he gets out of those charges, he'll rise from crime to crime in the service of his Establishment Party until something serious happens."
"Will he get out of it? The kidnapping charges?" Cindy asked. I shrugged my shoulders.
"I dunno." I said. "We'll have to see who is Governor in two more years."
"Or two months, after next year's Legislature opens its session." Jenna said, perhaps meaning it humorously.
"Oh, Jared is not going anywhere." I said. "Unless he has a heart attack and dies, he'll finish his term. After that..." I continued, my eyes going introspective, "... there's no telling what will happen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm going to go powder my nose." Cindy said quietly to me. I nodded. She did not invite Jenna nor Kimberly Wesson to go with her, which was somewhat unusual as women often go powder their noses as a group. And after Cindy was out of sight, Jenna excused herself and headed to the bathroom.
Cindy was washing up when Jenna came in. Going right up to Cindy, the redheaded woman said angrily "I really don't appreciate you questioning my integrity like you did."
"What are you talking about?" Cindy said, her voice just short of scornful.
"I'm talking about that little shot you took at me at the Station." snarled Jenna. "Asking if I'd give Republicans deals. And right in front of everyone else. And don't tell me you were joking."
Cindy turned to face Jenna. "You're right, I wasn't joking. Everyone knows you're big on women's rights, which is laudable. But you are also very biased against the Republicans, and you've said so to me many times in the past. You were also right that Don is in charge, as he always is, and if he is good with you being here, fine. But if it had been me, I'd have asked you to recuse yourself and go home. It's not a question of integrity, but simply of potential bias."
"Bullshit." Jenna hissed. "It sure came off as questioning my integrity. I won't be forgetting it." She turned on her heel and exited the restroom. Cindy watched after her, trying to understand, and understand Jenna. Finally getting no answer, she put the matter into a compartment of her mind...
Part 15 - A Successful Sting
*CHIRP!*
That was Cindy's Police iPhone, indicating that she had a text.
"It's from Teresa." Cindy said. "She says 'come by the station when you get back'. What do you think that's about?"
"Probably something local." I replied, my eyes scanning the road for potential problems, then cutting over to Cindy, who was riding shotgun. Norm Chow was in the back seat, and while I trusted him, I just didn't want anything on the Holloway sting to be said out loud.
We had gotten a call asking us to bring all of our evidence to our home County. Federal Judge K.M. Landis was in Town, and along with Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom was taking over the case. The evidence included all the raw vote tallies from every county in the State, being delivered by State Patrol Officers... well armed and armored Officers. The judges wanted to see everything so that they could make rulings quickly, as we were really up against it, time-wise.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sooooo," said Chief Moynahan as we came into to a well-lit and very occupied Police Headquarters just before 11:00pm, still Wednesday, October 10th, "how did things goooo in Midtown?"
"Good, or bad, depending on how you want to look at it, sir." I said. "We found a lot of evidence and built huge cases for voter fraud. Good for integrity of voting and for law enforcement, but very very bad for the Republican Party in this State."
"I heard that some crowbar beat-downs had to be administerrrrred." said the Chief. "You did not waste much time christening that new green crowbar, Ms. Rosssss." He was smiling as he said it.
Cindy beamed as she held up the aforementioned crowbar. "Yes sir, we got work done today."
"Come on into the Main Conference Roooooom." invited the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joining us was Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, Captain Teresa Croyle, Captain Tanya Perlman, Lieutenant Irwin, Lieutenant Mary Milton, and new Vice Detectives Roark Coleman and George Newman. Roark was white, fairly tall, lanky, with black hair. We jokingly called him 'Howard Roark', the Ayn Rand main character in her book 'The Fountainhead'. Newman was black, stocky but not nearly as much as Rudistan, and was a very smart guy. Some jokingly called him George Foreman, but I didn't see it myself...
"We sent Janice Holloway on home." said Tanya. "She went to the Harlow campaign meeting tonight. She was wearing a wire, and had a recorder in her purse."
"How did it go?" I asked, already having seen the excited faces when they came in.
"We hit the gold mine, sir." said Mary Milton in a way only the purple-haired woman could say it.
Tanya took over: "Janice's recorder got it, and the wire transmitted it to our van, where Roark and Foreman were on stakeout, just outside in the parking lot."
They played the audio tape. It was damning. If Tunnin and Harlow went through with it, they would be cold-busted.
"It's on for Friday." said Teresa. "As you heard, Tunnin, Harlow, Amber Harris and Lester Holder discussed it extensively. They also asked Janice if she had reconsidered, and would make a charge against Teddy Parker, but she said she couldn't, as she'd been warned off. They seemed to accept that."
"And that is very, very good for our case." Paulina said.
"If they go through with it." I said.
"You think they won't?" asked Teresa.
"If they get wind that we have this, they'd be idiots to go through with it." I replied. "But beyond that, this voter fraud thing is going to be so big that it might drown out the publicity they're hoping to get. Additionally, I'm no political expert, but they may consider the damage this voter fraud thing does to be enough in itself to derail any Republican's campaign... including Daniel Allgood's campaign for Mayor, and so they won't go through with this plan."
"I'll bet you a steak dinner for all these people that Harlow and Tunnin will do it." Cindy said to me.
"And I'll take that bet," I said, "but only so that one or the other of us will be buying these guys dinner for their outstanding work. I won't mind losing this bet, either."
"Quite the opposite, I daresay." Tanya said, her cherubic smile bright, her eyes sparkling. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction, albeit in a friendly manner.
"Commander Ross," asked Teresa, "why do you think they'll do it anyway?"
"Harlow's hatred." Cindy said. "I think for her it's more than a political ploy... with her, it's personal. And not just against Daniel Allgood." Everyone nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I brought Roark and Newman into my office after the meeting, and had them sit in the hot chairs, with Tanya perched between them. Teresa, and Cindy were also present, sitting on the sofa behind the others.
"First of all, guys, you've done great work on this stakeout mission over the last few days." I said. "Second, I wanted to ask a few questions. I know you've been getting meta-data of calls to and from Harlow, as allowed by the warrant. Did any of those calls come from or go to Senator Katherine Woodburn?"
"No sir," said Roark, "unless the Senator called from a burner phone. And there have been a number of calls between burners and Harlow's cell phone. Those same numbers have contacted Lester Holder's cellphone, but those burners were pinging from the City, not from here nor Midtown."
"Oh really!" I said, my eyes widening. "That is very interesting... is it not, Captain Perlman?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "But we know the Penis Holder is part of this already." Cindy had begun laughing at Tanya's use of Lester Holder's derogatory nickname, and Roark and Newman joined in that laughter. Like Teresa, I just shook my head and chuckled. A red crowbar was waved in Tanya's general direction.
"Okay, guys, outstanding work. Go home and get some sleep." I said. After the Detectives left, I said "Not bad hires from our Uniform ranks, eh wot?"
"They've done well, just as Roy and Julia are doing well in MCD." Tanya said.
"Don, I was getting a huge vibe from you a minute ago." said Cindy. "What got you so perked up?"
I gave a wan smile. "Those burner calls." I said. "Who do you think Della and the Penis Holder have been talking to?"
"We have no idea." said Tanya. "Burners are nearly impossible to trace back to a name, if that name used cash to buy them."
"True." I said. "But use your imaginations."
"Insufficient data, and it's way too late at night for this." said Cindy. "Give me the Iron Crowbar Cliff Notes." I could see that our Deputy Police Chief was tired and was getting cranky. So I conceded the point.
"Very well." I said. "I would guess that the burners are in the hands of..."
To be continued.
Who, dear readers, will the Iron Crowbar say?
The answer will be in the next exciting Chapter of Justice!
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Part 16 - Ink By the Barrel
"I would guess that the burners are in the hands of..." I said, "...the Civil Rights Division of the United States Department of Justice."
Cindy's eyes widened in shock. Teresa's face did not change at all. Tanya nodded thoughtfully.
"It makes sense." my Captain of Detectives said.
"And that's why I think Cindy will win the bet." I said. "Harlow will go through with the accusation, because she is colluding with the DOJ to come in against me if I try to do anything about the accusation against Allgood."
"This is getting ugly." said Tanya.
"Getting?" Teresa said derisively, her voice cutting.
"What's getting ugly is my lack of sleep." I said. "You guys go home. Now. That is not a request..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the tired-looking redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, October 11th, from in front of the Courthouse complex on the east side of Courthouse Square. "Fox Two News has learned that Federal Judge K.M. Landis and Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom have made landmark rulings in the ongoing Lieutenant Governor voting scandal!"
"First, a recap of yesterday's activities." Bettina said. "The SBI and FBI, acting upon State and Federal warrants, raided the State Republican Office in Midtown yesterday morning. When the security forces there resisted, they were engaged in personal combat by SBI Inspector Donald Troy and SBI Reserve Captain Cindy Ross, who subdued and arrested at least twelve armed guards without a shot being fired."
"Several Republican staffers were arrested, and admitted that they had falsified voting tallies from 54 of the 96 counties." Bettina continued. "They were all released after fingering State Republican Party Chair Ralph Corkle as the man who gave the orders to change the vote tallies. Mr. Corkle is a former Chief of Staff for Pottsville Republican Representative Wilson Hammonds, said to be the most powerful Republican in the State. Representative Hammonds has not been implicated in this scandal... so far."
"The action moved to the Courts," said Bettina, "where lawyers for Representative Sharon Marshall of Westphalia, including lawyer Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... again, that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... filed lawsuits to have Marshall named the winner of the caucuses based upon the vote counts submitted by the 96 county Republican offices and the City's Republicans. The State Republican Party filed a countersuit, saying that State Attorney General Karl Handel was the rightful winner and should be the name on the ballot."
"State Secretary of State Brian Cagle declared Handel the winner," continued Bettina, "but Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom of the Town & County issued an injunction preventing Secretary Cagle from certifying Handel. Appellate Judge Leahy immediately overturned Folsom's injunction, and said that Secretary Cagle could proceed, but his ruling was stopped by an injunction from State Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert Johnson. The State Supreme Court convened yesterday and will be in special session today."
"Federal Judge K.M. Landis also came in with an injunction preventing Secretary Cagle from certifying Karl Handel as the winner," said Bettina, "citing clear evidence of egregious violations of Federal as well as State election laws. Political experts were surprised that Judge Landis intervened so forcefully and actively in what they say should be a State matter."
"And now let's go to political reporter Amber Harris for more information on these historic events. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde. "First, Ralph Corkle is being represented by Brafford Bacon, who is also an attorney on the staff of Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen. When asked if he would investigate Commander Troy's role in the raid upon the State Republican Office, Mr. Mullen said, quote, 'I will investigate every aspect of Commander Troy's abuse of power and Police brutality.', unquote."
"However," went on Amber, "State Senators Jimmy Cerone and Moe Molinari issued a joint statement, which was endorsed by State Senator Katherine Woodburn of the 1st District, saying that such an investigation of Commander Troy would be outside the scope of Mr. Mullen's mandate as Independent State Counsel, and that they, Senators Cerone and Molinari, would file lawsuits to block Mr. Mullen from the attempt to expand his investigation in such a manner. They also said that the Legislature could move to shut down the ISE's investigation of Governor Jared altogether if Mr. Mullen, quote, 'continues to harass Commander Troy or Sharon Marshall by abusing his authority by unlawfully attempting to expand the Independent State Counsel mandate', close quote."
"We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." said Amber. "Dr. Keller, what does the Cerone/Molinari declaration mean?"
"Amber," said Keller in the smoothest voice he could muster, "it is obvious that these two powerful legislators are trying to cover for Commander Troy's abusive tactics. What should frighten everyone is that Commander Troy is going to owe these powerful men a debt for their support of him, and we can only wonder what they'll ask Commander Troy to do... maybe to cover up a crime, or intimidate women with credible claims of sexual harassment, as Val Jared had Commander Troy do? This is just very frightening, and I would urge the Town & County Council to fire Commander Troy immediately, before he hurts innocent people."
"Back to you, Bettina!" Amber said happily.
"Amber," said Bettina, "what does Dr. Keller say about what's going to happen for the General Elections?"
Amber was put back onscreen. "Dr. Keller has had to go, to do other interviews, but I talked with him earlier about that, and he said that all this could be tied up for months, even years, in Court, and he expects there will be no Republican name for Lt. Governor on the General Election ballot. It could be that Senator Maxine Watts's name will also be disallowed, though no one is claiming any voter fraud at all by the Democrats."
"Thank you, Amber! That's amazing stuff!" said Bettina. "And finally, deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared gave a sparsely attended Press conference yesterday afternoon. He thanked the SBI-OER for their fast response and getting to the truth, and he thanked Commander Troy and Captain Ross for their assistance in the investigation. The Governor said that he believes Sharon Marshall should be declared the winner and put on the ballot. Sharon Marshall is one of Jared's few allies in the Legislature that is willing to admit being a Jared supporter."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Can you sue that Keller bastard for those comments?" Cindy asked me as the Command Group and all the Captains (those under Cindy as well as those under me, including Chaplain (Captain) Romano) watched in the Main Conference Room.
"Yes, I can." I said. "But I'd likely not win, and he'd get publicity and a lot of money to support what they would call his martyrdom and being bullied by that mean ol' Police Commander with the crowbar." There was tepid laughter.
"So what's going to happen, Mr. Crowbarrr?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"With Federal Judge Landis jumping in the pool," I said, "this will be resolved to-day. I will not be surprised if Marshall is put on the ballot, and then the lawsuits will be hashed out over time, but by then it will not matter."
"Why is Landis getting involved?" asked Captain Marc Aaron, the Physical Properties guy.
"I think he's tired of the crap." I said. "Ladies, want to get an early start on the Angels meeting?"
"You guys go ahead." said Cindy. "I'm going to meet with my guys."
"Where is Lieutenant Hollowayyyy?" asked the Chief.
"She's on assignment." said Cindy. "I told her to sleep in and go directly to City Hall and meet with the Public Service civilians there when they open for business. It seems that Police Chaplains earning Police Crosses does not compute well with their computer system over there." She patted Father Romano on the shoulder as she said it.
We all laughed, and I said "Maybe I should send Father Romano over to do an exorcism on those computers."
"I was hoping you'd send him to do an exorcism on all the politicians in this State." said Teresa. "Lord knows they need the Devil beaten out of them." There was much agreement with that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I didn't want to say this in front of Captain Aaron or the others," I said to Teresa and Tanya as we sat down in my office, "but Judge Landis and Judge Rodney K. Watts have been good friends for a long time, and Landis is very aware of some of the corruption going on. Watts has stayed in the background so that he cannot be accused of not recusing himself, since Maxine Watts is his cousin; and Folsom was not going to let Nance touch any of this stuff. Thank God for Landis, too, as Leahy is so far to the Left he tilts the boat. Okay, what are your agenda items for me this morning?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:58am, I said "Let's watch some TV." I turned on the KSTD broadcast.
An ad came on. A woman said "Political corruption. The stench of voter fraud permeates the State as the Republicans rig the vote. Antonio Griswold and Daniel Allgood are running as Republicans, as part of this corrupt Party... and furthermore, they've allowed Commander Donald Troy to exercise Police brutality against Minorities, shooting indiscriminately into a public park (a helicopter flying at night was shown), and allow his child to be exploited for political purposes (Carole at the Grizz rally was shown, though sound was not allowed). How do we stop this corruption and brutality? Vote Democrat."
"Hi, I'm Della Harlow, candidate for Sheriff, and not on the corrupt Republican ticket." said Harlow.
Then Eldrick X. Weaver appeared, saying "I'm Eldrick Weaver, candidate for Mayor against Daniel Allgood of the corrupt Republican Party. Commander Harlow and I are running as a team to fight corruption and Police brutality."
"The Democrats will work hard to restore integrity to Government, and weed out the corruption that infests the top levels of the TCPD." said Harlow. "I'm Della Harlow, and I approved this message."
"I'm Eldrick Weaver, I approved this message, and like so many of you," he said, pointing at Della, "I'm with her!"
The KSTD/SNN broadcast had nothing new. They had Cynthia Freeman interviewing the snake, Dr. Adam S. Keller, who said about me the same things he'd said to Amber.
"I think he's goading you, Commander." said Tanya. "I think he wants you to sue him."
"Yes, that's exactly what he wants." I said. "Imagine his surprise when he finds out I don't exactly play by his rules."
"Heh!" said Teresa happily. She was itching to break a few rules herself.
"What about that ad, sir?" Teresa asked.
"Uhhh... on the one hand, it was well done, attempts to take advantage of the scandal." I said. "They must think they can help Harlow by having Weaver appear with her in that ad. On the bad side, they can run against me all they want, but it's like shadow-boxing... they don't have an opponent, I'm not running, they're punching at air. And mayyyyybe I'm a weeeeeee bit biased, but to show that cute-as-a-button child supporting Chief Griswold in their ad? Makes me want to vote for Griswold."
"Sir... how badly will this hurt the Republicans?" Tanya asked.
"It's going to be worse than a wave." said Teresa. "It's going to be a tsunami, a wipeout."
"You might be very surprised to hear," I said, "that it may not be. Some Establishment Republicans in close races will lose, but a number of Grassroots Conservatives won Party nominations in the rural areas. They've already been campaigning on a 'Change' platform, so if they work it right, they might do all right."
"Is that wishful thinking on your part, Don?" Tanya asked incisively.
"Uh... yeah." I admitted. "Like the Wolf of Clan Troy just said... it's going to be a tsunami..."
Part 17 - A New Hope?
At 11:00am, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone came to my office. It was not lost on Your Iron Crowbar that he was spending more time over here than 'normal'.
"Hi, Jack." I said. "Thanks for your help yesterday. Having the FBI there really made our job easier."
"I don't think it's too much to claim that it kept Wilson Hammonds and some of the others from going to Midtown and harassing the hell out of you and the SBI-OER people." said Muscone. I agreed with him, as he was correct.
"It was a long day, too." I said. "You look tired."
"Yeah, after you guys left Midtown for home," said Jack, "we FBI guys still had a lot to do in Midtown, then we had to drive up to the City and meet with the EAD for two hours."
"About the Guardians of Justice?" I asked.
"That was some of it." said Jack. "But also a briefing on what's going on in Washington. Don, you need to take those threats by the DOJ seriously. The Swamp Frogs are using the Civil Rights Division to get back at you. Partially for revenge, and partially because they want to get their people into positions of power in this State, and they fear you interfering with their plans."
"They'd better fear that." I muttered.
"Yeah, I know." said Muscone. "But they're not kidding about arresting you, which is just another word for 'disappearing' you. And you know the Press hates you so much that they not only would keep silent about it, they will help the Swamp Frogs get rid of you."
"I know." I said. "They're working together now to do it." Muscone must've been really tired, because that went over his head.
He continued: "We're going to do what we can to help you with the DOJ people. We have Judge Landis's Court order that they have to go through him to get to you. But we think they'll do what they want, and by the time Landis hears about it, you'll be dead already---"
*Whirrrrrrrrr*
That sound was followed by Helena opening the door to admit Tanya Perlman, who said "Turn on the TV, guys. Breaking news!"
I turned on the monitor to KXTC as Helena closed the door, leaving us alone. We watched as the 'BREAKING NEWS' graphic flashed up, then Bettina Wurtzburg appearing.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette. "We are breaking into the 'Point Taken' broadcast to update you on the increasingly fluid situation with the special caucuses!"
Bettina started: "Earlier this morning, Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom issued a ruling on the lawsuits filed over the voting returns of the Republican caucuses. He found that the State Republican Office had changed the vote numbers in 54 of the 96 county returns, and had changed the numbers to a degree that would change the outcome. Per the 96 county returns plus the City's, Sharon Marshall won by a wide margin." Bettina gave the numbers.
"In his ruling for Rep. Marshall and the Plaintiffs," said Bettina, "Judge Folsom ordered Secretary of State Brian Cagle to certify Sharon Marshall as the winner of the Republican Caucuses, and to put her name on the ballot for Lieutenant Governor in the General Election in November. Brian Cagle refused to follow that order, and stated that his original certification of Karl Handel would stand."
"Governor Jared then issued an order for Cagle to comply with the Court Order, or face arrest for voter fraud." Bettina said. "Secretary Cagle issued a press statement in reply that Governor Jared had no standing in this matter, that he, Cagle, was an elected official, and that Governor Jared was a failed Governor that should be impeached and made to stand criminal trial for abuse of power in using the SBI to suppress the credible claims of two women that accused Jared of sexual harassment."
Bettina continued: "At that point, Federal Judge K.M. Landis issued a Federal order saying what Judge Folsom's order had said, and warned Secretary Cagle that a failure to comply and a failure to certify Rep. Marshall would result in Cagle's arrest and imprisonment for Contempt of Court. At that point, just half an hour ago, State Secretary of State Brian Cagle resigned as Secretary of State rather than comply with the Court orders."
Bettina went on: "Assistant Secretary of State Kirby Grace did follow the Court order, and has certified Representative Sharon Marshall as the Republican candidate for Lieutenant Governor in November. However, the State Republican Party sued to stop that, and also denounced Marshall and stated that she did not have the backing nor standing to be listed as the Republican's nominee. Folsom immediately dismissed the lawsuit, saying they'd already made that complaint as their countersuit to the Marshall lawsuit, and that he, Folsom, and Judge Landis had ruled against them."
"Appellate Judge Leahy granted the State Republicans's request for a stay until the appeals could be heard," said Bettina, "but again, Federal Judge K.M. Landis stepped in and overturned the the stay, saying that Marshall's name would be on the ballot, that she would be listed as the Republican nominee, and that appeals could be heard in due time, but that would not be allowed to thwart the will of the People in the votes they cast last Tuesday night."
"We have with us Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Politics." said Bettina. "Dr. Romanov, what does all this mean?"
"This is a terrible blow to our democracy, Bettina." said Dr. Romanov. "Sharon Marshall did not win this caucus, and her name should not appear on the ballot until the appeals are exhausted."
"Doctor, that could take months, and the election is in November." said Bettina. "Wouldn't withholding her name disenfranchise those that voted for her?"
"That is an unbelievably stupid question, Ms. Wurtzburg!" shouted Romanov. "Are you on Val Jared's side? Supporting his candidate instead of the rightful winner, Karl Handel?"
At that point, the feed cut off. I'd later find out that Romanov walked out of the room he was in, tearing off the microphone he was wearing and hurling it at the cameraman.
"We seem to have lost our connection with Dr. Romanov." Bettina said, unperturbed, and perhaps with pun intended. "Let's go to Amber Harris at the Fox Two Decision Desk with more reaction... and another breaking news item, Amber?"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris. "Fox Two News has just been told that State Attorney Jenna Stiles, who represented the State in the investigation of the State Republican Office, sent a letter to SDOJ Regional Director Harold Bennett and Governor Val Jared saying that she is recusing herself from any further participation in the case. State Attorney Glenn Alberts, who lost the Jan Camp lawsuit against the State, is expected to replace Ms. Stiles as the State Attorney for the case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Every time Della Harlow ran the ad using Charlie Griswold's photo, Chief Griswold invoked 'equal time' laws to force the television station to run my rebuttal ad. So Harlow stopped running that ad and began running the Eldrick X. Weaver ad. And then her even newer ad ran as Jack, Tanya, and I were watching the breaking news. I happen to have DVR'd it.



"Okay, guys, I need to have a conversation with the Deputy Chief." I said. Jack said he'd go talk to the Chief, and Tanya went to MCD.
When Cindy came in, she felt the vibe as well as saw my face. "What's wrong?" she asked.
"Have a seat." I said, having her sit on the sofa. I sat down next to her and hit the DVR remote to replay the ad.
"Hello, I'm Jenna Stiles, candidate for District Attorney." said the darker-red-haired woman. "Republican corruption extends from the Governor's Mansion to our Town & County here. We need strong, new leadership to clean up the corruption, from Eldrick Weaver as Mayor to Della Harlow as Sheriff. I hope you will join me in supporting Mr. Weaver, and especially Ms. Harlow, in their efforts to bring clean, honest government back to our County. Della Harlow... I'm with her!" The ad finished with the boilerplate 'I approved this message' and the small print saying that Harlow's campaign paid for the ad.
Cindy said nothing for three long minutes, just staring silently at the opposite wall under the TV monitor. Then she got up, saying only "Thank you for showing me." and fled out the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With all of the excitement of the elections going on, I decided it would be a good time to concentrate on local things, and continue the search for Jack Lewis and Richard 'Dick' Ferrell. I went to one of the secure cubicles of Classroom 'F', and utilized the enhanced security the Mighty Miltons had provided to the computers in these frosted-glass-enclosed cubicles with doors.
Two hours later, there was a knock on the cubicle door. I opened it to see Chief Griswold. "Come on in, Chief, but it's a tight fit."
"Har." said Griswold. "I'd go tell Perlman it's still bigger than her old Lieutenant office, but she'd beat the hell out of me if I did." I laughed out loud.
"That was my office once, too." I said. "And I empathize with her on that." As the Chief sat down next to me, I said "What can I do for you, Chief?"
"Oh, you being in here suggests you're working on Jack Lewis stuff." said the old Chief. "And it's a nice getaway place from the Media frenzy out there."
"So I guess you're here in the first place to talk to Captain Ross." I said astutely.
"Not much gets by you, Crowbar." said Griswold. "She was angry about that ad Harlow ran, where Stiles is endorsing Harlow. I took her to lunch, had a good talk with her. Then we tried to go out into the parking lot, and we got ambushed by at least thirty reporters. But they don't call it the 'Cop Bar' for nothing, and we had a lot of Police and Fire Department people forcibly clear a path for us to get to the car."
"Good grief." I said. "So, Chief, how bad is this scandal going to hurt your campaign?"
"I don't know yet." said Griswold. "My campaign has been a lot like the D.A. campaigns... it has an almost non-partisan feel to it when I talk to groups like the Kiwanis Club and the Ladies Auxiliary. It only gets partisan when Harlow tries to make Val (Jared) an issue. But neither Val nor I have been directly hit by what Hammonds did to try to steal the caucus win from Sharon Marshall."
"However," continued the Chief, "Daniel Allgood's campaign is entirely different; it's partisan politics all the way. And I think this scandal is going to hurt him and his campaign."
"I think you're right, Chief." I said. "But give it time... the Democrats will take advantage of every opportunity to fuck things up, and have what they think will be winning strategies to backfire on them. Like using that photo of Charlie, and whining about your getting the endorsement of local five-year-olds."
"Yeah." said Griswold, and I could sense his anger over those two attacks. "So... whaddya got on that bastard Lewis?"
"Some very interesting things." I said. "Wargrave owned the Cannon Building in the City. His private office was on the top floor, and his home was the entire floor below. Senator Russell bought those spaces, but not the entire building. It was sold off condo-style to numerous businesses that had or have business offices there. There are no other permanent living quarters in the Cannon Building, just Russell's penthouse suite."
"So." I said. "I asked myself where Lilly Wargrave went to live. Turns out she had an apartment suite in a residential tower northeast of the Federal Building, just northwest of the Cannon Building. After the Appledorf Apartment Towers were completed," (Author's note: Those are mentioned in 'Power', Ch. 01.) "... a new project was built by an associate of Henry Wargrave. It's called the Wynand Building. It was intended to be a mixed-use building, but ended up being virtually all luxury apartments. The dry cleaning service, laundry service, housecleaning service, and businesses on the ground floor all service the tenants of the condos more than any business they get from people walking in."
"Sounds like a nice place to live." said the Chief. "Everything taken care of."
"Yes, true." I said. "And that's where Lilly Wargrave lives. The penthouse is the 24th floor, and Lilly has a rather large apartment on the 22d floor. I managed to get the floor plans with Moe Molinari's help. Lilly's front door is right across from the main elevators, but the side exit from her kitchen goes to this side hall. It's cut off from the main hall by a door that looks like a panel in the wall. At the end of this hall is a private elevator that only opens on that floor and goes straight to the first underground level, the garage level."
"Private elevator to a near-private garage space." the Chief said.
"Yes." I said. "There are four such private elevators, Lilly's being in the southeast corner, or near the corner. On the southwest side, the elevator serves the 21st floor apartment on that end. On the northeast side, it services the 23d floor apartment, and the northwest elevator goes to the penthouse suite."
"Ahhhh, you think Lewis and Ferrell are in some of these other apartments?" asked Griswold.
"Maybe." I said. "What I spent this morning looking at was who owns condos in the building. Ownerships turned over in the last few years, especially during economic downturns. The HOA fees for all the amenities are higher than the Heritage Cloisters, though they're getting decent services at the Wynand Building. Buyers were various companies, who could write off the fees and let their executives live there either short- or long-term. Lilly Wargrave owns her condo and Wargrave's trust that keeps her up pays the HOA fees for her. Of course, she's only being charged the regular fees of one apartment, though she owns the equivalent of two apartments."
"What about the penthouse?" asked the Chief. "Did Wargrave live there, or use it for business?"
"BigBenefit Insurance bought it from... BigPharmaCorp." I said, looking at the record. "Jeffrey Woolsey is the CEO of BigBenefit Insurance. He may be one of the Big Boyz, but he's kept out of the limelight. BigBenefit is based in Charlotte, North Carolina. He and other executives use the place when they're in the City, and use it to 'entertain', as Cindy's favorite home show channels say."
"If Lewis and Ferrell are living there," said the Chief, "someone, or a camera, will see them. Especially Ferrell."
"Yes, unless they never come out." I said. "But there's something else about this complex that has my interest. When it was built, they dug a really, really deep hole in the ground. I saw some Lexis-Nexis news articles about it. The builders said it was for reinforcement to make the building earthquake-proof. Of course the garage is underground, but the hole was much deeper."
"And this facility was created for the so-called 'wealthiest Americans'." said the Chief. "They could hide down there, hole up, wait out any catastrophe or riots."
"Or they worked with the Government to make some kind of facility that could be used in times of emergency, or whatever FEMA calls it when they declare martial law." I said. The Chief chuckled.
I continued: "It occurs to me that Lewis and Ferrell, and who knows who else, could hide down there. Maybe one of these exclusive elevators goes all the way down there. It might be worth going on a recon mission to check it out."
"How would you get in there?" asked the Chief. "And especially into any hidden dungeons?"
"Ohhhhhh," I said with a grin, "there's a couple of ways to do it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:00pm, still Thursday, October 11th, SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow and FBI Special Agent Martin Nash came to Police Headquarters. Cindy and I went with them into the Main Conference Room, where we started up a video conference with SBI Inspector General Brittany M. Maxwell in Westphalia, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone in the City, and Detective Shane O'Brady in Pottsville... at least I think it was Pottsville.
"Even with Jenna Stiles recusing herself," said Norm Chow, "Ralph Corkle won't budge."
"His lawyer filed for a restraining order after we tried to talk to him again about copping a plea." said Nash. "We've been looking at phone records with O'Brady, to see if Corkle talked to Wilson Hammonds on Tuesday, particularly Tuesday evening. There's several calls, but we can't prove they didn't just call to wish each other happy birthday, or something similarly innocuous."
"And they did not exchange any emails at all that pertain to the Lieutenant Governor race." said O'Brady. "I wouldn't expect them to spell it out in emails to each other, but the fact they didn't mention the special caucus election at all is suspicious. Unfortunately, Grand Juries don't indict for suspicious lacks of communication."
"That's true." I said. "I am not hopeful we'll find a 'smoking gun' that truly ties Hammonds in with the vote rigging. He's going to have made sure he has 'plausible deniability' on it. I think that was a huge reason we didn't see any of the politicians come down to the State Republican Office."
"I get that, Commander," said Martin Nash. "But it's hard for me to believe that Ralph Corkle was the top of the chain on this. He didn't do it himself."
"I agree." said Britt Maxwell. "But we just don't have any proof."
"If we could get something... anything..." said Shane O'Brady, "then I think I can go Court and get subpoenas for Wilson Hammonds's various communications... texts, more phone meta-data, stuff like that."
"We've got Ralph Corkle's personal and professional smart phones." said Norm Chow. "We've got the texts from those, and again... simply nothing we can use."
"No texts from someone named 'Moonbase Alpha' or anything like that?" I asked, meaning it as a joke."
"You know, sir," said Norm Chow, "I'm not sure. I'm going to go back and check. O'Brady, be my guest if you'd like to come up to Westphalia and work with us on it."
"On my way." said O'Brady. We ended the conference call. Norm Chow made his goodbyes and left for Westphalia.
"O'Brady really wants to nail Hammonds to the wall." I said. "I would love to help him make that happen, too."
"You've got more pressing issues right now." Cindy said. "Like the DOJ wanting to 'disappear' you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Fox Two News at Six!" said the athletic reporterette at 6:00pm at the KXTC anchor desk. "On what has been one of the most chaotic political news days in years, we have late breaking information!"
"Just an hour ago," said Amber, "the State Republican Party announced the their Party Chair, Ralph Corkle, had been 'terminated for cause' for rigging the caucus election vote tallies. The press statement also said that the decision and actions to rig the votes was Corkle's alone, that he did not receive instructions from anyone else to take the unlawful actions that he took."
"The Republican State Senate Caucus of the State Legislature," said Amber, "led by State Senator Moe Molinari, endorsed State Representative Sharon Marshall for the Lieutenant Governor position today. However, the State House Caucus, led by State Representative Wilson Hammonds, refused to endorse Marshall, and encouraged a write-in campaign for State Attorney General Karl Handel. Many Republican State Representatives gave individual endorsements to Rep. Marshall, including the 1st District's representative, Billy Williams, and Nextdoor County's Peter Long Cox."
Part 18 - Day of the (Iron) Hornet's Sting
Friday, October 12th. At 6:00am I arrived at Police Headquarters. I stopped by the Duty Desk to find the Sergeant and Patrolman at work on their tasks, and everything through the night efficiently processed. They informed me that there were no incidents the night before, not even a traffic accident. That was unusual, but I was grateful to hear it.
I went to my office, seeing that the light in Cindy's office was on. I went into my office and started a pot of coffee, then went to her office... but the door was locked.
Figuring she might be in the gym, I headed down the back hallway. I passed the wall space where photos past Chiefs of Police and past Medal of Valor winners were hanging, and got a weird feeling that something was odd about it... then thought I must've dreamed it, but I couldn't remember what the dream was...
Going into the gym, I saw the Deputy Chief was indeed there, green crowbar in hand and wearing a white plastic armor suit and football helmet. A smaller person was similarly attired, and using an orange crowbar. Cindy's antagonist was not Teresa, I realized.
Going up to the small group that was watching the sparring, I was handed a helmet with a plastic face shield by Lt. Rudistan. Putting it on, I watched as Cindy instructed her pupil, who was pretty good though new to personal combat techniques. And then I realized who it was... it was Janice Holloway.
And then, suddenly, Cindy yelled out "NO JOY!" which was the 'safeword' to stop fighting. She rushed to a small, plastic lined trash can on the other side of their mats that formed a 'ring', and got sick. Very sick, the Green Crowbar was.
"Okayyyyyy..." I said. "While the Deputy Chief cleans herself up, let's go over a few personal defense things." I walked onto the mats, in my Police uniform, gunbelt and all, with the helmet on but no body armor save the 'girdle' under my shirt. "Okay, Holloway, let's see if you've learned anything."
"Box!" yelled out Rudistan. Janice was clearly taken aback that I had no armor on, and she wasn't trying very hard. I made a few moves to keep her subdued, then stopped the fight.
"Lieutenant Holloway," I said, taking off my helmet, "are you taking it easy on me because I don't have body armor on?"
"Uhh..." Janice stammered.
"Everyone! The perps are not going to care if you have body armor on!" I said to everyone. "We have the helmet and face shield rule here, but other than that, you should be going full-on, whether it's practice, taking down perps, or your normal duties, is that not right?"
"Yes sir!" came a chorus.
"In fact, let me show you." I said. "Holloway, hand that puke orange crowbar to... Rudistan." Catcalls and cheers started up. "Get your ass on the mats, Rudistan!"
"Oh, shit." Rudistan muttered.
"Box!" yelled Cindy, who was still kneeling by the trash can. I went after Rudistan. He put up a good defense, as he had become a skilled artist with a crowbar over the past few years. But he still didn't press his own attacks. I got him a couple of good ones on the outer legs.
"Come on, Rudistan!" yelled Cindy. "Get after him!" After a moment, she put her headgear back on and walked back into the ring. "Get back to the side, Rudistan. I'll show you how it's done!"
And she did. Cindy Ross showed no mercy, and came after me hard. She was wearing the plastic body armor and I was not, but I was ready. At first I stayed defensive, parrying everything she did, and also realizing I needed this training, and more often, to keep my own skills up.
Then I attacked. Cindy barely parried my first two attempts to beat the green crowbar out of her hands, but then she caught up and counterattacked. The gym filled with the clangs of iron-on-iron as we fought as if this were the Police Boxing Matches Championship round.
"Uhhh... NO JOY!" Cindy suddenly yelled. She rushed for the trash can again and got to it just in time. Most very sick, the Green Crowbar was...
"You okay?" I asked.
"I will be." Cindy said weakly. I had everyone present run through some routine personal combat drills with each other as Cindy took her trash can to the women's locker room. Janice Holloway followed, to help Cindy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am sharp, from in front of City Hall. Her location was a cluuuuuuue. "Fox Two News has learned that the State Republican Party has dropped all of their lawsuits involving the caucus races for the Lieutenant Governor nomination!"
"The State Republican Party is not endorsing Sharon Marshall," said Bettina, "but they are conceding that there is no way they can keep her off the November ballot with Superior Court and the Federal Courts stacked completely against them. Early voting begins Monday morning, and Marshall's name will be on the ballot as she squares off against State Senator Maxine Watts of the 'Badlands' District in the City."
"We have with us Karl Frazier of the well-respected polling firm, 'Public Policy Polling'." said Bettina. "Karl, has the vote-rigging scandal hurt the Republicans?"
"In some places, Bettina." said Frazier. "Statewide, Maxine Watts has a 42-38% lead over Sharon Marshall, but there is 20% undecided, which is a huge number. We attribute that partially to these candidates just being named. In many of the State House races, the Democrats are making solid gains, though they were leading already in many of those races."
"What are the important areas of the state to watch, Karl?" asked Bettina.
Frazier said "We're watching the suburbs of Midtown, Southport, our Town & County, and the City. The suburbs, which are normally Republican-leaning, will make the difference this year."
"And locally?" Bettina asked.
"If there was any chance for Kirdy Stevens to defeat Katherine Woodburn," said Karl Frazier, "it looks to be gone now after the scandal. Mayor Larry Vaughan was nearly even with Congressman Gerald A. Condor, but he's fallen five points since the scandal broke Tuesday night."
"As to the Sheriff race," said Frazier, "Chief Antonio Griswold still holds a solid 67-30% lead over Della Harlow, and that race is acting like the non-partisan D.A. race. That D.A. race started breaking more solidly for Solicitor Miriam Walters after Jenna Stiles endorsed Della Harlow for Sheriff, which was an 'unforced error' on Ms. Stiles part."
"But the big race, for Mayor," said Frazier, "has become more interesting. Sheriff Daniel Allgood was beginning to build a lead, up 54-40% on Tuesday morning, but it's now a dead heat, 48-48%, with a crucial 4% undecided."
"Karl," said Bettina, glancing at the camera for a second as if in warning or anticipation, "it doesn't look like the Republican corruption scandal has harmed some local Republican candidates, is that right?"
"There's been some damage." said Frazier. "But in the all-important Mayoral race, it hasn't harmed Mr. Allgood nearly as much as was anticipated..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Only Detective Jerome Davis was in MCD at 7:00am. The other MCD Detectives trickled in around 7:30am. Yes, it was Friday, but I wondered what that was all about.
My three Angels trickled into my office just before 8:00am. Cindy came in right after the other two, so I made no mention of her earlier illness, and she looked like she felt better as she drank her coffee.



"O-kayyyy," I said, "let's watch some TV..." Teresa had somehow secured the remote, and she turned on the television monitor.
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful reporterette right at 8:00am. "Five-Alive News is bringing you all the news you have a right to know!"
After going through the same stories Bettina had about the Lieutenant Governor election, Cynthia then said "We are proud to have Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Politics join us as a Five-Alive News Contributor! Dr. Romanov, can we count on Republican corruption and this scandal to ensure Democrat wave victories State-wide as well as in the local races?"
"Yes, Cynthia," said Dr. Romanov, "The Democrats can use the corruption of the Republicans as well as the racism of Val Jared as effective campaign tool to ensure strong victories in November. This should be true locally, as well, especially in the Mayor's race. But the Sheriff's race will be a tougher uphill climb for the Democrats."
"Thank you, Dr. Romanov, and welcome to the SNN networks!" said Cynthia happily. She then turned to the camera and said "And Five-Alive News has just learned that there will be a press conference at 10:00am at City Hall! As always, the SNN networks will be covering it, and all of the news events to keep you informed of the news you have a right to know!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's AWN!"
That was Your Iron Crowbar making that statement. I continued: "That press conference will be Tunnin making her accusations. Ross, make sure Holloway is aware. I know she can take care of herself, but someone might figure it out and come after her. And they'll definitely know it was her when the arraignment happens."
"I'll go do that now, unless you need me to stay." Cindy said. I told her to go ahead, and she got up and left.
"Captain Croyle," I said, "are your Officers ready for any contingencies?"
"They will be, sir." said Teresa. "But I'm not telling them about the sting until Tunnin makes the accusation."
"Good." I said. "Well... feel free to meet back right here at 10:00am...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where is Della?" asked Gayle Tunnin at 9:56am.
"I don't know, she should be here." said attorney Gwen Munson. She was on her cellphone, speed-dialing Della's number and getting no answer.
Amber Harris came up to them. "We're just about ready to go." said the athletic blonde. "Where's Harlow? She said she'd be here for this."
"I can't get ahold of her." said Munson.
"No big deal." said Amber. "We'll find her, get her response, and everyone watching TV will see it. Are you ready, Gayle?"
"You betcha." said Tunnin, a mere hint of menace in her voice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette at 10:00am, Friday, October 12th. "We are now going to a press conference that was called by attorney Gwen Munson. Some of you may remember Ms. Munson as the attorney for Dr. Jan Camp, who successfully sued the University after being fired for exposing favoritism towards athletes. And now let's go to the press conference room, where Lester Holt is waiting. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" Lester Holt said, pretending he was whispering as he and other reporters gathered in the Press room at City Hall. "Gwen Munson called this press conference on behalf of someone she says has devastating information about one of the County's political candidates. Sources tell Fox Two News that the candidate is Daniel Allgood, the Republican candidate for Mayor. In light of all the Republican corruption exposed in the last few days, there's no telling what might be revealed today--- oh, here they come." Holder stopped talking as the camera panned to the green-cloth-covered table on the dias, with a bank of microphones on it.
Coming into the room were Gwen Munson and Gayle Tunnin. Tunnin had always been something of a 'big girl', but now she was really putting on weight that was showing, and in an unflattering way. They sat down at the table.
"I am here today," said Tunnin, "to come forward publicly with the truth about Daniel Allgood. While I was a Police Detective in the Internal Affairs Department of the TCPD, Daniel Allgood was my direct boss. He used his position over me to make sexual advances towards me, and when I rebuffed those advances, he continued to sexually harass me while I worked under him. My complaints to his superiors went unanswered, and the complaints were buried. She was later passed over for promotion, once again denied opportunities by Sheriff Daniel Allgood."
Munson then spoke: "Women being sexually harassed by men in positions of political power is all too common. Those women that dare to speak up are harassed and ignored. Jayne Hallerton was violently raped by U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, but he is being protected by the Special Interests, and not being charged with his crime. Hillary Braselton and Donna Rodman were accused of crimes by SBI Inspector Donald Troy at the direction of Governor Val Jared, in retaliation for their very credible claims of sexual harassment against Jared. Now, Gayle Tunnin has very bravely come forward to expose the truth about Daniel Allgood, who is a sexual predator that shows no respect for women nor their rights..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the press conference was over, the Media went into a frenzy. Talking heads came on to tell people exactly what to think.
Half an hour later, the Press was called to the Public Safety Department's Press Room at City Hall. Daniel Allgood came in wearing his formal Sheriff Department uniform with jacket. He was with his Press Officer, Deputy (Captain) Scott Peterson, and also with Police Chief Sean Moynahan. Most importantly, he was accompanied by his wife, the very lovely Melina T. Allgood. She was wearing a dark gray dress that showed off her magnificent body. Her raven-black hair was shimmering an almost blue in the bright lights.
Allgood spoke... well, tried to. The Press would not stop shouting questions at him. When Lester Holder yelled out "Did you rape Gayle Tunnin?", Moynahan came to the microphones and returned fire.
"Lester Holder, did you call Tasha Troy-Patterson a racial epithet?" the Police Chief said loudly. All of a sudden, the Press got quiet. Moynahan then said "We know Holder is a racist and a dishonest journalist that will say any lie and make any maliciously false allegation, but if the rest of you want the truth, shut up and listen. Sheriff?"
"Thank you, Chief." said Daniel Allgood, coming to the bank of microphones. Most stations would begin their coverage here, editing out the calling out of the Penis Holder as the racist he was. Allgood started: "I categorically deny the maliciously false assertions by Gayle Tunnin. I never sexually harassed her in any way. It is clear that Tunnin has made these allegations in an attempt to destroy my political campaign for Mayor, and the voters should not accept her lies just because she said them.
Allgood continued, and did the only correct thing he could do: "I have instructed my lawyer to file a lawsuit against her for slander and defamation of character, and he is already doing that. I will not tolerate these maliciously false allegations and I intend to press this lawsuit against the liar Gayle Tunnin all the way to a trial and a judgement."
So many men accused of sexual harassment say they'll sue... and then don't. Bill O'Reilly, for example. Roy Moore for another. But Sean Hannity DID file the lawsuit when the attempt to accuse him was made... and his accuser retracted her accusation. But this would require more, I knew as I watched on TV.
"Mrs. Allgood!" shouted Amber Harris, "how can you stand there with a man that has betrayed you and dishonored other women by sexually harassing them?" You could almost hear the Press cheers of something like 'yeah!'.
Melina stepped up to the microphones, which stunned everyone that had not been married to her for eight years. And she gave them both barrels, so to speak.
"My husband did not sexually harass anyone, and his lawsuit against that lying bitch will prove it." Melina said, her eyes flashing fire. "I proudly stand by my man, and will continue to. And by the way, Amber, what did that paternity test show? Who is doing the cheating there, Ms. Hypocrite?"
The Press was furious with anger, but said no more as the Sheriff and his entourage left the room. They began thinking of how to write their stories to bring maximum damage to Daniel Allgood... and to smear his wife's name, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who gets to make the arrest, sir?" asked Detective Joanne Warner at 11:15am. Paulina was meeting with Judge Rodney K. Watts as we talked in MCD.
"I dunno." I said. "It has to be a woman leading it, though, per TCPD protocols as well as not giving the Press any ammo to attack us with."
"I'll volunteer." said Joanne. "And I'll pull rank to make it happen." I smiled at that.
"Oh, someone wants to pull rank, here?" said another woman's voice... that of my Captain of Operations, Teresa Croyle. "I'm pulling it, and making that arrest myself."
"What about me?" said Cindy Ross.
"I'm pulling rank over you, too... er, ma'am." said Teresa. Everyone broke out laughing at that.
"And as Operations Officer," I said, "she can actually do that, Deputy Chief Ross. We get to sit back and enjoy watching this one..."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Chief Moynahan. "You young ladies have all the fun around here..."
"It's a woman's world, Chief." said Cindy Ross. "And you men are just living in it."
Everyone laughed, but then it got serious when I said with a very level, serious voice: "Gayle Tunnin wishes that was true. But she is about to find out differently... verrrrry differently..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:50am. Gwen Munson was at the KXTC studios, being interviewed by Amber Harris, who could not hide her excitement at the sexual harassment accusations against Daniel Allgood.
Meanwhile, the full TCPD SWAT Team was pulling into the KXTC parking lot, very heavily armored and armed. They had already crashed through the fence gate of the parking lot entrance, after the gatekeeper in the guardhouse refused to open it for them. He was now under arrest, and would face criminal charges.
The SWAT Team forced their way into the building, with reporters hurling obscenities at them but not getting in their way physically. They had seen the 'Teresa Cunt' look on the leader's face, and knew that shoot to kill' was a real possibility.
The televisions of the Town & County, and eventually the State and region, would see what unfolded. The cameras were on Amber and Gayle when Captain Croyle suddenly appeared in the screenshot, saying "This is a warrant for the arrest of Gayle Tunnin." As Teresa personally affixed handcuffs to Tunnin's wrists behind her back, she recited to Tunnin her considerable legal Rights. Then Tunnin was perp-walked out of the building and into a paddywagon (no, not just a Police cruiser, but a full paddywagon) and taken to Police Headquarters, where she went through full booking, was put in an international orange jumpsuit, and secured in a holding cell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You have got to be kidding me." said Gwen Munson as she sat next to Gayle Tunnin in Interrogation-1. "You think you're going to save Daniel Allgood by doing this?"
"Oh, I have no idea about that." I said, as I sat opposite Gayle. Tanya Perlman was sitting next to me (in her 'normal' wheelchair). "But that's not what I'm thinking about, right now. I'm just enforcing the law, here. We can prove to a Jury, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that your client here conspired with Della Harlow to bring a false accusation of sexual harassment against him, with the purpose and intent of damaging his political campaign and harming him personally."
"You browbeat Rodman and Braselton into confessions to save Jared," snarled Munson, whose sweet, feminine voice was really ill-suited for the task, "and now you think you're going to get away with this crap with my client now?"
"I didn't browbeat Rodman and Braselton," I said, "and if you keep saying it, you might find yourself being sued. And your client here is about to face severe criminal charges, and possibly Federal ones, as well. Federal Judge Landis is getting real tired of the corruption in these here parts, be it from Establishment Republican losers or Democrat losers."
"How did you get this warrant?" Munson asked as she looked at the document.
"The usual way." said Tanya sarcastically "We asked the judge for it." I couldn't help but smile at at that one.
"Smart ass bitch." muttered Munson.
"Say that about my Captain again," I threatened, no longer smiling, "and I'll beat the god-damned shit out of you until you can never walk again."
"Are you threatening me?" Munson asked loudly and angrily.
"Yes." I said. "And the consequences be damned. I'm sick of your shit and I'm taking no more of it. You disrespect my Officers again, and I will annihilate you."
"You're nuts." said Munson, seeming to recoil. "Okay, I want to hear these tapes you used to get this warrant. Now."
"You heard the legal beagle, Captain." I said. "Roll tape."
Tanya used the remote to play the audio over the TV monitor speakers. I enjoyed the look of pain on Gwen's face... her client was busted, and everyone knew it. Tunnin looked angry, with a touch of fear.
"That's enough." Munson said. To her client, she said "Go ahead and invoke."
"I need to speak to my lawyer privately first." said Tunnin. Tanya and I went into the anteroom, where Teresa was watching. Corporal Inga Gunddottar went through the other door into the hallway on the other side.
"Tanya," I said, "go watch in the monitor room." Tanya looked at me skeptically but left, leaving me and Teresa alone in the anteroom.
I flipped on the switch that allowed me to hear what they were saying inside. Teresa remained silent, having no problem with this egregious abuse of the attorney/client privilege.
"It's gotta be Holloway." Tunnin was saying. "She had to have gone to them and told them we were going to do this. They were too ready, too quickly. Tell Della it was Janice Holloway."
"I will." said Munson. "But you need to invoke so they can't keep interrogating you to death. Then I'll go to the Courthouse and get an expedited hearing, and force them to publicly come out with their evidence and how they got it. If it's Holloway, the whole world will be knowing it before the sun goes down."
"I don't think I should invoke." said Gayle. "After I get bail, which Nance will grant, I need to be able to get out there and keep pressing the attack."
"It's your decision." said Munson. "But the Iron Crowbar has already mitigated the damage by having you arrested so publicly. Jesus fucking Christ! how I hate that bastard!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, Captain Damien Thompson entered the Press Room at TCPD Headquarters, which was chock-full of rabidly angry reporters. They began hurling questions at him before he even got to the podium.
"If you will quieten down..." he started, to no avail. The Press continued to shout, almost knocking each other down as they pressed forward.
*WHAM!*
The green crowbar slamming the side of the podium made a nasty loud noise that shocked everyone into silence.
"You're right, Commander Ross." Thompson said. "This thing does work!"
"Yes it does." said Cindy Ross, coming into the Press Room from the main entrance. Then she said loudly "If you stop shouting and keep your mouths shut, Commander Donald Troy will come in and make a statement. If you act like the normal brats you are, he won't bother." The Press was whispering, but did not start shouting again.
"Commander?" said Cindy.
"Thank you, Commander." I said, striding in and up the aisle-way to the podium, red crowbar in hand. The Chief followed me in, but remained to one side. Cindy and Damien Thompson stayed on the raised stage off to my left side.
"I will make a brief statement." I said. "If any of you say a word, I will stop and walk out of here, and you can get the facts some other way." I looked over the assemblage of the most despised group of people in the world, journalists. I'm not kidding: real polls show that the three groups of people with the lowest ethics are journalists, telemarketers, and politicians.
I began: "The Town & County Police developed evidence that Gayle Tunnin and Della Harlow conspired for Tunnin to falsely accuse Sheriff Daniel Allgood of sexual harassment. The TCPD procured warrants to obtain further evidence, and executed those warrants. Today, Tunnin acted upon her conspiratorial plans, which became an actionable crime. The TCPD procured new warrants for the arrest of Gayle Tunnin, and executed those warrants and took Tunnin into custody. She will be arraigned later today."
"Let me be clear." I said. "This is not Washington, D.C., and this is not a Supreme Court nomination. Provable criminal acts of false accusations in a malicious attempt to sway voters in an upcoming election will not be tolerated in my County. We enforce the law here, and those who do not like that had best leave my jurisdiction. We will also be providing Daniel Allgood's attorneys with the information we have, in order to help him win his slander and defamation lawsuit against disgraced former TCPD Officer Tunnin. That is all I have until we go to Court. Now do your jobs and report the truth."
With that, I left the podium and strode out of the room before the Press could really get started with their feeding-frenzy questions. The Chief and Deputy Chief did not hang around, either.
"O-kayyyyyyy." said Captain Thompson as he came to the microphone. "What are your questions concerning this arrest?"
Part 19 - Retaliatory Response
9:00am, Saturday, October 13th. Thank Goodness the University Bulldogs had an away game, as it was hectic as hell and then some at Police Headquarters.
The afternoon before, Paulina Patterson came to Police Headquarters. "Munson refused to waive the preliminary hearing." she said as the Chief, myself, Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya sat down around the table in the Chief's Conference Room. "Judge Watts set it for tomorrow morning. We're ready, but I suspect they're going to go through this to force us to reveal how we got the evidence, i.e. who wore the wire."
"That was going to come out anyway." I said. "Captain Croyle, what security measures are we taking to protect Holloway?"
"Her apartment will be guarded 24/7." said Teresa. "At least for now, they'll escort her to wherever she needs to go. Corporals Gunddottar and Hicks have been assigned to that duty."
"Good." I said. "I'll also let you guys know now: November 1st is her last day as a TCPD Officer. I found her a job. Some place called 'BOW Enterprises'. Seems their CEO, some mischievous guy named 'Todd', has a need for a skilled recordkeeper and financial analyst to help with his new projects both here and in some small town called 'Apple Grove'."
"I've heard of that guy Todd." said Teresa, speaking of her husband, of course. "Gotta watch out for him. But... I hope Janice isn't moving to Apple Grove... or is the AGPD going to be getting a new Detective?" She meant Teddy Parker.
"No, though she might visit up there as they hire people." I said. "Anyway, she knows that these disgusting slugs will want revenge upon her. Sorry to interrupt, Paulina."
"That's fine." said ADA Patterson. "Anyway, here's what went down. Nance tried to intercept and have the hearing himself, but Folsom broke him off hard. Watts put Tunnin under house arrest with ankle monitoring. She can't leave the house, and she cannot be in contact with anyone but her lawyer. He took up her cellphone. Captain Croyle has assigned a detail to guard her house, also."



"What about Harlow?" I asked.
"If she'd been at the press conference," Paulina said, "Folsom would've issued the warrant to arrest her, too. But she wasn't there, so we have no case against her. We simply cannot charge her for talking about future plans; we had to have something actionable... and we don't."
"Are you serious?" asked the Chief.
"I'm afraid so, Chief." said Paulina. "Judge Watts agreed that we wouldn't have enough to go to trial, though he's willing to give us an arrest warrant for Harlow as a material witness. But if she takes the Fifth and doesn't say a word... we won't have a thing."
That was a defeat, but the good news was that Tunnin was confined, and unable to talk to the Media.
The Media's reporting was choppy. KXTC did show my remarks at the press conference, which means they covered the arrest. KSTD gave a lot of air time to Tunnin's original accusation, and only briefly mentioned that Tunnin had been arrested... and did not mention Daniel's lawsuit that was filed against her. KSB, KCTY, KCAP and most other outlets mentioned the accusation but not the arrest, earning them phone calls from the TCPD Captain of Public Relations, who made strong complaints and threats to cut off further access to the TCPD Press Room. And most State media outlets said nothing of the entire incident, at all.
Now, in present time on Saturday morning, I had visitors. FBI visitors. Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, Julius Jefferson, and Ted Crenshaw. I did not fail to notice that Martin, Julius, and Ted had armor underneath their shirts and ties, and their suits were made of 'bullet-resistant' material, as well.
After some small talk, the Special Agents went to MCD to 'chat' with my Detectives, while Jack and I talked in my office.
"The U.S. Attorney filed a 'friend of the Court' brief last night on Tunnin." said Jack. "We may come in with some Federal election-tampering-type charges, just to set an example."
"Good." I said. "It would really help if you did.
"Have you talked to Allgood?" Jack asked. "What's the damage?"
"I talked to him briefly yesterday evening." I said. "He's communicated mostly with the Chief. As to the damage... well, we'll get polling results on Monday, I'm sure. Chief Griswold says that spot polling in the morning showed Daniel had a ten point drop, but after the arrest he got four points back."
"Hmff!" snorted Muscone. "This could still cost him the election. And word I'm getting is that the Haters supporting Harlow and Tunnin and their Media lapdogs are going to unload on you with everything they've got."
"No surprise there." I said. "Hell, Amber Harris and Penis Holder were in some of their planning meetings---
Just then, Martin Nash burst into the office. "They're here." he said.
"Oh shit." Jack said. "I thought we'd have more time."
"Noooo, the Swamp Frogs move fast." I replied as I stood up and grabbed the red crowbar. I knew what was coming.
"Look, Don, would you please do me a favor, and let us Feds handle this?" Jack asked, his beady black eyes pleading.
"Sure." I said. "But I can't promise to stop Teresa if they get through you."
Jack nodded and rushed out. As Martin was about to follow, I gestured to stop him. I handed him the red crowbar with a wink and a nod (literally). Nash nodded in understanding and took the crowbar and went on out.
I went to the anteroom/hall door and peeked out. Jack was assembling his FBI people in the hallway. My Detectives were congregating in the side door of MCD, and I noticed they were well armored. I heard movement along the back hallway; the SWAT Team was ready.
At the front of the building three persons came through the door to the Duty Desk and lobby, and into the hallway. One was the woman the Civil Rights Division of the DOJ had sent to Sheriff Allgood's office. The other two appeared to be Federal agents in suits and ties, but carrying semi-automatic weapons.
"Stand aside!" the woman ordered. "I have a warrant to arrest Donald Troy, for civil rights violations, and failure to follow my orders to not interfere in any election issues!"
To be continued.
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Part 20 - The Romulan Way
It was very tense in the hallway. The DOJ woman was about to walk down that hallway, but she was blocked by Muscone and Nash.
"Get out of my way." said the woman. "Or I will have you shot dead."
"That's what you'll have to do, then." said a woman's voice. It was Teresa Croyle, leading the SWAT Team to the front of the group, protecting everyone behind her. "Are you willing to die with me? Because I assure you that is what is about to happen."
"I'm willing to die for the cause of destroying white threats to oppressed minorities." said the woman. "Now where is that racist coward Troy?"
Oh boy, I thought, this is too much. I have to stop this... oh, wait...
Jack Muscone said loudly: "Your Honor! What is your opinion on this?"
From out of the Pastor's Room came Federal Judge K.M. Landis. "I've already issued a Court order on this. Where is your warrant, young lady?"
"I don't need one." the woman said. "We've appealed your illegal Court Order, and you will be impeached and removed soon. Now get out of my way."
"If you don't have a warrant, then you have no place here." said Julius Jefferson, coming forward and standing next to Teresa. Nash also came up.
"Are you going to be an Uncle Tom? A tool for The Man?" the woman asked. "Or are you going to do the right thing and help me arrest Donald Troy for his racist actions to suppress minority voting rights?"
"Commander Troy is no racist. And he has done nothing but enforce the law." said Jefferson. "You are the one breaking the law now, attempting to arrest a man without a proper warrant, defying a lawful Court Order. They used to do this to blacks a century ago, and now you want to do the same thing yourself?" The words stung, I could tell.
"Get ready, guys." she said to the Agents behind her.
"You guys better think about it." said Muscone to the two men.
"We're following our orders. Lawful orders." said one of the Agents. They locked and loaded their assault rifles.
It was about to be a bloodbath. I again was about to step into the hallway and stop it, when I heard the door to Cindy's office open, and then a hand tapped my shoulder.
"Stay here. I've got this." I heard a voice say as the woman came from behind me into the hallway. I watched in shock as my former wife Melina walked down the hall. She was wearing a clingy black dress, sheer black stockings, and black mid-heel pumps. She did not appear to be wearing armor, but she did have a .22WMR auto-pistol in her right hand.
The hallway went silent as Melina went through the crowd and right up to the DOJ woman. She held up her ID, which I could not see from my position far behind her.
"You know who I am." Melina said, her voice husky, level, quiet even. She reminded me of a Romulan Admiral in one of those Star Trek episodes. "We have Judge Landis's lawful Court Order... and you have nothing. I suggest you leave. Now."
The woman's eyes were smoldering with unappeasable hatred, but to the shock of everyone not named 'Melina', one of the Agents came up and whispered something to the woman, who then said out loud "Let's go, guys." The three went back through the front lobby and out of Police Headquarters.
"Mr. Muscone, Judge Landis," said Melina, "let me know if any more DOJ people show up in this County."
"We will. Thank you." said Jack. Melina left the building via the side entrance to the fenced-in parking lot.
Everyone naturally turned and came rushing to my office. They found me in my chair behind my desk... in one of the deepest reveries of my life.
"How could she..." I finally gasped when I realized that there were others in the room.
"How could she... what?" replied Teresa.
"Melina just walked up to that woman," I said, still staring at the wall under the TV monitor, "and the woman backed down."
"She was armed." Jack said. "And she has a license to kill, so to speak."
"That woman wasn't backing down with a SWAT Team in her face!" I said. "And neither were those FBI Agents... but they sure as hell did when she came down the hall..." I went back inwards, becoming completely unaware of everything else in the room.
When I finally came back, the room was empty except for Cindy and Teresa, who were sitting in the hot chairs watching me. My red crowbar was sitting on my desk in front of me.
"You okay, Don?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said. I then turned on the bug killer, which looked like an ink pen in my uniform shirt pocket. Then I turned to them and said "Keep this between us and this here red crowbar... I now know who the Guardians of Justice are!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, October 14th. Laura had accepted an invitation to have lunch with the Allgoods, and she took Carole and Jim. I went to The Cabin and had lunch with Molly, Ian, Ross, Maggie, Cindy, Callie, and my mom Phyllis. And Buddy and Bowser, of course.
The boys took advantage of their opportunity to play with the dogs, especially Bowser, without their big sister Carole coming down on them like a freight train roaring out of the High Sierras. As the others talked, Molly and I went onto the back deck while the dogs went to do their business. We sat together on the metal mesh love seat and cuddled with a blanket around us.
"We haven't had a good talk in a while." I said. "How are things going with you?"
"Not bad." said Molly. "You see the boys just about every weekend, so you can see how they're growing like weeds. And I never thought two young children could eat as much food as they do." I chuckled.
"That's an inherited trait, from their father." I said. "My dad was literally aghast at how much I ate. He could not understand how, for example, one pork chop could be enough for him, but not me. Mom took up for me and made enough for me to have seconds."
"Growing up in Canada, on a farm," said Molly, "we had plenty of food, and my father made sure we ate a lot of it. Chores took up a lot of energy, then the Winter took up more. And then Cindy began doing weight training, and..." She stopped.
"And?" I said, prompting her.
"Nothing." Molly said. After a pause, she said "How is Cindy doing? I know that she, and you, went through that brainwashing, or whatever Eckhart calls it, but it still has to be weighing on her."
"Between you and me," I said, "I think it affected Callie more than it did Cindy. Cindy's tough, and she has always known something like that could happen to her. But Callie was faced with losing Cindy, plus knowing more than Cindy knows about it, wanting to help, but being unable to."
"I get that." Molly said. "But I think one thing happened that really helped Callie. My mom treated Callie like her own daughter during that time, and that really meant a lot to Callie and Cindy both."
"And what about you?" I asked. Molly did not try to pretend to not understand.
"I'm good with it." Molly said, the tone of her voice not fooling me.
"And how do you really feel about it?" I asked, peering at her.
"Not much gets by you." said Molly. "I know Mom loves me, but since she came down here after Dad died... well, I was hoping she'd spend a lot of time with me, and with the boys. But she chose to live over here, and she spends a lot of time with Cindy. I tell myself I'm not jealous, but it's... I dunno."
"You're trying too hard." I said. "Your mom loves you and the boys more than life itself. She's also trying to get to know the daughter she never had as close a relationship with... and she's trying to, shall we say, understand. I think they had a breakthrough when your mom helped Callie through that ordeal. But hey! ask your mom out to dinner or something, spend some time with her..."
"Oh, we do." Molly said.
"Speaking of all that," I said, "have you given more thought to moving into The Cabin or somewhere over here on a permanent basis?"
"Yes." said Molly. "A lot of thought. Here are the pros and cons: on the pro side, the boys will pretty much be able to grow up with their daddy, brother and sisters. We'd probably be safer over here, and that's something Laura has talked to me about several times; she is really worried about the Swamp Rats... or Frogs, or whatever you call them... trying to get at you through me and the boys."
"The cons," continued Molly, "are that I am Chief of Police in Nextdoor County, and I am essentially on call for anything bigger than a traffic citation. We're not a large Police Force like the City or Midtown, or even you guys in the TCPD. And while I love being part of your family and would have my family here, I kinda like being able to be over there while 'chaos theory' is being proved over here." I laughed out loud at that.
"Besides," Molly said, "The Cabin is a great place, but not really a place for me to have separate quarters from everyone else when y'all are up here."
"Yes, I was talking with Laura about that." I said. "We can do some remodeling of the attic area or the basement area, create a bedroom suite and a living room of sorts. The plumbing is in for a full bath in the basement area already."
"I'll think about it." Molly said. "Like I said, it's the job and the proximity to it that's the issue. So! Let's stop ignoring the 800-lb. gorilla in the room. How are you handling what happened to Cindy?"
"Not much gets by you." I said in the form of a quotation, which caused Molly to emit her trademark burst of laughter. Then I said, soberly, "To be honest... not very well. One of my weaknesses... is that I try to control everything, think of every contingency, be one step ahead of the perps all the way. But this time, I wasn't. And it cost Cindy a lot of pain, and nearly her life."
"She should've let you know she was going to check out that warehouse." Molly said.
"No." I said. "I don't require my Officers to check in with me for every little thing, be it Patrol Officers on the street or my Captain of Operations or Deputy Chief. She might should've called in for backup, or called in Uniformed Officers to handle it, but that's another discussion."
"My point," I went on, "is that I've engaged some of the most evil, dirtiest bastards on the face of this earth in a good-vs.-evil struggle to the death. And while I've had some great successes, Cindy was kidnapped and brutalized, poor Charlie Griswold is dead, and State politics are in an uproar and full of corruption... after I convinced Val Jared to run for Governor and Dan Allgood to run for Mayor."
"You can't blame yourself for any of that." said Molly. "And if you weren't standing up and fighting for us, who would? Don, I look at your boys when they are asleep, and I thank God you're fighting for them. And for a hell of others, decent people that would otherwise be overrun and slowly enslaved by the Swamp Frogs."
"We need heroes like you, Don." Molly finished. "We need Guardians of Justice like you...
Part 21 - Those Sneaky Guardians
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 15th, from in front of the Federal Building. "The Guardians of Justice have struck again!"
"The shadowy cyber-terrorists released a huge trove of documents, which include nearly 33,000 emails taken from State Department servers and the Department of Justice in Washington, D.C.!" Bettina yelled. "These documents purport that high-ranking figures in the State Department as well as the National Security Agency worked to undermine Israeli-American relations, including leaking the Israeli's top secret plans for attacking Iranian nuclear facilities, and cooperation between Israel and nations such as Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Kazakstan!"
"The GOJ also released documents showing that the Department of Justice had plans to use the Civil Rights Division to actively interfere with law enforcement investigations of voter fraud." continued Bettina. "And in a related story to that, sources tell Fox Two News that Agents of the DOJ and FBI did attempt to arrest Commander Donald Troy for arresting Gayle Tunnin for what he calls a malicious and slanderous attack upon Sheriff Daniel Allgood by her, but Federal Judge K.M. Landis and other FBI Agents stepped in to prevent the arrest of Donald Troy, as the DOJ did not have a valid warrant to arrest him."
"Tunnin has accused Allgood of sexually harassing her." said Bettina. "Allgood has sued Tunnin for slander and defamation of character, but more importantly, the Town & County Police received a tip that Tunnin and Sheriff candidate Della Harlow actively conspired to have Tunnin make the sexual harassment complaint. They gathered evidence that will be shown in this morning's preliminary hearing. We will find out who the Police mole was that gathered this evidence as part of this hearing."
Bettina then finished: "And for the political situation, let's go to Amber Harris. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber, sitting at the Fox Two Decision Desk. "The devastating allegations against Daniel Allgood should've been enough to sink any political battleship, so to speak, but after the arrest of Gayle Tunnin, Allgood's supporters have come out strongly in support of him. Eldrick Weaver is not one of those supporters. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Eldrick X. Weaver saying "Very credible allegations of sexual harassment has been made against my opponent. I call upon Daniel Allgood to resign as Sheriff immediately, and to withdraw as a candidate for Mayor. He is not fit to be a law enforcement officer, he is not fit to be Sheriff, he is not fit to be Mayor."
Whoever was playing the tape made sure to leave in some raucous cheering at the end. Those same editors would cut out any cheering for Daniel, Chief Griswold, or any Republican candidate. The Media, biased? Why perish the very thought...
Back to Amber live, who said "Commander Donald Troy is well known for investigating and browbeating Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton into plea bargains after they made credible claims of sexual harassment against the deeply unpopular racist Governor Val Jared, for which Commander Troy was investigated by the Independent State Counsel, Robert Mullen. Commander Troy also shot and killed a peaceful protester during the Kendra Luskin rape investigation, where Commander Troy helped Peter Gordon beat the rape charges in Court.
"Now Troy is using the same tactics against Gayle Tunnin, who made the credible claims against Daniel Allgood." continued Amber, who was smiling maliciously as she added: "And Fox Two News has confirmed that Donald Troy's wife, sexual psychology professor Dr. Laura Fredricson, is the sister of Daniel Allgood's wife Melina. With such close family ties, it is clear that Donald Troy will stop at nothing to help his brother-in-law's stained campaign, even using the Power of Police to harass Allgood's accusers. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina. "The family ties between Daniel Allgood and Donald Troy certainly create an aura of corruption around Allgood's campaign, adding to the general corruption of the State Republican Party, as witnessed in their vote-changing scheme."
Bettina went on: "Today begins the early voting period in the County and throughout the State. We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling, and a Fox Two News contributor. Karl, how have these scandal affected the races in the County?"
"Bettina," Frazier said, "Daniel Allgood suffered an early drop in his poll numbers, but as news of the arrest of his accuser became known to the voters yesterday, Mr. Allgood's numbers firmed up quite a bit. He's down 48-44%, just at the margin of error."
"Why isn't Allgood twenty points down, after what he's been accused of?" Bettina asked, sounding frustrated.
"Bettina," said Frazier, "we've been seeing this for a while. The so-called Grassroots Conservatives are getting fed up with the fraud by the Establishment against Grassroots candidates, and they're disgusted with the false allegations against people they support, such as Clarence Thomas, Val Jared, and now Daniel Allgood. Ironically, Bettina, Tunnin's actions against Daniel Allgood have energized the Conservatives, and galvanized them into action. They are going to rally hard around Allgood."
"Thank you, Karl." said Bettina, not too happy about what she'd just heard. Then she brightened up considerably as she said "And now lets go to Nick Eastwood for Sports. Nick!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood from inside University Memorial Stadium. "The undefeated Bulldogs have an open date next week, and the undefeated Wildcats also have an open date as they prepare for their game against each other on October 27th!"
"The Bulldogs are No. 2 in the nation, behind the No. 1 Alabama Crimson Tide, with the No. 3 Florida Gators of the SEC right behind them." said Nick. "The Wildcats are No. 4, with Georgia sitting at No. 5. Florida will play Georgia in Jacksonville, Fla. that day, but ESPN has already announced that they're bringing their College Gameday program right here to our Town & County and our University!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And they say Fox is not biased." muttered Teresa Croyle as my Angels, my Chief, and I watched in the Chief's Conference Room. Chief Moynahan had provided doughnuts, and Your Iron Crowbar and everyone else was hard at work trying to get a sugar rush from them.
"Amber could not be more biased if you paid her to be." replied Cindy. "Of course a lot of that reporting reflected her hatred of Don personally."
"The good newzzzzz," said Chief Moynahan, "is that you interdicted in time to prevent the false accusations and malicious smears from harming Sheriff Allgood too badlyyyy."
"With respect, Chief," Teresa said, "it's a long way to the Elections. The Media keeps saying their 'credible claims' crap with nothing to counteract it. It's just wrong, but we can't do anything about it."
"Sure we can." I replied. "We can vote our own consciences, instead of letting the corrupt Media tell us what to think and how to vote."
"Soooooo," said the Chief, "what on the a-gennnn-dah for you guys today?"
Tanya spoke up. "We've been asked to assist the FBI and the SBI Reserve Inspector in a couple of undercover missions, sir. In the City..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Angels and I had just listened to the KSTD/SNN broadcast. While Cynthia Freeman and political reporter Jim Nigut did not go after me like Amber had, they also didn't say one word about the Guardians of Justice and their latest data dump.
"All right, let's get Joanne and Roy in here." I said.
"I'll send them to you on my way out." Cindy said as she got up. She turned and left the office.
"Way out?" Teresa queried.
"I think she has a doctor appointment." I said. I didn't just think it, I knew it. But Cindy had not told me, so I couched it in those terms.
Just then, Joanne Warner and Roy McGhillie came in. I had them sit down in the hot chairs as Teresa moved to the sofa.
"Okay, guys," I said, "are you ready to do this?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said happily. Roy nodded, excited to begin.



"Okay." I said. I handed Roy a small laminated card. "We copied Seth's drivers license and created a duplicate, with Roy's picture on it. The number is slightly different, so that if it gets run, a license with Roy's photo will show up. I'm hoping they won't be that sophisticated, though. Joanne, you also have a couple of Seth's credit cards?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "And the urge to use them on a shopping spree is hard to resist." We all laughed.
"So what this is about, ladies," I said to my Angels, "is that Roy is going to be Mr. Seth Warner today, and Joanne will be Mrs. Seth Warner today. This way, we don't have to create any fake documentation of a rich couple, since Seth has money from his grandfather as well as his own money. Joanne is going to be leaving the TCPD at the end of this month, or so I'll tell them if they call us."
"The Warners are very interested in moving to the City." I continued. "And they need to find a nice condo complex to live in. It appears that the Wynand Building has some vacancies that they'll be looking at."
"Ahhhhh, yesssss." Tanya hissed, her eyes sparkling as she began understanding. Obviously Jack Muscone had given her some of the background information on our researches of Lilly Wargrave and friends. Teresa said nothing, and her face gave away nothing.
Part 22 - With and Without Prejudice
At 9:00am, I was at the Courthouse Complex in my semi-formal uniform with ribbons on the jacket. Also there in their semi-formal uniforms were Lt.(B) Janice Holloway, Captain Perlman, Detectives Statler and Waldorf, and Captain Croyle.
I looked into the Courtroom from the back door. Della Harlow was on the other side, sitting in the second row behind the Defendant, Gayle Tunnin. She did not look like she'd had a restless weekend, nor that she was worried at all. That got my 'Spidey-sense' going.
I also saw someone else in the room, sitting on the Prosecution side, in the last row. It was Detective Teddy Parker.
We had to wait in the Witness Room. The door opened, and in walked ADA Paulina Patterson, who should have been in the Courtroom, prosecuting the case. Her eyes met mine.
"Yes, Don." Paulina said, knowing I knew. "Krasney just came in. He's taking over the Prosecution himself." I groaned.
"Is that bad, sir?" asked Statler.
"Yes. Yes it is." I said, taking the opportunity to teach young Detectives what was really going on. "Krasney is going to make sure it gets out how we got our audio recordings, exposing Janice, here. Then he'll make some kind of plea deal and let Tunnin off the hook."
"Worse." said Paulina. "Krasney is going to go through the hoops, at least for you and Janice... and then he's going to ask the charges be dropped with prejudice."
"Watts is the judge, right?" I asked. Paulina nodded. "Okay," I said, "Statler, Waldorf, after you testify, if you testify, you will be temporarily assigned protection duty for Lt. Holloway here, until Captain Croyle assigns some extra Patrol Officers to the task."
"Sir, I can take care of myself." said Janice Holloway.
"And you will need to." I said. "But I'm assigning Officers to you as much for show as anything else. I want Della Harlow and her supporters to see that I'm not playing around..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Please be seated. Let's get started, Mr. Krasney." said Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts as he sat down after being introduced. Everyone in the room except Krasney and the Bailiff also sat down.
"Yes, Your Honor." said Krasney. "The People call Police Commander Donald Troy to the stand."
I strode into the room, my back straight (with help from the 'girdle'), my head held high, and my gray eyes determined. I did not bother to look at Harlow or Tunnin as I went to the Witness Box and was sworn in.
Krasney did play the audio tapes, and it was clear to the world that Harlow and Tunnin had conspired to make the accusations against Sheriff Allgood. Then Krasney started in: "Commander, how did you first learn of this conspiracy?"
"From one of my Police Officers." I said.
"And which Police Officer would that be?" asked Krasney.
"Lieutenant Janice Holloway." I replied, having no choice but not really worried about it, either. Krasney made me go through that 'first contact'.
"What did you do then, Commander?" asked Krasney.
"I took Lt. Holloway straight to the Chief's office, and had her tell him her story." I replied.
"Was Holloway wearing a wire, or recording the audio before that first contact meeting?"
"Not to my knowledge." I said.
"So you just believed her?" Krasney said.
"Yes, of course." I said.
"Why? if she had no proof, no recordings?"
"She's a Police Officer... in good standing." I replied, letting my eyes flicker over to Tunnin, then Harlow.
"But she was meeting with Ms. Tunnin and Ms. Harlow." said Krasney. "And you did not consider that suspicious?"
"I considered what Lt. Holloway told me to be suspicious, and my suspicions were confirmed when the Defendant followed through and made the false accusation." I said. At this point, Tunnin's attorney should've objected, and stopped me from making such an open-ended statement, as well as calling the accusation 'false'. But she did not. The 'Spidey-sense' was full on, right now.
Krasney then asked about getting the warrant and the stakeout, but did not get detailed. If he wanted to, he could grill Statler and Waldorf on that. He then turned and said "I have no more questions, Your Honor. Your witness, Counselor."
"Just to confirm." said Gwen Munson as she rose out of her chair. "It was Lieutenant Janice Holloway that came to you?"
"Yes." I said.
"Did she come of her own accord? Or did you question her first?" Gwen asked.
"As I said earlier, and several times: she came to me."
"No more questions, Your Honor." said Munson. Judge Watts dismissed me. As I went to the 2nd row behind the Prosecution table, I caught Teddy Parker's eye, and could not resist winking at him. I knew why, and for whom, he was here...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Krasney called Janice Holloway next. He was harsh with her.
"Why were you at that political meeting, Ms. Holloway?" Krasney asked.
"I'll thank you to address me by my proper rank, Mister Krasney." Janice said severely. Nope, she wasn't playing around.
"Whatever." Krasney said dismissively. "Answer the question."
"I was working on the Harlow campaign at the time." said Holloway.
"Did Commander Troy or anyone else ask you to work for the Harlow campaign?"
"No." said Janice.
"Did Commander Troy know that you were working on the Harlow campaign?"
"I don't know." said Janice. "But there's very little he doesn't know, so he might have known without me telling him." There were some chuckles in the room, all on the Prosecution side of the aisle.
"If you were working on Ms. Harlow's campaign," said Krasney, "why did you go to Commander Troy about these alleged discussions? Why not arrest them on the spot?"
"I knew what I was hearing was criminal." said Holloway. "But I wasn't sure I had a provable case. So I asked the Commander for advice on it."
"Were you ordered to participate in the sting, to wear the wire and carry the recorder in your purse?" asked Krasney.
"I was asked if I was willing to, and I said I was." said Holloway. "There was no pressure put upon me, nor an order to participate."
Krasney turned it over to Munson, and she looked daggers at Janice. "So, you betrayed your friends, and wore a wire to entrap them. Why did you go to Commander Troy over what was idle talk?" That was also incorrect form, but Krasney did not object. I was getting 'radioactive blood' from this much 'Spidey-sense' going off...
"I'm a Police Officer first and foremost." said Janice. "I knew going to the Commander was the right thing to do, no matter who was committing the crime." I noticed Janice looking out into the audience toward my side... but not at me. And I could sense her resolve strengthening in the face of Munson's withering verbal barrage.
"Why didn't you go to your direct boss, Commander Ross?" asked Munson. "Didn't you breach protocol by going to Commander Troy?"
"No." said Janice. "I could've gone to Commander Ross, but Commander Troy is the one who would be over the actual investigation."
"Must be nice." Gwen said, her voice a snarl, "to be able to just walk straight into the Police Commander's office for... 'advice'. Does everyone get to do that?"
"I don't know." said Holloway. "But Commander Troy heard me out."
"And that's my point!" Gwen Munson said, hurling into the attack. "Are you sure, Miss Holloway, that you and Commander Troy did not discuss any of this previously?"
"I'm sure." said Holloway.
"No more questions, Your Honor." Munson said.
"You may step down, Lieutenant Holloway." said Judge Watts. I suppressed a smile at that; it was clear the Judge was less than happy at the disrespect the TCPD Officer had been shown.
Janice Holloway sat down in the first row, right in front of me. Harlow turned and stared daggers at her. I leaned my head forward, 'intercepting' Harlow's look, and more than matching it. Harlow turned and looked forward again, a look of hatred on her face.
"Call your next witness, Mr. Krasney." said Watts.
"Your Honor," said Krasney, standing up behind the Prosecution table, "after the testimony heard so far, I don't believe the People have a winnable case, and I decline to prosecute it. I ask that the charges against Ms. Tunnin be dropped with prejudice." That meant that the charges could not be reinstated at a later time.
There were gasps in the room. Judge Rodney K. Watts looked at Krasney with sheer disbelief on his face, then his eyes narrowed as he saw what was going on.
"First of all," said Watts, "Mr. Krasney, you could have done that right at the beginning, and not wasted everyone's valuable time today. Second, I am issuing a gag order upon the Defendant and her Counsel. No Press interviews nor appearances, no public statements. I remind you that Sheriff Allgood's lawsuit is still pending, regardless of what has happened in this hearing today, and the gag order is attached to that legal action, as well as this one."
"Seeing that the D.A. doesn't want to do his job," Watts continued, "the charges are dropped... without prejudice." said Watts. "They may be re-filed at a later time... perhaps in January, Mr. Krasney?" The message was clear... Krasney very likely would not be the District Attorney after the upcoming Elections, and Judge Watts had just allowed the next D.A. to bring the case back up. Watts banged his gavel and left the Courtroom. Everyone else started clearing out.
I let Janice Holloway walk in front of me. She paused at the last row, letting Teddy Parker come out and walk with her out the door. Statler and Waldorf, now released from the Witness Room, led them out, as protesters were gathering outside. Tanya handed me my red crowbar and we and Teresa followed our fellow Officers out the doors and into the gauntlet of screaming young women, held back by rope lines and Sheriff's Deputies, many of the women with signs with things written upon them that I can't repeat here. Teddy escorted Janice through it, but it was clear this exercise in hatred was directed at Your Iron Crowbar.
Near the end, I noticed the Press filming the demonstration and our walk through the line. When one woman screamed "I believe the victim!" I took the opportunity, and turned to her.
"So you believe Sheriff Allgood, then?" I called out, my eyes boring into her. Tanya stopped and watched; I knew she was armed and ready to help protect me.
"I believe Tunnin!" the woman screamed. "She's the victim of sexual assault and Police harassment!"
"Gayle Tunnin is not the victim here!" I said loudly. To my surprise, the shouts dwindled; they wanted to hear this. I continued: "Gayle Tunnin is a liar, making a false accusation against a good man in a purely political move to harm his election chances. If you have any respect for women who actually are sexually assaulted, you would condemn this false attack and condemn Gayle Tunnin for making it!"
The women began shouting again, but I had what I wanted: it had been videoed by Press cameras. Whether they showed it or not was another matter, but I digress.
Bettina Wurtzburg tried ducking under the ropes. She ran towards me, yelling "Commander, will you comment on Mr. Krasney's----" She was cut off, as she had to avoid being run clean over by an angry Police Captain driving a wheelchair straight at her... and that Captain had somehow retaken possession of my red crowbar and was about to use it on a redheaded reporterette. Deputies saved Bettina, and forced her back to the other side of the rope line.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few minutes later, a young woman approached me. I recognized her as KSTD Sports reporter Catrina Pierce, and she was literally shaking with fear as she approached me.
"Why are you looking so scared, Ms. Pierce?" I asked her.
"They told me I have to ask you for an interview." said Catrina, the fear etched upon her pretty face.
"Relax, Ms. Pierce," I said, "I'm not going to hurt you. In spite of what some of your colleagues say, I'm just a big ol' teddy bear."
"So I can get an interview?" asked Catrina hopefully.
"No, I didn't say that." I replied. "But I'm not going to destroy you..."
Part 23 - Undercover Operations
11:00am, Monday, October 15th. The State Telephone & Telegraph (ST&T) van parked along the curb on the block upon which the Wynand Building was standing. Four men, dressed in ST&T uniforms and yellow reflective vests poured out of the van. Two of them stayed near the van and looked like they were talking, while the other two began going around the side of the building.
Only a few minutes later, a man in what looked like a Police uniform but was actually Wynand Security came out, accompanied by a man in a rather ill-fitting gray sportscoat, black slacks, white shirt and lousy-looking black tie. "What are you guys doing?" the plainclothes man asked.
"Hello sir!" said what appeared to be the leader of the group, talking with a very Bronx-like Italian accent. "We have a major line outage, and we've traced it to this area. We're trying to pinpoint the exact location."
"You need to move your van somewhere else." said the uniformed Security man. "This is private property."
"The curb is not." said the man. "Why the hassle? We're just doing our jobs, heah."
"I'm going to say it one more time." said the uniformed man. "Get your fucking van off our property, or I'll arrest you and confiscate it.
"You ain't the Police, you can't arrest anyone!" said the lead man, beginning to get huffy about it. "Hey Ringo! Call the cops! This bastahd is threatenin' us!" The other man got out his cellphone.
Moments later, a City Police vehicle arrived. The phone man tried to explain, but the plainclothes Wynand man interrupted.
"Officers, arrest these men." he said. "They're trespassing on private property."
"Not so fast." said one of the Officers. "They have the right to be on the curb, especially if they're testing lines or looking for a problem."
"That's a load of horse shit." said the uniformed Security man. "What's your badge number?"
"I'm Officer Tony Long." said the Officer, who was Detective Long in a standard City Police uniform. "This is Officer Jefferson." Tony continued, pointing out E.J. Jefferson. He gave their badge numbers. "Go ahead and report us. Straight to the Commissioner if you need to. I'll think you'll find we're right and you're wrong. You phone guys! Keep at it, the sooner you're done, the sooner we can leave, too!"
"Goddammit." breathed the plainclothes man. "Hey, I'm going back inside and make some phone calls. Watch those bastards like hawks. They may can park on the curb, but if they come inside the line of our property, shoot 'em, no matter what these fucking prick cops say." He turned on his heel and began walking back to the front entrance of the building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Joanne Warner and Roy 'Seth Warner' McGhillie entered the first floor office of the Sales Manager. "Thank you so much for seeing us today!" Joanne said brightly, turning on the 'dumb blonde' routine just a wee bit.
"My pleasure, of course." said the Sales Manager. "So you are Seth and Joanne Warner, and you're moving to the City? I've heard your name, of course, Mr. Warner, so I don't need to explain that our prices preclude just anyone buying one of the properties here in the Wynand Building."
"Certainly." said Roy. "What's that joke... if I have to ask the price, I can't afford it?" Everyone laughed politely.
"Yes, that's about right." said the man. "So you'll understand we'll need to do a quick I.D. check before we proceed. If you'll sign this document allowing it, and show your driver's license... you too, ma'am..."
Roy signed the release/permission form and they both handed the Manager their drivers licenses, which the man quickly read with a laser reader. That was to impress customers with their technology.
"So, why are you looking to move here?" asked the Manager.
"For my husband's charitable work." said Joanne brightly, running over any attempt by 'Seth' to answer. "I was in the Town & County Police, in the Accounting Division, but they're consolidating positions. So I'm going to help my husband at his job, and it's the right time to move."
"I see." said the Manager. "So you're a Police Officer?"
"Well, not anymore, really." Joanne said. "And I was in an office, not really on the street holding a stop sign at school crossings."
"Very well, then." said the Manager. He normally would have the Security people checking out the couple further, but they were outside having to deal with some idiot phone company workers. "Have you looked at our website of our apartment floor plans?"
"Oh, yes sir." said Joanne happily. "They looked good. We're more interested in a good view, and this is one of the few apartment building with a lot of floors."
"And you, sir?" asked the Manager. "Anything in particular you'd like?"
"Whatever she wants." said Roy. "That's the secret to a good marriage, by the way." The Manager laughed politely.
"I believe we have some apartments as high as the 20th floor." said the Manager. "There are eight apartments to a floor, though some of our patrons bought two adjoining apartments and installed a door between them. Would you prefer the views to the south or the north?"
"What are the differences?" asked Joanne.
"The southern views are nicer, in my opinion." said the Manager. "On the upper floors, you can see the North River in the distance as it flows north. It's the river that divides Westphalia and Eastphalia to our south. You also get views of the Downtown district and the City as it stretches to the west. The northern views are less light-noisy, as I call it, and you can see the Airport in the distance to the north, and see the planes flying in and out. Some like that, and some don't care for it."
"Is it possible we can see a couple of apartments?" Joanne said. "And the views?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I parked my Police SUV in the garage of the City Federal Building, and Teresa and I went up to the FBI offices. We stopped by the large room that held the cubicles of Team Lazarus and Ashton Cardigan's cyber team, where we where enthusiastically greeted. After some small talk and me looking at the newest pictures of little Greta, Teresa and I and Martin Nash were invited into Jack Muscone's office.
"Where's Cindy?" asked Jack.
"Taking a day for personal business." I said. "So I brought the Wolf of Clan Crowbar with me." Teresa showed a glimmer of something resembling a smile at that.



"Good." said Jack. "Glad to have you visit, Teresa."
"So what's new around here?" I asked.
"That DOJ woman crawled back to Washington with her tail between her legs." said Muscone. "I don't have any more idea than you do what Melina Allgood did to scare the shit out of her, but she's backed off completely. And so has the vast majority of Washington. My boss, the EAD, went there for 'meetings', as your daughter would call them. Everything just suddenly calmed down. Like a Civil War battle stopping for the night. Or a truce. A calm before the next storm."
"They're getting ready for the Bulldogs-Wildcats game." Teresa said. Jack and Martin actually chuckled.
"I don't know what's more fun... the actual games, which are good... or listening to you guys bantering about it the two weeks leading up to it." said Martin Nash, once a participant in that banter when he was with the TCPD.
"By the way, Jack," I said, as if it were a sudden thought, "who were those FBI Agents with that DOJ woman?"
"Why do you think they're FBI Agents?" Jack asked.
I looked at Teresa. "Did he really just ask that?" I asked. Teresa really did crack a smile. I turned to Jack and said "Observation and deduction, Jack. The same observation and deduction that tells me something big is going on within the ranks and files of the FBI. Guardians of Justice?"
"Ah, 400 years ago..." Muscone said with what passed for him as a smile. "And I really am curious how you know that."
"You're all here, in the City." I said. "The EAD is in Washington, as you just told me. And Washington suddenly went quiet... again, as you just told me. Sooooo..." I went into a small reverie. When I came out I finished: "Everyone is scared of something. Really scared. Enough to pause their partisan bickering and work together on something. The GOJ?"
"How does he do it, Captain Croyle?" Jack asked Teresa.
"He's that good." Teresa replied.
"Yes." said Jack. "And yes, Don, everyone is scared. What the GOJ put out over the weekend was pure NSA stuff... the highest level, most classified stuff in the Nation. And both the Swamp Frogs and the Grassroots Guys are now aware that the GOJ, however well-intentioned, is now officially a 'problem'. And our problem may become your problem, Don. Yeah, I know what you told the EAD, and we're not going to ask you to help find them. But you may regret it if you don't... they're going to watch you, and your wife, and those around you, including me and Tanya, and Teresa and Todd, and Cindy and Callie, and so on."
"Hoo boy." I said. I realized Jack and Martin were watching Teresa as much as me. Her face gave away nothing. At all. Remind me not to play poker with her.
"I'm not saying that as a threat." said Jack. "I'm on your side, as much as Teresa is... well, almost as much. So is the retired Deputy Director. But the GOJ needs to disappear. Forever. And if you can facilitate that, for their own sakes, you need to."
"Don't know what the local cop on the beat can do." I said. "But I understand what you're saying. So... who are the two Agents?"
Realizing that I was not letting it go, Muscone said "Andrew Parsons and David Rovers. They're assigned to Southport. When I asked them why they were in your Town & County supporting an illegal DOJ action, they said they had received their orders to do that... from Washington."
"Who's their boss? Who do they answer to?" asked Teresa.
"Theoretically... me. But then there's the EAD, who is my boss. And since Les Craig was given his proper terminal exit, they've been pretty autonomous down there." Muscone said.
I nodded, then went into a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This corner apartment on the 19th floor faces south." the Manager said as he unlocked the door of the apartment on the southeast corner.
"Oh, it's very nice!" Joanne gushed. "Lots of light, lots of space."
"Modern, but comfortable." Roy said. Joanne went to the patio balcony, looking over the view. She could see the Cannon Building and the Federal Building, the interstate highway twining through the city, and the rougher-looking areas near the North River in the distance.
The manager was explaining to Roy some of the amenities that came with the HOA fees as Joanne quickly went through the rooms. The tiny camera in a button on her dress was capturing everything.
When she was done, they went to an apartment on the 18th floor, the inner one on the north-by-northwest side. Joanne could see the airport in the distance, the planes taking off and coming in, the spread of 3-story brownstones in every direction.
"So what is the parking situation." said Roy.
The manager replied "We have an underground garage, with one parking space per apartment, large enough for big vehicles. Some residents don't use their space, they have corporate limousines that pick them up, so if you desire a second space, we can arrange for you to rent theirs from them. If you need a second space and none are available to rent, there are some for rent at a reasonable rate in the parking deck next door, which we can arrange for you to obtain."
"I'm sort of paranoid, and security conscious." Joanne said to the Manager. "What if there's a fire?"
"There are stairwells at each corner of the building, and in the center, next to the elevators." said the Manager.
"Wouldn't it be nice if we had a private elevator, honey?" Joanne 'whispered' to Roy, loud enough to be overheard.
"The penthouse has a private elevator." said the Manager. "But it's owned, and therefore unavailable."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How about lunch?" Muscone offered. "We can show Teresa our favorite places around here, though none are as good as your Irish Pub."
"We'll have to take a raincheck." I said. "We're going to meet some City friends. We'll come back by before we leave."
Teresa and I left, then I drove us down towards Westphalia. "City friends, you say?" she asked.
"Well, a couple of people I want you to meet and get to know." I said. "Having friends in the wrong places can be a very good thing, at times."
`
I drove to the Luigi's near Westphalia. The lunch manager, a relative of Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, quickly came to the front when I gave my name.
"Please, sir, this way." he said. He led us to the private back room, which featured a large window of (bulletproof) glass overlooking the North River, and Eastphalia on the other side.
There were two men at the table by the window. They rose to greet us as we came in.
"Senator Jimmy Cerone, Senator Moe Molinari," I said, "may I present my colleague, niece-in-law, and very close friend, Captain Teresa Croyle.
"You certainly may" said Jimmy Cerone. He shook Teresa's hand, taking hers in both of his. "I am still in awe of that miracle you performed last Christmas, rescuing that lovely little girl from that explosion. That was the bravest thing I have ever seen."
"Thank you, sir." Teresa said politely.
"Senator Cerone didn't leave many platitudes for me to say." said Molinari as he shook Teresa's hand. "I'll just agree with his words about your courage. Very well done." Teresa thanked him also as Cerone extended his arm in a gesture for us to sit down.
I'd expected Cerone and Molinari to sit with their backs to the window, so the light would be in our faces. But only Cerone did so, having me sit to his left so that my back was also to the window (the table corner pointing directly at the window). Molinari sat to Cerone's right, and Teresa to my left.
This told me two things: first, that they wanted me facing the room in the event of any threats, knowing I could handle them, and showing they trusted me; and second, that Cerone was the more worried, or paranoid, about any threats, and that Molinari was not deferring to Cerone, but to his own comfort, in allowing Cerone to sit in the 'seat of advantage', so to speak. I put all that into a compartment of the mind.
"How freely may I speak, Don?" asked Cerone.
"You may speak as freely in front of Teresa as you do me." I said. "Anything she doesn't know, I'll fill her in later." Cerone nodded.
"I sent those phone company workers to the Wynand Building." Cerone said quietly. "They were confronted by Security immediately, and it wasn't a friendly conversation. But your Officers showed up to cover for them. I'll have them send the full report to you by tonight."
"I appreciate that." I said. "So... any good gossip about the State Legislature?" Cerone and Molinari laughed heartily at that one. Our lasagna arrived, and we settled down to some good Italian eating...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at the Sales Manager's office, the Manager told Joanne and 'Seth' which condos were available. "If you will put down a deposit now, I can begin processing your paperwork immediately."
"Honey, are we ready to buy yet?" Joanne asked.
"Why don't we have lunch first, and talk about it." said Roy. To the Manager, he said "What are some good restaurants around here? We should look at our close surroundings if we're going to consider living here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The plainclothes security man came in. "Fucking pricks." he muttered.
"Those phone company workers?" said the Sales Manager.
"Yeah." said the security man. "They even gave us some lip. I was gonna have our paid-for City Police Officers rough 'em up a bit, but I guess the phone company's paid-for cops got here first."
"They doing anything that might be a problem?" asked the sales manager.
"Naah, just checking for live communications wires." said the Security man. Just then, the uniformed man came in.
"Did those phone company bastards leave?" asked the plainclothes man.
"Yeah, and the cops left, too. I tell ya... something is off about them." said the uniformed man.
"The workers, or the cops?" asked the Sales Manager.
"Both." said the uniformed man. "The phone company guys acted like they were tracing wires, but I swear to God they were looking all over the building. And the cops... they're real enough, I checked their badge numbers with my iPhone app, and right in front of 'em, too. They're who they said they were, but..."
"But what?" asked the plainclothes man.
"You know how City Police Detectives wear plain clothes most of the time," said the uniformed man, "and when they have to wear a uniform, the uniform doesn't fit quite right because they haven't worn it in a while and they've gained or lost weight? That's the impression I got from those cops."
"Hmm, interesting." said the Sales Manager. "Oh, by the way, we had a couple in looking to buy. Seth and Joanne Warner are their names. Their drivers licenses checked out, but she's a former cop... TCPD Finance & Accounting, so she said."
"I'll go check 'em out harder now." said the plainclothes man.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we headed back to the Federal Building after lunch, Teresa said "Okay Don... you just introduced me to two men that my husband says are the most powerful Legislators in the State, and two of the three most powerful men in the State."
"Who's the third?" I asked.
"My boss." said Teresa. "The guy I'm taking to now." That surprised me to hear from Teresa, and that Todd would say it to her. She continued: "So why are you introducing me to them?"
"Because," I said, "perish forbid, there may come a day when I am no longer here, and by that I mean here on earth. Should that day come, it is very likely that you will become the Police Commander... and the next Iron Crowbar if you change your mind about carrying one. If that happens, men like Cerone and Molinari will be very helpful to you, just as they have been to me. You could see that they respect you... hell, they're in awe of you... and could be good friends, if you know what I mean."
"Well," Teresa said, "one day they might ask a 'favor' of you... one you can't refuse."
"Oh, I've helped them out already." I said. "They know there's some ground rules: that I'll never give them classified information, official TCPD, SBI, or FBI information, or anything they could use to harm innocent and good people. And I expect nothing from them, at all."
"But still they may ask, one day." said Teresa. "Oh well, I will never be able to replace you as Police Commander... only succeed you." She then peered at me. "What about Cindy?" she asked.
"She's Deputy Chief." I replied.
"And she can't become Police Commander?" Teresa asked.
"She can, but she won't." I said. "You will be the next TCPD Police Commander. I have that on the best authority."
"What authority is that?"
"Carole."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The plainclothes man came out of the security office. "It's not good." he said to the Sales Manager. "The license checked out, but when I go the route of checking 'Seth Warner' by name, I get this DMV photo." He showed them the photos he'd downloaded onto his iPhone.
"Close, but not the same guy, for sure." said the Manager. "What about her?"
"Same person." the security man said, showing Joanne's DMV photo. "She's really a TCPD cop, too... a Senior Detective. I hacked the TCPD personnel files and got that. So then I did a Lexis-Nexis search. She really is Seth Warner's wife, and Seth Warner really is Conrad King's grandson and is now running King's legitimate charities. Again, photos don't perfectly match the man in here today."
"What does this mean?" asked the Sales Manager.
"I don't know, but it can't be good." said the security man. "Why don't you lure them back here, show them apartment 20A, and we'll take them down... and then make them talk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello?" said Joanne, answering her cellphone.
"Hello, this is the Sales Manager at the Wynand Building. I was thinking about what you said about private elevators and more security. I thought one apartment was occupied, but it's empty now. When you come back, I'll show it to you. It's on the 20th floor, so the views will be good."
"That sounds great!" Joanne said. "We should be back in the next half hour. My husband is getting a cashier's check for you."
After disconnecting, her face changed. "I need to call the Commander." she said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh wow." I said. "Yes, it sounds like they might have figured out who you really are. It wasn't meant to be that good a cover, anyway... nooooo, do not even think about going back there... I want you to go back home, as fast as you can get there. Do not pass 'Go', do not collect $200... okay, see you at home... bye."
"What happened?" Teresa asked as I parked at the Federal Building garage.
"Joanne got a call from the manager." I said. "He said there was an apartment with a private elevator he could show them... he didn't have anything like that before they went to lunch, but only after they went to lunch, after he and the security people had time to break down their cover."
"Oops." said Teresa.
"Yeah, but I'd told Joanne and Roy to expect that they might be discovered." I said. "Joanne did well, trusted her instincts and called me."
"What do we do now?" Teresa said.
"We go back inside and talk to the FBI some more." I said. "And we can't do it today, but maybe you can help me with another undercover operation... or more correctly, 'under covers'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The woman said they would return, but they never did." said the security man. He and the Sales Manager were in the Sales Manager's office with another man... the man who paid them. They referred to him as 'the Boss'.
"That was a good job, detecting them." said the Boss. He turned to the Sales Manager and said "What did you tell them when you tried to lure them back here?"
"That we had an apartment available with a private elevator, which is something they asked about." said the Sales Manager. "I said it was on the 20th floor, though there are no private elevators to anywhere below the 21st floor."
"Hmm." said the Boss, thinking about it. "Yesss... I think I see an Iron Crowbar at work here. His abilities have really grown in the last few years. Henry Wargrave did not have much respect for Don Troy, and it cost Henry his life. We have to be on our guard, gentlemen."
"What do we do if he shows up here?" asked the uniformed Security Man.
"You make a point to not be here, or to leave quickly." said the Boss. "The Iron Crowbar is a pit viper."
After a moment, the Boss got up and said "Okay, I'll go report in to Mrs. Wargrave. You guys stay alert. It's obvious they're interested in us."
He left the office and went to the main elevators in the central hallway. He went up to the 22d floor and knocked on the front door of Lilly Wargrave's home. She buzzed him in.
"Hello, dahling." said Lilly. "I'm surprised to see you in the afternoon. Are you horny?"
"Well, I am." the man said. "But I came to tell you that I'm going to be flying to Miami later tonight."
"Oh." said Lilly. "Want some company?"
"No, I have to do this one myself, I'm afraid." he said. "I also wanted to tell you that Commander Donald Troy might come to visit you. He's been interested in things in the City since Leon Mills and Jenny Van Dyke were busted."
"Good." said Lilly. "Maybe he'll fuck me again. Maybe it'll be as good as the last time he fucked me." (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 03.)
"Yes, maybe." the man said witheringly.
"Are you going to tell Jack Lewis and Ferrell?" Lilly asked.
"No, they should be safe as it is." the man said, knowing full well that was not true at all. He had no intentions of dealing with the Iron Crowbar, and certainly not for the sakes and ilk of Lewis and Ferrell. Just as he'd left his people to their fate in the Clinton County facility, he was going to leave Lewis and Ferrell to their fate...
Part 24 - After-Actions
7:30pm, Monday, October 15th. It was little Jack Burke's 5th birthday, and I'd sent a present with Teresa to give to him. I went to my office, where I talked with Roy and Joanne.
"He didn't show us the underground garage, only talked about it." said Roy. "I didn't see anything but the main elevator that led to it. We also were not taken farther up than the 19th floor. The Sales Manager said the penthouse had a private elevator, but that apartment was owned and occupied."
"So there is a private elevator." I said. "That's good to know."
"And when he called me during lunch," Joanne said, "he said a 20th floor apartment actually was empty, and that it had a private elevator... something about that didn't ring true."
"I entirely agree." I said. "For a sales agent to not already know if one of his condos is empty or not? Yeah, right." Joanne and Roy nodded.
"Okay, you guys did very well... especially when you realized something might be wrong and you called me." I said. "You guys can go home... Joanne, to the real Seth, and Roy to the real Becca Larrington. Go. Shoo." They got the hint, and left quickly.
I then examined some of the photos Joanne and Roy had taken, as well as video data that Cerone's 'phone company' people got, mostly with GoPros, but also some videocamera shots taken by 'tourists' that the Security did not notice as they concentrated on the 'phone company' workers.
"Get anything?" said a voice. It was Chief Moynahan, standing in my doorway.
"Uh, hi sir." I said. "Yes, I think we got some good intel today. Come on in, have a seat." The Chief accepted the invitation, and I filled him in on what we'd learned.
"You can look at that video tomorrow." the Chief said. "I'm leaving now, and you are going to walk out the door with me. But before we go, I'll just tell you that KXTC played what you said to that woman at the Courthouse this morning, but KSTD did not. Amber Harris used that footage to attack you as viciously as she possibly could, but in my considered opinion, it fell flat. And then there's this."



He handed me his iPad, upon which was loaded a YouTube video. It was on the "Meet Commander Donald Troy" site, which we knew was run by one Cindy Ross. That video of me at the Courthouse telling that Snowflake off was the newest upload, and it had over 100,000 views already.
"It's gone viral." said the Chief. "We'll never get a break from the Mainstream Media, but these Social Media outlets can't be con-trrrolllllled..." I smiled and nodded as I watched the video.
"The Press is declaring victory for Tunnin," the Chief continued, "but so far she's obeying the gag order. Chief Griswold took a hard shot at Gil Krasney for not pursuing the criminal charges, and Miriam Walters surprisingly agreed publicly with the Chief. Janice Holloway is at a safe place, she's Harvey Eckhart's guest at 'The Vision' compound, but she can't stay there forever... I fear what Harlow and these Feminists might try to do to her if they ever get the chance."
"Yes, so do I." I said. "We're doing what we can to help Janice, and she was very brave as well as very honest to do what she did... but you know what they say about virtue being its own reward."
"Yezzzz, I do." said the Chief. "But I happen to know that she was following the example of someone she admires greatly... you, Mr. Crowbar."
"I'd like to take credit." I said. "But if I don't miss my guess... I think she did it partly out of love for another man."
"And you rarely miss your guesses, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "Okay, let's go home." I did not have to be told that a second time.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was an exciting hour as little Jack Burke opened his various presents, aided by little Doug and Michael Todd. Tanya had brought little Pete over, as well. The little boys and the one big boy, that being Todd, were having a blast, leaving Tanya and Teresa to talk shop.
"I think the undercover operation went well," Teresa told Tanya as they ate ice cream and cake for dessert, "but Don pulled them out of it. He suspected their cover was blown, and just had them come back home."
"Good." said Tanya. "Myron said he didn't think the fake drivers license would hold up. Mary said it would. I'm going to tell them they both lost, so they'll have to perform... 'favors'... on each other to pay off the bet."
"You missed your calling." said Teresa. "You should've been a sexual psychology professor like Laura."
Tanya laughed. "So Don introduced you to Cerone and Molinari, eh?"
"Yes." said Teresa. "And Don is completely comfortable breaking bread with two of the most powerful politicians in the State."
"Ehhh, don't worry about it." Tanya said. "Jack said that Cerone really did give up his control of the Southport Mobs, and only does enough to make sure some idiot doesn't try to wipe him out. Molinari also went 'clean', though he was never as dirty as Cerone. They used to be enemies, in the Mob sense, but Don brokered peace between them, and now they work together in the Legislature, and have lunches together. Jack said that Don told him that politics is a game to Molinari and Cerone, kind of like playing chess. They just enjoy it for the sake of the game."
"Yeah, what they consider a 'game' are politics that affect all our lives." Teresa said. "By the way, have you noticed anything going on with Cindy? She had a doctor appointment today, and didn't say a word to me about it, which is 'not normal'."
"No, she didn't say anything to me, either." said Tanya. "But she hasn't been feeling well for a few days, so maybe she decided to get checked out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
It was my son Jim's voice as he came running up to greet me as I entered the Mountain Nest. I said "Why don't I come sit down, and you can hug me then, okay? My back is tired."
"Okay, Daddy." Jim said. He led the way to the greatroom and I sat down in the rocking chair by the fireplace and the window, then hoisted Jim up and gave him a hug.
Then Carole and Marie came up, and I gave them both hugs, too. "Daddy," Carole said, "I told Mommy that she could give you my stringbeans as part of your late supper, so your tummy would be full."
"That's very sweet of you." I said. "So you didn't make Jim eat your stringbeans as well as his?"
"Heavens, no." said Laura coming up to me. "Girls, why don't you go back to your drawing while I talk to Daddy and fix his supper?"
"Okay" said two super-heroines in unison. Laura leaned over and kissed me.
"Come on up to the dinner table." she said. I followed her up, and sat at the table in the breakfast room 'deck', which overlooked the greatroom and had a rail to keep someone from falling off. It was a feature of the Mountain Nest that I liked. I sat down and watched as Marie drew illustrations at Carole's direction for their book collaboration, with Bowser 'supervising'. Jim was making a new structure with his Legos while Buddy dozed next to him.
"Marie is staying with us tonight." Laura said. "Her mother (Stephanie Steele) has telescope time tonight, and she'll be there all night. Edward (Steele) is meeting with Daniel as part of his campaign team. It's a disaster, but you may have saved him by arresting Tunnin, even if that bast---- uh, Krasney dropped the charges. Selena has bank business, so I told her Marie can spend the night here."
"Good." I said. "It's always more fun when Marie is here with Carole. And Bowser sleeps better, too. They wear him flat out." Laura chuckled, then brought our suppers to the table. I made observations as we ate.
"How did Cindy's appointment go?" I asked.
"Three words." replied Laura. "Doctor... patient... privilege. You'll have to talk to her, if she wants to talk."
"No, you don't have to tell me." I said. "I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much." As I said it, I felt a vibe, and realized that Carole was listening intently to us, though pretending not to.
Then my daughter said to Marie. "There they go again."
"What do you mean?" Marie asked.
"Mommy doesn't want to tell Daddy something," said Carole, "but Daddy says he already knows. Nothing gets past Daddy. I stopped trying a loooooong time ago!"
Laura and I just looked at each other, then I began laughing and just could not stop...
Part 25 - A Lack of Justice
Calle Carrington came into the condo she shared with Cindy. "Sorry I'm late." she said. "I got my research finished, and then I got phone calls from the film company in California, and had to put out some fires..."
She realized that Cindy was not listening as she sat on the sofa, seemingly in a daze. "Cindy, are you all right?" Callie asked, sitting down next to her fiancée. "Is everything okay?"
"I went to the doctor today." Cindy said, staring forward. "Laura confirmed it." Cindy handed Callie the plastic tube, with the two lines in the indicator box. "Callie..." Cindy said, her voice choking...
"... I'm pregnant."
To be continued.
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Part 25 - A Lack of Justice (continued)
Callie's hand went to her mouth as the tears burst from her eyes. "Oh, Cindy..." she gasped. Then she took Cindy into her arms, and Cindy collapsed into her. They cried together for a while.
"What... what are you going to do?" Callie finally asked.
"I don't know." said Cindy, trying to recover her composure. "My first thought was that this has to be stopped. But then I was thinking... I've thought about having a baby, being a mother. I see Don and his kids, Teresa and Todd with their kids. I think of Susie Haskins, what a wonderful little girl she is." Callie nodded.
"So... I had thought of maybe going to a sperm bank or something... after I talked with you about it, of course." Cindy said. "With my memories erased, this isn't much different. But then I thought that it is different. This was created by an act of Evil. Even with a sperm bank, I'd generally know what the baby would be like, what ethnicity and all."
"And even with your memories erased," Callie said, "this baby would constantly remind you what happened." Cindy nodded.
"I'm my father Dr. Eckart's only child... that he knows of." Cindy said. "What if this is the only chance to continue his bloodline?"
"It's not, if you get pregnant some other time, by better means." Callie said. "But I understand what you're saying."
What do you think I should do?" Cindy asked. "And it's definitely our decision together."
After a pause, Callie said "I think you should sleep on it. We're both too emotional right now. I'll get you some melatonin."
"Mixed with gin, if you don't mind..."
Part 26 - Agenda-Driven
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Fox Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 16th, from in front of City Hall. "Let's go to Amber Harris at the Courthouse. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde. "In a major defeat for Commander Donald Troy and a huge victory for women and victims' rights, Judge Rodney K. Watts dismissed the specious charges against Gayle Tunnin, who has made credible claims that Sheriff Daniel Allgood sexually harassed her while he was her boss in the Internal Affairs Division of the Town & County Police Department!"
More Amber: "Condemnation of Republican Daniel Allgood and calls for him to step down are coming form all quarters, and even his own Party. Republican State Representative Wilson Hammonds called upon Allgood to end his candidacy as a Republican. Candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow blasted Allgood, saying that he should resign as Sheriff immediately, as he is not fit to lead Town & County Law Enforcement. And Allgood's opponent for Mayor, Town Assemblyman and former civil rights leader Eldrick X. Weaver, made this statement. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, giving Weaver what amounted to free ad time as he was shown saying "Daniel Allgood has returned this County to the days of corruption and white privilege, where white men treated women and blacks as sex objects and slaves!"
Back to Amber live: "Also, Mr. Eldrick Weaver and Ms. Della Harlow jointly filed a formal complaint against Commander Donald Troy with the SBI-OER, the Federal Elections Commission, the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division, and the Town & County Council, stating that Troy acted in a political manner to help his brother-in-law Daniel Allgood mitigate the credible claims of sexual harassment by abusing Police power to arrest Allgood's accuser. This is not the first time Commander Troy has been accused of abusing his authority to suppress women; the State Independent Counsel also investigated Donald Troy for abuse of Police power when Troy harassed two women that made credible claims of sexual harassment against racist Governor Val Jared. Back to you, Bettina!"
Thank you, Amber." said Bettina. "In the interests of accuracy, we are compelled to note that District Attorney Gil Krasney asked that the charges against Ms. Tunnin be dropped with prejudice, a legal term that mean the charges cannot be reinstated. However, Judge Watts dismissed the charges without prejudice, with a comment that they could be refiled at a later time. If Mr. Krasney is defeated in the D.A. race, and it increasingly looks like he will be, then those charges could be reinstated next year."
"Also," said Bettina, "Judge Patrick R. Folsom refused to throw out Daniel Allgood's lawsuit against Gayle Tunnin for slander and defamation of character, saying that the case had strong merit and could proceed forward."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can see what they are do-ingggg." said Chief Moynahan as we watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "They let Amber Harris attack Mr. Crowbar, while Bettina plays the 'fair and balanced' routine."
"Yes sir." I said. "I guess they think I don't have anything else with which to go nuclear on Amber Harris. They are about to find out that they are wrong."
"What bothers me," said Teresa, "is the complaints they're filing against you, Commander Troy. Looks like they're trying to set it up to give the FEC and DOJ another excuse to come after you." I nodded, but said nothing.
"You think this is why that DOJ woman backed off?" asked Tanya. "She knew this was coming, and she'd have a second chance at you?"
"Except she went all the way back to Washington." I said. "I don't know if this is what they had in mind when they were trying to warn us off from investigating anything, but if this woman knew the complaints were going to be made, why not wait until they actually were made? And why would she go back to Washington if she knew another opening to act was coming?"
"So that begats the question: what are they planning that has the DOJ covering for them, if it wasn't this?" Tanya said.
"Time will tell." I said.
"Have the Press attempted to contact you, or Captain Thompson?" the Chief asked Deputy Chief Ross, who was sitting between me and the TV. When Cindy didn't answer, all eyes went to her.
"Reverie time." Tanya said quietly. I tapped Cindy on the shoulder. She practically jumped out of her skin.
"Are you okay, Commander Ross?" asked the Chief, looking concerned.
"Er... yes sir." Cindy said, trying to get her wits back. "I'm sorry, sir, I was thinking of... something else." She then got up and said "Would you please excuse me?"
"Certainly." said the Chief. After the door closed behind Cindy, all eyes went to me. I just shrugged.
"Don't look at me." I said. "She hasn't said a word to me."
"Me, neither." said Teresa. "And that is what's worrying me most."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:55am, Tuesday, October 16th. Teresa and Tanya came in for the Angels meeting.
"What are you going to do to Amber?" Tanya asked.
"I need plausible deniability on this one." I said. "So don't ask."
"How bad will KSTD be this morning?" Teresa wondered out loud. When I didn't answer out loud, she peered hard at me.
"Let's watch some TV." I said, clicking the television monitor on with the remote.
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful dirty-blonde reporterette. "The County is is political turmoil following a hectic weekend, where former TCPD Detective Gayle Tunnin made sexual harassment allegations against her former boss Daniel Allgood, who is running for mayor, and the subsequent arrest of Ms. Tunnin by the Town & County Police, acting upon a sting operation where they gathered evidence that Ms. Tunnin and Della Harlow pre-planned the allegations!"
"District Attorney Gil Krasney asked that the charges against Ms. Tunnin be dropped with prejudice, meaning they could not be brought up again later." said Cynthia. "But judge Rodney K. Watts specifically stated that he was dropping the charges without prejudice, and said the charges could be refiled next year, meaning after a new District Attorney is chosen by the voters!"
Then Cynthia said "And now let's go to our new political reporter, Bill Hacosta. Bill!"
Hacosta was short, even by television personality and reporter standards, with graying hair and a smug face, almost as smug as John Hardwood's face had been. He said "Thank you, Cynthia! We're with Dr. Romanov of the University's Institute for Politics, who is an SNN Contributor. Doctor, how are the vote-fixing scandal and now these charges of sexual harassment affecting the campaigns of the local Republican candidates?"
"The vote-fixing scandal is hurting Establishment Republicans State-wide." said Dr. Romanov. "But Sharon Marshal has had strong Grassroots support for some time now, and she's well ahead of Senator Maxine Watts in early polling."
"What about the Mayor's race?" asked Hacosta.
"It's still early," said Dr. Romanov, "but Daniel Allgood's core support has not abandoned him yet. The arrest of his accuser, Gayle Tunnin, and the wiretaps showing that the allegations were pre-planned has helped Mr. Allgood. The charges may still be true, but Ms. Tunnin's own credibility was damaged."
"What about the Police, Doctor?" asked Hacosta. "Commander Troy is Sheriff Allgood's brother-in-law, Commander Troy was investigated by the State Independent Counsel for similar accusations of abuse of Police power to suppress female victims of sexual harassment. Isn't there a pattern here?"
"I'll let others made that determination." said Romanov. "But Allgood and Jared supporters don't see it the way the Democrats do..."
"Thank you, Doctor." said Bill Hacosta. "Cynthia, the polls in the Mayor's race show Eldrick X. Weaver with a three point lead over Sheriff Allgood, 49-46%, within the margin of error."
"Thank you, Bill!" said Cynthia. "And in a late-breaking story that you are hearing first on the SNN Networks... sources tell Five-Alive News that one of the voices captured in the TCPD's sting, one of the persons conspiring to smear Daniel Allgood with allegations of sexual harassment... is Amber Harris, political reporter for our competitor, KXTC..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It is rare to see Teresa Croyle truly smile. She did so when Carole hugged her at Teresa's M.O.V. ceremony, and she did so at her wedding to my nephew. And now she was smiling, truly smiling, as we listened to that announcement of Amber's involvement with the smear campaign of Daniel Allgood.
Tanya Perlman's eyes were sparkling even more as she turned to me with a huge grin. "That is so nasty!" she whispered excitedly. I just smiled.
Then my office door opened, and in walked Chief Moynahan. "You are a baaaad man, Mr. Crowbar. A bad, bad man."
"Thank you, sir." I said with a smile.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I went to the Press Interview Room. Because KSTD had reported on Amber's involvement in the Allgood Smear Campaign, I was going to give Catrina Pierce an interview, supposedly about the upcoming Bulldogs-Wildcats game.
As we were getting ready, I said "Off the record completely, but I've seen you before. Didn't you used to play professional disc golf?"
"Oh, yes, I did." said Catrina. "But I had injuries, and I've gotta pay the bills. So I became a Sports reporter. Do you play disc golf?"
"I used to, just for fun." I said. "But then I broke my back twice, so I don't play so much."
"You broke your back? How?" asked Catrina.
"Helicopter crash, followed by being shot in the back right on the weak vertebrae." I said. "Then the next time was after a fight with a criminal." That criminal was the Slender Man, but I didn't mention that aspect of it.
"Oh wow." said Catrina. We then got ready and started the interview.
"This is Catrina Pierce for SNN Sports." the platinum blonde said. "I'm here with Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police, with an exclusive interview about the upcoming Bulldogs-Wildcats game here at University Memorial Stadium in less than two weeks. Commander, what preparations do the Police make for a game as big as this one?"
"We have three main areas we focus on, Catrina." I said. "Traffic control, general law enforcement, and security. The traffic control plan has been in place for years, and has worked pretty well. The general law enforcement includes illegal parking, drunk and disorderly conduct, and things of that nature, and again, we have a plan in place to handle those things that we've been doing for a long time."
"The third aspect, security, involves law enforcement at every level, such as the FBI, Homeland Security, and even including some military reserve help." I said. "Obviously I can't go into details, but we've had these plans in place for a while now, as well."
"Commander, you're a Wildcat graduate." Catrina said. "What does this game mean for you?"
"Well, the Bulldogs-Wildcats rivalry has become very big in the past number of years," I said, "and possibly the biggest out-of-State rivalry game for either side. The winner has gone to the Conference title game for the last several years, which adds to the fun."
"But as a Wildcat in Bulldog territory," Catrina said, "are there any special problems for you?"
"Not really, nothing seriously hostile." I said. "We do have some fun with it, though. My nephew and my cousin are University graduates, and my wife is a professor at the University, but in the TCPD we have a number of Officers that went to other Schools, such as Eastern State and the University of Mississippi. We do have some banter, but it's all in fun... as long as the Wildcats win, of course." I said that with a smile, and Catrina laughed.
"There are rumors that the number of traffic tickets go down when the Wildcats win." Catrina said. "At the same time, you were credited with diffusing the situation with Coach Willy Gonzales, and the NCAA has accepted your submission of evidence that the potential scandal was the work of outsiders. Why is a Wildcat like you getting the Bulldogs Nation out of trouble like that?"
"Three reasons, Catrina." I said, holding in my patience at the nature of the question. "First, a scandal like that harms not only the University but our Conference and all of college athletics. Second, it would be wrong to let the University take the blame for the actions of the evil persons that actually committed crimes, whether or not I attended that University. And third, related to the second... it was where the evidence led. As a Police Officer, I follow the evidence and try to bring a true, correct verdict to the criminals, while protecting the innocent, especially if they're being framed."
Yes, that was an opening, and it was meant to be. And Catrina was a pretty smart lady; she took that opening and ran with it.
"Speaking of that," she said, "you had evidence that Gayle Tunnin and others conspired to smear Daniel Allgood. First... how do you know her accusations are false?"
"First of all," I said, "the Police Lieutenant that wore the wire and got the audio tapes gave a sworn affidavit that Tunnin admitted the accusation was not really true, but she was going to make it anyway. They also tried to get that Police Lieutenant to make her own false accusation against another Police Officer, but she refused. That was all part of our evidence package that we presented to the Judge to get warrants for the sting, and the evidence we turned over to the D.A.'s Office."
"Second," I said, "I've known Daniel Allgood for several years now. He was the head of Internal Affairs. I encouraged him to run for Sheriff because I knew, and know, that he is a man of integrity. I've been accused of helping him because his wife and my wife are sisters... but that's allowed me to see that he loves his wife completely and he adores his children, and has no need to bother with other women. He's done a great job as Sheriff for these last four years. I definitely take that into consideration in comparison to the accusation made against him... accusations without a shred of proof to back them up, by the way."
"You've also been accused of using Police power to suppress the claims of Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton that Governor Jared sexually harassed them." said Catrina. "And Amber Harris of KXTC says their claims were credible."
"But they weren't credible, Catrina." I said. "And every reporter that says they are is deliberately lying. The FBI proved... proved, Catrina, beyond a doubt... that the Governor's signature on their yearbook was forged, a fake. Those women admitted they lied and tried to frame the Governor. There was nothing credible about their claims at all, just as there is nothing credible about Gayle Tunnin's false accusation against Sheriff Allgood."
"KSTD broke the story that one of the voices on the tapes the Police obtained is that of our competitor's reporter, Amber Harris." said Catrina. "You had a run-in with her, in which she was charged with assaulting a Police Officer. She has relentlessly and repeatedly called you a racist and a misogynist, and accused you of Police brutality. Do you have any feelings about her being part of Ms. Tunnin's accusation against the Sheriff?"
"Oh I have feelings." I said, a bit witheringly. "I won't say anything about Amber Harris's domestic dispute incident, as that has been adjudicated by the Courts. What I will say is that she has taken a lot of cheap shots, not only at me, but at others. I know it's part of the job that I'm going to be subject to flak, but when KXTC allows false smears to be hurled at people without consequences, that reflects more on KXTC as a whole than just one reporter. As another example, their reporter Lester Holder made a viciously racist statement about my daughter. He should've been fired immediately for his racism and what he said about a little girl, but KXTC keeps him on the payroll. And I haven't even gotten to reporter John Harwood, once a KXTC reporter, attempting to murder my other daughter last Christmas..."
Part 27 - Your Iron Crowbar At 'Work'
"That..." said Cindy Ross, "...was righteous."
"Yes. Yes it was." I said. We were in my office. Teresa and Tanya were also present.
"Think they'll show anything beyond the Sports stuff on the air?" Teresa asked.
Tanya intervened. "Oh hell yes, they will. I'll bet it was part of the deal."
"What deal?" I said. "I see no 'deal' here." That earned me some less-than-angelic looks from my Angels.
"So are you back to speaking to the Press?" Cindy asked.
"We'll see." I said. "If KSTD shows that on the air, I want to see what KXTC's reaction will be."
"I'm more worried about what Della Harlow and the Democrats's reactions will be." said Teresa. "I've told the SWAT Teams and both Precincts to get well-prepared for possible demonstrations, maybe even riots."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Tanya, mobilize your assets to get intel... have your Detectives contact C.I.s and other informants, see if anything is being ginned up." Tanya nodded and made notes.
"All right." I said. "I'll be out of the office for a few hours, maybe the rest of the day. Anything you need before I leave?"
"I need to get a couple of things done, too." said Teresa. "Is it okay if I'm gone while you're gone?"



"Sure." I said. "Let Hewitt and the Precincts know they're in charge. Anything else?" There being nothing, I dismissed my Angels to their duties.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was driving the Black Beauty towards the City. Riding shotgun was Teresa Croyle.
We were on a mission that might require 'plausible deniability'. It was a potentially dangerous undercover mission, and Teresa had no jurisdictional standing and therefore no indemnity. There was no more SBI Reserve program into which I could temporarily bring her, either.
We were in civilian clothes. Teresa was wearing all black. I was wearing a black suit, white shirt, and silver tie. I would also be wearing spectacles later on, looking like a redheaded Clark Kent.
"So you gave KSTD an interview." said Teresa. "And no telling who might've leaked what was on those tapes to them."
"The tapes are now part of the public record." I said. "They were introduced as evidence in Tunnin's preliminary hearing. So it's possible there was no leak at all."
"Uh huh." Teresa said. "Even so, KSTD chopped KXTC off at the knees, like Cindy tries to chop our knees out in the Boxing Matches. Just to get an interview with you."
"Amazing, huh?" I replied.
"Yes." Teresa said. "And we'll see if they run your interview. And by the way, why hasn't Penis Holder been fired?"
"Word I got," I said, "was that they were trying to get KSTD to hire him away from them. But he's toxic, and KSTD hired Bill Hacosta instead."
"Doesn't answer my question." Teresa said. "Why haven't they fired him?"
"They're being in-your-face about it." I replied. "And holier-than-thou, as if they're on the side of right. The Press truly believes that they are always right, and anyone who dares disagree with them is always wrong. They truly believe they exist to tell people exactly what to think. The bad news... is that half the people in the country let them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The drone buzzed over the top of the Wynand Building, in close proximity to the penthouse, then circled to land right on the patio. It was equipped with infrared and visible light cameras, as well as sensors for picking up radio waves used in communications.
Teresa and I were on the roof of the Federal Building to the southwest of the Wynand Building. Jack Muscone was with us as we watched the monitors on the drone's controllers.
"No heat signatures, except the hot water heater isn't particularly well insulated." I said. "No cellphones or transmitters inside. Looks like no one is home... and that's a good thing." I made the drone take off again. It flew north, over the top of the garage building to the north of the Wynand Building,
"Of all your hair-brained schemes," said Jack Muscone, "this one is the hair-brainiest."
I smiled at the joke, then said "Okay, the parking garage across the street from the Wynand Building to the north does not have access to the Wynand Building itself, at least that we know of. But Cerone's 'phone company' guys detected a couple of things. One is that a huge trunk of communications lines runs under that garage and over to something underneath the Wynand Building. The other is that there are two A/C units on the east side of that parking garage, with walls around them hiding them from public view. They both appear to pump air to somewhere underground."
"And you think Ferrell is hiding under there, somewhere?" asked Muscone.
"I'm not sure." I said. "But Jack Lewis... that would make more sense. What we're going to do is this: I'm going to go in there to fulfill my appointment to see Lilly Wargrave. When I get in the lobby, the building's cameras will experience technical difficulties. That's when Teresa will make her move."
"Do me one favor." Muscone said. "If you find Ferrell, give me first crack at him."
"Jack," Teresa said, "you need plausible deniability. You took care of business with the guy that killed my sister. Let me take care of Ferrell for you, and for Tanya."
After a long pause, Muscone said. "You're right. And that's fair. Arigato, Teresa-san."
"And if I'm right, we're going to need your help with something else, Jack." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Black Beauty parked in one of the Visitors parking spaces in the north parking garage. An SPS U-Rent-It truck came slowly in front just as the tall redheaded man in a suit and glasses got out of the green car. The camera was trained on him, and did not record the woman getting out of the passenger side, and into the shotgun seat of the truck.
As I came out and crossed the street, going towards the north entrance of the Wynand Building, the truck went to the top level of the parking garage, which was six stories up and open-air. The driver, who was masked, got out and opened the back of the truck. Other workers, also masked, sprang out and brought out the device inside. They began fastening the wings together as the now-masked woman got a coil of rope that climbers used, and put it around her shoulder like a sash.
"Ready to go." said one of the masked men. It was Barry Oliver of BOW Enterprises. He continued: "After you land, leave the engine running, and we'll get it back here by remote control."
"Roger that." said Teresa. She sat down in the Whirlybat, nodded for the others to get clear, then she started the engine...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello." I said as I entered the lobby and walked to the receptionist's desk, which faced the south side entrance. She was a cute young Asian woman. I said "I'm here for my appointment with Mrs. Lilly Wargrave. She is expecting me."
"Yes sir. What is your name, sir?" the woman asked.
"Kent. Clark Kent." I said. The young woman did not bat an eyelash.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The uniformed Security man was sitting at the desk, eating a sandwich and drinking coffee as he watched the bank of monitors. They were set off by motion. The one on the roof was constantly being set off by birds.
The main monitor switched to the lobby camera. He saw the man walking in. He reached for the phone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The receptionist's phone buzzed, and she answered it.
"Yes sir." she said. She hung up and then said to me "If you will wait just a moment, sir."
"Certainly." I said. I walked around, pretending to admire the settings, looking at the paintings that adorned the lobby area walls. I saw a small credenza with an arrangement of flowers on it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lilly Wargrave was sitting on the sofa in her living room, watching 'Point Taken' on TV, when her cellphone rang. "Yes?" she said.
"Ma'am," said the uniformed security man, "a man is here saying he as an appointment with you. Name of Clark Kent. You can see him on CCTV2."
Lilly used her remote to turn the channel to the closed circuit feed. She saw the tall, broad-shouldered man, red hair cut almost to the fuzz, wearing octagonal glasses. "Yes," she said into the cellphone. "You may send Mr. Kent right on up... No, it's fine... Yes, thank you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There were three elevators in the center, behind the receptionist's desk. Each of them had a panel of buttons, from 2-23. I had been told to press the 22d floor on any of the elevators, and only that button. I did so, and the elevator opened. I got in, and saw that there were no floor buttons inside, just the emergency button. Having pressed '22' in the lobby, this elevator would only stop on the 22d floor, or come back down to the lobby.
As I got on and began riding up, I pressed the button of a small fob in my pants pocket. It activated the device I'd just happened to set down on the credenza, partially hidden by the arrangement of flowers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the fuck?" snarled the uniformed Security man. All of the feeds began flashing, on and off, the main monitor changing feeds rapidly. The man grabbed the phone. "Hey, we've got a problem in here."
An instant later, the plainclothes security man and another man came in. "Ho-lee shit." said the plainclothes man as he saw what was going on.
"Anybody come in or leave recently?" asked the other man, the third man.
"Yes sir." said the uniformed Security man. "Visitor for Mrs. Wargrave. Said his name was 'Clark Kent'."
"Describe him." said the third man.
"Tall, broad-shouldered, fit." said the uniformed man. "Hair cut short but it's light blonde or red. Wearing glasses, suit and tie."
"The Iron Crowbar." said the third man. "You didn't check with Mrs. Wargrave?"
"Yes, I did." said the uniformed man. "Fed her the lobby camera, too. She said to send him up."
"I'll bet she did..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Whirlybat rose from the deck of the garage. The distance horizontally to the Wynand Building was not far, but the vertical climb was. Over 20 floors was pretty high for the small craft, and Teresa had not flown it more than about half that height when she used it to escape from the now-dead CIA Director's home.
Her diagonal flight was timed well, and she cleared the roof by a few feet just as she got to the north wall of the building. She set the Whirlybat down, took the coil of rope, and crawled away from the aircraft. A moment later, she sent a text on her burner iPhone. The Whirlybat lifted off, cleared the building, and began descending back towards the spot from which it had come.
Teresa was now committed to her course. She ran to the south side, and found and exposed pipe she could use to secure the rope. Then she crouched in the shadow of the edge of the building's south wall, and became perfectly still as she waited...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knocked on the door of Lilly Wargrave's apartment. The speaker in the wall said "Who is it?"
"Clark Kent." I replied. The lock buzzed and clicked, and I grasped the handle and pushed inwards. The door opened.
Walking into the apartment, I saw Lilly Wargrave reclining on her sofa, wearing a sheer green and pink teddy, and pink high heel pumps, showing off those magnificent legs. Slender thighs, the shapeliest calves, and exquisitely elegant feet. The rest of her was trim and fit, long slender arms, elegant hands, taut abs, fairly large natural breasts. Her face was not unattractive. She looked to be of Russian or Eastern European descent.
"Ah, hello... Don Troy." Lilly said. "It's been a long time. You're looking as good as you did the last time you fucked me. Even better."
"You're looking even better, yourself." I said.
"Ohhhh, is that your 'iron crowbar' in your pants?" Lilly said as she stretched one of her legs. "Or are you just happy to see me."
"Some of both." I said, amused at the cheesy line. "I do like what I see." Then I looked around at the apartment. "Nice place. Lots of light, lots of space. Nice view from the patio."
"Yes, it is." said Lilly, getting up as I strolled towards the patio door. I opened the door and stepped onto the patio, wondering if she would try to push me over the ledge.
"You like this balcony, and this view." I said. "You spend a lot of time out here."
"Yes, I do." Lilly said. "Especially when the sun is going down, and the City lights start coming on." I nodded.
We went back inside, and I flipped the lock latch down but quickly back up with a noise, making it sound like I'd locked it. Then I turned to Lilly and stepped up to her. "I like this view much, much better." I said as I slid my arms around her waist. She in turn slid her hands up my chest and over my shoulders...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa's phone vibrated in her pocket. She looked at it. It was from the Clark Kent burner phone. It was time to take action!
She was masked, but she activated the bug-killer Don had loaned her, to kill any cameras on the roof. She threw the rope over the side of the building, then shimmied down to the 22d floor balcony. She pulled the rope up to the balcony, but had no way of disconnecting it from the roof above. Then she slowly and quietly opened the sliding glass door and looked in.
She heard the moans of a woman and the squeaking of a bed. Don was fucking Lilly Wargrave. Teresa began doing what she was here to do. "You are looking for keys." Don had said. "Or anything that leads to private elevators or hidden rooms underground."
Teresa knew that women kept their purses, and often their keys, in a specific spot. Don had suggested Teresa look in the kitchen, and had also said there might be a side door to the outside.
She did take a peek into the bedroom. She could see Don's legs as he lay on top of Lilly on her bed, and she saw his ass bobbing up and down, sometimes clenching, as he thrust his iron hard cock into Lilly's cunt again and again, making the woman moan and cry with pleasure. She had a brief thought that while her husband Todd's fucking looked languid and easy, but was really powerful and hard, Don fucked like he did everything else: straightforward, direct, hard and deep.
She saw Lilly's legs wrapped around Don's back, and the scarring where his bullet would, Slender Man burns, and surgery had been. Damn! she thought. Don was right: that woman does have a fantastic pair of legs. I've got work to do to compete!
Back to the mission. Teresa found the set of keys hanging on a hook next to Lilly's purse on a side counter in the kitchen, next to a side door. She opened the door, and saw that it led to a short hallway. To her left, she could see the door, and also could see that it would be disguised to look like part of the wall of the main hallway. To her right, was an elevator.
Going into the hall and closing the door behind her, she pressed the elevator button. It opened immediately. She got on, making sure that the bug-killer was on, and killing any cameras.
There were four buttons. One was the emergency button. One was for the 22d floor, "22". Next was the garage level, "G1". And under it was a button that said "U2", and had a key lock next to it. She pressed the "U2" button, but it did not light up.
She hit the button to the "G1" level and the elevator began descending. When it opened, she walked out. She was in a small room, and a door was in front of her. She opened it to find herself in underground garage. When the door closed behind her, she saw a sign on the door that said "Private. Authorized Personnel Only." She saw the ramp leading to the outside on the east side.
Only a quarter of the car slots were occupied. She checked for cameras, saw that there were several, and turned on the bug-killer. Walking around, she saw that there were elevators in the four corners of the building with the "Private" signs, and the three elevators in the center of the garage, which (unknown to her at the moment) had the same security as the lobby elevators.
She went back to the door she'd come out of, and tried the keys. The one with '22' inscribed in it worked. She got back on the elevator, and tried the '22' key in the lock to the other button. It turned clockwise 90 degrees. She pressed the U2 button and it lit, the doors to the elevator shut, and the elevator descended.
The door opened into a very large underground room. The walls were concrete. Where the central elevators should be were only concrete walls, probably elevator mechanisms behind them. She checked for cameras, and got no readings.
As she began walking along to see what was down here, she heard a noise. She ducked behind a concrete pillar. On the southwest side, the elevator door opened. She almost gasped aloud when she saw who it was.
The man went forward (for him) into a room. Sneaking closer, going from pillar to pillar, she was able to see inside the room. It looked like a command and control room, with a number of computer stations in a couple of rows on tables.
She gasped again when she saw that the first man was talking to a second man. She could barely hear what they were saying, but her attention was riveted by the words "Iron Crowbar".
"He's here." said the first man, his voice sounding panicked. "It can't be a coincidence that he's here."
"Yes," said the second man, "I know the Iron Crowbar is here. He's banging Lilly Wargrave right now. Thinking with his little crowbar, like always."
Teresa could not disagree with that, but then she heard: "We'll leave after dark tonight. Relax, Dick. It'll be okay."
She quickly ran to one of the farther pillars and crouched behind it. The first man came out. As he was going to the elevator from which he'd arrived, he stopped and peered around. In the greatest tradition of the ninja, Teresa did not move a muscle. Finally, the man went on to the elevator.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"UUHHH!!" I gasped out loud as I thrust violently into Lilly Wargrave from behind and began climaxing. My groin slammed into her sweet, firm asscheeks as I pulled her back into me and fired spurt after spurt of my hot jism into her.
I collapsed down onto her, both of us breathing heavily for a long minute. Then I got up and went into the main room, where my clothes had been left after we'd disrobed as we groped each other. I put on my signet ring, then picked up Lilly's sheer teddy. I handed it to her as she came up to me.
"That was wonderful." she said. "You must visit more often and fuck me again and again."
"Oh, I will." I said. "In fact---- what was that?" I was looking at the patio. I noticed that the rope that should have been there... was gone.
"What?" she said, turning and looking... and I thrust the needle embedded in the signet ring into her neck. The knockout drug was fast-acting... it was what Laura had used on me.
"Oh, you beat me to it..." Lilly said as she collapsed. Something fell out of her hand. It was a tiny device similar to my ring. Lilly was going to use that on me!
I carried her back into the bedroom and put her in bed, under the covers. She would sleep it off. Going back into the main room, I put her ring in the small hard plastic case with mine, thinking it might be fun to have it analyzed and see what the Enemy was using these days. Then I got my 'Clark Kent' phone out, and sent a quick text. Teresa came through the kitchen almost immediately.
"You will never believe what I found." she said, barely speaking aloud in case there were microphones. She led me to the elevator. We got on, and she put the key in to go down to the secret underground facility.
When we got out of the elevator, Teresa had me crouch down immediately. I realized why. The elevator at the other end, the southwest end, was coming down. The door opened, and I saw who it was that drove out: it was Richard 'Dick' Ferrell!
And then another man walked out of the control room. It was Jack Lewis!
Part 28 - Captured
Lewis and Ferrell went into the control room. I whispered to Teresa some instructions, and gave her one of the several extra drug-injection devices I had with me. We crept down to the control room and looked in.
"I don't know where he is." I heard Ferrell say. "No one's seen him since yesterday."
"That's okay." said Lewis. "I called my contact in Sparta. After dark, a car is going to pick us up and drive us up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen. We'll hide there for a few days, then get transportation to Charlotte--- what the fuck!"
He had seen me rush into the door. I attacked Lewis, very quickly stabbing the needle into his neck, the powerful sleep agent knocking him out. Teresa had the easy job of knocking out Ferrell, who had been sitting in his wheelchair with his back to the door.
I handcuffed Lewis and zip-tied his ankles together, and Teresa manacled Ferrell.
"All right." I said as I disengaged the 'clutch' on Ferrell's wheelchair so that Teresa could push him in it. "Let's go back to the little elevator room at the garage level. Then I'll go back up to Lilly's apartment, get her card pass to the garage, go out the normal way, get the Black Beauty, drive it here, and we'll take these bastards back home with us."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got off the central elevator at the lobby, the Asian receptionist said "Oh sir!".
"Sorry, gotta run." I said, very quickly walking to the north side doors. I fully expected to be attacked from behind, but it did not happen. Getting outside, I walked swiftly to the garage. I got into the Black Beauty, checked for anything that might have been attached to it, finding nothing, then pulled out, going north, then making two right turns and coming back to the east side of the Wynand Building and into the garage entrance. Lilly Wargrave's card worked, and I stopped in front of the nearby southeast door.
Teresa opened the door and I lugged Lewis over to the car and threw him into the trunk. Then I did the same with Ferrell. Then I put his wheelchair in on top of him.
"Lots of room in the trunk of that old car." said Teresa.
"Yeah." I said. "And it's shielded, so if they have homing devices on them, or if the wheelchair has one, the signals will be blocked." We got into the Black Beauty, turned around, and went out. But Lilly's card did not work, this time.
"Uh oh." Teresa said. "How do we get out."
"The hard way." I said. I revved the powerful motor, and drove right through the little barrier arm. I gunned it, as the fence was beginning to close on us. And I got through, though onto the sidewalk, upon which I drove until we got to the east-west road between the garage building and the Wynand Building. As we drove down the street and away, I saw figures running out of the Wynand Building.
"That was close." I said. "To be honest, they should've caught us. I was about to blast through the fence with explosives."
"Think they'll come after us? Or call their bought-off City cops?" Teresa asked. "After all, we've just kidnapped two men."
"Well..." I said, "... if they want to die, they'll do something stupid, like come after us. My question is, where do we take these slugs? And 'jail' is a 'wrong answer'."
Teresa gave what was for her a smile. "BOW Enterprises. Let me call Todd." She suited her deed to the word.
After she completed the call, she said "Did you expect to get these two bozos today?"
"No." I said. "I thought we might get a lead on where Jack Lewis was. I did not expect to find and capture both him and Ferrell today. And that credit goes to you, Iron Wolf. Outstanding job finding that underground facility and these two losers."
"Thank you." Teresa said. After a moment she said: "Hmmm, 'Iron Wolf', I like that. And don't try to deny that you really enjoyed your part in all this, and getting Lilly's legs wrapped around you."
"I'm not denying a thing." I said. "Not a damn thing."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We made record time. The blue LEDs on the Black Beauty were flashing brightly. I'd called Molly Evans on my cellphone, and the Nextdoor County Police Chief made sure we weren't hindered nor followed as we passed through her county.
We drove through Town along Jefferson Avenue, and to BOW Enterprises. We were let through the gate and drove down the delivery path to the back of the facility. One of the loading dock doors was open, and Todd Burke himself was standing there.
This small bay was closed off. Takaki Nagamasa and Teddy Franklin were also there. We got Ferrell and Lewis loaded onto gurneys, and we wheeled them to a service elevator that went down, below ground, rather than up.
After descending a couple of floor, we wheeled the two unconscious criminals down a narrow hallway and into a room with the door marked "AUTHORIZED ACCESS ONLY!" and the Biohazard symbol. The room was empty save for two small cells, into which Ferrell and Lewis were secured.
"That door," said Todd, pointing to a door in the side wall, "goes to our biology and biochemical labs. Some dangerous microbes are in there. It also has a big incinerator for incinerating biological tissues... including whole animal bodies, if need be." I just smiled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dayum! I knew I married the right girl!" said Todd as we told him what we done while sitting in his office. He put his arm around Teresa and pulled her into his side in a hug. Teresa blushed, and let her head fall on her husband's upper chest.
"They didn't expect Teresa." I said. "They may have expected me to show up, and I gave them what they expected. And they concentrated so hard on me that they had no idea they'd been penetrated by the Wolf of Clan Troy."
"While the Iron Crowbar was penetrating Lilly Wargrave, to her great pleasure." Teresa added. "You Troy men are all the same, aren't you?"
"Well, I do have the hottest wife in the world." Todd said. "Though Uncle Don, might not agree due to his Wildcat biases."
"You're right, I'm biased." I said. "But I'm not gonna get into that debate in front of the Police Boxing Matches Champion." Everyone laughed, then I said. "Okay, we have two ceremonies to perform tonight. Let's start the preparations."
"Er, two?" asked Teresa. I smiled and nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette as the afternoon program was interrupted. "We have breaking news from the City. Let's go to Tim Sioban of KSB News in the City. Tim!"
"That's right, Bettina." said Sioban. "KSB News has learned that the FBI raided the Wynand Building today. The Wynand Building contains luxury, high-end apartments for the wealthiest Americans. International Hostess and Socialite Lilly Wargrave, widow of the late Henry R. Wargrave, partly owns the building and was questioned by the FBI, but has been released on her own recognizance."
Sioban: "But the biggest bombshell released by the FBI is the underground facility that was discovered beneath the Wynand Building! A chamber with several rooms for living quarters as well as a command post that was well equipped as a command-and-communications center was discovered, and the FBI believes it may have been recently used!"
Sioban: "The Department of Defense, National Security Agency, CIA, and FBI all deny that this facility was commissioned, built, or used by them. Our associate Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown, interviewed FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Jack Muscone saying "We executed warrants based upon information we obtained that put wanted criminals Jack Lewis and Richard Ferrell at this location. We are only beginning our investigation of the Wynand Building secret facility, but you will remember that several criminal rings have been broken in the last few years, and this one might be tied to the now-defunct Superior Bloodlines hate group."
"Agent Muscone!" yelled Amber Harris, who was part of the throng. "Could this facility have been built by the Russians, to help them collude with Grassroots Conservatives to bring chaos to our voting system?"
"No, we see no foreign influences here, so far." said Muscone. "It appears to be American all the way."
"Agent Muscone!" yelled a 'cub' reporter no one seemed to know. "There are rumors that this could have been the operations center of the Guardians of Justice! Could that be true, Agent Muscone?"
"We're still investigating." said Muscone. "But we're not ruling that out." That really got the Media going.
Back to Tim Sioban live. "This one is big, Bettina! We'll keep following developments. The main story that is breaking now is that sources with knowledge of the matter are telling KSB and other new outlets that this could be the base of operations... of the Guardians of Justice!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did you hear that?" asked Joanne Warner as everyone was working at their desks in MCD.
"Yeah." said Jerome Davis. "She said 'Channel Two News' instead of 'Fox Two News'. Was that a slip?"
"She's never slipped before on that." said Julia Rodriguez...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, William, this is Bill Nunn." said the U.S. Senator. "How are you doing?"
"Just fine, and you?." asked the former Deputy Director of the FBI.
"Tired. And sick and tired." said the Senator. "Listen, I've been in meetings all day. Russell and the National Security Advisor met with a bunch of us on both sides of the aisle today. The message is clear. Anything the Guardians of Justice put out will not be investigated, and they're asking all Media outlets to not comment on the GOJ's leaks anymore. Most of the networks, including CNN and Fox Cable, have agreed. Also, one of Russell's aides told me and Gowron that we'll be assassinated if we push investigating anything the GOJ puts out, anything at all. And they do mean it."
"That's unfortunate to hear." said the DepDirector. "What are they getting scared of?"
"I'm not sure, but it looks like they've just run out of patience." said Nunn, "They're going to go after the Guardians of Justice with everything they have. They are going to make up a fake dossier on the GOJ and take it to a FISA Court to obtain warrants to do whatever it takes to find and capture those guys. I called a FISA judge to warn them, and he said outright that the warrants would be approved if it would help capture the GOJ."
"Damn, that's bad. Really bad." said the DepDirector. "But Bill, they've been doing stuff like this already, and they haven't succeeded to this point. Why should you believe they'll succeed now?"
"Because, William," said Nunn, speaking quietly, "they're also bringing in their top computer guru, codenamed 'The Geek'. He's the punk kid that stole the codes that WorldBankTrust uses in their market trading... to front-run the Market, and make untold millions for the Big Boys's banks. In exchange for not going to prison for the rest of his life... which would've been a short life, if you know what I mean... 'The Geek' agreed to work for the NSA. They've had him working on Red China and Iran, but they pulled him off that and told him the GOJ is his sole mission right now."
"I see." said the DepDirector. "Are they going to try again to push the Iron Crowbar into helping them get the GOJ?"
"No." said Senator Nunn. "We know we've heard his 'final answer' on that. Plus, Russell hates Troy, and says he'd just as soon Troy not have anything to do with the GOJ search... By the way, William, where are you now?"
"I'm up here at Lake Watchacoochie, in my retirement home." said the DepDirector. "Watching the leaves turn."
"Sounds like a beautiful spot." said Nunn. "Speaking of retirement homes... you know that retirement property in Florida I was looking at? It became available... and I took it."
"I see." said the DepDirector. "I'm sure you'll enjoy it. Thanks for calling, Senator."
After disconnecting, the DepDirector speed-dialed a number. "Hi, yes, it's me. I'm coming down there, right now. If you don't hear from me in two hours, send search parties. I might be captured or dead..."
Part 29 - He Ain't Heavy, He's My Brother
Richard 'Dick' Ferrell woke up. He was lying on a leather mattress in a small cell. He was unable to raise himself up.
"Hello?" he called out. "Anyone there?" There was no answer.
He lay there for long minutes, not hearing anything. Finally, compelled by mortal fear, he began trying to pull himself up to a seated position. Only having his arms, he managed with great effort to sit up, then push his legs off the mattress so that he was sitting more comfortably.
He awoke with a start, realizing he'd fallen asleep. He thought he heard a faint noise. "Hello!" he called out. "Anyone there?"
"Ohhh, yes." said a voice. It was a loud whisper that filled the room. It sounded like a woman's voice, spoken low.
"I need help!" Ferrell called out.
"No doubt about that." the voice said. And then a figure in all black, masked, appeared in front of the cell. She was short, and pretty obviously a woman. And she was wearing two Japanese swords in a Japanese belt sash.
"Who are you?" Ferrell asked, his voice a snarl as he tried not to show fear.
"Your worst nightmare." said the woman. She turned to two more masked persons in the shadows, also wearing masks, swords, and all black clothing. They came into the cell, grabbed Ferrell roughly by the arms, carried him into the outside room... and dropped him.
"Uhhh." Ferrell groaned in pain as he fell onto the floor, chest and face down.
"Lucky for you I don't have much time." the woman said. "I'd love to take time gouging your eyeballs out, then cutting off your balls and stuffing them in your mouth."
"Fuck you and the Iron Crowbar you rode in on." Ferrell growled, knowing it was over.
"Nice try." the woman said sarcastically. "But it's still going to be quick." She unlatched the short sword from its scabbard with a twist, making a loud clicking sound. Then she unsheathed the short sword, grabbed Ferrell by his forehead to pull up his head... and then slit his exposed neck wide open.
"Take this worthless carcass to the incinerator." the woman ordered the two men, who complied as she cleaned the sword with the special cloth...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Lewis opened his eyes, finding himself in a small room lit by a couple of lanterns with yellow glass muting the light of the bulbs within. He was on his knees, his hands manacled behind him, and his upper arms bound tightly to his side. He tried to move, but found he was bound to a stake, which only came up halfway up his back. When he looked down, he saw that he was wearing a white kimono... a death kimono in Japanese lore.
At that moment, two masked figures came in, wearing dark gray kimonos with black sash belts. The man wore two swords. The second person was obviously a woman, and she was wearing only a short sword. These two had 'mon', icons, sewn into their kimonos, an outline of a circle with four leaves pointing inward towards the center, a subdued version of the icon of the Clan Takaki.
"Who are you?" Lewis snarled. "Where am I?"
"At the gateway of the entrance to Hell." the man said, in good English but in what sounded like a Japanese accent. They came around him, stationing themselves somewhere behind him.
"What is this about?" Lewis asked. The door in front of him opened, and a relatively short man walked in, in all black, and masked. He was wearing a sash belt but no swords. He stopped about ten feet in front of Lewis.
"What's going on?" Lewis growled. "Why am I here?"
"To meet your destiny." said the man, his voice gruff. He then reached up and took off his mask, revealing to his enemy that he was Antonio Griswold.
"Oh, you." said Lewis. "I'm disappointed. I thought it might be a real man, like the Iron Crowbar. Oh... how's Charlie?" If he was trying to cause Griswold anger and pain, he was succeeding, but perhaps not in the way he intended...
The door opened again, and four black-clad figures walked in, two tall, broad-shouldered men, one man that was shorter and more slender, and a woman. They were all wearing sashes with swords, the woman carrying her sheathed katana loosely in her hand. Three of them, the tall men and the woman, had icons sewn onto their black kimonos in red, a circle, with six red-outlined diamonds shooting out from a center point. It was the 'mon' of the Clan of the Crowbar.
"What the fuck is this, Griswold?" Jack Lewis said, sarcasm in his voice. "Some kind of stupid Klingon ritual? You always were an idiot about Star Trek." Griswold said nothing. At that point, one tall man and the woman took off their masks, revealing themselves to be the Iron Crowbar, me, and the Iron Wolf of Clan Troy, Teresa Croyle.
Teresa extended her katana towards me and said "Would you like a shot... at the title?"
"Don't mind if I do." I said, my eyes boring into Lewis as I grasped the handle of 'Ward Harvester' and pulled. The katana sang as it slid out of the scabbard. I walked up to Lewis's left side, standing next to him and slightly behind.
"This is for Charlie." I said as music began playing, the tune of The Hollies' recording of 'He Ain't Heavy, He's My Brother' filling the room.
"So, Griswold." Lewis said sarcastically. "Still the goody two-shoes, eh? Not man enough to kill me yourself. Gotta get your lapdog to do your dirty work for you." Griswold said nothing, just looked at Lewis as if Lewis were a turd on the floor of the hallway of Police Headquarters.
The woman, who was Takaki Mariko, lightly coated 'Ward Harvester' with oil. I flicked my wrist, turning the sword to the other side, and she applied a second light coating. I then pulled the sword up and back, poised and ready to strike.
"You think this will bring Charlie back, Griswold?" yelled Lewis, using his final supreme moment to attempt to bring a last bit of pain to his enemy. "Charlie's dead! This won't bring him back!
"No, it won't." said Griswold, finally speaking. "But it truly is the next best thing." With that, he looked up at me and nodded. I nodded back towards Nagamasa, who had the long stick ready. He prodded Lewis in the back.
"God damn you, Griswold!" yelled Lewis. "God damn youuuu----"
"YAAAAHHHHHHH!" I yelled as I swung 'Ward Harvester' with all of my righteous might.
*SWOOSH!*
The sword whirled in a glittering arc and caught Lewis right in the back-right of his neck. It sliced through, much more easily than I'd anticipated. Wow, this sword really is sharper and more well-made than mine, I thought to myself as I saw the fountain of blood spurt up and forward as Lewis's head rolled on the floor in front of his body, the teeth chattering in the head.
It was over. Charlie Griswold was avenged. And so was Gunny Guernica, USMC.
Part 30 - The House of Crowbar
I watched as Lewis's body and head were taken to the incinerator in the nearby lab, where they joined Ferrell's mortal remains and were cremated. Then we all went back up to ground level, and outside.
Teresa and I got into a golf cart and drove down to the spot where she and Todd had been married. A dias was there, surrounded by a 30-foot-diameter circle of tall red banners, the icon of Clan Troy on proud display at the top. Torches were placed evenly between the banners, their flames being the only light. A pedestal with a copper bowl was in front of the dias, and to one side was a small shrine, with a photo of Charlie Griswold. Teresa and I lit candles and placed them in front of the shrine.
We took our places on the dias as golf carts drove up. Nagamasa and Mariko came out of one, no longer masked. They came into the circle and bowed to us, which we returned, then lit candles before Charlie's shrine, bowing formally before taking their places to one side as honored guests.
Next came Takaki Misaki, in a gray kimono with dark blue sash, a soft overmantle of blue silk, swords, and the icon of his Clan on his kimono. He bowed to us and we to him, then made the ritual at Charlie's shrine.
Then came Todd Burke, Teddy Franklin, and Chief Griswold, all no longer masked. They all bowed, then Todd and Teddy lit their candles or Charlie. Chief Griswold went last, and his moment was a bit longer than ours. As he bowed to the shrine, we all bowed as well.
I took Teresa's Clan Troy pendant off her neck, followed by taking off my own, and put them in the copper bowl, with the chains hanging out so I knew which ones they were. Then I put three more necklaces with Clan Troy pendants into the bowl.
Then Mariko came forward, shot some lidocaine into Teresa's hand, then used a needle to puncture the fat part of Teresa's hand near the thumb. Teresa held her hand over the copper bowl as drops of her blood fell into it. Then Mariko repeated the ritual for me, my blood joining Teresa's in the bowl.
"Todd-san, Teddy-san." I said. "Do you commit fully to the Clan of the Crowbar?" I asked.



"Hai, Sire." they said simultaneously. They added their blood to the copper bowl."
Then I said more loudly: "Since ancient days, the Japanese daimyos and Clan leaders had advisors that were trusted completely, and who gave sage advice and even warnings. This Clan is no exception in its need for such a wise advisor. Griswold-san, will you honor us by joining Clan Troy as our senior advisor?"
"It is I who am honored to join your Clan." growled Griswold. Mariko applied the lidocaine and drew the blood, and Chief Griswold added his blood to ours. I then got the saké bottle (which was on a shelf in the pedestal under the copper bowl), poured some of it into the bowl, added some lighter fluid, then lit a long match and used it to light the mixture. It burned fiercely for a moment with a blue alcohol flame.
I then used a cloth to clean off Teresa's pendant, and put it back around her neck. She did the same for me. I took first one pendant then another and cleaned them off, then handed them to Teresa, who put them around the necks of her husband and their friend.
Then came the final pendant. I cleaned it off, then stepped behind Chief Griswold and put it around his neck. His mustaches were quivering with emotion, I noticed. It is possible that I had a lump in my throat, as well.
"That ends this ceremony," I said, "but I have a small gift for Chief Griswold, to honor the occasion."
"Before you do that, I have something to say." said Griswold. "I want to thank you, all of you, for what you've done tonight, and for remembering Charlie in this way." He bowed and we all bowed back. Even Masaki-san was working hard to keep his emotions back.
"On the brighter side," I said, "I have this for my chief advisor." I took out from the shelf a sash, made of metal links, like what Worf the Klingon wore in the Star Trek shows and movies. I'd gotten it at one of the Cosplay conventions at the Civic Center.
On it was fastened a metal icon, red-bordered, black background, and gold-edged red diamonds shooting from the center point. I put it over Chief Griswold's right shoulder and fastened it at the bottom, near his left hip.
"Welcome to the House of Troy, Chief!" I said. The old Chief was beaming as everyone applauded.
"I have got to get me one of these!" Todd said, a mischievous grin on his handsome face.
"My Christmas shopping just got easier." Teresa replied...
Part 31 - Decision Points
9:00pm, still Tuesday, October 16th. A BOW Enterprises limousine delivered Chief Griswold back to his home. Cindy, Callie, and Phyllis Troy were there, staying with Mrs. Griswold.
"How was it, Chief?" Cindy asked when he came in.
"Very nice." said the Chief, keeping his voice on the quiet side. "I'm officially a Klingon in the House of Troy." He showed them the metal sash with the icon on it. Cindy noticed that Phyllis's look as she saw it was... inscrutable.
"Before we go, Chief," said Cindy, "can I talk to you for a moment? Alone?"
"Sure." said the Chief. "Let's go light a fire in the pot, and let the fish know we're still here." As they went to the back door, Cindy noticed that Callie had dropped her eyes and was looking at the floor... and that Phyllis was peering at Callie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The fire pot in the backyard was lit, giving them some warmth against the chill of the nighttime air that hinted of the coming of Winter.
"Oh my goodness." said Griswold as Cindy told him of her condition.
"I trust your advice, Chief." Cindy said, which she could see warmed the Chief's heart. "I'm not sure what to do. I could end it, or I could have the baby and give it up for adoption..."
"What does Callie say?" asked the Chief.
"She says she'll support whatever I decide." Cindy said. "She did say she doesn't think I should keep the baby and raise it, that it's a reminder of what happened. I get that..."
"Had you thought about having children before?" the Chief asked perceptively.
"Yes, sir, I have." Cindy said. "My father has no other children, that he knows of, anyway. And I see great kids like Susie Haskins, and Carole and Marie, and Molly's boys, and I think of what it would be like to raise a child."
"You thinking of adopting a child?" asked the Chief.
"Yes." Cindy said. "Or going to a sperm bank or something. At least I'd know what I was getting."
"I think I've heard your real concern, there." Griswold said. "The uncertainty... and I think I agree with you on that. But it's ultimately for you and Callie to decide... and be sure to decide it together..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Tuesday, October 16th. I came into the Mountain Nest. A handsome Police dog bounded down the stairs to greet me... followed by the dog's owner.
"Daddy!" Carole yelled out as she ran up to me, wearing her yellow pajamas.
"Hi, Fussbudget." I said, picking her up and hugging her. "Why are you up?"
"You are supposed to be in bed, young lady." I heard Laura say as she came out of the 'Puter Room'.
"I'm saying goodnight to Daddy." Carole pouted.
"Now, Carole." I said. "You know I was going to come up and check on you, so you did not need to come downstairs, now did you?"
"I guess not." Carole said, my logic stopping further protests.
"All right, let's go back to bed. Kiss Mommy goodnight." Mother and daughter exchanged good night kisses, then I carried Carole up her up to her room, tucked her in, petted Bowser as he settled into his basket, checked on Jim and Buddy, who were sleeping soundly, then came back downstairs, commas groaning at that run-on sentence.
Laura had made drinks for us. We sat down on the sofa against the wall, which had better back support than the other one. "Long day?" I asked. "We missed you at the ceremony for Chief Griswold."
"Sorry," Laura replied, not sounding sorry, "but it couldn't be helped. The Deputy Director called me, and we had a meeting in my office in the Psychology Building."
"Uh oh." I said. "No wonder Carole's still awake and starting up trouble. She does not like you going to 'meetings'."
"Yezzz." Laura said with some acerbity. "But that's not the important thing. I made you that drink so you will have it when you see this." She grabbed the remote and turned on the television set, and played the DVR.
It was from the KXTC Six O'Clock News. At the end, Editor-In-Chief and Publisher Burt West came on with an editorial.
"Ladies and gentlemen," West said, "I am here tonight to discuss something of extreme importance to you, the People of our Town & County. Police Commander Donald Troy has taken his abuse of Police power to an unacceptable level."
"In the past, Commander Troy has shown his disrespect for women's rights and victim's rights by exercising his Police power against women that have made what we believe to be credible claims of sexual harassment. He investigated Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton after their claims against Governor Val Jared, brought charges against them, and forced them to make plea bargains for daring to come forward with their claims. Now Commander Troy has investigated and brought charges against former TCPD Internal Affairs Officer Gayle Tunnin, who brought very credible claims of sexual harassment against her former boss, Daniel Allgood.
"In addition," said West, "Commander Troy has shown that he is a racist. First, by supporting Val Jared and using Police power to suppress the credible claims of sexual harassment agains the racist Governor of our State. Commander Troy also used a helicopter to fire live rounds into a public park where minorities take their children to play, and he has used extreme brutality against peaceful protesters, including shooting a man dead. And just how many building in this County have exploded because of Commander Donald Troy? Several, including Standard Tools, Wentworth Tool & Die, and of course First Baptist Church."
"These hideously irresponsible actions are symptomatic of Commander Donald Troy's sick abuse of power. He carries a red crowbar, which he claims stands for the law, but in reality is a symbol of abusive power against women and minorities. But even further, Commander Troy is waging war against the First Amendment rights of a Free Press. Without our Free Press, this nation would fall into tyranny like so many other nations in the world. KXTC and other Media outlets are bringing you the news truthfully, fairly, openly, and honestly. The Media is not the enemy; Commander Troy's abuse of power is."
"Commander Troy appeared at the home of our reporter, Amber Harris, and had her arrested and charged with assaulting a Police Officer." said West. "Ask yourself why Commander Troy, the Police Force's second-highest-ranked Officer, was personally answering a domestic disturbance call. What possible reason could he have for going there personally, instead of letting his Officers handle it, except to create a situation with our reporter?"
"Commander Troy abused Police power by an entrapment scheme against reporter Brian Williams. Reporter John Hardwood is dead, murdered. And now Commander Troy is assaulting the integrity of our reporters Amber Harris and Lester Holder... good people who are serving you by bringing you honest news... with lies and smears. His hatred of the Media is as limitless as his abuse of Police power.
"Enough is enough." said West. "On behalf of KXTC, I am urging you to call your Town & County Council representative, and ask them to fire Commander Donald Troy. I am demanding that every candidate for Mayor and for Sheriff pledge openly and on camera, for the record, that they will fire Commander Donald Troy if the Council won't do the right thing. Raise your voices, take action. Donald Troy is a misogynist, a racist, and an abuser of Police power. Donald Troy must be stopped, and only you, working with us in the honest and transparent Free Press, can stop him. Thank you, and goodnight."
As Laura turned off the DVR and the television monitor, I took a large swig of my drink. "You were right, I needed this. So... is that what you met with the DepDirector about?"
"No, but we discussed it." Laura said. "The Media has just declared open warfare on you."
"They did that when they attacked you, and Tasha." I replied.
"But not like this." Laura said. "Any idea why West just went off the rails like that?"
"Yeah." I said. "I gave their competitor an interview, told the truth about Amber Harris. This was a KXTC shot at me, not the overall Press... though if they don't condemn what West said, I'll consider them just as guilty." Laura nodded.
"Okay..." I said, unable to stop a little grin on my face, "did Senator Nunn buy that retirement property in Florida?"
Laura just about broke her neck, so fast and hard did her head spin to look at me. "How in the hell?..." she started.
I raised my hand. "No magic trick, my dear. Nunn told me directly that that was the code phrase that the Guardians of Justice are in imminent danger. And he's right. I have work to do."
"What work is that?" Laura asked, still in shock.
"The usefulness of the Guardians of Justice has ended." I said. "They will only face the danger of being found and outright murdered if they continue. So I am going to have to ask them to fade away into the woodwork and the darkness, so that they might live to fight another day."
I looked into my wife's eyes and said "The time has come. The Guardians of Justice must be disbanded..."
To be continued.
Clues abound. Easter Eggs carefully laid. Who are the Guardians of Justice?
Answers next chapter...



        The Guardians of Justice Ch. 06

        The identities of the Guardians of Justice are revealed.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-guardians-of-justice-ch-06

Title: The Guardians of Justice Ch. 06

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: The identities of the Guardians of Justice are revealed.

Tags: mystery, drama, police drama, crime drama, iron crowbar

Series: The Guardians of Justice


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
Part 32 - The Mood of the Electorate...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 17th, from the corner of Courthouse Square with Police Headquarters in the distance behind her. "Yes, that's right, we are Channel Two News again!"
Bettina started: "KXTC has announced that we have ended our affiliation with the Fox companies and networks, as have our colleagues at KSB in the City. You'll still get our great local programming, including shows such as 'Point Taken'. However, Fox's lack of commitment to issues such as women and minority rights, as well as climate change, forced us to make a stand on principle, and KXTC will become an NBC affiliate in January!"
"And now for the news!" continued Bettina. "Candidate for Mayor Eldrick Weaver joined with candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow in blasting Sheriff Daniel Allgood, and repeated their calls for Allgood to step down as Sheriff. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Weaver saying at a rally: "If Daniel Allgood has any integrity, he will fire Commander Donald Troy for abusing his Police power, and then Allgood will step down as Sheriff. We cannot continue to have a man as dangerous as Donald Troy continuing to be in a position of Police authority!"
Della Harlow was shown: "Donald Troy has abused women's rights, and abused the Power of Police by suppressing women who come forward with credible claims of sexual harassment against Troy's buddies, the racist Governor Jared and the discredited Daniel Allgood! We must demand Troy's removal immediately, for the safety of 'the children', and the rights of abused women!"
Chants of "I'm with her! I'm with her!" could be heard as the cameras panned over the crowed of women wearing a shirt with an "H" with an arrow for the crossbar. There were signs behind the women, which prevented viewers from seeing how many or few people were actually at the rally.
Back to Bettina live: "And Channel Two News is following up with our colleagues at KSB News. Let's go to reporter Tim Sioban. Tim!"
"That's right, Bettina," said Sioban, "and it's great to be a truly free Press again, away from the bias of Fox News!" After a pause, Sioban said: "We're following up on yesterday's breaking news of a secret facility that was found by the FBI under the Wynand Building, which is an condo complex that caters to the wealthiest Americans!"
Sioban: "Sources are telling KSB News that the FBI and NSA are considering the possibility that this facility was built as a command and control post, but was taken over by the cyber-terrorist group known as the Guardians of Justice. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone of the City's FBI offices had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Jack Muscone addressing the Media. "We do know this facility was recently used, and the communications facilities recently operated. We are working on several leads to determine who might have been using these facilities, including the possibility that domestic cyber-terrorists might have used these facilities to release documents that could possibly have destabilized the Government."
Back to Sioban: "Agent Muscone declined to say specifically that the cyber-terrorist group was the Guardian of Justice, but he also refused to deny their possible involvement. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Tim!" Bettina said. "And let's bring in Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling for an update on local and State races. Karl, what are we seeing in the early days of early voting?"
"Early voting has been brisk, Bettina." said Frazier. "It's exceeded our expectations, though not by a large margin."
"Do you expect your polling to be representative of the early vote?" asked Bettina.
"We hesitate to make that claim, Bettina." said Frazier. "We do ask in our telephone polling if the respondent has voted, but we don't know if they have for sure."
"What are the numbers?" asked Bettina. "Has the sexual harassment scandal harmed Daniel Allgood's candidacy for Mayor?"
"Mr. Allgood's numbers are down from the numbers before the allegations came out." said Frazier, "but nowhere near to the level Democrats hoped they'd be. More importantly, the allegations may have invigorated Republicans that otherwise might have stayed at home. The northern suburbs of the County are telling us that they are extremely angry about the allegations, believe them to be false, and believe that Gayle Tunnin should be going to trial over them."
"Thank you, Karl." said Bettina. "And in other news---"
She was interrupted by chants that were growing louder, chants of "Iron Crow-bar! Iron Crow-bar! Iron Crow-bar!" The camera panned to show citizens along the sidewalk. Many of them were waving crowbars, some of them red.
"Let's go back to the studio!" Bettina shouted. The feed was immediately cut off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Teddy Parker as the Detectives watched in MCD. "Who were those crowbar-carrying Citizens?"
"I dunno," said Roy McGhillie, "but I'll bet anyone lunch that the Press will say the Commander had it ginned up."
"Probably." said Theo Washington. "I'm surprised they let Karl Frazier say that on the air, about people wanting Tunnin to go to trial."
"Damn right she should go to trial." muttered Joanne Warner. "It's not like we the TCPD didn't get solid proof the allegation was false, and was intentionally made to harm Sheriff Allgood politically."
"And it may not be Courtroom proof," said Jerome Davis, "but the fact we're having to protect Lieutenant Holloway from assassination threats is proof enough for me."
"Who's making those threats?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"The militant women's groups are making vocal threats." said Teddy Parker. "But we're getting some information from C.I.s that more organized groups may have tried to hire professional hit men to kill her."
"Oh my God!" Joanne exclaimed. "Just for doing the right thing, and exposing corruption?"
"Welcome to law enforcement, Detective Warner." said Captain Tanya Perlman as she drove into the room. "And if you think that's bad... just think of what Commander Troy and his family are facing every... single... day."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander Ross has taken the day off." said Chief Moynahan. "She said something about a doctor appointment." All eyes went to me, especially Teresa's. I allowed nothing to show on my face.
"Did you see KXTC's editorial yesterday, Mr. Crowbar?" the Chief asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "My mom DVR'd it, and my wife showed me when I got home."
"Good." said the Chief. "If I'm not mistakennnnn, those chants of support are an indication that KXTC's little initiative has back-fired. But don't do anything to add to the uproar, Mr. Crowbar. The Sheriff and I will handle it, and I think you will like our strong statements of support for youuuu."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "Fortunately, I don't have time to worry about it. I've got some fires to put out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa was surprised to see me following her to her office. We went inside, where she asked me to sit down.
"I'm not staying that long." I said. "I just wanted to tell you that I know where Cindy is going to be today." I told her, then added "Your mission, should you decide to accept it..."
Part 33 - Lairs and Liars
9:00am, Wednesday, October 17th. Helena buzzed me to announce the arrival of Jack Muscone. I told her to let him come on in.
"Have a seat." I said, which he agreeably did. He then made the motion asking me to turn the bug-killer on. I agreeably did so.
"Okay, you gotta tell me." Jack said. "Why did you have me tell the world that underground facility was being used by the Guardians of Justice? Distraction?"
"More like I'm building up a scenario to explain the impending disappearance of the Guardians of Justice." I said.
"O-kay." said Jack. "Should I ask why that needs to happen?"
"No, you should not ask." I said. "But if you did, the answer would be that the Swamp Frogs are about to find out who they are, and if they do they will move to murder those Patriots that are the GOJ."
"And they can't do that now? Find out who the GOJ is, and have them killed?" asked Jack.
"No." I said. "Because the GOJ will never leak data again, which is the only thing that can get them caught."
"Well!" said Jack, with sarcasm. "I'm feeling much better about it."
"Still not trusting me, Jack?" I asked, my voice seemingly jovial, but with an underlying hint of serious disappointment. "After all this time, you still doubt me?"
"I guess not." said Jack doubtfully. "So... what was that facility really about?"
"Henry Wargrave had it built when he built the Wynand Building." I said "I'm not sure if it was to run his international gun smuggling operations, or if the Consultant had him do it for other purposes. The facility is not deep enough nor was it shielded enough to adequately protect it from nuclear weapons, and the A.C. system that fed air to it does not appear to be NBC-capable." That meant it wasn't adequately protected from nuclear, biological, or chemical attack.
"Yeah, we noticed that." said Muscone. "Also, the facility had the general communications and control capability of an AWACS plane, but no radar feeding it information. There were also no nearby satellite antennae, and the one on the Wynand Building roof isn't good enough to properly feed data into that place."
"They could be getting data over the web, from other sources." I said. "You can get 'The Geek' to look into it."
"How do you know about 'The Geek'?" asked Jack.
"I read about his theft of the Big Banks's algorithms before the Government classified the cases." I said. "From what I read, he's better than Myron and Mary... put together. And he's the one the Swamp Frogs turned to when I refused to help find the Guardians of Justice."
"Yeah." said Jack. "And you probably know that he's already looking at the data from the computers after I suggested to the NSA that this facility might've been a GOJ operations center... after you suggested I do that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The Reed Hudson show came on, broadcasting into the ears of the State and Region.
"And KSTD blew the doors off their competitor KXTC yesterday morning," said Hudson, whose program was broadcasting on KSB and KXTC, "when they announced that one of the persons caught on the TCPD's tapes of Gayle Tunnin conspiring to smear Sheriff Daniel Allgood... was KXTC's political reporter, Amber Harris."
"Harris has had some serious issues in the past few months." said Hudson. "The paternity of her unborn child has been questioned. She was involved in a domestic dispute and charged with assaulting a Police Officer... and she was very, very lucky that D.A. Gil Krasney is a man who seems to want to devote the last few months of his career to thwarting Commander Troy's successful apprehension of criminals."
"Now Amber Harris has been shown to be part of the smear campaign led by Della Harlow, who was also on the Police tapes but avoided prosecution because she didn't show up for Tunnin's press conference." continued Hudson. "And this is just proof positive of the sheer dishonesty of KXTC and the Press. Amber Harris has been unloading on Commander Troy and Governor Jared, calling them racists without a shred of proof that such an accusation is true. Lester Holder of KXTC is still employed by KXTC... after calling Tasha Troy-Patterson a racial epithet. If he were white, he'd be fired. But KXTC sees no wrong in his viciously racist statement."
"I won't even go into John Hardwood's attempt to murder Carole Troy, Commander Troy's daughter, last Christmas." said Reed. "But I have to ask just what KXTC thinks it is that they are doing... shielding a racist, and Lester Holder IS a racist... and now supporting Amber Harris after she worked with politicians to make a false accusation about another candidate, to lie about that candidate, to try to sway the upcoming Elections with their smears."
"Let me say that again." said Hudson. "Amber Harris, a KXTC reporter, was working with Gayle Tunnin and Della Harlow to smear Daniel Allgood. The Press was actively working with a Democrat politician to smear a Republican politician. Working hand-in-glove together."
"And apparently, that's not enough for KXTC." said Hudson. "After Commander Troy gave that interview to Catrina Pierce of KSTD, Burt West of KXTC ran this editorial." West's attack on me was played.
"The man Burt West is talking about," said Hudson, "the man KXTC is begging you to try to get fired... is a man who earned two Medals of Valor, one for rescuing three kidnapped children, a man who almost lost the use of his legs when he rescued seven other kidnapped children. A man who prevented two men, one white and one black, Peter Gordon and Nathaniel Jones, from being convicted of crimes they did not commit." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', 'Case of the Black Badge'.) "A man who has solved many murders and brought some of the worst criminals we've ever seen to Justice. A man who exposed not one but two rogue Government cells, and brought murderer Mitt Willis to Justice."
"Commander Troy is living with the threat of death upon himself and his family being murdered every single day." continued Reed. "Yet he continues on, protecting the rights and lives of decent citizens. And what is KXTC doing? Constantly lying. Constantly calling Commander Troy and Val Jared racists for doing their jobs enforcing the law. Constantly accusing Commander Troy of Police brutality that he is not committing.
"So I'm going to do something I've never done before." said Reed Hudson. "I'm going to ask you to boycott the sponsors of KXTC's morning news program, and their noon news program, and their six o'clock news program. Whoever advertises on programs featuring Amber Harris... boycott them. Let them know you're boycotting them. Let them know why you're boycotting them. It's long past time that KXTC learns that the First Amendment Right of a Free Press also carries the responsibility of truthful reporting, and respect for all, especially little girls of mixed race. Until the racist Lester Holder is fired, boycott KXTC."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God." said Bettina Wurtzburg, as the captured audio of the Reed Hudson segment was played back to her. "What's the damage?"
"Considerable." said Burt West. "The J.P. Goldman Bank has instructed their ad agency to make sure they buy no air time on KXTC until Lester Holder is fired. Mountain Valley Golf Club, owned by Ian McGhillie, also said he would buy no more ad time with KXTC. The Ford and Mercedes dealerships south of Town pulled their ads. Coca-Cola, Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers, the list is growing."
"The good news," continued West, "is that we're getting some replacements. Sonic, the drive-in chain of burger joints that gives over 90% of their political donations to Democrats, increased their air time buys. BigPharmaCorp and BigAgraFoods bought air time. The Chevrolet dealership bought air time, but I don't think they can sustain that very long."
They were in a meeting of the upper echelons of KXTC. West, Wurtzburg, Amber Harris, Lester Holder, and Nick Eastwood were present.
"Last, but not least, we and KSB have dropped the Reed Hudson Show from our radio lineup." said West. "We're replacing it with 'Point Taken' on radio, followed by an hour of Nick Eastwood Sports Radio from 11:00am to 12:00noon."
"We're making it sound like we dropped Fox," said Bettina, "but in truth they dropped us and KSB. They wanted us and the 'Point Taken' gang to tone down the accusations of racism. We told them to go fuck themselves. So now we're free of them."
"That's great for news." said Burt West. "Now, instead of 'fair and balanced', which really means supporting the Republican Establishment Elites, we can be 'honest and truthful' with our viewers."
"What about Troy?" asked Lester Holder.
Bettina said "This morning, as I was giving my 7:00am newscast, a bunch of people came up. A lot of them had crowbars, and were chanting 'Iron Crow-bar' where our cameras were picking it up. We had to cut the broadcast short and get out of there."
"Did you feel threatened?" asked Holder.
"Not really." said Bettina. "Sure, we could go on the air and say we were threatened, but we might just draw more of those fanatics to us. And the only people that can protect us? The God-damned Town & County Police."
"You know..." said Amber, "I can talk to Della Harlow and Patricia Iceland of the SOWs. If those Troy-worshipping slugs show up again, we can have counter-demonstrators taking our side... and be very aggressive about it."
"That's a great idea!" said Bettina. "Do you want the field assignment tomorrow morning?"
"Sure." said Amber. "I'm not afraid of Troy's thugs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And we're back from the break." said Connie Chen of 'Point Taken'. "With everything going on, an important story is slipping through the cracks. The FBI recently discovered a secret communications center beneath the Wynand Building, which may have been used by the cyber-terrorist group that call themselves 'The Guardians of Justice'. Joining us today is FBI Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan, to give us the details. Please welcome Ashton Cardigan." The audience applauded politely, mostly because the lighted signs told them to.
Cardigan came in and sat down in the visitor's spot, in the middle to Chen's left. Connie said "Mr. Cardigan is with the FBI cyber-counterterrorism group, and he works out of the City. Mr. Cardigan, before we begin with the questions, why don't you tell us what the FBI found and the history of it, in as much detail as you can."
"Certainly, Connie." said Cardigan. "The Wynand Building was built by Henry R. Wargrave a number of years ago, as a condominium complex to compete with the Appledorf Apartment Towers. Mr. Wargrave, as you know, was under indictment and being pursued by authorities when he jumped to his death from his 30th floor office in the Cannon Building."
Cardigan went on: "There was an underground level beneath the garage, that was accessible only by hidden elevators. This facility had parking space, but also a number of compartments, rooms that could be used as housing or work spaces. And there was one larger room, which we call the 'Communications Room', that was like a NASA command center, with a number of stations that could transmit or receive data."
"And this was not a Government facility?" Ruby Russell asked sharply.
"We don't think so." said Cardigan. "If the Government was going to build a facility of that nature, they'd want it to be able to withstand nuclear weapons, which this facility would not. We believe Mr. Wargrave built the facility when he built the Wynand Building, possibly to serve his own international operations."
"Are there other Government facilities hidden in the City?" asked Donna Roselle.
"I honestly don't know what we have in the City." said Cardigan. "And if I did, it'd be classified, and I couldn't tell you about it."



"Let's just stick to this facility, and those that have been using it." said Connie Chen. "Mr. Cardigan, there are rumors flying, and not being denied by the Government, that the cyber-terrorist group 'The Guardians of Justice' were using that facility to distribute their stolen Government documents. Did that location have the tools, the equipment, to allow the GOJ to pursue its criminal actions?"
"We can't rule that out." said Cardigan.
"Are you saying," said Rosie Berkmar, "that the Guardians of Justice did use that facility?"
"No, I didn't say that." said Cardigan. "But again, we can't rule it out."
"Mr. Cardigan," said the beautiful Zara Zeigler, "how did the FBI learn of this facility? And how were you able to secure warrants to raid the facility?"
"We came across it in the pursuit of wanted criminals." said Cardigan. "We were able to show suspicious activity, and obtained a warrant to enter the property and make the search that led to the discovery of the facility. It's like a jigsaw puzzle. The plans for building the Wynand Building showed the underground bunker, and it was asked about at the time of construction. But nobody really remembered that until we came across it as part of our overall development of information while investigating the criminals we were after."
"But that's what I'm asking." said Zara, pressing hard. "What information led you to the facility? What led you to investigate the floor plans in the first place? What led you to be able to say the GOJ or anyone else was using that facility in a criminal way? The warrant is under seal, and what I'm asking is about the total lack of transparency on this by the Government. So what led you to the discovery of the facility?"
"Well, obviously I can't discuss much of that in detail, as the investigation is ongoing." said Cardigan. "All I can say is that Law Enforcement at every level, from local to the FBI, solve crimes the same way: they gather information, then get further information that leads to warrants and arrests..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Cardigan left at the next break, the women of 'Point Taken' discussed it, with the goal of telling their viewers exactly what to think.
"I just don't know about this." said Zara Zeigler. "It just seems strange that the FBI just... stumbled onto this."
"And can blame the facility on the GOJ, and the GOJ on the facility." said Ruby Russell. "Yes, it's mighty damn conveeeenient."
"Now you know how Maxine Watts and I feel about Jasmine Nix's murder." said Donna Roselle. "All those questions that the Government won't answer..."
Part 34 - Planned Parenthood
Meanwhile...
Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington had come in to the Planned Parenthood office in the strip mall on the north side of Town earlier that morning. Cindy gave her first name only to the receptionist and said she had an appointment.
"You're sure about this?" Callie whispered to her. "Last chance to back out."
"I'm sure." Cindy said. "I know what is going on inside me now is not right, and was not meant to be."
They sat down in the waiting room. Cindy glanced around, being the sharp-eyed Police Officer that she was. Callie also glanced around, having reason be even more sharp-eyed. They both saw the half-dozen women in the facility, some of them seemingly uncaring, some looking sad, some looking worried... that they'd be identified. Cindy could feel the vibe of the room, and it was one that was depressing to her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am. The procedure was relatively simple, and Cindy was given a prescription for prescription-strength Advil, and given the standard cautions about potential bleeding and cramping issues. She'd had to remain for an hour after the procedure, and she was both very ready to leave and exhausted.
She came into the waiting room. Callie took her nose out of her iPhone and got up to help Cindy. As they were leaving, Cindy's eyes took one last sweep of the waiting room. A woman was in the back, her hair and lower face covered by a scarf veil that was almost a burqa. Their eyes met, and both women registered shock.
The other woman, Cindy knew, was Melina Troy Allgood.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Reeling from that shock, Cindy and Callie went outside into the parking lot. In front of them, waiting, was Captain Teresa Croyle, TCPD.
"Your chariot awaits, mesdames." Teresa said as she opened the back door of the Police SUV, not really worrying if her French was correct or not. Callie helped Cindy get in, then went around to the other side and got in. Teresa took the wheel.
"This is not your vehicle." Cindy said. "This is Don's SUV."
"Yes." Teresa said "Guess who sent me to pick you both up. He didn't want either of you driving. The man takes care of his people."
"How did he know?" Cindy asked. "I told no one else, not even you."
"How did he know." Teresa replied acerbically. "I don't believe I'm hearing that being said out loud." Callie laughed out loud. Cindy smiled wanly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Callie helped Cindy to sit down at the breakfast table as Teresa warmed up some soup. "This is Phyllis Troy's medicinal soup recipe." Teresa said as she brought out bowls for Callie and Cindy.
"Mmmm, it's good." Cindy said as she began eating hers. "Just what I need." Indeed... she ate the whole bowl and then another.
Afterward, Teresa said "I've gotta go back to work now." Cindy got up and gave her BFF a warm hug.
"Thanks for coming to get me." Cindy said. "And for being my friend."
"That's what I'm here for." Teresa said. "Give me a call if you need anything, anything at all." She then hugged Callie, who also thanked her. Then Teresa left.
"So he knew." Cindy said. "Don knew all along. And I wasn't going to tell him."
"I'll bet he realized you were having morning sickness." Callie said. "Come on, let's get you to bed. You need some sleep."
Cindy did not argue.
Part 35 - Justice vs. Bullying
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from the lawn of Courthouse Square with City Hall behind her, at 7:00am, Thursday, October 18th. "Channel Two News has learned that candidate for Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall will appear at the big Republican rally at University Arena tomorrow night!"
"The College Republicans are sponsoring the event." said Bettina. "Candidate for Sheriff Antonio Griswold says that he has a special surprise keynote speaker for the event, but would not name names. Candidate for Mayor Daniel Allgood is attending, as well."
Bettina continued: "Democrats blasted Sharon Marshall for accepting the endorsement of Governor Val Jared as well as appearing at the rally. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. "Sharon Marshall has proved she is a racist white nationalist by getting into bed with Governor Val Jared!" screamed Marshall's opponent Maxine Watts at a rally.
"That's right! Sharon Marshall got into bed with Val Jared, and she now has his fleas of racism!" said Mayoral candidate Eldrick X. Weaver. "Sharon Marshall has betrayed all women by appearing at this rally with sexual harasser Daniel Allgood!"
There was no Republican response shown nor discussed as Bettina returned to the air live. "And in local news, Town Councilpersons Reginald B.F. Lewis and Malinda Adams report that their email boxes are deluged and their phones ringing off the hooks with constituents demanding that Commander Donald Troy be fired from the Police Force. Ms. Adams said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. "Not only is Commander Troy a man filled with hatred for women," said Malinda Adams, "he has abused his authority to attack and harass women that bring credible claims of sexual harassment against his relative Daniel Allgood and his friend Val Jared. Commander Troy's brutal tactics are not consistent with the mission of our Peace Officers."
No mention that the rest of the Council Members and the Mayor were deluged with calls and emails of support for their County's Police Commander. After all, that didn't fit the agenda.
"And now let's go to Amber Harris at the statue of President Jefferson, who was a slave owner." said Bettina. "Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" yelled the athletic blonde. "We have with us Della Harlow, Candidate for Sheriff." Chants of "I'm with her!" started up.
Amber said with a big smile: "Ms. Harlow, will you take the pledge that if you are elected Sheriff, you will fire Commander Donald Troy?"
Della said "WHEN I win, Amber, my first act will be to terminate the employment of Donald Troy with the same extreme prejudice he's shown against blacks and women!"
The chants started up, but there was now a mix of themes. Shouts of "Iron Crow-bar! Iron Crow-bar!" started up. The camera panned to the crowds, such as they were, that were chanting. Della's supporters, with their red shirts with a big "H" with an arrow for the crossbar, were intermingled with red-shirted persons showing a person planting a pennant on a hill. Opposing them was a group of persons not wearing any t-shirts, but wearing blue denim jackets as well as blue jeans. And carrying red crowbars, every one of them.
The Della supporters and the thugs began shouting and screaming obscenities at the Crowbar supporters. And then they attacked!
"Ladies and gentlemen, it's becoming dangerous out here!" said Amber. "We're moving back as the Iron Crowbar thugs are dispersed by the peaceful Harlow crowd!"
That's not quite what the cameras showed. The Harlow/Antifa thugs attacked the Crowbar supporters, but they failed to realize that a good number of those Crowbar supporters were men that had seen war and had been in fights before. They counter-attacked!
The locks on the end of chains wielded by the Harlow thugs were not enough to overcome the crowbars. The denim-wearing administered a solid beatdown to the thugs. TCPD Officers were massing near the corner of Courthouse Square, but made no move to intervene until the Harlow/Antifa thugs were totally broken down.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Cindy Ross, who was looking as if she felt much better today. We were in the Chief's conference room: me, my Angels, Chief Moynahan, and Chief Griswold.
"The Press can really use that to make you look ba-ad, Mr. Crowbar." said Moynahan.
"I dunno, sir." I replied. "Those that want to hate me are going to do so, and see that the way they want to, no matter what. But those that are not in jackbooted lockstep with the militant Left and the Press... but there I repeat myself... are going to see that as the normally silent good citizens are getting their hackles up and fighting back."
"He's right, you know." said Griswold, to Moynahan.
"Yezzzzz, he is." said Moynahan. "I guess that's what the country is coming to."
"If the Antifa thugs are allowed to succeed, it will be." said Teresa Croyle. "But when good people refuse to be intimidated, and push back, the bullies will leave the playground with their tails between their legs."
"Especially if they aren't truly committed to the Harlow and Press agenda." I said. Chief Moynahan was shaking his head. He did not like what he was seeing and hearing...
*BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!*
It was Chief Moynahan's phone. "Yes, Sheriff... yes, I'll be right there."
"That was your duly elected County Sheriff." said Moynahan as he disconnected the call. "He's ordered me to come to his office. Immediatelyyyyy." 
"I'll go with you." said Griswold.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Amber Harris came into the studios of KXTC. The 'Fox' signs were all taken down, adding to her happiness.
"We got some great footage!" she said as she came into the conference room that contained Burt West and Bettina Wurtzburg. "We can roast the Iron Crowbar alive with this stuff!"
It was then that she noticed that Bettina and West had sad or pained (or both) looks on their faces. "Have a seat, Amber." said West.
"What's wrong?" Amber said. "It went great! We had Harlow supporters there to engage Troy's thugs. We stood up to their bullying."
"That's not how it looked on television." said West. "I was watching, as were thousands of people in this County. It looked like Harlow's people were the thugs, slinging chains with bicycle locks at the other group. It looked like Harlow's people attacked the others. I'll add that the Harlow supporters and the Antifa thugs looked exactly alike, while the Troy thugs looked like regular citizens... except for the red crowbars, of course."
"Then we need to get on the air and tell those people exactly what to think!" Amber said, not willing to give it up. "We need to tell them that it was Troy's thugs who were the attackers!"
"It won't matter, Amber." said Bettina. "There was something else, even worse. Our guys got their asses handed to them by the crowbar thugs. And in spite of years, decades, of liberal politicians and we in the Press trying to emasculate men, make them weak and effeminate, and vilify competition and keeping score... America still loves winners. And the winners this morning were Troy's supporters. Our guys looked like losers. That is what our viewers saw this morning."
"Oh come on, Bettina!" Amber said. "They saw crowbar-wielding thugs beating up our peaceful protesters!"
"YOU'RE NOT LISTENING, AMBER!!" Burt West yelled, his restraint gone. "It didn't work! And if you don't believe me, go out and interview people on the street, and see what they tell you!"
As Amber looked at him in shock, West said "Look, my own job is on the line, here, after that editorial I gave yesterday. It's us, or it's Donald Troy. And we lost a key battle this morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome to Conservative Broadcast Excellence!" said Reed Hudson at 9:00am. "We're now broadcasting from KCCR Radio in Coltrane County, and KCUR Radio in the City. Apparently KXTC did not like my call to boycott them. They dropped not only my extremely popular and highly rated show, they dropped Fox as their affiliate!"
"And things aren't going so well for KXTC." said Reed Hudson. "Yesterday, good citizens protested the bias and corruption of the Media at the location KXTC was making a field report. So today, they had candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow there for an interview... along with her supporters and some 'others' mixed in... and by that I mean lawless, anarchist thugs. When the citizens showed up to protest KXTC's bias and attacks on Commander Troy, they were violently attacked by the red-shirted thugs, though KXTC is trying to spin it that it was the other way around.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said Hudson, "the Press is out of control. They are biased, agenda-driven, and dishonest. And they don't like it when good citizens stand up to them, and demand the real truth. This morning... the citizens won. They refused to be intimidated, and they beat the crap out of the thugs. That was a great, great day for Free Speech and Individual Freedom..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Thursday, October 18. The Press was setting up in the parking lot in front of the nightclub 'Jasmine'.
"What's this about?" asked Lester Holder as he came up to a pouting Amber Harris.
"T-Square and the Reverend Joseph E. Williams of the A.M.E. Church are going to make an endorsement." Amber replied.
"Well, hel-LO, Amber!" said Cynthia Freeman of KSTD, walking up to them. "Heard you had a bad morning on the Square."
"Piss off, Cynthia." Amber said angrily. Lester Holder raised his eyebrows towards Cynthia in an 'touchy touchy!' comment... about Amber. Cynthia smiled brightly.
"Hormones raging, Amber?" chided Cynthia. "Pregnancy can do that to a woman." Amber just cut her eyes towards Cynthia, but Cynthia was walking back to her KSTD cameraman.
"Cat claws out today, huh?" said Tim Sioban of KSB to Lester Holder.
"I guess so." said Lester, still not understanding what he'd just seen between the two competing reporterettes.
The news networks began going live, breaking into the television shows of the State. A few moments later, T-Square, wearing a sharp blue seersucker suit, deep royal blue shirt, and silvery-blue tie, and the trademark shades, came out onto the platform in front of the club. With him was the Rev. Joseph E. Williams, wearing a black suit and red shirt, and his clerical collar. And then Town Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis came out.
To everyone's stunned amazement, Chief Antonio Griswold also came out, wearing a well-fitting dark gray suit, white shirt and University-blue tie. The crowd of T-Square fans, mostly blacks and University students, were surprised but rolled with it. The Press was surprised... and growing worried.
"Thank you for coming!" T-Square said enthusiastically to the crowd of T-Square fans, mostly blacks and University students. "You all know... that in past years, there were huge problems of Police abuse of People of Color here as well as everywhere else. My dear friend Jasmine Nix devoted her all-too-short life to equality and fair treatment for blacks. And there's still much work to do!" The crowd applauded, but not uproariously.
"But one man worked to clean that up!" T-Square said. "And while it's not perfect, while we still have work to do, I am here to tell you that you will not get a Sheriff more fair to persons of all colors than Chief Griswold!" The crowd applauded, though not uproariously.
"If you think Della Harlow will be a better Sheriff for blacks than Chief Griswold..." T-Square said, "you better think again. Della Harlow will tell you whatever you want to hear, but she's only in it for Della Harlow, and I fear the thought of a Police Force led by Harlow and without Chief Griswold... and Commander Donald Troy!"
The audience gasped a bit, but then began applauding... slowly at first, but gaining steam as they realized the truth of the superstar rapper's words.
"I am also here to tell you," said the Rev. Williams "that I have seen the abusive treatment of our people by racist cops. I have marched with civil rights leaders in protest of the abuse. But I also know that Antonio Griswold is a man of integrity, of honesty, and he will be a fair Sheriff to all of God's Children in our County!" The crowd began cheering more loudly.
"I've known Chief Griswold for many years!" said Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis. "I watched him struggle to clean out his Police Force of the filthy scum that once preyed upon our People. And with the help of Commander Donald Troy, Chief Griswold made the TCPD the cleanest and most fair Police Force that we can hope to have. As the legendary T-Square said, we still have work to do. And I want to do that work with Antonio Griswold and get results, not have to fight against Della Harlow every day!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwwww." Cindy said. She'd been using that word a lot lately. "I'll bet the Press was not expecting that!"
"No. No they weren't." I said. We were watching in my office. "And I would imagine Harlow is having a brain aneurysm right about now, too."
"I just can't believe those Black Community leaders put it all on the line like that." said Cindy. "I also notice they did not endorse Daniel Allgood."
"They know something most people don't know." I said. "Daniel Allgood is sometimes criticized for not doing enough to stop Malone's racism, and really didn't do a lot after Chief Griswold became Chief and began cleaning up the shit, either. But Della Harlow and Gayle Tunnin were just as much part of the problem as Malone himself. If Harlow became Sheriff, T-Square knows that she would support Illegal Immigration coming to this County, taking jobs from Blacks. And that's just one example of what will happen to blacks under a Della Harlow law enforcement regime."



"Still," said Cindy, "and don't get me wrong, I'm loving it that they endorsed Chief Griswold... but still..." After a moment, she said "Well, I guess we'll see what happens..."
Part 36 - The Guardians Revealed
Nightfall, Thursday, October 18. Teresa, Cindy and I drove to BOW Enterprises in my Police SUV. We were admitted through the gate and drove back to the metal building that allegedly contained top secret work.
Nope. It was a plain, simple warehouse. Sometimes projects were assembled in the open space, but for the most part it was a facility for utility purposes.
Some lights were on, but it was fairly dim in the warehouse. We all searched for bugs, and found none. The bug-killer and detector I'd let Teresa use during our assault on the Wynand Building? She still had it; I'd never gotten it back.
"So, what's this about?" Cindy asked.
"Welp," I said, as I set up several folding chairs in a big circle, "I obtained information that showed that the Guardians of Justice were, and are, in imminent danger of being caught. Soooo, tonight we are gathered to acknowledge them and salute them as the Patriots they are, and then disband them and let them fade back into the Shadows."
"And you know who they are?" Cindy said as she sat down on my right side. Teresa sat to my left. "Are you one of them?"
"No, I'm not one of them, and never was. But yes, I think I know who they are, at least the ones in this area." I said. "You've seen just about all I've seen. Who do you think they are?"
"Well," Cindy said, "I am not the Iron Crowbar nor his mother, but I'd bet money that the FBI Deputy Director is part of it."
"And you would be right." I said. And the DepDirector came out from behind a black curtain that covered part of one end of the building.
"Yes, the GOJ was my baby, and for years." said the DepDirector, coming up to us and sitting down opposite us in the circle of chairs. "When I first began my battle to destroy the White Supremacists, I very quickly found out that there were a lot of people in the Government that did not want the White Supremacists to be defeated. In order to do what I was doing, I needed people on my side, and I needed to know who the Enemy was. Not so much to attack them, but to avoid them and watch them."
He continued: "So that's how it began. With the help of friends, I began gathering information behind the scenes, information I really should not have had. I was able to watch my enemies, and get help from friends. And slowly, very slowly, we began having a positive effect."
"They said that J. Edgar Hoover remained FBI Director forever because he had dirt on just about everyone." the DepDirector said. "We didn't go to those lengths, but if any of what Don calls the 'Swamp Frogs' began looking into us, then something about that person became public, and the threat went away. But mostly, we just knew who to avoid, to not trust."
"And then we caught on to Superior Bloodlines." said the DepDirector. "And things ratcheted up to a whole new level. This wasn't the Ku Klux Klan we were dealing with, but people well entrenched in Federal Government and the big businesses and big banks of the Nation. And we ended up here, in your State, and ultimately into your Town & County. BigAgraFoods was here, BigPharmaCorp was here. And Harold Malone was using the Police Force to broker who the County drug dealers could be."
"When was this?" Teresa asked.
"Just before I got here." I said. "Which leads to our second Guardian of Justice. There was one man trying to fight the corruption, alone. He needed help. The DepDirector here contacted him like John Galt contacted Midas Mulligan in 'Atlas Shrugged'.
"That's right, Crowbar!" said Chief Antonio Griswold, coming out from behind the curtain. "It was just a few months before you got here. William came to me one day at my home, told me what he was doing, and that he wanted to help me clean it all up, with our County as the starting point."
Griswold said "Those were dark, dark days. Malone had a strong cabal within the Force. I was afraid he was going to draw Teresa into it, but she stayed clean. He did have her do all the dangerous interdictions of drug gangs that didn't pay him proper 'respect', nor money. But he didn't try to get rid of her like he tried to get rid of Cindy. So I put Cindy in MCD with Tanya Perlman, but I didn't know how we were going to stop Malone... and then a miracle happened."
"Yes." said the DepDirector. "Grizz called me and told me about this young redheaded guy who'd brought his nephew back here and into custody. Said that redhead was a sharp guy and had been an M.P. in the Army Reserves. We checked into him, then decided to see if we could get him into the TCPD. And thank God! he accepted."
Teresa punched me on the shoulder. Then she asked "What about Martin Nash? Is he part of the GOJ?"
"No, not officially." said the DepDirector. "I never told him, but I'm sure he had ideas. Especially after Chief Griswold and I asked him to become part of the TCPD... to protect Don, and also to overwatch him for us."
"Har." said Griswold. "Then Don showed that he knew all along that Martin was with the FBI. Can't get a thing past him."
"Why do you even try?" I asked, drawing laughter. Then I said "And the next person on my list wanted you to bring me in, also. Who would that be, Green Crowbar?"
"Has to be your wife." Cindy said.
"Yes." I said. "Fortunately for me, she thought I was good looking, and I was thinking even better thoughts about her. Isn't that right, dear?" My words were to my wife Laura, who was walking up to us.
"But she is not one of the Guardians of Justice." I said as Laura came over and sat down to my right as Cindy cleared the space for her.
"That's right." the DepDirector said. "I'd known Laura and her first husband for years. She was the CIA's baddest-ass Agent, and she rose in spite of the Establishment, not because of them. Her husband was an Army General, and he was not a candidate for the GOJ, so sorry to say."
"No, he wasn't." Laura said. "He wasn't Superior Bloodlines, but he was groomed by the Establishment, rose in the Army ranks with the Establishment, and considered himself one of the power elites. He envisioned a political career after his Army career, but that was ground to a halt."
"As to the GOJ," Laura continued, "I knew what William and his friends were doing, and I helped to the extent I could. But once I married Don, I was too close to him to risk continuing to help them directly."
"Yes, Crowbar," said Griswold, "we knew from the day you first came into our County that you were the one that could break the bastards down. And Laura was looking for a good husband..." His mustaches twitched merrily with the joke as everyone grinned.
"And I found him." Laura said as I put my arm around her and hugged her to me.
"I think I was the lucky one, there." I said.
"Awwww." said Cindy and Teresa at the same time.
"Don, did you know what the GOJ was, back then?" asked Teresa.
"I didn't know there was an organized group, which became the GOJ." I said. "I knew the DepDirector was working to defeat Superior Bloodlines. But then I stumbled upon something worse. Much, much worse. A guy named... 'Westboro'." Everyone groaned at the hearing of the name of the Consultant of Crime.
"Westboro was not a part of Superior Bloodlines," I said, "though he had no problem trying to use them and control them for his own purposes. He essentially broke them to his fist, to use some falconry lingo, there. But he also was protecting them from the FBI, which made their job much harder."
"You got that right." said the DepDirector. "We knew someone was a step ahead of us at every turn, a big step ahead of us. We'd get a lead on Superior Bloodlines, and suddenly things were blocked off. And sometimes by murdering people we were hoping to arrest or turn to our side. We knew Malone wasn't good enough to do that, but we never could get to the Spider in the center of the web. But you did."
"Yes." I said. "And if eliminating the Consultant of Crime was all I ever achieved, then my life on this earth would've been justified. And once we got Westboro out of the way, things began getting easier."
"Yes." said the DepDirector. "Within a year of Westboro dying, we gutted Superior Bloodlines. And a lot of that was due to you, Don. But from that point on, the Swamp Frogs knew who you were, and are. And so our mission changed a bit. We began using our networks and information to expose the Establishment Elitists, the Crony Capitalists, and to protect you long enough for you to destroy them, as well."
"Well, I can't take all the credit." I said. "I had a lot of help... especially from the Green Crowbar and certain Iron Wolf." Teresa had a serene look on her face as I said that.
"And the GOJ was very effective." said Cindy. "Who else is involved?"
"We lost a few." I said, then looked at the DepDirector. "One was Admiral Keating. He was in it with you from nearly the beginning. I've always wondered if the GOJ had recruited Larry Wheeler, as well."
"We did." said the DepDirector. "But to my shame, I badly mishandled that, and Wheeler ended up being found out and murdered."
"Not your fault that he sent papers to the traitor John Hardwood, which is what got him killed." I said. "And you lost someone else, too, though not because she died, since she's still with us. Care to guess who, o Green Crowbar?"
"Oh." said Cindy, having insight. "Mary Mahoney. She's good enough, but she got angry when her father-in-law was beaten and nearly killed."
"Right you are." I said as Mary Milton came out from behind the curtain. She came and sat down beside Cindy, staying away from the DepDirector.
"I was asked to come up from Midtown." said Mary. "It worked out: I met Miltie, we have a great daughter, and I love working for the Iron Crowbar. But I couldn't help the FBI any more, after what they did to Professor Milton."
"I am truly sorry that happened." said the DepDirector.
"So is Dana Fox." I replied.
"So Mary was helping put out the information over the Internet?" Cindy asked.
"At first." I said. "And in a brilliant way, also. One reason the GOJ was never caught was because they would route the transmissions through the servers of the Japanese Consulate in the City, or the Japanese Embassy in Washington. The Swamp Frogs would see it, know it was being routed through there, but couldn't do much due to diplomatic relationships. They did not blame the Japanese, as they thought the Japanese were victims of the GOJ's hacking, as well. What they didn't know... was that the man who ultimately controlled such things... is a Guardian of Justice, as are his children."
Nagamasa and Mariko, of the Clan Takaki, came out. They bowed formally to me, and Teresa and I stood up and returned the bows with our own correct bows. Then I 'invited' them to sit down.
"Yes, Crowbar-sama." said Nagamasa. "Our father has worked with the Deputy Director-san for many years, and he has great respect for the Director-san's work. But he said, as the Griswold-san says, that when you arrived. And when you honored my brother as you did, it was very clear that you were the man who would finish the work, as you so brilliantly have."
"Yes, your father is a great, great man." said the DepDirector. "His help was immeasurable."
"And if he, and you, are part of this," said Teresa, "then so must my husband be, in some way."
"Todd is not one of the GOJ," I said, "but he had great interest in helping. Not only because of the woman he loves and is married to, but perhaps on behalf of certain Israelites in his family. Is that not right, Todd-san?"
"Hai, Sire." said Todd as he came up behind us, and not from behind the curtain. He was grinning his brilliant grin. He bowed and we returned it from our seated positions. "Through my friends Nagamasa-san and Mariko-san, and their father, I've been able to help the interests of those who opposed the Swamp Frogs. I'm tired of the pressure they are putting on my businesses to toe the 'crony capitalist' line... and I'm tired of their Jew-hatred." He sat down next to Teresa, and they fist-bumped.
"And Goth Girl Kathy, may she rest in peace, sent us a ton of information." said the DepDirector. "Then we got a new, hostile CIA Director, and he cut off that information."
"Yes." I said. "I will come back to Kathy in a moment. I might add that U.S. Senator Bill Nunn and U.S. Representative Travis Gowron have funneled a great deal of information to you, as well. And they have to stop, because it's getting dangerous for them already. They've been threatened. So... who else is part of the Ring of Guardians, Green Crowbar?"
"There's more?" Cindy asked. "Geez, you really were protected by hoops of steel beyond your wife's help--- your wife... ohhhhh, of course. Dr. Cordell."
"Ah yes." I said as Admiral Leonard R. Cordell, USN (Ret.) came out from behind the curtain. He came up and sat down by the others.
"After he exposed that rogue CIA operation in Afghanistan," the DepDirector said, "I tried to recruit him. He gave us some of what he had, and he and Admiral Keating were friends, so some of Keating's material came through Dr. Cordell. But it was hard getting him in the fold."
"And I admit that I was a bit unfair in my estimation of Dr. Fredricson." said Cordell. "She was part of that Agency, and I was wary until I learned more about her. It helped when she retired. But the ultimate reason I came back to help was to watch over the daughter of my Captain. I know of the history there, but I also know he would've wanted me to help her in any way I could. And I know he'd be proud as hell of the 'Iron Wolf'."
"Awwww." said Teresa. She got up and went over and hugged Dr. Cordell.
"Well, Green Crowbar," I said, "not many left for you to name."
"I'm just wondering how you all didn't get caught." Teresa said. "Didn't the Swamp Frogs suspect you, and maybe sent false information to trap you?"
"Oh yes, they did that several times." said the DepDirector, his eyes gleaming. "And most of us were not smart enough to figure out the traps."
"Ohhhhh." said Cindy, again getting a vibe. "Don always said that, too... that he was not smart enough to be the GOJ. There is only one person who could even dream of being at his level, much less above it."
She then grinned as she said "The Widow Athena Jones!"
"That new crowbar is working wonders for you, ma cousine! I said. "Yes, I did say many times that the GOJ was smarter than me. Mom, come on out!"
There were a lot of gasps as my mother, Phyllis Troy, came out from behind the curtain, her eyes sparkling a bit as she sat down. "How did you know, son?"
"I am my mother's son." I said. "And you are not dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded. Washington, D.C., both friends and foes, were investigating me like hell to see if I was the Guardians of Justice. As part of that, they had to have been looking into many of you, and would try to trap you with false information. But with one exception, their ruses never worked. And that is because you saw through the traps, and told your colleagues of the GOJ what the traps were and were not."
"What was the exception?" Laura asked.
"The reason I had to make two trips to Paris." I said quietly, my eyes boring in on my mom's. Todd was peering at me and then his grandmother as I said "That's where Goth Girl Kathy comes back in. It was who Kathy was helping that caused my mother to hold her tongue. So I had to go help. At least I got Israeli Airborne wings out of it."
"Watch yourself." said Cindy. "I'm still pissed at you for that." Her words served to change the subject, which was becoming a tense issue in the Troy family...
"So that facility in the City," Teresa said, "it wasn't the GOJ at work?"
"No." I said with a smile. "But we'll let the Swamp Frogs think it was. It's a conveeeenient distraction. And the Guardians of Justice are going to need that distraction."
"Why?" asked Mary. "What happens to us now?"
"The GOJ is going to slowly fade away, to steal a phrase from General MacArthur." I said. "No more document dumps, no more releases of classified information. The NSA is not playing around any longer. They have brought their best tools and their best people in for one single mission: finding and murdering the Guardians of Justice. The good news... is that by simply stopping now, the trail will grow cold. And the last member of the GOJ can give you cover if anyone does find a thread that could lead to you."
"The last member?" asked Chief Griswold. "This is it, isn't it? All the ones I know of, anyway."
"No, Chief, this one was the FBI's deepest mole ever... in the CIA." I said. Laura about broke her neck again turning to look at me.
"I realized some of it a long time ago." I said. "The Deputy Director was so focused on Superior Bloodlines that he totally ignored the equal threat of Jasmine Nix and the Black Triumvirate, and their militants preparing to rise up in riots across many American cities. At first I did not understand why you were so... 'uncaring', for lack of a better word... about that."
"And then I realized that you were not paying attention to it because you knew someone else was." I said. "You'd struck a deal with that someone... someone whose hatred of them matched your own hatred for the white supremacists. You would wipe out Superior Bloodlines, she would destroy the threat of the black riots."
"And then you kept up the symbiotic arrangement." I said. "After Laura retired, this person kept tabs on the Swamp Frogs within the CIA for you. It was she that first detected the threat that was the CIA Director... and then that idiot sent her of all people to kill my sister Elizabeth. And Kathy was recruited by her, as well."
And then everyone realized that Melina Allgood Troy was standing in our midst, right behind the DepDirector. No ninja had a thing on her...
"Whaaa?" Laura gasped, rising out of her chair. "Don... did I hear that correctly? You said she was an FBI mole in the CIA?"
"Yes." I said. "I fully realized what was going on just the other day, when some ambitious and misguided Civil Rights person with the US DOJ thought she was going to arrest me and then murder me. But I saw what happened there, and then realized what really happened there."
"That woman was not afraid of a fully armed SWAT Team led by the Iron Wolf. She was not afraid of FBI Team Lazarus. She was not afraid of Federal Judge K.M. Landis, who could've put out a warrant for her arrest right there. But she backed down when one person, and only one person, showed up."
"So why did that otherwise-unafraid woman completely back down when Melina came down the hall and showed her her ID?" I continued. "The CIA has no jurisdiction in the United States at all, and as I said, this woman didn't care about all of those that did have some jurisdiction there. And I realized that Melina had not shown a CIA I.D... but an FBI one!"
"You... you treasonous bitch!" Laura snarled at her sister. "You betrayed my CIA?"
"No." Melina said, not backing down. "I was saving your precious 'Company' from the devils that were trying to infest it. Your final field mission obtained the names of those double agents, but what you did not know is that the man that became CIA Director and others of his ilk used that opportunity to fill those empty spaces with Elitists dedicated to the overthrow of the Constitution, and helping the black militants engage in violent aggression against whites... particularly white Police Officers."
"She was working for the good, Laura." said the DepDirector. "She's with us, helping us."
"Why do I not believe that?" Laura asked, still standing and facing off against Melina. "Don, why do I not believe what she is saying?"



"I can think of eight years worth of good reasons." I said. "What I'm curious about is... what the hell was on that ID that turned that woman around? What are you really, Melina?"
"And what I wonder," said Melina, her eyes boring into mine, "is how the man I was married to for eight years suddenly found the brains to discover the need to ask that question."
"Hmmf, touché." I said. "Chief Griswold, it seems we have a 'Section 31' in progress, here." He knew what I meant.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"That's my cellphone." said Todd. He answered it, said "Okay, thanks." then hung up. He then announced "There are elements of the FBI outside the gates. They have a full FBI SWAT Team with them. The main building went into lockdown, it'll take a small nuke to get in there. But they're probably going to come here."
"We're good citizens, we have every right to congregate here." said the DepDirector.
"No." I said. "They're going to shoot first and not ask questions later. Todd, is there a way out of here?"
"Of course." Todd said, flashing his brilliant grin. He went over to what looked like a metal slab on the floor, and moved it aside with surprising ease. A set of stairs led downward.
"Awesome!" I said. "Everyone but Teresa, Todd, Cindy, and me, go down the passageway. Melina, you stay here, too."
"I should stay with you." Laura said.
"No." I whispered. "Go home. Protect our children." Laura argued no further, and went down the stairs.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The FBI Agents came into the warehouse through the door nearest the main building, where the black curtain had been set up. They saw four people in a circle, chatting.
"Everyone freeze. Stay where you are." one of the Agents said, though calmly. SWAT Team people began coming in.
"Who are you, and why are you on my property?" asked Todd Burke.
"We're looking for the Guardians of Justice." said one of the Agents.
"And who are you?" asked Teresa.
"I am FBI Special Agent Andrew Parsons" said the taller man, black haired, and kind of dumb looking. "This is Special Agent David Rovers." he said, indicating the shorter, brown-haired man next to him. "Again, we're looking for the Guardians of Justice, who we believe are here."
"Y'all are a long way from Southport." I said, standing up. "And I'm getting reeeeeal tired of you Feds accusing me of being the Guardians of Justice."
"You're not the ones we're looking for, Troy." said Parsons.
"Who are you looking for?" asked Todd. "I'm the owner of this place, and I'm not the Guardians of Justice, either. Oh, and by the way, would you mind showing me your warrant to be on my property in the first place?"
"We don't need a warrant." said Parsons. "We're in hot pursuit of domestic terrorists. We believe they are here."
"Believe what you want." I said. "But a), you're wrong; and b) you have about 30 seconds to leave before the TCPD gets here. And my guys will shoot to kill."
"So, you want a war?" asked Parsons.
"No, and neither do you." said Melina, coming out of the shadows to their side. She exhibited a badge. Parsons got pale. "If you have no warrant, you're going to die on the wrong side of the law. I suggest you leave. Now."
"Come on, guys." Parsons said. He and his people retreated the way they came. He looked back at me and said "I'm sure I'll be seeing you again, Troy. Until then..." I did not reply as he turned and left.
TCPD Officers arrived within minutes. "Well, hello good Citizens!" said a well-armed-and-armored Lieutenant Micah Rudistan. "Not having any trouble, are you?"
"No, Rudistan. You guys can stand down. The trouble is going to start... " I said, then whispered: "...when I get home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I followed Todd and Teresa home, and delivered Cindy to her condo. Then I drove to the Mountain Nest. I mentally prepared myself for what had to be done next, for the conversation about to happen.
Going inside, I was met in the foyer by Bowser. I carefully leaned over and petted him, then went into the greatroom. Laura was on the sofa by the wall... and Carole was asleep, her little head on Laura's thigh. My wife looked up at me, then went back to caressing her daughter's head.
"I'll carry her upstairs." I said. Laura nodded. I carefully picked up Carole and ascended the stairs. She woke up and murmured "Hi Daddy."
"Hi Fussbudget." I said. I put her in her bed and said "You go back to sleep, okay."
"Okay..." Carole murmured. She was asleep as soon as she turned to her side. I patted the basket and Bowser got into it and settled in as I petted him.
Going downstairs, I sat down next to Laura, who was in what some might call a 'reverie', and some might call a 'daze'.
"That bad?" I asked.
"How much did you know? And when?" Laura asked quietly. I did not need to be told what she was asking.
"I put it all together on the day that DOJ woman came for me." I said. "There's no way I could've known while I was married to Melina, but when I thought about how she did not want me to have an active duty military career, which would've been good for her if she was a CIA Agent, and a lot of other stuff that occurred during that time, I realized it fit better if she was an FBI 'dark agent' instead of a CIA Agent."
"And when we came here," I said, "I knew my marriage to her was all but over, anyway, but on that day I went into that reverie in my office, I realized that she realized on that day we were in your office after bringing Ned back that I was on my way to becoming what I am, and she knew I'd figure her out if she stayed with me. Not that I mind, of course. So... you feel betrayed?"
"Worse." said Laura. "She may have struck that deal with William, where they took care of their respective sides of that black-white clash that was impending. But there's something more... a lot more."
Laura turned to me and said "That final field mission... I did not expect to come back alive from it, as you probably know. I thought that by taking my sister with me, I'd have a chance to live and get back home to our children. I knew I might be captured, and I sent Melina out to get away and thus complete the mission when I was captured."
"What I realized tonight," my wife said, "is that even if Sergei Molotov had not been there, and we'd both left that building, I think Melina had orders to kill me and leave me behind. Not necessarily CIA orders, either."
"Geeeezzzzz." I whispered.
"She tried to get you guys to go on that other plane, but you didn't." Laura said. "You'd anticipated the danger, made your own arrangements, had Teresa pick her pocket, which was brilliant. Did you know something was wrong then?"
"Not related to this." I said. "I honestly was just playing it safe and not trusting anyone."
"There's something else you don't know... or at least you shouldn't." Laura said. "We've had CIA Agents, good Agents, good people, with families back at home, die on missions where they really should not have. Melina was on some of them. Other people, who I now suspect are 'dark agents' for the FBI, were on some of them... they came back alive, but those good CIA Agents did not. I don't blame the FBI itself. But it's pretty clear that the Swamp Frogs were controlling Melina and the other 'dark agents'."
I nodded. "I'm starting to think Cindy's refusal to continue working with the FBI was prescient."
"I'm sorry I went against you." Laura said. "I should've let you kill the CIA Director right then and there. I betrayed you... but it was my sister who was the real traitor to the Company... and her family."
"No, you didn't betray me, and things worked out." I said. "Listen, it was a rough night tonight. Why don't we go upstairs and get some sleep, then figure out how to figure all of this out tomorrow..."
Part 37 - Epilogue
Friday, October 19th. The University Arena was filled with at least 7,000 people for the political rally, and they were jacked up and excited. These were not Establishment Republicans, but Grassroots Conservatives that were sick and tired of being made to feel guilty or wrong for their beliefs and their desires to be rugged individualists, free to live and prosper as they chose.
Sheriff Allgood spoke early on. "This is no longer just about who will lead our County into the future! This is about right vs. wrong, about lies vs. the truth! The untrue allegations against me show how desperate the Democrats are to win at any cost! They can't just let the People decide for themselves, they have to lie, cheat, and steal to gain political power and ascendancy over you!" The audience roared its approval.
Sharon Marshall, candidate for Lt. Governor, spoke. "Daniel Allgood is right! Establishment Elitists, who can't win because their grabs for power are rejected by you the good Citizens of the State, resort to dishonest tactics that only served to harm the faith of the People in the Ballot Box!"
I was in the wings with Chief Griswold, wearing my dark-gray suit, and white shirt and red tie (yes, red). I could feel the energy in the room building as it came closer to the time for the keynote speech.
Two super-heroines dressed in Wonder Woman and Supergirl suits came out on stage. Wonder Woman was carrying a red crowbar... the red crowbar. The M.C., a female College Republican, had a microphone and said "What's our Motto?"
"GRIZZ MEANS BIZZ!" shouted Carole and Marie.
"What's that?" the young woman asked the audience.
"GRIZZ MEANS BIZZ!" thousands shouted in unison.
"It's now time for our surprise keynote speaker." said the woman. "Ladies, would you introduce him?"
"The next speak-er is my he-ro." said Carole into the microphone. "DADDY!"
The young woman said "Ladies and Gentlemen, please welcome Donald Troy!" The applause that greeted me as I went onto the stage was loud and raucous, for which I was immensely grateful.
The music of BanYa's techno version of Beethoven's "Pathetique", a.k.a. 'Beethoven Virus', was playing, an instrumental I really liked, which fed the energy.
Marie and Carole hugged my legs, then they went walking towards Chief Griswold, Carole carrying the red crowbar. She didn't know that after this night I would put it aside, never to carry it again, but once... and that 'once' would be the day, nearly two decades in the future, that I would hand that crowbar to her... the day TCPD Detective Carole Troy would succeed me as the Iron Crowbar...
"Now THAT was a great introduction!" I said with a smile. "And like the Lone Ranger's mask, that red crowbar stands for the law!" Everyone cheered. And since I hadn't carried the red crowbar, nor called it mine, I could not be accused of 'mingling' Police work and politics. But I had to be careful with my words. I started.
"Ladies and gentlemen, what that crowbar really stands for... is Justice!" I said. "We've been told that we cannot seek justice when crimes are committed for the sake of political correctness. When the Town & County Police obtained rock-solid proof that the accusations against Daniel Allgood were not only false, but pre-planned to harm him politically, they were told they could not pursue it, because they, and all of us, had to believe whatever was said by the accuser. Well, we don't play those games in this County!" Loud cheering ensued.
"The Town & County Police did an excellent job on that case, and they made the proper arrest." I said. "But D.A. Gil Krasney dropped the charges." The audience booed loudly. "But that's okay... in January, District Attorney Miriam Walters can refile those charges, and Justice can be obtained for Daniel Allgood and all of us!" The crowd cheered wildly.
"You've all heard of The Guardians of Justice? They've been releasing documents that make the Swamp very uncomfortable! Well... I've been accused of being The Guardians of Justice. The Government investigated me, and it was like an IRS audit... and found nothing. They finally admitted that I was not the Guardians of Justice. And they were right... sort of." Everyone was stunned at what I was saying.
"The Guardians of Justice are not just a group of hackers exposing Government corruption." I said. "The Guardians of Justice are a concept, a way of being! Being a Guardian of Justice means standing up for what is right. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. marched for the rights of Blacks to be treated equally and fairly in a time when equality was not a reality. Dr. King... was a Guardian of Justice!" The audience cheered.
"Ronald Reagan was not supposed to be elected President in 1980." I said. "He ran against the Establishment. When he won, they tried to assassinate him! But he lived... and went on to lower tax rates from as high as 91% to the 30% range, unlocking an economic boom and the entrepreneurial spirit of the Nation! And then he went and won the Cold War against the Soviet Union, doing what the Establishment said was impossible, bringing down an oppressive empire and freeing the people of eastern Europe. Ronald Reagan... was a Guardian of Justice!" The audience cheered.
"There are Guardians of Justice in our State today!" I said. "SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell and Lt. Norm Chow, really good people, people I'm honored to call 'friends', are working tirelessly to clean up corruption in our State! They are Guardians of Justice!" More cheering.
"And here in this County, young Charlie Griswold could not walk, could not speak... but he could blink Morse Code with his eyes." I said. The audience became more respectfully quiet as I continued: "Charlie did not let disabilities stop him. He blinked Justice out of his eyes... and through his work, a wanted criminal was captured, and further corruption defeated. Charlie Griswold... was a Guardian of Jusss-tissss!..."
The audience was now back to cheering, and even more strongly. "And now, we have the opportunity to elect a good man as our next Sheriff. A man who stood up to corruption and racism, and cleaned out the TCPD, making it the finest Police Force in the world! Antonio Griswold... is a Guardian of Justice!"
The cheering was getting deafening, and I felt like I had to yell. "Police Officers who put their lives on the line for our Citizens every day, from the outstanding Patrol Officers to the Detectives, and their leadership, they are Guardians of Justice! And Captain Teresa Croyle, who ran into a building rigged with explosives to rescue that little girl you just saw carrying that crowbar... Teresa Croyle is a Guardian of Justice!" I did not think the cheering could get louder, but it did.
"So!" I said, to wrap up, "if I'm asked if I am the Guardians of Justice... I say 'we', not 'me'! We are the Guardians of Justice! From the boy who confronts the bully on the playground, to the man who stands up for his rights as an Individual, to the People who stand up against false smears and accusations and vote for the wise and the honest, to good citizens who stand up to the corruption of the greatest threat to our Individual Freedom, the American Mainstream Media... we are all Guardians of Justice!"
The crescendo rose to a deafening pitch. "I am honored and proud to stand with you, to fight with you, to serve the cause of Justice with you!" I yelled. "Not 'me', but 'we'! WE are the Guardians of Justice! WE are the Guardians of Justice! WE... are the Guardians... of Jusss-tisssss..."
As the roars of the crowd continued, I felt the energy of it coursing through me. For the first time I understood why people run for political office and give these speeches... it was heady stuff.
But I also realized that those of us who can lead, must lead. Not everyone can do it, but those called to lead must answer the call and the challenge. To not use the gifts of real leadership granted by God is inexcusable, a failure of our duty. I had done my part: I had risen to the challenge, and brought other leaders with me. I am what I am.
I am James Donald Troy, Town & County Police Commander.
I am the Iron Crowbar.
And I am a Guardian of Justice.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue - Morning Coffee
""We have four boxes with which to defend our freedom: the soap box, the ballot box, the jury box, and the cartridge box."
------ most recently attributed to U.S. Rep. Larry McDonald (1935-1983), who was aboard KAL007 when it was shot down by the Soviet Union.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 22d, from in front of City Hall. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the outrage over Commander Donald Troy's controversial speech at the Republican rally last Friday night!"
Bettina: "Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver, candidate for Mayor, blasted Commander Troy for calling Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. a Guardian of Justice, saying that this proves that Commander Troy is tone-deaf to racial issues and the plight of oppressed minorities. Mr.Weaver took the pledge called upon by KXTC to promISC to fire Commander Troy when Mr. Weaver is elected Mayor."
More Bettina: "And candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow blasted Commander Troy's speech as being 'mean-spirited towards women who are victims of sexual abuse'. Ms. Harlow said that Commander Troy has abused his authority as a Police Officer and State SBI Agent by harassing women who have made credible claims of sexual harassment against Republicans Daniel Allgood and Val Jared. Ms. Harlow demanded the current Town & County Council suspend Commander Troy immediately, and begin the process of firing him."
Even more Bettina: "Asked for comment, the FBI said that Commander Troy was speaking in general terms about Guardians of Justice, and not the shadowy hacker group that has been labeled a domestic terror group by the NSA. Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone confirmed that the FBI investigated the possibility that Commander Troy was involved with the group, but quickly exonerated Commander Troy of any connection to them. Special Agent in Charge Muscone also said he believes the cyber-terrorist group that calls themselves the Guardians of Justice may have disbanded after a secret facility was recently found under the Wynand Building condo complex in the City."
Yet more Bettina: "The Social Justice groups 'Citizens for Police Accountability' and 'Black Voices Raised' filed complaints with the Federal Elections Commission and State Elections Board that Commander Troy violated State laws by co-mingling his status as a Police Officer with a political speech at a political rally. The State Elections Board immediately dismissed the complaints, while the FEC said that it was solely a State matter."
"And let's go to Nick Eastwood with more on this weekend's huge game!" said Bettina. "Nick!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome blonde Sports reporter. "The college football world is still reeling after the University of Tennessee's shocking upset of Alabama on Rocky Top this past weekend! The 24-21 result had Alabama seeing Orange all day as the Tennessee defense played its best game in two years, swarming the Alabama quarterback and stopping the run, as well."
Nick: "With the Alabama loss, our University's Bulldogs moved up to No. 1 in the Nation! They are followed by Florida at No. 2, the Wildcats at No. 3, and Georgia at No. 4. All four teams had open dates this past weekend, and this weekend Florida will play Georgia in Jacksonville this Saturday afternoon, followed by our Bulldogs hosting the Wildcats here at University Memorial Stadium! Channel Two Sports has learned that ESPN's Gameday will be here on Campus, and fans eagerly await Coach Corso's predictions! Back to you, Bettina."
"Nick, why does Georgia play Florida at the Gator Bowl in Jacksonville, Florida every year, instead of home-and-home?" Bettina asked.
"It's a long-standing tradition, Bettina." said Eastwood. "But I thought Coach Steve Spurrier said it best when he said that Florida would never accept playing in Atlanta every year in a stadium called the Bulldog Bowl. And after the incident in 1985, where Jacksonville Police injured a number of Georgia students with violent Police brutality after that year's game, I don't understand why Georgia doesn't insist on a home-and-home schedule in the future..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what happened to Alabama, Joanne?" Ole Miss alumnus Teddy Parker asked rather loudly as the Detectives drank coffee in MCD. "Losing to a vastly inferior Tennessee team like that?"
"All I have to say," said Joanne, "is that nothing sucks like a Big Orange!" Everyone broke out laughing at that, more at the way the normally sweet Joanne Warner spoke than at her words.
"Man, this is going to be a nightmare for the TCPD." said Theo Washington. "Game days are tough enough... but No. 1 vs. No. 3, ESPN here, night game with lots of drinking at the tailgate parties..."
"And just imagine how much worse it's going to be," said Julia Rodriguez, "when the Wildcats beat the Bulldogs." Silence was instantaneous and all eyes were on Julia. "What?" she said.
"Didn't know you were a Wildcat fan." said Joanne. "For real, or just kissing Commander Troy's crowbar?... oh, wait, that did not come out right."
Commander Cindy Ross came in to a room where Detectives were literally rolling on the floor, unable to stop laughing. "Whatever it was, it must've been good." she said. That started another round of uncontrollable laughter. "What?" Cindy said.
"No." Joanne said, her face beet-red. "Just no."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I heard that Fox is starting a new television station here in our Town & County." Teresa said as my three Angels came into my office at 7:50am. "Call letters KFXU, the 'U' meaning 'University'. It's going to be on Channel 8. Fox bought the frequency from the PBS station the University had been running. They'll start November 1st."
"Like we need another TV station in this County." Tanya said. "It's not like we're a big city like the City. Two is bad enough." I grinned at that.
"Word I heard," Cindy said, "was that KXTC is already hurting after Reed Hudson called for them to be boycotted after the editorial attack on you, Don. We may be back down to two stations before too long." I knew Cindy had heard that either directly or indirectly from the lovely Priya Ajmani, Press secretary to State Senator Katherine Woodburn.
I said "What I heard was that Leftist groups are going around calling for boycotts of any business that boycotts KXTC, and businesses like Sonic are directing their ads to be shown on KXTC, to try to boost them up."
"It's going to be the viewer numbers that matter most." Teresa said. "Conservatives have nowhere else to go except KSTD and KXTC. Maybe this new Fox station will be better."
"Fair and balanced." said Cindy. "So they say."
"I'd rather have 'honest and relevant'." I said.
"I get the feeling you don't like the Press, Commander Troy." Tanya said with a sparkle in her eye.
"What-evergave you that idea, Captain Perlman?" I replied. Cindy and Teresa laughed out loud.
"I'm a pretty good Detective." Tanya replied with a smile. "And I also observe and deduce that this Police Force's Commanders are about to start some serious rhetoric over this weekend's game."
"Who, us?" Cindy said. "Why, perish the very thought."
"No need for rhetoric." I said. "It'll be settled on the field. Wildcats win. Again. Done deal. Nuff said."
"Maybe you haven't heard." Cindy said. "Derrick Waters, 'Train No. 93', is coming down the tracks. I ordered some extra ice for the Wildcats QB for after the game."
"Save that ice to chill the beer you're going to be buying me after the game." I said. "And yes, Tanya, you've succeeded in starting 'trouble' between your crowbar-carrying friends..." Tanya just grinned. She and Teresa fist-bumped.
"Okay, let's watch some TV." I said. I turned the television on to KSTD.
"This is Cynthia Freeman, Five-Alive News in the Morning, with all the news you have a right to know!" said the beautiful dirty-blonde woman. "We have breaking news of political bombshells exploding in Midtown!"
"Over the weekend," started Cynthia, "Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen issued a subpoena requiring Westphalia State Representative Sharon Marshall, the Republican nominee for Lieutenant Governor, to appear before Mullen to answer questions on her associations with Governor Val Jared, and particularly Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD."
"However," Cynthia continued, "Superior Court Judge M. Stanton Lee of the Westphalia/Eastphalia District squashed the subpoena, calling it an 'unlawful abuse of power by the ISC's Office, with overtones of political corruption on the part of Mr. Mullen'. Robert Mullen is appealing that ruling."
Freeman then reported: "And just moments ago, Governor Val Jared stated that he intends to create another Independent State Counsel, whose mandate will be to investigate Robert Mullen, State A.G. Karl Handel, and former State Secretary of State Brian Cagle, for corruption in the vote-counting scandal of the Republican Caucuses on October 9th, as well as Mr. Mullen's blatant abuse of his ISC authority in harassing Representative Marshall."
"We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling." said Cynthia as the camera panned out to include Frazier. "Karl, how are the key races shaping up?"
"Cynthia," said Frazier, "the Lieutenant Governor's race has become strongly energized by several factors. The Democrat candidate, State Senator Maxine Watts, is a polarizing figure within her own Party, and now Grassroots Conservative voters see Robert Mullen's subpoena as 'weaponizing' the ISC investigation into a political tool to help the Republican Establishment harass and intimidate Grassroots candidates. Something similar is happening in our Town & County in the Mayor's race, where Conservative backlash is forming over Della Harlow and Gayle Tunnin's attempt to smear Mayor candidate Daniel Allgood with a sexual harassment charge."
"And what are the numbers in these key races?" asked Cynthia with her set, lovely smile.
"In the Lieutenant Governor's race, it's 45-45, with 10% undecided." said Frazier. "It's truly deadlocked, and we won't know until late into Election Night who might win, there. Here in the County, the Mayor's race is tightening up considerably. Eldrick Weaver as a 48-45% lead, still within the margin of error, but the undecideds are dropping, and are now around 7%."
"Karl," said Cynthia, "with Susan Weston running for the Town & County Council seat being vacated by Loran Michaels, the old Pastor Westboro seat, that means the seat formerly held by Thomas P. Cook is up for grabs. This could be a crucial swing vote seat, and Sheila Sorrells is running against Dexter Epstein. What is happening there?"
Frazier said "Due to quirks in the election laws, both are running as independents. Sheila Sorrells is a veteran of previous political campaigns, having run for the Council before. She has a significant lead over Mr. Epstein, who is a Public Defender and has shown woeful inexperience in running his campaign."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Epstein?" said Cindy. "Really?"
"I hadn't even heard about this race before now." said Tanya.
"Sorrells may win by a bigger margin than Chief Griswold." I said. "So the Press has largely ignored it, mostly to keep Epstein from getting any publicity."
"I can't believe Epstein is running." Cindy said. "What would Judge Nance going to do without his marked card on the Public Defender's list?"
"I'm wondering who gave Governor Jared the idea to call for a second Independent State Counsel to investigate the first one." Teresa said, peering at me.
"I have no idea." I said. "But I wouldn't be surprised if the Crowbar Clan's resident Klingon Warrior, that being Chief Griswold, made the suggestion to his friend the Governor..."
"I have one question." Tanya said. "Just how did Detective Teddy Parker get assigned to Lieutenant Holloway's protection detail?" She peered at Teresa and at me. Teresa and I began looking for spider webs along the ceiling, and Teresa began whistling.
"Tanya has a point." said Cindy. "Y'all sure this is a good idea?"
"Ask the big ol' teddy bear behind the desk, there." said Teresa. "He's the hopeless romantic in the room." I was smiling as I waved a red crowbar in her general direction.
"Speaking of that," said Tanya, "who is going to replace Janice in Personnel & Records? She was brevetted; now they're all but leaderless in there."
"What am I?" Cindy said. "Chopped liver?"
"Tanya has a point." I said, to Cindy. "I don't think it was intended for the Deputy Chief to directly run Personnel & Records. But I suspect the Chief will have some good ideas for you..."
Part 2 - Revenge, Served Cold with Hot Lead
Not many people noticed the man in the trenchcoat and suit and tie escorting the pretty Latina woman towards City Hall, though they might've noticed the two Uniformed TCPD Officers behind them.
As they walked up to the side entrance of City Hall, the employees and 'authorized personnel' entrance, Janice Holloway said to Teddy Parker "I really appreciate you escorting me and watching over me. Why don't we have lunch sometime soon?"
"I'll have to take a raincheck." said Teddy. "Maybe we can do that... on November 2d?"
Janice smiled brightly at that, understanding what Teddy was saying. "It's a date, then." she said. Then she noticed Teddy suddenly turn and look up the street...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, October 22d. It was becoming routine: FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone came to my office.
"Hi, Jack." I said. "Good weekend?"
"Not bad." said Muscone. "As you predicted, the Press went 'nucking futs' over your mention of 'Guardians of Justice' in that speech, and it gave me the perfect opportunity to put that out about the GOJ disbanding. Except for that, I got to spend some time with the family."
"Always a good thing." I said. "But I perceive that there are some things bothering you. Washington?"
"Not much gets by you." said Muscone. "And no, it's not really Washington, not directly." He leaned back in his chair and said "I think I told you that I told the Brass I'm staying here, and won't accept a promotion that forces me to move anywhere. So... they're letting me stay here. Special Agent In Charge for the Field Office in the City."
"What about Ashton Cardigan?" I asked. He's a Special Agent In Charge, too."
"That's true, but he's the head of the cyber teams for the Field Office and it's Resident Agencies, which as you know are subdivisions of the Field Office." Jack said. "And he'll stay in that role, of SAC for cyber operations for this State and the Region. The real good news is that your Town & County will now host a Resident Agency, and be assigned a Supervisory Agent."
"And I'll bet you lunch that that Supervisory Agent's name is going to be 'Melina Troy Allgood'." I said with a wicked gleam in my gray eyes.
Muscone gaped, then said "Four hundred years ago..." He then added: "It's not even official yet. How the hell did you know?"
"Why, the Guardians of Justice told me." I said with a straight face. That got Jack's beady eyes looking hard at me.
"Stop that." he said. "You're messing with me... though somehow I don't think you're kidding about that. Damn! if you don't know too much."
"I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much." I said. "So, what's going to happen to the Southport resident agency?"
Muscone glared at me some more. "What, did you talk to the DepDirector? He was the one that outlined a lot of this."
"I could tell you that I talked to him." I said. "But the truth is that Southport has been rudderless since Les Craig met his destiny. Andrew Parsons and David Rovers are unexceptional at best, and lapdogs for the Swamp Frogs at worst, and you don't know who to promote and put in charge, there. It's not too much to guess that Southport will be a priority for you to solve as Special Agent In Charge of the City Field Office."
"Who would you put in there?" Muscone asked.
"Ted Crenshaw." I said. "In fact, I always though the FBI hired him away from the SBI with the idea to use his Organized Crime knowledge and expertise to keep that area from getting out of control."
"Actually, we hired him to help with the City Mob, and the organized parties of Superior Bloodlines and the Black Triumvirate." said Muscone. "But yes, he'd be ideal in Southport. Problem is... the EAD doesn't agree. He wants us to consider Parsons and Rovers, but I really haven't had the chance to observe them and see how good or bad they are. They were Les Craig sycophants, and they're 'yes boys', but they came out clean in the massive OPR that was done after Les Craig and Dana Fox were exposed as dirty."
"I'm sure they did." I said. "They may be clean, but they keep showing up around Swamp Frogs. And you just gave me a clue about that... I'm willing to bet that the EAD knows them a lot better than he might be letting on."
"I must be talking in my sleep." said Muscone. "And Tanya is telling you every word I say."
"Nope." I said seriously. "She does not say a word to me about anything you say to her, just as I don't discuss anything Laura says to me. And I would never ask Tanya to betray you like that. But what I just said is a cluuuuuue for you. So, what about Team Lazarus?"
"Nash is ready to be a Supervisory Agent." said Jack. "And he'll be put in charge of Team Lazarus in the City Office. Julius Jefferson and Lindy Linares are good with that, as is Crenshaw if he stays with the team. Sandra Speer is the only one we're not sure about."
"Hmmm..." I mused.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my desk phone. I picked it up. "Troy." I said.
"Sir! This is the Duty Desk!" said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "There's been shots fired at City Hall and an Officer hit! Not sure who nor how bad it is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Shots fired, shots fired. Riverside Drive at City Hall." came a voice on the radio.
"Officer down! Officer down! One officer wounded! Need ambulance to the scene!" said another voice on the radio.
Muscone and I came up in my Police SUV. We had been allowed through the cordon set up, but Lieutenant Irwin of 1st Precinct was not happy at all with my presence. "Sir," he said as we got out of my SUV, "we don't know if there are shooters still in the vicinity. Please get back in your vehicle, sir."
"You know I'm not going to do that while an Officer is bleeding on the ground." I said as we strode up to the small crowd near the side entrance to City Hall. "I've got on armor, Irwin, so it'll be okay." Even so, Irwin had Uniformed Officers standing behind me, physically covering my back, and a couple more Officers doing that for Muscone, as well.
When I worked my way through the crowd, I saw that it was Detective Teddy Parker lying on the ground, and Janice Holloway on her knees next to him, holding a blood-soaked cloth to his head. "What happened?" I asked, seeing that Teddy was conscious.
"Car..." gasped Teddy. "Old, beige-brown. Guy started firing out of it..."



"Sir," said Corporal Inga Gunddottar, "that smoke you see down the road? It's the perp's car. We think we hit them when we returned fire, and they lost control and ran into a tree."
"Okay." I said, wondering about the wisdom of doing that on a busy street, but more worried about Parker. "Where is Parker wounded?" I asked the SWAT Team Officer, who had some serious medic training with the Green Berets when he'd been in the Army, and was examining Parker.
"That head would looks bad, but the bullet just grazed his scalp." he said. "His trenchcoat and suit jacket has light armor, and he had on armor under his shirt, which stopped two bullets. But one got him just under his neck, above the collar of his jacket."
"He tackled me, sir." said Janice Holloway, who was trying hard not to cry. "He covered me with his body..."
"You did very well, Teddy." I said to Parker. "Don't try to move."
I stood up. "Okay, guys, I don't need to tell you what to do. Get Parker and Holloway to the Hospital; make sure she wasn't injured, too."
Just then, Detective Jerome Davis ran up with Theo Washington. Davis was Parker's Police partner, so I said "Washington, take charge of this crime scene. You are the lead Detective on this case for the moment. Davis, go to the Hospital with Parker and Holloway, get their statements when you can, and guard Holloway. I'm going to get out of everyone's way and let you do your jobs."
"Thank you, sir." said Theo. "And Lt. Irwin might stop peeing his pants if you'll get to safety in your SUV or Police Headquarters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've got video from Riverside Drive, the Public Health Building across the street from City Hall, and the Veasley Community Center." said Myron Milton as he and I sat in the Main Conference Room with the Chief, Deputy Chief, and Captain of Detectives. "The City Hall cameras went out just a couple of moments before this happened." said Myron.
"Shit." said the Chief. "That means it verrrry likely was an inside job,"
"At least partially, sir." I said. "Okay, roll that footage, Myron." Myron turned on the monitor on the wall at the other end of the table. We watched as a very old light brown car drove north on Riverside Drive. The passenger, who had long, greasy black hair and an unkempt beard, had stuck his gun out the window just a little too soon, allowing Parker to see it and take action in time.
Officers Gunddottar and Hicks began returning fire from close range, striking the vehicle. A camera at the Civic Center, on the outside northwest corner of Courthouse Square, caught the vehicle continuing forward, but drifting left. People scurried out of the way as the vehicle continued drifting, then running over a fire hydrant, then into a large tree. The car burst into flames, and the perps did not get out of the car as they were consumed by the fire.
"No water coming out of that fire hydrant." Tanya astutely observed.
"And that car exploded just a bit too quickly for it to be the gas tanks." I said. "Tanya..."
"I know, I know, have our CSIs look for explosives and rigging." Tanya said with a cherubic grin.
"And also for anything that might've controlled the steering externally." I said. "Gunddottar and Hicks's shooting was accurate, but if they got the driver on the other side of the car, I'd be surprised."
"Wilco." said Tanya, making notes, then sending texts on her Police iPhone.
"Myron," I said, "when you put this into the evidence servers, send a note to Captain Orosco that it's there, and where it is. He's going to need it for the Internal Affairs investigation."
"Yes sir." said Myron.
"Internal Affairs?" asked Cindy.
"Yes." said Chief Moynahan. "Mr. Crowbarrr saw what I saw. Our Officers returning fire in that situation will have to come under reviewwww."
"Hicks and Gunddottar are Corporals, two of our best Officers." I said. "And bastards like Finneran on Boards of Inquiry would love nothing more than to roast them alive and destroy their careers...
"At the least," said Chief Moynahan, "there will be extensive refresher training for all Officers. Commander Troy, direct your Captain of Operations to make it so."
"Yes, Chief." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As always, I was grateful for our great University Hospital and the wonderful doctors and nurses that helped people get well. Today, they were helping TCPD Detective Teddy Parker get well.
"Dr. Cordell was concerned about internal bleeding, sir." said Jerome Davis as I came up to the waiting room on the OR floor. "So they took him in for exploratory surgery."
"Dr. Cordell is possibly the best trauma surgeon alive." I said. "What he did for our soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq is still the stuff of legend. Did you get anything from Parker?"
"I got his statement." said Jerome. "Recorded it on my Police iPhone, then transcribed it. Same with Holloway."
"Where is she now?" I asked.
"In an empty room near the waiting room, under guard." said Jerome. "Gunddottar and Hicks are on desk duty pending the investigation. Rudistan and Green are with her."
I read and watched Janice's statement, then went into the room, where Rudistan was attempting to cheer up Holloway. They all rose to their feet upon seeing that it was me.
"Hello, everyone." I said. "Sit back down." I pulled a chair up to sit with them. "I read your report, Janice."
"Teddy saved me." Holloway said. "He tackled me and covered me with his body... and took the bullets himself."
"Yes." I said. "He was very brave, and did his duty well. So what did you see?"
"I was telling Teddy thanks for escorting me to work." Janice said. "He looked over and saw a brown car... I think it was brown... coming up the street, and then he yelled 'Gun!' and tackled me. I didn't really see much after that."
"That's fine." I said. "Had you seen that car before? Following you, parked near your home, or City Hall, or the grocery store or anything? Or any car or persons, for that matter?"
"No sir." said Janice. "I've been on watch, too, ever since you guys busted Gayle Tunnin."
"You think any of them were behind this?" I asked. "Has anyone threatened you? Threatening calls or letters? Anything at all?"
"No sir, nothing like that." Janice said. "Sir, I know this is unprofessional, and I have no proof. But Della Harlow... she can be your best friend one day, and your worst enemy the next. She'll act like she loves you... but if she thinks you're not with her one hundred percent, then she'll show you a side of her you never want to see."
"I think I've seen that side of her." I said. "And no, it's not unprofessional to think of her as a possible suspect." As I said that, I felt a vibe, then saw just the slightest glimmer out of Officer Lydia Green's eyes. I said: "Stay here a moment, all of you."
I went into the hallway and called Teresa. "I need a female officer to replace Lydia Green as Holloway's guard. Who do you have?"
"Myself, if need be." said Teresa.
"I appreciate it." I said. "But I need you for other things. Who do you have?"
"To be candid, sir," Teresa said, "there's no one I know well enough to trust. Except Joanne Warner and Mary Milton."
"Tell Tanya to send Warner over to the Hospital, right away. At least for the day." I said.
Part 3 - Continuing the Investigation
"We got enough fingerprints to get IDs on the perps." said Tanya as she sat in my office with me at 11:00am. "The passenger, the bearded guy, is Dan G. Keller. No relation that we know of to the Dr. Adam S. Keller that is on TV a lot. The driver's name is David R. Boyd."
"Both these guys are trash, just dirt." said Tanya. "They make Dirty Lennie look like a clean cut, upstanding citizen. Numerous arrests for selling drugs on the streets, petty thefts, a couple of home invasions where the females in the home were raped. They're heavily into marijuana, both use and illegal sales."
"And here's the kicker for me." continued Tanya. "They've been arrested a few times at rallies that became riots, some for the legalization of marijuana, and some anti-Police demonstrations like the ones last year when Teresa played Iron Crowbar while you were suspended." (Author's note: 'Summer In The County', 'Falsely Accused'.)
"Oh, really!" I said. "Do tell. And those demonstrations, for lack of a more sinister term, were the ones where Della Harlow was trying to throw her weight around."
"Has Harlow really stooped to that level?" Tanya asked.
"I wouldn't put it past her." I said. "Remember, she was going to send TCPD Officers into an ambush when Teresa interdicted with the aforementioned red crowbar. And I'm sure Harlow considers what Holloway did a betrayal on the order of Iscariot kissing Jesus on the cheek. So yes, Harlow is absolutely a suspect. Getting proof is the problem."
"I was thinking more on the lines of someone with similar political connections but more money was behind it." Tanya said. "Someone who has hired seed people to start those riots up." By that, she meant that a few persons can be hired to gin up a protest, then the 'useful idiots' become a part of it without needing to be paid.
"That's good thinking." I said. "George Schwartz has been the money behind a lot of those demonstrations. But I'm also thinking along another line... these two sleazy dirtbags, the scum of scum, that have to reach up to touch bottom, would be much cheaper to hire to kill someone than professional killers. Schwartz has the money to hire quality help; Harlow doesn't. And she wouldn't want to risk campaign money on something like that."
"True." said Tanya. "So what is your advice on how to proceed from here?"
"This is a longshot at best, and likely won't succeed." I said. "But you can try to get warrants to get Harlow's phone data and the financial records of both her and her campaign. As probable cause, use the original tapes of her plotting with Tunnin, and then we mention that Holloway was the one wearing the wire and someone tried to shoot her."
I continued: "I doubt it will succeed because Della was once a cop, she knows how we're going to investigate this, and she should be smart enough to realize she needs to go through intermediaries."
"She wasn't smart enough to keep her mouth shut in front of Holloway about the smear campaign on Sheriff Allgood." Tanya countered.
"She trusted Holloway, and that's all the more reason she will not trust anyone else again." I replied.
"Do you think Janice was trying to trap Teddy?" Tanya asked.
"No." I said. "Janice trusted Harlow while Harlow was here. Harlow told Janice that Teddy was a racist, and Janice foolishly believed it and broke up with Teddy. Teddy was head-over-heels in love with Janice, and she broke his heart. Meanwhile, Janice realized that she made a huge mistake breaking up with Teddy, and realized what Della had said about him was not true."
I went on: "But Teddy was rightly concerned that Della would use Janice to file a sexual harassment complaint... and Cindy nipped that in the bud. And that broke Janice's heart, that Teddy wouldn't reconsider getting back together with her again. So when Della and Tunnin began conspiring, and tried to have Janice help them... she not only didn't, she came to us. No, Janice is a good person, who made the mistake of believing an evil person. Fortunately, I think it'll end up all right for her... and Teddy... and their children-to-be. Just another 'Day of Promise' in our Town & County."
Tanya grinned brightly. "Yeah." she said.
"Speaking of that," I said, "how are things with you and the Special Agent In Charge of all the City FBI Office?"
"Good." said Tanya. "It may mean more nights sleeping in his office. We're not moving to the City, and of course there is no way I'll ever leave the TCPD of my own accord, after all you did to get me back here. I'll probably die a TCPD Officer."
"Well, hopefully not for a long, long time." I said. And we were both right: it would be decades in the future, but Tanya Perlman Muscone would pass away (of natural causes) while still a TCPD Officer.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00pm, a meeting convened in Classroom 'E', attended by Chief Moynahan, me, Commander Ross, Captain Perlman, Captain Croyle, Detectives Washington and Warner, and ADA Paulina Patterson.
"First of all," said the Chief, "Parker is out of surgery, and doing welllll. Dr. Cordell's suspicions were right, a blood vessel was nicked, but they got to it in plenty of time to prevent Parker from bleeding out. Lt. Holloway is with him in his room, and both are being guarded by Lieutenant Rudistan and Patrol Officer Joan Laurer. Commander Troy, it's your meee-tinggggg."
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "So, what's the news on the warrants?"
"It's a 'no go' right now." said Paulina. "Judge Watts has an off day today, and Judge Folsom is in a trial. And there'd be no point in going to Nance, he'll squash the request like a bug, and likely would call Harlow as soon as he kicked us out of the building."
"There is one other thing I'll add while I'm here." said Paulina. "Krasney was real happy with himself after he dropped the charges against Tunnin. He was going around telling people how he'd really stuck it to Commander Troy. But this morning, when the news of the shooting came out, he went into his office and hasn't come out. His assistant says he is in a daze."
"He should be." said Teresa. "He might be next to get shot."
"Captain!" exclaimed the Chief in rebuke.
"Chief, she has a valid point." I said, rescuing my Captain of Operations. "Krasney's reaction is not normal. It might well be that he knows something, and that that something might be dangerous to him."
"Still," said the Chief, "let's be careful in our worrrr-ding. What is the Press doing, Ms. Ross?"
"Demanding Commander Troy give a Press conference, as usual." said Cindy. "Our official word so far is that the Officer-involved shooting is under investigation, and we're waiting to hear from the Hospital on our wounded Officer's condition."
"I'm sorry to speak out of turn." said Joanne Warner. "But why are they insisting that Commander Troy give the Press conference? He's not the Press Relations Officer, nor the Press Relations Officer's boss, and he's not the Detective in charge of the case. I just don't understand."
"Several reasons." I said. "First, they're goading me, since I'm pretty much boycotting them. Second, so they can ask 'gotcha' questions. They're not there to get information that they can report. They are agenda-driven, and trying to find ways to screw us, and mostly me, up."
"They're also deliberately insulting Captain Thompson and me." said Cindy. "Demanding Commander Troy answer their questions is their way of saying they don't trust what we're saying, that we're lying to them."
"Really?" asked the Chief.
"Priya Ajmani admitted it, Chief." Cindy replied.
"What else did she admit when you kept buying her beers, Commander?" I asked.
"I better not say." replied Cindy. "Your face might turn as red as your hair and your crowbar." Everyone broke out laughing, hard. That was Green Crowbar 1, Red Crowbar 0.
"Ouch!" I said out loud. "Touché! Green Crowbar!" I high fived her.
"That's one for the Bulldogs over the Wildcats this week." Teresa said fearlessly. "I wonder how many more Bulldog wins there will be."
"Zero, on Saturday." I replied, waving a red crowbar in Teresa's general direction.
"Okayyyy, we were having a meee-ting here... or so I thought." said the Chief. "Any more on these perps, Keller and Boyd?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "They don't have bank accounts or credit cards, so they were likely paid in cash. They don't have home addresses that we're aware of, either; their pre-paid phones list the Town & County Library as their addresses."
"They both had guns." said Tanya. "The driver had a .38 Special revolver in his pocket with the serial number filed off. The handgun Keller was firing was a 'composite' gun, assembled from parts and the serial numbers and all other markings filed down. It was a 9mmP caliber, firing unjacketed, solid semi-wadcutter bullets. Thank God for that, as expanding bullets would've done Parker considerably more harm where he was hit with the glancing blows."
"Why semi-wadcutters?" asked Joanne.
"They're cheap, and they're accurate out of handguns." I said. "They produce rapid incapacitation, and create large wound channels and deep penetration. As you probably know, they're made for hunting. Also, they don't penetrate good armor, which saved Teddy's life, but they hurt like hell on impact with that armor."
"The car they were driving was a lot more interesting." Tanya said. "No VIN, all other numbers sanded off, car tag reported stolen two years ago. The engine was completely rebuilt, and yes, there was a steering override as well as explosives rigged to blow upon impact with that tree."
Tanya continued: "And our CSIs did a great job in finding a homing device attached to the fire hydrant, so that steering override guided the car to the hydrant and thus to the tree. These guys didn't know it, but theirs was a suicide mission."
"Wowwwww." I said. "That's a game changer."
"According to our electronics CSI, Mark Walker," Tanya said, "the device had electronics used exclusively by MegaTech Industries. They're the 'Big Boys' of the applied tech world."
"They're the ones that created the 'Alicia' smart speakers," said Teresa, "which the NSA allegedly is using to listen in on people in their homes."
"And sales of the 'Alicia' devices plummeted after the Guardians of Justice came out with that information." I said. "But I suspect that a device like this is ordinary stuff for MegaTech Industries?"
"Mark wasn't sure." said Tanya. "I also called Barry Oliver at BOW Enterprises... he says hello to everyone, by the way... and he told me that the internal electronics are typical of MegaTech products, but MegaTech might not be making and selling homing devices as a routine product. MegaTech's headquarters and main factory is in Texas; I can ask friendly neighborhood FBI Agents to have someone down there interview them to find out more."
"An excellent idea." I said.
"What would be a normal, commercial use for those homing devices?" asked the Chief.
"Drones, sir." said Teresa, who was looking at Tanya' report. "To have them fly to a spot, or to bring them back home. But from what I'm seeing here, this device just a radio signal emitter. And there's a ton of uses for those." The Chief nodded.
"Soooo," the Chief said, "what does this mean for our case, Mr. Crowbarrrr?"
"It's suddenly big." I said. "Someone hired the filthiest losers they could find, supplied them with a rigged, sanitized car and sanitized guns, and sent them off on a suicide mission------ by the way, did any Police gunfire hit either of the perps?"
"Not the driver." said Tanya. "Keller caught a bullet in the mouth, and another one in the right shoulder."
"Do we know if the Police gunfire struck anything besides the perps and their car?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "Meaning no reports of anything or anyone else hit."
"But we won't know for sure," said the Chief, "until Internal Affairs tells us." I nodded.
"You were saying, Commander?" said the Chief. "It's suddenly big?"
"Yes sir." I said. "It's clear someone intended to kill Lt. Holloway. It's not to silence her; we have enough to re-file charges in January when we have a new D.A. even if Holloway had died today. So it's purely revenge. My thought has been Harlow being behind it... but the level of sophistication, the detail of planning, from the car being rigged to the serial numbers filed off everything, to... " I stopped for a moment, then finished: "Well, it's obviously larger than one person, and has organization behind it..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir I have a question." said Teresa as my three Angels and I sat down in our respective seats in my office. "Why did you replace Lydia Green as Holloway's bodyguard? You don't trust her?"
"No, I don't, to be honest." I said. "She was always a friend of Harlow, and I had suspicions of her during the Malone and Westboro days. Kind of like Geiger in Vice. I may be doing her a disservice in thinking badly of her, but I'd rather be safe than sorry vis-a-vis Holloway and Parker's lives."
"You think he was being targeted, too?" asked Cindy.
"Possibly." I said. "Tanya, send all that information about the car being rigged to steer into that hydrant and that tree to Orosco in Internal Affairs. That could end up being important."
"You're really worried about that, aren't you?" Teresa asked, peering at me.
"With the current political climate," I replied, "and with assholes like Finneran still on the Boards of Inquiry, you better believe I'm worried about it."
"I'm more worried about the political climate that is getting our Officers shot while defending other Officers that did the right thing and exposed a criminal conspiracy." said Cindy. "When does it end?"
"Harumph. Never." I said. "By the way, who's replacing Holloway in Personnel & Records?"
"Not sure." said Cindy. "Sergeant Myrtle Wausau has been in Admin for over ten years. I looked at her record; it's spotty. She was written up numerous times for being late to work, for having an unclean desk, for not re-filing papers in a timely manner after getting them out. On the other hand, I talked to her about taking charge of Personnel & Records in Holloway's absence, at least temporarily, and she said she would do it... and not once did she ask about getting the job permanently, or how we were going to fill the position permanently, et cetera. That kind of bothers me, too."
"Who wrote her up all those times?" I asked. "Harlow?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "As a matter of fact, it was."
"Yet Wausau made Sergeant." I said. "That is what I consider... a strangeness. Check it out more thoroughly. You might also talk to Chief Griswold and Captain Charles about it all..."
Part 4 - Homefront
I asked Cindy and Callie to have dinner with us at the Mountain Nest. Carole was very happy to see Cindy, and Jim was happy to see Callie.
Laura had not gotten over her sister Melina being an FBI mole in the CIA. I told my wife that I wanted her to evaluate Cindy in a 'normal' setting, maybe talk to her alone, to make sure she was over her recent ordeals. But part of my strategy was to distract Laura into hostessing duties, and also to get a chance to talk to Callie about the situation with Laura. But you know what they say about 'best laid plans'...
"Mommy," Carole said as we all sat at the dinner table, "can we invite Cousin Patricia to watch the Soo-per Heroes with us tomorrow night?" I was a bit surprised, but Laura looked stunned... and unhappy.
"Patricia is a bit too young." my wife said. "She's not even three years old yet."
"I know," said Carole, "but I just wanted to see her. And she can play with Bowser and Buddy with us."
"Maybe some other week." I said. "The Town Council meets tomorrow night, and I have to go to it."
"Are you going to meetings, Daddy?" Carole huffed.
"Not those kind of 'meetings'." I said. "Marie's daddy is on the Council, and he needs me to help him get a medal for a Police Officer that got hurt this morning."
"Oh, okay." Carole said. She returned to eating her squash casserole, which she liked very much, leaving adults in the room stunned at the conversation that had just taken place...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Time for some dogs to go out." I said as we were talking in the greatroom after dinner. Buddy and Bowser heard that and instantly went to the back door. "Callie, want to help me take them out?"
"Sure." Callie said.
"Can I go too?" asked Jim.
"Sure!" Callie said, picking Jim up. "I gotta take my boyfriend along." Jim was beaming. We went out and to the backyard, whereupon Buddy and Bowser went to do their business and inspect their territory.
"How were things at the office today?" I asked, conscious that Jim was within earshot.
"She was pretty distracted all day." Callie said. "I've been told to take assignments only from her, that 'M' is no longer one of us."
"Did she tell you what happened?" I asked.
"Only that 'M' was an FBI mole, but that ended this weekend." Callie said. "She's full-time FBI now, no longer part of the 'Company' at all."
"Just between you and me... how bad is it? Really."
"I don't know." said Callie. "But it may be that unless you intervene... she'll never speak to 'M' again. Did you see the look on her face when Carole asked about Patricia?"
"Yes." I said. "Yes I did."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, still Monday, October 22d. Laura and I were preparing for bed.
"You didn't put Carole up to that question about Patricia, did you?" Laura asked as she sat in front of her makeup table.
"Are you kidding?" I said as I relaxed on the bed. "I was as shocked as you were. No, I had nothing to do with that. That was Carole reading your mind."
"Your mother was telling me we have to be very careful with our thoughts and emotions around her." Laura said. After a pause she said "Do you really believe Carole can read our minds?"
"I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much." I said. "I know that Cindy has the 'vibe' very strongly, as does her father, I've had strange insights myself at times, and Cindy and I both think Carole has inherited some wicked intuition, as well. I don't know if Carole has outright ESP or anything, but I think she has an... 'awareness'... of things, and can pick things up from a conversation she overhears." Laura nodded, then went into what would be called a 'reverie' if it was me doing it.
"So how is Cindy?" I asked.
"Oh." Laura said, coming out of her distracted state. "She seems fine. She told me about her abortion, and asked if you'd told me about it. I said you had, but you weren't going to say anything to her about it. And then she talked about... well, I'm breaking psychiatrist/patient confidentiality here, but she said she had been thinking about becoming a mother, by adoption if not by a sperm donation and pregnancy. She seemed very positive about things."
"Good." I said. "So... let's talk about the 800 pound gorilla in the room... Melina."
"I'm not sure I'm ready to talk about that yet." said Laura. "I'm still... processing it."
"Exactly my point." I said. "You about fell out of your chair when Carole asked about Patricia. I know you're angry about it all, but I don't want to have to tell Carole she can't see her cousins."
Laura got up from her chair and came over to the bed, letting her silk nightgown fall to the floor, revealing a sheer white teddy. She looked good, and my cock was stirring as she settled down onto the bed and snuggled up to me.
"It's... well, I know she's my sister," Laura said, her voice barely above a whisper, "but I don't know her at all. I thought I did, I thought we were developing a relationship over the past few years. And then this..."
"I understand." I said. "I've had a... complicated... relationship with my sister over the years. I know it will be hard to even consider what I'm saying, but I think you should find it in your heart to let it go. Melina is... complicated... But one day she's going to need someone, someone to cling to when the storms in her head reach the breaking point. And I'd hope that you'll be the one to be there for her."
"You're asking a hell of a lot, there." Laura said, her voice flat and disapproving.
"You know," I said, "Father Romano has been asking a lot of Teresa, lately. He's managed to get into her head about her father and all that stuff like no one ever has, certainly not me. He's maneuvering her to let it all go, and forgive her father, as hard as that is going to be for Teresa to do. But... she's thinking about it."
"You're reading her mind?" Laura asked, half joking but half acerbically.
"No." I said. "Observation, deduction... and knowledge."
I felt Laura's hand tracing down my abs to my groin. This conversation was about to be ended, and by the best way Laura knew to end a conversation. I felt her hand grasp my half-hard cock and begin jacking it.
She then half rose and shifted her body down, and lay across me. I felt her big, milk-filled left breast resting against my lower abs. Then she bent down and began sucking my cock. I was instantly iron-hard. I just lay back, watching my wife's head bobbing up and down as she deeply sucked me, enjoying the intense pleasure of her warm wet mouth sliding up and down my shaft as she deep-throated me...
Part 5 - Consultations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 23d, from in front of City Hall. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of yesterday's Officer-involved shooting at City Hall!"
"Police Detective Teddy Parker was wounded when gunmen attempted to assassinate Police Lieutenant Janice Holloway yesterday." said Bettina. "Lieutenant Holloway was identified as the Police Officer that wore a wire to entrap Gayle Tunnin, leading Police to arrest Tunnin after she made credible claims of sexual harassment against Republican Mayoral candidate Daniel Allgood. The charges against Tunnin were subsequently dropped by District Attorney Gil Krasney."
"During the shooting," Bettina said, "Police Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar fired at the criminals' car as they attempted to flee along Riverside Drive, which was very busy with traffic at the time of the incident. The car crashed into a fire hydrant and a tree, then caught on fire, resulting in the deaths of the two occupants. Fortunately, no one else was seriously injured."
"Citizens For Police Accountability spokespersons Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex demanded that the Police Officers be suspended without pay pending a full investigation by the SBI." continued Bettina. "Hicks and Gunddottar have been placed on restricted desk duty, but with full pay, while TCPD Internal Affairs conducts an investigation of their actions."
Bettina went on: "Several Town & County Council Members, as well as candidates for local offices, demanded that a Board of Inquiry be empaneled, as well as demanding that County Inspector General Horace S. Wellman take over the investigation from TCPD Internal Affairs. Council Member Kelly Carnes was particularly harsh. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the blonde Councilwoman all but screaming: "The irresponsible actions of these Police Officers put citizens's lives at risk, and shows that the training of TCPD Officers by Captain Teresa Croyle, Chief Sean Moynahan, and especially Commander Donald Troy is inadequate at best, and downright harmful at worst. I will be demanding that a Board of Inquiry investigate this horrible example of cowboy law enforcement!"
More tape, showing Mayoral candidate Eldrick X. Weaver, who was black, saying: "The irresponsible actions of these white Police Officers proves that Sheriff Daniel Allgood's cowboy law enforcement puts innocent people at risk of being killed by Police gunfire. I call upon Sheriff Allgood to resign as Sheriff and withdraw from the race for Mayor. His has failed to protect the lives of our citizens, and he is not fit to lead this County as Sheriff, Mayor, or in any other capacity."
"And now let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports, and a report about Saturday's huge game!" said Bettina. "Nick!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome young blonde Sports reporter. "Channel Two Sports has learned that Wildcats Senior left tackle Reuben Rutherford injured his ankle in practice and is not expected to play against the Bulldogs on Saturday. He will be replaced by true Freshman Wilfred Scott. This is a potentially huge problem for the Wildcats, because Scott will be lining up against Bulldogs All-America defensive end Derrick 'Bloody' Waters, a.k.a. 'Train Number 93', and that's a tough task for any lineman, much less a true Freshman making his first start. Vegas odds have shot up; the Bulldogs are now favored by a whopping 13 points over the Wildcats. Back to you, Bettina!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not one word." I said. "Janice Holloway read a statement to Press cameras yesterday, thanking Parker for saving her. Not shown. Chief Griswold issue a statement praising Parker, as did the TCPD Press Relations Officer. Not one word shown. Daniel Allgood also issued a statement praising Parker as well as condemning Weaver for using the race card in emphasizing Hicks and Gunddottar being white. Not one word shown by KXTC."
We were in the Chief's Conference Room, as usual. The Chief had brought us in a box of doughnuts. Cindy and I had brought in boxes of doughnuts for MCD and Vice.
"What pisses me off," Cindy said, "is how Bettina said no one else was 'seriously injured'. No one else was injured at all, but she made it sounds like people were injured."
"Well, you predicted it, Commander Troy." said Teresa. "They're focusing on our Officers returning fire at the car, making it sound as bad as possible."
"And it was orchestrated, too." I said. "All those different people used the same verbiage, the same catch phrases. Like the 'gravitas' incident."
"What incident was that?" asked Teresa.
"Years ago," I said, "Rush Limbaugh played a montage of 33 reporters on weekend talk shows saying, all on just one weekend, that George W. Bush didn't have the 'gravitas' to be President. Whatever you think of President Bush, for thirty-three different reporters to use that exact same word 'gravitas' on the exact same weekend... and a word that never appeared before, ever, in the Lexis-Nexis database... could not possibly have been a coincidence. It was totally orchestrated, and the corrupt, biased Press didn't even try to hide it. And we see the same thing in the attacks on the TCPD in KXTC's biased, totally-one-sided reporting."
"They also didn't report that Parker is recovering well." said Chief Moynahan. "He should be out of the Hospital, barring any infections, just in time to see the Bulldogs-Wildcats game from the comfort of his own home."
"That's good news." I said, getting ready... and sure enough...
"The bad news is what 'Train No. 93' is going to do to your quarterback and running back on Saturday." said Cindy Ross, not totally able to hide her glee. "That poor Freshman kitty is going to get a baptism of fire."
"We shall see." I said. I might not have mentioned to Cindy that I'd gotten word that the 310-pound Freshman Wilfred Scott was bigger, faster, and more agile than the Senior Rutherford, had finally shown in practice that he was ready to start, and the ankle injury to Rutherford wasn't nearly as bad as Eastwood had been reporting. I didn't blame Nick for 'fake news', though... that was sheer Wildcat 'guile', as Chief Griswold would say.
"The real bad news," I continued with a grin, "is that on Monday, October 29th, Deputy Chief Ross presents the TCPD budget to the Town & County Assembly."
"With a reduction in pay for any Wildcats if the Bulldogs lose on Saturday, October 27th." Cindy fired back.
"You mean I'm supposed to be getting paid to do this job?" I asked with mock shock. "Nobody told me tha-at."
"The coffee is your pay, Mr. Crowbarrrr." replied the Chief. "And Lord knows you drink enough of it." I turned and looked at the Chief funny... then got up and poured myself my third cup of the morning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!" said the beautiful reporterette at 8:00am. "Praise for Detective Teddy Parker is pouring in from all sides after he was wounded saving fellow Police Officer Janice Holloway from an assassination attempt!"
"Detective Parker is recovering well at University Hospital, according to a statement by his doctors this morning." Cynthia said. "Police Chief Sean Moynahan, in a statement praising Detective Parker, said that Parker's armor held up when impacted by two bullets, saving Parker's life."
"Police Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar, who were assigned to Lt. Holloway as a protection detail, returned fire, striking one of the shooters as well as the shooter's car." said Cynthia. "The car careened over a fire hydrant and smashed into a tree, catching fire. Both criminals were pronounced dead at the scene."
"Sheriff Daniel Allgood released a statement, also." continued Cynthia. "He praised Detective Parker's actions, and also praised Lt. Holloway for her participation in a sting operation that led to criminal charges against Sheriff Allgood's accuser, Gayle Tunnin. Police won't comment on the possibility that the attempt to assassinate Lt. Holloway is related to that sting."
"However, said Cynthia, "Sheriff Allgood also said that the Inspector General's Office will be working with TCPD Internal Affairs to determine if Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar acted properly in returning gunfire on a busy street. Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes has also called for an investigation of the Officers's actions, including asking for a Board of Inquiry to investigate independently of the Inspector General's Office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was a much more reasonable newscast." said Cindy Ross as we watched in my office to start the Angels meeting. "Not perfect; they didn't mention Weaver's racism and Sheriff Allgood's condemnation of it, but it wasn't like Bettina's agenda-driven excrement."
"Very true." I said. "It was almost 'fair and balanced', to coin a phrase."
"Why has KSTD suddenly become so much less hostile?" asked Tanya Perlman. "Because Don gave Catrina Pierce that interview?"
"The word I got," said Cindy, "was that they're making as much a contrast with KXTC as possible, in an attempt to get more viewers before that Fox station comes on the air November 1st. What you just heard is what I'm expecting the new Fox station to be like. They saw how hostile Bettina's report was this morning, and made a concerted effort to be different."
"How come they didn't go to Catrina for Sports?" asked Teresa.
"She's left KSTD." I said. "She's going to be one of the reporters on the new Fox station. The gossip I got was that Meredith Peller of Fox Midtown is coming up and being on the morning show with Catrina, at least temporarily and maybe permanently."
"That's strange." said Cindy. "I was hearing, from the same very reliable source that told me about KSTD contrasting with KXTC, that Nick Eastwood was going to go to the Fox station as the Sports reporter. So what's Catrina going to do?"
"Be hostess with Meredith." I replied. "And my reliable source is Beatrice, mother of young Otis that died of cancer. She used to work at KXTC, and she's taken a job with KFXU as part of the startup team. I talked with her when I gave her one of Bowser's puppies yesterday."
"Awww, they've been born?" Teresa happily asked.
"Weeks ago." I said. "They're weaned now. I paid for all their shots, and have given almost all of them away. Hicks is giving his sister one, so I told him to take the day off, since he's relegated to desk duty, and take the pup to her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Angels meeting was over, Detective Joanne Warner came to my office. I had her come in and sit down.
"Sir," she said, "I know you helped Jerome become and FBI Consultant. Can you help me become one, too?"
"Hmmm," I said, my eyes boring into her. "This wouldn't have anything to do with our Town & County becoming an FBI resident agency, would it? And maybe you working with your hunting partner?"



"As everyone says, sir: not much gets by you." Joanne said brightly.
"And your CIA situation?" I asked.
"That may be over, sir." Joanne said. "Er... your wife has suggested I be cut off from that, because of my associations with Melina. I could fight it, but Melina suggested I become an FBI Consultant. I can help you if Jerome is unavailable, or help Mr. Muscone if he needs help."
"Detective Warner," I said, "you are not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded. I can see what you are really up to. You're trying to get me divorced."
"What?!" Joanne exclaimed, totally shocked. "No, sir!"
"Oh yes." I said, trying to hide a grin as I said: "You're hoping to cause trouble in my family, so you can sneak in... and claim custody of the redoubtable Bowser." I failed; a big grin broke out on my face.
"Oh!" Joanne said, smiling again. "Yes, I'm going to steal Bowser anyway, sir. He is such an awesome dog!'
"Yezzzz." I said. "Okay, seriously, you need to talk to Chief Moynahan about being an FBI Consultant. I'll put in a good word with him for you, but I'm not giving up Jerome as an FBI Consultant. So we'll see what the Chief says; it'll ultimately be his decision."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:10pm, Tuesday, October 23d. Mayor Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice, said "There being no further public business, the Council will now retire into executive session to discuss personnel matters." He banged his gavel, and the members of the Council got up and walked out the back door.
One door led to the hallway, but they took the stairs up to the next floor. That hallway door was very near the private Council chamber... the room that would forever be remembered by Deputy Chief Ross as the place where the redoubtable Bowser had exposed the Consultant of Crime, Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01.)
The Council Members went to their seats, sitting in the same order they always did. The Mayor called the executive session into order, then said "We have our Police and Fire leadership here to discuss the awards and promotions they've put in."
The Fire Department people went first. Chief Quinlin, Assistant Chief Davies, Battalion Chiefs Tucker and Carlson, and Fire Marshal Zoe Singer. Cindy, Chief Moynahan, and myself were waiting in a small room next door.
"Can I get you anything to drink?" asked the Intendent, Adele Peabody. We all politely declined as I admired her gorgeous legs. Then I said "Mrs. Peabody, let me ask you a quick question. Janice Holloway was going to begin working for you next month, and was coming over to learn the ropes. Who else might have known her schedule?"
"Oh, I'd say everyone." Mrs. Peabody said. "It was common knowledge around City Hall."
"And one last question," I said. "Who controls City Hall's video surveillance cameras? Or would have access to them?"
"Not nearly so many people." said Adele. "Technically, the Sheriff's Department is in charge of City Hall security, which includes the cameras, but the man who directly handles them and the tapes is Jimmy Sweeney. I believe the Police did interview him about the cameras being turned off just before the shooting happened."
"Thank you." I said. Adele left the room.
"I can seeeee," said the Chief, "that you have a train of thought boarding at the station about those cameras."
"Yes sir." I said.
"How does she know they were turned off?" asked Cindy.
"She's the Intendent, she knows everything and then some." I said. "And also because that's what Mark Walker, our technology CSI, concluded when he examined the system..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were brought into the Council meeting room, and sat down in chairs along the left side wall as one looks in from the door.
"Okay," said the Mayor, "we're looking at the promotions and medals for November 1st. Commander Ross, you put in Lieutenant Holloway, who is brevetted a Lieutenant, for full Lieutenant? When she's leaving the Force?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor." said Cindy. "She deserves the promotion, and the higher pay grade will follow her when she transfers to the Town & County Civilian Service."
"I don't know why." said Kelly Carnes. "That's just more tax dollars being unnecessarily spent." Yep, it was going to be one of those nights, I thought to myself.
"We'll discuss the pros and cons of all of these issues after we allow the Police Officers to leave." said Mayor Vaughan. "So, Commander Troy, you put in Detective Parker for the Purple Order, which seems straightforward enough. And then for the Distinguished Police Cross?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor." I said.
"Why not the Medal of Valor?" asked Susan Weston, with some venom in her voice. "You seem to nominate anyone that gets wounded for it."
"Oh, I could have." I said, a bit acerbically. "And you'd downgrade it. So I saved you the trouble." Some Council Members chuckled. Carnes was not one of them.
"So, Commander," Carnes said, "you put your Detective in for the Police Cross, and your Chief downgraded it to a Police Medal. Seems you two are not on the same page. What do you have to say to that, Commander?"
"I'd say you're asking a 'gotcha' question," I replied, "trying to sew discord in the Police------"
"Why can't you answer a simple question, Commander?!" Carnes yelled.
"Why can't you ask a simple question?" I fired back. "Instead of trying to create a rift between Police Officers?"
"Listen, God damn you-------" Carnes started, but was interrupted.
"The Commander is right." said Dagmar Schoen. "Your question was designed solely to create problems, Mrs. Carnes. If you were truly interested in an answer, you'd have asked the Chief that question!"
"She's right, you know." I could not resist saying, further infuriating Carnes.
"Okay, okay." said the Mayor. "We have got a good bit to discuss tonight. Are there any more questions?" There were none. We were dismissed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You just had to goad her, didn't you?" growled the Chief as we walked down the hall.
"Sorry, sir." I said. "But I am really getting tired of her shit."
"Don't say it, Chief." warned Cindy. She knew the Chief was about to say something about the Council being over the Police Force's jobs, and that Don would call that bluff in a heartbeat... with his immediate retirement from the Force.
"I hear you, Commander Ross." said the Chief wearily. He then looked around and asked: "Where are we going, by the way?"
"To the Security office, Chief." I said. "I want to see it."
"It's called a 'bee in his bonnet', Chief." Cindy said. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved in my direction in retaliatory response.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, the Police issues." said the Mayor, the Fire Department issues being settled with nary a discussion. "What's first?"
"How about we press the 'Easy Button', and get Detective Parker's Purple Order approved?" said Ian McGhillie.
"Not until there's a Board of Inquiry investigating the entire incident, and reporting their findings back to us." said Kelly Carnes.
"Oh, come on." said Edward Steele. "We don't need a Board of Inquiry to pass the Purple Order award! Hell, if you can't see that, then you must not be able to read the English language!"
"The indemnity issue concerning Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar is more important." said Malinda Adams. "I am demanding a full Board of Inquiry to investigate their actions. And I agree with Mrs. Carnes that there should be no awards made until that Board of Inquiry reports back to us."
"I move that the indemnification issue be referred to a full Board of Inquiry." said Susan Weston, attempting to move the process along but also hijacking it.
"I second the motion." said Kelly Carnes.
"Why don't we wait for the Inspector General's report first?" asked John Colby. "A Board of Inquiry before that result is just tax dollars being unnecessarily spent." Kelly Carnes glared at Colby for using her own words, spoken moments before to Commander Ross, against her.
"I move this motion be laid upon the table." said Dagmar Schoen.
"I second the motion." said J.P. Goldman.
"You people are disgusting-------" started Carnes, but she was stopped by the Mayor.
"There is a motion to lay it on the table." interrupted the Mayor, putting some authority in his voice. "You must vote without further discussion." The vote was 5-5.
"There being a tie," said the Mayor, "I'm going to go ahead and vote against the motion. There is now a motion on the floor to refer the indemnity issue to a Board of Inquiry."
"I'll say it again." said Colby. "Why are we jumping the gun on Inspector General Wellman's investigation? Let them finish, see what they find, and then we can either act or refer it to a BOI."
"Because I don't trust the Inspector General, I don't trust the TCPD's Internal Affairs Department," said Kelly Carnes, "and very much most importantly, I completely distrust Commander Donald Troy."
"God damn it!" yelled Edward Steele. "Is it not possible to go through one Council meeting, just one, without trying to attack Commander Troy, who has done nothing wrong, nothing at all, in any of this?"
"Not until that son of a bitch is gone from the TCPD, Mr. Steele." Kelly Carnes yelled back. "I'll never, ever stop attacking that dirty, filthy racist bastard, nor his Police brutality! He's a dirty stain on this County, and he should've been fired a long time ago!"
tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap
The Mayor was tapping his gavel on the table. "People, why is it that we cannot get out of a meeting in a reasonable time? Answer: because you just won't stop bickering about stuff like this. One more time: there is a motion on the floor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting to the Security office, I produced a master key and unlocked the door. We went inside, and past the front anteroom. A Deputy Sheriff, a burly older man with graying hair and a mustache, was sitting at a console with several monitor screens, but his feet were propped up on the table and he was reading a newspaper.
"Ahem!" I said. He glanced up, then upon seeing who we were, he gasped and quickly rose to his feet. "Chief! Er, uh..."
"At ease, Deputy." I said. "We're here to ask you some questions."
"Uh, sure, Commander." said the Deputy, still trying to get over being startled by us.
"It's common for only one Deputy to be on duty here?" I asked.
"It's even more common for there to be none, sir." said the Deputy. "I'm always assigned here whenever there's a Council meeting, public or private, or if Congressman Condor is having a Town Hall meeting in the auditorium, stuff like that."
"You're on evening shift?" I asked. He affirmed it.
"What about in the mornings?" I asked.
"It depends, sir." said the Deputy. "If it's quiet, they might send someone here. But if there's anything requiring manpower, like a big trial at the Courthouse, or demonstrators congregating, they'll pull whoever is here. Sometimes, they just don't bother sending anyone. The system is automated, as it is."
"Yes, tell me about that." I said. "Can the systems in here be turned off remotely?"
"No sir." said the Deputy. "Well... I happen to know, sir, that the NSA and CIA have devices that can jam the cameras, like a Slender Man sighting. But that would show up as static on the tapes. As far as I know, there's no way to turn off the systems remotely. Someone has to come in and flip the switch."
I was familiar with the system, and knew which switch he was talking about, so I didn't have to ask. "Is there any log entry system to this Security area?"
"There's a buzzer, and the desk person out front can buzz someone in." said the Deputy. "But there's no passcard system. The only other way to come in is to have a key... like you have, sir."
"Okay, then." I said. "Thanks for your time, and answering our questions. We'll leave you to it."
We exited the room, and ultimately City Hall by the side door. We stopped for a few moments to look at the crime scene area, which still had chalk markings... and a bloodstain.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let's take a five minute break." said the Mayor. He often did then when the arguments were heated, hoping that a couple of Council Members would get together and work out a starting point for a compromise. But this time, the two sides did not approach each other.
"This is so fucking exasperating." said John Colby. "It's obvious as hell that Parker was wounded in the line of duty, and they won't even pass that."
"They think they have to use it as leverage, to get something they want." said J.P. Goldman, trying to remain calm. "But it's ridiculous. They don't have to hold it hostage."
Meanwhile, down the hallway, the other side was talking. "I can't believe those assholes." said Kelly Carnes. "Those two cops fired into a crowd, and that car was out of control with all that crowd around. Why are they protecting them?"
"I think they just want to get the facts first." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "But I agree that the entire incident should be investigated in one fell swoop, and by a Board of Inquiry." He might not have been aware of Carnes's full intent.
They reconvened after eight minutes. The Mayor saw that his ploy had not worked; the tension was even higher, the Council Members even more dug in.
"Is there any reason," said the Mayor, "why we cannot agree to have a separate motion to award a brave Police Officer his Purple Order?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor." Kelly Carnes said coldly. "If we do that, we will not get what we want in return: a Board of Inquiry to investigate Commander Troy's Officers that acted irresponsibly."
"For God's sake!" yelled Edward Steele. "You don't have to hold awards for good people hostage like that!"
"Yes I do!" screamed Carnes. "You don't seem to understand that I am not taking your word for this, Steele. Your daughter and Commander Troy's daughter are best friends. Your word is as valueless to me as Donald Troy's."
"You really are obsessed with Commander Troy, aren't you?" fired Dagmar Schoen. "What is with your hatred of that good man?"
"He's not a good man!" shouted Carnes. "He is the poster child for what is wrong with the Police! He's pure evil------"
tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap
"I'm going to remind you to act with respect and decorum during this meeting." said the Mayor. "And I'm going to hold you here literally all night until we get something done, here."
"There is a motion on the floor, Mr. Mayor." Kelly Carnes said in the oppressive silence.
"I move to amend the original motion." said Loran Michaels, speaking up for the first time. "We refer the incident to the Board of Inquiry -AND- approve the Police Force medals and promotions for Detective Parker and Lt. Holloway."
"I second Mr. Michaels motion to amend." said Dagmar Schoen. Kelly Carnes looked daggers at her.
"It's a reasonable compromise." said John Colby. "We have to have a second reading of the bill. That'll give the Inspector General time to do his investigation, and the BOI can consider that information------"
"The point, Mr. Colby!" yelled Kelly Carnes, "is that the Board of Inquiry reports their results to us before any awards are made at all!"
"Do not interrupt me again, Ms. Carnes." snarled Colby.
"Or what? What are you going to do?" shot back Carnes.
"He won't have to do anything." said Dagmar Schoen. "I'll come over there and beat the shit out of you myself."
"Is that a threat?" said Carnes.
"Yes." said Edward Steele. "And Mrs. Schoen will have a lot of help. I'm just as tired of your shit she and Mr. Colby are. You're about to cross the line, Mrs. Carnes, and I will have no problems physically harming you... especially after what you just said about my daughter. I consider you bringing her up to be a threat to her safety------
tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap
"Mr. Steele..." said the Mayor.
"Stop YOUR shit, Vaughan!" yelled Steele. "Why aren't you reprimanding Carnes for interrupting Mr. Colby? I'm sick and god-damned tired of your taking her side like you always do!"
Kelly Carnes got out her cellphone. "I'm calling the Police." she said.
"So am I." said Steele, getting out his cellphone. "And I'm calling the Iron Crowbar's direct line..."
"Both of you, stop it!" yelled the Mayor. "Put your phones away! You don't have any reception in this chamber, so you're not really calling anyone, anyway." Their bluffs called, Carnes and Steele stopped.
"Mrs. Carnes," said Reginald B.F. Lewis, "if they withdraw the amendment, will you withdraw your second of the original motion, so we can start over here?"
"No." said Carnes.
"I'll never withdraw my original motion, either." said Susan Weston. "I'm as dug in as Mrs. Carnes. No awards until the Board of Inquiry reports its findings back to us."
"Why do you hate the Police so much?" shouted Ian McGhillie, father of Detective Roy McGhillie.
"Because Donald Troy is one of them, McGhillie!" fired back Kelly Carnes.
tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap
"There is a motion to amend on the table, and it was seconded." said the Mayor. "Any further discussion?" There was none. "Let's vote by show of hands."
The vote was 7-3, shocking Carnes. She looked hatefully at Reginald B.F. Lewis. "You traitor." she whispered, though where everyone could hear it. Loran Michaels had cast the other vote to approve, while Carnes, Adams, and Weston voted against.
"I don't want to be here all night, Ms. Carnes." said Lewis. "And your level of hatred is over the top right now."
The amended motion carried 9-1. Because Weston and Carnes made the motion and seconded it, they were required by the rules of order to vote for it, and the Mayor made the point to remind them of it. And they couldn't withdraw it unless the motion to amend was withdrawn, and it was not.
"We are all literally too old to be trying to get into physical fights with each other." said the Mayor. "So walk out of here and go home."
He was right; though they stayed in clusters, they all left peacefully. It is possible that the presence of Officers Johnson and Green of the TCPD helped, and it is possible that they were there because The Intendent had called and asked for a Police presence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we left City Hall and walked back to Police Headquarters, the Chief said "Wherrrre did you get that master key, Mr. Crowbarrr?"
"I got it when I was Acting Chief." I said. "You both are also entitled to a master key, as principals for the County Government."
"No one ever told me that." said the Chief. "I will be sure to get one. Meanwhile... that was a verrrry interesting conversation with that Deputy... who seemed to be slacking in his performance of his dooo-ty. Did you get anything out of it, Mr. Crowbar?"
"Yes sir, I did." I said. "In fact... I think I know who turned off the City Hall security cameras right before the assassination attempt on Holloway..."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - First-Born Children
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 24th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council has referred Monday's Police-involved shooting incident to a Board of Inquiry!"
Bettina started: "After a long evening of bitter fighting, the Council reached a compromise agreement. They passed the Fire Department's promotions and medals nominations, as well as passing most of the Police Department's, including a Purple Order for Detective Teddy Parker. The bill will require a second reading at the next Council meeting, slated for next Tuesday, which will give the Inspector General's Office enough time to complete their investigation."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "State Republicans condemned Governor Val Jared for his plans to name a second Independent State Counsel to investigate Robert Mullen and the first Independent State Counsel. Roll tape."
Tape roll, showing State House Ways and Means Chairman Wilson Hammonds (R - Pottsville) saying: "Robert Mullen was named Independent State Counsel to thoroughly investigate Governor Jared and Commander Donald Troy for abuse of power in harassing two women that made very credible claims that Jared sexually harassed them. Jared's actions show that he is trying to cover up his crimes and the actions of Commander Troy. Val Jared is not a Republican, he is a racist and misogynist, and I demand he resign as Governor immediately."
Back to Bettina live: "Candidate for Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall issued a statement, saying 'the corruption of the Republican Establishment in the Caucus vote counts needs to be investigated and the criminals brought to justice. I applaud Governor Jared for considering a second ISC, and thereby standing up for the Citizens of this State that are tired of the corruption of both Establishment Democrats and Establishment Republicans'."
"We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." said Bettina. "Dr. Keller, what does the Governor's threat to name a second Independent State Counsel mean?"
"Bettina," said Keller, "it means that Governor Jared and Commander Donald Troy know that the pillars of justice are moving in to crush them for their blatant actions of abuse of power. Jared and especially Troy are scared, frightened, of what Robert Mullen is finding out about them and will report about them, and they are trying to intimidate Mr. Mullen. However, I think they'll find intimidating Mr. Mullen is a lot harder than harassing and intimidating women."
"Dr. Keller," said Bettina, frowning, "are you saying women are easy to intimidate?"
"No, Bettina." said Keller, looking nonplussed. "I'm just saying that Donald Troy thinks he can pick on women and harass them after they've made credible claims of sexual harassment, but he will find Robert Mullen a much harder man... er, person, to intimidate."
"Er, let's go to Nick Eastwood for Sports." said Bettina, who was looking pissed off at the moment.
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Nick Eastwood. "Bulldogs fans are excited about this weekend's upcoming game against the Wildcats. RVs are already pouring into the County from all over the State and the Region! The Town & County Police Force has set up designated RV zones for these vehicles, and selected parking lots on the University Campus have been designated RV-only parking, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, Keller stepped in his own dung, there." said Jerome Davis as they watched the broadcast in MCD. It was a very full room of Detectives and other officers.
"It's hard being a liberal!" said Lt. Micah Rudistan in his jovial manner. "Hard to say something without offending one Snowflake group or another."
"Rudistan," said Cindy Ross sourly, "it's hard for you to say much without offending me. I'm a political atheist only to a certain point."
"Oops." said Rudistan, remaining jovial. "Sorry, ma'am."
"Don't worry, Rudistan." Teresa Croyle said. "Commander Ross is just worried about what the Wildcats are going to do to her Bulldogs on Saturday."
"OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHH" came a massive chorus. Cindy was looking at Teresa as if Teresa had lost her mind. Teresa was staring right back at her, trying not to wickedly grin.
"Dangerous side for a Police Captain to take when I'm in the room." said Cindy.
"And the right one to take when I'm in the room." replied Your Iron Crowbar as I came into the room. I was carrying a square picnic basket with a soft red cloth inside it.
"What's that basket about, Commander?" asked Rudistan. "Detective Warner might take that and use it to steal your dog!"
"That'a a great idea, Lieutenant Rudistan!" Joanne said happily. "I'm definitely going to steal Bowser!"
"You cannot steal Bowser." I said, coming up to Joanne. "Carole would take a crowbar to you. However..." I said as I reached into the basket, "perhaps you will make do with Bowser's first-born son." I took out an extremely handsome all-white puppy and put him on Joanne's desk.
"Ohhh!" Joanne said, her hand going to her mouth. "Oh, he's beautiful! Hey, little buddy." she said to the pup, petting him. It was love at first sight for both, as the puppy eagerly licked and pawed at Joanne as she picked him up and cradled him.
"Awwwwwwwwww!" came a chorus in the room.
"What are you going to name, him?" asked Rudistan, continuing to play his role to perfection. Oh yes, he'd helped me set that up. "You can't call him 'Son of Bowser'... that's S-O-B!" Everyone laughed.
"He looks like a good law enforcement officer to me." I said. "How about Leo? L-E-O."
"Aw, that's a great idea!" said Joanne as I put the basket down on her desk. "Hey, Leo!" The pup wagged his tail mightily.
"Seth!" I called out. "Take your wife and new dog home. Joanne, you're excused for the day, and that is not a request. Go home."
"Seth? You're here?" Joanne asked as her husband came up to the desk.
"Yes. The Commander called me." Seth said.
"I had to warn him about the new addition to his family." I said.
"Does Leo have any brothers and sisters?" Julia Rodriguez asked as Joanne and Seth took Leo home.
"Yes," I said, "Leo was one of six puppies in the litter. But they've all found loving homes. If Bowser sires any more puppies, I'll let you know."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You got Joanne good." Tanya Perlman said as my Angels and I convened in my office. "She about fell out of her chair when you put Leo on her desk."
"Yeah, and I think Leo won't be lacking for a lot of love, just as Bowser isn't." I said.
"I'm glad Seth took it so well." said Cindy.
"Oh, I made sure to let him know." I said. "And he's probably thinking that'll help him put off having children for another year or two."
"We shall see." said Tanya with a gleam in her eye. Cindy's eyes had become the slightest bit introspective, I noticed.
"Okay, let's watch some TV." I said, turning on KSTD.
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!" said the lovely reporterette at 8:00am. "The Town & County Council voted to award Detective Teddy Parker the Purple Order for being wounded in the line of duty last Monday!"
Cynthia: "Detective Parker tackled and shielded Police Lieutenant Janice Holloway on Monday morning, preventing an assassination attempt against her from being successful. He was wounded and is recovering at University Hospital. Lt. Holloway was unharmed, and she will be transferring out of the Police Department to a civilian position with the County in November."
"The Council also voted to refer the Officer-involved shooting and the Police response investigation to a Board of Inquiry." said Cynthia. "There will be a second reading of the bill next Tuesday, which means Inspector General Horace S. Wellman has only that much time to complete his I.G./Internal Affairs investigation of the incident."
"And let's go to KSTD Sports with Jeff Hull!" said Cynthia "I understand you have an exclusive for us, Jeff?"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the youngish, black-haired reporter. "In a KSTD exclusive, I had a chance to talk to Police Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, a Bulldog graduate. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Hull with Cindy. "Commander," said Hull, "last year the Bulldogs beat the Wildcats, and you had the Bulldog Band serenading Commander Troy. What will you do this year?"
"Well, we have to beat the Wildcats first." Cindy astutely said. "We're not planning to have the Band again, but I'm sure we'll have something for him."
"We also have Commander Troy here." said Hull, surprising the world as the camera panned out to include me. "Commander, if the Wildcats can pull out a win, what will you have for Commander Ross after last year?"
"Well," I said, "I did enjoy meeting Chief IV, who is an outstanding mascot. As to retaliation... like the Beijing Olympics Opening Ceremony, it would be impossible to match her bringing the Band to play for me. So I won't try. But we'll find a way to let Commander Ross know that order has been restored to Nature."
"And you have a birthday coming up, Commander Troy?" said Hull, making Cindy smile wickedly.
"Yes, and I'm looking forward to a great birthday present from the Wildcats... a win Saturday." I said.
"Commander Ross, do you have anything planned for the Iron Crowbar's birthday?" asked Hull.
"Heh heh heh heh." Cindy said. "Nuff said on that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who are you, and what have you done with the real Commander Troy?" asked Teresa after the broadcast. "What's with this love affair with the Press you've been having lately?"
"Gotta keep the Wildcats represented." I said. "Seriously: I'd been led to believe that Catrina Pierce would be doing the interview. But she's no longer with KXTC, and will be joining KFXU when they start up in November. But if it annoys the hell out of KXTC, that won't bother me a bit. "
"You annoyed the hell out of Kelly Carnes last night." said Cindy. "And Chief Moynahan, also. And that reminds me... why did the Chief downgrade your putting in Parker for a Police Cross?"
"Whaa?" gasped Teresa.
"This will probably surprise you, and keep this in this room," I said, "but the Chief and I did that on purpose."
"I'm more curious than anything else." said Teresa. "Why?"
"Susan Weston has complained bitterly in the past about us, quote, 'giving out medals like candy', unquote." I said. "And she has a point: in the last six years, the Police have awarded four Medals of Valor, not including Tanya's State-level equivalent, and two Police Crosses. Additionally, the Fire Department has given out a Medal of Valor and some Fire Crosses... and all this after years of no MOVs, no Police Crosses in 30 years, and only a few Fire Crosses."
"Is that why she made that sarcastic comment to you last night?" Cindy asked.
I nodded. "Yes. She strongly opposed Father Romano's Police Cross, but his was such an exceptional case that the Council awarded it anyway. So with Parker's award, the Chief and I thought that if I put him for a Police Cross and the Chief downgraded it to a Police Medal, the Council would see that he was being quote 'reasonable' unquote, and award it. We didn't expect Carnes to try to make an issue of him downgrading my initial write-up, and use it to try to create discord and rifts. And that was part of the reason I lit into her like I did."
"So what's going to happen to Parker's medal?" asked Teresa.
"They downgraded it, to a Star of Gallantry." I said. "Good award, but I was hoping to get Parker more. I tried to get more for McGhillie, too, when he was wounded on the 'Night of the Cobra' incident."
"You know, I can understand it." said Teresa. "Don't get me wrong, I'm not trying to denigrate what they did in any way. But if there's 'medal creep', for lack of a better term, then it cheapens the higher awards as well as the lower ones. Achievement Medals don't mean what they used to twenty, even ten years ago."
"I understand, and the Chief understands even better." I said.
"Well," Cindy said, "the bar for a Medal of Valor went through the roof after what Teresa did to earn hers. So I'm not sure what the complaint is."
"Don," said Tanya, "do you think politics are playing a part in that? Or just hatred of Police?"
"Some of both, I would imagine." I replied. "I think Susan Weston had and has a genuine point about 'medal creep', but Kelly Carnes is just a hater of the highest order."
"Okay, before I leave you to your meeting," Cindy said, "I wanted to tell you that I'm presenting the budget to the Town Assembly next Monday night. Both the Chief and I are hearing rumors that Eldrick X. Weaver is going to use that platform to push for three Precincts again."
"They don't have that authority." Tanya replied. "Only the Council can do that."
"True." I said. "But don't be surprised if this is being orchestrated by members of both of those legislative bodies."
"Will it work?" Teresa asked.
"Not if we push back on why it's such a bad idea." I said. "Oh, I guess I should ask... do you guys think it's a bad idea? And speak truthfully."
"Totally a bad idea." said Teresa. "Waste of resources. Hell, two Precincts is one too many."
"I agree." said Tanya. "And of course I fear needlessly scattering the Detectives into the Precincts."
"What they said." is all Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am I had a visitor. I halfway expected it to be Jack Muscone, but it was not. It was Town & County Councilman Edward Steele.
"I'm sorry to barge in on you at work, Don." he said as he sat down in a hot chair. As did most visitors, he looked around my office, observing the various framed items as well as the 'I Beat Slender Man' statue on the bookcase behind my desk.
"No problem at all." I said as I poured him some coffee, and then some for myself. As I sat down, I said "What can I do for you?"
"Have you heard about what happened in the Council meeting last night?" Edward asked.
"Some of it." I said. "I understand Carnes got ugly about things. And so did you."
"Yeah, I said some things I shouldn't have." said Steele. "And yes, the overall meeting was as heated and ugly as anything I've seen. But it was what Carnes said about our children that bothered me most."
"Our children?" I said. Edward told me about Kelly Carnes saying his and my daughter's were best friends.
"I think she intended to mean it just to say I was connected to you, so she would fight me as hard as she fights anything to do with you." said Edward. "But the fact she brought up and mentioned Carole and Marie are best friends... I couldn't help but wonder if she meant more in saying that... and if there was an implied threat."
My face must've looked dark, because Steele was peering at me. "You okay, Don?"
"No sir, I am not." I said. "I had to live through my child being kidnapped and nearly murdered by a Town Councilman and a reporter. I take comments like that very, very seriously."
"I'm not sure what we can do about it." said Steele. "I contacted the school Principal and told him I'd received threats. Their security officers are watching Marie and therefore Carole's classroom more closely, and are on the playground with them during recess. The teachers are on watch, too."
"I appreciate you doing that." I said. "It may be better having someone besides me, or someone in addition to me, telling them of the threats. By the way, do you want Police to patrol in your neighborhood more? Follow you, Stephanie, and Selena and see if you're being tailed?"
"You might can do that." said Steele, obviously liking that idea. "But check behind your family, as well." He got up. "I'm going to go talk to the Chief, and tell him what I told you. I came to you first because it's personal and because it's your daughter."
"I appreciate it." I said. "Before you go... anything you can tell me about this Board of Inquiry business?"
"Sure." Steele said as he sat back down. "Reginald B.F. Lewis broke ranks with Carnes and voted with us, but we had to compromise to get the medals and promotions approved before November 1st. He and I had breakfast this morning at the Colby's Country Breakfast Diner, as we often do, and he told me that Carnes and Malinda Adams want to use the Board of Inquiry to discredit your Officers and smear the entire Police Force, and thus attack you, Don."
"I see." I said.
"Don, let me tell you one more thing, in confidence." said Steele, lowering his voice to barely above a whisper. "Those two Officers are really going to have to explain themselves for firing shots on a busy street during rush hour. Now you know I support the Police, but this one could be a problem. And one more thing... don't talk to them yourself. I expect that if they come up with a good defense, they're going to be asked if you coached them. They need 'plausible deniability' on that."
"Right you are." I said. "I haven't talked to them, beyond at the crime scene, and I won't. And thanks for telling me."
After Steele left to talk to the Chief, I thought about it. And I came up with the answers I needed. I took out my personal cellphone and made a call...
Part 7 - Conversations
I invited my three Angels to lunch at the Cop Bar, on me. We were taken to the new back room, where Chief Griswold and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone were waiting for us. Tanya's eyes lit up upon seeing her fiancé, as his lit up at seeing her. I observed a certain pendant around the Chief's neck: the mon of Clan Troy.
The table sat six, with Chief Griswold at one end, Tanya at the other (easier to park her wheelchair there), Jack to her right, me to his right and the Chief's left. Cindy sat across from me and Teresa across from Jack.
"How's the campaign going, Chief?" asked Cindy.
"Good, good." said Griswold. "My campaign has not solicited donations nor accepted any over twenty dollars a person, but money is just pouring in. Thankfully, Judge McGill and Myrtle James have put together a tremendous organization to keep us well within the legal requirements."
"How are the poll numbers, Chief?" asked Tanya.
"Pretty good, for me." said the Chief. The D.A. race looks to be fairly close, but we expect Miriam Walters to pull ahead of Jenna Stiles. Krasney is not even registering on most polls anymore. And then there's the Mayor's race."
Everyone braced for the information as Griswold said "Daniel Allgood is really holding up well. 48-48%, plus-minus 2% margin of error. Those are our internal numbers; I'm sure the Press will report different ones."
"So the Caucus scandal didn't hurt the Republicans?" I asked.
"Oh I wouldn't say that." said Griswold. "We really thought Mayor Vaughan would have a shot at taking Congressman Condor down, but Vaughan's numbers dropped hard after that Caucus scandal, and simply have not recovered. Billy Williams's race is tighter than it was, but we think he'll still pull it out. Peter Long Cox in Nextdoor County was unopposed, so he'll win. But Katherine Woodburn is going to clean her opponent's clock."



"And State-wide, after you two whippersnappers went down to Midtown and busted up the Republican State Office," Griswold said, meaning me and Cindy, "we're not getting any State polling data anymore. The Press is gleefully reporting that it'll be a 'wave' election for the Democrats, but we're not so sure. It really will depend on whether the Republican legislator is an Establishment supporter of Wilson Hammonds, or a Grassroots supporter of Val Jared."
Our food arrived. You get one guess what Jack ordered; don't blow it, just say the 'Double Cheeseburger plate'. I got the Breakfast Burger plate; Cindy, the fish and chips, the 'chips' being very crispy french fries; Teresa, the steak Caesar salad; and Tanya got the House Salad.
As we neared finishing these delicious meals, I said "Jack, what brought you to see us?"
"Just the report from Washington." said Muscone. "Congress is out of session now, due to the upcoming elections. The City asked for Senator Samuel Russell to be extradited back to the City to face the rape charges for which the Grand Jury indicted him. One judge had said he could not be extradited because he was a Senator, but that was appealed because Congress is out of session now, claiming the Constitution only protects him from being stopped from going to Congress to discharge his duties there. Constitutional crisis case."
"So Russell hasn't returned to the State, eh?" I mused. "That suggests a guilty conscience."
"That man has no conscience. At all." said Cindy. "Nor does his wife, nor his daughter."
"Don't let it ruin your lunch, young lady." said Chief Griswold. Cindy looked gratefully at the Chief.
"The FBI and the Federal Marshals are fully prepared to arrest him and bring him to the City." said Jack Muscone. "All we need are the warrants to do it."
"What about his wife?" I asked.
"She's with him in Washington." said Muscone. "She's really been shunned by the people she thought were her friends, the wives of other politicians, and they have not been invited to a single party since the incident and the scandal broke. We've been hoping she'll turn on him, but she just won't do it."
"And her daughter is part of the problem." said Teresa. "Ruby is the one who really is keeping her mother from doing the right thing. I wonder if Ruby is going to run for her father's seat eventually."
"I did hear," said Chief Griswold, "that Ruby has talked to a number of Republican political people. She may run for something more local first, get the experience and name recognition, then go for the State-wide enchiladas later on."
"I will say this." I said. "His hopes to resign and walk away from it all are toast if Sharon Marshall becomes Lieutenant Governor. The Russell/Hammonds Establishment cabal was hoping to get Jared out of office, either by impeaching him, or blowing him up in an old building. But if Marshal becomes Governor, she won't appoint an Establishment successor to Russell."
"Neither would Maxine Watts, if she wins and Jared is taken out." said Cindy.
"That's true." I said. "But I've said it before, and I'll say it again: the Establishment Republicans would rather work with the Democrats than the Grassroots Conservatives. Russell would rather give up his seat and be replaced with a Democrat than by a Jared-appointed Conservative. Yes, they're that full of hatred for the Grassroots, and the American People overall."
"So what is going to happen to Russell?" asked Tanya.
"I dunno." I said. "Hell, Bill Clinton is still walking free despite committing multiple rapes. Why should it be any different for Samuel Russell?"
"Because Bill Clinton doesn't have someone ready to shove a red crowbar up his ass like Russell does." growled Griswold. We all laughed at that.
"What I want to know..." said Jack Muscone, his beady black eyes gleaming just a bit too much, "is who is going to win on Saturday."
"Dogs beat Cats, as always." said Cindy.
"Yeah." I said, pretending sadness. "My poor Wildcats just don't stand a chance."
"Stoppit." said Cindy. "But you're right. Train No. 93 is coming down the tracks, and Wildcats had better scatter or get run over..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Wednesday, October 24th. Escorted by Captain Teresa Croyle, I went to the office of District Attorney Gil Krasney in City Hall. I barged past his assistant, and Teresa kept her at bay and guarded the door as I went inside alone. Krasney was in his seat behind his desk. He'd been staring out the window, but when the door opened he turned to face his desk.
"Good Lord, Commander." he said as I came in. "Don't you knock? Much less make an appointment with my assistant? Now unlike you, I'm very busy. I don't have time for your shenanigans."
"Make time." I said. "Should be easy enough, since you've been dropping all the cases we send you. Plea deal for Amber Harris, dropping charges against Gayle Tunnin..."
"Cases not worth wasting the People's tax dollars pursuing." growled Krasney.
"And you serve the People well, of course." I said.
"Yes I do. Better than you do." said Krasney.
"Yezzz." I said. "So would you please explain to me why you cut off the City Hall videocameras two minutes before someone tried to murder my Police Officers?"
Krasney and I stared at each other for over fifteen seconds before he finally spoke. "You'll never prove that."
"Probably not, and I don't intend to try." I said. "But that was my Police Officer being shot at, and my Detective that was wounded saving her life. Now I don't think you realized there was going to be an assassination attempt. I just want to know who asked... or told... you to cut off the cameras."
"Like I said," said Krasney, "you'll never prove a thing. Officially, I have no idea what you're even talking about."
"Then why don't I tell you what happened," I said, "and you correct me where I go astray."
I began pacing a bit as I started, tapping the red crowbar into my left palm. "You are one of the few persons with a master key of all the City Hall doors, and you know the routine of the place. Someone asked you to cut off the cameras. Maybe that person told you there was going to be an anti-Police demonstration, or an 'I hate Commander Troy' rally by Leftist women who are outraged that I dared arrest a woman for making a false accusation against a man. In any case, you agreed to do it, and you turned off the cameras at the time asked."
"But then," I continued, "instead of a demonstration, there was gunfire outside, and an Officer down. You realized that you had been duped, and you were now potentially implicated in the attempted murder of a Police Officer. Yes, that's bad enough, Mr. Krasney, but what you realized... and still realize... is that someone who had you turn off the cameras so that she could have two hired slugs kill Lieutenant Holloway... knows that you can identify her, and may just try to kill you."
I turned for the door. "So do be careful, Mr. Krasney." I said. "You won't be D.A. after January 1st, if I don't miss my guess... and I very rarely do. The question is... do you want to be alive after that date. Think about it. Come see me when you're ready... no appointment necessary."
With that, I turned and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Corporal Hicks was dressed in his semi-formal uniform with ribbons as he entered the I.G. Conference Room in City Hall with his Police Union representation. Waiting for him was Captain Ted Orosco of TCPD Internal Affairs, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, who was the Internal Affairs person for the Fire Department, and Public Safety Department Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, brother of University President Sidney P. Wellman.
"Thank you for coming in, Corporal." said Wellman. "We are here to ascertain exactly what happened during Monday's shooting. Let the record show that you have Union representation with you. I am not reading you your rights, as you are not considered a suspect, but you do have the right to an attorney, of course. So, let's get started. Captain Orosco?"
"Thank you, Inspector." said Orosco. "Corporal, you and Corporal Gunddottar were assigned as a protection detail for Lieutenant Holloway, is that correct?"
"Yes sir." said Hicks.
"And last Monday morning, as you were escorting her to City Hall, there was gunfire, is that right?"
"Yes sir."
"At what point," said Orosco, "did you realize the shots were being fired at Holloway?"
Hicks said "I heard Detective Parker yell 'GUN!', I looked around and saw someone firing from a brown car at Detective Parker, who was tackling Lt. Holloway to the ground."
"Corporal," said Commander Zoe Singer, "did you immediately return fire? Did you shoot at the car?"
"Yes ma'am." said Hicks.
"Corporal," said Singer, "have you been given training on shooting situations of that nature?"
"In general, sir," said Hicks, "we're had weapons training and situational training of various scenarios like that."
"Were you ever given training on when to shoot or to not shoot, based upon the dangers to the public?" asked Singer.
"Our training does include those scenarios, ma'am." said Hicks.
"I'm asking this question to understand your frame of mind, not to make an accusation, so please be truthful and candid in your answer." said Singer. "On Monday, did you consider that it was a busy street with several cars and pedestrians in that immediate area?"
"Yes ma'am." said Hicks.
"And you chose to fire?" asked Singer.
"Ma'am," said Hicks, "What I was seeing was that the shooters's car was slowing down to a stop. The shooters were firing, and it was my belief that they intended to continue firing at Parker and Holloway, and would have done so until both were dead, if Gunddottar and I had not returned fire. Therefore, I considered it an absolute necessity to return fire at the car and the shooters in order to save my fellow Officers's lives."
"If I may add to this, ma'am," said Hicks, "Gunddottar and I were relatively close to the shooters's vehicle. Our shots hit the car or the persons inside; as far as I know, no shots missed nor were found having struck anywhere else. And the shooters were firing a lot of rounds that could've struck someone or ricocheted off the building; their gunfire was dangerous to innocent civilians, and therefore our gunfire was all the more necessary to protect the safety of any others at or near the scene."
"Good points." Orosco said quietly. He then raised his voice and said "So, Corporal, to clarify, it was your judgement based upon your training and years of experience that you had to return fire at the perps, or else your fellow Officers and perhaps innocent civilians could have been killed."
"Sir," said Hicks, "I believe Parker and Holloway would be dead if we had not stopped the shooters by firing at them. And yes, I believe shooting at the perps was the only way to prevent their deaths or anyone else's."
"Just one more question, at least from me." said Orosco. "Corporal, have you discussed what happened with Commander Donald Troy, Captain Teresa Croyle, Chief Moynahan, or other Police Officers?"
"Commander Troy asked me what happened when we were at the scene, and I told him." said Hicks. "I gave my formal statement to Lieutenant Irwin, then again to you, Captain Orosco. I never discussed it with Captain Croyle or the Chief."
"Just to be clear, and this is important, Corporal." said Orosco, in the tone of a warning. "Were you coached in your testimony today by Commander Troy, Captain Ross, Chief Moynahan, your Precinct Captain or Precinct Lieutenant, or any other Police Officer in a position over you?"
"No sir." said Hicks. "I was not coached by anyone in the TCPD for this testimony."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy came in to Laura's office, with Callie right behind her. Laura had them sit down on one of the 'two sofas', facing the windows so that the brighter light was in their faces, and my wife sat down on the other sofa. Cindy shuddered as she remembered what had happened at one of those windows during a ginned-up student riot.
"How are you feeling, Cindy?" Laura asked. "Really feeling?"
"Physically, I'm fine." Cindy said. "Not feeling sick or out of whack or anything."
"Are you having any dreams? Nightmares?" Laura asked.
"No." Cindy said "I occasionally feel like I'm seeing flashes of light, but no abnormal dreams from the ones I was having before... all this happened."
"Callie, does she wake up suddenly in the night?" Laura asked. "Or talk or cry in her sleep?"
"No." said Callie. "Nothing like that."
"How are you feeling after the abortion, Cindy?" Laura asked.
"Well, I'm not feeling any regrets about that." Cindy said. "But it made me think about having children and being a mother. Callie and I talked about it, and it's something we might do in the future."
"Artificial insemination? Adoption?" Laura asked.
"Either one." Cindy said. "And we're not planning on doing it right away. Your kids and Molly's boys are enough for right now..."
Part 8 - Dog Days
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, October 25th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the Public Safety Inspector General has finished his investigation!"
Bettina: "Inspector General Horace S. Wellman would not confirm that he has wrapped up his investigation of last Monday's Officer-involved shooting that resulted in the wounding of Detective Teddy Parker, but sources tell Channel Two News that he has finished his interviews and is writing his final report now. This report could come out as early as today."
"But Social Justice groups, such as 'Citizens for Police Accountability', are demanding that Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar remain on restricted desk duty until the Board of Inquiry asked for by the Town & County Council releases its findings." said Bettina. "Commander Donald Troy has not responded to our numerous requests for comment on the future of his Officers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Captain Croyle," said Jerome Davis, "did the Press contact you about Hicks and Gunddottar?"
"Oh hell no." Teresa replied, scowling as she sipped her coffee. "That was just a cheap shot at Commander Troy by KXTC."
"Glad I have you guys." I said as I walked in. "I have no friends at KXTC. That's not a complaint, by the way. With friends like the Press, who needs enemies?"
"You know what they say, sir!" said Theo Washington, with a huge grin on his face as he glanced towards his Police partner Joanne Warner, "If you want a friend in this Town, get a dog!" We all laughed as Joanne smiled brightly.
"Leo is such an awesome dog, too!" Joanne said. "But I think Seth has taken over him. Check this out." We all got a photo in our emails. It showed Seth on a sheet on the floor, asleep, and Leo nestled into him, also asleep.
"Awwww." Teresa said. "That's so cool."
"Leo had a bad first night?" I asked.
"No sir, not really." Joanne said. "But he woke up whimpering a couple of times, so Seth stayed with him. And Seth is working from home these days while we cage train Leo, so that's working out for now."
"Good." I said. "Sounds like that's going to work out. Leo has a great and loving home, and Carole doesn't have to worry about you stealing Bowser anymore."
"Bowser is an awesome dog." said Joanne. "I know his son will be just as awesome!"
"Sir," asked Julia Rodriguez, "what are you doing for your birthday tomorrow?"
"Nothing special." I said. "With the Bulldogs-Wildcats game the next day, we decided to not try to travel to the lakehouse. So we'll hang out here, and I'll gracefully grow a year older here with you guys."
"Hey, just think!" Teresa said. "A year and a day from now, you'll be old enough to be a Captain in the TCPD!" Everyone broke out laughing.
"And the way the Council is going," I said, "I'll probably be demoted to Captain by then."
"Nooooo, Commanderrrrrrr." said Chief Moynahan, who had snuck in behind me. "You're going to be demoted to the position in which you have shown unswerrrrving ability... De-tec-tive."
"Welcome to our world, Commander." said Jerome Davis.
"Hoo boy." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, what's going on, ladies?" I asked my Angels as we began our morning meeting after watching the KSTD broadcast.
"Sir," said Tanya, "you remember that discussion we had about the Press and SBI-NTF working together?"
"Yes." I said. "And that it would make my day to bust reporters for drug distribution."
"Mine, too." said Tanya. "Unfortunately, we don't have anything on any reporters, but Vice is getting some word that there is a huge new pipeline into the State, and a distribution net using, quote, 'Government resources', unquote. I'm not sure who those resources could be, if not the NTF."
"Where's the stuff coming in?" I asked.
"From what Grubby Paul was telling me and Mary," Tanya said, "his sources say the stuff is likely coming in from Southport, but the major distribution point to the State apparently keeps changing."
"Within the State?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "As far as anyone can tell, including the U.S. DEA, this ring is only within the borders of our State, and has not expanded... not even to Turpin Heights to the south or Acropolis City to the east."
"And so we're back to a State Government entity being involved. Hmm..." I said.
"Pardon my naivety," said Teresa, "but is the SBI-NTF still an entity at all?"
"Unfortunately, yes." I said. "And while Ferrell is missing... and probably running around somewhere like a chicken with his head cut off... and Gaston is an SDOJ Regional Manager, or whatever they call the position, there is still an NTF. The good news is that they've pretty much stayed out of people's way. I think they know that they can sit there and twiddle their thumbs and still get paid, and so they're not trying too hard.
"Why doesn't the Governor take advantage of that?" asked Tanya. "Put good people in there, make it an entity for good instead of for corruption like it was under Jack Lewis?"
"Couple of reasons." I said. "First, who are those 'good people' you want in there? Point being, the corruption is still in there, if dormant now. Second, the Governor really wants to put the NTF, if not the whole SBI, clean out of existence. If he tries to refurbish the NTF, he has to fund it... and Katherine Woodburn would be all over that."
"And then we're right back to the 'corruption' discussion." Teresa said astutely.
"Still..." said Tanya. "I guess the best way to say it is that we're getting a lot of cooperation between local jurisdictions, and Mary still has close ties to Midtown, but a State unit that could be a clearinghouse of information and help us coordinate all over the State would be really helpful."
"I know." I said. "Hmmm... I wonder who we could put in charge of such a unit. I wonnnnn-der who that could be..."
"Yeah." said Teresa, seeing my face and taking up the bit. "Someone who has worked at the State level, and has that experience already."
"And experience leading drug and vice units." I said.
"Don't. Even. Joke." said Tanya, who absolutely did not share our amusement.
Teresa and I chuckled, then I brought Tanya back to the lure. "Don't worry, Tanya. I'll fight anyone to the death that wants to take you away from me and the TCPD." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. That made Tanya much happier, and her rosy cheeks and perkiness returned.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Thursday, October 25th. Inspector General Horace S. Wellman stepped up to the bank of microphones in the atrium of City Hall, which was set up in front of a throng of reporters.




"Thank you for coming." said Wellman. "After our review of Monday's shooting incident, we have found that Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar acted properly in returning fire to stop the suspects from continuing to shoot, which would have led to the deaths of Detective Parker and Lt. Holloway."
"I am aware that some, especially in the Media, are saying that the Police returning fire endangered innocent citizens." continued Wellman. "However, the criminals's gunfire was already endangering other people, and we have determined that the actual Police gunfire was from close range, and did not add to the danger to the Public, but served to mitigate it."
To the shock of every non-Media person there, the Press asked no questions when the floor was opened up to them... except one: Amber Harris said "The Town & County Council has asked for a Board of Inquiry on this Police shooting incident. Will you make your report available to the Board of Inquiry?"
"The report is now a matter of the public record." said Wellman. "As a courtesy, we will send a copy to the Council."
"But will you send your findings to the Board of Inquiry?" Amber repeated.
"The report is now a matter of the public record. As a courtesy, we will send a copy to the Council." repeated Wellman.
"But what about the Board of Inquiry?" yelled Amber.
"I just answered that question twice." said Wellman. "Since there are apparently no more questions, this press conference is concluded." He turned and walked back into the hallways of City Hall.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Troy family sat down to supper at the Mountain Nest. Dinner was hotdogs and 'fixins', which meant that Laura did the 'cooking'.
"Where's Mom?" I asked.
"She's having dinner with Mrs. Williams." said Laura. I noted a strangely evasive quality in her voice.
"And she's packing to go to Ap-ple Grove." said Carole. I glanced over at Laura, who gave me a 'we will discuss that later' look.
"O-kay." I said. "How was your day at school, Carole?"
"It was good." said Carole. "I got a 'hundred per-cent' on the math test."
"That's very good!" I said.
"I remembered Marcie Harper's video, so it was easy." said Carole. Under 'Police interrogation', Carole told me how her class would go to the library on Wednesdays and watch a video by Marcie Harper about math or spelling.
"Daddy," said Carole, "they told us we can wear Bulldog colors tomorrow. Can Marie and I wear our No. 10 Wildcat jerseys?"
"We'll talk about that after supper." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After supper, I had Carole come along to help me with taking the dogs out. She was eager to go with me. We sat on the metal mesh 'sofa' in the backyard while the dogs inspected their territory.
"Now Carole," I said, "if you wear your Wildcat jersey, the Bulldogs fans will give you a hard time. Are you ready for that?"
"Yes sir." said Carole. "They can't stop me from being a proud Wild-cat!"
"Okay, good." I said. "You know what your Mom and I told you, that if anyone ever touches your body, you're to scream loudly for them to stop, and then run to a teacher and have them call me?"
"Yes sir." said Carole.
"Well, it's no different here." I said. "If they tease you, you have to roll with it. But if anyone threatens to hurt you, hits you, or touches you, you don't have to take that. You scream and run to a teacher and demand they call me if anyone touches you. Got it?"
"Yes sir." said Carole. "Marie knows, too."
"Good." I said. "By the way... you said Grandma is going to Apple Grove?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "She told Mommy she's visiting friends this weekend."
"Okay." I said. "Listen. You know how I told you not to lie?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "And I haven't lied to you."
"I'm glad to hear that." I said. "You're not in trouble, either. What I wanted to tell you is that sometimes you see and hear things that others don't. And while you should not lie, and you should always speak up to prevent someone from being accused of doing something they did not do, there are times when it's better to just keep the truth inside you. Just because you know something doesn't mean you have to tell it."
"Like The Case of the Missing Stringbeans," said Carole, "when we didn't snitch on Bowser."
"Exactly." I said.
"Because nobody likes a narc." Carole said.
I was absolutely stunned. "Yes.' I said. "But where did you hear that?"
"From Jameis." Carole said. "He says black kids like him are told not to talk to the Police, that nobody likes a narc."
"Well," I said, "since I am the Police, if you see a crime or someone hurting someone, then you need to speak up, at least to me. At the same time, there are times when it's better just to keep the truth inside you, maybe to not hurt someone's feelings. As you get older, you'll know which is the right way to go."
"I know now!" Carole exclaimed. "I'm already five years old!" I just shook my head. Five years old. Already knows it all. I didn't expect that until Carole was a teenager, I thought to myself with great amusement... and greater trepidation...
Part 9 - Birthday Blues (and Reds)
Friday, October 26th. It was my 35th birthday, and I was grateful to be alive to celebrate it, I thought as I got up at 4:30am. I did my cardio on the stationary bike and a decent upper-body workout on the Bowflex, then did my toilet, as our British cousins would say.
At 5:30am, I went into the kitchen to get some cereal, only to find that my mom was up and making pancakes.
"Hi Mom." I said, giving her a kiss on the cheek. "This is nice."
"Well it is your birthday, son." my mom said. "But I admit that I'm up early because I'm going to go to Apple Grove, and visit some of my old friends up there. With that game going on, it would be a good time to get away from here, wouldn't you say?"
"I don't blame you for that." I said. "I am curious about the reasons you're going in the first place, though."
My mother hesitated for a moment, turned some pancakes over on the griddle, then said "Not much gets by you, son, so I might as well just tell you: I am considering moving back to Apple Grove."
"Why?" I asked, trying very hard to hide my complete shock. "I mean, if that's what you want to do, I understand. But you've got your friends here, your Police friends like Lady Ironside to solve cases with, and of course grandchildren and great-grandchildren to watch grow up."
"That is true... I would miss the little ones dearly." said my Mom.
"So what is it--- oh... Elizabeth." I said.
"Yes." said my mother. "Ever since that day you tricked us into thinking she'd died in that building explosion, only for me to see her in this very house..." (Author's note: 'Women's Work', Ch. 03.)
"All I can say, son," my mother finished, "is that between what happened with her growing up, and her becoming Jewish and an Israeli agent, it is becoming impossible for me to accept your peace with her."
"What about Todd?" I asked.
"Todd is very good young man." said my mom. "Admittedly to my very great surprise. I really thought he was going down the dark path, as his mother and his brother Ned did. But he did not."
"You can thank one Teresa Croyle for that." I said. "He's been head-over-heels in love with her from the day he first saw her, though he'll never admit it."
"Yezzz." said my mother thoughtfully. "But he's too close to his mother, also, and I'm very concerned about that. In any case, I've been considering a move back to my true home---"
"Where's that, Grandma?"
The voice was Carole's. She'd come up the steps to the breakfast room, carrying what looked like one of her self-written story books. Bowser had gone to the backdoor to be let out, so I had not heard him come up.
"Hey, Fussbudget." I said. "Your grandmother lived in Apple Grove for a long time, during the time I was your age and growing up, so that was her home. By the way, you're up early today."
"Yes Daddy." said Carole. "I'm up early to give you your birth-day present." She extended the booklet. I was more impressed that she was remembering the date as my birthday. I also noted her excitement to be giving me this gift.
"Why don't we take Bowser and Buddy out, and you and I can look at this outside, okay?" I suggested.
"Okay, Daddy!" said Carole, who was always very happy to go out with me to take the dogs out. She bundled up in her coat and we went out.
The story book was entitled 'A Day In The Life Of The Iron Crowbar'. It was illustrated by Marie, and showed mostly me doing what I do most days: Carole and me sitting on the metal chair as we took Bowser and Buddy out, me driving in my Police SUV, me busting a perp (with a red candy cane representing my crowbar), and then a two-page spread of a family gathering with Laura, Jim, Molly and the boys, Cindy and Callie, Todd and Teresa, their kids, my mom... and Chief Griswold, who was shown carrying a fishing pole.
"This is awesome!" I said, hugging Carole, who was beaming with pride. "Thank you very much." I kissed her on the forehead as the dogs began moseying back after doing their business and inspecting their territory. We went back inside, and I made sure to have my mom look at the book as we ate a hearty pancake breakfast, joined by Laura and Jim...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"... happy birthday tooo youuuuuuu!" sang a chorus in MCD at 6:50am as I blew out the candles on the 'doughnut cake', a 2x3x2 hexagon of doughnuts stacked five-deep, totaling 35 doughnuts. Only in a Police Headquarters would such a cake be expected to be found. I then took my doughnut and got out of the way as the cake was mercilessly dismantled by doughnut-loving Police Officers.
After Jerome Davis poured me some coffee, I sat down near the back of MCD (furthest end from the TV monitor array) and ate. Then the Chief came in the door to the back hallway, and crooked his finger for me to come into the hall. I did so, not really knowing what to expect. What the Chief presented to me was a good birthday present... he was going to let me announce this arrival to the crowd.
Walking back into MCD, I said very loudly "Ladies and gentlemen! Would you please join me in welcoming Detective Teddy Parker back to MCD!" The room burst into applause as Teddy Parker came in, his scalp stitched up and wearing a neck brace to keep his upper back and neck from moving very much, which was also helped by the binding around his ribs, which were sore from the bullets that impacted his armor. He was escorted by Police Lieutenant Janice Holloway.
"For he's a jolly good fel-low, for he's a jolly good fel-low..." the group started singing. After they finished, Parker said "Aw, thanks guys. I just came in for Commander Troy's birthday party. And then I'll go downstairs and re-qualify..."
"You'll do no such thing, young man!" exclaimed a shocked-looking Chief Moynahan. Parker grinned brightly and we all realized he was pulling the ol' Chief's leg.
"Okay, you got me." said a smiling Chief. "Seriously, though, take it easy. You're out of the hospital, but you're nowhere near fully re-cuh-verrrrd."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 26th, from in front of City Hall. "We are bringing you reaction to the Inspector General's stunning and controversial report concerning the Officer-involved shooting last Monday!"
"Detective Teddy Parker was released from the Hospital last night, and doctors say he is recovering well." said Bettina. "Meanwhile, Inspector General Horace S. Wellman issued his findings regarding the actions of TCPD Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar, who fired at the criminals that were attempting to assassinate Police Lieutenant Janice Holloway and struck Detective Parker."
"The shocking conclusion of the report," said Bettina, "is that Hicks and Gunddottar were found to have acted correctly in returning fire despite firing into a busy street. The Inspector General's report actually states that the Public was in no worse danger from the Police firing their guns at the shooters's car than they would've been if the Police had not fired their weapons."
"We have with us Della Harlow, candidate for Sheriff." said Bettina. "Ms. Harlow, what is your opinion of this ruling?"
"It is... just unbelievable what Sheriff Allgood's Police gunslingers are able to get away with in this County, Bettina." said Harlow. "As your next Sheriff, I will make sure Police Officers are better trained, follow well-established guidelines that protect the People first, and get rid of corrupt influences like Commander Donald Troy!"
"Thank you, Ms. Harlow." said Bettina, who looked into the camera as she said: "The Town & County Council has already voted to send this incident to a Board of Inquiry, and we can only hope that they'll do a much more thorough job of investigating the Police actions than Daniel Allgood's subordinates did..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Friday, October 26th. With 2d Shift coming on, we went into our 'double coverage' mode. 1st Shift would stay on until midnight, along with 2d Shift; then 2d Shift would stay on until 8:00am, along with 3d Shift; then 3d Shift would stay on until 4:00pm. This would continue until 8:00am Sunday morning. Yes, this cost a good deal of money, but the University paid some of it, and it was the best way to have extra manpower if needed.
At 5:00pm, I was called into the Chief's office. "What, you think it's your birthday or something?"
"As a matter of fact, sir..." I said, knowing there was a humorous repartée about to happen.
"Well, good thing it is." said the Chief. "Because you're dismissed for the day. Go home... and as you are so fond of saying, that is not a request. Have a great birthday celebration with your family."
"Thank you, sir." I said. And I followed those orders as fast as my 35-year-old body was capable of...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did it go at school, Carole?" I asked my daughter, who was still wearing her red No. 10 Wildcat jersey.
"It was good." Carole said.
"No problems wearing your Wildcat jersey?" I asked.
"No sir." said Carole. "Shawn Redmond was being mean to Marie for wearing hers, but I got in his face." Laura's eyes widened at the use of such language from her five-year-old daughter. I suppressed laughter.
"Who is Shawn Redmond?" I asked.
"He's that orange-headed kid." said Carole, as if that would make me understand who Shawn was. I was also amused how Carole called him 'kid', until she said her next sentence: "He's really mean. He tried to kick a cat at recess." That caused Laura and I to glance at each other.
"That's not a good thing." I said. "Were you and Marie the only ones wearing Wildcat jerseys?"
"No sir." said Carole. "There were a few others, but only me and Marie in my class. Tommy was wearing a blue Florida jersey and Shawn called him names, too. And Jameis was wearing an orange Miami jersey. He says he's going to play for the Hurrrr-i-canes and then play in the NFL..."
Part 10 - Game Day
Saturday, October 27th. I went onto the deck of the Cabin at 7:00am, coffee cup in hand. The weather was clear and would be warm in the afternoon, but cooling off some in the evening when the game was scheduled to be played.
There was already a huge crowd in the quad for the ESPN 'Game Day' show, and I could hear them from my perch on the mountainside. I could also hear the construction going on next door, as the building of Todd and Teresa's new home was in high gear. It was going to look good, I thought to myself.
I was dressed in my red golf/polo shirt with the TCPD Badge embroidered into it, khaki pants, and black high-top work shoes. I'd have my Police belt on when I left here, and my badge was on a necklace that could be worn under or over the shirt. And of course, I had the 'girdle' on under the shirt.
Other Officers would be wearing this 'casual' uniform, but only Your Iron Crowbar was permitted to wear a red shirt. The Deputy Chief was authorized to wear a green shirt (and any Officer could on St. Patrick's Day), and everyone else had to wear light blue or dark blue.
"Good morning, Darling." said Laura as she came out onto the deck. She was wearing a University-blue dress and navy high heel pumps, and looking mighty tasty to her husband right now.
"Good morning, my love." I replied. "I perceive you're going to be in University President Wellman's box for the game?"
"Yes." said Laura. "And at the President's Office for the three hours prior to the game. Big-time alumni and donor reception, for which President Wellman issued an 'all hands on deck' call. Where are you going to be?"
"I'm going to take Carole to the Steele's home, where she and Marie will be cheering the Wildcats to victory as they watch on TV, then on to Headquarters. Then I'm egregiously using my Police authority to be on the sidelines today. Hence, the uniform, albeit the casual, comfortable one."
"Oh, you love wearing your uniform to work." Laura replied, which was true. "And I'll tell everyone you're working hard, which gives you the perfect excuse to be nowhere near all the Academia bitches and bastards."
"If you want me there," I said, wondering if she was being sarcastic, "I'll call in and take myself offline, and escort you to your function."
"Nooooo." said Laura. "I was being serious: you've got a good excuse, and I have a good one to explain your absence. And you'd be bored out of your gourd at that function, like you usually are with Academicians whose minds are nowhere near as sharp as yours." (She was not being sarcastic about that, I knew.)
"That's true." I said. "Okay, let's go in and eat... if Carole has not destroyed the pancake batter with a full box of salt, like she did last time..." Laura laughed at that memory, which had been a lot more 'salty' at the time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Todd gave me and Callie his tickets." said Cindy as we sat in my office, watching ESPN's 'Game Day'. "He says that after last year I am the Bulldogs's good luck charm. He and Teresa are going to the Wellman reception with all the Big Boy Donors, then sit in the President's box."
I got out my iPhone and sent a text. "I'm telling Todd to protect Laura from the boozy alumni." I said. "Tanya volunteered to be in charge here at the Station, and I took her up on that. She'll be at the Command Post downstairs."
"Just in case, huh?" Cindy said.
"Yes." I replied. "If, perish forbid, someone nuked the stadium during the game, the Town would be obliterated... but I'm told our basement areas might be a place where people could survive the blast."
"Only to flood if the walls were breached, with the River right next to us." Cindy said. "And why are we thinking such bad things? I want to think good things... like by how many points the Bulldogs are going to crush the Wildcats."
"Well, let's see what Coach Corso says."
ESPN's guest picker was Nick Eastwood, former Bulldogs standout quarterback. We listened as they made their picks.
"Next, Florida vs. Georgia in the big SEC showdown in Jacksonville. Desmond?"
"I'm going with Florida's Fun-And-Gun over Georgia's conservative zone-block rushing offense." said Desmond.
Nick was next: "Well, Georgia's mascot is the Bulldog, which makes them righteous. So I'll pick them to make this a great Bulldog day all the way around." The crowd cheered.
"Not so fast, my friend!" said Coach Corso. "I picked the Gators to win the SEC this year, and I'm sticking to it. Florida! and not all that close."
"Like the Wildcats, Georgia has a young team that's coming on strong." said Kirk. "I'm picking the Dawgs in an upset."
"Okay," said the host, "and now for the biggie." The crowed cheered loudly. "The Number 1 ranked Bulldogs are seasoned, and they have 'Train No. 93', Derrick Waters, the All-America defensive end, who will very likely be the number one draft pick in next year's NFL draft. The No. 3 Wildcats are young, but their rebuilt defense under Defensive Coordinator Erskine Marshall is impressive with Freshmen linebacker Davis Smith and safety Gregg Scott, and of course wide receiver Jamaal Washington on offense. Desmond, who do you say?"



"This is a tough one." said Desmond. "The Wildcats are known for coming in here and stealing wins from the Bulldogs." The crowd booed lustily, but then cheered when Desmond said "But I've gotta go with that Bulldogs experience, plus playing at home." The boos turned to cheers.
Nick Eastwood said "It's going to be a great Bulldog day! Train No. 93 is on the tracks, and won't be looking back as he stops the Wildcat running back Appletree and crushes the quarterback Johnson!" The crowd went wild.
"Kirk," said the host, "you're calling the game, so you won't pick. But what's the key factor?"
"This mascot!" said Kirk as Chief IV was put on the counter in front of him, properly attired in his royal blue jersey. "Chief IV is on the warpath, and he wants to remain undefeated against the Wildcats!" Everyone cheered wildly as Kirk petted Chief IV. Kirk liked dogs, I knew, which made him okay with me.
"That is an awesome dog!" said Corso, to cheers. "A great dog! But it's not going to be enough!" He took the 'Mr. Wildcat' headgear and put it on, to the boos of the partisan Bulldogs crowd, and began waving.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why does Kirk not pick if he's calling the game?" Cindy asked.
"Nearest I can figure, it's due to gambling." I said. "If he's calling the game, then he's been here for days and has been researching the teams. If he comes out with 'this team in an upset!', the professional gamblers might think he knows something they don't. So ESPN plays the politically correct game, like they do spelling Hawaii Hawai'i, and such things."
"They sit there and give odds on the games the whole show," Cindy observed, "and then play that game over Kirk picking a team. Sheesh." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun set and darkness enveloped the County, the lights of the stadium shone brightly. The crowds inside and outside the stadium were a rowdy, boisterous bunch as the cheered the Bulldog players through the 'Dog Walk'. The Wildcats had a mini-'Cat Walk' as their buses unloaded them near the stadium entrance on the east side, and I was among them... for security reasons, of course. Jamaal Washington high-fived his cousins Theo and Franklin, then high-fived me at the entrance to the stadium. Fillmore County High School graduates Davis Smith and Gregg Scott also recognized me and gave me high-fives.
There were well over 90,000 people in the stands, and the noise was already at deafening levels. The air was electric. This was what college football was all about, I thought to myself as I looked around and took it all in.
The University 'Bulldog Blue' Band played their warmup routine, then played their Alma Mater, followed by the National Anthem. As the notes were played, two absolutely massive C-5 Galaxy military planes flew over the stadium. That was awesome, too.
Then the Wildcats came out of the tunnel, to jeering boos and chants of "Dog food! Dog food! Dog food!" They were dressed in their white shirts with black numerals, gold pants, and gold helmets with red trim. Then Chief IV led the No. 1 ranked Bulldogs out of their tunnel and onto the field, wearing blue jerseys, light silver pants and light silver helmets. The stadium was shaking with the tremendous cheering.
The Wildcats won the toss and deferred. The Bulldogs took the ball, and the Wildcats lined up to kick east-to-west. The whistle blew, toe met leather, and we were AWN!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The game became a defensive struggle. Derrick Waters was as good as advertised, and several times had strong pressure on the Wildcats QB Johnson. But Wildcat Freshman left tackle Wilfred Scott was quietly shocking the world by holding his own against Train No. 93.
Another shock to the world, but not to me as a former resident of Fillmore County (where Apple Grove was located), was the play of Wildcats Freshman linebacker Davis Smith and Freshman safety Gregg Scott. Smith showed unbelievable range of lateral motion, often hitting the Bulldogs running back behind the line of scrimmage, even on sweeps and flare passes to the outside edges. And Scott was hitting people, and hitting them hard. Clean hits, good form tackles, but hard hits that made me feel the pain standing on the sidelines.
Both teams moved a lot between the 20s, but it was not until the second quarter that the Bulldogs broke through. Smith tipped a pass at the line of scrimmage, and it careened crazily to the left... right to a Bulldogs receiver. Everyone had gone for the ball, and no one was left to tackle him as he sprinted into the end zone. The crowd cheered mightily, except for the Wildcat contingent in the southeast corner.
I had my clear earpiece in, and was tuned to Wildcat Radio, but it was impossible to hear much while the fans were screaming... and they were screaming non-stop. The teams went to halftime with the Bulldogs leading 7-0. I went and got an earpiece that went to both ears, which helped me hear the radio broadcast much better...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the field goal is... good!" said the Wildcats Radio announcer. "The Wildcats get their second field goal of the game, and it's 10-6 Bulldogs, 5:50 to go in the 3d quarter..."
The Bulldogs moved the ball 20 yards, but the drive stalled and they had to punt. The Wildcats returned the ball to their 33-yard-line. On first down, the QB Johnson pitched out to left to Appletree, who ran in a slant towards the outside. As he got to the line of scrimmage, Derrick Waters attempted to slide off the block of Wilfred Scott as Appletree was moving by him. Waters stumbled slightly as he hit Appletree, which kept him from raising his head in making the hit. Both players went to the ground, Waters falling on top of Appletree's legs.
The crowd cheered the stop, then began quieting down as they realized the players weren't getting up. Appletree was motioning for the trainers to come from the sidelines... the Bulldogs sidelines. Players that had gone to help them up stopped, as the were being warned off. And then a hush fell over the stadium as over 90,000 people realized that Train No. 93 was not moving. At all.
Bulldogs trainers rushed out, and only seconds later were waving for doctors to come over. Wildcats trainers also came onto the field to help.
"And it looks really bad." said the Wildcats Radio announcer. "Derrick Waters is not moving. He's being attended to by the doctors. Appletree appears to be unhurt, but his legs are pinned under Waters, and he's laying still as the doctors work to immobilize Waters's neck area." Though not religious, I said a little prayer for Waters to be okay.
It took several long minutes, but the they were able to get Waters strapped to a stretcher, then the whole thing was slowly flipped over, allowing others to pull Appletree out. As the running back got up, I could see that tears were streaming down his face.
As the doctors continued to work, a Bulldogs trainer ran over to me. "Commander," he said breathlessly, "Derrick asked for you to come out to him."
"Me?" I asked, stunned.
"Yes sir." said the trainer. So I jogged out there with him. As I got to the group, a doctor said "He's asking for the Iron Crowbar. His neck may be broken, so be careful around him."
The crowd of people parted like the Red Sea for me. I knelt down by Derrick, seeing the fear in the young man's eyes. I put my face right over his so he could see me, as I had often done with Charlie Griswold.
"Mr. Crowbar," Derrick said, his voice barely more than a whisper, "I know you're in good with the Lord. Will you pray for me?"
Even as my heart went out to him, I felt something come to me, an insight from a higher place and Power, much higher. I said "I already have. But it is your Faith that will make you well. Don't ever lose faith, and don't ever give up, okay?"
"Yes sir. Thank you." Derrick said.
I moved back out of the way. They lifted Derrick, stretcher and all, and put him on the back of one of those long carts that had driven out. As they got him settled onto the vehicle, the Wildcat players, led by Appletree and Jamaal Washington, came up to him and wished him well, earning them applause for the demonstration of good sportsmanship. Then the Bulldogs players came up to him and wished him well.
As the cart started towards the east end zone to the tunnel and the waiting ambulance, Derrick Waters was able to raise his thumb. The crowd gave him a huge ovation. Then the Bulldogs fight song was played... by the Wildcats Band.
Back on the sidelines, the sidelines reporters were rushing up to me. "What did he say to you?" they said. "What did you say to him?" I just shook my head; I had no intention of speaking to them, nor telling them what was said. Other TCPD Officers and Stadium Security moved the reporters away from me, then had me go to the security of the tunnel...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And it's a somber stadium now." said the Wildcats Radio announcer as play resumed. Players on both sides were affected.
"And the pass to Washington is complete... no! he was hit as he was catching the ball... it's in the air... it's intercepted!... and the Bulldogs safety is running down the sidelines, they won't catch him, it's a touchdown for the Bulldogs!"
The crowd cheered loudly, though not quite as loudly as before. The extra point made it 17-6, Bulldogs.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the clock is ticking down, it's under 8 minutes now." said the announcer. "The Wildcats are driving, they're starting to get some real yardage off left tackle now that Derrick Waters is out of the game. Our last word was that he's at University Hospital and being evaluated by some of the Nation's best doctors."
The Wildcats were moving west-to-east as I watched from the corner of endzone. It kind of felt like being on the sidelines of a high school game, but with a huge stadium behind me. I watched as Johnson took the snap and went back to pass. And I saw it as it broke.
"And Washington is breaking free on a post route! Johnson hits him in stride with a perfect pass! Touchdown, Wildcats!"
The Wildcat Faithful in the stands cheered and their band played the fight song as the players ran to the far side of the field from me, the south-side sideline. It was 17-12, and the Wildcats called time out. They were going for two.
"And here it is, with 6:14 left in the game." said the Wildcats announcer. Johnson takes the snap, and the Bulldogs are blitzing and they sack him! The try is no good. It's 17-12 Bulldogs, and the Wildcats will need a huge stop and then a huge drive to win...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The night seemed to get darker, and the stadium lights all that much brighter. The kickoff went out of the end zone and the Bulldogs took over on the 25-yard-line.
"The Bulldogs are moving, they're grinding the clock down. Now under four minutes to go. They pass to the tight end and he catches it, he's hit by Davis Smith right there, but it's enough for a first down. The whole stadium is standing, no one is sitting down..."
I watched as the Bulldogs ran the ball twice. "And there are now just over two minutes to go, third down and three. One more first down and the Wildcats will have to start using their timeouts. Two minutes and 10 seconds left. And they pass the ball to the running back out of the backfield... it is complete! First down, Bulldogs! The crowd can sense it, you can hear them cheering and screaming..."
Hope never dies, I thought to myself. Hope never dies. But does God really favor one team over another? Or does He favor the team with the better players?
"Third down, 7 yards go go." said the announcer into my ears. "The Wildcats are out of time outs. Only 58 seconds to go. One more first down should do it. The Bulldogs come to the line. They fake the handoff to the running back and pass over the middle to the fullback, and...no! He is hit hard by Gregg Davis, No. 17! Clean hit, but so hard that the ball came flying out of the fullback's hands and onto the turf."
"They tried to run the play Georgia used to beat Tennessee in Knoxville in 2001." said the color analyst. "Fullback right up the middle, but this time Scott hit him so hard he couldn't hang on. My goodness! what a hit!"
"The Bulldogs punt," said the announcer, "and he kicked too hard! The ball went just about screaming out of the end zone! I don't know if he was trying to angle it and got too much of it, but instead of pinning the Wildcats deep, they now have life on the 20 yard line!"
Hope never dies, I thought to myself. Hope never dies.
"The Wildcats come to the line. Johnson takes the snap, he throws a bubble screen to Jamaal Washington, who catches it for eleven yards and a first down. The clock stops to reset the chains, 45 seconds to go. Johnson takes the snap, the Bulldogs rush! Johnson is running to the right for his life! He throws it to a Wildcats coach on the sidelines, way out of bounds."
"Nobody was open. The Bulldogs are smothering Jamaal Washington, and no one else can get loose, either." said the color analyst.
"Second down and ten from the Wildcats 31 yard line, 38 seconds to go. No time outs for the Wildcats. The crowd is unbelievably loud, roaring against the Wildcats. Johnson back to pass, and here comes the blitz! They hit Johnson, but he gets the ball to Appletree, who sprints for the sidelines and... just gets out of bounds! He got three yards when Johnson should've been sacked for a game-ending loss of ten yards!"
"The clock is stopped, but it's third down, seven yards to go. More importantly, it's 66 yards to go for a game winning touchdown, and they only have 29 seconds to get it done. Here we go, Wildcats up to the line, Jamaal Washington to the right; he's going to be bracketed. Appletree goes in motion to the left, lines up just behind the left tackle Scott."
"Johnson takes the snap, the Bulldogs rush four, it's picked up. Johnson throws to Appletree, and they hit him immediately, short of the first down..."
"But wait! Appletree lateraled the ball! He pitched to Washington! It's a hook-and-ladder! Jamaal Washington is rounding the corner, he's streaking down the sidelines! The Bulldogs safety is in pursuit, he's got the angle on Washington and is closing in..."
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Victory, Defeat, and Controversy
All eyes were on the Wildcats's Jamaal Washington running up the left sideline and the Bulldogs safety closing in on him.
"And he's at the 20, the 15, and here comes the safety!" cried the Wildcats Radio announcer as I listened and watched. "No! the train has done run! Washington scores! Jamaal Washington! Jamaal Washington!"
Jamaal was sprinting hard for the sidelines now, trying to avoid a celebration penalty. He made it far enough that when he was mobbed, no flags were thrown. Admittedly, the celebration was not as 'rowdy' as it could've been.
"And it's 18-17 Wildcats, with 17 seconds to go." said the announcer. "The Wildcats will go for two again. And there's the delay of game penalty, that'll move the ball back. And the Wildcats run the trap draw, and Appletree gets three yards, but it's not enough."
"They weren't going to risk passing and getting an interception returned that would make a won game into a loss," said the color man, "like the loser Atlanta Falcons did a few years ago in a disgusting one-point loss to the Kansas City Chiefs."
"The Atlanta Falcons are losers, our Wildcats are winners." said the announcer. "Well, we've got a few seconds left. And here's the kickoff, and they don't mess around; he kicked it a mile out of the endzone. The local Police Commander caught the ball behind the end zone. I know he's the Police Commander because he has the ball in one hand and a red crowbar in the other hand, just like the red crowbar he gave the team last year, that's in their locker room now."
"And the Bulldogs come up to the line, and they're scrambling but nobody's open... and here comes Davis Smith! He hits the Bulldogs quarterback eight yards behind the line... the Bulldogs call time out with 7 seconds left. That's their last time out..."
The Wildcats fans were cheering, and loud. I got on the Police radio and said "This is Commander Troy. Implement 'Visitor Security Measures', I say again, implement 'Visitor Security Measures'." That simply meant for my Officers to get their arrears over to the visitors area of the stands to make sure there were no problems... and sometimes to protect the visiting team's fans. I saw Officers appearing in the aisles, and there were no problems.
"And the Bulldogs quarterback throws over the middle, the Bulldogs are trying a play like the Wildcats just ran, but Gregg Scott hits the receiver right as the ball did and that play is broken up. No flags, and that is it! The game is over! The Wildcats have done it again! They've come into University Memorial Stadium and snatched another miracle win from the rival Bulldogs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did what Bowser and Buddy are good at doing: supervising. I basically hung out in the tunnel and listened to Police radio. There were no incidents, though, as the crowds dispersed, most of them headed toward various bars to drown their Bulldogs sorrows or celebrate Wildcats victory. Police directed traffic with great efficiency, getting Wildcats fans on the roads and back to wherever they were coming from.
I didn't call Laura on my personal cellphone. "Do you have any updates on Derrick Waters?" I asked.
"I'm at the Hospital now." Laura said. "He's still under evaluation. There's swelling, and they hope they don't have to operate, but they will if they need to get the pressure off his spinal cord. He's got feeling in his upper body, arms and hands, but nothing in his legs for now."
"I will say this, too." Laura said. "The running back that was under him? If he'd tried to crawl out from under him, he might've caused damage. His staying still may have saved Derrick's life."
"Okay, thanks." I said. I then was asked by a Wildcats trainer to come into their locker room. I did, and was immediately sorry I did. There was a huge crush of reporters in the front room., where the interview tables were. The trainer got me by them and to the locker rooms. There were reporters around the running back Appletree. Jamaal Washington was sitting beside Appletree, as well.
"I just knew when he hit me that something was wrong." said Appletree, his voice subdued. "I was going down, but I could feel that he was going limp. And something told me just to lay there, not to move."
Then Nick Eastwood saw me. "Commander Troy! What did you and Derrick Waters say to each other?" That got all the reporters coming at me.
"I'll make this statement." I said loudly as the entire Wildcats team and coaches stopped to listen. "I am the Police Commander in this Town, and my wife is on Staff at University Hospital. It is my understanding that the doctors are still evaluating Derrick Waters, that he does have feeling in parts of his body. I've also been told that by not moving, Appletree here kept Waters from having more damage, damage that might've been fatal. Good job, kid, you did well." I said, extending my hand to Appletree. He shook my hand. Jamaal patted Appletree on the shoulder.
"What did you say to Waters?" persisted Eastwood.
"That's between him and me, and I'll say no more about it." I replied. It is possible that tapping the red crowbar in my hand helped make that point.
"What about the Wildcat Band playing the Bulldogs fight song when they took Waters out?" yelled a reporter. "Was that an offensive stunt?"
"Quite the opposite." I said. "I believe it was meant as a gesture of respect for a great player that was badly injured on the field of play."
Just then the Sports Information Director for the Wildcats came through the throng and got Appletree and Washington. I took the opportunity to follow them out, and I kept on going until I was back outside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:30am, Sunday, October 28th, Dr. Morgan gave a Press conference at the Hospital. "Derrick Waters is stabilized. He has feeling in his arms and upper body, and was able to move his hands and fingers. We are going to re-evaluate him in a few hours, when the swelling goes down, and determine what surgery, if any, will be needed."
"I do want to add that the other team's running back probably saved Waters's life by lying still and not moving." added Dr. Morgan. "This could've been a lot, lot worse."
"Is his career over?" shouted a reporter. Dr. Morgan gave the reporter a dark look, but stifled his urge to say something resembling what he felt.
"It's way too early to make any determinations of his future." said Dr. Morgan. "We're taking it day-to-day right now."
"Doctor, after seeing an injury like this," said a reporter, a runt who looked like he'd never played a day of football in his life, "do you think football should be outlawed?"
"I think stupid questions like that should be outlawed." said Dr. Morgan, his patience and restraint breaking. He ended the Press conference by walking away.
Part 12 - Bullets and Budgets
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 29th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that a report of gunfire over the weekend may have been an assassination attempt upon District Attorney Gil Krasney!"
"The incident occurred yesterday afternoon around 3:00pm." said Bettina. "Mr. Krasney was meeting with his campaign staff at his campaign headquarters just south of Courthouse Square when a loud snapping sound was heard. Some campaign staffers thought they heard what sounded like a car backfiring at the same time. When they investigated, they found a bullet hole in the door frame."
"Police were called to the scene." said Bettina. "The bullet was dug out and is being examined at the State Crime Lab here in Town. Neither the State Crime Lab nor the TCPD would comment on the incident. The investigation is ongoing."
"And it's Budget Week at City Hall." said Bettina. "The branches of the Public Safety Department will give their reports and budget requests to the Town & County Assembly tonight, while the Education Services Department will give their reports tomorrow. These presentations are normally routine, but this year Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver is running for Mayor, and will have definite ideas of what he wants to hear, especially from the Police Department."
"Meanwhile," continued Bettina, "the County eagerly awaits the Town & County Council's second reading of the bill that will send last week's Officer-involved shooting incident to a Board of Inquiry, especially after the whitewash that was delivered by Sheriff Daniel Allgood's Inspector General, Horace S. Wellman. Daniel Allgood is running for Mayor as a Republican."
"And for Sports, let's go to Chuck Pringle. Chuck!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said the middle-aged Pringle. "As you know, the Wildcats eeked out an 18-17 win over our Bulldogs Saturday, as Wildcat wide receiver Jamaal Washington scampered 66 yards to score the winning touchdown with less than 30 seconds left, breaking our Bulldogs's hearts. In other important games, Florida crushed Georgia 27-7 in a game that was not as close as the score indicated, giving Florida the inside track for the SEC and possibly National titles."
"But the most important and worst news for the Bulldogs was the loss of Derrick Waters for the season. 'Train No. 93' suffered a devastating neck injury. Doctors said yesterday that he has feelings and movement in his arms and upper body, and they are hoping he will recover feeling and movement in his legs as the swelling in his neck subsides."
"And the game was not without controversy," said Pringle, "as the Wildcats Band played the Bulldogs fight song as Waters was being carted off the field. Many Bulldogs fans took exception to that, seeing it as a cheap shot at a badly injured opponent. And then the Wildcat Radio announcer made this call as Washington made the game-winning score. Roll tape." Tape rolled, and the 'train has done run' comment was heard.
"Bulldogs fans have every reason to be angry with these cheap shots directed at a horribly injured player that may never walk again." said Pringle. "I really thought the Wildcats people were better than this, but in reality they are no better than State Tech..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Man, that is awful. Poor guy." said Theo Washington as we watched in MCD. Yes, I'd come in to watch with the Detectives, as did Tanya. Theo was wearing a red No. 10 jersey... a family thing, dontcha know.
"I hope this doesn't sound selfish." said Roy McGhillie, "but I hate seeing a great athlete like that go down like that."
"It's not selfish in the context of his family." said Jerome Davis. "They didn't have very much, and were counting on his NFL career to get out of poverty. That may be gone now."
"I just hope he gets his legs back." Tanya said, dabbing tears from her eyes. "That's the important thing. After that, he still has many good things he can do."
"Ma'am, you've done well in spite of your paralysis." Joanne Warner said,
"Let me tell you something." Tanya said, pointing at me as she said: "I'm lucky, damned lucky, to have this guy working his ass off on my behalf. I wouldn't be here, doing what I love most, without him. You guys have no idea how lucky you are to have him as your boss..." More tears flowed. I went over and put my arm around Tanya in a hug.
"And you're well worth fighting for." I said. "All of you are. And I do hope Train No. 93 will be able to get back on track."
"What did you say to him when you went out there, sir?" asked Joanne.
I shook my head. "That... was between us, and shall remain private."
"Sir, what do you think of Pringle's comments about the Wildcat Band and radio announcer?" asked Theo.
"How long have I been saying it?" I said. "The Media, including the Sports Media, is corrupt, dishonest, and they try to fabricate controversy when there is none. Chuck Pringle can shove this crowbar up his ass and sit and spin on it."
"Uh oh." said Jerome Davis quietly. "Another reporter in the Iron Crowbar's crosshairs..."
Jerome was saved by Cindy walking in... wearing a red Wildcats No. 10 jersey over her uniform.
"Commander Ross," I said, "I told you you didn't have to wear the shirt."
"I lost the bet." Cindy said. "We lost fair and square. No bad ref calls."
"Well," I said, picking up a blue jersey that I'd brought in. It was a Bulldogs No. 93 jersey. "I was supposed to wear this if the Wildcats lost. I'm going to wear it today, anyway. Maybe it'll be good karma for Train No. 93."
With that, I put on the blue No. 93 jersey. Theo took a couple of pictures of me and Cindy in the 'wrong' colored jerseys. Winning football games is good. Winning at the game of life, as we were hoping Derrick Waters would be able to do, was far, far more important.
"By the way," said Julia Rodriguez, "where was Nick Eastwood? Why wasn't he doing the morning report?"
Cindy smiled. "Please don't let this get out. He's going to the new Fox Channel. He's left KXTC..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!" the lovely reporterette said at 8:00am. "Five-Alive News has learned that TCPD Police Chief Sean Moynahan will restore Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar to full duty status after Inspector General Horace S. Wellman found in their favor in his investigation!"
"In a statement you haven't heard before now because it was just released just a few minutes ago," said Cynthia with a malicious smile, knowing KXTC had been too early and missed it, "Chief Moynahan said that he was not waiting for the delays of the Council and the Board of Inquiry, and was immediately restoring his Officers to full duty today."
"And Police have not commented on a possible shooting incident involving District Attorney Gil Krasney." said Cynthia. "A bullet was recovered from the door frame of his campaign headquarters after reports of a gunshot in the area was reported. Mr. Krasney and his campaign staff were in the campaign headquarters at the time, meeting in a side room."
"Viewers will remember that the campaign offices of D.A. candidate Jenna Stiles were smoke-bombed a couple of years ago, in an attack that was alleged to have been committed by disgraced former TCPD officer Robert Brownlee." said Cynthia. "Brownlee is on death row, awaiting execution after murdering TCPD and TCFD hero Joe Smedley."
"And let's go to SNN Sports reporter Jeff Hull with some special guests! Jeff!"
"That's right, Cynthia!" said Jeff Hull from the front steps of TCPD Headquarters. "I have with me three Police Officers who were at the Bulldogs-Wildcats game Saturday, which ended in an 18-17 win for the visiting Wildcats. With me is Detective Theo Washington, first cousin of Wildcats hero Jamaal Washington; Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, who earned undergraduate and graduate degrees from the University; and Commander Donald Troy, who earned his degree at Wildcat School and was commissioned into the Army through their ROTC program."
The camera showed Hull with all of us, me in the blue jersey, Cindy and Theo in red jerseys. Hull first asked Theo: "I'm sure your cousin and his team are celebrating the win, but how did they take Derrick Waters's injury?"
"They were upset, and hope he's going to fully recover." said Theo. "We should applaud the running back Appletree for realizing what happened and staying still until they could attend No. 93 and immobilize him."
"Okay," said Hull, standing between me and Cindy, "why are you guys wearing each other's jerseys?"
"I lost the bet." said Cindy. "So I'm meeting my obligation."
"And you, Commander Troy?" Hull said, turning to me.
"Well, if I'd lost the bet," I said, "I'd have had to wear this jersey. But after Derrick Waters was injured, I'm wearing it anyway, and I hope that everyone watching will pray for Derrick's full recovery."
"A Bulldogs trainer came out and got you, and asked you to speak to Derrick." said Hull. "What did you say to him?"
"What we said was private, so I'll say no more on it." I said.
"Fair enough." said Hull. "Commander, what about the Wildcats Band playing the Bulldogs fight song as Waters was being carted off the field? And the Wildcats radio announcer saying 'the train has done run' when Washington scored the winning TD?"
"I'm sure the Wildcats Band played the Bulldogs fight song as a gesture of respect, as they play the Wildcats fight song when a Wildcats player is injured." I said. "And the 'train has run' phrase is an old one that's been used before. The Wildcats announcer was excited, and I'm sure he wasn't thinking about Derrick Waters at that moment. In neither case was any disrespect to an injured player intended."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What Police Force am I working with?" asked Teresa as Cindy and I came into my office for the Angels meeting. "You two, consorting with the Press?"
"Making Ms. Bulldog here wear a Wildcats jersey on TV was worth it." I said. "And I got to say that about the fight song and the radio announcer, so I hope that shit will go away."
"And KXTC will be all the more furious." said Cindy. "Don is about to have competition for who hates the Press the most."
"O-kayyyyy..." I said, "someone please tell me what's going on with Gil Krasney and this shooting incident?"
"You didn't see the Police reports, sir?" asked a stunned Tanya Perlman.
"Yes, I read them." I said. "They are perfect... for giving to the Press, because they contain very little information. So what's really going on with this?"
"Jerome Davis is the Detective in charge of it." said Tanya. "He told me that the hole in the wood was very fresh. The bullet appeared to be a nine millimeter unjacketed semi-wadcutter, but I'll wait for the ballistics before theorizing if it's the same lot number as the bullets fired at Teddy and Janice."
"Interesting." I said introspectively. "Any leads at all?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "I.T. went through the motions of getting camera footage of the area, but there's not much at all. I will again wait for ballistics to tell me if the shot was fired from a distance away."
"Why would someone try to shoot at Krasney's campaign headquarters?" Teresa asked.
"Krasney was there at the time?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "But in a conference room, not visible from the front."
"And how was Krasney at the time he was interviewed?" I asked. "Agitated? Upset? Angry?"
"Uh..." Tanya said, looking through her notes. "I'm gonna have to look that up, sir." She grabbed her iPad. A moment later she said "Davis himself interviewed Krasney, and makes no comment about Krasney's demeanor."
"Do me a favor, Tanya." I said. "Go to MCD now and go back over everything with Davis. I'll talk to these other rowdy Angels while you do that." Tanya drove out.
"You couldn't just call Jerome in?" Cindy asked.
"Sure, I could," I said, "but I want Tanya and Jerome to get their ducks in a row on it. I also want to get your perspectives on it, privately, without biasing Tanya's thoughts."
"Well," Cindy said, "I'm remembering that guy Keith Rollins from the 'Environmental Hazards' case. Someone shot into his apartment, but it looked like a halfhearted attempt at best to kill him."



"More of a warning than an actual assassination attempt?" I asked. Cindy nodded. I continued: "Here are my observations: Krasney usually meets his campaign people in his office at City Hall. Nothing wrong with it, he can do that. He rarely even goes to his campaign headquarters, and never for meetings. But not only was he meeting at the headquarters when this happened, someone shooting at him knew he was there when it's not his normal routine to be there. Lots of... 'strangenesses'... there."
"If I may add to it, sir," said Teresa, "it's weird on another level, unless this is some attempt to just scare or warn Krasney. If I were really trying to shoot him, I'd shoot the window out, then shoot a second shot when they came out to investigate why their window suddenly shattered. Instead, the shooter hits the door frame. That's either exceptionally good shooting, if they're trying to scare him... or exceptionally bad shooting, if they were trying to kill him."
"That is exceptionally good Iron Wolf thinking, there." I said with a smile. "And she doesn't even need a crowbar, Kato." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is the Steve & Steve Show on KZON The Zone." said Steve Brown. "And boy! do we have a lot to talk about today!"
"That's right, Steve." said Steve Green. "Two huge games this past weekend, with Florida easily beating Georgia in the Gator Bowl in Jacksonville, while the Wildcats uncorked another miracle play at University Memorial Stadium to upend the University Bulldogs."
"But the biggest news of all was the serious injury to Derrick Waters." said Brown. "The All-America defensive end may be paralyzed after a severe neck injury in the 3d quarter of the Bulldogs-Wildcats game."
"And there's controversy over that," said Green, "as the Wildcats played the Bulldogs fight song while Waters was being carted off. Also, as Jamaal Washington scored the winning touchdown, the Wildcats Radio announcer yelled 'the train has done run', which has caused outrage among Bulldogs fans, coaches, and players."
"And this Town's most prominent Wildcat, Police Commander Donald Troy," said Brown, "has taken offense at those who have taken offense. He told KSTD that no disrespect was intended. He issued a further statement to The Zone that he believes the Mainstream Media is ginning this up as a controversy just to cause more angst and hatred between groups of people..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Monday, October 29th. Cindy and Chief Moynahan entered City Hall and made their way to the Town Assembly chamber. They were wearing their Duty Dress uniforms, and Cindy had her computer and a briefcase full of papers.
The Town Assembly was composed of representatives of 30 equal-population districts in the Town & County. The Assembly passed the Budget and set taxes for the County.
The Assembly Members sat in rows, five people on each side of the aisle and three deep. Unlike the Council's public chamber, there were very few seats for visitors on the other side. Cindy and the Chief joined the Fire Department, Public Health Department, and Public Safety people in the reserved seats to the left side. The rest of the gallery was filled by reporters.
Cindy noted that Eldrick X. Weaver was prominently positioned near the front, and she began getting a vibe. "Chief," she whispered to Moynahan, "I'm getting a vibe that Weaver is going to make this political, and give us a lot of crap."
"I a-greeeee." drawled the Chief. "And I think that's why there are so many reporters here. They're hoping for trouble, if not expecting it."
Sheriff's Department Chief of Staff (Deputy) Charles T. Oswald was the first to go. "The Police, Fire, and Public Health Departments will make their own presentations." he said. "The part I'm presenting is for the Sheriff's Department, pertaining to the Deputies and the School Security areas."
After he gave his presentation, Eldrick X. Weaver began grilling him. "Deputy Oswald," Weaver said, "I don't understand this large, expensive request for armor and military-grade weapons. That seems excessive for the Police Force, much less the Sheriff's Deputies."
"Not at all." said Oswald. "The Sheriff Deputies are the ones who serve warrants, and often in dangerous areas to dangerous persons. We also are called when someone is being evicted from a home or apartment, and those can be dangerous situations. We studied school shootings around the country, and we've seen that we need to be better prepared for those situations."
"But most of all, Mr. Weaver," Oswald said levelly, "there has been a rise in lawless demonstrations with the intent to commit violence in this County. The Police Force needs augmentation at times, and we need to be prepared to help the Police when they're up against much larger numbers of violent demonstrators."
"So you're saying that more armored Deputies will mean that Commander Donald Troy won't murder peaceful demonstrators?" said Weaver.
Chief Moynahan stood up. "Say that again, Weaver," he thundered, "and I'll arrest you on the spot for criminal slander."
tap tap tap tap
The person chairing the Assembly was tapping his gavel. He said "You are not recognized to speak, Chief Moynahan----"
"Point of order, Mr. Chairman!" said another Assemblyman, who was a Republican. "Weaver's comments were maliciously false, out of line, and not within the scope of this budget discussion."
"The point of order is accepted." said the Chairman. "Mr. Weaver, please restrict your comments to the budget under discussion. And I'll remind you that Chief Moynahan's comment was correct: you can be arrested and charged with slander for comments such as what you just made."
"Feel free to arrest me." said Weaver. "If that's what it takes to expose the racism of the Police Force---'
tap tap tap tap
"Mr. Weaver, you will suspend those comments!" said the Chairman. It was becoming ugly, not that that was anything new in Town & County politics these days. "Now... are there any more questions for Deputy Oswald?"
"Yes, Mr. Chairman," said an Assemblywoman, who was black and and ardent Weaver supporter, "The comments about Commander Troy notwithstanding, I do want to ask about these military weapons you want to buy, weapons more suited to wars overseas. Is this really necessary, Mr. Oswald? Are we really at war with our citizens, here?"
"No ma'am." said Oswald, "but the criminals that are trying to kill us certainly see it as an all-out shooting war. And we need to be properly equipped to fight back, so that your children go home from school every day."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy expected for the Police presentation to be next, but Weaver whispered something to the Chairman, who then called the Public Health spokesperson Beth Paige to make her presentation. She did so. Then Weaver started in on her.
"Ms. Paige," said Weaver, "children in the impoverished schools of the mostly-black districts need much more health care than what your budget provides. Why have you budgeted so little for their needs?"
"The amount budgeted," said Beth Paige, "is more than adequate to serve the needs of all of this County's schoolchildren, and we've provided that care in an excellent manner for years."
"I am also concerned," said Weaver, "that the Public Health Department is inadequately staffed, especially for the impoverished areas of the Town and County. Why aren't you budgeting for more Free Clinics in the southern areas of the Town & County, and for their staffing?"
"If the Town & County Council authorizes that, we'll take care of it." said Paige.
"I see what Weaver is doing." murmured Cindy to the Chief. "He wants to make them, and us, into job centers for his political base. He doesn't give a shit about the health of our children."
At the end, Beth Paige said "I have one final comment. Commander Troy is no racist, nor did he murder anyone. My daughter was one of the children kidnapped by the Slender Man. Commander Troy was severely injured in the rescue that got my daughter and the other children back, and you didn't even have the courtesy to award him a Purple Order for that. We are lucky to have Commander Troy in our Public Safety Department, and you can sit and spin on his crowbar, Mr. Weaver."
She walked back to the gallery in the silence of the room. Weaver said nothing, but his eyes were smoldering with hatred.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Fire Department did not escape the Wrath of Weaver. "Chief Davies," he said to Assistant Chief Davies, "why have you not budgeted for EMS services?"
"There is no EMS." said Davies. "You politicians utterly destroyed them."
"And you have no plans to bring them back, especially in the southern areas of the Town and County, which would provide jobs?"
"I have no such plans," said Davies, "because the Town & County Council has not authorized any such plans."
"Point of order, Mr. Chairman." said the Republican Assemblyman who'd objected before. "The EMS no longer exists, therefore talking about them at all is outside the scope of these budget discussions."
"I'm denying the point," said the Chairman, "in that a discussion of such potential issues is not outside the scope. However, that is a matter for our friends of the Council to decide. So let's move on..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Cindy came up, the Chairman said "Ah, your first budget presentation, Deputy Chief Ross. Are you ready?"
"Yes, Mr. Chairman," Cindy said with alacrity, "if I may begin."
"Go ahead." said the Chairman sourly.
Cindy began, going through the budget items using the Official Inventory List. One of the Assembly-persons interrupted.
"What is the nature of this line-item form of budgeting, Ms. Ross?"
"That's 'Commander Ross' or 'Deputy Chief Ross'." Cindy said, feeling the vibe that she was being harassed as a 'newbie'. "And this is the Official Inventory List, the O.I.L., which the military would call the Table of Organization and Equipment, the T.O.E. Every line item is a position on the Police Force, and includes the Officer, Technician, or Staffer, their salary, and their issued equipment and it's cost. Each line item is then added up for the total costs of the Police Force."
"We're aware of that." said the Assemblywoman.
"Then why did you ask the question?" Cindy fired back. "If you're trying to test my knowledge, or lack of it, you'll find that I'm fully prepared to give this presentation, as well as apply the budget to my Police Force---"
tap tap tap tap
"Noted, Commander Ross." said the Chairman. "I'm sure no insult was intended. Please continue." Cindy was sure that insult was intended, but went on with her discussion of the numbers.
At the end of her presentation, the Republican who'd been making points of order said "Commander Ross, do you consider the Police Force to be adequately staffed?"
"No sir." said Cindy. "What we have now is below the numbers of most Police Forces, which is normally about 2.5% of the population of the jurisdiction. My budget asks for increases in Officers and the equipment for them. We really need more Patrol Officers on the streets."
"Why don't you take those Officers from the paper-pushers in Admin?" asked another Assemblyman. "I don't understand why those positions aren't all civilian positions, anyway."
"I would ask you to not disrespect the Admin Officers by calling them 'paper pushers'." Cindy shot back. "They are Police Officers, too, and they do excellent work helping the TCPD be the best Police Force anywhere."
"Is it?" snarled Eldrick X. Weaver. "Never mind, I withdraw the question. What I want to ask, Deputy Chief Ross, is why you have not budgeted for three Precincts, hiring more Detectives for the Precincts, and more leadership for them?"
"As the other Departments have had need to mention, Mr. Weaver," Cindy said, "that's a matter for the Council to decide."
"And when I am Mayor," Weaver said loudly, "I will be leading the Council to restore three Precincts and hire more Officers in the southern areas of the Town and County."
"And why are you so sure you're going to win?" Cindy asked, shocking the room into silence. When Weaver said nothing, Cindy pressed it: "Mr. Weaver? What, are you going to try to rig the vote?"
Assemblypersons screamed objections, and the Chairman was tapping his gavel like a rock band drummer. "Chief Moynahan!" yelled Weaver, "would you get your Officer under control?"
"She's under control." yelled Moynahan... well, what was 'yelling' for him. "You're the one going off the rails. And she's right... ARE you so sure you're going to win because you're going to rig the vote?"
"You're both racists!" yelled Weaver.
"BULL SHIT!" yelled Cindy. "I'm no racist! And you're only calling me one because I'm a lesbian! You're discriminating against me because I'm a lesbian!"
"That's not true, I didn't even know you were a----" tried Weaver.
"It doesn't matter!" Cindy yelled. "You just throw the race card around, accusing anyone who doesn't kiss your ass of being a racist. Now I'm going to go out there and publicly accuse you of discriminating against the LGBT community by slandering me! You're a lesbian-hater, Weaver, and that's what I'm going to tell everyone----"
"I'm not a lesbian hater----" started Weaver.
"AND I'M NOT A RACIST!" yelled Cindy. "How does it feel, having your tactics thrown back in your face? You spew your shit with no regard to the truth, but you don't like it when someone throws it back in your face, do you?"
The room was utterly silent as Cindy angrily packed her stuff up, hurling the connecting cables away and grabbing her computer. She walked out of the room without looking back.
"Well," said Chief Moynahan, "I think that concludes the Police presentation. And she is right... you're the racist, Weaver, and I agree that you called Commander Ross a racist because you hate lesbians."
"You better put out résumés, Moynahan." snarled Weaver. "When I'm Mayor, your days as Police Chief are done." He was saying it to Moynahan's back, as the Chief was leaving. Beth Paige made a point to be right behind him in walking out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy came into her office, ready to hurl her briefcase across it, she stopped cold. A bouquet of roses and carnations was on her desk. She read the card, which said simply "Well done."
And then she looked up. In the doorway was the Iron Crowbar. "Mind if I come in?" I asked, coming on in anyway.
"Sure." Cindy said. "Are these from you?"
"Yep." I said. "Beth Paige will get a bouquet in the morning."
Cindy came over and hugged me, then said "I am so sick and fucking tired of bastards like Weaver spewing that shit, calling us racists when we're not." Her eyes were beginning to glaze over.
"And what you did,... standing up to him, throwing his own dung back in his face," I said, "...is what is needed. But not enough people have the courage to do it, to stand up to the bullying... which is all the race card really is. Bullying and attempting to induce guilt."
"Well." Cindy said as we sat down. "I guess we won't be getting paid next year." I chuckled.
"It'll be all right." said a voice behind me. Chief Moynahan was coming up. "Weaver is not the entire Assembly nor even representative of the majority of it."
"I'm sorry, Chief." Cindy said forlornly. "I fucked up."
"Noooooo." said the Chief. "I'd have stopped you if you were messing up. What you did tonight... was righteous. Worthy of a crowbar, around these parts."
"No doubt about that." I said. Cindy nodded, still looking forlorn, as if she'd let us down.
"I do wonder," said Moynahan, "why they're doing the budget before the Elections." said Moynahan.
"According to Chief Griswold," I said, "it was written into the Charter when the Town and County governments merged, that during Election years the Budget has to be passed before Election Day."
"Why?" asked Cindy.
"At the time, I said, "they feared that letting a lame duck Assembly make the budget would be worse. For example, if the Republicans were in charge and then lost in November, they could have a lame duck session and absolutely gut anything the Democrats wanted. By doing it before the Election Day, no one knows the outcome."
"Won't they just pass a new one after the New Year?" Cindy asked.
"They can't change a budget," I said, "unless they have a 2/3s majority and the Council ratifies the change with a 2/3 majority. They can only pass an emergency resolution for something like a natural disaster, like a tornado ripping the Town apart. Also, they can't pass continuing resolutions, like the U.S. Congress does. All budgets must be for a calendar year, and any changes affect the entire year."
"What if they don't pass a budget by the deadline?" Cindy asked. "Is it like the State, where spending continues at last year's levels?"
"There's no provision for that." I said. "But they've never failed to get a budget passed by the deadline."
"Well, that's enough political history for me." said the Chief. "Y'all go home." He set the example by leaving the office.
"And you're coming home with me." I said. "Callie is already there. You need some dog-petting therapy, and I've got an outstanding Police dog ready to help."
"I'm sure Weaver will call me a racist for petting a white dog." Cindy quipped.
"Black Labs matter. All Labs matter." I replied, making Cindy laugh.
Part 13 - Debris Field
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 30th. "Last night the Town & County Assembly exploded into political recriminations as Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver, candidate for Mayor, traded insults with Police Deputy Chief Cindy Ross!"
"After a sharp verbal exchange," said Bettina, "Mr. Weaver accused Commander Ross of being a racist. She in turn accused him of slandering her because she was a lesbian. After a further exchange, Commander Ross and Chief Moynahan walked out of the budget meeting, with Public Health Officer Beth Paige also walking out in support of them after her own argument with Mr. Weaver earlier that evening."
"Leaders of the LGBTQ community, as well as Women's Rights groups, were quick to rally to Commander Ross's defense." said Bettina. "Patricia Iceland of the State Organization for Women, the SOWs, said that Weaver's verbal attack upon Commander Ross was unwarranted and beneath the dignity expected of any candidate for Mayor. And others said these things. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was Jenna Stiles, who said "I know Cindy Ross, and she is no racist. Eldrick Weaver's malicious attack upon her must've been because of her sexual orientation, and we can no longer trust Mr. Weaver as a defender of LGBTQ values!"
Then Chief Griswold was shown, being asked if he knew Cindy was a lesbian when he hired her. "Of course I knew! We do background checks on all the Officers we hire. Neither her orientation nor her skin color mattered, and she's been an outstanding Police Officer... and I hope she'll continue to be when I'm Sheriff. Cindy Ross and Officers like her will make my job a whole lot easier."
Then, to my surprise, Daniel Allgood was shown. "As Sheriff, my position is that Commander Ross had every right to defend herself from the false accusation of racism, and I expect there will be no discipline against her. As candidate for Mayor, I condemn the false accusations of racism, and call upon Eldrick Weaver to apologize to her, to Commander Troy, and to Chief Moynahan for his false accusations and throwing the race card at them."
Back to Bettina live: "Others defended Eldrick Weaver, including candidate for Sheriff Della Harlow, who said 'Commander Ross is not only Commander Troy's first cousin, she's supported his racism and misogyny!"



"And let's go to Chuck Pringle for Sports. Chuck!"
"Thank you Bettina." said Chuck, and I could tell it was a recorded broadcast. "The controversies over the Wildcats Band and their announcer's comments on the radio continues. While Bulldogs Coach Thrasher and Athletic Director Miles Messervy said they accept the explanation that the Wildcat Band playing the Bulldogs fight song was meant as a gesture of respect, they said that they thought the Wildcats radio announcer's comment was, quote 'disrespectful', close quote."
"Opinion is also divided over Commander Donald Troy wearing a blue No. 93 jersey yesterday." said Pringle. "While Wildcats and Bulldogs coaches and players hailed his show of respect, many Bulldogs students here at the University said his crocodile tears were not wanted here. For myself, I think Commander Troy is hateful, malicious man, and I didn't think much of his wearing Derrick's jersey number while Derrick is lying paralyzed in the Hospital. Back to you, Bettina."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was rapidly texting as my Angels and I watched the broadcast in my office. "Goodbye, Chuck. Nice knowing you." I said.
"Uh oh." said Teresa. "Another one bites the dust?"
"In this case, he's been biting cocks." I said. "Pringle was sucking Lester Holder's dick while Lester was sucking the late Graham Collins's little pecker. We'll see what Pringle's wife thinks of that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, what's new?" I asked an hour later, to begin the Angels meeting.
"The rumors were right." said Cindy. "All the other stuff at the Assembly meeting aside, Weaver called for three Precincts again... and he made a point to say Detectives would be dispersed among the Precincts."
"If it'll get us more manpower," said Teresa, "I might just be amenable to it."
"But that's not his goal." I said. "Weaver wants to increase the higher level positions, such as Precinct Captain and Precinct Lieutenant, and have more Sergeants... which he will push to be filled exclusively by black Police Officers... loyal to him."
"And that's why he was pushing for all those new Free Clinics, and things like that." Cindy said.
"Yep." I said. "He'll use the Public Safety Department for his political agenda."
"I was just glad to see Daniel Allgood support Cindy." said Tanya. "He's been keeping us at arms length for a while."
"What's fun for me" said Teresa with a malicious smile, "is watching the Press and the Leftists have to choose between supporting the black man spewing the race card, or the lesbian that was his target."
"They'll start supporting Weaver if they think this situation will hurt his chances of beating Allgood for Mayor." I said. "Okayyyyy, let's move on to something more productive. Old business: anything new on the Krasney Campaign shooting?"
"I got some stuff back from the State Crime Lab." said Tanya. "They believe that the bullet traveled a good distance before it hit the door frame, that it wasn't an up-close shot. Also, the FBI's old belief that a bullet's lot can be determined by the chemical make-up of the bullet has been largely discredited, but they can still find similarities. And in the case of the lubricant used to seat the bullets in the shells, it looks like a good match. They, and I, think the bullets are from the same lot, though fired by different handguns."
I nodded. "You know... I've been halfway expecting Krasney to come into this Headquarters of his own accord after this incident. But so far, he has not come in. So maybe we need to pay him a little visit, yes?"
"You serious?" asked Tanya.
"Absolutely." I said. "I definitely want to ask Mr. Krasney why the same people that were shooting at my Officers are now shooting at his campaign headquarters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You and I have been 'invited' to attend tonight's Council meeting." said the Chief as I stood before his desk in his office. "The Sheriff was also instructed to attend, but he's going to make a point to blow them off by not showing up."
"Yes sir." I said. "I'll be there. Any idea what they want us for?"
"No." said Moynahan. "I expect it will be about either the shooting incident at City Hall, or my exciting evening with the Town Assembly last night. I was hop-ing that you had some insight on it."
"No sir, this is the first I'm hearing of it." I said. "But I'll see what I can find out."
And I tried... but my calls to the Intendent, Adele Peabody, went unanswered and unreturned.
Part 14 - Regrettable
Detective Jerome Davis and I went to City Hall, to the Office of the District Attorney. His assistant picked up the phone and said "Commander Troy and Detective Davis are here to see you, without appointment."
"One moment, please." I heard him say. To the assistant's shock, I went immediately to the door and opened it. Gil Krasney was halfway between his desk and the door; he'd been moving to lock the door, but had been anticipated.
"Oh please, Mr. Krasney," I said, "you really should not try to lock me out. I'd have to use my crowbar to pry open the door, which would damage it. Come on in, Detective." Jerome Davis came on in.
"What the hell do you want, Troy?" asked Krasney, becoming red faced.
"My Detective has attempted to reach you by phone a couple of times." I said. "You haven't returned his calls, so we made this house call to check in on you, to make sure you're all right."
"Well, I am." said Krasney. "So you can go."
"I also came by," I said, producing a file folder from the inner pocket of my trenchcoat, "to show you these very interesting ballistic reports. If you care to look at them, you'll see that the bullet that struck the door of your campaign headquarters is very likely from the same lot of bullets that were fired at my Officers last week."
"That's interesting," said Krasney, "but until you arrest a suspect, there's not much for me to do."
"Oh, but you can answer a couple of questions." I said. "Please, have a seat." Krasney sat down at the conference table that was in front of his desk. "Detective Davis?"
"Yes sir." said Davis, sitting down at the table, as well. "Mr. Krasney, you were at your campaign headquarters when the shot struck the door?"
"Yes, we were in the conference room, having a meeting." said Krasney. "I thought I'd already told you that."
"Yes sir, and I appreciate you confirming it." Davis said smoothly. "Sir, do you normally have meetings with your staff at the campaign headquarters?"
"They meet there all the time." said Krasney.
"Yes sir, but do you personally meet with them there?" asked Davis, not fooled by the form of Krasney's sentence.
"Not as often." said Krasney. "I might go down there for a meeting with donors, but most of my meetings are here... which is perfectly legal, by the way."
"Yes sir, of course." said Davis. "I'm certainly not trying to imply that it's a problem. So why did you meet there on Sunday?"
"It's easier getting people in there than into City Hall, which is closed on Sunday---" said Krasney, turning around and looking behind him, back to Davis, then back around again. Your Iron Crowbar had strolled over to the window behind Krasney's desk, and was looking outside, seeing what I could see along Riverside Drive.
"Commander, can I help you with something?" Krasney asked.
"I was just looking out your window, Mr. Krasney." I said. "To see if anyone is watching your office from outside."
"Why would anyone do that?" Krasney asked sourly.
Jerome Davis said "Mr. Krasney, you said that you don't go to your campaign offices very often? Can you tell us who knew you'd be there on Sunday, and at the time you were there?"
"Uh, everyone that was there, of course." said Krasney. "Probably other campaign staffers."
"Have you noticed anyone following you, Mr. Krasney?" asked Jerome. "Seeing the same car behind you, or anyone seeming to be watching you?"
"Except for Commander Troy, here, no." said Krasney. "Is that important? What is this about?"
"Yes, Mr. Krasney, it's important." I said, looking balefully at him. "And what it's about, is that someone took a shot at you. I believe their intent was to murder you, but they botched it very badly. And here's the rub: they knew you were at your campaign office, at that very time. And because you rarely go there, there is no way that you established a pattern that they could anticipate. So they were either following you, or somehow got information that you were going to be there, and at that time."
Krasney looked at me, then at Davis, with a shocked look on his face. Unfortunately for him, he was not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded; I could tell that he was feigning his shock.
"Mr. Krasney," said Davis, "do you have any idea who might want to harm you, to take a shot at you?"
"Uh, no." said Krasney. "I would imagine that Commander Troy would know more than I do, since I'm told not much gets by him."
"What I would hate to get by me, Mr. Krasney," I replied, "is an assassin's bullet with your name on it. Do be careful. Detective Davis, do you have any more questions for the District Attorney?"
"No sir---"
Just then the door opened, and four Sheriff's Deputies came in. "Mr. Krasney, your assistant called and said two intruders had come in here?" one of them said. I did not recognize him.
I turned and opened my trenchcoat so that he could see my uniform and my badge. "I daresay we came in."
"You can't barge in on the District Attorney without an appointment." said the Deputy. "You're going to have to leave."
"Do you know who you're talking to?" asked Davis.
"Doesn't matter." said the Deputy. "You have to leave---"
I was walking up to the man, the red crowbar that was in my trenchcoat pocket now in my hand. "Let me see your badge, Deputy." I said. With a sudden movement, I lifted it out of its clip-holder on his shirt. "Deputy, I am the Police Commander in this County. And you... are fired. Your employment is terminated, immediately, for insubordination. Deputies, secure his firearm." One of the Deputies did so, and handed it to me.
"You can't do this!" the former Deputy yelled. "I'm taking this to the Union!"
"By all means, do so." I said. "Gentlemen, escort your former colleague out of here. Before I get... upset." The Deputies scrambled to coax the man to leave with them. I thought he was going to turn and rush me, but perhaps the slight movement of my crowbar tapping the palm of my hand changed his suppositions.
"Okay, Davis, let's go." I said. "Mr. Krasney, I am not kidding when I suggest that you be very careful when in public. And as you know, my office door is open to you, without appointment, whenever you're ready to talk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we walked through the City Hall corridors to the other side, Jerome asked "What do you want him to talk about, sir?"
"I'll tell you at Headquarters." I said. "Meanwhile, let's go talk to the Sheriff."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I placed the Deputy's badge and his gun on Sheriff Allgood's desk. He looked up at me with something between a smirk and a look of exasperation as I explained what happened.
"I'll leave it to you to decide if you want to give these back to him," I said, "or follow through with firing him."
"I'm sure he knows who you are now." Allgood said. "Detective Davis, please do not ever feel the need to be as... direct... as Commander Troy is."
Davis smiled. "Yes sir, but the Deputy was insubordinate."
"Davis spent some time in Navy ROTC, Sheriff." I said. "I'm glad he changed his mind and went to the Police Academy, but he'd have locked that guy's heels, too."
"Your father was in the Navy, wasn't he?" asked Allgood. "He helped us with Charlie Griswold, didn't he?"
"Yes sir." said Davis.
"Commander, out of curiosity," said Daniel, "how many TCPD Officers are former military?"
"Uh, there's the Chief, me, Detective Warner is in the Army Reserve, the whole SWAT Team, a pretty good number of Uniformed Officers. Davis here, Commander Ross, Captain Croyle, and a bunch of others were military brats, children of military personnel..."
"I never was involved with the military." said Daniel. "I've never quite been able to understand that camaraderie. But I sure as hell appreciate what you guys do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Adele Peabody was not in her office at City Hall, so Jerome and I headed back to Headquarters. I had Jerome come into my office, and called in Tanya Perlman.
"Basically, Jerome," I said after we were seated and settled in, "with the bullets from the Holloway/Parker shooting generally matching the bullet recovered from Krasney Campaign Headquarters, it stands to reason that the same people that shot at Janice also shot at Krasney."
"You think he knows something, or saw something, sir?" asked Davis.
"Even worse." I said. "He may have been duped into being an accessory after the fact." I then explained my belief that Krasney turned off the cameras, and that his reaction in the hours and days afterwards was supportive of my thesis.
"The problem, of course," I said, "is that I have absolutely no proof, since Grand Juries don't indict based upon the emotional reaction of a man who is already a nutjob and is not much longer for that Office. Sooooo, our only hope is that Krasney realizes that whoever shot at his campaign office is not playing around, that they mean to kill him, and that he needs to come correct and tell us what he knows."
"Why hasn't he already?" Tanya asked.
"I don't know." I said. "Maybe he doesn't realize the gravity of the threat. Maybe he thinks he can ride it out."
"Would you give him immunity if he came in?" Tanya asked. "With your history with him, he may think you won't."
"And he may be right." I said. "And that's why I took Jerome with me today. Krasney has to know that I'm not exactly keeping secrets here, so he needs to talk to someone. If not me, maybe he'll come to one of you, or both of you."
"And if he does, what deal should we offer him?" Tanya asked.
"You can't, but I can, or Paulina can." I said. "Convince him to talk to us, and he won't regret it. If he doesn't come in, though... he might not live to regret it..."
Part 15 - Casualties of War
8:00pm, Tuesday, October 30th. Chief Moynahan and I were at City Hall, attending the Executive Session of the Town & County Council.
"Okay." said the Mayor as everyone got seated. "Old business: second reading of the bill for Thursday's Police promotions and medals."
"Without objection," said John Colby, "I move we dispense with the actual reading of the bill and vote on it."
"Without objection?" asked the Mayor. He tapped his gavel and said "So ordered. Any words before we vote?"
"I have a question, just to clarify something." said Kelly Carnes. "Chief Moynahan, the promotion of Janice Holloway to full Lieutenant was predicated on the premise that she was taking an equivalent job in the Finance and Accounting Center in City Hall. Now I'm hearing rumors that she is going to work for BOW Enterprises. Which is true?"
"Commander, would you please address that." asked the Chief.
"Yes sir." I said. I stood up and went to the podium, for effect, and said "Lt. Holloway was offered a job with BOW Enterprises, but it required a good deal of travel over the next year. So she opted instead to accept the City Hall civilian position."
"And how do we know she's not going to up and take the BOW Enterprises position in a month or two?" asked Malinda Adams, her voice accusing in its nature.
"You can check with BOW Enterprises for confirmation of this," I said, "but I believe they filled the position with someone else. Also, if you're insinuating that Lt. Holloway is trying to game the system, I know that's not the case. She does not need to play those games; her goals are different... and they're the same goals that led to her decision to not take the higher-paying BOW Enterprises job."
"And what goals are those?" snarled Carnes.
"They're none of your business." Dagmar Schoen said menacingly. Carnes turned to glare at Schoen, and missed my smile.
"All I'll say," I said, "is that Lt. Holloway's main goal right now is to marry the man she is very much in love with."
"You're just a big ol' teddy bear, aren't you, Commander?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis humorously. Almost everyone laughed.
"Yes I am, Mr. Lewis." I said with a smile. "Don't let the crowbar fool ya."
"While you're standing at the podium, Commander," said the Mayor, "I want to ask what your security plans for the Elections next Tuesday are."
"Uhhhh..." I said, looking at the Chief and then back to the Mayor, "the same plans we've used every two years."
"Though most ballots are cast electronically," said Kelly Carnes, "a good number are still cast on paper ballots for various reasons, including absentee ballots. What are you doing to protect these paper ballots?"
"The U.S. Post Office delivers the properly returned absentee ballots." I said. "And I trust them to do so, seeing as one can send classified documents through the mail. As to the other documents, the Sheriff's Department's Deputies generally handle all that, but of course we Police are only a phone call away."
"Are you anticipating any trouble on Election Day, Commander? asked Reginald B.F. Lewis. "Demonstrations? Riots?"
"Contingencies for issues like that are part of our standard plan, Mr. Lewis." I said. "Any particular reason for your concern, sir? Any imminent trouble you're hearing about, of which I'm not aware?"
"No, but with the heightened political tension all over the State, even the Nation," said Lewis, "it's always good to make like Boy Scouts, and 'be prepared'."
"Mr. Mayor," said J.P. Goldman, "we do have a second reading motion on the floor."
"Yes, we do." said the Mayor. "Any further discussions?" There being none, they voted, and the vote passed 10-0, wouldn't ya know it.
"Okay, now for the real reason we asked Chief Moynahan and Commander Troy to come in tonight." said the Mayor, surprising me; I had thought we were brought in over the second reading, or maybe the kerfuffle the previous evening at the Town Assembly... but wouldn't they have 'invited' Cindy here, too? I thought to myself.
The Mayor pointed to Reginald B.F. Lewis, who said "Chief, Commander, what are you doing to prepare for returning to three Precincts?" I heard the Chief groan. I had already set my own face in iron, showing nothing, not even a flicker. Please do not play poker with Your Iron Crowbar, I thought to myself.
"Remind me not to play poker with you, Commander Troy." said Lewis. "Chief Moynahan made a very insubordinate noise over there, but you didn't bat an eyelash."
"No, you should not play poker with me, Mr. Lewis." I replied. "You should not play games with me at all. Chief, if I may answer the Councilman's question?"
"By all means, Mr. Crowbar. By alllllll means." said the Chief, his voice connoting his bitter disgust with Lewis for bringing Precincts up again.
"Mr. Lewis, or anyone else in here," I said, "go ahead, convince me." There were some gasps and some rustling of movement in chairs as I said "If you can convince me that returning to the failed experiment of three Precincts will be better for the Police Force and our mission, I'll convince the Chief and the Sheriff to accept it."
"But note what I said." I continued. "Prove it will be better for the Force and our mission... not that it'll be better for your social experimentation job creation, or for Eldrick Weaver to try to force his cronies into artificially created leadership positions if he wins next week."
"You forget yourself, Commander." said Malinda Adams indignantly.
"Not at all, Ms. Adams." I replied strongly. "I for one am tired of you constantly trying to force us to hire and promote only women just because they are women. We hire and promote women... on the merits of their abilities to do their jobs, not on the basis of your politically correct social experimentation. We hire and promote minorities... three of my six MCD Detectives are considered minorities... based on their merits, not upon politically correct quotas."



"Again... show me how three precincts actually makes the Police Force better," I said, "and I'll be the first person asking for that third precinct, because my job and my goal is to provide the Police Force with the best tools and training to enforce the laws of the Town & County... including voter fraud laws and slander laws. My considered and very expert opinion, as well as those of the Police Chief, current Sheriff, and former Police Chief about to be our next Sheriff, is that even two precincts are wasting resources while not advancing our mission in any way. Prove to me I'm wrong... now's your chance."
You could have heard a pin drop.
No one said a word for a full thirty seconds as I looked from face to face. Lewis, Carnes, and Adams wouldn't even look up at me. The Mayor finally broke the silence.
"Thank you, Commander." the Mayor said. "If there are no further questions for the Chief and Commander, then they are excused to go." There being no further questions, the Chief and I hastened to exit that room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went back to Headquarters. I invited the Chief to my office for a 'medicinal' remedy to his aggravation over precincts. We clinked our shot glasses and downed the first shots, then I reloaded the glasses with Crown Royal.
"You really rattled their cages, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "We're not supposed to mention the political correctnesses. I just don't understand one thing. It's obvious they want a third Precinct so they can maneuver to have mostly black Officers and black leadership in the Precinct that's in the minority areas, currently the 2nd Precinct. And while I think Reginald Lewis is a decent man, I know that Eldrick X. Weaver is not, and wants to use Town & County government as a means to enrich his own personal cofferrrrrrs..."
After a pause, he asked "So why did Lewis and the other so-called 'Civil Rights Leaders' in this County... endorse Griswold for Sheriff?"
I smiled. "Shows you how deeply unpopular Della Harlow is, even with her own political Party and constituencies." I said. "They're not really following the 'I'm with her' mantra... Hmmm, I wonder if there are any national similarities to that..."
The Chief chuckled. "Heh heh heh heh. I think you're right. Okayyyyyy, let's head on home..."
Just then there was a knock on the door. The Duty Desk Sergeant's head appeared as the door cracked open.
"Chief, Commander," he said, "we just got word of an apparent suicide near Point Hollow. Guy named Chuck Pringle, reporter for KXTC..."
To be continued.
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Part 16 - Self-Inflicted Wounds
9:50pm, Tuesday, October 30th. The Chief and I came up in my SUV near to the locked gate that crossed the road leading up to Point Hollow. Parked just in front of that car was a black BMW sedan, a relatively older model, now surrounded by Police Officers, whose cars were lined along the road, lightbars flashing with blinding blue light.
The Chief and I gave our badge numbers to Patrol Officer Barker and went inside the cordon that had been set up. I saw that the Crime Lab team was here as well as Commander Cindy Ross and Lt. Irwin, who was holding a videocamera. That meant Captain Tanya Perlman was seeing what that videocamera was showing.
"Troy to Perlman." I said on Police Radio. "Troy to Perlman. Perlman, come in."
"This is Perlman." said Tanya. "Go ahead, Commander."
"Go to Channel 5." I said. A moment later, after establishing that we were on Channel 5 Encrypted Radio, I asked "Where are you?"
"Headquarters, sir." said Tanya "We're monitoring in Classroom Echo."
"Roger." I said. "Which Detective are you putting on the case?"
"Rodriguez and McGhillie, sir. Aren't they there?" Tanya replied.
"I see them now." I said. "Troy out."
Just then, Cindy walked up to us. "Chief, can I talk to you a moment?"
"Sure." said the Chief. He and Cindy 'moseyed' back towards her SUV. Meanwhile, I went up to Julia Rodriguez, who was near the black Beamer, making notes. "Whaddya got, Rodriguez?"
"Apparent suicide, sir." said Julia. "Chuck Pringle, KXTC Sports reporter. This is his car, the handgun is registered to him, and it's him in the driver's seat. He shot himself... er, excuse me sir, he apparently shot himself in the right temple. The bullet went through his head and shattered the driver-door window, but the bullet dropped onto the car floor between the door and the seat, and we recovered it."
"Excellent! Good job to find it." I said. "Caliber?"
"It's a .38 Special, sir. Jacketed hollowpoint, manufactured by Speer."
"How do you know all that?" I asked, surprised. Just then, a CSI came up with the bagged revolver. Julia Rodriguez was grinning.
"I peeked at the other cartridges in the gun, sir." she said. "One round fired, four still in the chamber. The odd thing is that the gun was flung out of Pringle's hand and cracked the passenger-side window, then ended up on the floor."
"Ah, you got me on that one." I said with a grin. I examined the firearm and said "Ah, I see why it recoiled so much. This is a Taurus Titanium revolver. They were all the rage at gun shows some years ago. They're very light weight for concealed carry. Yes, I'd expect that if Pringle didn't have the death grip on it, the recoil would be enough for it to fly to the other window." Julia nodded as she absorbed the lesson.
"Okay, Detective Rodriguez, you and McGillie were assigned to this case, but I'm going over your Captain's head and putting you in overall charge of it." I said. "What's your plan of action?"
"After we're finished here, we have to tell the next of kin." Julia said. "So I'll go over to Mr. Pringle's home and tell his wife."
"Does he have any children?" I asked.
"A son and a daughter, adult ages, in their twenties." said Julia. "Mr. Pringle here is 52."
I looked back and saw a Press van approaching on the road. "Julia, take a couple of Officers and go right now to the Pringle home. I don't want them hearing about this through the Media." Julia took off.
I texted Tanya to tell her what I'd instructed Julia to do, and that Julia was now the lead Detective. After another look around, including up and down the road and along the brush on the sides of the road, I saw that everything was well in hand. So I headed back towards my SUV. The Chief and Cindy were next to it.
"Apparent suicide, Chief." I said. "Chuck Pringle of KXTC. I just sent Rodriguez to tell the next of kin."
Cindy got her radio out and stopped Julia from leaving, saying she would go with Julia to the home. The Chief excused her and she took off.
"Mr. Crowbarrrr," drawled the Chief, "it might be a good i-deeeeaaaa if you do not go over to the Pringle home. Seeing that he's a reporter, and you're not exactly on good terrrrms with them."
"No doubt about that, Chief." I said. Then I grinned and said "And it's Commander Ross that does not want me to go over there, n'est pas?" What he did not know was that my grin was not a happy one.
"Not much gets by youuuuu." said the Chief. "And I happen to think she' right on this one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Midnight, becoming October 31st. Heckuva way to begin Hallowe'en.
We were meeting in Classroom 'E'. Roy McGhillie and Julia Rodriguez were there, as well as Captain Perlman, Commander Ross, the Chief, and myself.
"What did you get from the family?" asked the Chief.
Julia Rodriguez said "I went over to tell them, and she already knew. Her minister, Pastor Calvin Derkins of First Baptist, was already there, as was her son and daughter."
"First question, as always." I said. "Who called it in?"
"There was a call to 9-1-1 at 9:35pm." said Tanya. "It was from Chuck Pringle's wife, saying she feared her husband was going to harm himself. The Duty Desk called me, and they also put out a general APB at that time. We almost always send a patrol to Point Hollow if an APB goes out, and they found the car at the gate."
"I'll add for general reference," I said, "that we the Police had that gate put up to keep people out of Point Hollow. We have to open it for the Wednesday cleaning crew, but other than that, it should always be closed and locked. The gate stopped Pringle from getting all the way to Point Hollow."
I then asked to Julia Rodriguez: "So how did Mrs. Pringle know to call 9-1-1?"
"Julia, just tell the story from the beginning." Cindy suggested.
"Yes ma'am." said Julia. "Sir, earlier today Mrs. Pringle received a manila envelope, which I took into evidence. Inside were photographs of Chuck Pringle engaged in homosexual acts with Lester Holder and the late Graham Collins. When Mr. Pringle came in that evening, Mrs. Pringle confronted him and then threw him out, saying she was going to get a divorce. Pastor Derkins was there at the time; she had called him right after getting the photos."
"She also said that her husband kept a gun in his car for self-protection in case a news event he was covering went bad." Cindy said. "She said that many reporters have been doing that for the last several months, because they don't believe the Police will help them if they get in trouble."
"I hope they have their concealed carry permits in good order." I said. Cindy glanced over at me with a withering look. "You were saying, Detective?" I said to Julia, studiously ignoring Cindy's look.
"Mr. Pringle sent an email to KXTC, which was cc'd to her." Julia said. "She forwarded the email to me, and I put it in the evidence server."
"Upon my instructions." said Cindy, as Julia opened her Police iPhone and showed me the email.
It read: "My family has rejected me. My wife has kicked me out. My life is over. May God damn Donald Troy."
I asked "How did Mrs. Pringle take the news of her husband's death?"
"She was upset, but calm." said Rodriguez. "Her kids were giving her support, as was the Pastor, but she never had any crying spells or breakdowns while I was there."
"By the way," I said, as if it were a sudden thought, "whose Press van came up as we were leaving?"
"KSTD's." Julia said. "I saw their logo on the van as I left."
"Hmmm..." I said. "now why, Detective Rodriguez, is that a 'strangeness'?"
Julia thought about it, as did everyone else, then Julia said "The only thing I can think of, sir, is that a KXTC van should have arrived also?"
"Very good." I said. "And you are exactly right... KXTC knew; the majority of their reporters and staff would've gotten that email. I'd think they'd be watching the Police, listening to our Police Band radios, maybe making sure to follow me when the Chief and I left City Hall... but no, they sent no van to the scene, and I am always aware of any vehicles or persons that might be following or watching me."
"Yezzzzz." said Chief Moynahan. "I'm also aware of my surroundings, a regrettable but necessary habit when I was deployed while at war. I don't believe we were being watched tonight, either."
"Sir," asked Julia Rodriguez, "should I be investigating this as a homicide instead of a suicide?"
I gave a small smile. "Yes. And that's a 'teachable moment' point. You should always first look at a suicide as if it's possibly a homicide, which is why the Crime Lab was taking so much evidence and I had you go talk to the family. Keep glancing into this."
"Glance into it in the morrrrrning." said the Chief. "It's late, and it'll keep until the sun rises."
As we all got up, I said, "Commander Ross, can I see you in my office, please?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're upset." I said as we sat down in my office, my gray eyes boring into Cindy's ice-blue peepers.
"Do tell." Cindy said acerbically. "I'll just get straight to it. Did you send or have sent those photos to Pringle's wife?"
"I'll just say this." I said. "For the record or off the record. I didn't directly sent those photos, and no one will ever prove that I asked or ordered them to be sent."
"I'm not trying to get you in trouble." Cindy said. "But what bothers me is... how do you feel about this? And your ongoing war with the Press. A man is dead now. He took his own life. Does that not matter to you? And where does this end?"
"First of all," I said, "why don't you ask the Press when they're going to end their 'ongoing war' against me? Chuck Pringle got on the air and personally attacked me without reason, just adding to KXTC's filth they're constantly spewing at me... and my family. Second, Chuck Pringle's actions, both in attacking me and in killing himself, were his own actions, and I refuse to accept guilt or blame for them. Especially his death... by his own hand."
"Still," Cindy said, "a man is dead, if by his own hand. His children are grown, but they still will never see their father again. This has got to stop. Pringle's wife said he and other reporters carry guns because they believe the Police won't help them. Your only response tonight? That the permits had better be in order, not that the Press thinks the Police won't help them. And then there's what Pringle put in his suicide email..."
"We can argue this all night, and won't get anywhere." I said. "And that's not the reason I asked you to come in here." I took a breath, then said "Deputy Chief Ross, there is an invisible line between our jobs, and while they may sometimes cross or get blurry, investigations of crimes is absolutely on my side of the line. Unless the Chief dictates otherwise, my own counsel will I keep on how I conduct those investigations. While I'd already chosen to not go to the Pringle home, I would have if I had wanted to... and I resent like hell you asking the Chief to stop me from doing that."
I went on: "You tried to stop me from going into the Harris home during their domestic incident. It was not your place to stop me. I also am fully aware that you were at the scene tonight either to try to stop me from investigating it, and/or to prevent me from going to the Pringle home after seeing the scene. There really was no other reason for you to be there tonight."
"Damn straight that's why I was there." said Cindy. "And why I asked the Chief to keep you out of the loop. In light of all that's going on between you and the Press... and the Amber Harris situation is a perfect example of what can happen... yes, you need to back off. That email Pringle sent is all the more reason---"
"Again, Commander," I said, raising my voice, "it is not your place to dictate that to me. I'll do my job as I see fit. In other words, 'stay in your lane, bro'."
The ice blue eyes flashed ice cold fire, made even brighter by the red flush of anger on Cindy's ruggedly pretty face. She got up.
"I may can't stop you, nor your war with the Media." she said angrily. "But the good news is that I can tell you to fuck off and then walk out of here, and you can't do a damn thing about that... unless you want to see me in the boxing ring." With that, she turned on her heel and left my office. I saw her go into her office, and a moment later she came out, slamming the door behind her and not looking back at me as she tore down the hallway.
An instant later, the Chief appeared. "She's only trying to help you, you know." he said, being pretty much the only person in the world who could say that to me right now.
"Yes sir." I said. "But I said what had to be said."
"Yes, you did." said the Chief. "Go on home. Pet your dog. I'll see you for morning coffee."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do we do now?" Bettina said. "Jennings went to jail. Amber had to plea deal; she has a record now. Cynthia Freeman is discredited, though she pretends not to know it. And Pringle shot himself. What's next?
"Who's next? is the question." replied Burt West. He and Bettina were meeting in his office as the Midnight Hour struck, beginning Hallowe'en. "I've always wondered why Troy hasn't tried to destroy you, Bettina."
"He's threatened it, a couple of times." said Bettina. "But to your question, I've always wondered if it's because his mother and my aunt are friends. But his mother is talking about moving back to Apple Grove, and she and Aunt Elsie haven't talked much since Don started his war on us. So if that was my 'protection', it will soon be gone."
"Yes, I know." said West. "And we really can't afford to have Troy coming after you. Amber, she's expendable. You're not; you're the face of KXTC, the brand of it."
"Thank you... I think." said Bettina, meaning it humorously.
"Listen, Bettina, there's something else, something I'm only going to tell you." said West. He lowered his voice to a whisper and said "The boycott against us... is working. J.P. Goldman, Edward Steele, and John Colby are powerful businesspeople in this County, and they are doing everything they can to push the boycott. Troy is not suffering in popularity polls, nor is he a drag on Griswold and Allgood's campaigns."
"How... how bad is it?" Bettina asked.
"Bad enough." said West. "Look, I hate it like hell that Troy is getting away with all of this, and I definitely blame Pringle's death on Troy as if Troy pulled the trigger and fired the bullet that murdered Pringle. I don't care about my job here, either; I'll be fine, and I was always willing to be martyred on the tree of Don Troy's destruction. But it's you and the others here that I'm worried about. Our people losing their jobs, leaving their children hungry. Or worse, leaving their children without a parent. That new Fox network starts up Thursday... tomorrow. We've got to do something, or we just may not survive here. Bettina...we're losing the war."
Bettina nodded. "I'm not sure what we can do, though. We're committed to our course. We capitulate to Troy, and he'll run roughshod over us. We keep fighting, it's just a slow-bleed death."
"What we can do," said West, "is for you to get in touch with Priya Ajmani, and ask her to find out what Troy's terms are. Then we can negotiate peace from there."
"Troy does not give a shit about negotiating peace." said Bettina. "He's as all-in as we are. Our only hope is for Weaver to win the Mayoral race and be the tie-breaker vote to fire him. And that won't lift the boycott by Colby and Steele..."
"Let's try." said West. "Before someone else gets hurt, let's try. Maybe Troy will realize it's gone too far with Pringle's suicide, and maybe he'll meet us halfway. Hell, I'll accept one-third of the way. Will you contact Priya?"
Bettina realized that West was set on his course... and that he was right. "Sure." she said.
Part 17 - All Hallows Eve
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." said the very tired-looking redheaded reporterette solemnly from in front of City Hall. Bettina was wearing all black as she said "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the apparent suicide of our colleague, KXTC Sports reporter Chuck Pringle."
"Mr. Pringle was found dead in his car at the gate on the road leading to Point Hollow." said Bettina, "with a gunshot wound to the side of his head. He leaves behind a wife and two adult children..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina would go on about Pringle for over ten minutes and then go to break. MCD Detectives got weary of it and turned the volume down.
"Oh, look at these new pictures of Leo I took!" Joanne said, almost squealing. She 'pushed' the pictures to one of the four monitor screens on the wall. They showed the utterly adorable Leo in many different situations at home.
"How's cage training going?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Really good." said Joanne. "Seth can even leave the house for periods of time now."
*Whirrrrrrrr*
"Anything new on that Pringle shooting?" asked Tanya as she drove in.
"No ma'am." said Julia Rodriguez. "We're waiting on ballistics."
"Ma'am," said Theo Harris, "is there any truth to the rumor that they're going to three Precincts again? And that we Detectives will be dispersed amongst those Precincts?"
"Where did you hear that?" asked Tanya, with no trace of a smile, cherubic cheeks, or perkiness on her face. The room had gone completely quiet, as well.
"Friend of a friend of my wife." said Theo.
"All I know," said Tanya, with some venom in her voice, "is that Eldrick Weaver brought it up at the Assembly budget meetings. If he wins the Mayor's race, then we might have to worry about it. If not, not. I'll have more for you next Wednesday, after the Elections."
"If they're decided by then." said Teddy Parker, sitting at his desk on restricted duty as he recovered from his wounds.
"Why wouldn't they be?" asked Joanne.
"Call it a vibe, as Commander Ross would say." said Teddy. "But I think some crap is going to happen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:45am. Teresa strode into my office. Tanya was already parked in front of my desk. I was sitting behind my desk, the red crowbar on the desk in front of me. "Where is she?" Teresa asked.
"In her office." I said, knowing she meant Cindy.
"May I borrow your crowbar, sir?" Teresa asked.
"Yes, yes you may. Maintain its honor." I said as I handed her the red crowbar. She strode out of the room. Tanya just gave me a 'WTF?' look...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Angels meeting. Let's go." said Teresa as she opened Cindy's office door and strode in.
"I'm not going. And you have a crowbar in your hand. Try using it to knock on the door next time." Cindy said, trying to keep her voice matter-of-fact.
Teresa began walking the long way around Cindy's desk to come up behind it, to Cindy's left side. "You're coming in there with me. Let's go." she said.
"You have got to be kidding." Cindy said.
"Do I look like I'm kidding?" Teresa asked severely.



"I thought you said you didn't need a crowbar." said Cindy.
"I don't." Teresa said. "This is just an attention-getter. I don't need it to physically take you down and carry you in there."
Cindy gaped at Teresa, but that didn't work either. Seeing that she was going to lose, and knowing Teresa's real intent in doing this, Cindy chose discretion as the better part of valor. She got up and went to the Iron Crowbar's office, followed by Teresa, without a fight.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Wonder Woman and Supergirl arrived at Eastside Elementary, joining many other first grade heroes and villains, I began the Angels meeting.
"Glad you could join us today, Green Crowbar." I said jovially as Teresa handed me the red crowbar back. "Let's watch some TV." I clicked the wall monitor on.
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful reporterette at 8:00am exactly. "Excitement is mounting as the November Elections are less than a week away!"
"The early voting numbers are exceeding all expectations!" said Cynthia. "The voting has gone smoothly, but there have been sporadic reports of persons voting for Eldrick X. Weaver but the ballot being marked for Daniel Allgood. County and State Elections officials investigating these anomalies have found two machines to be malfunctioning, and they were taken out of service. One of the reports was found to be false, and that person was arrested and charged with voter fraud and filing a false report."
"Both political Parties are gearing up for possible problems on Election Night," continued Cynthia, "especially after the voter fraud that occurred during the Republican Caucuses earlier this month. The Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice has announced they will send Observers to select polling locations, to ensure minorities are not disenfranchised. Sheriff Daniel Allgood, who is the Republican candidate for Mayor, has asked for State Observers as well."
"And University Professor of Political Science Lionel Carmela, who ran unsuccessfully for a Council seat in the previous special election," said Cynthia, "has asked the United Nations for international Observers from Iran, China, and Venezuela, saying, and I quote: 'I believe those nations's elections are more fair and free than in Daniel Allgood and Donald Troy's Town & County', unquote. The U.S. State Department has said that no representatives from those nations will be allowed to enter the United States for the purposes of being poll watchers."
"And on a sad note," said Cynthia, "our competitor KXTC's Sports reporter Chuck Pringle was found dead last night near Point Hollow. Police believe his death was a suicide, but are continuing their investigation. Our condolences to our fellow reporters at KXTC upon the loss of their colleague."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sounds like they are sowing the seeds to gin up election trouble." said Teresa.
"What was that about the fake report of a voting machine problem, and an arrest made?" I asked. I'd read the Police report, but wanted the other Angels to hear about it.
"Some woman claimed she voted for Weaver and the machine was recording it as Allgood." said Tanya. "The machine had not registered the vote yet, it was at the stage of 'check your ballot'. Well, they checked the machine, and the diagnostics showed that the woman had pressed Allgood's name on the electronic voting screen. The names are on opposite sides of the screen and clearly marked 'R' or 'D', so it's hard to make the mistake. She then went off on everyone and got belligerent about it, so she was arrested."
"Cynthia's report is not accurate." continued Tanya. "That woman was charged with 'Disorderly Conduct' and 'Disturbing the Peace'. The 'Filing a False Report' charge was added after they determined she'd deliberately pressed Allgood's name then said she'd voted for Weaver. No voter fraud charges were filed. And the arrest was made mainly to stop more bullshit stunts like that."
"And the other machine anomalies?" asked Cindy.
"They were Weaver votes, and the machine had them as Weaver votes," said Tanya, "but the machine was showing that no vote was cast on the screen. No machine ever showed a malfunction that actually showed an Allgood vote."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, you two fist-bumped and made up yet?" the Chief asked. Cindy and I were in his office, starting the Command Group meeting. The looks on our faces gave him his answer.
"The boxing ring is in the gym." said the Chief. "However you do it, you two need to work it out."
"Chief," said Cindy, "I do apologize for interfering with the Commander's right to investigate cases as he sees fit. On that, he's right and I was wrong."
"Thank you for stepping up, Ms. Ross." said the Chief. "Commander, what do you say to that?"
I said nothing, but held out my fist. Cindy fist-bumped me.
"Okayyyy." said the Chief. "Now, what's going on today?"
"Orange Order meeting tonight." said Cindy. "We're prepared for Promotions and Medals Day tomorrow. Sergeant Wausau is being promoted to Supervisor and put in charge of Personnel & Records."
"Julia Rodriguez is following up on the Pringle suicide." I said. "Jerome Davis's father is coming into Town tonight, and I told Jerome he is absolutely off duty while he takes his father out to dinner."
"Good." said the Chief. "It's going to be a heavy day tomorrow... a heavy day..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Perlman rolled into MCD and came to Julia Rodriguez's and Roy McGhillie's desks. The fronts of the desk were pushed against each other, with shallow shelves between them as the only barrier. Julia faced the end wall with the television monitors; Roy faced the wall with the door that led to the back hallway.
"Ma'am, ballistics came back." said Julia before Tanya could even speak. "It was a .357 caliber bullet, appears to match the unfired bullets in the revolver. Fired from the handgun found in the car. Mr. Pringle's fingerprints all over the handgun and the cartridges."
"The autopsy came back too, ma'am." said Roy McGhillie. "No injuries other than the bullet wound. Time of death between 8:00pm and 10:00pm, likelier on the earlier side."
"That's Martha-speak for 9:00pm." said Tanya. "She just won't pin herself down that tightly in an official document such as the autopsy report. Anything else on it?"
"Martha said he hadn't eaten for a long time, at least 18 hours before his death." said Roy.
"Sounds pretty open-and-shut, doesn't it?" Tanya said. "He probably ate something for breakfast before doing the 7:00am KXTC newscast with Bettina. Doesn't have much time to eat during the day, goes home, wife confronts him, and he's distraught from then on and doesn't eat."
"Yes ma'am." said Julia, not sounding convinced.
"So any reason to not call this a suicide?" Tanya asked.
"Ma'am..." started Julia, then she found her resolve and carried on: "Uh, I was trying to use my imagination for possible alternate scenarios. Roy and I were batting this idea around: suppose someone knew Pringle was distraught or upset, maybe knew his wife had kicked him to the kerb. That person gets Pringle's own gun, which may have been in the car, makes Pringle drive to Point Hollow but it's gated so they have to stop. Then he or she shoots Pringle and sends out the email, making sure to say something about Commander Troy to bring Media attention."
"Are you saying someone in the Media did this?" asked Tanya. "And just to gin up some more crap for the Commander?"
"His wife is my primary thought on all this." said Julia. "But yes ma'am, it could be someone in the Media, or one of the Haters that tried to kill Janice and Teddy."
"You want to work on this?" asked Tanya. "I'll back you up all the way if you do, seeing as there's not a lot going on right now."
"Give us through the weekend, ma'am?" asked Roy.
"Okay, you got it." said Tanya. "We'll talk again Monday morning. In the meantime... Mr. Parker!"
"Ma'am!" replied Parker.
"Make sure your uniform looks extremely sharp tomorrow!" Tanya said. "The Police Commander will be right in front of you, looking at your uniform as he puts that Purple Order around your neck. Please do not embarrass me in front of him by not looking as sharp as Theo always does."
"Yes ma'am." said Parker as Theo grinned and everyone else laughed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do you mean I can't run with this?" exclaimed Amber Harris. "Chuck's suicide note did say that about Troy! Why aren't we telling the world this? This is a great chance to hammer the shit out of that son of a bitch!"
"Amber!" Bettina said, though quietly. "Chuck hasn't been dead half a day yet. Have respect for him and his family, give it some time."
"Being quiet about this isn't going to bring Chuck back, Bettina!" Amber argued. "And we've got to show that Chuck's death is Donald Troy's fault!"
"I have to agree, Bettina." said Lester Holder as he walked up to them. "No disrespect to Chuck, but his suicide email is something we can kick Troy in the balls with!'
"Guys..." Bettina said, struggling to control herself, "give it a day."
"So we'll run with it tomorrow morning?" Amber said hopefully, but also trying to trap Bettina.
"I didn't say that, for Christ's sake!" snapped Bettina. "I said give it a day. We'll review it tomorrow."
"Dammit, Bettina, people are voting now!" Amber said, something between anger and desperation in her voice. Bettina whirled on her.
"God damn it, Amber!" Bettina snarled. "I said to hold off! I said to give it another day. If you have a problem with that, submit your resignation and get the fuck out of here." With that, she walked away towards the executive offices, where her office was located.
"Geez, what was up with that?" a totally stunned Lester Holder asked.
"I don't know." said Amber. "God, I hope they're not capitulating to that son of a bitch..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross was working in her office when her personal cellphone rang. "Hi P, what's up?" she said. Her caller was Priya Ajmani.
"Hi Cindy. Senator Woodburn says 'hi'." Priya said. "Listen, I've been asked to find out what Don's terms are for ending the war between him and the Press."
"Really?" asked Cindy. "What's the rest of the story on this?"
"West and Wurtzburg at KXTC want me to find out." said Priya. "Katherine says the boycott is really hurting them. They're looking for a face-saving solution."
"Aw, damn." said Cindy.
"What?" asked Priya. "I thought you wanted to end it, too."
"I do." said Cindy. "I really do. But this is not a good time for me to ask Don about it directly."
"Let me work on his cock and balls a couple of hours and make him happy." said Priya, suggestively and with hope in her voice. "Then we can ask him?"
"His wife's birthday is tomorrow." said Cindy. "He has to save it up for that... and what are we doing talking about Don's sex life? Listen, I'll see what I can find out... but you might want to have Elsie go to Don's mom; you might get a better answer than anything I'm going to find out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Helena buzzed me and said that Commander Ross wanted to see me. I asked her to send Cindy in.
"Okay, I've spent a while figuring out how to say this..." Cindy said as she sat down at my hand signal.
"Oh, I think 'fuck off' was quite succinct." I said with a half smile.
"Yeah, that might not have been the best thing to say." Cindy said with a half-chagrined look on her face.
"No, it was what you were feeling, and you needed to let that out." I said. "Besides... I've been told to 'fuck off' many times, and in many colorful ways." I whirled around in my chair and opened the music box that was on the bookshelf next to the 'I Beat Slender Man' trophy. The music of Frank Mills's 'Music Box Dancer' began playing.
"This was one of the best." I said.
Cindy grinned. "And I think you returned fire very well when you had that played while perp-walking Mitt Willis through his employees." she said. "Anyway, let me say this:
"You were right about me needing to stay in my lane regarding you investigating any and every crime in the County." she started. "And in what I'm about to say, I'm not saying you're out of your lane. What they said about your wife and your daughter, who is my cousin, was reprehensible and inexcusable, and also personal"
"Having said that," she continued, "part of my job is handling the Press. And I really would like to have better Police-Press relations. We used to get tips from some of them from time to time, and they can be useful for disseminating information when we need it. I know, I know, with you around, who needs tips?---"
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said. "So, just to cut to the chase... and so that you understand you're not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded... what does KXTC want?"
Cindy grinned but shook her head. "They want to know what your terms are... as if they'll surrender if they get reasonable terms."
"Lester Holder still working for them?" I asked, my eyes boring into Cindy's.
"Is that one of your terms?" she asked.
"No, and I apologize for any confusion in asking that." I said. "My point was that they have to fire Lester Holder... and for cause, they have to say it was because of his racist statements about my daughter... before we can even begin to discuss 'terms'."
Cindy nodded. "And after that?"
"Again, we can't even discuss anything until they come correct and do the right thing." I said.
"I'll get that back to them." Cindy said. "By the way, and just for my curiosity, you've been getting along with KSTD lately. Is that going to continue?"
"It'll depend on them, but I doubt it." I said. "They were contrasting themselves with KXTC, but with KFXU coming on, they'll have to make a choice... and I imagine that choice will be to go back to being corrupt False News Media. Besides, I was giving them breaks just to piss off KXTC... kind of a 'fuck off' to KXTC, if you know what I mean."
"I am never gonna live that down, am I?" Cindy said. I just shrugged. Then we both broke out laughing about it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We normally have the Orange Order meeting on October 30th, to bypass Halloween, but this year events conspired to have the event on Hallowe'en night. Ergo, most of the good places, such as the Junction Station Depot and even Mr. McGhillie's Golf Course Clubhouse, were taken. We 'settled' for the new back room of the Cop Bar, and it turned out to be a great place for this dinner.
Myron Milton and Chief Moynahan provided the beer, per tradition, and had plenty enough that we didn't run out. Some of us, including me, Cindy, Chief Moynahan and Teresa, paid to have the Cop Bar provide steak dinners for all of us. I told Myron to not think of paying for anything, as he had a baby at home to provide for. I did not mention that Cindy, Teresa, and myself had enough money to not worry about it.
And because it was Hallowe'en, some people dressed up a bit. Chief Griswold wore his Klingon metal sash with the icon of the Clan/House of Crowbar on it. I had on regular clothes, but my red eyebrows suddenly were bushy and connected, and my pointed ears resembled Mr. Spock's Vulcan ears. Cindy wore a black uniform like Kato (Bruce Lee) wore on the Green Hornet television show, with a green-tinged trenchcoat over it. Teresa was dressed as Batgirl and Janice Holloway as the Catwoman... and OMG! did they look hot in those skintight costumes!
"I want to thank everyone for all your help this past year." said Sergeant Morton, our spokesperson. "I could continue for another year as spokesperson, but I'm going to ask you to choose a new one while I pursue my graduate degree at the University in Criminal Justice."
"Trying to jump ahead of the Commander to take the Chief's chair?" asked Rudistan jovially.
"Nooooooo." said Morton. "Just trying to jump ahead of you, Lieutenant Rudistan." Everyone laughed, especially Rudistan, who fist-bumped Morton. Ranks are off at this event, by the way.
Janice Holloway was in attendance; this would be her last Orange Order dinner as a Police Officer, though she was welcome to attend as an alumnus. As I began the 'discussion' of the upcoming promotions and medals, I gave her recognition. Everyone in the room gave her a standing ovation, and she choked back some tears as she thanked us for all the support we'd given her, especially in the last few weeks.
I went through the promotions and medals, then said "And we do have a Purple Order this time. Detective Teddy Parker." Everyone clapped for Parker.
"Okay," said Morton, "our next gathering will be for the vote count, then the initiation of our newest members. Then there's the Policeman's Ball, where Commander Troy will be listening to the Conference Championship game."
"And showing us his dance moves with his wife after they compete in a couple of weeks." said Teresa. There was an acclaim.
"I dunno." I said. "If we bomb, then no. Maybe if we win something."
"I'm holding you to that." said Teresa. I was in 'trouble', and I knew it.
"And finally," I said, "we'll have a couple of special Certificates of Appreciation..."
Part 18 - Birthdays and Honors
4:30am, Thursday, November 1st. It was Laura's birthday... her 49th, but don't tell her I told you.
As I woke up, Laura was lying on her side, her sweet asscheek pressing into my right hip. I turned on my side and wrapped my arms around her, feeling her ass in my groin and her back pressing against my chest.
"Mmm..." I whispered. "I've got a great early morning birthday present for you."
"Letting me sleep in?" murmured Laura.
"Sure... after I give you this nice, iron-hard present." I said as my hand gently massaged her milk-filled breast. She turned towards me and I bent down and sucked her nipple, getting a nice little breakfast.
 I worked the sheets off of us and began kissing my way down her firm belly. Laura settled in on her back and spread her legs as I settled myself between them. I kissed along one thigh then the other, up to her hair-fringed pussy
"Ohhhhhh..." Laura cooed quietly as I licked right up her slit. I licked again and again, going deeper and deeper, until my mouth was fastened on her cuntlips. She was heating up rapidly, and her hand was gently pushing my face into her hairy twat.
"Ohhhh, yesss..." Laura moaned as I ate her out. "So goooood..."
For several minutes I stayed face-deep in my wife, sliding my tongue along the upper wall of her vagina. My hand was stroking my cock, getting it hard and throbbing and ready to sink balls-deep into her.
I felt her pussy clench up as a small orgasm tremored through her. Then she began gently pulling my head up.
"Mmmm, you're already hard and ready to go." she said as she pulled me on top of her. Her hand was gently stroking my cock as I mounted her and she fit my swollen cockhead deep between her swollen labes. She put her hands on my hips and said "Do it."
I drove forward, sliding in on a thick layer of hot cunt oil, until our pelvises met. We both groaned in unison, then began the coital motions we'd learned and practiced many times over the last few years.
As I fucked Laura, I pushed up and forward, sliding my cockshaft along the upper wall of her vagina. Laura really like that, and she would come faster and more easily. It was a strain on my back, but it was my wife's birthday, and I wanted to give her the very best fuck that I could throw into her.
After a few moments, I heard Laura cry out, then her clutching cunt clamped down on me like a vise as she came hard. I pushed my cock into her and pressed against her as hard as I could as I rode her through her intense orgasm.



"Come in my mouth." she gasped as she recovered. "I want your cum in my mouth." It took a few minutes, but I 'fucked to pop', then pulled out and straddled her, hanging onto the headboard as Laura engulfed my cock in her warm, wet mouth. I fired several thick spurts of my jism into her throat, painting her tonsils with my essence, which my wife greedily swallowed.
"Okay," she said when she was down milking my cock and cleaning it all up, "you can get up now."
"No... I can't." I said. "My back seized up." I was locked in place. It wasn't hurting, but it would, and badly if I moved backwards, I knew.
"Hold still." Laura said. She climbed out from under me. I was now able to move to the side and collapse onto the bed. Then I turned over and Laura helped me sit up.
"Let's go take a shower together." my wife suggested. The hot water helped, and Laura expertly massaged the area. I felt better, but it was not until I put the 'girdle' on that I was able to move around comfortably...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole and Jim both were up early, and excited to give their mom birthday presents. Jim gave Laura a handmade birthday card and a toy Mercedes car that looked like Laura's real Mercedes.
"That's the only Mercedes you're getting for this birthday." I whispered to her. Of course we knew I'd given Laura her current Mercedes for her birthday two years before. (Author's note: 'Just A Story', Ch. 02.)
"Aw, this is a neat present from my little man." Laura said, giving Jim a hug and kiss on the cheek. Then it was Carole's turn. As she'd given me a few days before, Carole and Marie had conspired to make Laura a booklet of drawings. One showed Laura at her desk in her office, another showed her with her white doctor's coat on, listening to Marie's heartbeat. Then there was one of Laura walking and holding hands with a redhead of the same height as her, both of us smiling.
"That's you and Daddy being in love with each other." said Carole. That sure melted her mother's heart... and her dad's.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce as she and Meredith Peller sat on the sofa on the new stage at 7:30am, showing off their lovely legs, as usually happens on Fox Cable shows. "It's the beginning of Fox Town & County! It's great to be on Channel 8! I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Meredith Peller. Hi Meredith!"
"Hello Catrina!" said Meredith. "I'm excited to come here from Midtown as we start up our new 'fair and balanced' Fox coverage of the University and the surrounding area."
"And let's get started with the news." said Catrina. "Robert Mullen has announced that he may issue his Independent State Counsel report as early as tomorrow. Mr. Mullen denied that the report was being timed to affect next Tuesday's elections. He said that the report would be 'truthful and frank' about Governor Val Jared's alleged abuse of power, but he declined to say if his report would accuse Commander Donald Troy of any crimes."
The camera then focused in on Meredith, who was blonde and attractive in a 'hot housewife' kind of way, as she said "Let's get analysis of this announcement. First we have Mike G. Todd, attorney for Commander Don Troy. Hi Mike!"
"Hi Meredith and Catrina, and congratulations on your new network!" said a smiling Mike G. Todd.
"Thank you." said Catrina. "Mike, do you expect your client, Commander Donald Troy to be accused of any crimes?"
"No I don't, Catrina." said Mike. "The Grand Jury declined to bring charges against Commander Troy, so I don't expect anything to change."
"What if Mr. Mullen does accuse Commander Troy, or implicate him in any unlawful activity?" asked Meredith.
"The paperwork is ready to go, Meredith." said Todd. "My client has me on speed dial, and the slander and defamation lawsuit will be filed within minutes if Commander Troy believes Mullen has falsely accused him of anything at all. As you know, Commander Troy will not brook any slander by Mullen, just as Commander Troy will not allow any violations of voting laws to take place during or after next week's elections!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As always on Promotions and Medals Day, there was a buzz about Police Headquarters. Officers were dressed in their semi-formal uniforms with ribbons. Since November and May were 'supplemental' awards days, Chief Moynahan had 'suggested' we wear ribbons, and only wear full medals on the August and February awards days. That worked for me.
Chief Griswold came in, attired in his semi-formal uniform with his 'Retired' badge. When he came to my office, I said "Next time we have one of these, you'll be wearing an active duty Sheriff's uniform, sir."
"Don't count your chickens before they're all in one basket, Crowbar." growled Griswold, intentionally mixing his metaphors. I laughed.
There was a knock on the door, and Jerome Davis's father Jonathan appeared, wearing his Navy uniform. "Come on in, Chief." I said to the retired Senior Chief Petty Officer.
"Good to see you guys." said Jonathan as he and Chief Griswold man-hugged, and then shook hands with me. "My son staying out of trouble?"
"Yes, despite my every effort." I said with a smile. "Seriously, he's really showing the leadership that I want to see out of all my Detectives. You might be visiting again, soon... to watch him get promoted." Jonathan was pleased to hear that.
I had him and Chief Griswold sit down. Davis said "I told Jerome this last night, while we were at dinner, and he suggested I mention it to you."
"Let's hear it" I said. Chief Griswold nodded vigorously in agreement.
"The Valley Villages community to the south of here has been 'discovered' by military retirees." said Jonathan. "I bought a smaller home there, and in our cul-de-sac are a number of other retirees. We know that it was built for some of what Jerome calls 'the Elites', but they mostly were arrested, died, or left for other places. This is not being publicly discussed much, but the Veterans Department has been subsidizing the upkeep of the place since so many vets are retiring to the place."
"Sounds good." I said. "I was afraid that place might die on the vine."
"It's doing okay, though it's not the luxury place they originally intended it to be." Jonathan said. "Anyway, we don't have a lot to do there but play golf, pool, and cards, and we tend to notice anything out of the ordinary. And we're noticing some strange things about the school."
Jonathan went on: "The actual town used to be called 'Hogg Valley', but was renamed 'Valley Villages' when they began building the retirement community. It's the second-smallest school system in the State; only Benning County is smaller. While most elementary schools might have wings for each grade 1-5, Rivers County Schools is five wings for elementary through high school."
"And what we've been noticing," Davis said, "is that every once in a while, without any pattern we can see, trucks will come in to the school on a Saturday night, as if making deliveries, then smaller trucks and vans with school logos come in."
"Did anyone ask the school about it?" I asked.
"Several people did." said Davis. "The Superintendent says they're bringing in extra supplies beyond the norm, sometimes food for the week, sometimes other stuff. When my friend Master Sergeant Martin Terhune asked why they were coming in at night, the Superintendent said he didn't know, but figured they had several places to go and got to our county late."
"That is curious." I said. "And you said there's no regular pattern?"
"Not that I can tell." said Jonathan.
"Okay." I said. "Do me a favor and let me know the next time you see that happen. And it's probably legit, but all the same, have everyone stop asking about it... just in case."
Just then there was a knock on my door. Cindy came into my office with a box. "I've given the badges and ranks out. Here are the medals..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ceremonies were behind Police Headquarters, as usual. First came promotions. There were very few pay grade promotions, as we were trying to reserve those for February and August. Sergeant Myrtle Wausau was promoted to Supervisor and then brevetted to Lieutenant. Janice Holloway was made a full Lieutenant from a brevetted one. Cindy clipped her badge on in the symbolic gesture.
Then came ribbons and medals. A number of people were receiving the basic service ribbon with "6" designations, meaning six years with the TCPD. This was given away mostly because it was after six years that Officers became eligible and would be considered for Sergeant. So it was somewhat strange and humorous when, after announcing the other names to come up, Chief Moynahan then said "... and last but not least, Commander Donald Troy."
Yes, it was six years ago that I had joined the Town & County Police Force (Author's note: 'Interlude, Ch. 01'.), and it had been an amazing six years. Chief Griswold made the point to be the one to clip my ribbon on my pocket flap, growling something like "I'm glad we both lived long enough to see this day..."
Then came Certificates of Appreciation and Certificates of Achievement. The first Appreciation certificate was for Jonathan Davis, for helping interpret for Charlie Griswold. As the Chief read the citation, I handed Jerome the framed document so that he could present it to his father. Everyone cheered as their handshake became a man-hug.
And then it quietened down as Chief Moynahan spoke: "For his service in helping to bring wanted criminals to Justice, and helping crack the codes that led to ending some corruption, this posthumous Certificate of Appreciation is awarded to Charlie Griswold. Accepting the award on Charlie's behalf is his father, Chief Emeritus Antonio Griswold."
The applause was solemn but sustained as Chief Griswold came up. Of course I was going to hand this one to the old Chief myself. I could see the emotion on his face as I handed it to him, and he only shook hands with me to pull me to him in a hug. We hugged a long moment as the Force continued the applause.
Then came medals. Chief Moynahan had told me beforehand that he'd read them and I'd present them... knowing that my voice would be 'untrustworthy' after the emotional moment with Chief Griswold and presenting Charlie's citation. And he was right.
After some Achievement Medals were awarded, Janice Holloway was brought up. She was awarded a Commendation Medal for going undercover and wearing a wire to get the evidence on the deeply corrupt Della Harlow and Gayle Tunnin. And then she was awarded the Police Medal for her stellar career with the Town & County Police Force. Commander Ross pinned both medals upon her jacket.
Last was Teddy Parker. He was awarded the Star of Gallantry for his bravery in intercepting the bullets meant for Janice Holloway. And then came the medal we almost always awarded last, the Purple Order. I took the purple and silver ribbon with the purple star hanging below it and draped it around Detective Parker's neck as he received a thunderous ovation from his fellow Police Officers...
Part 19 - Federal Issues
At 10:00am, Thursday, November 1st, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone came to my office. He accepted my offer of coffee, somewhat to my surprise. I poured him a cup and then one for myself.
"I came over to fill you in on some things." said Jack. "First of all, Austin R. Murphy has disappeared again. Completely. We've picked up some people in Washington that we think he and the late CIA Director were working with, but he's flown the coop."
"Consider me 'not surprised'." I said. "Austin R. Murphy is a coward who runs away from his comrades in battle. I think he was at the Clinton County facility but ran away when we showed up, and now he's run away from Lilly Wargrave and whatever other associates he had, leaving John Lewis and Dick Ferrell to their fates... uh, whatever those fates may be."
"True." said Muscone. "He almost got court-martialed in the Army for cowardice, but Henry Wargrave bought him out of it. They let him retire."
"What about Lilly Wargrave?" I asked.
"She went to her home in south Florida when you led us to the facility under the Wynand Building." Jack said. "She then slipped away from us. We think she's in Paris now, or perhaps somewhere in eastern Europe. She's eastern European herself, so that makes sense."
"Gonna try to extradite her?" I asked.
"Any reason why we should?" asked Jack. "We can't prove a thing against her." I silently gave a thumbs-up... we both knew that letting Lilly get away meant the truth about what happened to Ferrell and Jack Lewis would very likely never come to light.
"Okay, on to new business." said Muscone. "The DEA is beefing up their field offices in the City and Southport at the specific request of Governor Val Jared and U.S. Senator Richard Nunn. They are correct in saying that the SBI-NTF is worthless if not actually corrupted, and they want the DEA to come in and help local LEOs. I will confess that while your Captain of Detectives and I don't usually talk shop, we did talk about some things going on around here that we independently became aware of."
"Drugs coming in through Southport, and no idea of how they're being distributed throughout the State?" I asked.
"Yes." said Muscone. "We have really dropped the ball in Southport. Not trying to make excuses, but Les Craig was the reason for a lot of it. Anyway, when they're set up in the Federal Building in the City, I want to bring you over and introduce you to them. They're good people. You know Dwight Stevens?"
"He was FBI, wasn't he?" I asked. "He was helping with the Superior Bloodlines stuff."
"Yes." said Muscone. "He went undercover and was infiltrating WorldBankTrust, but Superior Bloodlines started crumbling and we got word he had been made. So we pulled him out. He transferred to the DEA a year ago."
"Cool beans." I said. "What about the EAD? And your team?"
"He's pretty much stayed in Washington the last few weeks." said Muscone.
"I really should talk to him before too much longer." I said.
"I'll let you know the next time he comes to the City." said Jack. He got up. "In the meantime, I'm really here to talk to your Chief about possibly acquiring a new FBI Consultant from your Detective ranks."
"You can marry Captain Perlman," I said, "but you cannot steal her from me and take her to the FBI."
"She's going to marry me," said Jack, "but she will never leave you and the TCPD, even if I asked her to. No, it's Joanne Warner we're talking to." He excused himself and left.
A moment later, Cindy knocked on my door, and came in. "Don, why is Melina here?" she asked. "She just went into the Chief's office."
I had her sit down, then said "Between us and the crowbars, you may remember hearing that our Town is going to become an FBI Resident Agency. Melina is going to become the Supervisory Agent assigned to it. She wants Joanne to be an FBI Consultant if they get low on manpower, or need someone who is actually capable of solving a case around here."
Cindy grinned at that as I continued: "I'm amenable to Joanne doing that, as long as I keep Jerome as an FBI Consultant with me, and as long as both Joanne and Melina know that Joanne's first loyalty should be to the TCPD."
"You're not worried that Joanne might up and go to Quantico and become an FBI Agent?" Cindy said.
"Naah." I replied. "She has an awesome dog at home now."
Cindy laughed. "Leo, son of Bowser." she said. "And as you well know... nothing like having sons, huh?"
"And daughters." I said. I saw Cindy get introspective. A few moments later she snapped out of it, excused herself, and went back to her office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not get to take Laura out to dinner for her birthday. Someone arranged a 'Hen Party' birthday bash for her... at Rita's 'Lashes & Lace'. Cindy, Callie, Tanya, Teresa, Joanne, Paulina Patterson, Selena Steele, Stephanie Steele and other female professors were part of the celebration.
Edward Steele brought Marie to the Mountain Nest, and Chief Griswold came over. Marie and Carole were absorbed in their drawings, then Bowser would come over and wedge himself between them. They would spend a few minutes petting him, then go back to their drawings. Rinse, repeat, every 15 minutes. Meanwhile, us older guys had 'guy talk'.
"Looks like you're well on your way to becoming Sheriff, Grizz." said Edward Steele.
"Don't jinx me." growled Griswold. "Naah, you're right. I'm much more worried about Allgood's race for Mayor. He and I are sharing Peter Dwayne Gordon's polling agency, and his race is very tight."
"It would be a resounding loss if Don hadn't've busted Tunnin after she made those false claims." said Steele. "That energized the Republican base, and put some doubt in the minds of the so-called 'undecideds'. And Harlow hasn't been able to make the 'victim' argument, either."
"Harlow's lucky she wasn't arrested, too." I said. "She didn't show up at Tunnin's presser, so she dodged it, big time."
"I wonder if she was tipped off to stay away." said Griswold.
"It's very possible." I said. "A lot of the Admin people on the Police Force liked her a lot, and will probably vote for her. If one of them got wind of our sting, then that person might've warned her."
"Wouldn't she have warned Tunnin, though?" asked Steele.
"Not if she was told herself at the very last minute," I replied, "and then she was told to say nothing to Tunnin."
"I'm starting to feel like Miss Ross." said Chief Griswold. "Spill it, Crowbar."
I laughed (which got Bowser's attention), then said "This is theorizing without data. I have no proof whatsoever, just a hunch... a 'vibe', as 'Miss Ross' would say. It occurs to me that Harlow was warned off... by State Senator Katherine Woodburn."
"Whaaa?!" gasped Edward Steele. "But why? I mean... why not warn Tunnin, too?"
"I dunno." I said. "Maybe she wants Daniel to win the Mayor's race." Edward was stunned. Chief Griswold's mustaches quivered; he understood better.
"Don," said Steele, his voice connoting fear, "have you heard anything, or gotten any 'vibes' about Eldrick Weaver pulling any dirty tricks on Election Day?"
"No." I said. "Nothing specific, anyway. Of course I don't trust Weaver any further than I can throw him. Judges Folsom and Watts are ready to shut down any trickery by Nance, like trying to re-open certain districts but not others. And if Leahy tries to overturn them, the State Supreme Court's Chief Justice will be ready to squash Leahy like a bug. The Sheriff's Department will be augmented by TCPD Officers in transporting ballot machine servers to be counted. Both sides have poll watchers at every district, and most of ours have my TCPD phone number on speed-dial. We're going to do what we can to ensure a clean, fair election."
Carole and Marie finished up one of their drawings and turned their attentions to giving the redoubtable Bowser some love in the form of skritchins. Bowser raised no objections, and let the girls have their way with him. Chief Griswold looked at what they were drawing. It was him, Griswold, with the caricature mustaches that looked like coiled springs, wearing a brown jacket with a star on the heart, and khaki pants... the uniform of a Sheriff.
"Ladies," Griswold growled, "the Elections are not until Tuesday."
"We know that!" Carole said, a bit too arrogantly for my liking. "But you're going to be Sheriff. It's a duuuuuunnnnnn deal, Grandpa Grizz... a dunnnnnn deal!"
"Yeah!" Marie agreed enthusiastically.
"Did you tell Carole to call me that?" whispered Griswold a moment later, and I could tell he was secretly very pleased about it.
"No sir." I said. "She calls Cindy 'Aunt Cindy', and you 'Grandpa Grizz'... and I had nothing to do with any of it."



"Daddy," asked Carole, "who is 'Amanda Waller'?"
"Uhh..." I said, "she's a character in the DC Comics books, the ones that have The Flash and Wonder Woman and Supergirl in them. She's on the 'Arrow' TV show, and was in the movie "Suicide Squad'. She's a mean Government agent. She's not nice like Jack Muscone is."
"Oh." said Carole.
"Where did you hear that name?" I asked.
"Mommy told Molly and Aunt Cindy that Aunt Melina was like 'Amanda Waller'." Carole replied. The grownups in the room all shook our heads, mostly in amazement that a five-year-old was remembering everything she heard.
"Okay." I said. "Carole, you know how I told you that there are some things we know that we should just be quiet about?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole replied.
"Well, this is one of them." I said. "Let's not tell Mommy you heard her talking about that. And certainly don't say anything to Aunt Melina, okay? We don't want to hurt her feelings, right?"
"Okay, Daddy." said Carole. After a pause, she said "Daddy, when are we going to see cousin Patricia again?"
"Patricia's daddy is very busy running for Mayor." I said. "So probably after next Tuesday's election."
"That's a loonnnnnng time, Daddy." Carole said.
"Darn tootin', it is." said Chief Griswold, his mustaches twitching with merriment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The hen party for Laura's birthday in a basement room of 'Lashes & Lace' was as hot and raucous as Rita's parties were known to be. The young male strippers were lean and muscular, and their cocks were long and thick, and made hard by being voraciously sucked by the women at the party.
Cindy had watched Callie warm up one stud's ten inch dick with her hot mouth, then pass the stud off to Laura, who showed her tremendous cocksucking talents in bringing the guy off in her mouth within three minutes. The other studs lasted a bit longer, but Cindy was stunned when Teresa indulged in fellating one of them, showing off her deep throat talents.
"I've had a lot of practice deep throating Todd's cock." Teresa said when she saw Cindy looking at her.
"You don't say." Cindy said acerbically.
"Let's go powder our noses." Teresa suggested. The women left the private room and went towards the washrooms near the main 'ballroom'. A group of people in leather, obviously about to participate in a fetish party in another room, passed by them. Both Cindy and Teresa stopped, wide-eyed.
"Did you see that Asian woman?" Cindy whispered.
"Yeah." Teresa said. "She looked really familiar."
"More than familiar." Cindy said. "I know this can't be possible, but she looked like... I'd swear she was Tomoko Shimono!"
Part 20 - The Higher 'Vision'
"Yes, we'll be returning to Malaysia and Thailand next week." said Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart to his assistant Adam as they sat in Eckhart's office. "Dennis Cole, Quint Danielson, and Margo Holdernesse have done very well, there, but I need to do a few of the seminars personally."
Just then the elevator opened. A pretty black woman, nearly 30 years old, came into the office. "Ah, Janelle, do come in. It must be important."
Janelle had been on the City streets ten years before, hopelessly addicted to drugs and prostituting her body to get the money to buy them. When she overdosed and nearly died, Dr. Eckhart brought her to The Vision. Now she was clean, had great prospects in life, and was currently working in the City Department of Family and Children's Services.
"It is, Dr. Eckhart." Janelle said. "Mrs. Von Telsing is dying; she's been moved to hospice care at City University Hospital. She's not expected to live more than a week."
"That is very sad to hear." said Eckhart. "What about her husband, Dr. Von Telsing?"
"He's even older than she is." said Janelle. "He's in okay health, but he's unable to take care of the baby himself. Both of them together were struggling, though they're the baby's blood grandparents and had the right to have custody of her."
"I see." said Dr. Eckhart. "Well, young Adam," he said to his aide, "cancel our plans to fly overseas. I have much, much more important business here..."
To be continued.
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Part 21 - Guy Fawkes Revisited
Please to remember...
"Remember, remember, the 5th of November
The Gunpowder Treason and plot;
I know of no reason why Gunpowder Treason
Should ever be forgot.
Guy Fawkes, Guy Fawkes,'Twas his intent.
To blow up King and Parli'ment.
Three score barrels of powder below.
To prove old England's overthrow.
By God's providence he was catch'd,
With a dark lantern and burning match
Holloa boys, Holloa boys, let the bells ring
Holloa boys, Holloa boys, God save the King!"
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 5th. "Channel Two News has learned that State Independent Counsel Robert Mullen will release his final report of his investigation into Governor Val Jared and Commander Donald Troy today!"
"The report promises to be a political bombshell." said Bettina. "Political experts believe it will be the starting point for the impeachment of Governor Val Jared and his removal from office after the Democrats very likely take control of both Houses of the State Legislature!"
"Less certain is what Mr. Mullen will say in the report about TCPD Commander Donald Troy." continued Bettina. "Sources tell Channel Two News is that Commander Troy is not only ready but very eager to sue the Independent State Counsel and Robert Mullen personally if there is anything at all that Commander Troy considers to be defamatory. Social justice groups claim Commander Troy harassed two women with credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor, but Commander Troy and the FBI have asserted that the women's claims were made up and used a forged document to defame Governor Jared."
"And the State as well as our County eagerly await Election Day, which is tomorrow!" Bettina said happily. "We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling. Karl, how is it going to go tomorrow?"
"We have a lot of very tight races, Bettina." said Karl Frazier. "Statewide, Sharon Marshall and Maxine Watts are in a dead heat at 49-49%, with that small number of undecideds to be the difference. Locally, the race for Mayor is equally tight."
"What about the Legislature?" asked Bettina. "Will it be the 'wave' election for the Democrats that everyone's... expecting?" She was about to say 'hoped for', but changed it to 'expecting' just in time.
"Bettina, our polls are showing that the Democrats will make strong gains in the State House," said Frazier, "and we expect the Democrats to retain the State Senate, but they may not add to their numbers there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, talk about 'toned down'." said Teresa Croyle as we watched the Bettina broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. "Bettina was almost nice to you, Don." There were murmurs of agreement in the full room. Present were Chief Moynahan, Chief Emeritus Griswold, my three Angels, and myself.
"Maybe she got the pickle-tickle she needed." said Tanya Perlman with a wicked grin.
"Maybe she was at Laura's birthday party." I said, my eyes glinting with a wee tad of maliciousness. "I heard it got pretty... raucous."
"Blame the professors that were there." said Teresa. "You'd think those so-called 'liberated women of Academia' hadn't gotten... pickle tickles... in years." Most of us laughed, especially at the way Teresa had said it.
"And I thought soldiers in the Army talked rough and explicitly." said Chief Moynahan. My Angels laughed.
"Sir," I said, "we guys have no idea how... candid... these women can be. Especially amongst themselves." My Angels laughed again.
"So, Commander," said Moynahan. "It wasn't you taking care of Bettina's... needs?" My Angels were rolling with laughter now.
"Noooooo sir." I said. "We had a big birthday party yesterday. Douglass Burke turned five years old yesterday, and today is Ross's fourth birthday. All those kids flat wore me out."
"Me, too," said Griswold, "and all I did was sit there and watch them running around."
"It didn't help that Todd was rilling them up so much." Teresa lamented. "But he's just the big kid in the group."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And this is a Fox Eight University news update." said Meredith Peller at 7:30am. She was sitting behind a news desk, and would rejoin Catrina Pierce and their guests on the sofa after the news update.
"Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen will give his highly anticipated report to State Attorney General Karl Handel today, and they will hold a joint press conference at 10:00am in Midtown." said Peller. "The report is expected to be a scathing indictment of the conduct of Governor Val Jared towards women and minorities."
"Critics have accused Mr. Mullen of releasing the report just before the Elections in order to influence them." said Peller. "Mr. Mullen originally intended to release his report last Friday, but delayed it until today. Sources tell Fox Eight University that Mr. Mullen rewrote the final report over the weekend to remove possibly slanderous comments about Police Commander Donald Troy, whose lawyer Mike G. Todd has already promised a lawsuit if his client, Commander Troy, is defamed in any way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don's not happy." said Tanya as we sat in my office and watched the news report. "They put Meredith behind a desk, and he can't see her legs." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"And it should be a crime to hide her smoking hot legs behind a desk." I replied.
"Isn't Fox Cable notorious for having women show off their legs on set?" asked Teresa.
"Back in the day, it was." I said. "But with sexual harassment claims being weaponized these days, they're more careful." After a pause I asked: "So, ladies... what's going to be in the Mullen report?"
"It's going to blast Jared," said Teresa, "but stop short of accusing him of an actual crime. At least that's what Todd's lobbyists are telling him."
"You think that's true about Mullen rewriting the report to remove anything about Don?" asked Cindy.
"I know for a fact that's true." I said. "Meredith's sources on that are my sources. The original report was going to say that Jared ordered me to harass Braselton and Rodman. It is possible that word got back to Mullen that he would be personally sued as well as the ISC being sued if he says I've so much as chewed bubble gum the wrong way without him being able to prove it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and Teresa remained in my office after Tanya drove out to check in with the Detectives.
"Don, there's something we need to tell you." Cindy said. "We were at Laura's birthday party at Rita's place. We both saw a woman there in BDSM clothing, going to another party in another room. She looked exactly like Tomoko Shimono."
"Hmmm, that's interesting." I said. "I'm pretty sure she's dead. How 'exactly' alike are we talking about?"
Teresa said "Pretty frickin' 'exactly', sir."
Cindy said "And it was more than just a sighting for me... I felt a vibe about it, too."
"And what was the result of your follow-up?" I asked.
"Callie tried to access some stuff this weekend," said Cindy, "but it was a 'no go' from the get-go. All of Shimono's files are classified at the very highest levels... maybe higher than CIA. Maybe NSA."
"Hmmmm," I mused. "That's... interesting... very... interesting..."
"He's gone." said Teresa, speaking of my reverie.
"No, not quite." I said. "If you want, I can talk to Rita about seeing if this woman comes back. She's not going to help too much, as she does not want the Police bothering her customers. But maybe I'll appeal to her patriotism, and see if she'll help us out."
"Or appeal to giving her a good pickle-tickle." Cindy said without even batting an eyelash.
"Ahhhh, you're catching on to my secret weapons." I said, making my Angels shake their heads in something resembling mock pity. "Seriously, I'll talk to her, and let you know what's going on..."
Part 22 - Big Bang, Big Fizzle
The women of 'Point Taken' filed into their studio to raucous applause from the all-women audience. They took their seats, and Connie Chen started them off.
"A lot of news going on today." said Connie. "We're expecting to be interrupted by State Attorney General Karl Handel's press conference at 10:00am, where the truth of Governor Val Jared's racism and misogyny will be confirmed for all to see!" The Snowflakes... er, the audience... burst into applause.
"We'll talk about all that after the news conference." said Rosie Berkmar, who sometimes acted as co-host and leader of the discussion. "Right now we have another story by the Federal Government that isn't bearing scrutiny. The first story we've questioned is the assassination of superstar singer Jasmine Nix. Now we have the discovery of a communications center under the Wynand Building."
"The FBI is saying that this facility was built by international tycoon Henry R. Wargrave." said Zara Zeigler. "They're also refusing to confirm or deny that the facility was used by the cyber-terrorist group known as the Guardians of Justice."
"But one prominent politician is questioning the FBI's story." said Donna Roselle, the militant black woman. "Let's bring her on now. Give it up for our next Lieutenant Governor, State Senator Max-iiiiiiine Waaaaatts!!"
The audience applauded as Maxine Watts came out and sat down on the middle sofa. Donna Roselle said, "First of all, Senator, are you ready to become Governor after Val Jared is impeached and removed from office?"
"I am." said Watts. "The sooner that that racist Jared is gone, the better off we will all be." The audience applauded, because the 'Applause' light came on, instructing them to applaud.
"Tell us about this Wynand Building facility." said Zara Zeigler.
"My Office has repeatedly contacted the FBI in the City, as well as U.S. Senator Richard Nunn, and they are simply not responding to my inquiries." said Maxine Watts. "I have filed a Freedom of Information Act request for the FBI to turn over all of their documentation concerning that facility, as well as everything they have on the Guardians of Justice. If they do not respond by the end of this month, we'll be filing lawsuits against them."
"What specifically are you trying to find out about the Wynand facility?" asked Ruby Russell.
Maxine Watts looked at Ruby as if Ruby were a turd on the floor in front of her as she said: "We want to know what really was going on there. It's impossible to believe that the FBI hasn't taken any fingerprints, or obtained information of who might have accessed that facility."
"Unless it's their facility in the first place!" interjected Donna Roselle. The audience clapped.
"That could be," said Maxine, "but the information I have is that former SBI Director Jack Lewis, who is listed by the SBI as having disappeared, was hiding down there. We want to know if that's true, and if so where did Mr. Lewis go or where was he taken to? And if it was used by the Guardians of Justice, we want to know who those traitors are. The FBI owes us these answers!" The audience applauded strongly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How much of that is true?" I asked Jack Muscone as he sat with me and Cindy in my office awaiting the Mullen/Handel press conference.
"It's true she filed FOIA requests." said Jack. "What she lied about is our response. We did respond to her, and told her that the investigation is ongoing. The FOIA requests were denied as the GOJ is considered a matter of national security."
"Out of curiosity," I asked, "what did the FBI find down there?"
"Lewis and Ferrell's fingerprints were all over the place, especially Lewis's." said Jack. "Ferrell was staying in the 21st floor apartment with the basement access. We were hoping to get some prints of dirty SBI-NTF people, or that man of God, SBI Chaplain Ikea. But it was 'no joy' on that. We did get some prints that were pretty old, and may have been Wargrave's people. Austin R. Murphy's prints did not show up down there, though, nor did Lilly Wargrave's."
Just then Teresa and Tanya arrived. "Don, you didn't tell me you had a handsome man in your office as your guest." Tanya said as she drove up next to her fiancée Muscone. Teresa sad down in the far side 'hot chair', where she usually sat.
"And now that you're here," I said, "he's hopelessly distracted. Okay, it's ten o'clock. Let's watch some TV." I clicked on the monitor with the remote.
"This is Meredith Peller, Fox 8 University!" said the lovely blonde reporterette from inside the rotunda hall at the State Capitol building. "Attorney General Karl Handel and Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen are just coming out now!"
The camera moved to the dias, where a podium with a bank of microphones was waiting. A moment later, two men came out of a room and went up to the dias.
"Mr. Attorney General," said Mullen, holding up a thick book, "it is my pleasure to present to you the findings of the Independent State Counsel, which clearly shows the racism and hatred of women of Governor Val Jared."
"Thank you, Robert." said Handel as they posed, both holding the book, as the Press cameras flashed. Reporters began shouting questions, but Handel stopped them.
"We'll have a more full press conference after you've had a chance to read Mr. Mullen's damning report of our corrupt Governor." said Handel. "We'll take no questions now. My only comments will be to thank Mr. Mullen and his team for their long hours of hard work and their honest, frank investigation of these issues."
"I also want to say how disappointed and disgusted I am that Mr. Mullen did not have more help from law enforcement officers, particularly Commander Donald Troy and Captain Teresa Croyle." continued Handel. "I would've expected law enforcement officers to have cooperated far more with us, but those two fought us as hard as they could. I really fear what's going on in our great University's home Town and County..."
With that, the two men left the podium, not answering the questions being shouted at them by rabid reporters...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, I got mentioned by name!" Teresa said in mock celebration. "I must've done something right!"
"Suing them for subpoenaing you to appear on your wedding day is just stirring up a hornet's nest." said Cindy. " You're such a rabble-rousing trouble maker." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"And they're 'disappointed' that I didn't cooperate with them..." I said, "... when I was the subject of their criminal investigation."
"You're such a rebel." said Jack Muscone.
"No, Teddy Parker is the Rebel... Ole Miss." I said. "I'm a proud Wildcat."
"Why didn't they talk about the report?" asked Teresa. "I would've thought they'd have pasted Jared as hard as they could."
"Because," I said, "that report was expected to be the Big Bang, but has turned out to be the Big Fizzle."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya had Julia Rodriguez and Roy McGhillie come to Classroom 'E'. "Okay, anything new on the Pringle case?"
"We interviewed the wife again." said Julia. "We talked to his children some more... adult children. Myron checked into the 'suicide email' he sent. Lainie went through his finances, his wife's finances, his kids's finances."
"We also talked to friends of his wife." said Roy. "Until those photos were sent, there was no discord between them that anyone knew of. Nothing between the kids and the parents."
"So, what is your conclusion?" asked Tanya.
"If it's anything more than what it appears to be, a suicide," said Julia, "then someone is going to get away with something."
"Agreed." said Roy. "No strings to pull on. It was suicide."
"I agree." said Tanya. "I let you work on it to improve your skills on the tedious but necessary aspects of Police work. You did a good job, too, and I'll be letting the Commander know that. In the meantime, wrap it up and put it to bed..."
Part 23 - Election Day
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, November 6th. "The big day is here! Voters are lining up at the polls, ready to cast their ballots to determine the course of our future!"
"We are here with Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling." said Bettina. "Karl, what are you expecting today?"
"There was a record high number of early votes cast." said Frazier. "But we also expect a very large turnout today, as voters on both sides of the political spectrum are highly energized and eager to vote."
"What has energized these voters?" asked Bettina. "The racist policies of Val Jared?"
"That's been a rallying cry for the Democrats." said Karl Frazier. "But the orchestrated, pre-planned attack on Daniel Allgood by Gayle Tunnin, which many believe to be a false accusation, has tremendously energized the Grassroots Conservatives in our County. That was a huge mistake by Tunnin, and it may well cost Eldrick X. Weaver the election for Mayor."
"That bad?" asked Bettina, not even attempting to sound unbiased.
"Yes, Bettina." said Frazier. "And it looks like Sharon Marshall will actually benefit from the voter fraud by the Republican Establishment, which was done to prevent her from being the Republican nominee. The Grassroots are really angry, and they're going to take out that anger by voting today."
"Thank you, Karl." said Bettina. "And in other news, Robert Mullen released his final Independent State Counsel report, and political experts are calling it a 'dud'. Though the report states that Val Jared has exercised racism in his policies towards undocumented workers and women, there is nothing in the report that can lead to actionable criminal charges against Jared. Additionally, there is virtually no mention of Commander Donald Troy in the report, which stunned political observers as well as the Commander's many critics..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Welcome to Fox 8 University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am as she and Meredith Peller sat on the sofa, showing off their legs. "It's Election Day, and long lines are already forming at the polls!"
"That's right, Catrina." said Meredith. "Let's bring in Peter Gordon of Clear Call Polling. Peter, how's it looking?"
Peter D. Gordon was shown on a split-screen. "Hello, Meredith and Catrina, and congratulations on your new network! Our polling is showing that the Democrats will likely take the State House, but their current hold on the Senate is a bit more shaky, and could be a lot closer than most political experts are telling you. Locally in the Town & County, only a few races are of real interest, with the Mayor's race being the biggest and the closest. We have Daniel Allgood with a 51-49% win, but that is well within the margin of error."
Moments later, Catrina said "And in a news item being drowned out by the election coverage as well as being of little news value, the Independent State Counsel wrapped up their report yesterday. Robert Mullen submitted the report to State Attorney General Karl Handel, but they made few comments about it and took no Press questions. The report itself accuses Governor Jared of discrimination against minorities and women, but does not give any specific instances that could lead to the Governor being charged with any crime. Several Democrat legislators say they will still work to impeach the Governor."



"More surprising about the Mullen Report," said Meredith Peller, "is what is not in it: any significant mention of TCPD Commander Donald Troy. Though the ISC's original mandate included investigating Commander Troy, the Grand Jury's refusal to bring charges against him was what some experts called the 'beginning of the end' of the credibility of the Mullen investigation."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning!" said the beautiful reporterette at 8:00am. "It's Election Day today, but we begin our coverage with the news that Robert Mullen issued his final Independent State Counsel report yesterday. The report blasted Governor Val Jared for his racist attitudes against undocumented workers, and also accused the Governor of abusing the power of his office against critics."
"Democrats are lining up to say that the report gives them plenty of reason to impeach Val Jared," continued Cynthia, "and they plan to do so after taking over both Houses of the State Legislature after today's elections. The report surprisingly did not mention any criminal actions by Commander Donald Troy, who Mr. Mullen was also investigating..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said Tanya, as we began the Angels meeting in my office, "looks like KSTD is back in the 'haters' camp."
"With the new Fox channel," Teresa said, "being fair and balanced, much less honest, is a losing proposition for KSTD. KXTC has really toned it down, though. And it's the most political day of the year, but Amber and Penis Holder are nowhere to be seen."
"They'll be on tonight, and all night, with election coverage." I said. "But Penis Holder is still employed by them, so it doesn't matter what else they do; they're still the Enemy." I saw Cindy grimace as I said that.
Part 24 - Wildcat vs. Panthers
At 10:15am, Captain Teresa Croyle came to my office. "Sir," she said, "I just got a report that six black men with baseball bats are at Smedley Elementary School. They're letting blacks in to vote, but threatening whites. They assaulted an elderly couple and knocked them to the ground. Police are there, but it's a standoff."
"Radio them to hold in place until I get there." I said. I grabbed my red crowbar and we headed to my Police SUV.
The school was south of the Downtown district, and had been where Joe Smedley had attended elementary school decades before. As we pulled up, I observed the situation.
Six men dressed in the attire I knew to be the Black Panthers were at the entrance of the elementary school gym, where the voting was taking place. There was a line of voters waiting to go in, an ambulance, and two Police cruisers. A rookie Uniformed Officer, Patrolman Hardy, who was white, was trying to talk to the men. Another rookie Officer, Patrolman Drew, had his gun drawn, but pointed at the ground. Lt. Rudistan and Sergeant Clark arrived just as we did. I also observed that two Press vans had already arrived: KXTC and KFXU.
"Holster your weapon, Drew!" I barked as I came up. Drew did so. Hardy also back off and came to us.
"They're threatening to kill any white person that tries to go in and vote." said Hardy. "We're not sure if they're armed with more than the baseball bats."
"Well, one way to find out." I said. I took off my gunbelt, handing it to Teresa.
"Sir, you're not going to make me tackle you, are you?" asked Rudistan.
"Nope." I said. "There's only six of them. And no, Rudistan, you will not try to tackle me. Do I make myself clear?"
"You heard the man, Rudistan." barked Teresa. "Be ready to go in if he gets in trouble, though."
"I don't believe what I just heard." I said. I then began walking forward.
"Hey, it's the Iron Cracker!" said one of the Black Panthers. "You better get the fuck outta here, or we're gonna whip yo lily white ass, too!"
"And you're about to get your chance." I said. "Or you can lie down prone on the ground and not get hurt."
"You outta yo mind, Cracker!" snarled one of the Panthers. "I'm going to kill you if you if I can."
I went over to the first white person in the line. "Let's go vote, shall we?" I said. The man looked fearful, but came with me. The Black Panthers moved to stop us... giving me 'probable cause'. I launched into the attack.
The center man swung his bat at me, but my upward crowbar blow forced it up over my head. I did not attack him; I went for the man to my left, his right. I smashed my fist into his nose, then ducked as the man on the end to his right swung his bat at me. He missed me, and hit the man I'd just punched.
The others were converging, but I executed a martial arts kick that Cindy would've liked and caught one of them in the face, knocking him down. Then I whirled and brought the red crowbar to bear against the last two.
They were discombobulated, and reeling, and I pressed the attack. One by one I knocked them down. Any man who tried to get up was either viciously kicked or took a crowbar to the back. Those still standing or on their knees tried to swing their bats, and found me faster and my crowbar connecting more solidly.
"Don't get up!" I snarled as I finished subduing them all. One Black Panther did not listen, and I kicked him in the ribs as hard as I could. Another man tried to get up, and felt the full power of an unfettered crowbar swing smash into his back. He'd be spasming up in an hour or so.
"I can do this all day, shit eaters!" I said as they continued to try to get up and attack me, only to be knocked down hard with vicious kicks and crowbar blows. They finally gave up and just lay there.
"Lieutenant!" I called out to Rudistan, "take these shit eaters to jail. Assaulting a Police Officer, resisting arrest, making terroristic threats at these voters, assault on that couple the ambulance people were treating, and whatever intimidation and voting laws they've violated."
"Yes sir!" said Rudistan. The six thugs were handcuffed, and more Officers arriving on the scene loaded them into the waiting paddywagon.
"I-urn Crow-bar!" *clap* *clap* *clap-clap-clap* "I-urn Crow-bar!" *clap* *clap* *clap-clap-clap* cheered the people in the line... both white and black. I waved at them then put my gunbelt back on.
"We just got another call." said Teresa. "A.M.E. Church, same thing."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We pulled up at the A.M.E. Church. Six more thugs with baseball bats were prohibiting whites from entering the Fellowship Hall to vote. I briefly wondered why those that so bitterly opposed the mingling of Church and State never complained about voting occurring in churches, but I digress.
"I don't want no trouble here." said the Rev. Joseph E. Williams, to me.
"You've got until my backup arrives to get them to lie down and surrender." I said as I handed Teresa my gunbelt again. "Once my people are here, those slugs are going down... the Iron Crowbar way."
The Reverend Williams's entreaties to the Black Panthers went unheeded. One Black Panther said "Come on you pussy Iron Cracker! I'll beat your fucking lily white head in!"
As Rudistan's vehicle came up, I launched into the attack. These guys fought harder, and even intercepted some of my crowbar blows. But half of their blows hit each other, while all of mine connected solidly with arms, ribs, bellies, and backs. I was beginning to have fun, but when the perps realized I was trying to hit them in their heads with a bar of solid iron, that I was not trying to subdue them but seriously harm them, even kill them, they began giving up.
"You're having too much fun, Commander." Teresa said. "Can I have the next set?"
"I want in on this, too!" Rudistan said jovially.
"I'm afraid not, guys." I said. "The Press got all of the first fight, and some of the second. My ass is highest up the flagpole; I want only me taking the arrows for this."
"Darn." said Teresa.
"Six to one odds, sir?" asked Rudistan. "What's your secret?"
"I'm a Wildcat." I said, deadpan straight. "It's gonna take more than six Panthers to whip one Wildcat. And even more Bulldogs. Is that not right, Captain Croyle?"
"I'll have to ask Commander Ross for her opinion on that, sir." said Teresa. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Reverend Williams," I said to the pastor, who'd been gaping at what he'd seen as Police carted the thugs away, "if you have any more problems with voter suppression, just give me a call and I'll be right down."
"Yeah." he whispered. "I've never seen anything like that in my life. You do realize that Black Panthers train in the martial arts?"
"They better train harder, if they think they're going to suppress voters in my County." I said as we turned to go.
Part 25 - The Election Results
KFXU got the scoop. They showed me engaging the Black Panthers in personal combat and winning. There were no more issues at the polling places, especially after I gave Catrina Pierce a comment that I was not tolerating anyone suppressing anyone else's right to vote.
The Reverend Joseph E. Williams also gave them a comment, thanking me for helping people vote at his church. I was surprised; I'd halfway expected him to complain about my use of violent force against the Black Panthers.
Teresa deployed Officers at polling places where persons of multiple ethnicities voted. The southern areas and northern suburbs were not expected to have problems, and they did not.
At 5:00pm, the Chief called me into his office. "Go on home." he said. "The polls close at seven, and the Press is going to call the Sheriff's race within two minutes of that. You need to be at the Griswold party, and in civilian clothes. I'll see you there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:30pm, Laura and I took Carole and Jim to The Cabin, where Maggie Ross and Callie Carrington were babysitting my kids (including Tasha), Todd's kids, little Pete Feeley and his sisters, and Marie. Then we went to the Hyatt Hotel. Chief Griswold's party was in Ballroom 2, and Sheriff Allgood's party was in Ballroom 1.
Cindy, Teresa, Todd, Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman, and the Steeles were already there. We were given 'all access' passes, and brought to the 'green room' behind the stage. The Griswolds were already there.
"Glad you could make it, Crowbar!" said the old Chief as he came up to me and man-hugged me. "You're gonna have a speaking role tonight, by the way."
"Please don't do that to me, Chief." I said. Griswold just chuckled, his mustaches twitching merrily, then went on to greet the other guests. I spoke to Mrs. Griswold.
"Why, hello, Donny." she said. "It's so nice to see you again. It's been such a long time." Well... it had not been a long time, and I noticed the introspective look behind her eyes.
"I'm glad to be here tonight." I said. Cindy came up and spoke to Mrs. Griswold, then Cindy and I stepped to one side.
"Something's not quite right with Mrs. Griswold." I said. "She acted almost as if she didn't know who I was."
"I was getting that vibe, too." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris at the KXTC Channel Two Decision Desk!" said Amber at 7:00pm, to open KXTC's election coverage. "Joining me tonight is KXTC political reporter Lester Holder."
We were watching on a television in the 'green room' area, but the coverage was being shown on the projection screen behind the stage. The gathering audience booed loudly at hearing the Penis Holder's name.
"And it's seven o'clock, and the polls are closing in the County." Amber said. "Channel Two News can now project that former Police Chief Antonio Griswold has won the election for Sheriff." The crowd erupted as Amber continued: "Sheriff-Elect Griswold has defeated former TCPD Commander Della Harlow by a substantial margin, per early returns and our exit polling projections."
"That's right, Amber." said Lester Holder. "We can also project that all nine incumbent members of the Town & County Council have won re-election. And we are projecting that Sheila Sorrells will defeat Dexter Epstein for the tenth and final Council seat."
Amber said "The so-called eleventh Council seat, actually that of the Mayor, is still up for grabs and too close to call. Exit polling and early projections show a dead heat race."
I watched as Burt West of KXTC and Sean Carlsen of KFXU came to Chief Griswold and Judge Lorraine McGill, his Campaign Manager. After they talked awhile, Chief Griswold came over and had us gather around.
"They're asking me to go ahead and make my victory speech." said Griswold. "But I'm waiting on some of the Council Members and the Allgoods to get here. They should be here by 7:30 to 7:45, so be ready to go out with me when they arrive."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And we have our first controversy of the night." said Amber Harris at 7:25pm. "Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver, who is a candidate for Mayor, filed a motion in Court to have the polling stations in the southern parts of Town re-opened. He stated that people were not being permitted to go in and vote, and were being disenfranchised."
"Judge Harry Nance ordered those specific polls to be re-opened," said Amber Harris, "but Judge Patrick R. Folsom, the senior Superior Court Judge in this District, reversed Judge Nance's order, and ordered the polling places closed after lawyers for Daniel Allgood, Mr. Weaver's opponent in the Mayor's race, filed a complaint. Within five minutes, Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court overturned Judge Folsom's order, and ordered that Judge Nance's order be reinstated."
"However," continued Amber, "State Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert Johnson stepped in within five minutes, and overturned Leahy's order. Chief Justice Johnson said that anyone in line when the polls closed were being allowed to vote, and anyone that got in line later had missed their chance to vote. The Chief Justice made a point to say that people have had several weeks to vote early and twelve hours to vote today, and that businesses are required to allow their employees time off to go vote. Chief Justice Johnson also stated that he would refer Judge Harry Nance to the State Legislature for impeachment and removal for opening just some of the polling places. A State Law passed three years ago requires that all polling places in a jurisdiction be opened, or none of them."
"Looks like those white judges are trying to suppress the minority vote, Amber." said Lester Holder. Amber said nothing, and looked as if she were feeling ill as she gave Holder a sideways glance.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sorry we're late." said Daniel Allgood as he and Melina came in. "My lawyers had to go fight Weaver's attempt to re-open only his minority districts."
"We understand." said Griswold. "I'm afraid it's going to be that kind of a night for you. How are the polls?"
"Tighter than a jealous Crusader's chastity belt." said Daniel. "We think we're going to win, but it may be within that half-percent where Weaver could demand a recount. Well, he can demand one anyway, but if it's not within half a percent, he has to pay for it himself. And by the way... right now you're at 80%, Chief."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:43pm, the announcer, the same woman that had introduced me at the rally some days before, announced Chief Griswold's arrival. The packed room began cheering loudly as Chief Griswold escorted his wife to the stage, the rest of us following at a respectful distance.
"It looks like it's going to be a great night for us!" said Griswold. "I want to thank all of you who volunteered your time and gave your money to our campaign. We could not have done it without you. I especially want to thank today's poll watchers! You had a hard day, and there was a lot of stuff going on, but you made sure we had an honest election!" The crowd cheered.
"First, I want to thank my lovely wife, for giving me permission to run, and for standing at my side during this campaign." said Griswold, to loud cheers as he kissed Mrs. Griswold on the cheek. He then said "I want to thank my campaign managers, Judge Lorraine McGill and Mrs. Myrtle James. And I want to thank Daniel Allgood for the terrific job he did as Sheriff the last four years. Come on up here, Daniel!" The crowd roared as Daniel went up and waved briefly.
The Sheriff-elect then said: "I'm looking forward to working with Police Chief Moynahan, Fire Chief Quinlin, and Public Health Officer Paige to make the Town & County Public Safety Department the best in the world for all of our County's citizens!" More cheering.
"On a more serious note," said Griswold, "we didn't all make it. My son Charlie was a very brave young man, that helped our great Detectives and the FBI arrest a criminal and help bring others to Justice." It got quiet in the room as Griswold continued: "Our opponent resorted to some of the dirtiest tactics we've ever seen. For Della Harlow to use a photo of my dead son being awarded a medal to attack us was one of the most despicable things I have ever seen. I will not be forgetting that, and I will never forgive it!" The audience booed what Della Harlow had done.
"Della Harlow then conspired to defame Daniel Allgood, for which she as well as Gayle Tunnin should've been charged." continued Griswold. "And when I am sworn in as Sheriff, I will be encouraging the new District Attorney to bring full criminal charges against Harlow!"
"LOCK HER UP! LOCK HER UP! LOCK HER UP! LOCK HER UP!" roared the crowd. I was clapping; it's about time a Republican candidate not forgive and forget Democrat criminal actions, unlike the national Republican Establishment that always does, I was thinking to myself.
"Like I said," said Griswold, "I lost one son. But there is another man here that is like a son to me. I thank God this County has one of the greatest Police Officers and the greatest Detective I have ever known, working for all of you. Don Troy has endured being wounded, threats to himself and his family, and the slander and smears of our opponents. But he has carried out his duty with honor and distinction! Crowbar, come up here!"
I felt myself being gently 'nudged' towards the podium. The main culprit was the Green Crowbar, Cindy Ross. She had help from the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle, and my nephew Todd Burke. When I got there, I extended my hand to shake Griswold's, but that was not enough for him. He pulled me to him in a 'Grizz'-ly Bear hug as the crowd roared. Then Griswold pointed to the podium, for me to say something.
Fortunately, having been forewarned, I was prepared. I stepped up to the bank of microphones and said enthusiastically "Ladies and Gentlemen, your next Town & County Sheriff!" while pointing at our next Town & County Sheriff. The audience cheered even more loudly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Griswold stayed at his gathering for a while, meeting and greeting, and thanking supporters. Meanwhile, I decided to follow Daniel and Melina to their suite, to watch the returns on television. Laura said she would go on back home to The Cabin and help babysit. Her unspoken message was clear: her rift with Melina was not healed. At all.
Cindy and I were among the first to arrive. Joanne Warner and her husband Seth were already there. Joanne was showing off pictures of her new dog Leo, who was growing like a weed and remained an extremely handsome dog like his father, the redoubtable Bowser.
"That was a great job, what you did to those Black Panthers." Melina said to me. "I'd have just shot them."
"Naaah, my way was a lot more fun." I said with a smile. Then, to change the subject, I said more loudly "How are the returns?"
"Pretty good." said Daniel's campaign manager, Scott Peterson, who was pretending to get along with me, for this night anyway. "We're up 53-47%, but a lot of the southern Town vote will come in last."



"And then the tricks will begin." I said.
"You think so?" asked Melina.
"Wanna bet against me on it... like so many of your FBI colleagues?" I asked, whispering the last part.
"Nooooooo." Melina wisely said.
"Smart lady." said a voice behind us. It was Jack Muscone, who had just come in with Tanya. We settled down to watch the television.
"What an ugly speech." Lester Holder was saying, of Griswold's speech. "Very hate-filled, very white nationalist. I mean come on, it's over, he's won. But he's acting petty and spite-filled, as if he'd lost."
Bettina Wurtzburg was also at the Channel Two Decision Desk, and she said, her face looking venomous: "If you'd lost your son, then had him attacked by that vicious ad Harlow ran, you'd be pretty unforgiving, too." Holder said nothing, but the look on his face was shock and anger at being contradicted. Bettina said "Amber, what are the State-wide polls looking like?"
"These are early returns, Bettina," said Amber, "but it looks like the State House will flip to the Democrats, as pollsters were predicting. But the State Senate, expected to be held by the Democrats, is looking far less certain. And in the Lieutenant Governor Special Election, Sharon Marshall is out to an early 57-43% lead over Maxine Watts, though the City and other Watts stronghold positions will be late coming in."
Amber then said "And we can now project that State Senator Katherine Woodburn has been re-elected to the State Senate for the 1st District, having easily defeated newcomer Republican Kirdy Stevens. We are also projecting that Town & County Solicitor Miriam Walters has defeated State Attorney Jenna Stiles and incumbent D.A. Gil Krasney to become the next Town & County District Attorney. Ms. Walters has a 55-40% lead over Ms. Stiles, with Mr. Krasney at 5%."
"The race for Solicitor between Ted Mason and Savannah Fineman is too close to call." sad Bettina, slowly edging Lester Holder out. "And it's too early to make a call on the U.S. Congress race, but incumbent Gerald A. Condor is ahead of Town & County Mayor Larry Vaughan 58-42%. Mayor Vaughan was one of the Republicans that the Caucus Voter Fraud scandal was expected to hurt, and it looks like it has damaged him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's not what I'm getting." I said as I looked at 'Crystal Clear Polling' on my iPhone. "Mason is up 55-45% over Fineman. Not sure why they're not mentioning that."
Teresa and Todd came in. Todd had done a lot of handshaking with Griswold's supporters at his party. Meanwhile, Teresa came up to me and said "Della Harlow's party shut down. It was at the University Hotel, alongside Eldrick Weaver's. She didn't even address the people there; they all just left and went to Weaver's party."
"About like all the people at Chief--- er, I mean Sheriff-elect Griswold's party are migrating to Daniel's party." Teresa grinned at my 'slip'.
"That was a great speech you gave." she said. "The Chief told us he was going to have you speak, and asked Cindy and me to make sure you went up to the podium. Then you just turned it back around on him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:45, Della Harlow's comments to the Media were shown: "We may have lost this battle, but the fight for women's rights, especially the right to be free of sexual harassment by men such as Daniel Allgood and Val Jared, will continue on. I look forward to working with Mayor Eldrick Weaver to make our Town & County a place where all minorities can live in security and have the same opportunities as those of men of white privilege!"
"Those were excellent comments." said Lester Holder, back in studio. "Very on-point. It's unfortunate that Griswold was just too popular with white voters to be beaten. Now, our only hope to stop Donald Troy's reign of racist terror is for Eldrick X. Weaver to win the Mayor's race."
"Let's go to Tim Sioban with our affiliate KSB in the City, for an update on State-wide races." said Bettina. "Tim!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Tim Sioban, at the KSB Decision Desk, with a State Map divided into counties behind him. "The State House appears well on its way to being a Democrat stronghold. House Speaker John Paul Newton has been defeated by newcomer Democrat Nina Cortez, a very young, brash Socialist. The biggest upset so far is Republican State Representative Jeff Canton of the Midtown suburbs, who lost to newcomer Frank Allen."
"Tim, what are the demographics of these races?" asked Amber.
"I'll just answer that the biggest demographic shift is the suburbs." said Sioban. "Canton was believed to be strong in his district, but Allen is leading 57-43% in a race we have called for the Democrat. And in the State House seat from Westphalia, vacated by Sharon Marshall to run for Lieutenant Governor, Democrat Gloria Bernstein is winning handily."
"But it's not all good for the Democrats." said Sioban. "The State Senate is in serious jeopardy of flipping to the Republicans! Several Grassroots Conservatives that have allied with Governor Val Jared against illegal immigration surprisingly won the Republican nominations, and are now winning in the General Elections. Rural areas such as Rocktown and Van Waring, as well as Farmdale and Rivers Counties, are flipping as Conservatives win there."
"And in the all-important Lieutenant Governor's race, Sharon Marshall leads 56-44%, but a lot of the City, Southport, and Midtown vote has yet to be counted." said Tim. "Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Tim!" said Bettina. We noticed that Lester Holder was no longer at the Decision Desk. "Lester Holder is on his way to Eldrick Weaver's rally at the University Hotel. In the meantime, we have Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling. Karl, what is going on in the State Legislature?"
"As your colleague Tim Sioban just said, and accurately," said Frazier, "the suburbs, which were Republican strongholds two years ago, are now solidly blue Democrat districts. Shifting ethnic demographics, as well as disgust with the Establishment Republicans like Wilson Hammonds, have caught up to the Republicans. Those polled also cite the Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen's tactics, which the electorate describes as 'shady', as part of the Republicans's problems, and that's before factoring in the recent vote-counting scandal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy got off her phone and came over to me and whispered "That was Priya. KXTC has gotten over 1500 phone calls complaining about Lester Holder's comments. They sent him to Weaver's campaign rally just to get him off the Desk and off the air for a while."
"He's still employed by them?" I asked, and Cindy knew what I meant.
"Maybe not for long." she said.
"They firing him for cause? For what he said about Tasha?" I asked.
"We'll see."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00pm, KXTC came on the air as if it was their regular night news broadcast. "And we have breaking news on several fronts as we continue to cover the State and Local elections!" said Bettina Wurtzburg.
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris. "In State news, our affiliate KSB has called the special election for Lieutenant Governor, and they project Sharon Marshall, the Republican from Westphalia, to be the winner over City Democrat Maxine Watts. Let's go to Tim Sioban of KSB for the latest. Tim!"
"That's right, Amber and Bettina!" said Tim Sioban. "Sharon Marshall, Grassroots Conservative and ally of Governor Val Jared, almost lost the Republican Caucus when the State Republican Party attempted to defraud voters by naming State Attorney General Karl Handel the winner of that race. Now Ms. Marshall will be the next Lieutenant Governor of the State."
Sioban continued: "This puts the State Democrats's plan to impeach Governor Jared in flux. Some Establishment Republicans were prepared to work with the Democrats to remove Jared from the Governor's Mansion, but they're now faced with the prospect of just another Grassroots Republican taking his place."
"Also complicating things," said Sioban, "is the shocking result tonight in the Legislature. The Democrats have won the State House, as predicted. But in a result no one saw coming, it appears that the Republicans will take control of the State Senate! Divided Government will continue to be the norm in Midtown. Back to you, Amber and Bettina!"
"Thank you, Tim!" said Bettina. "Amber, that's just shocking, especially the Republicans taking the Senate."
"It certainly is, Bettina," said Amber, "and like Jared's win two years ago, this was unexpected. Okay, let's go to the local races. They are almost all decided. Chief Griswold has won the Sheriff's race by a 79-21% margin. All ten Council seats have gone as expected, with no upsets. The Town Assembly remains the same in terms of numbers, as Mayoral Candidate Eldrick X. Weaver's seat went to another Democrat, and two retiring Republicans were replaced by Republicans. Miriam Walters will be the new District Attorney in January."
"We can now call the Solicitor race." said Bettina. "Assistant District Attorney Ted Mason has defeated Assistant Solicitor Savannah Fineman, and will be our next Solicitor. That just leaves the big one: the race for Mayor. Let's go to Lester Holder at Eldrick Weaver's campaign rally at the University Hotel. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina" said Holder. "The race for Mayor is as tight as it can get. Sheriff Daniel Allgood, who was accused of sexual harassment by a former employee directly underneath him, holds a 50.5-49.5 lead over Town Assemblyman and Civil Rights leader Eldrick X. Weaver. That one percent lead is enough that a recount would have to be paid for by the campaign of the losing candidate, but votes are still coming in from several districts in the southern Town area."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30am, Wednesday, November 7th. Scott Peterson came into the suite.
"KFXU is going to call the race for you, Daniel." Peterson said. "KSTD is not going to make a call until the County Elections Board issues a final count, and KXTC is not going to call the race at all, pending an expected recount."
We turned the TV to KFXU, Channel 8. An exhausted-looking Catrina Pierce came on. "We're at the Allgood rally at the Hyatt Hotel. Daniel Allgood is in his room in the hotel, but is expected to come down momentarily. Meredith, do we have breaking news?"
"Yes we do, Catrina." said Meredith, at the Fox Eight Decision Desk. "We are now calling the race. With 100% of precincts reporting, Daniel Allgood has defeated Eldrick X. Weaver, and will be the next Mayor of the Town & County, succeeding Larry Vaughan, who lost his race for the U.S. Congress to incumbent Gerald A. Condor."
Cheers erupted in the room, as well as in the ballroom where the Allgood rally was in progress. A moment later, Daniel's phone rang. He listened, said "Thank you." and disconnected.
"That was our person at the County Elections Board." said Daniel. "All the votes are counted, and they're going to certify it. We've won, 50.6% to 49.4%." More cheers erupted.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eldrick X. Weaver appeared before his loyal throngs at the rally at the University Hotel. "We are not conceding this race." he declared. "There are still votes to be counted. We want to make sure that all the votes are counted, especially votes cast by minorities and women. We will have no more for you tonight, so head on home, and we'll continue the fight tomorrow morning."
Weaver went from the stage to Lester Holder, who was waiting to interview him. A throng of reporters and cameras were also there.
"Eldrick," said Lester, "how do you feel right now?"
"I feel like we have a lot of work to do." said Weaver. "We have to make sure that all minority votes are counted, to make sure their voices are heard. We believe that when all the votes are counted, we will win."
Lester Holder said "Mr. Weaver, would you say that anyone who voted for Daniel Allgood is a racist?"
"I agree with that." said Weaver. "The stench of white nationalism and racist corruption still infects this County. We must work ceaselessly to overcome Daniel Allgood's racism at the ballot box, and by any means necessary..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"... by any means necessary."
"What does he mean by that?" asked Chief Moynahan, who was in the 'green room' behind the stage of the Allgood rally ballroom.
"I think we'll find out in the next couple of days." I said.
"Okay, everyone!" said Daniel Allgood. "Let's go on out!" He and Melina made their way to the stage, where the crowd that had gathered cheered mightily.
"The votes are all counted." said Allgood. "And I have been informed that we have won this race!" The crowd cheered. After a moment, Daniel said "I am ready to serve all citizens of this County, regardless of ethnicity, religion, gender or orientation, the same way I served as Sheriff. I call upon Eldrick Weaver to stop his rhetoric of racist hate speech, to accept the will of the People of the Town & County, and to concede this race. I look forward to working with the Town & County Council, Sheriff-elect Griswold, District-Attorney-elect Walters, and our Boards of Commissioners to ensure fair and limited Government for all this County's citizens!"
Daniel thanked his wife, campaign people, and ended his speech as the crowds cheered.
"Well, you're two for two." said Cindy as we watched. "You pushed Griswold and Allgood into running, and they both won."
"I love it when a plan comes together." I said, but not enthusiastically.
"You don't think it's over, do you?" Cindy asked, peering at me.
"Not by a longshot." I replied, staring forward. "Not by a longshot..."
Part 26 - Those Who Count The Votes...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 7th, from in front of City Hall. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of yesterday's historic elections!"
"Sheriff Daniel Allgood claimed victory in the Mayor's race last night," said Bettina, "but Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver refused to concede, saying that not all the votes had been counted, and making the accusation that minority voting had been suppressed. He is demanding a recount, and plans to file a lawsuit to challenge the results."
"In a related story," said Bettina, "State Senator Maxine Watts declined to concede the Lt. Governor race, saying that she believes the results were rigged, and that anyone who voted for Sharon Marshall is racist against persons of color. Acting Secretary of State Kirby Grace certified Ms. Marshall as the winner, and she will be sworn in immediately, as she is filling the unexpired term of Lt. Governor Graham Collins, who was assassinated last summer."
"Now let's go to our Executive Producer and Publisher, Burt West." Bettina said.
"Thank you, Bettina," said West, who was sitting in the KXTC studios. "It is with regret but necessity that I report to you that we have terminated our political reporter Lester Holder for cause. After an extensive investigation, it was determined that Mr. Holder did use a racial slur in referring to Commander Donald Troy's daughter, Tasha Troy-Patterson. We also received over two thousand calls last night, complaining of an overtly racist attitude in Mr. Holder's comments. While we strive for fairness and diversity in reporting, we can no longer tolerate comments by Mr. Holder that stray too far from accepted discourse. On behalf of KXTC, I apologize to Tasha Troy-Patterson and her family for the pain caused by Mr. Holder's unfortunate comments."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well?" Cindy whispered to me as we sat in MCD and watched with all the Detectives.
"Okay." I said. "Now we can begin to negotiate. But that's all... negotiation, not forgiveness."
"You are one stubborn redhead." Cindy retorted.
"Must run in the family." I replied. "Blondes related to me are even more stubborn." Cindy couldn't argue with that.
"Commander," said Joanne Warner, "how could the Democrats win the State House, but the Republicans win the State Senate?"
"Good question." I said. "First, there is a massively changing demographic in America: the suburbs. I was looking at national returns on Crystal Clear Polling. As an example, Orange County, California used to be solidly Republican, except for two tiny spots of Democrat blue. But as of last night's elections... Orange County is solidly blue. Not a speck of red."
"Also," I continued, "the Georgia 7th District is mostly Gwinnett County northeast of Atlanta, and an Atlanta suburb. It was once the fastest growing county in the entire Nation, and used to be solidly Republican. Last night, that District voted 57% for the Democrat candidate for Governor. Not 50% or 51%, but a whopping 57%. That is a HUGE flip in two years. And the Georgia 6th District, also an Atlanta suburb, which was once Speaker Newt Gingrich's district and solidly Republican, elected a Democrat over the Establishment Republican incumbent."
"So the suburbs, nationwide," I continued, "are no longer the Republican strongholds they once were. Republican State Rep. Jeff Canton of the Midtown suburbs was beaten. Westphalia is something of a suburb of the City, and Sharon Marshall might've held onto that seat, but when she didn't run for it, the Democrat easily beat the Republican there."
"As to the State Senate," I said, "let me first say the U.S. Senate is populated by the sovereign States, two Senators per State regardless of that State's size or population. Rhode Island and California each send two Senators to Washington. But States have to create their Senates by less obvious means, and generally on an equal-population basis. I personally think Nebraska has it right: they only have one chamber, their State Senate."
"Anyhoo," I went on, "our State basically makes three State House districts into one State Senate district. But when they gerrymandered the maps to guarantee districts that would elect a minority, usually a Democrat, it skewed other districts more solidly Republican. So even though the suburb districts flipping to blue was enough to give the Democrats the State House, it wasn't enough to overcome in the Senate districts. Add to it that several Senate districts's primaries were won by Grassroots Conservatives over Establishment Republicans, and you had those Conservatives voting for their candidate when they otherwise would not vote for a Wilson Hammonds Establishment weenie."
"I gotta make this coffee stronger." said Jerome Davis, who had made the coffee strong as it was. "You just put me to sleep with that lecture, Commander." Everyone laughed as a red crowbar was waved in Jerome's general direction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 10:15am. "We have breaking news! A poll worker from the Southwestern Ghetto area of Town found two boxes of uncounted ballots in the trunk of her car. When she, along with representatives and lawyers for Eldrick X. Weaver, brought them to County Elections Board to be counted, the Board refused to accept them, saying that every voting precinct had already turned in their ballots."
"Eldrick Weaver's attorneys immediately filed a lawsuit, demanding that the votes be counted." said Bettina. "Judge Rodney K. Watts was assigned to examine the documents and make a ruling. Weaver's attorneys demanded Watts be recused because he is Maxine Watts's first cousin, and they also demanded that Judge Harry Nance decide the veracity of the ballots, but Judge Patrick R. Folsom immediately refused that, saying that even 100% of the found ballots going to Maxine Watts would not change the Lieutenant Governor results, and that Judge Rodney K. Watts was a fair and honest jurist."



"Appeals to Appellate Court Judge Leahy were denied." said Bettina. "Additionally, the State Supreme Court has suspended Judge Harry Nance for what was termed a 'grossly incorrect ruling' in attempting to order certain voting precincts be re-opened but not others, as well as ignoring the orders of the Courts and the State Elections Board. The State Supreme Court has referred Nance to the State Legislature for impeachment."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There it is." I said as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room. "There will be enough votes to overturn the result for the Mayor's race. Teresa, get the SWAT Teams ready. I fully expect demonstrations to start up immediately." Teresa got up and rushed out of the room.
The demonstrations were not much, though. About 30 people, with printed signs that were made to look handmade, showed up in Courthouse Square near the Courthouse complex. KXTC and KSTD gave them fawning coverage.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice joined Weaver's lawsuit to force those 'found' ballots to be counted and added to the vote totals." Paulina Patterson said. "They sent an attorney from Washington. I'd say she got here mighty fast."
Paulina, Sheriff Allgood, Chief Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Jack Muscone and myself were in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "It's not all that far from here to the City. In other words, she was already in a hotel there, somewhere. And I'll be more than generously fair: she probably came just as much to help Maxine Watts if that election had been closer. But no, let's not be fooled, she fully expected this attempt to steal the election, and she's going to do what she can to help Weaver succeed in the theft."
"Judge Watts and his staff are examining the ballots, which are all paper." said Paulina. "The claim is that the electronic machines broke down at that polling site. The woman who had them said she put them in the trunk of her car to drive to the County Elections Board, went in to use the restroom and was asked to do something. By the time she was done, she claims, she'd simply forgotten about the ballots until this morning."
"Did anyone tell her that if Judge Watts disallows the ballots, the TCPD will be arresting her for felony voter fraud?" I asked.
"No." said Daniel Allgood, "but if anyone does or if you make that arrest, Weaver will claim intimidation."
"And the USDOJ Civil Rights people might start trying to make arrests of certain Police Commanders again." said Jack Muscone.
"Let 'em." I said. "She, and they, need to be aware of the consequences, if she goes through with this. This is not Minnesota, and it's not Al Franken stealing a Senate election. We enforce the law here."
"Don, please... please just let my lawyers handle this." Daniel pleaded.
"Crowbar is right, you know." replied Griswold, to Allgood. "For the future, and for other jurisdictions, we have to show the bastards we don't accept their criminal actions. And we especially need to show the U.S. DOJ that we will not be intimidated by them, especially after the stunt they pulled last time."
"That won't happen again." said Muscone. "They know they crossed the line on that one."
"Daniel, have you contacted the State Republican Office?" asked Paulina, mostly to change the subject away from the U.S. DOJ.
"Yes." Allgood said, "but after Don sandblasted them after that Caucus fraud disaster, they're totally rudderless. Don't get me wrong, Don, you did the right thing. But the State Republicans are a disaster, and couldn't help me if they wanted to."
"And do they want to?" asked Chief Moynahan.
Daniel said "The State Republican Party is pretty much one man, right now. Wilson Hammonds. And I doubt he'd lift a finger to help me."
"It's going to be fun watching him as House Minority Leader." I said, smiling at the thought of that. "But he is not the true Republican power in this State. Chief Griswold can contact the Governor, if you and he are amenable to it... or I can call Moe Molinari for you."
"Thanks," said Daniel, "but again, let's just let the lawyers handle it. Rodney K. Watts is as good as we're going to get in any Court. Let's just see what he does..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After a delicious lunch at the Cop Bar with Jack Muscone, I returned to my office. A few moments later, a lovely sight greeted my eyes as Cindy brought the gorgeous Priya Ajmani to my office. Cindy sat on the sofa as Priya looked around the room.
"Please give Senator Woodburn my congratulations on her win." I said. "Of course, she didn't have much competition."
"Thank you, I'll tell her." said Priya. "I just thought I'd stop by to say hello to you, and to Commander Ross, of course."
"Of course." I said. "So... how is Lester Holder taking his firing?"
Priya smiled as she said "The Penis Holder has been left holding the bag. He's threatening to sue KXTC, and will cite racial discrimination for being fired."
"And Nance is suspended, so that means Judge Watts will likely get the case." I said. "I'm not going to wager much on Holder's chances."
"Neither am I." said Priya. "So... what can Bettina do to make you happy again? Besides the obvious... giving you a sloppy, hot blowjob?"
"Damn, girl!" Cindy gasped. I laughed.
"Well, more practically..." I said, beginning the Art of the Deal.
Part 27 - No Injustice, No Peace
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, November 8th. "The entire State is awaiting Judge Rodney K. Watts's ruling on whether or not to count a batch of ballots found in the trunk of a poll worker's car!"
"Judge Watts will make his ruling at 10:00am, after his staff spent the night reviewing the disputed ballots." Bettina said. "Social Justice groups are massing near the Courthouse complex, their signs and their voices demanding the votes be counted. The group 'Black Voices Raised' issued a statement declaring that blacks would be disenfranchised if these votes were not counted and added to the total."
"Eldrick X. Weaver's campaign is prepared to appeal the ruling if Judge Watts's decision does not go their way, and Weaver says he is prepared to file a Civil Rights complaint with the U.S. Department of Justice as well as a Federal lawsuit alleging discrimination against blacks."
"Acting State Secretary of State Kirby Grace has said he will certify the current results if Judge Watts disallows the extra ballots." Bettina said. "Maxine Watts demanded Mr. Grace recuse himself and resign, saying that he was, quote, 'a racist like Val Jared', close quote."
"Meanwhile, Governor Jared instructed Colonel Hartmann of the State Patrol to prepare State Patrol Officers to augment the Town & County Police to quell any riots or violence that occur after Judge Watts's ruling. Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex of 'Citizens For Police Accountability' blasted the Governor, saying he is once again attempting to use the Power of Police to violently suppress the free speech rights of minority citizens."
"And in his first official Press statement in months," Bettina continued, "TCPD Commander Donald Troy said that peaceful protests would be acceptable, but he would not tolerate violence nor abusive behavior by anyone. He also congratulated his mentor, former Police Chief Griswold, upon Griswold's 'resounding' victory in the race for Sheriff. When asked through the TCPD Press Office if he thought Della Harlow should be criminally charged for her role in Gayle Tunnin's accusations of sexual harassment against Daniel Allgood, Commander Troy replied through Captain Damien Thompson: 'Ask me again in January.'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we sat and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room, Chief Moynahan asked "Captain Croyle, are we ready for any trouble?"
"As much as we can be, Chief." replied Teresa.
"Has Colonel Hartmann contacted you?" I asked.
"Captain Cortese of our local State Patrol Post has." said Teresa. "He asked how many Patrolmen did I need to augment the TCPD. I asked how many people did he have, and to send them all."
"Good God!" exclaimed the Chief. "What are you anticipating?"
I said "I was going to discuss this in greater detail in our various morning meetings, but I'll just say it now. We are getting word that George Schwartz and Maxine Watts are coordinating the movement of several hundred of those red-shirt-wearing thugs towards our County. T-Square and 'The Teacher' put out the word for people in this County to sit this one out and save their protests for a better day and more worthy cause, so the Agitators are going to 'import' troublemakers."
"How many are we talking?" asked the Chief.
I glanced around the room, then looked at the Chief. "Between six hundred and one thousand people, Chief."
"Ohhhhh my God." said the Chief.
"That shows their expectation that Judge Watts will deny the extra votes, which is the early word I'm getting, as well." I said.
"What... what are you planning to do, Captain Croyle?" said the Chief.
"If worst comes to worst," Teresa said, "we have 150 M-4 semi-automatic rifles, which the Press calls 'assault weapons' to make them sound bad. Each M-4 comes with two hundred rounds of 5.56 NATO ammunition. And every Officer, a little over 220 in number, has a service weapon and up to 100 rounds of ammunition. And we have Tanya's Tank." We all laughed at that, and Tanya's eyes sparkled.
"But using all that would mean a bloodbath," Teresa continued, "and I hope it's not going to come to that."
"What are you going to doooooo, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"I'm going to get with Captain Croyle on how best to deploy our forces." I said. "And then I'm going to wait an see what happens."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The SWAT Team was in a basement room in the Courthouse complex, ready to be deployed. Other Police Officers and State Patrol Officers were on the roofs of various buildings. Drones were flying in wide circles around the area, and all traffic on College Street, Elm Street, and roads leading to the Square were cut off. It was 10:00am, and the State waited for Judge Watts's ruling.
He had allowed television cameras into the Court to broadcast the ruling. He sat down in his chair and bid the others in the packed Courtroom to do likewise.
After the Bailiff announced the case, Judge Watts said: "My review of these votes in dispute found several problems. First, two-man control of the ballots was lost when they were left alone. Just being locked up is not sufficient to overcome that problem."
"Second," said Judge Watts, "if all of these votes were accepted, the total number of ballots cast would exceed the total number of registered voters in that precinct."
"Third," continued Judge Watts, "the number of votes cast in these ballots for Eldrick Weaver were 90% of the total number of disputed votes. That in itself is possible, but the number of votes for Della Harlow for Sheriff was 82% of the overall votes in the disputed ballots, and that is totally out of sync with every other voting precinct in this County, as well as the legitimate votes of the precinct from which these disputed votes were allegedly cast. That leads me to suspect these votes are forged, and not actually cast."
"Therefore," finished Judge Watts, "I am disallowing these votes from being added to the overall totals, and ordering the County Elections Board to consider the vote count closed and finished." He banged his gavel on the desk, then got up and left. Reporters were disrespectfully already running out of the Courtroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Amber Harris, Channel Two News at Six!" said the athletic blonde reporterette at 6:00pm, Thursday, November 8th. "It has been a busy day in State and local politics today!"
"After Judge Rodney K. Watts denied allowing two boxes of votes that were found in a pollster's car to be added to the vote totals, Appellate Judge Leahy ordered that the vote not be certified until he could hear an appeal. But the State Supreme Court again stepped in and removed Leahy's stay, saying all appeals would come directly to them, and that there would be no more stays."
"Eldrick X. Weaver and the U.S. Department of Justice's Civil Rights division filed a Federal lawsuit against the Town & County, seeking to force the inclusion of the disputed votes." Amber continued. "Federal Judge K.M. Landis allowed parts of the lawsuit to go forward, but said that the disputed ballots would not be included in the vote totals after the anomalies found by Judge Watts."
"Weaver bitterly denounced the rulings, and called Judge Landis a 'white racist using his Bench as a legal lynching tree'." said Amber. When asked what he thought of Judge Watts, who is black, Weaver said 'Watts is an Uncle Tom, a tool of The Man. And he should've recused himself, as votes for his cousin Maxine Watts were also on the ballots.'."
"Acting State Secretary of State Kirby Grace certified the results of all the Town & County elections." said Amber. "But Social Justice groups are already calling Daniel Allgood 'illegitimate', and are demanding he not take office. Meanwhile, Daniel Allgood thanked his supporters and thanked the Courts for their 'swift and correct decisions'."
"Allgood also brazenly called upon Eldrick Weaver to concede that he lost a fair race, and work with the Mayor-elect to come together and work for a unified Town & County. Mr. Weaver replied that he had no intention of conceding a 'stolen' race, would not work with a 'racist sexual harasser' and 'illegitimate mayor', and that he would be working to bring social justice to disenfranchised blacks. It is obvious that Mr. Weaver does not intend to help heal the wounds of the last several months."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Courthouse complex was evacuated, and had been surrounded with triple-concertina barbed wire. The SWAT Team was inside the wire, ready to defend the complex.
I had put out an email to all Officers, asking for volunteers to be at City Hall tonight. I had said that the mission was potentially fatal, and also might require the application of deadly force, and I would only accept volunteers. I said that the rest of the Force would be deployed to protect other areas, that it was no shame to not volunteer, and that it would not be held against them to not volunteer; if they had families, I understood. I received 195 requests to volunteer. Teresa picked 150 of them, and they were given the M-4 rifles.
The Chief and Cindy were at Police Headquarters. I convinced, more like ordered, the Chief that he had to stay back and lead the Force, and that it was my job to lead in the field. The Chief did not want to engage in a Police Boxing Match with a Wildcat that had put down a dozen Black Panthers two days earlier, so he agreed.
The State Patrol and the Fire Department were deployed to steer the Antifa thugs into Courthouse Square. Fire Engines blocked University Avenue and Riverside Drive north and south, so they couldn't come behind us as we gathered around City Hall. I told Teresa that I expected them to come from the State west of us, as well as from Coltrane County; the State Patrol and Molly Evans's Nextdoor County Police had plans to interdict the thugs before they even got here... but the Enemy knew it, and was bypassing Nextdoor County.
As night fell, we began taking our places. Courthouse Square was abandoned; only Police were allowed to be there. The Press was there, as well, mostly positioned at the southeast and southwest corners. They were eager to record what they thought would be either harm to the Police, or the forced killing of what they would call 'innocent, peaceful protesters'.
The TCPD Officers were deployed around City Hall, the expected target of the demonstrators. I was standing in front of the statue of President Thomas Jefferson. A sidewalk went north-south in front of us, from Elm Street to College Avenue, and another was just in front of the Courthouse on the other side. Two sidewalks went from opposite corners and crossed in the middle of the Square. Teresa was to my left---
*Whirrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Perlman drove up the sidewalk in her Tank, the tracked wheelchair. She was carrying an M-4, and a bag of magazines, each holding 50 rounds of ammunition.
"What in the hell?" Teresa gasped, before regaining her composure.
"Captain Croyle did say my Tank was an asset." Tanya said with her cherubic grin, her eyes sparkling. I had to resist telling her to pull back. Not that we would, but everyone else could run to City Hall, and fight from within. Tanya couldn't.
For her to be here meant she intended to fight to the death at her post.
I was looking at her with something resembling a gray-eyed glare. Tanya said "I couldn't go on the mission to rescue Cindy. Even the Chief went on that one. But I can be here, now."
She had made an eloquent argument. I nodded to her, as speaking words would be improper for this moment. Despite the danger, I was not going to tell my Captain of Detectives to leave, and certainly not force her to withdraw in front of all the Officers behind us. We were committed. The die was cast.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first reports came in. Thugs by the hundreds were marching east on North Street, and north on University Avenue. They were coming.
"What do we want?!" some yelled. "Justice!" others yelled back.
"When do we want it?" some yelled. "Right now!" others yelled back. "No justice, no peace! No justice, no peace!"
Their first scouts arrived, young thugs wearing red shirts with the Antifa logo. I saw a flame flare up on the street near the J.P. Goldman Bank. Someone had thrown a Molotov cocktail, perhaps as a signal. Others were talking on their cellphones, I noticed. The thugs had used cellphones to coordinate and burn down buildings in the Ferguson riots that the Press had happily recorded. Obviously this was coordinated, as well.
Moments later, shouting, jeering thugs began pouring in from the east. Hundreds of them, slowly filling the eastern half of Courthouse Square. We were outnumbered already, and it was getting worse.
"Kill the Pigs!" someone in the group yelled. "Kill the Pigs!" Others took up the chant: "Kill... the... Pigs! Kill... the... Pigs! Kill... the... Pigs!"
As the slugs shouted obscenities at us, whirling their chains with locks attached to the ends, some armed with tire irons, some with baseball bats, some with Molotov cocktails, a few brandishing crowbars... the nerve of them, I thought... I let my mind reach out. I felt the hatred of the thugs... not anger, just the hate-filled desire to hurt others. I felt the fear of my Officers behind them, only natural, but I also felt their resolve to do their duty in spite of their fear. Tanya had a strange vibe, of facing the inevitable and surrendering to it, mentally prepared for it. I wondered if she was the reincarnation of someone at The Alamo...
From Teresa, no fear. At all. Only pure resolve. It takes a special kind of Warrior to be that, I thought. The Iron Wolf had inherited that from her father, and strengthened it like the sword steel of her katana.
Teresa and Tanya were armed with M-4s. Your Iron Crowbar was armed... with a red crowbar.
I had my short sword in my trenchcoat pocket, but I had left even my service weapon in my office in Headquarters. As the hundreds of red-shirted Antifa thugs collected in the Square, shouts of "Pigs!", "Crackers!" and "No Justice, No Peace!" filling the air, I assessed the numbers. By the time they were all there, we were outnumbered 6-1.
Six-to-one odds, I thought. Easy-peasy, Cindy would say. But 900 to 150?



Then I heard someone yell "Kill the Crackers! Let's go! Get them!". The red-shirted thugs began advancing on us. A couple of them began running towards us.
Here we go...
To be continued.
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Part 28 - Riders For Justice
"The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants."
------ Thomas Jefferson, 3rd President of the United States.
"No bastard ever won a war by dying for his country. He won it by making some other poor dumb bastard die for his country."
------ General George S. Patton, Jr.
We stood our ground, not moving, as the Antifa thugs attacked.
*Rrrrrrrrummmbbblllllllle*
They appeared seemingly out of nowhere. A line of motorcycles came from my left, going to north-to-south. They were biker gangs. One group formed a line between us and the thugs as more bikers came from every direction. The noise of hundreds of motorcycle engines filled the air.
The Antifa thugs began realizing they were ambushed, but it was too late. They were completely circled in. The bikers began driving in a circle around Courthouse Square, like sharks circling a soon-to-be-victim.
I noticed a large patch on the back of many of their leather jackets. In the middle was the blindfolded Lady Justice with her two scales, in silver against a blue background. Red ribbons went across the top and bottom. The white lettering on the red ribbon across the top said "The Guardians... Of Justice". The lettering on the bottom part said "Motorcycle Club".
Once the thugs were surrounded and unable to escape, the bikers stopped all at once. Then, except for the line between us and the thugs, the bikers got off their bikes and engaged the thugs in personal combat. The bikers had crowbars and tire irons, but mostly had their fists, and they used them to savagely beat the thugs.
It was not even a contest. When Force encounters Force and the Mind... the Mind wins, so Ayn Rand tells us. The bikers knew what they were fighting for; bikers are amazingly patriotic. The thugs weren't as enthusiastic for their cause when their bullying tactics were met by superior physical tactics.
The circle got tighter and tighter. Some thugs tried to break through to the southeast, but they were pursued and savagely beaten. The Press had been filming, but found their cameras taken from them and smashed to pieces on the ground. The Press began a tactical retreat, though they were not personally harmed in any way.
Teresa and I had not moved all this time. I could sense the relief in my Officers around City Hall, and in Tanya. We could see that the bikers had won the battle. As they finished up and returned to their bikes, hundreds of Antifa thugs were lying on the ground, their wrists and ankles zip-tied. Some of the bikers in front of us saluted us, and Teresa and I returned their salutes. The bikers began driving off in several long lines in every direction.
"Have everyone stand down." I said. "Captain Croyle, if you will be kind enough to have this excrement cleaned out of my Courthouse Square..."
"With pleasure, sir." said Teresa. Officers moved in as paddywagons and buses were called. Trip after trip was made, transporting criminals to County Jail as the Police made 632 arrests.
I turned to Tanya. "Thank you." I said.
"Least I could do for the Iron Crowbar, and the Guardians of Justice." Tanya replied with a grin. "And it meant something to be able to be here with you, sir."
"That was no small thing you did." I said, putting my arm around her and patting her on the shoulder. "That was bravery, and it was leadership, setting the example. And it more than vindicated me for bringing you back to the TCPD." Tanya just reached her hand over and patted my hand on her shoulder with her hand.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At County Jail, two long 'tent city' tents had been set up. One held the arrested suspects. They were brought in groups and electronically fingerprinted. Those that identified themselves (and had it confirmed) were outfitted with green wristbands. Those that did not were outfitted with yellow wristbands. Those that came up as wanted criminals got red wristbands. Many of those were taken to cells inside County Jail.
Judge Watts and Judge Folsom set up benches on site. One by one, the thugs were processed. Some cooperated. Those that didn't went to the second tent, which had 500 cots ready to house the perps. These thugs were finding out that we were not playing around... they were being prosecuted 'to the fullest extent of the law', and we intended to make them seriously pay for their violent actions tonight.
H.J. Lynch showed up, and demanded that every one of the perps be given representation. Judge Watts told him to either represent them on the spot, or get lost... and that anyone who wanted representation would get it, but after spending the night in the second tent on a cot.
"Mighty impressive." said Chief Moynahan to me and Teresa as we watched the processing take place. "Very efficient."
"Yes sir." I said.
"Where did these tents come from?"
"The Red Cross." I said. "They got to practice for their major disaster scenarios by putting them up. We could also have FEMA come in and put up a tent city with cages inside... but I don't want to give them the practice of doing that, when their next time doing it might be in a situation where we're under martial law."
"It is scary how efficiently this is go-ingggg." said the Chief. "Come to my office at Headquarters after you're done here." Of course we immediately left and followed the Chief to Headquarters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detectives were in MCD and Vice. They were watching as the perps were processed, and would sometimes send a text to hold someone under suspicion of other crimes. They and the Data Group were amassing information on who these thugs were.
"So far," said Lainie Everett, MCD's data guru, "only 8 people that reside in the County. Everyone else is from somewhere else, mostly the City and Southport." Indeed, the final numbers would be that only 22 of the 632 arrested would be confirmed as living in our Town & County, a factoid the Chief would not fail to mention in his next press conference.
My Angels and the Chief and I gathered in the Chief's Conference Room. "So farrrrr," said the Chief, "not one word from the DOJ. Lynch showed up, and I think he regretted it when Watts made him stay to represent all the perps. But no one from the DOJ showed up to scream at us."
"Yet, sir." I said. "Still plenty of time. They're probably trying to get a warrant for my arrest right now."
"No, they're not." said a voice. Jack Muscone of the FBI came in. "I was at the Federal Building, watching, and so were a couple of DOJ people. They're giving up and going home after seeing all those bike-riding Deputies stop the Antifa thugs."
"I'm shocked." I said. "I figured the Civil Rights division would be making as much hay as possible over this."
"They can't get by the violent tactics of the thugs." said Muscone. "If it had truly been peaceful, or if the Police had moved to stop them, the DOJ might be on it. I personally suspect they had an agenda, and were working with others on this. But whatever they wanted to do backfired. They're going back to the City, and 'leaving on a jet plane', as the song goes."
"What I'm curious about," said the Chief, "is how several hundred Bikers decided to have the biggest convention outside of 'Sturgis' right here on our Courthouse Square, right at the moment they were needed most. How did that happen, Mr. Crowbarrrrr?"
"Ohhhhh..." Cindy said. Then she saw all eyes on her and said "When those Patriot Guard Riders came to protect that funeral... you talked to them, Don. I can only imagine what about."
"Great looking patch they had on the backs of their jackets, too." said Tanya. "The Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club. I need a jacket like that."
"You earned one tonight." I said. "You were riding with them. The rest of us were just standing there."
"Do me a favor." Jack Muscone said to his fiancée Tanya. "Don't be so brave next time."
"She is what she is." I said.
"I shudder to think what would've happened if those bikers had not shown up." said Chief Moynahan.
"Ohhhh, we probably wouldn't be having this conversation now." I said, sounding jovial, but knowing Tanya and I would likely have died.
"Yes we would." said Teresa. "The Officers behind us had orders to open fire if they'd gotten within twenty feet of the sidewalk. I was about to press the button on my Police radio when the bikers came in. If we'd started shooting, I believe the thugs would've turned and run, and the SWAT Team at the Courthouse complex was ready to start taking them down, too."
"I was ready to start shooting, too." said Tanya. "I didn't know what Commander Troy had planned, but I figured he wasn't standing out there in front of them just to let them run him over."
"I dunno." said Cindy. "Chief, this man just will not stop walking into traps."
"What trap?" I asked. "I see no 'trap' here."
"It was the thugs that fell into the trap." Teresa said.
"All right." said the Chief. "You guys write up your reports. Captain Croyle, you might not want to mention that about pressing the button on your Police radio... since it didn't actually happen. Commander Troy, I need to see you in my office."
Uh oh, I thought as we got up. I had avoided getting smoked on Courthouse Square. I knew I was not going to avoid getting smoked like a cheap cigar in the Chief's office...
Part 29 - Aftermath
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette from in front of City Hall at 7:00am, Friday, November 9th. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the violent demonstrations that occurred last night on Courthouse Square!"
"At least 700 persons marched along North Street and University Avenue to Courthouse Square." said Bettina, understating the actual number of thugs. "The TCPD had deployed 150 Officers to defend City Hall. But as the demonstrators began attacking the Police, hundreds of bikers drove into Courthouse Square and engaged the demonstrators in personal combat. After the fight, the Police arrested 632 people, all demonstrators, who had been subdued and manacled with plastic zip-ties."
"The majority of those arrested were processed and arraigned last night." said Bettina. "Several wanted felons were discovered, and are being held without bail. Chief Sean Moynahan made this statement about the sheer volume of criminals that were arrested. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Chief Moynahan discussing how few of the arrested persons were residents of our Town & County, saying "This shows that this violent demonstration was orchestrated outside our County for agenda-driven purrrrposes." Then he said "Those that have refused to cooperate by giving their names are being held without bail pending their hearings. We've implemented our plan for processing such large numbers of criminals, and it has worked well, so farrrrrr."
Back to Bettina: "The FBI has also taken an interest in in the cases. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone gave this statement. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Jack Muscone at the Federal Building, saying "We are investigating if the criminals were organized, and with the purpose of being subversives or committing acts of domestic terrorism. If we find that to be the case, then many of the perps arrested tonight could face domestic terrorism charges and long prison sentences. Those that organized these groups could be charged with treason and given the death penalty."
Back to Bettina live: "The Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice issued a statement that they are very concerned about what appeared to be the suppression of rights of peaceful protesters; however, they also admitted that the Police were not the ones that engaged the protesters, and they also are waiting for the FBI's investigation of the protesters to be completed before taking any further action."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Cynthia Freeman, KSTD Five-Alive News in the Morning, bringing you all the news you have a right to know!" said the beautiful reporterette from in front of the Courthouse complex.
Cynthia started up: "Demonstrators that were peacefully marching in protest of Judge Rodney K. Watts's vicious decision to deny votes for Eldrick X. Weaver for Mayor, which Five-Alive News believes would have made Mr. Weaver the rightful winner of the Mayor's race, were engaged in an ugly fight by a thug motorcycle gang that calls themselves the 'Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club'."
"Police that were deployed to protect City Hall and the Courthouse complex did not intervene in the melée." said Cynthia. "The bikers used plastic zip-ties to bind the hands and ankles of the red-shirted demonstrators. After the Bikers drove off, the Police arrested over 600 demonstrators. No major injuries were reported, though many demonstrators were treated at County Jail for minor injuries consistent with being physically beaten."
"And let's go to trusted political reporter Bill Hacosta for more Election news. Bill!"
"That's right, Cynthia!" said the reporter, who's hair looked like it was being deliberately grayed. "Eldrick Weaver's campaign is filing a civil rights lawsuit in Federal Court for what he describes as general suppression of the black vote by the Town & County Government. Mr. Weaver did admit that with the vote being certified by the Acting State Secretary of State, there was no chance of the outcome of this year's election being reversed, but he hoped the lawsuit would bring change that would be favorable for minorities in the future."
"When asked if Daniel Allgood was the legitimate winner of the election," continued Hacosta, "Mr. Weaver said that Daniel Allgood may be the legal Mayor of the Town & County, but would never be considered to be legitimate, and that persons of color should refuse to recognize Allgood's election as valid."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Amazing." said Cindy as we watched in my office. "Two completely different reports about the same incident."
"Yep." I said. "I'm a bit surprised Bettina wasn't more agenda-driven, though Cynthia more than made up for it."
"Well," said Tanya, "at least it's over, for now. Daniel is the rightful Mayor of our Town & County, and Chief Griswold is going to be our Sheriff."
"Sir," asked Teresa, "just how bad are race relations in the County now?"
"I dunno." I said. "The fact that only 22 people in that demonstration last night were locals is pretty telling. None of the prominent minority politicians nor T-Square have come out in public agreement with Eldrick Weaver's claims of racism and illegitimacy in the Election, either."
Teresa said "I heard from reliable sources that a lot of them were pissed at that attempt to change the outcome with those so-called 'found' ballots. That was just dumb. Why did they even try it?"
"Because it's worked so well in so many places." I said. "Most Establishment Republicans are too gutless, to cowardly, to stand up to the shenanigans when an election is stolen from them."
"Don't say that in front of Joanne Warner." said Tanya. "She still gets spitting mad at what happened to her cousin a few years ago, and especially that the Republicans didn't lift a finger to help him."
"Yeah, I remember that." said Cindy. "However... you'd think those idiots would have figured out that playing dirty in the Iron Crowbar's sandbox is only going to end up hurting only them."
"Yet still they try." I said. "Yet still they try."
"It sure hurt those Black Panthers last Tuesday." said Teresa. "Funny how the Media is crying about voter suppression when a Judge refuses to admit obviously fraudulent votes, but won't mention those thugs with baseball bats that really were trying to suppress votes with intimidation and violence."
"Don... Don?" said Tanya, noticing I'd slipped into a reverie.
"Uh, yeah..." I said. "I was just realizing something. I get it that they tried to overturn Daniel's rightful win; they were really needing Weaver to become Mayor. And to a point I understand the Antifa thugs last night; I don't think they expected that they'd end up with criminal records and even prison sentences, but they were more than happy to create the chaos and intimidation that the Press could report upon."
"But the Black Panthers... why do that?" I asked. "It wasn't going to work. If I hadn't have busted their chops, we've got plenty of other Police Boxing Matches finalists ready to whip their asses. No, there had to be something else there..."
"There he goes again." said Cindy as I slipped on into a reverie. When I came out of it, I was alone in my office.
Part 30 - Second Verse, Same As The First
"Congratulations on your election, Ms. Walters." said Chief Moynahan as he greeted District-Attorney-Elect Miriam Walters at the Duty Desk in the lobby. "We are really looking forrrrward to working with youuu."
"I'm looking forward to working with you, as well." said Miriam as the Chief had her sign in. He then escorted her down the hall towards his office. Along the way, he knocked on my and Cindy's doors and asked us to join them in the Chief's Conference Room.
But first, Miriam Walters asked to see the offices that were theoretically for the D.A. Office's use. Cindy took her down the back hall to the offices, which were just past the Main Conference Room from the Chief's corner office suite. Miriam Walters had beady black eyes very similar to Jack Muscone's peepers, and she was looking at everything as she walked down the hallway.
"As you know," Cindy said, "I've taken over the office that used to be Paulina's, and I'm not giving it back. The office here on the left is for people from your office to use, if they need to. The one on the right is going to be for Sheriff Griswold to use if he wants to while he's over here."
"Do you think he's going to spend a lot of time over here?" Walters asked.
"I hope so." I said as I stood behind them. "There's no one better to train our Detectives on crime scenes and following up on things than him."
We then went to the Chief's Conference Room, where I poured coffee for everyone. As we settled down, the Chief asked "So, Ms. Walters, what are your ideas for cooperation between the Police Department and the District Attorney's Office?"
"My first idea is to get a better picture of what's going on." said Walters. "I know that you did not have a good relationship with Mr. Krasney, and I have some ideas on how to improve on that."
"Just be a better person than he is, and you'll be very successful at that." I said, which earned me a cutting look from my Police Chief.
"Yes, and we'll be discussing which cases he didn't pursue that you might want to," said Miriam, "but not until January. One idea I'm having is that my ADAs get more involved in cases than they have been. Krasney didn't do anything until you gave him a wrapped-up case, and then he didn't work with you at all on it. I'd like for Paulina and Franklin to be brought into the loop earlier, so they're much more aware of what's going on. That's not a complaint about your preparing them in the past, of course."



"How early are you talking?" asked Cindy.
"What do you think is best?" Miriam replied.
"They can come as early as you want." I said. "I can have my Captain of Detectives or myself call them straight to the crime scene as we begin our investigation."
"That would be very good, at least for complex or high-visibility cases." Miriam said. "If it merits your interests, Commander Troy, then bring my guys in?"
Cindy smiled. "Except that every case interests Commander Troy, even petty thefts and shoplifting cases." she said. I nodded vigorously in agreement. Then Cindy said "My answer would be that Captain Perlman and Commander Troy have good instincts, and would know when to call and on which cases." I again nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Do you have any questions of me?" asked Walters.
"I'm curious who you're going to keep and who you're going to hire as ADAs." said Cindy.
The D.A.-elect nodded, then said "I know that Paulina and Franklin are staying on in their respective positions of working with MCD and Vice, as they have for some time. I do want them to cross-train some, but Franklin is too good with drug cases to let him get away from that."
Miriam continued: "I'd wanted to hire Jenna Stiles, but my biggest problem is that Savannah Fineman lost the Solicitor's race to Ted Mason. Mason is a jerk like Krasney; he's going to be a disaster. But Savannah's a great lawyer, and she's been my right-and woman for some time now. So I'm bringing her in as a ADA."
"You could get rid of Dwayne Gregory, and bring Stiles in." suggested Cindy.
"Gregory has his uses." said Walters. "But to your point, if I can convince Mason to take him, that would open up a place for Stiles."
Cindy nodded, then looked hard over at me. Maybe she had the vibe of what I was thinking: that Miriam Walters was not going to be hiring Jenna Stiles as a Town & County Assistant District Attorney.
"Before I go," said Miriam, "can I speak to Commander Troy for a moment?"
"Come to my office." I said. We went to my office, where I had Miriam sit down in a hot chair. She politely refused offers of coffee or water, and I sat down behind my desk.
"I just wanted to thank you, Don." Miriam said. "You encouraged me to run for D.A., and supported me after Paulina left the race. It worked out well, at least for me."
"I'm glad you're keeping Paulina on." I said. "She's the best ADA you'll ever have. Of course I might be biased in that opinion..." Miriam barely cracked a smile at my joke; she was even more humorless than Teresa Croyle.
"Yes, she is excellent------"
The door burst open without anyone knocking. Cindy Ross practically stumbled into the office. "Don! There's an accident outside! Police car involved!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The fire was visible from the gated parking lot, and from the window of my office. It was on Riverside Drive, south of Police Headquarters and the turnoff to the Fairgrounds.
Miriam Walters had come with me in my Police SUV. I was wearing my kevlar-lined trenchcoat and carry my red crowbar. As I came up and got out of the vehicle, the blue lightbar blazing along with the other Police cruisers at the scene, I observed the scene.
Patrolman Johnson was lying on the sidewalk, being tended to by other Officers. His Patrol cruiser had hit a car head-on, and now both cars were engulfed in flames further down the road. Both occupants of the other car were roasting in Hell as well as on Riverside Drive right now, i.e. they were dead.
Officers had the road blocked to the south and to the north, directing cars to turn at the nearest intersections. I made a mental note to commend Captain Croyle and the Uniformed Officers leadership for the excellent training that made the Officers's actions look routine.
"Johnson, you okay?" I asked as I knelt down next to him and Corporal Hicks, who was tending him.
"Yes sir." said Johnson.
"What happened?"
"Up at City Hall," said Johnson, "someone was pulling out of the parking garage and turning right (north) onto Riverside... some car coming south swerved over the line and tried to hit him. He swerved onto the sidewalk and this car clipped him on the back fender. They were about to get out of the car when I drove up from the north side. They got back in their car and took off, going south."
"I was pursuing and calling it in," said Johnson, when another Patrol car came north to block them off. The guy did a one-eighty and I hit the brakes to stop right in front of him. We hit, but not hard at all. Next thing I know, there was an explosion, and fire all over the place. I was getting out of my seatbelt and opening the door when someone yanked it open and grabbed me and dragged me up here."
"That was Rudistan, sir." said Hicks. "After Johnson told him about the car at City Hall, he went there to check that out while I checked Johnson out for injuries. The only thing that seems hurt is his pride... and his wallet after seeing what his car looks like now." Hicks was grinning at that, as it was extremely likely that the car damage would be indemnified.
"We'll melt it on down and make a crowbar for you, Johnson." I said. "Hicks, get Johnson's full statement on video, then get him to the Hospital... not necessarily in that order. I'm going to City Hall."
Miriam came with me and we drove along the closed street. At the back garage entrance to City Hall, there were several Police cruisers and an expensive gray vehicle that had slammed into the curb of the driveway leading to Riverside Drive; the car's front tires were flat and the back fender was torn off the left side and hanging, and the left rear panel was dented in where the other car had hit it.
"Oh my goodness." I said to Miriam as we stopped. "Look who it is... D.A. Krasney."
Krasney was leaning against a Patrol cruiser when we came up. "What happened, Rudistan?" I asked.
"Hello, Commander!" said Rudistan jovially. "Hello, Ms. Walters. Seems Mr. Krasney here narrowly avoided being the brisket that other car is, right now."
"What happened, Mr. Krasney?" I asked.
"I was just turning right onto the street here, when that car came flying up and swerved over to hit me." said Krasney, still seemingly shocked. "I turned the wheel hard over and hit the gas, and almost made it out of his way. Then he tore down the street with a Police car in pursuit. I was still trying to get my breath back when I heard an explosion. I looked down the street and saw the big smoke ball rising, and a minute later Lt. Rudistan drove up, and then these other Police cars."
"After the near-miss," I said, "did they stop and get out of the car?"
"Uhh, yeah, they may have." said Krasney. "I was still getting my face out of my air bag that deployed, so when I looked up, they were already going down the street with the Police car pursuing."
"You, Mr. Krasney," I said, "are an extremely lucky man. If I don't miss my guess, they were getting out of their car to shoot you dead, but Patrolman Johnson happened to be right on the scene."
"You mean?..." gasped Krasney.
"Yes." I said. "This was attempted murder... the same way two bastards tried to kill Holloway and Parker...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Friday, November 9th. We were assembled in Classroom 'E'.
"First, the most important thing." I said. "Johnson is fine. Hair singed, but otherwise fine."
"That's good to hearrrr." said Chief Moynahan. "Sooooo, what does the Crime Lab have so farrrr?"
"Like the car in the Holloway-Parker shooting," Tanya Perlman said, "this car was rigged to explode when the front of the car contacted something. In this case, sideswiping Krasney's car didn't set it off, as that was a glancing blow from the corner of the car, but bumping Johnson's patrol car in the front grille, even lightly, set it off."
"Additionally," said Perlman, "both men had firearms, .357 magnum revolvers with .38 Special unjacketed semi-wadcutters cartridges. One of those firearms was dropped by the driver as he got back in his car to outrun Johnson; we've got prints and hope to get an I.D. The other guy... it'll have to be a DNA match; he's pretty much ashes now."
"What did Krasney have to say?" I asked Jerome Davis.
"Nothing, sir." said Davis. "He waved me off when I tried to talk to him at the scene."
"That will not do." I said. "Davis, take two Uniformed Officers and go to City Hall. Mr. Krasney will either cooperate, or he can be arrested as a material witness. Do it on my authority, we'll worry about the warrant when we need to." Davis got up and left.
"Did I just hear that correctly?" asked Miriam Walters.
"About the warrant?" said the Chief. "Yes you did. Get used to that, too. Hot pursuit, making sure that material witness stays alive, yadda yadda yadda. Meanwhile, Captain Perlman, you do need to start asking for that warrant."
"I've texted Paulina already." said Tanya. "If they bring him in, I'll 'trigger' her to go to the Judge."
"I'm sooooo glad Nance is suspended right now." I said. "Maybe he'll stay suspended. Our jobs will be a whole lot easier if he does."
"Why is that?" asked Walters. I explained to her how Judge Nance was a problem judge, and very politically motivated, as well.
"You're getting a baptism by fire, Ms. Walters." said Tanya with her grin and sparkling eyes.
"And I'm not even sworn in yet." said Miriam Walters. "So... Don, you said Krasney was being targeted for murder, and this was not the first time. You think the shot fired at his campaign office was an attempt to kill him?"
"Yes." I said.
"Any idea why someone wants to kill him?" asked Miriam. "Especially now that the Elections are over and he lost?"
"I think he knows something that someone wants to make sure he does not tell anyone else." I said. "As to what that is... well, he needs to come talk to us about it. And he's going to. Either to my Detective or to me, here at the Station."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He wouldn't talk." said Davis in my office, thirty minutes later. "He demanded we get a warrant before forcing him to come to the Station, and I said he was coming anyway. We did have to put him in handcuffs and make him come in, but he didn't physically resist arrest."
"Darn." I said. "Where is he now?"
"In Interrogation Alpha." said Davis.
"Bring him to my office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm still D.A. for a month and a half." snarled Krasney as he was brought into my office. "And I will spend every minute of that time roasting you on a spit for this."
"Have a seat, Krasney." I said. "Detective Davis, Mr. Krasney will either sit down by himself, or you can 'help' him." Krasney saw that I meant it, and he sat down in a 'hot chair'.
"You can go." I said to Davis and the Uniformed Officers. They retreated, closing the door.
"And why shouldn't I just walk out of here now?" snarled Krasney.
"You can." I said. "But you might not live very long if you do. Look, Krasney, I'm not going to fuck around with you much longer. I just put a Purple Order around the neck of one of my Detectives for being wounded in the line of duty... right after you shut off the City Hall cameras. Now we see very similar methods being used to try to kill you... for the second time, I might add. One of my Officers narrowly escaped death by explosion and fire as he pursued the people trying to murder you, and I'm getting tired of Riverside Drive being polluted with burning car parts on account of you."
"Now I have given you every courtesy." I continued, leaning back in my comfortable Command Chair. "I even brought you into my office rather than do this in the Interrogation Room. So, you can start telling me what's going on, or you can... walk out of here. With no Police protection, and with people that want to murder you out there, just waiting for their next chance."
Krasney stared at me, and found that I could win the 'blink' contest, too, if need be. He finally said "Is this room bugged?"
"No." I said. "I ripped the wires out in this office and the Chief's office a long time ago. They don't need to be listening in on personnel decisions." I did not mention that the bug-killer was also on.
"You... you ripped out the wires?" gasped Krasney, stunned.
"I sure did." I said. "And Internal Affairs has most very wisely not said a thing about it. So, what's it going to be?"
"I need immunity. Full immunity." said Krasney. "And I can't give it to myself. Call Gregory."
"I'll call Paulina." I said. "She's much better looking than Gregory is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, I was sitting with Paulina and Chief Moynahan in his office. I briefed them on everything I knew to this point, mostly for Paulina's benefit.
"My biggest issue," said Paulina, "is that if we give him immunity and his information doesn't lead to anything, what would we have? Him turning off the cameras by itself isn't even a crime."
"That's what he said." I said. "Though he and we all know that with the shooting taking place right at that time, he could easily be prosecuted and convicted for aiding and abetting attempted murder. I am personally pretty convinced that he had no idea that was about to happen, and I just want a name from him."
"That might not be enough to convict that person." said Paulina. "If he tells you that it was, say, Della Harlow, then how are you going to prove her guilt in Court to a Jury?"
"My point is to get the name of the person we need to be looking at." I said. "Then we begin investigating to find the evidence on that person, or make that person tell us who was behind them, and so on and so forth. And of course, in the interests of magnanimous fairness... it may not have been Harlow or Tunnin."
"Who, then?" asked a very surprised Chief Moynahan.
"Eldrick Weaver." I said. "He would've benefitted from Tunnin's accusation against Daniel Allgood. And from what I'm seeing of him before and after this Election, he's a much dirtier dealer than I originally thought he was. Another suspect, or group of them, is Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex of the CFPA. They might've been paid by someone to kill Holloway in a revenge move."
"Why would Krasney listen to them?" asked Paulina. "And act on their request or orders?"
"I dunno, I just mentioned them to round out the picture." I said. "Certainly Harlow is the prime suspect, but Weaver is truly a close second."
"All right." said Paulina. "I'll take it to Judge Watts, just to keep our ducks in a row. If he approves it, I'll give Krasney the immunity."
Part 31 - Revelations
Jack Muscone took Chief Griswold and me to lunch while Paulina was going to Judge Watts. You get one guess where we ate, and what Muscone ordered; if you did not say 'the Cop Bar' and 'double cheeseburgers', you have not been paying attention, so sorry.
As we sat in the 'new back room' after placing our orders, Jack said "Don, you know I'm your friend, but I just have to say this: what in the world were you thinking when you let Tanya stay there in Courthouse Square when those rioters were about to attack?"
"She drove up, of her own accord." I said. "I sure wasn't going to send her away in front of all those Police Officers, though."
"I've gotta agree with Crowbar, here, Jack." growled Griswold. "In one way, it was foolhardy. But in another, it was brave, and inspiring, what she did. And... she's a Police Officer."
"I know, I know." said Muscone. "But still... if it were your wife, Don, what would you have done?"
"Been there, done that. T-shirts stained in blood as a result." I said. "And it just goes with the territory that we're in love with brave women that sometimes choose the danger."
"Yes." said Jack. "Well, I'd be a single father of two girls if it wasn't for her. My daughters have become very fond of her, and Pete. And I've been crazy about her for a long time. I just... don't want to see her get hurt."
"I hear you." I said. "By the way, did you ask her why she did that?"
"Yes." said Jack. "And I understood her answer, even though I didn't much like it. So, Sheriff-elect Griswold, congratulations! Ready to be Sheriff?"
"You know," mused Griswold, "I am. When this young whippersnapper all but forced me into running, I wasn't sure. But now that it's happening, I think I'm glad to be out of retirement and making a difference again."
"What happens to you pension, now that you're Sheriff?" asked Muscone.
"Oh, it keeps right on going." said Griswold. "Since the Sheriff position is elected, I keep drawing the Police pension as well as the Sheriff's salary. That wouldn't be the case if I were a Deputy, though."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Judge Watts gave the go-ahead." said Paulina when we got back to Headquarters. "He insisted there be a clause that if our follow-up finds out that Krasney has lied to us, then the immunity deal is revoked, and much crap follows."
"Good." I said. I followed her to the Main Conference Room, where Krasney was waiting with Detective Jerome Davis. I turned on the video recorder, and read Krasney his rights, just to cover the legal loopholes. Then I said "I know that you understand everything that is going on, here. Has Paulina explained the immunity agreement to you?"
"Yes." said Krasney. Paulina nodded (vigorously in agreement).
"Okay." I said. I named the time and date of the Holloway/Parker shooting. "You turned off the City Hall videocameras that covered Riverside Drive and the underground parking garage, is that correct?"
"Yes." said Krasney.
"Who asked you to do that?" I asked.
"Care to guess and tell me, before I tell you?" asked Krasney, trying to sound jovial.
"No." I said levelly. "That would be potential tainting of your testimony. So...who was it?"
"You'll be surprised." said Krasney. "It wasn't Tunnin or Harlow. It was a young girl. Her name is Chandra."
"Congressman Condor's intern?" I asked, trying to keep the incredulity out of my voice.
"Yes, that's the one." said Krasney. "She was with someone else when she came to my office. Young man named Clark."
"State Senator Woodburn's aide." I said.
"The same." said Krasney. "Chandra said that Condor and Woodburn wanted to sneak into City Hall for a secret meeting with someone. Didn't say who it was. I might add that this is not the first time that has happened, though it's the first time they asked me to be the one to kill the cameras."
"Speaking of that," I said, "have you ever cut off the videocameras before?"
"A couple of times, yes." said Krasney. "Once for Woodburn, and once for Thomas Cook."
"Did Chandra say who her boss and State Senator Woodburn were visiting, or why?" I asked.
"No, not to me." said Krasney.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Duty Desk Sergeant escorted Krasney back to the lobby so Krasney could leave, Paulina and I discussed what we'd just heard.
"It doesn't make a whole lot of sense." said Jerome. "Once Condor and Woodburn come into City Hall, people will see them there."
"My suspicion is that they never intended to come into City Hall." I said. "They might've been meeting someone in the garage. But we also know in this last instance that they never showed up at all."
"You think Krasney was telling the truth?" asked Paulina.
"I think so." I said. "It'll be very easy to check out, and Krasney knows we're going to check it out."
"Why would Condor want to have Holloway killed?" asked Paulina. "He's a Democrat, but he was well ahead of Vaughan all the way, especially after the Caucus voter fraud."
"Don't forget that Woodburn's aide also went to Krasney." I said. "She might be behind it... but the same question applies. She was going to win her race, and why would she take such an enormous risk to have Holloway killed?"
I looked over at Davis. "Jerome," I said, "what are your next action steps?"



"To interview Chandra, Clark, and maybe Congressman Condor and State Senator Woodburn?"
"Start with Chandra, then we'll see about Clark." I said. "But no, don't bother the Congressman nor Woodburn... yet."
A half hour later, Jerome called me. "Sir," he said, "Congressman Condor went back to Washington for the lame duck Congressional session, and his intern Chandra went with him. State Senator Katherine Woodburn is in Midtown, and her aide Clark is with her."
"Okay." I said. "Leave 'em alone for now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in my office with my three Angels. We were talking about the Krasney case.
"This will piss Cindy off," Teresa said, "but the only connection I see here is that they're all Democrats. Harlow, Woodburn, Weaver, Condor..."
"Doesn't piss me off." said Cindy. "I'm not a Democrat. Not a Republican, either, of course."
"Ditto for me." I said, then mused: "So Condor and Woodburn are involved, eh?"
"With respect, sir," said Tanya, "I think you're going the wrong way on this. Harlow and Weaver are still the two biggest suspects behind the Holloway/Parker shooting, with the motive of revenge against Holloway for what they'd consider treason and fucking up their plans to smear Daniel Allgood."
"So why is Condor's intern the one having Krasney shut off the cameras." asked Cindy.
"Why not?" replied Tanya. "Della isn't going to ask Krasney herself. So she asks Katherine to ask someone to have Krasney do it."
"Good points." I said. "And I agree with you on all of them. Yes, they're all peas in a pod and would help each other on something like this... as long as they don't get caught themselves and get in trouble. Good thinking, Lady Ironside. Good thinking." Teresa fist-bumped a happy Tanya.
"I dunno." said Cindy. "I think Krasney may be lying. He could be sending you on a wild goose chase."
"After two attempts to murder him?" I asked. "Pretty damn stupid of him, if that's the case. His best chance to survive is to tell all he knows. I can understand him wanting immunity before doing that, but if he gives us bad info, they'll still try again to wax him before he could change his mind and tell us the truth. So no, I think he's telling the truth."
"Yes," said Cindy, "but think about it: they sent the intern of a United States Congressman to Krasney. And Krasney is seeing it: this is bigger than Della Harlow or that race-baiter Weaver. He knows they might kill him for telling the truth, just as they attempted to murder Janice Holloway for what they consider treason in wearing that wire and stinging them. So he doesn't lose as much by lying as you might believe at first."
"Also good points, Green Crowbar." I said. "So... which one of my Angels is correct, Iron Wolf?"
Teresa half-grinned, then said "They both are. What they said is not contradictory."
"You are also correct." I said. "So let me hit you with this thesis: What if... Congressman Condor did not know his sweet young intern was the one sent to Krasney, or at least had nothing to do with the murder attempts. And Katherine Woodburn's aide Clark went with Chandra to see Krasney and have him turn off the cameras. So now... we're focusing on State Senator Woodburn."
"I don't see how she benefits from Weaver winning the Mayor's race." said Tanya. "And her race was pretty much in the bag from the get-go."
"She does them a favor now... they'll be obligated to do her a favor later." I said. "What do you say to that, Ms. Corleone?"
Tanya barked a laugh at that. "I guess that makes sense."
"Okay, enough of that bullshit." I said. "What are you guys doing this weekend?"
"Herding cats." said Teresa. "More accurately, young boys and one grown-up boy."
"One of which is mine." said Tanya. "Jack and I are doing the weekend getaway thing."
 "Good!" I said. "Of course I know this, because we're keeping Jack's daughters at The Cabin with our own herd of cats and dogs..."
"Uh, sir, when we're done here," Cindy said, "can I talk to you a moment alone?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Callie and I are going to visit Rita's place tonight." said Cindy, once we were alone. "Just the front-level restaurant and bar, and see if this woman resembling Tomoko Shimono shows up."
"In all the excitement around this County, I'd forgotten about that." I said. "I haven't had a chance to talk to Rita yet."
"We're just going to see if we see her again." Cindy said. "If we do, we'll let you know. If not, no harm no foul."
Part 32 - Full Leather Jacket
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 12th, from in front of City Hall. "The long-awaited Board of Inquiry for two TCPD Corporals will take place this morning!"
Bettina started: "Police Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar will face harsh scrutiny from the Board of Inquiry requested by the Town & County Council after the Public Safety Inspector General, Horace S. Wellman, found the Police Officers to have acted correctly despite shooting at a car on a busy street." Bettina went through the whole incident of the Officer-involved shooting, and even mentioned that Parker received the Purple Order.
"The Town & County Council can accept or reject the Board's findings." said Bettina. "With less than two months left in the year, it is not clear how the lame-duck Council will handle the matter."
"The Social Justice group Citizens For Police Accountability filed two lawsuits against Police Commander Donald Troy last Friday." said Bettina. "One involves Commander Troy arresting Black Panthers as they tried to block people from voting at two voting locations. That lawsuit claims Commander Troy used excessive force in engaging the Black Panthers in personal combat. The second lawsuit claims Commander Troy was negligent in not stopping a motorcycle gang from attacking peaceful protesters at Courthouse Square last Thursday night."
"Commander Troy's lawyer, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, immediately filed a countersuit, claiming intentional harassment and intent to do Commander Troy financial harm by forcing him to defend numerous lawsuits." continued Bettina. "Answering Media questions, Mr. Todd stated that he is issuing subpoenas for CFPA spokesmen Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex to take the stand as witnesses, and he fully intends to demand to know who is funding the CFPA. With Superior Court Judge Harry Nance remaining on suspension, the case likely will be heard in the Courtroom of Judge Rodney K. Watts."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're suing you?" said an incredulous Cindy Ross as we drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Getting to be a habit." I said. "Every time I take a positive action, the CFPA sues me for it. But we're really going to fight to find out where their financing is coming from."
"I'm surprised they're not forrrrrming Boards of Inquiry to investigate you, Commander." said the Chief. "For both those issues the CFPA is whining about."
*KNOCK* *KNOCK* *KNOCK* *KNOCK*
It was Captain Damien Thompson at the door. "There's a package for Captain Perlman in the MCD room." he said. "We checked it for explosives and powders, and it appears to be okay."
"Well, Chief," I said, "shall we escort Captain Perlman to MCD to open her package?"
"What are you up tooooo, Mr. Crowbar?" muttered the Chief under his breath. Still, we all got up and went to MCD. Captain Thompson came, too.
"Captain Perlman, you have a package here." Detective Joanne Warner said helpfully. She pointed to the box, a cube about 12" on each side, that was sitting on the desk behind Julia Rodriguez's.
"Cool!" said Tanya. "Hmmm, no return address. From the package markings I can see this was mailed from... Southport?"
"Excellent observations and knowledge." I said. "A little 'teachable moment' for your Detectives, there."
"The ubiquitous 'teachable moment'." said Jerome Davis jovially. A red crowbar was waved in his general direction.
Tanya was opening the box. She pulled back the flaps, and then gasped. She reached in and pulled out a brand new black leather jacket... no-shit quality black leather jacket, at that, worth several hundred dollars.
Sewn onto the back was a large patch. Lady Justice holding the scales in silver against a blue background, red script ribbons on top and bottom that had stitched in white lettering: "Guardians of Justice... Motorcycle Club."
"Ohhhh, wow!" Tanya said, her eyes sparkling. "And it's my size! Commander, are you behind this?"
"Nooooooo." I said seriously, shaking my head vigorously. "Scout's Honor."
"There's a note inside." said Teresa, taking out the note. She was going to hand it to Tanya, but Tanya said "Go ahead and read it."
Teresa read: "We saw you riding with us on the Square the other night. You deserve to wear these colors. Signed, Guardians of Justice M.C."
"Wow, that is awesome." said Julia Rodriguez. "I'll bet that jacket will be warm this winter, too."
"Yeah, it's heavy. Feels great." said Tanya.
"There's something else in there, at the bottom." Cindy said. She reached in and pulled out something wrapped in paper. On the paper was written "Give these to Commander Troy and Captain Croyle." Wrapped inside were two G.O.J.M.C. patches like the one on Tanya's jacket, and on the jackets of the bikers the previous Thursday night.
I would frame my patch against a navy blue background and hang it on the wall of my office under the Gunny Guernica badge and next to the crowbar and plaque the Fire Department had given me some time before. (Author's note: 'Semper Fi', 'Slender Man'.) And Tanya would continue to ride in style in her G.O.J.M.C. jacket, when not in Police uniform, for many years to come...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise!" said Meredith Peller at 7:30am. "We had an amazing thing called a 'quiet weekend' here in our Town & County."
"That's right, Meredith." said Catrina Pierce as the two women sat on the sofa of their studio. "The Wildcats are continuing their amazing run this year, remaining undefeated, but the big news is that Jamaal Washington is now the national leader in contention for the Heisman Trophy."
"And the University's Bulldogs also won this weekend," said Meredith, "but the big story is that Derrick Waters is recovering well from the surgeries to repair and strengthen his neck, and that he has feeling in his legs. Doctors are hoping he can regain use of his legs with time and rehab."
"That is awesome news!" said Catrina. She mentioned the Board of Inquiry and the lawsuits against the Iron Crowbar, then said "And in State news, sources tell Fox Eight News that Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville has been slated to become Minority Leader in the State House in January. Our District's Katherine Woodburn will be the State Senate Minority Whip, the second highest spot behind Minority Leader Jimmy Cerone of Southport..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Callie and I went to Rita's both Friday and Saturday nights." said Cindy. "They were busy, too. A lot of people in this Town & County have some weird sexual habits."
"Keeps my wife's tenure secure, fer sure." I replied. "So, what did you find out?"
"Nothing." said Cindy. "And on Saturday, Rita came to our table. She was nice enough, but wondered why we were making her establishment our place to hang out. I told her we were not trying to bother her, but had intel that a wanted criminal might come in that weekend. She bought it, but it also means we really can't go there again. I don't want to tell her the truth, because she might tell that BDSM group that they're being watched."
"Yeah, she just might." I said. "So don't go back... except for parties you're invited to, or after I've talked to Rita."
Cindy peered at me, then said "Don, I'm getting the feeling you're not really interested in this. Am I right?"
I pursed my lips, then nodded and leaned back in my chair. "Well, let me put it this way." I said. "I was really sure Shimono was dead, that it was her body found in that Coltrane County cooperative. Now you and Teresa, two very sharp-eyed Detectives whose judgement and 'vibes' I trust, say you saw her in Rita's club."
"I did talk to Laura about it over the weekend." I said. "She said that Callie looking up Shimono's records, and getting rejected, alerted the CIA brass in Washington that something's up with Shimono. Laura is going to try to talk to some people she trusts... whose numbers are beginning to dwindle as the Swamp finds them and forces them out... and see if that disavowed Agent whose DNA matched the body in Coltrane County really was Shimono. If it was, then I'm going to attribute your sighting to sheer coincidence, Dame Agatha Christie notwithstanding. If Laura comes up with a different answer, then I'll get 'interested'. Good or good?"
"Good... I guess." said Cindy, obviously still not convinced. "Oh, one more thing, as Steve Jobs would say. After talking to Callie about it, I've applied to be a foster parent. If things go well, I might adopt... or do the artificial insemination thing."
"Just one more thing, huh?" I said, then grinned. "Seriously, that's awesome. And a big deal. And you've got a big family ready to help you in any way we can."
"Thanks." said Cindy. "Yeah, I've been thinking about it. Just seems like the right thing to do, and now is the right time to do it..."
Part 33 - Inquiries and Councils
10:00am, Monday, November 12th. The Board of Inquiry for Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar began. The three Commissioners of the Board were the usual suspects: Silas, Fitzgerald, and Finneran.
Your Iron Crowbar was not in the room. I was in the side room, having been hooked up with a monitor that showed the proceedings as they were being videoed.
Silas had barely begun the hearing when the Union Rep for Hicks and Gundottar objected to Finneran's presence on the Board, citing his deep biases against Police in past Board hearings.
"Oh, God." muttered Silas, who then said more loudly "Are we really going to have to go through with this?"
"You tell me, Commissioner." said the Rep. "Are you going to continue to taint these Boards with Finneran's bigoted presence?"
"You have no choice in the matter." said Silas. "Mr. Finneran was specifically requested by several Members of the Town & County Council."
"We do have a choice." said the Union Rep. "Wc can just walk out of here and not participate in Finneran's legal lynching of these Officers."
"Then do it." said Silas. "We'll find summarily against your clients, and recommend they be fired. I will also note that others who have been subpoenaed to answer our questions will still be required to answer those questions."
"You don't have subpoena power." said the Union Rep. "That was demonstrated in the last Board of Inquiry."
There was a silence in the room. Finally, Silas said "Well?"
"Are you removing Finneran from this Board of Inquiry?" asked the Union Rep.
"No." said Silas. "Mr. Finneran absolutely will remain on this Board of Inquiry." The Union Rep turned to Hicks and Gundottar and nodded. They all left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, November 13th. The Town & County Council convened in executive session after their public meeting. As they took their seats around the table, Edward Steele said "Well, Loran, you're a lame duck now."
"I have to admit, I'm pretty happy about it." replied Michaels. "My private ventures into healthcare facilities is taking more and more of my time, and would generate conflicts of interest in the future."
"Trading on your past as Public Health Officer?" Kelly Carnes said rudely, and scornfully.
Loran Michaels had a way of setting his face in a perma-half-grin, so that no one knew what he was really thinking. His face looked that way as he replied "I did get some ideas for better healthcare service while serving as PHO."
"Okay, let's get started." said Mayor Larry Vaughan, no longer the People's Choice. "I'm also a lame duck, and I would like for the next six weeks to go very smoothly. I have enjoyed working with the Council for these past several years. Let's finish it off in a good way, okay?"
"Hear hear." said Ian McGhillie.
"The requested Board of Inquiry report concerning TCPD Officers Gunddottar and Hicks was completed in record time." said the Mayor.
"No surprise, since the Officers and their Union representation walked out on the Board proceedings." said Kelly Carnes.
"Yezzz." said the Mayor. "We also have the report of the Public Safety Inspector General, which was forwarded to us by the Sheriff."
"Who will be your successor as Mayor." said Edward R. Steele, twisting the knife in the wound of several Council Members.
"For right or for wrong." said Reginald B.F. Lewis, who'd looked particularly pained at the last couple of comments.
"It is what it is, Mr. Lewis." said the Mayor. "But right now, let's just concentrate on this particular issue. The Board of Inquiry report was a 2-1 vote to not indemnify the Police Officers, and it recommends they be fired for cause by that same 2-1 vote. The report of the I.G. clears the Officers and calls their actions a good shoot, and said their actions were necessary to prevent loss of life and further harm."
"I move we accept the findings of the Board of Inquiry," said Kelly Carnes, "and implement their recommendations."
"I second that motion." said Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"You weren't recognized, Ms. Carnes." said Edward Steele.
"Point of order." said Malinda Adams. "A motion is on the floor and seconded."
"Agreed." said the Mayor.
"Well then," said Steele, "I move that the Inspector General's report be accepted, and the Officers be cleared-------"
"Point of order." said Kelly Carnes. "Another motion is already on the floor."
"Agreed again." said the Mayor. "Let's discuss the motion on the floor. Let me first clarify the issues of the Board of Inquiry's report. As was said earlier, the Officers walked out upon the advice of their Union representation, citing that Board Commissioner Finneran was biased. I should note that the Police and Fire Unions, as well as the Police Captain's Union, intend to object to Mr. Finneran's presence on any Boards of Inquiry involving Police Officers or Firefighters."
"Fuck them." said Carnes. "They don't get to decide who is on the Boards of Inquiry. We do."
"Point of order as to language." said Edward Steele.
"Noted." said the Mayor. "Mrs. Carnes, please keep it clean. And for the record, it's the Mayor that controls who populates all Boards, except the elected Board of Commissioners, in this County. I've always delegated that, but Mr. Allgood may choose differently. But in the here and now, the Lead Commissioner, Mr. Silas, chose to keep Mr. Finneran on the Board, so the Union had the Officers walk out."
"Cut and dried, then." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "Fire their asses."
"Point of order as to language." said Edward Steele. Lewis glared at him.
"Noted." said the Mayor. "I know you're better than that, Reginald."
"I apologize." said Lewis. "But I agree with the Board of Inquiry that the Officers should be fired."
"Why?" said Ian McGhillie, father of Detective Roy McGhillie. "These are two of the best Uniformed Officers on the Police Force. They were made Corporals for very good reasons: their abilities. The I.G.'s report agreed that their actions were necessary. Why are you trying to harm the Police Force by firing them?"
"I agree that they were good Officers." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "My problem is the willful disregard of the process we set up to investigate these matters. Those Officers walked out, and no other Police Officers would answer their summonses to testify as to what happened. The process has to be respected, and the truth found."



"It would have been," said J.P. Goldman, "if Silas had done the right thing and replaced Finneran with a fair and impartial Commissioner that was interested in getting the truth. Finneran had no interest in the truth; he's agenda-driven and is interested only in harming the Police."
"You don't know that!" snarled Kelly Carnes. "Finneran in an honest, decent man-------"
"That's a load of crap!" fired back J.P. Goldman. "I still have not forgotten that bastard's actions during Father Romano's Board of Inquiry------"
"Point of order as to language!" called out Malinda Adams, her voice vicious and happy.
"Good grief." said the Mayor. "Are things really going to be this bad now?"
"Ask Eldrick Weaver." said Reginald B.F. Lewis, his face daring anyone to challenge what he was insinuating.
"Ask him what?" fired John Colby, taking up the bit. "Ask him why his attempt to steal the Mayoral election failed?"
"Are you accusing him of doing that?" roared Lewis.
"Yes!" shot back Colby. "It was clearly fraud-------"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap*
The Mayor tapped his gavel until he got the silence he wanted. "One thing is for damn sure." he said. "I am not staying here until midnight or later rehashing the Election results. Now we have a motion on the floor. Is there any more discussion?"
"I'm probably going to be the swing vote, here." said Loran Michaels. "So I have two questions. First, would there be an objection to voting on these items separately? Right now, to vote for this is to vote for firing these two Officers, and I'm not sure they merit that, even if we accept the Board of Inquiry's findings. Second, I think some of you are being dismissive of the reasons the Union and the Officers objected to Mr. Finneran, to the point of walking out of the process. I believe that's a serious issue in itself."
"I'm not withdrawing my motion." said Carnes. "I want those Officers fired for cause. Their actions were reprehensible, but worse, their actions were a result of Commander Donald Troy's poor training of them------"
"There it is!' cried out Dagmar Schoen triumphantly. "I was wondering how long it would be before you brought up the Iron Crowbar's name!"
"Mrs. Schoen," rebuked the Mayor, "do we really have to resort to these childish, petty comments?"
"Mr. Mayor, I strongly object to your opinion of those comments." roared John Colby, his baritone voice reverberating through the room. "Mrs. Schoen makes an excellent point. Mrs. Carnes is only looking to injure the Police Force in order to injure Commander Troy. Her actions are the petty and childish ones, and she does not care who she hurts to take her cheap shots at the Iron Crowbar-------"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap*
"Noted, Mr. Colby." said the Mayor.
"I want those Officers fired, also." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "To drive home the point that the process must be respected, and cannot be flouted like this."
"So you want a Police strike?" asked Ian McGhillie. "Because I can guarantee you that if Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar... who is a woman, Ms. Adams... are fired, you will get that strike."
"Do you speak from knowledge of which we are not aware?" asked Susan Weston.
"Don't be an idiot, Ms. Weston, of course I do." growled McGhillie, who was Detective Roy McGhillie's father. "And like Mr. Michaels just asked about.. yes, the issue is that Finneran is that bad, and the anger over his actions run that deep. The Union is not considering a strike solely to have one; they'd prefer to save that ammunition for a more worthy battle. But this one is worthy enough to the Police rank-and-file that they very likely will vote to strike if Hicks and Gunddottar are fired."
"Yeah, I'll bring up his name again." said Kelly Carnes. "What does Commander Troy have to say about that?"
"He will come out on record supporting his Officers if that is what they choose to do." said Edward R. Steele. "He's tired of Finneran's shit... don't bother with the points of order... and he's tired of your shit, Ms. Carnes. And you may consider what I just said to be a direct quote from the man himself."
The political trump card had been played. Reginald B.F. Lewis realized that McGhillie, Steele, and probably Goldman had just boxed the others in, and had saved this greatest threat to the last minute. And they'd do it, they would. Especially if the Iron Crowbar told them he supported it. Damn! that Iron Crowbar was a dirty-dealing Cracker! he thought to himself.
"He's just taking care of his Officers, Mr. Lewis." said Edward Steele to his good friend... probably now his former good friend after the Allgood-Weaver election. Lewis just nodded thoughtfully.
"He does that." said Lewis quietly. "Griswold does, too."
The vote was 3-7. A second motion to accept the I.G.'s findings and absolve the Police Officers passed 7-2 with one abstention...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's great... yes... okay, I'll talk to you tomorrow. Thanks for calling." I said. I disconnected the phone and set it down on the bedside table.
"That was Edward Steele." I said to Laura as she sat in bed next to me, reading an article in that renowned magazine Sexual Psychology. "They cleared Hicks and Gunddottar, but only after Ian McGhillie brought up the threat of a strike."
"That's good." Laura said. "Did Edward say how Reginald Lewis was after the Weaver issue?"
"No," I said, "but he said there was more, and he'd tell me about it tomorrow." Laura put her magazine to the side, then turned and cuddled up to me. I knew what that meant, and it was confirmed when I felt her hand grasp my hardening cock. She began jacking it as we began sharing warm, wet kisses. They began getting deeper, our tongues twining.
Then Laura began kissing her way down my chest and abs to my groin. I groaned as I felt her take my cock into her hot mouth...
Part 34 - Epilogue
Later, lying awake in the dark as Laura slept peacefully in my arms, I reflected on something I'd heard... that our Liberty is defended by four boxes: the soap box, the ballot box, the jury box, and the cartridge box. It would seem we'd experienced all of these recently.
The discourse of the soap box had been used in political speeches and talk shows, but also had been abused in violent demonstrations by our enemies. The ballot box had elected our representation at every level, despite attempts to subvert that process and steal one of those elections.
The Grand Jury box had saved me from the rabid agenda of hate-filled men using the law as a weapon, and Jury boxes had saved Peter Gordon and Nathaniel Jones from wrongful convictions. More indirectly, the Courts had saved an election for Mayor from being tainted, and stolen.
The red crowbar had served as my 'cartridge box' to fight voter suppression, and we'd narrowly avoided having to use live bullets against hundreds of hatred-filled thugs... as the chrome and steel of the motorcycles ridden by Patriots gleamed as they had fought that battle for us...
Thomas Jefferson once said that the Tree of Liberty had to be refreshed by the blood of Patriots and Tyrants. Mitt Willis's blood had been shed, as had Wallace Bedford's and Jasmine Nix's, and Jack Lewis's. And the blood of Patriots like Admiral Keating and Charlie Griswold's, as well. And we came so close, oh so close, to Tanya Perlman's blood refreshing that Tree of Liberty as she held her ground in the face of certain death... in front of the statue of the aforementioned Thomas Jefferson.
And was it worth it? To fight to pass on to our sons and daughters the same Free Nation in which we'd been raised? Yes, but it was more. The cause for which we'd stood on the Courthouse Square in the face of rabid Death, had worn a wire to expose evil, to taking gunfire to save another Police Officer, had ridden in on motorcycles to fight, had stood before judges in Court, had invaded a political headquarters to avenge voter fraud... that cause could be summed up in the words of another President, Abraham Lincoln, as he dedicated a cemetery at Gettysburg to those whose blood had refreshed the Tree of Liberty:
"...that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain------ that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom------ and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Author's note: this is a 'bridge' story to fill the gap to the next series of mysteries. Thanks for your patience.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 14th, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council voted last night to indemnify and clear two Police Corporals in an Officer-involved shooting several weeks ago!"
"This controversial decision follows an incident at the recent Board of Inquiry, where the Officers and their Union Rep walked out of the proceedings, and no Police Officers showed up to testify before the Board." said Bettina. "Experts believed that the Council would act to terminate the Officers's employment, but sources tell Channel Two News that the threat of a Police strike may have been a factor in the decision.'
"It was not a unanimous decision." said Bettina. "Council Members Carnes, Adams, and Lewis were outraged at the action. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Kelly Carnes saying "We tried to do the right thing, but Commander Troy's sycophants on the Council didn't care about the disrespect shown to the Board of Inquiry, and stuck to their usual bullying tactics of intimidation to force the issue. And it's only going to be worse when illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood takes the throne."
"I'm not sure these Police Officers would not have been acquitted of the charges against them." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "But the process has to be respected, and in this case of the Police disrespecting the Board of Inquiry, an example needed to be made. But that argument fell on the deaf ears of the Republican members of the Council."
Back to Bettina live: "Neither the Police Officers nor their Union Rep would appear on camera, and Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment. And in news related to Commander Troy, the lawsuit filed by the Citizens for Police Accountability has been assigned to the Courtroom of Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts. Previous lawsuits of this nature have been dismissed, but Judge Watts wants to explore whether or not these lawsuits are frivolous and being filed solely to force the defendants to spend money defending them."
"Commander Donald Troy has filed a countersuit against the CFPA" continued Bettina. "Similar countersuits by Commander Troy have been dismissed or had rulings against him, but Judge Watts is allowing this countersuit to be heard along with the original complaint..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am, Wednesday, November 14th. "It's a great new day here in our Town & County!"
"Yes it is, Catrina." said Meredith Peller. "She's Catrina Pierce and I'm Meredith Peller. We have several breaking stories this morning. The Town & County Council indemnified and cleared two TCPD Officers last night, despite those Officers and their Union rep walking out on a Board of Inquiry. The Police Union said the action was taken because one of the Commissioners on that Board had demonstrated strong anti-Police bias in the past, and the Union believed the two Police Corporals would not get a fair hearing. The Union also complained that the lead Commissioner refused to dismiss that biased Commissioner after the Union's objections, and seat another one."
"The Council instead accepted the findings of the Public Safety Inspector General," said Catrina, "who found that the Officers acted correctly and had no other choice but to shoot at a car whose occupants were trying to murder two other Police Officers. Police Chief Sean Moynahan had already returned the two Police Corporals to full duty, citing the lack of a speedy Board hearing for his Officers."
"Commander Donald Troy gave a statement to Fox Eight News," said Meredith, "saying that he was happy the Officers were cleared and everyone could move on. Asked if the Police had been prepared to go on strike if the Officers were disciplined or fired, which some Council Members wanted, Commander Troy said that he was not personally aware of any consideration of a Police strike."
"Commander Troy also said that he is looking forward to the Wildcats continuing their undefeated season!" said Catrina. "If the Wildcats win this weekend, they will clinch the division and will play in the Conference Championship game, regardless of the outcome of their game against their arch-rivals, the State U. Purple Hawks. Meanwhile, the Bulldogs will complete their Conference schedule, and will round out their season against State Tech the Saturday after Thanksgiving."
"And also locally this weekend," said Meredith, "the Civic Center will be hosting the big Ballroom Dancing competition this weekend. Dancing veterans and newcomers alike will be competing for the trophy and a spot in the Statewide competition in early December..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And we're going to be at that dance competition." said Joanne Warner. "Commander Troy got us tickets. He and Dr. Fredricson are going to compete in it."
"He got us tickets, too." said Theo Washington. "I always thought the Commander was a brave man, but entering a competition like this with all those people watching... that's brave."
"Gotta start somewhere." said Julia Rodriguez. "So why aren't you married people in here not competing, also?"
"Heh." said Teddy Parker, who'd re-qualified with his gun and was back on full duty. "I can barely slow-dance, much less do Tangos."
"You were slow-dancing with Janice Holloway pretty good at the club last weekend." said Julia. "At least she was thinking so, by my observation."
"That's my man!" said Mary Milton. She went over and high-fived Parker, who was blushing a bit at the attention.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What strike?" asked Chief Moynahan as the Chief's Conference Room hosted a rather large gathering. Sheriff-elect Griswold and Mayor-elect Daniel Allgood had joined the Chief, me, and my Angels for morning coffee. "Was that really going to happen?"
"I don't know." I said. "I might've lied to the Press about not knowing anything about it. There was nothing official, but I did hear some rumors that there was talk about it."
"And those rumors were true, sir." said Teresa Croyle. "And I'll add to it, for all of you to hear, that the rank-and-file Officers are getting tired of being treated like pawns by the politicians. The Union decided to make a stand over Finneran, and they'll do it again if he's on any more Boards of Inquiry."
"Finneran won't be a Commissioner after January 1st." said Daniel Allgood. "That's one of the first things I'm going to do after being sworn in as Mayor."
"Let me run some cover for you with that." said Griswold. "Some of the Council and a lot of people believe he's the only Commissioner willing to stand up to the Police."
"What if the Council passes a law before this year is out that they name those Commissioners... or that they have to approve your actions on them?" asked Cindy.
"They can't." I said.
"It's in the Town & County Charter." said Daniel.
"If I may..." I said. Everyone turned to me as I explained: "There are six members of the Board of Commissioners. Three are elected at-large, i.e. County-wide. Then three are elected from districts that are roughly what the boundaries were when we had three Police Precincts. That Board of Commissioners serves as the Education Board, the Highway Board, the Public Utilities Board, and whatever else has a Board in this County."
"If a Commissioner resigns or passes away," I said, "the Mayor can name an Acting Commissioner in that person's place... the only requirement being that the Commissioner reside in the district he's appointed for... and can go up to a full year before having to go to the Town & County Assembly for approval of the nominee. That's a big reason why the Mayor's Office is such a huge one."
"And after that," I said, "the Mayor has the exclusive power to name the members of any Commissions formed by the Council, which Boards of Inquiry technically are. Technically the overall Board of Commissioners must approve the Mayor's choices, but they're usually the Mayor's 'yes men', anyway. So the Council can demand a Board of Inquiry be convened, but they can't name who is on it... well, they could, but the Mayor can come along and overturn it, and name his own slate of people to it."
"No disrespect to you, Sheriff Allgood," said Teresa, "but gosh, that's a lot of political power in one man's hands."
"It was worse in the County before the merger." growled Griswold. "Much, much worse. What we have now is the last remnant of that old good ol' boy network."
"Why don't they change it?" Cindy asked.
"The State is whining about our Board of Education not being separate. The Board of Commissioners is the Board of Education." I said. "The powerful NEA, the Teachers Union, is pushing hard for change there, and may well get it. They also want control over revenue and taxation for education purposes, which currently is exclusively in the hands of the Town & County Assembly. That won't change."
"But more to your question, Cindy," said Chief Griswold, "it was a product of the people at the time, who created the Charter when the Merger happened. All the politicians of both political parties saw it as a way of exercising control... which both sides expected to have. And no disrespect to young Daniel, here, but every Mayor to this point has not wanted to give up that power, either. Vaughan was good about delegating it, but he would not even consider any ideas to change it."
"So who is more powerful?" asked Teresa.
"The Council and the Assembly." I said. "Only the Assembly can pass revenue and taxation bills. They set the millage rate for school taxes, all sales and excise taxes, and all County fees for services. The Council passes all the other laws, including business regulations, housing codes, land usage zones, etc. The Board of Commissioners cannot pass any laws, at all. The Mayor has power, but he's also only the Moderator of the Assembly and Council, and only votes in the event of a tie."
"And I suspect this Mayor is going to get to do that a lot this coming year." growled Griswold in a musing sort of way, pointing his thumb at Daniel.
"You missed your chance, Don." said Daniel Allgood, trying to needle me. "You could've run for Mayor yourself. You coulda been a contendah."
"Pul-eeze, Mr. Mayor-elect." I said, then said in a deep voice: "I have all the pow-errrr I neeeed... the Power of the Crowbarrrrrr." This was said as a red crowbar was waved in the Mayor-elect's general direction. Teresa and Cindy utterly failed to stop themselves from breaking out laughing...
Part 2 - Shifting Sands
"Cindy, would you mind staying for the Angels meeting?" I asked after we watched KSTD's broadcast in my office, a broadcast that added nothing to our general knowledge of anything worth knowing.
"Sure." said Cindy. "Whassup?"
"I want to talk with all three of you about these various vacation requests." I said. "Teresa, am I seeing this correctly? You're going back to your home town?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Todd's coming with me. Father Romano suggested I go back there and make peace with my past. And I'll take some pictures of my family's graves, which I don't have any of, and pictures of the town and the schools to show the boys as they're growing up. I figure the week of Thanksgiving will be the best time... you're going to chain me to my desk for Christmas."
I laughed. "Yeah, right." I said. "And Cindy, you put in for next Monday through Wednesday, also. Going with Callie to L.A.?" I should note here that the Friday after Thanksgiving was treated by the TCPD and all the County Government as a weekend day, either a day off, or time and a half if required to work it.
"Leaving early Sunday morning, will come back the Saturday after Thanksgiving." said Cindy. "My father is flying back to Malaysia, so no family Thanksgiving with him, and you're trying to set records for hosting people on Thanksgiving Day as it is."
"And you're flying back home right in that crush of people flying about the country." I said. "Okay, then. I'll tell the Chief I've approved you both for leave time. Just make sure your subordinates know. So what about you, Tanya?"
"Jack and I and the kids are going to take the week after Christmas off." said Tanya. "We're going to go see New Orleans, Baton Rouge, historical places in the area."
"Works for me." I said. "Just don't come back doing any 'Who Dat' crap... I am not a New Orleans Aints fan."
"Noted, sir." Tanya replied.
"The man chooses all the wrong football teams." muttered Cindy.
"Who dat... gonna be Conference Champs?" I asked, peering wickedly at Cindy. She just shook her head sadly, and muttered something about needing a vacation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Wednesday, November 14th. Sheriff Allgood had convened a big meeting in the Main Conference Room of the Public Safety Department in City Hall. The Police Chief, Fire Chief, Public Health Officer, Chief of Staff of the Sheriff's Department, and all Commander-level people were there. Sheriff-elect Griswold had also been invited, and sat at the end of the table opposite Sheriff Allgood.
"Good morning, everyone, thanks for coming." said Daniel Allgood. "Barring an emergency of some kind, this will likely be my last meeting with all of you here. So I'd first like to thank you all for your hard work and support during the last four years."
"We'd like to thank you for your work during these last four years as Sheriff." said Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald. Everyone applauded Daniel at least politely.
"I'm also more than pleased that I'm being replaced by one of the greatest law enforcement officers I've ever had the pleasure to know." said Allgood. "I know that Chief--- er, Sheriff-elect Griswold will make the Public Safety Department even better than it is today." Another round of applause. This was getting to be like a BigAgraFoods Corporate Board meeting, I thought to myself sardonically.
"Okay, the other reason for this big meeting is that the budget that was passed by the Town Assembly was ratified by the Council, basically a rubber-stamping of it." said Allgood as the Intendent, Mrs. Peabody, passed out bound copies of the document to each of us. "I can tell you right now that some of you are going to be shocked." continued Daniel.
"That's an understatement." Cindy whispered to me as she looked at the Police budget. I understood what she was saying: her requests for basic armor had been cut in half, and requests for basic equipment for our Officers (gun belts, radios, handcuffs, etc.) had been cut by one-third. Money for vehicles had been increased, but it was the money for unassigned major capital expenses being tripled that got my attention... and a bad vibe.
"We took some hard cuts here, Sheriff." Cindy said out loud.
"Yes, and I hate it." said Oswald, speaking up since he was the budget expert for the Town & County Public Safety Department, and a very good 'expert', at that. "Our proposal was for the Police to buy new armor and equipment, and some of the older but good equipment would be handed over to the Deputy Sheriffs, to get them better armored. But the Assembly cut our proposal in half. So our plan will go forward, but not nearly as quickly as we wanted."
"Well," said Fire Chief Quinlin, "I'm certainly not going to complain about getting new Fire Engines and Fire Trucks. But where are we going to put them?"
"In the bays where the EMT vehicles used to be." said Oswald. "The idea of University Hospital stashing ambulances there for more rapid deployment was scrapped, and will not be happening."
"Again, no complaints there." said Chief Quinlin.
"There's a lot of capital expenditures in here, in all our Departments." said Public Health Officer Beth Paige. "And then there's some more in the general budget, not assigned to any specific Department. And money to purchase land? What's that about?"
"It's for a couple of new Public Health clinics on the Southside." said Oswald. "At least that's what the Public Health's allocation is for."
"And for the Police?" asked Cindy, a bit darkly... she had gotten the same vibe I had when she saw those numbers.
"Officially," said Daniel Allgood, "for 'facility upgrades'. But I won't beat around the bush on it: Eldrick Weaver got that put in to create a third Police Precinct again. I'm not saying that's going to happen, but that was his purpose and intent when the Budget was written."
"So go spend it quickly on upgrades," said Oswald, "so that there's no money left for a new Precinct."
"Way ahead of you on that." I muttered, but loud enough to be heard. There were some chuckles in the room at that, most notably from the Sheriff-elect at the end of the table.
"And the unassigned capital expenditures?" persisted Beth Paige. "Where are those going to?"
"I'm not sure." said Oswald. "That's a total surprise to me, and I haven't gotten a straight answer from anyone on the Assembly, nor Mayor Vaughan."
It was then that the insight came to me. I glanced over at Fire Marshal Zoe Singer. She was pretending to study the figures, but there was a tiny gleam in her eye. My own eyes did an excellent imitation of my daughter Carole in cutting to Chief Griswold. After a few seconds, he noticed I was looking at him. He kept his face straight, but his twitching mustaches gave him away. And I understood.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Jenna Stiles asked Callie, me, and Paulina Patterson to have lunch with her." Cindy said as we left City Hall. "So can I vent in your office later today?"
"Sure." I said. "I was hoping to talk to Chief Griswold, but he said he has a lunch meeting already. He's going to invite us to breakfast tomorrow at the Country Breakfast Diner.
"I'll be there." said Cindy. "In the meantime, I'll see you this afternoon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thanks for coming, guys." said SDOJ Regional Director Harold Bennett, formerly TCPD Police Chief, as he, Chief Griswold and Chief Moynahan sat down to lunch at the Cattleman's Club. "Congratulations on your election to Sheriff, Grizz."
"Thanks." grunted Griswold. They placed their drink orders, and talked about innocuous stuff until their food orders were taken. Then they got down to business.
"I just wanted to tell you guys what is going on at the State level." said Bennett. "First, SBI Director 'Curly' Goodwin talked to me about becoming a Deputy Director of the SBI, in charge of the Narcotics Task Force division."
"I'm surprised to hear that." growled Griswold. "I know Governor Jared still wants to do away with the NTF entirely, and Goodwin was on the side of making that happen. So what's going on with it?"
"That's what I wanted to ask you." said Bennett. "Goodwin talked in terms of me taking the job to clean out the NTF. To make it 'reliable', was his term."
"My first question would beeeee," said Chief Moynahan, "do you want to do that? Clean up a pretty corrupt organization, that is. My second question would be if you'd prefer that to what you're doing nowwww?"



"I may not have a choice." said Bennett. "I'm not the Iron Crowbar, but I can see what's going on. I did some checking, and the word I'm getting is that State A.G. Karl Handel wants to clean house in the State DOJ, which might include getting me out of where I am now as a Regional Director."
"Jared thinks Handel is going to run for Governor in two years." said Griswold. "Jared is term-limited, so he won't be running. Sounds like Handel is trying to put his own assets in strategic places in preparation for that run."
"Any idea who Handel wants to replace you with?" asked Moynahan.
"Yeah..." said Bennett.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The four ladies were given the table with the best view of the little man-made lake at Laura's favorite Soup and Salad place. Cindy, Callie, Paulina, and Jenna all sat down, and caught up on 'chatter' until they'd eaten.
"Well, it's semi-official." said Jenna. "There will not be a place for me in the Town & County District Attorney's Office."
"Yeah, and that's a bummer, too." said Paulina. "You're a much better lawyer than Savannah Fineman. But she's Miriam Walters's buddy."
"Miriam said it wasn't final yet." said Jenna. "She also said that if Fineman had won the Solicitor's race, then she, Miriam, could've brought me in. I'm not buying it; I know bullshit when I hear it. Maybe I'm wrong, but I don't think she ever intended to bring me back as an ADA."
"I don't know about that." said Paulina. "What about Fineman's old job, in the Solicitor's Office?"
"Ted Mason is as bad as Krasney." said Jenna. "Even worse when it comes to women and women's issues. He wouldn't hire me if his life depended on it, and I wouldn't accept working with him if my life depended on it."
"Well, you're a State Attorney now." said Cindy. "Or is there a problem there, as well?"
"Not much gets by you." Jenna said, in an attempt to make a joke. At least Callie chuckled at it as Jenna said: "Yeah, there could be some big changes coming in the State DOJ. The State A.G., Karl Handel, is starting to talk about running for Governor in two years, and he wants his 'yes men' in any and all positions of 'influence'. So now I'm getting word that Harold Bennett may be getting pushed to the side. There's talk of him taking charge of the SBI-NTF... but if you ask me, that's just to get him out of the way."
"Bennett." muttered Cindy. "You know what I think of him." Cindy's thoughts of Harold Bennett were not positive ones.
"Oh yes." said Jenna. "But to be honest, and fair... he hasn't been bad to me. Of course he's not my direct boss, either. As a State Attorney, I answer to the A.G.'s Office. In some ways that's good, but with Handel running as a Republican, it's not so good for me right now."
"Surely they're not going to fire you, are they?" asked Callie.
"Handel could, if he wanted to." said Jenna. "I get the feeling he's going to make wholesale changes. Bennett and Gaston will be out as SDOJ Regional Directors, I'll be out as a State Attorney, maybe Faye Dunlan as well. I was told that Handel was massively pissed that I involved myself in the Republican State Office caucus fraud case. And it may be for the good in other ways as well, to tell you the truth."
"How so?" asked Callie.
"I was brought in as State Attorney, or so I thought, to work on civil rights issues." said Jenna. "And Bennett has not been bad about that, at all. But Handel, being a Republican, could not care less about minority rights and especially not about women's rights. I was trying to get in on that lawsuit filed by Eldrick Weaver, when they suppressed those legal, legitimate votes, but Handel told me directly to stay out of it and let the County handle it as a local matter."
"He may have been doing you a favor by doing that." said Paulina. "Judge Watts did not say publicly what he said privately: that those ballots were worse than tainted, it was sheer fraud. He considered issuing a bench warrant for Eldrick Weaver's arrest, as well as the woman who 'found' those ballots, but decided to just let the TCPD handle it. And beyond that, I was glad my name was nowhere near that mess, and you should be too, if you ever decide to run for political office again."
"Well, I won't get into the weeds on that, or Cindy might beat me up." Jenna said. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement. Jenna continued: "Anyway, I'm not getting to work on the kinds of cases I want to, so I won't be unhappy to say goodbye to the State Attorney's Office."
"By the way," said Cindy, "who would Handel replace Bennett with?"
Jenna hesitated, then said "That's the other thing. From what I've heard..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was making a molehill out of a mountain of Police paperwork when Cindy came to my office. I had her sit down and said "Whassup?"
"I'll trade you some information." Cindy said. "I'll tell you what's going on in the State DOJ and its various Regions in exchange for you telling me what's going on with the County Budget."
I smiled. "Nice try. But both are pretty obvious, are they not?"
"I know not much gets by you." Cindy said. "But people don't say that about me. I'm guessing the budget thing is an attempt to bring back a third Precinct, but I don't really see what you're seeing. So you know what's going on in the SDOJ?"
"Oh yeah, those dominos are falling real easy." I said. "Why don't I just tell you the full chain of events, and you can correct me where I go astray, okay?"
"I love it when you do this to perps." Cindy said with a smile. "But maybe not so much when you do it to me. Okay, go ahead."
"I do know," I started, "that SBI Director Curly Goodwin was asked to talk to SDOJ Regional Director Harold Bennett about taking the role of SBI Deputy Director in charge of the SBI-NTF. I know because I was asked about it, and I raised very strong objections to it, which were pretty much ignored. My objections were not to Mr. Bennett, but to giving the NTF anything resembling leadership when my goal is to see it dismantled and replaced."
"So it's easy to figure out." I continued. "Bennett to the SBI means his spot in the SDOJ comes open. A.G. Karl Handel is beginning to express a desire to run for Governor, and he is about as strongly an Establishment Republican as still exists in this State. He'll want to put his own man, or woman, into that slot... or at least someone who will not cause him problems. The likeliest choice? Our current lame duck District Attorney, Gil Krasney."
Cindy visibly wilted when she saw that I knew, but I went on: "Handel also wants Krasney in that position because he, Handel, wants to run off Jenna Stiles as State Attorney... she is anything but an Establishment Republican... and I suspect Jenna would rather slit her wrists than work for Krasney ever again. I personally was hoping Jenna would be brought back to our D.A.'s Office as an ADA, but Miriam Walters is putting friendship with Savannah Fineman ahead of good sense after Fineman lost the Solicitor's race. So that leaves Jenna on the outside looking in. How am I doing so far?"
"Not much gets by you." said Cindy. "So will Bennett take the SBI-NTF job?"
"If he's smart he won't." I said "But, so sorry to say, he was not exactly the sharpest tool in the shed when he was Police Chief here."
"He'll be out of a job when the next State Budget Bill is passed, if Governor Jared and the Grassroots Conservatives have their way, and destroy the SBI-NTF." Cindy said.
"Yes... so draw an inference from that." I said, peering at her.
"Uh..." Cindy said, thinking about it. "Okay, what?"
"My inference is that Bennett does believe the SBI-NTF will continue to exist. And that he'll be in charge of an expanded, more powerful SBI-NTF that can run roughshod over local jurisdictions. Now who in the world also wants that to happen?"
"Maybe Handel." said Cindy. "But even if he wins the Governor's race in two years, a Conservative could win the Attorney General race."
"Maybe, but put yourself in the place of the Schemers, the Establishment Elites." I said. "They're assuming their plans will work. So who is looking ahead and scheming this out?"
"Ohhhhh..." Cindy said, getting it. "Wow, Don, you really do see these things. You've said ad infinitum... and ad nauseam, to be candid... that the Establishment Republicans would rather work with Democrats than Grassroots Conservatives. So Handel and Bennett might be working in cahoots with State Senator Katherine Woodburn."
"Excellent!" I said happily, very pleased that Cindy had come to that conclusion, and so quickly. "Yes, Katherine Woodburn is smart enough to figure all this out, and influential enough to make it happen. In fact... Cindy, we've got to keep our eyes firmly on State Senator Woodburn. She is becoming a very powerful, influential politician in this State, and don't think for a minute she doesn't want to leverage that into far more power."
"I hear you." said Cindy. "Okay, so all this goes down and Jenna's the one left holding the bag, and without a job."
"Think about it, think abouuuuuuut it..." I said.
"Katherine Woodburn again." said Cindy. "She'll hire Jenna, to be her legal advisor on civil rights issues, or some such stuff."
"And more; she can have Jenna file civil rights lawsuits ad infinitum and ad nauseam to fuck with us." I replied.
"Okay." said Cindy. "So... the budget. What the fuck is going on there?"
I just grinned. "You'll find out in the morning." Observing that I was about to take a severe Green Crowbar beatdown, I hastily continued: "No, wait, I'll tell you now. Just so you know that I know..."
Part 3 - Breakfast With The Crowbars
6:00am, Thursday, November 15th. We convened in the private back room of the Country Breakfast Diner, owned and operated by John Colby. Present were: me, Cindy, Zoe Singer, Chief Griswold, John Colby, Dagmar Schoen, J.P. Goldman, and Edward R. Steele.
As always, I availed myself of large amounts of delicious breakfast foods when eating at the buffet here, especially bacon. Any God that invented good dogs to pet and tasty bacon to eat must be an awesome God, I thought to myself. But I digress.
"Okay, ranks on the table; we're all equal here." said John Colby. "So, what did you guys think of that budget?" he asked, to start off the conversation.
"Who passed that thing?" asked Dagmar Schoen. "I thought Republicans had the majority in the Assembly."
"They do." I said. "Cindy, what do we think of Republican majorities?"
"As we discussed yesterday," Cindy said, "the Establishment Republicans would rather work with Democrats than Grassroots Conservatives. I'm guessing that happened at the Assembly... maybe after I ripped Weaver a new one?"
"You did wonderfully there." said Colby. "And you're fairly close to the truth on the reasons for the budget. In fairness, though: everyone thought Weaver was going to win, so they put a lot of what he wanted into the Budget. Not everything, but a lot."
"They assumed Weaver would win." I said. "Glad they never assume who might win national Presidential elections ahead of time... oh, sorry, I was just musing."
"I'll bet the Iron Crowbar can tell us what's going on with that budget." said Cindy as she shoveled some scrambled eggs into her potty mouth, getting me back on subject.
"Har!" said Griswold. "You knew that coming in here, Ms. Ross." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement as everyone else laughed.
"Well, let's find out." said Dagmar Schoen, with a gleam in her eye. "Go ahead, Don."
"Well, I can't let you guys think you're dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded, now can I?" I asked with a grin. Everyone laughed, but then all eyes were intently upon me.
"Okay, here it is." I said. "Sheriff-to-be Griswold has not been letting the negotiating grass grow under his feet." I turned to Griswold and said "You sir, are negotiating to get the EMS restored. And you're willing to give the other side the third Police Precinct back to get it."
"Whaa?" Cindy gasped, her ice-blue eyes wide. "Shut the front door! Are you frickin' kidding me?"
"Naw, he knows. And I never said a word to him about it." said Griswold, his mustaches twitching merrily. He then said to me: "And I knew you knew when you looked at me in the meeting yesterday."
"Don," said Cindy, "you told me yesterday the land budget was for new EMT Stations, and that we might have to accept a third Precinct in exchange. But you didn't tell me our Sheriff-elect here was the one behind it."
"And the look of shock on your face was worth it, ma cousine." I said with a grin. Everyone was laughing now as I was punched playfully on the shoulder.
"Heh." said Griswold. "Well, it's true. But I hope to get the EMTs back without having to give them the third Precinct back. I was willing to discuss it with Eldrick Weaver, though, to get him on board in case he won the Mayor's election."
"Is that a good idea, though?" asked Dagmar Schoen. "How will the Fire Department take it?"
"They'll take new Engines and Trucks, for sure." growled Griswold. "And the new EMS will be totally separate from the Fire Department: new buildings, new rank structure, totally separate-but-equal, unlike last time."
"Won't you have to totally rewrite the Merger agreement to do this?" asked Zoe Singer, trying to hide her excitement at her dream of the EMS being restored possibly coming true.
"The law that merged the Public Safety components will have to be redone." said Edward Steele. "It needs a general overhaul anyway. We've passed so many codicils that we need to just put fresh pen to paper and clean it all up. This is a chance to do that."
"Will you be able to, though?" asked Cindy.
"After January 1st," said J.P. Goldman, "we think we've got a good chance."
"C'mon, Don..." Cindy said. "They've obviously been planning this. They told you, didn't they?"
I made the Boy Scout sign. "Scouts honor, no one told me a thing." I said.
"Naw, like I said, we didn't." said Griswold. "Crowbar was busy running the Police Force, and beating up Black Panthers, so I only brought it up with the other politicians. Guess I'm one of those now, huh? And I blame you for that, Crowbar."
"I accept that blame. Proudly." I replied.
"Well, now that we're here," said Edward Steele, "is there anything you can add to our plan, Don?"
"Just this." I said. "Sheriff Griswold, you don't have to give away a third Precinct. Lay the groundwork first by proposing to do away with the two Precincts we have now. Then concede keeping it like it is, in exchange for the new EMS."
"And by the way," I said to all of them, "the other side will hem and haw, huff and puff... but they're going to want the new EMS, as well. More jobs created, more taxes to be collected from those building the facilities, and so on."
"Folks," said John Colby, "let's keep this under wraps until January. We're got a lot of work to do to make this happen."
"Edward," Dagmar said, "you and Reginald B.F. Lewis have been friends for a long time. Can you get him on board?"
Steele had a pained look on his face as he said "I don't know. He's bitter about those fraudulent votes for Weaver being denied. He genuinely thinks Allgood stole the Election, which is bullshit, of course. I called him to see about us having lunch together, but he just said he was busy. And after last Tuesday's Council meeting..." He did not finish the sentence; everyone knew what he was implying.
"That's too bad." I said. "I remember being told once that Supreme Court Justices Antonin Scalia and Ruth Bader-Ginsburg were politically opposite, but they were friends. Their families would get together at Christmas. But after the 2000 Election and Bush v. Gore, they stopped being friends and getting together."
"And it's only going to get worse." said John Colby. "They're already calling Allgood an 'illegitimate' Mayor. Anything he does, they're going to scream at, maybe sue over. I'm glad you filed that countersuit against the CFPA, Don. I agree that they're just trying to drain us financially through never-ending lawsuits."
At this point Cindy whispered to me that it was time to go; the political atheist Green Crowbar had heard enough politics for one morning. We made our goodbyes and moved out smartly, followed by Zoe Singer and then the rest of them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Angels meeting was a somber one. I had not said a word, and I didn't think Cindy had either. But the first words out of Tanya's potty mouth upon driving her wheelchair in and parking it in front of my desk were "Tell me it's not true that we're going to have a third Precinct again."
"It's not true." I said. "At least for now, anyway."
"That's not what is going through this Police Force with the speed of crap through a goose." said Teresa as she sat down next to Tanya. "I don't think I've ever seen anything spread like wildfire like this has."
"Interesting." I mused as Cindy came in and sat down... and was barraged by questions from her fellow Angels. She looked at me for help.
"Guys... guys!" I said, finally getting silence. "You are not to discuss any of this with anyone at all, and that is a direct order. Here's the official story, and we will say no more of it: the Town Assembly put together next year's budget before the Elections. They put in money that could be used to re-create the third Precinct, thinking that Weaver would win the Election. But they also made it where the doesn't have to be spent on another Precinct, but could go to other things. So just take a breath about this."
Tanya was not buying it at all, and her face showed it: she was angry. "What?" I asked her.
"Nothing, sir." she replied. "you said we'd say no more of it."
"Okay, I was... premature... about that." I said. "Tell me."
"Sir," said Tanya, "these rumors didn't just come from the budget, though I did hear about that. I go to rehab at the Hospital every Wednesday. All I heard yesterday was----" She stopped.
"Go on." I said, my eyes boring into her.
"All the nurses and doctors are talking about the EMS being restored, and the University Hospital ambulance service being discontinued." Tanya said. "They were asking me point blank about it, and I told them that was the first I was hearing of it. Then they were saying that we're going get a third Police precinct back, and I told them that that was the first I was hearing of it."
"And it's not just her, sir." said Teresa. "I got calls from Rudistan and Irwin this morning. That is all anyone and everyone is talking about."
"Any idea who started the talk?" I asked.
"No sir." said Teresa. "Rudistan said that at least five or six people came in the doors discussing it, and they're not Officers prone to starting rumors. Irwin said that it was 20 or more Officers talking about it then asking him about it."
I looked at Cindy. "Mighty fast spreading of those rumors, wouldn't you say?"
"Fast, and a huge dispersal pattern." said Cindy. "Someone is spreading this stuff around. Deliberately."
"Yes. On purpose, and with intent to cause disruptions." I said. "Okay guys, we'll continue this meeting later. I've got phone calls to make..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That would be sooooo unlike Chief Griswold." said Cindy as we sat in my office later. "He absolutely hated leaks to the Press. More than you do, at least emotionally."
"True." I said. "But he could leak with the best of them, if he wanted to. Having said that, I don't think he's the one leaking this. Anyhoo, I'm curious as to who is trying to get this so well disseminated amongst the Police Force."
Helena buzzed me, saying I had a visitor. I had her send him in: it was Assistant Fire Chief Davies, with whom I got along very well. Cindy was going to excuse herself, but Davies asked her to stay.



"The Fire Department is overwhelmed with rumors." said Davies. "Someone is saying they're going to bring back the EMTs. I don't know what to tell anyone. Then I heard that you guys in the Police Force are hearing rumors about a third Police Precinct. I'm not a Detective like you two, but I can connect some dots here. So what's the real story?"
I gave Davies the line I'd given Tanya and Teresa, then said "I think you can safely tell the TCFD that they are not getting the EMS back. What's done separately with the University Hospital Ambulance Service, I dunno."
Part 4 - Dancing With The Crowbars
The music of the Techno Remix of 'Moonlight Shadow' filled the auditorium as the bright lights of the stage illuminated the couple beginning the Tango, the final dance of the competition.
It was Saturday, November 17th, and we were participating in the dance competition at the Civic Center. Laura and I had somehow made it to the final 8 contestants. The cortisone shot she had given me in my back helped a lot, but I still felt that my movements were stiff, and not smooth and flowing like so many of the other dancing couples were.
So here we were, dancing as if it were our Last Tango in Paris. Been there, done that, I thought... and then got my head back in the game. Someone had told me to make sure I looked at my dance parter as if I loved her... and that was nooooo problem.
We danced, we gyrated, with Laura doing most of the moves and me mostly being her dance partner. As the song built to its climax, Laura did a series of twirls and we finally came to a close with her bending backwards in my arms and me bending over her. I couldn't resist giving her a kiss on the lips before bringing her back upright as the audience began clapping for us. The applause was very strong, which gratified me.
The judges gave their comments. "It was a very solid routine. " said a male judge. "It flowed very nicely."
"The music you chose was very unusual." said the older of two female judges. "But it worked very well with the routine you danced to it."
"What stood out to me," said the younger of the two female judges, "is that you are obviously a couple very much in love, and it showed in the way you moved together."
"We are that." I said. Then I took the opportunity to kiss Laura on the temple, making her smile and some in the audience to say 'awwww...'. I suspect Teresa Croyle and Callie Carrington were the main culprits there...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Y'all did great!" said Teresa as we talked to them while the judges were making their decisions.
"Yes, that was very well done." said Chief Moynahan. "You may have found your new hobby. How is your back holding up, Mr. Crowbar?"
"Not bad, Chief. Not bad at all." I said. "We planned our routine to minimize any pressure on the bad spots, but everything held up pretty well."
"Thank goodness." said Laura. "If you'd seized up while holding me and then dropped me, you'd be sleeping on the couch tonight." Everyone laughed.
"No way I'd ever do that." I said. "But we got through it, that's the big thing."
"Don't forget: if you get top 3, you're dancing it at the Policeman's Ball." Teresa reminded me, with perhaps a touch, just a touch, of wickedness.
"You didn't promise that, did you?" Laura asked, feigning shock and anger.
"Thanks, Captain." I said, to Teresa. "We're now back to me sleeping on the couch..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The judges called four couples to the stage. Laura and I were one of those called.
The way they announced it would be second-runner-up, first-runner-up, then the winner between the last two couples. "And second-runner-up, in a great first showing... Mr. and Mrs. Donald Troy!"
Everyone clapped as we came up to take our bronze trophy and shake hands with the M.C. and the judges. Then we stepped aside as the other trophies were announced.
Afterwards, all of those that came to see Laura and me surrounded us, praising us. As we congratulated the other winners, they said things like "we hope you'll compete again, we need more competitors."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mommy! Daddy!" cried out a five-year-old who was up wayyyy past her bedtime as we walked through the door of The Cabin. "You won!"
"We watched on the PBS station." said Molly Evans, who was staying over the weekend and had kept the kids and their supervisors, Buddy and Bowser.
"We won third place." said Laura. "Which is very good. Now Carole, why are you still up?"
"Bowser wasn't ready to go to bed yet." tried Carole.
Her try was not a good one: "Bowser is always ready to go to bed, even in the middle of the day." I replied. "He is a dog; that's what dogs do. So! Make your way upstairs and get your teeth brushed."
"Awww..." said Carole, who was actually fighting to stay awake, I could tell. "O-kayyyy..." She headed upstairs.
"You guys really did do well." said Molly as we sat down in the greatroom with her. "That one judge was right... the other couples looked like they were going through their routines, but you looked like you really were happy to be dancing with each other."
"That we were." I said. "But I also felt like my back was keeping me from moving about freely, and the judges would notice."
"I couldn't tell that." said Molly. "Unless you told them, I doubt the judges even knew you have a bad back."
"I thought you did well, too." Laura said, then added teasingly "Though I wondered if I was taking my life in my hands when you were bending me over backwards."
"Ye of soooo little faith!" I said with a grin. Just then, two excellent dogs bounded down the stairs and to the backdoor, followed by Carole in her yellow pajamas.
"I'll put Carole to bed." said Laura. "You handle the dogs..."
Part 5 - The Wolf and The Moon
Sunday, November 18th. The private jet touched down at the small airport as the sun was sinking low in the western sky. A rental car was waiting for Todd and Teresa as they disembarked from the aircraft, which belonged to BOW Enterprises.
"The hotels here aren't too good," said Todd as they walked towards the terminal, such as it was, "so I rented a house through the HomeBnB app. We'll have one bedroom, and Cindy and Callie can stay in the other room."
"They're coming here?" Teresa asked, surprised.
"Yep." said Todd. "They're stopping by here before going on to L.A."
"Did they tell Don that?---" asked Teresa.
"Do they need to?" replied Todd.
"---or did he send them here as our bodyguards?" Teresa finished.
"I doubt it." Todd said. "He's your boss and my uncle... not our father. Why would he ask them to come here?"
"I dunno..." started Teresa. And then it hit her: "Wait a minute... how do you know?" she asked.
Todd smiled his most charming grin. "I asked them if they would come by." he said. "Cindy can keep you company while I'm looking at properties for possible facilities, and Callie is looking for... 'filming' locations for her movies.. And it might be good if they're here for moral support, if things get tough for you and I'm not here to talk to."
"Aw, that's sweet of you." Teresa said, putting her arm around her husband and hugging him. He hugged her back as they got to the rental car.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The BnB home was one of the oldest houses in the town, two stories tall with high ceilings and a wraparound porch. It was amply furnished with semi-antique furniture. While clean, the air seemed stale; the place had not been occupied in some time.
After putting their luggage in the bedroom, they discussed where to go to eat. "Sunday nights in a small town like this means everything is shut down." said Teresa. "Even the grocery stores are closed."
"True." said Todd. "But this restaurant app on my iPhone says there are places about 30 miles north of here, and others about 60 miles southwest of us. I vote we head north..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The diner was not bad. The food was good. The coffee was even better. The only problem is that most of the other patrons of the establishment were looking at the couple quizzically, and some with hostility. Teresa pulled back her jacket flap to make sure the TCPD Badge on her belt was clearly visible. Jurisdiction didn't matter; people saw the badge and made wise decisions to let that couple be.
"Well," said Todd quietly as they finished their meals, "your neck of the woods is a bit more desolate than I originally anticipated. I'm not sure why."
"Why it's more desolate, or why you anticipated otherwise?" Teresa asked.
"I guess both." Todd said with a grin.
"No jobs." said Teresa. "The land is not all that good for farming, like the Plains States are. The flat land is good for building railroads, and that's why my hometown started: it was a big railroad junction, as there were good paths to all the mountain passes."
Teresa continued: "So some industries started up. But those began dying in the 1970s, then really started falling off when industries started exporting jobs to China. And the railroads created new hubs, like Barstow, California."
"And the politicians kept the U.S. Dollar very strong, which I consider nothing short of treason." said Todd. "That's what harmed American industry and sent all those jobs elsewhere. But you're right about the land and the railroading possibilities. You mentioned Barstow, California. It's very busy; a place like this could help ease some of that traffic. And there seems to be enough water to harbor some new industries that could come with the railroad."
"Going to become a railroad tycoon, in addition to everything else you're doing?" Teresa asked, teasing her husband. "Will we have 'Burke Transcontinental' soon?"
Todd grinned his brilliant grin again. "I just might." he said. Then he said more seriously "No, I've got plenty to do. Apple Grove is coming along well, and we have plenty of research going on at home. But I'm always looking for new opportunities."
"If you can pluck opportunities out of this place," said Teresa, "you'd be a 'miracle worker', as Chief--- er, Sheriff Griswold would say. And that is not a challenge; I'm not suggesting you try."
"So you'd never come back here to live?" asked Todd. He said it lightly, but Teresa caught an undertone in his voice, one of potential seriousness."
"What would I do?" Teresa asked. "The Police Force is small, it's what, four or five Officers total now? And there's very few businesses anymore."
"Well, if that railroad junction came into being," Todd said, "and a BOW Enterprises factory, for some of our more secretive work, were to be built here... the Police Force would be expanding."
"Todd!" Teresa exclaimed almost too loudly. Then she whispered "You really are thinking about it, aren't you?"
"Just keeping my mind open to possibilities." said Todd. Seeing they were finished eating, he said "Come on, let's go back."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they came into the town, Teresa said "Let's go by the cemetery."
"Now?" asked Todd.
"Yes." said Teresa. "No time like the present." Todd could not argue with that. He drove to the cemetery, which was on a strip of high ground running north-and-south next to the railroad line that cut right through the town. The entrance to the cemetery was on the west side.
The full moon was rising in the east, and looked abnormally large as it came over the treeline in the distance. A cold gust of wind blew, but Teresa hardly noticed it as she came up to the graves of her family. She had not been here since her father had died. (Author's note: 'Secrets of Apple Grove', Ch. 01. If you have not read that story, it might be a good idea to pause and read it now.)
Her mother's tombstone was on the left as she faced east. It looked old; it had not been well cared for, and Teresa made a mental note to have something done about that. On the right was her sister Alexis's tombstone, which was newer and made of pink marble; Teresa had had that done some years before.
Her father's tombstone was in the middle. It was a simple military tombstone like those found in Arlington National Cemetery. It bore her father's name and, underneath, the words 'Medal of Honor'.
It was time, Teresa realized. The time was now, and the place was here. Teresa heard the words of Father Romano, talking of forgiving others as the Father in Heaven would forgive her her iniquities. Teresa went to her knees, and she prayed to the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit to help her let go of the years of pain of her past, as hard as it was.
And then the words of Chief Griswold came to her. She was remembering how he had let go of his anger and hatreds for Rita in the aftermath of his son Charlie's death. (Author's note: 'Fathers And Sons', Ch. 04.). If he could do that, Teresa thought to herself, then who am I to hold on to my hatreds.
And what is there to hold on to? she thought. A reason why? It doesn't matter why. It doesn't matter if he meant to cause me pain, or not. I am not here to excuse my father, but to forgive him. I must... I must let it... go...
Todd had his smartphone out as, long moments later, Teresa rose to her feet and stepped towards her father's grave, her head and upper body silhouetted by the rising moon. He took a photograph of that, then another as Teresa placed a coin on her father's tombstone. In keeping with recent tradition regarding military veterans, it was a quarter.
After all, she had been with her father, at his bedside, when he had died.
Part 6 - Respects and Discoveries
4:45am, Monday, November 19th. Another small private plane came in for a landing at the nearby airport. It was owned by 'The Vision' self-help empire, and was carrying the daughter of the founder and great leader of 'The Vision'. Carrie Carrington was accompanying Cindy Ross on the trip.
Their rental car was waiting for them at the terminal. They drove out, using Cindy's iPhone to be guided to the address they were given. They drove through the desolate town, not seeing anyone or anything move, until they got to the rental house. Pulling into the driveway, they knew they were at the right address... because Teresa Croyle was sitting on the front porch.
"Strange hour of the morning to be visiting this place." Teresa said quietly as the women came up to her.
"Strange hour of the morning to be sitting on the front porch, too." Cindy said right back as Teresa stood up and hugged both women.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30am, Monday, November 19th.
"The last time I was here," Cindy said quietly as the four ate breakfast at the town's best diner, "the food was really good. Now it's... 'meh', I guess is the word I'm looking for."
"I think you'll find that's the description for the way this whole town has gone in the last few years." said Teresa.
"You'll have to give me the grand tour after breakfast." said Callie.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Teresa's cellphone. She answered it. "Hi, how are you?... uh, sure, I can come down... how about nine o'clock... okay, see you then, bye." After disconnecting, she said "That was my old friend the Police Chief. She wants me to come by the Station."
Cindy noticed Todd's eyes studiously looking away and towards the others in the Diner. She said "We'll be fine. We brought disc golf discs."
"I think the disc golf course is the one thing that has been well-maintained in this town." Todd said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They went by the cemetery again. Teresa took photos of her family's graves. She also noticed that the quarter she'd placed on the grave the night before was still there... and superglued down so that it wouldn't move.
"Wonder who did that?" she asked rhetorically, but out loud. Cindy noticed Todd's eyes looking all over the place.
"Well, we should pay our respects, also." said Todd. He went up and put a penny on his late father-in-law's tombstone, and Callie did likewise. Cindy put a quarter down next to the glued-down one... after all, she also had been at this war hero's bedside when he had died...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They went to the center of town. The Police and Fire Departments were to their east. The Courthouse, which also was City Hall, was to their west. Next to it was the Public Library.
Teresa went to the Police Department to meet the Chief. Todd said he was going to meet with a couple of people from the local Chamber of Commerce. After he was gone, Cindy said "Something is up with him. He has something in his head that he is not sharing with us."
"He's an entrepreneur, that's for sure." said Callie. "Okay, where to first?"
"Hello, young ladies." said a voice. They turned to find an elderly, gray haired man approaching them. He was overweight, but moved along spryly enough. "You're friends of Teresa, are you not?"
"Aren't you the man that told us that Teresa's father was a war hero?" asked Cindy, remembering him. (Author's note: I told you to go back and read 'Secrets of Apple Grove', Ch. 01(!).)
"You have a good memory, young lady." the man said. "I just stopped to suggest you go to the main library for a few minutes. Old Mr. Bennett passed away and left some videotapes to the library. Some of them may have your friend Teresa on them."
"Let's do that." Cindy said to Callie, then turned to the man. "Thank you, Mr..." She let the sentence hang.
"Oh, my name is not important." said the man. "If you'll excuse me, I have an appointment with the doctor." He walked away from them.
"Strange. I'm getting a strange vibe from that man." said Cindy. "You know, Don told me that he'd seen that guy, too... and the guy had disappeared out of closed-off room."
"Don sees a lot of things we don't." said Callie, and it wasn't necessarily a compliment. "That guy seems nicer than the Slender Man, though." Cindy barked a laugh.
They went to the library, where Cindy introduced herself and said some artifacts concerning her friend Teresa had been bequeathed to the library."
"Oh yes." said the librarian. "They're VHS tapes. We have a VHS player and TV in the audio-visual room."
She took them to the small room, then brought out a box of tapes. Cindy put the first one in and began playing it. The tapes were old, at least a couple of decades old, but were still in decent condition.
Callie noticed that Cindy's eyes were becoming wide with shock. "Oh my God!" Cindy was saying. After watching the tape, Cindy got her iPhone out and speed-dialed Jack Muscone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ninety minutes later, a young FBI Agent appeared at the library. He introduced himself to Cindy, Callie, and the librarian, then said "I was asked to bring this machine." He indicated a metal box with several buttons on it. "It will copy the VHS tapes to CDs."
"Ma'am," Cindy asked, "may we have your permission to do that?"
"Sure." said the woman, "if you'll make a copy for the library, also..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa came to Police Headquarters and was escorted to the Chief's office. "Well, hello there!" the Chief said, getting up and hugging Teresa. "How have you been doing?"
"Very well." said Teresa. "And you?"
"Good, pretty good." said the Chief as they sat down. "So, you got married to that very good looking young man who is talking business with our Chamber of Commerce people, eh?"
"Yes, I finally landed him." said Teresa.
"Good. You look very happy. I'm glad to see that." said the Chief. She remembered well the events of that Christmas Eve all those years ago, and what Teresa had gone through. "And speaking of handsome men, how is your Chief Moynahan?"
"Oh, he's doing well." said Teresa. "He needs a good woman like you, though." The other woman smiled at that. She and Sean Moynahan had made an... intimate connection... when she'd gone to the Town & County for Teresa's Medal of Valor ceremony.



"I would not mind pursuing that." she said. She asked about Teresa's other friends, and the women fluttered like parakeets for a few minutes. Then the Chief got to the point:
"I'm glad you came by. There's something I want to ask you." she said. "I want you to hear me out, and then think about it. Don't give me an answer for 24 hours."
She paused, then continued: "I'm planning on retiring at the end of the year. I'd like for you to consider... becoming the next Police Chief here..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Where The Heart Is
Author's note: this is a 'bridge' story to fill the gap to the next series of mysteries. Thanks for your patience.
The FBI's tape-copying machine was fast and efficient. It could process three videotapes at one time. After copying the tapes, it was able to simultaneously record to as many as three CDs per videotape. The young FBI Agent volunteered to do it, as he had no place else to be at the moment. Cindy said she'd buy him lunch for doing it.
At 11:30am (Monday, November 19th), she got a text. "We are being challenged." Cindy said to Callie. "Teresa says to come to the disc golf course and take the spanking she and Todd are going to deliver us."
"That will be the day." said Callie with a grin that did not hide her competitive nature. "Let's go."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Each player had only one disc golf disc each. The name of the mold was the 'Paul McBeth Luna', after the four-time World Disc Golf Champion, and the disc was a putter. Teresa and Todd quickly found out that Cindy could rip it a long way with her excellent throwing form; that Cindy was a born athlete was obvious.
Todd had athleticism and arm speed, as well. The competition overall was pretty even, and they ended up tied after 18 holes.
"Let's go pick up some things at the grocery store," said Teresa, "and make lunch at home. I've got something to tell you all." Cindy looked over at Todd, who just raised his eyebrows in a way that resembled his uncle; he knew something.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I have been offered the job of Police Chief here." said Teresa as they sat at the dinner table of their rented house.
"Shut the front door!" Cindy exclaimed. Then a thought struck her. "So that's why Todd here is talking to the Chamber of Commerce about business opportunities?" Todd just grinned his handsome grin.
"Yeah, that hit me as I was leaving the Police Station." said Teresa. "You knew already, didn't you, Todd?"
"Does Don know?" asked Cindy before Todd could answer.
"I don't know if he knows." said Todd. "The Police Chief here called Chief Moynahan, and asked him for permission to interview you for the job. Father Romano had already talked to the Chief and to me about arranging for you to come here and confront your past as part of your becoming a Catholic Christian, so the Chief called me and told me that you might be talking with the Police here. But I don't know if he told Uncle Don."
"I thought priests were supposed to keep things confidential." said Callie.
"Oh, Father Romano has not said one word about what he and Teresa have talked about." Todd said quickly. "He just recommended Teresa come here, and talked to me and the Chief to reinforce it. No secrets betrayed."
"He told me he would talk to you," said Teresa, "about supporting me during this time and this trip. I'm guessing that's why you had Cindy and Callie come here, too?" She was asking 'publicly' to get Todd to confess it 'publicly'."
"Yeah, that was some of it." Todd said. "But there's other reasons. I want to get Callie's opinion on business opportunities here; she's a lot better businesswoman than some would give her credit for."
"Aww, that's sweet." said Callie, showing her gorgeous smile.
"Also," said Todd, "I know that Uncle Harvey, Cindy's father, is on the lookout for places to have his Empowerment and Enlightenment Camps. And there are some fairly desolate tracts of land around here that might be ideal for that type of purpose."
"True enough." said Cindy.
"You guys are acting like I'm going to accept this job offer." Teresa said. "I only delayed giving my answer because their Chief asked me to. But it's going to be the same answer today, tomorrow, whenever... I'm staying with the Town & County Police Force until I die... or Don retires."
"I can understand your feelings on it." said Cindy. "But this is not just any job offer. It's for Police Chief. Working with Don is great, but you're still working for someone else. With this job, you'd be holding the reins."
"Want me to recommend you for the job?" Teresa replied.
"My path is a different one." said Cindy. That caused both Teresa and Todd to peer at her. "What?" Cindy asked, seeing their looks. "I'm not saying I'm leaving the TCPD, either."
"You've got something on your mind, girl." Teresa said.
"Just wedding plans." said Cindy. "If I can get this girl to set a date." That was a 'hint', and Callie just grinned at it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy went to collect the CDs of the videotapes. She thanked the young FBI Agent who'd helped her, and offered to buy him a late lunch. They went over to the diner where Cindy and her friends had eaten breakfast.
"So," said Cindy as she sipped her coffee while he ravenously ate his pancakes and omelette, "tell me who Tim Jenkins is." The Agent's name was Tim Jenkins. He was white with light brown hair, medium build but in very good shape, face more chiseled than Martin Nash's, but otherwise very similar to Nash in that he was a professional FBI Special Agent and carried that 'air' about him very well.
"Not much to tell... yet." said Jenkins. "I graduated from (Wildcat School), went through Quantico two years ago. Got sent out here. I'm hoping to be assigned to Las Vegas soon. I want to follow an Organized Crime track."
"Wildcat School, eh?" Cindy said. "My Police partner is a graduate of that School. He was loving it when Jamaal Washington scored that winning touchdown against my Bulldogs. Washington's cousin is a Detective on my Police Force, as well. I'm not too happy with them right now."
"Town & County Police?" asked Jenkins, looking surprised.
"Yeah." said Cindy. "You've heard of us?"
"Have I ever." said Jenkins. Then it hit him: "Your partner is the Iron Crowbar?" he asked incredulously. When Cindy nodded, Jenkins said "Wowwww... I've heard a lot about him. What he did to break up Superior Bloodlines, and all that. 'Course, I heard the bad, too. He beat the shit out of an FBI Agent."
"Dana Fox?" Cindy asked. When Jenkins nodded, she said "Fox was a dirty agent who had that coming to him. Fox had people torture a University professor, who happened to be the father of one of my Police Officers. Fox was lucky the Iron Crowbar got to him before I did."
"I didn't hear that part of it." said Jenkins.
"So, are you liking the FBI?" Cindy asked, to change the subject. "It was always my childhood dream to be an FBI Agent. Then I grew up and got lucky; I got a job with the TCPD."
"I really love the fieldwork of it." said Jenkins. "Solving crimes, putting organized crime bosses in jail. But it's becoming politicized, very politicized, in the upper brass, in Washington. A lot of us are worried about what the Bureau is becoming. They're already filling senior level jobs with people that have little-to-no field experience, but are very loyal politically to their bosses. Kind of like 'Political Officers' in all the Soviet military and government offices back in the day."
"That's why I'm a political atheist." said Cindy. "Well, I try to be."
"I hear you." Jenkins said. "We're taught and trained to be professionals and rise above the politics. But this crop of leadership that's been coming in... they're making it clear that our careers will depend upon our political loyalty to certain things: diversity, climate change, and political correctness. We're losing good Agents because of it. They're either leaving or are being forced out."
Cindy nodded. Just then, two uniformed Police Officers came into the diner. They sat at the end of the counter, and Cindy noticed them peering over at her several times, though trying not to be noticed doing so. She made a point to look right at them. They acted like dogs that knew they were being stared at; they got uncomfortable.
"Those cops are looking at us." she said to Special Agent Jenkins.
"Well, we do stick out like sore thumbs around here." said Jenkins. "Both strangers to this town, me in a suit and tie looking like an FBI Agent or something."
Cindy laughed. After they finished, Cindy went to the counter to pay. As she left, she overheard the Police Officers at the end of the counter talking. One of them said "I dunno who these visitors are. One guy says he's the CEO of some technology company. Looks way too young to be a CEO of anything."
"Hell, some of those startups are being run by frickin' kids." said the other Officer. "But nobody ever brings jobs here, and I don't think anyone here wants 'em to."
Part 8 - Parental Super-'Vision'
I was sitting in my office, making good progress on paperwork, when my assistant Helena buzzed me. She said someone from the Department of Family and Children's Services wanted to interview me.
"Show her to the Main Conference Room, and offer her some water or coffee." I said. "I'll be there in just a moment."
A few moments later I went into the Main Conference Room. An attractive black woman in her late 20s or early 30s was there. She introduced herself to me as 'Janelle'. I knew I'd seen her before somewhere...
"What can I do for you?" I asked, sitting down.
"Commander Cindy Ross has applied to be a foster parent." said Janelle. "She named you as a reference. I'd like to ask you some questions about her, and your opinion on whether she'd be a good foster parent."
"Okay." I said. "I can sum it up pretty quickly: she will be a good foster parent."
Janelle's questions were pretty tough. She asked a lot about Cindy's position on the Police Force, about the dangers of it. Then she asked about the stresses of being a Police Officer, and how that might affect her ability to be a foster parent.
I answered truthfully, but stressed that Cindy's position was high enough up the chain that she was not a 'front line' Patrol Officer, that she was in charge of supplies and properties and support and logistics, and that while being a Police Officer has its moments of stress (actually sheer terror, but I wasn't going to say that), for the most part it was a job of routine duties.
Janelle asked about Cindy's family support structure, asking about her sister and mother. I replied that Cindy's family structure was very strong, partly because it included... me.
"She's my first cousin." I said. "Her father and my father are brothers... oh, that's where I've seen you: you used to be with 'The Vision', is that not right?"
"I was fortunate enough to be helped by the great Dr. Eckhart." said Janelle. "He saved me from a life of despair, if not outright death. Now I'm clean, and doing what I can to help other children. So you're... Dr. Eckhart's nephew?"
"It is my good fortune to be." I said. "And yes, he's a great man, doing great things..."
Part 9 - Disappearing Act
Cindy drove Jenkins back to his car at the library. They exchanged professional cards, then Jenkins left for home. As Cindy texted Jack Muscone with positive comments about Jenkins, an elderly woman came out of the library, then up to her.
"Are you Teresa Croyle's friend?" the woman asked.
"Uh, why yes, I am." Cindy said. The woman introduced herself as Mildred, the former longtime schoolteacher. Cindy recognized the name: "Oh, you're the lady that talked to my cousin a few years ago." she said.
"Yes, and his friend the FBI Agent, too." said Mildred. "Such a nice young man, your cousin. The Iron Crowbar... he's become a legend, hasn't he?"
Cindy couldn't help but smile. "I did not realize his reputation extended to here."
"Oh yes, it has." said the older woman. "Please, sit down with me for a moment. There's something I want to ask you."
Cindy sat down with Mildred, who asked: "Is is true that they are offering Ms. Croyle the Police Chief job?"
Cindy was wary, but felt no bad vibes coming from the older lady, just a small town's curiosity about things. She said "I'm not sure. I came here to help her husband. He's looking at potential business opportunities."
"Oh my," said Mildred, "there are no opportunities here. This town has long been... cursed."
"Really?" asked Cindy, partially to keep the woman talking.
"Oh yes, nothing truly good has happened here for years." said Mildred. "Your friend Teresa, and what befell her family, for example."
"Are you telling stories again, Mildred?" said a man's voice. It was the old man that had directed Cindy to come to the library. "Mind if I have a seat with you ladies?"
"Please do." said Mildred. As he sat down on Cindy's other side, Mildred said "I was just telling this very accomplished young woman about her friend Teresa Croyle. They're offering Ms. Croyle the Police Chief job, you know."
"Yes, I know." said the man.
"Thanks for telling me about those tapes." said Cindy. "There was some really good stuff on them. Gave me some ideas for a Christmas gift for Teresa."
"Yes, that's good." said the man. "Has Teresa gotten over her past here? I can hardly believe she would want to come back here, after all that happened."
"She's converted to Roman Catholicism." said Cindy. "She's come to terms with a lot of it. She's done very well, and I'm very proud of her."
"And well you should be, young lady." said Mildred. "But she had to leave this place to do it. No good would have come of her if she'd stayed... or if she comes back for good."
"Now, Mildred, you don't know that." said the man.
"Just look what happened to her father, and her sister." said Mildred. "And her mother."
"Her mother died in childbirth when she had Teresa, didn't she?" Cindy asked, sensing a need to take advantage of this opening and ask about it.
"Yes, she did." said Mildred. "Massive hemorrhage in her... 'nether regions'. Teresa was lucky to have survived to term. There were complications with the pregnancy of her older sister, as well."
"What was her mother like?" Cindy asked. "Teresa never knew her mother."
"Good thing, too." said the man.
"How do you know?" Mildred chided. "You were in Viet Nam with Teresa's father."
"I still know the stories." said the man.
"What stories?" asked Cindy.
"Well, there's just no getting around it." said the man. "Teresa's father was head-over-heels in love with his wife. All he ever thought about while in Viet Nam was her. Got him through the war alive, so I guess that was something."
"That's good, isn't it?" asked Cindy.
The man said "He didn't know what was going on back here while he was over there. Teresa's mother... was no saint. She was running around with other men the whole time he was at war. That's why she ended up dying in childbirth, too."
"How?" Cindy asked.
Mildred spoke up. "Well, it's one of those dirty dark secrets that people in my day just didn't talk about. Teresa's mother became pregnant while her husband was overseas. At least twice. Back in those days, they didn't have easy access to abortions in good medical clinics like they do now. They didn't have Planned Parenthood, places like that."
"Abortions were even illegal in most places in the country back then." said the man.
"Yes, they were." said Mildred. "Anyway, Teresa's mother aborted both of those children, and... there was damage done."
"Oh, wow." said Cindy, who had her own recent memories to consider in all of that.
"So Teresa's father came home, and her mother settled down and stopped running around with randy young men." said Mildred. "But her reputation was destroyed. She was not considered to be a woman of good virtue."
"Did Teresa's father know?" Cindy asked.
"If he did, he never said a word." said the old man. "He loved her fiercely; he doted on her until the day she died. Her death crushed him, totally destroyed his mind. And you already know the story of Teresa's sister's death." Cindy nodded.
 "Well, I must be going." said the old man. "You ladies have a nice day." He got up and went into the library.
"I need to be going, also." said Mildred. "It's none of my business, but if you convince your friend to remain where she is and not come here, you'll be doing her a favor."
"I'd be willing to bet she's not going to leave where she is." said Cindy. "But never say never."
Mildred said her goodbyes and walked to her car. Cindy wanted to talk to the old man some more; he seemed to know a lot more than he was letting out. She went into the library, but didn't see him. She went to the desk.
"That old gentleman that came in here a moment ago." Cindy said. "Is he still here?"
"What old gentleman?" asked the librarian. "You and that young man and Mildred are the only people that have been in here all day."
"The... old man... " Cindy gasped, confused. "I was just talking to him outside, and he came inside... just a minute ago..." She could sense as well as see that the librarian was looking at her as if Cindy had lost her mind.
"No ma'am," the librarian said, "no one else came in. At all."
Part 10 - Truths From The Past
"There you are." said Teresa as she came up to Cindy. It was 3:00pm, and the platinum blonde was sitting on a bench in a grassy space that overlooked the cemetery and the Police and Fire Department buildings. "Whassup?"
"Oh, I did some research at the library," said Cindy, "and talked to a few of the older people who knew your parents back in the day, stuff like that. What about you?"
"Callie and Todd are racking up miles on the rental vehicle, which I'm sure he'll write off on his taxes." said Teresa. "So I went around town and took half a million pictures. I went to the newspaper office to get obituaries of my parents's deaths, but they burned up in the fire some time ago. So I went back to the house. I called Don. He said that things are so quiet that he's going to make us go on vacation more often."
"Heh." Cindy chuckled. "Why do I get the feeling that that may not be the case?"
"Because you've got your father's vibes." Teresa said. "After hanging up with Don, I called Lieutenant Irwin, and found out that the Police Commander's inspection did not go well... for the Precinct Captains and Lieutenants... and they have until Wednesday morning to make significant improvements. My own asschewing will take place when I get back, especially if they fail again."
"It'll be all right." said Cindy. "Don does that to keep the troops on their toes, and not thinking too hard about holiday festivities ahead of time. And speaking of vibes... there's this old man who claims to have been in the war with your father. He's the guy who told you and me that your father was in the military, and a war hero."
"Yeah, I remember him." said Teresa.
"Well, he told me some more family stuff, along with that old teacher of yours, Mildred." Cindy said. "Then he went into the library. I went in just a minute later, and he was gone... and the librarian said that no one had come in at all!"
"You know," Teresa said "Don said that that same guy spoke to him at the Courthouse when I was probating my father's will. Don said the guy stepped into a restroom that had no other exists and no windows, and completely vanished. Don called that a 'strangeness'."
"If the guy was wearing a black suit and tie and had no facial features, I'd get worried." said Cindy. "But every word this guy said, Mildred didn't contradict. Indeed, she scolded him for telling tales out of school, so to speak."



"What tales would those be?" Teresa asked.
"About your parents." Cindy said. "Some stuff about your mother, and dying in childbirth. And that she---" She stopped.
"That she was the town whore?" Teresa asked. Cindy made like an owl and twisted her neck around with blinding speed to peer at her BFF. Teresa met her look.
"Yes, I know." said Teresa. "I knew it when I lived here as a kid. If you'll promise not to tell Don some of this, I'll tell you the whole story."
 "Pinky swear." said Cindy. They crossed pinkies, then Teresa started:
"When I was a Freshman in the high school here, and Alexis was a Junior, less than a year before she died on Christmas Eve," Teresa said, "there was a guy in her Class named Kenny. Kenny was a real asshole; he made Steven Ikea look like a good guy, relatively speaking."
"One day Kenny was getting in Alexis's face, calling our mother a whore and a bunch of other stuff." said Teresa. "Well, you know me: I got between Kenny and my sister and told him to leave my sister alone and shut up about my mother. He made the mistake of saying 'Or what?'. Well, I showed him what: I kicked him in the nuts."
Cindy burst out laughing in a way her sister Molly more often did. "Awesome! Then what?"
"This is the part you can't tell Don." Teresa said. "My father had me and Alexis taking martial arts classes for years, just as Don's parents had him and his sister taking Aikido. What Alexis and I took was some Aikido but was also some other stuff like Judo. My dad knew that in a desolate small town like this one, young girls that could not properly defend themselves might get their cherries popped against their will. They call it 'date rape' now."
"This is not the only place that happens." Cindy said. "Go on."
"Well," Teresa said, "Kenny decided he would throw a punch at me. That was a mistake; I promptly separated his shoulder with a martial arts move that you would've loved."
"That's great!" Cindy exclaimed, holding out her fist.
Teresa fist-bumped her, then said "That was the first real fight I ever got into. And you better believe no one ever said another word to Alexis about our mother, nor anything in my presence."
"Did you get in trouble?" Cindy asked.
"Fortunately," Teresa said, "it happened in the Spring. Kenny was the first-string varsity quarterback, and a season-ending injury like the one I gave them would've made me very hated if it had happened in the Fall. Anyway, I got taken to the Principal's Office. Alexis came too. They tried to make her go back to class, but she refused to leave me. She also called my dad."
"When he came in," Teresa continued, "they told him their side, blaming me for it all, and saying they were going to give me three days of in-school suspension. Alexis told her side of it, including what Kenny had said about my mother. This was..." Teresa began getting emotional as she said "It was one of the few times my dad really took up for me."
Teresa got hold of herself, then said "He just told the Principal that he would not accept me being put in any kind of suspension, and that he'd take it to the School Board. We had the right to appeal to the School Board for things like that. Seeing that my dad was more than ready to bring the fight to them, they relented, and I got in no more trouble."
"However," Teresa went on, "Kenny's dad was furious. He began demanding that I be out-of-school suspended for the rest of the year. He even went to the Police, who told him I acted in self-defense, and his bratty son had it coming. Then my dad intervened again, and told Kenny's dad that he would do to Kenny's dad what I'd done to Kenny if the man did not shut his mouth. And you can ask Dr. Cordell who would've won that fight."
"I don't have to." Cindy said. "I know your dad's daughter. So your dad took up for you. That's good, huh?"
"I guess." Teresa said. "I never knew if he was taking up for me because I was defending my mother's name, or because I intervened on Alexis's behalf."
"Or maybe he was proud of you for standing up." Cindy said. "As I think he is now, watching over you from above."
"Anyway," Teresa said, "Alexis told me that she was proud of me for taking up for our mom. I asked Alexis if the rumors were true, and Alexis admitted she'd heard enough to believe that it was."
Cindy nodded. "So you've known more marital arts than you were letting on." she said. "No wonder you whipped my ass in the Police Boxing Matches. Did you or Alexis have to fight to keep chaste."
"I am sorry to say," said Teresa, "that Alexis may have, at least partially, taken after our mother on those things. Just like now, there was not a damn thing to do in this town, except have sex. I'm pretty sure Alexis was sexually active. In fact..."
She paused, then caught herself and pressed on: "In fact, I'm pretty sure she refused to take me to that party on that Christmas Eve night because she and her girlfriend were going to make use of some mistletoe and hook up with some guys for sex. And then..." She did not finish the sentence.
Cindy put her arm around her friend and hugged her. "Thank you." Teresa said, raw emotion in her voice. "If I haven't said it enough, the greatest blessing in my life has been having you as my best friend."
It was Cindy's turn to get emotional...
Part 11 - Recalled Home
After having supper at the best (and only) Italian place in town, and getting pizzas to bring home, Todd, Teresa, Callie and Cindy sat around the breakfast room table, talking about the day's events.
"Whether or not you take the job here, honey," said Todd to Teresa, "the Midwest & Pacific Railroad may come take a look at the old railroad beds in this area. They hate BigRoadAndRail Corp., and would love to find or create alternates to Barstow to route their traffic through."
"What about industry?" asked Cindy.
"This might not be a bad place to set up a research facility." said Todd. "Sort of like Los Alamos was during the time they built the Bomb."
"It would be good for something like that." said Callie. "And even better for a Government facility of that kind. The communications infrastructure has to be rebuilt almost from scratch, though, so I'd not want to commit to something like that if there wasn't Government involvement."
"Agreed." said Todd. "And I'd need a commitment from the Railroads to make my own commitments. As to other industries, I made some calls, and we'll see what happens."
"It's going to be a big circle, though." said Teresa. "They won't commit until you commit. And you won't commit until they or someone like the Government commits. And the Government might not commit unless you and the railroads and industries commit. And all because this town is too dead to ask people to move to without those commitments."
"Accurately and candidly stated." said Todd.
"There's been some strange things going on, too." said Cindy. She relayed the story of the disappearing old man.
"I don't want to hit this one too hard," said Callie, "since I'm surrounded by two Police Officers, one of who might become the Chief in this town... but I have noticed Police cars in the vicinity of places that Todd and I went just a few too many times to be coincidences."
"We know what Todd's uncle thinks of those." said Teresa with a grin.
"There were a couple of Officers there when I was in the Diner wi---" Cindy said, then stopped herself. "Well, I overheard them talking about you being here, Todd."
"That's not kosher." said Teresa. "Maybe I should ask if you're being followed, and why."
"Naah, don't bother." said Todd, with his grin. "Strangers coming into this place would draw attention, even if one of those strangers might be those cops's boss pretty soon."
"So, Teresa," said Callie, "any new thoughts on taking the job?"
"Why, yes." said Teresa. Three pairs of eyes snapped onto her. "I already knew this, but I have the 'bestest' friends in the world in my own Town & County, and I can't see leaving them behind."
"Normally I'd tell you to not let that get in the way if this job is really what you want." said Cindy. "But I'm not going to pretend to be impartial; I hope you turn it down and come back home to the TCPD."
"Me, too." said Callie.
"Me, three... but only if that's what your heart really desires." said Todd.
"Todd, you've been very kind about this whole thing," said Teresa, getting up, coming behind Todd, and wrapping her arms around his neck, "and you're working hard to create opportunities in case I do take the job. Which is why I tell these ladies and everyone else that I've got the 'bestest' husband in the whole world." She kissed his cheek then his neck.
"What do you say we leave these girls to watch TV," Teresa whispered into Todd's ear, but loudly enough to be overheard, "and we go to bed early, hmm?"
"What can I say?" said Todd. "My wife is brilliant as well as beautiful."
"Awwww..." Cindy and Callie said together...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was deep in the night when Cindy woke up. Callie was lying beside her, her magnificent ass pressed into Cindy's taut abs as they 'spooned'.
For a good while, Callie and Cindy had lain in bed making out, sharing deep, warm kisses as they heard the occasional loud moans in the bedroom next door.
"Whatever Teresa hates about this town," Callie whispered, "she cannot complain about the pipe getting laid to her tonight."
"I wouldn't know." said Cindy, making Callie chuckle...
Now, in the silent darkness of the house, Cindy was listening intently. There was no wind outside, just a seemingly abnormal stillness. She got up and looked out the window, which overlooked the front lawn and down the street.
"What are you doing?" whispered Callie as she woke up and saw Cindy getting dressed and getting something out of her bag."
"Get up and get dressed." Cindy whispered back. After dressing, they proceeded to go down the stairs and to a front window. Cindy swept the area with her night-vision goggles, then handed them to Callie as she pointed to her right, the house's left as one looked at it.
"Look in that copse of big oak trees at that intersection." Cindy whispered. Callie did so.
"Ahhh, a Police car." said Callie. "Two Officers inside, looking right at us."
"Stay back from the window." said Cindy. She took her bug-finding device out, part of the set given her by the Iron Crowbar, and began sweeping the house for bugs. One was found in the potted plant near the breakfast room window, another in the greatroom.
"Let's go wake up Todd and Teresa." said Cindy. But by the time they'd gotten the others up and explained the situation, the car in the grove of trees was gone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00am, Tuesday, November 20th. The Four were sitting around the breakfast table. The bugs had been neutralized.
"Before I go into the Police Chief's office and make accusations," said Teresa, "do you really think it was the Police that planted the bugs here?"
"Well, a Police car was watching the house last night." Callie said.
"And it occurs to me that they could've been watching the house to keep us safe, not to monitor us in a less-than-benign way." said Teresa. "You all know that our favorite Iron Crowbar is overly protective of us, and will unabashedly admit it. Or in this case, Chief Moynahan asked a fellow Police Chief to watch over us."
"That's not the vibe I'm getting." said Cindy. "And yes, I get stronger-than-normal vibes around this town. Teresa, you may want to ask your Police Chief what the night shift arrangements are. I won't be surprised if that Police car wasn't one."
"Fake cops?" asked Callie.
Cindy nodded. "They may be watching Todd. You said that the Midwest & Pacific Railroad is competition to BigRoadAndRailCorp., and someone may be wondering why you're here, Todd."
"Could well be." said Todd. "We're fighting industrial espionage every day."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in." said the Police Chief as Teresa was escorted to her office. Teresa came in and sat down in the indicated chair.
"Well, you gave me the twenty-four hours I asked you for." said the Chief. "So, what are you thinking?"
"Before I get into that," said Teresa, "let me ask a question: how do your shifts work, particularly your third shift?"
"Well... they don't, really." said the Chief. "We have a dispatcher at the Fire Department that takes all 9-1-1 calls overnight. That's in rotating shifts, four people cover the entire 24-hour day. I have six Police Officers. They rotate weekly covering second and third shifts. They're required to sleep at Headquarters overnight, and the dispatcher can get them if needed. They don't actively patrol during the night, unless we get information that something might be happening."
"Hmmf." Teresa said, processing that. "I don't suppose Chief Moynahan nor Commander Troy called and asked you to have a patrol watch over us?"
"Why, no." said the Chief. "Nothing like that at all."
"Good." said Teresa. "Then I have a bit of a mystery." She exhibited the found bugs. "We found some bugs in the house we're renting. My friends Cindy and Callie saw a Police car parked in that copse of old oaks near our rental place, but we are wondering if it was someone faking being Police Officers."
"Oh, my." said the Chief, looking shocked. "No, my guys were here last night. Their car was parked where it always is; it didn't look like it had moved when I came in this morning. I'll check with the dispatcher."
"We're thinking that it might be someone following my husband, who is the CEO of a technology company." said Teresa. "We're thinking industrial espionage, with someone impersonating Police Officers."
"I need to get the word out to be looking for anomalies like that." said the Chief. "Come on." She and Teresa got up and went to the dispatcher's room. There were no unusual duty log notations, and a call to the night dispatcher revealed that the two Officers from the night before had not left the Headquarters building. The Chief left instructions for the Officers on duty to be on the lookout for anything unusual, including persons that might be impersonating Police Officers.
Back in the Chief's office, the Chief asked. "So, have you decided."
"Yes, I have." said Teresa. "I do appreciate the offer, I really do. But there's just too much at home in my Town & County to leave behind."
The Chief looked stoic. "I was afraid of that, but I thought I'd give you first shot at the title, anyway. The TCPD is a wonderful Police Force; I can see why you wouldn't want to leave it."
"It's more the one man, Commander Troy, than anything else." said Teresa. "Being a Police Chief would be great, but there is nothing better to me than working for and with that man. And with Chief Griswold being elected Sheriff, it just keeps getting better."
"I understand." said the Chief. "We'll likely promote from within, then. By the way, I know your husband has been scurrying around, talking about business opportunities. Anything for real, or just mirages for us to grasp at and come away empty-handed?"
"I dunno." Teresa said. "If you could get a railroad to come back through here, there's no telling what good things might follow. But I think my husband is right: gotta get a transportation hub of some kind... trains, trucks..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, something's going on." Todd said as he and Teresa looked over property records at the Courthouse. "Cindy had an FBI Agent in here with her at the library yesterday. I have no idea what it was about, and he didn't stay long."
"Interesting." Teresa said. "And she caught herself just before admitting she was with someone at the library. I wonder what that's about?"
"Gonna ask her?" Todd asked.
"I dunno." said Teresa. "If Cindy wants me to know, she'll tell me. It might have something to do with my family, though I have no idea what it could be."
"Or she could be having the FBI help her check out the people around here... like the Police Chief." Todd said. "I know she's been helpful to you over the years, but how well do you really know her."
"I had her checked out myself. She's good." said Teresa. "And Cindy would go to her father, not the FBI, for any really deep checks she wants on someone. Anyway... do you think someone followed you out here? Wants to know what you're up to, besides fucking your hot wife?"
Todd laughed. "Yeah, they're jealous as hell of me for having the finest wife in the world." he said. "But seriously, I don't know. Uncle Don, Aunt Laura, and my mom cleaned up a lot of the crap that didn't like our Jewish ties. Sure, competitors keep tabs on us, as we do them... but not to the level of bugging houses and impersonating Police. And it's not like we haven't expanded already... already..."
"Like uncle, like nephew." Teresa said. "Reverie time."
"I... I was just thinking." said Todd. "Maybe it's not anything to do with here, or our Town & County. Maybe it's the other place to which we're expanding... Apple Grove!"
"Could be." said Teresa. "But what makes you think anything is going on up there?"
"Why else... would my grandmother be moving back there?" asked Todd.
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." Teresa said. "What, you related to the guy or something?"
Todd just grinned his brilliant grin. "I may be related to his mother.."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I talked to Teresa a few minutes ago." said Cindy as she lined up to throw a putt on the disc golf course. "Their Police Chief said that their on-call Officers were at the Station all night; whoever was watching us was not the Police." She flicked her wrist, and the 'Paul McBeth Luna' flew 20 ft. unerringly into the chains and basket of the target.
"Nice putt." Callie said, then added: "I'm not surprised to hear that. And it's logical that Todd is the one under surveillance; I don't know why they'd target you, me, or Teresa."
"Chief Griswold would love your Vulcan logic." said Cindy. "But I'm not ruling out Teresa as the object of someone's disaffections. She's from here, she's known here. Could be some blast from her past---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Cindy's personal iPhone. She answered it. "Hi, Father. I thought you'd left for Malaysia."
"No, my dear." said Dr. Eckhart on the other end of the line. "Something has come up. I need you to come home, immediately. As fast as you can."
"Is everything okay, Father?" Cindy asked, worry creeping into her soul.
"Yes, but you need to come home. Hurry." said Dr. Eckhart. Then the line went dead.
"Oh my God." Cindy said.
"What?" asked Callie. "What is it?"
"My father... he asked me to come home, right away." Cindy said. "He didn't go to Malaysia. I... I hope nothing's wrong..."
"Well, let's get going, then." said Callie, not liking the look she was seeing on her fiancée's face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and Todd waved as the 'The Vision' jet flew into the eastern horizon, carrying Cindy and Callie.
"We were going to stay until tomorrow." said Todd. "But we can always fly back today."
"Yes, let's do that." Teresa said. "Unless you have unfinished business here."
"Nothing that can't be picked up at a later time." said Todd.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The jet came into Town & County Airport for the landing in the late afternoon of Tuesday, November 20th. Cindy and Callie rushed to Cindy's Police SUV, which was parked at the terminal building.
"It's going to be okay, Cindy." Callie said as they were flying back. "If it was something bad, your father would've said so."
"Maybe." Cindy said. "I... I've just got a huge vibe hitting me about this one. Whatever it is... it's big." After a long pause, she said: "Really big."



Now they were driving to the World Headquarters of The Vision at speeds that would get most citizens pulled over for speeding, if not reckless driving. Cindy used her iPhone to open the gate, and the gate guards were smart enough to stay out of her way and let her blast through.
She tore into the main building, Callie trying to keep up, and got onto the elevator to Dr. Eckhart's office.
"Ah, Cindy!" said a beaming Dr. Eckhart as she came out of the elevator. "Ah, I'm glad you also came, Miss Callie." He came over and hugged them both.
"Father, you said come home right away." Cindy said. "Are you okay? Is everything all right?"
"Oh yes, yes. Everything is fine. Better than fine. Here's why I needed you to come back." Dr. Eckhart said, his outstretched hand pointing to the doors on the far side of the office. One of them opened, and Cindy gasped...
Part 12 - Day of Thanksgiving
"Okay," said Laura as she, Paulina, and Phyllis finished preparations in the kitchen of The Cabin, "that's all done. This is going to be a huge day." It was Thursday, November 22d. Thanksgiving Day.
"Yes, it is." said Phyllis Troy, Don's mother. "Teresa and Todd called yesterday and asked if it was too late to join the party, that they were back from their trip. So they and their boys will be coming."
"And Cindy and Callie also came home early, and asked if they could come." said Laura. "In fact, Cindy insisted. Said she had a big surprise for all of us."
"I wonder what that could be?" Paulina asked as she poured the green beans into a serving bowl.
"I have no idea." said Laura. She did not observe that Phyllis's face did not have a look of surprise... nor did Carole's face as she came into the kitchen.
"It's okay, Mommy." Carole said. "Murreee (Marie) and I set all the ex-tra places for them."
"Aw, you are such good girls!" Laura praised her daughter. "Thank you. Would you like to take these snacks out to everyone? And don't give Bowser or Buddy any; they're not good for them."
"Okay, Mommy!" Carole said. She took the tray of snacks and walked very fast into the greatroom, where a bunch of Troy family and friends were gathered.
"Yes, Uncle Don," said Todd as he and I talked of his trip to Teresa's town, "it was a good trip. Teresa didn't take the Police Chief job... no surprise, there... but I still may see if we can get a railroad to come through there again, and then I'll build a very secure facility in the desolate area northwest of there."
"Unless the National Security Agency beats you to it." I said. "They might build a facility like the one they have in Utah, where they keep a record of every cell phone call in the country. You don't want to be doing research near one of their facilities."
"That's true." said Todd. "Think they're the creeps that were following us around?" Teresa had told me the day before about what had gone on in her town, including relaying Cindy's story of the disappearing man as well as the strangenesses of the bugs and someone following them.
"I don't know." I said. "I'm going to talk to Jack Muscone about it later today, if I get a chance." Jack and Tanya and their kids were here.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where are Cindy and Callie?" asked Cindy's mother Maggie Ross as she and her other daughter, Molly Evans, sat down at one of the long tables we'd set up in the greatroom.
"They're going to get here late." said Molly. "At least they're coming here instead of going to The Vision like they usually do."
"Oh, I never begrudge them that." said Maggie. "I understand Cindy wanting to spend a holiday with her father, and Thanksgiving is their big holiday down there instead of Christmas. But this year he chose to go back to Malaysia, so they're coming here."
"Except he canceled his trip to Malaysia the other day." Molly said. "Cindy told me that on the phone yesterday when she called to make sure you and I would be here today. Whatever the surprise is, it's going to be a big one."
Maggie was surprised to hear the news of Dr. Eckhart's trip cancellation. She became quiet, pensive, as she considered it.
The kids tables were set up in the front room, where the TVs were. The Macy's Thanksgiving Parade had been on, and the kids marveled at the balloons.
"I saw a documentary about the building of the Superman balloon in the early 1980s, at the Goodyear plant in the small town of Rockmart, Georgia. They had an artist from DC Comics come in and and paint his face, so that the balloon really looked like Superman in the comics. The balloons are composed of compartments, so that if Superman's arm loses its helium, the rest of him still flies."
"Why do they use helium?" asked Carole. "And what is helium?" She's five years old, I reminded myself.
"Helium is one of the gases in the air." I said. "It makes balloons float up instead of down."
"My mommy said helium is in the sun and the stars." said Marie, proud to be sharing some knowledge.
"That's right, baby." said Stephanie Steele, who was here with Edward, Selena, and Marie. Yes, it was a big gathering here today.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, most of the men and boys were watching the Detroit Lions making a huge comeback against the Atlanta Falcons from 20 points down, to win. "Falcons can't hold a lead to save their lives." growled Sheriff-to-be Griswold. "I hope they run against me for Sheriff next time!" Everyone laughed.
"Against you, they won't have a lead to squander, Chief." I replied. "The Falcons suck. I'm glad I don't live in Atlanta. It'd be humiliating to be from the Falcons's home town."
"At least they have the Georgia Bulldogs over in Athens." said Todd with a grin. "Right, Teresa?"
"War Damn Eagle." Teresa replied, reciting the battle cry of Georgia's rival, the Auburn Tigers.
"I feel so sorry for Auburn this coming Saturday." Joanne Warner said brightly. "Alabama is going to crush them! Roll Tide!"
"AROUND THE BOWL AND DOWN THE HOLE, ROLL TIDE ROLL!" came a chorus, led by Teresa. Joanne looked around in total shock as everyone laughed.
"I must be in the wrong house, Commander." Joanne said to me, with great dignity and coolness in her voice.
"No doubt." I said. "This is a Wildcat house."
"YEAH!" cried out Carole. "This is WILDCAT Country!"
"Yeah, go Wildcats!" chimed in Marie.
"Yeah!" chimed in little Jack Burke. "Go Wildcats!"
"You're a Wildcat fan, Jack?" asked a surprised Stephanie Steele.
"Yeah." said Jack. "My daddy went to college there." That caused me to peer over at Todd and Teresa.
"Yeah, we told him about his father." Todd whispered to me. "A little bit, anyway. He kept asking questions."
"You did the right thing." I said. "And he'll remember every word you tell him, so make sure it's the truth."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Cindy and Callie are coming." Carole announced an hour later.
"I don't hear anything----" I started, then heard Bowser bark, followed by the sound of tires on the driveway. "Did you hear them, Carole?"
"No sir." said Carole. "I just knew." I did not bother to ask how Carole knew. The Force was strong with my daughter.
Laura went to open the door. Callie came in first and said "Okay, everyone, please don't get loud." Then she stepped out of the way as Cindy came inside...
... holding a ten-month-old baby.
Gasps filled the room as everyone realized what was taking place. The little girl had pale white skin and raven black hair, and dark but lovely eyes. Those eyes darted all over the place, then she shyly laid her head down on Cindy's shoulder.
Cindy said "This is Betsy. I'm fostering her and in the process of adopting her. Betsy, this is your new family."
Carole, Tasha, and Marie had run up to Cindy and little Betsy, followed by Bowser (Buddy was in the greatroom, supervising from afar). Molly was next to get there. Maggie was standing stock-still, in shock.
"Come on in." I said. "Sit down. Looks like you have some things to tell us."
"That's the understatement of the year!" Molly said. Cindy came into the greatroom and sat down with Betsy on the sofa against the inner wall, which gave the occupant a view through the windows over the Town. Molly sat down one one side of her, and Maggie on the other.
"Say hello to your Aunt Molly." said Cindy. She handed Betsy to Molly, who said "Hi, Betsy Ross... now that's a name!" People chuckled. After a few moments, Molly handed Betsy back to Cindy, who turned and handed her to Maggie.
"Oh, she's so precious." said Maggie. Betsy smiled brightly at Maggie as Maggie said hello in baby-talk.
"I can't wait to hear about this one." said Teresa, loudly. It was a 'hint'.
"Well," said Cindy as Maggie held Betsy in her lap, "some of you know I applied to be a foster parent. I didn't expect anything this quickly, though. This little girl was born last January 6th. Her mother is in prison, and Betsy was born there. The mother's parents claimed the child, so she was not sold off into the system." I winced, remembering the past scandals of the Consultant of Crime's baby-sale rings.
"The grandparents, the Von Telsings, lived in the City." Cindy continued. "She passed away some weeks back, and he died of cancer just a few days ago. My father has contacts with DFACS, and found out about this child."
"What about the girl's father?" Maggie asked.
"The mother in prison is married, and her husband is in jail, also." said Cindy. "But Betsy is not his child; the DNA does not match at all. So we have no idea who the father is. Anyway, my father's attorney is handling submitting all the papers for adoption."
"Can I hold her?" Carole asked, obviously very excited by Betsy's presence.
"Sure." said Cindy. "Have a seat here." Carole got up onto the sofa with Cindy, and Cindy put Betsy in Carole's lap. Betsy seemed very happy to meet Carole; she laughed and felt Carole's face for a moment, then laughed happily again.
Then the true ultimate test occurred: the redoubtable Bowser jumped onto the sofa between Carole and Cindy. He sniffed her, then decided that she was okay with him by pressing his nose into her chest. Betsy petted him, fascinated by the softness of his fur. She had passed the 'sniff' test... literally.
Tasha and Marie got their turns to hold little Betsy. Betsy was fascinated by Tasha's darker skin color and hair. She got along with Marie, too.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Several hours later, as the sun was setting, people began leaving. Phyllis was holding Betsy, and Carole and Marie were also on the sofa. Cindy asked if Phyllis would watch Betsy a moment, then went to the restroom.
"She's such a sweet, lovely baby." said Phyllis. "She even looks a little bit like Cindy, in the nose and mouth, anyway."
"She looks like me!" declared Carole.
"Yes, she does." said Selena Steele. "Betsy looks a lot like you, Carole."
"Yezzz." said my mother. "Very much." She was looking over at me.
"Since Betty is a-dopt-ed," said Carole, "what is she to me? My sister?"
"She's your cousin." Phyllis said. "Like Cindy and Todd are your cousins, since she's Cindy's daughter now."
"I'm adopted, too." said Marie. "But Selena says she loves me like a sister."
"You are my sister!" said Selena. "And I love you very much!" She hugged Marie, who giggled and hugged her big sister back.
Meanwhile, Carole came over to me. "Daddy, should I should love Betsy like a cousin? Or a sister?" My mother's eyes were on both of us. I understood what Carole was asking.
"Carole, we'll talk about it in a few minutes, okay?" I said as Cindy returned to the room.
"But Daddy!" Carole protested.
"Carole!" I said authoritatively. "I said in a few minutes. Until then, keep your mouth shut and possess yourself in patience. Understood?"
"I guess so, Daddy," Carole said, "but..."
"No more talking." I said, keeping my voice low. "We'll talk in a minute."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, I said "I think this is a good time to take the dogs out. Want to help, Carole?"
"Yes, Daddy!" said Carole. She went and got her coat as I said loudly "Do you guys want to go OUT?" Two outstanding dogs instantly appeared at the back door.
Carole and I went outside and sat on the metal mesh loveseat as the dogs went around the mountainside to do their business.
"Before you say anything, Carole," I said, "let me say something. You know how I told you that sometimes it's better not to say anything out loud?"
"Yes, Daddy." said Carole. "So this is one of those times?"
"Yes. Yes it is." I said. "Betsy is now Cindy's daughter, and that makes her your cousin. So you should always treat her like your cousin, like Cindy's daughter, okay?"
"So I should love her like she's my cousin," Carole said, "even though she really is my sister?"
To be continued.
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Hoo boy, how do I explain this to an inquisitive five-year-old who does not know when to keep her mouth shut? I asked myself.
"Yes, Carole." I said. "You do not want to hurt Cindy's feelings, so unless she tells you something, you treat Betsy like her daughter and your cousin."
"Why wouldn't Aunt Cindy tell us that Betsy is my sister?" asked Carole. Mind you, I did not even bother to wonder how Carole knew that to be true; for myself, I knew from one look at the two girls sitting together. And my mother had obviously made the same observations, as well.
"She might not know." I said. "And if she does, it's her decision to tell us, not yours. Do I make myself clear on that, Carole?"
"Yes sir." said Carole. Then she said "I'm not in trouble, am I?"
"No, of course not." I said, putting my arm around her in a hug. "You will only be in trouble if you don't keep this truth to yourself, especially when 'Aunt Cindy' is around. So we'll keep this one to ourselves, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said as Bowser and Buddy returned from doing their business and surveying their territory.
"Okay, you want to go in with Bowser and Buddy?" I asked.
"I'll sit out here with you, Daddy." said Carole. "There's the train!" She was pointing at the train coming out of the western horizon. We watched it together as the train rounded the curve to follow the River southward...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tiffany and Jennifer Muscone also liked Betsy, and took turns holding her. Meanwhile, Chief Griswold, Todd, and I talked to their father, Jack Muscone, in the basement room.
"I talked to Special Agent Jenkins." said Muscone. "I told him Cindy said good things about him for helping her."
"What was that about, by the way?" asked Todd. "Cindy didn't even want to tell Teresa about that."
"That's your first clue, then." I said. "Make the proper deduction."
Todd looked confused. "I have no idea. That's why I'm not a Detective like you, Uncle Don."
"Cindy hasn't told me, either." I said. "But my thesis is that she doesn't want Teresa to know so that she can surprise Teresa with something later... around Christmas, perhaps? What would you say to that, Jack?"
"Wouldn't be the first time someone has surprised Teresa with something from that town on Christmas." said Jack. He was referring to the photo of Teresa and Alexis that he and I had found all that time ago. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story'.)
"So what about these bozos following us around?" asked Todd, to change the subject.
"Jenkins is going to look into it. Quietly." said Muscone. "He'll also let us know if anything unusual happens out there. By the way, are you going to do anything about any new businesses out there?"
"I've talked to the CEO of the Midwest & Pacific Railroad." said Todd. "He's going to have some people take a look at the feasibility of bringing a line back through there, or even making the area a hub again. It's likely I won't hear a thing until next year, though. It's officially Christmas season, dontcha know."
Todd's words triggered something in me. Christmas season. Most women have that time of month. Teresa Croyle has that time of year, and this was it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Marie was staying overnight with Carole, and Molly and her boys were staying as well. I went to the Mountain Nest and dug Carole's old crib out of storage, and took it to Cindy and Callie's place and helped Cindy set it up. Betsy seemed to like it.
"I haven't even gotten to hold this child yet." I said when we finished. I sat down on the sofa in the living room and Cindy handed me her new daughter. Betsy seemed to like me well enough. She wanted to touch my rather unique-colored hair, and stood on my legs to do so. I bent my head down to help her, and she laughed in delight as she rubbed my head.
"I'm surprised how well she did today." Cindy said. "There were a lot of people there."
"There were a lot of other kids," I said, "and she liked them. She took to Bowser very well, too, and he to her. That's the gold standard of approval, of course."
"Heh." Cindy said. "Yeah. So! Did I shock the Iron Crowbar?"
"Yes. Yes you did." I said. "I think you shocked everyone. But we're all happy for you. And I know I don't need to say it, but you've got a huge family support structure, and I expect you to use it."
"I will." said Cindy. "I always wondered how you and Laura did it with your kids, and how Molly did it with hers. Guess Callie and I are about to find out."
"Yes." I said. "And I'll tell you this: you're going to find that there is nothing better in this world than raising a child, despite all the tribulations to come. And Betsy looks like she's going to be a great child. Isn't that right, Betsy?" Betsy just smiled, then reached out for Cindy, who took her into her arms and hugged her close.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting back home to The Cabin, I poured nightcaps for myself, Laura, my mom, Paulina, and Molly.
"Well, this has been a very... eventful day." Laura said.
"I daresay." I said. "I'm happy for Cindy. I just hope... that Callie is good with this."
"She is." said Laura. "I talked to her. She and Cindy have talked about adopting or having a baby many times, so it's not like Callie was caught off guard by this... any more than anyone else was, of course."
"Yes." I said. "But there is something else I want to ask all of you: tell me about... Mrs. Griswold." I looked at Laura and my mother as I said it. They both frowned, which told this Detective a lot.
"She's... not doing well." Laura finally said. "I told Chief Griswold that I'd like for her to come in for an exam and some mental acuity testing. He said he was going to ask me about it, but I beat him to the punch in asking him first. He's worried about her."
"And he should be, son." my mother said. "I believe the shock of losing Charlie last summer is beginning to show its effects. As you and Laura know, a severe shock such as a loved one dying can bring on Alzheimer's. I am afraid that that might be happening to Mrs. Griswold now. She used to know who I am very well, but today she introduced herself to me... three times."
I grimaced. "That's what I was worried about. She still knows who I am, but she keeps saying she hasn't seen me in such a long time... and it's only been a few days at most. That's the third time that's happened, too."
"I hope that doesn't stop Chief Griswold from becoming Sheriff." said Molly. "This may sound selfish, but you guys need him there."
"Yes, I would understand if Chief Griswold thought he had to take care of his wife instead of becoming Sheriff," said Paulina, "but it would be devastating for the County and for the Police Force if he backed out now."
"He asked me a lot about what the demands on his time will be if she starts getting worse." Laura said. "I told him that there's only so much he can do, and she might reach a point where she'll need professional care, which I would help him get when that time comes."
I nodded. Then, to change the subject, I said "What did you think of Betsy Ross, Molly?"
"Wow... I'm an aunt." said Molly. "That was truly unexpected. Cindy never said a word to me or Mom about it. Of course Mom is thrilled about it. And Betsy's cute. She looks like---" She stopped suddenly.
"She looks like Carole." Laura said, knowing why Molly had stopped.
"Yes, that's what I was thinking." admitted Molly. "Same hair color, a lot of the same facial expressions..."
"Maybe we should do a DNA test on her." said Laura, peering over at me.
"She's already had DNA tests done." I said. "DFACS requires them now. What are you expecting to find?"
"I dunno." said Laura, peering at me some more. I did not shy away from returning her look. Paulina was looking at me, then at Laura, then at me, then at Laura.
"And maybe it's best we don't find out." said my mother emphatically. "Cindy is very excited about this child. She'll tell us what she wants us to know, when she wants us to know it. We should all leave it at that."
And with that, we headed to our respective beds.
Part 14 - Games People Play
Saturday, November 24th. It was clear and cold for the noon kickoff at University Memorial Stadium as the home University Bulldogs were taking on their in-State rivals, the State Tech Engineers.
The game did not have the excitement of the Bulldogs-Wildcats game. I decided to 'supervise' from the comfort of my office. Laura and I would be hosting some people at The Mountain Nest for the late afternoon Wildcats-State U. game; the Wildcats were already Division winners and were looking to keep their undefeated season going.
I had the game on the television monitor as I put a few dents into the paperwork that seemed to never stop. Don't we have a Deputy Chief to handle all this I thought to myself. Then I caught myself: Bad Wildcat! Get it done!
The University was taking out their frustrations of having been eliminated from Conference title contention on the hapless Engineers. The State Tech Head Coach kept going for it, and on fourth-and-longs in Tech territory. Hey! I thought... the Bulldogs are going to win, but why make it so easy for them?
By 1:30pm I was caught up on my paperwork (yay!). I spent the next hour going over the names of all the Police Officers and their spouses, striving to remember them for the Policeman's Ball. Once I was done with that, I decided that I needed to get to the Mountain Nest before traffic got bad around the Stadium. It definitely helped that my Police SUV was allowed down streets that were closed to the Public...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd invited Franklin and Theo Washington to watch the Wildcats game with me at The Cabin. I also invited Marie to watch with Carole, and Marie's father Edward Steele to watch with us. Laura was hostessing all their wives with a 'parakeet-fluttering' session in the basement. Molly Evans was part of that, and her boys and Jim were watching the game with the rest of us. Carole, Marie, Franklin, and Theo were wearing No. 10 Wildcat jerseys. I was wearing my 'casual' uniform with the red collared shirt, and Edward was wearing a normal button-down collared shirt like he wore every day.
As is normal with young boys, my boys decided that throwing a football themselves was better than watching, at least for a while, so they were in the greatroom throwing Nerf footballs around. Since no one was older than four, I didn't stress too much on it, and it soon became a game of 'get the man with the ball'.
"Boys." Carole said with exasperation when they made noise. "Can't live with 'em, can't make 'em go outside." All of the adult boys laughed, especially when seeing me unable to stop laughing.
"How are things in the D.A.'s Office?" Edward asked Franklin as the game started. It is possible Edward was on an info-fishing expedition for the Council.
"Good." said Franklin. "Mr. Krasney had dropped any pretense of doing any work. He said he probably will take all of December in paid and unpaid leave. Ms. Walters has been meeting with us. Not much is going to change... except I think she's going to be more involved and keep things on a tighter leash than Krasney did."
"Is she going to go after Tunnin and Harlow?" Steele asked.
"I don't know, sir." said Franklin. "She'd probably talk to Paulina about that before saying anything to me. Right now, nobody's saying anything."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Wildcats were winning solidly. Jamaal Washington was unstoppable.
"Jamaal is unstoppable." I said. "Y'all might be going to a Heisman Trophy ceremony instead of the Policeman's Ball."
"That is my hope, sir." said Theo.
"Defense is playing great, too." said Edward. "Where did these Freshmen, Davis and Scott, come from?"
"Apple Grove!" Carole said loudly.
"She's right." I said.
At halftime, we went to the kitchen to replenish our snacks. As the others went back, Edward and I stayed for a moment.
"Anything new with the Council?" I asked.
"Right now, nothing." said Edward. "We'll meet, but we don't expect any big issues to crop up before year-end. What I can tell you is that Carnes and her crew are already preparing to make things as bad for Daniel Allgood as they can. Weaver is going on non-stop about Daniel being an 'illegitimate' Mayor, and Carnes and Reginald Lewis are going to do everything they can to press that home, even during Council meetings. I fear it's going to be an ugly, ugly year."
"You talked to Lewis?" I asked.
"No, and I've given up trying." said Edward. "In fact, I'm starting to get pissed off at his attitude and the racism he's been displaying. Allgood is going to need defenders, and Colby and I are going to be the front line of that against Lewis and Carnes..."
As the game ended, Carole and Marie were leading the celebrations. The Wildcats had completed an undefeated regular season! I told Carole and Marie to remember these moments, as they might not ever happen again... certainly this had happened only once before in my own lifetime...
Part 15 - Interregnum
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 26th, from in front of City Hall. "The Christmas season has begun!"
"Last Friday's Black Friday sales were considered a disappointment by most retail businesses." said Bettina. "Democrats are blaming Governor Val Jared, saying that his policies are harming the State's economy, and his refusal to sign legislation to impose online sales taxes is part of the problem for the retail stores. Governor Jared says that the economy will be better and citizens will have more to spend when the Democrats stop coddling illegal aliens that take jobs away from black citizens."
"In local news," said Bettina, "District-Attorney-elect Miriam Walters has declined to say whether or not she will refile charges against former TCPD Officer Gayle Tunnin when Ms. Walters is sworn in as D.A. in January. She also has declined to say if she will file charges against former TCPD Commander Della Harlow, as well. Sheriff-elect Antonio Griswold has stated he believes Ms. Harlow should be charged in connection with the accusations by Ms. Tunnin against illegitimate Mayor-elect Daniel Allgood."
"And let's go to the newest member of the KXTC Channel Two News Team, Jeff Hull with Sports. Jeff!" said Bettina. The camera went to Jeff Hull, formerly of KSTD Sports.
"Hi Bettina, and it's great to be with KXTC Sports!" said Hull. "The undefeated, No. 2 Wildcats have completed an undefeated season by defeating the State U. Purple Hawks on Saturday. The Wildcats eliminated our Bulldogs with their win the week before, and will face Western State for the Conference title after Western's huge upset win over the Tigers. Meanwhile, the Bulldogs played State Tech this weekend here at University Memorial Stadium and crushed the Engineers 51-3 in an embarrassing rout for a dismal State Tech team."
"If the Wildcats can win against State U. and win the Conference, they're the very likely pick to play in the National Championship game for the crystal trophy." said Hull. "Their likely opponent will be the No. 1 Florida Gators, who will be playing the Auburn Tigers for the SEC title after Auburn's amazing 13-7 win over Alabama on a last-second blocked field goal try returned for a touchdown. The National Championship game will be played at the Rose Bowl on January 7th."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Joanne Warner as the Detectives watched in MCD. "Hull went to KXTC?"
"Yeah." said Theo Washington. "With Chuck Pringle killing himself and Nick Eastwood moving to KFXU, they had an opening, and Hull took it."
"No non-compete clause in his contract?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Not after what KSTD had happen to them." said Julia Rodriguez.
"What happened to them?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Turn over to their channel." said Julia.
Joanne did so, using the remote. They saw Jenna James, sitting behind a news desk, reciting a story. Julia Rodriguez said "All of the State's SNN stations have been consolidated into one continuous newscast out of the City. Sometimes they'll go to Midtown or here for a report, but mostly it's just headlines now. Jenna James, Margaret Tucker, Diane Williams, and Cynthia Freeman rotate at the desk now, unless one of them is out on assignment."
"So KSTD is gone?" asked Roy McGhillie?"
"Well, the station is still broadcasting the SNN feed." Julia said. "And Cynthia Freeman might still anchor a local news show at 6:00pm. But for the most part, KSTD is finished as an independent local station."
"Wow." said Theo Washington. "I thought KXTC was the one that was going to have to shut down, what with that boycott against them by the Town's business leaders."
"And there's still some of that going on." said Julia. "But there's pushback too, from business owners who vote Democrat, such as Sonic Drive-Ins. Eldrick Weaver also called for the black community to support KXTC as a counter to what he calls the 'illegitimate' Mayor of our Town & County..."
"They're never going to stop that, are they?" Joanne said angrily. "Daniel Allgood won fair and square, despite Weaver's attempts to steal the election, yet they're calling Mayor-elect Allgood 'illegitimate'."
"Makes you mad, huh?" said Theo with a grin, needling his Police partner.
"Damn straight, it does!" the sweet Joanne said with a burst of anger. "And I've never forgotten how my cousin was cheated out of his rightful State Senate win, either!"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
"My, what is all this noise in here?" asked Captain Tanya Perlman as she drove into MCD. "Politics? or college football?" There was tepid laughter at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I sent out the email to begin turning in ballots for the Orange Order initiation. Due to Thanksgiving being so early (the earliest date possible this year), the initiation would be on December 7th, and the Policeman's Ball on December 8th.
"Okay," I said to Teresa and Tanya as we gathered for the Angels Meeting at 8:00am, "last week was very quiet. I'm tempted to force you to go back on vacation, Captain Croyle." Tanya laughed.
"I'm just glad your second inspection last Wednesday went well." said Teresa. "If it hadn't have, I'd have stayed in my boring old home town for another week."
"And a good idea that would've been." I said. "So... where is our Deputy Chief?"
"She just came in." said Tanya. "She's learning that being a mother of a new baby can be absolutely exhausting, even with a grandmother' help." I grinned at that.
"Okay, what's new in our fair Town and County?" I asked.
"Drugs, sir." said Tanya. "New preparations, new quantities, new pipelines. We busted a few street sellers over the weekend. You know how that works, sir: we reduce their sentences or even let them go if they give us the names of their suppliers. So far, they haven't talked yet. Their arraignments are today; after that we'll start getting serious with them."



"In connection with that," said Tanya, "I got some intel on this State-wide drug ring that's been going on. The U.S. DEA says that the main corridor had been through Southport, but another corridor through the City, coming from Acropolis City in the State to our east, has sprung up. And maybe something through the rural southeast counties."
"Does the DEA still think the SBI-NTF is part of it?" I asked.
"Oh yes." said Tanya. "That's how they're getting a lot of their information. I'm not supposed to tell you this, but the DEA has infiltrated the SBI-NTF. The problem is that they can't get anything more than just general knowledge that there's a distribution network in the State. The NTF may be getting a cut to keep their nose out of someone's business, but that may be all it is. They don't seem to know the details of the ring. Only that it's there."
"Like the Consultant of Crime." I said. "Everyone knew someone was behind the curtain, but had no idea who it was."
"Good analogy." said Tanya. "Whoever is organizing this, and it does look like it's one person, or group of people, is very good, very smart, and very careful."
Teresa said "So the drug trade is back, and they're moving a lot of product. It'd be great if we could find a warehouse to raid."
"That's just it." said Tanya. "This group has figured out that leaving a big load of product sitting in a warehouse is just an invitation to be raided. Mary has some C.I.s that are in The Teacher's circles, and he's been telling people to make fast, 'just-in-time' transactions."
"But that's problematic, too." Teresa said. "Meetings like that lead to things like the 'Night of the Cobra'." I smiled and nodded at that reference to the drug raid at MLK Parking. (Author's note: ' Moonlight Shadow', Ch. 01.)
"Yes." I said. "So they're moving quickly, bringing in the stuff and distributing it immediately or within a short period of time. And apparently in a way that would not arouse any suspicions. But for me, the problem is the possibility that the Government is in some way involved, especially if it's the SBI-NTF..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff-elect Griswold asked me to have lunch with him at the Cop Bar. We were seated in the 'new' back room for privacy.
"Admit it, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "The Green Crowbar got one over on the Red Crowbar."
I grinned. "Actually, I wasn't surprised that it happened... just that it happened so quickly. DFACS interviewed me about Cindy. She put me down as a reference on her application to foster."
"Yes, she put me down as a reference, too." said Griswold. "I told them that they'll never find a better person than her. Funny thing, though... as little as ten years ago, they'd have rejected her, because of her orientation. Now, it's not even looked at. The times... have changed."
"Yes sir." I said. "So tell me... how is Mrs. Griswold doing?"
The old Chief nodded, and I noticed a slight change in his eyes as he spoke: "That's one reason I wanted to talk to you, Crowbar. Being able to talk to Charlie after all these years was a shock to her system. A good thing, to be sure, but a shock. And then his death... well, as I told you that night at your Cabin, his death is slowly killing her... right before my eyes, and not a damned thing I can do about it." I nodded sadly.
"So I went to Mike Todd," said Griswold, "and had my will re-done, and my wife's, too. And living wills: no special measures to keep either of us alive. And most importantly, Crowbar: I would like to ask you to be the Executor of our wills, and enforce our living wills if need be. You're the closest thing to family we've got left."
"Of course, Chief." I said. It was not lost on me what he had just said about 'family'.
"If my wife survives me, she'll be provided for." the old Chief continued. "Your wife said she could be eligible for hospice care under Medicare if and when she mentally deteriorates enough. That might be years away... or just a few months."
I could only imagine the pain he must've been going through. "I'm sorry about all this, Sheriff." I said. "If there's anything I can do to help..."
"You've done more than you'll ever know, already." Griswold said. "Okay, enough of that. What's going on in the Police Department?"
I relayed the information about a possible State-wide drug ring, and the possibility of the SBI-NTF being involved with it. "You can quietly tell the Governor about that, if you want to." I said. "Maybe he can use it to shut down the SBI-NTF."
"That would be nice," said Griswold, "but I don't think he's going to be allowed to shut it down. What I'm hearing, and not just from him, is that Wilson Hammonds and the Establishment Republicans are going to be willing to cut deals to make some things happen. And one of those things is the SBI-NTF not only being kept, but strengthened. They're going to offer Jared the sops of a better State eVerify program for businesses to check potential employees for legitimacy."
"Surely that won't be enough." I said.
"No, but once he turns it down, Hammonds and his factions will come out and attack Jared for not doing anything about the immigration reform he was offered, to make Jared look like a hypocrite." Griswold said. "But the bottom line is that Katherine Woodburn wants a controlling SBI-NTF, and even though she's going to be Senate Minority Whip, nothing will get done without her support, meaning nothing gets done without that SBI-NTF being fully funded, and given dominion over all local LEOs. She's as dug in on that is Val Jared is on Illegal Immigration."
"Are you hinting to me that some horse trading is going to take place?" I asked.
"Maybe." said Griswold. "But it's nowhere near a done deal. In the first place, Hammonds, even though he's House Minority Leader, will still have huge influence in that Chamber, and his lodestone is not giving Jared anything at all on Illegal Immigration. And then there's Cerone and Molinari; Cerone is Senate Minority Leader and Molinari is Senate Majority Leader. Obviously they will be the power brokers."
I nodded. "So, is Harold Bennett going to take that SBI-NTF job?"
"It's not officially offered." said Griswold. "But Woodburn and others will offer that, him being the leader of the SBI-NTF, as a sop to get others to agree to do it. He's going to need a job, anyway... I've gotten independent confirmation that Karl Handel is going to clean house in the State DOJ."
"Yeah, he's going to need... a... job..." I said, going into a reverie. When I came out of it, I saw the Sheriff-elect looking at me, his mustaches twitching.
"I don't know whether to be excited or scared when I see you go into that hypno-mode." he said. "Oh, one more thing, as Steve Jobs liked to say: you better get ready for Finneran to continue to be on Boards of Inquiry. And if you or the Union raise any shit about it, you will be run out of Town on a rail. Kelly Carnes and Reginald B.F. Lewis are threatening legal action, complaints to the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division, and just tying County Government into knots over it. The problem is, they may have grounds, and they might win."
"And if the Police go on strike?" I asked.
"Carnes will use State Law to have any striking Police Officer immediately fired." said Griswold. "Very similar to what they did to the EMTs. And Crowbar... that would be a disaster to both you and me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, I called Teresa into my office.
"I saw your proposals for DUI checkpoints over the Holidays." I said. "You want more in the northern suburbs, especially around the Heritage Cloisters subdivision?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Maybe because we live there, though that should be 'ovah' by the New Year, but I'm seeing a lot of kids that think they're above the law driving around with no regard for the law, other drivers, or anything else. It might save some lives if she have a strong, visible presence up there over the next few weeks."
"Mmm hmmm," I murmured, then said "And an increased presence right in Eldrick X. Weaver's old Assembly district? Not too many bars in that area."
"Not much gets past you, sir." said Teresa. I nodded, perhaps looking pensive. "Is that okay, sir?" Teresa asked, noticing my face. "Do you want me to change it?"
"No." I said, then after a long pause I sat back in my chair and said "Teresa, I know you're not a racist, and I hope you know I'm not one, either. Having said that, be fully prepared to be called a racist for daring to have a DUI checkpoint in Weaver's district. And of course you will not be personally manning that or any other DUI checkpoint in this County, or I will be calling you 'grounded', is that clear?"
"Crystal, sir." said Teresa. "And I don't care what Weaver says."
"Me neither." I said. "I'm getting tired of his racism. So, changing the subject... you did not desire to be Police Chief in your home town?"
"Sir, I consider where I am now to be my home town." Teresa said. "And I like doing what I'm doing now, and working for the boss I have now."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said with a smile. "Seriously, though, I have an idea you might want to relay to your old town's retiring Police Chief..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, November 28th. Jack Muscone came to my office.
"Just thought I'd give you a heads-up on what's going on with Senator Russell." he said after sitting down at my bidding. "He's still in Washington. The Congressional session will adjourn sine die just before Christmas. Warrants will be served for his arrest, and extradition requests made when that happens."
"Chances of it working?" I asked.
"It'll depend on who the judge is in D.C." said Muscone. "Russell be fighting it all the way, but he won't have that Constitutional clause protecting him, since Congress will be out of session."
"What's his wife been doing, these days?" I asked?
"Nothing." said Muscone. "She's been totally ostracized by the Washington social scene. She has no friends, at all."
"I heard that she wouldn't turn on her husband because she'd lose her social status if she did." I said. "Now she's lost that anyway."
"I'm surprised she just doesn't get a divorce settlement with her husband and move to Florida." said Muscone.
"He's too controlling to allow that." I said. "He may be disallowing her to come back to the City, or go to Florida."
"Is it him?" asked Muscone. "Or is it her daughter telling her to stay put?"
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "I'd better requisition some firewood."
"Ha!" said Muscone. "I've got the monopoly on stakes and firewood from Salem, USA. Anyway, unless Mrs. Russell turns on her husband, I don't know if we'll ever get a conviction. It's going to be Billy and Jayne's testimony against Mrs. Russell's, and who knows how the Jury may decide?"
"Well," I said, "until we can find a way to bust his chops, there's not much we can do. I've looked into all the Superior Bloodlines and BigAgraFoods stuff, and Russell simply left no threads for us to find, at least not yet. This rape charge is the closest he's come to really fucking up. Now he's laying low. But if he does anything, even so much as jaywalks... I'll be all over him. One way or another..."
Part 16 - Titles
Saturday, December 1st. There being no Policeman's Ball tonight, I could relax and watch the Conference Championship game with Carole and Marie. Theo and Franklin had tickets to the game and had gone. Edward Steele had some business function to attend. So Todd, Teresa, their boys and Molly's boys, and Chief Griswold watched with us while Laura talked to Mrs. Griswold. We'd then watch the SEC title game between Florida and Auburn.
"I think we'll be able to have a housewarming party in early January." said Todd. "The house is just about ready to move into now." He was referring to the house being built next to The Cabin, where we were at the moment.
"Good." I said. "How are the views?"
"We've got some trees right in front of us." said Todd. "But we can still see everything at the angles."
"There's a balcony off the master bedroom." said Teresa. "Kind of like your back deck here. It's gonna be great." Todd nodded, but it was clearly Teresa that was the more excited about that."
"Yes, that deck is great. I love it." I said. "If I could choose my death, it would be sitting on that deck in my old age, looking over the Town." Those words caused Carole to turn and peer back at me, which for some reason strangely disquieted me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd was a Bulldog graduate, and could not quite hide that he was pulling for Western State to upset the Wildcats. So when the Wildcats scored early on a 34 yard pass from Johnson to Jamaal Washington, Carole pointed at him and said "You're busted, Uncle Todd!", causing Teresa to laugh. Todd just grinned at Carole.
As the game went on, it was clear that Western State had no answer for No. 10. Washington caught fifteen passes and amassed 305 yards in receptions and another 42 in rushing on two 'wildcat' direct-snap plays. "He's making his case for the Heisman." said the TV analyst. I just hoped the voters didn't see this as piling on to get stats, which had destroyed Payton Manning's chances of getting the Heisman...
In the end, it was a 35-3 rout. The Wildcats had punched their ticket to Pasadena, and with a Conference Championship trophy, to boot.
Then came the SEC Championship in Atlanta. Florida was throwing the ball all over the place. "What, did Coach Spurrier come back?" I asked.
"No, but I heard he worked with quarterbacks and receivers some." said Griswold.
"Georgia fans hate Coach Spurrier." said Teresa.
"Yeah, because he hates them." I said. "Spurrier never won the SEC title because Georgia beat him like a drum in 1966. He never forgave it, and took delight in wiping them out when he was coaching at Florida."
"Now Florida is doing the same thing to Auburn." said Griswold. I had a sneaking suspicion that Griswold didn't like Auburn for the same reason Teresa did: they were Captain Malone's favorite team.
And the old Chief was right. Florida was committing child abuse, and that child was an eagle named 'Tiger'. The Auburn mascot had to witness his team being thoroughly, soundly beaten by a better Gator team. Even with massive substitutions holding the score down to the 28-7 final, it was clear the Gators were powerful, and hungry to win it all.
"Sorry, Aunt Teresa." Carole said, going to Teresa and hugging her in consolation.
"That's okay, sweetie." said Teresa, hugging Carole back. "At least your Wildcats won."
"Yeah, but are the Wildcats going to beat the Mighty Gators?" Todd asked.
"Time will tell." I said. "Time will tell..."
Part 16 - Dog Days
Sunday, December 2d. Laura and I went down to the new Town & County Animal Services Center. Cindy and Callie were there, and had brought baby Betsy. Today was the dedication ceremony, and was being attended by various politicians, the University President and his wife, members of the Vet School, and Animal Services employees.
They had torn down what was left of the old building and started a new one from scratch, thanks to the tremendous fundraising efforts of one Susie Haskins. We were given a tour. The place was all fresh and brand spanking new. It was like a new vet hospital, and there were rooms for veterinary services and a surgery. 
There were indoor kennels and outdoor kennels, and everything was concrete and steel; not a scrap of flammable material anywhere, which gratified me. Only the room where animals were euthanized and cremated had anything that resembled a fire, and that was really an autoclave.
And at the end, as the formal ceremony was in progress, Susie Haskins was invited up and given a certificate of appreciation from the Town & County Animal Services director. Then she had Davie Marsden and Timmy Austin bring out two little red wagons full of crowbars.
"We have eight red crowbars for Commander Troy." said Susie. "One for each of the dogs he saved when the kennels caught fire. And eight more blue crowbars for the Police to use to open car doors or whatever they need to do to save lives." Everyone clapped as I went forward to thank Susie and praise her good work in raising the money for the new Kennels.
Part 17 - Orange Is In Order
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, December 5th, from Courthouse Square with the Civic Center behind her. "Channel Two News has learned that legendary rapper T-Square has published and released his new album for Christmas!"
Bettina: "It is T-Square's first Christmas album, and features many well-known Christmas songs rearranged with the well-known T-Square rap beat. Many of the songs were recorded by T-Square with his sister, Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson. T-Square is dedicating the album to Charlie Griswold, who died last summer. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing T-Square in the parking lot of his club 'Jasmine'. With him was Chief Griswold in a suit and tie. "Charlie was a good man. He liked my music, but more importantly, his example of keeping hope alive is what the Christmas season is all about. And the first CD is my Christmas gift to our next Sheriff, Charlie's father, Antonio Griswold." Applause could be heard as T-Square handed the old Chief the CD. Their handshake became a man-hug.
"I want to thank T-Square for remembering Charlie, and for this Christmas album." said Griswold. "I happen to have heard some of the songs already, and it's a beautiful album that Charlie would've loved."
Back to Bettina live: "T-Square also announced that he and his sister Paulina Patterson have agreed to perform at the University Hospital's Charity Christmas Concert on Sunday, December 23d. All of the various Church choirs will be performing, and the children of the Cancer Center have a surprise performance for us, as well. And now let's go to Jeff Hull with an exciting Sports announcement! Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina." said Hull. "Channel Two Sports has confirmed that star Wildcats receiver Jamaal Washington is a finalist for the Heisman Trophy! Jamaal Washington is the cousin of Assistant District Attorney Franklin Washington and TCPD Detective Theodore Washington. The Wildcat Junior wide receiver is one of three finalists to be invited to New York City this weekend for the award ceremony..."
There was much rejoicing in MCD as the announcement was made, and all of the Detectives were congratulating Theo. Then the Chief, Deputy Chief, and Police Commander came in.
"Well, Theo," I said, "if you're elected into the Orange Order, you'll just have to patrol the streets of New York City."
Cindy came forward and handed him a document. "You are officially on vacation Friday, and excused from the Policeman's Ball on Saturday. Dr. Fredricson has arranged your flights for you, Franklin, and your spouses to New York, and confirmed the Heisman people's arrangements for your hotel accommodations. Have a good trip."
"And help your cousin bring us a big bronze statue to grace the Wildcats Heritage Hall." I said.
"Thanks, ma'am. And I'll do what I can, sir." said Theo. "But win or lose, Jamaal has done our family very proud."
"He is going pro, isn't he?" asked Cindy... hoping very much for that to be the case.
"I don't know." said Theo. "I honestly don't."
"Speaking of trophies," said Lt. Micah Rudistan, coming into the room, "who's going to be elected into the Orange Order? McGhillie and Parker?"
"What about Father Romano?" asked Teresa Croyle. There was no doubt who she had been supporting for election into the TCPD's honorary fraternity.



"He put out an email asking that others be considered." said Julia Rodriguez. "That's probably being ignored as much as his Sunday sermons are." Laughter broke out at that.
"Two bad there's only room for two." said Mary Milton. "There's a lot of deserving candidates."
"A lot of guys in Precinct 2 are voting for Sergeant DeLong." said Rudistan. "But I guess we'll see."
"Yes, we shall see." came a voice from behind. It was Chief Moynahan's voice. "And I will have a very special surprise announcement when we announce the names, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, December 6th. At noon, Cindy and I brought Helena a bouquet of roses for keeping the ballot boxes, and we took possession of them. We carried them to the meeting place, which was the new back room of the Cop Bar.
Mrs. Peabody, the Intendent, was there. She and Sergeant Morton tallied the votes. One Police Officer had a nearly-unanimous vote, only the Officer's own ballot not having that name. There were two other names with nearly equal votes.
The Inner Circle was called up to inspect the votes. We found them to be correct, then it was asked what we wanted to do. I recommended we initiate all three of those names into the Orange Order. Everyone else agreed. We took it to the full Membership waiting in the room. They agreed, also.
"Our second order of business is to choose a new Speaker, so to speak." said Morton. Everyone voted. Like the year before, Your Iron Crowbar was chosen. And like the year before, Your Iron Crowbar did not accept.
"It does not need to be me." I said. "It needs to be one of our outstanding Uniformed Officers."
"So who do you choose in your stead?" asked Cindy. Rudistan was again making silent 'Pick me!' motions.
"Well, Green Crowbar," I said, "It looks like Mr. Rudistan wants the job. What do you say to that?"
"Lord have mercy upon us." Cindy said. Laughter erupted, a lot of it from Rudistan himself.
"I think Rudistan would be a great choice!" said Teresa Croyle, earning her a 'look' from her BFF Cindy.
"I couldn't agree more." I said. "You asked for it, Rudistan... you got it."
"Uh oh!" Rudistan said jovially. Everyone laughed, then applauded. Rudistan stood up and said "Okay, it's time to induct a Member into the Inner Circle. We have one opening."
More voting; we were keeping the Post-it Notes company in business. And at the end, the newest member of the Orange Order Inner Circle was... Myron Milton. This secretly pleased me; I eventually wanted him in the 'Blood Order'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, December 7th, Pearl Harbor Day. As I showered in the early morning hours, I remembered that veterans of the U.S.S. Arizona could have their ashes placed in the wreckage underwater when they died. I then reflected for a moment that there were getting to be no U.S.S. Arizona survivors left...
I dressed in my most simple dark blue uniform, per the Orange Order Day tradition. No rectangles for MOVs or other awards were worn; only rank insignia on the collar showed any difference from any other Officer.
As always, it was something of a 'big' day at Police Headquarters, since Detectives and Admin people usually wore civilian clothes, and the Upper Leadership normally wore light blue uniform shirts. But today, we all dressed the same, as one Thin Blue Line. So photographs were taken in MCD as everyone speculated who the new Initiates might be.
I also put my red crowbar under my desk and got the orange one from its resting place in hooks on the wall, and was happy to see that Cindy had done likewise when we went into MCD shortly before 7:00am.
"Doughnuts!" I announced as I sat four boxes of plain, simple doughnuts on a desk near the coffeepots. They disappeared quickly, and then someone turned on the television.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporter from in front of the Civic Center. "Today is the Police Department's 'Orange Order' day. All Police Officers are wearing standard blue uniforms, and tonight will initiate Officers into their honorary fraternity. The Orange Order is considered to be one of the highest honors a Police Officer can be awarded, and it's all the more special as it's voted on by the Officers's peers."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "Governor Jared was accused of favoring Christianity over other religions and being intolerant of the religious values of all State Citizens by participating in the lighting of the Christmas tree at the Governor's Mansion last night. Social groups condemned the Governor, and several groups, including CAIR, filed a lawsuit accusing the Governor of illegally mixing Church and State, and favoring Christianity over Islam by having a Christmas tree on State property."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's Theo?" asked Joanne Warner, though she well knew.
"Start spreading... the news..." sang Jerome Davis, drawing laughter though his singing was not bad. "I'm leaving... to-day...." he continued to sing.
"I want to be a part of it... New York... New York..." everyone chimed in. We just have too much fun around this place.
"Good grief." drawled the Chief, who was standing next to me in the back of the room near the coffeepots.
"It's too bad Theo won't be at the Policeman's Ball." Teresa Croyle declared, a bit too loudly. "He's going to miss the dancing exhibition by the 2d-runner-up couple at the competition last month."
I did not back down an inch. "And it's going to be... awesome!" I replied. "And I'm looking forward to seeing all of you dance at the Ball, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:45pm. Everyone found a place to be around Headquarters. The Orange Order members gathered in Classroom 'J', and put our Orange Order medals on. Then we strategized our path to picking up our initiates, and who would be doing the 'asking'.
Then we headed out. Myron Milton, as the Inner Circle nominee, was the line leader, and would be the leader of the Patrol of Honor through the Town tonight. We walked to the gym, where a lot of Uniformed Officers were sitting and talking. Silence was instantaneous when we walked in.
We walked to the middle of the gym and stopped. Captain Thompson, escorted by Lt. Rudistan, went forward and stopped in front of Sergeant DeLong of 2d Precinct. "Sergeant DeLong," said Captain Thompson, "would you please come with us?"
The entire gym erupted into applause as Sergeant DeLong was placed behind Myron and the procession marched back to the hallways of Headquarters.
From the front door, the Chief's office is back left, the gym back right. Booking goes along the right side of the building (the front entrance faces east), the Admin people are at front right, Vice at front left and MCD at back left of the inner area. The left and back walls are lined with offices.
The procession came down the hallway between Booking and Admin, then down the front hall, then back up the left side hallway to MCD. The procession was stopped outside the side door. Tanya Perlman and I went on around to the back door and inside.
Tanya wheeled up the room, then suddenly sharply pivoted her wheelchair to the right... right beside Roy McGhillie's desk. "Detective McGhillie," she said, "would you please come with us?"
Everyone in the room applauded as Roy followed Tanya into the hallway, with me bringing up the rear. We put Roy in line behind Sergeant DeLong and proceeded down the hallway.
If we were done, we would've gone into the Main Conference Room. But we were not done. We went around the hallway in another loop. As we came to the correct office door, we stopped. I nodded to my fellow Orange Order member and said "Go get the Candidate..."
To be continued.
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Part 18 - Orange Rules The Night
Author's note: this is a 'bridge' story to fill the gap to the next series of mysteries. Thanks for your patience.
The Police Chaplains were at their desks in their cubicles. Father Romano had finished his paperwork and was saying prayers when the door open. Captain Teresa Croyle came in, followed by Commander Cindy Ross.
"Chaplain Romano," said Teresa, "would you please come with us?"
For a second, she thought she might witness the first refusal in Orange Order history. But Father Romano surrendered to the will of the Police Force. He accepted the congratulations of his fellow Chaplains, then followed Teresa out the door. In the main hallway, he was placed in the line. Detectives were peeking from MCD and Vice, then applauded as the procession went by.
Chief Griswold was waiting in the Main Conference Room. "Congratulations to all of you!" he said as the rest of us left to gather the Force into the Main Auditorium. Griswold explained that the Candidates' families were being informed, then said "We've notified the Catholic Church here as well as your superiors in the City that you'll be doing honorable but earthly things tonight, Father. And by the way, Chaplain Romano, we usually don't tell the vote numbers but in your case, the only ballot that did not have your name was your own. We consider that a unanimous nomination. Congratulations!..."
Cellphones everywhere started chirping, as my 'Loddy Doddy Everybody' email went out. Fifteen minutes later, we had almost the whole Force in the Auditorium. Auxiliary Police Officers were manning the Duty Desks here and at the Precincts.
Chief Moynahan took to the podium on the stage. "I want to congratulate all of you on another year of outstanding Police work. You've been challenged, and you've risen to the challenge. You've faced everything from hostile politicians to the Slender Man, and you have kicked ass!" There was laughter and then applause.
"Before I bring on our Orange Order candidates," said the Chief as I waited at the side of the stage, "I want to make an announcement. As you know, we had some people trying to suppress voting rights at the polls, and Commander Troy took care of that business." There was applause, then the Chief said "I realized that our training is good, but nothing beats training for the Police Boxing Matches."
My heart surged as the Chief continued: "They say it's a woman's prerogative to change her mind. Well, it's a Police Chief's, too. And I have changed my mind. The Freestyle Division of the Police Boxing Matches will allow the use... of crow-barrrrrs."
The auditorium erupted as Officers came to their feet in applause and cheers. As it went on, Chief Moynahan pointed at me, directing me to come to the stage to announce the Orange Order candidates. He shook my hand and then left the stage as I took the podium. The cheering finally quieted down.
"You know that college football commercial, that says 'Who's In?'?" I said happily. "The Police Boxing Matches. I'm in! Who's with me?" The auditorium erupted into cheers again. I saw Teresa at the side of the stage. She made the two-fingers pointing at her eyes, then at me. I returned that salute, then turned to the audience, pointed at my eyes, then at all of them.
Once things were settled down, I said "And now it's time to announce the Officers that you voted into the Orange Order. First, Sergeant DeLong!" There was applause as DeLong came up on stage. "Next, is Detective McGhillie!" I announced, and everyone applauded as Roy came up and stood next to DeLong. "And last but certainly not least... Chaplain Romano!" The applause was loud and raucous, like a State of the Union speech...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the initial ceremony at the Junction Station Depot, where all three candidates remembered to take their lanterns (earning Teresa a good bit of money), we arrived at the southwest corner of Courthouse Square. Citizens lined the outer sidewalks of the four streets that made the Square, and candles, lighters, and cellphone lights dotted the landscape, creating a beautiful nighttime scene.
Teresa was leading Father Romano on his Patrol of Honor. She was fulfilling 'make up' time, for when she was inducted into the Blood Order from the year before. DeLong and McGhillie were led by Myron Milton. Inside the Square was restricted, but Mary Mahoney was there, photographing her husband, and Becca Larrington was videoing her fiancé Roy.
They went around the Square three times, then Myron's patrol went south, to get the southern areas out of the way. We'd had trouble before, and had a heavy Police presence along MLK Jr. Avenue. But there were no problems; indeed, a large number of people lined the street, holding up candles or cellphones with their lights on.
"Father Romano will walk MLK Jr. Avenue literally on the way back to Junction Station." I said to Chief Griswold as we followed him and Teresa on their walk towards Ronald Reagan Park. "I told Teresa that if he starts tiring, to take frequent breaks."
"Har." said Griswold. "He'll be fine. He's in a lot better shape than most people might realize. He started an exercise regimen while recovering from his wounds after the bank shooting. Heck, he might even sign up for the Police Boxing Matches!"
"Good!" I said, smiling. "I want my championship to be during the most-participated-in Matches ever."
Griswold chuckled. "You just can't wait to get into that, can you?"
I grinned. "I've been held out of the last two. But this year, not even the Slender Man will stop me from competing... and winning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The really good news was that I could delegate others to follow the patrollers, and Griswold and I went back to Junction Station to set up for the morning ceremony. That took very little time, and we settled down to get a few hours of sleep. Sleep... was a good thing.
I woke up to hear that the Patrols were being brought back to Junction Station. I stepped outside and watched, seeing the orange and green lanterns of Myron's group, and a few minutes later an orange and a green lantern fell in behind them. They came up to the Depot and were admitted inside. We held the ceremony pinning their medals on their uniforms, then everyone sat down to the traditional Orange Order breakfast: eggs and beer!
We had steaks, too, which I paid for. As everyone ate, Teresa said "Father Romano kept up very well. He won't admit it, but I think he's secretly happy about being voted in."
"I agree." I said. "DeLong and McGhillie were good choices, as well."
"Too bad Teddy Parker didn't get voted in." Cindy said quietly. "Usually wounded Officers get voted in."
"There's always next year." I said. "This yea, 2d Precinct banded together to vote in DeLong, who is a great Police Officer. Everyone voted for Father Romano, so that left about half the ballots. McGhillie was the overwhelming choice at 1st Precinct and at Headquarters."
"How do you know that much from the votes?" Cindy asked. "I mean we all saw them, but we didn't have time to analyze them."
"Elementary, my dear Kato." I said. "Everyone voted for two people. Father Romano was one of those choices on every ballot except his own. Half the ballots had DeLong, and nearly half had McGhillie. And while I don't mind people grouping up to vote in someone... I hope that 2d Precinct didn't vote for DeLong to make a statement other than his merits as an Officer."
"That crossed my mind, too." said Teresa. "And I did not fail to notice the extra Police coverage as we walked down MLK Jr. Avenue. You thinking we were going to have an incident like last year?"
"I didn't expect any incidents." I said. "But you know I'm an old Boy Scout that likes to 'Be Prepared'..."
Part 19 - Belles of the Ball
And it's tradition in the Troy household: after going to bed when I got home, I opened my eyes a few hours later to see my firstborn child on top of me, her face right over mine.
"Wake up, Daddy." Carole said. "It's time to get ready for the Po-leece-man's Ball."
"Hey, Sweetpea." I said. "Thank you for waking me up. Where's your mom?"
"In the 'Puter room." Carole said. "That's what she does now, instead of 'meetings'."
I laughed. "At least she's here at home, right?" Carole agreed, then climbed off of me and got off the bed. I got up and went downstairs, accompanied by Carole and the redoubtable Bowser. Indeed, Laura was hard at work on the computer.
"Whatchoo uptoo?" I asked as I came in.
Laura smiled, then said "I had Carole wake you up so you can shower and get ready before me. I might take longer than you do." Now that was an understatement, and a truth in nearly all married households.
"On my way." I said. "Everything okay with the Company? Carole is beginning to believe that you being in the 'Puter Room is like being in 'meetings'."
"Yes, everything is fine." said Laura. "Langley has been trying to monitor Austin Murphy, but he's given them the slip. Lilly Wargrave is vacationing in the Cayman Islands, but he's not there. He may be in France."
"Hmmm..." I said to myself, but loud enough to be heard. Laura peered at me. I noticed her look and said "Gotta wonder if he's trying to sell arms to Islamists in France, so they can kill Jews there."
"That is a potential problem," said Laura, "but your dear sister has put the fear of God into every foreign agent that might want to help the Islamists in France."
"I'd suggest your friends in Washington look at Germany if they want to find Murphy. Lots of Islamists to sell weapons to in Germany, thanks to their Government's policies." I said. "And Lilly Wargrave is of Eastern European origination. She might've helped him find refuge there."
"Go get in the shower." Laura said. That was not a request, and it was intended to convey her desire for me to stop telling her what she already knew...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I drove in my Police SUV to pick up the Griswolds, then went to Police Headquarters and parked in my normal spot inside the gated parking lot. Shuttles had been arranged to take Police Officers and their spouses or dates to the Convention Center right up the road, and we took one of those.
When one enters the Convention Center from the front (facing Courthouse Square), the auditorium where Teresa was wounded was in the front. Around the left side (and along Riverside Drive) the hallway led to the Theater. Around the right side (next to the State Office Building) were the various ballrooms that could be partitioned off into smaller conference rooms. It was set up that the open bar was to the right and a coat room was to the left, and those formed a hallway 'tunnel' to the main ballroom where the festivities were being held.
Laura and I went in with the Griswolds before others were allowed in, mostly to check up on the setup. Already there were Cindy and Callie. Cindy was in her formal uniform with medals Callie was wearing a dark blue wraparound dress that left little to the imagination in displaying her magnificent legs and shapely body. Sheriff-elect Griswold and I were in our formal Police Uniforms with Medals of Valor around our necks. Mrs. Griswold was dressed respectably in the same dress she'd worn the year before. Laura was in the black dress she wore for the dancing competition... she knew we would be 'expected' to show our winning form during this evening.
I saw Myron Milton fiddling with some equipment behind the raised dias where the Leadership would be sitting for dinner. His wife Mary, her hair dyed as jet black as Laura and Carole's hair naturally is, was 'supervising'. A projector screen was set up to one side. Cindy said "Myron said you wanted this set up for a DVR presentation?"
"Yes." I said. "If Jamaal Washington wins the Heisman, we'll show the DVR of it."
"Think he'll win?" asked Cindy.
"I dunno." I said. "Laura does... she was checking with her sources while I was showing and shaving this afternoon."
"I should've known you realized that is what I was doing." said Laura. "And I'm going to do to Cindy what my husband does, and not tell her who the winner is going to be." Callie burst out laughing at that. Cindy was less amused.
"I already know, too." Cindy said. "My father has sources, just like Laura does."
"So your mom is keeping Betsy?" I asked.
"At The Cabin, along with your kids, Marie, Molly's boys, Daniel and Melina Allgood's children, the Muscone kids, and Todd and Teresa's brood." Cindy said. "And yes, she has help. Selena Steele, Laura's assistant Laurie, and my assistant Lauren, who offered to help as an excuse not to come here tonight."
"The Allgood kids?" Laura whispered to me, a bit too loudly.
"Yes." I said quietly. "Good way for Carole to see Patricia, so she'll stop bugging us about it. Melina and Daniel will be here, of course." Laura said nothing, but I could sense the increase in tension in her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:30pm, the receiving line opened. At the head of it was Mayor Larry Vaughan and his wife, then Sheriff Daniel Allgood and his wife Melina. Then Chief Moynahan was next, along with Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, who was the Chief's 'date' for the evening. Then followed Fire Chief Quinlin and his daughter, as the Chief was divorced. Then the Griswolds, then Laura and me, then Cindy and Callie, then the Council Members and their dates, those that had shown up: Reginald B.F. Lewis had chosen to not attend.
The Council Members were not seated at the long row of tables on the dias. Cindy and I had amused ourselves by putting them at their own (round) table at the front, just in front of the dias. The amusement came from having the Democrats and Republicans alternately seated, so that on each side of the Member and his/her spouse or date was a Member of the opposition Party. I don't think Kelly Carnes and Dagmar Schoen appreciated being seated next to each other, so they had their spouses switch places so that they were not next to each other.
As everyone was finishing their dinners, the speeches began. The Mayor went first. "I have enjoyed being your Mayor these last few years, and I greatly appreciate the wonderful job the Police Force has done during that time. It has been my honor and pleasure to brag to all the other mayors about having the best Police Force in the State... heck, in the Nation!" Everyone applauded.
Then it was Daniel Allgood's turn. "My remarks might sound a lot like Mayor Vaughan's. First of all, I appreciate the support that Mayor Vaughan has given the Police Force and the Public Safety Department these last several years, and I can promise you that I will give you that same great support as your Mayor in the coming years." More applause, somewhat polite. "And I appreciate all of your hard work these last four years of my term as Sheriff. I have enjoyed bragging to all of the State's Sheriffs that the TCPD is the finest Police Force anywhere!" Louder applause for that.
"And I'm also very happy for you as well as myself," said Allgood, "that you've upgraded at the Sheriff position. You cannot have a better Law Enforcement Officer than Antonio Griswold, and I look forward to working closely with him." The applause was very loud, and became a standing ovation. That meant Chief Griswold was going next, whatever the original order might've been.
"Thank you, Mayor-elect Allgood." said Griswold. "I will add my appreciation for Mayor Vaughan's support of the Police and Fire Departments during his tenure as Mayor. I look forward to working with Mayor Allgood, Chief Moynahan, Chief Quinlin, and PHO Paige to keep our Public Service Department the very best that it already is."
"But I'm also going to challenge you tonight." said Griswold. "I'm going to ask you to not rest on your laurels. I'm going to ask you to strive to become even better, as individuals, as law enforcement officers, and as Citizens of our great Town & County." The answering applause was very loud.
Fire Chief Quinlin was next. "I'll just echo that I look forward to working with Mayor Allgood and Sheriff Griswold. I also want to thank all of you Police Officers for the support you give the Fire Department. While we're putting out fires, you're blocking off roads and securing the scenes, and helping with injured personnel. We could not do our jobs without you doing your jobs, and I want all of you in the Police Force to know that the Fire Department stands ready to assist you in your missions whenever we can." Everyone applauded, more than politely, but not quite 'Griswold-level' applause.
Chief Moynahan was next. "Yeah, what they said." Laugher broke out, followed by some applause. "I just want to add that you guys did an outstanding job this year, just outstanding. I have never gotten over the sense of pride and honor I feel whenever I'm introduced as the Police Chief of the TCPD, and it's truly the honor of my life to lead you guys as we serve the Citizens of the Town & County and bust the perps." Applause for that. "And I know I'll be saying the same thing next year, because you guys will make next year even greater for all of us." More applause.
Next was Cindy, and she made her remarks intentionally subtly humorous. "First of all," she said, "I appreciate you guys not destroying too much equipment, or any of the buildings." There was some laughter. "We lost a couple of Police cars to bad actors, but we didn't lose any Police Officers, and that's the best possible news." There was applause.
Then Cindy said "We did have to re-arm the helicopter a couple of times." Laughter broke out, followed by applause as Cindy patted me on the shoulder. "And we lost some armor... curiously, the armor being worn by our Police Chaplain, Father Romano, of all people." More laughter broke out, then louder applause as Cindy held up Father Romano's armor that had stopped the bullets meant to kill him.
Then she held up the armor I'd worn, that had been destroyed by the Slender Man. "And the armor holds up against perps and lightning strikes. The bottom line, guys, is that I don't mind ordering new armor... as long as it's for the same Police Officers. We didn't lose anyone this year. Let's all make it here next year, too!" More applause.
Last but not least, it was my turn. I usually made the toast for the evening, but I had a few extra words this time.
"Like everyone else," I said, "I thank Mayor Vaughan for his support, and Sheriff Allgood for his support. And I don't think I need to mention how happy I am that my old Chief is now going to be our Sheriff." Everyone applauded, knowing that the bond between Chief Griswold and me went beyond just a professional association. The old Chief's eyes showed the same emotion as my own.
"I want to point out that Detective Theo Washington is not with us tonight." I said.
"How dare he!" yelled out Joanne Warner (on cue). Everyone laughed.
"Detective Washington and his brother ADA Franklin Washington are the guests of the Downtown Athletic Club in New York tonight, where their cousin Jamaal Washington is a finalist for the Heisman Trophy." There was applause for that, though not loud. After all, this was still Bulldogs Country.



"If we have good news on that, I'll have an announcement to make later tonight." I said. "In the meantime, as Commander Ross said, we all made it here tonight. That didn't look too certain last Christmas Eve... and it didn't look too certain at MLK Park when a drug raid went bad... and when a very evil entity kidnapped several of our County's children... and when our own Officers were targeted for destruction by agents of Evil." That applied to Cindy as well as to Parker and Holloway. The room got quiet.
"But by the grace of God and the abilities of all of you in this Police Force... we're all here tonight. And I want to be able to say that next year, so you better kick butt out there!" I said. Everyone laughed and applauded mildly.
"So tonight, I'd like to propose a toast." I said, picking up my glass of wine. The entire assemblage stood up with their glasses. "To getting our jobs done right and getting home safely to our families. To your professionalism! To the TCPD!"
"To the TCPD!" everyone yelled out. Then we all sipped whatever liquid was in our glasses.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dessert was being served, and many Officers and their dates went to the open bar and the restrooms, not necessarily in that order. I saw Jerome Davis at one table. He had brought Corporal Inga Gunddottar as his date. Inga was of Icelandic ancestry, blonde and blue-eyed. Jerome was a fairly light-skinned black man. I fleetingly thought to myself that a half century ago, in some parts of the Nation they would not have been allowed to date. We have improved, race-relations-wise, no matter what the Press says, and no matter what politicians do to gin up hatreds.
"Hey Jerome." I said. "Did you see that Army-Navy game today?"
"Don't ruin my evening, sir." said Jerome. Army had beaten Navy earlier in the day. Chief Moynahan was very happy. Jerome and his dad... were not.
"Your evening is just fine, what with that lovely date you have." I said. "Out of curiosity, when did you start dating Inga?"
"When Parker was wounded, I interviewed her since she was at the scene." said Jerome. "We began talking more when the politicians put her through the ringer over the shooting. And then we had lunch together, and things went from there."
"Cool beans." I said. "By the way, has your dad mentioned any more strange things going on at Valley Villages?"
"No sir." said Jerome. "Not to me, anyway."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Our time zone is an hour behind New York, so at 8:30pm Myron came to me with some news. I went to the podium.
"If I may have your attention please..." I said. As the room got quiet, I said "I do have an announcement to make." There were rustlings and murmurs as I said: "Lieutenant Rudistan! What are my favorite four words, specifically for tonight?"
"Let's watch some TV!" shouted Rudistan jovially.
"Yes, let's watch some TV!" I replied. "Lieutenant Milton, if you will do the honors?"
Myron started up the projector and used a remote control he'd obtained from the Civic Center (no, I don't want to know how) to dim the lights. A television broadcast came on, showing the ceremony room in New York with the photos of past Heisman Trophy winners, and some of those recipients on the stage behind the announcer.
The announcer then made the announcement: "And this year's Heisman Trophy is awarded to... Jamaal Washington!"
I began applauding, as did many others. "Hey look!" shouted Joanne Warner. "There's Theo!" Sure enough, Jamaal had accepted congratulatory handshakes from the other finalists and had hugged his mother, and was now hugging Theo and Franklin. The applause in the room got considerably louder as that brought home that Jamaal, Wildcat notwithstanding, was the family of one of our Thin Blue Line.
We watched as Jamaal went to the podium to accept the award. He thanked his family and his coaches and his teammates, then at the end made an important announcement himself:
"People have been wondering if I will turn pro after this season." said Jamaal. "And I've already made my decision. My cousins Theo and Franklin, who are here with me tonight, showed me the importance of earning my college degree. One of them is a Police Detective, and the other is an Assistant District Attorney. I've always looked up to them for inspiration. And now, I'm inspired to finish my degree and get my graduate degree, and jump ahead of them..." People there and at our location laughed at that. "... and so I will be returning for my Senior season with the Wildcats."
"Yesss!" Melina Allgood all but shouted. There was applause among the Detectives that were Theo's friends.
But I heard Cindy mutter "Goddammit." under her breath, and the applause from most of the Police Force was a bit... muted, shall we say. The open bar became busier.
And then all that was put into its compartment of the mind as Teresa Croyle came up and took to the microphone.
"Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention please!" The room got quiet as Teresa said: "Speaking of trophies, a certain couple in this room earned a trophy in last month's Dance Competition, and we'd like to see Commander Troy and Dr. Fredricson demonstrate those moves for us here."
Yeah, NOW the applause breaks out strong, I noted to myself. Nevertheless, I went over to Laura and took her hand, and we went onto the open floor space in front of the projector screen, that had now been shut off. Myron started the music, and as the tempo of 'Moonlight Shadow' filled the room via the speakers, Laura and I began dancing our routine.
The entire Police Force was standing and watching, clapping to the rhythmic beat as we twirled and twisted our way about the floor in the Tango. They clapped when we executed the move where I was all but twirling Laura like an ice skater, as she was stretched out and sliding along the sides of her high heels. Then I pulled her back up to me, and we finished our routine.
The applause was very thunderous when we finished and took our bows. Sometimes as a leader, one has to get in front of the troops and possibly make a fool of oneself, and fortunately I had avoided making a fool of myself.
"Okayyyyy," I said as the applause died down. "Our next dancers will be... Teddy Parker and Janice Holloway!" Everyone clapped, Teddy's face got red, and Janice led him to the floor where Laura and I had been. A typical dance piece started up, and Teddy and Janice did not have to dance alone for long, as Laura and I and then others joined them on the floor to begin the Ball in earnest.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd texted Theo to tell Jamaal that the TCPD congratulated him on winning the Heisman. Theo texted back that the whole family was ecstatic.
"That was an excellent dance routine." said Chief Moynahan to Laura and myself. "If you'll promise not to bend me into a pretzel, Dr. Fredricson, may I have this dance?" I of course gave my blessing.
I went over to where Jack Muscone and Tanya were sitting. "Why aren't you guys dancing?" I asked. They looked at me funny, though Tanya had a slight sparkle in her eyes.
"Tanks and dance floors don't go together." said Tanya, who was in her regular powered wheelchair.
"And I've got three left feet." said Jack.
"Uh huh." I said. I called Lt. Rudistan and his girlfriend over. I asked his girlfriend "May I borrow your date for a moment, to dance with Captain Perlman?"
"Sure." she said, looking a bit surprised, also. After talking with Rudistan and Perlman, I went over to the deejay, and asked for a particular song. Then I took to the front of the room again.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said, "I see many of you are not dancing, so I'm going to ask a couple of Officers to show you what dancing is all about." Everyone was stunned when Rudistan and Tanya came up front. I pointed at the deejay.
As the trombones of Glenn Miller's 'In The Mood' began playing, Rudistan and Tanya began their routine. It looked like Rudistan was twirling Tanya around, but it was really him going in circle around her. Then Tanya drove her wheelchair in circles and Rudistan twirled himself in similar circles. They timed throwing up their hands together in sync with the music. Then at one point, Rudistan picked Tanya up out of her chair, and, holding her back against his chest, whirled around with her, her legs going straight out. Then he slowed out of it, put Tanya back in her chair as everyone applauded, and they finished with a few more twirls.
Jack Muscone got the hint. He took Tanya out to the dance floor for the next slow dance. It was okay to have three left feet: they didn't move, just held hands and swayed their arms together as they looked into each other's eyes.
Next to them were Teddy Parker and Janice Holloway. They weren't moving much either, just holding each other...
Per custom of the last few years, I danced with Mrs. Griswold. "This is such a fun event." she said. "It was nice of them to invite us. I've never been to one of these before. Do you think we can come next year?"
"I sure hope so." was all I said.
Just before the Mayor and Sheriff were going to announce their departures so that we could begin leaving at our whims, Rudistan made one more appearance up front. He brought his girlfriend up, then got down on his knee and proposed, offering her a beautiful engagement ring. Of course she said "Yes!" and everyone cheered... especially Myron and Mary Milton, remembering how Myron had proposed to Mary at the Policeman's Ball just a few years before...
Part 20 - Cast In Bronze
Monday, December 10th. I got up at 4:30am for my usual workout on the Bowflex and cycle. I worked myself hard, and realized I was going to need to do more for the Police Boxing Matches.
I woke Laura up and got pulled into bed for a morning pickle-tickle, which I was happy to deliver to my wife. Afterwards, Laura surprised me by getting up and taking a shower with me. As I prepared to leave for the Station just before 6:00am, she was getting Carole and Jim up. "I'm going into the office early." she explained.
I kissed the kids and Laura goodbye, then left for work. I arrived at the Station to see that there was an abnormally large number of vehicles in the gated parking lot. Going in, I checked in with the Duty Desk, finding everything in order. "What's with all the cars in the parking lot?" I asked.
"People came in to work out, sir." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "Now that the Police Boxing Matches Freestyle Division is back on, everyone thinks they can win."
"It's kind of like New Year's Day, sir." said the Duty Desk Patrolman. "Resolutions this week, that will fall off next week." I chuckled at that and agreed, then told them to carry on.
As I went down the hallway, there was no one in Vice nor MCD, though the lights were on. I went down to the gym. A large number of Officers in TCPD sweats were running around the edges of the gym, including Commander Cindy Ross and Lieutenant Micah Rudistan. They were being run through their paces, i.e. dogged out, by Captain Damien Thompson, who was also in TCPD sweats... normal gray sweatshirt and sweatpants, but with the TCPD shoulder patch emblem printed on them.
He blew his whistle and everyone stopped. "Do you people think you're going to beat any frickin' Wildcats in the Police Boxing Matches as out of shape as you are?!?!" he yelled. "You better pick up the pace, starting today!, or Commander Troy is going to run over you like a freight train! Especially you, Boss!" he shouted at his boss, Cindy Ross. "You're running like a girl over there! You better pick it up!"
And then everyone noticed the tall redhead just inside the door, tapping a red crowbar in his hand.
"I daresay you people better get in shape!" I yelled out, knowing this conditioning would help them with more than just the Boxing Matches. "You're moving like pond water in here! You might as well just hand Captain Croyle the trophy again, Commander Ross!"
"Care to join us in here, Commander Troy?" Cindy asked acerbically, her ice-blue eyes shooting cold fire in my general direction.
"I worked out today already." I said. "I'll see those of you that think you're ready on Wednesday morning." With that, I left the gym.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to my office, I was stunned to see my assistant Helena at her desk. "I just came in to get an early start on paperwork." she said. I could see by the gleam in her eye that that wasn't the case. Something was up. I turned to my office door, which was closed, opened the door, flicked on the light... and stopped short.
A Heisman Trophy was sitting on my desk.
As I gaped at the bronze statue, three people came up behind me: Wildcats Defensive Coordinator Erskine 'Iron Man' Marshall, Heisman Trophy winner Jamaal Washington, and Detective Theo Washington. Jamaal was in a well-fitting gray suit and Wildcat-red tie; he could compete with his cousin for 'GQ' sharpness any day.
"Congratulations, Jamaal!" I said, shaking his hand. Then I shook Coach Marshall's hand. "So this is it, huh?"
"This is the School's trophy." said Coach Marshall. When a Heisman Trophy is awarded, two trophies are given out: one goes to the player, the other to his School. This particular piece of bronze would grace Wildcat Heritage Hall for all time.
I picked up the trophy to inspect it. At a whopping 25 pounds, it was heavy. "Well," I said, "let's get some selfies." I set the trophy down on the desk and had Jamaal come behind my desk with me. We took a couple of pictures, then Coach Marshall came in for a pic with us. And then Jamaal put my 'I Beat Slender Man' trophy next to the Heisman Trophy and we took a picture of them while I explained what the Slender Man trophy was all about.
"Jamaal!" I heard a five-year-old voice shout out... my five year old's voice. Carole came rushing in, wearing her red No. 10 jersey, followed by Marie in her No. 10 Wildcat jersey, then their classmate Jameis. They were followed up by Jim, then Laura (wearing a black dress).
"Hey Carole!" Jamaal said, picking Carole up and giving her a hug.
"Congrat... congrat-yu-lations." Carole said.
"Thank you." said Jamaal. "Who are your friends, here?"
"This is Murreee!" said Carole as Marie beamed up at Jamaal. "She's my buddy. My dog Bowser saved her life."
"I heard about that." said Jamaal. "Hi, Marie." He picked her up and gave her a hug, too.
"And this is Jameis, he's in my class at school. He wants to be in the NFL like you do." said Carole. Jameis was staring up at Jamaal.
"Hi Jameis." said Jamaal, shaking the young boy's hand.
"Wowwwwww!" said Jameis.
"Jameis," I said, "here's Jamaal's Heisman Trophy. Are you going to earn one of these one day?"
"Yeahhh!" said Jameis. "Oh man!"
Jim was introduced, then I said "Y'all may remember my wife, Laura Fredricson."
"I sure do." said Coach Marshall. "I'm grateful as always to you as well as your husband, Doctor."
"I saw you last year when we visited Carole in the Hospital." said Jamaal. "Can't believe it's a year since all that happened."
"I can't believe it, either." said Laura. "Congratulations, that's a huge award."
"So, my dear," I said quietly to Laura as the kids took pictures with Jamaal and the Heisman Trophy, "how did you happen to know about this visit? And conveniently forget to mention it to your loving husband?"
Laura smiled. "I didn't say which office I was coming into early." Laura said, to me. "Coach Marshall called yesterday and said they were coming by to see Derrick Waters in the Hospital today, and they'd have the School's trophy with them. We wanted to surprise you."
"And you did." I said. "Coach, you should probably leave the trophy here while you visit Derrick. I don't know of a safer place for it."
"If you don't mind, we will." said Coach Marshall. "Or we'll leave it with Franklin at City Hall."
We took more pictures, with Carole and Marie sitting on the desk, flanking the Heisman Trophy, and me and Jamaal standing behind them, then adding Jim and Jameis to the mix.
"Jim is not a Wildcat." Carole explained to Jamaal. "He's going to Arrrmy School."
"I do too root for the Wildcats!" Jim exclaimed in a huff.
"Carole keeps saying Jim's going to West Point." I said. "And it won't hurt my feelings at all if he does."
"I'd never bet against Detective Carole Troy." said Jamaal with a grin. He'd been at Apple Grove when Carole was awarded her Certificate of Appreciation by the AGPD.
By this time Cindy had come in, and was taking photos with her iPhone. She congratulated Jamaal, then said "For the sake of my Bulldogs, please go pro!"
Jamaal laughed. "I'm looking forward to finishing my degree."
"What are you majoring in?" asked Cindy.
"Criminal Justice." said Jamaal. "Just like my cousin Theo, here. You know, Herschel Walker once said he'd wanted to be an FBI Agent, but he left school early and went to the pros. Can't blame him for that, but maybe I really will be an FBI Agent after my pro career is over."
"Our Captain of Detectives in engaged to an FBI Agent." I said, hearing the unmistakeable *whirrrrrr* coming down the hallway.
"That's right, I am!" said Tanya happily as she drove into the now-crowded office. "Congratulations, Jamaal. Why don't you bring that hunk of metal into the MCD room."
Laura took the kids on to school, where they had a massive story to tell to their classmates to go along with their photos. As to MCD, it would be another hour before all the pictures were taken. Jamaal was very patient, taking photos with the Heisman Trophy with everyone who wanted one, which was just about everyone at Headquarters. A group photo of all the MCD and Vice Detectives with Jamaal and the trophy remains a permanent fixture in the anteroom to the Captain of Detectives's office.
Before they left, I had Coach Marshall come back to my office. I took one of the new red crowbars with me that Susie had given me at the Dog Kennels. "You can take this to Pasadena with you, instead of prying the first one of off the wall." I said as I handed it to him.
"Super!" said Coach Marshall. "Just what I need to keep some rowdy defensive players in line!" That crowbar would become the Wildcats's traveling crowbar in the future.
Coach Marshall, Jamaal, and Theo then went to City Hall to surprise Franklin and the D.A.'s Office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am. "This is Fox University Sunrise, and it's been an exciting weekend!"
"And that weekend is continuing into this week." said Meredith Peller. "We have just gotten word that Jamaal Washington, who won the Heisman Trophy on Saturday, dropped in on TCPD Headquarters, where his cousin Detective Theo Washington works. Wildcats Defensive Coordinator Erskine Marshall, a close friend of Commander Donald Troy, also was there."
The photo of Carole, Marie, me, Jamaal, and the Heisman Trophy were shown, with the words 'courtesy Cmdr. Cindy Ross, TCPD' in the upper left hand corner. Then a few photos from MCD were shown, including Jamaal and Theo posing with the trophy, and a nice one with Tanya and Jamaal with the trophy.
"And we have Detective Theo Washington of the TCPD with us." said Catrina. Theo was shown on a split-screen; he was in the Press Interview Room here at Police Headquarters. "Theo, you must be excited for your cousin!"
"Our whole family is very proud of Jamaal." said Theo with his 'movie-star-handsome' grin. "He's worked very hard, and that hard work has paid off for him."
"What do you think of his decision to stay in School, and not turn pro?" asked Catrina. "After Derrick Waters's injury, isn't that something in the back of his mind?"
"Sure, and that's in any player's mind." said Theo. "But he could get hurt in the pros, too. David Pollack, who is a standout sports analyst on ESPN on football Saturdays, injured his neck his first year as a pro, and his NFL career was over just like that. But I think Jamaal really wants to set the example for others and show that getting a college degree is very important. I know the family would've respected any decision Jamaal made, and we applaud him for his choice and his reasons."



"Are you and Jamaal excited about the National Championship game?" asked Meredith.
"Jamaal is very excited to be playing in a game of that magnitude." said Theo. "We're all excited for him and his teammates to have gotten to that point and to be able to play the Florida Gators for the Crystal Trophy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got a text and showed it to Cindy. It was from Paulina Patterson, and showed Jamaal and the Heisman Trophy at City Hall, with Jamaal flanked by Paulina... and her brother T-Square. "Says here she got T-Square over there in time to get into a picture."
"Catrina and Meredith ran with the ball, pun intended, when I sent those pics to them." said Cindy. "I sent them to Bettina and KXTC, also. So why haven't we heard anything from them?"
"We missed their 7:00am broadcast." I said. "And Fox U is doing a morning-show style program that allows them to cut in with news, like they just did with Theo... and speaking of that, how'd that interview get set up?"
"They called Captain Thompson and asked if he'd come on, and Theo agreed to do it." said Cindy.
"Good enough." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:00am, Sheriff Daniel Allgood came to Police Headquarters. He went to the Chief's office, and I was called in moments later.
"It's a madhouse at City Hall." said Daniel. "Jamaal Washington came by, and Franklin is holding the Heisman Trophy while Jamaal and Coach Marshall go to the Hospital and visit Derrick Waters. There is a line around the hall to take selfies with the trophy."
"A once-in-a-lifetime event." I said.
"It is hard to surrrprizzze the Iron Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "But I think they got him today."
"Yes. Yes they did." I said. "So what's new, Sheriff? Oh, your daughter's third birthday is today, and I have a present for her from my family in my office."
"I'll come in there and get it on my way out." said Daniel. "What I came by to say is that I'm going on vacation beginning next Monday and lasting through the end of the year. I have to burn it before I leave office. Chief of Staff Oswald is in charge of the Deputies, but as you know, the Chiefs are truly in charge of their Departments. I don't expect much to happen this week, either."
"Neither do I." said the Chief. "Mr. Crowbar?"
"I have one mission through Christmas." I said. "To keep my Captain of Operations out of trouble. Things should be fine, but I never let my guard down regarding her."
"She's come a long, long wayyyyy." drawled the Chief.
"No doubt about that." said Daniel. "I remember when I was in I.A., and we were about to fire her. That was a close call, maybe the closest."
"Noooo." I said, musing, "I think the Peter Dwayne Gordon trial was a much closer thing. And Selena Steele was even closer... an hour away from the death penalty." (Author's notes: 'Falsely Accused'; 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 04.)
"Okay, I'll be going, then." said Daniel. "I'll stop by your office in a minute, Don."
A few minutes later, Daniel came into my office... and closed the door. "If I may sit down, I wanted to ask you something."
"Sure." I said. I slid the gift-wrapped present for Patricia across the desk to him.
Daniel started: "I noticed that Laura and Melina did not speak to each other at the Policeman's Ball. And not just avoiding each other; they turned their noses up to each other a couple of times. What's happened between them?"
"Before I answer," I said, "let me ask you this: how much do you know about what's going on with your wife these days?"
"Melina told me that she was actually an FBI mole within the CIA." Daniel said. "She said that when that news came to Laura's attention, Laura reacted very badly to it. Was it really that bad?"
"Well," I said, "first of all, as you probably know, Laura doesn't tell me everything that goes on with her 'Company' business. Second, what little I do know about it, I'm not really at liberty to say anything about it. And third, another question: what do you know about Melina's current situation with the FBI?"
"She said she's working here in Town, that the FBI has designated here as a 'Resident Agency', and that she's ultimately under Jack Muscone in the City." said Daniel. "But that's the extent of it."
"And that's the extent of what I know, also." I said. "The only thing I can add is that she's recruiting Joanne Warner as an FBI Consultant to work with her from time to time. They're hunting buddies, and were CIA buddies, so that's not a big surprise."
"So you don't know what the rift is between Melina and Laura?" Daniel said.
"Not the details." I said. "I know Laura's pissed about something; hence, me giving you a present for your daughter instead of Laura giving it to Melina, and of course having to work around both of them so that Carole can see Patricia. But I don't think Laura has told me everything... and I'm not going to ask."
"Fair enough." said Daniel. "Well, I'm sure I'll be seeing you plenty often in the next few years, so it's not goodbye. But it's worked out, and you've got Griswold back, protecting your back. And to that end... how bad is this political bullshit about me being an 'illegitimate' Mayor going to get?"
"I didn't anticipate it getting that dirty," I said, "but I'm afraid that the Left is going to dog you with this for all of your days as Mayor. At least four thrill-filled years..."
"How do you recommend we fight it? 'We' being me and my campaign people..." Daniel said.
"Well, you know me." I said. "I fight it head-on, and throw it back in their faces. You can choose how hard you want to get into it with Carnes and Lewis. But just remember that you'll never find middle ground with the Left, that they consider their actions to cheat legitimate and our actions to stop their cheating to be dishonest and even racist. So don't ever for one minute think you can find middle ground with them nor appease them in any way. They are totally hell-bent on destroying you, me, and anyone that values integrity and Justice, and there is nothing that will ever change their hatred-addled minds..."
Part 21 - A Plan Comes Together
Monday, December 17th. As the TCPD Leadership gathered in the Chief's Conference Room to watch the news, we noticed someone was not there.
"Where's Captain Croyle?" I asked.
"She's going to be late getting in this morning." said Cindy.
"It'd be nice if she told her boss that, too." I said sourly. It was probably the tone of my voice that got all the eyeballs locked onto me. "What?" I asked.
"You okay?" Cindy asked, peering at me.
I realized what they meant, and that they'd missed what I meant, so I said "It's Christmas season. Any other time of year, and I don't worry about it. But right now..." I did not finish the sentence as I began texting Teresa.
"I was asked to stop by KXFU." texted Teresa. I read that out loud, then asked what that was about.
"You'll see in a minute." Cindy said. "Let's watch some TV, shall we?" The television was turned on.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am sharp from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that State DOJ Regional Manager Harold Bennett has resigned from that post!"
Bettina: "Mr. Bennett was Police Chief of the Town & County Police Force before taking the Regional SDOJ Director position, and Channel Two News has learned that he is taking a Police Chief position in a town out of our State. Mr. Bennett said in his statement of resignation that he appreciates the support given him by the TCPD and also the support of Governor Val Jared."
More Bettina: "That was regarded as a thinly veiled shot at State Attorney General Karl Handel, who is rumored to have plans to make changes in the SDOJ leadership as well as the various regions. And sources tell Channel Two News that Mr. Bennett was being considered to head the SBI's Narcotics Task Force, a unit of the SBI that has come under considerable criticism from Governor Jared and his Grassroots/TEA Party allies."
Bettina finished up: "And T-Square's new Christmas album is the number one seller of the season! The album of Gospel and Christmas songs, which was dedicated to Charlie Griswold, son of Sheriff-elect Antonio Griswold, is setting new records for sales and downloads..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let's turn to SNN, and see what they have." said Chief Moynahan. Cindy used the remote. Cynthia Freeman was at the SNN desk in the City.
"Regional SDOJ Director Harold Bennett has resigned from that post. The former Police Chief of the Town & County Police Department has accepted another Police Chief post..." She went on to name the town... and astute Detectives have figured out that it was Teresa's hometown.
"Awesome." I said quietly.
"Did you have anything to do with that?" asked Cindy.
"I might've suggested to Teresa to pass on a name or two to their retiring Police Chief out there." I said. I was about to say more, but Cynthia said something that got my full attention:
"And in a related story," said Cynthia, "Edward Blassingame, CEO of the package delivery company SPS, has announced that SPS will be expanding. They will build a distribution center not far from the town where Mr. Bennett is becoming Police Chief. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Mr. Blassingame, who I remembered from the 'Delivery In The Rear' case, speaking to reporters: "We've been looking to expand, and this area is ideal for what we're hoping to accomplish. The Chamber of Commerce and local town officials here have been very helpful, and we look forward to creating new jobs here..."
"Now that, I did not know about." I said. "Commander Ross, any vibes on how that area of the country came to the attention of one of the Big Boy Establishment Elites, that being Blassingame?"
"I don't... oh my God." said Cindy, catching on. "Was he the one keeping Todd under surveillance out there?"
"So I read the riddle." I said. "Him, or fellow Elitists. Funny how that worked out..."
"Good grief." whispered the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce as the 8:00am hour of the KFXU morning show began. "We have big news today! Harold Bennett, former TCPD Police Chief, resigned as the Regional SDOJ Director to take another Police Chief job." After naming the town, Catrina went on to say "In a related story, SPS, the delivery service, announced a new distribution hub there, which will bring many new jobs to the area. That town is also the childhood hometown of Captain Teresa Croyle of the TCPD, who has joined us today."
The camera panned out to show Teresa in her Duty Dress jacket and a skirt. Per usual on Fox shows, her shapely legs were being shown off, as were those of the hostesses. "Captain Croyle," asked Meredith, "your hometown is much smaller than our Town & County. What about it do you think appealed to Chief Bennett?"
"It's small, but the town will be growing some with the new distribution center out there, and possibly other new services or industries looking for new opportunities. It's a good place for someone to eventually close their law enforcement career. And Chief Bennett likes hunting, and there are mule deer and elk hunting opportunities in that general area."
"Was Chief Bennett concerned that he would be replaced as SDOJ Director?" asked Meredith.
"I really don't know about stuff like that." Teresa said. "But the job came open, and Chief Bennett was a really good fit for it, and it for him. So it all worked out."
"As a Police Officer, you have to be aware of what's going on with the SBI's Narcotics Task Force and drug-related crimes in the County and the State." tried Meredith. "There was a lot of talk that Mr. Bennett would be taking over the NTF Director role. Was that true, or just a lot of hype by our Fake News competitors?"
Teresa gave a pursed smile at that shot at the competitors, then said "I'll just come out and say it: the Narcotics Task Force has had a lot of problems, and I definitely trust the TCPD's Vice Squad to interdict drugs coming into this County a whole lot more than I would trust the NTF. There was a lot of corruption in the NTF when Jack Lewis was SBI Director. Chief Bennett is a good and decent man, and would have been a good choice to clean out that filthy swamp, but I guess it's a moot point now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay." I said. "She's out of my doghouse. Great shots at the NTF and Jack Lewis."
Some moments later, Teresa came into Headquarters. The Duty Desk directed her to go straight to the Police Commander's office, Do Not Pass GO, Do Not Collect $200.
As she came in and sat down, I said "What have you done with my Police Captain? Consorting with the Press. I don't even know you, anymore." Teresa gave what for her was a grin at hearing me hit her with the same words she'd used on me in the recent past.
"Commander Ross asked me to give KFXU the interview." said Teresa. "If it had been KXTC or KSTD, I wouldn't have."
"That's fine." I said. "But more seriously: I texted you this morning because I did not know where you were. I'm not trying to be your babysitter or birddog you, but especially around this time of year, I get... worried... when you deviate from your usual rails. So do me a favor and let me know ahead of time."
"Commander Ross didn't tell you?" Teresa asked, shocked.
"Yes, she did, but only after I was asking about you." I said. "Teresa, you really have come a long, long way, and I'm probably being overabundant in my caution. But please do keep working with me on this."
Teresa nodded, then said "I'm never going to get past that, am I?"
I said "Don't look at it in a bad way. Like I said, you're not even the same person I originally met six years ago. My daughter is alive because of you, and I'll forever be grateful. But it's like... a recovering alcoholic. You may never take a drink of those bad times again... but I want to help make sure you don't, especially during this time of year. And I definitely don't want to give our political enemies a shred of anything to bitch about."
Teresa nodded. She was taking this better than I'd expected. "Yes sir." she said. "I incorrectly assumed Commander Ross would've told you I was going to KFXU. I'll be sure to let you know myself next time... well, if there is a next time."
"Don't be mad at her." I said. "So... Edward Blassingame of SPS. Creating a new distribution center in your old town. I wonderrrrrr... how that area of the country came to his attention."
Teresa nodded. "I called Todd while I was driving here from the KFXU studios. We agree that he might've been behind those jerks that bugged us and followed us. Or he got some knowledge because Todd went there in the first place."
"Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. I picked up a red crowbar that was on my desk. "This is the last of the red crowbar batch Susie's first nail drive created for me. I'm loaning it to you for the Police Boxing Matches." I handed her the crowbar. "Don't think you're going to beat the original with it, though. I'll be seeing you... in the Finals."
Teresa made the two finger gesture at her eyes then at me. "Thank you, sir. It'll almost be a shame having to whip your ass with one of your own crowbars... but I'll be up to the task."
I grinned. "See that you are, Iron Wolf. See that you are..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The group assembled for a sumptuous five-course lunch in a private meeting room at the Midtown Hilton Hotel, the best hotel in Midtown. Present were powerful members of the State Legislature: Senate Minority Whip (to be) Katherine Woodburn (D), State Senator Corey Coons (D) from the City, State House Ways and Means Committee Chairman (to be) Elijah McKinney (D) of Southport's grimiest areas, State Senator Richard Langdon (D) of Madison County east of Midtown, State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds (R) of Pottsville, and State Senator Cain Mitchell (R) of the rural southeast areas of the State, who was likely going to be Senate Majority Whip behind Senate Majority Leader Moe Molinari (R) of the Twin Cities of Westphalia and Eastphalia.
The room had been swept for bugs multiple times, but the Legislators still spoke in quiet, hushed tones. Katherine Woodburn was the de facto hostess.
"Crying shame that Jeff Canton lost his race." said Wilson Hammonds as they ate. "He was a good friend to our causes."
"I'm hoping we can recruit many Legislators to this one cause." Katherine replied.
As they began eating dessert, Katherine began the substance of the meeting. "I asked you all here today," she said, "to discuss the situation with the SBI-NTF. Governor Jared is feeling his oats from the Independent State Counsel's report not finding anything on him, though we in the Legislature will continue to push the investigations and find a reason to impeach and convict him. Jared is doubling down on persecuting undocumented workers, and he is hell bent on destroying the SBI-NTF."
"As you know, a strong NTF with power and authority over all of the local jurisdictions is essential to fighting the War on Drugs." Katherine continued, reciting the well-worn platitudes that everyone at the table knew was a hollow lie. "We had put together a plan to save and strengthen the NTF. We were going to have Harold Bennett, who was going to be fired by State AG Karl Handel, come in as the Director of the NTF. Bennett would've been an honest, stable front-man that the People of the State would trust to lead the NTF out of its bad reputation of the past."
"We were hoping that Jared would see the light, and accept an NTF with Harold Bennett leading it." Katherine said. "Unfortunately, Mr. Bennett took the job of Police Chief in some small, worthless town that never produced a single good thing. So our marked card is gone, and we may be back to Square One again regarding the NTF."
"What do you propose to do about it, Senator?" asked Elijah McKinney.
"Hell, the answer is easy." said Richard Langdon, his shrill voice not matching his body and therefore being a bit disquieting to the others. "Just have the Governor appoint the Iron Crowbar as the Director of the NTF." When an icy silence greeted him, he said "I'm just kidding, folks."
"Seriously, Senator," Katherine said, "that idea was discussed. But like putting the bell on the cat, the biggest problem was how to get Troy to accept that job. He wants to destroy the NTF as much or more than Jared does... and one reason we need a strong NTF is to be a counterweight to Troy in the first place."
"I have to ask the same question as my friend Mr. McKinney." said Corey Coons, who like McKinney was black and very responsive to the issues of minorities. Coons was a relatively young man, handsome with a deliberately shaved bald head, and sharp, penetrating eyes. "What is the plan to do something about this?"
"That's why I asked you to come here today, to hash out some ideas." said Katherine. "One proposal, that my 'Wall of Granite' caucus doesn't like but is willing to do, is to cut a deal with the Governor. Not that he'll have a lot of choice, as he has little support in the Legislature, but we can offer him some empty promises on undocumented workers, such as strengthening the StateVerify employment program and stronger requirements to use it, in exchange for him giving us the strong SBI, and especially the strong SBI-NTF that we want."
"No." said Wilson Hammonds. "That will never be acceptable. And I'll tell you why: the main reason we Republicans hate that son of a bitch Grassroots bastard Jared is because of his racist attacks on undocumented workers. Supporting immigrant workers is an Act of Love."
"C'mon, Wilson..." chided McKinney.



"Okay, then here's the real reason." said Hammonds. "If we Republicans were to show even the slightest weakness on that point, the optics alone would destroy us and embolden the bastards that want to crack down on Illegal Immigration. It would be a disaster... people would start demanding the Federal Government actually build a wall on the Mexican border, rather than pay lip service to it but not do anything, as we've been doing for years. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the big businesses that give us millions in donations would stop. That might be good for you Democrats, but I'm not going to commit political suicide on the alter of Val Jared just for a stronger NTF."
"Well, I'm open to other ideas." said Katherine Woodburn. "I would like to find something that both Parties can agree on, and demand from Jared, if a strong SBI-NTF is part of it."
"Senator Woodburn," said Corey Coons, "I don't know the Governor very well at all. How far will he go to oppose a strong SBI-NTF, especially if we run a ton of ads blaming him for drugs getting into the hands of our children?"
"So far," said Katherine, "he's been very resistant. We could not get a Budget passed last year because of his recalcitrant attitude. Unless we find a way to get him by the short hairs, or find a compromise that we and he can agree on, I don't think he'll budge."
"He might, this year." said Coons. "We can talk about it later."
"What." said Hammonds. "You can't talk about it in front of all of us here?"
"No, Hammonds." Coons said derisively, showing Hammonds no respect. "I'm not going to say anything in front of you Republicans."
That pretty much ended the meeting, as tension built in the room. As everyone got up to leave, except Katherine and Coons, Langdon muttered "What I'd like to know is how Bennett found that job and was steered into it."
"Blassingame is building a distribution outpost out there." said Hammonds. "Maybe he heard of it and had Bennett apply."
"Yeah, right." said Langdon. "And have you not considered that that worthless little town is where the Iron Crowbar's lapdog cunt Teresa Croyle grew up?"
Hammonds was stunned. "Oh, shit." he muttered. "God damn, can we not get one step ahead of that bastard redhead Troy just one time?"
As they left, Katherine poured some coffee for herself and Coons. "So, Corey," she said, "what is your secret?"
"My people think we've found a sledgehammer we can use on Jared." said Coons. Katherine's eyes lit up as he explained...
Part 22 - In Concert
Sunday, December 23d. A huge tent was erected on the front lawn of University Hospital for the Christmas Charity Concert. The parking deck at the Hospital was not adequate, so shuttle buses brought people from the several churches whose choirs were participating, and from the parking lots around University Memorial Stadium. Police were situated at strategic locations to ensure ambulances could get through.
Laura and I had seats up front, on the second row on the left. The seat at the end, by the central aisle, was reserved for Teresa Croyle. Todd was sitting next to her. Then the Griswolds and then me and Laura, Cindy and Callie, and Molly Evans and Chief Moynahan at the end. Tanya and Jack Muscone were on the front row at the far end (easier parking and movement for her wheelchair).
We sat and listened as the church choirs sang. Town High and Booker T. Washington High had band and music club members augmenting the University's Department of Music orchestra, and they were playing very well for everyone.
As the concert neared its end, the M.C., the Reverend Calvin Derkins of First Baptist Church came to the microphone. "We have three special arrangements to conclude our service tonight. First, we have a special presentation by platinum-album recording artist T-Square, accompanied by his sister, Paulina Patterson."
There was strong applause as T-Square and Paulina came out to the 'side' stage, a smaller-circle stage to our front right. All of the drummers from the various music groups, including two boys in the white robes denoting them to be patients of the Cancer Center, came to the main stage.
"You have all been very generous in your gifts to the Hospital, the Cancer Center, and other charities tonight." said T-Square. "Not everyone can give money, but they have many gifts they can bring... their voices, their musical instruments, their hearts. Charlie Griswold had a very special gift, which he used for good. This song is dedicated to Charlie."
With that, the drummers began drumming, and riffs from Mannheim Steamroller's instrumental of 'Little Drummer Boy' began playing. And T-Square, with Paulina doing the backup vocals, began singing. It got really powerful in the second verse:
"Little baby
Pa-rum pum pum pum
I am a poor boy, too
Pa-rum pum pum pum
I have no gift to bring
Pa-rum pum pum pum
To set before the King
Pa-rum pum pum pum
Rum pum pum pum, rum pum pum pum
So, I'll play for him
Pa-rum pum pum pum
Me and my drum..."
There was loud applause at the end, then it became quiet as a girl with a flute came up. She began playing notes in a monotone, which I recognized as the dots and dashes of Morse Code.
"H-o-p-e... n-e-v-e-r... d-i-e-s." I said softly, where Chief Griswold could hear. "Hope never dies." I saw the tears running down his face.
As T-Square exited the stage, with Paulina remaining, a bunch of white-robed children began coming out on stage, obviously very excited about something. They brought a folding chair and set it down in the middle of the stage, near the front steps that led to the audience area.
As the violins began playing Pachelbel's Canon, two little white-robed girls, one of them being Joy, the girl that I'd helped to pet Bowser at the Hospital, came down the steps. They came to Teresa and took her arms and pulled on them. The Police Boxing Matches Champion was no match for the power of two very determined little girls, and so she relented and went with them. They led her on stage and to the chair, and had her sit down.
Seeing what was happening, the entire audience stood and began applauding. It is possible that Your Iron Crowbar was not beaten in getting to my feet to begin the ovation. The children of the Cancer Center surrounded Teresa, the ones next to her holding on to her as if she'd try to escape, very happy to have one of their own with them. Teresa had beaten cancer, which they aspired to do, and Teresa had defeated Evil on Christmas Eve a year before. And they had not forgotten...
And then, as their cue came, they made a joyful noise and began singing:
"This night, we pray
Our lives, will show
This dream, he had
Each child, still knows
This night, we pray
Our lives, will show
This dream, he had
Each child, still knows"
Then Paulina exhibited her powerful singing voice as she belted out:
"Weeeee arrrrrrre waaaait-innnnng,
weeeee havvvve not for-got-ten...
as the children sang:
"On this night, on this night,
on this very Christmas night,
on this night, on this night,
on this very Christmas night...
Little Joy put her head on Teresa shoulder as they sang their hearts out, and Teresa put her arm around Joy and the little boy on her other side and hugged them to her. I don't know how Teresa did it, but she did not shed any tears. That could not be said of other Clan Crowbar members in the audience.
As they finished, the audience rose again in a tremendous standing ovation. Pastor Derkins said into the microphone "Since you're all standing!..." then turned to the orchestra, who began playing "Hallelujah"... sometimes incorrectly called the Hallelujah Chorus.
It is alleged that King George II was so moved by this song that he stood up, and therefore all the audience attending did likewise, and the tradition for standing for this magnificent piece of music was begun.
All of the choirs began coming out on stage behind the kids and Teresa (who the kids refused to let go of), and began singing, and T-Square came out and rejoined Paulina. It was an appropriately huge finish to the concert as they sang a joyful noise to the Heavens.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner at The Steakhouse with all the family and friends, we headed home to The Cabin. Laura and Molly got the kids into bed as I took the dogs out.
I sat on the deck, alone. Alone with memories, and thoughts. Who could believe that just one year ago this night we'd gone to the Christmas concert with no worries, then a DUI and a car crash almost bringing Teresa to her breaking point, and Carole unharmed and the Ward Harvester Warehouse still standing. Teresa had done very well this Christmas, working with Father Romano and the Catholic Charities to bring Christmas packages to the Orphanages and the Cancer Center kids.
But still, I thought as I looked over the colorful drops of light of the Town below me, I was on my guard. There were still Enemies out there, full of unappeasable hatred for me and my family, eager to destroy Teresa and all the good she'd done, and destroy the Town & County Police Force to achieve their totalitarian goals. Yes, I thought to myself, I would forever be on my guard.
The wind picked up, bringing the chimes of the University Clock Tower to my ears. It toned the twelve bells of the hour. It was midnight...
Christmas Eve...
To be continued.
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Part 23 - Dedications
Author's note: this is a 'bridge' story to fill the gap to the next series of mysteries. Thanks for your patience.
Dawn, Monday, December 24th. Christmas Eve.
I had gotten up early and exercised, then got dressed. As I was about to leave, Carole came down the stairs, fully dressed. "Can I come with you to see Aunt Teresa, Daddy?" she asked. I did not bother asking how she knew where I was going.
"Okay, Fussbudget." I said. "Let's go." We got into my Police SUV and drove to the cemetery. There were fresh flowers on Amy's grave; Teresa had already been here. I let Carole put the flowers I'd brought down next to what Teresa had brought, then we got back in the car.
"She's at the park." Carole said. "Where the building blew up last year. With me and her in it."
"Let's go check." I said.
When we got to Ward Harvester Park, the gate was unlocked, and another vehicle was already there. In the distance I could see Teresa, on her knees Japanese-style, meditating in front of the statues of the angels at the Public Service Memorial.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa meditated, remembering Alexis and Amy, considering what their lives had meant to her. Then something told her to come back. She looked over her left shoulder and saw Don and Carole at the front gate, sitting on their knees and patiently waiting for her. She waved for them to come over.
I instructed Carole on bowing and getting up slowly, and she was a good student. We walked over to where Teresa was. I knelt down to her right; Carole to her left.
"Please excuse us for disturbing you." I said formally.
"You are not disturbing me. Thank you for coming." Teresa said formally. "And thank you for bringing this young lady for me to hug." Teresa gave Carole a warm hug, and Carole returned it.
"Why did you come here, Aunt Teresa?" Carole asked.
"Today is Christmas Eve." said Teresa. "My big sister Alexis died on Christmas Eve, and I found Amy on Christmas Eve. These angel statues look like them, so I'm here to remember them."
"Amy was Bud-dy's owner, wasn't she?" Carole said, knowing that to be true.
"Yes, and I'm very grateful to you and your dad for keeping him after Amy died." Teresa said.
"Was A-lexxx-is a good big sister?" Carole asked.
"Yes, she was a very good big sister to me." said Teresa, her voice showing the first signs of emotion.
"That's good." said Carole. "I'm a big sister, too. I will try to be a good big sister like your big sister was."
"Awww." Teresa said, hugging Carole again. "You're already a wonderful big sister. You just keep it up, okay?"
"O-kay." said Carole. "And thank you for saving me at this place last year."
"Yes." I said, finally speaking. "Thank you very much for that."
"Hey, that's what little sisters are for." Teresa said. We remained in place for a few moments, Teresa holding Carole, all of us contemplating all that had happened at this place. I also remembered my own big sister, and being wounded at this place several years before. (Author's note: 'Sperm Wars: The Family Menace'.)
"Please excuse me." I said. "I'll leave you two alone for a moment." I got up and backed up, and sat down well behind them. It was a formal gesture meant to show honor and respect for what Teresa and Carole had endured here. This morning was their morning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. I was in my office with Captain Croyle and Precinct Captain Abram.
"You're going to be Acting Chief from 4:00pm today through 8:00am Wednesday." I said to Abram, who was Jewish and had volunteered to work Christmas as he had every year for many years. "Don't let all that power go to your head."
Abram smiled. "I won't, sir. And of course I'll notify you if anything big happens."
"Well, handle it first, or try to." I said. "Then call me. I like the 'here is what happened, and here is what we're doing about it' approach, though keeping in mind that bad news does not get better with age."
"Yes sir." said Abram. After a few minutes of further business discussion, I dismissed him to his duties.
"He's good, very efficient." I said to Teresa after he left. "Glad we promoted him. Long overdue. Okay, any contingency issues cropping up?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "At 4:00pm the holiday shifts begin, and they end Wednesday morning. Bars are shutting down early, but a lot of stores may stay open until midnight. I'll be at your house tonight, of course."
Teresa and Todd wanted to be at home Christmas Day, and Santa would bring their boys their toys over there. Carole, Jim, Ian, Ross, and Tasha would be visited overnight by Santa at The Cabin. So we big kids would do our gift swaps that evening.
"Where's Carole going to be today?" asked Teresa.
"At home." I said. "With her mother. No last-minute Christmas shopping, either."
"Good!" said Teresa. Then she said reflectively "It's hard to believe it's just been a year..."
Part 24 - Chariots of Fire
"Bring me my bow of burning gold,
Bring me my arrows of desire,
Bring me my spear: o clouds unfold!
Bring me my chariot of fire.
I will not cease from mental fight;
Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand
Till we have built Jerusalem
In England's green and pleasant land."
-- 'Jerusalem', the unofficial National Anthem of England.
If you ever wondered where the title of the movie and song 'Chariots of Fire' came from, it came from the second verse of the unofficial anthem of England, 'Jerusalem'. And it definitely came into my mind as the evening unfolded.
Our Christmas Eve dinner at The Cabin was very good. Joining Laura and me were Callie, Cindy, Betsy. Carole, Jim, Ian, Ross, Molly, Maggie, Tasha, Paulina, my mom Phyllis, Chief and Mrs. Griswold, Jack Muscone, Tanya, Tiffany, Jennifer, Pete, Teresa, Todd, Doug, little Jack, and little Todd, Edward and Stephanie Steele, Selena, Marie, and Chief Moynahan.
The kids that were not staying overnight exchanged gifts after the early dinner. Jim got Legos. Box after box of Legos. But that was all right with him. "I'm going to build a huge castle with all these!" he said happily to Laura.
"He's going to be an engineer one day." Laura said to me later. I agreed. By the way, the West Point degree says 'Bachelor of Science', but in reality is pretty much an Engineering degree...
Marie drew pictures of everyone, and they were renderings one might normally expect to see of experienced adult artists. They were all framed; that was Carole's contribution to the gifts. They were all black and white, pencil or charcoal on paper.
Her drawing of Carole and Buddy sitting on a picnic cloth on the grass was really good. Cindy and Callie got one of them sitting on the sofa, and Cindy was holding Betsy. But it was the drawing of Teresa that took our breaths away. On the right half was a well-drawn head shot of Teresa. On the left half was a drawing of a wolf on a perch in the woods, overseeing his (or her) territory, the moon rising above the trees.
"Oh wowwwww." Teresa said when she saw it. "Marie, this is beautiful!"
"Carole said you're the Iron Wolf, so I drew a wolf picture with yours." explained Marie.
"And you did an awesome job with it." Teresa said. She gave Marie a big hug.
"Okay," said Cindy, after all the other gifts were given out. "It's time for my gift to Teresa. As Don always says: 'Let's watch some TV!'."
We assembled in the front room, with Cindy, Teresa and Todd on the sofa in front. Cindy put a disc into the CD/DVR player and started it up.
The score of the piece was Vangelis's 'Chariots Of Fire', from the movie of the same name. It was appropriately chosen, as this was about running races.
It first showed the dawn over the Town & County on the Independence Day Triathlon. Then it morphed into an older morning scene, which was copied from a VHS tape. The camera descended to show people preparing for a race.
Teresa's hand went to her mouth as she recognized herself and Alexis... this was not just any race, it was the race she had run with Alexis when she was sixteen... just months before Alexis's death. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story'.)
As the first stanza of the music played, it showed Alexis starting the race and running down an street. Then it cut to another angle showing Alexis running back to towards the line to hand off the baton.
As the stanza changed, the movie morphed into Cindy running the Triathlon when she and Teresa had run it together. The music was well-timed to the shots of Cindy running up University Avenue and along North Street. Then Todd was shown running, one of him grinning as he ran up University Avenue, then ending as he was running for his life with young Tom Usagi chasing him down. (Author's note: 'Media Matters', Ch. 01.)
And then as the 'second verse' of the music started, the video showed young Teresa taking the baton from Alexis and running with it. And running fast. Teresa was as determined then as she ever was today. The scene switched to her coming back around to the Finish Line, but not crossing it. Then it switched to Teresa running in the Triathlon. The first scene showed her with blood on her legs and shirt from the attack on her on her bicycle, but running with fierce determination. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Summer Race Reloaded'.)
And then as the music crescendoed, the 'GO TERESA' sign was shown, which was followed by Teresa running up University Avenue. I remembered how close she'd been to death at that moment, at the hands of Senator Nathan Allen's pro hitman. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Summer Race'.)
Then as the music reached its finale, the movie showed Teresa crossing the finish line and being hugged by an enthusiastic Alexis. I saw their father in the background, not moving to join the celebration, then the movie showed Alexis telling the cameraman how great her little sister was and how great Teresa had run. Our Teresa on the sofa had tears streaming down her face.
Then the movie showed Teresa finishing her races in the Triathlon. The final scene was of her collapsing, then Cindy helping her to her knees and them hugging after winning their race together. Then the photo of Teresa and Alexis with their medals was shown before it faded to black.
"Was it too much?" Cindy asked in the silence, seeing Teresa's head in her hands, covering her eyes.
Teresa shook her head. "No." she whispered. "It was just right. Thank you." She hugged Cindy, who returned it, for a long moment.
After that long moment, Tanya asked "Where did you get that video?"
"When we went to Teresa's hometown," Cindy said, "this old man told me that someone had died and left a lot of video tapes to the library. This was on one of the tapes. The FBI guys helped me copy the tapes to digital, then Priya helped me get the coverage of the Triathlons, and Callie has really good videography and editing skills from her... California job."
"That was awesome." said Chief Griswold. "Were there any other videotapes from that time?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "But none of interest to us today. I'll leave it at that." Something about the way Cindy said that piqued my interest...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After most of the guests had left, I asked Cindy and Teresa to come to the back deck with me. Cindy sat on the loveseat with me, and Teresa in a chair to our right.
"Ladies, it's time for me to give you my 'extra' gifts." I said. I handed them each a box. "Cindy, you're upgrading. Teresa, these are your first ones. As always, if you lose them, let me know immediately. And tell no one, not even Laura nor your significant others nor anyone else, ever."
They were, of course, the bug-detectors and anti-bugging devices, one set in the form of ink pens, the other in the form of cylinders. Teresa was especially moved; the real gift was the complete trust I was giving them along with the devices. Both women hugged me warmly.
Teresa and Todd had to leave and take their boys home. "I'll be glad when our house next door is finished." Teresa said.
Before Cindy left, I said to her "Let me guess... one of those other tapes shows the car crash where Alexis was killed."
Cindy's eyes widened in shock, then she said "How did you know? The FBI guys tell you?"
"No." I said. "I guessed when you shut down Chief Griswold about it."
"Well, you're right." said Cindy. "I don't know if I should show it to Teresa...
"Show it to me next week." I said. "And then we'll decide if we should mention it to Teresa." Cindy nodded. I gave Betsy a big hug, then gave her back to her new mother.
After everyone was gone, and I was helping clean up everything, Laura said to me "That was a very emotional moment, when Teresa saw that tape of her race with her sister."
"Yes, it was." I said. "And you know, this is the first Christmas Eve since her sister died that I think she's really overcome the pain of that day."
"I was telling her how grateful I was that she'd saved Carole last year." Laura said. "She said doing that and then becoming Catholic has really helped her." I nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next day was Christmas Day, of course. Jim got... Legos. A huge barrel full of Legos. He was loving it, and I could almost see the gears in his four-year-old head turning as he thought of how he could make his castle even bigger and better...
But Laura's present for me was the grand prize: a package for her and me to go to Pasadena, California in early January. Private VIP Alumni events, the Tournament of Roses Parade, and two seats to the National Championship Game at the Rose Bowl!
"Aw, this is amazing!" I said. "How do you do these things?"
"I've still got connections." Laura said. "Might as well pull strings while I have the strings to pull, n'est pas?"
Needless to say, Laura got fucked very, very well that night...
Part 25 - New Year, Same Old Issues
Tuesday, January 1st. It was a clear, sunny, beautiful day. It had been cold the night before, but had warmed up a little bit. At 10:00am, all of the duly elected local politicians would be sworn in.
At 9:30am, Laura, Jim, Carole, and I drove down to Police Headquarters and parked, then walked to City Hall. I was in my formal Police uniform with medals, including the M.O.V., and Laura looked great in a clingy navy blue dress and matching navy blue high heel pumps.
In previous years there was a stage in front of City Hall like the ones for Medal of Valor presentations. Today, the swearing-ins were being done indoors, at the Civic Center Theater. Cost-savings and weather were cited as the reasons, but I knew the real reason was that Leftists were planning a massive rally against Daniel Allgood as an 'illegitimate' Mayor.
There were a number of people on the Square already, many of them wearing red shirts with the Antifa logo, and a number of people wearing "Eldrick X. Weaver for Mayor" shirts with the "X" very large in the middle. Right now they were just standing around in loose groups on the grounds of the Square, between the Civic Center, City Hall, and the statue of President Jefferson.
"Sir," said Corporal Hicks, coming up to us, "let me escort you into the Civic Center. We're worried about these protesters trying to start trouble."
"Have they done anything, so far?" I asked.
"No sir." said Hicks. "But I don't trust 'em."
"Neither do I." said Carole, giving wary glances their way.
"If they're just protesting, leave 'em be." I said. "If they start any trouble at all, blocking someone, throwing so much as a bubble gum wrapper on the ground, bring the full force of the TCPD down on 'em. Arrest as many as you can."
"Yes sir, we're ready to do that, and I think they know it." said Hicks, who let us go into the front doors of the Civic Center, but did not come inside himself.
"Zero tolerance, huh?" said Laura. "No complaints from me."
"Yeah, I'm not fooling around since that day they were trying to firebomb your office." I said. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 04.)
We went down the opposite hall of the one we'd taken to get to the Policeman's Ball. Near the entrance to the auditorium I saw Sheriff-elect Griswold. He was wearing khaki pants and shirt and matching tie, and a darker brown jacket. Ribbons denoting his Police medals were over the right jacket pocket, and his M.O.V. was around his neck. His badge had black lettering instead of the blue that my badge had, and said 'SHERIFF" on top, but was the same badge number as his Police badge had been. The star of the badge was gold, but the wreath around it was silver, which denoted him to be an elected official. A single gold star adorned each epaulette on his shoulders.
"Hey Grandpa Grizz!" said a beaming Carole as we came up to him.
"Hello, young whippersnapper!" replied the Sheriff-to-be, leaning over and hugging Carole. Then he gave Jim a hug, too.
"I'll take Carole on in and sit down." said Laura.
"Interesting badge number, there." I said.
"Do you realize, Crowbar," said Griswold, "that I'm the first Police Chief to ever be elected Sheriff in this County?"
"Uh, no," I said, "but I'm not totally surprised." I reasoned that Chiefs stayed where they were for a long time, while Sheriff's got elected at fairly young ages, and would be re-elected often. And back in the day, the Sheriffs and Police Chiefs might not have been as honorable as Antonio Griswold.
"So the Sheriff usually has badge number zero-zero-one." said Griswold. "But I'm allowed to have my old Police badge number, and that's what I did."
"Don't blame you a bit." I said. "Oh, there's the Allgoods. Let's go speak to them. It's little Dan's birthday."
Jim was running up to give his cousin Dan a gift. It was a couple of toy trucks of the kind little Dan liked to play with.
"Well, I remember what happened four years ago." I said as i came up to them. Little Dan had decided to make his way into the world right as his father was being sworn in as Sheriff. (Author's note: The Medical Murder Mystery', Ch. 01.)
"That won't be happening this year." said Melina, who was standing next to her husband.
"Hi Uncle Don!" said little Dan as I told him happy birthday. "Wow, is that your Medal of Valor?"
"Uh, yes, it is." I said.
"Can I see it?" asked an excited Dan.
"Sure, let me just sit down on this bench here." I said. I suited the deed to the word and sat down. I did not take the medal off, so Dan climbed up next to me and held the metal medal part in his hand.
"Wow, it's heavy." he said.
"Yes, it is." I said.
"What's this brown thing on it?" he asked, referring to the oak leaf on the ribbon panel from which the medal hung.
"That's an oak leaf cluster." I said. "It means this is my second Medal of Valor."
"Wowwww!" Dan said. "Jim! your daddy is a he-ro!" I chuckled at that, perhaps a bit red-faced at the attention.
"I know." said Jim. "Grampa Griswold has one, too."
"Are you going to get another one?" asked Dan, to me.
"I hope not." I said. "I hope nobody else ever gets one, either... because people usually get them by getting hurt, and we don't want anyone to get hurt, do we?"



"No sir." said little Daniel.
"I think we better go inside." said Melina, who looked greatly amused at the conversation. Dan's father looked a little nonplussed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
So, who swears in the new Mayor when the old one is leaving with no new County position? One of the returning Council Members. There was some debate about who would do it, since Reginald B.F. Lewis was the longest-serving Council Member but was refusing to swear in Daniel Allgood. So Edward R. Steele made a distinct point to be the one to do it.
Then all the Council was sworn in at once by Mayor Allgood, then all 30 Town Assembly Members. And then in a moment of a plan coming together, I watched as Antonio Griswold was sworn in as Your Town & County Sheriff.
Sheriff Griswold would never lose another race for Sheriff. Most times he would be unopposed. And he would 'die with his boots on', as he would often predict: that morning when I would find him having expired in his sleep, he would still be Sheriff of the Town & County that he so very much loved serving...
Part 26 - Game On
Saturday, January 5th. Laura and I flew into LAX. We boarded a shuttle for the Pasadena Hilton and checked in.
"Okay, we have a reception at the Civic Center tomorrow." Laura said. "It's a VIP event for both teams's alumni and other important people."
"How did you score that?" I asked. "Being a former Wildcat School professor?"
"No." Laura said. "Being your wife. You are a VIP alumnus of Wildcat School."
"Even so, I'm won't be the best looking person there." I said, sliding my arms around my wife's waist. "That will be you."
"Aw, you're sweet..." said Laura, turning around in my arms and wrapping hers around my neck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called ahead, and we visited our friends in the LAPD Major Crimes unit. Some of them had met Laura after the rescue of young girls in Colombia. (Author's note: 'The Yellow Rose of Texas', Ch. 03.)
"It's great to see you guys!" said Claire Michaels, formerly of the TCPD. "Here for the game."
"Yes." I said. "I'm a Wildcat graduate, and Laura got us some tickets to the game."
"Great!" said Lt. Tal Shiarr, a very tall, bald Asian man. "Claire said one of your Detectives is related to the Heisman Trophy winner."
"That's true." I said. I got out my iPhone and brought up a photo. "And that trophy and its winner came to visit the room where Claire used to work." I showed the photo, a group photo in MCD of my Detectives, Jamaal Washington, and the Heisman Trophy.
"I am so jealous." said Claire as she looked at the photo. "So, any big cases, lately?"
"We cleaned up a lot of crap from last summer and fall." I said. "How about you?"
"We've got a serial killer case." said Shiarr. "No pattern among the victims, but when we drop the locations where the killings occurred on a map, we get this weird loop pattern." He brought the pattern up on the monitor for us to see.
"Oh my goodness." I said. "That pattern..."
"You recognize it?" asked Shiarr.
"This is going to sound crazy." I said. "But my daughter's best friend's mother is a Physics and Astronomy professor at the University in my home Town. She was telling us about a paper she's submitted on objects going faster than the speed of light. And that loop pattern... I swear it looks like one of the graphics from her paper!"
"You gotta be kidding." said Shiarr.
"Here's her number and email." I said, writing Professor Stephanie Steele's name, number and email address on the back of my card. "Contact her and see if she can give you any information on that. It may be nothing..."
"Why is it never 'nothing' when you walk through our doorrrrrrrs, Commander Troy?" growled Lt. Provino, who had just come in...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, January 6th. My old friend the Wildcat ROTC Commandant was at the VIP event, and among the first people Laura and I spoke to. He asked about Derrick Waters, and Laura said he was improving, though slowly.
There were some professors from Wildcat School that remembered Laura, and she introduced me to them. That led to us being introduced to a couple of professors from the University of Florida. And that led to me being introduced to the Ol' Ball Coach. Steve Spurrier himself.
"Ah, Dr. Fredricson," said Coach Spurrier in his high, scratchy voice as he was introduced to us. "I remember meeting you at that Sports Psychology symposium several years ago."
"Yes, I remember that." said Laura. "May I present my husband, Police Commander Donald Troy."
"The Iron Crowbar?" Coach Spurrier asked, looking up at me as he shook my hand. He was considerably shorter than me (and Laura). "It's an honor to meet you, Commander."
"I didn't know my reputation preceded me as much as yours, Coach." I said.
"Heh. Well, my good friend Lou Holtz, who is a devout Catholic, was telling me about that Chaplain... Romano, I think his name was." said the Coach. "Earned a prestigious medal for being wounded in a bank robbery or something? And then Coach Holtz said that was the same Police Force with that famous Iron Crowbar detective, that you've solved a lot of tough cases."
"Yes, that was our Chaplain, and he was a very brave man." I said. "And I've been fortunate to have helped bring some bad people down."
"I met Jamaal Washington at the Heisman ceremony, too." said Coach Spurrier. "Great young man, very well mannered as well as a great athlete. He mentioned his cousin being on that same Police Force that you're on. So I've heard your name all over the place, lately."
"Yes, Jamaal is a great young man." I said. "I'm sure you won't agree that I hope he has a great game Monday."
"Well, if anyone can beat us, it's Jamaal." said the ol' Ball Coach, known for his blunt honesty. "I'm just glad he didn't go to Georgia, it'd be tougher beating them if he had." Coach Spurrier does not like the Georgia Bulldogs, I remembered.
"Speaking of Bulldogs," said the Coach, "let's have a friendly wager on the game: if the Gators win, you send me a couple of tickets to next year's Wildcats-Bulldogs game."
"Sure." I said. "And if the Wildcats win, send me a couple of tickets to The Masters next Spring."
The story goes that Lou Holtz, a member of Augusta National Golf Club, was good friends with Coach Spurrier, especially after Spurrier got Holtz's wife an appointment with a University of Florida doctor that was renowned for treating an ailment with which Mrs. Holtz was afflicted. Then Coach Spurrier went to South Carolina, where Coach Holtz had coached, and was the school of 'Hootie' Johnson, Chairman of Augusta National at the time. If anyone could hook me up with tickets to The Masters, it would be Coach Spurrier.
"I'll do it." said Spurrier. We exchanged cards and shook hands, and moved on to meet and mingle with the other people at the event...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, January 7th. Walking around Pasadena, I could see the reddish mountains in the near distance. This was a really nice place, even it was just outside L.A., and in California. Actually, California is a great State, except for the politics of way too many people that live there.
The Rose Bowl Stadium is actually built into the ground. It is a massive structure that seats over 100,000 people in what looks like one single deck. It was very impressive as Laura and I went in and found our seats.
The game was starting in the afternoon, and would be getting dark before it was over. The atmosphere was terrific, if a bit crazy; it reminded me of the Wildcats-Bulldogs game earlier in the year. I hoped for just as good a result for my Wildcats.
It did not start well. The Florida Gators, dressed in blue jerseys, white pants, and orange helmets, ran their 'Fun-N-Gun' to perfection, shredding the Wildcats defense as they marched down the field. The Wildcats, in their gold pants, white shirts, and gold helmets, looked totally unprepared. Florida scored, making it 7-0.
The Wildcats offense moved down the field, as well. They were keying on Jamaal Washington, but the running back Appletree was rushing through gaping holes in the Gator defensive line. But the drive stalled, and the Wildcats had to punt.
Modern technology is wonderful. I had an app on my iPhone that allowed me to get Wildcat Radio anywhere I cold get a wifi signal. And the Rose Bowl was wired for it. I had my little earphones in, listening to the announcers.
"And here come the Gators." said the announcer. "The quarterback passes to the right, and it is com-plete... and he breaks a tackle, he's running down the sidelines, and that'll be a touchdown for the Gators."
"We're getting better at being in position," said the color announcer, "but we're not tackling well at all."
But the Wildcats came back. "And Johnson hands off to Appletree... and he breaks a tackle at the line! He's slanting to the right, five, ten, 20 yards, he's at the 30, the 20, it's going to be a touchdown for Appletree!"
That made it 14-7. The Gators finally were stopped, after their center was flagged for a flagrant hold on a blitzing Gregg Scott. They punted.
"And Johnson is back to pass, it's a delayed draw, Johnson is hit and he fumbles the ball! There's a huge scramble for it, and the Gators have it."
"We're killing ourselves with mistakes today." said the color announcer, in an eloquent understatement. The Gators capitalized, and it was 21-7, just like that.
"They are double-teaming Jamaal Washington." said the announcer. "We have got to find a way to get him loose. Okay, here's the kick, and it's returnable. Washington fields it and runs up the middle, five, ten yards, he breaks a tackle! he's running down the field and the kicker slows him down and they get him... but we're on their 45 yard line!"
The Wildcats kept the running game going, with good success. "And here's a play action pass, Washington is covered but Appletree catches a pass in front of him and turns and runs for thirty-three yards! First down Wildcats on the Gator fourteen yard line!"
"They took advantage of Florida double-teaming Washington." said the color analyst. "Appletree just sat down in the hole that was cleared by Washington running a post, and made the easy catch and broke a tackle."
"And now the Wildcats come up... and wait! Washington is behind center! Johnson is on the left side, lined up as a wide receiver. And Washington takes the ball, fakes the handoff to Appletree and takes the ball around the right side to the four yard line!"
The Wildcats crowd in the stadium cheered mightily. Coach Richmond sent the 'big boys' package in. Johnson handed the ball to Appletree, who plunged into the line. He emerged from the scrum on the other side... in the endzone. It was 21-14, and I was hopeful the Wildcats would settle down and play some tough defense.
My hopes were dashed. The Gators adjusted to the Wildcats adjustments. They had four receivers out, and linebacker Davis Smith was forced to cover someone rather than be rushing the quarterback. He covered his man well, but the Florida quarterback had all day to pick apart the Wildcat defensive secondary. They moved steadily down the field, only stymied when their two attempts to rush were shut down for negative yardage. And they easily scored. 28-14, Gators.
"And time is winding down in the first half." said the announcer. "The Wildcats need to get something going here. They do get the ball to start the second half." Alas, the Wildcats offense couldn't move. The Gators pass defense was very good. Johnson's jersey was pretty clean, but the coverage was smothering... after all the Gators defense practiced against that 'fun and gun' offense every day.
"And the Wildcats punt." said the announcer. "And they're running it back up the left side, and he has a crease, and there he goes... no, he was knocked out of bounds at the Wildcat 40 by Gregg Scott, who came flying over to catch him. Scott would not give up on the play."
The Gators drove, but stalled and had to kick a field goal. "Only fifteen seconds in the first half." said the announcer. "It's 31-14 Gators. They are looking impressive, while our Wildcats are looking confused and in disarray. Here's the kickoff... and it goes out of bounds! What a mistake by the Florida kicker! The Wildcats will get the ball on the 40 yard line. Can they do something with it?"
"And Johnson drops back to pass.. he hits Jamaal Washington in stride! They get Washington down on the Gator 20 yard line, and Washington was fighting for every inch of yardage. Three seconds left, and the Wildcats will try a field goal. Our freshman kicker Nokamura, a Japanese soccer player who walked on and earned a scholarship, puts the ball up, and it's good! We go to halftime, with the score Gators 31, Wildcats 17."
"We really needed that." said the color analyst. "What a really horrible mistake by the Gators kicker, putting it out of bounds and giving us a chance to get points."
As we sat back down for halftime, Laura said to me, "Our youth on defense is showing up; they're passing all over us. If they keep it up and we can't stop them, I don't like our chances."
"Hope never dies, my love." I said. "Hope never dies." But I knew Laura was right, and that hope may never die, but it sure seemed to be in a coma right now...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I would later hear a rumor that only one person spoke the entire halftime in the Wildcats locker room, and that was Defensive Coordinator Erskine 'Iron Man' Marshall. It is possible that he was waving a red crowbar around as he spoke, and that he stated in no uncertain terms that the Wildcats were not maintaining the honor of the Wildcat Nation with their play.
The Gators looked a bit happy and nonchalant as they trotted out of their locker room. The Wildcats looked fiercely determined. I had hopes that it would be a tale of two halves.
"And the Wildcats take the ball at the 25 yard line, and Appletree runs into the line, and WOW! he just put his pads down and leveled the Gator lineman. He got thirteen yards!" said the announcer. The Wildcats crowd went nuts, and the Wildcats offense began showing life.
"And Johnson goes back to pass, and it is complete! to Washington, who just juked the Gator cornerback right out of his shoes!" said the announcer. The Wildcats matriculated down the field in chunks and bursts. Florida called a timeout, then Johnson faked a handoff to Appletree then fired the ball to the tight end for another twelve yards. Then No. 10 took the shotgun snap in the 'Wildcat' formation, and Washington followed the tight end on the right side to the two yard line. Appletree easily scored as the Wildcats line manhandled the Gators defensive front seven.
"And it's 31-24 now, we have life." said the Wildcats announcer. And we did. Coach Marshall's adjustments were working well. He substituted a safety for a linebacker, trusting All-America linebacker Davis Smith to handle any attempts to run. The Gators tried to run, and found that Smith was just too fast for them. They went back to their 'fun and gun' passing, but the coverage was much, much better, as Coach Marshall trusted the corners with man coverage. The Gator quarterback had nowhere to pass, and seeing Davis Smith or Gregg Scott in his face on blitzes was a frightening thing to behold for the guy in the blue jersey.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Six minutes to go in the fourth quarter. The Wildcats began driving. A mix of Appletree runs and RPO run/passes got the ball down to the Florida 22 yard line. "And Johnson goes back to pass, throws to Appletree in the left flat, and it's picked off! And the Gator cornerback is flying down the field, he will not be caught, it's a touchdown for the Gators!"
"Oh oh, there go the flags." said the color analysts. After scoring, the Gator that ran the ball back and several of his teammates turned towards the Wildcats bench and began waving their hands in front of their throats, either a 'choke' or 'slit throat' gesture. Three yellow hankies flew into the air. The Unsportsmanlike Conduct penalty would be assessed on the kickoff.
"And the kick makes it 38-24, Gators. A huge mistake by Johnson." said the announcer. "Jamaal Washington is sitting by him on the bench, either exhorting him to move past that, or talking about some play they might can run.
"Washington was pretty animated coming off the field after the interception." said the color analyst. "I think he took exception to those slit throat signs. That was definitely bush league."
"The Gator coach is furious about it; he is yelling his head off at those players on their sideline." said the announcer. "Okay, the Gators are kicking from the 15 yard line... Washington takes the ball, and he is moving with a purpose! He's up to the 35, the 40!... and someone just got him by the ankle. He's down at midfield."
"And Johnson fakes the handoff to Appletree and throws in the left flat... no, it was a fake! The defensive back bit on it, it's a hitch-and-go, and it's complete! and down to the Florida 30 yard line!"
The Wildcat fans were cheering loudly, exhorting our to overcome the score and the insult to our honor. "And Johnson brings them to the line. He takes the snap and hands it to Appletree... who turns around and flips it back to Johnson! Washington is wide open in the endzone for the easy score! It's 38-30 with the extra point to come!"
"Hope never dies." I said to Laura as we cheered in the stands. The extra point was good.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Second down." said the announcer. "And the Gator quarterback takes the snap, looks right, turns back to the left, and OH MY GOODNESS! what a hit! Davis Smith blitzed off the Florida left end and just leveled the quarterback! The pass was incomplete, but the quarterback is feeling that one!"
"Good clean hit, too." said the color analyst. "Shoulder pad right in the numbers, nowhere near the head and neck area, just a great football play."
The Gator quarterback was clearly rattled, and possibly feeling the pain as the Gators came to the line for the next play. It was a draw play, and Davis Smith was right there to to stop the play behind the line. The Gators had to punt.
"Less than two minutes to go." said the announcer. "Jamaal Washington lines up to the left, Appletree goes in motion to the left. Johnson takes the snap, and the pass is complete! to Terry Jackson, the backup wide receiver! Twenty yards... and there's another flag! A Florida player came in and just speared Jackson. And Jamaal Washington did not like that, he is getting in the Gator's faces, and one of them pushes Washington, and there goes another flag!"
The referees were quick to step in and stop further extracurricular activity. The Florida player that speared Jackson was ejected for targeting. Though only fifteen total yards were assessed, the Florida player that pushed Washington was given his first unsportsmanlike penalty.
"Okay, if the Wildcats needed any more firing up, the Gators just gave it to them." said the announcer. And he was right. The Wildcats lined up with a purpose. The linemen hit their blocks hard, clean but hard. Appletree took the handoff and hit the line hard, knocking a linebacker down, and it took three more Gators to take him down after a gain of twelve yards.
"And here we go, Appletree goes in motion, setting up a 'trips' to the right, Jamaal Washington isolated to the left." said the announcer. "Johnson takes the snap, looks right, and now he's throwing a bomb down the left sideline... and Jamaal Washington runs under it! He catches it in stride and he scores!"
"Wow, he just left that cornerback behind, and there was no help over the top." said the color man. "Johnson just threw it up, and Washington was wide open."



"And the extra point is good!" said the announcer. "It's 38-38, the Wildcats have caught up, they have erased a 17 point deficit." I could barely hear him; the Rose Bowl crowd wearing red was going bonkers.
The Wildcats defense, which had played at a championship level during the second half, did not permit the Gators to cross the 50 yard line. "And we're going to overtime!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Wildcats won the toss and elected to play defense. The lights were on and the sun was well over the horizon, leaving the sky in darkness. The Gators were going left-to-right as we were watching.
"And the Gator quarterback takes the snap and OH! was he hit!" said the announcer. "Davis Smith went right between two Gator linemen and just smoked the quarterback. He is getting up slowly."
"Another clean, legal hit." said the color analyst. "The Wildcats have really kept their cool during the game, even after being down and then after the choke signs and dirty hits by the other team."
"And the Gators try a draw play, it gets nowhere." said the announcer. "Davis Smith is showing why he is an All-American as a Freshman. He has brutalized the Gators today."
The third down play was a completed pass, but only gained 8 yards, short of the first down. "And what a hit by Gregg Scott!" said the announcer. "I'm stunned the receiver held on to the ball, but he did not get one inch after the catch!"
The field goal team came on. "And the kick is up-- it's blocked! They blocked the kick! Gregg Scott blocked the kick! The ball bounces through the end zone. The Wildcats will have the ball, and they only need a field goal to win!"
Laura and I were two of the red-clad people in the stands that were going nuts. My voice was already hoarse. We then quietened down to watch the Wildcats go to work. The Florida fans were screaming at our team, fighting for their team's life.
"First down, a handoff to Appletree off right tackle, he's hit right at the line." said the announcer. Second-and-eleven... and Johnson is in motion to the left! He's lined up as a wide receiver. Jamaal Washington is behind center in the 'Wildcat' formation. He takes the snap... he takes off to the left... and Johnson throws a block! Jamaal Washington rounds the corner! He's streaking down the left sideline, they won't get him! Washington scores! It's all over! The Wildcats have won the National Championship!!"
As Laura and I hugged and cheered, I heard the announcer say "The quarterback Johnson threw a huge block! He sprang Washington, Washington did the rest, and the Crystal Trophy is coming home to join this year's Heisman Trophy!"
Laura and I were still hugging and hopping up and down, then we high-fived all the Wildcat fans around us. Then I looked back to the field and watched as a mass of humanity in white shirts and gold pants were piled up and celebrating in the end zone. Finally it unwound, and Jamaal Washington came out from the pile...
We stayed and watched the Crystal Trophy celebration. After it was over, we began making out way out of the stadium. We were looking for our shuttle when a voice called out "Commander Troy!" I looked over, and saw Claire Michaels and Tal Shiarr, in LAPD uniforms. "Why don't you ride with us? We can get you out of here a lot faster."
As we rode to our hotel, Shiarr said "We've contacted Professor Steele about that pattern our serial killer is making. You may have been right about that pattern..."
Part 27 - Epilogue
The next morning, Laura and I got to LAX and boarded our flight to the City. It was full of Wildcat fans, many of them either still intoxicated or badly hung over from partying the night before.
Even though the Wildcats won, I would arrange for the Wildcat ticket office to send Coach Spurrier a couple of tickets to the Wildcats-Bulldogs game the next October. And the Coach would make good on his side of the bargain: he sent me two tickets to the Wednesday practice rounds at the upcoming Masters golf tournament in April.
As Laura slept on the flight, I was reflecting on things. Seeing my Wildcats win the National Championship was awesome, of course. Seeing my mentor Griswold being sworn in as Sheriff was just as good, if not better. Celebrating Christmas with friends and family, especially my daughter Carole after the attempt on her life the year before, was 'eeeeeeven better', as she would say.
And perhaps best of all, seeing Teresa Croyle finally overcome the years of pain, of suffering, and come to peace with her sister's death and her father's insanity was a great, great thing.
All was good, for now. But that was about to change. The Party never stops... in my Town and County...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Laura went into her office the next morning, a sealed manila envelope was on her desk. She saw where it had come from, and she sat down and composed herself before opening it.
She was helping keep Betsy in the room where she'd kept Carole and Jim in their infancies, with Callie nearby and watching over Betsy as well. Therefore, it had been easy to get a cheek swab from Betsy and send it in for DNA testing. And those results were back.
Also in the envelope was the DFACS report on Betsy and their DNA testing. The Von Teslings had had a daughter, who was the birth mother of the child.
She read the DNA report. There was no doubt that her husband Don was the biological father of Betsy. And the other DNA report confirmed that the mother was the woman Don and Cindy had brought to the City in the Film Noir case, when he'd been shot in the back...
...Betty Von Telsing Morelli.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Early Mists Rising
The sound of a foghorn followed by ships bells cut across the choppy waters of the River as the early dawn's light reveled an overcast day in Southport, with light fog over the waters where the confluence of the River and State Line River formed the Big River. The weather befitted the somber mood of the morning.
It was just after dawn on Saturday, January 12th, and Jerome Davis and I had been driving for four hours through the night in my black SBI SUV to get here, the Dagny Piers in Southport. The Dagny Piers were a copycat of New York City's Chelsea Piers, and were an attempt to clean up and beautify Southport and make this area a good place for shopping, entertainment, and business.
We parked in the parking lot along the piers, where several law enforcement vehicles were parked, and a number of boats were docked. Paddlewheel boats and other varieties of fishing and transportation boats were visible against the somber gray skies.
"There you are!" called out a voice. It was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. With him was Special Agent Martin Nash. "Glad you could come down. This one is right up your alley, Don." It had been Muscone that had called me and Jerome at 1:30am and asked us to come down as FBI Consultants.
"And I remember this guy." I said as a muscular light-skinned black man came up, wearing a black mock-turtleneck shirt and a brown-and-black sportscoat over it, his Southport Police badge hanging from a necklace around his neck. "Hey, Detective Graham! Long time no see." I said as we shook hands and man-hugged.
"It's Lieutenant now, I just got promoted." said Eugene. "Great to see you again, Commander. I've heard all about what you've done up there."
"Eugene Graham, this is Detective Jerome Davis." I said in introduction. As they shook hands, I said "Jerome, Eugene helped us out a few years ago as part of the SBI Reserve."
"Yeah, that didn't go over so well for me." said Eugene, remembering that Captain Harold Malone had put a gun in his ear because Eugene was black. (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 02-03.)
"Well, Malone was murdered in Alabama." I said. "So, Lieutenant Graham, you seem to be surviving despite being in Southport Vice."
"Yeah, I've learned to play the Game." said Eugene. "I'm no friend of Cerone and Taggart, but much less of a friend of the FBI dumbasses they've got down here... oh, sorry, Mr. Muscone. Just telling the Iron Crowbar a little inconvenient truth, there."
"I hear you." said Muscone. "And there's the dumbasses coming up now." I looked where Muscone was looking. Walking across the parking lot were FBI Special Agents Andrew Parsons and David Rovers, who had accompanied the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights woman in her attempt to arrest me with the plan of murdering me later, and the same Agents who had raided BOW Enterprises trying to find and arrest the Guardians of Justice. (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch's 3-4, 6.)
Parsons was fairly tall and slender, with black hair and a dumb looking face. Rovers was shorter, more broad-shouldered, brown haired, and had a face that looked like a perma-snarl. David 'Cunt' Rovers would be an adequate nickname for him, I thought to myself.
"What are these guys doing here?" snarled Parsons as they came up to us.
"I asked them here, to help us out." said Muscone. "Got a problem with that?"
"Yes, I do." said Parsons. "But I guess I can't do much about it."
"You're late to the party, Troy." said Rovers. "They took the body away hours ago."
"Ahh, a body." I said. "Jack, what's it about?" I used Jack's first name to show the other FBI Agents that I was on a first-name basis and very good terms with the FBI's alpha-dog on the scene.
"Murder." said Muscone. "Graham is here as the Southport Police rep, since he's worked with you before. I'll tell you the reasons for the FBI's involvement as we go look at the scene."
With that, he led the way towards one of the long paddlewheel boats that was docked nearby. "This is the Riverboat Gambler." said Muscone. "The crime occurred on board."
We got to the walkway, which really was stairs leading onto the lower deck. Right at the entrance was what looked like a metal detector. It did not beep as we went aboard. I saw Southport Police Officers and persons with jackets that had 'BIA' on the back... the U.S. Government's Bureau of Indian Affairs.
Once aboard, Special Agent Parsons said "The body was found in back." He made a move as if to lead us there.
"When passengers first board the boat," I asked, "where do they go first?"
"To the dining room, upstairs." Muscone said.
"Let's go there, then." I said. "If the body is removed and the crime scene secured, there's no rush to get there. Let's take this one step at a time, from the beginning."
"Told you he'd be methodical." said Muscone to the others, with what was for him a grin, as Martin Nash led the way up the stairs. Parsons looked put out, and Rovers looked irritated, which is how he always seemed to look.
The dining room was the front half of the upper deck of the boat. The windows were all glass, and would give great views once the boat set sail. There were a large number of square tables with settings for four.
"The patrons have dinner first." said Muscone. "I'll fill you in on the 'why' of that later. After dinner, when the gambling opens, many of them go to the casino and poker rooms on the lower deck." He led us down the steps to the lower deck, and through a door in the middle of the port side of the ship. There were cashier's windows along a hallway.
"Customers have to buy their chips here, and are given a receipt." said Muscone. "At the end of the evening, they must redeem the chips, all of them. They're given a form that's like a receipt, that tells how much they won or lost. The IRS gets a copy of that form, as well. That metal detector at the ship's entrance actually detects anyone trying to take chips with them, and people have been arrested and had to spend the night in jail if they try to remove them. It's very tightly controlled, unlike Las Vegas or Atlantic City."
I nodded. "So even the poker players must do that?" I asked.
"Yes." said Muscone. "There is a cashier's window back there for them. Okay, let's go back there before Rovers and Parsons have heart attacks."
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
We went back out to the deck and along it to the back of the boat. "The poker rooms are back here." said Muscone. "On the starboard side is machinery and engine-related things. On the port side are four rooms for poker. Come on in."
I noticed a camera on the back corner of the boat overwatching the door as we went inside. The carpets were green and the walls paneled with dark paneling, making what light there was a premium in the hallway. The two rooms on the right were for Texas Hold 'Em poker, while the rooms on the left had simple tables for real poker to be played by real poker players.
Further back, at the end of the hall, was a small room that had a sofa, a desk, and a bed. It was where the crime had occurred. Muscone said "This stateroom is the only sleeping berth on the Riverboat Gambler, except for the crew's sleeping quarters. I'm told the River Rose's staterooms are like this. I'll tell you more about the River Rose in a few minutes."
"The body was found on the floor here, as you can see from the markings on the floor." said Parsons, trying to take over. The markings, as well as video I would see later, showed the victim found lying on his belly, head towards the sofa against the back wall, feet towards the door.. "He was hit on the back of the head by a blunt object... something like a crowbar, maybe."
"Good weapon to use. Gets the job done." I replied, very aware of the underlying nature of Parsons's comment. "Anything missing from the room? Candlesticks?"
"One of the crew members came down and looked around." said Rovers. "He said he didn't notice anything wrong at first glance, but he couldn't be sure."
"Well..." I said, "either something in here was used, or the perp took the murder weapon with him. There's camera surveillance of everyone coming in and out of these poker rooms. So if no one is carrying anything unusual... like a crowbar... out of this area when they disembarked, then the murder weapon must still be around here somewhere. Unless you've found it, of course."
Parsons and Rovers had looks on their faces between consternation and pouting. It was Eugene Graham that said "Nothing was found sir, at least nothing with blood or tissue on it."
"Did you see the body itself, Eugene?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Graham. "Back of his head was really smashed in. There should be 'evidence' on the murder weapon, if we can find it and it's not in the water."
As we left the room, I noticed a door to the immediate left, towards the center of the boat. "What's this?" I asked. "Another playing room?" I tried the door. It was locked. I noticed that the hinges were on the right and doorknob on the left; if the door opened, anyone coming through would not be noticed by anyone in the hallway or playing rooms until the door closed again.
"That goes to the Captain's Bridge and to the Dining Room." said Parsons. "It's a double door. This door is locked on this side, and the other one locked on the other side. It can only be opened by someone with keys, and only in an emergency, such as a fire: it will set off an alarm if it's opened."
"We found that out the hard way this morning." said Eugene.
"So our victim was playing poker in this room." I said, turning into the 'back left' room, as one came to it from the back of the boat. It was the room nearest the stateroom.
"Yes." said Muscone, before Parsons or Rovers could say anything. "I'll tell you more later, but he played in here every Friday. There were five players last night. McCovey, the victim, won about $1500, and had just cashed in his chips. We're still trying to find those other people and ask them some questions."
"Was the money taken from his body?" I asked.
"No, it was still in his pants pocket." said Parsons. "The killer might not have had time to roll him over... or didn't have the strength to do it."
I did not see anything of particular interest in the playing room. "All right." I said. "Unless someone has something they want to look at, let's go back upstairs."
As we walked along the lower port-side deck, Muscone stopped at a door. "Come in here." he said. We went through the door and past the cashier's windows, and into the main gambling room, with tables for all the various popular games such as roulette, craps, and blackjack.
Going through the casino, which was a lot darker with the lights not on, and only the gray light of the morning filtering through the windows providing any illumination at all, I asked "How can the gambling tables be certified to be level on a riverborne ship?"
"Some verrrry interesting technology, there." said Muscone. "You saw what looks like a rubber ring along the sides of the ship?" I nodded. "Well, the docks on the island they go to have some special clamps that extend to fit under that ring and lift the boat a few inches... essentially out of the water, like a drydock. Then the various tables and games are checked and made level. They're on gyroscopes, as well. It works very well, from what I'm told, but is expensive. The Bureau of Indian Affairs watches over that like a hawk, which I'll explain upstairs."
"Interesting." I said. "Okay, before I begin forming theories without hearing facts, let's go back to the dining room so you can fill us in on everything."
Part 3 - Details of the Case
We returned to the dining room. The dining room staff had provided coffee and doughnuts on a side table. We availed ourselves of the food and coffee and sat down between two of the dining tables. Muscone pulled out a chair and sat down. I pulled one out and sat next to him, to his right. Davis, Nash, and Graham pulled up chairs and sat down facing us. I notice that Parsons and Rovers did not sit down, but looked around impatiently near the back of the dining room.
"Okay, here's the full background that I've gotten so far." said Muscone. "This boat and its sister paddlewheel boat, the River Rose, were bought by a man named Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo, Southport's best-known bookmaker. He refurbished them to be gambling and restaurant boats, and opened up for business about ten years ago, as part of the Dagny Piers project."
"This boat, the Riverboat Gambler," continued Muscone, "sails at 6:00pm on Friday and Saturday nights. They cruise out to Foghorn Island, which is in the middle of the Big River just south of the confluence of the other rivers. People have dinner on the way out; there's no gambling until they dock at the island. Once there, the casinos and poker rooms are opened, and people can gamble. They set sail to come back at midnight. The casino room is closed, but the poker rooms stay open until the boat approaches the dock."
"The River Rose has sleeping cabins that the Riverboat Gambler here doesn't have, except for that one room you saw below." said Muscone. "The River Rose docks at Foghorn Island and stays there until Sunday evening, setting sail at 6:00pm, and the gambling continues all weekend."
"On weeknights," said Muscone, "both boats's restaurants are open, and they do a good business. The River Rose is the more elegant place, featuring fine dining, and they usually are hosting private parties. The Riverboat Gambler here is like a nice restaurant anywhere: good food, nice atmosphere. It's very popular, and is always busy."
"Okay, now for the reasons the FBI is here." Muscone said. "The boats go to Foghorn Island because it's owned by the very tiny Indian Reservation inside the State west of the Big River. Yeah, I know, I'm not being politically correct there, I should say 'Native Americans' or 'Indigenous Peoples', or something..."
"I like what Canada calls them: 'First Nations'." I said.
"Works for me." said Muscone. "Anyway, Foghorn Island was taken over by the U.S. Government from the States around here, and any private landowners by eminent domain, and a weather station and radio antenna was set up on it. Then the 'First Nations' people claimed it as a sacred space, and the U.S. Government, which had paid the money to claim the island, now turned around and just gave it to the Native Americans, and made it part of the Reservation."
"But as part of the deal," continued Muscone, "the U.S. Government required the Native Americans to allow the Government to run the weather station there. They pay rent on it, but it can't be taken down, except by Act of Congress. So Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo, who is part Native American himself, struck a deal with the Reservation to allow his riverboats to dock at the island and gamble. They get a cut, DeAngelo avoids any State regulations, and everyone is happy... until last night."
Muscone fiddled with his smartphone, and a moment later we had an incoming text, which was a photo of a white man, with a face suggesting a large body was attached to it, and a shock of frazzled black hair. "This is the murder victim. His name is Thomas McCovey. Single, never married, no children that we could find. Ever heard of him?"
The others had not. I said "Name sounds familiar... bank robbery?"
"Yes." said Muscone. "And that's the FBI's second tie-in to this case. Twelve years ago there were a series of bank robberies in Turpin Heights, in the State to the south of us, and here in Southport. There were five bank robbers, and they were well-informed of the various banks's operations, locations of money, times to go in, security codes, all that stuff."
"Okay, now I remember reading about the case. This gang hit a pharmacy, too?" I said. Muscone nodded and I said "Go ahead and tell these guys, which will refresh my memory, too."
"Like you said, though it was not as commonly known as the bank robberies, is that there was also a robbery of a pharmacy." said Muscone. "The robbers cleaned out all the narcotics, which were all in one drawer instead of dispersed among the pharmaceuticals. As they were leaving, one of the perps made the pharmacist get on his knees, then the bastard shot the pharmacist in the back of the head. In cold blood, for no reason we could ever find."
"Witnesses got a decent description of the getaway car that had four men in it." said Muscone. "They drove off and left the perp who'd taken the time to kill the pharmacist. He ran, and sight of him was lost. Some ten minutes later, McCovey was seen walking in the area. Do you guys know how bad Turpin Heights is? Ever been there?"
"I have." I said, remembering picking up Betty Morelli in the Chippewa Crossing district in that area. Truly a rough area. (Author's note: 'Film Noir'.).
"Yeah, I've been there on undercover missions, a lot." said Eugene Graham. "The good sections are like the Town & County's Tenderloin District's worst areas. The bad sections are like an Iraqi war zone."
"Exactly." said Muscone. "Well, the Police saw McCovey walking there, which people just don't do, so they picked him up. His physical body description matched the pharmacy robber that left the store after the others and got left behind. The perps cut off a lot of the bank videocameras, but the tape of one video they missed showed a man that looked a lot like him, even with a full black mask on."
"He was non-cooperative from the get-go. He immediately called a lawyer, and a reputable and expensive one, at that." said Muscone. Just then, Martin Nash arrived with papers in file folders. "Ah, thanks Martin." Muscone said as Nash handed us each a folder. "Inside, you'll find the background info on McCovey from that time as well as more recently, but I'll go over it now."
"McCovey was in the Army, and deployed to Afghanistan." said Muscone. "He was a good soldier, and made Sergeant quickly. But then some rumors started swirling about him and four other guys. They started looking into a drug smuggling ring, and these guys always seemed to be around it. But they never could prove anything, and eventually some other guys got busted."
"So these five guys came out of the Service, and all five settled in the Southport area." said Muscone. "And a few months later, the bank robberies started."
"Over time," said Muscone, "the FBI and other law enforcement organizations began to believe that McCovey was not only one of the bank robbery gang, he was the leader. He had money in several bank accounts, and refused to give any explanation for the amounts, which exceeded any income he had as a driver of trucks small enough that he didn't have to have a CDL (commercial drivers license)."
"All the evidence was flimsy, and circumstantial," continued Muscone, "but the D.A. went ahead and brought charges for murder. Then they offered him immunity to give them the other four names of the robbers, telling him they'd abandoned him and he owed them nothing. But he not only refused, he and his lawyer demanded a speedy trial, and got it."



"The D.A. made a pretty good case," went on Muscone, "but the Jury was skeptical from the start. The prosecutors expected a hung jury and thought they'd be able to work on it some more before retrying it... but the Jury outright acquitted him."
I nodded. "So he's off the hook, except for the Federal bank robbery charges if they could get something on him."
Muscone shook his head. "No. In what I consider to be a colossal fuck-up by the U.S. Attorney in Southport at that time, they went ahead and tried him on the bank robbery charges in Federal Court. And it was a disaster, an absolute disaster. The judge would not allow them to drop the charges without prejudice, so they were forced to press on. And they got whacked: McCovey was acquitted on all charges.
"After that, the bank robberies stopped." went on Muscone. "But we continued to look for the other four perps. We trailed McCovey for a while, but we had to be careful because his lawyer was always watching to try to catch us following him, so he could file a harassment lawsuit. And our guys down here, notably Les Craig, didn't really try to pursue the other four guys, either."
"Hasn't the Statute of Limitations run out by now?" asked Eugene Graham. An excellent observation, I thought to myself.
"It would be," replied Muscone, "except we intend to charge them with murder in the commission of a felony if we can catch them, and there's no Statute of Limitations for murder."
"That'll be an interesting and tricky case in Court itself." I said. "They'd left the scene by the time the murder was committed, if I heard you right. And it'll be an interesting ruling on the Statute of Limitations vs. the murder in the commission of the felony."
"Well," said Muscone, "we'd like to burn those bridges at the right time... when we get the other perps. But getting them has been a nothing-burger. McCovey never associated with anyone that we could find out about. His only contacts with other people were right here on this boat, and that's the next part of the story."
Muscone continued: "About two years after he was acquitted, which is about nine years ago from now, McCovey began coming to the Riverboat Gambler, not too long after it began operating. He played poker in that same room you saw every Friday night, never missing a night that we know of. In fact, he has a standing reservation for that particular room every Friday night. He never did this on the River Rose, as far as we know, only this boat."
"There were always five or six players, and some of them were recurring, but not every week." said Muscone. "We're still getting the IRS and Indian Affairs records, those need warrants, but it looks like McCovey always came out ahead, while the rest had a fairly even fall of the cards, winning a little, losing a little, and so on."
"Was McCovey still driving a truck for a living?" I asked as I perused the file folder for information.
"No," said Muscone. "He never picked that back up after his trials. We have no idea what he did for a living."
"Neither does the Southport Police." said Eugene Graham. "We've never come across him in any Mob-related activities."
"Hmmm." I said. "Okay, can we meet the crew?"
"Sure." said Muscone. "And let's tour the rest of the boat while we're at it."
Part 4 - The Crew
We went aft, down the aisleway, seeing the kitchens that were pretty compact but efficiently designed. At the end of the aisle were steps leading to the lower deck. I went down them to the vestibule.
"This door to my right, to port, must be the double door to the poker rooms." I said. "What's this door to the left?"
"Access to the engine rooms." said a voice. I looked up to see a medium-height blonde man at the top of the stairs with Muscone. The man said "I'm Sigmund Colburn, Captain of the Riverboat Gambler. Call me Sig."
"Ah, good to meet you, Captain." I said, coming up and shaking his hand. "I'm Police Commander Don Troy, on loan to the FBI looking into the unfortunate incident aboard your boat."
"Glad to have you here." said Captain Sig. "Come on to the back bridge." He led the way to the room in the stern. The walls were glass, giving a good view of the River, and there was a console with buttons, radar, and of course a silver metal ship's wheel. And two men.
"We also have a bridge up front." said Captain Sig. "We call it the 'Battle Bridge'. This is the First Officer, Phil Anderson." he said, introducing the older man, who was taller and slender and fit, with brown hair and fairly well trimmed beard.
"And this is the Second Mate, Dave Larsen." said the Captain. "He's in the Merchant Marine Academy, and was on leave or Christmas. He'll be going back to the Academy next week." Larsen was a redhead, darker red than my hair, almost auburn. He had a youngish face, but was very broad-shouldered like me, and I knew he could handle himself in a fight.
We shook hands with both of them. "Let me ask this first." I said. "What are your normal routines on a Friday night cruise? Who is where as you're moving on the water?"
"When we're backing out of the dock, here," said the Captain, "I'm back here driving the boat, and Phil is forward in the 'Battle Bridge', watching out for any problems. Dave is back here with me at that time."
"Once we're underway," continued Sig, "Phil drives the boat from the front and Dave stays back here. I'm meeting and greeting the diners during dinner as I make my way to the front."
"Do you have a Captain's table?" asked Parsons with that dumb look on his face, thinking he was being funny."
"No, we're not that large a boat. This ain't the Love Boat." said the Captain, thinking Parsons had been serious in his question. "I usually just announce that we're underway, make my way towards the front. Once I'm there on the Battle Bridge, we make our way towards Foghorn Island and dock there. Then we hang out on the bridge in back, get some food, and do our maintenance checks until it's time to go home at midnight. And it's the same... I'm always at the end that's leading the boat: in back if we're in reverse, and up front if we're moving forward."
"How long does it take to get from Foghorn Island back to here?" I asked.
"An hour, at least." said the Captain. "Longer if there's bad weather. We're paddling against the currents."
"How dangerous is it?" asked Parsons, injecting himself with an unnecessary question.
"Not very." said the Captain. "The boat is very seaworthy, well balanced, not top-heavy. The engines are top-notch. We do have the paddlewheel, but it's only really effective for backing out of the docks and going downstream. We have a couple of screws underwater that can really propel this boat; that's what gets us home. Also, we follow a specific course, a lot like airplanes do in the air, and we're very aware of other boats that might be in the area."
"So where were all of you when the body was found and the alarm went up?" Martin Nash asked.
"Oh, we were docked by the time the body was found." said Sig. "Most of the people had disembarked. I was forward. Where were you, Phil?"
"Ashore." said the First Officer. "Making sure the boat was tied up properly."
"And you, Dave?" asked Sig.
"I was here, on the bridge." said Dave. "I stayed at my post until the Police took us all to the Police Station for our statements."
"Who controls the cameras around the boat?" I asked, seeing the television monitors along the inside wall of the bridge room.
"Those monitors are to cameras that face outward, so we can see what's around us." said First Officer Phil. The internal cameras in the dining room and the casino rooms are controlled by the Casino Security people."
"Where do you guys sleep, if you do sleep on board?" I asked.
"I do." said the Captain. "My billet is forward of the casino on the lower deck, under the dining room area. A bunk, a desk to do my paperwork. Not large at all."
"I live ashore." said First Officer Phil. "In an apartment above one of the stores on the Dagny Piers."
"My bunk is right outside this room." said Dave. He walked between us and through the door we'd just come in from. There was a space on the other side of the wall, with panels on the right to access the equipment on the other side in the back bridge area. To the left was a double door that looked like a closet.
"This is my closet space." said Dave, opening it up to show... a closet. A few pieces of clothing were hanging from coat hangers, and a duffel bag was lying on the floor along with a couple of pairs of boots and shoes.
At the far end was what looked like a panel in the wall, with a strange-looking handle up top. Dave pulled on it, and a mattress/futon swung down to fill the hallway space. It was a hideaway bed in the wall similar to what could be seen in the Far East, such as Japan, to save space.
"I sleep on this bed." said Dave. "It saves a ton of money while I'm on leave from the Merchant Marine Academy. Whoever they hire to replace me can stay here, or get an apartment on shore."
"Cool beans." I said. "Okay, let's go talk to Security.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Casino Security room was a very small room to the starboard side of the Cashier's windows aft of the main casino. It was all one fortified area, with vaults for the money and chips, a server room for the self-contained computer system that kept track of all the financial (i.e. gambling) transactions and paperwork, and the monitor room, and recording what the videocameras saw.
The Security Chief was a heavy set man with black hair and a thin beard and goatee. He reminded me of 'Penn' of the 'Penn & Teller' magician duo. His mannerisms reminded me of the criminal Paul Branson in the 'Environmental Hazards' case. His real name was William Dotson.
"Yes, we've turned over everything we legally can to the FBI." Dotson was saying as we sat in the main casino room. "We can't give your the IRS papers without a warrant, but we've provided all the video footage we have from that last night's cruise."
"And we appreciate the cooperation." said Muscone. "Nash, we've applied for the warrant for the IRS information, haven't we?"
"Parsons said he did." said Nash.
"You might want to check behind him and make sure that happened." I said. "And yes, I mean what I am implying in saying that."
Muscone grinned. "I don't think much of them, either. Nash, go do that. Check on all the warrants we should be getting, and make sure we've got all the data turned over to us in our servers and available for Commander Troy's access." Nash left the room.
"Mr. Dotson," I said, "did you notice anything out of the ordinary on your video cameras that evening?"
"No sir." said Dotson, with a little half-smile that was going to irritate me before all was said and done. "I watched the video of people coming out of the poker areas after they were shut down and we were docking. No one was carrying anything, except for a couple of women carrying small purses. Certainly nothing that could've beaten a man's head in."
"How do you know his head was beaten in?" asked Muscone.
"When someone found the man's body, they called me back there." said Dotson. "I'm the one that called 9-1-1 to get the Police here. I asked for an ambulance, too, but he was pretty obviously dead. And the reason why was pretty obvious, too."
"And you saw nothing that might've been the murder weapon lying around?" I asked.
"No." said Dotson.
"Who found the body?" I asked.
"One of the cleaning crew." said Dotson. "They go in and start collecting trash as soon as everyone leaves the poker rooms, and then they vacuum the floors. Obviously that was curtailed last night. The door to the stateroom was half open, and one of the crew looked inside and saw the body on the floor. She screamed, and then all hell broke loose."
Part 5 - Tedium
Jerome, Eugene, and I were at a table in the Dining Room near the front, where the wifi reception was best. We were tapping away at our laptops. Jack Muscone was at the next table, sending texts and emails on his laptop.
"We're now in that phase of Police work that is the most boring, but the most important." I said. "Data harvesting."
"What are we looking for, sir?" asked Jerome.
"I'm checking what they've found on McCovey." I said. "And then I'm going to look at his financial transactions at the cashier's window. When the IRS data comes in, I'll be looking at that, too."
"Where are you getting the cashier's window transactions?" asked Muscone.
"Bureau of Indian Affairs." I said. "We can't get the IRS forms, but the raw data was kept by the Reservation's casino, and was transmitted to the Bureau of Indian Affairs. They've kept every bit of it, and we're not needing a warrant to access it."
"Great!" said Muscone. "Finding anything?"
"Maybe." I said. "By the way, Jerome, what are you looking at?"
"I'm trying to get the names of those guys in McCovey's military unit" said Jerome.
"I'll send you that." said Muscone. A moment later, Jerome's computer (and smartphone) chirped with an email.
"Okay," said Jerome. "Jace McAllen, Dave Dunn, Carl Clovis, Devon Schlussel. Clovis is black like me. Schlussel is blonde, Germanic, kind of nerdy looking with the octagonal glasses. Dunn looks to be a little older than the rest. McAllen looks like he could've been a Navy SEAL: well-built, youngish, handsome. Looks a bit like Nash in the face, with that black hair and all."
I suppressed a grin at the description as I looked at the same information, which Jack had sent me as well as Jerome, as Jerome continued: "McAllen is from upstate New York. Dunn is from California; Clovis, from Memphis, Tennessee; and Schlussel from western Pennsylvania. McCovey, by the way, is from up the road. Jacksonville. His father was a prison guard at Jacksonville State Prison."
"So they're from all over the place." I said. "What are you looking at, Eugene?"
"I sent the names of everyone on the ship's manifest for last night to SPD Headquarters." said Eugene. "They're running checks on every person aboard, to see if any criminal names come up. I don't see the names of those four that were in the military with McCovey, though. I'm also looking at video footage."
"Did they take footage of the Dining Room during dinner?" I asked.
"Just one camera, which is stationed near the aisle to the kitchens and the bridge areas." said Eugene. "It's angled to show anyone that might be walking back into there, so I can't see a lot of the dining room itself."
"See if you can see who McCovey is having dinner with." I said.
"We got that from interviewing the crew and other patrons." said Eugene. "McCovey sat alone at his dining table. He was almost always alone at dinner."
"Okay." I said. "And do we know who the other players at McCovey's poker table were?"
"I'm working on that now." said Jack Muscone. "There were no written records of who was in which poker room---"
Just then, Martin Nash came in the door from the deck, followed by Andrew Parsons. Their faces were both flushed with anger. "What the hell is the big frickin' deal about it?" Parsons was saying.
"Jack," said Martin coming up to Muscone. "Parsons and Rovers have the IRS data on McCovey and the records from the boat. But no one has obtained a warrant for that information, nor even asked for one."
"What?!" exclaimed Muscone, looking harshly at Parsons.
"We've asked for the warrant, and we went ahead and got the information." said Parsons. "It's routine, everyone does it all the time."
"Well!" I said, closing my laptop by slamming the top down hard. "Jerome, you and I might as well go home now."
"Why?" asked Eugene.
"We're officially wasting our time." I said. "Even if we get the perp that did this, we have no case. It'll be thrown out as soon as the judge finds out the IRS data was illegally obtained."
"And how is he going to find out?" growled Parsons.
"Because I will tell him myself." I shot back, getting out of my chair and confronting Parsons.
"What? Whose fucking side are you on?" yelled Parsons.
"The Constitution's side." I said. "Which you should be on, too, if you're an FBI Agent and not---"
"The Constitution is just a God-damned piece of paper!" yelled Parsons.
"And you will follow what's written on that piece of paper to the letter!" I fired back.
"Hold on, hold on." said Muscone, getting up. "Nash, go get a warrant to get the IRS data. No one touch any IRS data already accessed until we get that warrant. Parsons, let's go outside."
They went out on deck. The voices were loud and heated enough that I could hear them?"
"Who the fuck does he think he is?" yelled Parsons. "He shouldn't even be here! This is our case!"
"No, it's my case and I want him here." Muscone yelled back. "He's right about the warrant, and he's a damn sight better Detective than you will ever be! Now get your head out of your goddamn ass, and go do your job... properly!"
A few minutes later, Muscone came in, his face red, and black lightning shooting out of his beady black eyes.
"You take him off the case?" I asked.
"No." said Muscone. Then, seeing my look at him, he said "I can't. I'd kick him to the kerb right now, but the EAD personally put him and Rovers on the case."
I peered at Muscone for a moment, then went into a reverie...
Part 6 - Data
We got the warrant for the IRS information just before noon. I began going through McCovey's information.
"Okay, no reported income other than gambling winnings." I said. "And he really didn't need anything else. He was clearing three thousand dollar per month. Just from playing poker."
"I am in the wrong line of business." said Eugene Graham.
"McCovey did not have any credit cards, no debt in his name anywhere at all." I said. "There's a Ford Explorer Sport Trac in his name, but that's the only car he owned as of his death. You getting anything about the ownership of the boat, Eugene?"
I'd asked Eugene to begin checking out the boat's ownership, and see if there were any Mob ties. Eugene said "Not much. Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo was never part of the Cerone Organization, and he has no ties to Orrin B. Taggert that Southport P.D. knows about. As Southport's biggest bookmaker, I'm sure he was paying Cerone a few dollar bills to be left alone, maybe for protection, too."
"But his casino operations flow through the Indian Reservation." Eugene continued. "And they always have, ever since he bought the boats and put them in operation. We're getting all that financial data now, but several IRS and Bureau of Indian Affairs audits have found everything scrupulously in order, right down to the penny."
"Any idea who his financial backing was when he first started the casino boats?" I asked.
"City and Counties Bank was a big one." said Eugene. "The Reservation also spotted him a loan, and the paperwork behind that is a big tangle; I'd bet someone was funneling money through the Reservation and had the paperwork snarled up to keep from being identified."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said.
"You think that has anything to do with this murder?" Muscone asked.
"No idea... yet." I replied. "But it ties in with the other interesting data we are finding. Okay, Jerome, you got any more yet?"
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "I ran the four names of McCovey's Army buddies. There are some spotty records until about ten years ago, and then they all went off the grid. All four of them, at pretty much the same time. Not a single record in any of their names since."
"And what do we deduce from that, Detective Davis?" I asked.
"They all changed their names at the same time." said Davis.
"Excellent!" I said sarcastically, with a grin. "Seriously, why would they do that?"



"They were McCovey's four partners in crime in the bank robberies." said Jerome. "They changed their names in order to disappear in case he copped a plea and ratted them out."
"That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there!" said Jack Muscone, imitating and needling me. "Careful you don't get burned at the stake along with your boss, there."
"Congratulations, Jerome!" I said with a grin. "You made Santa Muscone's 'naughty' list." Everyone laughed, then I said "Hmmm..."
"What?" asked Jack.
"I'm looking at both the IRS and the raw data numbers, here." I said. "McCovey was clearing well over $4000, nearly $5000 a month until two and a half years ago. Then his numbers started dropping off, and leveled out around $3000 a month."
"That's still not pocket change." said Muscone.
"Okay, guys." I said. "If y'all want to go get some lunch, please do so."
"Make Don go with you." Muscone said to Eugene and Jerome.
"Bring me back something." I said. "I want to keep looking at this stuff."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They got back over an hour later, with a footlong Subway sandwich and Coke Zero for me. I wolfed the food down, only then realizing how hungry I was.
After eating, I said "Okay, I think I've finally got something. I've gone through the BIA (Bureau of Indian Affairs) files, and put together a list. On one side is how much Tom McCovey made each week. I then put the person who lost the most money down. Six names come out fairly regularly. Four of those names are especially interesting."
"Those names are: Jace McPherson, Dave Paxton, Carl Sage, and Don Grundfeld. And when I get their DMV photos and compare them to the military photos of our four guys that went off the grid..."
"Oh wow." said Jack Muscone, as they all looked at my computer screen. Jace McPherson was an older Jace McAllen, Dave Paxton was an older Dave Dunn, Carl Sage was just like Carl Clovis, and Don Grundfeld was the spitting image of Devon Schlussel.
"Who are the other two names that showed up a lot?" asked Muscone.
"Lessee... a Tom Durance, and a Ted Jefford." I said.
Muscone asked "Okay, which of those names might be involved with this murder?"
"Last night," I said, "McPherson, Paxton, and Grundfeld were playing poker... with Tom McCovey."
"How do you know that for sure?" asked Muscone.
"We have the actual sheet of paper with the record of all the players who bought chips at the poker room cashier's window." I replied. "The person working there made a handwritten notation of the room each player was in. McCovey's name has a '1', and so do these others. I'm doing a bad thing and 'assuming' that Grundfeld was accompanied by his newlywed wife Tiffany, a very lovely redhead, 28 years old."
"I saw a redheaded woman on the tapes, coming out of the poker rooms with blonde guy!" said Eugene. He brought up a videotape. "This was when everyone was leaving. They're with the entire group." We all watched it, seeing the couple come out of the door and onto the deck, then turning the corner to go forward to the exit.
"And there's McPherson and Paxton, too." I said, noticing two others. "Jack, can we get some warrants and make some arrests?"
"I'll get the SPD on that, right away." said Eugene. "You want them brought to SPD River Precinct Headquarters, the Federal Building, or here?"
"Federal Building." I said.
"Yes." said Muscone. "And we'll start amassing data on them while we wait."
Part 7 - Interrogations
Southport's Federal Building was not quite as large as the City's, but it looked very much the same inside, including the glass-walled FBI offices.
"We have McPherson and Grundfeld and his wife." said Muscone as we sat in a small conference room set aside for Special Agent In Charge Muscone's use while in Southport. Jerome, Eugene, Martin, and myself were in the room with Muscone. Parsons and Rovers were in their offices. "They all immediately asked for lawyers upon being brought in."
"Well then," I said, "let's get them attorneys so we can talk to them. In the meantime, here's what I got on them:
"Jace McPherson, a.k.a. Jace McAllen, was an Army Ranger in Afghanistan and Iraq." I said. "He started a security company when he got back to the States, under the name McAllen, and then sold it to Jace McPherson, i.e. himself, when he went through the name change. I might add that he never legally changed his name, just created the new identity."
"His company was making good money, and still is." I said. "He also was taking a pretty decent salary, but has very little money in his one bank account. In the last two and a half years, his business has slowly declined as several companies that had him on retainer let him go. I'm getting financial records of his business now."
"Don Grundfeld, a.k.a. Devon Schlussel," I continued, "got married the weekend before Christmas. He was an interpreter while in Iraq, as he speaks fluent German and other Eastern European languages. Once back in the States, he taught German in high school until the unofficial name change. Then he went completely off the grid. His IRS returns under his new name show spotty temporary jobs, and gambling losses, making his total returns zero out."
"His new wife Tiffany, née Ambrose, from what her drivers license says, Tiffany Ambrose Grundfeld" I said, "also has a history of temporary jobs, employment gaps, and such things. She has no record of gambling on either the Riverboat Gambler or River Rose, and it appears she just accompanied her husband on Friday night's cruise."
"Dave Dunn was in the Transportation Corps in the Army in Iraq." I went on. "Back in the States, and while under the name Dunn, Dave drove a truck, as McCovey did, and he lived well beyond his means; he had a lot of charges on his credit cards, but always paid them off. Then he went off the grid. He has never filed a tax return as Paxton, and generated no W-2 or 1099 forms, only the gambling forms, which showed losses."
"I also looked up Carl Sage." I said. "He worked in Supply while in Iraq." I said. "Food to mess halls, equipment and probably pharmaceutical drugs to military hospitals, similar things to field kitchens and MASH units. As Carl Clovis, he drove an SPS truck. When he changed his name, he had the same truck driver job for SPS, but in a different location under his new name... and apparently no one ever noticed. Over time, it would be less likely he'd be noticed at all. Anyway, he barely has any money at all."
"The one thing I noticed about all of them," I said, "is that they might be playing poker anywhere from one to four times a week, but they each played poker on the Riverboat Gambler at least once a month, and each man would lose up to a thousand dollars every month... maybe all at once, maybe in two $500 segments. But all of them had gambling losses of $1000 per month for lo these past eight or nine years."
"Wow." said Jerome Davis. "That's a lot of money to be losing."
"And they're not professional gamblers, at least not the way I think of them." said Muscone. "What about the other two, Durance and Jefford?"
I said "They don't fit the same pattern as the other four. They're both older, in their 40s, neither was in the military, and they have credit histories and other records going back 20 years or more. Their gambling histories started about eight years ago, but ended around two and a half years ago. Jefford was married, but his wife died about two and a half years ago, as well."
"Their professions are different, too" I said. "Durance owns a business that sells road construction products to the States and contracted businesses for road repair. Jefford is the CEO of a financial services company, concentrating on State employees."
"Durance... Durance..." said Jack Muscone. "Now why does that name sound familiar to me?" After a minute of reflection, he shrugged his shoulders.
"Okay." I said. "Why don't we talk to the Grundfelds first, since I'm waiting on data on Jace McPherson's businesses."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the glass walled room that was used for questioning witnesses. The Grundfelds were sitting at the table.
"We want lawyers." said Tiffany Grundfeld.
"You haven't called one?" I asked.
"They took my phone." said Don Grundfeld. "Hers is at home."
"Who took it?" I asked.
"Those FBI Agents that were harassing us before you got here." said Tiffany. "They took his phone, and they refused to let us call lawyers."
"I'll be back in a minute." said Martin Nash. He left the room, and headed towards where Parsons and Rovers were.
"You know who you want to call?" asked Jack Muscone. "I'll call on my cellphone for you, or you can use the landline phone on the wall..."
I had a vibe. "Come on, Jerome." I said. He followed me down the hall.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"One more time: do you have the Grundfelds's phone?" asked Martin Nash, standing in front of Parsons and Rovers's desks, trying to stay calm but the flush on his neck giving him away. Other FBI Agents in the room were watching as the situation grew tense.
"Go fuck yourself, Nash." Andrew Parsons said haughtily. "Your uncle isn't the Deputy Director anymore, and you ain't shit. This is our case."
"You didn't let them call a lawyer?" asked Nash, holding his temper.
"You heard Parsons, Nash." said Rovers, standing up. "Get fucked. This is our case and we'll handle it our way. Those bastards don't get lawyers until we say they do."
I flew through the door, followed by Davis. "Special Agent Nash asked you a question, fuckhead!" I yelled. "Do you have the Grundfelds' cell phone?"
"You can go fuck yourself, too, Troy." said Parsons. The red crowbar was out, and it was about to do some serious damage to Parsons. Nash, Davis, and Rovers were all slowly going for their guns as I was beginning to hurl myself to the attack.
"Stop!" I heard as I felt a hand clap my shoulder and hold on. I turned and saw the EAD, wearing his full three-piece suit and pocketwatch on its chain.
"Is there a problem here?" asked the EAD, sounding very artificially jovial.
"Hell, yeah." I growled, and not respectfully. "A cellphone was illegally confiscated from two people we want to question. They've been denied lawyers. I believe Parsons or Rovers has their phone, and I'm going to take it from them if I have to shed their blood to do it."
"Calm down, Commander." said the EAD, struggling hard to gain control of the situation. "Parsons, Rovers, do you have the phone?"
Rovers begrudgingly took the cellphone out of his pocket. "There, you fucking bastard!" he yelled, hurling the phone at me, hitting me in the chest with it. The EAD had to stop me from doing what was badly needed... crowbar-to-head contact.
"Take them their phone." said the EAD. "Nash, go with him. I'll talk to Parsons and Rovers."
"That won't be enough, sir." said Nash. "I'm filing a formal complaint against them."
"Let me handle it." said the EAD.
Meanwhile, I picked up the cellphone. As I turned to go, I pointed at Rovers. "I owe you a beatdown." I said. "I am going to fuck you up before this case is solved."
"You and what army?" snarled Rovers. It took the EAD and Jerome Davis to prevent Rovers's death...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I returned to the conference rooms and gave Don Grundfeld his phone. "Call your lawyer." I said. He opened the phone and made the call.
While we waited for the lawyer, the EAD came into Muscone's temporary office. "Good Lord, people. What is going on with this hostility?"
Jack was about to speak, but I overrode him. "Parsons and Rovers have already destroyed this case. They got IRS data without getting or even requesting a warrant. Then they took Grundfeld's cellphone and refused to let him or his wife call a lawyer."
"Is that true, Jack?" asked the EAD.
"Are you saying I'm lying to you?" I yelled hotly, not caring who this bald bastard was.
"Don, what is going on with you?" asked the EAD. "Calm down! I'm trying to help here!"
"I just told you what happened, and you turn around and ask Jack if that were true, as if I were lying to you? You call that 'help'?" I said, my voice low and menacing.
"I apologize, I didn't mean it that way." said the EAD. "Look, I need to talk to SAC Muscone alone for a minute, okay?"
"Sure." said Martin Nash. "I'll be filing my formal complaint while you talk."
"I asked you to let me handle that." said the EAD.
"No sir." said Nash. "Commander Troy is right. Those two have gone too far. They've been unprofessional at best, outright criminal at worst. They have to go."
"Martin," said Muscone, "let me talk to the EAD first. You can file the complaint at any time."
We all left the room. Parsons and Nash were nowhere to be seen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said Eugene Graham, "now you know why we don't like working with the FBI down here."
"Yeah." I breathed. "Okay, looks like the lawyer showed up. You're with me, Martin. Jerome, Eugene, if Parsons and Rovers try to come in, physically stop them... by whatever means necessary."
As we came to the glass door of the interrogation room, I saw the people inside. A handsome blonde man and a very pretty redheaded woman were sitting at the table with their lawyer. The lawyer was unfamiliar to me. "Eugene," I said, "any idea who that lawyer is?"
"Uh, that's Rick Stapler." said Eugene. "Has his own firm, which he calls 'Stapler & Stapler', but it's just him." Stapler was tall, thin, with wispy blondish-brown hair and mustache, octagonal glasses, and a high, scratchy voice.
Nash and I went in. "I'm Commander Troy, and this is Special Agent Nash." I said. "And you are?"
"Rick Stapler, of Stapler & Stapler." said Stapler. "You're a long way from home, Commander Troy. And out of jurisdiction?"
"I'm here in the capacity of FBI Consultant." I said. "Though I can log in as an SBI Inspector, if you prefer."
"Why have you arrested my clients?" asked Stapler.
"Your clients were passengers aboard the Riverboat Gambler last night." Martin Nash said. "We simply want to ask them a few questions."
"What's it about?" asked the lawyer.
"If we can ask them our questions..." said Nash. It's habit and normally good interrogation technique to not reveal the crime committed or reasons for questions are being asked. But this attorney was having none of that.
"Not until you tell me what this is about." said the lawyer. He turned to the Grundfelds and said "Let me do all the talking, here." Then he said to us "Are my clients free to go, or are they under arrest?"
"They are not free to go." I said. "They were arrested under a warrant issued earlier today." I handed the lawyer the warrant and he perused it.
"They're suspects in a murder?" the lawyer asked. The Grundfelds didn't look totally shocked upon hearing that. "And you didn't let them call a lawyer immediately?" the lawyer gasped.
"We're not the ones." I said. "I secured them their phone and let them call you as soon as I found out they had not called you yet. Now, if I may..."
"No you may not." said the lawyer. He turned to the Grundfelds again. "You need to invoke your Fifth Amendment rights. I'll begin arranging your bail immediately----"
"Before you do," I said, "and I'm not going to ask anything, just make this statement: I am looking for a murderer. If there is anything you can tell me to help me catch the murderer, anything at all, please do so now."
After a brief pause, Tiffany said "I'm invoking my rights to remain silent." Her husband said the same thing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that was a disaster." I said as we left the room, where the legal beagle sat and talked with his clients. Parsons and Rovers came out of the darkened anteroom with the one way glass, along with Jerome Davis and Eugene Graham.
"Well, you two certainly fucked that up." said Rovers. "We'd have had them singing like canaries if you hadn't interfered." It was very fortunate Jerome was between him and me.
"What, do you use torture here, in addition to your other violations of the Constitution?" I shot back.
"You know all about torture, don't you Troy?" said Rovers, goading me. "The CIA worked your ass over real good... and then worked over Dr. Milton even better. Better watch yourself, or it'll happen again---"
"Rovers!"
The voice was the EAD's. He'd just walked up the hall behind me, followed by Jack Muscone. "That's enough crap out of you." said the EAD. "You two, come with me." He went down the side hall to another conference room, Rovers and Parsons following.
"Don," said Muscone, "I think you just got an email from home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yep." I said as I looked at the email from Mary Milton back home. "McPherson's security company lists $12,000 as an expense on his corporate taxes, for 'consulting services', it says. I suspect he was writing off the $1000-per-month amount he was paying McCovey."
"Paying?" asked Eugene Graham.
"Yep." I said. "Okay, has his lawyer arrived yet?"
"Yes." said Muscone. "They're in the conference room at the other end of the hall. Guys, let me have a minute with Don while you formulate your questions." The others left Jack and me alone.
"Don," said Jack, "I'm not sure what's going on, but the EAD wanted to send you home. The only reason he didn't is because he really does believe you'll tell any judge in this case about what Rovers and Parsons did getting the IRS data without a warrant. He's reading them the Riot Act now, but when he was talking to me he was all but taking their side."
"He can send me home anytime he likes." I said. "And he can have this FBI Consultant badge, too."
"Don't do that to me, Don." said Jack. His eyes showed disquiet as he looked into my gray peepers and saw that I wasn't kidding. "Look, do you have any ideas about this case?"
"I don't have a particular suspect yet." I said. "I don't have a motive yet, though there are some obvious ideas in the data we've seen so far."
"And that is?" asked Muscone.
"You'll see," I said, "when we question this next suspect."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was very familiar with Jace McPherson's lawyer: Forest Gillis, once of Gresham & Mason, P.C., now on his own but with continued associations with white supremacists. Was McPherson one of these? I wondered.
"Long time no see, Mr. Gillis." I said. To his client I said "My name is Commander Don Troy, and this is Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI. Mr. McPherson... or is it Mr. McAllen?"
"What are you talking about?" asked Gillis.
"Your client, who was originally Jace McAllen but now goes by the alias 'McPherson'," I said, "was arrested on this warrant as a person of interest in a murder that occurred on the Riverboat Gambler last night." I handed Gillis the warrant.
"And what is your evidence that he was involved?" asked Gillis as he pretended to read the warrant.
I ignored the question and said "Mr. McAllen... which is still your real name, yes?... do you know this man?" I held up my iPhone, which showed a photo of the victim McCovey.
"I need to speak with my attorney, alone." said McAllen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, we came back in. Jace McAllen did have black hair like Martin Nash, but their faces were not all that similar. McAllen was a bit more broad-shouldered, like me.
"Against my better judgement," said Gillis, "my client is willing to answer your questions, to a point. But I'll interrupt and stop him if I think he's going to far."
"Cool beans." I said. "First, I'm going to read you your rights." I did so from the card, and he said he understood them. "So, you're Jace McAllen?" I asked.
"Yes." said McAllen.



"Why did you change your name?"
"It pleased me to do so." said McAllen. "It's not illegal to do so, and I don't have to explain my reasons."
"Most reasons for a name change like that are sinister ones." I said, "If your reasons are good, it'd be a good idea if you did explain them. But let's move on and then come back to that. Do you know this man in this photo?" I again showed him the photo of McCovey.
"Yes, I was playing poker with him last night." said McAllen. "His name is Tom, and that's all I know."
"How long have you and Tom here been playing poker?" I asked.
"For years." said McAllen.
"How many years?" asked Muscone.
"I don't recall exactly how many." said McAllen.
"Did you ever know him before playing poker?" I asked.
"No."
"Are you sure?" Jack Muscone asked. "Not even when you were an Airborne Ranger in the Army?"
"I can tell you weren't one." said McAllen, with a sly look on his handsome face.
"How's that?" Muscone growled, his beady black eyes narrowing. I couldn't help but grin.
"Because," I said, "the words 'Airborne Ranger' are redundant. The 'Leg Ranger' is a figment of our imaginations."
"You're a Ranger, too?" said McAllen with a half grin on his face.
"Airborne." I said. "I never got to go to Ranger School. But let's get serious, Jace. You never knew Tom here in the Army?"
"Not that I can recall." said McAllen. "He wasn't in my unit, and I don't recall meeting him."
"You don't recall." I said sardonically. "You sound like an ex-President's wife being questioned about Whitewater. But I digress. Let me ask you this: you came out of the Army and came to Southport, even though you're originally from upstate New York?"
"Yes."
"Why was that?"
"Business opportunities." said McAllen.
"Commander," said Forest Gillis, "how is that pertinent to anything? It's really no one else's business why he came to Southport. I could just as easily ask why you moved to the Town & County."
"Same reason, business opportunities." I said. "But I do have very pertinent reasons for asking. Jace, do you know a Dave Dunn? A Dave Paxton? A Carl Clovis? A Carl Sage? A Devon Schlussel? Or a Don Grundfeld?"
McAllen's eyes narrowed as I read the list. He then turned to his lawyer, then turned back and said "I'm not going to answer that question."
"You're invoking?" asked Jack Muscone.
Forest Gillis said "Let me have five minutes with my client."
When we came back, Jace McAllen invoked his Fifth Amendment rights.
Part 8 - Rising Tensions Lift All Boats
"Well, you fucked up again." said David Rovers as we came into the hallway. "He invoked." He and Parsons had been watching and listening in with the others. The EAD was nowhere to be seen.
"He had that right from the get-go." I said. "And we got some very good information out of him, Rovers. Or was your head so far up your fucking ass that you didn't hear anything?" Eugene, Jerome, and Martin Nash chuckled.
"Don't bother with him." Parsons said to Rovers. "He's just a fucking turd. Not worth it."
"One more word out of you, Parsons," said Jack Muscone, "and you're off this case."
"Better be sure." said Parsons.
"I am sure." said Muscone. "This is my case. You're no longer welcome to work with us on it. Go run to the EAD if you want, but you're off this case. You too, Rovers."
"Whatever." said Rovers. They went back to their desks as the rest of us went to Jack's office space.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what were Parsons and Rovers working on all day, while we were getting data?" I asked as we all went over the case.
"Near as I can tell," said Muscone, "they were concentrating totally on Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo and possible associations with Orrin B. Taggart."
"And that's going to help find the murderer." I said sarcastically, and derisively.
"I'm not sure they really care about that." said Muscone. "I think they're looking for something so they can just shut down the Riverboat Gambler and the River Rose, especially if they think they can get Media headlines to attack Orrin B. Taggart with."
"That's not what they're doing." said the EAD, who'd just come into the room without knocking. "They're looking for motives for the murder, to see if the victim was murdered by a pro as a paid hit."
"Which any rookie Detective can tell you that it wasn't." I replied.
"They're also looking to see if those other suspects were part of the bank robbery ring from all those years ago." continued the EAD.
"Isn't that frickin' obvious?" I asked sardonically.
"Long after you've gone back home, Commander," said the EAD, pretending to be 'patient' with me, "they'll still be working on that, trying to get convictions, and some justice for a pharmacist that was shot dead in cold blood. They're looking for proof, a case we can take to Court and get a conviction."
I said nothing, just shaking my head.
"I'm putting Parsons and Rovers back on this case." said the EAD. "I want you guys to work together instead of working against each other. Before you say anything, Commander, I've already put them on notice. They've messed up a few things, and they know they're in trouble. But we're all on the same team, here, and working for the same goal."
"Are we?" said Eugene Graham, speaking up. The EAD looked at him, totally shocked.
"On behalf of the Southport Police Department," said Eugene Graham, "I'm here to say that we are disgusted with the FBI here in Southport, we have been for years, and what I've seen of Parsons and Rovers is the reason why. We're not on the same team, the FBI has never treated us as if we're on the same team with the same goals. I only agreed to work with you because I respect Mr. Muscone, and I was glad to work with the Iron Crowbar again. But that's about to end, and I'm going to ask my superiors to go to Court and get jurisdiction over this murder."
"Can you prove the murder was done in Southport's jurisdiction?" asked the EAD.
"Yes." I said. "I can."
"So you know something, then, Commander." said the EAD. "Why don't you share it with us?"
"I know that the River is completely within the borders of our State before it empties into the Big River, so any murder on the water is my State's jurisdiction." I said. "I know that the murder could not have occurred while the Riverboat Gambler was on the Big River, which is a State Line and therefore of questionable jurisdiction. And I'll make that case to the Court in support of Lieutenant Graham and the Southport Police."
"Is that what you want to do?" asked the EAD, keeping his voice cool, but the flush on his neck showing his obvious irritation.
"Don, why don't all of you let me have a minute with the EAD." said Jack Muscone. "After we're done, we'll go to dinner, on me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eugene Graham recommended a very good steakhouse for dinner. As he, me, Martin Nash, Jack Muscone, and Jerome Davis settled in to eat, Muscone said to me:
"Don, I don't know what's going on." he said. "I don't know why the EAD is protecting Parsons and Rovers like he is. He knows as well as we do that they were Les Craig weenies, and they've been showing up with the Swamp Frogs way too often."
"What I do know," Jack continued, "is that he threatened my job. He told me that he was upset that I was trying to take Parsons and Rovers off the case, even though it's mine and this is my jurisdiction as Special Agent In Charge. He said that once this case was resolved, he was going to start an OPR... on me. Now I can fight him like hell, and I will But there will be fallout, especially for Martin... and for you."
"Jack, Jack, Jack." I said. "Don't you know by now that I take care of my people? And you're one of my people, especially being engaged to one of my Angels. Let not your heart be troubled, my friend. It will be all right."
I then became introspective, not even hearing myself repeat "It will be all right..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was 10:30pm, and everyone was flagging as we typed away at our laptops. Finally, Jack Muscone said "Guys, this will wait until morning. Let's go get some sleep. We've got reservations at the Comfort Inn for you Consultants."
"Save your money; they can crash at my place." said Eugene Graham.
"That would be safer." I said. "Jerome, you can crash with Eugene. I'm going to stay here while I'm on a roll."
"Sounds like you've solved this thing, Don." said Muscone.
"Nooooo," I said, "I'm not sure who the murderer is. But I can say that this thing seems to be complex because there are three riddles wrapped into one: the murder; the old bank robbery ring and the pharmacy shooting; and the entire Riverboat Gambler operation."
"Here are the questions I'm asking myself, and asking all of you, too." I said:
"Why did Tom McCovey shoot the pharmacist?"
"Who got him acquitted?"
"Who funded Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo to start the boating casino operations?"
"What was the deal, pun not intended, with the poker games?"
"Why was McCovey a winner all the time, and there was always one big loser at his table?"
"Why did some of the losers suddenly stop playing the game?"
"Obvious question: who killed McCovey?"
"How did the killer kill McCovey and not be seen by anyone?"
"And what was the motive for killing McCovey?"
In their tiredness, everyone began chuckling.
"Not a very long list, Commander." Jerome Davis said humorously.
"Tune in tomorrow to 'Days of Promise' for the answers." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Sunday, January 13th.
"Ah, there it is!" I said as a record came up on my computer screen.
"Got something?" asked Muscone, who was dozing in his chair.
"Yep." I said. "At least I think so. I need some air. I'm going up to the roof."
I went up to the helipad on top of the Federal Building. The building was six stories tall, good enough to give a nice view of the Dagny Piers to the south, the boats in their docks, the black water of the River. To the southwest I could see the outline of the confluence of the rivers, a black contrast to the copper lights of Southport. The docks were lighted well, and busy even at this hour.
The coppery streetlights, which cast everything in an orange-red-brownish hue, reminded me of Baltimore at night. Both Baltimore and Southport seemed forbidding in the lights, and I could sense that Evil had the upper hand in controlling the city. That was unfortunate for the People of this area. This city needed cleaning up. And I knew where to start...
To be continued.



        Riverboat Gambler Ch. 02

        Progress in the case; Martin Nash's manhood questioned.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/riverboat-gambler-ch-02

Title: Riverboat Gambler Ch. 02

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Progress in the case; Martin Nash's manhood questioned.

Tags: drama, iron crowbar, mystery, police drama

Series: Riverboat Gambler


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
Part 9 - Morning With The Mobsters
7:00am, Sunday, January 13th. There was a touch of light rain, of drizzle as the black stretch limo pulled up in front of the Federal Building. A man in a suit and tie hopped out of the front seat and opened the back door as he said "Good morning, Commander Troy."
"Not going to search me for weapons?" I asked. I was dressed in civilian clothes, black pullover mock turtleneck, dark gray pants, my gray (not beige) trenchcoat, and a 'normal' gray fedora hat. The red crowbar was in the long inner pocket of the trenchcoat, and my service weapon was in its holster under my left armpit.
"No sir." the man said. "The Boss said you're a VIP, and good with him." I got into the limo, the man got back in the front. The driver pulled away from the curb.
We wound through the streets of Southport, always seeming to catch the green lights. There was almost no traffic at this hour on a Sunday morning. We came to an eight story building, a new and sparkling office building with a lot of glass windows, and pulled into the garage. The door was opened for me again, and I was escorted to an elevator. Two more men in suits and ties 'assisted' me by pushing the button for the elevator, and one of them getting in the elevator with me and pushing the button to the top floor.
The elevator opened to reveal a lobby in dark grayish blue. A few fake ferns and some paintings were on the walls above the backless benches. We went past them through the double-glass doors of the office. My escort took me through the winding halls, built that way for security and good places to shoot from, I realized. We came to some wood double doors and the man knocked. I heard a "Come in!" as the door was opened.
"Mr. Taggart, Commander Donald Troy."
"Thank you." said Taggart, getting up and coming around his desk, then up to me and shaking my hand. "And thank you for coming, Commander." Taggart was a large man, his gestures and voice full of life. Only his eyes, which were mere slits in his head, showed otherwise; they were the eyes of a killer.
"Thank you for seeing me." I said.
"Please, have a seat." said Taggart. "You look tired. Would you care for some coffee, or water?"
"Thank you, no." I said. "And to not waste your valuable time, please allow me to come right to the point: I came to ask you some questions, on 'deep background' or 'off the record' as the Press says, if you wouldn't mind helping me out."
"Sure, sure." said Taggart. "A friend of 'Coffin' Cerone is a friend of mine. What can I help you with?"
"As I'm sure you know," I said, "there was a murder aboard the paddlewheel boat Riverboat Gambler. It's run by a man named Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo. I'm not trying to get anyone in trouble or anything like that, but I was wondering if you could give me a general idea of how things work here and in Turpin Heights, and how he fits into the scheme."
"I see." said Taggart. "Well, I can tell you this, and you probably know most of it already: I have my businesses here in Southport, good clean businesses, mostly shipping with some rail assets. I pretty much stick to this side of the State Line, which is the State Line River and then the Big River south of us. Turpin Heights is in the State to our south a few miles downriver. I pretty much stay out of there. The people running that area are bad actors, very bad actors."
"So who controls Mr. DeAngelo?" I asked. "You or them?"
"Neither." said Taggart. "DeAngelo made generous contributions to Mr. Cerone's campaign coffers, but I have very little to do with him nor influence over him. Neither do the Turpin Heights people. DeAngelo works with his Native people on the Reservation. If anyone gives him trouble, their people handle it... and they're very efficient at that."
I nodded. "I'm sure. So this murder on his paddleboat... you don't think there's any 'organized' groups behind it? A warning to Mr. DeAngelo? Or someone after the man that was killed?"
"Not that I've heard of." said Taggart. "And I would tell you truthfully if that were the case, but it's not. My people tell me that they think it was a crime of passion, or revenge against the man that died. He was a pretty unsavory character." This was a major Mobster telling me that, I thought to myself.
"I appreciate the information." I said. "Just one more question: do you know where I can find Mr. DeAngelo? I'd like to ask him just a couple of questions, background stuff. No trouble for him."
"Certainly." said Taggart. He looked up at his 'assistants' and said "Would you please ask DeAngelo to come in?"
A moment later a slender, short man came in, wearing an expensive, well-fitting gray suit and gray-black tie. His hair was black, becoming sparse, and was slicked back. There was a bit of a baldness to the top of his head, reminding me of my father's receding hairline and my likelihood of having the same one day.
His face was gaunt, and I could see the Native American aspects, though his skin color was more like his Italian ancestors than his Native American ones.
I politely stood up and he extended his hand as he came up to me, speaking in a soft voice that reminded me of the character Hyman Roth in The Godfather II: "It's a great honor to meet the Iron Crowbar."
I shook his hand. "I appreciate you seeing me today, sir." Taggart had us sit down, me in the chair I'd been in, and DeAngelo in an identical chair brought up next to mine.
"You're a well-mannered man, also." said DeAngelo, his voice seeming to hum softly as he spoke. "That's good. People have forgotten what manners are. What can I do for you, Commander?"
"As I told Mr. Taggart here," I said, "my questions are off the record, with no intention to entrap nor harm you. I just wanted to ask about you starting up the boating casinos." I held out my iPhone. "Was this man one of your financiers?"
"Oh my." said DeAngelo. "Oh yes, it was him. He gave me the idea of the casinos... well, to be honest, it was his idea and he told me to do it. He provided all the financing, mostly through City and Counties Bank in the City, and a couple of banks down in Turpin Heights."
"Did he say why he wanted you to start up the casinos?" I asked.
"No," said DeAngelo. "But he didn't have to. He made a lot of money from that project. A lot of money. I've done well with it, and I've been able to stay clean because of it. But he took his cuts, and they were considerable."
"He didn't just make money from you, did he?" I asked.
"Oh, heavens no." said DeAngelo. "And I think you have the right idea about him... and that murder the other night."
"Yes sir, I do." I said as I put my iPhone away.
"Is that guy going to be any trouble for us?" asked Taggart.
"Oh, no sir." I said. "He's dead. He died about two and a half years ago."
As I got up to go, Taggart said "I am curious: you came in here all alone, knowing who I am. Even Mr. Cerone could not guarantee your safety. Are you really that brave?" He wisely didn't say 'dumb'.
I smiled. "I'm never alone, Mr. Taggart. And I think we both know that if anything happened to me, it's not the Southport P.D. nor the TCPD nor the FBI you'd need to worry about."
Taggart chuckled. "Yes, that's true. Have a good day, Commander. Say hello to Mr. Cerone the next time you see him... which will be soon, the way the Legislature is going."
"Thank you for your time, sir. And you, Mr. DeAngelo."
No, I thought to myself as I made my way out. If Taggart did anything to me, he'd never get another minute of sleep at night, knowing that one or more of Takaki Misaki's ninja would inexorably be paying him a visit, with 'predictable' results...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I brought a huge sack of Egg McMuffins to the Federal Building. Eugene and Jerome had gotten some breakfast already, but Jack and Martin wolfed theirs down like starved animals.
And then Andrew Parsons came in and took one, then began eating it. David Rovers followed, taking one himself.
"Find anything overnight?" Parsons asked with his mouth full, chewing his food.
"Nothing significant." said Muscone. "The autopsy came back. Blunt trauma to the back of the head. We think one of the candlesticks in the stateroom is missing; it's likely the murder weapon."
"No one's found it?" asked Parsons, continuing to talk with his mouth full.
"Not unless you sent divers to the bottom of the River to look around for it." I said. "It's very likely that's where it is."
"How do you know?" snarled Rovers. "We watched the tape several times. No one threw anything overboard at all, at any time, when they came out of the Poker Rooms." I just shrugged my shoulders and took a bite of my Egg McMuffin.
"So why were you visiting Orrin B. Taggart?" asked Rovers, hoping to catch me off guard.
"He gave me some very valuable information about the boat operations." I said. "As did Mr. Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo."
"What did they tell you?" Parsons asked.
"You'll see, when I file my written report." I said. "You can always go visit them yourself to find out anything you want to know."
"You're an idiot." said Parsons. "You're lucky you walked out of there alive."
"Not at all." I said. "Though if either of you tried to walk in there, you wouldn't make it back out."
"And what makes you so special that you can visit Southport's biggest mobster and live to tell the tale?" snarled Parsons.
I grinned. "I have many friends... in very high places." Jerome and Eugene laughed, and Martin and Jack chuckled. Parsons had that dumb look on his face, knowing that the joke had gone over his head. Rovers looked pissed off. I think he got my underlying message...
Part 10 - Interviews
"I finally remembered who Todd Durance was." said Muscone as I typed up notes of my meeting with Taggart and DeAngelo on my laptop. I stopped as he said "He came under investigation about eight years ago for allegedly participating in a bid-rigging scheme for some highway construction projects in the tri-State area. The investigation fell through when the whistleblower came over all dead and crucial papers and documents went missing."
"Eight years ago, huh?" I asked. "Right about the time he started appearing on the Riverboat Gambler and playing poker with Thomas McCovey."
Muscone checked some things, then said. "You're right. The investigation was dropped just one month before the first time he played poker on the boat. Think that's a coincidence?"
"There are no coincidences in the Universe, as Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart says." I replied with a grin, knowing Muscone knew my opinion of coincidences. "So, we also have Carl Sage, Dave Paxton, Durance, and Ted Jefford that we should talk to."
"We might want to go visit them instead of bringing them in." said Muscone. "They might be more willing to talk. Who do we start with, though?"
"Paxton, if we can find him." I said. "He was there Friday night. I do want to talk with Ted Jefford, though. He might be more willing to talk to us... if we frame the conversation in the right way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We arrived at the address of Dave Paxton, an apartment in a neighborhood between one of the few good subdivisions in Southport and the beginnings of the grimy Wharf District. There was no one home.
Eugene knocked on a neighbor's door. "Has Mr. Paxton been at home recently?" he asked.
"He hasn't been home for days." said the neighbor. "Police came around looking for him yesterday, but he wasn't home then, either." Eugene thanked the neighbor then came back to us.
"Looks like a 'NO GO' on that." said Eugene.
"Well," I said as we got back into the unmarked SPD sedan, "we've got probable cause to get a warrant and search the place."
"Want me to call in and get one?" asked Eugene.
"Yeah, you might as well." I said. "See what's in there. Okay, let's go find Ted Jefford."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jefford lived well upriver, towards Jacksonville. The neighborhood used to be a very exclusive one, but had been supplanted by even newer and better subdivisions, and now was 'ordinary' going on 'falling apart'.
Jefford was at home. He was medium height, slight build, his light brown hair was a bit unkempt, and the sold black glasses he wore made him look very nerdish. When I asked if we could come inside and talk to him, he said "Might as well."
As we came in, I noticed two things: the home was poorly and barely furnished, with almost no personal items in the home, just the bare essentials of life. And the house was not being particularly well kept. There was a good bit of trash piling up in the kitchen, and there had been no dusting nor cleaning done in a long time, either.
"I guess you're here about the McCovey murder." Jefford said as he sat down in his favorite recliner and I sat on the sofa next to it, and him. Eugene sat down next to me, and Jerome and Martin Nash did not sit down.
They were all taken aback by Jefford's comment, though I wasn't. "Yes sir." I said. "I was wondering if you could shed any light on who murdered him."
"No, and it wasn't me, even though I was on the boat that night." said Jefford.
"You were?" asked Martin Nash, stunned. "I didn't see you on the tapes."
"No, he wasn't on the videotapes of people going in or out of the poker areas." I said, very sure. "You didn't play poker that night; McCovey might've recognized you if he'd seen you. But you were on board, Mr. Jefford."
"Yes." said Jefford. "I had not been on the Riverboat Gambler for years. I went with a couple of friends. And by coincidence, it was on the same night that bastard McCovey was murdered."
Nash looked like he was about to pull out a card to read Jefford his rights, or even arrest Jefford. I said "Hold on, Mr. Nash." Turning to Jefford, I said "Mr. Jefford, I know that you were being blackmailed. Whatever it was for, the Statute of Limitations has run out, and the man behind McCovey, the one tormenting you, is now dead. So, you have nothing to fear from us, as long as you're not the one that committed the murder, of course."
"You seem to know a lot about it already." said Jefford.
"Forgive me for the pain I will cause in bringing this up," I said, "but I know that your wife committed suicide. Was it over the blackmail?"
Jefford gave a start, but quickly recovered. "In part. Okay, I'll tell you all I know."
He started: "I used to run a financial services company. Did a lot of work with State employees, helping them set up retirement funds to supplement their pensions, stuff like that."
"You still own it, don't you?" I asked.
"I sold out to BigBenefit Insurance a year and a half ago." said Jefford. "They kept its name, and I stayed on a year as we transitioned, and it's pretty much all theirs now. I was paid a very fair price for it, too. Anyway, about eight years ago now, I ran into a cash flow problem. I knew it was temporary, but the banks didn't want to give me a short-term loan, so I went to someone I knew, a Michael Miller. He got me a quick loan through a company called 'Dakota Funding'."
"He was from up near the University?" I asked, remembering Michael Miller from the Terry Schultz murder case. (Author's note: 'The Hot Date Mystery', Ch. 03.)
"Yes, he was." said Jefford. "So I got the money, paid it back a month later, and I thought everything was fine. And then... a man showed up at my home. I never learned his name, but I'll never forget that face... nor that voice. He showed me copies of the papers of that loan I'd gotten... turns out there were some legal issues with it that I hadn't been aware of. And that man proceeded to blackmail me."
"He told me that since I lived in Southport," said Jefford, "that I was to go on the Riverboat Gambler's Friday night cruise at least once a month and play poker in Room No. 1 with a guy named Tom, who's the guy who was murdered the other night. At some point in time, I was to lose one or more hands to Tom, totaling one thousand dollars for the month. And that's what I did, every second Friday of every month for several years."
"Why did you stop?" I asked. "Statute of Limitations running out?"
"It had, but there were still issues of reputation." said Jefford. "I'd have lost my standing with the State Pensioners Union, and lost all of that tremendous business. What happened was... my wife."
Jefford's face assumed a look of serious pain as he said "I met the woman that became my wife, and married her a year later. We'd been married about a month when Tom, the poker player, contacted her. He told her to come down to the Riverboat Gambler with me, and told her that I was being blackmailed. At the time, I didn't know why she'd wanted to come down with me, but she did. And I didn't know that Tom had found a way to tell her that she had to come down the next night, Saturday, and sleep with him in that bedroom area he kept."
"Well... she did it. I didn't know about it at the time." Jefford said. "She regretted it immediately. The pain of her infidelity never went away, and then she announced a few weeks later that she was pregnant. At the time I was ecstatic, and I didn't understand why she seemed so haunted and unhappy. And a week later I found her dead. She'd taken a huge overdose of sleeping pills after she'd been drinking all day."
"I was devastated by her death." said Jefford, his eyes and his voice far away. "I still have not gotten over it. I totally lost interest in everything. I was letting the business go, and one of my lawyers arranged the sale of it, to save the business as well as what I'd built up in it. I stopped coming to the poker games. I didn't give a damn anymore if they exposed me or not. And that man, my blackmailer, never did. I never heard from him again."
"And you won't." I said, then took out my iPhone and brought up a photo. "Is this the man that blackmailed you?" I asked.
His eyes widened with shock. "Yes... yes! That's him, that's the man! How did you know? How do you know him, who he is?" I was showing the others the photo. Martin Nash visibly reacted and gasped, as well.
"Because I... am the man who beat him." I said. "And this won't bring your wife back, Mr. Jefford, but it may comfort you to know that this man did not die well, and he had to commit suicide, also..."
Part 11 - Issues And Answers
"We put out an APB on Dave Paxton." said Muscone when we got back to the Federal Building.
"Good." I said.
"He sure looks guilty by running." said Muscone. "Think he's the guy?"
"Who knows?" I said sourly. "We sure don't have a shred of proof that'll get a conviction."
Parsons and Rovers came in. "Why didn't you arrest Jefford?" Parsons demanded to know.
"For what reason?" I asked.
"Suspicion of murder, maybe?" snarled Rovers.
"Watch the tapes... again." I said. "He never went into the poker rooms, never went past any of the cameras. How does he get past them?"
"With help." said Parsons. "The security guy, Dotson. He's not exactly squeaky clean. He could've turned off the tapes right at the right time, Jefford goes in and kills McCovey, throws the murder weapon into the River, then leaves with the crowd."



"Well!" I said with mock joviality, "At least you're finally admitting that the murder weapon could be in the water, after all." Parsons and Rovers stared daggers at me. I could sense that they really did want me dead. I continued: "Well, if you think they're the ones, go arrest them."
"We will." said Rovers. "I still want to know why you didn't arrest Jefford and bring him back."
"I prefer not wasting my time going after the wrong man." I said. "But don't let that stop you guys from energetically making that mistake."
"So you know who did it." accused Rovers.
"I didn't say that." I said. "But by all means, go make the arrests... and prepare your case for trial in the Courts."
By now, the other Agents and Detectives in the room were failing to suppress their chuckles. Rovers got red faced as he said "If you know something, Troy, you damn well better tell us."
"Or what?" I asked, my voice menacing. I stood up, bringing the red crowbar with me.
"Let's go get the warrants and arrest Jefford and Dotson." said Parsons to Rovers, knowing it was about to get ugly for them.
"Yes, let's go do the job these losers failed to do." snarled Rovers. He and Parsons left the room.
"You know," Muscone said in the silence, "just to play Devil's Advocate, and from the outside looking in, their idea of Dotson helping Jefford is a plausible one."
"Except for a few small details that I'm in a unique position to know about." I replied. "First, remember that I used to sell security equipment back in the day... and still do on rare occasion. I wouldn't sell to the CIA, but I did sell equipment to Dotson. I'm proud to say that some of the equipment on the Riverboat Gambler
came from... me."
"So yes, I know Dotson," I continued, "or at least I know who he is. Yes, he's got some breaking and entering convictions, and he's 'connected'... until he was hired by Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo, at least."
"And because I know the systems they're using," I said, "I know where to look to see if the tapes were tampered with. I haven't done a forensic analysis of those tapes, but they don't look like they were tampered with. So no, Dotson is not a conspirator in this; no, Jefford did not get into the poker areas, unless he beamed in from the U.S.S. Enterprise, Scotty."
"And you could not have told Parsons and Rovers that?" asked a voice. The EAD was in the doorway.
"No sir." I said. "They were so hell-bent on trying to get one over on me and whining about me not arresting Jefford that they weren't bothering to listen."
"Right." said the EAD. "Don, you could have told them, if you wanted to. But you didn't. Anything else you need to tell us? Like who was behind the casino boat financing?"
"Mr. Nash, you want to tell them?" I asked.
"Nooooo, this is your party." Nash replied as I was taking out my iPhone. I showed a photo to Muscone.
"Remember him?" I asked.
"Oh my God!" Muscone gasped. I showed the EAD the photo.
"Who is that?" he asked.
"Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro." I said . "a.k.a. the Consultant of Crime."
"He's dead." said the EAD. "How's he connected to this?"
"Pull up a chair, sit a spell." I said. The EAD sat down.
"I'll tell this chronologically." I said. "I asked these guys who was behind the financing of the casino boats. Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo confirmed this morning that Westboro was behind the idea of it as well as the financing. This whole idea was his baby."
"Wow." said Muscone. "What got you on to that?"
"For what, three years? all I ever thought about was the Consultant of Crime." I replied. "I ate, drank, and slept Consultant of Crime. Every minute of every day, I was watching for how he might try to kill me and my family, and what other schemes he was doing. So when I see a pattern that just reeks of that man's influence, I see it. Westboro loved schemes like these. I do believe that he was bored, and put together these relatively complex, unique arrangements just to amuse himself."
"So, I'll start from the beginning." I said. "I don't know what or how much Westboro knew about criminal operations within the military in the war zones, but just as the Army CID was getting close to busting these five guys, they were brought out of there... and all five settled in the Southport area. That in itself is a 'strangeness', as four of these five guys were originally from other parts of the country. For them to all settle here was more than a coincidence to me... it was arranged, and I believe by the Consultant of Crime."
"Also," I said, "the bank robbers had tremendous information about the banks they robbed, the kind of information a Consultant could get them. And then... there was a deviation. They robbed a pharmacy, ostensibly for drugs. Now pharmacies have been allowed to disperse their narcotics among all their behind-the-counter drugs for decades now, but this particular pharmacist did not do that. He kept them in one locked drawer."
"But stranger yet is the killing of that pharmacist in cold blood." I said. "Why do that? To me, the likely answer is that the pharmacist was in the Consultant's employ, did something to offend the Consultant, and McCovey was ordered by the Consultant to execute the pharmacist."
"You have any proof of that?" asked the EAD.
"Not yet." I said. "I've been looking into the more near-time aspects of the case, so I haven't had the chance to really dig into the pharmacist's records. But I would have eventually, as that's a slim but possible motive for his murder."
"Anyhoo," I went on, "killing the pharmacist was a red flag, and that was strengthened by the other four guys driving away and leaving him behind... they were not expecting the killing, did not understand it, wanted no part of it. So they left McCovey behind, he was arrested later, and that was the end of this particular bank gang."
"I then found it strange that McCovey was brought to trial, especially on the bank robbery charges." I said. "It has occurred to me that the U.S. Attorney at the time might've been influenced by a certain Pastor, and then the Consultant stacked the deck by tampering with the Jury to ensure the full acquittal. Probably let them know he'd kill their families if they didn't acquit."
"So now McCovey was immune from being tried again." I said. "And after his comrades left him to die on the battlefield, so to speak, the Consultant approached him, and showed him a profitable way to get back at them. The Consultant was also angry at those guys, as his well-oiled bank robbery machine was now dispersed."
"The Consultant reached out to Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo, who had no idea who the Consultant really was, to create the casino boats, and he provided financing for the project. And it's been a huge success, too. The dining business makes enough to meet most expenses, then the casinos really rake in the cash. And it also provided cover for a blackmail operation."
"The four bank robbers that got away knew that McCovey could turn on them at any time." I said. "So they all decided to change their identities and go off the grid to escape detection. But they were dealing with the Consultant of Crime, who was not fooled by their attempts to hide. He contacted them.. and blackmailed them. He told them that McCovey could not be touched by the legal system again, but that McCovey could turn on them and be a 'Witness for the Prosecution', to borrow a book title."
"He also was blackmailing others." I said. "In all cases, he had them come to the boat every weekend, at least once a month, and 'lose' in poker to Tom McCovey. McCovey would declare his winnings, the money was effectively laundered, and seemingly no one the wiser. I might even suggest that Westboro steered clients Durance's way, and encouraged the State to use Jefford's services, which provided yet more money to be siphoned off into the Consultant's coffers."
"But then some glitches began." I continued. "The first of them was that Todd Durance somehow realized that Pastor Westboro's death meant that he was free, so he stopped playing the Game and quit making the payments. And Ted Jefford lost his wife, who committed suicide after being blackmailed into sex with McCovey, which caused Jefford to lose any sense of caring, much less the will to live. But the Consultant had just died, and was therefore in no position to retaliate against Jefford."
"And you have proof Westboro was behind all this?" asked the EAD.
"I think Durance and Jefford stopping their payments at the same time the Consultant died is not a coincidence." I said. "And finding solutions is easier once the answer is known."
"And this is why Commander Troy is so valuable as an FBI Consultant." said Jack Muscone. "Only he could've seen this pattern and revealed it."
"My pushback on that," replied the EAD, "is that I don't see what connection this has to the murder of Tom McCovey. He was blackmailing these guys, no matter who was behind it. And for all of this, we still don't seem to be any closer to finding the murderer."
"It threads together the bank robbery gang." said Muscone. "It also gives context to the whole thing, like the cereal bowl gives context to the Raisin Bran breakfast." I couldn't help but grin at that one.
The EAD stood up. "Again, for all the Commander's brilliance, I don't see how that knowledge really advances us. Now get me the murderer, or get me something on those bank robbers that are legally responsible for that pharmacist's death, and we'll have something. Right now I'm liking Parsons and Rovers's theories more than anything any of you are giving me." He turned and left the room.
"Too bad he left." I said. "I was just about to tell him that we just may have a shot to get the bank robbers---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Jerome Davis's personal cellphone was the culprit. He answered it. "Hi Dad... uh, I'm in Southport with Commander Troy... okay..." He extended the phone to me. I took it.
"This is Commander Troy." I said.
"This is Jonathan Davis." said the retired Navy man. "We've had a murder here at Valley Villages, retired Army man, and I was wondering if you and Jerome could come down and help the locals with it. The Sheriff's name is Art Dodge. He says he'd be glad to have your help."
"We're in Southport now, looking at a case." I said. "But we're leaving by sundown no matter what, so we can stop by on the way home..."
Part 12 - Military Traditions, Legal Traditions
For months, the friendly competition had grown between Navy Senior Chief Petty Officer (Ret.) Jonathan Davis and Army Master Sergeant (Ret.) Martin Terhune.
Terhune was white, with black hair graying around the edges, barrel-chested but not overweight nor obese, with heavy jowls that he struggled to keep well shaved.
Their small homes were directly across from each other in the cul-de-sac. Jonathan Davis had begun raising the American Flag on the flagpole on the island in the middle of the turnaround circle in the morning, and taking it down in the late afternoon. Terhune had brought out a CD player to play 'Reveille'. The next morning, Davis was wearing his Navy uniform. That prompted Terhune to wear his Army uniform. Soon, it was formal uniforms for both. And soon after that, other military retirees were showing up to participate in the ceremonies.
On this morning, Sunday, January 13th, Davis was sitting on his porch reading the newspaper Navy Times while waiting for Terhune. The others began gathering, but Terhune did not appear. After an hour of waiting, Davis and another of the veterans went and knocked on Terhune's door, but received no answer. He tried turning the knob, and found the door unlocked.
Going inside with the other man, he called out Terhune's name, but was met with silence. When he got to the bedroom, he gasped in shock, then turned and said "Call 9-1-1..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So," said Muscone, "you're leaving tonight?"
"Yes." I said. "There's only a couple of things left that I can help you with. Who is the U.S. Attorney around here?"
"Rudolph 'Bulldog' Lewis, the guy who represented Teresa against the Independent State Counsel." said Muscone. (Author's note: 'Music Box Dancer', Ch. 01.) "He just got out of the Army, and took the job here."
"Awesome!" I said. "Invite him to my conversation with Jace McPherson."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My client has invoked, Commander." said Forest Gillis as we sat in the same room we'd interrogated McPherson before. Jace, Jack Muscone, and Rudy Lewis were in the room, as well.
"He can sit and listen to what I have to say, then." I replied. "No more games, Jace. We have you for two separate counts of money laundering. First, when you bought your own business as separate entities. When the same person is on both ends of a transaction like that, that is textbook money laundering. The second count will actually be dozens of counts of paying Tom McCovey blackmail money in the form of gambling winnings."
"Oh c'mon, you'll never prove that." said the lawyer Gillis.
"We absolutely will." I said. "We've got several others for it, as well. And if Mr. McAllen, or McPherson, or whatever he's calling himself today, doesn't start trying to cut a deal and tell us who the other bank robbers were... then he's going to be doing some seriously hard time."
"I need a minute with my client." said Gillis. 'A minute' became over twenty minutes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think it'll work?" Muscone whispered as we watched the monitor from another room, seeing but not hearing the heated discussion in the interrogation room.
"We'll see." I said. "Rudy, are you prepared to offer him a deal?"
"Yes," said Rudy, "but it's probably not going to be as much as his attorney will want. I also have to say that the murder-in-commission-of-a-felony charge for any of those guys is going to be thin. It's very circumstantial unless someone turns State's evidence for us."
A few moments later, we went back inside. "My client cannot speak because he invoked already." said Gillis. "My client did not kill Mr. McCovey, and I don't think you can show that he did. Furthermore, the Statute of Limitations has run out on any bank robberies done more than five years ago, and we intend to fight the murder charge, including any 'in the commission of a felony' attempts, to the last ditch."
"Maybe your client didn't hear me." I said. "He has a lot of felony counts coming his way, anyway."
"We'll take our chances with those, too." said Gillis. "Oh... he also is not going to... 'rat out' I believe the term is... his Army brothers. He says you'll understand that as a United States Paratrooper, Commander Troy."
I smiled a pursed smile. "I understand. We'll see if his Army colleagues... the dirty nasty Legs that they are... will have that same sense of brotherhood. I'll see you at your trial, Ranger McAllen." With that, I got up and left the room, followed by Rudy Lewis and Jack Muscone.
Part 13 - Abuse
"Well, that didn't go well." said the EAD, who had been watching with Jerome Davis and Eugene Graham.
"Oh, it went very well." I said. "All you FBI and maybe Southport P.D. guys have to do is play these guys against each other, especially once you find Dave Dunn. They all made those payments. Someone will crack, for immunity. You can try to bring the bank robbery charges back under the 'continuing mischief' concept of the ongoing payments being money laundering, and then take your chances with the murder-in-the-commission-of-a-felony charges as a last resort."
"He's right." said Rudolph 'Bulldog' Lewis. "We're gonna work these guys against each other at the Federal level, and the Southport D.A. will be getting cracks at them concurrently."
As we were walking down the hall, we saw a bunch of Agents looking down the side hall that the EAD had taken Parsons and Rovers down before. We all hustled up there, and could hear the shouting from the intersection. I noticed that Don Grundfeld was in the interrogation room he and Tiffany had been in before.
"All of you, go back to your desks!" said the EAD. Most of the Agents complied, but of course Your Iron Crowbar was bounding down the hall.
"Jack, find a female agent!" I yelled as we went down.
The last room on the left was a conference room. Levelor blinds cut off the view of the inside through the windows in the wall and door. The door was locked, refusing to yield.
Inside, Parsons and Rovers were screaming at Tiffany Ambrose Grundfeld. "I want a lawyer!" she was screaming. "I want a female Agent in the room! You're sexually harassing me!"
"You don't get a lawyer until I say you do, bitch!" yelled Rovers.
"You think this is sexual harassment, cunt?" yelled Parsons. "This ain't shit! You're going to tell us the truth! You're going to tell us that you you or your husband murdered that man!"
"HELP! RAPE!" yelled Tiffany. "I WANT A LAWYER! NOW!"
"You fucking bitch!" yelled Rovers. "You have no rights! We OWN your ass!"
I had my crowbar out, and before anyone could stop me I swung it with all my power at the glass of the door.
*CRASH!*
The window shattered. I reached in and unlocked the door from the inside and rushed in. Tiffany was sitting at the table, fully clothed, not the worse for wear. Rovers and Parsons had been standing over her, screaming at her, but now were looking at me in total shock.
"Get out of here, Troy! Get the fuck out, Nash!""
"Someone get a female Agent to take Tiffany back to the room with her husband." I called out. Jack Muscone had gone and gotten one, and she escorted Tiffany down the hall.
"You fuckheads!" yelled Parsons. "You just won't stop interfering with our investigation, will you?"
"That wasn't an investigation, that was abuse of a prisoner in your custody." said Nash.
"Shut the fuck up, Nash. Your uncle is retired now, he can't protect you like he used to, you little faggot!" roared Parsons. "You ain't shit without him, you fucking Boy Scout! Now get the fuck out of here!"
In the awkward silence, I said "Everyone but Parsons, step outside, please."
"Now just a minute, Commander---" said the EAD.
"I'm not going to touch him, unless he touches me first." I said. "Martin, escort Rovers out." Somewhat to my surprise, Rovers moved towards the door. As Nash was about to leave, I pulled him back inside. I pushed the red crowbar into his chest.
"Would you like a shot... at the title?" I asked quietly, looking into Nash's eyes. Once a TCPD Boxing Matches (Boxing Division) participant, Nash knew exactly what I was offering.
"Don't mind if I do, sir." Nash said, taking the red crowbar. I went into the hallway, closing the door behind me.
"You fuckhead!" snarled Rovers, rushing for the door to help his buddy Parsons... and trying to go through me to get there. I pushed him back against the wall, violently.
"I said I wouldn't touch him." I snarled. "I didn't say a god-damn thing about you, shithead."
With that, I attacked Rovers. My first punch got him right in the solar plexus. As he doubled over in pain, I saw him going for his gun.
"Please, shiteater!" I yelled, grabbing his hand with the gun in it as I turned him around by his shoulder. I began ramming his hand against the wall, pinching hard between the thumb and index finger, until the gun clattered to the floor. Muscone scooped it up as I slung Rovers down to the end of the hall, which was the same as the end of the conference room's far side, and where a window revealed the outside.
I pressed the attack. Rovers tried to use what he thought was martial arts. It was more pathetic than Carole's excuses for not eating her stringbeans, and I made him pay.
"I told you I was going to fuck you up!" I growled as I grabbed his arm as he tried to punch me, twisting it at the shoulder and making him scream out in pain. Then I threw a closed-fist punch at his jaw, connecting solidly. I felt something give, and Rovers went down like a rock.



I turned, seeing that Muscone, Jerome, and Eugene had stopped other Agents from interfering. The EAD was looking on in shock.
A moment later the conference room door opened. Martin Nash came out, his shirt collar and tie a little askew, and breathing easily, but not damaged any further. He handed me my crowbar back, saying "Thank you, sir. I only hit him with it once, on his back."
I looked into the room. Parsons was trying to get up. Only one blow to the face, and his eye was getting purple around the edges from it. Nash had mostly delivered body blows, and when Parsons had vomited on the floor, Nash had knocked him down and rubbed Parson's face in his own puke.
"Good job." I said. "Crowbar-worthy." Nash actually smiled at that. So did Jack Muscone...
Part 14 - Tired and Retired
The EAD had said nothing, just walked down the hall to the office he'd been using while he was here. For a while he talked with Rudy Lewis, and I later learned that Lewis was saying that it looked to him like Nash and I were protecting the woman in our legal custody, and that Rovers and Parsons were the instigators of the fight. There would ultimately be no charges against me nor Nash.
I listened in as Muscone and other agents talked to Don and Tiffany Grundfeld through their lawyer. The same allegations of money laundering were being made. The Grundfelds didn't budge, and their lawyer was carrying on about the abuse of his clients by FBI Agents.
I noticed the sun was getting low in the sky. "I've got two things to do." I said. I got a file folder of papers out of my briefcase that was in Jack's office space. As I went towards the EAD's office upon seeing Rudy leave, Jack Muscone came with me, Jerome following.
"Don," Jack said, "I can't let you go in there armed."
"Sure." I said. I took my service weapon, my Beretta 96, out of its holster and handed it to Muscone. "There is a round in the chamber." I said. I then turned and handed the red crowbar to Jerome, who nodded as he took it. "Use it on anyone that gives you any shit." I told him.
"Yes sir." said Jerome.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, come in, Commander." said the EAD with an enthusiasm and courtesy that fooled no one present. "Have a seat." I did so.
"We're going to overlook the shattered window." said the EAD. "And there will be no charges against you nor Nash... nor Parsons or Rovers. We're going to let it all drop, all the way around... unless you want to make an issue of it."
"I think my message got through." I said.
"I daresay." said the EAD. "That crowbar really is a potent weapon." Then he leaned back in his chair. "Don, you've solved a lot of cases, and you've given us an inroad into solving this case, or at least the bank robberies. Someone will take the deal and turn on the others. You've done well, and we appreciate your help, on this and many cases where we, the FBI, have collaborated with you."
"However," he said, "it's time for that collaboration to end, including your status as an FBI Consultant. I've covered for you beating the hell out of our Agents in the past, such as Dana Fox, but it can't continue like this."
"That's what I came in here to talk to you about." I said, extending the file folder to him. He took it and perused the papers, then looked up at me in shock.
"My retirement?" he gasped. "You want me to retire?!?"
"Yes." I said simply. "I filled out the paperwork, and all you have to do is sign it." Seeing him gaping at me, I said "It's either that, or I call friends in Washington... U.S. Senators, Congressmen, friends in the Intelligence Community... and the Deputy Director and my wife will be making some calls, as well."
"You're crazy." the EAD said.
"So I've been told." I said. "But you've been taking the Establishment's side a few times too often. It was you that sent Parsons and Rovers to help that Civil Rights woman try to arrest me. It was you that sent them to my nephew's company without a warrant, looking for the Guardians of Justice. I should have shot Parsons and Rovers dead, right there and then, but someone else spared their lives. And you will sign those papers, because you know who she is and what she is capable of doing to you."
The EAD finally collected his wits, and sat back in his chair. "You've got it all wrong, Don. I'm one of the good guys."
"And that's why I'm giving you the option to retire." I said. "To enjoy the rest of your life with your pension and your other money, to relax and travel, or whatever you want to do... instead of fighting the political wars that are coming, even as we speak."
"No," I went on, "you're not one of the Swamp Frogs, but you chose the Establishment's side. And, by the way, it was not you that saved me after I beat the shit out of Dana Fox. That was Senator Nunn, a few good Congressmen, and the Deputy Director and my wife. I should've killed Dana Fox, too. So, Mr. Director... what's it going to be?"
He opened the file folder, got his pen, and signed the documents in the correct places. Then he closed the file folder and almost threw it at me. I took it from his hand as he said "You know, Don, you just might regret this. I was a better friend to you than you seem to realize. And you have no idea who they'll put in my place."
"Time will tell. Vee shall see." I replied. "Have a happy retirement, sir." With that, I turned and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I handed Muscone the file folder as he returned my gun to me. "Transmit those to the proper places in Washington immediately." I said as we walked down the hall, Jerome and Eugene following.
"You... you got him to retire?" asked a stunned Muscone as he looked at the papers and realized what they were. "How?!"
"Why, I just handed him the papers and he signed them." I said. And then I couldn't hold it: I broke out into a grin.
"Four hundred years ago..." Jack said.
"Told you I take care of my people." I said. "I'm still an FBI Consultant, you're still a Special Agent In Charge, with no OPRs being opened upon you, and I suspect Parsons and Rovers won't be Special Agents much longer... or they'll be somewhere far from here."
"Okay, Jerome," I said, "one more thing to do, and we'll head home." I shook hands with Muscone and Martin Nash. Eugene Graham escorted us down the elevator and to the parking lot."
"Hey, Commander," Eugene said as we shook hands and man-hugged, "it was great working with you again."
"You, too." I said. "And you didn't succeed steal my Detective from me, thank goodness."
"It wasn't for lack of trying." said Eugene. He and Jerome man-hugged, and Jerome and I got into my Police SUV."
"Where to now, sir?" Jerome asked.
"Just one more thing to do, to wrap this case up with a bow." I said.
"What's that?" Jerome said.
"I just need to speak to someone... the murderer of Tom McCovey."
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Solution
The sun was just beginning to touch the horizon as we drove up the Dagny Piers to the Riverboat Gambler, which was closed. The restaurant would re-open the next day.
As I walked along the dock, I saw Captain Sig Colburn and First Officer Phil Anderson standing near the gangway to the boat. Captain Sig was smoking a cigarette.
"Good evening, gentlemen." I said as I came up and shook hands with them.
"Hi, Commander." said Captain Sig. "Have you guys solved the murder?"
"Yes and no." I said. "I think the FBI will put some perps in jail. Oh, is Dave Larsen still here, or did he go back to the Merchant Marine Academy?"
"He's still here." said Phil. "He's leaving tonight, to get back to the Academy tomorrow."
"Great." I said. "I need to ask him a couple of clarifying questions. Permission to go aboard?"
"Permission granted." said Captain Sig. "I think Dave's on the back bridge."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Entering the back bridge, I saw the packed duffel bag near the door. Dave Larsen was sweeping the floor, leaving everything spotless before his departure.
"Hi Dave." I said. "Got a minute?"
"Yes, Commander." Dave said respectfully. "How can I help you?"
"Let's sit down a second." I said. We sat down on the bench/sofa that was under the stern windows.
"I just came by to tell you a couple of things before I leave for home and you go back to the Merchant Marine Academy." I said. "First of all, I know that you killed Tom McCovey. I also know why, at least I think I do."
"Uh..." said Dave.
I held up my hand. "Look, don't say a word." I said. "I'll do the talking, and you just correct me where I go astray." Dave nodded, his face looking very nervous.
"I know that Tiffany Ambrose Grundfeld is your sister." I said. "She ran off and got married when she was eighteen. Her first husband, who was named Ambrose, unfortunately died. She then met Don Grundfeld and married him. But her maiden name... is Larsen."
"I also know that Tom McCovey liked to prey on the wives or girlfriends of the people he was blackmailing." I said. "And that is what he was doing: those poker games were really just a scheme to transfer the blackmail money. But whenever he could, he demanded that the wives or girlfriends of his blackmail victims give him sex. One woman submitted, and later felt so guilty about it that she committed suicide."
"So what happened is that there is audio of the poker rooms that you can hear from the bridge here." I continued. "I know, because I happen to be the person that sold the company the security equipment. You couldn't have videocameras down there, but you did have audio equipment in case of trouble."
"You overheard Tom telling the Grundfelds to go to his stateroom with him." I said. "Inside there, Tom demanded Tiffany have sex with him, or he'd expose Don Grundfeld for whatever he may or may not have done in the past. Grundfeld was told to leave the room. You turned off the alarm to the double doors, went down there with the keys and went through the doors, and went into the stateroom. You did not waste time; you grabbed the nearest thing you could find, and you whacked Tom on the head."
"I don't know if you meant to kill him, but you did." I continued. "Tiffany had been removing her clothes, so they avoided getting blood all over them. You were not as lucky, but you had extra clothes on the back bridge in case you had to get dirty for some reason on ship's business. So Tiffany got dressed and left the room, and you came back to here, the bridge, changed clothes, threw the candlestick into the River through that window I perceive to starboard, there, washed your shirt then secured it with your other dirty laundry... and the Police never even looked through your clothes... and I suspect you did some laundry yesterday, so the only real evidence connected to you is gone."
"I... I heard that bastard talking about my sister like she was some kind of whore, a piece of meat." said Dave. "He was demanding sex from her for what her husband had done years ago. I just lost it. So... what now?"
"Well." I said. "I'm only here in a capacity of an FBI Consultant, and I have discretion in what I tell them. I think you acted honorably on behalf of your sister, at least in the Japanese sense. I know that you have no prior record, and you're doing well in the Merchant Marine. So go back there and finish the Academy, then make us proud on whatever ships you sail around the world."
"Will Tiffany get in trouble?" asked Dave.
"The FBI might arrest her and her husband." I said. "Well, technically they already did so for questioning. But they've taken the Fifth. That's the second thing I wanted to tell you. If the FBI ever arrests you, demand a lawyer, take the Fifth, and have your lawyer call me."
"But... but Tiffany could be charged with the murder, couldn't she?" asked Dave.
"Oh yes." I said, then added: "She likely will be, she and her husband."
"Then go ahead and arrest me now." said Dave. "I'm not going to let my sister go down for what I did. I'll take my chances in Court."
I smiled, and extended my hand. "I was just testing you." I said. "And you ring true." Dave shook my hand as I said "Again, you, your sister, and her husband need to just keep your mouths shut, keep taking the Fifth, make sure to demand lawyers and don't let them intimidate you. Unless the FBI really does try to charge someone else with the crime, you have nothing to fear from me."
I got up. "Good luck to you at the Merchant Marine Academy." I turned to go.
"Commander Troy." said Dave. I turned back, and he said "I probably shouldn't look a gift horse in the mouth, but I gotta know... why are you letting me off the hook like this?"
"I could say it's because Tom McCovey was a reprehensible, evil man, and a cold-blooded murderer that got what he deserved." I said. "But that's not the reason. The reason is that I have very young daughters and very young sons. I do hope that when they grow up, my sons will defend their sisters's honor as you defended yours. Again, best of luck to you."
I turned off the bug-killer as I left. You damn well better believe I had it on during that conversation. Some would condemn me for letting a killer go free, no matter the circumstances. But I had the privilege of choice, and I chose 'Justice' over 'the Law'.
And if idiots like Parsons and Rovers couldn't figure it out, that was their problem...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I left the boat and came back to the dock, I saw Jerome Davis talking to the Captain and First Officer in a friendly conversation. I came up to them.
"Okay, I'm done here." I said. "Ready to go, Davis?"
"Yes sir." said Davis.
"All good here?" asked Captain Sig. I understood what he was really asking, and realized he likely knew more than he'd let on. After all, the First Officer had been ashore, tying up the boat, when that should've been the Second Mate's job. They'd assigned Dave to the back bridge, left him alone, and in that way covered for him.
"All good, Captain." I said. "Thanks for all your help." Jerome and I shook hands with the men, and headed back to shore and my Police SUV.
Part 16 - Valley Villages
There was only a thread of twilight left to the west, soon to be conquered by the copper-colored lights of the city, as we cleared Southport on the Interstate headed towards Midtown. My 'Siri' on my iPhone was telling me that the Interstate was the fastest way to go, though not the shortest.
"So," I said to Jerome, "what do you think of the case?"
"I don't think you were talking to Dave Larsen just for your health, sir." said Jerome. "But I have no proof of anything." I chuckled.
"You never heard me say a word about young Dave, either." I said. "But the FBI can bring a gang of bank robbers to justice, so it was not entirely unsuccessful."
"You know, sir," said Davis, "I could never have beaten down two FBI Agents like you did, and gotten away with it. I could make a joke that it's because I'm a black man, but I don't play that card. But still... how do you do it?"
"You just gotta know when to hold 'em, and when to fold 'em." I said "But you're right. And I didn't like doing any of that, but I did what I had to do. I guess in the long run... I'm just a 'riverboat gambler'." Jerome laughed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Almost three hours later, we pulled into the Sheriff's Office in Valley Villages. Jonathan Davis was there; Jerome had called him just before we arrived. He took us inside and introduced us to the LEOs there.
"This is Rivers County Sheriff Art Dodge." said Jonathan. "Sheriff, this is my son, Detective Jonathan Davis of the TCPD, and his boss and mentor Commander Donald Troy."
"Nice to meet you, Detective Davis." said the Sheriff, shaking his hand. As he shook my hand, he said "And I've heard all about the Iron Crowbar, of course. We're really glad to have you guys stop by. This is Chief Warrant Officer Logan of the Army CID."
Sheriff Dodge was tall, slender, and going on elderly, though not as old as Sheriff Griswold. CW3 Logan was wearing an Army uniform, which surprised me as CID agents usually are in civilian clothes. He was around my age, maybe a bit younger.
"Glad to meet you guys." said Logan. "Why don't we show you the crime scene, then we can discuss the case."
We got into our vehicles and drove to the cul-de-sac Jonathan Davis lived on. He parked in his own garage and we parked in his driveway, then walked over to where the other cars had parked.
Master Sergeant Terhune's cottage, or bungalow, was a mirror-image of Jonathan's home. Going through the front door of Terhune's place, there was a den on the right and a kitchen and breakfast room area to the left. Two bedrooms were side-by-side in back, with a bathroom to the right, and a storage closet next to it, just behind the den. I noticed a pull-down staircase for access to the attic, but otherwise there was not a lot of storage space.
"He was found in his bed, in the bedroom on the left." said Sheriff Dodge. He had brought his iPad tablet and let me look at the photos that had been taken. "Nothing was taken, that we can see; his wallet was on the dresser, there, money still in it."
"By the looks of his disfigured, purple face," I said, looking at a photo of the deceased, "it looks like he was strangled."
"Yes." said Dodge. "Our Coroner here is a political figure. A Medical Examiner from the State Crime Lab came down to help us. He said it's very possible MSG Terhune was injected with some kind of drug, as well."
"And he left no notes, or anything that might suggest why he was targeted for murder?" I asked.
"Not that we've found." said the Sheriff. "His desk is in the greatroom, in the corner, there. Everything is clean, all the papers filed away properly. There's some tax returns in the drawer, there."
I had 'moseyed' over and looked at the desk, then put on latex gloves and went through the drawers. "Y'all didn't find and bag a notepad, or anything like that, did you?"
"No, we didn't, at least not that I know of." said the Sheriff.
"I don't remember seeing one, either." said the CID man.
"Too bad." I said. "Either he never had one, or it was taken. I was hoping he'd written something down, then we could see if there were indentations in the next sheet of the pad. But it's a 'NO GO' there." The CID man nodded at the military term 'NO GO'.
"I know it's not much, Commander," said the Sheriff, "but you can access our computer files and get all our reports." He gave me a card with a guest ID and password to do that.
"Thanks." I said. "I'll read them all when we get back home. Detective Davis, anything you want to look at, or ask these guys?"
"Did Sergeant Terhune say anything to any of you about any threats or other 'strangenesses' that he might have seen?" I smiled at the use of the word 'strangenesses'; Jerome was learning from the ol' Police Commander, I happily noted.
"Not to me." said the Sheriff. "I'll ask my Officers and Deputies if he ever said anything to any of them. We're a pretty small Department down here, and news travels fast. If anyone heard or saw anything, we'll likely hear about it soon enough." I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Jonathan Davis looked pensive, though saying nothing.
"Okay, then." I said. "Thanks for showing us the home, here. I'll look at all the reports and see if I can spot any... 'strangenesses'." Jerome grinned at that as I finished: "I'll give you a call tomorrow, Sheriff."
We left the bungalow, which was re-sealed by the Sheriff. As we went to our vehicle, Jonathan Davis said "Why don't you guys come in for a moment, have a Coke for your trip home?"
"Sure." I said. We followed Jonathan into his home. It was extremely clean and well-kept, I noted with no surprise at all. It was kind of strange seeing the mirror-image of the other home, with the kitchen on the right and greatroom on the left.
"I wanted to tell you guys something I didn't mention to any of them." said Jonathan as we sat down in the den (greatroom). "I talked to both of you at the November TCPD ceremonies about some people seeing some trucks come in to the school from time to time. Terhune had inquired about it, and the School people said it was probably just deliveries. Terhune was never happy about the lack of response, and he was keeping watch. I don't know for sure, but he may have seen something Saturday night and went to investigate."
"Did he tell the Sheriff or anyone else?" asked Jerome.
"Not that I know of." said Jonathan.
"If he had, I would expect the Sheriff would've said something." I said. "So let's not mention anything to him right now: either nothing was said, or he's keeping the information from us. Chief Davis, you'll likely hear something around here if he did say anything. In the meantime, keep your doors locked and the alarm on."
We made our goodbyes and got back on the road for home. As I drove, Jerome Davis looked over at me. "Commander Ross's vibes must be wearing off on me, sir." he said. "I get the sense you're worried about this one."
"Yes, I am." I said. "There's something not right about this. Too many... 'strangenesses', to use your term..." Jerome chuckled.
Part 17 - Uniformed Presence
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, January 14th, from in front of City Hall. Bettina was looking pretty good this morning, I thought to myself as the Police Command Group and my Angels watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Channel Two News has learned that the State House Democrats intend to subpoena deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared's tax returns as well as all records of all meetings he's had since becoming Governor." said Bettina. "The Democrats have said that despite the Independent State Counsel's official report not bringing any new indictments nor charging the Governor with any crimes, the Democrats believe they must further investigate Jared for any wrongdoing he may have done."
Bettina: "Some Republicans, including Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, issued statements saying that the Democrats's actions are 'fishing expeditions' and political harassment of the Governor. They say that there is no probable cause for any investigations of the Governor after the ISC report 'exonerated' him and Commander Donald Troy. They have encouraged the Governor to resist the Democrats and not turn over any documents by using executive privilege."
"Other Republicans, including State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds," said Bettina, "issued statements saying that the Governor needs to be investigated further. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, with Wilson Hammonds saying "If Governor Jared has nothing to hide, then he should fully cooperate with the Legislature, turn over all requested documents and especially his tax returns. His lack of cooperation with the Independent State Counsel was very suspicious... why not cooperate if he has nothing to hide? And ditto that for Commander Donald Troy."
Back to Bettina live: "Both the Governor and Commander Troy are protected by Federal Law from having to release their tax returns, but they could be forced to release official documents. Sheriff Griswold issued a statement yesterday that anyone subpoenaing TCPD or Town & County Public Safety Documents would have to show probable cause, or else he would not honor any subpoenas for those records. Sheriff Griswold is a longtime friend of Governor Jared, and of course is a close associate of Commander Troy."
"And in area news," said Bettina, "retired Army Master Sergeant William Terhune died Sunday morning at the Valley Villages community in Rivers County to our south. Police are investigating the death, but have issued no statements at this time."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Now why did she report on that?" asked Detective Jerome Davis, as he and the other Detectives watched the news in MCD.
"Possibly suspicious death." said Joanne Warner. "Why wouldn't she report on it?"
"My dad lives in the same neighborhood as Sergeant Terhune." said Jerome. "Commander Troy and I went by there on our way home from Southport. Definitely a suspicious death, but the Police made no public statements. So why is Bettina on it?"
"Something dramatic to report, maybe." said Julia Rodriguez. "They can only say so many bad things about the Governor in one morning's report. Sad for Sergeant Terhune, though." Julia Rodriguez had served in the Army, and felt the loss of a fellow former soldier. "So how was Southport, Jerome?" she asked.
"It was... interesting." said Davis. "A lot of tie-ins to some old cases... and to the Consultant of Crime."
"Did Commander Troy solve it?" asked Joanne.
"Officially, he did not solve the murder." said Jerome. "Officially. I'll just say no more."
"Did he really beat up an FBI Agent again?" asked Lieutenant Mary Mahoney, who had just come in a moment before for some coffee.
"Ohhhh, yeahhhhh." Jerome said happily. "You remember those two Agents that accompanied that Civil Rights woman to arrest Commander Troy a few months ago?" (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 03-04.) Everyone nodded, and Jerome said "It was them. Commander Troy beat the shit out of one them, and Martin Nash beat the crap out of the other one. Nash even rubbed the slug's face in his own vomit!"
"Wow!" said Roy McGhillie. "And nothing happened to them?"
"Oh... that's right." said Jerome. "Agent Muscone's boss, the EAD? He was served retirement papers by Commander Troy, and he signed them. He's gone."
*Whirrrrrrrrr*
That sound was followed by the sight of Captain Perlman driving into MCD. "That's right." she said. "Jack no longer has adult supervision. Except for me, of course." Everyone laughed.
"That could be bad, though." said Teddy Parker. "No telling who they might replace the EAD with..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I heard Bettina got ten inches of college cock this weekend." said Tanya Perlman as she, Teresa, and I met in my office for the Angels Meeting.



"No wonder she looked so happy this morning." I said.
"I heard that, too." said Teresa. "Todd said there's a Freshman on Campus, who was invited to join the unofficial SEX Fraternity there... which means the kid is hung like a horse."
"Good God, what did Jerome Davis put in the coffee this morning?" I asked. My Angels laughed at that.
"Has Dr. Fredricson not mentioned that young man, sir?" asked Tanya with a cherubic grin and a twinkle in her eyes.
"No, not yet." I said. "And she would, if she'd met him already. We don't keep secrets from each other... except the CIA ones, of course." My Angels giggled again. I was getting more and more sure the coffee was spiked with something.
Just then, Deputy Chief Cindy Ross came in. "Whatever you do," I warned, "don't drink the coffee." Cindy laughed out loud.
"These ladies been talking about the rumors of that new guy on Campus?" she asked with a grin, having figured out what I was implying when I mentioned the coffee.
"That's Green Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Have a seat." Cindy did so. "So, what's new?"
"Two weeks into the New Year," said Cindy, "and it's already getting crazy in Midtown. Priya usually stays up here while Senator Woodburn is down there, but Priya got called to go down there yesterday. Priya said something's up, but she doesn't know what it is. And my own belief is that she won't tell me once she finds out, but we'll find out along with the Public soon enough."
"Interesting." I said. "I guess they want Priya to see the meager numbers on my tax returns. Police Officer's salary. Big stuff, the Dems want to subpoena."
"What is that about?" asked Teresa.
"Ahhh, the Independent State Counsel didn't get the job done for them," I replied, "so now they're ginning up their own 'investigations' (I made air quotes as I said that) into the Governor and me. Alternate definition of insanity: trying to use different methods to get the same result."
"Sir I have a question." said Tanya. "That murder down in Valley Villages... do you think it might've been drug-related?"
"I have no idea." I said. "Jerome Davis's father was a friend of the victim, and he asked Jerome and me to stop in and look at it. The Sheriff was very accommodating, and there was an Army CID Officer there, too. In case you don't know, Army CID Warrant Officers are like Detectives here."
"Why is the Army interested in that murder?" asked Teresa.
"The victim was a retired Master Sergeant." I said. "There are a lot of military retirees at Valley Villages. They kind of took over after the Superior Bloodlines elitists were taken apart. Veterans Affairs is paying for some of the facilities and stuff, as well. But your question is a good one. I'm not sure why the CID took an interest."
"My report this morning," said Teresa, "is that the rumors about a Third Precinct and a return of the EMTs has not abated. At all."
"Is it affecting morale?" I asked.
"No sir." said Teresa. "At least not that I can tell. But it's like Wall Street and the Stock Markets: things are better when there's clarity and certainty."
"Well," I said, "the Town & County Council meets tomorrow, and will have their first executive session of the year. Maybe we'll learn something from that."
"There is one more thing, sir." said Teresa. "Physicals. Officer Barker's is coming due." Barker had been wounded during the 'Night of the Cobra' incident. (Author's note: 'Moonlight Shadow', Ch. 01.) " He never has recovered enough; his legs are too slow, and he won't pass."
"He can't do Desk Duty, and things like that?" asked Tanya.
"If he doesn't pass the physical, it won't matter." said Teresa, "As you know, only Captains and above are exempt from the physical fitness requirements." Tanya did know; one reason I'd gotten her promoted to Captain was so that she would be exempt.
"That's gonna suck." I said. "But it is what it is."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Sheriff Griswold came to Police Headquarters. The first thing he did was to come to my office. I stood as he entered the room.
"Good morning, Sheriff." I said. "Can I get you some coffee or water?"
"Har!" said Griswold. "Still trying to be a good asskisser! But no thanks, I'm good."
"Have a seat, sir." I said. "Nice new uniform, by the way."
The Sheriff was wearing a normal khaki shirt like all of the Deputies wore, with a single metal gold star on each shoulder to denote his rank as Sheriff. A silver-bordered red rectangle (Medal of Valor), gold-bordered blue rectangle (multiple Distinguished Service Awards), and silver-bordered purple rectangle (one Purple Order) were pinned just above the right shirt pocket, his name tag just below them. His badge was over the left shirt pocket.
What had changed was the pants. Instead of the normal same-colored khaki pants, the Sheriff was wearing brown pants, the same color as the jackets the Sheriff Department personnel wore on semi-formal to formal occasions. A twin line of thin light brown (khaki) piping went down the outside of each leg, just as I had a twin line of light blue piping on my darker blue pants. Deputies that were below Command Group/County Principal ranks had a thick line of light brown piping on their brown pants.
"Yeah, that's a change." said the Sheriff. "Everyone has brown pants already, for the most formal of uniforms. I always thought the khaki shirts -and- pants looked too much like those old Army tan uniforms. You remember those?"
"Yes sir." I said. "They were phased out in the late 1980s, I think."
"I think you're right." said Griswold. "Anyway, it always kind of bugged me, so I institute the switch to darker pants. The uniforms look good, it feels like a fresh start, and everyone seems to like them."
"You had a bee in your bonnet about them for decades," I said with a grin, "and now you can do something about it."
"Didn't you know that's why I ran for Sheriff, just to change the uniforms?" Griswold quipped. We both chuckled at that. Then he got down to business: "So how did it go in Southport over the weekend?" I filled him in on most of the details, omitting the name of the murderer.
He said "And you and Nash administered crowbar beatdowns to those dirty bastard Agents that tried to come in here and arrest you that time, and you forced the EAD to retire. About damn time you took care of him. The Deputy Director and I were wondering how long that was going to take."
"I was a bit surprised he went along with it." I said. "I was almost relieved of my duties as an FBI Consultant, too. Kelly Carnes would've just loved that."
"Heh." said the Sheriff. "Well, if she thought about it, she'd be begging you to go off and do FBI stuff more often. She's got a full agenda of being an 'obstructionist' against anything Allgood wants to do. As to the EAD... I suspect he was happy enough to retire and get out of the Game with his reputation and pension intact. I'm hearing that it's getting really ugly in Washington in the FBI, very politicized."
"I agree with you on that." I said.
"Another thing I came here to talk about, so we can have privacy..." Griswold said... I turned on the bug-killer, showing I'd gotten his 'hint'. "... is that the Governor called me over the weekend, ostensibly to ask about my wife's health. He also said that things are at more of a standstill in the Legislature than they've ever been, and early Budget talks have stalled from the get-go. But what her really wanted to talk about was that something is going on, that the Democrats are preparing something, and it's not subpoenas for his medical exams. Something big."
"Hmmm." I said. "I've heard other things along those lines, too." I told him about Priya being called to Midtown.
"Well, if you get a clue before it goes public, let me know so I can tell Val." Griswold said. "Between you and me, Crowbar, I think it's going to get really bad in Midtown in the next few months. The Dems were stung by losing the State Senate and not getting anything out of the Mullen Report. They're going to go 'scorched earth' on Val... and possibly you by association."
"Bring 'em on." I said. "I'm just sitting here twiddling my thumbs right now. Nothing else to do." The Sheriff emitted the longest, loudest guffaw of a laugh that I'd ever heard from him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later I had another visitor. Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI graced my doorway, and then one of my 'hot chairs'.
"What brings you up here?" I asked.
"I live here now, like you do." said Muscone. He then gave a little grin at me.
"Okay, you're getting a change of shirts." I said. "What else?"
"Not much gets by you." said Muscone. "First, it's going well in Southport." Muscone said. "Eugene Graham and Martin Nash are working over the four guys we think were in the bank robbery ring. We got Dave Dunn, by the way. Ruger and Wesson of the Midtown P.D. caught up to him and arrested him. Federal Marshals brought him to Southport this morning."
"Good." I said. "Why did he run?"
"They asked him." said Muscone. "He took the Fifth immediately upon his arrest, and his lawyer did not deign to answer for him. Near as I can tell, he's smart enough to realize the murder was going to open the whole can of worms, and he thought he might be charged with the murder of McCovey... which is possible, I guess."
"I can't wait to see the proof of that." I said.
"Yeah, yeah." said Muscone. "I know you know who did it. I finally found Tiffany Grundfeld's first marriage certificate, too. It was on paper, there was no digital record of it. I honestly don't know how people did it in the pre-digital era."
I smiled. "Well, I have nothing more to say on it, unless an innocent person gets charged with the crime. And if you can get someone to turn on his comrades and come correct about the bank robberies, I'll look forward to the results of all that."
"Yeah," said Muscone, "I don't think I'm going to waste any more time on it, either. The Merchant Marine need good people. And by the way, Parsons and Rovers are being transferred out. Parsons is going to Washington, D.C. I'm not sure who is getting the better of that deal; Parsons will be right at home in that Swamp. And Rovers is probably going to New York, or maybe Dallas."
"Who are you bringing in?" I asked. "Ted Crenshaw?"
"Not much gets past you." Muscone said with a little grin. "Yes, I think he's ready to be a Supervisory Agent, and with his knowledge of Organized Crime he'd be a great asset down there. I also contacted Special Agent Tim Jenkins, who helped Cindy with those videotapes of Teresa's race. He wants to be on an Organized Crime track, so I offered him a job in Southport, and he took it."
"Good." I said. "It's working out all the way around."
"Yes, it is." said Muscone, "So... which of those perps would you try to break, and convince to turn on his buddies of the bank gang?"
"I dunno." I said. "Jace McPherson has the most-likely-to-succeed charges against him. But he's probably going to be the toughest one to break. I never saw Dunn, nor Sage. Grundfeld has his wife to protect, or at least he thinks so... maybe give him immunity?"
"That may well be the answer." said Muscone. "Anyway, the big shock in Washington is the retirement of the EAD. No one saw that coming. The good news is that they're not in a hurry to fill the spot, and in the meantime I've been assigned directly to the new Deputy Director. His nomination is going to Congress next week. He was a great field operative, he's solid, politically neutral, and won't brook too much crap from the Swamp Frogs. As proof of that, Senator Samuel Russell has already come out against him."
"Speaking of Russell," I asked, "how did the extradition of him go?"
"Badly." said Muscone. "Congress wasn't out of session long enough. The judge in D.C. wouldn't expedite the hearing, and now the new Congress is in session. We can't touch the bastard right now. U.S. Senators really are above the law."
"Especially former Senators and Secretaries of State that make uranium deals with the Russians, get people killed in raids on our Embassy in Libya, and so on." I said.
"Exactly." said Muscone. "Anyway, I'll leave the politics to politicians like Sheriff Griswold. I came to ask about the murder in Valley Villages. Retired Army Sergeant?"
"Yes." I said. "Friend of Jerome Davis's father, too. Jerome and I stopped by on the way home last night, but I didn't see anything that was particularly helpful in finding the killer or even the reason for the killing."
"So why was the Army CID there?" asked Jack.
"How did you know about that?" I asked.
"They called me, as the SAC (Special Agent In Charge) for this area." Muscone said. "They said they're looking at it to make sure military veterans and retirees aren't being targeted because they were once in the military, maybe an act of domestic terrorism, and there's a lot of military retirees at Valley Villages now. I told them I didn't know anything about it and would get back to them."
"All I know," I said, "is that the CID's name was CW3 Logan. You can probably get his number from Sheriff Dodge down there if you give him a call."
"I'll do that." said Muscone. "So---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal cellphone. And on the line was State Senator Moe Molinari.
"Hello, Commander Troy." he said. "I'd like to invite you to lunch at the Town & County Luigi's. They have a new chef, and Senator Cerone and I will be trying out the new lasagna recipe."
"Certainly, Senator." I said. "Mind if I bring Commander Ross along?"
"Oh, by all means, please do." Molinari said. We made our goodbyes and disconnected.
"Hmm, that was Moe Molinari." I said. "The State and Local buzz is that something is going on in the Legislature. I think I'm about to find out what it is..."
Part 18 - Lunch at Luigi's
"Hey." I said as I appeared in Cindy's office doorway, which was open. She waved me in, then hung up the phone upon which she'd been talking.
"Whassup?" she asked.
"Let's have lunch." I said. "Luigi's."
Cindy winced. "Ouch." she said. "I just told Callie I was coming up to see Betsy. You know how Laura had that back room for Carole and Jim? She set it up again so Callie can keep Betsy there."
"I understand." I said. "You might want to call her back and tell her you'll be late. The lunch invitation is from Moe Molinari, and Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone will be there, too. I think we're about to find out what's going on in Midtown..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I changed into civilian clothes, mostly black, me sporting the beige trenchcoat with my Tilley hat, both of us with our badges on our belts and our guns under our jackets under our armpits. We drove to Luigi's on the River in my Police SUV, and were escorted to the private room upstairs.
"Ah, Commander Troy, Commander. Ross." said Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, rising from the table as we came in. "Thank you so much for coming." He shook hands with me, then as he shook Cindy's hand he said "Ms. Ross, I am so happy to hear of your new baby. Congratulations!"
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said. "How'd you hear about that?" No, she didn't like it that a well-connected man like Cerone knew of her family addition.
"Ah, your friend Ms. Priya Ajmani told Senator Woodburn," said Cerone, "and Senator Woodburn mentioned what a lovely child Commander Ross had adopted at one of our Democrat Caucus planning sessions."
"I congratulate you also." said Moe Molinari, shaking her hand. "And congratulations to you, Commander Troy, upon that exciting win by your Wildcats in the Rose Bowl game."
"Thank you!" I said enthusiastically. "That really was awesome. And having Jamaal Washington come by and put a Heisman Trophy on my desk was also exciting."
"I'll bet it was." said Cerone. "And how is young Derrick Waters doing?"
"Better." said Cindy. "The doctors think he'll walk again, but it's a slow process."
"Splendid." said Molinari. "Please, both of you, have a seat. We've already ordered the lasagna, and we have unsweet tea here, as well."
"You're very kind." I said as we sat down. "So. I've been busy. How are things in Midtown?"
"Yes, I heard of your visit to Southport." said Cerone. "Mr. Taggart and Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo were very impressed with you. My friend Mr. DeAngelo is a very good judge of character, he has a nose for such things."
"And I appreciate their cooperation while I was looking into that murder." I said.
"You asked about Midtown." said Molinari. "That's why I invited you here today. Oh, here's the lasagna..."
We all dug in. I did not think it was possible for the lasagna to get better. I was wrong; it was possible.
"This is delicious." I said. "My compliments to your chef, Mr. Cerone."
"I agree." said Molinari. "Excellent!"
"The entire lunch caucus agrees." said Cindy. "It's wonderful. I'd ask for the recipe, but you'd have to kill me if you gave it to me." Both Legislators laughed heartily at that.
After we were (mostly) done eating, Molinari said "Commander Troy, Mr. Cerone and I have a small wager. The loser has to pay for this lunch. I am betting you can answer the question I'm about to ask, and Mr. Cerone believes you will not be able to. The question is: exactly how much money was in last year's State Budget for highway construction?"
Cindy was in a bit of shock. "To the penny?" she asked.
"Why, yes." said Molinari. "To the penny." He then turned to look at me, as did the others. I knew something was up with that question. I thought about it...
"Ohhhh." I said as it hit me. Then I frowned as I exclaimed "OH!" A second later I said "I see what you're saying. The answer is... zero dollars and zero cents."
Molinari grinned. Cerone said "I don't mind losing that one, and paying for lunch, especially as it's my restaurant. But you see the problem, Commander."
"Yes." I said, my mood a lot lower now. "Yes I do."
"Clue me in." said Cindy, showing an ease of manner I hadn't seen from her in a long time. Maybe ever.
"I haven't read the State Constitution in a while," I said, "but if memory serves me correctly..."
"And it always does." Cindy said, as if on cue.
I smiled, then said "I believe the wording regarding the Budget is that if one is not passed in the three months of the session of the Legislature, the numbers from the previous year's budget are used. But last year there was no budget! Y'all didn't pass one. It doesn't say 'the previous budget' or 'the last budget passed'. So if you don't pass one this year... there will be no money funding anything in the State government."
"You're on it." said Molinari.
"Wait." Cindy said. "The money won't just continue from the last Budget you did pass?"
"That is the legal issue, my dear." said Molinari. "Let me explain from the beginning. Unlike the Federal Congress and the U.S. Supreme Court, the State Constitution allows direct referrals from one branch of State Government to another. The State Supreme Court did that last November, when they suspended Judge Nance and referred him to the Legislature for impeachment."
Molinari: "The Legislature, in turn, can ask the State Supreme Court for a direct ruling on a legal issue, instead of winding through the full Court system. If either House of the Legislature votes to send a referral or a request for a State Constitutional interpretation to the State Supreme Court, the Court can convene and their ruling will be binding like any State Supreme Court ruling."
Cerone picked it up: "Senator Katherine Woodburn of your District, and House Ways and Means Chairman Elijah McKinney of Southport, are going to get referrals passed in each Chamber to have the State Supreme Court rule definitively on that Budget clause. If they rule that the letter of the Law is that it's based on last year's Budget, and that no Budget last year means no money at all this year... then we must pass a Budget, or there will be an unmitigated disaster in this State."



"You can't issue bonds?" Cindy asked.
"Doesn't matter." I said. "If they don't pass a budget, they can't spend a dime of it."
"With all due respect to Senator Cerone, here," asked Cindy, "it sounds like the Democrats are going to be the ones pushing this. But won't it hurt them, too, if a Budget is not passed?"
"That's a very good question. We could use you in Midtown." Cerone said. As Cindy shook her platinum blonde head in vigorous disagreement, making Cerone chuckle, he said "Katherine Woodburn believes, and she may well be right, that with the help of the Press all of this can be blamed fully on Governor Val Jared."
"At the least," continued Moe Molinari, "she and others believe that the Governor cannot make an obstinate stand for things like crackdowns on Illegal Immigration into the State or destroying the SBI-NTF, as the Governor wants to do. They believe that if the State Supreme Court rules like they want... and Mr. Cerone and I agree that they will rule that way... then they can hang it over the Governor's head like the Sword of Damocles."
"I believe the Court will rule that way, too." I said. "and it won't just be Democrats pushing for it, Cindy. Establishment Republicans like Wilson Hammonds will be all too eager to help do this, to turn the screws on Governor Jared."
"Yes, they will." said Molinari. "So, Commander Ross... what do you think of the SBI-NTF? Keep it, or get rid of it?"
"I think... whatever Commander Troy thinks." said Cindy adroitly. Both men broke out laughing.
"Very wise." said Cerone. "We really do need you in Midtown."
I wagged a finger at Cerone. "You will not steal my Police partner from me, sir." Both men laughed heartily again. Then dessert was brought out, and we discussed what to do as we finished off our excellent meal...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," I said as we drove towards Campus after lunch was over, "you added two very powerful names to your fan club today. They loved you."
"They love you, too." Cindy said.
"They respect me." I said. "And partly because they fear me. But Cerone wasn't kidding; he'd love to have you in Midtown, either on his or someone's staff, or as a Legislator."
"Noooooo." said Cindy. "My path is a different one."
We got to the Psychology Building, and I parked next to Laura's car. We went in and up to her office. Callie and Betsy were delighted to see Cindy. Laura was delighted to see me.
"How's my baby? How's my girl?" Cindy asked Betsy as Callie held the baby, who beamed at Cindy and giggled happily.
And I realized that this was why Cindy was so at ease, and so happy. Motherhood was suiting her very, very well...
Part 19 - New Charges, New Hires
At 2:00pm, still Monday, January 14th, District Attorney Miriam Walters held a Press Conference at City Hall.
"I am announcing today," said Walters, "that the District Attorney's Office is re-filing criminal charges against Gayle Tunnin for making maliciously false statements against then-Sheriff Daniel A. Allgood, and conspiring to politically harm him with those false allegations. I have asked for an arrest warrant for Ms. Tunnin, which Deputy Sheriffs will execute upon it being issued."
"Will you be filing charges against Della Harlow?" shouted Bettina Wurtzburg.
"We're still considering charges against Ms. Harlow." said Walters. "We'll make that determination soon, and take the proper steps based upon our decision."
"Ms. Walters, did Commander Troy pressure you into doing this?" asked Amber Harris.
"Don't be stupid, Harris." Walters said coldly. "Commander Troy did not pressure me to do anything, and he couldn't pressure me if he wanted to. I answer to the People of this County and to upholding the Rule of Law and the Constitution of the United States. I work with Commander Troy to prosecute criminals that he arrests, but I don't work for him, nor him for me. You can take your biased agenda elsewhere, Ms. Harris; I'll have no part of it."
The Press was seeing that they had a new Enemy, and resolved to put D.A. Walters in her place...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, I was calling the Sheriff of Rivers County. "Sheriff Dodge," I said, "I reviewed everything your people found at the Crime Scene. It's hard to know if anything was taken, since we don't know what was there to begin with, but I'm thinking Master Sergeant Terhune either learned something that was fatal for him to know, or saw something he wasn't supposed to see."
"Sounds about right." said Sheriff Dodge. "I appreciate you taking the time to help."
"No problem." I said. "Oh... just one question... why was the Army CID there?"
"What they told me," said the Sheriff, "was that with all the military retirees here, they wanted to make sure military personnel weren't being targeted by domestic terrorists or crazies like that. And we can't totally rule that out yet."
"Sound reasonable." I said. "Thank you, Sheriff. And if you come up with anything, I'd appreciate it if you give me a call."
"I will." said the Sheriff. "And again, thank you for your time looking into it." We made our goodbyes and disconnected.
As I hung up my phone, I sat back and reflected. Something wasn't right. Maybe I was getting used to Sheriffs and other LEOs being hostile, but this Sheriff's cooperation and friendliness just didn't seem right. Bad of me to think that way, I thought to myself. Still, I just had that nagging feeling...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I accepted Harold Bennett's resignation with great reluctance." said State Attorney General Karl Handel, outright lying with smooth, practiced oiliness, "but I am extremely pleased to announce the new State Department of Justice Regional Director for the Northwest sector will be... Gil Krasney."
The audience there, all supporters of the Establishment, haters of Val Jared and the Grassroots, applauded as Gil Krasney came out and shook Handel's hand. Handel then continued: "Mr. Krasney's sterling record as District Attorney of the Town & County gives me great confidence that he will continue that success at the State level. Welcome aboard, Gil!"
"Thank you, Karl, I'm honored to accept this position and be a part of your great team." said Krasney. Smooth and oily. Smooth and oily...
Part 20 - House Decor
Todd and Teresa had begun moving into their new home, the one built next to The Cabin, over the past week, with the major furniture being moved over the weekend while I was in Southport. Teresa asked me if I'd like to stop by for a preview before the housewarming party that would soon be coming up. I took some stuff to The Cabin, then stopped by the new Burke abode.
The driveway came up to the right side of the house, which was south as the crow flies. A walkway led around front to a semi-circular portico with four columns that went into the front door. Another walkway went around back to stairs to a deck that was not wider then the walkway; it was meant solely as a fire escape. The view from it was the mountain, and there was virtually no backyard.
"Hi, Uncle Don." Todd said as I drove up and parked. When I got out of my Police SUV, two little boys, Doug and little Todd, proceeded to assault a Police Officer by trying to tackle my legs.
"Hi guys." I said, bending over and patting them on their backs. "Hi, Todd. How are you liking the new house?"
"It's a great living space." Todd said.
Teresa had come out, and she took charge (as usual). "Hi Don." she said. "Come on in through the garage, and I'll start the tour with the kitchen." I followed her inside, with Todd and the boys horsing around as they eventually followed us inside.
The little anteroom we stepped into had a pantry closet, a washer and dryer behind folding doors towards the end, and another small closet to store cleaning supplies and the vacuum cleaner.
The kitchen was on the right, the window over the sink showing the mountainside; not much view there. It was a decently large kitchen, with an island (I was jealous of that), and with the open floor concept the counters looked into the living room and dining room. The dining suite was in the room to the left (front of house) of the kitchen. The living room seemed long and narrow, and the frame/arch showed the foyer, where the front door was.
One reason the living room was so narrow was because the stairs started up towards the garage/kitchen end of the house, then turned left at the landing and went on up. A coat closet was under that upper portion of stairs, making use of all of the available space.
Behind all that, in back of the house, parallel to the living room, was the den. It was paneled, but that paneling looked really good, and gave the room a really nice 'home' feel. There was a sliding glass door to the concrete slab under the back deck, where outdoor grilling could be done. Teresa said that the windows of the door were bulletproof, and she showed me a concealed place in the wall that hid a folding metal slat door that could be pulled across and secured to help stop intruders from getting in.
The den had bookshelves, more comfortable furniture, a big TV against the side wall that was opposite the kitchen, and a fireplace. Little Jack Burke was watching TV in the room now, I suspected this room would see a lot of play by three boys in the coming years. It also felt very long and narrow.
Teresa led me down the hallway to the left (north) side of the house. There were windows along the left wall, which looked out over the front lawn, such as it was. "This is weird, but we decided to make the office and bathroom larger, and this house isn't very deep because of the mountainside. So the front side of the house is the hallway."
"Neat." I said as we came to the first door to our right. It was an office space, and it shared a wall with the north side of the den. The desk that had been in my father's den in Apple Grove, which Todd had brought to our Town & County, was in there now, and already had papers all over it. Todd did not take after his grandfather (nor his uncle) in meticulous tidiness of his desk.
I also noted that the dimensions of the room seemed a little 'off'. And then I realized that there was a concealed safe room somewhere around here. Smart thinking, I thought to myself.
Next to the office was a bathroom suite, and I noticed it was fully handicapped-accessible. There were doors to the hallway and to the bedroom at the far left (north) end of the house. Teresa led me into that bedroom. It was large and had two queen size beds, and windows to the front and back yards. The bed on the right (back side) had a big vertical bar that was embedded in the wall, and the bed had metal sidebars that could be lifted into place. Teresa had been thinking of Tanya and 'just in case' possibilities when she had this room and its bathroom built.
We made our way back down the hall and up the main staircase. At the top, I noticed the hallway went along the back of the house, not above the first floor hallway that went along the front of the house. And to the right was the door to the back deck, which was there mostly to have a fire escape.
To the left was the door to Todd and Teresa's master bedroom, which covered the right front of the house, and had the two windows that looked over the front yard. Teresa first led me down the hallway going back south.
"I've never liked having bedrooms over a garage or the kitchen, because of possible fire hazards." Teresa said. "So there is nothing over the garage; it sticks out to the side. And this room over the kitchen is a storage space." She opened the door and showed a room that was barely finished, and had a lot of 'stuff' in it.
Then she took me down the hall, which was against the back wall of the house. At the far end were two small bedrooms, which were over the big bedroom on the first floor. Another bedroom was nearer the central stairs. Between that bedroom and the front corner bedroom was a bathroom with two sinks on the right and the shower/bathtub at back left and the toilet at front left.
"This is going to be shared by no less than three boys as they grow up." Teresa said, with a touch of acerbity in her voice. "This may be my only real planning failure in all of this."
"You could run water pipes from the kitchen and put a bathroom in that storage room, in the part over the den." I said.
"Not a bad idea." said Teresa. "Okay, let me show you the master bedroom." She led me back to the master bedroom. Going in, the room stretched to our left. The king-size bed was against the wall. A large television monitor was on the credenza between the draped windows. On the far side were two doors, one at each end.
"Those doors are to walk-in closets, very much like what you have in your Cabin." Teresa said. "They goes along the length of the wall."
"And when you expand to fill all the space of both closets," I said with a grin, "Todd can create space in that storeroom for a closet for his stuff when y'all put in that extra bedroom."
"You sound like a married man, Commander Troy." Teresa said, giving it right back to me.
"Touché." I said.
The door was right on the wall going towards the front of the house. Almost immediately upon entering, there was a door that led to the bathroom. Two sinks then the toilet on the right, a shower on the left, and a hot tub wedged into the back left corner as one looked at it from the door. Nice and compact, almost cramped, I thought.
Further down the bedroom wall, there was a double door with glass panes in the wall to the right. Teresa opened these to reveal a sitting room, which was her office and private space. A desk was to the right, bookshelves on the opposite wall. And to the left were French doors leading to the deck that was the top of the portico of the front of the house.
"Interesting wall, there." I said, noticing the peculiar way the bookshelves were attached to the wall. "Made bulletproof?"
"Wow, you did see it. Nothing gets by you." Teresa said. "And you're right: this far wall, and by extension the wall of the foyer right below it, is reinforced and filled concrete, and it's no accident I put bookshelves and books there. If someone climbs up and comes in the outer doors and I need to shoot them, I'm aware that a child might be in the bedroom on the other side of that wall... and possibly in my line of fire. I'm hoping the concrete and the books will be enough to stop any bullets."
"The answer to that," I said, "is to get a 12-gauge shotgun and have it nearby. Someone comes through here, you can blast the shit out of them, and the pellets won't get through the reinforced wall."
"Good idea." said Teresa. "But I don't want to keep a loaded shotgun under the bed or in the corner on the floor where the boys can get to it. My service weapon in its holster stays with me, and the boys know to not even think about touching any of my Police gear. And we both know that a gun or shotgun in a lockbox or safe is worthless: not enough time to get to it if some amped-up thug is breaking in."
"Absolutely true." I said. "So maybe hang the shotgun on wall hooks above the door inside the closet, near the far side of the bed, there. And educate the heck out of the kids. I took the curiosity out of Carole and Jim and Molly's boys with some stern discussions."
"I'll talk to Todd." Teresa replied. "We'll figure it out. I do like the shotgun idea. Okay, now for the pièce de résistance." She opened the French doors and led me onto the deck.
"Not quite as big as your deck," Teresa said, "but I really like it. Have a seat." There were a couple of metal chairs against the walls, and we pulled them out to the middle and sat down.
"This is nice." I said. "Very, very nice." The view to the sides were really good. To the right I could see over University Memorial Stadium and the north side of Town, including the lights of the Water Works and the Fire Range. I could also see Daniel and Melina's house on the hillside.
The road that comes around the mountain from the Mountain Valley Golf Course and Sheriff Griswold's home was well below The Cabin's deck, and was still rising fairly steeply as it came north. The road's apex was just in front of Todd and Teresa's new home. A line of hedge bushes had been planted and would fill in to block the road's view. Todd's driveway came straight off the road then curled left. Mine angled in, making it a tough hairpin turn if I was coming to The Cabin from the Griswold home.
Right in that area was a bit of land in front of my driveway that had not been cleared, and some trees blocked the direct view between my deck and Teresa's. So as I looked left, I was a bit surprised that the view was not as open as I thought it'd be.
And right in front of Teresa's deck were some tall trees on the other side of the road that were blocking the view straight in front. If those weren't there, her view of the Town would be as breathtaking as the view on my deck.
"Any idea who owns the land on the other side of the road, here?" Teresa asked.
"The University." I said. "In fact, the land the Mountain Nest is on technically belongs to the University. Laura has a covenant with them. It's a lot like a condo. She owns the house and the lot, but the University has first rights to buy it if she wants to sell it. As to The Cabin, I own the land down the cliff to the road, then the Town & County has a right-of-way strip about ten feet in on the other side of the road, then it's the School's land the rest of the way down the mountain."
Teresa nodded, her mind storing that information away. "So, how do you like the house?" she asked.
"It's great." I said. "You put together a great design for such a narrow space, very ergonomic, and you put in a lot of thought into the safety features... including the safe room."
Teresa gave a hint of a smile. "You saw that, too, I guess." she said. "Do you have safe rooms in your houses?"
"My office in The Cabin is reinforced all the way around, so we could go in there." I said. "It might take a nuke to get in there. And if push came to shove, those narrow staircases I put in as fire escapes could be locked off. But I put more thought into fire retardants and fire escapes than safe rooms. Waking up to my house burning down with my family in it had a way of doing that." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 04.)
"I hear you." Teresa said. "Todd wanted a safe room in case someone tried to kidnap the kids. It wouldn't last all that long, but it'd give you and our Police Chief's Cavalry time to come and save us."
I grinned, then said "Not much parking, here, though. It's an issue at my Cabin next door, too. How is the BOW Enterprises CEO going to entertain?"
Just then, Todd appeared on the deck beside us. "That is a good question, Uncle Don." he said. "We've been talking about it, and we might keep the house in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, and rent it to BOW Enterprises. We can't sell it to the company, the Cloisters doesn't allow businesses to own homes, but we can sub it out. And we put the house up for sale a month ago, and have had no offers on it. Not one."
"The whole subdivision is that way." said Teresa. "Three families moved out, and their houses are sitting unsold, also."
"That bad, huh?" I asked.
"The stories about the lack of security are getting out." said Teresa. "And I don't know about the other houses, but we set a fairly steep price for ours. Maybe a Freudian slip on our part, eh?"
"We love this house as a living space." Todd said. "But we can entertain guests at the other place, let people stay there when visiting, if need be, go and let the boys swim in the Cloisters's pool in the summer..."
"It's an idea." I said.



"I just hate having to pay those HOA fees." said Teresa. "Which is why we built this house in the first place."
"The company can pay those, and we can write it off the taxes." said Todd.
"I still don't like paying them that amount of money for doing less than nothing." said Teresa.
"Still having those problems there?" I asked.
"Yep." said Teresa.
"Well," I said, "if you do the rental thing back to your company, then you still have legal standing to deal with them. Maybe we should start looking into them, eh? It's not like we have anything to do, these days..."
Teresa actually laughed at that, just as Sheriff Griswold had when I said that to him...
Part 21 - Epilogue
"Will Bowser be warm enough without a blanket?" Carole asked as I tucked her into bed. It was a clear cold night, with temperatures dipping to freezing.
"Oh yes." I said. "It's snug in that basket, and we have the heat on enough so he'll be all right."
"Good." said Carole. "Nite, Daddy. Nite, Bowser." she said as she settled in. I kissed her on the head, petted Bowser in his basket, which was his cue to get settled in, then went to Jim's room and said goodnight to him. Buddy was already dozing in his basket.
Once that was done, I went downstairs. Laura had a couple of drinks poured... and one for her, too. "Ah, thank you, honey." I said as I sat down next to her on the sofa against the wall. She cuddled up next to me, her luscious legs folded under her.
"How are you feeling?" Laura asked me. "You've had a long weekend, then a busy day today."
"I am tired, now that you mention it." I said.
"There's a rumor going around the University Faculty." said Laura. "They're saying that if they don't pass a Budget this year, there will be no money at all, and the State will shut down."
"I heard that, too." I said as I sipped my Scotch and Soda.
"Any truth to it?" Laura asked.
"I think it'll depend on a Court ruling." I said. "But yes, it's a very real possibility."
"I also heard," said Laura, "that you beat up another FBI Agent... but that was nothing compared to what Martin Nash did to somebody."
"Am I in trouble again?" I asked. Laura knew what I meant.
"No." Laura said. "You took care of the one man who was your possible problem, there: the EAD. The former Deputy Director and I were stunned he was so easily... persuaded... to retire. You must have some good pictures on him, like you do on most of the Press." 
I smiled. "Well... to be fair, the EAD is far more honest than the Press. And no, I didn't have pictures. He didn't want to fight the fight, especially since to do so would put him on the side of the Swamp Frogs." I finished my Scotch and Soda, and poured the other drink, which was neat Scotch, into the first glass.
"That's what William (the DepDirector) thought, too." said Laura. "He's beginning to be glad he's retired and away from all that, himself. As am I."
"Yes, it's getting rough in Washington." I said. "But it's getting rough here, too. I suspect my attention will be fully upon our Town & County, going forward."
"Good." said Laura. I felt her hand slowly moving across my abdomen. "But your attention better be closer to home for the next few minutes... a lot closer to home."
I turned and kissed my wife on her lips, a soft, warm kiss. "Maybe even as close as our bedroom?" I said.
"Mmm hmm." purred Laura.
"Well then..." I said. "Let's go..." We turned out all the downstairs lights and headed for the bedroom...
Finis.
... for now. This will continue in the next story...
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Part 1 - Prologue
"And then there are heroes of other sorts
Like the heroes we know from watching sports
But a hero doesn't have to be a grown up person, you know
A hero can be a very big dog
Who comes to your rescue
Or a very little boy who's smart enough to know what to do"
------- Schoolhouse Rock, 'My Hero, Zero'
Wednesday, January 16th. Mrs. Thomas's class filed into the library of Eastside Elementary School and sat down on the floor in front of the large flat-screen television monitor in the back right corner. In the back right of the library room was an office space, with the door next to the monitor. The computer feeding the monitor was in that office.
Yvonne Newton was the librarian. She'd gotten her old job with the School System back when this spot had opened up. She started the video in the office, then came back out and went to the main desk. The video began, showing Marcie Harper beginning a simple math lesson on addition with double digit numbers, including 'carrying the one' to the next column.
Marcie Harper had brown hair that was styled straight down on all sides like a dome, and bangs over her eyes. Her face was a bit longer than a circle, a.k.a. oval-"ish". Her body was slender-ish and she wasn't very tall, which was good for television purposes.
She taught her ten to twelve minute lessons in what looked like a classroom. There was a desk with a monitor, computer, and mouse on the left, a chalkboard behind her that she used while teaching. Above the chalkboard were placards, each with a blue train on it going from right to left, and a letter of the alphabet was on each train's side. An analog clock on the wall at the left upper corner, near the corner of the chalkboard, showed the time of day.
After a few minutes, Carole Troy got up and walked over to the desk. "Ms. Newton," she said, "can you call my dad? There's something wrong on the video."
"Carole," said the teacher Mrs. Thomas, "you need to sit back down with the class."
"Please, Ms. Newton?" Carole persisted. "Something's wrong!"
"Carole," said Yvonne Newton, "even if something's wrong, why would you want to call your dad?"
"Because my dad is the Police." said Carole. "And something's really wrong."
As Yvonne Newton picked up the phone, Mrs. Thomas said "Ms. Newton, you can't call her father for something like this."
Yvonne replied "You do know who her father is, don't you? And she's really asking us to call the Police..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came into the library room as the kids were being lined up to walk back to their classroom. "It's the Iron Crowbar!" yelled Jameis excitedly. He came up to high-five me, and did not pull his hand away as he'd done on the first day of school. We high-fived.
"Hi kids." I said. I ended up going down the line high-fiving them all, which made them very happy, and my hands very sticky. When I got to Carole, I said "You come with me."
"Commander," said Mrs. Thomas, "Carole has to go back to class."
"Oh, I'll bring her back." I said. The teacher was clearly unhappy with that as Carole led me to the main desk.
"Hello, Yvonne." I said as I availed myself of some alcohol gel to clean up my hands. "What's the problem?"
"Carole asked me to call you." said Yvonne. "It's about the Marcie Harper video they were watching."
"There's something wrong on it, Daddy." Carole said.
"Okay, let's go watch it." I said. We went into the office area and sat in front of the computer and it's monitor. The chair was one of those metal rotating high chairs, with a metal ring footrest. I sat down and Carole stood on that footrest in front of me. Julie brought up the URL to the video, and we began watching.
"There it is!" Carole said after a few minutes. I stopped the video. "See?" Carole said. "The mouse changed color! And the trains over the board are different!"
I looked closely, then rewound and brought it forward. Marcie Harper had asked a question for the students to discuss and the video faded to black for a second, then came back up. When it did, the mouse on the desk had changed color from blue to green. And the placards of the trains above the chalkboard were different; some of the train wheels were almost solid black instead of white with black rims, and one had a puff of smoke coming from the smokestack.
"Wow, Carole." I said. "You're right. There's something going on, there." I started the video again and after three minutes, Marcie Harper asked another question and the tape faded, then came back up again. Now the mouse was blue again, and the trains had white wheels with black rims, and none had puffs of smoke.
"What is it?" asked Yvonne.
"I'm not sure." I said. "But you were right to call me. Tell you what, I'll take Carole back to class, then come back and ask some more questions, okay?"
Part 2 - Video Views
When I took Carole back to her classroom, the principal, Mr. Butler, was in the hallway outside the door, along with a School Security man, who was an off-duty TCPD Officer, and Mrs. Thomas.
"Hello, Sims." I said to the Officer.
"Commander?" said a startled Sims. "It's your daughter they're talking about?"
"If you mean Carole, here, then yes." I said, "Carole, go on back into your class."
"Okay." said Carole. "Bye, Daddy." I returned the salutation as Carole went into the classroom.
"I'll handle this, Mrs. Thomas." said the principal. She went back into the classroom. Mr. Butler turned to me and said "I'm sorry you were disturbed, Commander. You should not have been called."
"Au contraire, Mr. Butler." I said. "My daughter was correct to ask for me to be called, and Ms. Newton was correct to call me. They have alerted me to a possible serious issue."
"Even so, Commander," said the principal, "we don't, and we can't, allow parents to be called upon just any whim of the child."
"I do not agree." I said. "First of all, if a child asks for their parents to be called, I'd suggest doing so if it's for any good reason. Second, in my daughter's case, she was not asking for me to be called as her father, but as the Police. And I fully expect that no problems will come to either my daughter or Ms. Newton as a result. If you'll excuse me, I have a criminal investigation to begin. Carry on, Sims."
With that, I walked back down the hallway and back to the library, leaving behind a speechless school principal...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, how do I get more of these videos?" I asked Yvonne.
"You can't, Commander." said Yvonne. "They put one up each week, we show it to the kids, then they replace it the next week. There's no access that I know of to previous videos on the website."
"Hmmm." I said. "I'm going to copy this one manually, then." I took out my Police iPhone and turned on the video recorder, then set it up to record off the computer as I played the video again.
"While that's running," I said, "tell me the routine of Ms. Marcie Harper's videos."
"They make one every week, and it's available Wednesday through Friday." said Yvonne. "They're mostly on math or word subjects, and on some rare occasions they may put up a second video, in which case we get an email about it."
"So there's no way at all to get back copies?" I asked.
"Not that I know of." said Yvonne. "Unless someone is making copies. But that's actually hard to do with the encryption they have on the software. Your iPhone may be the only way that works."
"Is Marcie Harper part of the school system?" I asked.
"No," said Yvonne, "she was a schoolteacher, but she left to begin making these videos. They're good, and the kids love them, so many of the State school systems have bought subscriptions. This is her third school year of doing them, I was told."
"Oh, so she doesn't repeat old ones each school year." I said. "Every one is completely new?"
"As far as I know." said Yvonne. "The date is written on the chalkboard, so it would be obvious if they sent a repeat video."
"That's true. And that's very interesting." I said. I checked on my recording, which was finished. It had worked, though sometimes the video got staticky as if the Slender Man were present, as the video encryption was trying to beat my recorder's ability to record through it. But I had enough to work with.
I thanked Yvonne, told her to let me know if anyone tried to cause her trouble over calling me, and also told her to not discuss the specifics of what we'd found today. Then I went back to my office at Headquarters.
Part 3 - First Salvos
"Guess I got the idea right here at school.
Felt like a fool when they called my name,
Talkin' about the government and how it's arranged,
Divided in three like a circus.
Ring one, Executive,
Two is Legislative, that's Congress.
Ring three, Judiciary.
See it's kind of like my circus, circus."
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'Three Ring Government'
And boy! was Schoolhouse Rock right about Government being a frickin' circus!
When I got back to Headquarters around 11:15am, Deputy Chief Cindy Ross was waiting to pounce. Green Crowbar followed Red Crowbar into my office. I had her sit down.
"Did you hear the news?" she asked.
"No." I said.
Cindy took the remote, turned on my television monitor, and switched to the one of the two internal Police channels. She then asked me to have the MCD DVR piped into this monitor using the system Myron had installed over the past few months.
It was an SNN broadcast, and blonde reporterette Jenna James was reporting: "State House Democrats passed a resolution yesterday asking the State Supreme Court for a ruling on a key clause of the State Constitution. The State Senate passed a separate resolution today which covered the same question."
"The Legislature did not pass a budget last year." explained Jenna. "The State Constitution states that if a Budget is not passed this year, then spending would revert to, and I quote, 'the previous year's budget'. But without that previous year's budget, no budget this year would mean that there can be no spending on anything beginning July 1st. Roll tape."
Tape rolled showing Katherine Woodburn explaining in an interview room somewhere: "It is our contention that if we do not have a Budget this year, if Val Jared vetoes the Budget we pass, then there will be a State Government shutdown beginning July 1st. A total shutdown; no money can be spent on anything. We have asked the State Supreme Court to clarify the State Constitution's wording on that."
Back to Jenna: "The State Supreme Court will convene tomorrow morning to discuss this, as well as hear other cases that are coming to them."
The DVR ended there. Cindy turned off the monitor. "Well, the first shot across the bow has been fired." she said.
"So it has." I said. "I told Chief------ er, Sheriff Griswold about our lunch with Molinari and Cerone, and I would imagine he passed on the information to the Governor.. which is what they hoped we'd do when they told us about it."
"Is that why they told us?" Cindy asked. "I was wondering about that."
"That was some of it." I said. "They're also keeping us in the loop for the day they'll come begging us to tell them how to get out of the mess they're in over it."
"By 'us', you mean 'you', of course." Cindy replied. "And don't take this the wrong way, Don... but why do they come to you, of all people?"
I smiled, understanding of what she was asking. "I dunno, really. Part of it is they want me to give them a solution, then they'll take credit if it works but blame me if it doesn't. But why specifically me?" I shrugged my shoulders.
"So what is your solution to this going to be?" Cindy asked.
"I dunno." I said. "I know what I would do, but I'm not in charge... thank God. And you're more of a political atheist than I am... what would you do?"
Cindy thought about it, then said "I'd have to think a lot more on it." she said. "In the meantime, is everything okay at Carole's school?"
"I want you to keep this under your hat." I said. "I'm telling you in case something wet happens to me, but let's keep it under wraps." I showed her the video, which I'd put into the evidence servers, and gave her the Marcie Harper backstory.
"That is strange," Cindy said, "but nothing illegal about it."
"Vee shall see." I said in my 'German' accent. "Carole got a vibe about it the second she saw it, and when I saw it I thought it was strange, also. I mean... why do that? Why change the mouse and a few placards for a few minutes, then change them back?"
"Just look at previous videos, and see what's going on there." Cindy said.
"And that's another thing about all this." I said. "There is no access to previous videos, either on the school system website, Marcie Harper's website, or the State Education System's website. I did Google and DuckDuckGo searches to see if any old pages were saved. Two came up, but the videos don't work on either one; the content has been taken down."
"Marcie wants to get paid for her content." said Cindy. "So she's protecting it."
"Well, that may be the case, but it's strange." I said. "And they make new ones every time, rather than recycle old ones. That's a lot of extra work for nothing. So yeah... I'm going to do some digging, and see what I find."
"You must be really bored." Cindy said as she got up. "You are looking for cases... in all the wrong places." My eyes cut over to her, and she took that as her cue to leave and go back to her office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone called me and offered to buy me lunch at the Cop Bar. Of course I accepted. We sat in the second room, the 'old back room' before the remodeling. Jack ordered the Double Cheeseburger plate, and I had the Breakfast Burger plate.
"Things are going very well in Southport." said Jack. "Crenshaw is going to take the Supervisory Agent job down there, and Tim Jenkins has accepted a transfer to there. And even better... someone cracked. Guess who it was?"
"The logical choice would be Don Grundfeld." I said. "But that gleam in your eye suggests it wasn't. So I'd suggest Jace McPherson."
"Four hundred years ago..." said Jack "Seriously, you're right, it was McAllen, a.k.a. McPherson. I think his attorney told him Grundfeld was about to take the deal, and that he really needed to cut a deal himself. And he was really feeling the heat over the money laundering charges; Nash was really good in pressuring him on that."
"So you're charging the other guys?"
"We're going to try to." said Muscone. "The U.S. Attorney is very, very skeptical, though. We were hoping to charge them with murder in the commission of a felony for the killing of the pharmacist during one of their robberies. But I guess you can see the problems, there?"
"A bunch of problems." I said. "First, the Feds don't have jurisdiction, since it wasn't a bank robbery."
"We're hoping to apply some Federal charges due to the narcotics they stole." said Muscone.
"Even if you get that, murder is not a Fed offense but a State one." I said. "And that mixing of jurisdictions might be a problem for the murder-in-the-commission try. Your bet there would be for Southport to handle it... oh, you can't do that if the crime was in Turpin Heights, which is in the State to our south. So you need to go to them to bring charges and try it."
"Yep, you're getting there." said Muscone. "You're right that murder is a State crime, normally, and Southport is not the jurisdiction. But we're going to try to go the Federal route, and also get 'continuing mischief' because they were laundering money through the gambling. It's going to be complex."
"And it's interesting to me," I said, "in the way watching two Grandmasters play chess is interesting to me... I'll enjoy seeing what legal decisions come out of it, but in the end the Grandmasters will agree to a draw, and I suspect your legal cases might have hard mountains to climb."
"That's true." said Muscone "So... what do you think about this State Budget business?"
"Between you, me, and the double cheeseburgers," I said, "if the State Supreme Court rules they have to have a Budget passed this year... it's going to be a seriously ugly situation, and a huge threat to the People of this State... and most of them have no idea how bad the threat is going to be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch I stopped by Sheriff Griswold's office in City Hall, as he had requested for me to do.
"Have a seat, Crowbar." he said as I came in and looked around the office. He'd hung up his citations from when he'd been a Police Officer, and there were pictures of him and his wife, a young Charlie and the now-famous one of him, Charlie, and the Governor in the Hospital, and a framed woven icon of the Clan of the Crowbar which I'd given him for Christmas. I'd also given Teresa, Todd, and Teddy Franklin similar woven icons.
"I just wanted to tell you," he said, "that the Governor appreciates you letting me, and therefore him, know about the Legislature's plans regarding that State Constitutional clause. It's given him and his team time to formulate plans of action."
"Is he going to oppose it in the State Supreme Court?" I asked.
"No, he's all for it." the Sheriff said, which shocked me for a second.
"Oh." I said, realizing it after a moment's thought. "He thinks he can win with it, just like Woodburn thinks she can beat him over the head with it."
"Not much gets past you, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "Yes, he thinks that since he's a lame duck with nothing to lose, it's the politicians of both parties that stand to lose the most. You think he's right?"
"No sir." I said. "It's the People of the State who will suffer the most. This situation is a very real and present danger to us ordinary folks if a Budget is not passed."
I don't think Chief Griswold expected that out of me. "Surely you're not suggesting that Val should compromise his principles, are you?"
"No sir." I said. "Not his core principles of standing for what is right and opposing what is wrong, like he's done with Illegal Immigration. I'm just saying he should not look at it the way Katherine Woodburn and the Swamp Frog Republican Establishment are looking at it, that the lives of the People of the State are mere bargaining chips in a political power game."
"You know, it's funny." said the Sheriff. "There was a time, when Val was in business and then climbing the political ladder, that he was regarded as the consensus builder, and approached by both sides as being able to get deals done. Now... both sides despise him and are doing all they can to destroy him. I'm not sure exactly what happened, there..."
"He did two things, sir." I said. "First, he did the right thing instead of the politically correct and politically expedient things. He did what was best for the People instead of what enriched the politicians and expanded their power."
"That's fer damn sure." said Griswold. "What's the other thing?"
"He told the truth about what the politicians are doing." I said. "Nothing engenders the hatred of those bastards more than stripping away the carefully worded phrases and politically correct language that the politicians and their Media allies have built up for so long, and exposing the light of truth to their actions."



"Yeah, I agree with that." said Griswold. "It's getting to be impossible to be a politician and do the right thing anymore. And for that matter, they don't like Police Commanders that enforce the law instead of letting politicians get away with voter fraud."
"Exactly, sir." I said. "They thought they could get away with that by intimidation, threats of arrest and civil rights charges, and throwing the 'racist' and 'misogynist' words around if anything was done. They thought they would scream 'Police brutality' if the Black Panther thugs that were blocking people from voting were correctly taken down." I then grinned as I said "But it was hard to do that when it was just one l'il ol' cop on the beat whipping six Black Panthers's asses at a time."
"Har!" barked the Sheriff. Then he got contemplative. "You know, you're right... that, and standing up to those 900 violent protesters like you and the TCPD did.. of course, no one else knew you'd stacked the deck with reinforcements!" I nodded as Griswold continued: "But it's a good point... we have to win, but with the right optics. We have to do it in a way that makes it hard for those disgusting liars of the Media to twist and turn things against us.
After a moment the Sheriff said "I'll mention all this to Val. I'll also tell you something just between us and the crowbars. Val Jared has been pretty reasonable and aboveboard in the face of all the attacks and investigations of him. But he's sick and tired of it, especially being called a racist by his own political Party. Val no longer cares about nor feels any loyalty to the Wilson Hammonds Republican Establishment."
"He would really like to stick it to Hammonds, and he may be seeing this as a way to do it." continued the Sheriff. "He didn't tell me that; it's my own observations and deductions from my conversations with him. So to that end, Val is going to hold firm on Illegal Immigration. He might even give Woodburn the SBI-NTF she wants, as long as he can shove a crowbar up Wilson Hammonds's Establishment Elitist ass. So that information is my return gift to you, Crowbar."
I nodded, then the Sheriff asked "So what is going on at Eastside Elementary? The principal called and complained that you went over there because your daughter asked them to call you. He's pretty pissed off about it. I told him that if your daughter said call you, then he damn well better call you. But what's it about?"
I explained what Carole had seen and had shown me. "It really is a 'strangeness', Sheriff and I'm going to look into it. And that bastard Butler has just put himself in my crosshairs as well."
"Have at it, then." said the Sheriff.
Part 4 - In A Day's Work
2:00pm, Wednesday, January 16th. When I got back from the Chief's office, Captain Teresa Croyle asked my assistant Helena if she could speak to me. Of course I had her come in.
"Sir", she said as she sat down after handing me a file folder, "I've been working on contingencies for possible promotions, in case someone leaves, of course... but also in case we get saddled with a third precinct."
"Good." I said. "Whaddya got?"
"In 2nd Precinct, Sergeant DeLong is probably ready to be promoted to Precinct Lieutenant if a space ever opened up. He's respected by the Force, as his Orange Order vote showed, and he's respected in the community, especially in the areas covered by the 2d Precinct. If a third precinct opens up, I'd probably put Carswell back in 2nd Precinct... assuming 2nd Precinct is the same as it originally was... and put Abram and Rudistan in one of the other precincts."
"Sounds like a plan." I said. "And I like it. But I'm not expecting a third precinct to happen."
Teresa looked at me in a way to convey a warning. "Sir, have you talked to the Chief?"
"All the time," I said, "but not about this in any significant way."
"May I speak frankly?" asked Teresa.
"Sure." I said.
"I know I'm telling a tale out of school, pun not intended," Teresa said, "but the Chief and Commander Ross have had several recent meetings talking about the logistics of a possible precinct expansion. That's why I started this contingency planning with personnel and promotions, after Cindy mentioned it to me this morning."
"Hmmmm." I said, growing introspective. "Are they just planning for the possibility, like you're doing? Or do they know something I don't?"
"I don't know anything beyond what I just told you, sir." said Teresa. "But my Officers are telling me that they're hearing that a third precinct is a done deal."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Teresa left, I began calling elementary schools in the County to see if any had copies of the Marcie Harper videos. Most schools that fed into either County High or Town High were subscribers, but none of them had, or would admit to having, any back copies of her videos.
Somewhat to my surprise, only one elementary school in the Booker T. Washington High system was subscribed: Al Sharpton Elementary School, which was in the Southwestern Ghetto area in the southwest corner of Town. But another school had been subscribed in the past, and the librarian there said she had a few copied videos from the school year before this one. I said I'd come over, and I drove down to Reverend Thomas E. Williams Elementary School, named after the father of the current A.M.E. minister, Rev. Joseph E. Williams.
The librarian was named Mrs. Carter, and she was related by marriage to the uncle of Sergeant Carter in 2nd Precinct. "I'm not sure I can give you the videos." she said. "It might have been illegal of me to copy them."
"I can give you full immunity from prosecution," I said, "if you'll let me copy them." I had my laptop and a portable printer, which I'd brought in anticipation of this situation. As a principal for the County and an Officer of the Court, I had the power to give this Immunity, a power I very rarely used.
Once she had that document in hand, Mrs. Carter told her story as I began downloading the files onto jump drives: "Last school year, now almost a year and a half ago, I managed to get the school to subscribe to Marcie Harper's videos. They're really good, and teachers across the State have reported how well their students who see the videos are doing."
"I also knew that the budget for the school was very tight, and we might not keep up the subscription." said Mrs. Carter. "So I began recording the videos, so I could use them later. I did that for four weeks, then the school principal called me in and said the Harper people had gotten word that I was copying their videos, so they were cutting off the subscription. He said for me not to say anything, that he understood, but he wanted me to know we weren't getting any more of their videos."
"Let me ask you this." I said. "You're the only elementary school on the southside of the County, except for Sharpton Elementary, that ever subscribed to the videos. Why is that?"
"Commander," said Mrs. Carter, "we don't get allocated the same money that the schools in the County High system get. We can't afford it like they can."
"Whaa?" I asked, genuinely shocked. "Money's not allocated equally? Or on a per-student basis?"
"No sir." said Mrs. Carter. "Oh, they'll say they do, but the money just doesn't get here. And with us not having a real School Board, with the County Board of Commissioners being the School Board, we really don't have a recourse to complain to, except the NEA." The NEA was the powerful Teacher's Union.
"I did not know that." I said. "I might have to glance into that. If something's wrong... I got people."
"I appreciate that." said Mrs. Carter. "But you gotta get past that racist Mayor, first."
"Ma'am," I said, letting my voice sound shocked, "I know the Election was a heated one, and the Press says all sorts of bad things. But I know Daniel Allgood, and he's never given me a reason to believe he's a racist; quite the opposite, in fact."
"I'll take your word for it, Commander Troy." said Mrs. Carter. "But I'll tell you this: the Mayor needs to show us that. With deeds, not words."
"Okay, then." I said. "Thanks very much for letting me copy these files."
"Commander..." said Mrs. Carter, "you said Sharpton Elementary is subscribed?"
"That's my understanding." I said.
"That's the school in the Southwestern Ghetto." said Mrs. Carter. "They're the worst school in the County. I'm shocked they're even bothering to get those videos..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd just gotten back to my office when Captain Tanya Perlman drove in, followed by Detective Jerome Davis. I had him sit down.
"Hi guys." I said. "What can I do for you?"
"Thanks for seeing us." said Captain Perlman. "Detective Davis wanted to update you on the situation in Valley Villages."
"Sir, I talked to my father." said Jerome. "He's been following up on Master Sergeant Terhune's death. The Sheriff down there is being polite, my dad says, but isn't telling him a thing. My dad says he doesn't think they're really working on it."
"What about the Army CID investigation?" I asked.
"Not a word from them." said Davis. "They haven't returned his phone calls, either."
I nodded. "Tell you what, Jerome. Call your dad, and ask him to just not say anything more on it. I'm going to look into it myself, and I don't want your dad getting into any trouble. And I definitely don't want him ending up like MSG Terhune."
"Yes sir." said Davis. I noticed a certain inflection on his face.
"Captain Perlman," I said, "would you give me a moment with Detective Davis to discuss some FBI Consultant business?"
"Sure!" Tanya said brightly. A little too brightly. She spun her wheelchair around and drove off at a high rate of speed.
"So," I said, "what is it you really want to tell me?"
"Not much gets by you, sir." said Jerome with a grin. Then the grin left as he said "I had lunch today with Precinct Captain Carswell and Lieutenant Irwin. Captain Carswell said there were a lot of rumors about dividing into three precincts again. I said I didn't know anything about that and I didn't believe the rumors. Then Carswell asked point blank if I wanted to work at 1st Precinct with him or go back to 2nd Precinct, where I was before."
I am sure the look on my face matched my inner feeling when I heard that... of not only disbelief, but sheer anger.
"You're not going anywhere." I said. "I am not having my Detectives dispersed. If any of the Precinct Captains or anyone else asks you something like that, let them know that Commander Troy is not going to permit the Detectives to be dispersed. And if they do... I might not be just an FBI Consultant any more. I'll be a full Special Agent, if you get my drift."
"Yes sir. Just letting you know, sir." said Jerome. "I know that none of us in MCD want to be moved out of Headquarters. I can't speak for Vice, though."
"Thanks for letting me know." I said. "Why don't you go call your dad." Jerome took that as the dismissal it was, and left the office. It took the ringing of the telephone to snap me out of my reverie of anger...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Don!" said Nextdoor County Chief of Police Molly Evans. "Cindy told me you were looking for Marcie Harper videos?"
"Yes, I am." I said. "I was also trying to keep that on the down-low." Molly realized my implication that Cindy had spoken out of turn about that.
"She was trying to help you out." Molly said. "I'll be quiet about it. Anyway, our elementary schools did subscribe to Marcie Harper's videos, and one of them copied a couple of them before the Harper people found out about it and cut off the subscriptions. They're from her first year of doing them."
"Great!" I said. "Where do I go to get them?"
"I'll bring them to you tonight, along with the boys." said Molly. "You can feed them tonight as a reward." I accepted that deal.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm. The Chief had gone home, and I had told Captains Perlman and Croyle that they could go at any time, and that the Detectives could go home. As I was working, Commander Ross appeared at my door.
"I'm headed home." she said. "You still here?"
"Yeah." I said. "I'm working on these Marcie Harper videos. Come in here for a second." Cindy came in, closing the door behind her.
I turned to face her. "I just wanted to ask a question: have you heard anything new on going to three precincts?"
Cindy nodded in understanding, then said "If I may sit down." She suited the deed to her words, then said "I'm sure you have a reason for asking that. And the answer is that Chief Moynahan asked me earlier this week about the physical logistics of going to three precincts. He said he wanted to have his facts and figures straight on the matter, and also maybe formulate ways to prevent it from happening."
"And what's the conclusion?" I asked.
"It'll cost a hell of a lot of money, we'll need a new facility, and it'll disperse our Force." Cindy said. "I mentioned it to Teresa. Has she been formulating a personnel plan?"
"She's been doing contingency planning in the event someone leaves or something like that, which she should be doing anyway." I said. "Let me ask one more question... have you heard anything about the Detectives being dispersed to the new precincts, should it happen?"
Cindy frowned. "No, I haven't heard a word about that. Is that true? Is that going to happen?"
"Not while I'm Police Commander." I said flatly.
"What if the Council forces you to do it?" Cindy said.
"Like I said, it won't happen while I'm Police Commander." I said. "So if it happens, that means I won't be Police Commander anymore."
"You'd quit over that?" Cindy asked, her ice blue eyes wide with shock.
"Well, I'd submit retirement papers, which I'm entitled to do as an MOV recipient." I said. "But yes, I'd walk away over it." I noted that Cindy had a very concerned look on her face.
"Okay." she said. "I've gotta get home."
"Yeah, me too." I said. I packed up my laptop to take home with me, and we walked out of Headquarters together.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"In the stomach they do what they do.
They take out nutrition and use it for you.
And the cellulose, in those leaves you know,
Will control the traffic flow.
Helps the food to move along so the good stays in,
And the bad gets goin'."
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'The Body Machine'
Carole did not have to worry about having to eat stringbeans. Three hungry boys took care of that, as well as a lot of the rest of the food at dinner. "You were right." I said to Molly as we sat around the table. "These boys have hollow legs!" Ian, Ross, and Jim all found that to be extremely funny.
"Carole," I asked, "did the teacher give you any trouble today?"
"No, Daddy." Carole said. "But I think she was mad at me. She didn't call on me to answer any questions."
"Okay." I said. "If you think she's giving you trouble, let me know."
"I will, Daddy." said Carole. After a moment she said "Daddy, did you find out what was wrong on the Marcie Harper viddy-yo?"
"Not yet, but I'm working on it." I said.
After dinner we adults talked as the children played in the greatroom. "So what's the deal with these videos?" Molly asked as I copied the files onto my laptop.
"Carole noticed some 'strangenesses' on the video they showed this morning." I said. "I've managed to get a few other past videos, though most of them are not available to us any more. I looked at a couple of them this afternoon, and yes, there are 'strangenesses' on them, too. And by the way, keep this under your hat. If there is something going on, I don't it to get back to whoever is doing it."
"Sounds like you have a theory on this already." Laura said, her eyes twinkling a bit as she said it.
"Not really." I said. "But I've got a vibe."
"So, Don," said Molly, "is anything going on in the TCPD, anything out of the ordinary?"
I peered over at her, but her question seemed innocent. "Not that I know of." I said. "Anything you're hearing?"
"Well," said Molly, "both Cindy and Chief Moynahan were talking about logistics of dividing up assets between locations. I don't have that problem in Nextdoor County, of course..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Molly took the boys to their Nextdoor County home and Laura and I put Carole and Jim and Buddy and Bowser to bed, I finally had some time to do some computer research on Marcie Harper.
"Busy day?" Laura asked as she sat down next to me on the sofa.
"Just could not find time to look into this stuff." I said. "Meetings, lunches, meetings, people coming into my office... all of that was important, but I haven't been able to look up Marcie Harper and see what her story is."
"Quiet day for you, eh?" Laura said, making me chuckle. She then said "All that's being talked about on Campus is the Legislature, and whether or not there will be a shutdown. A lot of people are very nervous about it."
It was obvious that Laura wanted to talk, so I shut the laptop and paid attention to her. "What's the consensus opinion there?" I asked, realizing how badly a State Government Shutdown was going to affect every aspect of my wife's life, and therefore my life...
"As you know," Laura said, "most of the Faculty are not aligned with Governor Jared and his views. They're really scared he's going to hold up the Budget process over Illegal Immigration issues. Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dean of the Law School, says that Immigration is exclusively a Federal issue, and anything Governor Jared does is outside his lawful authority. Dr. Lionel Carmela of the Political Science Department looks like he's going to have a stroke every time Jared's name is even mentioned, for any reason at all."
"You know," I said, "the Budget actually has to be passed by the Legislature first. They couldn't even get one passed last year. So why is everyone focusing on Governor Jared?"
"What I've heard," said Laura, "is that most people think the Republicans will cave in to the Democrats like they usually do, but they can get away with it because Jared will veto the Budget and he'll take all the blame. And I know from watching you and your cases last Fall that Wilson Hammonds and the Establishment Republicans are dirty dealers that will try to stop Jared from doing anything about Illegal Immigration because that's what their wealthy donors want."
"Well..." I said, hiding a smile, "they better call their State Senator from this District and register their complaints. Tell her to pass a Budget even if it doesn't have everything she wants. Blocks of Granite should be for University statues, not Obstructionists in the State Senate."
"I think she's getting an earful already." said Laura. "And not just from the University Faculty..."
Part 5 - Tax and Spend
"Here's the song I'm doing, gonna fill in you all about tax.
Tax is that familiar melody, sinful and true.
Hum it if you've earned a dollar or two.
Bucks in billions for the government for whatever they do.
Anyone who earns a living gives more than a few.
So schools can be their best, so our roads will have no cracks;
Someone fix those train tracks!
I'm even callin' you Uncle and I'm payin' my tax"
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'Tax Man Max'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, January 17th, from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that the State Supreme Court has made a ruling in the Legislative referral over the Budget clause of the State Constitution!"
"The ruling will be issued at 9:00am," said Bettina, "and sources tell Channel Two News that they will rule that the wording of the State Constitution is such that if no Budget is passed in this Legislative session, then there can be no State spending for the next fiscal year, which begins July 1st."



"And in other news," Bettina said, "the powerful NEA, the Teacher's Union, has filed suit against the Town & County over not having a separate School Board, but having the Mayor and Board of Commissioners act as the School Board. The news was welcomed by Eldrick X. Weaver, who issued a statement saying 'The fate of our children's education should not be be left up to the good ol' boys of the Board of Commissioners and the racist, illegitimate Mayor!'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce in the KFXU studios at 8:00am. "Welcome to Fox University Sunrise, and we thank you for making this program the highest rated morning show in the State! I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Meredith Peller. Hi, Meredith!"
"Hi Catrina, and yes, it's a lovely Winter morning today!" said Meredith. "And let's get right to the big news in the State today. The State Supreme Court will be issuing a ruling this morning on the Legislature's request for a ruling on the Budget section of the State Constitution. Because no State Budget was passed last year, and because the State Constitution states specifically that spending must be at the previous year's levels if no Budget is passed, State Democrats believe that there will be a State Government shutdown beginning July 1st."
"That's right, Meredith," said Catrina, "though of course the State Legislature can pass a Budget and the Governor can sign it before the Legislative session ends at the end of March. We have with us Peter Dwayne Gordon of Clear Call Polling. Hi Peter!"
"Hi Catrina, Meredith." said Peter Dwayne Gordon. "Good to be with you this morning."
"Good to have you." said Meredith. "So tell our viewers what this situation means, assuming the ruling will be what we're expecting."
"There was no budget last year." said Peter. "Spending was from the previous year's budget. So if no budget is passed this year, then spending will not be at last year's spending levels, but be set at last year's budget levels... zero dollars."
"There will be great pressure on our State's Legislators and the Governor to do something." said Catrina. "Who is under the most pressure, and who has the most to lose?"
"Surprisingly," said Peter, "the answers to those questions may not be the same. Many are saying the Governor is under the most pressure, but it's the Legislature that has to pass a Budget, and the Legislature is in gridlock right now. Also, Governor Jared is term-limited lame duck, and has nothing to lose. You might say he would hurt the Republican Party if he vetoed a Budget that was passed, but why should he care about Republicans like Wilson Hammonds, who have done nothing but call the Governor a racist and started an Independent State Counsel investigation against the Governor? With 'friends' like those, the Governor certainly needs no more enemies."
"That's a good point." said Catrina. "Peter, do you think the Legislature can pass a Budget?"
"The Legislature should reconvene at Churchill Downs, Catrina," said Peter, "because there is going to be a lot of horse trading going on. But yes, they can pass something if they work towards a win-win goal instead of having a 'scorched earth' policy towards the other side."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's going to be a lot more horse manure than horse trading where this Legislature is concerned." said Tanya Perlman with a twinkle in her eye. We were watching the newscast in my office to begin the Angels meeting.
"No doubt about that." I said. "And by the time all is said and done, more will be said than done."
"So when are you going to Midtown?" Cindy asked me. "And tell the Legislators what to do?"
"I dunno." I said. "They haven't called me, and unless and until they do, I'm staying out of all that... horse manure."
"They'll get something worked out." Tanya said. "They have to; their backs are against the wall on this one."
"I dunno." said Teresa. "I'm inclined to bet you a lunch on that."
"Done deal." Tanya said. They shook hands on the bargain.
"Why do you think they won't, Teresa?" I asked. "You know something we don't?"
"Like all business CEOs, Todd has a lobbyist in Midtown." Teresa said. "He has two, actually, and one is spying on the other one. Anyway, the reports Todd is getting are that there is the State Senate and the State House, there's the State Republicans and the State Democrats, and there's Governor Jared and Lieutenant Governor Marshal. Everyone is beginning to feel everyone out right now, trying to see who really wants what and is willing to exchange what for it."
"Why is Marshal important?" asked Cindy.
"She is to the State Senate what the Speaker is to the State House." I said. "Also, she is a Jared ally, but she's respected by most Republicans and also may be the key to getting the Governor to sign whatever bill is passed by the Legislature."
"The problem right now," said Teresa, "is that the sides are too far apart. And it isn't all Democrat vs. Republican. Todd has been hearing that the crucial battle is between Governor Jared and State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds, over Immigration. Hammonds doesn't want to give Jared anything at all on that, and Jared wants to shove a total victory down Hammonds's throat."
"Yeah, that's the scoop I've been getting, also." I said.
"Are we going to get an SBI-NTF forced upon us?" Cindy asked.
"That, or a pile of horse manure." I said. "But there, I repeat myself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Angels meeting, I asked Tanya to bring Detectives Theo Washington and Joanne Warner into my office, and herself with them. A few moments later they were sitting in front of my desk.
"Okay," I said, "I need the three of you to understand that this needs to be kept tightly under wraps. Please do not discuss this with your fellow Detectives in MCD nor Vice, at least not without clearing it with me first. I'm saying this out of an abundance of caution to prevent leaks."
"As some of you know," I said, "my daughter Carole had me called to the school to point out some anomalies in the Marcie Harper videos that are shown to them each week. I believe my daughter was correct to have alerted me to this."
I showed them the video of the day before that I'd copied, pointing out the anomalies. "One thing I consider very strange is that there are almost no copies of previous videos, no access to previous videos on any websites that I could find. I am curious as to why hide them, but in any case I've only been able to secure a few more of the videos. They have similar changes of the mouse color and the placards."
"What do the changes mean, sir?" asked Joanne.
"That's part of the problem." I said. "Not enough data, and I'm having trouble getting any more data from past videos. As you can see, there are four places of change on the placards: the train's back wheel, the train's front wheel, and the running board between them. Also, either smoke or no smoke from the smokestack. Most of the time, and on the other train placards, the wheels and running board are white and bordered by black, then sometimes are almost solid black, or black with a white border, and on even more rare occasions we see smoke from the stack. But to decipher what that means, I'm going to need a lot more data."
"You think Ms. Harper is sending a message through those placards?" asked Theo.
"And more." I said. "The mouse color changing must mean something, as well."
"Ohhhh!" said Tanya.
"Go ahead." I said, knowing Tanya was catching on.
"We've been talking for some time about a drug ring operating in the State, with possible Government connections. We were thinking the SBI-NTF was the culprit, but maybe you're thinking Marcie Harper is part of it!"
"Yes! Very well done!" I said happily. "That is absolutely Iron Crowbar thinking, there." Tanya was sparkling with happiness, not only that she was on my track, but that she was being praised for it.
"Yes." I said. "Call me paranoid, but I'm thinking there is something sinister about this. Which is why I'm saying to keep this under wraps. If word gets back to the perps at all that we're onto them, they'll stop their operations and go away, and we'll never catch them."
I continued: "Let me tell you about Marcie Harper. She's 32 years old. She graduated from City University's School of Education ten years ago, and began working as a schoolteacher in Westphalia. She then took a job in a Midtown elementary school, then transferred to another one, then took a job in Hamilton County. I was able to access school employment records, and there is nothing written down concerning any disciplinary actions, but her reviews were average at best, and the way and how often she moved around is a bit strange."
"So," I went on, "she resigned as an employee of the school system and started up these videos about two and a half years ago, at the beginning of that school term in August or September. She's had a decent following all along, and it grew some last year. But it's not fully State-wide, and the State School System is not the buyer of her programs; individual school systems are."
"She must make more that way." Joanne said.
"I dunno." I said. "If she had a deal with the State School system paying her 'x' dollars for each school in the system, she'd be making a lot more than having to recruit schools to subscribe to her. But one thing the way she's doing it does allow is for her to cut off any school or system she catches copying her videos. And while I understand the desire to protect her intellectual property, I do get my hackles up at just how strongly she is doing so."
"And maybe by limiting it to certain schools," Tanya said, "she's limiting who sees those mouse and placard changes."
"Another great point!" I said. "Here, hold this." I passed the red crowbar across the desk to Tanya. She cackled with glee.
"Moohahahaha!" she gloated as she waved the red crowbar like a wand. "The power is mine, MINE!" The rest of us were laughing just a wee bit too hard.
"The brainpower is yours, fer sure." I said. "Okay, I want you guys to very quietly see what else you can dig up on Marcie Harper. But don't talk to people to do so; they might report back to her. Also, I want you to talk to Jerome Davis about the murder of his father's friend in Valley Villages. Captain, tell Davis I authorized him to discuss the case with you."
As I dismissed them, I said "And if you get any ideas on how I can find some more back videos, let me know." I was looking right at Joanne as I said it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
One good thing about the new KSTD/SNN format is that we can turn to it any time during the morning and get the latest news, such as it is. Because of the meeting with my Detectives going through 9:00am, I missed the breaking news of the State Supreme Court ruling. I turned to SNN at 9:30. Cynthia Freeman was on the desk.
"And to recap the top story of the morning," said the lovely blonde, "the State Supreme Court has ruled that State Constitution's words are clear and binding, and that a Budget must be passed by the Legislature and approved by the Governor, or there will be a total State Government shutdown beginning July 1st."
"There has been strong reaction on all sides over the ruling." said Cynthia. "Legislators on both sides are already saying that deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared must sign whatever they pass. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, first showing Katherine Woodburn: "It is imperative for the Governor to understand that this is not the time for obstinate grandstanding, but for him to work with the State Legislature and sign the Budget that we pass. We can reach compromise on important issues such as the SBI-NTF, but it's zero hour now; Jared must work with us!"
Then Wilson Hammonds was shown. "The Governor must sign what we pass, no matter what. If he does not, then his legacy will be of a man who did tremendous harm to the People of this State. If he won't sign what we pass, then he needs to resign as Governor. If he won't resign, then he'll be impeached and removed from office. This is just too critical for the Governor to be whining about undocumented workers."
Back to Cynthia: "Governor Jared's Press Secretary, Sarah Honeysuckle, had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Sarah Honeysuckle saying "The Governor welcomes the ruling of the State Supreme Court, and reminds everyone that he can't sign a Budget unless and until it is passed by the Legislature. The Governor looks forward to working with the Legislature to pass a bill that will be good for all of the Citizens of the State, and will also address the growing problem of illegal immigrants bringing drugs into our State."
Back to Cynthia: "And our own Jenna James interviewed Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Jenna and Keller. "Dr. Keller," she asked, "will the Legislature and the Governor feel the urgency created by the State Supreme Court's decision, and pass a Budget?"
"I don't know, Jenna." said Keller. "The Democrats are ready to work with the Republicans and ready to compromise. It was the Republicans last year who scuttled any chances of passing a Budget, and if there's no Budget this year, the Republicans will will be responsible for that. It's up to the Republicans to understand that they cannot continue to obstruct progress."
Back to Cynthia: "And State House Ways and Means Committee Chairman Elijah McKinney of Southport announced that the Law Enforcement Bill will not be handled separately from the rest of the Budget this year, but will be passed and funded as part of the Budget. This only increases the pressure to pass a Budget bill."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Mr. Crowbarrr," said Chief Moynahan as he, myself, and Cindy sat in the new back room of the Cop Bar, "that was a new wrinkle, putting the Law Enforcement Bill into the Budget."
"That's where it used to be, and where it really should be." I said. "Jack Lewis was instrumental in getting it separated out, supported by Katherine Woodburn and other allies, in their attempts to impose the NTF's will over the local jurisdictions. But it didn't work. Now they're putting it back in the Budget bill so that they can use the newfound pressure of having to pass a new Budget to do the same thing... increase the NTF's power over us."
"Or the SBI overall's power over us." Cindy said.
"Yes, but it's really all about the NTF." I said. "Murders usually don't cross county lines; drug shipments do."
"You're really opposed to the SBI-NTF, aren't you, Mr. Crowbarrr?" drawled the Chief.
"I've butted heads with them since the day I came to the TCPD, Chief." I said. The Oldeeds murder, the PED scandal at the University..."
After a pause I said "And the one constant about the SBI-NTF has been the corruption within it, and the attempts to use it for corruption by outside forces, most notably our own district's State Senator."
"You're not alone in your hatred of them." said the Chief. "But some people would like someone to coordinate the efforts of local jurisdictions, a clearinghouse of information. How do we get that, if not at the State level?"
"Some who want that are in our own Police Force, too." I said. "Captain Perlman and Lieutenant Mahoney-Milton have expressed a desire for such coordination. It's hard for me to make an argument against that concept, and if there were such an organization, that could be held to a level of support for local LEOs instead of something to run roughshod over us, I might be amenable to supporting it. But I've seen what the NTF can be corrupted into doing, and I want no part of it!"
"I apologize for bringing it up that way, and getting you so worked up, Mr. Crowbarrr." said the Chief. Indeed, my face was darker red than my hair after that diatribe.
"What I asked you guys to lunch for," said the Chief, "was to bring you up to speed and to dispel rumors concerning going to three precincts. The Council met Tuesday, per usual, and did one thing in their Public session that I've never seen before. A motion was made to form a Study Group to study the feasibility vs. the cost and damages of returning to a three-precinct system. It was introduced by Kelly Carnes, and seconded by Reginald B.F. Lewis."
"Edward Steele made a motion to lay it on the table, which was seconded by John Colby." said the Chief. "The vote was 5-5, and Mayor Allgood voted in the affirmative to lay it on the table, saying that by doing so he could bring it back up at a later time. Reginald B.F. Lewis immediately called the Mayor 'illegitimate' and asked for unanimous consent for his remarks to be entered into the record. Steele objected, so Carnes made a point of order to have a vote on it. The motion was defeated, again 5-6."
"And this was done in the Public session?" I asked.
"Yes." said the Chief. "There weren't a lot of people at the meeting, but a lot of reporters. What do you say to that, Mr. Crowbarrr?"
"Obviously the Press was expecting it." I said. "Also, I'm going to have my Chief of Operations have a strong Police presence at the next Council meeting. If not a lot of people show up, the Police can be dispersed to their patrols. But if they start packing the chamber... we need to be ready."
Cindy was shaking her head. "What is it?" asked the Chief.
"I'm sorry, Chief." she said. "I'm just disgusted with these political shenanigans. I think Don is right that there will be plans to escalate it if we don't show we're ready for it. But whatever happened to civility in politics?"
"That disappeared with the election of Daniel Allgood as Mayor." said the Chief.
"Chief, it disappeared long before that." I said. "And before Jared was elected Governor. It's been inexorably happening for a long time now. But getting back to the issue of three precincts, Chief... what's the real deal with that? I mean the real deal, the reasons for the planning for it now, despite everyone and their brother telling me it's not going to happen?"
The Chief nodded. "My feeee-ling... is that they're going to try to do it, but they're also going to spring it on us as a surprise. The purpose of that will be to make the transition as hard as possible, so that there will be confusion and chaos, and the Press will be telling everyone how bumbling and inept the Police Force is. If it doesn't happen, that's fine. But if it does, I want to be ready to implement it as smoothly as possible, with as little problem as possible, to take that perception weapon out of their hands."
I felt as well as saw both the Chief and Cindy look at me. I said nothing.
"Any comment, Mr. Crowbar?" the Chief finally asked.
"No sir." I said, looking right back at him. I'm not sure what he wanted or expected me to say, but I had nothing to say about any of it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back to Headquarters, we approached the intersection of Riverside Drive and College Avenue, which was the southwest corner of Courthouse Square. I wasn't driving (the Chief was, at his own insistence), and I happened to look down College Avenue at the line of bistros. I saw two women coming out of a sandwich shop and begin walking across the Square to the Federal Building. I recognized them. One was Detective Joanne Warner.
The other was my ex-wife, Melina Troy Allgood.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm. Cindy came into my office. "I'm headed home."
"Going home is a lot more fun when you have a baby waiting on you, isn't it?" That got a huge smile out of Cindy.
"Yeah, it is." she said happily. "So what are you working on that's keeping you away from your babies?"



"Oh, this case that my oldest baby saw and brought to my attention." I said. "And she was right, I think. I've only got a few pieces of data, but I'm really convinced that these changing mouse and placard things are some kind of code being transmitted via the videos."
"I'll leave you to it, then." Cindy said. "Good night."
"Nite." I said absentmindedly as I studied the screenshots I'd made of the placards. When I looked up again, it was over two hours later.
Part 6 - The Watchers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, January 18th. "The fallout from the State Supreme Court's ruling has engulfed the current session of the State Legislature!"
"Lawmakers are now scrambling to find solutions to avoid a State Government shutdown," said Bettina, "but they all agree on one thing: it's deeply unpopular Governor Jared's fault. We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change. Dr. Keller, are they right that Governor Jared is responsible for this?"
"Absolutely, Bettina." said Keller. "This is all Governor Jared's fault. If he had not been obstinate in discriminating against undocumented workers last year, we might've had a Budget, and therefore would not have had this problem. And if Jared continues his racist actions and continues to want to persecute undocumented workers, then everyone in the State will suffer because of him. Governor Jared has failed to show leadership, and he needs to be impeached and removed from office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Enough of 'Pencil Neck' Keller, there." said the Chief as we watched in his Conference Room. "Turn over to KFXU." I did so. Their morning show was in progress, and had been in a commercial.
"And welcome back." said Meredith Peller. "We have with us two special guests, the two most powerful women in State politics today: Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshal, and State Senate Minority Whip Katherine Woodburn." The camera panned out to include the Lieutenant Governor and Senator Woodburn. Katherine was the better looking woman, but Sharon Marshal wasn't bad. She was older than Katherine, though not elderly nor 'matriarchal' like Judge Lorraine McGill.
"And sitting together on the same couch!" said Catrina Pierce. "Ladies, the State Supreme Court ruling has triggered one of the biggest political crises in years. Are you going to be able to resolve the problems of last year's Legislative session, and pass a Budget this year?"
"I certainly hope so." said Lt. Governor Marshall. "Right now, everyone has something that they want. It's what they're willing to compromise on that will determine who gets what, and how the Budget will shape up."
"Senator Woodburn," said Meredith Peller, "you're an advocate for a strong SBI Narcotics Task Force. What would you be willing to compromise on to get that?"
"I would think everyone would want a strong organization dedicated to keeping drugs off our streets and out of the hands of our children." said Katherine. "And we shouldn't compromise on the safety of our children."
"Ms. Marshall, why would anyone oppose a strong Narcotics Task Force?" asked Meredith.
"There's theory and then there's practice, here." said Sharon Marshall. "The concept sounds good, but a lot of us remember the deep corruption of that organization by Jack Lewis when he was SBI Director. A United States Marine was murdered by the SBI, and his child permanently disfigured by Jack Lewis's SBI stormtroopers." (Author's note: 'Semper Fidelis'.) We definitely don't want our children slaughtered by a corrupt SBI-NTF."
"What is your answer to that, Senator?" asked Catrina Pierce.
"I say put Commander Donald Troy in charge of the SBI-NTF." said Katherine. "He's credited with doing a great job cleaning up the TCPD, so let him clean out the rot left over from Jack Lewis's leadership of the SBI, and make the NTF great again."
"What about Immigration?" asked Catrina Pierce. "The Governor has made it clear that enforcing Immigration laws must be addressed to his satisfaction in order from him to sign any Budget bill."
"That's where compromise comes in, Catrina." said Katherine Woodburn. "We're willing to work with the Governor to find solutions acceptable to both sides that also takes into consideration the plight of undocumented workers."
"I agree." said Lt. Governor Marshall when Catrina nodded to her. "The Governor is willing to accept reasonable solutions, but he points out that the enforcement of immigration law is a primary focus of his vision for a better economy for our State's citizens. The Governor has also stated many times that a lot of the drugs coming into the State are through gangs of illegal immigrants, such as NS-14. A strong Narcotics Task Force will have to be augmented by a strong SBI-ICE, working together to stops drugs -and- get criminal illegals off our streets..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is it just me," Teresa Croyle asked, "or did that whole thing feel orchestrated, choreographed?"
"It's not just you." said Tanya Perlman, "but it didn't seem unreasonable."
"Especially the part about Commander Troy running the SBI-NTF." I said, meaning it sarcastically.
"What?!" said Cindy, whirling around to peer at me.
"I was kidding." I said, seeing that the Green Crowbar had not gotten the joke. "There is no way in hell I'd ever consider running the SBI-NTF."
"Why would Woodburn even bring that up?" growled Chief Moynahan.
"Ohhhhhh..." I groaned. "I see why. Commander Ross! would you be kind enough to inform the Media that Commander Troy will give them a Press Conference at 10:00am this morning here at Police Headquarters?"
"What have you done with the real Commander Troy?" asked Tanya with a sparkle in her eyes?"
"The real Commander Troy is going to stop Katherine Woodburn's plan before it even gets off the ground." I said, without a shred of humor in my voice nor on my face. "If you guys will excuse me, I have some work to do." The Chief excused me, and I went back to my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There were no chairs in the Press Room, so reporters were milling around as 10:00am approached. This was the first Press conference in ages that would feature Commander Troy, and everyone wondered what it would be about. When Captain Damien Thompson took to the dias, they began filling in around the raised stage.
"Ladies and Gentlemen," Thompson said, "Commander Troy will make an opening statement, and then if you're polite and act like adults he will take questions. Ladies and gentlemen, the Police Commander!"
I strode up the aisle from the door to the Press Room, my red crowbar in my hand. Commander Ross also came in, green crowbar in hand, but did not go on the raised dias with me.
"I have an announcement to make," I said, "and then will take questions if they are asked in a professional, courteous, and orderly manner. I want to make it very clear that I do not seek and will not accept any role with the SBI's Narcotics Task Force, especially the role of its Director. I will never accept that position under any circumstances whatsoever, and any rumors ginned up by the politicians of the State Legislature that I might do so are to be treated as the lies they are and as False News."
"I personally would prefer the NTF be totally eliminated and replaced by an organization dedicated to helping local law enforcement jurisdictions do their excellent jobs of interdicting drug trafficking, but that is the Legislature's call to make." I continued, "But I will never accept being SBI-NTF Director, even if passage of the State Budget depended upon it. What are your questions concerning this statement?"
"So you would let the Government be shut down if the only thing keeping the Budget from being passed and signed was you becoming NTF Director?" shouted Bill Hacosta of SNN.
"That is correct." I said. "I want to be clear now, as early as possible, so the Legislators understand fully that I'm not playing that game. My job is Police Commander with the TCPD, not a Legislator nor the Governor tasked with getting a Budget passed. I'm not going to be a pawn in their game nor one of their bargaining chips."
"Commander," said Bettina Wurtzburg, "it is widely known that you essentially put together the Law Enforcement Bill that was passed last year. Will you be helping the Legislators again this year?"
"I stand ready to help them, and the Governor, reach a good Budget bill, to the extent I am able." I said. "But that does not include leaving the TCPD, and especially not for the SBI-NTF position."
"Commander, will the Governor give up his persecution of undocumented workers?" asked a young reporterette I didn't know. She looked as if she were Indian, as in India-Indian.
"I don't accept the premise of your question." I said. "Governor Jared has persecuted no one. Some of you seem to be trying to say that enforcing good immigration laws to help citizens, black and white alike, is somehow persecuting the lawbreakers, and I don't accept that."
"But will Jared compromise his positions on what is the exclusively Federal jurisdiction of immigration enforcement?" asked Tim Sioban of KSB News. "The Budget fell apart last year over Jared's obstinance over immigration."
"Again, you people keep putting premises into your questions that make your questions unacceptable." I said. There was a moment of uncomfortable silence when I did not continue.
"I'll try, then." said Diane Williams of KCTY. She then asked slowly in her condescending, smarter-than-thou voice: "Will Governor Jared compromise on the positions he's held on immigration in previous years in order to get a Budget passed?"
"You'll have to ask the Governor or his Office just what his positions are and what he's willing to compromise upon." I said. "I really don't know what he and his people are going to do."
"Commander Troy," asked Meredith Peller, "can you comment on the rumors that the Police Force is expanding to three precincts again, and that the EMT Service is going to be revived?"
"I have no comment on will-of-the-wisp rumors." I said.
"Would you support three precincts?" persisted Meredith.
"I'll answer that with what I told the Town & County Council last year about this same issue." I said. "I told them that if they could show me how a third precinct is better for the Police Force and our mission, then I'll be the first to support it. I've been here when there were no precincts, just Headquarters; I was here when there were three precincts; and now when there are two."
"And in my opinion," I continued, "what would work best is one precinct: Police Headquarters here and our Precinct of sorts at County Jail. Having said that, I'm just an employee of the Police Department, so what the Council, Sheriff and Police Chief decide is what counts."
"Commander, is Daniel Allgood an illegitimate Mayor?" asked the same reporterette that I didn't know from earlier.
"Okay, I'm not going to re-hash the Election here and now." I said. "You know we arrested and charged people with voter fraud, and they'll have their days in Court. My portion of this Press conference is 'ovah'." With that, I walked off the dias and out of the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what was that all about?" asked the Chief as Cindy and I sat in his office with them.
"Katherine Woodburn said something on the Fox morning show that bothered me." I said. "I think they were going to maneuver to have a compromise Budget that would be acceptable to all sides only if I became Director of the SBI-NTF... which they know I'm not going to do. So when I would've said 'no', they and the Press would've blamed me for the shutdown. 'It's all Don Troy's fault!' they would all scream. 'It would've been okay, but Don Troy was a meanie, and refused to become NTF Director!', and so forth and so on. Soooo, I just nipped that shit in the bud right then and there."
"Not to call you paranoid," said Cindy, implying that I was paranoid, "and not to say it's all about you, but why do you think that was the plan?"
"Because reporter Bill Hacosta, who is a gullible idiot that Katherine is making a useful idiot out of," I replied, "confirmed it when he all but blew up in our faces when I made my statement about it."
"Yezzzzz." said the Chief thoughtfully. "You're right, he did! Hmmf! Good job sniffing that out, Mr. Crowbar."
"Are Katherine Woodburn and Sharon Marshall the keys to the Budget talks?" asked Cindy.
"Yes." I said. "But Molinari and Cerone are key players, and Governor Jared and Wilson Hammonds are key, as well."
"Why them?" asked Cindy.
"Molinari and Cerone have become the brokers of everything." I said. "They were the central figures in the SBI Bill last year, and if anyone can coalesce and work out the differences of both sides, it'll be them. They also don't tolerate any crap. Jared and Hammonds are antipodal forces... they want the exact opposite things, and one of them is going to win and the other lose."
"The Governor is so isolated." said the Chief. "Won't he be the loser?"
"His saving grace is his Power of Veto." I said. "In that, he literally holds the whip hand. Now I'm inclined to believe he'll compromise, as long as he gets the one thing he truly wants: to stick it up Hammonds's rear end by forcing some kind of Immigration Enforcement money into the bill. If I were a betting man, which I'm not... I'd say Hammonds may end up the big-time loser in all this."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn." said Katherine Woodburn to Priya Ajmani as she turned off the broadcast of the Press conference I'd just given. "He figured it out. He figured it out."
"What do you mean?" Priya asked.
"We were putting together a plan, a backup plan, really." said Katherine. "We were going to give Jared a major concession on Immigration if he gave us the SBI-NTF like we want it. Our offer was going to be that the Iron Crowbar would be the head of the 'new' NTF... but Don just ripped that to shreds with that announcement... and that piece-of-shit reporter Hacosta let the cat out of the bag."
"You'll still win, and get what you want." said Priya, pretending a happiness she didn't really feel, to cheer her boss up.
"Maybe." Katherine said, knowing that was not the case. "By they way, have you talked to Cindy Ross lately?"
"No." said Priya. "I've been down here with you, and she has her new baby. She's really happy since she adopted Betsy. I'm happy for her. She's a good person; she deserves to be happy."
"Yezzz." said Katherine. "Well, you might want to go up and visit her over the weekend. See what you can find out about things..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Friday, January 18th. I had been working in my office all day, mostly on the Marcie Harper videos. It was frustrating, as I simply had too little data to really go upon.
My phone buzzed. Helena told me that I had a visitor. I was shocked at who it was, but told Helena to let her in. A second later, my former wife Melina Allgood came into my office.
"Hello." I said. "Have a seat."
"I'm not staying." Melina said. "I just wanted to give you these." She extended her hand, and when I extended mine, she dropped several jump drives into it.
"What are these?" I asked.
"All of Marcie Harper's videos." Melina said. "Every one of them."
I was gaping at my beautiful ex-wife. "How?..."
Melina gave me a pursed little smile, then said "The NSA records everything that goes through the Internet... everything."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Studio Confidential
Sunday, January 20th. I was sitting on the deck of Teresa and Todd's new home with them.
"Those trees that were blocking your view." I said. "They're gone. How'd that happen?"
"I had a conversation with University President Wellman and the Dean of the Forestry School." said Todd. "I gave them a very generous donation to make a study of carefully selected pruning of trees and the impact on the nearby environment. And now they're studying the trees they cut down and the growth of the nearby plants."
I chuckled. "Money talks. B.S. runs the marathon." I said.
Todd grinned his brilliant grin as he said "See ya, and I wouldn't wanna be ya."
"It was worth it, though." Teresa said. "Now we've got a view almost as good as yours. We left the trees up that are blocking our view of your house to our left here, but that's the only thing we can't see that you can."
"Yes, it's really nice." I said, then got down to business. "What I came over to talk to you both about is this business about the Marcie Harper videos." I filled them in on the case, then said: "I have a good idea of what's going on with the code transmissions in the videos, but I'm not as sure of what her motives are."
"You're sure she's part of it?" Teresa asked. "It couldn't be someone else duping her?"
"They're changing everything in the middle of filming." I said. "So she knows. I'd be stunned if she didn't."
"So what do you want to do, Uncle Don?" asked Todd.
"I thought you'd never ask..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're spending money we don't have
Or so it would appear
The deficit is that amount we overspend each year
Though congressmen and senators
Make vows to cut its size
Despite their honest (?) efforts
The debt just seems to rise"
------Schoolhouse Rock, 'Tyrannosaurus Debt'. Question mark is Your Author's insertion.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, January 21st, from in front of the State Office Building. "Legislators are feeling the heat to write and pass a Budget!"
The image switched to film of Legislators and Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall meeting in a room in the State Capitol building. It was a clearly composed scene for the cameras, everyone sitting there pretending to be good friends, ready and eager to work together to create a smooth compromise on behalf of the People of the State(!).
"Lawmakers sat down to begin initial talks on creating a Budget that will be acceptable to all sides." said Bettina. "Political experts are advising that the Legislature leave deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared out of any discussions, because he will be forced to sign any bill the Legislature passes. However, the Governor's Press Secretary, Sarah Honeysuckle, issued a warning. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Ms. Honeysuckle making a statement in the Press Briefing Room at the State Capitol: "Governor Jared does not feel obligated to sign just anything. He has agenda items that must be met, and he will veto any legislation that does not meet those items. The Governor also says that the Legislature should not try the tactic of waiting until the last minute to pass a Budget bill in the mistaken belief that the Governor can be pressured into signing a bill he doesn't like. He is strongly recommending the Legislature get a bill to him quickly, and he is ready to negotiate a good Budget bill to move that process along."
"And in another story from the Legislature," said Bettina, "the State House Ethics Committee voted strictly along Party lines to move the State Supreme Court's impeachment referral of Judge Harry Nance forward to the full State House with the recommendation to not impeach Judge Nance. If the full State House votes against the impeachment resolution, which is expected, then Judge Nance will be restored to the Bench here in our Town & County's Superior Court District."
"And there is reaction to the lawsuit filed by the NEA, the powerful Teachers Union, against the Town & County." said Bettina. "Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Councilman John Colby, his baritone voice all the more surprising coming out of his slenderish, almost slight body: "The Council is willing and has always been willing to work with our teachers to give our students the best education possible. But we do not appreciate being bullied and being sued without any effort to negotiate a good solution for our children's education."
Back to Bettina live: "The City Attorney has responded to the NEA lawsuit by questioning if the NEA even has legal standing to file such a lawsuit against the County. Experts say that the issue could ride upon which Judge is assigned to the case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The black Cadillac Escalade arrived at the granite and glass building in an office park complex just northeast of Midtown, actually in Palmyra County, south of its County Seat, the town of Palm Creek.
The Escalade belonged to BOW Enterprises. The windows were bulletproof and the sides of the vehicle were reinforced to stop gunfire. It was the vehicle that the company's CEO, Todd Burke, used to transport him by road around the State.
In the front seat were Mr. Burke's driver, who was highly trained at defensive driving and was also adept at security; and Mr. Burke's bodyguard, who once worked for the U.S. Secret Service.
In the backseat was Todd Burke, wearing a dark gray suit and Bulldogs blue tie. Next to him was his personal assistant, who had broad shoulders, strawberry-blonde hair, and simple black plastic eyeglasses that suggested 'nerdy'. His suit was light gray, and he was wearing a pink necktie from the 'Donald Trump Collection', neckties that sold very well when Mr. Trump was hosting 'The Apprentice'. The assistant's name, shown on his ID, was 'James Donald'.
"Okay," I said as we came up to the office building, "I know the driver never leaves the car, but in this case if you go to the restroom and leave the car unattended for a moment, that'll be okay." The driver nodded.
We went inside, Todd leading the way, followed by me and the security man. We stopped at the lobby desk, where the receptionist called to one of the offices. A moment later a very pretty young woman came down the hall.
"Mr. Burke?" she said. "I'll take you to Ms. Harper's studio, if you'll just follow me."
"Thank you." Todd said with a smile. We followed the young woman down a few halls to an unmarked door near the back of the building. Going inside, we passed through the reception area and down a hall that had three offices and one conference room.
The door at the end of the hall opened into a larger room that looked like a storage room converted into a television studio. Bright lights were mounted on metal racks connected to the ceiling, and other lights were placed on the floor to light the stage. That stage was a few small desks (first grade size), then a teacher's desk up front, and a tall wall. This was the point of origin for the Marcie Harper videos.
"Ah, you must be Mr. Burke." said the video personality herself as she came up to greet Todd. I noticed her eyes roving over Todd's body as well as his face, and she liked what she was seeing as her eyes lingered on his crotch for a second.
Marcie Harper was short, no more than 5'6" tall in the navy blue very high heel pumps she was wearing, which didn't surprise me: most people who make their living in front of cameras, from reporters to Hollywood stars, are a lot shorter than they appear to be on television. Marcie was also slender in build, and her breasts weren't making much of an impact on the expensive silk multi-color blouse she was sporting. Her ass and legs did a little better in the red Capri pants she was wearing.
Her brown hair was in a style that reminded me of Toni Tennille from decades past. Her cheeks were sallow and she had a narrow nose, but her lips were full and inviting. Her eyes were brown pools of... well, of not much anything.
But those looked like real rubies in the earrings she was wearing, and while the jewelry she was wearing was tasteful and not overdone, none of it lacked in quality... nor cost.
"And you're Ms. Harper?" Todd said, flashing her his most charming, most brilliant smile as he shook her hand. "My cousin in the first grade just does not stop talking about your videos on 'Library Day'. Oh, this is James Donald. He's my special assistant for my company's charitable works."
Marcie's eyes roamed over me, too, including my 'male areas'. "Very nice to meet you, Mr. Donald." she said as she extended her hand. I did not give her a 'Todd Burke' smile, not that I could if I wanted to, but I did take her hand flirtatiously in mine, slightly pulling it towards me. She seemed to like that.
Marcie introduced us to three men. Two were rather large and fit; I could see that they were for security as well as whatever else they did here. And one man was shorter, about 5'6" at best, slender, youngish looking and nerdy looking in his glasses. My money would be bet on him being Marcie's financial guru.
"This is Tim Sluman, my CFO." said Marcie when she introduced him. "He handles the accounting and financial side of everything."
"So this is your studio?" asked Todd with a smile as he looked around, seemingly very interested.
"Yes." said Marcie. "This is where we make the videos."
"Do you ever bring children in, and have a live audience?" Todd asked.
"No, we don't." said Marcie. "And if we did, they might be disillusioned. A twelve to fifteen minute video can take hours to produce. It's a lot like making sausage, or our Legislature making laws." Todd laughed at that, for the purpose of being charming.
"Mr. Burke," said Marcie, "why don't you and I go to this office back here, and your assistant can talk to my business guys." Todd readily agreed, and he and Marcie headed to the little room, accompanied by his security and one of Marcie's guys. Tim Sluman and the other man led me back to the conference room in the front office areas.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what is Mr. Burke trying to do, here?" asked Tim Sluman.
"Mr. Burke believes strongly in giving back to the community," I said, channeling my inner 'politician', "and when his young cousin mentioned your videos, he became interested in the idea of supporting Ms. Harper's efforts, and expanding to reach more school children."
"What other charities does Mr. Burke support?" asked the other man, showing that he just might be more than a security man.
"He supports Boys Clubs and Girls Clubs," I said, "the University Hospital's Cancer Center, St. Jude's Children's Hospital, and he's recently made generous donations to rebuild the local Animal Services building after a bad fire last year, and a donation to the University's Forestry School for environmental research."
Okay, that last bit was stretching it... but as I said, I was channeling my inner 'politician'.
Tim Sluman spoke up. "What kind of support is he considering giving Ms. Harper?"
"That's what we're here to find out about." I said. "From what we've learned, she's distributing her videos to elementary schools in the State. Mr. Burke would like to sponsor more schools being able to subscribe to the videos, as well as possibly expand to special needs schools, and perhaps videos for older children to interest them in science and math. If Ms. Harper is interested, of course."
"Yes." said Sluman. "Well, I'm not speaking for Ms. Harper, and she certainly might change her mind... but I'll tell you now that she's never really been interested in expanding on her videos. She considers this work more of a hobby, and a calling."
"That's right." said the other man. "So there's not a lot of point in talking any specific numbers of our operations, if you were going to ask."
Sluman continued: "True, but those numbers aren't much, anyway. We make enough to pay the staff, rent the office and all that, but it's set up as a non-profit and Ms. Harper doesn't make a lot. It's a labor of love for her."
Then he said, as if it were a sudden thought: "Why doesn't Mr. Burke just start up his own educational videos, especially for the science and math interest? Why the interest in Ms. Harper's small operation here?"
"I'm not sure," I said, "but my guess is that he'd like to support an existing operation that is already in the schools rather than start from scratch. And just between us... Mr. Burke sometimes gets ideas spontaneously and he acts fast upon them, whether that idea is for his business or his charity work. When his cousin mentioned Ms. Harper's videos and how well the children liked them, the idea likely just came to him, and he's running with it."
As they nodded, I said "I do have one question, just out of pure curiosity: what do you do when school lets out for the summer? Just shut down? Mr. Burke could help fill a gap, there..."
"Ms. Harper makes videos year-round." said the other man. "Most of our subscriber schools have some kind of summer school or summer programs."
"And summer recess in schools isn't what it probably was in your day, Mr. Donald." said Tim Sluman. "Some school systems in this State are already at 10-month school years, and there's talk in the Legislature of going to year-round schooling in the near future."
I nodded. "Well... I guess we'll just have to see what Ms. Harper and Mr. Burke decide upon."
"If you have a card," said Sluman, "I can give you a call later about other possibilities for Mr. Burke to consider."
"Sure." I said, taking a card out of my inner jacket pocket and sliding it to him. The number was one of a bank of BOW Enterprises numbers. This one would be forwarded to my Police iPhone, but would only show the set-up number on the phone doing the calling.
Sluman gave me his 'Marcie Harper Videos, LLC' card with his name and number, and we got up to go back to the studio.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're still talking." said a youngish man with long black hair and a trimmed but unkempt beard and mustache. "And we're losing time on filming."
"You're the Director?" I asked.
"In a manner of speaking." said the man. "My name is Gary. I mostly make sure the cameras are getting good shots during the filming. Ms. Harper runs the show."
"I'm James." I said. Forgive me for asking questions, but I'm really fascinated by all this. How does it all work? How do you decide lessons, and how do you set up the chalkboard there for them?"
"Scripts are being written far in advance." said Gary. "And we get input from the teachers on things they'd like to see, to go with their lesson plans. Setting up the chalkboard is nothing; Ms. Harper uses it, but everything else here is just props. Ms. Harper does have the script on the computer on the desk that she can refer to------"
"I'm sure Mr. Donald is not interested in the minutiae." said Tim Sluman, interrupting.
"That's okay." I said, looking around. "Things like this fascinate me. I'm usually behind a desk all day."
Just then, Marcie Harper and Todd Burke came out of the room they'd been talking in. "I appreciate you coming by." said Marcie, extending her hand.
"I was glad to." said Todd, still acting his normal charming self. "If you change your mind, let me know."
"You'll be the first to hear from me." said Marcie. "If your assistant has a card with a phone number, just leave it with me, and-------" She stopped talking as I extended my hand, holding my card. She took it, then shook hands with me. We were clearly being dismissed and moved out of the place, however politely.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got into the limo and drove away. I put my finger over my mouth in a 'hush' sign and got out my bug detector. Sure enough, there was one secreted in the little map pocket along the back of the front seat.
Aware of this, Todd began the innocuous conversation: "Ms. Harper wasn't interested in expanding." he said. "She likes things just the way they are."
"That's what her people told me." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Marcie Harper watched the video of the conversation that had taken place in the conference room. "Seemingly innocuous," she said, "but his question about our operations going through the full year was unusual at that stage of the game."
"I thought the questions he asked Gary were far more suspicious." said Tim Sluman. He recounted what had been said within his hearing.
"He asked about the chalkboard, slipped it in among the other stuff." Marcie mused. "He's gooood."
After a moment of thought, she said "Okay, Todd Burke is who we thought he was. We need to check out this 'James Donald'. Check out this phone number on his card, which is very recently printed, I can tell. Get his DMV and financial records, make sure everything aligns perfectly. Get our people around the University to follow this guy around, see where he goes, where he lives, who he is seeing. Go do that now."
"Yes, ma'am." said Tim Sluman. He and the security men left.
"Okay, Gary." Marcie said. "We're going to have a slight change of script today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Todd's limo arrived back at BOW Enterprises, it pulled into the loading/unloading area in back. The doors were then shut. I'd written on a piece of paper that they should just leave the vehicle there in the quiet, and I'd take care of the bug later tonight.
I then went to one of the other loading areas and got into the back of the TCPD Captain of Operations's Police SUV, and lay down in the backseat (not easy for a 6'4" tall man to do). Teresa pulled out and went to a back gate and exited that way, very wary of anyone that might be following.
"Looks like a drone is flying in the field to the west of the company property." said Teresa as she drove up Riverside Drive. When we got to Police Headquarters, she went into the gated parking lot but pulled around to the back side, and right up to the gymnasium door. I climbed out of the car and went inside. When Teresa came in a few moments later, she said a drone was flying just to our south, and peeled off when she parked.
"Yeah, Marcie Harper may be on to us." I said. "Even if she's not, that's a huge overabundance of caution."
"Think something's going on?" Teresa asked.
"I sure do." I said. "I'm about to have a meeting with the Detectives. You're welcome to join in."
"Wouldn't miss it." said Teresa. "Not like I have anything else to do today." I laughed out loud at that one.
Part 8 - Trains, Codes, and Base-8
"Figure eight as double four,
Figure four as half of eight.
If you skate, you would be great
If you could make a figure eight.
That's a circle that turns 'round upon itself."
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'Figure Eight'.
1:30pm, Monday, January 21st. I held a meeting in Classroom 'E'. Invited to attend and present were: Chief Moynahan, Captain Croyle, Captain Perlman, Lieutenant Mary Milton, Lieutenant Myron Milton, and Detectives Joanne Warner, Theo Washington, and Jerome Davis.
"Okay, thanks for coming." I said as I set up my computer to interact with the projector screen. "I've asked Detective Davis to join us because the murder of his father's friend at Valley Villages may be tied into all this. I asked Myron here because our Enemy is very good, and Myron will need to be alert to cyberattacks or hacking against us."



"I also need to ask you all to keep this in the highest secrecy." I continued. "Any leaks at all... if the perps find out, they'll shut down and run away, and we'll never catch them." Everyone nodded.
"Okay, you all know that a certain five-year-old future Detective noticed something strange about the Marcie Harper videos, and alerted me to it." I said. "Well, I think she's right. I was able to get all of Marcie Harper's videos, and I think I see what she's up to... and she is up to no good."
"How in the world did you get all of her videos?" asked the Chief. "You told me she doesn't keep them and there's no access to them."
"With respect, Chief," I said, "that is a question you really don't want the answer to." Myron chuckled in spite of himself, and others in the room grinned... especially Joanne Warner.
"O-kayyyy." said the Chief. "But any arrrr-ows that come this way are allllll yourrrrs." I think he meant that humorously... I think he did...
"Yes sir, I'll take the arrows." I replied. "Anyway, let's look at what's going on."
I brought up a still frame of one of Marcie's videos. "This is what you see most of the time. The mouse by the computer is blue. The analog clock at the upper left shows a time, which is most often between 11:00 and 1:00. The clock runs as the video goes along, so it seems like no big deal. Also, there are numbers written on the right side of the chalkboard. Marcie uses the left side for her lessons, so the numbers on the right side are not referred to, and they're not disturbed. I'll talk about those later, as well."
"But the biggest thing: notice the placards above the chalkboard." I said. "They all show trains going left-to-right. The first five placards have the vowels on the train, and always are in the order 'O', 'A', 'E', 'I', and 'U'. Why 'O' is at far left, I dunno, but it's very consistent. Then come the consonants, starting with 'T', then 'M', then 'S', then 'R', then the rest in alphabetical order."
I brought up another still shot. "Okay, this occurs on most of the videos about eight minutes in. Marcie asks a question, the video fades to black and then come right back. But notice the changes. What do you guys see?"
"The mouse is green." said Joanne Warner.
"The clock has changed time, though with these still shots I'm not sure what issue that is." said Tanya.
"The trains on the vowel placards have changed too." said Joanne.
"Yes, very good." I said. "First, the mouse. It changes from blue to green on most of the videos. Occasionally there is a red mouse from the beginning of the video, and it stays red throughout the video. On two occasions in two and a half years, the mouse went from blue to red. And on those videos, all videos while there is a red mouse, there are no numbers written on the right side of the chalkboard."
"Next, the clock." I said. "When the video comes back up, the time has changed. Most often it's back to 9:00, sometimes 10:00, usually earlier in the Winter. Then, when the video changes back and the mouse is blue again, it's usually about an hour later than the first time."
I brought up the next photo, which was a close-up of the train placard with the letter 'U'. "Okay, let's look at the placards." I said. "The keys are the wheels, and the running board between them. Here is what we see most of the time: White back wheel with a black dot in the middle and thin black rim, or border. The running board is white with a black border, and the front wheel is white with a black dot and a thin black border. Also note that there is no smoke from the smokestack.
I brought up the next slide: "Now this showed up in a segment when the mouse went to green." I said. "Note that the back wheel's center dot is much larger, making the white more like a big whitewall stripe. The wheel looks almost completely black if not viewed close up like this."
I brought up another slide and said "Note here that the running board is solid black. Also note that the front wheel is more black with the 'whitewall' stripe now. And in this placard," I said bringing up a third image, "notice that there is a puff of white smoke coming from the smokestack."
"So," I asked, "what do you guys think this means?"
"Code of some kind?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Yes." I said. "Any idea what kind?"
"Oh!" said Joanne as she peered at the screen. "Each wheel, the running board, and the smoke are either one way or the other... binary code!"
"Outstanding." I said. "Yes, I agree they're binary: zero or one. Let me take it further."
I went to the next slide. It showed the following:
0 0 0 = 0
0 0 1 = 1
0 1 0 = 2
0 1 1 = 3
1 0 0 = 4
1 0 1 = 5
1 1 0 = 6
1 1 1 = 7
I said "The numbers at left are binary numbers. In Base-8, which is 2 to the 3d power, we run out of numbers before we get to ten in the decimal system. Now I noted that the smoke on the placards doesn't occur very often at all." I went to the next slide, which said:
1 0 0 0 = 8
1 0 0 1 = 9
1 0 1 0 = hex A
1 0 1 1 = hex B
"So this would be the hexadecimal system, going to 2 to the 4th power, or 16." I said. "However, in every example of a placard with smoke, only the '1000' or '1001' shows up on the placards; the back wheel and running boards are always white. Ergo, this binary is meant to code to decimal number equivalents."
"And from this," I continued, "I can take very educated guesses that the smoke is the first number to look at, then the back wheel, then the running board, then the front wheel."
"Amazing!" said the Chief. "So what came out of it?"
"It's only the vowels that change during that segment of time where the mouse is green." I said. The consonants almost never change. On two occasions, the letters were arranged 'T', then 'R', then 'M', then 'S', but the wheels and running board were all white, and there was no smoke, so that's '0 0 0 0' the whole way on the consonant trains.
"So what this amounts to," I said, "is we get five numbers from the vowel placards. I went through all the videos, and these five-digit numbers came up, a number of them repeating a number of times, but never very close in time to each other."
I put up a slide showing the various number combinations I'd gotten, and a date next to each one of them. "These dates are the weekend after that week's video came out. Any idea what the code numbers are?" I asked.
"Zip codes?" asked Joanne.
"Not a bad idea, and that was my first thought, too." I said. "But the numbers are all over the place, some beginning with zero, which would be New England zip codes, and a few beginning with nine, which would be California zip codes. I'm thinking more local to our State, here."
"Some kind of pre-designated locations?" asked Tanya Perlman. "I think I see where you're going with this, and maybe the people doing it have a pre-made list."
"Yes, it's pre-designated, but not by the perps." I said. "What many people don't know, and the Public cannot easily find on the Internet, is that every school in the State has a five-digit number designation. There are 96 counties in our State, a rare few in the rural southeast having combined school districts, and the City, Southport, and Midtown have city school systems. Our County, like our political districts, is the first designated school district, '01'. The City's schools are all '99', Southport's city system is '97', and Midtown's city system is '98'."
"The most common number that comes up in this list is an elementary school in the Pottsville area." I said. "Next is Rocktown in Polk County, where Larry Wheeler died." (Author's note: 'Whistleblower'.) "Then one in the Midtown suburbs, not that far from where the Pine Valley project was supposed to be. But schools all over the State are listed. Including a couple in this County... Sharpton Elementary, in the Southwestern Ghetto; and Eastside Elementary, where my daughter attends school."
"Sharpton Elementary." said Theo Washington. "Bad school in the worst district in Town, but a good location near big roads that lead out of the County."
"Yes." I said. "And this code might be of interest to Detective Davis."
I put up a code and the dates it appeared. Jerome just about came out of his chair. "Sir," he said, "those last few dates are the weekends my dad says those trucks were coming to the school at Valley Villages. And that last date... is the weekend before last... when MSG Terhune was found dead."
"Good job. That is exactly right." I said. "That's what got me to this point. That number is the State-designated number of the Valley Villages Schools, and it corresponds to the dates of activity seen by your father and others. So, Captain Perlman... connect the dots."
Tanya said. "Sounds like a drug distribution ring. We've had discussions on how it's believed someone was using Government resources as part of it. We thought it was the SBI-NTF... but maybe they're doing it through the school system!"
"So I read the riddle." I said. "Outstanding, Captain. Yes, there's something going on, and something big enough to murder a man over. Drugs is the most likely answer."
Everyone was stunned, then Theo Washington asked "So they're using schools to drop off and pick up drugs shipments?"
"Yes." I said. "The placards give the location of the drug drop, and the clock's time is when the delivery is made, with the second time after the mouse goes back to blue showing when the pickups can be made. I believe the numbers on the right of the chalkboard, under the date, are the amounts in kilos to be brought to the location, and the number below that is the price per kilo to be paid for the drugs. The school location changes every week, and they don't go to any one location in consecutive weeks or even months."
"And if anyone sees the changes in the video, they don't realize what the pattern is." said Mary Milton.
"Except for a future TCPD De-tec-tive." said Chief Moynahan.
"Current Detective." muttered Teresa Croyle. "Future Iron Crowbar, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you rarely do." I said with a smile at that, then said: "Okay, let me tell all of you this: this morning I went undercover to the Marcie Harper studios, where Mr. Todd Burke offered to help Marcie with expanding her productions as part of his charity work. She was offered a very nice sum of money to do this... and she turned it down flat. Not even interested in expanding, nor making any more money."
"Maybe it's not about money for her." said Joanne.
"Except I observed that she wears expensive clothing, has expensive jewelry, and drives a Jaguar." I said. "Not a lot, in and of itself, but my deductions are that she likes money... and spending it... just fine. So there's an alternative reason she may not care to expand her video operations: it doesn't suit her actual purpose, the drug ring of which she is the mastermind. Again, a small thing, but it's just another link in a forming chain."
"It also fits in," I continued, "with being unable to get past videos, a new one made each week with the date on the chalkboard, and cutting off access to anyone who tries to copy the videos."
"We don't have a shred of proof." said Teresa.
"No, not yet." I said. "But it's easier to find the solution once we have the answer. You are right: we DO have a long way to go to get any proof and bust this ring up. We first have to confirm that it is a drug ring."
"Sir," said Jerome Davis, "is this another of the Consultant of Crime's schemes? It seems pretty complex."
"Maybe, but I tend to doubt it." I said. "First of all, it only started the school semester after the Consultant met his most timely demise at Cemetery Hill. Second, a drug ring would fit the Consultant's pattern; using the Schools would not. He and the SBI-NTF, and the State Government for that matter, weren't hand-in-glove buddies, and I suspect someone in the SBI-NTF is at least aware of this. Anyhoo, I suspect Marcie is the one with the idea, and the one who has put it all together."
"So why go through all these hoops?" asked Teresa. "Why not just use cellphones and such things?"
"One reason," I said, "is that if, say, the trucks bringing the drugs in are interdicted, the Police and the DEA might get into their cellphones and see who they're talking to. The NSA keeps everything... "
I looked pointedly at the Chief as I said: "...everything, including videos posted to the Internet... and might trace things back to the boss lady." Chief Moynahan smiled when I said that about the NSA; his question had been answered, if indirectly.
"So doing it this way," I said, "Marcie Harper doesn't have to contact anyone once the machine is running. The deliveries are made and picked up without either side seeing each other... nor seeing the coordinator in the middle of it all."
"How are orders placed, and the amounts and price determined?" asked Teresa.
"I'm not sure yet." I said. "Heck, I just got to this point. My guess is that Marcie sets the prices, and that's what's on the right side of the chalkboard."
"The orders could be done by emails, through some kind of code system." said Mary Milton. "Something like 'we want to order twelve dozen roses', and that means 12 kilos of whatever's being sold. Red roses could be cocaine, yellow roses is heroin, and so on."
"True." I said. "I wouldn't be surprised if Marcie's henchmen, including that CFO of hers, handled all that stuff, and in some kind of way Mary here is describing. But what we've latched on to here is how the distribution is handled. And once we get some confirmations of what is going on, we can move to make a bust."
"Sir, are you going to bring the SBI-NTF into this?" Tanya asked, her eyes twinkling as everyone else laughed.
I just looked at her as if she'd lost her mind, which made everyone laugh even more. Then I said "Seriously, folks, if this gets to the SBI-NTF, then someone likely will tell Marcie, or her spies will find out and tell her. Keep this very tightly to yourselves... don't even tell the Uniformed Police Officers that moonlight as School Security around here, like Sims at my daughter's school. This could be a really great opportunity to bust a huge drug ring... or it could be our greatest failure because someone said something to the wrong persons..."
Part 9 - Watching the Watchers
James Donald came out of the front of BOW Enterprises and walked through the parking lot to an old green Chrysler O65 Imperial Crown. Getting into the car, he pulled out and headed up Riverside Drive. He observed the Toyota Camry behind him, and noted that it stayed behind him, at a distance, as he drove towards the north side of Town.
I had snuck back into BOW Enterprises a few minutes earlier. I'd removed the bug from Todd's Escalade, sealing it in one of those static-proof bag, then in a container that blocked any transmissions in or out. Then I walked out of the place as James Donald and picked up the tail.
I drove to the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. I punched in Todd's code to get into the gate, noting that there was no security guard at the gate. I drove in, then followed the winding streets to Todd's house. I backed up into the garage and closed the door. Going inside, I noticed that the Camry tailing me had parked along the road a few houses down...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Earlier in the day...
Tim Sluman came into the room where Marcie Harper had talked to Todd. She had him sit down. "What do you have?" Marcie asked.
"Todd Burke... as you said this morning, he is who we think he is." said Tim. "The only point of interest is that his wife is a Captain in the Town & County Police Force, and a highly decorated one at that: she's the woman that saved that child in that warehouse explosion a year ago Christmas."
"Ah yes, I remember that." said Marcie. "So... the rest of it?"
"James Donald." said Tim, knowing that he was who Marcie wanted to hear about. "His drivers license at the DMV checks out. It's new, and the address is the same one as the Burke residence in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision up there. I checked, and the Burkes are building another home, so they may be letting him live there, and they'll move out if they haven't already done so."
"O-kay." said Marcie.
"We hacked the BOW Enterprises personnel servers, as well." said Sluman. "Donald is listed with them, as a Human Resources Director for Charitable Donations. Where we start having trouble is when we try to go deeper. He has no credit history, at all. We cannot find any history of him graduating any University in the country, and we checked every James Donald that came up in the last few years. None of them are this guy."
"I see." said Marcie. "What about the number on his card?"
"One of a bank of numbers assigned to BOW Enterprises." said Sluman. "Also, here's the conversations from our bug in their limo." He handed Marcie the transcripts.
"Totally innocuous." Marcie said. "You know, I'm surprised the driver left the vehicle at all, which let us plant that bug. That could've been a trap by them, that we fell into. As to the conversation, they may have known about our bug, or at least were very cautious about it."
"As the CEO of an up-and-coming technology company, ma'am," said Tim, "I would imagine that Mr. Burke is always careful. Carrying on, we also had P.I.s follow the car, and it went straight to their company headquarters. The P.I.s said that no one resembling Mr. Donald came back out of the building, so he may still be there. We've also asked one of our friends within the SBI-NTF to do a facial recognition on Mr. Donald, from his DMV photo and from the video in our conference room."
"Good." said Marcie. "Keep me informed. Let me know the second you find out anything more."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WOOP WHOOP!!* *WOOP WHOOP!!*
The TCPD patrol cruiser had snuck up behind the Toyota Camry, and the ever-mischievous Lt. Micah Rudistan had hit the sirens as an 'attention-getter'. He and Sergeant Morton cautiously got out of the Police vehicle and approached the Camry.
"Good evening, sir." said Rudistan as the driver lowered his window. "May I see your drivers license and registration, please?"
"Sure, Officer." said the driver. As he handed Rudistan the documents, he said "We are licensed private investigators on assignment, and we are licensed to carry firearms."
"Certainly, sir." said Rudistan. "If you'll both just step out of the car, and keep your hands where we can see them..." The two men complied. Morton watched them as Rudistan called in the vehicle and personnel information.
As the info came back, a Police SUV drove up. The TCPD Captain of Operations got out. She was wearing a thick armor vest with Officer-Cam attached.
"What's the situation?" Teresa Croyle asked as she came up to Rudistan and the two men.
"Ma'am," Rudistan said, "these gentlemen were parked here when we came up. They say they are private investigators watching that house up ahead."
"The Burke home." she said. She turned her gaze to the two men, exhibiting a full 'Teresa Cunt' look. "What do you two bastards think you're doing, watching Todd Burke's home? Especially as he has small children."
"We were hired to, ma'am." said the driver of the car.
"Who hired you?" Teresa said.
"We don't know for sure." said the other man. "We were told to see if he was having an extramarital affair, so we figure his wife hired our company."
"His wife." Teresa said. She looked at Rudistan and said "These guys are saying Mr. Burke's wife hired them." Rudistan was trying hard not to laugh as Teresa said "Lieutenant, why don't you have these guys follow you to 1st Precinct Headquarters, and check some more with their company."
She then turned to the men and said "Follow this Officer's car to 1st Precinct Headquarters. I'll be right behind you, so don't get any crazy ideas."



"Yes ma'am." said the driver. The small convoy left the subdivision, and made their way down to North Street. As they got near the turnoff to go north to 1st Precinct Headquarters & County Jail, the P.I.'s car suddenly took off! It headed west towards the State Line!
Teresa called it in on the radio as she hit the lightbars and drove after them. She added "They must have a million dollar motor in that car. I'm at 100mph and they're separating from me!"
Ten miles away, at the State Line, Teresa broke off the chase. "I'm at the State Line, and breaking off the pursuit. Notify Hammondsville PD that they're in their county now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were assembled in Classroom 'E': Chief Moynahan, me, Captain Croyle, Captain Perlman, Lt. Rudistan, Lt. Myron Milton, Lt. Mary Milton, and Detectives Warner, Washington, and Davis.
Myron said "We identified these guys through the photos of them we got from Lt. Rudistan and Captain Croyle's Officer Cams." He named them, then said: "They are licensed P.I.s, but they work for a company that the DEA and SBI think is a pure front for Organized Crime."
"Whose 'family'?" I asked.
"Not one of the traditional Mob families, like Langdon or Taggart." said Myron. "This may be an organization that runs drugs into the State and distributes them."
"Maybe it's Mr. Big." said Tanya, her voice mischievous.
"I've heard rumors of a 'Mr. Big' in this State." I said. "Maybe it should have been 'Ms. Big' instead?"
"That could be." said Tanya. "But the rumors of a Mr. Big were just that... rumors. Or more likely a rumor created by sex professors on local college campuses."
I had to laugh at that one. "I'm not sure those are just rumors." I said.
"I'm late to this party." said the Chief. "What are these rooo-mrrrrs?" I looked at Tanya, letting her tell the tale.
"There have been intermittent rumors over the last 15 to 20 years," said Tanya, "of an organized ring of criminals operating in the City, sometimes expanding into the State, and sometimes working in the State east of us. It was said that the leader was a guy named 'Mr. Big', like some comic book criminal, some kind of Lex Luthor running the show. That name came up a few times when Commander Troy's sister and other competing gangs were running arms through the State up to Apple Grove."
"I heard the name a few times when I was pursuing Pastor Westboro." I said. "I always had the impression that he was the 'Mr. Big' himself, or was creating these ghost gangs to distract from his own operations. And after his death, this is the first I'm hearing of this so-called 'Mr. Big' again."
"Ted Crenshaw, formerly of the SBI and now with the FBI," said Tanya, "believed something similar, except he believed it was Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone creating the rumors and ghost gangs, to get around Westboro. Cerone finally gave up and got out of Mob life; Westboro was too much for him."
"Well," I said, "let's worry about the here and now, and what Marcie Harper is doing. Her next video should be coming out Wednesday. We'll see what happens then. In the meantime, I'm sure we can find other things to do."
"No sir, we don't have a damn thing to do." said Mary Milton. "We're just twiddling our thumbs, here." Everyone broke out laughing at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We just heard from our P.I.s up in the Town & County." said Tim Sluman, reporting to Marcie Harper. "James Donald came out of BOW Enterprises and got into an old green car. They sent the license plate, which we checked. It checks out as belonging to James Donald."
He had no way of knowing that the Iron Crowbar's 'Mouseketeers' had placed that record into the DMV database, based upon the fake car tag that adorned the Black Beauty on that particular trip.
"The P.I.s followed Mr. Donald to his home, which was the address listed on his drivers license." continued Sluman. "They were sitting in their car watching the place when the local Police came up behind them. They told the cops they were P.I.s, but the Police Captain that came up behind them said to take them to the Precinct Headquarters to check out their stories. They had told the Police that they'd been hired by Todd Burke's wife to follow him to see if he was having extramarital affairs."
"Should be no problem." said Marcie. "They're really P.I.'s, aren't they?"
"Yes ma'am." said Sluman. "But here's the problem: they sent a photo of that Police Captain, taken by the hidden camera in their car." The camera was actually filming what it had seen in the mirror affixed to the driver side door.
"It's not the best quality, ma'am," said Sluman, "but it's enough to make out who she is. Here's her DMV and TCPD photos." He handed Marcie the photos as he said "She's Teresa Croyle, Captain of Operations of the TCPD, and their most decorated Officer: Medal of Valor, Police Cross, six Purple Orders for being wounded in the line of duty."
Marcie gave a sardonic smile. "And she's Todd Burke's wife, isn't she? Damn, they had no way of knowing they were running into a buzzsaw with that one."
Sluman nodded. "The P.I.s made a run for the State Line, and made it. They weren't pursued across the State Line, and they got away."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Come in!" called out Marcie. One of the security men did so.
"Ma'am," he said, "my contact in the SBI-NTF just got back to me. They identified James Donald. Here are DMV and TCPD photos he sent me."
Marcie took the photos and gave another little smile, of triumph. "Soooo... he's James Donald, all right. James Donald... Troy."
Tim Sluman's face became pale as Marcie looked at him and said: "The Iron Crowbar."
Part 10 - Meetings
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, January 22d. "Channel Two News has learned that several members of the Town & County Council will push for a Study Group to determine if the Town & County Police Force should return to three precincts!"
Bettina: "The Study Group may also be asked to study other structural changes to the Public Safety Department. Their mission will be to study the current system and possible improvements, and advise the Council on appropriate steps to take."
More Bettina: "And in State news, a Federal Judge declined to uphold an arrest warrant for U.S. Senator Samuel Russell on rape charges, again citing the U.S. Constitution's provision that the Senator is allowed to remain in Washington, D.C. to discharge his Senatorial duties. The Judge also refused to let the warrant stand so that it would become effective when Congress goes into recess, saying that the City, the plaintiffs in the case, would have to re-file the warrant request at that time."
Yet more Bettina: "And as if our State Legislature and Town Council don't have enough to do, the U.S. Department of Justice has sent a formal letter to the State, saying that the Appellate Courts of the State, which currently allow only one Appellate Judge to make rulings, must increase to at least three judges."
"And the U.S. Department of Education has filed amicus briefs in the NEA's lawsuit against the Town & County. The US DOE agrees with the NEA, the powerful Teachers' Union, that the Town & County Board of Commissioners acting as the County Board of Education infringes upon the rights of minority voters and districts to be properly represented with regard to education and taxation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is there nothing that can be done to bring that bastard Russell to justice?" asked Cindy Ross as we watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"It's gonna be hard as hell." I said. "But I do have an idea of how it can be done. We have to catch him when he's here in the State."
"It won't matter." said the Chief. "As soon as Congress reconvenes, he has to be let go so he can go back to Washington."
"That's true." I said. "That's most very true."
Tanya was peering at me, as was Cindy. "You've got something up your sleeve, Don." Tanya said. "Something besides your arm and a red crowbar." I just smiled and arched my eyebrows.
"I'm more worried about this Council business." said Teresa. "I'm ordering a large contingent of TCPD to be at the public meeting tonight, but Irwin will have to be in charge; I've got a Heritage Cloisters HOA meeting tonight."
"Gonna stir the pot a little bit?" I asked with a grin.
"More than a little bit." Teresa replied, without a shred of humor in her voice.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This meeting of the Town & County Council will come to order." said Mayor Daniel Allgood at 7:30pm, Tuesday, January 22d, in the Public Chamber of the Council. "First order of business, will the clerk please read into the record any official documents received by the Council."
"Without objection," said John Colby, "let's dispense with the readings and have them entered into the record."
No one objected. "So ordered." said Allgood. "Without objection, the Clerk is instructed to send these to the City Attorney for review and response." There were no objections.
"We have 22 persons who have requested time to speak." said the Mayor. "Each person will be given two minutes to speak, and can add further comments in writing by submitting them to the clerk before the next Council meeting."
People began coming up to the microphone to speak. A number of young women were wearing red Antifa shirts, shirts which had become much less popular to wear after the beatdown given hundreds of Antifa thugs after the Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club had administered a huge beatdown to them.
They were mostly polite, but every one of them demanded the Police Force return to three precincts. Councilman John Colby asked many of them the 'Troy Question': "If you can give us one example of how three precincts will be better for the County than two, I'll be glad to entertain the idea."
Most of the responses were "It will be better for minorities in the County." with no further explanation. When Colby asked "How so?" he got no reply... except being called a racist a few times.
At the end of these diatribes, Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis said "We have heard from our constituents, and they want three precincts. I move that we form a Study Group to consider doing this-------"
"Point of order." said Edward Steele, interrupting Lewis. "A motion to form a Study Group to study three precincts was made at the last meeting, and was laid upon the table. Another motion cannot be made on that subject during this Session of the Council, which has nearly two years left to run. Until then, the original motion must be brought up again, and only those who voted to lay it on the table can bring it up again."
"You are absolutely correct." said Mayor Allgood. "Therefore, this new motion is not recognized. Does anyone who voted to lay the previous motion on the table want to re-introduce it?" No one spoke.
"Any other business?" asked Mayor Allgood.
"Mr. Mayor," said Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, "the U.S. Department of Education has joined the lawsuit objecting to the Board of Commissioners being the School Board, and also objecting to the Town Assembly setting taxes for education purposes. I move to set up a Committee of the Whole to study this, work with the DOE and NEA, and formulate a response and an action plan to deal with the issue."
"I second the motion." said Susan Weston.
A 'Committee of the Whole' meant that the entire Council was the committee, and the only difference was that the Mayor would not vote to break ties until the matter was referred to the Council (no longer in Committee) for the formal vote.
"Without objection?" said the Mayor. There were no objections. "It is deemed passed." The Mayor banged the gavel, and it was so.
"I move we adjourn to Executive Session to discuss personnel matters." said John Colby.
"I second that." said Dagmar Schoen.
"Without objection?" said the Mayor. There were no objections.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They assembled in the private Chamber. Going clockwise from the podium were Sheila Sorrells, Malinda Adams, J.P. Goldman, Edward R. Steele, Ian McGhillie, Mayor Daniel Allgood at the end of the table, Dagmar Schoen, John Colby, Reginald B.F. Lewis, Susan Weston, and Kelly Carnes.
"Okay, first the Public Safety Department." said the Mayor. "The Sheriff has indicated that he wants to discuss the rank structures within the various Departments. He says the Fire Department having Battalion Chiefs equivalent to the Fire Marshal and Assistant Chief is an issue. Anyone want to work with him on that? Form a Study Group? Or a Committee of the Whole?"
"Let's have him get his recommendations from his people, then come talk to us about what he wants." said Edward Steele. "Then we can go from there."
"I don't understand why you want a Study Group for that, but won't have one to study precincts." snarled Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"And I don't understand why you want to return to the failed policy of three precincts." replied John Colby, his deep baritone voice resonating in the room.
"Who said it failed?" replied Lewis.
"The Police Chief, the Police Commander, the previous Sheriff and the current Sheriff." said Mayor Daniel Allgood... the previous Sheriff.
"It cost a lot more money without any tangible benefits." said J.P. Goldman. "If our Town doubled in size, you might have an argument."
"It's not about sheer numbers." sneered Kelly Carnes. "It's about protecting the Public."
"And once again," shot back Dagmar Schoen, "how does a third precinct do that better than the two we have now?"
"It makes the Police more easily responsive to crimes in their precincts." said Carnes.
"How?" replied Schoen angrily. "This County is 15 miles by 20 miles at most. If anything, it hurts response, because the number of Officers are diluted: there are fewer Officers in each Precinct if there are three as opposed to two... or one."
"Okay, okay." said Mayor Allgood. "We could probably sit here all night talking about precincts, and no one's mind will be changed. Let's move on: the Police don't have a lot of promotions. They will be getting some new people in on February 1st. And all of the Officers that stood up to the Antifa thugs during 'Sturgis on the Square' Night have been put in for medals, Stars of Gallantry. Captain Perlman was put in for a Police Medal."
"Good Lord." said Susan Weston. "Donald Troy must think we're stoo-pid, putting them in for such high medals. I saw we downgrade them all to Certificates of Achievement, just to get the point across to him."
"I don't disagree with you in your idea that we don't want to overdo it on the medals," said J.P. Goldman, "but you're going way too far downgrading them, and dishonoring our Police Officers in the process. How about Public Safety Commendation Medals for the volunteers that showed up to face the 900 thugs, and a Star of Gallantry for Captain Perlman."
"Like hell!" said Susan Weston, who deeply hated Tanya Perlman. "She should not have been there. She shouldn't even be on the Police Force. Don Troy and Sean Moynahan should've been fired for letting her be there, and they still should be fired."
"No." said Ian McGhillie. "She showed up voluntarily, like all the 150 Officers present did."
"No one else knew she was coming." added Edward R. Steele. "And Commander Troy was not going to send her away in front of all those Officers. Also, he knew those motorcyclists were going to be there. Captain Perlman did not. Her bravery was tremendous, and should not be questioned. A Star is the least we can do for her examples of courage and leadership."
"And I suppose you want to give Commander Troy a third Medal of Valor," said Kelly Carnes, "since you're giving out medals like candy... again."
"Oh, stop it." said Ian McGhillie angrily. "He said no such thing, nor implied it. Commander Troy was put in for a Star like all the other Officers. I suspect he refused to be put in for more. But every Officer there deserves commendations for standing up to 900 thugs that wanted to kill them all."
"They were peaceful!" Kelly Carnes exclaimed. "They weren't trying to kill anyone!"
"If you believe that," Dagmar Schoen said, "then I have a nice bridge in New York City to sell you." Carnes looked daggers at her enemy Schoen.
"Okay, what about Achievement Medals for all of them?" suggested Weston...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The HOA meeting, technically an HOA Board meeting, at the Heritage Cloisters Clubhouse was well-attended. The meeting room was packed, and the mood of the residents was 'not good'.
The HOA president was named Gus Bradshaw. He was a middle-aged man with an increasing belly. His face was large and flattish, and his brown hair was unkempt and his mustache droopy. The HOA vice president was a woman in her 40s named Jennifer Martin. She had dark brown hair, was slender, and was the kind of woman that was always leading the weekend projects at the park or the latest charity drive, and was always bossy towards everyone.
The secretary was an older woman named Margaret, who was one of Myrtle L. James's lieutenants in the Ladies Auxiliary, and now looked like she was becoming weary of HOA politics. There was no treasurer: the previous treasurer was a woman named Irene Allen, very attractive, in her 30s, with black hair and a crinkling of her eyes when she smiled. She had become very tired of Gus Bradshaw and Jennifer Martin's ways of lording it over everyone else, including her, and had resigned as treasurer, leaving Bradshaw in total control of the HOA's finances.
"Wow, lot of people here tonight." said Bradshaw dispassionately to Jennifer as he began the meeting. He then said more loudly "Okay, folks, let's get started."
As everyone sat down and settled in, an elderly man named Pascal came to the podium, which looked like a wooden sheet music holder a choir director might use. He spoke into the microphone that was attached to a small portable speaker.
"The conditions of the golf course are becoming increasingly worse." Mr. Pascal said. "What was a couple of years ago the finest golf course in the State, a course under consideration for an LPGA tournament, with greens that were arguably as good as Augusta National's course, is now in such a state that residents are choosing to go to Mr. McGhillie's public golf course to play. I mean no disrespect to Mr. McGhillie, but with the HOA fees we are paying, and the greens fees we're having to pay on top of that, this course is not being properly maintained!"
There were murmurs of agreement in the audience, then Gus Bradshaw said "We understand the frustration. We've been working with agronomists and horticulturists from the University, and we know we've had what I can best describe as an infection of the grasses, and it'll take some time to recover."
"That's what you said two months ago." said Mr. Pascal. "I asked for a written report by those 'experts' you claim to be consulting with. When are we going to get that?"
"We're hoping to get a completed report that will explain the solutions as well as the problems." said Jennifer Martin. "It will probably be Spring or early Summer before we have the problems solved."
"Why are you waiting?" thundered Mr. Pascal as the murmurings in the audience increased. "Why don't you give us what you have now?"
"What's the rush?" snarled Bradshaw. "It's Winter, and we're trying to solve the problem------"
"The problem," fired back Pascal, "is that we're paying these huge HOA fees year-round, we're paying them now, and I don't see anything coming of them. I want to see some proof that you're working on the problem."
"You'll get it." said Martin. "Is there anything else you want to bring up?"



"You haven't addressed my first issue." said Paschal.
"We said you'll get a report from us." said Bradshaw.
"When?" demanded Pascal.
"When we send it to you." snarled Bradshaw. "Now sit down." That got a lot of people murmuring angrily. Then Bradshaw said "Sit down, Mr. Pascal, or I'll have you removed from this meeting."
"Fine." said Pascal. "I'll see you in Court." He began walking down the aisle. When he got near the back, where Teresa and Todd were, she stopped him and asked him to sit with her.
"We'll talk after the meeting." Teresa whispered. "You may have help with that lawsuit." Mr. Pascal nodded.
Tad Radcliffe, whose wife was murdered in the 'The Pact' case, came up to the podium. "I want to bring up an issue far more important than the golf course: security. The entrances to the subdivision are manned by security less and less and less. There are almost no security patrols anymore. Why are we paying such exorbitant HOA fees, and you want to increase them, but we are getting fewer and fewer services, particularly with regard to the safety and security of the residents here?"
Huge murmurs of agreement could be heard. After a pause to let that die down, Gus Bradshaw said "We are working closely with the Town & County Police Department to provide better security than we already have-------"
"Excuse me." said Radcliffe. "Although we're paying very high property taxes to the County, it is not the job of the Town & County Police to provide security specifically to the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. We're paying outrageous HOA fees, which is supposed to be going to that security. Where is our money going, Mr. Bradshaw? Certainly not to the non-existent security around this place?"
He had not noticed that Teresa Croyle, upon hearing Bradshaw's words, had gotten out of her seat and walked up the aisle. She was now standing behind Radcliffe. She was wearing civilian clothes, a dark green dress and nude-colored high heel pumps, giving no sign that she was with the TCPD.
"I don't think the security issues are as bad as you're trying to make them out to be." said Bradshaw. "And as I was saying before you interrupted me, we are working with the Police to make sure any security gaps are adequately addressed."
By now, Radcliffe was very aware that Teresa was behind him. He stepped to one side and swept his hand towards the podium, inviting Teresa to take her place at it.
"Ma'am, you're out of turn." said Bradshaw.
"I'm giving her the remainder of my time." said Radcliffe.
"That's not acceptable." said Bradshaw. "Both of you, sit down."
"WHY?" yelled a voice from the back... the voice of Todd Burke. "WHY WON'T YOU LET HER SPEAK? WHAT ARE YOU AFRAID OF, BRADSHAW?" The murmurs became outright angry utterances. "Let her speak!" was being frequently shouted.
"Let's let her speak and get it overwith." said Jennifer Martin. Bradshaw did not look happy, but said "Okay. State your name and address."
"Teresa Croyle, wife of Todd Burke." she said, then gave the address of their Heritage Cloisters home. "I have a statement and a question. The statement is that I agree with Mr. Radcliffe that it is not the Town & County Police Force's mission to provide security exclusively for the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, and that our HOA fees should be providing for that security a couple of times over, but it is not."
"My question is this." continued Teresa. "You said that you are, and I quote, 'working closely' with the TCPD. Who exactly are you working with? What is the name of the person in the TCPD that you're working closely with?"
The room was suddenly silent. Then, as the nature of Teresa's question became apparent, derisive chuckles could be heard in the audience.
Bradshaw looked over to Martin, then looked back at Teresa and said "I'm not sure of the name..."
Jennifer Martin tried to rescue him: "Someone in the Public Relations Department."
"Who?" Teresa asked again. "Exactly who? And let me be clear: Mr. Bradshaw said he and you were 'working closely' with the TCPD" (she made air quotes with her hands as she said it), "but he can't give a name of who he or you is working closely with? That's a 'strangeness', as my boss would say."
"Why do you need to know who we talked to? That's Executive Board business." asked Bradshaw, getting frustrated and becoming belligerent.
"I want to know so that I can ask that person if it's really true that you are talking to him or her." Teresa said. "And yes, the implication is that I don't believe what you are telling me, and I want to check it out for myself."
"Details like that are Executive Board business." Jennifer Martin said loudly.
"And my business." said Teresa. "There are only three Police Officers than can actually do anything about helping you with security here: the Police Chief, the Police Commander, and the Captain of Operations. And I know for a fact that none of them have been contacted-------"
"This matter is finished-------" yelled Jennifer Martin.
"The matter is finished," yelled back Teresa, "when you have the manners to let me finish! I assure you that I have the power to ask every single Police Officer on the Force, from the Chief down to every Patrol Officer on the street, and in the form of a sworn affidavit, if they've spoken to anyone from Heritage Cloisters about working together on security. And I can ask the Sheriff's Department the same thing."
Teresa continued: "And if none of them say you're working with them, then I'm going to arrest and charge you..." She held up her TCPD badge in her hand as she said "... with Lying to Police. Yes... the Captain of Operations of the TCPD... is me!"
"You can't do that!" yelled Bradshaw. "You didn't inform us you're a cop."
"I don't have to." Teresa said (and correctly). "Now, one more time, who is the person you are claiming you are closely working with?"
"I think we need to go into Executive Session." said Bradshaw, turning to Jennifer with a scared look on his face.
"Why?" asked Margaret, the Secretary. "Why can't you answer Officer Croyle's question?"
"What are you trying to hide, Bradshaw?" yelled old Mr. Pascal. "What are you going to say that you can't say here in front of us?" The 'yeah!' 'yeah!' chorus sounded like Parliament's House of Commons in London. The meeting was coming apart at the seams.
"I agree." said Jennifer Martin. "Let's go into Executive Session." She and Bradshaw got up.
"I'm going to sue you!" yelled Pascal.
"You can't!" yelled back Bradshaw, almost gleefully. "It's in the HOA Covenant. You can't sue us. It has to go to binding arbitration. And you have no grounds for that."
"I do!" said Teresa Croyle, in a voice that could freeze blood... and just about did: it got silence in the room again. "I have grounds for a criminal investigation of you. Don't destroy any financial records or paperwork; I will be subpoenaing them. And the only arbitration you're gonna get from that... is in Superior Court."
Bradshaw and Martin glared at Teresa, then left the room. Margaret stood up and said "As of this moment, I have resigned as Secretary of the HOA Executive Board." People applauded her.
"I need all of your names and numbers or emails." said Teresa. We can sue, and we may have to do so in a coordinated effort." She got the information she needed...
Part 11 - Seeing Red
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 23d, from in front of City Hall. "The Town & County Council has descended into total political chaos!"
Bettina began: "Last night at the public Council meeting, a large number of peaceful citizens spoke, and all of them asked for a return to three Police precincts. But when a motion was made to form a Study Group to consider the matter, the motion was blocked by Republicans on the Council. Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis was outraged. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. "The People of this County want security, and they want three Police precincts to help give them that security." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "But the white Republicans and the illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood are blocking a study of the idea that would show the benefits to the Public of three precincts."
Nothing from other Councilpersons was shown as it went back to Bettina live: "Eldrick X. Weaver, who lost the Mayor race to Daniel Allgood after a very controversial Court ruling to exclude votes in a largely black district, said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Eldrick X. Weaver was shown, saying: "The white rulers of the Police Department, Commander Donald Troy and Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, are doing all they.i can to suppress opportunities for minorities in the Police Department, aided and abetted by an illegitimate Mayor who continues to support racist policies in the Public Safety Department..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross is normally quiet, level-headed, and 'fair and balanced' in her disposition, leaving the hot-headedness to her redheaded cousin and her BFF. But after hearing Weaver's cheap shots as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room, her platinum blonde hair seemed to be even brighter, because her face was as red with anger as I'd ever seen it.
"That son of a bitch." she murmured. "He will regret the day he mentioned my name at all."
"We'll talk about it." said the Chief, taking it upon himself to get Cindy to calm down, seeing that his Police Commander was not doing a thing to quell the Deputy Chief's anger.
Meanwhile, Tanya Perlman had made an observation. "Teresa, you okay?" she asked, seeing tension and tiredness in Teresa's otherwise attractive face.
"I had a bad night at the HOA meeting last night." said Teresa. "I was going to talk to the Commander about it later."
I picked up the remote and turned off the television monitor, then turned to face Teresa. "Go ahead and tell us all now."
Teresa discussed what had happened the night before. "I'm really afraid that if there's financial impropriety, they may destroy the evidence before I can get to it with a lawsuit." she said as she finished. "I intend to ask every Police Officer if they've been contacted by the HOA in order to charge them with Lying to Police and get a subpoena for the financial records, but that'll take time, too."
"And be a waste of your time." said Chief Moynahan. "It's nearly impossible to get a warrant based upon no one remembering a discussion. As you know, you 'can't prove a negative', so to speak."
"Here." I said, taking a card out of my wallet and passing it to Teresa. "That's Mike G. Todd's number. Call him, get him to start a lawsuit on your behalf."
"Bradshaw said we have to go to arbitration, that we can't sue him." Teresa said. "Todd said he may be right. And they'll fight a subpoena to the last ditch."
"Have faith." I said. "Mike is a pitbull when it comes to things like this, which is why I'm recommending him over the otherwise capable Agnes T. Spires and the BOW Enterprises attorneys." Teresa nodded.
"In the meantime," I continued, getting up, "I need to go to Eastside Elementary and see the latest Marcie Harper video. If you'll excuse me, Chief?"
"Yes, please, by all means go." said the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Forty days and forty nights,
Didn't it rain, children.
Not a speck of land in sight,
Didn't it, didn't it rain.
But Noah built the ark so tight
They sailed on, children.
And when at last the waters receded
And the dove brought back the olive tree leaf,
He landed that ship near Mount Ararat
And Noah's children grabbed his robe and said,
"Hey Dad, how many animals on this old ark anyway, huh?"
Elementary, my dear, two time two is four.
Elementary, my dear, two time three is six.
Elementary, my dear, two time four is eight.
Elementary, my dear, two time five is ten.
Two times one is two, of course.
And it must occur to you,
You get an even number
Every time you multiply by two."
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'Elementary, My Dear'
At 8:30am, just as the school day was beginning, I went into the library of Eastside Elementary.
"Hello, Yvonne." I said. "Did a new Marcie Harper video come out?"
"Yes, Commander." said Yvonne. She took me to the little office space. "I brought up the website. Don't close it; they know we might show it multiple times, but if we keep bringing the site up, they might notice and get suspicious."
"I understand." I said. "I'll play it once and record it while it plays." I set up my Police iPhone and started the process.
As it played, I said "Has anyone given you any trouble about me coming to see this?"
"The principal, Mr. Butler, gave me a hard time." Yvonne said. "He said you have to go to the Office and sign in, and that I'm not to let you in here if you haven't done that. I told him that you were the Police and could come in as you wished, and that was between him and the Police."
"Don't get yourself in trouble." I said.
"No worries." Yvonne said. "Your lawyer, Mike G. Todd, got me a huge settlement for wrongful imprisonment, ten million dollars. And he refused to take more than 10%."
"Wow." I said. "I wish he'd be that nice to me."
"Well." said Yvonne with a hint of a smile. "I gave him a lot better reward. We've been going out together, and your wife would definitely approve of what I did with him."
I laughed out loud. "Yes, yes she would. And no, I'm not going to reward him that way. I'm strictly a ladies man."
"And the best in the County, from what I hear." said Yvonne, openly flirting with me. I grinned.
"Well, I'm a bit busy now to prove that." I said. "We'll have to talk later. In the meantime, if Butler gives you any trouble, let me know. And you can sue him for wrongful firing if he fires you. Okayyyy... let's see if Marcie plays any tricks on us today."
Marcie's lesson was a simple one, discussing the number '2' and the even numbers. The mouse was blue, and I noted the numbers on the right side of the chalkboard were the same as I'd seen when we were on the set. The placards were all zeros, so far.
Marcie asked her question, then the screen faded to black for a second. When it came back, my heart sank. There were no longer any numbers on the right side of the board...
... and the mouse was red.
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Stymied
Wednesday, January 23d. My mind was crowded with thoughts as I drove back to Police Headquarters. Was Marcie Harper on to me? Had she canceled the shipment, which the red mouse had indicated, because she'd realized who I was when I went down to her studios with Todd? Or was she just being overly cautious?
I trudged down the hallway, then stuck my head into my office's anteroom and asked Helena if there were any messages for me. She said that Captain Croyle had asked me to call her when I got back in, and that Sheriff Griswold had come in and that I should join him and the Chief in the Chief's office.
Knowing where my bread was buttered, I went to the Chief's office suite. I did things 'proper': the Chief's assistant Cassie buzzed the Chief and announced my arrival. The Chief told her to tell me to come on in. I did so.
"Good news on the video?" asked the Chief as he had me sit down next to Sheriff Griswold.
"No sir." I said. I explained how the red mouse had appeared. "I'm hoping that they're not onto us after my visit down there. And it'll be next week before we can find out if this is a one-off, or if they're going to shut down and do something else."
"You think she realized who you were when you went down there, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff.
"Yes sir." I said. "Myron helped me create some pretty good fake IDs, I had cards made with a real BOW Enterprises phone number on it, and of course I made sure to drive to Todd's home in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, and I was followed."
"Those bums who ran for the State Line." said the Chief.
I nodded, then said: "But my cover wasn't going to hold up if they dug really deep, like a law enforcement agency would do. That does tell me one thing: they're no small-time operation if they have the resources to make checks like that on a lowly Assistant to the BOW Enterprises CEO." The chief and Sheriff chuckled at that.
*BUZZ* *BUZZ* *BUZZ* *BUZZ*
It was my Police iPhone buzzing. I looked at it, and it was a text message from Teresa. It said "Please call. URGENT!"
"Problem, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff.
"Captain Croyle wants me for something." I said. "But she can handle it, unless it's one of her kids or my kids that's the issue... and then she'd be breaking down the door to this office to tell me."
"Har." said the Sheriff. "You're right."
"Commander, go ahead and find out what it's about." said the Chief. "We're just twiddling our thumbs, here."
I grinned, then said "Yes sir." I got up and headed towards Teresa's office. Helena called out to me as I passed by my anteroom door. I stopped and looked in.
"Sir," she said, "Captain Croyle is in I-A. She asked me to ask you to come down there."
"Okay, thanks." I said. I headed down the hallway to the Interrogation Rooms. In the anteroom, I saw Teresa in I-A with a woman and her lawyer. I knocked on the window. Teresa got up, opened the door, and asked me to come in.
"You wanted to talk to me?" I asked.
"I did, about something else," said Teresa, "but then this developed. This is Irene Allen. She is the former Treasurer of the Heritage Cloisters HOA. And you know Mr. Gibson Stelling, of Succup and Payne, P.C."
"Yes, I do. Hello Mr. Stelling. Hello, Mrs. Allen." I said as I sat down next to Teresa. "So, what's the issue here?"
Teresa said "You know about what happened last night at the HOA meeting. Irene has information that proves Gus Bradshaw was embezzling from the HOA. She needs immunity, though. I can't give her that immunity, but you can, sir."
"Well..." I said, then paused, then said "Yes, I could. But it really needs to come from the ADA. Captain, have you called ADA Patterson yet?"
"No sir." said Teresa.
"Go ahead and call her now." I said.
"Can't you just give her the immunity now?" asked Teresa. "It'll save time, and we can get a warrant faster."
I held my temper, and said "We'll discuss the 'whys' and 'why nots' later. Go ahead and call Paulina."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While we waited, Teresa and I went into the anteroom. She said "The first thing I was going to tell you is that Leanne Quinlin Gonzales, our real estate agent, called me while you were at Carole's school. She got an offer on our house this morning. A full 25% over our asking price, but good for only 24 hours."
"Oh really." I said acerbically. "If you don't mind my asking, what was the price?" I asked.
"When we bought the house, it was fairly valued at $1.1 million, and we paid $1 million even for it." Teresa said. "But after the security and the golf course were allowed to go to shit, and coupled with overall economic conditions, prices dropped. The house is valued at $800,000 now. The offer we received was for $1 million."
"So this high bid comes in on the night after the HOA meeting, and that much over asking, and trying to pressure you into a very fast sale. What do we think of coincidences, Captain Croyle?"
"What are those?" Teresa replied adroitly, making me chuckle.
"You taking it?" I asked.
"Leanne said there were some issues with it." said Teresa. "First, only persons or families can buy homes there. The couple making this offer absolutely cannot afford it, per Leanne's credit checks. So she asked them where the money is coming from, and after some huffing and puffing, they said they were getting a loan from a private backer, and wouldn't say who it was. So I told Leanne to just reject the offer."
"I think you did right." I said. "But Captain... was that really enough for you to send me a text saying 'URGENT!'? I was meeting with the Chief and Sheriff at the time."
"Oh." Teresa said. "Sorry about that. But no, the urgent thing was Irene coming in with the evidence to bust Bradshaw and Martin. I think she's scared for her safety, too." After a moment she said: "Sir... am I in trouble?"
"Not really, but we'll talk later."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina arrived 30 minutes later. So did District Attorney Miriam Walters.
I had also called Captain Tanya Perlman in, to take over from Teresa. "Teresa, you're personally involved, and I want you to concentrate on the lawsuit you are going to file against the HOA on this. Tanya, it's your case... personally. I want this Bradshaw asshole thoroughly fucked up, and you are just the person to make that happen."
"Ah, I get to have some fun!" Tanya said with a grin and a sparkle in her eyes.
As Teresa and Tanya filled Paulina in and Paulina worked out the Immunity Agreement, Miriam and I watched through the one-way glass from the anteroom.
"This is a pretty small case to merit your personal attention, isn't it?" I asked.
"The Heritage Cloisters has some of the wealthiest people in the County living there." said Walters, showing her political awareness skills. "And it's a chance to see how my ADAs handle things like immunity agreements. I appreciate you calling in Paulina, rather than doing it yourself. Oh... and for such a small case, you brought in the Captain of Detectives personally? Just how small is this?"
I chuckled. Miriam Walters was pretty damn sharp, I thought to myself. Not bad looking, either...
As we watched and listened, Paulina got Irene's story. Irene was saying she had evidence of Gus Bradshaw redirecting funds, meant for security, to another bank account. She had resigned as Treasurer over it after she brought it up and was shouted down and intimidated, i.e. threatened, by both Bradshaw and Jennifer Martin. After Paulina gave her immunity, Irene's lawyer produced the papers.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Plenty here for arrest warrants and for a warrant for all the HOA's papers." said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross as she looked over the papers that were now in evidence. She described to Paulina some of the things to show the judge. I had also been looking up some stuff on the computer based upon my observations.
"Paulina," I said, "you should bypass Nance and go straight to Watts. That account Bradshaw set up, is showing up as one from which campaign contributions to State Senator Katherine Woodburn were made."
"Oooooh." said Tanya. "Do we have some political scandal, here?"
"I dunno." I said. "We'll proceed very cautiously. Woodburn's campaign did not try to hide the contributions. But let's get that forensic audit warrant first."
"I need to speak to you about that." said Miriam Walters.
"Let's go into my office." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had Miriam sit down in a 'hot chair'. She did so, crossing her shapely legs as I went around to my side of my desk and sat down in the lumbar-supporting 'Command Chair'. "What's up?" I asked.
"I just wanted to let you know what's going on at Court." Miriam said. "The State Legislature House Chamber formally voted down impeaching Judge Nance. He's been restored to the Bench. Folsom has him doing arraignments and the little shit stuff that Solicitor Ted Mason handles, but I've gotten word that Nance believes he's the guy we have to go to to get warrants, and he's pushing Folsom on that."
"That's not good." I said. "And all the more reason to sneak this particular case past Nance and go to Watts... if Katherine Woodburn is involved, I don't want Nance running cover for her."
"I understand." said Walters. "Just don't be surprised when the hammer comes down in the future. A judge's gavel still beats a crowbar in our Courts."
"Noted." I said. "But if Nance tries to deny warrants without good reason, I'll be raising holy hell... as will the Chief and Sheriff."
"And you may have to." said Walters. "And while I'm here, let me fill you in on the situation with Gayle Tunnin. As you know, she was arrested and is out on bail. She is not cooperating at all. We think we have an airtight case, what with the Holloway recordings and all that, but they intend to fight to the last ditch."
"What about Della Harlow?" I asked. "Are you going to prosecute her, too?"
"That case will be a lot tougher." said Walters. "Right now, it would be a conspiracy charge. Yes, we have her on the tapes, and we have Holloway's testimony. But Harlow could just say it was wishful thinking, that she didn't know Tunnin was really going to do it. I'm also getting word that the Democrats will fight for Harlow to the last ditch. They'll throw Tunnin under the bus if they have to, but they're circling the wagons around Harlow. But don't ask me why."
"I don't need to." I said.
"What I was thinking," said Walters, "was filing charges and having her arrested, anyway. Then we'd offer her a deal to squeal... or offer Tunnin a deal to squeal on Harlow."
"If you have a tough case already," I asked, "would it really be any easier with Tunnin testifying, and Harlow's lawyer saying Tunnin would tell any lie to get a deal for herself?"
"That's a thought." said Miriam. "My question is: who would you rather see go down?"
"Both." I said. "But if I had to choose: Harlow, for damn sure."
"That's what I thought you'd say." said Miriam. As she stood up to go, she said "I'll talk to Mayor Allgood and Sheriff Griswold, also, see what they want to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
D.A. Walters went to talk to the Chief. So, after sweeping Classroom 'E' for bugs and finding none, I brought in my Lieutenants Milton and Detectives Warner, Washington, and Davis for a discussion of the Marcie Harper case.
"The mouse turned to red." I told them. "Looks like Marcie either got wind of me, or she's being cautious and called off this week's shipment."
Mary Milton asked "Sir, do you think they have an alternate means of giving the location info, and the red mouse means to go to Plan B to get their info?"
"It's possible," I replied, "but I suspect the answer is 'no', and for a couple of reasons. First, if she got spooked by my presence in her studios, she doesn't know just how much we know. So why risk a shipment through other means of communication? For all she knows, we're watching every school in the State. Of course we're not, and if they look they'll see we're not."
"And the second reason is the complexity of getting the message out." I said. "The videos are a means of transmitting the information that everyone can see but is hard to trace to the viewers. Of course in saying that, every first grader in the State is a suspect, if you get my drift."
Everyone chuckled, then I continued: "As we talked about before, cellphone texts or emails requires knowing who to send to, and that's potentially a lot of people, and risks being intercepted. So unless Marcie has another website where she can put 'Pink Knights' on, like Superior Bloodlines did," (Author's note: 'The Hot Date Mystery, Ch. 02-03.) "then this week's shipment has been called off."
"Sir," said Jerome, "do you think they'll set up a new way of communicating?"
"I don't know." I said. "We'll find out next week. If nothing happens this week, and things appear calm, maybe they'll resume. Myron, did we have any attempts to hack us?"
"Several, sir." said Myron. "One was some Slender Man Fan Club group in England. I think they were just seeing if they could. They didn't try to get anything, and they were shut down pretty quickly. Others were the usual suspects: the Red Chinese, our own Federal Government, the Mob in Southport, and so on. No damage done. Then there were a few that I haven't seen before. They could be Marcie Harper's gang, but they routed through the Midwest & Pacific Railroad's servers."
I must've looked astonished at hearing that, because I saw people staring at me. "Now that... is a 'strangeness'." I said, thinking out loud...
Part 13 - Bad Behavior
Tim Sluman came into Marcie Harper's office, the office in the front part of the building. He swept for bugs, finding none, then sat down opposite Marcie at her desk.
"Ma'am," he said, "we can sustain a week of no shipments, even two, but we risk our customers finding other suppliers."
"I know." said Marcie. "But we've had breaks in shipping in the past, and our customers and suppliers know that we're being cautious so we don't get caught."
"So are we back on for next week?" asked Sluman.
"I don't know." said Marcie. "Anyone in the Town & County watched the videos yet?"
"Eastside Elementary ran it already, pretty early." said Sluman. "Just once, all the way through. Several other schools across the State also ran it, but none that are up in the Iron Crowbar's area."
"Any idea how he got on to us?" asked Marcie.
"Our security guys have checked with their contacts." said Sluman. "They did not tell us before, but the recent shipment at Valley Villages had a problem. Someone was spotted lurking around the school perimeter when the trucks for pickup came in. He was followed home and eliminated later that night, as a precaution."
Marcie was appalled. "Are you fucking kidding me?" she asked. "A man was watching our operation, they murdered him... and they didn't bother to tell me about it?"
"Our guys didn't know." said Tim. "Well... they claimed they didn't know. And it's happened before, us potentially being watched. We canceled the video subscription to Rocktown Elementary after Sheriff Deputies were spotted watching our vehicles about this time last year."
"Well, God damn." said Marcie, with considerable asperity in her voice. She thought about it. "Okay, we can't wait another week like I'd planned to. We've got to nip this in the bud, and find out if we've really been compromised. Get Gary into the studio, now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Wednesday, January 23d. Tanya drove into my office.
"Judge Watts issued the subpoenas." she reported. "We've picked up Gus Bradshaw and Jennifer Martin, and put them both through full booking. He's in I-1, she's in I-2. Both have demanded lawyers and we are waiting for their arrivals."
"Good." I said. "Who did they call as their legal representation?"
"Bradshaw called H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C." said Tanya. "Ms. Martin surprised us a bit: she called Gwen Munson, of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C."
"Oh, now that is interesting, don't you think?" I said.
"Yes I do." replied Tanya. "Gwen has gone big-time since she won that case for Jan Camp against the University. She's the lead legal beagle these days for civil rights issues involving women."
"She also represents women involved in normal political issues around the State, not just civil rights cases." I said. "That suggests that we might be much closer to Katherine Woodburn than Katherine will be comfortable with. What about the financial records?"
"We got the warrant, and it's been served." said Tanya. "Irene Allen is helping Mary with getting those records from the HOA servers. We're also presenting the warrant to the Second National Bank, to get the HOA account records. And we've asked for a warrant for Katherine Woodburn's campaign records, all of them. We have her public disclosures already, but we're going for her campaign's internal records, to make sure they match and that there's nothing under the table."
"Good." I said. "By the way, if there's any suspicion of HOA records being destroyed, let me know. We'll bust Bradshaw and Martin for that, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya preceded me into I-1. Gus Bradshaw and H.J. Lynch were sitting at the table. Corporal Hicks was the Uniformed presence.
"Ah, Commander Troy himself." said Lynch. "Here to physically abuse another of my clients."
"Corporal Hicks," I said, "take Bradshaw back to his holding cell, while I have a private conversation with the attorney." Bradshaw and Lynch were shocked.
"Now just a goddamn minute..." Lynch said, but I indicated to Hicks to proceed. Hicks took Bradshaw out of the room.
"What the hell is your problem?" thundered Lynch.
"You!" I thundered back. "I'm going to tell you this just this one last time, before this witness and on the cameras that are recording now. If you ever... ever... accuse me of Police brutality again, and I get it on camera, I'm going to take you to Court with a slander lawsuit, and I'm going to take you to the State Bar to have you disbarred. I'm sick of your lies, and I'll tolerate them no further. If you think I've committed Police brutality, then prove it... and you'll be forced to if you ever again say it on camera."
I have rarely seen such hatred on a human countenance than what Lynch was displaying on his face at the moment. No 'Teresa Cunt' look could possibly match it. I said "Now have you get any more shit to say before we bring your client back in?"
"One day, Troy. One day." replied Lynch. "One day I'll get the proof, and I'm going to barbecue your ass."
"Keep talking, asshole." I said. "I'm done with you. Disbarment, Lynch." We were staring at each other across a small table, but it felt like we were planets apart. I could see that Lynch was trying to determine just how serious I was, and if he'd really pushed me over the line.. a line he'd actually crossed a long time before.
"Well," he growled, "are we just going to sit here all day, or are you going to bring my client back in?"
I turned to Tanya. "You know, I just don't think this bastard has gotten the message." I stood up. "Captain, you can have Bradshaw called back in at your leisure. I'm going to go begin the complaint process to have Lynch disbarred." With that, I turned and left the room. And yes, I went and told Myron to secure the tape of what Lynch said, then I called Mike G. Todd. I would be filing the lawsuit and making the formal complaint to the State Bar...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few moments later, Cindy went into I-1, and Tanya had Bradshaw brought back in. I was in the anteroom, watching through the one-way glass. Lynch had not said a word since I'd left the Interrogation Room, and he said nothing upon Cindy's appearance.
Once Bradshaw was there and seated, Lynch said "What is this about?"
Cindy first read Bradshaw his rights, then said to Lynch "Your client is being charged with embezzlement, fraud, theft, and possibly with crimes involving illegal contributions to politicians. He and Jennifer Martin conspired to transfer money from the Heritage Cloisters HOA bank account to another account, and from that account they contributed a massive amount of the embezzled funds to the campaign of State Senator Katherine Woodburn."
"I need to speak to my client." said Lynch, beginning his normal process of dragging things out. That did not bother us at the TCPD; we were being paid no matter how long it took to bring Justice to his clients.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What they did," said Cindy as we sat in the 'Monitor Room' waiting for Lynch to finish talking with Bradshaw, "is to create an LLC called 'Heritage Cloisters HOA, LLC'. The officers on the registration papers are Bradshaw and Martin. The official HOA account is 'Heritage Cloisters Trust', and is set up as a non-profit trust. These bozos named theirs to look like the real HOA account, but it's not."
Cindy continued: "They moved money from the real account to the one they created, then disbursed money to themselves and to Woodburn's PAC and her Campaign. They also gave money to Woodburn's campaign in their own names, and a lot of it, and we're looking to see if they siphoned off HOA money to do that. In any case, it looks cut-and-dried. Katherine Woodburn's side? Not so much. She'll likely claim she and her campaign had no idea of where the campaign funds really came from, and she'll pay it back, and that will be that."
"But it can be huge, publicity-wise." I said. "She's pretty much the State Senate Democrats's point man... er, point woman... for the Budget battle."
At that point, Lynch got up and pressed the buzzer on the telephone console on the wall. Cindy and Tanya walked back in.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You don't have a thing on my client." said Lynch. "He and Ms. Martin are the duly elected Board Members of the HOA, and the only ones still serving. They're entitled to move HOA money from one HOA account to another, which is all they've done. And campaign contributions are not illegal."
"In these amounts, they are." said Cindy. "And trying to funnel money through multiple accounts violates campaign laws and constitutes fraud and money laundering. Furthermore, there is a serious question of whether HOA money can be used to make political contributions. I'll bet the membership doesn't know of those contributions, and a lot of them may not like it that their money went to a candidate they may not have supported."
"They have no say-so in that." said Lynch. "The Board gets to decide that."
"No," said Tanya, "that's not the way the HOA Charter is written. The Board is authorized to spend money only on items directly related to the HOA, such as its upkeep and security. I'm certainly willing to let a Jury decide if funneling money to just one politician, and none for the other political Party, is a 'directly-related' spending of HOA money."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone going off. I walked out of the anteroom and into the hallway to answer it.
"Commander, this is Yvonne Newton." said Yvonne Newton. "We just got an email from Marcie Harper Videos. All the schools got it. It says that there was an error on this week's video, and they've uploaded a replacement video. I haven't opened the website yet; I was going to wait until you came over, if you want to."
"Sure." I said. "Is Principal Butler on the prowl, waiting for me?"
"Yes." said Yvonne. "He knows about your visit this morning."
"Okay, I'll get around him." I said.
After disconnecting, I called Laura. "Hi honey." I said. "Who is picking up Carole today?"
"Stephanie Steele is picking her and Marie up today." Laura said.
"Can you contact Stephanie, and tell her that I'll be picking up Carole, but she needs to pick up Marie?" I asked.
"Sure." Laura said. "Break in your case?"
"I'm not sure."
Part 14 - Change of Plans
2:30pm. As the bell rang to end the school day, I went into the front office reception area. Carole was sitting in a chair, waiting for me.
"Daddy!" she said, jumping up and coming over and hugging me.
"Hi, Carole." I said, picking her up. I turned to the receptionist and held up a library book. "It seems someone forgot to bring back her library book today. I'm going to take this to the library, where someone will learn a valuable lesson about forgetfulness and paying fines as a result." The receptionist grinned and said okay. Principal Butler couldn't complain; I'd checked in at the front office...
We went into the library, where I returned the book I'd taken that morning, knowing I might need it as cover. Of course Carole never forgets a thing, but the front office people might not have known that.
"Hi Yvonne." I said. "Something new?"
"Yes." Yvonne said. She led me to the back office area, and brought up the Marcie Harper Videos site. I set up my Police iPhone to record it off the screen as it showed. Carole was standing in front of me on the chair's footrest, watching along with me.
Everything about the video was the same, until it got to the fade-out. When it returned, the mouse was green. The vowels on the placards were different, and I immediately saw that the code number was for the Valley Villages schools. The numbers on the right side of the board looked strange; they didn't look like regular price and quantity numbers I'd come to expect. The clock said 10:00pm. The first three consonants were 'T', 'R', and 'P'.
Marcie's lesson dialogue was exactly the same as when the mouse had been red. As we watched, Carole said "Daddy, something's wrong. It's a trap."
"A trap?" I asked, suspecting my daughter was correct.
"Yes Daddy." Carole said. "They're spelling 'trap' on the train letters. And Marcie looks like she's up to something, like Shawn Redmond looks when he's about to start trouble."
Five years old, I thought to myself. She's five years old, and already knows when her classmate is starting trouble. And she's seeing it in Marcie, too.
"I think you're right, Carole." I said. "Now look, you cannot say a word about this to anyone, okay? Just like we talked about before. Just don't say anything."
"I won't, Daddy." said Carole. She then followed up with: "Daddy, are you going to have 'meetings' about this?"
"No, not like Mommy's 'meetings'." I said, mollifying her.
But yes, I was definitely going to be having 'meetings' about it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh hell yeah, it's a trap." I said. I was in Classroom 'E' with the Chief and Detectives Warner, Washington, and Davis. Tanya and Mary Milton were busy with the HOA case suspects in the house.
"Why do you think that?" asked the Chief.
"They're going right back to Valley Villages." I said. "They just had a shipment there, and MSG Terhune died that same weekend. Also, the Valley Villages schools are on flat land, with tremendous visibility in all directions. I think they spotted MSG Terhune when he went down to see what was going on, and they ambushed him and killed him, either at or near the school, or they followed him home and killed him there."
"And Marcie knows we're on her tail, and was even going to cancel this weekend's shipment with that red mouse signal." I continued. "Now she suddenly goes back to green mouse, but has the consonants in a different order that even Carole could read as 'trap', the numbers on the right side of the board suggesting numbers of persons needed instead of price and quantity of the drugs, and once again my five-year-old Detective was reading Marcie's face like I only wished I could."
"We are not fooled, Commander." said the Chief. "We know you read her face as well as Carole did. But yes, your daughter is remarkable for her age. So, what are you going to doooooo?"
"Walk into the trap." I said with a grin.
"Like hell, you will." said the Chief, not sharing my amusement.
"No sir, I won't." I said with a bigger grin. "However, this is an opportunity to watch the watchers. Jerome, you need to talk to your dad on the phone. Don't text him; talk in your voice on the phone. Texts can be intercepted; it's much harder to get full voice phone call transcripts. Tell you father to be sure to not go anywhere near the school. Tell him not to talk to anyone he doesn't trust, but to tell people he trusts to not go near the school over the weekend. Oh... and tell him you might be down to visit him this weekend."
"Yes sir." said Jerome.
"What's the plan, Commander?" the Chief asked again. I smiled, and told everyone the plan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Gwen Munson said the same thing Lynch did." said Tanya as she, Cindy, and I talked in my office. "She was far more polite than Lynch, but she had a gleam in her eye. I'll bet Katherine Woodburn knows about all this by now."
"She ought to know, anyway." I said. "I hope those warrants were served."
"They were." said Cindy. "Priya called me a few minutes ago. I told her I couldn't talk at the moment, and probably couldn't talk later, either. The Woodburn Campaign lawyers are refusing to comply until they can determine what can be turned over under the law. Unfortunately, the law allows for such a review, but they only get about 24 hours before the judge gets pissed."
"There's a much bigger problem with the HOA." continued Cindy. "We got a good bit of the HOA's finances off their servers, but the HOA's lawyers went to Court to seek to squash the warrant and force us to give the information back and not keep any of it. The lawyer is a crony of Bradshaw and Lynch, I might add."
"Whose Court is that in?" I asked.
"Watts's." said Cindy. "And yes, Nance tried to take it over, and got slammed back by Folsom-------"
Just then there was a knock on my office door. It was Paulina Patterson.
"Just a heads-up, guys." said Paulina. "Judge Nance is doing the arraignment of Bradshaw and Martin. He moved it up from tomorrow morning to 4:30pm today."
"Da-amn." I muttered. "Do we have enough evidence to at least hold them?"
"Oh yes." said Paulina. "Including what we got from the HOA servers. Second National Bank has already complied with the warrant for the HOA account and Bradshaw's fake HOA account there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I made a rare appearance at an arraignment hearing, sitting in the back row next to Captain Teresa Croyle. Tanya and Cindy were sitting on the front row, right behind the Prosecution table. District Attorney Miriam Walters made a rare (for a District Attorney) personal appearance alongside Paulina at the Prosecution's table, her appearance adding considerable legal weight to the People's case.
"We do not waive the preliminary and evidentiary hearings, Your Honor." said H.J. Lynch. He was at the Defendant's table, with Gwen Munson and the two defendants.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, rising to her feet, "we are fully prepared for the preliminary hearings right now, should you wish to save time and not set another hearing date."
"Defense?" asked Nance, giving Lynch a sideways glance which connoted 'she just called your bluff'.
"We'll waive, then." said Lynch resignedly.
"So be it." said Nance. "Prosecution, what is your suggestion for bail?"
"Your Honor, we ask for bail in at least the amount of one million dollars, and ankle monitoring." said Paulina. "The crimes with which the Defendants are charged are serious felonies, and may have other political links which we are exploring now. They also have the financial means to pay lesser bail and still leave the jurisdiction. This makes the Defendants considerable flight risks."
"Your Honor," said Lynch, rising from his chair, "these clients have considerable ties to the community. Their homes are here, their families are here, and they are not flight risks. Further, the Prosecution has not shown these political connections that they insinuate like gossipy rumors. We ask that our clients be released on their own recognizance, with no ankle monitoring."
"That's hard to argue with." said Nance.
"We are prepared to show those political links now." said Paulina. "And we will show they are not insinuations nor gossip, but real criminal activity."
"Save it for the trial, Prosecutor." said Nance. "The defendants must surrender their passports. They are remanded to the custody of their attorneys on their own recognizance, and should not travel outside the County without notifying the Court first."
Part 15 - The Political Game
Back in my office at Police HQ, an impromptu Angels meeting occurred. Tanya asked "Commander, why were you there, at the arraignment?"
"There was something I wanted to see." I said. "I wanted to see what reporters were there. There was only one 'cub' for KFXU there, which surprised me. Also, I was watching to see if Gwen Munson would make a Motion to Sever, to split Jennifer Martin's case from Gus Bradshaw's. She didn't, which I find... interesting." Everyone looked at me as if I were going to explain that. I didn't.
Cindy finally said "Anything to do with Katherine Woodburn?"
"Some, but that's not all of it." I said. "Lynch is an idiot, a disgrace to the legal profession, and he won't be part of the profession much longer if I can help it. By way of contrast, Gwen Munson is not stupid like he is, and she's politically savvy. If she'd made that Motion to Sever, I'd be telling Paulina to work to cut a deal with Jennifer Martin. But she didn't, so we'll have to wait and see what happens."
"Okay, I need to talk to Captain Croyle." I said. "Tanya, you can go on home, and you can dismiss the Detectives for the day, as well."
"Ha!" said Tanya. "We're on a hot scent of a State Senator who wants to raise my taxes. We've got work to do!"
"I love it. Go make it happen." I said. Cindy and Tanya left, leaving me with Teresa, who stood up at the position of attention.
"Sir," she said "I don't have to be Commander Ross or your daughter to know what's coming."
"Have a seat." I said. "Go on, have a seat." When Teresa sat down I said "This is much more of a 'teachable moment' than a reprimand or discipline."
I started: "One thing we've talked about in the past is how the MCD Detectives too-often use me as a crutch; they wait for me to tell them the answer before they move to create a solution. And the Chief has banned us from the MCD coffee klatches partly for that reason. Today... I saw some of that from you."
I continued: "I understand why you sent that 'URGENT' text. Bu-ut, I think it was a bit unnecessary, and it did come while I was meeting with my bosses. First of all, you wanted me to give Irene that immunity, and while I legally could, I didn't want to... it's a rare occasion when I actually do it. That was why I had you call Paulina. We have a new D.A. in Town, thank God, and Miriam Walters is watching like a hawk in her early days as D.A. It was better the immunity come from the D.A.'s Office than from me."
Teresa nodded, and I continued: "Second, I expect you of all people to be able to act without me being available. Of course you should keep me in the loop, and as early as possible, but that doesn't mean I have to decide things for you. Next time, you go to Tanya yourself, she'll go through the process and get the D.A., and maybe assign Detectives to the case."
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
"Last," I said, "you also need to consider how close you are to this case. You're probably the one that is going to coordinate the lawsuit, which should become a class-action. You called me to give Irene immunity right away because of your zeal to get after those two slugs, and I understand that. But it also clouded your judgement a little bit. That's why I've recused you from Police work on this case; on this one, you're coloring within different lines, okay?"
"Roger that, sir." said Teresa.
"All right." I said. "We'll meet at the Cop Bar tonight, where your punishment will be to buy the beer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm, Wednesday, January 23d.
State Senator for the 1st District, Katherine Woodburn, sat in her office in Midtown, exhausted. By any and all definitions, this had been a bad day.
First were the Legislative Caucus meetings. Despite the Media's attempts to mislead people into thinking the Democrats were unified and the Republicans in disarray, behind closed doors that was not the case. The more-Progressive, newly-elected Democrats were pushing hard to have a Budget that increased spending and demanded adherence to policies based on climate change. They also were demanding huge cuts in spending for law enforcement at every level, and demanded total opposition to Governor Jared's immigration enforcement policies. That did not sit well with more moderate Democrats, and it absolutely was not in lockstep with Woodburn's desires for a strong, overbearing SBI-NTF. There was no chance of that Progressive budget passing the State Senate, either.
Then came the bipartisan Budget meeting with other Legislature leaders. Molinari and Cerone were there, herself and Senate Majority Whip Cain Mitchell, House Ways and Means Chairman Elijah McKinney, House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds, House Minority Whip Peter Long Cox, and House Majority Whip Hoyt Stenson. Stenson was elderly, a moderate Democrat, and was from one of the small towns between Rocktown and Westphalia in the generally rural southeast part of the State.
It became clear immediately that Wilson Hammonds was going to be the problem. He was obstinate that Governor Jared get nothing at all in the way of immigration, neither reform nor enforcement, nor employer verify programs. And most very unfortunately, the Republican Establishment was firmly behind him, and with the help of the surprising alliance with the Democrat Progressives, he had enough clout to keep a Budget from being passed in the State House.
When she asked Hammonds what he wanted, what it would take for him to help pass a Budget bill, he said "Everything is negotiable... except one thing. Jared gets nothing on immigration. Nothing! We can talk about anything else at all, but in the end, I am going to be able to say I shoved immigration up Valnius Jared's ass. Nothing else is acceptable to me."
And then just moment ago, her aide Clark came in and told her about the subpoenas for her campaign records. Now she was in a meeting with the Campaign's lawyer, Clark, and Priya Ajmani.
"I called Commander Ross of the TCPD as soon as I heard about it." said Priya. "She said she couldn't talk about it. I also talked to an old source at City Hall, who said that the TCPD is investigating the Heritage Cloisters HOA Board for embezzlement and fraud, and they found records of contributions to your campaign; hence, the warrant request."
"We're going to fight that in Court." said the lawyer. "We're asserting that anything the TCPD wants can be found in the public records, which they've already obtained."
"Good." Katherine said. "Push that. Hard. The last thing we need is Donald Troy sniffing through our campaign records."
"Ma'am," asked Clark, "do you think the Iron Crowbar is behind this whole thing? To get at you?"
"He was at the arraignment of Bradshaw and Martin, the HOA Board members." said the lawyer. "That suggests strong personal interest above and beyond the norm."



"In fairness," said Priya, "his nephew Todd lives in that subdivision. And Todd's wife is the woman who saved his daughter, and the only person that he's allowed to carry his red crowbar into Police operations. He tends to get personally involved when people mess with his close friends and relatives."
"Still," said Clark, "he's very opposed to a strong SBI-NTF. He may use this to try to weaken you."
"We'll find out, soon enough." said Katherine. "Right now, we need to nip this one in the bud. Fortunately, we've brought in a lot of campaign money after winning in November, and we haven't spent it yet. Clark, we need to give back every contribution from the Heritage Cloisters HOA, Bradshaw, Martin, and to be safe, go ahead and give back any contributions from any Heritage Cloisters resident."
Clark nodded and Katherine continued: "Priya, we don't want to go too early, but if the Media starts calling, schedule a Press Conference for an hour later, and I'll go to it and make a statement." Priya nodded and made notes.
To the lawyer, Katherine said "We don't want to look too uncooperative, so offer to the judge that we'll voluntarily hand over any information involving the Heritage Cloisters HOA, but nothing further, nothing not directly related to that case Force the TCPD to limit the scope of the subpoena. I'm going to announce that we're going to cooperate with the TCPD, and you know where to draw the lines on all that." The lawyer nodded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got home to the Mountain Nest to find that law and order had disintegrated. Looking directly forward, I saw Carole was sitting on the stairs, fiercely sulking. Bowser was on the lowest stair, looking worried. I looked to my right into the formal living room. Jim was sitting in the middle of the floor, also sulking. They were obviously both in 'time out'.
Going into the greatroom as I took off my trenchcoat, I observed a 'nucular' disaster. Whatever Jim had been building with his Legos was now a massive pile of Legos strewn about the room. Laura was sitting on the sofa against the far wall in the middle of this Crime against Lego humanity, reading that widely circulated periodical Sexual Psychology. Buddy was dozing on the floor near her, apparently supervising the mess.
"What happened?" I asked.
"I told Jim he had to put his Legos away before supper." Laura said. "He chose to whine and argue about it. Then Carole came over and proceeded to help enforce my instructions by destroying the building he'd built. Jim didn't take that very well, and went after Carole and pushed her down. Then they began throwing Legos at each other. I put them in time out until their father got home, and they can explain themselves to you."
"I do not care to hear their explanations." I said. "I'll go speak to them, and I will do the talking."
I went back to the front of the house. "Jim, come over here. Go sit next to your sister."
"I don't want to sit next to her. She's got germs." Jim whined.
"I did not ask you what you wanted." I said. "I told you to come over here. Move." Jim did not move with the speed I wanted to see, but he came over. Carole tried to move to the middle of the step she was on, to block Jim out.
"Carole, move back over." I said. She complied, though still sulking. Jim sat down next to his sister. They were about chest-high to me.
I looked at them with as severe a look as I could muster as I said "My disappointment with your conduct cannot be over-stated." I let the sentence hang, and saw sulking turning to feeling guilty for letting me down.
"Jim," I said, "when your mother tells you to do something, you are to do it, and you are not to argue about it. Do I make myself clear?"
Yessir." mumbled Jim.
"Carole," I said, "you are to do what your mother and I tell you, but it is not your place to enforce what we tell Jim to do. You let us deal with him, and you take care of your own business. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir." Carole said miserably, hating to be in trouble.
"Most of all," I said, "you are not to fight with each other. It disappoints me most of all that you were fighting. You are supposed to love each other and take care of each other, and that is not what you were doing. Even if you get mad at each other, you are not to fight and you are not to throw things at each other. Am I clear on that?" I got some nods from them.
"Okay, hug each other. Jim, go apologize to your mother, and then clean up your Legos. Carole, go wash your hands, then help your mother set up for dinner." Their hug was perfunctory at best, but at least they hugged. Then they rushed to get out of 'time out' and away from being within range of my baleful glare.
Meanwhile, I looked down to see a handsome white-haired dog looking up at me. "Bowser, do you need to go out?" He rushed for the back door, joined by Buddy. I did my duty and escorted them to the back yard...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After getting the kids to bed, Laura and I sat on the far sofa with our drinks.
"I hate telling Jim to put away his Legos," Laura said, "but we can't really let him keep his buildings in the middle of the room."
"I know." I said. "I was thinking about setting apart half the attic room in The Cabin, and letting Jim build with his Legos to his heart's content. I've always wanted to build a train network, so I could do that with him, and he could leave it up."
"That's a great idea." said Laura. "It'd be good father-son time, too. Carole loves the time she spends with you when the two of you take the dogs out. Jim would love it if you helped him build things."
"That's what I was thinking, too." I said.
"Did you and your father ever do things together like that?" Laura asked.
"Not really, which is why I try to spend as much time with all the kids as I possibly can." I said. "Unfortunately, there's never enough time."
"I think you do wonderfully." Laura said, cuddling up to me.
"And you're a wonderful mother to them." I said, putting my arm around Laura and kissing her. "Why don't we go upstairs and practice baby-making?"
"Mmmm, sounds like a good idea." said Laura. We got up and I led her upstairs...
Part 16 - The Crimefighting Game
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the Heritage Cloisters Clubhouse at 7:00am, Thursday, January 24th. "We are following the developing story of the arrest of two Heritage Cloisters HOA Board members!"
Bettina began: "Gus Bradshaw and Jennifer Martin were arrested yesterday and arraigned on multiple counts of embezzlement, fraud, and making illegal campaign contributions. Sources tell Channel Two News that the Police investigation began after former Cloisters HOA Treasurer Irene Allen provided evidence of the wrongdoing in exchange for immunity from prosecution."
More Bettina: "Some of the illegal campaign contributions may have been given to the campaign of State Senator Katherine Woodburn. This was her response yesterday evening after being asked by reporters to comment on the issue. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Katherine Woodburn at the State Capitol Office Building, giving a press conference. "I believe our Campaign Staff did nothing wrong, and we are cooperating with the Town & County Police in their investigation. We are also returning all donations from the Heritage Cloisters HOA, as well as any Heritage Cloisters residents."
Back to Bettina live: "And in State news, deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared is being blamed for the stalemate on the Budget bill in the Legislature. Legislators of both political Parties are exasperated with the Governor's obstinate stance demanding crackdowns on undocumented workers, which they assert is an exclusively Federal province."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That fucking bitch!" I exclaimed as the Command Group, my Angels, and the Town & County Sheriff watched the news in the Chief's Conference Room. "She just gave the name of a whistleblower!"
"Yes, she did." growled Sheriff Griswold. "That could be a felony offense. Want to go after KXTC?"
"Hell yeah, I do." I said, feeling the heat on my face. Everyone else was seeing that my face was darker red than my hair at the moment.
"Playing Devil's Advocate," said Cindy Ross, "won't they just claim First Amendment Freedom of the Press?"
"The Whistleblower Law specifically excludes the Press reporting the names of whistleblowers, and that's been upheld in numerous Court cases." I said.
"I'm pretty sure the Federal and State whistleblower laws apply to whistleblowers against the Government," replied Cindy, "not private institutions like HOAs."
"You are not making my day any better." I said, glaring at the Green Crowbar, and then sulking. Tanya's eyes sparkled just a bit; I rarely lost an argument, and I rarely sulked, and my Captain of Detectives was already preparing some ribbing for me, I could tell.
"I'll get some legal opinions on that." said the Sheriff. "Is this being DVR'd?" It was, and with a call to Lt. Myron Milton, we got the footage secured onto the evidence servers.
"My question is about Senator Woodburn." said Tanya Perlman. "Do we have enough to go after her for campaign violations?"
"Very unlikely." said Chief Moynahan. "I saw this all the time when I was in Midtown. The politicians would say they didn't know, they would give the money in question back, and everyone considered everyone's hands washed. It takes some real and solid evidence to show they did know something was wrong, like wiretaps, to prove their culpability."
"I get the feeling Commander Troy is going to be taking out some frustrations by practicing for the Police Boxing Matches." said Tanya. The 'ribbing' was beginning.
"Nah, this doesn't bother me." I said. "We'll see how it plays out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome." said Catrina Pierce. "Thank you for joining us for the Fox University Sunrise Show. I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller."
"Thank you, Catrina." said Meredith. "It's cold but sunny outside, and it's going to be a great day. Here's the latest news: The Town & County Police Department arrested Gus Bradshaw and Jennifer Martin, the President and Vice President of the Heritage Cloisters HOA, yesterday, charging them with embezzlement of HOA money as well as campaign finance laws violations. Bradshaw and Martin are alleged to have funneled large sums of money to the PAC and Campaign of State Senator Katherine Woodburn."
Catrina Pierce picked it up: "Senator Woodburn denies any wrongdoing by her campaign, and said this." Tape rolled, showing Katherine's comments on giving the money back.
But KFXU showed more than KXTC had shown. It showed Katherine taking questions. "Senator," asked Tim Sioban of KSB, "are you going to comply with the TCPD's subpoena for your campaign records?"
"I have instructed my Campaign staff to cooperate fully with the TCPD." said Katherine. "We are working with the Court and the TCPD's attorneys on exactly what we'll voluntarily provide them, which should be records directly related to the HOA's contributions."
"Senator," asked Bill Hacosta of SNN, "is this a witch hunt by Commander Donald Troy, or retaliation by him for your political opposition to Governor Jared's racist policies?"
"I doubt it." said Katherine.
"But Senator," pressed Hacosta, "Commander Troy personally attended the HOA Officers's arraignment yesterday, showing his personal interest in this case. Do you think that's because it's your Campaign that's involved?" That got Hacosta some dark looks; Hacosta had unwittingly, and stupidly, reinforced the notion that Woodburn's Campaign was caught up in serious crimes.
"I don't keep track of Commander Troy's movements." said Katherine. "I have far more important things to do here in Midtown. Thank you all for coming." With that, Katherine left the podium.
Back to Meredith and Catrina: "Wow." said Catrina. "is there fire behind this smoke?"
"Probably not." said Meredith. "The Woodburn Campaign is paying back any contributions from the HOA as well as any residents of the subdivision that gave contributions, just to be on the safe side."
That question and comment were mostly to give time to get the teleprompter ready for the next segment: "Meanwhile," said Catrina, "the State Legislature continues to work to pass a Budget before the March 31st deadline. Sources tell KFXU that the biggest sticking points are Immigration enforcement, and the status of the Narcotics Task Force division of the SBI. Newly elected Progressive Democrats, led by State Representative Tasheeka Harris of inner Midtown and State Representative Nina Cortez of east Midtown, are reported to be working with Republican House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville to deny Governor Jared anything to do with the enforcement of the law regarding Illegal Aliens..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15am, Thursday, January 24th. Tanya wheeled into my office.
"I just got word from the Courthouse." Tanya said. "Senator Woodburn's lawyer agreed to give us all their data pertaining to the Heritage Cloisters HOA, Gus Bradshaw, and Jennifer Martin, but nothing else. Paulina agreed and withdrew the subpoena request. And five minutes ago they sent us the data in an email."
"Good." I said. "That's all we wanted, anyway------"
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
I picked up the phone and heard from Helena that Teresa Croyle wanted to join the meeting. I invited Teresa in, and she sat down in a hot chair.
"Since Captain Perlman is here," Teresa said, "I asked to come in to tell both of you this at the same time." I nodded and Teresa continued: "Mike Todd is telling me that we have a real problem with the HOA. First, to whom do we serve warrants or subpoenas?"
"The HOA's legal counsel, I would think." I replied. "Or to whatever HOA Board members are left... oh."
"Yes, you're starting to see it." Teresa said. "The secretary resigned, and Bradshaw and Martin made a point to formally accept it during their executive session on the night of the last meeting, so she can't un-resign. The only Officers left are Bradshaw and Martin. I guess we could serve them, but to what purpose?"
"Serve them, and serve the HOA's legal counsel also." I said. "What's next?
"The same problem, but worse." said Teresa. "The HOA Charter was very poorly written, according to Mike. They never anticipated a situation like this. Only the Board can call elections to fill vacancies. Only the Board can act to actually spend HOA money or take any actions at all. We can't even have a formal Board meeting or call an election... unless the Board calls for it. And the only two Board members are out on bail, and aren't exactly inclined to help us do anything."
"Hmmm." I said, thinking about it. "Well, Mike's the legal eagle. He'll find a way to get around the problem. The only thing coming to my amateur legal mind is for you to get as many residents together as you can, and petition the Court as a group to do away with the HOA Charter and write a new one. Put some at-large Board Members on it, and have provisions for an exit strategy if this ever happens again."
"I'll talk to him." Teresa said. "Anything on Woodburn?"
"We were just talking about that." I said, then made a hand gesture to Tanya for her to fill Teresa in on what was going on. Tanya gave her the same story she'd just told me.
"So Woodburn gets away with it?" Teresa asked.
"Well..." I said, "you're assuming guilt on her part. While I'm not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, and I'm sure she knew what was going on, there's plenty of reasonable doubt, there, so yes, she gets away with it. She's having to pay the money back, too, so it's not like she's getting off scot-free."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone came to my office, and he brought someone with him.
"This is DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens." said Muscone. "Dwight, this is the greatest Detective I've ever met. He's too good for his own good. Four hundred years ago, he'd have been burned at the stake."
"I hope not." said Stevens. "Commander, I think we met once before, in the City."
"Ah yes, we did." I said as I shook his hand. "You were working more closely with the FBI then. Have a seat, both of you." We all sat down. "What can I do for you guys?"
"We just wanted to touch base with you on a big drug ring we're pursuing." said Muscone. He gave way to Stevens.
"We've known for a while that someone has established a huge drug network in the State." said Dwight Stevens. "We only recently found out just how large. It may be one of the three largest drug rings in the country, at least top 3 controlled by one group or entity."
I nodded. "Does this group have a cool name?"
"Not that we know of, but that's part of the story." said Stevens. "What happened is this: we've infiltrated the SBI-NTF. The good news is that we haven't found anyone who is actively participating in drug operations, except for a couple that are undercover and who we believe are honest and aboveboard. But we also are finding that a lot of the NTF agents in the City and in Southport know of an operation. So we set about to find out what that operation was."
Stevens continued: "We've been able to find out that a lot of the drugs are coming in from Southport. We thought it was Orrin B. Taggart, but every time we watch him and his operations, we come up empty. We think the drugs got through, either via Turpin Heights or maybe clear on the other side of the State, from Acropolis City to the City."
I said "They've gotta be putting the drugs into a warehouse somewhere. 'No Joy' on that?"
"That's part of the puzzle, too." said Stevens. "We think they're not using one single drop-off location, at least not in the State. Either they're coming to multiple locations, which contradicts our information of large amounts of drugs coming in through Southport or the City... or they're using different locations for each drop-off. What we don't know is how they're setting that up."
Jack Muscone said "We actually busted a group in the City, in the Railyards District, as they were distributing to street sellers. Pretty small guys in the overall picture, but we gave them to the DEA to... 'talk' with them. We also got some Federal help------"
"The NSA." I said.
"That's why he's going to get burned at the stake." Muscone said to Stevens. To me he said "Yes, nothing gets by you. We asked for some help with cellphone transmissions, emails and texts, stuff like that. We gave all that to the DEA, also."
"And it was very helpful." Stevens said. "We were able to figure out a couple of mid-level guys that were involved. But then... well, it went bad."
"The next-level guys came over all dead in the Badlands, far away from the Railyards District of the City." said Muscone. The Badlands were northwest, west of the Airport, and once were represented by Maxine Watts in the State Senate. The Railyards were in the southeast part of the City, in the direction of Westphalia and Eastphalia, our State's Twin Cities. "Their cellphones showed a lot of communications to the lower guys they sell to, but virtually nothing from anyone selling to them. The data we got only led to some small-timers, and it looked like the amounts were supplemental."
Muscone continued: "So our hopes to follow the chain upwards got stopped cold. We also don't know how they found out we knew and were about to move on them. Washington, D.C. opened an OPR, but found nothing on anyone who knew... and it was very few people that knew."
"When did this happen?" I asked.
"A week before Thanksgiving." said Stevens. "And we have not been able to get a trace of who might've replaced the people we busted or the ones that were found dead... but we think they were replaced and the drugs are again moving freely into the City."



"Obviously this ring is run by some smart people." I said. "Some very smart people. Consultant-esque smart people."
That caused Jack to peer at me just a bit. "Anything you know?" he asked, his beady black eyes firmly affixed upon me and my gray peepers.
"No." I said. "I was talking with my Angels... one of who is Jack's fiancée..." I added for Dwight Stevens's benefit, "... and we were talking about a mythical figure known as 'Mr. Big'. I always thought the Consultant of Crime created 'Mr. Big', either as a distraction or to cover up his own operations. And after the Consultant's timely demise, no one's really heard of him in the last three years or so."
"My thesis," I continued, "is that if this Mr. Big has remained in the shadows so deeply that neither I nor anyone else has gotten wind of him, he must be damn smart and damn good. And now we're getting wind of this big drug operation, so I'm just wondering if local five-year-olds can connect these dots in their coloring books..." No, there was no way Jack nor Dwight could understand that 'inside joke'.
"Well," said Dwight Stevens, "I do agree that whoever set up this ring and is leading it is a criminal of the highest order. They're efficient, and they've been moving a lot of product into this State with nary a whisper about them."
"Let me ask you this." I said. "You said the guys who came over all dead may have gone to some supplemental suppliers. Any evidence of that happening this past week?"
"Er, no." said Stevens. "Why?"
"You might want to be on the lookout this weekend and next week." I said. That caused Muscone to peer at me again, though he said nothing.
"Why is that?" asked Stevens.
"We just had a holiday, the MLK Jr. holiday." I said. "And I've heard some local scuttlebutt that a murder down south of us might have been drug-related."
"I thought that murder in Southport was potentially Mob-related." said Stevens.
"Tell you what." said Muscone. "Dwight, I know you need to be getting back to the City, and I like the Iron Crowbar's idea of being on watch for supplemental drug buys. Don, why don't we get together for lunch later today. I haven't a double cheeseburger since..."
"Yesterday." I said with a big grin, making both Federal Agents chuckle. We all got up and I shook hands with them as they left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00noon. Sheriff Griswold stopped by Headquarters and asked if I wanted to go to lunch. I told him I was meeting with Muscone, and invited the Sheriff to come with me. He accepted.
We were seated in the 'Command Group' new back room of the Cop Bar. I got the Double Breakfast Burger, a double cheeseburger with a fried egg and bacon on it. The Sheriff got a Breakfast Burger, just one beef patty instead of two. And of course Jack got the 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger Plate', named after him and his well-known love of the Irish Pub's infamous double cheeseburgers. Pops, the owner of the place, said that the 'Griswold Grizzly Fries' were on the house today.
As we ate, I said "Tell me more about Dwight Stevens."
"He's a good guy." said Muscone. "He has an advanced degree in Accounting, like Cindy does. He's a good FBI Agent, and we were going to have him infiltrate WorldBankTrust when we were going after Superior Bloodlines. But you broke them down before we made that happen. So the DEA asked him to join them, partly due to his high integrity, and partly due to his ability to infiltrate drug gangs and his accounting knowledge."
"Cool beans." I said.
"He's also sharp enough to know that you were holding something back this morning." said Muscone. "I told him that that was one of your weaknesses, not telling people everything you know until you're ready. But I think you can trust him."
"So do I." I said. "I'm usually a good judge of characters, and he seems to be honest and aboveboard. Apologize to him for me, if you talk to him before I do."
"Don't stress on it." said Muscone. "He'll learn to accept your foibles like the Sheriff here does."
"Har!" growled the Sheriff, but his mustaches were twitching with amusement.
"So Don, what weren't you telling us this morning?" asked Muscone. "Tanya and I have talked about this Mr. Big before, and there is no such entity in real life. Your suggestion to look out for small-time drug buys was either based on knowledge, or a distraction from something."
"Both, really." I said. "It was genuinely good advice, but at the same time I was wondering how much I should tell you, meaning you the FBI. Once the cat's out of the bag, it can't be put back in. Also, I'm keeping the SBI completely out of everything. I haven't even logged in as the SBI Inspector. I don't want the NTF to have any idea what's going on?"
"Har." said the Sheriff. "Easy to see why you're doing that."
"Not much gets past you, Sheriff." I said with a grin.
"I'll order extra firewood and another stake." said Muscone. "So, what's it about?"
"I'll tell you when we go to Headquarters after we finish eating. Your second double cheeseburger is going to get cold..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh. My. God." Jack Muscone whispered as I showed him on my office's television monitor my 'presentation' that I'd shown the Detectives on Marcie Harper's videos. "How did you discover that?"
"I didn't." I said. "I wasn't kidding about local five-year-olds connecting the dots. Carole saw it, and had the librarian call me and come to the school. Then I was able to get some more examples, and figure out the code." I decided that it might be wise to not tell Jack about getting all of the videos with Melina's (and the NSA's) help.
"So I think we've stumbled onto this huge drug ring, and its means of telling the where, when, and how much the delivery will cost." I said.
"Amazing." said Jack. "That is truly a 400-years-ago thing, for you and Carole both. Should I start recruiting her into the FBI now?"
"You can try." I said with a grin. "But she tells me that she's going to be occupying this office one day, and I suspect she'll be the next Iron Crowbar. Anyway, what happened yesterday was that the video came out with a red mouse, indicating the shipment was called off. That is why I suggested watching to see if the little boys were getting business this weekend."
"Good idea." said Muscone. "So you were sitting there listening to Stevens and me talking, and you knew this all along?"
"Yep." I said. "And I don't want you to tell anyone, at least not yet. What also happened yesterday is that Marcie sent out a replacement video, with the mouse green again. The problem is that the location is the same as where they just went to, which is unheard-of, and where a friend of Jerome Davis's father was murdered. And Carole saw immediately that the video was a trap being set."
"Uh oh." said Muscone. "I can just see the gears turning in your head."
"No worries; I'm not walking into this trap." I said. "But it's going to give us a good chance to observe the Enemy. If they continue on, that'll be great; maybe we can make a huge drug bust. If not, then we'll have to find out how they communicate in the future. But secrecy is a must, which is why I didn't say anything in front of Stevens. And I don't want y'all accidentally walking into the trap, and killing our chances of getting the bastards..."
Part 17 - Fire In Our Souls
"Mrs. Jones is a lady on Hudson Street.
She sent her dog to bark at my brother and me.
We gave her dog a big fat bone,
And now he barks at Mrs. Jones.
She's a lady who lives on Hudson Street.
Well every person you can know,
And every place that you can go,
And any thing that you can show,
You know they're nouns.
A noun's a special kind of word,
It's any name you ever heard.
I find it quite interesting,
A noun's a person, place or thing."
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'A Noun Is A Person, Place, Or Thing'
"You talked to your mom?" Laura asked that evening after supper, knowing that I had just been talking to my mom on the phone.
"Yes." I said, sitting down next to her on the sofa against the far wall. Jim was building with his Legos again, and Carole was writing a story for Marie to illustrate later. Bowser was supervising.
For some reason Buddy decided he wanted me to pet him, so I was giving him skritchins as I said: "They're building that retirement home on the reservoir northwest of Apple Grove, and she's going to move in when it's done. The BOW Enterprises plant is getting started, and someone bought land for a Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers to be built, next to where the McDonalds is going to be built. Apple Grove... has arrived."
Laura grinned. "Have they built a Community Center like the Veasley Community Center here?"
"No." I said. "They're still centered around the churches, like most small towns."
After a few minutes, Laura whispered "I need to do some computer work." She got up and went into the 'Puter Room. Carole gave a glance at her mother as Laura went down the hall, and it was not a happy glance. That told me that Carole knew Laura was going to do something 'business related', and I could guess the 'Company' for which Laura was doing that business. I went back to petting Buddy, then got out my iPad and began reading recent Police reports of the City Police, which told me more than the deeply corrupt Mainstream Media ever could...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:10am, Friday, January 25th. I woke up to two sounds: my Police iPhone ringing, and Bowser barking at it, obviously furious with canine anger. Then I heard Carole say "Hush, Bowser." and the barking stopped.
"Troy." I said into the phone as I picked it up and answered it as Laura got up to check on Carole and Bowser.
"Don, this is Cindy." said the Deputy Chief. "There's a fire at Heritage Cloisters." I woke fully up in shock at what she said next:
"It's Todd and Teresa's house..."
To be continued.
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Part 17 - Fire In Our Souls (continued)
Dawn, Friday, January 25th. I was looking at Todd and Teresa's former home from across the street. The fire engines and trucks had left; now the Fire Marshal and her team were investigating the cause.
The increasing light of the new day showed the extent of the damage. The front of the house did not look that bad, just the smoky tops of the upper windows showing sign of the fire. But the back side roof had a gaping hole in it, and the damage inside was pretty bad.
Standing next to me were Todd, Teresa, and Cindy. Todd looked stoic. Teresa looked mostly angry. Cindy looked even angrier...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I arrived at 1:30am, it was chaos. The Fire Department was getting water onto the blaze, but I could see by the bright orange glow coming from the back side of the house that it was already a disaster.
Callie Carrington (and Betsy) had gone to Teresa and Todd's house next to The Cabin to take care of the Burke boys while Todd and Teresa went to the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. I was permitted through the front gate, and as I went through I told the Officers to not let any Press vehicles inside the subdivision.
I parked a distance away from the orange glow and the brilliant red-and-white LED lights of the fire vehicles. I came up to Cindy and Fire Chief Quinlin.
"What happened?" I asked.
Cindy said "Let's go talk privately." We excused ourselves from the Fire Chief's presence (to his unspoken but obvious relief, I might add) and went back towards my Police SUV.
"Teresa's house has... had... a burglar alarm and a fire alarm." Cindy said. "The burglar alarm never went off, but a neighbor called 9-1-1 after hearing a window crash. That was at 12:35am. A Patrol was dispatched to check it out, but they couldn't get through the front gate, and there was no one at the guardhouse."
"Don't We The Police have a number we can use to get inside the gate?" I asked.
"I'm getting there." said Cindy. "Yes we do, and Patrol Officers Hardy and Drew called in to 1st Precinct for the code. They were given it, but when they tried it, it didn't work. At that time, 9-1-1 got a call that the carbon monoxide and secondary fire alarm at Teresa'a house had gone off. They called Todd's cellphone number, but it's his business number, and when he didn't answer, they called the Fire Department."
"At this point," Cindy continued, "First Precinct tried to call Teresa, and got through to her. She said no one was at their Heritage Cloisters home, and to get the Fire Department there. Then she called me and Callie. Callie went over to take care of their kids, and Todd and Teresa came over here. I got dressed and called the Duty Desk, then I called you while I was driving up here. When I got here, there was a backup of Police and Fire vehicles. Gus Bradshaw was standing in front of the gate, saying we had to have a warrant to go inside the subdivision."
"That's a crock of shit!" I exclaimed.
"I know, I know." said Cindy. "I told Bradshaw to get out of the way and open the gate. He refused by telling me to, and I quote, 'Fuck off if you don't have a warrant.'. The other Officers had correctly not touched him, but you know I was going to get some Boxing Matches practice. He tried to throw a swing at me, and found himself face-down on the concrete with his arm behind his back. And under arrest."
"I hope you got video of that." I said.
"Oh yes." Cindy said with a smile. "And Hardy and Drew's dashcam got a lot of it, too. Anyway, I busted down the door of the guardhouse, went out the back, and opened the exit gate to let everyone through. It's not coded like the entrance gate."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Spectators were watching behind a cordon set up by the Police, who had allowed Captain Croyle and her husband to be inside the perimeter, but not too close. I came up to them.
"I'm sorry, guys." I said. "I'm just glad no one was at home."
"Sir, do you think they knew it was empty?" Teresa asked, very sure it was arson.
"No." I said bluntly. "And I don't think they would've cared if it was occupied or not. But let's not theorize without data."
We watched as the Firefighters got the blaze under control. I commended their efficiency to Chief Quinlin, and would send an email to the entire Fire Department the next day.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments later, I heard a commotion at the front gate, and Commander Ross being called on the Police radio. The Press had arrived.
As Cindy went to the front gate, I did something I should not have done. I pressed the 'Break' button on my Police radio, and all the radios in the area blasted the alert sound it created.
"Break Break Break." I said. "The Press is not to be allowed inside the subdivision. Any part of it. At all. How copy?"
"Roger that." came a reply.
"I'm coming down there." Ross said into the radio.
"So am I." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina was haranguing Lieutenant Irwin, who had remained calm and professional.
"We have the right to go in there and report the news!" yelled Bettina as the cameraman filmed it. "Now get the hell out of my way, or I will sue you!"
The cameraman would find that his video became staticky and then went out, as if the Slender Man had arrived. But it was not the Slender Man. It was me and my bug killer.
"Thank you, Lieutenant." I said as I came up to him, to let him know I was taking over. "Bettina, why shouldn't I arrest you for verbally assaulting my Police Lieutenant?"
"Because he's illegally keeping us from doing our jobs!" Bettina yelled angrily. "You're violating our First Amendment Right of the Press to cover this story!"
"Bettina, keep yelling at me, and I'll take this crowbar and literally break every one of your teeth with it."
"Hey!" yelled the cameraman. "You can't threaten us like that!" He took a step towards me, which was a huge mistake.
"What are you gonna do about it, fat boy?" I snarled, standing up to him, and ready to beat him down and smash his $100,000 news camera to pieces. Fortunately for him, a green crowbar appeared between us.
"Stay in your lanes, brothers." said Cindy Ross. "Turnbull, that looked dangerously close to assaulting a Police Officer. I would just arrest you, but the Iron Crowbar is much less forgiving than I am."
"I'll leave these two pieces of dog shit to you, Commander." I said. "But under no circumstances is any member of the Press to enter this subdivision before dawn."
"Hey! We have the right------" Bettina started again.
"BULL SHIT!" I yelled into her face. "You do NOT have the right to interfere with the Police and Fire Departments doing their jobs, and them risking injury due to your worthless presence! If you don't like it, the Courthouse is thataway!" I pointed south as I said "Feel free to sue me! I'll take my chances in Court, but you are NOT coming into this subdivision! If you or any Press person does come in, you'll spend the next 72 hours in jail!"
"I've got this, Commander." Cindy said. I took the hint and went back to the area of the fire. As I left, I heard Bettina say "Get a drone in the air."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, shit." said Chief Quinlin. "A drone."
"Chief Quinlin!" I said loudly. "Do drones constitute a threat to your Firefighters safely doing their jobs?"
"Yes they do, Commander." Quinlin said, seeing the Police videocamera taping us.
"Let's eliminate the threat, then." I said, more quietly. I went to my SUV and got out what looked like a Police radio, but was a signal-jamming device, far stronger than my bug-killers. Professor Marvin Milton was still grateful to me for saving his life, and allowed me to test the wonderful toys he created.
"Your radios might go out for a second." I told Chief Quinlin as I turned the device on.
When a drone loses it's controlling signal, it usually will hover, and then will drop and land on the ground, unless it's programmed otherwise. Sure enough, the Press drone did just that. It landed in the street near us.
I went over to it, seeing the "KXTC" lettering on the sides, and I proceeded to smash that drone to pieces with mighty crowbar blows. I made sure to completely destroy the camera in the drone, literally smashing it to the circuit boards and grinding the lens into sand.
Officers and Firefighters were gawking at me. I said loudly "Are there any questions on how I feel about the Press?" To my surprise, everyone started laughing loudly, even the Fire Chief, then applauding. Even Teresa and Todd grinned.
It is possible that I am not the only person that virulently hates the deeply unpopular Mainstream Media.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the fire was just about put out, and Fire crews were beginning to stand down, Chief Quinlin came up to me. "Commander," the Chief said, "This is Engineer Scott Montgomery. He wants to tell you something."
A Fire Department Engineer is the equivalent of a Police Department Sergeant. "Hello, Engineer Montgomery. I'm Commander Troy. What happened?"
"We were the first fire engine to get here, sir." said Engineer Montgomery. "The Fire Department has codes to get into all the gated subdivisions in case of an emergency. When I put in our code, it didn't work, so we couldn't get to the fire more quickly."
"I'm going to write this down in a sworn statement." I said. I proceeded to do so, and had him sign it. "Thanks for this, it will help our case, if what I'm thinking is correct. And I know you guys got here quickly, and were stopped at the gate. No one is going to hold that against you."
"No, we won't." said the Fire Chief. "But I'm going to ask the Fire Marshal to go around and make sure every gated subdivision has a working code for the Fire Department."
"I would imagine they'll be fine." I said. "I think the codes here were taken out, and on purpose. I'll be looking into that... in a professional way, if you get my drift..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in live time, as the sun began announcing its presence with brighter and brighter light, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer came up to us. Lt. Roy Easley was right behind her.
"Mr. Burke, Captain Croyle, I'm very sorry about your home." said Zoe.
"Thank you, ma'am." said Teresa, as the Fire Marshal was a Commander, the equivalent to me in rank. "What happened?"
"Definitely arson." Zoe said. "We found a lot of glass in the kitchen. Most of the window panes blew outwards, but some blew inwards. There was more glass on the floor, and clear evidence of accelerants. I'd say someone smashed in a windowpane and threw in a Molotov cocktail, likely gasoline. And then they threw another bottle of something in, maybe kerosene, something that burns hotter and longer."
"That got the whole kitchen going." Zoe continued. "It spread upward into the second floor pretty fast, and outward towards the front of the house. It got to the attic, too. Again, I'm sorry; it's really bad." Todd and Teresa nodded.
Zoe turned to me and said "I'll send you the formal paperwork turning the case over to you as arson in a couple of hours."
"I'll bring it over myself, ma'am." said Lt. Roy Easley, who along with me and Teresa was a member of that very small brotherhood of MOV recipients.
Part 18 - War Reignited
I went back to Headquarters after telling Teresa to take all the time off she needed to take care of personal business regarding the fire. She said that Todd and BOW Enterprises would be taking care of that, and that she wanted to come in and do Police work today.
At Headquarters, I joined many Officers in the gym to run laps around the edges of the gym, enduring many questions about what had happened at the fire. Then I showered and changed into a fresh uniform, and knew I'd feel better after getting a cup of 'Navy' coffee.
It was a somber MCD room that I walked into. "Good morning, everyone." I said. "What's going on?"
"How's Captain Croyle doing?" asked Theo Washington.
"Let's ask her." I said, as Teresa was walking into the room.
"Captain Croyle needs coffee." Teresa said. After getting some, she came to the middle of the room by me and said "I appreciate any sentiments you are feeling. The good news is that no one was there and most of our property had been removed, as we'd moved to our new house, and no Firefighters or Police Officers were injured in putting out the fire."
"Is it arson?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Yes." I said. "The Fire Marshal has already declared it as arson, and we'll get the paperwork later this morning."
There was still tension in the air, so I said "Okay, what else is going on?"
"Did you see the KXTC newscast this morning, sir?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"No." I replied. "And I'm not going to like it, am I?"
"We report, you decide, sir." said Julia as she grabbed the remote to play the DVR of the broadcast. I felt as much as saw Cindy come up and stand next to me as the replay began.
The television showed Bettina down the road from the Burke house, with the cordoned off area and the fire-damaged structure in the background. "This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" she said. "We are bringing you coverage of the devastating fire in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision last night!"
"The fire occurred at the home of BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke and his wife, Police Captain Teresa Croyle." Bettina said. "The home had been listed for sale, as the Burkes have moved to a new home, so no one was in the house when it caught fire."
Bettina continued: "Channel Two News was physically prevented from covering this incident, as the TCPD illegally stopped us from covering this important news story that you have a right to know about. KXTC is considering legal options, including suing the TCPD, Commander Don Troy, and Commander Cindy Ross for violating our First Amendment Free Press rights."
"Okay, that's enough." I said.
Julia stopped the replay. "It goes on like that for another minute or two, nothing but whining about being stopped from covering the fire at close range, and stopped from talking to the Burkes."
"In other words," I said, "being prevented from showing the Burkes on TV watching their home burn down. The Press loves to show the pain of others... when they're not calling my daughter a racial slur or trying to murder my other daughter."
Cindy said quietly "I came in here to get you. The Chief wants to talk to us."
I refilled my coffee mug with 'Navy' coffee. I'd be needing it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the Chief's Conference Room. The Chief was at the near end of the table, and had me sit to his left and Cindy to his right (with the door to the room right behind her). On my other side was Sheriff Griswold. He wasn't at the other end of the table because they had been watching the television monitor on the far wall.
"O-kayyyyy." said the Chief. "We saw the KXTC broadcast. The Sheriff and I also reviewwwwwed the Officer-cams and Police car videos. We did this after KXTC's Burt West called this morning and told us he planned to file a lawsuit against us if the Police did not issue a public apology, and if Commanders Troy and Ross did not personally issue on-air apologies."
"That will be the day." I said. "Well... that's my statement. Commander Ross can make her own."
"I agree with you, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "Bettina's yelling at Lt. Irwin was over the line. And their cameraman did advance towards you when Commander Ross intervened. And I am going to tell Mr. West that if push comes to shove, pun intended, then we will arrest Bettina Wurtzburg and charge her with assaulting Police Officers. Plural."
In case you're wondering, the thought going through my head was 'How did the Officer-cams record that when my bug-killer was on?'. But I remained silent for the moment.
"Sheriff, Chief," asked Cindy "is this meant to be a quid pro quo tradeoff to keep them from pursuing their lawsuit?"
"I am hoping sooooo." said the Chief.
"Whaddya say to that, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked me.
"If they sue," I said, "we should arrest Wurtzburg and Turnbull and charge them with assaulting Police Officers. But if they say 'we'll drop the lawsuit if you drop the charges'... I would say 'no'. Once we arrest them, then we follow through all the way to trial, and we put Bettina Wurtzburg in prison for ten years, or try to, anyway."
"May I speak freely, Chief?" Cindy asked. I knew what was coming.
"You don't have to ask that, young lady." growled Griswold. "You're part of the Command Group. Speak your mind, that's what you're being paid to do."
"Yes, speak freely, Commander." said Moynahan.
"Okay." Cindy said, gathering her wits and her courage, then saying: "Sir, as you know, Commander Troy and I have had some... 'debates'... about certain issues involving the Press. I admitted, and still admit, that when I tried to get you to keep him out of the Pringle suicide case, I strayed outside my lane. On the flip side of that Canadian coin, I believe Commander Troy strayed out of his lane last night."
Cindy continued: "He has the right to bar the Press from crime scenes and things like that fire last night, which heightened all our tensions because it was Teresa's home that was on fire. But while Bettina and Turnbull were wrong, Don did escalate it with his presence, and his in my opinion all-too-eager desire to ratchet up his war with the Press. Police-Press relations are my responsibility, and I want him to let me do my job and back off the Press war."
All eyes went to me. I'd been peering at Cindy as she spoke, and when she finished I nodded and said "You're right. I was wrong. It's your job and I should've let you handle it. And to the extent I'm able, I'll leave the Press to you in the future." I extended my fist, and Cindy fist-bumped me over the table."
"Thank you for stepping up, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "I have to admit that I did not expect you to take that as well as you did."
"Officially, Chief," I said, "she's absolutely right. Unofficially..." I added as a wicked grin formed on my face, "... just set those brackets up right, Chief. Set those brackets up right."
Sheriff Griswold burst out laughing. Cindy met my stare at her and grinned as she said "Yes, Chief. Set those brackets up just right."
"Hoo boy. You twoooo are going to be the death of me yet." drawled the Chief. "Sheriff, what do you want to do about this?"
"I'm with Crowbar in that if we do arrest Bettina it won't be as a bargaining chip, and we'll take it all the way through." growled Griswold. "So the ball is in KXTC's court. I did tell Burt West when he called that I would check on the facts and get back to him. So I'm going to call him back and let him know we're not playing around, here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Friday, January 25th. Bettina knocked on the door to KXTC Executive Producer Burt West's office. "You wanted to see me, Burt?" she asked.
"Yes, come on in." said West. "Have a seat." Bettina closed the door and then sat down.
"I got a call back from Sheriff Griswold." said West. "He investigated what happened at the front gate, and he sent me these two video clips, which he said have been put into the TCPD's evidence servers."



West showed the clips. One showed Bettina yelling and screaming at Lt. Irwin. The other showed cameraman Scott Turnbull advancing towards Cmdr. Troy, then Cmdr. Ross intervening.
"In the first one," West said, "Lieutenant Irwin acted calmly and professionally throughout. A jury would see you yelling and screaming, and believe that was assault on a Police Officer."
"Assault------?... are you kidding?" Bettina asked.
"Griswold's not." said West. "And the second clip shows Turnbull advancing on Troy, and when Ross intervenes, it looks like she's stopping Turnbull, and she's facing him and speaking to him as if he's the aggressor."
"Scott was defending me!" Bettina exclaimed. "Against Troy's threat to knock my teeth out with his crowbar!"
"Got any audio of that?" asked West.
"Scott was filming at the time." said Bettina.
"Yes, he was." said West. "Let me show you that tape." He ran the tape, which showed Commander Troy coming through the guardhouse, then static and a hum, then a totally messed up video.
"We've long suspected Troy of having a jamming device." said Bettina.
"So why didn't it affect the Officer-cams? And the Police dash-cams?" asked West. "The bottom line, Bettina, is that Griswold stated out loud that if we, meaning the Media, 'keep up the crap' is how he phrased it... then he's going to get a warrant and have you arrested. He's not doing it as a negotiation, either... he said once you're arrested, the Police and ADAs will take it all the way to trial, with no quid pro quo deals, nothing but your ten year imprisonment as their goal."
"He really said that?" Bettina gasped, shocked. Then she said sarcastically "Are you sure it wasn't Troy on the line, pretending to be the Sheriff?"
"I'm sure." said West, as if the question were serious. "These are no longer the days of Sheriff Daniel Allgood. Griswold hates us almost as much as Troy does."
"You know..." Bettina said after a pause. "I'm tired of Troy and the TCPD's shit. I thought Ross might help tamp down his garbage, but she's no better than he is and she showed it last night. Let 'em arrest me. It'd be worth ten years in jail to protect our Press Rights."
"I talked to our lawyers this morning about that." West said. "Personally, I'm with you. I'm ready to go to jail to make the point about the First Amendment, also. But our lawyers said it's not an open-and-shut case. If Troy gets on the stand and says he didn't believe we'd stay at a respectful distance, that we'd try to get too close and put firefighters in harm's way, and get into the Burke's faces with our cameras... and you and I know that is what we'd love to do... then he was in the right to keep us out."
"I am really ready to fight and test that one." Bettina said.
"And it's like the Right of Free Speech." said West. "You have it, but yelling 'FIRE' in a crowded theater is not permitted, nor is using speech to intimidate or commit fraud. Troy will say our Free Press rights do not permit us to put his Officers in unnecessary danger... and with the Public's hatred of the Press at an all-time high today? A jury might find against us."
"What about Troy destroying our drone?" Bettina asked.
"Ah, that's different." said West. "I am going to have people working on that, to gather the evidence we need to go after him for that..."
Part 19 - The Daily Grind
Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley came to Headquarters. I took him to the Main Conference Room. Also there were Cindy, Teresa, Tanya, and Sheriff Griswold.
"This meeting of the MOV Club will now come to order." I said jovially as we sat down, the Sheriff at the near end of the table, me to his left, Roy to my left, Tanya, Cindy and Teresa on the other side from us.
"Except for me." said Tanya.
"Yours is the State-level one." I replied. "Even higher."
"He's right, you know." said the Sheriff, to Tanya. Then he said: "And I'm glad to see you here today, Mr. Easley. How are things with the TCFD?"
"Good, sir." said Easley. "First, here's the formal documentation making the Burke home fire an arson case, and in the Police Force's hands." He handed me the documents, and I perused them, then handed them to Tanya.
"Who are you putting on this one?" I asked Tanya.
"Any specific suggestions you want to make, to steer me in the direction you're thinking?" Tanya asked with a gleam in her eye, essentially 'calling me out'.
"Washington and Parker." I said. "I have something else for Davis to do, and I'm not sure we want to put that Alabama fan on the case of an Auburn fan's house fire." When that joke fell totally flat, I said. "Just kidding. But Parker and Washington on this one."
"Roger that, sir." Tanya said. "If you'll excuse me, I'll go give this to them now." She drove out of the room.
"So, Mr. Easley," said the Sheriff, "I'll ask again... how are things in the TCFD? How are they really?"
"Good, sir." said Easley. "The only issue is the constant rumors about the EMTs being reinstated. Most of our younger Firefighters wouldn't have an issue with it, but some of the older ones that remember the past are not happy about it at all."
"What if the EMTs were separate from the Fire Department?" asked Griswold. "Their own buildings, their own command structure, and so on."
"Same answer, Sheriff." said Easley. "My own personal opinion is that it would not be nearly as bad as it was before, as long as they're separated."
"How are things between the Police and Fire Departments?" I asked.
"Good, sir." said Easley. "There were some tensions after the Dog Kennel fire," (Author's note: 'Fire in the Hole', Ch. 01.) "but everyone loved it when you destroyed that Press drone, Commander. Those things are a danger to us Firefighters. If they get caught in an updraft, they could lose air pressure underneath and fall down on top of us. Our political lobby is pushing to make a law banning them from flying near fires, but the Press's lobby is pushing just as hard against us. The Press doesn't give a damn about our safety, only their story."
"You got that right." Teresa said. I saw Cindy's face fall as he said it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Easley left, I finally got to have an Angels meeting. To my surprise, Cindy attended. "Okay, the Bradshaw/Martin case." I asked. "Any new developments?"
"Just some basics, sir." said Tanya. "The Mighty Miltons have been at work, and came up with some stuff. Gus Bradshaw was a contractor. He worked with Richard Patrick for a while," (Author's note: see 'Return of the Black Widow', Ch. 01, for more on Richard Patrick.) "and then he began doing more on this side of the State. Myron thinks he began having financial problems, and then he effectively liquidated his business by selling it off in pieces, so how he came into the money to live in the Heritage Cloisters is going to be interesting to learn about."
"Jennifer Martin is divorced, two children." Tanya continued. "Her ex-husband worked in the Town & County offices of BigAgraFoods, and she was a stay-at-home mom. She basically raked him over the coals in the divorce. I don't know how Mary found this out, and probably don't want to know, but the word was that she was going to take the kids and move out of State unless he paid for her to remain at their Heritage Cloisters home. He had hired four lawyers at different times to represent him in the divorce, and none of them did a damn thing to help him fight, so he was basically forced to capitulate. The child support he was paying was enormous for anyone to have to make."
"Was making?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Tanya with a grin which stood in for saying 'not much gets past you'. She continued: "When Mittens Willis took BigAgraFoods's offices in our Town & County away, Mr. Martin was not invited to transfer to another location, meaning he was essentially fired. He was completely unable to continue the child support payments, but his petition for relief and a reassessment of the amount of the payments was denied by Judge Harry Nance, and he was threatened with jail if he didn't make the payments. He actually told Nance to go ahead and put him in jail, where he would at least be able to eat three meals and have a cot to sleep on. Nance didn't put him in jail, and he subsequently disappeared. We think he left the State."
"So how is Jennifer maintaining her residence? Much less taking care of the kids?" I asked.
"Myron's looking into that now." said Tanya. "Jennifer got a large insurance payment under questionable circumstances from Reems & Berry Insurance when they were still in business." (Author's note: See 'Disappearing Act' for more on Reems & Berry Insurance.) "That never was clawed back after you shut them down. And this is my speculation and Mary Milton's speculation as well: we think Gus Bradshaw was helping her out, in exchange for some pleasurable evenings together, if you know what I mean."
"Why am I not surprised to hear that possibility, especially in this County?" I asked with a grin. "Okay, keep digging up that dirt. What is the Press reporting on the case? Especially Woodburn's possible involvement?"
Tanya said "The press coverage mentioned it, but they've stopped mentioning State Senator Woodburn at all. KFXU did mention her, but said that no charges against her campaign were expected. Which is true."
I nodded, then she said "KFXU then moved right into State Legislature politics. They gave a pretty good report on the issues, and both sides of it, but did not mention Governor Jared at all. And I mean 'at all'. They talked about Sharon Marshall, the Lieutenant Governor, a lot. And there was one other person they did not mention at all: Former State Senator Maxine Watts."
"Oh yeahhhhh." I whispered as it struck me. "She hasn't been a part of this at all, has she?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "Todd's lobbyists are telling him that since Maxine lost the Lieutenant Governor's race, and lost so badly, she's being ever so subtly pushed aside in Democrat circles. Not being in the Legislature is also hurting her political clout."
"How's she taking that?" I asked.
"She's keeping her mouth shut, so far." Teresa said. "That in itself is a minor miracle. But Todd's people think she's working the Minority Legislators in the State Senate and even the State House, and will re-emerge with a bang at a critical time in the Budget negotiations."
"Surely she's not going to prevent a Budget from being passed." Cindy said. "That would hurt her and the Democrats's... constituents... more than anyone else."
"It depends on what she wants." I said. "And like everyone else, she thinks she can get what she wants by holding the Budget hostage."
"What do you think she wants?" asked Cindy.
"Another Independent State Counsel." I said. "With the primary focus on the Jasmine Nix murder, and also about what happened here last October and November with the Harlow/Tunnin case and those disputed votes not being allowed."
"She's still hung up on the Jasmine Nix case?" Cindy asked, her voice sounding shocked. "Why?"
"Because she can't handle the truth." I said. "The four of us in this room know more than the vast majority of the General Public about that, but Maxine simply can't accept that it was black-on-black, which does not fit her narrative that 'The Man' is keeping blacks down."
"Or if she can cast any doubt on the FBI's findings," Tanya added, "she can run with that for the rest of her life, and make tons in campaign contributions from it."
"Exactly." I said. "You said it better than I did."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Marcie Harper was sitting in the room behind her studio, putting together the next lesson plan, when Tim Sluman came to the door. She had him come in and sit down.
"What is it, Tim?" she asked a bit sharply, not liking to have been disturbed.
"So we're not shipping any product this weekend?" he asked.
"If the Iron Crowbar is all over us," Marcie said, "then it wouldn't be very good if we did, now would it?"
"No ma'am." said Tim. "But cash flow is already getting tight, and some of our customers are getting supply through other sources."
"I can hardly blame them for that." said Marcie. "But if we don't get hit this weekend, we'll be back to normal next week." Seeing the look on Sluman's face, she said "Right?"
"I hope so, ma'am." said Sluman. "But the suppliers our customers are going to... they won't like just being suppliers for one week. We could lose a lot of business."
"Sluman, I don't understand your worry." Marcie said. "We've had this happen before, where we've had to skip a week. We've got a reserve in cash, and we'll make up the supply next week, if need be. Right?"
"I... I guess so, ma'am." said Sluman.
"We do have plenty enough in the cash reserve, don't we?" Marcie asked, peering at Sluman.
"Yes ma'am." Sluman said. "We'll be all right this week, but it can't go on indefinitely. We're more JIT than we've been in the past." That meant 'just in time', a popular business model.
"Okay." said Marcie. "Look, have you got people watching the Iron Crowbar? And his people up in his County?"
"Yes ma'am." said Sluman. "One of his Captains had a house fire last night, so she's going to be occupied for the weekend."
"You weren't behind that, were you?" Marcie asked, looking hard at Sluman.
"Oh, no ma'am!" replied Sluman. "That was either an accident, or someone else. If I were going to have a house burned down, it would be the Iron Crowbar's home, to keep him occupied."
"Someone did burn his house down, once." said Marcie. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 04.) "The bastard that did it paid for that with his life, which I don't regret. But in any case, stay away from that man, the Iron Crowbar: he is a pit viper on steroids. Okay, Sluman, keep me informed of anything that happens with tomorrow's shipment. You can go." Sluman took the hint, and left.
Once he was gone, Marcie picked up the phone and dialed a number. "Perkins, come to my office behind the studio. There's something I need you to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am going off the grid." I said.
It was 2:00pm, and I was meeting with the Chief, Commander Ross, and Captains Perlman and Croyle in the Chief's Conference Room. I continued: "I will be completely unavailable when I leave here today, as will Jerome Davis. So if anything comes up, ladies, you are in charge, and if you have any issues, call the Chief."
"What are you going to do if you run into trouble?" asked Cindy.
"To be candidly honest," I said, "if Jerome and I are discovered on our mission, we most likely will end up like MSG Terhune at Valley Villages."
"It really scares me when you do things like this." said the Chief. "But I know it's necessary to keep drugs out of the hands of our children. Good luck with your mission."
"Thank you, sir." I said.
"Okayyyyyy, bring me up to speed on your various 'cay-sezzzz'." drawled the Chief.
"On the arson fire at Heritage Cloisters," said Tanya Perlman, "Todd and Teresa had some videocameras overlooking their backyard. The servers were in the safe room in the house, which survived the fire very well. It does show a person in all black going to the kitchen window, breaking the window, and throwing something inside twice. Unfortunately, the person is masked and we can't get any facial features out of it. The body type isn't that far away from Gus Bradshaw, though."
"Bradshaw is at County Jail, awaiting arraignment on the new charges." said Teresa. "He'll probably be there all weekend, but if Nance tries any tricks and moves up his hearing to this afternoon, Folsom will step in and make sure Bradshaw gets no bail or is ankle monitored and confined to his home."
"Irwin questioned Bradshaw," Teresa continued, "and while the lawyer Lynch did a lot of crap and delay tactics, like asking to speak to his client privately several times, Bradshaw only said he was at home until he heard that the Police were outside the front gate, and then he went down to stop them from coming in. He did not elaborate on how he heard the Police were coming. and would not give a clear reason on why he tried to block the Police and Fire Departments from coming in.."
"Did anyone question Jennifer Martin?" I asked.
"No sir." said Tanya. "Not yet, anyway. If we did, she'd demand her attorney be present, and it'd take two hours to get Gwen Munson in from the City. We are getting fresh warrants for any bank activity by either Bradshaw or Martin after their arrests."
"Good." said the Chief. "Commander Ross, have you heard anything from the Press, or anything about their threatened lawsuit?"
"No sir." said Cindy. "Not a peep. And we may not until Tuesday. All lawsuits filed against the County are brought before the Town & County Council at their Tuesday night meetings, so they may sneak it in at the last moment Tuesday afternoon."
"I'd think they'd want maximum publicity, and wouldn't wait." said Tanya.
"Except that if and when they file it," I said, "we're going to arrest Bettina Wurtzburg and bring felony charges against her. If it were Amber Harris, they'd probably be tripping all over themselves getting to the window at the Courthouse. But if we take Bettina off the airwaves, that's going to crush their spirit." I again saw a look cross Cindy's face as I said that.
"Maybe they want to keep us guessing for as long as they can." said Teresa. "Not that we care."
"Hmmm... that's a good thought." I said, becoming introspective. "Maybe... there's another reason..."
"Like what?" asked the Chief.
"I don't know." I said. "I'll have plenty of time to think about it this weekend, though."
"Out of curiosity..." said the Chief. "Captain Croyle, if you'd been at the front gate that night, and maybe it wasn't your house on fire, what would you have done about that confrontation with Ms. Wurtz-burrrrrrg?"
"The way she was yelling at my guy Irwin?" Teresa replied. "I'd've arrested that bitch on the spot." I chuckled, as did Tanya. Cindy frowned... and that is what the Chief was noticing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Not long after the meeting broke up, Teresa came into my office.
"Don," she said, and by using my first name showed that this wasn't just Police business, "you and Cindy have got to get this Press thing worked out. You and she are clearly on opposite sides on it, and one day it's going to blow up. It's already affecting your job performance, and hers."
"More than that," I said, "I think the Sheriff and Police Chief don't see eye-to-eye on the issue, either. Sheriff Griswold is pretty much in line with me, while Chief Moynahan is more in line with Cindy's 'softer' approach."
Teresa nodded, then said "You may be right... what am I saying? Of course you're right. And that's all the more reason it needs to be addressed."
"Well," I said, "right now is not the time. I'm about to leave and go on a mission that could very well prove dangerous, if not outright deadly, and I have got to have my head fully in the Game on that. In the meantime, you're Acting Commander, such as it is, while I'm gone. But if KXTC does do something active, have Irwin or Rudistan make the arrest of Bettina; don't do it yourself. You've got to stay as clear of all that as you can, so you can help from the lawsuit side of things."
"Roger that." Teresa said. "Good luck on your mission this weekend. Is there anything I can do to help?"
"You can pray for me." I said. "And no, I'm not saying that facetiously..."
Part 20 - Operation Vermissa Valley
Vermissa Valley... the valley in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's excellent Sherlock Holmes novel The Valley of Fear. It seemed like an appropriate name for this mission as Jerome Davis and I prepared to go into Valley Villages on a potentially deadly undercover mission.



At 4:00pm, Jerome and I left Police Headquarters separately. I drove to the Cabin and parked at the end of the driveway, which gave enough space to get the Black Beauty out of the far-side garage. An hour later, Jerome came and picked me up. We drove over the mountain and into Nextdoor County. I paid for dinner at the Hillside Diner, and I told Jerome to eat a lot, because food would be a bit limited for the next 36 hours.
Leaving the diner, we made our way back to the University-Midtown Highway via State Route 142. As we passed by The Asylum, I remembered all that had gone on there, and I felt the extremely negative energy that still emanated from that forbidding place. Jerome asked me to tell him what had gone on there, and I recounted the stories of Ned having hidden there, and us breaking Phil Kearns out of there by way of an armed invasion of the place. (Author's note: 'A Case of Revenge', Ch. 04.)
The sun was setting as we arrived at Valley Villages. We'd timed our trip to arrive at Jonathan Davis's home just after dark, hoping that anyone seeing Jerome's car come in would think it was just a son visiting his father for dinner. The garage door was up, and as Jonathan and Jerome went in the front door, I snuck out of the car and into the garage.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So Terhune was murdered because he saw these drug runners at the school?" asked Jonathan as we sat at the table eating a late supper. It was 10:30pm, and I'd swept Jonathan's house for bugs, finding none.
"Looks like it." I said. "I think they had sentries out with night-vision devices, maybe drones, too. I think they saw him, saw that he was watching their operation, so they ambushed him. The medical examiner said he'd been injected with a drug as well as strangled. They may have drugged him to incapacitate him when they captured him, brought him back to his home, then strangled him in his bed to make it look like a home invasion."
"Horrible." Jonathan muttered. "That's just horrible. Man just trying to do the right thing, and gets murdered for it."
"And we don't want the same thing to happen to you, Dad." said Jerome. "So please just stay at home and don't react to anything you see or hear this weekend."
"Yet you guys are going to go down there and watch them?" Jonathan replied, looking at both of us skeptically. "If they have all this hi-tech stuff you say they have, they'll see you, too."
I grinned a small grin. "Maybe not, if what I'm planning goes well." I told them both the full plan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30am, Saturday, January 26th, Jerome and I snuck out of his father's home and into the 'woods', which were actually groves of trees planted when the Valley Villages was started up, to make the previously flat farmland look a little less empty and desolate. I had a rather large, full knapsack on my back, and Jerome had a smaller one.
I had some very special binoculars, one of the 'eyes' being night-vision, to see better in the very dim light of night; and the other being an infrared detector, which would show heat signatures. I hoped both of these would help us detect any humans that were watching out for us.
I saw nothing; no drones in the air, no people moving about. I was also watching out for Sheriff Department and Police patrols, and only saw one car. It was driving around the town, and did not go towards the School complex, which was to the west of Valley Villages, very visible on very open ground.
It took over an hour, but we got to the Valley Villages Hotel complex, whose front faced east. We had come from the north, and skirted around to the south (left) side of the hotel. We went down a service drive that was not lit. Arriving at a metal door, I opened an almost invisible panel in the door and punched in a code on the keypad. We heard a loud *CLICK!* and I was able to open the door. We went inside, into inky blackness.
I used the IR binocular, and saw nothing. We got flashlights out of our rucks, and began walking down the path. The drivable path ended pretty quickly at a loading dock, and we then went down a walkway that was sloping steadily downwards. There were some rooms with bunk beds to our right, then a conference room, then a dining room. We went to the end of the hallway, which terminated at the door of a locked room. I again punched in a code on the pad next to the door, and we were able to open the door, secure it in the open position, then go inside.
"This is the control room." I said to Jerome as I flipped a switch. Some dim lights on the wall slowly came on and became brighter, but remained pretty dim as they shone their light toward the ceiling. I sat down at the control panel along the left side wall; we faced west as the crow flies.
"What is this place, sir?" asked Jerome as I began firing up the control panel. Television screens began lighting up. "It's like that underground room for Congress at the Greenbriar Hotel in West Virginia."
"Yes, that's true." I said. "This place... is the reason Valley Villages was created in the first place. Superior Bloodlines had it built when they built the hotel, and it was to be a local command-and-control center for the race war they were anticipating. Many of them were upstairs in the hotel when the FBI arrested them." (Author's note: 'Sandstorm', Ch. 02-03.)
"I came down here once before, when the FBI was going through it after Superior Bloodlines was destroyed." I continued. "There are cameras intermingled with the hotel's security cameras, but they face outward. There are infrared as well as night-vision cameras on the roof of the hotel, and also some around Valley Villages, which we can use to monitor the School complex. And I'll be able to plug into the hotel's wifi and get information off the web."
"So we can just hang out here and see what happens." Jerome said.
"Yes." I said. "What we're going to do is wait here, monitor the School and the town, then watch and see if Marcie Harper's gang comes in and starts watching for us."
"You don't think they'll bring in a shipment of drugs for this week?" asked Jerome.
"No." I said. "They may bring in something like flour or sugar, which could be used to cut cocaine with, but they won't bring in real drugs. I think they're testing to see if we're onto them, and if we come in and try to make a bust, we'll have sugar as well as egg on our faces, and the perps will know they have to disappear... and we'll never get them unless we find their next way of communicating. They may even have an ambush planned if they think we're coming."
"Do the hotel people upstairs know we're down here?" asked Jerome.
"I hope not." I said. "When the FBI came down on this place a year and a half ago, they left this facility intact, with the idea that they could use it in case of nuclear war or massive unrest... which I think is very possible in the coming years. Anyhoo, at the time they said that the hotel security people were unable to tell if people were down here nor what they were doing, in case an enemy took over the hotel itself. So I hope no one is aware of our presence here."
"Wow, neat." said Jerome, looking around. Then he frowned as he said, "Sir, what if the bad guys know this place is here? Or worse... what if they come down here to use it to monitor us?"
I gave a grim smile and said: "In that case, put your wading boots on, because we will be hip-deep in shit..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We settled in. I turned on the night-vision and infrared camera and we watched on the monitors. There were no cars moving, and no people about, as far as we could tell.
I took a device out of my knapsack and plugged a cord from it into the control panel. The device's face was about the size of the larger iPhone 6, a bit larger than most smartphones, but it was over an inch thick. It was able to jam signals like a bug-jammer, but much more powerfully than the pen or disc devices that Teresa and Cindy and I had. It also had many other abilities. I called it 'Ultra Boy'... because like that member of the Legion of Superheroes, it could only use one power at a time.
"This connects to the antennas on the hotel roof." I explained. "It will intercept radio transmissions, particularly from the local Sheriff and Police. It'll help us determine if those guys are on the up-and-up, or in league with the perps."
"Wow." said Jerome. "Wait... you could use that on the TCPD, couldn't you? Find the moles, or the leakers to the Press?"
"I could." I said. "But it would be discovered pretty quickly. I only use things like this in very extreme situations... like here and now." Jerome nodded.
The device had a plug-in for earphones, so I put those in and listened to the Police frequencies as dawn broke. It sounded routine. I also checked cameras around the hotel and the town center as residents gathered to eat at the two diners and one McDonalds there.
"Not very many people at the hotel, and it's a weekend." I said. "I wonder how they keep going."
"My dad says that the Military has been booking it for conferences for high-level leaders." said Jerome. "It's pretty secure, and it's somewhat out of the way. He also told me that there is interest in converting it to a permanent living facility, and that one side might become a hospice-style care center." He told me the name of the Consortium that was in talks to create that facility.
"That's the same group building the retirement home in Apple Grove." I said. "Condos, living spaces, and then a full-care building and facility for people who increasingly cannot take care of themselves."
"Like Mrs. Griswold?" asked Jerome. I just nodded, realizing that I was confirming what the Detectives were speculating about during their work days...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
For the first few hours, there was a certain excitement of the tension of the mission. As that began to subside, the boredom of being cooped up in an underground room with very little to do began taking over.
We had Thermos bottles of coffee, and I got out some Pop-Tarts for breakfast. We continued our vigil as we ate.
"Not a damn thing going on around the School." I said. "Which may in itself mean something. You'd think we'd be seeing cleaners or teachers or something."
"The town looks pretty normal." said Jerome. "No one's sticking out. I do have one question, sir. Do you think anyone is going to come in twelve to fifteen hours early?"
"If this were a normal drug drop, no." I said. "But if I were them, and I was setting a trap for LEOs or seeing if they were onto me, then I'd be watching for people to be coming in early. If they have people here doing that, I am hoping to spot them, but it's more important they don't spot us."
There being little else to do, I talked with Jerome. "So, Jerome," I said, "what's your goal in life, or at least with the TCPD?"
Seeing that this was a huge opportunity for him to talk with the Police Commander, Jerome said "I want to sit in your chair and have your office, sir. One day, anyway."
I smiled. "And you just might, if you keep thinking that way."
"Right now I'm working towards taking my Lieutenant exam, and getting to Advanced Academy." said Jerome.
"Good." I said. "And you're going to Advanced Academy... next month. I was going to let Captain Perlman tell you after we got back, but since we're here, I'll just tell you now. Monday, February 11th, you report to Advanced Academy."
"Awesome!" said Jerome. I could tell he was extremely happy about that.
"So, just between us and the lampposts," I said, "tell me about your MCD colleagues." This was not 'snitching'; it was 'peer review', and a test.
"They're all good, sir." said Jerome. "Teddy, my partner, he's a lot happier now that all that stuff with Janice Holloway got resolved. He's the kind of guy that will pursue something doggedly until he gets it done, and I think he's a better interrogator than he lets on."
"Joanne is the smartest Detective in the group, except for Captain Perlman and you, of course." continued Jerome. "She just needs to get interrogations down, and so do I, to be honest. Theo, he's between us and Parker... good Detective, good at muddling through, but not really great at either. Roy, he's a smart guy and a very brave man, but he's the most inexperienced of the bunch of us, even with his Vice experience."
"What about Julia Rodriguez?" I asked.
"She's good." said Jerome. "I think her Army experience has really helped her. She's observant, quick-witted, and I think she's good at judging people, like you are, sir. Everyone says 'not much gets by you', sir... and they're going to be saying that about her, one day."
"So she's going to be the next Iron Crowbar?" I asked, semi-humorously.
"Maybe, sir." Jerome said. "I get the feeling Joanne would really try hard for that, if it were like a promotion. Sure, I'd love to be there, but I'd be lying if I said I'll ever be at your level, sir, and that's not being down on myself, just an accurate appraisal of myself. But Julia... she may have what it takes. She's just a bit on the young side, too."
"As if I'm old." I said jokingly. "Seriously, I appreciate your candor. That's the mark of a good leader: you have to evaluate your people honestly and realistically, and not based on friendship."
After some more talk about who Jerome thought was doing well amongst the Uniformed Officers, I saw it was 10:00am. I said "Tell you what. During this quiet time, I'm going to go clean up and get about four hours of sleep, then I'll relieve you and you can get four hours in the afternoon."
"Yes sir." Jerome said.
I went back down the hallway to the living areas. There were showers and toilets, which worked. But the shower water did not get warm at all, so I just did my business, then shaved with the electric razor I'd brought (plug for the Braun shavers; they're excellent!). Then I laid a sheet I'd brought onto a bunk, inflated my air pillow, and lay down to get some rest...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Saturday, January 26th. I came back into the control room to see Jerome reading on his Police iPad as he watched the monitors.
"Good afternoon." I said. "Anything going on?"
"No sir." said Jerome. "Here's some power bars if you're hungry, sir." I consumed the power bars with some water as Jerome said "Looks like a normal day. It's 38 degrees outside, but there's still a few die-hards playing golf at the golf course, and a lot of more reasonable guys at the golf clubhouse, probably drinking beer and watching basketball or hockey."
Jerome continued: "No one has gone around the school, at all. I've seen some Sheriff's cars patrolling around town, and one came by here, but it looks to be routine."
"Okay, great." I said. "Go ahead and get some sleep."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:10pm. The sun was getting low in the sky when I saw a pickup truck with a camper top on the back driving down the road that led around the School. I watched intently as the pickup went around the far side of the school (going north around the backside) and then reappeared to the school's right as I was looking at it. It seemed strange that a car would just loop around for no reason, so I watched it.
The road came back east through the copses of trees that Jerome and I had walked through the night before. Just as the truck got into the trees, it stopped. I switched to a camera where I could still see it better. Two men got out of the truck, wearing denim jackets and blue jeans, western boots, and with hard looks on their faces.
They went to the back of the truck and opened the camper window and truck tailgate, then brought out two drones. They set them up, then had them take off. One of the antennas on the hotel roof worked with what looked like a satellite dish up there as a simple radar system. I was able to use that to observe the flights and locations of the drones.
They flew around the school, then in wider circles over the grounds surrounding the woods. Then one of the drones set down on the roof of the school, overwatching the south road that led up to the school. The other drone returned to the truck, and was recovered and put into the back of the truck. The truck then moved out, driving along the road back towards town. Somewhat to my surprise, the two men went into the McDonalds.
Then I noticed that a car had come into the parking lot of the hotel, and two men with small suitcases went inside, as if checking in. Dammit! I thought to myself as I looked at all the other camera views...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:15pm. Jerome came back into the control room. I informed him of what had happened with the pickup truck. "That's the only activity I've seen so far," I said, "but I suspect we'll see more movement soon."
"And by the way," I continued, "if someone starts coming down that hallway towards us, move fast and get behind those crates behind us." I jerked my thumb behind me. Jerome saw where I'd stacked a couple of boxes to give us cover in what would likely be the final firefight of our lives...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The supply trucks should be here at 10:00pm." I said as the sun set and darkness began to envelop the land. "I'm expecting some advance scouts to come through before then."
At 7:15pm, the pickup truck that had come through in the afternoon came down the road towards the school, but its headlights were out and it was moving slowly. "They must be seeing if the drone on the roof is working." I suggested.
The truck went around the far side of the school, still going slowly. "Sir, they may have night-vision binoculars and are looking for people in the woods around the school." I nodded; that was Iron Crowbar thinking by Jerome.
The truck proceeded around the school then came to a stop at very near the same place it had stopped earlier in the day. The truck and the men were lighting up the infrared camera, and we could tell that they were getting out the drone that was in the back. It was giving off virtually no heat signature, but it was showing up on radar okay. This time the drone flew much higher into the air.
"There probably is IR on that drone." I said. "Yeah, there it goes. They're looking in the woods and right to the subdivisions, then flying near here..." I instinctively felt like ducking as the drone came close to the hotel cameras. The drone then returned towards the school.
"They're well equipped." I said.
"Sir, the battery life on that thing can't be all that great." said Jerome. "They can't patrol for two and a half hours."
"They'll probably land it and recharge it." I said. "They don't want a drone staying up in the air very long anyway, as it might get spotted. Okay, let's see what the Police are saying."
I began listening on my 'Ultra Boy' device. I also plugged my Police iPad into it, and with a program very similar to what Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart had put into the Black Beauty, I was able to see where the Police were. They were all in town at the Station, it appeared; no one was patrolling at the school, much less anywhere.
I checked around the hotel and its parking lot. There were no new cars, either parked or driving around.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:15pm, the pickup truck made another round. It stopped at the far side of the school, sent the drone in the truck to the roof, then recovered the one that had been on the roof. The truck then drove into the trees and launched another drone, which I suspected was a third drone with a fresh battery.
Then I noticed that an SUV was driving towards the school from the left (south), just as the camper truck had. It was driving without lights. It came around, driving through the trees, but then it looked like it was going to make another loop, and was observed driving towards the school again. Infrared showed three persons in the vehicle.



This time, instead of continuing along the road, it parked on the far side of the school, near what looked like the lunchroom building, which is were I'd expect deliveries to be made and stored. The SUV parked so that it had overwatch of the approach road. The three men inside stayed in the truck.
"They've got a radio, too." I said, showing Jerome the 'pin drop' at their location. "Okay, it looks like they're setting up------"
Suddenly I flung my head up. I thought I'd heard a noise. Jerome looked towards the door; he had heard it too!
We listened intently, then I silently motioned for us to get to the defensive position on the other side of the room. We quickly got there, our hands on our guns in their holsters, barely breathing. And then we saw a flicker of a flashlight in the doorway, followed by the sounds of steps...
Someone was coming down the hallway towards our room!
To be continued.
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Part 21 - Shadows In The Night
Jerome and I waited, not moving a muscle, as the steps got closer and the flashlight flickered in the doorway more brightly.
"Wait!" I heard a whispered voice say. "There's lights on in there. Someone's here."
"Ohhhh, shit." said the other voice. I almost groaned out loud. I gave Jerome a withering look, put my finger over my mouth in a 'hush' sign to warn him... and then I hurled my red crowbar at the entrance to the control room.
***CLANG!!***
"Oh Jesus!" gasped one voice. A red laser dot appeared on the floor as the flashlight light concentrated on the red crowbar now lying on the floor.
"Ah, crap." said the other voice. "Don! Is that you?" The voice was that of FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone!
"It is a dangerous habit to finger loaded firearms in a darkened hallway." I said out loud in an excellent paraphrasing of Professor Moriarty's words to Sherlock Holmes. As I got to the door I bent down and picked up my crowbar, then said "Yes, Jack, it's me."
"Jesus, you scared the shit out of us!" said the other man, who I now recognized as DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens.
"Serves you right." I said. "You scared the shit out of us, too. What the fuck are you two doing here?"
"I might ask you the same question." said Stevens.
"You said 'us'." said Muscone. "Who else is here?"
"Detective Davis. Come on in." I said. "Jerome! Don't shoot the Federal agents, please."
"Yes sir." said Jerome as he came back over and sat down in his original chair as I sat down in mine. I introduced everyone, then said "Pull up a couple of chairs, guys. I just pray to God that you weren't seen by the perps. If you were, we're blown sky-high."
"Looks like you didn't tell us a few things, or we might not've walked in here." said Stevens. "How were we to know you'd be here?"
"That's my fault, Dwight." said Muscone. "Don did tell me a lot of it. I should have realized that he meant Valley Villages when he was talking about doing reconnaissance on this."
"I'm curious as to how the two of you found your way down here." I said. "Oh, wait. Let me tell you... Chief Warrant Officer Logan, the Army CID."
"I told you he was that good." said Muscone, to Stevens, about me.
"So it appears." said Stevens, who was obviously still very irritated at me. "Yes, Logan really is an Army Warrant Officer with the CID, but he's been working with the DEA for some time now. When we heard about MSG Terhune's death, we asked him to check it out as a possible link to this big State-wide drug ring. Logan got back to us and said it was very possible that there was a connection, but he wasn't sure what had happened. He also wasn't sure he could trust the local Sheriff here, so he didn't say anything to the Sheriff. Then you showed up with one of your Detectives..."
"Why, it was this very Detective here." I said, nodding my head towards Jerome, who grinned as he watched the monitors. "We didn't know anything about the drug ring at the time, though."
"Well, Mr. Muscone and I thought they might come back here, so we decided to give it a shot and come look around." Stevens said. "Mr. Muscone remembered this underground facility and suggested we use it to keep out of sight while we monitored the area."
"Good idea." I said, then added: "Not very original, but good." Jerome was trying hard not to laugh.
Then I said: "A little 'tough love' for you, here. You were lucky. First of all, I saw you come into the hotel parking lot, then check in. I can't help but think you were also observed by others." Muscone nodded.
"Second," I said, "I guess you found a way to come down from the upstairs without having to go outside?"
"Yes." said Muscone. "One of the elevators goes down an extra few floors if one has a key to turn the lock on the panel, and I had such a key. I heard that a condo complex in the City had a similar arrangement."
"Sounds like a fun place." I said, remembering the Wynand Building in the City. "Anyhoo, you were even more lucky in that they came back here this weekend, though it's a trap to see if they're being watched. They usually don't return to the same location after such a short time, and they were here the weekend of MSG Terhune's death."
"So how did you know where they'd be?" asked Stevens.
"We'll have to discuss that later." said Muscone. "Suffice it to say that Don has found their means of communications."
"And you didn't tell us?" Stevens said, again as an accusation.
"Yes, he told me." Jack replied. "And if he's not talking about it, it's not out of a lack of trust, but an overabundance of caution to keep the bad guys from realizing that we know.
"And they're realizing that anyway." I said. "Anything out there, Jerome?"
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "I'm counting six bogey vehicles that have been driving in strange circles all about Valley Villages, stopping at various times and places in a way that suggests they're looking for heat signatures with infrared and night-vision scopes. I've also counted seven drone flights, though it may not be that many actual drones, but repeat flights. They are really scouring the area to see if they're being watched."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm, Saturday, January 26th. Large trucks began coming in. They looked like the largest 'U-Rent-It' trucks available. 'U-Rent-It' was a wholly-owned subsidiary of SPS, State Parcel Service, whose CEO was Edward Blassingame. (Author's note: For more, read 'Delivery In The Rear'.) I got as many license plate numbers as I could, so we could check to see who rented the trucks.
"Wow," I said as I trained cameras on the trucks, "there's a ton of people in those trucks. Heat signatures galore." As we watched, each truck that came in at five minute intervals off-loaded their supplies at the loading dock on the far side of the school. Then the personnel in the trucks got off and were waiting inside the school and around the perimeter. When I switched to the night-vision camera, it became more clear that these guys were all heavily armed with 'assault' rifles.
"That's a lot of protection for any shipment." said Dwight Stevens.
"It's not protection." I said. "It's troops for an ambush, in case the DEA shows up. Well, in case any LEOs show up."
"There might still be drugs in those containers they're off-loading." said Stevens.
"Probably something like sugar, flour, or washing detergent." I replied. "Like I said, they're anticipating the good guys showing up. I hope you weren't planning a takedown tonight."
"No, just a recon mission, like you're doing." replied Muscone. "By the way, are these the same guys driving the trucks that normally would be the drivers? If not, they might be somewhere else making a delivery."
"If they are, then they are getting away with it tonight." I said. "But it's a good thought that it's not the regular drivers... unless they're getting paid extra to do it."
"Are they using radios to communicate?" asked Muscone.
"No, sir." said Jerome as he monitored everything. "We're not picking up anything. They may be using cellphones very sporadically."
"And that's one thing I can't pick up on." I said. "If they have a password or sign-and-countersign arrangement, we don't have any frickin' clue what it might be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later, a bunch of smaller delivery trucks arrived. Drones had been flying around in the interval, and were still flying around, and the various vehicles driving around the area were still on the prowl. The trucks began siphoning off the people inside the school. Soon there was only a handful left.
I said "One interesting thing is that no one parked at the school today. There has got to be someone on the inside, to let the perps in and to run interference if the Police show up. It was hard to tell if anyone that came tonight was that school employee. But they must've come in with someone."
"Maybe that SUV that got here early, parked and watched for everyone coming in?" asked Jerome.
"Could well be." I said. Then to the Federal agents I said: "By the way, guys, you're not leaving here tonight. Jerome and I are going to leave at dawn, when there's too much sunlight for the infrared and night-vision devices to see, but not too bright so that we can get back home without being easily noticed."
"How long do you think they'll be on the lookout for us?" asked Stevens. "All the way until dawn?"
"Maybe." I said. "We'll have to see about all these vehicles that have been going around looking for us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
By 2:00am there was no one left around the school, and I was not seeing any more vehicles in the Valley Villages area driving in anything resembling a weird pattern.
"Okay, guys, it looks like it's over." I said. "If you guys want to get some sleep on those bunks in the other room, we'll stand watch for a little longer."
"Yeah, I might as well get some sleep." said Muscone.
"Jerome," I said, "go ahead and get a couple of hours sleep." Jerome did not argue; he left behind Muscone.
I got some food out of my ruck and offered Dwight Stevens some of it. He accepted it gratefully.
"You know, Don," he said as we ate the food and drank some water, "We're on the same side."
"I know." I said. "You'll have to forgive my methods and my reticence to share info. I've had some bad dealings with some very bad Federal agents in the past."
"I've heard some of the stories." said Stevens.
"One man I do trust, and completely, is Jack Muscone." I said. "He's vouched for you. He says you're one of the good guys. So you're at least that far along with me."
"Good, I appreciate that." Stevens said, trying to be diplomatic. "I guess my question is if you're going to let the DEA help you bust up these fuckers. Not trying to steal your props, but we'd really like to make a big bust."
"I'll make this deal with you." I said. "I'll let you bring in the DEA, as long as you do one thing and understand one thing: Follow my lead. I'm in charge of the operation. I'm going to plan it, I'm going to execute it, I'm going to take down the mastermind behind it. You can have all the credit if it goes well, and I'll take the blame if goes wrong. But it's my show all the way until it's done."
Stevens agreed, and we shook hands on the bargain.
Part 22 - Extraction
Dawn, Sunday, January 27th. Muscone and Stevens took the elevator back up to their rooms. Jerome and I made one final sweep of the area, then shut down everything, packed up our stuff, and left.
Though we looked out of place with our rucks, we walked along the roads then took a shortcut through the 'woods' to get back to Jonathan Davis's home. As Jonathan and Jerome cooked breakfast, I went and checked Jerome's car for any bugs that might've been planted. There were none.
As we ate breakfast, Jonathan asked "Did you find out anything?"
"A lot." I said. "And I remain suspicious of the Sheriff and LEOs around here. All that activity at the school, and they didn't even go over and check it out."
"It was Saturday night, and Saturday nights are quiet around here, unless there's a party at the golf course Clubhouse." said Jonathan. "So they may just not do much patrolling."
"Even though there are trucks coming into the school in the dead of night?" I replied. "No, that is what we call a 'strangeness'."
"Dad, we Detectives have learned that when Commander Troy says something is a 'strangeness', it's a BFD." Jerome said to his father. I chuckled at that.
"This whole thing is a BFD, isn't it?" asked Jonathan. Jerome and I both nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We thanked Jonathan for his hospitality, and set out for home. I'd checked for bugs again (yes, I'm paranoid) and found none. We watched carefully as we sped up the University-Midtown Highway, but saw no one obviously following us. Either there was no one, or they were that good.
Jerome dropped me off at The Cabin. When I went inside, the 'sister wives' Laura and Paulina were there, as well as Molly. I was greeted at the door by two outstanding dogs... but no kids.
"Where are the kids?" I asked after all the appropriate greetings and dog-pettings.
"Upstairs, attic room." said Laura. "Massive Lego building project underway."
"Daddy!" I heard Carole shout as she came down the stairs. She ran up to me and hugged my legs.
"Hey, Fussbudget." I said. "Get your coat and let's take some dogs out." The dogs heard the words 'dogs' and 'out', and made the correct deduction. They ran right to the back door.
Once outside, the dogs went to do their business as Carole and I sat down. She asked "Did you have fun on your trip, Daddy?"
"Yes, it was good." I said. "How was your day yesterday?"
"Great!" Carole said. "Murrree (Marie) and I played with our dolls and watched the new Wonder Woman movie and the Supergirl TV show!"
"Good." I said. "You didn't say anything about the Marcie Harper videos, did you?"
"No, Daddy." Carole said. "You told me not to."
"That's right, I did." I said. "And it's even more important now that you don't say anything about those videos and what you saw on them... even if you're asked, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." said Carole. "But what do I say if someone does ask?"
"If someone does," I said, "then it's okay to lie and tell them you didn't see anything, or you can tell them about the math lesson. But don't mention the trains above the chalkboard, okay? If you're asked about them, then it's okay to say you didn't see a thing."
"Okay, Daddy." said Carole. "Daddy, is Ms. Newton in trouble?"
"Why do you ask?" I replied.
"The principal, Mr. Butler was yelling at her on Friday." said Carole. "He looked like he was really mad, but he's always grouchy so maybe he wasn't that mad."
"Thanks for telling me." I said. "And Ms. Newton will be all right." I realized I had to make sure that happened, and that meant telling Yvonne Newton to be very careful...
"Speak-ing of trains," said Carole, "here comes the train now!" She pointed out to where a train was coming out of the western horizon towards the River...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I put myself through a hard workout, then joined everyone for a great lunch of cheeseburgers and potato chips. We'd just finished when Jack Muscone came to visit.
"Sorry, Jack." I said. "Jim and Ian ate your hamburgers. They've got hollow legs." Jim and Ian laughed out loud at that.
"That's okay." said Jack. "They're growing boys. Don, have you got a minute to talk?"
"Sure." I said. We went into my office. In an abundance of caution, I turned on the electricity that ran through the metal bars in the walls; this office was a Faraday cage.
Jack said "Stevens told me about the deal he made with you, and he intends to honor it. I'm going to make sure he keeps that promise, too. On the flip side, I had to tell him some of what you told me about the code you found. I told him to not try to get into the Marcie Harper website because it would just tip them off that we were on to them."
I nodded. "Well... we'll see on Wednesday, when the next Marcie Harper video comes out."
Jack said "I also don't want you to think you're dealing with an Agency of the Weak-minded. You're not logging in as an SBI Agent because you want to make this bust without the SBI, and especially the SBI-NTF, so that you can take some ammunition out of Katherine Woodburn's hands."
I grinned. "I would never think that you're an Agency of the Weak-minded, Jack. Of course... if you don't set a date to marry Tanya soon, I might just make a reassessment of that."
"That's all on her." said Jack. "That's all on her..."
Part 23 - Morning Coffee
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, January 28th, from in front of the State Office Building off Courthouse Square. "We are reporting on the increasing tensions in the State Legislature as they struggle to pass a Budget bill!"
Bettina began: "Former State Senator Maxine Watts, who was defeated by Republican Sharon Marshal for Lieutenant Governor, issued a statement urging all Democrat legislators and especially Persons of Color to 'resist' the policies of the Republicans, and to demand a Budget that is 'friendly to minorities and women' be passed. Ms. Watts also said that no Budget should be passed unless and until a second Independent State Counsel is created to investigate the murder of superstar singer Jasmine Nix."
"Asked for comment," Bettina continued, "Sarah Honeysuckle, spokeswoman for the deeply unpopular Val Jared Administration, said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Sarah saying "Like any private citizen, Maxine Watts is entitled to her opinions, including wild conspiracy theories about a murder that has been solved long ago. However, she is not an elected official in any capacity, and her words are of no value to Governor Jared nor the Budget process in the Legislature right now."
Back to Bettina live: "There were furious condemnations of Governor Jared, including accusations of racism, when those comments were made. House Ways and Means Chairman Elijah McKinney, who is black, said that the comments were 'disturbing and unhelpful'. A spokesperson for Maxine Watts's PAC stated that Jared had proved he was a racist by making those highly insensitive statements."
"And in local news," Bettina said, "District Attorney Miriam Walters is expected to announce sometime this week her decision on whether or not to charge former TCPD Commander Della Harlow with conspiracy charges in the alleged attempt to slander now-Mayor Daniel Allgood during the race last Fall. Former TCPD Internal Affairs Detective Gayle Tunnin was criminally charged after former TCPD Lieutenant Janice Holloway went undercover and recorded Tunnin planning the alleged political slander attack."
Bettina went on: "District Attorney Walters also stated that more charges will be filed against Heritage Cloisters HOA President Gus Bradshaw, but declined to give specifics. When asked if State Senator Katherine Woodburn was also under investigation, D.A. Walters said she did not expect charges to be filed against Senator Woodburn, but that the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review as well as the Federal Elections Commission and the FBI might still have ongoing investigations. Neither the SBI-OER nor the FBI would return our repeated attempts to contact them for comment."
"State Democrats rushed to Senator Woodburn's defense," continued Bettina, "saying that neither the Senator or her Campaign had any knowledge of the Heritage Cloister HOA issues, and that no laws were broken by Senator Woodburn nor her campaign. The State Democrat Caucus also issued a statement demanding the SBI-OER and FBI investigate the Republican voter fraud in last Autumn's caucuses, as well Governor Jared's continued abuse of power and intimidation practices by calling for the SBI-OER and FBI investigations."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, in the KFXU studios. "it's been an eventful weekend. She's Meredith Peller, and I'm Catrina Pierce."



"Good morning, everyone, and welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise!" said Meredith Peller. She discussed the Heritage Cloisters case briefly, then said "District Attorney Walters has said that State Senator Katherine Woodburn was not being charged by the D.A.'s Office for possible campaign finance violations. However, Inspector Britt Maxwell of the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review has confirmed that the SBI-OER was asked by Republicans in the State Legislature to examine the evidence, and the FBI's City Office, under the leadership of Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, confirmed that they are reviewing the Town & County Police Force's finding to determine if Federal election laws were violated. Both law enforcement agencies said that such reviews are routine."
"Someone once said that 'security reviews' of her for destroying 33,000 emails was just 'routine', too." said Catrina witheringly. "But I digress. With Senator Woodburn being a major player in the Budget process this session, we have to ask if this potential scandal will affect that overall picture. Joining us today is Peter D. Gordon of Clear Call Polling, and our new colleague Greg Wallace, political reporter for KFXU Fox Eight News."
Peter D. Gordon was the same Peter Dwayne Gordon that Kendra Luskin had falsely accused of rape in the 'Falsely Accused' case. Greg Wallace was a short, slender-'ish' man with black hair and a cynical-sounding voice, even when he wasn't being cynical.
Meredith asked "Greg, is this a problem for Senator Woodburn, and for State Democrats?"
Greg Wallace said "It's not going to be a real problem for Senator Woodburn, Meredith, unless the TCPD, SBI, or FBI actually find some proof of collusion, and that's not likely to happen. But it could be a problem for State Democrats if anything comes of it."
Catrina asked "Peter, you have a good breakdown of all of it after a weekend of polling. What are your numbers telling us?"
Peter said "First of all, Catrina, Governor Jared is holding pretty well at 48% approval. The numbers for the Legislature overall is 18%, so they may have to factor that into their Budget negotiations; they can't just assume they can run over Governor Jared, nor blame him if a Budget doesn't get passed."
"As to specific issues," Peter said, "immigration enforcement remains a top issue, though divided very much along political Party lines. Those that identified themselves as leaning Democrat want no reforms and no strong enforcement of Federal immigration policies, while those that identified themselves leaning the other way want more enforcement and more requirements for businesses to verify that anyone they're hiring is not an Illegal Person."
More Peter: "Security and Law Enforcement issues rank fairly high, but we got surprising numbers when we asked specifically about the SBI-NTF. A full 75% of those we polled do not want a stronger NTF."
"That will really hurt Katherine Woodburn's stand for a stronger NTF." said Catrina. "Or will it? What's the reason for such a strong showing?"
"There are two groups that oppose the NTF." Peter said. "Those identifying themselves as Conservative want more money for local LEOs as opposed to a State agency, typical of their belief that Government power should devolve to the most local level possible. But a lot of the respondents said they want the War on Drugs stopped completely, and virtually all of them want marijuana legalized. It's an unusual alliance of both Conservatives and Liberals that want less government, at least in this particular area."
"So what gets a Budget passed?" asked Meredith.
Greg Wallace said "What people want the most are jobs and a good economy. They are less interested in the pet political positions of the Legislators."
"Who is going to get blamed if a Budget is not passed?" asked Catrina.
"It's hard to tell." said Peter. "Eighty percent of the respondents say they do not trust what the Media is reporting, but when it comes to more specific issues, and who is right and wrong on them, then it becomes a matter of believability being in the eye of the beholder, and hearing what they want to hear. Those who lean left, ultimately believe what SNN tells them. Those who lean right, trust the Fox networks. So who gets blamed will depend on who they want to blame..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"When you pull down on my levers for the person of your choice
You're also choosing state electors, who will have the final voice
They're called the electoral college, and they'll meet to stipulate
Who the voters have selected to be the winner in each state"
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'I'm Gonna Send your Vote to College '
"Two different networks, two completely different news reports about the same events." I said as I sat with my Angels in my office. "And Peter Gordon was right: people are going to believe what they want to believe, regardless of where the actual truth might be."
"Do the politicians know that?" asked Teresa, meaning it derisively and rhetorically.
"Do they even care?" asked Tanya.
"That's the real question." I said. "And I believe the answer is yes, when it comes to their big donors; and no, when it comes to us Little People. You know, the 'deplorables'." Teresa and Tanya nodded.
"Okay," Cindy said, getting up, "if y'all are going to talk about politics, I'll go back to my office. If you're going to talk Police business, I'll stay and listen so that I know what's going on around here."
"Yes, let's talk business." I said. Cindy sat back down. "What's going on, ladies?"
Tanya went first. "The amount of evidence we're amassing on Gus Bradshaw and Jennifer Martin is getting to be overwhelming. We've also found that some of the things Irene Allen gave us was not turned over by the HOA Board and its legal representation. Judge Watts is going to give them until tomorrow morning to fully comply with our subpoenas, or those lawyers could face jail time for contempt, and possibly be referred for disbarment."
"And speaking of 'disbarment'," said Cindy, "Paulina told me over the weekend that your complaint to the State Bar against H.J. Lynch is generating a lot of conversation all over the State. Some members of the State Bar want to exonerate Lynch, just to fuck with you, Don, but they're afraid the SBI-OER will come down on them like they did when Mike Todd was suspended and your wife's medical license was suspended." (Author's note: 'Ethical Dilemmas'.)
"I've still got a lawsuit coming against him, no matter what the State Bar does." I said. "Teresa, what about the HOA from your angle?"
"I organized a residents meeting yesterday (Sunday) afternoon." Teresa said. "We're trying to figure out our options. One problem is that services like grounds maintenance, golf course maintenance, and security are not on any kind of automatic payment plan. So when those guys don't get paid, the services will stop completely. Also, Bradshaw's lawyer sent out a letter on legal letterhead stationary that we're all expected to continue to pay our HOA dues, or liens against our homes will be filed."
"How did Bradshaw and Martin get elected in the first place?" Cindy asked.
"Irene Allen has been Treasurer for eight years." said Teresa. "As the Commander sometimes says, it is possible that we were hasty in giving her immunity, and that was my fault for pushing it so hard to get to Bradshaw and Martin. She was ready to go to us, the Police, as soon as the shenanigans came to light, and she was saving evidence... which means she knew of the wrongdoing, but said nothing of it at least for months."
"True." I said. "But take solace in the fact that we'd probably have given her immunity anyway, to get Bradshaw and Martin. My feeling is that they are far and away the perps that need to see prison time, here."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Anyway, I think the secretary, who was elected just last year and re-elected for this year, is okay; she had no idea what she was getting into. As to the others: Jennifer Martin has been on the Board for 4 years. She has a clique of women that she plays tennis or golf with, talks with at the pool, and so on------"
"And you weren't a part of that?" I asked with a grin.
"I know, I know," said Teresa, playing along, "I have sooooo little to do here, just twiddling my thumbs, but I just didn't make the time to schmooze with those bitches." We were all laughing at that.
"Anyway," continued Teresa, "Jennifer got her clique to vote for Bradshaw last year... this is his second year as HOA Board president. He has some friends in the subdivision, as well, and the rest of us either didn't realize what was going on or didn't go to the meetings or vote. And things started boiling over only recently, with the security and golf course issues."
"That's why it's important to vote." I said. "Whether in an HOA or a State or Federal election." Everyone nodded.
"Okay, anything else?" I asked.
"I've got a meeting with my Precinct Officers at 9:00am." said Teresa. "I'll fill you in on anything they bring to me that I don't already know."
"Ditto with me and the Detectives." Tanya said. "Anything I need to tell them?"
"Not yet." I said. "By the way... Jerome is scheduled for Advanced Course at the Police Academy on February 11th and the next six weeks. Anyone else you want to send?"
"Not right now." said Tanya. "Julia Rodriguez to Detective School, but only after Jerome gets back from Advanced Course." I nodded.
"Okay." I said. "All of you consider who you want to send to any courses, and let's get them sent while we have the money to send them."
"Are you anticipating financial problems for the TCPD?" asked Cindy, who was in charge of the TCPD's finances.
"I'm anticipating no Budget, and a total State Government shutdown, and therefore no Police Academy courses." I said. My Angels were shocked (shocked!) to hear that.
"Uhhhh, you don't think there's any hope they'll pass a Budget?" asked Tanya.
I shook my head grimly. "I am increasingly believing that it won't happen. And if all of February goes by without a deal in place?" I shook my head again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. Cindy and I were sitting with the Chief in his office, having the Command Group meeting.
"Any word on what KXTC plans to do?" asked the Chief.
"No sir." said Cindy. "Bettina said nothing about it on her morning broadcast, either. Mentioned the HOA scandal but nothing about the fire, nor any whining about not being let into the subdivision."
"Soooo, maybe they won't file the lawsuit, then." said the Chief.
I shook my head, my eyes introspective. "We just don't know yet, Chief." I said quietly. "I think they're up to something..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Teresa Croyle calling. I was about to hit the button to send it to voicemail when the Chief's phone rang. He said "Go ahead and take that, and I'll get this." So I answered.
"Commander," said Teresa, "Can you come to the Main Conference Room? It's big. And if you're with the Chief, bring him with you."
Then I heard the Chief gasp "Are you kidding?..."
Part 24 - The Media Plan
"So this is the center of the brain power of the TCPD." said Fire Chief Quinlin as he looked around Classroom 'E'.
"No sir." said Captain Teresa Croyle. "That would be the office with the 'I Beat Slender Man' trophy in it."
Sheriff Griswold had phoned the Chief as Teresa was telling me what her people were telling her. Now Classroom 'E' contained the Sheriff at the end of the table, the Fire Chief to his right and the Police Chief to his left. To Chief Moynahan's left was me, then Cindy, then Teresa. To Fire Chief Quinlin's right was Assistant Chief Davies and Fire Marshal Zoe Singer.
"All right, Chief Quinlin." said the Sheriff. "Tell them what you told me."
"Yes, Sheriff." said Quinlin. He turned to us and said "Firemen coming on shift all weekend have been reporting that a couple of private investigators have been contacting them by phone and in person at their homes. The P.I.s have been asking specifically about the incident with the Press outside Heritage Cloisters last Friday morning, and about the Press drone that was hovering over the fire and was brought down and destroyed."
"Did any of your people talk to them?" growled the Sheriff.
"They all said they didn't, and that they told the P.I.s to take a hike." said Assistant Fire Chief Davies. "Some asked for the P.I.s to identify themselves, but they refused to, and were told their contacts would be reported to their superiors as well as to the Police."
"All right. Thanks." said the Sheriff. "Ms. Croyle, your story is similar?"
"Yes, Sheriff." Teresa said. "I was having a meeting with my Precinct leadership, and they could not tell me fast enough that 22 of our Officers reported that they were contacted by P.I.s. Almost all of them were in 1st Precinct, as they handled the fire at my house. The P.I.s asked almost exclusively about the drone."
"We know who they were," Teresa said, "because one of the Officers contacted was Lieutenant Irwin. He demanded identification, and when they refused Irwin pulled his gun to arrest them. And yes, he wrote up a full report of the incident. So they provided their IDs and P.I. licenses, and were made to wait, lying prone on the ground, while he checked them out. They're legitimate P.I.s. When Irwin asked who they worked for, at first they wouldn't say, but when Irwin said he'd arrest them anyway if they didn't, they finally admitted they were working for... KXTC."
"Ahhhhh." I said in a falsetto voice. "So that's their plan."
"Whaddya mean, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff.
Chief Moynahan said "I'll give you those details later, Sheriff."
Before Chief Quinlin could get upset about that, I said loudly "Captain Croyle, I want you to get two 2nd Precinct Officers, maybe Rudistan and DeLong, and get written statements from every Police and Fire Officer that was contacted by these jerks."
"Did they do anything illegal?" asked Quinlin.
"The P.I.s may have." I said. "Police Officers especially are not supposed to be contacted at their homes. Whoever wants to talk to them is supposed to go through official Police Department channels. At any rate, I want the statements taken, if you'll have your Firemen cooperate with us, Chief."
"No problem." said Quinlin.
"Go do that now, Captain Croyle." growled Griswold. Teresa rushed out to fulfill her mission. The Sheriff thanked the Fire Department leaders for coming in, and for coming to Police Headquarters for the meeting.
"Sure thing, Sheriff." said Quinlin. "But I do want to see this 'Slender Man' trophy they've been talking about."
"Come to my office, Chief." I said in invitation. "It ain't the Heisman Trophy, but it's mine, all mine..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Soooooo." said Chief Moynahan as he, Cindy, Sheriff Griswold, and I sat in the Chief's Conference Room, after I'd shown the Fire Chief the Slender Man trophy and explained its meaning to him before he left. "That's why KXTC hasn't done anything yet. They're trying to get evidence of wrongdoing on our part."
"Yes sir," I said, "that appears to be what it's about."
"Quinlin gave me a written statement that he asked you to take that drone down, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold. "He stated in writing that the drone was a hazard to his Firefighters trying to control the blaze at the Burke home. Still, this pisses me off. I've half a mind to have you get the warrants and go arrest Wurtzburg and Turnbull. Now, instead of waiting------ something wrong, Commander Ross?"
Cindy had grimaced at the Sheriff's words, and he was now calling her out. Still, she held her ground and said "With respect, Sheriff, I think we should wait and see what KXTC does, and if they don't do anything, we should let it go."
"With respect, Sheriff, I totally agree with that." said the Police Chief.
"With respect," I said, "I don't." I turned to Cindy and said "Cindy, you were in that meeting. KXTC has literally hired P.I.s to try to get something criminal on us. They fully intend to go after us... go after me... if they can get something on us to counter what we have on them. They are relentlessly pursuing this, and we need to either punch back hard, or hit them first."
"Why?!" Cindy exclaimed, and I could feel the emotion beginning to come out of her. "You did almost go over the line the other night, and one day they're going to goad you into doing something we'll all regret! Your daughter almost died because of a reporter's hatred, and I understand that. But Chuck Pringle is dead, too! And one day, this is going to escalate into someone else getting hurt. This has to stop! When is this going to stop?"
"When they are destroyed!" I shouted back. "This is war! The Press is the Enemy! I'll never forget what they did to my daughters, and I'll never forgive them for it! And they are doing all they can to destroy our Constitution and everything good about this country! You want it to stop? Tell that God-damned bitch Bettina to stop it, then! And for that matter, decide whose side you're on, mine or theirs! There is no halfway, there is no in-between!"
"For God's sake," Cindy said, getting up, "I'm not taking their side. But I can see that there's no point in talking about it. Do whatever you want. You'll do it without me." With that, she walked out of the room without asking to be excused.
"You okay, Crowbar?" Griswold asked in his 'loving' growl.
"No sir." I said. I could feel the blood pumping in my temples, in my fingers. As I came down from the flood of intense emotion that had overwhelmed me, I realized just how far that exchange with Cindy had gone...
"All right, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "Get back to work."
"Yes sir." I said, exiting the room, leaving the Chief and the Sheriff to decide our fates...
Part 25 - The Legislator's Plan
"I'm just a bill.
Yes, I'm only a bill.
And I'm sitting here on Capitol Hill.
Well, it's a long, long journey
To the capitol city.
It's a long, long wait
While I'm sitting in committee,
But I know I'll be a law somedayyyy
At least I hope and pray that I will,
But to-day I am still just a bill."
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'I'm Just A Bill'
1:00pm, Monday, January 28th. State Senator Katherine Woodburn stepped up to the podium in the State Senate Press Room.
"I have introduced a new bill," said Katherine, "which I call the Free Press Protection Bill. This bill will prevent Police from preventing journalists from covering events, particularly at fires and crime scenes. Furthermore, this bill will require any Police Officer to be made available to the Press and force that Police Officer to answer reasonable Press questions."
The assembled reporters cheered. Then one said "Senator, I'm Tim Sioban, KSB News. Is this bill specifically targeting the Town & County Police?"
"Yes." said Katherine Woodburn. "The abuses shown by the Town & County Police, and particularly its Police Commander, towards honest journalists just trying to do their jobs prompted me to take this action."
"And this bill will force Commander Donald Troy to answer Press questions?" asked Bettina Wurtzburg.
"Yes." said Woodburn. "Commander Troy will no longer be able to ignore you members of the Press. Once this law passes, if he attempts to avoid answering your questions, he'll go to prison."
"Senator, Greg Wallace, Fox Eight News." said Greg Wallace of KFXU. "Will this bill pass Constitutional muster? Can Commander Troy really be forced to answer Press questions?"
"We're going to find out." said Woodburn. "He can appeal while he's sitting in jail. This bill will give you in the Press complete power over Commander Donald Troy..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm. I was called into the Chief's Conference Room. Inside were Chief Moynahan, sitting at his usual seat at the near end of the table. To his left was Sheriff Griswold.
"Sit here by me, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. I did so.
Then I found out why: Chief Moynahan picked up the TV remote and said "As some in here are fond of saying: Let's watch some tee-veeeeeee."
He started the DVR, and we watched the SNN coverage of Katherine Woodburn's press conference introducing the 'Free Press Protection Act'.
When the press conference ended, the Chief turned off the DVR. The utter silence of the room was finally broken by Sheriff Griswold, who growled "Any comments on that?"
"That cannot possibly be Constitutional." I said. "I certainly will not abide by it."
"Any ideas why Woodburn is doing this?" asked the Chief.
"She was once the owner of KXTC." I said. "So she's still a filthy journalist at heart. Looks like KXTC went to her. Also, it may be as a distraction. Maybe we're closer to some campaign finance crimes on her part than we realized. We should have the SBI-OER open a formal investigation of her finances. Maybe ask the FBI to join that effort."
"Could well beeeee." drawled the Chief.
"Any word on any KXTC actions?" I asked.
"I talked to Burt West earlier this morning." growled the Sheriff in the way only he can growl. "I'd planned to not do anything about Bettina unless he acted first. But after hearing about the P.I.s, I called him and told him we knew what he was up to. He got snotty about it, so I told him that I was going to go ahead and get the Court to issue the arrest warrants for Bettina and her cameraman."
"Let's do it, then." I said.
"What do you want to do about Woodburn, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff.
I just shook my head. I did not care to answer that question, at least not out loud...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dammit, Priya!" Cindy Ross shouted into her personal cellphone as she sat in her office with the door closed. "What the hell are you guys doing down there?"
"What do you mean?" Priya asked lightly, which annoyed the hell out of Cindy.
"That fucking Press bill, Priya!" Cindy snarled. "Stop playing shit games with me. Why did Woodburn do that?"
"If you want candor," Priya said in her 'sweet' voice, which was actually her intentionally snotty voice, "it was because Commander Troy began investigating Senator Woodburn's finances. It's retaliation, as well as helping Bettina fight back against Don's persecution of her."
"What?!" Cindy exclaimed. "Priya, no one is investigating Katherine! The investigation started against the Heritage Cloisters HOA because Teresa lives there! And then someone set Teresa's house on fire! If her children had been at home, they'd have died! Does that not mean anything to you?"
"Whaa?" Priya gasped, totally confused. "We know a house caught fire, but I didn't know it was Teresa's."
"Yes, it was." Cindy said, taking control of the conversation. "And we were only looking at the HOA's finances. No one was pushing it about Katherine's side... but that may change. Furthermore, I've been trying to stop this war between Don and the Press, and you may have irreparably damaged that, to the point... oh, never mind that. Just know that your Senator didn't need to file that bill, and now there's going to be consequences, and there's nothing more I can do to help you." She disconnected before Priya could say anything.
She sat in her office, alone, and numb. She had just possibly permanently damaged her relationship with her cousin and friend, and for what? To stop him from escalating things?... only to find that the Press was relentlessly escalating everything just as much, and had no intentions of stopping, as Don had rightly said?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sarah Honeysuckle came to the podium of the Governor's Press Room in the Governor's wing of the State Capitol building. "Governor Jared believes that the bill filed by Senator Katherine Woodburn, which she called the 'Free Press Protection Act', is unconstitutional in that it would compel persons to speak, which violates the rights afforded them by the U.S. Constitution."
"Furthermore," continued Honeysuckle, "the Press hardly needs further so-called protection, but just as one has Free Speech rights but cannot yell 'Fire!' in a crowded theater, the Press does not have the right to impede Police and Fire personnel doing their dangerous jobs."
"The Governor does not expect this bill to pass, but if it does he has a pen, and he will use it to veto that legislation."
"The Governor also believes that Senator Woodburn and the rest of the Legislature need to stop playing petty games and start seriously working on a Budget that is acceptable to all sides..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come in, Tim." Marcie Harper said. She was sitting at her teacher's desk on the set where she filmed her videos. Sluman came in and sat down in the chair indicated on the other side of the desk.
"Tim," Marcie said, "the amount of product that you're wanting us to deliver is staggering, over twice as much as we normally move on a weekend. What is that about?"
"Ma'am," said Sluman, "after missing last week's shipment, we're going to need to supply more product this week."
"I can see them wanting more than normal," said Marcie, "but twice as much? It's not like our customers didn't sell any. They just got supplemental amounts from other sources. They're not that severely impacted."
"Ma'am," said Sluman, "all I can tell you is that the orders poured in, and that's what we need to move."
"Tim," Marcie said, a certain craftiness showing on her face, "are you sure that's the...real... reason?"
"What do you mean, ma'am?" Tim asked. Then something told him to look around. When he did, he saw that four 'security' men were behind him, guns drawn.
Sluman was grabbed, his hands manacled behind his back, and then he was re-seated in his chair. Marcie's look at him was one of cold fury, and determination.
"When you told me our reserves were down," Marcie said, "I became suspicious. The reserve should have been well-funded. So I had our associates check on things, and sure enough... the reserve is not enough to meet our obligations for this week. And when they checked further, Tim... they found that you'd been skimming from the reserve fund, and putting that money into your own offshore accounts."
"I can explain, ma'am..." Sluman started. Marcie gave him a wicked smile.
"I'm sure you can." she said. "And you're going to... in every detail, as these gentlemen assist you in returning the stolen money to my accounts. Gentlemen, take him away."
Tim Sluman was taken away...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, the security man came to Marcie's office next to the studio.
"He's a tricky bastard." the man said. "He typed in the passwords to move the money, and the whole thing suddenly shut down. Looks like the Government at one end or the other stepped in and stopped the money transfer. That, or what he typed in were actually some kind of dead-man code that shut down everything. In any case, we can't get the money back, at least not yet."
"Oh, shit." said Marcie. "We need that money to pay the guys that deliver the product."
"Won't we be getting money from the guys that buy the stuff?" asked the man.
"Yes, but we have to have that cash on hand." Marcie said. "Sluman was the one who ran the 'bank' at the points of sale. The cash reserve was there to provide that point-of-sale cash in case we missed a week. But he was skimming off of it."
"What do you want to do, ma'am?" asked the man.
Marcie thought about it for a moment, then said "I'm going to have to get some cash from one of our benefactors. But we're going to be paying through the nose for it... and it's going to make us look bad, too."
"If we can get past this week, we should be okay." said the man.
"Yes." Marcie said, seeming to agree, but looking introspectively ahead. "But in the here and now, we have no choice but to move this big shipment." She gathered her wits, then said "Okay, we start filming in an hour. Go ahead and clean up any leftover mess." By that she meant any mess remaining behind after Tim Sluman had been 'talked to'...
Part 26 - Fallout
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, January 29th, from in front of the Courthouse complex on the east side of Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News is following the continuing story of the Town & County Police preventing KXTC reporters from doing our jobs in bringing you the stories you have the right to know!"
Amber started: "Town & County Police, on the orders of Police Commander Donald Troy and Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, forcibly stopped KXTC reporters Bettina Wurtzburg and her cameraman Scott Turnbull from covering the house fire in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision that consumed the home of BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke and his wife, TCPD Captain Teresa Croyle. Fortunately for the family, they were not at home, and no one was injured in the fire."
Amber continued: "KXTC Executive Producer Burt West issued a statement yesterday afternoon, stating his intention to sue the Town & County Police for violating the First Amendment Press rights of the KXTC reporters, and also for threatening and physically intimidating our reporters. In response, County Sheriff Antonio Griswold is seeking arrest warrants for Bettina Wurtzburg and Scott Turnbull, on trumped-up charges that they assaulted Police Officers."
"And in State news, State Senator Katherine Woodburn of our 1st District filed the 'Free Press Protection Act', which seeks to stop Police intimidation of reporters, as well as force Police to give Press Conferences and make any and every Police Officer available to answer Press questions, and would require that Officer to answer those questions truthfully..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So we're doing it?" I asked.
"Yezzzz." said the Chief as he and I sat in the Chief's Conference Room, watching the newscast. "The warrant has already been sworn out. The Sheriff went to Judge Watts, so that Nance would be bypassed. I would im-aaaa-ginnnnn that D.A. Walters is going to be upset about that, about bypassing her D.A.'s office in doing that, but the Sheriff says he'll handle herrrrr."
I nodded.
The Chief continued: "The Sheriff offerrrrred Burt West the chance to have his reporter and cameraman turn themselves in, rather than us barging in and arresting them on-airrrrrr. And the Sheriff agreeeeeed with me that you should stay far away from this, and let the rest of us handle it."
I nodded.
"Anything you need to tell me?" asked the Chief.
"Yes sir." I said. "KXTC is suppressing news from Midtown. Watch Catrina and Meredith, and you'll see what I'm saying..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce of KFXU at 8:00am, as Teresa, Tanya, and I were watching in my office. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and this is Meredith Peller."
"Good morning, and thank you for joining Fox Eight University Sunrise, the top-rated morning show in the State!" said Meredith brightly. "It's getting very warm under the gold dome in Midtown, especially for our 1st District State Senator, Katherine Woodburn, as she is now the subject of expanding campaign finance investigations. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing SBI-OER Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell stepping up to the microphones on the podium in the SBI Press Room in Westphalia, just south of the City, and saying: "The SBI-OER is opening a formal and full investigation of State Senator Katherine Woodburn for campaign laws violations. This investigation will continue to explore the contributions received from the Heritage Cloisters HOA, which were allegedly embezzled from that community's residents, and will be expanded to investigate other similar contributions to determine if there were further violations of the law."
"Is Senator Woodburn being charged with anything at this time?" asked Tim Sioban of KSB News.
"The investigation is just beginning." said Inspector Maxwell. "But criminal charges will be made if we find any violations of the law... any at all."
More tape rolled, showing Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone stepping up to the bank of microphones in the Press Room of the Federal Building in the City and saying: "We have been asked to assist the SBI-OER as well as local law enforcement jurisdictions in the investigation of State Senator Katherine Woodburn's campaign finances, and we will be opening a Federal investigation as well as cooperating with the State and local authorities..."
Back to Meredith live: "State Senator Woodburn's offices both here and in Midtown have released no statements, and have not returned repeated calls for comment."
"In local news," said Catrina, "a Bench warrant was issued for the arrest of our competitor KXTC's reporter Bettina Wurtzburg and her cameraman, stemming from an incident that arose during a fire last Friday night that severely damaged the home of Burke Enterprises CEO Todd Burke. Wurtzburg and her cameraman are being charged with assaulting Police Officers and disorderly conduct. Police submitted video evidence of the alleged offenses to obtain the warrants..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Tanya. "you went 'nucular' again on the Press?"
"Not me, actually." I said. "This is Sheriff Griswold at work. He was really... really... pissed off when he heard about those P.I.s questioning the Police and Fire Officers over the weekend. And yes, he just invoked the 'nuclear option' on KXTC and Bettina as a result."
"What did Cindy say about that?" asked Teresa.
"I don't know." I said. "I haven't spoken to her since yesterday afternoon, and she didn't come to the Chief's coffee klatch this morning."
"She told me that she talked to Priya yesterday." Teresa said. "Katherine Woodburn thought that our HOA investigation was actually focusing on her, even though it wasn't. So she went with the Free Press Bill. It might also be a distraction from other things, of course, but we can now see that it's been ramped up. No telling what Katherine might try to do next."
"Do... next..." I murmured as I went into what an increasing number of people were calling 'the Land of Reverie'. I was out of it for a second, and when my sight came back to me and I could focus my eyes, I looked down from the ceiling to see Tanya and Teresa staring at me... and recording the event with their iPhones.
"Okay, cut off those phones." I said, allowing my irritation to creep into my voice. "Erase what you just recorded, and do not ever record me like that again." After I 'supervised' those erasures, I continued: "I'm having a patrol watch our houses on the mountainside. I'm also wondering if Bradshaw and Martin were behind the fire at your Cloisters home... or if Woodburn might have been behind it!"
"You serious?" asked a shocked Teresa.
"It may have been Bradshaw himself," I said, "but then again, it may have been Katherine distracting us, or warning us that we were getting close to her, a little too close. And like you said, she ramped it up and so we ramped it up... so what's next?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Priya," Katherine said acidly as she sat in her office with her lovely Indian Press Secretary, "You told me yesterday that the TCPD wasn't going after me."
"Ma'am," said Priya, "Cindy Ross did tell me they weren't going after you, that they ran across the HOA's embezzlement because one of their Officers lived in the subdivision."
"How can any TCPD Officer afford to live there?" Katherine asked, almost angrily.
"Uh, because she's married to the BOW Enterprises CEO, ma'am." said Priya. "Anyway, Captain Croyle is the one who stumbled onto it. Someone set fire to the Burke's home, also. But Cindy says they have no intention of going after you------"
Katherine turned to her aide Clark and said "Turn the news on, Clark. Let's get Priya up to speed on the value of a Town & County Police Officer's word." Clark went over and turned the television on to SNN, which was re-showing all the previous day's press conferences.
"Oh, nooooooo..." Priya wailed as she watched.
"So much for not going after me, eh, Priya?" Katherine said sourly. "Didn't take the Iron Crowbar very long to marshal his forces to come after me with everything they've got. Now we've got the SBI and the Feds coming down on us, and that cat can't be put back into the bag."
Priya did not answer, her head was drooping.
"Priya." Katherine said. "Priya!" When she got the lovely Indian woman's attention, she said "You need to go make a press statement that we've done nothing wrong, we have nothing to hide, and we will cooperate with the Federal and State authorities within the bounds of the law."
As Priya was about to go, Katherine went back to her desk and sat down. She picked up the telephone, and Priya was beyond shock when Katherine said "Get me the Director of DFACS..."
"What are you doing?" Priya gasped.
"I'm pushing back, Priya." Katherine said coldly. "This is not a game where we can be pushed around by that bastard Donald Troy. I'm going to have DFACS take Cindy Ross's child away from her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What?!?" Cindy gasped as the words she'd just heard on the phone hit her like a bomb. "Are you serious?" She then dropped the phone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first indication of trouble that I saw was seeing a platinum blonde run out of her office and through the anteroom towards the back hallway. Cindy's assistant Lauren was gaping when I said "Lauren, would you go see if Commander Ross is okay?"
A minute later Lauren came back. "She's in the women's room, sir. Throwing up." I picked up the phone and called Teresa's office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You okay?" asked Teresa coming into the bathroom. Cindy was on her knees in front of a toilet, sobbing. She'd puked her guts out; there was nothing left but the tears."
"Priya called." Cindy said, her voice sounding dazed. "She... she said... she said that Katherine Woodburn called DFACS, and told them to take Betsy away from me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It could not get worse... but it did. I got a phone call. Helena patched it through.
"This is Yvonne Newton, Commander." said Yvonne Newton. "You won't be able to come to the school tomorrow to see the video... Principal Butler fired me today..."
Part 27 - The Pressure Cooker
"Three is a magic number.
Yes it is, it's a magic number.
Somewhere in the ancient, mystic trinity
You get three as a magic number.
The past and the present and the future,
Faith and hope and charity,
The heart and the brain and the body
Give you three.
That's a magic number."
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'Three Is A Magic Number'
The Police and Sheriff Deputy presence at the Town & County Council public meeting was strong... and needed. A large number of people, mostly young, had taken seats in the public audience chamber. Most of those that were black were wearing red shirts with a logo of someone holding up a pennant. Nearly all that were white were scruffy and wore green shirts with some kind of environmentalist logo on it. I would learn later that it was the Proactive Citizens of Greenworld's (PCGW) new logo.
After the preliminary things, like accepting the lawsuit notices and referring them to the City Attorney, were done, Mayor Daniel Allgood made an announcement: "We've had 142 persons sign up to speak tonight. Unfortunately, this is a night we go into executive session with the Police and Fire Department promotions and medals coming up on February 1st, and our requirement to have a second reading of the bill for those. Therefore, we ask you to take one of the forms at the door or being passed out, and you can write your comments, which will be entered into the record of tonight's meeting if handed in tonight, or into next week's record if handed in before next week's meeting."



A grumbling began immediately. One man in a red shirt stood up and shouted "We demand you let us speak!" When six Police Officers hustled down the steps to escort him out, the grumblings grew louder. At that cue, forty Police Officers and Sheriff Deputies came in, armored and ready for combat. Seeing that order would be maintained, the crowd quieted down. From my vantage point inside the A/V room in back, I observed that many of them looked towards Reginald B.F. Lewis near the left end of the row of Councilpersons for guidance.
"Point of order." Lewis said. "Why are our Citizens not being allowed to speak?"
"Do you have a point of order?" asked the Mayor. "Or are you asking a question?"
"Both." snarled Lewis. "The point of order is the objection that they are not being allowed to speak. The question is 'Why not?'."
"I've already told you why not." said Allgood. "And that's not a legitimate point of order, so it is not accepted."
Edward R. Steele made a point to call for the Executive Session over Lewis's and Malinda Adams's objections, which was seconded and agreed upon... by a 6-5 vote.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I just don't understand why we could not have let those people speak!" Reginald B.F. Lewis all but shouted as everyone took their seats in the private Council Chamber on the second floor.
"All right, then! I'll tell you!" shouted back a very angry Daniel Allgood. "I don't need to be the Iron Crowbar to see that you had the audience packed with people that were going to repeatedly whine over and over about having a third precinct, then come in here and say 'Everyone wants a third precinct!' And I'm not sitting there all night while you play your crap 'optics' games."
"You think the legitimate concerns of the Citizens are crap games?" Lewis shouted. He and Allgood were still standing, all but squaring off."
"Would you stop the crap, Lewis!" Edward Steele roared as he stood up. Ian McGhillie also stood up. "We're not idiots, here!" Steele continued. "We see what you're doing, and we're tired of your shit games!"
"And we're tired of your racism." snarled Kelly Carnes.
"Call me a 'racist' again, ever," threatened Ian McGhillie, pointing his finger at Carnes, "and I swear to God I will sue you in Court. You have no reason to say that, and you have no right to slander us that way. I also am tired of your crap, and I will tolerate it no longer!"
"What are you going to do about this, Mr. Mayor?" asked Malinda Adams.
"I'm tired of these shit games, too, Ms. Adams." said the Mayor, turning upon her. "I will support Mr. McGhillie's lawsuit, if and when he files it."
"I meant what are you going to do about restoring order to this meeting, which has gotten out of hand." said Malinda Adams. "Or are you so weak that you cannot control this process?"
"Same answer, Ms. Adams." Allgood said. "I'm going to let these men respond to the insulting and slanderous accusations of racism. If anything, I'll have you, Lewis, and Carnes removed from this meeting, possibly under arrest, if you continue your crap and false accusations, whether of racism or sexism. So that is what I'll do to restore order to this meeting."
"You can't remove us!" shouted Lewis. "And you're an illegitimate Mayor as well as a racist and sexist!"
"Wanna bet?" said Allgood, his voice quiet and menacing as he turned on Lewis again, this time looking to get physical.
"Gentlemen!" said J.P. Goldman. "Sit down! All of you, sit down! The Police are right outside, waiting to come in and discuss things like precincts! Mr. Lewis, I guarantee you that the Iron Crowbar won't tolerate your crap, and I don't think you're man enough to stop him from physically removing you from this room, not to mention taking you to jail for disorderly conduct and disturbing the peace."
"Yes, let's please all sit down, take a breath, and get down to business." said Susan Weston... a brave thing to do, considering that she was sitting between Lewis and Carnes.
A semblance of order was restored, though the emotional temperature in the room was still high. The Mayor brought up the second reading for the Police and Fire Department promotions and medals, which were approved.
"Okay," said Mayor Allgood, "at this time I will entertain motions to adjourn the Executive Session, and go into a meeting of the Committee of the Whole to discuss Sheriff Griswold's ideas for the Public Safety Department." John Colby made the motion, which was seconded by Dagmar Schoen.
"Point of order." said Kelly Carnes. "Shouldn't this meeting of the Committee of the Whole be public?"
"No." said Daniel Allgood, "as long as it's a discussion. An announcement of the meeting and a public hearing would have to take place if and only if a formal vote is taken to make a recommendation to the Council. That will not happen tonight, and we don't even have to have a formal motion to adjourn."
"I think you're wrong, but I withdraw the point of order." said Carnes. The vote to adjourn the Executive Session was 9-1, with Reginald B.F. Lewis the lone dissent, apparently just to make a point.
"All right," said Daniel, "let's bring everyone in." He pressed a button on the table. The door opened, and a procession filed into the room along the left side. They were Sheriff Griswold, Police Chief Griswold, Police Commander Troy, Deputy Police Chief Ross, Fire Chief Quinlin, Assistant Fire Chief Davies, and Fire Marshal Singer.
As we filed in, Kelly Carnes snarled "Do you really have to bring those crowbars in here?"
I didn't even bother to reply. Cindy said "Why, we carry them for your protection, Mrs. Carnes." Chuckles could be heard in the room, some at Cindy's words, some at just how beet-red with fury Kelly Carnes's face had become.
"You'll be happy to know that all the promotions and medals passed." said Mayor Allgood. "Sheriff Griswold, the floor is yours."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Sheriff Griswold. He was wearing his brown Sheriff jacket with khaki shirt underneath, with a thick light-brown band of piping over the wrists of the jacket, two thin lines of piping along the sides of the brown pants legs, and a silver-bordered red rectangle (Medal of Valor), gold-bordered blue rectangle (Distinguished Service Awards), and silver-bordered purple rectangle (Purple Order) over the jacket's right pocket,. His gold-star-with-silver-wreath Sheriff badge was over the left jacket pocket, and one gold star adorned each shoulder's epaulette.
The Police Officers in the room had on their blue jackets with white shirts underneath. Chief Moynahan had received the equivalent of the Purple Order while in the Midtown Police, so he was afforded the right to wear a silver-bordered purple rectangle. Cindy and I had gold-bordered purple rectangles and silver-bordered blue rectangles, and our red rectangles: Cindy's bordered in silver, mine in gold.
The Fire Department Officers were in their Navy blue uniforms with white shirts underneath. All three had Purple Orders for being injured in fires at one time or another, and Zoe had a blue rectangle for the Distinguished Service Award she'd received from now-Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem some time before.
"What I'm bringing to you is a preliminary draft." growled Griswold. "First, there are a couple of new medals I'm proposing: a Public Health Star of Gallantry, which most likely would be awarded to Hazmat personnel; and a Sheriff Department Star of Gallantry for Deputies. I'd expect these to be rewarded rarely, but they'd be there."
"Why can't they just get the Public Safety Stars, especially if the award is so rare?" asked Susan Weston.
"They could, and that's what would currently happen." said Griswold. "But if they had their own, it'd be nice, and good for their morale. Anyways, next is the Public Health Department. They don't have a rank structure like the other Departments, and I'm not suggesting we go that far with them, but I'm proposing a formal uniform for ceremonial purposes, and some insignia for top leadership." He went on to describe his ideas.
"Next," said Griswold, "is the Fire Department. The main change here is the Battalion Chiefs. There are currently two of them, Battalion Chief Carlson and Battalion Chief Tucker, and their insignia is a silver oak leaf cluster, like our Commanders are wearing. The current Battalion Chiefs would not be demoted, but future Battalion Chiefs would be reduce to the level of Superintendents, and wearing a gold oak leaf cluster like current Superintendents."
"What's the purpose of the change?" asked Sheila Sorrells.
The Sheriff gave way to the Fire Chief, who stood up, came to the podium, and said "We want to streamline our chain of command, both in the Fire Houses and in the field. The Battalion Chiefs are the commanders of groups in the field, but the Superintendents are in command of Fire Houses. There's been some friction over who is in charge of what during down time."
"Also," continued Quinlin, "in the field we might have two or more Battalion Chiefs at a fire, and there's no clear-cut command structure. I'd like the Assistant Fire Chief to be the overall field commander, if I'm not there myself... and maybe if I am there."
"And last but not least," said the Fire Chief, "at no time should a Battalion Chief be able to override the Fire Marshal in any way. But, unlike the Police Department, I am having a hard time making the Battalion Chiefs understand they're not at the Fire Marshal's level."
"Is that because your Fire Marshal is a woman?" asked Malinda Adams.
"No ma'am." said the Fire Chief, aware of the real intent of Adams's question. "It's because they're boneheads that think they're more important than they really are. It would not matter what gender the Fire Marshal happens to be; they're being boneheads."
"Like their Police Department equivalents." said Carnes, a clear shot at me.
"Why were the Battalion Chiefs put ahead of Superintendents in the first place?" asked John Colby, who knew the answer but wanted everyone to hear the explanation.
"I'll answer that." said Griswold. "It came out of the time before the merger. The Fire Department had an unofficial merger before the formal one, and what were Superintendents, or fire house commanders, would bicker over who was in charge during a fire. So the battalion chief in the field was made to outrank the Fire Station leaders, to end the field bickering."
"My proposal puts them back on equal footing in the fire house, and as Superintendents don't deploy to the field, the Battalion Chiefs will command in the field." continued the Sheriff. "And it will make sure they're below the Assistant Chief and the Fire Marshal."
"I can see stepping future Battalion Commanders back." said Susan Weston. "But have you considered leaving them in place and moving the Chief, Assistant Chief, and Fire Marshal up?
"Yes." said Sheriff Griswold. "And we're going to get more into that when I talk about the Police structure."
"I have a question." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "Why doesn't the Police Department have someone between Captain and Commander as Station Commanders, or what are now Precinct Captains at this Superintendent level?"
Sheriff Griswold looked over and said "Chief Moynahan?"
"I'll delegate that one to my Police Commander." Chief Moynahan said. "He's more articulate that I yammmm."
I stood up and went to the podium next to the Sheriff. I said: "The Police and Fire Departments have rank similarities, but are very different in their structures, just as the Army and Navy are. As a non-inclusive example: in the Navy, a sailor is assigned to a ship; in the Fire Department, a Fireman is assigned to a truck or engine. In the Army, soldiers are in units and equipment is assigned to them. Ditto that for the Police."
"In the Fire Department, the Station is their base, their home, moreso than the Headquarters is to the Police. We the Police are out in the field, helping people and patrolling. The Fire Department stays at their bases until called upon... and if I had my way they'd never be called upon, but thank God they're there when needed!"
"So," I continued, "the Police developed a bit of a different structure. In large cities like Atlanta, and I think Chicago, they have a station commander, which they call the rank of 'Major'. But other large cities, like LA, go straight from Captain to a 1-star Officer they call 'Commander'. In the TCPD, we have Precinct Captains over their units, and a full Captain of Physical Properties in charge of all the properties of the Police Force. That works quite well for us, and the Fire Department's way works well for them, but it would not work as well for either Department if one had to use the other's structure."
Reginald B.F. Lewis sounded near-exasperated as he said "Well, why can't you have a structure like Atlanta's?"
"Because they're way bigger than us." I said. "Atlanta? They have the world's busiest airport, depending on the day of the week; they have all the major sports, and they even hosted the Olympic Games. We're just not large enough for that structure to be feasible here, even with the University here. And that's also why I so strongly and steadfastly maintain that even two precincts are too much, and three precincts are a total waste of the taxpayer's money and don't make our Police Force any better."
Yep, that ticked off Lewis. He grimaced and his eyes flashed hatred towards me, but he backed down from my open challenge and didn't say anything.
Mayor Allgood started: "Why don't we hear the rest of the Sheriff's presentation------" He stopped as the doors to the chamber opened and the Intendent, Adele Peabody, stepped into the room.
"Commander Troy," she said, "you've been asked to call your Captain of Operations." Cellphone coverage in the chamber was rendered nonexistent; ergo, the need for a message. "And the Fire Department dispatcher has asked all of you to call in." She had said that to all the TCFD people.
I stepped outside and down the hall until cellphone reception came to my Police iPhone. I called Teresa.
"Commander, it's another fire, a big one." Teresa said. Her next words stunned me: "It's Katherine Woodburn's home..."
To be continued.
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Part 28 - Moths To The Flame
Dawn, Wednesday, January 30th. Sheriff Griswold and I were leaning against my Police SUV, watching from a reasonable distance as the Fire Department's Arson Team, led by Fire Marshall Zoe Singer went through what was left of Katherine Woodburn's compound.
The devastation was far worse than Todd and Teresa's home had been; it was more on the order of my Old Cabin's complete destruction. The entire structure had pretty much burned to the ashes.
Not all that far away was Katherine Woodburn herself. With her was her aide Clark and some others, but not Priya Ajmani. And also here, talking to Katherine, was State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone.
"What brought him up here?" asked the Sheriff to me a few hours before, when Cerone first showed up.
"Did you hear about Woodburn calling DFACS?" I asked. "To take Cindy's daughter away from her?"
"Sure did." growled Griswold. "I called the Governor as soon as I heard about it, too. He and the Director of DFACS are not friends, but he was going to call and find out what was going on."
"It's taken care of." I said. "Which is one reason Katherine is this close to me and still alive. Cindy called her father, who called both Molinari and Cerone. They called the Director of DFACS, and a possibly one-way conversation took place. DFACS is not going to be coming after Betsy."
"Thank God." the Sheriff muttered. "No telling what you would've done if they had."
"Oh, I did it." I said. When the Sheriff turned an peered at me, I said: "I called my lawyer Mike G. Todd, and had him get ready to file the paperwork for me to claim Betsy." I just looked forward as Griswold continued to stare at me, beginning to understand.
"Carole was right again, wasn't she?" asked Griswold.
"Yes sir." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Katherine had arrived before midnight, while the fire was still raging. She wasted no time accosting me.
"So where were you when this fire started?" she asked, a blunt accusation.
"When I was notified of it," I said, "I was in a meeting of the Town & County Council." I then turned on her and stared her down as I said: "I had nothing to do with this, Senator. This is not the way I play, especially after my own home was burned down with my family in it a few years ago."
I repeated the same thing when Senator Cerone came up to me and bluntly asked if I had anything to do with the fire. "No, Senator." I replied, looking him right in the eye as I made the Boy Scout sign. "Scout's Honor."
After a second, he said "I believe you. My apologies for any insult. I know you were upset about that call to DFACS. I am asking a favor of you, Commander: let me handle it, and let me handle Senator Woodburn. Your cousin and her daughter will not be separated, nor bothered in any way."
"Thank you. I'll be glad to let you handle it, Senator." I said. "And I appreciate your involvement in solving the problem."
"When I was a young man," said Cerone in a musing voice, "Harvey Eckhart helped me out. Nothing criminal. I didn't have much money, and my mother was very ill. He paid her hospital bills, and the treatments that kept her from dying for another ten years. One reason I became the... businessman... that I was, was because I never again wanted to be too poor to help my mother." I nodded.
"Since then," Cerone continued, "I've helped Dr. Eckhart out whenever I can, and he sends me some information from time to time. And when his daughter's child was threatened, you better believe I was there to help. Good to have friends like him, eh?"
"Even better to have him as family." I said, most very sincerely.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once again in live time, Commander Zoe Singer was coming up to me and Sheriff Griswold. "Definitely arson." she said. "It may take me 24 hours or so to prove, but it looks like accelerants were spread all over the house, top floor and bottom floor. Apparently no one was home, and the perps had time to do a thorough prep job. The house went up like a box of matchsticks."
"Even so," asked Katherine, coming up and listening in, "why didn't the fire or burglar alarm go off?"
"I'm sorry for your loss, Senator." Zoe said diplomatically, then said: "As to the alarms, I believe they were disconnected. Unfortunately, it's getting a lot easier to do that with these new wifi alarms instead of the old landline systems. Or did you have a landline system?"
"I thought it was wired in to the Police Station." said Katherine. "With me and my staff being in Midtown so much, especially this time of year, a good burglar alarm system has always been a necessity."
"I think the burglar alarm did go off, and a Patrol responded." I said. "They saw the fire when they got here, and called in the Fire Department. I'll check, but I think the fire was already well out of control when they got here."
"Can I get their names, to interview them?" asked Zoe.
"Sure." I said. "Call the Duty Desk, see who they dispatched. No, wait. Let me radio in to them now." I called in on my Police radio and got the names, and gave them to Zoe.
Then I said to Zoe: "I agree with Senator Woodburn that her burglar alarm should have gone off when the perps broke in, if indeed that is what happened. I'll be investigating that, too."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We'd kept the Press well back, but they still managed to get video of the fire. I suspect someone in the Police or Fire Department (or both) was paid to take some video with an iPhone, and did so.
At 7:30am, I got a call from SBI-OER Inspector Britt Maxwell. "Hi Don." she said. "You're not going to believe this, but Senator Woodburn has formally requested that my office investigate the fire at her home... specifically to determine if anyone in the Town & County Police Department had anything to do with setting it."
"Fer cryin' out loud." I muttered. "And what is her basis for that?"
"It's getting around all over the State that she tried to get DFACS to take Cindy's baby away from her." Britt said. "That's not doing Woodburn any favors with her Legislative colleagues nor even her staff. Priya Ajmani resigned as her Press Secretary, you know."
"Whaaaa?!" I gasped. "No, I hadn't heard that. You got one over on me, there."
"It's about time, after all these years." Britt said, and I could feel her grinning through the phone. "Anyway, I don't know if this is to distract from that, or if she genuinely believes someone close to you set the fire as a retaliation for Katherine's call to DFACS."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "Okay, then, investigate away..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes," said Teresa at the Angels meeting, which did not include Cindy Ross this morning, "Priya is the one who called Cindy and told her what Katherine had done. Then Priya went into Katherine's office and submitted her resignation. She told Katherine she did not want to be anywhere near Katherine when the Iron Crowbar found out about what Katherine had done."
"No doubt about that." I said. "Fortunately for Katherine, I was asked by Senator Cerone to let him handle it. And when this State's 'don of dons' asks for a 'favor' like that, this Don says 'yes sir, three bags full'."
"Katherine thinks you're behind the fire." said Tanya. "We know you're not the one, of course. So who do you think is behind it?"
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "In all seriousness, it was not me. Cindy was with me at the Council meeting, so I doubt it was her nor her father; I don't think Dr. Eckhart plays that way. After that, it gets into the realm of possible political motivations, and with all the nutjobs in red and green t-shirts around, one just has no idea where to start."
Part 29 - Challenge Made, Challenge Accepted
"Now everybody try to find a good hiding place. This ol' tree is gonna be the base. I'm gonna close my eyes and hide my face and count to a hundred by fives.
Ready? Go!
5, 10, 15, 20, 25, 30, 35, 40, 45, 50, 55, 60, 65, 70, 75, 80, 85, 90, 95, 100.
Ready or not, here I come."
------ Schoolhouse Rock, 'Ready Or Not, Here I Come!'
At 8:30am, I drove my Police SUV to the far back side of the Courthouse complex and parked. Eastside Elementary was just to the east of us. In the car with me were Myron Milton and Yvonne Newton.
"Yes," said Yvonne when I'd asked, "I was one of the SuperAdmins of the school's computer and web systems. I have the passwords to everything, unless they changed them... and I have one backdoor way in, as well, in case we got hacked, of course."
Myron said "I've set this laptop up to mimic a school system computer. Once we hook in to the school's wifi, we should be able to run the Marcie Harper video, and it will look to the world like it's the school running it."
"And I hope they don't notice that there are two instances of it being run." I said. "But this is all we can do. Go ahead."
Myron connected, and Yvonne gave the passwords to get in. They still worked; the school had not changed them after Principal Butler fired Yvonne. Bad security, but good fortune for the Police Commander: a moment later, I was recording the video on my Police iPhone. Marcie Harper was giving a math lesson about the number '5'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After a few minutes of conversation with Yvonne, and letting her off at Mike G. Todd's office, Myron and I went back to Headquarters and to my office. Chief Moynahan also came in.
"Where's the bust going down, sir?" Myron asked, unable to hide his excitement about all of this.
I decoded the train code in my head, then grinned. "Either this is the biggest trap of all time, or they're the dumbest criminals of all time."
"What do you mean, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief.
"They're coming here." I said. "To my jurisdiction! The drug drop is going to be at Al Sharpton Elementary School in the Southwestern Ghetto..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, the Fire Marshal herself came in, along with my Crime Lab/CSI technician for all things electronic, Mark Walker.
"Definitely arson." said Zoe. "And definitely a break-in and preparation by putting down a lot of accelerant. Looks like aromatic chemicals, like benzene or toluene."
"Breakdown products of gasoline?" I asked.
"No." said Zoe. "It was like someone brought in drums of the pure aromatics and just started pouring them all over the place."
"That is... interesting." I said musingly. "Where does one get that stuff in quantity? Crown Chemicals?"
"That," Zoe said, "is for your Police Department to find out. I'm turning it over to you." She handed me the file folder with all the paperwork.
"Thanks." I said, accepting the documents. "Mark, whaddya got?"
"You and the Fire Marshal asked about the burglar alarm, sir." said Walker. "I found a shunt at what was left of the burglar alarm connection box. It disabled the alarm, by sending a piggyback signal that all was well."
"Normally, the alarm would go off if it was destroyed by fire," continued Walker, "as the signal would be broken, and the alarm company at the receiving end would generate an automatic signal to the Police Department. What happened here is that when the fire reached the shunt and burned it away, the alarm triggered because it was not getting signals from the detectors in the house, which had been burned up by the fire. Then the fire destroyed the alarm box, as well. That signal break was also recorded and duly passed on to the TCPD."
"The Officers that responded found the house already engulfed by the fire." Zoe said. "It was already too late to do anything but watch the whole thing burn to the ground, which it did."
I nodded. "Well, it's no secret that Katherine Woodburn is our State Senator, and that she's in Midtown while the Legislature is in session. So no one at all was at home? None of her staff that stays up here?"
"No, they have their homes to go to," said Zoe, "and they work out of the Senator's campaign office near the Mall, or her office in the State Office Building. They would only be at her home if she was there. And thank goodness that no one was there."
"So our perps knew no one was at home." I said. "They brought in some serious chemicals, and then played with matches. Now who would do it that way..."
And then it hit me... Wallace Bedford's home had been prepped for the fire that consumed it... by aromatics. (Author's note: 'Sandstorm', Ch. 03.)
I realized that there be ninja at work here! And it wasn't hard to guess whose ninja they were...
"Okay," I said, coming back to reality, "thank you for this report, Commander Singer. I'll get my Detectives on this immediately." As Zoe Singer and Mark Walker left, I called Tanya and had her come to my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's AWN!" I said.
"Wow." said Jack Muscone as he sat in my office. "They're actually coming to your County. Think it's some kind of trap?"
"Maybe." I said. "But some educated guesses suggest otherwise. First, Marcie cannot go another week without making a shipment. She'd be losing money and losing customers if she did. And second------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. I answered it.
"This is Chief Soltis down in Midtown, Commander." said Chief Soltis. "We've had an incident at the State Capitol Office Building that might interest you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I flew the TCPD Bell 206 helicopter down to Midtown, with FBI Consultant Jerome Davis and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone as my passengers. We landed on the helipad atop the State Capitol Office Building parking deck, and made our way into the building, then to the office of State Senator Katherine Woodburn.
Senator Woodburn was watching the State Capitol Police as they went through the room. The office was trashed. Totally, utterly, completely trashed. There was not one piece of furniture left undamaged, not one painting on the walls left hanging, not one book in the smashed bookshelf that had not been thrown around. It looked like someone had taken sledgehammers to the bookcase shelving and the tables and the credenza, and Katherine's desk looked a lot like how I'd left the former (and the late) CIA Director's that one time...
"Wow." I said, coming in. "Who's your decorator?"
"That's what I want to know." Katherine said, her voice low and menacing.
"And we will find out." said State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, who I had not seen as he'd been obscured by the office door.
"Hello, Senator." I said. "This is one of my Detectives, Jerome Davis. And have you met FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone?"
"No, I haven't." said Cerone. "Agent Muscone, there was a time when I would not have liked meeting you, but those days are past. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance." He extended his hand.
"How do you do, Senator?" replied Jack Muscone politely, shaking Cerone's hand. Cerone then shook Jerome's hand as Jerome showed 'proper' deferential courtesy to the State Senate Minority Leader.
"So." I said, looking around. "What happened here? Besides the obvious, I mean."
"Exactly that, the obvious." Katherine said. "While I was back home watching my house burn to the ground, someone was here completely trashing my office."
"This definitely qualifies as a bad day for you." I said.
Katherine turned on me and asked: "Commander, do you think someone set fire to my home to distract me, so that they could come in here and do this?"
I nodded thoughtfully. "It's possible, of course. But that seems like an extreme way to distract you, not to mention the distances involved for them."
"Then what is this about?" asked Katherine sullenly.
"Is this related in any way to the fire at Senator Woodburn's home, Commander?" asked Cerone.
"It could be, Senator." I said. "But we have no data on any connection yet. Senator Woodburn, was there something of value in here that someone might have been looking for?"
"This is our case, Troy!" one of the State Capitol Police Officers suddenly snarled. I noticed the Sergeant stripes on his uniform shirt as he said "This is our jurisdiction, not yours! Stay out of our business!"
Everyone was shocked by the man's hostility, not the least being Senator 'Coffin' Cerone. "Sergeant," he said, "show some respect. Commander Troy is trying to help. He's also one of the best Detectives you'll ever meet. I suggest you avail yourself of that help."
"With all due respect, Senator." snarled the Sergeant, not backing down and looking Cerone squarely in they eye as he said: "I remember what this bastard and his partner did to some of our guys a few years ago. He should've gone to prison for it. I don't want Troy's help, nor him being present at my crime scene!"
I realized he was referring to the time Cindy and I had beaten down some State Capitol Police that had helped Mr. C. get away from me. (Author's note: 'Frozen Mothballs', Ch. 03.)
"You do realize that I can log in as an SBI Inspector, and take over this investigation from you?" I said.
"Fuck you, Troy." the Sergeant said, his hand just over his sidearm. Jerome was ready; his hand was on his sidearm, just about pulling it out.
"Commander," said Senator Cerone, "a case this small is not worthy of your immensely valuable time. It's more appropriate for someone on the level of this loser. Let's step out of here." I took the 'hint' and exited the office, Jerome following, then Cerone and Muscone also coming out.
"My apologies, Commander." said Cerone. "He won't be a State Capitol Police Officer much longer, I assure you."
"Thank you, Senator," I said, "but you might just leave him in place... and then watch him like a rabid dog. If he's fired, he'll go be a cancer to us somewhere else."
"That's a thought." said Cerone, not expecting my train of thought on that, but boarding that train along with me. "So what do you really think of this? I'm sure you had nothing to do with it, but for someone to burn down Ms. Woodburn's home and also trash her office here..."
I nodded. "I don't know yet, Senator. Not enough data, as Detective Davis is fond of saying." Jerome grinned and raised his eyebrows as I continued quietly: "My first thought is that either there really was something in her office that someone wanted, or it's related to her calling DFACS on Commander Ross. In any case, I promised I'd leave all that to you, Senator. But if you need my help on any of this, let me know."
"Thank you, I'll do that." said Cerone. "So... can I interest you gentlemen in a delicious lasagna lunch at Luigi's?" Even Jack Muscone accepted that invitation.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Wednesday, January 30th. We were in my office after returning home from Midtown.
"I hope Senator Cerone doesn't get shot for being seen having lunch with two Police Officers and an FBI Agent." said Jerome.
"There was a day when he would've been," I said, "and I'm not kidding about that. But he had Moe Molinari join us for lunch, so it looked like a political meeting more than a Mob-related one. And the Mob is very well aware that Molinari and Cerone talk to me frequently, and about political things, not Mob-related things."



"I was surprised that they talked about past Mob operations in front of me, and so openly and candidly." said Muscone. I nodded in agreement, then Jack said: "So... what do you think of these incidents involving Woodburn?"
"As soon as Detective Davis here and his fellow Detectives tell me who set the fire at Woodburn's home," I said, "I'll tell you what it's all about."
"Speaking of that, sir," said Jerome, "I'll go get right on it, if you'll excuse me."
"Sure, and thanks for going down to Midtown with me." I said.
"Hey, free roller-coaster ride in the helicopter." Jerome said with a grin. "Can't beat that with a barf bag." Jerome was teasing the ol' Police Commander, I realized. A red crowbar was waved in the door's general direction, and Jerome got the hint and used it (the door) to leave the room.
"Just between us, Jack," I said after turning on my bug-killer, "I have no data, but I think these are separate-but-equal incidents, both inspired as revenge for Katherine calling DFACS to take Betsy away from Cindy. Up here... you'll never prove it, but I'll just say it's the Code of Hammurabi: an eye for an eye. Down in Midtown?" I just shrugged. I really didn't have a clue what that was about.
"By the way," Jack said, "why did you introduce me to 'Coffin' Cerone? I'm not sure that's going to be good for me in the FBI."
"It will be fine." I said. "Cerone is who he is, but he and I both know what the Game is all about. And one day, his fondness for you as my friend... may save your life."
"You really don't play by the normal rules, do you?" Muscone asked, and I could not tell if he meant it humorously or not. Either way, I just smiled and held up the red crowbar...
Part 30 - Orange Thursday
Thursday, January 31st. After watching the various news reports, which told us nothing of value, I began the Angels meeting with Tanya and Teresa. Cindy had not come in, and I had not asked about it, what with the Promotions and Medals Day the next day.
"Okay, what's new?" I asked.
"I'll go first." said Teresa. "I've asked 1st Precinct to schedule more patrols through the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. With all the legal problems with the HOA, residents have been noticing more teenagers being out late, hanging out in groups, and such, and we're seeing some vandalism issues."
"Where do you guys stand on the legal situation?" I asked.
"Mike Todd filed a petition with the Magistrate Court for us." Teresa said. "He was hoping to get a quick and simple ruling so we could at least hire a Manager to run the essential services while we unwind the rest of the mess. But somehow Bradshaw found out about it and instructed the HOA Board's attorney to fight the petition. So it got kicked up to Superior Court, and guess who Folsom assigned it to?"
"Nance?" I asked.
Teresa nodded. "Yes, and Nance granted the HOA's attorney a continuance of three months to 'prepare' for the hearing, and also to see if Bradshaw and Martin's cases are resolved. So it's officially a steaming pile of... legal hoopla."
"All right." I said. "I'm okay with increased patrols, especially after dark. But we are not hired security for the Heritage Cloisters subdivision, so there will be no TCPD manning the front gates or any crap like that. Off-duty Officers can moonlight, of course, but their pay for that will have to come from somewhere besides the taxpayers of the County." Teresa nodded.
I turned to Tanya, who said: "Sir, Myron and Mary have been melting the wires, looking for more on Gus Bradshaw, and they started looking into Katherine Woodburn after that dirty stunt she pulled, calling DFACS like she did. Myron said he was continuing to get some good information on Bradshaw and Jennifer Martin."
"Financial leads?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "First of all, Bradshaw was helping Jennifer Martin make her mortgage payments. We have some direct payments from his account to hers in the exact amounts. There is something else very interesting: one reason she could afford her home, and one reason he could help on the payments, was because neither of them have been paying their HOA fees. Not one dime."
"What?!" Teresa exclaimed, just about exploding upon hearing that.
"I knew you'd love hearing that." Tanya said, to Teresa. "That's right, they haven't paid any since Jennifer became a Board member. They apparently conveeeniently forgot to put liens on their own houses over the HOA fee non-payments."
 "Did they mark them as paid, though they didn't actually pay them?" I asked.
"No sir, they didn't go that far." Tanya said. "But just the non-payments and letting it go while putting liens on other peoples' property for non-payments? That's gotta be a crime, too."
"Yeah, get with Paulina and see what we can add to their considerable list of charges." I said. "And let me just explain what I'd like to see happen, here. If we can get something on Jennifer, something solid, we might get her to turn on Bradshaw. As part of any plea deal, she'd have to come correct and call for a new Board election, or give a power of attorney that will allow the residents to access their money and get services restored. If she doesn't budge, maybe Bradshaw will."
Teresa was still fuming mad. "Sir, Todd and I have been paying those ridiculous HOA fees for all these months and years. And now I'm finding out that Bradshaw and Martin weren't paying them? I don't want either to get a deal; throw them both under the jail and throw away the key!"
"I hear you." I said. "And I don't want to give full immunity to either one. But we may have to give one of them something to get an assured conviction of the other."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Orange Order assembled at the Junction Station Depot. There were fewer people there than we'd had in the past. Of course Della Harlow was not there. Janice Holloway was invited but sent regrets.
Also not present was former I.A. chief Efram Elliot. When I asked Sheriff Griswold where he was, the Sheriff replied "He's been ill, so he says. But I also got word that he was upset about the Tunnin arrest. I don't know if that's an I.A. thing or if he really believed Tunnin's accusations against Daniel Allgood, but his absence says a lot."
"Yes sir, it does." I agreed.
Father Romano was present, wearing a black shirt, black slacks, and his clerical collar. Teresa had helped Sergeant DeLong with the requisite supply of beer for the event, as Father Romano was a priest, but also because he donated his Police salary beyond his basic needs to charities supported by the Police and the Catholic Church. The local Catholic Church provided him quarters with the other priests in the apartments behind the Church, so his needs were few.
One person who was also present was Cindy Ross. Somewhat to my surprise, she did not sit near me, the Sheriff, and Teresa. She was almost at the other end of the table. Chief Moynahan was sitting next to her. "Why are they at the other end of the table?" I asked Teresa. She shrugged her shoulders, and I did not fail to notice that she was pretty much trying to avoid answering the question.
After we ate, Lieutenant Rudistan stood up. "Before we begin, I need a clarification, Commander Troy: are Sheriff Department personnel allowed in our meetings? Especially the elected one?" Everyone laughed, then applauded Sheriff Griswold.
I stood up and said "I don't know, but as far as I'm concerned, former Chief Griswold will always be welcome at Orange Order meetings." That got another round of applause.
Then the Sheriff stood up. "I just want you to know," Griswold growled, "that I come to these meetings because I like hanging out with you guys. You're family to me, and that's not going to change even if the color of my uniform did." That generated a standing ovation for Our Sheriff.
Rudistan then had me give the report of the upcoming promotions and medals. I said "Too many to name, as every Officer who was at 'Sturgis On The Square' will be getting something. We do have a couple of surprises, and we're going to have some new Rookies coming into the TCPD. I'm sure they'll be made to feel... welcome."
There was some laughter at that. Most of the Uniformed Officers present remembered their rookie days, which could be 'not unlike' being a Plebe at West Point. I had been extremely lucky that I didn't really have to endure that, since I went into the Army through ROTC, and came into the TCPD as a Supervisor already.
As we finished, all the senior Officers (Captains and above) stayed to help Sergeant DeLong and Father Romano clean up, as we usually did. But Cindy scooted on out of there. She said she had to get home to Betsy. We all understood; Katherine Woodburn's attempt to separate Betsy from her new mother had rattled us all, but none more than Cindy...
Part 31 - Honours
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from in front of the State Office Building on Courthouse Square at 7:00am, Friday, February 1st. "The month of January is gone, with not one single bill passed by the State Legislature!"
"The Gun Safety Bill was passed by the State House along strictly party lines." Bettina said. "The bill would've required everyone in the State to register all their firearms with the SBI Bureau of Firearms and Explosives, for gun buyers to undergo a full background check for all gun sales through stores or private transactions, and would have imposed a $1-per-cartridge tax on ammunition above and beyond all other sales taxes. The measure was defeated in the State Senate. Additionally, deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared made a point to say he would have vetoed it, enraging advocates of sensible gun control legislation."
"And all bills that require an expenditure of money, from highway construction to the salaries of State Troopers, have been rolled into into the Omnibus Budget bill. " continued Bettina. "Lawmakers are at a total impasse on the Budget bill, and this is causing all other bills to be held up, including a bill to require all counties to have Boards of Education separate from other jurisdictional bodies. Our Town & County would be affected by that bill, as the Board of Commissioners serves as the Board of Education here."
"Also, the Governor's Office has announced that Governor Jared will give his 'State of the State' address to a joint session of the Legislature next Thursday, February 7th. Former State Senator Maxine Watts made a tweet on Twitter saying 'All who oppose racism and sexism should boycott Jared's racist, hate-filled speech'."
"And in local news," said Bettina, "the Town & County Police have no results to show in their investigation of the fires that destroyed the homes of Todd Burke, CEO of BOW Enterprises, and Katherine Woodburn, our district's State Senator. The Fire Marshal confirmed that they are both cases of arson. Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD has refused to respond to repeated requests for information on the investigations."
"And Commander Troy continues to be in the news," Bettina continued, "as his slander lawsuit against local attorney H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch, and Berry, P.C. was moved forward and assigned to Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts. Commander Troy also made a complaint to the State Bar, asking that Lynch be disbarred, and a ruling by the State Bar is expected soon."
"We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation For Political and Social Change." said Bettina as a split-screen with 'Pencil Neck' Keller came on-screen. Bettina asked "Dr. Keller, is Mr. Lynch in any real trouble here?"
"No, Bettina," said Keller in his smooth, level way of talking. "The alleged slander made by Mr. Lynch was one accusing Commander Troy of physical Police brutality. As we all know, Commander Troy was investigated by the Independent State Counsel for intimidation and abuse of two women who made very credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor, and while the Special Grand Jury did not indict Commander Troy, that does not exonerate Troy in any way. This man carries a crowbar around, obviously to intimidate citizens and alleged criminals alike, and I believe Mr. Lynch's allegation is totally accurate. Both the Court and State Bar should exonerate Mr. Lynch, and new investigations of Commander Troy need to take place immediately..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome." said Catrina Pierce. "Thank you for joining Fox Eight University Sunrise, and thank you for making us the highest rated morning show in the State. I'm Catrina Pierce, and as always, with me is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said Meredith. "Here's the latest news. TCPD Captain Tanya Perlman gave a statement to Fox Eight News on the status of the two recent arson fires that claimed the homes of BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke and State Senator Katherine Woodburn. Captain Perlman confirmed that both cases were deliberately set fires, and that the arsonists disabled the alarm system at the Woodburn home before setting it ablaze. Captain Perlman said she could not confirm that the two cases are related, and declined to comment further on any new leads developed by the TCPD. Catrina?"
"Thank you, Meredith." said Catrina. "Police Commander Donald Troy's lawsuit against attorney H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch, and Berry, P.C. has been assigned to Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts. Commander Troy accused Mr. Lynch of slander and defamation after Mr. Lynch repeatedly accused Commander Troy and the TCPD of Police brutality. Commander Troy also made a referral to the State Bar, asking for Mr. Lynch's removal from the Bar, which would mean Mr. Lynch could no longer practice law in this State."
"Joining us is Reed Hudson, host of the top-rated 'Reed Hudson Radio Show', which is syndicated throughout this region of the country, and can now be heard on KFXU Radio." continued Catrina. The camera panned out to show Reed Hudson sitting in the 'guest' chair (which rightly could be called a 'hot chair') with the two hostesses.
"Mr. Reed, welcome to the show." said Meredith, "what about this lawsuit? Does it have a chance?"
"Thanks for having me, Meredith." Reed said. "I don't know if the State Bar will do anything; after all, they've shown hostility towards Commander Troy in the past by taking bribes to disbar his personal attorney. But the lawsuit should have merit. Lynch's comments are inflammatory, divisive, and most of all: false. The are meant to harm Commander Troy personally and the Town & County Police as a law enforcement organization. Comments like that materially harm the TCPD and Commander Troy by hurting morale within the organization and causing citizens to distrust the Police, and Commander Troy in particular."
"So the image of the Police Force is the reason behind the lawsuit?" asked Catrina.
Reed continued: "That's some of it, but it's more. I think Commander Troy is getting tired of the crap, and is starting to do things about it. For several years now, several groups such as the Citizens for Police Accountability have falsely accused Commander Troy of everything from Police brutality to racism, none of which has held up. The Special Grand Jury refused to indict Commander Troy during the Independent State Counsel's investigation, and that's because these charges are and have always been false. Yet the attacks by the Mainstream Media and others continue unabated, and it's way past time for them to be reckoned with."
"What about Commander Troy carrying that red crowbar around?" asked Meredith.
"I'll just say what he says: 'Like the Lone Ranger's mask, that crowbar stands for the Law!'... as does the man carrying it." replied Reed. "Commander Troy has done more to clean up crime as well as institutional racism in this County, and perhaps this entire State, than most of us put together. Yet every time he achieves success, they slander him all the more..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's funny how two Media outlets can have two such totally different viewpoints about the same issues." I said as Tanya, Teresa, and I watched in my office. "If that isn't proof the Media is agenda-driven, I don't know what is."
"Glad we have one network on your side, Commander." said Teresa. "And Tanya, that was great, giving KFXU the comments and KXTC nothing at all." I heartily agreed.
"Thanks." Tanya said with a sparkle in her eye and her cherubic grin on her face. "By the way, I notice nothing at all has been said about Priya Ajmani resigning as Katherine Woodburn's Press Secretary, much less the reasons why. I think that is a bigger story than anything I heard this morning."
"True." I said. "And speaking of Cindy and Betsy, where is Commander Ross?"
"In her office." Teresa said, her face becoming a bit pensive. "I think she's boycotting our news-watching gatherings. She hasn't been coming in to the Chief's morning coffee klatches, either."
"She's still pissed at me?" I asked. "I thought she was over that." I then added "But I guess it explains last night..."
"Well, she had the crisis about Betsy to contend with, which distracted her full attention." Teresa said. "But to make a short story long: you know how there's 'passionate racism' where someone really is a heartfelt racist, and then there's 'institutional racism', where the individual is not a racist but goes along with it so his or her business don't get boycotted?"
"Sure." I said. "Like the South in the 1950s, when white kids were told they couldn't play with black kids because, quote 'it just wasn't done', unquote."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. She then made some air quotes as she said "I think Cindy's 'passionate anger' at you has subsided, but it's been replaced by a more chronic 'institutional anger'. She does not agree with you about your war with the Press, but she's choosing to avoid the issue rather than confront you on it... because you still and forever will have 'passionate hatred' for the Press."
"You got that right." I said.
"But make no mistake, sir." Teresa said. "She isn't taking the Media's side against you, but she wants the open hostility to end. She's been trying to work that from both sides, and I think she's finding that the Press isn't going to back off any more than you are. Anyway, I'm talking to her about it, so maybe you two can have a 'come to Jesus' talk about it one day soon."
"And if that doesn't work," Tanya said with a more wicked grin, "there's always the Police Boxing Matches."
"Woe betide." I said. "Woe betide. Okay, ladies, we have Promotions and Medals day in a little under one hour. Tanya, go ahead and get ready for that. Make sure your uniform is as sharp as a katana's edge. Teresa, stay here a moment."
After Tanya left, I bore down on Teresa. "Look," I said, trying to keep my voice from sounding angry, "I know you're Cindy's friend and I know you're trying to help. But I do not ever want to hear that lousy excuse that she's not on the Press's side, but just trying to stop the war. I don't accept that. At. All. Anything like that is not only not on my side,it means she's on the Press's side. There is no in-between, no third-party bullshit. The friend of my Enemy is my Enemy, to bastardize that Arabic saying. If you choose to discuss it with her, make damn sure she understands that. And make sure you understand it, also. Okay, you can go."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, having not shown the slightest bit of emotion throughout my diatribe.
As she got to the door, she turned around and said "Just to be clear, sir. When it comes to the Press, I'm totally on your side, and ready to fight that war against the Press with you. My right side is slow to respond, and I'm left-handed now, because of a God-cursed reporter, John Hardwood. I'll never forgive him nor his bastard colleagues of the Press." She was referring to the injuries she sustained when she rescued Carole at Ward Harvester.



"Thank you." I said. "I do appreciate that." Teresa exited the office, leaving me to contemplate things...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Friday, February 1st. The Police Force was in formal uniforms, with full medals. Everyone looked sharp today, and it felt like the esprit-de-corps was very high.
As the Sheriff, Police Chief, and I came out of the gym door to the 'backyard' to begin the awards ceremony, I noticed an unusually large number of Press in attendance, covering the event.
"Lots of Press here, Sheriff." I said to Sheriff Griswold as we walked up. "You been talking to the Governor lately?" Griswold just peered at me, then shook his head.
"Not much gets by you, Crowbar." he finally said. "I was hoping it'd be a surprise, but he's here, in Town. They'll be bringing him to Headquarters in a few moments." I just smiled, realizing why Our Governor was going to be here. No, not much gets past Your Iron Crowbar.
The first part of the ceremony was swearing in the 12 new Police Officers we'd hired. The Chief administered the Police Officer's Oath, admitting them to the Thin Blue Line.
Promotions were done next. They were mostly pay-grade promotions, and a couple to Sergeant.
Next came service and school ribbons. There are usually more of them in February and August, because most Officers are sworn in and begin service on those two times of the year, and this February 1st was no exception.
Then came Police Achievement Medals for Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar, for their actions when Lt. Janice Holloway and Detective Teddy Parker came under fire. They deserved them, but I freely admit I put them in for these medals to piss off (and piss on) Finneran and the other jerks that tried to legally lynch them in the Board of Inquiry. The Council had downgraded my Commendation Medal recommendations to Achievement Medals, but at least they were getting medals.
Then came the Police Commendation Medals. The Council had relented, and awarded the citations for every Police Officer, save one, who had volunteered and were present to hold the line against the Antifa thugs on 'Sturgis On The Square' night, as it had come to be called. It took a long time, but every individual Officer's name was read aloud as the Chief clipped his or her medal to his or her jacket pocket flap. The next-to-last name called was the Iron Wolf's, Teresa Croyle. And the last name in that line was mine.
Then came an awesome moment. As Chief Moynahan read the Citation, I clipped a Star of Gallantry onto Captain Tanya Perlman's uniform jacket. The applause was thunderous as I gave her a crisp hand salute (which we normally do not do) and the Police Force gave her a long, loud ovation. She returned the salute with her eyes sparkling from the tears forming in them.
"Stay right there, Captain." said the Sheriff as he took to the podium. "We have a special guest today, to make a special award presentation. Please welcome Governor Valnius Jared."
The applause for Governor Jared was good amongst the Police Officers. The Press covering the event had looks bordering on hatred as the Governor came out of the gym door and walked up to us.
"Thank you." said Governor Jared at the podium. "I'm here today to honor a very special Police Officer, who has shown by her example the dedication to her law enforcement duties and courage that rises far above all expectations, an example that all of us can look up to. To have stood up to nearly one thousand thugs ready to kill her and many of you, with no thought of retreat, shows the true heart and soul of this Police Officer that reflects what this award was created to stand for."
And as Sheriff Griswold read the citation, the Governor added a Governor's Gold Medal to Tanya's uniform jacket. The applause of the Police Officers was tremendous. The Press did not join that applause, but stood in unhappy silence.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No," I said to Tanya as we sat in her office, "that was not my doing. That was Your Town & County Sheriff at work, and he was trying to surprise all of us with it."
"Well, they surprised me!" Tanya said. "And I appreciate the recognition, of course, but I hope it wasn't done for political posturing."
"Naah, I don't think it was." I said. "The Press might say it was, but I don't think you realize just how big a deal that was when you rode with the Guardians of Justice that night. You are a huge inspiration to a whole lot of people, showing them that it's not 'handicapped' but 'handi-capable', and that they can dare to dream and achieve those dreams. And the Governor was recognizing that, as well."
"Awww." said Tanya. Then her eyes brightened and her grin grew as she said "Nice speech, there, Commander. Are you going to run for Governor in two years?"
"Yeah, right." I said sardonically. Then I grinned and said "What, and give up the true power of the Crowbar?" We both had a good laugh over that one.
"And by the way," I said, "I know someone else you can apply those principles of courage and achievement to..." I explained my thinking to her, and she agreed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Jennifer Martin, Gus Bradshaw." I said to the group of MCD Detectives assembled in Classroom 'E'. "What's going on with them?"
"Sir, Gus Bradshaw was arraigned earlier this week on the charges of interfering with Fire Department Vehicles at a Fire, and Obstruction of Justice for trying to keep the Police out." said Detective Julia Rodriguez. "Judge Nance was going to release him on his own recognizance, but Judge Folsom stepped in and said Bradshaw had to have ankle monitoring, and he was given home confinement unless he could come up with $1 million in bail, which so far he has not."
"Good." I said. "What about Jennifer Martin?"
"She is also ankle monitored now," said Rodriguez, "but otherwise is still released on her own recognizance."
"Has she been questioned since she was first brought in?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Detective Joanne Warner. "Theo and I agreed to interview her in her home with her lawyer Gwen Munson present, and videotaped by our videographer. She hasn't taken the Fifth yet, but she won't say a word, and Munson does all the talking for her. The gist of it all is that Martin says she's done nothing illegal, that everything she's done regarding the HOA is legal for Board members to do, including the campaign contributions to Senator Woodburn."
"Was this interview before Myron found the divorce information, Bradshaw paying her mortgage, and her not paying HOA dues?" I asked.
"Before, sir." said Joanne.
"Good." I said. "Tell you guys what. Check again with Myron, and get really familiar with every detail of this case. We're going to pick this back up on Monday, after our big party this weekend. Right, Jerome?"
"Yes sir!" Jerome said happily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dwight Stevens is putting together a team now." said Muscone. "He's not giving them much in the way of details, mostly because he doesn't have a lot of details himself. He's trusting me when I tell him to trust you, so don't blow it for either of us."
"Blow? Pun not intended?" I asked humorously, meaning the drugs we intended to interdict. Jack smiled, which was all the humor he was going to show. I continued: "All right, it's set. I've talked to Chief Frank Soltis of Midtown PD, and once we actually confiscate some drugs, he's going to move in on the studios and arrest Marcie Harper. We're going to get as many perps and as much of this shit off the streets as we can. Any luck with potential financial resources for Marcie?"
"No." said Jack. "No large movements of money that can't be otherwise accounted for. One thing of note, though: her assistant Sluman, who was at her studio when you and Todd went down there?" I nodded, and Jack said "We were trying to follow his movements, but there have been none. He's disappeared, and by that I mean entirely. His car is in his garage at his home in Palmyra County and the lights going on and off in his house are at the same time, meaning they're on a timer."
"Hmmm..." I murmured out loud. "We'll have to see if he shows up at this weekend's drug drop. If not... hmm..." I went into a reverie.
"The Feds are going to hit his home hard after the bust, also." said Muscone. "By the way, there is one thing Dwight Stevens wants."
"Custody of Marcie Harper?" I asked.
"Yes." Jack said, not even bothering with a cliché. "He wants to take her into Federal custody immediately, so the DEA can begin questioning her on her operations before it becomes known that she's been arrested."
"Where will you be taking her?" I asked.
"Federal Building in Midtown." said Muscone. "Or County Jail up here, if she comes up herself. We just want first crack at her, get some questions in before the shit hits the fan. She won't be getting a lawyer, but you and the TCPD will have plausible deniability on that."
"I'm not real happy about that." I said. "But okay..."
Part 32 - "Just Say No"
Saturday, February 2d. At 8:00pm, the pickup trucks began driving along Jefferson Avenue, Riverside Drive, MLK Jr. Drive, and County Road 5 on the other side of the River. One pickup truck parked at the Farmer's Market Restaurant, where Dora Ellis had been arrested. (Author's note: 'Dream Within A Dream', Ch. 03.). Drones began flying around the southwest part of Town.
"Make sure you don't get too close to BOW Enterprises." said Marcie Harper, who was in the shotgun seat of the pickup truck in the Farmers Market Restaurant parking lot. "They might call the Police if they think those drones are flying over their airspace... or even shoot them down."
"Yes ma'am." said the man, Marcie's security man that had informed her of Timmy Sluman's treason and embezzlement.
After a moment, Marcie asked "Any sign of trouble?"
"No ma'am." said the man, looking at his iPad. "Police are on normal patrols. Looks like the majority of their Patrol cars are on the east side of Town, many of them parked near the major roads. That's where all the bars and drunk drivers are, as well as the University students speeding in their sports cars." He didn't notice the look Marcie gave him, and he didn't know that she liked Jaguars.
"The only problem is that the schools in this County have buildings near them." continued the man. "No open spaces like Polk County and Valley Villages. The buildings nearby are giving off heat, which makes our IR a bit less reliable. But so far, I'm not picking up any people that might be lying in wait for us, nor anyone inside the school. And no one walking the streets at all."
"The area around this school is one of the most dangerous in this County to be walking around in." said Marcie. Her statement was very true. For all the Iron Crowbar's reputation, the Southwestern Ghetto was still crime-riddled, and only fools ventured to walk through it after sunset.
At 9:00pm, the cellphone texts, from burners to burners, reported no unusual activity. Marcie knew that would be their last report, and that it was time to make the decision.
"All right." Marcie said. "Tell the Money Man that we are 'Go' for the drop."
The man made a call on his burner. "We are 'GO' for the drop. We are 'GO' for the drop." He then started the engine and drove the truck onto County Road 5 and went north. He would cross the River at the North Street bridge, then drive back south down Riverside Drive... right in front of Town & County Police Headquarters, seemingly in a direct affront to the TCPD.
They made the loop again, then he dropped Marcie off at the Mall parking lot and she got into another car, an expensive Mercedes-Benz. Another security man was driving. They headed down University Avenue then west on Jefferson. Some minutes later, assured that the Police were not coming towards them, they parked next to an abandoned service station just to the southwest of the school, where they could observe with their binoculars...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00pm the first large 'U-Rent-It' truck pulled up to the docking bay at Al Sharpton Elementary in the southwest corner of Town. The driver got out and came up to Marcie Harper's Money Man and another man.
"Where's Timmy boy?" asked the driver, referring to Tim Sluman, who normally was the money man for these operations.
"He got caught up." said the Money Man, in a massive understatement.
"So," said the driver, "What are clouds?"
"But an excuse for the sky." replied the security man. "What is life?"
"But an escape from Death." replied the driver. The lines were from one of the most famous Japanese death poems of all time. "I've got a truck full of product. I've never hauled this much before."
"It's the biggest we've ever done, too." said the Money Man as he motioned for his man to bring others to check out the truck and its contents. The cargo in the truck was inspected thoroughly, and the quick chemical tests of tiny samples proved the powders in the bags that were packed inside were indeed potent drugs, worth millions on the street. Once the tests were done, a briefcase full of cash changed hands. The cash was inspected, and found to be all good.
Moments later, the truck was driven out of the school lot, moving north along Riverside Drive. In total, eight large trucks arrived, at ten minute intervals...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 11:30pm, the first of the smaller trucks arrived. Most of them were SPS or 'U-Rent-It' trucks, but a few were marked 'U.S. Mail' on the back and had the Post Office logo on the sides.
As each driver came up to the Money Man, he (the Money Man) said "What are clouds?"
"But an excuse for the sky." replied the driver. "What is life?"
"But an escape from Death." said the Money Man. A briefcase full of cash was handed to him. He checked to make sure it really was money, and not blank paper under a couple of bills. Once satisfied, he nodded to the man next to him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Something's not right." said Marcie Harper as she watched from the vantage point of her parking space. "Every one of those trucks is going north on Riverside Drive."
"Probably swinging around to get back to the Midtown Highway or the road to the City." said her security man.
"No." Marcie said, shaking her head. "They're supposed to cross the Jefferson Avenue bridge and go to the Bypass, and on around the south side of Town."
"What do you want to do?" asked the security man.
"We'll have to chance it." Marcie said. "Go straight in. If all is well, that'll be fine. If not... well, we have nothing on us, so they can't charge us with anything but trespassing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's going on?" Marcie said as she came up behind a tall man wearing a khaki trenchcoat and a full-brim hat. "Everything going well?------- Oh. Well if it isn't Mr. James Donald."
The man had turned to face her and she had recognized him. She turned to her security man and found him, and her, surrounded by eight men in plainclothes, all of them holding powerful handguns.
"Well." Marcie said, partly in resignation as she realized her predicament. "So it is you, James Donald... Troy. The Iron Crowbar himself."
"So nice to see you again, Ms. Marcie Harper." I said. "And it was very nice of you to come visit us this evening. Saves me the time of having you arrested in Midtown. Gentlemen, if you'll please read Ms. Harper and her friend their Constitutional rights and detain them in the classroom until all the trucks are processed." Agents of the Law followed those instructions, taking Marcie and her accomplice into custody.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the trucks came through, I had Jerome Davis be the "Money Man" for the remaining trucks. There were 24 trucks in all. I phoned Jack Muscone.
"She actually came in." I said. "We've got her in custody now. You and Dwight Stevens can come in and take her in for interrogation."
"We'll be there shortly." said Muscone.
Moments later, two men in suits and ties came in and showed their credentials to us, showing them to be DEA Agents. "Special Agent Stevens sent us, sir, to bring Harper to your Headquarters so we can get more information as quickly as possible, while he's driving up from Midtown." one of them said.
"Sure." I said. I had my Officers bring Marcie out. Her hands were already cuffed in front of her.
"I congratulate you, Mr. Iron Crowbar." she said. "You beat me, and soundly. I should have fully realized you were onto me when you showed up as Mr. Burke's assistant."
"Yes, I'm surprised you actually came to my County." I said. "We'll talk about that later. Gentlemen, take her to Police Headquarters."
"Farewell, Mr. James Donald." Marcie Harper said, not quite hiding a small smile on her face as the Agents took her away. She seemed mighty relaxed for a woman whose drug operations were crashing and burning around her, I idly thought to myself.
As I watched the Agents put Marcie into the black car with U.S. Government license plates, I thought about things with satisfaction. The operation had worked well. We had let the first truck come in, in order to get the sign and countersign, which was the Japanese death poem. A distinct touch, I thought to myself.
Then we arrested everyone at the scene. What many people don't know is that the same underground tunnels that went under the Fillmore Pharmacy (Author's note: 'Fire In the Embers', Ch. 04; 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 03.) led to a storm drain that was underground, and drained water from the streets and fed it to the River. And just like the Fillmore Pharmacy, there was a passage up to the storage room of the school. It had been kept open in case of an attempted hostage crisis, so that children could be quickly removed.
I had put Officers from the TCPD, Nextdoor County PD, the City Police, the Pottsville Police, and DEA Agents down there so that their infrared heat signatures would not be picked up. They'd come out, almost one by one as we arrested drivers, and they were the ones that drove the trucks away... with the drugs still in the trucks... to County Jail, where they could be secured and processed.
Then we did the same thing with the men coming up in the smaller trucks. As soon as I took hold of the money, they were placed under arrest. And some of our Officers were brought back in unmarked, ubiquitous white vans, in case we needed more drivers. And we did.
As the last of the 24 smaller trucks arrived, the driver being arrested after Jerome took his lunch money, I saw FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens come up.
"You got up here fast." Jerome Davis said as they approached him.
"Where's Marcie?" Stevens asked, excitement in his eyes.
"Your guys picked her up to take her to Headquarters." Jerome Davis said as I walked over.
"My guys?!" exclaimed Stevens. "I didn't send anyone else! We were going to take her ourselves!"
"Ohhhhh, shiii-iiit." whispered Jerome Davis as we all looked at where the car that had whisked Marcie Harper away had been...
To be continued.
What has happened here? Has Marcie Harper defeated the Iron Crowbar?
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Part 33 - Watching Over Me
"Oh my God, she's gotten away!" yelled Stevens, who was going for his cellphone. "We've got to shut off the streets, get patrols out on them to pick her up!"
"She's probably over the State Line by now." said Muscone, looking daggers at me. "She could be anywhere."
To their amazement, and the amazement of everyone else around that had come up and was watching us, Your Iron Crowbar began singing. Yes, singing.
"All night, all day," I sang, "Angels watching over me, my Lord. All night, all day, Angels watching over me..."
"Are you crazy?" yelled Stevens. "Harper is getting away!"
"Relax, Mr. Stevens." I said serenely. "R-E-L-A-X. Just relax. Like I just said... I've got Angels..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And now, to protect the rights and lives of decent citizens, the Green Crowbar rides again!"
---- an excellent paraphrasing of the 'Green Hornet' TV show intro, circa 1966.
"There they go." said Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans as she sat in the shotgun seat of the Black Beauty, seeing the black car drive by them.
"And here we go." replied her sister, TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. As the black car went north on Riverside Drive, the Black Beauty pulled onto the road behind them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, we did it." said Marcie Harper as the 'Agent' in the shotgun seat undid her handcuffs. She sat back in the rear of the vehicle and said: "Now get up to North Street and turn left, going west. It's ten miles from there to the State Line and we'd better get over it before the Iron Crowbar realizes we've left him in the dust, eating our shit."
"Yes ma'am." said the driver. Then he looked in the rear-view mirror. "Uh oh. We've got a dark green car right behind us, and closing fast."
"Lose 'em." Marcie said. "This car has a real motor in it, doesn't it? Give 'em a demonstration." The driver gunned it. He hurtled towards North Street and, violating many traffic laws and the intersection's red lights, pulled onto the highway going for the State Line.
"Ah shit, they're right behind us!" said the driver. "And they're burning blue lights." Indeed, Cindy Ross had turned on the Black Beauty's embedded blue LED lights, indicating that this was a Police vehicle in pursuit of wanted perps. The driver sped up, giving the car everything he could.
"They're keeping up!" he said, his voice showing his panic. "I can't lose 'em!"
"Just keep driving!" Marcie yelled. "If we make the State Line, we'll be okay!"
The driver poured on the gas, and the car was reaching 160 miles per hour. The Black Beauty was still right behind him. Then he looked forward. A tiny light was ahead of him. And then, sheer horror overtaking him, he realized that the light was getting bigger... and that it was coming right at him!
"Drone!" he yelled, mistaking the tiny helicopter as a drone. It dropped right into his line, coming right at him!
"AAAAUUGGHH!" he screamed as he turned the wheel hard over. He lost control of the car as the small helicopter buzzed just inches over the car's top. The car skidded on its side for fifty yards, throwing a shower of sparks, then slid right off the road into the ditch, still on it's side.
Cindy and Molly were out of the Black Beauty as soon as it stopped, guns drawn as they approached the vehicle. Town & County Police cruisers also were coming up quickly. The three perps were not injured, just shaken up. Seeing the hopelessness of their position, they surrendered and were taken into custody.
"Sorry to ruin your vacation plans, Marcie." said Commander Ross as she herself handcuffed the visibly shaken Marcie Harper. She looked over in the field about 30 yards away and gave a thumbs-up sign. Captain Teresa Croyle gave a thumbs-up in reply, then lifted off in the Whirlybat, flying it south-by-southeast towards its home at BOW Enterprises...
Part 34 - Schoolhouse Rocked
"I don't believe it." DEA Agent Dwight Stevens said as he looked through the one-way glass into Interrogation-1 at Police Headquarters. "She didn't get away."
It was 1:00am, Sunday, February 3d. Marcie Harper was sitting with her attorney Gwen Munson. Harper was handcuffed to the iron ring embedded in the table.
"No, Dwight," I said, "she didn't get away. As I said, I've got Angels." Tanya, Teresa, and Cindy all grinned as they listened in from the Monitor Room.
"But... but how did you know she was going to try that, to get away like that?" Dwight asked, amazed.
"It was obvious what Marcie was going to do, and that she had an exit strategy planned." I said. "So we were ready to follow the fake Agents that took her with them. I suspect the driver will be waking up screaming about helicopters coming at him for some time to come. Is that not right, Iron Wolf?" I knew that would make Teresa grin in the Monitor Room. And I was right.
"All right, all right." said Stevens. "But I think you need to tell us the whole story."
"In time, in time." I said. "But don't you need to interrogate Marcie immediately?" That got Jack's beady black eyes peering at me. I just gave him a look back, a look that told him he was not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Marcie and Gwen just looked up at us as Stevens came into the Interrogation Room, followed by me. Corporal Gunddottar was the Uniformed Presence.
As we sat down, I said "Oh, I don't think we need these any longer." as I began unlocking Marcie's handcuffs, then taking them out of the ring and pocketing them. "I think I've demonstrated that you will not be getting away from me any time soon."
"I admit it, you got me." said Marcie, though not with the enthusiasm she'd shown at Sharpton Elementary. When Munson tried to caution her to be quiet, Marcie said "It's okay." She then turned to me and said "I'd love to know how you got onto me." Then she said "You got the code. Somehow, you found the code system."
"It was pointed out to me by a rather astute first grader." I said. "The code itself wasn't hard to decipher."
"You weren't hard to decipher, either, Mr. James Donald, when you came to my studio on that little visit." Marcie said, looking up at me through her eyebrows. "How'd you get Todd Burke to go along with that?"
"His wife is very persuasive with him." I said, and perhaps the glimmer of my gray eyes showed my amusement. "And he really is interested in the lessons for his charity work."
"Ms. Harper, I'm DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens." said Dwight Stevens, trying to gain control of this interrogation. "Commander, will you read Ms. Harper her rights?"
"Already read to her when she was arrested." I said, to show that our previous moments of conversation were Mirandized. "But I'll do so again, anyway." I read Marcie her considerable legal rights form the card.
"What I don't understand," said Stevens, "is that you knew Commander Troy had visited you, you knew he was watching you..."
"And without any kind of warrant, I might add." said Gwen Munson.
"None was needed." said Stevens. "But to my question: you went through with this drug drop, anyway. I don't understand why."
"You don't understand a lot of things." said Gwen Munson. "Including the fact that you have no proof of anything against my client more than perhaps trespassing on school property."
I chuckled. "Oh, I think I have more faith in the intelligence of American Juries than you're giving them." I said. "And I'm sure Tim Sluman will be eager to turn State's evidence---- oh, that's right!" I exclaimed, then turned to Marcie and said witheringly: "He's dead. The warrant executed at his home in Palmyra County found him in his bed, forever asleep... with some drugs injected into him. A comparison of those drugs with the drugs injected into Master Sergeant Terhune at Valley Villages will show them to be the same. Two murders in the commission of a great many felonies, Marcie. And using our children's schools for drug drops? It will be a death penalty case, Marcie."
"Stop intimidating my client!" yelled Gwen Munson.
"That's not intimidation." said Stevens. "That's just a statement of the facts. MSG Terhune was a retired Army NCO. We'll be pushing for Federal as well as State murder charges."
"And that's just if you make it to that point, Marcie." I said. "Look, you're a smart, even brilliant woman. But you know as well as I do that you know too much, and that there are people out there who will stop at nothing to try to kill you before you talk. That's why you went through with the drug drop tonight. You planned for us to take everyone in this ring into custody, while you snuck away and disappeared, to start a new life!"
"Oh, please." said Gwen Munson.
"Ms. Munson, please." said Marcie, stopping the attorney. She then looked at me and said "What will you offer me?" Gwen Munson just about went ballistic, trying to get Marcie to stop talking.
"Let me speak with my client, please?" said Gwen.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that was it." said Jack Muscone as a large number of people sat in Classroom 'J' and enjoyed some of Jerome Davis's 'Navy' coffee. "She had everyone walk into your trap, letting us bust them all, while she was hoping to get away, leave it all in the dust, and disappear completely."
"That certainly makes the most sense, does it not?" I replied. All eyes were on me as I explained: "She knew when she and her people identified me as the visitor to her studio that I was on her like white on rice. By rights, she should've completely shut down her operation, disappeared, then created a new system somewhere else. And I think she was about to, when she put out the 'red mouse' warning that last week's shipment was not going to take place."
"But then she changed that to a trap scenario." I said. "And perhaps she was mollified when her trap at Valley Villages went un-sprung. But I fully realized her intent, to commit 'suicide-by-DEA' and let us shut down her entire operation, when she scheduled the next shipment here, in my County. She wanted to get shut down. But she did not count on the Green Crowbar and the Iron Wolf relentlessly hunting her down and capturing her again." The Green Crowbar and the Iron Wolf grinned as they sipped their 'Navy' coffee.
"You guys have interesting nicknames." said Dwight Stevens. "I admit, I was ready to bust your head open when I thought Marcie had gotten away."
"That was key to getting as many of her people as possible." I said. "I'm sure the FBI and DEA will be investigating how Marcie had a Government vehicle with real Government license plates picking her up, and how two of her people could have such well-forged ID documents in their possession."
"Obviously her whole operation was sophisticated, well-funded, and very large." said Stevens."
"Enough for those two fake Agents to know that you and Jack were coming up to pick up Marcie." I replied. "They were in on her escape plan, but the problem was that they already knew what our plans were. They thought you were in Midtown, which is what we planned out loud and, I admit, where I too thought you were going to be. You have a mole somewhere, Agent Stevens."
"Yes, and we're going to be sniffing that mole out." said Jack Muscone. "You should thank the Iron Crowbar, Dwight. I freely admit Marcie would've eluded us, all of us, including you and me. But the Iron Crowbar is not an Agency of the Weak Minded."
"You got that right." Teresa said with alacrity. She and I fist-bumped.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Death off the table." said Paulina Patterson. "You've got so many other counts against you that you're going to be in prison for the rest of your life, anyway. So that's all I can offer you. Death off the table, and protection in custody."
We were in I-1 again. Marcie wanted a deal. Paulina was called in, as was D.A. Miriam Walters, who was watching in the Monitor Room.
"Well," said Dwight Stevens, "there is the murder of Master Sergeant Terhune that brings Federal death penalty charges." He was not really liking it that we were undercutting him on all this.
"Which you'll never prove, or be able to connect her to." Gwen Munson said.
"Even so," I said, "I can and will make a good case against your client for Tim Sluman's death."
"I'll take the deal." said Marcie. "What do you want to know?"
"I want the person or persons you've been contacting to arrange the drug shipments into the State, or whoever is making that happen." I said. "I want the names of the people you're laundering the money through. And I want the names of every person in every school that's part of this. I know every school you've done these drops at, from the time you started this operation. And I know that you must have an insider at each of those schools, to open the lunchrooms or storerooms, and make the drops physically possible."
"I don't know exactly who arranges for the drugs to come in." said Marcie. "They watch the videos, too, which tell them how much to ship in and the location. They send the trucks."
"We'll get that from the guys we busted tonight." I said. "And who do you launder the money through?"
"Sluman was the guy with those contacts." Marcie said. "All I know is that there's someone in the State, who has the capability to spread out a lot of money through his enterprises and bring it back again. He took his cut, but he dealt with us honestly, such as it is. I only know that he called himself 'Mr. Big'."
"And you never met him?" I asked.
"No, Sluman handled all that." said Marcie, "except for the drop tonight. Sluman had been skimming off of me, and putting that money into accounts in the Cayman Islands. We found that out when we needed that money this weekend and it wasn't there. My security people are actually Made Men with the City Mob. They made the contacts."
"C'mon, Marcie." I said, not fooled a bit.
"Look, all I can tell you is that 'Mr. Big' is very wealthy, runs a massive business... and I don't know what that business is... that he's middle-aged and dresses very well." said Marcie. "He's very well hidden, very much in the deep background... so much so that even you have not realized who he is."
"Au contraire." I said. "I'm beginning to see the man's patterns. He's not as good as the Consultant of Crime, who interfered with your plans, Marcie, and whose death made you possible."
"And I have you to thank for that, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Marcie with a smile. "I was so happy when he died, and his constraints upon me were lifted by his death. Anyway, as to the names of the people in the schools..."
She told me that on her laptop that was on the desk of her studio, the one in all the videos with the ever-changing mice, that had those names, was a computer file, and she gave me the decryption passphrase for it. And to my stunned amazement, it would work. I would have the names of those responsible for bringing drugs onto the school grounds where our children were being educated.
"Okay, then." I said, getting up. "I'll leave you to tell the details to DEA Agent Stevens, and I'll go begin the mountain of paperwork that you have created for me, Ms. Harper."
"My apologies if I'm not sympathetic." Marcie said. "And I'm sorry I did not give you a better battle of wits." I had been heading to the door, but I turned around at that.
"On the contrary," I said, "you gave me a tremendous battle, almost worthy of the Consultant himself. Your operation was ingenious, as was the communication method through your videos. It was not I who defeated you, either, but someone who I daresay is going to be a better Detective than me. I salute you, Ms. Harper."
With that I turned and left the room, not mentioning that Marcie Harper's whole operation had been brought down by the observations and vibes of a five-year-old... though admittedly the five-year-old that would one day bear the title of 'The Iron Crowbar'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa and I walked down the back hall towards my office, she said "One thing I don't understand: why would you let the DEA have Marcie Harper at all? I'm stunned you didn't have the TCPD bring her here first."
I smiled. As we went into my office and I closed the door, I said "First of all, to let you and Cindy have some fun busting her. And second... well, I needed to show DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens that I'm not an Agency of the Weak Minded. Special Agent Stevens intended to whisk Marcie away from me."
"Heh." said Teresa. "I'm surprised Jack Muscone went along with that. Is Stevens a good guy or a bad guy?"
"I'm not sure Jack knew Stevens's plans, either." I said. "And in Dwight's defense, I had given him several reasons to not entirely trust me during this case. He's one of the good guys, from what I can tell. But if I had given Marcie to him, we'd never have seen her again; she'd have been taken wayyyy out of this County, and retained in Federal custody by the DEA. And she'd be dead within 48 hours."
Teresa grinned, what was a grin for her, anyway. "Well," she said, "you may think Carole will be a better than you one day... but I think that bar is going to be pretty damn high."
"As high as I can possibly make it." I said with my own grin. "But I think Carole will meet and exceed whatever standard I set..."
Part 35 - Remembrance
Sunday, February 3d. Over the next few days, Police Officers would be hard at work, processing all the perps we arrested, putting all the stories together, taking the perps through their arraignments. My own workload would be considerable. But I took a moment to do something just as important.
At dawn, I drove to Cemetery Hill, to the grave of Police Corporal Peter M. Feeley. I laid the bouquet of flowers I'd brought at the base of his tombstone. As I made a point to remember my failure that led to his death, I heard something behind me. I turned to see Teresa Croyle standing by the road. I waved for her to come up.
"Please excuse me for disturbing you." she said, bowing as she came up to me.
"You are not disturbing me." I said, bowing back. "I'm glad you're here."
After a moment, Teresa said "You don't still blame yourself for this, do you?"
"No... Yes." I said. "But it is what it is. I come to remember, and reflect."
"If I may ask," Teresa said, "upon what do you reflect?"
I nodded, then said: "As you know, I have endured a lot these past few years. My family has been threatened, even attacked. I've been called every filthy, ugly name the God-cursed Media can think to call me. They have used the legal system to try to destroy me. And sometimes my back hurts so much that I can't pick up my children to hug them, or lean over to pet my dogs."
I was looking at Feeley's grave, feeling Teresa watching me as I said: "Don't tell anyone this, but there have been times when I have asked myself if it is worth it, to keep going, to keep fighting crime and fighting the Evil that relentlessly continues to seek to destroy me, and all of us. I could just step away, stop fighting. I've done enough. Why should I continue to take the abuse, and have my family subjected to the relentless Media attacks, when I could give it up, take my family somewhere, and continue my life in peace?"



"And that's just it: my life continues." I said. "Pete Feeley's did not. And every time I look at his Shield on my wall, or think of him buried here, I know that I am called to continue that fight. I would be dishonored before him if I did not. Pete Feeley inspires me to keep fighting, to destroy Evil, be it Marcie Harper's drug ring, the Consultant of Crime's brutality towards dogs and humans, or political Elitists that try to destroy our Individual Freedoms and my beloved U.S. Constitution. When I stand here before Pete Feeley, I resolve to endure the insults and the pain, however relentless they are and how hard it is to bear, and continue on."
"Like the true Guardian of Justice that you are." Teresa said. "I'm honored to share that battle with you, be it for Pete Feeley, for Amy and Alexis... or just for the sake of fighting it." I nodded.
"Okay, let's go get breakfast." Teresa said. "You've had a long night, totally fucking up a lot of bad guys, and I'm hungry after violating FAA regulations in the Whirlybat all night."
I allowed Teresa to lead me away from that honored place, where Corporal Feeley would continue his eternal overwatch as Teresa and I would continue ours...
Part 36 - Cleanup on Aisle '1'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, February 4th. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the incredible drug bust in our County over the weekend!"
Bettina started: "The TCPD, Officers from several local jurisdictions, and the Federal DEA worked together to make dozens of arrests and confiscate several tons of cocaine, heroin, and fentanyl worth a street value of as much as 400 million dollars... yes, I said four hundred million dollars... making it the largest drug bust in our State's history and one of the biggest busts in our Nation's history! The bust took place at Al Sharpton Elementary School in our Town & County on Saturday night."
"Channel Two News has learned that the drug operation involved drop-offs at elementary schools around the State, the same schools where you send your children to be educated." said Bettina. "Codes for the delivery time, place, and amounts of the drugs were allegedly concealed in the popular Marcie Harper videos that are viewed by elementary school children every week. Marcie Harper was arrested Saturday night, and is being interrogated by local and Federal law enforcement agencies."
"And those Federal and local law enforcement entities are crediting TCPD Commander Donald Troy with detecting the huge State-wide drug operation," continued Bettina, "and with formulating and leading the operation to shut it down and arrest those involved. Praise for Commander Troy and his teams are pouring in from all corners of the State. Sarah Honeysuckle, spokesperson for the deeply unpopular Jared Administration said 'Governor Jared is grateful that Commander Donald Troy has taken hundreds of millions of dollars worth of drugs off our streets so that they'll never get into the hands of our children.'."
Bettina went on: "FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone issued a statement saying 'Commander Troy's leadership has once again brought criminals to justice and taken filthy drugs off our streets. On behalf of the FBI and the DEA, I congratulate and thank Commander Troy for this brilliant success.'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Bettina's back." Teresa Croyle said as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room. "How'd she beat the rap?"
"Plea deal." I said. "Bettina had to sign a consent decree that she would obey all Police instructions and not accost Officers at crime scenes, fire scenes, or accident scenes; and she pled nolo contendere to the Assault on Police Officers charges, which the Judge accepted. In exchange, Judge Watts agreed to D.A. Miriam Walters's offer of a suspended sentence for Bettina and her cameraman. Also, and in exchange for KXTC not suing us, the TCPD and TCFD agreed to allow the Press access to crime scenes and fire scenes, though at 'reasonable' distances, which was stated in the agreement as 100 feet away."
"And I'm okay with that." said Chief Moynahan. "Commander Ross?"
"Sounds good to me," said Cindy, "as long as the Press respects us and lets us do our jobs."
"What about you, Crowbar?" asked Sheriff Griswold.
"I wasn't asked, sir." I said grumpily. "And that's all I'll say about it."
"Good soldier, son." said Griswold. He knew I would never have agreed to that if it had been up to me. Cindy didn't say anything, but I could tell she was working hard to keep her face emotionless. The rift was not healed.
"The good news izzzzz," drawled the Chief, "someone has made our Police Force great again. That drug bust was truly an magnificent job, Commander."
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "I had a lot of help, especially from my Angels that caught Marcie Harper trying to sneak out of Town."
"Which you sent us to make happen." said Teresa. "How you saw that one coming, I'll never know."
"It's not completely over, yet." I said. "They're still processing the files with the school employees's names. In fact, we have a bust to make this morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Interjections
Show excitement,
Or emotion.
They're generally set apart from a sentence
By an exclamation point,
Or by a comma when the feeling's not as strong. "
--- Schoolhouse Rock, 'Interjections'
The first graders of Eastside Elementary sat on the floor of the library in front of the big-screen monitor... all of the first graders. As the new librarian started the video, I noticed Carole, Marie, and Jameis right up front and center. Not far away, I got my first good observations of Shawn Redmond. He looked bored, his eyes shifty. Yep, Carole was right, I thought to myself; that boy is going to be trouble one day...
The video began: "Hello, I'm Yvonne Newton, and I'll be doing the video lessons for the rest of the year." said Yvonne as she appeared on the screen. The children cheered. Principal Butler, standing off to one side, looked unhappy.
Principal Butler had stormed into the library when he found out that I'd come in without checking into the Office first. "Commander Troy, this abuse of our rules has got to stop. What kind of example are you setting for our children?"
"Yes, the abuse of the rules must stop." I said. "And I'm setting a great example of that today. But first, let's let the kids watch the new Marcie Harper video."
"There is no new video. She was arrested." Principal Butler said. Then the children started coming in and taking their places on the floor.
There were no fade-outs on the screen, no codes on the chalkboard. The set was different; Marcie's entire set had been taken into evidence by the Midtown PD, in cooperation with the TCPD and Federal DEA. At the end of the lesson, a screen came up and a voice said "This video brought to you by the State Public School System, with a grant from BOW Enterprises Corporation."
Yes, I'd arranged for Yvonne to replace Marcie, and Todd wanted to sponsor the videos. The children of the State would continue to get excellent lessons, like I remember getting from 'Schoolhouse Rock' segments on televisions when I was growing up. And all of the State's children would get them, regardless of any school's ability to pay.
"Kids," I said after the video was over, as I went to stand in front of them, "I have another surprise. All of the first-grade kids of Eastside Elementary have been invited to the State Capitol tomorrow, to see the State of the State address."
"YAYYYYYY!" cheered the kids, showing excitement and emotion.
"Who..." started Principal Butler, who then said "who authorized that? I don't know anything about that!" His feelings were not as strong.
"I'll explain outside." I said, gently leading the principal outside while the kids got instructions on what to wear (nice clothes) for the big day in Midtown, and the buses they'd be riding on.
Once outside, Principal Butler was about to light into me. "What is this about?" he started, then noticed several Police Officers, led by Lt. Irwin.
"What this is about, Butler," I said, "is that you are under arrest, for conspiracy to distribute drugs via the use of your school's building. Yes, Mr. Butler, the abuse of the rules must stop, and I'm stopping that abuse right now."
Lt. Irwin affixed the cuffs and two Uniformed Officers led him away, protesting his innocence. Not that I hadn't figured it out, but Principal Butler's name had been one of those on Marcie's 'naughty' list of bad, bad school employees that were working with her...
Part 37 - Paying Some HOA Dues
11:00am, Monday, February 4th. Gus Bradshaw was collected and brought to Interrogation-1. Jennifer Martin was collected and brought to Interrogation-2. Their lawyers had been called, and were present with their clients.
"Okay, it's time to end the criminal portion of this charade." I growled to my MCD Detectives, who I'd collected and brought to MCD if they weren't already there. "Teachable moment: I want each of you to tell me what you'd do in this situation.
"Tell them both that only one deal is on the table." said Joanne Warner. "And whoever takes it first and throws the other under the bus gets the deal."
"You gonna let one go scot-free to get the other?" I asked.
"Uhh..." Joanne said, then faltered.
"Better be sure." said Captain Croyle. "I don't want either of these losers to just walk."
"Me neither." I said.
"So we'll offer limited immunity, reduced sentence?" Jerome Davis tried.
"Why should they take that?" I replied. "Where's the incentive?"
When I looked at Julia Rodriguez, she shrugged her shoulders. At least she was being honest in indicting she had no idea.
"Teddy?" I asked, my eyes boring into Detective Parker.
"I have one idea, sir." said Teddy. "It's not the morally right thing to do, but it might be Iron Wolf approved." He stated his idea.
"I like your style." Teresa replied when she heard it. "I do approve."
"Meets my criteria, too." I said. Remembering Jerome's evaluation of Parker as a potential interrogator, I said "Okay, Parker, you get the shot at the title."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective Teddy Parker strode into I-2, followed by Detective Julia Rodriguez. He sat down and re-read Jennifer Martin her Constitutional rights.
"Why are you wasting our time with this?" Gwen Munson said.
"Keeping things tidy." said Parker, his voice as flat as his eyes as he glared at Munson, then Martin.
"Mrs. Martin," said Parker, "you face some very serious crimes, as well as numerous lawsuits by residents of the Heritage Cloisters community. We can give you a reduced sentence, reduced financial restitution, and possibly a favorable settlement of the lawsuits... in exchange for your testimony against Gus Bradshaw and you giving Captain Croyle the HOA Board's Power of Attorney and calling for a new HOA Board election before resigning from it."
"I have no problem giving you what you need on Gus." said Jennifer, a bit craftily. "But I'm not doing a damn thing to help those bastard residents, especially Pascal and Croyle."
"Full immunity for my client, and she'll agree to those terms." asked Gwen Munson. When Jennifer looked over at her, she leaned in and whispered something. Jennifer looked dull and defeated, but nodded her head.
"All right." said Jennifer. "Full immunity, and you have a deal."
"That was not our offer." said Julia Rodriguez. "Our offer is a reduced sentence. Our Commander is a generous man, and he's willing to convince the ADA to give you 4 years, chance of parole in two years with good behavior, in exchange for your testimony and calling for an HOA Board election. He might even go lower on the time, but the fines would be a lot higher."
"You're not giving my client any incentive." said Gwen Munson. "By the time all this goes through the Courts, she might get time served... or she might be acquitted. I'm not convinced my client has even done anything actually illegal."
"I am convinced that she has." said Teddy Parker. "And the paper trail of the financial crimes is well established."
"I think we're done talking, here." said Gwen Munson. "Offer us something real, and we'll talk." She stood up, to indicate the interview was over.
"Okay, how's this?" Parker replied. He then bored in on Jennifer and said: "Mrs. Martin, have you given any thought to your children in all of this?"
"My mom's taking care of them." said Jennifer. "They're fine."
"Not for much longer." Parker said, allowing some menace to creep into his voice. "DFACS is going to be contacted. Your children will be taken away from you. They might be put into the system, and if they're lucky they'll be put in a decent home..."
"You son of a b---" Gwen started, but Parker held up his hand.
"Ah ah ah!" he said. "Don't insult my mother, Ms. Munson. And let me finish my statement. It's very possible that the children's father will be contacted. If he claims them, he'll get custody of them, especially while you're in prison----"
"NO!" shouted Jennifer. "You better keep my kids away from that god-damn bastard!"
"Not much we can do." said Parker.
"Stop intimidating my client!" yelled Gwen Munson. "I'm going to have your badges for this! This is harassment! It's Police brutality!---"
"You don't know the meaning of the word." said a voice in the doorway. It was Your Iron Crowbar, coming in. "And if you accuse my Officers of Police brutality again, you'll be sued, and you'll be before the State Bar like H.J. Lynch. I'm not brooking those accusations any more, not at all."
"As to your client," I said, bearing down on the still-standing Gwen Munson, who was much shorter than me even in her high heels, "those are just the facts. If your client doesn't come correct and take my very generous deal, which will include our petition to the Court to let your client's children remain with their maternal grandmother until their mother is paroled... then I'll be personally calling the children's father and his attorney, and inviting him to claim his children, and to take them out of the State, where their mother will never see them again."
Gwen Munson's face was a mask of furious hatred. Jennifer Martin was sobbing, breaking down.
"You can't threaten my client like that!" Munson snarled. "I'll see you in Court over this!"
"Be my guest." I said. "See you in the Courtroom. In the meantime, I have a phone call to make." I turned and left the room.
"You heard the man." Parker said. He stood up, and Rodriguez followed his example. "We're going to talk to Bradshaw now. He's desperate; he's begging for a deal." He turned to go.
"WAIT!" screamed Jennifer Martin. She was broken to our fist, to use a little falconry lingo...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was brutal." said Teresa, as she watched on the monitor Jennifer's sobbing confession of everything to Parker and ADA Paulina Patterson. "But after what Katherine Woodburn tried to do to Cindy and Betsy, I'm not feeling much remorse about it."
"I hated doing it." I said. "I absolutely hated it. But it was time to wrap this up and put it to bed."
"Wouldn't DFACS have just given custody of the kids to the grandmother anyway?" asked Joanne Warner, who was totally shocked by what she had witnessed.
"Maybe. Maybe not." I said. "Anyway, Gus is next. What do we do to get his confession?"
Jerome Davis said "Once Jennifer turns on him, he's toast on the HOA Board stuff. I don't think we'll ever prove anything regarding the Burke house arson, and there's nothing we can offer by way of a reduced sentence, since the arson charges would put him away for life, pretty much no matter what."
"And we still get to sue them both." Teresa said.
"Probably not." I said. "Munson is good enough that she'll work some kind of settlement for Jennifer. Gus is going to jail; what does he care? He'll just declare bankruptcy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa walked with me as we went down the back hall towards our offices. "Something else that I hate about this: I'm not sure Gus is the worse of the two. And then there's Irene Allen, who is walking away scot-free... which is my fault."
"Oh well, lesson learned." I said. "I think there's a lot we all, myself included, can learn about case management from this whole thing... a lot." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Part 38 - An Iron-Hard Reward
Wednesday, February 6th. The director yelled "Cut!" and a bell rang. "That's it, that's a wrap!" said the director.
Yvonne Newton came over to me as I watched. She was wearing a blue blouse and white skirt that showed off her slender form to advantage, and white high heel pumps that showed off her shapely legs. I was wearing civilian clothes, with my badge on my belt and gun holstered under my shoulder.
"That's it for this session." Yvonne said. "I really appreciate you and Todd getting all this set up for me."
"This is all Todd's doing." I said. "I just recommended you as the new hostess with the mostest." Yvonne laughed, and I said "Why don't we go get some lunch? You deserve a reward for all the help you gave me."
"I have a better idea." she said flirtatiously, her eyes warm and inviting as they looked into mine. "Why don't you come to my apartment with me? And give me the 'reward' I really want from you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Yvonne knew what she wanted, and she was not holding back. Within a minute of us sitting down on her sofa, having taken off our coats and me putting my gun and badge under my jacket on a chair, I was sliding my tongue over hers as our mouths met in a warm, wet kiss. I began feeling her breasts through her blouse as her hand explored my crotch, running along the outline of my rapidly hardening cock.
Yvonne then stood up, so that she could straddle me. As she settled onto me, grinding her clothed loins into mine, our mouths met again in a tongue-twining kiss. My hands began deftly opening her blouse and taking it off of her, then removing her bra. She moaned into my mouth as I massaged her ample breasts, tweaking her hard nipples.
Then she slid off of me and onto her knees on the floor in front of me. Her eyes sparkled as she undid my belt and opened my pants. Her hands reached inside and pulled out my cock, freeing my iron-hard weapon of lust from the confines of the pants and my underwear.
"Mmmm, it really is that hard." she murmured. Before I could say a word, she opened her mouth and engulfed my throbbing meat into her hot wet mouth. I groaned as the pleasure flooded my loins, and I just watched as her black-haired head bobbed up and down as fellated me as if she were starved for cock, sucking hard as her lips slid up and down my taut shaft.
Yvonne began fondling my balls as she voraciously sucked my cock. The pleasure was building in my loins, and we both sensed it as I moaned. Yvonne let my prick slide out of her mouth, then she stood up and began taking off her skirt and panties. I took the opportunity to slide my trousers down my legs into a puddle on the floor.
Yvonne sat down on me again, and I reached down and slid a finger into her pussy. She was sopping wet, more than ready to be impaled on my hard male meat. She raised up and gripped my cockshaft, and guided the helmeted head into her labes. We both groaned as she lowered herself down onto me, taking my inches into her tight womanhood.
"Oh my God, that is so good." Yvonne moaned. "It feels like an iron bar inside me, so hard..."
I sucked and fondled Yvonne's nipples as she rode me, moving her hips back and forth as my cock churned her cunt into a lather. Then she gasped and her cunt clutched hard at me as she orgasmed. Her slender body began shivering as her hands clutched my shoulders. When it was over, I pulled her mouth to mine and aggressively French-kissed her.



Yvonne continued to bounce her pussy on my cock, bringing herself to several more orgasms. The normally sweet, rather shy librarian was fucking me like a mad woman, gasping, groaning and moaning as the room was filled with the sweet staccato slaps of flesh on flesh. I tried to hold back for as long as I could, but Yvonne's dark-hair-fringed pussy was too much.
"Unh..." I moaned. "I'm going to come. I'm going to fill you up with my come."
"Yes!" Yvonne gasped. She began fucking me harder until, with a loud groan as the gray mist clouded my vision, I pushed my throbbing back as hard into her as I could, and hosed her cervix with blast after blast of my molten seed...
"Mmmmm." Yvonne moaned as we shared deep kisses afterwards. "Do we have time to do it again? I want you to fuck me in my bed, slow and deep."
"Sure, we have time." I said as I nuzzled her neck. "I'm not punching a clock..."
Yes, it is good to be the Police Commander...
Part 39 - On The Merits
"The wolf will live with the lamb,
the leopard will lie down with the goat,
the calf and the lion and the yearling [a] together;
and a little child will lead them."
--- Isaiah 11:6 (NIV)
Thursday, February 7th. The Joint Session of the State Legislature was in progress. State Senators sat with State House members. Republicans sat with Democrats. Wolfs with Lambs, Leopards with Goats...
In the balcony above, the first graders of Eastside Elementary were seated. Also there were Captains Croyle and Perlman, wearing their Governor's Gold Medals on their dark blue civilian jackets, Chief Moynahan (in semi-formal uniform), my wife Laura and our son Jim, Paulina Patterson and our daughter Tasha, Chief Molly Evans and our sons Ross and Ian, Chief Frank Soltis, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, and DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens. Cindy was at home; someone had to mind the store while the rest of us were away, and she'd volunteered.
Valnius Jared, Governor of the State, was sitting up front rather than being announced and walking down the aisle. Seated next to him was Antonio Griswold, Sheriff of the Town & County. They were chatting quietly as House Speaker Isaac Jacobson and the Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall took their places behind the podium.
At 10:00am, the Speaker called for order, then said "It is my honor and privilege to present to you the Governor of Our Great State!" There was a roar of applause from the Republicans, and most Democrats stood and politely applauded, though some remained seated. The applause was good, but the loud cheering of first graders in the balcony could easily be heard.
"Thank you." said the Governor. "Before I begin the formal speech, we have some well-deserved awards to present. As you know, this past weekend the largest drug bust in our State's history took place in the Town & County, taking over four hundred million dollars worth of filthy drugs off our streets." The Legislators came to their feet in strong applause.
"This outstanding operation was led by Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy..." more applause from the Legislators "... who never once logged in as an SBI Inspector, making his actions a local bust with other local jurisdictions in outstanding cooperation, with the help of our Federal friends of the Drug Enforcement Agency." The Republican applause was strong; the Democrats, not so much. Katherine Woodburn made a point to remain seated, as did several others.
"I'll get into the politics of that later." said the Governor. "What we do know is that Commander Troy learned of this drug ring from the observations of an Eastside Elementary first grader..." You better believe the applause from the kids in the balcony was very loud upon hearing their school's name. "So right now, with the Speaker's permission, let's reward two great Citizens of our State."
"Yes, let's do." said Speaker Jacobson, who represented Coltrane County. He nodded to the door in back.
"Mis-ter Speak-er!" called out the Sergeant-At-Arms, "Miss Carole Troy and Police Commander Donald Troy!"
Oh, now they're applauding, I cynically thought to myself as I followed Carole down the aisle. The standing ovation was indeed thunderous, and my daughter was grinning happily and showing no fear as she walked down, leading the way, wearing her 'Sunday best' dark blue dress and white stockings. She also had a new haircut: her bangs were cut straight across in a horizontal line, and her hair, as raven black as her mom's, was cut to shoulder length, framing her brightly smiling face.
I was also wearing blue: my semi-formal Police Uniform with full ribbons and my Medal of Valor with Oak Leaf Cluster. Teresa and the Sheriff were wearing their MOVs, as well.
We stopped on the floor just below the podium where the Governor was speaking. He came around to the floor to stand beside Carole.
"Miss Carole Troy is the person who observed the anomalies in the videos shown at the school, and contacted the Police... in this case, her father." said the Governor, who was miked up. "For saying something when she saw something, and for showing leadership and taking action, this proclamation is awarded."
The Clerk of the State House read the citation, a joint declaration of both Houses of the Legislature with lots of 'whereas-es in it, which proclaimed appreciation to Carole Troy for her observations and actions. She politely said "Thank you." and shook the Governor's hand as he handed her a framed copy of the citation.
This was Carole's first citation from the State Legislature. It would not be her last.
Then the Governor called Sheriff Griswold to come up and read the proclamation, which in the most flowery of language awarded me the Governor's Gold Medal. Since I had never signed in as an SBI Agent during this time, I was technically eligible for it.
After the Governor pinned the medal on the pocket flap of my uniform jacket just below my badge, I shook the Governor's hand, then Sheriff Griswold came up and man-hugged me. I knew he was the one behind this award taking place. I also noticed that he had tears in his eyes; I am sure he was remembering his son Charlie receiving this award...
Sheriff Griswold hugged Carole, who hugged his legs, and he picked her up and put her down on the podium level so that she was nearly at my height, and could see and be seen. Then he and the Governor got out of the way as the Joint Session of the State Legislature delivered to me and Carole a standing ovation, an extended and sustained round of applause.
As it went on, I looked up and I saw the first graders of Eastside Elementary cheering in the balcony, Carole's brothers and sisters cheering, and two of my Angels there, as well.
I also saw that Carole's mother had tears streaming down her lovely face. Perhaps Laura was realizing that her daughter was not only growing up fast, but that Carole was taking her next step towards becoming the TCPD's greatest Detective ever.
As the ovation died down, we were led back up the aisle and out the back by the Sergeant-At-Arms, with Sheriff Griswold following us. The other kids were brought out of the balcony area, and we were all given a tour of the Capitol Building while the Governor gave the political part of his speech to the Legislators.
After the speech was over, each classroom took photos in the Rotunda/Atrium area with their teacher, joined by Governor Jared, our State Representative William C. 'Billy' Williams, and (unfortunately) our State Senator Katherine Woodburn. And yes, the kids all insisted that Sheriff Griswold and I be in the pictures, as well.
After their class picture was taken, Jameis came up to me and asked "Mr. Crowbar, what do you feed Carole to make her so smart?"
"Stringbeans!" I said with a huge grin.
"Daddy!" exclaimed Carole, her brow furrowed and her little arms crossed. Jameis and Marie giggled mightily. So did Chief Griswold, his mustaches twitching merrily...
Part 40 - Epilogue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from the southwest corner of Courthouse Square, with Police Headquarters in the background, at 7:00am, Friday, February 8th. "Channel Two News has learned that drug syndicate leader Marcie Harper has confessed to her crimes, and is giving the Federal Drug Enforcement Agency information that is leading to the arrest of scores of criminals... including several Agents of the SBI Narcotics Task Force!"
Bettina: "It's a huge black eye for the SBI-NTF, which has been touted as the State's premiere anti-drug unit. They not only seemed to have had no idea of the huge drug operation going on in our State, using our State's schools as cover, but some of their Agents have been implicated in the drug ring."
More Bettina: "The deeply unpopular Jared Administration was quick to seize upon the political opportunity to slam the SBI-NTF. Spokesperson Sarah Honeysuckle issued a statement saying that those who have touted the NTF were riding the wrong horse, and now should be embarrassed that they supported such a corrupt organization."
"TCPD Commander Donald Troy has been praised by Legislators, State and Federal Government officials, and LEOs all over the State for detecting the communication system of the drug ring and leading the operation to destroy it." said Bettina. "However, Governor Jared was strongly condemned for his remarks at the State of the State address, where he used the presentation of awards to Commander Donald Troy and his daughter Carole Troy to point out that the bust occurred without the SBI-NTF's knowledge or help."
"And in local news," continued Bettina, "Heritage Cloisters residents Gus Bradshaw and Jennifer Martin took plea deals rather than face felony charges of embezzlement, money laundering, and illegal campaign contributions. Part of the plea deal required them to call for a new election of Heritage Cloisters HOA Board Officers and then resigning from the HOA Board. They are also cooperating with State and Federal authorities in the investigation of State Senator Katherine Woodburn's campaign finances..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Command Group had joined the MCD and Vice Detectives in MCD to drink 'Navy' coffee and talk about the case.
"So, Commander Troy," asked Joanne Warner, "Marcie walked into your trap, and gave up her whole organization?"
"Yes," I replied, "I think that's what she was doing. It's the only explanation I can think of for her to have gone through with the operation last weekend, even though it was obvious I was onto her."
"She thought she was better than you, sir?" asked Theo Washington. "Thought she was dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded?" Everyone broke out laughing at that.
"In giving up her drug ring, no." I replied. "But in thinking she could escape me, yes."
"She was going to give up those millions of dollars?" Joanne asked.
"Yes, and you raise a good point." I said. "One reason she was so upset her financial guy Sluman was skimming off her is because she was going to take her reserve fund and disappear with it. It was millions of dollars, so she could lay low comfortably for a while, then start up a new operation, maybe in Los Angeles or San Francisco. When she found out how depleted it was, she authorized the shipment that was more than double the normal size, and she expected to run away with the cash she'd borrowed after appearing to be arrested by us. But the Green Hornet and the Iron Bat-Wolf over there ran her off the road." Everyone chuckled and applauded my Angels for their excellent work.
"Some mobsters are going to want to kill Marcie, then." said Teddy Parker. "How long is she going to last in prison?"
"Federal prison, no less." I said. "The Federales took custody of her. But that was part of her plan, too... she was hoping we'd get literally everyone in the organization, from the suppliers to the middlemen distributors. And we got 'em all: FBI Agents Ted Crenshaw and Tim Jenkins are being credited with their first huge bust in Southport for getting the big suppliers down there. Almost all of the school employees around the State that were involved have been arrested. The only thing we don't have... is the guy who 'loaned' Marcie the money to use in last weekend's drop. Marcie couldn't give us enough to bring him down."
"Think she's holding back?" asked Vice Detective Christopher Purvis.
"No, if there is one person Marcie really needed for us to get, it was him... or her." I said. "And he or she remains Marcie's greatest threat, even greater than the City Mob."
"Who in the SBI-NTF got implicated?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"Leon Mills was one name Marcie gave." I said. "Of course, he was 'outed' a long time ago as a perp. There were also a couple of names that I didn't recognize: Ernie Matthews and Bert Hooper. They were Robert Gaston's boys, and had pretty much sat on their thumbs since Jack Lewis was ousted and Gaston took the SDOJ job he was offered. Britt Maxwell and Norm Chow are looking into them now, and who they might have been working with."
Theo Washington said "I loved the newscast. You just know Bettina hated having to give Commander Troy praise." Everyone laughed, for a second. Then...
"The Press has been very positive in their coverage of Commander Troy." Deputy Chief Ross said, loudly and with alacrity. "They're acknowledging that he kicked ass and took names, so give 'em some credit, eh?"
"Spoken like a true Canadian." said Chief Moynahan, and I couldn't tell if he was needling her for the 'eh' at the end, or warning her about starting up Press-praise controversy. In any case, the battle was joined:
"Except she's not a true Canadian." Teresa Croyle said craftily. "She's a true American, that just lived in the Great White North for a while."
Cindy looked wide-eyed at her BFF, then said "Chief, please set those brackets up right."
"Ohhhh, you know I will." said the Chief. "You know I will." There was an acclaim from everyone.
"Which are you, ma'am?" asked Julia Rodriguez. "Canadian or American?"
"Both." said Cindy. "Natural born American and loyal to the Constitution first, though."
"There's gotta be a 'Schoolhouse Rock' song about that." said Joanne Warner.
"There is." I said. "And it's my favorite Schoolhouse Rock song. You all know what that is, don't you?"
No one said anything, so I started singing 'Preamble' from Schoolhouse Rock. Yes singing, in front of everyone. And I was immediately joined by a loud chorus as everyone chimed in, including our natural-born American Green Crowbar:
"We the Peo-ple,
in order to form a more per-fect Union,
establish Justice, insure domestic tranquil-i-teeeee,
pro-vide for the common defense,
promote the Gen-er-al Welfare a-and
secure the blessings of Lib-errrr-ty
to ourselves and our Posterity,
Do ordain and e-stablish this Constitution,
fo-or the United States o-of A-mer-i-ca-a,
United States of Americaaaaa..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Tuesday, February 12th. Rain was falling steadily, adding gloom to the chill of the night. The wet streets glistened in the streetlamps as the Audi sedan drove up University Avenue, then turned left onto Jefferson Avenue.
"Why can't I get a dog?" said redheaded, ten-year-old Frieda Franklin, sitting in the back seat, looking out at the rain-swept streets.
"Because your grades aren't good enough." replied her mother acidly.
"They're all 'A's." said Frieda.
"They're not all '100's." her mother replied.
"So if I make all '100's, I can get a dog?" Frieda asked, hope surging in her voice.
"I didn't say that." her mother replied.
"Well, when can I get a dog?" Frieda asked.
"When I say so, and not before." said her mother, running out of reasons for saying 'no', and so just trying the direct 'bear down' approach."
"You're never going to let me get a dog, are you?" Frieda said, figuring it out and calling out her mother on it.
"Don't you backtalk me." said her mother sharply. "That's another reason you're not getting a dog. You're not minding your manners and your not minding your parents. Now don't say another word about it. Ever."
Frieda felt as bad as the weather outside, a tear running down her cheek as she looked out into the gloomy night. She didn't make friends in school very well; they teased her over her pure red hair color, and they hated her for being smart. She wanted a dog, someone who would be a friend to her, someone to play with and to love. But her mother hated dogs, and was fiercely determined to deny Frieda a canine companion.
"Why are we going this way?" her mother asked her father, partly to change the subject, and partly to let Frieda know she was not the object of conversation anymore.
"I want to ride by the warehouse." said Frieda's father. "I've been hearing some rumors that people are slacking off." As he drove by one of the industrial sites not far from Ward Harvester Park, he slowed down to look and see what was happening. He did not intend to stop with his family in the car.
Frieda was looking out the right side back window at another warehouse. As the car drove by, she saw what looked like a well-dressed man in a suit in the shadow of a door, talking to a shorter, very mean-looking man in workman's clothes and a toboggan cap, and an Asian woman in coveralls. When the well-dressed man turned and looked at the car, their eyes met, and stayed locked together for a long second until the car was well past the building...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I looked over at Cindy Ross, who was sitting next to me in one of the chairs along the wall in the private Chamber of the Town & County Council.
"You getting a vibe?" I whispered, seeing her face and introspective look.
"Yeah, a strong one." she replied. "Did you feel it?"
"Yeah, I sure did." I replied. "Any idea what it's about?"
"No." Cindy whispered. "But something just happened... something big." I nodded, feeling the same thing in my inner soul. But no time to worry about that now...
Part 2 - Commissioned Into Service
The 'Committee of the Whole' was meeting, and hearing Sheriff Griswold's plans for the Public Safety Department, which had been interrupted before by the destruction by fire of State Senator Katherine Woodburn's home. With me was the Police Chief, Fire Chief, Assistant Fire Chief, Deputy Police Chief, and the Fire Marshal.
The Council Members and some of the others in the room were absolutely stunned by what they were hearing from our duly-elected Sheriff. "You... you..." spluttered Kelly Carnes "... you want to bring back the EMTs? Are you freaking kidding me?"
"No ma'am." growled Sheriff Griswold, who was standing at the podium. "The University's ambulance service is slow to respond to calls, and I'm very concerned with the level of the abilities of their paramedics. And since the idea of having ambulances parked at Firehouses was scrapped, due to strenuous and I believe legitimate objections of the Fire Department as well as others, the idea of a new EMS with their own stations in strategic positions around the County, and not as a part of a Firehouse nor part of the Fire Department, would best serve our Citizens."
"But... but..." stammered Carnes, "the law requires the EMS to be part of the Fire Department, and for the Fire Department to have total control over the EMS. You really want that back?"
"Sheriff," said J.P. Goldman, "if I might interrupt you for a moment, this might be a good time for me to bring up an overall issue that will very strongly affect your suggestions, as well as answer Mrs. Carnes question."
"Please do." said Griswold, who came over and sat down beside me. I was perhaps the only person besides Griswold and Goldman who knew that that little repartée had been scripted and orchestrated.
Goldman spoke from his chair: "Ladies and gentlemen, there are a number of issues that have come up which have some of us, especially the old-timers here who went through the Town and County merger process, realizing that the Town & County Charter, which was the basis of the merger agreement, needs to be re-written completely."
"We've passed a number of codicils to it in the past," continued Goldman, "and they are cluttering up the overall document. Furthermore, we have issues with the U.S. Department of Education over the Board of Commissioners acting as the School Board, the overall situation regarding the Board of Commissioners and Boards of Inquiry, the rank structure of the Fire Department, and to a lesser extent the Police Force, and now a potential new EMS Service that the Sheriff would like for us to consider."
"So..." said Goldman, "I will be proposing at the next Council meeting that a Working Group be formed to re-write the Town & County Charter. I would also recommend that the Public Safety Charter be a separate document, so that we don't have to make codicils to the overall Charter just to clarify a rank structure in the Fire Department, to use that as an example."
"Would these be us, the Council Members, on this Working Group?" asked Sheila Sorrells.
"Not necessarily." said Goldman. "We could definitely have some outsiders, if not everyone on the panel be outsiders. I definitely have one outside person in mind, and I'm sure Mr. Lewis and Ms. Adams have their own ideas."
"So would this be a Commission?" asked Dagmar Schoen.
"It could be." said Goldman. "In technical terms, a Commission is usually independent, and it's final product would be what would go to the voters without going through the Council. If that is what the Council here decided to do, I'd be fine with that."
"It might even be the best thing." said Daniel Allgood. "Once the Study Group wrote something and submitted it to the Council for approval, you guys might never reach an agreement on it, or you might try to re-write it, and thus make the Group's work obsolete and a waste of time."
"I resent your remarks." growled Kelly Carnes.
"I don't care if you do." replied Allgood flatly. "It's true: this Council is as divided as it's ever been, and either you have to take yourselves out of it, or it's not going to ever get done. And with the DOE and the NEA all over us, it needs to get done."
"It's not going to get done, anyway," declared Reginald B.F. Lewis, "unless I have a say in it, either on this commission or through the Council itself. I am not going to let you continue to discriminate against People of Color like the Merger did."
"You gotta be kidding." said Edward R. Steele. "The Merger did not discriminate against anyone------"
"Like hell it didn't!" snarled Lewis. "Just when the Town Council was going to go majority black, the County suddenly agreed to merge, to keep the blacks suppressed."
"That's ridiculous." said J.P. Goldman. "The merger led to the Town Assembly, which has equal-weighted districts and is very fair to blacks, who are represented in proportion to their percentage population in the County------"
"All right, all right." said the Mayor. "Let's get back on track. First of all, any Commission's proposals would have to be rubber-stamped by the Town & County Assembly, so it's not like the Commission is going to have the final say-so before the Voters vote. Second, let's let Sheriff Griswold finish his proposals, hear from our Police and Fire Department guests, then bring this back up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm, Tuesday, February 12th. I trudged into the Mountain Nest. Laura came out of the Computer Room, took one look at me, and said "I'll make it a double. Scotch?"
"Bourbon, please. Thanks." I said as I took off my Uniform Jacket and hung it up in the closet. As Laura made the drinks, I sat down in the rocking chair, which helped support my aching back. A handsome white dog jumped into my lap.
"Hi, Bowser." I said as I petted him. "Why aren't you upstairs in your basket?"
"Couldn't get him to stay in his basket in Carole's room." Laura said as she came back with our drinks, handed me one, then sat down on the far-side sofa against the wall, next to my chair. "He's been waiting up for you."
"You're a good dog, Bowser. You know I needed to pet a dog tonight." I said, rubbing the right side of his head, which he loved, while I took a big swallow of my drink. "Ah, that's good. I really needed this."
"The drink, or petting the dog?" Laura asked, meaning it humorously.
"Both." I said, somewhat glumly.
"So what's got you down?" Laura asked, having astutely observed me.
"Government of the People, by the People, for the People." I mused, thinking that that was an appropriate comment, since this day was Lincoln's birthday, his real birthday, not the Holiday. "The Council is forming a Commission to re-write the Town & County Charter. And guess who they named to be the Chairman of the Commission?"
Laura couldn't help but grin. "You, of course. But how did they trick you into accepting it?"
"Oh, they ambushed me good." I said. "And the hammer... er, crowbar... they used on me was that newly-elected Sheriff. I could tell the Council 'no'. But I couldn't tell Sheriff Griswold 'no'. And then I realized that maybe if I'm part of the thing, I can stave off any ugly things being done to the TCPD."
"Like three precincts?" Laura asked. Now how did she know about all that, I wondered to myself.
"And much worse, dispersing the Detectives to them." I said.
"What about bringing the EMS back?" Laura asked.
"That's what Sheriff Griswold wants." I said. "And that's what started all the talk about re-writing the Charter. Reginald B.F. Lewis was adamant, as always, that we have three precincts again, and then that bitch Kelly Carnes started pushing for dispersing the Detectives."
I continued: "I was about to go off on her, and accuse her of deliberately trying to harm the Police Force. Fortunately, the Sheriff intervened... by threatening to sue the Council over that. He correctly said that the Council can make law on what the Police structure would be, but they cannot tell him who to put where. He said he could put my office in any Police building, as an example, and then he said he was prepared to take the thing to the US Supreme Court."
"Like father, like son." said Laura. "You guys don't play around." I was struck by Laura's words, stating out loud what we all knew Griswold and I essentially were to each other.
"Yes." I said, petting Bowser some more. "Anyway, I agreed to chair the Commission, as long as I had some measure of veto power over who else was on it. I know Lewis and Malinda Adams will get proxies, but so will J.P. Goldman and Daniel Allgood."
"How many people on it?" Laura asked.
 "Five, including me." I said. "I told them that too many cooks would spoil the broth, and I didn't need a Council-sized circus to deal with."
"Like Tanya Perlman says," said Laura, a hint of a smile on her lovely face accompanying a huge twinkling of her eyes, "all that power... in your hands. Shaping our County's government for probably decades to come."
"And as I tell Ms. Perlman," I said, "it's more about the power of the Crowbar in my hands." I put Bowser down on the floor, then stood up. "I'm going to take this dog out, and then come back and show you the power of a horny husband using his crowbar to make love to his beautiful wife."
"Mmmm, sounds like a campaign promise I'm going to make you keep." Laura said...
Part 3 - Morning Coffee, Morning Grind
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 13th, from in front of City Hall. "The Mayor and the Town & County Council have become beehives of political activity!"
Bettina began: "Mayor Daniel Allgood has pledged to work with the U.S. Department of Education, the State Education Board, and the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, on solutions to their complaints, as well as a lawsuit filed by the NEA demanding a separate Board of Education in our County. Roll tape."
Tape showed Mayor Allgood saying "I have two goals. First, to reach an accommodation with the Federal and State Governments and the Teachers Union for equitable and responsible school administration here in our County. Second, to make sure all our County schools are funded fairly and funded well. I'm concerned that some southside schools are not being adequately funded, and we're going to make sure that gets fixed."
Back to Bettina live: "School officials in the Booker T. Washington High system praised Mayor Allgood's comments, but Eldrick X. Weaver did not share the praise. He issued a statement saying 'Majority black schools in this County have been underfunded for years, and only now does the illegitimate Mayor give lip service to it. It's 'deeds not words', and we are seeing no deeds by the Mayor and his almost-all-white Town & County Council and Board of Commissioners.'."
More Bettina: "The Town & County Council is also forming a Commission to re-write the Town & County Charter! With many changes to the structure of many elements of the Town & County government structure, and with looming changes to the Education System, the Council has decided to simply start fresh and completely re-do the Charter that was ratified by the Voters when the Town & County merged their governments. And in the most shocking move of all, Mayor Allgood announced that the Chairman of the Commission will be Police Commander Donald Troy!"
Bettina went on: "And in State news: with the Legislative session for the year nearly half-over, our lawmakers are no closer to a Budget bill than they were on the first day of the year. And with the passage of a Budget an absolute necessity to avoid a tremendous disaster for the State, the pressure is mounting on the Legislators as well as deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared to come up with a solution."
"Along with the pressure of the Budget issue," continued Bettina, "Governor Jared faces continued scrutiny by the State House Judiciary Committee. The Democrats on the Committee have threatened to subpoena the Governor's tax returns, and they're also demanding that the full report of State Independent Counsel Robert Mullen be given to the Committee. By law, Grand Jury proceedings and testimony cannot be released, but State House Judiciary Chairman Justin Madoff of the City has said that if Governor Jared and Attorney General Karl Handel do not release the Grand Jury testimony, they will be held in Contempt of the Legislature and criminally prosecuted."
Bettina then smiled brightly as she said "And the State Bar has declined to disbar attorney H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. after a referral by Police Commander Donald Troy. However, Commander Troy's lawsuit against Lynch for slander and defamation of character continues to move through the Court system, and if that lawsuit finds for Commander Troy, then the State Bar could re-examine Lynch's status..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who convinced you to take that job, re-writing the Charter?" Teresa all but exclaimed as the Sheriff, Command Group, and my Angels drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"This guy right here." I said, lightly tapping Sheriff Griswold on the side of his shoulder with my crowbar as he sat next to me.
"Har!" growled the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching merrily. "You know you're the best man for the job, and the only man in this County for it, Crowbar." I just shook my head.
Cindy said "I noticed that Bettina was giving Mayor Allgood a lot of credit for working with the Education people, as well as playing that sound bite about making sure minorities get their proper cut of the education pie."
"Very true." said Chief Moynahan. "He worked that political angle verrry welllll, as well as working to solve the education issss-uuuuuues. And you're right: it was good of Mizzz Wurtzburg to report that."
"Random act of journalism." I replied acidly. "Accidentally swerving into the truth, and giving someone proper credit. I'm sure Eldrick X. Weaver will read Bettina the Riot Act over that."
"You just won't give the Press credit when they do something right, will you?" Cindy asked me, peering at me. It was an accusation. I wasn't brooking much of it. I stared right back at her.
"As Chief Moynahan will tell you," I said flatly, "in the Army we had a saying that it takes a whole lot of 'attaboys' to equal one 'ah, shit'. It's going to take a LOT of the Mainstream Media doing 'right' for me to think they've really changed in any way." Cindy just shook her head.
"How are things with the HOA going, Teresa?" Tanya asked Teresa, to change the subject in the face of the increasing tension in the room.
"Good and bad." Teresa said. "As part of her plea deal, Jennifer Martin called for a special election of the Board, and authorized the HOA's attorney to manage spending on things like lawn and gardening and security. But Gus Bradshaw's attorney filed suit to stop it. So it's in limbo right now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Would someone please explain to me," said Catrina Pierce as we watched the KFXU morning show during the Angels meeting at 8:00am, "how they can hold the Governor and AG in Contempt of the Legislature for not breaking the law? The Democrats are saying 'If you don't break the law and release the Special Grand Jury testimony, we'll hold you in Contempt of the Legislature and try to have you imprisoned.'. How can that possibly be legal, much less legitimate?"
"It's obviously optics." said Greg Wallace, political reporter for KFXU. "The Democrats are making it sound like the Governor is breaking the law by setting up an impossible situation for him, where no matter what he does, it will be described as wrong. But as long as he obeys actual law and does not release the Grand Jury testimony, I would expect the Courts to take his side."
"Is this going to affect the Budget battle?" asked Catrina. "I mean, they're getting short on time in this Legislative session. Someone has to find a compromise solution, and these theatrics don't help."



"That's true, Catrina." said Wallace. "Sources are telling me that there is a frenzy of activity behind the scenes at the State Capitol, and the key players on both sides are having meetings to work on 'the way forward', as they call it."
"Has Senator Woodburn been damaged by the investigation into her campaign finances?" asked Catrina.
"Not really." said Wallace. "I'm being told that no improprieties on her part are being found. What hurt her bargaining position was Commander Troy leading that huge drug bust without the SBI-NTF having any part in it, showing that a 'strong NTF' is really not needed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did the Haters on the Council say when you were nominated to be Commission Chairman?" asked Tanya Perlman as she, Teresa Croyle, and I sat in my office watching the KFXU broadcast to begin our Angels meeting.
I grinned. "Kelly Carnes almost fainted, then she almost puked, then she almost fainted again when she stopped inhaling because she was screaming non-stop. But no one else said anything about it, at all. Even Reginald B.F. Lewis was silent on it."
"They must have something up their sleeves." said Teresa.
"You're getting to be as paranoid as me." I said lightly.
"It ain't paranoia when they really are out to get ya." replied Teresa, employing the oft-utilized quote of our resident Klingon, Sheriff Griswold. Then she said "Seriously, I don't get it. Yes, you're the best choice to actually get something done, but I would've thought Lewis, Malinda Adams and maybe even Susan Weston would've been as virulently against you as Carnes is."
"You said it yourself." I said. "They know they have to get this done. That U.S. Department of Education edict and the NEA's lawsuit, which they've agreed to put on hold as long as we make real progress in writing this Charter to suit them on Education, and have it voted upon during this November's elections if not earlier, was a real and no-kidding problem. So Lewis, Adams, Weston, and Sorrells went along. Carnes is just a hate-filled witch, change 'w' to 'b'. I sincerely believe she does not care if she harms the Police Department or the County by opposing me on anything and everything, no matter what it is."
"God, I can only imagine what it would be like right now if Weaver had been elected Mayor." said Teresa.
"You'd be Police Chief of your old hometown." I said. "I'd be at Quantico right now, probably, preparing to become an FBI Special Agent. Cindy would be doing seminars for her father, and you, Tanya, would either be Police Chief or the new SBI-NTF Director... or back in the State Crime Lab."
"Don't you threaten me!" said Tanya. "You are cruising for a crowbar beatdown, brother!"
"He's getting one of those anyway, in the upcoming Police Boxing Matches." said Teresa. "I fully intend to retain my title, and he only has three months left to train for it." Teresa and I made the two-finger pointings at our eyes then at each other's. Tanya laughed.
"All right, let's see if we can run this Police Department for a day, and worry about the County and the State Governments... and the Police Boxing Matches,... later." I said. "What's going on?"
Tanya went first. "Three-M (Mary Mahoney Milton) has Vice keeping a sharp eye out for anyone that tries to move drugs into our County after you busted up the Marcie Harper gang. The current SBI-NTF, which was humiliated by their total lack of participation in that bust as well as Marcie operating for years under their noses, is trying to take the lead in keeping the gap left by her arrest unfilled, but no County jurisdictions are even bothering to listen to them."
"Good." I said. "As much as I hate the NTF, they're right about one thing: pushers will try to come in and replace Marcie Harper."
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Also, I think it's time we bring up the MCD leadership position. Like Teresa just said, it's less than three months until May, and I'd like to get a leader into that slot before the Council starts messing around with dispersing the Detectives."
I peered at her. "You know something I don't about dispersing the Detectives?" I asked, more sharply than I really should have.
"I know that despite what you said about the Sheriff making you accept that Commission position," Tanya said, "you really took it to prevent dispersing the Detectives. I know that you realize as much as the rest of us do that it might really happen. At any rate, I want to get someone in the MCD leadership slot before the shit hits the fan, and really would like to make it happen on May 1st."
"You make good points," I said, "except that the Detectives will not be dispersed. The Sheriff took care of that at the Council meeting last night------ what?" I had seen the look on Tanya's face, one I'd rarely seen before: disagreement bordering on insubordination.
Tanya said "Sir, I know the Sheriff thinks he's right on that. But I've heard that Eldrick X. Weaver may file a lawsuit or a countersuit, joined by Reginald B.F. Lewis to give it legal standing, saying that the location of the Detectives is part of the Police structure, and that the Council can pass a law to force the dispersal of the Detectives."
"Okay, look, I'm not going to hash that out in the here and now." I said. "But an MCD leader is something we do need. So... who is your recommendation?"
"Either Joanne Warner or Jerome Davis." Tanya said immediately. "Joanne has been to Advanced Course; Jerome is there now. Julia Rodriguez is very good, also, but she just hasn't been there long enough. Roy is a good leader, but is not as strong a Detective as the aforementioned three, at least not yet. Theo and Parker are good, but not outstanding, particularly in leadership. My opinion, anyway."
"My opinion generally agrees with yours on McGhillie, Rodriguez, Washington, and Parker." I said. "Teresa, what do you say?"
"Sir, I have no dog in this fight." said Teresa.
"Nonsense." I said, peering at her. "First of all, you were Vice Lieutenant for some time. Second, you are the Captain of Operations of this Police Force. You lead and evaluate Officers all the time. If something happens to me, you are the person who will become Police Commander, at least temporarily if not permanently. And third, I want your opinion anyway. So give me your two cents worth."
"Yeah, what he said." Tanya said, playfully chiding Teresa, who gave Tanya the two-finger 'salute', then chuckled.
"All right, all right." Teresa said. "I honestly haven't seen enough of most of them to make a good evaluation of their Detective skills. I do have an idea of who has the best leadership skills in there..."
Part 4 - Painful News, Surprising News
10:00am, Wednesday, February 13th. Helena buzzed me and said Captain Croyle wanted to talk to me. I had Teresa come in and sit down. Her face looked grave.
"I'll just come out with it, sir." she said. "The physicals came back. Barker didn't pass."
I bowed my head for a painful moment, then looked up. "Damn. He's worked so hard to get back, too. Have you told him yet?"
"No sir, but he knows." Teresa said. "He knew it going in. His legs just don't respond fast enough. He's okay walking once he gets up and going, but he doesn't have the speed to make the transition to a fast run, nor can he maintain running for more than about 50 feet."
I nodded. "I already know the answer, but just to test you: what next?"
Teresa replied: "He can get re-tested in two months, but Dr. Morgan at the Hospital says it is very unlikely he'll improve all that much. He will be offered a medical discharge package: continued payments on his treatments for two more years, at least, and our Police insurance for him for twenty years, and his family should he get married and have kids in that time. He's young and single now. The package will have to be approved by the Council."
I nodded. "Aside from the official stuff, let's see if we can help him find another job."
Teresa said "If we don't find anything better for him, Todd says he'll hire Barker as Security at BOW Enterprises. Barker can't go to the Fire Department; their physicals are tougher than our Police physicals, and no one, not even the Fire Chief, is exempt from their requirements. So neither Barker nor Tanya will be transferring there."
"I wouldn't let her transfer, anyway." I said. "She's too damn good at her current job. So he at least will have something at BOW Enterprises?"
Teresa nodded. "He could get an exemption to be hired as a teacher while he pursues the proper education credits at the University, and there might be other things he can do. But he'll have the BOW job as a fallback."
"Good." I said. The Police family was already in motion to help a young man who was wounded in the line of duty, and that made my heart feel a little better. "Okay, get the paperwork going, then bring him to me to tell him when our ducks are in a row."
"Sir, I can tell him------" Teresa started. I vigorously shook my head in disagreement.
"No, I'm not delegating this one." I said. "When you're ready, bring him to me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was invited to meet Jack Muscone for lunch at the Cop Bar. At 12:00 high noon I met him there, and we were seated in the 'old' back room (not the smaller new area).
"First of all, the old news." Jack said. "Dwight Stevens got a lot of kudos from Washington over the Marcie Harper drug bust, and Crenshaw and Jenkins got some congratulations for their part in busting up the Southport suppliers for Marcie's networks. All of them are now watching for people possibly coming in to fill the vacuum she left behind."
"No surprise there." I said. "And I'm fine with the Feds giving the Feds the credit. The real Detective that broke this case got her citation from the State Legislature... the only thing they've passed all year, so far."
Muscone chuckled. "The CIA is complaining that they lost a great crypto-analyst when you refused to join them. Seriously, it's been good all the way around, for all of us. And now... the not-so-good. While Stevens and his people were watching some people they think are shipping in drugs through Illegal Immigrants and Latino gangs such as NS-14, he came across this."
He opened up his iPhone and showed me a photograph. It was taken at a nightclub. On the left side were three people at a table. It was the woman on the left that shocked me. She was Asian, and wearing a black collarless t-shirt, black leather jacket, black leather pants, and black leather boots. She looked like the porn star Asa Akira, which meant she looked like someone very familiar to me.
"That can't be." I said. "Tomoko Shimono? She's dead." (Author's note: see 'Eyes Only', Ch. 03, and 'Causing A Commotion', Ch. 01, for more on Tomoko Shimono.)
"Sure looks like her." said Muscone. "And the FBI's facial recognition program came up with that name very quickly, as well."
"Where was this taken?" I asked. "And when?"
"It was taken at a BDSM nightclub in Turpin Heights, over the State Line south of Southport." said Muscone. "Not the really bad areas, like Chippewa Crossing, but still not the most respectable place to be. And it was taken in early January, but only came to our attention some days ago when Stevens was collecting background information. We're getting with Crenshaw and Tim Jenkins in Southport to see what was going on with it at the time... which would be the days of Parsons and Rovers."
"Those two." I said in derisive understanding. "Okay, then. Who are these other cats at her table in the photo?"
"The guy on the right, the slender white guy in the leisure suit with the face that looks like it's melting, is named Jerry Barsbane." said Muscone. "He has a toothy grin when he smiles, though you can't really see it here. Barsbane is a well-known figure in narcotics distribution circles. He started out as a drug mule, a courier that would drive a car from Point A to Point B that had drugs secreted inside. He then began running his own group of mules. He's now considered an expert at smuggling, and is alleged to be helping Orrin B. Taggart with smuggling contraband... car parts, drugs, guns... through Taggart's shipping and rail businesses."
"And never caught doing so." I said.
"No," said Muscone, "not while Les Craig, and Parsons and Rovers, were in our Southport FBI Office. We have hopes that Crenshaw and Jenkins and Stevens will be able to stop his record of successes."
"And the third guy?" I asked, speaking of the photo, which Muscone had emailed me. "The one in the middle?" That guy looked broad-shouldered, fit, swarthy, ugly, and mean, despite the decent-looking sports coat and mock turtleneck pullover shirt he was wearing.
"Ah, that would be 'Paco'." said Muscone. "Paco Domingo. Ever heard of him?"
"No." I said. "Part of the Domingo Shipping group?"
"No, and we're not sure he's even related to those Domingos." said Muscone. "And he's a wildcard. We're not sure exactly what he is. He's been Security for Cerone and then Taggart, we think he was hired muscle to go 'talk to' people who were out of favor, and he's been spotted on the periphery of Mob operations in Southport. Then he was part of Senator Samuel Russell's security team here in the State, but he never traveled out of the State with the Senator. Then he went off the grid. He could've been picked up to be Security for any bigwig, such as a politician or CEO of a big company."
"In hindsight, I'll bet Mittens Willis wishes he'd have hired Mr. Paco, here." I quipped.
"And taking you seriously, yes." said Muscone. "Paco has a fearsome reputation as a martial arts expert; he's said to be as good as Red Brooke or the Rodrigo-san, and that he uses his skills to kill." I nodded, remembering what had happened with the formidable Red Brooke (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels'.).
Muscone continued: "Since we've gotten competent FBI and DEA help in Southport, we've learned that Paco may be a lot more than he appeared to be down there. With Jenny Van Dyke and now Marcie Harper out of the drug distribution business, we're speculating that Paco may be stepping into a role there. And now he's in a photo with Shimono and Barsbane? They'd be a deadly trio, if that's the case."
"Well," I said, "you need to talk to Laura. She and I were pretty sure Tomoko Shimono's dead body was found in Coltrane County. Maybe this girl in the photo just happens to look like her?"
"And what would Dame Agatha Christie say about that coincidence?" asked Muscone with what was for him a grin.
"Right now it's just one coincidence." I replied, then thought of something. "Well, wait a minute... that's not entirely true. Cindy and Teresa thought they saw her while at Laura's birthday party last year." I declined to mention that the party was at Rita's Lashes & Lace. (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 04.)
"All right," I continued, "I suppose I'll have to get interested. What do you want me to do?"
"Nothing, right now." said Muscone. "Just keep your eyes and ears open. It's uncanny how often I bring little things like this to you, and they suddenly become big things."
"Okay." I said, then continued to peer a Muscone.
"What?" he asked.
"Now the real reason you're bringing this to me." I said.
"Well, you are an FBI Consultant, are you not?" Jack asked, trying to be humorous. "I'm consulting with you."
"And getting double cheeseburgers out of it." I said. "So what is it that you really came to consult with me about? Because these three are not part of a drug distribution pattern, are they?"
Jack shook his head. "I halfway expected you to come across it without me saying anything about it, but I'll go ahead and tell you. You're right: the original Tomoko Shimono never did much anything with drugs. She was all about espionage and industrial secrets. Barsbane has moved drugs before, but his expertise is in smuggling and transportation, be it of drugs, guns, contraband, or whatever. And Paco... has never officially had his name come up in association with drugs. Eugene Graham of Southport P.D. gave me what I have on him, which is not a lot."
"Anything else you're holding back to see if I'll find it myself?" I asked, and rather acidly. "What's got you Feds so interested in these three?"
"Just seeing them together." said Muscone. "Knowing what happened with Tomoko Shimono last Autumn. Sometimes a small thing like this really can lead to something bigger, like busting Leon Mills in that seedy bar in the City and what that led to." (Author's note: 'Causing a Commotion', Ch. 01.) "And no, I'm not holding anything back... like secret codes in children's videos."
That was a shot at me, and I held my temper though I felt the heat flush on the back of my neck. "All right." I said. "Text me that photo and I'll make a few inquiries about it." Jack did so. I could tell he expected a reply of some kind to the shot about the code, and when none was forthcoming, he was realizing he'd pushed the wrong button...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, instead of going back to Headquarters, I called Laura and asked if I could come to her office. She said she'd make room for me on her busy schedule. For some reason, that didn't strike me as humorously as she may have intended it to, but I curbed my temper, thanked her, and said I was heading over there.
As I drove over, I saw a van turn into the drive that led to University Hospital. It was Tanya Perlman's vehicle. She was going to her weekly rehab session. I felt a pang of pain at what she had to go through every day and every week, though she never complained about it...
Part 5 - High Expectations
Derrick Waters, a.k.a. 'Train No. 93', who'd been severely injured in the Wildcats-Bulldogs game the previous Fall (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 02.), was wheeled into the rooms of University Hospital known as the 'torture chambers'. They were where physical therapy and rehab took place, and while good for the recovery of patients, a lot of pain had been endured by those patients.
As doctors began setting up equipment for him, he saw the only other occupant of the room in her corner: it was Police Captain Tanya Perlman. She was in her gray sweats, the top imprinted with the logo of the TCPD's shoulder patch. She was on a recumbent exercise bike with her feet strapped to the pedals of the big front wheel, and numerous electrodes attached to her legs an lower back. A motor spun the wheel, forcing her legs to move, and the electrodes gave her leg muscles mild stimulation, supposedly in concert with the wheel's motion.
The therapy was part of a project by medical and physical therapy students, to determine if it helped Tanya (and other persons in the program) from experiencing atrophying of her leg muscles, and also to keep up blood circulation in her legs.
"Hi, Derrick." Tanya said, recognizing the former All-America defensive end.
"Hello." Derrick said as he saw Tanya in her corner of the room. "Do I know you?"
"I'm Captain Tanya Perlman of the Town & County Police." said Tanya. "You know my boss: Commander Troy, the Iron Crowbar."
"Oh yeah, I know him." said Derrick. "And I remember you now. You were wounded and paralyzed, then they brought you back to the Police Force. Have you healed up enough to walk again?"
"I'm working on it." said Tanya, always speaking in positive terms. "But my spine was damaged a lot more than yours. Not severed, but damaged. But I'm not giving up on walking again, one day. How's your rehab going?"
"Physically, it's going well." said the doctor who had come up to Derrick in his wheelchair. "In his head, not so much. Come on, Derrick, let's go. Get on those parallel bars."



"These guys are sadists." said Derrick, meaning it humorously. "And they expect miracles."
"The Iron Crowbar says that he does not believe in miracles, he relies upon them." Tanya said. "So... get up there so I can report to him that you are meeting his miracle expectations."
Derrick was helped out of his wheelchair at the end of the parallel bars. He held onto them for support, braced by the therapists on either side. Then he began trying to walk forward. He stumbled after the first step.
*Whirrrrrrrr*
Tanya had extricated herself from the wires and exercise bike, pulled herself into her wheelchair, and was riding to the other end of the parallel bars. "Come on, Derrick!" she ordered.
"I... I can't." said Derrick. He tried to take another step.
"Don't tell me what you can't do! Show me what you can do!" Tanya all but yelled, and in her most authoritarian voice. "And come over here and tell me that to my face! You guys... don't help him! Let him go!"
"He might fall." said one of the young therapists.
"Yes, he might." said Tanya. "And then he can pick himself up off the floor... like he did all those times on the football field. No excuses, Derrick! Get over here!"
Her words had a mesmerizing effect on Waters. With a look that was either anger or determination, he began slowly walking towards Tanya, his legs herky-jerky like the Iron Crowbar's had been after his fight with the Slender Man.
After three steps, Derrick lost control and tumbled to the floor. The therapists rushed over to help, but he waved them away. He crawled on his arms over to the nearest pole holding up the parallel bar, and used his upper body strength to pull himself up. Only then did he allow the therapists came over with his wheelchair, and help him into it.
"Good!" Tanya said. "You took three steps. I'll bet that's three more than you took yesterday. And you got your own ass off the floor. That's an even bigger deal. But it's only the start."
"Yes, ma'am." said Derrick.
"I'll be reporting your progress to the Iron Crowbar." Tanya continued. "He will be expecting me to tell him that you took four steps on Friday, when you and I will be here next."
No one else was saying a word. Derrick just looked over at Tanya and said "Yes ma'am."
That is what 'Coach Perlman' wanted to hear...
Part 6 - (Much) Lower Expectations
When I entered Laura's office (with permission), I saw Callie Carrington sitting on one of Laura's two sofas (the one with its back to the windows). Callie was holding Betsy, and Jim was sitting next to her, drawing something. Laura was at her desk.
"Hi Daddy!" Jim said. "I'm drawing a picture for Callie."
"My boyfriend is giving me gifts of drawings of houses." Callie said with a smile.
"Sounds like he is reading your and Cindy's minds." I said. "Hi Betsy!" Betsy smiled brightly and reached out to me. I took her into my arms and sat down on the other sofa. Laura got up and came over and sat down beside me.
"Yes, Cindy and I are thinking about buying a house, or maybe even building one on the hillside, like Teresa and Todd did." Callie said.
"Not too many lots still available, are there?" I asked.
"The lot next to Daniel and Melina Allgood's house, to their southeast, is possibly available." said Callie. "Cindy is going to see about buying an option on it."
"Cool beans." I said. "Betsy, do you want to live on the mountain?" Betsy just looked up at me and smiled, probably not quite understanding what was being said, other than her name.
"Callie, would you take the kids to the back room?" Laura said. Callie did so, and I knew she'd stay with them while Laura and I talked. Once the door closed, Laura said "It must be Company business, and important. When else do you ask me for formal appointments?"
"Well, it is important," I said, "and it may or may not be Company business. Jack Muscone showed me a photo taken in Turpin Heights, south of Southport. Obviously he came to me so that I will tell him, the FBI, and the DEA what's going on, since they appear to be too lazy to figure it out themselves."
Laura peered at me as I took out my Police iPhone and showed her the photo of the three perps in the bar. As she looked at it, she said "The guy in the middle is named Paco. He is a really bad dude: he's exceptional in the martial arts, and has killed people using them."
"He can't sign up for the Police Boxing Matches, then." I said. "You recognize the others?"
"I don't have a clue about that guy whose fashion statement is so far behind that it might come back into vogue soon." Laura replied. "That woman looks a lot like Tomoko Shimono, but she's dead."
"And that's ostensibly why Muscone brought me this photo." I said. "He said the FBI recognition software came up as Shimono immediately. I would still consider it a coincidence... but at your birthday hen party at Rita's last November, Cindy and Teresa both saw a woman that looked exactly like Shimono, at least they both thought so. That woman was going to a BDSM party at Rita's at the same time your party was going on. And this photo here was taken at a BDSM club in Turpin Heights. And the original Tomoko Shimono frequented BDSM clubs, as well."
"And while we confirmed the dead woman's DNA from the Coltrane County collective matched that of someone in the CIA database," Laura said, "we never positively identified that CIA person as being Shimono. So maybe it wasn't?"
"Or maybe it was," I said, "and this woman just looks like the original Shimono. Anyway, I thought I'd touch base with you about confirming if that CIA database match really was Shimono. With the bad CIA Director gone now, maybe you have a contact that can do that?"
"Tell you what." Laura said. "Give me a little time to work on it. I might can get that answer just by directly asking, though there are still a lot of Swamp Frogs in the Company."
"You can take the CIA out of the Swamp, but you can't get the Swamp out of the CIA, eh?" I said jokingly.
"Very funny." Laura said. She did not sound amused.
"Well," I said, "Washington, D.C., really was built on a swamp. And apparently they still work hard to keep it that way... especially in the Capitol Hill area..."
"You know the joke was really bad when you have to explain it, don't you?" Laura said.
"O-kayyyyyy." I said. "Tough audience today. I'll go back to the day job, since that sidebar as a comedian is not working out."
"Thank goodness for small favors." Laura replied cattily, needling me hard. "By the way, any word on what's going on in the State Legislature? Any progress on passing a Budget? No one on this Campus, from the University President on down, is hearing a word."
"Neither am I." I said. "I admit I'm trying to avoid all that, and I'm busy with local politics and my own job, but I'm hearing nothing. Cindy's best source, Priya Ajmani, quit working for Katherine Woodburn after that DFACS incident regarding Betsy, and Cerone and Molinari haven't said anything to me." I felt more than saw that Laura's mood had become gloomy at hearing that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Wednesday, February 13th. The leadership of both Houses of the State Legislature met with Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall at the State Capitol. Democrats present were House Speaker Isaac Jacobson (D), House Ways & Means Chairman Elijah McKinney (D), House Majority Whip Hoyt Stenson (D), Senate Minority Leader Jimmy Cerone (D), Senate Minority Whip Katherine Woodburn (D), Senate Budget Committee ranking minority member Richard Langdon (D), and House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds (R)... well, he might as well be a Democrat.
Other Republicans at the conference were House Minority Whip William C. 'Billy' Williams (R), Senate Majority Leader Moe Molinari (R), Senate Majority Whip Sean Stockton (R), Senate Budget Committee Chairman Cain Mitchell (R), and Minority Ways & Means Committee member Rep. Johnny Perdue (L)... Perdue was technically a Republican but in reality very Libertarian in his political views.
As the Media came in to shoot photos and videos of shiny happy politicians holding hands, Lieutenant Governor Marshall quipped "Okay, there are thirteen at dinner, here. Who wants to leave the table first?" Everyone laughed, remembering the old adage that when 13 are seated at dinner, whoever gets up and leaves the table first will be the first to die. Dame Agatha Christie even wrote an excellent novel based upon it.
After the Media and all aides left, Lt. Governor Marshall said "I know the actual deadline is March 31st. But I want to gently push everyone to get this thing essentially done by February 28th. We really need to get the ball rolling, here, and I can't believe we can't get something done, as imperfect as it will inevitably be."
"That's easy enough." Katherine Woodburn said jovially. "Just give me what I want, and we'll be done!" Everyone laughed, mostly politely, but at least they laughed.
"I'm good with that." Wilson Hammonds said, being serious. "As long as Jared doesn't get a damn thing on Immigration." The humor in the room vanished.
"If I may." said Moe Molinari, who was recognized to speak. "I first want to offer my condolences to Senator Woodburn on the loss of her home by a terrible fire." There was agreement with the sentiments, then Molinari continued: "Fortunately, no one was injured. Second, in the past we have come to agreement on bills by either having smaller groups work out something, or being led through the process by someone with no legislative skin in the game."
"I don't think Commander Troy is going to ride in on his white steed and save us by waving his red crowbar." said Katherine Woodburn. "Not this time. He's already busy rewriting our Town & County's Charter."
"Why in the hell did they pick him to do that?" snarled Wilson Hammonds.
"Because he gets things done, Mr. Hammonds." said Molinari. "And I guess they thought he wasn't very busy, seeing as the drug trade in this State was wiped out, at least temporarily, by that massive bust in his County."
"He gave his daughter credit for starting that ball rolling." said House Speaker Jacobson. "Maybe we should ask her to be our mediator on the Budget." There was no laughter, as if everyone had taken him seriously.
"Lord have mercy." said Rep. Hoyt Stenson, who was more elderly than most of the others in the room, and actually carried the air of a distinguished politician from a day when politicians actually were more distinguished... like during the time of the American Revolution(!). "That child may end up being as good as her father, if not better. Let's not help make that happen. One Iron Crowbar is bad enough."
"You got that right." said Katherine.
"I don't consider the Iron Crowbar to be unbiased." said Wilson Hammonds. "He and his Sheriff are friends of Val Jared, and might try to give Jared something on Immigration."
"Dammit, Hammonds." Elijah McKinney said, though quietly and not angrily. "The Governor is not going to get anything on Immigration, anyway. There's no way anything he wants will get through the House."
"If you don't give the Governor something," said Sean Stockton, "he'll veto the Budget bill. And there's not enough support in the State Senate to override the veto."
"Come on." said Hammonds. "You really think Jared is going to torpedo the State like that? Or his Party? Over his racist immigration policies?"
"Enforcing immigration law is not racist, Hammonds." said Johnny Perdue. "But to answer your question: yes, the Governor will veto it... and blame you and the Establishment Republican Party for it."
"He'd do that to his own Party?" snorted Cain Mitchell. "He must really want to get impeached... and convicted. Which is what will happen if he doesn't sign whatever we ultimately pass."
"And if you believe that," said Sharon Mitchell, "then I have a bridge in Brooklyn to sell you. I'll just say this, and then we need to move on: whatever we in this room think, it's ultimately the People of this State who will be affected by this, and will be voting on their representation. Both Parties have internal polling that shows what the Media will never report publicly: that more than enough people support Jared's immigration policies to make anyone, any Republican at least, overturning his veto or voting to impeach or convict him be at extreme risk in the next Election. You keep throwing out the mantra that a Jared veto will harm the Republican Party, but that is nothing compared to the damage the Party will suffer if you don't support him on impeachment."
"Err," said Elijah McKinney, "would you like us Democrats to step outside while you hold your Republican caucus meeting?" The other Democrats in the room laughed.
"Like I said," said Sharon Marshall, "after my diatribe, we need to move on. I apologize for boring you with the truth." There was no laughter; everyone, Republican and Democrat, knew Marshall had indeed committed a 'Random Act of Speaking the Truth'.
Katherine spoke up in the silence: "Mr. Molinari, what is your proposal for a smaller group? Yourself and Mr. Cerone?"
"We've led group discussions in the past." said Molinari. "But we need others, to get a consensus Budget bill that won't be dead on arrival when it gets to the House Ways & Means Committee and the Senate Budget Committee. Mr. Cerone and I can agree on where to eat for lunch. We're not even going to try to speak for all the Legislative caucuses." Cerone nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Here's one thing we can do." said Elijah McKinney. "Those of us in here now that are on the Budget and Ways & Means Committees... me, Mr. Perdue, Mr. Mitchell, and Mr. Langdon... can follow Mr. Cerone and Molinari's example by getting together for lunch and get our own ideas hashed out."
"It's just lunch, anyway." said Cain Mitchell.
"I'm still on that Committee." said Wilson Hammonds. "Am I invited?"
"You need to form your own group." said McKinney. "One that will stroke your ego about not giving the Governor anything. The rest of us have work to do, trying to reach a Budget bill that we can pass."
"Anyone else want to form an ad hoc committee?" asked the Lieutenant Governor, mostly to keep a red-faced, furious Hammonds from saying anything more.
"If anyone is interested in working with me on ideas for a stronger SBI Narcotics Task Force," said Katherine, "and discussing something in exchange for it, like reasonable Immigration initiatives, contact me."
"I'll be doing so." said Sharon Marshall.
"Won't matter." said Wilson Hammonds. "Nothing on Immigration gets through. Ya hear me? Nothing! Val Jared will not get even a crumb on Immigration!"
"Don't be so sure." said Johnny Perdue. "Your intransigence on the issue is not even the majority Republican opinion anymore."
"There's plenty of Democrat support for Hammonds's and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce's positions on Immigration, though." said Richard Langdon. "Even so, I'll contact you, Ms. Woodburn. No harm talking."
"Yes, exactly!" said Sharon Marshall. "We need to be talking, rather than going to opposite corners and painting our crowbars red."
"Okay, then." said Elijah McKinney. "Who wants to get up and leave first?"
"Katherine Woodburn should." snarled Wilson Hammonds. "After all, she's dead anyway, after calling DFACS to have them remove Don Troy's cousin's child from her."
The room went silent, the double enormity of bringing that up, not to mention the implication of what the Iron Crowbar might do, hitting everyone. It was a faux pas of the worst kind. Katherine Woodburn stared at Hammonds in sheer fury.
"Yes." she said coldly. "Just to make a point, I'll be first to get up and leave. But you are the dead man, Hammonds. Politically speaking, anyway." With that, she got up, collected her things, and left the room. Her example was quickly followed by the others, who showed eagerness to get away from Wilson Hammonds...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Wednesday, February 13th. Having called Sharon Marshall and having made a request, Katherine Woodburn went over to Marshall's office in the State Capitol. Marshall's assistant admitted Katherine into the chamber.
Woodburn was still feeling the fury she'd felt at Wilson Hammonds for his remark about her trying to have Betsy removed from Cindy Ross's home. Not only had that failed, and not only had Senator Cerone given her a lecture about going too far, a lecture only he could give, she was now feeling the pushback from it from others. Priya Ajmani had quit as her Press Secretary, both surprising and deeply saddening Katherine: after all, who knew Priya had a moral bone in her body to be upset about that? And Katherine knew that some of her Legislative support had peeled off, not only due to the DFACS incident, but because the Iron Crowbar had given an iron example of the lack of necessity of the SBI-NTF.
They don't know how to play the Game properly, thought Katherine to herself. The Iron Crowbar does not play by the rules; therefore, she also would play by different rules when dealing with him. She believed it when Troy had said he did not set fire to her home, nor trashed her office. She also knew that Cerone had saved her life by interceding with the Iron Crowbar on her behalf.
Yes, the Iron Crowbar plays the Game well, she though to herself. Even the great Consultant of Crime did not play the Game well enough to survive Commander Donald Troy. And Wilson Hammonds? A child of this Game, a child to be both instructed and punished when he failed to meet the standard. That punishment, she thought to herself, begins now...
Waiting for Katherine was the Lieutenant Governor, Sharon Marshall... and the Governor of the State, Valnius Jared. Senator Cerone had intervened with the Iron Crowbar on her behalf; she had now asked Marshal to intervene with the Governor on her behalf.
"You wanted to meet me, Senator?" Jared asked, not getting up from the side table, but extending his hand in invitation for her to sit down.
"Yes, Governor." said Katherine, sitting down. "I have an offer for you. We cannot get you all you want on Immigration, no matter what. But I can offer you a couple of things... enough that you'll be able to go out, look the Press in the eye, and tell them that you rammed a crowbar up Wilson Hammonds's sorry ass."
"Go ahead." said Jared. "I'm listening. And I'm interested..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After work, I went up to Todd and Teresa's new home. Teresa has told me that Todd wanted to talk to me about something. We sat on the deck over the portico. Teresa brought out some hot chocolate for us all, and it was very tasty.
"So what's up?" I asked after a couple of moments of chit-chat about the nice view of the Town.
"I think we told you that when we visited my hometown and I was offered the Police Chief job there, Todd looked into some business opportunities." said Teresa. (Author's note: 'Home For The Holidays', Ch. 01-02.)
I nodded, and Todd said "I'd been in touch with the CEO of the Midwest & Pacific Railroad. He had some of his people go out and do some checking on the old railroad lines that led to the passes through the mountains. They really liked what they saw, so they bought options to buy a couple of the lines. And then I bought some options on some land near one of those railroad beds for a possible BOW Enterprises facility. We've also talked to some other businesses, like Zion Dynamics Technologies."
"Sounds like a good deal for that area." I said. "So what happened?"
Todd said "Someone tried to go in and undercut them and buy out those lines. It's in Federal Court now. The Midwest & Pacific should prevail, but guess who the railroad fucking with them is?"



"BigRoadAndRailCorp, I would guess." I said.
Todd grinned his brilliant grin, and Teresa smiled her pursed smile as Todd said "Not much gets by you, Uncle Don. Yes, BigRoadAndRailCorp. And the scary part, at least for our plans, is that they have numerous U.S. Senators on their payroll, if you get my drift."
"I certainly do." I said. "They're the Big Boy Elites." I said. "So what else?"
"How did you know there's a 'what else'?" Teresa asked.
"I'm a pretty good Detective." I said. "And you and Todd wouldn't bother telling me this unless there was something bigger going on."
Todd grinned again. "True. And what happened was that while no one tried to undercut my land options, someone did go in and buy options on some other tracts of land. One of them was BigAgraFoods."
"I thought that land wasn't all that good for farming." I said.
"It's not." said Teresa. "The topsoil is not good for growing crops, and it's not good for growing trees for lumber, either. But that's not the whole story."
"No, it's not." said Todd. "Another company bought options on a very large tract between one of the railroad lines and the BigAgraFoods tract. It's a holding company in the name of an LLC incorporated in Nevada, but Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart is my relative, too, and he found out who was behind that shell company for me. It's State Parcel Service, SPS."
"Really?" I asked. "I thought they were regional."
"They are." said Teresa. "But I took the opportunity to learn from 3M (Mary Mahoney Milton) about searching for data. I found out that Edward Blassingame, the CEO of SPS, is on the Boards of several other regional delivery services like his own, and they're on his Board. Nice cozy bunch of Elites... and guess whose names are on the papers of that Nevada shell corporation? Yep, Blassingame and his incestuous members of their several boards."
"The deduction is not hard to make." I said. "They want to set up a hub near any new railroad tracks built out there. And SPS and their fellow regional delivery companies would merge and become an interstate, i.e. national delivery company."
"That's what Teresa said, too." said Todd with a teasing grin. "She figured it out, since she's a lot smarter than me."
"If I had a crowbar," Teresa said to me, "I'd be waving it in my husband's general direction right now."
"All the more reason to be carrying one." I said with my own grin. "Okay, that's all interesting, but except for trying to undercut the Midwest & Pacific, I don't know of anything necessarily bad about all this."
"I'm curious as to how they knew to come look at that area." said Teresa. "I recall finding bugs in our rental house when we were there last Fall."
"And this could really hurt all our plans." said Todd. "Even if the Midwest & Pacific wins in Court, I don't want to build a research facility anywhere near where the Big Boyz are setting up shop. And Zion Dynamics is the same. But we don't know if they're just trying to cut us out, or if they intend to set up whether we set up or not."
"For me," Teresa said, "the BigAgraFoods part of the picture doesn't add up. What's their interest?"
"You're right, Todd." I said to my nephew. "She is smarter than you." Todd chuckled. Teresa blushed, but she smiled... a very rare real smile...
Part 7 - Morning Coffee, New Reporterette
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, February 14th, from in front of the State Office Building. "It is Valentine's Day, but there is no love lost between the politicians under the gold dome of the State Capitol!"
Bettina began: "Sources are telling Channel Two News that there is a growing rift between Republican House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds and other members of his Party. Minority Leader Hammonds is holding the line against giving deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared any kind of victory regarding Illegal Immigration, but other Republicans are beginning to admit that they cannot override a Jared veto of the Budget bill. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing 1st District Rep. William C. 'Billy' Williams saying "Governor Jared has support of the Conservatives in both Chambers of the State Legislature, and the trust of the People of the State, enough to withstand a veto of the Budget and any attempts to impeach and convict him."
State Senator Moe Molinari then appeared on the tape, saying "Our problem is not Governor Jared, who is acting in good faith and is willing to make reasonable compromises. Our problem is Wilson Hammonds, who is not acting in the best interests of the People of the State, nor the Republican Party."
Back to Bettina live: "We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." said the redheaded reporterette as the camera went to a split-screen, showing both Bettina and Keller. "Dr. Keller, is that right? Is the Governor bulletproof?"
"I don't know about that Bettina," said Keller, "though Jared has shown he's explosion-proof. Unfortunately, Senator Molinari may be correct that Jared won't be impeached and convicted, but if he vetoes a Budget bill with strong majorities and nothing is passed by the end of the Legislative session for the year, it will be really bad for his Republican Party in the next Election."
"Dr. Keller," Bettina asked pensively, "will the Governor be able to get his racist Immigration policies passed?"
"He's not going to get what he really wants, Bettina," said Keller, "which is to crush the rights of undocumented workers and persecute them. But he may get something in the legislation that will make things as tough as possible on them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Whoa, something has happened." I said as the Chief, me, and all three of my Angels watched in the Chief's Conference Room. The Chief was at the near end of the table, me to his left, Teresa to my Left. Tanya was to his right, closest to the door where she could park her wheelchair, and Cindy was to her right.
Sheriff Griswold had not come to join us this morning, so I texted him: "What happened?"
"We'll talk later." came the reply.
"Yep, he knows something." I said, halfway in a reverie and not realizing that others were in the room.
"And what is that?" asked the Chief.
"Whatever is going on in Midtown." I replied.
"Ohhhhh." said Tanya Perlman. "I see what you're saying. They've shifted the onus of getting something done onto Representative Hammonds."
"Really?" Cindy Ross asked skeptically. "Pencil Neck Keller was calling Jared a racist and saying he wouldn't get the legislation he wanted."
"But he did not, and could not, say that Jared would get nothing," I said, "which has been the Media's mantra up to now, chirped over and over and over again. So! there's been a breakthrough somewhere, and my bet is someone... someone important... has taken the Governor's side over Wilson Hammonds's side, which was the real sticking point of this whole thing."
"Well," Cindy said, "be sure to tune in to the KFXU morning show at 7:30."
"Ahhhhh." Tanya said. "Priya has found work."
"Yes. Yes she has." said Cindy. "Maybe Don will cut her a break, now."
"I do commend her for walking away from Katherine Woodburn when Woodburn committed that unforgivable act against you and Betsy." I said. "But a leopard cannot change its spots. We'll see how she does on Fox." Cindy just shook her head, knowing that I was not going to change my spots regarding the Press...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am. "With me as always is Meredith Peller. Meredith, why don't you introduce our new colleague."
"She hardly needs any introduction in our Town & County." said Meredith as the camera panned out to include Priya. "Priya Ajmani has been reporting here for several years, and we've managed to grab her from State Senator Katherine Woodburn's staff. Welcome, Priya!"
"Thank you, Meredith, and Catrina!" Priya said happily. "I'm glad to be here with the KFXU News Team."
"What's going on in the State Capitol, Priya?" asked Catrina.
"There does seem to be new activity regarding the Budget after a big meeting yesterday between the top leadership of both Parties." said Priya, who had turned to look into the camera. She played the Williams and Molinari segments, then said "Sources tell KFXU News that Governor Jared is more willing to make a compromise deal than Wilson Hammonds, and that exasperated Legislators may be willing to work with the Governor."
Catrina Pierce then was shown as she said "We have with us Peter D. Gordon of Clear Call Polling. Peter, what is your data telling us?"
Peter was shown via a video feed. He said: "Hello, ladies! Our most recent polling data shows that Governor Jared is at 50% popularity, and that 52% of the State's voters agree with his policies on immigration enforcement, which is to assist the Federal Government in the rounding up of Illegal Persons as well as stronger enforcement of employers using the State eVerify program in hiring."
"We also had another poll, asking 'Who will you blame if there is a State Government shutdown?'." said Peter. "Forty percent said the Democrats, and those are pretty much all Republican voters. But 40% said they would blame the Republican Legislators, and only 20% say Governor Jared is to blame. And when we ask if a Budget passes the Legislature but Jared vetoes it, the numbers are almost even: 51% will blame Jared, but 49% say they'd blame the Democrats because they didn't work with Jared to pass a compromise bill."
"So the problem is the Republicans in the Legislature." said Meredith Peller.
"You could look at it that way." said Gordon, "but our analysis of our data suggests that a good number of Grassroots Republicans were elected in November, and those voters that elected the more Conservative legislators are very strongly supportive of Governor Jared and Lt. Governor Marshall, while the Republican Establishment is beginning to be out of favor."
"Doesn't that make the electorate that much more polarized?" asked Priya.
"Absolutely, Priya." said Peter Gordon. "But when it comes to the Budget battle, it means the Governor won't be the scapegoat if a Budget is not passed or even if he vetoes it. The overall Republican Party might be destroyed in this State, and that is why you're seeing these not-so-subtle messages sent to Wilson Hammonds through the Media sound bites."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Priya's back." Tanya said as she, Teresa, and I watched in my office.
"And she's the best Priya ever." I said.
"Think she can handle being on Fox?" Teresa asked.
"We'll see." I said. "She lost her last two jobs because of streaks of honesty. Maybe KFXU will be a better home for her."
"I'm wondering if I'm going to win my bet, that there will be a Budget deal." Tanya said, her eyes cutting towards Teresa as she said it.
"I won't cry if I lose that bet." Teresa said. "No Budget would be a catastrophe in this County, especially with the University here."
"That's true." I said. "So, what's going on in our Police Force today?"
"I reserved the Main Conference Room for 9:00am." said Teresa. "Barker's paperwork is done. The Chief said he wants to be in the meeting, though he'll let us handle telling Barker."
"Aw, mannnn..." Tanya said sadly.
"Okay." I said. "I'll be there. Anything new in MCD or Vice?"
Tanya said "We are really watching for anyone that tries to come in and set up drug operations in the wake of the Marcie Harper bust. Nothing so far, though we think T-Square's clubs will have supplies of whatever his customers want. We did get one strange tip, that 'The Teacher' has alerted his petty theft people to be on watch for contraband coming in to the County and to let him know if they see anything. The Teacher does not like competition any more than the Government does."
"True that." I said. "Any more details on that?"
"Just that there have been sporadic reports of people being seen at the BigAgraFoods warehouse at night." said Tanya.
"I heard about that." said Teresa. "2d Precinct has been sending 3d shift patrols by there very regularly for the past week or so. So far, they've found no lights on or any vehicles around the building."
I remembered what had happened to Cindy at that building, and Tomoko Shimono's name being involved. (Author's note: 'Causing A Commotion', Ch. 01.) And now Shimono's name had come up again as well as reported activity near that warehouse. Coincidence? You make the call.
"Tell you what." I said. "We have some IR equipment, don't we? On drones? Binoculars?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
"Well," I said, "the Supreme Court said that it was permissible to look for IR heat signatures on private property without a warrant. They said that in a case relative to people using heat lamps to grow marijuana in their homes, but I want to take advantage of that. Talk quietly to Precinct Cpt. Abram and Lt. Rudistan, and have some 2nd and 3rd shift patrols go by the place and look for heat signatures inside. And any time they hear of any activity there, put an IR drone or two up. And keep that off the record: I don't want the Press to see any reports of it."
"Wilco, sir." Teresa said. "Anything in particular we're looking for?"
"Yes." I said. "Tanya knows this already. Jack Muscone sent me a photo. I'll text it to you both now, but don't distribute it or say anything about it.."
I sent the text, then said "I'm doing workups on these three perps. The woman at left looks an awful lot like Tomoko Shimono, who I had believed was dead. The guy in the middle is a martial arts expert named Paco, and the guy at right is named Jerry Barsbane. This photo was taken in Turpin Heights, well south of here, but I don't need to remind you what happened when Shimono's name came up in association with perceived activity at the BigAgraFoods warehouse."
"No sir, you do not." said Teresa, anger appearing on her face at those very bad memories. "Surely this is not related to that, though." I resisted making a bad joke.
"I would doubt it," I said, "but coincidences are starting to build up. Anyway, don't say anything about these three until I find out more about them. So... what are you guys doing for St. Valentines Day?"
"Jack sent me roses; they're in my office." said Tanya. "We're going to go out to dinner, as a family."
"Todd and I are staying at home." Teresa said. "I'll have three boys and one big boy giving me chocolates, and I happened to find out that Todd bought me a red silk teddy."
"Ooooh," said Tanya with a grin. "Gonna be a hot night on the mountainside. What are you doing, Don?"
"I sent Laura flowers, too." I said. "I told her I'd take her to dinner, but with my mom back in Apple Grove, getting babysitters is harder to do. So she may be agreeable to staying at The Cabin, and the kids can play with Legos while we sit by the fire pot on the deck..."
Part 8 - Good People, Bad Things
9:00am, Thursday, February 14th. Captain Teresa Croyle led Officer Barker into the Main Conference Room. Chief Moynahan was sitting at the near end of the table, and I was to his left, facing the door. Teresa came around to sit to my left as the Chief had Barker sit in the chair to his right.
"How is Barky doing?" I asked.
"He's great, sir. Thank you for giving him to me." said Barker. Barky was a Son of Bowser, part of the litter that had also produced Joanne Warner's dog Leo. He was named 'Barky' partly because of the resemblance to Barker's surname, but also because Barky lied to bark a good bit more than his brother Leo and his father Bowser.
There was a pause as no one spoke for a second. Barker filled in the silence: "Chief, sir, ma'am," he said, "I know why I'm here. So just lay it out straight." I nodded to Teresa, who, as Captain of Operations, had insisted on performing this dreaded task herself.
"Yes." Teresa said. "Patrolman Barker, I'm sorry, but you did not pass the physical required to continue as an active duty Police Officer with the TCPD. You can be re-examined in two months, but if you have not significantly improved by then, your last day will be May 1st."
Barker nodded, trying not to look as grim as we all felt. "I know." he said.
Teresa said "I do know that BOW Enterprises has a standing offer for you to work in Security at their facility here in this County. As to the TCPD, you'll be getting a medical separation package that includes continued rehab as well as insurance."
"And you will have our support as you seek new oppor-toon-i-teeees." said the Chief.
"Thank you, sir. And thank you all for all of your help and patience during this time." said Barker.
"We all hate it that we're losing you." I said. "Both as a person and a Police Officer. Your career, while all too short, has been one of distinction, and we appreciate everything you've done while with the TCPD."
"Thank you, sir. By the way, can I be an Auxiliary Police Officer?" asked Barker.
"Yes." said the Chief. "Though the physical restrictions will be the same as they are now."
"For now," said Teresa, "you're on extreme Restricted Duty, and not allowed to carry a Police firearm. You can do Dispatch and Radio, or you can help the Data Guyz with digital data collection and analysis."
"I'd suggest you try that, see if you like it." I said. "A good computer-related career could come of it. And with computers so prevalent in so many jobs these days, it could give you a headstart towards whatever you decide to do."
Barker nodded thoughtfully. "I'll do that, then, sir."
Teresa said "I'll take you over to Personnel & Records. They'll get the paperwork started so that you'll be in the insurance system by May 1st."
We all stood up, and the Chief and I shook Barker's hand. He limped out as he followed Teresa out the door and down the hallway.
"God, that sucks." I said. "And it's because he was wounded in the line of duty."
"Yezzz." said the Chief sadly. "It hurts. But that's what happens... sometimes bad things happen to good people..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am, Saturday, February 16th. Officer Barker was sitting at an outside table in front of one of the bistros on the south side of College Street, facing Courthouse Square. The weather was sunny and unseasonably warm, in the upper 50s. With Barker was his dog Barky, leashed and sitting in the chair next to Barker.
Barker knew it had been coming, that he wasn't getting better, and that he couldn't stay on the Police Force much longer. He was grateful that BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke had offered him a security job at the BOW facility... but it wasn't the same as being an Officer on the Town & County Police Force.
He was grateful that the TCPD, and especially Commander Troy and Captain Croyle, no strangers to line-of-duty injuries themselves, had worked hard to find Barker roles with the TCPD so that he could continue to serve while he rehabbed. But the rehab didn't quite work; the nerve and blood vessel damage in his legs had been too much to fully overcome. At least he was alive.
He'd told his parents the night before when he visited them for dinner. His father, a BigPharmaCorp employee, had been very proud of him when he'd joined the TCPD, and anxious but proud of him when he'd been wounded. However, Barker's mother could not hide her relief that her son was not going to be a Police Officer anymore; he was her only son, and nearly losing him had been shocking and painful to her.
As Barker ate his lunch and enjoyed the good weather of the day, Frieda Franklin and her mother came out of the bistro with their lunches and came to the next table. Barky saw Frieda and barked once at her, then looked over and seemingly whimpered, trying to get her attention. And he got it. The little red haired girl smiled brightly and stepped over.



"Hi there." Frieda said to Barky, then asked his owner "Can I pet him?"
"Sure." said Barker. "Just let him sniff your fist first." Barky's tail was wagging mightily as he sniffed at Frieda, then let her pet him on the head. It warmed Barker's heart to see the smile of radiant joy on the little red haired girl's face as she petted the young dog, and Barky seemed to be loving the attention, as well.
"Frieda!" Mrs. Franklin all but yelled. "Get over here and eat your lunch! Leave that man and his dog alone."
"It's okay, ma'am." said Barker. "Barky likes making new friends."
"Frieda, you heard me." said Frieda's mother, acid and impatience in her voice. "Stop petting that dog and get back over here to your lunch."
"Aw, Mom..." Frieda said, then gave Barky one last pat on the head...
Barker heard the squeal of tires and instinctively was already pulling himself to his feet as he saw it: a car had turned onto College Street from Riverside Drive to his west, the tires squealing, and was accelerating at a very high rate of speed. As it barreled down College Avenue, it suddenly veered over, right at Barker, Frieda, and Barky!
In the supreme moment of his life, Barker reached over, picked up Frieda, and hurled her towards the other people in front of the bistro. Barky jumped to the sidewalk as his owner looked up to see the car plow right into his table, ramming the metal table into Barker's abdomen. He flew back in the air, and the first thing that came back to the ground and hit the bricks of the sidewalk was the back of his head...
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Devastation
Saturday, February 16th, nearly noon. I was in my office, dressed in my red golf/polo shirt with embroidered badge and khaki pants. I was on the computer, getting data on Tomoko Shimono, Paco, and Jerry Barsbane.
My desk phone buzzed. I considered not answering it, but something told me I needed to. I picked up the receiver and said "Troy."
"Sir, this is the Duty Desk." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "There's been an accident on Courthouse Square. Officer Barker is down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I took my SUV, even though the distance was very short. I was allowed through the cordon being set up by the TCPD, and I saw the flashing blue lights of many Police vehicles on College Street.
When I got out of my vehicle and came up, I saw that there was a crowd of people being restrained by the Police in a polite but professional manner. I saw a little red haired girl sobbing in what appeared to be her mother's arms. And I saw a couple of Officers attending someone lying on the ground, who I realized was Barker. Father Romano was also kneeling there, giving what looked like the Last Rites.
Further down, a car had crashed into the front of a store. Officers had dragged the driver out of the car and had him on his belly, hands cuffed behind him. The driver looked unkempt and ragged, his shirt dirty and his jeans had holes in them. He was drunkenly babbling something.
Barky was being held back by his leash, the other end being in Patrolman Johnson's hand. Barky was whimpering as he looked at his owner, and whenever anyone came up to Barker, the dog would begin barking furiously, trying to protect his stricken human.
"Hey, Barky!" I called out as I came up. "Come here, boy." It worked. Barky knew me, having seen me a number of times in his puppyhood. He sniffed my hand, then allowed me to pick him up, though he continued to whimper.
The two Officers besides Father Romano that were kneeling by Barker were Lieutenants Rudistan and Irwin. Then I looked at Barker. His eyes were open, staring sightlessly at the sky. A pool of blood was flowing on the bricks from under the back of his head.
"He's gone, sir." said Father Romano, who had undergone rigorous wilderness survival paramedic training. Just then the ambulance arrived, and two paramedics jumped out. Rudistan, Irwin, and myself got back out of the way, and Father Romano went over to the little girl and her mother.
"Damn." I said sadly. "When was the ambulance called?"
"The people around here called 9-1-1 when it happened, sir." said Corporal Hicks, who had just come up to me. I led him back away from the body and the group.
"Let me put Barky in my car." I said. I did so, and Barky just looked out the window at the small crowd of people, still whimpering. I came back to Corporal Hicks.
"We'll have to check to see how quickly 9-1-1 notified the ambulance service, sir." Hicks said. "In the meantime, I've got several people coming up to me saying Barker threw that little girl out of the way of the oncoming car. We're getting statements now, and as usual they all differ, but the gist of it is that this car came flying hard down College Street, then veered right at Barker's table. He threw the little girl out of the way, then the car hit his table and ran over him."
"Have we secured the video of the area?" I asked.
"We're doing that now, sir." said Hicks. "Only a couple of these shops have cameras, and they're still cameras so they don't show everything. Headquarters is getting footage from the streetlights and from City Hall and the Civic Center."
"Good." I said. "Let's see if this bistro nearest the scene has any video." I led the way inside. The two shocked workers said there was a camera, but they didn't know how to get the video, that only the manager knew.
"Call him on the phone and ask him to come down." I said. They made the call and tried to explain the situation. I had the girl on the phone hand me the receiver.
"This is Commander Troy of the TCPD." I said. "To whom am I speaking?" He identified himself as Tom Jones. "Mr. Jones, I need you to come down here right away and show me the camera footage of the fatal car accident in front of your restaurant, here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we waited for the manager to show up, I went back outside. "Sir," said Rudistan, "footage from the streetlight cam at Riverside and College has been downloaded to the evidence servers, and you can look at it."
I took out my Police iPhone and watched. I saw the back of the car going down the street, then almost inexplicably swerving at the very last moment to plow into the sidewalk tables. Then I saw that a camera from J.P. Goldman Bank had been uploaded. It surveyed the front entrance of the bank, but it showed College Street, and though from a distance it revealed the front of the car coming down the road, swerving, and Barker flying back, then the car continuing down and hitting a nearby store.
"Wow." I said. "It swerved right at the last second. He had no time..."
Officers were getting statements from people. I saw the red-haired girl still sitting nearby, sobbing. Why she had not been pulled back so that she would not have to witness this, I did not know, and would demand an explanation of my Officers at a later time. Father Romano was talking to her and her mom, but she continued sobbing unabated. I asked her and her mother to come down the street, further away from the crime scene, and pulled up a chair next to her and her mom as they sat down.
"Hi." I said. "My name is Don. What's yours?" I asked the girl.
"Frieda." she said.
"Are you okay?" I asked. "Were you injured?"
"No." Frieda said, then wailed: "He... he died because of me! He picked me up and threw me out of the way and the car hit him!" Frieda broke down into more sobbing.
"Frieda," I said. "I need to tell you something. Look at me." When I finally got the girl's full attention, I said "Frieda, he did not die instead of you. He didn't have time to get out of the way, even if you weren't there."
"How do you know?" Frieda asked.
"Because I am a Detective." I said. "I saw the video, and I know some other things, as well. And I know that either both of you would've died, or he would've died after throwing you out of the way. He chose to save you, but even if he hadn't, he still would've been hit. So do not blame yourself, okay?"
"But he died!" Frieda said.
"I know." I said, putting my arm around her. "But I'm glad he saved you."
"What happened to his dog?" Frieda asked.
"I put the dog in my car." I said. "He's okay. My dog Bowser is Barky's daddy, and we'll make sure Barky is taken care of." Frieda nodded.
Just then a shadow blocked out the light. I looked up to see Deputy Chief Cindy Ross standing over us.
"I heard what she said about blaming herself." Cindy said. We both knew where this was going.
"Frieda," I said, "this is Commander Ross. I'm going to ask her to take you and your mom to the hospital, to make sure you're okay." I looked up at Cindy and said "They may have taken her statement, but ask her more about it. And you might want to call Susie Haskins to talk with Frieda."
"You are reading my mind, Commander Troy." said Commander Ross.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It happened so fast that the tape barely showed it: Barker flung Frieda to the side then took the full brunt of the car colliding into his table and then him.
"He never had a chance." said Teresa Croyle, who'd shown up some moments before, and was now watching the video with me.
"No, he didn't." I said. "I'm not sure how he got that girl out of the way, either."
"The Hand of God." Teresa said. That was as good an explanation as any, I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's okay, physically." Dr. Yates said to Cindy and Frieda's mother. "But she really is blaming herself for your Officer being killed. My condolences to the Police Force, by the way."
"Thank you." said Cindy. "So, let's bring in my expert therapist, and see if she can help." She went down the hallway, where Susie Haskins and her mother were, and brought them over and made introductions. Then Cindy took Susie into the examination room.
"Hi Frieda." Susie said. Cindy put her up on the examining table next to Frieda. Susie was about Frieda's age, and one class ahead of her in school.
"Hello." Frieda said, still in misery.
"I know you feel bad." said Susie. "But don't blame yourself"
"How do you know how I feel?" Frieda said.
"Because it happened to me, too." Susie said. "When the Iron Crowbar rescued me and the other kids from the Slender Man, he hurt his back very badly. I was crying because he had been hurt rescuing us. And then he came over to me and made me stop crying, because it wasn't my fault that the Slender Man kidnapped us nor that the Iron Crowbar got hurt."
"But he lived." said Frieda. "Officer Barker died." She began crying again. Susie put her arm around Frieda.
"I know." said Susie. "Officer Barker was very brave, like Commander Ross here, and the Iron Crowbar, and Mrs. Veasley were brave. Mrs. Veasley died, too, and I was said about that. But all we can do is remember them, and do good with our lives, like Mrs. Veasley told me to. I think Officer Barker would want you to do that, too."
Cindy had tears in her own eyes as she said "Susie is right, Frieda. I know it's sad and it hurts us right now, but over time we'll remember all the good Officer Barker did and we'll keep going like he would want us to. Okay?"
"Okay." said Frieda, trying to dry her tears despite the pain in her heart...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy helped Frieda, I did my duty. I went back to my office and put on the uniform I kept there as a spare in case the one I was wearing got dirty, or if I was in other clothing as was the case today. When I came into the anteroom of my office, Father Romano was there. He was going to go with me------
"He was a Presbyterian." said a voice as I put on my Duty Dress jacket. I looked up to see Sheriff Griswold in my doorway, also semi-formally attired. "I've called Dr. Ayers already." Dr. Edward Ayers was the Presbyterian Church's pastor. "You can come also, Father." the Sheriff continued.
"If your pastor will be there," said Father Romano, "I'll stay here and write up my Police report of the incident..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We picked up Dr. Ayers and went to the home of Barker's parents. They were at home. Mr. Barker looked ragged when he answered the door.
"Oh no..." he said. "It's true, isn't it?"
"May we come in?" asked Sheriff Griswold. Mr. Barker let us in, and we went into the main room. Mrs. Barker began weeping when she saw us and the preacher. They obviously had gotten word. The pastor went over and sat down with Mrs. Barker.
"We've gotten a couple of phone calls." said Mr. Barker. "They were asking if it was our son that was hit by a car on Courthouse Square, and I can't get in touch with him. I was about to call the Police Station."
"Why don't you have a seat." I said, gently directing Mr. Barker to a nearby chair. Then I addressed them all. "I am sorry to inform you that it is true. Your son was struck by a vehicle, and he died instantly." Mr. Barker began crying, joining Mrs. Barker in grief.
"I also want you to know," I said, "that your son's last act was to throw a little girl out of the way, saving her life. He died bravely, and selflessly."
"Thank you for telling us that." said Mr. Barker.
"Was... was his dog with him?" Mrs. Barker asked, her voice unsteady.
"Yes." I said. "I have Barky in the car. I can keep him for a while, unless you'd like to keep him now."
"Yes, bring him in." said Mrs. Barker. "My son loved that dog. He was very grateful to you, Commander Troy, for giving him Barky." As if my heart weren't heavy enough, hearing that we'd lost a man who loved dogs just made my pain even worse.
I went and got Barky as the Sheriff and the Presbyterian minister tended to the Barkers...
Part 10 - Investigation
4:00pm, Saturday, February 16th. A very somber meeting was taking place in Classroom 'J'.
"Martha will do the autopsy when the Hospital releases the body, which should happen soon." said Cindy Ross. "But it was pretty obviously blunt force trauma to the back of his head. There were also severe internal injuries where the table and then the car slammed into his abdomen and chest."
"He couldn't make his legs move fast enough to get out of the way." said Chief Moynahan.
"With respect, Chief," I said, "none of us in this room now could've gotten out of the way of that. That car swerved into him right at the last second. How he got that child out of the way..." I did not finish the sentence.
"Tell us about the guy who hit Barker." said the Chief.
"His name is Wayne Shaw." said Lainie Everett. "Fifty-eight years old, unemployed. He has six DUI arrests, and four other arrests for drunk and disorderly conduct, some of those being concurrent with the DUI arrests. The first two DUIs were pled down. The third and fourth weren't, but he was only fined, first $700, then $2500, and he found a way to pay the fines."
"His license was permanently suspended after his fifth DUI arrest," continued Lainie, "and Judge Folsom gave him two years in jail. He served the entire sentence. On his sixth arrest, Judge Nance vacated the charges on a technicality, citing that the Police had surveilled him and then followed him for an unreasonable time before stopping him. Then-D.A. Krasney chose to not appeal the ruling."
"That figures." I muttered.
"He never was forced to go to rehab, or A.A.?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"He was supposed to, after his fourth DUI arrest." said Lainie. "According to Court records, he missed most of his appointments; and the ones he went to, he came in drunk and they kicked him out."
"Where is he now?" I asked.
"At the Hospital, sir." said Rudistan. "Under arrest and under guard. He hit his head on the doorframe, and his chest may have impacted the steering wheel even though the airbag deployed. He was incoherent when we pulled him out of the car. The Hospital took the blood alcohol test, which was 0.14, legally drunk but not enough for a hardcore alcoholic like him to be that severely affected. They're going to do more bloodwork, for other drugs in his system."
"Good." I said. "And make sure no harm comes to him." I knew that Officers were more than upset that one of our own had died at that man's hands; it was my duty now to see that he was protected.
"Yezzzz, make sure nothing happens to him." said the Chief. "I don't want to give the Media any legitimate reasons to be whining about us."
"What happened to the car?" I asked.
"I had it sent to the State Crime Lab." Tanya Perlman said. "They have a facility near the garage in the basement level, where they can examine cars, strip them down to the bolts, and such. I asked J.R. Barnes to do that for this car because the car not only didn't stop, there are no skid marks on College Street nor the sidewalk, as if the brakes were never applied."
"That car really slammed into that storefront." Rudistan said. "We're lucky that no one else was killed. But Shaw was so incoherent at the scene, he may not have applied the brakes. He may not even have realized what he'd done."
"Our CSI guys will tell us more on that." Tanya said.
"Okay, then." said the Chief. "Put out the word: black tape on badges until March 15th, and the flag on the flagpole on our front lawn to half mast for that length of time, also. I'll speak to the Sheriff about the flag in Courthouse Square being brought to half-mast."
As everyone filed out of the room, one person remained in his chair. That would be me. I was in something of a reverie.
"You okay, Don?" Cindy asked as she came back to where I was sitting. The Chief had also noticed, and come back towards us.
"Uh... yeah." I said. "I was just thinking... that car swerved right at the last minute..."
Part 11 - Driving On (Pun Not Intended)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." the redheaded reporterette said somberly at 7:00am, Monday, February 18th, from the southwest corner of Courthouse Square. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of Saturday's death of a Town & County Police Officer."
After going through the details of Officer Barker's death and the arrest of Shaw, Bettina said "The funeral will be Wednesday, and Officer Barker will be buried with full Police honors."
"And in State news," said Bettina, "Sources tell Channel Two News that a number of meetings occurred over the weekend under the gold dome of the State Capitol. Political experts are saying that a secret framework for a Budget deal could be in the works. Neither the deeply unpopular Jared Administration nor Legislators of either political Party are commenting on rumors that a high ranking Democrat Legislator, which sources tell Channel Two News was 1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn, met with the Governor and Lieutenant Governor in the past few days..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's that about?" asked Teresa as the Sheriff, the Chief, me, and my Angels sat and watched the broadcast while drinking weak Iron Crowbar coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. We all had black tape over our badges.
"Is the Press trying to stir up false hopes of a compromise Budget?" continued Teresa. "Or trying to stir up trouble amongst the Legislators?"
"Some of both, I'd imagine." I said. "There is no doubt in my mind the Press does not want a Budget to pass, so that they can report on the plight of the People of the State, and also blame Governor Jared for it all. So if there are talks going on, this is Bettina's way of trying to undermine them, and cause the Legislators and the Governor to distrust each other all the more."
"C'mon." Cindy retorted. "Do you really believe the Press is that malicious?"
"Yes." I replied coldly, my gray eyes staring right into Cindy's ice blue peepers.
"In this case, Crowbar is right." said Sheriff Griswold. "The Governor has told me that reporters are telling his people stuff all the time, some of it true and some of it false, but with the goal of undermining various Legislators that might be open to compromise. They, the Press, are doing the same with a number of Legislators. And they're always trying to find out what one side is discussing, so they can go spill it to the other side."
"Still, to assign the Press that much hostile intent..." said Cindy.
"Errr, changing the subject," interrupted Teresa. Seeing the look on my face and knowing that I was about to go off on Cindy, she said: "Commander, what was that Police report you filed about talking to Wayne Shaw?"
"Yesterday I got a call from the Duty Desk." I said. "They were relaying a message from the Police guards on Shaw at the Hospital. They said that Shaw had woken up yesterday (Sunday) morning. He didn't know where he was, and after he was told he was in the Hospital and that he'd run over someone and killed him, Shaw began crying. He begged the Officers, and then the doctors that came to check up on him, to call me and ask me to come talk to him."



"And you did?" asked Cindy. "Why would you even talk to that piece of shit?"
"At first I wasn't going to." I said. "Then I thought about it and decided that maybe I should, just to make sure I heard his side of the story, to get a more complete picture of what happened."
"What other side can there be?" asked Cindy, her voice connoting disbelief.
"Patience, ma cousine, and I'll tell you." I said. "I called Headquarters and told them to send a videographer to Shaw's hospital room, then I put on my uniform and went over there. When the videographer arrived, we went in. Shaw looked like he was in bad shape, and detoxing from his alcohol stupor. He also looked like he was scared to death of something, and he was very relieved when I came in."
"He kept saying 'I didn't do it! I didn't kill anyone!'." I continued. "I said we had a lot of witnesses and video evidence showing that he did. He kept saying he couldn't have done anything, he was asleep all day Saturday, and that he didn't remember driving at all."
"Sounds like a demented man." said the Chief.
"He definitely seemed hysterical." I said. "But something has been nagging me about this whole thing from the get-go. So I read him his rights on camera, telling him it was for his protection as well as ours, and then I asked him what he did remember."
"He said that he went to a bar on University Avenue Friday night." I said. "They cut him off after three drinks, since they knew who he was. Why they were serving him at all, I don't know, but I digress. I later went by that bar to check up on the story, and they confirmed that it was true... and I'll point out to you here that he remembered that.
"Anyhoo, he said some guy started talking to him in the bar, and that guy offered to buy him a bottle of bourbon from a package store. When I asked, he said he didn't know who the guy was."
"Yeah, right." Teresa said. "That person could be an accessory to murder if we find out who he is."
"Let me finish, guys." I admonished. "Shaw said he and his new friend drank half the bottle of bourbon, then the other guy left. He said that he fell asleep watching television after a couple more shots of bourbon, and that was the last thing he remembered until he woke up in the hospital Sunday morning. I asked him for a description of the man, and he said the guy was medium height, not black but darker-skinned than white, mean-looking, broad-shouldered and very fit. Again, he's remembering details pretty well through Friday night."
"So that's the gist of it." I finished. "He started crying, begging me to clear his name. I told him I'd look into it, but that the evidence did not look good for him and that he needed to ask for a Court-appointed attorney if he could not afford the very best available."
I looked around and saw that four, count them FOUR pairs of eyes were looking at me with pure skepticism. And then there was Sheriff Griswold.
"I see the looks in you young whippersnappers's eyes." the Sheriff growled. "You don't believe him, do you?"
"I believe Don." Teresa said. "I don't believe Wayne Shaw."
"Ditto that for me." Tanya said.
"Sheriff," asked Cindy, "do you believe any of this?"
"Har." the Sheriff said quietly. "Whenever I hear something incomprehensible, especially out of this young whippersnapper's mouth," he clapped my shoulder with his hand as he said it, "I always think back to a day when DNA evidence came in that was going to put Selena Steele on Death Row. And this young man was sitting there, saying it was all wrong, and was begging us for one hour, just one hour... and Don got his miracle, and saved Selena Steele's life." (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 04.)
"Ever since then," the Sheriff said, "I've trusted what the Iron Crowbar says and does, unreservedly. So if he thought it was necessary to talk to that drunken lout, I accept that. And if he thinks something's not right with this whole picture, I'll accept that, too."
"But some supporting evidence would be nizzze." said Chief Moynahan. "Did you ask the bar for any video they may have had, Mr. Crowbarrrr?"
"Yes sir." I said. "They said they didn't, that they erase their digital recordings and record over them every 24 hours. I think that's a crock, but like Captain Croyle said, there could be liability issues for them, so even if I got a warrant they might successfully fight it for a long time, if not forever."
"However," I continued, "we may be getting other evidence. I called J.R. Barnes of the State Crime Lab after talking to Shaw. They were still working on the car as well as the toxicology reports, but they knew enough already to know that there were drugs in Shaw's system, and that his alcohol levels weren't all that high."
"Funny you should mention that." Tanya said. "The Crime Lab's reports came into our email boxes just as Bettina's broadcast started."
"Y'all get out of here and get to work." said the Chief. We left him and the Sheriff in the Conference Room and raced to our offices to read those reports.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I still say this doesn't get him off the hook." Cindy said as an early Angels meeting commenced at 7:30am.
Tanya said "These drugs are not consistent with the normal stuff Vice deals with. No cocaine, no heroin, no amphetamines. This chemical here," she said, pointing out the long chemical name of something that was found, "is a breakdown product of LSD or possibly other hallucinogens. The last time I saw some of this stuff... was what was found in your bloodstream, Commander Ross, after you were rescued from that Clinton County facility."
"And I'm sitting here still not remembering a bit of that." said Cindy.
"Thank God." murmured Teresa.
"And that's a point." I said. "Look, I'm not trying to exonerate Wayne Shaw; he's a dirtbag that is lucky he hasn't killed someone driving drunk before. But he doesn't remember anything about Saturday at all, and he has these drugs in his system. If someone did drug him up and somehow sent him flying down College Avenue at a high rate of speed, I'd like to know why."
"You're saying this was deliberately done?" asked Cindy.
"All I know..." I said, then paused, then finally said: "... is that he went right down that street, then veered at the very last second towards Barker."
"Why would someone want to kill Barker?" asked Teresa. "He hasn't been on field duty in months. He's been on restricted duty, cooped up in Headquarters, and we were beginning the process of separating him from the Force for medical reasons. What could he have seen that a hundred other Officers didn't also see?"
"I don't know." I said. Just then, Cindy's Police iPhone chirped.
"It's Captain Thompson." she said. "The Press is already demanding our duty logs for the weekend."
"Damn, I haven't even had a chance to read them yet." I said. "Would you ask Thompson to tell them the logs will be available at noon, that we're still processing them due to Barker's death?" Cindy nodded and began typing a text.
"Okay, guys," I said, "let me get to these logs. Tanya, I'll talk to you later about assigning Detectives to look into this situation more thoroughly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30, I called Tanya and Teresa back into my office. When they came in, I said "There's a report from late last night, third shift this morning, actually. Someone broke into the Impound Yard?"
"I'm sorry, sir," said Tanya, "I'm not up to speed on the logs."
"I don't have the full story on that, either." Teresa said.
"I can't complain; I'm behind the power curve on them, also." I said. "Teresa, do we post anyone out there?" The Impound Yard was not far from the State Line River to the west of us, within sight of the State Welcome Center just on our side of the State Line.
"The Deputies man it during the day, sir." said Teresa. "It's camera-monitored during the night, as is the Welcome Center. If anyone pulls up to the front gate, or gets within 300 feet of it on the other three sides, an alert goes off and the Police send a patrol out there."
"Hmmm." I said. "Does J.R. Barnes still have Wayne Shaw's car at the State Crime Lab?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "He sent me an email that they finished with their forensic exam of it yesterday afternoon, and had it taken to the Impound Yard to clear the space at the Crime Lab for another investigation."
"A-haaaaa." I said knowingly.
"Agatha Christie is counting to 'two', isn't she sir?" Teresa astutely asked.
I chuckled. "Yes. Yes she is." I said. "This cannot be a coincidence. Okay, Tanya, who are you putting on the Barker vehicular homicide case?"
"This sounds like a good one for Rodriguez." said Tanya. "So her and Roy McGhillie."
"Make it so, Number One." I said. "Tell them to go and check on this Impound Yard break-in as the start of their investigation. Also, have them talk very discreetly to Officers that Barker worked with, and see if there was anything at all that might cause him to become a target for criminals..."
Part 12 - State of the State (Budget)
Tuesday, February 19th. At 9:00am, Tanya asked me to come into Classroom 'E' to hear Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Roy McGhillie's report at the same time she did.
"J.R. Barnes and a couple of his techs from the State Crime Lab met us at the Impound Yard." said Julia. "They said that it looked like a computer junction box that handled most of the car's electronics was removed. J.R. said they ran diagnostics on that box Saturday evening, and it appeared to be the standard Toyota Camry system. J.R. went back and checked again after he got back to the Crime Lab, and sent an email saying that the junction box was normal, but wasn't the originally installed box. So there could've been something there that the Crime Lab missed."
"Lesson learned." I said. "But anything sophisticated enough to actually drive the car by remote would not have been missed. And what I'm suggesting there is that J.R. Barnes and his Crime Lab might have a mole, a traitor, in their midst. Okay, what else?"
"We confirmed the toxicology report on Wayne Shaw." said Roy McGhillie. "Martha also found a lowered alcohol reading, but a high reading of breakdown products of hallucinogenic-type drugs. She also said that Shaw's alcohol reading was likely much higher the night before, but if he didn't drink from the time he fell asleep Friday night until the blood was taken Saturday afternoon, that might explain why the alcohol reading wasn't any higher than what they found."
"We executed a warrant to search Shaw's home." said Julia Rodriguez. "He has an apartment above one of the shops near the old Lockhart Pharmacy, south of Courthouse Square. It was a mess. The CSIs found two pairs of jeans in the hamper, soaking wet with urine. They said it's not uncommon for drunks like Shaw to fall asleep and urinate into their clothing while they sleep. They're going to analyze the clothes to see if there are any drug breakdown products in the urine."
"Y'all are learning about the seamier side of things with this case." I said.
"Yes sir." said Julia. "What we have not found was how Shaw was making any money. He was on welfare and was getting food stamps, but where he was getting money to support his drinking, we're not sure."
"From the food stamps." I said. "There are places, especially on the southside in the Southwestern Ghetto, that will take food stamps for cash or even directly for alcohol. He also may have done small things for cash, which magically became ethanol in a bottle for him."
Julia nodded. "At any rate, there was nothing in his apartment to show a connection to anyone or anything."
Roy McGhillie said "We've also been talking to Officers in the TCPD that worked with Barker the past few months. He'd been doing things like manning the guardhouse of the parking lot, radio dispatch duty, securing the perimeters of crime scenes and such stuff. No one had any idea of anything he might have seen or heard that would've caused him to become a target. I didn't contact Internal Affairs about any of this; that's more in line with your pay grade, sir."
"True enough." I said. "I've already talked to Orosco, and they had no reason to believe Barker was doing anything wrong, or was in any trouble at all... except that his health was not improving and it was only a matter of time before he would have to leave the TCPD."
"Sir," said Julia, "we also tried to find out if Wayne Shaw had any particular hatred of the Police. He'd been at some of the protest marches, and likely was paid to show up and make noise. But if he had any particular hatred of Police, he didn't say anything about it."
"You're thinking Barker was targeted because he was a Police Officer?" I asked. When Julia and Roy both nodded, I said "I like your thinking on that, but it's not likely. Barker was in civilian clothes at the crime scene, and there was nothing on him to suggest he was a Police Officer. And with all the Officers out there in our County in uniform as more obvious targets, why would someone single Barker out? If so, we're back to him being singled out, and you've already been trying to find out why someone would do that. So I'm doubting the generic Police target as the reason. But there had to be something that would cause Shaw to swerve and hit Barker."
"Maybe Shaw hates dogs, sir." said Roy McGhillie. "Maybe he was going after the dog. Shaw is a hopeless alcoholic, and maybe was on drugs at the time. He sees the dog, swerves to hit him without regard to the humans present..."
"As good a theory as any I can come up with." I said. "Okay, you guys keep at it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, I was flying the TCPD's Bell 206 helicopter to Midtown. Sheriff Griswold was in the chopper with me, and had 'requisitioned' me and the chopper to fly down there. It is good to be the Police Commander. It is good to be the County Sheriff, as well.
We landed on the helipad on top of the State Capitol Office Building garage, and made our way indoors. We descended in the elevator to the 'Republican' floors, where the Republican Legislators had offices. We were escorted to a corner office, which was Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall's office. She had us come in.
It was the others in the office that surprised me: Governor Valnius Jared (R), House Ways & Means Chairman Elijah McKinney (D), Senate Budget Committee Chairman Cain Mitchell (R), and most especially: Senate Minority Whip Katherine Woodburn (D).
"I am so sorry to hear about the loss of your Officer." Katherine said to me as she extended her hand, which I shook politely. She also extended her condolences to Sheriff Griswold, and said she planned to attend his funeral. The Sheriff was much more cordial to her that I was.
"Have a seat, everyone." said Lt. Governor Marshall. We sat down at the conference table, and everyone was provided with a bottled water.
"Sheriff, Commander," said Governor Jared, "we must ask you to keep the tightest secrecy on what you hear in this room today. We know both of you have no love lost for the Press, but if this gets out early, a great opportunity to get a Budget deal done may slip through our fingers." Griswold and I nodded.
"Why don't we ask Commander Troy if he knows what we're going to tell him?" said Katherine Woodburn with a hint of a derisive smile on her face and a slight gleam of her eyes.
"Obviously something to do with the SBI-NTF." I said. "But I know you didn't waste my time, nor the Sheriff's, to ask me to be the Director of whatever new configuration of it you have in mind. You know I won't do that."
"And I didn't run for Sheriff just to let my greatest Detective walk away from my Police Force." growled Griswold.
"Have no fear, Sheriff." said Elijah McKinney. "Commander Troy will stay where he is, and also continue as SBI Reserve Inspector, if he wishes to. Senator Woodburn, why don't you explain our compromise solution."
"Certainly." said Katherine, speaking in that duplicitous language known as 'political-ese': "Gentlemen, we all agree, even me, that the current SBI-NTF is too corrupt to continue in its present form. But all of us in here, and many of our colleagues outside of this room, believe that a Statewide entity to fight drug crime in this State would be beneficial to all. Not all counties have an Iron Crowbar that can coordinate a cooperative effort like you did to destroy the Marcie Harper operation."
There was applause in recognition of that great drug bust, which I acknowledged with a nod of my head. Then Katherine continued: "We need an institution that can coordinate between counties, share and consolidate information, and move against drug pushers anywhere in the State, and especially across county lines."
Governor Jared picked it up. "We also all agree that one of the greatest problems of the Immigration issue is that many Illegal Persons are bringing filthy drugs into our State and distributing them. It would make sense that a State law enforcement organization concentrate on the drug dealing aspects of illegal immigration, as well as round up and get rid of those that are bringing filthy drugs into our State."
"Does this new organization have a cool name?" I asked. "Or is that why you brought us down here, to give it a name?" Everyone chuckled, though mostly politely.
"We're calling it the SBI-IDE right now." said Cain Mitchell. "(I)mmigration and (D)rug (E)nforcement. Unless you have a better idea, of course." I shook my head 'no'.
"So, Commander," asked Jared, attempting to will me to his position on the matter, "our offer to you is to name the person you want as Director of this new organization, if it's not going to be yourself. We definitely want your approval on it."
"That, sir," I said, "you shall never have." When everyone gasped, I said "Don't get me wrong. I know you're going to do this no matter what I think. It's a done deal, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." said Sheriff Griswold helpfully.
"I do want one thing, and it is not to name this SBI-IDE Director." I said. "That should be Curly Goodwin's job, to name that person." Goodwin was the Director of the SBI.
I continued: "What I want... is for my Town & County to have what the City has, at least with regard to the SBI and its various drug enforcement subdivisions: autonomy. Put it into the law that the Town & County enjoys the autonomy that the City does, that this new IDE will not come into my County without our permission."
"Goodness." said Elijah McKinney. "If that got out, other jurisdictions would ask for the same thing, and then this whole bill would collapse."
"And I'm not sure the City is going to get full autonomy." said Katherine Woodburn, revealing some of her true intentions. "They've had serious corruption issues in the past. You yourself busted Susan Wexler." (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 02-03, among other places.)
"You make my point for me, Senator." I said with a gleam in my gray eyes. "I know the words you political types hate hearing most are the words 'We do not need you.'. Well, I think I demonstrated with the Harper drug bust that my County does not need the SBI-NTF, or IDE, or whatever you call it."
"It's a support organization, Commander." said Cain Mitchell. "I know you had run-ins with them in the past, but it's going to be different, this time."
The way my eyes widened at that cliché must've given away how I felt about that. Elijah McKinney suppressed a chuckle. Sheriff Griswold's mustaches were twitching.
Governor Jared said "I think Commander Troy has made a reasonable request for us to consider. I can't promise that either the City or the Town & County will get the full semi-sovereignty and autonomy you desire, Commander, but it's a starting point for a framework for the limitations that we might need to put on the SBI-IDE."



With that, the meeting was essentially 'ovah'. Katherine Woodburn said "If I might have a word alone with Commander Troy..." That generate silence: everyone knew what Katherine had done to try to remove Betsy from Cindy's parentage, and Cindy was my blood kin. For Woodburn to ask to be in a room alone with me was... well, it was very brave, to be sure.
I nodded. "It'll be okay." I said to Sheriff Griswold.
He got up and patted me on the shoulder. "Don't make any messes for me to clean up." he growled quietly. I arched my eyebrows at him, which he correctly took as a sign for him to not worry.
Once alone in the room, Katherine got up and came over and sat down next to me. "I want to apologize to you." she said. Yes, my eyebrows shot way up at that.
"I was wrong when I tried to call DFACS on your cousin." Katherine said. "I went too far on that one." I could see the flicker of fear in the back of her eyes as she said the words.
"No doubt." I said. "And you owe Jimmy Cerone big-time for interceding with me on your behalf."
"Yes, I know." Katherine said. "And I lost a lot out of that bad decision. Priya resigned as my Press Secretary, and she left me. That hurt more than you know. Anyway, I'm asking you to let it go, and I won't come up against your family ever again."
A lot of retorts passed through my mind, but I simply said "Okay. And I don't have to tell you what will happen if you break that promise. Ever."
"Thank you." said Katherine. She sat back and asked: "So... any idea who burned my home down?"
"No." I said. "And it wasn't me that was behind it. Scout's Honor. As to your office down here? That wasn't me, either, and I really have no clue what that was about..."
Part 13 - Funeral For The Fallen
Wednesday, February 20th. The weather was beautiful: sunny and cold but not too cold. That was the good news. The bad news was that no one was enjoying the weather: it was the day of Officer Barker's funeral.
A hearse transported the American-Flag-draped casket to the garage of City Hall. It was transferred to a horse-drawn carriage, which was being pulled by two white horses on loan from Town Councilman John Colby.
Just about every Police Officer had requested to be part of the Honor Guard and Pallbearer Team. Captain Teresa Croyle sent out an email to all that she appreciated the offers, but the only fair way to choose was to let the established Honor Guard team do their jobs. And they did their jobs with unswerving ability and devotion to their duty, especially on this sad occasion.
From City Hall the funeral cortege walked behind the casket, down Riverside Drive and onto College Avenue, ironically the route the car that had hit Barker had taken. Walking with the carriage, two of them leading the horses, was the Honor Guard team. In the first row behind the carriage were the Medal of Valor recipients: Sheriff Griswold in the place of honor at right, me to his left, Cindy to my left, Teresa to her left, and Roy Easley to Teresa's left.
In the next row was Police Chief Moynahan, Fire Chief Quinlin (who had requested to be part of the procession), Precinct Captain Carswell and Precinct Captain Abram. After that came Captain Damien Thompson, Lt. Rudistan, Lt. Irwin, and Fire Marshal Zoe Singer.
Next were the cars that carried Officer Barker's parents and their close friends. Then came the Thin Blue Line: over 100 Police Officers, many off-duty, had come to be part of the final farewell to a fallen comrade.
The street was lined with hundreds of Citizens, most standing respectfully silent, some holding lighted candles. It warmed my heart to see the large turnout.
At the Presbyterian Church, the walkway on the front lawn was lined on both sides with Police Officers, all of whom saluted as the Honor Guard brought Officer Barker's remains inside. The family followed, and then we MOV recipients led the Police Force inside. We ringed the sides and filled in the back of the church, which was already nearly full of Presbyterians and others that had come. I remembered the last time I was in this sanctuary: for Charlie Griswold's funeral.
Dr. Edward Ayers gave a stirring sermon on Barker's inspiration to overcome obstacles. Then Lieutenant Rudistan came up, and told humorous stories of Barker, the young man and young Police Officer, bringing some levity to the somber occasion. Captain Teresa Croyle spoke of Barker's professionalism and heroism as a Police Officer, then asked the Officers present to go on outside. We (including me and Cindy) lined the walkway again, and saluted as the casket was carried out.
And at the cemetery, Captain Croyle somewhat pulled rank, saying it was her 'giri', and personally took the folded flag and presented it to Barker's mother, then saluted. The Barkers began crying again as the finality of that act hit them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday, February 20th. After returning to Headquarters after the funeral, I went back to my office. Taking off my jacket and MOV, I sat down at my computer and began working on the Shimono/Paco/Barsbane stuff.
At 5:00pm my door was open when I saw Teresa Croyle come into the anteroom. I waved for her to come on in before Helena had a chance to buzz me. I told Helena she could go on home, and had Teresa close the door and sit down.
"You did very well today." I said. "It was a nice service."
"Thank you sir." Teresa said. After a moment, she said "I know you still have a lot of pain over Pete Feeley's death. Back then I wasn't where I am today. With Barker, I know there was nothing to be done, but this was one of my Officers that died, and I can't help but wonder if there was something I could've done..."
"This is one of the down sides of being in charge of others." I said. "When you let us pin those Captain bars on you, you accepted the responsibility for those under your command, and you're feeling that now. I know I feel the same way about it, and I'm sure the Chief does, also."
"The Chief once told me," Teresa said, "that when he was in command in the military, that even though it was war and casualties were expected, it still tore him up when any of his people died, especially if he thought he might could've done something different that would've prevented the deaths."
I nodded. "I've always felt that Pete Feeley died because I did not act fast enough, even though I knew enough to act fast enough, and I'll never feel otherwise. And that is what hurt me the most about his death. And the silver lining to that is that I've learned to act faster. We got to Cindy in time in that Clinton County facility because I knew what I knew and acted, when I should not have, and most people would not have, committed so quickly until there was more information."
"I just can't help but think," Teresa said, "that our telling Barker on Thursday that he was going to be separated from the TCPD led him to being on that sidewalk on Saturday. If we could've done something different, found a place for him so he didn't have to leave the Force..." She did not finish the sentence.
"That," I said, "we will never know. Tell you what... why don't we continue this conversation at the Cop Bar, over beer and nachos. I'll ask the Chief and Cindy if they want to join us."
"Great idea, sir." Teresa said. "No wonder you've been promoted so quickly and at such a young age." I laughed, and we got up to go...
Part 14 - Information Underload
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the red haired reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, February 21st, from in front of the State Office Building. "The State Legislature is at a virtual standstill as Legislators scramble to forge a Budget bill for the year!"
Bettina began: "There are rumors that a Budget deal between Legislators and the Governor have been reached. Not true, says State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Wilson Hammonds saying "I can tell you how to know that a rumor is not true. If the rumor says that the racist Governor Val Jared is getting anything to help him implement his inexcusable policies of discriminating against Undocumented Workers, then you know that rumor is not true. I have a very strong, bipartisan coalition that will simply not allow any Budget deal that allows racists to cripple our businesses and suppress undocumented workers."
Back to Bettina live: "Sarah Honeysuckle, spokeswoman for the deeply unpopular Jared Administration, issued a statement saying that Wilson Hammonds was not even influential in State politics anymore, and that his voice is certainly not the one that will make or break any Budget deal. Ms. Honeysuckle refused to confirm that a Budget deal was in progress, and that any deal would contain the strong anti-Illegal-Immigration language that the Governor is demanding."
"And the Town & County Police still have no leads on the perpetrators of two devastating arson fires in the last few weeks." Bettina continued. "State Senator Katherine Woodburn has asked the SBI to take over the investigation of the arson fire that consumed her home, and her office issued a statement saying that the TCPD is unable to handle the case. SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin said in a statement that the SBI would only assist in the investigation of the arson fires if asked to do so by the TCPD. Commander Donald Troy has refused to respond to repeated requests for comment on the matter."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I think Commander Troy was right." Tanya Perlman said as the Sheriff, Chief, me, and my three Angels drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. I noticed a certain gleam in her eyes.
"What do you mean?" said Teresa, as if on cue, a bit of a gleam in her eyes, as well.
"He said the Press would try to sabotage any Budget deal." said Tanya. "And every single thing Bettina reported on was to that very end."
"Really?" Cindy said witheringly, glaring at Tanya.
"Yes ma'am." Tanya said. "Since when has Wilson Hammonds become popular with the Press? And then Bettina gives air time to Jared's spokesperson taking shots at Hammonds, all but goading Hammonds into doing something to stop the Budget deal from happening... if it's happening, I guess I should say." Neither the Sheriff nor I even blinked as Tanya peered at us for a reaction.
"What I noticed," I said a second later, "was Bettina trying to cause trouble between Senator Woodburn and this Police Force. Woodburn did ask the SBI-OER to look into the arson fire when it happened... when she thought I was behind it. And Bettina was careful to say that it was Katherine's office, not her herself, that said the TCPD was unable to handle the case. And, of course, Bettina took her requisite shot at me for 'not responding' to her bullshit, as if they even asked me to comment."
"They did." Cindy said. "And they call and ask Damien Thompson every morning if Commander Troy will be made available to answer questions."
"And no matter what Captain Thompson says," I replied, "the Press says I'm refusing repeated requests for comment. And if that isn't proof of how dirty the Press is, and how they'll never end their war on me, I don't know what else I can show you."
My comment was directed right at Cindy, and she knew it. She did not bother replying, nor even looking over at me. The Chief and Sheriff did watch both of us during that 'exchange of philosophical ideas'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:15am, Thursday, February 21st. My meeting with two of my Angels, Tanya and Teresa, was interrupted when my assistant Helena buzzed me and told me that my boss was in the anteroom. Not Chief Moynahan... my real boss, my wife Laura. Of course I had Helena show Laura in.
Laura exchanged greetings with Tanya and Teresa, and they left. They knew as well as I did that Laura coming to my office, especially at this hour, must be a 'BFD'. And it was.
Laura accepted a cup of coffee from the pot I'd made (yes, I have my own coffeemaker in the office, where I make 'weak' coffee), then we sat down side-by-side on the sofa so that she would not have to talk very loudly. She also had her bug-killer on, which was the real-deal, no-shit technology I only wished I had. The television and my Police radio were knocked out.
"I'm sorry to interrupt your meeting." Laura said. "But this is big, really big."
"That's okay." I said. "I have all day to talk to them. And it must be big for you to come over here. Whassup?"
Laura began: "I contacted some old friends in the 'Company' that I can and do trust, and asked them to check on that DNA situation we looked at last Fall. They ran it, and they confirmed completely that the DNA from the body in Coltrane County was Tomoko Shimono, our disavowed agent."
"But there's more, n'est pas?" I asked.
"Not much gets by you, Darling." Laura said with a glimmer in her eye, teasing me. Then she said "Yes, there's more. A lot more. The DEA made an official request for information on Tomoko Shimono, including inquiring if she'd been disavowed and was dead. The data on her that is not highly classified was sent to them. But here's the catch: the DNA scan they sent the DEA was a different file than the one my contact had confirmed was Shimono!"
"Uh, dirty dealing going on here?" I asked.
"No." said Laura. "The DNA in the two scans are the same, but one file is not a copy of the other. When I found out about this, I made a formal request through proper channels to look into it, and they opened an internal investigation. They've confirmed that both DNA scans are genuine. But it took them a while to figure out why."
"Identical twins?" I guessed. Laura just peered at me.
"You just guessed in one second what took them an hour to even guess at." my wife said. "How'd you know?"
"Been there, done that." I said. "The Arruzio case was my first real biggie around these parts." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers'.)
"Oh yes, that's right." Laura said as she remembered. "So, it looks like the Company had two Tomoko Shimonos, and apparently our left hand did not know what our right hand was doing. It's being investigated, but we don't know which Shimono was which... if the one found in the Coltrane County compost heap was the disavowed one, or if she was just a twin and stand-in that was unhappily murdered while our Shimono got away and only now has surfaced again."
"Wowwww." I said. Then something struck me. "Laura, who in the DEA made the request of the CIA for the Shimono information? Dwight Stevens?"
Laura gave me a pursed smile and said "You're batting a thousand today. Yes, it was Dwight Stevens. And I'll add that his request was forwarded by the FBI SAC (Special Agent In Charge) for this region... our cheeseburger-loving friend Jack Muscone, who asked that the report back be cc'd to him."
"I seeeeee." I said, my voice almost a whisper.
"Did either of them tell you they were going to ask?" Laura said, peering at me.
"No." I said. "No they did not. But we'll see if Jack comes correct and tells me after the fact."
"Don," Laura said, "Jack gave you that photo, apparently wanting you to look into it, and didn't tell you he and Stevens were talking to the CIA about it? Or were they hoping you'd talk to me, to be a backdoor confirmation?... which would piss me off if they used you and me like that."
"Forgive them, my love," I said, "for they know not what they do. And they possibly were nonplussed by my apparent lack of interest... which I admit was a lack of interest until you came here just now and told me all this."
"What do you think this is about?" Laura asked. Yes, she was picking my brain for the info, too. But she's privileged; she's my wife. And she gives me great blowjobs nearly every morning.
"That's what I'm starting to look into." I said. "I back-burnered it after Barker died, and we had all that going on. It's not Shimono that interests me, though... it's that other guy, Barsbane."
"What about Paco?" Laura asked. "He's a bad enough dude that his name has come across my desk in the past... my 'Company' desk."
"Yeah." I said, mostly to myself. "He may have been a go-between for Shimono and Barsbane, or he has another role..." After a moment of thought I snapped out of it, then said "Well, no sense theorizing without data. I need more data."
Laura smiled. "Oh, it might do you good to go crazy and theorize without data for a change."
"What will do me good," I said, "is getting you into bed tonight and ravishing you into pure exhaustion."
"Mmmm," Laura said. "Sounds like a promise I'm going to make you keep."
Long hard night secured, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone came to my office. I had him come in and sit down. Normally, I would 'impress' him with a knowledge drop that would elicit a work order for firewood and a stake. But today I decided to let him tell me what I knew he knew... or not.
"Terrible about Barker." Jack said. "It was a nice funeral for him, though. Tanya cried a lot. I think it reminded her of Pete Feeley's death and funeral."
"Yes, I'm sure it did." I said. "So... what's new with you?"
"Dwight Stevens of the DEA has been looking into those three perps whose photo I showed you." said Jack. "He even contacted the CIA to confirm Tomoko Shimono's disavowal and death. They did confirm it, but couldn't send anything that was classified. So we're trying to get what we can."
I nodded. "Tell me about these other two. Barsbane and Paco."
"Barsbane," said Muscone, "was most recently seen in the City, in the Railyards area. The DEA picked up his tracks a few days ago." He got out his iPhone, and a second later my Police iPhone chirped that I'd gotten a text.
"This was taken at a bar not far from the State Parcel Service Main Distribution Facility in the City." said Jack. "It's unbelievable how good cameras in shirt buttons and Google glasses have gotten. An undercover DEA Agent got this."
It was a photo of two men at a table in a bar. "Ahhhh." I said as I recognized the man Barsbane was sitting with. "Dick Granger. Haven't heard from him in a while, since he was arrested during the SPS murders case." (Author's note: 'Delivery In The Rear', Ch. 01.)
"He got three years suspended," said Jack, "and a $10,000 fine, which we've learned was paid by SPS. He was a Distribution Director at that time, but has since been promoted to Vice President of Transportation. He's kept his head down since you and the City Police busted him, and has essentially gone off the grid; no credit card usage, at least none in his name; he doesn't own a POV; and he lives in an SPS-owned apartment in Eastphalia, all utilities paid."
"And apparently he was discussing transportation issues with a well-known expert of illegal transportation methodology." I said. "I did know Barsbane had come up from Southport as soon as Parsons and Rovers were kicked to the kerb down there. Word on the Southport 'Street' is that he wanted to steer clear of that area while the new FBI guys, Crenshaw and Jenkins, were coming in and actively seeking perps to bust. And here he is... having a beer with a trusted, high-level executive of SPS, the company of one of the last remaining Establishment Elitists that might've had something to do with Superior Bloodlines."
"Exactly." said Muscone. "So... anything else you can tell us?"
I looked right into Muscone's beady black eyes as I said "Yes. I have more. But not until you come correct with me."
"What do you mean?" Jack asked. He maintained the eye contact, but I could see that he was getting nervous.
"Jack..." I said witheringly. "We have been working together for what, six years or more now? And we've become good friends. You're engaged to one of my Angels, who you know I consider to be like sisters that I'll do anything to protect like a good brother should. And you should know by now that not much gets past me. I can tell when you're holding something back."



I continued: "In this case, I'm seeing a very active DEA not only getting that photo from Turpin Heights, but now coming up with this photo from the City. And to get those photos, the DEA had to be like a bloodhound on a scent. They knew enough to be there with shirt-button-cameras and Google glasses. They've got something going on, but they don't seem to want to actually collaborate with me on it, and they're getting you to bell the cat for them and pick my brain on this. So... kindly tell them that if they want my help, I'm very willing to give it... but not like this, not with mysteries on both ends."
Muscone leaned back in his chair and nodded. "You're right." he said. "Not to excuse myself, but I was trying to help the DEA in order to forge better ties with them in my region of the country, and especially this State. Dwight Stevens wanted me to get as much information as I could from you. He says he was afraid you were angry with him after the Marcie Harper drug bust, but I'm not sure that's the real reason."
"Of course it's not." I said. "I gave Special Agent Stevens a very good demonstration that he was not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded... but apparently he has not learned the lesson. His real reason is that he's still miffed at me for not being forthcoming about Marcie's code, and then scaring the shit out of him by throwing my crowbar on the floor when you and he were coming down that passage under the hotel. And as part of that, he wants to get all the info from me he can, but without revealing to me any more than he has to. I can understand that he was miffed at me, but if he wants me to help him with anything, he's got to get right about things."
Muscone nodded. "You're right. I'll relay the message, to Stevens, and to his boss."
"Who is that?" I asked.
"DEA Special Agent in Charge Rutherford Lyndon." said Muscone. "He's one of the good guys. One of the U.S. Senators from the State to our east tried to bribe him one time. He played along, wore a wire, and got a lot of dirt on that Senator, including some collaborations with some Swamp Frogs in Washington. Brought almost all of them down."
"Sounds like my kind of guy." I said.
"I'll arrange a meeting." Muscone said. "I think these are guys you can trust, though I'll let you make your own observations and deductions about them. I do know that they have one thing in common with you: they despise the SBI-NTF as much as you do. My own advice to you is that they could be very good allies for you against the NTF if and when Katherine Woodburn succeeds in forcing the NTF, or whatever new iteration of it they create in this compromise Budget bill, to be the boss of all of your State's county LEOs."
"That will be the day." I said flatly. "So... anything on Paco?"
"He's disappeared completely." said Muscone. "As has Shimono. We're looking for her in the City areas. The DEA thinks Paco might be in the City, also. But I'm not convinced of that, nor am I convinced that he's part of any triumvirate with Barsbane and Shimono."
"Why do you say that?" I asked, out of sheer curiosity.
"Assuming this really is Tomoko Shimono we're dealing with," said Muscone, "I can see her and Barsbane working together on something. She would steal someone's technology, and he'd smuggle it out to wherever she wanted it to go. But Paco? He doesn't fit into this puzzle; his M.O. doesn't jive with theirs."
"I happen to agree with you." I said. "I look forward to the DEA telling me why they think these three are so important..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:30pm, Captain Damien Thompson came to my office and asked to speak to me. I had him come in and sit down.
"This is not about my Public Relations duties, sir." said Thompson. "It's something else. Do you know who my father's brother is?"
"The Teacher? Yes." I said.
"Yes sir." said Captain Thompson. "My uncle is the bad sheep in the family, and my dad and I have very little to do with him. But he called my dad and asked that we give you a message from my uncle. He says a 'bad actor' is in Town, someone that he thinks we should know about. He wouldn't give any more information on the phone."
"Okay." I said. "Send a message back that I'm going to come see him."
"At... at his hideout?" Captain Thompson said, wide-eyed. "Are you serious?"
"Absolutely." I said. "We'll never get him to come here. Bad optics for him."
"Uh, sir," said Thompson, "maybe I should go with you. He might not have you killed on sight if his nephew is with him."
"I'm not so worried, but sure, come on along." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:15pm, Thursday, February 21st. I had armor underneath my shirt, the 'girdle', and armor lining my trenchcoat. Captain Thompson had armor under his shirt and in the lining of his Police cold-weather jacket. It would be nowhere near enough if all of The Teacher's people started shooting at us at point-blank range, though. I was hoping that the SWAT Team massed just outside 'the Junkyard' would be a better deterrent.
The Junkyard was on the eastern side of the Southwestern Ghetto, and marked the unofficial end of that district from other parts of the Tenderloin District. Weinstein's bar was east of the area, which had a high wooden fence surrounding the property, and a labyrinth of trails through junk cars, tires, and piles of metal scrap. Sane people did not go onto this property without invitation from its owner. The TCPD had been told to not enter these grounds, even in pursuit of wanted criminals.
Captain Damien Thompson and I were being led through the trails between piles of metal, picking up 'attendants' as we went along. Captain Thompson looked nervous, while I studiously kept an untroubled and fearless face.
We were stopped at a bend in the trail for a moment, then a man came around the bend and said "The Teacher has agreed to see you, Iron Crowbar." He waved me forward. Captain Thompson was also waved into the cleared out area. Behind it was a pile of metal that with what looked like a door lying against the pile. I was not fooled: there was a living space under all that metal, and I imagined it was quite cozy and serviceable.
Sitting in an old rocking chair and carving something out of a piece of wood with a 'Rambo' knife was the man known as 'The Teacher'. He had shared Captain Thompson's physique when he'd been Captain Thompson's age, and though he was more elderly now, he still looked to be in shape and a potentially formidable adversary in personal combat.
"Well, well well, it's the Iron Crowbar himself." he said, looking up at us. "Have a seat." I did so, in the chair to his left. He said "My nephew can remain standing. He has embarrassed me by becoming a cop. Shameful."
"I'm glad he did." I replied. "He's done very honorably and well in the TCPD. Not just anyone becomes a Captain on the Police Force."
"Even worse." said The Teacher, and I could not tell if he was giving his nephew a backhanded compliment, just needling him, or if he was serious. "You don't back down, Iron Crowbar. That's good. And you're a fearless man, coming in here, more than brave."
"I heard you had some important information that I might could use." I said. "If it's what I think it is, it's worth showing you the respect of coming to see you."
"It's worth it." said The Teacher as he continued to carve something out of wood. I saw that it was taking the shape of a crowbar, about a foot long. "I'm not going to pretend that you don't know what my business is. Information has come my way that someone has come into this County, someone with bad intentions. He sent people to get my help, and I turned him down flat. I don't want any part of what he's doing."
"What's that?" I asked.
"His people contacted my people, who told me." said The Teacher. "I get the idea he contacted them on behalf of someone, someone big. Someone well above my pay grade, more like at your pay grade, Iron Crowbar. He wanted me and my people to get some information... industrial information, industrial secrets."
"Which company?" I asked.
"I don't know." said The Teacher. "Maybe I should've strung him along, gotten more out of him. But I've learned not to play games like that. It gets people killed, and this guy will kill you as soon as he would look at you. Have you ever heard of a man named 'Paco'?"
"Paco Domingo?" I asked. "I've heard vague things about him. Martial arts expert. Security for mobsters, mostly."
"That's the guy." said The Teacher. "But he just goes by the name 'Paco'. He's as embarrassed about those Domingos in Southport as I am of my cop nephew here."
"So he's in Town?" I asked. "And asking for help to get industrial secrets?"
"I'm tryin' to tell ya." said The Teacher. "That's the story. And I'm sure you've figured out that I want you to put the heat on this guy so that he doesn't come after me or my operations for turning him down."
"I hear ya." I said. "Okay, I'll look into it, and see what this Paco is doing. Anything else you can tell me about him?"
"No." said The Teacher. "He left the County, and if he's come back, my people haven't seen him yet."
"Okay, then." I said, getting out of the chair. The Teacher extended his carving to me; indeed, it was a crowbar.
"I heard you were the man behind the Mayor bringing up our southside schools being underfunded." said The Teacher. "The people in power did not like hearing that. The only way my people are going to get out poverty is through education, and you just blasted one of their attempts to keep my people down. So this carving is a gift for you doing that, but don't stop, ya hear?"
It was a lot more, I realized. "Thank you. I'm honored. " I said, taking the carving. "And thank you for the information. And by the way, your nephew here is a good example for your people of what a good education combined with honorable intentions can do for them."
With that The Teacher nodded, indicating that we were free to go... and to go unmolested. Once we were back to the street, we got into my Police SUV, which had Police cruisers in front and behind it.
"I don't think I should've gone with you, sir." said Thompson. "He wasn't kidding about being embarrassed about me being a Police Officer."
"He also knows you're setting a better example for southside kids than he or T-Square is." I replied. "Whenever the Press is giving you crap, just remember that, and remember the excellent example you are to those kids." Captain Thompson nodded as we headed back to Headquarters.
Part 15 - The Fiery Furnace
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, February 22d, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that Police Commander Donald Troy has submitted his nominations to the Council for the Commission to rewrite the Town & County Charter!"
Bettina began: "The names are: the Reverend Joseph E. Williams of the Town & County A.M.E. Church, school teacher Mrs. Edna Carter of Thomas E. Williams Elementary School, Councilman Edward R. Steele, and Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman."
Bettina continued: "Responses to these nominations have been very mixed. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Superstar rapper T-Square was shown, saying "Commander Troy has shown a very high clarity in his vision in nominating Reverend Williams and Mrs. Carter to the Commission." J.P. Goldman was then shown, saying "As usual, Commander Donald Troy has proved his wisdom beyond his years with these excellent choices."
Back to Bettina live: "However, Eldrick X. Weaver, who lost the Mayoral race last November after a deeply controversial Court decision, issued a statement saying, quote: 'These nominations show Commander Troy's subservience to the white rulers of this County, and a total disregard for minority voices and interests.', unquote. Commander Troy did not respond to KXTC's repeated request for comment upon his nominations."
Bettina went on: "And in State news, the State Capitol is on virtual lockdown as rumors fly about the possibility of a Budget compromise! Sarah Honeysuckle, spokesperson for the deeply unpopular Jared Administration, did not give a Press conference yesterday, only issuing a statement that there would be no Press conferences until next week. Meanwhile, State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds had this to say about rumors that he is being excluded from any serious Budget negotiations. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Hammonds saying "I have a strong, bipartisan coalition that will do everything possible to prevent Governor Val Jared from discriminating against undocumented workers! We will not agree to any deal that gives Jared anything, even if that means no Budget will be passed. It is up to Val Jared to stop his racist policies and accept what we present to him after a fair Legislative negotiation."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Bettina gave way to Jeff Hull for Sports, all eyes in the Chief's Conference Room were on Your Iron Crowbar. Sheriff Griswold was not present, but my Angels and Chief Moynahan were.
"So what were your reasons for those names?" asked Cindy.
"You shall see," I said, "if you watch KFXU at 7:30. I gave their political reporter a sit-down interview yesterday, here in the Press Interview Room."
"I never heard about that." Cindy said. "Did you tell Captain Thompson?"
"Why, no." I said with the beginnings of a wicked grin. "He was in your office at the time. I would imagine he was explaining why he went with me to see The Teacher without informing you first."
"Yes, as a matter of fact he was." Cindy replied, looking darkly at me. "And I don't object to it, or that you had him go with you hastily. But do me the courtesy of telling me you're taking my Public Relations Officer into The Junkyard... so I can start funeral preparations next time."
"Hopefully there will not be a next timmmme." drawled the Chief. "I see both sides of this, and I would suggest to just let it gooooo... especially if it led to some good information for the DEA."
I glanced over at the Chief. "I perceive they've been talking to you, Chief."
"Now you know how I feel." Cindy said. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved back in mine.
"Let it go, let it goooooo." admonished the Chief. "Just so you all knowwwww, the DEA called me to ask permission to borrow Commander Troy for a meeting in the City either this weekend or early next week. I told them I was good with it as long as Mr. Crowbar was good with it, and if no big crimes happened here over the weekend."
"I haven't received the formal invitation yet." I said. "But I was informally alerted by certain FBI Agents who need to set a wedding date... soooooon." I looked right at Tanya Perlman as I said it. The Chief laughed at my excellent imitation of what he would've said, and Tanya grinned, a glimmer in her eyes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:30am, MCD was full of Detectives, and the Chief's Conference Room still had the leadership in it as the KFXU broadcast started. A few moments later came this:
"And we have an exclusive interview with Police Commander Donald Troy," said Catrina Pierce, "to discuss his reasons for his nominations to the Town & County Charter Commission. Roll tape." Tape rolled.
We were sitting in the Press Conference Room, myself and Priya Ajmani. Priya looked gorgeous in a tight-fitting but tasteful dress and very high heel pumps. I'd put on a Duty Dress jacket, knowing that was the only way to not be badly out-GQ'd by Detective Washington.
Priya started off by asking "You've named two black persons, Rev. Williams and Mrs. Carter, and two white persons, Mr. Steele and ADA Fineman. Two men, two women. Seems very fair and balanced, Commander. What was behind these selections?"
"I nominated Rev. Williams," I said, "because he, like his father before him, is a very respected leader of the Minority communities, and as a man of the Lord his patience will be most welcome on any undertaking like this. I nominated Edna Carter because she is a respected school teacher, and education is going to be a big, big part of this re-write."
"I nominated Edward Steele," I continued, "because he's a Council Member and will be representative of them, and also because as I've gotten to know him and we've become friends, I've found him to be a very fair-minded, thoughtful man who will work towards solutions instead of bickering about petty things. And I nominated ADA Fineman because I wanted a lawyer with expertise in how our Town & County works, and who can help us with the legal language and the issues and the process of it all."
Towards the end of the interview, I allowed Priya an 'ambush' question, which really wasn't an ambush because we'd agreed for her to ask it and for me to have a great answer: "Commander," she said, "there are rumors in Midtown of a new or re-worked SBI-NTF being proposed as part of the overall Budget negotiations. You yourself showed that an NTF is not needed when you worked with other jurisdictions as well as the Federal DEA to make the biggest drug bust in our State's history. So is an NTF necessary? Can you comment on that?"
"Sure." I said. "In the past the SBI-NTF under Jack Lewis was a very corrupt organization. A United States Marine was murdered by dirty SBI Agents in our County, we've had run-ins with the NTF that led to shooting incidents, and they would attempt to come into our County and impede my investigations, not help them."
I continued: "However, many others, including some of my own Police Officers, would welcome a support organization that would serve as a clearinghouse for exchanging information between local jurisdictions, and it's hard to argue against their reasoning. If whatever they come up with is an honest organization, and more of a support unit rather than one that tries to dominate local jurisdictions, it would probably be acceptable to me."
"Will a budget get passed, Commander?" asked Priya.
"I am not a Legislator, and I don't play one on TV." I said. "But I think they know that this time it's real, that their backs are against the wall regardless of Party affiliation. I think they'll get something cooked up, especially if they keep Wilson Hammonds out of the kitchen."
Priya's eyes sparkled as I said that, and I thought she might jump me and fuck my brains out right then and there... and I would not have minded if she had...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhh, that was a verbal crowbar beatdown if ever I've seeeeen one." drawled Chief Moynahan happily.
"Yes. Yes it was." said Teresa.
"Hammonds is going to blow a gasket when he hears that." Tanya said. "And he's dirty enough to try to get back at you, maybe by cutting off funds to the University's Psychology Department."
"I'll tell you guys a secret, and don't let it get out." I said. "Hammonds is already being excluded from the serious talks. Without him in the room, there may be a very real chance of getting a Budget bill passed. In reality, he doesn't have the coalition he thinks he has."
After a moment Cindy asked: "So Priya is forgiven?"
"Well, as long as she keeps it real and doesn't get catty on me." I said. "And by the way, if KXTC demands an equal-time interview, you can tell them that they're not getting jack shit from me, though you can tell them in nicer terms than that."
Cindy just shook her head.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:55 pm Friday, February 22d. Laura and I had dined at Luigi's, which was in the northwest area of Town, near the Mall and next to the River. The food was excellent, as usual. Laura had some wine with her meal, but I had coffee, since I was driving. I would make up for it with a Scotch-and-Amaretto 'Godfather' at home, I told myself.



We were driving in my Police SUV, as I had run late at work getting some paperwork done and had just gone and picked my wife up at her office. As we approached North Street, I saw the bright blue lights of a Police cruiser blocking the road, and directing everyone back onto the Bypass. Of course I pulled up to see what was going on.
"Hello sir, ma'am." said Sr. Patrolman Johnson. "Someone called in and said they smelled gas as they were walking along North Street. The Gas Company said they had no alarms, but we're checking it out anyway, and we'll re-open the street if they give the all-clear."
"Okay, good." I said. "You're doing a very efficient job of directing traffic around it. Keep up the good work."
"Thank you, sir." said Johnson. I pulled back onto the road and joined the traffic heading south on the Bypass.
"Everyone at the University loved your interview this morning." Laura said. We'd not talked politics during dinner, but she wanted to do so now, I perceived.
"I'm surprised any Faculty at the University watches KFXU." I replied. Laura gave a brief smile.
"Some of them do." Laura said. "And when it started going around about what you said about Wilson Hammonds, people tuned in."
"I figured all the Faculty would love him for his pro-Illegal-Immigration positions." I said, partly to needle my wife.
"They hate him for trying to cut the University's budget every year, too." Laura said.
"That makes sense------ what the heck?"
Time slowed down.
Up ahead of me, I'd seen a black shape coming up the wrong side of the road, and now I was realizing that it was plowing into a southbound car head-on. A fireball rose above the SUV that was right behind the car crash, which had stopped. Instinctively I hit the buttons to turn on my dash-cam and the lightbar and siren, bathing the area immediately in front of me in bright blue and white lights.
Then, to my shock, with a screech of rubber on the pavement, the SUV behind the crash suddenly pulled to the left and gunned its motor, going around the crash and further south! I had no time to chase it; I could now see two automobiles on fire.
I was calling in the crash on my Police radio as I halted about 60 feet behind the two burning vehicles. Laura was already out of the car ahead of me. I instinctively grabbed my red crowbar as I got out and followed her. All the cars behind us had stopped.
I heard a voice on the passenger side of the car, yelling "Mommy! Mommy!" I ran around to look, and a chilling sight greeted me: I saw the little red-haired girl Frieda Franklin crying and yelling "Mommy! Mommy!" as she desperately tried to open the passenger side front door of the burning Audi...
To be continued.
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Part 16 - Heartbreak
As Frieda tried to open the door, Laura had run up to her. "Frieda! Get back!" my wife called out as she grabbed Frieda and led her away and back towards the Police SUV, ending up off the road onto the farmland that bordered it.
I had run up behind them, and I attempted to open the door. Like Frieda's vain attempts, I could not make the door move; the door wouldn't budge. But I had my crowbar, and I used it upon the door. With a loud *SNAP!*, the latch gave way, and I was able to open it.
Frieda's mother was in the front passenger seat, unconscious. The airbag had deployed, but I did not like the way her neck and head looked. I reached over and undid the seatbelt, then picked up Mrs. Franklin, trying to support her neck with my arm and elbow. I carried her back to where Laura and Frieda were.
"Mommy! Wake up!" Frieda wailed.
"Sit back, Frieda." Laura said. "I'm a doctor. Let me try to help your mother."
Meanwhile, I'd run back up to car, and around to the driver side, barely noticing that other Police vehicles had driven up, and were next to my SUV and blocking all traffic.
The driver side door of the vehicle was actually cracked open, but was very hard to push further open. I finally got it open enough to look inside. And the sight I saw made me almost sick... and knowing that it was too late.
The force of the collision on the front left side had pushed the engine into Mr. Franklin's legs; I couldn't really see them, or what was left of them. The brake pedal was pushing into his groin and abdomen, and the airbag's deployment had done nothing to stop his chest from smashing against the steering wheel.
Even though I knew it was too late, I still tried to get Mr. Franklin out of the car. But just then I felt a fire blanket being wrapped around me, and I was pulled back.
"Get back, sir!" I heard someone yell, even as he was pulling me back and away from the vehicle. "The gas tanks are gonna blow!"
The Police Officer was Sr. Patrolman Johnson, who'd heard the emergency call on the radio and immediately rushed down the Bypass to us. Other Police cars were coming, as well as a Fire Truck.
*BOOM!*
The Franklin car's gas tank exploded. Fortunately, they're made to direct the explosion downward, so very little debris flew out. But the car was now engulfed in flames, and I could only hope and pray that Mr. Franklin had died on impact, and was not suffering pain from the flames that were consuming his body.
On the other side of the wreck I saw blue lights, and heard shouts and the sound of metal moving. Someone was trying to get the driver of the other car out. And then the other car's gas tank exploded.
*BOOM!*
A few seconds later, I heard Rudistan's voice. "I'm next to the northbound car. We pulled the driver out, but he's dead."
"Thanks for the blanket, Johnson." I said. "Where's my crowbar?"
"You dropped it, sir," said Johnson, "when you were trying to get the driver out. We'll have to let the Fire Department put out the fire, and then I'll get it for you."
"Thanks." I said. I then went over to where Laura and Frieda and the girl's mother was. Frieda was sitting on her knees, sobbing and wailing "Mommy..." I looked at Laura, who looked up at me and shook her head. Frieda's mother was dead.
"Hey, Frieda." I said, coming up to the girl, and kneeling down beside her, my back screaming in protest. "Come over here to my vehicle, okay?"
"No!" Frieda sobbed. "I want to stay with my Mommy!" I put my arm around the girl and she collapsed into my side, crying as her grief fully hit her. A few moments later an ambulance finally arrived, and paramedics came over.
"Come on, Frieda." I said. "Let's go over here and let the paramedics take care of your mom." I expected to have to pick her up and for her to resist. But Frieda came along. I had her get into the backseat of my SUV.
And thank God for small favors: one of the blue-flashing vehicles that came up was that of Commander Cindy Ross. "What happened?" she asked as she came up to me.
"Frieda Franklin's family." I said. "Frieda is in the backseat of my car here."
"I'll stay with her." Cindy said.
"I have a better idea." said Laura, coming up to us. "Cindy, will you take Frieda and me to the hospital, so I can check her for injuries?"
"Sure." Cindy said. They left as I made like Bowser and supervised at the scene.
"Crowbar!" I heard a voice bark, the voice of Sheriff Griswold. "I'm being told you pried open the car and got a couple of people out."
"Frieda Franklin got out herself." I said. "She was trying to open the door where her mother was, but it was jammed shut. I pried it open, but Mrs. Franklin was dead, at least I think she was. Laura was here, and said she was dead. I went around to get Mr. Franklin, but the car engine was in his lap, and Johnson pulled me back before the gas tank blew."
"You did what you could, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "Good work."
"Thank you, sir... oh! Wait! Johnson!" I yelled out.
"Sir?" Johnson said as he came up to me.
"Johnson, I need a CSI team to this location immediately." I said. " I need someone who can download my dash-cam to the evidence servers. I want you to guard my SUV and not let anyone near it! It's evidence! And call in to get any camera footage on the Bypass and all the bridges back into Town!"
"Yes sir!" said Johnson. He grabbed his Police radio to make the call as he went over to my SUV to guard it."
"What's going on, Crowbar?" asked Sheriff Griswold.
"I saw the crash, Sheriff, about 200 to 250 feet in front of me." I said. "There was a car right behind the accident. It had stopped, but when I pulled up with the lightbar flashing and the siren going off, that car suddenly went around the crashed cars and sped off!"
"Hmmmm." said the Sheriff. "You think something's odd about that?"
"More than odd, Sheriff." I said. "And if I'm right..."
I didn't finish the sentence, but called Cindy on my Police iPhone. "Ross!" I said when she answered, "stay with Frieda Franklin! Guard her, and get some other Officers to guard her! Don't leave her alone! She may be in danger!"
"Wilco." Cindy said. As we disconnected, I noticed that the Town & County Sheriff was staring at me.
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "I may be crazy."
"I figured that out already." growled the Sheriff. "What is it, Don?"
"Sir," I said, beginning to go introspective, "I think the car crash that killed Barker may have been trying to kill Frieda Franklin, who was right there. And I think this car crash was someone trying to kill her tonight..."
Part 17 - Crazy Crowbar Theories
"No, DFACS cannot have Frieda tonight." I said into the phone. "You can tell them that she is in protective custody, but she is staying with me tonight." I was talking on the phone to Cindy at the Hospital.
"They're not thrilled about it, but they said okay." Cindy said. "They said they'll sort out the paperwork tomorrow. Laura and I will bring Frieda to the Cabin. She checked out okay, no physical injuries."
"Sounds like a plan." I said. "I'll see you up there later."
It was 12:30am, Saturday, February 23d. As I disconnected with Cindy, my landline phone on my desk rang. "They're ready for you in Classroom 'E', sir." said Detective Joanne Warner.
I went into Classroom 'E', following Chief Moynahan, who I'd collected from his office. Sheriff Griswold was already there, as were Detectives Warner and Parker, Captain Perlman, Mark Walker of the Crime Lab/CSI group, and Lt. Myron Milton.
"Thank you all for being here so late." said Chief Moynahan. "Commander, it's your meeting."
"Thank you, Chief, and thank you everyone for coming in." I said. "I've asked for your help tonight because I don't think what happened on the Bypass tonight was an accident. And if I'm right, then what happened to Officer Barker may not have been an accident, either. So that was the basis for me asking you guys to collect all the data that you could. Okay, who wants to start?""
"I will, sir." said Mark Walker. "We downloaded the video from your SUV onto the evidence servers. It doesn't show the crash, but it does show that SUV behind the Franklin's car swerving out and taking off southbound. We were able to get a car tag from your dash-cam as well as from the Jefferson Avenue intersection to the south of where the crash occurred. The number is 'BEQ 468' and the car tag is of this State... but when we ran it, it came back as there being no 'BEQ 468' plate issued anywhere."
"How can that be?" asked the Chief.
"Aw, we don't need a crowbar for that." growled Sheriff Griswold. "They painted over the real numbers to make that number. I'd say to try combinations involving 'P' instead of 'B', 'F' instead of 'E', 'O', instead of 'Q', '1' instead of '4', '5' instead of '6', and '3' instead of '8'."
"That's why he's the Sheriff, and we're his students." I said. Everyone agreed enthusiastically. Griswold waved off the praise, but his mustaches were twitching.
"Let me try something." said Myron Milton. He brought up still frames of the car with the tag. "I'm trying to see how the numbers reflect in the light." He transmitted the image from his computer to the projection screen so we could all look at it. After some discussion and a few other tries, Myron ran 'PFQ 153' against the DMV database, and got a hit.
"Oh, wow." Myron said. "It's the number of an SPS light truck. The plate was reported stolen off the back of the truck three months ago, just at the start of Christmas season."
"Which jurisdiction took the stolen tag report?" I asked.
"Says here... Pottsville." Myron said. "The tag was issued by their county tag office, and the address was the SPS office in Pottsville."
"So, a stolen and altered car tag." I said. "SPS pickup truck. Okay, what about the car that ran into the Franklin's car. And the driver of it?"
"J.R. Barnes supervised the taking of that vehicle to the State Crime Lab," said Tanya Perlman, "and he will not be giving it up until he's done a very thorough workup on it. He's already seen what the Commander would call 'strangenesses'. First, it was a Buick of 1960s vintage. The car burned, and hotly, suggesting it was packed with explosives or flammables. The Franklin's car was an Audi, and that car plowed through the driver's side of it like it was nothing, and J.R. found out why... the front of the Buick was reinforced steel, and the front quarter panels were filled with concrete."
"Concrete?" asked Chief Moynahan disbelievingly.
"Yes sir." said Tanya. And the engine burned up, but it was clearly not an old 1960s engine. J.R. thinks it was a very powerful motor, like those found on cars used for illegal racing on the street. It may even have had a nitrous boost, but we don't know for sure just yet."
"It was just out of the corner of my eye, before I realized what I was seeing." I said. "But yeah, it could've been moving really fast. Any video footage of it at all?"
"No sir." said Myron. It's in the area south of BigPharmaCorp and north of Crown Chemicals and BOW Enterprises, and no roads from Town reach out that far to get to it."
"What about the car tag on the Demolition Derby car?" I asked. "And, once again, the driver of it?"
"The driver had no ID on his person." Tanya said. "It may have been in the car, and burned up, and we'll see if the Crime Lab comes up with anything. Fingerprints came up with nothing on local and State databases, and we've heard nothing back from the FBI database yet. The car tag is registered to Mr. Colburn, who lives on County Road 2. He reported the tag stolen off of his pickup truck a week ago."
I remembered Mr. Colburn; he'd called Police, which had led to the finding of the body of Jefferson Davis Jackson. (Author's note: 'The Murdered Football Player', Ch. 01.)
"Another stolen tag." I said. "Speaks volumes, does it not, Detectives?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne Warner. "They're going to great lengths to not be identified."
"Which adds to the theory of this being deliberate." said Teddy Parker.
"Yes, yes it does." I said. "Also, that SUV running away when a Police vehicle came up so quickly. My theory based on the limited data of my observations is that the SUV was a follow-up. If the crash had not have killed Frieda, the driver of that SUV or someone else inside it was going to kill her."
"Geez." muttered Teddy Parker. "Poor kid."
"But lucky kid that a Police vehicle came up so quick-leee." drawled Chief Moynahan. "I guess my question izzzzzz... if you think it's deliberate, does that mean the Franklins were being followed? And maybe were being followed earlier?"
"I'd have to think so," I said, "or someone knew where they were going and what route they were taking--- whoaaaa..." Reverie time.
"The gas leak report, sir?" asked Joanne.
"Yeahhhh." I said. "Guess that makes sense, now. They knew what route the Franklins were taking because they forced that Bypass route to be taken!"
"Makes sense." said Tanya Perlman. "No actual gas leak was found."
"I'll have to ask Frieda where they were going." I said. "I'm also going to have to ask her if she remembers seeing anything strange in the days before the Barker car crash, to try to get some idea for a motive to kill her."
"Or her mother." said Joanne Warner. "She was on Courthouse Square when Barker was killed, and she was in the car, too."
"That could be." I said. "But if you go back and replay the footage we have of the Barker crash as well as other footage and testimony, you'll see that Mrs. Franklin was a couple of tables westward of where Frieda was, at Barker's table. Frieda was petting Barker's dog when the car came flying up. It didn't swerve to hit Mrs. Franklin, it went right for Frieda, and Barker threw her out of the way and took the hit himself."
The room grew silent for a moment in remembrance of what Officer Barker had done. "Chief," Tanya finally said, breaking the silence, "if Commander Troy is right, would this make Barker's death an LOD death?" LOD meant 'line of duty', and it would be significant if it was.
"I don't knowwww." said the Chief. "But I'll be finding out, for surrrrrre."
"One last thing, before I go." I said. "What can you Detectives tell me about the Franklins themselves?" Joanne had a frantic look on her face. Parker's face wilted a little bit. Neither of them knew. My look at Captain Perlman connoted that this was a 'teachable moment'.
Leave it to Myron Milton to have the information, though, bailing my Detectives out. "Sir," he said, "this is just some quick initial data I got right after the car accident on College Street that killed Officer Barker. Mr. Franklin was a manager at Kestrel Motors. They make motors of all sizes, from the little ones in toy cars to ones that run power tools like miter saws." He gave the address.
"Hmm," I said, "that's north of the Crawford Mattress factory, northwest of what is now Ward Harvester Park, and directly to the north of Kestrel is... the BigAgraFoods warehouse... where..." I did not finish the sentence.
"Where Commander Ross was kidnapped from?" asked the Chief.
"Yes, that too." I said, halfway in a reverie. "But I was thinking about something else." Pulling myself back into reality, I said "Okay, what about Mrs. Franklin?"
"Well, let me finish on Mr. Franklin." Myron said. "He was respected as a manager, but didn't have any friends, such as golfing buddies, and he wasn't a member of any civic clubs like the Lions, Kiwanis, or Rotary clubs, nor were the Franklins members of any church that I could find. His only debts were his home and cars, and he paid off his credit cards every month."
"As to Mrs. Franklin," said Myron, "she did not socialize very much, either. She attended Ladies Auxiliary meetings sporadically, usually when they were hosting a candidate for political office, according to Mrs. Myrtle L. James, who tends to observe those kinds of things. Mrs. Franklin was sometimes active in political campaigns for local candidates; she did volunteer work for Della Harlow and Jenna Stiles at times."
"Hardly a reason to hit her car head-on, this far past the Elections." I said.
"Yes sir." said Myron. "Also, there was one incident that got some attention. My wife Mary called Elsie Gringer to get any gossip that she could. Elsie Gringer said that something had been brought to her attention about Mrs. Franklin: some months ago she, Mrs. Franklin, was very rude to young Susie Haskins when Susie asked if she wanted to buy some nails for rebuilding the Animal Shelter. Apparently Mrs. Franklin does not like dogs, and made that clear to Susie."
"And she made that clear to Frieda, as well." Joanne Warner said. "I remember reading that when Barker died, several witnesses on the Square remembered Frieda petting his dog, and her mother getting very angry at Frieda and telling her to come back to her table and stop petting the dog."
"Yes, I remember that, too." I said. "Good report, Lieutenant Milton. Captain Perlman, I'd like for your Detectives to do a good workup on the Franklins; let's see if anything, however improbable, comes up that might make either one a target, as opposed to Frieda herself."
"Yes sir." said Tanya, knowing that was an admonishment towards her and her Detectives for not having been more fully prepared to answer my questions...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived at The Cabin at 2:00am. Laura was awake, typing up her report of what she'd seen and done at the accident scene, which she would submit to the TCPD. Bowser and Buddy were asleep on the floor of the greatroom... well, Bowser was pretending to be asleep but was covertly watching and listening to us.
Laura looked up at me as I came in, looking somber. "So, you think it was murder?" she asked me.
"Looks like it was deliberate." I said. "How's Frieda doing?"
"She's asleep. I gave her a mild sedative." Laura said. "Carole tried hard to comfort her, even brought Bowser over and said Frieda could pet him. Frieda asked if Bowser was Barky's dad, and Carole said yes. Frieda did pet Bowser, but then she started crying that her mother would never let her have a dog, and that she was petting Barky when Officer Barker threw her to safety and got hit himself. That's when Susie Haskins's mother brought Susie over."
"Oh?" I said.
"And there's more." Laura said. "Cindy, Callie, and Betsy are sleeping in the third bedroom." my wife said. "The boys are in the attic room on their Army cots. I have no idea why they love sleeping on those cots in their sleeping bags, but they do."
"They're boys." I said. "What about Carole, and Frieda, and Susie?"
"That's the other part of the story." Laura said. "Come on up."
In the second bedroom, which Molly usually used as her bedroom, there were three girls sleeping in the king-size bed: Frieda, Carole, and Susie Haskins. "Molly is in the basement room, sleeping on the futon down there." Laura whispered. I nodded.
Going back downstairs, Laura said "Susie's mother said Susie begged to be brought over. Cindy swore up and down that she never called Susie, but we were both glad Susie came over. When Susie got here, she talked to Frieda and helped calm her down, and I gave Frieda the sedative. Susie's mother said Susie could stay with Frieda tonight, and I said we were glad to have her sleep over. We put the girls to bed, then put the boys to bed. Bowser and Buddy decided to stay here with me."



Bowser came awake and poked his head up upon hearing his name taken in vain. I said "Do you guys need to go out?" To my amazement, Buddy beat Bowser to the door, despite appearing to have been sound asleep.
I took the dogs out, sitting on the deck in the cold and watching over my Town, the sea of twinkling lights stretching from north to south. I did not want to think; indeed, I wanted to clear my mind as completely as possible, so that I could start fresh and my trains of thought could leave the station in an orderly fashion.
And speaking of trains: as a real train came out of the western horizon and rounded the curve south near BigPharmaCorp, the dogs came back and up to me. I gave them both a lot of good skritchins. Mrs. Franklin, may she rest in peace, had been wrong, and Frieda was right: dogs are awesome.
Part 18 - The Day After
Saturday, February 23d. The shock of her loss was just hitting Frieda, but Susie Haskins got her to eat some breakfast. Frieda also was invited to help feed Betsy, which seemed to make her feel better for a few minutes.
Afterwards, I talked to Cindy as we sat on the deck while the dogs went to do their business.
"Thanks for taking Frieda to the hospital last night." I said.
"No problem." said Cindy. "I don't know how Susie knew, much less why she was so insistent on coming over, but I'm glad she did."
"Maybe she has the vibe, like you and Mrs. Veasley." I said.
"Could be." Cindy said. "So, what are we doing today about all this?"
"I need to talk to Frieda," I said, "and I need you as an official Police witness, if not videographer." I told Cindy my full theory of the attempts on Frieda's life, and the details of the meeting at Headquarters the night before.
"Wow." Cindy said. Then she mused: "It's got to be more than coincidence that it was you that came up behind that Bypass crash, and then you saw the SUV flee the scene, then put the puzzle pieces together."
"Your father would say there are no coincidences in the Universe." I said. "He's right, you know."
"Yes. Yes he is." Cindy replied. "Okay, I'll be ready whenever you are, to talk to Frieda."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I brought chairs and Frieda to the basement room, and got a couple of lamps to increase the light. Then Cindy began videotaping as I talked to Frieda.
"Frieda," I said, "I know it's going to be hard, but I need to ask you some questions, so we can find out what happened to your parents, okay?"
"Okay." said Frieda, trying hard to be brave. I started by talking to the camera, stating the date and time.
"Frieda, where were you and your parents going last night when the car crash happened?" I asked.
"I think we were going home." said Frieda. "We went out to supper at the seafood restaurant near the Mall. My dad sometimes would drive by the warehouse where he worked, and I thought we might be going there on the way home."
"And that's the Kestrel Motors warehouse?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Frieda.
We went through the car crash, where Frieda said she was restrained by her seatbelt but was stunned and breathless after the impact. Then she realized the car was on fire, and her parents didn't respond when she called out to them, so she got out of the car and tried to open the door to get her mother out, and that was when Laura and I came up.
"You were very brave to stay and try to open the door to save your mom, with the car on fire like that. And you're very brave and doing very well now." I said. "Let me ask you this: did you notice anyone following you or your parents this past week?"
"No sir." said Frieda.
"Did you notice anyone looking at you funny, staring at you?" I asked.
"Well..." said Frieda, obviously trying to remember something.
"If you can remember, please tell us." I said, coaxing her.
"It wasn't this week." said Frieda. "It was before the car hit Mr. Barker on the Square."
"That's fine." I said. "Go ahead and tell me."
"We were coming home after having supper at my dad's boss's house in Nextdoor County." said Frieda. "It was raining that night."
Cindy said "It rained pretty hard on February 12th, when we were at the Council Meeting."
"Was it a Tuesday night?" I asked Frieda.
"I think so." Frieda said. "My dad wanted to ride by the warehouse. He said he thought his workers were slacking off. I was feeling sad because my mom said I couldn't have a dog..." She stopped a moment, and I thought she might start crying. She tried to rally, saying "I'm sorry..."
"It's okay." I said soothingly. "Take your time."
After a few seconds, Frieda said "I was looking out the window at the warehouse on the other side of the street from my dad's. It was dark, but I saw some people in a doorway. I remember one of them looking right at me as our car drove by."
"And you were sitting on the right side of the car, behind your mom?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Frieda.
"How many people were there?" I asked.
"There were three people." Frieda said. "One was a woman, an Asian woman. One man had a ski cap on. He was shorter than you, Mr. Crowbar, but he had big shoulders like you do. And he was really mean looking. The man that looked at me was older. He was wearing a nice suit and tie, like my dad would wear to work."
Something in her words had struck me. I looked at Cindy, then got out my Police iPhone and said "Frieda, I'm going to show you a photograph." I brought up the photo of Shimono, Paco, and Barsbane, and showed it to Frieda. "Were these guys the ones you saw?"
Frieda looked at the photo and her eyes widened. "Yes! Well, the woman is the same, and the guy in the middle is the mean looking guy."
"What about the third guy, the one on the right?" I asked.
"No, he wasn't there." Frieda said. "The man looking at me looked better than that, and was wearing a nicer suit."
I held up my iPhone so that Cindy could video the photo as I said "This is a photo the FBI sent me, showing Tomoko Shimono, Paco Domingo, and Jerry Barsbane. Frieda just identified Tomoko Shimono and Paco as the persons she saw at the warehouse."
I turned back to Frieda. "Have you ever seen that third man before that night? Somewhere else, maybe?"
"He... he looked familiar," Frieda said, trying very hard to remember, "but I can't remember where I saw him before."
"That's okay." I said. "Frieda, you have done very, very well, and what you've told me may help us find some bad guys. You're a very brave girl."
With that, we wrapped up. "Get that into the evidence servers as fast as you can." I said to Cindy.
"Transmitting already." Cindy replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I took care of the important stuff first. I called DFACS and asked for an appointment with the office's manager or leader. Mr. Wilton, a middle-aged black man who had a long career in State Government service, met me and Cindy at the DFACS office.
"So you believe this young lady was the target of an assassination attempt, Commander?" he asked me.
"Yes sir." I said. "I believe both the car crash on the Square, which took my Officer's life as he threw Frieda out of the way, and the car crash on the Bypass were both attempts to kill Frieda. I think she saw something she was not supposed to see, which she told us about when we talked to her this morning. The gist of it is, sir, that I want to keep her in protective custody. My wife and I will be glad to keep her for the time being."
"We can grant that, at least for a short time." said Mr. Wilton. "But while I know of your high integrity, Commander Troy, you and your wife would have to apply to foster in order to keep Ms. Franklin for more than about 72 hours, and the process just isn't that fast"
"Sir," said Cindy, "I applied to foster some months ago, and it was approved, and I'm fostering a baby girl that I'm in the process of formally adopting. Can Frieda also stay with me?"
"You would have a head start on the process, Commander Ross," said Mr. Wilton, "but since you've accepted a child, some of the process would have to begin again. We may be able to reach an accommodation that would suit the need for the girl's security as well as find her a home to be placed in. A couple applied to foster last week after their son was killed, and we're wrapping up the approval now."
"The Barkers?" I asked, feeling very sure. Mr. Wilton looked at me funny.
"Why, yes." he said. "How did you know?"
"He's a very good Detective, sir." said Cindy. "He amazes all of us, as well."
"I now see why you have such a formidable reputation, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Mr. Wilton, perhaps with a bit of consternation in his voice. "Yes, the Barkers... the parents of your Police Officer that died. Please do extend my personal condolences as well as those of the Department of Family and Children's Services to your Police Department."
"Thank you very much." I said. "I'll relay that to the Force."
"The only issue is..." said Mr. Wilton, "Well, we're going to have to check with the psychologists to determine if putting Frieda in the family home of the Officer that save her life and died right in front of her is the right thing to do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and I were driving to Police Headquarters, I said "I happen to know that Dr. Yates will be one of the psychologists that DFACS will ask about Frieda. I'm not going to try to influence him, but at least I'll know ahead of time what will happen with that."
"Things can get very tricky with DFACS." Cindy said. "I know you won't tell a soul this, and you probably already know, but my father might've been more than a little... influential... in getting me custody of Betsy. And he was all over it when Woodburn tried to have them take Betsy from me."
I nodded, though realizing that another train of thought was boarding at the station: Cindy's use of pronouns in those sentences.
"So how is Callie liking the new addition to the family?" I asked nonchalantly.
"Oh, she loves Betsy." Cindy said. "As much as I do. I think being a mom is growing on her like it has me."
"Good." I said. "I keep needling Jack and Tanya about this, so I guess I'll needle you, too: when are you going to set a wedding date?"
Cindy smiled a little smile. "We're going to have a party to announce it soon. We've set the date: Sunday, June 16th."
"Congratulations." I said. "I'll keep the secret until you announce it. Anyway, you may be right about DFACS. We'll just have to see how that works out. But I do know one thing... I am keeping Frieda Franklin under my protection, until I can find out what's going on around here."
"You've drilled me to know where all the streets and businesses in this Town are." Cindy said. "The building in which Frieda saw those perps, including Tomoko Shimono, or whoever she is... is the BigAgraFoods warehouse. Where Mitt Willis played that music box song to you, and where I ambushed... due to an alleged sighting of the alleged Tomoko Shimono. Obviously a coincidence, dontcha think?"
I chuckled out loud at Cindy's pawky vein of humor. "Obviously quite a number of them." I replied.
"And the BigAgraFoods warehouse is to me what the Ward Harvester warehouse was to you... a bad, bad place." Cindy said.
"True, that." I said. We pulled into the gated parking lot next to Police Headquarters. "Okay, time to go to work..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going into Headquarters, Cindy headed to her office. I found two MCD Detectives at their desks: Theo Washington and Julia Rodriguez.
"Sir," Rodriguez said as I came into the room, "I was just looking at the interview with Frieda that Commander Ross just posted to the servers. Can I see the photo to which you were referring?"
"I'm going to post it up to the evidence servers now." I said, sitting down at the back desk which had a computer I could log into. I took out my Police iPhone and uploaded the picture, then put in all the necessary documentation on it as well as a confidentiality seal, which meant only authorized Officers such as the Leadership and MCD Detectives could access it.
"Rodriguez," I said when I was finished, "I want you to put out APBs on Tomoko Shimono, or a woman that may be using the alias of Tomoko Shimono. I also want you to put out a high priority APB to this entire State and every State that borders ours for Paco Domingo, with a concentration on the northwest part of our State. I strongly believe Paco is in the area."
"Yes sir." Julia said, turning to her computer to begin the process.
"And when you're done," I said, "knock on the door to my office. I want you to go with me to County Jail..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Shaw's in County Jail." said Julia Rodriguez as she looked around my Police SUV as we drove towards County Jail. "He's on keepaway status and isolated. He's had a rough time detoxing from his alcohol dependence; the doctors have visited him daily."
"That's good, actually." I said. "The doctors will be able to testify that we're not harming him while he's in our custody."
I had phoned ahead, so right as we got to the anteroom, Wayne Shaw was being brought into County Jail's Interrogation-1. His Court-appointed attorney, Dexter Epstein, also came in. Epstein was extremely incompetent, I thought to myself; he could fuck this whole thing up if we weren't careful. Detective Rodriguez and I went into the room and sat down opposite them.
"What is this about?" asked Epstein.
"Mr. Epstein," I said, "if you want to have any chance to clear your client of vehicular homicide charges, I would suggest you sit there with your mouth shut while I ask your client one question, and then follow-ups."
"You can ask me." said Epstein. "I've advised my client not to speak, and for me to answer questions for him."
"Detective Rodriguez," I said, addressing Julia, "this is why Mr. Epstein is going to get his client convicted." I then took out my Police iPhone, brought up the photo of the three in the bar, and showed it to Shaw.
"Mr. Shaw," I asked, "do you recognize any of the persons in this photograph?"
"Don't answer that!" said Epstein. Fortunately for himself, Shaw was looking at the photo.
"Yeah, that guy in the middle." said Shaw. "I've seen him before." Epstein was about to say something, but he caught my eyes boring into him, and wisely said nothing.
"When did you see him?" I asked.
"He... he's the guy that was talking to me in the bar!" Shaw said, remembering. "He's the one who bought me the bottle of bourbon!"
"Did he give you a name?" I asked.
"Not that I remember." said Shaw.
I held up my iPhone to the camera, and gave the evidence number of the photo in the digital servers. "Let the record show that Mr. Shaw identified the man in the middle, Paco Domingo." I said.
"Did you ever see this man before that Friday night?" I asked Shaw. "Maybe in a bar, or following you on the street near where you live?"
"Naw." said Shaw forlornly. "Just that night."
"Okay." I said. "Mr. Shaw, you're still in a lot of trouble... a lahht of trouble. But if you can get better legal representation than this dirtbag, you may have a chance to avoid a life sentence in prison."
"Hey!" barked Epstein as he realized it was him I was calling a dirtbag. He said it to my back; I was already on my way out, with Julia Rodriguez following.
As we drove back, Julia said "He was set up, sir?"
"That is a possibility." I said. "That izzzz... a possibility..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Saturday, February 23d. My Police iPhone rang. It was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. He did not waste time nor words getting to the point.
"What's going on with this APB on Paco and Tomoko Shimono?" Jack asked.
"They've been sighted in this area recently." I said. "I have an eyewitness confirmation... and someone has attempted to murder that eyewitness... twice. Paco was also identified as the man who bought Wayne Shaw alcohol the night before Shaw drove his car into Officer Barker on the Square."
"Oh, wow." said Muscone. "Tell you what... you and every Officer with a security clearance, come on over to the Federal Building at 2:00pm. I wouldn't be saying it this way if it weren't a vital thing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The new FBI Resident Agency in the Federal Building in Courthouse Square had undergone some changes under its new Supervisory Agent, Melina Troy Allgood. There was a bigger plexiglass 'cube' with a bigger conference table inside it. And that was a good thing today.
Present at the meeting at 2:00pm were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar (me), Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, Joanne Warner, Jack Muscone, Melina Allgood, Martin Nash, Dwight Stevens, and an older man to whom I was introduced as DEA Special Agent In Charge Rutherford Lyndon.
Lyndon was short, had developed some girth around his belly, and sported a full 'Santa Claus' white beard to accompany his sparse white hair on his dead. He wore a houndstooth fedora hat like Alabama Coach Bear Bryant always wore. His dark eyes were piercing. I met his stare at me with my own piercing look.
"It's a huge honor to meet you, Commander." said Lyndon as we shook hands. "I've heard a lot about you. And that bust you made of that school teacher and her gang... that'll be the stuff of legend before too long. Marvelous job!"
"Thank you, sir." I said. "I've heard of you and your reputation, as well, and it's an honor to meet you." Indeed, in addition to stinging a dirty U.S. Senator, Lyndon had a reputation of making some huge drug busts nationally, the biggest and most well-known being a massive haul at La Guardia Airport in New York, which greatly irritated the NYC Mob. I instinctively felt that Rutherford Lyndon was one of the 'good guys', like the retired FBI Deputy Director.
Then Supervisory Agent Melina Troy asked us all to go into the 'Cube Room' and take seats around the table for us to talk. It was a fairly tight fit, the larger cube notwithstanding. Non-disclosure paperwork came first, leading to my observation and deduction that this was a big eff'ing deal (BFD).
"What this meeting is about," said FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, "is the situation with the Three Amigos in that photograph and the APB the TCPD put out on two of them. Dwight?"
"Thank you, sir." said DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens. "Since that photo was taken of the so-called 'Three Amigos' in Turpin Heights, we have been attempting to determine what, if anything, they are doing together. We've also been trying to keep it quiet, so as not to spook them while we find them and do surveillance on them. But that... got blown out of the water when the TCPD put out those APBs this morning." Everyone looked over at me.
"I hope you're not expecting an apology for that." I said. "This woman, allegedly Tomoko Shimono, and especially the middle-man Paco, have been sighted in my County, and he is wanted as a possible if not likely murder suspect."
"Murder?" asked Muscone. "Who did he murder?"
"Three people." I said. "Officer Barker and Frieda Franklin's parents. If you want to get technical, it's murder in the first degree in the commission of felonies: two attempts to murder Frieda Franklin."
"Why is he trying to kill Frieda?" asked Muscone, wanting me to answer as much or the sake of the others in the room as for himself.
"I have reason to believe that she saw something she was not supposed to see." I said. "She didn't realize it, and still may not. But someone, and I believe it was Paco here, has attempted to kill her through proxies. Wayne Shaw, who was driving the car that slammed into Barker, identified Paco as the person who bought him alcohol the night before that crash. And the car he was driving may have been tampered with. And Frieda identified Paco and Shimono as persons she saw at an abandoned warehouse as her family was driving by it."



"Shaw is hardly a credible witness." said Dwight Stevens. "He's been a rip-roaring drunk for years. And Ms. Franklin is a child. How sure are you that she really saw what she said she did?"
"You seem to know a lot about Shaw already." I said, my eyes boring into Stevens's.
"That's because I had them run a workup on Shaw after you told me on the phone that Paco had bought Shaw alcohol." Jack Muscone said.
"Fair enough." I said. "But I interrogated Shaw and Frieda myself, and I think I'm pretty decent at seeing things, such as facial expressions. I'm as sure as I can be that both Shaw and Frieda recognized Paco in the photo as the man they saw."
"I'll accept that." said DEA SAC Rutherford Lyndon. "Commander, you told Agent Muscone that you wanted the DEA to explain what's going on with these people, and I think it's fair that you and your associates in here be told that, seeing as there are possible murder charges involved. Dwight, go ahead and tell them what you know."
Stevens said "We originally thought that these three were involved in what we knew were massive drug shipments into the State. That turned out to be the Marcie Harper operation, and unrelated to these three, as far as we know. The photo in the club at Turpin Heights pretty much fell into our lap by accident; we were doing surveillance on some of Orrin B. Taggart's people down there and our agent just happened to catch these three together."
Stevens continued: "We opened an investigation of them, and it came up through a standard check with the FBI and then the CIA that Tomoko Shimono was a disavowed CIA Agent and believed dead. We then began investigating Barsbane and Paco. Barsbane is all over the place. He was recently seen in the City, as Mr. Muscone told you the other day. We had nothing on the other two until you put out the APBs."
"Tell them what we've found so far." said Lyndon. "And what we've been unable to find."
"Barsbane was working with a Vice President of SPS, named Dick Granger." said Stevens. "Granger recently made a trip out west, to some crappy little nothing town. We have an idea that he was out there scouting a possible distribution hub for SPS, which leads us to wonder if they're going national in scope."
"If I may, Dwight..." said Muscone, interrupting. When Stevens nodded, Muscone said "To put this in context, Edward Blassingame, the CEO of SPS and Board Member of several companies, has long been considered to be on the fringes of the Superior Bloodlines group of Crony Capitalist Elitists in this country. We're not sure of his intentions in that small town, which some of you may be familiar with, but just about anything Blassingame and Granger are doing must be considered suspicious by us."
"Thank you, sir." said Dwight Stevens. Then he paused and said "Really? Some of you are familiar with that little town? It's the very definition of 'backwater'."
"The cemetery needs improvement." said Teresa Croyle, flat deadpan.
"I heard the disc golf course there is pretty decent, though." Cindy Ross replied, not batting an eyelash.
"Why don't we continue, Agent Stevens?" I said, partially to keep from bursting out laughing at my Angels's comments about Teresa's hometown, and Stevens's facial expressions at those comments. Martin Nash was also trying not to grin.
"Uh, sure." said Stevens, looking as bewildered as I'm sure he felt. "Anyway, Granger was out there, and he's been seen with Jerry Barsbane in this State. As to what we aren't finding: we're not finding anything solid that connects all three of those people, except that one photograph; and we not finding anything related to drug distribution among any of them."
"We also have found no connections between those three and the SBI-NTF." said DEA SAC Rutherford Lyndon. "And that is a connection I've been looking for and am particularly interested in. To explain: I agree with those of you, Sheriff Griswold and Commander Troy in particular, who knew that Jack Lewis was an exceptionally dishonorable man, and his SBI was as corrupt as anything I've ever seen, especially the NTF."
"Was?" Cindy Ross asked. "Past tense? You think Jack Lewis is dead?" I love Cindy Ross, but sometimes she just asks the wrong question at the wrong time.
"Well, I meant while he was SBI Director." said Lyndon. "But to answer your question, I think he was a potential link to U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, and it would long since have been in Russell's best interests to nip that problem in the bud."
"Sir," I said, "you were saying about the NTF, and possible connections?"
"Yes." said Lyndon. "I was seeking a connection between the NTF and the Three Amigos. Nothing so far."
"With respect, sir," I said, "it's doubtful that you'll find a connection. I have reason to believe that those three are not involved in drugs, but in industrial espionage."
"How do you figure that?" asked Muscone.
"A confidential informant told me someone was in my County." I said. "The description fits Paco, and this C.I. told me that the word he'd gotten was that the perp was in Town for industrial espionage reasons. That also fits the M.O. of the Tomoko Shimono we knew back in the day of Pastor Westboro, the Consultant of Crime. And I can see Barsbane being involved with that, transporting something out once it was stolen."
"That makes sense." said Jack Muscone as the Federal agents all went into reveries.
"Anything else you need from them, Don?" Melina asked.
"I'm curious." I said. "You spoke of Senator Samuel Russell. Any connections involving him coming up in any of this that I need to know about?"
Rutherford Lyndon nodded. "Yes, you are as good as Muscone said you were. Okay, here's the background that I have on Russell."
He started: "I know you've been after Russell on those rape charges, and his connections to BigAgraFoods and that whistleblower that died down in Rocktown a few years ago. Well, Russell has been hip-deep in a lot of Swamp excrement for a long time. He's really worked on behalf of BigAgraFoods and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce to prevent any positive actions on Illegal Immigration."
"But Russell is not only dealing with the rape charges," continued Lyndon, "he's having to deal with a lot of Federal heat, as well. His influence in the Senate has gone to zero, and he's being treated as a pariah. We, meaning several Federal agencies, think he's getting desperate, and to that end, he's being manipulated by the Crony Capitalists and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce."
"Perhaps to influence Government agencies, and perhaps the Courts," I said, "to make certain rulings in certain cases involving railroad rights-of-way? And perhaps to bring Government facilities to certain... 'backwater' towns?" Yeah, that got their attention.
"Commander," said Dwight Stevens, peering at me, "Are you giving us a hint at something? Is there something you know that we need to know?"
"I'm trying to tell ya." was all I said in response, and in an excellent imitation of 'The Teacher'.
"Okay," said Melina, "I need to talk to these TCPD Officers and their Sheriff." The Federal agents, including the SACs, immediately took the hint. They got up and left.
"I'm going to share with you something else we've found out." said Melina. "It's about the man they're calling Paco. What those guys don't know, and won't find out from me nor the CIA, is that Paco was once a CIA Agent, and was 'disavowed'... just like Tomoko Shimono. Paco was a CIA 'wet boy' who used his martial arts skills to kill people quietly and from up close in places where other means such as firearms were not possible to use."
"Guys," Melina warned, "if you think Red Brooke was skilled, please understand that Paco is even more skilled. I'll be candid, and blunt: some of you almost got your heads ripped off by Brooke, and by rights you should have; fortunately it was him that lost his head." (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels'.) "But if you think that because you held your own against Brooke that you'll have a chance in hell against Paco, think again. Don't even try to engage him in personal combat; if you get the chance, shoot the bastard dead from as long a range as possible."
"That is not a challenge, Green Crowbar." Teresa said, to Cindy. A green crowbar was waved in Teresa's general direction. "That goes for you too, Red Crowbar." Teresa continued.
"I hear ya." I said, not waving a red crowbar in anyone's direction...
Part 19 - Life and Dogs
Sunday, February 24th. My daughter Tasha's 3d birthday was the next day, February 25th, so we had a party for her at The Cabin. Carole, Jim, Ian, and Ross were there, as was Laura, Molly Evans and Tasha's mother Paulina. Cindy and Callie also came, and brought baby Betsy. Bowser and Buddy made themselves available for skritchins, and were well rewarded for their 'generosity'.
As the kids played, the adults sat and talked. Cindy and Molly and I were in the front room where the TV was, and we discussed the Frieda Franklin case.
"I alerted the Nextdoor County Police about this Paco guy." said Molly, who was Chief of Police of the NCPD. "But no one has seen him nor those others. What we did get was a Town Hall meeting with our State Senator, Katherine Woodburn. She said they were working on a Budget solution, to not believe rumors spread by the Press, and then she talked at length about the need for a new SBI-NTF."
"Nothing new under the sun, there." said Cindy.
"Except that when she was asked directly about whether this new NTF would be able to come in and usurp the jurisdictional authority of the NCPD, she said that if the situation warranted, like a multi-county drug investigation, then the State entity would, quote 'have to' supersede the locals." Molly said. "That didn't go over very well."
"Hmmm," I said amusedly. "I wonder who asked that question. Possibly... the NCPD Police Chief?"
"Not much gets by you, Mr. Iron Crowbar." Molly said to me with a flirtatious smile.
"Like I said," said Cindy, "nothing new under the sun."
"Yep." said Molly. "Anyway, we did get a call from the U.S. DEA. They said to be on the lookout for Paco per the APB, but if we sighted him to consider him extremely dangerous... and they asked us to call them before contacting, quote, 'any other local jurisdictions', unquote. When I asked why we shouldn't contact the TCPD first, since they're our neighbors and since they put out the APB, the DEA Agent said that Paco was wanted on a Federal warrant for interstate drug smuggling, as well as being extremely dangerous, and that they would 'appreciate' being notified first." She'd made air quotes at the word 'appreciate'.
Cindy and I glanced at each other, and Molly noticed it. "What?" she asked.
Cindy spoke first. "Who was the DEA Agent you talked to?" she asked.
Molly replied: "He said his name was Juan Alberto Morales, and he was assigned to the City Office of the DEA in the Federal Building. I remember the name because he used all three names as if it were a special identifier. He gave me his number, as well."
Cindy looked over at me. "You know, I didn't have the best vibe about those DEA guys we talked to the other day. Muscone vouches for them, though, so I dunno."
"Rutherford Lyndon would be in the Guardians of Justice, if they still existed." I said. "Muscone asked for him to be assigned to this region as DEA SAC, and Muscone got his wish. Dwight Stevens is legit, but hasn't learned to trust people with crowbars yet. Morales works with them out of their City office. He mostly focuses on the Illegal Immigrants brought into the rural southeast part of the State to work on the farms down there, and the drugs they bring in to rural school kids who don't have a damn thing to do but get drugged up."
"I'm still going to call you before I call the DEA if this Paco guys shows up." Molly said.
"Smart lady." I said with a smile. "Brains as well as beauty must run in your family, from what I've seen." Molly laughed. Cindy just shook her head and rolled her eyes. She must not play on my team, I observed and deduced...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The call came in at 2:00pm. DFACS had approved the Barkers as foster parents, and they (the Barkers) had agreed to take in Frieda. Cindy and I took Frieda to the Barker home.
Frieda was nervous as we brought her inside and introduced her to the Barkers. "Aren't y'all mad at me?" she asked. "Your son died throwing me out of the way of the car that hit him."
"Frieda," said Mr. Barker sympathetically, "that was no fault of yours. We're very glad our son was able to save your life, so that you didn't die with him. And I happen to believe that God has a plan for us, for all of us. Maybe our son saved you so that you could come into our lives." Frieda nodded, but was solemn as she looked around, seeing the photos of Officer Barker on the mantle. The DFACS person and I had been watching from a distance away.
She said "Dr. Yates of the University Psychology Department says it will be okay for Frieda to stay here, and he'll follow up. But Commander, I'm not so sure."
"Let's introduce Frieda to the rest of the family, and see if things get better." I said.
"The rest of the family?" the woman said. "The Barkers have no other children, nor close relatives around here." But I was already entering the room.
"Frieda," I said, sitting down with them, "there is one other thing. The Barkers need your help taking care of someone." I then waved Cindy into the room. She was carrying the redoubtable Barky, son of the redoubtable Bowser.
Frieda's face changed from uncertainty and misery to sheer joy at the sight of the dog. Cindy put Barky down and he raced up to Frieda, jumped onto the sofa next to her, and barked twice, his tail wagging mightily.
"Barky!" Frieda said happily. "Hey, Barky..." She began petting him, and Barky looked very happy to be receiving the love.
"Yes, we need your help with Barky." said Mrs. Barker. "But he'll be your responsibility. You'll have to help feed him and take care of him."
"Oh, I will!" Frieda said. "Is that okay with you, Barky?" Barky barked, then cuddled up with Frieda as she continued to pet him.
I turned to the DFACS person and said "I think it's going to be okay." She could not help but agree.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Sunday, February 24th. After everyone else left, including Laura taking Carole, Jim, and the dogs back to the Mountain Nest, Cindy and I cleaned up and then had a quick chat.
"Just between us, Don," Cindy said, "what did you think of that meeting with the Feds? What did you really think?"
"It was triggered by my APB for Paco and Tomoko Shimono." I said. "The Feds, especially the DEA guys, did not like it at all that I did that. The meeting was also partly for Rutherford Lyndon to meet me. I think he and I are going to get along very well, at least when we're working to keep the SBI-NTF in line, if not destroy it altogether."
"But more to your question," I said, "we have to remember that Dwight Stevens was once an FBI Agent that was going to be sent undercover to penetrate WorldBankTrust. Now he's with the DEA, but I really suspect that he's still working with the FBI on what may be a remnant of Superior Bloodlines. Notice that in that meeting the names of Edward Blassingame and U.S. Senator Russell came up, as well as our little trio of industrial espionage experts."
"And they were shocked when you knew about that, as well." Cindy said.
"Yes, they very much were." I said. "And that's Muscone and Nash's part in all this: there is something going on at their level that we're not privy to. Anyway, what other vibes did you get?" I asked.
"Mr. Lyndon liked you, a lot." Cindy said. "I think you're right about him being no friend of the SBI, particularly its NTF branch. I get the feeling Dwight Stevens is frustrated. I felt it when Teresa's hometown came up. He knew that we knew something about it, and that we were making jokes behind his back that went over his head. And you've said in the past that he feels you kept stuff from him in the Marcie Harper case."
"True." I said. "And I admit I gave him reason to believe that on the Harper drug bust. But that evened out when he wanted to take Marcie out of my jurisdiction under my nose."
"And we're not flying Whirlybats around here just for the fun of it." Cindy said. "I also got the sense that Stevens is trying to take shortcuts... he wants you to tell him what's going on so that he doesn't have to figure it out himself, then he'll go make the busts."
"And if he'll just use his own brain instead of wasting his time and energy picking mine," I said, "he'd have no problem making those busts..."
Part 20 - Puzzle Pieces
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, February 25th, from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that a compromise Budget bill has been reached in Midtown!"
Bettina began: "Sources tell Channel Two News that a Budget bill was agreed upon in principle by leaders of both Parties in both Houses of the State Legislature, as well the deeply unpopular Jared Administration. What is not clear is whether the Leadership can get the rank-and-file Legislators to accept the compromise Budget bill. We have with us political expert Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change. Dr. Keller, is the Budget a done deal?"
"It's hard to say right now, Bettina." said Keller. "It's not clear how anything that would be acceptable to the strong bipartisan coalition that refuses to give the Governor anything on Immigration would also be acceptable to Jared and his racist, white nationalist supporters. I continue to believe that House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds will prevail over Governor Jared, and that they will dictate the terms of any Budget bill that is passed."
"But will a Budget be passed, Dr. Keller?" Bettina persisted.
"I believe that a Budget will ultimately be passed, Bettina." said Keller. "They will have to override Jared's veto, and they will. It will be a huge defeat and humiliation for Jared, and he should consider resigning before he's impeached and removed from office in a further humiliation."
Bettina smiled brightly at that as she said: "Thank you, Dr. Keller. In other news, the Citizens For Police Accountability's lawsuit against Commander Donald Troy and his countersuit against them is expected to go to trial soon. It has been ruled that it will be a jury trial instead of a bench trial, as Commander Troy invoked the Seventh Amendment requirement that any civil suit of over twenty dollars must have a jury trial if desired."
Bettina continued: "The lawsuit is over Commander Troy's alleged excessive use of force in arresting Black Panthers that allegedly blocked voters at the polls, and also for negligence in not stopping a motorcycle gang that violently attacked a peaceful group protesting the disenfranchisement of voters after votes for Eldrick X. Weaver were disallowed by Judge Rodney K. Watts. Commander Troy countersued in order to obtain financial information on who made has legitimate contributions to the CFPA. Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment about the upcoming trial."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"As if we don't have enough going on." said Chief Moynahan as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room drinking coffee.
The Sheriff had joined the Chief, me, and my Angels this morning, having said something about liking the 'Navy' coffee over the 'weak' stuff I used to make, and me having said I need a Clan Advisor to help with that issue. He conceded the rhetorical point.




"If they don't pass a Budget, sir," I said, "we won't have anything going on at all. There will be no money for just about any Government functions, including this Police Force."
"We-ellll," said Cindy Ross, "we'll still be able to pay salaries and the basic bills. But there will be virtually no training, and definitely a minimum of firing of ammunition. A lot of that comes from State funding."
"I was referrrr-ing to the CFPA lawsuit." said the Chief. "But maybe if you win, Commander Troy, they'll stop badgering us with frivolous law-soots." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Speaking of the Budget battle," said Tanya, "Is Keller right, or is he blowing smoke up our you-know-wheres?" She was looking at the Sheriff, who like any good Klingon Warrior did not allow his face to show a thing.
"He's blowing smoke." said Teresa. "Todd's lobbyists said the Budget has been written, and it's basically the same as the last passed one, with some baseline budgeting increases, and the changes to the SBI."
"You have a better source than I do, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff, looking affectionately at Teresa.
"And she's better looking, too." I replied. "And from what I'm hearing, Cerone and Molinari are going to handle the State Senate, which means it's a 'done deal' to pass there; and Speaker Jacobson, Elijah McKinney, Billy Williams, and Peter Long Cox think they'll get enough of the State House to abandon Wilson Hammonds that they'll get it through the State House."
"And it will have enough to get Governor Jared to sign it." Cindy said. When we all looked at her, she said "What? I've got sources, too."
"And you're source's initials are '(P)riya (A)jmani'." I replied. A green crowbar was waved in my general direction as Cindy smiled.
"Well, my source is a Federal one." Tanya said. "And he thinks it won't matter if they reconstitute the NTF under another name. The U.S. DEA isn't going to have much to do with them unless and until they demonstrate some integrity and competence."
"They don't ask much, do they?" Teresa scoffed.
"What do you think of a new SBI-IDE, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff. Everyone looked at him with wide eyes, seeing that he'd just revealed the name of the new unit-to-be.
"Theory and practice, Sheriff." I said. "There's the theory of what people think it will be, and then there's the practice of what it will become. Kind of like the Vice President of the United States."
"What do you mean?" asked Tanya.
"I've always believed that when they wrote the Constitution, our Founding Fathers meant for the Vice President to be a semi-legislative position; the Vice President would be to the U.S. Senate what the Speaker is to the U.S. House. But in practice, things quickly evolved very differently. Verrrry differently..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Barkers took Frieda to her parents's joint funeral, which was held in the Chapel of the Frank Freeman Funeral Home, with Chaplains Romano and Calvin presiding. Some of Mr. Franklin's co-workers came, and Mrs. Myrtle L. James led a delegation from the Ladies Auxiliary, but it was not particularly well-attended.
Captain Teresa Croyle's plan for quiet, unobtrusive surveillance of Frieda by the TCPD was an excellent one. Unless one was looking for them, one would never notice that extra Patrol cruiser patrolling in the Barker's subdivision, and one would not realize those two extra Officers at Frieda's school were monitoring on her behalf when she returned to school. One might not notice that unmarked car with two plainclothes Officers seeming to be around where Frieda was.
"You are almost as good at unobserved surveillance as my mother." I told Teresa when we got back from the funeral.
"Who do you think taught me all this?" Teresa replied, making me chuckle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Monday, February 25th. A meeting was convened in Classroom 'E'. Present were me, Commander Ross, Captains Croyle and Perlman, Detectives Rodriguez and Warner, CSI Mark Walker, and State Crime Labs Director J.R. Barnes.
"We did a much closer examination of the cars in the Bypass crash." said Barnes. "The engine and steering of the car that crashed into the Franklin's car had electronic controls, and there was a circuit box controlling them. Unfortunately, that box was badly damaged in the fire. I suspect something flammable or even a mild explosive was attached to that box, to make sure it burned up."
"So it was guided into the Franklin's car?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Mark Walker. "But here's the rub on this one: there was a homing device attached to the Franklin's car, which guided the other car to run into it. It was an emitter, and was not destroyed in the crash, which enabled us to activate it and therefore find it in the mangled metal of the Franklin's car. It was placed to the left of center, which is fortunate for Frieda: if it had been put more in the middle or to the right, the other car would've hit the Franklin's car more in the middle, and that impact might've been worse."
"I'm impressed. How'd you know to try to activate the emitter?" I asked.
"Oh, that was Captain Perlman, sir." said Barnes. "She suggested it."
"I haven't forgotten Takaki Taichi-sama, sir." said Tanya, referring to his great seppuku that wiped out some of the Corrigan Cell. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 05.) I nodded in very complete understanding, as did Teresa.
"The homing device used was similar to the one used in that case." said Mark Walker. "It's the electronics in the other car that interested me. I asked Barry Oliver to come over and take a look. The fire damaged the circuitry, but we were able to get some information out of it. It's a MegaTech Industries design."
"Big Boy Elitists at work." I said. "Consider me 'not surprised'."
"What scares me is that someone was able to get to the Franklin's car and put the homing device on it." Cindy said. "Frieda is in real danger if her family was being watched that closely."
"Worse than that." I said. "Can anyone tell me why?"
No one spoke for a moment, then Tanya said "Oh. The gas leak."
"Right you are." I said. "The road had to be cut off to force the Franklins onto the Bypass, where the other car was waiting to smash into them. And the homing device had to be on the car before that. That's planning, coordination, and execution of a frighteningly good level of detail. Almost to the level of a Consultant of Crime, I would say."
"And confirms the point that Frieda is still in very real danger." Cindy said.
"Okay," I said, "anything on the driver of the car that crashed into the Franklins?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya Perlman. "The FBI finally identified him through their facial recognition software. His name was Ted Johnson. He earned two Bronze Stars and four Purple Hearts with the Army in Afghanistan, but came down with acute PTSD. He was under psychiatric care at a V.A. hospital for six years, then finally was released and was in the care of a charitable group that helps soldiers with those kind of things. He was doing odd jobs, working at grocery stores or Target stores, that kind of thing. He disappeared from the V.A.'s radar about ten months ago, but he had no arrests or anything until the car crash the other night."
Tanya continued: "I'll go ahead and give you the autopsy information, as it relates to this. Martha the M.E. found drugs in his system, the kind of drugs that gets soldiers really amped up. ISIS troops in the Middle East would take the drugs when going into battle, and it's funny you just mentioned the Consultant of Crime, because his people used those kinds of drugs. The guys that attacked the nuclear power plant... and the guys that attacked me and Pamela and Pete that day... were amped up on those drugs." (Author's note: 'Eyes Only', Ch. 4; 'Six Degrees', Ch. 01-02.)
I nodded. "I see." I said simply.
"So is this a Consultant-related group? Or a Superior-Bloodlines-related group?" Teresa Croyle asked.
"I know that we in here know about the Consultant's methods, since Don went after him and took him down." Cindy said. "But he didn't get along all that well with the Superior Bloodlines people. So that begs the question: who knew the Consultant's methods well enough to be using them here and now?" I looked over at her.
"Tomoko Shimono." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting, I contacted the Army about the death of Ted Johnson. They said they would take care of family notifications as well as funeral arrangements. Whatever had happened on the Bypass, he would get the final sendoff befitting that of an American military hero.
Part 21 - The Warning
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, February 26th. "Despite a bipartisan effort to prevent discrimination against undocumented workers, the State House is moving a Budget bill through the Ways & Means Committee that includes significant Immigration legislation desired by deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared!"
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that the Budget bill includes money for a new SBI structure that dismantles the old Narcotics Task Force and replaces it with a new entity that will be responsible for State drug enforcement, but also will be tasked at finding and arresting undocumented workers and turning them over to Federal authorities."
"Additionally," Bettina continued, "legislation is embedded in the bill that will force employers in this State to prove they used the eVerify program to determine the status of any employee they hire, with severe penalties for companies, their CEOs, and their Boards of Directors if anyone is illegally hired by the company."
Bettina went on: "Last year, Republican Representative Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville was Chairman of the State House Ways & Means Committee. This year, he is a helpless bystander as the Budget bill is rammed through the Legislature despite his efforts to create a bipartisan coalition to deny Governor Jared a victory of any kind. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Wilson Hammonds looking haggard and dejected as he said "We will never stop fighting to stop Governor Jared's racist policies against undocumented workers. Supporting hardworking undocumented immigrants in our State is an act of love."
Back to Bettina live: "And the new weather station on the bluffs above Point Hollow is expected to go into operation next week. This week, elementary schoolchildren will get tours of the facility as well as the nature walk built by the local Boy Scout troop as part of an Eagle Scout project..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Now why in the heck do we need a weather station up there?" asked Teresa Croyle. "They've already got a weather station at County Airport, and also at the University Observatory on the other side of the mountain."
The Command Group, Captains Croyle and Perlman, and the Sheriff were in the Chief's Conference Room as usual, drinking well-made coffee and watching the broadcast.
"Harrumph." I said, a bit sourly. "That's an easy deduction to make."
Tanya grinned as she said "I'm not supposed to tell you this, but it's not just a weather center. It's a Federal communications center, which can transmit and receive radio signals better than the Federal Building downtown can."
"It's right on the bluffs overlooking Point Hollow, too." I said. "Dr. Mickelson of the University convinced them to let him monitor for radiation and signal sources from within Point Hollow from that facility. And the DEA can monitor for any drug trafficking, should they so desire."
"Can this new Federal Communications facility monitor all of the Town & County's communications?" Teresa asked.
"That is 'Iron Crowbar' thinking, there, young lady." growled Sheriff Griswold, his mustaches twitching. Everyone chuckled, though tepidly as the Sheriff continued: "The answer is: yes, they can. Any and every radio signal generated."
We all became quiet. Knowing that this facility could be used by the Federal Government to monitor Citizens was a chilling thought.
"I just wished Bettina had kept her mouth shut about the schoolchildren taking the tour of the place." said Tanya, breaking the silence. "Frieda Franklin is going to be one of those kids, and it's hard enough trying to protect her as it is."
"That's true." Teresa said. "She's relatively safe at school and at her home, where we're watching. But on things like these school field trips, it's more difficult. I wanted to have a plainclothes Police Officer posing as a teacher be with the group, but the school refused to let us do it."
"Why?" asked the Chief.
"The principal asked if the undercover Officer would be armed," Teresa said, "and I said of course he would be; he's there to protect a student in danger. The principal then said that not only was his school a 'gun-free' zone, but the field trip would be, also. And he considered the gun to be more dangerous to the students than a killer trying to murder one of them."
"Aren't Police exempt from those school gun-free-zone laws?" Cindy asked.
"Only if the Police Officer is in uniform, with his or her badge on constant display," I replied, "and he or she has to check in with the school office."
Teresa added: "And the principal said he didn't want the students to feel threatened by the presence of someone in what he called 'combat uniforms'. He said that school functions should be a 'safe space' for the children, so he summarily denied us being part of the school group. And he was less than friendly in the tone of his voice, as well."
"I am getting more than a little tired of this 'political correctness' bullshit." growled the Sheriff, and he was really growling this time. "We're trying to protect a little girl's life, here."
"And we will, Sheriff." Teresa said. "In spite of the obstacles, political or otherwise."
"That's 'Iron Crowbar' talk, there, young lady." I said, to Teresa. There were chuckles at my play on the Sheriff's earlier words as everyone nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Tuesday, February 26th. Mrs. Barker was at home alone, beginning preparations for supper. Barky was curled up in the corner, supervising with his eyes closed.
She thought she saw a shadow at the window. As she looked out, Barky poked his head up. A second later, he began growling.
Mrs. Barker had been told what to do by the Police, and she did it. She ran for the front door as she heard the *WHAM!* of someone trying to kick in the back door. She ran out of the house and into the front yard, screaming as the back door splintered and flew open, unable to resist the power of the vicious kicks delivered to it.
Barky began barking and growling at the intruder who came in, and then he attacked, nipping at the perp's legs. The perp drew his foot back and then kicked Barky has hard as he could. The pup flew through the air, howling, then yipped in pain as he landed hard. He tried to get up, but his quivering back legs didn't support him.
The perp had little time, he knew. He ran though the house, finding it empty. In the bathroom of the master suite, he grabbed some of Mrs. Barker's lipstick and began writing on the mirror...
As he left, he gave Barky another vicious kick to his back legs. The dog again yelped in pain, even as he tried to turn and attack his attacker. He collapsed again as the perp left through the damaged back door...
To be continued.
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Part 21 - The Warning (continued)
I came into the Barker home at 4:10pm, having violated more than a few traffic laws to get to the residence in record time, blue lightbar and siren burning. Mrs. Barker was talking to Sr. Patrolman Johnson, and other Police Officers were beginning the process of securing the scene for the CSIs.
In the dining room was Commander Cindy Ross, kneeling by a whimpering, shivering Barky. She looked up at me as I came in.
"Oh my God." I whispered, anger and pain welling up inside me at the sight of the injured dog. "Why hasn't he been taken to the vet?"
"We were afraid to touch him. He's hurt pretty badly." Cindy said. "I'll call Animal Services."
"To hell with that." I said. I then yelled out: "Somebody get me a box with a towel in it!" When nobody moved, at least not quickly enough for my liking, I flew out the door to my Police SUV. Grabbing the box of tools that I kept in the back, I emptied the contents and ran back to the house.
"Mrs. Barker, can I borrow one of your towels?" I asked. As she said "Yes", I was already running to the bathroom, getting one of the hand towels and lining the box with it. Going back to the dining room, I let Barky sniff my hand, and then I picked him up as carefully as I could and put him in the box. Fortunately, he did not try to bite me, but he yelped in pain as I set him down in the box.
"Will you take Barky to the University Vet School?" I asked Cindy. "Tell them he's a new Police K-9 dog; they'll treat him for free."
"Sure." said Cindy, picking up the box and its precious canine cargo. She burned the lightbar and siren as she tore out in her Police SUV.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Other Police and CSIs were at the home. Captain Croyle had been dispatched to collect Frieda Franklin, who had been in school aftercare with Susie Haskins and other children.
Mrs. Barker had run into the street, where Officers down the street had seen her and had come running. They'd cautiously entered the house from the open front door and had cleared it, per procedure. Unfortunately, no one had covered the back door, and the perp had gotten away.
"We will need a thorough internal review of this." I told Captain Croyle when she arrived. "They did everything properly... except no one covered the back door."
"Yes sir." said Teresa, knowing that the asschewing part of my comments would wait until we were in private.
"Sir," said Lieutenant Irwin, coming up to us, "can you come up to the master bedroom?"
"Sure." I said. Teresa and I followed him up. He led us into the bathroom. Teresa gasped when she saw it.
Written in lipstick on the mirror where the words "I will kill her no matter what you do Iron Crowbar."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:25 an email appeared in my inbox. It was from Commander Cindy Ross, and was to Personnel & Records, with copies to the Police Chief and myself. It read: "Effective 12:00noon, 26 February (of this year), I hereby commission Barky, owned by Frieda Franklin, into the TCPD K-9 Corps with the rank of Corporal, with all the rights and privileges pertaining thereto, (signed) Cindy Ross, Deputy Chief, TCPD."
"Just like she did Bowser." I said. "And she has the right, as a member of the Command Group."
"Tsk tsk, letting all that power go to her head." Teresa said. I just hope the dog is okay."
At 4:50pm, I got a text from Cindy. It said: "Barky has soft tissue damage and a hairline pelvic fracture. They're holding him overnight." I replied, thanking Cindy for taking Barky to the vet, and for inducting him into the K-9 Corps.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's Barky?" Frieda cried out as she was brought to the home. "Barky!" She began running around, looking for her dog.
"Frieda, listen to me." I said. When I finally had her attention, I said "We took Barky to the vet. He defended your new mom and was injured, but he's going to be okay."
Frieda began crying, and Mrs. Barker hugged her, then held her. "Can we go see Barky?" Frieda asked.
"In a few minutes." I said. "We've got to get you and your new parents to a safe place. After we figure that out, we'll go see Barky, okay?" Frieda nodded.
I felt terrible for the little red-haired girl. She'd witnessed Officer Barker's death even as he'd saved her; she'd witnessed her parents's death, trying unsuccessfully to save her mother; now she was being attacked again, and her little dog, who was the son of my dog, had been badly injured in defense of his humans.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm, Tuesday, February 26th. A meeting was being held in the Main Conference Room. Present were the Chief, me, Captain Croyle, Captain Perlman, Sheriff Griswold, Captain Damien Thompson, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, and FBI Special Agent Martin Nash.
"The Barkers and Frieda are staying at The Cabin." I reported. "I'll let Captain Croyle report on the Police security for the family, but as most of you know, when I rebuilt The Cabin I built it to be a fortress. It would literally take a military assault to get in there."
"We have two Officers in a Patrol cruiser parked in the driveway there." said Teresa. "Another Patrol cruiser is parked by McGhillie's Golf Course on the road that leads around the mountain and past The Cabin. There is the equivalent of a DUI checkpoint there, and we'll say we're searching for someone if anyone raises any ire over it. Another Patrol cruiser will do the same on the road coming from the University."
Teresa continued: "Commander Ross is taking Frieda to see Barky at the University Vet School, then she will take Frieda to The Cabin, where she and Callie Carrington will stay overnight. Also staying there, Commander, is your next-door neighbor, that being me."
"You don't have to do that." I said. "I can stay there."
"No sir." Teresa said, surprising us. "You are assigned to your other home, where you will guard Barky's father as well as your own family. We are concerned, sir, about that message left for you at the Barker home."
"I think you have your orrrrderrrrrs, Commander." said the Chief affably.
"Yes sir." I said. "And I think I just got thrown out of my own house." Everyone chuckled briefly.
"On a more serious note," said the Chief, "I agree that that message left for you personally is very disturrrrbing. I have two questions: first, was it this 'Paco' person that did this?"
"We the FBI believe so, Chief." said Jack Muscone. "And we think this shows he's still in this area."
"I don't think the Iron Crowbar agrees, though." said Tanya Perlman, contradicting her fiancé Muscone, her eyes gleaming just a bit as she looked over at me.
"I do have my doubts." I said. "I think Paco has been trying to kill Frieda, not warn her nor us, but kill her. To this point, he's tried to use surrogates to kill her, to keep from getting his own hands dirty. And that damage to the Barker's back door... Paco is reportedly very skilled in martial arts, but whoever kicked the door in required multiple kicks to break it down. Ergo, he didn't really know how to break a door down with a kick; ergo, he's not good enough to be Paco."
I continued: "My other doubt is the fact that this perp came over while Frieda was not at home. Again, Paco wants to kill Frieda. This perp let Mrs. Barker run out of the house, then made a point to injure the dog, then left me a message... all while Frieda was not there. That contradicts what we know about Paco."
"And it brings up my second question." said the Chief. "Why did this perp leave that message? Was he trying to goad you, Commander? Or scare you off?... not like that would work..."
"I don't know, Chief." I said. "And it somewhat ties into what I was just talking about: if Paco wants to kill Frieda, I'd think he'd like to get it done as quickly as possible, and with as little interference as possible. Goading me like that is the opposite of what I'd think he'd do. So that leads me to conclude that it's not Paco but someone else, and the reason is to distract me from something by forcing me to concentrate on Frieda."
"And what is he trying to distract you from?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Not to get snarky here, Jack," I said, "but if I knew what that was, I'd be there fucking up the perps right now. I will say this: Captain Croyle, make sure the drone and other surveillance of that warehouse we have suspicions of continues in force tonight and for the next few nights..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We gave him a mild sedative to let him get some sleep." said the vet, a University grad student, as Frieda, Susie Haskins, and Cindy Ross looked into the cage that contained the redoubtable Barky.
Frieda was in tears at the sight of the little dog with his chest wrapped tightly in a bandage. She was allowed to pet Barky. He remained asleep as she softly stroked his head and the back of his neck.
"We'll check for any internal bleeding in a few hours, but right now all we can do is try to keep him from moving around too much." continued the vet. "By the way, how did he get these injuries?"
"We think he tried to stop a burglar and the burglar kicked him." said Cindy.
"I hope you catch him." said the student vet. "Anyone who hurts puppies like that should go to jail for a long, long time."
"You got that right." said Susie Haskins darkly.
"Yeah." agreed Frieda.
"Believe me," said Cindy, "if my Police partner catches him before anyone else does, jail will seem like heaven..."
Part 22 - Taking Council
"There being no more public business," said Mayor Allgood, "I'll entertain motions to go into Executive Session."
That started an uproar in the packed audience chamber. "We demand to speak!" yelled Crispus Appling. "We demand to be heard!" Mr. Appling ran the Appling Ace Hardware store on MLK Jr. Avenue, and this was not the first time he'd led protesters against the Council. He was also a friend of Eldrick X. Weaver. (Author's note: 'Summer In The County', Ch. 01.)
"You've been heard!" retorted the Mayor. "For several meetings in a row. As I've said several times, a motion regarding a third Police precinct has been made, and has been laid upon the table. It will not be picked up again during this two-year Council session, or unless and until the Commission re-writing the Town & County Charter addresses it."
"That doesn't mean these people cannot air their grievances over it!" started Reginald B.F. Lewis. "These people have the right------"
"I move to go into Executive Session." said John Colby loudly, stepping all over Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"I second that motion." said Edward Steele.
"There is a motion on the floor." said Mayor Allgood as Lewis tried to start up again. "The Councilman Mr. Lewis will suspend his remarks." The vote to go into Executive Session passed 7-3, with Carnes, Lewis, and Adams voting against the measure.
Once in the private Council Chamber on the 2d floor, everyone seated themselves, including the two invited guests: Sheriff Griswold, and me, Your Iron Crowbar.
"Before we begin," said Daniel Allgood, "I need to formally address an issue that keeps coming up. As I said in the public Council Meeting, a motion on three Police precincts has been made, and has been laid upon the table. I am not sitting in that room for four hours listening to people who obviously were brought in to whine about three Precincts when absolutely nothing is going to come of it. I am tired of the political games, Mr. Lewis, and I am going to ask that a point of order be made to hold you, Mr. Lewis, out of order and in contempt of the Council rules of order if you continue with these shenanigans."
"You're an illegitimate Mayor, Allgood!" thundered Lewis. "And I have every right to speak, as do those citizens!"
"No you don't." said J.P. Goldman. "The Mayor is right. The issue has been formally dealt with, and no amount of bullying us with these artificially created bullying tactics is going to work. And there will come a time when you cross the line, Mr. Lewis."
"Then I'll see you in Court over it." said Lewis. "I would walk out of here right now, but I want to make sure that the voices of legitimate citizens are represented here when Commander Troy brings up the names of his Commission, so that the illegitimate Mayor's voice does not drown out theirs."
"Point of order." said Jack Colby. "The Mayor was legitimately elected despite attempts to defraud him of his rightful win, and comments the he is 'illegitimate' are untrue and constitute slander. As such, those comments are a violation of the Council rules of order and procedure as well as a breach of decorum."
"I have the right of free speech, and will exercise it." said Lewis. "Your racist attempts to silence my voice and my correct assertions that Daniel Allgood stole the election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver, will not work, and again will result in a lawsuit in Court if your bullying tactics continue."
"Then do it." I said, speaking up and out of turn. "Go file your lawsuit. Bring it on. Keep it up. You'll lose, you'll be humiliated publicly. But stop with the threats and either go do it, or don't."
"You're out of order, Commander Troy." snarled Kelly Carnes.
"No, you're out of order. This whole Council is out of order with these crap optical tricks!" I said, keeping my voice fairly level and even-tempered. "I'm here at your invitation to get business done, I've got important Police work to do to keep a young girl alive, and I don't have time to waste listening to your drivel. The Election is 'ovah', Mr. Lewis. Mayor Allgood won despite attempts to defraud him and those who voted for him, the Court ruled in his favor. So shut the fuck up about it, at least in my presence."
"And what are you going to do about it, Cracker?" Lewis snarled. I heard gasps in the room as Lewis crossed yet another line.
I just gave one of 'those' smiles as I said "If you think I won't place you under arrest, right here and now, for racist hate speech, slander and defamation, as well as disorderly conduct; cart you off to County Jail; put you through full booking; and release your arrest photo mug shot to the Press for wide dissemination, then you've got another 'think' coming."
Sheriff Griswold's mustaches were twitching most very merrily. John Colby and Edward Steele were not succeeding in suppressing grins. Kelly Carnes was not succeeding, because she was not trying, in keeping a look of ugly hatred off her face. Everyone else was in some degree of shock... or anticipation, seeing what Lewis would do next.
"O-kayyyy." said the Mayor after a long pause of silence where I won the 'blink' contest with Lewis. "Let's get our business done so we can all go home to our families before midnight. There is old business on the table regarding creating a Commission to re-write the Town & County Charter, chaired by Commander Donald Troy. He has presented four names for consideration to this Commission."
Daniel continued: "Those names are: the Reverend Joseph E. Williams of the A.M.E. Church, schoolteacher Edna Carter, Councilman Edward R. Steele, and ADA Savannah Fineman. I have personally spoken to all five of these people, and they have all agreed to serve on the Commission should the Council approve them. Is there a motion on the floor regarding these names? Mr. Colby?"
"I move to accept these four names, and form the Commission with Commander Troy as Chairman and these four as Members of the Commission."
"I second the motion." said Dagmar Schoen.
"Hold on!" yelled Kelly Carnes. "You are not going to just ramrod this through the Council like this! I absolutely will sue if you do, and I'll tie this goddamned thing up in Court for years!"
"Point of order as to language." Dagmar Schoen said.
"Go fuck yourself, Schoen!" Carnes snapped back.
The Mayor tapped his gavel. "Keep it clean, Mrs. Carnes." he said. "Seriously, why can't we get through even one Council session without all this garbage?"
"Because we have an illegitimate Mayor." snarled Reginald B.F. Lewis. I stood up at that.
"Hold on, Commander." said Susan Weston, seeing my movement. "I'm sure Mr. Lewis understands that you're serious, but please just let it go."
"It's all right, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold. "We have witnesses in this room, and you can swear out a warrant and arrest him at any time. Let's finish the meeting."
There was no one else on earth that could've stopped me at that moment, but since it was Sheriff Griswold asking (more like ordering), I returned to my seat, my gray eyes still blazing.
"Just to make sure you understand, Lewis." growled Griswold. "If you do say that about the Mayor again, the Commander won't have to arrest you because I'll arrest you myself. I'm just as sick and tired of the manure I'm seeing and hearing in here as he is."
Now if only we could do this to a few members of Congress in Washington! I thought to myself. The Council chamber was silent, most of the Members openly shocked at what I and the County Sheriff had just done.
"All right, let's continue." said the Mayor. "We have a motion on the floor and seconded. Let's go around the horn. Ms. Sorrells?"
"I would like to ask Commander Troy to explain why he chose these names." said Sheila Sorrells. The Mayor asked me to come to the podium and explain, which I did.
I began: "The Reverend Joseph E. Williams is pastor of the A.M.E. Church. He is respected by not only the minority communities, but by everyone. He will represent the interests of minorities, and in a fair and honest way."
"Mrs. Carter is a teacher at Thomas E. Williams Elementary School, which is part of the Booker T. Washington High School system." I continued. "I chose her because most of the changes I expect to make in the Charter will regard the Education system of the Town & County, and will be watched closely by the U.S. DOE and the State Education Authority, as well as the NEA, the Teachers' Union. Her input and expertise will be invaluable to me."
"I chose Councilman Steele as the representative of you here in the Council," I said, "but also as a representative of the business interests of our County. I have gotten to know Mr. Steele very well the past few years, and I appreciate and respect his wisdom and expertise on all things involving County Government."
"And I chose ADA Fineman," I said, "because of her legal experience, and we will need someone with a thorough knowledge of the law to actually write the language of the new Charter."
"Only five people?" asked Kelly Carnes, trying to keep her voice level and not vicious like it usually was. "I would suggest at least two more, to get more representation of all aspects of the County, including the University and the northern suburbs."
"It is up to the Council to determine how many," I said, "but my caution on that is having too many cooks in the kitchen, so to speak. This is going to be a document of governance, of who has the authority to tax and to spend, who will make the laws, who will execute the laws, and who will respond to the Citizens for the redress of their issues. It should be simple, and the fewer the people on this Commission, the simpler, cleaner, and more efficient it will be."



"Also, more specific to your point, Mrs. Carnes," I said, "the University is its own entity, and makes sure to tell us so whenever they can. In a reciprocal way, I am not interested in the University's opinion on Town & County Government. If I do want University input, I can get that from my boss... that being my wife, of course."
There were some chuckles in reply to that joke, from experienced husbands in the room. Then I said "And I believe ADA Fineman doesn't live all that far away from you, Mrs. Carnes, so the northern suburbs do have some representation on the Commission."
"What I find objectionable," said Malinda Adams, "is that women are in the minority on this Commission. Why didn't you select three women and one man besides yourself?"
"I chose two women and two men." I said. "That's pretty fair and balanced, especially considering you Council Members asked me to be the Commission Chairman, so you'll have to live with the fact that I'm a male and intending to stay that way."
"Your utopia of an all-woman society will not be realized in the new Charter." said Dagmar Schoen, and rather viciously. Malinda Adams glared hatefully at Dagmar Schoen, but said nothing.
"I don't object to the Reverend Williams, nor Mr. Steele nor ADA Fineman." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "But is Mrs. Carter really up to something like this? No disrespect intended, but she's a schoolteacher, and not someone experienced in the political issues that will come up over this."
"Like you said," I said, "she's a schoolteacher. I've met her before on occasion, and I think she'll do well, especially on the important issues of education, which is one of the major issues of this re-write."
I was wondering to myself why Lewis was objecting to Mrs. Carter, who was black like he was. Something to ponder in the future, I thought, putting that into its compartment of the mind for the moment.
"No offense intended," said Susan Weston, "but why Mr. Steele from the Council instead of one of the rest of us? I understand your personal friendship with him, but did you consider any of the rest of us?"
"Yes, I did consider everyone in this room now, including Our Sheriff." I said. "He gets to unofficially proofread the final version and tell me why I'm wrong on all of it. I thought Mr. Steele was a good fit for the Commission, a good choice to balance it out, and I trust his judgement and his advice. No offense to anyone else, of course."
"Of course." said the Mayor. "Any other comments? Objections?"
"I still want two more people on it." said Carnes. "And those two to be named by this Council. Consider that a motion to amend the bill."
"I second that motion to amend." said Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"Sheriff, Commander," said Mayor Allgood, "unless the Council has any more questions of either of you, I thank you for your input tonight, and you are free to go." There being no more questions for us, Sheriff Griswold and I took the hint and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Sheriff, what's going to happen to the Commission I suggested?" I asked as we walked down the hallway.
"Aw, that's a done deal." said Griswold. "Carnes wants two people of her own choosing on it to cause you as much trouble as possible, but all they would do is bicker over the two names. So in the end, you'll get the ones you want... except Edward Steele. Don't be surprised if you get saddled with one of the others."
"Or my friendly neighborhood Sheriff." I said with a teasing grin.
"Har!" growled the Sheriff. "Naw, it'll go the way you want. Things always seem to. Except for the Boards of Inquiry. I fear the next one that comes up."
"That reminds me of something I wanted to bring to the Mayor's attention." I said as we went outside and walked towards Police Headquarters. "Try this idea on for size, sir..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the way home, I went by the University Vet School to check on Barky. The night staff there said they'd just checked and had seen no internal bleeding, and that Barky just needed rest and time to heal. It hurt my soul to see that brave little dog bandaged up, and I mentally let flow upon Barky all the will power I could muster for him to get well.
I'd visited to check on him, but also so that the Vet School people would see that the TCPD Police Commander was personally interested in Barky's health. Not that I didn't trust them, but nothing gets people's attention like a concerned dog-loving man with a red crowbar in his grubby paws...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going into the Mountain Nest, I found a very quiet home. Carole and Jim were in bed and asleep, with Marie staying overnight with Carole. Bowser looked up at me from his basket when I peeked in, and he came with me as I first checked on Jim and Buddy, then went downstairs.
Laura came out of the 'Puter Room. "Scotch or bourbon?" she asked.
"Scotch." I said. "I'll take the dogs out. I'll be back in a minute."
Going outside, the dogs went to inspect and to do their business as I sat down in the metal mesh chair. I'd looked up the mountain at The Cabin, which was southeast of the Mountain Nest, and I saw a few dim lights behind the Levelor blinds. I got the sense that everything was secure up there.
"Here you go." said Laura, handing me my drink, then sitting down with me on the metal mesh loveseat, a duplicate of the one on the back deck of The Cabin. "How was the Council meeting?"
"I am really sick and tired of the race card being thrown around, and the attacks on the Mayor for us not letting his win be stolen from him. Not to mention being tired of just the attitude of some of them." I said, sounding as bitter as I felt.
"Hmf." Laura said. "And they're the mirror image, hating you, believing you really did cheat Weaver out of his 'rightful' win. Not to mention being a big bad cop with a big red crowbar that you use to beat up blacks because you're a white supremacist."
"You don't really believe that, do you?" I asked, only half-jokingly.
"Not that stuff about you, of course." Laura said. "And yes, the politicians know Weaver tried to cheat Daniel out of his win, and Della played dirty to try to get Allgood to lose. But there are people out there who genuinely believe Weaver was cheated and Daniel really did what Harlow and Tunnin said he did... because they want to believe it."
"And how do you feel about it all?" I asked, having never really discussed this with Laura before, not this openly and candidly.
"Well," Laura said, sipping her drink, "I'm sure you realize that I'm no Republican and will not be considered to be part of the Religious Right any time soon. I'm a sex professor, I'm bisexual, and while I'm not a Malinda Adams feminazi, I definitely tend to side with women on most gender issues, including abortion. And as a professor, I'm dependent upon Government for my salary and my research grants."
"Having said that," Laura said, "I've seen enough of the world through CIA eyes to know how bad Socialism, Communism, and Despotism are, and that things like 'climate change' are just attempts to induce guilt and impose Socialism upon this Nation. And it really bothers me how Government money is used to create false scientific research findings to support political positions, rather that to learn and understand the Truth about things."
"In that, Stephanie Steele is lucky." I said. "There's not too much politics in the possibility that something really could go faster than the speed of light. But you're right; a lot of the climate-change and studies of transgender stuff is totally based on who is paying for the so-called research."
"And that reminds me." I continued. "The LAPD had a serial killer problem, and the killer was using a pattern found in one of Stephanie's papers. I need to follow up on that."
"As if you don't have enough to do already." Laura said. "You're working like a dog right now."
"Harumph." I said, then said teasingly: "You know, dogs are Democrats like you and your fellow professors. They sit around all day, beg for food and favors, and defend their theses like dogs defend their territories. Yep, my dogs are Socialists." I said this as Bowser and Buddy came up to us and sat down in front of us, hoping for some skritchins or food.
Laura chuckled. "Yes, you're just surrounded by us Liberals. So, are you going to start the divorce proceedings tomorrow morning?"
I chuckled. "Hell no. I happen to like having you as my lawfully wedded wife, and that until death do us part, if you'll keep me. Which leads me to ask... do they give you any crap about being my wife?"
"Some of the real hardcore Socialists, like Dr. Lionel Carmela, absolutely hate me for it." Laura replied. "But most of them know me for who I am. I tell them you're not a crony capitalist Establishment Republican, as well.
"And if you think about it," I said, "you and I not all that far apart on our view of things. We definitely agree on the problems, just not always on the solutions."
"True." Laura said. "Okay, it's getting cold out here. Let's go back inside, and you can warm me up with your little crowbar."
"Little?!" I said as we got up, pretending to be greatly miffed at the insult to my manhood.
"Yes, that's right." Laura said. "My Government-paid-for research is supposed to tell you you're not great in bed because you're a man. Fortunately, in spite of what the Government wants me to tell the world, I happen to like making love with my husband."
"I say we go up to bed and vigorously research that." I suggested. We walked hand in hand up the stairs and back inside...
Part 23 - Escalation of War
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the MILF redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 27th, from in front of City Hall. "We are covering two breaking stories from last night's Town & County Council meeting!"
"In our first story, Channel Two News has learned that Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis is in consultation with other Black Community leaders on going forward with a lawsuit against Mayor Daniel Allgood for denying Citizens the right to speak at the public Council meeting last night. There was a packed audience at the meeting, but no one was allowed to address the Council unless they had signed up first, and were denied time to speak if their subject was about expanding the Police Department to three precincts. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Reginald B.F. Lewis earlier that morning, just after sunrise, at a podium with Eldrick X. Weaver, and both surrounded by blacks with signs that disallowed viewers seeing exactly how many supporters were really there. He said "We all know that Daniel Allgood is an illegitimate Mayor after Eldrick Weaver was denied his rightful win after the racist Courts disenfranchised voters by throwing out legitimate votes for Mr. Weaver. Now illegitimate Mayor Allgood is denying black citizens their right to be heard by denying them the opportunity to speak at public Council Meetings."
"Because of the discrimination against People of Color," continued Lewis, "and because of illegitimate Mayor Allgood's denying People of Color their Constitutional right to free speech and the right to petition the Government for the redress of wrongs, I am announcing my intention to sue Mayor Allgood, and force him to stop his discrimination against Blacks and to allow black voices to be heard at Council meetings." The crowd of undetermined number cheered loudly.
Back to Bettina live. "In related stories, several Council Members have confirmed that Commander Donald Troy threatened to arrest Councilman Lewis during the executive session of their meeting last night, after Mr. Lewis protested the Mayor's actions denying blacks their right to speak at the Council meeting. Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment on his actions, which have been construed by some as abusive and directed towards the silencing of black voices in the County."
More Bettina: "And Channel Two News has also learned that Commander Troy was at the executive session to nominate his choices to serve with him on the Commission to re-write the Town & County Charter. After a lengthy debate, the Council approved Commander Troy' choices, who had previously agreed to serve if approved. The names, in addition to Commander Troy, are Reverend Joseph E. Williams, Mrs. Edna Carter of Williams Elementary School, Councilman Edward R. Steele, and Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman."
Some more Bettina: "And in State news, a strong bipartisan group of Legislators, led by State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds, continue to oppose any Budget legislation that gives deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared any tools to discriminate against undocumented workers. The Legislature is under pressure to pass a Budget bill before the March 31st deadline when the Legislative session ends."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am starting to get tired of Bettina's constant whine about saying I've refused to comment despite so-called repeated requests." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. The Sheriff had not joined our coffee klatch this morning.
"They do request comment from you, to Captain Thompson, every day." Cindy said.
"At what hours of the day?" I asked.
"Overnight, leaving phone messages." said Cindy. "They also call three minutes before Bettina goes on air every morning, and Captain Thompson doesn't bother to take their calls at that hour, if he's even here."
"I'm still tired of it." I said. "And I'm going to go on the offensive about Bettina continuing to do it. If she keeps it up, I'll go nuclear on her."
Tanya Perlman was grinning. "Uh oh, what are you going to hit her with?"
"Two words." I said. "Les Craig. Bettina had a sexual relationship with him, which I can prove, and she passed information to him that was harmful to the FBI and the TCPD. When I'm done with her, the Feds may charge her with conspiracy to commit Treason."
"Ho-leeee cow..." muttered Chief Moynahan.
Cindy said "But technically, they're right. They do call for comment and you never respond."
"God-dammit, Cindy!" I shouted, losing restraint and decorum. "That bitch just tried to paint me as a racist, and then used the 'refused to comment' shit to reinforce the slander! And you're defending her?"
"Just stop it!" Cindy said. "I'm not defending her, and you know it! But you're never going to stop her from doing shit like that! She's never going to stop if you don't stop your war with the Press! People are dead because of it, and you almost lost your daughter------"
I had risen to my feet, feeling as angry as I'd ever been. "You better figure out whose side you're on, Commander Ross." I said, my voice not loud but ragged with fury. "As far as I'm concerned, you are taking her side and defending her, and I'm just as tired of you saying you're not when you are! The friend of my enemy is my enemy, and Bettina Wurtzburg and the Press are my mortal enemy. And if you want to be on her side, then a curse upon you as well as her!"
I honestly don't remember exactly what happened after that. I felt like I was outside my body as I moved to the door, barely hearing the Chief trying to stop me from leaving. I slammed the door behind me. I know I went into my office and got my red crowbar, then I heard the door to my office slam behind me as I exited and walked down the hall and left the building...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." whispered Julia Rodriguez as the Detectives sat at their desks in MCD. "What just happened in there?"
"I dunno." said Theo Washington. "But Commander Troy's face was redder than his hair."
Teddy Parker showed unusual Detective ability by going to the coffeemakers in back to refill his cup. It took a long pouring, then slowly putting sugar, then creamer into his cup, then stirring with the plastic straw, while taking several looks out the door to the back hallway. Everyone else was watching him.
"No one else came out." he said as he returned to his desk.
All the other Detectives then did the same thing. Finally, Theo Washington was rewarded with seeing Commander Ross go down the hall to her office, her own face red, a look of shock on her face.
*Whirrrrrrrr*
Theo barely got back to his desk in time as Captain Perlman drove down the hall and entered MCD through the side door. All eyes were on her.
"All right, what are you guys working on today?" Tanya asked.
"The Case of the Angry Commander, ma'am." Julia Rodriguez said fearlessly.
Tanya sighed. "Just a philosophical discussion of ideas." she tried. Nope, it didn't work.
"Come on, ma'am." said Joanne Warner. "We can't un-see what we saw. You gotta tell us..."
Tanya grimaced, then said "As you know, Commander Troy does not do anything halfway. Especially in his war with the Press. And he and Commander Ross don't see eye-to-eye on that issue. By the way, did anyone see where he went?"
"He left the building, ma'am." said Theo.
"Ah, crap." Tanya said forlornly. "We may have lost him, then." Eyes widened in shock as they heard those words, which emphasized just how bad things were.
"Lost him?" Julia Rodriguez asked, with an undercurrent of fear in her voice.
"Yes." Tanya said, sparing no one and speaking directly and brutally. "He may just leave the TCPD over this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "We have breaking news this morning out of Midtown. Let's go to our field reporter Priya Ajmani for the latest. Priya!"
"Good morning, Meredith and Catrina!" said Priya happily from her position on the lawn of the State Capitol building. "Fox Eight News has learned that a tentative Budget deal has been reached!"
Priya began: "The Budget is nearly the same as that of the last one passed two years ago, with standard baseline budgeting increases and cost of living raises. The major changes will come in the SBI structure. The Narcotics Task Force is being replaced by a branch that will be responsible for cracking down on drug distributors, especially illegal alien gangs such as NS-14 that distribute drugs to our State's children. This new unit will also be assisting the Federal Government's Immigration and Customs Enforcement, known as ICE, in rounding up and deporting criminal illegal aliens."
"This is huge news!" Catrina Pierce said. "But Priya, our competitors are reporting that there is a strong bipartisan coalition that is stopping progress on the Budget bill. Can you tell us about that?"
"Yes, Catrina!" Priya said. "That bipartisan coalition may have been what some would call 'fake news'. State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds and lobbyists such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce have tried hard to stop any immigration enforcement from happening, but it looks like both Parties realize that a Budget has to be passed, and they are abandoning Wilson Hammonds in favor of a compromise that is acceptable to Governor Jared."
"Thank you, Priya!" said Meredith. "We'll come back to you if there are any more breaking developments!" She turned to Catrina and said "That is amazing, especially after we were repeatedly told that that nothing could get through the Hammonds coalition."
"And to that point," said Catrina to the camera, "we have a surprise guest today. Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police has joined us. Commander, what can you tell us about this Budget deal, especially how it will affect you as SBI Reserve Inspector?"
"Thank you for having me on today." I said. "As Priya just said, what you've been hearing from KXTC has been nothing short of dishonest, fake news reporting. It's par for the course for KXTC, and especially their dishonest reporter Bettina Wurtzburg. They were trying to create news rather than just report it, but the truth is winning out."



"Do you have any other examples of KXTC's false reporting?" Catrina Pierce asked. It could not have been an easier softball she pitched to me, and I swung for the fences.
"Remember, ladies," I said, "that KXTC's reporter Lester Holder made a racial slur about my daughter, and they did not fire him for months, and they fired him only after he showed his blatant racism on Election Night after thousands of people called to complain. And reporter John Hardwood was complicit in the attempt to murder my other daughter in the Ward Harvester explosion. Remember also that KXTC publisher Burt West called for me to be fired on more fake news charges of Police brutality that never happened, and that KXTC was asking politicians to take a pledge to fire me for just doing my job."
"And now Bettina Wurtzburg is engaging in deception by accusing me of racism this morning," I continued, "and then saying that I refused to give comment about it. They never asked me for comment in an honest, legitimate way. They'll call at three o'clock in the morning, get no answer since the Public Relations Officer is not on duty at that hour, and then they say I'm refusing comments. It's pure deceit by an arrogant reporter who thinks she's better than anyone else."
"Furthermore," I said, "Bettina Wurtzburg passes along information that can be harmful to people to her aunt, her relative, Elsie Gringer. Elsie Gringer is the KXTC online gossip columnist, and puts out stuff that is meant to be embarrassing and humiliating to people, and she gets that information from Bettina Wurtzburg. I have the proof of it."
"I also have proof, proof that will stand up in Court, that Bettina Wurtzburg has slept with numerous persons to get stories, including rather untrustworthy FBI Agents." I continued. "These sexual liaisons have led to reporting that have put good people, like good FBI Agents and TCPD Officers, in harm's way. You'll remember that her colleague Amber Harris also was doing the same thing, which should lead viewers to ask what's going on at KXTC. Last but not least, Bettina Wurtzburg had to sign a plea deal in Court to avoid being put in prison for assaulting Police Officers and putting people in harm's way at the recent fire at the Heritage Cloisters subdivision..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." whispered Cindy Ross as she and Captain Thompson watched. "He went and did it. He's going nuclear on Bettina."
"He's right that they use the 'refuses to return calls' to make him look bad." said Captain Thompson. "I was going to talk to you about calling them out on it, telling them when they ask that they know Commander Troy won't talk to them, and they're deliberately using that to smear him."
"Well, you might as well do it, if they keep it up." said Cindy. "And get ready to just stop having any news conferences..."
There was a knock on the door. It was Captain Teresa Croyle. Captain Thompson said "I'll be in my office, ma'am."
"Thank you, Captain." Cindy said, dismissing him to his duties. As the door closed behind him, Cindy said to Teresa "What's up?"
"I guess we know where Don went to." Teresa said.
"Yeah." Cindy said, her voice barely above a whisper. "He's going nuclear on Bettina."
"May I speak freely?" asked Teresa.
Cindy looked up at her BFF from under her eyelids. "You going to tell me I'm wrong?"
"I want to ask a question." Teresa said. "You can decide if it's telling you you're wrong or not"
"Okay, speak freely." Cindy said, putting her badge on the desk. "What is it?" she asked as Teresa put her own badge on the desk.
"You used to hate the Press almost as much as Don does." Teresa said. "You made worse comments about them than he did. What changed? When did things change?"
"Goddammit, that's just it!" Cindy said, her voice almost pleading. "Things haven't changed! I'm not taking the Press's side! I still hate them and what they do. I'm just trying to stop the war."
"Don doesn't see it that way." Teresa said, boring in on Cindy with her words, spoken in an understated, level tone. "And to be totally candid with you, I don't either. Something did change. Why are you even bothering to stop the war? You know Don considers it a fight to the death, that he considers the Press to be the greatest threat to the Constitution."
"But people are getting hurt, or even dying." said Cindy. "To answer your question, it was bad enough with Hardwood tried to murder Carole, and you got badly hurt saving her. Then Don escalated it when he put Jennings in prison, then went over to Amber's house when he didn't need to. I tried to get him to go home, and he wouldn't. And then Chuck Pringle committed suicide when Don went nuclear on him. People are getting hurt, Teresa, including you. This war has to stop. It just... has to stop."
"It's not going to, you know." Teresa said. "There is never going to be an armistice, like World War One. Only total destruction of one side or the other, like World War Two."
"It doesn't have to be." Cindy said. "But I guess Don is never going to see that, is he?"
"And neither is the Press." Teresa said. "That's what I'm trying to tell you. No matter what you do about Don, the Press is never going to stop."
Teresa picked up her badge and said "This can be off the record or on the record. When you and Don work together, this is the best Police Force in the world, and I mean that literally. You and he are truly an awesome force together, and so very good for the Police Force, and this County. But when you two are divided like this, we are a House divided, and badly. We're almost dysfunctional right now as it is.
"Would you say this to Don if he were here right now?" Cindy asked.
"I don't have to." Teresa replied. "I'm on his side in the Press war. But that doesn't matter. My point is that if this keeps up, one of the other of you are going to be gone. Either Don or you will leave, out of frustration and growing anger. And then the Press will declare victory and rightly so, because they will have won, they will have beaten all of us, and they will have achieved their goal of destroying the TCPD. If you'll excuse me..."
Without waiting for a reply, Teresa turned and exited the office, leaving the door open behind her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good morning, and welcome to the Reed Hudson show, where Conservative Excellence reigns supreme!" said Reed Hudson as his widely listened-to radio program came on the air at 9:00am. "We have a surprise guest today. Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD, who has endured lies and smears from the Press as well as the Independent State Counsel, is here to talk about some of these issues. Welcome, Commander."
"Thank you for having me, Reed." I said. "I know you don't usually have in-studio guests, so I appreciate you having me on today."
"Absolutely my pleasure, Commander." said Hudson. "So this morning Bettina Wurtzburg delivered some very misleading news to KXTC's viewers. She's been talking about a strong bipartisan coalition that would stop anything Governor Jared might get in the budget battle, but that has come to naught, if KFXU's reporting is accurate, and it usually is."
"Yes, Reed, all that is true, though the Budget is not completely done yet." I said. "But yes, KXTC's reporting of the Governor has been biased at best, and outright dishonest at worst. And I'll tell you a secret trick that dishonest reporter Bettina Wurtzburg has been doing: if you listen to her morning broadcasts, and I'll understand if many of your listeners don't bother to tune into KXTC, you'll hear her always say the, and I quote, 'deeply unpopular Jared Administration', or say 'deeply unpopular Governor Jared'."
"This is what the Associated Press did to President George W. Bush in the later years of his presidency." I said. "The AP would always put 'the deeply unpopular Bush Administration' the first time they mentioned him or his Administration in their stories, being totally biased, and not being subtle about it. Now dishonest reporter Bettina Wurtzburg has been doing the same exact thing to Governor Jared, even though polls show him to be much more popular that the Legislature... or the Press, I might add."
"You're right," said Hudson, "and we've put together a montage of Ms. Wurtzburg's reports, showing just that. Roll tape." Tape rolled, and for the next few moments Reed Hudson's listeners were treated to Bettina telling them what to think about Governor Jared's popularity, over and over and over again.
"It's amazing, I never even noticed it." said Hudson. "But you're a great Detective, Commander Troy, so I'm not surprised you saw those patterns of abuse by both the AP and KXTC."
"Thank you, Reed," I said, "and there's more. You rightly called for a boycott against KXTC after they called for me to be fired. Yet more fake news reporting by them, then trying to get me fired for doing my job. And now Bettina Wurtzburg is trying to paint me as a racist, and that after her colleague Lester Holder was the one that called my daughter a racial slur, and KXTC refused to fire him for months. And I'm sick and tired of her ploy to say I was refusing their repeated calls for comment, and she's doing that in a way to reinforce negatives about me. I'm just sick and tired of her dishonesty."
"And I know, because I've seen your proof," said Hudson, "that Bettina Wurtzburg slept with a dirty FBI Agent in exchange for information that she reported, which turned out to be harmful to the TCPD and FBI."
"That's right, Reed." I said. "And that's why I'm asking citizens to continue boycotting anyone who advertises on KXTC, until they go bankrupt and go off the air. Their dishonest 'fake news' reporting has to be stopped, and the only way I know of to do that is by withholding your hard-earned dollars from their advertisers that allow them to keep up their dishonest reporting..."
Part 24 - Versailles Railcar
"Jesus Christ." Bettina Wurtzburg said as she sat in Burt West's office. They'd just watched a recording of the KFXU broadcast, then listened to a replay of the Reed Hudson radio show. "How bad is it?"
"Some of our advertisers are getting calls." said Burt West. "After Reed Hudson's last call for a boycott, we found out who our friends were, and weren't. The advertisers we continued to have are sticking with us, for now. But what's bad, Bettina, is that Troy is now going after you. Personally. And worse, he may try to find a way to get your plea deal rescinded, and you could go to prison."
"He's had that hammer over me, and us, anyway." said Bettina. "Let him do it. Once he does, he has nothing left to hold over us, meaning the Media."
"We both know that's not true." said Burt West. "But that's getting off the rails. I called you in to tell you my plan of action to mitigate this damage. I'm going to call Chief Moynahan and ask him to meet with me and talk this out. I'm going to tell him that we're going to lay off. No more 'refused repeated requests for comments' stuff, no more trying to smear him with the Independent State Counsel stuff. We'll report the news, of course, but we don't have to go out of our way to mention that guy anymore."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Wednesday, February 27th. The Cop Bar did not open until 11:00am, but Pops had opened the doors to admit two men: KXTC Executive Producer Burt West, and Town & County Police Chief Sean Moynahan. A pitcher of unsweet tea was brought to the 'Command Room', as the new back room was now known.
"Thanks for coming." said Burt West as he approached the table Chief Moynahan was already sitting at. He noticed the Police Chief did not get up nor offer to shake hands. He sat down opposite Moynahan.
"First of all, every word of this is completely off the record." said Moynahan. "And if you're recording this you better stop, because I'll arrest you myself if you are."
West took out his tape recorder, showed that it was off, and left it sitting on the table. "Off the record. No recordings."
"You said you wanted to talk about the situation between my Police Commander and your reporter." Moynahan said.
"Yes." said West. "I don't know why Commander Troy went off on Bettina like he did this morning, but-------"
"Bullshit. He told you why... well, he told KFXU and the Reed Hudson Show why." said the Chief. "But in general, Bettina's crossed the line so many times, it's a wonder to me that Commander Troy didn't go nuclear on her a long, long time ago."
"Look," said West, "I know he hates us. But we're only doing our jobs------"
"Let me stop you right there, West." said Moynahan, the first tinge of anger showing in his voice. "If you're going to come in here and start up that 'we're doing our jobs' bullshit or 'the public has a right to know' crap, then just get up and walk back out of here. You're not just doing your jobs, and you know it. You know as well as I do that you're biased, you're agenda-driven, and you don't report news so much as you attempt to create it and then tell your viewers what to think. So in the privacy of this meeting, drop that bullshit, or there's no point in going forward."
"I probably should just leave, then." said West. "But we're getting off track, here. I came here to ask you to help me stop this. We know that Commander Troy is a great Detective, and an asset to the Police--------"
"That's not what you said when you publicly called for him to be fired, accusing him of Police brutality." said Chief Moynahan.
West was becoming exasperated, but held his temper long enough to say, "Look, that was in the past, at least we're trying to make it be... if you'll just hear me out. I'm asking for your help, here, Chief. I told Bettina that we have to lay off, we have to stop the 'repeated requests for comment' stuff, and the open hostility towards Troy. But we need you to meet us halfway."
"Then you should talk to Commander Troy," said Moynahan, "though I doubt he'll have the tremendous patience I'm affording you now."
"No, it's you I have to talk to." said West. "We'll stop mentioning Troy, unless we're reporting news he generates. We'll stop mentioning him at all. But you're his boss, and the only one except the Sheriff, who is as hostile to us as Troy is, that can rein Troy in. We'd like you to call off your dog, stop the war from his end. Maybe even give a comment from time to time when we ask for one."
"You have some nerve, West." said Moynahan. "To come in here and ask me to order my Police Officer to help you in your smear campaign against him and the TCPD."
"Chief," said West, "I just said we'd lay off."
"And I don't believe you." said Moynahan. "If you were halfway honest and sincere, you would not have asked me to force him to give you comments at all. But I'll tell you this much: if I did as you asked, and told him to back off, he'd do the one thing you want him to do, and that I don't want him to do. He'd resign. On the spot."
"He would walk away from the Police Force." continued the Chief. "He actually would retire, as he has the right to do as a Medal of Valor recipient. But I'm not going to put him into the position to have to make that choice. He may leave anyway, but it won't be because I took your side against him."
"We're not asking you to take our side!" said West, his frustration showing through. "We're just asking you to help stop this thing that is spiraling out of control!"
Chief Moynahan went into what some would call a 'reverie'. He was remembering the argument between his Commanders, and Ross's frustration at what she considered Troy's misunderstanding her motives. She may have been sincere; the Chief was sure that West was not.
He stood up. "No, West, even if you truly think that's all you're doing, it would be taking your side to intervene on your behalf against Commander Troy. And I am not going to do it. You have a nice day."
"Chief!" West tried one last time. "Do you think it's going to stop if you don't intervene and help us end this?"
Moynahan turned back. "No, West, I don't think it's going to stop. Even if you began reporting fairly and honestly, it's not going to stop. You've made your 'fake news' bed and you've shit in it. Now you get to sleep in it." With that, he left the room., and ultimately the building.
West turned to his recorder, which had actually been on the whole time, as the "on/off" setting were reversed from what the words said... a typical tactic of the corrupt, dishonest Media. He rewound it to listen to what he had just recorded. To his shock, all he heard was the low drone of interference, and static, as if the Slender Man had been sitting at the table with them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for loaning this to me." said Chief Moynahan, giving Teresa back the first bug-killer device that Commander Troy had loaned her. "West thought he was tricking me, saying his recorder was off, when I could see that it was on. God! those bastards are so dishonest!"
"And there is no new thing under the sun." Teresa said, quoting a Bible verse. "What now, sir?"
"I'll talk to Commander Ross." said the Chief. "And I'll talk to Commander Troy, if he comes back in. Any idea where he is?"
"His Police SUV is parked at the Psychology Building on the University campus." Teresa said. "I suspect he's in the office of his favorite psychiatrist. The Sheriff's SUV is also there."
"Okay, then." said the Chief. "Captain Croyle, there is one other thing you need to do. You need to prepare... to become the Police Commander if Don leaves us."
Teresa didn't even bat an eyelash. "With respect, Chief, "she said, "I've always said that when he goes, I'll go. Forgive me, sir, but my loyalty is to the Iron Crowbar, even more than to the Force."
Moynahan nodded. "Thank you for your honesty, and your candor, Captain. And I understand. So prepare a list of names of who might take over as Commander, and as Captain of Operations, and whatever positions those choices would vacate, should you both leave."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "If you'll excuse me, sir..."
"One more question before you go." said the Chief. "If Commander Ross leaves, would you take the Deputy Chief position?"
"With respect, sir... no." said Teresa. "I'm where I'm supposed to be. As Commander Troy and Commander Ross are where they're both supposed to be, despite the family feud. And you're where you're supposed to be, sir... herding the cats."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. He dismissed Teresa to her duties.
Wow, the Chief thought to himself... now that was loyalty. And to think they used to call her 'Teresa Cunt'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The two sofas. Like a certain red crowbar, the two sofas's reputation both preceded and followed them. And now I was sitting on one of them, facing the windows, putting my face in the light.
The psychiatrist who made the sofas what they are was sitting across from me on the other sofa, her back to the windows. You'd think I'd be mentally prepared for this; after all, she's my wife.
Also in the room, in a chair in front of Laura's desk, was the Town & County Sheriff.
"Har!" he said as I told the story of my frustrations with the Media, then what had happened with Cindy. "As far as the Media is concerned, you did absolutely right, Crowbar. And I love it that someone is standing up to them and pushing back against them."
"But as far as Cindy is concerned," retorted Laura, "you're not right. Your hatred of the Media is well-justified, and I fully share it after what Hardwood tried to do to Carole. But you're putting your hatred of the Media ahead of your own flesh and blood, and one of the closest friends you've ever had. Are you really that obsessed with the Media war?"
"I..." I started, then stopped. After a moment's thought, feeling Laura and the Sheriff staring at me, I said "You know, for the sake of total honesty... yeah. Yes, I'm that obsessed with going to war with the Media, exposing them for what they are, and crushing every journalist that abuses the First Amendment like they do. That may be wrong, but it's how I feel."



"It's not necessarily wrong. And you're being honest, like I asked you to be." said Laura. "But are you willing to accept the consequences of it? Of losing friends that don't see it the way you do? Especially friends that are people who truly love you and would do anything for you, even die for you?"
"And I would die for Cindy, too." I said. "But what am I supposed to do? Do you really think that if I started giving the Media comments and interviews when they wanted, that they'd change even one little bit, that they'd stop lying about me and Governor Jared, and begin reporting honestly and fairly?"
"He's got a point, Laura." said Sheriff Griswold.
"Yes," said Laura, "but to that point: Cindy says she's not taking their side by trying to stop the war, and she's right that the casualties are mounting. And part of that same coin is that she's not asking you to capitulate to them and do what they demand. She just wants you to stop escalating it. You don't have to personally go to Amber Harris's house for a domestic dispute call, for example. I don't blame you a bit for Lester Holder after what he called Tasha, but you didn't have to nuke Pringle. I think that's where she wants you to draw the line, and stop literally destroying their lives, and those of their families."
"Yeah, Cindy's said that many times." I said. "But she doesn't seem to understand that the Media has been trying to destroy my life, and your life, and our children's lives... literally as well as through racist smears... and they have no intention of stopping. At all. So you tell me how to get them to stop, so that I don't have to nuke them the same way."
Laura shook her head. "This isn't my argument with you. And yes, we're too close for me to be doing this professionally... my profession. So let's drop all that and go in another direction. I'm sure the Sheriff will agree with me that the rift between you and Cindy is not only harming our families, but the Police Force as well. It can't help but have a detrimental effect on the morale of the Officers that love you both and have followed you both to Hell and back."
"She's right, you know." said the Sheriff.
"Yes, sir, I do know. And I'd rather slit my belly in a County cesspool than harm the TCPD." I said. Turning to Laura, I said "And that's why I came here to your office this morning, and asked my Clan Advisor to join us. I came to talk to you as my wife, not my psychiatrist, and I came discuss the effect on our lives if I submitted my retirement papers from the TCPD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Commander." Chief Moynahan said as Cindy came into his office. "Please, have a seat."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "What can I do for you, sir?"
"I just called you in to let you know that I had a meeting with Burt West of KXTC." said the Chief. "It did not go well. West lied to me several times, and he also attempted to tell me that he wasn't trying to harm Commander Troy or the TCPD, just that he wanted the war to stop. Does that last bit sound familiar, Commander?"
"If you're making an analogy to my desire to stop the war, yes sir." Cindy said.
"And I am sure that you are honest in your words and intentions." said the Chief. "I am equally certain that West was not honest in his. It also caused me to re-evaluate the situation. I have been supportive of your position regarding this Press war, and I've even had some of what Commander Troy would call 'philosophical discussions' about it with the Sheriff."
"But today," said the Chief, "I saw clearly that the Press is not going to stop their lies and smears, no matter what Commander Troy does, and no matter what you do. To a man or woman, the Press is simply too dishonest to ever trust."
The Chief continued: "Press relations are your prerogative, Commander, and I will support you in the way you choose to handle those duties. But I also need to let you know that I'm now totally on Don's side against the Press, and I will stand with him and fully support him in whatever he does to the Press and to any of their reporters, provided he remains within the confines of the Law himself."
Cindy understood. "Sir, are you asking me for my resignation?"
"No, not at all." said the Chief. "And I'll say again that you have my support in how you handle Public Relations for the Town & County Police Force. This isn't a reprimand towards you in any way, and I hope to have you as my Deputy Chief for a long time to come. And maybe even as my successor to the Chief's chair. What I'm doing is just stating my position on the Press vs. my Police Commander."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. She was feeling no vibe of anger from the Chief. "I'll talk to Commander Troy as soon as I see him again."
"If you'll wait long enough for me to talk to him first," said the Chief, "I would appreciate it. You, Deputy Chief Ross, are not and never was in my doghouse. But Commander Troy has some 'splainin' to do about the intensity of his hatred of the Press affecting his relationship with his professional colleagues..."
Part 25 - The Final Attack
1:30pm, Wednesday, February 27th. Fourth and fifth graders had toured the new weather station and were having lunch at the picnic tables near the entrance of the Nature Walk on the bluffs over looking the River and Point Hollow below. The view was almost as spectacular as the views from The Cabin and Teresa's new home.
Even though they were a class ahead of Frieda, Davie Marsdon, Timmy Austin, and Susie Haskins had kept her with them, and teachers were watching over the four of them. The principal, however, seemed more interested in other things, constantly looking around at other people that were in the area.
"I'm looking for cops." said the principal, to a teacher that had asked what he was looking for. "I warned them that I didn't want to see any of their armored thugs in jackboots around the kids, scaring the kids."
"I haven't seen a single uniformed Officer." said the teacher. "Just those old people from the Veasley Community Center."
"Yeah, they would choose the same day as the school field trip to come up here." the principal said sourly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in all black civilian clothes, and wearing my beige trenchcoat. I had my badge on my belt, wondering how much longer I'd be wearing it after the Police Chief got hold of me. I was surprised that I'd heard nothing from Chief Moynahan. Maybe Sheriff Griswold had spoken to him.
The road to Point Hollow turns north from the highway that goes west to the State Line. That road to Point Hollow was already on the west side of the River and never crosses the River. The River flows from our north and enters our State on the eastern edge of Point Hollow, and flows underneath and along the edge of the bluff that overlooks the haunted valley below. The bluff curls more southeasterly when it gets south of Point Hollow, then winds more easterly and becomes the mountain finger upon which the Allgood's home, Promontory Point, then other homes including The Cabin and Teresa's house are settled.
The road to the top of the bluff, where the weather station was, continued north from the intersection where University Avenue turned west to become North Street. The road east wound up towards Promontory Point towards the right (south), and went left (north) to go over the hill towards the University's Observatory Telescope.
That road north got to the bottom of the hill below where Daniel and Melina's home was, then began climbing the hill in a northwesterly direction. I was situated in the Black Beauty at that spot, watching any cars that came up. It was very sparsely traveled, and there were no cars beyond the school buses that had trudged up the hill earlier in the morning.
We the Police had considered asking that Frieda not attend the field trip, but the school principal bitterly opposed that, and people within and outside of the TCPD didn't want to deny Frieda normal school experiences. I wanted to have Police cruisers along the road and drones flying over, as well, but the same school principal had raised such ire with the Town & County Councilwoman for that school's district, who was Kelly Carnes, that she'd called the Sheriff and Police Chief directly to demand there be no visible Police presence.
The only reason Chief Moynahan capitulated to it was because the principal was going to cancel the trip and go to the Media about the reasons why... telling the kids and the County that it was the Police's fault they couldn't go on the field trip. There are no words 'adult' enough to express how I felt about that.
I tried to clear my mind of all the problems of this morning, and let 'the force' flow through me. I knew Paco was in the area. The Press had blabbed about the student field trip to the weather station, maybe not knowingly all but erecting a neon sign to where Frieda would be. I did have Police on the road leading to the Observatory, which, putting myself in Paco's place on how I would try to get to Frieda, was the only other possible way except for this road I was watching. I also had Police stationed at Point Hollow, just in case.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Mrs. Williams, one of the watchers near the Nature Trail and the weather station.
"Commander," Mrs. Williams said when I answered, "Mrs. Boddiker says she saw something." A second later, old Mrs. Boddiker's voice came through the phone.
"Commander, I saw a glint of light in the direction of the Observatory." said Mrs. Boddiker. "And then I saw it again, closer to us. Like the sun reflecting off a car windshield."
"Where?" I asked.
"In the woods, along the ridgeline that goes towards the Observatory before going to Promontory Point." said Mrs. Boddiker.
A chill ran through me as only now I realized that Paco could employ an all-terrain vehicle along old hunting paths. But Mrs. Boddiker had seen him!
"Thank you, Mrs. Boddiker. I'm on my way." I said. "Text me if you see it again." I hung up and started up the Black Beauty...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Frieda's group was near the entrance to the Nature Trail, having finished eating lunch.
"I know you're not hungry," Susie Haskins said,"but you should try to eat some."
"I'm worried about Barky." Frieda said miserably.
"Barky will be okay." Susie said. "The Vet School is very good, and Barky is Bowser's son------"
"AAUUUGH!" screamed Frieda as she saw a broad-shouldered man coming up the Nature Trail. "That's him! That's the guy I saw!"
Paco heard the scream and began running towards the students. Frieda took off running for the weather station.
"Frieda, come back here!" yelled a teacher, traitorously confirming to Paco that the little red haired girl was indeed his prey that was to be killed at all costs. He began running after her.
*WHAM!*
He hit the ground hard, having tripped over something. That 'something' was Davie Marsdon, who had dived for Paco's ankles and had successfully tackled the big man.
"Fucking brat!" gasped Paco, kicking himself out of Davie's grasp. He was about to grab Davie and break his neck, but then Timmy Austin came up. Timmy threw dust in the eyes of the killer Paco.
"You goddamned kids!" Paco snarled as he wiped his eyes. Then he remembered that he had to kill Frieda, and could not afford to waste time on these boys. "I'll kill you after I kill that red-haired girl!" With that, he got up and ran after Frieda.
Frieda ran to the weather station door but it was now locked. She turned back and saw Paco running up the hill after her. She ran on past the building, but then had to stop. She was at the edge of the cliff that was the bluff. Below was Point Hollow, and she could hear the wisps of the wind through the copse of trees below, seemingly the Ghosts of the Damned calling to her to claim her soul.
She turned, only to see Paco coming up. "You can't get away from me!" Paco yelled. "I'm going to kill you!"
"PA-COOOOOO!"
Paco looked behind him. And he saw the very last thing he wanted to see: the Iron Crowbar was running up the hill towards him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This way, Mr. Crowbar!" yelled Susie Haskins, pointing as I ran up to them. "They ran that way!"
"Stay here!" I yelled as I ran past them at the top of my speed, desperately trying to reach Paco before he got to Frieda.
I saw them ahead. Paco had just cornered Frieda at the cliff and was saying something. I yelled at him and he stopped, then turned around.
"There you are." yelled Paco. "Come get me, you fucking bastard cop! I'll kill you, then I'll kill this kid!" He laughed evilly. "Two redheads in one day."
I could not shoot at Paco; Frieda was right behind him. So I did exactly what I was not supposed to do: I hurled myself at Paco and engaged him in personal combat! He had extreme martial arts training. I had a crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Commander Cindy Ross was driving in her SUV on North Street. School principals be damned, she thought to herself, I'm going to go make sure Frieda is all right!
Her Police iPhone rang. It was Susie Haskins. "Help!" Susie said into the phone. "Some guy is chasing Frieda, and Mr. Crowbar is going after him!"
"I'll be right there!" Cindy said, then turned on the lightbar and siren and gunned it, calling for backup as she hurtled along the road to the mountainside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was not unlike my battle with the Slender Man. I felt like I was in a 'zone', where everything just flowed. I felt like I could almost read Paco's mind as he tried martial arts maneuvers, and I was reacting better and moving faster than he was. And I even got in a couple of good crowbar blows on him, making him yelp in pain. Maybe it was the proximity to Point Hollow that put me in this 'zone', but I was a bit busy to contemplate at the moment.
"I'm going to kill you." Paco grunted, more like a gasp as he tried a vicious kick. Nope, I'd seen that one from Cindy in the Police Boxing Matches. I sidestepped it and swing the crowbar, getting him on the thigh, hearing him grunt in pain again. I realized that my training for the Police Boxing Matches had gotten me into shape, and that Paco had no advantage after we'd both run up the mountain.
"Give up, Paco!" I snarled. "You can't win."
"Like hell, I can't." Paco snarled. He feinted as if to attack me, then sudden ran back at Frieda. She tried to get away, but he grabbed her and shoved her towards the edge of the cliff!
"AIEEEEEE!" Frieda screamed as she felt herself going over the edge. She grabbed a small tree at the edge by its base, and tried to push herself back up.
As Paco turned back to me, I drove my red crowbar into his stomach, making him bend over double in pain. I then dove for Frieda, dropping the crowbar as I grabbed her, pulled her up, and flung her away from the cliff's edge to safety.
But now I was lying on my back on the ground, helpless and at bay. And Paco was towering over me, my red crowbar in his hands. There was nothing I could do as, with every bit of power he could muster, Paco swung the crowbar down right at my head...
To be continued.
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Part 26 - Crowbar's Crew
Cindy Ross was running up the hillside along the edge of the cliff. Several kids had seen her and yelled "That way!" and pointed up the hill.
"AIEEEEEEE!" she heard someone scream, a man. She saw a shadowy form falling from the cliff down into Point Hollow. Then she saw a red crowbar also falling. Then, more slowly as it rode the thermals... a Tilley hat.
"Nooooo!" she cried out to herself as she continued up the hill and went over a rise that was obstructing her view...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WHAM!*
As Paco swung down, Davie Marsdon and Timmy Austin drove themselves into the back of his legs like football players. I jerked my head left and Paco's swing went over the top, the crowbar thudding into the ground next to me.
My legs were in motion and I kicked up, catching Paco right in his balls. He was even more off-balance now. And then Davie and Timmy again pushed him in the ass... and over the cliff!
As I sat up, I saw that Susie Haskins had also run up, and was now cradling Frieda. "It's okay, Frieda." Susie said confidently. "The bad man can't hurt you now. Mr. Crowbar and the Crowbar Crew took care of him."
"Yes, yes you did." I said. "Thanks guys! You were all very brave." I got up and picked Frieda up. "You were very brave, too, Frieda. Let's get you to the hospital to get checked out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy looked up and almost began crying with relief. A redheaded man was carrying a redheaded little girl, and Davie, Timmy, and Susie were walking with them with huge grins on their faces.
"What happened?" Cindy asked as paramedics came up. I put Frieda on the stretcher they'd brought up.
"Crowbar's Crew took care of business." I said.
*ZZZT!* buzzed the Police radio in Cindy's hand, which then said "Lieutenant Irwin to Commander Ross."
"This is Ross. Go ahead." Cindy replied.
"I'm in Point Hollow." said Irwin. "The perp is dead. His head was the first thing that hit the ground. We also found Commander Troy's red crowbar and hat."
I took the radio, and said into it: "The crowbar is evidence, Lieutenant Irwin. But I'll be needing that headgear back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The other children had been herded back onto the school buses. The principal was furious, especially when I said that Timmy, Davie, and Susie had to come with me to Police Headquarters and give their statements.
"I told you fucking cops to stay away!" yelled the principal, not seeming to care that he was cursing in front of 'the children'. "You've put children in danger! What kind of example are you setting for them? They're young and impressionable and you're scaring them---"
"SHUT UP!" Cindy yelled, getting right into the principal's face. When he recoiled in shock, she said "Commander Troy just saved one of your students's life! And that's despite your every effort to keep us from protecting her!"
"And these kids were anything but scared, I daresay." I said, rubbing it in far more than I should have. Timmy, Davie, and Susie beamed.
"You can't talk to me that way!" snarled the principal, who didn't seem to think there was a problem with the way he was talking to us, much less having treated us. "I'm reporting this to the Council!" he yelled. "I'm going to have you both fired!" With that he walked off in a huff.
"Is that a promise we can count on?" I retorted. The kids giggled. Cindy just nodded vigorously in agreement.
Part 27 - After Action Reports
Wednesday, February 27th. Captain Orosco of Internal Affairs interviewed Davie, Timmy, and Susie separately in the Chief's Conference Room, videotaping the sessions. While they waited, the kids got to be the guests of the Police Chief in his office, where they learned a lot about the U.S. Army Air Cavalry.
"Okay, kids." I said when they were done and their parents were picking them up. "Mark May 1st on your calendars. I suspect your class will be here for the ceremonies that day."
"Kewl!" Timmy Austin exclaimed.
"Awww, am I going to have to wear a tie again?" Davie asked.
"You look good in a tie." said Susie Haskins. Cindy and I just looked at each other at that, thinking the same thing...
"Is Frieda okay?" asked Timmy Austin.
"Yes." Cindy said. "She's already been checked out, interviewed by the Police, and released to her parents, the Barkers. They're taking her home."
Captain Orosco came up. "Commanders both, we need your statements." I headed to the Chief's Conference Room with them. Cindy would follow after I was done.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Wednesday, February 27th. Present at the meeting in the Main Conference Room were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Commander Troy, Commander Ross, Captain Croyle, Captain Perlman, and FBI Agents Jack Muscone, Martin Nash... and Melina Allgood.
"First the really bad news." said Tanya Perlman. "Commander Troy, you can't have your red crowbar back yet. Paco's prints are on it, so it's evidence... evidence that confirms your story, so that's good for you."
"Good thing I've got a stash from Susie Haskins's latest nail drive." I said. "But seriously, I understand. I'm sure someone is chomping at the bit for a Board of Inquiry, so definitely keep all the evidence."
"Yezzz." said Chief Moynahan. "Kelly Carnes has already demanded one. The school principal called her and whined about your presences, Commanders. I told Ms. Carnes that I was going to have that principal arrested and tried for gross dereliction of duty in doing all he could to keep us from doing our jobs. That shut Carnes up, for a few seconds anyway."
"The best we can really do is ask the Mayor to assemble a Board of Inquiry to investigate the principal's actions in all of this." I said. "If that Board finds him negligent, he can be fired. The NEA will be fierce in their defense of him, however."
"Yezzz." said the Chief.
"My only question," said Sheriff Griswold, "is why you didn't have the kids agree with the story that you pushed Paco over the edge, literally. You're indemnified; they're not. Now it's a huge issue."
"I was going to." I said. "But it struck me that I didn't know how many people saw what happened. And the boys were claiming credit already."
"And Susie told me she wasn't going to lie, because Mrs. Veasley and the Iron Crowbar would be disappointed if she did." Cindy said.
"Har." said Sheriff Griswold. "The silver lining is that the Iron Crowbar's reputation for integrity is wearing off on his young friends. That's a good thing, though their families might have to get them lawyers."
"Taken care of, sir." I said. "Mike G. Todd is going to represent their interests, and paid for by my retainer. He says it is very unlikely there will be any issues, but he will be right there like a pitbull if he needs to be."
"I doooo have one question." said Chief Moynahan. "How did Paco manage to get that close to Frieda?"
"That's my fault, sir," said Teresa, "and I take full responsibility. My plan for Frieda's safety utterly failed."
"No, don't blame yourself." I said. "First, even if the Chief wasn't serious, I really am considering asking for a School Board inquiry for that principal, whose hostile attitude stopped us from doing any reasonable protective surveillance. It was a brilliant idea of the Green Crowbar, Commander Ross, to have the Seasoned Citizens of the Veasley Community Center help with that, and Mrs. Boddiker has done it again by observing the off-road vehicle and calling me, which let me get there in time."
"I should have considered that possibility, and been better prepared." said Teresa.
"I'm going to say to you what Captain Perlman always says to me." I said. "Stop beating yourself up. I should've realized it too, and been better positioned."
Sheriff Griswold said "Well, I'm not sorry Paco is dead, but I know you Fed people wanted to talk to him. Have you found out anything about his movements?"
"Just that he bought that off-road vehicle yesterday." said Jack Muscone. "Cashier's check from City & Counties Bank, drawn from his own account. He must've heard about the school trip, and figured out that plan and prepared for it within hours."
"I'd even say he had a lot of help in the preparation, as well as money for the vehicle." I said. "And he completely exposed himself while going after Frieda. There was almost a kamikaze attitude about it. His value to the Enemy was essentially over, even if he had lived."
"That's true." said Jack Muscone. "We're also considering that he was trying to draw you out, Don."
"Noooooo." I said. "That does not fit the pattern. Frieda saw something, likely some-one, that she was not supposed to see. Paco was sent to eliminate her. His first two attempts via proxies failed. Then he tried to take care of it personally. I'm not sure he expected me to show up at all."
"I have a question." said Melina, her voice flat, level, and a bit menacing. "I warned you about how dangerous Paco was at the martial arts, and suggested that you shoot him instead of engaging him in personal combat. But you did so anyway. Why?"
My eyes bore into Melina's as I said just as flatly "Because Frieda was right behind him. And the risk of her getting hit with gunfire totally outweighed the risk to me of fighting it out with Paco."
"That's an excellent point." said Sheriff Griswold.
"And from what I've read of the Police reports of witnesses to the fight," Tanya said, her eyes sparkling, "the Iron Crowbar was winning until Paco threw Frieda over the cliff and Don had to pull her to safety. Chief, I'd say you might as well cancel the Police Boxing Matches and just give Commander Troy the trophy."
"Harumph, as Sheriff Griswold would say." retorted Cindy Ross. "I want my shot at the title."
I grinned. "And you shall have it. Chief, set those brackets up just right."
"Hoo boy." the Chief groaned.
"Nevertheless, you were lucky, Don." Melina said.
"Yes." I said, looking hard at Melina again. "Yes I was. I'll be the first to admit those brave kids saved Frieda's life, and helped me live to fight another day."
A bunch of iPhones chimed. We'd gotten emails from Martha the M.E. I said "Stating the obvious, Martha says he died of blunt force trauma when he fell on his head. She's also asked for further testing of his blood. She thinks he was amped up on something."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, February 27th. The doorbell rang at the Barker home. Mr. Barker opened the door to admit Your Iron Crowbar and the box in my hands.
The back door had been repaired and an alarm system installed, courtesy of the CEO of BOW Enterprises and his lovely wife. Susie Haskins and her mom were present, and Susie was trying to cheer Frieda up.
"You better cheer up, Frieda." I said to the little red haired girl as I came in. "My patient here needs to see your happy, smiling face." With that, I put the box down on the floor. Police K-9 Corporal Barky poked his head up to see what was going on.
"Barky!" Frieda cried out in pure joy, a huge smile on her face where just a second before, misery had presided.
"Be careful with him." I said. "He's still healing up."
"The vet called me about caring for him for the next few days." Mrs. Barker said as Frieda sat down on the floor, let Barky sniff her, which caused his tail to wag vigorously, then petted him. Frieda 'introduced' Susie to Barky, and he soon had two young ladies gently petting him.
It brought sheer joy to my own heart to see Frieda and Barky together again. Girl and dog would nurse each other back to full health, both mentally and physically. And Frieda and Barky would be inseparable family for the next fourteen years until the redoubtable Barky passed away of old age, by which time Frieda would have graduated college and become engaged to be married... to International Chess Grandmaster Timmy Austin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy paused before going into her apartment, trying to set the pain of this day behind before she let Betsy see her. Finally composed, she opened the door and went inside.
"Hi!" Callie said brightly. She was holding Betsy, who smiled brightly, also.
"Hi there." Cindy said. "How are my two favorite girls?"
"We're great." Callie said with her beautiful smile. "I ordered Chinese delivery. It should be here soon."
"That's good." Cindy said as she sat down by Callie. "I just hope we have some extra beer to go with it."
"Uh oh." Callie said. "Bad day?"
"We'll talk about it later." Cindy said. "Right now I want to hug this beautiful little girl!" Betsy held her arms out, and Cindy took her and gave her a biiiiiiig hug, making Betsy giggle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Chinese food was completely consumed and Betsy put to bed, Callie brought Cindy a beer and said "So... tell me about your day. You were working very hard to stay cheerful for Betsy, but even I can feel the vibe you're putting out right now."
"That bad, huh?" Cindy quipped. Callie just nodded with a look that said 'yeah, that bad'.
"Well," Cindy said, looking more forlorn, "Don went nuclear on Bettina after her morning broadcast. I said something he didn't like in the morning coffee klatch, and he literally cursed me and then walked out... and not just out of the room. Out of Police Headquarters."
"I heard." Callie said. "He came to Laura's office, and she told me that he and you got into it. Did you talk to him about it later?" Callie asked.
"The next time I saw him," Cindy said, "he had just engaged Paco Domingo in personal combat... and won, sending Paco over the cliff to his death in the Point Hollow grove of trees beneath that cliff. Two school kids, Davie and Timmy, helped Don throw Paco over the edge, while Susie Haskins helped Frieda Franklin after Don saved Frieda's life. Sooooo, we were a bit busy from that point on. But I could feel the vibe in Don... he's still bitterly angry about it."
"Mad at you?" Callie asked. "Why? It's the Press he hates."
"And to the point that if I even suggest for him to scale back instead of ratcheting up the Press war, he considers me on their side... against him. And he's not considering any middle ground or third opinions. At all."
"Wow. What are you going to do?" Callie asked. "Beside the family aspect, you guys have to work together, or the Police Force will suffer."
"I know." Cindy said. "I talked to the Chief... well, I was talked to by the Chief. He said he supported me as Deputy Chief, that Police Press Relations was my job and he'd back me up. But Teresa talked to me, too. And she laid it out: she thinks that the Police Force can't hold both of us, me and Don, if we're this far apart on this."
"Well, you guys have to find a way to patch it up." Callie said.
"I was thinking about it, all day." Cindy said. "Callie, I love the TCPD, and I love my job within it. And I love Don, and I know he loves me in spite of what he said this morning. But Teresa was right. Don and I are not aligned on this, and Don is more intractable about this war with the Press than I've ever seen him be about anything."
"I also know" Cindy said, "that while I help the TCPD do an outstanding job, I'm not the one that's irreplaceable. Don... he's the soul of that Police Force. If I leave, they'll be hurt, but they'll get over it and move on. If Don leaves, the damage would be more devastating than a nuclear bomb. And everyone from the Sheriff on down knows it. And Don is so intractable in his hatred of the Press that he'd rather leave the Force than submit to them in even the slightest way. I don't want it to come to that, and I don't want to see the TCPD devastated by this."
"So... what does that mean?" asked Callie.
"It means..." Cindy said thoughtfully, "... that I'm considering putting in my retirement papers and leaving the TCPD..."
Part 28 - Good Morning Town & County!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, February 28th, from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that a Budget bill is going to be voted on in the State House today!"
Bettina began: "In a shocking development in Midtown, the Budget bill cleared the State House Ways & Means Committee, chaired by Representative Elijah McKinney of Southport, with strong bipartisan support. The State House Minority Leader, Republican Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville, is trying to muster a coalition to stop the bill from passing, but sources are telling Channel Two News that Mr. Hammonds has lost the support he once considered enough to stop Governor Val Jared from getting anything at all on Immigration Reform in the State."
Bettina continued: "And in local news, Police Commander Donald Troy is coming under heavy criticism for engaging a wanted suspect in personal combat in front of schoolchildren, and pushing the alleged criminal over the cliff that overlooks Point Hollow. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing that school principal being interviewed by Amber Harris, saying "Those cops came through here like jackbooted thugs, scaring our school children. Then those kids had to witness a man being thrown off a cliff, right in front of them! Our children should not be subjected to that kind of Police violence!"
Then Kelly Carnes was shown, saying "The school principal requested that the Police stay away from the school children and allow the children a 'safe space' free of the overt aggression of the Town & County Police Force. This request was obviously refused, and what Commander Troy did to that suspect in front of those children is more than reprehensible."
Back to Bettina live: "Councilwoman Carnes has promised a full Board of Inquiry to investigate Commander Troy's actions. As to the victim, Paco Domingo was pronounced dead on arrival at University Hospital with massive head trauma injuries. Captain Damien Thompson of the Town & County Police issued a statement saying that Paco was attempting to murder one of the students when Commander Troy intervened, and was forced to engage Domingo in personal combat in order to save the child's life. Commander Troy has refused repeated requests by KXTC for comment on the incident."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good God!" Julia Rodriguez exclaimed as the Detectives watched in MCD. "That was worse than irresponsible, 'fake news' journalism. That was slander! Well... libel, anyways."
"Yeah." said Joanne Warner. "The Press is so despicable!"
Theo Washington said "I really believe they're trying to goad Commander Troy into doing something rash."
"They should be careful what they wish for." said Teddy Parker. "He might just give them more than they bargained for." All eyes went to him; the 'southern gentleman' Parker's voice connoted a menace they'd rarely heard from him before...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good God." Chief Moynahan said as he, the Sheriff, and Crowbar's Angels watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
"That was worse than irresponsible journalism." said Sheriff Griswold. "And we don't have to take that shit from KXTC."



"With respect, Sheriff," said Commander Cindy Ross, "what would you have us do?"
"Deny the Press access to all of the Public Safety Department." growled the Sheriff, his eyes boring into Cindy's.
"Doesn't that violate our agreement with KXTC?" asked Cindy.
"I'm thinking in terms of getting Bettina's plea deal rescinded, and having her tried and imprisoned." growled the Sheriff. "And then keeping the Press out of our business completely, every goddamn last one of them."
Chief Moynahan looked shocked. Tanya and Teresa looked happy, and Teresa was nodding vigorously in agreement.
"Sheriff," Cindy said, "I agree Bettina was worse than over the top, there. But not all of them are that bad. KFXU has been very fair to us, especially to Don, and Priya helped me out when Katherine Woodburn went after Betsy..."
"They're all the same, Commander." growled Griswold. "For every time Priya helped you, I remember when she was as bad as Bettina currently is about Don. Ajmani has a long way to go to prove herself to me. And now there's no difference between Bettina Wurtzburg and Lester Holder. And there's no difference between them and John Hardwood. "
Cindy said no more. It was bad enough arguing with Don about it. But it was now clear the Sheriff and her friend Teresa were also as deeply hostile to the Press as Don was. The situation was bleak... for her.
"By the way, where is Commander Troy?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"The light in his office was on and his door was shut," said Teresa, "so I'm guessing he's in there. And I'm guessing he's trying hard to avoid further arguments with any of us about the Press..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was probably a good thing that I had not joined the Chief's coffee klatch nor the MCD one. Upon hearing Bettina's broadcast, I called down to see if Captain Thompson was in. He was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am, from the KFXU studios. "It's another great day, and we thank you for tuning in to the Fox Eight University Sunrise Show. With me as always is Meredith Peller. Hello, Meredith! Tell us about these breaking developments in Midtown regarding the Budget!"
"Hello, Catrina." said Meredith. "Yes, we have a huge story breaking in Midtown, but first we have a local story for you. Yesterday, Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD prevented a would-be killer from murdering a school student while she and her class were on a field trip to the new weather station on the bluffs overlooking Point Hollow. We are not naming the child to protect her identity and her privacy. The alleged criminal fell over the cliff and died in Point Hollow below. To get the full 'fair and balanced' story, we go now to our special guest: Police Commander Donald Troy. Commander, thank you for joining us!"
"Glad to be here, Meredith and Catrina." I said as the televisions showed a split screen of me in the Police Press Interview Room, and Meredith and Catrina in their studios, showing off their smoking hot legs.
"Commander," Catrina said, "our competitor KXTC all but accused you of first degree murder. What really happened?"
"Yes, their reporting was 'fake news' inaccurate at best, and 'fake news' slanderous at worst." I said. "What really happened was that there have been a couple of attempts to murder this child, and thank you for not giving out her name and putting her life in further danger. She was part of the field trip yesterday, and this criminal made an attack upon her. Fortunately, spotters alerted me in time to get there and prevent a tragedy from occurring."
"Commander," said Meredith, "what steps did the Police take to protect this child?"
"We have standard plans, which I won't reveal here, of course," I said, "to watch over and protect persons that are under threat. However, the school principal refused to permit us to have plainclothes officers mingling with the teachers to protect the children on the school trip, and that same principal threatened to cancel the trip if he saw any uniformed Officers. He even called a member of the Town & County Council to complain about us. I've asked the Mayor to form a Board of Inquiry to investigate that principal's actions, to determine if he put the child at unnecessary risk with his unnecessary hostility towards the Police."
"But you were able to protect this child in spite of that principals interference, is that right?" asked Catrina. She should be a professional softball pitcher, I thought to myself... oh wait, she's being one now...
"Yes, we had other observers in the area," I said, "who spotted this wanted criminal and alerted the Police. I happened to be nearby and got there first, followed by Commander Ross and paramedics."
"The FBI has told us that this suspect was skilled with the martial arts and very dangerous in weaponless combat." Catrina said. "Why didn't you just shoot him?"
Now how did she know to ask that? I wondered to myself, because I had not told her a thing about that. I kept the shock off my face as I answered:
"Because the child was behind him." I said. "I had to consider her safety first. That school principal and certain others don't seem to care about the lives and safety of our children, but I wasn't going to be the one to expose her to any more danger than I had to..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was awesome." Teresa Croyle said as she, Tanya Perlman and I began the Angels meeting in my office at 8:00am. "I guess Bettina can't reach you for comment because Catrina and Meredith did reach you for comment."
"I hated to give anyone in the Media a comment." I said. "But Bettina's smears are so bad that I had to respond in some way. I'm hoping that Reed Hudson will air those clips on his radio program."
"Bettina was totally over the top today." said Tanya. "Serves her and KXTC right for you to go to their competitors like that. By the way, the Sheriff brought up getting her plea deal rescinded."
"Fine with me." I said.
"You're not going to ask what Commander Ross thought of that?" Teresa asked, peering hard at me.
"No." I said, looking her right in the eyes. "I don't care. She can conduct her job as she likes. And speaking of conducting our jobs, what's going on in this Police Department?"
"I have insider knowledge," said Tanya, "that the FBI was 'disappointed' they didn't get to talk to Paco, though they fully understood you and your Crew pushing him over the edge, pun fully intended. They were hoping to get something out of him on what's going on with Jerry Barsbane and Tomoko Shimono 2.0."
"Tomoko 2.0?" I asked as I chuckled.
"Your wife hasn't told you?" Tanya said. When I shook my head, Tanya said "They've determined that the woman found buried in Coltrane County is indeed the original and disavowed Tomoko Shimono. This twin Shimono... is a mirror image twin. Her liver is on her left side and stomach on her right side, and her heart's plumbing is backwards from the rest of the world's."
"Wowwww." I said. "And they knew that?"
"I don't have all the details---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal cellphone, and it was my wife calling. "Hi Darling." she said. "I just found out some news about Tomoko Shimono."
"That she has a mirror image twin?" I asked with a grin. Tanya and Teresa failed to suppress giggles.
"How did you...?" Laura asked, stunned. Then she recovered and said "Well! Looks like I need to add my own requisition for firewood and a stake to the FBI's."
"Yes, and because she's a mirror image twin," I said, "her retinal scan would be backward from the original Tomoko Shimono, and that's how they figured out which was which."
"Four hundred years ago, Darling..." Laura said.
Part 29 - Using A Political Crowbar
10:00am, Thursday, February 28th. I was again flying the Town & County Sheriff to Midtown. We were told to park at the helipad on the grounds of the Governor's Mansion, as the one at the State Capitol Office Building was occupied.
"Thank you both for coming." said Governor Valnius Jared as we walked with him to his limousine for the drive to the State Capitol. "I think you might want to see what's going to happen today."
"Har!" barked Chief Griswold. "You're about to bust somebody's balls, aren't you Val?"
The Governor grinned. "It's going to be a memorable day, that's for sure." he said with a smile; no, an outright grin. Yep, he was happy about something, I observed.
"Well, I'm used to it." retorted Griswold. "I've been spending the past few years watching this young whippersnapper bust some big perps's balls, including Mittens Willis's."
"Yes, and I heard that you saved a child from a serial killer." said the Governor. "Congratulations, Commander."
"Thank you, Governor." I said, not bothering to mention that Paco wasn't officially a serial killer, though he'd murdered a few people during his now-ended life.
"Out of curiosity," asked the Governor, "why was that bozo trying to kill that sweet little girl?"
"We think she saw something she wasn't supposed to see." I said. "But neither she nor we have any idea of what it is. We're still keeping an eye on her, just in case someone else tries something."
We arrived at the State Capitol, the limo pulling into the garage level of the Capitol Building itself. The Governor's security forces were stationed at various points, and a team was leading the three of us to the elevators.
As I looked around, I saw a staircase to my right going upstairs, and I got a vibe... a massive vibe. I was remembering a day when I knew that going down a flight of stairs would've led to my death... and I now had the premonition that the staircase I was seeing, down here in the basement, was where that death would have occurred. (Author's note: 'Frozen Mothballs', Ch. 03.)
"Commander?" I heard a voice say. It was the Governor's, from the elevator.
"Oh." I said, coming out of it. I got on the elevator, saying "Sorry, sir. Just... remembering something."
"Everything okay, Crowbar?" asked Griswold, looking up at me.
"Yes sir." I said. "Just fine." But I still felt very unsettled about what had just hit me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We came into the Governor's Office. The Senior Leadership of the State Legislature was already in the room, ready to sit down at the large conference table in front of the Governor's 'public', ceremonial desk. A smaller, private office nearby is where he did most of his work.
"Have a seat everyone." said the Governor, taking his place at the end of the table, just in front of the desk. The Sheriff and I sat in chairs against the wall, off to one side, and observed as the Governor said "So! What's the news?"
"Governor," said Moe Molinari, "I believe we are going to be able to present to you a Budget bill by this afternoon." Everyone applauded... except Wilson Hammonds.
"Is it one I will be able to sign?" asked the Governor, looking straight at Hammonds.
"Yes, Governor." said Katherine Woodburn. "As part of the bill, businesses in this State will be required to use the State eVerify system when hiring employees, and there are no exceptions for businesses like BigAgraFoods and State Parcel Service. Additionally, the SBI's new Immigration and Drug Enforcement division will be created, which will have the twin missions of drug enforcement and assisting the Federal Government's ICE units in apprehending undocumented immigrants and deporting them."
The Governor nodded, then slowly fixed his eyes upon Wilson Hammonds again. "That sounds acceptable." the Governor said. "Has the House voted yet?"
"They'll do so in fifteen minutes." said House Ways & Means Chairman Elijah McKinney. "I'll just ask your pardon now if we hustle out of here to make that vote."
"It sounds good." said the Governor. "I appreciate the work that all of you have done." Everyone applauded themselves. Then the Governor said "And give some of that applause to Commander Troy, who saved a young girl's life yesterday. That is a much bigger case than some of you may realize."
Everyone applauded me, including the Sheriff... well, almost everyone. Hammonds did not join in the applause. I nodded in acceptance of the praise.
"If I may, Governor," said Katherine Woodburn. When the Governor nodded, Katherine said "This bill does contain one little gift for Commander Troy."
She turned to me and said "The City has full sovereignty over its territory, except for City University. Likewise, our Town & County has the same sovereignty over its jurisdiction where the SBI and especially the SBI-IDE is concerned. The SBI has jurisdictional control over State property, including the University, of course, but they are totally subservient to the Town & County local jurisdiction's sovereignty in the rest of it."
"I appreciate that." I said. While I'd asked for it, I'd not expected to get it. I wondered why they'd given me that concession. And I wondered what trick Katherine had up her sleeve about it.
"Okay, folks, I won't keep you." said the Governor. "Mr. Hammonds, if you'll stay just one moment." Everyone took their cues and left, most of them coming over and shaking my hand, and Sheriff Griswolds.
Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone shook my hand a bit vigorously, whispering "Very well done, Commander. Taking Paco out is what my former organization would call a 'BFD'.
"Thank you, sir." I replied. His words had me wondering what he and the Governor knew that I didn't...
With only four of us left in the room, the Governor took his victory lap. "Well, Hammonds." he said. "I guess I got something on immigration, after all."
"Very little." snarled Hammonds, who looked very ragged and exhausted to my very experienced eyes. "And if you think that SBI-ICE is going to do a damn thing about undocumented workers----"
"We'll burn those bridges when we come to them." said the Governor. "What I want you to understand, Hammonds, is that I won, and you lost. You are beaten. And I am really, really going to enjoy pointing it out to the Press that I crushed you. I am going to tell them that I rammed an Immigration crowbar right up your fucking ass!"
I was shocked, though pleasantly so, at the Governor's viciousness. Especially his rubbing Wilson Hammonds's face in his own (political) dung.
"Enjoy your little cock-a-doodle-doo, Jared." snarled Hammonds, his face a mask of utter fury. "But you know what's next. Pack your bags." With that, Hammonds turned and strode to the door, then left.
"They think they're going to spend the rest of the Legislative session impeaching me." Jared said. "But it won't matter, once this Budget is passed."
"Hell, Val." said the Sheriff. "There's no way that can kick you out of office. You've got too much support in the State Senate."
Griswold then turned to me and said "Right, Crowbar?" His face dropped a bit as he saw the look on my face
"Sheriff," I said quietly, "do you want the truth, or do you want me to tell you what you want to hear?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The balcony above the State House Chamber was chock-full of reporters. Just below that balcony was a very small audio/visual room above the last row of seats on the House floor. From this small area where we could not be seen, we watched as the vote on the Budget took place.
Wilson Hammonds's last desperate attempts to send the bill back to Committee, then to 'lay it on the table', were resoundingly defeated. After some other procedural issues were taken care of, the State House began voting, a fifteen-minute process.
"So when it passes here," asked Griswold, "it'll go to the State Senate. Will they vote tomorrow?"
"They may vote this afternoon." said the Governor. "Our State Constitution requires the Budget bill to originate in the House, similar to the U.S. Constitution requiring revenue bills to originate in the U.S. House of Representatives. By tradition, State House Bill 1 is the Budget bill. But rather than wait for the House, the State Senate introduces Senate Bill 1, which is their version of the Budget bill, making sure to file it after the House's bill is filed. So they've been working on it from their end. In this case, though, they're going to just move to 'deem' House Bill 1 as the Senate Bill 1 and pass it, since the House Bill is already the collaborative effort."
"Always the first bill of the session?" I idly asked.
"Well, there was one exception, about ten years ago." said the Governor. "The State Attorney General at the time said that State Patrol Officers were not authorized to escort the University's head football coach and State Tech's coach on the field, and definitely not out of State. That year, HB 1 and SB 1 were bills authorizing the State Patrol to escort the head football coaches, and it was quickly passed and signed into law by the Governor." Sheriff Griswold and I chuckled at that.
The voting results flashed up on the big voting board. There were smatterings of red lights amongst a huge number of green lights. The Budget had passed the State House! We heard the applause of the Legislators, and I saw Wilson Hammonds hastily exiting the House Chamber, his face redder than my hair...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Griswold and I were invited to lunch with State Senators Moe Molinari and Jimmy Cerone at the Midtown Luigi's restaurant. You better believe we accepted.
Cerone and I tried the new recipe for Shrimp Alfredo. "Mmmm." I said after the first bite. "Good Lord, this is delicious!"
"Yes, it is." said Cerone. "Sure you won't try some, Mr. Molinari?"
"I regret that I have problems with seafood, especially shellfish." said Molinari. "But this spaghetti and meatballs is extremely good."
"Yes, it is." said Griswold, who was sharing that dish with Molinari.
"Well, we've dodged the proverbial bullet." said Cerone. "We had concerns that Hammonds might get his coalition back at the last moment. But the agreement held. And it's a lock to sail through the State Senate, and then Jared will sign it."
"What happens after that?" asked Sheriff Griswold. "You've got a whole month left to twiddle your legislative thumbs." The Senators laughed heartily at that.
"Everyone will try to get their pet projects through." said Molinari. "Some will try to merge their bills to get them through in one package, others will go it alone. But I won't be surprised if nothing else gets done, since everything of importance was shoved into the Budget bill."
"I have one question." I said. "I hear rumors that there will be attempts to impeach the Governor. Any truth to those figments of my imagination?" I did not fail to observe that Molinari and Cerone exchanged a quick glance at each other. Then Cerone turned to me.
"In the privacy of this room, and between us gentlemen that know how to keep our mouths shut," said Cerone, generating nods of agreement from me and Griswold, "there will be lots of talk, especially on the House side. But whether anything gets done? That, I don't know."
"Ohhhhhh." I said as it hit me. "That's how you busted Hammonds's coalition... you promised them Impeachment inquiries and hearings."
"Good Lord." muttered Sheriff Griswold.
"This young man is very smart." said Molinari to Cerone, in an intentionally vast understatement.
"Yes, he is." agreed Cerone. "Mr. Crowbar, you are partly right. It wasn't Senator Molinari nor myself, but Katherine Woodburn and Elijah McKinney that promised the House Democrats a shot at Governor Jared if they passed the Budget, which they now have. And Wilson Hammonds still tried to stop the Immigration portions of the Budget from going through, and failed... but he'll board the Impeachment train as fast as he can get to the station."
"You think Jared will actually lose in the State Senate?" asked a stunned Chief Griswold.



"Right now, no." said Molinari. "But the hearings can go on, even after the formal Legislative session ends. The Legislature can ask the State Supreme Court Chief Justice to open a special session if the Governor won't do it. And lobbyists who hate Jared will be hard at work. A lot of Republicans whose ads are paid for by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce will be joining Hammonds and the Democrats in voting to convict Jared in the Senate."
"I don't think that is what is going to happen, though." said Cerone. "I think the goal is to keep Jared's name in the news, in a bad way."
"But if enough Establishment Republicans think their own Party and their own chances of re-election are being damaged," I said, "they could move to help with the Governor's ouster."
"Yes, that's possible." Cerone said. He turned to the Sheriff and said "Sheriff Griswold, we know that you are good friends with Governor Jared, and we have no expectation at all that you will not tell him what we've discussed today. In fact... it might be much better if you did. And not only for Mr. Jared's sake."
"Thank you." said Sheriff Griswold. "Yes, I'll warn him. But for who else's sake?"
"Mine." I said, very sure. "They're going to attempt to re-do the whole Independent State Counsel investigation. And they'll try to get at me again, just as they tried the first time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Griswold and I were picked up by Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis and taken to MPD Headquarters, where we were given a tour of their improved facilities. We also talked with MPD Detectives Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson about their cases, and I gave an accounting of busting the Marcie Harper drug ring with the help of the World's Greatest Five-Year-Old Detective.
While we were there, I got an email on my Police iPhone. "Sheriff," I said, "Martha the M.E. says the toxicology reports came back. Paco was under the influence of mind-altering drugs. LSD-type stuff as opposed to what the Westboro Army was always amped up with. But he was drugged up."
"Think he took those drugs himself? Or were they given to him?" growled the Sheriff.
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking there, Sheriff." I said. "No wonder I got you to run for Sheriff and be my boss again."
"Har." the Sheriff said simply, his mustaches twitching merrily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner with the Midtown PD peeps, we went back to the State Capitol. At 7:30pm, we watched from the side as the Legislative Leadership sans Wilson Hammonds assembled on the podium and bank of Press microphones in the rotunda area of the State Capitol. A moment later they were joined by Governor Valnius Jared and Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall.
"Thank you for coming." said Governor Jared, trying to calm down the unruly gaggle of Media that began shouting questions just as soon as the politicians came out. When they finally shut up, the Governor said "I am here to announced that I have just signed the Budget bill, which the House passed this morning and the Senate ratified this afternoon."
There was a smattering of applause from staffers and some of the Legislators as the Governor continued. "This bill was not perfect by any means. But it did give us some badly needed Immigration reform, despite Wilson Hammonds and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce's efforts to stop the legislation and let Illegal Immigrants bring filthy drugs into our State. This bill will help to stop the flow of drugs brought in by Illegal Immigrants, and despite the U.S. Chamber of Commerce's efforts, businesses will now be required to use the State eVerify system to validate each and every one of their employees as being legally qualified to work in this Nation and our State."
"I want to thank these Legislators who worked so hard to bring this compromise bill to passage on behalf of the People of Our Great State." said the Governor. "Lt. Governor Marshall was especially helpful in bringing it about." All the Legislators and staff applauded Lt. Governor Marshall, as did Griswold and me. The Press did not.
"Thank you, Governor." said Sharon Marshall, taking the podium. "I want to thank Governor Jared for his efforts in working with the Legislature to craft this Budget bill." A lighter smattering of applause ensued. "And I want to thank Elijah McKinney, Katherine Woodburn, Moe Molinari, and Jimmy Cerone for being the glue that bound this bill together." More applause. Hell, I thought to myself, let's just have another State of the State address.
Katherine Woodburn spoke. "I'm very pleased that we will have a strong and honest SBI-IDE leading the way in drug enforcement in the State. We are looking forward to working with the Governor and with SBI Director Goodwin to put together this organization and staff it with the best State Agents and the best leadership, to eradicate the drug trade in our Great State." The Press perfunctorily joined the applause, I noticed. Hmmm, I thought to myself...
Part 30 - Ripped A New One
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, March 1st, from in front of City Hall. "In a sad day for Undocumented Workers, the State Legislature passed a Budget bill that allows Governor Val Jared to continue his racist immigration policies!"
"But first," said Bettina, "here in our County, Channel Two News has learned that Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy will face a Board of Inquiry early next week over last Wednesday's incident where he engaged an alleged serial killer in personal combat in front of schoolchildren. Commander Troy is accused of endangering the lives of several of the schoolchildren, and recklessly frightening the school children with acts of Police brutality in front of them!"
"Councilwoman Kelly Carnes asked for the Board of Inquiry," said Bettina, "adding that she has received complaints from the principal and several teachers of the school that Commander Troy's tactics were abusive, frightening to the young minds of our children, and potentially endangering the children's lives."
Bettina: "The Town & County Police issued a statement through their Public Relations Department that Commander Troy saved the life of a child that the alleged suspect allegedly was attempting to murder, and did so in spite of the principal's actions that could be considered Obstruction of Justice. However, no one from the TCPD nor the Sheriff's Department would consent to be interviewed on camera, and Commander Troy has refused to respond to numerous requests by KXTC for comment on the issue."
"And back to our big State news story." Bettina said, putting on a less happy face for the camera. "Social Justice groups are howling with rage over the compromise Budget bill that passed last night, accusing Democrats of caving in to Governor Val Jared's racist policies of discrimination against undocumented immigrant workers. But Republican groups are equally as upset. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce issued a blistering statement attacking Governor Jared as well as every Grassroots Republican that voted for the measure, and promising primary challenges for every Republican that voted for the Budget bill..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And it's a done deal!" said Catrina Pierce after the KFXU morning show introductions. "The Governor signed the Budget bill last night after it was passed by State Legislature!"
"That's right, Catrina." said Meredith Peller. "The compromise bill, which many experts claimed could not possibly be achieved, passed each House of the Legislature by substantial bipartisan margins, and was subsequently signed by the Governor. Let's bring on our political correspondent, Priya Ajmani. Priya, how did this come to pass, pun not intended?"
Priya was sitting with the women on the set. She said "Hello, ladies. The breakthrough came when Democrats sensibly agreed to abandon Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds's coalition that wanted to hold the line against any immigration reform at all, finding Jared more amenable to compromise than many experts expected. With their backs against the wall to pass something, they did. And with his back against the wall, Governor Jared accepted a stronger SBI and the creation of a new division, the SBI-IDE, which will replace the old NTF as the State's premiere anti-drug unit."
"What's next for the Legislature, Priya?" asked Catrina.
Priya replied: "My sources tell me that there is hope that an Amendment to the State Constitution can be passed that will allow the most recently passed Budget to continue in force should no Budget be passed for the current year, rather than the words 'last year's budget'. They might also try to pass some other measure that will prevent the extreme situation of what happened this year, the potential for no Budget and a State Government shutdown, to happen again."
"Yes," said Meredith, "I can't believe anyone wants to go through that again."
 Priya said "The problem is that there is considerable opposition from the Grassroots Republicans, the Val Jared supporters, who believe the current wording should stay in place. They believe that the shutdown threat was the only reason a Budget got passed, and that letting the Legislature off the hook would mean chaos in the future."
Priya continued: "The other issue facing the Legislators is that many State House Democrats want to continue and extend the investigation into Val Jared, picking up from where the Independent State Counsel's probe left off. They believe they can find a way to impeach Governor Jared and get enough support in the State Senate to convict him and remove him from office. And that can go on longer than the formal Legislative session; they can keep that story going for months."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Having been summoned to the Police Chief's office, I went in and stood at attention in front of his desk, a file folder of papers in my left hand.
"At ease, Commander." said the Chief as he looked up from pretending to shuffle papers around. "Have a seat, have a seat." I sat down, but maintained a formal stiffness.
"Sheriff Griswold managed to get you out of Town yesterday." said the Chief affably, his voice seemingly friendly. The underlying vibe I was getting from him was... 'not friendly'.
"And you didn't attend our coffee klatch this morning." the Chief said. "Why not?"
"Sir, I was catching up on paperwork that had accumulated in my absence yesterday." I said. That really was true, though not the reason I avoided the coffee klatch.
"Let's stay in protocol," said the Chief, "but we can speak freely to each other. Are you planning on avoiding the coffee klatches in the future?"
"Yes sir." I said simply.
"And you think that's going to resolve the issues between you and Commander Ross?" asked the Chief.
"I don't know, sir." I said. "But it will prevent another confrontation like we had the other day, for which I apologize for my unprofessional conduct."
"Yezzzz, and you should be apologizing for that." said the Chief severely. "Fortunately it was contained within that very private environment, and you weren't insubordinate to me."
"Having said that," the Chief continued, "I need to be clear. You are far and away the best Detective I've ever seen, you are an outstanding leader, and this Police Force is what it is pretty much because of you. What you did to save that little girl the other day was exceptionally courageous, and on top of that, you were thinking of the girl's safety before your own."
"Having said all that," said the Chief, "I want you to remember General Douglas MacArthur. Brilliant general, but he got ahead of himself, and the President fired him. Now I don't think you've reached anywhere near that level yet... but don't get ahead of yourself."
"Yes sir." I said, not really knowing what else to say.
"You and Commander Ross are normally consummate professionals," said the Chief, "so I sus-pect that you could continue to work professionally together for as long as you both are on the Police Force. But I fear that incident will cause you much more damage personally than professionally. That was one of your closest friends you did that to, not to mention your blood kin. Whatever else you do in this world, find a way to make that right. Find a wayyyyyy, Commander."
"Yes sir." I said, not really having anything else to say.
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was my Police iPhone. "Answer that." said the Chief. I did so.
"This is Muscone." said Jack Muscone. "Nash and I are coming over from the City. We need to talk..."
Part 31 - Whys and Wherefores
We were in the Main Conference Room, which Muscone swept for bugs after I swept for bugs, finding none. Internal Affairs knew better than to listen in, as well, but I was checking to make sure. Jack had also asked for Jerome Davis and Joanne Warner to join us in their capacities as FBI Consultants, which surprised me. Of course Jerome was at Advanced Course at Police Academy, so I couldn't bring him. I brought in Teresa Croyle instead.
"We were in meetings in the City all day yesterday." said Jack, his face and voice showing the tension he was feeling. "We're not sorry at all that Paco fell over the cliff to his death, but we have been racking our brains out to try to understand just why he was so desperately hell-bent on killing Frieda, and the way he did so, in front of others like that."
"Well," I said, "like I've said before, she saw something she wasn't supposed to. She saw Paco before, which is why she ran when she saw him come out of the woods."
"Yes, we understand that, sir." said Martin Nash, a bit impatiently, especially for him. "The question we're trying to answer is what or who else she saw, and why it's so important to the criminals to kill Frieda before she can tell us what she knows."
"I get that." I said. "And by the way, before we go on... who is this 'we' you keep mentioning?"
"Oh." said Muscone. "Team Lazarus."
"And who else?" I asked matter-of-factly. Nash and Muscone looked at each other.
"Not much gets by you." said Muscone, a bit witheringly. "You may remember Miles Winters and Arthur Wilshire. Winters was in Southport with Les Craig, was cleared of wrongdoing after Craig turned traitor and then died, then (Winters) found himself in Homeland Security. Wilshire went undercover with the City Police and helped expose Susan Wexler, then was a hybrid FBI/DEA Agent like Dwight Stevens, and later was asked to help out in Homeland Security, as well."
I nodded, remembering both men. Winters was not especially loved by Team Lazarus.
(Author's note: For more on Winters, see 'Semper Fidelis', Ch. 03; 'Point Hollow', Ch. 04; 'Frozen Mothballs', Ch. 03; especially 'Power', Ch.03; and especially 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 02. For Wilshire, see 'Reichenbach', Ch. 03.)
Muscone went on: "Winters came to the City with Peter Page and James Conrad of the BAU unit in Virginia." I remembered Page and Conrad from the Red Brooke case. (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels', Ch. 02-03.) And 'BAU' means 'Behavioral Analysis Unit', for those that might not know.
Muscone continued: "The brass in Washington has been following this case since the Tomoko Shimono connection was made. When they found out that the original, disavowed Shimono was the dead one, and the girl that met Barsbane and Paco, who we call 'Shimono 2.0', had also been in the CIA and associated with the now-dead, anti-Semitic CIA Director. they brought in the BAU team as well as Winters."
"Homeland Security and the BAU are very worried about Shimono and Barsbane." Muscone went on. "You'll remember that the original Shimono was trying to steal that directed energy weapon and was likely involved in the attack on the nuclear power plant." (Author's note: 'Eyes Only'.) "We fear something similar, even if this is not the same Shimono. For her to be working with Barsbane is scary to the Washington guys and the BAU people."
"And Paco?" I asked.
"We still don't fully understand how he fits, or 'fit', past tense, into all this." said Muscone. "We think he might not be connected to Shimono and Barsbane at all, but instead connected to the person we're calling 'Person X' right now."
"By that," said Martin Nash, "he means that we studied the tapes of your interview with Frieda, where she identified Paco and Shimono, and said there was a third person who was not Barsbane. We think that third person, 'Person X', may be the key to understanding why it was so important to try to kill Frieda."
"So what do you want to do?" I asked.
"Talk to Frieda." said Nash. "We'd like to show her some pictures of BigAgraFoods executives, see if one of them was the third person she saw. We'd like for you to go with us, Commander Troy, since she trusts you."
"Sure." I said. "I'll arrange it. So, what do you want the three of us to do?"
Muscone said "Be on the lookout for Shimono 2.0 and Barsbane. And please, please let us know immediately if you see either of them, especially if you see them together."
I nodded. Muscone said "Sorry, guys, but I've gotta get back to the City. I'll buy you lunch at the Cop Bar next time."
"Sure." I said. Everyone got up and shook hands, then the FBI Agents left. I had Joanne and Teresa stay in the room with me.
"Teachable moment." I said quietly. "What did you observe and deduce?"
"They love all that spy-novel, conspiratorial 'XYZ' talk." Joanne said brightly. Teresa and I chuckled.
Then Joanne said "Sir, I think they're worried about something. I think they were hoping you'd be able to tell them more than you did."
"They definitely know something." I said. "And they absolutely did not want to tell us what it was, while wanting me to arrange for them to talk to Frieda. Teresa?"
"I agree with Joanne, sir, and with you." said Teresa. "To add to it, I don't quite understand why she and I were invited to the meeting."
"Because you have security clearances, and could be in the meeting." I said. "You're both right, and good jobs on those observations. I will also say this: it irritates me when they treat me, and all of us, like Agencies of the Weak Minded. Yes, it is more than obvious that they know something, they're scared of something... but they won't tell me what it is. Very insulting, very insulting in-deeed."
"What do you want us to do, sir?" asked Teresa.
"When I figure out more, I'll let you know." I said. "As for now... Joanne, how would you like to meet Leo's brother Barky?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. Saturday, March 2d. Joanne and I went with Nash and Muscone to the Barker home.
"Hi, Mr. Crowbar!" Frieda said happily when she saw me. "Barky is doing much better now." She brought me over to where Barky was. He wagged his tail mightily as I petted him.
"Frieda, this is my friend Joanne." I said. "She's a Police Officer, too. And her dog Leo is Barky's older brother."
"Oh, woww!" Frieda said. Barky sniffed at Joanne's fist and decided she was 'worthy' of being allowed to pet him, which she did.
"Barky is a brave dog." Joanne said. After a moment, she got out her personal iPhone and showed Frieda a couple of pictures. "This is my dog Leo. He looks a lot like Barky, and they're both pure white like their dad Bowser." Frieda happily looked at the photos of the redoubtable Leo.
"*Ahem!*" coughed Martin Nash, as a hint. That earned him a dark look from Your Iron Crowbar. Socializing over family dogs took precedence over the FBI at the moment.
"Frieda," I said a moment later, "these guys are my friends Jack and Martin. Martin used to be with us in the Police, and then he went to be an FBI Agent with Jack, here."
"Hello." Frieda said, maybe not quite as friendly in her tone as she was with me and Joanne.



"Hi, Frieda." said Jack. "Do you know my daughters Tiffany and Jennifer? They go to your school."
"No sir, I don't think so." Frieda said.
"That's okay." I said. "Frieda, these guys want to show you some pictures, and see if you recognize the man you saw with Paco and that woman."
"Okay." Frieda said agreeably. She came over to the sofa in the den, which faced the television set that was tuned in to SNN/KSTD. She sat down between me and Martin Nash as Mrs. Barker brought us iced tea. Joanne was using the videocamera to tape the witness interrogation.
"First," said Nash, "is this the woman you saw at that warehouse?" He showed a CIA photo of Tomoko Shimono.
"Yes sir. That's her." said Frieda.
"And this was the man that chased you on the hill." said Nash. "And you saw him at that warehouse, also?"
"Yes." said Frieda when she saw the photo of Paco.
"Okay, I'm going to show you some photos on my iPad here." said Nash. "If any of them look like that third person, let me know, okay?"
"Okay." said Frieda. She looked at each photo, trying hard to remember. Several photos of BigAgraFoods executives were shown, men in suits and ties, but Frieda shook her head: none of them were the one. Nash had also slipped in a photo of Jerry Barsbane, but Frieda shook her head and said he wasn't the man she saw.
"How about this one?" Nash said... but Frieda wasn't paying attention. Her eyes were riveted to the television set, next to Joanne taping with the videocamera.
"That's him!" Frieda said, pointing at the television set. "That's the man I saw!"
I reached for the remote and turned it up.
"This is Cynthia Freeman, SNN News." said Cynthia. "We are covering the press conference at the City offices of BigAgraFoods Corp., where Edward Blassingame has just been appointed Chief Executive Officer by the Board of Directors!"
We listened to Blassingame's speech, then he took questions from the beautiful Cynthia Freeman. "Mr. Blassingame, you built SPS from three delivery trucks to the powerhouse delivery company in the State. Are you now leaving it?"
"I'll still be Chairman of the Board," said Blassingame, "and I'll help the new CEO and his team as they take SPS to the next level, a regional and even national delivery company."
"Why did you take the BigAgraFoods position, sir?" asked Cynthia, her eyes looking flirtatiously at him.
"BigAgraFoods is one of the most important companies in the nation, and even the world." said Blassingame. "I want to help it continue its greatness in the name of its former President and CEO, Mitt Willis, a great man who was maliciously smeared and falsely accused, and led to his death by Police like a sheep to the slaughter. It is in the name and memory of Mitt Willis that I take on this role, and pledge to keep BigAgraFoods the company that feeds the World!"
I just looked over at Muscone, who was looking back at me. Making sure Joanne was videoing, I took out my Police iPhone and brought up Blassingame's photo. "Frieda," I said, "this is the man you saw at that warehouse?"
"Yes sir, Mr. Crowbar." Frieda said. "That's him. I'm sure of it." I held out the iPhone so that Joanne could video-record the photo that Frieda had just identified.
"Thank you, Frieda." I said. "You've helped us a lot. You help Barky get well and keep him safe, okay?"
"I will, Mr. Crowbar." Frieda said. We made our goodbyes. Once outside, I called Teresa and told her to re-implement the security plan to keep Frieda safe...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Three hours later, Joanne and I met Muscone and Nash at the Cop Bar and were seated in the small 'Command Room' reserved for Police and Fire Dept. leadership (which would be me, of course).
For the first time in my considerable memory, Jack was unable to eat the double cheeseburger in front of him; there was too much going on in his mind. "Blassingame." he said, several times, his voice connoting that his mind was a million miles away.
Joanne's appetite was unaffected. In fact, she wolfed down her steak Caesar salad, then an entire basket of crispy thin French fries that Pops had brought to the table. I made the proper observations of her rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes.
"Mrs. Warner," I said quietly, "I suspect you will not be participating in the Police Boxing Matches this year."
"Why not, sir?" asked Joanne, in shock, peering at me. "Worried that I'm going to take you down?"
"Unfortunately, Joanne, tag teams are not permitted in the Police Boxing Matches." I said, glancing down at her belly, then back to her eyes.
"What do you mean sir?" Joanne asked, though I could tell in her eyes she knew where I was going with this.
"I'll be blunt." I said. "Are you late?" 
Joanne's eyes widened. "Just a couple of days, sir, which isn't that big a... deal..."
I smiled. "I will make you an appointment with the very best gynecologist in the world." I said. "Of course I'm very biased in that assertion, since she's my wife. Do not waste her time nor embarrass me by being late, or not showing up."
"Yes sir." Joanne said thoughtfully, then remembering her manners, said "Thank you, sir."
"Sooooo, Jack." I said. "What's this reverie habit you're getting into?"
Muscone looked at me, still not a hundred percent in the present. "Blassingame... took the BigAgraFoods job." he said.
"The puzzle pieces fit, don't they?" I asked. "At least the border pieces are put together, framing the picture. And now you just have to fill in the rest of it."
"This is big, Don. We're gonna need your help on this." said Muscone.
"I can't help you if I don't have any data." I 'hinted'.
"Sir," said Martin Nash, "we should tell him what we know. And Joanne, too."
Muscone nodded. "Go ahead. Keep your voice down while you talk, though."
Nash began: "I personally apologize for these guys playing around the edges with you. Dwight Stevens doesn't know all that we've found out; he just scratched the surface via his drug investigations. Jack here has also asked that Miles Winters be reassigned due to his past associations with Les Craig. Winters is probably clean, he's been watched for a while now, but on this one... we need to make sure."
I was observing that Nash was acting like a man put in charge who was taking charge as I listened to his story. He continued: "After we left Frieda's house a few hours ago, we talked to the BAU people in the City and some heavy hitters in Washington by remote conferencing. They had to pick themselves up off the floor when we told them what Frieda had told us. Her accidentally seeing those three together has lit the fuse of a box of dynamite."
"I daresay." I said. "It has never made sense for Shimono 2.0, Barsbane, and Paco to be together on much of anything more than having a drink in a bar together. But Blassingame changes the dynamic. His man Granger and Barsbane were meeting in the City. Granger went out west for a while; we now can see that had to do with SPS expanding. Anyone want to bet against me that Granger will be the next CEO of SPS?"
"I'll take you up on that, sir." said Joanne. "I think they'll put a figurehead in as CEO, and Granger will work behind the scenes on whatever Blassingame is doing that he doesn't want us to know about."
"She's good." I said to the FBI agents. Turning to Joanne I said "Here, hold this." as I handed her the red crowbar. She looked very happy as she took it in her hands.
"But yes," I continued, "Granger is a key figure in whatever this new batch of Big Boyz has going on." I continued. "And I'm guessing Paco was security for Blassingame at some point in time. That's the only connection I can think of that fits."
"Yes, Wilshire and Winters found that out for us." said Nash. "He was part of an overall security squad for SPS, as opposed to just Blassingame."
"Was... was Paco ever in the military?" I asked, as if it were a sudden thought.
"Not that we know of." said Nash. "Though you know he was in the CIA at one time." I nodded.
"It's a connection, anyway." said Muscone, who I realized had not heard what I'd asked Nash. Muscone then said: "But playing Devil's Advocate here, why would Blassingame send Paco to kill Frieda? Paco was way too valuable an asset with his skills, and Blassingame could afford a hundred grand to hire a hit man to just kill Frieda."
"Care to answer that one, FBI Consultant Warner?" I asked, knowing that Joanne had been approved to become an FBI Consultant for Melina Allgood in the local Resident Agency.
"Well, sir," said Joanne, "he did try to use proxies to kill her twice, trying to make it look like an accident or someone else doing it both times. But why he went after her so publicly the third time, I'm not so sure."
"Good points, though." I said.
"I get some of that." said Muscone. "I agree that it's Blassingame she happened to see that led to the attempts on her life. Blassingame tells Paco to take care of it. But shooting the redheaded girl gets the full attention of the redheaded guy with the red crowbar, so it's made to look like an accident the first two times... and some pretty sophisticated devices used as part of those attempts."
"Yes, and that's a very important observation." I said.
"But I'm hitting the same snag as Joanne." said Muscone. "Why the direct and public attempt the last time?"
"That's simple enough." I said. "Desperation. It had to be taken care of quickly; ergo, I deduce that whatever Shimono 2.0, Barsbane, Granger, and Paco were doing, there's a timetable to it, a deadline. So Paco all but sacrificed himself in that final attempt to kill Frieda. And it may not have been by his own choice. Martha the M.E. found him to have been under the influence of LSD-type drugs. Maybe someone else got desperate, drugged up Paco and sent him after Frieda."
"Could be." said Muscone. "So he was expendable?"
"He became so." I replied. "The question that I want to solve is what his role was in their plans... because they didn't just have him along as security, or Cleanup on Aisle 5. He was part of their plan, part of their plan. I guess your renowned BAU people will have to figure that out, Jack." I think Jack recognized the derision in my voice, and what I was really being derisive about...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I gave Joanne a ride home. While in the car, she asked "They're not telling us everything, are they, sir?"
"Good observation." I said. "No, they are not. Not by a longshot."
"Maybe they're not allowed to." Joanne said.
"That's probably the case." I said. "And if that's the way they want to play it, it's their prerogative. But if they want my help... and they do need it... they need to come correct with me on what they think it's going on. It's hard enough solving mysteries on one end. I'm not even going to try when there's mysteries at both ends...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got to Joanne's place, she invited me inside to see Bowser's first-born son, Leo. Leo remembered me, and his tail wagged mightily as I petted him. He was growing like a weed. And I could tell that Leo, like Barky and like Bowser, made his family a lot happier. Dogs are just good people, I thought to myself.
Part 32 - The Board of Inquiry
10:00am, Monday, March 4th. The Board of Inquiry was set to begin. I was wearing my semi-formal jacket with the full 'fruit salad' of ribbons, but did not wear my Medal of Valor around my neck.
With me was my lawyer, Mike G. Todd, and he was loaded for legal bear. In something of an unusual situation, also with me was the Police Captain's Union rep. When the Union had contacted me about sending me a Rep, I'd said that I thought I needed to go full-bore with a lawyer. They agreed, but asked that a Union Rep be present, as well.
The Board of Inquiry chamber was packed with reporters, and the Witness Room just outside the back hallway was full of witnesses, including the schoolchildren Davie, Timmy, Susie and Frieda, and the school principal and two teachers.
The back door opened and the Commissioners of the Board of Inquiry came inside. There was an audible gasp among the reporters as five men came in, instead of the expected three. Mr. Silas was the Chairman, and Finneran and Mr. Fitzgerald were also there. But there were two more men: Mr. Morse, a relatively elderly man that for some reason reminded me of a theoretical physicist, and Mr. Landau, about Finneran's age, with a full head of black hair and a commanding presence and attitude about him.
I had remembered something: when Tanya Perlman had faced her Board of Inquiry for shooting the Black Widow, Angela Harlan (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.), it was a full Board of Inquiry with seven Board members. I told the Mayor about that, and he quickly added two Board members to offset and overcome Finneran's hostility.
Mr. Silas had not liked that one little bit. The Mayor said he would accept Mr. Silas's resignation if Mr. Silas had anything to say about it that the Mayor did not care to hear.
"Mr. Chairman," Finneran said to start the proceedings, "I object to Commander Troy having both a lawyer and a Union rep. He's entitled to one or the other, not both."
"That's not true." said Mr. Landau, who made it clear very quickly that we was not going to be tolerant of Finneran. "There is nothing in the laws that prohibit Commander Troy from having both. He's entitled to a Union rep, and he is always entitled to a lawyer."
"I'm not sure how that works out," said Silas, "but I'll take it into consideration. For now, Commander Troy, your lawyer is your spokesperson, and the Union rep is welcome only as an observer."
"I don't accept that." I replied. "If either wishes to speak on my behalf, I will recognize them to do so."
"Why don't we continue," said Mr. Fitzgerald, "unless you want to adjourn and take this issue to Court for a ruling." Mr. Silas wanted to get on with it.
The first witness was Frieda Franklin. The little red haired girl strode resolutely to the witness stand, where a high chair was brought in to seat her where she could see and be seen. Mr. Finneran wasted no time in trying to light into her.
"Did Commander Troy coach you in your testimony today?" Finneran asked.
"No." said Frieda.
"Did anyone coach you in your testimony today?" Finneran asked.
"Susie said not to let you intimidate me. Does that count?" Frieda said. There were rustles in the audience.
"Why was that man chasing you?" asked Finneran, harshly, as if Frieda had done something wrong. "What did you do wrong for him to be chasing you?"
"Objection." said Mr. Fitzgerald. "The premise that Ms. Franklin did anything wrong is a false one."
"This isn't a Court, Mr. Fitzgerald." said Silas.
"No, but it's a legal proceeding." said Mr. Landau. "And that was a premise, and objectionable." Silas began looking frustrated. Finneran already looked like the hater he was.
"I didn't do anything wrong!" Frieda proclaimed. "I don't know why he wanted to kill me. The Police said he was a bad man."
After getting Frieda to tell her version of what happened, she was excused. Next up was the school principal. Mr. Landau ripped into him.
"The Police asked you to allow them to have plainclothes Officers mingle with the teachers and students, to help protect Ms. Franklin." said Landau. "You refused them?"
"I sure did." snarled the principal. "We don't need Police with guns near the schoolchildren. Schools are gun-free zones, and that extends to field trips."
"Police are exempt from those laws." said Mr. Fitzgerald. "Why not allow undercover Officers pose as teachers, so they could help protect Frieda?"
"I don't want cops with guns near the children." snarled the principal. "Guns are bad. Guns scare the children. And I told the Police they could not have guns near the kids."
"And you threatened to shut down the field trip if you saw any Uniformed Officers attempting to be on the lookout for the killer---"
"Alleged killer." said Finneran. "You haven't proved he's a killer, and he didn't kill that girl."
"It wasn't for a lack of trying." said Landau. "And I'll have it entered into the record that the FBI considered Paco Domingo, who was the attacker in this incident, to have killed multiple times. I reject the politically correct garbage about 'alleged'. The man was a killer, and he tried to kill Frieda Franklin."
"That hasn't been proved." said Silas. "You will refrain from the slanderous comments."
"They aren't slanderous!" Fitzgerald said angrily. Silas banged his gavel.
"I've ruled on this." growled Silas. "Move it along."
"You threatened to shut down the field trip?" Landau asked the principal.
"You bet I did, and I would have if I'd seen even one uniformed cop." said the principal. "The children need to feel safe, and having cops around makes them feel unsafe, and scared."
Landau then said "I am going to ask the Mayor to convene another Board of Inquiry to investigate your actions."
"You can't do that without my permission." said Silas. "That's beyond the scope of this Board of Inquiry."
"You can stop it for this Board." said Landau. "But I'm going to ask the Mayor to convene a different one for this principal, to determine if his actions endangered the kids that were entrusted to his and his school's care."
"I've already done it." I said with alacrity. "I've already asked for a separate Board of Inquiry into the principal's actions----"
tap tap tap tap tap tap went Mr. Silas's gavel. The look on his face was one of exasperation. The look on the principal's look had changed from anger and hatred... to fear.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Davie Marsdon was brought to the table instead of the witness stand when Mike G. Todd said that he was representing Davie and Timmy as well as me, as Davie and Timmy had not been cleared of wrongdoing in pushing Paco over the cliff. He detailed what he and Timmy Austin had done, tackling Paco, then following up the hill and pushing Paco off the cliff.
Finneran asked "Did Commander Troy coach you in your testimony?"
"No." said Davie.
"Did he ask you to lie, and to say that he pushed the alleged suspect over the cliff?" Finneran asked harshly.
"No." said Davie. "And if he had, we wouldn't have lied. Commander Troy is honest and wants us to be honest. So I'm telling the truth now."
"The truth." snarled Finneran. "Really? You do realize that you're admitting that you murdered a man?" Fierce objections were raised by the other Commissioners.
"Davie, say nothing further." said Mike G. Todd. Davie said he would say nothing further. And Mike did not allow Timmy Austin to testify.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mrs. Boddiker was brought to the stand. She testified that the Veasley Center people had come to that spot to be on the lookout for Paco, because the school principal had whined about the Police being there.
"So you admit you called Commander Troy?" snarled Finneran.
"Admit it?" replied Mrs. Boddiker staunchly. "I'm proud of the fact that I called Commander Troy, and was able to help him and the Police save that little girl's life."
"You had no idea if what you saw was anything dangerous!" yelled Finneran.
"Unlike you, I am not stupid." said Mrs. Boddiker fearlessly, causing me to smile. "I know what I saw merited calling the great Iron Crowbar."
"Mrs. Boddiker," said Mr. Landau, "you are an Auxiliary Police Officer?"
"I am an Honorary Auxiliary Officer." Mrs. Boddiker said proudly. "And I am honored to be able to help our great Police Force whenever I can."
"And you've interfered in the past, haven't you?" snarled Finneran. "Why the Police listen to a word you say, I don't know. You're just an old nutcase."



"Seems she's helped the Police solve cases far more than you ever have, Mr. Finneran." replied Mr. Fitzgerald.
"Keep comments like that to yourself, Fitzgerald." warned Silas.
"So you'll let him smear her good name, but I can't call him out for doing it?" Fitzgerald asked out loud.
"You will suspend your remarks, Mr. Fitzgerald." said Silas angrily. "Are there any more questions for this witness?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Finally, it was time for my interrogation. Finneran wasted no time in attacking.
"So you put children's lives in danger." said Finneran. I said nothing. "Well?"
"I haven't heard a question to answer yet." I said. "As to your statement, I reject the premise of it, and I have no further comment on that false premise."
"Are we going to play these games again, Commander Troy?" growled Silas.
"Yes, Mr. Silas." I said. "As long as Finneran keeps up his crap."
"Watch your language." warned Silas. "Mr. Finneran, do you have a question for Commander Troy?"
"A lot of them." said Finneran. "So let's review. A few years ago, the boys Marsdon and Austin were caught by Police sneaking into First Baptist Church, is that true?"
"Yes." I replied.
"And then you had them tell Police about their secret passage on the night First Baptist Church was destroyed?" asked Finneran.
"Yes, saving hundreds of lives."
"I didn't ask for your evaluation. It was a 'yes or no' question." Finneran spat. "So then you gave those boys little trophy shop medals for doing that, is that true?"
"Yes I did." I said.
"And then you gave Susie Haskins a medal after the kidnapping incident by the criminal known as the 'Slender Man', is that right?"
"The alleged criminal?" I asked, throwing Finneran's political correctness back into his own hatred-filled face.
"Don't get smart with me, Troy." snarled Finneran. "Answer the question."
"I object to this line of questioning." said Mr. Fitzgerald. "What does this have to do with the incident we are examining here?"
"I'm establishing that." replied Finneran.
"Your objection is summarily overruled, Mr. Fitzgerald." said Silas, glaring at Fitzgerald. "You may proceed, Mr. Finneran."
"Answer the question, Troy." Finneran growled.
"I did award Susie a medal for her bravery and taking care of the other kids while they were kidnapped, yes." I said.
"So you're just encouraging these kids to take rash actions, aren't you?"
"That is your evaluation of it." I said. "I don't accept your premise, and I don't agree with that evaluation."
"Did you discourage the kids from following you up the hill?" Finneran asked. Oops.
"Why, yes I did." I said. "When Susie pointed out the direction Paco had run, I yelled at the kids to stay there as I ran by them. That is documented in several witness interviews."
"And yet they followed you anyway." said Finneran. "Because you gave them toy medals and made them think they're some kind of heroes. And you endangered their lives instead of stopping them when they ran up the hill after you!"
"I didn't know they were running up behind me." I said. "I was kind of busy stopping a man from murdering a little girl."
"And he almost killed you, didn't he?" shouted Finneran gleefully. "If those kids had not saved you, you'd be dead now, wouldn't you?"
"That's hypothetical, and I don't know if the perp would've killed me." I said. "But yes, I definitely credit them and their actions with saving my and Frieda's lives."
"So you admit that you had to have your little heroes save you." ranted Finneran.
"I've already answered that." I replied.
Mr. Landau stepped in. "Commander," he said "why didn't you just say you pushed the man over the cliff. Your actions kicking him while he was hovering over you led to his fall, is that not right?"
"My actions helped." I said. "As to the story of what happened, as young Mr. Marsdon said, the boys preferred to be totally honest and take responsibility for their actions, for which I commend them."
"So you did ask them to lie, didn't you?" yelled Finneran.
"No, quite the opposite." I said. "As Mr. Marsdon truthfully testified, I did not coach them nor ask them to lie in any way."
"I don't believe you." snarled Finneran.
"I do." said Landau.
"I don't care what you believe, Finneran." I said. "And your hatred of the Police has been well documented to the point that your presence on any Board of Inquiry involving Police Officers is permanently objected to."
"You will refrain from making such remarks, Commander Troy."
"Like hell I will!" I exclaimed, standing up. "This man is lying about me and accusing me of crimes I did not commit. And this Board of Inquiry is about me, and I will defend myself as well as point out and expose Finneran's bias and dishonesty!"
"I agree." said Mike Todd, rising to his feet also. "My client's rights are being abused by your attempt to prevent him from speaking in his own defense!"
Silas tapped his gavel several times. He was a black man, and if he'd been white he would've been red-faced with anger. "Mr. Finneran, do you have any more questions for the defendant?" He deliberately used that last word to cast me in the light of an accused criminal on trial. Silas had gone over to the Dark Side, as far as I was concerned. Mike G. Todd and I sat back down.
"Just one, with followups." said Finneran. "Did any Agent of the FBI warn you that Paco Domingo was an expert in the martial arts?"
Now how did he know that? I wondered to myself. I kept my face passive and said "Yes."
"Did any Agent of the FBI advise you to shoot Domingo, rather than engage him in personal combat?" Finneran asked, his face looking like he was anticipating some kind of victory.
"Yes." I said.
"Then why didn't you?" yelled Finneran. "Why did you play the hero and engage the man in personal combat, almost getting your head smashed in with your own crowbar, and setting a terrible example for those boys that also rushed in like some kind of heroes, as well?"
I stood up again. "Because Frieda Franklin was right behind Paco, and in the line of fire." I said. "And I accuse you of hypocrisy in asking that question. You say I'm endangering the boys, then when I take Frieda's life into account and don't shoot Paco because she might get hit, even though it put me in greater danger, you say I should've shot at him and endangered her. You can't have it both ways, Finneran. You're a hypocrite. A dishonest, duplicitous hypocrite."
Silas had begun tapping his gavel, and I kept talking right through it. "I'm going to finish my statement, Silas, no matter how long you tap that gavel." I said. "As far as I'm concerned, this is over. I refuse to answer any more questions."
And with that, Mike G. Todd, the Union rep, and I got up and walked out, essentially ending the hearing.
Part 33 - Epilogue
The gangly man in the ill-fitting polyester suit came up to the other man in the bar and sat down.
"Is it set?" Dick Granger asked as he sipped his drink.
"Yeah." said Jerry Barsbane. "But we had had a big setback. Paco got himself killed. He was essential to our plan."
"You know we can't have any delays." said Granger. "It's set, and we can't change the timing of it, not by a minute."
"I know." said Barsbane. "Our team will be three people instead of four, unless the Boss Man can get another guy in place in time. Either way, I came to tell you that it's a 'Go'. We're ready to strike... 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Monday, May 4th. Bettina Wurtzburg and Amber Harris were at a table in the barroom of the Cattleman's Club, sipping on drinks. They were both very glum.
"God, it's bad." spat Bettina angrily. "I thought for sure we'd given Finneran enough to barbecue Donald Troy's ass, but then the Mayor went and put two new people on the Board of Inquiry, stacking it against us. Troy's going to weasel out of it... again."
"Yeah, I know." said Amber Harris glumly. "I suggested to Burt (West) that we run another campaign to demand Troy be fired. Maybe even hiring Lester Holder back just to shove his buttocks into Troy's face."
"How'd that go?" asked Bettina.
"He was positive about another round of calling for Troy to be fired." said Amber. "But he said there was no way we could hire Lester back."
"Hello, ladies!" said a voice. The women looked up to see former SNN reporter Jenna James. "May I join you?"
"Sure." said Bettina. "Congratulations on being hired as Katherine Woodburn's new Press Secretary."
"Thank you." said Jenna. "It's a good job, and I don't have to be one of the rotating anchors on SNN anymore. God! that sucked. Diane Williams is a washed up bitch, and she has the cat claws out for everyone else. At least being Katherine's Press Secretary, I can stay in the loop without all the crap."
"How's Katherine as a boss?" Amber asked.
"Good." said Jenna. "Very professional. I think she has what it takes to make a run for Governor if she wants to. But I will say this: all her other staff says it really hurt Katherine when Priya Ajmani left her... and by 'left her' I mean in more than just in a professional way and a job change."
"Priya is an airheaded idiot." Bettina said as she sipped her drink. "If she thinks she'll do any better at KFXU than anyplace else she's been at...well...she'll find out."
Jenna said "Ladies, let me ask you a question. What did Priya leave Katherine over?"
Amber said "I heard it was over Katherine trying to get DFACS to take back Cindy Ross's new baby."
"Yes." said Jenna. "And what do you know about that? About how Ms. Ross was able to cut through the red tape and get that child so quickly?"
"Happens all the time." Bettina said. "Her father is one of the richest men in the nation, if not the whole planet."
"Still... undue influences gets her ahead of the line." Jenna said. "And I'll go further: what do you know about that baby?"
"Not much." said Bettina. "She's a cute little girl."
"Yes." said Jenna. "You didn't hear me say this, but Katherine is still bitter about losing Priya. She says she'd like for someone to look into that baby's true parentage, that it might be of interest to reporters who believe the Public has the right to know about who's breaking in line to adopt a baby... and especially why that particular child."
Jenna got up. "You ladies have a nice evening." She left.
"I dunno." said Amber. "Cindy Ross has been much less our enemy than Donald Troy."
"She's still one of them." snarled Bettina. "She's still a filthy cop. And worse, she's still the Iron Crowbar's blood kin. Yes, if there's something there... we should use that to attack that redheaded bastard, through his blood kin...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 7th, from in front of City Hall. "Town Mayor Daniel Allgood is once again under fire from black leaders for outrageous actions!"
Bettina began: "The Board of Inquiry for Police Commander Donald Troy took place Tuesday, with Commander Troy and his Union rep walking out before he was dismissed by the Board. His lawyer, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... again, that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... said that as the defendant in the proceeding, Commander Troy had the right to stop answering questions at any time."
Bettina continued: "Last night, the Board of Inquiry cleared Commander Troy of any wrongdoing by a 3-2 margin. But Eldrick X. Weaver, who lost the Mayoral race on a very controversial Court ruling that discounted some votes in a majority black district, blasted Mayor Daniel Allgood for stacking the Board of Inquiry with two more Commissioners, making a total of five instead of the normal three. Past Boards have had as many as six Commissioners and a presiding Judge, so adding two Commissioners is within the Mayor's legal power. But Weaver objected. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing a furious Eldrick X. Weaver yelling "The illegitimate Mayor has stacked the Board of Inquiry to protect Commander Troy from the criminal charges that should be filed against him. Commander Troy committed child endangerment in his actions, and he should be held criminally accountable. I call upon the Town & County Council to fire Commander Donald Troy, and for the SBI to investigate him and charge him for his crimes!"
Back to Bettina live: "As usual, Commander Troy has refused repeated requests by KXTC for comment. The Town & County Police Deputy Chief issued a statement, saying, quote, 'Commander Troy interdicted in an attempted murder, saving a young girl from being murdered by a man who was wanted for several other murders. Eldrick X. Weaver has no right nor business impugning the actions nor the integrity of Commander Donald Troy.', close quote."
Bettina: "The Town & County Council will vote on whether to accept the Board's majority finding, or if it will instead accept the dissenting opinion of Commissioner Finneran and lead Commissioner Silas that Commander Troy put children's lives in danger with his actions, should not be indemnified, and should be criminally prosecuted for child endangerment."
Bettina: "And in State news, Legislators are feeling buyer's remorse after passing a Budget bill that gave Governor Jared the tools he needs to discriminate against and persecute Undocumented Workers. State House Democrats, led by Judiciary Committee Chairman Justin Madoff of the City, are saying that they fully intend to impeach Governor Val Jared. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the deeply corrupt Justin Madoff, the Democrats' choice for Chairman of the State House Judiciary Committee, saying "The Independent State Counsel may not have brought a Grand Jury indictment against Jared, but Mr. Mullen's report's findings do show that Jared abused his authority as Governor. It's up to the Legislature to finish the job and impeach and convict Jared and remove him from office. That is what the People of the State want to see, and what they expect of us."
More tape rolled, showing State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds saying "Republicans are ready and eager to work with Democrats to impeach Val Jared. He must be removed from office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was a very nice thing you said about Commander Troy, Commander Rossss." said Chief Moynahan in the coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room.
"It was true." Cindy said. "I was there."
"Where is Commander Troy?" asked Tanya Perlman
"In his office." said Teresa Croyle.
"Still avoiding us?" growled the Chief.
"No sir." said Teresa. "It's legit... today anyway. He's been spending every spare minute he has working on the Tomoko Shimono/Jerry Barsbane situation. He says he has a bad vibe about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am, from the KFXU studios. "It's another beautiful morning in our Town & County, and we thank you for joining us. I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "And we have a wonderful start to this day, with Mayor Daniel Allgood joining Priya Ajmani for an interview. Let's go right to them now. Priya!"
"Hi Meredith, hi Catrina!" said Priya Ajmani, shown sitting with Mayor Allgood in chairs in his office in City Hall. "Good morning, Mr. Mayor. Thank you for giving us a few moments today."
"Good morning, Priya." said Daniel Allgood, looking every bit like Clark Kent about to burst out of his well-fitting suit and into his Superman uniform at a moment's notice. "Glad to be with you today."
Priya said "Mr. Mayor, you added two Commissioners to the Board of Inquiry that heard the case of Commander Troy successfully stopping a wanted serial killer from murdering a young child. What was the basis of your decision to add those two Commissioners?"
"As you know, Priya," said Daniel, "the Police Union and the Police Captain's Union have formally grieved the presence of Commissioner Finneran on any Board of Inquiry involving a Police Officer, due to Mr. Finneran's rather blatant hatred of and bias against the Police. Mr. Silas, the lead Commissioner of the Board of Inquiry, has refused to remove Mr. Finneran, so I took the necessary... and legitimate... step of adding two other Commissioners to the Board to ensure a fair hearing for our Police Officers."
Priya said "Eldrick X. Weaver, who you defeated in the Mayoral election last November, made some rather shocking remarks. Roll tape." The same tape Bettina had played earlier of Weaver was shown again. When it was over, Priya said "What is your response to Mr. Weaver, Mr. Mayor?"
"First of all," said Daniel, "Mr. Weaver's attacks on Commander Troy are not only unjustified remarks about a man who showed great bravery in saving that young girl, as well as showing bravery on numerous occasions since he joined the TCPD, I believe Weaver's comments border on outright slander. And Weaver knows that I won the Mayoral election legitimately despite an attempt to steal the election, for which a poll worker is spending a year in prison after pleading guilty to attempted voter fraud charges. For Weaver to continue to call me 'illegitimate' is divisive and doesn't achieve anything good or productive. I call upon Mr. Weaver to work with me and the Council instead of continuing to gin up hostility and divisiveness, and false claims of racism."
"Mr. Mayor," Priya said, "the Council approved the Commission to be led by Commander Troy to re-write the Town & County Charter. Do you expect this to go smoothly and with a good result that the Citizens will vote favorably for?"
"Oh yes." said Daniel, then he gave a slightly wicked smile as he said "And I think we're going to find out that Don Troy is a better politician than he's given credit for."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Priya. She turned to the camera and said "By a 3-2 vote, the Board of Inquiry exonerated Commander Troy of any wrongdoing, saying that his interdiction of the would-be killer was necessary, and that he took proper actions to ensure the safety of the intended victim by not shooting at the criminal with the child in close proximity."
Priya continued: "The dissenting votes included that of lead Commissioner Silas, who was infuriated when Commander Troy refused to continue answering questions and left the proceedings without being dismissed. As the defendant in the case, Commander Troy did have the right to stop answering questions at any time. And back to you, Catrina!"
"Thanks, Priya! Thank you, Mr. Mayor!" said Catrina. "We now have our political correspondent Greg Wallace joining us. Good morning, Greg! Tell us about the Budget deal in Midtown."
"Good morning, ladies." said Greg Wallace, joining the ladies on the sofas in the studio. He looked into the camera as he reported: "Political experts are still stunned at the compromise Budget bill that was passed by the deeply divided Legislature and signed by Governor Val Jared a few days ago. It will take effect July 1st, and the biggest changes will be to the State Bureau of Investigation."
"I had a chance to talk to SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin off-camera." said Wallace. "He says that the SBI is preparing to create the new SBI-IDE, and it will not be a simple renaming of the SBI-NTF. Every SBI-NTF Agent has been told that they will have to apply to be part of the SBI-IDE, and that those not selected will either be reassigned or separated from the SBI. Director Goodwin also said that he has several names he is considering to be the leader of the new IDE branch, but has not yet made that decision."
"Greg," said Meredith, "will the Governor have any input on who the IDE Director will be?"
"Oh yes, the Governor will have to approve the choice," said Greg, "and that is if the Governor doesn't make the choice himself. But sources tell Fox Eight News that Director Goodwin will be making the selection."
"Any chance it will be Commander Troy?" asked Catrina.
"I would be totally shocked if Commander Troy, who is the SBI Reserve Inspector in addition to his local Police duties, would take that job." said Wallace.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, Captains Croyle and Perlman came to my door for the Angels meeting. I had them come in, whereupon they found that Detective Joanne Warner was already in the office with me.
"Take your places, ladies." I said. "I asked Detective Warner to come in for a philosophical discussion of ideas regarding our previous case, regarding Paco. I've been embarrassingly slow and stupid about this, but I finally realized there's a question that needs to be asked: what was Paco's role in whatever plans he, Tomoko Shimono 2.0, Jerry Barsbane, Dick Granger, and Edward Blassingame were cooking up?"
"You asked that question numerous times, sir." said Tanya, being formal with Joanne in the room. "And both you and the FBI determined that he was part of a security team, but may not have had any other role like Shimono and Barsbane might have."
"True." I said. "And I now admit... that I was looking at it all wrong."
"Shut the front door!" Teresa said quietly, but excitedly. "Did I just hear the Iron Crowbar admit he made a mistake?"
"And it's not the first time." I replied. "In this case, I failed to observe and deduce something that was slapping me in the face like my mama whenever I said a cuss word in her presence." All three ladies laughed at that.
"Here's what I was talking to Detective Warner about, in her capacity as a new FBI Consultant." I said. "I was remembering Paco's three attempts to kill Frieda. The first two were by remote, if you will; he used proxies, though I think he was the one following up at the Bypass car crash, and he ran like a dog when I came up on the scene so fast. The break-in at the Barkers where the dog Barky was injured was also not Paco himself, I believe."
I continued: "But the final attempt, on the bluffs overlooking Point Hollow, was made by Paco himself. And Joanne and I talked about this with Muscone and Nash, but I went in the wrong direction with it. I think we were right that a timetable for something led to desperation. But late last night I realized the importance of the first two attempts, and using proxies: Paco's methods of killing are by the martial arts, and if he'd used martial arts to kill Frieda, we would've been onto him through his modus operandi."
"And the reason that is big, I realized," I said, "is because Paco, Shimono 2.0, and Barsbane were in cahoots in whatever operation they're doing, after all!"
I had three pairs of eyes locked onto me. They were interested, but not seeing it themselves. That was okay, I thought to myself. I hadn't seen it either...
"So I realized that whatever their plan is, Paco did have a part in it." I said. "And what is Paco's skill set for anything? His martial arts skills, his extensive training, and his willingness to kill. So whatever they were doing, the plan involved using Paco's skills as a killer."
"But now he's dead." Teresa said.
"Yes." I said. "But he was already part of a security team! And now, that team is one man down, because Paco was sacrificed to finish off Frieda, which thank God he failed to do. But that's a tangent, as well."
I went on: "What I then asked myself was: what if this security team is actually a whole lot more? What if they're part of some overall plan to steal something, where maybe they have to use their martial arts to subdue people or kill people?"
"I would say you've been watching too many James Bond movies." Teresa said. "And then I realize that James Bond has had nothing on us for the last six years." Tanya burst out laughing at that.
"It does make sense, sir." Joanne said, possibly having listened to Sheriff Griswold's teachings on kissing ass. "It fits all the data we know to this point."
"So..." I said, "Detective Warner, will you go contact FBI Team Lazarus and tell them of my idea? And have Nash or Muscone call me back to discuss it further as soon as they can?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said. I nodded, and she got up and left.
"Okay," I said to Teresa and Tanya, "tell me what's going on in our Police Force."
"I'll start." said Teresa. "I got a call yesterday from a Major General Carl Just in Washington. He'd left for the day when I called him back, so I called this morning when I first got in, as D.C. is ahead of us, time-zone-wise."
Teresa continued: "He asked me if we had an evacuation plan for the Town & County, and mentioned those nerve agents we once dealt with." (Author's note: 'Frozen Mothballs'.) "I told him that we have a tornado warning system, and we had a forty-year-old Civil Defense plan from the Cold War era, when we had nuclear missiles in silos just over the State Line and probably the Soviets had a nuke or two with the University's name on it, but nothing really up-to-date. I asked him why, and he said he'd been reviewing that nerve agent case we had, and wondered if we'd followed up by making a plan to evacuate the County if something like that happened again."
"No, I don't think we ever did." I said. "And I'll take the blame for that. I've always had an attitude of 'To where would we evacuate?'. Also, if a tornado comes, there will not be enough time to evacuate. And if we get into a nuclear war, or if an asteroid comes to Earth, I want to get my baseball glove and personally catch the s.o.b. And same goes if the Yellowstone super-volcano goes off. No place on earth to hide."
Tanya said "Here's my plan for everyone in the nuclear war or asteroid scenario: bend over and kiss your ass goodbye."
"Ha ha." Teresa said. "But he did raise a good point, sir. If we had something like another nerve agent situation, or a biological threat like anthrax, having some kind of plan might be good."
"God, I can only imagine the panic riots that would happen if we announced anything like that." Tanya said.
"True." I said. "Florida has hurricane evacuation plans that work fairly well, but the preparation for Hurricane Katrina in Louisiana turned out to be a total disaster. So we can come up with something, but theory will go to hell in a handbasket when actual practice becomes necessary."
"Still, sir" said Teresa, "I'm going to start drawing up some plans."
"Yeah," said Tanya, her eyes sparkling as she said "it's not like you have anything to do. You're just sitting in there, twiddling your thumbs all day."
"I know." replied Teresa, her own eyes sparkling a bit as she said: "And at the end of the day, I just take all the paperwork on my desk and put it on the Captain of Detectives's desk, and I go home."
"No wonder Tanya can't get her paperwork done!" I said with my own grin. "Okay, Teresa, it won't hurt to put together some kind of updated plan. But that's really the Sheriff's overall prerogative as the County's Public Safety Officer, so call Sheriff Griswold and talk with him about it. And no public announcements about it, for now. If Bettina heard about it, she'd try to start a panic by announcing it in the worst possible terms..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few minutes after the Angels meeting concluded, Detective Joanne Warner came back to my office.
"Sir," she reported, "I called the FBI office in the City and asked for SAC Muscone. They said he was in a meeting, so I asked to speak to Special Agent Nash, Jefferson, or Linares. The person on the other end of the line said they were busy, as well. And while she wasn't trying to be rude, I got the sense from her voice that something was going on, and she was trying to get off the line as fast as she could."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "Let me try to get Jack by the more direct method of speed-dialing his cellphone number."
"Sir, I did that." said Joanne as I was reaching for my phone. "Well, I tried Martin Nash first. He answered, and I told him I had some information from you for him and Mr. Muscone about Paco. He said he'd have to call me back later, that they had some stuff going on. Then he all but hung up on me."
"Okay, then." I said. "Thanks for trying for me. I'll try to call them myself later. So, what do you have going on today?"
"Julia Rodriguez is finishing up her paperwork on the Frieda Franklin cases," Joanne said, "and she asked me and Lieutenant Milton, Myron Milton, to help get some data on the electronics used in Wayne Shaw's car and also the cars on the Bypass that crashed. ADA Patterson has asked for what we have, and she warned us that Wayne Shaw's attorney is also going to ask about it, as well."
"Cool beans." I said. "Anything you send to Paulina, cc: it to Captain Perlman and also to me directly..."
Part 2 - "Meetings"
At 1:12pm, Chief Moynahan called me, Commander Ross, Captain Croyle, and Detective Warner to his office.
"I need all of you, except Commander Ross," said the Chief, "to change into civilian clothes, preferrably nice clothing... like a suit and tie, Commander Troy... and be ready by 1:30pm to be shuttled to a meeting with the FBI. I don't know anything more, so don't ask, but it's big: Muscone said it was an 'all hands on deck' meeting, and for me to bring everyone with a Top Secret security clearance; hence, your presences here in this room now. Commander Ross, someone has to stay behind to herd the cats, so you are in charge while we're gone."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. The rest of us were told to get moving, which we promptly did.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A small fleet of four black Cadillac Escalade limousines with Federal Government license plates drove into the gated TCPD parking lot at 1:30pm. To my shock, my lovely wife Dr. Laura Fredricson was in the first vehicle, and I naturally got in and sat beside her. In the shotgun seat was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, and in the seat behind me and Laura were FBI Special Agents Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson.



In the second Escalade as we pulled out onto Riverside Drive were FBI Supervisory Agent Melina Troy Allgood in the shotgun seat, FBI Special Agent Lindy Linares, Chief Moynahan, Captain Teresa Croyle, and Detective Joanne Warner. The third vehicle contained Sheriff Griswold, Chief of Staff (Deputy Sheriff) Charles T. Oswald, SBI Lieutenant Gordon Grigsby of the SBI-BFE, and SBI Agent Matty Graves, formerly of the SBI-NTF, and the fourth vehicle had other FBI and Homeland Security agents that worked in this area.
The Escalades had blue lights embedded in the front and back windows and the front grille, and those lights were flashing brightly as we sped along at a high rate of speed down the University-Midtown Highway.
"What's going on?" I whispered to my wife. Laura said nothing, but raised her eyebrows in a 'hell if I know' look. I looked back at Martin and Julius, who looked pensive. They just shook their heads in reply to the unspoken question in my face; either they did not know either, or they couldn't say anything.
"None of us know exactly what's going on." said Jack Muscone from the shotgun seat. "We got an invitation we could not refuse, and were told to round up everyone in this area with a Top Secret clearance. Detective Davis is at the Police Academy, so I told Chief Moynahan not to call him, but the rest of you were 'invited' to the meeting. Whatever it is, it's big, really big. The military is involved."
Despite our high rate of speed driving through Coltrane County, the land of speed-traps, we were not stopped nor hindered in any way. Before too long we were at the exit for Valley Villages. We took it, and I realized where we were going: the secret facility under the Valley Villages Hotel. This was definitely big, I thought to myself with increasing trepidation.
Disembarking from the Escalades, we went into the Hotel lobby. There were a number of Army and Air Force Officers milling about, and some civilians that were obviously (to me) Security. We were directed to a table, where our I.D.s were checked. I was handed a red lanyard and Laura a blue one.
"Please secure your I.D.s in the clear plastic pouches attached to the lanyards, and make sure they're visible at all times." the female Air Force Captain said. I did so for my FBI Consultant badge, and Laura did so for her CIA (Ret.) I.D. Then we were directed to what looked like the old coat room, where we were told we had to leave our cellphones and any other communication and recording devices. Our cellphones and Laura's purse were bagged and sealed with a tag, and we were given a receipt tag. Surprisingly, I was told to keep my badge and my gun.
"Those zip-lock bags can only be sealed once." said Laura. "The first time they seal, they have that orange color. Once opened again, if it's re-sealed it won't be orange but green. So we'll know if they're tampered with."
"Better living through chemistry." I said. "Anyway, whatever all this is... it's huge. Everyone is really tense. And we've gotta display IDs at all times?"
"That's actually pretty standard." Laura said. "They do it at The Masters golf tournament too, as you'll find out in April. But yes, there is a strangeness to... all of this. And why are we here, Valley Villages, of all places?"
"You remember that secret facility the Superior Bloodlines boys built below this Hotel?" I asked. "It's where Jerome Davis and I came to do surveillance on Marcie Harper's drug gang... and I'm betting we're going to go down there to find out what's going on. Verrry secure location." Laura nodded as she remembered my stories.
Sure enough, we were directed towards the elevators. I saw Police Chief Pascal Floyd and Detective Josh Segers from Hammondsville in the State to our west ahead of us. (Author's note: See 'Case of the Lost Drone', Ch. 02, for more on Floyd and Segers.) I did not know most of the people I saw in suits and ties or dresses; those would be Federal Agents, I surmised. There were also a good number of uniformed military personnel here, every one of them Commissioned Officers.
As we stood in line, FBI Special Agent Ted Crenshaw came up to me. "Hello Commander Troy, Dr. Fredricson." he said. "Have you met my new colleague in Southport, Tim Jenkins?"
"No, but I've heard of you." I said, shaking Jenkins's hand. "My colleague, Commander Cindy Ross, said you were very helpful to her."
"Oh, are you the one that helped her record those videotapes to DVDs?" exclaimed Teresa Croyle, who was right behind me and Laura. She extended her hand.
"Oh yes, I was." said Jenkins, shaking her hand. "And you are?"
"I'm Teresa Croyle." said Teresa Croyle. "I was the girl running the race in that tape."
"Ohhhhh..." said Jenkins, understanding. "That was your hometown we were in, then." They began fluttering like the parakeets of the Veasley Community Center, with Teresa telling Tim of how Cindy had made the video that was her Christmas gift to Teresa.
"Where is Commander Ross, by the way?" Jenkins asked at one point. "I'd like to say hello to her."
"She's back home, minding the store." Teresa said. "Any idea what this is about?"
"No," said Jenkins. "But it's big. Ted Crenshaw and I were told to drop everything and come up here. They even sent Escalades for us. Southport PD's Eugene Graham is here, too."
We finally made it to the elevator and boarded. Everyone turned around to face the doors from which they'd entered, except me. I mischievously stood facing all of them, which disquieted many of them; they would not look at me when I looked at them. I think Laura, being a psychiatrist, knew what I was up to... and her look at me was one of 'disapproval', the same look she often gave Carole when our daughter was about to be in trouble.
We descended, which surprised most of them, and then to their greater surprise, the elevator doors behind them opened. "I guess you were facing the right direction, after all." Laura said as everyone got out.
We were guided down the dimly lit passage to a room that was the large theater room which could hold 200 people, and had a stage at front. I noticed that heavy black curtains had been put up so that people could not see what was beyond, nor get any real sense of the facility's layout.
As we entered the auditorium room, I saw military personnel on the stage, including Laura's friend Major Mark Martin of the 3457th Signal Intelligence Battalion. (Author's note: 'Going Rogue'.) He was talking with several other military Officers that I did not know.
Jack Muscone had us go to seats near the front. As we were filing in, I heard the voice of an older man say "Laura? Dr. Fredricson, is that you?" An Army four-star general was approaching us from near the right-side steps to the stage.
"Hello, General McFarland." Laura said, rather formally and severely. I noticed she shook the General's hand with 'studied' politeness.
"Ah, come on, you can call me Alex." said the General in a friendly tone. "It has been a long time. How are you?"
"General," Laura said formally in direct reply, "may I present my husband, Police Commander Donald Troy?"
"Ohhhh, yes." said the General, shaking my hand with a firm grip as he looked up at me. "The Iron Crowbar... yes, I've heard of you, of course. I'm glad you could come today. This is a real problem we have, and we may need your tremendous skills to help. If you'll excuse me, I need to get started. Laura, I hope I'll get the chance to chat with you some more." Laura just nodded and the General went back toward the stage.
"Dr. Fredricson?" said another man, an Army two-star General, whose hair was blond-'ish', and he looked much younger than General McFarland. I instantly noticed something strange about him: he was a two-star general, but he did not have any Airborne or Air Assault wings, much less the Ranger tab. It's hard for a dirty nasty Leg to become a General Officer, I thought to myself. But this guy did it.
"I'm Major General Carl Just." he said to Laura. "I met you and your husband, your first husband, at a NATO intelligence briefing some years ago."
"I remember you. Hello." Laura said politely, then said "General, this is my husband, Police Commander Don Troy. Don, General Just was a Chemical Corps radiochemist and part of the nuclear programs. General, my husband was a chemist before getting into Police work."
"You were in the Chemical Corps, too?" asked Just.
"No, sir, I was in the Military Police Corps------"
Just then the female Air Force Captain came to the podium. "If you will take your seats, we'll get started." MG Just excused himself and hurried to the stage as Laura and I sat down, her to my right. Jack Muscone was to my left side and Chief Moynahan to his left. Sheriff Griswold was sitting with some others behind us.
"Thank you all for coming." said General McFarland as he came up to the podium. "First, I must ask everyone to reaffirm that you have a Top Secret clearance. If anyone does not, no harm no foul. But please say so, so that we can escort you out and back upstairs." No one moved in the silent room. I was wondering how what I just saw and heard could take place... but I tend to be 'rational' about such things...
"Okay, good." said General McFarland. "This briefing is classified at the very highest levels, and once you hear what I tell you, you'll understand when I say not one word of this can get out to the Public. My name is General Alexander McFarland, and I'm currently assigned to the National Security Agency in Washington. My second-in-command for this mission is Major General Carl Just. General Just, will you give your briefing on the background information?"
"Yes, General." MG Just said. He came to the podium, and a slide presentation began on the two screens, one to either side of him. "The Office of Secure Transportation, or OST, is run by the U.S. Department of Energy's National Nuclear Security Administration. The OST is charged with secretly and safely transporting nuclear weapons, components, and materials between locations within the United States. The OST is comprised of Federal Agents, and they emphasize hiring military veterans, especially those with special forces experience."
"The OST conducts its shipments in a low-profile, no-notice manner, essentially hiding in plain sight." continued Just. "The Transportation and Emergency Control Center, or TECC, in Albuquerque, New Mexico maintains constant contact with the vehicles, whether trucks or trains, and also tracks them via several methods, all highly classified. General?"
"Thank you, Carl." said General McFarland. "As many of you in this area know, there was once a line of silos in the State just to our west, which housed nuclear missiles. Those sites were decommissioned and sold off. However, while they and other sites were active, the Redbird Arsenal, on the western side of the State to our west, stored nuclear weapons of all sorts, from artillery shells to components for bombs and missiles. Some weapons continue to be stored there."
A map was displayed, showing the State to our west, with a red line in the northeast coming down from the road I would take to go to Apple Grove, turning west (where turning east would come into my Town & County), and going through Hammondsville and further westward towards Redbird Arsenal.
"The OST was transporting one nuclear warhead to Redbird Arsenal," said General McFarland, "in a box truck with an escort car behind it. At 8:00am this morning, the convoy passed through Hammondsville. About ten miles west of Hammondsville, the TECC lost contact with the follow car. And not just radio contact; all contact was lost, including the tracking methods we use. It literally disappeared off our screens."
"The delivery truck was contacted, and they said they did not see the follow car behind them." said the General. "The TECC then lost contact with the truck, as well. This generated a response action, including contacting local LEOs to search for and find the vehicles. As of now, we're still looking for the vehicles."
"This generated an OPREP-3 report, coded 'PINNACLE - EMPTY QUIVER'." continued General McFarland. "Similar to a 'BROKEN ARROW' event, an 'EMPTY QUIVER' event is generated when there is a seizure, theft, or loss of a nuclear weapon."
"Ladies and gentlemen," said General McFarland gravely, "a nuclear weapon is missing, and is believed to have been stolen... and may now be in the hands of criminals."
Part 3 - The War At Home
KXTC Managing Editor Bettina Wurtzburg had just returned from lunch with Publisher Burt West when there was a knock on her door. It was KXTC political reporter Amber Harris.
"Hi, Amber." said Bettina as she had the athletic blonde come in and sit down. "Anything new?'
"A couple of things." said Amber. "First, we got a tip that all the Police leadership as well as the Sheriff got into Federal Government vehicles and left the County. My source in the Federal Building said that the secret FBI and Homeland Security rooms there are completely empty, as well."
"Any idea what it's about?" Bettina asked.
"Not yet." Amber said. "I've called the Public Relations Departments at the Federal Building and the TCPD. The Feds said they're not aware of anything going on. The TCPD hasn't called me back, and knowing them they probably won't."
"I am getting sick and tired of the TCPD's attitude." Bettina whined. "It's bad enough what Commander Troy does. But it's Commander Ross's and Captain Thompson's jobs to talk to us, and they blow us off, too."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
When Bettina said "Come in!", the door opened to reveal Keith Madden, KXTC's newest 'cub' reporter.
"Ms. Wurtzburg," said Madden, "I'm getting tips that LEOs at the Federal, State, and local levels from this State and the State to our west have been brought to a meeting south of here. It could be at Valley Villages."
Amber and Bettina looked at each other. Bettina said "That is big. Follow up on that, Keith. Call the FBI and the Army------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Bettina answered her phone, then said "Let me put you on speaker, Tim." She said "It's Tim Sioban of KSB in the City.", then put him on speaker and said "I've got Amber Harris and Keith Madden with me. What's going on?"
"Hi guys." said Tim Sioban. "We're getting reports of something really big going on. The Federal Building here in the City went on full lockdown, and is now on heightened security alert. The FBI and Homeland Security offices are still locked down, and sources are telling me they're like a disturbed hornet's nest in there. In addition, the airports and railroads have been given 'security alerts'.
"We're starting to hear about a lot of LEOs being called to a meeting." Bettina said.
Sioban replied: "We've also gotten word of an 'all hands on deck' meeting with Federal, State, and local authorities in two States, and the military is involved in some way. Have you heard where the meeting is?"
"Possibly at Valley Villages, just south of us." said Bettina. "We'll check it out on our end and let you know what we find."
"Great." said Sioban. "We'll keep checking from this end and see what we come up with." He disconnected the call.
"Okay, guys," Bettina said, "let's go find out what the Government is trying to hide from the People." As they turned to go, Bettina said "Amber! What was that second thing you were going to tell me?"
Amber turned back and said "I made the O.R.A. (Official Records Act) request to DFACS, regarding Cindy Ross's fostering and now adopting that baby girl. They denied the request, citing privacy laws concerning adoptions. And that'll be a tough nut for us to crack."
"That's okay." Bettina said, trying not to smile.
"Bettina", Amber said, "won't the O.R.A. request tip off DFACS and Ross that we're looking into her?"
Bettina lost the battle, and smiled a wicked smile. "I'm counting on it." she said. "The O.R.A. request is to scare and intimidate Ross, and ultimately Troy. It's time Troy is taught an unforgettable lesson about the power of the Press. And those on his side, like Ross, get to learn the hard way about the costs of being on his side. We're going nuclear on them, Amber."
Amber smiled brightly. "I love it. I'll talk to you about it again soon."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Commander Cindy Ross was working at her desk in her office when her personal iPhone rang. She answered it: "Hello, Priya. What's up?"
"Hi Cindy." Priya said. "I'm sorry to call you on your personal phone, but something big's going on."
"You're right, you should not be calling me on my personal phone for anything but personal business." Cindy replied. "Everything said on this phone is off the record, yes?"
"Deep background?" Priya tried.
"Off the record until I hear what you want." Cindy said.
"Okay." said Priya. "I called Captain Thompson about the word we've gotten that all the top TCPD leadership was transported to some conference with a lot of FBI and even military persons involved. He said that the TCPD doesn't comment on the locations or movements of the TCPD's top leadership, and I understand that. He then said he had no idea what was going on, so he couldn't tell me anything even if he wanted to. So... can you confirm or deny this big meeting is taking place?"
Cindy said "This is off the record: everyone with a Top Secret clearance was asked by the FBI to attend a meeting. I was asked to stay here and mind the store. I don't know anything more than that. On deep background, you can say the TCPD is not denying a meeting is taking place, but I genuinely don't know what it's about."
"Okay, thanks!" said Priya. "By the way... off the record but some fair exchange for what you've told me: KXTC filled an O.R.A. request with DFACS for all of their information concerning your fostering Betsy and the adoption process that's going on------"
"What?!" Cindy just about exploded.
"Hold on." said Priya. "DFACS refused the O.R.A. request, as adoption information is protected by law. But I just wanted you to know that Bettina is picking up where Katherine Woodburn left off."
"Thank you for telling me." Cindy said. After Priya disconnected, Cindy sat in her chair. When her assistant Lauren Wilcox came in with some paperwork, Cindy was staring out the window.
"Is everything all right, ma'am?" Lauren asked, concerned.
"Uhh... yeah, yeah." Cindy said. "You can leave that on the desk. Close the door behind you on the way out, and hold all my calls, unless it's Commander Troy, the Chief, or the Sheriff..."
Part 4 - Puzzle Pieces
3:30pm, Thursday, March 7th. The conference room under the Valley Villages Hotel had all but exploded with the 'EMPTY QUIVER' news. General McFarland had called MG Just back to the podium to answer questions and give instructions while he, McFarland, went to a side room that was a conference room and office.
"Our command post will be here, at this facility under the hotel." said Just. "Sheriff Griswold and Police Chief Moynahan of the Town & County Police are generously allowing us the use of one of their Precinct buildings as a forward operations post. I'll be up there, and General McFarland will be either here or there, depending on the situation."
"Military and Federal Agents will be given assignments as we learn more information." said Just. "State and local LEOs here will be asked to be on standby to assist the Federals on tasks in your jurisdictions as they arise. Right now, information is scarce, so we absolutely do not want anything publicly disclosed, nor any leaks to the Press."
As he talked I leaned over and whispered to Jack Muscone: "Now we know what Shimono 2.0, Paco, and Barsbane were up to." Jack's beady black eyes widened as his neck made like an owl's to turn and look at me.



"You think?..." he gasped. I just nodded. Muscone said "Stay here a moment, would you?" He got out of his seat and to the aisle, then hurried, and I mean hurried, up to the front, and spoke to the Air Force Captain. She nodded, they both looked over at me, and then they disappeared in the direction of GEN McFarland's office.
Meanwhile, Sheriff Griswold and Chief Moynahan were standing on the floor between the front row and the stage. I got up and went up to them.
"We're giving them the Old Mill as a Command Post?" I asked.
"Har." said Griswold. "I told you he'd figure it out."
"Yezzzz." said Moynahan. Turning to me he said "Yes, Mr. Crowbar. We've had a contingency plan for something like this for a while. 2nd Precinct will operate out of Police Headquarters, and General McFarland will be in the Old Mill. By the wayyyy, how did you know what building it would beeee?"
"Elementary, my dear Chief." I said jovially, though the mood in the room was totally against levity. "County Jail is County Jail and cannot be vacated, and we're not giving up Police Headquarters, where our own leadership is working. There is space at the Old Mill, and only the Precinct Captain and Precinct Lieutenant will need office space in Headquarters; everyone else will be like they were before we went to Precincts in the first place."
I continued: "And I remember that we wired up the Old Mill with far more communications and computer wiring that we could ever hope to use. Now my question is: why haven't I been told about this contingency plan?... especially as it might've happened after the Police Chief was assassinated or something..."
"I didn't know about it, either." said Chief Moynahan.
"That's my fault, Crowbar." said Griswold. "I knew about it, and Mayor Vaughan and Daniel Allgood knew about it when he was Sheriff. But it was vague, even for us, and Homeland Security asked us to not disseminate it until it became necessary."
"And this qualifies as 'necessary', I daresay." I quipped.
"Your defense mechanism of humor and levity in this grave situation is... disturrrrbing." noted Chief Moynahan.
Just then, Jack Muscone came up. "Don, Chief, Sheriff," he said, "General McFarland wants to speak to you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were ushered into the office room. General McFarland was seated at the head of the conference table. MG Just was to his left. I was pointed to the chair to McFarland's right, Laura next to me, Muscone next to Just, and the Sheriff and Chief down the line among a number of FBI Agents and military Officers.
I noticed who some of the Federal Agents were. Special Agents Peter Page and James Conrad of the FBI Behavioral Analysis Unit (BAU) that I'd met while in pursuit of Red Brooke were there.. FBI Special Agent Arthur Wilshire, who had infiltrated the City Police and helped me bust Susan Wexler, was now with the BAU unit, as well. And next to them was a man that looked just like David Rovers, but was older.
(Author's note: 'Agents and Angels' for Page and Conrad; 'Reichenbach', Ch. 03 for Wilshire; 'Riverboat Gambler' for Rovers.)
"Special Agent in Charge Muscone has briefed us on a DEA operation that led to other crimes, and he said you might have some important information, Commander Troy." said GEN McFarland. "You think you know who is behind this?"
"I believe so, General." I said. "First, let me go back to a case we had several years ago." I detailed the 'Eyes Only' case involving the nuclear power plant, and Tomoko Shimono's involvement in it. "Ms. Shimono was disavowed by the CIA, and her body was later discovered in Coltrane County, north of here and south of my home County. Laura, will you tell the General the CIA aspects of the story?"
As Laura told everyone the CIA angle of Shimono, and then Shimono 2.0, I used a laptop computer to access the TCPD's evidence servers via a special one-time-password ID that Myron Milton had set up. I obtained and then showed everyone the photo taken in Turpin Heights.
"As Special Agent In Charge Muscone said," I said after Laura finished her part, "a few months ago the DEA obtained this photo. They thought at the time that this was drug-related. The woman is Tomoko Shimono 2.0, as we call her. The man in the middle is the late Paco Domingo. The other man in the bad suit is named Jerry Barsbane. Paco was known to be a part of a security team that protected high-level CEOs or Government officials. Just the other day he was interdicted attempting to murder a little girl, and he fell off a cliff to his death."
I continued: "Jerry Barsbane is an expert in transportation of stolen goods, drugs, and other contraband. He was once well-connected with the Mob, though he broke away from them and worked on his own in more recent times. We were wondering what possible connection these three had to each other, especially when Shimono and Paco were seen in my County... by the little girl that Paco was trying to kill. She identified the third man she saw as Edward Blassingame, CEO of State Parcel Service, and recently named to be CEO of BigAgraFoods Corp."
"You don't think he's involved with this, do you?" gasped Major General Just. General McFarland glanced over at him with an irritated look on his face.
"I don't know, General." I said. "What I do know is that Shimono might be able to get information about the plans and operations to move this nuke to Redbird Arsenal, and that Jerry Barsbane is capable of arranging for its transportation to wherever they want to take it. And Paco's possible role is now explained: the Office of Secure Transportation liked to hire ex-Special-Forces people to guard the cargo. Paco was an assassin highly skilled in the martial arts, and a team of people like him would be required to overcome those well-trained guards."
"And you think all this connects together?" asked MG Just.
"If I may, General McFarland." said Jack Muscone. "Commander Troy is better at putting together seemingly disjointed bits of information into a cohesive picture than anyone I've ever known. I've been watching him do this for years as he's busted up some of the biggest crime rings the FBI has ever seen... and in fact, he was the one that busted up Tomoko Shimono's attempt to sabotage the nuclear power plant near here and steal that directed energy weapon."
"Oh, I well know who the Iron Crowbar is." said General McFarland, and I could not tell if that was a positive or negative comment. "He busted up those White Supremacists, those Black Supremacists, and put Mitt Willis in handcuffs, too." There were murmurs going through the room as my name and exploits were being realized.
Muscone said "He and other TCPD Officers also pursued and stopped Red Brooke after the FBI's BAU totally failed." That was a shot at the BAU Agents, and the looks on their faces clearly showed their bitter hatred. Ah, there's still bad blood there, pun not intended, I thought to myself.
And speaking of them, their SAC, Bob Rovers, spoke up. "General," he said, "our unit is doing workups on the psychology of the perps. While we will certainly look into these people that this local Police Officer has tangled with, there is certainly much more to consider before assuming it's these people."
"That's certainly true." said MG Just.
"Of course." said McFarland witheringly. "I just wish you guys were half as good as this local LEO... who's a damn good FBI Consultant, as well. So, Commander, any idea where they took the weapon?"
Just then an Army Second Lieutenant burst into the room. He was fairly tall, skinny, and redheaded, darker red than my hair. "General!" he exclaimed, "they've found the truck and the follow-up car!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina Wurtzburg's phone rang and she answered it: "This is Tim Sioban in the City." said Tim Sioban. "I just got some big information from Diane Williams at KCTY."
"Oooooh, working with the competition, Tim?" Bettina said teasingly.
"Not really. Diane is a friend." Tim said. Actually Tim had been giving the older Diane Williams pickle-tickles, and per Benjamin Franklin's theories on dating older women ("they are so grateful!"), Diane shared tips with Tim.
Tim continued: "She didn't give me much. She only said her national connections in Washington were getting word of something serious going on, that even the White House was buzzing. So I called my own contacts in Washington. A contact of mine who is working the White House beat said that the President got a FLASH message earlier today."
"What's that?" Bettina asked.
"It's a precedent message, higher than IMMEDIATE, PRIORITY, or ROUTINE." said Sioban. "It basically means something very critical has happened, something that had to be brought to the immediate attention of the President himself."
"Wow." said Bettina. "Is the pot boiling all over the country?"
"As near as I can find out," said Sioban, "there's nothing going on in New York, Los Angeles, or the other big cities... only our City. Whatever it is, Bettina... it's in our own backyard."
"Wow." said Bettina. "Oh, hold on." She looked up to see cub reporter Keith Madden come in, his face red and him out of breath. "What is it, Keith?" Bettina asked.
"I just confirmed that the military has shut down Valley Villages, and all access to and from it." said Keith. "The military brought in a large number of Escalades, which are enhanced with communications equipment and are believed to be bulletproof and such. My contact down there told me that at least one General Officer was seen at the Hotel down there."
"Tim?" said Bettina into the phone. "Did you get that?"
"Sure did." said Sioban. "Call me back if you get more. I'll do the same for you." With that, he hung up.
Bettina said "Okay, Keith, see what else you can find out. Call the FBI offices here, Homeland Security, the Police... oh, and there's a couple of contacts at the University you can try. And see if Dr. Laura Fredricson is in her office where she should be today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Major Mark Martin of the Signal Corps had joined the group in the Conference Room. He and Laura had exchanged smiles and silent greetings, which seemed to irritate both General McFarland and MG Just. My face remained unperturbed.
Another Army Major, Major Wedbush, was giving a lecture on a map of the State west of us, projected onto a screen against the wall to General McFarland's left, across the table from me. "The follow up car was found here, 20 miles west of Hammondsville." he was saying. "It was on the side of the road, facing west. The truck was found fifteen miles west of Hammondsville, but facing east."
"The truck was empty; the nuclear weapon had been removed." said Wedbush. "There were no sign of struggle, no spent cartridges nor bullet impacts or blood to suggest anyone fired a shot. And no sign of any of the two crews. No bodies, no living persons found anywhere in the area."
"General," I said, "may I ask a question or two?"
"Sure." said McFarland.
"Major," I asked, "what kind of truck was it, and how many persons were assigned to each crew? The crew in the truck and the crew in the follow-up car?" The General nodded to the Major to answer.
"It was a box truck, the size of an SPS freight truck." said Major Wedbush. "There were three in the truck crew: the driver, the communications man, who rode shotgun in the cab, and the 'courier', as we call him: he rode in the back with the nuclear weapon, and officially was assigned to it, and it to him. All three men were armed with Sig Sauer pistols, 357 SIG caliber, and were assigned M-4 rifles with full automatic fire capability."
"There are normally three men in the follow-up car." said the Major. "But one man called in sick at the very last minute. Normally when that happens, we change out the crews, but in this case the decision was made to go with the two-man followup crew."
"Who makes that decision?" I asked. "By that, I mean does the company make that decision, or the military or whoever the weapon belongs to?"
"It could be either." said the Major. "The company would usually make the change internally, but the military, in this case the Air Force, could override them and make the decision to go with the original crew less one man."
"General, Mr. Muscone," I said, "I'd check very thoroughly into that followup car crew. I'm willing to bet the third man, the one that called in sick, looks an awful lot like Paco Domingo... before he went over the cliff the other day."
"We'll check on that immediately." Jack Muscone said. "You think the other two were clean or dirty? Part of Paco's team?"
"Dirty." I said. "I think they and Paco got themselves hired by this company, got themselves assigned to this mission, and they ambushed the three men in the truck. It was supposed to be three-on-three, but apparently two-on-three was enough to get the job done. Or they picked up some extra help along the way."
Then I asked the Major: "Major, did the crews stop along the way? Overnight, maybe?"
"No, they left the starting point at 5:00am, as dawn was breaking." said Major Wedbush. "They're not permitted to travel in darkness."
"What about the truck crew? Were they dirty, too?" asked MG Just.
"My FBI team is checking on both crews right now." said Muscone. He then said "Major, have any bodies at all been found?"
"None so far, sir." said Major Wedbush. "But we're still looking. They swallow transmitters when they begin their missions, and we're looking for pings now."
I asked "Do the men of the truck crew have codes that can disable the nuke, if needed?"
General McFarland said "No. As you probably know from your own Army experience, every nuclear weapon from artillery shells to ICBMs have two-man control security. No one person can arm the weapon, as no one person should ever have both codes."
"There are ways to render the weapon completely inoperable." said MG Just. "But they involve physically going in and removing or destroying internal parts. And why would the criminals steal the weapon just to disable it?"
"They wouldn't." I said agreeably. "I was just wondering if anyone on the three-man crew could do something so that the weapon could not be armed at all."
"No, they have no special way of doing that." said GEN McFarland.
"So," I said, "presuming that the three-man-crew are good guys and not a part of this, is there any reason the perps would want to keep them alive?"
"As hostages, perhaps." said GEN McFarland. MG Just nodded vigorously in agreement.
I nodded as I studied the map... then went into a reverie.
"Don?" said Jack Muscone. "Four hundred years away?"
"Er, yeah." I said, coming back to reality, feeling as well as seeing all the eyes on me. I said: "General, Hammondsville is a pretty big rail junction. Just southwest of the town is the Hammondsville Railyards, where BigRoadAndRailCorp has a big yard with maintenance buildings. They're disassembling and reassembling trains there all the time."
I continued: "Trains come from then north, near to the road where the convoy came down; then there's an east-west railroad, the east track going into my Town & County, and the west track headed towards Western State University in the State to their west. Then there is a line branching southwest towards their capitol city, and another going straight south, which later branches southeast towards Southport, crossing the Big River on bridges owned by OBT Rail & Shipping, and another line that goes southwest and on out of the Region. We need to watch the railroads as well as the highways and possibly air traffic."
"The question I would have about that," said MG Just, "is how they'd be able to transfer the weapon, which requires at the very least a heavy-duty forklift to move it and it's cradle, to a train? The railroads are a closed system; one can't just put a railcar on the tracks, and of course it would be noticed if someone was trying to load a nuclear weapon onto a train in the rail yard."
"I don't know." I said. "But the Hammondsville Railyards is one place I'd start asking questions, to see if anyone saw anything."
"General," said Major Mark Martin, standing up, "As you know, I'm Major Martin with the Signal Corps. The railroads closely monitor their trains via sensors in the tracks, radio, and all trains are monitored by satellite. If they attempted to use a train to get the weapon out of the area, we should be able to find some trace of that."
"Yes, let's check up on that." said McFarland. "And doesn't the weapon itself have tracking devices on it? Let's monitor the roads and see if we pick up something."
"We're already on that, sir." said Major Wedbush. "The weapon itself does have homing devices, but we've been unable to pick up those signals, so far. We're not sure how they're blocking the signal."
"Same way they blocked the signals to the followup car and then the truck." I said. "They're jamming the frequencies, and shielding the device from being picked up by satellite or on the ground."
"But... " said MG Just, "but that would generate its own ELINT signature, and we'd have picked up on it."
"No sir, you might not." said Major Martin. "It would take too long to discuss here, and it's 'need-to-know', as well, but if they knew the frequencies being used, they could set up harmonics to interfere with the signals that would not be picked up unless our detectors were specifically looking for those harmonic frequencies. Also, if they were anywhere near the Hammondsville Railyards, the large amount of radio waves and microwaves there could create interferences that could cause our satellites to lose the specific signal."
"I'm still not seeing how they could get the device onto a train." said MG Just.
"That's where Jerry Barsbane would come in." I said. "He's a transportation expert... of stolen goods and contraband. He once had associations with OBT Rail & Shipping, and Orrin B. Taggart of OBT Rail & Shipping is the Mob Boss of Bosses in Southport. I'd bet that if anyone knows the train systems, their communications and radio frequencies... it'd be Barsbane."
"If he's the one behind this." said Just. "And if he's such an expert, he could just as easily be using his skills to transport the weapon by another truck."
"Either way," said General McFarland, "Commander Troy, where do you think they're taking the weapon? The University? The City? Southport?"
"As Sherlock Holmes would say, General," I said, "no data yet. And the first piece of data to find out is... which way did they go------"
The redheaded Second Lieutenant had returned to the room. "General," he reported, "Press vans are converging on Valley Villages. We've got the road from the highway cut off, but they're demanding to be let through, and they're also calling the Federal Buildings in the City, the Town & County, and in Washington D.C."
"The God-damn Press." said the General. "Okay, keep them out of Valley Villages. General Just, get some choppers in here to take us out of here and to our command locations. And get the vehicle convoys ready to take everyone back to their homes. Cars will all leave at the same time, and arrange it so they alternate one turning left and one turning right. Any Press tries to follow anyone in particular, pull 'em over and arrest 'em."
A man after my own heart, I thought to myself. At least regarding the Press...
Part 5 - Business At Home
Darkness had enveloped the land by the time we left the Valley Villages Hotel in our Escalades. In addition to me and Laura, Teresa and Joanne were in our vehicle, and Chief Moynahan was riding shotgun up front.
As we drove home, I said to Laura "So you know General McFarland?"
"Why don't we talk about that later." Laura said. I just nodded.



Chief Moynahan had been typing on his cellphone. Then he turned to us and said "I called Commander Ross earlier, and told her to put the plans to prep the Old Mill for the military's use into action. That's happening now, and it'll be busy in Headquarters tomorrow morning with all of 2nd Precinct there."
"Captain Croyle," continued the Chief, "you will be 'Acting Commander' for the duration of this emergency. General McFarland has asked that Commander Troy be made available to work closely with him, and since Commander Troy has nothing to do but twiddle his thumbs these days, I agreeeeed to the request."
"Don't let all that power go to your head, Commander Croyle." I said.
"Right back at ya... General Troy." Teresa said, making Joanne laugh. Laura even cracked a smile at that one.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to Headquarters at 10:00pm, it was already busier than it normally would be during the day. Jack Muscone was already there, as was Sheriff Griswold. Tim Jenkins of the Southport FBI was also in the House.
As Laura and Jack and I went to the anteroom of my office, I saw Cindy Ross in her office next door, working busily at her desk. "Why don't you guys go in and sit down," I said. "I need to speak to Cindy." They went in as I knocked on Cindy's door, then went in and closed the door behind me.
"Have they told you what this is about?" I asked.
"No." Cindy said. "The Chief called and said it was big, he'd tell me later, but in the meantime to get with Myron Milton and prep the Old Mill for the military and Homeland Security to use."
"Why don't you come into my office," I said, "and I'll tell you all about it. But before I do... I came in to apologize to you. I'll never let go of my hatred of the Press, but I was wrong to classify my blood kin, and one of my bestest friends ever, as one of them or their allies."
"Thanks for that." Cindy said, looking up at me. "We do need to hash it out, but I get the sense that now is not the time."
"That's Green Crowbar intuition, there." I said. "Yeah, we'll talk about it later, but I did want to apologize now. Anyhoo, come on over to my office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We didn't make it. The Chief called us into the Main Conference Room, and Laura, Jack, Tim Jenkins, Sheriff Griswold, Teresa, and Joanne, as well. I noticed Cindy and Tim Jenkins talking as they made reacquaintance with each other as Laura checked for bugs, finding none. Additionally, I'd previously ripped the wires out of the I.A. microphones in the room, so Internal Affairs couldn't listen in. They'd bitched, but the Chief told Orosco that unless they could whip my ass in the Police Boxing Matches, that's the way it was and would continue to be.
First, I told Cindy what was going on. Her ice blue eyes got wide as saucers when I mentioned that a nuclear weapon had been stolen from our neighboring State. "Well, that explains a few things." she said with the prodigious power of understatement. Then she gave her report:
"The military is installing its own secure communications and internet systems." she said. "Myron had his I.T. Techs made sure that those lines do not connect with nor cross over our Police lines nor get into our servers in any way, and I'm assured that they cannot access any of our stuff. Myron also said that since the military is putting in its own stuff, it's putting no strain at all on our Police phone lines or bandwidth."
"Precinct Captain Abram is in Jenna's old office, next to the office Sheriff Griswold uses when he's here." Cindy continued. "Lieutenant Rudistan is Tanya's old Lieutenant office, and yes, he has already remarked about the rather tight fit. I told him to lose weight, and he said he'd see me in the ring to train for the Police Boxing Matches." We all laughed at that.
Cindy then said "It's amazing how we expanded to fill the space when the Precincts moved out of here, but we've cleared the old locker rooms for the Uniformed Officers, so they have space now. I also told Captain Abram to use the gym and its side rooms if he needed them."
"Good." said the Chief. "You've done well, as have your people."
"We'll discuss that later, sir." said Cindy, raising some eyebrows.
"Jack, what do you have for us?" the Chief asked.
"The TCPD's mission during this emergency," said Jack Muscone, "will be a heightened alert. We're telling all local LEOs for now that some 'dangerous cargo' has been stolen, and we'll insinuate that it's drugs. We'll say to be on the lookout for unfamiliar trucks. We're going to ask you to have checkpoints at all roads and bridges leading into and out of the County, asking all trucks for their manifests, and holding any truck in place that seems suspicious."
"We're also working on getting Geiger counters for you here in this County." Jack continued. "I don't know if they're going to do that for all counties, or just counties that are logical places to go from where the truck and car were found, so don't talk about Geiger counters with any other LEOs."
"Sir, they're smart Officers." Joanne said. "They'll know something's up just as soon as you hand them a Geiger counter."
"They'll know something just from us moving 2nd Precinct here." I replied. "But they're a very well trained Police Force, thanks to Captain Croyle, here. They know to do their jobs first and ask questions later. But to your point, we can tell them something like that nuclear material was stolen from the University, or some such, if they get too inquisitive."
Muscone said "That'll do, for now. I know Chief Moynahan told you, Don, that General McFarland wants you to be his liaison with us in your capacity as FBI Consultant, and his liaison to the TCPD, as well. But he's also asked me to hang around with you and him, so I guess we can treat him to the best double cheeseburgers in the world."
"Nooo, not tha-at!" Teresa wailed jokingly. "Keep those top secret! He'll never go home if he finds out how good they are!" We all broke out laughing at that.
"Anything else?" asked the Chief.
"I need to see Mr. Muscone and Dr. Fredricson in my office, if y'all don't mind." I said. Laura and Jack nodded.
"And I need to see Commander Ross and Acting Commander Croyle in mine." said the Chief.
"I'll join you, if you don't mind." said the Sheriff. The meeting broke up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Soooo, Commander Ross," said Chief Moynahan, "what are your isss-uuuuuues?"
"After you called, sir," Cindy said, "I contacted Captain Aaron of Physical Properties to begin the process of transitioning 2nd Precinct to Headquarters and prepping the Old Mill for the Army. I told him to call for support to move papers and furniture, and also to contact Myron Milton about tech support for computers and communications. I then called Precinct Captain Abram and Lieutenant Rudistan to get the ball rolling on the personnel transition."
"So that was going on," Cindy continued, "but when Rudistan called County Jail to ask where the trucks were to move all the paperwork files in his and Abrams's offices, they were told there'd been no requisition from Physical Properties. That generated a call to me, and I called down to light a fire under some asses. But I held back on chewing them out, and when they said they'd received no instructions, I told them to contact Rudistan and get things rolling. And they did."
Cindy went on: "So I had a hunch, and I called Myron. He said he'd been contacted by Rudistan, but not by Captain Aaron. When I called Aaron, he was still at home, and he said he was getting into his uniform to go down to 2nd Precinct Headquarters. I told him that my disappointment with his lack of urgency could not be overstated, and that all he needs to do now is be on standby, as others were doing his job for him."
"Heh heh heh heh." Chief Moynahan chuckled. "Adversity does not strengthen character, it merely reveals it. We will have a discussion of the Police Force leadership structure, but it will have to wait until this emergency is o-verrrrrr. So Lieutenants Rudistan and Milton are getting the job done?"
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "Myron is no fan of the FBI nor the Federal Government, but he's doing his job and he's doing it well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As everyone came out of the Chief's office, they saw FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins in the Chief's Conference Room, typing on his laptop. Cindy and Teresa went into the room.
"I'm here as the FBI's liaison to the TCPD." said Jenkins. "I hope this is an okay place to be."
"We'll stick you in one of the Lieutenant's offices." Cindy said.
"Thanks, that'll be great." Tim said. "Would you ladies like to go get something to eat, my treat?"
"I can't." said Teresa. "I've got to get home and relieve my husband of babysitting duties." She made her goodbyes, and headed down the hall.
"Why don't I show you your office," said Cindy, "and then I'll introduce you to the Cop Bar."
"Sounds good." said Jenkins...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Laura and Jack sat in the comfortable hot chairs and I sat in my 'Command Chair', feeling very grateful for the lumbar support, I said "Laura, tell me about General McFarland. Particularly his familiarity... with you."
Laura understood. She said "As you know, my first husband was deeply involved in the Intelligence Community. McFarland was a close associate of my husband's; it would not be too much to say that my husband brought McFarland up the ranks with him, and got him his first star." (Author's note: see 'Sting of the Scorpion', Ch. 02, for more on Laura's first husband.)
That meant Laura's husband was instrumental in getting McFarland promoted to Brigadier General, which is an oft-political thing where one vote against can end a career, but where the deciding General Officers often exercise horse trading: give me this guy and I'll give your guy, etc.
"And McFarland brought Just up in the same manner?" I asked.
"Yes, that appears to be the case, but let me keep going from the beginning." Laura said. "McFarland started out in the Field Artillery as a Lieutenant, then transferred to Military Intelligence when he was promoted to Captain. That's not uncommon, by the way."
"Why would he leave the Combat Arms, even for M.I.?" asked Muscone.
I said "The Field Artillery has a lot more Lieutenant positions than most other branches. So a lot of them have to change branches if and when they're promoted to Captain. And Military Intelligence is one of those branches where a lot of them transfer into. In a related manner, the Transportation Corps has a lot of extra Major positions, so Captains getting promoted often transfer into there." Muscone nodded.
"McFarland was a lot like my husband, in both good and bad ways." said Laura. "They were both excellent Officers within the Intelligence Community, but you know that my husband almost got into trouble over forcing junior Officers's wives to have sex with him. McFarland played that game, too, though he was more discreet. He was, and still is, a real lech. He'll probably try to make a pass at me... again... before this is all over. And no, he was not successful before, and won't be in the future."
"I did notice he was frowning at Major Martin when you gave Martin a friendly look." I said with a bit of a grin.
"I'm sure you did. Nothing gets by you." Laura said, then steered us back onto the course of the conversation: "Anyway, my husband and McFarland were both part of the 'Establishment' in Government, and McFarland still is. He and Admiral Keating clashed often, and we recently learned how Keating was a Guardian of Justice, so you can see where some of those clashes would come from. At one time, McFarland was in charge of the Army's nuclear weapons as well as the various nuclear weapons programs, which included security and the security systems of the weapons. Keating was the Navy's equivalent of that for a while."
"So it's natural that McFarland would be put in charge of this emergency." I said.
"Oh yes." said Laura. "I knew as soon as I saw him that nuclear weapons were involved in this, and it was only a matter of whether it was a BROKEN ARROW or EMPTY QUIVER event. Anyway, let me tell you about Just."
Laura went on: "Carl Just was commissioned as a Lieutenant in the Chemical Corps, since he had a degree in radiochemistry, but they quickly realized he was too good for that branch."
Muscone barked a chuckle. "That's not saying much good about the Chemical Corps." he said.
"I'll be brutally blunt." Laura said severely. "The Officers that are commissioned into the Chemical Corps are leftovers. The best Officers are put in the Combat Arms. A lot go into the Combat Support branches, and the leftovers go to the Combat Service Support branches. I'm actually surprised that you, Don, didn't get dragged into the Chemical Corps, what with your Chemistry degree and all."
"They must've realized I was too good for it." I quipped with a little smile. "Seriously, if I'd been going for active duty instead of the Reserves, I might've ended up in the Chemical Corps. But I put down Military Police as my first choice of which branch I wanted, and Lo and Behold! I got my wish. Not complaining, either, Jack; that ultimately got me this lovely woman as my wife." Jack chuckled and Laura blushed a little bit, but smiled at the compliment.
Laura said "You're very sweet, Darling. As to Just, he got noticed, in a good way. He became part of the nuclear weapons programs, and when he was promoted to Major he was transferred to the Ordnance Corps, and continued to be closely associated with the nuclear weapons programs. I met him in Europe, when my husband was assigned to NATO. McFarland was a Brigadier then, and Just was part of his staff. The symposium was about the security of nuclear weapons in Europe."
"Okay." I said. "Well, I think we're in for a long next few days. I suggest we go and get some sleep." There was no disagreement with that idea...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole and Jim had been staying at Todd and Teresa's house, and we thought they'd just stay overnight. But Teresa called and said she had on her hands a five-year-old girl with an attitude. So on the way home, we went and got her and Jim, who remained blissfully asleep.
"You went to meetings, didn't you?" Carole pouted, her little arms crossed, when we went inside Teresa's house next to The Cabin.
"Young lady, you are not to talk to us in that tone of voice." Laura admonished her daughter. It didn't work.
"You promised you wouldn't go to any more meetings!" Carole said accusingly.
"I'll handle this." I whispered to Laura. I said out loud "Carole, we will discuss this when we get home. Now give Aunt Teresa a big hug for her and Uncle Todd taking care of you." Carole's hug was a bit perfunctory, but Teresa gave her a big hug back anyway, as did Todd. I carried Jim to the car and strapped him into his seat as Carole strapped herself in.
At home at the Mountain Nest, I put Jim on his bed, then came downstairs. Carole was still sulking... and her mother was not in a much better mood.
"Carole, keep your coat on." I said. "Let's take the dogs out." The dogs heard the word 'out' and instantly appeared at the back door. We went out, and Carole and I sat down while the dogs went to inspect the territories and do their business.
"Carole," I said in my father-to-daughter, one-way, authoritarian voice, "listen to me. When your mom said she wouldn't go to any more meetings, that meant she was retiring from her job in Washington and would be staying here and doing her University job. And she has kept that promise. However... there are times when she and I both have to have meetings with people as part of our jobs, especially my job, and those meetings are to enforce the law and help keep people safe."
"Therefore," I said sternly, "I do not want to see nor hear any more pouting from you about going to meetings. You may not like it, but I expect you to not let me see that you don't like it. Do I make myself clear?"
"But she promised!" Carole exclaimed.
"And she's kept that promise." I replied, then tried another tack: "I will say this one more time: your mother and I sometimes have to have meetings to help keep people safe. That's a very good thing your mother is doing to help people, and sometimes things are stressful for her, and me. So stop being so rigid about us having meetings at times, and do what you can to help your mom from being stressed out, by helping to take care of your brother and the dogs, and not making any fusses, okay?"
"O-kayyyy." Carole said, not really wanting to concede the point. Just then the dogs came back. I suggested we pet the dogs, which of course made both of us feel better.
Then we went back inside, where Carole made me proud by going up to her mother and saying "I'm sorry I was mad.", then hugging Laura's legs.
Laura picked up Carole and gave her a big hug, saying "Thank you, Sweetie. Now lets go to bed." She then took Carole upstairs, helped Carole put on her pajamas, then tucked her into bed. They were in there talking for quite a while.
Meanwhile, I went to the master bedroom and sat down in the rocking chair I'd bought and put in there, the only piece of furniture that Laura had not selected. It helped my back a lot to sit in it instead of on the bed or a soft chair. I had intended to undress, but went into a long reverie. When I came out of it, the room was dark, and Laura was already in bed asleep...
Part 6 - The Search Begins
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, March 8th, from in front of the Old Mill. "Channel Two News has learned that Federal agencies are using the Town & County Police Department's Precinct 2 Headquarters as a base of operations for unknown purposes!"
Bettina began: "The Army issued a press statement saying that they are conducting an emergency readiness exercise, and that there is no cause for public alarm. However, there have been no press conferences and no further explanations. The Town & County Police and the local FBI Resident Agency office in the Federal Building have also declined to comment, referring us to the Army's press statement."
Bettina went on: "However, Channel Two News has learned that a highly secret meeting occurred at a secure location in the Valley Villages community to our south yesterday. The Army has said that the meeting was part of the exercise, but sources tell Channel Two News that it was a major gathering of law enforcement officers at every level from local and State to the FBI and Department of Homeland Security. Channel Two News has also learned that Police Commander Donald Troy has been assigned as a liaison to the Army during this situation. For more on this breaking story, let's go to our colleague Tim Sioban of KSB in the City. Tim!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Sioban. "KSB and KXTC have learned that the FBI Offices both here in the City's Federal Building and the Town & County are on high alert. All vacations and leaves were cancelled and Special Agents were called in for what was called 'urgent' meetings! Additionally, KSB has learned that highly classified messages were delivered to the President himself, and sources tell KSB News that those messages may be related to the military exercise in the northwestern part of our State. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Tim!" said Bettina. "Channel Two News has also learned that the Police and Federal Agents are stopping all traffic coming into or out of our Town & County for ID checks, and all crossings along the length of the State Line River from our County to Southport, and even Turpin Heights in the State south of us, have been turned into Police checkpoints where all vehicles are being stopped and IDs checked. Let's go to SNN reporter Bill Hacosta, who is with Dr. Lionel Carmela, Professor of Political Science at the University. Bill!"



"Thank you, Bettina." said Hacosta. "Dr. Carmela, is what the military and Police are doing legal?"
"I think the warrantless searches of people's vehicles and stopping people without probable cause is absolutely unconstitutional and a violation of our Citizens's rights." said Carmela.
"Doctor," said Hacosta, "does the military, the FBI, and the TCPD owe us an explanation of what is going on?"
"They sure do, Bill." said Carmela. "In fact, the Citizens for Police Accountability intend to sue the TCPD under the Open Records Act to be given all records of what the TCPD is doing to help the military suppress our citizens's rights and freedom of movement. And we will have lawsuits at the Federal level over the FOIA (Freedom of Information Act) requests that were denied by the military and the FBI."
"Thank you, Dr. Carmela." said Hacosta.
Back to Bettina, who said "Channel Two News has learned that Governor Val Jared has been apprised of the situation involving what the military is calling an 'exercise', but the Governor's Office has not responded to repeated requests for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I sincerely believe," said General McFarland as we watched the news, "that if the Press finds out about this, they will tell everyone as fast as they can, and start a panic that could injure or kill a lot of people."
"I agree, General." I said.
Though we'd vacated the offices on the ground floor, General McFarland had been set up in an upstairs room at the Old Mill. There was a side room, that was nothing more than a large closet, that he could go into for really private conversations, but for the most part he was sitting at the head of the conference table the Army had brought in overnight. At the moment, General McFarland, Major General Just, Jack Muscone, Laura Fredricson, and myself were the only persons in the room. Jack looked tired, as did MG Just. General McFarland not only didn't look tired, he looked almost like he was enjoying this crisis atmosphere.
I was wearing my black pullover shirt, black pants, badge on my belt, gun in a shoulder holster, the khaki trenchcoat with the inner pocket holding my red crowbar, and my Tilley Hat with the hat TCPD badge and the Parachutist Badge over it. Yes, I'd gotten some dark looks about the 'mixing of uniforms' by wearing the Airborne Wings, but I wanted everyone to be damn sure to know that they were not dealing with a dirty nasty Leg.
I'd made coffee, having learned well from Sheriff Griswold about proper asskissing. I'd been here since 5:00am, and the Old Mill was already a beehive of activity at that time, as military Officers manned phones and communications equipment, finding out everything they could. At that early hour, Hammondsville Police Chief Pascal Floyd and Detective Josh Segers had come in and given their briefing along with the Army Major that had briefed us the day before. Muscone and the FBI BAU team were there, as well.
"The truck and car were dusted for fingerprints." said Major Wedbush. "All of them were the men of the two crews, except one. It was a large, well-defined thumbprint on the inside of the right rear door of the follow car. It is so clear that we think it was deliberately left."
"Who was it?" asked the General. When Wedbush hesitated, then let his eyes drift towards me, the General said "You may speak as freely to these men as you can to me."
"No disrespect to Commander Troy," said the Major, "but this person came up in his last case." He handed a file folder to General McFarland, who opened it and read the information."
"Ah, the 'other' Tomoko Shimono." said the General. "Confirmed by the CIA, and she's a mirror image twin of the Shimono that was found dead. Major, Commander Troy briefed us on his last case, and discussed this woman as well as, what was his name? Ah, Barsbane. So keep on going with your report, Major."
"Yes, General." said Major Wedbush. "We also did further checks on the two crews. The truck crew was led by Rob Abernathy. Two Bronze Stars, one with 'V' device, in Afghanistan. Extremely good, clean record with the Green Berets. Married to Dottie Abernathy, they have two children. Finances look pretty clean; no big debts, no large amounts of money coming in, anything like that."
"The driver is named Chet Lockhart." said the Major. "His father's brother was a pharmacist in this County some years ago, but died." (Author's note: 'The Medical Murder Mystery'.) "Lockhart was a Navy SEAL, and most of his missions, and the medals that came with them, are still classified today. He is married to Nancy Lockhart, and they have no children... but she is pregnant. They live within their means, carrying no debt on their credit card, and everything else is clean."
"The 'courier' is named Randy Smith." continued the Major. "Green Beret in Iraq, but lost an eye in combat in Fallujah. He was put in for the Medal of Honor, but ended up being awarded the Silver Star instead. Very good martial artist, as well, considered clean and professional in every way. Has a wife, Sheri Smith, and a one-year-old child. He inherited some money, but there have been no unaccounted-for amounts of money coming to him, and he has no debt at all.
"However," Major Wedbush went on, "that cannot be said of the followup car crew. The two men and the third man that didn't show up had been hired only six months ago. The two men on the mission, Trent Ridge and Quint Starr, had been in the Navy SEALs, but it was not found out until we started checking the data yesterday that they had been suspected of torturing captured ISIS personnel, and they also may have tortured civilians, including raping the wives and daughters of families in front of their husbands, fathers, and brothers, then killing all of them. It looks like a lot of that couldn't be proved, and the Navy chose to sweep whatever they did know under the rug."
"And the third man of their team," said the Major, bringing out a DMV ID photo, "is this guy."
"Paco Domingo." I said when I saw it. "He wasn't in the military, though, as far as I ever heard."
"No, he wasn't." said the Major. "But he forged documents to show that he'd been in the Alabama Air National Guard. This was an old cover he used while he was an operative for the CIA. It fooled the OST into hiring him."
"Let's hear what the BAU team has on them." said General McFarland. "And what they think the perps are doing with the stolen weapon, and where they might take it."
"General," said FBI SAC Bob Rovers, standing up to give a slide presentation from his computer, "Rob Abernathy and Randy Smith were very solid soldiers, cool under fire, and methodical in their actions. In our analysis, neither is prone to rash actions in any way. Chet Lockhart also grades out well, but not to the level of the others. He always volunteered for the hard, risky missions, to which his many medals attest, and he's considered to be just that little bit on the edge."
"Trent Ridge and Quint Starr also graded out well, at least initially." said Rovers. "We were surprised to learn of the accusations against them, but upon deeper checking we found out that in the last several months they frequented strip bars and partied with prostitutes------"
"BDSM clubs?" I asked, interrupting.
"Why would you ask that?" snarled Rovers. "You visit them yourself?" There was a bit of a pall of shock at Rovers's rudeness to me, but I carried on unperturbed.
"No." I said. "But Shimono did, and she might have recruited them from there."
"Good point." said Jack Muscone, supporting me and also taking a shot at Rovers in saying that.
"Yes, it is. Carry on, Rovers." said GEN McFarland.
"Yes, General." said Rovers. "Ridge and Starr are aggressive, but smart. They would be cool in a firefight, and capable of planning an operation of this magnitude. Paco Domingo was extremely good in the martial arts and close quarters combat. We definitely see him as the kind of man that could make contacts with Shimono and Barsbane, and put together a team like the one we're facing here."
"Jerry Barsbane," said Rovers, "may be the weak link. He's mercurial, high-strung, intense, and tends to be irrational under pressure. He could be the one to fly off the handle and do something stupid. We also think he has a real hatred of Police and the military, and would not hesitate to kill LEOs------"
"Why do you say that?" I asked, impolitely interrupting.
"Our profiling methods," said Rovers irritably, "which would take too long to explain to you, suggest that. He also has Mob connections, as you know."
"Yes, I know." I said. "And that's why I asked. Would you care to explain why he left the Mob, and disassociated with them?"
"We're examining his psychological profile, not his Mob connections, Commander Troy." Rovers snarled.
"Perhaps you should examine that." said Muscone, who had gotten the point of my questions.
"For God's sake..." muttered Rovers.
"Keep going, Rovers." said GEN McFarland.
"Yes, General. "Last is the woman we're calling Tomoko Shimono, even though she's not the original Shimono that was disavowed by the CIA and attempted to steal the directed energy weapon. We believe this woman has an unlimited capacity for cruelty, enjoys killing for the sake of killing, as well as torture and inflicting pain. We believe she would set off a nuke and kill thousands, or millions, in a heartbeat if she could."
"For these reasons," said Rovers, "we believe the truck crew is dead, and that the criminals will take the weapon to a major population center to maximize the loss of life when they set it off. And yes, I said 'when', not 'if'. Our profile of these criminals suggest their intent is to detonate the weapon as opposed to a real attempt to obtain ransom. We think they'll try to get the weapon to the City or Southport, to inflict maximum damage."
"Thank you, Rovers." said General McFarland. "Troy, Muscone, anything to add to that?"
"No sir." I said. "I leave real psychology to my wife, who is actually good at it." Muscone chuckled at my little shot at the 'vaunted' BAU team. GEN McFarland peered at me, and MG Just just frowned.
"As to what happened," I said, "Shimono 2.0, as we've been calling her, must've been driving another car, and picked up the other guys or helped them in some other way to stop the truck and ultimately hijack it, then maybe she drove her cohorts off in her vehicle, leaving the other two vehicles on the road."
Hammondsville Police Chief Floyd said "Yes, Don, that's what we think happened. There is a second set of car tire marks in front of the abandoned follow-up car. What we don't understand is the truck. It was going west, but was found facing east. We've found no places along the road where a truck of that size turned around. And really no parking lots between where the truck disappeared and past where it was found, where the weapon could've been transferred."
I replied: "I suspect that is because they drove the truck down a farm road or other road somewhere to the big east-west railroad line, put the weapon on a rail car, and then drove back and parked the truck facing the other way. The railcar then made its way east into the Hammondsville Railyards."
"Where did it go from there?" asked General McFarland.
"No idea." I said. "No data yet." I passed a written note to McFarland.
As he read it, General McFarland said "You just said this woman might've been involved with the other two to hijack the truck?"
"Yes, General." I replied. "This was a well-planned, carefully orchestrated, and, to be honest, brilliantly executed operation. What the motive is, though, I can't say."
"Money, probably." said MG Just. "Ransom."
"Tell you what." said General McFarland. "Just, I want you to coordinate with Chief Floyd here and go check out the Hammondsville Railyards. Get with their State people, too. Take in Geiger counters, all of that, and check out the railcars. Have the local LEOs talk to the people that work at the Railyards, and see if they saw anything unusual yesterday or last night."
"Okay, everyone," McFarland continued, "I'd like to speak with Agent Muscone and Commander Troy alone for a moment." Everyone got up to leave the room... including Laura.
"Dr. Fredricson, you can stay." said General McFarland.
"If it's all the same, General," Laura said, "I'll step outside, also." The General nodded. Seconds later, there were only three of us in the room.
"So, what's this about?" the General said, holding up the note, which read "I need to speak with you and Muscone alone." He also did not know that this was pre-planned, and I'd asked Laura ahead of time to go out and watch the others as I talked to the General.
"General," I said, "I'm sure your people have realized this already, but I realized earlier this morning that there has to be a mole within all this. It had to be an inside job!"
To be continued.
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Part 6 - The Search Begins (continued)
"Why do you say that?" asked McFarland, peering hard at me.
"Just looking at what we know, sir." I said. "They knew the route being taken. They knew the frequencies of the tracking devices and how to jam them. They knew the timing patterns of the satellites: I don't know any specifics of the OST's operations, but I do know that satellites go in and out of range, and I'm willing to bet they executed the hijacking right at the point of a weakness in the satellite coverage."
"We can certainly check on that." said GEN McFarland.
"And furthermore, General," I continued, "this hijacking had to be planned in advance, so they couldn't just randomly wait for Paco's team to be assigned as the follow-up team. Therefore, I cannot consider it to be a coincidence that this rogue team was assigned to this mission! Someone on the inside had to have controlled that."
"Oh my God." said the General, knowing I was right.
"Also, General," I said, "As you know, I believe they transferred the weapon to a railcar. Tomoko Shimono 2.0's partner Jerry Barsbane is an expert in transportation. He probably knows more about railroad operations than the train people do. He would know a lot about sneaking an extra railcar onto a train, perhaps with help, and has likely done so many times in the past. Whoever is helping him probably doesn't know that the contraband is a nuclear weapon this time; it's just another operation where they'll be paid some 'extra' for helping out Barsbane."
"Barsbane knows about the railroads," I continued, "but he doesn't know, or shouldn't know, the extent of the OST's operations to keep track of their cargoes. So someone on the inside, that also knows about railroads, has to be a part of this."
"The logic holds, sir." said Muscone. "I'd like your permission to very quietly and discreetly check into all of your people, just to make sure they're okay."
"Wow." said the General quietly. "But can that be done without anyone finding out?"
I just smiled. "Yes sir." I said. "Mr. Muscone has 'people', sir. And so do I." I was thinking about Melina Allgood and Myron Milton, but did not mention those names out loud.
"All right." said McFarland. "I'll get Just to give you the names."
"Sir," I said, "not to cast aspersions, and meaning no disrespect to General Just, but maybe this is something you should not mention even to him. Let's keep this our secret for now, sir."
"He's right, General." said Muscone. "Something like this really has to be kept to as few people as possible."
"Good Lord." said McFarland. "Well, I'll tell you what: start with that Major Martin. There's something about him I've never really liked. And he's Signal Corps, so yeah, he'd know all the frequencies and stuff."
"Yes sir, I'll start there." I said agreeably.
"So... what do you have against Rovers and the BAU team?" McFarland asked, peering at me.
"With respect, General," I said, "I've met Bob Rovers's brother David before, and 'pure stupid' must be a genetic trait of the Rovers family. I'm sure the BAU has some good Special Agents, but this unit's analysis is sloppy at best, and unprofessionally bad at worst. For example: Jerry Barsbane wouldn't kill anyone in cold blood, which of course is a requirement to become a 'Made Man' in the Southport Mob, and that's why he's not a part of the Mob down there now. So I don't know where Bob Rovers got that shit about Barsbane from, but that's what it is... pure shit."
"I agree with Commander Troy, General." said Jack Muscone. "I'll take him and his wife's psychological analysis over the BAU's, any day."
"Yeah, I get that." said McFarland. "Okay, you and the BAU go to opposite corners and come out swinging. In the meantime, before I call everyone else back in, what do you think is going on with this? Ransom? Sell to the highest bidder, like the Iranians or Islamist terrorists? And where do you think is the most probable place they will take the weapon?"
"Sir," said Muscone, "I'm skeptical of the ransom theory. I just don't see how they can expect to get paid without being traced, and you know we're going to go after them with everything we've got once we get the weapon back, or if we find out where it is."
"I agree." I said. "And while Barsbane is an excellent smuggler, trying to get this device out of the United States is going to be a Herculean task. But if that's their intent, you need to cover Southport like a blanket; that's where all the shipping by rail and boat happens around here. The other mode is by air, and you're all over City Airport already."
"That's true. And there's something else I need to bring up: your sister is also an excellent smuggler, Commander Troy." said General McFarland as he fixed his eyes upon me. "And her loyalty to this country is very much in question."
I solidly met the General's look. "I daresay." I replied. "She renounced her American citizenship entirely. However, sir: whatever else my sister is, one thing she is not, is stupid. She is not going to fuck around with something like this. And wherever her loyalties are, you should know, since you've obviously looked into her, that she is no friend of Iran nor the Islamists. Her loyalties are to a country that already has nuclear weapons, and does not need to purloin one of ours."
"All right." said the General. "I had to mention it to round out the picture. Yes, it was brought up yesterday, by General Just, and I had him check into her whereabouts. The problem is, we don't know where she is."
"Wherever she is," I said, "it very likely is not here in the United States. Chasing her would be a time-wasting red herring."
"As to ransoms, Agent Muscone," said the General, to change the subject, "if it's money they want, we'll pay it. If they put it up for auction, we will make sure we're the winning bid, one way or another. Like kidnappings and bank robberies, that would be an FBI mission."
"Yes sir." said Muscone. The General pressed a buzzer and said into the intercom that everyone could come back in.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
7:20am. The door opened, and the redheaded Army Second Lieutenant poked his head into the room. "General," he said, "we have some new information for you."
"Well, don't just stand there, Lieutenant!" said the General. "Come in here and tell me what it is!" The Second Lieutenant came in, and a second later MG Just came through the door.
"General," said the Second Lieutenant, "the Midwest & Pacific Railroad reported two days ago that one of its boxcars has been stolen from its Southport yard. It's an older car, painted green, and there aren't a lot of cars in that color any more since the Midwest & Pacific changed their paint scheme a few years ago."
"Who owns the Hammondsville Railyards?" MG Just asked. "It's not the Midwest & Pacific, is it?"
"BigRoadAndRailCorp, General." I said. "The Midwest & Pacific owns no rails in this area, nor do they have trackage rights. Southport is their eastern hub, and their line west from there is well south of Hammondsville."
"General McFarland," said MG Just, "I'm going to have assets go down to the Midwest & Pacific yards in Southport. It stands to reason that the weapon was driven down to the M&P line south of here, and would be taken into Southport for transport south down the Big River or west via railroad to the Port of Los Angeles."
"Let's talk about it." said McFarland. "Commander Troy, Agent Muscone, if you'll excuse us." Jack and I got up to go. So did Laura. "Laura, you can stay." the General said.
"No, General." said Laura. "I have my University job to do. Excuse me." She led the way out of the room before anything else could be said.
Part 7 - Press Payback Plans
8:30am, Friday, March 8th. Bettina Wurtzburg and Amber Harris went into the office of Burt West for 'meetings'.
"So," said West. "Anything new on what's going on at the Old Mill?"
Amber said "KFXU barely mentioned it. They said it was a 'preparedness exercise' in cooperation with the TCPD and other law enforcement entities, then moved right along to tell people that Val Jared is a wonderful man for signing the Budget bill that discriminates against undocumented workers."
"Amber, we're alone in here." said West. "You don't have to throw the spiel at me. But I'm not surprised KFXU is kissing the Government's ass and toeing their line. The military called me, too, asking us not to comment further on the exercise, so as not to create a panic. I demanded they tell me what was really going on, and that I fully intended to find out and tell the Public everything because the Public has a right to know."
Bettina smiled. "You're starting to sound like Priya Ajmani." she said, teasing West. "So what did they say?"
"They hung up on me." West replied. "So let's find out what's going on and really humiliate them, eh?"
"Sure." said Bettina. "Keith Madden is working on it. And I'm not supposed to tell anyone this, but SNN's Bill Hacosta is working closely with us on this. He's not really happy at SNN, and maybe we can snag him for KXTC.
"That's great!" said Amber. "He'd really work Don Troy over if Troy tried to give him any shit."
Burt West shook his head. "Ladies, Don Troy does not play by the rules. As you know, Chuck Pringle is dead because of Troy. John Hardwood is dead because of Troy. Thomas P. Cook is still missing and believed dead... because of Donald Troy. Troy shoved a perp over a cliff the other day, right in front of little school children. Troy doesn't give a damn about anything or anyone. He'd just as soon kill Hacosta as look at him."
"Then I guess we better not tell you what we're doing now." said Bettina.
"Uh oh." said West. "What is it?"
Amber Harris had a huge grin on her face as she said "We've begun investigating the situation of Cindy Ross fostering and adopting Betsy Von Telsing after Betsy's grandparents died. We think that Ross' father, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, paid a lot of money in bribes to expedite his daughter getting Betsy."
Bettina said "We're going to start running a multi-part exposé on DFACS, leading up to the Ross adoption. And then we'll tell the world what Ross did to get in front of the line to adopt Betsy while other families have to wait for months, even years, to adopt a child."
West's face showed the stunned disbelief that he felt. "Good God!" he exclaimed. "Are you fucking kidding me?"
"And it gets even better." Amber said happily. "Take a look at these." She passed over a file folder. Inside were photographs of documents that were in a file folder.
"What's this?" West asked. "Oh my God. DNA tests... Betty Morelli is Betsy's birth mother, and the biological father is..." He flipped to the next photograph, then gasped. "Jesus H. Christ! Amber, where did you get this?"
"From a source." said Amber. "For your plausible deniability, all I'll say is that Dr. Laura Fredricson knows that her husband is Betsy's biological father. Those photos were taken of the file put together for Dr. Fredricson. And we're going to tell the world that Donald Troy is Betsy's real father."
West sat back in his chair in utter shock. "Does Ross know who the father is? Hell, does Troy know?" he asked.
"We're not sure." said Bettina. "What happened is that a couple of years ago, Troy and Ross escorted Betty Morelli to Federal Court in the City, to testify against her husband. But at the end Morelli backed out, and took the Fifth rather than testify. She ended up in prison, where she had a child. Obviously Don Troy impregnated Betty Morelli while she was in his custody."
Bettina continued: "Her parents, the Von Telsings, claimed the child, but they died a few months ago. Curiously, DFACS tripped over themselves contacting Dr. Eckhart, though we don't know why; ergo, our suspicion of bribery. Eckhart arranged the fostering, and is paying the bills for the legal work for his daughter to adopt Betsy."
"Do you..." West started, then said "Do you know what Don Troy might do to you if you report this?"
"What, murder us? Like he murdered Hardwood?" Amber said.
"Yes!" said West. "He just might!... if Ross doesn't wax you first."
"Ross is nothing." said Amber. "She's a pacifist like her father. We can spit in her face and she won't do anything. And if Troy does something... then he'll go to prison for it, maybe even be executed."
"And you'll both be dead." said West.
"Burt, it's not like we're putting Betsy in a warehouse full of explosives." said Bettina. "We're just going to humiliate Troy and Ross by exposing Betsy's true parentage and the bribes paid by Eckhart. And they can cry me a river when DFACS has to take Betsy away from them and follow the rules and have someone else adopt her."
"Why shouldn't I fire both of you right now?" West asked, his voice hardening.
"You can." Amber fired back. "But it won't stop us from exposing Don Troy as Betsy's father and demanding DFACS take the child away from Cindy Ross. Nothing will stop that. The only question is if you want KXTC to be the station that tell the Public what they have the right to know... or not."
"She's right, Burt." said Bettina. "Don Troy has waged war on us for months now. He won the battle over Lester Holder. I really want to hire Holder back, but you won't consider it. So this is the next best thing. We humiliate him, put his family in turmoil with this knowledge, and then we hand the ball off to Katherine Woodburn, who will use this to hammer the Iron Crowbar's lack of integrity when they start bringing up the Independent State Counsel investigation in Legislative committees."
"Geeeeeeezzz." muttered West. Then he thought about it, and said: "I do like the aspects of humiliating Troy, the Police Department, and helping the Legislators roast Jared alive and kick him out of office..."
"And this is the time to do it, while the Iron Crowbar is preoccupied with this military exercise thing, which isn't an exercise but a real emergency." Bettina said.
"Yes, that's true." said West. "But ladies, I'm not kidding... Troy has not been playing by the rules. There really is no limit to what he might permit himself to do to you. You could be putting yourselves in real, physical danger by doing this."
"We're reporters, Burt." said Amber. "That's what we do. We put everything on the line, even our lives, to bring the People the truth they have the right to know."
The religious quality of the fervor in her voice was somehow frightening to Burt West...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dr. Eckhart, you have a phone call." said Dr. Eckhart's assistant Tommy.
"Thank you, young Tommy." said Eckhart. He went to his desk, pressed the correct button, and said "This is Dr. Eckhart."
"Hi Dr. Eckhart, this is Janelle in the City." said Janelle from the City DFACS office. "I just wanted to let you know that a couple of reporters have been prying into us. They made O.R.A. requests about your daughter Cindy fostering Betsy and the adoption process. We denied the O.R.A. requests, as adoptions are protected by law. But they're still looking into us on it."
"Do you happen to know specifically who made the information request?" asked Dr. Eckhart.
"Yes sir." said Janelle. "It was KXTC in the Town & County. The O.R.A. document was signed by a reporter named Amber Harris."
"I see." said Eckhart. "I very much appreciate you calling, Janelle. Please let me know if any more issues come up with that. And do come and visit us again soon."
"I will, sir." said Janelle. "And I'll be volunteering at your next seminar here in the City."
"Splendid!" said Eckhart. "I'll see you soon, then." They made their goodbyes and disconnected. Eckhart then exercised what some might call a family trait: he went into a reverie...
Part 8 - The Human Element
Laura and I went up Riverside Drive to Police Headquarters. Fortunately for me, I have a reserved parking spot (it is good to be the Police Commander), as the gated parking lot was nearly full.
Going inside, there was a good number of Uniformed Officers going up and down the halls. They greeted me as they passed by me, and I greeted them back by name, using this as an exercise to keep my memory of their names fresh. Almost all of them were from 2nd Precinct.
Laura and I went into my office, where she sat down in a hot chair and I sat down and sighed in the relief of the chair, which supported my aching back. "You okay?" Laura asked.
"Sure." I said. "But those chairs in the General's office sucked, as far as my back is concerned. There's no place like home."
Laura smiled at that as she brought her chair around to the side of the desk so that her laptop monitor would not be seen from the anteroom nor the outside window, whose blinds I closed. She then got out her 'Company' laptop computer, plugged into my secure line, and began typing away.
"Whatcha looking for?" I asked.
"You asked me to watch everyone after the General kicked them out to talk to you privately." Laura said. "That was a brilliant idea, by the way."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said. "Anything interesting?"
"Oh yes." Laura said. "I'm going to be unofficially helping Jack Muscone with the search for moles. That Second Lieutenant looked lost. General Just had him getting everyone coffee instead of him, the Lieutenant, supervising others. As to Just himself, I don't think he liked being kicked out of the room, but he he went around getting information from people, asking a lot of questions, trying to prep himself for anything General McFarland asks him. And I think that female Air Force Captain is having sex with both Just and McFarland."
"Consider that 'confirmed' by my observations." I said agreeably. Just then my assistant Helena buzzed me and said Captain Croyle wanted to come in. I had Teresa come in.
"Before you say anything," I said, "I want to congratulate you on a very smooth operation with the transition of 2nd Precinct to this Headquarters. Extend those compliments to Abram and Rudistan."
"Thank you, sir, and I will do that." Teresa said. "But a lot of that credit should go to the XO." She meant Cindy. I chuckled at that, and Laura smiled.
"Yes, Cindy has done a great job, and from what I understand she did not have the help she expected from Captain Aaron." I said. "Is that right?"
"I'm not sure what happened there, sir." said Teresa. "Captain Aaron has always done a good job with all the Physical Properties, and the Precincts have never had any complaint to me about anything. It looks to me like this thing caught him off guard, and he hasn't quite recovered... and now he has to recover with a certain Bulldog biting off chunks of his ass." Laura and I laughed again.
"So, what did you need from me?" I asked.
"I just wanted to tell you," said Teresa, "that the wives of the three OST truck crew members are here. They're in the Pastor's Room, and Father Romano is with them. I've talked to them also. Between you and me and the crowbars, sir... there is absolutely no one else taking care of them nor supporting them in any way."



"Hmmmm." I said, which caused Laura to look up at me from under her eyebrows. "Let me give General Just a call." I did so on my Police iPhone, and MG Just answered.
"Yes, Commander?" he said, perhaps a bit shortly.
"Sorry to bother you, General," I said, "but I wanted you to know that the wives of the OST truck crew are here at Police Headquarters. Our Chaplain is with them now, but I wondered if you guys or OST had some sort of support group we could contact for them?"
"Not that I know of, Commander." said Just. "If your Chaplain can stay with them, that'd be great."
After a very deliberate pause, I said "We'll keep them here, then."
"Thank you." said Just. The call disconnected on me.
"Wow. Just... wow." I said to the disconnected phone. Then I looked up at Teresa and said "Captain, I know we have a good support system for the TCPD spouses and all, but when all this is over, let's review it and make sure there is not a single crack for anyone to fall through."
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
"And let's bypass this 'Charlie Foxtrot' of a group at the Old Mill, and you contact the Office of Secure Transport and tell them that the wives of three of their crew are here."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. I nodded, and she correctly took that as permission to leave the office. She did so.
Laura smiled again when she heard me whisper "God-damn dirty nasty Leg..." about a certain Leg General Officer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack and I were going to go to the Cop Bar, but we were recalled to the Old Mill. As we drove down Riverside Drive, I noticed a lot of drones flying around to our south and southwest.
"Wonder what they're looking for." I asked out loud, but mostly to myself.
"Security for the General and the command post?" asked Jack.
"I'd expect to see drones flying further north as well as south, if that were the case." I replied. "No, they're on a mission. I guess we'll find out in time."
"If we're on their 'need to know' list." said Jack with considerable asperity. "Don, I want to help these guys, but if I hear those words one more time, I think I'll scream."
I slowed down, driving slowly as I asked "What are they not telling you?"
Jack said "As the General said this morning, if there is any contact about a ransom, the FBI should be called in to handle it. We have lines of credit with banks for kidnapping ransoms, which is part of our budget and would be reimbursed by the taxpayers if need be. But that mealy-mouth Second Lieutenant, who apparently has been assigned to bug the shit out of me in any way he can come up with, keeps saying all that is on a 'need to know' basis."
"Well, lets go nip that one in the bud." I said. We were at the Old Mill, where the MPs checked our IDs against a list of permitted vehicles, then allowed me through. Our IDs would be checked at the front door and also upstairs before we were permitted back into General McFarland's office. Also in the office were MG Just, the female Air Force Captain, Major Martin, Major Wedbush, and the Second Lieutenant.
"General Just, fill these men in on what we've found in the last few hours." McFarland said.
"Gentlemen," Just said, "we sent a team to search the Midwest & Pacific Railroad yards down in Southport. They were pretty hostile to us, demanding warrants before allowing us onto the property. We got the warrants from the Federal judge down there, and we also got arrest warrants and we have incarcerated all of their top managers------"
"For what?" I asked, a bit harshly.
"Not cooperating with us." said MG Just.
"Are you kidding?" I asked. "I understand this is an emergency situation, but they're within their rights to demand to know why the military is invading their property, and yes, you should've gotten warrants in the first place."
"Spoken like a true Police Officer." said General McFarland.
"Commander," said MG Just, "they became persons of interest and suspicious when they refused to cooperate with us."
"Bull shit!" I practically yelled as I rose to my feet.
"What's your problem, Commander?" Just fired back, looking up at me from his seat.
"It's called 'the Constitution', General!" I yelled back. "And my problem is your lack of respect for it, and that you seem to have forgotten you took an oath to respect it! Are you going to arrest me too, when I tell you to kiss my ass as I walk out of here? For 'not cooperating'?" I made air quotes as I said those last words.
"Hold on, hold on." said General McFarland. "Yes, Commander, you're right. Just, go contact our people down there and tell them to release those people from jail. They can be detained with everyone else until the search is done, then they can be released."
"Everyone else?" I asked harshly.
"We also detained everyone on the grounds in one building while we searched the grounds." said MG Just. "That search is still in progress, but so far nothing has been found, especially in any of the ten green boxcars on the site. No residual nuclear radiation has been found, either."
"Just, go get on the horn and fix the problem down there." said McFarland, seeing the look on my face. Just also looked angry, but he did as he was ordered and left the room. No one else seemed to want to look in my direction and meet my eyes glaring at them.
"General, I have a question." said Jack Muscone in the tense silence of the room as I sat back down. "Has there been any contact at all about a ransom?"
"That's on a need-to-know basis, sir!" said the Second Lieutenant, rather loudly, as he stood up. The other military people looked at him oddly. I had the sense he was channeling whatever inner Crowbar he had after seeing me rip an Army two-star general a new ass. At the least, the humor of that calmed me down. Considerably.
"Lieutenant," said Muscone, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice, "I am the FBI. If there is anyone in this room with a 'need to know', it is me."
"That's true, Agent Muscone." said the General. "But there are some extenuating circumstances here. We've been contacted, but they are not asking for money. They're demanding some highly classified information in return for the weapon. And that information is the 'need to know' issue, here."
"General," I asked, "how were you contacted?"
"An email with an audio file attached." said the General.
"Routed through several Tor Browsers." said Major Martin. "It'll take a long time to trace."
"Can we hear the message?" I asked.
"General!" said the Second Lieutenant importantly. "The message stated the classified information the criminals asked for, so these Agents can't hear it."
"O-kayyy." I said. "Describe the voice. Man? Woman? Dog?"
"It was a metallic voice, like it had been put through one of those synthesizers." said Major Martin, before anyone could stop him. "We're working on filtering that out to get a human voiceprint. We're not sure yet, but we think it was a female voice."
"Thank you." I said. "So did they say what they were going to do if they didn't get the information they wanted?"
"They said they were going to detonate the weapon." said Major Wedbush. "They did not say where."
"And how long do we have to give them the information they want?" I asked.
"They've given us until noon tomorrow." said General McFarland. He then turned to me and said with a low voice "Any ideas where they might have the device?"
"Before I answer, answer me this." I said. "You may can't give me the exact information, but is what they want an ELINT Order of Battle, or some kind of research the military is doing? Something to do with NBC warfare?"
"We can't tell you that." the General said quickly. He saw me roll my eyes, and may have realized I was just about to walk out of there. We were both saved when Major Martin's cellphone chirped.
Martin read the text, then said "General, lunch is ready."
"Commander, Agent Muscone," said the General, "you're welcome to join us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa Croyle and Father Romano brought the wives of the truck crew to the breakroom, where five trays for lunch were set out.
"Please, have a seat." Teresa said. The women sat down. Dottie Abernathy and Nancy Lockhart sat on the left side and Sheri Smith on the right side. Teresa sat down next to her.
"I know you're all worried," Teresa said, "but please try to eat." The women nodded, and did begin eating. Once they got started, they realized they were hungry, and began eating more.
"Thank you for this lunch." said Sheri Smith. She appeared to be the youngest of the three women, and her husband was the 'courier' for the nuclear weapon.
"You're very welcome." said Father Romano. "We have some very good people that run our food bank and also our soup kitchen for the less fortunate, and I'm glad to share with you."
As they ate, Teresa asked Sheri Smith about her husband's life and career. Sheri said "He was with the Special Forces. While we were dating, it was tough. He would just disappear, literally on a moment's notice, and not be back for weeks. Then he'd just appear as if nothing at all had happened. When he told me he was going to Iraq, he asked me to marry him, and I did."
"He was wounded, so he was drummed out of the Army." said Sheri. "He came home and we got married, and he got this job. It was pretty good money, and he didn't think it would ever really be dangerous..." She stopped for a moment. Teresa patted her on the shoulder.
"So we had a baby, she's a year old now." Sheri said, her voice barely above a whisper.
"What about you, Mrs. Lockhart?" asked Father Romano. Her husband was the driver of the truck.
"Similar story." said Nancy Lockhart. "My husband was a Navy SEAL. He said he couldn't talk about anything he did with them, but he has a lot of scars on his body and a lot of medals. When he got out of the Navy, he became a truck driver, then the OST called him and offered him a job with them. We were finally making some money, and so we decided to start a family. I'm six months pregnant now."
"Oh, congratulations." said Teresa.
"Do you have children?" Sheri Smith asked Teresa.
"None of my own." said Teresa. "I married into a family. My husband has three boys, and I've formally adopted them. Of course the Police Department is my extended family. We're really tight-knit, very much a family." That got a visible reaction out of the wives, and both Teresa and Father Romano observed it.
"Does your husband worry about you not coming home one day?" asked Dottie Abernathy. Sheri Smith's eyes bulged a little bit when she heard that question.
"Yes." Teresa said. "But he knows what my job is about, and he accepts it."
"As a Police Captain, you're not in much danger, are you?" asked Nancy Lockhart.
"Oh, I just keep Chaplain Romano here around, to keep me out of trouble." Teresa said. The women had no way of knowing why Father Romano chuckled the way he did. And they didn't realize that they were talking to the TCPD's two living recipients of the Distinguished Police Cross.
"Doesn't your husbands's company have any support assets for you?" Romano asked. "No one has even called to ask about you."
"We even called them," Teresa added, "and they've not called back at all."
"I'll be honest." said Dottie Abernathy. "I think they're embarrassed this happened, and maybe they blame our husbands for what happened. And if... when our husbands are found alive, they'll probably be fired, if not prosecuted, and we all will be up the creek." Nancy Lockhart nodded. Sheri Smith struggled to keep from breaking out crying.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 3457th Signal Group, who had installed all the military's communications equipment at the Old Mill site, had also erected two large tents in what was the rather small back yard of the Old Mill. One housed the Field Kitchen, and the other had long tables with bench seats.
As we went into the line (and were told to cut in and go ahead of everyone else), I said "Wow, it smells great! Brings back some memories, too." There was a ground beef dish, also meat loaf, stringbeans (Carole would not approve, I told Jack), mashed potatoes and gravy, corn, rolls, then a section for hamburgers and French fries. I got a full plate and then a hamburger plate, too. Jack tried the hamburgers.
When Jack and I got to the other tent, Major Martin was already sitting at one of the long tables. My wife Laura was with him, having gone through the food line, as well. They were sitting across from each other and looking flirtatiously at each other.
"May we join you?" I asked as we came up. "Or would you like to be left alone?" Laura smiled brightly, but said to sit down. I sat down by her, and Jack sat on the other side, by Major Martin.
"That was great, what you did in there." said Major Martin.
"Mark was just telling me that you preserved, protected, and defended the Constitution this morning." Laura said. "Of course I'm not surprised at that. I am surprised that General Just did what he did. And I already knew he did it. The Midwest & Pacific has already contacted the U.S. Senators from this State, the State to our west, and the States north and south of that, and raised holy hell. They've also put out a Press statement about it, and now the Media down in Southport is a hornet's nest of activity. The Washington brass is pissed off at the publicity and at the railroad for not cooperating, but they also know it's bad optics. I just can't believe General Just barreled in there like that."
"I can." said Major Martin. "General Just has been yelling at me all morning, and all of last night, too, if the slightest thing isn't to his liking. I think he has it in for me."
"Maybe he's under pressure to perform in front of General McFarland." said Muscone. "I'm an Army brat; my father was an Officer. He told me that the worst assignment of his career was being an aide to a Brigadier General, that he felt like he was walking on eggshells every second."
"He's already a General." said Martin. "Once you get that first star, it's all gravy."
"No, that's not it." I said. "He's jealous of you. My wife looks at you like he and General McFarland are wishing she'd look at them." Major Martin blushed. Laura suppressed a chuckle, as did Muscone. "Oh... I'm not kidding about that." I said. "Be on your guard with them."
"Don't worry about it, Mark." Laura said. "They don't write your OERs."
"This is great food." I said, to change the subject. "The Army always had good food while I was in the Reserves, but this is really good."
Major Martin said "Thank you. Our field kitchen won a competition for best field kitchen in the Division. So we got a lot of extra money, and these guys just love setting up and cooking for us. And we probably got this assignment partially because of that. General McFarland has complimented us already."
"I am surprised how good it is." said Jack Muscone. "I just remember MREs and even C-rations."
"As Napoleon Bonaparte said," I said, "an Army travels on its stomach. And the U.S. Army, and all of the military, really, has made sure our troops get good food."
"The Air Force's dining halls are even better than the Army's." said Major Martin. "They------"
"May we join you?" said a voice. I looked up to see Hammondsville Police Chief Floyd and Detective Segers.
"Sure." I said, then made introductions of everyone.
"How are things with you?" I asked Chief Floyd, who sat down by me. Segers went to the other side and sat down by Muscone.
"It's been a rough couple of days." said Floyd. "I know these guys are under a lot of pressure, but they have come in here like bats out of hell, ordering us around like we're Army privates or something. I've had just about enough of that smarmy little Second Lieutenant, and I let him know it, too. That got the Major in my face... not you, the other one..." he said to Martin, then continued, "and he was yelling about us not cooperating. I don't know who called Senator Roy Lester... that's our U.S. Senator... but Lester apparently ripped into some people, and they've left us alone since."
"They're no longer interested in your area." I said. "Now they're acting like bulls in china shops down in Southport, and------"
It was a long moment before I realized that a 'thought' had blasted into my head. As I came out of it, I heard Laura say "Do I need to take blood, or are you thinking again?"
"Thinking." I said in a whisper.
"You guys have just witnessed an Iron Crowbar reverie." said Jack Muscone, needling me. "His trains of thought go back four hundred years in time. And when he gets back, criminals start paying the price."
"Yesss..." I whispered, not fully back. "Yesss..." Then I recovered and said "Did you guys notice any drones flying around?"
"I saw a couple." said Chief Floyd.
"Me, too." said Laura. "Crown Chemicals and BOW Enterprises might be the next to complain. The drones were flying up and down the River near their properties."
"They're our drones." said Major Martin. "Security for this command post."
"Darling," said Laura, peering at me, "is everything okay?"
"Yes." I said. "I just had a train of thought leave the station... two such thoughts, actually..."
Part 9 - Stealth Crowbars
After lunch, I told General McFarland that I needed to return to Police Headquarters and run a couple of personal errands, and would return in a couple of hours. Laura was staying at the Old Mill, and could reach me if needed.
I did return to Police Headquarters, and checked in with Chief Moynahan. He said that he'd heard nothing so far, and the TCPD Officers on patrols had seen nothing irregular, except for the large military presence around the Old Mill. I filled the Chief in on what was going on, then told him of the personal errands I needed to do. He approved and excused me to my duties.
Going back to my office, I saw that FBI Agent Tim Jennings was sitting in Cindy's office with her. I went into my office and called Captain Teresa Croyle and asked her to come to my office. Once there, I asked her "Where is Todd?"
"Uh, he's at work, sir." said Teresa.
"Is everything okay at BOW Enterprises?" I asked, my eyes boring into hers.
"How do you do it, sir?" she asked, not even trying to pretend she didn't know what I was asking about. "The military guys tell you?"
"Tell me what?" I asked back. "And no, they haven't told me a god-damn thing."
Teresa was not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, and figured things out quickly. "BOW Enterprises is on lockdown." she said. "Todd ordered it. The military people called him and said they wanted to put some security inside the fences. Todd asked what it was about, and when they wouldn't tell him, he told them they could not enter his property without a warrant, and he locked the place down. He also tripled the security at the facility, and they are ready for an outright firefight."
"He called me," Teresa continued, "and said the military guys were acting really fishy. They sent some military MPs, and they're on the outside of the fence, and forbidding anyone to go in or out. They're also flying drones up and down the River, and Todd is well aware they're watching his property. The Army says it's a security issue------"
"Do you think you can get in there?" I asked Teresa, interrupting her.
"Maybe." Teresa said. "But can I get back out?"
"I guess you can fly the Whirlybat out if you have to." I said, half jokingly. "But seriously, this is what I need for you to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Police Headquarters gymnasium has a big loading dock door at the far end on the left side, which is further down than the side door Tanya came out of to be readmitted to the TCPD. Both doors face the bleachers of the parade grounds, which is within the gated fence.



"Okay, Myron," I said as we looked out, to our south. "I only see one drone in the distance. I want you to knock that son of a bitch out. And if and when any others come out, kill them, too."
"Yes sir." said Myron Milton happily. He switched on a device in his hands, that looked like a controller for a drone or a model race car, but was far more powerful... and had been built by one Professor Marvin Milton, Myron's father.
Teresa then backed up her Police SUV (yes, she has one, it used to be Cindy's when Cindy was Captain of Detectives) right into the open loading dock door. The back half being inside, I was able to get into the back and cover up with a blanket. My back was much less than amused.
After Teresa had left the parking lot and the dock door shut, Myron shut off the jamming device, which had been killing the communications of the three drones that had joined the first one when it first went out.
I'd put my badge and also my holstered gun in special plastic bags like the electrostatic protection people put circuit boards in. That would block the RFIDs in the badge and gun holster from being detected. It was a fortuitous precaution...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa Croyle drove up to the front gate of BOW Enterprises, where two MP soldiers in full camouflage uniforms, helmets, bulletproof vests, and bearing M-4 rifles stopped her.
"May I see your ID, please?" asked one MP. The other was holding up a device, obviously looking for some kind of ELINT signal, or any RFID devices, as he tried to look into the windows of the vehicle.
"Why?" Teresa asked gruffly, turning on the full 'Teresa Cunt' effect. "I'm obviously a Police Officer. A Police Captain, at that."
"Hey guys!" said the BOW Enterprises Security Guard inside the fence. "She's the CEO's wife, too. Let her in!"
"I've got to see your ID first." said the MP. Teresa exhibited her TCPD ID.
"You're last name is Croyle." said the MP. "The CEO's name is Burke."
"Hey, how 'bout that, you can read." Teresa said sourly. "Now are you going to stop me from going in?"
"HEY!" called out a voice. It was Todd Burke himself, walking swiftly up. Teresa noticed he was wearing body armor under his shirt. "That's my wife! Let her in! NOW!"
"Her name doesn't match yours, Mr. Burke." said the MP.
"I'm not going to tell you again, asshole!" Todd yelled. "I'll just call Police Commander Troy, who is sitting next to General McFarland right now. Any career you might think you have will be 'ovah', very quickly."
The MP grudgingly gave Teresa her ID back and they let her though. Todd got into the shotgun seat, and they drove around to the back side and into the loading dock area... the room where the Guardians of Justice had been revealed. Barry Oliver closed the loading dock doors.
"So what's going on?" Todd asked as he and Teresa got out of the SUV. "Oh." His uncle had just magically appeared out of the back of the SUV."
"Thanks, Teresa." I said. "Wait ten to fifteen minutes, then drive back out of here. Go directly to Headquarters; do not pass 'Go', do not collect $200."
"You owe me a lot more than two hundred dollars for this one." Teresa said with a bit of a grin. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"I think I know why you're here, Uncle Don." Todd said. "Let's go inside."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd, Barry Oliver, and I descended in the elevator to the research rooms, which were built to withstand the potential flooding of the River basin, and also withstand earthquakes and all but very large nuclear weapon detonations.
"We've been doing research on some really cutting-edge stuff." said Todd. "I was contacted by General Just, who said some of it was being demanded for ransom. He tried to not tell me of the missing nuclear weapon, and I told him that not only did I have a Top Secret clearance, but my wife was a TCPD Officer, and I already knew what was going on."
"He then tried to tell me that what I'm about to show you now is classified by the Government." continued Todd. "I told him bullshit, because it's not a Government project, not a collaboration with the Government, and he can't classify my private business interests. I guess I'll find out if that's true or not, or if I'll have to go join the Mossad or something." That was a semi-humorous reference to his mother now being a Mossad agent after renouncing her U.S. citizenship.
"We'll burn that bridge when we come to it." I said. "Or more likely, nuke it." I was being just too light about the extremely critical situation going on, but Todd got the joke and laughed.
We went into a lab room, which was white, very clean, and full of both chemical hoods and chemistry equipment, and electrical/mechanical machines and instruments. A lone man in a labcoat was working at a fume hood. He was about my age, and while shorter than me, he was taller than most men of the Japanese ethnicity he shared with them. When he saw us come in, he dropped what he was doing, turned to us, bowed formally, and held the bow.
I returned the bow as Todd said "Sire, this is one of my top scientists, and he's working with us on behalf of our partner, Ichimoku Industries. His name is Fujiwara Hiroku. Hiroku-san, this is my uncle, the Iron Crowbar."
"Ah!" said Fujiwara in a deep voice. "It is an honor to meet the great Iron Crowbar." He bowed again, and I returned it.
"Fujiwara?" I asked. "One of the semi-regal families of Japan?"
"I have that honor, Sire." said Hiroku. "My eldest brother is formally the head of the clan. Our family and the Takaki Clan have been allies for many centuries."
"It is my honor to meet you, then." I said. "I apologize for getting right to the point, but time is short. Todd-san, what is this about?"
"Step over here to this electron microscope, Sire." Todd said, remaining formal with me due to Hiroku's presence. Todd had me look into the eyepieces of the microscope, which actually let me view a screen of something being magnified many thousands of times.
At first I saw nothing but a silvery stream in an oil-colored background. And then I realized the silvery stream was moving! It began to flow into a coil, and I could see that it was composed of very small silver squares.
"Semiconductors?" I asked.
"Better." said Todd. "Nanites. We've made huge strides in what they can do. They act cooperatively, so we can introduce them into a machine, for example, and then our supercomputer can put together the data they acquire, forming a picture of what's going on. They also can form circuits, and could physically reprogram computer chips, and travel along the printed circuits along the circuit boards. We're still in the early stages, but you can see the tremendous potential of them."
"Can I ever." I said. "And in the wrong hands, this could be a weapon on the order of a nuclear bomb. And this is what the perps are demanding in ransom?"
"Yes, Sire." said Todd. "These nanites can be stored in that liquid medium in bottles. We call that solution, and the entire project, 'Mutanix'. It's been a closely guarded secret for years. Zion Dynamics Technologies and Ichimoku Industries were cooperating on it, then everything came here."
"This is what May Cialis was after, wasn't it?" I asked. (Author's note: 'Moonlight Shadow', especially Ch. 03.) "This is why they went after Zion Dynamics, then came here."
"Yes, Sire, we think so." said Todd. "But now we know that the secret has somehow gotten out. The U.S. Government is threatening to come in and take it, and I've told them I'll destroy it first, which did not make them very happy with me. Fortunately you wiped out Mitt Willis and some of the other Establishment Elites before they could move against us. But now, Edward Blassingame seems to be the point man for the Elites. His man Granger and Jerry Barsbane were out near Teresa's hometown, trying to fuck things up over there."
"Yezzz." I said. "All that makes a lot of sense now. Todd... are you going to give up the Mutanix?"
"No, sire." Todd said. "Not even if you order me to. I'm sorry, Uncle Don, but one stolen weapon that may or may not work that destroys the Town & County would be horrible. But compared to what Mutanix could do, once properly developed... nuclear weapons would be the least problem this nation would have. Imagine all three power grids of the United States... East, West, and Texas... wiped out. And not by the E.M.P. of a nuclear bomb, which we might could make shielding against one day; but by Mutanix nanites that we had no way to stop."
"I'd rather not imagine that." I said. "Okay, then. I'll go see what I can do to clean up the mess. Hiroku-san! It has been an honor to meet you."
"Likewise, Sire." said Hiroku deferentially. We bowed to each other, then Todd escorted me back upstairs and to the warehouse room.
"And here's the tunnel where everyone escaped on 'Guardians of Justice' night." Todd said as he pulled up the cover over the tunnel. "Be careful, Uncle Don."
"Yeah, you too." I said. "And we'll get your kids as well as mine evacuated."
"If they let you." Todd said. I nodded in full understanding, then Todd said: "I'll text Teresa to come and get you." We shook hands, and I descended into the tunnel, armed with a powerful flashlight supplied by BOW Enterprises. The tunnel was clean and pretty dry, but not exactly built for a 6'4" tall man to walk erect. And having to bend over was making my back throb in protest. But I endured it. I had to; what we were about to endure was far more horrifying than any pain in my back...
Part 10 - The Bettina Gambit
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 12:00noon, Friday, March 8th, from the KXTC studios anchor desk. "With me is Amber Harris. Amber, what's going on with this military 'exercise'?"
"Bettina," said Amber, "Channel Two News has learned that similar military exercises are being conducted in the State to our west, and also up and down the State Line River. The Midwest & Pacific Railroad Yards in Southport was literally invaded by Army stormtroopers, who arrested the managers and detained every employee on the scene. U.S. Senator Richard Nunn demanded that the Army explain their actions, and that they respect the Constitutional rights of the railroad and its employees. The military has refused to give the Press any information on that incident, nor the purpose of their so-called 'exercises'.
"Thank you, Amber." said Bettina. "And in other news, tune in tonight for my evening show, where we will be exposing bribery in the State Department of Family and Children's Services, and the involvement of Town & County Police Commander Cindy Ross and her father, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart of 'The Vision' in Coltrane County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tommy stopped the DVR player. "That was an hour ago, sir." he said to Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. "I contacted Janelle at DFACS. She couldn't talk to me; she said they're battening down the hatches over there. The good news is that you never did give DFACS any money, and paying lawyers to handle the adoption is not illegal."
"Yes, I know." Eckhart said. "But the Press doesn't care about that. They're trying to smear my daughter's name, and my nephew's... and maybe trying to force DFACS to take Betsy away."
"What do you want to do, sir?" asked Tommy.
"First, I'm going to call my lawyer, Cy Hart." said Eckhart. "He will let Mr. Burt West know that libel lawsuits will crush KXTC if they state even one word of their disgusting drivel that is not absolutely true."
"And then, sir?" asked Tommy.
Eckhart looked up at his young assistant, and said "And then... I'm going to let the Iron Crowbar and the Green Crowbar handle it. And may the Universe have mercy upon Bettina Wurtzburg's corruption-eaten soul..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Friday, March 8th. Burt West called Bettina Wurtzburg and Amber Harris into his office.
"Do you know who Cy Hart is?" West asked the women after they'd sat down.
"No sir." said Amber.
"He's a lawyer." said Bettina. "Midtown, I think. Not sure why I know that, though."
"Maybe because of who he has done legal work for in the past, and is doing work for now." said Burt West. "The Vision. He called and said that if your show tonight accuses The Vision or Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart of even one dollar of bribe money, KXTC will be sued for libel... and you personally for slander, Bettina. And that could lead to Donald Troy petitioning the Court to revoke your plea deal."
"Let's call his bluff, then." said Bettina. "Let's run with the story."
"Do you have proof, absolute proof, that Eckhart gave DFACS any money?" asked West. "Proof that will hold up in Court?"
"We know he's paying lawyers to handle the adoption." said Bettina.
"Which is not illegal." said West. "Do you have the proof of actual bribery?"
"How else did Ross jump the line to get custody of that baby?" Amber asked.
"And your proof, your legally defensible proof that bribe money was paid to make that happen? You have that?" asked West, staring Amber down.
"Okay, we'll have to be careful in our legal phraseology." said Bettina. "But we can still make insinuations, and let the People decide what really happened."
"And if they sue, and get your plea deal revoked?" West asked.
"Goddammit, Burt." Bettina said. "We can't let the bastards hold that over my head like the Sword of Damocles. We have to call them out, force them to do it, and then they won't have it as a weapon over us any longer."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How are you feeling?" Teresa asked Cindy as she came into the Deputy Chief's office at 4:30pm.
"Tired." said Cindy. "Bu-ut, things are starting to flow in rhythm again now that everyone's settled in."
"Maybe Don and the Chief will keep 2nd Precinct here," Teresa said, "and we can tell the Council we don't need two Precincts anymore."
"Don't I wish." said Cindy. "And I do fully expect for the Council to hear that. Won't matter though; they're still pushing for three precincts again. They'll never let us drop below two. So... what's going on with you?"
"I'll stop beating around the bush." Teresa said. "Did you hear about Bettina's noon newscast?"
"Yes. Yes I did." said Cindy. "My father called me about it. He said not to worry, that he's got his lawyer on it, and he'll sue Bettina if need be. He also said that if Bettina does come out with any crap, to ask the Court to rescind her plea deal... but I don't think that'll work."
"Why not?" Teresa asked.
"Well, first of all," replied Cindy, "I think KXTC is all but hoping we'll try to do that. Don always says that some great chessplayer once said that 'the threat is stronger than the execution'. Once we play that card, we don't have it on Bettina anymore."
"True." said Teresa.
"And the second reason I don't think it'll work is because the judges will get tired of the games, and may just tell us that the plea deal is done and it's over, and they won't rescind it. And then there's nothing holding Bettina back from doing everything she can to harm us."
"Yeah." said Teresa. "And then the only thing left is for Don to go nuclear on Bettina with whatever he has left on her. Then calls to boycott KXTC could start up, and so on and so forth."
"We'll see." said Cindy. "Speaking of going nuclear... anything new on this stolen nuke thingy?"
"Yes." said Teresa. "Don thinks the stolen nuke is somewhere here, in our Town & County------"
Just then there was a knock on the door. When Cindy called out "Come in!", FBI Special Agent Tim Jennings came in. Teresa did not fail to notice Cindy's ice blue eyes light up just a little bit at his presence.
"Oh, hi Captain Croyle." he said. "I just came to tell Cindy that the military is going to put out orders to tighten the checkpoints and close some roads, including the bridge over the State Line River on the road that goes to Hammondsville."
"Thanks, Tim." Cindy said. Jenkins left.
"Cindy? Tim?" Teresa said, giving her BFF a 'knowing' look. "First name basis, are we now?"
"Yeah." Cindy said. "He's a really cool guy. And he's helping a lot around here, especially getting us info from the FBI. The Army is not telling us a bloody thing..."
Part 11 - Come To Jesus
After coming out of the BOW Enterprises tunnel south of the property, I surveyed the area. I saw drones flying around, but noticed they seemed more intent on watching BOW Enterprises's property than looking around the Town & County for a green railcar.
I headed towards County Road 5, to the west of me. As I got there, I saw Teresa's Police SUV coming down the road. She saw me and turned on her lightbar, then stopped next to me. I got into the shotgun seat, and she took off.
"We have issues, Commander." Teresa said as she drove down to what would become Jefferson Avenue and turned east. "We just got word that the military wants us to close all the bridges over the River. All of them. They also want to close the road at the State Line, so that no one can come in from the west, nor leave."
"Let's get back onto the Town side of the River, then." I said. Teresa gunned it, and we got to the bridge just as two TCPD Police cruisers were coming up. They let Teresa come on through, of course.
The rail line that comes out of the west and turns south at BigPharmaCorp turns east and crosses a bridge over the River just south of Town. The lines branch to the east and to the south at Junction Station (hence, where the Junction Station Depot used to rule over), and a spur line into Town branched off north and split off into many sidings.
I had Teresa drive around the areas, looking for railroad cars on the sidings and near businesses. Somewhat to my surprise, I saw none.
"Martin Nash said the FBI has already been all through here." Teresa said. "Any rail cars in the area were checked out. A lot of them were taken out by the railroad during the night, under the FBI's supervision."
"And no one said a word to me about it." I said. "What are we paying you for, Acting Commander Ross?"
"I thought you were paying me to sit at my desk and twiddle my thumbs." Teresa replied, not batting an eyelash. "Isn't that what Police Commanders around here normally do?"
I laughed out loud. Damn, I thought to myself, her acerbic wit has gotten to be as good as her Aikido skills...
"Okay, I've got a small mission I need you to handle for me." I said. "I would recommend you use Blood Order Police Officers only, and also ask Myron to sneak a drone or two up to look for------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. "Yes, General." I said as I answered. "Yes, I'm on my way back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove my Police SUV back to the Old Mill. They let me in, but once I drove through they closed the gate, and then pulled two military sedans behind the gate, effectively blocking it off.
I went into the Old Mill, where my ID was checked at the door but not upstairs. The female Air Force Captain greeted me enthusiastically and deferentially, and I followed her into General McFarland's conference room office.
"Ah, there you are!" said General McFarland. I saw that Jack Muscone and Laura were still here, as was MG Just, Major Wedbush, the Second Lieutenant, FBI BAU leader Bob Rovers, and a very geeky looking young-'ish' man in civilian clothing, typing fiercely upon a laptop computer. "We've been calling you."
"I'm sorry, General." I said, not really sorry as I sat down in the empty chair to General McFarland's right, and to Laura's left, across from MG Just. "Did something happen?" I asked.
"Nothing happened, but we do have some new information." said McFarland. "Tell him, Just."
"First the negative news." said MG Just. "The weapon was not at the Midwest & Pacific Yard in Southport, and we've ended the search there. You'll be happy to know that everyone at the site was released, and after a check of all their names, nothing unusual came up."



"Lawsuits to follow, I'm sure." I said acerbically. "That line of cars on the Interstate from Midtown to Southport are lawyers, eager to start trouble for you."
"Let us handle that when the time comes." said General McFarland. "In the meantime, Lieutenant, tell the Commander what was found at Hammondsville."
"Yes, General." said the Second Lieutenant. "Several railroad workers at the site reported they saw a green Midwest & Pacific boxcar in the rail yard yesterday morning. They noticed it because of the green color, and the fact they rarely see Midwest & Pacific cars of any color on the BigRoadAndRailCorp line. Someone said the car was towed in by an M.O.W. (Maintenance Of Way) vehicle, which I'm told is a small engine that can help with maintenance of the line, and also pull one or two cars in, but not a full train." I nodded.
"Other workers saw the green boxcar attached to a full train heading east." continued the Second Lieutenant. "It could have gone east into this County, or taken the line north, back along the route it was taking south to get to Hammondsville. We're now searching along both lines."
"And we're running out of time." said Jack Muscone. "That was over 24 hours ago, and trains are moving through all the time, especially through this County and either east or south of here. I'm not as familiar with the northern line, but that's a lot of ground to cover, as well."
"Unlike the Midwest & Pacific, BigRoadAndRailCorp has been very cooperative with us." said MG Just. "With their help, we might can reduce the search time. We'll be searching through the night, and they're stopping trains for us to check out, as well."
"General," said the Air Force Captain, "are we absolutely sure the nuclear device was transferred to a train? Could it have been transferred to another truck?"
"No, we have evidence suggesting it was put on a train." said General McFarland. "General Just, tell them."
"Yes sir." said Just. He then addressed the Air Force Captain, but also all of us at the table. "We searched all the roads that turned south off the Hammondsville Highway that crossed the east-west rail line. Almost dead south of where we found the follow car, a farm road crosses where there are two tracks, where trains can go onto the siding to let other trains pass. We found blood on the rocks between the tracks, and some on the railroad ties. The blood type on the railroad tie matched Randy Smith, the 'courier' in the back of the truck with the weapon. The blood between the tracks was likely the driver, Chet Lockhart."
"Oh my God." said the Air Force Captain and Laura at the same time.
"We're assuming they're still alive." said General Just. "No bodies have been found, we haven't picked up any pings off the transmitters concealed on their clothes or the ones they swallowed. We think the perps are using a dampening field to mask the transmitters on both the weapon and the men, so we think they're still together with the weapon, and on the train car."
"If they're wounded," Laura said, "they'll need medical attention. And I doubt they're getting it from the perps."
"Yes, we know." said General McFarland.
"And to that point," said Jack Muscone, "I got the wives rooms at the University Hotel. The FBI will cover the tab for now, but we're expecting the Office of Secure Transportation to reimburse us."
"Send 'em a bill." said General McFarland. Laura peered at him with something bordering on anger on her lovely face. He noticed her look, then turned his head away.
"Have we heard any more about the ransom, and delivering it?" I asked.
"No." said MG Just. "We're supposed to reply to the email they sent us, and we'll get instructions at that time. We will need to reply by 9:00am or 10:00am at the very latest, to give us time to get to the weapon and disarm it, if we need to."
"Are we going to pay it?" Jack Muscone asked.
"I'll make that decision in the morning." said General McFarland. "Let's see if we can find the damn thing tonight."
"And to that point, it's going to be a long, hard night." said General Just. "The command post at Valley Villages is handling the search in the southern parts of the State, and we're looking in the northern half of the State, including the City. It's looking for a needle in a haystack, but maybe we'll get a break soon."
"Okay guys, go get some dinner out back." said McFarland.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, March 8th. It was getting dark, the low winter sun casting a seemingly eerie light over the farms to the west of the River. I was watching through the window on the second floor of the Old Mill, which was normally a classroom for the 2d Precinct Police Officers, and had been used by the military to give assignments to their people.
Laura came up behind me. "Jack Muscone called me." she said. "He went to the Federal Building, and said he's not going to come back here tonight."
"Good." I said. "I told him at dinner to see if they'd let him out, and for him to not come back here, at least for now. And you should try to leave now, too. Before I go back into McFarland's office."
"It's a 'no go' on that." Laura said. "McFarland wants to talk to both of us. I'm not sure what's going on, but it's gotten a lot quieter since they began serving dinner. Think they found out something?"
"Yes." I said. "Well... I think they already knew, and it's starting to hit them." I turned around, leaving the window and its view of the sunset, perhaps the last sunset I would ever see. "Well, my dear, shall we go have a 'come to Jesus' meeting with the Generals?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I came into General McFarland's conference-room office. He and Major General Just were the only two persons in the room with us.
"Have a seat." McFarland said, and we did so. "We're locking down for the night. It's a very tense situation. The Press is getting riled up, and are beginning to refuse to cooperate with us to keep quiet about what's going on. We've briefed all the regional U.S. Senators and Congressmen, and they're on board with what we're doing. Because of the threats of Press leaks, I'm sorry to tell you that you both will have to stay here tonight. If you need to make any calls to have your children cared for, you'll need to do that now."
Laura was about to get up when I said "I called Sheriff Griswold already. He's making arrangements for the kids." Laura sat back down.
I then turned to General McFarland. "General," I said, "What was the ransom the perps wanted?"
"We've already told you we can't discuss that." said McFarland, looking a bit confused that I would even ask.
"General," I said, looking the man dead in the eye, "I really do want to help return the nuclear device to your custody and find the three missing men and get them medical attention. However, this case is hard enough with a mystery at one end. I can't help you with mysteries at both ends."
Before he could say anything, I said, "So I will tell you what's going on, and you can just correct me where I go astray." I leaned forward and said "And I can tell you everything in one word: 'Mutanix'."
The General could not prevent a groan from escaping his lips. He looked over at MG Just, who said "Commander, that's classified information."
"No it's not." I said. "Despite your constant thinking that you can run roughshod over the Constitution, you cannot classify a business's project that you have no part of. And Todd Burke is ready and willing to take you to open Court to make that case... and when he does, every little detail of 'Mutanix' will come out into the public eye, and both domestically and in the Press of other nations... we will make damn sure of it."
Just looked furious. "Now you listen, and you listen good! Mutanix is classified! You say one word in public and you're committing treason. I'll have you arrested right now!------"
"BULL SHIT!" I yelled, rising to my feet and squaring off against Just. "I'm not the traitor here! And you better get your head out of your ass before------"
"Commander, you forget yourself!" said McFarland angrily. Just was staring hatefully at me.
"My husband never forgets anything, General." cut in Laura, loudly and matter-of-factly. "Anything. At all." General McFarland could not withstand her glare.
"All right." said McFarland. "Sit down, both of you." Just and I sat back down in our chairs. "I don't know what's going on with Todd Burke, but he's been very uncooperative with us. And yes, the perps want the Mutanix, and Burke's papers on their research into it."
"Todd Burke is the son of a traitor." General Just snarled. "Like mother, like son."
"I would suggest you keep your mouth shut, General Just." Laura said acidly, rebuking him but also saving him.
"He won't give it to you," I said, more calmly than Laura was expecting me to be, "because you would give it to the thieves... or keep it for yourselves. And that would be worse than the bomb going off and wiping out this whole County."
"What if the bomb is in the City?" asked Just, calmly but with sardonic acid in his voice.
"It's not" I said witheringly. "And I think you know it. I think both of you know it. The nuclear weapon is right here, in my Town & County." Laura gasped out loud, seeing the look on McFarland's face... a look that showed that he knew my words were true.
"If you know so fucking much," snarled MG Just, "then where is the bomb specifically?"
"If I knew that," I said, "I can assure you that I would not be sitting here, wasting my time with a dirty nasty Leg like you, Just." I could almost see the steam coming out of the man's ears at that deliberate insult.
"Alex? You know the bomb is here?" Laura asked, her voice nearly a whisper. "And you haven't had the Town evacuated?"
"What's your County's evacuation plan, Commander Troy?" General McFarland asked, and I noted the tinge of sarcasm in his voice.
"Use the EAS system on television and radio." I said, actually understanding the General's point. "Cell phone messages to every phone in the area. If necessary, we'll turn on the tornado sirens, and we'll drive around in our Police cruisers asking everyone to evacuate."
"In other words," said McFarland, "you have no real plan for a cohesive, orderly evacuation. But it doesn't matter; even if you did, we can't evacuate the Town, and we're not going to."
"Alex," said Laura, using the General's first name as she appealed to him, "you've got to evacuate the Town! The University, with all those students? All the children here? A hundred thousand people live here, and if that bomb is here and it goes off..." She did not finish the sentence. She didn't need to.
"Yes, General," said Just, "you've got to evacuate."
"No!" said McFarland. "It's too late! If we try to evacuate now, the perps will know, and they may just set off the device."
Laura got up and turned to go. "And you're not going anywhere, Laura." McFarland called out. "You're staying here."
"I'm going to go get my children and get out of this County." Laura said firmly. "What, are you going to shoot me?"
"If I have to." said McFarland. "You're not leaving, nor is anyone. We cannot afford a panic! We can't have the Press learning that there is a nuke out there ready to go off!"
"Let her go, General." a woman's voice said from the doorway. Laura and the two generals gasped in shock. The woman in the doorway was Melina Troy Allgood.
"Let her go to Police Headquarters or the Federal Building." said Melina, coming into the room, wearing all black. "She won't run away. I'll stay here in her place... and I'll tell you exactly what we're going to do about this..."
Part 12 - The Press Goes Nuclear
"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to 'White Paper', KXTC's program for hard-hitting, in-depth investigative reporting." said Bettina Wurtzburg from one of the KXTC studios at 8:00pm, Friday, March 8th. "In this evening's program, we're going to examine the State Department of Family and Children's Services, known as DFACS. With me is investigative journalist Amber Harris. Hello, Amber."
"Hello, Bettina." said Amber. "Tonight's 'White Paper' is a revealing exposé of how DFACS works, and how one well-connected TCPD Police Officer used undue influence to jump ahead of the line and be awarded a child to foster and possibly adopt."
Amber went through the adoption process, making it sound as hard and laborious and time-consuming as possible... yes, it really is a long process, but Amber was embellishing it. Then she said "But it only took TCPD Commander Cindy Ross a few weeks after being approved to foster a child to be given one. And the adoption papers are being hurried through the Courts."
Tag. Bettina picked it up. "There is considerable controversy over whether Commander Ross should've been approved to foster a child in the first place. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Eldrick X. Weaver came on, saying "Cindy Ross is totally unfit to be a parent or a foster parent. She exhibited her racism against blacks in a Town Assembly meeting last year, and she's a member of the Town & County Police, which for years has been abusive towards People of Color."
Then Bettina said "And the Reverend Steven Ikea, spokesman for the State Right to Life Committee, said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the Rev. Ikea in his clerical collar saying "Cindy Ross is a lesbian, and she is living in sin with a woman that starred in pornographic films. She is unfit in the eyes of God to be a mother, and I question how DFACS could award custody of any child to this woman in this household."
Tag. Amber picked it up: "Cindy Ross is the first cousin of Police Commander Donald Troy, against whom many complaints for Police brutality have been filed, as well as several lawsuits filed. Commander Donald Troy was also investigated by the Independent State Counsel, and was not explicitly cleared of wrongdoing by Robert Mullen's final report. It is into this toxic and abusive culture that the State DFACS placed a less than one-year-old baby. How could this be?"
Tag. Back to Bettina: Commander Cindy Ross was also grievously wounded at least twice in the performance of her Police duties. We also question how DFACS could place a child in the home of a woman who might not come back home from her job at all one day. The lives of Police Officers are dangerous, as the deaths of Corporal Peter M. Feeley and more recently Officer Barker will attest."
Tag. Amber said "And worse, Commander Cindy Ross jumped ahead of the line, ahead of hopeful parents that have been waiting for years, to be able to adopt this child. How is that fair to them?"
Tag. Bettina said "As many of you know, Commander Cindy Ross is the daughter of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder of 'The Vision' self-help empire. Dr. Eckhart's personal worth is estimated to be in the hundreds of millions of dollars, perhaps over the one billion dollar mark, and he is a man who uses his money to make things that he wants to happen, happen."
And on it went, showing interviews of hopeful wannabee-parents tearfully telling how they have been waiting for years to adopt. Then Amber went for the jugular:
"State Senator Katherine Woodburn asked DFACS to re-examine the case that awarded this baby to Commander Cindy Ross." Amber said. "Channel Two news has learned and has proof that Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart intervened with DFACS to prevent that re-examination or any new investigation, and that Governor Val Jared also threw his weight around with DFACS in this particular case. As you know, Commander Cindy Ross's ultimate boss is Sheriff Antonio Griswold, who is a close friend of the Governor."
"State Senator Woodburn refused to be interviewed on-air for this program, and her staff declined to comment about the case." said Bettina, then after a brief pause said: "And that will conclude this evening's segment. Tune in next week, when we will reveal the true parentage of Betsy, the child that DFACS so quickly awarded to Commander Cindy Ross..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The shocked silence in the Chief's Conference Room was oppressive, and depressing.
"My God." said FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins. "That was the most blatant smear attack I've ever seen. Ever."
 "And they did everything they could to stop you from doing anything about it." said Tanya Perlman, to Cindy. "If your father does anything, they'll accuse him of bribery. If the Governor gets involved, they accuse him of abuse of power as Governor."
"And to do it now, while we're up against it with this no-shit emergency." said Chief Moynahan. "That's just... despicable!"
"Wow, is that normal?" Jenkins asked. "Is the Press always that hateful towards you guys?"
"Yes." Tanya said simply. "And worse. Except for a reporter literally kidnapping Commander Troy's child and putting her in a warehouse filled with explosives, this is as bad as I've ever seen the Press act."
Sheriff Griswold had stood up, and came over and patted Cindy on the shoulder. "Don't worry, Cindy." he said. "We have plenty of resources to fight this hideous evil. And we have aces in the hole. Bettina and Amber will rue the day..."
"Thank you, Sheriff." Cindy said, her voice a quivering whisper. She was struggling to hang on to her sanity right at this moment.
"Can the Press force DFACS to do anything?" Tanya asked. "They can tell Bettina to shove it, can't they?"
"Yes." said Chief Moynahan. "And they did tell a State Senator to do exactly that. But it's the publicity, and the way they're framing this, that's so bad..."
"Excuse me, please..." Cindy said. Without waiting for a response, she fled the room. Only when she made it back to her office and shut the door behind her, and was alone, did she break down crying.
A couple of moments later there was a knock on the door. Tim Jennings came on in without waiting for an invitation. He held up a bottle of whiskey and two glasses.
"The Chief loaned me this from his stash." said Jennings. He put the glasses down on the desk and poured two shots, which immediately disappeared. Then he poured two more.
"Is that your daughter?" he asked, indicating a photo of Cindy and Betsy on the desk.
"Yeah." Cindy said, smiling wanly. "She a beautiful little girl."
"It's not right, for the Press to attack you through her." Tim said. "Why are they so hate-filled?"
"It's a long, long story." Cindy said.
"I've got time." said Tim.
"Have a seat, then." Cindy replied...
Part 13 - The Iron Crowbar Goes Nuclear
5:00am, Saturday, March 9th. I sat in General McFarland's office with MG Just, Major Martin, FBI Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood, and the geeky young man at the laptop. I noticed him peering at me several times during the night, and I made a point to stare back at him until he turned back to his computer.
General McFarland had retired to one of the offices, which had been set up as a bedroom for him. I noticed the female Air Force Captain also disappeared at that same time, and I did not need my mother's powers of observation to understand that she was providing the General with sexual 'stress relief'.
My own stress was relieved considerably when Laura had been allowed to drive my Police SUV back to Police Headquarters, followed by a military sedan with four M.P.s in it. She called me when she got there, and put Sheriff Griswold on the line to confirm that she really was there.
"Nothing." Melina said quietly to me as she and I worked at our own laptops. "No green railcars anywhere in this County."
"It may be hidden inside a structure somewhere." said MG Just loudly, perhaps making a point to show he'd overheard us. "And we can't do proper searches without warrants. Wouldn't want to violate the Constitution, now would we?" he added acidly, looking over the table at me in a direct affront.



"No, you don't." said Melina matter-of-factly. "You've already fucked this whole thing up with your stunt in Southport." Then she added "I would even suggest... you consider putting in your retirement papers." The fact that MG Just did not reply told me that whatever Melina really was in the FBI, even a two-star general feared her.
"I'm going to go get some coffee." said Just. He got up and left the room.
"Don, any idea where to look?" Melina asked. I made a point to let my eyes drift to the geek at his laptop. He looked over and saw that I was looking at him, and Melina realized what I was implying by my look.
"No." I said. "I don't have a clue." Melina then leaned over and looked onto my computer monitor. The geek could not see it. She saw that I had a map of the Town & County up, and was focused on the area right across the River from BigPharmaCorp. She nodded in understanding.
I then typed into the 'search' box of the application "Stop watching me." The geek's head turned quickly and looked at me, and saw me grin. Busted! He was mirroring my monitor on his own, watching what I was doing!
"General Just is right." said the Geek, his nasally voice filled with hatred. "You really are a jerk."
"And he's a dirty nasty Leg, just like you are." I replied. "Melina, why don't you and I go get some coffee in the mess tent?" Melina enthusiastically agreed. We took our laptops with us as we left.
When we got to the mess tent, they were just starting to serve an early breakfast, so we indulged. Army breakfast from a good field kitchen is good stuff. After getting our trays of omelettes, bacon, toast and S.O.S, and fruits from the large selection available, Melina and I sat down at a table in the other tent.
"I don't know who that punk is." Melina said. "But he thinks he's something."
"They were fools to bring him into my presence. Utter fools." I said. "You may remember that when the Elites were searching for the Guardians of Justice, they called in the services of a high-powered computer expert known as 'The Geek'? That punk is him... and now I have seen his face, and will not be forgetting it." (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 05.)
"Oh, wowwwww..." Melina said quietly. "Why did they bring him in?"
"Well, 'they' didn't. The Mole did." I said. "The Geek has been trying to hack into TCPD and FBI computers all night. Myron's been pushing back for the TCPD, but The Geek may have penetrated the FBI's system. But let's put that aside, for now. You want to know where the nuke is?"
"Of course!" Melina said, giving me the 'what the fuck shit game are you playing now?' look that was visited upon me plenty of times in our eight-year marriage.
"Unlike what you and The Geek saw on my monitor," I said, "I think the nuke is somewhere very near BOW Enterprises, probably just across the River. The plan is to detonate the nuke and wipe out BOW if Todd doesn't give up the Mutanix."
"Makes sense." Melina said thoughtfully. "What's in that area?"
"Al Sharpton Elementary is at the southwest corner of Town, there, just northeast and across the River from BOW. Just south of the school are some warehouses owned by BigPulpAndPaper. They store kaolin there, and finished paper products. And just east of those warehouses is a small warehouse, painted red with white doors, that's unmarked. We probably should not discuss over breakfast what has happened inside that building, which is owned by T-Square through hoops of legal steel to prevent me from knowing it. But of course I do know."
"If it's blacks killing blacks, I'm fine with it." said Melina. "So... the nuke?"
"That red warehouse has an interesting feature that a very old, rusty spur rail line runs to the building, and a truck loading dock insets into the side of the building, so that it's pretty much inside." I said. "Here's a photo that I printed an hour ago, which Myron sent me from a TCPD drone."
Melina looked at the photo I'd taken from my trenchcoat pocket. It showed a rail line from above. "There's dull rail, a spot of shiny rail, then more dull rail. So what?"
"The shiny rail is where there used to be a spur line branching off." I said. "Someone came in very recently, took out the switch, and replaced the rail to look like a straight rail line with no branch."
"And that spur line goes to the little red warehouse?" Melina asked.
"Yep." I said. "And here's more: the green boxcar is a red herring. " As Melina gasped, I said "Well, more accurately, they might've brought the nuke in from the west in a green Midwest & Pacific Railroad car, but either that was a total decoy, or it was transferred to another railcar... a flatbed with an 18-wheeler truck trailer on it. That rail car was brought to the red warehouse, the trailer was unloaded, the tracks were replaced and the spur line camouflaged with vegetation. And there it sits, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you rarely do." Melina said. "So, what to do now?"
"Just what you told the General last night that we're going to do." I said, "By the way, you did find evidence on who The Mole is?"
"Ohhhhh yessssss." Melina said happily. "He's in it up to his eyeballs. Not that I need to tell you, as you've figured it out, but it's------"
"Good morning." said General McFarland as he and the Air Force Captain came up to us, carrying trays of food.
"Good morning, General, Captain." I said. "I need to talk to you urgently, General. Would you mind having a seat?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30am, Saturday, March 9th. The man watched through high-powered binoculars as the military vehicle drove through the gate of BOW Enterprises and up to the front door. In front of the door was Todd Burke, holding a briefcase and a large jar of blue-green liquid.
"All right, they're picking up the Mutanix." said Jerry Barsbane, wearing a green polyester suit jacket and pants, and a shirt of multi-pastel-colors.
"Good." said the Asian woman, wearing all black leather. She looked like the porn star Asa Akira. "Let me see." Barsbane handed her the binoculars, and she watched for a minute. "Yes, that is Todd Burke. And that Major is one of General McFarland's aides."
"It's looking good." said Barsbane. They climbed off the roof of the red warehouse building and went to the trailer of the truck, which had just been pulled out of the side of the warehouse by a semi-truck. "I can't believe they're still looking for a rail car."
They went inside the back of the trailer. On the left side, at the front of the trailer, farthest away from the back doors, was young Indian (as in from India) man, working on a laptop. On the right side (as one faced forward), three men were handcuffed to the rail that went along the side of the trailer. They were all wounded, and depleted from loss of blood and having had no water since they'd been ambushed and hijacked.
In the middle, on its carrying carriage with protective rails on each side, was the cone of a nuclear warhead. Wires went into the device, attached to a box sitting on the top. "Is it ready?" asked Barsbane.
"Yes." said Shimono. "I've wired it up. We just start the timer, and then get out of here and drive as far as we can, as fast as we can, before it goes off."
"Hey!" said one of the three men of the crew, that were handcuffed to the rail, his voice very weak. "Please... let us help him. He's gonna die if we don't help him."
The Indian man got up, went around the nuclear device in its cradle, and to the men. He looked at the unconscious, shivering man. "You think he needs help?"
"Yes. Please, let us help him. Let us give him some water." said the first man, himself barely conscious.
The Indian man looked down at the third man with a sneer. He took out his auto-pistol, with silencer attached.
*FWUP!*
The bullet thudded into the wounded man's head. What small chance he had to survive, was now gone. He was dead.
"He does not need your help." snarled the Indian man. "Now keep your mouths shut, or I will make sure you also do not need medical attention." He brutally kicked the man that had asked to help in the balls. He kicked the second man in the ribs, but he did not respond; he was unconscious."
"Goddammit, Raji!" Barsbane exclaimed. "You didn't have to do that!"
"No, I didn't have to." said Raji with an evil smile on his face. "I wanted to do it."
Just then, Raji's laptop chimed. He went over and looked at it. "They have answered the email."
"What does it say?" asked Barsbane.
"They are agreeing to meet our terms." said Raji.
"Good!" said Barsbane. "Send them the instructions." Raji looked over at Shimono, who nodded in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Email coming in, General." said the Second Lieutenant at 7:05am. Everyone sprang up to see it as Major Martin projected it on the monitor.
There was a picture, showing the nuclear device in what looked like a semi-trailer or possibly a railcar. Attached to the top was a box with wires leading into the nuclear weapon itself. Another photo showed the device from the other side... and the handcuffed members of the crew, two with their eyes open.
"Thank God." said the female Air Force Captain. "They appear to be alive."
"The note says the bomb is wired with a fail-safe." said the Second Lieutenant. "They want General Just to bring the Mutanix to the BigAgraFoods warehouse. He's to drive a military sedan with no transmitting devices, including cellphones, into the warehouse loading bays. Once they have the Mutanix, they'll leave the County. If they are followed or hindered in any way, they'll send a radio signal to arm the timer of the nuclear weapon."
"And it can't be shut off once that happens." said Melina. How did she know that? I wondered.
The Second Lieutenant continued: "Once they're out of the County, they'll call in with location of the weapon and the code to deactivate the timer on it."
"I'm familiar with the BigAgraFoods warehouse." I said, in a vast understatement. "They do have bays that cars can drive into. They can set up to effectively ambush any Assault Team that tries to infiltrate the place, as well. And it will be very hard to approach the place without being seen, so forget the element of surprise."
"Maybe, Commander, but that works both ways." the Air Force Captain asked, her voice sounding skeptical but worried. "How in the hell do they think they're going to get away from us?"
"By taking General Just hostage when he goes to the warehouse." I said.
"We have no choice." said Just. "I'll have to go."
"Like hell we don't have a choice!" said McFarland. "We are not permitting a United States Army General to be taken hostage! Tell them we agree to their terms, but we're sending someone else. Lieutenant, you'll go. A Second Lieutenant is expendable; a two-star General is not." The Second Lieutenant looked like he was going to lose his breakfast.
"General McFarland," said MG Just, "I should go. They'll explode the nuke if I'm not the one that goes."
"No." said McFarland. "The Lieutenant will go. They'll probably call him or email again and tell him to go to another place, and make sure we're not following. He can call us or text us what they say. In the meantime, get the Navy SEAL team ready to go in and neutralize these fuckers, and recover this bomb."
"That's not going to work." I said, speaking up. "But I agree that General Just cannot be allowed to be the one to go. But neither can the Lieutenant."
"Then who do you suggest?" asked General McFarland. I just looked at him and raised my eyebrows knowingly. Yep.
Part 14 - Walking Into The Trap
7:40am. I was wearing all black, and not wearing my trenchcoat. I had my badge on my belt, and a white (not khaki) Tilley Hat on my head, with insignia. I carried no arms, neither my service weapon nor my crowbar. I was carrying a large bottle of bluish liquid and a briefcase.
I walked through the parking lot of the red warehouse towards the back of the truck trailer. A man in a cheap polyester suit was standing there. And yes, that was an auto-pistol pointed right at me.
"Well, well, well." he said. "If it ain't the Iron Crowbar himself." I got the sense that they guy was a bit happy-go-lucky, even cheerful despite the tense situation. So much for the BAU's most incorrect profile of him.
"And if it ain't Jerry Barsbane." I replied. "I've been wondering when you would cross my path. I'm not armed, by the way. Not even the crowbar."
"No crowbar? That's gotta be a first in a long, long time." said Barsbane cheerfully. "Where's General Just?"
"Probably at the BigAgraFoods warehouse, where you wanted him to go." I replied. "I'm here now to keep the military, and you, from doing something stupid... like setting off that bomb. I've got the stuff you want; take it and get the hell out of my County before they realize what I've done."
"Heh." said Barsbane. "Yeah, you're definitely smarter than those idiots. Come on in... slowly."
"Where's Trent and Quint?" I asked.
"Probably at the BigAgraFoods warehouse, where we wanted you to go." Barsbane replied cheerfully, using and paraphrasing my own words of a moment before. I couldn't help but smile at that.
When I came up the ramp and into the trailer, and my eyes adjusted to the lower light, I saw an Asian woman to my right, training an auto-pistol on me, and an younger Indian man towards the front of the truck on my left. Three badly injured men were cuffed to the wall rail further away from me... no, one of them was dead, and the others not far behind...
The Indian man came up to me and took the bottle and the briefcase. Then he hawked and... *PTUI!* ... spat right in my chest, missing my face where he'd intended to hit. "You fucking piece of shit cop." he said angrily, then took the bottle and briefcase to the left front of the trailer to examine the contents.
I looked to my right, seeing the Asian woman. "Ah, Keiko Shimono. At last we meet." I said. "I never did get to meet your sister. My condolences on your loss. She got caught up with an evil, evil man."
"Yes," said Shimono, her voice lower, deeper, than I expected. "I was pleased when you exterminated the despicable Pastor Westboro. But your wife had my sister disavowed, excommunicated if you will, from the CIA. I am not pleased with you for that."
"Well, he did wax that stupid brute Paco." said Barsbane. "Paco was a liability to us from the outset, a total fool------"
"DO YOU TAKE US FOR FOOLS?" yelled the Indian man.
"What is it, Raji?" Barsbane asked angrily, looking back.
"That is not the nanites!" Raji snarled. "And what kind of shit is this? The research is in Japanese!"
"Let me see it, then." said Shimono. Raji passed her a sheaf of papers, reaching over the nuclear device to do so. She looked at them, flipped a couple of pages, and said: "And half of it is in Hebrew. That is very stupid of you, Mr. Crowbar, very much beneath what I would expect of you."
"I just brought what they gave me." I said. "The research has been between the companies of three different nations. Why would you expect it all to be in English?"
"And this solution does not contain nanites!" yelled Raji. "Just mercury in some kind of mineral spirits solution. God damn you!" he yelled as he rushed at me, pulling his arm back with the intent to backhand slap me as hard as he could. And exposing his shoulder joint in the process. I know what to do with those...
He missed... I'd ducked. I did not miss. I grabbed his other shoulder, using it to twist him around. Then I took his head in my hands and with a violent twist and a sickening *SNAP!*, I broke his neck. Payback for him spitting on me.
"STOP!" yelled Keiko Shimono, "Or I will kill these men!" She was pointing her gun at the prisoners. I dropped the body, which fell into a heap on the floor. I glanced over at Barsbane; he had his weapon out, and was pointing it at me.
"I really love the way you're reducing my payroll, Iron Crowbar." Barsbane said, almost happily. "Yeah, Raji was an asshole, and he was the one that murdered the crew man over there. But I don't want to end up like him, so don't make me shoot you."
"Why don't you tell me where Trent and Quint are." I said. "And I'll reduce your payroll some more." Barsbane chuckled.
"It's time to go." said Shimono. "Handcuff him to the weapon."
Barsbane produced a pair of handcuffs. "All right, no tricks." he said, threading the cuffs around the rail of the cradle holding the warhead. "Come over here, and put these cuffs on. And do it right." He gave me wide berth as I went over and attached the cuffs to my wrists. Once done, he came over and, with one hand holding his firearm to my head, he checked to make sure I was securely handcuffed.
"I appreciate that head start you wanted to give us." said Barsbane. "You're right, the idiots thought they would set a trap for us, and we'd have had to die with a hundred thousand other people. Keiko, how much time should I put on the timer?"
"Twenty minutes." said Keiko. "But don't start it until we walk out of here." As she talked, she began taking off the black clothes she was wearing, revealing an Army uniform underneath, with the rank of Captain, some ribbons, and Airborne wings over them. Barsbane also quickly changed clothes, also to the uniform of an Army Captain, but no wings.
I knew that Shimono and her sister had joined, more like infiltrated, the CIA by joining the Army, and they'd gone through Airborne School like I had. Her uniform was her real one from her past. Barsbane, by way of contrast, was just a poser. His uniform did not fit him very well, either.
"It was a good try, Mr. Crowbar." said Barsbane as he came back up to me. "Really, it was a good try. And it's too bad it has to end this way for you."
"Let's go." said Shimono. She raised her weapon at the prisoners, to shoot them.
"No!" I called out. "Leave 'em alone."
"As you wish, Commander." Shimono said as Barsbane entered twenty minutes into the timer, and started it. "Farewell." she said, turning for the door.
"Au revoir." I replied.
As Barsbane went to the door, he turned on a CD player in the corner of the trailer. The piano notes of 'Music Box Dancer' filled the air.
"Our sponsor wanted this to be what you hear in the last moment of your life, Iron Crowbar." said Barsbane. "We were going to call in on your phone and play it, but since you're here..." After a pause he said "Just consider it... Mitt Willis's revenge."
He and Shimono then turned off the lights and left, closing the trailer doors behind them, leaving me in almost total darkness, only the dim lights of the timer device and a shaft of sunlight from where the doors had not perfectly closed giving any light at all. I heard a padlock being applied to the back doors, then a moment later a car started up and drove out. Only the sounds of 'Music Box Dancer' broke the dark silence...
To be continued.
Dear readers, you have all the clues. Who is the Mole? And why do you think so?
And how can the Iron Crowbar possibly escape this predicament?
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Part 15 - Your Iron Houdini At Work
"Are you reading his transmitter?" asked General McFarland. "The one he swallowed?"
"We had him until he got to Sharples Elementary." said Major Martin. "Then the signal started fluctuating and then went out. They've set up a massive dampening field in that area. We're trying to mitigate the interference, but it's not helping us lock on again."
"Find the source of that field, then!" McFarland practically yelled. Then he said more quietly: "If Troy has fucked this up, then we're screwed. We don't have a Plan B."
MG Just said "General, we have the SEALs ready to go. Maybe we should email the perps, tell them I'm coming to the BigAgraFoods warehouse."
"What good would that do?" McFarland said cynically. "Troy has the Mutanix and the papers! What are you going to offer them, when he has what they want?"
"If we get a fix on Commander Troy's location," said Just, "we can send the SEALs in and secure the weapon."
The geeky guy looked up from his computer and, in his nasally, cynically geekish voice said "Where is Special Agent Allgood?" The Generals looked around, realizing that Melina Allgood was not there.
"I'll go find her." said Just.
"No." said McFarland. "Stay here. Lieutenant! Go find Supervisory Agent Allgood!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The line of vehicles on the University-Midtown Highway, waiting to go through the checkpoint the military had set up was very long. No one could leave the Town & County without having their cars checked, which included opening trunks or the back doors of SUVs. The Fourth Amendment right of Citizens to be secure in their persons and effects was being blatantly violated in the name of a 'national emergency'.
The military vehicle sped past the line of vehicles, knowing that there was no oncoming traffic; all traffic into the County was stopped, with no exceptions made but for military vehicles. At the checkpoint at the County line, the vehicle stopped.
The M.P. saluted, then said "What is your destination, ma'am?"
"Valley Villages." said the female Asian Army Captain. "General McFarland sent us with paperwork that is needed there."
"Yes, ma'am." the M.P. said, returning her I.D. "Thank you. You may pass." He saluted, and Keiko Shimono saluted back, then drove down the road. No one saw her turn left on County Road 96, leading to State Highway 142.
"Well," said Barsbane in the shotgun seat, "that was easy."
"And just in time." Shimono said. "We have less than five minutes left to get as far away as we can before the device goes off." She gunned the motor, speeding up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's not here." said the Second Lieutenant as he came back into McFarland's office. "The gate guards said she left with Troy, and she said she had been authorized to leave by you, General."
"Damn!" muttered Just. "She was supposed to monitor the situation from here. Just what the hell is she up to?"
"And what is the Iron Crowbar really up to?" asked The Geek, who'd been listening as he typed. "He's your threat, General..."
"Harrumph!" growled General McFarland. "I don't know if the greater threat is the nuclear weapon that could go off at any second, or the sheer stupidity of people like you working for me. Right now, punk, the Iron Crowbar and Special Agent Allgood might be our only hope. And your only hope."
"Like I care." said the snotty Geek. He was already the computer equivalent of a meth lab slave to the Government; he saw his possible death as freedom from that worthless existence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Noooo!" Cindy gasped as Chief Moynahan told her the news in his office. "He did what?"
"The Iron Crowbar volunteered to take whatever it is that they wanted from BOW Enterprises to the perps." said Chief Moynahan. "He swallowed a transmitter so that we can follow him, and of course they're watching where he goes... as are weeeeeee..."
"He walked right into it again." said FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, who was also in the office, and was looking very glum.
Cindy's hands were in her head. If her last associations with Don were the arguments over the Press, she would never forgive herself... and now he was literally going to go get a nuclear bomb from ruthless killers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As my eyes adjusted to the very low light, I quickly pushed my belly against the rail where my hands were. My hand felt the bobby pin that I'd secreted on my belt, hidden by my badge, which the perps had missed. Carefully extracting it... knowing that if I dropped it, it would be all over... I removed it from my belt and then used it to pick open the handcuffs. Seconds later, I was free of them.
I reached down and pressed the buttons on my belt that would activate the powerful transmitter there, the transmitter that had saved me from certain death at the hands of Dr. Casey B. Walker of the CIA. (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver'.) I hoped that it could defeat the criminals's dampening field, set up by equipment in the red warehouse. I tried the doors of the trailer; they would not open, being padlocked shut.
I ran over and turned on the lights that had been turned off, turned off the device playing 'Music Box Dancer', then over to the men of the weapon's crew. Two of them were barely alive. Still, one of them, perhaps the team leader, whispered "Get help, stop the weapon from going off. Don't worry about us..." He fell unconscious.
I raced over to the weapon and the timer box. I knew something about alarms and electronics, and I could see that this device was pure genius... it was like the timer used in the Ward Harvester warehouse: if the circuit broke, a device attached to the nuke's explosives would activate, forcing one piece of radioactive material into another at critical mass, setting off the explosion.
I attempted to remove the skin of the warhead; if I could get to the polonium ring that was needed to start the chain reaction, the weapon might not explode, or would at least be a dud. I would die, but the County would be saved...
But as I attempted to pull back the panel near where the wires from the timer went in, I saw that it was wired, too. I couldn't get in. I turned my attention to the timer box again. It required a seven-number passcode, I knew. I also knew I had three tries, and the first two failed tries would take a minute off the timer each. The third failure would set off the bomb. The counter was counting down, less than four minutes now.
I heard noises outside, and what sounded like banging on the back doors. Someone was outside! They were attempting to knock the padlock off!
Seconds later, I was nearly blinded by the bright light of the doors being opened. I saw a shadowy figure rush in and up to me. It was Melina.
She had a thick rectangular box with her. The top opened to reveal a computer monitor. She plugged a USB cord into it, then handed me the clips on the wires at the other end of the cable as she said "Do you know which wires are the main leads to the timer?"
I did, and I attached the clips on the wires. Then she activated something on the computer. I saw it working through numbers. I realized that it was testing all of the codes that could be put in the timer, and doing so at a faster rate in a second than what humans could do in hours... or years.
With a *DING!* the computer monitor showed a number: 2715573.
"Here goes nothing." Melina said as she typed it in. The timer countdown stopped... at "00:20". We held our breaths for a second. Nothing happened.
Melina looked at me with a sly grin, and said: "Don, I know when we were married that you were always trying to get me off with a bang. But isn't this taking it just a little bit too far?"
I began whimpering a laugh, and then I just could not stop laughing for a moment. It wasn't that funny, but the relief and release of tension just all coalesced in me at that point...
Then I realized we had casualties. I went to the trailer doors, seeing the TCPD's heavily armored SWAT Team outside. "MEDIC!" I screamed.
Part 16 - The Human Element, Redux
The TCPD SWAT team cleared the red warehouse, finding it empty. Meanwhile, right behind them were the military's heavily armored combat team. They rushed to secure the weapon, blocking paramedics from getting in.
*TWEEEET!*
The blast from the Police whistle had been emitted by Your Iron Crowbar. As everyone froze, I yelled "People, that weapon is going nowhere! Get out of the way and let my paramedics take care of those men!"
Only then did everyone seem to see the three men in the far corner. Paramedics, who had been blocked, were able to come into the truck. I undid the prisoners's handcuffs with the bobby pin, and they were carried out. The dead man was also extracted.
"Good God." I muttered as Melina and I walked towards my Police SUV. "I know securing the weapon is important, but that was ridiculous." I then got out my cellphone, which worked: the SWAT Team had shut down the dampening field generators. I called Teresa Croyle.
After completing the call, we got to the car. Once in the SUV, I asked "Is that one of those 'trillion-calculations-per-second' computers?"
"Not quite to that level." Melina said. "But close enough, and the actual speed of it is classified." I just nodded. People simply have no idea of how powerful the Government's computing power is. It saved me today, but it was scary as hell to think about...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa drove her Police SUV inside the cordon around University Hospital, and to the parking lot where only "authorized vehicles" were allowed to go. In the SUV with her were Sheri Smith, Dottie Abernathy, and Nancy Lockhart.
As they got out of the vehicle near the Emergency Room ambulance bay, a number of military people and other people in suits and ties were milling about. The Second Lieutenant came up to them. "They're bringing your husbands here now. We don't know who is who; we only know that two are alive, and one is dead."
Teresa was incensed at the Second Lieutenant's seeming callousness at telling the wives that one their husbands was dead, though how else was he supposed to say it? The Lieutenant simply walked away as the first vehicle came in. It was the Police Commander's SUV.
Teresa came over and made sure Melina and I were all right. Melina went on in to the Hospital, where the FBI was creating something of a secure perimeter zone. Teresa then pointed out to me where the wives were standing and waiting, alone, with no support from anyone in the military nor the Office of Secure Transportation.
"It's awful how they've treated them, and now this, making them wait like this." said Teresa, a tinge of anger in her voice as we saw the looks on their faces, the horrible moments of waiting... knowing that one of their husbands was dead, not wanting their friends to suffer, but each one naturally hoping that it wasn't her own husband that would not be on an ambulance.
And then those ambulances arrived. As two men were taken off the vehicles, Dottie Abernathy and Nancy Lockhart saw their husbands and rushed to their sides, then went into the hospital with them. Sheri Smith stood there, all alone, the realization hitting her that her husband was never coming home again. She began shaking as the tears began flowing.
There was only one thing Teresa Croyle could do for Sheri, and she did it: she went up to the young widow and took her into into her arms, whispering "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry." as she held her up. Sheri collapsed, sobbing, hanging on to Teresa as her only lifeline in this moment of unspeakable misery.
I watched, pain in my heart, but also realizing something else: years before, a young girl, sitting all alone enduring the grief of the death of her older sister and spiteful words from her mentally deranged father, was helped by a Police Officer. Today, Teresa Croyle was paying it forward, now herself the Police Officer being there so that a young woman did not have to endure the unendurable alone.
Never had I been so proud to be part of the Town & County Police Force... and to be Teresa Croyle's friend...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Damien Thompson all but ran down the hallway to the Chief's office. He knocked on the door and went on in, knowing that the Chief and Commander Ross were meeting in the room. FBI Special Agent Tim Jennings was in the room with them.
"Sorry to barge in, Chief," said Thompson, "but I just got word that they've found the nuclear device and secured it. Commander Troy is okay; he went to University Hospital, but reports are that he's fine."
"Thank God!" said Cindy. "I'll call Laura."
"Don't bother." said Dr. Fredricson as she came into the office behind Thompson. "And he better have a damn good explanation for this, or he's going to be sleeping on the couch with Bowser."
Maybe it was all the tension being let out, but Cindy began laughing, and could not stop...
Part 17 - Solution: The Mole
Teresa took Sheri Smith into a waiting room in the Hospital, where Father Romano took over the duties of staying with her. So far, no one else had come to Sheri, not to offer condolences nor tell her what had happened to her husband.
"Looks like the two guys that survived are going to make it." Teresa told me as she came outside. "Dr. Cordell went in there and supervised their treatment personally."
"I am really glad we have him here." I said.
"Father Romano is going to drive my SUV back to Headquarters." Teresa said. "So I'm officially your bodyguard and Guardian Angel right now. So, what's next for us?"
"Let's go to the Old Mill, before the military people pack up and go." I said. "Ah, there's Jack Muscone. Hi, Jack!"
"Ah, there you are." said Muscone. He walked over to us.
"Do you have something for me?" I asked.
"I sure do." said Muscone. "A freshly printed Federal warrant. Melina got all the proof, though I'm not sure how, and I don't think I want to know. Oh... congratulations on recovering the nuke. After this is over, I'll buy you a double cheeseburger... and we will talk about you walking into these traps like that."
Maybe it was the release of the tension, but Teresa began laughing at that, and could not stop for a moment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first floor entrance area of the Old Mill is a large open area, which we call the Atrium. A large number of people were gathered there to hear General McFarland's speech.
"Thanks to all of you," he said, "the weapon was recovered, the crew recovered with two men still alive, and a major crisis averted. You are all to be commended for your hard work and your professionalism. And with that, I am declaring an 'ENDEX' to this operation. Let's pack up and go home." There was applause, then everyone started breaking up to do whatever they needed to do next.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"General Just speaking." said Major General Carl Just into his cellphone, which had been the one ringing.
"General, this is Captain Croyle with the Town & County Police." said Teresa. "You called earlier about our evacuation plan?"
"Ah, yes." said General Just. "Well, we no longer need that, and------" Then it hit him. "Er, where are you, Captain?"
"Right behind you."
Just turned to see Captain Teresa Croyle holding up her cellphone with what was for her a smile, then disconnecting the call. Next to her was a man in black clothing and a beige trenchcoat... and the red crowbar restored to his grubby paws.
"Captain, what is this about?" Just asked, his voice somewhere between amusement and anger.
"Commander Troy will be explaining, General." Teresa said.
"Yezzz." I said, handing the red crowbar to Teresa. "General, if you'll just do me the favor of keeping your hands where I can see them at all times, I would be grateful." I said as I began walking up to him. I pulled out a pair of handcuffs, and came around him, fastening the cuffs to his left wrist.
"What the..." Just said. Others stopped moving and talking, watching.
"Carl Just, you are under arrest." I said. "And despite your hatred of our Constitution, I will recite to you your considerable rights anyway. You have the right to remain silent------"
"I know the rights." Just said angrily. "What the hell is this about?"
"Why, I'm arresting you in the Constitution's name." I said. "For conspiring to steal a nuclear weapon, conspiring to make terroristic threats, conspiring to embezzle industrial secrets from BOW Enterprises, and possibly first degree murder in the commission of these felonies, as your actions resulted in the death of Randy Smith, a human being. And before all is said and done," I added, "we might be adding high treason to those charges."
"Troy! What the hell are you doing?" barked General McFarland as he barreled into the room. Anyone who had not been watching, now was.
"He's just executing this warrant, General." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, handing McFarland the legal document. "We obtained this from Federal Judge K.M. Landis early this morning. We have the proof that General Just conspired with the criminals that stole the nuclear device and transported it here to ransom industrial secrets from BOW Enterprises..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At Police Headquarters, Major General Carl Just had to suffer the humiliation of being undressed with his mouth taped shut, to prevent any possible cyanide pills from being used. He was then dressed in the favored fashion statement of the 'guests' of the Town & County Police Force, an orange jumpsuit.
After being taken through full booking, Just was brought into Interrogation-1. General McFarland, Jack Muscone, Dr. Laura Fredricson, and myself were waiting for him. Lt. Rudistan was asked to wait in the hallway outside; to his disappointment, the 'Ikea rules' would have to be suspended for this one. The Monitor Room was very full at the moment, as well.
"All right, Commander, I've been patient." said McFarland. "Consider me to be General Just's legal representation. Now explain yourself. Completely."
"I think we should give General Just here the chance first." I said, then my eyes bore in on Just as I said "It might go easier on you if you do."
"I've got nothing to say." said Just, who looked tired and defeated.
"Well then," I said, "I'll just explain things to General McFarland, and you can correct me where I go astray, okay?" The Monitor Room lit up at that one; Cindy explained to Tim Jenkins what that excitement was about. Jack Muscone's beady black eyes also sparkled with amusement, and anticipation. Laura... well, she was used to me.
"First, I'll tell the chronological story, and then I'll tell how I got onto you." I said. "Many years ago, you were a Lieutenant in the Chemical Corps, and on the verge of not being promoted. You had formal counseling statements, and a couple of bad Officer Evaluation Reports (OERs) where you were negatively cited for statements about blacks that caused you to have low marks on the EEO portion of the OER. You also did not do well physically; you barely the PT test at Officer Basic Course, which resulted in you losing a slot to Airborne School because you did not meet their PT standard, and you either failed or barely passed your PT tests while you were a Lieutenant."



"You were also on the verge of losing your security clearance." I said. "Some classified material had been left unsecured, and found in the lab where you were working. Now I'll say right here and now that that was not your fault... you were being framed, set up. But still, it was what your superiors were looking for in order to destroy your career and separate you from the Service."
"And then you were approached by a man, who said he would take care of your problems." I said. "Your bad OERs would disappear or be changed, you would pass every PT test you took from then on, if barely, and your career would progress. This man said he liked you because you had what he called the 'correct' attitude towards blacks, and he wanted you to help him in his 'great crusade' to restore the white man to his natural authority and dominion over blacks."
"How did you know..." MG Just gasped. Then he realized he'd spoken, and he clammed back up.
"I'll tell you in a minute." I said. "To continue the story: all you had to do in exchange for your career being saved was to turn over some classified research you'd been a part of, and from time to time you'd be asked to provide information that would help what he called 'The Cause'. That man... was Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro."
"Him again?" muttered Jack Muscone.
"Jack, you have no idea how often we're going to be hearing that man's name as we stumble across strands of his webbing." I replied. "Yes, General Just, you were one of the Consultant of Crime's first recruits in his huge organization. You succumbed to the temptation, handed over the classified research, a project that was canceled just a few months later."
"My God..." whispered General McFarland.
"And Westboro kept his promises." I said. "He pulled some other strings he'd developed to get your OERs changed to look like you were a standout Officer, and you were promoted to Captain and given some really good assignments. And you subsequently got your shit straight and became a good Army Officer... good enough to be noticed by General McFarland, who wasn't a General yet at the time. You were his marked card in the nuclear program, especially when he got you transferred to the Ordnance Corps, and he rode you to his own first star as a Brigadier General. He repaid that by bringing you along with him and getting you your first star."
"Oddly enough," I said, "despite you being in some positions of great knowledge of some of the Army's most classified secrets, Pastor Westboro did not contact you again and you were not asked for any more information. But by then you were being drawn into a circle of people within the military's Officer Corps, men and women that, like you, saw the use of Affirmative Action as a tool to deny white Officers promotions and positions, positions that were filled by blacks that you thought were inferior, and were promoted not because of the content of their character but the color of their skin."
"Yes, your own OERs were good," I went on, "but you went out of your way to destroy the careers of black Officers and NCOs that were under your command. One black Sergeant had some minor issues with tardiness and a bar fight, and he got a company-grade Article 15... but BAM! you put that in his permanent file instead of his local one."
"What does that mean?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Soldiers have two files kept on them." I said. "One is kept at their local Company or Battery level, and may or may not travel with the soldier when he or she is reassigned. The other is the permanent file, which follows the soldier for his career. An otherwise good soldier with a hiccup, such as a bar fight that gets him an Article 15, usually would not have that hiccup travel with him. But when Just here saw the chance, he ruined a promising NCO's career by putting that nonjudicial punishment in his permanent file."
"It's your opinion that he was a promising NCO." snarled Just. "He was a dirtbag, and I did the proper thing."
"Fortunately for him," I said, "other Officers in your unit did not agree, and one of them made sure to mitigate the damage you tried to do. That Sergeant... made Sergeant Major. In spite of you." Just looked disgusted at that.
"But I'm beginning to digress." I said. "The point is that you're a White Supremacist with ties to Superior Bloodlines, simply one of Westboro's dormant Sith Lords that he could activate if needed. But he never needed to. And then, I'm extremely happy to say, Raymond Westboro died."
"Unfortunately for you, General Just," I said, "Westboro's knowledge of your past came to the attention of someone else. And they came to you with an offer, a 'carrot and stick' approach: they offered you money, a lot of money, if you helped them with their plan, but it was an offer you couldn't refuse: they threatened to expose your earlier dissemination of classified information as well as the doctored records in your files."
"That plan," I said, "was to steal a nuclear weapon, and use it to extort the Mutanix secrets from BOW Enterprises and their partners, and then detonate the weapon and destroy BOW Enterprises, as well as this entire County in revenge for my termination of Pastor Westboro with extreme prejudice, pun not intended."
"Jesus Christ!" General McFarland whispered, his face ashen and denoting outright disbelief. "Just, is this true?"
Just did not answer. His eyes were firmly affixed upon me, possibly trying to gauge how much I was saying was true, and how much was bluff. I called it.
"I do not bluff, General Just." I said, seeing his face wilt as he realized I was reading his mind. "The FBI has the proof of what I've said. They have your doctored records, as well as contacts made with you in the last year and money paid to you, which you deposited into an account in City & Counties Bank, and to where other money was transferred to you."
"Who's behind this?" asked General McFarland. "We're going to get the information out of Just, one way or the other, but paint the full picture for me, would you?"
"Sure." I said. "As you may know, a little over a year and a half ago the FBI dismantled the Superior Bloodlines white supremacy group, and a rogue CIA cell was utterly destroyed, as well. Since then, a group of Crony Capitalists, Establishment Elitists if you will, led by the late Mitt Bain Willis, attempted to coalesce together into a new but more deeply hidden Superior Bloodlines. Some of them have been rooted out and properly dealt with, but some of them held back, staying in the shadows. It would be outright slander of me to name some of the names, but I've given the FBI a big clue: follow the connection between Jerry Barsbane and Dick Granger, a VP of State Parcel Service."
"Ah yes." said Muscone. "And not only in this County, but in a little 'backwater' town far, far away from here."
"Yes, exactly." I said. "But back to the here and now. Keiko Shimono... that's Tomoko Shimono 2.0... is a rogue Intelligence Agent of two nations. She and her mirror-image twin sister were disavowed by the CIA, and Keiko was also disavowed by the Japanese Intelligence Services, which she'd penetrated while Tomoko was penetrating the CIA."
"They both may have been working with the Red Chinese," I went on, "but I haven't found that link yet. I do know Keiko was working as a Freelance Agent, and came to the attention of Mitt Willis and other Big Boy Elites, such as BigRoadAndRailCorp's Clarence Weatherby and MegaTech Industries's Elliot Sanders and Kara Zorn."
"But you're not dropping any names, of course." said Jack Muscone. "Wouldn't want to commit outright slander."
"They are free to bring suit against me in open Court." I said. "Seriously... the Guardians of Justice released purloined information that BigRoadAndRailCorp would be the beneficiary of a nationalized railroad system. Both OBT Rail & Shipping and the Midwest & Pacific made calls to their U.S. Senators to complain about it, the nationalization plan, that is... and, Lo and Behold! the Midwest & Pacific was made to look like their rail car was being used, and that they were complicit in this nuke theft."
I continued: "And MegaTech has been deeply envious of BOW Enterprises, Zion Dynamics Technologies, and Ichimoku Industries over their Mutanix collaboration. They called the politicians their lobbyists have been wining and dining, such as U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, and Zion Dynamics was suddenly and illegally targeted by the CIA. Yes, the 'Mutanix' is what May Cialis was after when she and her husband investigated Zion Dynamics in Florida, and tried to infiltrate BOW Enterprises here." (Author's note: 'Midnight Shadow'.).
"So," I said, "as I was saying, someone contacted Shimono 2.0, who brought in Paco Domingo and his team, of which Trent Ridge and Quint Starr were members; and more importantly, she brought in Jerry Barsbane. But there is no way they could've pulled off stealing a nuke and transporting it here... without significant inside help. And that's where you came in, General Just."
"If I may divert with a little bit of history, here." I said. "When I was in Army ROTC at (Wildcat School), my Professor of Military Science must've seen the future Detective in me, because he gave me extra assignments. He had me write him reports on the situations of Lieutenant William Calley in Viet Nam, and of Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North in the 1980s."
"In the so-called Iran-Contra scandal, which was ginned up by a rabidly biased and hatred-filled Media," I said, and with some emphasis, "Lt. Col. North was given immunity to testify against President Reagan. But LTC North's testimony did not help the Democrats's cause, and indeed he became something of a folk hero."
"What I learned from that," I said, "is that there was no way a Lieutenant Colonel could have done what they said LTC North did. O-5s just don't have that kind of power. My Police Chief was a Lieutenant Colonel when he retired, and while he had serious authority, he did not have the capability to do things at a national level. What really happened in Iran-Contra was that Air Force Major General Richard Secord was the man behind all of that. He was a General, and Generals Officers DO have the power to make things like that happen. And they covered up for him by focusing on North and away from Secord."
"Likewise," I said, "someone in a position of considerable authority and power had to be in on this. And as a two-star general with longtime connections to the nuclear programs of the U.S. Military, you had the power. And someone knew it, and came after you for it."
I continued: "They had the goods on you, from what the Consultant of Crime had you do, and his doctoring of your records. They proceeded to blackmail you into being part of their operation. You went along, and they paid you handsomely every step of the way. You were the one that was able to put in Paco Domingo's team as the follow car team, and was able to keep the team in place after Paco most fortunately died. You were able to get the frequencies of the tracking devices and the satellite pass-over times, and could help get the equipment to help the perps jam the signals. And, of course... you controlled the search for the nuclear weapon, and was able to attempt to mislead us with red herrings."
"Ohhhhh." General McFarland groaned, bowing his head as it became clear to him. He then looked at Just and said "You bastard."
"Yes, General." I said. "You can now see what I was seeing all along. So! Let's now shift gears a bit, and I'll tell you how I came to suspect General Just, and how everything fell in place after that."
"I'm going to give you credit, Just." I started. "You called my Captain of Operations a day before the 'EMPTY QUIVER' event happened, and asked about our evacuation plan. You at least had enough conscience to think, or to hope, that we could evacuate the County and save a hundred thousand lives. At the time, of course, we had no idea of the significance of that, but it came back to haunt you later."
"I actually first became a bit suspicious of you," I said, "when my wife introduced us. She mentioned your radiochemistry work and that you'd been in the Chemical Corps. She then told you that I was a chemist before getting into Police work. Your reply? You asked 'You were in the Chemical Corps, too?'."
"Now that struck me as odd." I continued. "My wife never said to you that I had been in the military. But you seemed to know that I had been. Of course you might have been checking up on me... but if you had been, you'd have known that I was commissioned into the Military Police Corps; ergo, you would not have asked if I'd been in the Chemical Corps like you were. So in and of itself, nothing big... but it was a 'strangeness'." Laura nodded vigorously in agreement.
"There is an excellent book by Dame Agatha Christie, called 'The Hollow'." I said. "In that book, her Detective, Monsieur Hercule Poirot, realized that all the clues being left were designed to lead him away from the truth of what happened. And in a like manner, as things unfolded, I was watching you, General Just... and I noticed that everything you did was designed to lead us away from what had really happened."
"You just about went off on me when I brought up Edward Blassingame's name." I said. "You made sure to sound skeptical when I brought up Shimono, Barsbane, and Paco, though we can see now that you were probably rocked inside that I was onto the right thread, and so quickly. And you hastened to agree with the FBI's BAU unit, when they were working hard to lead everyone astray, also. But they were doing it because they wanted the credit for busting the perps. Your motives... were different."
"When I brought up trains, due to my knowledge of Barsbane," I said, "you presented counter-arguments, again knowing I was right but trying to lead everyone away. When I first brought up potential ransom, the first word out of your potty mouth was 'money'... again, leading us away from the true ransom, the Mutanix."
"There were the disparaging remarks about my sister," I said, "possibly designed to get me riled up and throw me off my game. And then you took advantage of that poor young Second Lieutenant, and got him to report that stolen Midwest & Pacific boxcar... and you immediately hopped in and attempted to divert our attention. To Southport."
"And then... the biggie." I said. "It was like that great Sherlock Holmes tale, 'Silver Blaze'. Mr. Sherlock Holmes went into what some here would call a reverie, when he realized what he called 'the significance of the curried mutton', that only the criminal could have caused curried mutton to be served for dinner that night."
"In a like manner," I continued, "you made a raid on the Midwest & Pacific railyards in Southport. Very abusive of Constitutional rights, very public, got the Press and the U.S. Senators and Congressmen all involved... and paying attention to Southport, not here. And only you could have ordered that raid made and the reasons for it. Well... General McFarland also could have, but you were taking credit for it, so I indulged you."
"And I freely admit I was slow to glom on to it, but I finally did realize over breakfast that that raid was totally meant to lead us away from the truth." I said. "And one reason I didn't see it immediately, is because it was a double-decker con job, and I was seeing the other part of it: you were also diverting attention of the true target, BOW Enterprises, around whom Major Martin was flying drones upon your orders."
I continued: "I went and confirmed that the target was the Mutanix, and then I realized why you were trying to say Mutanix itself was classified: since it was the target, all discussion of it had to be suppressed. And because I was already watching you, I saw your silly actions for what they really were."
"And so," I said, "I had my case against you, but the Constitution requires proof, so I asked Mr. Muscone and... others... to help acquire information about you. It was not particularly hard to find the money transfers, and ultimately all your old records. And I knew we had the proof when the FBI's Supervisory Agent for the local Resident Agency suggested you retire. That was her code signal to me, right under your nose."
"There remained, however," I continued, "the method of you extracting yourself from this location, lest ye be vaporized by the nuke yourself. You did attempt to convince General McFarland to evacuate the Town, and for right or wrong he declined to do so. But you had another ace up your sleeve. The perps asked for you to deliver the Mutanix. And despite General McFarland saying 'no', you repeatedly begged to be allowed to go."
"Well I'll be damned." said McFarland, as it hit him.
"Yes, General." I said. "He was going to deliver the Mutanix, but not to the BigAgraFoods warehouse. That was a red herring. And he was not going to drive to the red warehouse, either. He probably would've picked up Barsbane and Shimono and headed out of the County with them. And you'd be left holding the bag, not receiving any call on how to shut off the timer, and the bomb would've detonated."
"No, we would've called it in." said Just. "I would've insisted they did." The room suddenly went completely silent.
"Do you realize what you just admitted to?" asked Jack Muscone, breaking that silent tension in the room..
"Yes." said Just. After a pause, he said "I knew Commander Troy had me when his Captain called from right behind me and asked about the evacuation plan. And I'll say that the goal was not to kill a hundred thousand people. Barsbane isn't a killer, either. One reason he left the Southport Mob was because he could never become a Made Man; he would never kill anyone in cold blood." McFarland and Muscone exchanged a glance over that one, remembering the BAU's false report on Barsbane.
"And Shimono?" I asked. "And Raji?"
Just shrugged. "I don't know any 'Raji'. Shimono had no compunction killing, but she didn't revel in it, either."
"Why don't you just tell us everything you know and did." said Laura, speaking for the first time. "It will go way lighter for you if you do."
"In exchange for what?" Just asked. "Death off the table doesn't mean much."
"There are far, far, better places than Leavenworth to be." Laura replied, then added "And far worse."
"Okay." said Just. "Here's the story. Commander Troy basically has it right. I was caught in Raymond Westboro's massive spider web years ago. He did occasionally give me a phone call. It would be friendly, like a pastor calling a member of his Flock. That's what he called us... his Flock. And he'd just ask casual questions, as if the conversation were innocent, like where I was going the next week. I didn't think too much of it, but I always feared the day he'd ask for something big, or the M.P.s would knock on my door. And one M.P. finally did knock on his door... you, Commander Troy." I nodded.
"When Westboro died," continued Just, "I thought I might be free of his clutches forever. I should have known he'd have left some record behind, or given someone the information on me. And that's what happened: last year I was contacted by a man named Trent Ridge. I'd heard his name; he'd barely escaped being nailed for torturing civilians in Iraq and maybe Syria. He said he was a 'friend of the late Pastor Westboro', and suggested that I meet him at a hotel in northern Virginia, not far from Langley."
"So, I went." I said. "And I found out the bastard had all my old records, the bad OERs, the EEO counseling statements. He also put $10,000 in cash in an envelope on the table, and as the Godfather movie said, he made me an offer I couldn't refuse. I accepted his offer, put the cash and a burner phone in my pocket, and left."



"That burner phone rang a few days later." said Just. "The voice on the other end said his name was Jerry, and he wanted me to meet him at a restaurant nearby. I did, but when I got there, he had me get in his car with him, and he drove me to a meeting in an office in an empty strip mall. Trent Ridge was there, and I was introduced to the man Paco Domingo, who I could tell was a no-shit bad character." I nodded.
Just continued: "They told me that $100,000 would be wired to my City & Counties Bank account in the City, which was the first time I knew I had such an account. Westboro had set it up years before, laundered money through it, and had left $4000 in it. And then they told me what they wanted me to do: give them all the information on the TECC's tracking codes, all the other ELINT info on transporting nuclear weapons, and the satellite flyover times."
"At first, I refused to do it." Just said. "Then Barsbane started talking to me. He's got a charm to him; you can't help but like him. He told me that they were going to steal the nuke for ransom, and that no one would get hurt as long as everyone cooperated. They said it would be millions for all of us, and that I could retire somewhere where I'd never have to deal with Affirmative Action again. I knew I was dead if I didn't go with it, so I did."
"I gave them everything I could get, and I made sure that Paco Domingo's team was assigned to the followup car detail." Just said. "Barsbane handled the railroad parts of it; he knew far more about that stuff than I ever did. And so it went. And it went very well, for the most part... until that bastard Burke refused to give us the Mutanix."
"From that point on, everything got real dicey." went on Just. "I started thinking about a way out, any way out, especially after General McFarland wouldn't let me be the delivery man for the Mutanix. That completely killed my escape plans. But even then, I had a plan to miraculously find the weapon and get it defused... until the General let you go in there. Craziest plan I ever heard of."
"You got that right." Laura said with alacrity, and acerbity, peering hard at me.
"It worked, though." said General McFarland. "By the hair of our chinny-chin-chins, but it worked."
"Interesting narrative." I said, to Just. "And I believe it, most of it, anyway. But you do realize, General Just, that they very likely were going to kill you, don't you?"
I saw the look in his eyes. "Ahhh..." I said. "You were not going to pick them up, were you? You were going to take the Mutanix, but not go to the BigAgraFoods warehouse. You were going to high-tail it out of this County, maybe tell the M.P.s at the County line that you were going to Valley Villages, and just skedaddle on out of here. Weren't you?"
MG Just just looked at me, his eyes becoming jet as he said: "Yeah, I knew that my life was forfeit once they had the Mutanix, and that I'd be a 'loose end' for them to clean up. So I was going to leave, then contact the command post through the email and tell them where the weapon was, and hoped the SEALs could recover the weapon and kill everyone in the trailer before they could set it off."
"Oh, come on." Laura said. "I don't need my husband's powers to see that you're full of shit on that. If they captured Shimono and Barsbane alive, they'd tell us that it was you that was behind this! You needed for them to die, and you expected they would detonate the bomb. Then the Army and the world would've believed you had died in the blast, and you could go off to whatever retirement you'd set up for yourself."
"She's right, you know." I said. "She's good. Glad I married her."
"You're still sleeping on the couch tonight, mister." Laura replied, making Muscone chuckle.
General McFarland said "Well, guys, I know you won't be surprised when I tell you that we're taking Just into military custody."
"No sir, you are not."
We all looked up at the voice that had said that. Walking into the Interrogation Room was the retired Deputy Director of the FBI, followed by our local FBI Resident Agency Supervisory Agent, Melina Troy Allgood.
"Director Hargreaves!" said the General, some respect in his voice. "We did not expect to see you here.
"I'm sure you didn't." said the DepDirector. "And General Just will remain in the FBI's custody unless and until the Federal Judge gives him to you." The General quickly conceded the point.
"So where did Shimono and Barsbane go?" asked the General, to Just.
"I don't know, sir." said Just. "The plan was to drive to the City, and hand over the Mutanix at an abandoned strip mall near the airport. With 20/20 hindsight, we probably wouldn't have survived it, or at least I wouldn't have. But where Barsbane and Shimono went, I don't know."
"Commander Troy? Any ideas?" asked the General.
I nodded. "Mr. Muscone has been acting upon some small ideas I've had, based upon the DEA's previous work. We'll see if they pan out. In the meantime, I have two more questions for General Just, if you and the FBI Deputy Director don't mind."
"Fire away." said GEN McFarland. The DepDirector nodded.
"First, what about Trent and Quint?" I asked Just. "Where are they now?"
"I have no idea." said Just. "They were supposed to take out the truck crew, which they apparently did. After that, I have no clue at all. Maybe Shimono killed them. You mentioned some guy named 'Raji', that I had not have heard of. Maybe she had a team to wipe out the followup team. I don't know; apparently they kept me in the dark about a lot of that."
"And second," I said, "why did you bring 'The Geek' here?"
"Who's that?" asked McFarland... just a little too quickly, I might add.
"The computer geek that was in your office this morning." I said.
"I didn't bring him in." said Just.
"Neither did I." said McFarland. "Shit, we better find out who did, and where that punk went..."
Part 18 - After-Actions
12:00 high noon, Saturday, March 9th. General Just had been escorted out of my Headquarters by FBI Special Agents, including Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson. I would not see him again, as he took a plea deal and cooperated in exchange for no treason charges and something better than Ft. Leavenworth.
I was becoming exhausted from the on-camera depositions I'd been giving to everyone from the Town & County Public Safety Inspector General's Office to the SBI-OER (conducted by Lt. Norm Chow) to FBI, Homeland Security, and Army CID Agents. Jack Muscone came to my rescue and made them let him take me to the Cop Bar for lunch. To my surprise, Laura joined us.
We sat in the small 'Command Room' in the back left corner of the building, and had the room to ourselves. I was ravenously hungry and had two double-Breakfast-Burgers (double cheeseburgers with a fried egg and bacon on top). Pops, the owner of the Cop Bar, said my meal was 'on the house' after my actions of the morning. Now how did he know what those actions were? I thought to myself. Jack Muscone insisted on paying for everything, saying he could comp it and let the taxpayers of the nation pay the bill...
Laura had a steak Caesar salad, which she said was the best she'd had in a long, long time. You get one guess what Jack Muscone had for lunch. He was famished, as well, and finished his two double cheeseburgers before I finished my first Breakfast Burger.
"I have two questions in all of this." Laura said quietly. "First, why didn't you suspect General McFarland? It could as easily have been him as General Just."
"That's true. Very true." I said. "And I also considered that they were both in on it, together. McFarland could've ordered Just to make the Southport raid, and he certainly could've gotten and given out the information that Just did."
"But I eliminated McFarland for several reasons." I continued. "First, from the very first post-announcement meeting at Valley Villages, he was intent on, and focused on, finding the weapon. My gut, which Cindy and Carole would call a 'vibe', told me that he was sincere in that, and not being an Academy-Award-winning actor. My second reason was that he came to our Town & County here instead of staying in the relative safety of Valley Villages. I thought there was no way he'd do that if he was involved, and especially if he knew where the weapon was coming to."
"But Just stayed up here, too." Jack said.
"Yes, and at first blush, one would think that if he were in on it, McFarland would stay up here for the same reasons Just did." I said. "But I also reasoned that McFarland, as a four-star general, simply could not leave without an entourage following him. General Just might just have the Second Lieutenant following him around, who would be easy enough to get away from... or kill. So I thought it reasonable, though not certain, that if he were guilty, McFarland would stay in Valley Villages instead of where the nuke was."
"I might also add," I said, "that if McFarland was guilty, he would not let me hang around. And he certainly would not have let me go deliver the fake Mutanix to the perps."
"Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer." said Laura.
"See Jack?" I quipped. "She's angling for Jimmy Cerone's old job." Muscone laughed. Laura managed an indulgent, condescending smile.
"No, I get it." I said. "But at no time did McFarland ever give me reason to think he was involved. Just, on the other hand, might as well have been wearing a neon sign saying 'It's me!'. So, Laura, what was your second question?"
"Similar to the first question." Laura said. "I told you that General McFarland was and is one of the Elites in Washington, that he's no friend of of the friends of the Guardians of Justice, he and Admiral Keating clashed bitterly at times, and if anyone is in bed with Edward Blassingame, Establishment-wise, it would be McFarland. So why did you tell him as much as you did about how much you know about the Elites, and your battles with them."
"Well..." I said, "first of all, he knows already. He knew who I was from the first moment Jack mentioned my name to him at Valley Villages. And like you just said, he kept his enemy closer, that being me. Second, I wanted him to be extremely aware of me and what I know. I was watching his, McFarland's, reactions and facial expressions as I discussed that stuff. And while I'm not the best psychologist at this table, much less in the world, I could see that it wasn't fazing him. He may not even be one of the Mitt-Willis-Superior-Bloodlines Elites. I can't say the same about Carl Just... nor Edward Blassingame."
"Yes." said Muscone. "We'll be having a conversation with him, though under the guise of getting background information on Dick Granger. Speaking of Granger, we're quietly trying to find him. No big public APBs, at least not yet."
"Good." I said. "And if I don't miss my guess, you might pick up Jerry Barsbane when you do find Granger. I hope that's the case, as it will really show the SPS connection to all this."
"That was my next question." said Muscone. "Where can we find these perps? I know you didn't have much choice in letting them get away, being handcuffed to an armed nuclear bomb and all, but do you have any idea where they might've gone to? And also... I noticed in all of this that you were really keen on finding out where Trent and Quint went. You really want to find them, and I'm wondering why you consider them so important?"
"See, Laura?" I said. "He really is good at observation and deduction. Four hundred years ago..." That made Laura smile, and even Jack smiled a little bit. And we all knew that Jack Muscone was very good at observation and deduction.
"Yes." I said. "I am very worried about Trent and Quint, and on a personal level. Their buddy Paco went over a cliff, thanks to me and some courageous kids. Their skill sets are close quarters combat and violent means to achieve their objectives. They can easily crop up somewhere and cause us a lot of problems, as in people getting killed."
"Do we know that they're still alive?" asked Laura. "Once the weapon was secured, I can see Shimono killing them off if they were expendable."
"She could never get the drop on them; they'd be way too aware." I said. "No, once they did their part, attacking the truck crew and taking possession of the nuclear device, I think they got out of there while the getting was good. They may have blended into the railroad crews at the Hammondsville Railyards, and made their way out of there and to parts unknown."
"We also don't know who else might've been involved in this." I said. "General Just didn't even know who 'Raji' was, or so he claims. We know 'Raji' exists because his body is in our morgue, courtesy of me breaking his worthless neck, but I have no idea who he is nor what he's about."
"He was the computer guy for them." said Muscone. "He graduated from M.I.T. a few years ago, top of his class. Like many Indians, he was an anti-colonialist. But we think he went further and became a radical Socialist, and maybe turned to Islam and Radical Jihad. We do know he lost his first job because he couldn't get a Top Secret security clearance, and we haven't found much on him since."
"You've got some long hours ahead of you in the next few days, Jack." I said. "I don't envy you a bit."
"Yes," said Jack, "but it's times like these that I am very grateful that I'm not in Washington."
"And someone brought the retired FBI Deputy Director back in, I noticed." I said, glancing over at my lovely wife.
"Wasn't me." Laura said. "The CIA has asked me for an after-action report of everything I've seen and heard, but beyond that, my hands are washed of this matter. I just want to pick up our children, and go home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ah yes... the children. Whatever happened to them? And in a very related question, why have we not heard from CIA Agent 'Honeybee' the past couple of days?
A procession of TCPD Police vehicles, including one large van, made its way down to 'The Vision' compound in Coltrane County. We were allowed inside the gates, and at the front entrance to the main building we were greeted enthusiastically by happy Vision acolytes. Commander Cindy Ross was greeted especially warmly, as she was the daughter of The Vision's founder and great leader, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart.
The procession included me, Laura, Teresa, Molly Evans, Paulina Patterson, Daniel Allgood, Stephanie Steele, and Cindy. We went inside and to the main elevator, where Dr. Eckhart's assistant Tommy punched in the code, which I'd memorized and observed it to be unchanged for years. The elevator ascended to the top floor, to Dr. Eckhart's main office.
"DADDY!" exclaimed a voice as I got off the elevator. It belonged to my daughter Carole, who had been sitting next to Dr. Eckhart on one of the two sofas that faced each other in the middle of the large room. Upon seeing me, she hopped off the sofa and ran at the top her her speed up to me. I did not let back pain stop me from bending over and scooping her up for a big hug.
"Hi, Fussbudget." I said. "Have you been a good girl for Uncle Harvey?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "And Murrree and I, and Jennn-i-fer and Tifff-any have been helping take care of my brothers and sisters, too."
"That's good." I said. "Here. Give your mom a big hug." I handed Carole to Laura, who gave her daughter a big hug, and I noticed that Carole's hug was slightly less than enthusiastic.
Also in the room were Marie, Jim, Ross, Ian, Pete Feeley, Jennifer and Tiffany Muscone, Tasha, Doug Burke, little Jack Burke, little Michael Burke, and little Dan and Patricia Allgood. And Betsy Ross, of course. They were being supervised by Callie Carrington, Dr. Eckhart, and the redoubtable Bowser and Buddy.
"Hi guys!" said Callie Carrington, who was holding Betsy. Cindy had gone up to her and exchanged hugs, and Betsy had reached out for Cindy, who took her baby into her arms for a big hug.
"Daddy," Carole said, "Uncle Har-vey has been teaching me how to clear my mind."
"And she has been a wonderful student." Dr. Eckhart said. "She has a brilliant mind, which will serve her well as she learns to harness its power, and tame its weaknesses."
"So how do you clear your mind, Carole?" I asked, genuinely curious.
"Uncle Har-vey says to just think of nothing." said Carole. "He says to concentrate on my breath-ing. And when I did one time, I saw you in 'meetings' with some bad guys. Why did you go to 'meetings' with bad guys, Daddy?"
I smiled wanly. "Sometimes we have to meet with people to get things done. Isn't that right?" I said. Carole nodded (not very agreeably, but she nodded) and I said "But fortunately I was able to draw the business to a good conclusion for us."
"With Aunt Melina's help?" Carole said.
"Uh, yes, as a matter of fact your Aunt Melina helped a lot." I said. I did not even bother to ask how Carole knew that.
"Yes, she did." said Laura, which I knew was more than just an admission of Carole's question. Was the rift healed? I wondered.
"Did you save the world again, Daddy?" Carole asked, to everyone surprise.
"Well..." I said, "maybe this little corner of it."
Yeah, modesty is a human trait, and I did not tax Carole to excuse it... nor would she have.
"See, Murree?" said Carole, to her friend Marie. "That's why Daddy is my hero." Yes, Daddy's heart was melted again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can't thank you enough for keeping the kids safe, Uncle Harvey." I said.
"It was an absolute joy having all these young children here." said Dr. Eckhart. "Especially young Carole, and of course my new granddaughter Betsy. By the way, young Donald, might I have a private word with you?"
We went into a small room at the far (south) end of the large room, near where Eleanor Burke and I had received our programming in the past. (Author's note: 'Trilogy: The Dawn's Early Light'.).
"I know you've been more than busy the past two days, young Donald." said Eckhart as we sat down in chairs the small room. "So you might not have heard what is going on with the Press, regarding my daughter and granddaughter." He used a remote to turn on a television monitor, and we spent the next few minutes watching Bettina and Amber's vicious attacks upon Cindy and Betsy. Needless to say, I was 'less than pleased' with what I was seeing.
"Just to make sure," I said, "you've given DFACS no money? None at all?"
"No, young Donald." said Eckhart. "They're a Government agency, anyway, but if I did provide something that could help them, no Detective on earth could trace it, not even the one in this room with me now."
I smiled. "Not that I would care to try. I'll delegate that case to Bowser." I said. "So... there are two ways I can think of to solve this problem." I told my uncle the two ways. "Anything I missed?"
"No, and I like your first idea there better than any I'd come up with." said Eckhart. "But do be careful about young Cindy. I'm sensing more emotion from her about this than at any time since the night you revealed to her that I am her father." (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 05.) I nodded, deep in thought. When I came out of it, I felt as well as saw Dr. Eckhart watching me, studying what an Iron Crowbar reverie looked and felt like...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The kids and adults, led by one Carole Diana Troy, walked through the gauntlet of happy Vision acolytes as we left the building, high-fiving them as they wished us well. We piled into the vehicles for the ride home.
Yes, when I'd visited Police Headquarters the day before, I had arranged for my kids and Marie and the dogs, my Angels's kids, and Daniel and Melina's kids to be spirited out of the County and out of harm's way, to the Vision compound where they would be as safe as any possible place. I had feared that McFarland or Just, or maybe Trent and Quint, might try to use our children as chess pieces in their games, including possibly as hostages.



I did not care to play their games, so Callie rounded up the kids and took them down County Road 2 to the farm road that went into Coltrane County, the road Britt Maxwell and I had gone down in the 'Murdered Football Player' case. The military had been culpably slow in guarding the farm roads, which on the one hand bothered me but on the other hand relieved me. General McFarland might not have evacuated the Town, but I sure as hell evacuated my and my loved ones's kids.
And Laura only found out when she left the Old Mill for Police Headquarters, filled in by Sheriff Griswold. I suspected that was the real reason I was in danger of being relegated to the couch to sleep upon...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The rest of the day consisted of continuing to answer questions about what had happened, writing up my after-action reports for the Army, the FBI (which I copied to the SBI), and the TCPD. And then I skimmed through the duty logs and Police reports of the past two days, seeing if there was something trying to fall through the cracks.
At 5:30pm, as the sun was lowering towards the western horizon, there was a knock on my door. It was Captain Teresa Croyle. I had her come in and sit down.
"How's Sheri Smith?" I asked.
"Grieving." said Teresa. "But she's holding up as well as she can. Cindy had Captain Thompson call about funeral arrangements. The Office of Secure Transport said they were doing nothing about it. Thompson called the Army, and they will handle arrangements for hero veterans like they normally do. With your permission, sir, I'd like to go help with the arrangements in her hometown."
"Where does she live?" I asked.
"Nebraska." Teresa said. "Kearney, Nebraska."
"You can go to the funeral." I said. "Let the Army and her friends and family make the arrangements."
Teresa paused, then said "I will, sir. And I think I need to be here for the next few days. This thing with DFACS is going to get ugly, if I don't miss my guess, and I'm going to need to be here for Cindy."
"And you rarely miss your guesses." I said. "But I think we'll be able to resolve Betsy's situation for the best."
"Sir, I'm more worried about the Press aspects of this." said Teresa. "Bettina and Amber are being relentless in their hatred."
"They keep it up," I said, "and Cindy will be the least of their problems. We'll talk about that... later. For now, let's go home to our kids..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The kids were in bed, and Bowser was in his basket at the foot of Carole's bed, lightly sleeping but on guard as always. Laura and I were in the greatroom, sitting on the sofa against the wall, sipping some 30-year-old Highland Park single malt Scotch. Good stuff. Expensive, but this was a proper occasion for it.
"Tough day at the office today?" Laura said. I chuckled at her understated sense of humor.
"I didn't sleep so well last night." I replied, having not slept at all, really. "And this morning's rush hour was... the bomb." Laura chuckled herself.
"In spite of the fact that you literally walked into a truck full of criminals and a nuclear bomb," Laura said, "you did a magnificent job. With the crisis, with busting Carl Just..." After a pause, she said "Like Carole said, you saved the world."
"Thanks." I said. "And I got the feeling that Carole was more aware of the seriousness of that crisis than most five-year-olds should be. That's one reason she objects to us going to 'meetings'... she thinks she's trying to protect us from the dangers."
"Yeah." Laura said. "And speaking of those dangers, I'll ask again: why did you let General McFarland know so much about how much you know about the Establishment Elitists?"
"Couldn't be helped." I said. "Just was one of them, and it was an integral part of why he committed treason like he did. And yes, there's another reason. U.S. Senator Samuel Russell is one of the linchpins of the Establishment, and I'm really hoping that when I get the opportunity to take him down, they'll cut him loose and let me crush him. I haven't forgotten Larry Wheeler." (Author's note: 'Whistleblower'.)
"Ahhhhh." Laura said. "Finally, we get to the core of the matter. You're after Russell. And you're hoping that when you go after him, McFarland will tell everyone else to let you have Russell, while the rest keep their heads down."
"Yeah." I said. "One day, Russell will slip, and when he does... I will be there." I took a swig of my Scotch in the moment of intense silence.
Yes, that was one reason. But there were others. First, despite his play-acting, I knew it was General McFarland that brought in The Geek, to watch over me, and that he did it because in revealing what I knew about the Elites, he realized I bore watching. And in doing so, he made the mistake of letting me see my Enemy face to face. A mistake, the General made. Pay for it, he absolutely will.
But that was not the only reason. And that other reason is that I was not in control of the situation. A four-star general was. And while I was aware of who he was, and the power he commanded, I knew that he could not resolve the situation. But I could... with help. The help of someone who had amassed considerable power herself. A woman I'd slept with for eight years. And so, despite my wife's warnings about her ex-husband's friend McFarland, I had to choose to trust my ex-wife over my wife. And I did.
Yes.
Despite her own racial feelings that matched Just's feelings, Melina cared more about saving our Town & County, saving her family, saving Todd and saving her sister Laura. She was able to help, and she told me how she could help, once I found the nuke. I found it; she neutralized it. But to even get that chance, we had to get General McFarland to let us do what we did, and without tipping off General Just. And we did.
"So..." I said as I finished my well-earned drink, "am I relegated to the couch?"
"You ought to be." Laura said. "But I'm in a... forgiving... mood tonight. Let's go to bed..." We got up and went up the stairs, hand-in-hand...
Part 19 - Holding Court
Sunday, March 10th. The Usual Suspects were at The Cabin, and Paulina brought Tasha over to share the brunch that Molly and I cooked up, 'assisted' by Carole and Marie. Somewhat to my surprise, Cindy, Callie, and Betsy were not there.
We had the television on in the front room, as Paulina suggested we watch. I should've realized she was up to something as KFXU's Sunday morning show came on. Catrina Pierce and Meredith Peller were hosting in the studio, and their guest was the Reverend Steven Ikea, leader of and spokesman for the State Right to Life Committee (SRLC).
"The Department of Family and Children's Services absolutely should reconsider their decisions and take Betsy Von Telsing out of that home." Ikea was saying, his voice haughty and obnoxious, wearing his clerical collar. "To put a baby into a home of a lesbian, living with a porn actress, was just inexcusable of DFACS. God meant for children to be raised in two-parent families, with a father and a mother, not raised by a lesbian in a dangerous job and a porn actress."
"Times have changed in this country, Reverend." Meredith said, connoting just a bit of disdain for the Reverend Ikea. "Parents of all orientations are adopting children."
"God's Word triumphs over the filthy ways of persons living in sin." said Ikea. "And babies should not be subjected to such sin."
"Aren't you discriminating against lesbians with your comments?" said Catrina Pierce. I realized that she was just baiting Ikea, which was embarrassingly easy to do.
"Do I not have the Rights of Free Speech and Religious Expression?" replied Ikea. "Our Constitutional rights are being suppressed, trampled upon in the name of Political Correctness. And the State Right to Life Committee will have our rights honored and our voices heard as we file suit in Court to force DFACS to remove that child from the harmful influences into which she has been placed..."
Then an interview with State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds was shown. "I will be introducing legislation to remove that child from that home so that she can be put into foster care, and we will open investigations of DFACS for allowing this egregious incident to occur in the first place. That child should not have been placed in a home with so unfit a mother and her lesbian lover in it."
It got worse. We turned over to KXTC, where Bettina Wurtzburg and Amber Harris were hosting their pre-recorded Sunday morning program. Their guest was failed candidate for Mayor, Eldrick X. Weaver.
"Cindy Ross is not fit to be a mother." said Weaver. "She is a racist, and she and white people like her are the reason that cops are hated by blacks. She carries a crowbar, the very symbol in this County of abusive Police brutality against People of Color. I just don't understand how a little baby could be put into that abusive, racist, dangerous environment, and I demand DFACS remove that child from that home, and put her into foster care far, far away from here."
"And in announcement sure to please Mr. Weaver." said Bettina. "KXTC has re-hired trusted reporter Lester Holder as our Civil Rights reporter. Lester is very respected in the minority communities, and will bring fresh insights into the plight of minorities and women in the face of white nationalism and Police brutality..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God, what is that about?" asked ADA Paulina Patterson, herself a woman of mixed race. "After what bastard called my daughter?"
"It's a shot at me, and at Cindy." I said. "A slap in our faces. But it also protects Bettina and Amber; Penis Holder takes the racial arrows while Bettina and Amber can concentrate on other things... like taking Betsy from Cindy."
"I got word from people I know at the Courthouse." Paulina said. "These so-called 'social justice' groups are going to file the lawsuits first thing tomorrow morning. The State Right to Life Committee, the Committee of Concerned Citizens, the Committee for Police Accountability. Several Legislators are going to join Wilson Hammonds in his demands to take Betsy away from Cindy and to investigate DFACS. What the Media has left out is that Hammonds wants to use this to investigate 'The Vision' and Dr. Eckhart."
"That must be the next level of their orchestrated attacks." I said. "They'll try this first, then they'll go after Cindy's father. Can't have anyone doing millions of people a lot of good, and telling the Government that neither he nor they need the Government, eh?"
"What are we going to do?" asked Molly. "Cindy is a good person and is going to be a wonderful mother for Betsy."
And then a voice seemed to explode behind us, saying "Whatever else happens, the first thing we must do is make sure Betsy is not 'disappeared' into the foster care system." We turned to see that the voice was Laura's. She was standing right behind me, and it made my back hurt to have to twist around to look up at her.
"Don," Laura said, "go put on a suit and tie. Molly, Paulina, if you wouldn't mind taking care of the kids for a few minutes, I'd appreciate it."
"And while we're gone, perhaps you wouldn't mind making a phone call for me, Paulina?" I asked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I pulled my Police SUV into the area of the Courthouse Complex parking lot that said 'Authorized Vehicles Only', and parked. Laura and I went into the entrance that served this gated-off parking lot and along the hallway to the main atrium entrance area. Laura was carrying a thin briefcase that I knew must contain papers of some kind.
There were two Deputies at the entrance, which had baggage and people-check devices like the airports have, to check for weapons. As a duly deputized Agent of the Law and Officer of the Court, I was of course permitted to have my service weapon as well as my crowbar.
We were allowed into a seemingly innocuous side door, which led down a hallway. On one side were doors that entered the Courtrooms from the back, near the Judge's benches. On the other side were doors to the Judge's Chambers.
We went into the anteroom of the Chambers of Judge Rodney K. Watts. A young man, his clerical aide, was there, and admitted us into the Judge's Chambers. Watts rose from his chair behind his desk.
"Dr. Fredricson, Commander Troy," he said, "thank you for coming by."
"Thank you for seeing us, Your Honor." Laura said as we sat down at Watts's invitation in chairs in front of his desk. He'd had a hardback chair put in place for me, knowing that I had a bad back, and I was grateful for it.
"You called about the Betsy Ross adoption, Dr. Fredricson." said Watts. "I'm not really supposed to discuss it, but it was assigned to me... actually I asked for it to make sure that idiot Nance didn't try to screw it up... and it's going smoothly. Obviously Commander Ross has passed every possible background check, and it's helped that she's been given a Top Secret clearance. The biological mother, Betty Morelli, is in prison, and she forfeited her rights to Betsy when she gave custody of the girl to her parents."
"The only holdup," continued the Judge, "is that we don't know who the biological father is, and we have to give a reasonable time for a search to find the father. We're not actively searching, just giving time for the father to come forward a make a claim or yield his rights and allow the adoption."
"What about these lawsuits that these groups are planning to file?" asked Laura. "Could they derail the process?"
"For the most part, they have no legal standing." said Watts. "However, if they finagle their way into Nance's Courtroom, he could try some stunts like issuing a stay on the adoption process to give time to hear the case. Then Commander Ross would have to file a petition to wrap those cases into the adoption, which would at least get them into my Court where I can slam the door on their fingers. But all that will take time, and could delay the adoption."
"The other problem," Judge Watts said, "as Dr. Fredricson asked when she called me earlier today, is if people in the State Legislature or the Executive branch of our State Government put enough pressure on DFACS to come in to the picture. They do have legal standing, and could actually come and take the child while all the legal wrangling is being worked through."
"I see." said Laura. She opened her briefcase and took out some papers. "I'm here to solve the problem of the identity of the biological father. Here's the proof." She handed the papers to Watts, who took them, opened the file folder, put his reading glasses on his face, and examined them.
"Oh my." he said, looking first at Laura and then at me over the tops of his reading glasses. He then handed the papers to me. They were DNA tests, and they proved the identity of the father of Betsy with a certainty of one in three billion... which meant that there were two people on earth that could be the father, and Your Iron Crowbar was one of them.
"That 'Days of Promise' soap opera has nothing on you, Commander." Watts said as he leaned back in his chair, his face showing how stunned he was at this turn of events. "How long have you known this?"
I spoke up. "I didn't know until Cindy had already been awarded foster parenthood of Betsy. Of course, being a Detective, once I saw her, and especially next to her sister Carole, it was pretty obvious. But I still didn't know for sure until just now; this is the first I've seen of the DNA proof."
"I didn't show my husband this proof until now." said Laura. "And I never said anything to Cindy, so I don't know if she even knows."
"I haven't said anything to her, either." I said.
"I have a paper here," Laura said, producing the paper, "that our lawyer drew up. Once Don signs it, it will yield custody of Betsy to Cindy, who is his first cousin. It also claws back his rights if the adoption is denied or if DFACS attempts to take the baby away. He can then claim Betsy himself, to keep her from falling into the foster care system."
"And I will certainly do that." I said. "So now that you have this, Your Honor, let me ask if this course of action is possible..."
Part 20 - Full Press Court
5:25pm, Sunday, March 10th. Bettina Wurtzburg, Amber Harris, Keith Madden, and four cameramen with videocameras and extremely good and sensitive sound equipment came into the warehouse in the southwestern part of Town, just a bit south of the BigAgraFoods and Kestrel Motors locations. The smell of herbicides and fertilizers wafted into the reporters's noses. Bettina shuddered as she looked around.
The main entrance was on the west side, and was brightly lit with the lowering sun outside. There was also an entrance to the north, that had a walkway leading to a paved alley between buildings.
"Okay," said Amber to the others. "You guys hide behind those pallets. Scott, you go up onto that balcony and film from up there." They took off to secrete themselves at their posts.
"What's going on?" asked cub reporter Keith Madden.
"We got a call, purporting to be from a DFACS employee in the City." said Bettina. "A girl said she had proof that P. Harvey Eckhart paid over $200,000 in bribes to secure Betsy for his daughter Cindy. The number traced back to Coltrane County, though... to The Vision."
"Wow, how easy can it get?" said Madden.
"Yeah, exactly." said Bettina. "Of course it's some kind of trap. Maybe by Eckhart, but we're hoping that this is a set-up by the Iron Crowbar. We're going to turn the tables on him. Big time."
"He's as clumsy as he is stupid." said Amber Harris, her voice full of venomous hatred.
"The girl said to come here, to this warehouse, at 5:30pm." said Bettina. "We've been watching the place as well as the Police Station for an hour, and seen nothing. No drones, no cop cars, nothing. So it may be on the up-and-up, which will be great if we can barbecue that bitch and her nutjob father. If not, and if Ross or Troy show up, we'll get a ton of video."
"We may get assaulted, or worse." said Madden. He didn't notice Bettina shudder again at those words. Amber seemed less concerned.
"Our cameramen are armed." said Amber. "And again, we're taping and transmitting what we tape to the vans hidden outside. Keith, you need to hide, as well. Watch carefully, remember everything you see and hear. Your testimony in Court will be excellent."
"Yes ma'am." said the cub reporter, realizing that this was far more than 'normal' investigative journalism.
A moment later, the west side door opened and a shadow appeared, the brilliant light of the sun behind her framing her. She stepped inside, and the reporters saw that it was indeed Cindy Ross. She was wearing civilian clothes, all dark green, and was carrying a green object in her hand, made of solid iron.
"Hello, Commander Cindy Ross." Bettina said, making sure the cameras and audio equipment got the full name. "You hardly look like a DFACS employee."
"Why are you doing this?" Cindy said, her voice low and menacing as she clutched the crowbar with both hands. "Why are you trying to take my daughter from me? Why are you trying to destroy my life?"
"We're just telling the People what they have the right to know." Amber Harris said, her voice cynical, and deliberately baiting in nature.
"Bull shit." Cindy said. The reporters saw that the platinum blonde's ice-blue eyes were blazing with anger... and purpose. "There's no good purpose to destroying a baby's life, trying to have her taken out of a loving home and delivered to a foster system with God-knows-who the parents might be."
"At least they won't be lesbians." said Amber. "And they'll be people who waited in line instead of jumping it with bribes."



Cindy ignored Amber and her baiting tricks, and focused her full hara on Bettina. "One more time: why are you doing this? I've tried to stop this Press War, I've tried to help you be able to do your jobs, if you'd only meet me halfway. And then you go and do this? To my little baby? WHY?"
"Isn't it obvious?" Bettina snarled. "There is no middle ground, Ross! You work with the Iron Crowbar. You're his family. And we're going to take your daughter away from you, just to show you that we can!"
"What?!" asked Cindy angrily, her eyes sparkling with tears, and with hatred. "Why?"
"Because we're the Press!" yelled Bettina. "We're going to show you that you cannot win against us! We're going to show you and your God-damned cousin that we are better than you! You came up against us, and now you will pay the price! We're going to take your daughter away from you, she's going to go into foster care and you'll never see her again! And we're doing it just to show you what we can do, to show you the true power of the Press! We can ruin your life, and we're going to! You have no hope against us, Ross! None! Ever!"
You know that old TV show where Dr. David Bruce Banner's eyes turned white, and then The Hulk appeared? Yeah. Bettina was now seeing it, too... and realized too late that she'd pushed Cindy Ross far, far over the edge of the proverbial cliff.
"You fucking bitch!" Cindy roared. "I'll kill you!" With that she raised her green crowbar and lunged at Bettina, who scrambled to get out of the way. Amber feinted as if to attack, and Cindy went for her.
*WHACK!*
Amber dived out of the way as the crowbar thudded into the pallet of bags of insecticide behind her. But Cindy did not pursue her. Bettina and Amber had run away from each other, as planned, so that Cindy couldn't go after them both. Cindy made her choice: she turned and went after Bettina, who was half-hiding behind the corner pallets.
"You BITCH!" Cindy yelled as she rounded the corner, swinging the crowbar left-handed as hard as she could at Bettina's head. "I'LL KILL YOU!"
*THWACK!*
The green crowbar again connected solidly with the bags of insecticide. But in ducking, Bettina was off-balance. As she stumbled towards the north door, Cindy ran after her and kicked her in the back. Bettina went to the floor, hard, her hands not completely able to keep her chest and chin from hitting the smooth concrete floor. She turned onto her back, only to look up and see Cindy towering over her, raising her crowbar over her head to deliver the final, fatal blow...
To be continued.
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Part 21 - Nuclear War Engaged
"No, don't do it!"
As Cindy raised her arms to kill Bettina, the redheaded reporterette saw a pair of hands grab Cindy's and and hold them in place.
It was Teresa Croyle, wearing all black, having appeared out of nowhere. Her words got through, and she felt the raw power in Cindy's arms leave her. Together they lowered the green crowbar slowly. Cindy's face showed shock now, shock at what she realized she'd almost done, and the near-miracle that had just saved Bettina's life.
"Come on, let's go." Teresa said, putting her arms around Cindy in a bear hug.. "This cunt is not worth it. She's not worth it." Teresa began leading her BFF to the west door.
"You should've let her do it, Teresa Cunt!" Bettina yelled as she got up. "She's going down for it anyway!" Teresa just looked back at Bettina with a smirk, then led Cindy out the west door, into the blinding yellow light of the setting sun.
"Did you get all that?" Bettina called out, coming around the pallet. And then she got a huge shock.
Amber was lying face down on the ground, her hands zip-tied behind her, and a woman in all black and wearing a black full mask sitting on top of her back. Also trussed up, and with eyeless black masks over their heads, were cub reporter Keith Madden and the four cameramen. Six men in all black, fully masked, were surrounding them. And in front of them, facing Bettina, was a tall, broad-shouldered man, also wearing black. He was also wearing a black cape... and a black Darth Vader mask and helmet. It was actually a modified chemical mask.
"Is that you, Don?" Bettina asked, trying to show bravado, though she had just nearly been killed, and still faced death.
"You have failed me for the last time, Wurtzburg." said the masked man, his voice made deep and metallic, like the real Vader's, by the mask's electronics. "And you have attacked my family for the last time."
'Vader' turned and pointed, and Bettina watched in horror as the four videocameras and all the sound equipment were thrown onto the floor in a pile. The masked men brought out black tire irons (not crowbars), and proceeded to smash the equipment to bits. When they were done, nothing but shards of metal, plastic and glass remained.
"Show your face, you coward." Bettina challenged.
"Take them outside." said 'Vader'. The trussed up, masked crew were made to stand up. A black mask was put over Amber's head and face, and they were all marched out the north door.
And then the Darth Vader mask came off. Yes, of course it was me. Your Iron Crowbar is a drama queen. Who knew?
I looked malignantly at Bettina. "I'm not kidding." I said, keeping my voice low. "It's over. I'm going to destroy you. Completely and utterly."
"Going to kill me?" Bettina snarled.
"Harrumph. You wish." I said. "Oh, by the way... you recognize this place, don't you? You remember what Ned and his henchmen did to you here?" Bettina paled; she had remembered from the start that this was the warehouse where she had been brutally beaten and gang-raped. (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers', Ch. 04-05.) "Excellent choice of locale to have this... final... discussion, don't you think?"
"God damn you to hell, Don Troy!"
I stepped up to Bettina and said "Don't worry. I'm not going to do that to you. And I'm not going to kill you, either, like Cindy was very much just about to do. Wow, I've never seen her that angry before. Amazing what becoming a mother does, how it changes a woman. Amazing what a mother will do to protect her child, n'est pas?." Bettina just glared hatefully at me.
"No, I'm not going to kill you, though I should." I whispered. Then I leaned over, like a vulture towering over her, and said: "I'm going to do much, much worse to you. I'm going to humiliate you, before your colleagues of the God-cursed Press. And why? Just because I can."
With that, and with a movement so fast that she could not hope to counter it, I grabbed Bettina and forced her to the floor on her belly. I zip-tied her hands behind her, and also zip-tied her legs so that she couldn't walk. I secured her cell phone; it was destined for the bottom of the River.
"Now you stay here." I said. "Maybe, if you're lucky, the Police will come and rescue you. Or maybe not." With that, I got up and walked to the west door, putting my Vader mask back on in case someone had eyes on the building...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina found that the zip-tie that bound her hands was not all that tight. After a few minutes of effort, she was able to slip out of her bonds. She was then able to take her shoes off to get the bindings off her legs.
She got up and went to the north door, where everyone else had been taken. The sight that greeted her stunned her. All of the others were lying on their bellies in a neat row, their wrists and ankles tightly manacled. Further down the road she could see the four KXTC vans. They were all flaming wrecks, worthless hunks of metal burning fiercely out of control.
Part 22 - Regrets
8:30pm, Sunday, March 10th. The meeting at KXTC was a somber one.
"So all we have is Bettina and Amber's word that Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle were at the site." said Burt West. "And they can just deny it, it's the word of two Medal-of-Valor-winning Police Officers versus yours, and we don't have a shred of proof that they were there."
By curious coincidence, all cell phones had failed to record anything at the warehouse; all the cameras had been rendered inoperable before Cindy Ross had shown up; and the vans's signals retransmitting from the cameras and audio to KXTC's headquarters has been jammed, and then put totally out of commission.
"And no one else saw nor heard the voice of Commander Donald Troy." continued West. "Just a bunch of masked people in black clothing that easily snuck up on every one of you without being seen nor heard, that subdued you without a sound, much less a fight."
"And drugged us." said Scott Turnbull, Bettina's cameraman, still feeling groggy.
Yes, for some strange reason, when Uniformed Officers arrived with the Fire Department at the scene, no one was able to tell the Officers that they'd heard or seen anything. Bettina said that everyone was masked, and she couldn't identify anyone. She knew that there was no point mentioning to the Police that both their Police Commanders and their Captain of Operations had been there. They'd been left with no proof. Their equipment was destroyed, their cellphones taken and likely now in the River...
West said: "And those bastards left us with over three quarters of a million dollars in destroyed equipment, from the cameras to the vans and their electronic contents. Yeah, we have insurance, but it won't cover it all, and I have to explain it to the insurance company. This was... Jesus Christ, this is bad. And I haven't even mentioned that Cindy Ross could've killed you, Bettina and Amber."
"She would have," said Bettina, "if Teresa Cunt hadn't've stopped her."
"All right, everyone except Bettina and Amber can go" said West. "Go home, get some rest, go to the Hospital Emergency Room if you start getting really sick." Everyone scrambled to get out while the getting was good.
Once they were alone, West sat down at the end of the table, the women sitting on each side of him. "Well, ladies," he said, "it didn't work... yet again. Tell me once again what happened, and this time tell me what you weren't willing to say in front of everyone else."
The women told the story again, and Bettina said "The Iron Crowbar said that he wasn't going to kill me, that he was going to humiliate me in front of my Press colleagues."
"How?" asked West. "What does he have on you, Bettina? What is his nuclear option on you? I need to know."
"I have no idea." said Bettina. "There's not much he can do, without admitting being there tonight, or complicity in something himself, or breaking the law himself in some way."
"And you, Amber?" asked West. "Does he have anything left on you? I need the truth on this."
"Nothing I know of." said Amber. "The baby is born, and it doesn't matter now if the whole world knows it's Nick Eastwood's. They can't try me twice for the same crimes; all the legal stuff is behind me now."
"He must have something." said West, mostly to himself. "What? What could it be?"
"We still have one trump card." said Bettina. "We can reveal the name of Betsy's biological father to the world. Or we can withhold it, in exchange for Troy calling off the war."
"Oh, we're wayyyy beyond that now." said Amber. "We might as well put it out there."
"And you have proof of it?" West asked.
"Yes, Burt." said Bettina. "We have those photos of the dossier Laura Fredricson compiled. We verified the test data with sources at University Hospital, though they didn't know the names involved, but it's the same tests, so that's confirmed."
"Who sent you those photos from the dossier?" West asked. "And don't tell me 'a source'." he said, making air quotes.
"We're not totally sure." said Bettina. "It was sent to us, we didn't ask for it. It could be someone in Fredricson's office, or one of her students. And we're don't know why it was sent to us."
"And even when, not if but when, we run with this," said West, "what next?"
"Then we're out of bullets." said Amber. "We have nothing left on Troy, except to keep calling him the white nationalist he is, and keep accusing him of Police brutality."
West nodded thoughtfully. "Okay. Ladies, I'm pulling you both back from this. We'll let Lester Holder continue the racism angle against Troy. That's why I agreed to hire him back; Lester can go all-in on the racism accusations, and he'll have a lot of help from Eldrick X. Weaver, who was robbed of his rightful Mayoral win by a dirty 'Uncle Tom' judge."
"You two, though, need to scale back." West admonished. "Troy said he was going to go after you. Let's hold back until he lays his cards on the table. Then we'll deal with it, and then we can look for new avenues of attack. Okay, let's go home. Get some sleep, and we'll start again tomorrow morning."
Amber got up and left. Bettina did not. She was in a 'reverie', lost in thought. West said "Bettina, you okay?"
Bettina said "I almost wish that Ross had split my head in two, or the Iron Crowbar had killed me on the spot. This... the waiting, the wondering... is worse. Much worse."
"Yeah, I know." said West. "And I know his wife has the Psychology degrees, but she's not the best master of it in that family, may God damn him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The last glimmer of the setting sun could be seen on the western horizon as Laura turned on the gas to the fire pot on the back deck. She heard the cars drive up and saw the headlights come up the driveway to the front.
A moment later, Teresa brought Cindy inside. Callie Carrington was holding Betsy, who let out a squeal of happiness at the sight of Cindy, who took her baby into her arms for a long hug.
"Rough day at the office?" Callie said, meaning it humorously. The look on Teresa's face conveyed the appropriate warning.
"Worse." said Cindy. She handed Betsy off to Teresa for a hug, then received one from Callie, who realized that Cindy was crying as she held her.
"We've got supper cooking." Callie said. "You'll feel better after you eat."
"Thanks." said Cindy. "If you guys don't mind, I need a moment alone on the deck." As she turned for the back door, she found Carole Troy in front of her, holding one of her dad's trenchcoats.
"Here, Aunt Cindy." Carole said. "Better wrap up warm. There's an east wind blowing. And it's cold out there, even with the fire in the pot. "
"Aw, thank you, Sweetie." Cindy said. She hugged Carole, then put the trenchcoat on, finding it way too tall, but not too big in the shoulders and chest. She went outside and sat down on the metal mesh loveseat, and turned her thoughts inward... deeply inward.
What seemed like a long time later, but was only moments, she came back to find Callie coming up to her, with two drinks in her hands. She gave one to Cindy, then sat down by her in the loveseat.
"Canadian." Cindy said as she downed most of the drink in two gulps. "I needed that."
"What happened?" Callie asked.
"I almost murdered two reporters. In cold blood." Cindy said, looking at the flames in the fire pot in front of them. "They're doing everything they can to take Betsy from us. And do you want to know why? They said they're doing it just to show they can. They want to ruin that child's life, and ours, just to prove some alpha-male point... even though they're two women."
"Is Betsy in danger?" Callie asked.
"She's very much in danger of being taken from us." Cindy said. "They'll put her in a foster home, and we can only hope and pray that it's a good family. And I'll never see her... again..." She began sobbing.
"Maybe Don can help us." Callie said as she put her arm around her fiancée to comfort her.
"Even my dad can't help, if DFACS comes for Betsy." Cindy said forlornly.
"Well, we're staying here tonight." Callie said. "If they do come before tomorrow, they'll find our condo empty. And if they come up here, they'd better bring an Army battalion with them. But... I think it'll be okay."
Seeing as she was not getting through, she said "I'm going to go back in and feed Betsy before we all eat." She got up and left, leaving Cindy with the night, and the sparkling light of a train coming out of the western horizon towards Town...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The night air was growing colder when Cindy heard footsteps behind her. Thinking it was Callie coming to get her for dinner, she turned around. It was not Callie.
"You are sitting on my side of the seat." I said as I came around. "Scoot over." Cindy scooted to the left side, and I sat down on the right side, as I normally do. I was wearing a trenchcoat also, courtesy of Carole's raiding of the coat closet.
"We should put a plaque on that side, saying it's yours only." Cindy quipped, though showing no humor in her face nor voice.
"Bowser might not approve." I replied. "And if I have my choice, I'll die sitting right here, in my old age, watching over my Town." I felt Cindy's eyes moving to peer at me as I watched over my Town.
After a moment, I looked at her and said "Nice fashion statement in outerwear, there."
Cindy smiled for the first time. "Carole brought it to me, said to 'bundle up warm, there's an east wind blowing'. She doesn't know how right she really is."
"Oh, I think she does." I said. "She bears watching. Five years old, and she bears watching already."
"Don..." Cindy started, then said "Did you kill them?"
"No, they're not dead." I said, understanding. "But when I'm done with them, they will wish... they... were."
"How did you know?" Cindy asked. "How did you know I'd called them there? I never told you, nor Teresa, nor even my father."
"You will have to work much harder if you wish to deceive me." I said. "I do admit that it was an excellent touch to call Bettina to the same place she was brutalized all those years ago. But it also made it easier to find you."
"Don..." Cindy said, her voice sounding miserable, "I almost murdered two people today. In cold blood. They were goading me about taking Betsy from me, and all I could think about was that precious baby..." She struggled to regain control, and not break down crying. "I guess... I guess I know how you must've felt when Carole was chained to that chair in that warehouse."
"Yes." I said. "Becoming a parent changes one's perspectives."
"How do you deal with it?" Cindy asked. "How do you deal with the fear that your enemies might come against you through your children? Like they have... several times already."
"It's my greatest fear, and Laura's." I said. "As to how I deal with it..." I turned and looked Cindy straight in the eyes as I said: "Fear is a luxury... that I cannot afford."
Cindy nodded, then said "You know what's the worst thing about all this? I actually took up for those bitches, and their colleagues of the Press. Against you. And you were right, all along, and I was wrong. You were right to curse me out, you've been right to wage war on those bastards all along. They not only are trying to harm me and my baby, they drove a wedge between me and the one person who has been there for me all this time, who has had my back, who brought me the truth of my family... who is my family. And I went against you... for them! Oh God, I'm so ashamed!"
Cindy's face fell into her hands as she began crying, sobs racking her body as Chief Griswold had cried in grief over the loss of his son. I put my arm around Cindy and pulled her to me.
"It's okay." I said. "Nothing to be ashamed about. Now you know. Now you have seen the depths of their unappeasable hatred. And now, we will work together to annihilate them, Crowbars united and unstoppable."
Cindy recovered, then said "You and your dramatic speeches. You're as bad as Sheriff Griswold was when he was Police Chief, always quoting Klingon scripture to us." That made me laugh, partly because Cindy was right about both me and Griswold and our dramatics.
"So... what about Betsy?" Cindy asked. "They're going to come after her harder than ever now."
"Now that offends me." I said. "I can understand you taking the Press's side, though I never agreed with your position. But haven't you figured out by now... that I always take care of my people?"
Cindy just nodded. After a moment, I said "Let's go back in, and eat. I'm starving. It's been a... busy weekend, wouldn't you say?"
Cindy laughed. "Yeah, except for that Captain of Operations of yours, just twiddling her thumbs all day." That made me laugh as we got up and went back inside...
Part 23 - Your Iron Crowbar At Work
At 6:55am, Monday, March 11th, Sheriff Antonio Griswold came into the Chief's Conference Room at Police Headquarters. His eyes lit up as he saw his Police Commander and Deputy Chief already there, sitting and talking amiably. He was an excellent Detective himself, and he made the proper deductions.
"Now that is what I like to see!" he growled happily. "You two young whippersnappers finally made up."
"Yes sir." I said. "And may the living God have mercy on KXTC's worthless souls." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
We were soon joined by my other Angels and the Police Chief. "As you like to say, Commanderrrr..." said Chief Moynahan, "let's watch some TV." We turned on the monitor...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, from the anchor desk at the KXTC studios. They were a wee bit short of mobile vans and cameras at the moment, I surmised.
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned multiple lawsuits will be filed against the Department of Family and Children Services, or DFACS, and the State Legislature will make harsh inquires about DFACS, after KXTC's hard-hitting investigative reporting on the abuse of the normal adoption process that allowed Town & County Deputy Chief Cindy Ross to break in line and be awarded custody of a baby."



As we listened to Bettina re-hash the news------ er, her agenda, I was expecting, and dreading, the possibility that she knew who Betsy's biological father was, and would tell the world. This was her last chance to do so... but she did not.
"And in State news," Bettina said, "The Judiciary Committee of the State House, chaired by State Rep. Justin Madoff, is holding hearings to continue the investigation of Governor Val Jared and Commander Troy. Representative Madoff said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Madoff saying "The Mullen Report was not the end of our investigation of the crimes of Governor Jared, but only the beginning. We will continue the work Robert Mullen began, and we will begin by subpoenaing Commander Donald Troy to testify, under oath, about his role in Governor Jared's abuse of power. If Commander Troy does not testify and answer our questions, he will be cited for Contempt of the Legislature. If he takes the Fifth, he will be given immunity, but he will be forced to answer our questions under oath."
More tape rolled, showing State Attorney General Karl Handel saying "If the Legislature refers a Contempt of the Legislature citation against Police Commander Donald Troy, I am ready and eager to act upon it immediately to arrest Commander Troy and throw him in prison."
Back to Bettina live: "As usual, Commander Troy has not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment. Meanwhile, the Army and the FBI are refusing to comment on what they called a 'training exercise' held in this County over the last few days. The Army has refused to give any information on the nature of the exercise, where people were stopped and their cars unlawfully searched by military authorities. FOIA requests have been refused, and several lawsuits by citizens have been moved to Federal Court, where they were summarily dismissed with prejudice. Sources tell Channel Two news that an actual serious incident occurred several days ago, but the exact nature of that incident has not been disclosed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise." said Catrina Pierce. "Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith Peller. "Here's the news headlines for today. Multiple lawsuits are being filed by many Citizens of the Town & County after what were called illegal searches of their cars over the weekend. The Army conducted what they are calling a 'training exercise', and in the process closed off all road routes out of the County. No one could leave without having their cars searched, and many Citizens refused to submit to the searches. Neither the military nor the FBI would comment on the searches nor the reason for the so-called 'emergency exercise'."
"And in other news," Catrina said, "some Social Justice groups expressed outrage at the comments of the State Right to Life Committee's chairman, the Reverend Steven Ikea, who said that TCPD Commander Cindy Ross should have been denied foster parenthood of a baby child, and that her petition to adopt the child should be turned down, because she is a lesbian."
Catrina continued: "Town & County Police Chief Sean Moynahan issued a blistering statement accusing the Reverend Ikea of 'hate speech'. The Reverend Ikea is a former TCPD Detective and current SBI Chaplain, and Chief Moynahan demanded Ikea's resignation from the SBI for his insensitive comments. Here with us is our reporter Priya Ajmani. Priya, what about these statements, and the very strong rhetoric on both sides?"
Priya said "All I am going to say is that I have known Cindy Ross for many years, as a reporter covering the TCPD, and as a personal friend. Cindy Ross is a woman of great accomplishment, and also of great integrity. Cindy Ross is going to be a wonderful mother, and that child is very lucky to be part of Cindy Ross's family, which includes her own mother, and her sister, the Police Chief of Nextdoor County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Looks like KFXU wants to do business with us." I said. "Certainly a... different... attitude than that of KXTC."
"No doubt." said Sheriff Griswold.
"Wow, Priya has sure changed." Tanya Perlman said. "There was a time she was the bad reporter, and Bettina was the good reporter."
"Ultimately, they're all bad." I said. "But we'll take what we can get. Not to tell you your job, Commander Ross, but if KFXU gets exclusive access to us, that would not hurt my feelings. As to my own public comments, if I make any at all, I insist they be through KFXU, and KXTC be excluded from them."
"For the record," said Chief Moynahan, "that was a personal statement by the Iron Crowbar, not one in his official capacity as Police Commander." When I turned to look at him, he said "I don't want any legal troubles to befall you nor anyone else in the TCPD."
"Har." said Griswold, and I could not tell exactly to whom the comment was directed, nor exactly what it was he trying to convey...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we continued to watch, Cindy's personal cellphone rang and she answered it. Her eyes widened as she listened. When she disconnected, she said "I've been told to be in Judge Rodney K. Watts's Courtroom at 8:30am sharp... with Betsy." Her face was a mask of worry, as were Teresa's, Tanya's, and Chief Moynahan's. It was Tanya who first noticed Sheriff Griswold and me, and that our faces were untroubled.
"The Clan of the Crowbar is up to something." Tanya said, her eyes sparkling and her cheeks rosy.
"I wish they'd share with their Clan-mates." Teresa said, not smiling as much.
"Well, Commander Ross," I said, "you are about to have your day in Court. May I suggest a Duty Dress jacket to cover that poorly-pressed Uniform shirt of yours?" I was teasing; Cindy's shirt creases were so sharp, someone could cut their fingers on them. I still bore the brunt of a hard stare from ice-blue eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oyez! Oyez! Oyez!" called out the Bailiff. "All rise! Court is now in session, the honorable Judge Rodney K. Watts presiding."
Everyone stood. Cindy was in the front row, holding Betsy. Next to her was Callie Carrington, then Cindy's mother Maggie, then Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, also in a Duty Dress jacket.
Behind them were Sheriff Griswold, Police Chief Moynahan, me, Laura, and Captain Teresa Croyle. And in other rows were subhuman creatures that called themselves 'journalists'. They looked rabid, and smelled blood.
"Be seated, please." said Judge Watts as he came in and took his place in his chair. "First case, please." The adoption case of Betsy Ross was announced. Cindy and her family came forward, as did her attorneys Cy Hart and Mike G. Todd.
"I am pleased to announce," said Judge Watts, "that the final obstacle regarding this adoption has been cleared. The biological father of the child has been found, and has yielded his claims to the child. I have placed that document under Court seal; it will not become public knowledge."
"Let me also give everyone, especially the Press, a warning." said Judge Watts. "This case is governed by the laws regarding adoptions, which means the information of this case is not public information, and is protected by privacy laws. Any attempt by anyone, particularly by members of the Press, to learn this information and to subsequently report it publicly, will generate immediate warrants for the arrests of those leakers, which I am sure the Town & County Police Department will eagerly execute."
The Press looked at Watts with growing hatred in their eyes. Watts ignored them; he was looking down at Cindy. "Is this Betsy, Commander Ross?"
"Yes, Your Honor." Cindy said happily.
"Congratulations, Commander," said Watts, "she is now your daughter. The petition to adopt is granted by this Court." He banged his gavel. So let it be written, so let it be done, as Yul Brenner would say...
"Thank you, Your Honor!" Cindy gasped, tears of absolute joy running down her face. She and Callie hugged, something of a 'group hug' with Betsy, and Maggie and Molly hugged them as well.
Behind them, Laura and I hugged, then we both hugged Sheriff Griswold. Yes, the day before, during that Sunday meeting, Laura and I convinced Judge Watts to go ahead and grant the adoption petition. And the Judge had not been hard to convince. That was one plan of Your Iron Crowbar that had come together, one of the things I'd told Dr. Eckhart we could do...
As everyone, including the Press, filed out of the Courtroom, Sheriff Griswold and I stayed back for a moment. The next cases on the docket were lawsuits filed by the State Life to Right Committee and the Committee of Concerned Citizens. They were dismissed with prejudice by Judge Watts, who said it was a moot point since the adoption was complete, and added that those two groups had no standing to file lawsuits against DFACS.
But it was what came next that we were interested in hearing... the requests of the Town & County District Attorney's Office for arrest warrants...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
"Turn on the TV!" Captain Tanya Perlman practically shouted as she drove into MCD at a high rate of speed. Julia Rodriguez had the remote, and turned the monitors on to KFXU.
"And it's official!" said Priya Ajmani, reporting from the Courthouse. "Judge Rodney K. Watts has granted the adoption petition to Cindy Ross, and dismissed with prejudice the lawsuits against DFACS by the State Right to Life Committee and other Social Justice groups!"
MCD broke out into a loud cheer, then settled down as Priya continued: "I have with me the new mother, Cindy Ross. Commander, how do you feel right now?"
"It... it's wonderful!" said Cindy, still emotional. Betsy was not with her; Cindy had not wanted Betsy's face to be broadcast to the world, as a security measure, so Callie and Laura were taking Betsy out the 'back way', and back to Laura's office and the nursery behind it, escorted by TCPD Officers that were intolerant of Press antics.
"I'm just so happy right now." Cindy continued. "And I want to thank everyone who helped make this day possible, and everyone who has supported us with their thoughts and well wishes."
"What do you think about those who wanted to deny you this adoption because of your sexual orientation?" Priya asked.
"There are people out there who need to join the rest of us in this century." Cindy said. "Their hatred is to be treated for what it is, and ignored------"
"I'm sorry to interrupt." Priya said to Cindy, then turned to the camera and said "We're getting word that District Attorney Miriam Walters is speaking at City Hall! Let's go to our political reporter Greg Wallace. Greg!"
"Thank you, Priya." Wallace said quietly in the City Hall atrium as the feed switched over to him. "District Attorney Miriam Walters is coming to the podium now. Let's listen in."
"Thank you for coming." said D.A. Walters. "The Town & County District Attorney's Office has re-opened the case of the criminal conspiracy to slander now-Mayor Daniel Allgood. We have sworn out warrants for the arrests of Gayle Tunnin... and Della Harlow."
Another cheer broke out in MCD...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Griswold and I came up to the Press frenzy that had been surrounding Cindy. Lieutenant Rudistan came up to us well within their hearing, and Rudistan could not hide his extremely jovial attitude as he said "Commander, the Court issued the warrants for Tunnin and Harlow."
"Well, what are you waiting for, Mr. Rudistan?" I asked loudly. "Go execute those warrants and make those arrests!" I turned to the Press and said loudly: "If you want to film a perp walk or two, you better get your mobile units moving!" As the reporters scattered and scurried about, I saw a redhead glaring at me. Bettina had understood my comment about 'mobile units', and if looks could kill, I'd be dead and she'd be getting arrested for it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police Corporal Inga Gunddottar led Gayle Tunnin through booking. Patrol Office Lydia Green was waiting to escort Della Harlow through, but was interdicted.
"Return to your duties, Patrol Officer Green." said Captain Teresa Croyle. "I'll be handling this one myself." There was no way she was allowing Lydia Green to be alone with Della Harlow for any length of time. And besides, after her own clashes with Harlow in the past, Teresa was going to enjoy taking this one personally...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Gayle Tunnin was in Interrogation-2, with her lawyer H.J. Lynch. She'd always been 'big boned', but now was getting more seriously overweight, and the orange jumper she was wearing did not help her appearance. D.A. Miriam Walters went into I-2 with Detective Julia Rodriguez.
"What the hell is this about?" snarled Lynch as the two female Officers of the Court came in and sat down on their side of the table.
"If you'll keep your mouth shut long enough to let the District Attorney speak," said Detective Rodriguez, "you'll find out."
"Yes." said Miriam Walters, her beady black eyes staring coldly at Gayle Tunnin. "Ms. Tunnin, we have you cold, ice cold, for these charges, and Lt. Holloway is all ready to testify against you. But I am prepared to offer you a plea deal, and you will avoid prison time if you just answer this question and a few follow ups: Was Amber Harris at the meeting where you discussed the plan to slander Daniel Allgood?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Half an hour later, Sheriff Griswold and I stood alone in the anteroom to Interrogation-1. Inside were Della Harlow and her attorney, the sleazy Max Chambliss of Gresham & Mason, P.C.
"I really hate this." said Griswold. "After what she did, using that photo of my son in her political campaign..."
"Yes sir." I said. "I agree with you. But what Amber and Bettina tried to do to Betsy, have her taken away from Cindy and be put into the black hole of the foster care system... to me, that's as bad as what Hardwood did, putting Carole in a warehouse full of explosives."
"I know. I know. We're doing the right thing." said Griswold. "I still hate it."
At that moment, Miriam Walters came into the anteroom. "Are you ready, Commander?" she asked.
"Yes ma'am." I said, very ready. "Let's do this." I followed her into I-1, and we sat down on the other side of the table from the perp and her lawyer. I noticed that the sleazy lawyer had become worried when Your Iron Crowbar entered the room. Good! I thought. You damn well better fear me...
"Gayle Tunnin has taken a plea deal." said District Attorney Walters. "As part of that, she has named you, Della Harlow, as one of the conspirators at the meeting where you planned to slander Daniel Allgood with a false charge of sexual harassment. And with Lt. Holloway's testimony to come, we have you ice cold for your crimes."
"Then we'll see you in Court." snarled Chambliss. "Ms. Harlow, invoke now."
"Before you do, Ms. Harlow," I said, "you should listen to what we have to say. As much as I absolutely hate it, the District Attorney is very generously willing to make you an offer of a plea deal, with no prison time. If you listen to this slug that purports to be your legal representation, you risk being convicted by a Jury and sentenced to ten years or more doing hard time at Madison County Women's Prison."
"Invoke, Ms. Harlow, and we'll have your bail hearing within the hour." said Chambliss, seemingly almost desperate to get Della to stay silent.
"What are your terms?" Harlow asked, obviously a lot smarter than the piece of crap lawyer. After all, she was once a TCPD Deputy Chief, dontcha know...
Miriam Walters named the terms, then said "All you have to do is truthfully testify that Amber Harris was a participant at that meeting, that she actively participated in the plot to slander Mr. Allgood..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:40am, Monday, March 11th. A heavily armed and armored detail of Town & County Police Officers entered the offices of KXTC, led by Captain Teresa Croyle. They marched through the 'City Room' and to the office of Burt West. Teresa did not bother to knock as she opened the door, seeing West, Bettina Wurtzburg, Amber Harris, and Lester Holder at the round table in front of West's desk.
"What the hell are you doing, barging into my office like this?" roared West as he rose to his feet.
"Stay where you are, West." ordered Captain Croyle. "Keep your hands where I can see them." She extended a piece of paper to him. "This is a warrant for the arrest of Amber Harris, on charges of conspiracy to criminally slander Daniel Allgood for the purposes of swaying a political election. Stand up, Harris, or resisting arrest will be added to the charges."
Amber slowly stood up, her lack of speed and effort not suiting Teresa very well at all. She grabbed Amber and threw her against the wall, then violently pulled the reporterette's arms behind her as she recited to Amber her considerable legal rights.
"What the hell is this about?" screamed Burt West. "I demand you tell me what's going on!" For that demand, Burt West got to experience the full 'Teresa Cunt' look.
"You goddamn Press bastards can shove your fucking 'demands' up your asses." Teresa snarled at West. West said nothing more as the Police left with their prisoner.
"Oh my God." Bettina gasped as pandemonium broke out in the newsroom.
"Are those charges legit?" asked West.
"Why didn't they arrest me?" asked Lester Holder. "I was in that meeting, too."
"Don't ever say another word, to anyone, admitting that." said West. "Bettina, if this is what they're doing to Amber... what are they going to do to you?"
"I... I have no idea." said Bettina, shock and worry on her MILF reporterette face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The arraignment was completed by the late afternoon. Amber Harris was considered by Judge Rodney K. Watts to be a considerable flight risk, and bail was set at one million dollars. It was met, partly by KXTC, and partly by funds from persons unknown. Harris was ordered to wear an ankle monitor, and she could travel only to her home and to KXTCs studios; she was forbidden to go on field assignments for KXTC, and if she left the borders of the County for any reason at all, her bail would be revoked and she would be jailed... and Judge Watts took great delight in warning Amber that DFACS would take her baby away from her if her bail was revoked.
"Great job, Rogue 2." I told Teresa as we sat on the deck of the Cop Bar in the fading light of evening, having beef nachos and beer with Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Captain Perlman, ADA Paulina Patterson, and FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"Most fun I've had in a long time." Teresa said. "I'd have loved it more if Cindy had personally made that arrest, though. Where was she, by the way?"
Chief Moynahan said "I told her to go and celebrate with her new family."
"You're just an old softy, aren't ya?" Jack Muscone said, making everyone laugh.
"Heh heh heh heh." said Moynahan. "Yeah, I guess I am. And yezzz, it was wonderful seeing her face when Judge Watts granted that petition and banged his gavel." We all agreed. But Sheriff Griswold looked a little down.
"You okay, Sheriff?" I asked.
"Yeah." barked the Sheriff. "I just wish... Della Harlow would've paid a heavier price."
"Look at it this way, Sheriff." I said. "By taking the plea deal, Harlow confessed to her crimes. She's now officially pled guilty to those charges, which she never would've done otherwise. She now has a felony record, and she is now disgraced. And we're going to roast Amber Harris on a spit, as well."
"God, I'm glad I'm not Amber Harris." said Paulina. "You really are intense about it, Don, aren't you?" I nodded, then Paulina said: "By the way, Lester Holder, who called our daughter that racial slur, was at that meeting, as well. You going after him?"



"I dunno." I said. "We've got Bettina's payback to deliver first."
"Ooooo-weeee..." said Tanya with a grin and sparkling eyes, "how are you going to do that?" She noticed me glance at Jack, and she looked over at him.
"Stay tuned for further announcements." said Muscone...
Part 24 - Back To The Grind, and 'Meetings'
"This is Keith Madden, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the cub reporter at 7:00am, Tuesday, March 12th, from behind the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "Bettina Wurtzburg is on assignment. Channel Two News has learned that the State House Judiciary Committee will issue subpoenas for TCPD Commander Donald Troy and SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow to testify before their committee's ongoing probe of Governor Val Jared."
"State Democrats say that Robert Mullen's Independent State Counsel report was not the end of the investigations into Governor Jared's alleged crimes for abuse of power, but merely the beginning." continued Madden. "Judiciary Chairman Justin Madoff has said he intends to keep digging until he finds proof of crimes by Jared, and that he fully expects Commander Troy to comply with their subpoenas and truthfully answer questions about allegations that he exercised Police brutality against two women who made credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor."
"In other news," continued Madden, "FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone answered questions at a Press Conference in the City yesterday regarding what is being called an 'exercise' by the military in several counties in this part of the State over the weekend. Mr. Muscone gave no new information on the incidents, referring questions about the incident to the U.S. Army, but when asked about the abuse of Citizens's rights in having their cars searched at gunpoint without warrants by military personnel, he said that the orders of the military leaders were 'misinterpreted' by the soldiers at the checkpoints, and that the personnel involved were being given refresher training..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." Sheriff Griswold said as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room. "What's that about, Tanya? Poor Jack having to take all the arrows for the military's fuck-ups."
"I dunno, Sheriff." said Tanya. "But Jack told me last night that the military actually suggested he say that, and that they preferred that near-admission of violating people's rights to having the truth about the nuke getting out."
The Sheriff replied "I was asking more along the lines of him giving that Press Conference at all... and letting the military brass blame the little guys for the problems and making the FBI guy take the Press arrows."
"I'm more curious about why Bettina is not making the morning broadcast." Cindy said. "Why is that gutless coward bitch in hiding now?" Sheriff Griswold's mustaches were twitching merrily at just how far Cindy had come over to our side against the Press.
"And if not Bettina," I added, "why not Amber? After all, she's confined to the studios and can't do anything else, anyway."
The Sheriff noticed the slight gleam in my gray eyes. As the broadcast ended, he said "Crowbar, can I see you in your office for a moment?"
"Yes sir." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once seated in my office and fortified with cups of Navy coffee, the Sheriff peered at me and said "So, Crowbar... why didn't Bettina make that broadcast?"
"Just between us and the crowbars, sir," I said, "rumor has it that Bettina really wanted to name the biological father of Betsy in her broadcast. She missed her opportunity to do it yesterday, and doing it today would be illegal because Judge Watts sealed it as part of the adoption papers. So Burt West, who is shitting his pants as he waits for my next move against KXTC, kept Bettina off the air to keep her from doing something stupid and going to jail for it."
"Har!" barked Sheriff Griswold happily. Then he peered at me again, and asked "And how did you hear of that? I wouldn't expect Bettina nor West to just call you and tell you."
"Oh, people hear things, and want to repeat those things." I said. "We have leaks in the TCPD here, as you well know. Well, so does KXTC. And one person talks to another, and so on and so on, until we have six degrees of separation, where everything comes... to me."
"I'm glad I'm on your side." said the Sheriff. "So... will you tell your Clan Senior Advisor what you are going to do about Bettina? Or to her?"
I just smiled. "By this time tomorrow, Sheriff... you will know." The Sheriff nodded, and I could see he was trying to figure it out.
(Author's note: dear readers, you have the clues, too. Can you tell what the I.C. is going to do to Bettina?)
"Well, Crowbar," said the Sheriff, "all I'll say is that you've done very well handling that. Very well."
"Thank you, sir." I said, the praise making me feel like a son who has received the blessings of his father...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am, Tuesday, March 12th. "Thank you for joining us for the Fox Eight Sunrise Show! I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said Meredith. "Here's what's going on this morning. Many in the Media were shocked when our competitor's reporter Amber Harris was arrested on conspiracy charges in connection with Gayle Tunnin's false charges against Daniel Allgood before last November's election!"
"Both Gayle Tunnin and Della Harlow were charged with conspiracy to slander Daniel Allgood, who eventually won the Mayor's race despite the false charges and despite an attempt to steal the election with fraudulent votes." said Meredith. "Tunnin and Harlow both accepted plea deals in exchange for turning State's evidence against Amber Harris, who was also at meetings planning the smear attacks upon now-Mayor Allgood. Harris was arrested by Town & County Police, and made the one million dollar bail set by Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts."
"And in State news," said Meredith, "attorney for Commander Donald Troy Mike G. Todd said that his client was willing and prepared to testify before the State House Judiciary Committee in connection with the ongoing probe into alleged abuse of power charges against Governor Val Jared, provided that the scope of the questions are limited strictly to that investigation itself. This shocked many legal experts, who expected Commander Troy to fight against the expected subpoena for his testimony."
"That Committee better be careful." Catrina warned. "Things get exciting around here when Commander Troy does something that surprises the so-called 'experts'. Let's go to our beat reporter Priya Ajmani in Midtown for another breaking story. Priya!"
"Thank you, Catrina!" Priya said. "Fox Eight News has just learned that the State Right to Life Committee has appealed the squashing of their lawsuit by Judge Rodney K. Watts of the Superior Court. Additionally, the Republican-dominated State Senate Committee for Health and Human Services will begin an investigation into the Department of Family and Children's Services, known as DFACS. State Senate HHS Committee Chairman Pence Richards, who has close ties to the State Right to Life Committee, said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Pence Richards, who was short and stocky, and whose hair was dyed silver white and cut short, saying "The processes that allowed some to jump the line ahead of others, as well as giving a lesbian custody of a baby child, has to be thoroughly examined, especially after the State Right to Life's legitimate lawsuit was crushed in a local court."
More tape rolled, showing Ralph Corkle, once leader of the State Republican Office and now the spokesman for the State Right to Life Committee, saying "We believe our lawsuit was wrongfully dismissed, and we are appealing that ruling. We will have our day in Court on behalf of good Christian families that were passed over for adoption while lesbians living in sin are allowed to jump the line and adopt children."
Back to Priya live: "Neither the State Right to Life Committee nor Chairman Richards would comment on Judge Watts granting TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross's adoption of a baby girl. And in other news, the Town & County Council meets tonight, and reports are that many Citizens will be demanding action after the abuse of their rights during the recent military training exercise. And the first meeting of the Town & County Commission to re-write the Charter will take place Wednesday. It will be a closed-door meeting, but Commander Donald Troy told Fox Eight News that the Commission will have open hearings in the near future. Back to you, Catrina!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who are you, and what have you done with Commander Troy?" Tanya asked as we watched the broadcast in my office. "Agreeing to testify before that lynch mob?"
"It's pretty much unavoidable." I said. "I might refuse, but AG Karl Handel is gathering the Republican Establishment Elite support for his run for Governor, and they're really after my ass. So to get their financial support, he'd bring those criminal contempt charges against me." Teresa and Cindy nodded as they began to understand.
"As it is," I continued, "the Legislature's trap is going to backfire after I truthfully testify on the matter. So as long as Mike Todd can force them to limit the scope of their questions, it'll be all right."
"How is it that Ralph Corkle is out of jail and with the SRLC?" asked Cindy. "I distinctly remember arresting that bastard after the Republican Caucus fraud." (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 02-03.)
"Yes, so do I." I said. "He got out of it... on technicalities. The FBI and others, including Martin Nash, tried to question him after he invoked, and Appellate Judge Leahy dropped all charges. The State Supreme Court refused to take up the case, so Corkle walked. On everything, including the kidnapping charges."
"That sucks." Tanya said. "By the way, where's Teresa? It's not an Angels meeting without her."
"She went to Randy Smith's funeral, which is today." I said. "She asked to go, and I told her to represent the TCPD well. Admiral Cordell went with her, and he is furious about the lack of help Sheri Smith and her one-year-old baby have been given."
"Teresa called last night," I said, "and said that the Army is doing the funeral and will give him the hero's burial he deserves, but the Office of Secure Transportation has not done a damn thing. Teresa called her lawyer Agnes T. Spires to help Sheri get the pension and insurance she's supposed to get; the OST would not return Sheri's phone calls. And with a full-blown retired Admiral breathing down their necks, they'd better get their shit straight------"
At that moment there was a knock on the door. Helena said "Guys, turn to KSTD." Tanya expertly used the remote to change the channel.
"And let's go to the State Capitol." said Cynthia Freeman at the SNN desk. The feed switched to a podium outside the State Capitol, where State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds was speaking for a group of Republican Legislators."
"We demand that Governor Val Jared appoint Robert Mullen as the Director of the new SBI-IDE." said Hammonds. "Only Robert Mullen has the integrity to lead the IDE forward in the War on Drugs."
"Will Robert Mullen enforce immigration laws like the SBI-IDE is supposed to?" asked a reporterette.
"Immigration is a Federal issue." said Hammonds. "Robert Mullen has the integrity to follow laws correctly, and also the courage to stand up to the racism of Governor Val Jared, and stand up to Jared's persecution of undocumented workers!"
*CLICK!*
I expertly used the remote to turn off the television monitor. "Enough of that." I growled. "Ladies, did you mess with my calendar? I didn't think April 1st was for a few more weeks." My Angels politely chuckled.
"I really want to hear what the Iron Crowbar thinks of that." said Cindy. "I can't figure it out."
"I dunno." I said. "It's just nuts on every level. First, there's no way the Governor would ever appoint Mullen, nor would SBI Director Goodwin. Second, they all but advertised that Mullen would not enforce immigration laws, which the IDE was partly created to do."
"Sir, they let the cat out of the bag on that one." Tanya said flatly. "They never intended for the SBI-IDE to help with immigration issues. That was all just to get the Budget passed. My only question is if the Governor knew they were going to backstab him on this, and so quickly, or if he genuinely, and stupidly, thought the IDE really would do any immigration enforcement?"
"Vee shall see." I said in my 'German' accent. "Time will tell on that. Time will tell..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"Bet it's the Governor." Cindy said. I picked up the phone.
"Yes, Governor..." I said, with a raise of my eyebrows in Cindy's general direction, causing her to grin as I said "A meeting? Today?... Yes sir, I'll be there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sgt. Andrew Prince flew me to Midtown in the TCPD's Bell 206 chopper. I was met at the helipad by SBI-OER Director Britt Maxwell and SBI-OER Lieutenant Norm Chow.
"I've already gotten my subpoena to testify before the State House Judiciary Committee." said Chow as we walked inside the State Capitol Office Building and to the elevators. "I don't know why they're making us go through this. My testimony will be exactly the same as what I told the Special Grand Jury and the Mullen Investigation."
"That may be part of it." I said. "They cannot release the Grand Jury testimony, and they probably don't have it. By asking you the same questions publicly, they can get your answers on record, even if the answers are not helpful to their cause."
"Again," said the beautiful Britt Maxwell, "why go through these hoops?"
"To keep the issue alive." I said. "The Mullen Report did not give them what they want, so they have to make it seem like the scandal is ongoing, that Jared is still guilty even though the millions spent on the ISC investigation yielded less than nothing for them. So, is that what this meeting is about?"
"No." said Britt as we got off the elevator and went down the hall to the office used by the Lieutenant Governor of the State. As we went inside, several people rose to greet us, including Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, State Rep. Marsha Collins (R - Eastphalia), SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin, Lieutenant Gordon Grigsby of the SBI-BFE, and DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens.
"Ah, thank you for coming, Inspector Troy." said Sharon Marshall as she came up and shook my hand, acting as hostess for the meeting. I shook hands with everyone else, and we sat down in an arrangement of chairs and the sofa that formed a circle.
"I'm representing the Governor in this meeting. He is unfortunately unable to be here." Lieutenant Governor Marshall said, her words fooling no one present: this was her meeting. She continued: "My friend Marsha Collins is here for the Legislative and Republican Party interests, Inspector Troy is the de facto head of the SBI Reserve, Lt. Grigsby is the BFE representative, and of course Director Goodwin heads the SBI. We've also asked Special Agent Stevens of the DEA to join us, as we hope the SBI-IDE and the DEA will be able to work much more closely together than the old NTF was able or willing to."
That was an understatement, I thought to myself. Lt. Gov. Marshall then said "I've asked you all to come to help Director Goodwin and Governor Jared choose who the leader of the SBI-IDE will be. We were not going to push this so quickly, but Wilson Hammonds is up to his dirty tricks again. His demand to make Robert Mullen the IDE Director was an absolute joke, but Hammonds's real intent is to simply stir up trouble with the IDE, which he hates with a deep and abiding passion."
"The Democrats are also going to announce their choice for the IDE position, and that choice is going to be Robert Gaston." said Marshall. Seeing my face, she said "I don't think Commander Troy is very fond of that choice any more than he is of Robert Mullen."
"No ma'am." I said. "If you thought Jack Lewis was dirty as the SBI Director, and Richard Ferrell in NTF..." I shook my head vigorously. "Sheesh... Gaston would simply uphold that less-than-fine tradition."
"So, just to hear myself say it," said Sharon Marshall, "would you like the job yourself, Inspector Troy?"
"No ma'am, I would not." I said firmly. "I am very happy where I am, doing what I'm doing now."
"Yezzz," mused Marshall, "even after that incident this past weekend, that we're not supposed to discuss, but everyone here knows what you did. And you did an outstanding job neutralizing that threat." Everyone applauded me for narrowly avoiding being vaporized by a nuclear weapon. Okay, for stopping the threat, too.
"What about you, Inspector Maxwell?" said Marsha Collins. "If you took the IDE job, Lt. Chow could succeed you in the SBI-OER."
"I'm happy where I am, too." said Britt Maxwell. "And while I'd hate to lose Lt. Chow, he would be an excellent choice for the IDE job."
"No ma'am." said Norm Chow, in his level, calm way of talking. "That job is too political for me. Politicians... irritate me." I couldn't help but smile at that one.
"Okay, then." said Sharon Marshall, expertly steering the meeting along. "Director Goodwin will make the choice, and it'll have to be ratified by the Governor. Does anyone have any names to suggest to them?"
"And 'Steven Ikea' is a wrong answer." Britt Maxwell said brightly, her eyes sparkling. Everyone but me laughed.
"Good Lord, you people are trying to give me a heart attack." I said. "But seriously, I think your answer is right here in this room." With that, I raised my right arm and then clapped the shoulder of Lt. Grigsby, who was seated to my right.
"Sir?" asked a stunned Grigsby. "Er, I'm not sure I'm ready for this."
"I am sure." I said. "You're clean as a whistle, honest, you'll do a good job, and most importantly, you won't let the politicians try to dissuade you from doing the 'I' part of the IDE job... Immigration Enforcement. And you'll be acceptable to everyone for the Drug Enforcement part of the job. And I won't have to worry about the SBI-IDE messing with my Town & County, either."
"Ah, I knew you had an ulterior motive." Britt Maxwell said teasingly, her eyes sparkling as she looked flirtatiously at me.
"Sounds like you better get ready to be promoted, Mr. Grigsby." said SBI Director Curly Goodwin. "The Iron Crowbar has spoken."
"I appreciate your trust in me, sir." said Grigsby, more to me than to Goodwin.
"Okay, then." I said. "You all can interview Lt. Grigsby while Special Agent Stevens and I fly up to the City to make sure the FBI has adult supervision." Stevens chuckled and we made our goodbyes and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens and I were flown by Sgt. Prince to the Federal Building in the City. Sgt. Prince then went to City Airport to refuel for the flight home while Stevens and I went to the FBI Offices.
We went into the large room, where Sandra Speer, Lindy Linares, Martin Nash, and Julius Jefferson greeted us enthusiastically. Sandra showed me the latest Greta photos; my daughter was growing up fast... and without me, I thought sadly as I looked at them.
Then Jefferson announced to all the other Special Agents there who I was and that I was the one that had successfully recovered the nuke. I may have blushed a little bit at the strength of the standing ovation I received.
"I'll take you to Jack." said Martin Nash. "He told me to come in with you, and he'll brief me on the aftermath of the incident at the same time."



"Good." I said, not at all fooled at what was going on: Nash was being groomed for leadership, and was responding well to it.
We followed Nash to Jack's office. I mischievously just went right on in. "Ah, there you two are." said Jack Muscone when he saw us. "Come on in, have a seat. You too, Martin." Nash had been a little bit surprised at my bravado. What, had he forgotten his time with the TCPD? I wondered with amusement.
Once we were seated, Jack said "Obviously there is a huge manhunt on for Shimono, Barsbane, Ridge, and Starr. We have a photo at the Coltrane County line showing Shimono and Barsbane in military uniforms crossing the border. You'd told us that they'd switched to military uniforms, Don, so we gave the military vehicles a fresh look." I nodded.
Jack continued: "Coltrane County is very backward in how few surveillance cameras they have operating. There are a couple near 'The Vision' compound, and please don't tell Commander Ross that... and there are a couple in Buford and on the bridge of the exit to that town. The Shimono vehicle was not seen on those cameras nor any further south, so we think they took one of the county roads to State 142 and into Nextdoor County, and then east to the City."
"Makes a lot of sense, especially if they knew where the cameras were, and could avoid them." I said. "What about Dick Granger?"
"We went to his home, but he wasn't there, and he wasn't at State Parcel Service, either." Muscone said. "I personally spoke to their CEO, Edward Blassingame, and he said that Mr. Grainger was out west, working on a project for SPS expansion, but said he didn't know exactly where. We sent Agents to the areas around Teresa's hometown, but no sign of him, there."
"Wait..." said Dwight Stevens. "I thought Blassingame himself was involved in this, or so you guys were saying. So why speak to him like that, when all he'll do is give you a runaround?"
"Yes, he might do that." I said. "But he already knows we know about Granger, so we haven't given away a state secret there. And it'd be nice if we could catch Blassingame lying to a Federal Agent."
"And I was watching his facial expressions." Muscone said. "Either he's telling the truth, or he is very, very good at hiding his true emotions. Anyway, we checked out the old Federal facility, Millwakee, the old Sanitarium, all those places related to you, Don. But there was nothing."
"Everyone from the locals to the Feds are watching for Granger." said Martin Nash. "We think that if we find him, we'll find Barsbane. As to Keiko Shimono... some of our guys are enjoying their undercover missions to the BDSM clubs, but other than that, there's no sign of her. It might take a Crowbar to pry her out of wherever she's hiding."
"What about Trent and Quint?" I asked. "They're my priority, even over Shimono."
"No sign of them, either." said Jack. "The two survivors of the truck crew barely made it, and that was mostly because Dr. Cordell was at the Hospital to treat them. We haven't had much chance to talk to them, but from what little we got, they got into a vicious firefight with Trent and Quint, but they didn't have much ammo... never thought they'd really need it... and were captured once they ran out. We don't know if Trent and Quint were wounded, or even killed. But if they did survive, they didn't stay with Barsbane, Shimono, and that freak Raji. Don, you deserve a medal just for breaking his worthless neck. He was a truly bad actor on the cyber-warfare scene."
"Glad I could help." I said, a bit drily, making Muscone and Stevens chuckle. Martin Nash never chuckles, of course.
Nash said "Trent and Quint were highly trained in the military, the best of the best. If they lived, they'd be very expert at hiding, and would fight like hell if we ever cornered them. We're consulting with Delta Force to get ideas on where they might be and what they might do."
"What, didn't ask the BAU?" I said, very sarcastically. "Okay, okay, just kidding." I said, seeing Jack's reproving look in my general direction. "Seriously, Delta Force is truly the best of the best. I hope they'll find them. Trent and Quint may be the most dangerous of this bunch, at least to me and my family."
"Which includes my family." said Jack. "Anyway, that's it: a whole lotta 'nuthin'. We'll let you know if we get any breaks, and of course we'd appreciate any help you can give us."
As the meeting was ending, we all got up, everyone shook hands, and we made like trees to leave. As I got to the door, Muscone said "So it's Grigsby for the SBI-IDE Director post?"
I gave a thumbs-up and said "How'd you know?"
"You take care of your people." Muscone replied.
"And speaking of that," I said, "it's 'awn'?"
Jack gave what was for him a big smile and said "Yes. Tomorrow morning we announce it." I smiled and left.
When the SBI-SIS had been formed, I had brought in four State Agents that I thought I could trust: Ted Crenshaw, Ted Orosco, Norm Chow, and Gordon Grigsby. They had been good at their jobs, they were honest... and they'd been loyal to me. I had not forgotten their loyalty, and I had reciprocated it: Crenshaw was now with the FBI in Southport, where he was needed and where he deserved to be. Ted Orosco was head of Internal Affairs for the TCPD, bringing stability to that unit, and a steady paycheck to himself. Norm Chow was essentially Internal Affairs for the SBI, and working with the smoking hot Britt Maxwell, dontcha know.
And now I was taking care of the last of my SIS agents, putting Grigsby in the important role of the SBI-IDE. He would not be bribed by criminal elements. He would not be pressured and pulled in multiple directions by agenda-driven politicians. And Katherine Woodburn would be very upset, which did not hurt my feelings. I love it when a plan comes together.
And another one was about to...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Tuesday, March 12th. I was in my office, wrapping up paperwork, when a huge vibe hit me. It was followed by the sound of an office door being opened down the hall.
I walked down the hallway to the Captain of Operations's office, and entered as I knocked on the door. Teresa Croyle was inside, looking exhausted, and something more.
"Oh, sir!" Teresa gasped upon seeing me standing in front of her desk. She rose to her feet.
"At ease, sit back down." I said. "How did it go?"
"It was... very sad." Teresa said, still seemingly lost in thought. The vibe I was getting was getting stronger.
I said "Father Romano is in his office. Why don't you go talk to him? You can tell me about it tomorrow."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, fully understanding me. "Thank you, sir." I went back to my office and secured everything to go home. Teresa went to Father Romano's office, and they were in there talking for a long, long time...
Part 25 - Betsy Ross Avenged
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 13th, from in front of the Courthouse Complex. "Channel Two News has learned that Social Justice groups are demanding an investigation of Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts!"
Bettina began: "The State Right to Life Committee has called for the investigation after Judge Watts not only dismissed their lawsuit against the Department of Family and Children's Services with prejudice, but also expedited the adoption petition of TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, and approved it yesterday. The SRLC is asserting that Judge Watts took bribes from the founder of 'The Vision', Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, who is Cindy Ross's biological father, to expedite the adoption."
Bettina continued: "The demands for an investigation were joined by former Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver, who lost the race for Mayor last fall after Judge Watts threw out disputed ballots, tipping the election to Daniel Allgood. Mr. Weaver says that Judge Watts's poor rulings, which disenfranchised voters as well as endangering the child awarded to Deputy Chief Ross, needs to be investigated thoroughly..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Keep calm and carry on, Ms. Ross." said Sheriff Griswold to Cindy as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "She's just getting her last shots in."
"Yeah." I said, my voice barely above a whisper. Cindy peered at me and the Sheriff.
"You guys know something." the Green Crowbar stated, and most very astutely. "What is it?"
"You'll see. Soon." I said. To change the subject, I said "So, Captain Croyle, how was the Smith funeral?"
Teresa nodded. "It was... well, there was good and bad. The Army sent a Special Forces team to conduct the funeral, since Smith was a Green Beret. They had a choir there, that sang 'The Ballad of the Green Berets', and that was really moving. After they took the Flag off the coffin and presented it to Sheri Smith, they took their metal 'Special Forces' tabs off their dress uniforms and pressed them into the wood of the casket. I knew the Navy SEALs did that, but in this case the Green Berets did it, too."
Teresa continued: "The worst for me was when Sheri Smith was holding her little baby, and asked what she should tell her daughter about her dad. I said..." Teresa paused, regaining control of her emotions, then said "I told her to tell her daughter that her father had served his country bravely, and had died trying to save a lot of people's lives, and that she could hold her head high being the daughter of such a great man." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Wow, Teresa, I'm getting a huge vibe from you about that." Cindy said sympathetically. "Anyone else we know who that could apply to? Like someone in this room now with a hero father?"
"I knew my father." Teresa said. "That little girl will not remember hers."
Tanya Perlman's eyes were a little brighter than normal when she said "Pete wasn't even born when his father died. And what you told Sheri is what I'm going to tell Pete about his father, when he's old enough." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"All this reminds me of something that I'm going to have to deal with." Cindy said. "One day in the future, Betsy is going to ask me who her father is. She'll also learn she's adopted and want to know who her blood mother is. What do I tell her?"
"The truth." said Sheriff Griswold. "But don't stress on it. Burn that bridge when you get to it."
I nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why don't you and I take a little walk this morning?" I said to Cindy at 8:45am as I stood in the doorway of her office.
"O-kayyy." Cindy replied. We put on our 'field' uniform jackets, which were black leather with embroidered TCPD badges over the heart, and our metal ranks pinned onto the epaulettes. The jackets were armor-lined, and also very warm to keep the morning chill out.
"Where are we going?" Cindy asked as we walked out the front lobby doors and began walking to Courthouse Square.
"Federal Building." I said. "The FBI is giving a Press conference."
"Speaking of that," Cindy said as we crossed Riverside Drive and walked towards Courthouse Square, "I noticed Bettina was 'mobile' again."
"KSTD doesn't do much local reporting anymore since they now carry the SNN feed." I said. "So they sold some of their equipment as well as two mobile vans to KXTC at a deep discount."
"Fuck 'em." Cindy said. "I just want to make Bettina pay, some way. And by the way, Priya has been more than helpful to me. She deserves a reward. A long, thick iron-hard reward, if you get my drift."
"Yes. Yes she does." I said agreeably. "Just set it up." Cindy smiled wickedly at that. Uh oh, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone came out of the front of the Federal Building to the podium set up at the edge of Courthouse Square along Elm Street (the e-w street that is the north border of the Square). He looked at the gaggle of reporters, making sure that they were broadcasting live to the televisions of the Town & County.
"Thank you for coming." Muscone said. "I know you want answers about that military exercise, but I have nothing new for you. So please don't ask me; direct all your questions to the Army. What I want to talk about today is that the FBI is opening a case of conspiracy to commit treason."
The reporters suddenly got quiet as Muscone said: "As you know, former FBI Agent Les Craig turned traitor and attempted to murder the then-Deputy Director of the FBI. Les Craig was also part of an extremist group that was responsible for several murders, and also sought to damage the Government and the People of the United States."
"Les Craig had assistance in his treasonous actions." Muscone continued. "We have obtained new evidence that he was having a sexual relationship with a local reporter, who may have given Craig information that could be used to damage the FBI. We have photographic proof of the sexual liaisons between Les Craig and this reporter as well as some of the damaging information that changed hands. And so, we have obtained a Federal warrant for the arrest of KXTC reporter Bettina Wurtzburg, and will be making the arrest forthwith."
At that moment, several FBI Special Agents in suits and ties, among them Special Agents Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson, went into the throng of reporters and approached Bettina. Nash ordered her to put her hands behind her, and Lindy Linares effected the arrest. Bettina was then taken to a black SUV that had pulled up on the otherwise-closed Elm Street. It whisked the suspect away, the various Press cameras eagerly filming Bettina's humiliating perp walk.
"Wowwww..." Cindy whispered as we watched from a distance. "Just wowwww. You brought the nukes against Bettina."
"Yes." I said. "The investigation is for real, but no matter what happens, the other reporters will see Bettina as a whore that sleeps with men to get stories, and maybe they'll consider her a traitor, too, though I suspect they're on the side of anyone who would be a traitor to America. Anyhoo, it was the best I could do... short of outright killing her."
Cindy looked up at me, then back to the increasingly chaotic crowd at the podium, the Press shouting questions at Muscone. "I don't deserve this." she said, near tears. "Thank you... Thank you."
"You're welcome, but thanks are not necessary, and this is absolutely deserved." I said. "It's a matter of family... and your family is my family."
As we turned to go back to Police Headquarters, we saw someone standing several yards behind us. It was the Town & County Sheriff, his mustaches twitching with absolute delight. Cindy gave Sheriff Griswold a warm hug along with her words of thanks, a hug that he returned as if he were hugging his daughter. Then we all walked back to Police Headquarters before the Press realized we had been on the Square. It would not be long before Captain Thompson's phone began ringing off the hook...
Part 26 - Reward For Good Behavior
Wednesday, March 13th. It was very late when I drove up to Cindy and Callie's condo after the meeting of the Charter Commission. I knocked quietly on the door and Callie opened it, wearing only a bathrobe, her finger over her mouth in the 'hush' sign. I came into the darkened living room.
Betsy was asleep in her crib in the main bedroom. There was only one lamp on in the guest bedroom, its warm glow giving just enough light to see the couple on the bed. Cindy was on her belly, naked, face-deep in the pussy of a beautiful brown-skinned woman. I recognized her as Priya Ajmani.
I got a bit of a shock when I realized that Priya was blindfolded. Her legs were pulled up and back, and her right ankle was tied to her right wrist, her left ankle and wrist also bound together! The beautiful Indian woman was trussed up and ready for delivery into sexual bliss.
"Ohhh... ohhhh..." Priya was softly moaning as Cindy ate her out with gusto. Having taken a 'gray viagra' before coming in, my cock was iron-hard, throbbing with desire as I watched the nasty scene in front of me.
"You're overdressed." Callie said as the bathrobe slipped to the floor, exposing her gloriously naked body. I began undressing as I watched, and soon I was naked, my cock standing out like a crowbar.
Cindy looked back at the door, and saw that we were ready. "You're gonna get it now." she said to Priya. She got off the bed as I approached it and climbed on, then eased between Priya's legs, mounting her.
"Ohhhh..." she whispered. "Is that you, Don?"
"Yeah, baby." I said hoarsely.
"Ohhh, fuck me." Priya begged. "Please, fuck me! I can't take it any more."
"Have you been a good girl?" I asked as I slid my cockshaft up and down Priya's sopping wet labes.
"Yes!" Priya gasped. "Put it in!" I fit the head of my cock into her slit and pressed into her cunt hole. Then I shoved forward with all the raw, physical power that I could muster.
"AAAUGH! OH MY GOD!" Priya screamed out. I withdrew and slammed my cock into her again, then again, and soon I was fucking her with a hard, deep, steady rhythm.
As I fucked her, I reached up and took her blindfold off. Priya's eyes were sparkling with lust. She raised her head and I smashed my mouth on to hers in a hard kiss.
"UHHH!" Priya cried out as I felt her cunt clamp down around my cock. I buried my meat as deep as I could in her clutching cunt as she gasped through her powerful orgasm. When her pussy relaxed enough, I began pumping into her again.
"Ohhh, that was so good." Priya gasped. I kissed her again, our tongues twining as I raised up into a pushup position over her.
"Have you been a good girl, Priya?" I asked.
"Oh yes, yes." Priya said pleadingly.
"Good girls get fucked, Priya." I growled. "And I am going to fuck your good girl brains out now." With that I began plowing Priya's pussy with hard thrusts, piledriving into her with relentless power. Unable to resist, Priya lay there and took it. Her moans deepened again, and her pussy clamped down like a vise around my pistoning meat again.
"Good God, shut her up." Callie warned. She was watching from behind us. "You'll have the whole neighborhood calling the cops on us."
"Let me show this good girl how we do law enforcement in this County. I grunted, slamming my cock in and out of Priya's pussy again and again, until my back began aching in protest. Fortunately, I also felt my own climax approaching.
"You feel that nut rising, baby?" I snarled. "You feel me getting ready to come in you?"
"Yes, yes!" Priya gasped. "Come in me! Yes!" It took less than a dozen strokes, and then I grunted as the gray mists swirled behind my eyes, and my cock began spurting semen into the well-fucked depths of Priya's steaming snatch.
I began slowing down, keeping my cock in Priya's cum-filled cunt until I was just laying on top of her, balls-deep in post-coital bliss. I kissed Priya's upturned mouth, letting the kiss grow deeper as we relaxed.
After a few minutes, I slid my cock out of Priya's pussy, then stood on my knees, straddling the beautiful Indian woman's body. I fed her my slime-covered cock, and she eagerly sucked it as my hips slowly thrust forward and back. I felt myself hardening again as I untied her, letting her stretch her legs out flat on the bed. She began fellating me with gusto, moaning around my cock as I slid my hand to the back of her head and guided her forward to meet my gentle thrusts as I fucked her beautiful face.
"I'm ready for round two." I announced. "How about you?"
"Oh yes!" Priya said happily as she spread her legs. I eased back down on her and my cock unerringly found her honey hole and slid back in, making her moan. This time we took our time, fucking slow and deep like longtime lovers, with Priya orgasming several times before I finally dropped another massive load into the depths of her womanhood...



Part 27 - Epilogue
12:00 high noon, Thursday, March 14th. Dr. Laura Fredricson's secretary announced that she had a visitor. It was General Alexander McFarland. He was wearing a civilian suit and tie, which told Laura he was about to travel on a civilian aircraft to Washington, D.C.
"Hello, Laura." McFarland said. "Sorry to barge in uninvited, but I wanted to say goodbye before leaving."
"Have a seat." Laura said, indicating a chair in front of her desk, which she remained behind, and not having stood at the entrance of her guest.
McFarland sat down, and looked at Laura's desk, seeing the photos of her husband and children. "You have a daughter, too. My daughter is all grown up now... and I basically missed her entire childhood for the sake of my career. Please don't make that mistake with your children."
"I won't." Laura said. "That's a big reason I retired from the Company. Politicians say they're resigning to 'spend more time with my family' as an excuse. For me, it was for real."
"Good." said McFarland. "And your husband... he's a very impressive man. It's too bad he turned down the Company when they tried to recruit him. And speaking of that... I'm a bit surprised: he doesn't seem to be your type."
"What do you consider my type to be?" Laura asked, more out of curiosity than of being offended.
"Less flamboyant, more the quiet type of leader." said McFarland. "The tireless worker behind the scenes rather than the guy out front. More like your first husband. Commander Troy doesn't fit that mold."
"No, he doesn't." said Laura. And whatever my type is, I fell head-over-heels in love with Don the moment I first saw him. He's something rare in this country and this world these days: he's a real man."
"In that respect, I guess he is your type, then." said the General.
"Yes" said Laura. "And yes, he really is as good as you saw this weekend... and I'll do whatever I have to to protect him, especially when he goes after bad people... like U.S. Senator Samuel Russell."
The General got the message. "Of course." he said. "Russell thinks he's hot stuff, but he's nothing anymore."
Then he peered at Laura across the desk. "You've changed, Laura. You're not the Agent I knew in Europe. And you're not the same woman anymore."
"No, I'm not, General." Laura said. "Motherhood changes a woman. Hell hath no fury like a mother protecting her children."
McFarland nodded, then got up. "Okay, then. Your current husband is the talk of Washington, and in a good way. I'm sure a medal will be heading his way soon. In the meantime, it was good to see you again, Laura. You take care now."
"Take care, General." Laura said, getting to her feet but still maintaining the solid formality that he could not break through. He left the office. Laura checked for listening devices in his wake...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was setting on this Thursday evening. I sitting on the metal mesh seat behind the Mountain Nest. Carole was sitting next to me, and Bowser and Buddy were inspecting their domains and doing their business. I heard more than saw a train rumble out of the west and then south along the River and County Road 5.
"Daddy," Carole said, "why are Press people so mean?"
"What do you mean?" I asked, wondering where this was coming from.
"They're saying bad things about Aunt Cindy." said Carole. "Everyone at school was asking why the Media people were so mad and full of hate. Are they mad at Marie, too, because she's adopted?"
"No." I said, amused at the links children make about things.
"Oh." said Carole, realizing some things that she was in the unique position to know. "It's because Aunt Cindy is a Pol-eece Officer. They don't like you either, do they Daddy?"
"No, no they don't." I said, no longer amused. "And that's why I tell you to be careful if you see any reporters around."
"It was a reporter that put me in that building that blew up, wasn't it?" Carole asked as Bowser and Buddy came back, eager for skritchins.
"Yes, it was." I said, giving Buddy those skritchins as Carole petted Bowser. "How did you know that?"
"I heard Mommy and Grandma talking about it." Carole said. Then she dropped another knowledge bomb on me: "Our teacher said that reporters are necessary for us to have Freedom, but if they don't like Police Officers who keep us safe, what good are they doing?" Outstanding question, I thought to myself. Simply outstanding.
"It's a long story, one of those grownup stories you'll learn about when you become a grownup." I said. I didn't care to discuss that the Press had totally abused their First Amendment rights and the responsibilities that went with those rights, and that the American Mainstream Media, its biases and its dishonesty, was actually the greatest threat to our Freedom. Even more than a nuclear bomb. Much more than a nuclear bomb.
"You tell me that a lot, Daddy." Carole said. "But I'm big now. I'm five years old!"
"Yes, yes you are." I said. "But you're trying to grow up too fast. You're fortunate that you live here in America, where you can go to school and learn a lot, and you can play with Marie and Bowser and your school friends. Enjoy your childhood, kid. You'll be grown up before you know it, and then you'll wish you could be a kid again."
"That's what Uncle Harvey told me, too." said Carole. And then another bomb: "Daddy, how do I learn how to be brave, and save the world like you did?"
Five years old, she is, I thought to myself. Five years old.
"You don't." I said, knowing she would remember every single word I told her for the rest of her life. "You either have it, or you don't. And if you have it, you'll become a leader of others, as well as a brave person. But that's another thing that you'll find out about when you get older. Right now... let's take these extremely cool dogs inside, and get ready for bed."
"Awww." Carole said, not wanting to go to bed. "I'm not tired, Daddy."
"That's makes one of us, Fussbudget." I replied. "I'm tired enough for both of us. Let's go." We got up and followed the dogs to the steps leading to the backdoor, my mind ablaze after that wide-ranging discussion of philosophical issues.
And yes, Carole had it. And she would show it.
The Greatness was coming. Just not too fast, I hoped...
Finish
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Part 1 - Prologue
This chapter is dedicated to Chess Grandmasters David Bronstein and Leonid Stein.
"One town's very like another
When your head's down over your pieces, brother
It's a drag, it's a bore, it's really such a pity
To be looking at the board
not looking at the city."
------ Benny Andersson and Björn Ulvaeus (the male half of ABBA), and Sir Tim Rice, 'One Night In Bangkok', from the musical 'Chess'.
9:00am, Sunday, March 17th. St. Patrick's Day. I was wearing a green golf/polo shirt, khaki pants, and an orange t-shirt under the green shirt as I sat down at one of the tables in the Veasley Community Center. Young Timmy Austin was going to play chess against eight people simultaneously, and I was one of the eight minnows this young chess shark intended to consume. The other players were Sheriff Griswold, Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem, Chaplain Romano, Todd Burke, Barry Oliver, Professor Marvin Milton, and Lt. Myron Milton.
Attending and watching were Susie Haskins, Davie Marsdon, Frieda Franklin, TCPD Captain Teresa Croyle, Betsy Ross, and TCPD Commander Cindy Ross. Cindy was wearing a green collared shirt with the TCPD badge embroidered over the heart, khaki pants, and her Police gunbelt. Teresa was wearing a green dress (all-Catholic, wouldn't ya know). Lt. Mary Milton was there with her daughter Louise, and Betsy and Louise were having a baby-lovefest.
And of course, many of the 'Usual Suspects' that regularly came to the Veasley Community Center were also here. Old Mrs. Boddiker and Mrs. Williams made sure we all had coffee, water, or soft drinks. Timmy Austin's drink of choice was Cherry Coke Zero. There was twittering of parakeets, especially over the babies in the House.
"Why are you wearing green and orange today, Mr. Crowbar?" asked Timmy as we set up our boards. Everyone stopped to listen, I noticed.
"It's St. Patrick's Day." I said. "The Irish Flag has green, white, and orange stripes. Green is for the Catholics, and orange is for the Protestants."
"What is the white stripe for?" asked Timmy.
"To keep the Green and the Orange apart." I said, flat deadpan. "They used to fight wars all the time." That made Father Romano laugh heartily.
The tables were set up in a square, two players on each side. We began the simultaneous exhibition. Timmy first went around shaking everyone's hand. The rules were that as he came to each board, his opponent would move, then Timmy would make his move. We were not using chess clocks for these games. I'll comment on my own game, here:
Veasley Center Simul
White: Future Grandmaster Timmy Austin
Black: Your Iron Crowbar
Sicilian Defense, Alapin Variation
1. e4 c5 2. c3 Nc6 3. d4 cd4 4. cd4 d5
Not the most common order of moves for Black, and the computers say I'm already at a disadvantage.
5.ed Qxd5 6. Nf3 Bg4 7. Be2
Pinning the knight in hopes of winning the pawn, but Timmy broke the pin.
7...e5 8. Nc3 Bb4 9. 0-0 Qd7?
A mistake on Your Iron Crowbar's part. I had to take the Knight or play ...Qa5. Now I've lost a pawn to this 'young whippersnapper', as Sheriff Griswold would say.
10. de5 Qxd1 11. Rxd1 Nge7 12. Ne4 0-0 13. a3 Ba5 14. Nd6 Rab8
At this point I'm hoping to play ...Bxf3 and then ...Nxe5, as long as he doesn't play Bf4.
15.Bf4! Bc7 16. h3 Be6 17. b4 a6 18. Rac1 b5?
Dumb. Dumb Iron Crowbar. I just 'voluntarily' pinned my own piece.
19. Ng5 Bb3 20. Rd2 Rbd8 21. Bf3 Bxd6 22. ed6 Ng6 23. Rxc6 Nxf4 24. Rxa6
Oops, there goes another rubber tree pawn. I'm hurting now. At this point I looked around. Sheriff Griswold had resigned already, as had Todd. Chief Gillem was done, though playing on. Barry Oliver still had what looked like a game but I saw the insidious trap Timmy had laid for him. Father Romano was playing a Queen's Gambit Declined, a chess opening almost as old as the Catholic Church itself, and Father Romano was losing with the Black pieces.
That left me and the Mighty Miltons. Professor Marvin Milton was a strong player, and was defending the Ruy Lopez, another opening as old as chess itself. I don't know what Myron was playing, but it was a disaster... for Myron. I turned back to my own game.
24...f6 25. Ne4 Bd5 26. Nxf6+!
Gotta admit, this was a nice 'combination' by Timmy. I marveled at the efficiency with which young Mr. Austin brought matters to a successful conclusion. I'm the Iron Crowbar of crime solving; Timmy was being the Iron Crowbar of chess today.
26...Rxf6 27. Bxd5+ Kf8 28. Be4 g6
I noticed that I was the last player remaining. I'd seen the trap Barry Oliver fell into, but I hadn't seen what Timmy had sprung upon Professor Milton. After he resigned, I did the honorable thing:
28... g6 29. h4 1-0.
I turned my King over and congratulated Timmy. I then said "Hold up, Timmy." I reached down into my bag that was under my chair, which held my gunbelt (and service weapon), red crowbar, and an extra item for this occasion.
I held up a chess book entitled 'The Chess Struggle in Practice', by Grandmaster David Bronstein. "Timmy," I said, "when I was not much older than you, my dad took me to play Grandmaster David Bronstein in a simul. GM Bronstein autographed this copy of his book for me, and I've kept it ever since. I know you will learn from this book, and you will treasure it as I do."
"Oh, wow!" exclaimed Timmy, his eyes wide as I handed him the book. "That's awesome! Thanks, Mr. Crowbar!"
"Wasn't Bronstein the one they forced to throw the World Championship match?" asked Professor Marvin Milton.
"Yes sir." I said. "Bronstein played Botvinnik for the World title in 1951. Bronstein was winning the last game, then made a move so bad that it was obvious he was throwing the game. The match ended up tied, so Botvinnik retained his title."
"Why did he do that?" Davie Marsdon asked.
"He lived in what was then the Soviet Union." I replied. "They did not want a Jewish man defeating their favored man for the World Chess Championship. At the simul I attended, when he was asked about it, Grandmaster Bronstein said 'It is better to be alive than be World Champion.'."
The older people in the room understood. Davie and Timmy were shocked. "Did they really do that? Did they kill people for things like that?"
"Yes." I said. "There was another Grandmaster, named Leonid Stein. He was from the Ukraine, which was then part of the Soviet Union. In 1973, he and World Champion Bobby Fischer were going to play a match, which the Soviet Authorities did not want to see happen. Grandmaster Stein died of a heart attack in Moscow... at age 39. It might have been natural causes, but we'll never know for sure."
"So," I said, struggling out of my chair, "you take care of that book, Timmy. Grandmaster Bronstein died several years ago, so he's not autographing any more books."
"I will, Mr. Crowbar." said Timmy. "Thank you." Everyone applauded as I shook Timmy's hand again.
"Everything's always a 'teachable moment' with you." Cindy whispered to me when she came up to me, meaning to needle me.
"And a lesson our children are not being taught in Government schools any more." I whispered back. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was now 12:30pm. As everyone began cleaning up, Cindy got a phone call, and went outside to take it. When she got back inside, she came up to me and said "Don, Lieutenant Governor Marshall has been trying to call you. She's called Headquarters three times already, and you apparently turned your phones off."
"I sure did." I said, not sorry. "All right, let's go to Headquarters and I'll call her back."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going into my office, I settled down in my comfortable Command Chair, and then dialed the Lt. Governor's number. Sharon Marshall herself answered immediately.
"Commander Troy!" she said, her voice a mixture of relief and irritation. "I've been trying to reach you for hours!"
I curbed my irritation that she apparently expected me to be instantly available to her back and call, and said "I'm sorry, but I was doing some 'community service', and wasn't available. How can I help you?"
"Did you hear about the murder of Westphalia Police Lieutenant Paul Cash?" asked Marshall. "His body was found over in Pottsville early this morning. He and his family are friends of mine. I'd like for you to take a look into it. Pottsville Police Detective Shane O'Brady is aware I'm calling you, and he's expecting to hear from you."
Geez, like I don't have enough to do around these here local parts, I thought to myself. Still, it was the Lieutenant Governor of the State asking.
"Yes, Ms. Marshall, I'll contact O'Brady and see if I can be of any help." I said.
"Thank you, Commander." she said. The voice then went dead. It must be a habit of politicians to just disconnect like that, or maybe a trait of Governors and aspiring Governors.
I called Chief Moynahan to let him know what was going on, then went to change clothes for the trip to Pottsville.
Part 2 - The Crime and The Victim
At 2:10pm, I entered the Pottsville Police Department Headquarters. I was wearing a solid green pullover shirt, black pants, my SBI badge on my belt, weapon holstered under my shoulder, and my trenchcoat with the red crowbar in the inner pocket.
I asked at the front desk for Detective Shane O'Brady, who I'd been introduced to in the 'Pink Panther' cases, and worked with in the 'Ethical Dilemmas' case. He came up the hallway to greet me, tall, thin, very curly black hair, typically Irish. He was wearing a blue button-down shirt, black pants, badge on his belt.
"Ah, Commander, glad you could come." said O'Brady, shaking my hand. "Come on into my office." The Duty Desk Officer handed me a visitor badge, and I followed O'Brady down the hall.
He did not take me to his office, but to that of the Chief of Police, Lloyd Rogers. Rogers was tall, older, with white hair and beard and mustache, all short and neatly trimmed.
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar." said the Chief, affably enough. "Glad to meet you. What brings you down here?"
"I asked him to come down, sir," said O'Brady, "as did Lieutenant Governor Marshall, about the Westphalia Police Officer we found dead this morning."
"Ah, yes." said the Chief. "You here as SBI, or just consulting?"
"Well, Chief," I said, "I'm whatever I need to be, to help find the murderer of a fellow Police Officer." The Chief nodded. I was actually already clocked in as the SBI Reserve Inspector, but wanted the Chief to understand that I was here to help, not lord it over his Police Force as the SBI was wont to do.
"Okay, then." said the Chief. "O'Brady, take him around, see what you guys can find out. And keep me in the loop. Nice to meet you, Commander Troy."
"Likewise, Chief." I said. We went to O'Brady's office, which was about the size of my old TCPD Lieutenant's office, if not smaller. Tanya Perlman would be disgusted, I thought to myself with considerable amusement.
To my surprise, O'Brady did not sit down nor invite me to, but instead got his own trenchcoat. He was emulating my outerwear, I noticed, which was always a good thing, of course.
"If you'll drive, we'll go to the crime scene." said O'Brady. We went out, and to my black SBI SUV, almost completely unmarked, but with blue lights embedded in the windows, grille, and back bumpers. Once in the car, we pulled out, and he began giving me directions.
"Thanks for driving." O'Brady said. "I didn't want to talk inside the building, and didn't want to talk in one of our vehicles. As you know, Wilson Hammonds rules everything here with an iron fist. But this case is worse... U.S. Senator Samuel Russell called the Chief and our Sheriff about the case, and he specifically asked for me to be assigned to it."
"Russell, eh?" I said. "That explains why your Chief is in the house on a Sunday afternoon. So why is Russell interested?"
"I don't know." said O'Brady. "But he called about it."
"Must be big," I said, "what with all this political interest."
"And Wilson Hammonds will be calling about it too, especially if you're here in his county." said O'Brady.
"He been giving you problems?" I asked.
"Not really." said O'Brady. "He's been too busy trying to stop any State Budget bill that had any immigration reform in it. Word around here is that he got his ass handed to him on that."
"Yezzz." I said. "So, did you get anything on the victim?"
"Just the standard stuff." said O'Brady, his eyes roving everywhere as we drove along. "His name is Paul Cash. He was a Lieutenant in the Westphalia Police, had a really good record in their Homicide & Robbery Division. They asked if they could send a couple of their Officers to work with us, and our Chief said okay, professional courtesy and all. They may already be at the crime scene. Turn right up here."
We'd entered an 'industrial' section near railroad tracks. A fenced in area was marked off and being guarded by Police. It was an auto repair shop, and wouldn't you know it, it was a red metal building. I'd seen enough red metal buildings this month, I thought to myself.
O'Brady got us through the cordon and we went inside. A CSI team was milling about, working on the scene. I saw blood spots on the floor, markers for a lot of shell casings, and the outline of where the body had been. It was just in front of a door which led to the offices and restroom/locker room.
"This place has been suspected of being a chop shop for some time." said O'Brady. "We thought maybe drug deals were going down here, too, but the dogs came through this morning and didn't alert to anything." I nodded as I glanced around.
There were several uniformed Pottsville Police Officers still on the scene, and two men in plainclothes. "Detective O'Brady!" a uniformed Officer called out. As we went up to them, she said "These are the Westphalia Officers that came to look at the scene."
"I'm Detective Marvin Chester, Westphalia Homicide." said the younger man, who was tall, black-haired, and had a hard, chiseled face. "This is Cecil Mason." Mason was older, shorter, and had a quiet competence to him. I made observations as we shook hands.
"I'm Detective Shane O'Brady." said O'Brady. "This is Commander Don Troy, who is consulting with us on this case."
"The Iron Crowbar." said Mason. "Honor to meet you, Commander. That was one hell of a drug bust you made, taking out Marcie Harper's gang."
"Thank you." I said. "I had a lot of help on that. And speaking of help, I'm here to help find the bastards that killed a fellow Police Officer."
"What can you tell us about Lt. Cash?" asked O'Brady. "Any idea why he'd be found down here?"
"He was a good cop." said Chester. "Solved a lot of cases, got promoted quickly... like you did, Commander Troy, if you don't mind my saying so. He was a bright guy, good leader. We don't know why he was down here; he never mentioned any cases outside the Westphalia-Eastphalia jurisdictions. If he was working anything Vice, drugs or anything like that, no one in Vice knew anything about it... at least they're saying they don't know anything about it."
"Okay." I said, as if in thought. "Tell you what. Shane, why don't you and Detective Chester look around, and I'll have a word with Cecil Mason, here." With that, I led Mason back outside.
"I don't know how much you want known, even to your colleague in there," I said, "but I do know Internal Affairs when I see it. And that would be you, Lieutenant Mason."
"Not much gets by you, Commander." said Mason. "But thanks for not saying anything in front of anyone else."
"No problem." I said. "But a case is hard enough with a mystery at one end. It's too much with mysteries at both ends. So what's going on? Did Cash go bad?"
"The truth is, Commander, we don't know." said Mason. "He was killed way out of his jurisdiction, a decent ways from home. He was never known before to go outside the Twin Cities area on a professional case. He'd never worked in or with Vice, and he turned down an SBI Reserve appointment. No offense, but he despised the SBI."
"So do I. I'm just trying to clean it up from the inside, as a Reservist." I said. "But I need you to level with me. They did not send Westphalia I.A. down here for nothing."
"You are good." said Cecil Mason, perhaps a bit sarcastically. "All right, here's the story, what we know of it. Cash never said a word, but he was working on something. Maybe something big. Our Vice people were studying the Marcie Harper gang and the bust, and Cash told them that a couple of murders, which seemed insignificant at the time, might have been linked to the Harper gang. That was the first anyone knew he had any interest in drug gang activity. So he was looking into the Harper connection to those murders, but after a few days he said nothing more about it."
"So then people noticed he was out of the office a lot, and not really saying why." said Lt. Mason. "That's when his Captain called I.A., just as a precaution. We started a routine checkup, what some would call a 'security review', but we had barely opened the file when we got the word that he'd been found dead down here."
"How long had he been going out on his own like that?"
"About a week. Maybe ten days." said Mason.
"Okay, thanks." I said. "If you don't mind, maybe we can------"
Just then, O'Brady came out of the building and waved us over. We came to the large open bay door, where O'Brady and a uniformed Officer were standing. The Officer was youngish, tall, dark haired, and reminded me in some ways of the late Corporal Peter M. Feeley.
"Commander, this is Officer Douglas Wilson." said O'Brady. "Wilson, give us your report."
"First, Commander Troy, it's an honor to meet you and be working with you." said Wilson. Sheriff Griswold would approve of his asskissing, I thought to myself.
"Likewise, Officer Wilson." I said. "What have you got for us."
"The Coroner's report is back." said Wilson. "Lieutenant Cash was struck 39 times by nine millimeter and .40 caliber gunfire, possibly from semi-automatic rifles like a Ruger PC carbine. Most of the bullet trajectories are either straight-on, or downward."
"You can see, sir," continued Wilson, as we stood in front of the door to the office area, "that a number of bullets struck the wall, here. Additionally, we checked his shoes for any residual substances, such as oil or grease, and he did step in something. We've found traces of it in the office area, then out this door."
"Excellent work!" I said enthusiastically. "My compliments to your CSI team."
"Thank you sir, I'll pass that on to them." Wilson said. "Our thesis, sir, is that Lieutenant Cash walked out of that office door and straight into an ambush. They blew him away, then left him there and got out of here."
"Was he in a gunfight?" I asked. "Any blood anywhere else?"
"No sir, none that we've found." said Wilson. "Also, there are no shells around where his body was found, so it doesn't look like he fired back at them. There was something strange, sir. He was wearing a sportscoat and slacks, and his gun in an armpit holster. When we found his body, he was only in his pants and a t-shirt. The sportscoat, his shirt, and the holster were found in a pile by the door behind him." He handed me some photographs.



"But not his gun?" I asked as I perused the photos, showing the deceased's oft-perforated body lying on the concrete floor.
"No sir." Wilson said. "We have not found any guns at all."
"I'm sure you did this already," I said, "but check again under everything, even a distance away. His gun might've slid or been kicked under something. I really need to know what happened to it."
"Yes sir." said Officer Wilson.
"Okay, any cameras in the area?" I asked, again looking all around.
"None in the building or inside the fences, sir." said Wilson. "The street cameras have all been put out of commission, and not replaced."
Shane O'Brady said "This is not the best area in the county. Every time we install any cameras, they get taken out pretty quickly, no matter how well we hide them."
"Sounds like you have a leak." said Cecil Mason. "Someone on the inside telling the perps where the cameras are being installed."
"I wouldn't be a bit surprised." said O'Brady.
"Any other areas like that?" I asked. "Where the cameras are taken out? Or is it all over?"
"Pretty much just a few areas." said O'Brady. "This area, which we call the Industrial District. Then there's the Red Light District, such as it is. Can't keep any kind of surveillance cameras there, and there's a lot more traffic accidents from running red lights there than anywhere else. Most of the residential areas and the streets leading to the Interstate are left alone. Those are the areas where cash is generated from tickets."
"Have you found Cash's car yet?" I asked.
"No sir." said Wilson. "Lt. Cash owns a gray Toyota Camry, and we're canvassing the area looking for it, but no results yet."
I nodded thoughtfully at that. "Anything else, Wilson?" I asked.
"No sir, nothing immediate." said Wilson. "We're also trying to find out who owns this place, but our SRIC friends have found nothing, so far. It's Sunday, sir."
SRIC stood for 'State Regional Intelligence Center'. Just like the State DOJ had regions for Crime Labs, they'd also set up data and intelligence analysis centers. The City, my Town & County, and Southport had refused to participate in the SRICs, nor share data with them, knowing well that like the SBI-NTF, they were badly compromised. Wilson Hammonds had forced Pottsville to participate, and many jurisdictions that could not afford their own data gurus had to use the SRICs. I once again felt hugely grateful to be part of the Town & County Police Force, and have good friends in the FBI as well.
"So," said O'Brady, "either he was lured here and ambushed, or he was undercover and was found out. I doubt that if he were captured elsewhere and brought here, he would have had his hands free and been able to walk out like he apparently did."
"Good point." I said. "Officer Wilson, what do you think?"
"I think he was undercover, sir." said Wilson. "As Detective O'Brady said, it's likely he came here of his own accord, but if he was lured here, wouldn't they have shot him when he came in one of the doors to the outside?"
"Good thinking, Wilson." I said, praising the young but promising Officer. "But we should not theorize without solid data, and there is one piece of data that flies in the face of that theory. By the way, we need to know who owns this property, who uses this property for legitimate as well as illegitimate purposes."
"Let that be your first order of business, Wilson." said O'Brady. "Commander, based on the data you are seeing, any ideas?"
"Just a couple of things." I said. "I think it's likely that the shooters were doing something, whether chopping cars, moving boxes of stuff around, or something like that. I don't think Cash walked into an empty building, or he'd have been a lot more wary, if not had his gun drawn."
I continued: "So he's in the back office area, here. I don't think he was meeting anyone in an undercover sort of way. Someone brought him to this location. Then he was made to walk out here, and into the ambush."
"How do you know that?" asked Detective Marvin Chester.
"Because someone forced him to take off his body armor under his shirt." I replied. "That's why he was found with only a t-shirt on. His shirt, jacket, and holster were removed in that office room, then brought in and left on the floor behind his body after the killing. Unless it's found, I think his gun left the scene with one of the perps, probably whoever brought him to the location. So I'm seeing that he came out of the office area, probably at gunpoint, then a lot of armed men proceeded to use him as target practice, and mowed him down in a hail of bullets."
"So he was undercover, and they found him out?" asked Cecil Mason.
"Could be. Or he could've been dirty, and was betrayed." I replied. "But it looks to me like a stakeout, and he was discovered." Everyone nodded as they looked around, seeing my thesis in their own eyes and minds... but not truly observing, I realized. You can lead a horse to water, I thought to myself...
We all exchanged our professional cards and then we made our goodbyes, as did the Westphalia Officers. O'Brady and I got into my car and drove out.
"So," said O'Brady, "did the Internal Affairs guy give you anything?"
"Ah, so you spotted him too, did you now?" I said, beginning to be impressed with O'Brady.
"I was wondering why you wanted to talk to him alone." said O'Brady. "Then it slapped me in the face when he started talking about the knocked-out cameras being an inside job. He's right, and we're already sure of it, but it struck me that that's how an Internal Affairs guy would think. So how did you spot him, and so quickly."
"Observation, deduction, and knowledge." I said. "Detective Chester not introducing him by rank nor position was one clue. Another is that I was in a unique position to know the name of Cecil Mason: we just hired an Internal Affairs guy after Goodwin took the SBI Director job. Mason's name was on my semi-short list, though we didn't interview him."
"Well, hell's bells!" exclaimed O'Brady. "No wonder you get all the results."
I chuckled. "Yep, just a magic trick. Anyway, he's one of the good guys, near as I can tell. Tomorrow we should go to Westphalia, see if they'll let us look around in Cash's files and stuff."
"Maybe you should do that." said O'Brady. "I'd be out of jurisdiction."
"Let's go back to your Headquarters." I said.
"You have a solution for that, I would guess?" asked O'Brady.
"I sure do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to Chief Rogers's office. "You guys find out anything?" asked the Chief as he had us sit down. We related what we had found at the scene.
"So maybe he was brought here, or lured here?" asked Rogers. "I guess my question is why here? Why not just bump him off in Westphalia?"
"Why not, indeed?" I replied. "He'd have Police backup up there. By that I mean your Police Force is fine, but he'd know his own guys much better. So something brought him down here."
"So you guys need to go to Westphalia, see what he was working on." said the Chief.
"We were talking about that, Chief." said O'Brady. "I don't have jurisdiction, but SBI Inspector Troy does." He saw the Chief and me exchange a glance. "What?" he asked.
"I got a call from Lieutenant Governor Marshall." said the Chief. "She made me an offer I couldn't refuse."
I stood up. "Detective O'Brady, If you will stand up, please, raise your right hand, and repeat after me." When O'Brady did, I had him repeat after me the SBI Reserve Oath. Once done, I said "Congratulations, you are now an SBI Reserve Detective in addition to your duties with the Pottsville Police." I handed him his SBI Reserve badge and I.D. card.
"Already pre-printed." observed O'Brady. "You've had this in mind before coming down here." The Chief grinned at that.
"Indeed I did." I said, smiling.
"How does this work?" asked O'Brady as we sat back down and I handed him the inevitable paperwork.
"The SBI Reserve Program was done away with," I said, "but there still is an SBI Reserve. I can swear in local LEOs so that they can act in a State capacity temporarily. Once you're sworn in, as you have just been, you're in. But use the power sparingly, only when you need to."
"My God, what will Wilson Hammonds say?" O'Brady asked, and I could not tell if he was worried about that or maliciously happy about it, as I was.
"The rules of the Game," I said, "are that one Lieutenant Governor, who may be our next Governor, beats a minority-Party Legislator any day."
"Yeah, don't worry about Hammonds." said the Chief. "I've got your back on this. Needless to say, I'm not unhappy about this at all. I just don't know how the Iron Crowbar pulled it off."
"Very easy." I said. "In the greatest Corleone tradition, I do a favor for Lt. Governor Marshall, she does a favor for me. She wants me to help solve this; I told her I needed that O'Brady guy as an SBI Reservist to help me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After arranging to meet O'Brady the next morning in Westphalia, I drove up to the City and to the Federal Building. I found Jack Muscone in his office within the FBI's suite. I knocked on the glass door and he waved me in.
"Wow, still here on a Sunday afternoon?" I asked as I came into his office.
"Yeah. Have a seat." said Muscone. Then he looked at me and said "Over here on a Sunday afternoon?" I smiled and nodded.
"I was in Pottsville." I said. "A Westphalia Police Lieutenant, Paul Cash, was found dead in Pottsville, and I was asked to assist them with their inquiries."
"Cash." said Jack, trying to remember. "Homicide Detective? I think I remember meeting him once or twice. I've certainly never heard of him in a bad way."
"Neither had I, but Westphalia I.A. turned up at the scene." I said. "Guy named Cecil Mason. He said it was routine when a WPD Officer turns up dead outside their jurisdiction..."
"But it didn't quite ring true, eh?" Muscone said as he peered at me.
"Well..." I said, "if I or another TCPD Officer was found dead outside the County, the TCPD would send Officers to see about it, probably including me personally if I wasn't the victim. But we'd likely not send I.A. Officers, at least not immediately. And Mason said that they'd opened a file on Cash, that he was investigating something but they didn't know what it was."
"Sounds like Cash was trying to play Iron Crowbar." grunted Muscone. "He should've left that to the Originals. So how did he die?"
"He was obliterated by a large volume of gunfire." I said. "He walked into an ambush. He may have been undercover and was 'made', or he may have been dirty and was betrayed. Shane O'Brady and I are going to visit Westphalia tomorrow morning and see if he left behind any case notes on whatever he was working on." Muscone nodded. "So..." I asked, "what are you working on?"
"Aftermath of that nuke incident." said Muscone. "You had the easy part; you just found the nuke, got handcuffed to it, then stopped the threat and walked away. Me, I've got all the paperwork to do on it, plus the ongoing search for the perps." I'd laughed at Muscone saying I'd had the easy part, but lost the sense of humor at the mention of the perps."
Muscone said "We've had no luck finding Dick Granger of SPS, and Edward Blassingame has pretended to be helpful, but has not been. Blassingame says he'll have Granger talk to us if and when Granger shows up, but of course he wants Granger to have a lawyer with him to protect his rights. Of course, Blassingame is the CEO of BigAgraFoods now, but the SPS people aren't being helpful, either. So, we put out a nationwide APB on Granger yesterday."
"Hell, if I remember correctly, Granger himself was very much a stickler for his rights." I said, remembering Granger's actions and lack of cooperation in the 'Delivery In The Rear' case. "He also went to prison over that case. So nothing on Barsbane, Shimono, Trent and Quint?"
"No, not yet." said Muscone. "We're hoping Barsbane does a dumb thing and goes to Southport. We're watching for him, and I even contacted State Senators Jimmy Cerone and Moe Molinari and said the FBI would be 'grateful' if they gave us any information leading to Barsbane's arrest. And we heard from backchannels that Cerone did put out the word in both Midtown and Southport to cooperate with the authorities if Barsbane showed up, and Molinari did the same for the metro City area."
"As to Shimono," Muscone said, "she's been a ghost for years, and trained by the Intelligence Services of three nations (USA, Japan, Red China) to be that ghost. Trent and Quint have also had very good training, but our sources nationwide have not heard anything on them, such as if they put themselves on the dark markets for hire, stuff like that."
"What does the vaunted BAU say about them?" I asked. Muscone's eyes cut over to me.
"You've really got a bee in your bonnet about them." he said. "Whassup wit' dat?"
"Well," I said, "I never understood why they were called in to the nuke incident, and by that I mean actually being on site. Their analysis of the perps was exceptionally poor. And most of all, I don't like either brother named 'Rovers'."
"Gotcha." said Muscone. "Well, Bob Rovers's team went back to Washington with their tails between their legs. My understanding is that General McFarland's comments to the FBI Director about them were 'not positive'. So they're not working on that case anymore. There's plenty of work for them with all the nutjobs in this nation that bear watching, like the 'Antifa' wackos."
I nodded. "I'm glad General McFarland ripped them."
"Okay, I'm about done here." said Muscone as he packed up his stuff. "You headed back home, too?"
"No." I said. "In fact, would you mind if I plugged into your secure net to do some research on this Pottsville case?"
"Sure, just plug into my connection there." said Jack, pointing it out.
"How about we hit the City Diner for dinner tonight, my treat?" I asked.
"Ah, thanks, but Tanya's ordering takeout for the family." Jack said. "And that reminds me..." He straightened up in his chair and said "We're going to set the date for the wedding in late July or early August. Tanya wants to ask you to walk her down the aisle, and I was going to ask you to be my Best Man."
"Darn, I hate being the subject of your first argument." I said.
Muscone said "I'm being fair in telling you both sides, and I am asking you to be my Best Man and do all those Best Man things. Don't answer now, though. We'll talk about it some more with Tanya in the room."
"Most very wise." I said. "Okay, you have a good night."
As Muscone left, I hooked up my FBI laptop to the connection and began working. First I looked up Paul Cash's 12-year record with the Westphalia Police. It was spotless. More, it was heroic: two equivalent medals of the TCPDs Star of Gallantry, one Police Medal equivalent, one Purple Order equivalent, and a ton of Achievement Citations that were the equivalent of our Achievement Medal.
Cash's rise to Lieutenant had indeed been fast: from Patrolman to Sergeant, equivalent of our Detective Sergeant, in four years, then to Lieutenant in four more. Then he'd left the WPD for six years before coming back and spending the last four years in WPD Homicide Division.
I was able to get into his personnel digital file, showing his evaluations and commendation write-ups. Everything looked great. Constantly commended. Appeared to be respected if not loved by his subordinates. But I was wondering what that six-year hiatus was about. Military reserve call up? Something else? Had to be something else, I thought as I looked up another record... Cash was never in the military, any branch, active or reserve.
Then I looked up Sharon Marshall, her entire career as a local- and State-level politician from Westphalia. After all, the person who calls it in must be checked out, and Marshall had called me into this.
Though nothing explicit was said, Marshall had several times written letters to the WPD Police Chief, commending Detective Cash for various things, and one did not need to have a crowbar to know that Cash was one of Marshall's 'marked cards', a supporter in the WPD that she could rely upon for information and possibly Police action where needed. Could that be a reason for Cash's death?
I did cross-connections between him and Pottsville. There was no record of his computer looking up anything in Pottsville, nor any particular connection between Westphalia and Pottsville Police Departments. Whatever he was doing, he didn't do it in any official capacity.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I continued to do my data work, my personal cellphone rang. It was Laura, asking if I was coming home.
"No, honey, I won't be home tonight." I said. "I'm going to stay here in the City." I explained about the case, my research, and going to Westphalia in the morning.
"Then we're going to stay at The Cabin tonight." said Laura. "Molly and her boys are there, and will stay with us, also. And Bowser is worried about you; Carole pointed out to me that he keeps watching the front door, waiting for you to walk through it. So if he's getting a vibe, maybe you should stay in safehouse 34a instead of a hotel tonight."
"Uh, sure." I said, knowing that Bowser was not the only one concerned about my safety. And 'safehouse 34a' was just that, a house in the City's middle-class southwestern suburbs, with a bed, bathroom amenities, a few pieces of kitchen and den furniture, and a wi-fi hookup.
It was almost 1:30am when I was finished with my data research. I packed my laptop away in its carrying pouch, then went down to the garage. I looked my vehicle over to make sure no bombs had been attached, then got in and drove through the City streets towards the safehouse, making sure I was not followed by any vehicles.
Arriving at the safe house, I used the app Laura had installed on my personal iPhone that acted as a garage door opener. A CIA-type gadget... oh wait, my wife once was the CIA, as Mycroft Holmes was the British Government...
The door to the kitchen inside the garage was unlocked. I cleared the house, then ate the late-night Chinese takeout I'd picked up along the way. After checking the TCPD duty logs on my Police iPhone, I headed to bed.
But sleep would not come. There were too many questions in my mind. I was not trying to answer them, just get them docketed in my head. The answers would have to come later. But one thing I did realize... this case was a lot bigger than it appeared on the surface. A lot bigger...
Part 3 - Beginning The Investigation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 18th, from the KXTC studios anchor desk. "With me is reporter Amber Harris. Channel Two News has learned that local Police Officer Donald Troy was called into SBI service to investigate the death of Westphalia Police Lieutenant Paul Cash, who was found dead in Pottsville over the weekend!"
"Lieutenant Cash was a decorated Westphalia Police Officer," said Bettina, "and sources tell Channel Two News that Commander Troy was asked to assist in the investigation by Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, who was the State Representative for Westphalia before winning the Lt. Governor election last November. Neither Commander Troy nor the TCPD have responded to repeated requests by Channel Two News for comment."
Amber took it up: "In other news, State House Judiciary Committee Chairman Justin Madoff said that he hopes Commander Donald Troy will answer questions before his Committee sometime this week, but he will definitely be required to do so before the Legislative session ends on March 29th. Our reporter Keith Madden is with Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change. Keith!"



"Thank you, Amber and Bettina." said Madden. "Dr. Keller, do you believe that Commander Troy's testimony before the Committee will make a difference in the ongoing investigation of Governor Val Jared?"
"If Commander Troy tells the truth, it should." replied Keller. "If Commander Troy tells the truth that Governor Jared used him as a political tool to attack two women who made credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor, then Troy's testimony will be the 'smoking gun' the Legislature needs to impeach and convict Governor Jared."
"If Jared is convicted and removed from office," said Madden, "won't that just help Sharon Marshall when she runs for Governor in the next election, by putting her in the Governor's chair?"
"The important thing is to show the People of this State that electing Val Jared was a huge mistake." said Keller. "Removing him from office is the only rightful way to show the voters that they should have listened to us and voted against Jared. And beyond that, Lt. Governor Marshal will have to deal with the fact that her Party committed election fraud in the Caucus that got her elected Lieutenant Governor, and she'll have to deal with the fact that she's a Republican, whose brand is very toxic with the People of the State today."
"Thank you, Dr. Keller." said Keith Madden. "Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Keith!" said Bettina happily. "And now lets go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Hull, broadcasting from a strategic spot that showed University Memorial Stadium in the background. "The University's Athletic Department has announced that the No. 93 jersey worn by All-America defensive end Derrick 'Bloody' Waters will be retired during the Bulldogs's first game against Taco State. Waters, called 'Train No. 93' while a standout defensive end with the Bulldogs, was paralyzed in the game against the Wildcats last Fall..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Aw, that's really cool." said Captain Tanya Perlman as the Command Group Coffee Klatch watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. "Derrick has been working very hard trying to walk again."
"What's his progress?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Slow." said Tanya. "The parallel bars are 30 feet long. The best he's done with their help is 15 ft. He's getting a few steps in, but he was a very large man, and still is, and his legs have weakened a lot. It's going to be tough, but I think he'll get there eventually."
"How far are you going on those bars?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"Walking on my arms on them, all 30 feet." said Tanya, who worked on her upper-body strength a lot. "My legs? Zero meters. My spinal condition is a lot worse than Derrick's."
"But your mental condition is a lot better." said Cindy. "Maybe Derrick needs... proper motivation. Like a guy with a red crowbar in front of him."
"Or behind him, spanking his butt to get him moving." Tanya replied. "Commander Troy has visited him a couple of times, though never during the rehab sessions."
"So what was with that excrement Adam S. Keller was spewing out?" Cindy Ross asked.
"Har, that's obvious." growled Sheriff Griswold. "He's trying to set the expectations. He knows that if Don tells the truth, then Jared will not be convicted, and maybe not impeached. So he basically is saying that if Don doesn't lie, then he must be lying."
"Keller and Dr. Lionel Carmela of the University's Political Science Department are close friends, and both are extremely left-wing in their views." said Teresa. "As in outright Socialist left-wing. He just gave away the Democrats's battle plan for Commander Troy's testimony; if he doesn't throw Jared under the bus, then he, Don, will be branded a liar."
"We did not need Keller to tell us that." growled Griswold.
"So what is this case Don is working on?" asked Cindy, to change the subject.
Chief Moynahan replied: "Murder of a Westphalia Police Officer. He called me yesterday and said he was going over to look at it, then called last night and said it was big and that he needed to keep working on it. What I don't like is Bettina blabbing it all over the place."
"Get used to that." Cindy said. "With the FBI formally investigating her, and going through her entire life with fine-toothed combs, she and the Media overall are going to do whatever they can to harm Don and any good work he is doing. It's gonna get worse, not better. For all of us."
"As long as they leave Betsy and our families alone, fine." said Teresa. "We can take care of ourselves, and take care of those Media pukes, too."
"Slow your rollllll, Captain." said Chief Moynahan. "I want you guys to rise above it, and them. I'm not saying help them, and we're not going to in any way. But sometimes when they're shadow boxing, and the shadow disappears and they're fighting empty air... sometimes that's the best thing to doooo."
"Chief," said Cindy, "I just learned the hard way that we can't just sit and wait for their next attack."
"That's not what he's saying." Griswold growled with his most 'fatherly' growl. "We're going to give them nothing to attack. But if they keep up their shit... then we'll let the guy who can and will rip them a new one do it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am, Monday, March 18th. I pulled up to the Headquarters of the Westphalia Police Department, wearing a gray suit, white shirt and blue tie with little TCPD logos on it, my silver-gray trenchcoat that reasonably matched the suit, and my white Tilley hat with insignia. A huge crowd of Press was blocking the entrance, yelling questions at me and trying to shove their cameras through the windows of my vehicle. It was a good thing that WPD Officers were moving them out of the way; I was not stopping and would have run over any reporter that stayed in my way if I got to him or her.
Shane O'Brady was inside, and had called me to warn me about the huge Press presence. There was no gated-off place to park, so I had to park near the building and walk towards the door. Police were trying to hold back the Press as they shouted questions (and some obscenities) at me, but I just looked forward, ignoring them.
Then someone managed to jump into the aisleway and push a microphone into my face. He barely had time to speak when I grabbed his arm and drove him forward and down into the pavement with an Aikido move. Then I cuffed his hands behind his back. The Press went instantly silent, totally in shock. The Police were now tense, and ready to confront the Press much more vigorously.
"Take this shit eater through full booking." I said as an Officer helped me yank the man to his feet. "Assaulting a Police Officer." Two Uniformed Officers quickly took the man ahead and into the Station. I resumed my walk to the door, this time with much less resistance in my path.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nicely done." said Shane O'Brady as he came up to me once I got inside. "I've never seen the Press so rabid, before."
"That was a pretty quiet day with the Media for me." I replied.
"Do you really want us to put that guy through full booking?" asked Detective Marvin Chester, who'd come to escort us to the Chief's office. I noticed that he and all Westphalia Police Officers had black tape over their badges.
"Absolutely." I said. "The Press has to be shown they can't just run at us in a threatening manner like that. Who was that clown, by the way?"
"An SNN reporter, Bill Hacosta." said Chester. "He's a total asshole. A lot of us here enjoyed watching you take him down. Okay, let's go see the Chief."
Chester took us to the office of the Police Chief, William 'Bill' Engle. Engle was middle-aged, with graying brown hair and a big mustache. He was tall but seemed to have scoliosis; his posture was a bit 'droopy'. Lieutenant Cecil Mason was in the office with him.
"Lt. Governor Marshall called and asked me to accommodate you looking into Lieutenant
Cash's death." said Chief Engle. "Lieutenant Mason here will work with you on this end. If there's anything you need at all, he's the guy that can get it for you."
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "May I ask you a couple of questions?"
"Sure." said the Chief. Was that a slight hint of annoyance I detected?
"First," I said, "I looked up Lt. Cash's record, which was stellar. But I noticed that he had a six year hiatus, then came back about four years ago. Why was that? Military Reserve deployment?"
"That's what I thought it was." said Mason. "I know he went to Iraq."
"He did, but it wasn't with the military." said Chief Engle. "Let me start at the beginning. Cash had a great career with us. Became a Detective, then Detective Sergeant below-the-zone, as you military types say, and then became a Lieutenant in another four years. We had some shortages of quality people at that time, and he got the early nod."
"To put it politely," Engle continued, "it burned him out. He was still doing good work, solving some really tough crimes, but there came a time when politics and other things put more pressure on Police Officers than the criminals ever did. He asked for a leave of absence of six months, and I granted it to him."
"Then he became a contractor for some security company," went on Engle, "and the next thing I knew he was in Iraq with them... and making a hell of a lot more money than this or any other Police Force in the State could ever hope to pay him. He ended up being over there, or maybe I should just say away from here, for about six years."
"And then, like the proverbial lost cat, he suddenly just showed up on the doorstep again." went on Engle. "I hired him back, into Homicide & Robbery. And he did fine, very effectively leading the Detectives in there. But he never really did anything big himself again, and to be honest, it wasn't his job to, anymore."
"So he was unhappy?" I asked.
"If he was, none of us ever saw it." said the Chief. "Captain Tsoulas is... was... his immediate superior Officer. You might ask him for more information about his emotional state."
Lt. Mason chimed in: "I can tell you that we never had reason to believe Cash was under any particular stress once he got back. We were watching for PTSD, like we do for all Officers we hire that were in Iraq or Afghanistan. The only thing we noticed was that he was not the 'go-get-'em' type he had been when he was younger. He was calmer. He helped the Detectives under him become better, but he never stepped in on their cases... and there were times we wished he had."
I nodded. "He wasn't married, was he?" I already knew the answer, but asked anyway.
"No." said the Chief.
"That may have been his one vice, pun not intended." said Lt. Mason. "He went to strip clubs up in the City a good bit. And probably not to recruit C.I.s. But he never got into trouble, and never passed out any secrets nor compromised us, so we let it go."
"Okay, guys, why don't you go check out his office." said the Chief. "Let me know if you find anything relevant."
"We will, Chief." I said. We shook hands with him, then Cecil Mason led us to a large room with a lot of desks, and offices around the walls ringing it. Mason led the way to Cash's office in that outer ring and admitted us. I noticed the Officers and Detectives in the large room peering at us.
"I'll leave you to it." said Mason. "If you find anything, do let me know."
"Thanks." I said. As the door closed behind Mason, I wasted no time in lowering the blinds over the windows, so that the peering eyes would not see what I did next. I made a hush sign, which O'Brady acknowledged by nodding, and then I took out my bug-finder and began going around the room. The green light lit up brightly at the edge of the overhead light, and again next to the lamp on Cash's desk.
I wrote a note on my notepad that said "Talk normally, as if you don't know the bugs are here. Don't worry about saying anything they might hear." O'Brady nodded.
"Okay." I said, re-opening the blinds. "Did you do your computer research last night?"
"As much as I could." said O'Brady. "He had a really good and clean record with the Police, nothing in connection with Pottsville that I could find, and seemed to be doing a bang-up job until now. So, what do you want to start looking at?"
"I'll look in this filing cabinet." I said. "See if he left any notes in his desk."
"Think it might be someone from an old case of his?" asked O'Brady as he sat down and began going through the desk drawers.
"I dunno, that's always a possibility." I said as I opened filing cabinet drawers and skimmed through them. "I just wonder why he left the WPD the way he did, and more importantly, at the time he did."
"Why is that important?" asked O'Brady.
"It was the heyday of the Consultant of Crime." I said. "If he was one of the good and better cops in the State, Westboro might have targeted him. One of Westboro's favorite tactics was to try to make it look like the good cop had gone bad, which is what he (Westboro) tried to do to me... and damn near succeeded."
"Why do you think that?" O'Brady said as he rifled through some papers. "That Westboro targeted Cash?"
"Because Westphalia's I.A. came in so fast." I said. "I don't know how Pottsville's I.A. works, but Cash's Captain went to I.A. really fast, if you ask me. You'd think they'd call him in and ask him what it was about, first."
"Maybe they did," said O'Brady, "and weren't satisfied with his answers."
"That would be in their reports, I would think." I said.
"True." said O'Brady. "But as to his leaving, he came back before you took Westboro down."
"Yeah, he did." I said. "And that reminds me that I'm theorizing without sufficient data. But there are three possible Westboro theories: one, that Cash became aware Westboro was trying to smear him, and got out while the getting was good; two, that the WPD became aware of the smear effort, and got him out while the getting was good; and three... that Westboro succeeded in smearing him, and he was forced out then allowed to come back later."
"And then there's 'none of the above'." said O'Brady. "Maybe the U.S. Government asked the WPD to let them borrow Cash as a security contractor, and everyone agreed to it. They made a cover story for it, to explain his initial absence, and they've stuck to it."
"Could be." I said. "In that case, there are forces above my pay grade at work in all this." I said that as I pulled the artificial plant out of it's pot that was sitting on top of the filing cabinet, then looked under the pot. Nothing there. Then I did the same for the artificial palm plant in the corner of the office. Ditto that; nothing there.
"Pull the drawers and see if he taped anything to the bottom of them." I said, doing the same for the filing cabinet. Our thorough search found nothing hidden.
"Maybe there's something on his computer." said O'Brady. "We should see if we can get his password."
"Tell you what; let's don't ask. Let me drive." I said. O'Brady got up and I sat down in the chair. I turned on the computer, then looked around the room as it booted up.
"What are you looking for?" O'Brady asked. He'd been carefully watching me the whole time, and I knew it was to learn from what I was doing.
"Just sitting here, using my imagination." I said. "Putting myself in Cash's place. If he wanted to leave a message behind of what he was doing in case things went bad for him, but he didn't want it so obvious that the Police... or perhaps the perps... could easily find it, how would he go about that?"
"From what I've heard," O'Brady said with a grin and a gleam in his dark eyes, "you shouldn't have to imagine too much, since you do it yourself." I chuckled as a red crowbar was waved in his general direction...
"He always wanted to be you, Iron Crowbar." a voice said.
We looked at the door, which was half-open. Just inside the office, having slipped in, was a man about my age. He was wearing a suit and tie, his badge on his belt. He looked like a tough, grizzled veteran of the Westphalia Police Department.
"Well," he said, coming on in, "he wanted to be like you." the man said.
"And you are?" asked O'Brady.
"Oh... I'm Senior Detective Tom Carrier." he said as he extended his hand, which O'Brady shook politely. "I was officially Lt. Cash's partner. More like his protégé." He shook hands with me, as well. "They called us 'Cash and Carrier'."
"Have a seat, if you don't mind." I said, indicating the chair in front of his desk. He sat down as I asked "Did you know what Cash was working on the past few days, what took him to Pottsville?"
"No." said Carrier. "He never said anything to me. About a week ago, I.A. came and asked me if I knew what he was working on, and I told them that I had no idea what he was doing."
"So he'd been away from the office for a week," I said, "and you never asked if everything was okay?"
"No, I didn't." Carrier said. "He'd discovered that a couple of murders in this county had been linked to that Marcie Harper drug gang, and he had me working on further links with that."
"Out of curiosity," I said, "did you find those links?"
"I found some stuff, but right now it's nowhere near good enough to make an arrest, much less get a conviction." said Carrier. "But we've got time; the perps are in jail."
"Professionally speaking, would you say you were closer to Lt. Cash than anyone else?" I asked.
"Ahhh, maybe since he was officially my partner, you'd think that." said Carrier. "But I think he treated me the same way as his other Homicide Detectives."
"Just Homicide?" I asked.
"Yeah, it's officially 'Homicide & Robbery', but there are division within." said Carrier. "Cash handled homicides, pretty much exclusively. He was the closest thing we have to a 'Major Crimes' unit on the Force."
I nodded. "So he didn't confide anything to you that he might've kept hidden from others, or wanted kept hidden from others?" I asked. "And as part of that, I'm asking if he told you where something was hidden, to find if something happened to him?"
"Oh no, nothing like that." said Carrier, looking straight at me, as he had been the entire time.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Detective Marvin Chester. "Oh, hi Tom." he said, seeing his colleague in the room. "Commander, Detective O'Brady, we just got word of a gas explosion in a residential neighborhood in the southwest part of the town, at 631 Callen Drive."
"That's Cash's house!" exclaimed Carrier. "We had a Crime Lab team there. Was anyone hurt?"
"Not that I know of." said Chester.
"Shane," I said, "why don't you go with them and examine the scene. I'll go see if Captain Tsoulas is in his office."
"Wilco." said O'Brady.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I get very used to the fact that as the Police Commander of the TCPD and second-in-command of it, that not many people outrank me, either officially or unofficially. I even ripped an Army two-star General a new ass once. Heck, I tried to kill the CIA Director, but I digress...
But I also knew that I was on someone else's turf, so I was polite and deferential when I asked to see Captain Tsoulas, and was ushered into his office.
I guess I'd expected the stereotypical Greek man, but Captain Phillip Tsoulas was of medium height, fairly slight build, and it looked like his necktie of his dark blue Police uniform was too tight on his neck. He also had black tape over his Police badge.
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar." he said enthusiastically, getting up and coming around his desk to shake hands with me. "I'm glad to meet you. Have a seat. What can I do for you?"
"Thank you for making some time for me." I replied as I sat down, sitting up very straight in the chair as my 'girdle' brace was holding me up. "I've been asked to look into Lieutenant Cash's murder. I'm sorry for your loss. I understand you were his immediate superior Officer?"



"Yes." said Tsoulas. "For the last four years."
"Tell me about him." I said.
"He was a good Officer." said Tsoulas. "He was really good at teaching his Homicide Officers about everything, from crime scenes to building solid cases that would win in Court. Took care of his people, too."
"Do you know what he was working on recently?" I asked. "What might have taken him to Pottsville?"
"Not at all." said Tsoulas. "He didn't say anything to anyone, that I know of, didn't make any notes that I'm aware of. He had been out of the office for several days, and he told me that it was some leftover business from his time as a contractor in Iraq. We didn't have anything in Homicide that was not being taken care of, so I didn't worry about it."
"Yet," I said, peering at him like Carole peers at her mother whenever 'meetings' comes up, "you went to I.A. about his absences after a week?"
"Uh, no." said Tsoulas. "I.A. came to me. They were asking where he was, what he was doing. I told them what I just told you. They said not to say anything more about it, that they would start looking into it themselves. Then the Chief called me and said the same thing: to let I.A. handle it."
"And you still didn't ask him about it?" I asked.
"I never saw him again." said Tsoulas. "He didn't come in, and since I was under orders not to talk to him, I didn't try to call or email him, which would've left a trace." He glanced up at the light fixture in the ceiling as he said it. I nodded in understanding.
"True." I said. "So he left nothing at all that could've given you guys a clue in case something happened to him?"
"No. Nothing that I'm aware of." said Tsoulas.
"Why was I.A. so interested in him?" I asked. Tsoulas knew what I was really asking, and he did not try to fool the Iron Crowbar.
"I'm not supposed to say this out loud, but Cash is dead, so I'll tell you." he said quietly. "Our Internal Affairs has made a habit of closely watching everyone on the Force that was in the military, especially Iraq and Afghanistan veterans. Cash did some kind of contract work over there, for six years. When they hired him back, I.A. told me to contact them if he showed any sign of PTSD at all. They also say he was burned out when he left here, but I never quite believed that. And to answer your next question before you ask it: no, he never showed any signs of PTSD nor any kind of unusual stress at all."
I nodded. "Okay. I appreciate your time." I said as I stood up. We shook hands and I left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went back to Cash's office and sat down behind his desk. His computer was booted up, and was asking for a log-in and password. The login space had been auto-filled with his name.
One of the things I'd 'researched' in the FBI offices the night before was how to penetrate the Westphalia Police Department's computers. I did not try to access anything in the way of files or important data, since they might detect the hack. I did enter a backdoor password to Cash's account.
I typed in that password, and I was in. As I was perusing the files, Pottsville Detective Shane O'Brady came into the office.
"Chester and Mason are reporting to the Chief right now," he said, "and Carrier went to see Captain Tsoulas."
"So what happened to Cash's home?" I asked.
"First the bad news." O'Brady said, bringing the chair around to my side of the desk, so he could see what I was doing on the computer. "It's a total loss, completely burnt out. There was an explosion, but it wasn't a large one, pretty much the laundry room. The Fire Department said the hot water heater might've been rigged to leak gas and then blow when the heater flamed up. The Crime Lab people found that the hot water in the kitchen sink had been turned on, which would facilitate the hot water heater being activated."
O'Brady continued: "But the big thing was that someone came in, probably at the same time they rigged the gas to leak, and poured chemicals all over the place. Mostly gasoline, but I had the idea that other flammable aromatics were also used. The Crime Lab is going to check on that for me."
"More bad news is that Internal Affairs has completely taken over the investigation," said O'Brady, "and they would not allow Chester nor Carrier, especially Carrier, to go into the taped off area at all. Cecil Mason escorted me to the front porch, but said I couldn't go inside for 'safety' reasons."
"He's probably right about that." I said agreeably.
"The good news is that the Crime Lab went through the house yesterday, after the news of Cash's death first came out." said O'Brady. "The did an extremely thorough job of searching the house, and found nothing. They videotaped everything they did, one camera for each room they searched, giving us hours of footage to watch if you want to find something."
"Good." I said. "And good work, observing that about the aromatics. That could be important. So how is it the arsonists got past the Police? Or was the house not being guarded, or at least watched?"
"That's a really good question, and I suspect they're a little bit embarrassed about it." said O'Brady. "They had a patrol car in the driveway, two Officers in the car, and they made their radio checks every two hours, right on time. The patrols were switched out at 4:00am. They heard the explosion and called in at 4:48am. Internal Affairs is looking into the Officers on watch, and would not tell me anything about them, or that." After a pause he asked "So, what are you doing?"
I put my finger over my lips in a 'hush' sign, then pointed at the ceiling, then said "While you were gone, I talked to Captain Tsoulas, Cash's boss. He basically confirmed what we already know." I began telling that story in 'sanitized' terms. In the meantime, my fingers were flying over the keyboard, checking the internet caches, checking where Cash had visited on the internal servers, and looking at the files.
As I talked, I took out of my pocket a plastic black box, 5" x 3" x 0.25"... it was a small external hard drive. I plugged it into the computer via the USB port, and downloaded some files.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"That's mine." said O'Brady. He answered and said "Hold on, let me put you on speaker so Commander Troy can hear this, as well." He suited the deed to the word, and set the phone on the desk.
"This is Officer Wilson in Pottsville." said Officer Wilson. "Hello, Commander."
"Hello, Wilson." I replied. "Whaddya got for us?"
"We found Lt. Cash's car." said Wilson. "It was found at the end of a dead-end street in a residential neighborhood. There's an eight-foot ditch with a creek flowing along the bottom of it. On the other side is the backside of the Country Club's golf course. The license plate, VIN plate, and the sticker on the side of the driver's side door were all removed, the car was apparently thoroughly doused with gasoline, the gear put in neutral and the car pushed into the ditch. The perps then climbed up the other side, cut a hole in the fence to the golf course, set the car on fire, then got away through the fence and getting onto the golf course. The car burned completely; we couldn't tell it was silver anymore."
"Ask your Crime Lab to test for aromatics other than gasoline, too." I said. "So how did you identify the car as Cash's?"
"The CSIs found an engine number, and it was easy to trace it back." said Wilson.
"Excellent!" I said heartily. "So did you try to track the perps on the golf course?"
"Yes sir." said Wilson. "We brought our human scent dog. They left multiple sets of footprints, and they left a strong trail. Maybe they got some of the gasoline on themselves. The dog followed the scent until they got to the clubhouse parking lot, and then it disappeared. They must've gotten into a car."
"Is the entrance gated?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Wilson. "But the exit opens automatically. We also checked to see if there was any camera footage. There was none on the residential street, and none on the golf course. The clubhouse has motion sensor cameras, but they were rendered inoperable."
"We also have some other information." said Wilson. "We searched for video footage of Lt. Cash's Camry coming in over the weekend. The Love's Truck Stop at the exit from the Interstate caught him getting off the exit and driving by early Saturday night. We couldn't see if he was alone in the car. We were able to pick him up on other cameras for several blocks, but then he turned into another residential neighborhood with no cameras, and we lost him."
"All right, thanks." I said. "That's very thorough work and a very good report. Let us know if your people find anything in the car."
"I agree, that was great work." said O'Brady. "Keep us posted." He then disconnected the call.
"You have some good people working for you." I said.
"I'll pass along the compliment." said O'Brady. "What next?"
"Why don't we invite Tom Carrier out to lunch?" I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Monday, March 18th. WPD Senior Detective Tom Carrier said that the best lunch place this side of the North River (that separates Westphalia and Eastphalia) was the Sweet Baby Jane's home cooking diner. And he was right, it was good food.
We found a table in the 'sunroom' area near the back, where we could talk privately, as not so many people were there at this particular hour of the day. I also had my ink-pen bug killer on, just in case.
"Thanks for the lunch." Carrier said as we ate. "Did you really stop a nuke from going off?"
"You have not heard me say a word about that." I said. "All of that is still classified, and I can't speak of it."
"But you're not saying 'no'." said Carrier. "Damn, that's great if you did, but I understand that you can't speak of it. And obviously you wanted to get me out of Headquarters to talk."
"And away from the I.A. bugs in Cash's office." I said. "And I know you know about those."
"How do you know that?" asked O'Brady.
"Detective Carrier never once looked up at the light fixture, where the bugs are." I said, then addressed Carrier. "You made a point to look at me the whole time, all but playing that 'Blink' game with me. And you were careful not to answer with any information that they might want to hear."
"Yeah." said Carrier. "I'm not sure what it is, but Mason is as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs."
"The way he's handled the case, so far?" asked O'Brady. "It's been anything but stellar."
"There are some 'strangenesses', there." I said, then to Carrier: "So let's go over it again. Cash never mentioned what he was working on?"
"Not to me." said Carrier. "And from what I've gathered, not to anyone else, either."
"And you've worked well for him for the last four years?" I asked.
"Nearly four." said Carrier. "It'll be a full four years in June that he came back from Iraq. And yeah, he really upped our game in Homicide. Before that, there was a... well, some pretty low morale. We'd been stymied in several cases, and Vice was even worse: three Confidential Informants were outed and murdered."
"After he came back, did he work on anything big?" I asked.
"No." said Carrier. "He didn't take a case himself for a couple of years, just delegated them to us, and helped with insight and direction if he had any."
"Did Internal Affairs ask you to inform them if you saw anything strange in Cash? Like PTSD?" I asked.
"Ah yes, now you ask the hard questions, the ones I don't really want to answer." said Carrier. After a pause he said "Look, yesterday morning I.A. called me into Headquarters. They grilled me for over two hours, and didn't even have the common courtesy to buy me a lunch like you guys have. They were all over me, demanding to know why I didn't tell them Cash was acting strangely like they'd told me to do, and what did Cash tell me about what he was doing in Pottsville."
"I didn't even know he was dead at that time." said Carrier. "I told them that I'd seen nothing strange from him, and that he'd said nothing about any case he was working on in Pottsville or anywhere else. All we talked about was the connection between the Marcie Harper gang and the murders here in Westphalia. And every time I said it, the I.A. bastards just yelled at me more and more. I finally said that if they didn't believe me, I wanted a Union Rep and a lawyer, and at that point they just shut it down."
"It took you two hours to do that?" I asked.
"I didn't want to seem uncooperative." said Carrier. "I knew something was going on, and I answered with the truth and to the best of my ability, but when they started just repeating themselves over and over as if they didn't believe me, I got tired of it."
"I don't blame you." I said.
"There's one more thing I didn't tell them, that I'll tell you." said Carrier. "It was the first thing I said when I came into Cash's office: he wanted to be like you, the Iron Crowbar. He was envious of your success, but not in a way where he hated you. But he lamented in the past that before you came along, he did the same things but never got the reputation you have."
"Is that why he was reading my case files so much?" I asked.
"Yeah." said Carrier. "He studied your cases up one side and down the other, and a lot of what he was teaching us, he admitted that it came from studying you. And that Marcie Harper drug bust? He about fell out of his chair when all that came out. He could not understand how you found that code in those videos."
"Truth is, I didn't." I said. "A better Detective than me found it, and brought it to my attention. He didn't have any children, did he?"
"Er, no." said Carrier, not understanding. "Not that I know of."
"But he studied the case, found a connection between that and two murders, so that's good, isn't it?" I asked.
"Sure, if we can bring it home to a successful prosecution." said Carrier. "But what I'm getting at, which I didn't tell I.A., is that after that Harper bust, Cash started acting a little strange. Not PTSD strange, but like he was a young Detective again. I think he may have gotten a thread to some case, a big case, and he wanted to solve it himself and get the accolades, and then he'd retire. He never mentioned that, it's just what I've figured out as I've thought about it for the last couple of days."
"Okay, thanks for telling me that." I said. "Let's get you back to your Headquarters before Mason gets his tail under one of those rocking chairs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went inside WPD Headquarters and to the office of Chief Engle. I.A. Lieutenant Cecil Mason was also in the office.
"We very much appreciate your generous hospitality and help in this case." I said. "I think the next steps for Detective O'Brady and myself lie in Pottsville."
"We appreciate your taking the time to look into this." said the Chief. "Anything you can tell us at this point?"
"Just this." I said. "I know Internal Affairs has to do their jobs, and you should investigate. But not with the premise that Lieutenant Cash was a bad guy in any way. I think he was working on a case that may be bigger than he realized. I think he was betrayed. And... I think he died honorably, and in the line of duty."
"How do you know that?" asked Lt. Mason.
"It is not for me to tell you how to do your job, Lieutenant Mason." I said. "But I did come into it with fresh eyes, and without the premise that Cash was dirty or doing something wrong."
I handed the Chief my card. "Please call me if you get something new." I said. "And I'll let you know when I bust the murderer. And I am going to bust the son of a bitch."
I then added under my breath: "It's personal..."
Part 4 - The Road Home
I followed O'Brady down the Interstate towards Pottsville. We took the first exit after leaving Westphalia's county, and pulled in to the nearest service station. A Pottsville Police cruiser was parked there. I parked next to it, O'Brady on the other side.
"Okay, Wilson," O'Brady said to the Officer that had gotten out of the passenger seat, "if you get so much as a scratch on my car, I'll borrow Commander Troy's crowbar and beat you down silly with it." I chuckled as I checked my SBI SUV for bugs or tracking devices. Yeah, I'm paranoid: Trent and Quint were still out there, somewhere. But there were no devices.
O'Brady got in the SUV with me and we left. The Pottsville Officers drove their cars to the Interstate, and turned south for Pottsville. I went the other way, to the U.S. Highway that paralleled the Interstate, but did not go into Westphalia's county.
"Okay, what have you got?" asked O'Brady. "How did you know Cash was studying you?"
"His internet access, both the web and the private URLs the Police can use to access each other's data, which the FBI uses, also." I said. "Cash had been studying my cases, as Carrier said, and Cash really took an interest in the Harper bust. I feel bad for him if he was envious; a five-year-old broke that one open."
"And you're sure he's good, and not dirty?" asked O'Brady. "Cecil Mason's head about exploded when you said all that."
"He's about to get embarrassed." I replied sourly. "The bugaboo about this case for me has been why Cash left when he did, and for what reason; and why he returned when he did, and for what reason. I.A. has had a bee in their bonnet about him from the get-go, especially since he returned from Iraq. But the WPD did hire him back, and as Lieutenant, and put him in charge of their most important Detective group. Contradictions abound, my friend. Contradictions abound."
"And I know what you think about those." O'Brady said. "So, you told them we're going to Pottsville, then you have me get Wilson to drive my car back there while you and I drive to the City. What's there?"
"The FBI." I said. "And their resources. I found some files on Cash's computer. I didn't want to look at them there, so I just downloaded a bunch, and I'll look at them on my computer when we get up there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Shane O'Brady got to use his SBI badge and ID for the first time, to gain access to the FBI offices in the Federal Building. I took him to the the big office and cubicles of Team Lazarus, where proper introductions were made. I noticed Sandra Speer's eyes light up a bit at the sight of the tall, dark and handsome Irishman O'Brady.
We then went to Jack Muscone's office right down the hallway and on the other side. He now had the corner office as the Special Agent In Charge for this region. He'd just moved in today, as well.
"Nice new office." I said. "How come I don't have a corner office like this?"
"Because you turned one down when they offered you the Police Chief job." said Muscone with a twinkle in his beady black eyes. "Now don't start complaining like Tanya used to."
"You know Shane O'Brady?" I asked. He and Muscone shook hands. "If Tanya saw the size of his office, she'd be aghast." We explained about small offices and Tanya's dislike of them.
"Seriously," said Muscone, "she is very grateful for the office she has... and what it represents." I nodded. Muscone then said "What can I do for you guys?"
I brought Jack up to speed on the investigation, then said "I'd like to borrow a secure connection again, check out these files I downloaded."
"Sure." said Muscone. "Use my old office again. And stop by before you leave, if I'm still here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I downloaded the files from the external hard drive, and my laptop thoroughly checked them for viruses. Finding them to be safe, I began examining them.
Just then, FBI Special Agent Lindy Linares came in, with two large paper cups full of coffee. "Mind if I watch?" she asked.




"Not at all. We could use your help." I replied. "And thank you for the coffee." Lindy smiled as she sat down to my left behind the desk. Shane was sitting on the other side, and I turned the monitor to which I'd attached my laptop so that he could see what I was doing.
The file folder on Cash's computer had been named 'Bangkok', which had piqued my interest. I'd downloaded other files, too, but I instinctively felt that this was the right file folder.
"Okay, there are nine files here." I said of the files in the folder. "The first is named 'Bangkok_Rules_1' with a suffix for a JPG image. The second is 'Bangkok_Meet_2' and is a Word file." I tried to bring it up, but the program asked for a password. I tried to bring up the JPG file, but the program said it wasn't an image file.
"Moving on," I said, "the third file is named 'Bangkok_Crown_3' and is an image file." I tried to bring it up, and it popped right up. I sat there for second, totally in shock. The file was of a crown, with the words 'Keep Calm And Bow To The Crown. God save the Queen' under it. It was the exact same image I'd seen in the 'Queenie Files' case (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons', Ch. 02.) , just in a modern file format. It was also right side up instead of on its side.
"Don?" Lindy said. "You okay?"
"Uhhh, yeah." I said. "I've seen this before, when Charlie Griswold and I solved the Queenie Files. Exact same photo." After another long moment of contemplation, I said "Okay, let's look at the other files. 'Bangkok_Home_4' is an image file." I brought it up; it was a photo of Paul Cash in front of his home, the number '631' visible behind him.
"The next file, 'Bangkok_Home_5'," I said, "shows Cash in front of his home, standing on the sidewalk of the street. 'Bangkok_Me_6' is a headshot photo of Cash in his formal Police uniform, probably his official portrait. 'Bangkok_Me_7' shows a building. Nothing to say which building it is, though; no street number is visible. And I don't see Cash in the photo."
"That's the Social Security Administration Building, here in the City." Lindy said. "Immigration Services is in there, also."
"Okay." I said. "The next image is titled 'Bangkok_Caps_8'. And it's an image file that's... a red rectangle. Very small red rectangle, solid red. And the last one, 'Bangkok_Bar_9', is an image of a crow."
"Wow." said Shane O'Brady. "I don't mind saying I'm lost on this."
"Let's put the first file, which is not an image file despite the suffix, into a text editor." I said. A continuous row of letters came up, with no spaces, and some periods (.) and underscores (_) intermixed. A bunch of gibberish.
"That's a bunch of gibberish." Lindy said. "And no triple Vs, like that one in the Queenie Files you solved."
"Yeah." I said, perusing the jumble for a pattern.
"It could be anything." said O'Brady. "We may have to put it in a certain order for words to line up like in those puzzle books."
"Or worse, it may be a one-time pad." Lindy said. "We'll never solve that without the key."
"Hold on." I said, trying to get an insight to come into my head. "Let's get back to the beginning on this. Cash may want this to be solved, but he didn't want someone to just stumble on it. So he's not going to use a one-time pad. Those periods and underscores... dots and dashes..."
"Morse Code?" Lindy asked. "But how do you know what the separator is? There are no spaces. One dot is 'e', two dots is 'i'; one dash is 't', three dashes an 'o', but how to tell which is which?"
"Wait." I said. "The only symbol besides the dots and dashes, and the letters, is the pound sign (#). Let's try that." I quickly went through the file, writing down dots, dashes, and slashes. Then I translated the Morse Code into English: 'seven word passphrase'.
"The filename says 'rules'," I said, "so this is what the we have to find. Cash probably knows that Government computers can crunch a trillion calculations a second, and only a seven-or-more-word passphrase can make those computers take time. A seven word, completely random passphrase takes 150 years for those supercomputers to decode. Anything less, and we're talking minutes to hours. He didn't want the password-protected file to be solved by sheer trial-and-error. But he does want it solved, and I think these next seven files are the passphrase words... or numbers."
"What's more," I said, "I'm seeing a pattern here, but one that I am in a unique position to see. This crown photo is an exact duplicate of the one from the Queenie Files. Cash studied my case notes and Police reports. I also wrote a treatise for a Law Enforcement site that is not known to the general public, about what Charlie Griswold had done to solve the Queenie Files. This file was the only one I used from that, so it's the one Cash saw, and used."
"The key in the Queenie Files was the dimensions of the image, which was 509x503 pixels when upright." I continued. "If we look up this images dimensions, its... 509x503. I'll bet 509503 is the first 'word' of the passphrase."
"Amazing." said Lindy.
"I knew I shouldn't have slept through that cryptography class." quipped O'Brady. "Hell, I'd have failed it if I'd really taken it. How do you see these things?"
"In this case, it's 'been there, done that'." I said. "And I think Cash knew it. So if something happened to him, he was hoping that I'd be called in to look at things, and would see this and understand."
"And to that point, Shane," I said, "you may have noticed that Westphalia PD and even their I.A. people were very accommodating to us. They may have known about these files, but couldn't figure out how to solve them. They may have been hoping I'd be doing this on Cash's computer instead of here in the FBI's offices, and they'd be able to see what was going on, too."
"Well, let's solve the rest, and see what we find." Shane said.
"Okay, the fourth file, the second with a clue," I said, " is Cash on his front porch. And that address was, Shane?"
"631 Callen", said O'Brady. "That's a 'before' picture, by the way; the 'after' picture is mostly ashes." Lindy chuckled at the joke.
"Okay, lets just put down 631 for now." I said. "The next photo is him on the sidewalk, with the house behind him."
Lindy said "Maybe he's meaning the street. So after '509503', then it's '631', and 'Callen'."
"You're pretty darn good at this." I said. "Okay, the next photo is Cash's headshot. We can see his face, his badge, his ribbons, his nameplate. What's his badge number?"
"2207." said O'Brady. "I can make it out in the photo."
"Your eyes are better than mine." I said, though having seen it myself. Yes, I was trying to include the others in this, so they'd feel like they were part of the solution. "Okay, 2207 it is. Next, is the building. What's the address?"
"I've got that." Lindy said, typing on her laptop. "1401 Coburg Circle."
"Okay, let's add 1401 to the list." I said. "Next is a solid red rectangle. The pixels are... 26x56... oh, of course."
"What?" Shane and Lindy said together. Jinx on them.
"Atomic number and mass for the element iron." I said. "And I suspect the word 'iron' is more the clue than the numbers. But we'll see. The last photo is of a crow."
"Crowbar!" exclaimed O'Brady. "The filename says 'bar', and the photo is a crow. And if the word before is 'iron', and Cash was fixated on you, then the last two words might be 'Iron Crowbar'!"
"Outstanding." I said. "Okay, let's try it." I typed in '509503 631 Callan 2207 1401 Iron Crowbar', and hit return.
Nothing happened.
"That's not it." Lindy said forlornly. I tried not capitalizing the 'iron crowbar', that didn't work either.
"The filename says 'caps'," I said, "so let's try all caps." I did so, nothing happened.
"The caps name may mean that the first letters are capitalized." said Lindy. "So I think you were right with 'Iron Crowbar'. Maybe 'Callan' shouldn't be capitalized, or all caps?"
"Wait!" I exclaimed as I had an insight. "That building photo... the filename says 'me'! Maybe it's... what is his Social Security number?" I looked at Shane; after all, he'd known the man's badge number. But he shrugged.
"I've got that." said Lindy, typing away at her laptop. "His SSN is..." She said the number.
"Let's try the last four first." I said. I typed in '509503 631 Callen 2207 4285 Iron Crowbar', and hit return.
The file opened!
And then we read the contents:
Bangkok
McGinty
Sullivan
Reese
Jones
"Well, that's very... lacking." Lindy said.
"Lindy, you live in the City." I said. "What does 'Bangkok' mean to you? Location-wise?"
"It's a bar in the sleaziest part of town, near the Railyards and the docks." Lindy said. "It's more of a strip joint, actually, and it's rumored to have a BDSM club in the back areas. But I wouldn't know, I don't visit places like that... unless I'm making arrests."
"I get the feeling arrests aren't made there... though cuffs may be used." I said. "So, let's melt the wires and see what's up with these names."
At that moment, Jack Muscone came into the room. "How's it going?" he asked.
"Great!" said Lindy. "Don cracked the passphrase to the encrypted file."
"We all cracked it." I said. "Problem is, this is all the file said. Any of those names familiar to you?"
"Hmmm." said Muscone as Lindy typed on her computer. "Except for McGinty, the names are fairly common. But hearing them together... something's gnawing at me, but I'm not sure what it is."
"Tell you what, let me make a phone call." I said. I called the Police iPhone of Mary Mahoney Milton.
"Hi, Commander, what's up?" she said in her usual cheerful, irreverent way.
"Hi, Mary, are you still at work?" I asked.
"I'm at work 24/7, as always, sir." Mary said. "But yes, I'm in my office at Headquarters. We've got a drug bust tonight, so I'll be in late. Myron and Louise are at home."
"Good." I said. "Listen, I'm going to give you four names, and I need to know if you can find a correlation between them." I read the names to her, and said I had nothing more except that they were in a file on a murdered Police Officer's computer. She said she'd get right on it and call me back.
"Why didn't he give us the first names?" asked Shane O'Brady, in the form of mulling over the question. "I mean, if he left that file for you to find decode, it doesn't make sense that he makes it this hard for us to get the information on these names."
"Maybe he didn't know the first names." suggested Muscone.
Lindy said "Lexis-Nexis has nothing when I search for all four names. The FBI database also comes up empty when I require all four names. And... the same for any three of the names. And just too many hits if I put in 'OR' instead of 'AND' in the search query. There's gotta be a common thread, but we need to know what that is."
"Try this..." said Muscone. I didn't hear anything else. I was going into a reverie, and it lasted several minutes.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"That's mine." I said. It was Mary Milton. When I answered, I said "That was fast! Got good news for me?"
"Maybe, sir." Mary said. "When you told me you got the names off a murdered Police Officer's computer, I put in the query to look for deceased LEOs, then murdered LEOs. And three of the four names came up."
"Le me put you on speaker." I said. I did so, then said "Go ahead."
Mary said "There's a Ted Sullivan, City Police. He was murdered eight years ago. Next is Lisa Reese, Jamestown Police in Madison County, four years ago. Then a year and a half ago, a Jason Jones of Jacksonville, near Southport, went missing. His badly decomposed body was found six months later, buried in a body bag near Pottsville."
"Do you know how they died?" I asked.
"I'm beginning to do a full workup on all of them." Mary said. "I just wanted to get this stuff to you, and oh, one more thing. I cross-checked those three names with the name McGinty, and got a hit. He was Ted Sullivan's partner with the City Police. His full name is Bunson McGinty, a.k.a. 'Bundy' McGinty. He left the City Police and is now a licensed Private Investigator in the City. There are no correlations between him and the other two names that I've found yet."
"That is fantastic work, Mary." I said. "Send me that workup as soon as you can... or hand it off to Myron if you need to do your drug bust thing. But I need what you can get as soon as possible."
"Wilco." said Mary. We disconnected.
"I'll look up those names for you." Lindy said. "Get the Federal angle on them."
I got onto my laptop. "I'm most interested in this McGinty guy." I said. "Okay, Bunson McGinty, 41 years old. Eight years ago he was fired by the City Police, but the reasons why are sealed by their I.A. Department. Became a licensed P.I., runs 'McGinty Private Investigations, LLC'."
"Fired right at the time his partner died?" asked Muscone.
"Three weeks after, according to these records." I said.
"I remember it now." said Muscone. "The City Police actually called in the FBI to help investigate Detective Ted Sullivan's murder. The City PD thought it might've been an inside job, a dirty cop."
"I've got that record now." said Lindy. "The FBI's conclusion was that Person 'A' did not kill 'his partner' Sullivan, but he made egregious errors in judgement that exposed Sullivan to danger and led to his death."
"Nice wording, there." I said. "They won't say Person 'A's name, but they said he was Sullivan's partner. Oh... I hope you didn't write that report, Jack."
"No, I didn't." Muscone said. "That was an FBI Special Agent named Bob Rovers. And the investigation was a sloppy as his current work with the BAU."
"So, what's our next step?" asked O'Brady.
"Can I borrow your cellphone? Personal one?" I asked O'Brady. He handed me his phone. I dialed the number on my laptop.
"McGinty." said a raspy voice.
"Mr. McGinty," I said, "my name is Shane O'Brady with the Pottsville Police. I need your help with a case I'm working on."
"Oh really?" McGinty said, his voice a mixture of out of breath, disdainful, and hopeful at the same time.
"Yes." I said. "And I'll make it worth your while, if the information you give me is good."
"Bangkok. Tonight. Eleven p.m. Come alone." said McGinty.
"How will I know who you are?" I asked.
"You'll figure it out." the voice said. The line then went dead.
"Sorry to take your name in vain, there, Shane." I said as I handed him back his phone.
"Quite all right." said O'Brady. "I take it you want me to meet this guy?"
"We'll both go." I said. "Let's spend one night in 'Bangkok', shall we?"
To be continued.
Author's Note: Your author really did have the honor of participating in a chess simul with Grandmaster David Bronstein, and the game at the beginning of the story was in reality our game in that simul. I lose no face in my defeat at the hands of such a great chessplayer. He did autograph the scoresheet as well as my copy of 'The Chess Struggle in Practice', which I still have today.
And yes, he really did tell me that it was better to be alive than to be World Champion...
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Part 5 - Bangkok
"One night in Bangkok and the world's your oyster,
The bars are temples but the pearls ain't free.
You'll find a god in every golden cloister,
A little flesh, a little history.
I can feel an angel sliding up to me."
--- Andersson, Ulvaeus, Rice, 'One Night In Bangkok'.
11:00pm, Monday, March 18th. Shane O'Brady and I walked into the front entrance of 'Bangkok'. It was a bar in one of the worst areas of the City. If the front of the building was the bottom side of a rectangle, the front entrance is at the bottom right. As we went in, I saw the bar at the far wall, in the center of it. On either side of the bar were a couple of stripper's poles, and one woman was on each side, scantily dressed, gyrating on one of the poles. The room was one-third-full, many of the customers in leather, some Punk, most BDSM participants.
There was a parking lot in back, fortunately. It was not full, being a Monday night. Even so, we did not take my SUV nor O'Brady's vehicle; instead, we borrowed one of the FBI's undercover cars, which looked like a piece of crap not worth stealing, but had a powerful motor under the hood.
"Whatever you do," I said to O'Brady as we walked on the grimy sidewalk along the side of the building towards the front, "do not mention the other three murders. Just Cash's. I want to see if he says something about the other crimes on his own."
"You suspect him?" O'Brady asked.
"No data yet." I said. "Until we have that... I suspect everyone." O'Brady nodded.
I was dressed in all black with the khaki trenchcoat, badge a bit better hidden on my belt, firearm in a holster on the back of my belt. I'd had to help O'Brady dress for the occasion; the sportscoat, slacks, and black loafers was not going to cut it here. He was in olive green khaki pants, a black pullover, a borrowed trenchcoat, and workboots.
"The cover is twenty, gentlemen." said a man at the front counter. He was short, wearing a black wifebeater-'ish' t-shirt. But I was looking at the muscle guy behind him, the bouncer.
"Butch Harmony." I said to the muscle guy, who'd worked at 'Whippet's' in my Town at the time of the 'Eyes Only' case.
"Well, if ain't the I.C." said Harmony, looking up and recognizing me.
"Here you go. For your personal courtesy." I said, handing Harmony a one-hundred-dollar bill, which was wrapped around my card, my TCPD card. "To watch my back, and to answer a couple of questions."
"These guys are all right, Mitt." said Harmony to the doorman. "Take five."
"They haven't paid." said Mitt.
"What did I just tell you?" snarled Harmony, glaring at the shorter, less muscular man. "You want to get your ass ripped? The hard way?"
"I'll take a potty break." said Mitt, slinking away from the counter, and towards an opening in the back right of the bar.
"What are you doing on this side of the State?" I asked Butch Harmony.
"Gotta find work where I can get it." said Harmony. "Whippet's is a dead club walking. And I.C... this place ain't safe, even for you."
"I'll keep an eye out." I said. "Actually, that wasn't my first question, which is: point out McGinty to me."
"Back left, table in the back corner." said Harmony. "Near the fire exit. He's the guy giving a bad name to trenchcoats. Not like you, I.C. At least you've got a sense of style."
"Nice to know I have a backup career if I need it." I said. "Second and last question: you remember Tomoko Shimono? Asian girl that came to Whippet's, looked like Asa Akira?"
"Yeah, I remember her." said Harmony. "Not my type; she was a woman. Last I heard, she came over all dead, murdered by that Westboro guy. He was a bad, bad man."
"Don't I know it." I said. "Thanks." With O'Brady in tow I walked along the back tables until I saw McGinty. Yes, the trenchcoat could not hide the sloppiness and sleaziness of the man, who in the face reminded me of the late Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples, droopy mustache and all. Still... there was something about the guy. He wasn't quite the loser he was attempting to portray himself to be.
We walked up to his table, and he looked up at us. "Yeah?"
"Bundy McGinty?" O'Brady asked.
"Who wants to know?"
"I'm O'Brady." said O'Brady. "I called you earlier."
"Not the same voice." said McGinty.
"No, it was my voice." I said.
"And I told you to come alone... Iron Crowbar." said McGinty.
I took the liberty of taking the chair to McGinty's right, putting it to face the stage like McGinty was facing, and sitting down. O'Brady did the same on McGinty's left.
"I see introductions are not necessary." I said.
"You should never go undercover." advised McGinty. "Everyone knows who you are."
"I'll keep that in mind." I said.
An attractive woman in a black corset, fishnet stockings, and black high heel pumps came up to us. Her black hair was pulled back, and her eyeliner was some kind of Egyptian-style tapering off towards her temples... no, those was tattoos, I observed. Her red-lipsticked-lips were full and sensuous, and her blue eyes were warm and inviting.
"What can I get for you guys?" she said, her voice sounding like honey.
"Another one." said McGinty, holding up his empty drink glass.
"I'm good." I said. I handed her a $100 bill. "That can pay his bill for tonight, and tonight only. You keep the rest, buy yourself something nice."
"Thanks." the girl said with a smile towards me. "And if there's anything you need, just let me know."
"Oh, I will." I said with a smile. Then I sat back down as the girl went to her other customers.
"Why didn't you tell us how to find you in here?" O'Brady asked McGinty.
McGinty grunted. "Harrumph. Shit, if you can't find me in a place like this, why in the hell would I help you? How'd you know it was me?"
"You give trenchcoats a bad name." I said.
McGinty did a double-take and then peered at me. "So whaddya want to know?" he asked.
We paused as the waitress brought McGinty's drink back. She looked like she was very used to this: she knew McGinty, and knew others met him here and probably paid his bar tab as I had.
When she left us alone again, I surveyed the room again, then said "Paul Cash. Westphalia cop. Murdered. I want to know what you know about that."
McGinty nodded. "What happened to him?'
"He was gunned down." I said. "Pro hit, very well done. Whoever took him out was very good."
McGinty grunted. "That's too bad." After a pause he said "Yeah, he came to me for some information. We shouldn't talk here. Let's go somewhere. We can exit out this side door, here."
When McGinty stood up, I saw that he was relatively short in stature, overweight but not blatantly obese, and that he had high blood pressure. His clothes had been high-quality at one time, but were very worn now. His fedora hat matched his trenchcoat, but as Butch Harmony had said, the coat was now spotted and threadbare, and badly out of fashion.
The door was a fire exit, but McGinty pushed the door open and the alarm did not sound. Interesting, I thought to myself...
Part 6 - Mr. Big
We drove up to the bar near the Federal Building that was called 'The Place'. We got the booth in the very back corner of the side room. McGinty insisted upon sitting where he could see everything, and I couldn't blame him for that. I also sat so that I could see as much as possible, leaving O'Brady to sit with his back to the door, sideways to the front wall and window of the room. After ordering food, and McGinty ordering a drink and me and O'Brady getting coffee, we began talking.
"Yeah, Cash called me a few weeks ago." said McGinty. "We met at Bangkok, just like you did tonight. He wanted to know about some murders that had happened over time. He also wanted to know about a guy named 'Mr. Big'."
I noticed that McGinty was watching both of us for a reaction. He only saw a face of iron passivity in my features. O'Brady also showed no reaction.
"Why did Cash come to you?" O'Brady asked as we all noticed a very attractive redheaded white woman and a tall, well-built black man come into the room. They took seats at a table closer to the front window, and were flirting and making a lot of eye contact. McGinty looked disgusted as he glared at them.
"Mr. McGinty?" I said.
He seemed to come out of a reverie, then turned and said "What? What did you say?"
O'Brady said "I asked you why Cash came to you in the first place?"
"Oh." said McGinty. "He came to me... because the first of the three murder victims he was looking into was my Police partner with the City P.D., Sullivan."
"What happened there?" I asked.
"We were working on a drug distribution case, eight years ago." McGinty said. "Sullivan worked his way into the group transporting the drugs. Or so we thought. We were going to make the bust at a warehouse near the Airport. Me and my men got there about five minutes late; I'd taken a turn expecting to turn right at the next intersection, but it was a one-way street going left. By the time we got it figured out and got to the warehouse... it was over. We found Sullivan, shot up. He was still alive, and whispered 'Mr. Big' just before he fell unconscious. He never woke back up."
"The City Police went through the motions, they put all of us on desk duty while they investigated." McGinty said. "I began trying to find out who this 'Mr. Big' was. Then all of a sudden, the City Police brought in the FBI. My access to computers was cut off, and I was suspended without pay. Three weeks later, I was fired... for negligence, leading to Sullivan's death. No hearing, no process, no nuthin'. The Union didn't lift a finger to help me. The fix was obviously in."
"Why?" asked O'Brady. "Did they think you were involved with it?"
"Let me just tell the story." said McGinty, a bit impatiently. "After I was fired, I looked for other LEO jobs. There was nothing out there. Soldiers were coming home from the wars and were being hired, at least that's what I was told. So I went and got a P.I. license, and I've been a P.I. ever since."
"I found out about six months later," said McGinty, "that one of the guys on the team ratted me out, went and told I.A. that I'd led the team the wrong way on the streets on purpose. They brought the FBI in to bypass procedures and make it look like a legit investigation. The guy who ratted me out, his name was Jeff Farley. He was the one that gave me the bad directions, then went and told I.A. it was all my all my fault.
"After I found out, I went looking for Farley, but he had disappeared." continued McGinty. "Some years later I heard he was working with some guy named Ferrell in the SBI. So we had a mole in our unit, and when Sullivan was killed, I was the patsy."
"So you took the fall." I said. "I'm sorry for the loss of your partner; I know that had to hurt. What can you tell us about this 'Mr. Big'?"
"I'll tell you what I told Cash." McGinty said. "He doesn't exist. Most people thought he was a creation of that Westboro guy. Mr. Big would supposedly show up just when someone was getting close to Westboro. Until you took Westboro down, Mr. Iron Crowbar." He took a healthy swig of his drink, then said "After that, there were sporadic whispers that Mr. Big was real, but I knew the truth from what I'd found out..."
Our food arrived at that time. I did not let the story stop me from eating. I was hungry!
"So what did you find?" O'Brady asked as we were left alone again.
"The real guy we've all been looking for," said McGinty, "is a man known only as 'Birdie Edward', and that's apparently a first name. He himself may have been using that Mr. Big story to keep himself hidden. But I found out that he was the guy behind the smuggling operation that got Sullivan killed. So... this is where we negotiate terms."
"Why, you----" started O'Brady but I stopped him.
"What do you want?" I asked, beginning the negotiation.
"What are you offering?" McGinty asked back, looking up at me under his eyelids.
"Right here and now," I said, "Five thousand dollars." O'Brady's eyes were wide as saucers as he looked at me.
"Make it ten thousand." said McGinty.
"I'll have to check back with the Director before I can do that." I said.
"Ten thousand, and one other thing." said McGinty. "I want you to clear my name in the Sullivan murder."
"Whaa?" I asked, shocked.
"Look," explained McGinty, "you are the Iron Crowbar. You are probably my last and only hope to clear my name, and this is my one and only opportunity to get you to work on my behalf. Ten thousand, and clear my name."
"I'll get you the ten thousand." I said, looking the bum P.I. in the eye. "I'll look into the Sullivan case... I'm going to anyway, of course... but I can't promise you anything. With the FBI, SBI, and City working together? That's tough to crack. And they probably left no traces after all these years, especially if it was a dirty setup."
"The Government never destroys a thing." McGinty said. "You find the proof, so I can sue the bastards and get millions. Otherwise, ten grand won't be enough."
"All right." I said. I reached into my trenchcoat and opened a hidden lining. I took out a stack of $100 bills, wrapped in paper tape, and passed it to McGinty. As he quickly counted the money and secured it in his coat, I looked around. The mixed-race couple were still at their table, holding hands, their faces close and smiling at each other. Ah, young love...
"All right, here's the story." said McGinty. "Birdie Edward keeps to the shadows. Very few people have ever seen him, and I am not one of those people, at least not that I know of. What I do know is that he's middle-aged, older than any of us here, that he looks 'distinguished', carries himself very well, and dresses very well. He occasionally personally oversees really big distribution jobs, and he has very well trained guards protecting him, military-class guys."
"What else?" O'Brady asked.
"That's it. There's nothing else." said McGinty, looking at him.
"What?" O'Brady exclaimed, almost too loudly. "For ten thousand dollars, that's it?"
"It took me years just getting that much." said McGinty. "I ain't in this for public service."
I kept my voice calm as I said "There has to be more. What are the shipments this 'Birdie Edward' makes?"
"Contraband." McGinty said. "Mostly drugs, I guess. That's what Sullivan and I were going after him for."
"You never told Cash of any way to contact this guy?" I asked. "Nor how to find out about his shipments?"
McGinty's eyes changed, and he realized I must know more than I'd been letting on. He said "I might can get that information. That's what half of this 10-K will go to. Is that what you want me to do?"
"Yes." I said. "Lead us to Birdie Edward, and Cash's killers. If we make arrests, you'll have a lot more than ten thousand in your pockets before too long."
The mixed-race couple got up from their table and walked hand-in-hand to the door, the woman giggling. He let her go through the door first into the main room. McGinty was staring at them, his face a mask of ugliness.
"I don't know what's wrong with white women, these days." he growled. "Letting goddamn niggers shoot their filthy seed into their white pussies." O'Brady gasped. I just had an 'oh well' look on my face.
"Oh, one more question." I said. "The FBI Agent that led the investigation of you. Do you remember his name?"
"How could I forget?" McGinty muttered. "Craig. Les Craig." I nodded.
We got up to go, eventually following FBI Special Agents Sandra Speer and Julius Jefferson out the door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You gave him ten thousand dollars? For that?" O'Brady just about exploded s we drove back to the Federal Building after dropping McGinty off at 'Bangkok'. "Hell's bells, he'd given us Birdie Edward's name already. We might could've found out all that for ourselves."
"Maybe." I said. "But we've got the information, and we can get a lot more now." Then I grinned and said "And I have ten thousand more that I could've given him, but didn't have to."
"Good Lord." said O'Brady. Then he said: "Hell's bells, indeed... no wonder you get all the results."
"The money is marked, the serial numbers known." I said. "The FBI and DEA will be watching for it in any drug deals they catch. So... what do you think of McGinty?"
"He's an utter sleazebag." O'Brady grunted. "Can we trust him to have told us the truth?"
"He never contradicted what we already know." I said.
"Have you ever heard of this 'Mr. Big' before?" asked O'Brady.
"I heard the name when I was chasing down the Consultant of Crime." I replied. "McGinty was right about that... 'Mr. Big' was one of the Consultant's ruses. But we also heard the name as we were going after Marcie Harper. So we'll see what shakes out."
"What's next? asked O'Brady.
"I'm going home, get a change of clothes." I said. "There's one thing you might want to do, and that's to get as much sleep as you can, as often as you can. I get the feeling we're going to be keeping some pretty long and strange hours in the next few days..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00am, Tuesday, March 19th. I came into the front door of the Mountain Nest. A handsome white dog came rushing down the stairs to greet me.
"Hey, Bowser!" I said as Bowser whimpered his happiness to have me home, jumping on my leg and running himself in circles. I sat down on the sofa and gave him a lot of skritchins, and he tried to lick my face as his tail wagged fiercely. He was really happy to see me, even more than he normally was. Then I saw Laura standing at the top of the stairs.
"He's been worried about you for a couple of days now." she said. "Why don't you come up and take a shower, and then tell me why he had reason to be worried..."
Part 7 - Tuesday Trials and Tribulations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, March 19th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "The State House Judiciary Committee has postponed forcing Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy to testify before them this week!"
Bettina began. "State Representative Gloria Bernstein of Westphalia, a Democrat who won the State House seat vacated by the election of Sharon Marshall as Lieutenant Governor, asked the Committee to delay Commander Troy's testimony until next week. Representative Bernstein said that Commander Troy is investigating the murder of Westphalia Police Lieutenant Paul Cash, and should be given a few days to complete that work."
Committee Chairman Justin Madoff issued a statement saying Commander Troy's testimony would be delayed, but must happen next week, before the Legislative session ends." continued Bettina. "State Representative Nina Cortez was very angry about the delay. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Rep. Cortez, a young Hispanic woman, shouting "It is more important for Commander Troy to be testifying about Governor Jared's abuses of women that made credible claims that the Governor sexually harassed them than to be investigating a murder that is not even in his jurisdiction. We should let the Pottsville Police handle the murder, and force Commander Troy to testify under oath so that we can impeach the white nationalist Governor Jared!"



Back to Bettina live: "Commander Troy and the TCPD have ignored repeated requests for comment by Channel Two News, also avoiding answering our questions for him about why he's investigating other jurisdictions's crimes instead of solving crimes here in our Town & County."
"Meanwhile," Bettina went on, "the State Right to Life Committee and the Citizens For Police Accountability are demanding that the SBI Office of Ethics and Review investigate Judge Rodney K. Watts, alleging that Judge Watts took bribes to expedite the adoption of a child by TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. Neither Judge Watts nor the TCPD would give Channel Two News any comment. SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell of the SBI-OER said that no one has given her any grounds to investigate Judge Watts for anything..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's still reporting from the anchor desk?" I asked as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. Sheriff Griswold was not present, nor was Tanya Perlman. "I thought only Amber couldn't go out on field missions."
"Oh that's right, you weren't here yesterday." said Teresa Croyle. When I looked over at her, she said "Yesterday Bettina reported from in front of City Hall. This happened." She extended her arm, which held her iPad. I took it, and watched the video she'd brought up.
Bettina was giving her report when the sounds of a crowd off-camera began, chanting in unison "Traitor! Traitor! Traitor! Traitor!" over and over. The camera swung over to show dozens of people, some with signs, doing the shouting. Fortunately for me, no one was carrying any crowbars of any color. A moment later, Bettina cut short her field report and KXTC went to Amber in the studio.
"Wow." I said. "That's awesome!"
"Please tell me you had nothing to do with that, Mr. Crowbarrr." said Chief Moynahan.
I looked him in the eye and said "I had nothing to do with that, Chief. And you can have Captain Thompson say that in a public statement, if you need to."
"We already did, yesterday." said Cindy Ross.
"Any idea who was behind it, Mr. Crowbar? Everyone else in here has already denied it." asked the Chief.
"No sir." I said. And then I started thinking about it. "No, I don't, and that's..." Yep, reverie-land.
"What?" asked the Chief.
"If it wasn't one of us... then who would organize that?" I asked. "I take full credit for asking the FBI to open the treason investigation, but I didn't do anything to take it any further. So who's doing that? And why?..."
After a moment, Cindy said "Are you surprised a Democrat asked for your testimony to be delayed?"
"Oh... no, not at all." I said, coming back into the real world. "Gloria Bernstein is from Westphalia, whose Officer was killed. But what does bother me is Bettina making the point to tell the whole wide world what I'm investigating, which means she's telling the criminals that I'm investigating this case, which puts the perps on alert, and me in possible danger."
"Not that a reporter would ever put you or your family in danger." said Cindy.
"That will be enough of that, ladies and gentlemen." admonished the Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am Captain Tanya Perlman came into Headquarters. She was not alone. With her was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, as well as FBI Special Agents Sandra Speer and Julius Jefferson. They joined me, Chief Moynahan, Commander Ross, Captain Croyle, and both Lieutenants Milton in Classroom 'E'. Also joining us by videoconference was Detective Shane O'Brady, who was sitting at his desk in his tiny office in the Pottsville PD Headquarters.
"Okay, Myron and Mary." I said. "Give us what you got, in the order you see fit."
"Thank you, sir." said Mary. "I'll give what Myron found as well as my own stuff. I'll begin with the Police Officers, then McGinty." I nodded.
Mary began: "Ted Sullivan was a Detective with the City Police, and he was McGinty's partner for the last year of his life. He was a standout Detective and solved some tough cases, and he was on the fast track to Lieutenant."
"Then his career stalled out." said Mary. "Detective Tony Long remembered him; Long was a rookie cop when Sullivan died. He said that Sullivan had a reputation for honesty, and was being considered for Internal Affairs. That got Myron to calling our former Lt. Wes Masters, who is in City I.A. now. He said he'd look up Sullivan's file and call us back. Myron also called City Police Lieutenant Garnett, Warren and Ventura's boss." (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 01.) "He said the same thing about Sullivan: that he was known for honesty, in a way that was not well appreciated in the City Police."
"I wonder if he was with City I.A." Shane O'Brady said, his voice coming through the speaker. "And maybe they put McGinty with him so he could see if McGinty was dirty."
"That's a good thought." I said. "Mary?" I said as an indicator for her to keep going.
"Sullivan was found dead in a warehouse, shot fourteen times, five of the shots being fatal." Mary said. "I'm hoping Masters will have some data for us on what happened."
"He's a Captain with City I.A. now, so show him the respect of his title." I said, knowing that I had to make that admonition to the Lieutenant giving the presentation.
"Sorry, sir." said Mary. She continued: "Next is Lisa Reese. She was with the Jamestown Police in Madison County. Like Sullivan in the City, she was also something of a rock star in her area of the State. Chief Moynahan, did you know her while you were down there?"
"I sure did." said Moynahan. "I remember trying to hire her into Midtown P.D. Word was that she was 'Crowbar-worthy'; she was a very sharp Detective. I remember hearing that she died, but why don't you give the details, Lieutenant Milton."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "Four years ago she was found dead in an empty field in Palmyra County, to the north of her jurisdiction. She was wearing armor, but the perps were using high velocity automatic rifles with cop-killer bullets, and five of those bullets penetrated her armor and turned her insides to jello... that's literally what the Coroner's report said. Then someone fired a coup-de-grâce shot into her head with a nine millimeter pistol from close range."
"In the ensuing investigation," Mary continued, "it was determined she was shot at that location, as there was significant blood under and around her body. Spent cartridge shells were found in three locations, showing she walked into an ambush. The Jamestown Police also determined that she had been working on something, but left no notes nor any files that described what she was doing. They eventually concluded that if she had left any notes or files, they'd been taken or erased. They also believed that State Senator Richard Langdon was behind it, that she had stumbled onto one of his operations and he'd had her taken out."
"That's what my guys in Midtown believed, tooooo." said Chief Moynahan. "Langdon was a nasty piece of work back then. Then someone beat the crap out of him, and he's kept his head down ever since." Yeah, that was me. (Author's note: 'Pale Morning Light', Ch. 02.)
"Langdon still could've been involved." I said. "If I'm the Consultant of Crime up here, and I want to eliminate someone in Midtown, and Langdon is the kingpin, I go to him. But let's move on." I gestured towards Mary with my hand for her to continue.
"Jason Jones is a more interesting case." said Mary. "He was with the Jacksonville Police Force, at least officially. He was also a very good Detective. If I gave you his record of solving cases and Commander Troy's side-by-side, taking the names and the Commander's MOVs off, they look really similar. It took me a while to get this, but also like Commander Troy, Jones was an FBI Consultant and often went over to Southport."
"How did you get that?" asked Jack Muscone. "We don't keep FBI Consultants names in any one file." That got Muscone a rather ugly look from Myron Milton, and a not much better one from Mary.
"Jack," said his fiancée Tanya Perlman, "don't ask questions you really don't want the answer to." Muscone shrugged in resignation, but was clearly unhappy.
"It was quite simple to get, actually." Mary said, firing a bit of a salvo at the FBI Agents in the room, and garnering hard looks from them, as well as myself and the Chief. "Anyway, Jones often did undercover work for the Southport Police. He was black, while the other victims were white, and he even did some undercover work in Turpin Heights, in the State to our south, for the FBI."
"So when he disappeared for several days, no one really took notice." Mary went on. "Then it became a couple of weeks, so the Jacksonville Police contacted the FBI and SBI to see if he was working with them, and were told he wasn't. About six months later a badly decomposed body was found near Pottsville in a body bag. The drivers license in the wallet identified the body as Jones, and that was confirmed by dental records and DNA testing. He had been tortured: smashed knuckles, cracked ribs. Then he was lit up by multiple shots, with a shot to the back of the head... just to make sure, I guess. As with the others, there was no record found of what he might've been investigating when he dropped off the grid."
"Before you tell us about Bundy McGinty," I said, "I want to hear from Sandra and Julius. They came into the bar near the Federal Building, posing as a young couple in love."
"As if they needed to do much posing to do that." said Tanya with a twinkle in her eyes.
"Ha ha." I said, a bit severely. "Anyhoo, they had those little earplugs in their ears so that they could listen in on the microphone I had secreted in the buttons of my trenchcoat. Sandra, Julius, I want to know your evaluations of McGinty."
"He's a piece of work." said Julius Jefferson. "Just from the way he looked at us across the room, I could see he was a racist. Beyond that, I didn't see anything in his facial expressions or demeanor that he was nervous or edgy, nor that he was lying to you."
"I agree with that." said Sandra Speer. "I also noticed that he dressed to look like he was a bum, but I got the impression that it was an act, like clothes in a stage play, that he wanted you to think he was down on his luck. He squinted his eyes when he took gulps of his drinks; he's not as much of an alcoholic as he pretended to be."
"I agree." I said. "Shane, how did McGinty smell to you?"
"Smell?" asked O'Brady through the speaker.
"Yes." I said. "What did you notice about his body odor?"
"Uhh..." O'Brady said, seemingly confused, then it hit him. "You know, he didn't have any odor for me to notice."
"That's right." I said. "He sure didn't smell like a nasty bum or a stinking drunk would, the kind that pollute my County Jail on Saturday nights." That made everyone break out laughing. "And Sandra is right; his clothes were intentionally worn down, but were relatively clean, except for the trenchcoat. And one more thing: he tried at times to sound course and uncouth, but only when he was actually trying to sound that way. He's not as much of a hayseed as he wanted us to think he was."
"So he's a suspect?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Certainly someone to look into, Chief." I said. "And that brings us to our next report: Mary, what did you find on the guy?"
"What I found, that we normally can access," Mary said with some emphasis, "is that he was with the City Police for eight years. His career was undistinguished at best. He apparently was put into the Detective Division because he wasn't going to make Sergeant and he wasn't too bad at crime scenes and making C.I. contacts."
"Over time, Internal Affairs found reasons to open a file on him." Mary continued. "Considering that this is the City Police of that day, which had its fair share of corruption, it had to be pretty big for them to actually start watching someone. I think Detective O'Brady might have been partially right that they assigned McGinty to Sullivan, so that Sullivan could keep tabs on McGinty."
"Or McGinty was clean," I said, "and the corrupt City Police used their I.A. to go after him."
"Very possible, sir." Mary said. "After Sullivan was murdered, City I.A. got a tip that McGinty had not only been late to the location, but had led the backup team down the wrong roads despite being told the one-way streets didn't flow in the right directions in that area. City I.A. investigated, then brought in the FBI to investigate. I'll leave any comment on the FBI's involvement to the FBI people."
I sensed a little bit of impatience in Jack Muscone at at that. Maybe more than a little. I didn't know if Mary said that to keep from having to mention Les Craig's name, with whom Sandra had been having an affair before Craig's treason was discovered; or if she was taking a dig at the Feds in the room. I'd have to deal with that later, I thought to myself.
Mary went on: "As a result of the investigation, the City Police fired McGinty for cause. Neither the City Police nor the Union has any record of McGinty filing a grievance, but those records could've been made to vanish. I'm waiting to hear from Captain Masters, but on the fringes it looks like the City P.D. really wanted to get rid of McGinty, and used this as an excuse, as well as scapegoating him for the whole Sullivan mess."
"What did the FBI investigation find?" Cindy Ross asked. Uh oh.
Jack Muscone said "I'll take this. The investigation found that McGinty had gone the wrong way. But they could not get anyone to corroborate the tipster's assertion that McGinty was told about the street configuration ahead of time and that he deliberately ignored the warnings."
Sandra Speer took it up: "The tipster was named Jeff Farley, and we can confirm that he later ended up working with Ferrell in the SBI-NTF. City P.D. will say nothing about him, and we don't know if Farley was made to disappear for his own protection, or if he was some kind of mole and went bad, as McGinty asserted last night, or if he was a mole that stayed good but was later got put into Witness Protection or something."
"Mary, keep going with McGinty." I said, to move things along.
"Yes sir." Mary said. "McGinty became a licensed Private Investigator a few weeks later. We contacted Eddy the Bounty Hunter, who said he'd heard of McGinty, that McGinty was a P.I., and mostly handled the sleazy stuff: getting the pictures for wives for divorce cases, finding out where the husband's stashed money, occasionally finding a missing person. He has an office not all that far from that bar 'Bangkok', in the disreputable part of the City."
"Officially, as a bounty hunter himself, McGinty recently was recently credited with finding four middle-level drug running perps, and he collected the rewards for their arrests." said Mary. "Two of those four were the two guys that Paul Cash told Westphalia Vice about, that had been part of the Marcie Harper gang and may have committed the murders of two people. It's very possible Cash got that information from McGinty, or found it while investigating McGinty, but we probably won't ever know for sure."
"Okay, what did our FBI friends get?" I asked.
Sandra Speer said "We're able to look pretty far into City I.A.'s stuff." A clear dig at Mary, I thought. Sandra had best be careful, I thought to myself, and my look at her connoted just that.
She ignored my look and went on: "City I.A.'s suspicions of McGinty began when a few of his undercover drug operations ended in failure. They thought he might've tipped off the perps without letting City Vice know he was going to do that as part of his cover."
"Then, in the vein that Julius just mentioned," Sandra went on, "McGinty made a lot of racially-motivated comments. And in the days of Superior Bloodlines and other White Supremacy movements, City I.A. thought he might be part of that, and so kept closer tabs on him. And that was why they put him with Sullivan, who they knew was rock-solid honest and would inform them of what McGinty talked about. McGinty is definitely a racist and a White Nationalist, but they couldn't make any connections to the Power Elites of the Supremacy Movements."
"I can see that." I said. "Would he go about talking in blatantly racist tones, like he did last night, if he was part of a group like Superior Bloodlines? They'd want him to work more quietly than that."
"Or maybe he just can't help himself." said O'Brady through the speaker.
"Who was the FBI Agent that led that investigation of McGinty?" asked the TCPD Deputy Chief. I love Cindy Ross, but sometimes she just asks that one question I wish she hadn't have asked.
"Like Captain Perlman just said," I replied, "don't ask a question you really don't want an answer to."
"What?!" Cindy said, getting peeved. "Why is that such a----"
"Miss Ross!" said Chief Moynahan strongly. "The Police Commander has answered your question. Let's move forward. Mr. Crowbar, is this McGinty fellow a suspect?"
"I can make a case for him being heavily involved in this, sir." I said. "And I can equally make a case that he just got 'caught up', and is innocent in all this and telling the truth. For example, City I.A. had very little part in our pursuit of Superior Bloodlines, so why would they key on him for that? Having said that, I have no absolute data that shows me which way is right, for now. What I do see is that there is some kind of criminal ring going on, and our victims may have stumbled on to it. McGinty might also have stumbled on to it, but somehow managed to elude being killed himself. That can be for sinister reasons, or he may just be lucky."
"So what is your plan of action, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"For now, we just keep digging." I said. "Hopefully Wes Masters will get back to us soon. Perhaps you could call him up and have a friendly chat, Chief, to expedite that?" The Chief nodded and I continued: "So we keep gathering data, and we wait for further developments. Mary, and also you FBI guys, it would be great if you can find out anything about this 'Birdie Edward', and also check to see if this 'Mr. Big' is as real as the Slender Man or not."
"The Slender Man is real." asserted Teresa Croyle. "Mr. Big? Maybe not so much."
"Commander," Tanya said, "it sounds like you expect 'further developments'."
"Oh yeah, I most certainly do." I said. "This is definitely going to open up for us, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." said Cindy, glaring at me, but at least not saying out loud what she believed: that I was holding back something from her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Look, Don," Jack Muscone said as we sat alone in my office, me in the 'Command Chair', and him in a comfortable 'hot chair' on the other side of the desk, "FBI Consultant and Informant data is treated the same way that Agent data is kept. One just does not acquire it by a routine database check. How did Milton get that data?"
"Jack, you gotta let it go." I said. "Your own fiancée was trying to tell you that."
"Yeah, and I'm pissed at her too about that." Muscone said moodily.
"Jack, forgive Tanya." I said. "She was just trying to stop something ugly from happening. If she had not said that, I would have, and in much less friendly terms."
Seeing that I was not getting through, I said "Jack, Myron hates you FBI guys. He absolutely hates the entire FBI for what a few bad apples did to his father, and I can't really blame him for that. For me to have even gotten him to sit in the same room with you guys was a Herculean task on my part. He was about to get up and leave, and Mary might have as well. And I need those guys, both of them. So I'm asking you to back off and let it go."
Muscone was still not happy, but we were saved from further argument by my door being opened, then slammed shut. In between, Cindy Ross strode into the room without asking. Considering that she was one of only four people in the world that could do that without absorbing a crowbar beatdown (the others being Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, and my wife Laura), I said nothing.



"So who the hell led the FBI investigation into McGinty?" Cindy demanded to know. "And why is it such a secret that you can't tell us?"
"Because it was Les Craig." I said. "Sit down."
"Oh." Cindy said, her eyes blinking in understanding. "Well, that explains that. Sorry I doubted you. I'll show myself out."
"You'll do no such thing." I said with authority. "I asked you to sit down. So sit down." Cindy sat down.
"So," I said, "what do you think? McGinty, friend or fowl? Good or bad?"
"Hard to tell." Cindy said. "I'd think he's as dirty as the mud wrestlers at the 'Pink' club, except that the guy on his team went to work with Jack's favorite SBI Agent, Ferrell----"
"Can I borrow that crowbar, Don?" Muscone said witheringly. "Strong beatdown to follow?"
I grinned. "I am so tempted to hand it to you, just to see what happens." I said. "But seriously, Cindy, keep going."
"Like I said," Cindy said, much happier now that she'd gotten that dig at Jack in, "Jeff Farley worked with Ferrell, and now you tell me Les Craig was the FBI's investigator. If ever there were people who'd rig a dishonest set-up to get rid of a guy, they'd be first on my list to call... Don?"
I was in a reverie, staring at the top of my desk. It was a long moment before I came out of it. Cindy and Jack were peering at me with half-interested, half-amused looks on their faces.
"What you just said... on the list to call." I said, my voice nearly a whisper. Then I recovered, sat up even more straight than my 'girdle' was making me, and said "I just realized... Sullivan was McGinty's partner. We know Paul Cash went to McGinty for information about these other deaths. O'Brady and I went to McGinty about Cash's death. What if Lisa Reese and Jason Jones also went to McGinty?"
"Wow, would that ever implicate him if we found proof of that!" gasped Muscone.
"Well, maybe." I said. "But here's the thesis: all of these Detectives were good enough to stumble onto the Consultant of Crime or this ring of 'Mr. Big' or 'Birdie Edward'. Maybe they did and, like Cash, came across McGinty's name. They visit him, find out what he knows, as O'Brady and I did, then they attempt to follow the leads."
"And they're found out, and murdered." Cindy said. "Like Cash was."
"McGinty tip them off?" asked Jack. "The perps, I mean. Did McGinty tell the perps about the Detectives?"
"He could have." I said. "Or maybe after the Sullivan case the perps kept watch on McGinty, to see who came to visit him. Then they killed off the cops who did. And that, by the way, would be the only reason I can see, so far, why they haven't murdered him yet. He's achieved very little over the last eight years of investigating them after being fired and becoming a P.I. They see him as harmless. But they did not see these standout Detectives as harmless, and so they were all eliminated."
"And that means you're next on their list." Cindy said. "As is O'Brady."
"It's enough to make my dog nervous for two days." I said agreeably, then explained how Bowser had apparently been worried about me. "Yes, we need to be careful."
Part 8 - The Cyber-War At Home
10:30am, Tuesday, March 19th. Cindy called me and asked me to come down to I.T. I went down into the basement areas and to Myron's office in the back corner... which had been my first office as I.T. Supervisor when I joined the TCPD. Just in front of the office Lainie Everett and Mary Milton were typing away feverishly at two computer stations. Cindy was standing behind them, watching.
"Whaddya got, Myron?" I asked, standing at the doorway to the office.
"We are under cyber-attack, sir." said Myron, typing away. I went around his desk to look. Several boxes of data were open on his screen, blinking back and forth as he brought one then the other up with lightning speed. "Someone's trying to hack into our data files."
"It's worse than that, sir!" I heard Mary yell. I got up and went to the door. She said "While Myron is keeping the firewall up, someone else is trying to worm their way into the system files and plant some malicious code that could knock us out whenever it's activated."
"Can you stop it?" I asked.
"So far so good, sir." Mary said. "But whoever is doing this is very good, very sophisticated."
"Sir," said Lainie, "these trojan horses so far are pretty basic. It's almost like this guy is toying with us."
"But his, or her, way of getting into the system is not basic." said Mary. "Lainie's right, he may be just playing around, but I'm worried the big stuff might be coming... or happening now while we watch the little stuff."
"Commander Ross," I said, knowing that she was the boss of the I.T. Department, "if the bad guys start winning this, have our guys shut the systems down. All of them."
"Roger that." said Cindy.
"Got it!" exclaimed Myron. He exhaled, then said "I've got this one contained. Goddamned FBI."
"You sure it was the FBI?" I asked.
"No sir." said Myron. "But after what those bastards said to my wife this morning, why wouldn't it be them?" I just gave Myron a 'look'. He was having none of it, and gave me a 'look' of his own right back. Channeling his inner Crowbar, he was.
"Myron, I could use some help here!" Mary yelled, to get her husband's head back in the game.
"I'm on it!" Myron yelled. He began typing away again. "Oh wow, this is at a whole new level!" I let him work a few minutes.
"Lainie!" Myron called out. "Let's go to Plan B. Open up the backup systems."
"Yes sir." said Lainie. She began typing.
"What's that?" I asked Lainie, as Myron and Mary were concentrating on their work.
"It's a separate server system, sir." said Lainie. "It lets the Officers in their cars continue to have access to check drivers licenses and stuff without going through our main systems. The next step, Plan C, is to shut that down, and the Officers will have to radio in and get the information."
"We gotta cut it back." said Myron. "Commander Ross, we gotta tell everyone that we're going off line.
"I've got that." I said. I took out my cell phone and made the 'loddy-doddy-everybody' text that the computer systems were going offline for the next several minutes. I heard cellphones everywhere chime in response.
"Okay, Myron, do what you have to do." I said. "Commander Ross, will you monitor their progress and let me know if things get worse? I'm going upstairs to tell the Chief."
"Wilco." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, Cindy and I were in the Chief's office with Myron.
"We're still in a semi-safe mode, and the mobile units in the Police cruisers are on the Plan B system." said Myron. We purged the entire main system, just to be sure. I reloaded the overnight backup and ran checks. We're clean again. Whatever work was done this morning may be lost, though. Personnel & Records is pissed."
"They can get un-pissed." Cindy said with alacrity. "I'll let them know what happened. Is the email system back up?"
"Yes ma'am." said Myron. "And pursuant to that, all emails that came in are still in what we call the 'holding tanks'. They're being re-checked for bugs, and will be distributed when found to be clean. We don't think the email system was affected, so hopefully that won't take too long." Cindy began typing her email that would apprise the Force of the situation.
"So, Lieutenant Millllltonnnnn," drawled the Chief. "What happened?"
"After this morning's meeting, sir," said Myron, "I was sure that it was the FBI hitting us. The attack on the data files looked similar to stuff they've done in the past. And before I go further sir... I will never attend another meeting with FBI Agents present. I will resign and turn in my Badge before I help those bastards again in any way."
Cindy had looked over as Myron said that, then said "You won't have to resign. I'll back you up on that all the way."
The Chief didn't seem to like that, so I said "Let's not worry about that now. Myron, do you really think it was the local FBI guys? Or something else? Something worse?"
"The attack turned out to be in two parts, sir." said Myron. "First came the probe into our data files. I was working on that when the harder attack on our systems occurred. Thankfully, Mary came down and helped Lainie with that one, then I helped after I beat back the data file attack. That second attack was really vicious. It was designed to completely cripple our systems. And if it had gone unchecked, it would've damaged the physical chips in our processors and servers. We're talking damage potentially in the millions of dollars, and replacement of much of our hardware and servers."
The Chief emitted a long, low whistle. "That is ugly. Who could do something on that scale?"
I said "Something with that level of ability to penetrate our relatively secure Police firewall and systems, and with that power to destroy our internal mechanisms, has to be a Government... either a foreign power or our own Government."
"Why would someone want to do that?" Cindy asked. "We're a local Police jurisdiction, not the NSA."
"Ohhhh, I dunno..." I said. "Same reason someone parked a nuclear bomb in the middle of Town, maybe?" Yeah, that brought 'pin drop' silence to the room.
Chief Moynahan said "Loo-tenant Milton, thank you for the report, and for your excellent work this morning. Why don't you go check on the recovery process?" That was a dismissal, and Myron realized it.
"Yes sir." he said. "if you'll excuse me, Chief, sir, ma'am?" We all nodded and he left.
"I didn't want him to hear this," said Moynahan, "but we have to report this to Homeland Security. They very well may demand to come in and look at our systems, and Myron might quit before he helps them. And then they may arrest him for not helping them, even charge him with treason."
"Then don't report it, Chief." I said. "That's what I'd do if I were sitting in your chair."
"You're not sitting in this chair. Yet." said the Chief.
"How about this, then?" I said. "I'll report it to the FBI... to Jack Muscone. That'll satisfy the requirement, and I can also couch it in a way that might keep the Feds from barreling in on us."
"And how will you do that?" asked the Chief.
"From what I saw this morning," I said, "Tanya and Jack are going to be 'hanging drapes' over this." Cindy laughed. The Chief looked confused.
"That's something that Don's mother liked to say." Cindy said. "She'd say a couple's first fight would be when they started hanging drapes."
"Jack was genuinely pissed that Mary knew that information about Jason Jones being an FBI Consultant." I said. "Tanya did the right thing and shut him down, and she's backing her Vice Lieutenant all the way, like she should. That's going to cause some friction between them. That's where I'll step in, tell Jack about the cyber-attack, in writing, and then tell him that Tanya would be very happy with him if he found a way to keep the Feds out of our business on this."
"In the meantime, either Cindy or myself will convince Myron that he really does need to write up a report on what happened for us to submit to the Feds." I said. "We won't give the solutions, and I will personally add a note that we're not telling our solutions because I have had more than enough problems with dirty Fed agents over the years, including being tortured by the CIA."
"Let's hope it doesn't have to go that far." said the Chief. "As usual, I will defer to you and let you handle it, Mr. Crowbarrrrr..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After bribing Jack Muscone with double cheeseburgers at the Cop Bar, I submitted my report on the cyber-attack and asked what he could do to keep the Feds away from Myron. It did not hurt my case that Tanya and Cindy were having lunch with us.
"I've already sustained a blue crowbar beatdown today." said Jack. "I don't need one from the red crowbar. I'll tell them it's resolved and to come to you and you only if they have questions. Flip side of that: I agreed with Tanya to leave her various Lieutenants alone, especially her Vice Lieutenant. But the data breach about the FBI Consultants can't be ignored. After all, Don, you're one of them, and the data security affects you, too."
"And I agree with that, Commander." Tanya said. "We'll have to be more... circumspect... about things."
"I think that took care of itself this morning." I said. "I'm going to set those brackets up just right in the first round of the Police Boxing Matches: Mary Milton vs. Sandra Speer." Cindy laughed at that. I then said "I can assure you, Jack, that you will not hear of any more data breaches from Myron nor Mary."
"You had a good English teacher in school, Don." said Jack. "They way you parse words like that is very good. I get the feeling I'll never hear another report from either of them directly again, much less hear of any data breaches."
"See, Don?" Tanya said. "My man is handsome and brilliant!"
"Set a date, please." I said.
Just then, our Police phones all chimed. The email system had released all the morning's emails, and we each had a bunch of them.
When I give out my card, it has an email address on it. It is not my normal Police email, so when I see an email in it, I know it's something to pay attention to. I had one, and I opened it.
"Ho-leee..." I gasped. "Then I said "Jack, I just got an email from Butch Harmony."
"The Whippet's guy?" Cindy asked.
"Yeah." I said. "He works at 'Bangkok' now, and was there when O'Brady and I went there to meet McGinty." I then handed Muscone the phone so he could read the email.
It said: "IC, I didn't know it at the time, but that Shimono woman you asked about was in the BDSM areas of the club last night. Some of the staffers in the back said she suddenly bolted out the back, right about the time you came in. I checked the tapes, and it sure looks like her. I copied the tape to a jump drive and hid it, and for another C-note it's yours. See you soon, BH."
"Jack, we gotta get over there." I said. "Now. Meet me at the Westphalia SBI Office. I'll call O'Brady on the way."
"You got that right." Muscone said. "See you there." We bolted for our cars.
Part 9 - Inharmonious
Shane O'Brady met me at the Westphalia SBI office, and we went in my black SBI SUV towards 'Bangkok'. Jack Muscone had gone to the Federal Building to pick up Martin Nash, and was on the way.
"Uh oh, press the panic button, trouble in Paradise." I said as we pulled up. City Police were all over the place, and the bar was closed off.
"Hey, it's the Iron Crowbar." said City Detective E.J. Jefferson as we pulled up. "How did you hear of this so fast?"
"Long story." I said. "Please tell your guys not to shoot the SBI Reservists?"
"Sure. Park in the parking lot in back." said E.J. "Hey guys! These guys are all right. Let them through!" The City Police Officers let us through the cordon.
After parking, we went back around front and into the front door. The bar looked different with all the lights on and no customers. Employees were being held on the left side of the large room. I noticed our waitress from last night as one of them. She was upset and had been crying.
"Hey, I.C." said City Detective Thomas 'Sapper' Warren, who was making some notes.
"Hey Sapper." I said. "Sapper, E.J., this is Pottsville Detective Shane O'Brady, working with me an an SBI Reserve capacity. Shane, this is 'Sapper' Warren and E.J. Jefferson. Jefferson is one of the few that got away from me; he used to work in the TCPD, then came to the City."
"Yeah, the I.C. was too good for my own good." E.J. quipped. "But I learned a lot from him, and I'll bet you have, too."
"Have I ever." said O'Brady. "What's going on, here?"
Sapper Warren said "Dead guy in the back areas. I'll bet the I.C. can tell us who it is, too."
"Butch Harmony?" I asked. Sapper nodded and I said "Damn. I was afraid of that."
"How did you know Commander Troy would know?" O'Brady asked.
"The email Harmony sent me." I said.
"Yeah, that's right." said Warren. "We found Harmony's cell phone in his locker in the employees area. One of his fingers unlocked it. He'd sent the Iron Crowbar an email this morning. We need to ask you about that, I.C... in an official kind of way."
"Sure." I said. Just then, Muscone and Nash came in. I made introductions all the way around.
"This is the former TCPD Detectives convention." I quipped. "Nash was with the TCPD before this Muscone guy stole him from me."
"Smartest move I ever made, except for asking Tanya to marry me." said Jack. "We're walking in late to this party. What happened?"
"THAT'S THE GUY! THAT'S HIM!"
A short man was flying out from the back areas. It was Mitt, the doorman the night before. He was pointing at me as he told E.J. "That's the guy I told you about, that was talking to Harmony last night. He's the guy that did this!"
"Better watch who you're accusing of doing anything." I snarled at him. "I'll tell you who one suspect should be, and that's Mitt here. Butch threatened to tear Mitt a new asshole last night. Maybe Mitt got retaliation, eh?"
"Why you son of a bitch!" Mitt roared, hurling himself at me.
*WHAM!*
Aikido does rule, but I made sure in the process to slam Mitt's face into one of the tables. I then had his hands behind him and in cuffs before he could recover.
"That's assaulting a Police Officer, faggot." I growled at him, using the slur to enrage him further, glad that Cindy was not here to 'not approve'.
"You didn't identify yourself as a Police Officer." retorted Mitt.
"I don't have to." I said. "You're in a world of shit now, faggot. You had an altercation with the dead man last night, assaulted Police today. It's getting bad. The gangbangers in City Jail will do to you want Harmony said he was going to do, tear you a new ass. They'll take turns raping you until they are satisfied, and you're half-dead."
"Go fuck yourself." snarled Mitt.
"We'll see who gets fucked" I said. I turned to the two Uniformed Officers behind me and said "Take this piece of dog shit to City Jail. He's a person of interest." The two Officers led Mitt away.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Better get downstairs if you want to see the body." a City plainclothes Officer said. "The Medical Examiner is getting upset. Fastest I've ever seen them get to a crime scene. Now he wants to take the body away before we're finished here."
We went through the door in the back right that led to the kitchen areas behind the bar. Past that were stairs leading to the basement. Some of it was storage for kitchen supplies, but turning back left, which would take us back under the bar and restaurant area, was a large area with appropriate whips, stocks, chains... all the needed hardware for a big BDSM party.
And on the floor in the middle of the room, lying face-down, was the most unfortunate Butch Harmony.
"It's been two fucking hours. I don't understand why I can't take the body to the morgue." said a youngish man with brown hair, wearing a labcoat.
"Patience, my friend." I said as I came it. "Five more minutes won't make a difference."
"And who the fuck are you?" asked the M.E. Then he saw the crowbar in my hand. "The Iron Crowbar? What the fuck are you doing here?"
"Why, I'm investigating this murder." I said acidly as I put on latex gloves. "What are you doing here?"
"My job." spat the M.E. "If you'll let me. I need to get the body to the morgue for the autopsy and testing.
"Not that I'm an M.E. or anything," I said as I took out my magnifying glass and examined the small wound in the back of Harmony's head, "but even I can see the small-caliber bullet hole in the back of his head." I was frisking Harmony's clothing.



"Stop that!" yelled the M.E. "You're tainting the evidence!"
"Hardly." I said. "All right, I'm done here. Anyone want to see anything?" No one did.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going back upstairs, I saw Jack Muscone talking to Lt. Garnett, but I put that aside at the moment as I saw the employees on the other side of the bar. I walked over, and the girl that had been our waitress the night before, with her 'Egyptian' eyeliner tattoo, came over and buried her face in my chest.
"It was so awful!" she sobbed loudly. "He was laying right there, on the floor!"
"I know, I know." I said soothingly, putting my arms around her and hugging her. "Let's go over here." I led her towards the tables in the back, away from the others, and sat her down, our backs to everyone. As we did, I felt her slip something into my trenchcoat pocket.
"So," I said, "what's your name?"
"I used to call myself 'Isis', Queen of the Nile." she said. "Then those bastard Muslim terrorists called themselves 'Isis', so now I go by 'Pharah', like the Cosplay character."
"What's your real name?" I asked.
"Christy." said the young woman.
"That's a lot prettier than the other ones." I said. "So what happened?"
"I... I found him, I was the first to find him." Christy said, sobbing. "He looked mean, but he was really nice to me, to all of us, really. And he'd fuck up anyone trying to mess with any of the girls that worked here."
"Did he have problems with anyone?" I asked. "Mitt, maybe?"
"Mitt." Christy said derisively. "He wasn't a Punk, he was just a wimp. Tried to act all big-shot, but Butch would put him in his place, and fast. No, they didn't like each other at all, from what I could tell."
"Okay, I appreciate you talking to me." I said "Here's my card, and a little something extra." My card had come with a $100 bill. "If you think of anything else that can help us, let me know." Then I whispered a lot more quietly "And you might want to get out of town before what happened to Butch happens to you."
Christy nodded, then dried up her tears as I stood up and walked back to the group.
"Big brother comforting little sister?" E.J. said, teasing me. "She went right to you like she knew you or something."
"What can I say?" I said. "Women find me comforting."
"Hoo boy." said Sapper Warren, rolling his eyes. I was saved from more ribbing by Muscone coming up.
"Manager over there, guy named Jones." he said. "Won't let us have the tapes from last night. Says they've been erased already."
"Probably true, and he probably did it the minute the alarm went up that Harmony was killed." I said. I went over with Muscone to where the manager was.
"I just told your butt-buddy that murder is a City crime, not a Federal one." the manager said. "He has no warrant, he has no jurisdiction here."
"It's also a State crime, and I've got jurisdiction there." I said, exhibiting my SBI Reserve Badge. "And don't give me shit about the City being autonomous from the State. Until the U.S. Congress says otherwise, the City is part of my State."
"Whatever." said the manager. "You still need a warrant to get any tapes, and I told this Federal monkey that they were erased after we closed. And I'm sure as not hell giving him faces to get the names of my clients of and go harass them."
"I hear you. I understand." I said. "I just want two things... to see the proof the tapes are destroyed, and to examine Butch Harmony's locker."
"Where's your warrant?" the manager asked.
"This will do," I said, poking him in the chest with the red crowbar, "until the paper one arrives."
"Ah shit, it's you, ain't it? The Iron Crowbar." the manager snarled.
"And if you have any idea of my reputation, you'll cooperate." I said. "Just to get me out of here just as fast as you can..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An examination of Harmony's locker bore nothing of interest. No jump drives or anything that might have last night's video on them.
Martin Nash came in. "The tapes were erased. Apparently its standard procedure that if nothing happened during business hours, they erase the tapes to protect the identities of their clients, and Butch Harmony is the guy that would've done that."
"No biggie." I said, surprising Muscone.
"The other thing I came in to tell you." said Nash. "They need to depose you, Commander."
We went to the main room, where Lt. Garnett came up to me. "Commander Troy," he said, "we have no equivalent for your rank and position available. So with your consent, I'd like to ask you some questions. You have the right to a Union Rep and an attorney, if you wish."
"That's okay." I said. "But I do want Detective O'Brady, these City Detectives, and these Federal Agents to listen in."
"That's fine." said Lt. Garnett. We sat down and he said "You and Detective O'Brady came in here last night?" I explained about the investigation of Paul Cash's murder, and meeting McGinty here, and giving Harmony the c-note for protection and some answers.
"How do you know Butch Harmony?" asked Garnett.
"He used to work at a BDSM club in my Town & County." I said "Place called Whippet's."
"Who is this Shimoko woman in the email?" asked Lt. Garnett.
"Shimono." I said. "She was a customer at Whippet's, then became involved in one of my cases. As Special Agent in Charge Muscone here will tell you, a lot of that is classified by the Federal Government. She also became involved in a more recent case, so when I saw Harmony, who knew her, I asked if he'd seen her. He emailed me this morning that she'd been here, so we came over. But it was too late, Harmony was dead."
"Did you find the jump drive he mentioned?" Garnett asked.
"I was going to ask your guys the same question." I said. "I didn't find anything on his person or in his locker. Maybe one of your people found something."
"Nothing's been brought to my attention." said Sapper Warren. Everyone else quickly chimed in their agreement that nothing had been found.
"We'll keep looking for it." said Lt. Garnett.
"So will we." said Muscone. "In fact, I'm working on a Federal warrant now, and would like your cooperation to let the FBI take over that part of the case. If we find anything that can help you get Harmony's killer or killers, we'll get it right to you."
Lt. Garnett looked at me. "Might as well let them." I said. "It's some nasty business at the Federal levels, and the less you know, the less danger you're in of being murdered yourself."
"Wow." whispered Garnett. "Did these nasty Federal perps have anything to do with Harmony's murder?"
"Maybe." I said. "At this point, I honestly don't know and can't really give you anything."
"All right." said Garnett. "But yes, I have to have that warrant, to keep things tight an tidy. Get it to me fast; I can't keep this crime scene locked down forever..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we left and went to our cars, Jack Muscone said "I gotta go get that warrant. Meet you at the Federal Building later?"
"Jack, send Nash to handle that." I said. "Meet me and Shane at the Federal Building as fast as you can get there. I'll see you there."
"Okay." said Muscone. He fell back to talk to Nash.
"What about that guy Mitt?" asked O'Brady.
"I asked Garnett and Sapper to have the City Police hold him, and I hope they will." I said. "He is definitely a person of interest in this case."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going into the Federal Building, we went to the FBI's offices. The reception I received from Team Lazarus was 'cool' at best, especially from Sandra Speer.
We went into Jack's old office. "Okay, there's a monitor in here." I said. I then took a jump drive out of my pocket.
"You have it?" Jack Muscone exclaimed.
"I sure do." I said. "And I did not lie to the City Police: I did not find it on Harmony's body nor in his locker."
"Ohhh... that girl must've slipped it into your pocket." said Shane O'Brady.
I made the finger over my mouth 'hush' sign. "Either Harmony gave it to her, or she found it when she found his body." I said. "Either way, she has risked her life to get it to me."
"Why didn't you arrest her, bring her in for questioning?" said O'Brady
"What?!" I queried him, my voice showing disbelief.
"I said 'why didn't you arrest her and bring her in for questioning?'.' O'Brady repeated.
"Are you kidding?" I all but shouted. "Did you not hear one fucking word I said? If I had done that, she'd be dead in 24 hours, just like Harmony is!"
"She's a material witness!" O'Brady said, getting his hackles up. "She may know more than just what's on that drive! And she's the one that found Harmony's body, which means she could've killed him herself!"
I'd had enough of this. "You are free to return to Pottsville at any time, and solve this case alone." I said. "I'll come to your funeral if you do. If you do try to find that girl, you'll probably end up getting her murdered, too." O'Brady finally and wisely shut his mouth, though I could see he was not convinced.
I brought out my laptop. "Okay, I'll test this for viruses..."
"We've got a new device that can do that." Lindy Linares said, having just come into the room. It was a small rectangular box that supposedly could check for viruses.
"No, I'd rather do it on my computer." I said, knowing that the FBI device could also copy or even erase the jump drive. I plugged it into my computer, and found it to be free of harmful malware. Then I began playing the video files on it.
"This is a camera watching people that are going into the BDSM room." I said. "They don't record in the room, as people are having sex in there, but this shows who went in... oh my goodness..."
An Asian woman had just walked by the camera. I backed up the tape, then forward until she was clearly in the picture.
"Tomoko Shimono." said Lindy.
"Keiko Shimono, to be accurate." I said. "Tomoko's twin sister. Last time I saw her, I was handcuffed to a dangerous device twenty minutes from exploding."
"So the rumors are true." said O'Brady, realizing what I was talking about.
"Say no more on that." said Muscone. "And you'll be signing paperwork before you leave." To me, Muscone said "What now?"
I closed down my computer and handed Jack the jump drive. "I'm turning that over to you as part of the continuing search for the perps." I said. "As to what's next? I don't know. It may have been sheer coincidence that Shimono was at 'Bangkok' at the same time I was. What I do know is that she must've seen me, or was alerted to my presence, and she bolted as fast as she could. She could be anywhere, now."
"Think Harmony told her you were there?" asked O'Brady.
"No." I said. "If he had warned her, he'd have never told me she was there. What I think happened is that someone realized that Harmony had emailed me, and then Harmony was murdered. That little twit Mitt is my prime suspect for now."
"How did they find out?" Lindy asked. "From the cyber-attack on you this morning?"
"Yeah, maybe." I said cooly... a bit too cooly. "But that was two attacks, one on top of the other, and neither really hit our email servers, so I'm told. It did delay me getting Harmony's email, but that was a lot of work to do just to delay me from getting the email from him."
"So it was a coincidence?" Muscone asked.
"Very possibly not." I said. "Jack, you really should get O'Brady up to speed on that nuclear device incident. I'm getting an idea in my head about all of this."
"Uh oh, what's that?" asked Jack.
"That this 'Birdie Edward' guy might also be the guy who was involved in that incident." I said.
"Who do you think 'Birdie Edward' is?" asked O'Brady.
"Edward... Blassingame, maybe?" I suggested.
"Blassingame?" O'Brady gasped.
"Middle aged." I replied. "Dresses well. First name Edward. Runs a shipping business. Recently named to be CEO of BigAgraFoods, and you know what I think of those Big Boy Elites... and what they think of me."
"It does start to fit." said Muscone. "But we never heard much of or from Blassingame, especially when the Consultant was alive."
"No, we didn't." I said. "And that's because he considered himself Mitt Willis's student, the 'Watson' to Willis's 'Sherlock', the 'Robin' to his 'Batman'. Blassingame only came out of the shadows after Superior Bloodlines was gutted and Mitt Willis shot dead after being arrested."
"So," I said, getting up, "why don't you take Shane to your office and get the paperwork done, and I'll go make a phone call..."
Part 10 - Mitt and McGinty
5:00pm, Tuesday, March 19th. Muscone, O'Brady and I went to the City Police Headquarters. City Detectives E.J. Jefferson, Tony Long, Sapper Warren, and Robin Ventura were waiting for us. Lt. Garnett joined us as we all went to an Interrogation Room, where Mitt from the 'Bangkok' bar was seated at the table, alone. We were in the anteroom, looking in.
"Has he invoked?" I asked. "Asked for a lawyer?"
"No." said Tony Long. "Hasn't said a word. We haven't asked him anything, either. We don't know what to ask, to be honest with you."
"Did you find his cellphone?" I asked. "Opened it by force using his fingers?"
"We have his cellphone." said Warren. "But it doesn't have the fingerprint technology. We have to have a code."
"If it's so old that it does't have the fingerprint technology," I said, "chances are it won't have the lockout technology, either, and you can make more than ten attempts to crack the code. But we'll deal with that later."
I continued: "Okay, there's two things I want to know about this guy. First, his involvement in Butch Harmony's death. Did he call in someone, or did he do it himself? The second thing is more at the Federal level, for Special Agent In Charge Muscone's benefit: his associations with one of the club's guests in the BDSM suite last night, a woman that is wanted for a host of Federal crimes."
"Let's do it." said Warren. "You want to go in alone, Commander?"
"Sure." I said. There was no direct route into the room; I had to go into the hallway and then into the Interrogation room, which I did. As I entered, I watched Mitt carefully. His eyes showed hatred when he saw me, but nothing else.
I sat down on the opposite side of the table, then read Mitt his considerable rights from the card. "Do you understand the rights?" I asked. Mitt did not answer; he just stared at me. I just held up the card so that those in the anteroom watching, and any cameras recording, could see that I'd mirandized the perp.
"How long have you worked at 'Bangkok', Mitt?" I asked. Mitt did not answer. He just stared at me. "Look, Mitt, you are in 'heap big' trouble, here. Assaulting a Police Officer lets us hold you, likely without bail, and that gives us enough time to dig farther up your sorry ass than Butch Harmony's dick could ever get. You're the prime suspect in his murder, you know."
Mitt didn't bat an eyelash. So I said "And then there are the Federal charges. Conspiring with Tomoko Shimono to murder Butch... ahhhh, so you do know her!" I said, having seen Mitt visibly react when I mentioned her name. I sat back in my chair, a smug smile of victory on my face. "You might as well tell us what you know, Mitt. The Feds are going to take you... somewhere... and they will get the truth out of you. They're not playing games, and neither am I."
"I want a lawyer." Mitt said.
"Okay, then." I said, then added to keep things legally tidy: "At this point I'm no longer interrogating you, nor asking you any questions at all. As to a lawyer, you'll get one... after you've been transferred to Federal custody." I said as I got up.
"No, I want a lawyer now." said Mitt, trying to show bravado, but unable to hide the fear welling up in his eyes."
"So sorry, Mitt." I said. "All I'm obliged to do is provide a lawyer for any questioning. As I said, I've stopped questioning you. I'm turning you over to the Feds." I turned to go.
"Wait..." Mitt called out, his voice wobbly.
"No, you had your chance, and you blew it, pun intended." I said. I left the room as Federal Marshals came in to take Mitt into Federal custody...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Siam's gonna be the witness
To the ultimate test of cerebral fitness.
This grips me more than would a muddy old river or reclining Buddha.
Thank God I'm only watching the game, controlling it
I don't see you guys arranging the kind of mate I'm contemplating
I'd let you watch, I would invite you
But the queens we use would not excite you.
So, you better go back to your bars, your temples ...
your 'massage parlors'..."
--- Andersson, Ulvaeus, Rice, 'One Night In Bangkok'.
"He said come to his office." I said as O'Brady and I drove in my black SUV into a seedy section of the City, west of the Railyards area but still pretty grimy and run-down. "He said he had some information for us."
The sun had set and the light of day had been replaced by the lights of the City. While I loved the City at night, I had forebodings about our upcoming meeting with Bundy McGinty. Apparently O'Brady did, as well.
"I don't know if I trust him." said O'Brady. "Part of me thinks he's a bad seed, and treacherous. But he may be our only link to finding Cash's killers and solving this case.
Then he continued: "And by the way... what's this about you literally walking into that truck trailer with several perps and a nuclear weapon in it? You always walk into traps like that? Should I be worried?" I couldn't tell if he was serious or joking.
"I would never allow someone else to walk into a bad situation or a trap... that I can't walk into myself." I said with a grin. Then I brought him back to the lure as I said: "Seriously, I did what I had to do. Otherwise, it was a no-possible-win situation."
I parallel-parked my SUV in front of a three story brownstone on a side street. The glow of the streetlamps spaced at regular intervals did nothing to connote any sense of safety, but I saw literally no one on the streets as we got out of the vehicle.
"Second floor." said McGinty, pointing to the lettering painted onto a second-floor window above, which said 'McGinty Private Investigations'.
"That's interesting." I said. We went through a doorway and up the stairs to the second floor, then along a dimly lit corridor in the eerie quiet.
"Am I the only one getting the creeps, here?" asked O'Brady. "It's way too quiet."
"I had my people run a check of this area." I said, my voice almost a whisper. "This building is owned by a company called 'The Bain Trust'; it's a Nevada corporation wrapped inside a trust and hoops of legal red tape. That is also... interesting. Okay, here's McGinty's office."
*KNOCK* *KNOCK* *KNOCK* *KNOCK*
"Yeah?" called out a voice from within. I slowly opened the door, wary of what might be inside. Looking in, I saw McGinty at the far end of the threadbare room, behind a desk in front of the window that overlooked the front street. His hand had been in his desk drawer; he now slowly removed it.
"It's you." he said. "Come on in." We did so, closing the door behind us, then taking seats in the run-down chairs. I let Shane have the worn upholstered chair; the hardback chair I sat in was most very good for my aching back.
"What do you have for us?" asked O'Brady.
"Whaddya got for me?" McGinty replied. I understood what he meant.
"I've been looking at your situation with the City Police." I said. "I'm waiting for more from a contact in City Internal Affairs, but I have found out that the guy that snitched on you, Jeff Farley, had dealings with a dirty SBI Agent, and that the guy leading the FBI investigation, one Les Craig, was also later found to be dirty. So I have hopes that I might be able to get City I.A. to reconsider your case."



McGinty's eyes gleamed a bit; perhaps he was feeling the most hope he'd had in many years. He said "I appreciate you keeping your word and looking into it. The real trick will be getting City I.A. to re-open it. I'll never get them to do that; only you can."
I nodded, and McGinty continued: "I've been checking with some contacts I have. First, I need to tell you that neither you nor Cash were the first to consult with me about 'Birdie Edward'. A Midtown Detective, Lisa Reese, came to me several years ago. I told her what little I knew at the time, and she left. She was found dead a while later."
"Why didn't you tell us about this before?" asked O'Brady.
"You didn't ask." said McGinty. Seeing the look on O'Brady's face, he said "I'm not being facetious about that, either. I don't give up stuff like that unless I have to. Gets people killed if I say the wrong thing to the wrong person. Someone was murdered at 'Bangkok' last night. First trouble I've seen there in years of going to the place, and over you guys coming and asking about this guy."
"I understand." I said, letting my face show nothing. "What did Lisa Reece find?"
"She told me she thought she had a lead on 'Mr. Big'." said McGinty. "After she was found dead, I made some contacts I had at the time, to see what she found out. She found he had some kind of distribution pipeline, maybe linked to the Consultant of Crime."
"Anything else you haven't told us?" O'Brady asked accusingly.
"Yeah." said McGinty, glaring sideways at O'Brady. "A guy named Jason Jones came to see me. Said he was a Jacksonville Police Detective, but I can smell an undercover FBI agent, and that's what he was. Black guy, but his money was green, so I took it and gave him what I had. I also asked him to help me clear my name, and he brushed me off. He only paid half of what he was supposed to, and then disappeared on me."
"What happened to him?" O'Brady asked, a bit too quickly.
"I went looking for him; he owed me five grand." said McGinty bitterly. "He apparently went off the grid; some inside contacts I had in Southport said he'd disappeared completely. I thought he'd gone undercover down there, and maybe he did. But he was found dead about six months later."
"I did my own checking," said McGinty, "and I became convinced that Jones wanted to bust the ring himself, for his own glory, and that's why he cut me out and went undercover. Maybe it was the Marcie Harper ring he stumbled on, or maybe it was 'Birdie Edward'. Either way, he ended up dead, too."
"Why haven't you ended up dead?" asked O'Brady incisively. "You've been investigating this guy for years. If he's the big shot everyone thinks he is, he'd have found out about it and come after you, too."
"I've had my share of attempts on my life." said McGinty. "Mostly by angry husbands after I gave their wives the proof of their cheating. But let me ask this: have either of you heard of me before this case came up?"
"No." I said. "Gotta admit, it's a point in your favor."
"Yeah." said McGinty. "I keep my head down. The City Police think a cop died because of me; they're just looking to bust my chops."
"Yeah, we get it." I said. "All right, I'm hungry. Y'all wanna go eat?"
"Sure." said both McGinty and O'Brady.
We left the office and went downstairs and outside. As I opened the backdoor of my SUV for McGinty to get in, I happened to look down the street.
Time slowed down.
And I realized that a car was racing up the road at blinding speed, coming right at us!
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Imminent Danger
"Look out!" I yelled. I half-tackled, half-pushed McGinty towards the back of the SUV and between it and the car parked behind us. I noticed the large black car come whizzing by, swerving to hit us.
*CRUNCH!*
The car sideswiped mine and it's right-side mirror must've tagged my driver door mirror, which went flying in shards of broken glass and plastic. The car had swerved back into the street, and it sped on down the road. O'Brady had run from the sidewalk onto the street behind us, his gun drawn and ready.
"Don't shoot!" I yelled. "He's gone."
"Yeah." said O'Brady. "I got a partial plate... Quebec November Xray."
"We'll see if we can get something from any street cameras in the area." I said. I then turned to McGinty. "You okay?" I asked.
"Yeah... yeah..." said McGinty, trying to catch his breath.
"Were they trying to kill you, or Commander Troy?" O'Brady asked.
"Probably both." I said. Then I saw the damage to my car door. "Goddammit." I muttered. "Now I gotta waste time getting that fixed."
"First world problem, Commander." said Shane O'Brady. "And the least of our problems right now. We've got to get McGinty to safety."
"I'll be fine." drawled McGinty, and I could see the adrenaline rush was kicking in for him. "This ain't my first rodeo..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to eat at the City Diner. As we waited for our food, I called the City Police and told Detective Warren what had happened, and asked him to see if he could get footage from any street cams. Then I called Myron Milton and asked him to do the same thing... more in a hacking way, of course. They both said they'd see what they could find, and get back to me.
"Are you going to tell the FBI about this?" asked O'Brady after our food came and we began eating. Per the 'Cerone Doctrine', I did not let the fact someone had tried to kill us affect my appetite; I ate heartily.
"Eventually." I said "But not until I hear from the City Police and my own people."
"If you do, they'll come in and try to take over the case." snarled McGinty. "The Feds want one thing: all the glory. They'll let us work like dogs over it, but when it's ready to bust open, they swoop in and take all the credit. That's why they helped City P.D. put me through the ringer: Sullivan and I were right on the cusp of busting that ring."
"The SBI is even worse about that." said O'Brady. "At least they were. Commander Troy is one of the few that just gets the work done and doesn't worry about the glory."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said "Right now I'm more worried about the danger to you, McGinty. I think it was you that car was trying to hit. Do you have someplace you can go, and be safe?"
"I've got a couple of bolt holes to run to." said McGinty. "And I'm not sure it wasn't you they were after, Commander. Your name draws attention, and your being here might've spooked the bastards."
"Very possible." I said agreeably. "Very possible. So... despite all of this excitement, I have not forgotten that you said you had some information for us, but we got sidetracked with the past. So whassup?"
"Oh yeah." said McGinty. "I talked to a guy I know, who is also a City Police informant. He said that he was contacted about doing a really, really big drug deal, but it's supposed to go down in Westphalia, not the City. From what this guy told me, it really looks like it might be our guy 'Birdie Edward'."
"Good." I said. "See if you can confirm that, and maybe we can make a huge bust. If it goes well, you'll get a lot of the credit for it." That made McGinty a lot happier, and he finished off his large plate of food...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We let McGinty off at a street corner a few blocks from his run-down office, per his instructions. As we began driving off, O'Brady said "Well, maybe he is on our side, if they're trying to kill him."
"Could be." I said. "Could well be. And I told him not to go back to 'Bangkok'; he might come over all dead if he does. You might want to heed that advice, as well." O'Brady nodded.
After letting O'Brady off at his car, I began the drive home. I first heard from Sapper Warren of the City Police.
"Camera coverage of that area is spotty." reported Warren. "Some of the cameras there don't work, and some that do had some staticky interference on them. We know it was a Lincoln automobile, so we're looking for Lincolns with 'Quebec November Xray' plates."
"And something else has developed." Warren continued. "A lawyer showed up, claiming to be the attorney for that loser Mitt that you busted today. His name is Nathan Masterson, of the Gresham & Mason law firm. He was absolutely furious when we told them the Feds had taken custody of Mitt, but the warrant was all good, so we told him to take his temper tantrum to the Feds." I chuckled and thanked Sapper for the information.
Five minutes later, Mary Milton called me. "Sir," she said, "cameras right in the area where you were attacked were apparently disabled; they began showing 'Slender Man' static right at the time that car tried to hit you. But Myron was able to pick it up a few blocks away before it attacked you. It's a Lincoln, and we got the full car tag number. It's registered to a company called 'Airport Limousine Services, LLC.' and I'm sure you've deduced that it's a company that people hire for rides from the Airport to places in the City."
"Yeah, that's a deduction even the FBI can make." I quipped, which made Mary laugh. "Did you get anything on it after the attack?"
"No sir." said Mary. "It went into the Railyards District, where they destroy cameras if they find them. We've got 'no joy' on the car after the attack."
"That's okay." I said. "Who owns 'Airport Limousine Services, LLC'?"
"They are a wholly-owned subsidiary of State Parcel Service, sir." said Mary. "I checked, and SPS has several subsidiary companies that have contracts with City Airport, from transporting food and other products, to moving services, to cargo trucks and containers."
"That's great work, Mary." I said. "Thanks a lot. How's Louise doing?"
"Oh, she's wonderful, sir." Mary said, and I could hear the happiness in her voice at the mention of her child. "She and Myron are playing some game right now. I'm the one missing out on her growing up."
"Whatever you do, do not miss out on that." I said. "Thanks again." We disconnected the call.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly midnight when I got home to the Mountain Nest. Laura was sitting on the far sofa against the wall, drinking a drink and reading that widely circulated periodical, 'Sexual Psychology'. I made myself a drink and went and sat down beside her.
"How was your day?" I asked.
"Your daughter was a handful of it today." Laura said. "She did not want to go to bed, and she threw a fit. So we sat in 'timeout', and then I realized that she didn't mind 'timeout' because it meant she wasn't getting ready for bed. And when I told her that 'timeout' would continue upstairs with her brushing her teeth, the temper tantrum started up again."
"What was the cause?" I asked as I sipped my drink.
"You." Laura said. When I looked at her, my wife said "Well, she wanted to wait up for you to get home. Yesterday Bowser was worried about you; today, it was Carole's turn."
"She had reason to be worried." I said. I recounted the attack that ended with the destruction of the mirror on my SUV.
"Sounds like you've stepped into yet another steaming pile of trouble." Laura said, meaning it humorously. I chuckled, and agreed.
Then she grew serious as she said "I ran some checks on that P.I., McGinty. He's on the FBI's watch list and the No-Fly list, due to potential associations with White Supremacy groups. He's also believed to hold some serious blackmail material on a number of high level politicians, maybe even U.S. Senator Russell."
"I'd love to raid his file cabinets for that." I mused. "Though I doubt he keeps stuff like that in a filing cabinet where people could get at it. Anything on why he was fired from City P.D.?"
"Yes." Laura said. "I accessed the City I.A.'s files, and then I went and found the FBI's report on it, compiled by none other than Les Craig while he was in Southport. City I.A. had been watching McGinty for a while, but didn't have a lot, especially after he began working with Sullivan and going undercover more. They opened a file after Sullivan's murder, based upon a tip against McGinty, and I read the FBI report of their investigation. Actual information in both files is scant, as if something were redacted by actually being removed from the reports."
"Why was Les Craig, of all people, in charge of the FBI's investigation?" I asked.
"Neither report really said." said Laura. "My guess is that this was a whitewash, pun not intended, and the City Police needed to cover up for mistakes made that led to Sullivan's death. They used it as an opportunity to get rid of McGinty. As to Les Craig... I have no idea why. Maybe he was asked to do it."
"Or maybe," I mused, "Les Craig knew McGinty was part of the budding White Supremacy networks being formed, realized that McGinty was a liability that could expose some things, and so he went in to help neutralize McGinty before things got worse for them."
"Why not just kill McGinty, then?" Laura asked.
"Dead bodies are messy." I said. "If he's found dead, there will be an investigation, and who knows what might come out. Same if they tried to 'disappear' him. I always thought that was why Butch Fulmer in the 'Pink Panther' case was left alive for so long. And maybe... someone thought McGinty could be useful, so they left him alive to do certain jobs for them."
Then I said "But that's all theorizing without data. What I want to do is provide some data for the sexual theories in that magazine you're reading."
"Like how well a husband ravishes his wife sexually after the adrenaline rush of danger on his job?" Laura asked.
"Yeah, that sounds like a good theory to test." I replied. Laura headed upstairs while I put the glasses in the sink, set the burglar alarm, and turned off all the lights...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the way to bed, I peeked into Carole's room. She was wide awake, and immediately sat up and loudly whispered "Daddy!" I went into the room and accepted a hug from my firstborn child.
"Hey, Fussbudget." I whispered, seeing Bowser sitting up in his basket and watching us. "I heard that you gave your mother some trouble tonight."
"I wanted to wait until you got home before I went to bed." Carole pouted. "I was wurrrrried about you."
"Well, there's no need to worry." I said "And even if you were, that's no reason not to mind your mother and get ready for bed like she asked you to, is it?"
"I guess not." Carole conceded, though reluctantly.
"Okay, we'll talk about that tomorrow." I said. "You lay down and go to sleep. You've got a big day tomorrow at school."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said agreeably, laying down. "Nite, Daddy."
"Good night." I said, pulling the covers over her and kissing her on her forehead. Despite the protests of my back, I went down to one knee and petted the redoubtable Bowser, and got him settled into his basket. As I stood back up, I looked over at Carole. She was already sound asleep.
Part 12 - Wednesday Woes
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 20th, from in front of City Hall. "In a shocking development at the Town & County Council meeting last night, Sheriff Antonio Griswold unveiled his plans to restore the Emergency Medical Service, the EMTs, as a County-supported organization!"
Bettina began: "In what will surely be a controversial move that will upset many in the Fire Department, Sheriff Griswold outlined his plan to restore the EMTs as a completely separate branch within the Public Service Department, and not as part of the Fire Department. The new EMS will have their own stations rather than be housed within the Fire Department stations, and a new rank structure that does not include what he called 'onerous restrictions' that the old EMS Department had."
Bettina went on: "Opposition to the plan is already building. Councilwoman Kelly Carnes issued a statement last night saying that County Law prohibits the EMS from being separate from the Fire Department, and any new EMS will have to be under the rule of the Fire Department. And Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis said that he was not opposed to a new EMS, but would insist upon three Police precincts again before he would support the new organization..."
"And in other news," Bettina said, "Eldrick X. Weaver announced that he will file a lawsuit against the County over Mayor Daniel Allgood's refusal to let people speak at the public Council Meetings. Last night Mayor Allgood yet again cut off citizens's attempts to address the Council over the improved safety that having three Police precincts would bring to the Town & County."
"And in Midtown," Bettina said, "it appears the Legislature is no closer to any new bills being passed as the clock runs down on this Session. Several common-sense gun control measures were defeated by the NRA's iron grip on Republican legislators, while the State House Democrats are focused entirely upon investigations that they believe will lead to the impeachment and conviction of Governor Val Jared..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I go visit the City," I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "and all hell breaks loose over here. What were you thinking, Sheriff?" Everyone chuckled.
"Har har." Griswold grunted. "They way I see it, they're not talking about you, Crowbar, and they're not blaming you for this or anything else right now."
"True, that." I said. "I'll just keep calm and be very grateful for the lack of attention."
"I heard you got some 'attention' last night." Tanya Perlman said. "Somebody tried to run you over."
"Yeah, that was a rowdy Captain of Detectives in her Tank." I quipped. "I dunno what it is, I'm not as fast as I used to be. I used to could get out of the way more easily than I can now."
"You better get fast again, and soon." said Cindy Ross. "The Police Boxing Matches are just over a month away, and I won't be caring about your excuses on the way to my title."
"You better start caring about and making your own excuses after I beat you down silly for the title." replied Teresa Croyle with alacrity.
"One of you is not even going to be in the Finals." I replied. "You will have already found out that I'm still plenty fast enough to whip your asses and not even worry about the names."
"Set those brackets up right, Chief." Teresa said.
"It won't be me setting them up." said Chief Moynahan. "I'm going to enter the tournament." Silence was instantaneous.
"Yes, you should be afraid. Very afraid." the Chief continued, enjoying the silence and our skeptical looks at him.
"We're using crowbars, not helicopters, Chief." Teresa said fearlessly. "And I do not make exceptions for who feels the pain and suffering at my hands."
"So who is going to make the brackets?" asked Cindy.
I just grinned as I said "The Police Officer that keeps running over me in her Tank." Tanya grinned, her eyes sparkling.
"Yes!" she cackled. "The power is mine, mine!" We all laughed.
Then I said "And you better set those brackets up right... or I'll accept Jack's offer to be his Best Man at your wedding."
"Bribery will get you everywhere, Commander." Tanya replied with an even bigger grin. "Doughnuts help, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30 from the KFXU Studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning everyone." said Meredith. "Here's what's in the news. The Town & County was rocked when Sheriff Griswold delivered his proposal to the Council for a new EMT service, separate from the Fire Department."
After giving details of the plan, Meredith said "Asked about the current law that requires the EMTs to be part of the Fire Department, Sheriff Griswold issued a statement saying that the law can be changed, and he also gave the reminder that the Town & County Charter is being rewritten by Commander Donald Troy's Charter Commission, which can effect that change."
"As part of the planning and development of the EMS Service and its new stations, the Sheriff's Department announced that Captain Marc Aaron of the Police Department will transition to the Sheriff's Department and be placed in charge of the project..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ahhhhh" I said, looking at Cindy as my Angels and I watched in my office. "So you gave Captain Aaron to the Sheriff, eh?"
"More like I picked him up and threw him over there." Cindy replied. "Seriously, Sheriff Griswold knew I was really unhappy with Aaron's performance during the nuke crisis, and that I was wanting to make a change, there. So he approached Aaron about the EMS project, and Aaron wisely took it."
"And you're happy with that?" I asked, peering slyly at Cindy.
"Uh, yeah." Cindy said sarcastically. "What?" she asked, seeing me unable to hide a grin.
"If you like it now," I said, "you're really going to love it when Chief of Staff Oswald retires."
"Oh." Cindy said as it hit her. "Shit." she muttered. Tanya and Teresa could not help themselves. Giggles erupted, followed by laughter, which was not stopped when Cindy glared at them. I was laughing too by that time, of course.
"Speaking of that, and to get serious," Tanya said, "Mary has renewed her complaints about Geiger. She really wants him gone from Vice. And after what happened in that meeting with the FBI the other day, I'm worried that she'll leave if we don't get him out of there."
"Yeah, I was afraid of that" I said. "Before discussing it... how are things with you and Jack on that little incident?"
"We have had a general policy of not bringing our work home." Tanya said. "We don't talk about cases, unless it's something really big that's affected both our Departments, like the TCPD Commander and FBI Consultant getting handcuffed to a nuclear bomb. But for the most part, we just don't talk about it."
"However," she continued, "Tiffany and Jennifer noticed that something was wrong and told us we had to air it out. So we did. It's not really an issue, anymore, as neither Myron nor Mary will no longer work with the FBI nor attend their meetings at all."
"What about the DEA?" I asked. "Mary may have to work with them, especially since I managed to get us autonomy from the SBI-IDE."
"She knows that." said Tanya. Then she grinned and said "Maybe we can send Geiger to the DEA as our liaison with them."
"That's actually not a bad idea." Teresa said.
"Good God, Dwayne Gregory would kill me if we did that." I muttered. "No, this is a problem. And it is a test of your leadership skills, Captain Perlman. I will also say this: we promoted Lieutenant Mary Milton into her current position with the expectation that she will do the job, and do it to the best of her abilities. I would absolutely hate to lose her, but if she cannot handle the situation of the employees under her command, she might want to reconsider her situation."



"Don!" Cindy gasped. "We're talking Mary vs. Geiger, here!"
"I know." I said. "But I'm hamstrung. Geiger is a Detective under the old rank system; he's higher than a Sergeant. He was here before I got to the TCPD, and he's what I agreed to take on when I accepted this job...and what you agreed to when you took the Captain of Detectives job, Tanya, and what Mary agreed to when she took the Vice Lieutenant job. I can't just remove or demote him without cause, he's not going to MCD, and I don't know where else we can put him. Personnel & Records?"
"Hell no." said Cindy. "And I say that because he's not trustworthy enough to have access to everyone's personal information."
"I agree." I said. "Okay, people, brainstorm amongst yourselves. Just remember that Geiger can and will go to the Union if we try to do anything to him without cause... and he'll win. And don't try any set-up tricks, either.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called the Sheriff and the Chief and said I wanted to treat them to lunch at the Cop Bar. Of course they did not turn that down. Then I went to work catching up on the emails, the duty logs, and all the other paperwork required of me.
At 9:30am, I got a call from Shane O'Brady. "I'm sending you a video file." he said. "I'm at McGinty's office with him and the City Police.
"Okay, I've got it." I said, opening it up on my computer. "Wowwwww..."
McGinty's office was trashed. Totally trashed. Papers littered the floor. Every object that had been on his desk, on top of his file cabinets, etc., was now on the floor and for the most part in a shattered condition. The filing cabinets were open and emptied. There were several gaping holes in the walls, and a couple in the ceiling.
O'Brady said "McGinty says that nearly all of his files in the cabinets are gone; they must've been stolen. Most of his papers in his desk are gone. He had his computer with him, so they didn't get that, but most of his data is in the Cloud, so it probably can be hacked."
"I guess the perps weren't kind enough to leave any fingerprints or anything, were they?" I asked.
"Nothing found yet." said O'Brady. "The CSI's dusted down the door and doorknob and the filing cabinet handles, but they're clean, wiped down. One CSI found a little bit of corn starch, suggesting the perps used latex gloves."
"Was the door forced?" I asked.
"No, but there are scratches around the lock." said O'Brady. "It looks like the lock was picked."
"Okay." I said. "I've got fires to put out over here, but if anything big develops over there, give me a call." O'Brady said he would, and we disconnected.
Something's not right, I thought to myself as I reviewed the tape. Something's not... right... oh, that's it, I know what it is!
I called Myron Milton and asked him to come to my office. He came in and I had him sit down.
"I have a mission for you, an offer you can refuse." I said. "I want you to track Detective Shane O'Brady's cellphone from early this morning, or whenever he left Pottsville for the City, to now, and in the future for the rest of today. Also anything you can get from his car's GPS, the works. I need to know where he's been today."
"Roger that, sir." said Myron. "I'll get right on it."
"Before you do..." I said, stopping him from getting up. He fell back into his seat as I took my badge off my shirt and put it down on the desk. I did not even need to say the words; instead, I just asked "How's Mary?"
Myron put his badge on the desk. "She's pretty frustrated, sir. I wish I could say she was on her period, but it's not that time of month for her. She got really pissed off yesterday after that shit with the FBI; she was even more pissed than I was."
"What about the situation with Geiger?" I asked. "And her in Vice, in general?"
Myron nodded and said "She paired up Geiger with Purvis as partners. Purvis isn't saying much, but I know for a fact that he's been putting out résumés since that happened. And last night, Mary brought up quitting the TCPD and being a stay-at-home mom. First time she's ever done that."
I nodded. "And how do you feel about all this?" I asked. "Speak freely, and speak candidly, please."
"Yes sir." Myron said. "The truth, sir, is that I remember that Captain Croyle has six Purple Orders... most of them earned when she was in Vice or the Vice Lieutenant. It would not break my heart if Mary stayed home with Louise every day, or had a relatively safe job in some tech company, writing code."
"But sir," Myron went on, "she does love what she's doing now. It's just that she distrusts Geiger, and then this FBI thing came up. And adding to her stress: the Special Agent in Charge is her boss's fiancé, and your good friend, and we get that. But any respect either of us still had for the FBI left the building yesterday."
"All right." I said. "I for one hope Mary stays with us, and as our Vice Lieutenant. She's doing an outstanding job. But I understand her frustrations." I picked up my badge from the desk. "Let me know what O'Brady is up to..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had the Command Room of the Cop Bar to ourselves. The Chief and the Sheriff did not abuse my wallet, getting burgers like I did. We talked about basic Police business while we ate. When we were nearly finished, I began:
"Sheriff, Chief," I said, "I need to pick your brains and your experience and wisdom. I have a situation." I explained the situation with Mary Milton and Geiger in Vice, then said "I freely admit that I'm not sure what to do in all this. Losing Mahoney-Milton would be a devastating blow, but I don't see what we can do with Geiger. The Union is ready to pounce if he goes to them."
"Yezzz." said Chief Moynahan. "And I'll say this first: it speaks highly of you that you are admitting your limits and asking us for advice."
"I agree." said the Sheriff. "You are way too young to be where you are. Problem is, you're always right all the damn time." The Chief chuckled and I whimpered a laugh. Then Griswold continued: "Seriously, those are the dilemmas of command. You're dealing with people, not positions or ranks or what chess pieces work best where. My first question is: is Lieutenant Mahoney happy with her job, the Geiger situation excluded?"
"I think so." I said. "She loves doing the computer stuff, but she took to being Vice Lieutenant like a duck to water. I was hoping that her frustrations were just that, and she and we would move past them, but it's a perfect storm right now. Additionally, she partnered Geiger with Purvis, and now Purvis is looking for another job. He's not the sharpest tool in the shed, but he's a hell of a lot better than Geiger."
"Yezzz." said Chief Moynahan. "I keep my eyes and ears open, also, and I've seen this brewing for some time. I would ask both of you, since you were here before me: why was Geiger kept? You ran Ikea off. You ran Malone off. Why not Geiger, too?"
"We didn't have anything on him, nothing concrete." said Sheriff Griswold. "He played the Game that was being played in those days. He went along with Malone and Ikea because that's what one had to do to survive in Vice, those days. Until this young whippersnapper came in."
"And Teresa Croyle?" asked the Chief.
"That was kind of a funny situation." I said. "Malone never had her do anything crooked, like he had Ikea do. He taught her about Police work, and she listened and learned, but couldn't be corrupted. Of course Malone sent her out on the hard missions, and she has the Purple Orders to show for it. But she hated Ikea, and he hated her, and after I got here and started having her back, she stood up to Ikea."
"And I suspect..." I said, "... that a certain Klingon Warrior kept watch over Teresa, even in her worst times, and didn't let her get corrupted." Sheriff Griswold said nothing, but his mustaches twitched merrily.
"Okayyyy." said the Chief. "Commander, do you need me to do anything about the situation?"
"Not yet, sir." I said. "I was just looking for advice. Right now, I've tasked Captain Perlman with finding a solution. I want to see what she comes up with..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya Perlman called Teresa Croyle. "Hi. Want to ride in my new van?" she asked.
"Sure!" Teresa said. They went to the parking lot, where Tanya had a remote control to open the side door and bring down the lift. She then drove onto it, locked in, and was raised into the van.
The neat thing about this van... was that Tanya was driving it! She wheeled off the ramp and into the driver's place and locked in. The steering wheel resembled a motorcycle's handlebars, with clamps for the brakes, and turning the handle to accelerate. Teresa took the shotgun seat.
"Wow, awesome." said Teresa. "Did you have to qualify to drive a car? Or motorcycle?"
"Some of both, actually." Tanya said. "Some of the new Tank prototypes Todd's people are building drive the same way, so I was issued a special license to drive only vehicles equipped for handicapable driving. I'd be worried about being stopped by the Police, except... well, I am the Police."
"That's true." Teresa said as she watched Tanya drive, and drive well. "Maybe we should outfit a Police car for you."
"Todd offered to, and Commander Troy said 'no way in hell!'." Tanya said, almost happily. "Don mentioned something about the speeds I drive being a detriment to the Police Department's indemnity." Teresa laughed out loud at that one.
They arrived at Laura's favorite Soup & Salad place. Once they were seated and had ordered, Tanya said "The reason I asked you to lunch is to talk about that issue with Mary and Geiger. I never really worked with Geiger; I was in MCD. You were in Vice and then the Vice Lieutenant for a long time, so maybe you can tell me something that can help me."
Teresa said "Yeah, I was thinking about that, too. First of all, when Captain Malone and Ikea were here, Don would call Geiger 'Ikea's dingleberry'. But once Ikea was run off, Geiger did a lot better. And once Captain Malone left, Geiger did his job. And that's the problem; he hasn't done anything egregious, at least not that we can prove. Is he a leak? Is he untrustworthy? Probably. But Don was right: we can't just get rid of him, or demote him, or he'll go to the Union, and he'll win. And Don told us we can't set Geiger up, either... which would be the very 'Malone' thing to do... and possibly the 'Croyle' thing to do, to be honest."
Tanya chuckled and nodded. "I understand Don wants to play by the rules on this one. What I don't understand is that he seems to be willing to lose Mary to keep Geiger."
"I don't think that's the case, but Don is right: he's hamstrung." Teresa said. "Look, Don fought like hell to get Sharples out. I remember how hard the Union fought him over that. And Sharples really did endanger Lorena Rose and the rest of our lives," (Author's note: 'Pink Lemonade', Ch. 04.) "and still the Union was going to fight us. And Geiger is nowhere near the Sharples level for being dirty. Don fights battles he can win, or he thinks he can win. He has to choose his spots, and this is not one of his spots."
"You're not helping my feelings." Tanya said. "No, you're right. I just... Don put it on me to find a solution, and I'll be damned if I know of one... or do I?" She went into what could only be described as a reverie. When she came out of it, her eyes were sparkling.
"You have that 'wicked' look on your face." Teresa observed. "Like you usually get when you're about to pull a prank on someone."
"No, but Don wants me to give him a solution," Tanya said, her cheeks rosy, "and I'm going to give him one..."
Part 13 - Luck of the Irish
"Time flies - doesn't seem a minute
since the Tirolean Spa had the chess boards in it
All changed, don't you know that when you
Play at this level there's no ordinary venue
It's Iceland, or the Philippines, or Hastings
Or ... or this place!"
--- Andersson, Ulvaeus, Rice, 'One Night In Bangkok'
Meanwhile...
10:30am, Wednesday, March 20th. Pottsville Detective Shane O'Brady went into the 'Bangkok' nightclub. It was relatively dark; the lights that had been turned on the day before were now turned off. He went towards the bar, where a girl was behind it, another girl was sitting at it on the far (left) side, and a rather large man was also seated at the bar, but a bit closer than the girl.
"Hello." said O'Brady as he came up to the bar. The bartendress looked at him as if he were a turd on the floor. He said "I'm looking for a girl that works here. She worked this side of the room night before last."
"That's Pharah." said the girl sitting at the bar. "She's not here."
"Shut up, bitch!" growled the big man. He then looked at O'Brady and said "We don't talk to cops here."
"I'm trying to solve the murder of your friend Butch Harmony." said O'Brady. "She might have some information that can help with that."
The bouncer got up to confront O'Brady. "I said----"
"It's okay, Bubba." said a voice. O'Brady whirled around to find the manager Jones standing there, and two more large men with bad attitudes behind him. "The crime scene was released, cop, so you need a new warrant to be here. If you don't have one, get the fuck off my property."
"I'm just asking for some cooperation---" began O'Brady, but he found himself surrounded and being advanced upon by the men, who were drawing their guns.
"Hey, what's going on?" called out a voice. Everyone turned to see City Detectives Sapper Warren and Tony Long inside the doorway, their hands over their guns, and two uniformed City Police Officers behind them. It was a standoff.
"Come on, Detective." Tony Long said. "Let's get out of here." O'Brady quickly went to the Officers, and they all exited, Warren giving them threatening looks as he exited last.
Once outside, Sapper Warren said to O'Brady: "What the hell were you doing in there by yourself?"
"I was looking for that waitress that found Harmony's body." said O'Brady. "I think she could be important in my case."
Tony Long said "Commander Troy interviewed her yesterday, and his write-up is available to you. Just read that, it'll tell you all you need to know."
"I have other questions." persisted O'Brady. "I need to talk to----" He stopped as he found himself with his back against the wall of the bar and Sapper Warren uncomfortably in his personal space.
"You're not listening, O'Brady." said Warren. "The Iron Crowbar talked to her, and his report is all you need to know from that girl. Beyond that, drop it."
"What the hell?" asked O'Brady.
"O'Brady, we just pulled your ass out of there in one piece." said Tony Long, playing 'good cop' to Warren's 'bad cop'. "Be grateful that you are here with us instead of in there with them. I'll tell you right now you're not going to find that girl. Now let's get out of here before another car comes along and tries to sideswipe us like they did your buddy McGinty last night...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm. I.T. Lieutenant Myron Milton was admitted into my office, and seated in a hot chair at my unspoken hand-gesture invitation. "Sir", he said, "I was able to triangulate Shane O'Brady's cell phone movements today. He came up from Pottsville and got to the area of McGinty's office about 9:15am. He left around 10:15 and went to the area where the 'Bangkok' bar is located, getting there around 10:30am."
"Then he went back to the area of McGinty's office, then down to Westphalia, to their Police Department." continued Myron. "I say there because he also has two phone call records. One was incoming, from McGinty's number. The other was to the Westphalia P.D., and right after that call is when he headed down to Westphalia."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "You can stop following him; I've got what I need to know?"
"Is he a suspect, sir?" Myron asked.
"Probably not." I said. "But he does have some 'splainin' to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, my Police iPhone rang. It was O'Brady. "Commander, I just got a call from McGinty. Did he call you?"
"Not yet." I said. "Whassup?"
"He said he got a tip about a big drug operation in Westphalia." said O'Brady. "It's going down tomorrow night. He's going to work to confirm it."
"Good." I said. "Get some sleep... we may be going on a stakeout, soon."
As I disconnected the call, I got a text from McGinty. It said simply: "possible drug shipment tomorrow night in Westphalia."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eddy the Bounty Hunter called. "You asked me to look up Detectives Lisa Reese and Jason Jones." he said.
"Yeah." I said. "Find anything that I won't read in the public reports?"
"Yeah." Eddy said. "Lisa Reese was considered to be State Senator Langdon's biggest threat in Madison County, that is before you came onto the scene. But I talked to a contact in their Internal Affairs department, and they said Langdon had put out the word not to kill Reese. They didn't know if she was on the take, or if he was just scared of what might come down on him if she was found dead. And when she was found dead, Langdon was pissed off about it."
"And no one remembered her talking about a big case or a drug ring just before she was found dead?" I asked.
"I can't find anyone that remembers." said Eddy. "But Langdon still controls that county, so they may be forgetting because it's good for their health to forget."
"Okay." I said. "Anything on Jason Jones?"
"Yeah, and none of it is good." said Eddy. "When I looked up his records, they look a lot like yours. He was more than just a Police Officer; he was an FBI Consultant, and may have gone undercover for the DEA, as well. A lot of his records, even with his local Police Department, are off-limits, and when I asked a contact to get them for me 'by any means necessary', he came back and said they're redacted. Jones was doing some big stuff down there."
"And no idea what it was?" I asked.
"No." said Eddy. "He disappeared about the time you were involved in that Luskin case." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused'.) "A guy I know that now works at Jacksonville State Prison told me that the FBI thought you weren't going to survive that Luskin case, that you were going to be suspended and ultimately fired from the TCPD, and that Jones was their next 'great white hope' to bust some of the Elites. Jones was black, though, so I don't get where the 'great white hope' comment came from."
"All right." I said. "Thanks for the info."
"This one's on the house." Eddy said. "But I'm gonna ask you for a favor in return one day soon. Don't worry, it'll be something you'll be willing to do."
"Don't keep me in suspense..." I said, then realized I was talking to a dead phone line.
I hung up, then took out my FBI laptop and hooked up to the secure line. I wanted to know what was going on with Jason Jones, and I dug deep. And I found some case notes he'd made. To my shock, they weren't redacted.
Yep, he was undercover for the DEA in Southport. He'd penetrated Orrin B. Taggart's shipping operations, giving some details of shipping connections that legal shippers should not have. And then, he made a note that he'd found another illegal shipping conduit, that went up to Pottsville and Westphalia. And then... nothing. Nothing at all. The time coincided with the time of his disappearance. I began searching even deeper...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"Hi Jack." I said, seeing that it was the region's Special Agent In Charge on my Police iPhone.
"The DEA is asking me why you are looking into Jason Jones's undercover operations with them, from a year and a half ago." said Muscone. "What do I tell them?"
"That I'm trying to solve the murder of a Police Officer... of three of them, actually, including Jones's murder." I replied with alacrity. "And tell them to either work with me, or get the hell out of my way."



"Hold the line." Muscone said. A second later, Dwight Stevens came on the line.
"Hi Don." he said. "Listen, what I can tell you is that Jones was working with the DEA at the time. He said he found a new drug pipeline leading to Midtown, Pottsville, Westphalia, and the City. Then he disappeared a day later, leaving us no more information. After you busted Marcie Harper, we thought it was her operation he stumbled on, but she found out and had him killed."
"And in return for your information," I said, "I can assure you that what Jones stumbled on was not the Marcie Harper operation..."
Part 14 - Administration Issues
My Angels converged upon my office at 3:30pm. I detected a gleam in Tanya's eyes. Teresa's eyes connoted a look of watching me, and I saw nothing in Cindy's ice-blue peepers but simple curiosity.
"What can I do for you?" I asked, waiting for the joke to be sprung.
"I have a solution to the Geiger problem." Tanya said. She did not say anything further.
"Don't keep me in suspense." I said, peering at her.
"We're going to put Geiger in MCD." Tanya said. Cindy's eyes widened in total shock. I peered at Tanya for a second, then sat back in my chair and nodded.
"I can actually see that." I said. "What are your justifications?"
"Hey, no crowbar beatdowns yet." Teresa said. "Gotta admit, I'm surprised."
"I'm saving them for you in the Police Boxing Matches." I said without missing a beat. "Seriously, I want to hear it."
Tanya said "We're going to be promoting one of the MCD Detectives to Lieutenant, or at least Supervisor, by May 1st. That will leave five MCD Detectives, so one of them will need a partner. We put Geiger with Teddy Parker, which will show us if Parker can become an alpha-male and show leadership. Geiger's not all that bad in developing C.I.s and talking to people, so between him and Parker interviewing people and doing interrogations, it might work."
I nodded, thinking about it. "What impresses me most about this idea," I said, "is that you, Captain Perlman, are thinking in terms of putting your people in the places where they can best thrive as well as do the best job for the Force. That was my test for you, and you have more than passed it. Well done."
"Thank you, sir." said Tanya happily. She and Teresa fist-bumped.
"Having said that," said Cindy, "are you seriously considering it, Don?"
I nodded. "Yeah. I am. We'll tell Geiger he has to go through our Data Guyz to get his data, which will keep him out of sensitive information. He can support Parker in talking to witnesses, interrogating suspects, and he may actually learn something about crime scenes."
"And if he fails," said Tanya, "then we can remove him to something else, since we won't have to put him back in Vice."
"Don't count on me supporting letting him move to any position under my chain of command." Cindy said with alacrity.
"I do have one question, that is something of an objection." I said. "How are the other Detectives, in both MCD and Vice, going to take it when we move Geiger to MCD... which is the dream of every Detective and Officer on the Force that's not already in there?"
"I expect them to handle it with professionalism." said Tanya. "Those who don't... well, we'll know who they are. And... there's one thing I really want to see along those lines." She explained what she wanted to see.
"I'll take it to the Chief, then." I said. "But we will need to present this properly to the Detectives, especially the ones in MCD. So... that begs the question: who will be the MCD Supervisor?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, March 20th. The Town & County Charter Commission was meeting at City Hall, in the private Council Chamber. Councilmen John Colby and Edward Steele had reserved it for our use, and the Intendent Adele Peabody had devotedly made sure it was open and that we had coffee and whatever paper and pens that we needed.
I was sitting at the near end of the table, where the Mayor normally sat. Mrs. Carter sat to my right, and the Reverend Joseph E. Williams to her right. ADA Savannah Fineman was to my left, and Councilman Edward Steele was to her left.
"Okay," I said, "I'm not a politician, and I don't play one on TV. What are we going to need to do going forward?"
Savannah Fineman, a lovely blonde woman in her thirties with an hourglass body and great legs, said "The rules for government bodies like the Council generally govern how this Commission will have to work. We have some leeway in not having to have open meetings, but we will have to have public hearings where people can have input. And we have to have meeting minutes and keep any records we bring into the meetings. I've filed the minutes that we've had so far with County Records."
"Can we have hearings on specific things?" I asked. "By that I mean can we have one night for Public Safety, one night for the School system, one night for the Council and Assembly structure, and so on?"
"Yes." said Fineman. "As long as it's publicly announced three weeks ahead of time."
"Great." I said. "And I might get really granular on some of it, such as having one night just for the Police structure."
Edward Steele spoke up. "You're worried about Weaver's Antifa people packing the hearing talking about three precincts?" The Reverend Williams tensed up at that, though he said nothing.
"Well, 'worried' is not the word I'd use." I said. "I'll even let them have their say, as long as they realize they've got to present arguments that change my mind."
Rev. Williams said "You're mind is not open at all to three precincts, is it, Commander?"
I said "Reverend, I'm trying to run the Police Department, and run it in a way that best serves this County and its Citizens, which means to provide excellent law enforcement at the most reasonable cost possible. Not the cheapest, but the most reasonable that still gets the mission done. And my experienced consideration is that three precincts did not work well before, and will be a waste of money to try again."
"To answer your question," said Fineman, trying to get us back on track, "yes, you can have one night devoted exclusively to the Police portion of the Charter. We can also schedule more nights to an area, if need be. Education might require more than one evening of input."
"I hope so." said Mrs. Carter. "I want to get that right."
"So do I." I said. "Okay, so that's something to do."
"I'll write up a schedule for us to consider at next week's meeting." Savannah said. I thanked her for that.
I said "Okay, we'll have to go through the process, but I'm already putting together an outline for the Charter structure. It's based partially upon the current one, but by no means is beholden to it. I want your input on how we'll go about it."
"County Government structure first." said Edward Steele. "The Council, the Assembly, and then Boards. After that, the tax and revenue structure, which currently is exclusively the Assembly's province. And then other Departments, including Public Safety and local-level Courts."
"It's funny." I mused. "The Constitution of the United States is a fairly simple document that did a very good job outlining who does what and what goes where. Yet they had to have a day of prayer and fasting after heated debates in order to get it done. I just hope this will be simpler to do."
"As long as we don't have to fast, it should be." quipped Savannah Fineman.
"In fact," said the Reverend Williams, "there's no reason we can't have some of our meetings over some good meals together. But prayer will be a necessity."
"As always. And having some good meals is a political stand I can get completely behind." I said cheerfully. There was much agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got home around 10:30pm. Laura was on the far sofa, writing something on a notepad, and had a couple of books around her.
"I'm writing the Town Charter," I quipped as I took off my shirt and the armor vest beneath it, "while you're writing something for publication."
Laura gave me a pursed smile and said "Yes, I'm doing an article for the magazine 'Sexual Psychology', on hot wives and cuckold husbands. How did your meeting go?"
"Very well." I said. "We're making good early progress. Of course, we haven't gotten into anything of substance yet. One thing I wanted to ask was if we could have dinner here, in the dining room, followed by working in the living room on a table I'll set up."
"Sure." said Laura. "Spouses, also?"
"No, though you and Carole might have Stephanie Steele and Marie here while Edward and I are in the meeting." I said. "And speaking of our five-year-old hostess, how were she and Jim today?"
"Better." Laura said. "Jim only puts up a fuss at bedtime if he has to tear down something he's been building. Carole puts up a fuss every night, especially if you're haven't come home yet. She wants to know everything that is going on, and fights harder to stay awake than any child I've ever seen. Your mother said Elizabeth was like that, but you went to bed when you were told."
"I learned the value of sleep at an early age." I said. "Then learned it again when I was in the Army Reserve. And speaking of that, why don't we head to bed now. Maybe I can do some sexual research on my own hot wife."
"You come up with the best ideas." Laura said...
Part 15 - Spring Springs Forth
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 21st, from in front of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Charter Commission has once again met in secret, and has failed to furnish the Press with required meeting minutes and records."
Bettina began: "The Charter Commission, chaired by Police Commander Donald Troy, has met several times since being formed, but has not publicly released any of their meeting records as required by State law. KXTC is filing suit against the Town & County and against Donald Troy for his failure to release the records, and also to obtain them in a timely manner. This is just another example of Donald Troy's flagrant abuse of the law, just as he violated the rights of two women who made credible claims of sexual harassment against Governor Val Jared..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I didn't even hear the rest of the broadcast. I left the Command Group coffee klatch and went to my office, where I called my attorney Mike G. Todd.
"File a lawsuit against Bettina." I said. "For libel. See if you can get a restraining order to keep her off the air, too. And file a Federal complaint with the FCC. See if we can get KXTC's license pulled." Mike G. Todd said he would be first in line at the Court window to file the suit.
I then called Savannah Fineman's number and left a message for her to call back. She would do so at 9:00am, and tell me that KXTC had never filed a request for the minutes, and that the City Attorney would immediately countersue KXTC if and when they filed their suit. She also said that the formal minutes, literally six lines of type saying who was present and that they discussed organizing the Commission, were submitted to the Town & County Records Office as required.
I called Mike Todd back, and said that if KXTC named me in the Commission lawsuits, to countersue for slander and defamation.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You want to do what?" the Chief said, flabbergasted.
"We want to put Geiger in MCD." I said. I was sitting in the Chief's office with him, Cindy, and Tanya. "With someone about to be promoted in there, it opens a slot. Geiger has time on just about everyone else in Vice. He can work with Parker on interviews and interrogations. And he'll be out of Vice, which should make our Vice Lieutenant much happier."
"Peter Principle at work, there." muttered the Chief. "I heard that you used to call that guy a 'dingleberry', Mr. Crowbar." Cindy and Tanya failed to suppress giggles.
"More specifically, Chief," I said, "Ikea's dingleberry. Since Ikea has been gone, Geiger has... improved."
"All right, then." said the Chief. "I'll think about it. Ladies, you can go. Commander Troy, stay here." Cindy and Tanya left.
"This was Captain Perlman's idea?" asked the Chief once we were alone.
"Yes sir." I said. "But she convinced me, so it's me bringing it to you."
"Do you want me to save you from this, by rejecting it?" asked the Chief.
"No sir." I said. "Unless you think you should."
The Chief shook his head. "We were both Army Officers." he said. "You know as well as I do that we don't get rid of a problem by promoting the problem child."
"I could say we're not promoting him, just transferring him." I said. "He's of no use to us in Vice anymore; Mahoney-Milton is not going to give him any more meaningful work to do, and it's only a matter of time before he grieves it to the Union, not to mention her leaving altogether. And while he's not the sharpest tool in the shed, he's not a dirtbag on the order of Ikea or Sharples. And we can't just fire Officers like him or Lydia Green, even though we know they talk too much to the wrong people."
"I know." said the Chief. "But... this..."
"I'll just make this one other point, sir," I said, "and then totally defer to what you want to do. Let's go back six years, and take everything being said about Geiger... everything... and just change the name... to Croyle."
The Chief snapped his head up to look at me. I met the look as I said "Six years ago, Teresa was in an even worse situation. She hated everyone, everything. No one wanted to work with her, either. At all. The only person that even spoke to her was Cindy Ross, and it looked to the world like they were arguing all the time. And then she beat up Dean Allen at a DUI checkpoint, and the opportunity to fire her was right there for the taking. And believe me, sir, a lot of people wanted it to happen. And even Captain Malone was ready to throw in the towel and give up on her."
"But you didn't." said the Chief.
"At the time, I had no dog in the fight." I said. "All I wanted was to understand the reasons for the way she was. And then I found out, and I went by my gut and believed she was worth saving. And... well, it worked out."
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "But not everyone is Ms. Crrrrroylllle, and her story could well be the ex-sept-shunnnnn... You really think Geiger is like that?"
"No sir." I said. "I could see the potential in Teresa, even then. I'm not sure I see that in Geiger. But I'm willing to take what he gives us, and use it for the good of the Force. If it doesn't work out, then it's on me."
"No." said the Chief. "It will be on me. I a-greeeee with your plan... well, Captain Perlman's plan. Make it so, Mr. Crowbar. Make it so..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Mike Todd." I heard in my cellphone after I answered it. "After Savannah Fineman showed Judge Nance that the Commission had complied with the law, Nance dropped all the legal actions. All of them, including yours against Bettina."
"Okay, thanks." I said. I then took out my Police cellphone and called ADA Paulina Patterson. "Hi Paulina," I said, "can I get a warrant to arrest Bettina Wurtzburg on criminal slander charges?"
"I'll see if I can get one through Watts." said Paulina.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, Paulina was sitting in my office. "I couldn't get to Watts. Judge Folsom made a point to call me into his Chambers, and said that all warrants or lawsuits concerning KXTC would go through Nance, and he, Folsom, would snap my head back if I or anyone in the D.A.'s Office tried to do an end run around that. Folsom has also ordered Watts to not accept any warrant applications concerning KXTC, and Folsom called D.A. Walters and gave her the same speech."
"Why?!" I asked, incredulous.
"It's getting kind of crazy." Paulina said. "Nance is actively trying to help KXTC by intercepting any lawsuits or warrants, of course. But Miriam told me a couple of things last night, before all of this crap broke through the dam. First, she said that Folsom doesn't believe the bribery accusations against Judge Watts, but he wants to be careful."
"So he gives the cases to the real dirty judge, Nance." I said.
"I don't know if he's dirty; just activist and leftist." Paulina replied.
"I do know. He's dirty." I asserted. "What was the other thing the D.A. told you?"
"You know already that Folsom dreams of being on the State Supreme Court, or a higher Appellate position." Paulina said. "Miriam got word that someone told Folsom he might be next in line when they expand the Appellate Courts to at least three judges. And to go with that carrot was a stick. 'They', whoever 'they' are, did not like it that Watts expedited the Ross adoption, though he was well within his rights and prerogatives to do so. 'They' have told Folsom to get the mess cleaned up, or he can kiss any upward moves goodbye."
"Hmmm, so who's the dirtiest of them all?" I muttered.
"Come on, Don," Paulina said, "you know that judges in this country are just the politicians of the judicial branch, and any concept of 'impartiality' is just an illusion. That even goes for the Federal Courts and the U.S. Supreme Court."
"It especially goes for the Federal Courts and the U.S. Supreme Court." I muttered.
"Anyway, just be careful, Don." Paulina admonished. "Everything you touch, the Enemy goes after. Judge Watts is doing the right things, and now they accusing him of taking bribes, with no regard for the actual truth. They've gone after me and Tasha, they've gone after Cindy, and Teresa, they've gone after Laura, and Carole... no telling who are what you hold dear that they'll go after next."
Paulina did not like how my eyes widened upon hearing that. Yes, I thought to myself... who will they go after next?...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I should've let you kill Bettina." I said to Cindy as she, Teresa, and I sat in my office.
"Nothing we can't finish." Cindy said, her face connoting her absolute seriousness.
"No, you did the right thing." Teresa said. "Don, they're just doing things like this to get you to spend money on lawyers, or commit the County legal system to an expensive battle to win small victories. We've got to find a better way. Let the Feds dig up her ass with the treason investigation."
Just then my office door opened as Helena admitted Tanya Perlman into the room.
"I told Mary we were going to transfer Geiger out." said Tanya. "I also told her that if she said one word to a soul, even her husband, before the public announcement, I would demote her to Patrol Officer and have her cleaning the bathrooms for the rest of her Police career. Even so, it's already getting quiet in MCD, and they're looking at me funny, like they want to ask what's going on."
"All right, then." I said. "It's going to happen at the end of the month, when Davis gets back from Advanced Course."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"During this morning's newscast, Bettina Wurtzburg of KXTC, who is under Federal investigation for treason, committed criminal slander against the Town & County Police Commander concerning a case long resolved. Furthermore, Bettina Wurtzburg lied when she said that the Charter Commission had met in secret and had not properly posted the minutes of those meetings.
"The City Attorney, on behalf of the Town & County Public Safety Department, is suing Bettina Wurtzburg personally as well as KXTC as an organization, for criminal slander, and libel. If activist Judge Harry Nance dismisses the lawsuit, as he did Commander Troy's lawsuit this morning, the Town & County will appeal. The Town & County has also filed a formal complaint with the FCC, hoping to get KXTC's broadcast license revoked, and the Town & County may file a Federal lawsuit as well as the local one."



Cindy looked up at me after reading that and said "That's what Captain Thompson put out a little while ago. Fox Eight read it on the air, verbatim, and the SNN feeds didn't read it, but did mention it as part of their story of you being expected to testify before the State House Judiciary Committee next week." After a pause, she said "Feel better?"
"What I feel better about," I said, "is having you on my side on this again. And with a vengeance."
"Yeah." Cindy said quietly.
"Who went to the City Attorney about this?" I asked. "The Police Chief did not want this escalated."
"But the Sheriff did, and does." Cindy said. "He was hating the Press before you ever put on a TCPD uniform..."
Part 16 - The Ambushers and the Ambushed
6:30pm, Thursday, March 21st. I was driving towards the City in the black SBI SUV, it's driver-door mirror repaired. Shane O'Brady had called, as had McGinty.
"It's on for tonight." said McGinty. "Eleven o'clock. State Foods Delivery warehouse. They're going to smuggle drugs within crates of food items, like pepper, to keep the dogs from sniffing it. It's a big one; they're trying to fill the gap left by Marcie Harper. And my source tells me that 'Birdie Edward' is going to be there personally to oversee it."
"Great!" I said. "Where do you want me to pick you up? And don't say 'Bangkok'."
"Yeah, I can't go there anymore, either." said McGinty. "You can pick me up at the Valero gas station at the Interstate's Westphalia exit."
Shane O'Brady's call came a few minutes later. "I've contacted the Westphalia Police. They're putting together an assault team. Once we've reconned the area and the deal is going down, we'll call them in. It's only fair to give them the bust; it was their Police Officer that was murdered..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"State Foods Delivery is a wholly owned subsidiary of State Parcel Service." said Westphalia Police Chief Engle as O'Brady and I sat in his office. "They deliver pre-made meals to airplanes at City Airport, and also to the Amtrak trains at City Union Station. A lot of that is frozen foods, so they use refrigerator trucks to haul it. The company whose food they deliver is called 'REM Foods'... (R)eady to (E)at (M)eals. They're a subsidiary of BigAgraFoods."
"And other food deliveries?" I asked.
"None that we could find." said Chief Engle. "Just the frozen meals for planes and trains."
"Hmmmm..." I said as I thought about it.
"We've got our SWAT team at your disposal if you need them." said the Chief. "They're studying the building floor plans and the surrounding area now."
"Outstanding." I said. "Okay, Shane, let's go pick up McGinty." I shook hands with the WPD Chief and we left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So..." I said as I drove towards the Love's Truck Stop, "didn't find Pharah, did you?" O'Brady, in the shotgun seat, turned to peer at me.
"Those City cops tell you?" he asked.
"Harrumph." I grunted. "Who do you think sent them to watch over you? And bail your ass out when you got in trouble in there?"
"She found Butch Harmony's body." said O'Brady. "How do you know she didn't kill him herself?"
"Because she was undercover herself." I said. "Wasn't it obvious?"
"No. No it wasn't." O'Brady said, beginning to be irritated with me. It was time to bring him back to the lure.
"We'll discuss that later." I said. "Right now, I need your full attention and your full cooperation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After picking up McGinty, we'd gone to a diner that was reputed to be Westphalia's finest, and had been featured on Guy Fieri's 'Diners, Drive-Ins, and Dives' television show on Food Network. It was a decent diner, but the Cop Bar at home was better.
"You're nervous, Mr. McGinty." I said as we finished eating.
"I'm on the cusp of busting the bastards that murdered my partner." said McGinty, looking forward, then looking up at me, emotion in his eyes. "I've been working on this for years. If it works out, I'll have vengeance, and vindication, even if you can't get my name cleared."
"I have hopes," I said, "that we can make that happen... getting your name cleared, that is. So let's get this business done tonight, whether it's just a recon mission or a bust."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:40pm, Thursday, March 21st. As we pulled out of the diner's parking lot, McGinty's cellphone rang.
"Yeah." he said, answering. Then: "What?... what?!... for God's sake... listen, I paid you two thousand dollars, and you're only telling me this now?... Jesus... all right, where's it going down?... I'll tell you right now, if this is bad info, you're not getting the other half... yeah, thanks for nuthin'..." He disconnected the call. "Jesus fucking Christ." he snarled.
"What is it?" asked O'Brady.
"My fucking informant just said the place for the drop has been changed." said McGinty. "It's in Eastphalia, at the old SPS warehouse. It's abandoned; they stopped using it nearly two years ago when they expanded in the City and moved their operations there."
"Damn." said O'Brady. "Don, do we call it off?"
"What's the address, McGinty?" I asked.
He gave it to me, and I had O'Brady put it in the GPS system in the car.
"It's at least twenty minutes away." whined McGinty.
"And our Westphalia backup can't follow us into Eastphalia." said O'Brady. "The Eastphalia Police may not be able to put together an assault team in time. Call it off?"
"The raid? Yes." I said. "But I still want to take a look, and see if this 'Mr. Big' or 'Birdie Edward' shows up... and see if he's who I think he is."
"Who's that?" asked McGinty.
"Guy named Dick Granger." I said. "High level executive with SPS. He's been in some trouble before, and is wanted now. If he's there and I can snatch him, I will. If I can't, we'll see if we can find a way to follow or track him. In any case, I'm not risking our lives. We'll beat feet out of there if there's any trouble at all."
We crossed the bridge over the north-flowing river into Eastphalia. Though in many ways the twin city of Westphalia, Eastphalia was the rougher of the two communities, the streetlights just a bit dimmer, the buildings and streets just a bit grimier and more forbidding. As we continued east, the buildings and streets became more and more like the area around the bar 'Bangkok' in the City...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"One night in Bangkok makes a hard man humble
Not much between despair and ecstasy,
One night in Bangkok and the tough guys tumble
Can't be too careful with your company,
I can feel the devil walking next to me."
--- Andersson, Ulvaeus, Rice, 'One Night In Bangkok'.
The rail lines went north and south behind the buildings on the aptly named Railroad Street. I parked in the shadows north of the old SPS warehouse, and made sure everyone's cellphone was on silent ringer or completely off. Then we made our way to the warehouse, seeing several cars parked on the south side of the building.
McGinty was walking fairly quickly, and led us to a door on the north side. It was what had been the office areas. Moonlight and streetlights streamed through a skylight and a couple of windows, giving us barely enough light to see. Then McGinty led us down a corridor, O'Brady following him, and me bringing up the rear. We walked into a large warehouse room. Windows just beneath the roof gave enough light to see that the room was nearly completely empty.
But we were not alone. To our south was a door to another warehouse room. Blue and purplish lights flitted around, and we heard the motor of a forklift in use. We carefully crept up to the door and peered in.
The blue and purple lighting and the dust being kicked up made it look like some kind of smoky disco bar, but without the music. I saw people milling about, moving boxes around. Near the door was a column with a large plexiglass or plastic plate, upon which bulletins were taped, and a masked man was taking pieces of paper off one sheet at a time and giving instructions to others.
"Do you see him?" O'Brady whispered to McGinty. "Is Birdie Edward here?"
"Yes. Birdie Edward is here." said McGinty. He turned around as he whipped out his powerful handgun and pointed it at us. "I am Birdie Edward!"
To be continued?
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Part 17 - Trapped
"Ah, so it was you." I said as O'Brady and I raised our hands.
"Don't give yourself airs, Mr. Iron Crowbar." snarled McGinty, though with a look of smug satisfaction on his pug face. "You had no idea it was me until I just pulled this gun on you. And you disappoint me: that's what all of them said, too; that bitch Reese, that nigger Jones, and then Cash. And it was the last thing they said before they died, too."
"And Sullivan?" I asked.
"That wasn't me, I swear to God it wasn't me." McGinty said. "Jeff Farley was the bastard that gave me the wrong directions that made us late, and then he went to I.A. and said it was me."
"And they believed him over you." I said. "Even set it up with a dirty FBI Agent to make sure you were blamed."
"Yeah, that's right." said McGinty. "It was only after I became a P.I. that the Consultant of Crime contacted me, and recruited me to take over the smuggling operations from Farley. Farley was a dirtbag, started working with another dirtbag named Ferrell in the SBI. They weren't part of the Consultant's operations."
"And you're the ringleader, eh?" I said. "Who's your boss? Who's 'Mr. Big'?"
"Wouldn't you like to know." said McGinty. "I'll tell you this: it ain't Granger. He's worthless, a hopeless fuck-up too." He then said: "All right, Q&A is over. Take out your guns, pinch the butts, slowly take them out and slide them over here."
I did so immediately; O'Brady was a bit slower, but finally complied as he looked down the barrel of McGinty's pistol. McGinty watched us like a cat as he bent down and retrieved our guns, then stuffed them into the top of his pants, held in place by his belt.
"Now your jackets, and your armor." said McGinty. We had no choice but to drop our coats to the ground, mine landing with a thud because my red crowbar was in its pocket. Then we took off our chest armor. I still had the 'girdle' on under my shirt, but fat lot of good it would do to protect my head and upper chest.
"All right, let's go. In there." said McGinty, pointing his thumb at the other room, the occupied one. "And no tricks. You scare me, Iron Crowbar; I'm twitchy, and my trigger finger is itchy. Move, nice and slow." I walked into the warehouse room, followed by Shane, our hands up.
"That's far enough." said McGinty, coming into the room behind us. We stopped near the pole upon which the plexiglass sheet was attached as the workers in the room noticed us and began moving towards us. McGinty had moved to his left, away from the door and out of the direct line of sight... of the two dozen red laser dots that suddenly appeared on my and O'Brady 's chests.
Only now I saw shadowy figures on an overlooking catwalk, and some people on the ground aiming their laser-equipped weapons at us. M-4s, a couple of AK-47s. Powerful weapons whose bullets would shred our bodies to pieces.
"Light 'em up, boys!" ordered McGinty as he moved on out of the way.
"Now!" I barked. O'Brady and I jumped behind the plexiglass sheet as the red dots transferred themselves to McGinty's body. He'd raised his weapon to shoot at me, but it was too late. He was still holding the pistol, but was spreading his arms wide, and the firearm was pointed at the ground.
"As you can see, McGinty," I said, "I wasn't giving myself airs. I had you pegged all along."
"How?" asked McGinty, his face connoting defeat.
"Wouldn't you like to know." I said. "And I'll tell you at the Station, in exchange for you telling me who your boss is. So why don't you make things easier on yourself, put the gun down, and let's go, eh?"
"Yeah," said McGinty, "I'll make things easier on myself." With that, he put his handgun to his temple, and pulled the trigger. He crumpled to the ground as my ears rang from the deafening sound of the gunshot.
Bundy McGinty... was dead. Three very good Police Detectives... were avenged.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30am, Friday, March 22d. We were at the Federal Building. Dwight Stevens had led the Federal team that had taken down McGinty's perps and replaced them in the warehouse. The perps were now in Federal custody in the City, and we were in the FBI offices.
SBI Reservist Cindy Ross and the Crowbar Clan's Teresa Croyle had spearheaded the group that had been listening to the microphones in my SUV and on my clothing, and had gotten the Federal Assault Team the info they needed on where to go. They were here with us, as well.
"I just wish we could've taken him alive." said FBI Supervisory Agent Martin Nash, who had been one of the 'perps' in the warehouse. "He might've led us to Granger, who might've led us to Barsbane, who might've led us to Shimono, Trent, and Quint."
"We just busted a major-ass drug ring." said FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. "And Don and O'Brady made it out alive. I'll take that, any day."
"I'll take the part about coming out of it alive." I said. "But maybe if someone had shot him in the arm and made his drop his weapon? I'd have taken that, too."
"He had a cyanide capsule in his mouth." said Dwight Stevens as he came into the room. "He'd have bitten down on it if we'd wounded him. He wasn't going to be taken alive."
"All right." said O'Brady. "I played my part like you asked me to. Now tell us how you knew it was McGinty and how you set all this up."
"Over late night supper at the City Diner." I said, then pointed at Muscone and said "He's buying."
Part 17 - Reward for Crowbar Behavior
I was very hungry and consumed my pancakes and omelette with gusto. Shane O'Brady forgot about me discussing the solution to the case, as Sandra Speer made a point to sit beside him and flirt outrageously with him. Of course Shane responded like any red-blooded heterosexual man would, and gave the lovely redhead his full attention.
As we finished up, some of our group got up to go, and Shane and Sandra used that as their excuse to say their goodbyes and leave together.
"Damn." I said as I finished my coffee. "She couldn't have been any more obvious if we paid her to be. Sorry about that, Julius."
"Don't be." said Julius Jefferson. "We've been 'friends with benefits' for a while, but we both know it wasn't going to become any more than what it was."
"I'm sure you'll have no problem finding another friend to have 'benefits' with." I said. Julius chuckled. "Maybe I'll ask that hot ADA of yours Paulina out for dinner."
"You should." I said, unperturbed.
Jack Muscone paid the bill, and we all headed out. I didn't really notice Julius Jefferson walking down the street to the nearest bar, nor Martin Nash following to make sure Julius got home safely...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Get Thai'd, you're talking to a tourist
Whose every move's among the purest
I get my kicks above the waistline, sunshine!"
--- Andersson, Ulvaeus, Rice,'One Night In Bangkok'
And one reason I didn't notice: as I got to my SBI SUV, I saw her leaning against the driver's-side door. Black high heel pumps, sheer black stockings on her smoking hot legs, a tight black leather skirt, and a silver button-down shirt. Her raven-black hair was pulled back into a tight bun, showing off her beautiful face... and the black tattoos on each side of her eyes, slanting towards her temples.
"Hey." she said, her voice low and husky. "Give a girl a ride?"
"Sure." I said. We went around to the other side and I opened the shotgun-side door for her, a gesture she showed her appreciation for by giving me a flirtatious smile. As I came around to the driver's side, I was already feeling the stirring in my loins...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The SUV was parked in a back alley between two buildings. We were in the back seat, and Christy was opening my pants.
"Since the moment you came into 'Bangkok' and I looked into those eyes of yours," the beautiful young woman said, "I've been dreaming about sucking your cock." With that, she leaned over my lap and took my throbbing hard penis into her warm, wet mouth.
"Oh God..." I moaned at the intensity of the pleasurable sensation coursing through my whole lower body. Christy's head was bobbing as she slid her full lips up and down my taut shaft, sucking hard as she slid up, then engulfing it like a starved whore on the way back down. She was very good at giving head, and it felt very good.
I caressed her back, then began helping her get out of the unbuttoned shirt and undoing her bra as she relentlessly fellated me. I put my hand on her thigh, then slid it up under her skirt.
"Mmmmmf!" she moaned as my finger found her sopping wet slit and sank into her cunt hole. I fingered her hotly as she began sucking my meat harder and harder. Just as I felt my nut rise, she took her mouth off my cock.
"God, you really are as hard as I've heard you are." she said. "I gotta have this thing in my cunt."
"Climb on, baby." I growled. Together we got her on top of me, her sleek thighs spread wide. Our mouths met in a hungry kiss, our tongues twining as I felt her reach down between our bodies and guide the helmeted head of my prick to her swollen labes. She fit me inside her, then let herself drop, her weight impaling her pussy onto my iron-hard cock.
"Unnnnnh!" she moaned deeply as she was penetrated and filled by my manhood. "Oh, that is so fucking good!" She slammed her mouth onto mine, and we kissed deeply, our tongues twining as we began a rocking rhythm that kept most of me inside her, but letting my cockshaft rub against the upper wall of her clutching vagina.
I took the round globes of Christy's marvelous ass in my hand, gently clutching and squeezing those firm asscheeks as I pulled her down onto me and ground my pelvis against hers with every few downstrokes. Christy was groaning and moaning softly in my ear as I nuzzled her neck and jaw.
"Oh, it's so good... oh, you're so hard..." Christy whispered as she rode my cock like the hot cowgirl she was. "God, I've never felt a cock that hard inside me."
"You're pretty fucking good, yourself." I grunted. "Nice and tight." She was better than good, I thought to myself. Her vagina was like a wet velvet glove enveloping me in a liquid embrace. She would squeeze her vaginal muscles as I got nuts-deep inside her, then slide up my shaft before slamming herself back down onto me.
I felt the tops of her feet in her heels on my thighs, and I slid my hands down her ass, and took those shapely feet in my hands, gently squeezing them, then sliding my hands back up to her ass and gripping her cheeks again. Our rhythm increased in speed and intensity as we hurtled towards climax.
A long moment of intense coupling later, I was fondling Christy's naturally large breasts, pinching her distended nipples. I reached up and pulled her head back, then slammed my mouth onto hers in an intense, deep kiss. She slid her arms around the back of my neck and moaned as I pulled her body into mine.
"I'm gonna come." I whispered as I broke the kiss. "I'm going to come inside you."
"Yes, come in me!" the beautiful young woman whispered before sliding her mouth back onto mine and lashing my tongue with hers as she pressed her body against me and her pussy down on my cock, making sure I could not withdraw. Then she gasped as I felt her cunt clamp down on me, feeling like it was trying to push me out. I could not hold back, and pushed has hard as I could into her, and let my climax overtake me.
My body shivered as I felt the first painful contraction of my cock firing the first load of my semen into Christy's clutching cunt, followed by more jets of jism coating her cervix. The slippery wetness felt a little different, as it always did when I came inside a woman. Christy and I rode each other through 'the clouds and the rain' until I felt her relax, going limp in my arms. The next minute was silent but for our gasps as we caught our breaths.
After a few minutes of making out, deeply but gently kissing in post-coital bliss, Christy dismounted me. Sitting in the seat beside me, she slid her panties off her shapely legs, wadded them up, and slipped them into my jacket pocket as I buttoned my shirt back up. "A little souvenir to remember me by." she said with a smile as she buttoned up her shirt.
"I won't be forgetting you for a long time." I said. "You're an amazing woman."
"Aww, thanks." Christy said, blushing. "And you're an amazing man. Thanks for making my dream come true."
"Give me your number," I said, "and next time I'm in the City, we can make each other's dreams come true again."
Christy smiled, then reached into her purse and got out a card. "Just leave a message at this number, and it'll get to me."
We got back in the front seat, and I drove her to a street corner in one of the better ares of the City. I figured she lived in one of the apartments in one of the high-rises in this area. And no, I was not an Agency of the Weak-Minded... this woman was not just some cosplay waitress that had to work in a dingy bar for a living...
Part 18 - Friday Follies
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, March 22d, from in front of the State Office Building. "Channel Two News has learned that Police Commander Donald Troy will be forced to testify before the State House Judiciary Committee on Monday morning!"
Bettina began: "Commander Troy has been subpoenaed by the Judiciary to be forced to publicly tell the truth about Governor Val Jared's using the SBI to harass two women who made credible claims of sexual harassment against deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared. State House Judiciary Chairman----"
"TRAAAAAY-TOR! TRAAAAAY-TOR! TRAAAAAY-TOR! TRAAAAAY-TOR!"
The chants started up, and they were loud. The cameraman at the scene had been instructed to not show the crowd, because if they had, they would've shown a group of well over 200 people. Not good for KXTC's optics, they well knew.
The KXTC engineers attempted to filter out the chants. They keyed on the word 'traitor', with some success. Bettina tried to push through it, but the chanters changed tactics:
"CHANNEL TWO SUCKS! CHANNEL TWO SUCKS! CHANNEL TWO SUCKS! CHANNEL TWO SUCKS!..."
The feed changed to Amber Harris hurriedly seating herself behind the KXTC anchor desk. "We're having technical difficulties with our mobile camera." Amber breathlessly said. "Here's the rest of the news that you have a right to know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commannnnddderrrr..." drawled Chief Moynahan as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room, drinking coffee and watching the spectacle. I looked back at him.
"It's not me, Chief." I said. "Scout's Honor. I didn't have a thing to do with that."
"Commander Ross? Captains?" asked the Chief. "Are any of you in any way associated with that?"
"No sir." said Teresa and Tanya.
"No sir." Cindy said, then added clearly: "But if I knew who was behind it, I'd give 'em a medal." As she said it, I observed just the slightest twitching of Sheriff Griswold's mustaches. Case closed, I thought to myself with an inward smile. Case closed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce in the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Hello Meredith!"
"Hello Catrina, hello everyone." said Meredith. "Here's what's happening today. Pottsville Police Detective Shane O'Brady and TCPD Commander Donald Troy are being credited with solving the murder of Westphalia Police Lieutenant Paul Cash, as well as the cold case murders of Jamestown Police Detective Lisa Reese and Jacksonville Detective Jason Jones.
"Bunson McGinty, a former City Police Detective turned Private Investigator, was surrounded along with some twenty persons that were part of a smuggling ring." said Meredith. "McGinty managed to shoot himself and was pronounced dead at the scene, while the other criminals surrendered to authorities without a fight. Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, a native of Westphalia and a friend of the Cash family, had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Lt. Governor Marshall, standing with Westphalia Police Chief Engle and Pottsville Police Chief Lloyd Rogers, saying "I am very grateful to SBI Inspector Troy and Pottsville Detective O'Brady for their work in solving the murders of Lieutenant Paul Cash, as well as Detective Lisa Reese and Detective Jason Jones. We still mourn the losses of these outstanding Police Officers, but take comfort in knowing that their colleagues in our great State rose up to bring Justice to their killers."
Back to Meredith live: "State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville was asked for comment about the success of his home district's Police Department, but his office declined to respond to Fox Eight News. The Jamestown and Jacksonville Police did issue statements expressing their gratitude to the Detectives and Officers that solved the murders of their Officers."
"And in other news," said Catrina, "Democrats and some Media reporters are being called out for attempting to frame Commander Troy's upcoming testimony before the State House Judiciary Committee. Let's go to our political correspondent Greg Wallace. Greg!"
"Thank you, Catrina and Meredith." said Wallace from the studios of talk show host Reed Hudson. "I'm here with talk show host Reed Hudson, whose highly rated radio show can be heard on KFXU each morning at 9:00am. Reed, you've asserted that the Mainstream Media and Democrats are trying to lay a trap for Commander Troy. What is that trap?"
Reed Hudson said "Greg, you're probably not watching that other station's newscasts, but their reporter Bettina Wurtzburg, who is under FBI investigation for treason, has been saying that if Commander Troy's testimony is truthful, then Governor Jared will be implicated in crimes. She also says that the claims of Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton were 'credible', when it's been outright proved over and over again that that is not true, as Rodman and Braselton admitted to lying, took plea deals to avoid prosecution and more lengthy prison sentences, and the alleged autograph they submitted was proved by the FBI to be a forgery."
Reed continued: "And several Democrats are saying similar things, and saying even more outright that if Commander Troy doesn't implicate Governor Jared, then Commander Troy must be lying. Their goal is that if Commander Troy does not tell them what they want to hear, they will make a referral to State Attorney General Karl Handel against Commander Troy for perjury. And Handel, who is an Establishment Republican that was part of the Caucus fraud scandal, will bring those perjury charges against Commander Troy, regardless of the truthfulness of his testimony."
"What can be done about that?" asked Greg Wallace. Commander Troy has long asserted that he did not act on the Governor's orders, and while we don't know exactly what his testimony before the Grand Jury was, how can they say he's lying if the Grand Jury didn't bring back an indictment?"
"They don't care about the truth, Greg." said Reed Hudson. "This is all about trapping Commander Troy and smearing Governor Jared, and they don't care about the tactics they use to their political ends."



"What is your advice for Commander Troy, then?" asked Wallace.
"To refuse to appear without full immunity." said Reed Hudson.
"They'll just say he's hiding something." said Wallace.
"And that's worse than the Democrats colluding with Karl Handel to indict Commander Troy for perjury he didn't commit?" fired back Hudson.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Reed Hudson is right." said Cindy as we watched in my office. "You shouldn't appear before that Committee. It's a bigger trap than the Independent State Counsel was."
"If I don't respond to the subpoena," I said, "they'll refer that to the Attorney General. And Handel is like Wilson Hammonds: an Establishment Elitist that really wants to bring harm to me because I've helped Governor Jared in the past. Handel will be eager to bring charges against me."
"Handel wants to run for Governor." Teresa said. "How is trying to bring charges against the best and most heroic Police Officer in this State going to help him win?"
"I never said the Establishment Republicans were smart." I said. "In fact, they're so damn stupid as a group that I wonder if they lose elections on purpose. Handel definitely belongs in that 'idiot' class. And this... after they were cold-busted in that Caucus scandal."
"It won't take much for the State Senate to go back to the Democrats." Teresa said. "The Republicans are losing the suburbs, and badly."
"And we're right back to wondering if they lose on purpose, or just don't seem to care." I said. "Apparently they think it's a game, and they're bringing a child's slingshot to a machine gun fight with the Democrats."
"Can Sharon Marshall win the Governorship?" asked Teresa.
"It will depend partly upon who the Democrats put up against her." I said. "And of course she has to win the Republican primary against Handel and probably Cagle."
While I knew Teresa was picking my brain so she could keep her husband, the CEO of an energetic, up-and-coming company, informed of what was going on, the Green Crowbar had no desire to talk politics nor sit through us doing so. She said: "Back to you and this testimony How are you going to avoid the trap? And don't say by walking into it."
"By walking into it." I very courageously said...
Part 19 - Solutions
Saturday, March 23d. Chief Sean Moynahan called me and asked if I could come to the Cop Bar for lunch. When I got there, I found out that he had another guest: City Police Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, of the City Police Internal Affairs.
"Eat lightly, we have a big dinner tonight." said Moynahan, to me. "That doesn't apply to you, Coldiron, unless you're going to be at the celebration dinner tonight."
"No sir." said Masters. "But congratulations on your total victory over that sleazebag, Commander."
"Thanks." I said. "But even if he is a sleazebag, if McGinty wasn't guilty of betraying his Police partner, we should do right by him and set the record straight."
"I agreeeee." said the Chief.
"So do I, though City I.A. wonders why we should bother, now that he's dead." said Masters. "But... it may lead us to some other dirty secrets, so I'm digging up whatever I can find."
"And what did you finnnnnnd?" drawled the Chief.
"There's a couple of strange things about the Sullivan case." said Masters. "First, the records are sealed, even against I.A. personnel looking into them, and I pretty much had to hack into them to get the information. I appreciate the Milton's help in covering my tracks in doing that."
"Just be glad they're working with you." I said. "They won't help the FBI."
"I hear you." said Masters. "So... before the Sullivan incident, McGinty had nothing against him. I'm not saying he was good, but he wasn't outright dirty. The issues against him were that his stings were failing, and his C.I.s were coming over all dead."
"Makes sense." I said. "That's how the Consultant of Crime operated. He was the one that tipped of the perps so that McGinty's operations would go wrong, and he was the one that exposed the C.I.s. And then he had his people in the City Police and City I.A. set up McGinty, including using his marked card Les Craig of the FBI to discredit McGinty."
I continued: "McGinty gets fired, has no place to turn, and in comes a benign Pastor, offering him a thin sliver of hope. He has McGinty become a P.I., then installs him into the very ring that McGinty and his partner Sullivan were very close to busting just weeks before."
"That's what it looks like." said Wes Masters. "Jeff Farley has disappeared, just like Dick Ferrell and Jack Lewis seemed to have dropped off the face of the earth, and it looks like Farley was very dirty. Also, Susan Wexler had a hand in organizing the 'blanket party' for McGinty by City I.A. and the FBI. Anyway, the other strange thing is that elements of City I.A. continued to keep tabs on McGinty until Cash was murdered, which I think is one reason why the records are sealed so tight. I really don't get the continued interest in him."
"Ohhhhhh, of course!" I exclaimed, mostly to myself. Then I looked up and said "And it also explains why they never murdered him, too..."
"What's that?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"His files!" I said. "He had a ton of dirt on some prominent people. Even U.S. Senator Russell, so I was told. They kept him alive and kept watch on him, hoping he'd one day lead them to the dirt. If they had killed him, that dirt might well have been released to the public, which those stained by that dirt did not want to see happen."
"That's very possible." said Masters. "And the word I'm getting is that finding McGinty's computer, which is missing, and any hidden files he had is a top priority."
"Any idea where those are, Mr. Crowbar?" asked Chief Moynahan.
I said "I have no data to support this, but I was getting the idea that McGinty might've had his own office ransacked, and that after he killed me and O'Brady he would disappear to another part of the country and start life anew. Shane and I came right on Cash's heels, and if we'd died then others would have been right behind us. McGinty knew the Game was 'ovah', and things were too hot for him to stay around, what with Law Enforcement coming after him on one side, and his former employer, the real 'Birdie Edward' likely coming after him on the other side."
"Heck," said Masters, "why didn't he just run as soon as you showed up at 'Bangkok'? I sure would've gotten the hell out of Dodge if you showed up like that."
I smiled. "I think he had visions of the the sugarplum of taking down the Iron Crowbar before exiting stage left. But he failed. Stupid to fail. Unforgivable."
"I'll bet those people he has dirt on are losing a lot of sleep right now." said Chief Moynahan. "With his death, that information could be released at any time. You think it's on computer? In one of those, what do you call them?... clouds? Yes, in one of those clouds?"
"No sir." I said. "He probably has a good deal of information on computer, but a lot of the photographic evidence and documents would have to be hardcopies, or else someone would say they're photoshopped. No, there's a treasure trove of real... and very lucrative... dirt out there, just waiting to be found..."
After lunch, as we left the restaurant, I said "Captain Masters, there's one more thing I'd appreciate you doing for me. Can you send me everything I.A. has on Jeff Farley, especially his entire career with City PD?"
"I'll put it together and send it to you." said Masters...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Saturday, March 23d. I went to Westphalia Police Headquarters, and to the office of Chief Engle. He had someone in his office with him, and to my surprise it was the Town & County Sheriff, Antonio Griswold.
"Come on in, Crowbar!" Griswold said happily. "You've met my friend Engle. He and I go back a long ways."
"And don't believe any of the bad stuff he tells you." Engle said with a grin. I chuckled politely as I sat down at his bidding."
"We really appreciate the job you did, nailing Cash's murderer to the wall." said Chief Engle.
"I was glad to be able to help." I said. "I don't take kindly to people murdering good Police Officers."
"So, Crowbar," said Griswold, "I guess you want to hear the whole story."
"About why Cash left the WPD for six years? I'm sure I could tell you some of it" I said. They nodded and I said "Had to be at least partly for his own protection. I'm thinking he stumbled onto the Consultant of Crime, began pursuing him, and the Consultant did Consultant things and tried to ruin his reputation before murdering him. I'm just a bit surprised he didn't stay and fight harder; from what I've seen, that's the kind of guy he was... a fighter. Ohhhhh..."
"Yep, he's seeing it." said Griswold, his mustaches quivering. I silently wondered how much they'd bet on it.
"He did want to stay and fight, but you and the WPD kicked him out, sent him away." I said. "What, did the Consultant threaten the rest of the WPD and your families, like he threatened the TCPD when I was about to bring him down?"
"Yes." said Chief Engle. "Cash wasn't married, so threats against him didn't work. But our Chief at that time was sitting at home one night when a visitor came to see him. Our Chief didn't know who he was, but he looked like an amiable old gentleman. But what that man said..."
"Tell him." said Griswold.
"He showed our Chief photos of all the senior Police leadership's families, their children and wives." said Chief Engle. "He said that it would be a shame if Paul Cash kept pursuing his case against an organization that could turn all Westphalia into a heap of dead bodies, with all the Police Force's families on top of the pile. Dozens of lives were at stake, and we had no way to protect them all."
"He really rattled our old Chief." said Chief Engle. "I think it rattled Cash, too, though he wanted to drive on with the case. Instead, we told him that we couldn't risk it, that the bastard had the drop on us. Someone in the WPD at the time had some connections, so we had Cash take the job in Iraq."
"Why did he come back before the Consultant was destroyed?" I asked.
"By that time you were all over him like a wet blanket, Crowbar." said Griswold. "Cash's work in Iraq was getting increasingly dangerous, and he was becoming a target of the terrorists over there. So I told Engle here to go ahead and bring Cash home, that the Consultant was... distracted. So they brought Cash home, and he kept his head down like a good soldier."
"I know what you did against the Consultant, Commander." said Engle. "And I won't blame you if you think less of Cash, and us, for backing down from a fight you fought all the way and then some."
"I don't blame any of you a bit. Nor him." I said. After a pause, I added: "I had three advantages that none of you had. First, my wife was once one of the highest-level CIA Officers in the land, and she had dealt with dangers of that level and higher almost all of her life. She knew what we were fighting for, and fighting against, and she stood with me and supported me through the worst of the danger. We did have to fake her and my children's deaths to make sure they didn't really die, but it worked out."
"Second," I said, "and probably most important: I knew who he was. You guys had no idea who he was, and that was his trump card against you. I wanted to take him alive, and take down his entire organization, and we did get most of it. But he knew as I knew that I always had that final option. He couldn't outrun a bullet, and I would've made that demonstration if I'd had to."
"Ultimately, his own desire to live caused him to pull his punches." I said. "He did try to kill me and my family, and he did try to destroy my reputation, as well. But he left everything else alone because he knew I always had that final... nuclear... option on him."
Chief Engle nodded. "That's true." he said. "We did not know who he was, nor how to get to him. So what was the third advantage you had?"
I smiled and held up the red crowbar. "The Power of the Crowbar, Chief. It is a magical thing." Both Chief Engle and Sheriff Griswold laughed at that.
And sure, the Power of the Crowbar is a truly great thing... but it wasn't my real third advantage over the Consultant. The real third advantage was that I had people behind me, family of course, but also good people like my Angels, my Police Officers, and especially my Police Chief, Antonio Griswold. He stood with me, and put it all on the line with me in that fight. And there was no way I would ever shame myself before that man by backing away from that fight, no matter the cost. No way. Ever.
But I wasn't going to tell this other Police Chief that. And no, I didn't blame Paul Cash for backing down... just as I did not blame my father, Douglass Troy, for committing suicide to save his family. They did what they had to do. And so did I.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Westphalia Police Department and the Lieutenant Governor of the State hosted us for a celebration dinner at the very best barbeque place on the east side of the State. We had the back room (really the side room) to ourselves.
Attending were: Sharon Marshall, Gloria Bernstein, Chief Engle, Captain Tsoulas, Lieutenant Mason, Detective Marvin Chester, Detective Tom Carrier, City Detectives Sapper Warren and E.J. Jefferson, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Commander Cindy Ross, Captain Teresa Croyle, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, Supervisory Agent Martin Nash, Special Agents Jefferson, Speer, Linares, DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens, Pottsville Officer Wilson, and of course Detective Shane O'Brady and Your Iron Crowbar.
It was a festive mood, and a lot of beef and pork and fixins were consumed... and a decent bit of beer, as well. I was sitting with Cindy and Teresa, and we were making some very inappropriate observations.
"Sandra has dumped Julius." Cindy said.
"And she's picked up with O'Brady." I replied, seeing Sandra sitting next to Shane and very overtly flirting with him.
"Glad to see politics taking a back seat to good Police work." said Teresa. Though of opposite political Parties, Sharon Marshal and Gloria Bernstein sat next to each other and talked amiably with each other as well as the Officers and Agents that might have been doing a little 'brown-nosing'.
"So Sheriff Griswold knows Chief Engle pretty well?" Cindy asked me.
"Yes." I said. "I get the feeling that Our Sheriff goes back a long way with a lot of LEOs in this State."
"You'd be right about that." said Jack Muscone, who was sitting on Cindy's other side. "I'd imagine Griswold has a few stories that even the Iron Crowbar has not heard."
"But I will, over time." I said. "Sheriff loves to talk by the fire in his back yard. And you better believe I sit there and listen to every word." Cindy and Teresa nodded, absorbing the lesson I was subtly giving them. After a bit more talk, I observed it was time to start talking... the Green Crowbar was on her feet and grabbing her spoon and a glass.
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
"For those who don't know," Cindy said loudly as everyone hushed, "it has become tradition for me to cajole the Iron Crowbar into tell us how he solved the case. Okay, Don, tell us the story, from the beginning." There was an acclaim and applause.
"Let's let O'Brady do it." I said. "We solved it together."
"I just had the luck to have a front row seat." said O'Brady astutely. "Please, Commander, go ahead."
"I better stand up." I said. "After eating all that food, I'm about to doze off." Cindy immediately refilled my coffee cup from the pot that had been left on the table for us. It was a 'hint' for me to start talking lest the Green Crowbar become 'impatient'. Everyone turned their chairs as I brought over a podium that was in the corner of the room.
"Okay," I said, "Where to start..."
"At the beginning." Cindy Ross said. Everyone laughed.
"Which beginning?" I replied. "Where I came into it, or the whole McGinty story?"
"Where you came into it." said Jack Muscone.
"Good answer." I said. "O-kayyy... I went to Pottsville on Sunday, and Shane O'Brady and I went to the Paul Cash crime scene. I left that scene absolutely convinced that Lieutenant Cash had been led into that warehouse to observe criminal activity, was betrayed, forced to remove his body armor, and then he was walked into the large area and shot up."
"So the question for me was who he had been working with prior to that moment." I said. "We went to visit the Westphalia Police, and I am grateful to them for their hospitality and help in the investigation. While there, we found out that Cash was working on something, but he didn't say what it was."
"Why didn't he say anything?" asked Detective Chester. "We could've helped. He might not've been ambushed and killed."
"Well," I said, trying to be jovial, "I've been accused of not telling colleagues what was going on in some of my cases. Falsely accused, I might add." That got a green crowbar being waved in my very specific direction by a platinum blonde, making everyone (except her) laugh.
"Seriously," I said, "no offense to anyone here, but my suspicion is that Cash wasn't sure who to trust. He'd had experience with the Consultant of Crime in the past. In this case, something in the Marcie Harper drug bust led him to a trail that caused him to stumble upon the murder of Detective Jason Jones. And that led him to what he thought was a huge smuggling case, being led by someone very powerful, one of the Crony Capitalists of Big Business working with the Establishment Elites in Government. Cash may have confided in someone, but that's not my story to tell." I was glancing pointedly at Chief Engle. He kept a straight face, but I could see in his eyes that I was right.
"So Cash did what Jason Jones and Lisa Reece did." I said. "He looked for someone that might have knowledge of the smuggling ring. Being good Detectives, they all found McGinty quickly enough through the Sullivan murder case. And they all did what O'Brady and I did: they attempted to use McGinty to get to the ring, and to its leader 'Birdie Edward'."
"Not knowing it was him." said Dwight Stevens.
"They were good Detectives, all of them." countered O'Brady. "They must've had suspicions of him, as you did, Commander."
"I'm sure they did." I said. "But between his story about being set up over the Sullivan case, which may well be true, and his potential knowledge of the smuggling ring, they took their chances. I might add that Lisa Reece only had the Sullivan case to go by, Jones had two cases, and Cash had three. O'Brady and I had the advantage of seeing four cases in front of us, and three precedents."
"Anyhoo," I went on, "we went to Westphalia P.D., where I found some files on Cash's computer that were easy enough to decode---"
"Easy!" Detective Chester all but yelled. "We're still trying to figure those out!"
I couldn't help but grin. "I had the advantage of having worked with Charlie Griswold, who made short work of puzzles like that. Cash knew of that case, and used some of the same concepts to encode his information, knowing that if something happened to him, it was likely that I would be called in and would know how to treat those files."
"Why you?" asked Detective Carrier.
"You said it yourself at WPD Headquarters." I replied. "Cash had studied my work."
"And perhaps Cash had talked to Lieutenant Governor Marshall," said Chief Engle, "who promptly called you in when he was found dead." I nodded vigorously in agreement. So did Lieutenant Governor Marshall.
"And you've worked on cases involving these Elitists at every level from local to Federal." Jack Muscone added. "You'd be the first person on my list to call, too."



"He'd be the first person on my list, anyway." Teresa whispered out loud to him. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So when we found the names in the password-protected file," I said, "only McGinty was still alive, which was one pretty big clue to his involvement. So I was zoned in on him from that moment on."
I continued: "We went to meet McGinty at the strip club 'Bangkok', As soon as I saw him, I knew he was the guy. He was trying to play the sleaze, but his clothes betrayed him; they were too clean. We got him out of 'Bangkok', where none of us were safe though I didn't realize it at the time. We went to another bar, where a couple of FBI Agents sat nearby and listened in on our talk. They also made observations that McGinty was play-acting being a bum P.I."
"I asked them to be there for two reasons." I said. "One, to observe McGinty; and two, for McGinty to observe them. I knew he'd see that they were Agents... sorry guys, but it's obvious to the world that you are..." I said to Sandra and Julius, then went on: "And I was hoping that McGinty would think I wasn't very competent to be doing such obvious things."
"Ahhhh," said O'Brady, "that's why you were coddling him all along, being so agreeable to everything he said."
"That was some of it." I said. "Telling McGinty how good the criminals were in the hit on Cash was massaging his ego, as well. That definitely was one of his weaknesses, and I played it to the hilt."
I went on: "McGinty had crafted a story where he could be seen as guilty or innocent. In that, he really was acting brilliantly, and I would even suggest that he had help in concocting his persona of 'Birdie Edward'..."
"Yes," I said, seeing everyone's looks, "McGinty is not 'Birdie Edward', and never was; that man is the perp I'm really trying to hunt down. McGinty was Birdie Edwards's lieutenant and front man. When someone began getting too close to the operation, it was McGinty that was set up to be the contact man, and the man who could lead the Detectives astray... and into ambushes, if called for."
"What about McGinty saying that Sullivan had whispered 'Mr. Big.' before dying?" asked O'Brady.
"According to the City Police notes of the case," I said, "no one verified that. I think Sullivan had to have been dead already when McGinty and the others got there. McGinty made up the 'Mr. Big' reference to get our interest, and how could anyone possibly prove otherwise now?"
Everyone nodded as I went on: "So I acted like I believed everything McGinty said. McGinty described Birdie Edward as the opposite of himself: clean, older, distinguished, wearing a suit and tie. And that was part of the ruse. It made it look like McGinty was leading us away from the truth that Birdie Edward was a bum P.I. Double secret deception, designed to confuse."
"That's a risky game." said Sapper Warren. "I'd never follow a guy like that into a stakeout if I wasn't sure of him."
"Yes, that's what I want to know." said Chief Engle. "Cash was a smart guy, who'd been in dangerous situations in Iraq. He was not going to follow a guy like McGinty into a warehouse, no matter what the potential reward would be, not without backup."
"From what I've learned of Paul Cash," I said, "he was an honorable and very brave man and an outstanding Police Officer. And like you said, Chief, he'd handled himself in some situations in Iraq, and likely thought he'd be able to take care of himself."
"Also," I said, letting my voice drop a little, "well, let's just say that in the past he was up against someone that was too much for him... Pastor Raymond Westboro, the Consultant of Crime. In fairness, the Consultant almost got a lot of us in this room killed." Cindy and Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
I went on: "This ring that Cash came across was a remnant of the Consultant's widespread organization, and is now being led by someone else. Unfortunately, we didn't find it when the Consultant was defeated, but Cash did find it, and thought it would be a great cap to his career by busting it before retiring."
"So he took some chances that he might not otherwise have taken." I continued. "And one reason why he might have trusted McGinty could have because McGinty set up a situation to make himself be trusted... like having a car nearly hit and kill him."
"Just as he did with us!" O'Brady exclaimed.
"Oh yes." I said. "I saw through that like a sheet of Saran wrap. That car busted my driver-door mirror, and I'm still pissed about that. But if that had been a serious attempt to kill either McGinty or myself, I should've been fixing a badly dented-in car door. Also, if they seriously had wanted to kill either of us, they'd have sprayed us with machine gun fire, maybe even stopped the car to wipe us out. No, it will take a lot more than that little bit of play-acting to fool me."
"So the intent was to make us trust McGinty." I said. "I went along with it, and acted like I did trust him. And then came a fly in the ointment: someone broke into McGinty's office and stole his files."
"One thing I learned was that McGinty had been getting dirt on high-level politicians and other figures." I continued. "At the time of the break-in, I wondered if one of those people that he had dirt on had commissioned the break-in, to take any data McGinty had on them. And then I considered that it was McGinty himself, that he was making it look like he was the victim. But if that hypothesis were true, it also meant that he was about to disappear and start over somewhere else."
I explained: "McGinty had to know that with O'Brady and me coming up so quickly behind Cash that his cover was being blown, and his name was coming up with more and more dead Police Officers. So I reasoned that he would create one last ambush, for O'Brady and me, then he would vanish completely."
"So," I said, "when McGinty called about a big drug operation, I acted like I was swallowing the bait hook, line, and sinker. I fully anticipated there would be a last-second change of location, which may have been done to Cash and which lured him to Pottsville and the shop where he was found dead."
"In our raid," I said, "with the original location in Westphalia, it was logical to consider that the new venue would be across the river, in Eastphalia's jurisdiction. Close by, but in another jurisdiction, and it had to be a limited time situation so that we couldn't get Eastphalia to mobilize a SWAT Team and get them to the location in time. That's why I had Commander Ross and Captain Croyle here; they were listening in on the microphones in my vehicle and on my person, and were ready to bring those of you who participated in your raid into action."
"We found the perps already subdued." said Martin Nash. "How'd that happen."
"We're just that good." said the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle. "And don't ask questions you really don't want the answer to." That garnered a sharp look from Sandra Speer. Jack Muscone just let it go, as did Nash.
"I believe that will be the final word on that subject." I said. "Okay, any questions?" That generated some laughter.
"So who's the real ringleader?" asked Dwight Stevens. "I really can't see McGinty maintaining the role of a bum P.I. if he's really the big shot of a massive smuggling ring."
"I agree." I said. "The real ringleader could be Dick Granger of SPS." I said. "It could also be Edward Blassingame himself, and he was the namesake for McGinty's 'Birdie Edward' nom de plume. And that's why McGinty shot himself; he knew a much worse fate awaited him if he were captured, and he talked... and he would have talked."
"Any idea what happened to the files stolen from his office?" asked Detective Chester.
"No." I said. "The City Police will have to find those, if they care to."
"And that pressure is already being applied." said E.J. Jefferson.
"What about the other death in all this?" asked Jack Muscone. "Butch Harmony. Who killed him, and why?"
"And to that point, who exactly was that 'Mitt' guy?" asked Martin Nash.
"Ahh, sheer coincidences do happen, in spite of what Dame Agatha Christie teaches us." I said with a smile. "Harmony just happened to get a job at 'Bangkok', which was the City's hot spot for BDSM activities, as Whippet's used to be in my Town & County. And yes, a woman on the FBI's Ten Most Wanted List was one of the clients there. It's possible my appearance there spooked some people, and caused them to panic. Harmony may have been eliminated as a precaution, and the woman has gotten clean away. I hate it, but it was just bad luck on that one."
Muscone nodded. "May have been good luck for you, though. If she'd been prepared, she might've tried to bump you off."
"I do think you were lucky." said Chief Engle. "McGinty could've just shot you both in the empty room, and that would've been that."
"That is true," I said, "and that was the worst threat to us. But McGinty had never done the dirty work himself; he'd always had a large number of perps ambush and obliterate his targets. I expected that he would do that this time, as well, and he did. And I made sure to keep him talking while we were in the empty room. More talking by him, less shooting by him."
"As to who Mitt is, and Mitt is not his real name," I said, "it definitely was interesting who showed up as his legal representation... but only after I'd left the building. Yes, Martin... Mitt is someone very much worthy of the FBI's full attention..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the party was breaking up, State Rep. Gloria Bernstein came up to me. "Very well done, Commander." she said. "But are you really going to testify before the Committee on Monday?"
"Yes ma'am." I said. "I'll be there, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise."
"Just be very careful." Bernstein said. "Justin Madoff is a mean son of a bitch. He'd love to entrap you on something."
"I'll be telling the truth." I said. "What can happen as long as I tell the truth?"
"It depends on if that truth is what they want to hear." warned Bernstein. "See you Monday." She nodded and left.
"She's right, you know." said Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall, coming up to me. "That testimony is nothing but a trap for you... though from what I've heard tonight and several times in the past, you have a way of walking into traps, and getting out of them. Just make sure this time is not the one that overcomes you..."
Part 20 - Secrets
Sunday, March 24th. The sun was setting on the other side of the mountain finger as Sheriff Griswold and I sat in front of the fire in his fire pot in his backyard. The day had been fairly warm for this time of year, but the night-time chill was coming in over Lake Reservoir.
"So," said the Sheriff, "who was behind that cyber attack on the TCPD? The FBI? And was the timing just a coincidence?"
"Sheriff," I said, "you know what Dr. Eckhart says: there are no coincidences in the Universe. That happened the morning after I showed up at the bar where Keiko Shimono had been hiding out. She alerted her cohorts, who had 'The Geek' make that cyber-attack on us. The first wave was to get at our files, and was made to look like the FBI was behind it. The second, more malicious attack was The Geek's personal calling card."
"He's working with Shimono and Barsbane?" queried Griswold.
"Maybe." I said. "I thought he was the NSA's meth lab slave, so to speak, having made a plea deal with the Government to work for them after he was caught hacking bank algorithms. But either he got out of that somehow... or he's working with the Shimono gang at the request of those Government entities."
"Oh, geez." muttered the Sheriff, who was deeply aware of the implications of that.
"So," I said, "this case brought back some memories of the good ol' days, did it?"
"Yeah, Crowbar. Anything but good." said Griswold. "Those days before you got here were really rough for all the Police Departments in the State, and maybe further out. The SBI under that bastard Jack Lewis was totally corrupt, and more of a help to the criminals than to us local LEOs. I had Malone to deal with, and he was a pussycat compared to some places, especially Southport and the City. And then, there was Westboro. What he did to the Westphalia Police to make them shut down Cash... despicable. But typical of him."
"And he never tried to do that to you, to shut me down?" I asked.
"No." said Griswold. "He couldn't come to me, even disguised; I would've known who he was immediately. And he didn't send subordinates to do things like that, which might've put him in their power, or backfired in some way. They did sabotage Charlie's car, but other than that I think he tried different tactics here at home. You said that you always had the option to kill him in your back pocket. I'm surprised he didn't just have you shot in the street."
"I think he tried that." I said, remembering a day on the Ides of March, years before. "But I think he knew that my death would've been his death. My mother knew who he was, and if I'd died she'd have told Laura... and Cindy. And then nothing on the face of this earth would've saved Westboro. Both Laura and Dr. Eckhart had the power to find him, no matter where on earth he went, and Cindy and Teresa would've gone and taken him out with extreme prejudice."
"Probably true." said the Chief. "Even so, I always thought we were lucky, as well as good. You got Westboro, Cindy found the way out of First Baptist through the baptismal pool..." He did not mention that I had pressed the button; he did not need to.
"Yes sir." I said. "We lost some good people along the way, too. Pete Feeley, Mrs. Veasley..."
"And they got Charlie." the Chief said sadly. "After the Consultant's time, but they got him."
"That was my fault." I said. "I should've been on guard, and had him protected----"
"I'm going to tell you what Captain Perlman would tell you if she were here." growled the Sheriff. "It was not your fault. Do not blame yourself. And do not ever let me hear you blame yourself for Charlie's death again, ya hear?"
"Yes sir." I said, though still knowing I'd not done enough. After several minutes of silent contemplation, I asked "How's Mrs. Griswold doing?"
"Getting worse, every day." said Griswold. "She can't tell time anymore. She often says she wants to go home, but she doesn't know where that is. She remembers childhood things, but she's getting where she doesn't remember my name, nor that I'm her husband of over fifty years. The Church Ladies and the Ladies Auxiliary Club ladies help take care of her during the day, but it's getting to the point..." He paused, collecting his emotions, then said "It's getting to the point she's going to need more care than we can give her."
"I'm sorry." I said glumly, knowing how much it was hurting him, and that hurt being compounded by the fact that there was nothing he nor any of us could do about it.
After some more time had passed, I said "Well, I need to get on home, sir."
"You've got a rough day ahead of you tomorrow." said Griswold. "Val has told me he appreciates you doing all you've done to help him, and for you to just tell the truth tomorrow."
"And when I do," I said as I stood up, "I will be accused of perjury, and the TCPD will have Commander Croyle to deal with. But let not your heart be troubled, Sheriff. As it's written in the Bible, in the Gospel of John 8:32: And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free."
Griswold peered up at me, his mustaches twitching. "You've got something up your sleeve, don't you Crowbar?"
I just smiled. "Good night, sir." I said, and then walked away...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not immediately go home to the Mountain Nest. I went over the mountain to The Cabin. It was empty, everyone who normally stayed there over the weekend having gone back to their first homes.
I went inside, not turning on any lights. I checked for bugs, finding none. Then I unlocked the door to my office, which was between the front room and the far garage that housed the Black Beauty.
Once inside, I engaged the steel bar locks in both doors, like those of a bank vault door, then flipped the switch that turned on the Faraday Cage. When I'd had the new Cabin built, I'd had a mesh of wires set into the cement walls, ceiling, and floor of this office room, with electric current running through the metal to set up a screen of interference.
I moved the filing cabinet and then opened the trap door in the floor, which led to the underground wine cellar old Mr. Bonniker had built into the side of the mountain underneath the front of the house. Going down the stairs, I moved back a rock, which revealed my secret server and some other stuff that most Citizens did not have. I pulled out a box stuffed with papers, and then a laptop computer.
No, the City Police would not be finding Bundy McGinty's treasure trove of information on a great many people... unless they somehow figured out where that data now was, and had the artillery to blow up The Cabin to get to it.
As I began going through the laptop, which had files indexing all of the papers, I marveled at the success McGinty had had in amassing it. He was not a fool by any means. He'd survived for all those years, and only died because he tried to kill me first, then chose death over the dishonor of capture. And now all that dirt... was in my hands. As Tanya would say, the power was all mine, mine!
And how did I do it? you may wonder. Well, Cindy was leading the DEA and other agencies to the Eastphalia warehouse in her capacity as SBI Reservist. So why was Teresa there?
Ah, there be ninja here! My ninja. They were the ones who ransacked McGinty's office, but that was just a ruse itself. Of course McGinty didn't keep that stuff in his office; indeed, even he did not know where the material was!
Yes. If they moved against him and tortured him, he knew he'd die, but he knew the material would be made public, very public. Revenge from the grave, which is what kept everyone away from him while searching for his dirt. A scheme worthy of the immense mental power of the Consultant of Crime.
McGinty didn't just hide information. He hid money. Shane O'Brady had been shocked when I'd handed McGinty $10,000... which was my money, not the FBI's... but I had an ulterior motive, and it was worth every penny of that money to achieve that ulterior motive.
The money had some special technology embedded in some of the metal strips that are in $100 bills. When he mailed the money to an address that would move whatever he sent to a storage pod, one Professor Marvin Milton, who was already pissed enough at the FBI, helped me trace the money to its location.
And then the Iron Wolf and my ninja succeeded in finding and retrieving the data, while the paid minions of those persons desperate to recover that material failed, and failed for years.
Stupid to fail. Unforgivable.
Hmmm, I thought to myself as I went to work, let's see what he had on Senator Samuel Russell... and Karl Handel...
Part 21 - Epilogue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the grounds of the State Capitol in Midtown at 7:00am, Monday, March 25th. "We shall finally get the truth about Governor Val Jared's abuse of power and harassment of women!"
Bettina began: "Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy is expected to answer a subpoena from the State House Judiciary Committee today, where he will be forced to tell the truth about the incident where Governor Jared allegedly ordered him to use the power of the SBI to harass two women who made credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor. State lawmakers expect that this will be the 'smoking gun' that will lead to the impeachment and removal of the Governor! Channel Two News will bring you the hearing live, beginning at 9:00am..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As 9:00am approached, it would've been a great time to commit a crime in the Town & County. MCD and Vice were packed full of Officers, as were the television rooms of 1st and 2nd Precincts. The tension in those rooms could be cut with a katana. Even Lt. Rudistan was not jovial today.
The eyes of the State were upon me as I entered the Judiciary Committee chamber and was escorted down the aisle to the table in front of the rows of seats where the Representatives of the State were arrayed. I was wearing my dark gray suit that was lined with armor, a collared button-down white shirt, and a solid blue tie. With me was my attorney, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. He looked just a shade too jovial for the gravity of this Inquisition about to take place.
The rows of seats behind my table were full, mostly with reporters, their faces showing their rabid, desperate hope to see me and Governor Val Jared destroyed. Robert Mullen and State Attorney General Karl Handel were also seated in the group, but placed fairly well away from me so that they would not be seen when the cameras focused upon me.
I also saw Bill Hacosta amongst the reporters; to my chagrin, the Westphalia D.A. had refused to charge him after I'd arrested him.
There was one beacon of light in that dark pool of hatred: Sheriff Griswold was seated right behind me, also wearing a civilian suit. He had forbidden anyone else from the TCPD from attending; ergo, Cindy Teresa, Tanya, and even Chief Moynahan had joined the crowd in MCD to nervously watch, as had ADAs Paulina Patterson and Franklin Washington.
I shook Sheriff Griswold's hand as I got to the table, then turned and sat down. The Legislators trickled in and took their seats, none of them keeping eye contact with me as I looked at each one of them in turn. For them, this was just one of their political games. For me, it was my life and the future of Truth and Justice at stake.
At 9:00am sharp, State House Justice Committee Chairman Justin Madoff (D - The City), one of the most corrupt politicians in the State, banged his gavel to begin the proceedings. "This hearing is in session." he said. "We are here to continue the work begun by Robert Mullen's Independent State Counsel to determine the truth of Governor Val Jared's abuse of power, and ultimately to impeach and remove the Governor from office. Police Commander Donald Troy has been subpoenaed by this Committee to appear, and he has fulfilled that obligation and is here now. Each Committee member will have five minutes of time to ask questions. Swear in the witness, please."
The Sergeant-At-Arms of the State House had me stand and raise my right hand. "Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?" he asked.
"I do." I replied. He had me sit down.
"Does the witness wish to make an opening statement?" asked Madoff.
"I will read a statement on his behalf." said Mike G. Todd. "My client has met his legal obligation to appear before this Committee, and his words will be the truth. Not what you want to hear, but the actual truth." That got us some dirty looks from some of the Democrats on the Committee... and crafty looks from others, particularly A.G. Handel. Here we go, I thought to myself.
"First question: the Representative from Southport, Mr. McKinney." said Madoff.
"Commander Troy," said McKinney, "you are also an Inspector in the SBI Reserve, is that right?"
I looked at Mike, who just nodded. And then I answered:
"On the advice of Counsel, and pursuant to the Rights afforded me by the Fifth Amendment of the Constitution of the United States, I decline to answer that question nor any questions from this Committee..."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Monday, March 25th. The world was exploding.
It certainly seemed so, anyway. Reporters literally knocked each other over to get out of the Committee chamber to report that I had just taken the Fifth rather than be entrapped by Legislators's questions on the Jared/Braselton/Rodman 'incident'.
The Members of the State House Judicial Committee were in open shock, none of them having expected that I would do what I had done. Their reaction was nowhere near what was on the faces of Republican State Attorney General Karl Handel and former Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen; they looked as if they had just been shot in the chest... and in the legal sense, they had been.
"Let's go." said my attorney Mike G. Todd. As we got up, Mike made the 'call me' gesture towards Committee Chairman Justin Madoff. Too stunned to act, Madoff did nothing as Mike and I left the Chamber.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did he just do?" exclaimed Detective Joanne Warner as a large number of Detectives, Officers, and the TCPD leadership watched on television.
"What he always does." said a grinning Captain Tanya Perlman. "He walks into the trap, springs his own, and walks back out."
"But... taking the Fifth?" asked a shocked Detective Roy McGillie. "What does that do for him?"
"They cannot charge him with lying under oath, is what it does for him." said ADA Paulina Patterson. "They'll either have to give him immunity, full immunity, or it's over and they have nothing on the Governor."
"I get that." said Detective Julia Rodriguez. "But won't this really hurt the Governor? Won't they say Commander Troy is hiding something, and covering up for Governor Jared?"
"Aren't they saying that anyway?" asked Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, drawing instant silence as that bit of truth slapped them in their collective face. Turning back to the telecast, Cindy said "Please keep reminding me to never play poker with the Iron Crowbar."
"And that's why he dressed in a civilian suit rather than his uniform." said Julia Rodriguez, beginning to figure it out. "He didn't want the Media showing him taking the Fifth as a Police Officer."
The chatter started up as everyone began realizing what I had done, and the implications of it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The hallway of the State Capitol building was full of reporters. I had Midtown P.D. Officers protecting me, as I did not trust the State Capitol Police as far as I could throw them. Between the MPD and some State Patrol Officers, an alley was made for me to walk freely. Still, reporters tried to press in on us (pun not intended) as they screamed questions at me, which I simply ignored.
"Where do you want to go?" asked Mike Todd as we were escorted into an area that was off-limits to the rabid Press.
"Why don't you come to MPD Headquarters?" said MPD Chief Frank Soltis. "We've got something we'd like to ask you about, anyway."
"Sounds good." said Mike. "Don, they're probably not going to call me until they have meetings to determine what to do."
"Meetings." I said. "There is one thing I can be sure of in all this: my daughter will never run for political office. She hates 'meetings'."
"Smart girl." said Frank Soltis. "Tell her not to grow up too fast." Too late, I thought to myself. Too late...
Part 2 - Moving and Machinations
The meeting was being held in the Conference Committee room, where State House and State Senate delegations ironed out differences in passed bills. Top Legislators of both Parties were in the room.
So was State Attorney General Karl Handel, who was muttering over and over "He took the Fifth... he took the Fifth...", his voice connoting sheer disbelief.
"He burned all our asses with that." said House Ways and Means Committee Chairman Elijah McKinney, his voice almost jovial like Micah Rudistan's always seemed to be.
"You seem to be happy about it." snarled Justin Madoff, his face ugly with bitter hatred.
"I think it's funny." McKinney unabashedly replied. "That Iron Crowbar, he's a tricky man, a sneaky, tricky man. I wish it were possible for me to like him."
"I sure as hell don't like him." said House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds, the Establishment Republican from Pottsville. "We had the bastard where we wanted him... and we let him off the hook."
"Ladies and gentlemen," said State Rep. Tasheeka Harris (D - Midtown), in whose District the State Capitol sat, "let's remember that the important thing is impeaching and convicting the racist Val Jared."
"And by taking the Fifth," said State Rep. Hoyt Stenson (D - Jacksonville), "Commander Troy has shown that there is a 'there' there, that there is a smoking gun. We should give Commander Troy immunity, and then force him to tell us everything he knows that will get Jared impeached and convicted."
"No!" yelled Karl Handel. "That is what you must not do! I want Troy's head on a spit. I want to charge him with perjury no matter what he says. If you give him immunity, I can't do that."
"What's more important? Getting the Iron Crowbar, or getting Val Jared?"asked a voice from a distance, a voice that connoted authority and confidence. Everyone looked up to see State Senator Katherine Woodburn (D - 1st District) coming up to the table.
"Jared." said Stenson. Many agreed with him.
"No!" snarled Karl Handel. "It's more important to bust Troy's balls. He's been helping and supporting Jared against us. I'll never forgive that bastard for interfering with my rightful Republican Caucus win."
"Suit yourself." Woodburn said, her voice reptilian in its flatness. "But you won't get revenge, not that way, not now. He's beaten you, Handel, as surely as if he took his crowbar and repeatedly pounded you on the back with it."
"So let's give Troy immunity." said Tasheeka Harris. "Get him back here to testify, and if Jared doesn't resign, he'll be impeached before the session ends."
"Are you sure?" asked Woodburn.
"What do you mean?" asked Hoyt Stenson, who considered Woodburn to be pushy and limitlessly ambitious, and therefore a threat to his own limitless ambitions.
"Are you absolutely sure whatever Donald Troy would say will implicate Jared?" asked Woodburn.
"Obviously it would." said Justin Madoff. "Why else would he have taken the Fifth?"
Katherine Woodburn whimpered a laugh. "Let me drop some unwelcome truth upon you people. The Fifth Amendment gives a person the right to not self-incriminate himself, or herself as the case may be. Your idiot A.G. Handel just admitted in front of you, out loud, that he intended to incriminate Troy no matter what Troy actually said. So the Iron Crowbar very correctly took the Fifth."
"However," Woodburn continued, as everyone looked daggers at Handel, "to the point of his testimony, Commander Troy has never said anything except that he opened the investigation of Braselton and Rodman before telling the Governor he would do so. You can read the Independent State Counsel's mind-numbingly boring report. We're not supposed to know what the Special Grand Jury was told, but they refused to indict Troy or Jared. So before you give Troy immunity... you better be sure of what he is going to say."
"We're glad to have your input and advice, Senator Woodburn." said Elijah McKinney affably. "What do you recommend we do? Nothing?"
"Exactly, Chairman McKinney." Woodburn said. "Do nothing. Remember, I was once the owner of a News Media organization, and in this case the Media has tremendous power to help you. Let them chant over and over again, day after day after day, that Commander Donald Troy covered up Jared's crimes by taking the Fifth. The damage to both will be devastating."
"And will that be enough to get the racist Jared out of office?" asked Tasheeka Harris.
"Probably not." said Elijah McKinney, catching on. "He's a lame duck, he can ride out the storm. And people will forget Donald Troy took the Fifth when they read the next headline of the next 400-billion-dollar drug bust he makes."
"Then that's not good enough!" Wilson Hammonds almost shouted. "It is absolutely imperative that Val Jared be removed from office for his racist abuses of undocumented workers!"
"He's hamstrung." said Katherine Woodburn. "Why not just let him sit there and let the Media pound away at him? It will also hurt Sharon Marshall's chances to be the Republicans's next nominee for Governor, which might be more important than getting Jared."
"Why not?" Hammonds yelled. "Because we have to punish the Voters that voted for him! We have to show the Voters that they are required to accept our choices for them, and if they vote for someone like Val Jared or Sharon Marshall, then we will correct their mistakes, and show them the error of their way in thinking they can ever be free of us! This is about shoving a crowbar up the ass of every person that voted for Val Jared!"
Everyone looked at Wilson Hammonds as if he was going insane, and they might not have been wrong to think that. Seeing their looks, he snarled at them "You Democrats know it's true, too, and you're no better. You want 'one man, one vote, one time', and then you'll control the population with an iron fist, just like your Socialist brothers did in Venezuela."
"All right, all right, enough of that." said Justin Madoff, not liking it that Hammonds was dropping truth bombs about both Parties.
"What about limited immunity?" asked Stenson. "We give Troy immunity from any abuse charges stemming from his helping Jared harass those women, but not on what he says during his testimony."
Katherine Woodburn could not help it; she burst out laughing like Cindy Ross's sister Molly often did, and Cindy herself did at times. Then the humor left her as quickly as it came, and she said bitterly "Are you people really that stupid? You think the Iron Crowbar isn't going to see right through that?"
"If we offer immunity, he can't take the Fifth." said Stenson, trying to play the intellectual. "He will have to testify, and if he doesn't tell us what we want to hear, we refer perjury charges to the State Attorney General."
"He'll tie that up in Court for years." Katherine Woodburn said.
"And he'll be suspended while he does." said Handel.
"What if he's not?" asked Elijah McKinney. "What if the judge, or the State Supreme Court, orders a stay of his suspension, and he's fully on duty while it goes to Court? And I'll tell you now... he can reject limited immunity and keep his invocation of the Fifth."
"It's worth the try." said Stenson. State A.G. Handel nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I'm going to meet with the members of the Committee," said Justin Madoff, "and we'll decide what to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into Midtown PD. Chief Frank Soltis took me to the office area that contained the desks where then-Captain Moynahan and Detectives Molly Evans, Wes Masters, and Frank Soltis had once worked.
"Yes, same office, greater brain trust now." said Soltis, seeing my look as I glanced around. "Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson are at Police Academy Advanced Course with your Detective Jerome Davis, but we have a promising pair of new Detectives."
He led me to two desks facing each other, and said: "This is Nell Bell. She's like your Mary Milton: very good with the computers and analysis, and she can out-shoot anyone on the Midtown Force. And this is Eric Hannum, who is good enough to be one of your Mouseketeers, but has also shown great ability at crime scenes."
Nell Bell was pretty and had brown hair, and she was short, fairly fit, and did not look like someone with the IQ I'd heard she had. Eric Hannum was medium height and build, blondish-brown hair, glasses that made him look a bit nerdish. He was dressed in civilian clothes, and rather 'casual' clothing at that.
"Wow, the Iron Crowbar!" Nell said in wonder as I shook her hand. She had a very sweet, feminine voice. "I've heard so much about you!"
"Just the good stuff, I hope." I said. "I've heard of you, too... you took the Police Academy by storm." As I shook Hannum's hand, I said "My Captain Perlman said you are great at crime scenes."
"She tried to recruit me as a CSI when she was the State Crime Lab Director." said Eric, who looked a little afraid of me for no reason I could understand. "But I really wanted to be a field Officer."
"That's her story, too; she prefers being a field Detective." I said. "Chief Soltis, who is their unit leader?"
"Me personally." said Chief Soltis. "For now, anyway. Either Ruger or Wesson is going to be promoted to Detective Sergeant, and eventually we'll have a Lieutenant or Captain for the unit... once I find someone I can trust. I'd love it if 'Coldiron' Masters would come back, but he seems to love it in City I.A."
"I think you're right." I said. "So, what was the case you wanted to discuss with me?"
We sat down near Nell's desk. She brought up images on the giant plasma screen on the wall opposite the desks.
"We've had three reported thefts since the calendar year began." said Nell Bell. "People hire movers off Craigslist or other online sites, the movers come, they load up everything the family owns... and then they don't show up at the new location, and are never seen again, anywhere."
"That's just in our jurisdiction." said Eric Hannum. "We ran a check with the State Regional Intelligence Center, the SRIC. There have been a number of these thefts over the last six months all over the State."
"We're not part of the SRIC." I said. "But we get a report of one of these every once in a while. A couple of times it was a scam run by University students. So what's the special thing about them you wanted to bring to my attention?"
"The last two we had," said Nell Bell, "and a couple that came up in the Pottsville area, were not with unknown fly-by-night movers from Craigslist, but from State Moving Services, a wholly-owned subsidiary of State Parcel Service. SMS actually came to us about the last one, saying their reputation and their insurance was taking a hit, and they really wanted to catch whoever was using their name."
She continued: "They claimed that the customer arranged with them for the move, but the trucks that arrived were not real SMS trucks, but other trucks painted with the SMS logo, and when the real SMS trucks arrived, they found the fake movers had already carted the family's valuables away."
"O-kayyy, so it could be someone on the inside feeding perps that information." I mused. "They need to find the leak." I'm sure they were thinking that I was annoyed that they were even discussing this with me. Chief Soltis stepped in, trying to help.
"Commander," he said, "we're bringing this to your attention for a couple of reasons. First, in case you see a pattern we've missed. And second... who in the SBI do we take this to?"
"To answer your second question first, and to make a short story long," I replied, "the SBI is compartmentalized, into Immigration and Drug Enforcement (IDE); Bureau of Firearms and Explosives (BFE); State Tax Enforcement (STE) in conjunction with the State Tax Authority; the Office of Ethics and Review (OER); and the Office of Financial Investigations (OFI), which includes Statewide financial crimes and insurance issues, in conjunction with the State Insurance Commissioner's office. "
I continued: "There really is no SBI non-drug Vice unit, despite SBI Chaplain Ikea's attempts to start one to bust prostitutes all over the State. There are SBI Agents theoretically not assigned to any specific branch, and the idea is that they would assist local LEOs to investigate crimes of violence, such as homicides and robberies. But the SBI has become so despised that their help is virtually never asked for."
I went on: "If there is anyone to call, the SBI-OFI might be the answer, since the insurance companies are having to pay for the thefts. Other than them, all you can do is work with other local jurisdictions, or contact the FBI if you can show something crosses State lines."
"As to the first question," I said as I pored over the data, "for the most part these guys are small fry selling to independent fencers, and it's unlikely that there is one large organization behind this. Like I said before, the SMS connection suggests someone on the inside is getting information on potential targets, and that might be worth glancing into a bit harder. But other than that, I just don't see anything big on this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sorry to bother you with that." said Chief Soltis as we walked down the halls to his office.
"No, it's not a bother." I said. "Just not much I can do with it. Looks like they did well to get the SMS connection, though."
As we went into the Chief's office and sat down, Chief Soltis said "Nell Bell is one of the highest-IQ persons ever to graduate the Police Academy. The SRIC tried to hire her as an analyst, but she didn't want to be limited to an office. That's also why we didn't put her under Lieutenant David Krueger; he wants to be in charge of analysts, and she's not the one. I'm a bit surprised the TCPD didn't grab her."
"We probably would have," I said, "if we didn't have Myron and Mary Milton already. I'm glad you snagged her. You could use that kind of help, here."
"I'm glad we did, too." said Soltis. "Anyway, she's the one that got onto these moving van thefts, then found the SMS connection. She's like a pit bull: she'll bite down and not let go until there's just nothing left to chew on."
"And Eric Hannum?" I asked.
"He's a good crime scene analyst." said Soltis. "He's also a lot better with data mining than he tries to let on. I think he's afraid we'll stick him into Intelligence Analysis with David Krueger. And he may well be right. I'm monitoring to see how that shakes out."
I nodded. "That's the thing, isn't it?" I asked. "Putting people where they need to be, and what's in the best interest of the Force, but also where they want to be and what makes them happy. Sometimes... those don't mix well."
"What do you do when something like that comes up?" asked Chief Soltis.
"I go to the guys with decades of experience: Sheriff Griswold and Chief Moynahan." I replied. "I'm a good Detective, but I freely admit that I'm not above getting better advice when I'm in over my head."
"I hear ya." said Soltis. "And thank God Chief Moynahan takes my phone calls. Just between us, Don... I really was in over my head when I took this job. I wasn't ready, and it was almost too big for me. Molly got it right, taking the NCPD Chief position."
"Nonsense." I said. "You've done very well here. You had to grow up fast, but you were up to it. And just between us... Chief Moynahan is very proud of you and your success here. Very proud." I didn't say it out loud, but Moynahan's relationship with his old Midtown group was not unlike my relationship with now-Sheriff Griswold...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:10pm, Monday, March 25th. My cellphone rang. It was Mike G. Todd.
"Hey Don," he said, "they're offering limited immunity."
"Define 'limited'." I said.



"Basically, you can't be charged for any role in harassment of those women." said Todd. "But they say you have to answer the questions truthfully, or be charged with perjury."
"No go." I said. "They must really think I'm an Agency of the Weak-Minded. Very insulting. Very insulting, indeed."
"So what should I tell them that you want?" Mike asked. "You can maintain your silence under the Fifth for any partial immunity until a judge works out what it would cover."
I replied: "Full immunity, especially from potential perjury charges. And the agreement has to be signed by the House Speaker, the Committee Chairman... and A.G. Karl Handel."
"Wow, I don't know if I can get that." said Mike.
"Then I don't testify." I said. Mike said he would call me back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sometimes I think you are the craziest man I have ever met." said State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone (D - Southport) as he, State Senator Moe Molinari (R - Westphalia & Eastphalia), and I sat in Cerone's office. "And then I realize you're crazy like a fox, and one big reason I retired from 'other' businesses and became a humble State Senator." I smiled at that admission by the former Boss of Bosses of the Southport Mob.
"What did the Governor say when you told him you were going to take the Fifth?" asked Molinari.
"I never told him." I said. "I didn't tell Sheriff Griswold, either."
"Oh my goodness." said Molinari, stunned. "Jared is going to be pissed."
I shrugged. "If he's smart enough to figure out what I'm doing, he won't be. And think about it: can the Press really attack him any more than they already have?"
"Maybe not." said Cerone. "But they'll say your invoking is a 'smoking gun'. Bettina Wurtzburg might have an orgasm on the air in front of everybody." We all broke out in uproarious laughter over that one.
"Well," I said after I managed to stop laughing, "it's a risk I have to take. And I don't really owe the Governor anything... do I?" Both powerful Legislators just nodded in understanding.
I spent the rest of the day in Lt. Governor Marshall's office on my Police laptop, reading duty logs and Police reports, then talking on my Police iPhone to Teresa and Tanya about various 'minding-the-store' things, including telling them to have my Detectives cooperate with MPD's Detective Nell Bell on moving van disappearances and thefts.
At 7:35pm, my cellphone rang. It was Mike Todd...
Part 3 - The Witness For The Prosecution, Sort Of
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from in front of the Courthouse Complex at 7:00am, Tuesday, March 26th. "The world of State politics was rocked by a nuclear bombshell as Police Commander Donald Troy took the Fifth rather than testify against deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared before the State House Judiciary Committee!"
Bettina was dressed as if she were going on the hottest date of her life, smiling happily as she said "In one of the most hypocritical actions of his controversial career as a Police Officer, TCPD Commander Donald Troy refused to give truthful testimony to the Committee investigating abuse of power charges against Governor Jared! Let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder. Lester!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Lester 'Penis' Holder, looking very smug as the camera feeds switched to him. "With me is Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Social and Political Change. Dr. Keller, isn't it pretty hypocritical for a Police Officer to take the Fifth?"
"More than that," said Adam 'Pencil Neck' Keller, "it's suspicious. It undermines any trust the Public has in the Police, and it certainly makes us wonder what Donald Troy is trying to keep the Public from knowing, as he hides like a scared child behind the skirts of the Fifth Amendment."
"Dr. Keller," said Holder, "should the Public consider this to be the 'smoking gun', showing that there really is a cover-up of the Governor's abusive actions towards two women who made very credible claims of sexual harassment against him?"
"We'll just have to let the Public decide for itself what Commander Troy's evasive actions really mean." Keller said, choosing his words very carefully. "But the Public is well within its prerogatives to question Commander Troy's motives in taking the Fifth."
"Thank you, Dr. Keller." said Lester Holder. He turned back to the camera and said "Bettina, when it came time to tell the truth, Commander Troy 'blinked', and he backed down. He should resign; Commander Troy simply does not have enough integrity to wear the uniform and badge of a Police Officer at the local or State level."
"Thank you, Lester!" said Bettina. "I couldn't agree more about Commander Troy's lack of integrity, and his hypocrisy in all of this. But... wait..." she said, pretending to listen to her earpiece, even though this was pre-planned.
"Ladies and gentlemen," Bettina said, "Channel Two News has just learned that the State Judiciary Committee will try again today, as an agreement to give Commander Troy full immunity in exchange for his truthful testimony has been reached! Commander Troy will again be forced to testify before the Committee at 10:00am..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
This morning I came into the Committee room in my semi-formal uniform with the full complement of ribbons, the red ribbon of the Medal of Valor around my neck, my metal rank insignia gleaming in the lights, and my patent-leather black shoes spit-shined to the Airborne standard. Sheriff Griswold was similarly attired in his full-dress Sheriff uniform, though not wearing his MOV, as he took his seat behind me.
The night before, I'd been ushered into a room with House Speaker Jacobson, Leader McKinney, Chairman Madoff, and A.G. Handel. Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall was also in the room, signing the document on the Governor's behalf. And that document was the ironclad full immunity that Mike Todd had worked out for me.
It was clear that Handel did not want to do this as Madoff kept asking me if I understood what I was signing, causing me to make sure I was not signing away my first born child Carole nor her dog Bowser. I didn't answer Madoff (I'd invoked, remember?). I did notice that Handel was trying hard to read me, trying to determine what kind of trap I was laying for him.
Finally, it came time for him to sign. He did try to get me to sign before he did, but I spoke up for the first time and said that if he didn't sign first, I would not sign at all. So he signed, then Mike and I signed.
"Tomorrow morning, ten o'clock." Justin Madoff said menacingly. "And you better tell the fucking truth."
"Oh I will." I said. "The absolute truth. The question is... can you handle the truth?" Sharon Marshall and Elijah McKinney smiled at that, and Mike G. Todd had a huge grin on his face. Madoff and Handel looked at me with unappeasable hatred on their faces.
Now in live time, I once again made sure to make strong eye contact with every Representative that came in to take their seats, and again most of them could not withstand the look. Then Chairman Madoff gaveled the Committee into session and had me sworn in again. He explained that I was testifying under an Immunity agreement, trying to make it sound as bad and dishonest as possible. Then it was my turn.
Mike Todd said "My client would like to read a statement before answering your questions."
I then read the following statement: "I wish to point out two important points. First, the claims of sexual harassment by Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton were not credible, and were proved criminally false without a shadow of a doubt. They pled guilty to making false statements regarding that case. The document they provided, a yearbook allegedly signed by Mr. Jared before he was Governor, was proved by the FBI to be a forgery of his signature. Therefore, my actions in investigating their crimes were lawful and legitimate, and conducted within the constraints of the Constitution and the law."
"Second," I said, "as I have stated many times, under oath and not under oath, I did not inform Governor Val Jared that I was investigating Rodman and Braselton until after I formally opened the investigation. I did not discuss opening the investigation with the Governor before actually opening it. I did nothing wrong in the initiation and conduct of the investigation, and to the best of my knowledge Governor Jared did nothing wrong, either. Unless someone has new evidence of which I'm completely unaware, the accusations made against the Governor in this case, particularly the libelous attacks by a biased, viciously hostile Media, are completely false."
At that point, Mike covered my microphone with his hand and whispered to me to be careful in statements like that, as they're opinion while I'm under oath. I nodded and said into the microphone "That concludes my opening statement."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It went on for five hours. Most of the Legislators on both sides of the aisle used their five minutes to either accuse Governor Jared of Hitler-esque crimes against humanity or to praise me for my integrity and solving cases. A few tried to poke and prod at me by asking questions, but I held firm. The only problem came up when Tasheeka Harris, the Representative of inner Midtown, who was black, tried a shot:
"Commander Troy," she asked, "does your testimony today agree with the testimony you gave the Special Grand Jury?"
That got Mike whispering my ear. I nodded, then answered: "As you know, Representative Harris, Special Grand Jury testimony is sealed and secret, and under the law I am not allowed to discuss any aspect of my testimony before the Special Grand Jury. Therefore, my answer is that I neither confirm nor deny that today's testimony agreed with it."
"So you refuse to answer the question?" Harris pressed.
Mike Todd stood up. "My client is obeying the law and not discussing Grand Jury testimony. Your question is unlawful at best, and a deliberate attempt to entrap my client at worst. Even under the immunity agreement under which my client is testifying, Grand Jury testimony is off-limits to discussion in this hearing."
"Very well." said Tasheeka Harris. "Commander Troy, did you assist Daniel Allgood in suppressing votes that denied Eldrick X. Weaver his rightful win in last November's mayoral election in your Town & County?"
Mike was about to object, but I pulled him back into his chair and said "I don't accept the premise of your question. A Superior Court Judge ruled the extra ballots to be illegal and invalid, and the woman that found those extra votes admitted to voter fraud and is serving time in prison as we speak. Eldrick X. Weaver lost that election; the rightful win was Daniel Allgood's."
"You're a racist!" yelled Tasheeka Harris, causing a flurry of objections from other Committee Members, and even Chairman Madoff banging his gavel and calling for order.
"I'll respond to that viciously racist statement," I said when things settled down, "by saying that I'll put my record of very strong fairness to all Citizens of all ethnicities, genders, and orientations up against your racist hatred against Whites any day, Ms. Harris---" The last part didn't make it to the recorders; Mike Todd had covered my microphone and all but clamped his hand over my mouth.
There were only a couple of Legislators left, and they used their time to pontificate on irrelevant things. The hearing was then adjourned, and Mike and I left quickly, followed by Sheriff Griswold...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Upon Sgt. Andrew Prince setting the TCPD's Bell 206 helicopter on its spot at County Airport, Sheriff Griswold and I got out and went to my Police SUV. We drove directly to the Cop Bar.
"So what did the Governor have to say about all of this, Sheriff?" I asked.
"He and his staff pretty much figured it out, once you took the Fifth." said Griswold. "I think he would've liked a heads-up on it, but the ironic thing is that you not giving him a heads-up on the Rodman-Braselton investigation is what has saved his bacon on this whole thing."
I chuckled, and then the Sheriff said "But he and the Lt. Governor think this worst of this is now over, and they won't be able to impeach him... at least not for a legitimate reason." I nodded as we pulled into the parking lot of the Cop Bar.
Upon our entry into the front door, all of the Police Officers and Firefighters there stood as one in a huge standing ovation for me. You'd think I was a politician as I shook a lot of hands and said a lot of thanks as we made our way to the main back room. A table was set up for all of the MCD and Vice Detectives and their leadership in an impromptu celebration, not unlike one of our celebrations after we solved a big case.
Chief Moynahan was seated next to me, and said "I just hope that you did not give the the Press ammunition for more racism charges."
"Doesn't matter what I say or do." I said. "The Press will take any answer, or any non-answer, and twist it around to accuse me of being a racist. But they've been pushing the race card so hard the last few months and years, that its effectiveness is bound to wear off."
"Or create a backlash, which is what I believe they really want." said the Chief, and rather astutely, I might add. "I know you're not a racist, Don, but I know you hate the Press and might say anything in front of them, and they might twist things around. Just be circumspect in anything you say."
"Roger that, Chief." I replied, knowing that the Chief was not muzzling me, just giving me some good advice about optics.
After dinner was over, people talked in groups, as people are wont to do. I ended up talking with Cindy and Teresa.
"So is it over?" Cindy asked me.
"I hope so." I said. "For me it is, anyway."
Teresa said "Todd's lobbyists said that there was a push by some of the really Socialist young Reps, like Nina Cortez and Tasheeka Harris, to have your immunity revoked, saying that you're lying when you said you didn't tell the Governor before you started the investigation."
"You could tie that up in Court for years, and then you'd win." said Cindy.
"At this point," I said, "you're going to hear a lot of posturing and a lot of crap from the Legislators's potty mouths. And the Press is never going to drop it; their hatred of both me and the Governor is limitless and unappeasable. But the danger should be over, touch wood." I touched the wood of the table as I said it. So did Cindy and Teresa.
Superstitious Crowbar People, we are...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home to the Mountain Nest, I sat down at the dinner table with my family, though I was not hungry. With the Council meeting taking place tonight, Stephanie Steele and Marie had been invited to join Laura, Carole, and Jim. Dinner included... stringbeans! And for some reason Laura was trying to force Carole to eat some of them.
"Daddy can have my stringbeans." Carole offered. "He had busy day in front of Congress." That made the adults laugh out loud.
"That was the State Legislature, Carole," I said, "where you and I went and were given those Certificates. Congress is in Washington, D.C., and is the Legislature for the whole United States."
"Oh." said Carole. "Is Congress as bad as the State Legis...legis... State Congress?"
I helped Carole say the word 'legislature', then said "And yes, the U.S. Congress is much worse than the State Legislature. The State Legislature is going to be finished for the year in just a week. The U.S. Congress never stops, and we have the huge deficits and national debt to show for it."
Fortunately, Carole was not interested in the National Debt, and had moved on to other, more important things. "You can still have my stringbeans, Daddy." she again offered helpfully.
"That's very nice of you, Carole." I said. And I did take the stringbeans as I asked "Why are we having stringbeans tonight ,by the way?"
"I asked Mommy to cook stringbeans!" Jim said proudly. "And Carole needs to eat all of hers, Daddy!" Marie giggled loudly at that. I felt glad that Carole did not (yet) have a crowbar to wave in their general direction.
"Uh huh." I said witheringly. I could see where my young engineer son had engineered this problem for his big sister. Wonder where he inherited that trait from, I thought amusedly. Still, I said "Jim, you worry about your own stringbeans, okay?"
"Yeah!" Carole said strongly. "You stay out of my stringbean business, Jim!" Marie laughed out loud again. Hoo boy, I thought to myself. Remedial instruction on good manners at the dinner table was 'discussed'.
Part 4 - Fallout
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 27th. "Joining me is trusted civil rights reporter Lester Holder."
Amber began: "The testimony of Commander Donald Troy before the State Judiciary Committee ended in controversy and acrimony, with Legislators accusing Commander Troy of lying under oath to protect deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared as well as making viciously racist statements when sharply questioned by State Representative Tasheeka Harris, who is a woman of color."
"That's right, Amber." said Lester Holder. "Commander Troy dishonestly testified that Daniel Allgood's win in last year's Election was legitimate, even though many lawful ballots in a majority-black district were thrown out, changing the outcome of the Election. He also called Representative Harris a racist for challenging his dishonest statement regarding the Election, which was a lie while he was under oath."
"That's right, Lester." said Amber. "Unfortunately, Commander Troy was testifying under an immunity agreement, so he could tell any racist lie he wanted and get away with it---"
*CLICK!*
It was Cindy Ross herself who expertly used the remote to turn off the television monitor in the Chief's Conference Room. "Thank you." I said in the silence of the room.
"You're quite welcome." Cindy replied.
"That was ridiculous." Teresa said. "And outright libel."
"I wonder why they didn't have Bettina do the hatchet job, but had Amber and Penis Holder doing it instead." Tanya said.
"Cap-tnnnnn." admonished Chief Moynahan.
"That's what he is, Chief." I said fearlessly. "And I released pictures to the Public showing just that: Holder holding Graham Collins's penis, and in a sexual way." Seeing the Chief looking 'disapprovingly' at me, I hastily continued: "As to who was on this morning's broadcast and who wasn't, Penis Holder is black, so if we were to say anything about his libel, he and KXTC will call us racists. And Amber is expendable; it's only a matter of time and her trial until she goes to prison for a year."
"Think that'll happen?" asked Cindy.
"Miriam Walters is pushing hard for it to happen." I said. "She totally rebuffed Burt West when he tried to set up a meeting to talk to her about it, and she's told Amber's lawyers she has no desire to make any plea deal that does not include at least one full year of prison time served."
"Yet still they go full frontal assault on you," Cindy said, "even though you told the truth, you said nothing racist but was called a racist... well, I guess telling the truth about using fraud to get a black man elected over the rightful winner who is a white man is now considered 'racism'."
"What was in that coffee you made this morning, Commander Troy?" asked the Chief with some asperity.
"Truth serum, Chief." I said with a grin. "Not that we need it around these here parts..."



"Obviously." replied the Chief. "O-kayyyy, I don't think that little rant by Amber and Holder are going to be helpful to KXTC, so no replies to it, officially or unofficially, by any of you. Let them shadow box with empty air, and let it die down."
"Commander Troy," the Chief continued, "you were away a lot of last week and the first part of this week. Get up to speed on what is going on in my Police Department, and be ready to brief me at 9:00am."
"I can brief you now, if you like, sir." I said. "I made sure to keep up with everything, including Angels meetings by phone."
"Good." said the Chief. "See me at 9:00am anyway..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise." said the athletic and pretty blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am. "With me as always is Meredith Peller. Hello, Meredith!"
"Hello, Catrina!" said the 'housewife-pretty' blonde Meredith Peller. "Here's what's happening in the news. It was big, it was controversial, and it was a brutal cat-and-dog fight as Commander Donald Troy testified under oath and with immunity before the State House Judiciary Committee. Let's go to our field political reporter Priya Ajmani in Midtown for the details. Priya!"
"Hi Meredith, hi Catrina!" the lovely Indian reporterette said as she came onto our television screen. "Yes, Commander Troy testified, saying what he has always said: that he never told Governor Jared that he was investigating Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton until after he'd opened the investigation. Despite his consistency, Commander Troy testified under an immunity agreement, and it was good for him that he had it, as sources tell Fox Eight News that Legislators intended to accuse Commander Troy for perjury if he did not implicate Governor Jared, and State A.G. Karl Handel was very eager to press charges against Commander Troy if he did not say what A.G. Handel wanted to hear."
"Priya!" said Catrina, "sorry to interrupt, but A.G. Handel signed the immunity agreement. If he was so eager to charge Commander Troy with perjury, why did he sign the immunity agreement?"
"That's a great question, Catrina!" said Priya, who obviously had the answer already; this was 'batting practice' pitching. "Sources have told Fox Eight News that A.G. Handel wanted to give limited immunity, but Commander Troy and his lawyer refused to accept anything but full immunity. After a brief private meeting between A.G. Handel and Commander Troy's attorney Mike G. Todd, Mr. Handel did sign the agreement."
"So what else happened, Priya?" asked Meredith Peller.
Priya replied: "The testimony became tense and then explosive when Representative Tasheeka Harris of Midtown, who is black, questioned Commander Troy on last Fall's mayoral race, accusing Commander Troy of helping Daniel Allgood deny Eldrick X. Weaver the win. Commander Troy strongly rebutted Representative Harris's assertions, and Ms. Harris called Commander Troy a racist. Commander Troy's reply was cut off and his microphone did not catch what he said, but Legislators on both sides of the aisle were making objections to the exchange, and Committee Chairman Madoff shut it all down. Let's roll the tape on that now."
Tape rolled, showing somewhat edited parts of the exchange, but at least showing Your Iron Crowbar in a 'not unfavorable' light.
"Thank you, Priya! We'll come back to you shortly." Catrina said. "Right now we have Peter Dwayne Gordon of Clear Call Polling with us. Peter, what is the fallout of all this?"
"Good morning, Catrina and Meredith." said Peter Gordon said cheerfully. "As you know, we conduct polls on Commander Donald Troy because we receive numerous requests for that information. After being credited with the Marcie Harper drug bust, Commander Troy's popularity in the Tri-County area, which includes the Town & County, Nextdoor County, and Coltrane County, was at 86%. Spot polling Monday after he took the 5th showed Commander Troy dropping to 72%, but after yesterday's testimony he is back up to 80%, all with a 3% margin of error."
"How about Governor Jared?" asked Meredith.
"After the Budget was passed," said Peter, "the Governor was at 52%, his best polling of his second term. After Commander Troy took the 5th on Monday, Jared's numbers dropped all the way to 42%. Yesterday he'd climbed back up to 46%. So while taking the Fifth is not supposed to be automatically construed as guilt, the relentless Press coverage telling people what to think had a very deleterious effect on the Governor's numbers."
"What about the Republican and Democrat Parties?" asked Catrina.
"The data is very location-dependent." said Peter Gordon. "For the Republican Party, in the rural areas that tend to support Grassroots Republicans such as Governor Jared, his numbers have held steady, as have Sharon Marshall's. They're much lower but also steady in the urban centers of the State. But in the suburbs, the Republicans are taking huge hits, especially in areas currently represented by Establishment Republicans. Similar results are showing for the Democrats, who are making those gains among the so-called soccer moms of the suburbs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Priya's sure changed." Tanya Perlman said as we sat in my office before the Angels meeting. Cindy said nothing, though her eyes fluttered towards me for a second before returning to the monitor as Tanya finished: "She used to be what Amber is now."
"I'm not complaining." I said. "I'm not holding out hope that Amber or Bettina are going to get any better, though. So, ladies, the Chief was right: I haven't been here very much the past week and a half. You've done a great job in my absence, and I appreciate the emails and phone conversations keeping me in the loop. So... what's new?"
"I took a call from Detective Nell Bell in Midtown yesterday afternoon." Tanya said. "I'd looked to see if we had any moving van thefts in this County, and we'd had a couple that appeared to be a scam run by some University students using Craigslist. But we had a different anomaly that was very interesting to her: the TCPD has recently recovered two State Moving Services trucks, both empty."
Tanya continued: "One was found in the Junction Station area; the other, just south of the Pet Cemetery. Both trucks were wiped clean, with no fingerprints or any other evidence revealing where they'd come from nor what they'd carried. Detective Bell said the truck numbers matched trucks that had disappeared with people's furniture and stuff from other parts of the State."
"Hmmm... wait." I said as it hit me. "These were real SMS trucks?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "The VINs as well as car tags matched vehicles belonging to SMS. After holding them for four weeks, we gave them back to SMS."
"Cool beans." I said. "I asked because when I talked to Detective Bell yesterday, I thought she'd said that fake SMS trucks had arrived to pick up people's furniture. But the ones found empty in our County were real SMS trucks?"
Teresa asked "Maybe those were different cases than these?"
"That's likely." I said. "Tanya, tell you what: even though this probably falls under Vice, assign an MCD Detective to it. Get with Detective Bell in Midtown and clear up all the misunderstandings about fake vs. real trucks, then let's see what else we can find out, including what might've been on the empty trucks before they disappeared and were found empty up here."
"How about I assign Geiger to it." suggested Tanya, her eyes twinkling. "He's transferring to MCD after Davis gets back from Advanced Course."
"You know what's the only thing wrong with that idea?" I asked.
"That you didn't think of it yourself." Cindy said flatly, stealing my joke right out from under me.
"Ouch! Touché!" I said, conceding victory. "But yes, that's a good idea. Put Geiger on it. I was going to suggest having Mary Milton call Detective Bell, though. I get the idea that those two might get along very well. Similar personality types."
"Just don't have them be such good friends that Mary leaves for Midtown." Tanya said.
"The worry is not wasted. Mary did work down there before coming up here." Teresa said.
"But her husband and baby are up here." I said. "If she ever leaves, you will definitely get to know what my face would look like when I am totally shocked. Okay, any other business?"
"Fallout, pun intended, from the nuclear incident." Cindy said. "I talked with Tim Jenkins of the FBI. He said there are still no leads on the whereabouts of Tomoko Shimono 2.0, which is what they still call her, nor any sign of Jerry Barsbane, Trent Ridge, Quint Starr, nor Dick Granger. Federal warrants were served and executed to examine Granger's office at State Parcel Service in the City as well as his home. It was 'no joy' for any information on that."
"They may be well out of State by now." said Teresa. "They'd be idiots to hang around the Iron Crowbar's domains. I did contact Police Chief Harold Bennett in my childhood home town to be on the lookout for all of them in that area, but they haven't seen anything... at least that's what they're telling me."
"What's going on out there regarding railroads and industries moving in?" I asked.
"It's tied up in Court now." Teresa said. "The Midwest & Pacific Railroad had options on the land for railroads, and BigRoadAndRailCorp tried to buy that land out from under them. I do know that U.S. Senators Samuel Russell and Roy Lester (of the State west of us) pushed really hard for the Federal Railroad Administration to give the rights to BigRoadAndRailCorp, but the Court issued an injunction."
"And until that gets resolved, everyone else is standing by or held in check." I said.
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "Todd is generally moving away from putting a BOW Enterprises facility out there, especially after the attempt to steal the Mutanix technology. He's now looking to see if there's any silver in the ground out there."
"He's got enough to to, and he wants to go into silver mining?" Cindy asked, perhaps a bit witheringly.
"Silver is important in technological applications." Teresa replied. "If they find any deposits at all, they could well be worth mining."
"And crops don't grow exceptionally well out there." I mused, the chemist in me speaking up. "There could indeed be some silver deposits."
As I drew the meeting to a close, I said "Cindy, if you talk to Tim Jenkins again, ask him to very quietly look into Jeff Farley, the City Police Officer that worked with Bundy McGinty, then was rumored to have gone to the SBI and worked with Ferrell. I can't come up with any record of Farley being in the SBI, nor being an SBI Reservist or Consultant. It might be worth pursuing."
"Wilco." said Cindy. Was that my imagination, or did her ice-blue eyes light up just a little bit at me having given her a reason to talk to him again?...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I reported to the Chief's office for my meeting with him. When his assistant Cassie admitted me into the office, I saw that Sheriff Griswold was already there and seated. I sat down at the Chief's invitation next to the Sheriff.
"Very well done in Mid-towwwnnnnn, Commander." said Moynahan. "I also talked to Chief Soltis, and he expressed his appreciation for you consulting with his young Detectives about the moving van thefts."
"Please tell him I was glad to consult with his new people, who are impressive young Detectives." I said. "Between you, me, and the crowbars, I think he's worried that I was miffed that I was consulted on such a seemingly small thing... but it's not small, especially if there's an SMS and therefore SPS connection."
"Har." growled Griswold. "Funny how all this stuff connected to Blassingame has been coming up the past few weeks."
"Chief," I said with a grin, "Our Sheriff obviously believes in coincidences."
"Heh heh heh heh." Chief Moynahan chuckled as Griswold's mustaches twitched merrily. "I bee-lieeeve the Sheriff has some information for you, Mr. Crowbar."
"Yes, I do." said Griswold. "I got word from John Colby about the Council meeting last night. They've tabled my proposal to have the EMTs resurrected. Their official reason was to see what the Charter Commission does. Their unofficial excuse was to let the Charter Commission do it, so that the Council is absolved of blame if any problems come up."
"Harrumph." I said. "Politicians. Can't live with 'em, can't shoot 'em... especially the Sheriff."
"Just don't shoot the Deputy, Crowbar." Griswold softly growled, his mustaches twitching some more.
"Oooh, good one, Sheriff!" I said. "And I'm not asskissing when I say that."
"You gotta learn to kiss ass, Crowbar." the Sheriff replied.
"If Commander Troy starts kissing asses," said the Chief, "I'm going to shoot him and find out what he did with the real Iron Crowbarrrrr..."
Part 5 - Jailbreak
At 10:30am, Wednesday, March 27th, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone came to Police Headquarters. His face looked worried, but what had my curiosity up much more was who came with him: Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood. My curiosity, and foreboding, increased when they went by the Command Suite (my and Cindy's offices) and to the Chief's office suite.
Moments later, Cindy and I were 'invited' to the Chief's Conference Room. "What's it about?" Cindy whispered as we almost collided in the anteroom in front of our office doors.
"No idea." I said.
Going into the Conference Room, the Chief was at his usual place at the near end of the table. To his right, his back to the door, was Muscone. To the Chief's left, facing the door, was Melina. I went and sat to her left, and Cindy took the seat to Jack's right.
"Thanks for coming in." Muscone said. "A serious situation has developed. There has been an escape from two prisons, including the Supermax prison east of Acropolis City (the capitol of the State to our east).
Melina took it up, having plugged her tablet into the console on the middle of the table, and bringing up some photos on the wall monitor. "These two men were helped out of the two prisons. I think you might remember them."
"Ohhhhhh, shi-it." I muttered as I looked at the mug shots of George Aurus and Jimmy Tolson. (Author's note: 'Black Velvet' and 'Power' for Aurus, 'Disappearing Act' for Tolson.) "How did they escape? They had to have had help--- ohhhhhh, noooooo."
"What?" asked Cindy, turning her ice-blue peepers and the full power of her vibe upon me. "Wow, you're giving out a strong vibe, Don..."
"I think he's figured it out. Not much gets past him, so I'm told." said Melina, her voice deadpan flat, but with the merest hint of a twinkle in her eye. She continued: "At the Supermax prison, at 4:00am Tuesday morning, a guard with the Bureau of Prisons ID of 'John Green', penetrated the most secure areas and got Jimmy Tolson out by taking him to the open-air exercise area. A small helicopter, or perhaps a large drone, lifted the prisoner out and flew him to the road, where a car was waiting for him. The guard then exited through the normal way, and was able to walk out and drive away."
"And no one raised an alarm, or saw anything?" I asked, my voice correctly connoting my sheer disbelief.
"No, and I'll get into that in a minute." Melina said. "At the other prison, George Aurus was locked away in the psychiatric ward. At about the same time as the Tolson escape, Aurus was found unresponsive in his cell. He was rushed to the Infirmary, where the doctor, whose ID had the name 'Lance Queen', apparently stabilized him, but ordered that Aurus be life-flighted to the nearest major hospital."
Melina went on: "The doctor got on the helicopter with Aurus and a guard, whose ID showed him to be 'John Sparrow', but the helicopter never made it to the hospital. It landed about halfway to its destination in a farm field, and was found empty. Aurus, the doctor, the pilot, and the guard were all gone."
I nodded. "Brilliantly planned, flawlessly executed." I said.
Muscone said "Care to guess who the perps were that did this, Don?"
I raised my hand as if to move a chess piece, then took a notepad, wrote something on it, folded the piece of paper and handed it to Cindy. She opened it, read it, groaned, and nodded. "Show us." she said. Melina put up some IDs on the monitor screen.
"I don't know who John Green is," I said, "but the man in that photo on the ID is Trent Ridge." Cindy gasped. I continued: "John Sparrow is Quint Starr. And 'Dr. Queen' is the spitting image of Jerry Barsbane, who I had the dubious pleasure of meeting personally a short while back."
"And lucky to have survived it." said Melina. Cindy turned the piece of paper around as if she were revealing a poker hand of cards. I'd written 'Trent & Quint, Barsbane, Shimono' on it."
"And very cute." I said. "Green... (Sp)arrow... Queen. In the comics, the Green Arrow is Oliver Queen, and his love interest, the Black Canary, is Dinah Lance."
"You don't miss a God damn thing, do you?" Muscone said, rather sharply. Then he asked "So where was Shimono in all this?"
"Controlling the drone or whirlybird that flew Tolson out of the prison I'd guess." I said. "Only question for me is who flew the medivac chopper."
"Fingerprints on the controls came up as Quint Starr's." said Melina, starting up a video. "Prison cameras filmed the loading of Aurus on the helicopter. As you can see, after the doors closed, it was several seconds before the helicopter took off, and there's some movement in the cockpit. My analysis is that Starr rendered the pilot unconscious and then took the controls himself. Starr did have helicopter pilot training while in the Special Forces in the Army."
"But the pilot's body hasn't been found?" I asked. "Seems they'd kill him, or her, and just leave the body with the chopper, or leave him alive and tied up with the chopper. And if he was part of the plot, no reason for Starr to switch out with him."
"It's a strangeness." Melina said, and I knew she was needling me, having heard that phrase a few times during our eight year marriage. "The scariest thing about all this, though, is the IDs. Both prisons use retinal scan technology to identify the guards as their IDs are scanned. So someone had to feed in these guys's retinal scans and the IDs with these photos on them. That means they had access to the Bureau of Prisons's database, which means we've either got a mole or a huge breach of our systems."
"Now you know why I was upset when Mary Mahoney got that data about an FBI Consultant." said Muscone.
"Stop it." Cindy warned, waving a green crowbar in his specific direction. Muscone looked miffed that he was being 'fronted by the Green Crowbar on that.
Melina watched them with something bordering on confusion and disdain on her beautiful face, then turned back to continue the presentation. "Needless to say, this has caused a huge commotion in Washington at the very highest levels. We are now having to scatter our assets like a covey of partridge, looking for potential false IDs being planted in every Agency, including the CIA, NSA, FBI, and the Military. Of course for you, Don, the imminent threat is who was broken out of prison."
"Yes, yes it is." I said. I then went into a reverie. When I came out of it, all eyes were upon me.
"Don?" asked Muscone, "Any idea why they sprung those two in particular? To come after you? To distract you?"
"No data yet." I finally said.
"There is one other thing." Melina said. "Remember Alicia Foster, the disavowed CIA Agent?" I nodded, remembering Alicia Foster from an earlier case. (Author's note: 'The Credit Card Caper'.)
Melina said "In doing our 'security review' after the Tolson escape, we discovered that Alicia Foster, who is in that same Supermax prison in the women's wing, had a visitor last Saturday. An Army Captain, in uniform. Name of... wait for it... Dinah Lance." An Army ID was projected onto the monitor, along with a photo from the prison of Alicia's visitor.



"Ahhh, my good buddy Keiko Shimono." I said. "The Black Canary has nothing on her."
"And wearing Airborne wings. How dare she?" said Jack Muscone, perhaps meaning to tease me.
"Oh, she's a Paratrooper. Shimono really was in the Army, and she really did go through Airborne School." I replied, and then dangerously added: "I'm not sure if she also earned Israeli wings, though." I added that last bit to rile up the Green Crowbar. And I succeeded.
"You watch yourself, buddy." said Cindy, waving her green crowbar at me this time. She was still angry that I'd jumped with the Israelis with my bad back. (Author's note: 'We'll Always Have Paris', Ch. 02.)
"You guys are winning friends and influencing Green Crowbars today." Melina said flatly as she disconnected her tablet from the console on the table.
"And our next stop is to influence Alicia Foster," I said, "and see if she'll tell us why Shimono visited her."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Learjet was a Government plane, I deduced from the number on the tail of the sleek aircraft that came in for a landing at County Airport.. Jack, Melina, and I went aboard and strapped into our seats, and we took off. It did not take us too long to get to the Supermax prison. I remembered my visit to Jimmy Tolson on a dark night some years before.
Going in, I was a bit surprised that we were allowed to bring in our weapons, including the red crowbar. We did have to use the retinal scan to get in as we plugged our IDs into the reader (I used my FBI Consultant ID, in case you're wondering).
We were brought into an interrogation room, where we sat down. A moment later, Alicia Foster was brought in, her hands manacled in front of her. She was locked to the ring on the table by her two guards, one a man and one a woman. They did not leave, but stood near the door to the prison side.
"Well, well, well." said Alicia Foster, who looked fairly healthy. "The Iron Crowbar. Didn't think I'd ever see you again. To what do I owe the honor?"
"Hello, Alicia." I said. "They treating you well here?"
"Reasonably." said Alicia. "I'm a keepaway, pretty much on lockdown. They think it'll keep me from being murdered by the CIA. But in truth, they can come right in and kill me any time they want."
"But you have the word of someone whose word is worth trusting that they won't do that." I replied. "Tell me, is there something you'd like? A book, more tv channels, some other kind of creature comforts?"
"I could go for some really good sex." said Alicia, peering at me with hunger in her eyes. "Or some sugar cookies every once in a while."
"I'll see what I can do about the sugar cookies," I said, "if you answer a couple of questions for me."
"What questions are those?" Alicia asked.
"A woman in an Army uniform visited you this past weekend." I said. "What was that about?"
Alicia nodded as she understood. "She was CIA. Tomoko Shimono... well, she sure looked like Tomoko, whom I'd met several times. But she acted like she'd never met me before, which was strange. If she'd had a knife or gun, like all of you have right now, she could've easily murdered me on the spot."
"What did she want to talk to you about?" I asked.
"She asked me if I wanted to escape from this place, and help get revenge on you, Commander Troy." Alicia said.
"And you turned her down?" I asked.
"You said it yourself, Iron Crowbar." Alicia said. "As long as I'm in here, I've got the Company's word they won't bother me. But the moment I leave these unfriendly confines? Then all bets are off, and they can come after me with everything they've got. And they would. And I wouldn't survive."
"Flawlessly logical." I said. "And you didn't want to chance it, after a few years of this existence? You've got mad skills; you didn't want to take the shot?"
"Not really." said Alicia. "Like I said, that Asian bitch was CIA herself. Think I trusted her as far as I can throw your crowbar? The hard one, between your legs?"
I grinned a bit at that, then nodded as I said: "Did she say anything else? Like where you might go, or what you'd be doing with her and her group once you got out?"
"She said they had some work for me to consider doing," said Alicia, "but nothing beyond that. I just said that I wasn't going to risk it, and she left. That's it, nothing else. And I'm sure they have security footage to look at and see that I'm telling the truth."
"I believe you." I said. "Okay, thanks for the information. I'll make sure they send you some sugar cookies."
"And your iron hard cock, maybe?" Alicia asked, her eyes boring into me, smoldering with sexual heat. I just gave her a brief smile, then got up and left with Muscone and Melina...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack was sitting a couple of seats in front of us, sound asleep, as Melina and I talked in whispers.
"Think she was telling the truth?" Melina asked, pretending to look out the window as I sat in the aisle seat.
"Yeah." I said, then added: "But I'm surprised she didn't take the shot at an escape. She had nothing to lose."
"True." said Melina. Then she looked over at me, slyly, but with a purpose I'd seen in her eyes a number of times. Her hand slid over my thigh to my crotch. "She really wanted this. I think I'm going to take what she wanted." With that, Melina opened my pants and fished out my cock. The warm touch of her hand, along with the excitement/fear of getting caught, made my cock spring to rock hardness. Melina curled up on her chair and bent over my lap.
"Ohhhhh..." I gasped as I felt Melina's warm, wet mouth envelop my manhood. She began sucking, deep throating me as she slid her full lips up and down the taut shaft of my hard male meat.
I just relaxed and enjoyed the blowjob my ex-wife was giving me. After a long minute of orally worshipping my throbbing shaft, Melina looked up and said "That bitch only wishes she could be having this iron hard crowbar right now." Then Melina let her head drop as her mouth descended on my prick again. Her raven-black-haired head bobbed up and down as she fellated me to an intense climax, then swallowed every drop of my semen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was late to the Charter Commission meeting, which was being held in the back room of the Cattleman's Club, and everyone else was almost finished eating. I did not let that bother me, and everyone talked as I consumed my meal. Savannah Fineman had a schedule for our public hearings, which we 'deemed passed'.
"I heard from our NEA Rep." Mrs. Carter said. "They want us to push harder and faster on the education portion of this."
"Do you feel like they're putting pressure on you?" I asked.
"It's more like..." Mrs. Carter said, "... they're getting pressure on them. My Rep is a pretty good guy, and he confided that a certain U.S. Senator was pushing the U.S. Department of Education to push us on the School Board thing, and the DOE was asking about it."
"Senator Russell?" I asked.
Mrs. Carter nodded. She asked "Any idea why he's putting pressure on us?"
"Maybe pressure on me." I said. "Or a distraction. Don't worry about it, and if they ask, tell them we physically cannot get anything passed before this Autumn, probably Election Day when the Voters will ratify what we put out..."
Part 6 - Shipping Shanghaied
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette from somewhere outside, with the River in the background, at 7:00am, Thursday, March 28th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Charter Commission has not taken up the issue of restoring the Emergency Medical Services as a County-supported Public Safety function!"
Bettina began: "On Tuesday, the Town & County Council tabled further discussion on Sheriff Antonio Griswold's extremely controversial and possibly illegal plan to restore the EMTs as an independent entity from the Fire Department, citing that they would wait for the Charter Commission to draft its final proposal for a new Charter before taking action. This essentially puts the onus for a new EMS service on the Charter Commission."
Bettina: "The Charter Commission met last night but did not discuss the EMT situation. ADA Savannah Fineman, a member of the Commission, told Channel Two News that the issue was not brought up, as Education issues were the prevalent topic. As usual, Commission Chairman Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment."
Bettina: "And with the Legislative session formally ending Sunday but practically ending tomorrow at the end of the day, it appears that only two items will have been passed: the proclamations for Commander Troy and his daughter Carole for their respective roles in the largest drug bust in State history; and the massive Budget bill that also restructured the SBI's drug interdiction agency, now called the IDE. Sources tell Channel Two News that no further bills will be brought to a vote in the Legislature, and that the votes are not there to impeach Governor Val Jared, who is implicated in an abuse-of-power scandal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is SNN News. I'm Cynthia Freeman." said the beautiful Cynthia Freeman from behind the SNN anchor desk in the City. "The State Legislature's session for the year is nearly ended, and sources tell SNN News that it is extremely unlikely that Governor Val Jared will be impeached by the State House before the session formally ends on Sunday."
"The State House Judiciary Committee intends to continue their investigations, which they say is the continuation of the work done by Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen." said Cynthia. "Earlier this week, Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy testified under an immunity agreement, and stated under oath that he did not inform the Governor ahead of time that he was opening an investigation of Hillary Braselton and Donna Rodman, who made claims of sexual harassment against Governor Jared."
"In regional news," continued Cynthia, "the Federal Bureau of Prisons has confirmed that serial killer George Aurus is missing after a life-flight helicopter carrying him was found landed en route to the Hospital, and he is believed to be at large. George Aurus is less than five feet tall and is generally confined to a wheelchair, but he is considered very dangerous. Anyone with information on Aurus is asked to call the FBI or your local Police Department..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They didn't mention Tolson." Cindy Ross said as the Command Group and Angels drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Only Aurus. Whassup wit' dat?"
Tanya Perlman replied "Jack said the Bureau of Prisons is releasing the Aurus information because they know he's a greater danger to the Public, and he's much likelier to be identified upon sight. Jack also said focusing on Aurus will hopefully hide the Tolson escape, as Tolson got out of a Supermax Prison, and that's very embarrassing for the Bureau of Prisons."
"Same great group of people that had no idea Julie Newton had escaped them and left her sister in her place." I said. "They ought to be embarrassed, especially by the Tolson escape. Why someone didn't see or hear that drone or whatever snatched Tolson up is something that the Attorney General of the United States himself has asked to have explained to him."
"I think we here in this room understand the relationship of those two escapees to the man that put them in prison." said Sheriff Griswold. "But what was the reason for it, Crowbar? Any fresh ideas?"
"No sir." I said simply.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"That'll be McGhillie." I said. "Worried about Becca." We all remembered the attack by George Aurus upon Becca Larrington, Roy's fiancée.
"Come in!" called out Chief Moynahan. The door opened to reveal Detective Roy McGhillie.
"I'm sorry to bother you, ma'ams, sirs." said McGhillie. "Can I talk to Captain Perlman or Commander Troy for a moment?"
"Come on in, Mr. McGhillie." I said.
When Roy came in, he said "We just saw the newscast on SNN, and I'm worried about Becca---"
"I don't blame you a bit." I said. "We can't spare you from your duties, but perhaps Captain Croyle will have a uniformed female Officer put on some civilian clothes and stay with Becca while she's on Campus going to her classes? And contact the Campus Police and see if they can provide some unobtrusive extra help in surveillance. And put the Force on higher alert, looking for George Aurus."
"Roy," said Chief Moynahan, "if you haven't called Becca and her mother already, do so now."
"Yes sir. Thank you, sir." said McGhillie as Teresa got up and had him follow her out of the room.
"Now the bastards have us tying up our resources." the Chief muttered. "Commander, I assuummmmme you've discussed the threat with your wife, and you have made arrangements for your children's safety?"
"Yes sir." I replied. "And for the safety of Marie and Betsy, and Teresa and Todd's kids..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Thursday, March 28th. I was sitting in my office with Cindy.
"If there was an enemy that unleashing would bring you the most problems," Cindy said, "it would be George Aurus. Jimmy Tolson, no so much."
"Do not underestimate him." I said. "He's a very intelligent individual, and he 'studied' under the Consultant of Crime. With his financial knowledge, putting him together with this bunch could be a big problem for---
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened, revealing Detective Theo Washington. "Sorry to bother you, sir, ma'am," he said, "but an SMS moving truck has just been found... with a dead body in it..."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Shipping Shanghaied (continued)
10:50am, Thursday, March 28th. Near the County border with Nextdoor County was McGill Farm Road, the gravel road that led to where Tammy Cochran's body had been found. (Author's note: The Saga Continues, Ch. 02.) North of where she was found, not far at all from the turnoff from the main road, was parked the large box truck.
Detectives Timothy Geiger and Teddy Parker were looking at the scene and talking with CSIs. I tried to be unobtrusive as I peeked into the driver's seat, seeing a white man in his 30s with curly but greasy brown-black hair, a chubby face, and a body not far behind 'chubby'. He was wearing a striped shirt and blue work pants and heavy black work shoes. A crimson stain on his chest and blood running down his neck from the coup de grâce shot to the back of the head showed us that he'd had a very bad day.
"I put Parker and Geiger on the case together." said Tanya Perlman to me after I peeked in at the body. "I told them that this might be connected to the SMS truck thefts, so I wanted Geiger involved, and Parker is here as the primary on the murder. Parker's not very happy about it, though."
"This will be a test of his professionalism, then." I said. "But don't tell him that; let's watch and make observations."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and I answered it. "This is Chief Soltis in Midtown." said Chief Soltis of the Midtown PD. "You called about finding an SMS truck?"
"A fake one, maybe." I said. "I called to see if Nell Bell and Eric Hannum want to come up and look at it. But give them fair warning that this one came with a dead body."
"They're already on their way." said Soltis.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:05pm. A civilian car with a blue flashing light on top screeched to a stop on the main road, then turned and came down the gravel road. As everyone gawked at them, MPD Detectives Nell Bell and Eric Hannum got out of the car.
"Hell, people!" I said loudly as I came up to them, looking at my watch. "I don't make that trip that fast in a helicopter!"
"We got here as fast as we could, sir." said Nell Bell. "Eric's car couldn't get over 120 mph, though."
"Whew!" I breathed to myself. "Thank God for small favors, Speed Racers. Come on over, and I'll introduce you." We went over, and I said "Everyone, this is Detective Nell Bell and Detective Eric Hannum from Midtown P.D. They've been working on moving vans disappearing with people's stuff, so I invited them up here in a spirit of harmonious cooperation and educational opportunities."
"And being forced to listen to dramatic speeches on harmonious cooperation and educational opportunities." said Cindy Ross, making everyone laugh. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
I introduced everyone, then said "The body has been removed, but we took good photographs. Geiger, show them around and let them make observations."
"Oh. It's not empty." said Nell Bell. "All the furniture is still here."
"Our camera at the County line caught the truck coming west on the Nextdoor County Highway." said Geiger. "They're analyzing the video, and they think there may have been two people in the cab of the truck."
"So they were coming here, to this County." said Nell Bell. "Just like a couple of previous trucks were brought here, then abandoned. But those were empty. No furniture, no... blood..." She looked a little squeamish as she examined the bloodstained seats of the cab.
"It's a fake SMS truck." said Hannum, looking at the logo on the side. "You can see where it's crudely painted over."
"The VIN should tell us who the car belongs to," said Nell Bell, "especially if the car tag was stolen."
"Apparently it was." said Geiger. "The tag comes up as belonging to an SPS truck... SPS, not SMS."
"No, it's not stolen." I said as I was examining the furniture in the opened rear of the vehicle."
"Okay." said Geiger. Then he said more loudly: "We sent in the VIN to see if there was a match, but we haven't heard back yet."
"I wonder why not." I said as I walked up to them.
"Residual problem from that hack attack on us the other day." Cindy said. "Plan B worked and is still working for drivers licenses, local registrations, and car tags, but apparently VIN numbers are on another State server and we're having trouble accessing them by computer or by phone."
"Hmmmm, interesting." I mused. "But I can confirm that this is an SPS Delivery Truck. See that number on the bumper?"
"164." said Hannum, reading the number on the left side of the back bumper.
I said "I happen to know that this is an SPS truck because we had a case in the City of a couple of murders on SPS trucks. And Truck 164's driver was lucky, because he was the actual target of the murder. Point being, I remember this specific SPS truck. It's an SPS truck." (Author's note: 'Delivery In The Rear'.)
"I remember that case." said Cindy. "The 164 truck's normal route at that time was from the City to our Town & County here."
"So it is an SPS truck." said Nell Bell, halfway to herself. "Eric, we need to check and see if SPS reported this truck stolen. If it's not reported, give them a call----"
"Hold on." I said. "Slow your roll for a second. Commander Ross, what is this?"
"Teachable moment?" Cindy asked with a gleam in her eye.
"Yes. Yes it is." I said. To Nell I said: "Check with the Police databases. But don't just call SPS and let them know one of their trucks is sitting in my County and had a dead body in it. We might go visit them and ask if they have had any trucks stolen or missing, and see what they tell us."
"And we're not at that point yet." said Teddy Parker. "We need to get the CSI report, identify the victim, check the contents and find out who they belong to, and all that."
"Very true." I said. "So... this truck will be towed to our local crime lab's parking lot, a tent will be erected, and the contents removed... slowly and carefully, Mr. Geiger. I don't want to give the family their belongings back in badly damaged condition. Oversee that yourself, Mr. Geiger."
"Yes sir." said Geiger.
"And everyone!" I said loudly. "Pick up some lunch on your way back to Headquarters!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm. Sitting in Classroom 'E' were Chief Moynahan, myself, Commander Ross, Captain Croyle, Captain Perlman, Vice Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton, Detectives Teddy Parker and Timothy Geiger, Bobby Patrick and Mark Walker from the CSI/Crime Lab team, and Midtown Police Detectives Bell and Hannum.
When I'd introduced Nell and Eric to Chief Moynahan, Nell acted stunned. "Oh wow, the Captain Moynahan, er, I mean Chief Moynahan... oh wow, it's so great meeting you, I've read all your case files when you were with the Midtown PD..."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Chief Moynahan, though I could tell he was secretly pleased. "Lot of dry reading in those case files."
"Oh no sir!" said Nell. "You're a legend down there."
"He's a legend up here, too." I said.
"I see you two have learned about kissing ass." said Moynahan affably.
Once we were seated, the Chief said "It's your meeting, Commander Troy."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "Someone please tell me about today's victim."
Tanya Perlman started us off: "His driver's license identified him as 'Roman Brady', but his fingerprints came back as Rupert Saidy, 34 years old, single. He has a number of convictions for petty theft, shoplifting, small-time fencing, but none for the last two years. Rupert Saidy was also an employee of State Parcel Service, working on the distribution line and sometimes running short local routes in the City... for the last two years."
"If memory serves me correctly from the previous case we had there," I said, "Edward Blassingame had a program to hire ex-cons, to help them get back on their feet and into the mainstream of Society. Saidy was probably one of those hires."
"Sir, when was that previous case?" asked Nell Bell.
"Just before Christmas, a little over two years ago." I said. "Some of it is classified by the Federal Government, so I'll fill in the gaps you can't get from the official reports later."
"Just another exciting Christmas in our Town & County." Tanya said with a gleam in her eye.
"Why is that?" asked Nell. "Oh... didn't someone save a child's life up here one Christmas?" Everyone pointed with outstretched arms and fingers at Teresa Croyle, who was sitting next to Nell, like we were tattle-telling on her. Nell's eyes grew wide.
"Oh my gosh!" Nell exclaimed. "Really?" Teresa shrugged her acknowledgement, and Nell said "Oh wow... you're a hero!" We all smiled and chuckled at that, then Nell looked around and said "I'm sitting in the middle of all of you heroes that I've been reading about!"
"And the child she saved," said Cindy Ross, "is the child who discovered the code that led to busting the Marcie Harper drug operation, to the tune of four hundred million dollars." Nell gulped, speechless.
"Breathe, Miss Bell." admonished the Chief. "We're all human beings, here. Captain Perlman, you were saying?"
Tanya continued: "The driver's license he's carrying under the name Brady is valid and in the system, with an address in the City that is actually a mail pickup center. There's another one with a very similar picture under the name Saidy, with a real apartment address a lot closer to the SPS main distribution center."
Timothy Geiger asked: "Why does this guy Saidy have a fake driver's license?"
Nell Bell said "If I may, sir?" I nodded and Nell said "If he's a driver of an SPS truck going any distance, he'd have to have a CDL (commercial driver's license) and would definitely have to have a clean record. So if he's driving this truck outside of the City for SPS and the Police pulled him over, he'd want to have this license so their checks didn't show him to be an ex-con."
"Very astute obser-vayyyy-shun, Detective Bell." Chief Moynahan said. Teresa fist-bumped Nell, making the young Detective blush.
"What bothers me," I said, "is that this license under the name Brady is in the system as valid. Someone had to have embedded it into the system. So this thing just got a whole lot bigger."
"Yes it did, but let's move on for now." said the Chief. "Captain Perlman?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya Perlman. "Let's get our Crime Lab report, if we may?"
"Yes, ma'am." said Bobby Patrick. "The blood at the scene types to Rupert Saidy's. We'll have DNA data tomorrow or the next day, but we found no blood splotches that were inconsistent with the victim's location in the driver's seat. We did fingernail scrapings and swabs on his neck and arms to see if any other DNA comes up. We also swabbed the passenger side to see if there was a passenger, and if so, who it might be. It'll be a couple of days, though."
I nodded. "So it looks like the truck was stopped, Saidy was shot, and the perpetrator ran off."
"Yes sir." said Patrick. "There were no footprints at the scene, and no discernible tire tracks other than the SPS truck's. The TCPD cruiser stopped well back of the truck and their tracks where they cleared the truck were visible to us, and they did what they could to not mess up the scene."
"Good." I said. "And good job to you and Captain Perlman and Sheriff Griswold for teaching everyone good and proper conduct at scenes like this."
"Any more?" asked Tanya.
"Just this, ma'am." said Mark Walker. "Saidy's cellphone was found in the truck, on the floor. A lot of blood was on it, but only his fingerprints were found. The Data Gurus were checking to see where that cellphone had been, and it apparently went from the SPS distribution center to where we found the truck, though there are some dead spots along the way. No calls in or out, and no other cellphone signals that stopped at that location for any length of time; just through traffic."
"Wow, y'all can get all that?" asked Eric Hannum, amazed.
"And that's the sanitized version." I said, realizing that I probably should not have said it. The Chief's look at me showed me that he, too, thought I should not have said it.
Mark Walker said "We also checked for prints on the furniture in the back of the truck. So far, only the Farris family's prints. We did not find anyone else's prints, so the movers must've worn gloves when loading the truck."
"Highly likely." said the Chief. "Makes them look professional, if for no real health and welfare reason. Anything else?" The CSI guys were done. "Captain Perlman?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Changing tack for a moment: Detective Bell was kind enough to call SMS for us, since she's previously called them. We recorded the call, and I'll play it back now."
Tape rolled, so to speak. Nell said "This is Detective Bell of the Midtown Police. Have you had any more reports of a moving van not showing up?"
"Aw man, you've already heard?" said the man on the other end of the line.
"Heard what?" asked Nell.
"Yeah, we've had a call just this morning." the man said. "The Farris family had their things picked up yesterday afternoon from the City suburbs. The truck was supposed to get to Rocktown this morning, but it hasn't shown up yet."
"We may have recovered it, with the furniture in the truck." said Nell. "If you can send me copies of the work orders, we'll contact the family about getting their furniture to them."
"Oh, that would be a huge relief." said the man. "We're all about to get fired over this..."
Back to Tanya live: "We checked on the Farris family. Two parents, three kids. He's a doctor, and just took a job at the Reagan Medical Clinic in Rocktown. She's an office manager for State Parcel Service here in the City, and just took a job with the BigAgraFoods office in Rocktown. Completely clean records, not even any parking or speeding tickets. I checked, and he has no medical complaints against him."
"And three kids?" I asked. Tanya confirmed it. I asked: "Anyone see the strangeness in that?"
"That they have three kids?" asked Cindy.
"Not in and of itself." I said with a little smile. "But think of it in the context of what we found this morning."
"Oh." said Teresa. "The truck. It wasn't that big. Todd and I needed a bigger truck than that just to move our three kids across Town."
"That's right." I said. "So that's a question to ask the family about: if they had more than one truck delivering their stuff. Someone can ask that when they call the family and have them come up here... to identify their belongings, of course."
"Sounds like you're having 'thoughts'." Cindy said. She wanted to know what those 'thoughts' were, of course.
"Just a few questions that need asking and answering." I said. "Okay, Loo-tenant Milton, what did you find out about the truck and fencing furniture in general?"
"Detective Hannum here was very helpful," said Mary Milton, "as he's been working on this already. We had our dogs sniff for drugs and explosives, and they found nothing. Then we unloaded the truck under that big tent you can see in the parking lot behind the Crime Lab Building, and the dogs found nothing in any of the furniture."
Mary continued: "It's all basic furniture. Master bedroom suite, dining suite, living room suite of sofas and chairs, a couple of desks. There was a television, a bulky box television that has to be 20 years old at least. Several boxes with wrapped up kitchen plates and utensils, a couple of boxes with things like towels and some clothes, mostly the wife's dresses that are now way out of fashion. However, Detective Hannum noticed something. Eric?"
I made a mental note to compliment Mary on the way she had built up the young Detective in front of everyone, and let him tell his own story to everyone. Outstanding leadership, I was thinking.
"Thank you, ma'am." said Eric Hannum. "And I think it's really great working with all of you, too. What I noticed that seemed odd was what was not in the truck. No washer and dryer set. No refrigerator, microwave oven, or any other major appliances. There were some clothes, but there were no personal effects, like framed photos or paintings. This is a very odd manifest."
"I could not agree more." I said. "That is an outstanding observation, Detective Hannum." Mary fist-bumped Eric.
"Maybe they were sending those in a second truck." said Teddy Parker.
"Or they sold the appliances, intending to buy newer ones for their new home." said Timothy Geiger.
Nell Bell said "The work order only listed one truck being assigned to the move. And there is no itemized list in the papers they scanned and emailed to me."
"If this was a fake truck picking up the stuff at the house," said Tanya, "then SMS wouldn't have a list of what was loaded."
"Wait a minute!" I said, coming out of a seeming reverie. "That phone call you played... Before I ask that, let me ask Detective Bell this question: for previous cases you looked at, where the fake truck picked up the stuff, did the real truck come later only to find everything taken already?"
"Oh!" said Nell Bell as the thought hit her. "Let me look..." She consulted her tablet, then said "Yes sir, that's right. The Police reports of several jurisdictions say the Police were called when the real truck arrived at the house, only to find everything that was already loaded and gone. And some of those fake trucks were later found, empty and abandoned, and other trucks weren't found at all."
"Hard to make a big truck like that just disappear." said Cindy.
"But in that phone call you made, Detective Bell," I said, "the man on the other end of the line said that the Farris family things had been picked up but had not arrived in Rocktown. That means that a second, real truck did not come later! And that means one of two things: the truck that arrived was a real SMS truck, but it was somehow diverted and a fake truck substituted; or that..." I faded off; I was gone into Reverie-Land.
"Or that..." Cindy Ross asked helpfully, and curiously?
"Uh... let's just keep going, for now." I said. "Any other delivery trucks reported stolen, or moving vans missing?"
"There have been no other reports of missing moving vans or delivery failures in the State in the last 24 hours." said Mary Mahoney.
"I must sincerely apologize to you, Detectives Bell and Hannum." I said. "I should've given your cases a lot more thought when I was down there discussing them with you the other day. It turns out that they have become very interesting... very interesting, indeed..."
"So, Mr. Crowbar, tell me what we have learned, herrrrrre, all wrapped up with a pretty Christmas bowwwww." said the Chief. "Or perhaps Detective Bell would like to do that?"
"Uh, I'm just the student here." said Nell, with a worried look on her face. She then nodded vigorously as she said. "In the spirit of harmonious cooperation and educational opportunities, of course." That got her an acclaim from everyone, and Teresa high-fived her.
I was chuckling also, then got serious. "Okay, so what we need to do are these things." I said, unconsciously taking charge and taking control. "Captain Perlman, we need to get the Farris family up here as fast as we can. Call them and ask them to come up. If they balk at all, insist. If they still are reluctant, I'll have Sergeant Prince fly the TCPD chopper down there to pick them up and bring them up."



"Hell, I'll fly the chopper down there myself." said Chief Moynahan.
"Air Cavalry Officer." I said with a grin. "He flies a chopper every chance he gets."
"And you don't?" the Chief asked, giving it right back to me. Everyone was chuckling or snickering at that.
I turned to Tanya and said "Do not lead the witnesses in any way. Just show them the furniture and let them identify it as theirs, or they'll say it's not theirs. That will clear up a few questions I have."
"What are the others?" asked Cindy (of course).
I replied: "We'll want to ask them why they moved, who recommended SMS, ask about the truck that arrived and the people who loaded the truck. If possible, see what they have in their new house, if anything. Tanya, who do you want to send to do that?"
"Joanne Warner." said Tanya. "Maybe Roy McGhillie with her?"
"Not Roy." I said. "Becca is a potential target of George Aurus, and Roy's head is not in the Game right now. He can hold down the fort here, for now."
"Mr. Geiger, then?" asked Tanya.
"I was thinking more in the line of Mr. Hannum, if you wouldn't mind, Eric?" I said. Hannum nodded enthusiastically. "Tanya, you can meet them under the big tent and observe and ask questions." Tanya nodded.
"I need two more teams." I said. "One will go to SMS, to inquire about the missing truck. They already know we may have found it, but just ask to see paperwork of the several incidents, and look for anomalies. They may ask for a warrant, but just say you want to see the papers, not take them. The other team will go to SPS, to inquire about their recently deceased employee. I was thinking of Mr. Geiger and Mr. Purvis going to SMS. And Rodriguez and Parker to SPS."
"I can go to SMS with them." said Nell Bell. "I've already talked to the guy there, so he may talk to me."
"I already had you penciled in." said Tanya. "You can also tell by his voice who the person you talked to was."
"Excellent idea." I said. "Washington can stay here and work with McGhillie if anything comes up while we're all away. Lieutenant Milton, stop the Bitcoin mining on the computers and melt the wires getting every bit of data on all of these cases, including all the victims of the previous thefts of their home furnishings. Captain Croyle, you'll be 'Acting Commander' while I'm gone, and if you catch Aurus and Tolson before we get back, I won't complain.
Then I grinned as I said "And I'm sure Chief Moynahan will be discussing the Midtown-Town & County Joint Task Force with Chief Soltis."
"In the spirit of harmonious cooperation and edumacational oppor-TOOO-ni-teeeees, of course." drawled the Chief. We all broke out laughing.
"And Commander Ross," I said, "if you would like to get out of that cozy chair of yours and do some real Detective work for a change, I have a mission for you and me."
"If it involves getting in some practice for the Police Boxing Matches, I'm all in." Cindy said as she waved a green crowbar in my general direction...
Part 7 - Investigations
Cindy was driving the Black Beauty at 'Kato speeds', i.e. very fast, down the University-City Highway, which we called the Nextdoor County Highway. We were both in civilian attire, and had logged in as SBI Reservists.
"So we're going by the Farris's old home first?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said. "And then we'll swing by SPS. I don't want to get there at the same time as Rodriguez and Parker; that might set off alarm bells. After they've inquired about Rupert Saidy, we'll be in the Upper Management offices, asking to see Mr. Dick Granger."
"Wasn't his office already searched under Federal warrants after the nuke incident?" Cindy asked.
"Yes, and nothing showed up." I said. "But I'm not interested in his papers. I'm looking for the man himself."
"So you never answered the Chief's question." Cindy said, "You just started giving us assignments. What do you think is going on with all of this?"
"Just questions, so far." I said. "Once we get those questions resolved, we'll be a long way to solving this."
"And what are those questions?" Cindy persisted.
"You know, you ask a lot of questions." I said jokingly.
"You are truly headed for a crowbar beatdown, brother." Cindy said. I chuckled.
"Well, we need to resolve the status of that truck." I said. "We need to resolve if the furniture is the Farris family's, not just trusting the fingerprint data, and see if their stuff was shipped in only one truck. We need to resolve who Rupert Saidy is, and why someone wanted to kill him. And we really need to resolve how someone put a valid CDL in the system with his photograph on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Geiger was driving the unmarked TCPD sedan along the Nextdoor County Highway, and Christopher Purvis was riding shotgun. Nell Bell was in the backseat, working on her MPD tablet. She had thought with some humor that Purvis used shoe polish on both ends of him; his hair was artificially very black, and she wasn't sure what she was seeing was his real hair.
She also noticed some tension between the TCPD Detectives. They did not speak to each other as they were driving along; no discussion of the cases, no banter that the other Detectives and Senior Officers of the TCPD engaged in, and frequently.
They did not know that she was pulling up the files of Teresa's rescue of Carole, of the Harper drug bust, and the 'Delivery In the Rear' case, reading with fascination how these TCPD Detectives, especially the Iron Crowbar, had solved them.
"How long have you guys been with the TCPD?" Nell asked.
"Since before the Iron Crowbar got here, what, six and a half years ago?" said Purvis. Geiger just nodded. "I was a Patrol Officer, then was promoted to Vice Detective."
"What about you, Detective Geiger?" Nell asked, as Geiger had not volunteered any information.
"I was in Vice long before that." said Geiger simply. "Back when Captain Malone was in charge of the place."
"Those were... interesting times." said Purvis. "And then Commander Troy was brought in... he was the I.T. Supervisor then... and he took a crowbar to a Russian or maybe Chechnyan drug lord, and started cleaning up the messes."
"So you worked with Captain Croyle?" Nell said. "She must be awesome to work for."
"She is now." said Purvis. "Back then, though... she was one of the messes. The Iron Crowbar saved her, though. Geiger knows more about all that than I do."
"We'll talk about it some other time." said Geiger, trying very hard to shut down that particular conversation. Nell Bell got the hint, and also saw the slight smile on Purvis's face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The TCPD Bell 206 helicopter landed in Rocktown's public park. On the other side of the creek bordering the park and running through the town was the town square.
Detectives Joanne Warner and Eric Hannum were both in plainclothes, and Joanne dressed much more nicely than Hannum. They walked towards the bridge that went over the wide, shallow creek, where they were met by a man in a brown LEO uniform.
"I'm Sheriff Ormond." said Sheriff Ormond. "I got a call from Midtown Police Chief, asking me to help you guys out."
"And we appreciate your help, Sheriff." Joanne said with a bright smile as she shook his hand.
"Chief Soltis said you wanted to meet the Farrises." said the Sheriff, who Joanne knew had been the Deputy Sheriff during the 'Whistleblower' case investigating Larry Wheeler's murder. "I don't know them myself; they just moved down here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Arriving at the SPS facility near the City Railyards, Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker asked to see Rupert Saidy's boss. They were taken to the Distribution warehouse. The Director of Distribution, who had replaced Dick Granger's replacement after Granger's sentencing, was a man named Cowell. No, not Simon, but Bert Cowell. Bert was tall, slender, his sparse hair forming a ring around his head with a shiny bald spot on top.
"You're a long way from your jurisdiction, aren't you?" Cowell asked when the TCPD Detectives identified themselves.
"Sometimes a crime in our County takes us to other places." said Julia Rodriguez. "We'd like to ask you some questions about your employee, Rupert Saidy."
"Oh, him." said Cowell. "Is he in trouble?"
"Is he a good employee?" Julia asked, careful to use the present tense.
"For the most part." said Cowell. "He didn't come in this morning, though. Is that because he is under arrest?"
"Er, no." said Julia. "What does he do here?"
"He loads packages onto the trucks, for the most part." said Cowell. "Sometimes he makes van deliveries into the business district just north of us."
"He doesn't drive a truck on a route?" asked Teddy Parker.
"No." said Cowell. "We've been having our truck drivers get CDLs. Saidy is an okay guy, but he had a record before he came here. He was hired as part of Mr. Blassingame's parolee rehabilitation program, giving ex-cons a chance to clean up and get right."
"Sounds like a good program." Julia said. "And Saidy did well in that program?"
"Well enough." said Cowell. "No arrests since he started working here, until now, I guess."
"Did he have any problems with anyone?" asked Parker. "Any fights?"
"No, he got along with people okay." said Cowell, peering at the Detectives.
"Anyone want to do him harm?" asked Parker. "Was he messing with someone's wife or anything like that?"
"No, not that I ever heard." said Cowell. "C'mon guys... what's this about?"
"When is the last you heard of or from Mr. Saidy?" Rodriguez asked, her eyes peering hard at Cowell.
"Yesterday afternoon, when he finished his shift." said Cowell.
"And he wasn't assigned to a truck?" asked Parker.
"No. Just a van." said Cowell. "Perfectly legal."
"Do you have a truck No. 164 in service?" Julia asked.
"Uh, yeah." said Cowell. "It goes over to your County and the University."
"Did it go out this morning?" asked Parker.
"No, the driver called yesterday, said it broke down at the County Line, near the AGC Trucking facility in Nextdoor County." said Cowell. "We've got a contract with 'em; they fix our trucks for us if we have a breakdown in that part of the State."
"Who's the assigned driver of Truck 164?" Parker asked.
Cowell notably paused for a long moment, then finally said "That's employee personnel information, and confidential. Guys, if you want to keep asking questions, you at least are going to have to tell me why you're asking 'em."
Julia said "We found Rupert Saidy's body this morning, shot to death. In our County, in Truck 164."
"Oh my God!" Cowell said, looking truly horrified. "What about Lessing?"
"Who's he?" asked Parker.
"Andy Lessing... he's the assigned driver of Truck 164." said Cowell...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mrs. Jones is a lady on Hudson Street.
She sent her dog to bark at my brother and me.
We gave her dog a big fat bone,
And now he barks at Mrs. Jones.
She's a lady who lives on Hudson Street."
--- Schoolhouse Rock, 'A Noun Is A Person, Place, Or Thing'.
Cindy and I came up to the modest California-style house in the southwestern suburbs of the City. We came to the front door and knocked. There was no answer. The blinds were drawn; I couldn't see much inside.
"Looks like we're going to have to pick the lock." I said. I took a small leather billfold out of my jacket pocket. It had tools for picking locks; I thought I might be needing this kit today. Cindy stood behind me and looked over the neighborhood as I turned the tumblers and then opened the door a crack...
"What are you doing?"
The voice had come from well behind us. We looked around to see an elderly woman on the sidewalk where the walkway to the house began. Sitting next to her on a leash was a mid-size dog, mutt breed, who seemed docile enough but was peering at us with extreme skepticism.
"I got this." I whispered to Cindy.
"There's others watching from down the street and on front porches." Cindy whispered.
"Police, ma'am." I said loudly, walking towards the old lady, holding out my badge holder with my SBI badge attached. I then flipped it over to show the picture ID. Cindy did the same as I said "I'm Inspector Troy with the SBI. And you are?"
"I'm Mrs. Jones, the neighbor next door." said the woman. "And you have a warrant to be entering this home? May I see it?"
"Yes ma'am." I said. "They're all digital now. Let me bring it up on my phone." I brought up a document on my Police iPhone. The lettering was tiny and the woman squinted hard to see it. I did not assist her to see it better by enlarging the photo on the screen.
"Ma'am, can you tell us about the family that lived here?" I asked.
"That would be Dr. Farris." said Mrs. Jones. "Nice man. Sweet kids, they love my dog. His wife isn't all that friendly, though. Keeps to herself for the most part."
"Well, we're investigating some thefts, and we fear that this home was broken into." I said. "Did you see anything suspicious in the last few days?"
"The movers came yesterday, loaded up the truck." said Mrs. Jones. "But Mrs. Farris was right there, watching the whole thing, so it couldn't have been a robbery."
"How big was the truck?" asked Cindy. "And did it have any logos on the sides?"
"It was one of the bigger moving trucks." said Mrs. Jones. "State Moving Services truck."
"And just the one truck?" I asked. "No other trucks in the days prior to the moving truck? Or afterwards?"
"No, just the one truck." Mrs. Jones said.
"What did the movers look like?" Cindy asked.
"One man was white, dark hair, kind of greasy." said Mrs. Jones. "He seemed out of shape. The other man was black, curly black hair, trimmed fairly short. Not fat but big. He looked like he was very used to moving furniture."
"Thank you, ma'am." I said. "We're going to have to look inside the home. If you and your nice dog will excuse us..." With that, Cindy and I went back to the door. Having picked the lock already, I entered slowly and carefully, peeking my head in, then going on in. Cindy came in behind me. Once inside, we drew our guns and cleared the house, then put on latex gloves and began looking around, into closets and cabinets. Cindy examined the fireplace, as well.
"Empty." I said. "Totally empty. No washer and dryer, no refrigerator, not a single piece of furniture nor article of clothing left behind."
"Yeah." said Cindy. "Walls are bare. No wall safes that I can see. I didn't look up the chimney, but there are no marks to show anyone crawled around in there."
"The attic is empty, too." I said, having looked.
"What do you make of it?" Cindy asked.
"Are we at the right address?" I asked.
"Yep." Cindy said, checking her Police iPhone. "31 Hudson Street."
"Well... it answers questions by process of elimination." I said.
"Do you really have a warrant to search the house?" Cindy asked, her voice sounding simply curious.
"No." I said with a grin. "What I showed Mrs. Jones was a draft copy of my Immunity Agreement with the State House Judiciary Committee, that Mike Todd sent me."
Cindy burst out laughing. Then she said "Well, they have a good Neighborhood Watch here, I'll give 'em that much."
"True." I said. "Okay, let's go to----"
*WOOP WHOOP!*
We looked out the door. A City Police vehicle had pulled up. Cindy and I went outside with our hands halfway up and stretched out, and holding our SBI badges. I also might have been exhibiting a red crowbar.
"I'm Commander Don Troy, TCPD, here as an SBI Reserve Inspector." I said. "This is Captain Cindy Ross."
"The Iron Crowbar. I've heard of you." said one of the Uniformed Officers, seeing my real ID, the red crowbar. "I'm Sergeant Franklin and this is Officer Covey. We got a call about two suspicious people with fake badges breaking into this house."
"How about that, Captain Ross?" I said. "We're suspicious kind of people."
"Didn't need City PD to tell us that." Cindy said sardonically. The City PD Officers grinned.
"What's it about, Commander?" asked Sergeant Franklin.
"People that lived here had a moving truck pick up their stuff." I said. "The truck didn't show up at the destination. We're just checking to see if anything was left behind, but the house is totally empty."
"That's terrible." said Sergeant Franklin. "If you'll send us a copy of your Police report, we'll be on the lookout for other perps like that." I thanked the Officers. As we went to our car, I heard the City PD Officers telling Mrs. Jones that it was okay, and we were legit...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello Dr. Farris, Mrs. Farris." said Joanne Warner as the door opened. "We're Police Detectives assigned to the case of your missing furniture. And this is Sheriff Ormond of Polk County."
"Oh, of course." said Dr. Farris. "Come on in." Joanne and Eric came in and looked around as Sheriff Ormond shook hands with the Farrises and said he was sorry their move to his county had begun so inauspiciously.
"If I may ask a couple of questions" Joanne said, her voice connoting friendliness, "was the truck that has disappeared the only one that picked up your belongings?"
"Yes." said Mrs. Farris. "And we received a call from the movers that our belongings were recovered?"
"That's why we're here, ma'am." said Joanne sweetly. "We're going to have to ask you to come up to my home County and identify the furniture."
"That would take hours. Do you have photos?" asked Mrs. Farris. "I'm sure I could identify our furniture from photos."
"No ma'am, I don't." said Joanne. "And we're really going to have to ask you to come up and fill out some paperwork and stuff like that. There's really no getting out of that, but as soon as it's done, we should be able to get your furniture back to you. We have a helicopter that can get you there and return you very quickly."
"Looks like you're not taking no for an answer." said Dr. Farris, trying to sound humorous. When Joanne and Eric said nothing, he realized they weren't joking. At all.
"We can't both go." said Mrs. Farris, also knowing that the Officers were serious. "Someone has to stay with the kids. Nate, you stay, and I'll go up and take care of this mess."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mr. Walsh?" said Nell Bell as she, Geiger and Purvis were shown to an office at the back of a large number of desks in an open room. "I'm Detective Bell, and this is Detective Geiger and Detective Purvis. We've talked on the phone several times?"
"Hello." said the SMS manager. "I'm Frank Walsh. Come on in." As Nell sat down, and the other Detectives remained standing, Walsh said "Is this about the moving van theft this morning?"
"Yes sir, it is." said Nell. "We'd also like to talk about the other disappearances, and see if we can get some leads on who might be stealing your customers's furniture."
"That'd be great." said Walsh. "I have a problem, though. I've been directed to require a warrant for any information I give you. And I've been told not to give anyone any information on the crimes that our insurance has already settled with. The insurance company is afraid that the information might be subpoenaed by those customers who may then sue us."
"I understand." said Nell Bell. "We don't want to take any papers from you, and if we did we'd certainly get a warrant. If I could just take a look at them?..."
"Look, I want to help." said Walsh. "But you gotta understand. I've been written up over this. Everyone in this department has been written up, even the ones that had nothing to do with any of the thefts. If I give you that information, I'll be telling my wife and kids tonight that I'm out of a job."
"Mr. Walsh," said Nell, "it really appears that someone is getting inside information on the moving van orders, and is using that to steal people's belongings while making you look bad in the process. Do you have any idea how someone might be doing that? Any new hires recently? Any strange access to your computers, or hacking?"



"No, we're losing people, not getting them." Walsh said. "And you'll have to ask I.T. about the computers. And if they give you anything without a warrant, it'll be their jobs."
"Maybe I can help you, Mr. Walsh." said Geiger. "We don't want to take a scrap of paper out of here, we can photograph parts of documents, and the information we need is limited, and would be for internal use only. If we had that without a warrant, it would become tainted and could not be used in any lawsuits against you. On the other hand, if we go get a warrant, then that data would be valid and could be subpoenaed. So if you give us a discreet look at just a few things, we might can catch these bozos and solve your problems, and no one the wiser."
Walsh looked at Nell, who just 'shrugged' her eyebrows. "All right." he said. "What do you need?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Make sure your badge and gun are not easily visible." I said as we pulled into the parking lot of the administrative offices of State Parcel Service's main facility. "We're going in semi-undercover."
"How's that?" asked Cindy. I handed her a card. She said: "So you're going to be James Donald Burke of Crescent Moon Enterprises, LLC." she said, reading the card.
"And if anyone asks if I'm related to Todd Burke, I can truthfully say 'yes'." I said. "Anyway, just follow my lead.
We went in, and easily got past the front desk with a receptionist and security guard by me flashing my badge and ID, then securing it in my pocket. After a short elevator ride, we came to the inner sanctum of SPS's administrative brass, and to the office of Vice President Dick Granger.
"Hello." I said to the assistant, an attractive but not beautiful woman in her late 30s or early 40s. "My name is James D. Burke. I'm here to see Mr. Granger."
"Do you have an appointment?" the assistant asked, looking skeptically at me.
"I discussed with him last week that I'd be in the City today." I said. "I don't have a formal appointment, but I'm sure he'll see me if you ask."
"The reason I asked if you had an appointment," the woman said, "is because Mr. Granger has not been here for several weeks. He's been out on field trips."
"Ah, I see. Is he still in (Teresa's hometown)?" I asked. "I talked to him there just a short time ago. We were discussing a joint venture there, if the railroads build a line through there."
"Er, no, he left there." said the woman, who looked much more relaxed now. "I think SPS has decided against building a facility in that area. Mr. Granger is scheduled to visit Laramie, Wyoming; Boise, Idaho; and Seattle, Washington. I'm not exactly sure where he is at the moment. If you have his number, it might be best to call him directly."
"I shall do that, and see if I can get in touch with him." I said. "But If he calls or comes back in, please let him know I stopped by." I handed her my fake card, and we left.
As we were going back to the front, Cindy said "She just gave out that information like that? Not the best of assistants, if you ask me."
"True," I said, "but I was able to name Teresa's hometown, and talked potential business, which was very helpful to our undercover mission as well as causing her to trust us when she otherwise wouldn't have. I'll be telling Jack Muscone that Granger is in the American Northwest---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"That's mine." Cindy said. She took out her Police iPhone, hit 'speaker' to answer, and said "Commander Ross."
"Commander, this is Detective Rodriguez." said Julia Rodriguez. "Is Commander Troy with you?"
"Right here." I said as Cindy held up the phone. "What's up?"
"Sir," said Julia, "we may have another missing person. The original driver of Truck 164. His name is Andy Lessing. He's not answering his cell phone, and the City PD went by his house and no one is there."
"All right." I said. "Let the City PD handle that for the moment. Ask them to put out a State-wide APB for Lessing. We'll talk about the rest of it when you're done and get back home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did I miss something at the Academy?" Nell Bell asked Geiger as they began the drive back to our Town & County. "That business about the warrant can't be right."
"It's not." said Purvis. "And Commander Troy is going to blow a gasket when he hears about it."
"Don't worry." retorted Geiger. "I'll stand in front of him and tell him it was all me. And you did get the data you needed, didn't you, Detective Bell?"
"Yes, we got that." Nell Bell said. She had photographed the names of all the other families that had hired SMS to move their stuff only to have that stuff stolen, as well as the data on employees of SMS that handled the orders, and the men sent out to move the furniture. "But it may compromise any arrests we make."
Purvis was driving, and pulled into a gas station. "I've got to fill up." he said.
Once he was out of the car, Geiger said "While he's gone, something just between you and me. You asked about Captain Croyle. You're probably going to find out sooner or later that years ago, before Commander Troy came along, Croyle was the most hated Police Officer on the Force, and that was when Vice was pretty corrupt."
"Was she dirty?" Nell asked, shocked.
"Far from it." admitted Geiger. "She was clean, still is. But Captain Malone ran Vice a certain way, and we had Steven Ikea, who is now the SBI Chaplain, in our Vice unit at the time. Croyle got most of her six Purple Orders because they kept sending her on the dangerous raids on drug pushers, and she kicked ass but at a price."
"Oh my God." Nell said.
"Commander Troy ran Malone and Ikea off," said Geiger, "and he saved Croyle when she was about to be fired for cause. And I'll be candid with you... I expected to be fired, too, but for some reason they've kept me."
"You're not dirty... are you?" Nell asked, looking a bit skeptical and worried.
"No, I'm not dirty." said Geiger. "But during those dark days, I did what I had to do to survive. And I do what I have to do to survive today. Yeah, that line I gave that guy probably wasn't right, but if it got you the info you needed, I'll take the hit for any problems. It'll be worth it."
"O-kay." said Nell. She was saved from further discussion by Purvis getting back in the car and getting it moving towards home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The afternoon sun was lowering towards the western horizon as Donna Farris was brought into the big tent in the fenced-in parking lot behind the TCPD Crime & Arson Lab. She saw furniture sitting on blankets and sheets, all tagged with evidence numbers.
"Yes, this is our stuff." Mrs. Farris said.
"Anything missing that you can see right away?" asked Eric Hannum as Mrs. Farris went up and down the 'aisle' between the various boxes and articles of furniture.
"No, this looks like what we shipped." said Mrs. Farris. "I can't see inside the boxes, though." Joanne gave her an itemized inventory of what had been found in the boxes.
"And you didn't ship anything by a second truck?" asked Joanne. "This is all there was?"
"No, just the one truck." said Mrs. Farris. "And yes, this is all of it."
"Why don't we go inside Headquarters for a few moments." Joanne said. She led Mrs. Farris through the side employees entrance, down the hall, and through the anteroom to Interrogation-A. Rookie Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell was the Uniformed presence.
"You're interrogating me?" Mrs. Farris queried as she looked around, obviously discomfited.
"I'm going to have you do some necessary paperwork." said Joanne, as cheerfully as she could. "And we do have a few questions that we hope might help us catch the criminals that did this."
"Do I need a lawyer?" asked Mrs. Farris.
"It's your right to have one, of course." said Eric Hannum, as soothingly as he could. "And you can insist on one at any time. But I think you'll see that these are just informational questions."
"Okay." said Mrs. Farris, her voice connoting a great deal of uncertainty.
"Ma'am," said Joanne, "why did you choose SMS as your moving company? Have you ever used them before?"
"I didn't choose them." said Mrs. Farris. "My new company handled the arrangements. And no, we'd never used them. But we haven't moved for years. We moved out of our apartment when I got pregnant with our first child, and into the home we just moved out of."
"Have you sold that house?" asked Joanne.
"Not yet." said Mrs. Farris. "We're going to put it up for sale, and if we don't find a buyer in three months, my new company will buy it."
"Very nice of them." said Joanne. "Ma'am, was this man one of your movers?" She showed the DMV photo of Reuben Saidy.
"Yes, he was one of them, and he was the driver." said Mrs. Farris.
"Was this the other man?" asked Joanne, showing Andy Lessing's DMV photo.
"Er, no." said Mrs. Farris. The other man was black, not fat but he had some girth, roundish head, curly hair trimmed pretty short." She also confirmed that there were only two men.
"So you didn't have them load things like your washer and dryer?" asked Eric Hannum. "Television, microwave, clothes?"
"No," said Mrs. Farris. "I got a good bonus for taking this position with BigAgraFoods. Rocktown is a small town, but it'll be a good place to raise our three children. We're going to use the bonus money to buy some new appliances and new furniture. We bought new beds for the kids, for example."
"Okay." Joanne said cheerfully. "So you were with State Parcel Service, and now you're with BigAgraFoods?"
"Yes." said Mrs. Farris. "Edward... Mr. Blassingame... asked me and some others to transfer to BigAgraFoods when he took the CEO position there. And they gave us nice bonuses to do it."
"Very nice." said Joanne. "And you just left the old stuff at your old house?"
"Yes." said Mrs. Farris. "We're going to list the stuff online for sale."
"Great!" said Joanne brightly. "Okay, we can fly you back home tonight, or you can spend the night here and make the arrangements tomorrow to have your things sent to your new home."
"I'll go back tonight." said Mrs. Farris. "If you'll give me a number of the person to contact, we'll arrange for our stuff to be picked up."
"We'll call you when we're able to." said Joanne. "It's still evidence..."
Part 8 - Consolidation of the Objective
7:30pm, Thursday, March 28th. We assembled in Classroom 'E' to two surprises: the TCPD Police Chief had arranged for the delivery of a large number of pizzas, and the Midtown Police Chief was sitting next to him when we came in.
"Just thought I'd come talk to my mentor and hear about this case." said Chief Frank Soltis as I shook his hand. "Sounds like it's bigger than we thought."
"And I apologize if I gave any impression that it was less than that." I said. "Your Detectives have done an outstanding job getting onto the thefts, and now we're finding a lot more."
As everyone sat down after getting some pizza and Coca-Cola, Chief Moynahan said "It's your meeting, Commander." He was sitting at the end of the table nearest the door, the projector screen on the wall to his right, with Chief Soltis sitting to his left. I was in the middle of the long table, facing the screen. Lt. Mary Milton was to my left, operating a computer. Cindy sat to my right, and the Detectives found other places around the table.
"Okay, before we begin," I said, "I'll apologize in advance for interrupting with a lot of questions as you talk. I appreciate you rolling with it, and bearing with me. Let's talk about the Farris family first." I pointed at Joanne.
"Thank you, sir." said Joanne. "We had to fly down and get them, and Mrs. Farris came alone, saying her husband had to watch the kids."
"Question." I said. "Did you get to see inside their new house?"
"A bit of it, sir." said Eric Hannum. "There were new beds for the children, and there was a new-looking refrigerator in the house, but not much else. We really couldn't see into closets to see if any clothing was there."
"Okay." I said. "Keep going. What was Mrs. Farris like?"
Joanne said "I would say 'nervous', sir. She really didn't want to come up at all. When we took her into I-A, she got real nervous about being asked questions, even asked if she needed to call a lawyer. We told her she could get a lawyer at any time, but that the questions were just for information, and she answered them fairly readily. The interesting thing that came out is that she's a transfer from SPS to BigAgraFoods, and this move was for her job, not his."
"I'll have more on that in a minute." Mary Milton said.
Joanne went on: "She identified the furniture as the family's. When we asked about not moving any appliances, she said she was getting a nice bonus for the job and location transfer and they were buying new appliances. That's a lot of money in appliances and TVs and furniture they're abandoning at one place and buying in the other, and when we asked about that, she said they were putting the old appliances up for sale online." That got me and Cindy glancing at each other.
"I guess that's my cue to add what Commander Ross and I found today." I said. "We went to the Farris's old address. The house was completely empty. No appliances, no nothing left. Neighbors, who were quick to spot us as Agents of the Law at the scene, said that only one moving truck arrived, and Mrs. Farris supervised the loading of that truck."
"So let me ask." I said. "How did the Farrises decide which of them would come up? By that I mean did they discuss it? Draw straws? Flip a coin?"
Eric Hannum said "Mrs. Farris pretty much dictated terms to her husband." Joanne Warner nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Okay." I said. "Moving on... Nell and Company, what do you have? And yes, I know about Mr. Geiger's little ploy to get you the data. I didn't exactly set a good example, either, as Commander Ross and I didn't have a warrant to enter the Farris home today. So go ahead."
Nell said. "Thank you, sir. We did get Frank Walsh to show us some information on the people that hired SMS to move their stuff and then had it stolen, as well as other customers. And we got some good data on the employees working there. Walsh admitted he'd been transferred into that SMS office six months ago, and many of the people in there were transferred into there since Mr. Blassingame announced he was taking the BigAgraFoods CEO job. I believe Lt. Milton has a workup on them."
"I sure do." said Mary.
"Want to give that now, or wait until after Detectives Rodriguez and Parker speak?" I asked.
"Sir, before she does," said Nell, "we did find out one other thing that may be important: BigBenefitInsurance was the only insurance company for the moves that had thefts, though SMS did insure with other companies for other contracts. And BigBenefitInsurance did not drop SMS even after these thefts began taking place."
"Oh, that is interesting." I said. "Thank you for that. Okay, Mary, whaddya got?"
Mary said "First, I checked on Frank Walsh, the SMS manager, and the employees that were transferred into that department. We can't get Federal tax records without a warrant, but we can peek into bank records and credit cards. Walsh is not making anywhere near what other managers at his level are making, and the employees are not making much more than when they started with SMS or SPS; in other words, they didn't get raises nor much improvement in pay if they got promoted."
Mary continued: "One of the movers is Clarence Meadows." She brought up a DMV photo showing a black man with a round face, wide 'surprised' eyes, and curly black hair cut fairly short. "He's been with SMS for three years. No CDL with his face anywhere in the system; apparently he just rides along and moves furniture. He's had a couple of busts for low-level possession of marijuana and cocaine, and the cocaine charge was pled down three years ago, right when he took the SMS job. No issues since, though."
"Who was sent on this job with him?" I asked.
"One Mr. Roman Brady, who is the alter-ego of Rupert Saidy." said Mary. "Mr. Brady is listed as having worked at SMS for four years. So I hit the DMV database again, but this time dug into the past, and got this." The DMV image came up, showing a man with dark hair like Saidy, but definitely in better shape and more 'professional' in appearance.
"Wow." I said. "He looks suspiciously like one of Marcie Harper's lieutenants. We need to confirm his identity with Mr. Walsh. According to the neighbors at the Farris's old home, the men who arrived at the Farris's old home answer the descriptions of Clarence Meadows and Saidy. Okay, let's keep going for now."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "Next, I checked on the Farrises. Donna Farris was making very good money with SPS as part of Edward Blassingame's management team, which is called the 'Inner Circle'. Twelve SPS employees have recently switched to BigAgraFoods, according to State employment records. And they all got very large bonuses for doing so, so large that banks had to file paperwork for the deposits that were well over ten thousand dollars."
"Paid by BigAgraFoods?" I asked.
"That's where it got interesting, sir." Mary said. "They've got until April 15th to report the bonus payouts for the first calendar quarter of the year, so we'll have to wait and see on that. But the banks have reported all of these people's accounts getting $25,000 apiece... and then there's another $75,000 deposited into each account, but the source on the paperwork is listed as insurance payments, and the electronic deposits match that."
"Oh wow, that's interesting." I said. "And they're the ones whose furniture went missing after using SMS's services?"
"Six of 'em, sir." said Mary. "They signed settlement deals that include giving up the right to sue for the losses. The other six reported house fires, with collateral damage to their expensive cars, and accepting insurance settlements of $75,000 each."
"So we're looking at insurance fraud?" asked Chief Moynahan astutely.
"And more, if I don't miss my guess, sir." I said. "Julia, Ted, that is your cue."
"Yes sir." said Julia Rodriguez. "We talked with Bert Cowell, the distribution director. He replaced the man who replaced Dick Granger after you sent Granger to prison, Commander. We discovered that Andy Lessing, the regular driver of the truck Saidy was found in, is missing."
"We put out an APB for him immediately," said Julia, "and the City Police sent a patrol to his home. It was empty. No signs of a break-in or a struggle, and no signs of a hurried departure. His car, which was parked at the distribution center, had no luggage nor anything strange in it."
"Got us a workup, Mary?" I asked Mary.
"Yes sir. Several of them." said Mary. "Bert Cowell started out as truck loader, then did the truck route to Pottsville, then to Palmyra County. He became the weekend distribution manager, then the overall distribution manager, where he's currently working. He has a nearly spotless record. Misdemeanor disorderly conduct while in college. He was a member of the Tau Fraternity, and they're one of the bad ones on our University's Campus. Cowell dropped out of college his junior year with pretty bad grades, and ended up at SPS. He's had no felony arrests, and no arrests or even tickets at all since that one college hiccup."
"Sounds like exactly what we'd expect to see of a senior SPS employee." I said. "What about Saidy and Lessing?"
"Saidy, as you know," Mary said, "was an ex-con in the SPS Parolee Program. I've tried to dig deeper and see what we could find on him, but so far nothing's popped up. Andy Lessing, though, may be familiar to you, Commander." She put a DMV CDL photo up.
"Oh yesssss. Very familiar." I hissed. "If you haven't already, Mary, pull up a photo of former City Police Officer Jeff Farley."



Mary typed on her computer for a moment, and then a City Police ID came onto the screen. Everyone gasped. It was clear from these photos that 'Andy Lessing' was the long-disappeared Jeff Farley, former Police partner of the recently deceased Bundy McGinty!
As I explained who Farley was, Mary was typing furiously on her computer. After a few moments she said "That CDL is the only photo ID of Andy Lessing in any database I can 'reasonably' access. He also has a very thin backstop."
"What's a 'backstop'?" Geiger asked.
"It's a word used by national agencies a lot." I said. "When they create a background for someone going undercover, they call it a 'backstop'. IDs, credit records, whatever can be accessed on a computer to make us think someone is who he says he is. Sometimes the 'backstop' for deep undercover Federal agents goes as far back as grade school, or even fake birth certificates."
Mary looked up and I shut up. She said "Sir, no other 'Andy Lessing' information that I can come up with... just that one CDL. The address on it is an apartment near the City Railyards. The City Police report of their visit to his place today when we called him in as missing said that the apartment was very sparsely furnished, no food in the refrigerator at all, no clothes in the closets."
"Nothing at all, ma'am?" Julia Rodriguez asked. "No employment records with the State?"
"No, nothing." said Mary. "No bank records, no credit history."
"I don't get it." Julia Rodriguez said. "Bert Cowell asked about Lessing immediately when we told him that we'd found Truck 164, as if Lessing were a longtime employee."
Teddy Parker replied: "But he refused to discuss employee information until we told him we found Truck 164 with Saidy's dead body in it."
"Tell you what." I said. "Mary, bring up a photo of Bert Cowell." Mary typed a moment, and a DMV photo came up. Julia gasped, and Teddy's eyes bugged out of his head like a Bugs Bunny cartoon character.
"Ma'am," asked Julia, "is that the right guy? The right name?"
"Yes." said Mary. She typed some more. "Here's a concealed carry permit ID for him. He has a credit history, and it's a pretty good one. And I already talked about his college history, which looks pretty solid."
"So what is it, Rodriguez?" I asked, feeling the vibe from her.
"Sir," Julia said, "that is not the man we interviewed! Those photos looks a little bit like him, but it's not the same guy!"
"I agree, sir." said Teddy Parker. "Not even close, really."
"O-kayyyy." I said. "Well, that explains a few things, as well. And therefore we need APBs for Bert Cowell, Andy Lessing, Jeff Farley, Clarence Meadows, Frank Walsh---"
"Hold on, there!" I heard a voice say as the door to Classroom 'E' flew open. Stepping into the room was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood... and Dr. Laura Fredricson. "Sorry to barge in on you, Chief Moynahan," Muscone said, "but before you do anything, I need to see you, Chief Soltis, and Commander Troy right away. It's urgent."
"Are the kids okay?" I asked my wife upon seeing her, feeling a strong vibe.
"Yes, they're fine." Laura said.
"Certainly, Mr. Muscone." said Chief Moynahan. "The rest of you... start whiteboards for all this... messsss."
As I got in line behind Chief Soltis, I turned and crooked my finger at Cindy. She got the message, and followed us out of the room.
We went to the Main Conference Room. As Cindy came in, Muscone said "Er, Commander Ross---"
"I invited her." I said with some authority in my voice. "And I'm not attending this party without her."
"It's okay, Jack." said Melina, and though Muscone was her boss, I did not fail to notice who was really in charge here. We all sat down, and Chief Soltis was introduced to those who might not have known him.
"What's it about, Mr. Muscone?" asked Chief Moynahan.
Muscone said "I need you guys to stop this investigation..."
To be continued.
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Part 9 - The Deep End
"What?!" said Cindy, Chief Moynahan, and Chief Soltis, all at once.
"Oh." I said a second later. "The fake IDs."
"He gets it." Melina said. Laura's eyebrows shrugged up in acquiescence.
"Enlighten us, Mr. Crowbar." said Chief Moynahan.
"For us," I said, "the issue is this murder, these furniture thefts, and possibly insurance fraud, which are State pervues. For these Federales, the issue is that a lot of systems are being breached to insert these IDs. From the Marcie Harper gang, to the nuke incident, to the Tolson/Aurus escapes, to what we're starting to find now with these CDLs and other IDs... someone has done some extreme hacking here. And it's obviously a problem for our Federal friends and neighbors... and spouses."
"Yes, it is." Laura said, returning my 'look' with one of her own. "Jimmy Tolson's escape from a Supermax prison has shown us that this is a very serious breach of Federal as well as State databases, and it's a matter of national security. Even worse than the bad guys being able to insert fake data, we're worried that the data of good agents could be altered to look bad, and therefore compromise those good people. It's bad for the FBI and the military, but for the CIA and the DEA this could become a nightmare."
"So you don't want us doing anything that might let the perps know we're on to what they're doing," I said, "especially regarding things like these CDLs."
"That's the gist of it." said Muscone. "We know you guys have hit on a bunch of these fake IDs, and we want to pick it up from here."
"You'll be wasting your time." I said. "The origin of that problem and the prison IDs is not with SPS. It's wherever 'The Geek' is being held by the Feds----"
And then I saw it, in Muscone's eyes, and Laura's. "Don't tell me... you've lost him, haven't you?" For a moment no one said anything, and I wished I had my cellphone camera out to take photos of the guilty looks on some Federal agents's faces.
Finally, Melina said "It would be more accurate to say that we're not sure who has control of him. He was brought here, to our Town & County, during the nuke crisis. We thought General Just brought him in, but under interrogation, Just admitted that he was not the one that brought him in. We're theorizing that The Geek was brought in ostensibly to find the perps, but in reality to scout you out, Don."
"And get a layout of the land of the Town & County." I said. "I also suspect The Geek is the one behind that cyber-attack on the TCPD. As to who has control of him... I daresay it's Shimono and her group, at least right now. And Cindy, that reminds me..." I said, turning and looking at the Green Crowbar, "... we've gotta come up with a really cool name for those guys."
"No doubt about that." Cindy replied.
"Soooooo, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "are you good with suspending this case for now?"
"No sir." I said. "This is a murder case. A man's life was taken from him, and every minute we waste by not pursing the case makes it infinitely harder to solve."
"I'm sorry the man died," Laura said, "but Don, this is a much bigger issue, and a much greater threat to us."
"I get that." I said with alacrity. "What I'm going to suggest is that we can keep working on our case from angles that won't interfere with your work on the IDs."
"How?" Melina asked. "You've found out by now that the man your Detectives interviewed thinking he was Bert Cowell, is not Bert Cowell. How are you going to go in there and say 'We know you're not Bert Cowell.' without them knowing you found out about his fake ID?"
"For God's sake!" I spluttered, worn to anger. "We the Police run checks on IDs all the time! Every traffic stop, we're running an ID on the person to see if they have an outstanding warrant. In a case like this, we're running checks on the victims and potential perps. It's normal!
"Hell," said Cindy, "they'd be more suspicious if we weren't running ID checks."
"They have a point." Laura said quietly to Jack Muscone.
"Yeah, they do." said Muscone. "And the damage is done: they've already been running the ID checks on the SPS people related to this."
"How about this, then?" Melina offered. "You guys keep running your investigation of the murder, and let us take over the furniture thefts and the insurance fraud investigations. We'll share anything we find with the State Insurance Commissioner's office."
"No." I said. "First, because those are State crimes; and second, because the cases are too intertwined. And they know by now that we're investigating. If you really want cover for your ID investigation, you should let us continue our work on this case. If we pull back now, they'll wonder why."
"He's right, you know." said Chief Moynahan. Melina did not look particularly happy at that comment.
"That leaves the Shimono Group." said Muscone. "We really do need you guys to let us take the lead on them."
"That should be no problem." said Chief Moynahan, who then caught my look at him. "Or is it, Mr. Crowbar?"
"Chief," I said, "it's just that Becca Larrington was nearly a victim of George Aurus... as was this here Crowbar woman..." I was pointing my thumb back at Cindy, who began tapping me on the shoulder with a green crowbar. I continued: "We're going to be on the lookout for him or Jimmy Tolson coming into this County."
"We understand that." said Melina. "I think what Jack is saying is to perhaps not be too aggressive in expanding the Saidy murder case and the SMS insurance fraud to getting in over your heads with these other people."
"Oh, like we haven't been in 'over our heads' with them already." Cindy said acerbically, making air quotes. When I turned to look at her, she said "It's not like you weren't chained to a nuclear weapon by those bastards." She then turned to the others and said: "My point is that Don is the most likely target of Aurus and Tolson, as Don is the one who put them in prison. And the others are likely greatly interested in revenge on Don for thwarting their plans for getting the Mutanix from BOW Enterprises. Of course we're going to be watching out for them."
"We'll stay in the shallow end of the pool, and you big kids can have the deep end all to yourselves." I said. Laura peered at me; she knew that my voice was connoting something other than willing acquiescence.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We locals returned to Classroom 'E', and all eyes were upon us. "Okay guys," I said, "we're going to slow our roll for the evening. Mary, call Detective Thomas Warren of the City Police, give him Clarence Meadows's address, and ask him to have people visit Clarence. Give him what he needs to understand what we're investigating, and have him ask Clarence about the assignment to move the Farrises, and why he didn't accompany the truck after loading it."
"Other than that," I continued, "you guys can go home. Nell and Eric, Chief Soltis is staying with Chief Moynahan, and you can stay at my Cabin on top of the mountain. It'll sure save on hotel expenses."
"Mary," I said, "I'll be back here after I take Nell and Eric up there. Don't do any more on the computer tonight. I'll brief you later on all that. Everyone else, I'll see your shiny happy faces tomorrow morning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, what a neat place!" Nell Bell said as she and Eric Hannum came into The Cabin. "You live here?"
"It's a long story." I said as Cindy and I came in with them. "My family lives in my wife's home closer to the University, and we sometimes stay here on weekends with other friends and family."
I took them up to see the two guest bedrooms. "Don't strip the sheets, as you might be here more than one night. Leave the beds unmade in the morning, and we'll take care of everything after you leave. Feel free to use the kitchen, or you can get takeout or go out for a late supper. You've got my number and Commander Ross's number as well as Chief Soltis's, so if anything happens, speed-dial us." I gave them the guest code to the alarm system.
As Cindy and I left, I noticed that they were going out onto the back deck, and I knew they'd be spellbound by the spectacular view of the Town & County for a while...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were driving back to Headquarters, Cindy asked "How did Melina know about the Bert Cowell interview, and that he wasn't who Julia and Teddy thought he was? Mary didn't look him up at all until literally minutes before she and Jack and Laura barged in."
"Ah, you caught that, too." I said, then added: "That's why I wanted you to come back to Headquarters with me. I need to talk to Myron and Mary, and as Myron's boss you need to hear what I'm going to say, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were sitting in my office. I had a lap full of baby Louise Milton as her parents and Cindy sat in the hot chairs in front of the desk.
"You look like you've held babies before, Commander." Mary said. Louise smiled brightly at the sound of her mother's voice, and had been no fuss at all as I'd held her and baby-talked with her for a minute.
"I've had some practice." I said. "And there is nothing in the world like raising a child, or children... as everyone in here now knows." That made Cindy smile at the thought of Betsy now in her home.
Louise started getting fidgety, so Mary came over and got her. I said "Okay, Mary, you can take Louise home after this briefing. Myron, you might want to call in a couple of your techs; you have a long night ahead of you."
I continued: "I am now certain that the recent cyber-attack on the TCPD computers was committed by a bad actor known as 'The Geek'. Have you heard of him?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "After you told us about his presence during the nuclear incident, I told my father about him. My father and a source----"
"Who is my father, and at my request." said Cindy.
"She said it, not me, sir." Myron said. "But I'm not denying it. They found out some stuff about 'The Geek'. He is definitely a bad actor, and very dangerous in the cyber arena."
"Yes, he is." I said. "He was the cyber equivalent of a 'meth lab slave' for the Government after he got caught hacking the Big Boy Banks's algorithms for front-running stock transactions and using them for his own benefit. But he's also working for the Shimono Group. Anyway, it was confirmed by my observations tonight that the Government has planted a background program, probably a daemon, that was following what Mary was looking up on her computer. And then Lo and Behold!... the Federales came in just as we were about to put out a bunch of APBs...
"Those bastards!" Mary gasped angrily, making Louise look up at her in what would be shock.
"Careful, Lieutenant." Cindy said. "One of them was the Commander's wife."
"I'll excuse it." I said. "And I will be having a conversation with Laura about this. In the meantime, Myron, you need to scrub the system and find any background code. I also need this entire Headquarters triple-swept for bugs and made clean of them by tomorrow morning. You are personally in charge of that, Lieutenant Myron Milton."
"Yes sir." said Myron. I excused him and Mary, and Cindy and I waved goodbye to Louise as they took her and left.
"Wow, that's bad." said Cindy. "What's it about? Is that ID thingy really that bad? I mean... we can create a fake ID on the DMV servers. We did it for you when you went to visit Marcie Harper with Todd."
"Yes, the situation is that bad." I said. "What the Feds are dealing with is more far-reaching than simple stuff like what we do. For example: in the Supermax jail break, they put retinal scans in the system to go with the IDs. That is not easy to do at all." After a pause, I continued: "But I don't think that is all that's bothering them, nor the real reason why they wanted us to drop this case."
"What's their real reason?" Cindy asked.
"Your guess is as good as mine." I replied.
"Bull shit." Cindy said quietly. "Your guesses are accepted as testimony in Court."
I whimpered a laugh. "Well, in this case I really have no idea. It's like a bowl of Senator Cerone's spaghetti... noodles going out in every direction, all tangled up, with a layer of thick cover-up sauce on top..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came into the Mountain Nest to see Carole and her mother sitting on the stairs in 'time out'. Carole looked both angry and miserable, and Laura looked determined. On the bottom step was the redoubtable Bowser. Just across the hallway, on the living room carpet, Buddy was snoozing.
"Uh oh." I said. "Carole, why are you in timeout?"
"She's been giving me some serious attitude." Laura said, answering for her daughter. "And timeout doesn't seem to be enough. I'm thinking that she may have to sit here while everyone else watches 'The Flash' and 'Supergirl' on Tuesday night." That made Carole look even more miserable... but at the same time she was holding out with the attitude.
"Carole..." I said, bending over enough to get her eyes looking at mine, "why are you upset?"
"Because Mommy went to 'MEETINGS'! She promised she wouldn't go to any more meetings!" my daughter yelled. Buddy opened one eye to see what was the matter, then went back to his supervisory nap.
"Carole," I said, "your mother was in a meeting... with me . She was at Police Headquarters, where I work. Now why are you upset about that?"
Carole did not answer, but just looked up at me. I said "Go put on your jacket, and let's take these dogs out." I could not believe the sheer speed with which the dogs arrived at the back door. The Flash had nothing on them! I thought to myself.
"This has got to stop." Laura said quietly to me as Carole went and put on her jacket.
"I'll do what I can." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the dogs did dog things and inspected their domains, Carole and I sat on the metal mesh loveseat.
"Carole," I said, "I could have sworn that we had this discussion before, and you were going to stop pouting when Mommy goes to meetings, especially meetings with me."
"I don't want her to go to meetings at all!" Carole said, her voice near crying. "Every time she goes to meetings, something bad happens!"
"And you're worried something bad is going to happen to your mother if she goes to meetings?" I said, understanding the real concern here from the vibe Carole was giving off, as well as her words.
"Ye-es." Carole said. "I want her to be safe."
I put my arm around my daughter and hugged her to me. "I understand. And I want her to be safe, too. But Carole, your mom does what she does to keep you and me and everyone else safe. And she's very good at what she does, and she stays as safe as she can be. And I do everything I can to keep her safe, just like I do what I can to keep you safe. So don't worry about her, okay?"
No reply. I continued: "And whatever you think, you need to stop stressing her out by pouting about it. It's time to grow up and be a big girl about this."
Finally, something was getting through. "I am a big girl." she said. Then a thought came to her: "Daddy, do you worry less when you're a grownup?" No, I worry more, I thought to myself, but I wasn't going to tell her that.
"It's a different kind of worry for us grownups." I said. "And I've found as I've gotten older that it's okay to be concerned, but to worry about anything too much isn't going to help. You just think about doing well in school, having fun with your friends, taking care of your brothers and sister and Buddy and Bowser, and let me and your mom worry about the grownup things."
"O-kay." Carole said, her voice showing she was still not too happy. We went back inside, to where Laura was sitting on the far sofa.
"Carole is unhappy about 'meetings'," I said, "because she's worried about you and wants you to be safe."
"Awww." Laura said. "That's very sweet of you, Carole." She picked up her daughter and hugged her. "But don't worry about me, okay?"
"Okay, Mommy." Carole said, hugging her mother back. They went upstairs to get ready for bed, and I helped Jim get ready.
"Daddy," Jim said, "can we work on the Lego castle at The Cabin this weekend?"
"I hope so, son." I said. "I'm working on a Police case, but I'll come help you and your brothers as much as I can, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." said Jim. "I guess the bad guys don't let you have weekends off like normal people, do they?"
I chuckled. "No, they don't. And who told you that?"
"Carole." said Jim. "She says Po-leece Officers never stop working." She was right about that, I thought to myself.
"Yes, keeping people safe never stops." I said. "Okay, you and Buddy go to sleep. You've got a big day ahead of you tomorrow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura made my neat Scotch a double, and her own drink, a 'Godmother' vodka and Amaretto, was pretty stiff.
"I'm the psychiatrist," Laura said, "but you're the one that got her to admit she's worried about me. I don't know why she's been so vocal about it these days, though."
"Laura," I said, "you know that Carole senses things, a lot like Cindy does, maybe even more. She can all but read our minds, and can sense when we're stressed, and that stresses her. So my observation and deduction from her reactions as well as your presence in my Police Headquarters tonight is that you are involved in something. Care to tell your loving husband what it's about?"
Laura smiled and snuggled into me as I put my arm around her. "She's right, and you're right. Since I retired, I've been in a consulting position; they tell me about a situation and I research it, give my opinion, and point them in the right direction. I also have continued to do psychological work for them, analyzing things and doing some research with Callie's help."
"However," she continued, "I got a call from the new CIA Director, but only to ask me to take a call from the Director of National Intelligence himself. So I did, and he outlined just how bad the penetration of our systems has been. I've been working on that, and while I've avoided going to Washington, D.C., it may be inevitable that I have to at some point."
"Okay, so tell me what's really going on." I said, not allowing my wife to believe for one moment that she was dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded.
Laura gave a pursed smile. "I can't. Classified, need-to-know, whatever cliché works."
"I understand." I said. "So I'll tell you what's going on, and you just fill in the blanks where you are able to."
Laura's eyes went wide as I began: "I don't know what Melina is, but she is one hell of a lot more than an FBI Supervisory Agent for this area. I think she's in charge of the aftermath of the nuke incident, and has been tasked with the capture of the Shimono Group, for whom we really do need to give a cool name. I also suspect she has either been assigned or has taken on for herself the threat posed by the person we call 'The Geek', who I think you and your Fed buddies believe is the real computer power behind these cyber-threats, including the ID issues."



I continued: "You guys must think that Edward Blassingame has something to do with this. It's obvious to the world that we're coming across a smuggling operation within State Parcel Service, one that has been well-established for some time and has been working on behalf of the Establishment Elites, and possibly was in cahoots with Superior Bloodlines as well as the Consultant of Crime while he was ruling the Underworld with an iron fist."
"Ergo," I finished up, "you're thinking we might expose the Blassingame operation, and that will cause you and the Feds some kind of problem. Ergo, the Powers-That-Be told Muscone and Melina to try to shut us down... and sent you to persuade me with your considerable sexual charms."
"Well..." Laura said, "they didn't mention the sexual charms part, just that I'm your wife and you might listen to me."
"I know." I said. "I just added the 'sexual charms' part myself... since those are what will work best upon me. In fact..." I said, drawing Laura to me and kissing her neck, "why don't we go to bed and see just how... effective... those charms are."
"Mmmm." Laura said. She turned and kissed me on the mouth as her arms wrapped around me, "yes, let's see if I've still got it."
"Oh, you do." I said. "You most definitely do..."
Part 10 - Friday Foibles
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, March 29th, from an 'undisclosed location' that was really the fenced-in KXTC property. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the murder of a State Moving Services worker."
Bettina began: "Yesterday morning, a man identified as 34-year-old Rupert Saidy was found dead of a gunshot wound to the head in what appeared to be a State Moving Services truck. The truck was later identified as belonging to State Parcel Service, which is based in the City with branch distribution points all over the State, and the truck was altered to look like an SMS truck."
Bettina continued: "Police have no leads on the case, but have formed a joint task force with the Midtown Police, whose Detectives were investigating a series of scams where fake moving companies picked up people's belongings and then disappeared. The TCPD has not commented on whether the murder is related to those thefts, and Commander Donald Troy has ignored repeated requests by KXTC for comment."
Bettina had more: "And now let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder. Lester!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Holder, appearing to be somewhere else, but in reality at the other end of the KXTC property. "In other news, the social justice group 'Black Voices Raised' issued a statement demanding that the Town & County Charter Commission restructure the Town & County Council along equal-population lines without regard to the Town Limit line. The group's leader and spokesperson, Maxine Watts, said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled showing Maxine Watts saying "The current structure of the Town & County was designed to discriminate against minorities. It is racist, and it must be changed. If the Charter Commission does not make the changes we demand, we will sue in Federal Court, and we ask the U.S. Department of Justice to join us in our complaint."
More tape, showing Edward R. Steele saying "Maxine Watts is a private citizen that lives in the City, not in our Town & County. Therefore, her words are of absolutely no value to anyone in this County."
More tape, showing Charter Commission member Rev. Joseph E. Williams saying: "I am sure we will study the legitimate concerns of the group 'Black Voices Raised'. Having said that, Maxine Watts is not a resident of this County, and her intrusion into our business is not helpful to finding the best solutions for our residents."
Back to Holder live: "As usual, Charter Commission Chairman Donald Troy has ignored repeated requests by KXTC for comment. Considering that Donald Troy is a racist who uses his halfbreed daughter as a political prop, that's not surprising. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you for that important report, Lester!" said Bettina. "In State news, this is effectively the last day that the State Legislature will be in session for the year. Apart from commendations and citations for a number of individuals, including one for Cameron Wakefield of County High School, who achieved a perfect score on the SAT, the Legislature only passed one bill, the omnibus Budget Bill.
Bettina continued, with emphasis: "Several sensible gun control measures were squashed by the powerful NRA, and a strong Green Energy Bill that would've required the State to adhere to United Nations policies to combat Climate Change, was defeated by the State Senate, whose Republicans want your children to drink dirty water..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God!" exclaimed Nell Bell as she watched with the other Detectives in MCD. "Did I hear that right? Did he really say that?"
"About Commander Troy's daughter?" asked Joanne. "Yes he did. And he's said the same thing before."
"That is... stunning." said Nell. "And he still has his job?
"Yes he does." said a voice in the doorway. Everyone turned to see Your Iron Crowbar standing there. As I came in, I said: "In fact, he was fired but then re-hired specifically to make attacks like that on me and my family."
"Penis Holder is trying to goad Commander Troy into doing something." said Commander Cindy Ross, who'd also just come into MCD. "We just ignore Holder's classless racism."
"Oh, I'm not ignoring it" I replied. "I consider his comments to be a terroristic attack upon the life and safety of my daughter. But despite what Commander Ross says, I don't always walk into traps, especially pathetic traps set by the deeply corrupt, racist Media. Okay, let's get down to business. We've got a murder to solve, and we need to figure out what's going on with this Bert Cowell guy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30am, Friday, March 29th. Myron Milton and I went into Cindy's office to hear his report. I first swept for bugs, finding none, and I'd long since pulled the I.A. wires out of her office as I had done for my own.
"We found three daemon programs." said Myron. "One was sort of obvious, and I think it was meant to mask the second one. And then we found an even deeper one. They're all eradicated now, and we're working on isolating our systems more so that if they try again, infecting one area won't infect others."
"How much data did we lose?" asked Cindy. "And I'm especially asking if any of the evidence in our servers was compromised."
"No evidence was compromised, ma'am." said Myron. "And I can show that in Court if it becomes necessary. Having said that, it would be a lot better for us if we just don't freely mention that to any defense lawyers, or they'll try like hell to use it against us."
"As to the overall data," continued Myron, "we didn't lose any, but these daemons are designed to read our data and also follow what we're doing using mirroring techniques. The Command Group and the Captains's computers have extra security and likely weren't mirrored, but the Detectives in MCD and Vice could have been. I really can't tell exactly what the hackers saw, so I can't tell you just how badly we were compromised."
I said "We have to assume the worst, that the hackers know everything we've been doing the last few days, or even weeks. I'll get with Captain Perlman, and have her ask the Detectives if any of their operations suddenly went south or if we lost any C.I.s or anything. Needless to say, any future operations will have to be changed up."
"Lieutenant," said Cindy, "who was behind these attacks?"
Myron said "The first daemon and the second one to cover up the first is likely by the Government, though I can't tell you which agency. I just know that what we were seeing was pretty standard for the Federal Government. The third one was much more sophisticated... either a foreign government's very best, our Government's very best, or some outside hacker with mad skills."
I said "The more important question is why is someone with that level of sophistication so interested in what this local jurisdiction Police Force is doing?"
Cindy said "Lieutenant, are you sure it's completely cleaned up?"
"I'm as sure as I can be, ma'am." said Myron. "We're coming off Plan B, so if any Officers have a trojan virus on their iPhones or vehicle computers, we may get attacked again... but we're on the lookout for those, so I'm confident we can intercept anything new."
"And I know you guys are doing great work and keeping diligent." I said to Myron, as I was feeling a vibe from Cindy that she was not entirely accepting Myron's word, nor that she was entirely satisfied the threat was mitigated...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:50am. The meeting was in Classroom 'E', and was well attended by the Detectives and Leadership of the Midtown/Town & County Joint Task Force. The large number of doughnuts the two Police Chiefs had brought in disappeared with amazing speed.
"Okay, what do we haaaavvvvve?" asked Chief Moynahan.
Captain Tanya Perlman started: "I heard back from Detective Sapper Warren of the City Police. He and Detective E.J. Jefferson went to the address of Clarence Meadows. No one was at home. They procured a warrant to enter his home, and found a pretty messy home... messy in that he wasn't much for cleaning up. It did not look like he hastily bolted. His car was found in the parking lot of a nearby watering hole, but he was not in the bar, and surveillance of his car until dawn was fruitless, as he never came back to it. The City Police put out an APB for him."
Tanya then called upon Lt. Mary Milton, who said "With Detective Warner's secure line and help, we were able to get some data by means other than our Police servers and net, since Myron was cleaning out the daemons."
Mary started: "We checked with the State Insurance Commissioner's Office about the families that had their stuff stolen. Those insurance companies that had to pay out and then subsequently dropped SMS sent their data about the cases to the Insurance Commissioner to justify why they were dropping SMS. The data we got showed that every one of the families listed brand new refrigerators, plasma television monitors, new appliances, and relatively expensive furniture as having been stolen."
Mary continued: "BigBenefitInsurance has not reported the details of the claims they paid out, and have made their quarterly reports barely on time every time, so we'll have to get subpoenas to get that data from the company itself. We checked for complaints filed with the State Insurance Commissioner, and while BigBenefitInsurance has a ton of complaints for delayed or withheld payments, there were none from those that made claims against them for SMS cases nor the fires that destroyed expensive vehicles."
Joanne Warner said "Excuse me, ma'am, but were there any itemized lists from SMS of what was stolen?"
"No, and that's part of the problem." said Mary. "For most of their cases, it was a fake truck that arrived before the real one got there, so SMS didn't have manifests of what was actually loaded."
"But we do have the inventory of what we recovered from Truck 164." said Joanne. "And they had a lot of very old stuff."
"I see what you're getting at, Detective Warner." I said. "These people are putting in claims for new, expensive stuff, when they might've loaded older stuff into the trucks, or loaded nothing at all and still made the claims. And with perfect 20/20 hindsight, if we'd waited until the Farrises filed their insurance claim, it'd have been interesting to see what they would've put down. But... we didn't know."
"We might can help with that, sir." said Eric Hannum. "While at your home last night, I connected to the Midtown P.D. net and looked to see if any of those families later put up any furniture or appliances for sale on web sites or apps. We expected that they'd use aliases, but at some point the money has to come back to their bank accounts... and we got a full thread on three of the families." Eric received an acclaim from everyone, especially from his Police Chief.
"Well done, Hannum." said Chief Soltis.
"I a-greeee, very well done." said Chief Moynahan. "Chief Soltis, you have some very good De-tec-tives on your Police Force."
"What did you find?" Joanne asked Eric, who had blushed at the praise bestowed upon him.
"Nothing new or particularly expensive." said Eric. "But some older refrigerators, washer/dryer sets, microwave ovens, and clothes."
"And what did they list on the insurance claims?" asked Joanne, her voice sounding excited.
"We don't know yet." said Eric. "Their claims were with BigBenefitInsurance."
I said "That still may be good enough to get warrants for BigBenefitInsurance's data. And don't ask them nicely beforehand, which might allow them time to hide or destroy evidence. We want to show them what 'shock and awe' means."
"What about Bert Cowell?" asked Chief Soltis.
"We're going to go back and re-interview him." said Julia Rodriguez. "I was going to ask if we should get a warrant to arrest him, especially if it's the same guy we talked to yesterday."
"City PD is getting one for us." said Chief Moynahan. "We're going to have their company when we go... and some more company as well. FBI Special Agent In Charge Muscone has asked to join the parrrrr-dee."
Part 11 - Disappearing Acts
Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker came into the SPS Distribution Center through the huge space where trucks drove in and out to their loading bays, rather than through the front door as most people would.
As they came up to the Director of Distribution's desk area in its glass cubicle, Teddy Parker said "That's not the guy we talked to yesterday."
"And it's not the Bert Cowell on those IDs Lt. Milton brought up, either." Julia replied agreeably.
As they came up to the desk, the man behind it peered at them in an unfriendly way. "Can I help you?" he asked gruffly.
"We're the Detectives who were here yesterday." said Julia Rodriguez. "Can we speak to Bert Cowell, please?"
"Just a moment." said the man. He picked up a phone and turned so that the Detectives could not see his mouth due to his hand holding the phone, and he spoke low enough they couldn't really hear him. After hanging up, he said "Just stay here, please."
Moments later, Julia looked around. "Security approaching." she said to Parker. "Six of them, from every direction."
"Yep." said Parker. "Stay loose. I've got the guys on your right, and you can duck under and get the guys coming up from the loading bays."
Their planning was not needed, though. An older, distinguished man in a gray suit was coming up very quickly, along with a shorter man that the Detectives recognized. He was attorney Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C.
"Who are you?" said the older man.
"I'm Detective Rodriguez and this is Detective Parker." said Julia. "We were here yesterday investigating the murder of a man who was found on one of your delivery trucks. And you are?"
"I'm Jeffrey Blankenship, Acting CEO of State Parcel Service." said the man. He turned to the man behind the desk and said "John, who permitted these people to come in here?"
"I don't know, sir." the man said. "They just showed up."
"Do you have a warrant to be here?" demanded Masterson, who was trying and failing to hide a grin.
"We came in to talk to your Director of Distribution, as we did yesterday." said Julia, who was all but squared up to Masterson.
"If you don't have a warrant, and you're not in your correct jurisdiction," said Blankenship, "then you're trespassing. And you won't just be allowed to leave. You're under arrest." The security men that had been approaching converged upon the group more quickly.
"Is that right?" asked Parker laconically, his eyes boring into Blankenship's, keeping the man's attention.
"Yes." said Blankenship. "You were not invited in, and you don't have a warrant. If you resist, my security will shoot you----" He stopped as a warrant appeared in front of him, held by a hand and arm that had reached around him.
"Huhh!" Blankenship gasped, moving forward and to his left as he pirouetted. He was about to attack until he saw that the man that had snuck up behind him was bigger than him, taller than him.. and wielding a red crowbar.
"What the fuck!" Blankenship yelled. "What are you doing sneaking up on me like that?!"
"Why, handing you this warrant." I said, still holding the document up as if trying to hand it to him. "And you really should be more aware of your surroundings, Mr. Blankenship. So should your Security... if they'd drawn their guns, they'd be dead now." Everyone looked around to see that our little party was surrounded by City Police and the FBI Special Agents of Team Lazarus.
"Agent Muscone and his batch of FBI losers." said Nathan Masterson. "I should've known the Iron Crowbar was too much of a coward to come in without reinforcements."
"Watch your mouth, Jew-Hater." I warned Masterson. "Those reinforcements are to protect you from me, not the other way around. Detective Rodriguez, is that the man you talked to yesterday?"
"No sir." said Julia.
"Mr. Blankenship, where is Mr. Bert Cowell?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Blankenship. "I only came down here after being informed of the security breach without showing a warrant. I can assure you that a complaint will be made to the SBI as well as several members of the State Legislature."
"Oh, by all means, make your complaints!" I said with Rudistan-'ish' joviality. "But as you can see, that is a legitimate warrant issued by a Superior Court, and I'm sure Special Agent in Charge Muscone has a similar Federal warrant." I then lowered my voice into a menacing tone as I said "Where is Cowell, Blankenship?"
"I don't know." said Blankenship. "John, where is Bert?"
"He called in sick, sir." said John. "I was called in this morning to work the desk."
I said "Who are you?"
"Don't answer that!" cried Nathan Masterson. "Don't say anything to these rogue cops."
I walked up to the desk. "Show me your ID." I said. "And no matter what this asshole Jew-hater of a lawyer says, you are required by law to follow my instructions and present your ID when asked."
"Show yours first." said John. I did so, exhibiting my SBI Inspector ID and Badge. He finally produced his driver's license, which I scanned with my Police iPhone, acquiring it's data.
"Thank you." I said. "So you're the weekend Distribution Director." I noted as I looked at his work ID that was clipped onto his shirt pocket.
"That's right." the man said shortly. I handed him the driver's license back, then turned to the others.
"Mr. Blankenship, that warrant allows us access to your employee files, all of them." I said. "Why don't you come with us to your personnel offices?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bert Cowell's address in his employee file matched the IDs we'd seen in the past. The City Police were on their way to his home. In the meantime, Jack Muscone and I had Jeffrey Blankenship in a conference room. Nathan Masterson was too overwhelmed and could not be in multiple places at once. He'd called in for legal reinforcements. then stayed with Blankenship.
"Where's Granger?" Muscone asked. He was standing behind the seated Blankenship, towering over the Acting CEO's shoulder, which apparently bothered Blankenship.
"I don't know." said Blankenship. "And why don't you sit down, or at least stop standing behind me."
"Were you in the military, Mr. Blankenship? In combat?" I asked. I was standing near the door, with the corner of the table between me and the others. "You don't seem to like people standing behind you."



"And you do?" snarled Blankenship.
"No, but I keep abreast of the tactical situation at all times." I replied. "You were saying about Granger?"
"I wasn't." said Blankenship. "I have nothing to say."
"He's your employee." said Muscone strongly. "In fact, he's your Senior Vice President. And you don't know where he is?"
Blankenship sighed. "As if I keep abreast of where every one of my employees is at all times." After a silent pause filled with tension, and growing anger, he said "Look, Granger is a Senior VP here, but he was Mr. Blassingame's man. I've been expecting Granger to leave for BigAgraFoods with Mr. Blassingame at any time, like several others of his top people did."
"But he's still with SPS, as of now." I said. "So stop playing around. Where is he?"
"I don't know." said Blankenship. "Granger has been on field trips for Mr. Blassingame for the last several months, and I'm not keeping track of him at all."
"How do I find Granger?" asked Muscone.
"Don't answer that." said Masterson. "Why do you want to find Mr. Granger, Muscone?"
"I'd suggest you show the FBI Special Agent in Charge some respect, Jew-hater." I snarled at Masterson.
"And if I don't?" replied Masterson, his own voice a snarl. I just stared him down and began tapping my crowbar into the palm of my hand.
"It's your blood." I said. "How much do you value it staying inside your body?"
"Is that a threat, Mr. Police Brutality?" Masterson asked sardonically.
"What do you think... Jew hater?" I asked back, my eyes boring into his. Despite his bravado, he could not hide his fear.
Meanwhile, Jack Muscone was ignoring the side drama. "Let me spell it out for you, Blankenship." he said. "Your Senior Vice President is wanted for a host of Federal charges. If you do know where he is or anything that leads me to him, you'd better tell me... or I'll have Federal Agents ripping through your entire business here like a disturbed bed of fire ants."
"Do your damnedest." fired back Blassingame. "Neither I nor SPS have anything to hide."
"Don't say another word about Mr. Granger." said Masterson. "And that's legal advice from your lawyer. Don't let this Federal thug and this asshole kike intimidate you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As my Detectives downloaded every last bit of SPS's employee records onto computers that would later transfer the data to our evidence servers, Jack Muscone and I talked privately. The bug-killer was 'on'.
"Well," said Jack Muscone, obviously frustrated, "that was one big nothing-burger. He either really doesn't know, or he's just not going to tell us. By the way, we've alerted our offices in Seattle, Boise, and other places in the northwest USA, based upon what you got for us yesterday. No sign of Granger out there, either. And in a related story, I texted your mother in Apple Grove with his photo, and asked her to be on the alert for him."
I nodded, then said "Call it a hunch, but I think he's here somewhere... in the City, in the State or region. He could easily be wherever the Shimono Seven are."
"Shimono Seven?" asked Muscone. "Is that your new cool name for them?"
"We've got Keiko, Barsbane, Trent, Quint, Tolson, Aurus, and The Geek." I said. "Granger would make the eighth... if they're all together. So maybe they're the Shimono Seven, or the Evil Eight or something."
"Don," asked Jack, "just between you and me, why break out Tolson and Aurus? You've put a bunch of sick bastards in prison... why break out those two, at such risk in doing so?"
I shrugged my shoulders. "I have no idea. And the answer will present itself soon enough. Right now, I choose to be much more interested in Rupert Saidy's murder..."
Part 12 - Insurance
Cindy and I were driving home in my Police SUV. "So, what's next?" she asked.
"I thought we might stop in at Conway Property & Casualty." I said. "The pretense is to warn them that their former disgruntled employee Jimmy Tolson escaped prison." (Author's note: 'Disappearing Act', Ch. 02.) "But I want to get some background info on insurance for things like moving vans and property thefts."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah yes, I remember you, Commander Ross." said Mr. Conway as we were ushered into his office and bidden to be seated. "You were a Captain then. Congratulations on your promotion."
"Thank you, sir." said Cindy politely.
"And you, Commander Troy," said Mr. Conway, "the list of your successes continues to grow. So what is this about? Jimmy Tolson's escape from prison?"
"How did you know about that?" Cindy asked, peering at Mr. Conway.
"Oh, we were alerted immediately after it happened." said Mr. Conway. "Tolson is a very dangerous young man, having murdered his own brother. And because we fired him, we fear he may come back here and try to do us harm."
"Yes, that is one of the reasons we stopped by." I said. "The other reason is to ask you some general questions about how certain insurance matters work, if you don't mind."
"Certainly. How can I help?" asked Conway.
"First, did you ever insure State Moving Services?" I asked.
"No, and I've heard of the thefts they've been having." said Conway. "We insure business properties and work-related casualties more than anything else. We once provided homeowner's or renter's insurance, but have moved away from that as our company became more profit--- er, able to handle business customers."
"Good." I said. "So let me ask... in general, how much would an insurance company expect to pay for a household of furniture and other goods that were stolen, or perhaps wiped out in a fire?"
"On the high end of such incidents, and excluding automobiles that are covered by auto insurance," said Conway, "a total loss could exceed $100,000, if the owners bought that much coverage. For just appliances and personal goods stolen during a total move, it would more likely be $25,000 to $50,000, especially if itemized."
"Do people make false claims when they file?" Cindy asked, on cue.
"Oh, absolutely." said Mr. Conway. "And that's a red flag we look for. If we see claims for the newest model plasma screens, the most expensive computers, brand new refrigerators, and children's toys listed as 'collectibles', we will do a thorough investigation."
"That has to be costly in its own right for you." Cindy said. "And if it gets antagonistic and you have to go to Court, it's even worse."
"True," Conway said, "which is one reason we moved away from that area of insurance. And speaking generally, the best result for us as a company is just a lump-sum settlement rather than haggling though itemized claims."
"Speaking hypothetically," I said, "what happens if you, meaning any insurance company, paid a claim, and then the stolen items are recovered?"
"The insurer would take possession of the items." said Conway.
"And how does a company dispose of those good?" I asked.
"Different ways." said Conway. "We might hold an auction, or these days hold a silent auction online. We may commission someone to sell the goods on consignment, as well."
"As Police Officers," I said, "we sometimes have to put ourselves into the minds of the criminals we are pursuing. If you would do that for us here, hypothetically, how would criminals dispose of stolen goods like that, especially big-ticket items like large appliances?"
"Professional criminals, such as the man I'm sure you know of, who calls himself 'The Teacher'," said Conway, "would have their own pipelines to distribute their stolen goods. Amateurs, like some University students that ran a moving scam a few years ago, are much more crude, and would do amateur things like put items up for sale online, or try to sell to furniture shops, appliance stores, and pawn shops. Reputable firms would likely alert the Police, but less reputable ones would pay pennies on the dollar for the goods, then re-sell at marked up prices."
We wrapped up the interview, thanking Mr. Conway for his time, then left. Once back in my SUV, Cindy said "He sure knew a lot of stuff."
"Yes." I said. "I should pick his brain more often."
Cindy replied "I was thinking more along the lines that he knew of Jimmy Tolson's escape from prison, knew about the SMS thefts, and the former scams of the University students."
"I see what you're saying." I said agreeably. "But I'm sure those guys talk to each other and keep their eyes and ears open... just as we do with other friendly neighborhood Police Forces, at least those not named 'SBI'."
"And the Tolson escape?" Cindy asked. "That has not been made public."
"Insurance companies give politicians large donations." I said. "And I'm sure that Conway made sure to keep tabs on Jimmy Tolson. In fact... he does seem afraid of Tolson, doesn't he?"
"Is he right to be?" Cindy asked.
"I know I'm sleeping lightly knowing he and George Aurus are out there." I said. "And I'm outright losing sleep knowing Trent Ridge and Quint Starr are at large. Those two... scare me."
"Wow... that from the man that isn't scared of anything..." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nell Bell was working on her computer in Classroom 'E". Lt. Mary Milton was working with her, on her own computer. Mary didn't voice it as much as Captain Tanya Perlman had, but like Tanya, Mary found her Lieutenant office to be a bit small for working in a group.
"Can I ask you a question, ma'am?" Nell said.
"Sure." said Mary, not looking up from her laptop monitor.
"You used to work in Midtown?" Nell asked.
"Yes, but it's been a while." Mary said.
"What's it like, working for the Iron Crowbar?" Nell asked.
"For the most part, it's the nearest thing to heaven you'll find in a job." Mary said. "But it's not perfect. He demands a lot out of us, and we have to rise to the challenge or risk letting him down. He takes us out of our comfort zones, which makes us grow but also adds to the pressure during the crisis times."
Mary wasn't finished: "And sometimes he does things we don't understand." she said. "For example, what did you think of Detective Geiger?"
"He..." started Nell, then said carefully, "he reminds me a lot of Midtown's older Detectives. They've survived the corruption of the past, and they look like they've seen the wars and are ready for retirement."
"Yeah." said Mary. "That's probably as kind of a description that you could give. I ask because we're still not sure if he's dirty or not. We think the Iron Crowbar uses him to put out disinformation, and I get that. But I would hate for my life to depend upon Geiger getting his job done, and I want him out of Vice."
"Oh." said Nell. "Changing the subject, then... did you work with Captain Croyle when she was in Midtown I.A.?" She chose not to notice Mary's eyes flicker her way then back to the screen.
"Not really." said Mary. "She was only down there for a short time, six months. Then the Iron Crowbar brought her back up here."
"What was she like back then?" Nell asked.
"I guess you're hearing the stories, huh?" Mary replied. Nell nodded, and Mary said "What I heard, and subsequently saw, was that Croyle was a damn good cop, but a miserable human being. She hated life and hated everyone. Then Detective Ross... now Commander Ross... saw through her, and became her 'frenemy'. They argued like hell, but at least Croyle was engaging someone in actual conversation. And then the Iron Crowbar found out Croyle was miserable because she'd lost her sister and her father had wished, out loud, that it'd been her, Teresa, that had died."
"Oh." Nell said, stunned. "Wow. I can't imagine how tough that must've been."
"Croyle repaid the favor, though, and in spades." said Mary. "When a reporter and a local politician kidnapped the Commander's daughter and put her in the middle of pallets of explosives, Captain Croyle went in and rescued her. A lot of us believe she was trying to commit suicide while saving Carole, because it was on Christmas Eve, the day Croyle's sister died... but Croyle survived. And then she found religion... literally, she became Roman Catholic... so she's a lot happier now on two fronts."
"Wow." said Nell. "She overcame all that."
"Yes," said Mary, "and more: she showed how well she could lead other Officers and take care of them. She stopped our former Deputy Chief from putting our people in harm's way, and still took out the perps. And because she's done that as well as showing her courage as well as her leadership abilities, the respect for her in this Police Force is just about as high as it is for the Iron Crowbar himself. "
"No wonder you guys are all so tight." said Nell. "It'd be great if we had something like that in Midtown. The esprit de corps, that is."
"You will, in time." said Mary. "Chief Soltis is cleaning out the corruption, so it's getting better down there. He, and Chief Moynahan, and Chief Evans of Midtown, and Captain Masters in City I.A., they were a tight group of Detectives. You just need to become a group like that, and people will be talking about you like they talk about the Iron Crowbar today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
Captain Perlman drove into Classroom 'E' at a high rate of speed, then stopped still on a dime. I walked in at a more leisurely pace. "Captain Perlman has some information for us." I explained.
"A couple of things, in fact." Tanya said as we settled in at the table.
"Don't keep us in suspense, Lady Ironside." I replied. "Whassup?"
"First," said Tanya, "I just heard from the City Police. They went to Bert Cowell's home. He was about to leave on what he said was a long-weekend fishing trip."
"He'll get Sheriff Griswold's support, then." I said. "Is that where he was really going?"
"He had a lot of fishing gear in the back of his Jeep." said Tanya as I plugged her computer into the connections on the table. "But he also had clothes and other things packed, so the City Police brought him back to that Precinct's Headquarters. They sent us a video of the interview."
Tape rolled. To make a long story short (too late), Bert Cowell said that he had been given yesterday and today off as a reward for hard work, and he had not asked any questions about it. Yes, he knew Andy Lessing, the driver of Truck 164, and had no problems with him. Yes, his route was the same every weekday. Yes, he knew Rupert Saidy; he loaded trucks. No, no problem with him. No, no problems between him and Andy Lessing that he (Cowell) knew of.
Tanya said "The City Police began leaning on him pretty hard, so he started asking what they expected him to say, then he demanded to know what was going on. They finally told him that Saidy had been found dead and Lessing was missing, and Cowell immediately asked for a lawyer and for his phone call. That's where we stand now; they're letting him sit there for a while."
"No no no no no." I said. "They're fucking up." I got my Police iPhone out and called Sapper Warren. "Hey Sapper," I said, "we appreciate your help with Cowell, but if he's asked for a lawyer, let him have one immediately, and don't disappear him or make him sit alone for hours. He's very likely innocent, from what I'm seeing." After a moment of further conversation, we disconnected.
"Remember always, Detective Bell," I said, "to err on the side of the Constitution and people's Constitutional rights. Making an innocent guy sweat only makes him sweaty. Okay, Captain, what else did you have for us."
"Paulina Patterson is working on getting a warrant for BigBenefitInsurance." Tanya said. "She's going to show the patterns we've developed so far, as well as the inconsistencies of the Farris's words and manifest to the other stolen manifests."
"Which judge is she going to?" I asked.
"Judge Watts, since we're officially tying this in to motive for the murder, and using the murder for habeas corpus justification." Tanya said. "If there's any intervention by Nance or Folsom to quash the warrant, she may push it up to getting a State Attorney to help her out."
"That deck is stacked against us, also," I said, "since Karl Handel has been putting his own people into those positions in preparation for his run for Governor. But moving forward... once we get that warrant, what is your plan of action?"
"To go to the BigBenefitInsurance office in Town," said Tanya, "and serve it to obtain the data."
"When you do," I said, "I want to go with you. And we'll bring Detective Bell along. I want her to see how we handle 'resistance' to our warrant being served."
"You expect trouble, sir?" asked Mary.
"I most certainly do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Friday, March 29th. As we waited for the warrants, with Officers making preparations at my direction, Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker arrived back at TCPD Headquarters. They didn't make it past the Duty Desk Officer at the side entrance, who told them to go straight to the Police Commander's office, do not pass 'Go', do not collect $200 (my exact words).
Coming to my office, I had them sit down. "So," I said, "what did you think of that?"
Julia replied: "They sent the real Bert Cowell on vacation, and put someone in his place. We still don't know who that person is."
"And that's why I asked you to come in." I said. "Your next date is with our sketch artists, to get a good facial portrait of our unknown Distribution Director. Go do that now." The Detectives moved out smartly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I always feel grateful that the Town & County Police have resources many LEOs don't have. One example is the top-of-the-line computer programs for today's sketch artists. Our sketch artist worked with Julia and then Teddy separately. Their descriptions were similar, but not exactly alike.
Then I joined them and watched as the sketch artist merged the two portraits, and the algorithm worked out the features to a face that both Detectives agreed was the man.
"Excellent work." I said to the sketch artist. "Before we put out an APB, send a copy of that to Team Lazarus of the FBI and let them run facial recognition on it." The sketch artist quickly did so.
"Do you recognize him, Commander?" Julia Rodriguez asked.
"No." I said as I stared at a printed-out copy of the portrait. I'd hoped he'd be Trent Ridge or Quint Starr, but it was 'no joy' on that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm. Paulina called. "We have the warrants." she said. "We can acquire all information on any reported thefts from any moving trucks, and we can obtain the entire employee list... but only the names, addresses, and photos. No employee evaluations or things like sexual harassment complaints."
"Great, thanks." I said. "Want to meet us at the local BigBenefitInsurance office?"
"You betcha." Paulina said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detectives Rodriguez and Parker, dressed in civilian attire, approached the reception desk at BigBenefitInsurance's luxurious building on the north side of Town, followed by ADA Paulina Patterson and Midtown Detective Nell Bell. The glass walls let in a lot of light, and the women's high heels clicked loudly on the mirror-polished tile surface of the floor.
"May I speak to your legal counsel or HR leader, please?" asked Julia Rodriguez. "You can tell them that Detective Rodriguez of the Town & County Police wants to talk to them." The receptionist reached for her phone and made a call.
A full five minutes later, a man in a very expensive, well-fitting suit appeared. He was tall, broad-shouldered, had a full head of curly black hair, and a smile that was just a little too bright, toothy, and forced. He reminded me of the jock Steve Coltrane of Coltrane Sports (Author's note, 'Another Day In The Life', Ch. 01.), but perhaps not as dumb as Steve had been.



"Hello, I'm Chip Blake, representing the interests of BigBenefitInsurance." said the legal beagle, giving Julia his most winning smile. "How can I help you?"
"We are here," said Julia, unimpressed, "to serve this warrant, which, as you can read, allows us to acquire data for claims on stolen goods during client moves, as well as your employee data list and photos."
"Uh, certainly." said Blake, taking the document. "Wait here, and I'll verify this." He quickly turned to walk back down the hallway, and almost crashed headlong into a taller broad-shouldered man in the Police Uniform of the TCPD, but wielding a red crowbar.
"That's not how it works, Mr. Blake." I said, taking the warrant out of his hands.
"I have every right to verify the validity of the warrant, and to contest it if we think it's invalid." tried Blake. It was a poor try.
"The warrant is served," I said, "and is being executed immediately. You do not have any right to verify it, nor to warn your company to destroy the data before we can get to it. Any delay in us acquiring the data we are seeking will result in your arrest for obstruction of justice."
"I don't agree." said the wily lawyer, no longer smiling as he squared up to me. "You're not just going to walk in here and take our data without us having our chance to contest your warrant. And we have the right to defend ourselves, with whatever force necessary."
"Behind you, Commander!" Teddy Parker called out. I looked over my shoulder to see at least eight Security officers in the hallway behind me, their guns drawn. Pointing at the floor, but drawn and ready to shoot me in the back...
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Digging Deep
It is possible... that I rolled my eyes upon seeing the BigBenefitInsurance Security people with guns drawn. Not taking my eyes off the lawyer Chip Blake I took my radio out of my belt.
"Come on in, Lieutenant Hewitt." I said into the radio. "Join the party."
An instant later, the heavily armed and armored TCPD SWAT Team charged through the front doors, and also side doors that had been opened by Paulina and Nell Bell. The SWAT Team immediately rushed up and got between me and the Security people.
"DROP YOUR WEAPONS!" Lt. Hugh Hewitt ordered. "PUT 'EM ON THE FLOOR! NOW! HANDS OVER YOUR HEADS!" The Security men complied, which saved their lives. The receptionist was staring down the barrel of Detective Rodriguez's service weapon, and was ordered to not touch the phone system nor her computer monitor. Chip Blake and I were still face to face, but the lawyer now had Detective Teddy Parker's firearm in his earhole. Literally.
"As I was saying," I said to Chip Blake as the SWAT Team cuffed the Security people, "we will be executing this warrant immediately." Chip Blake's face smoldered with hatred.
Behind the SWAT Team had come Lt. Myron Milton and his I.T. team, all wearing armored vests. Along with armored Uniformed Officers, they rushed upstairs to the main room of cubicles. Every BigBenefitInsurance employee was escorted out of the building, except for their I.T. Manager and the Director of Human Resources.
"This is wrong!" Chip Blake all but shouted into my face. "We have every right to examine and contest that warrant!"
"No you don't." I said. "And to make the point... Parker, take this loser to Headquarters and through full booking. The charge is Obstruction of Justice. Also send a message to the State Bar, asking for Chip Blake's status to be suspended. Paulina, maybe we can ask the Court to suspend Blake as an Officer of the Court... of any Court."
"It will be my pleasure, Commander." Paulina said.
"You will pay for this, Troy!" Blake yelled as Parker cuffed him and led him away. "BigBenefitInsurance will destroy you!"
"Please... get some new material!" I replied as Blake was taken away. Parker and his prisoner crossed paths with Captain Teresa Croyle as she came in and came up to me. Nell Bell took the opportunity to walk up right behind her.
"Commander," Teresa said with a gleam in her eye, "are you having more fun than a human being should be allowed, busting up yet another Big Boy Elite company?"
I just smiled...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The BigBenefitInsurance I.T. Manager and H.R. Director were uncooperative, at first. When I went upstairs and told them that I could easily make the arrangements if they preferred to join their lawyer and Security people in my jails, they reconsidered.
Videographers taped the process as Myron used a mirroring process to show that we did not exceed the warrant's permissions in the data that we took. As they finished, Myron said to me "We've got it all, and we're already sending the digital data to our evidence servers."
"Your I.T. people seem very happy today." I replied. "Maybe we should let them out of the basement more often, hmmm?"
Myron grinned. "I think getting to wear armor and act like commandos got their adrenaline up, sir. I'm not sure we're going to be able to contain them, anymore." he said, making me laugh. Then I allowed the humor to leave me.
"Let's just make sure they realize that this is not one of their video games." I admonished...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Friday, March 29th. The gathering in Classroom 'E' was large, as all of MCD was there, as well as Nell Bell and Eric Hannum, both of the Mighty Miltons, and all three of my Angels. Chief Soltis had returned to Midtown, but ADA Paulina Patterson was his very lovely replacement. As many of our Officers had not eaten, Chief Moynahan and I brought in pizzas, which disappeared quickly.
"It's your meeting, Commander." said the Chief as most people finished up eating.
"Thank you, sir." I said. "Who wants to start?"
"I will, sir." said Lt. Myron Milton "We've gone through the data we collected from BigBenefitInsurance. The families that were BigAgraFoods employees, or SPS employees that went to BigAgraFoods, listed new appliances, brand new televisions and computers. and other valuable items as part of their claims. The amounts the company paid were sizable, even for what was claimed. They were all lump sums. We're checking to see if they pre-paid quarterly taxes on the claims, though for the most part they don't have to until April 15th." Myron went through the details of several of the families.
"Is that enough for insurance fraud?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"It's circumstantial." said Paulina Patterson. "But we have enough to make comparisons with the records Detective Hannum came up with on those three families. And if we keep chipping away at it, we mind find some stronger evidence."
Cindy Ross said "I guess my question is how is this going to help us find the murderer of Rupert Saidy, and is his murder is related to these scams?"
"And who exactly is our target, here?" Joanne Warner said. "SPS, or BigBenefitInsurance?"
"Both." I said. "We are beginning to weave a web that will ensnare both of them. But Commander Ross is right: does this get us to Rupert Saidy's killer?"
"It's our best shot to this point." said Tanya Perlman. "Unless you are seeing something we aren't, sir."
"You're seeing what I'm seeing." I said. "All of you are. But let's move on. Detective Rodriguez, any luck with that sketch of the fake Bert Cowell?"
"There's nothing in the DMV records of this State nor the States that border us." said Julia Rodriguez. "Also, I sent a copy of that sketch of the fake Bert Cowell to the FBI for a national search, but I haven't heard back from them yet."
"Quelle suprise." muttered Lt. Mary Milton, earning her a 'look' from Captain Tanya Perlman.
"In fairness," I replied, "it hasn't been very long. Give 'em time. And I'll follow up myself, and threaten to revoke Jack Muscone's double cheeseburger privileges if he does not come correct with things."
"Sir, the Constitution outlaws cruel and unusual punishment." said Tanya, defending her fiancé. Cindy burst out laughing. I conceded the point with a wink and a nod.
"Sir," Julia said, "Detective Bell did get something. She ran the sketch through the State Regional Intelligence Center, or SRIC, and got a hit."
"Don't keep us in suspense, Detective Bell." I said with a smile.
"Yes sir." Nell said, realizing my words were friendly. "Six years ago, a man named David Wilson was brought into the Pottsville Police Department and run through booking for reckless driving and disorderly conduct. The charges were dropped, but the mug shot stayed on file." Nell plugged into the system, and a mug shot came up on screen, showing a man in his thirties with black hair and a medium but fit build.
Julia Rodriguez picked it up: "I called Detective Shane O'Brady and asked what they had on it. He looked it up and said there was nothing on file except the booking, and that the charges were apparently dropped the next day, and Wilson released. But once I had that name, sir, I did a Lexis-Nexis search, and came up with this." She showed a clip of a wedding notice in the local newspaper, the Town & County Examiner.
"Ahh." I said. "David Wilson married Katherine Warner, Anthony Warner's sister." (Author's note: 'The Swap', especially Ch. 04.) "So Detective Warner, does that man look familiar to you?"
"No sir." said Joanne. "It's my husband's aunt and her ex-husband in that newspaper clip, but I never saw him nor a photo of him."
I said: "If memory serves me correctly---"
"And it always does!" said a chorus of Angels. A red crowbar was waved in their general directions.
I continued: "... after David Wilson physically hit Katherine, she ran to her brother Anthony Warner. He took a couple of guys to Wilson's place and possibly administered a crowbar beatdown to the man. Afterwards, he kept close tabs on Wilson, and I wouldn't be surprised if Warner asked the Pottsville Police to bring Wilson in overnight and keep him in jail, just letting Wilson know to toe the line."
"What happened to Wilson, sir?" asked Eric Hannum.
"He moved to the City, and after a while Warner lost track of him." I said.
"Julia," Tanya Perlman said, "you said that there was no DMV record of Wilson in any State? At all?"
"That is correct, ma'am." said Julia. "I went back and re-checked after getting this Lexis-Nexis hit. Nothing with DMV, and nothing else at all. It's as if he never existed."
"Sir, there's only one way that could be happening." said Mary. It was an accusation.
"Two ways, actually." I said. "One is the Consultant of Crime at work, having scrubbed Wilson's existence while the Consultant was alive. The other is the Government at work, scrubbing Wilson's existence. But you're right, Mary. It is far, far more likely it's the Government."
"But why?" asked Tanya, her voice unfriendly, and I could tell that I was going to have a problem with my Captain of Detectives and her Vice Lieutenant.
"Some of you 'young whippersnappers' in here won't remember the Anthony Warner and Michelle Chelle murder cases." I said. "Warner was the CEO of DynaCorp, which had contracts with the Government and entirely too many CIA Agents crawling around... crawling..." Yep, reverie time.
"He's gone." said Cindy.
"No, I'm back." I said after a moment deep in a reverie. "It just struck me that Alicia Foster was involved with DynaCorp, and the Shimono Group offered to break her out of prison when they broke Tolson and Aurus out." My voice sounded far away; I wasn't really all the way back yet...
"If you're wondering," said Chief Moynahan, "Our Detective Warner's last name comes from marrying Anthony Warner's son. Soooo, Mizz Warner, I'm sorry to say that I have to take you off the case."
"I understand, Chief." said Joanne glumly, getting up to leave.
"I'll talk to you after this meeting, Joanne." I said. Joanne nodded, then left.
"So does that help us find the murderer of Rupert Saidy?" asked Cindy.
"Ma'am," said Mary Milton fearlessly, "do you have a particular suspect in mind?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "Andy Lessing, or Jeff Farley, or whoever he's pretending to be today. It was his SPS truck that was found with the body in it. My only problem is that I have no proof."
Teresa leaned over and whispered out loud to Nell Bell: "This is where the Iron Crowbar is supposed to come in and make it easy for us."
"Heh." I said. "In this case, the Green Crowbar's theory is a very good one, and likely correct. I have no proof either, though. And I'll suggest that it could more than one person involved."
After a pause, I said "Okay, I need to figure out how to attack this one. Captain Perlman, we're going to have to have Detectives talk to these people that made these claims with BigBenefitInsurance. Since they're pretty much Edward Blassingame's people that were moving with him from SPS to BigAgraFoods, I fully expect a lot of resistance."
I continued: "We're going to have to talk to the Farrises again; there are way too many 'strangenesses' with their situation. We need to find and talk to Clarence Meadows. And as the Green Crowbar has already said, we really need to find Farley. Okay, guys, hang tight and we'll have assignments for you shortly..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the meeting continued, Joanne Warner came into MCD. "Hi Theo. Hi Roy." she said to the Detectives sitting at their desks.
"What happened?" asked Theo.
"The guy who was the fake Bert Cowell?" Joanne said. "Turns out it's very likely he's David Wilson, who was my husband Seth's aunt's ex-husband. So the Chief took me off the case."
"Bummer." said Theo.
"No, I understand." said Joanne. She went up to Detective Roy McGhillie, who was sitting at his desk. "Any news on George Aurus?"
"Not a peep." said McGhillie. "You'd think a four-foot-tall midget would be noticed somewhere, but there's just nothing on him. Nothing on Tolson, either, for that matter. They're in the wind."
"My question remains 'why' those two were broken out of prison." said Theo Washington, who was also typing on his computer, trying to help Roy find information on Aurus. "Except for the fact that the Iron Crowbar broke them both off and put them in prison, they have nothing in common."
"There's your answer." said Joanne. "It's gotta be related to Commander Troy. He's the common thread with Shimono and her group, as well."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Joanne's desk phone, and she answered it. "Yes, Chief?... yes, I'll be right there, sir..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne Warner was admitted into the Chief's office. I was already seated in front of the desk, and the Chief had her sit down in the chair next to me.
"I regret having to pull you off the case." said the Chief after we were settled in. "It's not very much of a connection, but it does allow me to redirect your attention to other thinnnngggss."
"I understand, Chief." said Joanne. "What would you like me to do?" The Chief looked at me.
I said "First, I don't want you to say anything to Seth about any of this. If you don't mind, I'd like to pay a visit to Leo tonight, which will be my excuse to ask Seth what he knows about David Wilson and his whereabouts. Seth probably has no idea, but I'll talk to him. Second, with your FBI Consultant status, I want you to liaison with the local FBI Supervisory Agent and keep us in the loop on these prison breaks. And third, I want you, in your capacity as an FBI Consultant as well as TCPD Detective, to begin concentrating hard on finding Trent Ridge and Quint Starr..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross came into my office and sat down in a hot chair at my invitation.
"So," I said, "why do you think it's Lessing, or Farley, I guess I should say?"
"Process of elimination, I guess." said Cindy. "Meadows didn't stay on the truck with Saidy. It was Farley's truck, and on his route. Farley was Bundy McGinty's partner in the City Police, and under a cloud of suspicion since McGinty's partner was ambushed and murdered. So there's some means and opportunity, there. I just don't have motive, nor any proof that he actually did it."
"It's good thinking. You're touching all the points that are of interest to me." I said. "So let me take it a bit further down the track."
I began: "The real Bert Cowell was given a couple of days off. Why? To get him out of the way on those specific days. What was happening those specific days? The Farrises were moving, was one thing. But that could be manipulated, also. So we have to wonder what it was about that truck on that route... on that particular day."
"What I'm also seeing," I continued, "is an operation that has been going on for a long time. A smuggling operation of some kind, and involving SPS. We touched upon it when we found that super-drone as part of an SPS shipment," (Author's note: 'Delivery In The Rear'.) "then we touched upon it again with the McGinty Case," (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok'.) "and now Farley's name comes into it again."
"I also note," I said, "that some of our very old cases are rearing their heads. We know Keiko Shimono offered to help Alicia Foster escape from prison, but Alicia most very wisely declined. But why Alicia? And why George Aurus?"
"And Jimmy Tolson." said Cindy. I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"No, he's not part of this pattern, at least not that I can see yet." I said. "But here's some more dots for us to connect: the man they trusted to be the fake Bert Cowell, to talk to the Police and mislead us... was David Wilson, ex-husband of Katherine Warner Wilson. And that is a DynaCorp connection. Who else has a DynaCorp connection?"
"Alicia Foster." Cindy said, her ice-blue eyes lighting up as she began connecting some of these dots."
"But let's not give up on Jimmy Tolson just yet." I said. "His connection to all this appears to be his experience in the insurance industry. He was an actuary with Conway Property & Casualty before you and my mother hunted him down like the murdering dog he was."
"So all of this fits together in some way." Cindy said. "Are you thinking something was being smuggled in here on Truck 164, and it was then loaded with the Farris's furniture as a blind?"
"It's definitely a possibility that we can't rule out." I said. "And all of this starts coming back to that smuggling pipeline... and ultimately to Edward Blassingame, who Frieda Franklin saw talking to Keiko Shimono and Jerry Barsbane one night." (Author's note: 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 01.)
"I hope they're not trying to bring in another nuclear bomb," Cindy said, "or nerve agent like the Superior Bloodlines people did." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', 'Frozen Mothballs'.)
"No, Truck 164 was thoroughly tested, and found to be chemically uninteresting and radiation-free." I said.
"You think the Farrises are involved?" Cindy asked.
"I think she is." I said. "I'm not so sure about the husband, though he has to know something. They moved all the furniture out, but not all of it arrived in Rocktown. And it may not have been moved out all at once, despite the keen observations of Mrs. Jones and her excellent dog."
"You know..." Cindy said, growing introspective, "... only Mrs. Farris came up here. Her husband didn't. He may not know what the actual manifest of the truck we recovered was. Perhaps separate interviews with them is indicated?"
"That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said with a smile "So much for the 'dumb blonde' theory, eh?"
Cindy blushed a bit as she smiled, then said "Changing the subject, Mary Mahoney is getting pretty hostile towards the FBI... all of it. And her boss is engaged to this region's FBI Special Agent In Charge. I sensed a vibe out of both of them in the meeting."
"I didn't sense a vibe, as you and Carole do, but I did make those observations and deductions." I said. "It is something I will be having to deal with. Good thing we're not busy, and just sitting around twiddling our thumbs, eh? Okay, I need to talk to Captain Thompson before he leaves for the day."
"What's it about?" asked Cindy. "Going to arrange an interview with that bitch Bettina?"
"Harrumph." I said. "But as to what it's about: let's just say you need 'plausible deniability' for the interview I want him to set up..."
Part 14 - Dogs and Schools
7:30pm, Friday, March 29th. I was sitting in the living room of Seth and Joanne Warner. I had a lap full of Leo, son of Bowser, who remembered me and seemed pretty happy to see me. Or maybe he was just a happy dog. As I gave him skritchins, I talked to Seth.
"Seth, do you recognize this person?" I asked, showing him the sketch that I'd downloaded to my Police iPhone.
"Oh, wow." said Seth. "That looks like my Aunt Katherine's ex-husband, David Wilson." He turned to Joanne and said "That was long before I met you, honey. You never met him." Joanne nodded vigorously in agreement.



"How well did you know him, Seth?" I asked.
"Not well at all." said Seth. "Before my dad's murder... my stepdad's, that is... the story is that Wilson beat up Aunt Katherine, and Dad went over there with a couple of guys and got some practice in for the Police Boxing Matches, as Joanne would say."
I grinned. "Ah, she's told you about those, has she?"
"She's been working out to get ready for them, too." Seth said. Joanne again nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Oops, my secret is out." Joanne admitted. "I was going to give Commander Troy some surprise 'shock and awe'."
"Leo," I said to the dog as I petted him, "your mom here has no idea of what 'shock and awe' is in the Boxing Matches." Leo just looked up at me. I gave him more skritchins.
I then said "And speaking of 'mom', I perceive that you guys are doing some packing around here."
"He already had figured out I'm pregnant, honey." Joanne said to Seth. "In fact, he set up my appointment with Dr. Fredricson."
"I've heard nothing gets past him." Seth said. To me he said: "Yes sir, we took the option on the property next to Mayor Allgood and his wife Melina's place, and we're starting to build a home there."
"Excellent!" I said. "The views from the mountainside are really great, all the way around. And congratulations on the baby on the way. So... you haven't heard from David Wilson at all?"
"No sir," said Seth, "and my dad pretty much lost track of him after kicking his ass and getting Aunt Katherine an apartment. Last I heard, he was in the City, but that was back when you solved my dad's murder."
"By the way," I said casually, as if it were an afterthought, "have you heard from your Aunt Katherine lately?"
"No sir." said Seth. "She didn't even contact me when Mom died." (Author's note: 'Women's Work', Ch. 03.) "I did hear that she left the United States, maybe for Europe, but I never tried to confirm it."
"What about your sister Karen?" I asked. Seth smiled a strange smile.
"I don't know where she is, either." said Seth. "She was in California for a while, then I heard she was doing something with our grandfather's shady companies from somewhere in the Caribbean."
"You think Seth's aunt might've hooked up with his sister?" Joanne asked me, but in reality asking her husband that.
"I don't know, sweetheart." Seth said to Joanne. "Aunt Katherine did not like Karen at all, and Karen didn't care much for Aunt Katherine. I'd be surprised if they even knew where each other was, much less were working together."
I nodded. "Probably not. But the two of you need to be careful. Joanne, did you talk to Seth about the prison escapes?"
"No sir." said Joanne. "We don't bring our work home. And I didn't have any details on that, anyway."
"True enough." I said. "So I need to tell you both that not only has your Aunt Katherine's ex-husband shown up, but the people that helped Jimmy Tolson and George Aurus escape from prison also tried to get Alicia Foster out... and she had connections to DynaCorp. So y'all be careful."
I gave a very content Leo some final skritchins, then put him on the floor before I got out of the chair. After some final chit-chat, I left the Warner home with some interesting thoughts in my head...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Midnight, becoming Saturday, March 30th. The Teacher and his entourage moved through the underground tunnels towards Sharpton Elementary. Very few people knew that a connecting tunnel led under the junkyard that was The Teacher's domain. Fewer people knew that the tunnel near Sharpton Elementary had been used to house Agents of the Law during the massive Marcie Harper drug bust. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 06.)
"Can't believe that cracker is making me fucking do this." whispered The Teacher to his lead bodyguard. "It damn well better be worth it."
"This could be our chance to cap that cracker." said the bodyguard.
"That would be stupid. It would be worse than stupid." said The Teacher. "But watch out for a trap. If the bastard wants to arrest me, he'll pay in Police blood."
They went up the stairs, which led to the kitchen storeroom of Sharpton Elementary. Coming out, his bodyguards used small devices that looked like rangefinders, but could see infrared images.
"Just one person, in that classroom." said the lead bodyguard. "This guy seriously cannot have come alone."
"You jamming the radio frequencies?" asked the second bodyguard.
"Yeah, but who knows what passive microphones he has on him." said the lead bodyguard.
They came to the classroom and peered inside, seeing children's desk and a teacher's desk in the utter dark. The Teacher walked inside.
"Class is in session!" said a jovial voice. "The Teacher has arrived." With that and a click, a lamp against the far wall came on, revealing Your Iron Crowbar sitting in one of the student seats.
"What the hell is this about, I.C.?" asked The Teacher.
"Have a seat, please." I said. "At our last meeting, you discussed the value of education. That's why I'm here. I need to learn some things." (Author's note: 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 02.)
"Uh huh." said The Teacher. "What's in it for me?"
"Your name kept out of any consideration in the murder of that truck driver Thursday." I said.
"I had nuthin' to do wit' dat, Cracker!" The Teacher exclaimed.
"I know." I said. "And if you give me a few minutes of your immensely valuable time, it'll stay that way."
The Teacher finally sat down in a student desk, three seats forward of me. His bodyguard stayed outside the door, but looked in warily. "All right, I.C. What do you want to know?"
"Just some general, off-the-record information on how professional fencing works around here." I said. "Particularly if someone steals a truckload of people's furniture being moved."
"You really think I'm going to tell you how I operate?" The Teacher asked, his voice incredulous.
"Of course not." I said. "Just hypothetical. Nothing to do with you at all. And no, I'm not recording anything; I'm not the God-cursed Media."
"All right." said The Teacher. "But you're gonna owe me one."
"And this is the payment." I said. "In our last conversation, you discussed Paco Domingo coming into our County. Well, he's dead, but his buddies are coming in behind him, and they have strong desires to hurt you and your people. Their names are Trent Ridge and Quint Starr. They're ex-Special Forces, and they enjoy killing, especially black entrepreneurs like yourself."
"The second and last part of the payment," I said, "is that you have competition. SPS, the delivery company, has been using their trucks to smuggle stuff around the State, including around here. The guy who was murdered the other day may have tried to break away from them, and do business with locals, and he was executed for it. If you can get on the inside of them, have at them. Otherwise, be wary of any of their guys wanting to do business with you. They might get killed... and so might your guys."
The Teacher nodded thoughtfully. "Yeah, I know that SPS is nothing more than a front, and they're some bad shit nigga-hatin' crackers. I don't know anything about this Trent Ridge and Quint Starr."
"I'll get some photos to you." I said. "They're white, clean-cut, military types, and they're more dangerous than any snake in the grass sneaking up on you."
"All right, what do you want to know?" asked The Teacher.
"How do professionals dispose of big-ticket items, like furniture and major appliances?" I asked.
"Bunch o' ways." said The Teacher. "Now I personally don't like to get a full truckload of furniture. But if I did, I'd first make sure there were no names or identifying marks anywhere on the furniture, then I'd make sure it was scattered. Sofa sent to Southport, dining room set to Midtown, and so on. Pawnshops, secondhand furniture stores, places like that."
"Appliances would be sold secondhand, then resold to people who can't afford the new stuff at BrandSmart." said the Teacher. "If they're in bad shape, they can be stripped down for parts, and we get a little money that way."
"Working backwards," I said, "someone takes a truckload of stuff. What do they do? Who do they contact to sell it?"
"Usually they have their own operation." said The Teacher. "Some punks at the University tried a scam like that a while back. They got caught when the contact they made was an undercover cop. Very stupid. And if someone contacted me about taking a truckload off their hands, I'd give 'em the address of the Police Station, since I figure it'd be you trying to set me up, I.C."
"Like I got time to play those games." I said witheringly. "So anyone taking a truck of stuff would have their own warehouse, then distribute the stuff piecemeal?"
"That's one way to do it." said The Teacher. "With SPS, they got trucks of all sizes. And their trucks can be faked, as can U.S. Mail trucks. The risk is that the D.O.T. pulls them over and asks the driver for his CDL. He's shit outta luck if that happens."
The Teacher then looked at me and said "You don't know all this shit already, I.C.?"
"I know most of it, in general." I said. "I was just curious how these fake SPS guys are doing it... and what they might be trying to import into our County."
"I.C., you know I don't fuck with drugs, shit like that." said The Teacher. "I'm small-time just making a livin'. But I do hear things, and one thing I hear is that those SPS trucks do have drugs in them. Nothing like what Marcie Harper was bringing in... geez! that was a massive operation!... but the SPS guys can generally transport what they want, and they'll pay the bribes to keep the State Patrol and D.O.T. off their asses."
"Okay, then." I said. "You think this dead guy was the result of a drug transport gone bad? Someone waylaid him, killed him, took drugs off the truck?"
"I dunno." said The Teacher. "But that don't sound right. If it were me, I'd have left the body on the other side of the County line. Taking on the Iron Crowbar like that, that was stupid. Or it was deliberate, like spitting in your face, I.C."
His words struck me. "I appreciate the information." I said. I got out my Police iPhone and sent photos of Trent and Quint to The Teacher. "If you see these guys, call me or your nephew. If you've seen them, they probably have seen you first, and they'll be trying to carve you up."
"We'll be all right." said The Teacher. He got up to go. As he neared the door, he said "Whoever's got your back, they're hiding very well. We haven't picked 'em up yet."
"And you won't, unless you or your people try something dumb." I said. Then I added, my voice almost a whisper: "There be ninja here."
"Yeah, I heard you got people like that." said The Teacher. "The Clan of the Crowbar. And I sure don't wanna fuck with shit like that. Let's try to never meet again, I.C. Ever."
"Au revoir." I replied emphatically. After some moments, I got up and walked out of the classroom and down the hall to the back parking lot. My Police SUV was parked in the deep shadows near the back loading dock, and it was still there.
It's nice to have my reputation, I thought to myself. Truth be told, I had no ninja nor anyone else backing me up. I went in there alone, all alone. But the fear that I did have that kind of backup kept The Teacher's bodyguards from trying to kill me. Nice to have my reputation...
Part 15 - The Flatfoot Grind
Saturday, March 30th. At 8:00am, people fortified themselves with coffee and began assembling in Classroom 'J'. We needed the extra space because we were going to have extra Officers helping us today. Lieutenants Rudistan and Irwin had volunteered to help question the now-BigAgraFoods employees as well as others connected to SPS or SMS that had filed insurance claims with BigBenefitInsurance, and we'd brought in some others, like Sergeants DeLong and Morton, and Corporals Hicks and Gunddottar.
"Okay, guys." I said as I addressed the gathering. "We're getting a lot of good support from the LEOs in the various jurisdictions, especially the City, so be courteous and be professional. If the people we want to talk to ask for lawyers, let them get lawyers, but don't let them waste your time, either. And if they start giving you trouble, don't administer crowbar beatdowns. Be professional as you call me and let me know what's going on."
I continued: "Detective Warner has been pulled for other assignments, so I'm going to ask Detectives Rodriguez and Parker to work with Detective Hannum to re-interview the Farrises. Okay, Captain Perlman will have your assignments. Be safe out there."
As everyone got up to go, Captain Perlman came in. "Lieutenant Mahoney-Milton will give out the assignments. Commander Troy, can I talk to you for a moment?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I let Tanya precede me into my office, having no desire to be run over by a wheelchair being driven at high speed. Once I sat down in my comfortable Command Chair, I said "It must be big. Whassup?"
"I got a call from E.J. Jefferson of the City Police." Tanya said. "They found four bodies in the Badlands, not far from the Airport, in a dumpster behind a warehouse. One of them was identified by fingerprints as Clarence Meadows."
"Oh, wow." I said. "Who were the other three?"
Tanya gave me the names, which I did not recognize. She then said "They were all black, and their home addresses were near Meadows's. Two of them had rap sheets, but all petty stuff. The fourth one had some outstanding warrants for some serious drug distribution charges. They're doing DNA tests as well as checking for drug use."
"How did they die?" I asked.
"They were shot, execution-style, in the back of the head." Tanya replied. "Small caliber entry wounds, no exit wounds. They were found face-down, with their hands zip-tied behind them." I nodded thoughtfully.
"After getting the information," Tanya said, "I ran the names to see if anything popped up that would relate to our current cases. The other three guys had no connections to SPS, SMS, or BigAgraFoods. Then I called Team Lazarus in the City. I guess Martin Nash had nothing to do but twiddle his thumbs, because he sent me an email within just a few minutes of my phone call. The guy with the heavy drug distribution charges has Federal warrants out on him, but nothing else of interest came up. I forwarded you the email and everything I found out about them."
"Thanks." I said. "Stay here a moment, and listen as I make this phone call." I dialed City Police Detective E.J. Jefferson's number, and he answered.
"I'm putting you on speaker, E.J." I said. I did so, then said "I have Captain Perlman with me. Anything new on Clarence Meadows?"
"Not yet, Commander." said Jefferson.
"This might help you out." I said. "Go to the homes of all four men you found dead. See if there are signs of a struggle at any one of them. If not, see if you can find out if they were at a bar or some place together. I think Meadows's car was found near a bar. See if you can find if anything... 'exciting'... happened while they were there."
"We sent their cellphone numbers to the FBI," said E.J., "to see if they can trace where these guys were. Any ideas on why they were all killed?"
"Meadows was part of our investigation, and he disappeared." I said. "My current theory is that the other three might have been unlucky enough to be with him when a professional hit team came and got him, and the pros killed them all just to leave no loose ends." After a few more words of conversation, we disconnected.
"By the way," I said to Tanya, "be sure to ask Jack about what the FBI found regarding those cellphones."
Tanya peered at me, then said she would. Then she said "There's one other thing I wanted to bring up with you, sir. I know your aversion to working with State Law Enforcement of various types, but I'm wondering if we're not hurting ourselves by not being part of the SRIC network."
I peered at my Captain of Detectives. "So you want to share all of our information with them, which is the price of being part of their network?" I asked.
"I don't know the ins-and-outs of it, sir." Tanya said. "But Bell and Hannum are getting information that might've slipped by us by using the SRIC. I'm no fan of the SBI nor the Regional Director for this area, and I understand you don't want them prying into our systems, but the databases are there."
"And we can't have Myron hack into them if we need to?" I asked.
"When I was in charge of all the State Crime Labs," Tanya said, "I did not like it at all that we could be hacked, and I didn't like that attack on the TCPD systems we just had. I know Myron doesn't abuse the privilege, but I'd rather him not have to do anything extracurricular, sir."
I nodded. "We'll talk more about it later." I said. "Let's get going. Oversee the deployments to serve the warrants and interrogate these BigAgraFoods bastards."
"On my way, sir." Tanya said, putting her wheelchair into motion. As she left, Cindy came in behind her. "You got a minute, Don?" she asked.
"For you, always." I said as she came on in and closed the door behind her. I had her sit down.
"A couple of things." said the Green Crowbar. "I just found out that the APBs we put out on Jeff Farley and his alter ego of Andy Lessing... were canceled."
"What?" I said, my voice a gasp. "Who did that?"
"The FBI... the City Office, to be precise." Cindy replied. "And there's more." She took out her cellphone, which I noted was her personal cellphone, not her Police iPhone. She made a call. "Tim? This is Cindy Ross. I'm going to put you on speaker." She did so, then said "I have Commander Troy here with me." as she put the phone down on my desk so that we could both hear.
"Hi, Don." said FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins.
"Hi, Tim." I said. "You in Southport?"
"Yes." said Tim.
"Tim," said Cindy, "tell Commander Troy what you told me."
"Sure." said Jenkins. "Don, Cindy asked me to look up Jeff Farley, under that name as well as his 'Andy Lessing' alias. I was able to get some data, but while I was working on it, I got a call to cease and desist all inquires about Farley under any names."
"Who told you to do that?" I asked, noting that Cindy was 'looking' at me hard.
"The call came from Jack Muscone himself." Tim said. "He told me that they were handling Farley up there in the City, and for me to completely back away from it. His voice was as authoritative as I've ever heard him to be."
"Did he say why?" I asked.
"No, and I didn't ask." said Jenkins.
"Okay, thanks for letting us know. I said. Cindy disconnected the call.
"So what did he tell you even though he was not supposed to?" I asked.
Cindy smiled. "I figured you'd realize that." she said. "He told me a couple of things. First, after you exposed Bundy McGinty, the FBI's version of Internal Affairs went back and reviewed Les Craig's investigation of McGinty, and found that Craig's notes, which were not released to the public, relied very heavily on Farley. Craig and Farley met several times, and I doubt they were toasting the Queen's good health." I grinned at that one.
"The second thing Tim told me," said Cindy, "is that Farley pretty much kept the 'Andy Lessing' identity once he assumed it, but that he didn't drive Truck 164 all that often. He drove a route between Southport and our Town & County a lot more often. The key takeaway is that Farley has very likely been part of this obvious smuggling ring within SPS for some time."
"That would fit with Farley and Les Craig being tight." I said. "Craig was assigned to Southport for a long time. And I agree that the McGinty case and this one is exposing the 'Dark Side' of Edward Blassingame's company."
"Don, let's not ignore the 800-pound elephant in the room." Cindy said. "Why did Jack Muscone, of all people, force Tim to back down? And they, meaning the Feds, have tried to stop us from pursuing the case. I don't know about you, but the ID issue seems like a thin one to me."



"It's downright anorexic." I said agreeably.
"So are you going to ask Jack about it?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." I said. "He may be acting under orders from Washington. And something big really is going on at the Federal level about all this. My first educated guess is that they're seeing what you and I are seeing... that this smuggling ring has been serving the Establishment Elites, who were connected with groups like Superior Bloodlines and those CIA rogue cells that we crushed."
"That was 'you', not 'we', that crushed them, mon cousin." Cindy said. "But I get the point and I agree with you. What are your other 'educated guesses'?"
"It has occurred to me that someone within the Federal ranks wants to bust this ring and take all the credit." I said. "And I'd be more than happy to let them have all that credit, if they'd just stop treating me as if I'm an Agency of the Weak Minded."
"I've never thought of Jack Muscone as being that kind of guy." Cindy said. "So maybe its others in the FBI?"
"Or the DEA." I said. "Or the CIA, for that matter..." I stopped as a new train of thought boarded at the station. When I finally came out of the reverie, I was alone in my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Saturday, March 30th. The Bell 206 helicopter landed at the State Government Complex outside of Rocktown. Julia Rodriguez, Teddy Parker, and Eric Hannum got out and went inside.
"Welcome to Rocktown." said the SDOJ Regional Director for Rocktown and the Southeast part of the State, Mark Grantham. "Polk County Deputies brought in Dr. and Mrs. Farris just a few minutes ago." Julia introduced herself and her colleagues as Sheriff Ormond came up to them.
"How did they react to being brought in?" Julia asked.
"He seemed confused about it all." said Sheriff Ormond. "She was pretty pissed off."
"Did either of them invoke?" asked Teddy Parker.
"No." said Ormond, "but she might, just as soon as she finds out what this is about."
"They're in separate interrogation rooms?" Julia asked.
"Yes, just like you asked us." said Ormond.
"We appreciate all your help, as does our Chief and Commander." Detective Rodriguez said.
"Glad to be of help." said Ormond. Grantham nodded.
"Okay guys," said Julia, "Eric, you're with me; we're going to talk to Dr. Nate Farris, then his wife Donna Farris. Teddy, Sheriff Ormond is going to escort you to executing that warrant at the Farris home."
"I always get the short straw, don't I?" Parker said with a wan smile. "I'll meet you back here." He departed with Sheriff Ormond. Grantham excused himself and went back to his office. Julia and Eric went into the interrogation room where Dr. Nate Farris was sitting.
"Dr. Farris, I'm Detective Julia Rodriguez of the Town & County Police, and this is Detective Eric Hannum of the Midtown Police." Julia said as she and Eric sat down opposite Dr. Farris. "We need to ask you some follow-up questions about your recent move to Rocktown."
"Uh, my wife said you guys found the furniture that disappeared, didn't you?" Dr. Farris said.
"We need to ask some clarifying questions." Julia said. "First of all, were you at your old home in the City, at 31 Hudson Street, when the movers came to get your stuff?"
"Er, no." said Farris. "I was driving one of our cars here ahead of time, to open the new home for the movers when they got here. But they never showed up."
"You left before the moving truck arrived? When did you leave to come down here?" Julia asked.
"Yes. The day before, with the kids." said Farris.
"How many trucks were used to pick up your belongings?" Eric asked.
"One, as far as I know." Dr. Farris said.
"So you don't know for sure that it was one truck?" Julia asked sharply.
"My wife said one truck came." said Dr. Farris. "I don't know why she would tell me that if it weren't true."
"Of course." said Julia. "So when you were planning your move, did you plan to load up everything, or leave some things behind?"
"We were planning to get some new appliances, and some new furniture for the kids." Farris said. "So we left the old stuff behind. My wife said she'd use the old stuff to stage the house for sale, then either the new owners could buy it all, or she'd arrange to have it sold."
"Have you been back to the house on 31 Hudson Street, Dr. Farris?" asked Eric Hannum.
"No, I've been very busy since coming down here." said Dr. Farris...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teddy Parker and Sheriff Ormond came to the Farris's home in Rocktown. Possibly by coincidence, it was the house once owned and lived in by the family of Larry Wheeler. (Author's note: 'Whistleblower'.)
Parker's knock was answered by an elderly lady. "Hello, Mrs. Parsons." said Sheriff Ormond. "This is Detective Parker, and we have a warrant to look around the home."
"Oh my." said Mrs. Parsons. "Come in, then."
"Mrs. Parsons is the Presbyterian minister's wife." said the Sheriff as they went inside.
"Yes, I'm keeping the children while the parents are at Police Headquarters." said Mrs. Parsons. "I do hope they're not in trouble."
"They had some items stolen from them, ma'am." said Parker. "We're following up on that."
"Oh yes, they had such a time with that." said Mrs. Parsons. "But Mrs. Farris said the stolen items were recovered, were they not?"
"Some of them were, ma'am." said Parker, who was looking around the house, and being observed by three wide-eyed children. "I see they bought new appliances and furniture?"
"Oh yes." said Mrs. Parsons. "They were delivered a few days ago, so that the house was ready when they came down."
"Okay, thank you for your time, ma'am." said Teddy Parker. He and Ormond left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julia and Eric entered the interrogation room of Donna Farris. "Hello, Mrs. Farris. I'm Detective Julia Rodriguez and you know Detective Hannum."
"What's this about?" Donna Farris asked harshly.
"Follow-up questions regarding your stolen furniture." said Julia. "First, are these the two men that picked up your furniture at your home on 31 Hudson Street?" She showed photos of Saidy and Meadows.
"Yes, those are the men that picked up our stuff." said Donna.
"And to confirm, that is the right address, 31 Hudson Street?' asked Eric Hannum."
"Uh, yeah." Mrs. Farris said, her voice a bit sarcastic as she looked skeptically at Hannum.
"Did the movers pick up all of your stuff?" asked Julia.
"I went over this with you guys already." said Donna Farris.
"Yes, and we're just clarifying some things." said Julia. "Let me ask another way: when the movers picked up your things, was anything left behind, or was everything taken?"
"A few things were left behind." said Donna, as if reciting a memorized lesson. "Some of the old appliances in the kitchen were not brought with us, and some of the furniture."
"And everything was moved in only one truck, is that right?" asked Eric.
"Yes." said Donna. " Again, we've gone over this already. Why do you keep asking the same things over and over? You're wasting my time."
"Do you have a problem cooperating with our investigation, Mrs. Farris?" Julia asked, her voice harsh. Her tone was designed to get a reaction out of Mrs. Farris.
"I have a problem with you wasting my time asking the same questions repeatedly." said Donna Farris, not backing down at all. "I have a problem with not being able to get our furniture back, also. So what is your problem, Detective?" she barked, locking her eyes with Julia's.
Eric Hannum interjected: "Let me ask some fresh questions, then, which I know have not been asked of you before. Was your husband with you when the movers came to your home to load up your furniture?"
"No." said Donna. "He went ahead the day before in one of our cars. After he found his new job, he had to report to it immediately."
"Did he take any of your belongings with him?" Eric asked.
"Yes. Our kids." Donna said. Seeing that the joke had fallen completely flat, she said. "He also took some clothes, some items we wanted to keep with us instead of being put in the moving truck."
"Like what?" Julia asked.
"Personal items." Donna said.
"Specifically, what?" Julia pressed.
"None of your god-damned business!" Donna snarled. She stood up. "I've had enough of this. I'm leaving."
"Sit down, Mrs. Farris. We're not done yet." said Julia.
"Am I under arrest?" Donna yelled. "Unless I'm under arrest, I'm leaving---"
Her move to leave was blocked by Julia. "Sit down, Mrs. Farris, now! You are not free to go. You are being detained as a material witness until we get some answers. If you want to play it the 'under arrest' way, if you try to leave, I'll oblige you and take you through full booking, charge you with obstruction of justice, and make damn sure you have a felony criminal record once I'm done. So either sit down, or try to leave and be arrested."
"Then do it." said Julia. She attempted to leave. She opened the door to find a tall, broad-shouldered redhead in black clothing, a khaki trenchcoat, and the ubiquitous Tilley Hat in the doorway blocking her path. And yes, it was the red crowbar in his hands that gave his identity away.
"It won't do, Mrs. Farris." I said. "Get back in there. Detective Rodriguez, read Mrs. Farris her considerable rights, and facilitate her getting a lawyer to represent her... for my interrogation of her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we waited for Mrs. Farris's lawyer to arrive, we congregated in the hallway outside the interrogation rooms. Julia Rodriguez asked "How did you get here so fast, sir?"
"That Cobra really does fly fast." I said with a grin. "It also burns a lot of fuel, so I will be getting a spanking from Chief Moynahan sooooonnnn."
Julia and Teddy chuckled at my excellent imitation of our Chief, then Teddy reported what he found at the Farris home: "All brand new appliances, sir. Refrigerator is stainless steel, side-by-side doors with freezer in the bottom. Microwave is top-of-the-line. Washer and dryer are brand spanking new. Please don't let Janice see them, or she'll demand I buy her a set for Christmas." We chuckled at Parker's joke referring to his girlfriend Janice Holloway.
"Television monitor is at least a 52 inch screen, and of course they have the DVD player for the kids." continued Parker. "And there's not much furniture in the house, but the kids have all new beds. And the master bedroom suite... well, one day I just might buy Janice something like that for us." Julia grinned at Teddy's hopes for his and Janice's future.
"Good report, Teddy." I said. "Thanks."
"Sir," said Julia, "this isn't like those other cases. No insurance claims have been made, the right truck apparently came and was waylaid, instead of a fake truck coming in..."
"Maybe." I said. "The murder changed everything about this one, if I am reading the riddle correctly. Oh, here comes the legal beagle. Hello, Mr. Stapler. Pretty long way from Southport, you are."
"And you're not exactly close to your home Town & County, Commander Troy." said Rick Stapler, who had represented Tiffany Grundfeld and her husband during the 'Riverboat Gambler' case. "Why are you here at all?"
"Why, you Gresham & Mason lawyers should always be glad to see me.." I said. "The number of billable hours you're generating because of me? You should be loving me by now."
"I hate your guts." said Stapler "You're nothing but trouble." I grinned, though surprised at Stapler's candid honesty.
"You here to represent Donna Farris?" I asked. Stapler affirmed it, and I said "She's in there. Go ahead on in, and call me when you're ready." After he went inside, I said quietly to the others: "That's interesting. He has his own law firm, but I happen to know he has connections to Gresham & Mason, P.C., the Establishment Elites's law firm of choice. This could be something big. Let me take the lead on the questioning..."
Part 16 - The Empty House
Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Eric Hannum came into the interrogation room with me. Julia and I sat at the table opposite Donna Farris and her attorney Rick Stapler. Eric sat in a chair against the wall behind us.
"Is my client under arrest, and if so, with what is she being charged?" asked Stapler.
"First of all," I said, "I'm going to read your client her legal rights." I did so from the card. "Do you understand the rights?" I asked.
"I've told her not to answer any questions except through me." said the beagle. "Once again, is she under arrest?"
"She is being detained... under arrest, if you insist upon stating it that way... as a material witness in the theft of her property, which was found in my home County." I said.
"You cannot be serious." said Stapler. "It was her property, which she legally cannot steal. She filed no insurance claims, so there's no potential for fraud there. Just what in the world can she be a material witness to?"
"First of all," I said, "there are discrepancies between her story and the actual facts on hand, and Lying to Police is a felony crime in this State."
"That's a Federal crime, not a State one." Stapler tried. It was a poor try.
"Believe it or not, Mr. Stapler," I said, "this State's Legislature actually passed some laws in recent years. One of those is a State version of the Federal law. Knowingly lying to local or State LEOs is a felony crime here, as is failing to follow an LEO's lawful and reasonable instructions. So you need to begin representing your client a lot more honestly." Stapler's face reddened at that.
"What is the alleged lie my client told?" Stapler asked wearily, as if we were making up things.
"When her truck full of furniture was found in our County," I said, "we began investigating. Your client confirmed with earlier answers today that her old home, from where the furniture was picked up, was 31 Hudson Street in the City. They have an excellent Neighborhood Watch in that neighborhood. Your client stated that only one truck came to pick up her things, and that some items were left behind."
"But as part of our investigation," I continued, leaning forward as I played one of my cards, "a search was made of that home at that address... and it was found to be empty... completely empty. Somewhere along the way, Mrs. Farris, there is a discrepancy in what you've told us."
"Maybe those left-behind items were stolen after my client left." said Stapler. I smiled a sardonic smile.
"You don't seem to be listening to me." I replied. "I said that there was a very good Neighborhood Watch in that neighborhood. They've confirmed that there were no other vehicles that came to the house."
"And you're going to try to use that to prove a Class E felony?" asked Stapler derisively. "Is this really how you try to get results?"
"Well, I don't insist on it." I said, making Stapler blink... and Julia blink, too. "But if her old appliances are found, or we find they're being sold off, you're going to have to explain some things, Mrs. Farris. Your husband's medical license could be revoked."
"My husband had nothing to do----" began Mrs. Farris, but her lawyer stopped her, and saved her. He whispered something to her.
Then he said "I'm also representing Dr. Farris, and I demand you not speak to him unless I'm present."
"You can't do that." I said. "He has to ask for you and invoke himself. But we digress. My point is that your story does not add up, Mrs. Farris, and you need to make it add up, or we're going to be digging deep, very deep into your life. You obviously are a favored employee of Edward Blassingame, for example. He even had you follow him from SPS to BigAgraFoods, and you got a nice bonus for that."
"That has nothing to do with any of this!" Stapler all but shouted. His protestations had not stopped me from observing what I had been looking to observe: Mrs. Farris's reaction, which was less shock than pure fear.
"Go ahead and invoke now." said Stapler, to Donna.
"Before you do," I said, knowing it was time to play my trump card, "and I'm not stopping you from doing it, and I'm not asking you any more questions before you decide... but you need to know this: we're not just investigating the theft of your property, Mrs. Farris. My Detective showed you two photographs and asked if they were the men that came and moved your furniture. You confirmed that they were."
"So what?" yelled Stapler.
"Mrs. Farris," I said, not even acknowledging the lawyer's existence, "both of those men have been found dead. Murdered. One of them was in the truck which had your furniture in it. The other was found last night in the City, murdered execution-style. And I'll again point out that we know you have a close relationship with Edward Blassingame, which will undoubtably become very public when we release our Police report of those murders to the Press."
"I need to speak privately with my client." Stapler said immediately, his eyes staring at something minuscule on the table between me and Julia.
"No doubt about that." I said. We Detectives all got up and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She just about lost her cookies when you mentioned the murders and then immediately mentioned Blassingame." Julia Rodriguez said when we were back in the hallway. "I'm not saying this to kiss up, sir, but nobody does interrogations like you do."
"I am kissing up." Eric said humorously. "That was awesome."
"Give yourselves a lot of credit." I replied. "You asked the questions I told you to, which totally boxed her in and cut off any attempts at excuses the lawyer was trying to think of."
"Think she'll crack?" asked Julia.
"I dunno." I said. "What would you guys do now?"
"She really got defensive when you brought up taking her husband's medical license away." said Eric. "Maybe we press along those lines?"
"Julia?" I asked.
Julia replied: "I got the impression she was only worried about that because it would take her husband's means of income away, which would affect her children. She may not care about her husband; she may even be having a sexual affair with Blassingame. But she wants to be sure her children are cared for."
"Let that be a lesson, Eric." I said to Eric. "This is not sexist, but a hard, cold truth: women understand those things better than we men do." Eric just nodded.
"So," I said to Julia, "what do you want to do with Dr. Farris?"
"Sir, I don't think he knows anything." Julia said. "His wife sent him down ahead of the move."
"She also insisted upon coming up alone to identify their furniture." said Hannum. "Seemed innocent at the time, but with 20/20 hindsight..."
"Sir, are you thinking we should try to drive a wedge between them?" Julia asked. "Put thoughts into his head?"
"I'm sorely tempted." I said. "But if she really is innocent in all this... and she' not... I'd hate to do that to their kids. No, we'll keep that trump card in our back pockets for now. And he's likely enough to figure it out on his own..."
We were called back into the interrogation room, only to listen to Mrs. Farris invoke her Fifth Amendment rights...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We saw Sheriff Ormond coming up to us in the hallway. "Sheriff, I appreciate all your help..." I began, but he held up his hand, which held a cellphone.
"Commander, I just got word that U.S. Senator Russell tried to call me a few minutes ago." Ormond said. "Would you like to listen in when I call him back?" I grinned.
We went outside, and Ormond dialed a number on his cellphone. Whoever answered said to hold, then we heard on speaker: "This is Senator Russell."
"Senator, this is Sheriff Ormond." said Sheriff Ormond. "You just called me?"
"What's that noise I'm hearing?" Russell asked. "You on speaker?"
"I'm outside, Senator." Ormond truthfully replied.



"Oh." said Russell. "I called because I want to know what the hell is going on with the Farris family? Why were they arrested and brought to your State facility down there?"
"They had some property stolen, Senator." said Ormond. "Police in two jurisdictions were following up and asking them some questions."
"Two jurisdictions, eh?" snarled Russell. "One of them the TCPD?"
"That's where the furniture was found, Senator." said Ormond.
"Well, let me tell you something, Sheriff." said Russell. "You leave the Farrises alone, and you definitely better make sure the Iron Crowbar doesn't get anywhere near them."
"Why not, Senator?" asked Ormond. "They're just LEOs like me, just doing their jobs."
"Ormond, if you know what' good for you," threatened Russell, "you'll do what I tell you and keep the goddamn Iron Crowbar out of your county, ya hear?"
I took the cellphone and spoke into the mic: "Loud and clear, Senator Russell... at least I'm hearing a threat against an LEO by you, as well as an attempt to obstruct justice by you."
"Who the hell is that?" shouted Russell, his voice full of anger... and panic.
"Who do you think, Russell?" I said with a grin. "It's me, your worst nightmare, of course. And you can tell your butt-buddy Edward Blassingame that I'm coming for both you and him."
"I'll see you in hell, Troy!" shouted Russell. Then the call dropped.
"Watch your back, Sheriff." I said as I handed him back the phone. "And let me know if he tries any shit down here."
Ormond was grinning. "We're tired of that guy's shit, and since those rape accusations against him came out, his power even in this area, his original home district, has gone down the tubes. And since Larry Wheeler's murder, we're always on the lookout..."
Part 17 - Obstruction
4:00pm, Saturday, March 30th. Even before I entered the Police Headquarters building, I could sense that something was wrong.
As I came into the Employee's Entrance, the Duty Officer, Patrol Officer Joan Laurer, said "Sir, the Chief wants you to go directly to his office."
"Okay, thanks." I said. I went down the hallway, seeing Vice and MCD Detectives in their respective rooms, working on reports... and all very quiet and subdued.
I knocked on the Chief's door, and he called out for me to come in. Going in, I saw that he was not alone Sheriff Griswold was also there. The Chief had me sit down next to Our Sheriff.
"Something's not right, sir." I said. "What's going on?"
"A couple of things." said the Chief. "First, the warrants for those BigAgraFoods employees were served in the City and other places. At first they tried to forbid our Police and the City Police from entering their corporate offices in the City, and had armed Security people blocking the doors. But a strong reinforcement of City Police and State Patrol Officers showed up, and the Security people backed down at the point of our Government Guns."
"Then we had to find the particular employees." said the Chief. "We'd sent contingents to their addresses of record, and got some of them, but the others were at BigAgraFoods and there were attempts to hide them from our people. We finally had to go room-to-room, and found the wanted people being hidden in a back storeroom. They were arrested and charged with evading Police, and were run through Booking at the local jurisdictions's various headquarters.
The Chief went on: "They all immediately demanded lawyers, which were provided. Those lawyers told them to immediately invoke, which they did. And they knew just which judges to go to in order to get immediate bail: Harry Nance here, Judge Mohammed Omar in the City. All of the defendants were released on their own recognizance with no ankle monitoring."
"Geez." I whispered.
"Even worse," said Sheriff Griswold, "we attempted to send our findings to the State Insurance Commissioner. But we were blocked... by the SDOJ Regional Director for this area, Gil Krasney."
"Does he have that power?" I asked, incredulous.
"The Court does." said Griswold. "Krasney went and filed for an injunction on behalf of the State Department of Justice, and Judge Nance granted it, citing the Attorney General has jurisdiction over the State Insurance Commissioner. That's totally bogus, and we are appealing, as is the SBI-OER Inspector to bolster our legal standing."
"Wow." I said. "I knew Krasney was a dirty-dealing snake in the grass, but... that?"
"Word I've gotten," said Griswold, "is that Krasney really wants a spot on Karl Handel's team if Handel wins the Governorship next election. Krasney may even run for the Attorney General spot."
"Or have Handel appoint him as SBI Director." I replied. "That would totally suck."
"And that's the good news for the day." said the Chief. "The bad news is that the Shimono Group is still out there, and I can't get anything out of the FBI on that. Roy McGhillie is trying to stay calm, but he's about to go nuts over the possible threat to his fiancée's family."
"I don't blame him." I said. "I ain't feeling so good for my family's safety, either."
"You have a wife with tremendous power and the tenacity of a bulldog." growled Griswold. "McGhillie is young, and Becca and her mom are still reeling over the loss of Becca's sister Kathy. It's tough for them."
"Okay, then." I said. "I have nothing else to add to this. They'll secure Donna Farris in hoops of legal steel, also, so anything we might've gotten from her will be for naught. What do you want me to do next, Chief?"
"Get your paperwork done, and in good order." said the Chief. "You did well, exposing the obvious smuggling ring in SPS, and putting some light on some nasty insurance fraud. But it'll have to keep, for now. In the meantime, see what you can do to find Shimono and her Bastard Boys, so we can put Roy's mind at ease, eh?
"Yes sir." I said. The Chief dismissed me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into MCD, which was occupied and then some. I saw Lt. Rudistan at a desk. "Ah, Lieutenant Roood-i-stan." I said, in an excellent imitation of my daughter Carole. "You're in MCD now?"
"Just doing the paperwork for today's raid, sir." said Rudistan, without much joviality. "But I might just keep this desk."
"If you do, I'll assign Carole as your partner in crime-fighting." I said. "She might learn a thing or two."
"From what I hear, sir," said Rudistan, his joviality returning, "I might be the one that learns some things about being a Detective."
I took the 'Commander's Chair' from the back desk by the (currently in use) coffee maker, brought it to the center of the large room, and sat down. "What happened, everyone?" I asked.
"It was a disaster, sir." said Nell Bell, who was doing her paperwork at the desk opposite the one Rudistan was using. "We almost got into a shootout with their Security, then they tried to hide the people we had warrants for. I noticed that the people they hid were the exact names on our warrants, which obviously means they knew in advance that we were coming and they knew exactly who we were looking for."
"And they had legal beagles ready to go?" I asked. Nell nodded. "Who were they?"
"Nathan Masterson in the City office." said Captain Tanya Perlman, who'd just come in. "Chip Blake, the guy who opposed us at BigBenefitInsurance, was at the BigAgraFoods office in Coltrane County, which some people moved into after they moved out of our County. Last, Max Chambliss was in their Midtown office, which is little more than a home for lobbyists to the State Capitol."
"And who was their highest level Officer there?" I asked. "In the City?"
"Roger Green," said Tanya, "who was acting CEO after Mitt Willis was perp-walked through his employees. Green became COO after Edward Blassingame was named CEO. Blassingame was not there, and could not be reached by phone... which was not for lack of trying on my part."
"Awesome." I said, standing up. "Okay, everyone, you've done a great job these last few days, but these cases, except for the murder of Saidy, are pretty much in the hands of the Court system now. Nell and Eric, you've done great work, and I've enjoyed having you up here with us. Feel free to stay at The Cabin for as long as you need to, and to stay up here and work with us for as long as you need to... and as long as Chief Soltis lets you before lassoing you and returning you to Midtown."
"Thank you, sir." said Nell.
"All right, wrap up the paperwork, so I can wrap up mine... and so we can Lt. Rudistan out of MCD." I said. Everyone laughed tepidly, including Rudistan, as I left the room and went back to my office.
Green Crowbar followed Red Crowbar into the office. As we sat down, Cindy said "You're not giving up on this, are you?"
"I don't know." I said wearily. "I mean, I'm not giving up on the murder. But Blassingame is going to pull out all the stops to prevent any real investigation of the insurance fraud, and probably the smuggling ring."
"So maybe we let the Feds handle the smuggling ring aspects of it?" Cindy asked hopefully.
"If I thought they were really interested in going after the ring, I would." I said. "But Cindy, things have changed, even over the last few months. The Swamp Frogs believed they weathered the Storm when we took out Superior Bloodlines and that traitorous CIA Director, and they're now coming back out of their hiding places. You can see it in the cooperation between Establishment Republicans and Democrats to go after Governor Jared, and in the rather tepid response to getting Trent and Quint and the Shimono Group once the nuke incident was resolved."
That was not what Cindy really wanted to hear. "Okay," she said, "but I know Crenshaw and Jenkins in Southport aren't letting up. And you really don't think Jack Muscone would capitulate to the Swamp Frogs, would he?"
"No," I said, "but if they're looking for a reason to get rid of him and break up Team Lazarus, including Crenshaw and Jenkins, we'll see it soon in the pressure they bring to bear upon him."
"Not exactly Government 'of the people, by the people for the people', huh?" Cindy said.
"Let's go home to our babies." I suggested. "This will keep until tomorrow or Monday." That suggestion generated no disagreement at all.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At home, my son Jim was unhappy. "We didn't get to build the Lego castle today." he pouted.
"True." I said. "We had some visitors that were staying at The Cabin. But we'll have a lot of other weekends to work on it. So don't let it bother you, okay?"
"Okayyyy..." Jim said, not really happy about it still.
"Where are your brothers?" I asked.
"Playing in the backyard." Jim said.
"Why aren't you out there playing with them?" I asked. "Get out there!" Jim dutifully went out into the backyard.
Molly and Laura were talking in the greatroom, so I joined them. "How is the case going?" Molly asked.
"It's just about 'ovah'." I said. "The Courts are involved, and Blassingame is pulling out every stop to make sure they shield his dirty employees. I hate to say it, but I think we're at a dead end."
"I hate to say this," Molly said, "but we were talking with Paulina earlier. All BigBenefitInsurance has to do is say they don't feel like they were defrauded, and all that stuff is dead on arrival in any Court."
"I'm more worried about the other stuff." I said. "Saidy's murder, and the Shimono Group, particularly Trent and Quint."
"Darling," Laura chided, "let it go, for a few hours anyway. Dinner will be soon. Should we add stringbeans to the menu?"
"Nooooo." I said. "Jim's already being pouty about his Lego project, and it would just give Carole incentive to tease him mercilessly about it..."
Part 18 - The Golden Break
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was 3:45am, Sunday, March 30th, and it was my Police iPhone ringing. I heard Bowser barking his head off as I picked up the phone. "Troy." I said sleepily.
"Sir, this is Lieutenant Mary Milton." said Lieutenant Mary Milton. "We have a... situation, here."
"What is it?" I said, waking up as Laura got up to go help Carole hush Bowser.
"Uh, sir, I don't think I should say over the phone." Mary replied. "Can you come down right away?"
"Uh, sure." I said, wondering what the reason for the secrecy was, but knowing the reason must be good. I disconnected the call and got up and began dressing in my black civilian clothing.
Despite Carole's entreaties for Bowser to hush, he continued barking, and Laura's arrival had not helped. So after I dressed, I went in there. Carole was petting Bowser, who stopped barking an began whimpering when he saw me.
"Hey, Bowser." I said, sitting on the end of Carole's bed and petting him. "What's the matter?"
"Bowser is worried about you, Daddy." Carole said.
I gave Bowser some more skritchins. "It's okay, Bowser. You just look after Carole, okay?" Laura had left the room, and I firmly guided Bowser to his basket and got him to settle in. I then helped Carole get back in bed, showing Bowser that all was okay. Bowser was not mollified, but stopped whimpering. I petted him one last time and left the room.
Laura had checked on Jim and Buddy, finding Jim sleeping soundly and Buddy awake but settled in his basket. As we went down the hall, she said "What is going on with your dog? And what was the phone call about?"
"Lt. Milton wanted me to come to Headquarters, but she didn't say why." I replied. "Set the alarm and be on the lookout after I leave." I put on my trenchcoat, armor, badge and gun, kissed Laura goodbye, and left.
I was very aware of my surroundings as I drove towards Headquarters, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. No parked cars where none should be, no cars driving slowly or strangely. There was sparse traffic on University Avenue and North Avenue, as there always was at night, but no one peeled off to follow me as I drove down College Avenue.
Arriving at Headquarters, I went in the Employees' Entrance, then into the hall and to the Duty Desk. "What is it, guys?" I asked.
"Sir, Lieutenant Milton asked for you to come to Interrogation-1." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "She said she'd explain when you got there."
"Okay." I said. "Anything happen last night? Too much partying anywhere?"
"No sir, it's a typical Saturday night in a college town." said the Duty Desk Sergeant.
I went down the side hall past my office and the empty MCD and Vice rooms, then along the back hall towards the Interrogation Rooms. Mary was at the corner of the hallway, in front of the Monitor Room.
"Sir," she said as I came up, "the Duty Desk called me a few minutes ago, since I was on call. I called you as soon as I saw what was going on." She led the way into the anteroom. I looked through the one-way glass and got a huge shock:
Sitting at the interrogation table, handcuffed to it, was the Black Velvet Killer, George Aurus!
To be continued.
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Part 18 - The Golden Break (continued)
George Aurus was sitting in Interrogation-1 on the highest chair that could be found in Headquarters, a rotating metal stool-chair, his legs dangling down. He was handcuffed to the ring on the interrogation table.
As I stared at Aurus through the one-way glass, Mary said "About an hour ago he just walked up to a parked Police car on University Avenue, identified himself, and said he wanted to talk to Commander Troy. They brought him in, took him through booking, put him in an orange jumpsuit, and brought him in there."
"Have you talked to him?" I asked.
"No sir." said Mary. "The arresting Officers mirandized him, but said he never asked for a lawyer, only to speak to you."
"And he will definitely get that opportunity." I said. "Let's get a Uniformed Officer in there, and I'll go in. Have you called the Chief yet?"
"No sir." said Mary.
"Call him when I go in there." I said. "By the way, it was wise to not say Aurus's name over the cellphone. Take the same precaution when you call the Chief..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Uniformed Presence was rookie Patrolman Drew. Once he came inside, I went in through the anteroom.
"Well, Commander Troy." said Aurus in his sinister, whispery voice. "I'm sure you did not expect to see me tonight, my old friend."
"The last time I saw you," I said, "you had my cousin chained to a metal bed, and you said out loud that you were going to rape and murder her. So we are not friends. At all."
"I can understand that." said Aurus. "It's still good to see you again, Commander. Relatively speaking, of course."
I got the key from Patrolman Drew and undid Aurus's handcuffs. "I don't think you're going to outrun me nor anyone else here." I said, giving the cuffs to Drew. I brought one of the (normal) chairs along the side wall over to him, and brought my chair from the table to the side so that there was nothing between us as we sat down.
"Thank you, Commander, this is much better." Aurus said. "I know you can handle me by yourself. Why don't you send your Officer outside, so we can talk privately." I nodded to Drew, who went into the anteroom to keep watch. We all knew that this conversation was being recorded.
"I suppose you're wondering why I'm here in your Police Headquarters?" Aurus said.
"I think I can tell you: you escaped from the people that broke you out." I said. "You're here for my protection from them."
"Good, very good." said Aurus. "Yes, I grew very concerned for my safety. Shall I tell you why they broke me out of jail?"
"Again, I fancy I can tell you." I said. "They broke you out wanting you to help them find Leonard Lotz, who tormented you at the Millwakee Camp." (Author's note: 'Power'.) "They offered to let you do the torturing of Lotz to get the information they wanted out of him. And the information they wanted from Lotz: the whereabouts of my sister."
"Amazing!" Aurus said, and I could tell he was genuinely impressed. "Yes, that is what it was about. But I realized that my abilities to find Lotz were very poor compared to the computer geeks they had with them, and Trent Ridge and Quint Starr acted towards me like those bullies at Millwakee did all those years ago."
"I'm not surprised." I said. "They are viciously evil men, and would have enjoyed torturing and murdering you after they had what they wanted from Lotz. So... where are Trent and Quint now?"
"We were at a safehouse in the City's southwestern suburbs." said Aurus. "The address was 29 Callen Street."
"Mrs. Jones house." I murmured, now recognizing why the old woman with the dog had been so interested in us, and so unfriendly to us. "Who was there with you?"
"Trent and Quint, as you call them." said Aurus. "But Quint was not with us all the time. An Asian woman who they called Keiko, was also there. Very beautiful woman. As usual, she chose to have sex with Trent instead of me."
"Did he give her a choice?" I asked.
"Well, he wasn't raping her; she seemed to enjoy it." George said. "Anyway, another person there was a very snotty geek, who they called 'Geek' or 'the Geek'. They never used his name in my presence. He was on the computer all the time. He asked me a lot of questions about Leonard Lotz, about places to look to find data on Lotz. I told him what I could, but it wasn't much."
"What about Jerry Barsbane?" I asked. "Jimmy Tolson? Others?"
"Mr. Barsbane was a pretty cool guy. Always happy-go-lucky, it seemed." said Aurus. "He brought us food every day, but did not live in our house. As to Tolson, he was almost as much of a wimp as me, and I could see he hated the world far more than I do. I saw him on the night they broke us out, but they took him somewhere else, and I have not seen him again."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "Did you ever hear them say why they broke Tolson out? What use he might have been to them?"
"No." said Aurus. "All I heard from anyone was about finding Leonard Lotz. Oh... right after I was broken out of the prison, I heard the woman say that 'Alicia' had refused to be broken out of jail. I have no idea who she is, though." I nodded.
"So..." I asked, "what do you want now? To go back to where you were?"
"I was hoping for another prison, where I might be... safer." said Aurus. "And perhaps you can arrange for me to be sent somewhere, rather than just dumping me off to the Feds?"
"I can try to get you taken to another prison, a Supermax, perhaps." I said. "But if the Feds go to Court and get a warrant to claim you, there's nothing I can do about it."
Aurus looked a bit worried for the first time. "I know you'll do what you have to do, Iron Crowbar. Good luck finding those people. Your life might depend on you finding them before they find you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Aurus was returned to a holding cell on 'keepaway' status, and put on suicide watch. The Chief had come in while I was talking to Aurus, and, to my surprise, MPD Detective Nell Bell was also in his office when I got there.
"Come in, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "How did your interview with Mr. Aurus goooo?"
"It was interesting, Chief." I said as I sat down next to Nell Bell. "Aurus figured out that they broke him out in order to use him, and he managed to escape before they murdered him."
"Or is this some kind of set up?" the Chief asked.
"I don't know." I said. "If he was going to set me up, I'd think he'd give me something that I'd want to follow, so that they could spring the trap on me. But all he did was tell me the address of where he'd been holed up... which curiously was the address of the house right next to where the Farrises lived before they moved."
"Sir, we were watching in the Monitor Room." Nell Bell said. "I looked up the records for all the houses in the area. In addition to 31 Callen Street belonging to the Farrises, Numbers 29, 32, and 34 are also owned by SPS employees or the company itself."
"Yes," I said, "and Mrs. Jones was in league with them, if I don't miss my guess. She was on watch for us, challenged us when we went to the house, and the neighbors in those other houses were watching. Made it look like a Neighborhood Watch, but in reality it was lookouts for the Bad Guys. Additionally, Mrs. Jones had a dog... and I'm sure the Enemy knows I love dogs and would be less suspicious of Mrs. Jones because of it."
"They used good psychology on you with that one, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "I've already sent the City Police the information, and they are getting some warrants to raid those houses."
"I fear they'll find the birds flown, and the nests empty." I said. "But maybe the perps left a clue to where they went from there. And if the dog was left behind, they'll get him to the shelter, where he'll be fed and watered, at least."
"Can I ask a question, sir?" asked Nell Bell. Both the Chief and I nodded, and she said "I looked up your cases involving George Aurus and Jimmy Tolson. By the way, who is Detective Troy? Is that you, sir?"
I grinned and the Chief chuckled. "No," I said, "that is the Detective Troy who is much better than me. My mother. And I'm in third place; my daughter will be in the No. 2 spot, if she doesn't outright take the title from her grandmother."
"Oh!" said Nell. "I would love to meet her, then. Anyway, sir, I was trying to figure out why they broke Tolson out of Supermax. I think the reason is very important, and would lead to the capture of this whole gang, but except for Tolson's experience in insurance, I can't see anything."
Chief Moynahan said "I agreeeee that the Tolson punk's knowledge of insurance might be helpful in the insurance fraud we've run into, but that has been going on for some time, I believe, and Tolson was in prison with no visitors for all that time."
"True, sir." I said. "And Aurus confirmed what I suspected, that he was their intended link to Leonard Lotz, who was last known to be working with my sister Elizabeth."
"Sir," asked Nell, "can I talk to George Aurus? Maybe he'll tell me something about Tolson that he wasn't prepared to tell you." The Chief and I were both surprised by this. He looked at me for the answer.
"Sure." I said. "But you need to do it fast. The Feds might be here at any moment to take him away from us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Aurus was brought into Interrogation-1 and again handcuffed to the ring on the table after I'd brought in a chair he could sit in more comfortably while being restrained. Then Nell Bell went into I-1 alone with the Black Velvet serial killer.
"Hello, Mr. Aurus, I'm-------"
"Detective Nell Bell, Midtown Police." George Aurus said, finishing the sentence. "So nice to meet you. Forgive me for not standing and shaking your hand."
"Quite all right, under the circumstances." Nell replied. "I just wanted to ask you about Jimmy Tolson. I know you told Commander Troy you didn't know where they took him nor what they wanted from him..." She leaned forward and said conspiratorially, "... but I know a man of your great intellect could guess at a few things."
"You're perceptive, young lady." said Aurus. "And quite pretty, and very charming. A lesser man would be bewitched by your feminine charms... and guile."
Then Aurus sat back, at least as much as he could, and said "But I spent years raping and murdering women that thought they were smarter than they really were. And killing a few men along those lines, as well. Only the Iron Crowbar was good enough to totally defeat me... and to defeat the Consultant of Crime, as well.
"Ahhhhh." Nell said, getting Aurus's clue. "Tolson had ties to the Consultant, didn't he? But not all that strong, and certainly Tolson was nothing but a puny ant to the Consultant, unlike a brilliant man like yourself would be. So how does Tolson help the Shimono Gang?"
Aurus smiled his peculiar smile. "Ah, you're being charming again. I do admit I'm flattered, and I like it. But I will tell you what I told the Iron Crowbar: I genuinely don't know for sure what they thought they could get from him. Perhaps Tolson learned a secret, something about the Consultant that those evil people wanted to find out. And if I'm a good judge of character... and I am... then I feel very sorry for what Mr. Tolson is going to endure at the hands of Trent Ridge to get that secret."
As I listened in the anteroom, I heard a commotion outside, in the hallway. Opening the door, I saw Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, and several Federal Marshals. I quickly went into the anteroom, knocked on the door, and told Nell to go out the other way after I closed the door. She did, just as Jack got to the anteroom.
"Hello, Don." Jack said. "I'm sure you know why I'm here."
"He's right there." I said pointing towards the interrogation room. "He's yours, just as soon as you hand me the Federal warrant for him." Muscone instantly produced the warrant.
"By the way," I said, "he's asked to be taken to a different prison. May be an issue of life or death for him. See what you can do, huh?"
"We've anticipated that." said Jack. I led the way into the room, and as I unlocked Aurus from his handcuffs, I told him he'd have to go with these Federal Marshals, and that I'd asked for them to take him to a different prison. I then told the Marshals to handcuff Aurus's hands in front of him, and they reluctantly complied after Muscone told them to follow my suggestion.
"Thank you, Mr. Iron Crowbar." said Aurus. "And I do sincerely wish you the best of luck finding those bastards. I know you think I'm evil, but I'm nothing compared to Trent Ridge."
"I agree." I said.
"Farewell, Mr. Iron Crowbar." Aurus said, perhaps sadly, thinking it was all over for him.
"Au revoir, Mr. Aurus." I replied, very sure we'd indeed be meeting again one day...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I invited Nell Bell into my office after the Feds had left with the prisoner, and had her sit down in a hot chair.
"That was very well done, Ms. Bell." I said. "One of the best interrogations I've seen in a long, long time."
"Thank you, sir." said Nell. "But to be honest, he was really too good for me."
"You just got some practice against a brilliant if twisted mind, and a serial killer of the highest order." I replied. "And you acquitted yourself very well. So! you think Tolson is the key to all this?"
"Maybe, sir." Nell said. "I've just begun studying the Consultant of Crime, and even your detailed reports barely scratch the surface of who he was and what he was doing. You may be the only one that can figure out the link between him and Tolson."
"You're bringing the psychology on me that you just used on Aurus." I said with a grin. "But your interview with him did bring a couple of things to my mind. It's possible that Tolson knew of some stash of money or valuables that the Consultant had that never was found, and these perps found out and are looking for it."
"Sir," asked Nell Bell, "do you think this Shimono Group is part of this smuggling ring and insurance fraud scam? Are they working in connection with that gang, or independently?"
I smiled. "You are really asking the right questions." I said. "What do you think the answer is?"
"They were living in SPS safehouses, as Aurus called them." Nell said. "But that's the only link I have between them."
"Good observation." I said. "I happen to have some other ones to add to it. A young lady has told us that she observed Edward Blassingame, Keiko Shimono, and the late Paco Domingo together." (Author's note: 'Little Red Haired Girl'.) "I don't expect you to know anything about the Leonard Lotz situation, nor that of my sister, at least not until you get the Top Secret clearance I've asked Chief Soltis to acquire for you, but suffice it to say there are connections there. The Shimono gang and the entire insurance fraud and smuggling rings may not be connected, but the guy at the top is definitely involved with both."
"Thank you, sir." said Nell. "Uh, sir, there's one more thing: do you have any openings with the TCPD's Detective Force?"
I did not miss a beat as I replied "Are you unhappy with the Midtown Force?"
"Oh, no sir, they're great." Nell said, looking worried that I'd misinterpreted her question. "But I've learned so much up here, and you're all such great people... well, I had to ask, sir."
"I understand." I said. "The truth is that we don't have any openings right now... and if we did, I would not hire you."
"But sir!" said Nell, seemingly shocked, "I know I can grow into the job and be an asset to you-------"
I held up my hand to stop her. "I know, and you're an outstanding Detective already." I said. I then leaned forward and rested on my arms on my desk as I said "The reason I would not hire you is because you are in the right place already."
"The Midtown Police once had a great unit." I began, sitting back in my chair. "Captain Sean Moynahan was in charge of a group that consisted of Frank Soltis, Molly Evans, and Wes 'Coldiron' Masters. Three of them are now Chiefs of Police, and Masters is all but the leader of City Internal Affairs."
"There is a new group forming in Midtown P.D.," I continued, "consisting of you, Eric Hannum, Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson, who graduated 2nd and 3rd in their class at Police Academy Advanced Course last Friday. You four have the opportunity to be as great as Captain Moynahan's group before you, and a group to rival even my best MCD Detectives here, if I do say so myself."
I went on: "But that group needs one thing... a leader. Someone who is going to take charge, take care of the others, and lead the way through the best and the worst of things to bring Justice to the Police Force and the People of Midtown..." I peered hard at Nell as I finished: "... and I perceive you to be that leader, Detective Bell."
"Oh, wow... thank you, sir!" Nell gushed. "But am I ready for that?"
"You will be, if I don't miss my guess." I said, very sure.
"And he never misses his guessesssss." drawled Chief Moynahan, who'd just opened the door and heard the last part of that. "I agree with his assessment, Ms. Bell. We are expecting to hear great things about your career, and I can assure you that Chief Soltis has already been made aware of our observations and opinionnnnnns..."
Part 19 - Regrouping and Retrenching
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the MILF redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, April 1st, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "The Town & County Police have been delivered multiple setbacks as they pursue specious charges against BigAgraFoods employees!"
Bettina: "Channel Two News has also learned that the Town & County Police are totally befuddled by the murder of Rupert Saidy last Thursday. Saidy, a State Parcel Service employee, was found dead in a delivery truck last Thursday. Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment."
Bettina: "But the big story today is that the TCPD and other law enforcement entities in the State executed warrants against several BigAgraFoods employees for perceived insurance fraud. However, all of the employees arrested refused to cooperate with the charges, which BigAgraFoods lawyers say are 'specious', 'false', and 'unjustified', and every suspect was released on their own recognizance, without bail and without ankle monitoring, showing how weak the TCPD case is."
"And finally," said Bettina, "the formal session of the State Legislature is over for the year, but Democrats are promising to continue working to impeach Governor Val Jared and remove him from office! Several members of the State House Judiciary Committee say that they believe Commander Donald Troy lied under oath when he testified that he did not inform Governor Jared ahead of time that he was investigating two women who made credible claims of sexual harassment against Governor Jared, and that Commander Troy lied by saying the women's claims weren't credible. Once again, Commander Donald Troy has refused to return KXTC's repeated calls for comment on the matter."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *



"Ladies and gentlemen!" I announced at 7:15am in the crowded MCD room. "Reporting for duty after graduating first in his class at the Police Academy Advanced Course, Detective Jerome Davis!" A huge round of applause greeted Jerome Davis as he came into the MCD room.
"Aw, thanks guys!" Jerome said. "And it's great to be back with the greatest group of Detectives on the planet."
"Absence makes the heart grow fonder!" Joanne Warner said brightly as she hugged Jerome. He also received hugs from Mary Milton and Julia Rodriguez, man-hugs from Theo Washington, Teddy Parker, and Roy McGhillie, and a fist-bump from Captain Tanya Perlman.
"Well, that's another ribbon I'll have to order for Promotions and Medals Day next month." Cindy Ross said. "And that's not a complaint. I love spending tax dollars on awards for your achievements." People chuckled at that.
"Except for Purple Orders." I said. "I hate awarding those. So earn achievement ribbons instead, please."
"And that's a great achievement, Jerome." said Tanya, who then added with a sly grin: "Makes your Captain look good, too." More chuckling ensued.
"It was a close thing, though." said Jerome. "There were two Detectives from Midtown, Steve Ruger and Kimberly Wesson. They were pushing me hard. I think I won out only because I had the best physical fitness scores."
"So those Police Boxing Matches are good for something!" said Lt. Micah Rudistan with great joviality as he came into the room. He then shook Jerome's hand and congratulated him.
"What are you doing here, Rudistan?" asked Commander Ross. "Besides raising my political correctness hackles?"
"Ma'am, I hadn't even started with you yet!" Rudistan joked. "But I'll say this: you women don't stand a chance in the Police Boxing Matches!" Cindy 'glared' at Rudistan.
"I think he means no man nor woman has a chance this year." said Teddy Parker. "Commander Troy has three years of frustration to take out on all of you, and he's going to. We might as well call it off and give him the trophy."
"By the form of your sentence, Parker," said Teresa Croyle, "I perceive that you're not competing?"
"I'm signing up for the Boxing division, ma'am." said Parker. "I've always wanted to try that side of it." Everyone 'ooh'ed and 'aah'ed.
"I'll see you in the ring." said Rudistan, who also was planning to compete on the Boxing side. He and Parker made the two-finger signs at each other.
"So... did I miss anything while I was gone?" Jerome asked. Laughter broke out.
"Nothing of interest." I said laconically. "We've just been twiddling our thumbs, waiting for you to get back." More laughter broke out.
"And the next time you leave, Jerome," Teresa said, "teach someone how to make coffee correctly, willya?" There was an acclaim for that.
"Glad to know I'm loved for something." Jerome said with a grin.
"Go Navy!" said Theo, trying to start 'trouble' with Army veterans in the room. And succeeding.
"I'll pretend I didn't hear that." I said.
"I won't." said Joanne. "You're gonna owe me a big dinner when Army kicks Navy's ass next December!" The acclaim was for the normally sweet Joanne's potty mouth more than the Army-Navy sentiment.
"What, no Air Force representatives in here?" asked Teresa, throwing a softball at her BFF.
"I'll represent the Air Force." said Cindy, hitting it out of the park. "My Canadian dad was in the Canadian Air Force."
"Fly, Falcons, Fly!" said Roy McGhillie. The Air Force Academy's mascot was the Falcons. I'd told him on Sunday that George Aurus had turned himself in. To say that McGhillie was a lot happier now would be a huge understatement.
"So did Nell and Eric go back to Midtown?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"Yes." I said. "Chief Soltis called them home before I could find TCPD badges for them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Commander Cindy Ross joined the Angels meeting at 8:00am. "Callie and I took Betsy down to 'The Vision' headquarters yesterday." Cindy said. "So what is this about Aurus turning himself in?"
"You can watch the videotape, and I suggest you all do so, and several times." I said.
"I saw it." said Tanya Perlman. "So you had it figured out that they broke Aurus out to go after Leonard Lotz, and ultimately your sister?"
"That is my thesis." I replied.
"But why?" asked Teresa. "Why go after your sister... my mother-in-law, for that matter?"
"You just said it yourself." I said. "She's your mother-in-law. More specifically: she's Todd's mother."
"So they're after Todd?" asked Teresa. "Do I need to warn him?"
"Absolutely." I said. "And make sure your kids are safe at all times."
"But why Todd?" asked Cindy. "And why go after him through his mother? It'd be far easier for them to go after you, or Teresa and the kids."
"Yes, yes it would." I said. "So that leads me to deduce that they, or more likely the people behind them, are after my dear sister for other reasons, as well."
"What reasons are those?" asked (of course) Cindy. "And who exactly is behind these guys? Blassingame?"
"Blassingame is one part of it," I said, "and he is an Establishment Elitist, one of the Crony Capitalists. But there's another group behind these guys, a Government group with initials for a name."
I continued: "As to reasons, they've wanted revenge on Elizabeth for some time. She went after the guns they meant to be used to kill blacks in Providence Springs. She was arming Jews in Europe, especially France, trying to prevent the Muslims, who are loved by the Elitists, from dominating the Jews that the Elitists hate."
"Even worse," I went on, "she put a gun to the head of the Consultant of Crime and put him in chains on a helicopter in which he meant for me to fly to my death. She thwarted the Elitists's plans in Paris, and she took my side against CIA agents who were trying to kill Vassily Kurchikov. So yes, they have many reasons for wanting to go after my sister, beyond the fact that she's my sister and Todd's mother."
"Ohhhhhh...." Tanya said, figuring it out. "They're still after the Mutanix, which Todd dispersed to Japan and Israel. Maybe they think capturing her will get them the Mutanix?"
"You are too good for your own good." I said. "Let's keep that one amongst ourselves, and not share it with any FBI Agents... any, if you get my drift."
"I hate keeping secrets from Jack." said Tanya, a frown on her pretty face. "Though I don't feel the need to volunteer any information, either."
"If it comes up, send him my way." I said. "And Teresa, you definitely can tell Todd to increase his security, as well as have him make Takaki Misaki aware of the pertinent issues." Teresa nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, let's talk these recent cases, especially the murder of Saidy." I said. "What do y'all think?"
We were in Classroom 'E', all of MCD as well as Purvis and Geiger of Vice, my three Angels, myself, and Chief Moynahan. Somewhat to my surprise, Commander Ross spoke up.
"So from what I saw on the tape of your conversation with Aurus," Cindy said, "Mrs. Jones was one of the bad guys. So now we don't know if another truck came to the Farris home next door or not."
"That is correct." I said. "In fact, we can safely deduce that at least one other truck did come to that home."
"And both Saidy and Meadows," continued Cindy, "who picked up the Farris's furniture, were murdered."
"That is correct." I said.
"And the truck Saidy's body was found in," Cindy went on, "was normally driven by Andy Lessing, who we found out is Jeff Farley."
"To be totally accurate," I said, "Lessing was one of the drivers on that route, but not the only one. And yes, he is Farley."
Joanne Warner spoke up: "So they had Lessing drive that truck whenever they had some contraband on the truck, and the other guy when everything was clean?"
"That is an excellent thought." I said. "So what was the contraband?"
"Ohhhhhhhhh!" Tanya Perlman exclaimed. "I get it now. The contraband was people. They had passengers on the truck. If George Aurus is to be believed, and Jimmy Tolson disappeared quickly after being broken out, it's possible that he and Quint Starr, and maybe others, were in that truck."
"Keep making deductions like that," I said with a grin, "and I'll make you Captain of Detectives."
"Don't you threaten me!" Tanya said, giving it right back to me.
"Seriously, I think you're right." I said. "So, to make a long story short-------"
"TOO LATE!" came a chorus, which made the Chief chuckle.
"O-kayyyy." I said. "As I was saying... there are two possibilities here. The first is that more than one truck came to the Farris home, and some of the Farris's stuff ended up on Truck 164, and the rest of their stuff ended up elsewhere on another truck. The other possibility is that Truck 164 rendezvoused with another truck, one of them having all the Farris's furniture, and some furniture was transferred to the other truck, and the human cargo came in on Truck 164."
"Pertaining to the first possibility, you believe what Aurus told you?" Cindy asked.
"For now, yes." I said. "What he said fits a lot of other data we have. But either way, furniture was being brought to this County, likely to be delivered to professional fencers for some green dollar bills, and the rest of the Farris's stuff, like the old appliances, were delivered by the other truck to the City, to be fenced there, very likely by Clarence Meadows."
"Were the Farrises involved in this?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"I'm pretty sure Mrs. Farris was." I said. "Dr. Farris, I'm not so sure about. But let's keep going for now. Truck 164, now disguised as an SMS moving truck, came to our County, probably to deliver the furniture to someone for fencing as well as to deliver the people somewhere here... which scares me. Clarence Meadows was lucky, for the moment; by being on the other truck, he avoided being murdered like Saidy was."
I continued: "Saidy was told to turn onto McGill Farm Road, possibly to meet with someone, and then he was shot dead. It could have been Farley, Quint Starr, or Jimmy Tolson that committed the murder; Quint and Tolson have committed murder in the past, and Farley was behind City Detective Sullivan's murder, and framed Bundy McGinty for it. At any rate, Saidy could not be left alive because he had seen Quint and Tolson."
So." I said. "We began investigating the murder, and all this other stuff sprang up. The Midtown Detectives were already catching on to the moving van thefts, which led to the insurance fraud, and my previous case with McGinty exposed elements of Farley and the smuggling ring. The problem is... the bad guys were always one step ahead of us, and have thrown every legal obstacle possible in our path."
"So what is the way forwarrrrd?" asked the Chief. "Or have we done all we can?"
"For most of it, we've done what we can, and it's in the hands of the D.A.s and the Courts." I said. "As to the murder, I have hopes that we can flush out the perp that killed Saidy."
"Who do you think it was?" asked Cindy.
"As you correctly surmised, Commander, it was Lessing." I said. "He was likely up front in the cab with Saidy. But proving it? That's a different story entirely."
"Okay, everyone." said the Chief as he peered at me. "Get your paperwork done. And I need to speak with my Command Group..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Angels and I went with the Chief to the Chief's Conference Room.
"Sooooo, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." drawled the Chief. "You tried to hide it, but I detected pessimism in your voice. You don't think we'll bring this to a conclusion, do you?"
"I think they're going to get away with the insurance fraud." I replied. "I won't blame any D.A. that looks at the flimsy circumstantial evidence we found and not want to take it to a Grand Jury, much less a trial. I was hoping to interrogate some people and see if one of them slipped and gave us something on the smuggling ring, but they've lawyered up with high-powered legal beagles that just love to fight me to the last ditch."
"As to the smuggling ring," I continued, "we know it's there, but we have absolutely no proof of it at all. I would imagine the Enemy is going to roll it back if not shut it down, and live to fight another day on it elsewhere. As to the murder, I have some thin hopes that Justice can be brought to the Wicked, but it might not be us administering that Justice, nor through the legal system." That got Cindy peering hard at me. The Chief showed no reaction at all.
"Having said that," I went on, "I am going to do a couple of things. First, I'm going to talk to Jack Muscone, so that he won't take down my APBs for Jimmy Tolson and Jeff Farley. Then I'm going to talk to D.A. Walters about pressing full charges against the BigAgraFoods employees in this area that were arrested. And then I'm going to push those APBs as hard as I can, so that the whole world will be on watch for Tolson and Farley."
"Think you'll get any information on them?" Cindy asked.
"Maybe." I said cryptically...
Part 20 - D.A. With Attitude
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am, Tuesday April 2d, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, an with me as always is Meredith Peller."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "Good morning, everyone. As we reported yesterday, the Town & County Police are asking for your help in finding two dangerous, wanted criminals." Photos of Tolson and Farley were put on the screen as Meredith continued: "Jimmy Tolson, who recently escaped from the Supermax prison in a nearby State, is believed to have returned to the Town & County area. Also wanted by Police is Jeff Farley, who may be using the alias of State Parcel Service employee Andy Lessing."
"Citizens are being advised to be very wary of State Parcel Service trucks with employees they don't know." continued Meredith. "And anyone seeing these two wanted criminals are asked to call 9-1-1 or contact the Town & County Police Department immediately..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think that'll generate a lead?" asked Sheriff Griswold as he and his Police leadership drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"It'll generate something." I said. Since the previous day, Captain Thompson had put out the alert to all the Media, most of whom dutifully repeated the warning messages about Tolson and Farley. After KFXU had reported it, KXTC realized they had to, also. And even SNN had carried the alert State-wide.
Jack Muscone had been much less than pleased when I told him I was going to be issuing APBs out the wazoo, and expected that they would not be canceled by Federal entities. He begrudgingly acquiesced and agreed to help when I explained what was going on.
Back in live time, Cindy said "We don't have a shred of evidence against either one of them. So like the dog that chases the moving car and tries to bite its tires... what are you going to do when you catch them?"
"Are you kidding?" Teresa replied moodily. "Tolson is wanted for escaping a Supermax prison. And Farley is wanted by the City Police after they re-opened the case of the murder of Detective Sullivan."
"True." I said. "As to the Saidy murder, we'll burn those bridges when we get to them."
"You have something up your sleeve, besides your arm." said Cindy.
"Doesn't he always?" Griswold lovingly growled, his mustaches twitching with merriment. Though I'd said nothing, I had a sneaking suspicion that Our Sheriff had figured out what I was really doing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I got the text message I'd been expecting: "He's here."
I bolted for the door and down the hallway to Teresa's office. "Red alert!" I said as I barged in on her office. "Let's go!"
We got into my Police SUV and blasted down to City Hall. We put on our armor as we got out and rushed into City Hall and to the office of District Attorney Miriam Walters. Several Deputies were in her receptionist's room.
"Alright, let's barge in." I said. I threw open the door to Walters's office. Inside was our District Attorney, sitting at her desk. In front of the desk, flanked by his lawyer Chip Blake and four security men, was Edward Blassingame, CEO of BigAgraFoods, Chairman of the Board of State Parcel Service, and one of the Establishment Elites.
Normally polite and friendly, Blassingame was red-faced with anger as he turned to face me. His security had moved to protect him, but found the assemblage of Deputies to be squaring off with them. My own protection was one Iron Wolf with one hell of an attitude.
"This is a private meeting, Commander Troy." Blassingame snarled.
"No it's not." said Miriam Walters. "I texted him to come over. I'm tired of your browbeating me, thinking you're some kind of rich hotshot Elitist who is above the law."
"Is there a problem here, Officers?" I asked jovially. Then the humor left me. "Is Mr. Blassingame trying to be an important man, here?" How Teresa held her face and didn't break out laughing at my Rudistan-ism, I'll never know, but she did.
"Nothing of the kind." said the attorney Blake, his smile forced and set. "The conversation has been mischaracterized. Mr. Blassingame and I are simply discussing with the District Attorney that these warrants for our employees was based upon no evidence at all, and that any attempt to prosecute them would be a waste of her time and the taxpayer's money."
"And she needs you, the BigAgraFoods CEO, and several well-armed security men to tell her that?" I fired back. "The employees will have their days in Court. In the meantime, I suggest you leave. Now."
"Why are you doing this, Troy?" said Blassingame. "You truly have no evidence of any crime, here."
"Except a dead body that is obviously a murder case." I said as I squared up to Blassingame. His security moved towards me threateningly, but the Deputies and Teresa all but had their guns drawn as I said "And I'm doing this to find the murderers, Jeff Farley and Jimmy Tolson, Mr. Blassingame. I do not like murder being committed in my County; it offends me. Greatly. And I will not rest until I find Farley and Tolson."
I went on, looking Blassingame squarely in the eye as I said: "I will be pushing hard, very hard, digging very very deep, until I find them. And whatever comes out and is exposed as I pursue these wanted criminals is just going to be collateral damage... for someone. And once I find them, they will be telling me some truths... a lahhhhht of truths. I'm sure I'll have your full cooperation in pursuing Justice for your murdered employee, Mr. Blassingame... won't I?"
"Of course." said Blassingame, though unhappily. "But as I was explaining to the District Attorney before you barged in here, abusing employees over non-existent insurance fraud charges won't solve that murder."
"Won't it?" I replied, tapping the red crowbar in the palm of my hand. "Vee shall see. Vee shall see."
Blassingame peered at me then turned to go, only to find a red crowbar across his chest, blocking him. His security was about to pounce. So was Teresa.
I said "Farley and Tolson. In my custody. Soooooon." Blassingame glared at me as he pushed past the crowbar. He and his entourage left.
"Glad you came in." said Miriam Walters as the Deputies stood down. She pulled out a tape recorder. "I've got it on tape. He was literally threatening my physical safety."
"Let's hear it." I said. Miriam rewound the tape and played it. A staticky hum was all we heard.
"Yep, he had some kind of microphone-killing device." I said. "Captain Croyle, it's almost as if the Slender Man was here."
"We know the Slender Man." Teresa said. "The Slender Man is not our friend.. But Edward Blassingame is no Slender Man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *



"Wow." said Cindy as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room with the Sheriff, Chief, and my other Angels. "What prompted that little visit to the D.A. from Blassingame himself?"
"The APBs and the press bulletins." I said. "It's not doing SPS any good to hear that Farley is posing as an SPS driver. So he tries to browbeat the D.A. into calling off the dogs, since going to the Sheriff would have even less success than going to me directly."
"Har." said the Sheriff. "Crowbar, you are not dealing with Agencies of the Weak-Minded, you know. Blassingame did that knowing you'd show up, and you put out the APBs knowing you'd be delivering the message to give up Farley and Tolson when you did confront Blassingame."
"Bus-ted." said Tanya, her eyes twinkling as she teased me.
"Yes, you have been figured out, Iron Crowbar." Cindy said, her ice blue eyes also twinkling with merriment.
"I am but the student. The Sheriff is the Master." I said affably. "Let's just hope Blassingame comes correct, and we get an anonymous tip that leads us to Tolson and Farley..."
Part 21 - Justice Served Hot and Cold
7:30pm, Tuesday, April 2d. With Edward Steele at the Council meeting, the Steele Ladies, those being Stephanie, Selena, and Marie, joined us for Tuesday night dinner. Jim had asked for stringbeans, and had eaten a healthy portion of them. Carole, of course, had not allowed any to be put on her plate.
Midway through dinner, Carole's fork dropped onto the floor, and it was vigorously examined by Bowser and Buddy. Laura told Carole to put the fork in the kitchen sink then get a new one. As Carole did so, I reached over, got a big spoonful of stringbeans, and dumped them onto Carole's plate. Needless to say, Marie and Jim were giggling uncontrollably.
When Carole got back and saw the stringbeans on her plate, she crossed her little arms and gave us all a look that she must've learned from Teresa Croyle. "WHO put those stringbeans on my plate?" she demanded to know.
"Mommy," said Jim, "make Carole eat all the stringbeans on her plate."
That got Carole glaring, and her stares at Jim and Marie brought results, as Jim and Marie, and also Laura, Stephanie, and Selena, kept looking furtively over at me as I just stared at my plate and ate quietly. Detective Troy made the correct deduction, and she turned upon me. I felt the full power of the vibe at work.
"Daddy!" Carole said angrily. "Did YOU put those on my plate?" Everyone burst out laughing.
"Ah, you got me." I said, trying hard not to laugh, being busted for the second time today. Seeing Carole was angry, I said "Carole, if you're ever going to be a Police Officer, you're going to have to learn to take some ribbing."
"Does that mean I can dish it out, too?" Carole asked. Now where my five-year-old had learned that phraseology, I did not know.
"If you're good at it." I said, then added with a grin: "Like I am."
"Okay." Carole said. She then took her plate and proceeded to come over to my place and scrape the stringbeans onto my plate. "You always tell us to not waste food, Daddy." she said.
"Yes, I did say that, didn't I?" I said, seeing Laura's eyes twinkling with merriment. I proceeded to consume the evidence, which I think disappointed Jim. And Carole did have defenders: the redoubtable Bowser came over and sat down next to her, on guard and watching me closely...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Tuesday, April 2d. The ladies were getting the children ready for bed. Marie was staying overnight. I took the opportunity to take the dogs out. As I sat in the backyard in the dark, thinking of the problems of the recent cases, my Police iPhone rang.
"Troy." I said as I answered it.
"Commander, this is Captain Croyle." said Teresa. "The Duty Desk got an anonymous tip that Jeff Farley was seen at the BigAgraFoods warehouse. We're getting heat signatures from inside."
"I'll be right there." I said. "Assemble an armored team, but make sure they know I want the bastard taken alive..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police units had very quietly come up to the old BigAgraFoods warehouse, and it was now surrounded. Teresa had a SWAT Team ready to go inside. Myron Milton, looking a bit awkward in his heavy armor, was at Teresa's SUV, which was serving as the command post.
"Whaddya got?" I said as I came up, also wearing armor and my Police helmet.
"Sir," said Myron, "someone turned the heat on inside the main warehouse room. It's at least 90 degrees in there, and that's making it hard to see if any humans are inside." He showed me his monitor. "There's a spot there, which might be a person, but it's hard to tell definitively. The other rooms of the building are empty."
"Hmmm, interesting." I said. "Okay, Captain, have the SWAT Team clear the building... but again, if anyone is in there, I want them alive."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. She went over to Lt. Hewitt and began giving him and his team instructions.
The SWAT Team moved out and went to the building, then moved inside to clear it. Their movements were crisp and their silent hand communications very good. "Captain Croyle," I said, "give the SWAT Team my compliments. They look well-trained and very professional. And some of that credit belongs to you."
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa. "But I can't take any credit beyond getting them 'range time'. I'll pass along your compliments to them."
Some minutes passed, and I heard the word "Clear!" a number of times on the radio. Finally the "All clear!" was given, followed by a radio message.
"Team 1 to Commander Troy." said the radio. "Come in, Commander Troy."
"This is Troy." I said into my radio. "Whaddya got?"
"Sir, you might want to come inside and see this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Someone had turned off the heaters, but it was still very warm in the warehouse room, the one Mittens Willis had serenaded me with 'Music Box Dancer' in, when I came inside. I immediately saw the two dead bodies on the floor.
"This body is still warm, sir." said Lt. Hewitt. I nodded as I looked into the face of the recently expired Jeff Farley. "This other guy has been dead for some time, though." Hewitt continued. The sight that greeted me was sickening. It was Jimmy Tolson, and he had no clothing on. He'd been severely beaten, with deep bruises on his face and all over his ribcage and back. His testicles were purple, and looked as if they'd been exploded from within.
"Let's get these bodies to the morgue for autopsies." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30am, Wednesday, April 3d. Martha the M.E. did initial exams on both bodies, then did the full Tolson autopsy first, knowing that that was what Tanya Perlman and I wanted to know about. She, Cindy, and I watched the proceedings.
"First of all," Martha said to us, "Tolson has been dead for at least 24 hours, but Farley's body was still warm; he was shot in the back of the head, possibly at the scene, just a short time before you found him."
"There was no blood nor evidence he was shot there." I said. "But it makes sense it was recent: the IR showed a warmer spot that was his body, even with the room heated up. So... what happened to Tolson?"
"They beat the crap out of him, to use crude terms." Martha said. "It looks like they had him sitting in a chair with an open space in the seat. The methodically punched him in the face, breaking both his eye sockets, his nose, and his jaw on the left side, and he was alive for all of it. They also punched him in the ribs and the soft part of his belly, causing internal bleeding. Ultimately, he bled out from the internal bleeding."
Martha continued: "I've seen this before, as well: it looks like they sodomized him with the rounded end of a broom handle. But worse, they inflicted other injuries. Do you remember Ian Fleming's James Bond book, Casino Royale?"
"In the Daniel Craig movie," Tanya said, "the guy used a bullwhip on Bond's balls."
"In the original book, Ian Fleming's first Bond novel, if I recall correctly," I said, "they had some device that repeatedly pummeled Bond's testicles."
"Exactly." said Martha. "And they did something like that to Tolson, here. His right testicle was very badly damaged, and if he'd survived it would've had to be removed. The left testicle also was very badly bruised."
"What about things like his fingers, knuckle joints, teeth?" I asked.
"Some teeth were knocked out or loosened by the blows to his jaw." said Martha. "No damage to his hand or toe knuckles. Aside from his facial bones and ribs, there are no other broken bones." I nodded thoughtfully.
"What do you make of it, sir?" asked Tanya Perlman, who was morbidly fascinated by things like this.
"They may have started off torturing him to get him to tell them something they wanted to know." I said. "The facial blows followed by going to work on his testicles and the broomstick up his ass was designed to do that. But either they're not very good interrogators, or they just decided to start whaling on him and beat him to death."
"Why do you say that?" asked Cindy. Even Martha was listening with avid interest.
"It is a shame that I even know things like this," I said, "but the Russians, as well as professional criminals in this country, prefer to do things like take pliers and crush the victim's knuckles one at a time as part of their interrogations. These guys didn't do that to Tolson, though the testicle treatment was probably about that."
"Breaking his jaw doesn't lend well to him talking in any way they'd understand." I said. "So when they started beating him in the face and the body they were past interrogation time, and were teeing off on him just for the sadistic pleasure of doing so. He may not have known what they thought he knew, or he may have told them what he knew, and after that they just beat him to death for the fun of it. I definitely see the work of Trent and Quint, here. Mostly Quint, since Trent apparently stayed in the City with Shimono."
"Uh, do they teach that stuff in the military?" Cindy asked. "In the Special Forces?"
"No comment." I said. "But this was done with a level of hatred and viciousness that goes beyond anything resembling professional 'enhanced interrogation' techniques. Wayyyy beyond..."
Part 22 - Wrap Up
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 3d, from an 'undisclosed' outdoor location. "Channel Two News has learned that two wanted suspects have been found dead!"
Bettina: "Supermax prison escapee Jimmy Tolson and former City Police Detective Jeff Farley were found dead at the abandoned BigAgraFoods warehouse off Riverside Drive last night. Police responded to an anonymous tip that Mr. Farley had been sighted there, and found him and Mr. Tolson already dead inside. The TCPD has no leads on who might have killed the two wanted men, and Commander Donald Troy has not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment. And now let's go to Amber Harris for more on the victims of this double homicide. Amber!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Amber from the KXTC studios. "Channel Two News has learned that Jeff Farley was a former City Police Detective, and was part of an undercover team led by Bundy McGinty that was disgraced when several failures contributed to Detective Ted Sullivan being ambushed and murdered by a ruthless drug gang. McGinty was implicated in the murders of several Police Detectives State-wide, and recently embarrassed the Police by being able to commit suicide before he could be captured."
Amber then went onto discuss Jimmy Tolson, and his involvement in the 'Disappearing Act' case. She then said "In yet another embarrassment to the Federal Bureau of Prisons and the FBI, Mr. Tolson was helped to escape from a Supermax prison by unknown persons who used forged ID documents to obtain access to the prison and to Mr. Tolson. George Aurus, known as the 'Black Velvet' serial killer, was also broken out of prison by what is believed to be the same gang. Mr. Aurus was not found by the Police, but turned himself in to authorities, and is no longer a threat to our citizens..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did they get all that information, and so quickly?" muttered Chief Griswold as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"I dunno, Sheriff," I said tiredly, "but I'm getting tired of all their cheap shots at the Police. We found the bodies less than twelve hours ago, and they're bitching that the case isn't solved yet?"
Cindy Ross chimed in: "And I'm getting tired of the 'Commander Troy could not be reached for comment' crap over and over.
"But how can we stop it?" asked Tanya Perlman, perhaps mischievously.
I said "By giving the FBI solid proof that Bettina committed treason, so that she will be executed by the State. Then we'll never hear that crap from her again."
"Gosh, Don," Tanya said, "you're kidding, right? That's a little much, isn't it?"
My eyes bored right through her as I said "Not at all, Captain." The mood in the now-silent room was depressing, and I left for the privacy of my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My paperwork was just getting wrapped up at 9:15am when Helena announced I had a visitor. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone came into my office, and took advantage of my offer to get a cup of coffee and then sit down.
"I got a call from Washington early this morning." Jack said. "They seem to forget the time zone differences when they call. They were really pissed off that you didn't get Farley and Tolson alive."
"I didn't see them doing very much to capture them, alive or dead." I replied acidly. I realized I really was tired after the long night, and my temper was short. I'm getting too old to do this shit, I thought to myself.
"Hey, don't beat up the messenger, here." said Muscone. Seeing my glare, he said "Look, I don't know what all is going on with all this, either. They told us to get you off the case, and we tried and failed. They were angry that Aurus turned himself in to you even though that was just your good luck. But they are really pissed off that Tolson was found dead."
"It wasn't us that killed him." I said. "And if you and they read the autopsy report, you'll see just how cruel and dangerous Trent and Quint really are. Aurus realized it, and managed to get away from them. Tolson was not so lucky. And that reminds me... what happened to Aurus?"
"Uhh...." Muscone said, unable to meet my stare. Then he made a wise decision: "Okay, I'm not supposed to tell you this, but he was taken to another facility, where he was... 'interrogated'. He was surprisingly resistant to their techniques, but they found out pretty quickly that he didn't know any more than he told you here. And yes, he's still alive and is fine, physically."
"Harrumph, of course he was resistant." I said witheringly. "He went through years of Millwakee and probably worse at other times in his life. I could've told them that. Hell, just watch our tapes; Nell Bell got more out of him with honey than any CIA torture chamber ever would. Who the hell are your Operational Psychologists? They need to be fired."
"To answer your question," Muscone said, "my understanding is that it was Bob Rovers and his BAU unit that was assigned to the Aurus case. And the top brass in Washington consider them to be the FBI's very best."
"You're just trolling me now, aren't you?" I said wearily.
"No, it's the truth." Muscone replied, looking surprised at my comment. "Anyway, the Establishment Elites likely are having champagne with their steak and eggs this morning after hearing that Farley is dead. Whatever he knew about Blassingame's smuggling operations died with him. So that road to Blassingame is now gone."
"Now we're getting to the real reasons for your top brass's anger, aren't we?" I asked, again with a withering voice.
"Don't tell me you're happy that Farley is dead." Muscone said.
"No, I'm not." I said. "Even though McGinty murdered three Police Officers and tried to kill me and O'Brady, I did promise him that I'd clear him of Sullivan's murder, which was set up by Farley, and I fully intended to keep that promise. That would've been much easier to do if we'd gotten Farley alive."
After a moment of silence, I asked "So... how's the forged ID investigation going?"
"Well," said Muscone, relieved to be changing the subject, "we're finding out that it's simply way too easy to hack computers and set up fake backstops. It used to be that only the most sophisticated tools in the hands of the U.S. Government could effectively do that for our Agents needing that. But now, with the world's reliance on computers and the world wide web, and easy access to information, it's... well, it's a bad situation."
"And a smokescreen." I said. "Fake IDs have been part of spycraft since the days of the first IDs. Nothing new there. But you guys, and Melina, are worried about something else. What is it?"
"All I can tell you," said Jack, "is what I've told you before, and what you and Laura have known for a long time: it's changed in Washington. The Federal Government is polarized between the Swamp Frogs and those who believe as we and the Guardians of Justice believe. Right now, control of 'The Geek' might be the difference between the continued existence of the Constitution, and its destruction and the total victory of the Elitists."
Jack stood up. "I've got to go. Look, Don, be careful out there. I don't know why you, and your Town & County, have become Ground Zero in this war of control, but you have." I nodded.
As Muscone got to the door, I said "So... you didn't ask. What the brass is truly angry with me about."
"Not much gets by you." said Muscone. Then he said "I want to marry one of your Angels, and I still want you to be my Best Man at the wedding. I realized as we talked this morning that if I asked what my superiors want me to ask, all of that might well be 'ovah'. And I've learned to never question whatever the hell it is that you're doing."
"Let's have lunch sometime. Cop Bar." I said. "Next round of double cheeseburgers are on me." Muscone nodded and left, leaving me to silently confirm that not much gets by him, either...
Part 23 - Epilogue
Wednesday, April 3d, 10:30pm. Cindy and I sat with Sheriff Griswold by the fire in the fire pot in his backyard. Callie and Betsy were inside with Laura and Mrs. Griswold.
"How was the Charter Commission meeting?" Cindy asked me.
"Good." I said. "I did a very rough outline of the frame of the main Charter, like the spine of it. They're going to look at it at home and make suggestions. Next week we're meeting on Thursday night, since you and I will be out of town Wednesday." Cindy nodded, knowing that I'd invited her to go with me to The Masters tournament practice round the next Wednesday.
"It's going to get tough, though." I said. "We're going to start having the public hearings. And that's when every little special interest group with their own pet agenda will start demanding we cater to their every whim."
Sheriff Griswold growled "I'm already hearing that Eldrick X. Weaver and Reginald B.F. Lewis are going to use the Charter hearings to push their three-precinct agenda, since Daniel Allgood is very close to swearing out a Contempt complaint against Lewis for packing the Council meeting with troublemakers. What are you going to do about them, Crowbar?"
I smiled. "I just might surprise you, and everyone, with my response, Sheriff. But we'll burn that bridge when we come to it."
"So..." said the Sheriff, "the Rupert Saidy murder is solved?"
"Well," I said, "we have the answer, anyway. As Commander Ross said, Lessing was in the truck with him, as were Quint and Tolson. And two of those three are also dead. Quint... it's a matter of time before we find him, especially if he's still here in our County."



"And the others?" the Sheriff asked.
"Jack Muscone came to my office this morning." I said. "He is really being muzzled and pressured, I can tell. So he gave me a clue in an offhand comment he made. He said that our Town & County and me, were 'Ground Zero' in the Swamp Frog Elitists's war against the Side of Right. Besides the obvious nuke reference pun, I think he was letting me know that Trent and Quint and the Shimono Gang are either here, or coming here."
"Oh, great." said Cindy. "That's all we need."
The Sheriff had a peculiar look on his face. After a moment, he said "Miss Ross, would you mind checking on my wife. She may be thinking she needs to teach those other mothers how to change a diaper or something." Cindy chuckled, but got the hint and went inside.
"You're going to ask what Muscone wouldn't, aren't you Sheriff?" I asked, quite sure.
"Yes, yes I am." Griswold said. "Edward Blassingame was desperate in going in and browbeating the hell out of District Attorney Walters. She's a tough lady, she could've handled it, but she texted you to come in. And you did. And you let him know you were going to be your usual relentless self in pursuing Farley and Tolson. You put out the loudest, most public APBs possible, telling the very world their names, making them useless to Blassingame for future operations, and therefore expendable."
I smiled as the Sheriff continued: "You didn't mention Trent and Quint, who I, and all of us who know and love you, know full well are the greatest threat. But you mentioned Farley and Tolson... and they came over all dead. Satisfy an old cat's curiosity on that, would you? And don't tell me you had any expectation they'd be found alive once you whispered their names into Blassingame's ears."
"No, I didn't." I said. "I knew we'd never get a conviction for Saidy's murder; even if we caught Farley or Quint, they'd say Tolson did it, and vice versa. So, I put out the blast for them."
I continued: "I don't think Shimono and Barsbane are working directly for Blassingame. They're their own little cell, doing their own thing to a point. Trent and Quint, and The Geek as well, are likely working for a Swamp Frog, but I'm not sure who. So I knew that Blassingame would never give up Quint, even he wanted to. So I put out the word for the other two, both cold-blooded killers. And sure enough, they turned up."
"And no way to get them alive?" the Sheriff asked, his voice one of disapproval.
I understood what the Sheriff was really saying. Blassingame had correctly understood what I was saying when I said I'd pursue Farley and Thompson relentlessly, and Blassingame could never allow them to be captured alive to tell what they knew. I'd put a death sentence upon them, Blassingame had delivered it, and the Sheriff knew it... and so did Jack Muscone and the Feds, though Jack declined to ask about it on account of needing a Best Man for his wedding...
"It'd have been nice to know what they wanted Tolson for." said the Chief. "And we might never get the full truth about what happened to City Detective Sullivan."
"True." I said. "But I'm not sure Tolson knew anything in the first place. Or that we'd have learned whatever it is that he allegedly knew."
"Like maybe where the Consultant of Crime's hidden fortune is?" said Griswold. "We've never recovered it all, nor have the Feds."
"And why would the Consultant of Crime trust the loser punk Jimmy Tolson with those great secrets?" I asked, a bit acerbically. "I don't see it. Maybe Julie Newton, but we never got a clue from her nor her computers nor papers, either."
"And maybe Tolson knew who Bundy McGinty was." said the Sheriff. "Knew where McGinty kept his blackmail stuff."
Ahhhh, I thought to myself. Now we get to the truth. And the reason Laura came here with me tonight.
"We never found a Tolson connection with McGinty, Sheriff." I said. "As to McGinty himself: as the old chess adage goes, the threat is stronger than the execution. McGinty may've had people believing he had dirt, but it was all an illusion to keep himself alive. And all the Frogs's horses and all the Frogs's men have never found any of that dirt... unless you know something I don't, Sheriff?"
"Har." said the Sheriff. "No, I don't know anything about all that."
"Just some ideas whispered into your Klingon ears, eh, Sheriff?" I said teasingly.
"Not much gets by you, Crowbar." said the Sheriff, not looking at me but out over the blackness of Lake Reservoir beyond the fire.
I turned and peered at the Sheriff. "You think I did it wrong, Sheriff?" I asked.
"It's not that you did wrong, Crowbar." said Griswold. "You've always wanted Justice over rote application of the Law, and that's commendable, at least to me. And I've always been amazed at how you not only figure out what's going on, but the best way of going about solving the problem. This time... it just seems different. I'm not understanding what you were thinking. Sure we have two bad guys down and unable to hurt anyone any more... but it's just different."
I realized that the Sheriff was telling me a lot more than just his words delivered. Indeed, I'd been sloppy about this one. Arrogant, perhaps. I had not thought this through like I should have. I had acted quickly, and perhaps recklessly.
"Yes, Crowbar, no one is perfect." Griswold said, as if reading my thoughts. "Lord knows, I'm not, and God only knows where this County would be if you had not been sent by the Hand of the Lord to save it. But I'm always here for you, if you ever need to get outside advice."
"Thank you, sir." I said as I looked out over the lake.
"Don," said the Sheriff, "I agree with you that they are coming here. To you. Muscone is right about one thing: our Town & County has become the battleground for the philosophical differences that ultimately will destroy or save the future of the Nation, and maybe even the World. I don't know why, but it is."
"Yes sir." I said. "And we did not choose to be who and what we are. It is our karma."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Friday, April 5th. Eastside Elementary's first graders were enjoying their favorite class of the day: Recess!
Jameis was involved in a game of two-hand touch football, but a number of others were at the Four-Square court. Whoever had the ball hit in their quarter of the large square and not be hit into another quarter after a bounce was out, and back at the end of the line. Everyone still in moved up towards the No. 1 square, and someone in line came in at the No. 4 square.
Shawn Redmond was in the No. 1 square, and it was very hard to remove him. He would often spike the ball very hard into one of the other squares, sometimes trying to hit the person in the other square, and his bully-'ish' tactics were hard to defeat. But he did not notice Carole and Marie next in line to come in, and Carole whispering something to her BFF.
*WHAM!* went the ball as Shawn spiked it right at Tyson in square No. 2. Tyson was black and very smart, and Shawn seemed to not like him for both those reasons.
"You're out, Tyson!" Shawn said happily. Billy, a white kid that probably could use more exercise to go along with the sugary snacks he liked to eat, moved to No. 2. Sidney, a white kid with big glasses that was nerdy and picked on, moved up to No. 3. and Marie came in to No. 4.
Everyone else who had the chance would hit the ball back at Shawn, but he always could return it. In this case, the redheaded bully chose to pick on Sidney. When Marie's return came into Sean's square, he hit it as hard as he could into Sidney's square. The ball bounced up and almost got Sidney in the face.
"You're out, Four Eyes! Back of the line!" Shawn taunted. "Too bad I missed hitting it in your ugly face!" The other kids looked sullen at Shawn's taunting.
And then Carole Troy stepped into square No. 4. She just nodded at Marie, who nodded back.
Shawn served the ball and Carole surprised everyone by hitting an easy lob into Marie's square. Marie hit an easy one back, then Carole made a motion rearing back like she was going to slam it into Shawn's square. Shawn got ready... and Carole suddenly reached out with her left hand and very softly touched the ball into Sean's box, right near the point the four corners met.
The ball dribbled into and through the No. 1 box. All the kids in line and others watching erupted into cheers as Marie yelled "You're out, Shawn!" Shawn was red faced, furious with anger.
"Hey, you cheated!" Sean accused Carole. Carole did not back down but squared right up to Shawn.
"I didn't cheat!" she yelled. "I just made you look bad!" More cheering, then people gathered on around. It looked like Shawn was about to take a swing at Carole, who was fearlessly waiting for the bully's next move.
"I'm gonna beat your face in." Shawn threatened.
"You and whose army?" Carole retorted. Shawn's restraint broke and he threw a punch. Not only did it not land, but Shawn exposed a shoulder joint. And even five-year-old Aikido students know what to do with those. Shawn found his face being slammed into the tarmac of the four-square court as the other kids cheered and yelled.
"What is going on here?" yelled a teacher, coming through the ring of students as Shawn got up and was about to charge Carole again, but the teacher intervened, and hauled Carole and Shawn to the Principal's Office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You are not putting my daughter in in-school suspension, nor punishing her in any way." I said strongly to the Principal in the office. "She defended herself, as she has every right to do."
"She was fighting." said the Principal, Mr. Fogle, his voice sanctimonious, "and she will be suspended for three days."
Shawn Redmond's father Bill Redmond was also in the room. He was a large, well-built man, about my size, with light brown hair, and a mean-looking face. He ran Redmond Enterprises, which was allegedly a business services solutions for manufacturing companies. I knew Shawn's red hair came more from his mother than his father, but the demeanor of the son was definitely an inherited trait from the father.
Laura was also in the office. They'd called her instead of me, which did not save them: when she came down and heard Carole's story, and then heard the principal blaming Carole for the fight and threatening to suspend her, she called in for reinforcements... particularly one with a Badge and a Crowbar.
"I want a hearing before the Board of Education." I said, knowing I had the right to ask for that. The Principal, a short man with an egg-shaped head, black-framed glasses, became angrier. I knew he was a relative of Finneran, the Board of Inquiry man that hated Police, and that this was more than just disciplining a student.
"You really want to go that route?" snarled the Principal. "Just because you're the Police doesn't mean you can just bully us-------"
"He's not here as the Police!" Laura said, loudly and angrily. "He's here as the parent of a first grader you are wrongly trying to punish for defending herself against a bully!"
"Who are you calling a bully?" snarled Bill Redmond. "This cop is the one being a bully in here."
"Your son tried to hit my daughter." said Laura hotly. "And he's definitely a bully."
"That's not what I saw on the tapes." said the Principal. "The only person making physical contact was Carole, and she's going to be suspended for it. You can go to the Board if you want, but that won't stop the in-school suspension, and I am going to fight you with everything I and the NEA have got."
"I'll tell you what." I said affably. "Yes, I'm now here as the Police. I'm opening a formal, criminal investigation... of where every teacher was during this altercation, vs. where the teachers should have been. I'll subpoena the video feeds... oh, I'm going to do that anyway for the Board hearing... and I might even make some arrests. We'll let a Grand Jury... yes, a criminal Grand Jury... decide what's on those tapes, and if charges should be brought, and against who, and if your actions as principal to punish my daughter without giving her due process is a criminal action for which you should be imprisoned for several years. So how do you want to play it with me, Mr. Fogle?"
The Assistant Principal, Mrs. Carson, said "Mr. Fogle, the tape clearly shows that Shawn attacked Carole and she defended herself------"
"I DIDN'T ASK YOU!" shouted Fogle.
"I'm asking her." I said to Fogle. "And I want to see those tapes, and collect them as evidence... literally, as evidence of a crime being committed here as well as a false accusation."
The principal saw that he was going to lose. "All right, there will be no punishment for either of them."
"I don't accept that." Laura said angrily. "My daughter was physically attacked, and then she was blamed for being attacked."
"Are you blaming my son for this?" snarled Bill Redmond. "That girl taunted my son, then knocked him over! She started it! And just because this guy's a cop doesn't mean he can bully you into punishing my son for his daughter's assault on my boy!"
"Mr. Fogle," said Mrs. Carson. "Shawn Redmond did throw the first punch. He started it, and should be suspended for it."
"It's okay, Mr. Redmond." Fogle said with alacrity. "I can assure you that no punishment is coming to your son."
"Mr. Fogle!-------" protested Mrs. Carson.
"That's my decision, Mrs. Carson!" Fogle all but shouted. "One more word out of you, and I'll have you up for suspension!"
"We'll see what the Union says about that!" snapped Mrs. Carson. She went back into her office and grabbed the phone to make a call.
"Take Carole back to her classroom." I told Laura. "I'm going to get this resolved here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Perlman drove into MCD, and all eyes affixed upon her as she went into the middle area and stopped.
"Davis!" she said. "There are two desks here behind Rodriguez. Take whichever one you like. I recommend the one that faces the TV monitors, but it's your choice."
"Yes ma'am." said Davis. He got up and began collecting his stuff.
"You can do that in a minute." Tanya said. "I have an announcement. As you know, someone is going to be promoted in May, and that opens up a spot here in MCD. Don't assume it's you just because I moved you, Davis. I'm pairing the new Detective up with Parker to work the people side of the cases, doing interviews and interrogations."
"Is it Geiger?" asked Joanne Warner, almost insubordinately.
"Yes." Tanya replied. As the silent gloom in the room intensified, she added "And I expect you all to be the professionals you are and integrate him into this unit with maximum efficiency and no trouble. Anyone have a problem with that?"
"Yes ma'am." said Parker, shocking everyone that he was speaking up, and in defiance. "I don't want Geiger as my partner. I don't trust him to have my back."
"Noted." said Perlman. "Go talk to Commander Troy if you don't like it. And be ready to turn in your badge and your gun along with your resignation."
To everyone's shock, Parker got up and left the room. Jerome bolted after him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura escorted Carole back to her classroom. "You've done nothing wrong, Carole." she said. "And if any student or adult tries to touch you or punish you in any way, you run screaming as loud as you can to another teacher and have them call me or your dad, preferrably your dad as the Police."
"Okay, Mommy." Carole said. "Thank you for helping me."
"You're welcome, Sweetie." Laura said. She and Carole hugged, then Carole went into her classroom, to some cheering.
Bill Redmond had escorted his son back to the class, right behind Laura and Carole. Once Shawn went into the classroom, his father turned on Laura.
"You try to have them do anything to my son," he threatened, "and it won't matter if your husband is a cop. I'll beat your goddamned face in."
Mind you, this was said to one of the most badass CIA Officers in the history of the 'Company'.
Laura turned to confront Redmond. "Oh? My husband's not here. Go for it, asshole. But ask yourself first where my daughter learned the skills to whip your son's ass right in front of all those kids, and humiliate him. Go ahead, take your best shot... and I'll humiliate you in front of your son and everyone else here."
"You've been warned." Redmond said, his voice low and ugly. "It's only a matter of time before your husband gets what's coming to him, and then we're going to come for you and------" He stopped as he realized that teachers were coming out into the hallway, and were listening in. He stalked off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at the office, Mrs. Carson handed me a jump drive with the recording of the full incident. Mr. Fogle saw it. "What are you doing?!" he yelled.
"I'm giving Commander Troy the video of the incident, as evidence, in case you try to do something to his daughter!" yelled Mrs. Carson, not backing down.
"And I can see why bullying is tolerated around here." I said menacingly to Fogle. "You're doing it yourself." I handed Mrs. Carson my card. "If he does anything... anything at all... to you or to Carole, let me know." I then turned to Fogle and snarled "And may the living God have mercy upon your soul if you do anything to my daughter or any of my children."
I turned and left. As I exited the building, I saw Laura waiting for me. She told me of Redmond's threat and her reply.
"Do you think Carole's in danger?" Laura asked. "I'm not sure I trust that principal to do the right thing."
"He's not going to be principal any longer." I said. "I'm going to make a few phone calls, as well as have a huge Police presence around here. By the way, Mrs. Carson and Mr. Fogle hate each other. They both wanted the principal job, and the Kelly Carnes faction of the Council exerted great weight to get their friend Finneran's relative the job. Mrs. Carson saw this as an opportunity to cause Fogle trouble, and maybe get the principal job for herself."
"And I'm in a mood to help her, right now." Laura said as we went to my car to go to the Police Station.
Ah, the party never stops in my Town & County, I thought to myself. And let the soap opera go on... as long as no one tries to harm my daughter in the process. God help them if they do anything to my children!...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just as he was about to enter the anteroom to the Commanders' offices, Teddy Parker felt his arm being grabbed. It was Jerome Davis.
"Before you go in there," Jerome said, "let's talk." He escorted Parker to the empty Main Conference Room. Once in the privacy of it, he said, "I understand you're upset, and why, but if you go into Commander Troy's office, you'll get fired."
"He won't have to fire me." said Parker. "I'm going to resign."
"Hey look," said Davis, "before you do, let's see what happens. If they promote Joanne, then I'll still be your partner------"
"That's not what Captain Perlman just said." said Parker.
"Maybe not." said Jerome. "I'll have something to say about that. And if they promote me, I'll have a lot more to say about it."
"Dammit, Jerome," said Parker, "whoever they put Geiger with is going to quit. None of us trust that guy. We don't want him in MCD; he doesn't deserve to be in there with us, and you know it. Don't tell me you want your life depending on him?"
"I'll tell you what." said Jerome. "If I'm not promoted, I'll tell them to give Geiger to me as my partner, and for you and Theo to be partners. And if I am promoted, I'll make sure someone has your back, even if they put you with Geiger."
"All right, I won't say anything... for now." said Parker. "But just understand this: if they force me to be Geiger's partner, I'm going to start looking for other jobs again. And once I find one, I'm out of here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm just wondering if we should take Carole out of that school." said Laura as we sat in my office at Headquarters. "The previous principal was part of the Marcie Harper drug ring, the current principal was taking the side of a bully over our daughter, and was even trying to blame and suspend Carole. And he was threatening the Assistant Principal."
"Where would we send Carole?" I asked. "Private school?"
"That's one possibility." Laura replied. "I know you don't want to send her to Northside, which is in the County High system, but it's an alternative for her."
"Let's give it a few days." I said. "And we'll talk to Carole and see what she wants to do. She has friends at Eastside now. And from what I saw on the tape," I continued with a grin, "she can take care of herself. She kicked ass... just like her mother was about to."
Laura rolled her eyes. "I see why Shawn Redmond is a bully; like father like son in every sense of the word. You want to do a little background check on him?"
"I could." I said. "But it might be better if someone with the Federal power to crawl so far up his ass that he'll be crapping IRS forms for the rest of his life does it." Laura tried not to laugh, but she lost that battle..."
Part 2 - Four Crimes...
Sunday, April 7th...
"Unnh! Uhh! Noooo!" gasped the beautiful Indian woman as the muscular white man on top of her thrust his eight inch cock into her again and again. Her Indian husband watched the rutting couple on the bed from a chair next to the bed, his hands tied to the armrests, seeing the pleasing contrast of his wife's light brown skin against the white skin of the light-brown-haired man, and watching mesmerized as the large white cock pistoned in and out of his wife's clinging cunt.
"No... please... *gasp!*... ohhh... uhhh..." the woman moaned loudly. "Please... stop!..." The white stud ignored the wife's pleas as he nuzzled her neck while fucking her with hard, deep strokes. Her husband just watched, bug-eyed and out of breath, the intensity of what the superior man was doing to his wife overwhelming his senses.
Her long brown legs were spread wide as the stud's hard white ass flexed up and down as he fucked the groaning, squirming Indian beauty beneath him. Her tight cunt was too much, and he felt his nut rising.
"I'm going to come." he groaned, loud enough for the husband to hear. "I'm going to come in your fertile cunt!"
"NO! PLEASE!" shouted the woman. "DON'T COME IN ME! DON'T MAKE ME PREGNANT IN MY HUSBAND'S BED!" But it was too late. With a deep groan, the man began firing huge spurts of thick, ropy jism into the woman's clutching cunt. As he climaxed, his head flew back as he cried out in ecstasy------
*THWACK!*
The man collapsed on top of the woman. "David?" she gasped. "David?" She looked up to see her next door neighbor, also and Indian man, with a ceramic statue in his hand. "Amit! What have you done?! Oh, David, David!"
The neighbor was untying the husband. "I heard Ashwarya screaming and came in and saw that man raping her." he said.
"No, Amit." said Tanu, the husband. "He was not raping her. We were roleplaying!"
Meanwhile, Ashwarya had gotten herself out from under David's prostrate form. Blood was flowing from the deep wound to the back of his skull, where the corner of the statue had driven deep. Tanu came over and checked for a pulse.
"Call 9-1-1!" Ashwarya cried out as she did just that herself.
"I think he's dead." said Tanu...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The peaceful quiet of the Boddiker Hospice House was broken by the angry voice of Mrs. Alice Fitch. Her husband, Mr. Robert Fitch, had just passed away.
"Come on, Mother." said their daughter, Rhonda Fitch Gray. "Dad was not abused. He's 82 years old, he died of natural causes."
"He was in good health." said Alice Fitch, herself 78-years-old. "He should not have died." She took her cellphone out of her purse.
"What are you doing?" asked Jefferson Gray, Rhonda's husband.
"I'm calling the Police." said Alice Fitch.
"Oh, come on, Mother!" Rhonda Gray yelled. "Stop her, Jeff!" Jeff moved quickly, and tore the cellphone out of the old woman's hands. As the words "9-1-1, what's your emergency?" were heard, he pressed the button to disconnect the call.
"Give that back!" yelled Alice Fitch. "Help! Help me!" Nurses appeared.
"My mother's ranting, making up things in her grief." said Rhonda Gray. "Pay her no mind."
"No, I am not!" yelled Alice. "Give me back my phone! HELP! HELP!"
"My goodness, what is all this noise?" asked an elderly lady, coming into the room.
"Get out of here, Mrs. Boddiker." Jefferson Gray yelled.
"No one asked you to butt in, you old busybody." Rhonda Gray also yelled. "You're the one that has been pouring poison into my mother's ears." Jefferson Gray was advancing upon old Mrs. Boddiker. The old lady held up a TCPD Auxiliary Officer badge.
"We'll wait right here until the Police arrive." said Mrs. Boddiker fearlessly.
"I'm not waiting to throw your old ass out!" roared Jefferson Gray. He advanced upon the old woman, then found is progress halted... by an aluminum cane. He did not (yet) know that it was a sword-cane, and the quality of the steel of the sword was as good as a katana. The woman wielding the cane was elderly, but not as old as Mrs. Boddiker. She also was exhibiting a badge, the badge of a TCPD Auxiliary Detective.



"My friend Mrs. Boddiker is correct." said the woman. "We shall wait for the Police to arrive."
"Who the hell are you?" Rhonda Gray asked angrily.
"This is my friend, the Widow Athena Jones." said Mrs. Boddiker.
"I've had enough of the both of you." said Jefferson Gray. "I'm calling the funeral home, they'll take the body and------"
"Why hello, Mrs. Boddiker!" said TCPD Lieutenant Rudistan with great joviality as he came into the room, followed by Sergeant Morton. "Is there a problem here?"
"NO!" shouted Jeff Gray. "Just these busybody old ladies sticking their noses where they don't belong, and flashing fake Police badges at us."
"Oh, those aren't fake badges, sir." said Rudistan. "And may I see your ID, please?"
"Why are you even here, Officer?" asked Rhonda Gray as her husband showed his ID to Rudistan.
"Oh that, ma'am." said Rudistan. "A 9-1-1 call from this location was cut off, which generated a call to the Police. We're here to check out the situation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Lieutenant Ivar Irwin and Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick arrived at the two-story home in the relatively older but nice neighborhood in the northwest section of Town. Lt. Irwin said "Dr. Woodrow, who was once our Crime Lab Director, called in and said his fellow Professor of Criminal Justice, Dr. Charles Christian, did not arrive for their meeting this morning, and Dr. Woodrow couldn't get him on the phone. Captain Croyle asked us to knock on the door as a favor to Dr. Woodrow."
"Roger that." said Corporal Kirkpatrick. He peered at the house and said "This house looks familiar.".
"It was Pastor Raymond Westboro's home." said Lieutenant Irwin. "First Baptist Church claimed it after he died intestate, and the State granted it to them. They're renting it out."
Lt. Irwin knocked on the door. "Dr. Christian? Are you there?" There was no answer.
"Check around back?" asked Kirkpatrick.
"Sure." said Irwin. They went around the garage side to the fence. Irwin stopped Kirkpatrick at the entrance gate. "Look." he said. "Footprints. Looks like military boots."
Ivar got out his Police iPhone and began videoing the ground. They made their way carefully into the backyard, then up to the patio deck and the sliding glass door. Looking inside, Kirkpatrick said "The living room is trashed. Probable cause to enter?"
"If the door is unlocked, yes." Irwin said as he put on latex gloves. "The Iron Crowbar would pry it open, but we're not him."
As Kirkpatrick also put on gloves, Irwin tried the sliding glass door. It opened. "Okay," said Irwin, "call for backup, then we'll clear the house." Kirkpatrick called for backup, saying to watch for footprints at the gate to the backyard. Then Irwin slid open the door and Kirkpatrick went inside, Irwin coming in behind him.
They cleared the lower floors, then covered each other as they went up the stairs. When they got to the master bedroom's bathroom, they found a middle-aged man in a wifebeater t-shirt and slacks lying in the bathtub full of water. His eyes were open and he was obviously dead. Kirkpatrick checked his wrist for a pulse, finding none.
"They waterboarded him." said Irwin, pointing out the cloth and a glass pitcher with the smiling Kool-Aid face etched into it. "Let's call in the CSIs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
It was a gaggle of five girls that arrived at the parking lot of Town & County Ford, one of the dealerships on University Highway going towards Coltrane County. Callie Carrington, Cindy Ross, Maggie Ross, Molly Ross Evans, and Betsy Ross got out of the two cars. Betsy was being carried by her grandmother, who showed no sign of wanting to give up that task.
"Why the Ford place, Mom?" Cindy asked.
"They make the best trucks." said Maggie. "We always had Ford trucks on the farm, and they never let us down."
"Mom," said Molly mischievously, "the Corvettes are at the Chevy dealership down the road."
"Yeah, those are more your style." Callie said with her beautiful smile, teasing Maggie. "What do you think, Betsy? Want to ride in style with your grandma in a C-5?" Baby Betsy smiled brightly, more at hearing her name than any knowledge of Corvettes.
A very slender, youngish man with curly hair came out of the dealership. "Hi, I'm Jamie. Can I help you ladies find your new car today?" he asked hopefully.
"We're just looking around." Cindy said. "Mostly at the trucks, but at the SUVs, also." Jamie led them over to the nearby SUV area.
"These Escapes are pretty nice." Molly said as she and Cindy looked at them while Maggie went towards the trucks. "The hybrids get good gas mileage."
"You'd rather Mom get one of these?" Cindy asked.
"Truth be told, I'm looking more for me than for Mom." Molly said. "My old car is starting to wear out, and as a mother with two rowdy boys and sometimes a baby niece to drive around, an SUV would be ideal."
As they looked around, Cindy glanced over at the sedans... and got a 'vibe'. She peered harder, and saw what looked like a splotch of crimson on the back bumper of a white Ford Taurus.
"Molly..." she said, pointing at the car. The two Police Officers immediately went over and looked more closely. Not only were there drops of brownish-crimson on the bumper and the ground, but a small pool had formed up under the trunk.
Cindy called out for Jamie. When he came over with the others, Cindy showed him her badge and said "We're Police Officers, and that is blood on this car. We need the keys to the trunk, right now."
"Uh, I'll have to go get them..." Jamie said, his eyes bugging out at what he was seeing.
"This'll be faster." Callie said, handing Cindy the green crowbar that she'd just hurried to retrieve from the car where Cindy had left it.
"Just for the record, Jamie," Cindy said, "this blood gives me probable cause to pop open the trunk." With that, she went to work, and when she applied her considerable power to the crowbar wedged into trunk lid, it opened with a loud *SNAP!*
"Oh my God." Maggie said. "Come on Betsy, you do not need to see this." She carried Betsy a distance back as Cindy and Molly looked at the dead body lying in the trunk of the car...
Part 3 - Four Investigations...
I was sitting in the greatroom of The Cabin, talking with Professor Stephanie Steele. Carole and Marie were busily drawing a panoramic view of a city on a huge piece of heavy brown wrapping paper. Tasha was making her own drawing on a smaller piece of paper. Bowser had been supervising them, but then decided that curling up on the sofa and overseeing things while getting skritchins from me was a better plan.
The boys were upstairs, working on Jim's Lego project. Earlier I'd helped him lay some tracks for the model railroad that would be winding through the Lego structures. Now several Lego projects were going on, with no sense of collusion nor continuity. Buddy was supervising that with his eyes closed.
Laura, Paulina, and Selena Steele were enjoying the Spring day, sitting on the deck and chattering like parakeets. Stephanie Steele was inside, talking to me.
"Have you heard any more from the LAPD about that serial killer tracing one of your designs?" I asked.
"I was going to talk to you about that." Stephanie said. "They called, but only to say that it appears the pattern stopped. But then I got a call from the Atlanta Police after they consulted with the LAPD. They've got a serial killer now, and he may be tracing another of my diagrams. The problem, though... is that I have not published that paper yet."
"Yikes." I said. "What was the paper about?"
"Theories of tachyons interacting with black holes." said Stephanie. "It could be a breakthrough into the nature of dark matter." I knew that tachyons were theoretical particles that moved faster than the speed of light, and I knew black holes didn't let even light escape their gravity... and that was about it.
"I've gotten some support for my faster-than-light theories." said Stephanie. "A group at the University of Georgia has been incorporating my theories into their model for the early Universe after the Big Bang. They believe as I do that particles had to be moving at faster-than-light speed in the first minutes and hours of the Big Bang."
"Hmmm." I said. "The University of Georgia is in Athens, which is not far from Atlanta. Could that be the connection?"
"I don't know." Stephanie said. "I hadn't share that draft paper with them. I was just beginning to get it ready for publication. Anyway, I'm getting some good results applying imaginary numbers to gravitational theories, and that's where the graphic came from that the Atlanta Police are seeing in their serial killer's pattern."
"What are imaginary numbers?" Carole asked. She had been listening to our conversation, I realized.
"I know what imaginary numbers are!" said Jim as he and his brothers appeared in the room. "They're numbers like 'eleventeen' and 'thirty-twelve'!"
"That's as good as it gets for me." I said to Jim. To Stephanie I said "I didn't do so well in my calculus class when my professor put up the i ² = -1 formula. I never could quite grasp something that was not based in reality."
"So you're a better Detective than theoretical astrophysicist, eh?" Stephanie said with a grin.
"And speaking of that," I said, "I am observing and deducing that three boys are hungry and want to be fed. What do you guys want for lunch?"
"HAMBURGERS!" said a chorus of boys in unison. Bowser gave them a look of 'disapproval' at the sudden noise, as did Carole and Marie.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
And Bowser gave barks of disapproval at my Police iPhone ringing. I fished the phone out of my pocket and got up and walked into the front room as I answered it: "Troy."
"Sir, this is Captain Perlman." said Tanya. "I'm just calling to keep you in the loop. We've had four deaths right at the same time. One death appears to be an accident, where a guy mistook his neighbors's role playing as rape, and hit the alleged rapist on the head, killing him. I assigned Rodriguez and McGhillie to that one, and may go see about it myself."
"You always did like the sex crimes." I said quietly, so that the kids would not hear.
"It might be more up your alley, sir." retorted Tanya. "Wife watching, cuckold hubby tied up, forced sex role play..."
"Definitely sounds like one you'd love." I said. "What else?"
Tanya said "The second is an altercation at the Boddiker Hospice House. A Mr. Robert Fitch passed away, and his wife is claiming he was abused. She tried to call 9-1-1 but her son-in-law forcibly took her phone away and disconnected the call, generating a Police response to the scene. And Mrs. Boddiker and one of her friends were there, as well, flashing their Auxiliary badges and almost getting assaulted. Rudistan and Morton responded to the call, and I've ordered that an autopsy be done. I've assigned Warner and Washington to the investigation, though it may come to nothing."
"Good." I said. "Next?"
"A Professor Charles Christian, who is a colleague of Dr. Woodrow." said Tanya. "Dr. Woodrow made the call when Dr. Christian didn't show up for a meeting. Irwin and Kirkpatrick went over, and found Dr. Christian dead in the bathtub. He appears to have been waterboarded and then drowned, and the house was ransacked. Some bootprints were found at the scene. And the key feature, sir... is that it is the former home of one Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro."
I emitted a low whistle. "You know what we think of coincidences, don't you?" I said. "Who did you assign to the case?"
"Parker and Geiger." said Tanya. "Geiger is moving into MCD tomorrow, but I went ahead and sent him to this one. Jerome Davis also showed up there, though I did not call him. I may have to have a conversation with Davis------"
"No." I said. "Not before you talk to me and we have a philosophical exchange of ideas about it. Let all three of them work on it, for now."
"Yes sir." Tanya said, a bit woodenly. "Anyway, the last one is a body found at the Town & County Ford dealership. Commander Ross and her family were car shopping and found the body in the trunk of one of the cars."
"Wow, trouble following the Green Crowbar. Whodathunkit?" I said. "Okay, who is on it?"
"I was going to send Davis over there, since Commander Ross and Chief Evans are already on the scene."
"No, call Purvis and send him." I said. "A bit more cross-training won't hurt."
"Yes sir." said Tanya. Then her voice became teasing as she asked: "So, sir, which one do you want to go to? Sex case? Consultant of Crime case? Or get your Kato out of trouble yet again?"
"Wait... you said both Mrs. Boddiker and her friend flashed Auxiliary badges?" I asked. "Who was the other person?"
"Uh, I don't know, sir." Tanya said. "Rudistan didn't say."
"I think I do know." I said. "And that's the one I'm going to first..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Entering the Boddiker Hospice House, I saw that the front room was full of old people who were enjoying the 'excitement' that had occurred. I all but snuck up behind Detective Joanne Warner. She turned around, saw me, and said "Oh! Hello, Commander. I didn't know you were coming here."
"Why not?" I asked. "From what I'm hearing, there's a point of interest for me here."
"I thought the murder at Pastor Westboro's old home would be more interesting to you, sir." Joanne said. "But since you're here, I'll take you to Mr. Fitch's room."
"Sure." I said. I followed her to the room, which was on the first floor of the converted old house. The dining room was behind the front living room, and behind that was the kitchen, an 'employees-only' area. Lt. Rudistan and Sergeant Morton were using tables in the dining room to interview people, which was wrapping up.
Mr. Fitch's room had a few pieces of furniture, several photos on the wall of himself and his wife, and older photos of them with several young children. A hospital bed that could be maneuvered around as well as raised and lowered was also in the room. I also observed what was not in the room: no oxygen tank, no defibrillation device, no IVs, no special medicines on the dresser.
Joanne began her report as I looked at the book that had the daily record of baths, bed changings, medicines administered and feedings of meals and supplements. She said: "Mr. Robert Fitch had just died, about thirty minutes before the altercation. His wife, Alice Fitch, was not here at the time, and the hospice nurse called her to inform her of her husband's passing. When she got here, she was upset, but then she got angry and demanded the Coroner and Police be called. Her daughter and son-in-law, Jeff and Rhonda Gray, also arrived, and began telling the staff that she, Alice, was batty and to not listen to her."
Joanne continued: "Mrs. Fitch tried to call 9-1-1 and her son-in-law forcibly took her phone away. At that point, Mrs. Boddiker came in and insisted they wait for the Police. Mr. Gray advanced upon her, and the staff have given statements that they believe he intended to physically assault her. Then the Widow Athena Jones came in and put her cane between them, but it was Lt. Rudistan's appearance that prevented anything physical from happening. Captain Perlman had the Coroner pick up the body for an autopsy."
"Did his body show signs of abuse?" I asked.
"I didn't see it, sir." said Joanne. "Theo------ er, Detective Washington did."
"Right behind you, sir." said Theo, coming up to us. "He had a bedsore on his back, but I didn't see a lot of bruising or anything suggesting abuse."
"Tell me about this facility." I said.
"It's named after Mrs. Boddiker's late husband, sir." said Joanne. "He started it years ago, and left a large endowment for its upkeep and continuation." Then Joanne whispered "Though that left his wife getting food out of garbage cans."
"There's more to that story, so don't worry about that." I said. "And Father Romano makes sure Mrs. Boddiker has good food and a place to sleep. So, back to this place..."
"It's more of a memory care center, sir." said Joanne, getting the hint. "People who are physically fine but are getting Alzheimers come here to be cared for. Some deteriorate and pass away, and some are taken to true Hospice care, like at University Hospital. Mr. Fitch had been slowly deteriorating, but his wife swears he was physically fine until very recently. The staff said he was sleeping in a regular bed in the room until the last couple of weeks."
"Where is Mrs. Fitch and the Grays?" I asked.
"Mr. and Mrs. Fitch attended First Baptist Church." said Joanne. "Our minister, the Reverend Calvin Derkins, came by. I let him take her home, and asked him to keep her at home until we could come by and re-interview her. The Grays were taken to Police Headquarters. I thought it might be best if they were interviewed on camera."
"Good thinking." I said. "Where are Mrs. Boddiker and the Widow Jones?"
"In the off-wing lounge, sir." said Joanne. "There's a separate wing that houses patients that have a tendency to wander off. They're locked in, fed their meals in there, and they have a lounge room."
As we headed to that area, Joanne said "Sir, the Widow Jones has a TCPD Auxiliary Detective Badge, but no other ID, and her aluminum cane is a sword-cane. That's technically a violation if she doesn't have a concealed carry permit."
"Did you scan her badge with the app on your Police iPhone?" I asked.
"I took care of that, sir." Rudistan said jovially. "She's legit."
"No doubt about that." I said, knowing that Rudistan knew.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
The elevator opened and out drove Captain Tanya Perlman in her regular wheelchair. She drove down the hallway to the doorway of Tanu and Ashwarya's apartment.
"Hello, Captain." said Detective Julia Rodriguez as Tanya came through the front door and into the living room. To Detective Roy McGhillie she said "You owe me lunch!"
"What?" Tanya said, curious.
"Ma'am," said Roy, "we had a lunch bet on who would come to the crime scene first. I thought it'd be Commander Troy, and Julia------ er, Detective Rodriguez said it would be you."
"If it weren't for another case going on right now, you might've won." said Tanya with a grin. "So! What's going on, here?"
"From the beginning, ma'am." Julia said. "A 9-1-1 call came in, saying that a man had been hit on the head by accident. When the University Hospital's paramedics arrived fifteen minutes later, he was dead, so they left him there."
"I hope for their sake that he really was dead." Tanya said. "Make sure to have the Medical Examiner check and document those findings."
"Been there, done that, Captain." said Martha the M.E., coming out of the bedroom. "And I think he died instantly and would've had no hope for revival. Come on in." Tanya drove into the bedroom behind Martha, seeing the dead body lying face-down on the bed.
"And yes, Captain," Martha said maliciously, but teasingly, "his penis is elongated, and is over eight inches in length. He died just as he was climaxing."
"Hell of a way to go." Tanya replied. She looked around. "Were the windows open or closed?"
"Closed, ma'am." said Julia. "And the videographer taped the CSIs checking it. They also taped the CSIs checking the sliding glass door in the breakfast room to the deck, and I checked it myself while being videoed. Closed and locked."
"Wow, very thorough." Tanya said, meaning it as a compliment.
"I have a feeling, ma'am," said Julia, "that it's going to be important. We also checked the apartment next door, closer to the elevator (to the right as one faces the front doors from the hall). It's the neighbor's apartment. He's the one that heard the girl crying for help, came in, and hit our victim here as he was in the act of climaxing."



"I like the nasty way you're telling it." Tanya said with a wicked grin. "So what's the 'strangeness', as our Commander would say?"
"We have the husband Tanu, the wife Ashwarya, and the neighbor Amit, who killed the victim." said Julia. "The victim's name is David Lang, and they said Ashwarya was his personal assistant at a startup technology company. Amit next door said he heard Ashwarya crying, and came in and saw a man on top of her and her husband tied up. He assumed the worst, grabbed the nearest object he could find, and whacked Lang on the head. The corner of the little statue he'd picked up embedded in Lang's head."
"But here's the thing." Julia went on. "These apartments are some of the most high-end apartments in the County. As you can see, they're very nicely furnished, and they have a lot of amenities though the HOA dues are much more reasonable than the Heritage Cloisters's dues."
"Do not let Captain Croyle hear you say that." Tanya admonished. "So, what are you getting at?"
"My point is that the building is very well-built, and soundproof between apartments." said Julia. "We asked neighbors if they heard anything, and none of them heard anything at all until the Police started coming in. There was nobody home in the apartment next door on the other side."
"Very good observation!" Tanya said happily. "So you're at least wondering how Amit heard Ashwarya crying out. Tell you what, let's get the Crime Lab to bring some decibel readers in, and we'll record ourselves testing that theory. Okay, where are our new 'friends'?"
"Ashwarya was taken to the Hospital," said Julia, "where they'll do a full rape kit and examination. Amit and Tanu were both taken to Police Headquarters for further questioning. We read Amit his rights and told him he was considered a suspect until we can fully investigate and clear him."
"Okay, good." said Tanya...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Definitely boot prints." said the CSI technician. "Looks like the person came in by the gate, stepped in the muddy soil near the gate, tracked some of it to the steps of the deck here. He came up to the sliding glass door, but there are no further tracks inside. There are other partial or lighter prints, but not enough to get any good data from."
"Any idea what kind of boots?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Military." said the tech. "It's the standard issue Army boot pattern. Pretty well-worn."
"Now why would someone wear military boots to a home invasion?" asked Teddy Parker.
"They're footwear made for running, all-terrain activity, possible combat." said Timothy Geiger. "Some drug gangs wear military-style boots to drug deals, especially potentially dangerous ones where they may have to run or fight."
"That's a good point." said Jerome. "Oh, hello Dr. Woodrow." He saw Dr. Lawrence Woodrow coming up after exhibiting his Police Auxiliary badge, which he'd kept after leaving the TCPD as the Crime Lab leader some time before.
"Hello, gentlemen." said Dr. Woodrow. "So he's dead?"
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "How did you know?"
"Oh, I heard the call for a Coroner's vehicle on the Police radio, which I still follow." said Dr. Woodrow. "Can you tell me what happened?"
"The CSIs are still gathering data." said Jerome. "If I can ask you a couple of questions, Dr. Woodrow?" Dr. Woodrow assented, and Jerome said "You called it in, saying Dr. Christian had missed an appointment with you. May I ask what the meeting was about?"
"Yes, it was about the book Dr. Christian was writing on the Consultant of Crime." said Dr. Woodrow. "Let me start from the beginning: Dr. Christian moved into this house about a year ago, after he'd became an Assistant Professor of Criminal Justice at the University. He found out that Pastor Westboro once lived here, and after several conversations with me, he decided to write a book on Westboro's reign as the Consultant of Crime. We were meeting today to coordinate me introducing him to Commander Troy, and asking if Commander Troy would agree to be interviewed for the book."
"Sir," asked Davis, "do you know if Dr. Christian found anything of value in the house? Or if he'd discovered something in his research that might cause someone to come after him?"
"No, at least he didn't say anything to me." said Dr. Woodrow.
"Did you visit Dr. Christian in his home?" asked Jerome. Dr. Woodrow said he had, and Jerome said "Would you mind coming in and looking around? Maybe you'll notice something missing?"
"Sure." said Woodrow. They went through the sliding glass door into the den room. Papers were littered all over the place, and there were two holes in the wall. One was very near the fireplace, and the other was in the wall opposite the fireplace, and was matched by a hole in the wall on the other side, in the hallway, with debris on the hallway floor. Detective Geiger had on latex gloves and was looking at papers on the desk. Detective Parker was watching Geiger with an uncomfortable look on his face.
"Obviously those holes weren't there." said Dr. Woodrow. "Charles's desk had a lot of papers on it even in the best of times. Mostly bills and stuff. I don't know how much of his research he did here at home."
Jerome Davis said "I've asked the Campus Police to seal off his office until we can examine it. We're going to secure everything under the search warrant we're obtaining."
"I understand." said Woodrow. As he looked around the rest of the house to see if anything was missing, Teddy came up to Jerome.
"I'm worried about Geiger messing with the papers on the desk before we can look at them." said Parker.
Jerome went up to Geiger. "Finding anything?"
"No." said Geiger. "Just routine bills. There's a computer hookup, but no computer, so the perps may have taken it, or it may be in his office on Campus."
"So what are you looking for?" asked Jerome, pretending to look over the desk.
"Just anything out of the ordinary, that might give us a clue to something." said Geiger. "We'd go through drug dealers's houses and find scraps of paper with dollar figures, or maybe an address written down, something that gives us a clue to go forward with. But I'm not seeing anything here."
"Okay, good work." said Jerome. "Have the Crime Lab people box everything in the room: the papers on the desk, in the drawers, on the floor. It's going to be tedious, but we'll need to look through everything."
"Sure." said Geiger, who moved out smartly to get a CSI.
"Not that big a deal." Jerome said to Parker. "And his Vice experience could help a lot at crime scenes."
"I still don't trust him, especially to have my back." said Parker...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective Christopher Purvis and Patrolman Johnson had taken the statements of everyone at the car dealership, and now Purvis approached Commander Cindy Ross to give his report. Chief Molly Evans was also there. Callie had taken Maggie and Betsy back to The Cabin.
"Must be a busy day, to send a Vice Detective for cross-training." Cindy said to Purvis.
"Yes ma'am." said Purvis. "All the MCD Detectives were already out investigating other deaths, so Captain Perlman called and said it was my lucky day to play MCD Detective."
"Lucky you." said Cindy. "And I mean that seriously: this is a good opportunity for you. So... what did you get?"
"We're getting a warrant to secure all the overnight video of the facility's lots here." said Purvis. "But they're being very helpful and have already given us copies on jump drives."
"Good." said Cindy "What about the employees? Anyone see anything on that car?"
"Not so far." said Purvis. "The manager came in when your sales agent Jamie called him. He's giving us the names of every sales agent that worked yesterday, Saturday, so we can interview them about the car, and if they saw anything strange."
"That'll help, but I'm hoping the tapes will show us more." Cindy said.
"That bloodstain was pretty obvious, especially at close range." said Molly. "I'm not ruling it out, but I'd think someone, a sales person or a customer, would've seen something if it was there. So I'm thinking the body was placed there last night."
"No wonder you made Police Chief." Cindy said flatly, but teasing her older sister. "The Iron Crowbar's got nothing on you."
"That's right, young Captain." Molly fired back, but with a grin. "Did anything come back from the fingerprints?"
"Not yet." Cindy said. "I sent them in to our guys for local analysis, and told them if nothing came up to send them to the FBI. So far, nothing."
Molly nodded. "Any guesses? Any drug or car theft cases lately?"
"I'll have to get with Captain Perlman and Lieutenant Mahoney-Milton, and see." Cindy said. "All I deal with these days is beans and bullets."
"Yeah, right." Molly said. "I know that in spite of what you always say, Don keeps you in the loop."
Cindy gave her sister a 'you're outta your tree' look, then said "Well, I can only tell you that I have no data on why there is a dead body in the trunk of a Ford Taurus on the dealership lot. I know most Fords suck, but worth killing over? I dunno..." Molly emitted one of her trademark bursts of laughter.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, Commander Troy!" said Mrs. Boddiker happily as I came into the lounge. "I finally get to introduce you to my friend, the Widow Athena Jones." I observed the woman with her, a shawl over her head and the obvious dull-silver-gray wig she was wearing, and I noted that she was wearing octagonal, wire-framed 'Mrs.-Veasley-ish' glasses, and not showing much of her face.
"I've had the good fortune to meet the Widow Jones." I replied with a slight smile. "She has been almost as helpful to the Police as you have been, Mrs. Boddiker." The Widow Jones's eyes narrowed but twinkled at that. "So what happened, here?" I asked.
Mrs. Boddiker repeated her story, then finished by saying "Mrs. Jones was very good with that sword cane, Commander. You should give her a crowbar."
I made my face looked wide-eyed and a bit fearful as I said "That is a very scary thought, Mrs. Boddiker. Very scary." The Widow Jones's eyes twinkled even more and she suppressed a grin. Lt. Rudistan had to turn and quickly leave the room before he burst out laughing.
"Detectives, has someone taken these ladies' statements?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Theo. "I took Mrs. Boddiker's and Lt. Rudistan took Mrs. Jones's statement.
"Good." I said. "Why don't you have an Officer take Mrs. Boddiker wherever she wishes to go, and I'll personally give the Widow Jones a ride. She can... explain... that sword cane to me." Seeing as it was the same sword cane that I had had with me when in the hospital a couple of times, some 'splainin' was definitely in order.
I escorted the Widow Jones to my Police SUV and helped her climb up into the shotgun seat. Then I got into the driver seat and we drove off. As we drove, a transformation occurred. The shawl, wig, and glasses came off, and she sat up straight.
"Hi Mom." I said in my best Jedi Master Yoda grammar. "Secretly came to visit, you did. Tell your son, you did not."
"I was going to, son," my mother Phyllis Troy said, "but I went to visit my friend Mrs. Boddiker first, and we suddenly were in the middle of all this... excitement."
"So I see." I said. "And you just happened to have your Auxiliary Detective badge and my sword cane with you. Sheer coincidence, I'm sure." My mother smiled.
"Not much gets past you, son." she said. "It's too bad you didn't dedicate those powers of observation and deduction to your homework when you were in high school."
I grinned. "That's getting me back for what I said to Mrs. Boddiker about you, isn't it?" I said.
"Oh, I would never hold grudges like that." my mother said adroitly, fooling no one present.
"Nooooo, of course not." I replied. "And now Carole is showing a similar temperament. Like grandmother, like granddaughter. So... what did you think of that crime scene?"
"I am sure you will be very eager to read the autopsy report." my mom said. "Mrs. Boddiker said that Mr. Fitch was losing his memory, but he was still doing well physically, walking around, taking his meals in the dining room. His death was rather sudden, the staff said."
"What about the Grays?" I asked.
"Mr. Gray is very much the hothead, isn't he?" my mom said. "But his wife was also smoldering with anger, I observed. I believe there is a family feud between the mother and the daughter and son-in-law."
"Glad we don't have any of those in our family." I said. My mother's eyes cut over to me, a feature inherited by her granddaughter Carole, and I sensed I was getting a bit too near a live wire, there. So I said "Well, care to join me for a visit to another crime scene?"
"Certainly, son..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We pulled up to the house that was once the home of one of the most brilliant but insidious criminals in history. I quelled my sense of foreboding as we got out of the car, and my mother took off the sweater that had been over her dress. She looked a lot more like the hot MILF that she really was now that the disguise was gone.
We gave our badge numbers to rookie Patrolman Hardy, then came to the front door, which was unlocked. Going in, we were met by Detective Jerome Davis.
"Hello Commander. Hello, Mrs. Troy, very nice to see you again." Jerome said, astutely being polite to my mother. She returned the salutation, then Davis said "I'll take you to the den, then the upstairs bathroom."
Going into the den, I looked around. "Are those the only holes in the wall?" I asked immediately.
"Yes sir." said Davis. "We think there may have been a laptop computer in the house that was taken, but other than those holes in the wall and papers all over the place, the house looks like it's pretty intact."
"Let's go upstairs." I said.
"I'll stay down here and talk with your Detectives, Commander." my mother said. I nodded as I followed Jerome up to the master bedroom and the bathroom beyond it.
"The water was higher than this when the body was removed." Jerome said. "It must be slowly draining."
"I'm sure it is." I said. "And these are the waterboarding utensils? Really? They abused a Kool-Aid pitcher like that? We had one of those when I was a kid growing up."
"My dad would not have allowed one of those in our home." replied Davis. "But this one was sitting there on the vanity, next to the cloth. They've already taken the body to the morgue for an autopsy."
"Not a heck of a lot of water on the floor." I said. "Or did someone wipe it up for analysis?"
"Uh, no sir." said Jerome. "In fact..." He got out his radio and asked Lt. Irwin to come up.
When Irwin came in, I asked "You found the body, Irwin?"
"Yes sir." said Irwin. "Corporal Kirkpatrick and I found it as we were clearing the house."
"Was there a lot of water all over the floor?" I asked.
"Uh..." Irwin said. "Come to think if it, sir... no, there wasn't."
"I see what you're saying, sir." said Davis. "This place should've been a lake if they were waterboarding him and he was thrashing around."
"You're on it." I said. "There's some water, but it looks more like what would've dripped when they took the body out of the bathtub."
We went back downstairs, where my mother was talking to Teddy Parker... about Janice Holloway. Hoo boy, gossip expert at work, I thought to myself.
"Anything of interest down here, guys?" I asked.
"Nothing new, sir." said Parker.
"Sir," said Geiger, coming up, "we're getting a warrant to search Dr. Christian's office at the University."
"Hmmm." I said. "Parker, Geiger, go on over to the office. Ask Dr. Woodrow, who I see on the back patio there, to go with you and let you in. You can't take anything out of there until the warrant is issued, but if he lets you in you can look around. And while you're on the way, and then there, look around to see if anyone is watching the building or the office." Geiger moved out smartly. Parker moved a bit more slowly, and had a skeptical look on his face.
"Davis," I said quietly, but within hearing of several Officers and CSIs after the Detectives had left, "what's the deal with Parker?"
"He's not...er... 'exceptionally happy' about having to work with Geiger, sir." Jerome said.
"He needs to get over it." I said. "We have a murder to solve, here."
I went outside, where J.R. Barnes of the State Crime Lab was supervising the collection of evidence. He pointed out the bootprints to me. "Yep," I said, "standard Army issue boots, and well-worn-in. Enough data to get an approximate height of the person?"
"No sir, just a print near the gate, one here on the steps to the deck, and a half-print at the sliding-glass-door." said Barnes.
"Okay." I said. I went back inside. "Davis, there was once a burglary here, and someone was looking for something. All of the walls were destroyed, not just the area near the fireplace." (Author's note: 'The Usual Suspects', Ch. 01.) "So read up on that old case. And it leads to two inferences. What are those?"
"Uh, the perps already knew the place had been destroyed?" guessed Davis.
"That's one." I said. "The other is that the perps had sonar when they came in, and only had trouble with it right around the brick of the fireplace, or else there were cavities behind the wall where they thought something was, and they thought there was something in the hall wall. Well, there is a third possibility: that those holes were created just to be a blind. My point is that the holes in the wall may not be the seminal point of this investigation."
"What is, sir?" Jerome astutely asked.
"The bootprints."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove towards the apartment complex of the Indian couple and their neighbor, I asked my mom what she'd thought of the Westboro house case.
"I could say 'no data yet', as certain offspring of mine likes to say." my mom said, teasing me, "but it's pretty obvious that whoever broke in thought Professor Christian knew something and tried to torture it out of him, but found nothing in the two places they battered down the walls to look behind. I believe you were right to send your Detectives to his office to look for clues there."
"You're part right." I said. "But I don't think the waterboarding happened. I think they drugged him or knocked him out and then drowned him with him unable to really resist, then brought in sonar and looked for whatever they were searching for. Whether they found it or not, I don't know, though I'm tending to doubt it. But you're right: the answer might lie in Professor Christian's office."
We arrived at the apartment complex and went inside, then up to the apartments in question. "Oh, my partner in crime-fighting is here!" Tanya said happily. Phyllis gave her a warm hug, which was returned.
"How are you, my dear?" Phyllis asked, also happy to see Tanya. "How are the wedding plans coming?"
"Slowly but surely." Tanya said. "Oh. Let me show you and Commander Troy what's going on. The body has been removed, but we've got photos and video out the wazoo. The wife Ashwarya was examined at the hospital, then taken to Police Headquarters where her husband and their neighbor are."
"And you're still here?" I asked.
"The decibel meters just arrived." said Tanya. "We're going to do an experiment."
Just then, Julia Rodriguez came up. "Oh, good, Commander Troy, you're here. We need some people with a loud voice and powerful lungs."
"He definitely had those when he was first born." my mother said. "What is this experiment you are doing?"
"We're going to ask people to go into the bedroom and yell, and see what the dB meters tell us." Julia said.
Everyone set up. Roy McGhillie, me, and Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell were in the bedroom. Roy's iPhone chimed with a text to start. We began yelling, with a CSI videotaping us and the dB reader needle moving.



As texts came in, we alternated yelling and being quiet. Once the experiment was over, we went to the neighbor Amit's apartment. Tanya talked as I looked around the place, especially around Amit's desk.
"With all the doors closed," Tanya said, "we got no response on the dB meter at all, and we've all stated that we heard nothing. Then we opened the patio door to the back deck, though the CSIs videoed themselves checking and finding that the door was closed and locked. The dB meter did not register anything, and Christina (Cho) and your mom heard nothing, though I thought I might've heard something muffled. Being paralyzed, my senses are a little better than most people's, at least so I'm told."
"Very thorough." I said. "Excellent work."
"It was all Julia on this one." Tanya said, being the good leader she was and giving credit where due.
"Good job, Rodriguez." I said, fist-bumping Julia.
"By the way, Commander," Tanya said with something of a gleam in her eye. "It seems they videotaped the sex session, as well as Amit coming in and hitting David Lang on the head. And they videotaped several other role playing sessions, as well."
"And I'm sure you're going to personally examine every bit of that evidence, aren't you, Captain?" I asked, a bit witheringly. Tanya just grinned. Julia looked nonplussed, as if she didn't know what to say. Roy McGhillie looked totally shocked...
Part 4 - Interrogations
"We've got a full house today." said Commander Cindy Ross as my mother and I came into Headquarters, followed closely by Captain Perlman.
"Where did you put them?" I asked.
"Amit is in I-1, after being put through full booking." Cindy said. "We also put Jefferson Gray through booking for disorderly conduct, disturbing the peace, and threatening Auxiliary Police Officers, and he's in I-2. Rhonda Gray is in Interrogation-C, Ashwarya is in I-B, and Tanu is in I-A."
"I heard you had some excitement yourself today." I said as we all came into my office and everyone sat down.
"Yes, I did." said Cindy. She told me what had occurred, then said "Fingerprints on the victim are negative from local sources, and we've heard nothing from the FBI for fingerprints nor facial recognition."
"That in itself is instructive." I said, mostly to myself. "Okay, Captain Perlman, what is your plan of action?"
"Interrogations," said Tanya, "followed by data harvesting. Martha is going to do the autopsies today, but the bloodwork and toxicology reports may not come back until tomorrow or Tuesday. J.R. Barnes told me that the Legislature didn't include any cost of living raises in the State Crime Lab's pay budget nor any increases to hire new people, so they're short-staffed, and no one wants to work on Sunday without the weekend pay they're supposed to get, but aren't getting."
"Not to tell them how to do their jobs," Cindy said, "but what happens when someone needs a fast result on a murder over the weekend?"
"They're considering going to rotating shifts." said Tanya.
"No no no no." I said. "That will be a nightmare for the chain of custody and the continuity of the testing."
"Want a job in the Crime Lab, sir?" Tanya said, her eyes twinkling. She was trying to be funny, but I wasn't in the mood.
"No, and I don't think you want me to kick you out of here and back over there, either." I said with a scowl, and without a trace of levity in my voice. Tanya wisely shut up and got serious. My mother peered hard at me.
"All right, let's get the interrogations done and move these people out of here... or into jail." I said. "Get with me before letting this Amit guy go, and let's determine what we need to do with him. And I think this Jefferson Gray may need to stay with us overnight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective Julia Rodriguez went into Interrogation-B. Patrol Officer Joan Laurer was the Uniformed Presence as Ashwarya sat at the table. McGhillie and I were watching through the one way glass from the anteroom, and Tanya, Cindy, and Phyllis Troy were watching in the Monitor Room.
"The preliminary exam bears out your story that it was consentual sex." Julia said as she sat down and opened a file folder. "So let me ask you a few questions. First, was the door to your apartment locked?"
"I thought it was." Ashwarya said, her voice near-wailing and sounding upset. "But it may not have been if Amit was able to come in. So I don't know." 
Julia nodded. "Have you, your husband, and David done this kind of role play before?"
"Yes." said Ashwarya. "Variations of it."
"With your husband present?" Julia asked.
"Yes, most of the time." Ashwarya said
"Ah, so there have been times you and David had sex when Tanu was not present?" Julia asked.
"A few times, but Tanu knew about them." Ashwarya said.
"How do you know David?" asked Julia. "How did you meet him?"
"We work... worked... together." said Ashwarya miserably.
"At what company?"
"Audial Security Solutions."
"What do they do?"
"What is this about?" Ashwarya suddenly cried out. "This was an accident! Why are you asking me all these questions?"
Julia stared hard at the Indian woman. "We are not convinced that it was an accident. My questions are to determine what happened, what actually happened.
"I want to speak to my husband!" Ashwarya said angrily.
"Not until we're finished talking to you, and to him." Julia said.
"Then I want a lawyer." Ashwarya angrily demanded. "I will not answer any more questions without a lawyer."
At that point, Detective Rodriguez did the right thing: she said "You can use that phone on the wall to call your lawyer.", then she got up and left the Interrogation Room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne Warner came into the rarely-used Interrogation-C. Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell was the Uniformed Presence. Theo Washington was watching through the one-way glass, and I moved down there to hear some of the conversation, as well.
Joanne sat down at the table opposite Rhonda Gray, whose face was a mix of boredom and anger. "Thank you for waiting, Mrs. Gray." Joanne said politely. "We just need to ask you a few questions to clear up everything."
"Am I under arrest?" asked Rhonda Gray.
"Not yet." said Joanne.
"So am I free to go?" asked Rhonda.
"Not yet." said Joanne. "The incident at the Boddiker Hospice facility is a serious one, and you are at least a material witness to it."
"What's the problem?" Rhonda asked. "My mother is a batty old idiot, paranoid and always making up conspiracy theories. My father was not being abused at the facility, and he simply died."
Joanne said "We have several witness statements that your husband forcibly took a cell phone from your mother and disconnected a 9-1-1 call. Both of those actions are illegal. Those two older women really are Auxiliary Police Officers, and once they exhibited their badges, assaulting them is the same as assaulting me or any on-duty Police Officer, and we have the depositions that your husband did advance upon them------"
"He didn't touch them!" Rhonda Gray spat angrily.
"He doesn't have to." Joanne replied. "Just the threatening gesture is legally considered assault. Now------
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was the wall phone ringing. Patrol Office Burrell answered it, then indicted to Joanne that it was for her. Joanne took the receiver and said "Yes?"
"Mirandize her, right now." I said.
"Yes sir." Joanne said, though clearly annoyed. Still, she did the right thing: she got out the card and read Rhonda Gray her considerable legal rights.
Rhonda Gray said she understood the rights, but immediately followed that with "I want a lawyer."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While waiting for Ashwarya to get a lawyer, Julia Rodriguez came into the anteroom and Roy McGhillie went into Interrogation-A. Patrolman Drew was the Uniformed Presence. I watched with Julia through the one-way glass.
"What is going on?" asked Tanu. "Why am I being held here?"
As McGhillie sat down, he said "Isn't it obvious? You were sitting there when your neighbor killed a man. You're a witness."
"We all told you: it was an accident!" Tanu said, seemingly angry and frustrated.
"And that's what we're trying to prove or disprove." said McGhillie. "And to do that, I need to ask you a few questions. First, how did you and your wife meet Mr. Lang, the victim?"
"We work with him." said Tanu. "We are part of the same software team."
"At what company?"
"Audial Security Solutions." said Tanu.
"What is the project about?"
"I cannot tell you." replied Tanu. "It is confidential."
"A man is dead in your bedroom, Tanu." said Roy. "We need your full, truthful answers to solve this case."
"I cannot tell you what it was about, or I could be sued and even charged with a crime." said Tanu. "I will not answer any questions about our project. If you have any questions about the accident, I will try to help you as much as I can."
"Okay." said Roy. "So you were watching your wife have sexual intercourse with another man. Did Mr. Lang and your wife have sex often?"
"Every once in a while." said Tanu.
"Had you done rape roleplay before?" asked Roy. "And have you done other roleplay?"
"We did the rape roleplay once or twice." said Tanu. "We did other roleplay more often."
"Did Mr. Lang have sex with your wife without you present?"
"Yes, but not often." said Tanu. "My wife always told me about their encounters."
"And you were okay with that?" Roy asked.
"I wanted always to be there." said Tanu. "But I understood when Ashwarya gave David sex in the office at work."
"Did Ashwarya have sex with any other men? Besides you and David?" Roy asked.
"Not that I know of." said Tanu.
"How well did you know Amit, your neighbor?" asked Roy.
"Very well." said Tanu. "He is our co-worker, also."
"Why did you leave the door to your apartment unlocked while your wife was having sex with Mr. Lang?" Roy asked incisively.
"I did not realize it was left unlocked." said Tanu. "I believed Ashwarya locked it after she admitted David into our apartment."
"Did you leave the patio door open? Or any windows?" Roy asked.
"I had opened them," said Tanu, "but they had been closed again. I don't know how." Was it my imagination, or did I catch just an instant of a shrewd look on his face before he answered, I asked myself.
"The bedroom door was closed?" asked Roy.
"It may have been cracked open." said Tanu. "I don't really remember."
"You did not hear it open when Amit came in?"
"No, I was... distracted." said Tanu. "I was watching David fucking my wife very hard."
"Were you tightly or loosely tied up?" asked Roy. "Could you have gotten up to help your wife if you needed to?"
"The bonds were fairly firm, but I could have slipped out if I had to." said Tanu.
"Okay, then." said Roy, not sure what else he could ask...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We took it to the other side of the building, where Jefferson Gray was in I-2, handcuffed to the table to make a point about who was the boss of him at the moment. Amit was in I-1, but not handcuffed to the table.
"How does he look to you guys?" I asked Julia and Roy as we looked at Amit through the one-way glass from the anteroom.
"Nervous, sir." said Roy.
"Somewhat nervous," said Julia, "but not as scared as I would be and should be if I'd just killed my neighbor with a statue."
"Exactly." I said. "Okay, both of you go in, re-read him his rights, and the first time he mentions 'lawyer', stop questioning him and let's get him legal representation. I don't want this to get fucked up on technicalities."
"Sir, you think there's more to this than meets the eye?" Julia asked.
"I want to make sure it is what they say it is." I said. "It's like a suicide... we treat it as a homicide first. An accident like this... treat the same way: first as a homicide, then as something less.
Julia and Roy went into I-1. As they sat down, Julia said "I'm going to re-read you your rights." She did so, and Amit said he understood the rights.
"So, Amit," said Julia, "what happened?"
"I... I've already told you." said Amit. "So did Ashwarya and Tanu."
"Let's go over it again, then." said Roy McGhillie. "Why did you go to Tanu and Ashwarya's apartment?"
"I heard Ashwarya crying for help." said Amit. "I went over and saw her underneath a man and Tanu tied up in a chair. So I grabbed the nearest thing I could find and hit him on the head to make him stop hurting Ashwarya."
"Do you own a gun, Amit?" Julia Rodriguez asked.
"No." said Amit.
"Do you know if Tanu or Ashwarya own a gun?" asked Julia.
"I don't know." said Amit.
McGhillie said "When you heard Ashwarya crying, where were you? In your apartment? And what were you doing at the time?"
"Yes, I was at my desk, working on my computer." said Amit.
"When you went to Tanu's apartment," Roy continued, "how did you get in? Was the door locked?"
"No, the door was unlocked." said Amit.
"And did you call out for either of them?" asked Julia.
"I was about to," said Amit, "but then I heard Ashwarya's pleas, and the man grunting that he was about to come."
"Was the bedroom door open or closed?" Roy asked.
"It was half-open. Enough to see through." said Amit.
"And then you went inside and grabbed that object, and hit the man on the head?" Julia asked.
"Yes, there was a statue on the dresser, and I grabbed it." said Amit.
"Did you recognize the man having sex with Ashwarya?" asked Julia.
"Not at the moment." said Amit. "Only after it was all over, when Ashwarya cried out his name after I hit him, did I realize it was David, our boss at work."
"And you work where?" asked Roy.
"Audial Security Solutions." said Amit.
"And what do you do there? You, Tanu, Ashwarya, and David?" asked Julia.
"We are software developers." said Amit.
"What projects are you working on?" asked Roy.
"I cannot discuss that." said Amit. "It is highly secret. And I don't understand why that is relevant to what happened today."
Julia looked hard at Amit. "Amit, you killed a man today. You could be charged with manslaughter, or even murder, should we and a Grand Jury decide it was not an accident. Now you need to be truthful with us. What were, or are, you and your colleagues working on? What was the project or projects?"
"I... I can't answer that." said Amit. "And I believe I need to talk to a lawyer about it before answering any more questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I moved over and watched the proceedings in I-2. Joanne and Theo had just gone in. She was sitting across from Gray, and Theo was sitting to her right. As Theo read Jefferson Gray his rights from the card, I noted that Gray was looking at my Detective with open disgust on his face. Theo said "Do you understand the rights, Mr. Gray?"
"I have nothing to say to you." said Gray venomously.
"Are you invoking, Mr. Gray?" asked Joanne.
"I didn't say that." said Gray. "I said that I have nothing to say to him."
"Why not?" Joanne asked, her voice not yet harsh.
Gray said nothing for a moment, then finally asked "Am I under arrest?"
"Yes." said Theo, looking hard at Gray. "For disturbing the peace, disorderly conduct, assault against your mother-in-law, for disconnecting a 9-1-1 call in progress, and worst of all, assaulting Police Officers."
"I didn't touch anyone." Gray said, not looking at Theo.
"Assault can be charged just for the verbal altercation or making threats or threatening gestures." said Joanne. "And we've got a ton of witnesses to your actions. So, Mr. Gray, why were you so belligerent? What was the anger about?"
"I'm sick and tired of my mother-in-law and her antics." said Gray, looking at Joanne. "She's the one who truly should've been in that home. She's a nutjob, a conspiracy theorist about anything and everything, and she was making a stink after my wife's father had just died. It was embarrassing. She shouldn't have called 9-1-1, there was no reason for it, so of course I took her phone away from her."
"And that's why you threw your weight around?" asked Theo. "And assaulted your mother-in-law, and two other older women?" Gray did not answer.
"Answer the question, Mr. Gray." said Joanne.
"I've already told you." Gray hissed. "I have nothing to say to him."
"Why not, Mr. Gray?" asked Theo, his eyes and voice taunting in nature.
"Because you are not even a human fucking being!" Gray yelled. "You're just a God-damned nigger! And you can go straight to hell!"
It was oppressively silent in the room for a moment. Then Joanne said "Very brave thing to say, when you're handcuffed to a table------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Joanne got up and answered the phone, to hear me say "Send Theo out to the anteroom." She told Theo that I wanted to see him in the anteroom, and he came out of I-2.
"Here, hold this." I said, handing him the red crowbar. "Don't use it on anyone."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my cellphone, this time. I answered it: "Troy."
"Commander, this is Martha." said Martha the M.E. "I just finished my preliminary exam of Mr. Fitch. He wasn't abused by the nursing facility... but he was murdered!"
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Pushing and Shoving
Sunday, April 7th. I went inside I-2 and walked slowly up to the table. Joanne's eyes had a 'Oooweee, the perp is gonna get it now!' look as I sat down in the seat Theo had been occupying.
"Mr. Gray, I know you have been mirandized." I said. "My name is Don Troy, and I am the Police Commander here."
"Is that supposed to mean something?" Gray asked rudely.
"Oh yes." I said. "When my Detectives, regardless of their skin color, are questioning you, you should be cooperating to clear up the matter, or taking the Fifth if you wish to remain silent. When I come in, then all that is overwith. Furthermore to this point, one of those Auxiliary Detectives that you threatened is also named 'Troy'. And I don't appreciate it when someone threatens or assaults... my mother." Joanne whirled to look at me, her eyes wide. My gray eyes saw the beginnings of fear growing in Gray's eyes as we stared each other down.
"So what are you gonna do?" snarled Gray. "Assault me? Police brutality? Go ahead. It'll only be a matter of time before someone finds out, and then your ass is grass."
I smiled, a smile that no one in their right mind wants to see. "That's not even a good try, Mr. Gray, just like your racist rant at my Detective wasn't a good try. No, we're not going to touch you. What I am going to do... is investigate you to the limits of my power, and that is some considerable power. I'm going to find out what you're trying to hide."
Gray looked a little more fearful, but then his eyes and heart hardened. He said "I want a lawyer. I demand my cellphone so that I can call my lawyer."
"Which one?" I asked, my eyes boring into his. "Nathan Masterson? Or Chip Blake?"
Gray's eyes widened in real fear this time. He worked to regain control, then said "Just give me my damn phone."
"There is no cellphone reception in here." I said. I took Gray's cellphone out of my pocket. "You can look up the number, and use the wall phone to make the call. I can't leave without taking that cellphone with me, so dial the number and then I'll get out."
It was not true that there was no cellphone reception... unless a certain device was turned on. And it was. The ink-pen bug-killer was set just strong enough to kill cellphone reception, but not the wired-in cameras recording everything. I watched Gray unlock his phone and look up a number. He re-locked the phone and handed it to me, then dialed the number on the phone on the wall as Joanne and I exited the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Widow Athena Jones is your mother?" Joanne asked once we were in the anteroom, her voice a mixture of shock and accusation. "I was looking right at her the whole time..."
I grinned. "It took me a long time to figure it out, too. She's that good. Okay, place yer bets on who shows up, Nathan Masterson, Chip Blake, or Max Chambliss."
"And how did you know that, sir?" asked Theo.
"Elementary, my dear Washington." I said. "The man is obviously one of the White Supremacists we've come to know and not love. I suspect he's related to Franklin Gray of Superior Bloodlines, and I will be checking to see. And when the White Boyz need a lawyer, who ya gonna call? Gresham & Mason, of course..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chip Blake, Esq., came into Headquarters to represent his client. We were very surprised when he said his client was Amit. It was Nathan Masterson who came in to represent Jefferson Gray.
Upon getting the autopsy report, we had speedily secured warrants to arrest Rhonda Fitch Gray on suspicion of murder, and she had been taken through full booking and was waiting in a cell for further interrogation. We also informed Jefferson Gray of the added charges under which we were holding him.
"I don't get it." said Tanya Perlman as we waited in the Monitor Room for Amit and his lawyer to finish their discussion. "I thought Gresham & Mason was the law firm of white supremacists. What's up with him representing an Indian like Amit?"
"Gresham & Mason is also the favored law firm of the Big Boy Elites, the Crony Capitalists." I said. "And the one point of huge contention we've had with all of these people in this case is their absolute refusal to talk about the projects they were working on. I suspect we need to investigate who Audial Security Solutions has been working with."
"What are we going to do with these guys?" Tanya asked. Just then, the lawyer Blake called on the phone for us to come in. So we did.
"Here's the plan." I said before anyone else could say anything. "Amit, if you will consent to be ankle-monitored, you will be released into your attorney's custody. You cannot leave the County, and if you do you will be put in jail for suspicion of manslaughter... or worse." Amit and his attorney agreed to the deal.
I had Tanu brought into Interrogation-B, where he and his wife hugged. Chip Blake came in with me. "You cannot go home; your apartment is a crime scene." I said. "You will be released into your attorney's custody, and he will explain to you why you must stay in the County at all times as we investigate this situation." Ashwarya didn't like it, but her husband and attorney convinced her to accept it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My mother Phyllis Troy was still hanging around, watching in the Monitor Room with Tanya Perlman as Joanne Warner and I went into Interrogation-1, where Rhonda Fitch Gray had been taken after being led through full booking.
"Well, if it isn't Commander Troy, harassing law-abiding citizens once again." said Nathan Masterson.
"Just because it's Sunday doesn't mean I won't jack you up, Jew hater." I said.
"So why have you put my client through booking?" snarled Masterson as Joanne and I sat down on the other side of the table. "Pure harassment, nothing else.
Ignoring Masterson, I said "Mrs. Gray, my name is Commander Don Troy. We have just gotten the results of your father's autopsy, which shows that he was murdered. You have been booked for suspicion of murder. You'll be staying here overnight until your hearing tomorrow morning."
"That's ridiculous!" Rhonda Gray all but shouted. "I didn't do anything to my father! Why don't you arrest those people at that facility? Or my mother? She's so batty she might do anything."
"Wow, a lot of hostility towards your mother, Mrs. Gray." I said. "I'm sure glad I get along better with my mother. What happened between you to cause this kind of hatred?"
"She's a batty old idiot." said Rhonda angrily. "She's embarrassed us for a long time, and her antics today were just over the top---"
At that point Masterson stopped her and whispered something into her ear. She nodded, then Masterson said "No more questions until I get a chance to read the autopsy, the Police reports, and probably not until she has her hearing." Joanne and I left the room, and female Police Officers took Rhonda Gray to her holding cell.
I then went into I-2 with Theo Harris, and Masterson came in from the other side. He'd talked to Jefferson Gray already. I said "The autopsy report has come back, and it shows your father-in-law was murdered. Your aggressive actions are suspicious, and you are considered the prime suspect in Mr. Fitch's death, as well as the other charges against you."
"No questions until his hearing, at least." said Masterson.
"That's not good enough." said Theo. "I'm going to question your client and get answers, unless he invokes his Fifth Amendment rights."
"I have two things to say." said Gray. "First, you can go fuck yourself, nigger." Masterson laughed out loud, then Gray said: "And second, I'm taking the Fifth..."
Part 6 - Dogs and Differences
"Grandma!"
It was Carole's excited voice as my mother came into The Cabin. Carole rushed up to hug her grandmother. She was followed by five boys: Jim, Ian, Ross, and Todd's boys Doug and little Todd. I noticed that little Jack Burke held back... as did Tasha.
"Tasha?" I called out. "Come give your grandmother a hug." That got Tasha moving, and my mom made sure to give her a extra-warm hug and tell her how happy she was to see her.
"What was that about?" I quietly asked Paulina as my mother sat down in the greatroom and hugged and talked with her grandchildren and great-grandchildren.
"We'll talk later." Paulina said. "With Laura present." That got my eyebrows raising up, but I said nothing.
Doug, Little Todd, and Jack were present because their parents Todd and Teresa were present. As Todd talked with his grandmother, Teresa came over to me and said "What's going on with these cases? Four deaths, all at once?"
"When it rains, it pours." I said. "Where are Cindy, Callie, and Betsy?"
"They'll be here in a little bit." said Teresa. "As will Molly and Maggie. They're bringing supper..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Stephanie and Selena Steele had left after supper, but Marie stayed. Cindy and her family had brought in a catered barbeque (the noun, not the verb), and good grief! was it ever good! It helped that I was very hungry.
Earlier, as we were eating, I continued to notice that Tasha was being very quiet, even despite Carole's attempts to talk to her and cajole her into happiness. Teresa was sitting next to me and said "Little Jack said something to her, and she's been quiet ever since."
"What did he say?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Teresa. "I'm hoping you or Laura can find out, and let me know."
So as everyone talked after supper but before dessert, I said "Tasha, why don't you help me take the dogs out." The dogs instantly appeared at the back door.
We went onto the deck, where the dogs scampered around the side and to their trail to do their business. "Where are they going, Daddy?" Tasha asked as we sat down side-by-side on the metal mesh loveseat.
"Dogs go to the potty outdoors." I said to my three-year-old daughter. "So let me ask you something. Why didn't you run to hug your grandmother like everyone else did?"
"Because I'm different than everybody." said Tasha unhappily. "Because my mom is black." Needless to say, I was stunned at that.
"Did somebody tell you that you're different?" I asked.
Tasha nodded. "Jack did. He said my mom is black, so y'all don't love me as much."
"That is not true." I said, putting my arm around her. "I love you just as much as I love your brothers and sisters, and your grandmother loves you just as much as them, too. And Carole loves you very much because you're her sister, and the boys are her brothers so she needs you sticking with her. Bur the boys love you, too, even if they don't show it all the time."
"But I am different." said Tasha, not forlornly, but not without a tinge of unhappiness.
"So am I." I said. "What color is my hair?"
"Blonde... red." said Tasha.
"And what color is Carole's hair, and yours?" I asked.
"Black." said Tasha.
"Ahhhh." I said. "So we're all different, aren't we? In fact, every person is different, totally unique. And that's a good thing. So don't worry about what Jack or anyone else tells you, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Tasha said as the dogs came back. Buddy did not come around in front of us, which caused me to make a deduction. Bowser did come up to us, though.
"See, Bowser loves you, too." I said, slapping my thigh, which Bowser correctly interpreted as an invitation for him to jump onto my lap. "Let's pet Bowser for a minute."
"Carole says Bowser is her dog." said Tasha.
"Yes, but I'm the one paying for his dog food, so we can pet him, too." I said. "Here, let me show you something he likes." I showed Tasha how to gently rub Bowser on the right side of his head. She laughed when she tried it and Bowser pressed his head into her hand, looking very happy and grateful. Tasha looked a lot happier, too. Dogs not only make things better, I thought, they transcend racial barriers... and mean things said by mean kids.
After a few minutes, I said "Okay, why don't you take Bowser and Buddy inside, and go give your grandma a big hug."
"Okay, Daddy." Tasha said. She stood up on the seat and gave me a big hug and said "I love you, Daddy." I returned the hug, my heart thoroughly melted.
After Tasha ran back to the door, I said "Come on over." Teresa had been waiting in the shadows by the door, overhearing our conversation, which explained Buddy's non-appearance: he'd wandered to her when he saw her, as he always did. She came over and sat down on the loveseat next to me.
"I heard." said Teresa. "I'm sorry about that."
"Tasha is going to be hearing things like that all her life." I replied. "But what's up with Jack? Did he say that just as a child's observation, or was he being mean to Tasha?"
"I'm afraid..." Teresa said, "... that he's getting a mean streak in him. He doesn't play with the other boys much, and he gets mean with them at times. When we say something to him, he reminds us that we're not his parents. I tell him that we both adopted him, so we are his parents, but that doesn't help a lot. He hasn't been mean to animals nor started setting fires or anything, but we're concerned."
"Like father, like son, I'm afraid." I said.
"I mostly knew his father Jack in the Biblical sense." Teresa said. "You may have known him, Jack Burke, as a person better than I did. Was he mean?"
"He was very aggressive, could be pushy." I said. "He didn't respect women very much, thought of them as sex objects."
"No doubt about that." Teresa agreed, from firsthand experience. "But he could show a tender side, if he wanted to."
"Yes, exactly." I said. "And I whipped his ass with Aikido once, and never had a real problem with him again. At any rate, I wouldn't call him mean or sociopathic. But Little Jack, here... he may be showing the worst of his father without the better parts to go along with it."
"We're watching him." said Teresa. Just then we heard something behind us.
"Hi Mom." I said, knowing her favorite brand of perfume. "Come on over."
"I'm so sorry to intrude upon your private conversation." said my mother, who was anything but sorry. "Tasha came and gave me a hug, then told me, her mother, and Laura what young Jack had said. I was struck by what I was hearing. I've seen similar bad behavior before."
"Where?" Teresa asked.
"Elizabeth?" I guessed.
"Yes, your sister, Don." my mom said. "She had a vicious mean streak in her, and it only got worse when she did not get the sister she wanted, but a brother instead. But, like most women, she learned the interpersonal skills needed to survive and thrive. Boys, we have to be more careful with, lest they go in a different direction. Todd did well, but his brother Ned is a perfect example of what happens when the Dark Side wins."
"Glad you didn't turn out bad, Don." Teresa said, teasing me. "You're mom raised you right, at least." I could only nod vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had long set, and the night had enveloped the deck. I was sitting in 'my' place on the metal mesh loveseat, and I had a lap full of Betsy Ross. Cindy was in the metal mesh chair to my left.
"See the train, Betsy?" I said, pointing to the bright white speck of light coming out of the western horizon. I don't know if Betsy saw it or not, but she smiled and pointed at the Town because I was doing so.
"Did you hear anything about the ID of the guy you found at the car dealership?" I asked Cindy.
"No, not yet." said Cindy. "I tried to call Team Lazarus's office in the City, but no one was in. It's Sunday. I thought I might ask Tanya to ask Jack to check up on it tomorrow."
"That's something I need to bring up." I said. "I'm seeing some tension in Tanya whenever we bring up having her ask Jack anything. I don't know if it causes problems in the Perlman-Muscone household, or if Tanya sees it as exploiting her personal relationship with Jack. So why don't you let me follow up with Jack directly."
"Okay." Cindy said. "And besides, I have another route I can go. I'll call Tim Jenkins, and say the method of the death suggests organized crime."
"Ju-ust don't get him in trouble." I said.
"Why would he get in trouble?" Cindy asked.
"Think about it." I said. "it is not like the FBI to not return anything at all on a simple set of prints. And we've been having... issues... with them the last few weeks. If Tim does check into it, it might be a most very good idea that they have no idea the request originated with you."
"Yeah, that's a thought." Cindy said. "Maybe I should just let you handle it."
"That's usually the wise thing to do." I said, a wee bit maliciously. "But do call Tim. Gives you an excuse to talk to him, too."
"What?!" Cindy gasped, turning her platinum blonde head sharply to look at me.
"O-kayyyyy, Betsy." I said with a wicked grin. "Time to hand you back to your mama before she finds her green crowbar and beats me down silly with it." I got up and handed Betsy to her mother, then hastened back inside...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Tasha and her mother were getting ready to leave, Carole came up to her sister and gave her a big hug. "Bye Tasha." Carole said. "And remember, you'll always be my sis-ter."
"Awww, that's very sweet, Carole." Laura said, very proud of her daughter.
"You boys need to hug your sis-ter goodbye." Carole ordered. Jim did so first, followed by Ian and Ross.
After Paulina and Tasha were gone, Laura said "That was very nice of you, Carole. And it was good to get your brothers to hug Tasha, too."
"Sometimes," Carole declared, "ya just gotta tell boys what to do." I blinked in stunned surprise. The women in the room broke out laughing...
Part 7 - Four Whiteboards
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday April 8th, from in front of City Hall. "The NEA, the powerful teachers union, is ramping up the pressure on the Town & County to create an independent School Board!"
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that the NEA is considering moving forward their plans to sue the Town & County over the current structure where the Board of Commissioners acts as the School Board and the Town Assembly sets millage rates and the School System budgets. The NEA's lawsuit would be in Federal Court."
"In response," Bettina continued, "Edward R. Steele, a Town & County Councilman and member of the Town & County Charter Commission that is rewriting our governing Charter, issued a statement saying, quote: 'The Charter Commission is addressing the NEA's concerns, and the NEA is aware that there is nothing that can legally be done without a vote of the Town & County's citizens, which won't be until November. So this lawsuit would simply be a waste of our time and the NEA's money.', close quote. Let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for a related story. Lester!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Lester Holder "Channel Two News has begun what promises to be a hard-hitting investigation into the budget of the Town & County School Systems. Sources tell Channel Two News that schools on the southside, that feed into the Booker T. Washington High system, are given fewer dollars per student relative to the amounts that the County High and Town High systems get. Channel Two News will show that the reason for this inequity is because the southside schools have a larger percentage of Black and Hispanic students, while County High is predominately white."



"That's incredible, Lester." said Bettina. "And very disturbing. Who is responsible for this?"
Holder said "Responsibility for this racial discrimination starts at the top Bettina. The Board of Commissioners is controlled by illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood, who stole the Mayor's race from rightful winner Eldrick X. Weaver; and the Charter Commission is chaired by Commander Troy, who also has a poor race relations record. And, of course, Donald Troy is the father of a halfbreed child."
Back to Bettina: "Thank you, Lester, and we look forward to the insightful report of your hard hitting investigation! And our viewers will not be surprised to learn that Commander Donald Troy has refused to respond to repeated requests by KXTC for comment."
More Bettina: "And in State news, State House Democrats and Republicans are continuing to push their probe of Governor Val Jared for sexual harassment and for possible violations of the law in his treatment of undocumented workers. They cite Commander Donald Troy taking the Fifth in order to not incriminate the Governor as a reason for continuing the investigation. Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Keller saying "Commander Troy's dishonesty and hiding behind the skirts of the Constitution to hide the truth about Governor Jared is all the more reason we need to thoroughly investigate Jared for any violation of the law, any at all, for which we can impeach and remove him from office. The People of this State deserve better than the lack of integrity shown by Governor Val Jared and Commander Donald Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And those guys are your friends." Tanya Perlman said jokingly as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room drinking coffee.. "I'd hate to see what the people who don't like you are saying."
"It's what that bastard Holder is saying about Tasha that is pissing me off." said Teresa, who knew what her adopted son Jack had said to Tasha the day before, and was seeing an unfortunate pattern.
"They're trying to goad Commander Troy." said Chief Moynahan. "Don't let them get to you, Commander." I just shrugged my shoulders.
"I can't believe the Black Community accepts what Lester Holder is saying." Cindy said. "It's not just Don he's insulting, but Paulina and Tasha, too." That caused me to peer at her for a second, then go into a reverie.
"No, many of them don't like it." said Sheriff Griswold. "But anyone who says anything that's not in lockstep with the race hatred message of Lester Holder and Maxine Watts will be vilified, if not threatened or worse." There was general agreement.
"But everyone knows that Commander Troy testified, and only those who don't want to believe it refuse to believe he's telling the truth." said Teresa. "But Keller and KXTC are ramping up the attacks on him, calling him dishonest, trying to tie him to Jared. Why?"
The moment of silence that followed was finally broken when the Chief asked me "Nothing to say, Commander?"
"No sir." I said. "I've got four dead bodies in my Morgue and four cases to help our Detectives solve. I'm only in here listening to the traitor Bettina and the race-baiter Holder's excrement because there's coffee in here, and the Sheriff won't let me drink any if I don't stay and listen to the crap." Everyone chuckled, and the Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily.
"Which reminds me..." I continued, getting out of my chair, "I need to go bug the shit out of Jack Muscone about why we have not heard back from the FBI at all on those fingerprints Cindy sent them."
"Please don't." said Tanya, her voice connoting something like sadness, but also warning.
"Do you want to call him? I asked moodily, staring down at her, "or is there someone else I should call?" And Tanya definitely felt the heat of everyone's eyes upon her.
"I hate being put in the middle like this." complained Tanya. Then she said "I wasn't going to say anything, but I think he's going to come visit you this morning, Commander."
"I'll be eagerly awaiting his visit." I said. "If you'll excuse me, Chief, I'm going to get started on these cases..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
At 8:00am, Captain Tanya Perlman drove into MCD, followed by Timothy Geiger on foot, carrying his notebook. "Sit there, opposite Parker." Tanya said. Geiger had almost a guilty look on his face as he came in and sat down. The banter of the room had stopped, and now it was virtually and oppressively silent.
"There's a meeting in Classroom 'J' at 10:00am, to discuss the four cases we have." Captain Perlman announced. "Be ready with what you have." With that, she drove out of the room."
The awkward silence in the room was broken by Jerome Davis, who said to Geiger: "I don't know what they do in Vice, but in here we make Navy coffee. The secret of that is to not empty the grounds when making a new pot. Just keep putting fresh on the old ones until you physically can't put any more in."
"And we also have Commander Troy's rules." said Julia Rodriguez. "Most companies say to make a fresh pot if you empty the pot. But the Commander says that could be a waste of coffee if no one else gets any. So leave it empty, and if someone wants some, they'll make the next pot."
"Leave it to Commander Troy to analyze things like that and do it differently." said Theo.
"Oh, he definitely does not feel obligated to follow the rules of dogma." said Joanne. "You should hear some of the Army ROTC stories he told me."
"What is Commander Troy's second rule?" asked Geiger.
"The one I'm sure you've heard already." said Julia. "If the Chief wants to see him, don't even let him get down the hallway without telling him." Geiger nodded. Everyone got busy preparing for the meeting, including updating the two whiteboards, which had lines splitting them into two halves each, for each of the cases...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sure enough, at 9:00am, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone came to my office. Offers of coffee or water were politely refused. As he sat down, he reached across the desk and handed me a file folder with sheets of paper inside... and a 'TOP SECRET' placard stapled to the front.
"Couldn't email us this?" I asked, somewhat jokingly.
"It's your eyes only." said Muscone. "Well... anyone with a Top Secret clearance can see it. The fingerprints Commander Ross sent in... is this guy.
I opened the file and perused it. "Thomas Waring. Forty years old. Lieutenant Commander, US Navy. Former Navy SEAL, then Annapolis. Naval Intelligence. Ah, he worked with Admiral Keating when Keating was a Navy Captain. Last assignment was... Office of Naval Intelligence, ONI, Washington, D.C."
I closed the file, then said "So he was part of the Intelligence Community. Was he a Swamp Frog, or a Guardian of Justice?"
"He was a 'good guy', as far as we can tell." said Muscone. "Loyal to Keating, for damn sure. Anyway, when his name popped up as dead and in the trunk of a car, and especially in the very last County on earth they would want him to be found in, the alarm bells went off. They wanted to come in and shut your investigation down completely, but I convinced the FBI Director, who convinced the Director of National Intelligence, Brendan Chapel, that you are a pit bull that would not let go, and that having you work with us is infinitely better than getting you offended and your hackles up."
"No doubt about that." I said. "So, who are they sending in to 'help' us investigate?"
"No one." said Muscone. "I'm sure your 400 years of experience has it figured out already."
"So they're going to have Melina handle it?" I said. "Or is it Laura? Or both?"
"Or Callie Carrington will work with us in Laura's stead." said Muscone. "The first question is why Waring was here in the first place, and then who killed him."
"Oh, now that's an 'Easy Button' answer." I said. "If he's a 'good guy', then he was sent down here to pursue Trent and Quint, who are well-trained in Special Operations, such as Green Berets or SEALs, and represent a clear and present danger to a lot of people in these here parts. If Waring is not one of us, then he might've been sent down to help them, and was killed by someone else."
"Four hundred years ago." said Muscone, in confirmation. "We think he's a good guy, though one never knows, these days..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal cellphone, and it was my real boss, my wife Laura. I answered it.
"Am I interrupting anything, Darling?" Laura asked.
"I've got Jack Muscone in here." I said. "He'll forgive us for interrupting if we buy him a double cheeseburger at the Cop Bar. Whassup?"
"I followed up with Eastside Elementary." said Laura. "I don't know what you did, but they hastily solved the problem."
"I didn't do anything, to be honest." I said. "I've had no time, what with these four cases and all. What did they do?"
"Mr. Fogle was sent to be principal for the rest of the year at one of the elementary schools that feeds the County High system." Laura said. "In exchange, we got Mrs. Keaton, who I already know, and who is a damn sight better than Fogle."
"Good." I said. "How did Mrs. Carson, the Assistant Principal, take the news?"
"I don't know this for sure," Laura said, "but I think this swap is to fix the short-term problem that involved the Iron Crowbar's daughter, and they promised Mrs. Carson she'd be a full principal somewhere next school year."
"Cool beans." I said. "You happy with that, or do we still need to move Carole somewhere?"
"I'm happy with it, for now." Laura said. "I'll see you later this morning."
We disconnected the call; if Laura was happy, I was happy. I said to Jack: "Laura said she'd see me later this morning. So I guess she's going to be part of this investigation, though that's not what the phone call was about."
"And you definitely will be paying for that double cheeseburger," said Muscone, "for making me all hungry now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into MCD, following Captain Tanya Perlman, and immediately caught the very negative vibe. Detectives were at work at their desks, but there was no chatter or banter at all.
"Okay, folks," I said, "the whiteboard on the car dealership can come down. Detectives Warner and Davis, you will be assigned to that case, and you will find out shortly that there are aspects to it that you cannot and will not discuss with everyone else. Captain Perlman?"
"On the nursing home case," Tanya said, "I'm reassigning that to Geiger and Washington, because of the likelihood that drugs are involved. On the professor's death, Parker and McGhillie. And on the sexual roleplay case, Rodriguez will be working directly with me. Adjust accordingly for the meeting, still at ten o'clock, Lord willing and the Creek don't rise."
"Hey, that's my line!" I said with a grin. "Guys, I'm going to be heavily involved in this car dealership murder, but I'm here if you have any questions about your cases, and I'll definitely be sticking my beak in and getting reports from you all. It's going to be busy, but that's the way we like it. So carry on, and let's get all of these cases cleaned up."
Detectives got to work. Theo went to the coffee machine in back, followed by Parker. "Looks like you got the short straw today." said Parker. "Watch your back, and get real backup at the slightest sign of trouble."
"Roger that." Theo said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You and Molly have been invited to join us at the FBI meeting at the Federal Building at 1:00pm today." I told Cindy after coming into her office and closing the door behind me. "I guess they want a double dose of hot blondes today."
"Triple dose." Cindy said. "Callie has already called me. She and Laura are going to be there, too. What's going on?"
"The body you found at the car dealership has been identified." I said. "He's a Navy Intelligence Officer. We'll talk more later." I turned to go, then turned back and said "Oh. It's going to be a quadruple dose of blondes today. Joanne will be there, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Classroom 'E' filled up with Detectives, Data Gurus, my Angels three, me, and the Chief. We'd changed the location at the last minute.
"It's your meeting Commander." said the Chief.
"Let's get right to it." I said. "Who wants to start?"
"I will sir." said Lainie Everett, the MCD data guru. "I gathered data on David Lang, Ashwarya and Tanu Subramaniam, and Amit Anand. They are all employees of Audial Security Solutions, which develops software involving listening devices, be it recording sounds, cleaning up static and clutter, voice recognition, and compression storage. Their main office is in the City, and their facility here is a satellite office with ties to the University."
"Who are their clients?" I asked.
"The partnership with the University is a joint research venture." said Lainie. "Their City office is in the same building that houses the nearest offices of MegaTech Industries. MegaTech's home office is in Silicon Valley, in California."
Lainie continued: "David Lang was the Business Analyst and Lead Developer of a team that is composed of Ashwarya, Tanu, and Amit. I couldn't get any more, especially about what they might've been working on."
"No surprise there." Julia Rodriguez said. "They clammed up tight when we asked about that."
"Yes. Yes they did." I said. "Keep going, Lainie."
Lainie said "David Lang, 34 years old at the time of his death, grew up in Ohio, but attended the University here and obtained dual Bachelor degrees in Business Administration and Computer Science. He was single, never married. He sometimes ran up a few hundred dollars in debt, but would pay it down pretty regularly."
Lainie went on: "He bought a Ford GT, which is probably why he's had a string of speeding tickets, but no DUIs, and he was making his car payments on time. He lived in the same apartment complex as the members of his team, but not the same building. Apparently the company subsidized the apartment payments as one of the perks of working there. He did have one other large item on his credit card, but it was paid off: an engagement ring, which was in his small gun safe in his home with some papers but no guns."
Lainie continued: "Ashwarya is a birthright American citizen, born here to legal immigrant parents. She's 28 years old, and she graduated from State Tech with a Computer Technology degree, which I understand is mostly a programming degree. Her husband Tanu, age 27, is an H1-B immigrant, who also attended State Tech and graduated with a Computer Engineering degree, which means he could build computers as well as program them. They apparently met at School, and married shortly after graduation."
Lainie went on: "Amit is 31 years old and a naturalized U.S. citizen. He graduated from the University with dual degrees in Physics, concentrating on the principles of waves and wave energy; and Computer Science, which is a basic programming degree. None of them have any debt to speak of; it seems their company paid off any outstanding student debt once they worked there three years." That got some murmurs going.
"Wow, that is some sweetheart deal." said Mary Milton. "How did I miss out on that?"
"Chief, can we get the TCPD to pay off our student debts?" asked Roy McGhillie.
"Only Commander Troy is eligible for that." said the Chief.
"He's joking." I said quickly. "He knows I had no student debt when I graduated, thank the Lord. But let's move on. Good report, Lainie. Does anyone have anything to add to this?"
"Er... yes sir." said Tanya. "I reviewed the videos they made."
"Just give us the R-rated version... if that's possible." I said.
"I'll try, sir." Tanya said. "We secured 16 DVDs, each a separate video of Ashwarya having a sexual encounter with David. Twelve of them were in the presence of Tanu, and four were of them alone. We also found six DVDs in David's apartment when we searched it. Four were of David and Ashwarya having sex in his bed, and two were of them having consentual sex in an office, apparently his office. Tanu wasn't in any of those videos.
"Any of them rape roleplay?" I asked. Everyone else in the room was silent, either fascinated or nauseated at the discussion.
Tanya replied: "As far as I could tell, none of them were rape roleplay, none showing either her or him tied up or restrained or being forced in any way. Only the last one, in the camera, that showed Amit hitting David and killing him, was a non-consentual roleplay scenario."
"Hmmm, that could be key." I said. "Anything that caught your eye as being out of the ordinary, Captain Perlman? Beyond the obvious of the wife watching and the roleplay, and of course the death?"
"Uh... not that I could really see, sir." said Tanya. "But something was nagging at me as I watched some of them. Maybe you could see something if you... er, reviewed the evidence, sir." There were some chuckles in the room as that was said.
"Maybe I'll let my wife do that." I said.
"So, Commander," asked the Chief, "are you ready to write this off as a tragic accident?"
"Rodriguez? Perlman?" I asked.
Julia and Tanya looked at each other, then Julia said "No sir. I think we need to find out a lot more about these people. I would like to go interview their co-workers, then maybe interview them again."
"I agree, sir." said Tanya.
"Outstanding." I said. "I'm happy to hear that. No, this case is nowhere near finished, Chief. After the coworker interviews, we will be re-interviewing all three of these people, and I have a few... extra... questions to ask them."
"Uh oh." Cindy said quietly. "Somebody is in deep kimshee."
"We'll see." I said. "Okay, let's move on. Let's talk the Boddiker facility and the Fitch case."
"I have that, sir." said Sonali, our other Data Guru. She began her report: "Robert Fitch was a stock broker with one of the major brokerages for many years. He also traded for himself, and made even more money. He retired five years ago, and he and his wife Alice had enough cash money to live comfortably for at least three more decades. He also made a will that left his money to his wife's use in her lifetime, then would be distributed to several charities, with a large portion going to 'The Vision'."
"How did you find that out?" asked the Chief. "The will hasn't been probated yet."
"Because, sir," said Cindy, "the Executor of the will... is Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, or 'The Vision' itself in the event of his death preceding Mr. Fitch's."
"So what is the problem?" asked the Chief.
Theo Washington said "Sir, Mr. Fitch began showing the signs of Alzheimers about two years ago. According to the Boddiker Hospice staff, he didn't remember his wife's name anymore, couldn't tell time, stuff like that. But he was still relatively healthy and mobile physically."
"And this morning," Cindy said, "a lawyer tried to probate the will.. or what he said was the will... on behalf of Jefferson and Rhonda Gray. The lawyer was Nathan Masterson, who showed a Power of Attorney from Jefferson Gray, and who was named Executor in the will."
"We have to stop that---" started the Chief, but Cindy smiled... an evil smile very similar to what her cousin was known to exhibit at times.
"Sir," she said, "my father does not let the grass grow under his feet. His lawyer, Cy Hart, was there when the Courthouse opened. We now have two wills submitted, and the Police and the Courts have to determine which one is valid."
"Is that going to be a problem?" asked the Chief.
"The one submitted by Masterson is the later-dated will." said Cindy.
I said "How much money are we taking about, in Mr. Fitch's estate?"



Cindy said "My father said that when Mr. Fitch made his will and gave it to Mr. Hart for safekeeping, Mr. Fitch's personal holdings in trust were about 75 million dollars. But that was several years ago, and my father thinks it could've grown to a hundred million or more."
The Chief emitted a low whistle. "Certainly a fortune worth going after by murder and a fake will."
"We have to prove it, though, sir." I said. "And you have to do something else, Chief."
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "I'm sorry, Commander Ross, but due to your relationship with your father as his heiress, and his potential involvement with the case, you'll have to be recused from it."
"And me too?" I asked.
"Are you Dr. Eckhart's heir, too, Commander Troy?" the Chief asked.
"Not to my knowledge." I said.
"Then in my judgement you can continue to assist your Detectives." said the Chief. "Commander Ross, go ahead and check with Lt. Myron Milton on those other things we're investigating."
"Yes sir." Cindy said.
"Before you go," I said, "let me ask this: did Mr. Fitch's will, the first will your father is Executor of, did it name Rhonda Fitch Gray or her husband in any way?"
"I don't think so." said Cindy. "I can check."
"Don't worry about it." I said. "We'll know soon enough." Cindy got up and left.
At the Chief's bidding, Sonali continued: "Commander Troy asked me to check, so I did. Jefferson Gray, Jr. is the son of Franklin Gray's brother, Jefferson Gray, Sr."
"And for those who don't know," I said, "Franklin Gray was a major player in Superior Bloodlines, and he was a friend of Judge J.B. Stone, formerly of our County, and now in Coltrane County."
"That explains his love of me." joked Theo.
"Yep, and also why Nathan Masterson is in on this." I said. "A hundred million dollars could easily be seed money for a new Superior Bloodlines. I'm sorry, Sonali, I have interrupted you again. Go ahead, please."
"It's quite all right, sir." said Sonali, who then continued: "I checked on all the names of the Staff at the Boddiker facility, and I could find nothing at all wrong with any of them. The Boddiker facility has no financial problems, either. I also ran checks on the other patients at the facility, but there is nothing unusual about any of them or their immediate families that I could see."
Sonali went on: "Jefferson Gray, Jr. had a degree in Political Science from the University. The only job he filed any tax reporting on was for a so-called 'think tank', which was nothing more than a lobbying group. The name of the organization is the 'NBF Group', and they've never officially said what the letters mean."
"They're the initials of Confederate General Nathan Bedford Forrest," I said, "who was the first Grand Dragon of the Ku Klux Klan. They came under scrutiny when Superior Bloodlines was taken down, but no actual crimes could be linked to them. So they're still in operation? And Gray was employed by them?"
"More like he was a Form 1099 contractor with them, sir." said Sonali. "And yes sir, they're still a registered, functioning lobby group with offices in Midtown, the City, and Washington, D.C."
"What about Rhonda Gray?" I asked.
Sonali replied: "I don't have much on her, sir. She married Jefferson Gray ten years ago, and she's been pretty much off the grid. A couple of credit cards in their names jointly, paid off every month. There's no record of her attending School after graduating County High School, but she enlisted in the Army, and subsequently washed out."
"Dishonorable?" I asked.
"No sir." said Sonali. "Entry Level Separation, which usually is given for someone leaving the Service within 180 days of entering it, and not meeting physical or other requirements. I haven't been able to get more yet."
I nodded, and Sonali continued: "She's had no income of her own since getting married, and her tax records before her marriage show she had odd jobs such as waitressing, working at Kroger, stuff like that. Not much to see there."
"Thank you. Excellent report." I said. "Okay, Professor Charles Christian."
"I've got that, sir." said Teddy Parker. "Dr. Christian was hired by the University's School of Law and Criminal Justice, as an Assistant Professor of Criminal Justice, at the beginning of the previous school year, about 18 months ago. About a year ago he bought a foreclosure home, not realizing that it had gone unsold for so long because it had been the home of Pastor Raymond Westboro."
"According to Dr. Woodrow, our former Crime Lab colleague and now an Associate Professor of Criminal Justice, Dr. Christian began researching Westboro after he found out who'd lived in the house before." said Teddy. "He wrote an article that was published, then began writing a book, which was still in progress at the time of his death."
Parker went on: "We now have all the papers in his house as well as every book and scrap of paper in his office secured in the Evidence Rooms, and we'll have to go through every bit of it to see if there's anything. His computer was found in his office, and our techs are looking into it."
"The autopsy came back," said Parker, "and Dr. Christian died by drowning, but he'd been injected with a toxin that Martha thinks was curare or curare-based, so there was no thrashing around. The time of death is estimated at 2:00am to 4:00am. The wet cloth left at the scene had no DNA on it, no mucus, so it may not have been used for waterboarding."
"Why bother leaving it, then?" asked Roy McGhillie.
"The threat can be stronger than the execution." I said. "They let him see that they were threatening to do it, and he told them whatever they wanted him to know. The other possibility is that they left it there as a blind, a distraction, and just killed him and went to work trying to find what they wanted to find."
"Intellectual exercise question." said Tanya. "Did they find what they were looking for?"
"Well..." said Roy, thinking about it, "they didn't destroy the whole house, just around the fireplace and the opposite wall. And they broke into the house but not his office, so I'd guess they did find it."
Unfortunately for Roy, the Police Commander's head was shaking vigorously in disagreement. "They didn't get to the office because we got there first." I said. "It's not easy breaking into a University building that has alarms and security guards, so they might've wanted 24 hours to plan the break-in, only to find we were already onto the murder and went straight to the office without any need to break in. Also, as I remarked at the scene, they likely brought in sonar to check behind the walls, and only left those two holes because they didn't need to make more."
"And the house was once almost completely destroyed before." said Tanya. "Dr. Christian likely knew that, and may have told the perps before they killed him." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So the answer is that we just don't know if they found anything." I said. "My question is who did it. But keep going, Parker."
Teddy Parker said "Dr. Christian came to the University here from North Texas University. I'm going to make some phone calls and see if anyone didn't like him down there. Dr. Woodrow says he was well liked up here, and we'll find some of his students and see how they liked him. And we have not yet been able to go through all of his paperwork, which will take time."
"Take all the time you need." I said. "Okay, I need you guys to do a few things. I need to know what is in both wills, especially who each and every beneficiary is. We need to interview the co-workers of the David Lang Project Group, as well as find out exactly what their mission was, all of that. We need to interview friends of the Fitches, and ultimately I will be interviewing the Grays again..."
Part 8 - Federal Follies
Monday, April 8th, 1:30pm. To my great surprise, Jack Muscone asked that we meet in the most secure room in Police Headquarters. That would be the I.A. area in the basement, but we were not going to be allowed to meet in there. So we were meeting in the Main Conference Room. Present were: Chief Sean Moynahan, me, Commander Cindy Ross, Detective Jerome Davis, Detective Joanne Warner, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, FBI Supervisory Agents Martin Nash and Melina Allgood, retired CIA Officer and current CIA Consultant Laura Fredricson, and CIA Agent Callie Carrington.
"Molly can't make it." Cindy said. "A routine stop on the Highway turned into a shootout with the State Patrol and NCPD Officers after a high speed chase. No good guys were hurt, and a trunk full of heroin and fentanyl was found in the perps's car. Over ten million dollar street value."
"So she's busy." I said, with the prodigious power of understatement.
"I understand." said Melina Allgood, who was leading the meeting. "Okay, everyone in here has a Top Secret clearance and is aware of the recent 'EMPTY QUIVER' event in this County some weeks ago. I'm not going to make you sign paperwork, because some of you might have to testify in Court if the killer of your car dealership victim is found; however, I'm sure you understand that extreme discretion must be used in any discussion of this case."
Everyone nodded, and Melina continued: "I know that SAC Muscone discussed some of this with Commander Troy earlier this morning, but the rest of you have not been briefed yet. I apologize on behalf of the FBI for not getting back to the TCPD sooner on this, but we had to decide how to handle this."
"Did we actually just get an apology from the FBI?" Cindy 'whispered' sardonically.
"Don't look gift horses in the mouth." I 'whispered' back.
Melina did not look happy at Cindy's remark (nor mine), but went on with her report: "The body found in the trunk of the car at the Ford dealership by Commander Ross and Chief Evans was identified as Lieutenant Commander Thomas Waring." A photo of LCDR Waring was projected onto the monitor on the wall.
Melina continued: "He was a Navy SEAL with a stellar record. He had a reputation of successfully completing some very tough assignments and getting himself and his teams back out alive. He then applied to the Naval Academy at Annapolis, graduating tenth in his class. He became a Naval Intelligence Officer and was assigned to several undercover missions worldwide in that capacity. After he was promoted to LCDR, he was assigned to ONI, the Office of Naval Intelligence in Washington." 
"The Navy's version of the Iron Crowbar." Jerome Davis said quietly, making some in the room nod in agreement.
"That really isn't a bad analogy." said Laura. "I'd heard of Waring while I was actively in the CIA. He and a few others like him would be called in to handle situations that few others could handle. They'd go in to retrieve any of our Agents that were captured or went rogue, and to extract foreign agents that wanted to defect to us. His group was, and is, as close to the Army's Delta Force as anything the Navy has."
"He was one of the good guys?" asked Martin Nash.
Jack Muscone answered: "He worked with Admiral Keating before Keating became a Flag Officer. So Waring may have been a Guardian of Justice, or working with them."
(Author's note: For those who may not know: 'Flag Officers' are Generals and Admirals, because they (literally) are authorized flags with stars on them. It's where the Naval term 'transfer his flag' from one ship to another comes from.)
"I'll go you one further." Laura said. "The late CIA Director, who was a Muslim sympathizer and a Jew hater, wanted to send Waring and his team to kill a certain Israeli Mossad Agent that some of you in here may know. Waring refused to do it."
"Makes me a fan of him." I said, knowing it was my sister Elizabeth he'd refused to hunt down and kill. "Can't say the same for my mother, though." That got me a few 'looks'.
"So why was he found here, in our Town & County?" asked Cindy.
"These two Detectives of mine had better be able to answer that." I said.
"Seeing as you've told me already, Don," Jack added, "they've got to keep up."
"Ohhhhh." Joanne said. "Those guys that helped steal the nuke, and are suspects in the Rupert Saidy murder. Weren't they Special Forces, sir?"
"You're on it. Good job." I said. "Yes, Trent Ridge and Quint Starr. My thesis is Waring and maybe his teammates were sent in to find and neutralize the considerable threat that is Trent and Quint"
"And Shimono and Barsbane?" Cindy asked.
Melina said "I'll fill in the blanks before you go astray, as Don likes to say. From what I've been told, Waring came here alone as the advance scout, so to speak. He was supposed to contact me, and I would then bring him to meet Don and Chief Moynahan. That was supposed to happen today. For obvious reasons, it didn't."
"Not to interrupt your narrrrrrativvvvve," drawled the Chief, "but do we have any new information on the murder itself?"
"Just this, Chief." Cindy said. She brought her own laptop online with the monitor, then showed a video clip.
"This is the Ford dealership's video of their lots. The upper right hand corner is the camera on the Taurus lot. This occurs about 4:10am." As we watched, the clear video began developing horizontal, staticky lines, then went to 'white noise'.
I began singing, yes singing: "Slender Man, Slender Man, sometimes hums a lowly drone..."
"Not funny." said Cindy.
"My back agrees." I said agreeably.
"Definitely some top-of-the-line technology was employed to do that." said Melina. "How long was the feed being jammed?"
"Almost an hour." Cindy said. "I figure they went that long to broaden the time window the body could've been placed in the car. The M.E. said the victim died between 2:00am and 6:00am."
"No," I said, "they killed him not long before the feed went out at 4:00am, put him in the car, then left the jamming device they were using there, and it operated until the battery running it died."
"Why do you think that?" asked Melina.
"Because his body lost blood in the trunk of the car, enough to drip through to the ground under the car, where it was seen." I said. "So the time of death was going to be ascertained. They weren't overthinking it; they just bugged out." Everyone nodded.
"So, ma'am," Jerome Davis asked Melina, "if Commander Waring was coming here, does that mean you believe Trent Ridge and Quint Starr, and maybe the others, are still here, in this County?" Melina looked over at me.
"He was at the Police Academy." I said, explaining Davis's lack of prior knowledge.
"Oh." said Melina, who then said to Davis: "And you graduated first in your class at Advance Course, so I heard. Congratulations. To answer your question: yes, we have every reason to believe Quint Starr is here, and likely Trent Ridge, also. And they are exceptionally dangerous men, which is why we wanted to bring a very special team like Waring's team in to take them down... no offense to anyone here now." She was looking right at me as she said it.
"None taken." I said. "The Slender Man and Red Brooke were less dangerous than these cats."
Melina continued unabated: "Our working theory right now is that Trent and Quint were informed that Waring was coming, and they ambushed and killed him." She looked over at me and said "Agree? Disagree?"
"Uhhhh... I dunno." I said. "No real data yet. How was he killed?"
Cindy said "Stabbed in the back in the kidney, and his spine cut in two. Then a shot to the back of the head with a .22LR bullet."
I nodded. "My only objection is that if I were Trent, I'd have made the guy just disappear. Then you wouldn't know for a long, long time what happened to him. Instead, they take the time to take out a car lot video feed, and put him in the trunk of a car where he'll be found in a few days at the most..." My voice trailed off as my trains of thought boarded at the station...
While I was in reverie land, Callie asked "Okay, what else do we need to know about all this? Are any of us and our families in danger? What are these guys after?"
"And put that in the context," said Cindy, "that they brought a nuclear weapon into this County to blow us all to Kingdom Come, tried to steal technology from BOW Enterprises, are likely a part of a smuggling ring that has gotten several Police Detectives killed over time, tried to kill a little girl who might have seen them together, and are now sneaking back in here. Come on, what's it about?"
Jack Muscone realized the underlying critical nature of Cindy's question, and he spoke up: "Let me share a few things with you that some of our FBI people have been 'theorizing without data' about. First, while Trent and Quint have worked with Barsbane and Shimono, we increasingly believe they are not really one gang, but two units that work together at times if they share a common goal. We think Shimono and Barsbane are working much more closely with the Blassingame pipeline than Trent and Quint are, for example."
Jack went on: "Shimono and her sister were always in the technology acquisition game, and Barsbane in the smuggling game. But that doesn't fit Trent and Quint. Their game, we believe, is the mercenary game, killers and operations specialists for hire. And before you ask, we don't know what either gang is planning right now."
"That's why..." I said, not realizing I'd spoken out loud.
"Why what?" asked Cindy.
"That's why they didn't try to disappear him." I said. I looked up and realized that all eyes were upon me. "They didn't have time."
"Why not, sir?" asked Joanne.
"Anyone want to bet against me," I said, "that it was Trent or Quint that murdered Dr. Charles Christian, as well?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were standing in the backyard of the Pastor Westboro/Professor Christian home, 'we' being everyone who'd been in the FBI meeting. As had been the case years before after Westboro's death, the property was closed off by crime scene tape.
I was looking at a sheaf of printed photographs and looking seemingly at random at bunches of different things. Melina was watching me with the most interest; she'd not had as much opportunity to see me doing Detective things as the others had.
"The good boot print at the gate and the one in the backyard are the same boot." I said, pointing out to her what I was looking at in the photos. "But these lesser-defined ones, while harder to see, aren't the same boot. So there were two people here, maybe more." I began looking around the yard, especially near the windows of the house.
We went into the den room, where the holes in the wall remained. All of the papers had been cleaned up, and were now in evidence at TCPD Headquarters. I examined the holes in the walls closely, then studied the fireplace almost brick by brick, then looked around the floor on my hands and knees, then examined the desk closely, including around the edges.
"We need Father Romano here." I said. "I need to go to Confession."
"Sir?" said the very Protestant Joanne Warner.
"Yes." I said. "I confess that I have made a huge mistake. I theorized without proper data. But the good news is that I now have more data, and so a lot of things are making sense that did not make sense before."
I began to explain: "As Detective Davis can attest, the first thing that did not make sense to me was the waterboarding items in the bathroom upstairs. Not only was a Kool-Aid pitcher being misused for abusive purposes, the victim was apparently not waterboarded."
I continued: "I also theorized about the holes in the wall, thinking they were the perps looking for something, or that it was a blind to mislead us. It was neither."
I went on: "What I now think happened is that either Trent or Quint, or possibly both, came here to 'talk to' Dr. Christian, and intended to use enhanced interrogation to get what he or they wanted. My first thought is that it was Trent Ridge alone, but it could've been both."



"Why?" asked Melina.
"Psychology." said Laura. "Don and I have discussed this at length, and after a lot of study of the material available to us. Don, why don't you explain?"
"Sure." I said. "I believe Quint Starr was behind the Jimmy Tolson murder. The brutality of the torture for apparently no reason but the enjoyment of it suggests that Quint is a psychopath. Trent Ridge seems to be more 'professional', shall we say, in his employment of enhanced interrogations, and a lot 'cleaner' in the way he efficiently kills and moves on."
I continued: "I'll add that Trent is the more interested in sex, and by force if need be. He was the one that raped wives and daughters in Iraq, then left it to Quint to murder the families. And according to George Aurus, Trent stayed in the City to have sex with Keiko Shimono while Quint came here and tortured Tolson. And I'll bet Laura and I have done a better job analyzing those freaks than Bob Rovers's BAU team could possibly hope to."
I noticed that last remark made the FBI people very uncomfortable, which led to the deduction that I was right. "Anyhoo," I said, "my thesis here is that someone else showed up behind Trent: LCDR Waring. So Trent drugged Dr. Christian to incapacitate him, then either ambushed Waring or Waring attempted to capture Trent. They engaged in personal combat, leading to the holes in the wall and the papers all over the place, and there are some slight marks on the fireplace, as well. It appears that Trent won the battle, possibly with help."
"So," I finished up, "he had little time to waterboard Dr. Christian, so he just drowned him, then Waring was taken to the car dealership, murdered, and stuffed into the trunk of a Ford Taurus."
"Why there?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." I said. "Distance from this house, maybe. So that we wouldn't connect the dots very quickly."
"So much for that." Cindy said.
"So they went after Tolson," said Jack Muscone, "and now the professor that lived in Westboro's old house. What's the connection?"
I just shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine."
"Your guesses are better than ours." retorted Muscone. "You pursued Westboro for years. What do you think this is about?"
"Okay, I'll say it more directly." I replied, getting ticked off and letting my voice show it. "I have no data. I have three dead bodies, Tolson, Waring, and Christian, and that's it. You Feds know far more than me about Waring and why he came here, and I've been treated like a mushroom regarding this case: kept in the dark and fed a lot of shit. It's hard enough solving murders with the mystery at one end, and now you're asking me to pull the answer for a mystery at the other end out of thin air. Geeez, dude!"
After a moment of awkward silence, Chief Moynahan said "If there is nothing furrrtherrr you have for us, why don't we local guys go back to Police Headquarters and solve some crrrriiimmmmmmes."
"Yes sir, Chief." said Deputy Chief Ross, all but physically moving me along to my SUV...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I saw that none of the MCD Detectives were in the MCD room, which meant they were out interviewing people and otherwise working on the cases. I went into my office, followed by the Green Crowbar.
"I don't know about you," I said, "but I need some coffee. Want some?" I began making a pot.
"Yes, please." Cindy said. As the coffee happily percolated, I sat down in my Command Chair.
"So," I said, "what did you think of that little 'consultation' with our Fed friends?"
"I hate to say this," Cindy said, "but I'm starting to feel like Mary Milton, and becoming less and less trustful of them. Except for Callie and Laura, of course. And to that point, why were they there, especially Callie?"
"I dunno, you'll have to ask her." I said as I got up and poured two mugs of coffee, giving Cindy one of them.
"Mmmm, thanks." Cindy said, then continued: "And Jack pushed you to your breaking point on ideas of what was going on. I could sense that you were getting pissed off."
"Yes. Yes I was." I said. "And what is pissing me off is that they know more than what they're telling, but won't tell me; ergo, the 'mushroom' comment. I'll only say this, and then we'll get back to our jobs: First, Melina is in charge of this. She was the one bringing in Waring; she is the one that pulled us, including Joanne and Jerome, into the loop. Second, they are scared to death right now. Waring is the best of the best, and Trent Ridge has apparently beaten him and killed him. Maybe with help, but what if he destroyed Waring one-on-one, straight up? That's a scary thought."
"No wonder you've been worried about him and Quint since the 'EMPTY QUIVER' event." said Cindy. "So that was the reason for the 'all hands on deck' meeting, and including you in their discussions?"
"That, and the fact that we had the murder in our jurisdiction... now two murders." I said. "They know they have to work with me, but they still try to pick my brain without having to give up any information on their side. So you're not trustful of them, eh?"
"I dunno." said Cindy as she studied her mug of coffee. "Jack has been acting weird lately, and you've seen the tension in Tanya about some things. I get the idea that the Washington brass is really pressuring him on some things. As to Melina... you know her better than I do; after all, you were married to her for years."
"And for all those years, I don't think I know her any better than the day I met her in college." I said, studying my own mug of coffee...
Part 9 - Digging Deeper
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, April 9th, with the State Office Building on Courthouse Square behind her... or so it seemed. It was actually a 'blue screen' image Bettina was standing in front of, from within the studios of KXTC-TV.
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that a new scandal is rocking the deeply unpopular Val Jared Administration! Our colleagues at KSB in the City reported last night that a whistleblower has come forward with allegations that Governor Jared made an illegal phone call to an official with the Federal Immigration and Customs Enforcement bureau, known as 'ICE'. The whistleblower, reported to be a senior staff member in the Governor's Mansion, made a report of the illegal phone call to the State Law Enforcement Community's Inspector General's Office."
"The illegal phone call purports that Governor Jared called the Federal ICE office in the City to coordinate raids in the State to round up undocumented workers for deportation." Bettina continued. "The Governor has been accused in the past of spending State dollars before their allocation goes into effect on July 1st, and this appears to be the case again, as the whistleblower claims Governor Jared offered the use of SBI-IDE agents to help ICE arrest and deport undocumented workers at work, tearing them apart from their children that would be at home or in day care. But the SBI-IDE does not become a law enforcement entity until July 1st of this year."
"State House Democrats say that is illegal, and they also say that working with Federal officials on the strictly Federal pervue of Immigration is illegal, as well, making the Governor's alleged phone call a crime." Bettina went on. "And now let's go to Amber Harris for local news. Amber!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Amber from the KXTC anchor desk. "The Town & County Police are investigating two murders that occurred on Sunday, and sources tell Channel Two News that Commander Donald Troy has been unable to solve either case thus far."
Amber: "The first case is the murder of Professor Charles Christian of the Law & Criminal Justice School at the University. Professor Christian was found in his home Sunday, and Police investigating the scene found evidence of foul play. Police have not found any leads to the identity of the killer or killers in the case. The autopsy report determined that Professor Christian was drugged and then drowned in his bathtub."
More Amber: "The second case concerns a body found in the trunk of a car in a car dealership along the Coltrane County Highway south of Town. The victim was identified as U.S. Navy Lieutenant Commander Thomas Waring, a Naval Intelligence Officer assigned to the office of the Director of National Intelligence. The Town & County Police have no leads on the case, and have contacted the U.S. Navy about the victim of the murder. Hopefully the Navy can solve the case that Commander Donald Troy is apparently unable to..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Won't be easy for the Navy to solve the case," I said, "considering that we haven't talked to them at all. That was totally fake news."
"Want me to have Captain Thompson pound KXTC over it?" Cindy asked.
"No!" "Yes!"
Those were said at the same time. Chief Moynahan said 'no'; Sheriff Griswold said 'yes'. We all looked back and forth at them for a second, then I broke the stalemate:
"Tell you what, Commander Ross." I said. "Have Captain Thompson tell the truth... to a point. The FBI informed us who the victim was after a fingerprint check. Then yes, he can accuse Amber Harris of lying, and say we've had no direct contact with the Navy over it... in fact, why don't I do that with KFXU myself?"
"Because we shouldn't be talking about it at all, Commanderrrr." admonished the Chief.
"Chief, the cat is out of the bag now." I said. I stood up and said "If you'll excuse me, I'll go call Fox Eight News and arrange the interview...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Angels meeting started at 8:15am, after my very successful appearance with Catrina and Meredith.
"That was great, Commander." said Tanya Perlman. I had outright called Amber Harris and KXTC liars as I refuted their assertion that the TCPD had had any contact with the U.S. Navy over the murder, saying that any contact with the Navy would've been by the FBI. The women of KFXU had thoroughly enjoyed helping me attack their competitor.
"Think it'll do any good?" Teresa asked.
"If it further ruins Amber and KXTC's useless reputations, it will." I said.
Cindy spoke up: "I'm more worried about that new attack on the Governor. Sheriff Griswold looked pretty disturbed about it; I felt the vibe from him. What's up with that?"
"I don't know." I said. "That was the first I was hearing about it. It's not illegal for the Governor to talk to ICE to coordinate the arrests of lawbreakers, so it sounds like some kind of bullshit setup and lockstep-coordinated Media fake news. Okay, what's going on in our Police Department?"
Tanya said "Parker and Geiger spent hours in the Evidence Rooms yesterday, going over the papers from Dr. Christian's office and home. Davis helped for part of the day, since the Christian case overlaps the Waring case. And rather than try to give you Cliff's Notes now, I'll let the Detectives report at the 9:00am meeting."
"Cool beans." I said. "Captain Croyle?"
"We're ramping up personal combat training for everyone." Teresa said. "Partly on account of the Police Boxing Matches coming up, which doesn't matter because I'm going to win; and partly on account of Trent Ridge and Quint Starr possibly being in the County."
"If Trent and Quint enter the Police Boxing Matches," said Tanya, "you'll get smoked like a cheap cigar." That earned her a 'Teresa Cunt' look.
"All kidding aside," I said, "these guys are fucking dangerous. Waring was a well-trained and experienced Navy SEAL and field operative, and one of those guys busted his ass, with terminal results. Teresa, make damn sure our guys know that these guys are extremely dangerous, and we, present company included, should not try to take them down alone. These guys ain't the Police Boxing Matches; they are the real deal, and they play for keeps. Lethal force to stop them is absolutely authorized. I legally can't say it's recommended as well, of course."
"Yes sir." said Teresa, making a note in her notebook. Then she looked up, and said "What, no response to me declaring myself the winner of the Boxing Matches?"
"I don't respond to will-o-the-wisp fantasies that have no hope of coming true." I replied levelly.
"Nor do I respond to psychotic delusions of grandeur." Cindy said cooly.
"I can feeeeeeeel your fear." Teresa replied just as cooly.
"Tanya," I said quietly. "Please set up those brackets just right..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Tuesday, April 9th. The meeting in Classroom 'E' began. Cindy was not in the room, but the lovely ADA Paulina Patterson was.
"Before we begin," said the Chief, "I want to say that you've all been working very hard on these cases, and I am very impressed with your ability and efficiency in tackling the difficulties we are facing. I also appreciate you rolling with the punches as we get new information and have to make changes and re-assignments. Okay, Commander, it's your meeting."
"Thanks, Chief," I said, "and I want to add my compliments to the Chief's. You've all done a great job with all this. Okay, let's start with the Christian case. Davis, Parker, and McGhillie... did you find anything?"
"Yes sir." said Parker. "First, we talked to his fellow professors and his students. He was relatively new, but was liked and respected by his colleagues. His students said he was a good teacher when it came to understanding the minds and motives of criminals."
Jerome Davis picked it up: "We spent a lot of yesterday going through all of Dr. Christian's papers and his computer. He was writing a book on the Consultant of Crime, but had only begun getting an outline of it and organizing his supporting data. Per Captain Perlman's request yesterday afternoon, we began looking specifically at what he had on the Consultant's financial organization."
Davis continued: "Dr. Christian did a good job organizing what the TCPD and the FBI had discovered about the Consultant's financial webs, which the Consultant had deliberately tangled up very badly. Dr. Christian noted that the Consultant's income came from a lot of smaller operations as opposed to very large operations. The Consultant preferred seemingly small schemes, but over time and scope, the numbers started adding up."
McGhillie took it up: "The Consultant never got directly involved in large drug rings, but he supported or extorted from a lot of the drug rings that were active at the time he was alive. Dr. Christian had begun looking into these to see where, if anywhere, the Consultant was squirreling away cash. To date, no one has found any evidence that Westboro bought bonds, gold, diamonds, silver, art, or collectibles. If he had stashes of cash, they haven't been found, not even by the Federal Government's best people."
"Nor our best people." I said. "And I've never stopped looking, either. But the rumors of a Consultant treasure trove of unfound wealth appear to be just that: rumors and innuendo."
"I have a question." said Detective Julia Rodriguez. "Just how much is the Consultant rumored to have illegally made? And how much of that is missing?"
"At the time of his death," I said, "we, meaning me and the FBI Agents looking into it all, believed that the cash flow of his operations were as much as half a billion dollars a year. That number might be misleading, as things like bank operations were figured in, and he wasn't fully into those things, but taking a cut and directing the flow of those operations. As to how much he is rumored to have put away that wasn't found, we never got a handle on it, but it could've been as much as $100 million over time."
"Worth looking for," said Tanya Perlman, "and worth killing over."
"Yes, but only if it's real." I said. "Anyhoo, to get to the crux of the matter vis-a-vis our current cases, we're beginning to get data that suggests Dr. Christian was murdered by the same persons that murdered the victim found at the car dealership. And right now the only motive I can see for targeting Dr. Christian would be his research into the Consultant of Crime. So going through all those papers was important, guys, even if it may have been very tedious. Having said that, we're going to start peeling back on that case, and roll it into the car dealership case that the Feds are now involved with." Everyone nodded.
"Okay," I said, "let's hear about the Fitch case."
Theo Washington said "I did follow-up interviews with the hospice facility staff, and also went to see Mrs. Fitch. The general consensus is that Mr. Fitch did not remember things, but was in good physical health until two weeks before his death. Then he started breaking down quickly."
Geiger took it up: "The autopsy confirms that he'd been given opiods and possibly mind-altering drugs similar to LSD, but Martha thinks he was subjected to infrequent amounts of the opiods, not small steady amounts that a daily prescription would give. Also, Mr. Fitch had not be prescribed opiods by his doctor nor the Hospice's doctor. And what killed him was a strong dose of a barbiturate that shut down his heart."
Theo took it up again: "The staff said that Mrs. Fitch did not seem crazy to them, but she did beg the staff not to let her daughter or son-in-law ever be alone with her husband. She also spent all day, every day, with her husband. Rhonda Gray came a couple of times a week and always on Sunday, and Alice Fitch was not only always there, she would insist that someone on the staff stay in the room while Rhonda was there, outright telling the staff that she feared Rhonda might harm Mr. Fitch. Rhonda would tell the staff that Mrs. Fitch was delusional with conspiracy theories, and that she, Mrs. Fitch, should also be committed to the Hospice or a mental hospital."
"How often did Jeff Gray visit the facility?" I asked.
Theo said "He would visit with his wife on Sunday's, but at irregular intervals. Enough that the staff knew who he was."
"And the staff honored Mrs. Fitch's requests that her husband never be alone with the Grays?" I asked.
"I did ask that, sir." said Theo. "But no one I talked to would commit to saying that they did or didn't. I think they were getting concerned about legal liabilities when I asked."
"Did you ask Mrs. Fitch about the relations between her and her daughter?" I asked.
"Oh yes sir." said Theo. "Rhonda was the Fitches's only blood daughter, that we know of, but they did foster a number of children over several years. Mrs. Fitch said that she and her husband disowned Rhonda and changed their wills to cut her out when she married Jefferson Gray, Jr. She knew that Jefferson Gray, Sr. and his brother were involved in white supremacy activities, though they thought it was the Ku Klux Klan they were a part of."
"The second will is dated just before Mr. Fitch began showing Alzheimer's symptoms." said Paulina. "So they were careful to do that. What isn't explained is any reconciliation between Mr. Fitch and his daughter that would've prompted him to change his will, and so completely that it did not provide for his wife at all."
"I'll be sure to ask about that." I said, half to myself. "Okay, changing tack: is there any way at all for someone to sneak in? Dressed as a nurse, maybe? Or some other capacity, such as a delivery person?"
Theo said "I talked to the facility's manager about that. He said that the staff is fairly small, and they all know each other pretty well, and they know what family members come to visit. The family members usually introduce a new family member or friend, as well. However, a few of the patients that are deteriorating will have specialized care nurses come in, and those may not be as well known to all the staff."
Just then, Geiger and Theo's Police iPhones chimed, as did Captain Perlman's and mine. No, I do not demand our work cellphones be put on silent ringer; we are a Police Force responsive to the needs of our Citizens. Geiger was looking at the text, and spoke up.



"This is a supplemental report from Martha the M.E." Geiger said. "She said the Crime Lab was able to isolate the particular barbiturates used in the injection that killed Mr. Fitch. It's a compounding used mostly by the military. Their combat medics use it, as do military hospitals. It is not often found in civilian hospitals, as it's cheaper and not as high quality as what civilian hospitals buy."
"Are you telling me that our military gets lower-grade medications than the civilian world?" Teresa said angrily.
"Oh, no doubt." said Chief Moynahan. "Just try going to a military dentist versus a civilian one. The novocaine the military uses is either very poor in quality, or they dilute the hell out of it. I literally came out of my chair once while I was in an Army dentist chair getting a cavity filled."
I nodded vigorously in agreement, then said "Pertaining to this case, what I'm hearing is that the drugs used would be much more available to military personnel than civilian personnel. So who on the Hospice staff either is or was in the military?"
"No one, sir." said Theo after looking at his notes and papers. "Most of the nurses and staff are straight out of school."
"Sir," added Jerome Davis, "medical people coming out of the military tend to find military-related civilian positions, such as the V.A. or other places that cater mostly to veterans. Valley Villages's hospital hires only people with past military medical experience; they seem to relate to the veteran patients better. Those not in V.A. Hospitals get jobs in larger hospitals, leaving very little for facilities like the Boddiker Hospice."
"That would not surpriiizzzze me." said Chief Moynahan. "But it does raise a question about who could access those specific drugs... Commander?... Commander?"
"He's gone, sir." said Teresa. "Reverie Land."
It was a minute before I came out of it, and when I did, I both felt and saw lots of eyes upon me. "Uh, sorry, sir." I said to the Chief. "Something just crossed my mind."
"Crossed it, hell." said the Chief. "It took your mind and went running like somebody left the gate open. So, as you so often say... don't keep us in sus-pennnnse."
"These drugs..." I said. "Military... Federal Government. Trent and Quint possibly involved with the Dr. Christian murder and LCDR Waring's murder... what if the Fitch murder is somehow related to those?"
To be continued.
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Part 10 - Connect-The-Dots
Tuesday, April 9th. The morning meeting's attendees were stunned at what I had just hypothesized.
"You're saying that Trent and Quint might be involved in this?" asked Chief Moynahan, his voice sounding shocked.
"Why not?" I asked. "They were Special Forces, they might have access to restricted military medications. Jefferson Gray has family ties to one of the Superior Bloodlines elitists, which was also Federal in scope. And we're talking about possibly a hundred million dollars at stake. And that brings us to the competing wills. Is there anything new with that?"
"Yes." said ADA Paulina Patterson. "I came here to tell you the latest developments with it. The bank account that Mrs. Fitch was using to pay for bills and all had regular deposits from one of Mr. Fitch's brokerage accounts. It has about $10,000 currently in it, plenty enough for a few months of basic needs."
"The problem," continued Paulina, "is that the second will, the one Nathan Masterson attempted to probate, decrees that everything, and I mean everything to the last penny, is to go to Rhonda Gray and her husband. It leaves no allowance at all for Mrs. Fitch. So Masterson went in and asked for a Court Order to put a hold on that bank account and allow none of it to be used before the Court determines which will is valid, citing that Mrs. Fitch would have no way of repaying any money she takes out after the Masterson will is found to be the correct one... those are Masterson's words, not mine. And worse... Judge Nance agreed, almost eagerly so, and put a hold on the account. So Mrs. Fitch has no resources at all; she's penniless."
A pall went through the room at that, striking all of us into silence.
"The good news," Paulina said, "is that Mike G. Todd, of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, has told the Court that he is assisting Cy Hart in representing Mrs. Fitch's interests and the first will on her behalf pro bono. Masterson and Nance are pissed, especially since Mike has filed a motion asking that Nance not be allowed to be the deciding judge on the case, and Folsom did pick it up for consideration. Mike has also asked that the FBI be allowed to examine both wills for authenticity, particularly relating to Mr. Fitch's signature on it."
"So that's what Jimmy Tolson was broken out of prison for." I said. Yep, the room was stunned into silence again.
I said "It's Consultant-'ish', it's the kind of thing Tolson had experience with, considering the legal battles over the insurance policies of the people he killed." (Author's note: 'Disappearing Act'.) "And Tolson is just mean enough himself to say 'Make sure Mrs. Fitch gets cut off from any money at all.', and Masterson and Nance would just love doing it."
"I don't sup-pooooooose," said the Chief, "that you are going to try to tie in this accident with the love triangle into all this."
"He may, Chief," said Tanya, her eyes sparkling, "when I give my report on what we've found."
"Let's hear it." I said.
Tanya deferred to Detective Julia Rodriguez, who said "We went to the office of Audial Security Systems. They were as unhelpful as they could be, refusing to help us at all until we presented warrants, and then it was still like pulling teeth------"
"Until Detective Rodriguez went all 'Iron Crowbar' on them and started putting people in handcuffs." said a grinning Captain Perlman. "Then their CIO and HR Manager began giving us what the warrants let us have. You'd have been proud of her, Commander."
"I am already." I said with a smile. "Did any data people go with y'all?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Lt. Mary Milton came with us, just to make sure they weren't trying to destroy digital evidence. But let Julia tell you what we found, first."
Julia took it up: "David Lang was the Project Manager and Business Analyst of one of four groups at the office here in our Town & County. In addition to Ashwarya, Tanu, and Amit, there were two other team members: John Seagram, who is white, and Cassandra Lee, whose real Malaysian name is longer and more unpronounceable than 'Subramaniam', no disrespect intended."
"There are three other teams, each with a leader and five others." said Julia. "They all claim to be working on projects in partnership with the University, but our examination of employee and financial records obtained by the warrants show that Audial Security Solutions has one and only one client: MegaTech Industries."
Julia continued: "This whole company is structured almost like a front company for laundering money. MegaTech pays for everything, from salaries to equipment, to the office space, but they work hard to keep their name out of anything to do with Audial. Some of the Audial project ties to the University are real, but very minimal at best. There are currently no University interns or part-time students working there, though there have been in the past. And everything the project groups are doing is for MegaTech Industries."
More Julia: "We could not get information on the projects not connected to David Lang's group, they stopped us on that in Court, but we did learn what Lang's group was doing: they were working on audio systems in MegaTech products such as their 'Alicia' home smart device as well as a 'Ring'-ish security system that has secret microphones listening in on the homes they're installed in... and those listening devices are not shown in the public specs. Lang's group and one of the other groups also worked on collecting and storing the information obtained for MegaTech, and possibly the Government, spying on our Citizens without their knowledge."
"And my daughter wonders why the families of other first-graders in her class have 'Alicia'' devices," I said, "but my wife and I refuse to have any in our home."
"And it's why I have refused to allow those bastard things in any Town & County Police Department building." said Chief Moynahan, just as strongly.
"How long as Audial been in business?" I asked. "And how long did Lang and the members of his team work there?"
Julia consulted some notes, then said "The company was started up eight years ago, with venture capital from a group in San Francisco, California called 'BFWC Venture Capital, LLC.', and 'Dakota Partners Trust, LLC.' from here in our Town & County. I haven't found out much about them, yet."
"Here's a couple of places to start looking." I said. "The 'BFWC' was 'Bruins For a White California', a Los Angeles-baed group similar to 'Superior Bloodlines' and 'White Roots', and associated with them. I believe it was busted up when we took down Superior Bloodlines. You might also look into Henry Boxman's 'Rainbow Insurance' out of San Francisco, also. And 'Dakota Partners Trust' was formed out of Michael Miller's 'MMVC' venture capital firm and Dakota Funding. They were investors in the now-defunct Pine Valley project."
(Author's note:'The Hot Date Mystery' for Michael Miller; 'Gods and Crowbars', Ch. 03, for BFWC; and 'Environmental Hazards', Ch. 01, for Dakota Partners Trust.)
"Thank you, sir." said Julia, having scribbled some notes. "To further answer your questions, Ashwarya, Tanu, and Amit have ben with Audial for six years. David Lang came in three years ago, and as a project manager."
"Where was he before he came to Audial?" I asked.
"That's been more difficult to get." said Julia. "Audial did not keep his résumé on file in H.R., but I.R.S. records show that he worked at a small technology company in Ohio after graduating, a company which is now defunct; and then he worked at a company in San Francisco for four years prior to coming to Audial. I called them, and they would only confirm that he worked there."
"Well." I said. "This is very helpful information, but I'm not sure how it gets us a conviction for murder."
"Sir," said Tanya, "I think maybe we should keep working on it. One never knows what might pop up in the next couple of days... while you're away on vacation tomorrow."
I got the hint: Tanya must know something from her fiancé Jack Muscone. I also noticed the gasps that several Detectives had made.
"Yes," I said, "I have a scheduled vacation day for an event that is beyond my power to re-schedule. So keep sifting through the data and working the leads, and when I get back either Thursday or Friday, hopefully the cases will be solved and I can just twiddle my thumbs... and go on vacation more often."
There was some muted laughter at that, so I said "Guys, this is your chance to shine in front of your Police Chief. I have every confidence in you. You don't need me on these cases, nor any others that crop up. So let's get 'er done."
With that the Chief ended the meeting. As I was leaving, I overheard Joanne say "Well, at least we have the whiteboards..."
Part 11 - Tradition Like No Other
Tuesday evening, April 9th. Cindy Ross and I boarded a full Delta Air Lines jet at City Airport, bound for Atlanta, Georgia. We had tickets to the next day's practice round at The Masters Golf Tournament in Augusta, Georgia. Coach Steve Spurrier had honored our side bet on the Wildcats-Gators game in January, and sent me the two tickets. (Author's note: 'Home For The Holidays', Ch. 05.).
Laura did not want to go with me, so I brought Cindy because she liked golf, and she was good at it. (Author's Note: 'The Murdered Football Player', Ch. 03.). And because she's my blood kin. I had bought the plane tickets months before, when they were cheaper, and I'd been able to upgrade to the emergency window seats, which gave me some additional legroom. So Cindy and I were sitting together and able to talk in hushed tones.
"Mrs. Fitch will be all right." Cindy said. "My father does not let the widows of his friends and benefactors fall through the cracks. Even so, I don't give a damn about the Chief recusing me from the case; I'm going to be doing whatever I can to help Mrs. Fitch."
"That is an Iron Crowbar attitude." I said. "And I like it. We'll see what Cardigan's FBI people have to say about the second will."
"I have to admit that I'm nervous about it." Cindy said. "If there are Swamp Frogs trying to help the Grays get that money, they might co-opt the FBI into saying the second will is the genuine one. And activist judges are one thing, but Harry Nance is crossing the line... not only on this, but a lot of other things."
"He's close to being impeached by the State House again." I said. "The Democrats voted along party lines to save him last time, but they might not hold back next time. And I and some others are considering a publicity campaign to shame him before the People, and help grease the skids for the State Legislature to take him out."
"That'll require Media help." Cindy said. "And while KFXU is less rabidly dishonest than the others, and Priya likes your cock, even they won't go 'all in' to help you when the cards fall."
"True." I said. "But vee have vays to make thee Meeedya do vat ve vant." Cindy looked skeptical at that, and she changed the subject.
"So all these cases are becoming increasingly connected." Cindy said. "I've always been curious since the EMPTY QUIVER event... you've been glommed onto Trent and Quint since that time, even though they did not follow through with Shimono and Barsbane. Why them?"
"Because they are what the military calls 'force multipliers'." I said. "The Swamp Frogs have to this point been rather... amateurish... in their attacks on us. Even making the late CIA Director just that... the late CIA Director... didn't rile them up. But taking out Mitt Willis of BigAgraFoods, and in the very publicly humiliating way that I did it... that riled them up. And when I realized they brought in Trent and Quint, and Paco Domingo, as well... I knew we'd disturbed the hornet's nest, and that they were, and are, playing for keeps now."
"Like they weren't before?" Cindy asked.
"No, it's at a different level than before..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hartsfield International Airport in Atlanta is at times the world's busiest airport. The story goes that in the 1950s, Atlanta and Birmingham, Alabama, were competing to be the South's greatest city. Atlanta Mayor William B. Hartsfield had an idea: to make Atlanta Airport a major hub to the fledgling but bustling air industry. And he acted upon the idea, and the Atlanta Airport was made into a major hub.
Thanks to Mayor Hartsfield's vision, Atlanta became a major city. They have one of the regional Federal Reserve locations, tons of conventions and hotels, and the Martin Luthor King, Jr. National Park Center and his burial site is there. Atlanta has all the major sports teams (though they can't seem to keep the hockey teams, and the Falcons suck at pro football), and they pulled off the minor miracle of acquiring and hosting the 1996 Centennial Olympic Games.
By way of contrast, Birmingham remains at best a regional city, with no major sports teams, and even the SEC Championship football game was moved from Birmingham to Atlanta. The 'Iron Bowl', Alabama and Auburn's annual varsity football contest, was made home-and-home, leaving Birmingham. I thought of that history as Cindy and I made our way down the long concourse, then through the baggage area to the car rental booths...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00am, Wednesday, April 10th. Cindy and I got into the rental car and headed east on Interstate-20 towards Augusta, Georgia. As I drove, and at reasonable speeds, we got a lot of Police work done, discussing the administrative things for which the Command Group is responsible... including ideas on who to promote to MCD Lieutenant.
At the exit to Appling, GA, I said "That goes to the International Disc Golf Center and museum. They play a pro tournament there every year, and have three great courses. They played the World Championships here and at Fort Gordon in Augusta one year. I'd love to go by there, but we don't have enough time."
"How are you going to throw discs with your bad back?" Cindy asked.
"Ten feet at a time, if I have to, just to say I played on those courses." I said. "And by the way, you worry about my back more than I do."
"No I don't." said Cindy. "I see you wince in pain whenever you get out of your chair, or reach down to pick up Betsy or one of your kids. And yes, it's my job to worry about you. The Chief and Sheriff specifically and explicitly said so."
"Nice to be thought of." I said. Then I said "Seriously, I do appreciate it, just as I appreciate you watching over Tanya whenever she's at a crime scene or trying to get into trouble..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00am, Wednesday, August 10th. We exited onto Georgia State Highway 28 and drove into Augusta. There were people trying to get us to park in their lots, for a nominal fee, of course. I drove on, not really having a clue where I was going. Then we got to a place where everyone was being directed into a field that was a parking lot.
Magnolia Lane goes south from Hwy. 28 to the Main Clubhouse. On either side of the lane are the driving ranges and practice areas. There are stands so that people can watch the tournament players practice. To the side of one of those practice areas is the field for parking. FREE parking. We were efficiently parked into the space with the line of other cars. Only later, when I looked on a satellite map, did I see that the lot was not very large at all, and we'd gotten there in time.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar.
Cindy and I walked with the stream of people to the gates. They have full scanners like those at airports and many buildings these days. They also gave us a plastic sleeve with a lanyard, told us to put our tickets in them, and make sure the tickets were visible at all times. It reminded me of the security at Valley Villages Hotel on the first day of the EMPTY QUIVER event. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 01.)
Now that we were inside, we walked around before the gates opened. We got near the main clubhouse, with the Crow's Nest on top, but of course we could not go in. Two old men in red (not green) Augusta National jackets walked by, helping people and players with whatever they needed help with.
We went by the driving range, where Mr. Gary Player was present. He hit a few balls, instructed a couple of young players, talked to someone about an interview he was scheduled to do, hit a few more balls (and farther and better at his age than I ever could at any age).
As we went to the main gate to wait for it to open, Cindy asked "What's the plan?"
"Why don't we just walk the course, and see what's going on?" I suggested.
Cindy agreed with the plan, then pointed off to our right. "There's Tiger Woods's mom." she said. Indeed, it was Mr. Eldrick T. Woods's mother, with a friend.
"That side building must be where the lockers are, and a place for the players and families to go." I said. Cindy nodded in agreement.
And then the gate opened! The first hole fairway was in front of us. To our left and uphill, right behind the clubhouse, was the first tee. As we came up to the fairway, we saw men inside the ropes with hard hats, like those at a construction site. Smart thinking, I thought... if they get hit on the head with a golf ball, it won't hurt!
We went with a crowd of people down the first hole fairway up to the second hole. There are places where people are allowed to cross the fairways, which are closed off when players are hitting.
As we got to the second hole tee, I said "Well, it's obvious why this hole is called 'Pink Dogwood'." Indeed, looking down the fairway, it was lined on both sides with a seeming wall of pure pink! The pink dogwoods were in full and plentiful bloom, and it was a very impressive site.
"Just look at how well manicured everything is." Cindy said. "Not too much money being spent. Think Teresa would complain about the HOA fees here?"
I laughed. "The monthly dues per member are probably as much as half the TCPD's annual budget." I said. "And yes, Teresa would go ballistic."
We went down the path along the par-5 second hole, which was downhill. As we got to the green, I looked over. Mr. Fred Couples had just teed off the third hole tee and was now walking up the third hole fairway. "Let's follow Fred Couples." I suggested. Cindy liked the idea, and we fell in with the crowd.
Mr. Fred Couples was very nice to the spectators. He talked about the types of shots needed, and his thinking for his shots as we went along the third hole and to the Par-3 fourth hole. Then up the rather steep fifth hole.
Most people have seen the famous sixteenth hole, the par-3 with the lake, where Davis Love III made a great spin-back shot but Tiger Woods got the fame for his duplication of it. The sixth hole tee is on top of the hill behind the sixteenth green, and the sixth green is on the same level as the sixteenth green and behind it. Players shoot down the hillside to the par-3 sixth green.
We were able to stand close to the sixth tee, which was a very downhill shot to the green below. After Fred Couples hit his tee shot with his very smooth swing, Cindy said "He has a bad back, too, but can do that." Fred Couples heard that and looked over, and Cindy said "He's a Police Officer, and was shot in the back."



"Oh my goodness." said Fred Couples.
"My armor held, fortunately." I said. "But I couldn't hit a golf ball like you do even with a good back."
"We appreciate what you guys do." said Fred Couples. He spoke to his caddy, and a moment later Cindy and I had Fred-Couples-autographed golf balls as the other spectators clapped. Yes, Cindy took a selfie.
Going down the fairly steep cart path to the left of the roped-off area the players went down, I noted that the outright jungle of azaleas and other flowering plants were almost as tall as Cindy. "I think I know where the bodies are buried." I said. Cindy laughed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mr. Fred Couples ended his practice round after nine holes, so Cindy and I walked along the back nine. On the famous par-3 twelfth hole, we could only see the famous bridges across Rae's Creek from the tee area. When we got to the fourteenth hole, I said "This is the only hole on the course with no bunkers." We went to the fifteenth hole tee, which was at an intersection of paths. A trio of players were teeing off, and one of them was Mr. Sergio Garcia, so we followed the group.
At the par-3 sixteenth hole there is a big tradition on the Wednesday practice day. After teeing off, players go to the edge of the lake and use long irons to skip balls over the lake. One time Tiger Woods tried to avoid doing that, and was shamed by the booing of the large crowd into doing it, then was cheered as his shot made it to the green. On this day, one of the trio we were following managed to skip his ball over the water and onto the green, and it hit the flagstick! The roars of the crowd could be heard all over the course.
I observed the huge metal cables running down the sides of the big pine trees on the seventh and seventeenth holes. Lightning rods. We also saw the Eisenhower Tree on the seventeenth hole (it was destined to die off later, and a new tree planted in its place).
Then we watched the players tee off between the chute of trees on the eighteenth hole. The second part of the eighteenth hole was a steep climb back towards the back of the clubhouse. Television does not do justice to the steepness of that grade.
Once back, we saw some interesting things. There was a large crowd around a practice green just behind the clubhouse. On the green was Mr. Phil Mickelson, practicing his putting with his coach watching. Phil Mickelson is not quite as tall as he looks on TV... and he's also a lot wider in the hips than the television shows. But he also has multiple Green Jackets, so there. I stayed back and let kids go to the front so they could see better, but Cindy disappeared inside the crowd to get a better vantage point to watch.
After a few moments, Cindy emerged from the crowd and we went over to the Par-3 course. The Butler Cabin and other cabins go to the east side of the clubhouse, along the tenth hole, and behind them is the par-3 course in the corner of the property. With all the flowering plants, it was a beautiful course.
It's no coincidence that they play The Masters on the first full week of April... that's when the flowers and trees are all in bloom, and it is a magnificent sight to behold all over the course. And the Par-3 course might just be the most beautiful sight on the whole property.
We didn't walk much of the par-3 course; we just observed. People were trickling into the area, as the par-3 tournament was going to begin soon. By now it was after 12:00noon.
"Let's go to the gift shop, then get out of here." Cindy said. I was in full agreement with that plan of action, and we began to flawlessly execute it. But as we went along the back side of the clubhouse, we observed a strange sight:
The Members of Augusta National Golf Club, wearing their Green Jackets, were having lunch with their families, including kids, in an outside but enclosed space behind the clubhouse. I observed that a number of the Members seemed tense, not calm and relaxed, and I couldn't help but wonder why.
But what Cindy and I both observed was that there was a crowd of people just standing there, watching the Members eat lunch! Just standing there as if they were watching Mr. Phil Mickelson putting or Mr. Fred Couples teeing off. Watching the Members eat lunch. Heck, Bowser and Buddy get antsy if we watch them eat supper; no wonder the Members looked anguished!
"I dunno." I said as Cindy and I continued walking. "Watching people eat just does not excite me. Rich people eat the same way the rest of us do."
"Yeah, that was weird, wasn't it." Cindy stated.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And then we went to the Gift Shop. A money pit if ever there was one. The golf/polo shirts with the Masters logo cost $80... apiece. Cindy and I still indulged, and she got a green one and I got a red one (who didn't see that coming?). We bought a bunch of coffee cups for the MCD and Vice Detectives.
As Cindy got some trinkets for her family, including some baby socks for Betsy, I was looking for a shot glass for Sheriff Griswold, who collected such things. I found the larger jigger glasses, but not the smaller shot glasses. So I asked for help. The young man was very nice, but he said that the jiggers were the smallest sized shot glasses. Ah, I thought to myself: the Members of Augusta National prefer large shots of bourbon. So I bought a jigger glass for Our Sheriff.
I won't tell you how much we spent overall; you'd be scandalized. But hey! it was The Masters, and it was Augusta National...
Part 12 - Dark Matter
As we were driving back to Atlanta, I said "We're staying two nights because we have an appointment with the Atlanta Police about a serial killer who might be using the same patterns as that L.A. serial killer who was copying Dr. Stephanie Steele's drawing in one of her published papers."
"Ahhh, no wonder you sprang for two nights and a rental." Cindy said. "You're going to expense the whole thing, aren't you?"
"I'm going to try." I said, then grinned as I said "I still remember when we expensed that round of golf in Coltrane County. Blew Chief Griswold's mind. But he authorized it." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Football Player', Ch. 03.)
Cindy laughed. "I remember that. And thanks for bringing me with you. That was an awesome day at Augusta National." We fist-bumped.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had adjoining rooms in our hotel. Cindy was Skype-ing with Callie and Betsy, so I began watching some of the sex tapes of Ashwarya and David. Tanya had suggested I watch a particular one, so I did.
On it, David was on top of Ashwarya, and Tanu was in the same bedside chair as on the day of the killing, but was not restrained. David was on top of Ashwarya in a 'deckchair' position, her legs hooked up under his muscular arms. He was pistoning his large penis in and out of the lovely Indian woman's tight wet vagina.
"You see it?" David was yelling out to Tanu, taunting the cuckold hubby. "You see my big cock fucking your wife? Huh? You see it?" I noticed he was leaning to one side, to give Tanu a clear visual of his (David's) cock sliding into Tanu's wife's pussy. It certainly was a hot sight, and I certainly couldn't blame Tanu for masturbating his five inch penis almost violently as he watched. The camera was zooming in, showing David and Ashwarya's coupled loins as they wickedly fucked each other hard.
David and Ashwarya were sharing deep, tongue-twining kisses as they lustily mated, alternated by David taunting Tanu that he was going to come in Tanu's wife and knock her up. Then he groaned as he came, filling her with his seed. The camera came in to get a closeup of the creampie, of David's semen oozing out of Ashwarya's dripping, well-fucked cunt.
And I understood what it was that Tanya wanted me to see...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, April 11th, 9:00am. Cindy and I came to Atlanta Police Headquarters. We had our TCPD badges but no guns, and I said we had an appointment with Detective Amanda Beale. A few moments later a fit, attractive black woman came up to us, wearing civilian clothes.
"I'm Detective Beale." she said, then introduced the uniformed Officer behind her. "This is Sergeant Larry Taylor." We shook hands all the way around, then were escorted to Detective Beale's desk in a room not unlike our MCD.
"We've been in touch with the LAPD." said Amanda Beale as we sat down in a conference room that could double as an interrogation room. "Their serial killer stopped his spree out there not long after you showed them the pattern. They don't know if he observed them trying to trap him and stopped, or if he's the same guy and just decided to come to Atlanta."
"And you're sure it's a man?" Cindy asked. Detective Beale looked weirdly at her.
"Virtually 100% of all serial killers are men." Beale said.
I said "We happened to have that rare exception of a female Black Widow serial killer... and a female copycat." I was referring to Angela Harlan and Dr. Bonnie Karpathian, of course. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', 'Return of the Black Widow'.)
"Ah, I see." said Detective Beale. "Sergeant Taylor, brief them on what you have."
Sergeant Taylor brought up a map on the monitor, showing a number of 'dropped pins'. "The crimes are being committed in the Druid Hills area. In this area are Emory University, Emory Hospital, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), and the Atlanta V.A. Hospital. The first victims were killed by mailbox bombs. When we started asking residents to leave their mailboxes open and to call if any mailbox is found closed, the killer switched to package deliveries."
"Interesting pattern." I said, taking an envelope out of my sportscoat pocket. "The L.A. pattern was from a paper published by Dr. Stephanie Steele of the University in our Town. This pattern... is from another of her papers, but one that is not yet published. I brought a couple of diagrams that Dr. Steele gave me to show you."
I handed Detective Beale the envelope. She took out the two sheets of paper, then handed them to Sergeant Taylor. He held one sheet of paper up, then compared it to the dots on the screen. "It looks pretty darn close." he said.
"I agree." I said.
"Can we get the full paper from Dr. Steele?" asked Detective Beale. "Perhaps there's a clue within it."
"That's the thing." I said. "The paper's not even written out yet. And it's all theoretical stuff. She'll be glad to send you any diagrams, but she understandably does not want to expose her work before the paper is published."
We discussed some of the aspects of the serial killer's potential future moves, then I asked "By the way, have you talked with the FBI about this?"
Amanda Beale rolled her eyes. "It's funny you should ask that. One of their BAU teams contacted us. This particular group and the Atlanta P.D. does not get along very well, especially since the new Special Agent In Charge took over."
"It wouldn't be Bob Rovers and his group, would it?" I asked.
"As a matter of fact, it would be." said Beale, surprise showing on her face at me naming that name. "The LAPD told him to take a hike. We told them we had nothing on it yet, but they got real pushy about it. I'm not planning to give them this diagram, either."
"Good, I appreciate that." I said. "We've had our own issues with that BAU team."
"Harrumph. Issues." Cindy said sardonically. "They damn near got some of us killed."
"Yeah, there's something not quite right about them." said Beale. "And that reminds me: Commander Troy, an FBI Agent here in Atlanta asked us to let you know that he wants to talk to you. He asked us not to say anything to any other FBI Agents about it, but wouldn't say what it was about."
"What's his name?" I asked.
"Conrad." said Sergeant Taylor. "James Conrad."
"Ah, so desu ka?" I said. "Sure, let's call him, if it's okay to have him meet us here?" Detective Beale nodded her acquiescence.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Half an hour later, FBI Special Agent James Conrad came in. He had light brown hair that he'd let grow long, and a long beard as well. I wondered if he'd been going undercover a lot.
I'd met Special Agent Conrad in North Carolina in the Red Brooke case, and he'd been at Valley Villages during the EMPTY QUIVER event. (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels', Ch. 02.; 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 01.) He'd seemed like a 'good guy' at the time. After introductions all the way around, Conrad talked with me and Cindy privately in the conference room.
"When I saw you in North Carolina, Commander," Conrad said, "I was working with that BAU unit, but I was not formally a part of them. I've stayed here in Atlanta ever since, but I've been assigned to work with that unit several times in various parts of the country, including in your County just a few weeks ago. Peter Page, who you met during the Brooke case, is still with that unit, but they got some new people. Andrew Parsons from Southport was assigned to the unit, though he has no psychological analysis skills... in fact: pardon my language, but he is a real dumb shit if you ask me. Then Bob Rovers was assigned to take over the leadership, and he is as big a jerk as I've ever met in the FBI."
"What about David Rovers?" I asked.
"He's Bob Rovers's brother, so he's not formally assigned to the group." said Conrad. "He supposedly works with them as an advisor on Organized Crime, but that group has not had any involvement with Organized Crime at all."
"So what are they doing?" I asked.
"Counterintelligence." said Conrad. "And that leads to the story I wanted to meet with you and tell you about. Right after Bob Rovers took over, I was contacted about being transferred to work with them full-time. I told my bosses that I had no interest at all in working with them, but I was... 'encouraged' to talk to them. During that interview, Rovers asked a lot of questions about the Red Brooke case, and it was obvious that they really were interested in what I thought of you, Commander Troy."
Conrad continued: "I told them that my impressions of you had been very good, and that you had done very well pursuing and ultimately getting Red Brooke. Then Bob Rovers started asking me if I thought you were loyal, as in loyal to the country. I said that I thought you were as much a Patriot as anyone, and that some people had even thought you were the Guardians of Justice, though obviously that had to be a group of people."
I nodded. "Did they ask about Commander Ross, or my Police or FBI colleagues, or my family?" I asked.
"Just your nephew, Todd Burke." said Conrad. "I was surprised to hear that he was related to you, and I said I didn't know anything about him, which is true. Rovers asked me if I knew anything about Todd Burke's father, Michael Burke, and I said his name had never crossed me professionally, either. After that, Rovers concluded the interview, and I did not hear any more about being assigned to their team."
"But here's the catch." Conrad said, finishing up his narrative. "We had some FBI Agents come here to Atlanta just a couple of weeks ago. I know a couple of their guys pretty well, we went to Quantico together, so their team and me and a couple of Atlanta guys got together for dinner. After a good bit of alcohol was consumed, one of them admitted that he and his teams were a special unit within the FBI, what some of us call 'dark agents' that I've always likened to the CIA's 'cleaners'.
"This guy told me that his boss had turned down an assignment that didn't seem right, so an 'elite' BAU unit had been put together to handle it." said Conrad. "That BAU unit was investigating industrialists and entrepreneurs that were considered 'disloyal'. A couple of CIA Agents had been sent to your Town & County area after investigating an Israeli-related firm in Florida. One agent ended up dead, one arrested for murder, and their mission blown up." (Author's note: 'Moonlight Shadow'.)
"And that special 'elite' BAU unit," said Conrad, "which has turned out to be Rovers's unit, has been assigned to investigate a company called 'BOW Enterprises' to see if their CEO is disloyal, and also to investigate others in that area."
"Wonder who those 'others' would be." I said to Cindy.
"People who carry crowbars." Cindy replied most very astutely.
"I appreciate you telling us this." I said to Conrad. "Watch your back, though. There are some bad actors within several Federal agencies, and they probably would never forgive you if they found out you've been talking to us."
"Oh, I know." said Conrad. "One of my team members was on a Navy SEAL team with a guy named Waring, who was found dead in your home County the other day. And Admiral Keating was my colleague's hero, and Waring's hero, too. So we're all pissed about their deaths. And yes, we're watching our backs, but we're not going to let them stop us. If there's anything you need, just let us know."
"Thanks." I said. We made our goodbyes with Conrad, after setting up some codes we could text each other. Then we made our goodbyes with our new Atlanta Police friends, and agreed to keep in touch over the serial killings.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The time zone change helped as we flew towards City Airport, so it was late afternoon when we landed. As we drove back towards our home Town & County, we talked about the cases.
"Think what Conrad told us is true?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said. "I already knew that his colleague had been in the SEALs with LCDR Waring. And everything he said can be checked out, as well."
"I just wondered if we were being told that stuff as a blind." said Cindy. "But I didn't get a bad vibe from Conrad at all. What is strange is that a serial killer would follow a pattern based upon astronomical research of a professor whose daughter is your daughter's best friend."
"Yep." I said. "Coincidences abound. Just another thing to look into and keep tabs on."
"And why do I get the feeling that we're going to be seeing a certain FBI BAU unit in the near future?" Cindy asked.
"Sounds like you've got the power of the vibe on that, too." I said. "The good news is that we know who they are, so it's not like they can come into our jurisdiction undercover, with us not knowing who they are."
"Unless they've recruited others that we don't know about." said Cindy. "So... are you and Todd their targets?"
"Yes, but not their only targets." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
Yes, that was my daughter greeting me as I came in... after the Town & County Charter meeting. We'd delayed this week's meeting to Thursday, as I was out of Town on Wednesday, and the Rev. Joseph E. Williams had also had a function to attend.
Coincidentally (not), Edward R. Steele came in with me, and Marie greeted him as enthusiastically as Carole did me.
I briefed Stephanie Steele on my meeting with the Atlanta Detectives, and told them that the pattern they were seeing was indeed very similar to the graph in her as-yet-unpublished paper. We agreed to meet and talk about it the next day or over the weekend.
Afterwards, the Steeles took Marie home, and Laura made the astute and motherly observation that it was well past her children's bedtimes. I declined to act as their Court of Appeals on the matter, so after the ritual of tooth brushings and changing into pajamas, I tucked Jim in and got Buddy settled in, then went across the hall and did the same for Carole.
"Daddy," Carole asked as I tucked her in, "why do people like to play golf?"
"Because it's a game, and a challenge, and they like to see how well they can do at it." I replied. "Most games are like that."
"Is being a Detective a game?" Carole asked.
"It's... uh, it's not a game for fun." I said. "What we do is a very serious business."



"It must not be as hard as golf, though." said Carole. "Mommy told Marie's mommy that you are much better at being a Detective than playing golf."
"Well, Carole," I said, "some people are better at some things, and others are better at other things. But being a Detective can be very hard, and you will have to be very good to be a Detective when you grow up. And that means you need to do well in school. And that means you have to get a good night's sleep, right?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said, getting the 'hint'. "Nite nite..."
Part 13 - The Four Crimes
6:45am, Friday, April 12th. Cindy and I brought the coffee cups with The Masters logo to MCD, and issued them to all the Detectives. It is possible that Lt. Rudistan got one also for showing up in MCD.
"Whether Army or Navy coffee, it will taste better in a Masters coffee cup." I told everyone. As Cindy talked to everyone about our day at Augusta National, I took a moment to look at the updated whiteboards, noticing some additions.
Before going into the Chief's Conference Room, I went to my office and sent Coach Spurrier an email, thanking him for the tickets and including the selfie Cindy had taken of us with Mr. Fred Couples.
We distributed more coffee cups to the Command Group, then I presented Sheriff Griswold with the Masters-logo-engraved jigger glass. "Your bourbon will taste better in a Masters shot glass." I told the Sheriff, then explained the situation about the shot glass size. Sheriff Griswold was very happy at this addition to his shot glass collection, and his mustaches twitched merrily.
And then, it was all downhill from there...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, April 12th, from the KXTC anchor desk. "We are following the growing scandal in Midtown. Let's go to reporter Keith Madden in Midtown. Keith!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Keith Madden. "After a whistleblower reported to the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review, the SBI-OER, that Governor Val Jared conducted an illegal phone call with the Federal Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE, State House Democrats have demanded a full transcript of the call. Some Democrats and Republicans are saying that the Governor discussed using the assets of the SBI's new Immigration and Drug Enforcement division, set to begin operations in July, and that that would be illegal because it constitutes using State funds before they are authorized. Let's go to our colleague Tim Sioban with KSB in the City. Tim!""
In an obviously taped interview, Tim Sioban said "We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University's Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change. Dr. Keller, has Governor Jared once again violated the law?"
Keller said "Governor Jared has shown no regard for the law nor the rights of women and undocumented workers, and this is just another example of it. We need the full, unredacted transcript of that call to determine the extent of Governor Jared's willful disregard for the law."
Sioban: "Is it illegal for the Governor to discuss future operations of a unit that has been budgeted for, but will not start up until July?"
Keller: "By making the call on a State Government phone, the Governor has in effect spent State money on an operation and a unit that is not yet constituted nor in operation. Furthermore, immigration is strictly a Federal pervue, and Governor Jared is illegally injecting himself and the State into that Federal jurisdiction, which I believe is criminally unlawful. It will be up to the State Legislature, through the impeachment process, to determine that a crime has been committed by Val Jared."
Sioban: "What about the SBI-OER? Could they investigate and find wrongdoing?"
Keller: "Inspector Britt Maxwell and Lieutenant Norm Chow of the OER are close friends of Commander Donald Troy, who took the Fifth rather than expose Governor Jared's harassment of two women that made credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor. So I don't expect an honest investigation by them. It will be up to the State House, which has been far more honest in their investigations of the Governor's crimes, to carry this investigation through and obtain justice for the People of the State."
"What about another Independent State Counsel?" asked Sioban.
"Tim, we are way past Independent State Counsels." said Keller. "It is time for the State Legislature and State Senate to do the right thing and do their duty, which is to impeach and convict Governor Val Jared and remove him from office. The mistake of electing him must be corrected."
Back to Keith Madden live: "State House Democrats that I have talked to are demanding a Special Session of the Legislature to begin a formal impeachment inquiry into the Governor's phone call. Without that, any witnesses they subpoena can legally refuse to assist or testify in the investigation, and the Governor is encouraging them to stonewall the Legislature, saying that this whole thing is a ginned-up 'witch hunt'. Democrats are threatening to bring Contempt charges against anyone who refuses to testify, including having those charged with Contempt put in jail until they do testify. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina said "I'll bet Commander Donald Troy wishes he knew to refuse to testify before an official impeachment inquiry had been voted upon. And speaking of Commander Troy, so far he has utterly failed to solve four suspicious deaths in our Town & County that occurred last weekend. Sources tell Channel Two News that the FBI has been asked to take over the investigations because they are beyond the abilities of the local Police to solve. As usual, Commander Troy has refused to respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment, and neither Commander Cindy Ross nor the TCPD Public Relations Office will update Channel Two News on the investigations..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"For the record," I said, "Bettina is lying about me again. I could not refuse to testify, because it was not an impeachment inquiry but a continuation of the formal criminal investigation of the Independent State Counsel, which was investigating me as well as the Governor."
"I'll have Captain Thompson call out Bettina for that," Cindy replied, "as well as let everyone know that her continued dishonesty and KXTC employee Lester Holder's racist remarks about your daughter are the reason you refuse to respond to their so-called repeated requests for comment."
"Sound good." I said.
"You think that's going to help anything?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"We call out those liars for their lies." Cindy replied. "It's getting ridiculous."
"Let me consider what to do, before you do anythinnnng." said the Chief. "It might sound like we're picking nits, and whining about the small stuff."
"Chief," I said, knowing this had to be said: "Bettina lied to take a cheap shot at me to make me sound like I'm dumb and I didn't know what was going on. She immediately segued into an attack on the TCPD itself, as being too dumb to solve these crimes we're working on. So yes sir, it will help to call Bettina out, if for no other reason than having our Police Force's collective back in the face of those insults."
"He's right, you know." said the Sheriff, supporting me.
"We also should put out a statement defending the integrity of Britt Maxwell and Norm Chow." I said. "Oh... and just to make sure: y'all didn't call in the FBI while we were gone... did you?"
"Well 'bless your heart', as my daddy used to say." Teresa Croyle said, knowing I'd understand the hidden 'Southern' meaning of that phrase. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Nooooo, we did not call in the FBI." said the Chief. "But we did get some information while you were gone."
"I've 'suggested' to the Detectives that they be ready by 9:00am to get you up to speed on our progress." added Captain Tanya Perlman.
"Sheriff," I said, "what's with this new lie about the Governor?"
"Well, of course it's a frame-up and an outright lie." growled Griswold angrily. "It's not illegal to make a phone call, it's not illegal to talk to the Feds about cooperating to remove illegal persons from the streets, and that part about using future monies is old bullshit that they're trying to drag up again."
"But the Media is chanting the Democrat lies as if they are true," said Teresa Croyle, "and they, the Democrats, the Media, and the Establishment Republicans, are out for blood and really believe they can get Governor Jared impeached and convicted over this. I don't understand it, but political Midtown is at full boil over it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Friday, April 12th. It was a full house in Classroom 'E'. Detectives's tummies were full of doughnuts, washed down with coffee from their Masters coffee cups... except for two of us: I was still using my Airborne School coffee mug, and Sheriff Griswold was using his 'Klingon' mug he'd gotten at a Cosplay Convention at the Civic Center.
In addition to Cindy not being present, there was one other absence, which surprised me: Chief Moynahan was not there. So being in charge, I took charge. "Okay, Captain Perlman, whaddya got?"
"We'll talk about the Audial Security Solutions case first." said Tanya, and I noticed that her eyes were twinkling a bit more than normal... almost as much as Britt Maxwell's eyes always did. "Julia?"
"Thank you, ma'am." said Julia. "Our FBI friends helped us to obtain some data that clearly shows the relationship between Audial Security Solutions, which I can't call by their initials because it spells A-S-S..." The room broke out into laughter, then Julia continued: "... and MegaTech Industries. We'd pieced it together already, but the FBI took the ball and ran with it, and found that MegaTech's Liaison Officer to Audial was a woman named Mai Lin."
"Ohhh, don't keep me in suspense!" I said enthusiastically, realizing where this was going. "Show us a photo of this Mai Lin."
"I told you he'd figure it out!" said Tanya. Julia put the photo of an Asian woman onto the monitor, a woman who strongly resembled porn star Asa Akira... and someone else of my recent acquaintance in the vicinity of an armed nuclear weapon.
"Shimono. Will wonders never cease." I said, using another old Southern phrase. "So she's working for MegaTech?"
"Officially, she's a consultant, no pun intended." said Julia. "But she has worked with MegaTech for a couple of years now."
"Wow." I said, mostly to myself. "And she went after the BOW Enterprises technology that MegaTech was willing to kill for." By that I meant the Mutanix that she had hoped to purloin from Todd Burke and BOW Enterprises... and explode the nuke to destroy BOW Enterprises and my Town & County.
Julia continued: "I'll add that Audial has offices here, ostensibly to work with its University partners, but it also has a small administrative office in the City, in the Cannon Building. We believe that 'Mai Lin' met with David Lang and the other Project Managers over there, so that she did not have to come here."
"And the FBI gave us this information?" I asked. "Freely? and willingly? Team Lazarus?" The reaction to my question was immediate: I noticed a pang of pain on Tanya's face, and looks of awkward discomfort on the faces of some others.
"No sir." said Joanne Warner, with alacrity. "it was the Supervisory Agent of the local FBI Resident Agency that passed this information along to us."
"Nice to have a good hunting buddy, eh?" I said to Joanne, who frequently went hunting with her friend Melina Allgood. Joanne nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I have to add, sir," said Tanya and not happily, "that she provided that information without getting the permission from higher-ups."
"Easier to get forgiveness than permission, eh?" I said, trying to sound jovial. "She had plenty of practice at that... eight years worth of practice." Those would be the eight years of my marriage to Melina, everyone knew.
"Well, it helps to know that." I said. "And it's no suprise that Shimono is working with Indians... she was working with an Indian named Raji during a recent event here in the Town & County." That would be the nuclear weapon incident, and it was Raji's neck I'd broken...
"And Captain Perlman," I added, "I reviewed those tapes you asked me to, and I observed what I think you wanted me to observe... and you are right about that. But lets move on for now: any developments on the competing wills?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Team Lazarus has been very helpful with that. They've begun a very deep Federal investigation of Jefferson Gray, looking for ties to his uncle, Franklin Gray of Superior Bloodlines. Their forensics analysis team has investigated the second will, the one submitted by the Grays and Masterson, and formally reported to Judge Folsom that Mr. Fitch's signature is inconsistent with his normal writing, while the signature on the first one appears to be genuine. What's in the will is also inconsistent with the time frame that it is dated, as well."
"Unfortunately," said Paulina Patterson, "that's not enough to actually disprove the second will as real. Nathan Masterson is being his normal self, a total asshole, and is calling the FBI's results biased and false because of Captain Perlman's engagement to SAC Malone, and her ties to the TCPD, meaning to you and Commander Ross and back to The Vision, yadda yadda yadda."
"Good grief." I said. "What's the likely outcome?"
"Judge Folsom, who is handling this personally," said Paulina, "has the power to choose which will he considers valid, but he and we know that the losing side could tie it up in appeals for years... like the Tolson/Mason insurance claims were tied up in Court for years. The other option is that the Judge declares neither will valid, and that Mr. Fitch died intestate, and thus the State gets to choose who wins, or may choose to keep all that money for themselves. That could be appealed, but it's likelier the two sides would go to some kind of arbitration, and both sides could get something out of it."
"Wouldn't the Grays and Masterson just fight that to the last ditch?" asked Theo Washington. "Especially considering the amount of money that's at stake?"
"You know..." I mused, "that might not be the case, and if Dr. Eckhart and The Vision help Mrs. Fitch with living expenses... which I happen to know will be the case... then she and the charities in the first will can be the walls of granite and hold out. But tell me, Paulina... would busting the Grays for Murder-1 help resolve the case, and quickly?"
Paulina smiled. "Maybe. They'd certainly not be allowed to collect. But Mrs. Fitch could still be shut out if the Judge goes for the intestate ruling."
"Maybe not." I said. "If the Grays are in prison, or put to death at Jacksonville State Prison, Masterson and the people behind him have no claim on the money, so they lose interest and move on, allowing Mrs. Fitch to win at arbitration. In any case, everyone, we need to prove the murder."
"How, sir?" asked Theo.
"With good interrogation techniques." I said. "Which I might add will also be used to crack open the David Lang case, pun not intended. Okay, anything else on the other cases?"
"No sir." said Roy McGhillie. "We went through everything Dr. Christian had in his office, and digitally copied everything to do with the Consultant of Crime into the servers. With respect, sir, I am about as sick of Pastor Westboro as you must be."
"Oh, I never tire of Pastor Westboro." I said. "Especially since he's dead now. But the knowledge you have gained, Detective McGhillie, will help you greatly in your career. Studying cases of the past help solve crimes of the future, and there is no better study than the work of the Consultant of Crime. Okay, off the soapbox. So you didn't find anything?"
"No sir." said McGhillie. "Dr. Christian left nothing that suggested he'd found Westboro's lost fortune, or if it even exists..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"See how you like this." Cindy said, handing me a typewritten (actually laser printed) sheet of paper. "Captain Thompson put out the statement about Bettina, then one on why you won't talk to them. Every news outlet except KXTC has asked for you to put out a direct statement confirming what he said as your own sentiments."
"And they are." I said as I read the statement. "but it's not strong enough." I spent the next three minutes making the statement much, much stronger, then printed it out and handed Cindy the sheet with my initials in ink pen ink.
"I'll have to run it by the Chief." said Cindy. "He approved the watered-down version, and I think he's hoping this will go away. He also thinks we should let the SBI-OER defend their own honor."
"Their shots at me are one thing." I said. "But the shots at the TCPD are inexcusable and must be countered. And we need to defend Britt and Norm because of this new thing with the Governor. This so-called 'whistleblower' went to someone in their Office, and they're going to be in charge of the initial investigation."
"So why did pencil-dick... er, pencil-neck Keller attack them?" Cindy asked. "They're not going to lie, either way... are they?"
"No, they're honest above reproach, which is why Keller is attacking them." I replied. "Trying to frame the outcome, like they tried to force my testimony to incriminate Jared, and if I spoke the truth then it would be called a lie. Keller is trying to rig the game again."
"The truth doesn't matter to Jared's enemies." said Cindy. "I just don't understand why people can't see through this."
"Many do, but won't speak up and say anything." I said. "I often wondered if I was the only one seeing it... and then Jared got re-elected, defeating the most corrupt politician in State history, Jack Lewis, showing me that the People do see the corruption. And in the privacy, secrecy, and anonymity of the voting booth, they'll do the right thing."
"Then," I continued, "I realized that people don't stand up and speak out, that it takes something they don't have to do that, especially to stand up to the Swamp and fight it, and that those who are willing to do so are threatened, and they and their families are attacked... like U.S. Congressman Gowron and U.S. Senator Nunn, and Governor Jared. And some didn't survive, like Admiral Keating and LCDR Waring."
"And one day..." I went on, "the People are going vote against the most corrupt politician in all American history, and instead elect a President that the Swamp told them to vote against, a President that will stand up to the evil and the corruption. And then those enraged Swamp Elites are going to do everything they can to thwart the will of the American People and destroy that President. What's going on now with us is just a prelude, a child's game in comparison to the viciousness and ugliness with with the Elitists and their Media allies will attack that President, and thus wage war upon the American People and the Constitution..."
"I'll go run this by the Chief." Cindy said, pretty much ending my soliloquy.
"After you do, come back here." I said. "Let's talk about these cases..."
Part 14 - The Iron Crowbar Interrogates
My Detectives are good. They are well-trained, and by the likes of Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Captain Perlman, and of course myself. But there is one area that they are not up to the level that I'd like them to be: interrogations. Good, clean, interrogations that get results. And I bear and take responsibility for that; if the learner didn't learn, the teacher didn't teach. So now it was time to teach some more.
"Jefferson Gray was denied bail." Paulina reported. "Judge Nance took a lunch hour on Wednesday, and Folsom snuck in and did the bail hearings himself. We showed the family link to Franklin Gray and the FBI's initial observations on that second will, and that Jefferson Gray is an extreme flight risk. Rhonda Gray got bail set at $1 million, and it was met almost immediately by Nathan Masterson, but we don't know who is behind him on that. She has ankle monitoring, though, and is at home."



"Let's send someone to go get her." I said. "And let's get Franklin Gray into an Interrogation Room, as well." Captain Perlman got on the phone to relay those orders.
"Okay, Washington, Geiger," I said to the two Detectives that were sitting in the Monitor Room with us, "how would you go about getting the truth out of this?"
"With respect, sir, specifically what?" asked Theo. "The fraud of the will? Or proving murder in the first degree?"
"Both." I said. "Get proof of one, and the other will follow."
"Sir," said Geiger, "in Vice we'd try to work one suspect against another. So I might try pitting the Grays against each other."
"To this point in time," Paulina said, "I've seen nothing that would suggest there is any problem between the Grays. Rhonda Fitch Gray seems to be as hateful of her mother and dead set on leaving her mother without a dime as she is obtaining all that money. Jefferson Gray may actually be the less passionate one in all this, though he's outwardly the hothead."
"Excellent observations." I said to Paulina. "But I think there's something else, another thing we can key on..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Monitor Room was full, with Captains and above pulling rank for seats, so the interrogations were being shown on the screen in Classroom 'E', as well. I entered Interrogation-1 with Theo and sat down opposite Rhonda Fitch Gray and her attorney, Nathan Masterson.
After re-reading Rhonda her rights, I said "I know you've been interviewed already, Mrs. Gray, but I have a few questions to ask, in an attempt to clear up some things. First, being your parents's only child, why did they cut you out of the first will your father made?"
"Because my batty old mother poured poison into my father's ears." Rhonda said spitefully. "She told him I was trying to steal his money, then after my husband and I began dating, she told him that Jeff was a bad man and a bad influence on my father."
"So your father had a good relationship with you?" I asked. "And with your husband?"
"It was, but he started believing the crap that my batty old mother told him." Rhonda said.
"Enough that he made a new will and disowned you." I said.
"That was my mentally unstable mother's doing." Rhonda snarled.
"So how did you get your father to change his mind, and write a new will with you and your husband as the sole beneficiaries?" I asked.
"We talked to him, when we got the chance, when Mother was away or fell asleep." Rhonda said. "He finally saw that she had been lying to him about us all these years, so we brought in a lawyer who helped Father write a new will."
"Who was that lawyer?" I asked incisively. For the first time, Rhonda got a bit flustered.
"Oh, I don't remember... who was it?" she asked. She looked at Masterson and said "He was from your law firm. Do you remember his name?"
"I think it was Max Chambliss." said Masterson with oily, practiced smoothness. He turned to me and said "I'll check up to make sure."
"You do that." I said with reptilian flatness. "In the meantime, Mrs. Gray, when exactly did you and your husband have this lawyer rewrite your father's will for him?"
"Oh, it was... two years ago, maybe more..." Rhonda said, sounding very unsure.
"Hold on." said Masterson, stopping Rhonda from talking further. "First of all, Troy, Mr. Fitch rewrote his own will, so your question is deceitful and disingenuous. And second, you can find the date on the correct and legal will that I have probated on my clients's behalves."
"I'd just like to hear that confirmed by Mrs. Gray." I said. "It would be a strong point in her favor if she tells me the exact dates, or even close." Then I lowered my voice and said more menacingly: "But it's definitely a problem if she can't."
I then said brightly: "But enough of that for the moment. I have a couple of other questions. Mrs. Gray, you graduated from County High?"
"Yes." said Rhonda.
"What does that have to do with anything?" snarled Masterson.
"I'm getting there." I replied. "Mrs. Gray, did you go to college?"
"No." said Rhonda.
"Did you apply to go to college?" I asked.
"No." Rhonda said. "My grades weren't good enough."
"So you enlisted in the Army, is that right?" I asked.
"Don't answer that." said Masterson. To me he said "Once again, what is the relevance of this line of questioning?"
"I want to be clear on your client's career." I said, my eyes boring into Masterson's. "It shouldn't be a problem asking about her enlistment in the Army... should it?"
Masterson reluctantly turned and nodded to Rhonda to answer the question. Rhonda said "Yes, I did."
"And what happened?" I asked.
"It didn't work out." said Rhonda. "I barely made it through Basic, then didn't make it through AIT. So I got an Entry Level Separation. No shame in that."
"No, there's not." I said agreeably. "What field did you apply for?" I asked. "What was your MOS?"
Rhonda said "68C-------"
"Okay, that's enough." growled Masterson. "I want to talk to my client... alone."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, Amit has been brought to I-2." said Lieutenant Rudistan as Theo and I came out of the anteroom into the hallway.
"Thanks." I said. "What about Ashwarya and Tanu?"
"We're fetching them now, sir." said Rudistan with great joviality.
"Fetching?" I asked with equal joviality. "You been reading English crime novels, Rudistan?" Rudistan laughed and admitted that he had been Agatha Christie novels.
"All right." I said. "Theo, when Masterson is done trying to indoctrinate Rhonda Gray in there, text me to let me know. Let's get Julia in here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into I-2 with Detective Julia Rodriguez and sat down opposite Amit and his attorney Chip Blake, who tried to give Julia his toothy, winning smile. Julia smirked, unimpressed. I re-read Amit his considerable rights.
"Amit," I said, "we need to talk. I am simply not clear on all of this."
"I have told you everything." said Amit, trying to make his voice sound agitated and desperate, I could tell. "I have answered all of your questions. I know it is a horrible thing, but it was an accident and I was not trying to kill him. I was just trying to help------"
I held up my hand to stop his runaway talking, and said "I know, I know. You've answered the questions. But there are a few things I need clarification about."
"What things are those?" asked Chip Blake. "My client has cooperated fully with your investigation, and has been subjected to hours of interrogation. It should be clear what happened, and that this is a tragic but understandable mistake------"
I held up my hand again. "Then your client should have no problem wanting to help me clear this matter up for him. But Amit, there are some... 'strangenesses' about the whole thing, are there not?" Julia could not help but grin at the word 'strangenesses'... she knew what that meant when I uttered the word.
I said "So let's start from the top: you said you heard Ashwarya crying for help, and went to investigate what was happening, is that right?"
"Yes." said Amit.
"And you were in your apartment at the time?" I asked.
"Yes." replied Amit.
"One thing that is bothering me about this case, Amit," I said, "is that you said you did not recognize your boss from work at first. Now how can that be?"
"Uh... uh... I only saw the back of his head, which was next to Ashwarya's face." said Amit.
"From where did you pick up the statue with which you hit Mr. Lang on the head?" I asked.
"It was on the dresser in the bedroom." said Amit.
"So let me see if I have this straight." I said. "You looked into the bedroom first, saw that there was a man on top of Ashwarya, and then went inside, looked around, got the statue, and hit Lang on the head?"
"It... it happened so quickly." said Amit. "But I think that is what happened."
"Did you see Tanu in the room, either before you entered it or when you entered it?" I asked.
"Yes, I saw him in the chair, tied up." said Amit. "That is why I thought it was seriously bad."
"And did Tanu see you as you came in?" I asked.
"I... I really don't know." said Amit. "I was trying to see how I could help Ashwarya..."
At that point, the lawyer Chip Blake finally intervened: "Commander, what is the point of this line of questioning?"
"Why, just to get clear on what happened in there, Mr. Blake." I said. "Okay, Amit, I'll have some more questions for you later. Right now, Mr. Blake, you're going to be needed to represent Tanu and Ashwarya as I talk to them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanu was now being brought into I-A. Chief Moynahan was in the anteroom.
"Soooo, Commander," he drawled, "I can see where you're looking for something to show the first will is the correct one. But do you really think we have a shot to prove murder in that case?"
"Yes sir." I said. "In fact, Rhonda Gray has already fucked up. And that just might get her husband to recant his invocation of his Fifth Amendment rights."
"And what about these young people that went a little too farrrr in their fun and games?" asked the Chief.
"If only all our cases were this easy, Chief." I replied.
"Easy!" Julia gasped.
"Oh yes." I said. "In fact... let's have a few minutes of instructive conversation with the cuckold husband, shall we? We may have an ironclad case within the hour." Julia and the Chief just looked at each other in amazement.
Rodriguez followed me inside. Patrolman Johnson was the Uniformed Presence. Chip Blake was representing Tanu. I said "I'm going to read you your rights." and proceeded to do so from the card. Tanu said he understood the rights.
"Okay, Tanu," I said, "I'm a busy man, and I don't want to waste much more time on this case. So you are going to help me get things straight. Let's watch some TV."
A video appeared on the monitor. "Tanu, this is the tape of David and Ashwarya having sex, then Amit appears in the camera with a statue, and hits David on the head. No seeming rush, no agitation, but who am I to discuss how people act and react in an emergency situation? What I want you to notice, Tanu, is that the camera is still, it doesn't move."
"Yes, it was sitting on the dresser." said Tanu.
"And that's where it always sat, when David and Ashwarya were being filmed having sex?" I asked. "No one else operating it?"
"Yes, that is where it sat, always." said Tanu. "Unless she and David were having sex at the office without me, of course."
"Of course." I replied. "And no third parties?"
"No, they were very private tapes." said Tanu. "Ashwarya is very shy, she did not want others watching her have sex with David or myself."
"I see." I said. "Okay, here is another of the tapes of David Lang having sexual intercourse with your wife Ashwarya. We can hear David taunting you on the tape as the camera zooms in to show their joined loins, then moves around to get different angles. My question is: who was operating the camera?"
Tanu almost gasped aloud, then said "A friend."
"Some friend, that you allow to tape another man making love to your wife while you watch... especially after you just told me that your wife did not want others in there with her and David." I said. "Who was that friend? I want a name."
"I need to confer with my client." said Chip Blake.
"No doubt about that." I said. "But before I leave you to it, Mr. Blake, your client just told me that there were no other parties to these sex parties, then he changed his story. One or the other can be considered lying to Police. So you better get it straight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ten minutes later, one quick phone call made and one Coca-Cola Zero consumed, we were back in I-2.
"I need a name, Tanu." I said.
"It... it was Amit." said Tanu. "He operated the camera."
"Thank you." I said. "Okay, moving on to something else that is bothering me: Tanu, did you see Amit when he entered your bedroom and hit Lang on the head?"
"Yes... of course I did." said a confused Tanu. "It was all right in front of me?"
"What was Amit holding in his hands when he came into the room?" I asked.
"Nothing." said Tanu. "He grabbed the Buddha statue from the dresser at the end of the bed and then hit David with it."
"And you saw him pick up the statue?" I asked.
"Yes... yes." said Tanu uncertainly.
"Then would you please explain one thing to me." I said. "Why didn't you call out to Amit before he hit David? Or call out to warn David he was about to get hit?"
Tanu's head literally snapped back as if he'd been physically hit. His eyes looked like those of the proverbial deer in the headlights. I pressed the advantage.
"You could've stopped the whole thing from happening, Tanu!" I said loudly, shaking up the rattled man even further. "You could have stopped Amit from hitting David at all, and told Amit what was really happening! Why didn't you?"
"I... I... I don't know!" Tanu wailed. "It happened so fast!"
"But not so fast you didn't watch Amit walk in and pick up the statue." I said. "C'mon, Tanu... you let Amit hit David, and you were hoping the blow would kill him!"
"NO!" shouted Tanu.
"And furthermore to the point, Tanu!" I all but shouted, "Amit was very well aware that David and Ashwarya were having sex and you were watching. He videoed it! So why did he hit David on the head, and you not do a thing to stop it?"
"Now just a minute!" shouted a discombobulated Chip Blake. After a pause, he said "I need to talk to my client privately."
"And you will get to." I said, getting up. "After your client has been run through Booking. He's under arrest, for conspiracy to commit murder in the first degree. Officer Johnson, take him away..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwww." Julia Rodriguez said as we walked down the hallway towards MCD. "Sir, in order to interrogate a suspect like that, I'd have to put the puzzle pieces together better than I did."
"It'll come to you, in time." I said. "You've done a good job on this case to this point. But we've got one more thing to do, so let's go see Amit again.
We went back into I-2. "Okay, Amit," I said when Chip Blake and Officer Hardy came into the room from the 'jail' side, "let's finish this up. In fact, let's watch some TV." With that, I took the remote and turned on the monitor. A tape began playing.
"Mmm, very steamy. I'm not sure you're old enough to be watching this, Officer Hardy!" I said with a grin. Hardy grinned as I said "Just kidding, Hardy. What you're looking at, Amit, is the videotaping of David having sex with Ashwarya on the day of the crime. The camera is still, not moving; apparently it's on the dresser." Chip Blake said nothing, though he'd just seen me do this to Tanu moments before.
"Now here's an earlier encounter." I said. "No rape roleplay, but David is taunting Tanu while having sex with Ashwarya. She seems to be enjoying it, both the sex and hearing her husband being taunted."
"They enjoyed doing this kind of stuff." said Amit. "Has that not been confirmed already?"
"Oh, many times over." I said. "But you know what's interesting about this particular video? It zooms in on the lovers, getting a good close-up shot of their joined loins, their merged genitals. Then the camera angle moves to capture them... oh yes, that's right... just how is it, Amit, that this camera is moving?"
"I don't know." said Amit shakily.
"I think you do." I said flatly. "I think that, despite what you previously told my Detectives in their questioning of you that you had no knowledge of what was going on between them... it was you operating the camera and filming this sexual liaison! Is that not true, Amit?"
Amit's face fell, then he rallied. "Yes, it is true. What of it?"
"Sooooo," I said, "I think the dots are easy enough to connect, Amit. You not only knew about the Subramaniam's role play, you filmed it! So we're back to my earlier question... how could you not have realized it was David having sex with Ashwarya, like you'd seen them do many times before?"
"I... I need to talk to my lawyer." said Amit.
"That's a popular phrase today, Detective Rodriguez." I said as I got up. Julia and I went into the anteroom.
"And you still haven't hit him, or any of them, with the knowledge that Amit could not have heard Ashwarya crying out from his apartment." Julia said.
"Yeah, I'm saving that one for last... and best." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back to I-1, with Theo. Rhonda Fitch Gray looked sullen. Her attorney Masterson looked angry.
"Why are you keeping my client sitting here for hours?" the legal beagle demanded to know. "Rendition and enhanced interrogation tactics are illegal, you know?"
"Which is why we don't use them here, Jew Hater." I said cooly. "Mrs. Gray, autopsy results show that someone murdered your father. There is a possibility that someone impersonated a hospice staff member. It will go a long way to clearing your name and getting this will business settled if you'll look at some photos and tell me if you saw one of them at the hospice facility."
Rhonda looked at Masterson, who was staring at me in utter disbelief... and trying to figure out what I was doing. I got out my Police iPhone and brought up a photo.
"Have you seen this person?" I asked, showing a photo of Jerry Barsbane.
"No." said Rhonda.
"Him?"... "Him?"... "Her?"... "Him?" I asked, showing photos of Quint Starr, Trent Ridge, Keiko Shimono, and the late Paco Domingo.
"No."... "Er, no."... "No."... "No." Rhonda said. I held the photo of Trent Ridge up for the videocamera monitoring this pleasant conversation to see. Rhonda had reacted to his photo, even though she denied seeing the man."
"Thank you." I said.
"Not much there, except reasonable doubt." said Masterson, meaning it as a jab.
"So you say, Jew Hater." I replied. "So you say..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ashwarya Subramaniam was brought into Interrogation-B. Her attorney was Chip Blake, who I could tell was already tiring from having to represent all these people on this case. Julia and I came in, and Julia read Ashwarya her rights. Patrol Officer Laurer was the Uniformed Presence.
Ashwarya was a beautiful Indian woman, and her large doe eyes were easy to lose oneself in. I idly wondered why she would marry someone like Tanu, as she could definitely 'marry up'. Then I remembered that she and the handsome David Lang had been having a lot of sex. Had it been more than just physical pleasure between them? I wondered. No, I thought to myself, my initial impression of her was correct.
"Madam, my name is Donald Troy and I am the Police Commander here." I said. "I need to ask you a few questions to clear up this unfortunate and tragic situation."
"I've told your Detectives everything I know." Ashwarya said, pretending to try to keep her voice from wailing. "I don't understand why you keep asking me the same questions over and over."
"There are possibly a few things we can still get an understanding of." I said. "For example, when you were having sex with David, you did not notice Amit coming into your bedroom?"
"No, not until he hit David over the head." said Ashwarya.
"So the sex with David was just that good?" I asked. "Or------"
"That is sexual harassment!" yelled Ashwarya. "I am going to sue you!"
"By all means, give it your best shot." I said. Then I hardened my voice to the consistency of iron as I said "You can sue all you like, but this is a criminal investigation of the death of a man with whom you were having sexual intercourse at the time. Not only will you lose that lawsuit, and badly, there could be serious repercussions for you. But by all mean, try it."
"Okay," I said more 'normally', "as I was asking, you didn't notice Amit coming into the room. I have another question: even if you had seen him, were you worried that he was going to hit Mr. Lang on the head and kill him?"



"As I said, I did not see him until he hit David on the head." said Ashwarya angrily. "And I'm only going to answer questions based upon what really happened, not based upon your fantasies!"
"Harrumph." I said. "And mind your tone with me, Mrs. Subramaniam. Okay, let me ask the question another way: had Amit ever watched you have sex with David? Had he filmed or videoed you and David having sex?"
After a pause, Ashwarya said "Yes, he videoed some of our... encounters."
"Okay." I said. "So on the day of the death, you were crying out as if you were being raped, as part of a sexual roleplay scenario?"
"Yes, and I've answered that many times." Ashwarya snarled.
"And you'll answer it every time any of us ask you... or you can take the Fifth." I replied. "My own reason for asking: did you not consider that your neighbors might hear you, and call the Police, or as Amit did, come in to investigate?"
"I did not think I was that loud." said Ashwarya.
"The doors and windows were closed?" I asked.
"The bedroom door was partly open." said Ashwarya.
"So Amit knew that you and David were having sex, since he filmed it." I said. "He knew who David was, since you and Amit were on David'd team at your work. So I can understand that if Amit came in and you did see him, you'd think nothing of it. So why would Amit hit David on the head?"
There was a long moment of silence, with Ashwarya looking at her lawyer. Blake finally spoke: "You can't ask my client what was in the mind of another person, Commander. At best, it calls for speculation. At worst, it puts her in a position where you can twist any answer she gives." He turned and said to Ashwarya: "Don't answer that."
"Okay." I said. "Madam, how long had you been having sexual relationship with David?" I asked.
"For months." Ashwarya said. "We made love in his office at work, then Tanu and I invited David into our home for our roleplay games. It worked out very well."
"And no problems at work arose from it?" I asked. "No friction between David and Tanu?"
"No, David was Tanu's boss, and Tanu knew his place in our relationship." Ashwarya said. I definitely understood the underlying nature of that comment.
"And Tanu had no problem with you and David having sex at David's home?" I asked
"If he did, he never expressed any problems to me." said Ashwarya.
"And Amit?" I asked. "Did you ever have sex with Amit?" I asked. "Oral sex, or intercourse?"
"No, Amit was nothing." Ashwarya said, some spite in her voice. "David was very good in bed, and was very good to me. And Tanu is my husband, and we love each other. Amit? He only wishes he could make love to a woman like me."
"So he was content to film you having sex with David." I said. "Had to be hard on Amit... those were some very hot couplings, if I do say so myself. I can only imagine how hard it must've been on Amit, watching that, filming it, then getting no relief?"
"Your language is inexcusable, and borderline sexual harassment." said Chip Blake. "There is no excuse for using that kind of language in addressing my client."
"Oh, I fundamentally disagree." I said. "I am establishing possible motives for Amit murdering David Lang, and jealousy like that is among those possible motives."
"Amit did not murder David!" Ashwarya spat. "It was an accident, a misunderstanding!"
"So tell me," I said, "how did your sexual relationship with David begin? He came onto you? You onto him?"
"We had a very strong mutual attraction from the time we met at work." Ashwarya said. "I was very receptive to David when he kissed me, which led to having sex on his desk in his office."
"And Tanu was okay with it?" I asked.
"Tanu and I have an open relationship." said Ashwarya. "You wouldn't know anything about that, and there is nothing wrong with it."
"You might be surprised how much I do know about it." I said. "My wife studies these kinds of relationships as part of her work at the University. And one thing I know is that the husband's relationship with the other man, the 'bull' in the vernacular of these relationships, is defined by a few things. If the husband gives permission to have sex with his wife, it's one kind of thing. If he doesn't, it's another... and possibly more abusive. So did Tanu express to David that permission?"
"I don't know." said Ashwarya. "You'll have to ask him that."
"Oh, I'll be sure to, among many other questions." I said. "Did you videotape your first encounter with David in his office?"
"Yes." said Ashwarya. "And Tanu enjoyed the video very much."
"I'm sure he did." I said. "To conclude this questioning, I'm going to ask you to look at some photos of some people. They might be witnesses that can confirm you were heard crying for help that afternoon."
"I don't see how they could, but I will look at them." Ashwarya said.
I flipped through photos of Barsbane, Trent, Quint, and Shimono. "No... no... no... er... no." Ah, she'd reacted to the photo of Keiko Shimono, I noticed.
"Sure you don't recognize any of them?" I asked, peering at Ashwarya.
"Are you done?" Ashwarya demanded to know. "I am tired of answering these pointless, silly questions!"
"I agree." said Chip Blake.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Zippidy-doo-da, zippidy-a." I sang out loud in my office. "Several indictments are a-comin' our way..."
"What do you mean, sir?" asked Captain Perlman, who had joined me, Commander Ross, and Detective Rodriguez in my office.
"The Fitch case, and the Lang case." I said. "Sooooo... who am I about to cold-bust in the Lang case?"
"Amit has charges against him already." said Tanya. "So I'd guess him."
"Let me be more clear." I said. "I am going for murder in the first degree, here. Who am I going to put away for life, if not on the table at Jacksonville?"
"You did establish a motive for Amit." said Julia. "And it's a good one. He might've been very jealous that he was not a part of the sexual festivities, and murdered David when he had the chance."
"You know, that could go for Tanu, too." said Tanya. "Maybe he was jealous of David porking his wife, but was too timid to say anything. Maybe he thought he'd lose Ashwarya to David if he said anything."
"And a beautiful, smart woman like her is certainly worth trying to keep." Cindy said. I barely avoided doing a double-take and peering at her.
"Yes." agreed Tanya. "So he sets up a roleplay scenario, somehow gets Amit to be where he can hear Ashwarya crying out, Amit comes in and Tanu says nothing, and Amit goes for the statue and David's head, legitimately thinking David really is forcing Ashwarya and Tanu into non-consentual sex. Amit kills David, takes Tanu's problem away."
"Good thought." said Cindy. "If memory serves me correctly-------"
"And it usually does!" I said with a wicked grin. A green crowbar was waved in my general direction, but in concession that I'd finally gotten somebody back for doing that to me in the past.
"Touché. Cindy said. "I was going to say that Tanu said that he thought Ashwarya locked the door to the hall, but she hadn't. And the windows were closed when Tanu said he thought they were open, which means Ashwarya might have closed them. So maybe she's implicated in this, though I'm not as sure about any kind of motive."
"So, sir," said Julia Rodriguez, "what do you say? Which one is right?"
I smiled. "The answer is..."
To be continued.
This story is dedicated to the memory of Atlanta Police Officer Larry Taylor, who was also my cousin. He contracted and died of an unknown illness, which may have been Legionnaire's Disease before they knew what that was. May he rest in peace.
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Part 15 - The Teacher Teaching
"... all of them." I said.
"What?!" the three women said at one time.
"Yes, all of them." I said. "It had to be on purpose, and they had to have done it together."
"Before you tell us how you've come to that conclusion," Cindy said, "tell us why they did it."
"I haven't confirmed it yet with the Feds," I said, "but I strongly suspect that David Lang was a mole embedded inside Audial."
"For espionage?" asked Julia.
"Or possibly investigating Audial, and ultimately MegaTech Industries, for something." I replied. "Okay, let me tell you what I'm observing before I endure green and blue crowbar beatdowns."
I settled into my Command Chair and started: "My guess is that David and Ashwarya were playing each other while playing with each other, enjoying each other sexually. At some point in time, MegaTech must've realized that Lang was a mole, and a 'good guy' that was investigating this Big Boy Elite firm. He was embedded in this satellite company, and MegaTech assigned Ashwarya the task of keeping Lang under surveillance, possibly with the idea of using him for disinformation purposes."
"Ashwarya and Tanu did their job with the open relationship sex routine." I continued. "But then something went wrong, and Ashwarya and her little gang were told to eliminate David. Their plan to do so was actually pretty well conceived: they were going to have Ashwarya cry for help, Amit comes in and hits David and kills him, then they say it was a horrible accident. But it was very poorly executed, very sloppy when it came to attention to detail."
"In the first place," I said, "they forgot that Amit had been filming some of the videos, including some of David and Ashwarya at David's place So how could he have failed to know who David was when he came upon that 'rape' scene? And after we learned that it was roleplay, we were confronted with the old 'the dog did nothing in the night time' situation... Tanu did not try to stop Amit from hitting David. That showed me that Tanu is part of the plot, and perhaps he was trying to frame Amit for the crime."
"And then, thanks to Detective Rodriguez's excellent foresight to do some sound testing," I said, "we know that Amit couldn't have heard Ashwarya crying... unless the doors or patio doors to both apartments were open, and even then it was sketchy. So Amit lied, which further implicates him."
"But beyond that, the doors and windows were supposed to be open, but they'd been closed." I said. "Tanu said he'd opened the windows, so that meant someone else had closed them... and that meant that Ashwarya was playing her own game."
"But how are we going to prove this to a jury?" Cindy asked.
"For that," I said, "Detective Rodriguez is going to have to do some very good interrogation work, along with ADA Paulina Patterson." Seeing the look of shock and fear on Julia's face, I said "Now that you have the answer, Julia, I am counting on you to come up with the solution."
"You got this." said Tanya, showing excellent leadership. Julia looked relieved and a bit more confident after hearing that.
Part 16 - Blue vs. Gray
2:00pm, Friday, April 12th. The phone call that I'd made while Tanu and his lawyer were talking was returned, with the information I'd expected to hear. In return, I passed along some information.
Hanging up, I called Theo, and had him meet me in the anteroom to Interrogation-1. When I got there, I told him "Okay, Jefferson Gray has invoked, but we might yet get something out of him. It's going to be tricky, so follow my lead, okay?"
"Don't worry, sir." said Theo. "I'm going to keep my mouth shut, and just learn."
Jefferson Gray had been brought to I-1, and once again we had a large audience in the Monitor Room and Classroom 'E'. Nathan Masterson was representing him, and Lt. Rudistan had pulled rank to be the Uniformed Presence. He always seemed to know the best times to do that, I thought to myself.
I read Gray his rights from the card, though he declined to respond. Masterson said "My client has invoked already. What is the point of this? More harassment?"
"Not at all." I said. "I'm giving your client the chance to confess. I'm giving him the chance to cop a plea."
Masterson broke out laughing. Jeff Gray did not see the humor; he was gaping at me in open disbelief.
"You've gotta be kidding me!" Masterson gasped. "You're bluffing!"
"I never bluff." I said. "I'm going to present the D.A. with a case that will get Jeff and Rhonda Gray sentences to spend the rest of their lives in prison... if they don't get the Death Penalty itself."
Masterson looked from me to Theo and back again, several times. Finally, he sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. "Okay, I can't wait to hear this one."
"Mr. Gray," I began, "you are the nephew of Franklin Gray, who was arrested for a massive number of crimes in association with a White Supremacist group known as 'Superior Bloodlines'. Your father was on the periphery of that group, and you desperately wanted to be a part of it."
I continued: "Superior Bloodlines was blown up like a supernova, and like supernovae it left little remnants, isolated pockets of white race hatred. You knew that a fortune of a hundred million dollars would go a long, long, way to reconstituting your uncle's old group, and even reviving the 'Stormbringer' operation."
I have an uncanny ability: my peripheral vision is not as blurry as most people's. I was looking at Gray, but watching Masterson out of the corner of my eye. And Masterson was unable to hide his reactions at several things I'd said.
"So when you had the chance to acquire your father-in-law's estate through fraudulent means," I said, "you went after it. You arranged to have a false will made that left everything to you and your wife. You acquired deadly drugs from an an associate with military connections. And then Rhonda murdered her father by injecting those drugs into him."
"This is ridiculous." Masterson said. "And a waste of my time. I'm going to get a Court Order to enjoin you from these fraudulent interrogations."
"Mr. Gray," I said, "I cannot advise you to tell what you know, since you've taken the Fifth. But I can advise you that I have one plea deal, and only one, to give out. And when I talk to Rhonda again in a few minutes, and she takes the deal... you are finished."
I got up. "Talk to your lawyer. I hope he gives you better legal advice than you've been getting from him to this point." With that, I exited the Interrogation Room, followed by Theo Washington.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we came out of the anteroom into the hallway, ADA Paulina Patterson came up to us. "Miriam Walters is on the way here." Paulina said. "I'm used to you, but she probably won't like what she's going to see on the tape of what you did with Jefferson Gray, there."
"She'll love me again when I deliver a strong case for her to take to trial." I said as we came to the Monitor Room. "Or better yet, a plea deal after we talk to Rhonda. Anyone want to bet on who will crack first, and take the deal?"
Theo laughed. "Heck, no. After you're done with them, sir, they'll both be begging for a deal."
"You're going to have to show it to me." Paulina said. "I'm not seeing it."
"Oh ye of little faith." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jeff Gray was taken back to his holding cell, and Rhonda Gray brought into I-1 again. This time Paulina came in with me. Miriam Walters had arrived, and was watching in the Monitor Room. Only Captain Tanya Perlman had 'priority' seating over the Town & County District Attorney.
"Why don't I just have my client invoke completely, so we can stop these charades you're harassing my clients with." snarled Nathan Masterson, who was becoming physically tired by now. Tired men make mistakes, and I had no problems wearing Masterson down.
"Before you do," I said, "your client should listen to what I have to say. Mrs. Gray, I know that it was you who injected your father with opiods to wear him down physically, then other drugs which killed him. I know that your motive was partly to defraud his estate of as much as a hundred million dollars, but also to leave your mother penniless and with no means to care for herself."
"You're full of crap!" Masterson exclaimed. "How did my client get these drugs you claim she injected? And how would she know how to inject them?"
"How?" I asked. "She admitted it. She said her military MOS was '68C'... Practical Nursing Specialist. I had her military 'career', such as it was, confirmed through contacts with a Federal Agent, and I also confirmed that Rhonda was in the Town High Vocational Program... for Nursing. She did apply to the University's satellite Nursing Program, but was not accepted due to poor grades in high school. She then tried to go the military route, but washed out... you couldn't hack it, Rhonda."
I bore in: "You were also separated from the Army because you made a number of racist statements. Your Commanding Officer was more than generous in giving you the Entry Level Separation... he could easily have given you a Dishonorable Discharge. But the overall point here... is that you had medical training, and knew enough to inject drugs into your father."
"And where did she get the drugs?" Masterson asked skeptically, though I could see he was growing worried.
"From a man with military Special Forces connections." I said. "A man that Rhonda recognized when I showed her some photos a few moments ago. Yes, Rhonda, you denied knowing who he was, but I could see it in your eyes; they gave you away as much as if you'd said you knew him."
"That'll really fly with a Jury." snarled Masterson.
"Yes. Yes it will." I said. "Especially when I give the Assistant District Attorney here a case she will spoon-feed to that Jury that will have them begging to not only convict her, but to give her the Death Penalty. Now Rhonda, there is only one way you can save yourself from that. ADA Patterson here has one plea deal to give, and it'll either go to your husband, or to you. If I leave this room without a deal from you, I'll be offering it to your husband, and he knows it's his only chance to live."
"That is total crap!" yelled Masterson. He turned to Rhonda and said "Don't listen to a word of that! He's bluffing! Make him take it all the way to trial, and you'll walk free when you're easily acquitted!"
"I'll add one thing before I go." I said. "You were hoping to cut your mother out of the will and leave her penniless. But that is not going to happen. Even if your will was accepted as the valid one, which it won't be, your mother will be cared for. Your father had friends, good friends, and one of those friends has a lot of money... more money than he could hope to spend in his lifetime. So your ploy on that will fail, so you might as well take the plea deal and confess everything."
"No more!" yelled Masterson, rising to his feet. "Get out! I want to talk to my client! Now!"
"Sure, Jew Hater." I said, also standing up, and being sure to 'front' him. "Talk to your client, though I suggest she be the one to do the talking and tell you what to do." With that, I left the room, followed by Paulina.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Masterson talked to Rhonda, I had her taken back to her holding cell. This time I made sure that they were bringing her husband down the hall to the Interrogation Room, such that they'd cross paths. They did not speak to each other, but I saw the fear in her eyes become the fear in his. Good. Most very good, I thought to myself.
This time, District Attorney Miriam Walters came in with me. I'd briefed her to the extent that I was able about the situation, and to say she was skeptical would be a vast understatement. But she was going along with me, for now. Good. Most very good...
Lt. Rudistan and Patrolman Drew were both present, which surprised Masterson, though he said nothing.
"So!" I said to Gray as we sat down opposite him and Masterson, "what's it going to be?"
"Don't say anything." said Masterson.
"Shut up." said Gray. To me he said "What are you offering?"
"That is not a confession to anything!" Masterson spluttered. "I need to talk to my client---"
"Shut up!" yelled Gray. "You should already have asked what their terms are and let me decide! Now either do your job and represent me, or get the fuck out!"
"If you won't listen to good legal advice," said Masterson, getting up, "then I can't help you further." As he was leaving through the 'jail side' door, I said "Lt. Rudistan, escort Masterson to Interrogation-A. He is not to leave the building. If he tries, arrest him and put him through full booking."
"Yes sir!" Rudistan said jovially. Masterson was shocked.
"You staying or going, Jew Hater?" I asked. Masterson walked out.
"Do you want new legal representation?" I asked Jefferson Gray.
"Not yet." said Gray. "What are you offering?"
"Twenty years, straight-up, no parole." I said. "In exchange for your truthful confession, and you testifying against your wife and possibly others in connection with the will fraud case."
"What others?" asked Miriam Walters, her beady black eyes boring into me.
"Tell you in a minute." I said.
"I want one more thing." said Gray. "I need protective custody. Serious protective custody."
I agreed, then asked: "You give up your Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination, including testifying in Court?"
"Yes." said Gray.
"Let's hear it, then." I said as D.A. Walters began filling out the agreement form.
Gray said "There's not a lot to tell. You're exactly right on all of it. My father and I had wanted to be part of what my uncle was doing with Superior Bloodlines, but my uncle kept us out. Franklin told my father Jefferson, Sr. that if anything happened, he wanted my father to be clean. My uncle told me he didn't want me involved because I was an idiot, and not good enough for them. He called me 'Fredo', after the dumb Corleone brother in The Godfather ."
"Obviously your uncle's words did not keep you away." I said.
"No." said Gray. "I really wanted to do something that would show that I was good enough. After my uncle showed that he was the real idiot, and was arrested as Superior Bloodlines was being crushed, there was a group of people who escaped you, Mr. Iron Crowbar. They vowed to re-constitute Superior Bloodlines, but not so much as a race-based organization. It would be a group of leaders that would bring Order to the People."
"In other words, control of them." I said.
"Pretty much." said Gray. "Some of these people contacted me, and said I could be useful and would show my uncle that he'd misjudged me. My reward would be that I would become a Grand Dragon in a new Ku Klux Klan, which would put the niggers in their place, mostly in graves. They told me what I had to do, and it was easy enough... acquire $100 million to start up the organization again."
Gray continued: "They also brought Rhonda into the fold; in fact, she was more enthusiastic about it than I was. I didn't care for my mother-in-law; she was the reason my father-in-law cut Rhonda out of his will; but I didn't wish her harm, either. Rhonda, though, wanted to make sure her mother suffered. So she wrote up a will and forged my father-in-law's signature, which gave Rhonda and me total control of her father's estate."
"She wrote the will herself?" I asked.
"I'm not sure. I don't know anything about how it got written." said Gray. "Rhonda took care of that, as well as getting the opiods she injected into her father during her visits."
"Did she inject the final, fatal drug cocktail?" I asked.
"I don't know for sure." said Gray. "I don't think so. I was told it was fast-acting, and Rhonda was with me all night. For plausible deniability..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chip Blake came in with Rhonda Fitch Gray, who was escorted by Patrol Officer Laurer. "What did you do with Masterson?" Blake asked.
"We're showing him the full extent of our hospitality." I said. "Have a seat." Blake did so. I introduced D.A. Walters, then just looked at Rhonda and said "Well?"
Rhonda said "What are you offering?"
"That's not an admission of guilt." Blake started, but he shut up when I glared at him.
I said "Death off the table. 25-to-life with possibility of parole. Best I can do for murder in the first degree."
"I did not kill my father." Rhonda said.
"You may not have made the final injection of lethal drugs, but you did make the prior ones that debilitated him." I replied. "But I'll offer 25 years, no parole, keepaway status so that you don't get murdered in jail. Best I can do."
Rhonda most very wisely took the deal. I took out my Police iPhone and brought up Trent Ridge's photo. "Is this the man that gave you the drugs?"
"Yes." said Rhonda. "I wasn't going to admit it, but he's the guy."
"What's his name?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Rhonda. "That's the truth. He told me to call him 'Team Leader', as if it was his name."
"Were there others that contacted you, or you them?" I asked. "Maybe a young loser?" I was thinking of Jimmy Tolson as I spoke.
"No." said Rhonda. "Just 'Team Leader', at least in the past few months. Before that, Jeff had friends in his uncle's organization, but they were all treated like little shits by his uncle and the other big boys in that group.
"Did you actually meet with 'Team Leader'?" I asked.
"Twice. At the Sunrise Hotel, south of Town." said Rhonda. "That's when he gave me the drugs and the needles to inject them. And he pretty much forced himself on me and fucked me both times we met, but I didn't mind: he was good looking and he was a pretty good fuck, better than my husband, for sure."
Miriam Walters seemed shocked by Rhonda's lewd talk, but it didn't bother me a bit. I said "He's the one that went into the Hospice disguised as a male nurse and injected your father with the deadly drugs?"
"I don't know." said Rhonda. "The plan was ready to go, we had the will ready to probate. That's when I got the instructions to start giving my father the opiods, and he started physically declining immediately."
"And that didn't bother you?" asked D.A. Walters. "He was your father..."
"He stopped being my father the day Jeff and I got engaged." said Rhonda. "He and my batty old mother despised Jeff. Then they realized that I share Jeff's views of a world without niggers, and they disowned me. So I say fuck them."
"So these others?" I said, showing Rhonda a number of other photos, including those of Tolson, Dick Granger, and Edward Blassingame. "You never saw any of them?"
"That older guy in the suit looks like someone I saw on TV a bunch of times." Rhonda said. "But I never saw him myself. And I didn't see any of the others."
"None of them?" I asked. "Who created the will for you? You guided you through this entire process from the legal end?"
Rhonda hesitated, and then answered...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right." I said to Miriam Walters as we came out of the anteroom into the hallway. "You've got two plea deals, saving the taxpayers of the County the expense of trials."



"Very well done, Commander." Miriam said. "I do have one question: why 25 years for her, and 20 for him?"
"I wanted her to have 25-to-life," I said, "but I realized that there's considerable reasonable doubt about her being the one that injected the final potion that killed her father. But I definitely wanted her to have more. My mother and sister have a family feud going, but I don't think my sister hates my mother to the point she'd try to starve her by leaving her with nothing. But Rhonda Gray... there was some serious hatred there, and evil, in what she did..."
After a moment of reflection, I came back and said "So! Would you like to watch me have a philosophical exchange of ideas with Mr. Masterson?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into I-A alone. Masterson was pacing the floor, and Lt. Rudistan was blocking the door to prevent the legal beagle from leaving.
"Have a seat." I said, doing so myself. Masterson eyed me warily, then sat down on the other side of the table.
"What the hell are you doing, keeping me here?" Masterson growled.
"I am going to read you your rights." I said, then did so from the card. I added "You are an attorney, but you have the right to have someone else as your legal representation. Do you want to bring in someone to represent you?"
"No." said Masterson. "I want you to tell me what the hell is going on!"
"That's simple enough." I said. Then I bore in on Masterson and said "The charges are fraud, extortion, theft by deceit, and conspiracy to commit murder in the first degree."
"What?!" Masterson practically screamed, though a look of utter fear was etched upon his features. Rudistan showed his surprise by looking even more jovial than he usually did.
"I'm not the dumbest rock in the box, Masterson." I said. "It was you who created that false will, you who led the Gray's through the process, you who told your Big Boy superiors about the Fitch fortune and how it could be stolen for use by your organization!"
"Of course I drew up the will!" thundered Masterson. "I'm a lawyer. That's what lawyers DO! Everything I did was legal, and at the request of my clients. Your fantasies of impropriety will never hold up in Court---"
"Until the Grays testify against you." I said. "Which they are going to do as part of their plea bargains."
"Bring it on, asshole!" Masterson yelled. "It's my word against two dirtbags that would tell any lie to save themselves from your intimidation tactics! It won't be them versus me on trial... it'll be you and your murderous Police brutality tactics on trial!"
He moved to the door. Rudistan blocked his way. Masterson turned to me and said "Well? Am I under arrest? Either arrest me or get your gorilla out of my way."
I nodded to Rudistan, who let Masterson leave. Rudistan looked at me and said "You're not arresting him, sir?"
I nodded, then said "Mr. Rudistan, you're one of the good guys. You don't go to sleep every night of your life, wondering when you're going to wake up with me standing there, hovering over you, ready to end your world as you know it. But Masterson?" I smiled a wicked smile as I said "His nights of peaceful sleep... are 'ovah'. He knows I'm onto him, he knows I'm coming after him."
Rudistan laughed. "I almost feel sorry for the son of a bitch. Almost..."
Part 17 - Teachable Moments
"Okay," I said to Detective Julia Rodriguez, "Amit and Tanu will be yours, but I'm going to take the lead with Ashwarya. I have a suspicion that she is involved much more deeply in something than those two hamheads. But I want you in there, to hear it."
"Yes sir." said Julia. We went into Interrogation-2. Patrol Officer Laurer was the Uniformed Presence, and Chip Blake, who was also becoming tired as the day wore on, was Ashwarya's legal representation.
"So what was your relationship with David Lang, besides his sexual partner?" I asked. "Part of his research team? His personal assistant?"
"Some of both." Ashwarya said.
"How so?" I asked. "What does that mean?"
"I was not his secretary," said Ashwarya, "but as his lead researcher, I helped him write the team's papers, and made sure he had the information he needed to make his presentations to our clients."
"I see." I said. "Okay, Ashwarya, we're going to stop wasting time." I took out my Police iPhone and brought up the photo of Keiko Shimono. "Who is she? And don't tell me you don't know: you recognized her when I showed you her picture the other day, even though you lied and said you didn't know her."
"You'll never be able to prove that to a Jury." said Chip Blake.
"Who is she, Mrs. Subramaniam?" I said, simply ignoring Chip Blake as being 'unimportant'. "I'm thinking that she was your competition for David Lang's love and a place in his bed. Am I right?"
Ashwarya visibly reacted to that. "Okay, her name is Mai Lin. She was our client's liaison to our projects. She met with David and the other project leaders in the City. If David was having sex with her, it was their business."
"Did she ever come to the offices here, in this County?" I asked.
"Not to my knowledge." said Ashwarya. Yeah, it was likely Ashwarya didn't know about the EMPTY QUIVER incident, I thought to myself.
"You need to come correct about her, Ashwarya." I said. "I happen to know, for a fact, that this woman is a longtime espionage agent, and she steals technology from companies. It is more than a little possible that she and David were working together to steal MegaTech Industries technology... or perhaps she was working with you, Ashwarya... and that means his death is going to be investigated as far more than a mistake based upon sexual roleplay. We're talking murder in the first degree, Ashwarya. And Tanu and Amit won't be the ones charged with that... you will be the one to go down for it."
"Are you kidding me?" Chip Blake roared. "That's a load of crap!"
"Yes, you are out of your mind!" Ashwarya shouted angrily, losing the pretense of wailing and being upset.
"David bought an engagement ring." I said, showing a photo of the ring, tagged as evidence. "You're already married, and in a roleplay relationship with David; ' nothing promised, no regrets', as the ABBA song goes." (Author's note: ABBA's 'Voulez Vous'.) "So, who was the ring for? Mai Lin, perhaps?"
I went on, boring in: "And you became jealous, and tricked your husband and that poor bastard Amit into this plan to murder David. I'll add that it was you who closed the patio doors and windows so that Amit's story of hearing you cry for help would be seen as bogus. You set him up to kill David, out of jealousy and revenge!"
"That is not true!" Ashwarya yelled.
"Then tell me what is true!" I said harshly. Then I said more softly. "Yeah, you're right, that was thin... though you really did close the doors and windows to make Amit look like he was lying. So... perhaps I'll just tell you what really happened, and you can just correct me where I go astray, okay?" I could almost feel the Monitor Room 'getting lit' at that.
"You, Amit, and Tanu were hired by MegaTech Industries out of school." I said. "You were all asked to take employment under their satellite company, Audial Security Solutions, and you did. Your research, your real research, was to develop listening devices in the 'Alicia' smart device in people's homes, and also listening devices in MegaTech's home security devices... so that MegaTech and the Government could listen in on the private conversations of American Citizens."
I was on it, I could tell... more from Chip Blake's reaction than Ashwarya's. I pressed on: "David Lang was brought in, also. At some point in time, you three were assigned to his project team. You, Ashwarya, began a sexual relationship with David. Perhaps your first intent was to gain a claim of sexual harassment upon him; you certainly were quick enough to try to accuse me of that in our interrogations. But that fell apart when you found out that he had videotaped your sexual couplings, which clearly showed you kissed him first and went for him, not the other way around."
"You lie." said Ashwarya.
"Do I, now?" I said. Then I continued: "But David then made a mistake... a fatal one. See, I've corroborated that David Lang was actually an FBI Special Agent, in their Counterintelligence group. He originally was inserted to find foreign agents attempting to steal MegaTech technology, but he soon found out what MegaTech was really doing, and that the company itself was the espionage problem... on our Nation's own People."
"David thought he had you broken to his fist, that your worshipped him, or at least worshipped his...well, you worshipped him sexually." I said. "So he tried to recruit you into helping him find the mole... not realizing that you were the mole! I think they made a TV show about that once."
"Anyhoo," I went on, "you notified your MegaTech Industries superiors about who David really was. And they gave you this absolutely idiotic plan to ensnare David into roleplay sex with you, and then Amit would come in and kill him, and you'd all say it was just a horrible, tragic accident."
"Oh my God." whimpered Chip Blake. "I'd heard rumors of the stories you like to make up, Iron Crowbar... but I didn't think they were this fantastical!"
"Oh, the 'fantasy' has been completely on the side of Ashwarya, Tanu, and Amit." I said. "But now, reality is setting in. It's murder in the first degree, industrial espionage, and I imagine we'll find a few new things as the FBI investigates much, much more deeply."
More deeply than David's large cock got into Ashwarya's fine pussy, I thought to myself, but wisely didn't say it out loud.
Chip Blake looked like he'd eaten something rotten. He said shakily "I need to talk to my client, alone."
"Sure thing." I said. "Oh, Ashwarya... the District Attorney has only one plea deal available, and she's inclined to give it to Amit or Tanu rather than to you. Think about it." With that, Julia and I got up and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, I had a Patrol Officer inform Chip Blake that we were going to interrogate Amit again. He went into the other hallway, but it was several minutes before he came into I-1, where Amit was, with Patrolman Hardy the Uniformed Presence.
"He's all yours." I told Julia. "Here, wear this earbud. I'll speak into your ear if something comes up." Julia nodded and put the earbud in, then she and Paulina went through the anteroom and into I-1. As I was about to go into the anteroom and watch, Mary Milton came up to me.
"Sir," she said, "Miltie is downstairs. He asked me to tell you that Chip Blake has been texting Nathan Masterson's phone for the last few minutes. Masterson left here and drove down to Coltrane County, and is at the Lake Ocheekobee Country Club right now."
"Thanks." I said. I then went into the Monitor Room and took up the mike and headphones. "Julia," I said, "Amit might try to plead to manslaughter and take the blame. Don't let him; they're all in on it." I then headed out and went into the anteroom to watch. It was easier on my back to stand up than have to sit in those dreadful Monitor Room chairs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's Commander Troy?" asked Chip Blake.
"I'm not sure who's going to be the more insulted." Julia Rodriguez replied. "Me, since you're implying I can't land this fish myself; or Commander Troy, who doesn't bother with lightwork like Amit... and you."
"Har har." Blake said derisively. "Get on with it... or don't."
"Okay, Amit," Julia said, "it really is all over for you. No jury in the world is going to believe it was an accident, that you didn't see who David was. It's not manslaughter, it's murder in the first degree."
"And I'm going for the Death Penalty." Paulina said.
"I am authorized on behalf of my client," said Chip Blake, "to offer to plead guilty to the lesser charge of manslaughter, in exchange for my client being the only one charged, and we ask for protective custody while he's in prison." Amit looked at Blake, stunned. Paulina looked at Julia, who laughed out loud.
"I'm sorry, I shouldn't laugh at such a critical thing." Julia said. "But it really is funny if you think we're at the manslaughter or plea deal stage. You committed murder, Amit! And we know you did it at the bidding of Ashwarya, whom you are hopelessly in love with. She has you wrapped around her little finger, and she used you to get rid of David. Your only hope not to die on the table at Jacksonville is to come clean."
Chip Blake leaned over and whispered something to Amit, who nodded. Then he asked to talk to Amit privately.
"Mr. Blake," Julia said, "we're bringing in Tanu next. He might take the plea deal, which is the only one we're offering. You can talk to Amit here, or you can represent Tanu..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanu was brought in, having crossed paths with Amit in the hallway to the holding cells. Tanu looked very scared, and Julia did nothing but add to his worries.
"Okay, Tanu," Julia said, "it's over. It wasn't an accident. We know you tricked Amit into killing David for you. You could've warned Amit; you didn't. You were deeply jealous of David; he was enjoying sex with your wife, and she was loving it from him. In fact, Tanu, we found an engagement ring in David's apartment."
She showed Tanu the photo of the ring in evidence, then said: "Now we know David didn't have another girlfriend, and he didn't need one; he was banging your wife whenever he pleased... sometimes at his place, sometimes in front of you. I'm sure David was really getting off that he was having sex with your wife while you watched, knowing that he was getting it behind your back, too... and knowing that he was going to ask Ashwarya to marry him and leave you."
"That's not true!" Tanu all but yelled out. "Ashwarya and I love each other!"
"David must not have thought so." Julia said. "There's the ring... and there was only one woman in David's life... Ashwarya. In fact... let's watch some TV!"
Ooooh, impressive! I thought to myself as Julia turned on the monitor. A steamy sex scene came on. Julia said to Tanu: "This is from a video found at David's home. He and Ashwarya were having sex in his bedroom, in his bed. And from what I'm seeing, it's a lot more than sex... those two are making love! Wow, she's really moaning a lot... thrusting herself up to take him in, her arms wrapped around him. Oh, they're kissing... wow, that is a deep kiss, the kind of kiss lovers kiss."
"That's enough, stop harassing my client." said Chip Blake, whose own eyes had been glued to the monitor, watching David and Ashwarya fuck like longtime lovers.
"You were jealous, weren't you, Tanu?" Julia said, boring in. "You couldn't stand it that that stud was making love to your wife, and he was going to take her away from you, and make her his wife! So you concocted this plan to roleplay a rape scene, and had Amit come in and kill David for you! It was all your idea, Tanu!"
"No!" shouted Tanu. "That is not true!"
"That's what the Jury is going to hear at your trial, Tanu." said Paulina Patterson. "And they'll convict you of first degree murder, and you'll be on Death Row while Ashwarya finds another man... maybe she'll finally hook up with Amit..."
"That's enough!" Chip Blake growled. "Okay, I need time to talk to my clients. All three of them, and without you keeping me away from talking to them with this merry-go-round the Iron Crowbar has set up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not bad!" I said to Julia as we fist-bumped in the hallway. "You had poor Tanu sweating bullets. And Amit, too."
"And their lawyer, too." said Paulina. "A crowbar-worthy performance, wouldn't you say, Commander?"
I smiled. "Indeed I would. Here, hold this." I handed Julia the red crowbar. She looked like a child on Christmas morning as she held it.
Just then Miriam Walters came into the hallway. "I'm stunned Chip Blake didn't call you out for using that engagement ring photo against both Ashwarya and Tanu." she said. "He's hearing all of this, you know."
"Yes. Yes he is." I said. "And he did finally figure out that he's being run ragged trying to represent all three of them, and demanded a time-out."
"What's next?" asked Paulina.
"Amit and Tanu are going to beg for plea deals." I said. "And you'll give them those plea deals when they truthfully tell you that Ashwarya was behind it all. Then Amit and Tanu get second-degree murder... jealousy, dontcha know... and Ashwarya gets nailed to the wall for conspiracy to commit murder, unless she tells me everything I want to hear... about Keiko Shimono."
"This is bigger than we realized." sad Miriam Walters. "What's it all about?"
"After all this is put to bed," I said, "I'll give you the classified briefing, with FBI SAC Jack Muscone's help..."
Part 18 - Wrap Up
"You cannot make me testify against my wife." said Tanu. "And I won't testify against her willingly."
"You're right about that." Paulina said, as she and Julia sat opposite Tanu and Blake in I-1. "You cannot be compelled to testify against your wife. So you're good with taking the fall for her?"
"Or with her, to be more accurate." Julia said. "The Iron Crowbar has grown weary of you guys wasting his immensely valuable time. Ashwarya is not escaping him. It is all over for both of you. But you, Tanu, have a chance to get a much lighter sentence."
"You have my final answer." said Tanu. "I will say no more."
"As you wish." said Paulina as she and Julia got up. "We'll talk to Amit, and he'll have no problem throwing you under the bus."
"Stop harassing my client." said Chip Blake. "You've heard his final word on the subject."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My client is willing to plead to a charge of voluntary manslaughter." said Chip Blake as Amit sat next to him in I-1. "He will testify that it was his plan alone, that he did it out of jealousy."
"He videoed Ashwarya and David having sex at places other than Tanu's apartment." said Julia Rodriguez. "He's in this up to his frickin' eyeballs. No plea deals. None."
"It will save you the expense of a trial, and a possible acquittal." said Chip Blake. "This case is rice-paper-thin as it is."
"And it lets two guilty people get away with murder, literally." said Julia.
"Well, we could take the plea deal." Paulina said craftily. "But no keepaway status. The Iron Crowbar will make sure you get 'general pop', Amit. No protection, unless you can arrange for it yourself while you're on the inside."
At that point, Amit began looking scared. "No! I need protective custody!"
"From what?" asked Julia harshly. "If it's just manslaughter, why would anyone want to shiv you, slice you open like a Thanksgiving turkey? Who would want to do that to you, Amit?"
"And to Tanu... and to Ashwarya." Paulina said. "They're dead, too."
"I'm bored." said Julia, who'd been peering hard at Amit. "Let's go."
She and Paulina got up. As they got to the door, Amit called out "Wait!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into I-2 with Paulina, and sat down opposite Ashwarya and Blake. The beautiful Indian woman's eyes had a crafty look to them now, but that did not last long.
"Amit tried to take the fall for you." I said. "He tried, as he was ordered to do. But in the end, he realized what was going to happen to him in prison. And then Tanu realized it after we showed him this video. Let's watch some TV, shall we?"
I turned on the remote. Thanks to the wizardry of Myron Milton and his Techs, a split screen of Amit and Tanu each confessing to the conspiracy to murder David Lang was being played.



"It's over, Ashwarya." I said. "They're confessing, they're naming you, they're giving all they know about MegaTech, and they'll have protective custody in prison. But you're not getting protective custody. Hell, the FBI will probably come in here and take you away from us, and you may have heard about how bad the Federal Prisons are about protecting their inmates."
"Murder is a State crime." Chip Blake tried.
"Treason is not." I replied. Blake saw that he was totally defeated.
"What are you offering?" he said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm, Friday, April 12th. Miriam Walters and Paulina Patterson came to my office with me.
"I don't know about you guys, but I'm starved!" Paulina Patterson said as we sat down. "Don, you must be exhausted by now."
"It'll hit me later tonight." I said. "Right now I'm high on the fumes. Three more plea deals, total of five."
"That really was an amazing performance." said D.A. Walters. "We did not have a prayer to get all that if they'd gone to trial."
"I was counting on their lawyers not really wanting the publicity of trials." I said, fooling no one present.
"Harrumph!" grunted Paulina. "Miriam, that was the reputation of the Iron Crowbar at work. He just told them the true story, and they were so scared that he could prove it, they caved in and took the plea deals."
A slight smile crossed Miriam Walters's pretty but severe face. "So you do bluff, Commander."
I pretended to be miffed. "Why in the world do you think I was bluffing?" I asked with all the innocence and dignity I could muster.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
Fortunately, I was saved from a forced confession at the hands of the District Attorney by FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone knocking on the door. He came in at my bidding, and to my surprise he was followed by FBI Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood.
"I'll go congratulate Julia on the job she did." said Paulina. She left, and Muscone sat down in the hot chair she'd just vacated, with Melina standing between them.
"Okay, Ms. Walters." Melina said, taking some papers out of his briefcase. "This is simply non-disclosure paperwork, where you agree to not reveal the Top Secret information we're about to tell you."
Muscone said "And then there's paperwork for you to apply for a Top Secret clearance, which Commander Troy believes that you are going to need in the coming months."
"Yes, I was realizing that today." Miriam said as she signed the paperwork.
Once that was done, Muscone started: "That Army 'exercise' a few months ago? Wasn't. The rumors you may have heard are true: a nuclear weapon was smuggled into Town, and Commander Troy and Special Agent Allgood were more than instrumental in stopping the threat and recovering the weapon."
"Are you kidding?" Miriam gasped.
"I can assure you he is not." I said. "The man that gave Rhonda Fitch Gray those drugs, helped steal the nuke in a combat-style hijacking operation. And the woman that Ashwarya Subramaniam recognized, that she called 'Mai Lin'... is in reality Keiko Shimono, a disavowed CIA Agent and foreign spy concentrating on stealing technology. The last time I saw her, she was leaving me handcuffed to that nuke, with 20 minutes on the timer to set it off and wipe out this corner of the State..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Miriam left, Muscone and Melina discussed with me some wrap-up points of the cases.
"We've really gone 'round and 'round," said Muscone, "debating whether or not we should inform MegaTech Industries that Mai Lin is a spy, and ask them to help us capture her, or if we should lay low and pretend ignorance while going after her."
"It's a moot point." I said. "I happen to know that while the interrogations were going on, Chip Blake was texting Nathan Masterson. I believe Masterson told Blake to try to get Amit to sacrifice himself to stop the investigation. Why? Because it was going to lead back to MegaTech, and to Shimono on the side. MegaTech is hip-deep in the Swamp; they're one of the Big Boy companies like BigAgraFoods, BigRoadAndRailCorp, BigPharmaCorp, and so on. I'd be willing to bet that Masterson has told his Elitist masters all about it."
"So was she a part of MegaTech?" asked Melina. "Or were they fooled, too?"
"I'm theorizing without much data here," I said, "but I strongly suspect they know damn well who she is. She was seen by Frieda Franklin with Edward Blassingame at the BigAgraFoods warehouse. She was an integral part of the nuke incident, which was designed partially to steal the Mutanix technology from BOW Enterprises, technology that MegaTech badly craves. And she was liaison to projects that were involved in audio to spy on American Citizens, 'Big Brother' style. MegaTech probably would not mind if Red China got that technology to help their Government spy on the Chinese People, either."
Melina replied: "The flip side of the coin, and the reason we think we may need to tell MegaTech and force them to sever all ties with her, is that MegaTech has created a lot of very highly classified technology that the Federal Government and many industries use today. And whether benign or not, that technology cannot be allowed to fall into foreign hands. So if they don't know what she is, we have an obligation to tell them."
"Sounds like that decision is to be made at a level far above my pay grade." I said. "More like on the pay grade level of a former Deputy Director of the Science and Technology Directorate of the CIA. But you're already way ahead of me on that, aren't you?"
"Four hundred years ago..." Jack Muscone muttered. Melina just smiled a knowing smile...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
That wonderful sound greeted me as I came into The Cabin, and it was followed by three girls coming up to hug me: Carole, Tasha, and Marie. Bowser also barked happily, and I made sure to pet him after hugging the girls.
"Why have I not been tackled by three boys?" I wondered out loud.
"That would take time away from creating their Lego city upstairs." Molly said as she got up to hug me. "But I have to admit, it's getting impressive up there."
"Yes, it is." Laura said, coming out of the kitchen with plates for setting the table. I noticed the placesettings at the table.
"Ah, Mom is joining us for dinner?" I observed out loud.
"Why, yes I am." said my mom, coming out of the kitchen with a casserole, which she placed upon the table. "Congratulations upon solving those difficult cases."
"And connecting them all together." said Molly.
"Thanks." I said. "They're still unresolved, though, until we get Trent and Quint off the streets. How's Mrs. Boddiker doing, Mom?"
"She was very happy to hear that Mr. Fitch's death was solved." said my mom. "As are the staff at the Boddiker Hospice facility."
"So, who wants to help me take these dogs out before dinner?" I called out. Buddy and Bowser practically 'teleported' to the back door.
"I will!" volunteered Carole. Tasha had been about to speak up, but hesitated.
"You want to come too, Tasha?" I asked Tasha.
"Yeah!" Tasha said happily. I opened the door and two outstanding dogs instantly disappeared, scampering around the corner of the house. I sat down in the metal mesh loveseat, with Carole on the seat to my left and Tasha in my lap.
"How has school been, Carole?" I asked.
"Good." Carole said.
"Has Shawn messed with you?" I asked.
"No sir." said Carole. "He's been playing baseball with the other boys. But the teachers are watching us reeeeal close, especially me."
"Oh really?" I asked. "Why is that?"
"They still think I started it with Shawn." Carole said, looking out over the Town. "I just ignore 'em, and we have fun anyway. Oh... hi, Mommy."
"Hello." Laura said, having snuck up behind us. "How did you know I was behind you?" She'd observed that Carole had not turned around.
"I just knew." Carole said.
"Why don't you girls take the dogs back in, and get washed up for dinner." I 'suggested'. My 'suggestions' were followed, and the girls and dogs went back inside.
"She just knew." I said. "As for me, I smelled your perfume as you came up. What's up?"
Laura sat down next to me on the loveseat, and I put my arm around her and pulled her to me. She said "I've checked with friends on the school situation. Some of the teachers do seem to be birddogging Carole at recess, but I'm not sure why, and Carole couldn't care less."
"I am afraid," I said, "that she's going to get a lot of scrutiny in the future. She's got the vibe, and she opens her mouth, with truths they don't want to hear, just a little too often."
"I wonder where she inherited that from." Laura quipped. "Wasn't from me; I've been keeping secrets all my life."
"I'll happily bear the blame for that." I said. "And speaking of keeping secrets, what is it that you came out here to tell me?"
"Not much gets by you." Laura quipped. "I'm sure you've figured out by now that Trent Ridge being a suspect in the murder of LCDR Waring and Shimono being embedded in MegaTech Industries are issues of deep concern to a lot of people in Washington. Some for the right reasons, like the threat Ridge poses; but some for the wrong reasons, like protecting MegaTech from scrutiny."
"And to root out the MegaTech problem," I said, "they need someone with great experience as well as a strong understanding of science and technology issues to do something about it... like go undercover, maybe?" Laura made like an owl and turned her head very fast to peer hard at me.
"Wow." Laura said. "Nothing really does get past you."
"I hope that'll be true when my daughters get to be teenagers, though I fear they will find new ways to get past me." I said jovially. "But I understand. You have to do what you have to do. Let's go in, and eat."
We got up and I took Laura into my arms, which turned into a warm kiss. Then I heard giggling from the area of the back door, and looked over to see two five-year-old cockblockers peering out the door, and giggling some more.
"What are you two laughing at?" I asked Carole and Marie as I peered hard at them.
"At you and Mommy." Carole replied. "You're being in love again." She and Marie erupted into more giggles...
Part 19 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Saturday, April 13th, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce and with me is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news this weekend. The Town & County Police and the District Attorney's Office announced that five plea deals were made in the cases of the death of a Hospice patient and what appeared to be an accidental killing by someone purporting to be a Good Samaritan. According to D.A.Miriam Walters, Commander Donald Troy broke down the stories of five persons involved in the cases, leading to murder charges and the plea deals."
Meredith went on to give some details of the David Lang case, but not revealing a lot of it. The Fitch murder was not discussed in further detail, at all.
"In State news," said Catrina after Meredith finished, "Karl Frazier's Public Policy Polling was embarrassed and had to issue an apology when it was revealed that their latest polls, which said that a majority of people wanted Governor Val Jared impeached, oversampled people that identified themselves as Democrats by three times the number of people that identified themselves as Republicans or Conservatives, which skewed the numbers significantly. Public Policy Polling issued an apology and a retraction of that poll."
"Meanwhile," Meredith said, "Legislators are continuing to investigate Governor Val Jared for what they describe as an illegal phone call to Federal Immigration Enforcement officials, offering a quid pro quo arrangement. The State House Judiciary Committee has announced they will issue subpoenas for aides to the Governor to testify about the phone call. Governor Jared has stated that without a formal impeachment or inquiry resolution voted upon by the State House, he will not cooperate with what he is calling a 'lynching', and has ordered that his staff refuse the subpoenas and not answer questions."
Catrina: "An avalanche of condemnations against the Governor were issued in response to his use of the term 'lynching'. Maxine Watts, spokeswoman for the group 'Black Voices Raised' said that Governor Jared's use of the word 'lynching' was racist, and dishonored blacks who were lynched by whites in what she called 'America's racist past'."
Catrina: "Governor Jared immediately issued a response, calling Ms. Watts a race-baiter, accusing her of ginning up race for political purposes, and that what the State Legislature had been doing to him, the Governor, through the false accusations of the Independent State Counsel and now the 'ginned-up' impeachment inquiry, was absolutely the political equivalent of a person being lynched and murdered."
Meredith: "Governor Jared went on to say that the false accusations against him were really against the People of the State that voted for him, and that the Democrats are using racial accusations to try to overturn the People's vote and the results of the race that he fairly won. Black Legislators called Governor Jared a White Nationalist and White Supremacist, and demanded that he resign immediately. Midtown State Rep. Tasheeka Harris said she would file a bill to impeach Governor Jared for being a racist..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CLICK!*
It was Captain Teresa Croyle that expertly used the remote to turn off the television monitor in my office.
"Thank you." said Commander Cindy Ross. "And that was the Fox station. I'm not going to go find out, but I can only imagine what Bettina and Lester Holder are saying."
"I don't care to know, either." I said. "But I'll find out from Our Sheriff, because he's really watching these developments concerning his friend the Governor." 
"Sheriff Griswold is worried about it, isn't he?" Cindy said. "I felt a real vibe from him about it yesterday morning."
"I think so." I said. "He hasn't said anything to me about it yet, though."
"If I may change the subject," said Teresa, "what's going on about the murder of LCDR Waring, and the other cases with respect to the Shimono gang?"
"I suspect Todd is more worried about those cases than he's letting on?" I asked. Teresa nodded, raising her eyebrows in a 'nothing gets by you' kind of way.
I continued: "The Navy's CIS is formally taking over the Waring case. The Chief and I agreed, with the caveat that we will move to capture Trent Ridge and Quint Starr if we find them in our jurisdiction, and we might use lethal force to stop them."
"Hey!" said Teresa. "We can have a new TV show: 'NCIS: Town & County'."
"And who is going to be 'Heddy'?" I asked.
"Your wife." said Teresa. "And Melina can be the EAD. She's acting like one already."
I chuckled. "You're right about that, and then some. Anyhoo, the FBI is working the Federal aspects of the Lang case, since Lang was apparently an undercover FBI Agent inside MegaTech. Tanu and Amit are not going to know what is going to hit them."
"And Ashwarya?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, I think she has every idea of how deep the waters are that she's swimming in." I said.
"What about the Professor Christian case?" Teresa asked. "Capture Trent, close that case?"
"I dunno." I said. "I've gone through some of his papers on the Consultant. Too bad he was just starting his research on Westboro. I would have enjoyed reading his book."
"He was going to interview you for the book, Don." said Cindy. "And I'd be surprised if there was anything Professor Christian would've found about the Consultant that you don't know already."
"Oh, there's a ton of stuff about Westboro that I don't know. Yet." I said. "In fact, one thing Professor Christian found that I didn't know: Westboro liked the old 'Mission: Impossible' shows, with Peter Graves, Martin Landau and eventually with Leonard Nimoy. That's... interesting..."
I went into a reverie for a second, then came out of it and said: "But I continue to study the Consultant. His life and career are fascinating to read about. And examples of his work keep popping up."
"Do you think his lost fortune is really out there?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." I said, shrugging my shoulders. "Like the man himself for so long, there aren't even any rumors about it. The FBI tore his financial webs apart, and never found a thing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday night, April 13th. The celebration was in the new back room of the Cop Bar. It wasn't a dinner, but just a party with finger foods and beer. Lots of beer.
Among the guests were the Mayor, the Honorable Daniel Allgood, and his lovely wife Melina. I noticed that my mother Phyllis spent a considerable amount of time talking with her former daughter-in-law. As they did, Daniel came up to me.
"Great work on those cases, Don." Daniel said as we shook hands. "But I wanted to ask you about something else. How are the Charter Commission meetings going?"
"Pretty well, so far." I said. "But we haven't had any public hearings yet. And the NEA has been pushing on the School Board thing, though I don't know why: they're going to get an independent School Board. It's pretty much a done deal on that."
"I'm not sure what the deal with the NEA is, either." said Daniel. "But I wanted to alert you to something else that's going on. I'd heard rumors that the black politicians are going to make a push to eliminate the Council. And then I was approached by the local Republican businesspeople, who wanted the same thing, and wanted me to consider endorsing it."
"What do they want?" I asked. "Equal-population Council seats?"
"No." said Daniel. "They want to do away with the Council altogether. And so does the Democrat group, from what I understand."
"Why?" I asked, stunned. "I mean... I'm not seeing any logic in it."
"There is none, Commander Spock." quipped Daniel, knowing that Spock held the rank of Commander in the original Star Trek series. "The Republican group said the Council was too gridlocked to function properly, and that the Mayor and a strengthened Town Assembly would better meet the needs of the County's citizens. As to the Democrats, I'm not sure what their motives are. I was wondering if you knew anything from the Charter Commission."
"No, nothing like that has come up." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Sheriff, Chief, and I made our little speeches about how well everyone had done in the face of four simultaneous cases, Cindy and I found a moment to talk.
"Where's Geiger?" she asked.
"I dunno." I said. "I made a point to invite all of Vice as well as MCD, and most of them are either here or sent earlier regrets."
"Maybe it's a morale thing." Cindy said.
"Well," I replied, "Janice Holloway is here with Teddy Parker, and Jerome Davis is here with Inga Gundottar, so their morale is okay. And those ladies look better than Geiger does, for sure."
"I totally agree." replied my lesbian cousin. "Anyway, my point is that I'm not sure that Geiger-to-MCD thing is going to work out. Molly told me that Parker's résumé crossed her desk, and Deputy Strait in Coltrane County said Parker sent one to the Buford P.D., which is all of four people. What I don't understand is why he'd send résumés to those places, especially knowing that Molly and I are sisters, and that I'd find out... or you would."
"And that's exactly why he sent them there." I said. "He wants us to know he's looking, and that he's unhappy with the current situation."
"It's your Detective Force, and Tanya's." Cindy said. "But losing a good Detective like Parker for the likes of Geiger... I wouldn't let that happen."



"What would you do?" I asked. "If we keep Geiger in Vice, Mary leaves. You've said you won't take him in any support role of significance. The Union would shred us if we put him into any kind of Uniformed capacity with a rank less than Lieutenant. And I thought Geiger did well with the Professor Christian case, and had some good insights. So... what's your solution?"
"I don't know." said Cindy. "Or are you doing this as a test, to see who gets promoted to MCD Supervisor?"
"Hmmm, that's an interesting thought." I said adroitly. "Crowbar-worthy, in fact."
"I hope that bluff goes as well as the ones you pulled on the Grays and the Three Little Indians, to be very politically incorrect." Cindy said, and I could feel her turning her vibe power on me with everything she had. I mentally pushed back, then verbally pushed back.
"What makes you think I was bluffing?" I asked. "You don't think I could've given Paulina a strong case to take to trial?"
Cindy peered at me, then shook her platinum blonde head with a whimpering laugh. "You'll never admit it, will you? That you totally bluffed your way through those cases."
I grinned slyly as I said "No... I will never admit it." and then chugged my mug of beer...
Part 20 - Leadership
Tuesday, April 16th. The meeting in the Chief's Conference Room began. Attending were: Sheriff Moynahan, Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar, Commander Ross, Captain Perlman, and Captain Croyle.
The subject of the meeting was our submission to the Council later tonight of names for promotions and medals, but that was pretty much a done deal, as neither Cindy nor I had let the grass grow under our feet. So there was truly only one item to discuss: the promotion to MCD leader. Teresa had asked why she needed to be in this meeting. I told her that I valued and wanted her input. The Chief reiterated those sentiments.
Captain Tanya Perlman started us off. "I'm sure all of you think there are two choices: Joanne Warner and Jerome Davis. But I want to at least talk about Julia Rodriguez. She did her time as a Uniformed Officer, and she's come on really strong as a Detective."
"She hasn't been to Academy Advanced Course, has she?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"No sir." I said. "Not yet."
"Not that that should stop consideration of her." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I seem to recall a young man who made Lieutenant before crushing Advanced Course." It is possible that Our Sheriff was referring to Your Iron Crowbar.
"Julia has shown a ton of promise, and I am more than happy with how well she's progressed since coming into MCD." I said, not giving myself a pat on the back out loud for bringing her into MCD. "But I'd like to keep developing her as a Detective for now... including Vice cross-training."
"Why do I feel like my job is in danger?" Tanya asked with a grin.
"You're job will never be in danger," I said very seriously, "as long as I'm alive and can swing a crowbar."
"You have a plannnnn, Commanderrrr." said Chief Moynahan. "Share it, if you wouldn't minnnnnd."
"Yes sir." I said. "My far-future thinking is that Lt. Mary Milton will one day make a decision to have more children and become a full-time mom, -OR- she will take another job in information technology and data analysis, whether with our County or a private company, -OR- she will be promoted to something else, who knows what. I also see the possibility of Jerome Davis, also once a Uniformed Officer, being promoted to a Precinct slot and ultimately higher. So Rodriguez will have opportunities for promotion and leadership, and if she continues at her current pace, we will be working our butts off finding ways to move her upwards."
"You don't think Mary will ever become MCD Lieutenant?" Tanya asked.
"I don't." interjected Captain Teresa Croyle. "And I don't mean that as an insult, but from my own experience. I know I did fine as Vice Lieutenant, and I'm definitely where I am supposed to be now. But I never once entertained the idea that I could be MCD Lieutenant, especially when I see the brains of the Iron Crowbar and Lady Ironside at work."
"Hey!" said Cindy, meaning it humorously. "What about me?"
"Oh, you're just fodder for me in the Police Boxing Matches." Teresa said cooly. We all burst out into laughter.
"Oh. My. God. Set those brackets up right." Cindy said. She and Teresa exchanged the two-finger-two-eyes salute.
"That's a point, though, Teresa." I said. "My overall point, though, is that Julia will have plenty of opportunities for advancement, and maybe faster than we realize now."
"Let's quickly go through everyone in MCD," said the Chief, "and you can explain to me what eliminates themmmm."
"Roy McGhillie is young." Tanya said. "He has Vice experience and he's going to be getting there as an MCD Detective, but he's nowhere near ready to take leadership of the group, or at least he hasn't shown it yet."
"He needs seasoning, and time in grade." I said, using a little military lingo, there. The Chief nodded vigorously in agreement with my assessment.
"Theo..." said Tanya, "Well, he's very solid, but he's a jack-of-all-trades-master-of-none."
"And I think he could be a leader of Police Officers," I added, "but he doesn't seem to want to show that yet. Like you said, he's solid, and detail-oriented, and I'd love to see what Sheriff Griswold could have him do at crime scenes, hint hint, but he may just be destined to be a great MCD Detective his whole career."
"And Teddy Parker." Tanya said, almost forlornly. "He's a brave man, he's a solid, plodding pitbull of a Detective, like Theo is. But his actions when I partnered him with Geiger... disturrrrrbed me. I thought he was borderline unprofessional and insubordinate about that."
"Borderline?" snorted Teresa.
"Well, that's a tough situation all the way around." I said. "We'll save that for another time, though. As to MCD leader, Jerome Davis and Joanne Warner are the choices."
"How do you compare them, Captain Perlman?" asked the Chief.
"Joanne has the potential to be the next Iron Crowbar, as a Detective." Tanya said, causing the Original Iron Crowbar's eyebrows to shoot up a little bit. "Yes sir, I really think she has the potential to be that good in solving crimes. Where I'm holding back and punching my punches is her leadership potential."
"That's where Jerome shines." Tanya continued. "I think others will follow him as they follow the Iron Crowbar and the Iron Wolf, and I think he has the presence of mind to handle that."
"Hey, what about me?" Cindy said, even more kiddingly.
"Ma'am, you're just fodder for me... in the wheelchair races." Tanya said with a huge grin and sparkling eyes. Even Cindy broke down laughing at that.
"Tough audience today, Green Crowbar." I said.
"Call me Rodney Dangerfield." Cindy said. "No respect." I chuckled some more.
"Okay, Commander Rosssss." said the Chief. "Your chance at retaliation. What is your outside view of those Officers?"
"They're better competition in the Police Boxing Matches than the people in this room now, Chief." Cindy said with alacrity. She turned to see my gray eyes staring right through her ice-blue peepers.
"Vee shall see about that!" I said... with alacrity. "You better pray to God that the Slender Man comes back... or that I get a chance to jump out of an airplane again." That did not go over well with the Green Crowbar, and her stare back at me showed it. Tanya was laughing almost uncontrollably at us.
"Okayyyyy, let's leave the Boxing Matches until next month." said Chief Moynahan. "By which time we will have a new MCD leader, if you don't kill him or her in the Matches. Seriously, Commander Ross, who would you promote if it were your sole decision?"
Cindy grimaced. "It's a hard choice, sir." she said. "I happen to think Warner does have the leadership skills to do the job, and she's definitely sharp at crime scenes. She's also pregnant right now, though that condition won't last more than a few months." We all chuckled at that.
"I think Mary Milton put any concerns about things like that aside." I said. "Hell, we should've given Louise a certificate for completing Advanced Course with her mom-to-be."
"Captain Croyle?" asked the Chief.
"I'm excusing the fact that Joanne is an Alabama fan." said Auburn fan Teresa Croyle. Then she said "They're both good, sir, and I think either one will get the job done. So it's up to whatever Captain Perlman and Commander Troy want in their MCD Leader."
"Okay, last but not least, Commander Troy." said the Chief.
"Not least, indeed." growled Griswold.
"Yes sir," said Tanya, "we all know that whoever Commander Troy wants is who I'm going to want. And no, Sheriff, that's not asskissing. That's being smart." Sheriff Griswold beamed at Tanya as if he were his daughter.
"Like we've said," I said, "they both have strengths and weaknesses. There also could be opportunities for both in the future. But we have to deal with the here and now, and today... literally, today, as we have to get our report to the Council today." After a pause to draw breath, I said "It is my belief that we should nominate..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Tuesday, April 16th. The Council Members filed into the 2d-floor private Council Chamber, going into Executive Session to discuss the personnel matters of promotions and medals.
"I just don't understand," whined Reginald B.F. Lewis, "why we cannot let our constituents speak!"
Mayor Daniel Allgoods face was flushed beet red. The public Council meeting had once again been stacked with whining punks wearing red 'Antifa' shirts, demanding three Police precincts. He'd immediately cut the public comment portion of the meeting short, and when the people began shouting, a large contingent of Deputies and TCPD Officers came in, heavily armored, ready to do physical battle with the troublemakers. The motion to go into Executive Session was strongly protested by four Council persons, as well.
"Lewis," Allgood said angrily, "I'm done with you. I've said before that I am strongly considering taking legal action to have you arrested and jailed for disturbing the peace and inciting to riot."
"You're an illegitimate Mayor and a racist!" yelled Lewis.
"STOP YOUR RACIST BULLSHIT, LEWIS!"
It was not the Mayor that had stood up and yelled that. It was Edward R. Steele, whose adopted daughter Marie had told him about some things that had happened in school.
"It is YOU who are playing the race card and keeping up the lies!" thundered Steele, jabbing his finger at Lewis. "Mayor Allgood won fair and square, despite YOUR attempts to steal the Election by fraud! You were beaten at the polls, Lewis! You were beaten in Court! And you will continue to be beaten because three precincts is never going to happen! Never! Now either accept it like a man, or keep whining like the sniveling coward you are, but stop abusing the process and wasting our time on something that will never happen during this session of the Council!"
"Are you going to get control of this Council, Mr. Mayor?" Susan Weston asked acidly, cutting through the tense silence of the room.
"Ask Councilman Lewis if he's going to stop the slander." Daniel Allgood said, though fairly calmly. "All right, let's move on. The Fire Department has no promotions, just several medals for us to consider. Does anyone want to make a motion?"
"I move to accept the nominations of the Fire Chief." said Ian McGhillie."
"I second the motion." said J.P. Goldman, who'd sat quietly shocked at what he'd just witnessed a few minutes before.
"As part of this, are we doing anything about the Battalion Chiefs and the Assistant Chief rank problems?" asked Kelly Carnes.
"For God's sake." muttered Dagmar Schoen. "As most of us in here with brains remember, that was discussed in a previous meeting, and it was decided to allow the Charter Commission to reset the rank structures as part of their overall work."
"Point of order." said Malinda Adams. "Councilwoman Schoen's remarks were out of order and out of line."
Mayor Allgood said "Stop it people. Just stop it. You literally are acting like small children at the dinner table. Save the personal rhetoric for your campaign speeches, and let's get through this meeting tonight... so I can go home to my small children at the dinner table."
The room grew oppressively silent again. "We have a motion on the floor, Mr. Mayor." said J.P. Goldman.
"Yes, let's vote." The vote was 8-2, with Carnes and Lewis dissenting.
"Okay, now the Police nominations." said the Mayor. "We have two medal nominations for Officer Barker. His death was determined to not be in the line of duty, so a posthumous Lifesaving Medal was submitted." The Mayor then described the other medal, to which Susan Weston immediately objected.
"That's way too high." she said. "Why does Commander Troy always want us to give out these Medals like candy?"
"Why are you always looking for an excuse to attack Commander Troy?" asked the Mayor. "The Chief submitted it, endorsed by the Sheriff. They point out Officer Barker's distinguished if all-too-short career deserves this, and I very strongly agree with them."
"What else is in the package?" asked Malinda Adams.
"The biggest item is the nomination for the Major Crimes division Lieutenant." said the Mayor. "It's actually a promotion to Supervisor and brevetting to Lieutenant."
"It should be a woman." said Malinda Adams. "I will not accept any nomination that is not a woman."
"If you're basing your decision solely on gender, you're discriminating against men." said Dagmar Schoen.
"Point of order!" snarled Adams.
"Denied!" yelled Mayor Allgood, worn to anger. Then he said more calmly: "It's a legitimate reply. I also see your refusal to consider men for promotion to be discrimination, Ms. Adams---"
Reginald B.F. Lewis interrupted: "You're in no place to talk about discrimination, being a racist and illegitimate Mayor."
Allgood ignored him and continued: "Ms. Adams, if Commander Troy were here, he'd remind you like he always does that the Deputy Chief, Captains of Operations and Detectives, and the Vice Lieutenant are all women."
"He's not here." said Malinda Adams. "And there's still too large a proportion of men in positions of high rank in the Public Safety Department----"
"Anything less than 100% women is unacceptable to you, Adams." said Schoen. "I'm getting sick and tired of the racism and sexism you and Mr. Lewis are constantly showing---"
"POINT OF ORDER!" shouted Carnes and Lewis.
*TAP* *TAP* *TAP* *TAP* *TAP*
"Sheesh." said the Mayor. "Okay, folks, you have the promotions and medals nominations in front of you. Anyone want to make a motion?"
"Wait." said J.P. Goldman. "Nothing for Commander Troy? After the drug bust, and after what he did to save this corner of the State from that----"
"That's classified! You can't speak of it!" yelled Kelly Carnes.
"Call the M.P.s, then." retorted Goldman. "The only reason you are here right now is because of him."
"If I may..." said the Mayor, who then said "Commander Troy is going to be recognized by the Federal Government for the classified thing. But if any of you want to add something for the drug bust, I'll gladly entertain a motion."
"I move to amend so that Commander Troy will be awarded a Police Medal for his several successes in the past three months." said John Colby.
"I second that." said Edward Steele.
"Oh come on." said Susan Weston. "I move to amend to reduce that to a Public Safety Commendation Medal, and also award a Lifesaving Medal... for the classified part that was not an LOD event."
"Oh, it was an LOD action." said Ian McGhillie. "If ever there was an LOD action..." He did not bother finishing the sentence.
The Weston amendment was not seconded, and therefore failed. The Colby Amendment passed, 5-4, with Sheila Sorrells abstaining. Then came the discussion of the MCD promotion, which despite the Mayor's desire to leave early, went on for a long, long time in acrimonious debate...
Part 21 - Epilogue
Wednesday, April 17th. Eastside Elementary's first graders were enjoying another recess in the back schoolyard.
Shawn Redmond had not attempted to play Four Square since Carole had practiced her Aikido skills, with him as the Dub. It seemed there were an inordinate number of teachers watching both him and Carole, which she had long since observed. So Shawn and some other kids, all white, got together to play baseball, or football. Today they were playing football. Jameis and some other kids went over.
"Can we play, too?" Jameis asked.
"No." said Shawn Redmond.
"Why not?" asked Jameis.
"Because you're black." said Shawn.
Jameis scowled, but decided to go play Four Square. He got in line behind Marie, who asked him "Why aren't you playing football, Jameis?"
"Shawn said us black kids can't play with them." said Jameis.
"That's mean of him." Marie said. "You should tell the teachers he said that."
"Yeah, you should!" Carole said loudly from her No. 4 position on the square.
After a few rounds, Carole achieved the No. 1 position. Marie was at No. 3, and Jameis at No. 4. None of them really noticed Shawn and his group coming up to watch from a distance.
A lot of kids had been trying Carole's 'soft' approach, trying to hit the corners softly. As a result, Carole was playing pretty far forward, towards the intersection in the middle. She served the ball to Marie, who hit to Sidney in the No. 2 square. He hit it to Jameis, who tried a soft shot at the corner of Carole's square.
But she was ready! She lunged forward and hit it across to Marie's square. Marie hit it to Jameis. He came up as if he was going to softly hit it again, then suddenly hit it harder and at a sharp angle, catching Carole off-guard.
She tried to lean back to get it, but the ball was past her. Carole went tumbling down, but executed what her father would call a 'dynamite parachute landing fall', rolling with it. "You're out, Carole!" Marie called out.
"You okay?" Jameis asked. He went over and helped Carole get up.
"I'm good." Carole said. "Good shot, Jameis!" She and Jameis fist-bumped, and Carole went to the back of the line. Shawn came up to her.
"You let a black boy beat you?" Shawn asked loudly, happily hurling the words at Carole. She noticed the teachers watching carefully, and could feel their intent if Carole did anything.
"You got a problem with that?" Carole replied, turning away from Shawn. Shawn didn't want to let it go, and moved towards Carole.
"Yeah, I do." said Shawn. "Letting a black boy make you look bad is embarrassing."
Carole was about to turn and confront Shawn, but found a line of other kids between them, led by Marie, Tyson, and Jameis. "What's your problem, Shawn?" Marie asked loudly.
The teachers, who had done nothing to help Carole, and indeed seemed to be hoping she'd do something they could take action against her for, moved swiftly when Marie, the daughter of a Town & County Councilman, intervened. They had Shawn and his group go their way, and told the other kids to get back to playing.
Carole would tell her mother and me about this incident. I would use the Power of Police to look up the data of every one of the first grade teachers. Not all of them were bad, but I could see that a few of them had records of political activism that befitted the tendencies of Kelly Carnes and the now-missing Thomas P. Cook. Teachers that did not like Police, and did not like rugged individualists nor confident children.
But that was not stopping Carole from doing the right things, standing up to bullies, and inspiring others to stand with her. It was just another brick being cemented into the edifice of the Greatness to come...



Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Here's what we know." said the lovely athletic blonde Alison McFarland into the microphone of her podcast. "Twelve years ago, on a late April evening, University student Susan Dawn Phillips disappeared. She was a Sophomore, a Pi Omega Sorority pledge, made good grades, and was well-liked by those who knew her.
"A week later, after an intensive search and an anonymous tip, her body was found in the woods behind a large field in Nextdoor County, in the northwest part of the county, a field where high school and college students often went to fool around. The autopsy revealed that Susan had been raped and severely beaten, then shot in the back of the head. DNA analysis suggested she'd been sexually assaulted by several men, and the Coroner's report noted that her injuries to her vagina as well as her head and body were extremely severe.
"Susan's dorm roommate said Susan left for a sorority function that evening, and never returned. The roommate went to the library to study, and so wasn't there if any phone calls had come in. Susan's sorority sisters all said she never arrived at the Sorority House for the dinner function, and calls to her had gone unanswered.
"Because the crime potentially crossed county lines, the State Bureau of Investigation was called in to assist. They found that one phone call to Susan's dorm room had been placed, but had gone unanswered. Susan had a cell phone, but it was never found, and her purse was not with her body when it was discovered, nor anywhere in the large field.
"The case went nowhere. The Nextdoor County Police had no leads, the University Campus Police and Town and County Police Departments, which would merge a year later into one unit, took no interest in the case, as it wasn't in their jurisdictions. They were also essentially blocked by the SBI, with whom they were feuding... and still are to this day.
"Eight years ago another young woman, Kitty Summers, claimed in an interview with KXTC News that she was a pledge with the Pi Omega Sorority, and was taken to a field for what was called an initiation ritual. She said that she and other pledges were left in the field, where boys from a Fraternity hunted them down and forced them into sex. Kitty said that she resisted and fought them, as she was a virgin at the time, but she was held down, repeatedly slapped in the face, and then gang-raped.
"She said she did not go to the Police because she didn't know who the boys were, nor to where she'd been taken... and that she was threatened by the Pi Omega Sorority, who told her she would be killed if she said anything to anyone. When KXTC followed up with the story, the Pi Omega Sorority denied Kitty's accusations, saying she made it up because she was denied membership in the sorority.
"Kitty was traumatized by the incident, and turned to drugs. She dropped out of School, and only the help of family and friends got her into rehab. She says the incident destroyed her life. There were no investigations by law enforcement at any level, and KXTC, owned at the time by now-State-Senator Katherine Woodburn, did not follow up on the case."
"Just recently, former University women's basketball player Jayne Hallerton, who accused U.S. Senator Samuel Russell of raping her, brought up Kitty Summers's story. She said that U.S. Senator Russell had helped suppress several accusations of rape during Fraternity and Sorority hazing rituals. Senator Russell denied the accusations, saying they were made by a 'worthless prostitute' that tried to extort money from him after giving him consentual sex."
"So what is the truth? We're going to explore these cold cases, and find out what's there. I'm Alison McFarland, and this... is 'Unresolved'."
Part 2 - In The Beginning
This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 17th, from the KXTC anchor desk. "U.S. Senator Samuel Russell has threatened to file a lawsuit against Jayne Hallerton after she accused him of using his political power to suppress investigations into rape allegations on the University Campus!"
Bettina: "Ms. Hallerton, a former University basketball player, accused Senator Russell of violently raping and beating her months ago, and a Grand Jury returned an indictment in the case. Russell's son Billy Russell also accused his father of having security personnel beat him and Ms. Hallerton after the alleged rape, but Russell's wife contradicted the accusations, saying the sex between Russell and Hallerton was consentual, and that Billy is the one who beat up Jayne. Senator Russell's daughter, Ruby Russell, a hostess on the popular show 'Point Taken' that you can see here on KXTC, has defended her father and attacked her brother and Ms. Hallerton many times."
Bettina: "In the latest accusation, which was first revealed on Alison McFarland's popular podcast 'Unresolved', Jayne Hallerton accused Senator Russell of helping cover up the investigation of the alleged rape off Kitty Summers, then a University student. Senator Russell denies the accusations and threatened a lawsuit, but that suit has not been filed as of the time of this report."
More Bettina: "And a spokesperson for MegaTech Industries, the powerful technology company that makes the popular 'Alicia' home smart device, has said it will cooperate with Federal authorities in the investigation of the murder of David Lang, an employee of MegaTech subsidiary Audial Security Solutions. Three other employees of Audial Security Solutions reached plea deals with District Attorney Miriam Walters after an investigation by the Town & County Police Department into Lang's murder."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's working hard not to give you credit, Don." said Cindy Ross as the Command Group and Our Sheriff drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Credit goes to all the Detectives." I said. "They did a good job with four cases at once. And I was very pleased with Julia Rodriguez's interrogations."
"They did do well," said Sheriff Griswold, "but it was you, Crowbar, that connected all four cases together and unearthed the mole Shimono inside MegaTech."
"How did MegaTech take that?" asked Teresa. "Did they know she was embedded in their company?"
Tanya Perlman said "Jack said they acted shocked when the FBI informed them of who she was and her presence in their company." referring to her fiancé, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. "The FBI did try to go find her at the MegaTech offices in the Cannon Building in the City before notifying MegaTech, but she hadn't been seen by anyone since early last week."
"She's in the wind. Again." I said. "Still one step ahead of me..."
"Think MegaTech knew?" Teresa asked.
"Yes." I said. "And it is no coincidence that Bettina is basically doing P.R. for them by saying they're cooperating with the Feds."
"Jack said MegaTech's cooperation is pretty superficial." Tanya said. "They're trying to shield the nature of their projects that Lang was a part of, and they've had everyone from U.S. Senator Russell to Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel call and 'advise' them to be respectful of MegaTech's importance to national security."
"And then all this comes out about Ms. Hallerton and our 'esteeeeemed' U.S. Senatorrrrrr." said Chief Moynahan. "I don't need a crowbar to see that that is a distraction."
"I wouldn't think Jayne Hallerton would help the Establishment with anything." said Cindy.
"She's not." I said. "Well, it might be more accurate to say she's being tricked into doing it. Someone comes up with something on Russell, leaks it to her knowing she'll go public about it, and that's what makes the headlines instead of... more important stories the Media could be investigating."
"Who is this Alison McFarland?" asked the Sheriff. "I've heard that name before, but I can't remember where."
"She was involved in the 'Miss Physical America' group some years ago." Cindy said. "She was fit, but not bulked up like me and the other true competitors. She became more like the hostess and M.C. of our events. Then she became something of a Sports Reporter, like Amber Harris was at first, and Cynthia Freeman tried to be for a while."
"I'd heard nothing of her for several years," continued Cindy. "Then Alison began doing these podcasts on unsolved crimes. She calls the show 'Unresolved', and has used the podcasts to document some of her pursuits of cold cases. The podcasts have become pretty popular, and she's solved four missing persons cases: once by finding the missing person alive, and three by finding the bodies and delivering the murderers to the Police."
"She should hook up with the Iron Crowbar." Tanya said teasingly. "Y'all would get a lot of cases solved!"
"Heh." I said. "I think she should work with you, Lady Ironside, and your partner in crimefighting, my mother. Y'all are my Cold Case Team."
"That'd be great!" Tanya said enthusiastically. "And speaking of your mom, has she gone back to Apple Grove?"
"Yes, she left Monday." I said.
"Yezzz, she did." said Chief Moynahan, who did not mention that he took my mother out to dinner Sunday evening, and that she spent the night at his home and did not leave until the next morning. "She never did quite explain why she came down to visit, except to say she wanted to hug her grandchildren."
"Including her big grandchild, Todd." Teresa said. "She didn't tell him anything, either, but asked a ton of questions about BOW Enterprises, and how they're doing in Apple Grove."
"Don't feel bad, Chief." I said. "She didn't tell her only son anything, either. But I'm not naive enough to believe she only came down to hug and spoil the grandchildren. She had a purpose..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, April 17th. The meeting of the Charter Commission began at the dining table at The Cabin, where I'd had a catered supper of 'home cooking' items brought in. Everyone was hungry and ate well, especially the Chairman (me). Afterwards, we settled in for our agenda items and general discussion.
"There's something I want to ask, but off the record." I said. There were times when someone would ask for something to be discussed 'off the record', meaning they wanted to discuss an item but didn't want it to be part of any formal record. Sometimes ADA Savannah Fineman was a bit too good at meeting minutes; ergo, the requests. Everyone agreed to my request for an 'off the record' moment.
"It was recently brought to my attention," I said, "that there are people out there who want to completely do away with the Town & County Council. Anyone heard anything about that?"
"Probably my wife!" quipped Edward R. Steele. Everyone laughed politely as I looked around the room.
"Anyone?" I said. "Reverend?" I had seen the Rev. Joseph E. Williams's eyes change ever so slightly.
"Well," said Williams, "I just heard a rumor... that's all, just a rumor. Someone asked about it at the Black Business Council."
"What did you hear?" I asked.
"As you know," said Williams, "the Black Business Council was formed a long time ago, when black businessmen on the Southside of Town thought that the Town & County Chamber of Commerce was not being very responsive to the needs of black businesses. The Black Business Council was like a shadow Chamber of Commerce. It has done very well, and has many white members as well as black members, all with businesses on the Southside."
"T-Square a part of it?" I couldn't help but ask.
"You know, he is not a regular member," said Williams, "but he has made donations to the group, which helps with advertising and their charity drives for various things. Anyway, I'm often invited to their Tuesday lunches, and I do try to get input for the Charter. Just yesterday, I had a couple of people ask me if they'd heard about a push to remove the Council. They said it was just rumors, and I said I hadn't heard anything before."
Edward Steele said "I heard about it from the same place you did, Don. Mayor Allgood brought it up. He said he'd been asked about rumors of it." I nodded thoughtfully.
"Why would anyone want to dissolve the Council?" Savannah Fineman asked. "And what do they want to replace it with?"
"I don't know." said Williams. "The people that asked me about it said they'd heard that there were groups that wanted to dissolve the Council, but had no information on what would happen after that. I got the impression that they were just starting the talk. Someone asks if the rumor is true, everyone says they haven't heard about it, then someone says 'but what do you think about it as an idea?', and we're all discussing it."
I grinned. "And yes, we, the group able to do something about it, are now discussing it."
"It wasn't about an equal-weight Council?" asked Edna Carter, "instead of the half-Town, half-County structure we have now?"
"From what I heard, no." I said. Edward Steele and Joseph E. Williams nodded in agreement. "And it got me to thinking. Whoever wants to do this might have the equal-population Council Districts in mind... but they might have simply no Council at all in mind, which means that the entirety of the Executive power in the Town & County would be in the Office of the Mayor. Whoever it is, I hope they'll come forward for a discussion of it,"
The Reverend Joseph E. Williams said "That would be... interesting, to say the least."
"If you think that last Mayoral election was acrimonious," said Edward Steele, "imagine what it would be like under that scenario."
"I can add this." I said. "When I heard about it, I went and talked with my favorite County Historian, Sheriff Griswold. He told me that when the Town and County finally merged, there were a lot of people in Town and in the County that had been against the merger. The only thing they finally agreed to, which ultimately cemented the deal, was a Council of five from Town and five from the County. The USDOJ would've objected to the unequal-population aspect of it, so the Town Assembly was also created and given the sole power to tax and spend, and the Mayor & Council were made the Executive Authority."
"That's how my late father remembered it," said Joseph E. Williams, "and how I remembered it, too. There were attempts to merge before, but the County always voted against it, so nothing happened until the current setup was suggested."
"Who made the suggestion for the semi-executive Council?" asked Edward R. Steele.
"Some guy you never heard of." quipped Joseph E. Williams. "Name of... Griswold." My chuckle at that turned into a full laugh...
After the meeting, Edward Steele lingered behind. "Have you got a minute, Don?" he said. "I need to tell you about something that happened at the Council Meeting last night..."
Part 3 - The Fucking Field
2:00am, Thursday, April 18th. Tom Usagi was eighteen years old and a Senior at Nextdoor County High School. He was of Japanese descent, and was in excellent physical condition. He had a four-year Army ROTC scholarship to Wildcat School, and he'd almost won the Town & County Independence Day Triathlon (Author's note: 'Media Matters', Ch. 01.).
He was driving his parents's dark gray BMW convertible, with the top up as it was still cool at night during this time of year. With him was his girlfriend Patty, a luscious 18-year-old Senior with long red hair, long legs that would make Betty Grable jealous, and a firm, lithe body with mid-size breasts that stood out proudly. They had been holding hands just over her crotch, then Tom slid his hand down and began stroking Patty's thigh in her skin-tight blue jeans, and she did not stop him.
"Did you bring a blanket?" Patty asked.
"Yeah." said Tom.
"Let's go to the Fucking Field." Patty said. "I want you to fuck me under the stars."
Tom did not need to be asked twice. He felt Patty's hand moving over his thigh to his crotch, finding a well-formed bulge under his jeans. He turned left (south) off the main highway just before getting to the AGC Trucking facility and the Town & County Line, onto one of the two-lane dirt roads that led to the meadow that everyone called 'The Fucking Field'.
When they arrived at the edge of the meadow, Tom stopped the car and turned off the engine. He turned to kiss Patty and found her practically lunging at him. Their mouths met in a hot, hard kiss, making Patty moan.
They made out, french-kissing hotly for several minutes. Tom unbuttoned Patty's blouse. It fell open, exposing her breasts.
"Mmmm, braless." said Tom. "Just like I like 'em." Patty grinned, then backed away.
"C'mon, let's get the blanket." the lovely redhead said. Tom was a bit reluctant; after all, it was much warmer in the car. But Patty was already opening the door and getting out, topless, the pale skin of her breasts seeming to glow in the very dim light...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhh..." Patty moaned as she lay naked on her back on the blanket behind the car. "Oh, yeah, that's so good... yeah, eat my pussy, baby..." Tom was face-deep in the redhead's thick hairy snatch, sliding his tongue along the upper wall of her sopping wet vagina then licking her as deeply as he could reach, enjoying the taste of the hot teen girl.
"Oh yessss... yesss..." Patty said, her hand running through Tom's black hair, gently pulling his face deeper into her labes. After a couple of minutes, she said "Are you going to take me camping this summer?"
"Sure, baby." Tom said, though knowing he'd likely be at Wildcat School and getting the fine co-ed pussy there during the long, hot summer.
"Mmm, why don't you fuck me now." Patty offered. Tom reluctantly withdrew his tongue from the redhead's swollen quim. He stood up, letting the girl watch as he opened his belt and lowered his pants, exposing his six inch cock.
"Mmmm, come and get it, Tiger." Patty said. She pulled her legs up and back, her knees practically touching her shoulders. The sight of her spreading for him made Usagi iron hard. He wasted no time kneeling at the base of her asscheeks, grabbing the underside of her thighs and pushing down on them, and sliding his throbbing cockshaft along her burning slit. Patty reached down between them and grasped Tom's tool, and fit the head into her hole.
"Ohhhhhh, yes!" she gasped as the teen stud penetrated her, then slowly and steadily sank the length of his cock into her tight wet cunt. Tom groaned as he pushed forward and leaned over Patty, burying his meat balls-deep into her. Then he got leverage and began pistoning his hard ass up and down, pumping his cock in and out of her.
They fucked deep and hard for several long minutes. Patty's cries of pleasure echoed over the Fucking Field as she came hard around her lover's teen male meat.
Tom then let go of Patty's thighs and climbed over her. She scissored her long, luscious legs around his muscular torso as he spread his legs wide to get leverage. And then he began fucking the beautiful teen girl will all the raw power he could muster, plunging into her again and again as she writhed and cried in ecstasy beneath him.



He felt his nut rising, and didn't try to stop it. As Patty's clenching cunt clamped down on his cock like a vise, he groaned and let it go. Streams of thick, ropy jism fired into the depths of Patty's pussy, coating her cervix with his potent, virile semen.
He collapsed on top of her, and for several minutes the only sounds were of their gasps and heavy breathing. Then she pressed her mouth to his in a deep, tongue-twining kiss.
*vroommmm*... *rummmbbbblllee*...
"Ah, shit." muttered Tom. "Come on, baby, we gotta go."
"What's wrong?" Patty asked, not understanding.
"Somebody's coming." Tom said, quickly putting on his jeans, then handing Patty hers, then scooping up the blanket. "Let's go!" They got into the car, neither noticing Patty's blue panties lying on the grass. Patty put on her jeans and blouse as Tom started the car and pulled out onto the northeast lane, hoping the cars were coming down the other trail to their west...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:25am, Wednesday, April 18th. Stephen Walter Henry was driving home from the University Observatory after a busy night of observations on the big telescope, then studying the computer data of captured interstellar radio transmissions. He was tired, and just wanted to get something to eat and then some sleep.
He turned east onto the road to his apartment home. Many Fraternity and Sorority Houses were on this road, which was south of the main Campus. As he came up to the Pi Omega Sorority House, a woman suddenly ran down the driveway and onto the road, right in front of his car!
He hit the brakes, stopping in time. The girl ran to the passenger side door and tried to open it. He unlocked it and she got in. "Go, go, go!" she pleaded. "Please, go!" Stephen started driving. He saw several women running down the driveway the young woman had just come from, and they seemed to be yelling at him and waving their arms.
"Please, take me to the Police Station!" the girl begged. "And please hurry! They might come after us!"
"Who?" asked Stephen, noticing that the girl's eye was badly bruised, as if she'd been punched hard there.
"Those Sorority girls." said the woman, "and the guys they helped rape me!"
"Oh my God." said Stephen as he rounded the turn at the end of the road and went south, towards the road that went behind the building containing Rita's establishment. "Do you need to go to the Hospital?"
"No!" cried out the girl. "Take me to the Police! Please, it's my only chance! Please hurry!"
Stephen sped up a little as he said "What's your name?"
"Wendy. Wendy Withers." she said. Stephen noticed she was looking out the window, and all around. He turned onto University Avenue and went north towards College Street, and turned left upon it. As he drove, he heard a squeal of tires and the headlights of a car bathing his as it came up behind him.
"Oh no! Please God, no!" screamed Wendy. "Go! Go! Don't let them catch us! Please!"
"What the heck is going on?" Stephen said, not quite understanding the gravity of their situation. Then he saw the car speed up and try to overtake him. Just as it swerved to ram him and spin him out, he hit the gas and his car leaped forward. The other car quickly recovered, sped up even more, and rammed his vehicle in the rear.
"Jesus Christ, what the fuck!" Stephen yelled as he tried to keep control of his car.
"Drive! Drive! Don't let them catch us!" Wendy screamed.
But it was too late. As the car came up to Courthouse Square, the car behind again sped up, then swerved into Stephen's Camry. With a sickening *CRUNCH!*, the front bumper impacted the driver's side door and began shoving Stephen's car off the road. It hit the curb hard, and stopped.
"What the hell?" Stephen yelled as two masked men ran up to his car. They opened the door and dragged Stephen out, right through his seatbelt, and forced him onto the ground.
The girl had gotten out of the car and was trying to run away across the Square, screaming. One of the masked men got up and tore after her. He caught her easily, shoved her to the ground, then fell atop her on his knees and began hitting her in the face with closed-fist punches as hard as he could.
"BITCH! CUNT! BITCH!" he yelled as he hit the woman. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small revolver and put it to her head.
*BANG!*
The girl collapsed, silent and unmoving. The masked man got up, came back to Stephen, who was being held down, his arm twisted behind him, by the other man. As Stephen struggled, the first man put the revolver to the back of his head and pulled the trigger...
Part 4 - The Crime Scene
4:45am, Thursday, April 18th. I came up to the crime scene on the east side of Courthouse Square. "Whaddya got, Perlman?" I asked.
"Two dead, one male, one female." Tanya replied as she sat in her Tank and watched the scene being processed. "Neither have IDs on them, but the car tag is registered to a 'Stephen Walter Henry'. I pulled up his drivers license, and he's the guy." She showed me the photo of a nerdy looking guy with black hair and black-rimmed glasses, and it matched the face of the dead young man lying on the ground behind the car, a ten-year-old Toyota Camry.
"He's a University student, majoring in Astronomy." continued Tanya. "I dialed the number on his University info file, and the cellphone in the car rang, so 'confidence is high' that it's him."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "What about the girl?"
Tanya replied "No ID on her, no cellphone in the car or anywhere around here. We're going to have to do a thing called 'old fashioned Police work' to identify her. I've sent her fingerprints in, but nothing back yet. And if she's never been fingerprinted before, that may be a 'no go'." I nodded.
Just then, Detective Julia Rodriguez came up. "Good morning, sir." she said.
"Morning. But not so good for these two." I said, more sourly than I should have. "Whaddya got?"
Julia said "As you can see, sir, the left door panel of the car is crumpled in, and there's brown paint in the creases of this silver car. It appears these two were run off the road, as the tire marks show. The CSIs will be checking to see if some of these tracks are from another car."
Julia continued. "It looks like the young man here was literally dragged out of the driver's seat; you can see the markings on the ground next to the door and coming around to the back. He was shot in the back of the head, first at something of an angle, suggesting he was struggling, then at the base of his head, right where the spinal cord comes into the skull."
More Julia: "The girl was also shot in the head, and her face is very badly bruised, suggesting she was badly beaten."
Tanya added: "And some of the bruises were already well-formed, suggesting she was beaten earlier tonight. I've already called the M.E. and asked that they bring a full rape kit."
"Good thinking." I said. I put on latex gloves, then went to the body of the most unfortunate Stephen Walter Henry. I examined his hands closely, then brought Julia over to look as I said: "No bruising on his hands, just a bit of dirt which is probably the dirt here. So he didn't get a punch in on his attackers, and more importantly, he likely didn't do that damage to the girl." Julia nodded, absorbing my lesson like the sponge she was.
Coming back to Tanya, I said "Any camera coverage?"
"We've put in requests to get the video from the J.P. Goldman Bank across the street." Tanya said. "Myron is coming in, and we'll see what he can get from the various street cameras and from City Hall and the Courthouse. And we'll have to go to the shops along the southside of College Street first thing in the morning and see if they got anything."
"I'm seeing some dirt on the street going north." I said. "Try to get camera footage of everywhere you can north of here, and going both ways. Bus Station to the east, Hyatt Hotel, our Impound Yard and the Welcome Center on the Hammondsville Highway."
"On it, sir." said Tanya, having already done that.
I stayed and watched the CSIs doing their excellent work, and watched Martha the M.E. quickly process the bodies, then have the bodies loaded onto the modified paddywagon to transport them to the morgue. Only when the KXTC media van was spotted driving by City Hall on the way to the scene did I get into my Police SUV and leave.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
I heard Tanya's regular wheelchair driving up the hallway to the Main Conference Room, where Chief Moynahan, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Ross, and I were sitting. It was 6:45am. Tanya was followed in by Lt. Myron Milton and Detective Julia Rodriguez.
"Any ID of the female?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"No sir." said Julia. "The local database, State database, and the FBI all came back negative on fingerprints. The FBI is doing a facial rec comparison to the University's database of student IDs."
"What about video?" I asked.
"We had somewhat better luck with that." said Tanya. "Myron?"
"Yes ma'am." said Myron. "As you all know, the streetlight cams on University Avenue and its connecting streets record for two minutes when someone is detected speeding late at night, changing lanes improperly, or making a corner-cutting turn at an intersection. They're intended to get additional evidence of drunk driving or behavior if a Uniformed patrol makes a DUI arrest."
He brought a video onto the screen. "The camera did not record the silver Camry here, but it did catch a brown car coming very fast and turning left onto College Avenue. Because the first camera was activated, two streetcams on College were also activated. As you can see, the brown car was pursuing the Camry, which sped up enough to get to Courthouse Square instead of the copse of trees."
Myron brought up another video, from the Civic Center on the corner across from where the crime was committed, and said: "This is the only direct video we got of the crime, and it's distant, spotty, and blurry. But you can see the girl getting out of the car and trying to run, and a masked man in blue jeans, a brown jacket and maybe a darker blue shirt pursued her, tackled her, threw a couple of punches at her head, then took out a firearm and shot her. Then he goes back around to the back of the car. We can't see what happened from this angle, but it's likely Stephen Henry was being shot right then."
Another video was brought up. Myron said: "The brown car, a 1990s model Chevy Impala, apparently took side streets until it got to the North Street intersection with the Bypass. It's clearly seen going west, and a photo of it was taken from the concealed camera on the 'Leaving Town & County, Drive Safely' sign across the road from the Welcome Center. As you can see, there is no car tag on the back of the car. It crossed the State Line."
"And it was going very fast in all of those videos." I said. "It may have a souped-up motor under the hood."
"We've put out an APB to Hammondsville and to their entire State to be on the lookout for a brown Impala car with no tag." said Tanya.
"Well, that's something." I said, staring at the monitor. "Good work, Myron. Okay, what do we know about Stephen Walter Henry?"
"He's from Rocktown, in the southeast part of the State." said Tanya. "He is... was... a Senior at the University, and has a 3.25 GPA. He has no credit cards and no debt, but took out a loan with the J.P. Goldman Bank of nearly $2000, which he paid back over the last ten months in regular installments."
"Hmm, buying a ring for the girl?" Cindy asked.
"Possi-bleee, possi-bleee." I said. "But why do you believe she's the guy's girlfriend?"
"Well, she was in his car..." Cindy offered.
"If I may, ma'am..." said Tanya. When we looked at her, she said "We opened his cellphone using his finger, then promptly downloaded the contents. He had no photos of this girl on his phone, but did have photos of another girl. We're also going to see whose phone numbers are in his speed-dial and contacts, and see if this girl is one of them." Myron nodded vigorously in agreement.
I replied "That'll give us a lot more data to theorize with. I do like your idea about an engagement ring, though, Commander Ross." Turning to Tanya, I said "Anything else?"
"Not much, sir." Tanya replied. "No discipline issues with the School, no traffic tickets or other arrests. He was a member of a couple of honorary Fraternities and the Astronomy Club, but not a regular Greek Fraternity."
"Nothing was found on him nor in his car." said Julia Rodriguez. "No drugs or anything like that, and the autopsy will confirm or rule out drug use. But so far, simply nothing that shows us a reason why someone would want to kill him."
"Where did he live?" I asked.
"In an apartment south of Campus, and near Greek Row, where all the Fraternity and Sorority Houses are." said Julia. "We're going to go over there and search his room once we get the warrant."
"Okay, then." I said. "Captain Perlman, what is your action plan?"
Tanya said "I'm going to have some Officers dress in plain clothes but have their badges on their belts go around Campus and see if we can identify this girl. I'll ask the Campus Police to help with that. I'm also going to call Professor Stephanie Steele, who was in his speed-dial list, and ask what she can tell me about Stephen Henry."
"Good." I said. "But let Julia make that call, or better yet, in-person visit. And speaking of calls... I'm going to have to call the parents of Stephen Henry and ask them to come identify the body of their son."
"No you will not, Mr. Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief. "I will be the one to call the Police Chief in Rocktown, and have him break the news to the parents, and also arrange for their transportation over here." I just nodded. The Chief was not going to let me do his duty for him; he was taking it head-on.
"Should we give the girl's picture to the Media?" asked Cindy. "Maybe someone will see it and identify her."
"Nooooooo." I said. "Not yet, anyway. Let's try to get her identified by other means. I'd hate for her loved ones to see her picture in one of Bettina's cold-hearted reports..."
Part 5 - Luck Of The Crowbar
9:30am, Thursday, April 19th. I was going over some files on my computer when Commander Cindy Ross 'wandered' in. I had her come on in and sit down.
"Whatcha doin'?" she asked.
"Following up on the murder of Dr. Charles Christian." I said. "The University laid claim to his papers, so we put every scrap that we collected through the digital image copiers before returning them to the School. I'm looking at some of that stuff now."
"Ah, remember the days of microfiche?" Cindy asked. I couldn't help it; I broke into a burst of laughter.
"Oh my gosh." I said, shaking my head. "You know, it's hard to imagine how Law Enforcement functioned in those days. Fingerprints had to be photographed or put on a card, physically sent to the FBI in Washington, and potentially millions of fingerprints on physical record had to be searched through. DNA sequencing and analysis was a futuristic dream. And surveillance techniques have undergone huge transformations."
"And not all for the better." said Cindy. "I don't think people realize that the meta-data for every single cell phone call they make is saved by the Federal Government. Every letter mailed through the Post Office is photographed, and that data stored. That MegaTech crew we busted was working on systems that would allow the Government to listen in on people's private conversations at home, be it through their cell phones, TVs, 'Alicia' smart devices, or their alarm systems."
"While it's good to have tools that help us catch criminals," Cindy continued, "in the wrong hands, meaning in Government hands, it's incredibly dangerous to the Constitution and our liberties."
"You got that right." I said, then added with a grin. "Well said... for a Canadian."
"American by birth, and proud of it." Cindy replied. "Canadian heritage by the grace of God."
I grinned, then said "So... what are you avoiding doing by sitting in here talking to me?"
Cindy gave her own smile and said "There's a few things going on. The Sheriff asked me to put together a proposal package for the Charter Commission regarding restoring the EMT services. He also asked me to write some draft proposals on new Public Safety structures, meaning rank structures. Nothing big, but now's the time to do it, he said... and the Chief and I happen to agree with that. So when does the Charter Commission need that?"
"I'd say as soon as reasonably possible." I said. "We're going to put out the word to all the County Government to submit their ideas in writing to the Commission, and by Memorial Day if possible, and July 4th for sure. So what are your rank structure ideas?"
"How would you like to have stars on your shoulders?" Cindy asked. "One idea is that the Sheriff will have four or even a ring of five stars instead of the one he has now, the Chiefs of Police, Fire, maybe EMTs, and the PHO would have three or four stars, you and the Assistant Fire Chief would have three or two, I and the Battalion Chiefs would have two or one. That way, the Assistant Fire Chief and Battalion Chiefs will be separated, we might have a new Superintendent position like the Fire Department does."
"Comfort items." I mused.
"What's that?" asked Cindy, her voice sounding confused.
I smiled. "When I was in ROTC and went to Advanced Camp, we went to a location in the woods on a field mission that had foxholes dug. We were told to improve the positions. I got some fallen tree branches and concealed our position fairly well, but got dinged for lack of real cover that would protect me. But others fared worse: they'd mostly done things that improved their comfort in the foxholes, no cover, no concealment. And I still remember the cadre Colonel, who just happened to be with the 82d Airborne Division, come through and just say 'comfort items'... 'comfort items'... 'comfort items'."
I continued: "Having made this short story long, my moral of it is that it the trappings of our uniforms are nice, but they're 'comfort items'. In truth, they don't matter when compared to the true authority and power of our positions. I'm still going to be Police Commander, and my job will be the same whether or not I've got stars or these oak leaves on my shoulders, and the same for the Chiefs and the Sheriff."
Cindy said "That's true. But as the Sheriff said, now is the time to make changes. I've been looking at Police Departments around the Nation to see what they're doing. LAPD Commanders have one star, for example. What we have now works, but we'll see if we can make it better."
"Just don't over-do it." I admonished. "I still find it amazing that 80+% of the Army is Enlisted, but there are eleven Officer ranks, compared to nine Enlisted Ranks, ten if you count Sergeant-Major-of-the-Army. But... it works, so who am I to get in the way of... progress?"
Cindy laughed, then poured herself some coffee from my pot and made her goodbyes and left. I turned back to my study of Dr. Christian's work on the Consultant of Crime...
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
I answered the phone; it was the Duty Desk. "Sir," said the Duty Desk Sergeant, "we have a lady up here who has asked to speak to you personally. Says her name is Alison McFarland. She says she has information that might be helpful to you on this recent murder."
Normally I would not bother with these things, but I was getting a huge vibe, almost a Cindy-class vibe, that I should hear what this woman had to say. So I told the Duty Desk to escort her to the office.
My assistant Helena did the formal thing, opening the door for Ms. McFarland, then closing the door behind her. I'd gotten up and come around the desk to shake her hand. I had her sit down and asked if she wanted some coffee or water, and she politely declined.



As I came around and sat down, I made observations and deductions. Alison McFarland was in her 30s, and blonde. She had once been into the fitness thing like Cindy, but was not bulked up like Cindy had once been. Alison was a bit stockier, her body an hourglass shape more like Teresa's magnificent frame, but I thought that if Alison let it go, she could become 'big'. In contrast to Cindy's ruggedly good looks, Alison had a more 'sweet' looking face, and was very pretty.
"Thank you for seeing me, Commander." Alison said.
"My pleasure." I said. Then I peered at her and said "I perceive that you are General Alexander McFarland's daughter."
Alison was taken aback for just a second, then recovered. "Why yes, I am." she said. "How did you know? Have you met my father?"
I smiled. "As a matter of fact I have, just a few weeks ago." (Author' note: 'The Nuclear Option'.) "And I would not be a very good Detective if I did not notice the strong family resemblance to him in your face, as well as the last name."
Alison smiled. "Yes, I did take after him more than my mother."
I nodded, then said "So! What brings you to my Town & County? And how can I be of help?"
Alison said "I do a podcast, which I call 'Unresolved'. I investigate cold case crimes and missing persons cases. I was looking into one that occurred here twelve years ago, and when I heard the newscast about that double murder you had this morning, something about it struck me."
She went on to tell me about the Susan Dawn Phillips case. As she did, I was getting the vibe again, that this was important stuff, that would put me on the right track on this case. And I marveled at my luck in the Universe moving things to make this happen for me.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar.
"So she was found in Nextdoor County?" I asked. Alison confirmed it. I called Cindy on the phone and asked her to come into my office.
"Whassup---- Alison? Alison McFarland?" Cindy said as she recognized Alison.
"Cindy Ross!" Alison said, getting up and hugging Cindy, though I noticed the hug was a bit perfunctory for both women. "How are you? It's been.. years!"
"Yes, it has." Cindy said, sounding as if she were still stunned. I had Cindy sit down in the other hot chair.
"Did you get to meet General McFarland when he was up here in March?" I asked. "Alison is his daughter."
"Oh, really?" Cindy asked. "And no, I didn't really get to meet the General. I was minding the store here." Cindy said. She turned to Alison and said "So what brings you here?"
"My podcasts." said Alison.
I added: "And this case this morning has points of interest connected to the cold case she's been recently looking at. I'll fill you in later, but I need to you to call Chief Molly Evans of the Nextdoor County Police Department, and have them check out that area next to AGC Trucking."
"The Fucking Field." Cindy said. Seeing our reactions, she said "Well, that is what they call it."
"I see, said the blind man." I said, then went on: "If you'll ask the NCPD to ride up there and see if anything went on last night... fresh tire tracks, stuff like that... I'd appreciate it. If they find something, we'll go over and check it out..."
Then I thought about it, and said "No, tell you what... tell her we're coming over, and if she'd like to join the party, we'd love to see her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So you did become a Police Officer." said Alison to Cindy, who was sitting in the backseat of my Police SUV as we were driving towards Nextdoor County. "You always said you wanted to be one... or an FBI Agent."
"And she's done very, very well." I said. "Deputy Chief of the TCPD."
"Oh, wow." Alison said levelly, then asked. "So why are you two carrying those crowbars? Oh, wait... you're the Iron Crowbar?" Her voice sounded much more impressed at that recognition.
"Yes, he is." said Cindy. "Your father didn't mention him?"
"I haven't talked to my father in a while." admitted Alison. "Except for a few texts."
"So, are you a journalist?" Cindy asked, a bit incisively. "Are you with the Media?"
"Lord, no." said Alison. "As you know, I graduated with a degree in Finance. After I left 'Miss Physical America', I went back to school and got my Masters in Business Administration, and began working with a Venture Capital firm, researching companies as possible investment opportunities. That started up my penchant for doing investigations, and I began doing the podcasts on the side. Then that just exploded, and while I still work on a contract basis with the VC firm, I'm doing something I love doing now."
"Ah, the secret to Life." I said. "Doing something you love... and getting paid for it."
"So if this young lady is Deputy Chief," Alison said, perhaps trying to tease Cindy, "why aren't you Chief yet?"
"He turned it down." Cindy said.
"Yes. Yes I did." I said. "If I was Chief, I'd have to be in my office, doing paperwork that the Deputy Chief would be sending me. Instead, I get to investigate and solve crimes... and put all my paperwork on the Deputy Chief's desk." Alison laughed. Cindy rolled her eyes at me.
We crossed the County Line and drove past AGC Trucking, then came up to an almost-invisible two-track road that turned right and went south. An NCPD Police SUV was parked and waiting.
"Hi guys." I said to Molly and Detective German as we got out of the vehicle. "Alison, this is Chief Evans and Detective German. Guys, this is Alison McFarland, who has been examining a cold case that may have bearing on this morning's case in our County. And you know Deputy Chief Ross, of course."
Alison had been looking from one blonde to the other. "Oh, you're related, aren't you?"
Molly grinned. "You're pretty sharp-eyed yourself. Yes, we're sisters."
Alison said "Commander Troy immediately recognized me as my father's daughter, so it's got me observing people."
"And speaking of observations," I said, "let's make some. Chief, did anyone drive down this path this morning?"
"No, and call me Molly, Don." Molly instructed, not mentioning that I was the father of her two sons. "We just came out and parked at the entrance to wait for you."
"Great!" I said. I looked around, then began walking down the path. "There's tire tracks along here, but a bunch of cars have gone both ways along the road, so we're not going to get much here. Let's drive further in."
We drove further along the path, which diverged into two paths, one going left and the other veering right but going pretty straight. The straight path had all the tire tracks so I went that way. Then I stopped as I saw the tracks diverging into the meadow, leaving one clear set of tire impressions.
"Looks like two or thee cars parked here in the grass." I said. "This car came further along." Cindy was taking photos of the tire impressions, and sending them back to Myron at TCPD Headquarters. I began looking around, and saw where people had trodden along the grass. Then there was an area where the grass was kicked up some, with clumps of grass and mud.
"Something happened here." Cindy said, and it wasn't just her eyes doing the observing.
"Yeah, you're right." I said.
Alison was walking down the path towards the copse of trees at the southern end of the property, which hid a creek running west and ultimately draining into the River in our County. Detective German had passed me and was walking around further down the field.
"Over here!" German called out. We went over, with me admonishing Cindy and Molly to not walk over any footprints that might be there. When we got to where German was, he pointed at a pair of light blue panties.
"Yes, they were on a girl very recently." I said. "They haven't been here very long at all. They're a bit damp, but they haven't been rained on at all." I also noticed another dirt track road, leading northeast, but with no tire impressions of any value.
Cindy was going to photograph the panties, but I said "Molly, why don't we get a CSI team out here."
"Yes, let's do." said Molly. "And whatever they find, consider me to have asked you to take over this case."
A moment later, Alison was back. "I think that copse of trees matches the location where Susan Phillips was found dead." she said.
"Yes, it was." said Detective German. "I read up on that case while we were waiting for you to arrive. It was never solved..." They began talking as I continued to look around.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Thursday, April 18th. We were going to go to lunch, but Captain Perlman, Detective Rodriguez, and Lt. Myron Milton asked to talk to me. So we went into the Main Conference Room, where we introduced Alison to Tanya and Julia.
"You did the work, Julia." said Tanya. "So tell the Commander what you found."
"We found out the identity of the female victim." said Julia. "Her name is Wendy Withers. She's from Alvaton, which is the County Seat of Edison County, just south of Westphalia, east of the Interstate. She was a Freshman at the University, and had not yet declared a major. She was active in the Glee Club and the Baptist Student Center. She also had pledged the Pi Omega Sorority."
"The Pi Omegas?" Alison almost exclaimed. "Susan Phillips was a Pi Omega Sorority pledge when she died!"
Julia said "And Kitty Summers was a Pi Omega Sorority pledge, also."
"Three times is a pattern." Tanya said. "Julia, take some help in plainclothes, all women if you can, and go to the Pi Omega Sorority House. See if they know that they're missing a pledge."
"And try not to tell them anything as you ask questions." I said. "Watch them carefully. Treat them as suspicious characters. And before you go, here's something for you to know but for them not to. We examined that field in Nextdoor County known as 'The Fucking Field', and found some female underwear that had not been there very long. I'd love to hear that someone blurted out that some Sorority activity went on out there recently."
"Yes sir." Julia said. She got up and left the room.
"I need to send someone to her dorm room, too." said Tanya. She texted Joanne Warner with instructions to get a warrant and go visit the dorm, then said "Okay, Myron, tell them what you got."
"Stephen Henry did not have a lot of numbers in his contact list, but the girl he has a lot of pictures of is the face on one of the numbers." said Myron. "From that phone number, we've discovered that her name is Dottie Smith. She's a Senior, majoring in Biology, with a 2.25 GPA. She's not a member of any regular sororities, nor any major student clubs or associations. We've tried to call her cellphone, but it goes straight to voicemail."
"Can I see the photos of her in Stephen's phone?" I asked. Myron brought something up on his tablet, then handed the tablet to me. I saw photos of a decent looking but not especially attractive girl, not fat, but nowhere near Teresa'a hourglass body nor Laura's magnificent legs.
"At the risk of being offensive and politically incorrect," I said as I flipped through the photos, "Dottie and Stephen are the kind of people that tend to end up together. Neither is especially attractive, they're both nerds and majoring in the Sciences. Stephen looks happy in his photos of them together, but Dottie looks... ambivalent. Not scowling or unhappy, just... meh."
"Could that be a clue to the murders?" Alison asked.
"It does make me want to know what their relationship was like." I replied. "And it makes me wonder why he had Wendy Withers in his car. Yes, we need to talk to Dottie Smith, if we can find her." After a moment of thought, I said "Any word on the brown Impala?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "The techs are looking at camera footage from all over, and have found nothing."
I said "Extend the APBs to the entireties of our State and the States west and northwest of us, and sent alerts to all the counties on the west side of the State, in case they try sneaking back in. My going theory is that these guys have a connection to the University, maybe a Fraternity, and would want to return home."
"I've already sent out the APBs," said Tanya, "but I'll send out fresh ones with the new emphasis."
I nodded. "So how did you guys identify Wendy Withers?" I asked as I looked at her DMV photo on Tanya's laptop, seeing that she matched the dead body in the Morgue, sans bruising..
"Our sketch artists put together a drawing of what she would look like without having her face so badly beaten in." Tanya replied. "We showed it around on Campus, but no one would say they knew her... but then the Campus Police got an anonymous tip on their hotline. A male, using a burner phone, and apparently using some kind of technology to disguise his voice. The Campus Police is sending us the audio recording of the call."
"All right, then." I said. "That's great work. And Alison here is my good luck charm for the day: her coming in with her story has really helped us get ahead of this." As I said that, I got a bit of a vibe, and let my peripheral vision take in Cindy's countenance. Was it just me, or was there a fleeting look of irritation on my cousin's ruggedly pretty face?
Part 6 - Senate In Session
I was going to ask Cindy and Alison to lunch, but Alison said she had errands to run, and Cindy said she was going to lunch with Betsy, Callie, and Laura. So I spent an hour doing some research of the various Fraternities and Sororities on Campus. I also familiarized myself with the locations of the Pi Omega Sorority House and the other Greek houses near it.
The lunch day was saved when FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone called and asked if I wanted to meet him at the Cop Bar for lunch. Double cheeseburgers were in mortal danger, but I accepted the invitation anyway.
To my most very pleasant surprise, my wife Laura had arrived with Jack. We had the new back room of the Cop Bar to ourselves, as the Fire Department leadership had just left. We sat down, and the waitress simply asked "Your usuals?" With a smile I said that would be fine: Double Breakfast Burger Plate for me, Double Cheeseburger Plate for Jack, with a bottomless basket of perfectly seasoned fries. Laura said she'd eaten already, which was true (she'd had lunch with Cindy, Callie, and Betsy), so she just had Coca-Cola Zero, and pilfered a few of our fries.
"So... what's new?" I asked Jack.
"We've taken up the bit against Senator Russell again." Jack said. "When that amateur podcast came out about Kitty Summers, and Hallerton made charges against Russell, I figured that was just Hallerton trying to gin up publicity against the Senator again. But then we got a call from our new Assistant Director, Owen Lange, who said the Washington brass wanted us to see if we could bust Russell's balls with this."
"Good!" I said. "So who is this Owen Lange?"
Laura said "His formal position is Assistant Director of the Criminal Investigative Division, which is under new EAD Robin Isley of the Criminal, Cyber, Response, and Services Branch, say that three times fast. I also got word that both of them were recommended for the Assistant Director post that was open... by General Alexander McFarland, after he was here in this County overseeing the EMPTY QUIVER event."
"That's what I heard, too." said Muscone. "McFarland said we had the Iron Crowbar, but we could've used someone like Lange as well. I think he meant well in saying that." Jack finished, his voice connoting anything but. "Anyhoo, I'm the SAC of the City Field Office, and under him. Cardigan is SAC under the Information and Technology Branch, which has a different EAD and Assistant Directors."
"As a SAC, either you or he is also the FBI 'representative' for the Director of National Intelligence, also." I said.
"In theory." said Muscone.
"Like your chess book Theory and Practice," Laura said, "it's not as smooth as that. Especially in the City's Field Office. But let's not delve further into that, shall we? You were saying, Jack?"
Muscone continued: "I don't know much about Owen Lange. I've never met him, though that will change this weekend when he flies into the City to meet with all of us. From what I do know, he's ex-Navy, and he has reputation for being one tough hombre. Kind of like what LCDR Waring was."
I nodded. "We've been crossing a lot of Navy guys lately. Not that that's a bad thing."
Jack said "Just between you and me and the lamppost, I've been getting trickles of information on just what Admiral Keating was. Not only was he a true Guardian of Justice, but he was putting together a group of people that could be really helpful to our side against the Swamp Frogs. Waring and his team were among them, but there are others. I don't know who they are, though." I just nodded.
"Admiral Keating's death was a huge loss for our side." Laura said sadly.
"Yes." Jack said. "Anyway, Lange will want to meet you, and soon. I'm hoping he's going to like you when he does meet you."
I grinned. "Well, we'll see how it works out. Sounds like he won't let me bust his chops, like I had to do to your former EAD." (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler', Ch. 02.)
"I still don't know how you pulled that one off." Laura said.
"The power of the Crowbar, my dear." I replied. "Okay, we were talking about Russell."
"Yes." said Jack. "I contacted Jayne Hallerton after the public allegation came out, and she put me in touch with Kitty Summers... who is hiding under a different identity, fearful for her life. Kitty told me what was in that podcast... that there had been a hazing ritual involving some kind of 'Hunger Games' contest, where fraternity boys try to capture the sorority girls and have sex with them, and sometimes by force, against the women's will."
Muscone continued: "We're not sure if it's one Fraternity or more, nor which Fraternities it might be. It does appear to be a Pi Omega Sorority ritual, as that sorority is involved in every case we know of, and Kitty confirmed that the Pi Omega Sorority was the one she pledged and the one that forced her to go on the hazing ritual. Unfortunately, she had nothing else, at least nothing she would tell me."
Muscone went on: "So we, meaning Team Lazarus, tried to figure out why Russell would exert his influence to cover up the crimes, if Hallerton's accusation is to be believed. Care to guess what we came up with?"
"I do have a couple of ideas." I said. "Laura, do you remember your student Tiffany Barclay, who was murdered by her father a while back?" (Author's note: 'Midnight City'.) "What Fraternity imprisoned her in a closet overnight?"
"Oh!" Laura said, jolted by the sudden memory. "I think that was the Tau Fraternity."
"Yes, it was the Tau Fraternity." I said, very sure. "They're well known for sexual escapades, and only women desiring sex or paid for sex dare go into their Fraternity House. They're also well known for being the Fraternity of rich Elites and their sons. If they were involved, someone like a Swamp Frog U.S. Senator, also known for violent sexual acts, might help them."
"Four hundred years ago." Jack said, shaking his head. "We also came up with the SAE Fraternity, well known for getting into trouble to the point they were almost disbanded; and the Kappas, who are the redneck, 'Old South' Fraternity, and fertile breeding grounds for white supremacists that might treat women shabbily."
"I'm looking most skeptically at the Taus." I said with a slight gleam in my eye as I played my trump card: "Guess who their current President is? An arrogant young man named... Peter Blassingame."
"What?" gasped Muscone. "Edward Blassingame's son?"
I nodded. "I texted Detective Rodriguez to have her people get some background information on the Taus, what they're like, what their reputation on Campus is. Now, I have another question for you, Jack: are you hearing anything about the Rovers BAU?"



Muscone about jumped out of his skin, then he got out his cellphone and pretended to punch buttons on it. "I don't know what's holding up that firewood order I made." he said. Laura chuckled and I just grinned.
"Maybe Bob Rovers is going to personally deliver that firewood." I said. "I'm fully expecting him and his team to appear here, and pretty soon..."
Part 7 - Hot and Cold Pursuit
*Whirrrrrrrr*
3:00pm, Thursday, April 18th. Captain Perlman drove into MCD, followed by me. All of the MCD Detectives, including Geiger, were around the whiteboards, which Detective Julia Rodriguez was updating.
"Okay, guys, what have you gotten so far?" I asked.
"A big stone wall, sir." said Julia as I pulled up a chair and sat down as part of the Ring of Detectives. I had Julia sit down in her seat as she began her narrative: "I went over to the Pi Omega Sorority with Joan Laurer, who was in civilian clothes. We were not allowed inside, and when I asked to speak to the president, Lea Pinkerton, we were told she was 'unavailable'. I asked to speak to someone who could talk to us, and the girl at the door, who was looking very worried, said that if we gave her a number, she'd see if someone would call us. So I gave her my TCPD card."
"That's not good enough." I said. "Captain Perlman, lets get with ADA Patterson and get warrants to enter the Pi Omega Sorority House, and also to pick up their leadership for questioning."
"What's the probable cause?" asked Tanya.
"Persons of interest in a double murder case." I said. "And not being very forthcoming about talking to us voluntarily. Okay, what's next? Did someone go to Wendy Withers's dorm room?"
"I did, sir, with Theo and Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell." said Joanne Warner. "We asked at the desk to see Wendy's room, and the girl at the desk called that floor's Resident Assistant, who led us there and let us into the room. It was empty. Wendy's bed had not been slept in, and her roommate's bed was hastily made up, and her roommate had left her books on the desk as if she'd dropped them off and then left again. There was nothing of real interest, except Wendy's calendar had been marked for the evening before with the words 'Pi Omega dinner'."
"No cellphones?" I asked. "The roommate's purse was gone?"
"No, there were no cellphones in the room at all." said Joanne.
"Okay." I said. "Keep going."
Joanne kept going: "We also went to the Baptist Center, sir. The Campus Minister wasn't there, but his secretary was. She said she knew Wendy, and said that while she didn't know her very well, Wendy seemed to be a nice girl. She only went there on Sunday evenings, so we'll have to wait until then to go there and see what her fellow Baptists have to say."
"What about Stephen Henry's residence?" I asked.
Julia Rodriguez said "We went there right after we went to the Pi Omega house, as the apartment is fairly close by, on the same street a few houses east. It's a four-bedroom apartment. We had a warrant, but one of his roommates was at home and let us look around before we showed it."
Julia continued: "He said Stephen was a fairly quiet guy, a typical science-loving nerd, and an Astronomy major. The roommate said Stephen had a girlfriend, but she didn't come over to his apartment very often at all. I showed him the picture of Wendy, and he said that she wasn't the girlfriend. Then I showed him a photo of Dottie, and he said she was the one. I asked if Stephen ever had more than one girl over, and he said he saw just the one, that being Dottie."
"Good." I said.
Julia went on: "Stephen's room was pretty cluttered with laundry, dirty and clean, and papers all over his desk, all Astronomy-related. But nothing unusual in his drawers. We also did a very perfunctory look at the other bedrooms and the living room, but found nothing that you'd call a 'strangeness', sir."
I grinned, then asked: "You didn't find an engagement ring?"
"No sir." said Julia. "Unless he'd hidden it really, really well, it wasn't in his room."
"Okay, good job." I said. "What else are you doing, going forward?"
"The Glee Club meets this evening, sir," said Julia, "so I'm going to go over there and ask them if Wendy is missing, then work up to the fact she's dead. I hope to get background information, or see if anyone knows much about her."
"Anyone try to find her dorm room roommate?" I asked. "Cellphone pings?"
"Yes sir." Julia. "Her name is Sophie Westbrook. We got her cellphone number, also, and called it. No answer; it went to voicemail. We've given the number to Myron to see if he can get a ping."
"You dialed from a Police phone?" I asked.
"My Police iPhone, sir." said Julia.
"That'll show 'Blocked' on the incoming cellphone," I said, "so she probably won't answer it. Get with Myron, see if he can get a ping on where the cellphone actually is. Then go find her and talk to her. You don't need a warrant to do that, but if she refuses to talk to you, bring her in for further questioning."
"Yes sir." said Julia.
"So... Stephen Walter Henry. Anything else on him?"
"What we've confirmed, sir," said Julia, "is that he was not a part of any Fraternity, and he did buy an engagement ring. Roy?"
"Sir, I interviewed Professor Stephanie Steele." said Roy McGhillie. "She knew Stephen, but he was Dr. Stoddard's student, not hers. Dr. Stoddard is the Head of the Department of Astronomy, and Assistant Head of the Department of Physics and Astronomy. Dr. Steele said that Stephen had a girlfriend named Dottie, but couldn't remember her last name. Dr. Steele said that Stephen was a nice guy, had a National Merit Scholarship, was an Eagle Scout in Troop 223 in Rocktown, and the kind of guy that would help anyone that needed help: he often tutored other students in science-related subjects."
"An Eagle Scout." I said. "Damn shame to lose a guy like him. So, no connection to Wendy Withers?"
"Not that we've found yet, sir." said Julia.
"Okay." I said as I stood up. "I think the girlfriend's full name was 'Dottie Smith', and we need to find her, too. I'm starting to get concerned about these missing girls."
"Yes sir." said Julia.
As I left, I said "Y'all are doing great work, guys. Keep it up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:20pm, Thursday, April 18th. I was in my office when there was a knock on the door, my assistant Helena having left for the day. It was Cindy Ross. I had her come in and sit down.
"Where's Alison? Cindy asked as she sat down in a hot chair.
"No idea." I said. "And it's not my day to babysit her."
"So what are you up to right now?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, I've been hacking through the SBI databases." I said. "They did the investigation on Susan Phillips twelve years ago. Well, if you want to call it an 'investigation'... I'd call it a 'clusterfuck'."
"I'd call that 'par for the course' for the SBI." said Cindy. "Was it incompetence? Or a very competent cover-up?"
I smiled. "That might be more like it." I said. "First of all, guess who the lead investigator was."
"Ferrell?" asked Cindy.
"Close." I said. "Actually, it was Agent Michael Horner, who became the SBI Public Relations Director under Jack Lewis. But Ferrell was one of the investigators, and he was the lead investigator in the Kitty Summers case eight years ago."
"Whoa..." Cindy said. "The SBI investigated the Summers case, too?"
"Sort of." I said. "After Kitty went to KXTC, they opened a file on it, probably to cover their ass. Horner had moved on to the Public Relations Department by then, so Ferrell took up the bit. But it came to nothing."
"And the files weren't conveniently erased, and the notes 'disappeared'?" Cindy asked.
"That's where my hacking comes in." I said. "The SBI at the time had this very interesting way of doing things. Kind of like a company having two sets of books, which is legal; or like Army soldiers having a permanent file that followed their careers and a second file that was at the current company headquarters, which may or may not become part of the permanent file."
I continued: "In both of the cases, especially Horner's investigation of the Susan Phillips case, they kept pretty good records... but both cases pretty much ended abruptly, and with little explanation. But they kept some CYA notes, again Horner much more so than Ferrell, where they were essentially ordered to stand down and end the investigations."
"Why?" asked Cindy.
"That, I don't know." I said. "Based upon patterns of other cases, it looks like some Big Boyz came in and told them to shut it down, and Jack Lewis would've said 'Yes sir, three bags full' and shut it down. But before they did, an entry was made in the SBI file on the Phillips murder case that the Tau Fraternity and Pi Sorority had an annual initiation ritual together. No details, but we're starting to hear about it more and more."
"Cool beans." Cindy said. "What I came in to tell you about is that the Chief went to City Hall for a meeting with the Sheriff, the Mayor, and Jack Muscone. Any idea what it's about?"
"Ah, curiosity killed the cat." I said, teasing my cousin.
"And satisfaction brought him back!" replied my cousin, giving it right back to me. I laughed.
"Touché." I said. "I knew the Chief left, but I did not know to where nor why. How do you know?"
"Secret source." Cindy said. "Not really. I talked to Chief of Staff Oswald. We were discussing budget items, and he mentioned the meeting. Asked me if I knew what it was about, and I said I didn't have a clue."
"Hmmm." I said. "Well, if Muscone weren't there, I'd say it could be about the Council meeting Tuesday night. Reginald B.F. Lewis got really ugly with the race card and his attacks on Mayor Allgood. Edward Steele ripped him a new one for it, and Dagmar Schoen later really got ugly with Kelly Carnes."
"I don't get it." Cindy said. "Lewis is not going to get three precincts that way. And the attacks on the Mayor are getting stale, too. People are tuning out."
"The militant Left is not tuning out. At all." I said, my voice connoting emphasis and warning. "They're as rabidly hateful of Daniel as ever. And I doubt it'll ever let up... for example, the hatred for Governor Jared is as relentless today as it was the day he got re-elected."
"So you have no idea what the meeting in City Hall is about?" persisted Cindy. "Yeah, I'm curious. I also have a vibe about it. Something's not right."
"I agree." I said. "Oh... one more thing, that might be a tie-in." I discussed the rumors that groups wanted to get rid of the Council altogether, then added "The ratcheting up of the rhetoric at Council meetings, public and private, may be intended as a prelude to ratcheting up a campaign to get support for eliminating the Council."
"I haven't gotten past the part yet where someone wants to eliminate the Council." said Cindy. "Why in the world would anyone want to do that? So they can replace it with equal-population Council districts?"
"That was my first thought, too." I said. "But no, the idea is to eliminate it entirely and completely. Mayor and Town Assembly would be all we'd have."
"What does the Charter Commission think of that?" asked Cindy.
"We don't." I said. "We haven't. I heard rumors, and the Rev. Joseph Williams had heard whispers, too. But nothing organized."
"Okay, then." said Cindy, beginning to get up. "I'll leave you to your hacking."
"Before you go, riddle me this." I said. "What have you got against Alison McFarland?"
Cindy plopped back down into her chair. "You noticed, eh? What am I talking about? Of course you noticed."
"I noticed." I said. "And I think she's been a godsend with respect to these murders, and could be helpful in the future. But if you have a problem with her, I need to know before I trust her."
Cindy nodded. "I appreciate your trust in me." she said, knowing that was what I'd just implied. "My issues with her are twofold: first, she may only be doing podcasts, but ultimately that makes her a journalist, and I know what you think of those; and second, it goes back to the 'Miss Physical America' days."
Cindy went on: "When she came in, she either couldn't or wouldn't do what we did to get hard core bulked up. So she tried to create a division for fitness and yoga, but that wasn't what we were about, so her idea never was given any support. Then she sort of wormed her way into being the hostess, and interviewing girls for the camera, which is another reason I think she has desires to be a journalist." I nodded.
"And as you have likely figured out," Cindy continued, "a lot of the girls in the competitions were lesbians, or at least bi. Alison wasn't, and seemed to get offended when any girls came onto her. I never did, but my now-gym-partner Ariel did, and Allison allegedly went to H.R. with a harassment complaint, an unwarranted complaint. Alison left shortly afterwards, and had some harsh things to say about the company once she'd left, which of course rankled me and the other girls."
"I understand." I said. "So keep her out of your gym, and I'll work with her on these murders and her podcasts."
"Sounds like a plan." Cindy said. She excused herself and left the office. I got back to work...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm, Thursday, April 18th. I was still working on my computer in my office when I heard Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Theo Washington talking as they came down the hall to MCD. I called Julia's desk phone and asked her and Theo to come to my office, which they did.
"Hi, guys." I said as I had them sit down. "How did it go?"
"Great, sir!" said Julia. "We went to Glee Club!"
I grinned, then Julia said "Seriously, sir, we finally got some good information. When we got there, someone had recognized Wendy Withers as the murder victim, and everyone was lamenting about that. And when they saw us, some of them groaned, as they knew our presence was confirmation of their worst fears."
I nodded. "How willing were they to talk to you?"
Julia said "The students were willing to, and did. The professor, her name is Glenda Sheehan, was much less happy about it. She made a point to ask if we weren't out of jurisdiction on Campus, and I told her we go out of jurisdiction to talk to people all the time."
"Excellent." I said. "So... what did you find out?"
Julia said "Overall, they all liked Wendy well enough, but no one admitted to knowing her particularly well or hanging out with her beyond Glee Club. No one knew of any problems she had with anyone, and no one knew if she had a boyfriend... or girlfriend, as the case may be."
Theo took it up: "There were a couple of black guys there, and they opened up to me a bit more than most of the others did. Their names were Steve and John. They said that almost everyone in Glee Club would ask Wendy why she had pledged the 'nasty' and 'skanky' Pi Omega Sorority, especially since she was a proudly Christian girl and attended Baptist Center functions. They said Wendy was pretty defensive about it, about being a Pi O pledge."
"Is the Pi Omegas's reputation bad?" I asked.
"Apparently so, sir." said Theo. "Steve told me that a running joke was that the 'Pi' stood for a pie, meaning a vagina, and an Omega underneath it was a bowlegged woman or a woman spreading her legs. Overall, the Pi Omegas apparently do have a reputation for giving sex, and all the Fraternities want to party with them."
"Any particular Fraternities?"
"All of them have had events," said Julia, "but the ones they do the most with are the The Taus and the Kappas. I will also say this: Professor Sheehan pretty much let us talk to the students, but when they started talking about the Taus, she began shutting us down. She told the students they shouldn't talk rumors."
"Okay." I said. "Any luck finding Sophie Westbrook, Wendy's roommate?"
"No sir." said Julia. "I called Myron when we arrived at the Glee Club, but he said it was 'no joy' on Sophie's cell signal. Ditto that for Dottie Smith."
I nodded. "Okay, then. That's great work, both of you. And Julia, you've had a very long day. Y'all go on home, and if you a little late tomorrow morning, I'll have no problem with it."
"I'm getting too keyed up to sleep." said Julia. "I really feel like we're on the right track, here."
"We can ride those tracks out of the station tomorrow morning." I said. "Go home. Get some sleep." My instructions were swiftly obeyed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home to the Mountain Nest, the kids and dogs were in their beds and sound asleep, as growing children and redoubtable dogs should be at that late hour. As I came in and took my armor and Police belt off, Laura asked if I wanted a drink. Scotch and soda was my choice, and Laura had a 'Godmother' - vodka and amaretto.
We sat down on the sofa against the wall and cuddled. "Any progress on those murders?" my wife asked me.
"Yeah, they're making some headway." I said. "Julia Rodriguez has done a really good job." I then told Laura what we'd discovered to this point, and asked "Anything you can add to this?"
"You'd think the sex professor would know more about what's going on sexually on Campus." Laura said. "But in reality, I don't. Wendy Withers's death and her connection to the Pi Omegas brought up a discussion with some of my students, and I was surprised to learn about the Pi Omega's and the Tau's holding what was called an 'initiation ritual' together."
"I've been hearing bits and pieces about that today." I said. "What did you find out?"
"It's like Fight Club." Laura said. "The first rule of the initiation is that nobody talks about it. What I can tell you is this: you know the Sigma Epsilon Chi unofficial Fraternity? The one that requires very large cocks to be a part of?"
"Yeah. I don't qualify, sorry to say." I said wistfully.
"And there's no shame in that; very, very few men do." Laura replied. "Well, you probably remember their so-called Secret Society of women that service the well-hung men." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Chessplayer', Ch. 03.) "I've sometimes participated in those rituals, and enjoyed taking those large penises inside me, but I did not know until today that those women have a rule that no Pi Omega member can ever be a part of their group. Likewise, the Libertine and Hedonist swing clubs don't let those women into their groups if they find out about them."
"Why not?" I asked, pretending idle curiosity and not having to pretend tiredness.
"Because they are true skanks." said Laura. "They are local versions of England's 'Pinks', women who have all kinds of nasty sex without regard to hygiene nor safety. They pull trains, indulge in anal sex immediately followed by oral sex, and a lot of stuff that Rita does not and would never allow in her clubs. The Pi Omegas look like the belles of the Campus on the outside, but in reality are fertile grounds for STDs and worse."
"Well, don't be so ambivalent in describing them." I quipped. "So... why is a girl like Wendy Withers pledging that Sorority?"
"I've heard some discussion," Laura said, "that many of these women become professionals, and by that I mean business professionals. They are usually aggressive in the business world, and rise to top levels before the glass ceiling confines them. So maybe Wendy thought she'd get ahead in the business world being part of them."
"Or was told she would be." I replied. "And to your point, some of these women would be ideal for doing what they would need to do on behalf of another certain 'Company' of which you might possibly be aware." I said drily.
"Why, darling! Why in the world would you think of a thing like that?!" Laura asked, though with a smile and a twinkle in her eye.
"I dunno." I said. "But Wendy Withers does not seem to be CIA material to me, though I'm much less of a judge of character on something like that than an expert like my lovely wife. And I do observe that Wendy does not seem like the go-get-'em business type, either."



"No, she would not be an ideal recruit for the Company." said Laura. "Speaking of which... what is Alexander McFarland's daughter doing here? And apparently worming her way into your confidence?"
I gave my own little grin. "She's been very helpful on these murders." I said. "Maybe she was sent by her father, or by the Swamp Frogs. But I get the feeling that she's just trying to help, and trying to solve the cold case crimes for her podcast blog. And being General McFarland's daughter... maybe that really is a coincidence."
"We shall see." said Laura. "Just be wary of her."
"I will." I said as I put my drink glass on the table. "Soooo... what rituals do you Secret Society ladies perform on your loving husbands?"
Laura grinned and replied "I'm not allowed to tell you. I'll just have to... demonstrate... on you, upstairs. In bed."
"In the interests of case research," I said, kissing my wife on the cheek, then jaw, then neck, "I'll just have to let you make that demonstration." We got up and walked hand-in-hand upstairs to bed...
Part 8 - Storm Clouds Gathering
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, April 19th, from in front of City Hall... well, it was a green-screen in the KXTC studios, with an image of City Hall in the background.
"Channel Two News has learned that Town & County Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis and former Town Assemblyman Eldrick X. Weaver have filed ethics complaints against Mayor Daniel Allgood and Councilman Edward R. Steele with the Town & County Inspector General's Office as well as the State Office of Ethics and Review!"
Bettina began: "Councilman Lewis claims that Mayor Allgood is denying Citizens their right to address the Town & County Council in an attempt to silence black voices in the County. He also claims that Mr. Steele made racist remarks directed at him. Mr. Weaver added his weight to the complaint about denying Citizens the right to speak."
Bettina continued: "Councilwomen Kelly Carnes and Malinda Adams corroborated Mr. Lewis's accusation that Edward Steele used racist language in addressing Mr. Lewis in the executive session of the Council last Tuesday night, and have called upon Steele to resign from the Council and also from the Charter Commission. Steele has not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment, nor has Charter Commission Chairman Donald Troy."
Bettina: "In State news, popular 1st District U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor is hosting a Democrat Party fundraiser tomorrow evening at the Hyatt Hotel, and will also be hosting Democrat strategy sessions. Sources tell Channel Two News that some of those strategy sessions will be to determine how best to proceed to impeach and convict deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared."
"And speaking of the embattled white nationalist Governor," went on Bettina, "several persons in the Jared Administration have volunteered to testify before any State House committees investigating Governor Jared's potentially illegal phone call to Federal ICE officials to coordinate the arrests and deportations of undocumented workers. Former Jared aide David Smigelski says that their testimony will add credibility to the accusations of Governor Jared's unethical and potentially illegal conduct, and should lead to the Governor's swift removal from office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwww." said Cindy Ross as she, Teresa Croyle, and I sat in my office drinking coffee and watching the broadcast. "Think that's what the big meeting the Chief went to was about? And why we're not having a coffee klatch with him this morning?"
"Except that Jack Muscone was at that meeting." I replied. "Of course they could've talked after he left."
"What's really going on with that?" asked Teresa. "I mean, Weaver and Lewis have been attacking the Mayor non-stop since he was elected. I was wondering if they thought his name was 'Mayor Jared'. But this seems to be taking it to another level."
I said "You know, they're both under attack for the same reasons... they dared to win their elections fair-and-square, to the dismay of the Establishment Elites. But yeah, it's curious that they've taken this particular route. Why not file a lawsuit, if they think they're being wronged?"
"And accusing Edward Steele of making racist comments?" asked Cindy. "Really? What's that about?"
"It's all publicity." Teresa said, getting an insight. "The Court might actually rule in their favor, thus taking the issue out of their hands. They want the issue, and the continued issue."
"That's Iron Wolf thinking there." I said, then grinned and added: "I'd say 'Iron Crowbar thinking', but you don't carry one."
No crowbars were waved in my general direction, though Teresa gave me a remnant of a 'Teresa Cunt' look. Then she said "It must be because I'm drinking my coffee out of this 'Masters' coffee cup." as she held up her 'Masters' coffee cup. Cindy and I broke out laughing at that.
"So, Don, is that what it is?" Cindy asked. I was getting a vibe that she had a real vibe working.
"I'm not sure why they're attacking Edward Steele." I said. "If he leaves the Charter Commission, I get to unilaterally name his replacement; that was in the fine print of what was passed to create the Charter Commission. He's pretty safe in his Council district, as well. So it's probably just to gin up continued racial tensions."
"Ohhhh." said Teresa. When we looked at her, she said "I just realized... the I.G.'s office? Part of the Department of Public Safety. The State OER is really the SBI-OER, and Britt Maxwell is a longtime friend of you, Don. It's like when Pencil Dick Keller tried to set you up by saying you must be lying if you don't incriminate Governor Jared... if they don't take Weaver and Lewis's side, they will be accused of being corrupt because they're your cronies."
"She's good." I said to Cindy, who nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I dunno." Cindy said a moment later. "I just get the feeling there's more to it..."
"Time will tell." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina. good morning everyone." said Meredith. "It's a big news day, and here's what's happening: Several Town & County Council Members are outraged at fellow Member Reginald B.F. Lewis's false claim that Member Edward R. Steele used racist language during the Executive Session of the Council Meeting last Tuesday night. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Councilman John Colby outside his 'Country Breakfast Diner' just a few moments before, saying "Lewis's allegations are false, they are lies. Lewis was making the racist statements, and Mr. Steele correctly called out Lewis for being the real racist. I expect the I.G. and the State OER to interview me and all the other Council members, not just Lewis's racially-agenda-driven allies!"
Another taped segment showed Councilwoman Dagmar Schoen saying "Not only was Lewis the one making racist statements, and not only did Edward Steele not make any racist statements, but Kelly Carnes and Malinda Adams have also lied. I'm willing to say what I said under oath, in Court. Kelly Carnes should be forced to make her statements under oath, and let's see if she's willing to say the same things under penalty of perjury."
Back to Meredith live: "We have with us today Mayor Daniel Allgood. Thank you for joining us, Mr. Mayor."
"Thank you, Meredith and Catrina." said Daniel Allgood, looking like Clark Kent about to bust out into Superman in his well-tailored suit.
"We should let our viewers know that we invited Reginald B.F. Lewis to appear on this morning's program, but he declined." said Catrina Pierce. "Mr. Mayor, what really happened?"
"Catrina, Meredith" said Daniel, "the meeting was an Executive Session, so I won't comment on those aspects of it. But I can confirm, and will do so to the I.G. and the State OER, that Mr. Edward Steele made no racist statements at all. All he did was point out and call out the racist and dishonest statements of Reginald Lewis, who refuses to accept the result of last November's election and the Court case that followed."
"Some people," said Meredith, "particularly Persons of Color, might say that accusing a black man of racism is in itself racist. How do you respond to that?"
"I'd say it's a bunch of bull." said the Mayor. "And to that subject: certain persons, who use race as a political tool, will say that anyone who tells the truth... such as the truth that someone tried to steal my rightful and legitimate win in the Mayoral election last November... that truth will be called 'racist' because it gets in the way of their agenda. I'm constantly called a racist by Eldrick X. Weaver and his allies at KXTC because I won the election fairly, and dared to stand up to those who tried to steal it."
"Mr. Mayor," said Catrina, "there is also the accusation that you are denying Citizens their right to speak at Council meetings, that you're demanding they give their names and addresses in order to be allowed to speak, and that these are intimidation tactics to suppress black voices. What's the truth, there?"
Daniel replied: "First, anyone who wants to speak has to show a photo ID to prove they're a resident of the County. That keeps troublemakers from other places from coming in and taking up our Citizens's time. And that's been the case for many, many years, and Reginald B.F. Lewis and Eldrick X. Weaver know that and have always known that. We do offer people the opportunity to fill out a form with their name and address and any questions or issues they may have, but no one is required to do that."
"Second," said Daniel, "you remember those thugs in the red Antifa shirts that attacked our Police on the Square last year. Well, other thugs in those same-logo Antifa shirts are packing Council meeting, taking up time and trying to drag us into being there until the wee hours of the morning, and it's always about one issue alone... three Police precincts. And the Council has dealt with that: it's been laid on the table, and only someone who voted to lay it on the table can bring it back up, and that's unlikely to happen during this Council session."
"So it's a moot point." Daniel went on. "And I've been in consultations with the City Attorney and other attorneys on what we can do about these intentional disruptions of our meetings. And that's all they are: intentional disruptions. I'm going to find a way to stop the abuse of our system of government, and Reginald Lewis can either be part of the solution or continue to be part of the problem..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was a thing of beauty." I said as all my Angels and I watched in my office.
"What the Mayor said?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"All of them." I said. "Colby and Schoen, especially, but Daniel got in a few good blows, too."
"Will it make a difference?" Cindy asked. "I'll be shocked if KXTC gives both sides instead of just Weaver's side, and I'm not sure the black community is watching KXFU."
"The point is, it's out there." I said. "They're fighting back, unlike the national Republican Party that allows Democrats to paint them as racists and don't fight back but take it like the gutless cowards they are. And Cindy... you wanted to know what that meeting yesterday was about? I think the Mayor just gave you part of your answer through the KFXU interview."
Cindy nodded thoughtfully, then said "Could be. But there's something... I can feeeeeel it---"
Just then my door opened and Chief Moynahan looked in. "I need all of you to go into Classroom 'E'. You can have your meeting with the Detectives about the murders there, but you need to go now. No questions, please."
"You heard the Police Chief." I said. "Tanya, round up the usual suspects in MCD, and let's go."
Everyone got moving. As I got up, I happened to look out my window to the outside. I saw the Sheriff's SUV (yes, he has one) pulling into the gated parking lot. Uh huh, I thought to myself. This party is just getting started...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Special Agent In Charge Bob Rovers and several of his Agents came into TCPD Headquarters and flashed his badge at the Duty Desk. "Take me to your Police Chief." he ordered.
The Duty Desk Sergeant picked up the phone to call the Chief, but Rovers grabbed the handset. "I told you to take me to him, not to call him." snarled Rovers.
"You don't tell me what to do, no matter who you are." replied the Desk Duty Sergeant, who was actually a member of the TCPD SWAT Team. "And you're not coming into this Headquarters without his permission, so either I call him, or you can go back home."
"Maybe I did not make myself clear." said Rovers haughtily. "I am an FBI Agent, and I just told you to---"
"You do not tell my Officers anything!" thundered a voice. Rovers turned to see Sheriff Griswold standing there, having come from out of the Booking area. The Sheriff was not alone... he had a heavily armed and armored SWAT unit with him.
"I am the Sheriff of this County." growled Griswold. "I am the law enforcement authority here, not you Federal Government assholes. Now what the hell do you want?"
"I and my BAU team are here to investigate the double murder here," said Rovers, "as part of a series of similar crimes all over the Nation. I demand you relinquish the case to us and support us in any way we tell you to..."
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Day Two
"Here's what we know." said Alison McFarland into the microphone of her podcast. "Another Pi Omega Sorority pledge has been murdered, but this time in the jurisdiction of the Town & County Police. And that means it won't be cast aside, because the Iron Crowbar, Police Commander Donald Troy, is leading the investigation.
"Wendy Withers was murdered in cold blood yesterday, as was Stephen Henry, also a University student. The autopsy showed she'd been brutally raped earlier in the evening, then she and Stephen were chased down by another car, and both victims drug out of his car and shot at point blank range. Was Wendy subjected to the same hazing that Kitty Summers claimed she was subjected to? Was the Wendy Withers crime a copycat of the Susan Phillips rape and murder 12 years ago?
"And will there be an attempt to cover up the case? Senator Samuel Russell is under threat of an indictment for rape if he leaves Washington, D.C. while Congress is in session. His influence may be limited in this case, but could he call in reinforcements, other powerful interests, to block the current investigation? We'll be on watch for the answers. I'm Alison McFarland, and this... is 'Unresolved'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let me be clearrrr, Mr. Roverrrrrrssss." drawled Chief Moynahan. "We do not neeeeeed your help. We do not want your help. Murder is not a Federal crime; we are not relinquishing the case. We are not calling you in nor asking for your help in any way. So get out of Town... nowwwww."
They were in the Main Conference Room, with Sheriff Griswold and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone also there. Only Bob Rovers had been allowed past the front lobbyists; the other FBI Agents were waiting in the Press Room, with chairs courteously provided for them.
"I don't get this." said Rovers, pretending shock. "We're here to help. We are experts on these kind of serial crimes. All we want is some space to work, and some cooperation from your local people. We've never been treated like this by... locals."
"You weren't very 'expert' during the EMPTY QUIVER event." growled Griswold. "And your brother David Rovers in our waiting room was a total disaster in Southport."
"Says who?" snarled Rovers. "You were lucky as hell that nuke didn't go off, and the perps are still at large. Your great Iron Crowbar didn't do so well, there, did he now?"
"Ahhhhh, I think we're finally getting to the heart of the matterrrrr." said the Chief.
"Yes, we are." said Muscone. "And if General McFarland had trusted your shoddy analysis instead of the Iron Crowbar, none of us would be here to talk about it. You're the worst BAU unit in the FBI, not to mention the least trusted. Who sent you here, Rovers? And tried to sneak you in here behind my back?"
"If they didn't tell you, that should tell you where you are on the totem pole." said Rovers. "You're just a mushroom, Muscone, and unimportant."
"Harrumph." growled the Sheriff. "I'll take Muscone over you any day, Rovers. But let me be clear: we don't want what you call 'help', and we're not giving you space in any County Government building. And I will not allow my data people to work with you, nor give you access to our databases."
"You've heard the Sheriff's final word, which matches mine." said Chief Moynahan. "Now get out... before Commander Troy realizes you are here, and does to you what he did to your brother in Southport."
Bob Rovers's eyes flashed fire at that. "We're investigating this as a serial case, whether you help or not. The killers went west and crossed the State Line, so we can get jurisdiction over you local punks any time we want. In the meantime, stay out of our way." he threatened.
"I might suggest you follow that same advice." growled the Sheriff. "And by the way, if you wonder why other local LEOs haven't treated you the same way we have, it's because they don't have what we have... the Iron Crowbar. And he does not tolerate... stupidity."
Rovers said nothing, but just glared at Griswold before he turned and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
9:00am, Friday, April 19th. The MCD Detectives all came into Classroom 'E' for the meeting, joining me my Angels, and Myron Milton. Everyone was armed with cups of Jerome's 'Navy coffee', and he'd brought another full pot and a hot plate in, as well.
"Coffee really must taste better in 'Masters' coffee cups." I said jovially. "Okay, what's new in the double murder case?" Tanya nodded to Julia Rodriguez.
"First, sir," said Julia, "some of the tire impressions in the field in Nextdoor County and grounds near Courthouse Square are a match. That suggests the brown Impala used in the murders may have been involved in the hazing ritual in Nextdoor County."
"Second," said Julia, "the State Crime Lab got some DNA from the pair of panties found at the Nextdoor County field. However, there was no semen, and Christina Cho believes the DNA will turn out to be a woman's."
"Good." I said. "It's a longshot, but if we find out whose DNA it was, we either have a victim or a witness. So tell me about the Impala."
Julia said "Nothing at all so far on it. Only a few brown Impalas have been sighted in the tri-State area, they all had their car tags, and none of those were being driven by college students or anyone remotely suspicious."
"So! and as an intellectual exercise," I said, "based on the data we have, what do you guys think is going on with this car?"
"It could be in a chop shop by now." said Timothy Geiger.
"And based on your experience in Vice," I said, "where are the chop shops it might be located at?"
"In this area," said Geiger, "the old Viscotti Cabs property was bought by a minor league character with some ties to 'The Teacher', and we've had our suspicions of what's going on in there. More widely, the City and Southport have a number of chop shops and also places where stolen cars can be shipped out by rail or boats. I'm not as familiar with places in the States west of us, but the counties that border our State are mostly farming counties, and not likely places to chop up a car."
I nodded. "It's a possibility, and if you're right we'll never find the car. Anyone else want to take a stab at it?"
"If it's not in a chop shop already," said Theo Washington, "and if it hasn't been found abandoned, it has to be hidden somewhere. So someone is aiding and abetting the murderers."
"Sir," said Julia, "I talked to Detective Segers of the Hammondsville Police Department in the State west of us. He said that he's contacted Police Departments in all the farm counties. They know who owns what cars, and nobody owns a brown Impala."
"Yeah, I'm not thinking it's anywhere over there." I said.
"Commander," asked Tanya Perlman, "you don't think the car has been abandoned, either?" Trying to coax information out of me, she was.
"No." I said. "You guys may remember from the video footage that the Impala had a lot of speed. It had the speed and power to overtake Stephen Henry's car and run him off the road, then to get out of the State in a hurry."
"You said yesterday it looked like it had a souped-up motor." Cindy reminded me.
"Yes, and if someone took the time to put that kind of motor into that car," I said, "it's very likely they're not going to abandon it... nor give it up to a chop shop. So, knowing that, what would the criminals do?"
"Get it painted?" tried Jerome Davis.
"Ahhh, now that's an idea." I said. "Put it into a paint shop. It's hidden away, then it comes out a new color."
"So we need to call around to paint shops and see if anyone got in a brown Impala." Captain Perlman said, knowing that she'd be having others do that instead of having to do it herself.
I sighed. "Uh, yeah, but... Well, I shouldn't tell you not to do that. But that's a lot of places up and down the western side of our State to look, and chances are the shop will be paid very well to not tell any callers about the car."
"This side of the State, sir?" asked Julia. "So you think it's back in this State?"
"That's the likely scenario." I said. "Here's my train of thought as it leaves the station: why someone has an old car with a massive motor is worth considering. I have such a car that the Green Crowbar here drives at Autobahn speeds, and people who do drag racing might have them. But someone had a car ready to go for that night... and I have to wonder if the purpose of having it was for the purpose for which it was actually used... to pursue and murder someone to prevent a secret from being exposed."
Everyone was a bit shocked at that, so I pressed on: "So far, we have not established that Wendy Withers and Stephen Henry knew each other or were friends. So why were they in his car together? But let's leave that for a moment, and consider what the perps's car did: they bolted for the State Line."
"It's my thesis," I said, "that the perps are connected to the University in some way, possibly as students. So they likely want to make their way back to Campus in a timely manner. Having had some dealings with the eastern counties in our neighboring State, I'm fairly aware of how the perps might've traveled to get back here." (Author's note: 'Case of the Lost Drone', 'Causing A Commotion'.)
"With a full tank of gas," I continued, "and about two hours before any daylight, they could've made their way as far south as Clinton County, then crossed back over the State Line into Benning County in our State. At that point, they probably made their way into Midtown and to a paint shop."
"Sir," asked Julia, "you said the car might've been 'enhanced' to go after and kill someone?"
"Yes." I said. "This hazing ritual, which includes forced sex, has been hinted at around the edges as having Fraternity involvement. This vehicle was at the scene at that field, and then was seen at the murder site. Coincidence? You make the call." After a pause, I said "Okay, what's next?"
"We don't yet have the warrants to enter the Pi Omega House." said Tanya. "Our application for them was contested by the Sorority's attorney... Chip Blake, of Gresham & Mason, P.C."
"How did he even know to contest them?" I asked.
"He was literally waiting at the Courthouse for Paulina." said Tanya. "We think Judge Nance may have informed him ahead of time. So we went over his head to Judge Folsom, explaining the 'strangeness' of Blake finding out so quickly, so Folsom took it up himself. But now we're going to have to lay out some stuff for him, stuff we were not willing to expose to Nance."
"Okay." I said. "There's a couple of other things we need, and they are of extreme importance to the the lives and safety of some people. We need to find Stephen's girlfriend Dottie Smith, and quickly. I need her to be found and brought to me to talk to. And we need to find Sophie Westbrook at all costs. I'm beginning to be very scared for her---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. And it was Alison McFarland. "Troy." I answered.
"Hi Commander." said Alison. "Listen, I've found Sophie Westbrook..."
Part 10 - Roommates and Girlfriends
Cindy and I drove to the most secure place in the Town & County... Laura's office. When we went in via the side door (as Laura had suggested we do), we saw Laura at her desk, Alison on one of the two sofas, her back to the windows, and a college-aged girl with brown-black hair in a big bun and ponytail on the other sofa. Her dark eyes grew wide upon the sight of me.
"The Iron Crowbar?" the girl gulped.
"Yes, that's me." I said quietly. "You're Sophie Westbrook?" The girl nodded. I said "This is my partner, TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross." Sophie and Cindy nodded to each other.
"Why don't you sit down and talk with Sophie." said Laura. "I'll be back in the clinic if you need me." My wife suited the deed to her word and went through the door to the clinic areas. I sat down next to Alison, and Cindy next to Sophie.
Alison said "Someone has been following Sophie, and she's scared for her safety."
"I understand." I said. "And we can protect you, Sophie. What happened?"
"Tell it from the beginning." encouraged Alison.
"Tell you what, let me guide you through it." I said. "First, you're Wendy Withers's roommate?"
"Yes." said Sophie.
"And you last saw her Wednesday night?" I asked.
"More like late afternoon, early evening." said Sophie. "I was going to dinner at the Dining Hall, and asked her if she was going to dinner there. She said the sorority was having some kind of dinner event, so she was going to that, and that she might be late getting back."
"So what did you do then?" I asked.
"I went to dinner, then went to the library to study for a test the next morning." Sophie said. "I got back about 11:15pm, after the library closed. Wendy wasn't home yet, so I went to bed. When I woke up about 6:00am, she still wasn't back yet, which bothered me so I sent her a text. There was no answer, so I tried calling her, and it went to voicemail."
"Did you call anyone about it?" I asked.
"No, I had the test in my 8:00am class, so I went to it." said Sophie. "Then I went to my 10:00am class. When I was walking back to my dorm from that, I noticed that some guy seemed to be following me. I didn't think much about it until I noticed he was following me all the way to my dorm, which is an all-women's dorm."
"When I went into the dorm," continued Sophie, "the girl behind the desk said that she'd been hearing rumors that the girl that was killed the night before was Wendy. I said I didn't know anything about it, but I saw that guy who'd been following me sitting on a bench in the yard, as we call the open space near the dorm."
"I went to my room and put my books down, then went and looked out a hall window, and the guy was still there." Sophie went on. "So I left my cellphone in my room, and I went down the stairs on the far side of the dorm and out, and made my way to a friend's place. I stayed with him the rest of the day, and last night."
"And you haven't seen anyone else following you?" I asked.
"Well..." said Sophie. "I'm not sure. I was careful, and I went in and out of some buildings in case someone was following me that I hadn't seen. And once I got to my friend's place, I never left."
"And to be clear, you left your cellphone in your dorm room?" I asked, peering at Sophie.
"Yes sir." said Sophie.
I took out my Police iPhone and brought up a photograph. "Was this the guy that followed you to your dorm?" I asked, showing it to her. Sophie's eyes widened in shock.
"Yes!" she exclaimed. "That's him! How'd you know?"
"I get paid to know these things." I said, showing Cindy the photo. Alison wanted to see the photo, but I did not make an effort to show it to her.
"All right." I said. "The good news, Sophie, is that you are likely not in any danger from him. The bad news is that someone took your cellphone out of your room after you left, and before my Police Officers arrived at your room; they did not find any cellphones at all."
I continued: "So here's what we can do. I can give you protection to the level of taking you into protective custody, getting Witness Protection, stuff like that. Or if you think you'll be okay with your friend and any other friends you may have, not go anywhere at all alone, and have someone to go with you to get some clothes and your books from your room, we can do that. 'In between' is having Campus Police Officers escort you to and from your classes."
"What's your advice?" Sophie (most wisely) asked.
"I think that if you're careful," I said, "you should be all right. But I'm going to ask you to go buy a burner phone then keep my number on its speed-dial. If you have any fear at all that someone is following or watching you, give the number a call." I handed Sophie my card with the number on the back.
Quelle suprise! Laura had a burner phone in her desk drawer, and handed it to Sophie. Sophie called her male friend, who arrived with another male friend he said was his roommate. And I would've been a dull Detective not to see that Sophie and her friend were more than just friends.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, what do you think?" Laura said as she came over and sat down beside Cindy after Sophie and her friends left.
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "Why don't you bring Ms. Jayne Hallerton out of your clinic area so that I can have a conversation with her."
Alison and Cindy both gasped, and looked stunned. Laura looked like she was used to me. "Come on out, Jayne." my wife said. A moment later, the tall, beautiful blonde Jayne Hallerton came into the room.
I was a bit shocked at her appearance. She was wearing blue jeans and high heel black pumps, and a tight, clingy, light blue blouse. But her face looked as if she'd aged a lot in a short amount of time, and her mane of blonde hair was a bit tousled and unkempt. Her unavenged rape and beating at the hands of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell was taking an emotional toll upon her.
"Come have a seat, Jayne." I said.
"How... how did you know she was here?" Alison asked, very shocked.
"The same reason I knew to show Sophie this photo." I said, showing everyone the photo I'd shown Sophie... that of Billy Russell, son of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, and Jayne's boyfriend. "Jayne, you and Billy were keeping tabs on Sophie, possibly to protect her, then perhaps to see if she knew anything about Wendy's death."
"Yes." Jayne said, her voice eerily hollow. "I'm very sure that bastard Russell is already beginning to cover up what happened, and we were hoping to catch someone following Wendy's roommate, and then to protect her from his goons if he sent them."
"Neither of you took Sophie's cellphone?" I asked.
"No." said Jayne. "Billy never went into the dorm building. He waited until he saw the Police come to the dorm to search Wendy's room, then he got on out of there."
"All right." I said. "Ms. Hallerton, I understand what you're trying to do, and why you're doing it. Let me assure you that I am working on bringing that bastard Samuel Russell to Justice, and it is only a matter of time before he slips up and I will be all over him. Having said that, what you and Billy are doing is potentially dangerous, and it also may interfere with our investigation. If my Police Officers had seen Billy at Wendy's dorm, they easily could've made the wrong deduction, and Billy would be in a world of shit right now."
"So you're going to do something about him?" Jayne asked, meaning Samuel Russell. "You're going to take him down?"
"Oh, yes." I said. "Ohhhh, yes." I realized I was tapping my crowbar into the palm of my hand...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've got a ping on Dottie Smith's cellphone." said Myron. "I had to expand the search to State-wide. Her cellphone is in Lexington, in Hamilton County. Her home address on file with the University is in Lexington, as well."
"Good work." I said. "Thanks."
"Commander, one more thing." Myron said before I could disconnect. "I'm not the only one looking for her. That FBI BAU unit that came to Town has been trying to hack our systems. I've stopped them easily enough, and I even back-channeled into their system on their own attempted connection. They're also looking for Dottie Smith, and may have her cellphone location by now."



"Thanks, Myron." I said. "Tell the Chief that that BAU unit is trying to hack us, and let me know if they try anything more. In fact... go into some kind of safe mode, so that a bad attack like the one we recently had doesn't happen again." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok', Ch. 02.)
"Already done it, sir." said Myron. "Our systems are much better protected now."
After disconnecting the call, I said "Okay, Kato, to the Black Beauty! Alison, come along, but you have to promise not to touch any buttons in the car..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was only moments later that Cindy was driving the dark green Chrysler O65 Imperial Crown at a very high rate of speed down the University-Midtown Highway. Alison was in the backseat, marveling at the car but also hanging on for dear life. The blue LED lights were burning.
"Make record time, Kato." I said to Cindy once we were underway. "And kill any signatures this 'rolling arsenal' might be giving off. It could be a race against Rovers to get to Dottie."
"Roger that." said Cindy. Hamilton County was south of Coltrane County, and was the county where Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples had murdered Scrawny Haskins. (Author's note: 'Point Hollow', Ch. 02.) Lexington was a small town of nearly 2000 people within the county.
We made record time. We arrived at the house, which was one of a number of homes along State Route 40 that went east-west towards Pottsville. We knocked on the door, and a man in his mid-to-upper 40s answered.
"Police?" he said.
"Yes sir." I replied, showing my SBI Inspector Badge though I was not logged in with the SBI. "Is your daughter Dottie here? It's imperative for her safety that we speak to her."
The man nodded. "Come on in." he said. We went into the house, where a woman in her mid-40s was sitting next to a college-aged girl that I recognized as Dottie Smith. The older woman was obviously her mother.
"Hello, ma'am. Hello, Dottie." I said, using my most persuasive and gentle voice. "My name is Don Troy, and I----"
"The Iron Crowbar?" Dottie exclaimed, her eyes lighting up considerably.
"Why yes, yes I am." I said. "You're not in any trouble, but I need to talk to you... about Stephen, and also about your own safety." Dottie nodded. Her mother asked us to sit at the dining room table with Dottie. Her parents left us alone to talk, and Cindy went and talked to them.
Once seated, I introduced Alison as 'my colleague', then I said "Dottie, you know that Stephen was murdered early yesterday morning?"
"Yes." said Dottie. "I heard about it on the news."
"When did you come back home?" I asked.
"I left for home about noon yesterday." Dottie said. "I didn't know what else to do."
"Was someone following you?" I asked. "Or watching you?"
"No, nothing like that." said Dottie. "I came home because..." Her composure began breaking down, and she said "I knew he was cheating on me!"
"You thought he was cheating on you?" Alison said, as surprised as I was to hear that.
"Why else was he with that other woman at three o'clock in the morning?" spat Dottie.
"He was dating you, wasn't he?" I asked.
"Yes." said Dottie.
"How seriously?" I asked.
"He... he was talking about getting married after graduation." said Dottie. "But he'd been saying that a long time."
"How did you feel about marrying him?" asked Alison. I let her do the questioning of this obviously distraught young woman, as she was getting results.
"I..." Dottie started, then said "Stephen was a good guy. I guess he would've been a good husband."
"How did you meet?" Alison asked.
"He came to one of our ACS meetings a couple of years ago." Dottie said. I knew 'ACS' meant 'American Chemical Society'; I had been a student member of the ACS at Wildcat School, back in the day. Dottie went on: "A professor was giving a lecture on the chemistry of stars. Stephen talked to me after the lecture, and asked for my number. And then he called, and we went out, and started dating from there."
"Sounds like he was in love with you." Alison said. "Why would you think he was cheating on you?"
"He was always out late." Dottie said. "I knew he was at the University Observatory a lot, but sometimes he was out and he wasn't there. And then I heard rumors that one of the women Astronomy professors was having sex with her students."
"But you don't know that for sure?" Alison asked.
"Well why else was he with that girl the other night?" asked Dottie. "I'm not a fool!"
"No, you're not." I said. "But you may be doing him a disservice. Did you know he bought an engagement ring? And I very much believe it was meant for you."
"Dottie, answer me honestly." said Alison. "When you heard about Stephen, I understand that you thought badly of him since that girl was in the car with him. But how did you feel about his death? Deep down, how did you feel?"
"Angry." said Dottie. "Just...angry... bitter."
"Dottie," Alison asked, "were you dating any other guys when you met Stephen?"
"Not really." said Dottie. "I had friends, went out on double dates with girlfriends, but nothing serious."
"Until Stephen." Alison said.
"Yeah, and even that wasn't all that serious for a long time." Dottie said. "At least I didn't think so, since Stephen spent more time doing Astronomy than being with me."
"Dottie," I asked, "do you know of anyone who would want to harm Stephen?"
"No." said Dottie. "When I first heard about it, I thought maybe that girl's boyfriend had caught up to them, and killed them in a jealous rage."
"But Stephen had no enemies, nobody that hated him that you know of?" I asked.
"No." said Dottie.
"Did he have many friends?" I asked. "Was he good friends with his roommates?"
"Not really." said Dottie. "He didn't really hang out with his roommates a lot. And I didn't go over there much because they were jerks. One of them was always coming on to me, trying to get me to go to bed with him."
"I'm sorry, but I have to ask this." said Alison. "Did you and Stephen have sex?"
"Yeah, a few times." Dottie said. "Mostly in my room. It wasn't all that great for me, but at least Stephen wasn't very pushy about it."
After the interview was over, I told Dottie's parents that we would be happy to take her back to School. I also said that if the FBI came asking for her, to not lie to them but to be very vague about where their daughter was.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once we were back in my office at home, I asked Cindy "What did her parents have to say?"
"They liked Stephen, they thought he was a good kid." said Cindy. "They thought he loved their daughter and were expecting him to ask her to marry him, and they told her they would be very approving if he did ask her."
"How did they think she'd respond?" I asked.
"Mrs. Smith said she wasn't sure what Dottie would do." Cindy replied. "Dottie seemed to like Stephen but he wasn't all Dottie ever talked about, not that Dottie talked with her parents about much of anything. I think Mrs. Smith knew what I'm getting the impression of... that Dottie was trying to decide if she should 'settle' for Stephen, or hold him off waiting for something better to come along."
"That was my impression, too." I said.
Alison said "I think she's starting to realize that she loved Stephen more than she was letting on. That talk about him dating other women is her being in denial, trying to rationalize away the pain that she's feeling."
"That's why I took her to talk to my wife when we got here." I said.
"So did she give you anything that was helpful to the case?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said. "But mostly in an exclusionary kind of way. After talking with her, I'm discarding some ideas I'd had."
"So what's next?" Cindy asked.
"Well, if Alison will arrange it" I said, "I want to talk to Kitty Summers."
"Why do you think I can help with that?" Alison asked, though with a gleam in her eye.
"You're not dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded." Cindy admonished Alison...
Part 11 - The Kitty Summers Story
3:00pm, Friday, April 19th. Hotel Row is south of Town and Junction Station, along the north-south road that becomes University Avenue. On the west side is the Sunrise Hotel, and across the road on the east side is the Friendship Inn. The Friendship Inn is one of the seediest hotels in the County, and while many hotels offer weekly rates, the Friendship Inn offers hourly rates.
The Black Beauty pulled into the parking lot of the Friendship Inn and drove to the far end, where Room 20 was. We parked out of any possible sight of the main road, and walked to Room 20. Alison knocked on the door, and I saw the curtain of the window move slightly, then the door opened.
"Hi, Kitty." said Alison. "Can we come in? These are Police Officers, and they're good guys."
"Yeah, sure." said Kitty. We went into the room, which was a dump, but I was observing Kitty Summers. She was short and a bit dumpy. She'd once been an attractive girl, but the toll of what she'd endured, followed by the drug abuse and possibly prostitution she'd gone through, had made her into a woman whose face showed chronic pain and a loss of hope. Her black hair was in the 'Hyuuga Hinata' hairstyle (from the Naruto hentai comics), straight bangs and hair straight down and just to her shoulders... the same hairstyle my daughter Carole was wearing and liking these days.
"I'm Commander Troy," I said, "and this is Commander Ross. Can we talk to you for a few minutes?" To show I wasn't leaving, I sat down on the edge of a bed with a dirty bedspread. The whole room smelled of mildew, cigarette smoke, and dust.
"I already talked to the FBI. Twice." said Kitty, sitting down in one of the two chairs by a small table in front of the window. I glanced at Alison, then asked Kitty "When was that?"
"I talked to some guy named Jack yesterday." said Kitty. "Then I got a call from two guys. One of them said his name was Peter Page, and the other was David... Roving, or something like that."
"How'd they get your number?" I asked.
"I don't know, and I didn't like it that they had it." said Kitty. "They wanted me to meet them at the University Hotel, but there was no way I was going to meet them on their terms. So I told them to come to Ronald Reagan Park."
"And they did?" I asked.
"No." Kitty said. "They asked me questions on the phone, asked if you, Commander Troy had tried to contact me, and said to call them if you did. They asked about what happened to me eight years ago, and I told them that was old news, and to contact KXTC if they wanted more information."
I nodded thoughtfully. "So, can I ask you a few questions about that?"
"I dunno what good it would do." said Kitty. "It's been eight years. Past the Statute of Limitations."
"Not necessarily." I said. "It's a lot longer for rape, and there's also the possibility of what we call 'continuing mischief', if we connect your case to the more recent murders the other day."
"Alright, whaddya wanna know?" Kitty said, her voice seeming disinterested.
"Why did you pledge the Pi Omega Sorority?" I asked.
"I went through Sorority Rush." said Kitty. "I thought I had a shot at several sororities, but in the end the Pi Omegas were the only ones that extended me an invitation to join."
"Had you heard what kind of sorority they were?" I asked.
"I heard some rumors once I became a pledge." said Kitty. "Guys would sing 'Pi O, Pi O, it's off to bed we go...', stuff like that, but all the girls seemed pretty nice."
"No one forced you to do anything sexual before that night?" I asked, meaning the night of her gang-rape.
"No." said Kitty. "Some of the Officers did try to set me up on dates with guys, and I went out with a couple of them. But I followed the rules: I let friends and my roommate know where and with whom I was going, and arranged to meet a girlfriend after dinner in case I needed to bail. And on those two dates, I needed to bail; those guys were aggressive, and wanted to drive me around in their cars."
"They were Taus?" I asked.
"I think one of them was." said Kitty. "The other, I'm not sure."
"I don't need the graphic details of what happened that night." I said. "But if you can tell me what happened leading up to it, it could help."
Kitty said "It was in April, and we were nearing the end of the semester. I was told we were having in initiation dinner, and I'd be a full sister and not a pledge anymore. So I went, wearing a nice dress like they told me to, and so did the other pledges."
"Let me ask." I said, interrupting her. "Was it all the other pledges? Or just some?"
"There were four of us, out of total of six pledges." Kitty said. "I remember that they had four more that washed out for one reason or another."
"And the pledges that were there." I asked. "Were they virgins, like you were? Inexperienced? Or more experienced, aggressive women, like the full members?"
"Uh..." Kitty said, then her eyes lit up a bit. "You know, I never thought of that! All of us, the pledges, were 'good girls'. And you're right, some of the members were party girls, and had a lot of 'dates', if you know what I mean. How did you know that?"
"I get paid to figure things like that out." I said. "So it was you and three other chaste girls. What happened after the dinner?"
"There wasn't much of a dinner," said Kitty, "and it was weird. All the girls were kind of quiet, whispering to themselves, and the Sorority President kept making phone calls. After a while, someone brought out some champagne and we were told it was the beginning of the initiation. Someone made a toast and we all drank. After that, I felt disoriented and sleepy."
"Did you fall asleep?" I asked.
"Funny thing." said Kitty, "I didn't think I did, but I realized later I might have." I had Kitty continue, and she said "We were put in cars, one pledge in each between two members in the back seat. I still felt kind of weird, so I didn't really know where we were going. Next thing I know we're getting out of the cars in a field. It was quiet, dead quiet; I couldn't hear a thing."
"Then we were told that there were men somewhere, and we had to make it to the highway to be safe from them." said Kitty. "The sisters got into the cars, leaving pledges alone. The worst mistake we made was splitting up. I was going to go parallel to the dirt road where the cars went, but I was suddenly grabbed by two men and carried back into the field, and then..." Kitty began getting emotional, and Alison hugged her and gave her some words of support.
"So did the sorority girls come back for you?" I asked.
"They'd never left; they'd just driven up the drive a little ways." said Kitty. "All four of us pledges had been captured and raped, then the men left and the sisters took us up to the cars. They kept telling us we did well, and were now members of the Sorority, and we couldn't tell anyone about the ritual, that it was a secret."
"When we got back to the Sorority House," said Kitty, "we were put in upstairs bedrooms and told to get some sleep. They brought us food and drink, but I didn't eat any; I was in pain, crying, and upset about it all. My roommate ate and drank, and she fell asleep almost immediately."
"What did the other pledges say and do?" I asked.
"My roommate, her name was Sarah," said Kitty, "she seemed to be over it, and okay. One of the other girls was like me, still really upset. We were told to get over it, and then the Sorority President told us that if we ever said a word about it, something would happen to us."
"They let me go home to my dorm later that afternoon." said Kitty. "But they were keeping a close watch on me wherever I went. After a couple of weeks, I got a friend to drive me to the City and let me off at the subway station. I took a couple of subways, and no one was following me."
"I got a job at a Target store." said Kitty. "But a week later, I heard two men in suits and ties and sunglasses asking if I was there. I just ran out the back and kept on running. I realized that if I got a job using my name, I could be tracked, so I tried finding jobs for cash. I guess you can figure out what kind of jobs those are. And then I got hooked on drugs, and it was... bad."
I asked "So you didn't recognize anyone, any of the guys?"
"No." said Kitty, her eyes shifting everywhere.
"They wore masks?" I asked.
"No." said Kitty. "But it was dark, hard to see."
"So you don't know what Fraternity it was?" I asked.
"No." said Kitty. I saw Cindy's face out of my side vision. She was shaking her head, suggesting that her vibe was telling her something else about Kitty's answers.
"Kitty," I said firmly, "I need your help. I can understand if you recognized those guys, knew they were relatives of powerful men and politicians, and I understand they were threatening you. But I can keep you safe, and I can bust their asses. But I need your help to do it."
Kitty was now struggling with her emotions and her fear. Finally, she said "I'm really not sure who the guys were. I could never pick them out of a lineup or testify to their identities. But one of them looked familiar, and I saw him later, on television. His name was Matthew Willis."
"Mitt Willis's son." I said. Kitty nodded as Cindy looked up something on her tablet, then showed me the result. "Ah..." I said, then turned to Kitty. "Kitty, be honest with me: you knew what Fraternity it was, didn't you?" I peered at her, trying not to look too harsh or intimidating.
Kitty nodded. "It was the Taus. All the bigwigs's sons are in that Fraternity. There was a girl named Betty Lamarr, they locked her in a closet overnight, and she was murdered a few months later. The Taus never forgive nor forget."
I remembered Tiffany Barclay, a.k.a. 'Betty Lamarr', from the 'Midnight City' case, and knew her death wasn't by the Taus... or could there have been a connection? I put that in its compartment and concentrated on the present.
"That's very helpful." I said. "Okay, Kitty, I suggest you leave your cellphone here, so that the FBI Agents tracing its pings will think you're still here. We can drop you off somewhere... maybe a Wal-Mart to get a new burner phone."
"I've got one in the car we can give her." Cindy said...
Part 12 - The Grind
4:00pm, Friday, April 19th. Cindy, Alison, and I arrived at Police Headquarters and went to my office, where I immediately started a pot of coffee.
"Thanks for your help arranging the meeting with Kitty." I said to Alison. "It was helpful."
"I'm glad she trusted me enough to bring you to her." said Alison. "She's not staying at that hayseed motel, though. I rented the room."
"How did you find her?" asked Cindy.
"Through Jayne Hallerton." Alison said.
"Y'all have been busy little bees." Cindy said, and it was not a compliment.
"And they've been helpful to our cause." I said. "So let me call in Captain Perlman, and see what her Detectives have found out today." I reached for the phone and suited my deed to my words...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting in Classroom 'E' was well attended. The Chief was there, as were all three of my Angels, both Lieutenants Milton, all of MCD, some of Vice, and Sheriff Griswold, who'd just come in.
The Sheriff said "I came by to warn you guys that a so-called FBI BAU unit has come to Town. They were denied office space in the FBI suite in the Federal Building, and have set up in an office space on the north side near the Mall. We will not be sharing any information at all with them, and I've put you and everyone else on high alert for hacking."
Lt. Myron Milton said "And we've already rejected three pretty serious attempts to get in, Sheriff. Two by the FBI, though I can't discern if it's that BAU unit or not. The third one doesn't appear to be by the Government, but was the most serious attempt of them all."



"MegaTech Industries?" I asked.
"Doesn't look like 'em, sir." said Myron. "Looks more like what BigAgraFoods was doing back when we were investigating the Wheeler 'Whistleblower' case."
I nodded. "That makes a ton of sense." I said. Then I grinned as I said "By the way, Sheriff...why did you say 'so called' BAU unit? You're right, but how did you know?"
"Har." grunted the Sheriff. "We were telling the FBI to go to hell long before you got to this County, Crowbar." That generated some laughter, which stopped when the Sheriff said "It's obvious to me they're not a normal FBI unit. I don't think they're a real BAU unit, either, Crowbar...and neither does your ex-wife."
"Guys," I said, "the Sheriff is right about all of that, especially not needing me to see corrupt Federal forces at work. This BAU unit has what Washington calls 'elite unit status'. They're 'dark ops' kind of stuff, and their presence here is not only not welcome, it's potentially dangerous to us. Captain Croyle, put the Uniformed Officers on higher alert status."
"Already have, sir." said Teresa.
"Okay, Captain Perlman, what did the Detectives learn today?"
"Detective Rodriguez has a report for you, sir." said Tanya.
"Thank you, ma'am." said Julia Rodriguez. "Sir, we finally got the warrants from Folsom for the Pi Omega Sorority house. The Sorority Officers were not there, but as soon as I told them that full APBs were going out for their arrests, phone calls were suddenly made and the women miraculously appeared shortly afterwards." I grinned at that.
Julia continued: "The Sorority President is Lea Pinkerton." She put up Lea's DMV record on the projection screen as she talked. It showed a redheaded girl, very pretty, and her dark green eyes gave away a certain savoir faire about her. "She's a Senior, majoring in Business Management, and word is that she already has a job waiting with BigPharmaCorp when she graduates."
Julia put up another DMV photo. "This is Susan Dougherty, the Vice President and Social Chairman." The photo was of dark-haired woman with a sallow face but a nice smile, and dark, penetrating eyes. "She's also a Senior, majoring in Finance, and she's going to work for WorldBankTrust when she graduates."
"Lea Pinkerton all but shut us down once she arrived." said Julia. "She told the members that no one was to speak to the Police without a lawyer present, and two were present: Chip Blake and Gwen Munson. Most of the girls were very nervous when talking to us, but mostly in a way of being afraid that they might say something that would get them in trouble with the Sorority Officers. Almost all of them said they were not at the initiation dinner Wednesday night. Only Pinkerton, Dougherty, and a couple other girls admitted to being at the dinner. They all said they did not leave the house that night, and they all live there at the Sorority House."
Julia went on: "Lea Pinkerton said that Wendy Withers had been there, but her membership in the Sorority was denied, that she was being blackballed for violating Pi Omega rules for pledges. All the girls said Wendy left around 10:00pm crying, as she was upset about being rejected and being 'not worthy' of membership in Pi Omega. We videoed the statements, sir, and if you watch them you'll see that their statements agree almost verbatim... a little too closely, if you ask me."
"As if they're rehearsed?" I asked.
"Exactly, sir." said Julia. "We also searched the house, bringing in dogs to sniff around, mostly for intimidation purposes. But nothing of importance was found; they were clean."
"Did you get their cellphone numbers?" I asked.
"Yes sir, and Lieutenant Myron Milton is working on collecting the metadata of their calls now." said Julia.
"We're working as stealthily as possible so that the FBI doesn't figure us out." said Myron. "I hope to have that data for you later tonight."
"Good enough." I said. "Julia, did you get the names of the pledges?" I asked.
"We got a few, sir." said Julia. "But Lea Pinkerton again said they weren't at the function Wednesday night. I asked for a list of who was there, and Lea said she'd have to send us that information. I was on the verge of arresting her right there and then, but Gwen Munson stepped in and said we'd have to get another warrant showing probable cause to get that specific information, as well as obtaining the full membership list."
"And a murdered Pi Omega pledge was not sufficient probable cause?" I asked sourly.
"Sir," said Captain Perlman, rightly taking up for her Detectives, "I told them not to push if things like that came up. The warrant we had was to search for Wendy's personal items and information pertaining directly to her. It was pretty thin as it was, and Munson is rattlesnake in Court."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "Except the part about Gwen Munson. She's easy to manipulate. Anyhoo, what else did you see while you were in there?"
"There were other weird things, sir." said Joanne. "There were a few calendars on the walls in the bedrooms, but nothing was written on any of them. At all. I had someone show me the Sorority's website, and also their schedule books of events, and everything for this semester was erased, as if there literally were no events this semester. And they have a camera system for the outside of the House but not the inside. Totally clean, wiped out. Lea Pinkerton said they usually don't actually record anything unless there's an outside event with a Fraternity, and they'll erase the files on the server the next day."
"Yeah, the legal system gave them a whole day to get right on that." I said.
"Did you expect that anything might be found, sir?" asked Tanya.
"Maybe, just maybe, Wendy's cellphone." I said. "Or some indicators or lack of them that a dinner really occurred Wednesday night, such as marked calendars, as Detective Warner astutely observed. Yes, I was hoping to find something we could point to and rattle some cages in asking for an explanation... but whoever cleaned house for them was good. Verrry verrry good."
After a pause, I said "Okay, you said that most of the girls were nervous. Did any of them seem nervous beyond the others, or acted like she wanted to say something, but the lawyers's presences were intimidating them?"
"I'd say Susan Dougherty was more intimidating to them than the lawyers were." said Joanne Warner, who had gone to the Pi Omega House with Julia and several Uniformed Officers. "I did try to talk to them as I looked around their rooms and stuff, but if a lawyer wasn't there, Susan was, and she was absolutely in control. That place was more like boot camp with Drill Sergeants doing an inspection than a Sorority House; Susan practically locked their heels."
"Does the Sorority have any events for tonight or this weekend?" I asked.
Julia Rodriguez said "Lea Pinkerton said all the Sorority events through the weekend and next week were canceled, on account of Wendy's death."
"They said she was blackballed from the Sorority," I said, "but they cancel their events on account of her death. How caring of them." After a second's pause, I said "Okay, let me tell you what we found today." I gave a report on what we'd learned from Dottie Smith and Kitty Summers.
After I finished, Jerome Davis said "So does this mean Stephen Henry and Wendy Withers were not dating?"
"It doesn't rule it out," Cindy replied, "but it makes it more unlikely."
"If Dottie was suspicious of Stephen possibly cheating," said Joanne, "maybe that makes it more likely?" Cindy had a bit of a scowl on her face at being contradicted like that.
"With respect, ma'am," said Timothy Geiger, to Cindy, "them being in the car together seems to confirm that maybe the girlfriend was right about him stepping out on her."
"It also makes her more of a suspect." said Theo Washington.
"If Dottie was suspicious of Stephen," said Tanya Perlman, "she may have had reasons for being so. Women have intuition about these things."
"Bail me out, Crowbar 1." begged Crowbar 2.
"Gladly." I said. To everyone I said: "The Green Crowbar is essentially correct. Everything we've found about Stephen Henry suggests he was in love with Dottie and was not cheating on her. Stephen's roommate said that Wendy was not the girl that came to his apartment, that Dottie was, and that she was the only girl that did. If you can find someone, anyone, Detective Warner, that can show me that Wendy and Stephen knew each other at all, much less knew each other well or even intimately, I'll gladly concede the point."
"And you can consider that an assignment, Detective Warner." said Captain Perlman. Joanne nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Having said that," I said, "I think we should check out Dottie Smith much more closely, but for another reason. I'd like to think that if any of our spouses or significant others were killed on the Square, even if said loved one had someone else in the car, we would not only stay around, but would come forward and help find out what happened."
Everyone nodded, and I went on: "However, Dottie Smith did anything but that. She ran home to her parents. She got out of Town in the middle of the week while School is going on. I find that to be a... strangeness." Many ears and eyes perked up at that word. "So, Joanne," I continued, "check out Dottie Smith very thoroughly."
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "But if I may ask, why did Dottie run away? Was she afraid of someone?"
"Could well be." I said. "Could well be."
"I have a question related to that." said Cindy. "I want to know where the ring Stephen Henry bought went off to. It wasn't in Stephen's car nor in his room; our forensics team went through that apartment like a tornado, and the ring wasn't found. If he didn't present it to Dottie and ask her to marry him, where did it go?"
"You know, that's a thought..." I said.
"Soooo, Mr. Crowbarrrrrr," drawled the Chief, pulling me out of the reverie I was going into. "What di-rection do we head in next?"
"The Tau Fraternity." I said. "I am absolutely convinced at least some of their members are a part of this. I want to know everything about the Taus. I want to know who every member is now, and who every member has been for the last twelve years. I want someone to look into Matthew Willis, who is Mitt Willis's son, and see what connection to the Taus he has."
"We'll crawl up their butts so far, they won't know what hit 'em." promised Tanya.
I held up the red crowbar. "Save some room for this." I said quietly, almost a whisper. "If what I'm thinking is right, I'm going to ram this thing so far up their asses they'll be----"
"We get the idea, Crowbar." admonished Sheriff Griswold. Everyone broke into laughter. But no one asked what I was thinking...
They did not need to.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Molly is staying at home in Nextdoor County this weekend." said Cindy as she followed me back to my office. "My mom is going to stay over there with her and the boys."
"Good." I said. "I told Laura and Paulina that I might put up a guest at The Cabin, as well."
"Alison?" Cindy asked, surprised... well, more like shocked.
"Yep." I said. "She's done a great job finding stuff and finding people. That may draw the attention of people that might not wish her to succeed. So I want to keep her safe, if that's possible."
I dialed Alison's number. "Hey." I said when she answered. "Why don't you save on hotel expenses and stay at my second home instead of the Friendship Inn? It's cleaner, it'll be safer and more secure, also." Alison said she'd do that.
As I hung up, I felt as much as saw a platinum blonde staring hard at me. "You're not amused." I said as a statement.
"You trust her that much?" Cindy asked.
I shrugged. "I guess we'll find out." I said. "But you know what the Corleones say about keeping our friends close and our enemies closer."
Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I were called into the Chief's Conference Room. The Chief and the Sheriff were in the room already, Chief Moynahan at the near end of the table, the Sheriff on the side, facing the door, and leaving me the seat between them. Cindy sat on the near side to the Chief's right, per usual. Also in the room was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, who sat to Cindy's right once she sat down.
"I need to let you guys know some things that are going on." said Muscone. "Bob Rovers complained to Washington about the lack of cooperation from the local authorities around these here parts. That generated a few phone calls to me, to the Supervisory Agent of the local Resident Agency, and to the State Patrol Office in this area. Captain Cortese of the State Patrol called me, and I suggested he talk to me or Sheriff Griswold before accepting any orders from outside FBI units."
"It bothers meeeeeee," said Chief Moynahan, "that they're calling the State Patrol instead of the Sheriff."
"Or the SBI?" Cindy asked.
"Noooooooo." drawled the Chief. "They apparently believe Commander Troy controls the SBI."
"Don't I wish." I said half-humorously.
"I don't." growled the Sheriff. "I want you to stay right here where you belong."
"No worries, Sheriff." I said reassuringly.
"It makes me think their marked cards in the SBI are no longer with us." said Jack Muscone. "And that's a very, very good thing. The good news is that when I called Washington about them going to the State Patrol over Sheriff Griswold's head, I got word back that Rovers has been pushed back on that."
"And with that," I said, "we're back to the influence of the Supervisory Agent of this Resident Agency. Melina don't play, and Rovers is finding that out."
"I daresay." said Muscone quietly.
"You know," I said, "we really haven't heard much from the Rovers BAU unit, except that they called Kitty Summers."
"Don," said Cindy, "they may be following us, letting us do the dirty work before they swoop in. Truth is, they should've gotten to Dottie Smith before we did, even with us having the Black Beauty."
"Oh noooooo." groaned the Chief. "Have you been driving at speeds I'll be hearing about soooooon?" I could see in his eyes that he was kidding Cindy about it.
"I definitely drove at those speeds, Chief." Cindy replied. "Whether or not you'll hear about it?" She shrugged her shoulders with her hands out in an 'I dunno' expression. The Sheriff chuckled, his mustaches twitching merrily.
"She's right, though, Chief." I said. "I halfway expected to see the FBI coming to Lexington as we were leaving, and I've been looking for drones all day. I'm not sure why they're being so quiet, so Cindy may be right that they're just watching us and expecting... expecting... developments..." Yep, reverie time.
When I came out of it, everyone was watching me, and Jack Muscone was pretending to use his wristwatch as a timer. "Spill it, Crowbar 1." Cindy said.
"I just realized..." I said, "I think I know why they're holding back... and I'll bet they won't be holding back much longer..."
Part 13 - Night Moves
"Oh wow, this is nice!" Alison said as she came into The Cabin. I set her suitcase down on the floor as she looked around the greatroom and out the back windows, admiring the view. "Why don't you live here full time?" she asked.
"Long story." I said. "My wife owns our other house, which is down the hill and is easier for us during the week. On weekends, we come up here. You remember Molly Evans, the Nextdoor County Police Chief that you met? Well, I'm the father of her two boys, so they stay on most weekends and get to see their brother and sisters."
"Sisters?" Alison said.
"Yeah, our ADA's daughter is my daughter, and they'll come up for the weekends, also." I said. Seeing Alison's inquisitive look, I said "Yes, it's a regular soap opera, but they're all great kids. And sometimes Carole's BFF Marie stays, too." I recounted how the redoubtable Bowser had saved Marie, leading to Carole and Marie's friendship.
"That's nice, that you make sure to see all your kids." Alison said, and I noted a wistfulness in her voice.
"You must be hungry." I said. "What would you like to do for dinner?"
"Gosh, I haven't even thought of that." said Alison. "I don't really feel like going out, either."
I went to the kitchen. "I think we've got a chicken casserole in the freezer." There was one, and as it heated up in the oven, I showed Alison around the house and took her suitcase to the 2nd bedroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for the dinner." Alison said as we sat on the metal mesh loveseat on the back deck after dinner, drinking wine and enjoying the fire in the fire pot. "It was really good."
"You were hungry." I said. "I was, too. When we get going on a case around here, we forget to eat, sometimes."
"It's definitely been more fun than some of my other podcast cases." Alison said. "I usually don't get much cooperation from the local authorities."
"Well..." I said, "we have a double murder, and you show up with a lot of information that's helped us tremendously. And I've learned to take help where and when I get it. I also don't believe in coincidences. How was it that you happened to come here right at this time? Who got you started on these cases?"
Alison smiled, and nodded. "It's funny... I get a lot of tips in my podcast email inbox. I got an anonymous tip about the Susan Dawn Phillips and Kitty Summers cases, and it caught my eye because my father said he'd been in this County a few weeks ago."
"Oh really?" I said, surprised that General McFarland would've mentioned anything about the nuke incident.
"Yeah." said Alison. "A few weeks ago, in early March, I got a weird text from him. He said he couldn't call me at the moment, but he just wanted to tell me he loved me. I remember the date, too: March 9th."
I remembered that date; being handcuffed to a nuke tends to make one remember things like that, and that was the day. General McFarland must've been sending his daughter what he thought was a text goodbye...
"I tried to call him, but never got through." Alison said. "Then a week later he finally answered my call, and said that everything was all right now, and he'd just wanted to tell me he loved me during a crisis situation. He said he couldn't talk about it, but when I asked if it had anything to do with that 'military exercise' around here that the Media was talking about, he didn't deny it."
"So when I got the email about those cold cases, the location stood out." Alison said. "I called my dad, and he said to contact a 'Commander Donald Troy', who he said was the greatest Detective he'd ever seen. And he's right about that, from what I've seen."
I smiled at the compliment, then said "Are you close with your dad?"
Alison studied her wine, then ran her finger around the rim of the glass. "Well... I'm an Army brat, for sure. When I was very little, we moved around a good bit. I'd make friends, then we'd move. Then when my sister Andrea and I became teenagers, my dad bought a house for us in Virginia, outside Washington, and we stayed there while he was on deployments to Europe and maybe other places. I know he wanted us to have a stable situation, but he may not have realized that teenage girls need their dads... to talk to, to ask questions, and just to be there protecting us and making us feel safe." I nodded.
"Anyway," she continued after a pause, "I think my mom and dad would've divorced if he had not have gone away for deployments, so it worked out that way. But... when I was an adult, my mom died, of cancer. My dad... well, he chose his career over his family. He made General, and he's now a four-star General, but he wasn't there while she was... dying."
"I'm sorry." I said, feeling Alison's pain.



"You've met my dad." Alison said. "He's not a bad man. He loves his country... just maybe too much. Anyway, my sister was really bitter about him not being there. She hasn't spoken to him since Mom died, and he does not speak of her any longer. I don't talk to him a lot, but we send each other birthday cards, Christmas cards, and texts on occasion. He did send my sister a text in March, too, but she didn't respond."
"I'm glad you did." I said. "My dad and I weren't all that close. He was a lawyer, totally into his work. Took care of us, though. Then he died before we had a chance to talk, and before he saw what I became here, and before Carole was born. I really wish he could've seen his granddaughter..."
After a few moments of silence, I said "I'll go get us some more wine."
"I'll come in with you." Alison said.
We went inside and to the kitchen. We set our glasses down, but before I could pick up the wine bottle, Alison turned round and faced me, just inches away, turning her pretty face up to me. Before I even realized it, I was bending my head down and pressing my mouth to hers. Her mouth opened to accept my tongue as the kiss deepened.
Alison wrapped her arms round my neck as we began kissing hungrily. My hands were all over her, moving up her firm, succulent ass, then untucking her blouse and massaging her breasts through the fabric.
Alison turned so that her ass was pressing into the side of the counter as she undid my shirt. I reached down and opened her jeans and slid them over her ass and partly down her thighs. She then hopped up onto the countertop and together we slid her jeans down her legs and onto the floor.
We continued kissing feverishly as I took Alison's shirt completely off and began fondling her luscious breasts. Her hands reached between us and undid my pants, then slid them and my underwear down my legs, freeing my throbbing hard cock. She grasped my thick shaft in her warm hand and pulled me into her, trying to guide my cock into her slit. I stepped forward.
"Uhhh!" she moaned as my cockhead found her opening and slipped in. I pushed my ass forward, and sank half of my meat into her hot, very wet twat. I pulled back then pushed forward again, sinking the entire length of my cock balls-deep in Alison's tight cunt.
I grabbed the edge of the countertop on either side of Alison's hips and began fucking her with hard, deep strokes. She wrapped her arms around my neck again, watching my cock sliding in and out of her, coated with her juices.
I bent down and kissed her mouth, our tongue hungrily twining together. Then I bent down and sucked her left nipple into my mouth, then moved to her right nipple, making her moan as my tongue lashed at the swollen, rubbery teats. Then I moved up and began kissing her neck and jaw near her ear as I pistoned my cock in and out of her with increasingly short, fast strokes.
"I'm getting close." I gasped. "You're too tight... I can't hold back."
"Give it to me." Alison panted. "Come in me." To emphasize the point, she raised her legs and wrapped them tightly around my hips. The feeling of being enveloped by those strong thighs was too much. With a groan I emptied my balls into her, firing spurt after spurt into her clutching cunt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmmm, so good." Alison moaned as my slimy, juice-coated cock slid out of her mouth. We were lying on the bed of the master bedroom, both of us completely naked, and the lovely blonde's warm wet mouth was charging my cock for another round.
"Mmm, that's good." I said. "You want my cock back in you?"
"In a minute." Alison said. "I want to suck it some more. God, your cock is so hard!" She slid her mouth back over my cock and began to fellate me in earnest, sliding her lips down the shaft almost to the base, then back up.
After a few moments, she lifted up and we changed positions, with me giving her room to lie down on her back and spread her legs. I eased on top of her and she again guided my man-missile into her tight, sperm-filled hole.
"Ohhhhhhh!" she moaned as I slid into her, balls-deep in ecstasy myself. I began stroking in and out of her, taking my time, fucking her slowly and deeply.
"God, your cock is so hard." Alison moaned. "I've never felt a cock that hard inside me."
"You're making it that hard." I said. "It likes fucking you." I bent my head down and kissed Alison's mouth, ravishing her face as my tongue explored hers.
We fucked long and slow for several minutes. I concentrated on lifting up and sliding my shaft against the upper wall of her cunt, which seemed to make her respond. I heard her moans deepen, then turn to whimpers, her breathing becoming ragged. She pushed up to me, trying to get me to fuck her harder and faster, but I held that maddeningly steady pace.
"OH GOD!" Alison cried out as her cunt clutched me like a vise. I pushed hard into her, making her come apart around my cock as she screamed, her intense orgasm overtaking her. I felt her fingernails digging into my back, and that just induced me to fuck her harder and deeper...
Part 14 - Out of the Shadows
2:00am, Saturday, April 20th. I drove the Black Beauty out of the garage and stopped to let Alison get into the shotgun seat. I stopped at the end of the driveway, where I checked for drones or other electronic signatures in area. Except for the security system at Teresa and Todd's house next door, nothing showed up.
We drove down the hill and by the Stadium to University Avenue. "The road from the Observatory over the hillside empties into the road just north of here." I told Alison. "I don't think Stephen Henry would or really even could drive any other way to get to his apartment."
We drove south on University Avenue, then turned left onto the street where several Greek houses were, including the Pi Omega Sorority. Some of the Frat houses still had lights on, and maybe a few people in the yards or on the front porches, but it was mostly quiet, even though it was Friday night and Saturday morning. The Pi Omega House itself was dark, almost as if no one was at home; they were pretty much shut down.
"They really battened down the hatches." Alison remarked as we passed by, going east.
"Seems like it." I said. As we drove on, I said "Stephen's apartment is ahead on the left." Some of the windows of the building had orange-'ish' lights, suggesting desk lamps were on, but it was quiet, also.
"That's suggestive." I said as we continued on. The road turned sharply right, southward, rather than trying to climb the steep grade of the mountainside that would lead towards The Cabin. As we rounded the curve, I saw the Police cruiser going very slowly just ahead.
"Let's have some fun with these guys." I said. I hit the blue LED lights and tailgated the Police cruiser. The vehicle did not stop, so I hit the siren, which emitted a *WOOP WHOOP!*. The Police cruiser's blue lights came on, and they pulled over.
I got out and approached the vehicle. The occupants of the Police cruiser also got out. They were Detectives Jerome Davis, Julia Rodriguez, and Corporal Inga Gunddottar.
"Well, hello there!" I said with Rudistan-'ish' joviality. "Fancy running into you guys here! And at this time of night!"
"Right back at ya, sir." said Jerome Davis.
"What are y'all looking for?" I asked.
"We were tracing Stephen Henry's route home." said Julia Rodriguez. "Corporal Gunddottar gave us a ride in her Patrol vehicle."
"So, Ms. Gunddottar," I said to the lovely Icelandic blonde, "are you planning on taking the Detective path in the future?"
"I'm not sure, sir." said Inga, taking me more seriously than I intended. "I like where I am now."
"I don't blame you." I said. "Okay, guys, I love the initiative and the good thinking about the case. But as a teachable moment, maybe do things like this in unmarked cars, like I'm doing. People react to Police cars, and start doing unnatural things, so we don't get to see them acting normally."
"Yes sir." said Jerome Davis.
"We thought if we took the Police car, sir," said Julia, with a grin, "we wouldn't be pulled over by the Police ourselves. Guess that didn't work out, huh?" We all laughed at that, and I was loving how Julia was not only becoming a very good Detective, but had no problem humorously throwing the ol' Police Commander some shade.
"So," I said, a little more quietly, "you're seeing what I'm seeing?"
"Yes sir." said Julia. "It's very likely that Stephen Henry came this way home Wednesday night... right by the Pi Omega house..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Saturday, April 20th. I was at TCPD Headquarters, and I'd called people and asked them to come to a meeting. As Cindy and I came out of our offices to go to the meeting, she asked, and a bit snarkily, "Where's Alison?"
"She got a phone call this morning." I said. "She's checking out a lead."
It took Cindy a moment to make the proper connection, but made it she did. She whirled to face me, her arms folded across her chest like Carole is sometimes known to do.
"You slept with her, didn't you?" Cindy said accusingly, peering hard at me. "Didn't you?
"Well, I wasn't stepping on your toes, was I?" I said levelly, my gray eyes boring hard into her ice blue peepers. "You're not sleeping with her, are you?"
"That's not the problem and you know it." Cindy said. "C'mon Don, keep your pants zipped up! Laura may not mind, but one day you're going to get in trouble... one day..."
"Are you two ready to go?" asked the Chief, who'd come out of his office suite and saw us talking in the doorway to our offices's anteroom.
"Yes sir." I said, extracting myself from that dangerous conversation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting in the Main Conference Room included Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar, The Green Crowbar, The Iron Wolf, Lady Ironside, both Lieutenants Milton, and Detectives Jerome Davis and Julia Rodriguez... who did not appear tired after their excursions the previous night. Also attending were District Attorney Miriam Walters and ADA Paulina Patterson, at my invitation.
After the opening pleasantries and the consuming of doughnuts and coffee, Chief Moynahan had me begin the meeting. "Thank you, sir." I said. "I appreciate all of you being here today after I roused you out of your beds. I believe the time has come for us to make our move against the Tau Fraternity. I want to secure warrants to raid the Tau House and to obtain cheek swabs for DNA testing as well as obtain evidence that Tau members participated in the incident in which Wendy Withers was raped."
District Attorney Walters was openly shocked. "Based on what?" she asked.
I laid out what we had to this point, including that Kitty Winters had identified one of males at the scene of her rape as a Tau, and previous evidence that the late Tiffany Barclay had been imprisoned by the Taus at their Frat House one night.
"And I have something else, sir." said Myron Milton. "Susan Dougherty's cellphone contacted a Tau's cellphone that night. Guy by the name of Bradley Mensing. He's the Vice President of the Taus. His father is in the WorldBankTrust organization. Susan and Bradley called each other several times earlier that evening, then one call, from Susan to Bradley, at 3:25am."
"Both have a WorldBankTrust connection. I said. "And the call is right near the time the chase and the murders went down at Courthouse Square."
Walters was not convinced. "This is... paper thin." she said. "In fact, some could say that you're essentially accusing every member of that Fraternity of rape and murder."
"No ma'am, that's not the case at all." spoke up Cindy Ross. "That's why we're doing the DNA tests, to get proof of who did it."
"But you can't just take a DNA sample without real probable cause." Walters retorted. "And just being a member of the Fraternity is not sufficient cause. You need something that shows specifically who was at that... hazing ritual, for lack of an uglier term."
Paulina Patterson took up the bit. "Ma'am," she said to her boss, "part of the reason for the raid is to find out who specifically went out there, and I'm not sure how else we can get these guys to even talk to us."
"They don't have to anyway; they can ask for lawyers, and even take the Fifth immediately." said Miriam. She then said, to me: "Commander Troy, I appreciate your ability to put together seemingly disjointed puzzle pieces into a clear picture, and the judges respect that, too. At the same time, I don't want to damage their respect for either of us by bringing too thin a case to them."
"I appreciate that." I said. "I do realize it's thin, and it's aggressive, but I also think it's within the constraints of the Constitution, and we've really got to act fast against these guys. If Judge Watts or Judge Folsom denies the warrants, I'll respect that. But I'm willing to ask, and we won't get the warrants if we don't ask."
"Tell you what." said Miriam, "why don't you and I, Paulina, go into the office next door and talk about the legal points of this." She and Paulina collected all their papers and went into the office next door."
"While they're gone," I said, "anything new?"
"A 'strangeness', sir." said Myron Milton. "We tried to obtain the membership lists of the Pi Omega Sorority and the Tau Fraternity. I tried the University's Office of Student Affairs, and the University's Greek Council Office. I'm amazed just how hard it was to get a list of members of any given Fraternity or Sorority. And the 'strangeness' is that it was literally impossible to get the Tau Fraternity's membership list. It's restricted and encrypted, and the reason cited is that the members could be targeted by left-wing groups that hate the Rich, and might go after the sons of the rich that are in that Fraternity."
"Uh huh." I said derisively. "Or maybe they don't want the names of the members of a Fraternity that has been known for sexual abuses of women for some time coming out. So... I have faith in you... what did you do to get around that?"
"I called in someone better than me." said Myron. He turned to his wife and said "Mary?"
"Miltie is being charming, as he always is." Mary said with a warm smile for her husband. "Sir, what I did was write an algorithm to go through literally the entire list of University students, looking for matches to the Tau Fraternity. That sounds easy, but the main list only has a designation as a member of a Greek organization, then a separate query has to go in and determine if it's an honorary Fraternity or a regular social Fraternity, and then find the Tau Fraternity. Problem is, the Fraternity has to give a list of its members to the Student Affairs office or it doesn't get put into the servers at all. And the Taus are notorious for submitting only the names of their Seniors."
"Ahhhh." I said. "So the names will show up by companies vetting job applicants, but won't show the names of the underclass student members."
"That's suspicious in its own right." said Tanya Perlman. "What, is this Frat a secret society or something?"
"Close." I said. "It's got a lot of people who expect to be big name people in the future, needing a lot of big business contacts in the future. Almost a 'Skull and Crossbones' type of organization. And the reason for the secrecy is beginning to come out... hazing rituals, rape, and now murder."
"Think we'll get the warrants?" asked Tanya.
"If we do," I said, "Teresa, you'll need to get the SWAT Team ready. We're going for surprise, but I can see this being a very dangerous operation." Teresa nodded.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my cellphone. I answered it: "Troy."
"Don, this is Alison!" said Alison McFarland. "I've just been contacted by two more women. They want to come forward with their stories!"
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Out of the Shadows (continued)
"Tanya," I said, "go tell Walters and Paulina to hold off, that we may have new witnesses." Tanya drove out of the room at a high rate of speed.
"Rodriguez, Davis, you're with me." I said. "These women are nervous, so Julia, you'll take the lead talking to them, and Davis will videotape their testimony..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Saturday, April 20th. Once again we headed to Laura's office. My wife was not there, but I had a key and her permission to use it. Cindy had come with us.
A few moments later, Alison McFarland brought in two women in their twenties. "This is Carrie Lucas and Marla Hanson." Alison said. Carrie was slender, almost nerdish, with thin brown hair. Marla Hanson had black hair, a very lovely face and a shapely body. Her legs looked especially good in the high heels she was wearing. Her dark eyes were penetrating, and perceptive.
"This is Commander Cindy Ross and Detective Julia Rodriguez." I said. "They'll be talking with you. Detective Jerome Davis here will videotape the interview for your protection and ours, as well as for evidence. I'm Commander Troy, and I'll be at the desk, just listening in."
"Your wife's desk." Marla said insightfully. Seeing my glance, she said "Yes sir, I know her."
"Wow... the Iron Crowbar?" Carrie asked. "You can protect us?"
"Yes." I said. "Okay, Julia, go ahead."
"Let's have a seat." Julia said. She took the sofa with her back to the windows, putting the women's faces in the light. I did not fail to notice that smart move... and neither did Marla.
"You are members of Pi Omega?" Julia asked.
"Yes." said Carrie.
"I was." said Marla. "I graduated, last year."
"Where do you work now?" Julia asked.
"I work for the Federal Government." said Marla.
"In what capacity?" Julia asked. Marla looked a bit pained. Cindy peered at her.
"Don't worry about that right now." I interjected. "Carry on." Julia looked surprised, but moved on. Cindy showed no reaction at all.
"And you both went through the hazing ritual?" Julia asked.
"Yes." said Marla. "Two years ago."
"I went through it a year ago." said Carrie. "Last Spring."
I knew I needed to interrupt, and I did so. "I'm going to ask you, Marla," I said, "to step into the other room and talk to me, while the Detectives talk to Carrie. That's so you tell your own stories without influencing each other. Commander Ross, if you'll take the video for me?"
"Certainly." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let's go through it from the beginning." Julia said. "When were you told of this event, and how did they tell you?"
"Uh," said Carrie, "I think one of the sisters called me and told me to keep Wednesday night clear for our final initiation ritual, and named the time."
"It wasn't publicly announced to all of the Sorority?" Julia asked.
"It could have been, at a sisters-only meeting." said Carrie.
"So take me through that night from the beginning." said Julia. "How many pledges besides you?"
"There were three other pledges." said Carrie.
"Do you remember their names?" Julia asked.
"I remember one of them was named Jennifer, and one was named Gretchen." said Carrie. "And that's a funny thing about all of it. I never met the other pledges except one or two times. I mostly met full members, sisters, when I was at the House."
"So what happened when you arrived that night?"
"We had dinner, which was something of a strange ritual, only candles in the room, which kept things pretty dark." said Carrie. "There was not much food at the dinner, but some very strong wine, and they kept making us drink toasts and giving us more wine. I later wondered if the wine wasn't spiked, as I didn't feel sleepy but just... weirded out. I couldn't concentrate on anything."
"How long did that go on?" Julia asked.
"Over an hour, but it was getting hard to tell time once the alcohol hit." said Carrie.
"What happened next?" asked Julia.
"We sat around for a while. I remember that it seemed really boring. The sisters kept telling us that the ritual was a secret, and we couldn't tell anyone about it, and we'd be full sisters after it was over."
"When did you leave the House?" asked Julia.
"I think it was after midnight when we were taken to cars." said Carrie. "Each car had one pledge and two or three sisters. We were driven around, and we finally stopped in a field somewhere. It was really dark; only the headlights of the cars gave any light."
"No idea where you were driven to?" Julia asked. "No landmarks along the way?"
"No." said Carrie. "The windows seemed to be fogged up, and I was weirded out from the wine. I do remember that it felt like we were being driven in circles for a while."
"So what happened when you got to the field?" asked Julia. "You didn't see or hear anything that was a clue to where you were?"
"No, it was really quiet." said Carrie. "I could see by the stars that the field ran north and south; I saw the Big Dipper and the North Star."
"That's excellent." said Julia. "Anything else?"
"Just a treeline to the south." said Carrie.
"So what happened?" Julia asked.
"We got out of the cars. Some of them drove back up the road, which was to the north." said Carrie. "We were told we had to make it to the road, and that there were guys chasing us. If we were caught, we would have to have sex with them."
"Did anyone complain?" asked Julia.
"Jennifer did, and maybe that's why I remember her." said Carrie. "She said she didn't want to do it, and she didn't want to have sex with anyone. One of the sisters told her she wouldn't be a member if she quit now, and Jennifer said she wanted to quit, that she wasn't going through with it."
"And they told her she had to do it?" Julia asked.
"I think one of the sisters said that she would have to find her own way back to Campus, no matter what. And then the sisters got in the cars and left."
"And then?" Julia asked.
"I thought I might have my best shot going straight up the road." said Carrie. "A couple of the girls tried to go parallel to the road but stay in the field. I think Jennifer went to the right."
"East?" asked Julia.
"Yeah." said Carrie.
"And then what?" Julia asked.
"We were all caught." said Carrie. "The sisters that came with us, actually helped the guys find and catch us. And they found Jennifer really fast. This may sound weird, but I wondered if they didn't have some kind of tracking devices on us, or night vision binoculars or something."
"That could be, and it could be an important clue." said Julia. "I know it's going to be tough, but what happened next?"
Carrie said "When the guys caught us, they brought us back to where we'd been let out, then they forced us out of our clothes, put us on the ground, and they took turns fucking us. I didn't like it, but I let them have their way and finish. I think one of the girls enjoyed it, but a couple of the girls were screaming for the guys to stop it, and Jennifer fought them hard and was screaming 'rape!'."
"No one tried to help her?" Julia asked. "None of the sisters tried to stop it?"
"Nooooo." said Carrie. "The guys started hitting her, and the sisters held her down and screamed at her to shut up and take it. They finally covered her mouth while the guys really beat her up and raped her as hard as they could. They may have sodomized her, too. I couldn't see much, but I could hear her screams. It was... pretty brutal."
"Were you a virgin when this happened?" Julia asked.
Carrie responded "I wasn't, but they thought I was."
Julia said "What do you mean?"
Carrie said "I didn't go through Sorority Rush. The Pi Omegas recruited me to pledge during Spring Semester. When I went to the House, they interviewed me, and they asked a lot of questions about my moral virtues, if I was sill a virgin, stuff like that. They said they were looking for girls of high honor and moral values to be Pi Omegas. I told them I was a virgin, but in truth I'd had a couple of boyfriends and had sex with them a couple of times each."
"Why did you tell them that?" Julia queried.
"I... I was flattered that they wanted me in their Sorority." said Carrie. "I knew that Pi Omega girls got great jobs when they graduated, and became great women leaders. State Senator Marsha Collins was a Pi O, and I thought it might help get a job with her or have her as a contact. So I told them what they wanted to hear."
"What happened after that?"
"We were taken back to the Sorority House." said Carrie. "They had us clean up... they got in the showers with us and douched us... and we were told we'd be full sisters that weekend. And that Saturday night we were initiated normally, and I met a lot of other pledges I'd never seen before."
"What happened to Jennifer, and the others?" Julia asked. "How did they react after the hazing incident?
"They were initiated with me, except Jennifer." said Carrie. "She just disappeared. I never saw her again, at the House or on Campus."
"And you don't remember her last name?" Julia asked. Carrie said she never knew it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can't say I was raped," said Marla Hanson, "because I consented to the sex. I didn't try to fight it. I even enjoyed it with one guy; he had a big cock. And some of the member girls, the sisters, were having sex with the guys. They were really into it, and seeing them have sex got me into it."
"Was that how it was for the other pledges?" I asked.
"No." said Marla. "A couple of the pledges were virgins, or said they were. They said didn't want to go through with it, but were ignored and left behind with us. And one of them fought the guys hard, the guys that hunted us down. The guys that got her really beat the crap out of her as well as raped her. The other one was held down by the Sorority girls, but she didn't fight as hard. "
"Do you remember their names?" I asked. "What happened to them?"
"No, I don't remember them." said Marla. "And that's one of the strange things that was going on. I went through Sorority Rush the summer before, and hit it off with the Pi O women. They were outgoing like me, aggressive like me, very sexually open and active like me. And all the other Pledges I met over the Fall, Winter, and Spring were like that. But on that night, that was the first time I'd met those two girls that didn't want to go through with it. I didn't understand at the time why they even were pledges; they weren't like the rest of us at all. They were meek, so-called 'good girls'."
"So you didn't meet them before that night," I said, "and you never knew their names?"
"Exactly." said Marla.
"Did you recognize any of the guys?" I asked.
"Not at the time." said Marla. "But I met some of them at parties the next year, my Senior year. They were all Taus. The guy I liked, the one with the big cock, he went to California and got a role on that soap opera 'Days of Promise'. His stage name is Benny Black. He wasn't a Tau here, but at a School in California, and had just come for a visit."
"Is that so?" I said nonchalantly, hiding my surprise at hearing that name. "And he was here last Spring, when 'Days of Promise' came here?" (Author's note: 'Soap Opera'.)
"Yes, and he took me out on a date." said Marla, who then added dreamily: "It was... very nice..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Marla turned down my offer of protection, but Callie accepted it. After arrangements were made, the women got up to leave with Alison. Marla turned to me and said "Say hello to your wife for me."
"I'll do that." I said. "Good luck to you in your career..."
Part 15 - Forgiveness And Permission
"I still don't understand why Commander Troy stopped me from asking more about Marla Hanson's job." said Julia Rodriguez in MCD as she and Jerome Davis put their notes and the video into the evidence servers. "And when I tried to look her up myself, nothing came up in the databases, at all."
"Well," said Jerome, "think about it. Marla all but told us. She knew Laura Fredricson, she knew Commander Troy was her husband. She's very sexually active, she had no problem with that hazing ritual."
"And Dr. Fredricson is the sex professor on Campus." said Julia. "I still don't get why Commander Troy stopped that line of questioning. He may know the answer, but I can't figure it out."
Jerome said "You do know that Dr. Fredricson was once a Deputy Director for Science and Technology in the CIA, don't you?"
"Oh... that's right." said Julia, remembering. And then she connected the dots: "So you think Marla's in the CIA now?"
"That's my guess." said Jerome. "And it might be a good idea if we just say no more about it."
"No problem there." Julia said agreeably.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So Benny Black was here a year before the Soap Opera came to Town." Cindy said as she drove back with me. "And then here last year, as well."
"Looks like it." I said. "But he was here last year with the cast in May, a bit later than everyone is saying this ritual is happening. So we can't assume he was part of last year's hazing, nor this year's."
"Still," said Cindy, "I'll see if I can get Callie to talk to Benny, and see if he was part of any rituals. It'd be a godsend if he was, and could help us."
"And a disaster for him if he knows anything about the rapes that occurred while the others were having their orgies." I replied. "No, don't ask Callie to talk to Benny, at least not yet."
"So you'll let Alison help you, but not me?" Cindy asked with no small amount of asperity.
"Cindy, I'm trying to protect Benny, at least until I can determine what's going on with him." I said. "He may well not be material to this case, but injecting his name into it might bring him unwanted attention... and harm. I appreciate your wanting to help----"
"Then tell me what's going on!" Cindy replied harshly. "You obviously know more than you're telling.
"Okay... here's what we know..." I said, as if starting a podcast. I told Cindy my trains of thought that were boarding at the station about this case...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back, we worked with Myron to put our videotaped interviews and their affidavits into the evidence servers. Miriam Walters and Paulina Patterson were in the office next to the Main Conference Room, Jenna Stiles's old office, talking with the Sheriff and Police Chief.
As I came into my office, Teresa came up behind me. "We're about to have a visitor." she said. "You remember Tom Usagi, who almost beat Todd in the Triathlon last year?" (Author's note: 'Media Matters', Ch. 01-02.)
"Oh yeah, he's going to Wildcat School next fall. ROTC scholarship, too." I replied.
Teresa said "Yep, that's him. He called and said he needed to talk to you about something related to the Wednesday night murder cases."
"Good." I said. "We could use every break we can get."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were waiting for Tom Usagi, Lt. Mary Milton came to my office. "Sir," she said, "Miltie asked me to tell you that we may have a lead on that Impala."
"That would be huge!" I said. "Don't keep me in suspense... tell me!"
Mary smiled and said "There's an auto body shop in northwest Midtown. It's a front for a chop shop and other sundry stuff going on, and it's run by an Asian known as 'Cochise', though he has no Native American heritage that anyone is aware of."
Mary continued: "I talked to Detective Nell Bell in Midtown P.D. She said that a red Impala appeared in the back parking lot this morning, which is where they put cars they've finished painting. Interesting item is that it has no car tags on it."
"Very interesting." I said. I thought about it for a moment, then said "Tell ya what... call Detective Bell and her team, and see if they'd be willing to do something... extracurricular... for me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just as Mary left my office, my Police iPhone rang. It was Jack Muscone, calling from the Federal Building on the north side of Courthouse Square.
"You are not going to believe this." said Jack Muscone. "Rovers's BAU team is telling us, and telling the Brass in Washington, that these rapes and murders are the actions of a serial killer, and that it's not related to any Fraternity or Sorority."
"Trying to justify their presence here?" I asked.
"That's some of it." said Muscone. "They're still grumbling about the TCPD's refusal to accept their help and work with them. So they worked up a 'psychological profile' of what they say is a George-Aurus-style serial rapist and killer. They're even suggesting Aurus was behind the 12-year-old Susan Dawn Phillips case."
"And he magically got out of Federal Prison to commit the crimes Wednesday night?" I asked sarcastically. "Not to mention that there was no mention of a scrap of black velvet cloth found with Susan Phillips's body, which was a surefire George Aurus trait?"
Muscone chuckled... well, what was a chuckle for him... and said "As you like to say, 'it is possible' that I mentioned those things myself, and Rovers said something about his team being the 'experts', and me being an unqualified, inexperienced field agent."
"Harrumph." I said. "Experts, my ass. And please don't tell me Washington is buying their crap." I said.
"It's like the accusations against Governor Jared, or any politician making a phone call they don't like." said Muscone. "Those who want to believe them, are believing them. Those who don't, say they're full of shit."
"Well, they've certainly been quiet to this point." I said. "Or is the Supervisory Agent of the local Resident Agency putting the fear of God into them?"
"I haven't seen your ex-wife in a couple of days." said Muscone. "I think she's sitting back while the rest of us wrestle with the pigs... letting us get muddy while she takes the high road and stays clean."
"Smart lady." I said. After further talk, we disconnected the call. I sat back in my comfortable Command Chair, wondering what my ex-wife really was up to... besides up to no good...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few moments later, the Duty Desk Sergeant brought Tom Usagi to my office. Teresa greeted him with a warm hug. "My race nemesis." she said.
"I'll try to be this summer, anyway." said Tom, with a winning smile.
"Ready for Wildcat School next Fall?" I asked as I returned his polite bow and shook hands with him.
"Yes sir! Hear us roar!" said Usagi. I had him sit down next to Teresa. I began videotaping the interview.
"I heard about those murders yesterday." said Tom. "I wanted to tell you that I was with my girlfriend out there Wednesday night, at the place we call 'the Fucking Field', when a number of cars drove into the area."
"On a Wednesday night?" I asked. "Consider me 'Old School', but why weren't you at home, since it was a school night?"
"Patty graduated in December." said Tom. "She's going to start at the Community College in the Fall. And I'm taking just one class, and I'm only doing that to stay in the JROTC program."
"Okay." I said. "Did you see any of the cars?"
"No sir." said Tom. "I got Patty out of there as fast as I could. We were on the northeast road, and they came in by the main north-south road."



"What prompted you to leave so fast?" I asked.
"It's hearsay, but it's pretty well known that Fraternities and Sororities from the University come to the Fucking Field for sex games." said Tom. "Sometimes they're Hunger Games type of things, and sometimes just pure orgies. They used to have rituals at Point Hollow, where they tried to call up a Demon, but they stopped those after the TCPD started patrolling that area regularly."
"So that location, the Fucking Field, is regularly used for sexual purposes?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Tom. "And it's well-known for that. It's also known that a woman was found dead in the trees just south of there, and that any witnesses to these rituals might be offered up as... sacrifices."
"In other words, killed to keep their mouths shut." I said. Tom nodded.
"You did the right thing getting that girl out of there." I said. "Would you be willing to talk to the D.A. while she's here?" Tom agreed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Tom Usagi talked to the D.A. and ADA, I talked to Teresa in my office.
"Is our SPEC OPS team ready to go?" I said.
"They're on alert." said Teresa. "I haven't called them in yet, since they haven't gone for the warrant yet. If they're here, we have to pay them overtime."
"I don't care about that." I said. "Get them in here, and have them ready to go on a moment's notice. I actually want them in place to make the raid as soon as the judge gives the 'okay' for the warrants; time is absolutely of the essence, and so is the element of surprise."
"Okay." said Teresa. "But the paddywagons to bring the Frat boys to County Jail for booking will be a beacon to anyone watching."
"Hold them either on the west side of University Avenue, or at Campus Police Headquarters, with their permission." I said. "But let's get going on this... Walters may call me in to discuss this any minute now...
Part 15 - Elitist Power
People glanced at the pretty blonde as she strode through the newsroom of KXTC, following the receptionist that led her to the office of Senior Managing Editor Bettina Wurtzburg.
"Thank you so much for seeing me." gushed Alison. "I've been a follower and a fan of your work for a long time!"
"I've heard some of your podcasts, and they're very good." replied Bettina politely. "If you want unresolved mysteries, you've come to the right County. Have a seat. How can I help you? Is it about that double murder?"
"Indirectly, ma'am." Alison. "It's about what happened eight years ago. A girl named Kitty Summers came to KXTC with a story about being gang-raped by a fraternity. I was wondering if you could give me some background on that."
"I'll be glad to, but totally off the record. Totally." said Bettina. "When you hear the story, you'll understand why."
"Sure, I agree." said Alison, putting her recorder back into her handbag.
Bettina began: "When Kitty Summers came to us, it was a few weeks after the alleged incident occurred. I think she came to us in early June, and School was let out for the summer by then. Still, I investigated. I tried to get the names of Pi Omega pledges, and found that surprisingly hard to do. I went to the Pi Omega House, but there were only two girls there, and they said the House was shut down for the summer. That stunned me because it's unheard of for a Greek House to shut down at all. There were lights on at night, too, so I knew I was being lied to."
"Still," continued Bettina, "I talked to people I knew, sources and the like, including in the Campus Police and the Town & County Police. The TCPD then was corrupt and worthless, and Chief Griswold was an utter idiot, but I digress. I did learn that the Tau Fraternity was involved in initiation rituals that involved orgies with Sorority girls. I tried to talk to the few Taus that I could find on Campus, and the first words out of their mouths was that if I slept with them, they'd give me information. I considered leading them on, but they suddenly stopped taking my phone calls at all."
"Then I was called into my boss's office." said Bettina. "Her name is Katherine Woodburn; she's now the State Senator for this District. She told me that we had to drop the investigation, and that there would be no story. I've been told to shut down stories in the past, and often for good reason, and Katherine would never shut down anything unless it wasn't worth following; she always had good instincts about things like that."
Bettina: "So, I let it go. I told Kitty Summers that I'd reached a dead end, and couldn't give her anything useful to her nor to us. I think she was angry, but I didn't hear any more from her, and I didn't hear her name again until recently, when she and Jayne Hallerton went public about U.S. Senator Russell influencing the investigation."
"Did he?" asked Alison. "Senator Russell? Did he have you stop the investigation?"
"I'll just tell you this." said Bettina. "Eight years ago, there was a man named Mitchell Bain Willis, who had a lot of influence with the Power Elites of the Republican Party. Willis wasn't in the forefront; he preferred to stay in the background, and run the show from behind the scenes. He was President of BigAgraFoods and on the Boards of a dozen or more of the biggest companies in America. He was being groomed for high Public Office. Word was that he would run for Vice President, or even President... of the United States."
Bettina continued: "Senator Samuel Russell was one of his supporters, and it was widely believed that Russell would get a Cabinet position as part of that support. Because of his influence, Katherine Woodburn and KXTC maintained a good relationship with him. If he did suggest to Katherine that an inquiry be shut down or redirected, she'd certainly consider it."
"And eight years ago," Bettina went on, "Matthew Willis, Mitt Willis's son, was a Tau. I don't know if he was involved in the Kitty Summers incident, but he was the Fraternity Vice President at the time. And while Russell never said anything to me, Katherine did, and I would not be surprised at all if there was a quid pro quo there."
"And now," Bettina said, "Mitt Willis is dead. He was in the process of being arrested by the Iron Crowbar for first degree murder when he was shot and killed by a deranged former employee. Samuel Russell has his own legal problems; the only reason he is not in prison for rape is because of the clause in the Constitution that allows him to return to Washington, whose Police will do nothing to help arrest him when Congress is out of session."
"Wow." said Alison. "Do you think that's what's happening with this current murder case?"
"I don't know." said Bettina. "I do know that Edward Blassingame was Mitt Willis's understudy and sycophant; Blassingame worshipped Willis, and emulated him. Blassingame stayed 'small' and in the background, and only became BigAgraFoods CEO after the death of Mitt Willis. But Blassingame is no small fry; he is as big a fish as they come. And his son Peter is now President of the Tau Fraternity."
"Wow." said Alison, as if she were an airhead blonde. "History repeating itself?"
"In some ways." said Bettina. "But there are huge differences between then and now. First, Katherine Woodburn is no longer the Publisher of KXTC. And second... Chief Griswold made the smartest move of his life, and hired Donald Troy to be a TCPD Detective. Donald Troy is now Police Commander, he's a pitbull, and he is totally unafraid of the Elites. So I'd say: God have mercy on whoever murdered those two kids. God have mercy upon them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This definitely helps." said D.A. Miriam Walters as she reviewed the tapes of the interviews with Carrie and Marla. "Especially Marla Hanson, though she said her experience wasn't non-consentual."
"It's still a pattern, and the Taus are neck deep in it." I said. "And Usagi's affidavit shows that something did happen last Wednesday night, and Pi Omega pledge Wendy Withers was murdered soon after."
"I agree, ma'am." said Paulina. "I'm very willing to take this to Judge Watts or Judge Folsom, definitely bypassing Nance."
"That's 'Judge Nance'; show him the respect of his office." said Walters. "All right, put it together and take it to Judge Watts. I'll back you up on it the whole way. I am concerned, though... if there's an appeal and it doesn't hold up, the DNA evidence will be thrown out."
"That's true." I said. "But the DNA evidence is for the rape. I'm going for the murderers of Stephen Henry and Wendy Withers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor was walking with his intern Chandra down the hallway of the Hyatt Hotel, towards one of the meeting rooms where Democrats would be strategizing their plans to impeach and remove Governor Val Jared, which would include closely coordinating with the Mainstream Media to chant their message and tell the People of the State exactly what to think. They looked up to see two persons walking towards them.
"Ah, Commander Troy, I'm surprised to see you here in the secured areas." Condor said, though shaking hands with me as if I were his biggest donor.
"Congressman," I said, "this is my associate, Alison McFarland." I'd already observed Condor's eyes lighting up with lust as he took in the sight of the hot blonde woman.
"You have to tell me your secret, Commander." Condor said. "I'm charmed, Ms. McFarland. Is there anything I can do for you? I'm very busy at the moment, but perhaps I can give you an interview later?"
"Perhaps." said Alison. "I was looking to speak to---"
At that moment, Katherine Woodburn and her aide Clark rounded the corner, almost running headlong into the Congressman.
"Whoops!" Katherine gasped. Then she recognized the red crowbar, and the broad-shouldered redhead behind it, and groaned "Oh, brother..."
"Nice running into you today, Senator." I said more cheerfully, but forcefully. "This is Alison McFarland, and we'd like a moment of your time."
"I'm due for an important meeting----" Katherine tried.
"You're an important person, Senator." I replied. "They'll wait for you, when your aide here tells them you'll be delayed for ten minutes. Shall we step into this side room here? If you'll excuse us, Congressman?"
"Uh, sure." said Condor, a bit nonplussed as we left him and Clark and Chandra standing in the hallway.
I'd been surprised that Katherine had come into the room with us, but I did not question the good luck. We sat down on chairs as I said "Ms. McFarland would like to ask you about the Kitty Summers incident eight years ago, when you were the publisher and owner of KXTC."
"Yes, I've heard your podcasts." Katherine said. "And you, Commander, want to hear about it because of those recent murders. My office has already sent condolence letters to their families, but I don't know what else I can tell you."
"That's very kind of you to have contacted the families." I said, playing the game. "As to the rest of it: everything from that time is more than five years ago, so it's past the Statute of Limitations... unless you confess to murder or rape, of course."
"What do you want to know?" asked Katherine, to get things moving along.
"Thank you for talking to us, ma'am." Alison said politely. "When Kitty Summers contacted KXTC about her story, one of your reporters investigated it?"
"Yes, that would be Bettina Wurtzburg." said Katherine. "She still works there. I no longer do." Katherine's eyes bored into me as she said it; we both knew I was the one who'd forced her to sell KXTC. (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 01.) I resisted giving her a big smile.
Alison asked "Do you know why the investigation was shut down?"
"Oh yes." said Katherine. "I don't know if you want to turn your podcasts into a Media career, Ms. McFarland, but there's one thing you should know, which the Iron Crowbar here will be more than happy to chirp about to no end: he will tell you that the Media is agenda-driven and corrupt. And while I don't agree with him to the level of it, I will be the first to agree that the Media does have its agendas, and acts accordingly."
To say I was stunned at that admission would be an understatement. Katherine all but smirked at me as she continued: "Back in those days, U.S. Senator Russell was influential. We did favors for him, such as burying an embarrassing story; and he'd do favors for us, such as giving us tips and information."
"Any idea what it was he wanted squashed?" asked Alison.
Katherine replied "I don't know if there really were any sexual assaults during those Greek rituals, but I do know that one of the Taus was the son of a very powerful man... at the time. That powerful man is now dead; he was shot while being perp-walked by the Iron Crowbar, here. His name was Mitt Willis, and his son Matthew was a Tau at the time. I know that Kitty Summers's story was ignored by Law Enforcement and suppressed by the Media because Russell was a supporter of Mitt Willis."
"Ma'am, you've always been a Democrat," said Alison, "even when running KXTC. Why would you help Republicans like them?"
Katherine gave Alison a wicked smile, a smile suggesting a teacher instructing a woefully unprepared student. "As the Iron Crowbar will again tell you, you would be shocked at how closely Democrats and some Republicans work together... to exercise total political power and control over the 'unwashed masses', the so-called 'Deplorables'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You haven't said two words since we left the hotel." said Alison as we drove through Town.
"Just... thinking about something." I said. I had been totally stunned by the raw candor of Katherine's words to Alison. To so totally and unabashedly admit to the quid pro quo relationships between politicians and the Media was unexpected... on the order of Police Officers admitting out loud that they would get free coffee or doughnuts in exchange for being around to keep trouble away from the businesses. My mind was trying to understand what Katherine's game had been. And failing.
"Anyplace you need to go?" I asked Alison...
Part 16 - Unwarranted
"Here's what we know." said Alison McFarland into the microphone of her podcast. "More women have come forward, and the nets are slowly closing on a Fraternity with a record of sexual abuse against women, a Fraternity with a membership of sons of the wealthy Power Elites of the Nation, persons whose sons join this Fraternity to make high-powered business contacts and to exercise sexual power over women fed to them like sacrificial lambs.
"The question is who exactly murdered these two innocent students, and how to prove they were the ones that did it. Whoever raped Wendy Withers might be brought to Justice, but getting evidence for the murder is going to be a whole other thing.
"But one thing is for sure: the Town & County Police is an impressive machine, and their Detectives are moving inexorably to fulfill that old adage that the Wheels of Justice turn slowly, but they do turn..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:45pm, Saturday, April 20th. The Tau Fraternity was holding some sort of social gathering, and young men and women were milling about in the House and the backyard. The drone flying overhead was feeding video to me in the Black Beauty, parked several hundred feet down the street. The Police vehicles were parked at Campus Police Headquarters and behind the Psychology Building.
Finally, I got the text from Paulina. "We've got the warrants." I immediately texted Teresa to begin the raid.
The Police vehicles came up the road at high speed, blue lights blazing and sirens roaring. Heavily armored and armed men in the dark navy uniforms of the TCPD SPEC OPS team, which included the SWAT Team and other highly trained Officers, ran to the Tau House. Frat boys, seeing what was happening, tried to get inside and close the door. It was rammed open, and Officers poured in. Others went around back, forced everyone to lie prone, and then some went inside.
"Scene secured, sir." I was told on the radio. I pulled up to the House.
As I was about to go inside, I got another text from Paulina, which said "Hold off! Fed judge issuing injunction!"
I texted back: "Too late. It's already in progress." I went on inside. One young man with a lot of black hair on his head, who reminded me of the dumb looking FBI Special Agent Andrew Parsons (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler'.), was shouting at my Officers, even as they had his hands handcuffed behind his back.
"What the hell is this?" he was roaring. "This is an illegal raid and Police brutality!"
"Sir, upstairs." said Lieutenant Micah Rudistan. I followed him up, and saw what he wanted me to see: several Frat members had been in bed with women, having sex. Now they were lying prone on the floors of the room, naked.
"All right, have them dress, separate the woman and question them to make sure they're not being raped, then take them all to County Jail for processing." I said.
Going back downstairs, the same guy was still yelling.
"Who are you?" I demanded to know.
"Who are you?" he fired back.
"I'm Police Commander Donald Troy." I said, properly identifying myself. "Once again, who are you?"
"I'm Peter Blassingame, President of this Fraternity." snarled Peter Blassingame. "And when my father hears about this, your life is over!"
"Is that a threat?" I asked.
"Do you know who my father is?" Blassingame all but yelled at me.
"Lieutenant, do we know who this guy's father is?" I asked, seeing an extremely jovial look on Rudistan's face.
"He must be an important man, sir." said Rudistan happily.
"Ahhh." I said. "Well then, since his father is an important man, and since he's the President of this Fraternity, he should be first in line to be booked at County Jail, and cheek-swabbed for DNA."
"I don't consent to that!" yelled Peter Blassingame. "I want a lawyer! You try to take my DNA, and I'll hammer you in Court, you hear me? I'll hammer you!"
The red crowbar came out. I tapped it on his chest as I said: "You really should not threaten to hammer Police Officers, especially with you in handcuffs and me standing in front of you with this object that truly can hammer you... and pry your ass wide open, as well."
I turned to Rudistan and said "Get this important man's son out of my sight." Officers moved swiftly to removed Peter Blassingame from my presence, and he was soon in the back of a Patrol cruiser destined for County Jail.
I looked around at the other Fraternity members that had their hands zip-tied behind them. I got out my Police iPhone and dialed a number. A cellphone rang in the pants pocket of one man, who was tall and had chestnut-brown hair.
"Bradley Mensing?" I asked the young man.
"What's it to ya?" snarled Mensing.
"To me, it's a trip for you to County Jail for questioning." To Lt. Irwin I said "Take him away, full booking, and do cheek swabs when you get there."
"Yes sir." said Irwin, leading Mensing away.
I then looked around and saw a guy who looked to be gaining weight, his brown hair combed straight all the way around his head, and a dumb look on his face. He also had a scared look on his face. "Who are you?" I asked.
"Jesse Smallwood." said Smallwood. I had him taken to County Jail, also; a Cindy-class vibe told me to do it.
Lt. Hugh Hewitt came up to me. "There's a car in the garage, sir." he said.
"An Impala?" I asked.
"No sir, an old Buick." said Hewitt. "But you should see it." I went with him to the two-car garage behind the house. There was an empty space, and next to it was the old Buick. Hewitt raised the hood, and I gasped as I saw one of the most powerful car engines I'd ever seen. The Black Beauty barely matched it."



"Wow!" I said, genuinely impressed. "What, do they have drag races with this thing?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I was leaving, a Police SUV with its blue LED lightbar blazing came up. It was the Chief's vehicle. He exited from the driver's side. District Attorney Miriam Walters popped out of the shotgun side, her beady black eyes blazing.
"Get out of my way!" she shouted at Patrolman Culver as he attempted to get her and the Chief's IDs.
"It's all right, Culver." said the Chief.
"No sir, it's not." I said, coming up to them. "He's doing his job and we need to respect that and give him our IDs... all of us, Ms. Walters."
"You're right, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. He gave Culver his badge number. Walters did not.
"His job is ended, as of now." said the D.A., still refusing to cooperate with Culver. "This operation is over. The warrants were revoked by a Federal judge, and don't tell me you didn't know: I watched Paulina text you."
"Then you saw my reply." I said. "We'd already started the raid."
"And by not stopping," Walters said, "any evidence you get is now very likely invalid."
"Then we're in for a penny, in for a pound, Chief." I said to the Chief. "So I might as well get the DNA from the top Officers of this Fraternity, neh?"
"Only if they agreeeee, Mr. Crowbarrrrrr." said the Chief.
"Who went to the Federal Judge?" I asked.
"I did!"
I looked past Miriam and the Chief to see FBI Special Agent In Charge Bob Rovers, flanked by his brother David Rovers and Peter Page, both FBI Special Agents with the 'elite' BAU team.
"Ahhhh," I said in a falsetto voice. "I was wondering when you were going to show up and start interfering with our investigation."
"You're ordered to stand down, Troy." Rovers said harshly. "The warrants are canceled. Stop harassing these citizens immediately!"
"And if I don't?" I asked, goading him.
"They you'll----" Rovers said as he attempted to move past Culver. Culver did his job and stopped him. All three FBI Agents drew their guns.
"Excuse me." I said, leaping past Walters and going right up to Bob Rovers, my gun drawn and in his face.
"You walk past my Officer onto this crime scene," I growled, "and I'll blow your god-damned head off! Do it, Rovers! Take one more step!" I cocked my Beretta 96 and flicked off the safety. The Agents had moved their weapons away from Culver and onto me.
"You're assaulting a Federal Agent!" yelled David Rovers. "Either you stand down, or I'll---"
"YOU stand down, Rovers!" yelled a voice. It was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, with Team Lazarus members Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson, standing behind the BAU agents, also with guns drawn.
Muscone yelled: "You're intruding in this local jurisdiction and violating their crime scene. Commander Troy will be correct to kill you for threatening his Officer, his Chief, and the County District Attorney... and that is what I'm going to tell the Brass in Washington."
By now a lot of TCPD Officers had gathered around, their weapons trained upon the FBI BAU Agents. Bob Rovers made his move, which disappointed me but was wise on his part: he backed off.
"The warrants are rescinded!" he yelled as he and his Agents retreated to their car. "Stop now, or I'll have your badges!"
"He's right, Commanderrrrrrr." whispered Chief Moynahan into my ear. "You have to stand down..."
"Hey, David!" I called out to David Rovers. "Any time you're ready to get your ass beat down again, you know where to find me!" Unfortunately, Peter Page stopped David Rovers and got him into the FBI vehicle. Miriam Walters was looking at me with open shock on her face. The Police Chief had just groaned and covered his eyes with his hand...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We ran all three through full booking." said Tanya. "We've got their fingerprints and mug shots on file, and those will never leave the system, no matter what happens with the warrants."
"Did they take a DNA cheek swab?" I asked Tanya as we looked into Interrogation-1 at County Jail, seeing Peter Blassingame handcuffed to the table.
"Two, like you told me to." said Tanya. "And our Officers had to physically hold Blassingame down and pry his mouth open to get them. Our tech held the swabs together and took them as if they were one, just as you suggested we do. We did the same for Bradley Mensing and Jesse Smallwood. They did not resist nearly as hard as Blassingame did."
"Only admit to one sample." I said quietly. "Get the second ones to Christina Cho. Have her run them with absolutely no record of it. Call it a quality control sample or whatever you want, but no ID of them... and have her compare them to Wendy Withers's rape kit samples."
"The warrants were rescinded." said Tanya. "It'll never hold up as evidence."
"It doesn't need to." I said. "We can take another later, under a new warrant when I get probable cause to obtain one. For now, I just need to know the answer. It's easier getting the solution once we have the answer, n'est pas?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Not even ten minutes later, Nathan Masterson arrived at County Jail, claiming to be Peter Blassingame's attorney, and demanding to see him immediately. Chip Blake arrived ten minutes after that, claiming to represent the interests of every arrested Tau Fraternity member.
After talking to his client, Masterson demanded to see the Police Chief in the Interrogation Room. The Chief did not deign to go in; instead, he sent me. Sometimes it's not good to be the Police Commander--- who am I kidding? I wouldn't miss this for the world!
"I demanded to see the Chief, not the hired help." snarled Masterson. Peter Blassingame was looking balefully at me.
"As you well know," I replied, "you don't demand anything of anyone around here, Jew Hater. What do you want?"
"I want that cheek swab you illegally took from my client." said Masterson. "The warrant was rescinded, and you have no right to have taken it nor to have it."
"What sample is that?" I asked.
"Okay, asshole, if you're going to play it that way," said Masterson, apparently having planned this conversation already, "I want to see the videotapes, which show my client being physically assaulted, and the cheek swab taken."
"Get a warrant, then." I said, almost jovially. Then I said "Our warrant was lawfully issued. We are appealing the Federal Court's unlawful intervention. We're going to hold on to all of the evidence we obtained until that appeal is heard."
"I'll have a thousand Federal Agents in here in ten minutes," threatened Masterson, "and they'll kill every one of you if they have to to get that sample back."
"Bring 'em on." I said. "We shoot back, and we shoot well. But tell me, Jew Hater... why are you so afraid of us having that sample? Afraid it'll prove something?" I turned my glare onto Peter as I said "Like rape? Like murder?"
I heard the door to the Interrogation Room open behind me. It was Bob Rovers. "You heard the man, Troy. Relinquish the DNA sample to us, or I'm arresting you. And if you resist, I swear to God I will shoot you, or one of my Agents will shoot you, or our reinforcements will shoot you. Give it up, or you will die."
I turned to face him. "Then do it." I said. "Shoot me. But you'll never leave with the sample. You won't leave alive. More importantly, Rovers, Peter Blassingame here will be killed in the inevitable crossfire. I guarantee it. If you do survive, you can tell Edward Blassingame that his son died because of your stupidity."
Yep, that hit the mark. I could see the fear in Rovers's eyes.
"I'm taking Blassingame and his lawyer out of here." said Rovers. "Any attempt to stop us and----"
"Just stop with your bulllllllshit, Rovers." said Chief Moynahan, coming into the room with several Officers. "Go, take them with you. Uncuff him, Mr. Crowbar." I did so, and the three Frat members and their attorneys were escorted out and off the County Jail grounds... which immediately went on full lockdown with highly-trained Officers and Deputies placed in defensive positions in the event Rovers tried to make good on his threat. Fortunately, no threat materialized.
Part 17 - Hope And Faith
10:00pm, Saturday, April 20th. The Police Leadership, the Sheriff, FBI Team Lazarus, and the D.A. and ADA were meeting in Classroom 'E'... for security, since the room was an inner sanctum with no windows while the Main Conference Room and Classroom 'J' had exterior windows an FBI sniper might try to shoot us through. Yes, I really was paranoid enough to consider that. The Sheriff said it might not be paranoia...
"Our appeal is under review by the Federal Appellate Court." said D.A. Walters. "We can hold the DNA swabs of the Fraternity members we swabbed, but we cannot have them tested, even with the subjects's permission, until the appeal is heard. It will likely be Monday before any action at all is taken."
"I've contacted Washington." said Jack Muscone. "Obviously Rovers contacted his benefactors, as well. We've got people working for us, and they have people fighting us every step of the way. I'm told it's going to play out in the Federal Appellate Court, which also will decide if the Feds even have jurisdiction in this."
"Peter Blassingame and the other two you brought in are considered to still be under arrest, but have been remanded into the custody of their lawyers." said Paulina Patterson. "If they leave the County, they can be arrested and brought back. Peter Blassingame went back to the Fraternity House, where he lives, and is still there."
"Think they'll try to sneak him out on one of his daddy's SPS trucks?" growled Sheriff Griswold. I laughed at the Sheriff's sense of humor on that, and I was apparently the only one able to laugh and not in a somber mood.
"I still don't understand why you continued with the raid, Commander Troy," said D.A. Walters, "when you were texted and told to stop."
"I've already told you, Ms. Walters." I said, my humor instantly vanishing and my voice turning surly. "But just to make sure it's laid out very clear in front of everyone: first, I was told the warrants were issued, which they were. We proceeded to execute the raid. Second, the text said to 'hold off', not to 'stop', and it's impossible to have held off because the raid had already started."
"That's semantics." said Walters menacingly.
"Yes, it's semantics, and very important semantics, at that." I said. "Third, if I'd attempted to stop the raid while in progress, it would've caused confusion and it could've led to my Officers being put in danger. So I did not stop them until the scene was fully secured."
"And he was right to do that." growled the Sheriff, letting the D.A. know that he had my back on that. Miriam Walters glared at him, but they were both elected officials, so it was a standoff.
"And fourth," I said, "I question the authority of the Federal Government to supersede the State or this County regarding the local crime of murder. It's extremely important to stand up to the Feds when it comes to defending our jurisdiction."
"Hear hear." growled the Sheriff in full support of my sentiments.
Possibly to change the subject, Cindy Ross asked "Why did the FBI... meaning the BAU guys, not you Team Lazarus... go to the Federal Court at all to stop the warrants?"
"And why step in now, after all this time they've been here?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"Isn't it obvious?" I replied.
"No. Enlighten us." replied the Green Crowbar.
"This was the first time we've gone in the direction of the Tau Fraternity." I said. "More accurately: it's the first time we've gotten near Peter Blassingame."
"You think he's a part of this?" asked Miriam Walters. "You think he did it?"
"Not enough data yet to confirm that." I said. "What I do know is that it's like a hornet's nest. You can stand outside a hornet's nest and watch it for a long time. You can go mess with another hornet nest somewhere else, and the hornets in the first nest don't care. But oh my Lord! start poking a stick at that hornet's nest, and they suddenly spring into action!... and as ferociously as possible. These rogue BAU people are the Tau nest's hornets."
I continued: "And one other reason I went ahead with the raid was to force the BAU's hand, and whoever is directing their actions. For them to come here at all was absurd from the get-go... we didn't ask for their help, there's no Federal connection even if there's been an ongoing pattern, which they never were interested in before... but now we see that their suggested they knew something and were afraid that we might find it---"
"That you might find it." said Cindy, meaning it as a compliment.
"As much as I'd love to take credit," I replied, "I could be on Mars right now, and if you guys were getting near Peter Blassingame, his daddy would be taking the same actions he's taking now... calling in Federal forces loyal to him and his fellow Swamp Frogs to protect his son."
"And now you might've lost us all chance to get valid evidence." said Walters. "If, as you say, it's a rigged game, and the Federal Courts throw out any evidence we have, then the whole thing is stillborn already."
"Oh, I dunno," I said, "We didn't get much evidence to begin with, and we can still seek new evidence. We can re-apply for a DNA swab for Blassingame if we get a new link on him, but I have confidence the Courts will let us run the sample we took already. But that's beside the point, Ms. Walters. And the point is that we now know just who and what we're up against. It's much easier fighting an Enemy who has come out to engage us than an Enemy hiding in wait to ambush us."
"All that damage, just to get them to show their hand?" muttered D.A. Walters. "I hope it's worth it, Commander."
"Mr. Crowbarrrr," drawled the Chief, "where do we go from here, especially in solving the double murder of two college students?"
"Tonight's raid was an important part of that." I said. "And I have hopes, strong hopes, that something will develop soon. I have no data to report, though... at least not yet. I hope to have something tomorrow."
"Hope." Miriam Walters said, venom in her voice. "So all you have... is 'hope'. A fat lot of good that is doing us."
At that point, the mood in the room changed noticeably... to anger at the D.A.'s comment. Teresa and Cindy stared daggers at the D.A., and Paulina's eyes were downcast, as if she were apologetic at her boss's remark. The Sheriff's mustaches were twitching, and not merrily. And not the least angered person in the room was the redhead to whom and at whom Walters had made the remark.
"Ms. Walters," said Cindy, "if Commander Troy say that he has hopes in something, we all know that means something good is going to happen for us---"
"Like what?" Walters all but yelled, her patience worn through and snapping. "What are we going to tell the Press when they start raking us... raking ME... over the coals for this botched raid? What am I supposed to tell the parents of these dead kids? That the Police have 'hopes' and nothing more, after that bungled operation that leaves nothing but destroyed evidence in its wake? What are you going to tell the Press, Commander Ross?"
I had already gotten up and collected my things and was leaving, and Teresa was making a public statement of loyalty by getting up to leave with me. As we got to the door, I heard Cindy say "I'll tell you what I'm going to tell the Press... that our current District Attorney is as much of a gutless coward as her predecessor, Gil Krasney..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Twenty minutes after I'd left the room, I was sitting in my office with Teresa Croyle when Cindy knocked on the door and came on inside. I had her sit down in the chair next to Teresa.
"The Chief reamed me out for what I said to Walters." Cindy said. "But when he told me to go apologize to her, I refused, and said I'd hand him my badge and my gun and put in my retirement papers first."
"I hope he doesn't accept that." I said. "But I appreciate you standing up to him on it."
"I'm more worried about Paulina." Cindy said. "She's stuck in the middle on this."
I nodded. "What's going on now?" I asked.
"The Sheriff is having a private meeting with Walters." Cindy said. "It's probably a good thing he doesn't have a crowbar right now---"
"You got that right." barked Our Sheriff himself as he came into the room without knocking. "Never in my life have I been so insulted..." He did not finish the sentence, but just shook his head as I bade him to sit down. I then reached into the medicinal drawer and pulled out the bourbon bottle and four shot glasses.
"I told Ms. Walters," growled the Sheriff as I poured the shots, "that the man she was berating in front of everyone had not only solved some of the toughest cases I'd ever seen and put some bad people behind bars or in their graves, but he'd been life-flighted once and life-driven once to the Hospital in Public Service to this County and this State." (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver', Ch. 04.; 'Film Noir', Ch. 02.) "I also told her that if she had any hope of having a good record of prosecutions, she'd better learn to trust him."
"Salud." I said as we clinked our glasses and downed our shots. "If she gets her head out of her ass, I'll say 'Forgive her, for she knows not what she has done.' But yes, she was... in error."
Teresa said "It pisses me off that she approved the warrants, then didn't fight back when the Feds came in... illegally, I believe... and then she acts like she's more scared of what the Press will say about her than about solving this case. You were right to compare her to Krasney, Cindy."
"Har." growled the Sheriff. "That stung her, too."
I slowly stood up. "Well, folks, my recommendation is that we go home and get some sleep. I'll go say goodnight to the Chief. Feel free to pour another round, but not too much if you're driving home, neh?" The Sheriff chuckled, and we all wished each other goodnight.
On the way to the Chief's office, I saw that Miriam Walters and Paulina Patterson were still in the office used by the D.A. people. I went to the door of the Chief's office and knocked.
"Come in!" I heard his voice say. I went in. "Have a seat." the Chief said. I sat down.
"Thank you for walking out of there instead of escalating the sit-yoo-a-shunnnn." he said. "It got ugly enough, as it was."
"So I heard." I said.
"Including what Commander Ross said to her?" asked Moynahan.
"Some of it." I replied. "She was right, too."
"Noooooo, Mr. Crowbar. Commander Ross was wrong." said the Chief. "Ms. Walters is the District Attorney. We have to work with her. Now I've told Commander Ross that she needs to apologize, and I'm expecting her to do so---"
"No sir." I said with alacrity. "She does not, and she should not."
"I beg your pardon?" asked the Chief, not used to being confronted in such an insubordinate fashion.
"Chief, the District Attorney is not the boss of any of us." I said. "And Commander Ross was just defending her Police partner, and rightly so. And the one thing I really don't want... is for my Police partner to submit her retirement papers over this."
"You really think she'd do that? Over this?" asked the Chief. Was he really as shocked as he looked? I thought to myself.
"Chief, if you put her in a position where she has to choose between insubordination and making an insincere apology? Yes, she would."
"You think I'm wrong to ask her to apologize?" asked the Chief.
"Yes sir." I said simply.
"You truly have no fear, Commander." said the Chief.
"Why start now, sir?" I said, meaning it humorously. He got the joke, though he didn't smile at it.



"Okay, I'll let it go." said the Chief. "But Ms. Patterson, who has been as good an ADA as we could ever hope to have, is now between a rock and a hard place. If Ms. Walters puts a tight leash on her, and on Franklin Washington regarding our Vice cases, it could make things a lot harder for us."
"Or not, sir." I said. "Once Ms. Walters learns that we're right, that we do things well, and we do them in a legally defensible way, then we can start teaching her to not fear the Press. That's the real issue, here."
"Yezzzzz." drawled the Chief. "You know, Mr. Crowbar, not everyone has your passion for your war against the Press, nor your desire to fight them. Many elected officials fear them. The Sheriff doesn't need them any more than you do... but some of our friends doooo." When I didn't reply, he peered at me and said "Nothing to say in reply to that?"
I said, changing the subject, "Chief, we're developing leads on these murders that should come to fruition tomorrow and Monday. When I said I had hopes, I was not kidding. I believe that, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise, we will be able to make arrests in the Henry/Withers murders, and very soon."
"Really?" asked the Chief. "Okay, then. Keep me in the loop. Have a good night." Taking that as the dismissal it was, I got out while the getting was good. I did go by my office first, put away the bourbon and cleaned up the glasses and secured them... after having one more 'for the road'. I did not like having to be insubordinate to the Police Chief, but I would always have Cindy Ross's back as she had had mine...
Part 18 - The King's Gambit
When I got home to the Mountain Nest, everyone was in bed. When I looked in on Carole, I saw Bowser sitting up in his basket. Going on in, I saw that Carole was not asleep.
"Hey Fussbudget," I whispered, "why aren't you asleep?"
"I don't know, Daddy." Carole said. "Something's wrong. Bowser is worried, too." I looked over at Bowser, who was silently sitting there, watching us. "Something is about to happen, Daddy."
"Do you know what it is?" I asked. "Did you have a bad dream?"
"No, Daddy." said Carole. "But something just isn't right."
"There's nothing to worry about." I said, getting Carole tucked back in. "I set the alarm, so no one is going to get in here after us, and Bowser is here protecting you. So just go back to sleep, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said, her voice already sounding sleepier. "Nite Daddy. Be careful out there."
"I will be." I said. I petted Bowser, who settled down somewhat, then checked on Jim and Buddy. No worries in that room; they were sound asleep.
Going into the master bedroom, Laura was dozing but woke up when I came in. "Everything okay?" she asked as I undressed.
"Nothing out of the ordinary." I said. "But Carole's worried that something's going on. She was awake when I checked on her."
"She seemed okay when she went to bed." Laura said. "Did she have a bad dream?"
"I asked her that, and she said she hadn't." I said. "But maybe she did, and doesn't remember it. Anyway, the alarm is set." I came over and got into bed and snuggled up against Laura's magnificent backside. "So, let's get some sleep ourselves..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, Commmannndderrrr..."
"Angela, what in the world..." I said through my dream. I opened my eyes, to see Angela Harlan standing next to the bed, eerily lighted in the darkened room, wearing her spidery nightgown and her black high heel pumps.
"Don't accept the gambit, my dear Commander... don't be distracted by the gambit..."
"What are you talking about?" I asked----
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was 2:10am. As I woke up, Angela was no longer there, and color had returned to my vision. As I picked up the phone, I heard the redoubtable Bowser barking furiously. "Troy." I answered as Laura got up to attend the upset dog and his five-year-old owner.
"Sir, this is Captain Perlman." said Tanya Perlman. "We're at the Hyatt Hotel. You remember Congressman Condor's intern Chandra? She's dead... strangled."
To be continued.
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Part 18 - The King's Gambit (continued)
2:40am, Sunday, April 21st. I came out of the elevator onto the top floor of the Hyatt Hotel, where the suites were. I was met by Patrolman Culver, to whom I gave my badge number. Patrolman Johnson came up and said "I'll take you to Captain Perlman, sir."
He led me through a hallway full of Police Officers and Crime Lab techs going back and forth and into a suite. I saw Congressman Gerald A. Condor sitting on a sofa that was in front of the large window that looked out to the south over the twinkling lights of the Town. The Congressman looked dazed, seemingly in shock. Next to him was Detective Teddy Parker. Also sitting next to the Congressman was blonde attorney Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems P.C. Her eyes were boring into me and never left me as I looked around.
From the back bedroom to the left came Tanya Perlman, talking to J.R. Barnes, Director of all the State Crime Labs, and Dr. Christina Cho, the State Crime Labs's Chief Chemist. Officers were taking a large box of evidence under two-man control out, as well.
"Hello, everyone." I said as I came up to them. "What's going on?"
"It's Chandra, Congressman Condor's intern, sir." said Tanya. "Guys, why don't you get that rape kit to the Crime Lab and start on it immediately for DNA. Commander, come on inside."
We went into the room of death. A young girl, white, voluptuous, with dark hair and large melon-like breasts, lay naked on the bed. She was being examined by Martha the Medical Examiner.
"Marks on her neck suggest strangulation, possibly during sex." said Martha. "And yes, there was semen in her vagina, a lot of it."
"As if the man had just come," asked Tanya, "and not enough time for much to seep out?"
"That's about right." said Martha.
"Rape?" I asked.
"I'll have to do a full autopsy to see if she was physically beaten or has vaginal damage consistent with rape." said Martha. "But so far I'm not seeing anything that rises to that level. It may have been consentual, and the man got carried away as he climaxed and choked her."
"I dunno." I said as I looked more closely at the purplish marks on Chandra's neck. "This looks pretty intentional."
"There's also some marks on her wrists, but they don't appear to be fresh." said Martha. "You might ask the Congressman out there if he's been playing bondage games with his intern in Washington." That caused me and Tanya to glance at each other. My Captain of Detectives's eyes were twinkling.
"Any place we can talk privately, Captain?" I asked.
"The bedroom next to this one, sir." said Tanya. There were two bedrooms to the left and two to the right, and the one Chandra was in was the left rear bedroom. Tanya led me to the front left bedroom, whose sheets had been stripped and evidence taken already.
"There was sex going on in all four bedrooms." said Tanya as I pulled a chair up next to her wheelchair and sat down. "Condor out there said he was hosting, and had not had sex with anyone. He even gave us a cheek swab voluntarily, and we got that on video."
"Good." I said. "So, let's go to the beginning: who called it in?"
"Anonymous tip." said Tanya. "About 1:30am, 9-1-1 got a call that there was a disturbance at the Hyatt, on the top floor. Hardy and Drew responded. When they got up there, Condor was panicked and trying to revive Chandra. He was fully clothed. He'd been doing CPR for ten minutes or more, several people said, but to no avail. She was already blue, and clearly dead."
"Hardy called for backup, and Johnson and several others arrived quickly." continued Tanya. "No one was allowed to leave, but the stairs and lower floors were unguarded until backup arrived. I've already had the tapes secured, and I called Myron at home and asked him to start getting video footage of the area."
"Who did you bag?" I asked.
"Like I said, all four bedrooms had been in use." said Tanya. "We bagged two Democrats banging young women. One was State Rep. Justin Madoff from the City, and another was State Rep. Frank Allen, who defeated Republican Jeff Canton in the last Election. Two of the women are aides, like Chandra was Condor's intern. In the fourth room was U.S. Senator Roy Lester, who was copulating with a professional woman... one of T-Square's professional women, if you get my drift."
"So Lester was banging a paid-for prostitute." I mused. "And he's a Republican... what the hell is he doing here at a Democrat fundraiser and strategy session?"
"Apparently a select number of Establishment Republicans were here today." said Tanya. "Ralph Corkle, with the State Right to Life Committee, was here, and was caught trying to leave the hotel. I had him arrested, and enjoyed doing it. Also, we've gotten warrants to search every room rented by the Congressman, but there's no telling who is in all the other rooms the warrants won't apply to. And... well, maybe I'll just let Congressman Condor tell you who was in the room with Chandra." Her eyes were twinkling brightly as she said that.
"Okay, then." I said. "I'll go make myself a thorn in his side. By the way, has the Press shown up?"
"Yes sir." said a voice. It was Lt. Irwin, who as 1st Precinct Lieutenant was now in charge of securing the hotel. "KXTC just showed up. We're not letting them inside."
"Good." I said. As Irwin left, I said "Tanya, call KFXU and make sure they also know about this. Anonymous tip, dontcha know..."
"Yes sir." said a grinning Captain Perlman...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came up to where Detective Teddy Parker and U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor (D - 1st District, our State) were sitting. I motioned for Teddy to come to the middle of the room with me. "What has he said?" I asked quietly.
"He's given me most of the names that were at the dinner earlier, and then the party up here tonight." said Teddy. "but he wouldn't give me specific names of people having sex in the bedrooms. He said he'd wait until you got here. No wonder you get all the results, sir; they won't talk to us Detectives." I knew he meant that humorously.
"Don't take offense." I said. "So, let's see what he's holding out about." We went back to the sofa.
"Well, Congressman," I said as I sat down on the coffee table in front of the sofa, hoping it would hold up my weight, "I did not expect to see you again so soon."
"Nor I you, Commander." said Condor. "You gotta believe me, I had nothing to do with this..."
"I'd love to believe you, but that means I gotta prove who did do it." I said. "Is this your lawyer?" I asked, nodding my head toward Gwen Munson.
"I'm an attorney for the State Democrats." said Munson, her sweet, feminine voice belying her underlying viciousness. "But I'm here to help the Congressman if he needs it. And with you around, he'll be needing it."
"If he's innocent, then I'm the best friend he'll ever have." I replied. "Teddy, did you read the Congressman his rights?"
"No sir," said Parker, "and he's been cooperative to this point."
"Then, Congressman," I said, "to protect you and me, I'll read you your rights." I did so from the card. Condor said he understood the rights, and Munson said "Consider me to be representing his interests at this time." I nodded.
"Congressman, did you have sex with Chandra?" I asked.
"No... not tonight." said Condor.
"You've had sex with Chandra before?" I asked.
"I will neither confirm nor deny that." said Condor.
"You have got to be kidding me, Congressman." I said. "A girl is lying dead in your suite, she's your intern, and you're avoiding my questions?"
"It's not relevant." said Munson.
"Bull." I said. "And keep up with that crap, Ms. Munson, and I'll arrest Congressman Condor and very publicly perp-walk him through the Media that's arriving now."
"Look, Commander," said Condor, "I'll answer any questions about tonight, but for reasons of my political career, I'm confining my answers to tonight. Arrest me if you want, but that's how it's got to be for now."
"We'll see about that." I said, then to move things along I asked "Did you have sex with anyone tonight?"
"No, I've been talking with people constantly all night." said Condor.
"Did anyone else have sex with Chandra?" I asked. "Let me ask that another way... who went into that bedroom with Chandra?"
Condor paused, looked at Gwen Munson, who just nodded, then turned to me and said "Samuel Russell."
"U.S. Senator Samuel Russell?" I almost gasped.
"Yes." said Condor. "He went into the bedroom with Chandra an hour and a half ago... well, an hour and a half before he came back out."
"He came out alone?" I asked.
"Yes." Condor said.
"How did he look?" I asked.
"Groggy, and scared." said Condor. "Sloppily dressed. He just left without saying goodbye or anything else."
"What happened next?"
"Not five minutes later, another couple went into the room," said Condor, "and then the woman screamed. We rushed in, and Chandra was lying there... I tried to revive her, used CPR..." He stopped speaking and began sobbing.
"Who called 9-1-1?" I asked.
"I... I don't know." said Condor.
After concluding the interview, I went and found Tanya. "Captain, I need two things. First, the Westphalia Police and the State Databases should have the DNA results of Samuel Russell's rape of Jayne Hallerton." (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons', Ch.03.) Have Christina Cho make a direct comparison of that evidence to Chandra's rape kit, and expedite it."
"Ahhhh, you may have Russell by the short hairs on this one." said Tanya. "Rape is one thing, murder is another."
"True." I said. "The other thing: call or text Jack Muscone, and tell him to consider 'Plan Guinevere'. He'll know what I'm talking about."
"Ah, the Queen's Gambit?" Tanya asked.
"You're too good for your own good, Captain." I replied. "But what I'm seeing here... is the King's Gambit."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:40am, Sunday, April 21st. We were in one of the hotel meeting rooms off the front lobby. In addition to Captain Perlman, Lt. Irwin and myself, Commander Ross, Captain Croyle and Lt. Myron Milton had shown up... and so had Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan and District Attorney Walters, whose beady black eyes were more icy than ever before.
"Russell left right out the front door, and his Escalade limo picked him up at the curb." said Myron Milton. "It drove right down North Street, then University Avenue, then the Nextdoor County Highway towards the City."
"Anyone else leave the hotel?" I asked. "Via any exits at all?"
"Before the Police got here," said Myron, "there were trickles of people going in and out, most of them associated with the Democrat dinner and meetings. There were several parties going on, and many of the attendees were checked into the hotel. So some of the partygoers did leave, and mostly through the lobby exit or main parking lot exit, and we're working to get their IDs. Once the Police came, no one has left without their ID being checked, and there's only been a very few of them at this hour. I might add that with the Media camped outside, most will wait until daylight to leave, and will leave as a large group."
I nodded. "Okay, then. Lt. Irwin, you and your guys did a great job securing the hotel. Cpt. Perlman, you and the Detectives and the CSIs also did a great job. What we need now is the autopsy report, and a positive I.D. of the semen recovered from Chandra's rape kit, and we'll be a long way towards the solution of this case."
"That's it?" asked D.A. Walters.
"What would you have us do, Ms. Walters?" I asked.
"No warrants for Samuel Russell?" asked Miriam. "And you're not arresting Gerald Condor? They could flee to Washington!"
"They can, anyway." Cindy said. "Russell has been evading arrest on that Constitutional clause that allows him to travel to Washington for his Congressional duties. Condor can invoke the same thing."
"Once we get the autopsy results," I said, "we can make our next moves, and against the right perp or perps. Until then, let's finish up this crime scene and get out of this poor hotel's way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were going to our cars, I called Myron Milton over. "I didn't want to say anything in front of anyone else, especially D.A. Walters." I said. "I want you to run facial rec on all the video you've recovered, legally or otherwise, and see if anyone matches these men." I held up my Police iPhone to show two photos.
"Oh my God." said Myron. "Trent Ridge? Quint Starr?"
"Trent Ridge especially." I said. "And if you do find him, do I even need to tell you to say nothing to anyone else until you've talked to me first?"
"No sir, you do not." Myron said...
Part 19 - The Gambit Accepted
At 7:30am I went and got Alison from The Cabin and took her to the Mountain Nest to have breakfast with us. Cindy, Callie, and Betsy came over, as well.
The breakfast table nook overlooks the greatroom. I was sitting at the end of the table nearest the back door. To my left, her back to the greatroom, was Carole. To her left was Jim, and to his left was Callie. Laura was at the other end, and to her left was Cindy, and Betsy was to the left of her in her high chair, being fed by her mom. Alison was to Betsy's left and my right.
When Jim had seen Alison, he said "Wow! You're almost as pretty as my girlfriend!"
"Who's your girlfriend?" asked Laura, perhaps skeptically.
"Callie." said Jim with alacrity.
"Awww." said Callie, hugging Jim. "Yes I am."
"It appears I have competition." Cindy said, half-humorously.
Alison seemed to have the approval of Carole, who had been chatting like a parakeet with her. More importantly, Alison received the Bowser seal of approval: he'd let her pet him and seemed happy about it. Buddy also got his fair share of skritchins.
We ate pancakes made by Carole and her mom, a cheesesteak scrambled eggs dish that was supposed to be a big omelette until I messed it up and it collapsed, and toast made by Jim in the toaster.
Betsy approved of the jelly, if the amount of it smeared on her little face was any indication. Bowser and Buddy supervised floor operations, meaning they kept the floor very clean by eating up any food that dropped to them. Betsy was giving them plenty of work, and Carole seemed to be stealthily dropping food items to the floor, as well.
"Hi Bowser." said Alison as she saw him looking up at her. He wagged his tail upon hearing his name.
"Bowser is a good dog." said Carole, in the form of a quotation. "He saved my friend Marie's life. He's her hero, like Daddy is my hero."
"Awww, that's sweet." Alison said, though looking a little wistful.
"Is your daddy your hero?" Carole asked Alison. Uh oh...
"My daddy is in the Army. He's a General." said Alison, somewhat deflecting the question.
"Oh. So he's our country's hero?" Carole asked.
"One of them." I said politely.
"What about your mommy?" asked Carole.
"My mom died." Alison said. "She got sick."
"Oh. I'm sorry." Carole said sympathetically.
"What did she pass away of?" asked Callie.
"Cancer." said Alison.
At that moment, I got a vibe and glanced over at Carole. My daughter had a very sad and pensive look on her young face as she studied her pancakes. Then I felt something else, and glanced over to see Cindy peering at Carole. Then Cindy's ice-blue eyes caught my gray ones. Cindy almost imperceptibly shook her head; she'd caught Carole's vibe, but couldn't tell what it was about...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After cleaning up after breakfast, I took the dogs out. Cindy came with me. We sat on the metal mesh loveseat as Bowser and Buddy inspected the territories and did their business.
"I read the early reports on the Chandra strangulation." Cindy said. "Accident?"
"No." I said. "Not at all. First degree murder, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." Cindy said.
"Harrumph." I said. "Anyway, I'm waiting for the autopsy, which I think will show us some things, and for the DNA match. Tanya is going to have Christina Cho compare the early results with the sample taken after Russell raped Hallerton; I'm betting it's his semen."
"Anything we can do with that?" Cindy asked.
"I have hopes." I said. "While that won't be enough for D.A. Walters, it might be enough to bring Russell to Justice."
"I can't believe he came back here... here!... with you ready to bust his chops." Cindy said.
"I can." I said. "First, he thinks he's getting one over on me by coming here under my nose. Second, he really wants to be part of the action that gets Val Jared impeached and removed from office. And third... he was set up."
"What?!" gasped Cindy.
"He is being sacrificed." I said. "Like in a chess gambit, material is being sacrificed to get a better gain later. Russell is the sacrifice, and it's meant to be a distraction from the far more dangerous situation to the Swamp Frogs... to one of them specifically. Things are about to break in the Henry/Withers murders, and unlike Duo Damsel of the Legion of Superheroes, I can't be in two places at once... like I need to be right now."
"So what are you going to do?" Cindy asked.
"Accept the sacrifice." I said. "They are giving me Russell on a platter, and I will take the opportunity and fuck him up."
"What can I do to help?" Cindy asked.
"Support Captain Perlman; she's going to be a busy bee today." I said. "Jack Muscone will be helping me today, so you'll need to help the Sheriff keep the FBI BAU off our asses. You can also keep D.A. Walters at bay if she sticks her nose in things in a way that might fuck us up."
"I dunno." said Cindy. "The Chief is truly angry at me for what I said to her. And I noticed he's been pulling at your leash, too, which causes the Sheriff to pull on his leash. I'm getting a vibe that a problem could develop, there."
"True." I said. "By the way, are we ready for the announcement of the Police Boxing Matches, and Promotions and Medals Day on May 1st?"
"The Boxing Matches are canceled; they're just going to give me the trophy and save y'all the beatdowns." Cindy said with a grin. "And yes, May 1st is ready. It's going to be sad; we're going to be posthumously honoring Officer Barker."
"We'll have some happy moments, too." I said.
Just then, Callie came outside. "So, would you like to hear the Rovers BAU assessment of you, Don?"
"Sure, I could use some Detective Fiction to cheer me up." I said. Cindy chuckled at that.
Callie read from a piece of paper: "Commander Troy often gives suspects easy chances to escape prosecution. He will unnecessarily insist on suspects having lawyers before questioning them. He does not bluff nor lie like many Police Officers do to confuse a suspect into revealing information, which is a serious weakness on his part; this Boy Scout attitude could put innocents in jeopardy. He is completely by-the-book regarding evidence. He also is full of himself, believes he is always right and his theories are always right, and does not work well with fellow Detectives in that he hides information from them."
"Well, that part is right!" said Cindy, her ice-blue eyes lighting up as she teased me.



"No it's not." I said severely. "I never withhold information nor evidence from you or anyone else, ever."
"Just your evaluations of that information or evidence, at times." Cindy said, and I could tell she was never going to concede that point.
"Anything else?" I asked Callie.
"Just that you tend to put yourself into harm's way, even unnecessarily." said Callie. "And that overloading you with information or tasks is the best way to slow you down."
"Wait." said Cindy. "They're writing that as a guide to how to stop Don?"
"That's what Laura thought when she read it." Callie said.
"So... whose side are they on?" Cindy asked.
"The side of Les Craig, and Mr. C., and the Jew-hating CIA Director, and Mitt Bain Willis." I said. "Callie, how old is that report?"
"It was written right at the time of the EMPTY QUIVER event." said Callie.
"Hmmm..." I said, seemingly to myself, but glancing over at Cindy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Midtown Police raid on the car shop known as the "China One Car Shop" went smoothly. The Officers secured everyone and everything, and a CSI team went to work on the red Impala in the back lot.
Two chairs were brought to the center of the shop inside, and 'Cochise', the owner of the establishment, was brought and seated in one of the chairs. Sitting in the other chair was MPD Detective Nell Bell.
"Hello, Cochise." Nell said with Rudistan-'ish' joviality. "Long time no see."
"Ah, pretty lady." Cochise said with his sinister grin. He had a thin mustache and goatee, and bad teeth, making that grin look even more sinister. "So nice of you to come visit me. Does your car need service? Or painting?"
Nell Bell gave a small smile and said "I know you're busy, Cochise, so I won't waste too much of your time. That Impala out there... who brought it in? And what color was it painted before you painted it Wildcat Red?"
"Ah, pretty lady," said Cochise, "my memory is bad. I don't remember what color it was. But I remember that the color of the money I was paid to paint it was green... so I don't remember who brought it in."
"Maybe I can help jog your memory." said Nell cheerfully. "You see, that Impala is possibly involved in the murder of two people..." Her voice dropped and got harsh as she finished: "... in the Iron Crowbar's County."
Cochise's smile faded as Nell continued: "Now I am sure you don't want any red crowbars amidst any other colored ones you have around here, so if you happen to remember a few things, then I'll just impound the Impala and take it with me, and you can go about your business...whatever that happens to be... without me or the Iron Crowbar having to dig deep into your operations to find out some things."
"Ahh, you are as wise as you are pretty, young lady." said Cochise, forcing his smile back onto his face. "I suddenly seem to remember that two young men brought that car in for a paint job. They did not like the faded brown color of that car..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I flew the TCPD Bell 206 at a high rate of speed across the skies over the northern part of the State to the City. With me was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and my bodyguard, Captain Teresa Croyle. We landed on top of the Federal Building in the City.
"Martin and Julius are going to hold off Rovers and his BAU slugs if they try anything." said Muscone as we went to his office. "We're ready here. I have to admit, this is one of the best plans you have ever come up with."
"I'm getting tired of Russell throwing what George W. Bush called 'just a god-damned piece of paper', the U.S. Constitution, in our faces." I replied. "It's time to throw it back in his face."
"We can't arrest him." said Jack. "We have to let him fly back to Washington, you know."
"Yes, I know." I said. "In fact... I'm counting on it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Most of the prints around the steering wheel and the driver's door are either the workers here or unusable." said the MPD tech to Nell Bell. "But we got some from the passenger side door, which match a 'Peter Blassingame' in the State database... which was updated just last night, wouldn't you know. And a bunch of prints in the backseat, belonging to one 'Jesse Smallwood'. Both are college students at the University."
"What about the motor?" Nell asked.
"Custom job, looks like the car engines we find when we confiscate drag racers or drug dealers." the tech said. "The front walls and quarterpanels are reinforced, also. There's scraping on the front bumper but no real damage due to the reinforcement. The rest of the car is clean; no papers, no trash, no blood or firearms or anything like that, and nothing in the trunk. We're running the VIN number to see if we can get an owner's name."
"Okay, good job." said Nell Bell. "Let's get the car out of here and into our impound yard, and get it ready to be taken up to the University when the Town & County Police ask for it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I smiled as I read the email from Nell Bell. She had Cochise's sworn affidavit that the Impala had been brown, she had fingerprint evidence, and she had the impounded car, ready to be transported back to my County. I sent her an email of thanks, and another email to MPD Chief Frank Soltis, praising his Detective Nell Bell and her team's excellent Police work.
Meanwhile, Jack Muscone took a phone call, then hung up. "Okay, he's on the move. Sapper Warren of the City PD is at the Airport with our warrants."
"Okay, let's go, then." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The heavily armed TCPD team again swarmed the Tau Fraternity House. Lieutenant Ivar Irwin was leading it. "We have a warrant for the arrest of Peter Blassingame, Bradley Mensing, and Jesse Smallwood." he announced.
"Again?" asked Blassingame. "You guys just don't learn, do you? I want my lawyer."
"He can meet you at Headquarters." Irwin said. "You're coming with us now." As he affixed handcuffs to Blassingame's wrists behind his back, he recited Blassingame's considerable rights to him.
"All right, where's Smallwood?" asked Irwin. No one said anything. "One more time." Irwin said loudly. "Where is Smallwood?" Again, the Fraternity members remained totally silent. "Okay guys, tear this House apart, search every inch of it for Jesse Smallwood! And place every one of these guys under arrest until we find him!" Officers moved out to implement their Lieutenant's orders...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Sunday, April 21st. U.S. Senator Samuel Russell and his wife were walking on the City Airport tarmac, escorted by security men. Waiting for them at the bottom of the steps to their plane were FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, Special Agents Dwight Stevens, Tim Jenkins, and Lindy Linares, several City Police Officers... and wearing all black but for a beige trenchcoat and khaki Tilley hat, Your Iron Crowbar.
"For God's sake." snarled Russell as they came up to the plane. "Get out of my way, Troy!" he shouted, not even bothering to acknowledge anyone else.
"I have warrants." I said. "It was your semen found in Condor's aide Chandra's vagina... when we found her dead. There were drugs in her system, knockout drugs. You're going to be charged with rape... and this time with murder." My eyes were boring into Mrs. Russell's as I said all that. She was totally shocked.
"What?" she gasped, looking at her husband. "Murder?"
"That's bullshit, Troy." said Russell. "I didn't kill anyone."
"She was strangled, either during or right after sex." I said. "And as I said, we can prove it was your semen in the murder victim's vagina."
"What you can't do," snarled Russell, "is stop me from leaving for Washington while you sort out your fantasies about arresting me. Now are you going to move?"
"Go ahead." I said, moving to sone side to give him access to the stairs. "Have a nice trip."
"Come on, Laryssa." snarled Russell. Mrs. Russell moved forward... only to find a red crowbar blocking her path, held by its owner.
"What the hell?" gasped Senator Russell.
"I can't stop you from leaving, Senator." I said. "But this warrant is for your wife, detaining her as a material witness to the violent assault and rape of Jayne Hallerton. Your wife is staying here with us."
"You son of a bitch!' yelled Russell, almost charging me. "She's coming with me! If you keep up with this bullshit, I swear to God I'll---"
"Are you staying, Senator?" I asked, squaring up to him. "If so, I'll arrest you, too. But your wife is not a U.S. Senator; the Constitution does not give her the privilege of running away from an arrest warrant. Leave if you like, but she stays here."
"Now you listen and you listen good, boy!" snarled Russell, jabbing his finger at me. "She's coming with me, and if you try to stop it, I'll have you shot dead!"
"It's a good day to die, Senator." I said, goading him. "But I guarantee that you and your wife will join me in death if you try. Your wife is staying here, Senator, and there's not a god-damned thing you can do about it!"
"Why you..." Russell snarled. He was about to charge me, and I hoped he would; I'd have the excuse I needed to simply snap his neck and leave him dead on the tarmac---
"Dad! Don't do it!" shouted a female voice. Ruby Russell, the Senator's daughter, appeared seemingly out of nowhere. "Dad, he's goading you! Don't fall for it! You have to go back to Congress; don't let him arrest you!"
"Not without your mother---" Russell started.
"Dad, let me take care of that. I'll take care of Mom." Ruby pleaded. "But you've got to go. Don't fall for this son of a bitch's trap! Now go, please!"
Damn! I thought to myself. So close, yet so far. As FBI Special Agent Lindy Linares came up to escort Mrs. Russell away, Ruby all but pushed her father to the steps of the plane. He and his security went up the stairs and onto the aircraft.
"I swear to God I'm going to fuck you up." hissed Ruby to me.
"Lots of people promising God things today." I said with reptilian flatness. "Better be sure you can deliver on that promise." I then turned and followed the group headed to the airport buildings with Mrs. Russell in custody...
Part 20 - Follow-Through
"All I know," said U.S. Attorney John Jones as we looked through the one way glass at Mrs. Russell as she waited for her lawyer, "is that you could blow this thing sky-high, and we'll never get Russell for anything."
"She's already saying her husband did not rape Hallerton." I said. "And that's the major sticking point against nailing him to the wall. The way I see it, we have nothing to lose."
"Just don't get yourself in trouble, Inspector." said Sapper Warren, giving me my SBI title. "Don't give the lawyers any ammunition to use against you in future Court cases."
"I won't." I said. "Who is her lawyer?"
"Gwen Munson." said City Detective Robin Ventura. "She's on her way... from your County, Inspector Troy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once Munson arrived, I put the second part of 'Plan Guinevere' into effect. I went into the Interrogation room alone.
"This is a ridiculous abuse of my client's rights." started Gwen Munson, her voice shrill and angry. "She's given her statements, and she's since said she will answer no more questions. You have no right to bring her in nor to question her, at all. This is sheer Police brutality!"
"I beg to differ." I said. "She can remain silent, but I don't have to." I began putting out photos on the table. "Mrs. Russell, these are photos of a girl named Chandra. As you can see, she was murdered last night. Your husband's semen was in her vagina, and it matches the semen sample taken from Jayne Hallerton's rape kit. Chandra was strangled either during or right after she had sex with your husband." The photos had their effect: Mrs. Russell looked miserable.
"My client has already said that the sex between her husband and Ms. Hallerton was consentual----" began Munson.
"We all know that's not true." I said, interrupting her. "You know it, I know it, Mrs. Russell knows it... hell, it's unanimous. But I digress. All I want to ask you, Mrs. Russell, is just how many girls being raped and dying will it take for you to tell us the truth?"
"You are violating my client's rights---" started Munson.
"HOW MANY?" I thundered. "HOW MANY women are going to have to die, Mrs. Russell? Look at those photos! A young girl is DEAD, after having sex with YOUR HUSBAND! And he runs away and hides in Washington, leaving you behind!"
I then said more calmly, unnervingly so: "Who's next? How many girls are going to be raped and be murdered, Mrs. Russell? How long... are you going to let this go on?"
"If you don't stop---" said Munson. Mrs. Russell was openly weeping.
"You've lost your son already." I said to Mrs. Russell, ignoring Munson. "Your husband has DESTROYED your family. Your life, your lifestyle, your friends... GONE! They DESPISE you because THEY KNOW what your husband has done! What I don't understand, Mrs. Russell, is how you can sit there and let some other woman's daughter be violated by your husband, maybe be murdered. A mother shouldn't have to bury her daughter, but Chandra's mother is going to have to, because YOU sit there and refuse to tell the truth!"
"This is ridiculous!" snarled Munson. "I'm taking my client out of here, and if you try to stop me, I'll---"
"SHUT UP!" yelled Mrs. Russell, who was sobbing, to Munson. "Just... shut up!" She turned to me and said "Yes, it's true! Samuel raped Jayne, it wasn't consentual, he---"
"Stop talking!" yelled Gwen Munson. "That was coerced, it'll never stand up in Court!"
"Get out of here!" yelled Mrs. Russell, to Gwen. "Just go! I never should've listened to you! Go!"
"I'm going to see the judge." said Munson. "This browbeating will not be allowed to stand. Preserve the videotapes!"
"No doubt we'll preserve them." I said. As Gwen left the room, I said to Mrs. Russell "Do you want new legal representation?"
"Yes." said Mrs. Russell. "And a lawyer that can start divorce proceedings for me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Gwen Munson tore down the hall, Ruby Russell ran up to her. "What happened?" Ruby asked.
"That cocksucker, the Iron Crowbar, is what happened!" yelled Munson. "He browbeat your mother into recanting, and accusing your father of raping that whore Hallerton!"
"Oh my God." Ruby said, her voice ugly. She tore off down the hall towards the Interrogation Room.
She didn't make it. She was intercepted by Teresa Croyle. It was 'mean' vs. 'mean with a bad attitude'. 'Mean with a bad attitude' invariably won.
"Get out of my way, bitch!" snarled Ruby. She tried to push past Teresa. That did not work out well. Teresa pushed back, very hard. Ruby went sprawling. She yelled: "You bitch! Let me through to my mother!" She hurled herself into the attack. This time she got her arm twisted around, then Teresa drove her knee into Ruby's midsection. Ruby went down, coughing.
"Oh my." said City Detective E.J. Jefferson as he came up. "Do we have assault on a Police Officer here?"
"I'll give her that freebie." said Teresa. "But if she tries to get past me again... she's going to jail... or the hospital."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No sign of him." said Patrolman Hardy. "And none of these guys will talk. In fact, they're demanding lawyers already."
"They can call them at the Station." Lt. Irwin said. He then said loudly so that the Tau members could hear: "They'll be charged with Obstruction of Justice and Conspiracy to aid and abet murder in the first degree. Call in for a paddywagon."
Just then a young man came in with his hands raised. "You don't need to do that to them." he said. "I'm Jesse Smallwood."
The other Frat members groaned, then one of them yelled "You better keep your goddamn mouth shut, Fat Boy!"
"Let's go, Jesse." said Irwin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That is wonderful news." I said into my Police iPhone. "Yes, I'll be returning immediately." As I hung up, I said to Jack Muscone and Teresa Croyle "They got Jesse Smallwood. The Impala has been impounded and is on its way to our Town & County. I've got to get back and see if we can get Smallwood to crack and tell all before Blassingame's legal beagles get to him."
"Great!" said Muscone.
"You want to fly back with us?" I asked.
"No," said Muscone, "I'll stay here and help the City PD people with Mrs. Russell. Westphalia PD is getting involved, too, since Jayne Hallerton went to their PD and their hospital when she was raped."
"What will happen to her?" Teresa asked. "To Mrs. Russell?"
"She's going to get Witness Protection immediately." said Muscone. "Westphalia safehouse that the Feds don't know about, well, except me personally. We've also filed charges against Senator Russell, and we'll try to get the Washington, D.C. Police to arrest him. They may have to transport him to the Senate every day, but we're hoping the murder charge will stick better than the rape charge did."
"Okay, great." I said. "We gotta go, Teresa."
As we turned to leave, Muscone said "Hey!" We turned around and Jack said "That was a great job, getting Mrs. Russell to recant." I gave Jack a thumbs-up, then turned to the next task at hand...
Part 21 - Confession
Teresa and I came into Headquarters via the employees side entrance, and we could immediately feel the energy in the place. "The Chief asked for you to come to his office when you got here, Commander." said the desk Officer.
"Okay, thanks." I said.
As we went down the hall, Jerome Davis and Julia Rodriguez popped out of MCD. "Sir, the Chief wants you to---"
"Thanks, guys!" I said with a grin. "Good things happening?"
"Ohhhh, yes sir." said Jerome as we passed by.
I went to my office and set my things down, then headed to the Chief's office. He called out to me from the Chief's Conference Room. Inside there with him was the Sheriff, Deputy Chief, and Chief of Detectives. Also in the room was D.A. Miriam Walters.
"Hi everyone." I said. "Good things happening?"
"We have hopes, Commander." said Cindy Ross with alacrity. "We have hopes." Miriam Walters's face darkened considerably at that, and her glare at Cindy was ice-cold hatred.
"Peter Blassingame is in I-1, handcuffed to the table." said Tanya. "Jesse Smallwood is in I-2, not handcuffed. Peter called his daddy, and a lawyer is on the way. Smallwood also asked for a lawyer, but possibly just to negotiate a plea deal."
"Good." I said. "Where's Paulina?" It suddenly got quiet and somber in the room.
"She's off this case." said Miriam Walters.
"Then who is on it? You?" I asked, keeping my voice calm.
"For now." said Walters.
"So what are you willing to offer Smallwood?" I asked.
"Why should I offer him anything?" replied Walters.
"Uh," I said sardonically, "maybe because his confession puts Peter Blassingame and perhaps others on the table at Jacksonville Prison?"
"Is that what you want?" Miriam asked. "Let a killer go free?"
"I'd rather nail the real killer and rapist to the wall, surefire." I said. "I also suspect Smallwood was in the car and witnessed the murders, but did not shoot Henry nor Withers himself."
"We have Smallwood cold." said Walters. "His fingerprints are all over that car."
"In the backseat." said Tanya Perlman. "And the camera shows only the driver and shotgun seat passenger getting out of the car and chasing the victims."
"This would be a slam dunk if Paulina were here." Cindy said. "I don't understand why an ADA of her years of experience and ability is not here now."
"That's not your decision to make." said Walters coldly. "You do your job and let me do mine."
"That's what Krasney used to say." I said in a musing voice.
"It sure is." growled the Sheriff.



"If you'll let us do our jobs, Ms. Walters," said Chief Moynahan, "we can put a murderer away, and end years of abuse of women by a sick group of young men that think they are entitled to commit rape and murder and get away with it."
"Let's just stop the charade." I said. "I don't need you, Ms. Walters. I'm an Officer of the Court and a Principal for the County, and I can offer him the deal." Miriam Walters's beady black eyes widened at that.
"I'll... I'll stop you." said Walters. "I'll go to the judge and fight you all the way on that."
"And if Peter Blassingame gets away with murder," I fired back, "I'll tell the Press what happened. Bettina Wurtzburg is constantly saying I'm refusing to make myself available for comment. I'm going to make myself available... and guess what I'm going to be talking about."
"Mizzz Walters," said the Chief, "it's starting to get a bit tense in here. Why don't you and I have a moment of private discussion, while my Officers prepare for their interrogationsssss of these suspects."
"Sure." said Miriam, looking relieved.
Everyone except the Chief, D.A., and Sheriff moved to leave. "You too, Sheriff." said Chief Moynahan. "I'll talk with our D.A." Our Sheriff was surprised, but when he looked up at me I just jerked my head towards the door with a wink, and Griswold got up and came out after me.
"Really, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked as we went into the hallway.
"I've been doing that to him." I said. "And my Angels do it to me, and I love them for it."
"You're a lucky man, Crowbar," growled the Sheriff, "to have those three as your Guardian Angels."
"Yes sir, I am." I said. Lucky Iron Crowbar, indeed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And I would need some good luck. Twenty minutes later Nathan Masterson came in as Peter Blassingame's legal counsel, and Chip Blake announced himself to be Jesse Smallwood's representation. But it was the two men that came in with them that had my hackles up.
One of them was a brown-haired man with a mustache, beginning to put on weight; I quickly observed that he was likely Jesse Smallwood's father. The other I had no problem recognizing: he was Edward Blassingame. Blassingame was wearing his usual well-tailored light gray suit. Mr. Smallwood was wearing a red and white plaid shirt, brown jacket, blue work pants, and brown workboots.
"Gentlemen, if you'll wait a moment in the waiting room," said the Duty Desk Sergeant, "I'll take the attorneys back to their clients."
"Send Commander Troy to me, as quickly as you can." said Edward Blassingame, trying to be polite.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who are you?" asked Jesse Smallwood as Chip Blake came into I-2. I came in just as soon as the other door closed.
"I've been hired to represent you during any interrogations by the Police." said Blake.
"Not even going to tell him your name, nor who you work for?" I asked sarcastically.
"I'm Chip Blake," said Blake, sitting down next to Jesse. "I'm with Gresham & Mason, P.C."
"I'm Donald Troy, TCPD Police Commander." I said. "Who hired you to represent Mr. Smallwood? since he obviously doesn't know you."
"Mr. Blassingame hired my firm, and I was chosen to represent Mr. Smallwood." said Blake. "I need a moment alone with my client."
"I don't." said Smallwood. "I want you to negotiate terms with the Police. I want a plea deal."
"We need to talk." said Blake.
"I'll be right outside." I said. "Knock on the window when you're ready. I can't listen in, but I'll be watching, Blake. You try to stop him from getting me back in here, and things won't go well for you." With that I got up and left the room.
Julia Rodriguez came up to me in the anteroom. "Masterson and Peter Blassingame are talking in I-1. Edward Blassingame is demanding to talk to his son, and to speak to you."
"I'm a Detective here." I said. "Big Ed can talk to the Police Chief or the Public Relations Officer." Julia grinned at that.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
I went to I-2. Jesse had knocked. Chip Blake's face was getting red. "We're not finished talking yet." said Blake.
"Then why did Mr. Smallwood knock on the window?" I asked, coming on in.
"Can I get new legal representation?" asked Smallwood. "A public defender or something? I didn't ask for this guy, and I don't want him representing me. He's not doing what I asked him to do."
"You heard the man, Blake." I said. "Sayonara."
"Now hold on." said Blake. "I was hired to represent him, and that's what I'm going to do."
"We've got it on video: he just fired you." I said. "You can leave, or I can have you arrested. Which do you prefer?" Blake left. I told Smallwood I'd contact the Courthouse about sending a public defender.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I tried, sir." I heard Blake saying in the Waiting Room in front of the Headquarters building. "Smallwood wanted me to make a plea deal. I tried to tell him he needed to let me do the talking and just keep quiet, but he knocked on the window, told Commander Troy he wanted another lawyer, and Troy kicked me out."
"Well, you're certainly not earning the money I'm paying you." said Edward Blassingame. "Douglas, you've got to talk some sense into your son." Douglas Smallwood looked very worried. Then his eyes went to the door. Blassingame whirled around to see a Police Detective with a red crowbar in his hands, and gray eyes staring right through him.
"Are you threatening my suspect's father, Mr. Blassingame?" I asked harshly.
"No." replied Blassingame. "I'm saying that if his son is rejecting a very good lawyer, he needs to be talked to. And I want to talk to my son."
"Not gonna happen." I said. "Well, maybe during Visiting Hours at County Jail tomorrow."
"Now you listen here..." said Blassingame, coming up to me. My gray eyes flared and I gripped the red crowbar more tightly, hearing it whisper to me, eager to be used. But Blassingame caught himself, and backed off.
"So... why aren't you going after Samuel Russell, for murder?" asked Edward Blassingame.
"Who says I'm not?" I asked back. "Today's my day to multitask on solving murders. You and Mr. Smallwood, come with me." I turned to Blake and said: "Blake, you have no reason to be in this Police Headquarters. I suggest you leave. Immediately."
I led Blassingame and Smallwood to I-A. "There's a table in here. Have a seat." I picked up the wall phone receiver, dialed a number, and said "Bring a laptop that can show the evidence we have to I-A."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
That sound was followed by Captain Tanya Perlman driving into I-A. "Hello, gentlemen." she said cheerfully. I introduced the fathers of our suspects to her, and her to them.
"Show them what their sons are facing." I said.
"Yes sir." said Tanya. She began showing images of reports, of bagged evidence, still shots of our videos. "As you can see," she narrated, "we have evidence that this Impala was the one that ran those victims off the road on Courthouse Square, and your sons's fingerprints were all over that car's interior. The VIN identifies the car as belonging to the Tau Fraternity. We have taken cheek swabs from your sons, from Jesse voluntarily and from Peter by force under a warrant---"
"That warrant was rescinded!" yelled Blassingame. "It was thrown out!"
"We got a new warrant, using the evidence of Peter's fingerprints in the car." I said with a triumphant smile. "And if and when that DNA sample matches the semen sample recovered from Wendy Withers's raped vagina... I'm going to give the District Attorney a case that will result in your son being put to death by the State."
"You son of a bitch!" spat Blassingame. "I'll destroy you first."
"Like you've been trying to do?" I fired back. I turned to the other man. "Mr. Smallwood, I can offer you protective custody from the extreme danger you are in. You should be aware that your son is complicit in these crimes, and powerful interests will stop at nothing, they will do anything, to prevent my bringing a vile Fraternity of evil young men to Justice."
"What do I have to do?" asked Mr. Smallwood, who looked scared. I could see he was no fool, and knew what the real threat to him was.
"Come with me." I said. Tanya and I led Mr. Smallwood through the anteroom door and into Headquarters, where he was taken to the Pastor's Room. FBI Special Agent Martin Nash and some U.S. Marshals would be arriving soon, to take Mr. Smallwood and his wife into Witness Protection...
I went back into I-A, alone with Edward Blassingame. "So," I said, "your gambit didn't work."
"What are you talking about?" Blassingame hissed.
"Russell." I said. "Why did you bring him up in the waiting room? You've got a lot to worry about, mostly your son being executed by the State for rape and double murder. But instead... you asked me about Russell. You gave yourself away, Blassingame."
"Did I, now?" snarled Blassingame, his face beet red with fury.
"It was you that threw Russell to the dogs, trying to distract me." I said. "I do appreciate it, and I'm going to see him in prison. But it will take far, far more than that to get me to take my eyes off my goal... to avenge the deaths of Stephen Henry and Wendy Withers, two good people who should not be dead now." After a pause I said "I'll have an Officer come by and escort you out."
With that, I left the room via the anteroom door, having verbally slapped one of the most powerful Elitists in the nation across the face with my glove and thrown it to the floor in front of him. We would see if he would pick that figurative glove up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You just all but told Blassingame you think he'll try to kill people to save his son." Tanya said as we went down the hallway.
"And that I know he's already tried." I replied.
Julia Rodriguez came up to us. "Jesse's new lawyer is here. They're talking now." she reported.
"Good." I said. "Who is it?"
"Mr. Fowler, of Succup & Payne, P.C." said Julia.
"Oh, good." I said. "Things are looking better and better."
And things got even better. When I got to the anteroom, waiting there was Paulina Patterson. She was looking mighty fine in a clingy white dress and matching white high heel pumps.
"Well, you sure clean up nicely, Ms. Patterson." I said, making her smile.
"Why, thank you, kind sir." she replied. "Of course you always look good in a uniform. Your wife thinks so, too."
"Thanks for the tip." I replied with a smile. "So Walters let you out of her cage?"
"I think she and Chief Moynahan came to an understanding." said Paulina. "Miriam called me and told me to come on in. So first of all, who is Smallwood's father, who is now getting Witness Protection?"
"He's a railroad man with BigRoadAndRailCorp." I said. "Worked his way up to a minor management position from Dispatcher. More importantly, he's very big with one of the Railroad Unions. Jesse is majoring in Political Science, studying under Dr. Lionel Carmela, who is very Leftist and a very rabid activist. So it makes sense for him to be a Tau, making those early social connections."
"I've seen more than enough of the Taus's 'social connections' with the Pi Omegas." Paulina replied. "So what's going on?"
I filled her in on our evidence against Smallwood and Blassingame, then said "I think we can get Bradley Mensing, as well, but we need Jesse to turn to get an airtight case. I think he wants to turn, as well. What are you willing to offer him?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, Mr. Fowler called on the phone, and Paulina and I went in. The Monitor Room was full.
"My client wants immunity from prosecution in exchange for telling you everything he knows about the events of last Wednesday night, and his truthful testimony against Peter Blassingame and Bradley Mensing." said Fowler.
"I'm sure he does." I said acidly. Then I caught myself and said "No, I apologize for that remark. But full immunity is out of the question, Jesse. We've got solid evidence placing you in the Impala that was used in the murder of Stephen Henry and Wendy Withers. We can show a Jury that that Impala was the one that chased down the victims in Courthouse Square, and we have video of the victims being shot dead.. We have the tire impressions placing that car at the field in Nextdoor County Wednesday night, where Wendy Withers was gang-raped. And we have the DNA evidence of her rapists."
"I didn't rape her." said Jesse Smallwood. "I didn't murder anyone."
"You're an accessory, Jesse." I said. "But let's hear what the ADA has to offer."
Paulina said "You're looking at 30 years of hard time with all the compounded charges, and consecutive sentences. But if you cooperate and testify, I will ask the Judge for a ten year suspended sentence, and a total of 20 years probation."
"Ten years probation total?" asked Fowler.
"My offer wasn't the starting point of a negotiation, Mr. Fowler." said Paulina. "It's my final offer. Also, the Judge could refuse it, and of course if you lie to us or don't cooperate, the deal is off entirely."
Jesse looked at Fowler, who just nodded. "Okay, I'll take it." Jesse said.
"From the beginning." I said. "Tell us about this ritual, then what happened Wednesday night."
Jesse started: "It was described to me as a sex ritual. We go out and hunt down girls and have sex with them. I was told they were playing hard to get but were really willing. Also, the Fraternity and the Pi Omega Sorority have other social meetings which are basically orgies that last all night. All the women were willing sex participants at those events, so I thought it was the same thing."
"Had you been to one of these 'hunting' rituals before?" I asked.
"No." said Jessie. "I'd only been to the orgies at the Tau House or Pi Omega house. Only the elected leaders and the Seniors go on the Spring pledge hunt. It's a reward, they said, and the women pledges might be virgins. Those of us that don't get a virgin hook up with a Sorority member while the... other stuff is going on."
"So what happened Wednesday?" I asked.
"Some of us were told to come to the Tau House Wednesday night, about 11:00pm." Jesse said. "We were told not to tell anyone that we were going there. When I got there, I saw Peter Blassingame, Bradley Mensing, and some other guys." Jesse named names.
"We were told that we were going to drive to a location to meet some women for sex." Jesse said.
"Who?" I asked. "Who was in charge of this."
"Mostly Bradley." said Jesse. "He was on the phone several times with someone. Peter was the most excited about it. He acted as if he'd been drinking, and said he'd taken a Viagra already and told us that we should take some Viagra for the night ahead. I don't think anyone else did, though."
"We got into two cars." said Jesse. "The Frat has an Impala and a Buick with very powerful motors in them. We always take these cars out when we're on some road trip where we might have to outrun the Police. And on a couple of occasions, we have had to. We left the Nextdoor County Police in the dust a few times."
"Which car were you in?" I asked.
"The Impala." said Jesse. "We drove out to Nextdoor County, just past the trucking company at the county line, and down the road to the field. A little while later the Pi Omegas came in with some of their pledges. Then Peter told us that we were going to chase down the girls, and if we caught one we should fuck her immediately."
"Some of those girls were scared, and I didn't think it was right." said Jesse. "Peter told me to shut up and 'get ready to fuck some virgin cunt'. Excuse the language, but those were his exact words. Anyway, Bradley had these binoculars that might've been night vision glasses, and he he was sending guys to where the girls were running to. They didn't have a chance."
"One girl was trying to fight off the guys, and Peter started hitting her." Jesse said. "He pushed her to the ground, and one of the Sorority girls helped hold her down while Peter pushed his pants down and got on top of her. She was screaming and they covered her mouth, and the Sorority girl was saying 'Shut up and take it, bitch!' and stuff like that."
"After Peter finished with her, he came over to me." Jesse said. "He pushed me over to the girl and told me to fuck her. I could see in her eyes that she wasn't willing. I... I couldn't do it. Peter was yelling at me, then all the guys were, and I told them I couldn't get it up, which was true. Then Bradley pushed me out of the way and said something like 'I'll show you how to fuck a whore!' and he got on top of her and began slapping her while he fucked her."
"After it was all over," Jesse went on, "we got back into our cars and headed home. Peter said not to tell anyone about what had happened. He told me that I was going to have a great job in his father's company, but if I said anything I'd get blackballed."
"And then what?" I asked.
"We were just pulling into the driveway of the Tau House," said Jesse, "when Bradley got a text. He said 'Oh shit, one of the bitches bolted.' He pulled the car back out onto the street and we tore down the road. Peter made a call on his phone, I think it was a burner, and then said it was a silver Camry. We saw it turn onto College Avenue, and Bradley ran a red light going after it. Bradley tried to run the other car off the road, and finally got it when we got to the Square. And then..." Jesse stopped.
"What happened?" I asked.
"Peter and Bradley had put on masks, and they got out of the car." Jesse said, his voice breaking. "They dragged the guy driving the car out and Bradley sat on him. Peter went after the girl. He was just beating the shit out of her face, then he pulled out a gun and just shot her. Oh, geez..." He was breaking down at the memory.
"And then?" I asked.
"Peter went over to Bradley and the guy, and just shot the guy in the back of the head a couple of times." said Jesse, beginning to sob. "Just shot him, like he was a rag doll or something. Then they got back in the car, and Peter told me to forget I'd ever seen a thing, or my father would lose his job and maybe get hurt, and I'd definitely get hurt."
Jesse went on: "We got to the highway to Hammondsville. My dad had worked at the Hammondsville Rail Yards for years, but we didn't go that far. We went south on farm roads for while. We came back into this State and Peter had Bradley drive to a paint shop in Midtown. They left the Impala there, then Peter made some calls and we were picked up by an Escalade limo and brought back up here. I was again told to never say a word about anything, and I think they watched me for the next two days."
Jesse finished up: "I mostly just stayed at the Frat House so they wouldn't get suspicious of me, and I was scared to death you cops would come after me. And when you raided the Tau House, I thought for sure it was over. And when you, Commander, just looked at me and then had them arrest me, I almost shit my pants."
I nodded. "All right, then." I said. "Your parents are being taken into Witness Protection for their own safety. Peter Blassingame is dangerous, and a murderer, but he is nothing compared to what his father is capable of. We're going to take you into protective custody, and ultimately you'll be in Witness Protection as well." I got up and left Paulina to handle the paperwork, and I went to order some warrants for arrests. A lot of arrests.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm, Sunday, April 21st. Captain Perlman drove into my office at a high rate of speed and stopped on a dime in front of my desk.
"That wheelchair has amazing brakes." I said. "Whassup?"
"We've got the autopsy report and some results back from the Crime Lab." said Tanya. "First the autopsy: definitely death by strangulation. Martha says whoever did it had very powerful hands and expertly really crushed her larynx. She also told me verbally, but didn't put in her written report, that of all the strangulations during sex that have occurred nationally that she's studied, she's never seen one quite this forceful."



"The Senator is a hatred-filled man." I said flatly. "Toxicology?"
"Barbiturates in Chandra's system." Tanya said. "And moving swiftly to the Crime Lab results, barbiturates were found in the champagne bottle in the room. Two glassed with champagne in them also had the barbs in them, and the fingerprints on the glasses's stems are Chandra's and Russell's."
"So they both drank the stuff." I mused.
"That appears to be the case." Tanya said. "Anyhoo, the early DNA markers from the semen sample recovered from Chandra is shaping up to be Russell's, as well."
"Looks pretty solid." I said. "What about the hazing case?"
"Lawyers are busy." said Tanya. "We've arrested several other Fraternity members that went on that little trip, and six Sorority sisters, as well---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
At the door was ADA Paulina Patterson. Behind her was D.A. Miriam Walters. "Sorry to disturb you, Commander," said Paulina, her voice formal, "but some of these lawyers are begging for plea deals. Anything you want us to do?"
"Make sure Susan Dougherty gets nothing." I said. "She's in this up to her eyeballs... and not just the rapes; she's the one that called Blassingame and warned him Wendy had bolted. I'm charging her with conspiracy to commit first degree murder..."
After Paulina and Miriam left, closing the door behind them, Tanya said with a grin and a twinkle in her eye: "Well, it looks like everyone is working well together again."
"Don't be fooled." I said quietly. "Walters relented this time, but she already tried to pull Paulina back, and she was birddogging Paulina just a second ago. We may indeed have another Krasney on our hands..."
Part 22 - Desperation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the southeast corner of Courthouse Square, near the crime scene from the previous Wednesday night. "The TCPD once again has egg on their faces, this time due to missteps by District Attorney Miriam Walters!"
Bettina: "District Attorney Walters supported obtaining warrants on what was termed as 'thin grounds' for a raid on the Tau Fraternity in connection with the murders of Stephen Walter Henry and Wendy Withers last Thursday morning. The Police conducted the raid even though the Federal Courts ordered the warrants rescinded, putting the veracity of any evidence collected into turmoil."
Bettina continued: "The Police later made several arrests based upon new evidence coming to light, thanks to the excellent work of the Midtown Police Department, but attorneys for the arrested Fraternity brothers and Sorority sisters will challenge the evidence based upon the shoddy work by District Attorney Walters in this case. Neither the District Attorney's Office nor the Town & County Police Department have responded to Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment."
More Bettina: "And in other news, the State House Judiciary Committee is convening in Midtown to begin an impeachment investigation of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared, who is accused of making an illegal phone call to the Federal ICE bureau and making a quid pro quo arrangement to illegally detain and deport hardworking undocumented workers! Committee Chairman Justin Madoff gave this comment to Channel Two News. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Justin Madoff outside the Hyatt Hotel saying "Governor Jared has committed several impeachable offenses, which may include bribery, obstruction of justice, and using his office for the harassment of undocumented workers. We are called to investigate Jared, and to impeach and remove him from office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Would that be the Justin Madoff that was caught banging a young woman in the same hotel suite where another woman was murdered?" asked Tanya Perlman as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Not a word about that," I said, "not a word about Russell, and really no explanation about the double murder case... except to compliment the Midtown PD, and rightfully so."
"And we all knowwwww," drawled Chief Moynahan, "that Detective Bell acted upon your information and request, Commanderrrr."
"And she and they did great work." I said. "They may have saved our case against Blassingame."
Tanya said "The lawyers for all the Fraternity and Sorority people we arrested are being provided by Edward Blassingame, and they're challenging the evidence by saying it's tainted by the rescinded warrants, even though we had fresh warrants based upon unrelated and good evidence."
"The good news, though," said Cindy, "is that despite the lawyers's every efforts, most of the Frat and Sorority people are begging for plea deals or to turn State's evidence. Even Lea Pinkerton cut a deal. Susan Dougherty was told she would not be receiving an offer, which infuriated Nathan Masterson. I really thought he was going to blow a gasket at Julia Rodriguez; in fact, I went in there with my crowbar when he acted like he was going to physically attack her. Patrol Officer Laurer looked like she didn't know what to do."
"Teresa," I said, "we need to get all of our Uniformed Officers up to speed on what to do in cases like that, where they're the Uniformed Presence at interrogations. I wish I'd been there; I would have gone in there and whipped Masterson's Jew-hating ass again."
"Good thing you didn't, Mr. Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief. "Mr. Blassingame is looking for any thread he can pull to save his son. Let's not give him anythinnnnng..."
"I did notice that Bettina attacked D.A. Walters, blaming her for the rescinded warrants." said Teresa Croyle. "Walters did publicly support us on that. Is that why Bettina attacked her?"
"And a whole lot more." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Word I got is that Bettina tried to goad Walters into blaming the TCPD, and especially Crowbar, here, for the whole thing, but Walters refused to go along. Then Bettina tried to trick Walters into saying something, and Walters turned it around by saying that it was Amber Harris and Bettina herself that had better worry about their legal issues, which have not gone away."
"And Bettina and the Media just have to have the last word." I said. The Sheriff nodded vigorously in agreement.
"What's going on with Senator Russell?" Cindy asked, to change the subject.
Tanya replied "Jack said he's back in Washington, but is essentially under house arrest pending hearings and an indictment on the new charges regarding Condor's intern Chandra. I might add that Condor himself is facing some severe scrutiny, as well. Federal Marshals are transporting Russell to and from the U.S. Senate."
I said "I also got word that U.S. Senator Richard Nunn is working to have a vote to expel Russell from the Senate. That'll take Russell's sole legal protection away from him, and then we can take his ass down."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am from the KXFU studios. "This is Fox Eight University Sunrise. I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Hi Meredith!"
"Hello Catrina. Hello everyone." said Meredith Peller. "Here's what happened on a busy weekend in our Town & County. Police Commander Donald Troy is being praised for solving the murders of Stephen Walter Henry and Wendy Withers, two University students who were shot dead in cold blood on Courthouse Square early Thursday morning."
Meredith: "Commander Troy's work led to the arrest of Peter Blassingame as the trigger man who shot Henry and Withers, as well as Bradley Mensing, Lea Pinkerton, and Susan Dougherty of the Tau Fraternity and Pi Omega Sorority, and several others who participated in a hazing ritual that resulted in Ms. Withers and other young women being forcibly raped by members of the Tau Fraternity. Peter Blassingame, son of BigAgraFoods CEO Edward Blassingame, is a prime suspect in the rape of Ms. Withers as well as her murder."
Catrina picked it up: "Commander Troy, not one to take credit for himself, issued a statement to Fox Eight News praising his TCPD Detectives and their leadership, and also thanking the Midtown Police Department for their help in recovering the car the alleged murderers used to chase down and kill Mr. Henry and Ms. Winters."
Meredith: "In another story, a warrant for murder has been issued against United States Senator Samuel Russell. A TCPD press statement confirmed that Senator Russell's semen was found in the vagina of the intern of U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor after her body was found in a room of the Hyatt Hotel, where Democrat Party strategy sessions to coordinate the impeachment of Governor Val Jared were being held."
Catrina: "Senator Russell was previously accused of violently raping his son's girlfriend Jayne Hallerton last summer, and the City Police issued a statement saying that his wife, Laryssa Russell, recanted her earlier statements saying the sex between her husband and Ms. Hallerton was consentual, and now confirms that it was indeed rape. However, attorney for Mrs. Russell and her daughter Ruby Russell, Gwen Munson, has claimed that Commander Troy used illegal interrogation methods to, quote 'browbeat', unquote, a confession out of Mrs. Russell..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not bad for a guy who the FBI says bends over backwards to get suspects attorneys, and all that." said Cindy as we drank coffee in my office with my other Angels.
"Technically that's a classified document, so let's not say any more about it." I said. "But I think I was within the constraints of the law and the Constitution, no matter what Gwen Munson whines about."
"It's Ruby Russell that's going nuts about it." said Teresa. "Todd's lobbyists got word that Ruby is trying to get Establishment Republicans in the State House and Senate to investigate you, but there's no appetite for doing that right now. They're more worried about the whole Jared thing... and they think it's a serious problem for them."
"Should make 'Point Taken' more fun to watch than 'Days of Promise'." I said drily. "O-kayyyy, we have a Police Force to run, here. Anything exciting happen during the last few days?"
"Do we want to try to put something before the Council regarding the three murders over the last few days?" asked Cindy. "Commendations for any of the Detectives?"
"The second reading of the bill for the medals and promotions we already put in for will be tomorrow." I said. "I also understand that the Mayor is going to drop the crowbar... er, the hammer... on the Council tomorrow night. I'd also like to see the plea deals worked out and the full indictments for Blassingame and Dougherty go through. So we can put in commendations for these cases for the August 1st ceremonies." Cindy nodded.
"I do have one thing going out... today... right now." said Tanya with a huge grin on her face and her iPhone in her hand.
"Hold on." I said. I opened my email, typed something, then said "Go ahead." Teresa scurried to get out her iPhone as Tanya hit the 'Send' button on her iPhone.
My email chimed and I instantly hit my 'Send' button, making Helena's computer chime in the anteroom. Only seconds later, Helena's computer chimed again as Teresa sent her email.
Tanya's email had begun "It is the most wonderful time of the TCPD year, the time for you to submit your applications to enter the Town & County Police Boxing Matches so that I can set those brackets up right!", and added Helena's PBM email box.
Let the record show that I was first to enter, followed closely by Defending Champion Teresa Croyle. Taken unawares, Cindy Ross had to scramble, but her entry email was third...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, April 22d. Indeed I had my television monitor turned to KXTC, so that I could see what was going to happen on the 'Point Taken' show. But just as the hostesses were being introduced, the screen suddenly filled with a 'BREAKING NEWS' sign. An instant later, Bettina Wurtzburg was on.
"We interrupt the Point Taken show for a breaking announcement!" the redheaded reporterette said excitedly. "Channel Two News has learned that Judge Harry Nance has ordered that all Fraternity and Sorority members arrested over the weekend be immediately freed, and that all plea deals previously made be rescinded! Judge Nance said that the warrants under which the arrests were made were unlawful, as the evidence was gathered under previously rescinded warrants!"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
I answered the phone. "This is Captain Croyle, sir." said Teresa. "We have a situation at County Jail. Suit up with armor before you come up." I hastily put on my armored vest, already having armor under my shirt and of course the 'girdle'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove at high rates of speed up to County Jail, the blue lightbar of my Police SUV burning and the siren wailing. When I arrived, I found that County Jail had been locked down. Of course they let me in. I rushed into 1st Precinct's front lobby, where several armed and armored Officers, led by Captain Teresa Croyle and Lieutenant Ivar Irwin, were in a standoff with armed and armored FBI Agents and Federal Marshals, led by Special Agent In Charge Bob Rovers.
Also present were Edward Blassingame and Nathan Masterson.
"What the hell is going on here?" I thundered as I came in.
"We're here to free the prisoners you unlawfully arrested!" Nathan Masterson gleefully yelled. "Judge Nance has ordered Peter Blassingame, Bradley Mensing, and Susan Dougherty released, because you arrested them on illegal warrants!"
"That's right, Troy." said Bob Rovers, whose brother David had trained his M4 upon me, causing Teresa's M4 to be trained upon David. Bob continued: "We're here to free those prisoners, and we'll do it if we have to arrest or kill every TCPD Officer in the County. Including you."
"Especially you, Troy." said Edward Blassingame, his face a mask of hatred. "Bring me my son. Now."
To be continued.
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Part 23 - Standoff
"Here's what we know." said Alison McFarland into the microphone of her podcast. "Confessions have been made, plea deals made, perpetrators arrested in the Stephen Henry/Wendy Withers double murder case. Additionally, warrants have been issued in the murder case of a young Congressional intern.
"But it's not the end. The Swamp is deep, muddy, and putrid, and 'powerful interests' are fighting desperately to prevent Justice from being administered to those who have allegedly committed these crimes. U.S. Senator Samuel Russell is hiding behind a Constitutional clause to keep from being arrested and tried for rape and possibly murder. And the forces of Government Power are being marshaled to save and protect a Fraternity of rapists and murderers. This is Alison McFarland, and things are still... Unresolved."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30am, Monday, April 22d. The standoff was incredibly tense. The corrupt FBI BAU unit of Bob Rovers was clearly itching to start a bloodbath. I was totally shocked that Edward Blassingame and Nathan Masterson had come in without armor on; their lives would be forfeit when the shooting started.
"This is a judge's order, Troy!" snarled Masterson, holding up a document. "Are you going to obey the law and release those unlawfully arrested prisoners? Or are you going to get a lot of your people killed?"
"Said by the guy who has no armor on himself?" I said "And will be the first to die?"
"We're willing to die in the cause of destroying you, Troy." said Blassingame.
"And you're literally standing here," I said, "unarmored, ready to have these dirty FBI Agents commit more murders to save your worthless rapist, murderer son?"
"I'd do anything to save my son, asshole." snarled Blassingame. "Wouldn't you do the same for your daughter?"
"My daughter didn't rape and murder anyone!" I thundered. I drew my Beretta 96 service weapon, aimed it at Blassingame, and cocked the hammer. "And I'm going to make sure your son is not only convicted, but executed by the State for his crimes. And when the shooting starts here, you'll be in Hell waiting for him."
"Stand down, Mr. Crowbar!" I heard a voice yell behind me. It was Chief Moynahan. He and District Attorney Miriam Walters came into the lobby. They were followed by FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, and FBI Supervisory Agent Melina Troy Allgood. The Chief and Melina were armored, and Melina was well armed. Muscone and Walters were not.
"You're behind the times, Masterson." D.A. Walters said. She held up a document. "An emergency appeal to Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court was made. He rescinded Nance's ridiculous order, and ordered a re-examination by the lead Superior Court Judge, Patrick R. Folsom. Judge Folsom has already stated that Nance's order was so egregious that Nance will once again be referred to the State Legislature for impeachment and removal from the Bench."
Masterson took the document and looked at it. "Damn, it's dated after ours. They got to Leahy and Folsom in time, Mr. Blassingame."
Melina added her voice to the tense situation: "Every Federal Marshal and FBI BAU Unit member is here illegally. You are now technically trying to unlawfully break prisoners out of jail. The TCPD is well within their rights to shoot every one of you dead. And if any stray bullets blow your head off, Blassingame, it won't hurt my feelings one bit."
I don't know why Melina had such hostility for Blassingame, but I was liking it that she did. Then Jack Muscone spoke: "You heard her, Rovers. Get your people out of here. Now."
"Yezzzzzz." said Chief Moynahan. "I can't stop the Iron Crowbar from shooting you where you stand for too much longer, Mr. Roverzzzzz."
A Federal Marshal whispered something to Bob Rovers, who still had Teresa's M4 practically in his earhole. "All right." Rovers said. "Stand down. Let's get out of this shithole." The Federal Marshals were obviously very relieved as they quickly left. The BAU team members glared hatefully at me as they filed out, but with TCPD Officers now between them and me, they had no chance to do anything about their hatred for me... and I had no chance to do anything about mine for them.
"Let's go, Masterson." said Blassingame.
"I'm here to see my client, your son." said Masterson.
"He's not here." I said. "He's at his arraignment. All of this would've been for nothing; he hasn't been here for an hour." Blassingame blanched at that.
"Masterson, what the hell are you doing here?" Blassingame hissed. "Get to the Courthouse and do your job!"
"We've got it covered." said Masterson. Still, having no reason to be at County Jail, Blassingame left. Masterson followed.
As Blassingame walked by me, he stopped and glared at me. "Like I said, I'll do anything to save my son... or avenge him. Are you willing to do the same for your child?"
"Is that a threat, Blassingame?" I fired back. "Because all the King's horses and all the King's men won't be able to put you back together again if you threaten my family. At all."
Blassingame left the building. I said "Great job, everyone. Captain Croyle, have everyone stand down. Triple our protective coverage of the suspects at the Courthouse, and transporting them back and forth."
"On it, sir." said Teresa.
"My office, Mr. Crowbar." the Chief said. "Make sure you're there by the time I arrive."
Part 24 - Monday Maneuvers
As I waited in the anteroom of the Chief's office, I called Laura and gave her the 'red alert' that our children might be in clear and present danger. Laura said she'd call the school to watch out for anyone suspicious, and she would also call Molly Evans and Paulina Patterson. I asked her to try to get in touch with Sandra Speer to protect Greta, as well.
When the Chief arrived, he invited me and Cindy Ross into the Chief's Conference Room. As we sat down, the Chief said "I know you didn't start that one, Mr. Crowbar. I cannot bee-lieeeeve that FBI unit did that."
"I should've anticipated it, sir." I said. "And I'm feeling lucky they didn't realize Blassingame's son was being transported to the Courthouse. We had extra protection and some deception maneuvers, like multiple paddywagons going three different ways, but if they'd known, they could've attacked us."
"You make it sound like a military operation." said Cindy. "Blassingame isn't like that. Not even the FBI is like that."
"Trent Ridge and Quint Starr are like that." I replied. "And guess who controls their puppet strings.. or at least their purse strings."
"Yezzzzz." said the Chief sourly. "Now that you mention that, it could've been a real threat." He sat back in his chair, almost lost in though. "Christ, this is big, isn't it?"
"I admit I may have been wrong about Miriam Walters." Cindy said. "She acted quickly to overcome Nance."
"Spit in his face, she did." I said, using Jedi Master Yoda grammar. "Saved us some serious trouble, as well."
"How did she know?" asked the Chief. "Did you make one of your famous 'suggestions' to her?"
"I didn't realize my 'suggestions' were famous, Chief." I replied. "And no, I wasn't the one. Maybe Paulina suggested to be on the lookout. In any case, I'm not looking the gift horse in the mouth."
Just then, there was a knock on the door. Cindy opened it, to see District Attorney Miriam Walters standing there.
"Come on in, Ms. Walters." said the Chief. "Your ears must be burning. We were just complimenting you on the speed and efficiency with which you overcame Judge Nance's absurd maneuuuuuuverrrrr."
"Yes, we appreciate it very much." I said. "Not to mention standing amongst all those Government Guns without any armor on." That got the first glimmer in Miriam Walters's eyes I'd ever seen.
"I wish I could take credit for knowing about it." said Walters as she sat down. "I got a call from a friend of yours, that podcast woman, Alison McFarland. She tipped me off to what Nance was going to do. I thought maybe you'd had her warn me, Commander."
I admit to feeling totally stunned. "Er, no, I had nothing to do with it." I said. Cindy also looked totally stunned.
"I came by to ask why that FBI unit not only interjected themselves into that situation," said Miriam Walters, "but why they were so eager to free the arrested people by such a display of force. I've filed for an injunction in Federal Court to force that BAU unit to stand down its operations in this County, and to leave it completely. At the least, Special Agent in Charge Rovers is going to have to explain himself to Federal Judge K.M. Landis, who does not tolerate fools very well at all."
"Oh, that's awesome." I said. "As to the reasons for that display of Federal Government Guns this morning, I can sum it up in one word: desperation."
"On whose part?" asked Walters.
"Edward Blassingame's." I replied, making sure my gray eyes locked onto her beady black peepers.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome back to Point Taken!" said moderator Connie Chen as the program returned from a commercial break. "And now let's move to the news of the multiple arrests and indictments coming out of the Town & County over the weekend. Commander Donald Troy has been a very busy man, arresting several University Tau Fraternity and Pi Omega Sorority members for a hazing incident where at least one woman was allegedly raped, and two University students were murdered in cold blood."
"Commander Troy also secured indictments against U.S. Senator Samuel Russell in the strangling death of an intern of U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor." said the beautiful Zara Zeigler. "The intern, whose name is not being released at this time, was found strangled in a hotel bedroom rented by Congressman Condor. A semen sample has been DNA-matched to Senator Russell."
"Senator Russell has been indicted by a City Grand Jury for the rape of Jayne Hallerton, a former University basketball player." said Connie Chen. "The Senator's wife had given depositions that the sex between them was consentual, but she recanted that over the weekend and said the her husband did rape Hallerton."
"However," said Rosie Berkmar, "attorney Gwen Munson, who represented Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton during their legal battles with Commander Troy over their credible accusations that Governor Jared sexually harassed them, said that Commander Troy illegally interrogated Mrs. Russell, and quote 'browbeat' unquote Mrs. Russell into recanting. The video evidence has been submitted to the judge overseeing the case to determine if Commander Troy acted properly or not. Our colleague Ruby Russell is the daughter of the Senator and his wife, which is why she's not here today; she's participating in the lawsuit against Commander Troy."
"We should also add," said Zara Zeigler, "that one of the Fraternity members arrested, and indeed the prime suspect of the murders in the case, is Peter Blassingame, son of Edward Blassingame, who was the founder and CEO of State Parcel Services and recently was named CEO of BigAgraCorp after the death of Mitchell Bain Willis."
"Well, once again Commander Troy browbeats a woman." said Donna Roselle, the black, fiercely militant leftist of the group. "While I think Senator Russell is a despicable man and a rapist, that doesn't justify what Commander Troy did to his wife."
Connie Chen immediately stepped in: "We still have to hear from the Court to see if Commander Troy did wrong, there. Another issue is that warrants to raid the Tau Fraternity House at the University were rescinded by a Federal Court, which normally does not have jurisdiction over murder cases. Then Judge Harry Nance issued an order to free the arrested suspects because the warrants were rescinded, but it turns out that the evidence to arrest them was based upon new evidence completely unrelated to the previous warrants. Judge Patrick R. Folsom rescinded Nance's order, and has suspended Judge Nance and referred him, Nance, to the State Supreme Court and State Legislature for what will be Nance's second impeachment inquiry."
Donna Roselle jumped in: "The State Legislature needs to support good judges like Judge Nance, and focus their impeachment inquiries on the most racist Governor this nation has ever had, Val Jared!" The audience applauded.
Zara Zeigler said "I'd really like to know what prompted the Federal Court to even get involved in that murder case. It's true: they really have no jurisdiction."
Rosie Berkmar added: "And maybe someone can explain to me why Samuel Russell, a Republican, was at a gathering of Democrats being hosted by Democrat Congressman Condor, and why a married man like Russell was having sex with Condor's sweet young intern. Republicans are always so sanctimonious about marriage and religious values, but we don't hear a word from them about one of their own allegedly raping one woman and now allegedly having sex with a woman who was found dead very shortly afterwards."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's official." said Cindy as she came into my office a half hour later. "Folsom overturned Nance's order. Also, Peter Blassingame was ordered held without bail as he is a considerable flight risk. Susan Dougherty is also being held without bail, and the others had their bails set at $1 million apiece and will have to be ankle monitored if they make bail."
"Good." I said. "Have a seat; I can tell you want to ask me something."
Cindy gave a wan smile as she sat down. "Yes, I do. If you didn't tell Alison McFarland to warn Walters about Nance, if you weren't behind it at all, who did tell her?"
"I dunno, but I'm grateful to whoever did." I replied.
"She seems to have been ahead of us on a number of things." Cindy said. "She brought in Kitty Summers. She brought in Carrie Lucas and Marla Hanson. She found Sophie Westbrook. She showed up here right as that murder case exploded. Do I need to quote the Iron Crowbar on coincidences like that?"
"You really don't like her, do you?" I asked back, getting straight to the heart of the matter.
"It's not that!" Cindy said, beginning to become exasperated. "I admit, she's done very well, and she's helped us a lot. But come on, Don, how has she been able to do this?"
"It must be nice to be an independent agency, not constrained by law enforcement duties." I said. "Of course I personally prefer the steady paycheck the TCPD provides better than being a struggling podcast journalist."
By now Cindy knew me well enough to know that anything I said was not idle. She peered at me and I peered back. Then I saw her eyes change, and go introspective. She was thinking about it, and I hoped she'd figure it out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
At 3:00pm, Captain Tanya Perlman drove into my office. "So, sir," she said with a happy smile, "the Sheriff has authorized a victory celebration now that Peter Blassingame is formally indicted and behind bars. When shall we do it?"
"Thursday, I guess, or Friday." I said. "The Council is meeting tomorrow, and the Charter Commission on Wednesday."
"Friday sounds good." said Tanya. "I'll call Jack Colby about getting the back room of The Steakhouse. So, are you going to be at the Council meeting? Help clean up that trash I heard about last week?"
"I'm on standby." I said. "Mayor Allgood is going to bring the hammer down. They'll have the second reading of the promotions bill, and if that passes, and I think it will, then we'll have to talk to a couple of Detectives Wednesday morning."
"Davis and Warner?" asked Tanya. I nodded and she said "Telling them who's getting the promotion and who isn't." I nodded again. "Sir," she said, "if it's going to be hard for you, I'll do it."
"Thanks." I said, knowing that she knew that I always remembered having to tell Pete Feeley that he didn't make Detective... and his murder at the hands of Angela Harlan a short time afterward. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.) "But this is different. And you have the right to tell both of them, of course."
"We'll do it together, then." said Tanya. "I know that they'll want to hear it from you directly, especially the 'winner'..."
Part 25 - Tuesday Trials and Tribulations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, April 23d. "Many lawyers have expressed outrage at several judicial rulings favorable to TCPD Commander Donald Troy!"
Bettina began: "Judge Harry Nance's order to release everyone arrested in a Fraternity hazing case was overturned by Judge Patrick R. Folsom after Appellate Court Judge Leahy ordered a review. In addition to his order being overturned, Judge Nance has been suspended and referred to the State Supreme Court and State Legislature for review for possible impeachment. This is the second referral of Judge Nance for impeachment, which has outraged many legal experts that are said Judge Nance's ruling against Commander Donald Troy's action was both legal and proper."
Bettina: "And even more chilling, according to legal experts, is that a judge ruled that Commander Troy did not exceed Constitutional constraints in what was described as a 'very harsh' interrogation of the wife of Republican U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, who recanted her earlier testimony that her husband did not rape former University basketball player Jayne Hallerton. Additionally, Republican Senator Russell is wanted for questioning in the death of an intern of Congressman Gerald A. Condor, but he cannot be compelled to return to our State while the U.S. Senate is in session."
More Bettina: "And in State news, with the State House Judiciary Committee convening to begin impeachment inquiries of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared, sources tell Channel Two News that Administration aides are discussing the possibility that Governor Jared will resign rather than put the Republican Party and the State through the humiliation of an impeachment investigation and trial, and his ultimate removal from office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Harumph!" growled Sheriff Griswold as we watched the news in my office. "Val Jared has no intentions of resigning, and it's not even likely they'll get to a formal impeachment vote in the State House, which would have to be brought into session to make that formal vote. So what the hell is Wurtzburg talking about?"
My Angels and I were also present, but the Chief was at a breakfast meeting with the Mayor and some Council Members.
"I think we're hearing wishful thinking on the Media's part, there, Sheriff." I replied. "Maybe they're hoping if they tell the lie enough, it'll come true for them."
"Hell," said Tanya Perlman, "if the total waste of time and money for the Independent State Counsel couldn't touch Governor Jared, why do they think this specious piece of crap will?" No one answered; I just shrugged my shoulders and sipped coffee out of my Airborne School mug.
"Bettina must be really disappointed with those legal rulings." said Cindy. "She all but said they were wrong since they favored you, Don."



"When are they going to start moving against Bettina for treason?" Teresa wanted to know.
Tanya said "I'm not supposed to say anything----"
"Share the pillow talk, Lady Ironside." I said, making my Angels laugh and the Sheriff's mustaches twitch merrily.
Tanya grinned and said "Well, Jack told me that at first the U.S. Attorney didn't think much would come of the investigation. But then they really did find some stuff about Bettina and Les Craig, and they started getting serious about it. They may not get her for treason, but they might get her for collusion and conspiracy of some kind. So they're taking their time to get it right."
"And Amber?" asked Teresa.
"Her trial is coming up this summer, at least I hope so." I said. "In fact, we're going to have a long, hot summer in the Courthouse. They're expediting Peter Blassingame's trial as much as they can, since he's not getting bail. Ditto that for Susan Dougherty..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Tuesday, April 23d. Helena buzzed me to say that I had a visitor, whom I had her show in. It was Alison McFarland. I had her sit down in a 'hot chair'.
"I just came to say goodbye before leaving." said Alison. "I appreciate you letting me help with these cases. Most Police Departments don't really like it when I butt in."
I smiled. "You were a great help to us. Where are you planning to go?"
"I'm not sure." said Alison. "There's a couple of cases in California, and one in Pennsylvania that might be interesting."
"If you're not in a hurry," I said, "I'm hoping you'll stay for the Friday night celebration dinner. And you definitely have to be here on May 1st for the Promotions and Medals Ceremonies. We're going to surprise you with a Certificate of Appreciation. And... well, a whole lot more will be going on that day. Until then, you can stay at The Cabin, or you can stay in the mother-in-law apartment at the Mountain Nest, since my mother isn't in Town, and have dinners with us."
"As long as Carole doesn't try to make me eat her stringbeans." Alison said.
"Oh, you've been forewarned, I perceive." I said. We both chuckled.
"Okay then, I accept." said Alison. "I just hope your Deputy Chief doesn't get upset. I think she's more than ready to see me leave."
"My Deputy Chief can just not worry about it." I said.
Alison smiled. "You really don't fear anything, do you? I know she's one tough... er, person. I heard she said she was going to, and I quote, 'clean your clock' in the Police Boxing Matches. And to be honest... from what I saw of her in the past, I'll be surprised if she doesn't win the tournament."
"Vee shall see." I said. "Vee shall see..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mayor Daniel Allgood had told the Council that he wanted them to convene in the private Council Chamber at 7:00pm, a half hour before the public meeting of the Council would begin, and that he'd wait for them and delay the start of the public meeting until they all arrived. They all arrived by 7:00pm.
To their surprise, there was one other person in attendance at the meeting. The Sheriff's Department really did have a Deputy designated as the 'Sergeant-At-Arms', who was in charge of the Deputy security for the Courthouse as well as the Council, and he was here tonight.
After everyone was seated, the Mayor took the podium. "Please do not speak at all while I am speaking. I have been in consultations with the City Attorney, the Town & County Solicitor, the Sheriff, and the Police Chief. It is all their opinions that I am within the bounds of my authority to do what I'm about to tell you I'm going to do."
"I will not tolerate the displays of personal hatred and slanderous accusations that went on at this Council meeting last week." said the Mayor. "I will not tolerate accusations of racism, nor racist hate speech. I will not tolerate being called an 'illegitimate' Mayor, nor will I tolerate myself nor anyone else in here being called a racist. I will also not tolerate gender-based personal shots at each other. Anyone making such comments will be removed from the meeting by the Sergeant-At-Arms, who is here with us tonight."
"Are you kidding me----" started Reginald B.F. Lewis, but the Mayor interrupted him.
"Keep your mouth shut while I am speaking, Councilman Lewis," said the Mayor, boring in on Lewis, "or I'll make an example of you right now. I'm done with the crap. We're going to be by the book, that being Robert's Rules of Order and the County Charter. If you people can speak civilly and debate respectfully and properly, you'll have free reign to do so. If you start up with the crap like last week, then I'll drop the hammer on you. It will be 'speak only when spoken to' by me, and any digression from the rules and proper discourse will result in your expulsion from the meeting by the Sergeant-At-Arms. Try to push it, and I'll have you arrested. Defy the Sergeant-At-Arms, and you'll be arrested by the Iron Crowbar, who you will find to be far less forgiving than I am."
"As to the public meetings," said the Mayor in the tense silence of the room, "I have again made consultations with the City Attorney and others, and the consensus is that we do not have to tolerate the antics that have been going on the past few months. People have the First Amendment right to petition the Government for the redress of wrongs, but it does not have to be verbally at Council meetings, wasting our time. If these antics of packing the meetings to whine all night about a third Police precinct continue, I will have the Council Chamber cleared, and persons will have to petition in writing to speak before being allowed in. Any defiance of the proper Rules of Order by anyone, including any Council Member, will be met with expulsion and possibly arrest. Test me at your peril."
Looking around at the shocked faces, the Mayor said "Okay, let's go to the public meeting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Mayor began the public meeting with a similar 'reading of the Riot Act' to the packed main audience chamber. When a large number of Deputies and armored Police Officers came into the chamber and lined the back wall, a large number of young persons... mostly black, all wearing red t-shirts with a person holding a pennant, the logo of the Antifa movement... got up and walked out. They would begin chanting outside in the parking lot, but the TCPD Officers warned them that any demonstrations without a permit would be shut down, and the demonstrators arrested.
Everyone realized that this time it was different. The crowd dispersed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the public meeting was over, the Council convened in the private chamber again.
"Okay," said Mayor Allgood, "that was smooth and orderly public meeting. Let's have a smooth evening here. Old business... the promotions and medals."
"I move to dispense with the reading, and immediately vote." said John Colby.
"I second." said Dagmar Schoen.
"I object." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "This is a formal complaint of the heavy-handed, hamfisted, tyrannical abuse of power by you, the illegitimate Mayor. We have the right to speak---"
"Sergeant-At-Arms!" yelled Mayor Allgood. "Remove Councilman Lewis!"
The Sergeant-At-Arms was a burly, middle-aged white man, and was wearing a proper Deputy uniform. He went to Councilman Lewis's chair and said "Come with me, sir."
"Go to hell, you goddamned Cracker!" shouted Lewis. The Sergeant-At-Arms reached for Lewis's shoulder.
"Don't touch me, you cracker pig!" snarled Lewis. The Deputy reached for his radio.
"I need backup in the Council chamber." said the Deputy. And he got it: the double doors flew open, and Council Members gasped as Your Iron Crowbar walked in with the meanest look I could possibly put on my face, and brandishing the red crowbar. With me was the Iron Wolf, Captain Teresa Croyle, and I am sorry to say that I simply cannot match her 'Teresa Cunt' look when she chooses to exhibit it... and she was so choosing.
"Is there a problem here, Mr. Mayor?" I asked in a menacing voice.
"He's resisting." said the Sergeant-At-Arms. "He used racist hate-speech language, also."
"Oh really?" I said. "Mr. Lewis, you can either come with me willingly, or I will take you out of her by force."
"Then do it, Cracker." snarled Lewis. I grabbed him by the shoulders of his suit jacket and with sheer power pulled him out of the chair to his feet. He tried to push me off, but made the 'error' of displaying an elbow joint. And I know what to do with those.
*WHAM!*
I shoved Lewis to the ground on his belly, his arm twisted behind him. "Police brutality!" he yelled as I affixed handcuffs to his wrist behind him
"That's not Police brutality." said Teresa as she videotaped the arrest. As I brought Lewis to his feet, she said "If the Iron Crowbar had exercised Police brutality, you would not have been able to get up again... ever."
"Let's go, Lewis." I said, leading him out. "You are under arrest for disorderly conduct, disrupting a County Government meeting, resisting arrest, and assaulting Police Officers. You have the right to remain silent..."
As we left, the rest of the Council looked at Mayor Allgood in total shock. He said simply: "We have a motion on the floor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I personally took Reginald B.F. Lewis through booking. On the way to the holding cells, he said "Martin Luthor King, Jr. endured jail for civil rights, Cracker. And so will I."
I said "Martin Luthor King, Jr. endured jail for equality for all Citizens, not for racist hatred against Whites like you're exhibiting now. I personally think he'd be ashamed of what you're doing, Mr. Lewis..."
Part 26 - The Decision
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the KXTC anchor desk at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 24th. "In a shocking development, Town & County Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis was arrested by Police Commander Donald Troy at last night's Council meeting! We now go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder at City Hall. Lester!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Lester Holder from just outside the front doors of City Hall. Though the cameras didn't show it, KXTC security were keeping people well away from him. "The racism of Mayor Daniel Allgood and Police Commander Donald Troy continues to dishonor our Town & County as the Council's only black Member, Reginald B.F. Lewis, was arrested at the executive session of the Council meeting, silencing his voice on behalf of the minorities he represents!"
Holder: "Illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood ordered Mr. Lewis removed from the Council meeting after Mr. Lewis demanded to speak in protest of the Mayor's totalitarian dictatorship of the public Council meeting, where black citizens were not allowed to speak. Mayor Allgood then called in Commander Donald Troy, who used violent physical force to subdue Mr. Lewis. Assisting Troy was Captain Teresa Croyle, who we all remember once beat up a citizen at a DUI checkpoint."
The television went to a split-screen with Amber, who said "Lester, why did Commander Troy arrest Mr. Lewis?"
"Because Troy is a racist!" Holder all but yelled. "He hates blacks and uses the Power of Police to assault blacks and silence their voices. And we all know he fathered a halfbreed child out of wedlock. Donald Troy is just a despicable, evil man, who needs to find out what it means to be arrested, beaten up, and jailed like what he did to Mr. Reginald Lewis..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's goading you." said Chief Moynahan. "Let it goooooo, Commander."
"The rest of it, I don't care about." I said. "But what he's saying about my daughter is inexcusable, and I will not forgive it, nor let it go."
"He's right, Chief." said Cindy, and strongly. "Tasha is my blood kin, too. What Holder is saying about her cannot, and will not, be forgiven."
"He is trying to goad you, both of you, either of you, into attacking him." said Moynahan. "This is KXTC's attempt to get back at you for rightfully putting their reporters in prizzzonnnnnn. So don't rise to the bait, Commander... and Commander."
I turned to face the Chief. "I'm not going to touch him, Chief. And neither is Commander Ross."
The Chief peered back at me. "What are you thinking in that red head of yours, Commanderrrr?"
"Deuteronomy, sir." I said. "Specifically, Deuteronomy 32:35."
"Har! I love it." growled Sheriff Griswold. He then got up. "We have the video evidence of the arrest, showing Lewis attacking you and you taking him down... more gently than I would have, for damn sure. Sit tight, Crowbar, and let me handle the media and publicity for all this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The video of the arrest was played on KFXU, as well as the Officer-cam coverage the Sergeant-At-Arms had on his person. Both clearly showed Reginald B.F. Lewis physically resisting arrest and using racist hate speech in his comments to the LEOs.
Meredith Peller said "As you can see, the Sergeant-At-Arms and Commander Troy were professional in their actions, and the takedown executed by Commander Troy was a proper response to Lewis's actions."
"And very restrained compared to what could've been done, if you ask me." said Catrina Pierce.
Then the KXTC rant of Lester Holder about Tasha Troy-Patterson was shown. "The racist hate speech of both Reginald B.F. Lewis and Lester Holder is embarrassing." said Catrina.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We are willing to drop the charges against Mr. Lewis," said ADA Franklin Washington, "if he makes a public apology for his actions and his reprehensible speech, which I as a black man found disturbing and uncalled for."
"Yezzzz." said Judge Rodney K. Watts, who was also black. "That display last night did not do anyone of any ethnicity any good, Mr. Lewis. As an elected Council Member, you should be representing your constituents with grace and decorum. So, will we be seeing a public apology on the newscasts today?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said Lewis's attorney.
And Reginald B.F. Lewis did go outside and, flanked by the Rev. Joseph E. Williams and ADA Franklin Washington, spoke before the cameras and publicly apologized for his actions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there you have it." said Bettina Wurtzburg after the press conference. "Town Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis apologized for his actions, and ADA Franklin Washington announced that no further charges against Mr. Lewis would be pursued. We have with us the Reverend Joseph E. Williams, who is a member of the Charter Commission. Reverend, would you say Commander Troy's actions were over the top in violently arresting Mr. Lewis?"
"Bettina," said Rev. Williams, "I've come to know Commander Troy on the Charter Commission. He is not a racist. He is a fair man to all citizens, even in the face of horrible things said about his daughter by your KXTC colleague. The Commander's takedown of Mr. Lewis was probably the most restrained way of ending the situation without physically harming Mr. Lewis."
The look on Bettina's face showed her 'disapproval' of those statements, but they were on live, and the damage was done...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm shocked." said Tanya Perlman as my Angels and I sat in my office. "Did Rev. Williams really mean that, or is he just trying to de-escalate the situation?"
"I dunno," I said, "but Bettina couldn't keep the shock off her face when he said it."
"I'm surprised Lewis apologized." Cindy said. "Did someone twist his arm? Besides you, Don, when you arrested him?"
"He was in the wrong," said Teresa, "but he could've made a huge racial issue out of it, and you know the Media would do everything they could to gin up race riots over it."
"Well, it's something we'll have to solve at a later time." I said. "The Council approved our choice for MCD Supervisor, and Captain Perlman and I are about to tell Davis and Warner the results before we make the public announcement. So, any bribes of doughnuts to get me to tell you before I kick you out?"
"I already know." Cindy said as she got up. "I wrote the proposals we sent to the Council, remember?"
"And I bribed her with beer and nachos to tell me, and very effectively." said Teresa. "So you're on your own getting doughnuts, sir."
"Get out of my office, both of you." I said, but lovingly and with a grin.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Moments later, Captain Perlman and I called Detective Joanne Warner in first. "How's Leo doing?" I asked after having her sit down.
"He's awesome, sir!" Joanne said happily. "He's a really sweet dog, just like his daddy."
I smiled. "How's the pregnancy coming along?"
"Good, sir." said Joanne. "But I'm going to keep working as long as I can."
"Just don't go into labor while on a case." Tanya said with a grin. Joanne nodded.
"The reason we brought you in here," I said, getting to business, "is because the Council passed the bill that includes the promotion to MCD Lieutenant. And I wanted to tell you beforehand, so you'll know." I steeled myself, then said "We're going with Jerome Davis."
Joanne nodded, but could not hide the disappointment on her face. "Did I do anything wrong, sir?" she asked.
"Not at all." I said. "This is not a negative about you in any way. It's just that we have two highly qualified people and only one position for now."
"Was my pregnancy part of the decision?" asked Joanne.
"Lord, no." I said, surprised at the question. "How many of us have babies around here? That wasn't a factor at all."
"What can I do to get the next promotion, if one comes up?" asked Joanne.
"Just keep doing what you're doing." I said. "You're a brilliant Detective, and a very strong member of my MCD team. Just keep up the good work, and let us know if you want to go for any leadership posts that open up. And again, this is not a failure on your part, so don't let it get you down."
"I won't sir." said Joanne. I dismissed her, as it was clear to me she wanted to get on out of there.
After she was gone, Tanya said "Sir, have you ever been rejected or passed over for anything?"
"Not really, not like that." I said. "So no, I can't really relate. I just hope she doesn't take it badly. What about you?"
"I guess I could say when you sent me to the Crime Lab... the first time." said Tanya. "I kept a stiff upper lip about it, but it was a letdown."
"But it worked out." I said. "You would not be my Captain of Detectives today if that hadn't happened." Tanya nodded. I said: "What do you think she'll do?"
"If she weren't pregnant," Tanya said, "I think she'd apply to Quantico and go into the FBI, and Melina would have a job waiting for her. But since she's pregnant... she may find this to be a blessing in disguise..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We called Jerome Davis in. Tanya did her best to keep a sad face, and I tried to look stoic. "Have a seat, Detective Davis." I said solemnly.
"Yes sir." said Davis, sitting down.
"The Council passed our recommendations for promotions last night, in spite of all the 'excitement' you may have heard about." I said, slowly standing up. "And I'm sorry to say..." I said as I came around the desk, "... that you're going to have to spend some money... on new uniforms." I stuck out my hand and said "Congratulations... Lieutenant!"
"Oh wow..." said Jerome, then he stood up and shook my hand. "Thank you, sir!" He turned to Tanya and said "Thank you, ma'am!" as he shook her outstretched hand.
As we sat back down, I said "Here's the real deal: you'll be promoted to Supervisor, then brevetted to Lieutenant, since you're still just a baby-faced kid." We all laughed at that. "Don't announce it yet, though when it leaks and someone asks you, you can tell them the truth about it."



"Yes sir." said Jerome, not quite able to believe it. "I really appreciate this opportunity."
"Captain Perlman and I believe that you have shown the leadership qualities we're looking for." I said. "But I'll be blunt: don't stop working hard to improve your skills as a Detective. For that matter, I'm still learning from Sheriff Griswold and Chief Moynahan, myself. But your primary job now is leading your Detectives, and don't be afraid to ask Captain Perlman, me, the Chief, or the Sheriff for advice. Especially the Sheriff; you have no idea how much knowledge and ability that man has in him."
"Yes sir." said Jerome. Then his face got serious and he said "I do have one thing I need to ask you both about... Geiger."
"Yes." I said solemnly as I sat back in my chair. "Let's talk about Geiger... and Parker..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That evening, the Charter Commission met in the new back room of the Cop Bar.
"Have you told Jerome Davis he's going to be promoted to MCD Lieutenant?" asked Edward R. Steele.
"Yes, we told him this afternoon." I said as the others voiced their acclaims.
"He's black, isn't he?" asked Edna Carter.
"Yes." I said.
"They were calling you a racist on TV this morning," said Edna, "while you were going about promoting a black man to MCD Lieutenant."
"Yes." I said. "And speaking of that, I appreciated your words on TV this morning, Rev. Williams."
"They were God's truth." said Williams. "And I'll just tell you all here and now... if Lester Holder thinks the black community is on his side when he calls your daughter those filthy names... he's got another 'think' coming. I know there are issues out there, black and white, cops and the black community... but that's no excuse for that level of hatred towards a child."
"Anyone told Holder that?" asked Edward Steele. "Or KXTC?"
"I think they know," said the Rev. Williams, "and I think they don't care. Like I said, there are real issues out there... but it's the Media that gins it up, makes it worse, and they do all they can from letting any solutions work. The way the Media is today, any hope of better race relations will never happen."
"That's true." I said. "And for Lester Holder, it's practical. He has his job because he's willing to gin up the race hatred... and he knows he's getting paid to attack my daughter like he does. It's also personal."
"With your reputation, Don," said Savannah Fineman, "I'm surprised you haven't had a... conversation... with Holder."
"That's what he wants." I said. "But I promised my Police Chief I wouldn't touch him. So I won't touch him, and neither will Commander Ross... who is Tasha's cousin, of course."
"I will pray that the Lord continues to give you strength and patience, Commander." said the Rev. Williams.
"Thank you, Reverend." I said. "And while you're at it, pray for all of us to have strength and patience as we work on this Charter. We're beginning to get into the nitty-gritty of things... and we'll be getting input from all the Government agencies over the next month..."
Part 27 - Victory Party
Friday, April 26th. We gathered in the back room of The Steakhouse. All the Detectives, their significant others, and their leadership were there, as was the Sheriff and Mrs. Griswold. Laura was sitting with Mrs. Griswold, and it saddened my heart to observe that the Sheriff's wife really had no idea where she was nor what was going on.
Paulina Patterson was present, and without a date, so she sat next to me. Miriam Walters came in the company of Chief Moynahan; I mused that his methods of establishing good relations with the D.A.'s office might be similar to my good 'relations' with Paulina... except that Paulina had given me a child from our liaisons...
Alison McFarland was invited, and showed up. She and Cindy were still avoiding each other, but I noticed that Teresa made a point to have Alison sit with her and Todd, and Alison may not have realized she was undergoing a full Police interrogation, so deft was Teresa at doing it. Todd was subtly flirting with Alison, of course.
The steak dinners were outstanding; The Steakhouse was one of the very best steak restaurants in the State; even Moe Molinari, who had a few steakhouses of his own, admitted that Jack Colby's restaurant was the gold standard of steak standards.
*ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* 
Spoon met glass as Cindy Ross stood up to begin the afterparty. "It's time for the Iron Crowbar to explain the solution to us all." There was acclaim and applause as I stood up.
"First of all," I said as the chatter died down, "I really want to thank Alison McFarland for all her help with this case. Her information about related crimes in the past really put us on the path of the perps, and I give her a lot of credit for this." Everyone applauded Alison, even Cindy.
"Next," I said, "I want to be very clear that this was a Team win. You all did great work, you all contributed greatly to one of the most successful results in TCPD history. Some big-name, arrogant perps thought they were above the law. You, my friends, have proved them wrong. You busted them up." Everyone applauded themselves politely.
"Okay, as to what happened." I said. "This is the kind of case that we might not so easily solve just a few years ago. Today we have video coverage everywhere, computer networks to rapidly obtain and correlate data, and fast forensic testing that gives us criminals's identities very quickly. The Susan Phillips murder twelve years ago was an almost hopeless case on its own, and even the more recent cases as little as four years ago might've been very difficult."
"In this case," I continued, "we had some camera footage of an Impala and some masked perps murdering two young people. We had information come in about previous cases from the work of Alison McFarland, and we were able to get onto the hazing incident in Nextdoor County very quickly, which led us to the Pi Omega Sorority. That was our first big break in the case."
"Our second big break," I said, "was the anonymous tip that led us to identifying Wendy Withers. Once we knew who she was, data started pouring in in a hurry, and like water from a firehose. We'd have gotten there eventually, but that tip saved us some time. It also brought up some questions that could've been distracting... like did Stephen and Wendy know each other, why she was in his car at three in the morning, and so on."
"And don't tell the FBI this, but when that BAU unit arrived offering their 'help'," I said, making air quotes, "that made me realize to be on the lookout for some 'powerful interests' that might interfere with us... as they had in the past. So when the Tau Fraternity's name popped up, I was making a connection there."
"That's one place you're ahead of us, sir." said Julia Rodriguez.
"Maybe," I said, "but several of you Detectives do have connections, and you can use them... and I'm not talking about Captain Perlman setting a wedding date. Hint hint." I looked at Tanya and Jack as I said that, and there was some laughter.
"Anyhoo," I said, "from that point on it was just you guys doing some good old-fashioned Police work, gathering information. Thanks to Detective Geiger's experience in Vice, we were able to get ideas about where the Impala was taken, and it did show up." I noticed it got a little quiet... and tense... when I mentioned and praised Geiger. I moved on.
"Bit by bit, and piece by piece," I continued, "we put together the full puzzle. But as I've said many a time, our job is not done until we give the D.A.'s Office a case they can spoon-feed to a Jury to get a conviction. To that end, we got warrants and set about obtaining the evidence we needed to make arrests. Our first attempt, a bull rush upon the Tau Fraternity, was interfered with by 'powerful interests'," I made air quotes as I said that, "and caused some problems. However... we had an ace up our sleeves, which gave me 'hopes' for successful arrests."
Miriam Walters's beady black eyes glinted, but she seemed to roll with it. I went on with the narrative:
"With the help of the Midtown Police Force, which did a great job," I said, "we got the Impala, and we got fingerprint evidence and tire evidence, putting that car in that field in Nextdoor County, and also at the murder scene. At that point, it was all over. 'Powerful interests' tried to put roadblocks in our way, but we stood up to them and their unlawful and even violent tactics, and I believe that we will prevail in the trials-by-juries to come." Everyone applauded.
"Okay," I said, "any questions?"
"Just one." said Cindy Ross. "Did Stephen Henry buy an engagement ring? And if so, where is it? We haven't found it yet."
"Ah, you touch upon the one point of failure upon my part." I said, surprising everyone. "And it may be good luck that I failed, as the issue itself is very tangential to the crimes, and might have distracted us if we'd known more."
I continued: "I failed to ask Dottie Smith directly if Stephen had actually asked her to marry him. If I had, and she had been truthful, then she would have said yes, that he had asked her! I believe he asked her, and she turned him down. Maybe she thought he'd ask again and she could say 'yes' the next time, or maybe she was hoping something better would come along."
"As I said before," I went on, "we have tremendous access to data... but it sometimes takes time for data to enter the systems we can access. We didn't find it at the time, but after being rejected, Stephen Henry sold the engagement ring, went back to his hometown of Rocktown, opened a savings account, and deposited the $2000 from the sale of the ring into the account. That happened just before his death."
"Oh, wowwwww." whispered Alison McFarland, but where I could hear her. Then she said more loudly: "That explains a lot about her reactions to his death."
"Yes. Yes it does." I replied. "I admit completely misreading her on that. From now on, I'll leave the psychological analyses to the real expert in the room... my wife."
"Smart man." said Laura, making everyone laugh at the many meanings included in her remark.
I said "But again, that turned out to be a tangential story, and not really important to the murders."
"Sir," asked Julia Rodriguez, "how many people do you think have been murdered in the past by this Fraternity and Sorority?"
I said "I'm researching old Missing Persons cases now, and the Campus Police are doing their own review. It's hard to believe this went on for so long, and at least one time a year, and these guys didn't get busted."
"That's because we didn't have the Iron Crowbar back in those days." said Sheriff Griswold, whose cheeks were rosy as the effects of the bourbons he'd been drinking took hold. Everyone clapped at his words of praise.
"I say again," I said, "that I believe this outstanding group of Detectives would've solved it without me being here at all. Indeed, I felt like I could go to the City and bust Samuel Russell's chops because I had total faith in all of you... and you justified that faith..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, April 30th. The Orange Order dinner was being held at the Junction Station Depot. Cindy was sitting next to me as we ate dinner.
"I finally figured it out." she said quietly to me.
"What's that?" I asked.
"During the Audial Security and the Boddiker Hospice cases," Cindy said, remembering the recent 'Four Square' cases, "I felt like you bluffed to get them to confess. Nothing wrong with that; they sang like canaries and made things easy for us."
"And then in this case," Cindy said, "you went with the very aggressive raid on the Taus, even though you obviously knew we'd get the Impala and its evidence. That's not really like the Don Troy I've come to know and love over the past few years."
"I admit, the raid was aggressive." I said. I did not admit that I had indeed bluffed the hell out of the perps in the previous cases.
"And then I realized why." Cindy said. "You knew about that FBI BAU evaluation of you, and you knew they'd be feeding that information to the Swamp Frogs... so you changed your tactics on them."
"Is that so?" I asked.
Cindy said "Ashwarya and her crew, and the Fitch's daughter and her husband, genuinely believed you could prove your cases against them, even though it would've been tough. They got bad advice and acted on it, and confessed and took plea deals."
"They got a bad Buddha, all right." I said agreeably.
"And that raid on the Taus... that rattled them, especially Jesse Smallwood, who later confessed." said Cindy. "And they handed you Samuel Russell on a platter, like the head of the Baptist John, trying to distract you from going after the Taus and Pi Os... and maybe expecting you to comply and leave Blassingame alone in exchange for getting Russell... and found out that you could accept the sacrifice and still bring down the Houses of Tau and Pi Omega."
"That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "I should give you a crowbar. Oh wait!... I already have!"
"Stoppit." Cindy said, but she could not help smiling brightly. Yes, she'd figured me out. That was indeed Crowbar-worthy...
Part 28 - May Day
Wednesday, May 1st. While Bettina was gushingly talking about 'Workers of the World Day', I was getting ready for the Ceremonies. This was going to be an extremely hectic day.
"They're here, Commander." my assistant Helena said to me on the phone. I thanked her, then went and fetched Cindy from her office. We went into MCD in our semi-formal uniforms: rows of ribbons over our right jacket pockets, badges over the left pockets, and Medals of Valor around our necks, mine with an oak leaf cluster.
The Detectives were in their semi-formal uniforms, with Roy McGhillie, Teddy Parker, and Joanne Warner wearing their Purple Orders around their necks. Jerome Davis was wearing the uniform of a TCPD Lieutenant, with the thick piping down the sides of his pants, and a thin band of piping on his jacket sleeve.
His father, Navy Sr. Chief Petty Officer (Ret.) Jonathan Davis was also here, wearing his Navy uniform... I'd suggested he do so, and told him why. Admiral (Ret.) Leonard R. Cordell was also here, in his Navy uniform, and he and Jonathan Davis shared stories as if they were old Navy buddies..
Then came a surprise: ADAs Paulina Patterson came in with Tasha, and ADA Franklin Washington came in... with his cousin Jamaal Washington, the Heisman Trophy winner.
"Jamaal!" shouted Carole when she saw him. Yes, my daughter was here, and she rushed across the room to hug Jamaal. She was not wearing her No. 10 Wildcat jersey, as she was wearing her 'Sunday best' blue dress and white stockings, as she had at the State Capitol a few months earlier. Her mother Laura had been holding her, and Laura was wearing her navy blue and white striped dress, and she looked good enough to eat... which I promised myself to do later that night... but I digress.
Captains Teresa Croyle and Tanya Perlman came in, followed by Lt. Ivar Irwin and Lt. Micah Rudistan. "I heard there was a party in here today!" Rudistan said with great joviality. How he knew what was coming, I don't know. I did know that Teresa had told Lt. Irwin what was going on.
"Rooood-i-stan!" said Carole when she saw him, somehow remembering his nametag from earlier times. Rudistan jovially said hello to Carole and to Jamaal.
Callie Carrington had come in, distracting all the men and a few of the women. And Alison McFarland was here, looking extremely hot in a crimson-red dress and black peep-toe slingback high heels. I had to do a bit of work to keep my little iron crowbar from getting iron hard.
A moment later, Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Griswold came in with some guests. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and Supervisory Agent Martin Nash came in... along with Martin's uncle, the retired former Deputy Director of the FBI. But they weren't the ones that brought 'shock and awe' to us.
One of the guests was General Alexander McFarland, which was impressive enough. The man with him was even more impressive: he was the Marine General that had given me Gunny Guernica's Eagle, Globe, and Anchor, the insignia of the Marine Corps. (Author' note: 'Semper Fidelis', Ch. 03.)...
...and he was now the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Yes, that Chairman of that Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Jonathan Davis had come to attention upon the Generals's arrival. The CJCS came up to him and shook his hand and talked with him a moment, then shook Jerome's hand when introduced by Jerome's proud father. He then spoke to Admiral Cordell as if they were old friends... and I realized they were old friends. Admiral Cordell introduced the CJCS to Teresa, mentioning that she was the daughter of a Medal of Honor recipient and had earned the TCPD Medal of Valor herself. I observed that the CJCS was very impressed.
He was also impressed that Jamaal Washington was in the room, and shook hands with him as he congratulated him on winning the Heisman Trophy. He then allowed himself to be introduced to everyone in the room, shaking hands with everyone as if he were running for political office. I knew he knew the DepDirector, and I was not surprised that he knew Laura.
A moment later, they began a ceremony. "Thank you for allowing us to join you today." said the CJCS. "I'm sorry that I can't stay for your ceremonies. I understand that everyone in here knows what happened a few weeks ago, even though we can't talk about it."
He was referring to the EMPTY QUIVER event. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.) Everyone nodded; even Jamaal Washington knew what had happened, thanks to having two cousins in the area that did not keep their mouths shut, at least at the family dinner table. And Carole didn't really count, even though she'd remember every word spoken at this ceremony today.
The CJCS continued: "We're here to honor Commander Donald Troy for his part in bringing that incident to a successful conclusion." He called me to the middle of the room, and as General McFarland read the proclamation (the unclassified part, anyway), the CJCS pinned a medal on my uniform jacket beneath my badge.
It's formal name is 'The Office of the Secretary of Defense Medal for Valor', and it is the highest civilian award for valor presented by the United States Department of Defense, awarded to government employees and private citizens who perform an act of heroism or sacrifice, with voluntary risk to their personal safety in the face of danger, and relating to the Department of Defense. I daresay I'd met those requirements, but it was nice to be honored.
Everyone applauded, and selfies and photos were taken, especially by Commander Cindy Ross. Afterwards, I went and got Carole from her mother as General McFarland said hello to Laura and the DepDirector.
"Daddy, why do those men have stars on their shoulders?" Carole asked.
"They're military generals." I said.
"Why do they have different uniforms?" Carole then asked. The things she observes...
"Well, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is a U.S. Marine, and General McFarland here is in the Army." I said. "The Marines and Army were created when the United States was created, and they made different uniforms, and just kept them that way for over 200 years. It's tradition now."
"Like Wild-cat tra-dish-un?" asked Carole.
"Sort of." I said with an amused smile. "But a lot older."
"Jim is going to have stars on his shoulders one day." said Carole, referring to her younger brother. I think my eyes widened in surprise at that prognostication.
General McFarland had heard most of that conversation. "Is this your daughter, Laura?" he asked my wife.



"Yes, General." Laura replied. "Jim is her brother, and she says he's going to West Point one day."
"I sure hope so." said McFarland. "What about you, Carole? Are you going to be in the Army one day?"
"I'm going to be a Po-leece De-tec-tive." Carole said. "Like my daddy."
"And speaking of daughters, General McFarland," I said, "yours is standing right behind you." McFarland turned to see Alison standing in the back doorway to MCD.
"Ohh..." said the stunned General. "Hello, Alison. I had no idea you were here."
"Hi Dad." Alison said solemnly. "I didn't know you were coming."
"General, there are a couple of empty offices across the hall." I said. "Why don't you and Alison talk in one of them for a few minutes."
"Uh, yeah, sure." said McFarland. He and Alison went into the Sheriff's temporary office.
"He told you he only had one daughter?" I asked Laura. When she nodded, I said "Alison said she has a sister, who is really estranged from the General. At least Alison is talking to him."
"I wonder how that's going to work out." Laura said, her voice a bit pensive and not hopeful.
"It'll be okay, Mommy." Carole said. "They were happy to see each other, even though they didn't look it." Laura and I just exchanged a glance at that, and I had a little grin on my face.
"Commander, I'm sorry to disturb you, but time is short." said the Marine General a second later. "May I have a word with you in your office?"
"Certainly, General." I said. I handed Carole back to Laura. "Follow me, please." I said.
"Bye bye." said Carole as we left the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into my office, while the Chairman's security stayed outside. He looked around my office. "Ah, Gunny Guernica's Eagle, Globe, and Anchor." he said, observing it in its frame on the wall to his right, my left.
"Yes sir," I said, "and that drawing of me was done by his young son. Did a good job, though he made my ears a bit too big."
"No, he got them just right." said the General with a grin. "Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club." he said, seeing the framed patch on the wall. "Yes, I've heard of them... and the Guardians of Justice."
He looked at the other wall. "Way too modest, Commander. Just your Medals of Valor and... citations for Bowser... who is Bowser?"
"My dog, sir." I said. "He saved a child's life leading us to her in a ditch, and he visits the Cancer Center kids every year." The General shook his head in amazement, then looked at the framed sets of jump wings.
"Israeli?" he asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "I got to jump with the 55th Paratroopers. Incredible honor."
"Yes." the General said simply. I wondered how much he knew about that... and the identity of the Mossad agent I'd made that jump with...
"I'm very impressed with your Team." said the General. "You've got a lot of fine people working with you. I know of Captain Croyle's father's actions that earned him the Medal of Honor, and I heard of what she did to rescue your and Dr. Fredricson's daughter."
"Yes, I'm very grateful to her for that." I said. "Please sir, have a seat." I said. As he sat down, I sat in my chair and was now talking alone in my office with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. "I appreciate you coming, General, and for this award."
"You absolutely deserve it, too." he said. "General McFarland is still amazed at what you did to resolve the crisis. Melina Allgood will be receiving a similar citation from the FBI."
"Good. She deserves it, sir." I said. "I was glad to be able to help, as well. So how can I help you today, sir?"
"I just wanted to tell you something, between just the two of us." said the General, leaning forward and almost whispering. "I know about some of the things going on in Washington and all over the country, and here. Admiral Keating was a good friend of mine, a very good friend, as is retired Admiral Cordell. What I'm saying, Don... is that I'm on your side."
My eyes must've gotten wide. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff said "Not everyone is, though. McFarland is okay, he's a Patriot, loves his country... but he also loves his career. And there are a lot of people, especially in the Intelligence Community, that are part of the Swamp, as you call it. You've done an amazing job, along with your wife... destroying two rogue CIA cells, and rooting out Les Craig. He did incredible damage to the FBI, more than you know."
I nodded and the General went on: "I'm in a very good position to help, but at the same time it's too high a position at times. I do know that the main danger is in the Intelligence Community itself."
"What can I do to help, sir?" I asked.
"We're here to help you, Commander." said the General. "I know you're looking for that mercenary group, Ridge and Starr, and you're looking for that Red Chinese agent Shimono. Keep looking for them. And if you need help, contact Special Agent Nash or his uncle, the retired FBI Deputy Director. They'll get word to me."
I remembered that when this General had given me Gunny Guernica's insignia, the FBI DepDirector had accompanied him. I now realized that the DepDirector and the General were allies, and that the meeting with me then had not been arranged just to give me that insignia, and the medal award today had other purposes, as well.
"What about my wife?" I asked.
"She'd just talk to the same people." said the General, seeing that I was connecting the proper dots. "We fear they're watching her, so she is doing her main job, which is being your wife and watching over you, just as you are watching out for her."
There was a knock on the door, and a security man looked in. "General, we need to be going."
"On my way." said the General. We stood up and shook hands. "Congratulations again, Commander. And keep up the outstanding work."
"Thank you, General." I said. "And Semper Fi."
"OO-RAH!" said the CJCS, ever a United States Marine, as he left my office. "Semper Fi, Commander..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
General McFarland introduced Alison to the CJCS, and said he was going to stay here for a while. He always traveled with a civilian suit and tie, into which he changed after the CJCS left.
MCD was a bit emptier, as Laura and the DepDirector were talking in an office, and General McFarland and Alison were getting a tour of TCPD from Lt. Rudistan... without adult supervision. But I didn't have time to worry about that. There was another ceremony to be performed in MCD.
Officer Barker's parents brought Frieda Franklin and Barky in. Joanne and Frieda petted Barky and talked about him and his brother Leo, and Joanne showed Frieda photos of Leo. Barky seemed to be a bit nervous with the crowds around, so we started the ceremony.
"The K-9 Commendation Medal is awarded to K-9 Corporal Barky," Cmdr. Cindy Ross said, "for his valor in defending his family from home invaders. He is also awarded the K-9 Purple Order for being wounded in the line of duty." Everyone clapped as she handed Frieda the framed citations, and I pinned the medals onto Barky's collar along with his badge. Barky seemed to like me well enough that he endured my actions, and I took the opportunity to give him some good skritchins and pettings.
Afterwards, the Barkers took Barky home; they would return later. In the meantime, in the Chief's office, with Captain Perlman present, I swore in Jerome Davis as Supervisor and the Chief and Sheriff pinned the Supervisor insignia on his shoulders. Cindy handed Jerome his 'bling', the 'Lieutenant (B)' badge and silver bars that we'd pin on his shoulders in the public ceremony.
"The school buses are arriving." we were informed. Indeed, the entirety of Eastside Elementary School was being brought to our ceremonies today, and would be coming through on tours after the Ceremonies. Fortunately, it was almost time to begin the ceremonies, so we went outside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We'd brought in bleachers for the students, and they were sitting on either side of the Officers in the middle. It was a bright, beautiful day as I brought out a box and put it under the podium. Then the Chief came up to start the ceremonies. 
There were few promotions, but obviously there was one big one. Captain Tanya Perlman sat in her wheelchair next to the podium to read the proclamation brevetting Jerome Davis to Lieutenant. As his father and I pinned his Lieutenant bars on his shoulders, I glanced at the Detectives in the stands out of the corner of my eye. Joanne didn't look unhappy, which made me happy, and the other Detectives seemed happy about it.
The Press was here recording the event, but they would not make much of a big deal about the first Person of Color to be promoted to a Detective Lieutenant position. That was a good thing, I guess; promotions of minorities and women were a 'normal' thing in my Police Force. And it messed up the Media's narrative that the 'racist Iron Crowbar' was pinning the insignia on Jerome's uniform... and had made the ultimate decision on Jerome as the one to be promoted. And with a great deal of malice, I thought how I'd have loved for Captain Malone to have been here to see this. He'd be hating it...
I shook Jerome's hand, then he shook his father's hand. That was not enough for Jonathan; he pulled his son to him in a man-hug. I suspect that was the most emotion he'd shown towards his son in a long time. Jerome hugged his father back as everyone in the stands applauded strongly.
Next, we awarded a Certificate of Appreciation to Alison McFarland for her assistance in the Stephen Henry/Wendy Withers case. As I handed her the framed certificate and shook her hand, I noticed that her father, standing near the bleachers with his security, had a look of pride on his face. He and his daughter had some years to make up; I hoped this would be the beginning of that for them both.
"We're going to have more Certificates," I said at the podium, "but we're going to save those until the end." With that, we began handing out the medals. There were a number of Achievement and Commendation Medals for Officers from the Marcie Harper drug bust, the EMPTY QUIVER event, and the 'Four Square' cases. There were no Stars of Gallantry awarded this time, but then came a surprise: Commander Ross read the proclamation as the Chief pinned a Police Medal on my uniform, a cumulative award for my participation in those recent and harrowing cases, though the Harper drug bust was emphasized.
And then the mood changed as the Chief had Officer Barker's parents and Frieda come up. The entire Police Force stood up. I read the first proclamation, which ended with the words: "For saving life at the cost of his own, Officer Barker is posthumously awarded the Lifesaving Medal."
As the Chief handed Frieda the opened box with the Lifesaving Medal in it and the framed proclamation to go with it, the Police Force clapped strongly but solemnly. Seeing them act, the school kids also stood up to clap. Frieda had tears in her eyes, but stayed brave as she accepted the awards.
"Officer Barker was taken from us way too soon." I said. "His career was all too short, but was very distinguished, and included earning the Purple Order. And so, to recognize the career of this outstanding Officer, he is posthumously awarded the Police Distinguished Service Medal."
As the Chief presented the TCPD's third highest medal to Barker's parents, Mrs. Barker began sobbing on her husband's shoulder. Mr. Barker was openly crying, also, as he accepted the award. The Force gave them an even stronger and louder round of applause, which was sustained for several long moments.
As the Barkers were helped back to their seats in the stands, I said "Frieda, stay up here for a moment." The little red haired girl did so, coming over to the podium as I said: "Would Carole Troy, Davie Marsdon, Timmy Austin, and Susie Haskins please come up."
They all did so, and stood in a row next to Frieda; Susie next to her, Carole in the middle, and Davie and Timmy on the other end.
"We are honored to have Detective Theo Washington's cousin, Heisman Trophy winner Jamaal Washington, helping with these presentations." I said. Jamaal came up, smiling brightly, typically out-'GQ'ing everyone like his cousins did. The elementary schoolchildren were agog, and were applauding loudly for him.
I said "Ms. Frieda Franklin has greatly helped the Police Force by giving us information that has helped lead to the identification and stopping of several wanted criminals. For saying something when she saw something, and for bravely helping me at risk to herself, Frieda Franklin is awarded this Certificate of Appreciation." Jamaal handed Frieda her framed certificate and shook her hand as everyone applauded.
"And speaking of coming forward," I said with a grin, "the TCPD's youngest Detective, Carole Troy, observed something not quite right and informed the Police. It was her observations that directly led to the biggest drug bust in this State's history. For those observations, and for saying something when she saw something wrong, Carole Troy is awarded this Certificate of Appreciation." Jamaal handed Carole her framed certificate, but a handshake wasn't enough for her; she went forward and hugged Jamaal's legs.
"And for their assistance to me in helping stop a dangerous wanted criminal, at great risk to their safety, Susie Haskins, Davie Marsdon, and Timmy Austin are awarded these Certificates of Appreciation, along with my personal gratitude for their courage and fighting skills." There was strong acclaim as Jamaal handed the Trio their awards. As the photos were taken, Cindy had come up, and she and I took some objects out of my box.
"For these courageous young 'whippersnappers', as the Sheriff would call them," I said, "we have... crowbars!" This was to reward the courageous kids, but also my subtle shot at the Media for accusing me of endangering the children by emboldening them to help me push Paco over the cliff. (Author's note: 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 04-05.)
I took one of the red felt crowbars and bent it as I said "These are not made of iron; they are made of the same materials Nerf footballs are made out of. Still, guys, do not use these on your classmates. Understood?"
"Yes sir!" said the excited kids. I handed red Nerf crowbars to Timmy and Davie, and Cindy handed green Nerf crowbars to Frieda and Susie. Their faces looked like it was Christmas morning after Santa Claus had visited.
But as I was going to hand Carole her red crowbar, she put her hands behind her back and said loudly "No thank you, sir!"
Cindy had the microphone Tanya had used, and she came up to Carole and said "Why not, Carole?"
Carole said clearly into the microphone: "I'll wait until I earn the real red crowbar!"
"WHHOOOAAAAAAAAAA!" shouted the entire Police Force as laughter and applause erupted everywhere. Carole's mother had her hand covering her eyes; she was not as amused at what she perceived as impoliteness. The Sheriff's mustaches were twitching most merrily. Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya were laughing and cheering. Carole just stood there shyly with her hands still behind her back.
Jamaal Washington yelled "That's what I'm talking about!" and came up and high-fived Carole. He understood: that same attitude had led him to winning a Heisman Trophy. Carole then accepted the high-fives of Susie, Davie, and Timmy.
I was later shown that I had a look of profound 'shock and awe' on my face at my daughter's words. I looked at her, then at the Police Force, and just shook my head in wonder as they cheered all the harder.
When some semblance of order was restored, I said. "Well... o-kayyyyy." I put away the felt crowbar and picked up the real thing and held it up. "Here it is. Come see me... in about twenty years." The Police Force cheered again. None of us realized that the day The Greatness would begin was less than those 20 years away...
Part 29 - Burning Embers
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the athletic blonde reporterette at 6:00pm, Wednesday, May 1st, from the anchor desk at KXTC Studios. "Lawyers for Peter Blassingame and Susan Dougherty are working feverishly to get their clients released from jail as legal maneuverings play out in both local and Federal Courts. The Federal Appeals Court ruled that the the Federal judge that intervened to quash warrants issued by the local Superior Court was wrong to do so, that the Federal Government did not have jurisdiction over a local murder case."
Amber continued: "The University has already expelled Blassingame, Dougherty, and several others in connection with the hazing incidents that led to the rapes of several Sorority pledges and the murders of two University students, and are moving to shut down the Tau Fraternity and Pi Omega Sorority as evidence mounts that these two organizations have been complicit in criminal hazing incidents for years. However, the Tau Fraternity appealed the University's action to the State Regents and also sued the University, claiming that the Fraternity as an institution has not been proved to be criminally complicit, and they remain open for now..."
Amber then said "We now bring in our Senior Managing Editor, Bettina Wurtzburg." As the camera panned out to show the redheaded MILF reporterette, Amber asked: "Bettina, do you believe the University can and will shut down the Tau Fraternity, whose members for years have become some of the most powerful and wealthy members of Society?"
Bettina said "There is a lot of complex legal maneuvering going on, and that may take some time to work its way through the legal system. Peter Blassingame and Susan Dougherty will have their trials in a few months, and they are expected to fight to the last ditch against these charges. Overall, I'd say it's likely the Tau Fraternity will continue to operate on Campus for a long time, and even may never be shut down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm, Wednesday night, May 1st. The Charter Commission meeting, held at Edna Carter's house, was ending when my Police iPhone rang.
"Oh my God." I gasped as I was told the news, which had everyone looking at me. As I disconnected, I said "I have to go. Someone set the Tau Fraternity House on fire..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I parked my Police SUV on the curb a distance down from the Tau House; Fire, Police, and ambulance vehicles were crowded in ahead of me, creating chaos. As I walked up towards the scene, brilliantly lit by the red, white, and blue lightbars of various emergency vehicles, I was met by Captain Teresa Croyle.
"We have her in custody, sir." she said.
"Who?" I asked.
"They didn't tell you when they called, sir?" Teresa asked.
"No, so don't keep me in suspense." I replied.
"When the first Fire and Police vehicles arrived, the House was burning fiercely." Teresa reported. "There was a woman standing in the front yard, with a shotgun in her hands. It was Kitty Summers."
I groaned. We came up to the edge of the property. The old, large building was almost completely destroyed. The brick walls had caved in, the columned porch was no longer. Only a smoking ruin was left."
"Wish we'd had you here earlier, Commander." said Fireman Greg Towson.
"Casualties?" I asked, understanding Towson's meaning.
"Yes, Commander." said Fire Chief Quinlin as he walked up to us. "No one from the Fire Department, but we've found ten bodies inside, eight males and two females. The two females and two of the males were found together, and were possibly in bed together. So far, we have not found anyone who will admit to being inside and getting out alive."
I nodded. "Where is Summers?" I asked Teresa.
"At Headquarters." Teresa replied.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I came into I-1, where Kitty was sitting, seemingly in a daze. She looked up at me as I approached the table.
I just looked at her and said "Why?"
Kitty said "Did you hear the newscast? That redheaded reporter said that the Taus would never be shut down, never have to pay for what they've done."
"It's a little late to be saying this," I said, "but you shouldn't believe a word the Media says. I fully intend to make the bastards pay. I'm going for the death penalty for Peter Blassingame."
"No," said Kitty, her voice eerie, her eyes looking haunted, "I know you'll try, Mr. Crowbar, and you're the only one who has ever tried. But they won't let you win. They always win; good people always lose."
"Did you do this alone?" I asked.
"It doesn't matter." Kitty said.
"It might mitigate your prison sentence." I said. "Ten people died tonight, Kitty. You might get the death penalty for this."
"Good." said Kitty, holding eye contact with me. "Don't you see? My life was over the minute those Sorority bitches held me to the ground while those bastards took turns raping me again and again and again. They destroyed my life, completely. From that night on, I have never been able to close my eyes and go to sleep without remembering what they did to me, without that feeling of being helpless, and being violated. Not a day goes by that I don't relive that nightmare. They would've done me a favor murdering me right then and there."
She was gone, I realized. She wouldn't get the death penalty: people who are insane aren't put to death. Kitty Summers would ultimately receive a 'Guilty but Insane' conviction and be incarcerated in the State Women's Prison's psychiatric ward at Madison County for the remainder of her natural life.
Forensics in the coming days would reveal that carbon monoxide (CO) gas had been released into the House by a car's tailpipe being connected to a hose that went into the House through a disused laundry room vent. The CO had rendered the occupants unconscious. Then gasoline had been brought in and spread around, and the House went up like a tinderbox.
Yes, someone had helped Kitty, I realized. Someone had hooked her car's tailpipe to the vent, and maybe the gas had been brought in other ways; that was a lot of house to fill with CO gas. Someone had had to help spread accelerants all over the place, someone with gas masks and air tanks. They'd left Kitty standing there with a shotgun, maybe to kill anyone who was able to wake up and try to escape, or maybe to be the fall girl for it.
My only question was whether these perps were friends or foes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Afterwards, Teresa invited me to her home for a drink. After pouring us a couple of bourbons, we went onto the deck of her home above her front porch. We could smell the smoke from the burning Tau House, and could see some of the lightbars still flashing.
"You like sitting out here as much as I like sitting on the deck of the Cabin." I said after we'd sat down.
"Yes." Teresa said. "But it's not yet Counseling Central, like your deck is. Carole loves going out there and talking to you when you take the dogs out. And we all go out there while you're sitting in your place, and get your advice. Even the Sheriff, sometimes."
I nodded. "Yes. I'll probably die sitting out there, looking out over my Town & County. So... what did you want to talk about tonight?"
"What Kitty Summers said in the Interrogation Room really bothered me." Teresa said. "That the Bad Guys always win, and we Good Guys always lose. And I know that's not true. But..."
She paused, and I let her get the words out. She said "Stephen Henry... he was a good kid. He stopped to help someone who really needed it, and he was murdered for it. Just blown away, in cold blood. And I can't help but ask 'why?'. It's just so... so senseless. Why does God allow things like that to happen?"
"I don't know." I said. "If I did, I'd be God. But I have thought of things like that a lot, more times than you know, and I've only found one answer. St. Matthew 5:45. 'that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the just and the unjust.'."
Teresa nodded, and sat there contemplating long after I'd said goodnight and left for home. And as I drove home, Teresa's words were burning through my mind. But other words were, also...
Part 30 - Epilogue
When I got to the Mountain Nest, Laura had already gone to bed. I went and checked on the children. Jim was in his bed, sleeping soundly. Buddy was in his basket, having looked up when I came in, then settled back down. I petted him before I left the room.
I went to Carole's room. My firstborn child was in her bed, sleeping, her face peaceful, untroubled. Bowser was looking up from his basket. I pulled the chair in the corner of the room up to Carole/s bed and sat down. Bowser came over for some skritchins, which I lovingly applied.
Yes, I thought as I looked at my sleeping daughter, I am here. And I will be here. I will not make General McFarland's mistake. I'll be here for you, to answer your questions, to advise you to the best of my abilities, to just talk with you if that's what you want. But most of all, I will be here to protect you and keep you safe until you spread your wings and learn to fly for yourself. Only if I die will I not be here, but I will cheat and defeat Death if I have to. Whatever it takes.
I will be here for you, Carole. Whatever it takes.
I swear it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Here's what we know." said Alison McFarland into the microphone for her podcast. "The killers of Stephen Henry and Wendy Withers have been arrested and await trial. Many involved in the gang rapes of Sorority pledges have made plea deals or are awaiting trial. They are now facing Justice, and will no longer be the threats to Society that they were.
"I'm sure many of you are asking what I've been asking... how this could've gone on for so long, unchecked; how the rapes and even murders could've remain unresolved for so long.
"I don't blame those in the past for not solving these crimes. Jurisdictional lines were crossed, cooperation was not the norm. Evidence was not as easy to process as it is now. Yes, technology is better now than it was, and repeating the crimes time and again was bound to lead to the discovery of the harrowing rituals.
"And there were 'powerful interests' that interfered with or outright stopped any investigations, usually before they really began. The Taus and the Pi Omegas were the sons and daughters of the rich and powerful, people who think they know what's best for you, people who think that it's their birthright to tell you what to do, and to use your daughters for their sexual pleasure, at their whim.
"Those powerful interests existed then, and they exist now, and they desperately tried to stop the truth from being discovered . But this time, they came up against something a lot harder than they are used to facing. This time, the Town & County Police had Commander Donald Troy. He refused to be distracted, he refused to let go. He is relentless, he is fearless, and he is willing to stand up to the powerful interests, and to push back in the name of Justice. He is the Iron Crowbar... and because of him, these cases are no longer... Unresolved."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, May 2d, from the KXTC Anchor Desk. "Channel Two News has learned that former Town & County Assemblyman and Mayoral candidate Eldrick X. Weaver is pursuing legal recourses to remove Daniel Allgood as Mayor of our Town & County!"
Bettina began: "Mr. Weaver, who many believe was cheated out of his rightful win in the Mayoral race last November, is exploring methods of removing Allgood from the Mayoral post, citing Allgood's heavy-handed tactics in suppressing black voices at Council meetings. In one Council Executive Session, Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis was arrested by Police Commander Donald Troy and removed from the meeting. And while there were no incidents in last Tuesday's meeting, sources with knowledge of the matter said that the private meeting could be described as 'very tense', with Mayor Allgood 'ruling with an iron fist'."
Bettina: "Mr. Weaver is considering a lawsuit against the Mayor, but legal experts say that the Court case, while valid and with merit, would not be sufficient to remove Allgood from office. There is also no clear cut method of removing an elected Town & County official from within, though the Governor can take action against a local official who commits a crime, as was done to former Councilman Thomas P. Cook, who subsequently disappeared and is officially listed as 'Missing'. Mr. Weaver said that with the Charter Commission working on a new Charter, now might be the time to visit those issues."
More Bettina: "And in other local news, the Citizens for Police Accountability were joined by the NEA, the powerful Teachers Union, in issuing a condemnation of Police Commander Donald Troy for giving four children Nerf-material crowbars at yesterday's Promotions and Medals Ceremonies. The four children were honored by the Police for helping Commander Troy defeat a wanted criminal that was trying to murder one of the children. CFPA spokespersons Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson say that Commander Troy's actions promote violence and hostility, and embolden children to act recklessly and violently towards other children and against Society in general. Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by Channel Two News."
Bettina was not done: "And as the State House prepares to hold hearings to show deeply unpopular Governor Jared's guilt in several criminal issues, many experts believe that Jared will follow the lead of former President Nixon, and will resign before subjecting the State and the Republican Party to the humiliation that would result from his removal from office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That will be the day." Sheriff Griswold growled as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Val is going to fight those bastards to the very last ditch. He's done nothing wrong."
"I get it that the CFPA is coming out with that crap about Don and the kids." said Cindy. "After all, Don is going to clean their clocks in the upcoming lawsuits. But why is the NEA joining their bullshit statement?"
"Political pressure." I said. "They think that things like this will draw the Public to their side and against me, and they think they can use that as leverage when they make demands about the School Board to the Charter Commission."
"That makes no sense." said Tanya Perlman. "I mean, you're making sense explaining it, but their actions don't make sense."
"Not to rational people like us." I said. "Here's an example: did you read the history of the 1968 Democrat National Convention, and the protests there and then? Logical people would think that the protesters would not attack their allies, the politicians most likely to side with them and implement their goals... but that's exactly what they did. To this day I don't understand it."
"And now it's worse." growled the Sheriff. "They are trying to use a tool of Government and law, impeachment, which was meant as a last resort to remove a public official that was breaking the law or committing treason, to remove a politician just because they don't like his political positions. Never mind that he was fairly and honestly elected; they did not like the results, and they're trying to overcome the will of the People by lies and deceit."
"True, sir," said Tanya, "but why is the Teachers Union condemning Commander Troy and those brave children? It really is the children they are attacking."
"Because," said Teresa Croyle, "they don't want children that think for themselves or act bravely. They want a nation of cowards that will submit to Government authority without question. They tell kids not to keep score in playground games. And when a kid does something good, like Carole did in that Four Square game, they act against that child; how dare she think for herself, and then stand up to the bully?"
"Thank God her daddy doesn't fool with their shit." growled Griswold.
"Nor her mother." I said. "I was the least of their problems."
"Jack was telling me that his daughter's class was doing a school play." said Tanya. "This is the class of the smartest kids, which is why they get to do the play for the entire school. The teacher put one of the boys in the class in the role of the housekeeper... a female role, and told him it was because he acted 'too male'. And in this role, he would be required to wear a dress."
"You're kidding." muttered the Chief.
"I wish I were." said Tanya. "And it got worse: the parents complained, and the principal threatened them and their child, threatened to fail him for the year and put him in the classes with the underachieving kids, which could literally destroy his whole future."
"The mother tape-recorded the threat, and the parents are suing." Tanya continued. "The NEA came in on the School's side, and hired private investigators to dig into the parents's past, and had the State Tax Authority and IRS audit the parents. Jack stepped in with the IRS, who dropped their audit, but the State Tax Authority is pursuing an investigation as hard as they can go."
"Why didn't the parents come to the Police?" I asked. "Or why don't they come to me now? I'd love the excuse to go in there and make some arrests over those threats."
"As would I." said Tanya. "But this school is in the County High 'food chain', and their Town & County Council representative is Kelly Carnes. The parents contacted her, and she turned around and told them that if they went to the Police, she would intervene and stop any Police investigation. They apparently believed her, and thought she really could do that."
"Oh God, I wish she'd try." I said. "Tanya, you've got to put me in contact with these parents."
"Moot point now." Tanya said. "They took their kid out of school and moved to Nextdoor County. The principal sent his records as being failing in his most recent classes, but someone sent the parents the undoctored records, and the Nextdoor County people accepted those. The NEA protested, and the Nextdoor County School System told the NEA to pound sand."
"I'm sure the NEA won't let that insult go unanswered." I said. "They'll do something to them, as soon as they can figure out what to do."
"Reed Hudson, the conservative radio show host," said Teresa, "says that sending our children to Government Schools is child abuse. I'm beginning to believe that. Todd and I have discussed sending the boys to private school. There's also some talk at BOW Enterprises to turn the nursery care Todd provides as a benefit into something more... essentially homeschooling for the kids. And yes, Commander, your children would qualify, being Todd's relatives."
"Laura and I had several talks about all this already." I said. "Laura wants to support the Public School system, but we did make sure Carole and Jim will be in the Town High system instead of the County High system."
"The County High system has more money, doesn't it?" asked the Chief.
"Yes sir." I said. "But a lot of the rich parents have political ideas more suited for California than our Town & County. The Town High system has parents that don't fool around with that crap; they're common-sense, no-nonsense people that don't see our military and our schools as places for social experimentation."
"Sounds like you could be Reed Hudson's guest host, Don." Cindy quipped, though I realized there was a serious component to it. Though a political atheist, Cindy's political leanings were not necessarily in sync with mine.
"We have work to do, folks." said Chief Moynahan. "We'll solve all the world's problems at our next coffee gatherinnnnngggg. For now, we have a very dangerous assignment ahead, from what I hearrrrrrr..."
Part 2 - The Most Dangerous Assignment
*Whirrrrrrrr*
9:00am, Thursday, May 2nd. Captain Tanya Perlman drove down the back hallway of Police Headquarters between the rows of Police Officers lined against the walls. She was carrying a long, large cardboard tube with metal caps on the ends. Every Officer there wanted to know what the information in that tube was, but it would've been fatal to attempt to wrest that tube from her possession.
And that was partly because one of the two Officers following her was carrying a red crowbar. Yes, that would be me, Your Iron Crowbar. Captain Damien Thompson was the other Officer. He opened the gymnasium doors for Tanya, who drove in, then made sure the doors were secure once he and I were through and into the gym. Vice Detectives Statler and Waldorf were guarding the doors. To my surprise, Sheriff Griswold was in the gym already, waiting for us.
It is called 'the most dangerous assignment in the TCPD'. Inside the tube was the large printed chart of the brackets for the Town & County Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division). The matches would start on Saturday, Star Wars Day (May The Fourth be with you).
Tanya opened the tube and with my help removed the rolled up paper document. Captain Thompson and I pinned the chart to the back of the plexiglass-enclosed wall cabinet, then secured the door shut. Of course I peeked to see where I was, and I was second seed of the 128 Police Officers that had bravely signed up to participate.
"Nice." I said as I looked over all of it. "You really did set those brackets up just right." Tanya grinned and her eyes sparkled merrily. "Okay, let's get the hell out of the way." I said.
"You got that right!" exclaimed the Sheriff. "Not even a Crowbar can withstand what we're about to see." We all laughed and retreated to the middle of the gym. Tanya blew her Police whistle, Statler and Waldorf pushed open the doors and got out of the way, and the stampede was on!
Not really. In front of the line was TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, and anyone who passed her truly risked being demoted or fired, not to mention beaten down silly by the green crowbar she was brandishing. She walked briskly across the gym floor to the wall (which is the wall to the left as one comes in the gym doors from the hallway) and examined the chart. She found her own name in the third seed position. Her ice blue eyes flashed happy fire... if all went as seeded, she'd be taking me on in the semi-finals.
There was a lot of chatter and some pushing and shoving as Officers attempted to find their names, which Tanya had printed rather small on purpose. And then you know what happened next.
"Ahem!"
Yes, the Defending Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division) Champion, Captain Teresa Croyle, had strolled in as if she didn't have a care in the world, and now was pulling rank and 'suggesting' everyone move out of her way. Officers parted like the Blue Sea... er, Red Sea, and let her through. She found her name in the slot of the First Seed, as expected. She came out of the Sea of Police Humanity and over to us, a gleam in her own eyes, and high-fived Tanya.
"Outstanding job." Teresa said. "You set those brackets up just right."
"I can't wait for Chief Moynahan to see his seeding." Cindy said. And as if on cue, the Police Chief came into the gym. He didn't do what Teresa did, but the large crowd was starting to thin out, and he was able to come around to one side and see. He would find himself the 16th seed in the second quartering, 62d overall... and if he won his first match, he'd be facing me if I won my first match.
"I think you put up the wrong bracket sheet, Mizzz Perlllllmannnn." drawled the Chief.
"Looked pretty accurate to me, Cav!" said the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching merrily.
"Wellllll," said the Chief, "at least I won't face the Iron Crowbar in the very first round." 
"And I was hoping I'd make it to the Final Four, so I could beat up on some rowdy Angels around here." I replied, pretending sadness.
"We are not foooooled by your amusing display of modesty, Commanderrrr." said the Chief. "We are not foooolllllddd." By now my Angels were all but rolling on the floor with laughter.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You've got the toughest path of all, Commander." said Cindy as my Angels and I sat in my office. "If all goes without upsets, you'll have Irwin before I blow you out of the ring."
Fourth seed was Lieutenant(B) Jerome Davis. Detective Joanne Warner was 'not amused' with not being on the chart at all. She'd tried to enter, and Your Iron Crowbar had personally nixed having a pregnant participant in the Boxing Matches. It is possible there was a one-way conversation about that, also.
Rudistan, Hewitt, Irwin, and Julia Rodriguez rounded out the top 8. Julia had scored some upsets the previous year, but would not be sneaking up on anyone now.
"Yes, yes I do." I said. "I'm just glad I'm not in the Wheelchair Division. I'd get run over."
"Yes, yes you would." Tanya replied brightly.
"Seriously, you did a great job with the brackets, Tanya." I said. "And having done them the last two years, I know how hard it is to do it at all, much less do it right. In fact..." I picked up my telephone handset and buzzed my assistant Helena. "Helena, would you bring Tanya's gift in, please."
A moment later, Helena brought in a beautiful bouquet of roses and carnations for Tanya. "This is for all your hard work doing the brackets." I said.
"Aw, I thought those were Helena's when I saw them on her desk." Tanya said.
"No, Helena got her own bouquet. I got them for her for collecting and collating the entries and getting the chart printed out." I said.
"Awwwwww." said Cindy and Teresa in unison.
"Aww, that's sweet of you Commander." said Tanya. "But you could've given them to me before we printed the chart and I'd have put you in the No. 1 slot. Bribery works well, dontcha know." We all laughed. It was all fun, right now...
Part 3 - Continuances
"Mmmmm, delicious!" said a very happy Jack Muscone. "We should do this more often." I grinned at that. We were at the Cop Bar, and Jack Muscone had just taken his first bite out of a 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger'.
"Yes, we should." I said, playing along. The humor of it was that we did have lunch here very often. And I was having a 'Double Breakfast Burger', a double cheeseburger with bacon and a fried egg on top.
"Anything new on Trent and Quint, and Barsbane and Shimono?" Jack asked me as we ate.
"I was going to ask you the same question." I said. "We really have nothing on Barsbane at all. He may be out of State, working with Dick Granger somewhere. Shimono, we have nothing since she was identified as the Mole inside MegaTech Industries... if she really was a mole. I still wonder if she was working with them, as opposed to being a spy within them."
"That thought has crossed some minds in Washington, as well." Jack said. "And you can add to it that no one really seems to be working on where she might have gone."
"What, the vaunted Rovers BAU team isn't on the case?" I asked acidly. 
"All kidding aside," said Jack, "they may be... but won't tell us a damn thing if they can help it. Our friend the retired DepDirector thinks they're completely untrustworthy, that they're almost a Jody Corrigan/Mr. C level rogue cell working on behalf of the Swamp."
"In that case," I quipped, "they're not 'rogue', but 'the norm'. We Guardians of Justice are the rogues, in the Establishment's eyes."
"Yeah." said Muscone. "Anyway, we also have nothing on Trent and Quint. A bunch of Operational Psychologists from various branches have been studying them... another FBI BAU unit, to which Arthur Wilshire was transferred; a CIA unit that your wife may know more about than we do; and Navy CIS... since Trent and Quint were Navy SEALs, and since LCDR Waring was murdered. You remember how the Rovers BAU said that Jerry Barsbane was mercurial and might go off the reservation, so to speak?"
"Yes." I said. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 01.)
"The NCIS Operational Psychologist I've talked to said that he believes that analysis applied more to to Quint Starr than to Barsbane." said Muscone. "And that is what started some discussion that Rovers's BAU might be a Swamp unit, and deliberately deceiving us. Anyway, Trent Ridge is very cool, very professional. As long as Quint is under his thumb, he'll stay quiet. But if they split up, like they may have in that SPS truck murder case (Author's note: 'Shipping And Handling'.), then Quint might start to get 'cabin fever' and start getting 'mercurial' and acting irrationally."
"It'd be great if he'd get in a bar fight, and then we could take him down." I said. "So Wilshire transferred? He and Conrad were with Rovers's BAU during the EMPTY QUIVER crisis."
"Conrad really wasn't a part of that BAU; he just worked with them a time or two." said Muscone, telling me something I secretly already knew. "And Wilshire transferred out. It's not clear who initiated that. I think Wilshire is a good guy, and Rovers and his Swamp Frogs pushed Wilshire out. Wilshire was sought after, and found another unit very quickly."
I nodded. "Where is the Rovers BAU, by the way?"
"They were pulled out of the City." said Muscone. "Or so we were told. Both Melina and I tried to find out where they were, through backchannels, but to no avail. No one knows what's going on with them. So they could be lurking somewhere in this Region. And that leads me to another question: where is Peter Blassingame, and will he be staying there?"
I smiled a mirthless smile. "He's at County Jail, in isolation." I said. "He and Susan Dougherty both. We're monitoring the area around County Jail with drones and patrols, we have sensors around the storm drain that leads under the jail," (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01.) "and we're keeping the SWAT Team at the Jail. I've also let it be known through the 'wrong' ears that if there is an armed attack to free Peter Blassingame, my Officers will kill him rather than allow him to be taken alive. If that won't stop his father from trying to get him out, I don't know what will."
"Heh." said Muscone. "That's smart. We've been monitoring Edward Blassingame, by the way, and really have been since the SPS murder. He's been pretty quiet lately. He also hasn't been making public appearances as BigAgraFoods CEO like he used to. Of course he has ways to communicate that will get around us, but we're watching."



I didn't feel all that reassured by that, but I put that into a compartment of the mind as I said "As to the Peter Blassingame case, we're getting women coming out of the woodwork in droves now, with claims they were assaulted. Unfortunately, a lot of it is not usable for the Court cases, and I think some of them are being advised by ambulance-chasing lawyers hoping for a big lawsuit payday. Problem for them is that the vast majority of the women can't identify their individual attackers, and the Tau Fraternity is no more... literally, it's ashes now like the Tau House."
"The national Media didn't gin it up like I expected they would." said Muscone. "Must be because of all the 'powerful interests' involved."
"Yes." I said. "And speaking of 'powerful interests'... U.S. Senator Russell. Whassup with him?"
"Now that's an issue on Capitol Hill right now." said Muscone. "There is a movement to expel Russell from the U.S. Senate. The Establishment Republican Senators are cutting bait and are going to throw him to the wolves. Word I got is that he's trying to make deals to hold off long enough to get Jared impeached and removed, and then he'll resign. Senator Nunn is having none of it, and is pushing for Russell's immediate removal."
"That's the Republicans for you." I said. "The Democrats would rally around Russell if he were one of them; hell, notice how they protected Condor through all of that. Not that the Republicans should protect Russell, but it does show how gutless they are."
"I agree." said Muscone. "What I don't get is that Sharon Marshall becomes Governor if the Swamp succeeds in removing Jared, though I don't think they'll be able to. Point being, she's no more a friend of the Establishment than Jared is."
"That's because they plan to get Marshall out of there, too." I said. "But there's absolutely nothing to hit her with."
"Don't be so sure." said Muscone. "Here's something else I heard. As you know, Bundy McGinty had a lot of dirt on a lot of people." (Author's note: 'One Night in Bangkok'.) "People are looking for that dirt, especially Private Investigators that have been hired by Samuel Russell. If he can get his hands on that dirt, and it has anything on Sharon Marshall, anything at all... then he won't hesitate to use it to get an Establishment Republican named as his replacement as U.S. Senator... or have her taken down."
"Or both." I said. I sensed that Jack was peering at me as he said it, though he tried not to. No, Mr. Muscone, I thought to myself, you'd have to be a Cindy-class or Carole-class mind-reader to know that I have all of that information myself now... and that I've already used some of it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington were having lunch with Jenna Stiles at Laura's favorite Soup and Salad place
"I've been getting some good work, though it's spotty, and inconsistent." said Jenna in reply to Cindy's query about her job status. "The University has a surprising amount of legal work needing to be done, though it's mundane stuff like real estate work, contracts, and the like. If I can catch on with them in a full-time way, it'll be a consistent income."
"What about the political stuff, or Court work?" Callie asked. "You always liked that stuff."
"Yes, that's true." said Jenna. "And I always thought I was the rabid political activist while Cindy was the political atheist. But I'm finding that the more radical groups don't think I'm partisan or activist enough, and some of them hold my work as a State Attorney against me. For some of the other groups, I'm too white, to put it bluntly. And then there's Gwen Munson. I suspect she sleeps with a lot of politicians, which gets her work from them."
"Not to mention her open display of hatred for my cousin," said Cindy, "which you don't display, at least not openly."
"No, I don't hate Don, not at all." said Jenna. "But you're right; Munson does seem to be showing up a lot more in Don's cases. Speaking of which, I heard you and Miriam Walters are at each other's throats. You even called her 'Krasney 2.0'. Is that true?"
"Pretty damn close." said Cindy. "And I'm still in hot water with the Chief over my refusal to apologize to her for that. Apparently I have not learned how to stand up to him like Don can, and does when he needs to."
"It's the Iron Crowbar's Town & County," said Jenna, "and we and the Chief are just living in it." Seeing Cindy's eyes cut to her, she hastily said "I do mean that in a good way. So how's the Charter Commission doing?"
"Pretty well, so I hear." Cindy said. "Don says they're just laying groundwork and getting input right now, but I know he's got the framework halfway written out."
"And Savannah Fineman?" Jenna asked. "How's she doing on it?"
"Don says she's good with keeping the notes and advising on the legal aspects." Cindy said. "But she doesn't seem to have much imagination. Any reason you're asking?"
"Well..." Jenna started, then summoned her courage and continued: "Okay, I'll tell you what I heard. Miriam Walters and Savannah are buddies, which is the big reason I'm not with the D.A.'s Office anymore. I'm now hearing that Walters wants to make Savannah the main D.A. for MCD cases."
"And Paulina?" asked Cindy.
Jenna said "She'll still be in the D.A.'s Office, but in a... support role."
"What does that mean?" asked Callie.
"Doing the grunt work." Jenna said. "Doing all the background legal work for the other ADAs, to prepare them for their Court cases. It's thankless, it can be long hours, it' drudgery, and for Paulina it would be torture. I don't think she'd endure it at all."
"Any reason for that?" asked Callie. "Miriam thinks Don and Paulina are too close?"
"That may be the excuse." Jenna said. "I'm wondering myself if Miriam is afraid of Paulina, or maybe doesn't like her skin color."
"No, that's not it." Cindy said, coming out of a reverie. She looked up at the other women and said: "Miriam is grooming Savannah by getting her all the easy open-and-shut wins the Iron Crowbar gives Paulina now, and Savannah can run for Solicitor again against Ted Mason, and maybe this time beat him with her record."
"That could well be." said Jenna. "Though if Savannah was the main A.D.A., why would she want to run for Solicitor?"
"To get Mason out of the way." said Callie. "He and Walters don't like each other. At all."
"Yeah, that's true." said Jenna.
"Changing the subject," Cindy said, "have you heard anything about eliminating the Council in the Charter rewrite? And anything about packing Council meetings to get three Police precincts?"
"I know that three precincts are a big, hot-button issue for black political leaders." Jenna said. "The going theory is that they can create more jobs for blacks with three precincts, but having three precincts before did not increase the number of jobs in the Police Force."
"And it doesn't explain why they pack the Council with these Antifa protesters." Callie said. "I mean, they're making it a much bigger issue than it really is, and their tactics are not going to work."
"Let me ask you this, Cindy." said Jenna. "Does having three precincts dilute the Iron Crowbar's power within the TCPD?"
"Not one bit." Cindy said. "He's still the Operations Officer for the entire Force, and he is in iron control of everything going on within it."
"So by having a third precinct," Jenna said, "they couldn't have behind-the-scenes stuff going on in one of the precincts that might slide under the Iron Crowbar's radar?"
Cindy smiled. "Heh." she said. "No, not at all. This may be an unfair analogy, but when the Consultant of Crime was alive, he was said to have spun a huge web. Invisible, you never knew it was there, but he could detect anything and everything going on, and could ensnare you without you knowing you're being ensnared."
Cindy continued: "Don is like that, but even moreso. Thank God he did not turn to Crime, but works for Good, because he has spun his own webs, and he knows what is going on... the web is invisible, and any criminals find that they are ensnared hardly before they realized they were being ensnared. If anyone thinks having a third Precinct is going to help them get by the Iron Crowbar... well... it didn't help them before, and it won't again."
"So why are they expending the money and the political capital to keep it up?" asked Callie.
"Maybe just to have an issue to keep up." Cindy said. "The Mayor has already clamped down on the Council; it's literally a military-style 'speak only when spoken to' protocol now, and tensions are incredibly high. But without that, the hostility is generating pure chaos, and certainly no consensus-building."
"Sounds like the U.S. Congress." Jenna replied. "And the country..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Thursday, May 2nd. I hit the 'Save' button on my computer, then lapsed back in my comfortable 'Command Chair'. Just then there was a knock on my door, followed by Cindy coming in. I'd long since told Helena to allow Cindy to knock and enter unless Helena knew I couldn't be disturbed.
"Wow, you look tired." Cindy said as I extended my hand to invite her to sit down.
"Is it just me?" I asked, "or is paperwork taking longer to do and getting harder to finish?"
"It's not just you." said Cindy. "The regulations the Government puts on us, especially what the Feds are requiring, have doubled our paperwork in the last five years alone."
"Yep." I said. "I just finished all the paperwork on the Stephen Henry/Wendy Withers cases. Just a few years ago, I'd have been done with it a week ago. I wasn't dawdling, either; it really took that long to do."
"And the Chief's paperwork is still ongoing." Cindy said. I nodded.
"So, whassup?" I asked.
"Captain Thompson told me that the Press, particularly KXTC, is calling for your personal reaction to that sports analyst's comments about guns on an ESPN show a couple of days ago."
"Vat ees thees 'ESPN' ov vich yoo speek?" I asked. "I hardly watch any TV at all, you know."
"I didn't see it, either." Cindy said, picking up my remote. "Let's watch some TV, shall we?" I smiled at her play on my own words as Cindy turned the TV to one of the Police HQ internal channels, and used her Police iPhone to start a recorded video.
The video featured a report on an NFL player that shot his fiancée and then himself, leaving an infant child behind. The content was not about concussions or anything like that, but solely about the gun the player had in his possession. National Sports reporter Bob Jovan, wearing a toupee, sanctimoniously editorialized:
"This would not have happened if a gun had not been in the home." whined Bob Jovan. "We need common sense legislation to remove guns from all homes with children in them, and much stricter controls on who can buy a gun and own a gun. People do not need guns in their homes, where children can be harmed by them. An infant child is now left an orphan, because there was a gun in that home. When are we going to reject the gun culture in America, and do something about these guns?"
"You can cut that shit off." I said. Cindy did so, and I said "I have no comment whatsoever on that. Was KXTC the only network asking for a comment specifically from me?"
"Yes, specifically. Other networks were asking for any TCPD commentary." said Cindy. "KXTC cites as their reason that principal who whined about you saving Frieda Franklin's life at the weather station. He's calling for gun-free zones not only at schools, but at any school function away from the school property. He's also calling for the no-gun school zone laws to apply to the Police, as well. He insists the schoolchildren need 'safe spaces', free from the violence of Police actions."
"I don't suppose anyone asked him about the fact that I did not draw my gun when I engaged Paco in personal combat?" I said.
"Don, how dare you?" Cindy said. "Citing facts like that? Messing up the Media's narrative?" We both chuckled a little bit...but not very much.
Cindy got up. "I'll tell Captain Thompson to not even respond to requests for comment from you."
"Thank you." I said. Cindy left, leaving me to contemplate what I had just seen. For some reason, I had a 'vibe' about it, a sense of foreboding...
Part 4 - The Talk
3:00pm, Thursday, May 2d. I handed Lt.(B) Jerome Davis the keys to his newly refurbished office, the one on the left. He unlocked the door and went in, followed by me, Tanya, and Mary Milton.
"Ah, that new office smell!" Jerome said as he went around behind his desk.
"Still tiny." Tanya said. That office had been my Lieutenant office and her Lieutenant office, and it had been even tinier before modifications were made to give a little more room.
"Yes, ma'am." said Jerome. "But it does have the most important thing."
"The desk?" asked Tanya.
"A door that closes." I replied.
"Yes sir, that's it." said Jerome. We all chuckled at that.
"So I can move back into my office, sir?" asked Mary Milton. Her office was on the right, next to Jerome's. For those keeping stats, her right-side office wall was the other side of Teresa's left-side office wall, as one faced the outer wall of the Headquarters building.
"Yes." I said. "New carpet, new paint job for both. And I hope it'll be a good long while before we need to do it again. Okay, Davis, you and Perlman come to my office. We need to have a few words."
"Uh oh, it's 'the talk'." Mary said with a grin. "I got it, too, Jerome. It doesn't hurt...much."
"You have an office to move back into." I said to Mary. "Make it so, Number One." Mary moved out smartly as the rest of us headed to my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we sat down with cups of coffee in my office, I said "No, it doesn't hurt much. But it's a rite of passage. I got the talk from Chief Griswold and later Chief Moynahan, and he and I gave it to my Captains and Lt. Milton. And it's a hard thing to do."
"Yes it is." said Tanya.
"Now that you're promoted, Jerome," I said, "you have to realize that you are not one of the Detectives anymore. You're their leader, you're their boss. Yes, they're still your friends, and they're our friends, too. But your interactions with them have to be different. Your first name to them is now 'sir', and you have to enforce that, even in casual, friendly settings."
"I understand, sir." said Jerome. "Is that why you guys stopped coming into MCD for coffee?"
"Some of it." I said. "That's a bit different, though, kind of like the separation between Officers and Enlisted personnel in the military. I'm just saying that in your case, remember that they are no longer your equals. And when in charge, take charge, of course."
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "What about uniforms?"
I said "Good question. The policy for Captains and above is Police uniforms, usually with light blue shirts even if the Uniformed Officers are wearing dark blue shirts. Detectives in MCD and Vice are encouraged to wear plain clothes, and look professional in doing so. Usually you Lieutenants would wear plain clothes, usually some kind of suits with jackets, but there may be times when a uniform like the Command Group is in order. When you're in the field, you may find that plainclothes give you more freedom of movement and are less conspicuous. Also, I try to wear shirts that don't require me to wear a necktie, but I let the situation guide me."
Tanya said "And you'll wear a white shirt under a uniform jacket during more formal occasions, like Promotions and Medals Days, like the higher-level Officers do."
"So whose coffee klatch should I go to?" Jerome asked.
"Oh, you can still have coffee with them." I said. "But if we invite you and Mary into our klatch, take advantage of that and come schmooze with us. Sheriff Griswold thinks 'kissing ass' is very important."
"The Sheriff is right, too." said Tanya with a grin. "Especially regarding your direct boss."
"Yes ma'am." said Jerome. "Do you need more coffee, ma'am? Extra sugar or cream?"
"Ooooo, he's good." Tanya said. "Navy trained on that?"
I groaned. "Speaking of coffee," I said, "you are no longer the communal coffeemaker around here."
"I knew we shouldn't have promoted him." Tanya said, pretending wistfulness...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Jerome moved his things into his new office, I came into MCD with Tanya. I brought the corner 'Commander's Chair' into the center of the room. "Gather 'round, folks." Everyone did so.
"As you know," I said, "Lieutenant Davis is now just that... a Lieutenant. He is no longer one of you, he is now your boss. You must show him the respect his new title deserves, just as you show Captain Perlman, myself, and the Chief the respect we deserve. This is something that I know from experience won't be easy for him, but I know you will be the professionals that you are, and you'll support him as we go forward." Everyone nodded. "Okay, any questions?" No one had questions. "Captain?"
"Just one thing." said Tanya. "Because you didn't have an MCD Lieutenant, you've been able to come straight to me. And while I love you all and consider you friends, from this point on you need to go to Lt. Davis, and only come straight to me if the situation warrants it." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Okay, y'all have been doing great work." I said as I stood up. "Oh... Lt. Davis is forbidden to make the coffee anymore, so sorry. Y'all figure out how you want to handle that. Carry on." My duty done, I left the room.
Part 5 - Practice
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 3rd. "In a strongly worded speech yesterday, the Deputy Attorney General of the United States condemned gun violence in the nation, and called for common-sense legislation to end the 'gun culture' in America!"
Bettina began: "The Deputy Attorney General stated that guns are being used to kill children and minorities, and that the only solution is common-sense legislation to deeply restrict gun ownership and to totally ban 'assault rifles' and any weapon that fires multiple rounds. When asked if that would include handguns and revolvers, the Deputy Attorney General said that it absolutely would. He cited a professional athlete recently involved in murder/suicide that left a baby child orphaned as a reason for his call to action against all guns."
Bettina: "The Deputy Attorney General says that gun control should be treated as a civil rights issue, that whites are clinging to their religion and their guns in a racist attempt to keep minorities suppressed. He stated that 'loyal' Americans would voluntarily turn in their guns and trust the Government and Police to protect them from harm, and that only racist Americans would continue to bitterly cling to their culture of racist gun violence.
Bettina: "The Deputy Attorney General said that he wants America to become a culture of safety for our children, where there is no need to have guns at all. He cited the Australian policies of gun confiscation leading to a safer and better society there, and he said that the NRA had the blood of innocent children on their hands due to their pro-gun-violence positions."
Bettina: "The Deputy Attorney General's speech was praised by Congressional Democrats. As expected, violence-loving Republicans condemned the speech, and the NRA accused the Deputy Attorney General and his President of having blood on their hands by not enforcing the 23,000 existing gun laws already on the books."
Bettina: "And in local news, the NEA, the powerful Teachers Union, has threatened to sue the Town & County over Commander Donald Troy's violent actions in the death of Paco Domingo, claiming that Police gun violence threatened the children at the scene. In a rare comment to the Press, Commander Troy stated that he did not use a gun in his confrontation with Domingo, and that he prevented Domingo from murdering a child. Commander Troy is pushing for a Board of Inquiry to investigate that school's principal for actions that put the children in real danger by not allowing Police to be present to protect them."



Bettina: "And in State news, the State House Judiciary Committee continues to hear from witnesses that claim deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared made an illegal phone call to coordinate with the Federal ICE Bureau the arrests and deportations of undocumented workers in a quid pro quo agreement. State Democrats are demanding that Governor Jared resign or face impeachment for his racist actions."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander Troy made a comment to the press?" asked Commander Troy, that being me.
"No, you didn't." said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. "The TCPD put out that statement about you, but it was not in your name nor did we imply in any way that it was from you."
We were drinking coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. To say the mood of the room was 'unhappy' would be a huge understatement.
"We need to force a retraction." growled Sheriff Griswold.
"Mizzzz Ross," said Chief Moynahan, "have Captain Thompson publicly demand a retraction by KXTC."
"That won't be enough." I said, getting out my personal iPhone and tapping out a text message. "I'm going to have Mike Todd file a slander lawsuit against KXTC. I'd prefer to file criminal charges and put Burt West and Betting Wurtzburg in jail... hint, hint."
"I'll speak to the District Attorney about that." said Sheriff Griswold, after a long moment of silence in which Chief Moynahan did not speak at all.
"What's with the Deputy Attorney General's speech?" asked Tanya. "It's not even an Election year, and he just put every one of his fellow Democrats behind the eight ball on the gun rights issue."
"I'm normally a political atheist." said Cindy Ross. "But gun rights is the one issue I totally side with Conservatives on---"
"That makes you a political heretic, not a political atheist." replied Teresa Croyle astutely.
"What I'm trying to say," Cindy said, "is that the gun rights issue is not a winner for the Democrats, just as the Abortion issue is a loser for the Republicans and the Christian Right. That speech can only harm the Democrats, so why make it at all, election year or otherwise?"
"They obviously think they can make something of it." I replied. "Why, I don't know. Maybe their pollsters are telling them something." I got up.
"Where are you going, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief.
"If you'll excuse me, Chief," I said, "I have two things to do. One is to tell the Detectives that I did not make that statement to the Press. The other is to email the entire Police Force and tell them the same thing." With that, I left the room, not stopped by anyone. I headed to MCD...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:05am, Friday, May 3d. Mike G. Todd called and said that the lawsuit against KXTC had been filed, and that papers would be served to Burt West within the hour. Mike said that he included language in the lawsuit that any retraction was not sufficient and that the lawsuit would not be retracted, and any dismissal of it would be appealed. He also said he'd filed a complaint with the FCC, and asked that KXTC's television and radio licenses be revoked.
Ten minutes later, Cindy knocked on my door, and I had her come in. She remained standing as she said "KXTC called and said they'd issue a correction of your authorship of that statement if you withdraw your lawsuit against them."
I shook my head. "No." I said, calmly but strongly. "I'm in it to the bitter end. I intend to have them shut down."
"That's what I thought you'd say." Cindy said. "I'll have Captain Thompson---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone ringing, and it was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone on the other end. "Hi Jack." I said in answering.
"Hi Don." said Muscone. "I'll be over there in ten minutes. Something's up. Something big..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Griswold had never left Police Headquarters, and he joined me, the Chief, Cindy, and Teresa in the Main Conference Room. Moments later, Jack Muscone, Martin Nash, and Julius Jefferson arrived, but they were not alone.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said Muscone, "this is Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange." Lange looked to be in his 50s, with a sallow face, dark penetrating eyes, and a bald spot surrounded by a ring of brown-black hair. He was 'not tall', maybe 5'9", and was relatively slender: 'wiry', I would call him. I surmised that he might be part Hispanic.
He did not speak to anyone, but fixed his eyes upon me. "So," he said, his voice gruff like that of a chain smoker, "you're the Iron Crowbar?"
"Yes sir." I said, holding his gaze.
"Think you can whip my ass?" Lange said, to everyone's shock. I met the challenge:
"Yes." I said simply.
"Let's find out." said Lange. "Got a gym around here?"
"Yes sir, and it's set up for our Police Boxing Matches." I said.
"Good. Let's go." said Lange. We headed down the hall, followed by an absolutely stunned Police Leadership and FBI Team Lazarus.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Helmets are required, and there's noooo getting out of that." drawled Chief Moynahan as he handed Lange one of the football helmets we used in the Boxing Matches. We had changed clothes into gym shorts and t-shirts, Lange's being provided by the TCPD as a courtesy, me wearing my own gear.
"Crowbars or no crowbars?" Lange asked me as we faced off in one of the boxing rings, with Julius Jefferson as the referee.
"I'll make it easy for you." I said. "None."
"So be it." said Lange.
"Box!" yelled Jefferson, and we were on! We circled each other some, trying to feel things out, then Lange made a feint towards me. I felt Cindy watching closely, getting good 'intel' on me for a possible match in the all-important Police Boxing Matches, and I let that go as I concentrated on Lange. He feinted again, and I moved as if to attack. He attempted to engage, and I made a fairly simple Aikido maneuver and flipped him past me.
He rolled with it, and was back on his feet immediately, showing me that not only was he in excellent condition, but that he was good, very good. But I was observing his tactics, and deduced where and with whom he'd trained: Navy SEALs, if I did not miss my guess.
And I didn't. He came at me more aggressively, attempting a takedown. I anticipated that he'd maneuver out of it into a more martial arts maneuver, and thus countered his move efficiently. He went down again, this time harder. But as I moved in to press the advantage, he efficiently rolled out of it, throwing me over him. I rolled with it, and we were back on our feet immediately.
"I heard you had a bad back." Lange said. "Doesn't seem to be bothering you very much."
"Gonna take a lot more than Navy SEAL tactics to bother it." I replied. I saw the slight glimmer in his dark eyes, and knew that I had the psychological advantage on him. And I pressed that advantage.
I moved in swiftly, and he countered as expected. That enabled me to utilize a very advanced Aikido maneuver that I'd never tried before outside the martial arts studios where Carole and I were taking our Aikido lessons. But it worked.
*WHAM!*
I slammed Lange down onto his back, hard. It affected him. I could've gone for the 'kill', but let him get back up. Then, just to show Cindy what I could do, I engaged him again, and this time I slammed his chest to the mat and had his arm secured behind him.
"All right, what's the safe word?" Lange gasped.
"Yield, Mr. Director." I said.
"I yield." I let him go, then helped him up.
"You're as good as they said you were." said Lange. I went over and got the two sets of armor in the corner, and handed one to him, then put the other on. Then I got my red crowbar and handed him an international orange crowbar.
"Encore une partie?" I asked.
"Why not?" replied Lange. We engaged in crowbar battle, and I'm not sorry to say that it was not close. The clangs and whangs of iron-on-iron echoed through the gym as I pressed a terrific attack. Soon my crowbar blows were hitting his armor protection. Then I did one of Teresa's favorite maneuvers and took Lange's crowbar away and slammed him to the mats. It was over, and Lange admitted it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in the Main Conference Room, Lange said "Thank you for indulging me in that little demonstration of alpha-male games, Commander. You really are as good as I've heard... and you'll need to be, for what's coming."
"Yes sir." I said. "And you're pretty damned good yourself. I appreciate the chance to practice for the upcoming Boxing Matches." It is possible that I looked at Cindy and Teresa as I said that. Cindy grimaced. Teresa didn't bat an eyelash.
"So, now that I've introduced myself to the Iron Crowbar, let me introduce myself to the rest of you." said Lange. "My name is Owen Lange, and I'm the new Executive Assistant Director of the FBI's Criminal, Cyber, Response, and Services Branch, known as CCRSB. As such, I'm directly over SAC Muscone and Team Lazarus. I was previously with the Navy SEALs, and Lieutenant Commander Waring was one of my people when he was younger. I was an EAD within the Navy structure, NCIS specifically, before moving over to the FBI in a similar capacity."
"I've read up on all of you," said Lange, "from Colonel Moynahan's military and Police careers, to Captain Croyle's father's career and her own outstanding heroism, and Commander Ross and Commander Troy's incredible actions. No one I've known has anything on your team, Sheriff Griswold."
"You got that right, Mr. Assistant Director!" said Griswold, his mustaches twitching with pride.
"Okay, Muscone, go ahead." said Lange.
"Thank you, sir." said Jack. "I was on my way here anyway when Assistant Director Lange arrived, but I'm glad you're getting to meet him, and he you."
Muscone then got to it: "There's several things going on, all involving you in this County. First, I just found out that Bob Rovers's BAU unit never left the City."
"Were they supposed to?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"I was told they'd been recalled to Washington after their disastrous intervention in your recent Fraternity case." said Muscone. "But they never did leave."
Owen Lange said "And that apparently came from someone far above my pay grade, maybe above the entire FBI's."
"What we don't understand, is why." said Muscone. "We had the idea that Rovers was trying to run interference for Edward Blassingame when you began pinning his son to the rape and murder charges he's facing. But that's all but over, and you've got Peter Blassingame inside hoops of steel. So why have they stayed in this area?"
"Are they basing in the Federal Building in the City?" I asked.
"No sir." said Martin Nash. "And as some background, BAU teams are made to be mobile, and can go anywhere in the country. Rovers's team is in a building near City Airport, where they have fast access to air transportation there or road transportation via the Interstate. We've been trying to monitor their communications, but can't get a fix on them."
"If memory serves me correctly," I said, "the CIA had a secret facility near the Airport that no one knew about." A facility I'd very nearly died at, I thought to myself. (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver', Ch. 03-04.) "Is this something similar?"
"No, it's more like they're in some office space, and just not generating any ELINT signatures." said Jack.
"Do they know you know they're there?" asked Cindy Ross.
"If they have moles in our offices in the City," said Nash, "they well could know. We are wondering if they're monitoring us."
"My thought is that they're there just to keep your attention on them." Cindy said. "And by watching them, you're attention is diverted from other things."
"That's Green Crowbar thinking, there." I said. Cindy and I exchanged thumbs-ups. "But no... I don't think that's why they're there. They'd situate themselves here in our Town & County if they wanted to distract us, or if it had anything to do with Blassingame. No, they're up to something... they're waiting for something..."
"Before you go into a reverie," said Muscone, seeing the 'symptoms', "there's something else, and this is classified, hush-hush stuff. We're getting word that the Deputy Attorney General of the US is going to come here... to this Town & County. Ostensibly to take up the civil rights issues generated by Eldrick X. Weaver and your arrest of Reginald B.F. Lewis, and all that Council stuff."
"That's the stuff they're telling you." said Owen Lange. "What I've learned is that he wants to have a gun control rally, maybe on the University campus, or somewhere in the primarily black districts of Town, on the southside."
"Any intel on that, Teresa?" I asked.
"No sir." said Captain Croyle. "Not yet, anyway. And we've got our ears tuned to it, what with those Antifa people generating trouble at every Council meeting. I'll have people sniff around, see what they dig up."
"Would they really be dumb enough to do something here, of all places?" asked Martin Nash.
"Depends on their goal, Agent Nash." I replied. "It depends on their goal..."
Part 6 - Banter
6:30pm, Friday, May 3rd. I was sitting with Cindy, Teresa, Todd, Tanya, Jack Muscone, and Sheriff Griswold on the outside deck of the Cop Bar, having beef nachos and beer. A fire was going in the fire pot. Inside, Jerome Davis was treating the MCD Detectives to similar foods and beer in the 'old' back room.
"Your boss is an interesting character, Jack." said Teresa. "Comes in, challenges the Iron Crowbar to a beatdown match. What was he thinking?"
"I think we were seeing some psychology, there." said Jack. "As well as a unique way of evaluating Don."
"Y'all shouldn't complain, my fellow Angels." said Tanya Perlman. "You got a free look at Don's tactics for the Boxing Matches. And he may have been Don's toughest test."
"He wasn't playing." I said. "He's got skills."
"What is your evaluation of his skills." asked Muscone.
"Very good." I said. "It was obvious that he's had extensive military close quarters combat training, and likely some experience in places around the world."
"Special Forces?" Cindy asked.
"Navy SEALs, I think." I said. "And to your previous comments about that, he's on par with the Green Berets, maybe a hair better."
"Crowbar fodder." Cindy said. Her respect for basic military personal combat tactics was... lacking.
"Girl, that was not Crowbar fodder that I was watching." Teresa said. "I'm glad you didn't have to fight him when he was twenty-something, Don. And as easily as you whipped him, there's no way anyone is going to beat you in the Matches."
"Yeah, but you already knew that." I said with a grin. "And no, you have no chance as I take your title away from you and claim it for myself."
"Oh, ko!" Teresa exclaimed, using Japanese slang.
"Oh, ko!" I said back. We exchanged the two-finger eye-pointing 'salutes'. Sheriff Griswold's mustaches were twitching merrily.
"You've got two rounds this weekend." said Tanya. "Better dig in to these delicious nachos." That was sarcasm: we were already digging in and had ordered more.
"It's what happened after that match that has me worried." said Cindy, though her appetite was not affected by any worry. "Why is any FBI unit sneaking around like they are? I could understand if it was a CIA unit, but not the FBI."
"Maybe they are a CIA unit," said Todd, "masquerading as an FBI unit."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." growled Griswold. "What, you related to the guy or something?" Everyone chuckled.
"It's a good point." I said. "But I've checked and Laura's checked. They're FBI, just potentially controlled by the Swamp Frogs."
"Is the Rovers gang controlling Trent and Quint?" Cindy asked. "Maybe they're going to try to bust Peter Blassingame and Susan Dougherty out of County Jail."
Teresa said "If they try, they will die. I've had some no-shit discussions with Abram and Irwin. We've seriously beefed up security; the isolation wing is on total lockdown. And I know I'm not supposed to say this out loud, but if there is any attempt to free those two by violent force, Peter and Susan will most unfortunately be killed in the crossfire, so sorry."
"Say what out loud?" I replied. "I didn't hear a thing."
"I think I heard a call for more beer." Cindy said, holding up an empty pitcher.
"I'm on it." said Todd, who got up, took the pitcher, and went inside.
"So, Teresa," I said, "are you ready for your first round match tomorrow?"
"Why does Officer Jeremy Hatch even bother to enter?" Teresa said. "He can barely handle his Police baton, as it is."
"For some, it's just to say they did it." I said. "And some see it as a motivator to improve. We've had great turnouts in the mornings for PT, and the weaponless defense classes."
"I'm glad you went to those morning PT sessions, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "And you better win your second round match, or I will never let you forget it."
"Who set up those brackets?" I asked, making Tanya grin happily and her eyes sparkle. If all went per the rankings, I'd face Chief Moynahan in the 2d round.
"I suspect Tanya was bribed with doughnuts by our Chief." said Cindy. "Just to say he fought the Iron Crowbar in the Boxing Matches."
"I neither confirm nor deny those allegations." Tanya said with another big grin.
"Hell," I said, "all you gotta do is become an FBI EAD if you want a shot at me." We all laughed. Todd brought out more beer, and we ate a lot more nachos. It was all fun, right now...
Part 7 - Gathering Clouds
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette from the corner of College and University Avenues, with the University in the background, at 7:00am, Monday, May 6th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Deputy Attorney General of the United States is planning to visit our University in the coming days!"
Bettina began: "The Deputy AG's trip is being called a 'fact finding' mission regarding civil rights complaints made to the US DOJ by local officials. The Deputy AG said he is 'disturbed' by a local judge not including votes from a primarily black district in last November's Mayoral race, and he wants to know more about Commander Donald Troy's violent arrest of the only black Town & County Council member."
Bettina: "The Deputy A.G. also has been invited by University Professor of Political Science Lionel Carmela to give a speech on the Deputy A.G.'s recent theme of sensible gun control measures. In a statement to Channel Two News, Dr. Carmela says he strongly supports the Deputy A.G.'s call for much stronger gun control measures, and is happy to give the Deputy A.G. a platform to discuss views not in jackbooted lockstep with those of the NRA."
Bettina: "The Deputy A.G. did not say if he'd meet with representatives of Undocumented Workers regarding the racist tactics of oppression against them by deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared. He does intend to hold conferences with State Democrats on issues of racial tolerance during his visit."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I heard Chief Moynahan groan as he settled into his chair as we, the Usual Suspects, drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "You okay, Chief?" I asked. "I've got some aspirin or ibuprofen, if you need it."
"What I neeeeeed, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "is about 24 hours in a hot whirlpool bath."
"And the scary thing," said Sheriff Griswold, "was that he took it easy on you, Cav."
Yes, the first two rounds of the Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division) went as expected. Chief Moynahan had looked pretty good against Patrolman Drew in the first round, taking him down in the second round. I'd dispatched Officer Joanne Laurer 30 seconds into the first round.



Teresa had played with Officer Jeremy Hatch like a cat plays with a mouse until it dies, and she'd left the inept Officer battered, bruised, and in pain before finishing him off ten seconds before the second round ended.
Then the gym filled up as if it was the final round when the Police Commander took to the ring to face the Police Chief. And Chief Moynahan did well with basic Police tactics and a few extra moves he'd learned from the Airborne Cavalry, and possibly from Commander Ross and Lt. Rudistan. But every time he made a mistake, he was 'rewarded' with a stout blow to his plastic body armor, and he began wearing down and making mistakes. I took him down with an Aikido move midway through the second round, and he landed harder than I'd intended. He wisely yielded, rather than face more punishment.
"With respect, Sheriff," I said, "I didn't take it easy on him at all. The Chief's got some sneaky moves, and I had to be on guard for them."
"One thing's for damn sure, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "You've learned how to kiss ass." My Angels were laughing hard at that.
"You won fair and square, Commander." said the Chief. "And I lose no face in being defeated by the legendary Iron Crowbar. Soooooo, Captain Croyle... how much is this Deputy A.G.'s visit going to cost us?"
Teresa replied "I don't know, sir. No one has contacted me about the TCPD providing security or closing any road routes to get him to the University, nor his itinerary at all."
"That's strange." said Cindy. "I know they haven't contacted our Public Relations Office, either."
Tanya was texting on her iPhone, and a text came back. She said "I just texted Jack. He replied 'We've heard nothing. TTYL.' I guess you should call him, Don."
"I'll do that." I said. "I'll say one other thing, too. Usually trips for high-level people, like the U.S. Deputy A.G. would be, are planned in advance, days to weeks in advance. The Chairman of the Joint Chief's trip here was classified, but was planned, and by that I mean planned in detail, for over two weeks. A few of us were notified at the last minute, but we were notified."
"Compare and contrast to what we're seeing now." I said. "The Media is openly discussing the Deputy A.G.'s plans to come here, but we the Police have not been given so much as a heads-up, not to mention any requests for security help."
"Well, the University is considered a separate jurisdiction, under State control." said Cindy. "If he were to fly in by chopper, land at the Stadium or one of the quads, and his transportation not leaving the Campus, I guess I could see it..."
"But he supposedly wants to talk to Town & County civil rights leaders, whoever those people are." said Teresa. "Are they going to meet him on Campus, too?"
"We have enough mysteries to worry about." I said as I stood up. "Commander Ross, can you arrange some whirlpool time for the Chief at your gym? And while you're at it, make an appointment for yourself for the day after I take you down."
"Vee shall see whoo needs that appointment, mein Oberst!" Cindy replied.
"Whoooaaaaaa..." said my other Angels at Cindy dropping that German on me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Fox Eight Sunrise show did not mention the A.G.'s potential visit at all. So after the Angels meeting, I called Jack Muscone.
"No," he said, "we have not heard a word here in the City, except for the KSB broadcast, that the Deputy A.G. was coming to the University. And before you ask: yes, they would put all of us Feds on notice, if not on alert, for such a high level visit. We were notified when the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs came to TCPD Headquarters the day before he came in."
"That's strange." I said. "The Media is all over it, but no one is talking to this region's Feds?"
"I'm going to check with Washington." said Muscone. "I'll call you back if I find out anything."
"Thanks." I said. As I disconnected the call, I looked up to see the Green Crowbar coming into my office.
"I talked to Priya." Cindy said. "KFXU is scrambling to find out how KXTC had that scoop on the Deputy AG's visit. They, meaning KFXU, had no warning, no heads-up, and they're trying to confirm just exactly what the Deputy AG's plans are... Don?... Don?"
I was in a reverie, a full-blown one. When I came out of it, Cindy was sitting down in a hot chair, drinking a cup of coffee she'd poured from my coffeepot. "Anything from the Universe on this?" she asked.
I shook my head slowly. "It's all bass-ackwards. Telling the Press he's coming but no security arrangements? Even if his plans aren't solid, why is the Media announcing it as if it's a fait accompli?..."
"My guess," said Cindy, "is that may not be coming here, to the University, but somewhere else. Maybe the City. Maybe Midtown, to be seen with Democrat State Legislators trying to impeach Governor Jared?"
"Sure, but the same questions hold." I murmured. I finally took a few breaths to clear my head, and said "Whatever it is, I can't shake the feeling this is big. I need to call Laura."
I got out my personal iPhone and called my wife. "I've got a class to teach in five minutes, so can it wait?" she asked.
"No." I said. "Did you see the newscast about the Deputy A.G. coming to the University?"
"Yes." Laura said.
"Muscone's unit doesn't know a thing about it, nor does KFXU." I said. "Maybe after your class you can contact someone you know in Washington and see what's going on?"
"Sure." Laura said. She disconnected rather quickly after we said our goodbyes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As lunchtime neared, Laura called me back. "Sorry I couldn't talk earlier, Darling." she said. "I had Callie make some calls while I was teaching my class. She couldn't find out anything about the Deputy AG coming to this area, so I called a few contacts. They told me that he's planning on coming to the University, but the plans aren't set yet. They were not sure why the Media was announcing the visit, since it's not yet official."
"Okay." I said, disappointed by the scantness of the information.
Laura said "There is more, though. I was called by a colleague at City University, who also was in the Company at one time. She told me that something is going on under the surface, that there are communications going on between the City and Washington, D.C., and it looks a lot like standard planning for a secret visit by a high-level Washington figure. That would be standard for the Deputy A.G.'s visit... if it were secret. But with Bettina blabbing about it, it starts becoming... unusual..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, Jack Muscone called. On a burner phone.
"Sorry I didn't get back to you sooner, Don." he said. "Officially, we still have been told nothing about the Deputy A.G.'s alleged visit; it's as if it hasn't happened yet."
"Like they don't know exactly where they're going yet?" I asked.
"More like they haven't decided whether or not to make the trip at all." said Jack. "However, I have a couple of contacts that I trust that work in the D.C. FBI offices. We have some methods of communications that aren't standard, which I won't discuss on the phone. They both told me that the Deputy A.G. is already on the way to the City, and to your University...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After hanging up the phone with Jack, I called Cindy and Teresa into my office. "Any new news?" I asked them, having asked them to find out what they could.
"No sir." said Teresa. "Todd's network is telling him that there's a strange lack of communications at the Federal level. It's like a schoolroom of kids talking then all of a sudden being quiet at the same exact time. It's... eerie." I nodded.
Cindy said "Priya said that KFXU found out that the Deputy A.G.'s plans aren't set; ergo, no official information. They said that KXTC took Dr. Carmela's invitation and twisted it into a full-fledged visit already happening."
"Yeah, right." I said, halfway to myself, not believe that for a second. I settled into my comfortable Command Chair and began thinking. A moment later, I looked up.
"Teresa," I said, "put County Jail on lockdown, on the highest level of security it has. Put a group of Officers with Peter Blassingame and Susan Dougherty, and they are not to leave their posts until relieved... no matter what happens!"
"Yes sir." Teresa said.
"Also," I said, "increase patrols around the schools and public buildings, like the Library. Any particular soft targets you and the Precinct leadership has come up with, as I know you have."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "If you'll excuse me, I'll go get that done now." I excused her and she left my office.
"You think something's going on?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said. "Something's not right. Damned if I know what it is, though."
"How can I help?" asked Cindy.
"I'm not joking when I say this." I said. "You can clear your mind and meditate on it, and see what comes to you. You might call your father and ask him to do the same."
Cindy knew I wasn't kidding. She excused herself and went to her office, leaving me sitting along, trying to clear my mind and let the Universe tell me what to think...
Part 8 - Swamp Frogs In Schools
2:00pm, Monday, May 6th. Tom Usagi and some of his friends were walking down the hall towards the gym, where the JROTC unit would be doing some marching drills. Tom was in his JROTC uniform, as second-in-command of the unit.
As they approached the open double-door fire doors, which would close and lock to force evacuations to the sides, Jill, a hot girl with dirty blond hair, asked Tom "You taking Patty to the prom?"
"You should take me to the prom." said Veronica, a lovely woman with brown skin, black hair and mesmerizing eyes. "I'll rock your world afterwards..." She leaned over and whispered to Tom: "... and I'll drain your balls until you scream for mercy."
"You do that anyway." said Tom, remembering the several times he'd copulated with the beautiful Veronica. The other guys with them laughed.
*POP!* *POP!* *POP!*
"What was that?" Jill asked as they turned to look behind them.
"Sounded like gunshots." Tom said. "Let's get to the gym."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Shots fired, shots fired!" came the call on Police radio. "Nextdoor County High School. Unknown number of gunmen on the grounds!"
"This is Chief Evans!" said Molly Evans into her radio. "I'm on my way to the School. Everyone get armor on and meet me there. Engage any suspects at the first opportunity!" She hit the siren of her Police cruiser and raced to the High School...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They heard screams coming from somewhere. As they got to the double doors, Tom looked back down the hallway and saw a chilling sight: a punk kid with orange hair and his face made up with 'Joker' makeup was running up towards them... carrying two powerful handguns!
"Run!" yelled Tom. Thinking fast, he pushed the others down the hall and went for the fire alarm on the wall next to the doors, and pulled it. The double doors released, and Tom pushed them shut.
*WHAM!*
"Uhhh!" Tom gasped. It felt like he'd been punched in the back as the double doors locked, protecting the others from the gunman. Holes suddenly appeared in the doors next to his head. Tom felt his legs going out as he turned to face his Destiny...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly Evans came up to the high school, seeing many kids running away from the buildings, and others walking out as if a fire drill was going on. She heard the fire alarm blaring.
Detective German came up to her. "Ma'am," he said, "someone pulled the fire alarm, which got a lot of kids moving out. Some others encountered a guy with orange hair with a couple of handguns, going towards the gym."
Molly looked around, and saw two Deputies cowering behind the brick 'Nextdoor County High School' sign. She came up to them. "What's going on?"
"Shooter was seen going towards the gym." said a Deputy.
"Why aren't you going after him?" Chief Evans asked... harshly.
"We're not sure what we're up against." said the Deputy. "We don't know what weapons he has, or if there are other shooters."
"And how hell are you going to find out, hiding behind this wall?" Chief Evans all but yelled. "Why aren't you going in after him?"
"Sheriff said to stay in place." said the Deputy. "Our job is to go home to our families, not chase weirdos shooting at us."
"Why, you cowards..." Molly started. Then she said "Come on, German, we'll take the perp down ourselves."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Coming down the hallway, Chief Evans and Detective German saw a young man lying prone on the floor. Behind him was another student-age person, his hair dyed orange, trying and failing to open the double doors.
"Police!" yelled Molly. "Raise your hands!"
The young man raised his hands, but as he turned around he squatted to one knee as his hands went for his powerful handguns. Pulling them out he began firing.
*POW!* *POW!* *POW!* *POW!*
"Ahh! I'm hit!" gasped Molly as bullets found her thigh an her chest through her armor near her neck. She was falling as Detective German and the gunman exchanged fire.
*POW!* *POW!* *POW!* *POW!*
"Augh!" gasped German as he was hit by the Enemy's gunfire in his chest armor and his leg. Lying on her belly, Molly extended her arms along the floor and fired her service weapon.
*POW!*
"Arrrgh!" screamed the perp. Molly had hit him in the ankle, shattering it, and the perp went down. She thought of her two sons as she tried to stay awake, but her consciousness left her...
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Chaos
"Officer down! Officer down! Two wounded Officers, one suspect down. Need a life-flight helicopter stat!" The voice on the radio was Detective German, lying wounded on the floor next to the unconscious, severely wounded Police Chief Molly Evans.
"This is Sheriff Ishmael!" said someone else on the radio. "No one is to enter the school grounds. Suspect not confirmed dead. Repeat... do not enter the school grounds.
*VRROOOMMMMMM!! SQUEEEEEEEEELLLL!!*
The TCPD SUV roared in with a squeal of tires and pulled up to the front of the building. I got out of the driver's side while Captain Teresa Croyle got out of the shotgun side. We were heavily armored and Teresa had her M-4. I had a red crowbar (and my Beretta 96 service weapon).
As we were going to the front door, a voice called out "Where the fuck do you think you're going?" We turned to see Nextdoor County Sheriff Scott Ishmael coming towards us.
"We're going to extract those two wounded Officers, like you should've already done." I practically shouted.
"No you're not!" yelled Sheriff Ishmael. "The perp's not neutralized yet!"
"He will be when I'm done." I growled. As I went for the door, the Sheriff moved to stop me, compounding his cowardice with stupidity. I used Aikido to help move him past me, then swung the red crowbar with all of my power at his back.
*WHAM!*
His armor saved him from being badly hurt, but he still went sprawling. As he turned to face me, I threw a closed-fist haymaker and connected with his nose and mouth.
*CRUNCH!*
I felt his face cave in under the force of my blow. He went down and stayed down. I turned and saw that Teresa had her M-4 holding the Deputies at bay. Two NCPD Officers came up.
"We're going in." I said. "Get these cowards out of here before I get back."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"German, this is Commander Troy." I said into the radio. "Where are you?"
"Hallway 6." said German, his voice sounding weak. "Hurry. The Chief is bleeding out."
"Oh shit." I muttered. Teresa and I ran along the hallways to the right one, and then down it. We saw German and Molly ahead of us. I knelt by them as Teresa went down and secured the perp's firepower. I heard her tell him that if he moved, she would enjoy the excuse to blow his head off, and him telling her "Do it, then!" But she didn't.
Molly was in bad shape. I put a piece of sterile plastic on her sucking chest wound and taped it down. I put a tourniquet on her leg to stop the steady trickle of blood; I feared her artery had been hit. I checked on German; he was not as badly hit.
"This is Commander Troy." I said into the Police radio. "The scene is secure. The perp is down. One Officer badly wounded and needs life-flight. Another Officer and the perp wounded but conscious. One other person down."
I noticed Teresa checking the other prone body. She looked up at me and just shook her head; he was dead.
As paramedics came in and evacuated Molly, German, and the perp, Teresa came up to me. She was trying hard not to cry as she said "Don... it's Tom Usagi..." All I could do was put my arm around her and lead her out of that hallway of death...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was becoming chaotic as Teresa and I came out of the school. A moment later paramedics brought the shroud-covered body of Tom Usagi out. Media were desperately trying to get close enough to film it, but TCPD Officers were augmenting the NCPD, and my Officers were more than efficiently ruthless in holding back the Press and thwarting their camera coverage.
Students were still pouring out of the buildings from hiding places they'd found. I thought that we were incredibly lucky that the perp apparently had entered the school near the end of the building and where the gymnasium was, instead of in the middle where more classrooms full of students were.
The Nextdoor County Sheriff looked at me sullenly, as did his two Deputies... the ones that Molly had called cowards for not going into the school. I just glared back at them. They had failed in their duty. They were cowards.
Captain Paul Price of the NCPD came up to us. "I need to get your statements so you can go pick up your kids." I nodded. Teresa and I gave our statements on videotape, filmed by the TCPD's videographer Connie, and I made sure to include that the Nextdoor County Sheriff had tried to stop me from going in, which might have left Chief Evans to die on the floor of the hallway. The possibility of her death was still very real, I thought to myself.
"They're life-flighting her to University Hospital, and Dr. Cordell and Dr. Morgan are waiting for her in the OR." Captain Price said.
"Good." I said. "If anyone can save her, Dr. Cordell can. Okay, I gotta go get Ian and Ross, and get them to safety. You're doing a great job here, Captain. Keep it us. For her sake."
"You know it, sir." Price replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into the pre-school that Ian and Ross attended , identified myself as their father, and said that they needed to come with me as their mother was wounded at the school. The shocked pre-school staff knew who I was and knew I was someone the boys could be released to. They brought Ross and Ian to me, and I loaded the boys into the backseat of my Police SUV.
I did not try to hide the truth from them. "Boys, your mom was injured today. They took her to the hospital. I'm taking you to my house, and we'll take care of you while she's recovering."
"What happened?" said Ross, who at 4 1/2 years old was a bit more aware than his 3 1/2 year old brother Ian.
"We'll talk about all that later." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I had gotten to NCHS quickly because our Duty Desk heard the first alerts from the NCPD and told me. Teresa and I left immediately, and while on the way Teresa had called County Jail and put them on high alert in case the NCHS incident was a distraction to extricate Peter Blassingame from our custody by force.
That left the Chief to tell the Deputy Chief. And when Teresa texted him that Molly was being life-flighted to University Hospital, he took Cindy to the Hospital.
My family had worked out what we'd do in case something like this happened. Laura rushed to the Hospital. I went and got Jim from pre-school. I went by Eastside Elementary and told Carole that she'd be going home with her friend Marie, to be watched over by the Steeles, who I'd already called.
Sheriff Griswold went and got Maggie Ross, Molly and Cindy's mother. The Sheriff also took Betsy Ross to BOW Enterprises, where I took the my boys. Todd and his assistant Mariko would look after them for the time being.
With the kids taken care of, a lot of the tension of action left me... to be replaced by worry about Molly, and sadness over the loss of Tom Usagi...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Sheriff over there is not over the NCPD like I'm over the TCPD." said Sheriff Griswold as Teresa and I came into the Hospital. "He wanted to swear out a warrant against you for assaulting him, but Captain Price told the Sheriff that he'd testify to a different story. He also told that Sheriff that he'd better pray the Police Chief doesn't die, or the Iron Crowbar might be back to clean up the mess Price promised to make of the Sheriff's head." I nodded.
Griswold continued: "The Press is already putting out the stories that the Deputies hid behind a wall rather than go inside. They're also reporting things in a... certain way."
We came to the waiting room. Cindy and her mother were sitting side-by-side, both looking extremely worried. Cindy stood up and she and I hugged each other for a long moment. Then Cindy and Teresa hugged as I hugged Maggie. "We haven't heard anything." Maggie said.
"That means she's still alive." I said.
"How bad was it?" Cindy asked.
I went up to her and whispered "At least as bad as you were that night." I was referring to the night Cindy was shot up saving another Officer's life, for which she'd earned the Medal of Valor. (Author's note: 'Trilogy: The Darkest Night'.) Cindy nodded, and I could feel her spirit wilting inside, so I said "She's as tough as you, though, so don't lose hope." Cindy nodded again, but tears were flowing down her cheeks now.
Also in the room were Father Romano and Chief Moynahan, who looked ragged with worry. Molly had been one of his Detectives in Midtown, and they were very close. The Chief had me walk into the hallway with him, where he said "German and the perp are in surgery, but are expected to live and fully recover. Molly... it's a lot worse. The bastard was shooting cop-killer bullets, and one went through her armor. The paramedics that brought her in said your treating her for a sucking chest wound saved her life."
When we went back to the waiting room, the Sheriff rose to his feet and said "Crowbar, can I see you for a moment."
"Yes sir." I said. I followed the Sheriff to another waiting room, where the TV was on. "You need to see this." he said, his eyes 'pointing' at the television set.
I watched as Cynthia Freeman of SNN reported: "The killer used an 'assault rifle', that for some reason is still legal to buy, to attack the school and kill the student and wound two Police Officers--"
"That's bullshit." said Teresa, who had come up behind us. "The guy had two pistols, both SIG 357 caliber with cop-killer bullets. I confiscated them myself. He had no rifles on him at all."
"I was listening on the radio when I went to get Maggie." said the Sheriff. "Molly had barely arrived at the Hospital, and they were talking about the guns the perp used... and pretty much nothing else. And they're getting the story totally wrong. They also were reporting that multiple students were killed, but Captain Price of the NCPD shot that down with a public statement."
The SNN coverage showed previously recorded video of kids coming out of NCHS, then showed some tearful family reunions with parents. "They haven't gone live with the victim's name yet." said the Sheriff. "Any idea who it was."
"Yes." said Teresa, and this time the tears could not be restrained. "It was Tom Usagi, the kid that came in right behind Todd in last year's race..." I took her into my arms and let her cry it out for a long moment. She had not understood why Stephen Henry had been murdered for helping someone. She knew why Tom Usagi had died, and that losing a young hero like that, and someone she knew personally, really hurt to her very soul...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:00pm, NCPD Captain Paul Price called me. "How is the Chief?" he asked.
"Still in surgery." I said. "Any news?"
"We videotaped the interview with German in the ambulance." said Price. "You can access our servers to see it, but the Cliff Notes are that the perp fired pistols at them and hit them. Chief Evans was lying prone, but managed to hit the perp in the ankle. He was trying to get through some locked double-doors."
"I'm coming over there." I said.
"Is the perp in any condition to be interviewed?" Price asked.
"We're going to take care of that as soon as he wakes up." I said. "I've got the videographer here. And we'll get him a Court-appointed attorney."
Yes, even though this nutjob bastard had killed a high school student and severely wounded two Officers, he still had numerous Constitutional rights, and I intended to give him no legal loopholes to get out of this one...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was allowed into the cordon around the school, but had to drive through the Press to get to the front doors. They did not realize I'd already been there, so they were shouting questions asking why I was showing up, and if I knew which assault rifles had been used in the shooting.
"The Deputies and the Sheriff are on restricted duty pending an investigation of their actions." said Captain Price as we walked down the hall. I saw some CSIs working the scene.
"You saw where Chief Evans and Detective German were." said Price. I saw the blood on the floor, and the numbered markers used to photograph evidence. Then I went further up the hall. I saw the chalk outline on the floor where Tom Usagi had fallen, and an "X" on the floor where the perp had fallen to his rear end after being shot in the ankle. The techs showed me the wounds Tom Usagi had sustained: one in the lower back, two in the chest.
"Okay," I said, "these are double doors that lock if the fire alarm goes off?" I asked.
"They lock on this side, sir." said a CSI tech. "Someone on the other side could open the doors to get out if there was a fire in there. The idea is to force people to the side and out that way." I looked into the classroom. A door in the teacher's office led to the outside.
"Where does the hallway go?" I asked.
"To the gymnasium, the basketball arena." said Price. Those doors are usually locked unless a basketball game is going on, which is why these fire doors were installed."
"I see." I said. "So this is the fire alarm that was pulled?" I pointed to the wall, where a pulled fire alarm was.
"Yes sir." said the tech. "Tom Usagi's fingerprints are on it."
"Look at these bullet holes in these metal doors." I said. "Cop-killer bullets drilled through them, and tore up Usagi, too."
"Sir," said Captain Price, "we've got statements from some students Usagi was with. They said he pushed them through the doors when the gunfire started, and they heard the bullets impact the doors after Usagi shoved them through the doors then closed them. They also heard the perp trying to get in, but the door locks held."
"My God." I said quietly.
"What happened here, Commander?" asked Captain Price, hearing the sadness and awe in my voice.
"An act of sheer heroism, and sacrifice." I said. "The gunman came down the hall, Usagi pushed the others through the doors, but he knew they might be trapped. So he pulled the fire alarm to lock the doors, saving the others. Damn, that's fast thinking! And then... he took a bullet in the back, turned around or was spun around, and took two in the chest..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I went back outside and to my Police SUV, the Press began shouting questions, and they only wanted to know one thing: "Commander, what assault weapons were used?... Commander, should assault weapons be outlawed?... Commander, how did the killer get the assault weapons he used?"
I went up to them, and they hushed as I said loudly: "There were no assault rifles used in this crime! Reporting that assault rifles of any kind were used is just typical Media Fake News reporting, and bad journalism!" The Media immediately turned their cameras away from me and moved away to begin reporting again. They had not wanted to hear the truth. It was almost as if their reporting was agenda-based, and worse... preconceived.
Part 10 - Knocking On Heaven's Door
7:00pm, Monday, May 6th. I was back at the Hospital. Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis and City Police Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters were in the waiting room with Molly's family and Chief Moynahan.
After I spoke with them for a moment, Tanya Perlman brought me to the 'other' waiting room for a report.
"The TCPD is assisting the NCPD in the investigation." said Tanya. "We've got McGillie, Rodriguez, Warner, and Washington helping interview students and teachers. The perp's name is Adam Nikolas Eagan. He was a Punk, pretty much a loner, and he dropped out of NCHS last fall. Reports are that he was very fascinated by the George Aurus serial killings."
"Which reports are those?" I asked sourly. "The Media's reporting so far is so inaccurate about everything that I wonder if they're deliberately lying."
"Some of that reporting is mine." said a voice behind me. I turned to see FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone coming around the corner. He said "The TCPD is assisting the NCPD with data mining, and my FBI guys and Cardigan's guys are working on it, too.
"Where's the perp now?" I asked. "Can he be interviewed."
"Been there, done that, got the GOJ t-shirt." Tanya said. I knew her humor was her defense mechanism as she continued: "He came out of surgery a few hours ago. He may never walk normally again, but otherwise he's physically okay. He's in the 'custody ward' under heavy Police guard. Parker and Geiger interviewed him, videotaping it, but they didn't get much; they guy was still groggy and dazed. The perp has been assigned a Court-appointed attorney, and it was Chase Lynch & Berry's name that came up. H.J. Lynch was present at the interview, but did not stop us from asking questions."
"Okay." I said.
Muscone said "I just got word that Bob Rovers's BAU unit magically appeared in the City. They are attempting to get Federal warrants to take over the case, citing terrorism and Federal arms charges. What I heard was that they want to transfer custody of the perp to the City."
"Crap." I said, reaching for my cellphone. "I need to call the Nextdoor County D.A.'s Office, and get them to fight the Feds."
"Slow your roll for a second, Dog." Jack admonished. "State Attorney Jenna Stiles has already done that. For now, the Federal Courts are holding off making a ruling. It might be tomorrow morning before they do anything. And it'll depend on which judge hear the case. If it's K.M. Landis, the perp will stay in your custody... well, the NCPD's with your generous help."
Tanya asked: "Why do the Feds, and especially the Rovers BAU team, want custody of this guy, and this case?"
"I dunno." I replied. "But I do know one thing: whenever the name 'Rovers' is involved, it's usually a bad, bad thing. And Swamp Frogs are often behind their actions."
"There's Laura." said Jack. We all turned to see my wife, still in her OR scrubs and hair cover, at the Nurses Station at the intersection of hallways. The main waiting room was on the opposite corner, so we went over, and entered the waiting room right behind her. Exhaustion was etched on her lovely face.
"She's out of surgery." Laura was saying. "The gunshot to her leg nicked the femoral artery, but they got that fixed and stopped the bleeding, and the tourniquet did not do any lasting damage to her leg. The second bullet went through her armor and hit her just under her clavicle. The artery wasn't hit, but there was major tissue damage from the shock wave, and her breathing is affected. And worse, fibers from her armor followed the bullet into the wound, making it hard to clean out properly. There's a real danger of infection, so she's still in grave danger. If she makes it through the next 24 to 48 hours, she'll have a chance. But she's going to have to fight to make it."
Cindy was getting the vibe. "Laura... what's the rest of it?"
Laura's face looked as grim as I'd ever seen it as she took a breath, exhaled, and said "Molly went into cardiac arrest. Twice. The second time, I didn't think they could save her, but Dr. Cordell pulled off one of his miracles. My fear... is that with her breathing issues, she could go into cardiac arrest again at any time."
Maggie Ross was trying to be brave, but the tears were running freely down her cheeks. Callie Carrington took her into her arms as Molly's mother broke down crying. Cindy, meanwhile, had stood up and was looking at Laura as she asked "Can we see her?"



"Not right now." said Laura. "She's in post-op. And she'll be isolated in ICU in a germ-free environment. We're giving her antibiotics, but if infections show up they could be fatal to her."
I could feel the vibe. I came up and took Cindy into my arms and hugged her. She broke down and began crying as she held on to me as if I were her only lifeline in an endless sea of fear and misery.
After a moment, Cindy recovered enough to tell Laura "Thank you. I know you've done everything you can, and the other doctors did too." Cindy then hugged Laura, who was now in tears herself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Selena Steele brought Carole and Marie to The Cabin, and she (Selena) was going to stay overnight in case I was called to the hospital or to a case. Todd brought all the boys over, his and mine, and also brought food for supper.
I had the extremely tough duty to tell two of my sons about their mother. I sat them down on the sofa in the greatroom and pulled up a chair to face them.
"Your mom's in the hospital." I told them. "She was hurt very badly, and they operated on her and saved her life."
"Can we go see her?" Ross asked.
"Not yet." I said. "She needs to sleep, and they're watching over her in the ICU room, and we can't go in there." Ross and Ian looked very sad.
"Is she going to live?" Ross asked. "Is she going to come home and take care of us?"
"I hope so." I said. "And there's one thing I want you to know: no matter what happens, I'm going to take care of you, like I always do. You're going to stay with me and Jim and Carole while your mom is in the hospital, okay?"
"Okay." Ross said.
As I gave both boys hugs, Carole came up to us. "Don't worry." she said. "Think good thoughts about your mom, and she'll be okay." I was a bit nonplussed that she'd said that, as I knew I might get 'that' phone call at any time during the night. But I couldn't fault Carole for trying to make her brothers feel better. And maybe she 'knew' something I didn't.
Carole was not done, either: she called out "Here, Bowser! Here, Buddy!" Bowser came running up, followed by Buddy. "Y'all pet Bowser and Buddy." she said to Ian and Ross. Bowser had already hopped up onto the sofa between them, and was 'encouraging' them to pet him, and Buddy looked up at them from the floor. Dog therapy worked well, and made everyone feel a little bit better.
Part 11 - Media Machinations
At supper I tried to have normal conversations with the kids, asking them what they did at school or pre-school. Carole and Marie told me that Shawn Redmond was calling Jameis names again, and the teachers didn't do anything until some older boys came in on Jameis's side, then the teachers got mad at the older boys for interfering.
Then Carole said that right around the time I came and talked to her about going home with Marie, someone announced a 'Code Yellow' over the intercom, and all the kids had to stay in their rooms during recess and wait inside when their parents came to get them after school. "What is Code Yellow, Daddy?" she asked.
"It's a message to the teachers." I said. "It probably means to not go outside for recess, and to watch out for the safety of the students." That wasn't a lie, but was only a part of it. The schools in our County had heard what happened at NCHS, and went into lockdown. 'Code Yellow' was a possible threat. 'Code Orange' was an imminent threat; they didn't use 'Red' because it often was associated with fire alarms, and kids might realize that was bad. They had not accounted for the observational powers of a certain five-year-old with aspirations to earn the real red crowbar.
Fortunately, after supper the kids were all tired, so we put them to bed; the six boys in the attic room on their favored Army cots, and the girls in the third bedroom. Todd gave them bedtime snacks, which he told me were 'spiked' with melatonin to help them sleep.
Selena, Todd, and I went to the front room to watch television. SNN was showing students holding candlelight vigils at the NCHS football field, the only place on the campus where anyone was allowed to go. The coverage showed a makeshift shrine for Tom Usagi, with many candles and flowers surrounding an enlarged copy of his yearbook photo.
The obviously middle-aged Diane Williams appeared: "Initial reports indicated that Mr. Eagan used an 'assault rifle' to attack the school, but that has been disputed by a Police Officer that secured the scene so that Chief Evans could be evacuated and life-flighted to University Hospital. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Your Iron Crowbar making his statement earlier in the day that no assault weapons were used. My comments about the fake news media were very carefully edited out. Then Diane Williams said "There are unconfirmed reports that the alleged suspect, Mr. Eagan, had assault weapons and possibly explosives in his automobile. Now lets go to SNN reporter Bill Hacosta for more on the suspect. Bill!"
"Thank you, Diane." said Bill Hacosta. "SNN has learned that Adam Eagan's Social Media page show him to be a Conservative, a White Nationalist and an admirer of the policies of Governor Val Jared. His actions fit with the violent tendencies of White Nationalists that bitterly cling to their guns and their racial hatred towards minorities. It's time for all people to come together to condemn White Nationalists and to urge our legislators to pass sensible gun control laws that will outlaw and confiscate all 'assault weapons'!"
Some moments later, the coverage shifted to one end of the football field, where some students were chanting. I noticed that KXTC, KSB and national media were there videotaping as students demanded into the cameras that Governor Jared convene the State Legislature to pass strict gun confiscation laws.
"Hoo boy." I said. "It's already started."
"What's started?" asked Selena.
"I fear," I said, "that it's going to become a Media Circus, and a politically charged one--"
*DING DONG!*
"Front door." I said. I went to answer it. It was FBI Supervisory Agent Martin Nash. I let him in.
"Jack Muscone's in Hillside." said Martin. "He may be there all night. He asked me to come tell you what's going on over there. But before I do, how's Molly?"
I looked around to make sure no children were around to hear us, then said quietly "She's in ICU, last I heard. Laura told us all that she came out of surgery alive, but barely, and there's a severe infection risk. And I read a lot more in my wife's face than in her words."
Martin nodded grimly as I had him come over and sit down with us. Todd had gone and gotten Coca-Colas for us all. Selena said she'd go check on the kids, and I knew she'd stay out of the room to let us talk. "So what's going on over there?" I asked Nash.
"First," he said, "I'm becoming impressed with Captain Price's handling of everything. He's got the NCPD under control, and he's led the investigation and crowd control very well. He also pushed back against the FBI, with Jack's help, when they came in and tried to take over."
"Rovers's BAU unit?" I asked.
"Yes sir, they showed up." said Nash. "But another group came in. Forensics experts, like a CSI team. Jack can keep the BAU team at bay, but it's a lot harder keeping a forensics team out. Fortunately, they cooperated very well with Captain Price and the NCPD, TCPD, and State Crime Lab people who were there. They're not trying to confiscate all the evidence, at least not yet."
"Anything new?" I asked. "Did they find any more guns in the perp's car, which I'm guessing was parked on or near campus?"
"It was. In the teacher's parking lot." said Nash. "That door to the building needs a keypass to get in, and the perp apparently had one. Nothing else in the car except an armor vest; no other guns, no explosives, and no note or manifesto. The TCPD acts fast; they'd already gone to Eagan's house and collected his home computer and cellphone. It's being examined by Myron Milton now, at the State Crime Lab building. There's an FBI tech with them, but Myron hasn't killed him yet."
"Good." I said. "What about the Media coverage? Or are they ginning up these riots?"
"Four hundred years ago, as Jack would say." said Nash with as much of a smile as we were going to get from him. "Yeah, they're showing these kids demonstrating, but we stood there and watched as Bill Hacosta and some other guy I didn't know had students collect at the northeast end of the football field, then coached them to tell the cameras that the Governor needs to convene the Legislature to pass gun laws."
"Amazing." I said. "Todd, were your Civics classes so good that you would know what to tell the Press in a time like this?"
Todd grinned. "No sir. And we didn't give a crap about Civics class, either. We learned all we needed to from 'Schoolhouse Rock'."
"Seeing a pattern here, Martin?" I asked, semi-humorously.
"Yes sir." Martin Nash said, taking me completely seriously.
"I'll add to it." I said. "The Media has harped on 'assault rifles' being used in the attack all day, almost to the exclusion of all other news. Have any 'assault rifles', or rifles of any kind, been found yet?"
"Not on the school grounds." said Nash. "The only rifles found were the locked-up .22 LR rifles the JROTC used." said Martin. "You guys recovered the two auto-pistols, and that was it, as far as we can tell."
Todd said "So who's telling the Media that assault rifles were used?"
I replied "Probably nobody. They seemed to have had a script for this kind of thing."
Todd asked "Uncle Don, are you saying they knew that this was going to happen in advance?" I noticed Martin Nash get keenly interested as he waited to hear my answer.
"I'll just say this." I said. "The Mainstream Media is so agenda-driven that I sincerely believe they have scripts ready for incidents like this. No matter what happened, we were going to hear about 'assault rifles' being used, which will be followed up by calls to confiscate those types of rifles from law-abiding citizens."
"As to them knowing about this particular incident?" I continued. "I don't know. But politicians and the Media were ginning up gun stuff recently. The Rovers BAU unit never left the City, or snuck back in. We now can guess why. Bob Jovan makes a diatribe on national TV about gun confiscation, and just days later... this. Coincidence? You make the call."
Martin said "And the Deputy AG is supposed to make an appearance at the University, but we can't get confirmation about it, and so forth and so on."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "I dunno, I guess I've been helping Carole with her connect-the-dots coloring book just a wee bit too much."
"When you start connecting dots, Uncle Don," Todd said, "the whole World gets their Crayola crayons ready." Martin Nash nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before midnight, Teresa came over to The Cabin. She looked exhausted, and Todd quickly brought her some orange juice, which she gratefully drank.
"Molly is holding steady, but she's very, very weak." Teresa said. "The biggest problem, as Dr. Cordell explained it to me, is that her trachea was damaged by the shockwave of the high-powered bullet. They repaired it, but they're having to be super careful with the breathing tube. They're having trouble forcing air into Molly's lungs, which not only doesn't get her enough oxygen, but not getting air circulated in and out of her lungs could be a problem with infections."
"What about Cindy and her mom?" I asked.
"They didn't want to leave," said Teresa, "but Callie and I told them there's absolutely nothing they can do. Then Laura came in and reinforced that, and prescribed two sedative tablets, which Callie is going to make them take at home. Chief Soltis drove them to Maggie's place, where they'll all stay tonight, and Soltis and Masters are staying with Chief Moynahan."
"Good." I said. And then it struck me. "And Laura was still there? Watching over Molly?"
"Uh, I didn't see very much of her." Teresa said. "Dr. Cordell and I talked for a good while."
"Hmmmm." I said. I then snapped out of it and said "Okay, Martin, you can camp out here if you like. Todd and Teresa, feel free to stay here with your boys and the rest of us. I appreciate you being here."
"I'll go utilize our retainer room at the Hyatt Hotel." said Martin. "It's closer to the Federal Building in case I get called in, and I've got to get up early to relieve Jack." He made his goodbyes and left.
Todd and Teresa agreed to stay. "We'll borrow your back deck for a few minutes, if you don't mind." Teresa said. I nodded and they went out. I suspect it was about Tom Usagi as much as anything else, and that Todd was giving comfort to his emotionally shaken wife. They stayed out there for a long time.
I checked on the kids before going to bed. That melatonin slipped into the boys's bedtime snack had served to aid them in sleeping, and they did not wake up as I came up to them.
I also observed that two outstanding dogs had situated themselves at the ends of Ian and Ross's cots and were dozing lightly, just being there if needed. I gave them some skritchins for doing their part in this family crisis...
Part 12 - Media Machinations Continued
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 7th, with Nextdoor County High School in the background. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the tragic school shooting at Nextdoor County High School that left one student dead!"
Bettina began: "There is outrage among students and parents alike at the availability of assault rifles that may have been possessed by the shooter that killed NCHS Senior Tom Usagi yesterday afternoon. Usagi, a Junior ROTC Officer with a four-year Army ROTC scholarship to (Wildcat School), was shot in the back and then twice more as he covered the escape of other students. Usagi's family is of Japanese descent, and the Japanese Consulate in the City has expressed sadness at the death of Usagi, and also great pride at his heroism in saving others's lives."
Bettina: "State Senator Katherine Woodburn of the 1st District, which includes Nextdoor County, expressed condolences to the family of Tom Usagi, and also noted his heroic sacrifice. She also expressed outrage at the availability of high-powered guns and cop-killer bullets that the suspect, Adam Nikolas Eagan. used in the attack. She stated that she will call for a Special Session of the State Legislature to draft legislation to outlaw all 'assault rifles' in the State, and raise the age to buy any gun and any ammunition to 21."
Bettina: "Republican State Representative Peter Long Cox of Nextdoor County offered condolences to the family, but refused to endorse legislation that would restrict access to 'assault rifles' and ammunition. Students, led by NCHS Senior Darryl Smogg, furiously denounced Representative Cox's statement."
More Bettina: "Mr. Eagan was wounded in an exchange of gunfire with local Police. NCPD Chief Molly Evans and Detective German were wounded and taken to University Hospital for treatment. Detective German is expected to fully recover, while Chief Evans's condition remains unknown for now."
Yet more Bettina: "Adam Eagan's Social Media page shows him to be a Conservative and a Val Jared supporter, and many experts are saying that Eagan's actions are consistent with the violent tendencies of Conservatives and the White Nationalist supporters of Val Jared's policies..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That has got to be the biggest crock of shit I have ever heard out of that bitch's mouth." said Teresa Croyle as she, Tanya Perlman, and I drank coffee in my office.
"Just when I thought she had reached new lows," I said, "she outdid herself. She had to reach up to touch bottom on that one."
"What's Molly's condition?" Tanya asked.
"She made it through the night." I said. "Laura slept overnight at the Hospital, and she texted me an hour ago. But Molly's vital signs are still very weak, and we'll find out if any infections are developing."
"Where's the Chief, and the Sheriff?" asked Teresa.
"The Chief is at the Hospital" I said. "He says he's being there for Cindy and her mom, but we are not fooled: Molly was one of his Detectives in Midtown, and he's very worried for her. And by the way: I may be called over to Nextdoor County, either in a TCPD or SBI capacity. I texted Captain Price that I'd come over and help if the Media started getting bad."
"They're way past that." Teresa said. "Bettina's entire report was written to mention non-existent 'assault rifles' as often as she could, and she didn't mention just how bad Molly's condition is."
"And why does the Media call the suspect 'Mr.' Eagan?" asked Tanya. "It's almost as if they're giving him respect for what he's done."
"And at the same time, they contradict themselves by calling the suspect a Conservative and White Nationalist." I said. "They're basing this off an alleged Social Media page that Myron tells me was a fake, and created the day before yesterday."
That left everyone speechless...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome." said a subdued Catrina Pierce at 7:30am. "This is Fox 8 University Sunrise. With me as always is Meredith Peller. Hello Meredith."
"Hello, Catrina. Hello everyone." said Meredith Peller. "We're continuing to follow the shooting at Nextdoor County High School that left one student dead and two NCPD Officers wounded. NCHS Senior Tom Usagi died while getting his classmates to safety, and NCPD Chief Molly Evans was gravely wounded and NCPD Detective John German was wounded as they stopped the gunman by shooting and wounding him."
Catrina said "One developing story in this tragic incident is that Nextdoor County Sheriff Deputies did not enter the NCHS building, but remained outside as the incident developed. When TCPD Commander Donald Troy and Captain Teresa Croyle arrived at the scene to augment the NCPD at the request of NCPD Captain Paul Price, Nextdoor County Sheriff Scott Ishmael attempted to stop them from entering the school. Commander Troy and Captain Croyle went past him and into the school, and arrived in time to rescue Chief Evans and get her evacuated and life-flighted to University Hospital."
Meredith said "Some students and parents are criticizing Sheriff Ishmael and the Deputies who did nothing, calling them cowards and being derelict in their duty. Other students are forming protest groups, demanding that Governor Val Jared call the State Legislature into session to pass strict gun legislation. Governor Jared has issued a statement of condolence to the family of Tom Usagi, and said he is initiating an investigation into the actions of the Sheriff and the Deputies that he said did not take proper action to take down the suspect."
Catrina: "Several news organizations have said that 'assault rifles' were used in the attack, but TCPD Commander Donald Troy flatly rebuffed that. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing my comments of the previous day, including the Fake News comments. Catrina then continued: "Nextdoor County Police and the FBI have stated that no 'assault rifles' were found on the suspect nor in his car, which was parked on school property. The suspect in the case, who we will not name at this time to keep from giving him publicity he may have desired in doing this, did have two handguns loaded with illegal 'cop-killer' bullets. One of those bullets penetrated Chief Evans's armored vest, leading to her serious injuries."
Meredith: "And Fox Eight News has learned that the Social Media page attributed to Adam Eagan is not his. It is also believed to be a fake page created as a prank. If true, it has fooled many of our competitors, as SNN's Bill Hacosta has repeatedly reported the page to be real, and to be that of the suspect..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had watched that last bit in MCD with Captain Perlman, Lt. Jerome Davis, and the Detectives. After the report, I said "You guys did a great job yesterday, helping the NCPD with witnesses and getting evidence. Things like this are not easy for any of us, and I appreciate you stepping up and doing your usual outstanding jobs in a professional manner."
"How's Commander Ross doing?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"I'm pissed."
The voice was Commander Cindy Ross's, and she was coming into MCD through the side door. She was wearing her uniform as if this were a normal duty day for her. Everyone was shocked, and began offering sympathies.
"I appreciate all of your sentiments." Cindy said, her ruggedly pretty face looking very ragged. "I share Commander Troy's praise of your professionalism yesterday. And before you ask, my sister is still alive, but in grave condition in the ICU ward at the Hospital. There's nothing else I can do, so I came in to check on things."
In case you don't know, there's 'serious' and 'critical' conditions... and 'grave' is worse than 'critical'.
"Sir, ma'am," said Lt. Davis, "Dr. Fredricson called from the Hospital. She asked for a Detective and our videographer to go up there. They're going to interview the suspect. I'm sending Parker and Geiger again."
"You good with that, Captain Perlman?" I asked. Tanya nodded, then I said "You guys carry on." I said. "Commander Ross, Captains, can I see you in my office, please?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once in my office, I said to Cindy: "Feel free to go home or to the Hospital."
"I will." said Cindy. "Like I said in there, I just came in to check on what's going on. Who's got Betsy?"
"That would be me." I said. "I've got Ross and Ian, too. They're all at The Cabin, being babysat by Mrs. Williams and Mrs. Bailey from the Community Center."
"I'll ask Callie to go up there--" Cindy started, but I stopped her.
"No." I said. "Callie is part of your family and needs to be with you and your mom." I then bored in on Cindy and said: "We've got this. You just worry about your mom, and Molly." Teresa and Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:35am, Tuesday, May 7th. My phone rang.
"Commander, can you come over here and help us with a Press Conference?" asked Captain Paul Price of the NCPD. "I understand you handle the Press very well, and it's a zoo here."
"Sure." I said. I went and got Teresa, and we headed out in my Police SUV.
As we drove along, Teresa said "Why did Cindy come in? Yeah, I know what she said, and I'm not buying it for a minute. And in uniform?"
"Maybe its her way of coping." I said.
Teresa then peered at me, and I realized the real intent of the Iron Wolf's question as she followed up with: "Molly is the mother of two of your children. How are you holding up?"
I slowly nodded. "Don't get the wrong idea about the way I say this." I paused and then said "If Molly dies, I'm going to have to tell her sons that their mother is never coming home again. And I... I don't want to... have to do that." My voice was breaking like a cheap piece of pottery.
Teresa reached over and patted me on the shoulder. "You won't have to. Let's just believe that. But if you do... those boys are very lucky to have the father they have." I nodded. Fortunately, we were arriving at the Hillside Police Station before some serious emotions hit me like a freight train roaring down the High Sierras...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The NCPD had set up a large tent next to the Police Station. A stage had been set up inside, complete with lights, wiring, a backdrop, and a podium for Press Conferences. Only authorized personnel were allowed into the Police Station itself, and Teresa and I were among those few.
"Thanks for coming." said Captain Paul Price, who looked exhausted. "Come on into the Chief's office." When we got into the room, I was a bit surprised to see FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone seated there.
"Hi Don." said Muscone. "How's Molly?"
"Alive, at last report." I said. "Still too early to tell if she's improving or not." Muscone and Price nodded. "So, whassup around here?"
"We're about to have a Press conference." said Paul Price. "I asked you to come in, Commander, because the Press is putting out a lot of bullshit, and you were there and can tell them definitively that they're full of it. SAC Muscone is here to give the FBI's report."
"Paul," said Muscone, "why don't you get prepped and come get us when you're going to go out there. I need to talk to the Commander for a moment."
"Why don't you help Captain Price, Captain Croyle?" I 'suggested' to Teresa. She left with Price, leaving me alone with Muscone. He made the 'ink pen' sign and I activated the bug killer. We also sat close together, so we could talk quietly.
"Bob Rovers is here." said Jack. "His brother David Rovers and Peter Page are with him. I told him to get the hell out of here, but he told me he wasn't standing down and he wasn't going away. I've tried to take control of the case from the Federal standpoint, but the Brass in Washington are all over the place, and the bottom line is that nobody will back me up and tell Rovers to go home."
"Where are they now, as in right this second?" I asked.
"They're supposed to be at the Press Conference." said Jack. "I've called for some reinforcements from the City and from Southport, and they should be here within the hour."
"And where is Melina, by the way?" I asked. "I'm surprised she's not here."
"Melina... is on a mission." said Jack. "All I know is she got a message over the weekend to fly to Pennsylvania, and she left early Monday morning."
"Interesting." I said.
"What's that?"
"Just that the FBI's darkest 'Dark Agent' is pulled away just as this school shooting hits." I said. "And while the Rovers BAU team was in the City or snuck back in. What do I think of coincidences, Jack?"
"You don't seem to know what the word means." said Jack. "And I don't either, when you start explaining things like that. What does it all mean?"
"I dunno." I said. "But it's getting uglier by the minute."
Just then there was a knock on the door. Teresa poked her head in and said "It's time for the Press Conference."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to the big tent. Inside was FBI Supervisory Agent Martin Nash, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell and SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow, and a lot of local LEOs. I saw Bob Rovers and his brother David a distance away from us. When they saw me, hatred appeared on their faces. It is possible they saw the same thing in mine.
"The Governor called and asked me to come, and I brought Norm along as a bodyguard." said Britt as we exchanged greetings. "We're here primarily to investigate the actions of the Sheriff and his Deputies."
"Or lack of action." I said. "I suppose you'll be wanting a deposition from me."
"Not much gets by you." Britt said, her eyes twinkling as she showed her beautiful smile.
"Noooo problem." I said. "Those cowards almost cost Molly her life."
"Yeah." Britt said. Just then, Captain Price came up to me and asked me to follow him. Nash fell in with us, and we went through the curtain and onto the stage. The lights were very bright, which I did not like; it was hard to see the animals of the Press Corps, and any one of them with a gun would have the drop on us. Yes, I think of things like that. I'm paid to.
"Thank you for coming." said Captain Price. The Press immediately began yelling questions in a frenzy. I whispered to Price to raise his hand and shake his head until they shut up, and he did. It took a full minute, but they finally quieted down.
"My name is Captain Paul Price," said Captain Paul Price, "and if you'll be respectful enough to let me make a statement, I'll take questions at the end." After a brief pause, he said "Yesterday, at approximately 2:00pm, suspect Adam Nikolas Eagan entered Nextdoor County High School through the teacher's parking lot entrance, which requires a passkey to access."
Price: "He fired several shots at students in the hallway, but missed. He then turned down hallway 6, where he encountered Thomas Usagi, an NCHS Senior and JROTC Officer. Usagi had ushered other students through the double fire doors in the middle of the hallway, and he pulled the fire alarm to cause those doors to lock from his side. Usagi was struck three times by the suspect's gunfire, and expired at the scene."
Price: "NCPD Chief Molly Evans and Detective German arrived at the scene and entered the building immediately. They encountered the suspect attempting to access the double fire doors which Usagi had caused to be locked. The suspect was attempting to get through to kill the students on the other side of the doors. Chief Evans and Detective German engaged the suspect and were struck by gunfire. The suspect was using illegal armor-penetrating cartridges, known as 'cop-killer' bullets. One round stuck Chief Evans near the top of her armor, severely wounding her. She and Detective German also suffered wounds to their extremities. The suspect was struck by gunfire from Chief Evans in the leg, wounding and incapacitating him."
Price: "Upon being called in to assist, TCPD Commander Donald Troy and Captain Teresa Croyle entered the school and secured the scene. Lifesaving first aid was applied to Chief Evans, and she was life-flighted to University Hospital, where she underwent over four hours of surgery to save her life and stabilize her condition. Detective German was taken into surgery, and is expected to make a full recovery. The suspect was also taken into surgery, and is currently under arrest in the secure ward of the Hospital."
Price: "I wish to emphasize that there were no 'assault rifles' of any kind found on the suspect's person nor in his car. He was armed only with the two pistols recovered from his person at the location where he was taken down. The reporting of the presence of assault rifles is inaccurate. We'll now hear from the FBI Supervisory Agent for this investigation, Martin Nash."
I was surprised by that; I'd expected Muscone to speak. Nash came up to the podium.
"First of all," said Nash, "the so called Social Media page that has been purported by the Media to be the suspect's, is not his page. That page was created just two days ago, and not by the suspect. It is either a prank, a co-conspirator, or someone wishing to give a false impression that the suspect was a political Conservative. Our own findings, including a forensic examination of his computer and cell phone, show the suspect to have been an admirer of Socialists Che Guevara, Fidel Castro, and Joseph Stalin. The suspect was also keenly interested in the criminal career of serial killer George Aurus, a.k.a. the Black Velvet Killer."
"Second," said Nash, "the suspect appears to be a loner, and we have to this point found no other persons with whom the suspect might've been conspiring to attack the school or any other targets, either yesterday or for the future. The only concern we have is that the suspect had a keypass to the building, which he used at the teachers parking lot entrance. This keypass had to have been created either by the suspect or for him, and we have not determined who may have done so. It was not any keypass issued to any teacher or school official, as we have accounted for every one of those, nor was it a copy of any of them."
"Okay, let's take questions." said Paul Price, but he was interrupted.
"Hold on one minute!" said Bob Rovers, coming up. "I need to make one statement about what you've heard to this point. I am FBI Special Agent in Charge Bob Rovers, and I head the Behavioral Analysis Unit in charge of evaluating this suspect psychologically. While I agree with the assessment that the suspect was a student of the crimes of the Black Velvet Killer, George Aurus, I do not agree with the analysis that the suspect is not a White Nationalist or a Conservative. That has not been ruled out, and the suspects actions and behavior do correspond with what we would expect of a White Nationalist serial killer, copycat, or wannabee. Okay, Captain Price, back to you."
"Thank you, Agent Rovers." said Paul Price, his voice connoting his displeasure with Rovers as he re-took the podium. "I'm sure you in the Media will verify anything you hear about the suspect before reporting it." I smiled; the only thing I didn't like about that zinger was that I hadn't used it on the Media myself.
"Captain, we need to clarify this." said Bill Hacosta of SNN, rudely interrupting instead of being recognized to ask a question. "Two FBI Agents just gave contradictory statements about the political inclinations of Mr. Eagan. So which one is accurate?"
At that point I strode up to the microphone, which Captain Price gladly conceded. I said "The TCPD's analysis confirms what Supervisory Agent Nash said. The BAU Unit of Bob Rovers has repeatedly been inaccurate in investigations this year, and anything they say is to be taken with huge grains of salt at best, and better yet just regarded as wrong. The suspect's Social Media page is a fake, and there have been no ties between him and the political philosophy you ascribe as 'White Nationalism'."
I looked around to see where Rovers and his cohorts were, but didn't see them anywhere. And I'd hardly moved away from the podium to let Captain Price take back over when the next piece of Media stupidity happened:
"Captain Price, I'm Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." said Bettina Wurtzburg. "Has DFACS taken custody of Chief Evans's two sons yet?"
Price looked at me as if Jupiter had changed its orbit, then he said into the microphone "Of course not. The boys's father has them and is taking care of them."
"Who is the boys's father?" asked Bettina. Yep, Your Iron Crowbar went back to the podium. And if I looked pissed off, it's because I was pissed off.
"Ms. Wurtzburg," I said loudly, "stop showing us your ass and how stupid you are. What are those boys's last names?"
"That's what I just asked Captain Price." Bettina said smartly.
"You damn well already know," I said, "but for those here that might not, their last name is 'Troy'. Same as mine. I am their father, and I am taking care of them while their mother recovers... if she recovers. They're in good hands. My question to you Ms. Wurtzburg, is why you're asking such stupid questions? What is your agenda, Bettina? Are you trying to start some trouble with DFACS, who has no part of this? Are you trying to get back at me through my boys? Maybe for my helping the FBI investigate you for treason against the United States?"
The room was dead silent as I continued: "Yes, everyone, the FBI is continuing to investigate Bettina Wurtzburg here for treason. So her agenda is obvious. I ask the rest of you... what is your agenda here? Reporting that so-called 'assault rifles' were used in this incident, when I told you yesterday and other law enforcement units have told you several times that no 'assault rifles' were used by the perp. Reporting that the suspect is a Conservative based upon a fake Social Media page that is so obviously a fake that even idiots like Bettina Wurtzburg can figure it out? When are you assholes of the Media going to start reporting verified facts instead of your biased, agenda-driven propaganda? And now one of you is trying to get DFACS to take my children away?..."
I stopped talking. I had just been hit, hard, by an 'insight'. I realized why Rovers and his minions had left. I suddenly took off for the back of the stage. The Media would believe I was done with my diatribe against them, but the truth is that I knew what I had to do. I motioned to Teresa to come with me. She barely kept up as I hustled out the back of the tent and towards my Police SUV.
Once in the car, I turned on the blue lightbar. Once we got on the road, I began driving down the road at speeds greater than 100 miles per hour. As we sped along, Teresa said "I'm sure you're going to tell me what's going on at some point in time, hopefully before we crash into someone. Is it Molly?"
"No, it's something else." I said. "Rovers should still be at that Press Conference, but he and his people left. I think I know where they're going, and what they're doing... and Bettina's real reason for asking that stupid question about DFACS and my boys..."
Part 13 - Federal Machinations
As the Press Conference was going on in Nextdoor County, Dr. Laura Fredricson, Dr. Yates, Detectives Teddy Parker and Timothy Geiger, TCPD videographer Connie, District Attorney Miriam Walters and defense attorney H.J. Lynch, Esq. went into the security wing of University Hospital. After passing through security, they were admitted into the room of Adam Nikolas Eagan. The white makeup he'd had on his face had been removed, but his hair was still solidly artificially bright red. He was handcuffed to the rails on the sides of the bed.
H.J. Lynch had wanted his client to not say anything, but Eagan said he'd answer questions. What neither realized was that Dr. Yates was very good at 'near-hypnosis' in his talks with people.
"Adam," he said, "my name is Dr. Yates, and this is Dr. Fredricson. We just want to talk to you about what happened yesterday."
"Not much to tell." said Eagan dully. "I went in and shot those people."
"Okay," said Dr. Yates, "I want you to take a breath, that's right, just relax. Now tell me what happened. When did you first plan on shooting people at the school?"
"I..." Eagan said, then stopped. "Uh... I... I don't remember." He acted like he was trying to remember, but couldn't.
"Okay, just relax." said Dr. Yates. "Just relax, close your eyes... take yourself back... maybe you're at home on your computer. What do you see?"
"I... they were sending me emails." said Eagan. "They wanted to meet?"
"Who?" asked Dr. Yates.
"They were..." said Eagan, who then stopped. "I... I don't remember... emails..."
"Adam," said Laura, "who gave you the pistols, and the passkey?"
"They... I don't remember." said Eagan, who looked confused.
"Adam, how did you figure out to go into that hallway? Into the door from the parking lot?" asked Dr. Yates.
"They trained me... we went through drills..." said Eagan. "They... told me what to do..."
"Who?" asked Laura.
"They... I don't know... I can't remember... but..." Eagan said. Then his eyes seemed to clear and he said "I don't know--"
"Stop! You can't go in there!"
The noise was coming from the hallway outside. Then the door suddenly swung open.
"Get out of here, all of you!" snarled FBI Special Agent In Charge Bob Rovers. "We're taking custody of this prisoner! Stop talking to him and get out!"
"Like hell we will!" shouted Laura Fredricson as she stood to face Rovers. "You have no jurisdiction here. You get out!"
David Rovers and Peter Page came into the room behind their leader, their guns drawn. Page put his gun into Dr. Yates's ear, literally. David Rovers's gun was inches from Laura's head.
"Get your hands off your guns!" yelled David Rovers at Parker and Geiger, seeing the Detectives going for their firearms.
"When I'm done with you--" started Laura, but she was interrupted.
"One more time, cunt." said Bob Rovers. "I'm in charge here, not you, and not the worthless TCPD. We're taking custody of this prisoner, and you will never speak to him again. Let's go. Move!"
Page grabbed the back of Dr. Yates' white labcoat and jerked him up and towards the door. David Rovers motioned for Parker and Geiger to walk out, then motioned for H.J. Lynch to leave.
"I'm his lawyer." said Lynch. "I'm staying with my client."
David Rovers whirled and pointed his gun at Lynch's head. "You get out of here, right now, or you are either under arrest or dead." He then rushed over to where Lynch was, grabbed him by the forearm and violently pushed the legal beagle towards the door.



Meanwhile, Bob Rovers had his gun drawn and in Laura's face. After the others were gone, Bob Rovers said "You goddamn worthless whore cunt. I should just blow your fucking head off right now, just so I can spit in your husband's face and tell him I was the one who did it."
"Then do it." Laura growled back. "Though there are much less painful ways to commit suicide."
"We'll see who dies first."snarled Rovers. "I'm betting it will be your husband. Now move, into the hallway."
Laura didn't move, so Rovers violently shoved her towards the open door. As she turned, he pushed her out and into the hallway. She was about to attack him and take his gun, which would've been fatal for him, but she saw that David Rovers had Dr. Yates against the wall, and his gun at the back of Dr. Yates's head.
Bob Rovers grabbed Laura's arm and twisted it behind her. "Let's go, bitch. Guys, get these other pieces of shit out of here." They made their way down the hallway to the intersection with the main hall...
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Federal Machinations (continued)
As Bob Rovers got to the intersection, twisting Laura's arm hard to cause her as much pain as possible, he heard something around the corner where the others had gone.
"What the fuck?--- AAUGH!" he cried out. Laura had kicked him in the knee, then maneuvered out of his grasp and turned to attack him. He raised his gun to shoot her, then saw the flash of blue and red come around the corner.
"You bastard!" I yelled as I launched past Laura and into the attack. "I will kill you for touching my wife!" With as fast and deft a move as any he'd ever see, I twisted Rovers's gun arm around, then drove my fist into his face.
*SMASH!*
The blow stunned Rovers, and I pinched between his thumb and index finger, forcing him to loosen his grip on his gun. Then I slammed his hand against the wall, and the gun clattered to the floor.
Rovers tried to counter my attack, but, still holding his gun hand, I stepped sideways towards him and slammed my elbow into his face. That probably hurt my elbow as much as it hurt his face, but it stopped what he was trying to do. Then I reminded him and the world that I'm ambidextrous, and threw a left-handed haymaker at him.
*WHAM!*
Rovers staggered back, and I was all over him. "You bastard!" I said as I delivered a powerful, closed-fist punch to his midsection, making him gasp and double over. "If you ever..." *WHAP!* "... touch my wife..." *SLAM!* "... again... " *POW!* "... I will... " *WHUMP!* "... tear you apart!"
Rovers staggered against the wall under the force of my blows. He tried to punch me, but I grabbed his arm, twisted him around, and pulled on his arm until I heard a *SNAP!*. Rovers fell to the floor, screaming in pain, and I brought the red crowbar out. Holding it with both hands, I raised up and then swung it down with all the power I could muster.
*WHAM!*
By the grace of whatever demon spawned him, Bob Rovers moved his head to one side just enough to avoid the blow. The crowbar smashed into the floor, digging out a small crater, sending small shards of floor material flying out. Having missed, I raised my arms again to finish the job... and felt a pair of hands grab my wrists. I whirled, about to attack my attacker.
"Don't do it, Commander!" yelled Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange. "It's over. Just stop!"
I was breathing hard, and still felt the surge of pure fury that had started when I'd peeked around that corner and saw Rovers twisting my wife's arm behind her. "Let it go, Commander." Lange said more quietly. I let the energy leave my arms, and Lange let me go. Jack Muscone had come up, and positioned himself between me and Rovers.
"I understand, Commander." said Lange. "I don't blame you a bit for protecting your wife. But he's not worth killing."
"I'll be the judge of that." I said hoarsely, surreptitiously seeing if I could get to Rovers and kill him with one more blow. Alas, I couldn't; more Federal Agents had moved between us.
"It's okay, Darling." Laura said, coming up to me and putting her hand on my shoulder. "I'm okay." I let her hug me, and I returned the hug.
"He needs medical attention." one of the Federal Agents said as he and another agent tended to Bob Rovers.
"Not in this County." I snarled. I turned to EAD Lange and said "Get him and his bastard brother out of my County. If they're still here at noon, I'm going to kill both of them, no matter what you say or do."
"He means it, Owen." said Laura. "And I might just beat him to it."
"Guys, get him back to the City." said Lange. "Take him to the Hospital there."
Just then David Rovers and Peter Page came around the corner, their hands cuffed behind them. When Teresa and I had arrived, we saw what was going on. When Parker and Geiger went past us, Teresa attacked David Rovers, and Parker whirled and attacked Page. The vaunted FBI BAU Agents were woefully easy to subdue as their weapons were quickly removed from them, then their bodies subjected to punishment. Then I made my attack on Bob Rovers.
"Director Lange!" shouted David Rovers. "Arrest Donald Troy and his TCPD Officers for assaulting Federal agents!" Lange whirled around and went up to David Rovers.
"Rovers, you don't tell me what to do." said Lange. "If anything, your brother here attacked a Federal Agent, that being Dr. Fredricson here, who as a Deputy Director within the CIA outranks every one of us. If anyone should be arrested, it would be your brother. Want to play it that way?"
"I'm not forgiving Troy for any of this." growled David Rovers. "I'm taking him down, one way or another."
"Bring it on, shit eater." I snarled back at him.
"Rovers, you wont take Troy down through the legal system." replied Lange. "And if you know what's good for your health, you'll let it go." Then he said: "Muscone, get these guys out of here, and by that I mean clean out of this County. Commander, Dr. Fredricson, I need to talk to you for a moment."
"We've got to continue interviewing the suspect." said Laura. "He was just telling us that---"
"I know, I know." said Lange, interrupting her on purpose. "Let's go talk."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"In one sense, David Rovers was right." said Owen Lange as he, Jack Muscone, Laura, me, and Teresa Croyle settled down in Laura's small Hospital office. "That was assaulting Federal Agents."
"It was self-defense, or defense of his wife." Laura replied. "I'll sure testify to that, if anyone tries to go that far with it."
"How about I go arrest them for assaulting Police Officers?" Teresa said. "Holding two TCPD Detectives at gunpoint was that, and maybe kidnapping as well."
"Why don't we all just leave the legal system out of it," said Lange, "and I'll make sure Rovers and his crew do the same. But listen, there's more going on, and it's the reason I'm here in the first place. Rovers's methods leave a lot to be desired, but he was right: the Feds are taking physical custody of the suspect Eagan, and the Court Order forbids any psychologists from talking to him, unless given permission by the Judge. And you don't have that."
"Who was the Judge?" I asked. "It could not have been K.M. Landis, the Federal Judge for this District."
Our State was divided into three Federal judicial districts. The Eastern District covered the City and all of the farm counties in the eastern and southeastern parts of the State. The Western District covered the Town & County and down to Midtown. The Southern District covered Southport and rural parts of the State south of Midtown.
Jack Muscone said "No, it was Judge Ruth B. Taney. She's by far the most leftwing Judge in the District. Rovers went to Midtown and specifically to her."
"Can we appeal it?" asked Laura.
"You can." said Owen Lange. "And we are. But I'll tell you now we're going to lose. The fix is in on this one."
"Laura," Teresa said, "you said that the suspect was telling you something when these bastards interrupted. What was it?"
Laura said "Adam Eagan couldn't remember details of how he'd planned the attack, nor from where he'd obtained the keypass to the teachers's parking lot door. He was acting dazed, as if he'd been hypnotized or brainwashed. As we talked to him, he was starting to remember details... and he was remembering that he had been trained to make this attack!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we left the meeting, I went down to the ICU ward. The only windows to see into it were in some double doors that were fire doors, and couldn't be accessed from outside. At the far end of the room was a window, showing a room whose walls were an eerie tinge of green, and the light from that room was also eerily green. That room was the 'clean room', where Molly was.
I couldn't see Molly, but I tried to send mental energy her way. I don't know if it worked, but after a moment I felt a hand on my back. It was Cindy, who'd come up and was in the process of putting her arm around my waist. In reply, I put my arm around her shoulders in a hug.
"I heard you had some excitement in the security wing." Cindy said, her voice barely above a whisper.
"Yep." I said. I told her about the incident with Rovers, and also the Federal Court order that was allowing the Feds to take the suspect out of our jurisdiction, and what Laura had told us the suspect said.
"Ginned up." Cindy said. "This whole thing is a 'false flag' event, isn't it?"
"I dunno." I said. "But the way the Media's acting, and the Feds, and the Courts..." I didn't finish, and decided to change the subject. "How's Molly doing?" I asked.
"Unchanged, according to the nurses." Cindy said. "It hasn't even been 24 hours yet, so I guess that's not surprising."
"How's your mom holding up?" I asked.
"When I was shot up, and lying here," Cindy said, "my parents came down and we had something of a family reconciliation, as you know." I nodded, and Cindy continued: "I think at that time it got real for them that what Molly and I do really can cost us our lives. And I think Mom is reliving that. I don't think she expected her Police Chief daughter of a small-town Police Force to have this happen to her."
"I will also say this." Cindy said. "I heard my mother tell Chief Moynahan that she was glad that you would be there for Molly's boys if she died. I don't think she knew I could hear it when she also said she was glad Molly had had children to continue after her."
"And Molly will recover, and will continue raising them." I said. "That's what I choose to believe."
"I know." said Cindy "But I think I know what my mother was saying, was really saying. Betsy is a wonderful baby, and I'm eternally glad she's my daughter now... but we all know I'm not going to have blood children of my own. Molly's boys are all that's continuing her parents's line. And in its own way, it's still a rejection of my orientation..."
"No, no, no." I said. "One thing I've observed is that Maggie has accepted Callie as family. In other words, your mother has accepted your orientation as well as the woman you've chosen to marry. She was much less accepting of me, and Molly having children by me, when all that happened."
"Until she and my dad met you." Cindy said. "Then you charmed them. And Mom loves those boys. She loves... those boys..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Damien Thompson gave an interview to KFXU's Catrina Pierce, where he stated "You have to remember that Bettina Wurtzburg and KXTC launched a campaign of unmitigated hatred with the intent to have DFACS remove Commander Cindy Ross's baby from her custody and put the baby into the foster care system. Commander Ross's sister, Chief Evans, is fighting for her life in the Hospital after being wounded while stopping the school shooter."
Thompson continued: "And then Bettina goes and attacks Chief Evans's children, threatening them with DFACS, just to take a shot at the boys's father, Commander Troy. So I'd say what Commander Troy said to Bettina and to all the Media there was more than justified..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30pm, Tuesday, May 7th. Jack Muscone invited Chief Moynahan and me to lunch at (where else) the Cop Bar, where he had (what else) the Double Cheeseburger Plate. I switched up and got the Fish & Chips Basket. The Chief got a Steak Caesar Salad.
"You were really out for blood, weren't you?" Jack said after we'd ordered.
"It might be a good idea if I don't say out loud that I very much intended to kill Rovers." I said. "I wouldn't want you to have to testify against me."
"Or me having to suspend you, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." said the Chief.
"Don't sweat it." Jack said. "The EAD has already made a complaint to Washington about Rovers and his team putting Government guns to the heads of doctors, Police Officers, and most of all, a former Deputy Director of a branch of the CIA. As you like to say, 'it is possible' that that email was copied to the CIA Directorate of Science and Technology, and that they are royally pissed right now."
"Not as much as Dr. Fredricson's loving husband." I said. "So... what else is going on with all of this? Let me ask something more specific: when is the Deputy AG getting here?"
The Chief looked shocked, and Jack gaped at me for a second, then said "400 years ago..." Then he said "Tonight. He wants to meet with some of these student protesters, especially Darryl Smogg, the self-styled and Media-anointed leader of the protest group. So how did you know he was coming here, and by that I mean specifically tonight?"
I replied "We wondered what was going on with the Media announcing his visit. I can now say that it's likely Bettina and KXTC made a huge mistake. They weren't supposed to announce it when they did, but they goofed up and did. The timing was inexact, but it fits the pattern... at least the pattern l'il ol' paranoid me is seeing."
Jack gaped at me again. The Chief skeptically asked: "Are you suggesting they knew this school shooting was going to happen, and were planning to come down and make political hay out of it?"
I just sorta shrugged my shoulders. "We-el, sir, if we allow our minds to conceive the inconceivable idea that certain Swamp Frogs would create a 'false flag' event for political gain, that includes something shocking like students being murdered, then certain pieces of the puzzle begin to fit the pattern."
"Geez..." said Muscone, who looked at his half-eaten double cheeseburger. "It's times like these I wish I could eat no matter what I felt, like Tanya can."
"Don't let it get to you." I said. "So, what did you want to talk about at this lunch?"
"Well, it fits your pattern now." said Muscone. "Team Lazarus has been ordered to stand down on the case. Other FBI units will come in from Washington and take charge, and 'work with' the Nextdoor County Police on the case. They, meaning these other units, are totally ignoring the questions of who gave the perp that passkey to that door of the school building, who gave him the cop-killer bullets he used, and how he got the handguns he used."
Muscone went on: "I've seen the evidence myself: this guy was a loner, but unlike other school shootings, this guy didn't raise any red flags with anyone. He did not search out radical information on his computer, he didn't frequent Socialist propaganda websites, at least not very much. So he doesn't appear to be radicalized. Dr. Yates and your wife heard what he said about being trained, but while the FBI formally apologized to Dr. Yates for the Rovers team's actions, an apology he formally refused to accept along with the promise of a lawsuit, they did tell him that they would not permit him to speak to the suspect again, and that anything he had to say would be ignored by the official inquiry."
"And good luck getting the Press to report any of it." I said.
"That's another thing, thanks for reminding me." said Muscone. "Sean Carlsen, executive producer at KFXU, called me and told me that his reporters had received death threats if they report information that's quote unquote 'inconsistent' with what the Mainstream Media is reporting. I got word that the national Fox News office received similar warnings, though not with any specific death threats. Carlsen told me that KFXU won't report anything known to be wrong, like 'assault rifles' on the scene, but he's also not going to report on things like the killer saying he was trained to do the deed."
"And speaking of the Pressss..." said the Chief. "We're pretty fortunate that no one in the Media is willing to report your little tête-à-tête with them, particularly Bettina Wurtzburg, this morning, Mr. Crowbarrrrr. The presser was being covered live, but they cut away when you started going off on her."
"I don't suppose," I said, "that any of those so-called journalists followed-up and checked on Bettina's treason investigation?"
"A couple of calls from the national networks to our office in the City." said Jack Muscone. "But they weren't interested in the details. They just asked if it was true or not, then hung up."
"I've told Captain Price that you will not be participating in any more of those Press conferences." said the Chief. "You were totally correct in calling them out, and Bettina was once again way out of bounds, but you got emotional about your children, and I'm not going to have you up there taking cheap shots from the Media over your kids."
That was the Chief's face-saving way of saying that he was not going to allow me to embarrass myself again, as that is how he'd perceived my philosophical exchange of values with Bettina. I would lose no sleep over being disinvited to future Press Conferences on this matter.
Part 14 - Pivot Points
Meanwhile...
Cindy, her family, and the old Midtown PD team were sitting in the waiting room when FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins came in.
"Tim!" Cindy said, standing up and giving him a hug. She then said "Let me introduce you to everyone. This is Tim Jenkins with the FBI; he and I worked together when that crisis we can't talk about happened a few weeks ago." She was referring to the EMPTY QUIVER event.
"Tim, this is my mother Maggie." said Cindy. Tim shook her hand respectfully, then Cindy said "This is my fiancée Callie."
"Ah, yes, I heard many great things about you." Tim said as he shook Callie's hand.
"It's nice to meet you." Callie said, and nowhere near as enthusiastically, having seen Cindy's ice blue eyes light up when Tim Jenkins entered the room.
"This is Midtown PD Chief Frank Soltis, and City PD Captain Wes Masters." Cindy said. "They were all on the same team in Midtown with Molly."
"I'm really sorry to hear about Chief Evans." Tim Jenkins said. "Any word on her condition?"
"No." said Chief Soltis. "But I know Dr. Morgan went into ICU a few minutes ago, so I hope we'll hear some good news sooooonnnn."
"So what brought you up here?" Cindy asked Tim as she had him sit down.
"SAC Muscone brought in what he called 'reinforcements', seeing that some strange things are going on up here." said Jenkins. "I came up from Southport, but apparently not in time to participate in the fight in the secure wing."
"What was that all about?" asked Cpt. Wes Masters.
"Oh, just the Iron Crowbar, taking care of his people." said Cindy. "In this particular case, his wife, Dr. Fredricson. That is a special kind of stupid, to try to physically mess with her."
"I'm surprised she didn't break the guy's neck herself." Callie said.
"The other Agents had guns drawn and pointed at Dr. Yates and the videographer." Cindy said. "That's the only reason I can think of that she held back."
Just then it got quiet in the room, as Dr. Morgan came in. "Hello, everyone." he said. "I know you've been waiting to hear something, and I appreciate your patience with us. I just checked on Chief Evans. Her vitals are unchanged, weak but steady. But there is a problem: her white blood cell count is going up. It could be normal, but if it keeps going up, it could be a sign of infection. We'll be keeping a close eye on that."
Everyone nodded and thanked Dr. Morgan for all he was doing for Molly. He exited the room and went down the hall, leaving a family clinging to hope, but feeling helpless to do anything...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:15pm, Chief Moynahan called me and Captain Croyle into his office. Already there was Sergeant Andrew Prince, the official TCPD helicopter pilot.
"A couple of items for you." said the Chief. "First, the Japanese Ambassador is flying in from Washington tomorrow morning, to meet with Tom Usagi's family. He will also attend the funeral on Thursday. I suspect that you two and the Sheriff will be part of that, seeing that you have close ties with Misaki Takaki and the Japanese Emperorrrr."
"Yes sir." I said. I'd just gotten the formal request from Takaki Nagamasa a few minutes before. And of course I had accepted the 'invitation'.
"The second thinnnng," said the Chief, "is that Tom Usagi will have a memorial service at the Nextdoor County High School football field tomorrow afternoon. We have been asked to fly a 'Missing Man' formation. You can fly the Cobra, Mr. Crowbar, I can fly the Bell 206, and Sgt. Prince can fly the Hospital Life Flight helicopter. But we need a fourth. The University is willing to loan us their helicopter that the football coaches use for recruiting trips, but their pilot is not avail-a-bllllle Any ideas, Mr. Crowbar?"
"Yes sir, if she'll do it." I said. I then looked over at Teresa Croyle. "You can fly the Hospital Life Fight chopper."
"What?" gasped the Chief. He recovered and said: "This is the first I'm hearing that Captain Croyle can fly anything more than that Whirlybat contraption that scares me to just watch in the air."
"He's right, Chief." Teresa said. "I've been taking helicopter flying lessons for a while, and I finally got my pilot license a few weeks ago. I was keeping it a secret and was going to surprise everyone at some proper time." She turned and looked at me and said "How the Iron Crowbar knew, I don't know."
"Not much gets past himmmmmm." said the Chief. "So... are you willing, Captain Croyle?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "I would be honored."
"Sir," I said, "I should fly the Bell 206, and you the Cobra. It's faster and more maneuverable, and you should be the one to execute the missing man maneuver, being the most experienced pilot here. Teresa can take point in the Life Flight chopper, I'll be her wingman, and Sgt. Prince your wingman."
"Why, what an excellent thought, Commanderrrr." said the Chief. "Consider that our plannnnnnn."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After we were dismissed, Iron Wolf followed Iron Crowbar into my office. "How did you know?" Teresa demanded to know. "I told only Todd, and he promised to keep the secret. I didn't even mention it in front of our kids, much less Carole. Is she really that good?"
"She's that good, but neither she nor Todd was the reason I know." I said as I sat down and had her do likewise.
"I've been accused of being able to make the occasional observation and deduction" I said. "And I remember that when we were life-flighting Cindy out of that God-cursed Clinton County hellhole, I couldn't get the engine going to full speed. I then observed that someone flipped the right switch, said something about 'atomic power to battery, turbine to speed', and we were ready to move out. And I knew from that moment on that you could fly helicopters." (Author's note: 'Causing A Commotion', Ch. 02.)
"And you never said a word, or even flinched." said Teresa. "But I'm glad you remembered. It will be a great honor to be part of this formation for Usagi-sama..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I worked in my office getting the mountain of paperwork that had somehow accumulated done, I had SNN on my television monitor. The Media had moved on from the details of the school shooting, and were now focusing on two things: the cowardice of the Sheriff and some of his Deputies; and the student groups stridently demanding that Governor Jared either convene the State Legislature to pass strict anti-gun-rights legislation, or resign. I suspected the 'or resign' part was coached by the Media.
SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell had announced that Sheriff Ishmael and the two Deputies were under formal investigation by the SBI-OER, and that Governor Jared would likely suspend them after Tom Usagi's memorial service. I'd heard through Captain Price that one of the Deputies had submitted retirement papers, which likely would be allowed.
Helena buzzed me on the phone and said that Detective Joanne Warner wanted to see me. I told her to send Joanne in. A moment later the lovely blonde Detective was sitting in a hot chair in front of my desk.
"Sir," she said, "I just wanted to tell you that if you need babysitters or anything for your kids, Seth and I, and Leo, will be glad to help."
"I appreciate that." I said. "And I may just ask you and Seth to do that for Tom Usagi's funeral, as many of us in the family will be doing something with it."
"How's Captain Evans doing?" Joanne asked.
"Commander Ross texted and said that she was the same, but her white blood cell count was elevated." I said.
Joanne nodded, and I knew she wanted to say something else. Finally she asked "Sir... how do you do it? How do you cope with something like this? And the time they kidnapped Commander Ross? And the time they kidnapped Carole and tried to blow her up in that building? I haven't even had this child yet, and it just scares me to think of something happening to him or her."
I said "I'm not sure." Seeing the look on Joanne's face, I continued: "I'm really not. Some would say I have a Zen attitude towards things. Some would say I don't care. I do care, very much, but I know that there are some things beyond my control. All I can do is hoping for... no, expecting the best, and just driving on."
Trying to lighten the mood, I said: "And believe me, I understand how you feel about your firstborn child. I was the same way when Laura was pregnant with Carole, and after Carole was born. Now... I'm more worried that she's set her sights on taking my red crowbar away from me when she gets old enough."
Joanne laughed. "And she's going to, sir. She's going to." she said. After she asked to be excused and left the office, I thought to myself that protecting my children was still my greatest worry. Not fear, though... fear was a luxury that I could not afford...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Tuesday, May 7th. The Town & County Council filed into the private Council Chamber, and things were already tense.
The Antifa-shirt-wearing protesters had been at the public meeting, but none had risen to demand three Police precincts. Tonight the public Council Auditorium had been packed with young people who said they were 'students', and they were demanding in shrill if not heated tones that the Council pass ordinances outlawing the sale of firearms to anyone under 21 years of age, setting up wider 'gun free school zones', and completely outlawing so called 'assault rifles' and ordering the confiscation of any such firearms from anyone in the County that owned them... except Law Enforcement.
Some indeed were University students, but were told they could speak only if their drivers licenses showed they were actual residents of the County, not just living here as students. They were about to start chanting and disrupting the meeting when Town & County Police and Sheriff Deputies started filing in, restoring order very quickly.
Reginald B.F. Lewis made the motions for ordinances that the students wanted, and Kelly Carnes seconded them. But it was Edward R. Steele who carried the day:
"First of all," said Steele, "we do not have the power to restrict firearms sales to anyone. That's something the State Legislature would have to do, and I'm not sure even they can do that, as it's a U.S. Constitutional issue. Second, the State already established 'gun free school zones' for every school in the State. That didn't work out very well for Nextdoor County High School, did it? Truth is, laws like that are just for optics; they do nothing of substance."
"And third," said Edward Steele, "we can't confiscate legally purchased firearms without probable cause and due process of law."
The motions were all defeated. That caused some students to angrily denounce the Council. "When are you going to do something about guns?" one young woman yelled.
"I'll answer your question with a question." said Mayor Daniel Allgood. "Why is it that every time some nutjob kills someone with a gun, your 'solution' is to demand that law-abiding citizens be stripped of their guns and their gun rights?"
That truth caused the 'students' to go into a near violent rage of shouting and screaming. "Clear the Chamber." ordered the Mayor. Everyone was forced to leave, though six 'students' had to be arrested and physically carried out to make that happen.
Now, in the private Chamber, the Mayor said "Okay, any old business?"
"Yes." said Kelly Carnes. "Are you going to continue this formality crap you've been doing?"
"Yes." said Allgood. "And watch your language, or I'll have you removed from the room. Not for asking the question, but for the language."
"I move we adjourn." said Carnes.
"I second." said Reginald B.F. Lewis immediately.
"Why?" asked J.P. Goldman.
"There is a motion to adjourn on the floor, and seconded." said Mayor Allgood. "By rule, it cannot be debated. All in favor say 'aye'." There were five 'ayes', and five 'nays'.
"The Council being evenly divided, the Mayor votes 'nay'." said Mayor Allgood. "Again, any old business?"
"Mr. Mayor," said John Colby, "I ask your indulgence to allow Ms. Carnes to explain why she made the immediate motion to adjourn." This was surprising in that Colby and Carnes were political enemies.
"If she wishes to, she may answer." said the Mayor. "Keep it clean, Mrs. Carnes."
"I made the motion," said Carnes, "because there's no point in continuing this meeting and this sham process. Executive Sessions are for discussing personnel matters and other things that should not be debated publicly, but part of that has been having the ability to discuss and debate things freely and openly. If we're at the point where these Executive Sessions are being run as formally as a Court proceeding, then there's no point in having them at all."
"As part of that," said Malinda Adams, "we shouldn't even be in Executive Session under these conditions. Since we're restricted in our speech pretty much to formalities, those should be in public meetings, not behind closed doors."
All eyes were on the Mayor. He said "I agree that these meetings should be in the public forum, and should only be in Executive Session for things requiring full confidentiality, such as personnel matters. And these sessions have become excuses to be able to say just about anything you want without having to say it in public."
"And that's part of the problem." continued the Mayor. "The debates, for lack of a better term, have become so rancorous, so disrespectful... and in some cases so dishonest... that I currently see no other way to get a handle on it than to strictly enforce the Rules of Order."
"Also do remember," admonished the Mayor, "that Executive Sessions are still Council sessions; they are not informal gatherings or private dinner conversations. While what is being said in here is not recorded... or shouldn't be, anyway... there are minutes made of these meetings that are entered into the public record. Once everyone realizes that, and starts acting accordingly, I'll loosen the reins accordingly. Okay, any old business? New business?"
"In light of the recent incident in Nextdoor County," said Sheila Sorrells, "I'd like to know if our County's school students are adequately protected?"
"Because we have more people," said Dagmar Schoen, "we have more resources that have been put into our schools for the safety of our students. We have more cameras inside and outside our schools. We have more School Security Officers, many of them moonlighting TCPD Officers, which means they're well trained and will not cower in fear like those Nextdoor County Deputies did. And the kids at every level from Elementary to High School run practice drills for fires, tornadoes, and, unfortunately, shootings and other incidents of crimes of violence..."
Part 15 - Vibes and Decisions
Being Tuesday night, Carole and Marie and the boys all watched 'The Flash' and whatever else we'd DVR'd. So Edward Steele showing up to pick up Marie was the normal thing to do. He also filled me in on what was going on with the Council.
"Daniel is really holding a tight leash." said Steele as we drank ice-cold Coca-Cola Cherry Zero Sugar soft drinks and sat on the deck. "Some of those on the other side of the political aisle from me are actively talking about not bothering with Executive Sessions anymore, unless its strictly about personnel matters."
"Since they can't throw mud anymore?" I asked.
"That's a lot of it." said Steele. "But I think some of it is that...well, before things went bad, our politics were different but it wasn't personal. Reginald Lewis and I were friends, sort of like the local level of Molinari and Cerone, and we'd broker deals. J.P. Goldman gets along with just about everyone, and he and Malinda Adams would talk frequently."
"But the Allgood election changed all that?" I asked.
"Again, that's some of it." said Steele. "But it's not the whole picture. Something is happening, not just here in our County, but the State, and even the Nation. There used to be shades of gray and blurred lines; now everything is solidly divided, and totally black and white... and I don't mean that in a racial way."
"What I'm trying to say is," said Steele, "is that people used to run for the Council because they wanted to serve, and thought they could do so, and do so very well. And in that respect, it used to be fun. The meetings were fun to go to, to talk and debate. Now... it's all about winning, and at all costs. It's about 'I win and you lose', not 'how can we both win something'. It's all about 'my way or the highway'... and the highway ends up not getting built at all."
I said "You once said that the Council was either 8-2 or 2-8. Is it still like that?"
"Noooooo, not at all." said Edward, understanding my meaning. "Kelly Carnes is still rabidly on one side, and Colby and Schoen are intractably on the other. But Lewis is pretty solidly on Carnes side now, Malinda Adams solidly so as well. And I admit that Goldman, McGhillie and I are becoming more in line with Colby and Schoen on everything. That leaves Sorrells, and Weston as the swing votes, and they generally side with Carnes and Adams, though for different reasons at different times. But overall, we're getting a lot of 5-5 votes and the Mayor having to break the ties..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Edward and I came back inside, I heard Carole talking to Laura. "Mommy, you've got to call the Hospital! Something's wrong with Aunt Molly!"
"Carole," Laura said reprovingly, "I can't just call the Hospital every few minutes. The doctors and nurses are watching over her. It will be fine."
"But Mommy!----"
"No more on this!" Laura said. "Now you need to get ready for bed after Marie goes home."
"Are you ready to go home, Marie?" Edward asked.
"Yes sir." said Marie. She and Carole hugged each other goodbye, and Marie left with her father.
"Daddy!" Carole said. "Call the Hospital!"
"Carole!" Laura all but shouted. "I've already told you to stop with that. Now go get ready for bed... Don what are you doing?"
"Making a phone call." I said. "Carole, your mother said get ready for bed. Why aren't you brushing your teeth?"
"Because I'm worried about Aunt Molly." sulked Carole.
"Upstairs. Toothbrush." I said, pointing at the stairs. Carole reluctantly went. Meanwhile, I was making a call. "Hi Cindy." I said. "How's Molly?"
Cindy said into the phone. "Dr. Morgan is checking on her now. But Dr. Cordell is still here at the Hospital, and that's giving me a bad vibe."
"Is Teresa still there?" I asked, knowing that Teresa was going to stay with the family during the evening hours.
"Yeah, sure, hold on." said Cindy. A second later I heard Teresa's voice say "Don?"
"Teresa," I said, "keep your poker face on so Cindy doesn't start feeling worse. I want you to go to the Nurses Station or find Dr. Cordell, and ask how Molly's doing. Carole is saying something is wrong, that Molly is in trouble."
"I'm on it." said Teresa, then the line went dead.
"Don!" Laura hissed. "We can't just be calling the Hospital every time Carole thinks something is wrong!"
I managed to bite my tongue to keep from making a biting reply, then said more calmly "Honey, I'm not just calling for Carole. I'm calling for me."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Leonard R. Cordell came up to the Nurses Station. "Anything new on Evans?" he asked gruffly.
"No, Doctor," said the head Nurse, "but Dr. Morgan is making his rounds now. Oh, there he is."
"Hello, Dr.. Cordell." said Dr. Morgan.
"How's Evans?" asked Cordell.
"Her vitals are the same, but her white cell count is still rising." said Dr. Morgan. "I'm increasing the antibiotics, but they're nearly at maximum dosage now, and they don't seem to be helping."
"Excuse me, Dr. Cordell, Dr. Morgan." said Teresa Croyle coming up to them. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but I just got a call from Commander Troy. This may sound crazy, but he said his daughter Carole believes something's not right with Molly. Is there anything... wrong?"
"So Dr. Fredricson's daughter thinks she's a doctor now." said Dr. Morgan. That did not go over very well with the Iron Wolf, and her look at him conveyed that.
"Doctor," she said acidly, "the thing I like most about Carole Troy... is that she's never wrong!"
"You got that right." said Cindy, coming up to them. "And I'm feeling it, too. What's going on?"
Dr. Cordell had been looking at Molly's charts. "Dr. Morgan, you're right about this white cell count, and the drugs not being effective. My fear is that something is still inside her."
"If the increased antibiotics don't help, and she gets worse overnight," said Dr. Morgan, "we may have to make a decision on whether or not to go back in."
Cordell re-read the charts, then seemed to be in a reverie, his eyes looking at the ceiling as he thought hard about it. Then, being the retired Admiral he was, he made the decision: "Nurse, have Evans prepped for immediate surgery. I'm taking her back in. Dr. Morgan, care to join me?"
"Sure." said Dr. Morgan. The doctors left to scrub down. Cindy went to tell her family. Teresa called her boss, that being me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're taking Molly back into surgery." I said to Laura when I got off the phone with Teresa. "Her white blood count is elevating even in the face of increasing the antibiotics."
Laura got up. "I'll go down there, then, and help them. And don't say it." She meant that Carole was right, after all.
I feigned innocence. "I didn't say anything. Come home as soon as you can."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went up to check on the kids. Jim, Ross, and Ian were asleep, with Buddy supervising and on guard. Carole was in the third bedroom, and Bowser was with her, looking apprehensive.
"Hey Fussbudget, why aren't you asleep?" I asked.
"Daddy," Carole said, ignoring my question as superfluous, "why didn't Mommy believe me?" Her voice was one of near tears.
"She's a doctor, Jim, not a Detective." I said as a joke, remembering 'Star Trek'.
"I'm not Jim, I'm Carole!" Carole said, miffed at the 'insult'. She was not familiar with the original 'Star Trek'.
"It's an old joke from a TV show." I explained. "Anyway, it's not that your mother doesn't believe you, but that she knows the nurses or doctors will call us if they find something wrong, so she doesn't want to bother them by calling."



"But you called, Daddy." Carole said. Sometimes having an observant daughter can be frustrating, I thought to myself.
"I called Cindy, to see how everyone was doing." I said. "We're all concerned about Molly, but the doctors are very good and they're as good care of her as anyone possibly can, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said, not really mollified.
"All right, you get some sleep." I said. Carole turned over and I tucked her in. Bowser settled down, as well. But I don't think Carole went to sleep. And I know I sure didn't as I sat and watched TV in the front room of the house. Laura may not have believed Carole, but I'd seen enough that I did believe her... and nothing could stop me from worrying...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:15am, Wednesday, May 8th. Drs. Cordell and Morgan came down the hall looking a lot happier than they had been. They came to the waiting room, where Maggie was asleep, and Cindy was dozing. Callie had gone and gotten Betsy and taken her home so that both of them could get some sleep in their own beds, and Cindy had chosen not to call Callie when they took Molly back into surgery.
"We got it." Dr. Cordell announced, holding up a small bottle with a piece of wet, bloody cloth inside it. "Dr. Morgan found it. It had snuck up under a blood vessel near her trachea, and we didn't see it at first."
"And it was Dr. Cordell who's seen enough of these to know that going back in was the right thing to do." said Dr. Morgan. "I learned something, there. And the best news is that once we closed her back up, she started improving immediately."
Laura had come in behind them as they were talking. "Out of curiosity, Dr. Cordell," she asked, "what made you decide to go back in now?"
"I guess after seeing enough combat wounds," said Dr. Cordell, "I just get that gut feeling when I see something's not right. And that's what I saw with Chief Evans's vitals."
"You okay, Laura?" asked Cindy. She was feeling a vibe, but she was tired and wondered if she was reading it right.
"I'm fine." said Laura. "And I'm very relieved they found that piece of Molly's armored vest. She's not out of danger, but this will improve her chances a lot. Maggie, there's a couch in my office here at the Hospital. Go get some sleep. I can have a cot brought in for Cindy, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Doctor, you need to get some sleep, too." said Teresa to Dr. Cordell once everyone had left the waiting room.
"I'm going now." said Dr. Cordell. Then he peered at Teresa and said "You know, I didn't tell Dr. Fredricson everything, and I'm not going to, so keep this under your hat: one reason I decided to go ahead and take Chief Evans back into surgery... is because young Carole thought something was wrong, and I remembered a 400-million-dollar drug bust, or however much it was, that happened because that little girl saw a pattern on a video. And you obviously had total faith in what she said, which was enough to make my decision easy."
"With Carole," said Teresa, "I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much. And "I appreciate your faith in me, Doctor."
"You've earned it." said Dr. Cordell. "Not just because you're your father's daughter, but because... well, as a wise woman once said, about one second ago: I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was dozing when I heard the kitchen door open and shut. It was Laura, returning home. As she came into the front room, I said "How is she?"
"Improving." said Laura as she sat down next to me. "They took her back into the OR, and found a scrap of cloth from her armor vest that had been hidden before. And I don't blame them for not seeing it; last time they were cleaning up a massive mess in there." I nodded.
"So," Laura said, "her vitals are improving. And before you say it: yes, Carole was right, and I was wrong."
"You weren't wrong." I said. "You just didn't want to bother the nurses on the whims of a five-year-old. That's what I told Carole, anyway; that you didn't want to call them knowing they would call you if there was trouble."
"Why did you tell her that?" Laura asked, a bit incisively.
"Because she does think you didn't believe her." I said.
"I didn't mean it that way." Laura said.
"Well, she took it that way." I replied. "And it hurt."
After a moment, Laura said, almost bitterly: "How does she do it? And how do you know when to believe her?"
"She's born with it." I said. "Like my mom, like Cindy, and to a much lesser extent, myself."
"You're being modest again." Laura said. Then she quipped: "I'm going to snitch on you to the Sheriff for that."
I grinned. "Okay, okay. As to when to believe Carole... I always believe her."
"Always?" Laura asked. "What if she's wrong?"
"What if she is?" I replied. "If she had been tonight, no harm no foul in checking up. Just like the Marcie Harper videos. If there had been nothing there, there would have been nothing there... but there was. And Carole believed in what she saw, and she made a decision to have me called in, and she acted on it. Tell me, isn't that what you do in your medical psychology practice?"
"To a point." said Laura. "And it's obviously what you do as a Police Detective. But Carole is five years old."
"Going on sixteen." I replied, then shook my head sadly as I said "She is going to be a handful as a teenager."
"Like your dear sister?" Laura asked.
"That," I said, "and like mother, like daughter. You grew up fast a teenager."
"I had to." said Laura. "Okay, I'm going to fix us a couple of drinks, then we can go to bed... and fuck like teenagers."
I smiled and kissed her, then she got up and went to the kitchen. I sat there thinking about it: I can't explain it, but when I heard Carole begging Laura to call the Hospital... I just knew she was right, and that something was wrong. I'm not a doctor, nor do I play one on TV... but I'm willing to bet that getting Molly into that OR tonight instead of in the morning... might have been the difference between life and death for her...
Part 16 - Day of Duty
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 8th. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the shooting at Nextdoor County High School, which left one student dead and a Police Officer in critical condition!"
Bettina began: "Student groups held candlelight vigils last night, chanting demands for strict gun control legislation. They are demanding the State Legislature convene to pass legislation confiscating all 'assault rifles', and raising the age to legally purchase any firearm to 21. They plan a protest march today during the memorial service for Tom Usagi, the NCHS Senior who died in the attack."
Bettina: "The memorial service is being held at the NCHS football stadium. Channel Two News has learned that the U.S. Deputy Attorney General is coming to Nextdoor County, and may be present at the service. The Deputy A.G. issued a statement, saying that he wanted to meet with the student groups, and that it was very important to listen to them and hear their concerns about gun violence in schools..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joining us in the Chief's Conference Room for coffee was Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, who came in with Tanya this morning. The Sheriff and I were also there. Chief Moynahan had gone to the Hospital, and had texted that Molly was continuing to improve. Laura texted me the same thing. Teresa was transporting Betsy and my boys to BOW Enterprises day care.
Tanya said "Not a word from Bettina about Molly nor German."
"And no cheap shots at Governor Jared." I said. "Wonder why? Especially since he's the guy that has to call the Legislature into Session."
"The State Supreme Court can't do it?" Tanya asked.
"Only to impeach and remove the Governor or Lt. Governor." I said.
"And Jared is not going to do it." growled Griswold. "I talked to him last night. He wants to wait until after the funeral, then see if anything truly common-sense can be passed, like having trained, armed teachers in the schools, like they do in Israel. The garbage the Democrats and these ginned-up protesters are howling for will never make it to his desk, and anything that does will be vetoed."
"So..." I said, "withhold my surprise that the rabidly anti-gun-rights Deputy A.G. is finally going to show up around here."
"That's what I came to tell you guys." said Jack Muscone. "We got notice of the visit Monday night. Since the original plan had been to speak at the University, I naturally asked if the Deputy A.G. was coming here, to your County. I was told by the Brass in Washington to mind my own business."
"So I pressed the issue." continued Muscone. "I asked if the Deputy A.G. wanted to come to the Hospital to visit German, and to see Molly's family, as those would be good photo-ops for him. Finally someone, who said he was the 'Junior Adjutant', told me that the Deputy A.G. had said that he had absolutely no interest in meeting with the Officers nor their families, that it would take time away from him meeting with the student groups."
'He does not give a shit about the Officers that bravely went in and stopped the bastard." I said, mostly to myself. "He only wants to gin up anti-gun-rights protests."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome," said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am, from the KFXU studios. "With me as always is Meredith Peller."
"Hello, Catrina. Hello, everyone." said Meredith. "Here's what's going on. In response to protests in Nextdoor County by students as well as outsiders who came in to join the protests, Governor Jared issued a statement saying that he and Legislative leaders will meet after Tom Usagi's funeral to discuss possible common-sense laws in response to the tragedy that claimed the life of NCHS Senior Tom Usagi."
Catrina picked it up: "The Governor says he supports legislation that would allow specially-trained armed teachers in the State's schools, following a similar plan used by the Israelis to protect their schoolchildren. However, the Governor says raising the age limit to buy a gun would be challenged in Court and is likely unconstitutional, and therefore he would veto it if it passed."
Meredith: "Democrats furiously denounced Governor Jared, saying that the time is now to convene the Legislature, and any delay was unreasonable. They also denounced his plans to have armed teachers, saying there should be fewer guns in schools, not more of them. They also said in a statement that they will be pushing to outlaw sales of 'assault rifles' in the State, and want to outlaw sales of magazines with a capacity of more than six rounds, as well as impose an ammunition tax of one dollar per round on the sale of all ammunition in the State, rifle or pistol, in every caliber."
Catrina: "Meanwhile, Fox Eight News has learned that Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans underwent another round of surgery last night, and that her condition has begun to improve. Detective John German is recovering from a wound to his leg, and is expected to be released from the Hospital soon, possibly by the weekend."
Meredith: "The Deputy Attorney General of the United States is planning to visit Nextdoor County today. While there are no specifics of his plans, aides say that he may attend the memorial service for Tom Usagi, and he has expressed a desire to meet with the student protesters so that he can, quote, 'give their voices a chance to be heard above the NRA's divisive rhetoric', unquote. When KFXU asked if the Deputy AG would visit University Hospital to meet Detective German and the family of Chief Evans, we received the reply that the Deputy AG was not interested in doing that at all."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well of course the Democrats want Jared to convene the Legislature now, while emotions are still running high." said Teresa Croyle, who had joined Tanya and me in my office. "The longer the delay, the more time for cooler heads to prevail."
"And they know that." I said. "An Establishment Republican would cave, and call the Session now. But Jared is noooo Establishment weenie."
Just then there was a knock on my door. It was Captain Damien Thompson. "Excuse me, sir," he said, "but Bettina Wurtzburg called and wants an interview."
"Oh my God, has she not figured it out yet?" Teresa said, exasperation in her voice. Then she looked at me and said "Don, why are you grinning?"
"Because it's not me she wants the interview with, is it, Captain Thompson?" I said. "She wants to interview Captain Perlman."
"Yes sir, that's right." said Captain Thompson.
"400 years ago!" Tanya said with a huge grin on her face, and sparkling eyes. "How'd you figure that out?"
"Like Captain Croyle said," I replied, "The issue is guns, and Bettina knows I won't give her the time of day, much less an interview. But the Captain that's in a wheelchair, put there by 'assault rifles'? Oh yeah, she would love to put that on the air."
"Machine guns, actually." Tanya said, referring to the guns that had paralyzed her. (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 01.) "So, shall I give that interview?"
"May I recommend that you do so under one condition." I said. "Demand that the interview be live. Not 'live to tape', but totally live."
"And make sure," Teresa said, getting my drift, "that Bettina knows that if they cut off the interview, she can be arrested for lying to a Police Officer."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg with a live interview of TCPD Captain Tanya Perlman." said Bettina as she sat next to Tanya in the Press Interview Room at Police Headquarters. "Captain Perlman was paralyzed by persons using 'assault rifles' in an attack which killed Pamela Feeley, mother of slain Police Officer Peter Feeley. Captain, how do you feel about the death of Tom Usagi and the wounding of two Police Officers in the Nextdoor County school shooting?"
Tanya said "First of all, Bettina, in the name of total accuracy, I was wounded and Pamela Feeley was killed by professional criminals using full machine guns, not so-called 'assault rifles'. The machine guns that were used in that crime are illegal for anyone to own, so only criminals had those guns."
Tanya continued: "Also, I am horrified by the school shooting. Chief Molly Evans is a friend of mine as well as the sister of one of my closest friends and fellow Police Officers, Commander Cindy Ross. And Tom Usagi was a very brave young man who gave his life for others. He was a true hero, and we will remember him as such."
Bettina tried to get back to her point: "But what about assault rifles being legal to purchase by people like Adam Eagan, and by the killers that went after you? As a Police Officer, do you really favor such weapons that are a danger to the Public and the Police being so freely available?"
Tanya had played dumb to this point, but now she sprang her trap: "Bettina," she said with a bit of acid in her voice, "why is it when criminals use guns to commit crimes, you Media and your politician allies start screaming for law-abiding Citizens to be stripped of their gun rights?"
"I'm not advocating the Second Amendment be done away with." said Bettina. "But as a woman paralyzed by gunfire from those kinds of weapons, don't you want them to be off the streets, and law-abiding Citizens to be safer?"
"Stripping people of their gun rights does not make them safer, Bettina." Tanya said strongly. "And by the way, there are over 23,000 gun laws in this country that are not applied, and if they would be applied we might have fewer of these crimes, not more. Why is it that whenever something like this happens, all you want is more laws, and usually laws confiscating guns from law-abiding citizens or taxing their ammunition?"
"Those are NRA statistics, and inaccurate." snarled Bettina. "Nothing the NRA says should be believed."
"I never said I was quoting the NRA." said Tanya. "My fiancé is an FBI Agent, and you can go verify my numbers with them. The bottom line, Bettina, is that I was not wounded by a law-abiding citizen with a gun he purchased to protect his family, and Tom Usagi was not killed by any law-abiding citizen with an AR-15 rifle. The crimes were committed by criminals, not the guns."
Bettina ended the interview. As she got up to leave, exasperated, she said "You're as demented as the Iron Crowbar."
"I take that as a compliment." said Tanya, unperturbed.
Bettina whirled on her. "How can you say that?" the redheaded reporterette spat. "You're in that chair because of guns!"
"And you honestly think stripping law-abiding Citizens of their guns is the answer?" Tanya replied. "I suppose you're going to tell me next that only Police Officers like the Iron Crowbar should have guns."
"You're hopeless." Bettina said. She quickly exited the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did it all make it to television?" Tanya asked when she got back to my office.
"Every word." I said. "But boy! was she pissed at your answers."
"She should've known better." Teresa said. "After all, Captain Perlman is not an Agency of the Weak Minded." We all laughed, then Teresa said "I don't know what she was thinking, allowing that to go on."
"I do." I said. When all eyes looked at me, I said "I remember a story from the 1984 Reagan campaign, the famous 'Morning In America' ads. A young reporterette interviewed the Campaign people, and they gave her clips of the ads they were going to run. She took the clips and ran them, but voiced over things like 'you wouldn't know it from this scene, but millions are in poverty and out of work due to President Reagan's policies', and such stuff."
I continued: "When she saw the staff people, she asked them what they thought of her hit piece. They said it was great! She said 'But I said all those negative things.' and they said 'That doesn't matter. You see, people saw the pictures, and that's what they'll remember. If they even heard the words, they won't remember them.'."
"Ahhhh," said Teresa, getting my point. "Bettina thinks people will see Tanya in her wheelchair, and blame the gun. And what Tanya said won't matter."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "But Bettina forgot a couple of things. First, she was also on the air, looking as hateful as I've ever seen her while Tanya was half-smiling while she refused to blame the gun. And second, people do remember what they hear, especially those pesky facts Tanya put out there."
"Still, sir," said Tanya, "I think I'm done giving Bettina interviews. This one was important for the Cause, that 'Cause' being the Constitution. But I'm done with her and her agendas and her hatred."
"Someone give this woman a blue crowbar!" I said.
Tanya grinned. "You know," she said, "I've always wondered why you used that blue crowbar, the one in my office now, on Sergei Molotov that first time. Blue is not the warmest of crowbar colors, you know." (Author's note: 'Russian Roulette', Ch. 02.)
I just smiled. "My mother didn't tell you?" I asked. Teresa and Tanya shook their heads. "Well, maybe one day I'll tell you. But right now, Iron Wolf, you and I have an appointment... with the Japanese Ambassador and the Usagi family..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Ichimoku Industries helicopter carrying the Japanese Ambassador landed at the Baseball Fields in Nextdoor County. With the Ambassador was Takaki Misaki and the Ichimoku Industries CEO. All three were formally dressed in Japanese kimonos.
Waiting to greet the entourage were me, Teresa, and Takaki Nagamasa. Teresa and Nagamasa knew to bow low, but it was a quandary for me: was the Japanese Ambassador higher in importance than Misaki-san, who was a confidant of the Emperor of Japan? I watched all the men carefully, and saw that the Ambassador and Misaki-san were on the same level... which meant I was on the same level with them.



Teresa and I were also wearing our swords in our sash belts. The Japanese security men had been furious and had yelled at us. Takaki Nagamasa yelled back at them. I just stared hard at them until they remembered their manners and bowed with the word 'sumimasen, apologizing to me for their embarrassing lack of manners.
As the 'three old men' approached, we all bowed, me a little less low than the others. The three men bowed with equal exactitude as me as I formally welcomed them with words in English that Nagamasa translated. Honor was scrupulously maintained in the ritual exchange of greetings with courteous words and strong formality. Once that was done, we then moved towards the cars that would take us to the Nextdoor County Civic Center, where Tom Usagi's family were in a side room.
That side room was now a shrine. A photo of Tom Usagi, surrounded by candles and flowers, faced the entrance. To one side was the family.
Misaki-san and Nagamasa were the first to go to the shrine, where they bowed. As Teresa and I came up, I presented a candle to a young man who was the caretaker of the shrine. He added it to the others as Teresa and I knelt on the tatami, the mats placed five paces in front of the shrine, and bowed low. We were followed by the Ambassador and the Ichimoku CEO.
Then we all went to greet the family, and were invited to kneel/sit before them. We all bowed, and the Ambassador gave words of condolence. He then pulled out a scroll and spoke, and Nagamasa interpreted for me: "The Emperor has written a poem to honor your son's bravery in death." the Ambassador was saying.
He read the poem, his sonorous voice seeming to fill the room. The poem was generally about a lone tree braving the harsh winds as the sun set. Though not spoken, the implication was that when the sun rose again, the lone tree was no longer there, taken by the wind, the kami, as Tom Usagi's Spirit had been taken by the kami in the night as he braved the unstoppable winds.
We all bowed after the reading of the royal poem. As we were going to retreat, Tom Usagi's grandfather, a very old man wearing a formal kimono, affixed his eyes upon me and said "You are the Iron Crowbar and the Iron Wolf?"
"Hai." I said firmly.
"It was you that went into the school, and rescued your fellow Officers and stopped that madman from killing others?"
"Our fellow Officer stopped the madman, Sire." I said, being formally respectful. "We came in afterwards."
Teresa spoke up, to my surprise. She said "We were not in time to save Usagi Tom-sama. Sumimasen." She bowed low, and I bowed low with her. Everyone bowed back, and I could sense that what Teresa had said was very well received.
Then the elder Usagi said "We are grateful to you for your courage in saving your fellow Officers, and we are grateful to them for saving so many students. Our family is praying that the kami will walk with Chief Evans and bring her back to you."
"Arigato gozaimasu." I replied. A few moments later, we all took our leave of the family, as they were going to begin a private ceremony...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You did most very well, Teresa-san." said Takaki Misaki as we headed back to the Baseball Fields. "Who has been teaching you our customs?"
"Your daughter Mariko-san, Sire." said Teresa. "I ask her to teach me something about Japanese culture every time I see her. For this occasion, she told me how apologizing even though there was nothing we could do was important, and the family would respect that."
"And they did." said Misaki. "The Ambassador was also very impressed. His report and mine to the Emperor will reflect that."
We arrived at the Baseball Fields. The Ambassador, Misaki, and the Ichimoku CEO continued in their cars towards NCHS for the memorial ceremony. Teresa and I went onto the field that did not have the Ambassador's helicopter. That other field had four helicopters waiting... and Chief Moynahan and Sergeant Prince waiting for us.
Part 17 - Missing Man
As he prepared to get the memorial ceremony started, Captain Paul Price looked up in surprise at who was approaching him. "Commander Ross!" he gasped. "Uh... how is the Chief?" Cindy had come up to him, wearing her formal uniform with medals, her M.O.V. around her neck.
"She's stable, and showing signs of getting stronger." Cindy said. "And when she wakes up, I'm going to tell her about the great job you've been doing."
"Thanks." said Price. "It'll be good to have her back, though."
Just then an Army Colonel in formal uniform came up to them. Cindy recognized him. He had been the Wildcat ROTC Cadre Commander, and was the Iron Crowbar's friend. "Hello, Colonel!" Cindy greeted him enthusiastically.
"Commander Ross! Hello!" said the Colonel. "How is your sister doing?"
"She's getting better." Cindy said. "How are you? Don said you'd retired."
"I did." said the Colonel. "But I wanted to come over with the Wildcat cadets. Cadet Usagi had a scholarship with us, and the family has allowed our Cadet Ranger Company to be the pallbearers."
"Aw, that's nice." Cindy said. She then introduced the Colonel to Cpt. Price.
"Where's Commander Troy?" the Colonel asked after the introductions.
"He's flying one of the helicopters in the Missing Man formation." Cindy said. "Maybe you can visit him later today."
"I'd like that." said the Colonel. "I was thinking of----"
"Who's in charge of this ceremony?"
The voice rudely interrupting them and asking the question belonged to Bettina Wurtzburg. A number of reporters had come with her and were right behind her in a seemingly threatening display of numbers. Bettina tried to ignore Cindy, who was staring daggers at her.
"I am." said Captain Price, taking charge. "What do you want?"
"We want the American Flag on Usagi's coffin to be removed." said Bettina. "Usagi was of Japanese descent, so it's offensive to his family and to the Japanese Ambassador. It's offensive to Chief Evans, who is Canadian. And it's offensive to the students; it reminds them of gun violence."
"What?!" the Colonel roared. "You're saying that the American Flag is a symbol of gun violence?"
"Yes." said Bettina. "I'm sure Commander Ross agrees, since she's a Canadian, too."
"You're a fake news liar, bitch!" Cindy roared. "I am a natural-born American Citizen. And how dare you attempt to speak for MY sister?"
"And Tom Usagi was a natural-born American Citizen, too." said the Colonel
"We agree with Ms. Wurtzburg." said Bill Hacosta. "The American Flag on the victim's coffin is inappropriate and deeply offensive. It should be removed, and not seen at the memorial service."
The Colonel was about to go ballistic, but Cindy stopped him by saying "Allow me to handle this, Colonel." She then turned on Bettina and squared up to the redheaded reporterette. "Bettina, not only do you have sex with your sources to get stories---"
"I'm going to sue you for that." Bettina threatened.
"I hope you do." Cindy fired back. "I've got the proof. But furthermore to this subject, you, Ms. Wurtzburg, are under Federal investigation for High Treason, and what you've said here just confirms that you and your fellow journalists are traitors. I will be sure to let the FBI know what you've said here, Traitor. Now get out of here before I decide to arrest you for leaving the jurisdiction of the Town & County."
"Do it, then." said Bettina. "Go ahead, arrest me."
"Bring it, bitch!" yelled Hacosta. "We'll all say you exercised Police brutality against our fellow reporter, and we'll defend her physically. You can't stop all of us, bitch, and we'll put you in the hospital right next to your sister. You can watch her die!"
There were gasps, even among the other reporters. Hacosta was trying to goad Cindy into a rash action, and they all knew it. But Hacosta was taking it too far for some of them. They began peeling off and moving away. And some of them realized that Hacosta's words were empty: it was not likely that any reporter there, much less all of them together, could not defeat the Green Crowbar in personal combat. And she knew it too.
"Let's see, then." said Cindy. She moved towards Bettina.
"Well, hello Commander Ross!" said Lieutenant Micah Rudistan as he stepped up between them, wearing his formal uniform. "Allow me to effect this arrest for you."
Bettina stepped back into the group of reporters still there. Cindy said "It's okay, Lieutenant. I'll just notify the FBI that Bettina is fleeing the jurisdiction. In the meantime, Hacosta, you'd better flee. If my sister dies, you die. I will find you, no matter where you go and what you do. And I will kill you."
"Is that a threat?" Hacosta yelled, almost happily.
"Oh, it's definitely a promise." Cindy said.
"I hope you have the chance to try." said Hacosta. "I hope your bitch sister dies!"
By now there were a number of TCPD and NCPD Police Officers gathering, led by Sheriff Griswold. "Get out of here, Hacosta. You have no idea of the size of the cow patty you just stepped in. Mr. Rudistan, escort these journalists to where they're supposed to be."
"Yes sir!" said Rudistan. But the reporters were already scrambling in every direction to get away.
"Did you get all that?" asked Hacosta to a reporter, cameraman, and sound man as they walked away.
"We sure did!" said the other reporter happily. "We got her threatening you."
"I just hope she doesn't make good on that threat." said the sound man.
"She's about to get sued, if not be put in jail." said Hacosta happily.
As they walked away, the Sheriff and Cindy watched them go. "Everything all right, Ms. Ross?" queried the Sheriff.
"Yes sir." said Cindy... as she reached up to her pocket and clicked the 'ink pen' inside it. The journalists would find that they'd recorded static, as if the Slender Man had visited them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Nextdoor County High School JROTC cadets marched onto the football field. The stands were full to overflowing, and people ringed the fence-enclosed field. Following the JROTC were contingents from Wildcat School ROTC and the University's ROTC programs. Though Tom Usagi was not going to attend the University, their cadets had asked to participate, a request that had been granted.
Then came the pallbearers with the coffin. BOW Enterprises had created a device whose bottom part was the same as the tracks of Tanya'a Tank, and the upper part basically a gurney. This device actually carried the American-Flag-draped coffin, with the pallbearers attending and guiding it to the middle of the field.
The NCHS Band played the Star Spangled Banner, then U.S. Congressman Condor and State Senator Woodburn spoke. The U.S. Deputy A.G. had shown up, but he said he would not speak at the event. So the Japanese Ambassador spoke. He spoke perfect English, and he made sure to note that while Tom Usagi was of Japanese heritage, and that the Japanese Nation was proud of him, Tom was born an American and loved his country, and that it was only right that an American Flag cover his coffin. People in the stands clapped, some politely, some in agreement. The American Mainstream Media covering the service looked disgusted.
Then a bugler played 'Taps'. As the last echoes of the bugle call faded away, people heard the low rhythmic beats of helicopters. The football field runs south to north, with the home stands on the west side. Everyone looked south.
The front chopper was the University's Life Flight chopper, piloted by Teresa Croyle. Her wingman behind and to her left was me in the TCPD Bell 206. On her right, parallel to me, was Chief Moynahan in the Cobra, and his wingman to his back and right was Sgt. Prince in the University's Bell 206 that the football coaches used for recruiting trips.
As we came over the football field, the Chief radioed for us to fly straight and level. Then, as we passed directly over the coffin, the Chief revved up the Cobra and lifted it out of the formation. It looked to the people on the ground that it was going almost straight up into the sky, but in reality the Chief was also keeping it's forward progress on a level with our own. His exit left a gap in our formation, the 'Missing Man'.
We continued north until we were out of sight, almost to the University-City Highway. We all turned west and flew on to our County, returning our choppers to their home bases.
We would see it on TV later. It looked impressive, particularly with helicopters doing a maneuver usually done by jet planes. And it would make Fox Eight News and many Fox stations around the Nation. But Burt West, Publisher of KXTC Channel Two News, had cut away from the service before the flyover had happened, and he'd given strict instructions that the flyover not be shown. Bettina said on the evening broadcast that it was 'an offensive reminder of America's culture of guns and machines of war'."
Part 18 - Stalker In The Night
"You look exhausted, Don." said Edward R. Steele at 10:30pm, Wednesday May 8th. He was our host for the Charter Commission meeting. Stephanie and Selena were at the Mountain Nest with Marie, Carole, the boys, and Laura, and of course the redoubtable Bowser and Buddy.
"It's been a long, long day." I said with a tinge of sadness.
"The helicopter flyover was very well done." said Savannah Fineman. "Everyone really liked it." Everyone else murmured agreement.
"Thanks." I said. "The saddest part for me was meeting the family. Tom was a very promising young man, and they had great hopes for his future."
"Do we have any more business tonight?" asked Edward. "Whatever it is, I'm sure it can wait."
"We did a lot tonight." I said. "We've laid the keel of the ship we're building, so to speak. The spine of the structure is in place, and we're getting input from the Government agencies now. That's your homework... we have to read all of it."
"I read some of it already." said Rev. Joseph E. Williams. "Looks to me like every agency wants themselves to be expanded, and some have suggested that 'rival' agencies be done away with. I'm really looking forward to the Police Department's recommendations."
I knew he was teasing me, but I winced. "Commander Ross was working with the Sheriff on the Public Safety Department's report for us." I said. "With her sister in the Hospital, she's badly distracted. I'll have to talk to the Chief and Sheriff, and see what she'd written up for them."
"I figured Sheriff Griswold would've been directly in your ear, Commander." said Williams, humor in his eyes.
"He may not be all that happy with me when all is said and done." I replied. "I already know some things he wants that I'm not particularly happy with. But we can save that for a later time. What say we put this night in the books, and adjourn?"
"I second that motion." said Edna Carter. We all gathered up everything, then made our goodbyes and left. Then Edward came with me, knowing he could ride back with his family.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"DADDY!" yelled Carole as Ed and I came in the front door of the Mountain Nest. She and Marie ran up and hugged my legs. Then Marie hugged her dad as Jim and Ross came up to give me hugs. But Ian had held back.
"Hey Ian." I said to my youngest male child. "Come over here and give me a hug." Ian came over and hugged me, and I could feel the vibe. "What's wrong?"
"I miss Mommy." said Ian sadly. "When can we go see her?"
"Well," I said, "they're keeping her asleep right now so she can get better. When they wake her back up, we'll go see her, okay?"
"Okay." said Ian.
"All right, I think it's some kids's bedtimes. Am I right?" I asked. The grumbling response was 'not enthusiastic' as they begrudgingly admitted I was right...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did we miss on the news?" asked Edward after the kids were put to bed, Marie staying with Carole tonight, and Selena in the guest room in case Laura and I had to go to the Hospital or my Police duties.
Laura said "The Deputy AG showed up and the fawning Media is showing him meeting with students. Then he gave a speech. I'll play the DVR of it."
The DVR showed the Deputy A.G., a tall, slender black man with graying hair, perhaps on purpose, flanked by 'students' that looked too old to be in high school, saying "We must do something about the Culture of Guns in America! We must overcome those bitterly clinging to their guns and pass common-sense gun laws to ensure tragedies like this do not continue to happen in our schools!" Students cheered.
The Dep. A.G. continued: "Assault rifles must be taken off our streets, and if necessary out of our homes! The 'bitter clingers' to the Second Amendment must make reasonable compromises to protect our children! And if that means a Constitutional Convention to remove the Second Amendment from the Constitution, then that is something that all Americans should want!" More cheering from the 'students'.
The Deputy A.G. finished up: "I don't understand why Governor Val Jared..." The crowd booed loudly, then the Dep. A.G. said "I don't understand why he has not already called the State Legislature into session! The only reason I can think of for Governor Jared's lack of action is because he's a Republican! We demand action now, Governor Jared!..."
As Laura turned off the DVD, I said "I recognized at least six of those people with the Deputy A.G. They are now or were in the past activists at the University, and some of them were involved in those riots we faced." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', among other places.)
"They're not high school students?" asked Edward Steele.
"Harumph." I muttered. "Heck no. And some of them are 'crisis actors', too."
Back on live television, KFXU's Priya Ajmani was interviewing Peter Dwayne Gordon of Clear Call Polling. Peter was saying "The polls are showing that people's minds are really unchanged by this. Those who already wanted gun confiscation support the Democrats' calls for more laws. Those who support the Second Amendment continue to do so."
And then I noticed it: the Deputy A.G. had been brought over to give Priya an interview, and he'd heard every word Peter had said. His face was 'fast' becoming 'furious'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:05am, Thursday, May 9th. The night shift physician's assistant came out of ICU and walked down the hallway towards the Nurses Station. Neither he nor anyone else saw the young man in black scrubs come up the hallway and go into the room.
He hurried through ICU and to the door that led to the 'clean' room where Molly Evans was. He used a code to deactivate the alarm and let himself in. As he approached Molly's bed, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a syringe full of potassium chloride, and uncapped it...
To be continued.
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Part 19 - Underground
*ZZZZZZT!*
"Arrrgh!" the perp grunted as the TASER delivered its charge to his back, courtesy of the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle. As he collapsed, I quickly moved to stuff a cloth into his mouth. Then Laura injected him with a drug that put him to sleep immediately.
"We'll take him to the subterranean rooms." Laura said as Dr. Cordell came in to check on Molly.
University Hospital is between an "H" and an "I" in shape. The middle part/crossbar goes NNW to SSW, with the wings going forward and backward on the side in an ENE-WSW direction. The Hospice wing is the back wing on the southeastern end, and closest to the mountain finger behind the Hospital, whereupon The Cabin in perched.
Nurses did not take particular notice of Dr. Laura Fredricson walking down the hallway, though the two orderlies in scrubs, paper OR hats, and driving an unconscious man on a gurney should've been observed. We followed Laura down the Hospice wing to nearly the end. She pulled back what looked like a wall panel, to reveal an elevator. She inserted a key in a lock to activate it, and we took the 'patient' aboard.
Once inside, Laura put the key into the lock on the panel, and turned it clockwise 90 degrees. The elevator began moving... down. I estimated we went three or four floors worth of distance. When the elevator opened, we saw a hallway rather crudely built into the bedrock. Getting out, the only direction to go was to our left, which would be roughly ENE... into the mountain itself!
Laura led us down the long hallway, which was eerily lit by a string of LED lights. Finally, she directed us to bring our prisoner into what looked like an operating room.
"I've got to get back upstairs to close the wall panel." said Laura, handing me a key on a lanyard, a duplicate of the one she'd used. "This guy should wake up in about ten minutes. Don't kill him; when you bring him back up, there will be two CIA Officers that will want to speak with him more extensively." She took a blood sample from the guy, telling us she was hoping to find what he was amped up with.
After Laura left the room, I put the key around my neck. "I'm sure there's a second way out of here," I said, "but I don't want to have to search for it. Okay, let's check for cyanide."
I put on latex gloves, then forced open the perp's mouth, and shined a light inside. "Yep." I said, reaching inside and extracting a glass capsule. Then I looked again. "Oh my, I don't recommend his dentist." I got some tweezers and extracted another capsule covering a back tooth, held in place by a play-dough-'ish' substance.
"Like the Consultant of Crime's standing army of mercenaries." Teresa said.
"But worse." I said as I injected a yellowish liquid into the perp's shoulder. "I'm thinking this bozo was brainwashed, for lack of a better term, to commit suicide if captured. That's why we TASERed him and I put that cloth into his mouth so quickly; he had no chance to stop it..."
"How did you know he was going to attack Molly tonight?" asked Teresa...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Earlier...
After Edward Steele left and Selena went to bed, Laura and I sat up and talked about our respective days as we watched the SNN broadcast of their continuing, non-stop blast reporting of the NCHS shooting incident.
"You must be exhausted." Laura said. "Ready to go to bed?"
"I'm too keyed up." I said. "Something's not right."
"Getting a Carole vibe?" Laura asked, and I did not fail to detect a bit of acidity.
"As a matter of fact, I am." I said. "And it looks like I'm not alone." I heard the soft padding of footsteps in the hallway above, then coming down the stairs. The redoubtable Bowser was accompanying his five-year-old owner.
"Carole, what are you doing up?" Laura asked.
"Daddy," Carole said as she came up to me, almost whispering, "something's wrong. Somebody wants to hurt Aunt Molly."
"Did you dream this?" I asked.
"Maybe." Carole said. "But something is wrong."
"I agree." I said. "Okay, you get back upstairs to bed. I'll go to the Hospital and check it out?"
"I'll come with you." Laura said.
"You believe me, Mommy?" Carole asked, her voice connoting shocked surprise.
"Of course I believe you, honey." Laura said. "Come on, I'll take you back to bed while Daddy puts on his uniform." That really meant me putting on my armor and weapons. I also called Teresa and asked her to meet us at the Hospital's Emergency Room entrance, where Police vehicles could park.
As we drove to the Hospital, I said "So you believed Carole, eh?"
Laura replied "You think something is wrong, too. And saying that to her helped healed the wound from the other night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in real time: Teresa was looking around. "What is this place?" she asked.
"Did you keep a good sense of direction about where we were going?" I asked.
"I tried." Teresa said. "The hallway seemed straight, so that means we're under the mountain itself."
"Yes, we are." I said, then sat down next to her as we waited for the perp to wake up. I continued: "They built the north wing on the Hospital years ago, and it was shaped like a 'T'. Then they decided to put in the Hospice wing, and more long-term care rooms, so they built the south wing. When they built the wing, they burrowed a tunnel into the mountain, then hollowed out this place. This is an OR, and there's another one on the other side of the hall, and further down the hall are some large rooms to hold patients."
"So they built it in case of nuclear war?" Teresa asked. "That would've been good to know a few weeks ago, when you were handcuffed to that nuke."
"It's actually more recent than the Cold War preparations made decades ago." I said. "It was created to withstand a direct nuclear hit, which the University would've received in those days. But there's not that much space down here. This room was created by the Federal Government, as a place the President or other important persons could be brought, and even secretly operated on if need be. Now the President would be aboard Air Force One and would have it's excellent operating room on the plane, so it's more likely this would be used for others... like that Deputy A.G. that's visiting now."
"How long have you known about this?" Teresa asked.
"Officially, about fifteen minutes, just like you." I said with a grin. "In reality, a couple of years. Sheriff Griswold... then retired Chief Griswold... told me about it when the Swamp Frogs were starting up trouble. He was worried that they might capture one of us and subject us to what I was subjected to by Casey B. Walker in the City." (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver'.) "If something like that happened, this would be a place to look for the kidnapping victim. Laura's always known, of course."
"Speaking of that," Laura said, "there's something I wanted to ask you about---"
"Oh, look." I said, interrupting her. "Our patient is coming to. Make sure you keep your mask on over your face, since we can't kill him."
I got up and went over to the perp. I slapped his cheeks a couple of times, saying "Wake up, bonehead!"
"Wha, where am I?" he groggily asked.
"In Hell." I said. He woke fully up, and saw that his wrists were handcuffed to the gurney.
"Who are you?" the guy asked.
"Your worst nightmare." Teresa said, having come up on the perps other side. "I almost feel sorry for what's about to happen to you."
I saw the guy moving his tongue around in his mouth. "Looking for these?" I asked, holding up the bagged cyanide capsules. "Sorry guy, you'll die the way I decide... and only after you've told me everything I want to know."
"I want a lawyer!" the guy tried.
"I'm sure you do." I said. "But this is not a Courtroom. Nobody knows where you are. Tell me what I want to know, and we'll take you to the Police... alive. Don't tell me, and we'll leave you down here... to starve to death... well, you'll die of dehydration without water first. And from what I hear, that's an awful, slow, painful way to go."
"You might as well kill me." said the perp. "I'm not telling you anything."
"Okay, then." I said. I looked up at Teresa and said "Let's go." We left the room, ignoring the shrieks of the perp begging us to come back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We explored the cavern, seeing the four large rooms that could handle about fifty casualties each. I found where the foodstuffs were stored, seeing them to be military MREs; there were facilities to clean and sterilize medical implements, but no kitchen for food preparation. "The MRE's are just one year old, too." I said. "They're maintaining this place pretty well."
"I wouldn't expect a lot of dust to accumulate," Teresa said, "but it's been cleaned recently. Maybe they came down and prepped it during the EMPTY QUIVER event?"
"That's Iron Wolf thinking, there." I said. "But it's obvious they've been maintaining this place for some time. It's a perfect place; under the mountain, protected from a nuclear attack; under a Hospital, with doctors on location and ready; near transportation of every kind, but generally in a place nobody would suspect."
"I wonder how many other places there are like this?" Teresa mused.
"More than people realize, I'm sure." I said. "I am curious why they chose here, this Town & County."
"A lot of students at the University," said Teresa, "just ready to become young agitators for the Socialist movement. A lot of secret programs at the University, as well as places like BigPharmaCorp. BigAgraFoods was here for a long time. Why not here?"
"Someone has become a very astute analyst of the local political situation." I said.
"Someone needs to be aware of the threats," Teresa replied, "in order to have your back, Mr. Iron Crowbar."
"And I'm grateful." I said sincerely. "Okay, let's see if our boy is ready to talk..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He was ready. The yellowish drug I had injected him with was a mild amphetamine to wake him up, and it contained a fear-inducing agent. This guy had been lying here with his own thoughts, realizing the implications of being left alone here to die.
"Ah," I said, coming in, "I think he's ready to cooperate." To the perp, I said "Wow, all alone just for a few minutes, not knowing if we'd come back or not. And next time, bonehead, I won't come back. So... why were you trying to kill that patient in the Hospital, hmm?"
"I was hired to." said the perp.
"By whom?" I asked nicely.
"I don't know." he said. Seeing my eyes get angry, he said "No, really! I don't know!"
"So people just know your phone number and what to hire you for out of the blue?" I growled. "You really want me to believe that?"
"Look, I'm an ex-con." said the perp. "Yeah, I get called by people who know people, and I do jobs for them. I'm usually a drug mule, but---"
"You're lying!" I all but yelled. "Stop treating me like I'm stupid!"
"I swear to God, I'm not lying!" said the perp, about to cry.
"So why were you trying to use the cyanide tablet in your mouth?" I asked harshly.
"Because I---" he started, then stopped, as if he couldn't remember something. "Wait... what tablet?"
"Were you in the military?" asked Teresa.
"Yeah." said the perp.
"Army? Navy?" Teresa asked, and I knew where she was going.
"Army. 75th Rangers." said the perp.
"Nice try." I said. "Were you a Green Beret or a Navy SEAL?"
"Uh..." said the perp, whose eyes glazed again. "I... I... Army... 75th Rangers..."
I had an insight. I said "Why did Trent Ridge and Quint Starr want you to kill that patient in ICU?"
"Trent said..." started the perp, then he glazed over again. "I... I... I don't know any Trent Ridge or Quint Starr..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We pushed the gurney carrying the perp down the hallway to the elevator. I used the key to call for the elevator car, and heard the motors whirring as it descended. Then we got in the elevator and I used the key to get us back topside. When the doors opened, Laura was there waiting, with two young men in suits and ties.
"Take him out the back door." Laura said, referring to the nearby fire door at the end of the hallway. The two men took the perp out that door, and I knew it was more than likely I'd never see him again.
"What did you find out?" Laura asked as we went into an empty room, and Teresa and I took off the scrubs over our clothes.
"He's been very effectively brainwashed." I said. "I'd ask him something, and it'd come to him but then he couldn't keep remembering it. The big thing was when we asked about Trent and Quint. He remembered Trent, just for a second, until the brainwashing kicked in."
"He had some programmed answers, too." Teresa noted. "We asked if he was in the military, and he said '75th Rangers' over and over. It was like a feedback loop."
"And I'd say whoever worked him over probably programmed Adam Nikolas Eagan." I said. Laura nodded vigorously in agreement.
"But why try to kill Molly?" Laura asked.
"I have a hunch," I said, "that she would've been reported to have died of her wounds at the school, and the chants of gun confiscation would've grown louder. Just one student dead has not moved the needle for the anti-gun-rights people; they needed something more."
"Geez..." Teresa muttered, shaking her head in disbelief at the lengths the Enemy would go to...
Part 20 - The Final Goodbye
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from a position that had Nextdoor County High School in the background, at 7:00am, Thursday, May 9th. "Channel Two News has learned that student groups are demanding a meeting with deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared to discuss sensible gun control measures!"
Bettina began: "The student groups, led by spokesperson Darryl Smogg, met with the U.S. Deputy Attorney General last night. The Deputy Attorney General agreed with the students's call for gun control legislation, and encouraged the students to keep taking action in the form of protests and demands, to get what they want."
Bettina: "Governor Jared has said he has not decided on whether or not to convene the State Legislature in Special Session, saying that he wants to hear proposals by the State Senate and State House. He also states that he wants to wait until after Tom Usagi's funeral, to allow emotions to cool down and rhetoric by what he called 'hi-strung' people to reach a more civil level. Democrats blasted the Governor. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Maxine Watts yelling "And this mentally ill Governor is doing nothing, nothing!, to protect our children and Police Officers from murderous guns!"
State House Ways and Means Committee Chairman Elijah McKinney said "Every minute the Governor delays in calling a Special Session to outlaw 'assault rifles' is another minute our children and Police are in danger!"
Back to Bettina live: "I have with me State Senator Katherine Woodburn of the 1st District." The camera panned out to show Katherine Woodburn, wearing a tasteful black dress. "Senator, what do you think of Governor Jared's lack of action?"
"It's inexcusable, Bettina." Katherine said. "Assault rifles are killing schoolchildren, and they're also killing Police Officers. Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans is still in critical condition at University Hospital, and she could still die. For Governor Jared to do nothing to protect our State's Citizens from dangerous 'assault rifles' is a betrayal that in itself justifies Jared's impeachment and removal from office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the morning coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room was Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Captain Croyle, Captain Perlman, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone (who brought doughnuts; smart man!)... and Lieutenant Colonel (Ret.) Sean Moynahan, dressed in his Army blue uniform.
"The family moved the time of the funeral up to 10:00am." said Chief Moynahan. "They've also requested a private service, followed by interment with full military honors. Everyone in Nextdoor County and our County that is entitled to wear a military uniform, such as myself as a retiree, and Detective Warner as an Army Reservist, has been invited to the graveside ceremony. Commander Troy, Commander Ross, and Captain Croyle were also specifically invited to attend, along with Captain Price and the NCPD."
"And we will be there." I said.
"Anyone care to explain to me," asked Jack Muscone, "why Katherine Woodburn and others aren't just talking about 'the children', but now it's 'the children and the Police'?"
"I thought Molly was getting better." said Tanya. "Why are they suddenly talking about her as if she's going to die?---- Oh shit, they may attack her! Teresa, we've got to get some protection around her!"
"Already taken care of." Teresa said. "I've got four SWAT Team people guarding ICU, two outside the hallway entrance, two inside in front of the 'clean room' entrance."
"Yezzz, I talked to them last night." said Chief Moynahan. "Had a good chat with Daniel Patrick and Robert Kalsu of the SWAT team. Impressive young men."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "We're monitoring both of them for leadership opportunities, especially if we put Lt. Hewitt in a Precinct Captain position.
"Say whaa?" growled the Sheriff.
I said "Yes, Sheriff, we are strongly considering Hewitt for Precinct Lieutenant or even Precinct Captain."
"Even after..." the Sheriff said, then stopped. He did not want to mention any incidents involving Angela Harlan, the Black Widow, who had murdered Tanya Perlman's fiancé Pete Feeley and almost murdered Hugh Hewitt after he failed to follow orders. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow'.)
Seeing that I was being Teresa's firewall, the Sheriff just muttered "We'll talk later, Crowbar."
"So you're anticipating an attack on Molly?" Tanya asked, a bit loudly. I could see there was a reason she was my Captain of Detectives.
"Anticipating? No." I said. "Erring on the side of massive caution? Yes."
"It's not 'anticipating' if it's already happened, is it?" asked Jack.
"An excellent observation of the proper use of the English language, Mr. Muscone." I said, then innocently sipped my coffee.
"Spill it, Iron Crowbar." Tanya said, not really worrying about the insubordination of the words.
"Someone tried to get into ICU last night." I said. "We stopped him well in advance. He's in Federal custody now, but don't ask me where because I have no idea."
"What can I bribe you with to get the details of this?" asked Muscone. "Lunch at the Cop Bar?"
"NOW you're talking!" I said mischievously. "But it'll have to wait until after the funeral today."
"So you're saying that they expected Molly to be dead this morning?" Tanya asked, aghast at the full implications of that.
"And modeled their talking points upon it." I replied. What I was more than implying was hitting everyone, and their shock was the same as Teresa's the night before...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The interment was a moving last tribute to Tom Usagi. A Buddhist priest and Chaplain Alberto Romano, wearing his formal Police uniform, presided over it, with Chaplain Romano using the term 'Infinite', which was acceptable to both Faiths.



Then 'Taps' was played, and everyone in uniform saluted as the American Flag was carefully folded with formal movements, then handed to the NCHS JROTC leader, who presented the folded Flag to Usagi's mother.
There had been an augmentation of Police by those of neighboring counties and the State Patrol. There had been rumors, no doubt ginned up by the Press, that protesters were going to disrupt the final ceremony at the cemetery.
But that had not happened... the protesters were on their way to Midtown, as were their Press 'enablers'...
Part 21 - Lack of Civility
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, May 13th, from outside the State Capitol building in Midtown. "Channel Two News has learned that deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared will call a Special Session of the State Legislature!"
Bettina began: "Both Governor Jared and Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall refused to meet with Darryl Smogg and other student protest leaders over the weekend, especially after students ringed the State Capitol and shut down traffic in the area. On Friday night, protesters stormed the State Capitol building, smashing windows and entering the building!"
Bettina: "They were met by a heavily-armored group of law enforcement officers, including State Patrol Officers. Police made 24 arrests, but the damage to one corner of the State Capitol Building was extensive, and is estimated in the millions of dollars. Many protesters say that the Police exercised brutality against the protesters, many of whom were taken to local hospitals for treatment of injuries. The Police reported no significant injuries among their numbers."
Bettina: "Democrats were furious that Governor Jared called in the State Patrol and other law enforcement agencies rather than let the State Capitol Police handle the 'peacefully protesting demonstrators'. Governor Jared called the leadership of the State Capitol Police 'corrupt', and demanded an investigation into them for failing to do their duty to secure the Capitol building."
Bettina: "State House Democrats also said they plan to use the Special Session to impeach Governor Jared. However, the State Constitution states that the Legislature in Special Session can consider only the specific issues under which it is convened. Jared's proclamation cites only two issues: removing Next Door County Sheriff Scott Ishmael from his office due to cowardice and failure to confront suspect Adam Nikolas Eagan; and legislation regarding guns, particularly a bill allowing trained schoolteachers to be armed in schools around small children..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did you knowwwwww, Commanderrrr?" asked Chief Moynahan during the coffee klatch.
"Seems there was this Punk girl with purple hair amongst the protesters." I said, looking over at my special guest, Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton, dressed in civilian clothes and sporting purple hair. As she grinned, I said "Seems this Punk girl was yelling and screaming with the other so-called 'students', so they told her that they were going to attack the State Capitol building and take it over. They were going to chain themselves to the desks in the State House Chamber. And she might have mentioned that to her boss's boss."
"So," I continued, "your friendly neighborhood SBI Reserve Inspector made a few phone calls. The State Capitol Police have become really rotted out, and the Governor's call for an investigation is the next item on the SBI-OER Inspector's list. In the meantime, lots of volunteer LEOs got the opportunity to use their batons and shields like Spartans at Thermopylae, and we beat the living shit out of every protester we found inside. They started getting the point pretty fast when fists were being punched hard into their unprotected faces. I will add that no Government guns were used in the subduing of the perpetrators."
"Think any laws will come out of the Special Session?" asked Teresa Croyle, who might possibly have been in Midtown herself Friday night.
"Yes." Sheriff Griswold growled. "They're going to remove Sheriff Ishmael; even the most rabid Democrats are hearing from their constituents about that coward's actions, or lack of them to be precise. And the Governor thinks they'll pass two gun laws: training teachers to be armed in schools, and raising the age limit to buy guns to 21 years old."
"What about 'assault weapons'?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"The State House might pass something." said Griswold, "but the State Senate has already said it's DOA there."
Just then there was a knock on the door. Cindy Ross came in. Her face looked inscrutable to me.
"I just got here from the Hospital." she said, her voice sounding like it was about to break. She composed herself, then said "Molly... they're... they're taking her out the coma. They're going to let her wake up..."
Needless to say, no one beat Teresa in getting up and sharing a long hug with her BFF Cindy as the rest of us cheered. And there were plenty of hugs to go around...
Part 22 - Awakenings
7:15am, Wednesday, May 15th. Though still in the regular ICU, Molly Evans woke up to find she had a visitor with her.
"Breathing tube, don't fight it." were her sister Cindy Ross's first words, born of vast experience. Then she saw Molly's eyes, and the questions in them.
"Detective German was wounded in the leg; he's going to be okay." Cindy said. "You shot the perp in the ankle and shattered it; he was down and couldn't hurt any other students than the one already hit. You saved a lot of people."
"The boys are fine; Don's been taking care of them." Cindy continued. "Thanks to you, only one student died, and he was dead before you got there, so there was nothing you could do. So don't feel guilty."
Molly gave what was a nod, then began falling back asleep...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At noon, Dr. Morgan took out Molly's breathing tube. "We're going to have to make you take deep breaths, and it's going to hurt." he warned. "But if you endure it, you'll get better much more quickly."
Molly tried to speak to her mother, who was there, and found it painful. "Hurts... to talk..." she finally whispered.
"That'll come back, too." Dr. Morgan said.
"Hopefully not for a while." Cindy said, teasing her sister.
"Why, Cindy Ross!" exclaimed Maggie Ross. "That was very unladylike!" Molly laughed until it hurt. She clasped her mother's and sister's hands, and did not let go for a long time.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They missed you. A lot." I reported to Molly when I went to visit her that afternoon. "I told them you were awake again, and they immediately asked when I could bring them to see you."
"Soon, I hope." Molly said, and it was barely more than a silent mouthing of the words.
"Tomorrow, if the doctors clear it." I said. "Or the next day."
"Thank you for keeping them." Molly said.
"Hey, that's what I'm here for." I said jovially. "They're my boys, too, remember?" Then I said more seriously "You know you never have to worry about them. I'll be there for them. I'll always be there for them. And for you, too." Molly just nodded, a tear in her eye...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That night, the Charter Commission met at City Hall. It was the first meeting with any formality to it; we were beginning to write the actual Charter.
"Okay, Article 1 is the Town & County Assembly." I said. "It will continue to be divided into 30 contiguous equal-population zones, redrawn after each U.S. Census is taken, without regard to the City Limit lines of the Town or Junction Station. They shall choose an Assembly Leader from amongst themselves."
"What about tie votes?" asked Edna Carter.
"Then the motion they're voting on fails, as there is no majority." I said. "And we're not going to have the Mayor as Assembly moderator to break tie votes."
"I am wondering..." said the Reverend Joseph E. Williams, "... if 30 is the right number. Would 25 be better? Or 20?"
"Thirty has worked pretty well for all these years, to this point." said Edward Steele. "Why would we want to change it?"
"It might be best the way it is." said Williams. "But now's the time to consider it."
"That's true." I said. "And it's an interesting question. The population of the County is around 100,000 people. That's about 3300 per zone. Twenty zones would make it 5000 people per zone, and that's starting to be a lot."
"I have a question about who counts as residents." asked Savannah Fineman. "Particularly University students."
"According to State Law," I said, "one cannot claim a dorm room as one's permanent address, since one cannot live there on a permanent basis. That was done partially to stop out-of-State students from using dorm addresses to establish in-State residency and pay the lower tuition. But that doesn't apply to Greek Houses, apartments, condos, and houses on University property... which is lucky for me and my wife since the Mountain Nest is technically on University property. So the drawers of the lines usually slice the University to ribbons."
"What about polling places?" asked Edward Steele. "Will we need more?"
"With the marvels of modern technology," I said, "every person's ballot, whether electronic or paper, is printed with the names of the various candidates that person is eligible to vote for. For example, and assuming we have a School Board going forward, my ballot will show candidates for the Council District I'm in, the Assembly Zone I'm in, the School district I'm in, and the State Legislature and U.S. Congress districts I'm in. So that will be all good. Also, there could be multiple voting places per district."
"Does the number of Assembly Zones give the Town an inherent advantage over the outlying County areas?" asked Edward Steele.
"Well," I said, "yes and no. There are some heavy population districts north of the Town Limits line, there's Junction Station, there's east of the mountain. There are also some farm areas where no one lives at all for miles."
"And some of the Assembly Zones are partly in the Town and partly out of it." said Edna Carter."
"One question as to the numbers," said Rev. Williams, "is whether or not the Town Assembly is going to continue to set the millage rate for the schools, like they do now, or if a School Board will do that."
"Well, I know how I feel about that, though you guys may differ." I said. "The Assembly should set all tax rates and fees in the County, every last one. Give some other body the power to tax, and suddenly people are being double taxed at exorbitant rates. Reminds me of being in Junior High School. Every teacher would load us down with homework, and when we complained, each teacher said 'I don't care whose homework you do, but you better do mine.'. I can easily see that happening if multiple bodies set taxes without regards to what the other bodies are taxing."
"That's about right." agreed teacher Edna Carter. "And let me add this. In asking for input, I went to several different teachers, principals, and administrators in all three high school districts. Most of them came back with reports that are very similar. It's as if almost all of them copied one student's paper."
"So the NEA wrote their papers for them." I said.
"Not much gets past you, Commander." said Edna Carter with a grin. Then she said: "All of them are saying that a separate School Board should set the tax rates for the schools. And that's the NEA's line for the input I got from them."
"So what do we want to do about the Assembly?" asked Savannah Fineman, mostly to get us back on track and moving again.
"You know," I said, "let's pick it back up next week. I want to think about the numbers some more..." I was nearly in a reverie as it was.
"Like you don't have enough to think about already." said Edward Steele, teasing me.
As we gathered our things to go, Rev. Williams asked Edward Steele "How's the Council doing these days? Still rigid as a military academy?"
"I think things may loosen up some." said Edward. "As long as things stay civil. But the protesters keep packing the Council meetings over three Police precincts."
"Oh God, I just realized," said Savannah Fineman, "when we have public comment night about the Police... are they going to pack our meeting, too?"
"Probably." I said. "But it'll be just one night, and it'll be me they're trying to explain things to. Should be fun." Everyone chuckled as I said again: "Should be fun..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Edward and I came to the Mountain Nest, we found two girls fiercely sulking in 'time out' on the stairs, with a worried Bowser supervising. Three boys were upstairs getting ready for bed.
"Uh oh." I said when we came in. "This is not what I want to see when I get home."
Laura and Stephanie Steele came up. Laura said "I told everyone to get ready for bed. Carole and Marie decided to enforce that by tearing up the boys's Lego building. Ian tried to defend the structure, and was pushed to the floor. They can explain that to you; I don't want to hear it."
"I see." I said, letting my eyes move to the two girls. Their facial expressions turned from sulking to worry and misery.
"Carrrollle and Murrreeee..." I said in an imitation of Chief Moynahan. "How old is Ian?"
"Three." said Carole.
"And how old are you two?" I asked.
"I'm six!" Marie said proudly, a bit too proudly for the occasion.
"I'm almost six." said Carole.
"Yes. Yes you are." I said. "And for you to be pushing down your three-year-old brother is not acceptable. It's being a bully, like Shawn in school. I am sure that neither of you want to grow up to be like Shawn, do you?"
"No sir!" came a chorus.
"Good." I said. "I expect you to love and take care of your younger brothers. So I know I'm not going to come home to this problem again, am I?"
"No sir!" came a chorus.
"Good." I said. "All right, what are the bedtime arrangements?" I asked.
"We're taking Marie home." said Stephanie. "She's going to have to behave much better than she did tonight if she wants to sleep over with Carole." Edward nodded vigorously in agreement.
Marie was near tears as she hugged Carole goodbye and left with her parents. Carole was also very sad, but a bit relieved that her punishment was not worse. I said: "Go get ready for bed, Carole. I'll take the dogs out." Carole barely made it off the stairs before Bowser was at the back door, joined by Buddy...
Part 23 - The Road Home
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 17th, from the KXTC studios. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the Special Session of the Legislature, which was convened yesterday morning. Let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder in Midtown. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder. "The Special Session got underway yesterday, but was almost derailed before it began! State Rep. Tasheeka Harris of Midtown immediately introduced a resolution to formally impeach Governor Val Jared. She attempted to claim that Governor Jared's failure to do more to confiscate 'assault rifles' was grounds for his impeachment and removal."
Holder: "As you know, Bettina, the Governor cannot shut down a Special Session of the Legislature once it's called... except in the case of bills being introduced that are outside the scope of the reasons the Special Session is called. Governor Jared was in the process of calling the State Patrol to shut down the Special Session when the impeachment bill was stated to be 'not recognized and not seconded', and therefore dead."
Lester 'Penis' Holder: "Both Houses of the State Legislature have already passed bills removing Nextdoor County Sheriff Scott Ishmael from his post, and the Governor will sign the bill this morning. Meanwhile, the State House bill has three points, including outlawing 'assault rifles', limiting the capacity of pistol magazines to six rounds, and raising the age to legally purchase a firearm to 21. The State Senate bill has two points, including raising the age to purchase firearms to 21, but its provision to permit trained teachers to be armed in schools is fiercely opposed by Democrats and the student groups, who say schools should be 'safe spaces' for learning."
Bettina: "Lester, how is Chief Molly Evans doing? Has she been reunited with her children yet?"
Penis Holder: "Sources tell Channel Two News that she was brought out of her medically induced coma Wednesday, and is improving rapidly. Her children are being taken care of by their father, Commander Donald Troy. I don't understand how his wife tolerates him breeding kids with Chief Evans, and also siring a halfbreed child. It's just disgusting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So they did try to sneak impeachment in." Teresa said as she, Tanya, and I drank coffee in my office. The Chief was having breakfast with the Sheriff and some Council Members at John Colby's Country Breakfast Diner. "Was it symbolic? Or did they think they had a real chance to do it?"
"Neither." I said. "My understanding is that it was the radical Leftists like Tasheeka Harris that engineered it. I also heard that Elijah McKinney blistered her in a private meeting over it. He said it was their first real chance to do something to confiscate guns and deny guns to Citizens, and she was stepping on the message with the Impeachment antics."
"But she stood up to him." said Teresa. "Todd's sources say that she said that removing Val Jared from office was more important than anything else, and that any meaningful gun control legislation would just die in the Republican-controlled State Senate. The Democrats are becoming divided amongst themselves over it."
"Why are the Republicans allowing the age limit provision to be pushed through?" asked Tanya. "The NRA and other Conservative groups are howling. The NRA has promised a lawsuit if it passes."
"Negotiating point, I'd guess." I said. "They want the armed teachers in schools, but they'll never accept the semi-auto rifle ban nor the magazine ban. So they're hoping the Democrats will do some horse trading."
"How long can the Special Session last?" asked Teresa.
"Up to ninety days." I said. "But the Governor has to sign off on continuing after thirty days and sixty days to get to ninety. The Legislature can adjourn themselves any time before then. I'm betting it goes 30 days with nothing done."
"I'll take that bet." said Teresa. "I think they'll pass the Senate bill."
"You're on." I said. "Lunch at the Cattleman's Club." Teresa and I exchanged the 'looking at you' salute to seal the deal.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Friday, May 17th. Molly had been moved to a private room, though still being closely monitored. She and Cindy and Maggie were talking after watching SNN newscasts showing students demanding gun confiscation.
"They're teaching those kids all the wrong lessons." Molly said. "And the Media is not helping."
"You sound like Don." Cindy said as she looked at her cellphone. "You okay?"
"I guess." Molly said. "I'm just thinking about Tom Usagi. What did he die for? To have the U.S. Constitution destroyed by these crisis actors and the Media?"
"Try not to let it bother you." Cindy said, glancing towards the door.
"I'll try." Molly said. "Turn the TV to something else. Like 'NCIS: Los Angeles' reruns on Ion Television."
"Maybe this will cheer you up more." Cindy said, going to the door and opening it. In walked Your Iron Crowbar, with two armfuls of boys.
"Mommy!" Ian cried out happily.
"Ian! Ross!" Molly gasped. Then she began crying.
"You guys be careful." I said. "Don't jostle your mom." I set them down on the bed, one on each side of their mother, who put her arms around them and kept crying.



"Why are you crying, Mommy?" Ian asked. "Aren't you getting better?"
"Yes, honey." Molly said. "I'm crying because I'm so happy to see you. I've missed you both so much!"
"We missed you too, Mommy." Ian said.
"Have you been good boys for your daddy while you stayed with him?" Molly asked.
"Yes, Mommy." said Ross. "And we helped Jim build his Lego city."
"Good." said Molly, starting to sound tired. Cindy and I glanced at each other, and she nodded.
"Okay, boys," I said, "the doctors will be coming in in a minute. Hug your mom goodbye. We'll come visit again soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next day Governor Val Jared came to University Hospital. Detective German had been released from the Hospital, but came back for rehab and for the photo-op, and was in Molly Evans's room when the Governor arrived. As a KXFU camera videoed the ceremony, Governor Jared awarded Evans and German the Governor's Gold Medal for their heroic actions in stopping the perp.
KFXU and Fox Midtown gave the event good coverage. SNN did play the video clips and the photos that they were provided, but did not dwell on the ceremony.
KXTC Channel Two News did not show it at all.
Part 24 - Epilogue
Teresa was right: the State Legislature passed a bill with two items: raising the age to buy firearms in the State to 21, and starting a training program for select teachers to be armed in schools. The bans on 'assault rifles' and limiting magazine capacity in all firearms to six rounds was passed by the State House on a purely Party-line vote, but they died in the Conference Committee. The Governor signed the bill, and the NRA immediately filed a lawsuit over the age provision of it.
The Old Testament says many times: 'and it came to pass'. Likewise, the student protests came to pass. Darryl Smogg was given national attention for a while, but political opponents began accusing him of being a 'crisis actor', and the 'Drive-By' Media moved on to other things. The U.S. Congress passed no gun legislation based upon the Nextdoor County High School incident.
That weekend, the Police Boxing Matches continued. Though pressed by Robert Kalsu, Julia Rodriguez showed some moxie and some moves, and defeated the SWAT Team member. Kalsu's partner Daniel Patrick did not fare nearly as well against Jerome Davis, who administered a strong crowbar beatdown. Micah Rudistan bullshitted his way through his battle with Sergeant DeLong, and the trash talk on both sides was more spectacular than the actual fighting. But after Rudistan took DeLong down, they hugged and made up. Teresa, Cindy, Irwin, and I also cruised through our matches.
The Elite Eight was set: Teresa v. Julia, Your Iron Crowbar v. Irwin, Cindy v. Hewitt, and Davis v. Rudistan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and Todd brought their boys to The Cabin for supper, and Paulina brought Tasha over to spend the night. Marie's grounding was ended by her parents, and she was very happily playing with Carole and Tasha, and spending the night. Tanya brought Pete over, and he was going to spend the night also.
Molly was staying in the second bedroom, and also staying with us at the Mountain Nest, under Laura's watchful medical eye. I observed that Ross was happy with the arrangement and staying with us longer, while Ian kept to himself a bit more.
After supper, Teresa asked me if she could talk to me on the back deck. We went out and sat together in the metal mesh loveseat.
"I was going to ask you this the other day, but we were interrupted." Teresa said. "At the Hospital, after we subdued the Rovers Brothers, I heard the exchange between David Rovers and Assistant Director Lange. Lange referred to Laura as a Deputy Director of the CIA... not a former director nor a retired Director, but present tense."
"And then," Teresa continued, "Laura had us take that slug into that cavern for a philosophical discussion of ideas. And she continues to command a lot of authority, which I wouldn't think a retired CIA Agent would have. Is my train of thought boarding at the correct station, that your wife is not just retired nor a consultant with the CIA, but still very much one of its highest officers?"
"Sure you don't want a crowbar?" I asked.
"Don't need one." said Teresa. "Except during the Boxing Matches, and then only as an attention getter." I chuckled at her joke.
"Your observations are Crowbar-worthy. Yes, Owen Lange slipped up, there." I said. I paused, then began: "Laura is officially retired from the CIA as one of its Public officials. She is still officially a consultant to the Directorate of Science and Technology. However, you're right: she's more."
I continued: "I told you a little bit about the woman they call 'the Old Mother', whose name can't be spoken aloud, but Carole's middle name 'Diana' comes from." Teresa nodded and I said: "That woman had retired and given up her official title, also... but behind the scenes she was even more powerful than she had been."
"Like Obi-Wan after Darth Vader struck him down." said Teresa. "And Laura's like that now?"
"Yes." I said. "She's a 'dark agent'. Melina was supposed to be working with her, but then we found out that Melina was an FBI mole within the CIA. Melina is also a 'dark agent', much more powerful than a Supervisory Agent of the local FBI Resident Agency."
I continued: "The retired FBI Deputy Director, Martin's uncle, is also one of them, as was Admiral Keating in Washington. There are others around the country, many of them having helped Keating."
"He was the real 'Guardians of Justice', wasn't he?" asked Teresa.
"No, the Deputy Director started that, and made it what it was. But certainly Admiral Keating made it much more powerful, and helpful to us." I said. "But after the Guardians of Justice had to disband, we still needed people to fight the Swamp Frogs. The Establishment had rogue CIA cells, and has the Rovers BAU cell; why can't our side have a 'rogue' cell working for the Constitution and for Justice?"
"This is your doing?" Teresa gasped.
"Well, I did mention the concept to the DepDirector." I said. "But he put it together, and he took my advice to not tell me what he's doing. He doesn't know how much I know, either. And you'll have to forgive me if I don't tell you nor anyone else just how much I know."
"Wowwwww." said Teresa. Then it hit her: "Don, does Laura know you know?"
I smiled and said "Does she know that I know that she knows that I know..." Teresa gave what was for her a chuckle, and I said "She said nothing to me, ever, about the power she kept after publicly retiring. And I haven't mentioned that I know what they're all doing."
I continued: "And some of that is to keep Carole from knowing. Damned if that girl can't read my mind, and Laura's. And she'd go ballistic if she knew her mother was still fully active within the Company."
"I'll be sure not to mention it to her." Teresa quipped, then said: "I appreciate your trust in me. But why are you telling me all this? Besides the fact I asked."
"Because you need to know." I said. "I trust you won't tell Todd nor anyone else. The secrecy has to be kept to protect our loved ones. And I get the idea that you know a few things yourself. You noticed Lange's mistake, and there was a reason you did and it resonated with you."
"Well," said Teresa, "despite Cindy's claims to the contrary, I'm not an Agency of the Weak-Minded."
"No, no you're not." I said, then added humorously: "So Cindy doesn't think much of you, eh? Gonna take it out on her in the Boxing Matches?"
"I won't get the chance to." Teresa said with what was for her a wicked grin. "You're going to take care of my lightwork for me."
I laughed out loud at that, then said "Okay, let's go back inside before things become a zoo in there."
"Waaayyyyy too late for that." Teresa quipped. As we got up, I noticed that a train was coming out of the western horizon, and I watched as its sparkling headlight rounded the curve...
Finis... pour le moment...
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Part 1 - Prologue
8:00am, Monday, May 27th... Memorial Day. At the north end of Cemetery Hill, a ceremony was taking place. The first memorial monument to be built in the cemetery was being established, and it was in the memory of those who had fought and died for our country in war.
Father Alberto Romano was consecrating the memorial with prayers. There were a number of old veterans there, many of them members of the American Legion that had sponsored the monument. Lieutenant Colonel (Ret.) Sean Moynahan was there, in uniform, as was Admiral (Ret.) Leonard R. Cordell. Joanne Warner was also present, wearing her Army Reserve uniform.
And in our formal Police uniforms were Your Iron Crowbar, Commander Cindy Ross, and Captain Teresa Croyle. Admiral Cordell had asked us to be there. He spoke of his Captain in Viet Nam, and his gratitude that his Captain's daughter could bring her family to this monument to remember the Medal of Honor winner and the other servicemen that had died. Other veterans talked about those they'd served with who had made the supreme sacrifice for their country and their comrades.
Cindy had invited Susie Haskins to come to the ceremony with her, and to visit Mrs. Veasley's grave afterwards. Susie had been at First Baptist Church on that darkest day when the Consultant of Crime tried to wipe out the church and everyone in it (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 02-03.), and Susie and Cindy had later given each other Mrs. Veasley's Bronze Star ribbon in times they each needed courage. (Author's note: 'Gods and Crowbars', Ch. 04; 'Causing A Commotion', Ch. 03.) Cindy put a quarter on Mrs. Veasley's tombstone, as she was with Mrs. Veasley when Mrs. Veasley had died. Susie put a penny beside Cindy's quarter.
Meanwhile, Davie Marsdon had accompanied Susie and Cindy to the ceremony. He did not like having to wear a suit and tie, but he did like hearing the stories the veterans told him. He went with me to the grave of old Mr. Davis, and I told Davie about Mr. Davis being in the Pathfinders on D-Day, and I added how his spirit went on as he stood up to corrupt people while being in a wheelchair. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 06.)
"What are Pathfinders, Mr. Crowbar?" Davie asked.
"You know how Airborne Paratroopers jump out of planes and land on a landing zone on the ground?" I asked. Davie nodded, and I said "Pathfinders go in, sometimes jumping out of planes in the dark, and mark the landing zones with lights. They bury them in the ground so that only the Paratroopers's planes can see the lights. Because of the Pathfinders, the 82d and 101st Airborne Divisions were successful on D-Day, and helped liberate Europe from the Nazis."
"Wowwww!" Davie exclaimed. "They're awesome! I want to be like them one day!" Hearing that in his voice, I knew Davie would realize that dream one day. I did not know it at the time, but he'd achieve a whole lot more...
Part 2 - What You CAN Do
Wednesday, May 29th. Molly Evans was in the rehab room at University Hospital. Also in the room were Tanya Perlman and Derrick Waters, 'Train No. 93', the former Bulldogs defensive end. Molly was using the parallel bars to help support her as she walked on her wounded right leg.
"You're doing well on the leg." the physical therapist said. "How does it feel?"
"It hurts." Molly said. "It hurts like hell."
"Good." said the therapist. "That means it's healing up." Molly didn't know if that was true or not, but she pushed through the pain and walked to the other end of the bars.
"Doing okay?" Tanya asked.
"Yeah." said Molly. "I'm just... I feel tired."
"You need to breathe." said the therapist.
"You sadists have been making me take deep breaths for days." Molly said. "That hurts more than walking on this leg."
"Dr. Cordell says you're doing very well." said Tanya. "So keep it up!"
"All right, Derrick." said the therapist. "Your turn."
"Hoo boy." said Derrick.
"Come on, Derrick!" Tanya said, rather sharply. "You're getting there!"
"I dunno if I'll ever get there." said Derrick. Still, he wheeled up to the parallel bars, and pulled himself to a standing position. He was looking down when he realized someone was right in front of him. He looked up... into the gray eyes of Your Iron Crowbar.
"Commander Troy!" gasped Waters.
"Don't tell me what you can't do, Number 93." I said, my eyes boring into his. "Show me what you can do! Now move!"
Derrick was looking into my eyes as he began walking with herky-jerky steps, but walking nonetheless. I backed up as he moved forward. "Come on, Derrick!" I said. "Time to stop playing games. Don't disappoint me. Keep walking!"
We got in several more steps, then Derrick started collapsing. I grabbed him and we went to our knees together.
"Ten feet." I said. "That's better. But it's not fifteen feet. That's next."
"Yes sir." said Derrick.
Tanya had told me that Derrick's progress was slow, and in her opinion it was more mental than physical. So going to Molly's rehab had been an excuse for me to see how Derrick was doing. And I used Derrick's fear of disappointing me to overcome his fear of trying to walk fifteen feet.
"I know it's tough, Derrick." I said as the therapist helped him back in his chair. "I've been there; my back has been broken twice. And I know that you can overcome your injuries and walk again, just like I'm doing."
"Yes sir." said Derrick. "I will get there. I promise you."
"That's what I want to hear." I said. "I'm holding you to that promise." Then I looked up and said "That goes for you too, Chief Evans." Molly just gave me a thumbs-up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's official." said Cindy as we sat in my office later that day. "Callie and I are postponing the wedding until this Fall."
"And why is that?" I asked.
"Molly being in the hospital really took up our time." Cindy said. "And my father is going back to Malaysia for the summer. He would've stayed, but I could tell he wanted to get over there and help Quint Danielson, who is doing a terrific job, by the way."
I nodded. "Okay, then. "Just don't schedule the wedding for the last Saturday in October." Bulldogs v. Wildcats, dontcha know.
"I'm a blonde, but not a dumb blonde." Cindy said, making me laugh. "We're looking towards September. I'm also working around what Tanya and Jack want to do. I wish they'd set a date."
"Double wedding?" I asked. Cindy shook her head vigorously in disagreement.
"That would be a two-ring circus." Cindy astutely said. "Callie and I want something quiet, just family and friends and Vision people at my father's compound. Tanya and Jack... that's going to be a spectacle on a national scale..."
Part 3 - 'Sandstorm' and Crowbars: The Police Boxing Matches
Saturday, June 1st. The music of Darude's 'Sandstorm' started up on the loudspeakers, and the 200 people inside roared their approval and began waving red, blue, or white streamers. The cheers only got louder as the Defending Champion came out of the women's locker room, dressed in her white plastic armor with red trim, a special football helmet, and carrying a red crowbar. Teresa Croyle made her way to the ring in the center of the gym, climbed in to join the waiting referee Micah Rudistan, and waited for the Challenger.
And the Challenger emerged, dressed in white plastic with blue trim and a special football helmet, and of course carrying a crowbar. The Challenger weaved through the throng of boisterous, cheering onlookers and arrived at the ring for the ritual.
"Would you like a shot... at the title?" the Champion, Your Iron Wolf, asked loudly.
"Don't mind if I do." replied the Challenger... Your Iron Crowbar. The room erupted as I climbed into the ring...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It had been two weeks of trash talk, bets made, and rising anticipation. In the quarterfinals, Teresa had defeated Julia Rodriguez more easily than expected; it would seem Tanya's seedings had been extremely accurate. Cindy Ross had overwhelmed Hugh Hewitt, again seemingly more easily than anticipated; it was obviously she wanted it more. A lot more.
My match with Lt. Ivar Irwin had been tougher. Irwin had done some training with his Captain of Operations (Teresa), and the results showed. He was ready for whatever I threw at him, and was using the defensive tactics he'd learned very well. His basic Police weaponless tactics were also very good. Fortunately for me, he was still susceptible to feints and deceptive tactics, and I was able to get him to overcommit to maneuvers and then deliver some punishment. Halfway through the third round he made one of those overcommitments, and exposed elbow and shoulder joints. I knew what to do with those.
Afterwards, Irwin said he appreciated the chance to compete against me, and was glad he was able to make a good showing. I told him that he'd fought very well, and to keep up his training; he was already a 'contendah', and would be more so in the future.
The last match was Jerome Davis v. Micah Rudistan. Rudistan's potty mouth was part of his strategy, but in Davis he found someone immune to it. And Davis had been training with his father and other Navy personnel in personal combat tactics. I'd even heard a rumor that FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange, once a Navy man, had worked with Jerome in secret. In any case, Davis just used Micah's taunts as mental fuel, and he didn't say a word as he mercilessly administered the worst beatdown Rudistan had ever received. Davis even did something we didn't think possible: he shut Rudistan's mouth down as well as his hopes for the title.
Then came the semi-finals. Teresa took on Jerome Davis, and it was a tough match. Both sides got in crowbar blows to the other's plastic armor, but it was Teresa that was pressing the advantage, and was able to use a few moves to throw Davis hard to the floor a couple of times. As the second round was about to end, Teresa managed to get Davis in a throw, and held on and take him down. The three-count (no yielding by Davis) applied just as the bell rang... and the rule was that one could not be saved by the bell.
And then the gym totally filled up, for what many were calling the true championship match: Red Crowbar v. Green Crowbar. I had the red-trimmed armor and red football helmet, and Cindy the blue. The rules were suspended to allow us to use our own crowbars. And that's when the fight started...
It was far and away the toughest personal combat battle I'd ever fought, with the possible exception of the night the Slender Man broke my back. Cindy was ready, and she was fiercely determined. It did not help my cause that her weeks of worry over her sister Molly's recovery was helping to fuel Cindy's desire to win. But I was equally ready, and equally determined to win.
*WHANG!* *CLANG!* *WHANG!* *WHACK!*
Those sounds echoed through the gym again and again as one of us parried each other's blows and someone got a lick in on the other's armor. Cindy was using everything she'd ever learned to achieve two black belts as well as other tactics she'd been adding to her repertoire. And I was using every skill I'd learned since I became a four-year-old Aikido student, augmented by some basic judo and then military and Police weaponless combat tactics.
Neither of us could press an advantage. Cindy did a lot of feinting, a LOT of feinting, but I never bit. And every maneuver that I could do failed: Cindy had the vibe, and could tell what I was doing! That was what made her my toughest opponent!
At the end of three rounds, we were both still standing. For the first time ever, a Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division) match was going into 'overtime': the rule was in effect that quarterfinalists and semifinalists would box until there was a clear winner. The crowd was roaring, and I could feel the energy of the whole room.
I could also feel something else... well, I could observe it. Cindy was tiring. For the last month she'd sat in a Hospital waiting room, or at her sister's bedside at The Cabin or the Mountain Nest, while I still got my workouts in. I began pressing the attack, subtly but persistently, as a starfish persistently puts pressure on a clam. I also began moving around more, adding to Cindy's tiredness.
Early in the fifth(!) round, I felt that I had my chance. I thought about an attack to my left, backhand-swinging my crowbar at Cindy's side to catch her armor in the ribcage. But my body did something else; I moved right, and executed a great judo move to take her down. She literally had frozen in place, and it was 'ovah'. Once I had her pinned, she yielded.
I'd been practicing that 'conditioned reflex' move for months, to use Cindy's mental powers against her, and it had worked. As I moved to the neutral corner and Cindy slowly got up, I wondered if that would work on Carole in the future. (Answer: no.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As top seed, Teresa had the choice of armor color, and she chose the red. For the first time ever, I donned blue-trimmed armor. I'd said the football helmets were special, and they were: Coach Marshall of the Wildcats had sent me a perfectly-fitting Wildcat helmet, gold with red and black stripes down the middle. Instead of the Wildcat logo, though, the icon of Clan Crowbar was on the sides, the six gold-trimmed red diamonds shooting out from a center point against a black background, bordered by a gold-trimmed red circle.
Todd had managed, probably through a generous donation to their outstanding Veterinary School, to get Auburn University to send a helmet in Teresa's size, white with burnt orange and blue stripes down the middle. But instead of the Auburn logo, her helmet also sported the icon of Clan Crowbar.
As we came to the center of the ring, referee Micah Rudistan made that most important of announcements: "The rule is sus-pen-dedddddd... to allow the boxers to use their... own... crowbars!..." The gym erupted into cheers.
The referee admonished us to keep it clean, no intentional head shots, no shots to the face plastic at any time, and definitely don't hit the referee. Teresa and I clanged our red crowbars together and went to our corners. The bell rang, Rudistan yelled "Box!", and we were AWN!
Teresa was at least as well trained as me in Aikido, and she was mentally disciplined as well. Our plans were simple: I was trying to take advantage of her nerve-damaged right side (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale'.), and Teresa was trying to take advantage of my twice-broken back (Author's note: 'Film Noir', 'Return of The Slender Man'.).
I won't say that I had the advantage of being a male vs. a female, but I did have a huge advantage over Teresa in my height and arm length. Teresa had some compensations, such as quickness and being a smaller target, but I didn't have to go as near to her to land blows as she did to me. And that helped.
I was mostly swinging my crowbar backhand at Teresa's right side, and she was parrying the blows and dodging and weaving like Muhammed Ali. And she was trying to move very quickly and get in a shot at me, hoping that I couldn't spin around on my bad back. But I'd long since learned to pivot with my hips to take the strain off my back, and it was working.
The bell rang to end the first round, and the crowd was roaring. When the bell rang to begin the second round, I came out quickly, but Teresa did not. I hurtled into an attack. Teresa had pre-planned a counter, and she ducked and tried to bull rush me. In doing so, she exposed her right shoulder joint, and I knew what to do with that. I hooked her arm and tried to take her down. But she rolled with it, somersaulted out of my grasp, and was on her feet quickly. I barely got my balance back in time to parry the mighty crowbar blow that came straight at me.
I saw Teresa's eyes sparkle just a little bit as we feinted and circled each other again. She'd gotten one on me, no doubt. But that was her last moment of glory.
I stepped up the ferocity of my attacks, crowbar blows to the left and right. Teresa defended those, and I knew she was looking to counterattack and come inside and whale on me. I seemingly let her... and she took the bait.
*WHAM!*
I sidestepped left, then took her right arm and shoulder and used her own weight and motion to take her to the floor. She was on her belly, pinned. I had her right arm behind her in what must've been a painful hold, and my left arm was pushing her upper back and neck to the floor.
"Say the word, dammit!" I grunted. "Say the word!"
"Never!" Teresa growled back.
Still, referee Rudistan knew darn well that there would be no yielding in this match, so he slammed his hand to the mat three times, and it was over. I literally couldn't hear for the noise of the roars.
I let Teresa go and backed off, then went to the neutral corner. It took Teresa a moment to get up, and she angrily waved off Rudistan's offer to help her up. But once she was standing, she faced me and bowed low. I bowed back with equal exactitude, then we met in a handshake that became a man-hug.
Afterwards, the Chief presented us our trophies, as well as trophies to Morton for winning the Boxing Division and Louie Towson coming in second. Per tradition, wagered money changed hands when I was handed the Freestyle Champion's trophy, which I held up triumphantly. I had earned that thing, by God! I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't think you even got hit in the head." said Laura as she examined me in the Police Station's infirmary room. "The Chief should ban you from competing; you're too much for everyone else." I knew what the real meaning of her words was: Laura was not a fan of our barbarian ritual, and she especially did not want her loving husband to get hurt.
"He did ban me the last two years." I said.
"Uh huh." Laura said. "But no Slender Man this time around."
"Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?" I quipped. Laura was 'not amused'.
"Okay, you're good to go." she said. "Your back's still intact, and you have no concussions or bad bruises."
"Do the parts that I use to make love to my beautiful wife still work?" I asked.
"I'll have to test those functions later tonight." Laura said. She gave me a kiss on the mouth, which of course I returned. She broke the kiss and said "Okay, shoo. I've got to examine Teresa."
When I opened the door to the hallway, Teresa and Cindy were waiting outside. Teresa looked at me and said "I thought you'd be an hour in there. She didn't test your sexual functions?" Cindy burst out laughing.
"Wasn't for lack of trying on my part." I replied. "See you in my office when you're done..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in my office with Cindy when Teresa came in, carrying the red crowbar she'd used during the Matches.
"Sumimasen." the Iron Wolf said, bowing to me.
"For what?" I asked, surprised, but bowing back.
"For not giving you a better battle." Teresa said as she sat down at my hand gesture. "Like the Green Crowbar here did."
"Harumph." I said. "You gave me one hell of a battle." Then I grinned wickedly and said "You'd have beaten the hell out of the Green Crowbar, here, too."



"I'm not even going to dignify that with a response." said the Green Crowbar. It was already 'Game On!' for next year.
"Speaking of crowbars, here's yours back." Teresa said, trying to hand me the red crowbar.
"You can hold onto it." I said. "Either you'll carry it one day, or you can keep it as a memento to remind you of this... glorious day." Cindy burst out laughing at that.
"Well..." Teresa said, then her eyes lit us as if she'd had a sudden thought. "Okay, I'll hold on to it... for now."
"If you're thinking of giving it to Carole one day," I said, "I've got hers just waiting for her in my safe here. Wrapped in pink foil. It's the crowbar she carried on the night I gave that speech at the Sheriff's rally." (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 06.)
Just then there was a knock on my door, and the Chief and Sheriff came in. "Let's all go have lunch. My treat." invited the Chief. Can't turn that down, I thought to myself.
Part 4 - Moles Triumphant
"So, you happy now, Crowbar?" growled the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching, as we sat down in the back room of the Cop Bar.
"Yes sir." I said. "I always wanted a second title, just to show the first wasn't a fluke."
"You'd've won it last year, going away, if the Slender Man hadn't used a welding torch on your back." said Teresa.
"Oh really?" said Cindy, rather acerbically.
"You don't think so?" retorted Teresa.
"We'll never know, will we?" said Cindy, more adroitly.
"What I wanted to talk to all of yooooo about," said Chief Moynahan, "is the Boxing Matches going forward. You three are far and away the very best contenders, there's no doubt about that. But you're also my three highest-ranking Officers on the Force."
"Is this an 'officer and enlisted' thing, sir?" I asked, realizing where this was going.
"Something like that." said the Chief. "And it's the reason I entered this year, though realizing I had no shot at the title. I wanted to see what it was like. But I think it's something we should leave to the Uniformed Officers and the Junior Detectives. You guys can, and should, train our Officers, then let them compete."
"I tend to agree with the Chief on this." growled Griswold, adding his (considerable) weight to the discussion. "Usually Captains and above are old people, like me. I can't 'heppit' that you young whippersnappers came in and took over everything." We all chuckled at that, then the Sheriff said "So consider not participating next year, nor anymore in the future."
"I don't mind retiring as Champion." I said.
"It won't hurt my feelings." said Teresa.
"Humbug!" said Cindy. "I won six in a row, but next year would be five years since I've won. I wanted one more title."
"That's just it." said the Chief. "The last ten... TEN... Police Boxing Matches Champions are sitting here at this table now. You have nothing to prove, any of you. Let our young men and women show their mettle."
"I don't suppose..." I said just a bit loudly, "that a certain Doctor and Psychology Professor had anything to do with this?"
"Four hundred years ago." said the Sheriff, which surprised me; I was thinking that Laura had talked to the Chief. Griswold growled "Yeah, Crowbar, she's not a fan, and she knows that if you three aren't in the Matches, they'll calm down to the original billy sticks or weaponless matches they used to be."
Just then, two persons entered the room. They were FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange.
"Congratulations, Commander." Owen Lange said in his scratchy voice as he came up to me and shook my hand. "You may not have seen us in the gym, but we were there watching. Very impressive, all of you."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "It was a good 'last hurrah'."
"Join us, gentlemen." said the Chief. "It's on me today."
"That's kind of you." said Lange. "But I can expense it to the Federal Government, so let me get it."
"Your tax dollars at work, Chief." I said. The Chief shrugged his acquiescence.
"So what's going on, gentlemen?" asked the Sheriff.
"Why don't we finish lunch, and then go back to your Headquarters to talk." said Owen Lange. We all agreed with that plan, and lunch was mostly Owen Lange picking our brains about our maneuvers in the Police Boxing Matches...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch we all reconvened in the Main Conference Room at Headquarters, and added Captain Perlman to our gathering. "Is this room safe?" asked EAD Lange.
"Yes sir." I said. "I ripped the wires out of the Internal Affairs listening devices myself. And I've talked with Captain Orosco about things, and he's agreed that listening in should be limited in scope."
"Good." said Lange. "Jack, you want to brief them?"
"Yes sir." said Muscone. He connected his laptop to the monitor so we could all see it, and began: "I know you guys were distracted by Chief Evans's recovery and the Boxing Matches and stuff, so we didn't bother you much. But we continued looking for Trent and Quint, Barsbane and Shimono. And we were watching Edward Blassingame very carefully, to see if he was making any plans to get his son out of your jails by violent force."
"Oh, we haven't been distracted enough to take our eyes off that ball." I said. "But nothing's happened with all that, so far."
"What about in Captain Croyle's hometown?" asked Lange. "Blassingame was going to build a new distribution center there, wasn't he? And Todd Burke was considering doing something?"
Teresa spoke up. "My husband Todd was going to do something there if I'd taken the Police Chief job there. But I didn't, so he didn't. He also was waiting for the Court case between the Midwest & Pacific and BigRoadAndRailCorp on the options on the land to be decided. Midwest & Pacific won the case, and they're going to build rail lines and a hub there. But Todd has not made a decision on building a new facility there."
"Not to put my beak into your business," said Lange, "but is there a reason he's holding back?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Todd was hoping that some new communications infrastructure would be put in. But then he found out that BigCommunicationsCorp, the telephone company, and BigWirelessCorp, the wireless and internet service company, was awarded the major contracts by the NSA, the National Security Agency itself. They're planning to build a data storage center there like the one they have in Utah, which will record every phone call made by every person in the country, if not the world, and will be able to control a lot of what Don here calls the 'Electronic Order of Battle'."
"Thank you for telling us." said Lange. "And that is what I also was going to say: we've been able to find out that the NSA is waiting to build that facility until BOW Enterprises and other technology firms commit to building out there."
"And those companies are holding back," I said, "because they don't want to build there if the NSA moves in next door."
"There you go." said Lange. "But that won't last forever. MegaTech Industries has begun talking about building a facility there, to 'cooperate with the NSA on joint ventures', so they say."
"I'd say my hometown is becoming a... Swamp." Teresa said acerbically.
"In-deeeed." I said. "Teresa, you might advise Todd to discontinue plans for building anything out there."
"You can tell him yourself, sir." Teresa said. "When you come have dinner with your nextdoor neighbors."
"And that brings up the second part of this." said Jack Muscone. "As you know, Dick Granger of SPS and Jerry Barsbane have been known to associate with each other. We've been looking for them across the American Northwest, but to no avail. But then we got a small lead that Granger was seen in the area of Teresa's hometown a couple of weeks ago. No sign of Barsbane, but we had Granger's burner phones's IDs. He apparently made the mistake of buying a bunch at a time, so they were from the same lot with the IDs in sequence. We were tracking his pings in Teresa's hometown, then to a location near San Jose, California."
"Were?" I asked, catching the form of Muscone's sentence.
"Yes. Past tense." said Muscone. "Granger suddenly went quiet. And he apparently bolted from the area, and we haven't picked up his trail. He's in the wind again."
"Because of this," said EAD Lange, "we've determined that we likely have a mole within the FBI, and that that mole learned what we were doing and warned off Granger. And that's why I'm here: to enlist your help, all of your help, in finding out who this mole is, and busting his or her ass down to the level of the puddle the Wicked Witch of the West became after Dorothy threw a pail of water on her."
"Nice visual." said Teresa. "Could it have been Rovers's team?"
"That was our first thought, too." said Jack. "But they've been preoccupied with you guys here, and all that stuff going on last month. We also were very careful about what information they could obtain, and we don't think they got this stuff."
"You know..." I said, then went into a reverie. I felt like I was somewhere outside the room as I connected the dots in my mind. When I came out of it, everyone was talking about possible leak suspects.
"Mr. Assistant Director," I said, the room going silent at the sound of my voice cutting authoritatively through the chatter, "where is FBI Special Agent Andrew Parsons? Where did he go after he was removed from Southport?" Lange looked at Muscone.
"He bounced around." said Muscone. "He was in New York City, last I heard." But Muscone's words did not cause my stare at the EAD to be broken, and Owen Lange realized it.
"He's in Pennsylvania, Jack." admitted the EAD. "The Scranton office." He turned to me and said "Why did you want to know about him, Commander?"
I turned to Jack and said "Can I drive?" as I pointed at his laptop. He slid it over to me, and I soon had a photo of Parsons on the screen.
"I just remembered that when we went in and arrested Peter Blassingame out of the Tau Fraternity House," I said, "I thought at the time he had a dumb face like Andrew Parsons's face." (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 03)
I brought up the mug shot photo of Peter Blassingame and put it side-by-side with Parsons's mug. Chief Moynahan whistled among the murmurs. "You're right, Mr. Crowbarrrrr... " the Chief said. "They do look alike."
"I failed to think about this earlier." I said as I typed furiously on Jack's laptop. "But I realized sitting here where the 'missing link' might be. Yep... here it is." I brought up a photo of a middle-aged woman.
"This is Edward Blassingame's wife, coincidentally named 'Tiffany'." I said, saying that because Muscone's daughter was also named Tiffany. "Her son definitely took after her raven black hair and somewhat dumb expression." I typed some more. "And her maiden name is... 'Parsons'! Mr. Director, we have a starting point for the possible leak. Edward Blassingame and Andrew Parsons are brothers-in-law."
"Oh my Godddddd..." whispered Jack Muscone as he stared at the screen.
The EAD was also suitably impressed. He said "That's amazing, Commander." He then looked around the room and said "Aren't you guys amazed at that?"
"We're used to him, Mr. Director." said Cindy, to some chuckles in the room.
"No we're not." replied the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching merrily. "And I for one hope I never get used to it." More chuckles ensued.
"400 years ago..." said Muscone, in the form of a quotation.
"So what big things are going on in Pennsylvania?" I asked.
"It's a thruway between New York City and Chicago." said the EAD. "It's a heavily populated area, with big cities like Pittsburgh and Philadelphia. A lot of Agents looking for a place to be end up in that area. At any rate, Muscone, we need to start looking into Parsons."
"Be careful about it." I said. "If we don't let them know we know this, we might could use it to spread disinformation to the Swamp Frogs. Maybe even set a trap for them." Everyone nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Saturday, June 1st. Molly was staying in the mother-in-law apartment in the basement of the Mountain Nest. Paulina and Selena Steele were at The Cabin, babysitting Carole, Marie, and Tasha. Teresa and Todd had invited Laura and me to come over for dinner, and to bring the boys. That meant there were no less than six boys finding ways to cause trouble, giving new meaning to the term 'six-to-one odds'.
As Laura and Teresa talked and supervised the chaos, Todd and I talked in his study room. "This is a nice room." I said as I looked around.
"Yeah, I got the idea partly from your office room at The Cabin, and partly from Grandpop's room in Apple Grove." Todd said. The desk in the room had been my father's. "It works well. So... Teresa said there was some interest by the FBI in what was going on in her hometown."
"Yes." I said. "Seems the Swamp Frogs might've been popping up there, but then they got spooked and went back into the weeds."
"Not that I like telling the FBI my business," said Todd, "but I understand your need to know, Uncle Don. So I'll tell you this much: we, meaning me and my BOW Enterprises team, have decided not to pursue the research facility there that I'd thought about building. I've found out that if I and some others begin building there, the NSA will come in with what amounts to a spy center."
"So I heard." I said.
Todd continued: "The Midwest & Pacific intends to re-build a couple of the old railroad lines and a yard, and several of the major package delivery companies are going to build hubs there. It'll bring jobs to the area. And I did buy some property to the north of there, but not for the reason they think I did. The land I bought has good silver deposits, not huge, but enough to supply my various companies's needs and some left over to sell to others as I so choose. MegaTech Industries will not be on my customer list."
"Good." I said. "Between you, me, and the crowbars, what can you tell me about them?"
"I should probably be telling Aunt Laura this more than you." said Todd. "MegaTech is hip deep in the Swamp. They're working closely with the Government, particularly the NSA, to build technology to spy on Citizens. You already know about the 'Alicia' smart devices that are nothing more than Government Listening Devices in our homes. Well, they're working on things that will enable them to use your home security devices to spy on you."
"I'd imagine anything that uses a cellphone or wi-fi," I said, "such as apps to turn on your lights and heating, automatically lock or unlock your doors, and all that, can be turned against you and used by the Government to invade your privacy."
"Exactly." said Todd. "But MegaTech Industries is going deeper, much deeper, into the Swamp. I don't have the proof like the old Guardians of Justice could get on companies, but the MegaTech plans are to work with the Government to be able to control the population completely. That's why they wanted the Mutanix so bad... the nanites could literally control the three electric grids of this nation, as well as the grids of other nations."
"But consider, if you will," Todd went on, using that phrase from 'The Twilight Zone', "being able to track any car going anywhere, anywhere at all. Being able to literally watch a person, no matter where he or she goes or what he or she does, even in the bathroom or the bedroom. And ultimately being able to control mass communications, including the Mainstream Media and Social Media... not just cooperate closely with them like they're doing now, but completely control everything you see and read and hear."
"We're just about there already, aren't we?" I asked.
"They still have work to do." said Todd. "First, they need the Cashless Society. When they can make it where all financial transactions from buying coffee to trading a hundred million dollars worth of bonds are done electronically, and cash doesn't exist and is not allowed, it's 'ovah' for a free society."
"Second," said Todd, "they need automation. You see and hear MegaTech's CEO, Elliot Sanders, and their COO, Kara Zorn, talking about a minimum basic income, a 'living wage'... it's because they know they are working to automate enough jobs that millions will be put out of work."
I nodded, and Todd said: "You saw that nutjob owner of that EV Car company talking about a fleet of Robotaxis that will use automation to drive people anywhere? Where are the millions of human taxi drivers put out of work by that going to get jobs? The answer is, they're not. The Swamp Frogs want all those people, millions and ultimately billions of them, dependent upon Government for that basic living wage."
"We're getting into realms above my pay grade now." I said.
"No, we're not." said Todd. "The technology is not the problem, just as the gun doesn't act by itself to kill another person. It's the people controlling that technology, and their intentions and capacity for good or evil. What Mitt Willis wanted, what Edward Blassingame wants, what Elliot Sanders and Kara Zorn want... is to use that technology to control everyone else. But then there's people like you, and Teresa, and Misaki-sama, that aren't playing their game. The Swamp was devastated when you perp-walked Mitt Willis, and that guy shot him up. They know that that is what can defeat them and all their technology---
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Todd's cellphone. I was going to get up and go, to let him take the call, but he stopped me. He answered and began speaking in Japanese, then listening. After a moment, he disconnected.
"That was Takaki Nagamasa." said Todd. "He and Mariko and all of our Japanese friends, meaning the trained ninja, are being recalled to Japan. Seems they have something big going on over there. So Teresa and I and Teddy Franklin are your only protection right now."
"I take solace in the fact I have you two and a strong Police family helping me." I said lightly, unaware of how prescient I really was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Teresa is doing really well." said Laura as we drove home. "Having their new home they built themselves is good, and her Catholic Faith is becoming a good anchor point for her. It's allowing her to face her past, and come to terms with it."
"Good." I said. "And I'm not psychiatrist, though I sleep with the best one in the world... but when the Chief told us he didn't want the high leadership of the Police Force participating in the Boxing Matches anymore, I was surprised how amenable to it Teresa was. Maybe that's a good sign."
"How did you feel about what the Chief said?" Laura asked.
"I'm okay with it." I said. "I'm not getting any younger, and the training grind is hell on my back. But it was motivation to train."
"And Cindy?" Laura asked. I suspected I knew the reasons why she was asking.
"She didn't want to give up the Boxing Matches." I said. "She still wants to win."
"What do you think that means?" Laura asked. I definitely knew what my wife was up to, but played along. 
"There were some other things Cindy said to me recently, that got me to thinking." I said. "Even after all this time, she's still not comfortable with her sexual orientation. Everyone knows and it doesn't bother them; it's not a big deal these days, especially for lesbians; and Maggie has accepted it and she loves Callie like another daughter. But Cindy still looks for reasons to consider her orientation 'not accepted' by others, and she apparently still feels she needs to prove herself, especially in the boxing ring."
Laura said "I think the stress of Molly's recent ordeal has affected Cindy, as well. Keep an eye on her... and maybe start training with her. It'll keep you both sharp, and give you both outlets for your aggressions."



"Darn." I said. When Laura looked over at me, I said "I prefer to take out my stress in the bedroom, making love to my hot sexy wife."
"Well, then." said Laura. "Just for you, I'll provide a therapy session or two per week... or six, or seven, or more..."
"Some therapy." I said. "Wearing me out until I can't move."
"Ah, you catch on fast." Laura replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, June 2d. Tanya and Jack Muscone's daughters apparently were doing some shopping, so Jack brought little Pete Feeley to The Cabin. As the boys played upstairs and Laura, Maggie, Cindy, and Molly talked in the greatroom, Jack and I sat on the deck out back and talked. I was in my normal seat, and Jack in the chair by the table to my right.
"EAD Lange was impressed at how quickly you came up with Andrew Parsons as our possible mole." said Jack. "I think he was wondering if you knew already, and just waited for the moment to tell us. I told him you didn't play those games."
"No, no games." I said. "It really didn't hit me until you guys 'triggered' me by talking about the Mole. But I might ask the same question about him. He knew Parsons was in Pennsylvania when Parsons's name was first brought up. And he wasn't nearly as surprised as you were when I brought up the in-law connection with Blassingame."
I continued: "I might also add, Jack, that when the NCHS school shooting was hitting the fan, you told me that Melina had been sent on an assignment... to Pennsylvania. And I also have heard Pennsylvania come up from... other sources." That was Alison McFarland, who said she'd received word of a possible case to investigate... in Pennsylvania.
"Yes, that's true." Jack said. "You think there's a problem with the EAD?"
"Possibly not." I said. "He's obviously been researching me, to the point he challenged me to a round in the ring to determine what my fighting skill set was. And in doing his research, he would learn about my issues with the previous EAD, with Parsons and the Rovers brothers, and with Dana Fox. And so I'd expect him to know who and where Parsons was."
"And he had to have ideas about something already," I continued, "if he was the one that sent Melina to Pennsylvania during the school shooting time. One the one hand, that could've been to protect the Swamp Frogs and their 'false flag' NCHS incident, which I believe that incident really was. On the other hand... she went to Pennsylvania, maybe to root out something going on there."
"That could be." said Muscone. "And it ties in to some things we've found out. The Harrisburg and Scranton offices in Pennsylvania have a pretty high concentration of Agents that were once disciples of Dana Fox and our previous EAD, the one you forced to retire." (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler', Ch. 02.) "A lot of people that we're pretty sure are allied with the Swamp Frogs are there, and Andrew Parsons is one of them."
Muscone continued: "Someone in the Scranton office has been accessing the files of our offices in the City and in the Town & County Resident Agency. And we're not talking the regular files, but our most restricted files. As soon as we developed the lead on Dick Granger, the file was accessed, and Granger dropped off our radars almost immediately."
Jack went on: "We have some very good Internal-Affairs-type units that do a very good job of internal investigations without the suspect realizing he or she is being investigated. The EAD had one of those units go through Parsons and his office with a rectal probe, but they found absolutely nothing. The guy's personal emails and cellphone didn't show a thing. He's had no contact with his sister nor her husband that we could find. He's pretty damn careful for such a dumb-looking guy."
"Well, absolutely no contact with his own sister comes across to me as strange." I said.
"That's a point." said Muscone. "But then they wouldn't be able to find any contact between you and your sister, now would they?"
I chuckled, then said "I get the point: you're telling me that either this guy and his organization are good enough to get around all of the Government's abilities to know every aspect of a person's life... or they're letting him get away with it."
"Ya think?" Jack said, his face wincing and his voice sounding like it was wincing, too. "Are they that deep into everything?"
"Who watches the watchers?" I said half-humorously. "And let me scare you even more: watch out for the day when they go in and start reassigning that cozy group to FBI offices all over the country. All those Swamp Frog moles in all those places..."
"Oh geez..." muttered Muscone.
"Yep." I said. "One Swamp Frog mole in the FBI's Human Resources branch can do more damage than a corrupt FBI Director trying to damage a Presidential campaign for political reasons..."
Part 5 - Human Resources
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 3rd, from the front steps of City Hall, surrounded by hired security. "The Town & County Charter Commission has announced dates, times, and locations for public hearings!"
Bettina began: "The hearings will be on the next eight Wednesday nights, and will cover specific portions of the Charter being written. The meetings will be in the Public Chamber of the Town & County Council, and the rules for speaking are similar to the rules for speaking before the Council in that one must be a County resident. This Wednesday's hearing will cover the Town & County Assembly and procedural issues."
Bettina: "The Public Safety Department hearings won't occur for a few weeks, but the Charter Commission announced the Police Department will have a separate night of hearings to accommodate those who want structural changes to the Police Force, most notably the division of Precincts. Commander Donald Troy, Chairman of the Charter Commission, has ignored repeated requests by KXTC for clarification on that issue."
Bettina: "And the State House Judiciary Committee is continuing its work investigating deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared for charges ranging from 'Abuse of Power' to 'Obstruction of the State Legislature'. We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Social and Political Change. Dr. Keller, these are very serious charges against Val Jared. How can the State Legislature effectively move the investigation into an impeachment?"
Adam S. 'Pencil Neck' Keller was shown on a split-screen with Bettina as he said: "We've already had the Mullen Investigation that showed the Governor acted in an abusive manner towards two women who made very credible claims of sexual harassment against Jared. The State Legislature can also show that the Governor's persecution of Undocumented Workers and colluding with the Federal ICE Bureau to have them arrested and deported is Abuse of Power. And by not cooperating fully with the State Legislature, the Governor is Obstructing them in their efforts to get to the truth."
Bettina: "Dr. Keller, the State Legislature will have to be convened in order to formally impeach, try, and remove Val Jared from office. How can we get that accomplished?"
'Pencil Dick' Keller: "Once the State House Judiciary Committee shows its findings to a Superior Court Judge, such as the excellent, fair-minded Judge Harry Nance, he can petition the State Supreme Court to convene the Legislature for the purpose of getting rid of this despicable Governor."
Bettina: "What would the timetable be for this?"
Keller: "I think it's possible we'll have a very merry Christmas this year, with Val Jared removed from the Governor's Mansion and subsequently facing criminal charges for his racist actions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Neither of those two charges are crimes." said Tanya Perlman as the Command Group and Sheriff, sans Teresa Croyle, watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"You're right." I said. "It would be like the U.S. Congress trying to impeach the President for 'Obstruction of Congress'. That's not a statute law nor a crime, either. And 'Abuse of Power' is a crock, too. It's not abusing his power for the Governor to do all he can to assist the Feds in enforcing the law by arresting and deporting Illegal Persons."
"Hell, we should be trying to obstruct Congress... from spending more of our money than they collect in taxes." growled Sheriff Griswold.
"And spending that money upon things that are not 'legitimate functions of Government'." I said agreeably. The Sheriff's mustaches twitched vigorously in agreement.
"Where is Teresa?" Cindy asked. "Still smarting from that beatdown she took in the Police Boxing Matches final?"
"I wish that's what it was." I replied, then said "Precinct Captain Carswell came over to see her this morning, so she's meeting with him now."
"Any idea what it's about?" asked Tanya.
"Officially, no." I said. "But I can make guesses. I won't do so out loud, just in case I'm wrong."
"You're never wrong." said Cindy.
"Unfortunately, that's not the case." I said. "I actually hope I'm wrong about this one."
"Carswell's retiring?" asked Chief Moynahan. "That's the scuttlebutt I'm hearing."
"Yes sir, he is." came a voice from the doorway.
The voice was Teresa's. She'd just opened the door and heard our last couple of sentences. She came on in and poured herself coffee, then spoke as she sat down: "PCpt. Carswell is putting in his retirement papers, effective August 1st. He has 30 days of vacation accrued, but agreed to not take it until after the July 4th holiday, and just be paid for whatever's left over."
"Ouch." said Cindy. "That doesn't give you guys a lot of time to figure out who to replace him with."
"I asked him who he thought his replacement should be." Teresa said. "He put in good words for several people, including Irwin, Rudistan, or Sergeant DeLong in 2nd Precinct if PCpt. Abram was brought over from 2nd to 1st Precinct."
"Sounds like he was hinting that that should happen." I said.
"And it's not a bad idea, sir." said Teresa. "But if y'all don't mind, I'd like to get caffeinated before having any serious discussions about it."
"Good idea." said Cindy. "What I really want to hear about is your explanation of that beatdown Don gave you Saturday."
"As soon as I hear yours," Teresa replied cooly, "I'll give you mine... er, ma'am." Everyone chuckled at that.
"What, nothing from the Iron Crowbar on that beatdown?" Chief Moynahan asked.
"No sir." I said. "After whipping Assistant Director Lange, the rest was easy. I've moved on." Tanya burst out in sustained laughing, and the Sheriff was chuckling under his mustaches. Both Cindy and Teresa gave me looks that could kill mere mortals.
"What?" I asked 'innocently', looking around. "I beat half the people in this room. And I can't 'heppit' if Captain Perlman was too fast for me to catch in that Tank of hers, and the Sheriff chose to catch fish rather than sign up for the tournament."
"At least I can catch fish better than you can, Crowbar." the Sheriff said matter-of-factly.
"If you'd quit tying fishing line to that red crowbar," Cindy said, "and use a rod and reel, you might actually catch some fish, Don." That generated some 'hmmmm' sounds and some looks at me.
"I'd rather catch criminals. I'll leave the fish to you 'experts'." I said. "And speaking of criminals..." I told everyone what little I knew about the perps that had been bedeviling up for the last few months...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Lieutenant(B) Jerome Davis had the MCD Detectives come into the Main Conference Room, telling everyone to bring full cups of coffee with them.
"Okay, guys," he said, "I want to talk about some organizational things. What I want to do is have specialization within the teams, and augmentation. For example, Joanne Warner and Julia Rodriguez will be the primaries at the crime scenes, and responsible for the evidence gathering and observations and deductions. Theo Washington and Roy McGhillie will be backing that up, and will get the early start on gathering information, including interviewing witnesses at the scene."
"Depending on how many cases we have going," Davis continued, "Teddy Parker and Timothy Geiger will be augmenting the teams with more data-gathering and witness interviewing. You might go with one of the others or you might be a team yourself. Never alone, of course. If there are multiple cases, like when we had four going at the same time, then Parker and Geiger will be a front line team at a crime scene. If drugs are involved, then Geiger's on point; if not, Parker is."
"The reason for this," said Jerome, "is so that I can tell the Police Leadership, the Town & County Council, and any Grand Juries that walk through here that you're all busy, all the time. With three teams of two, sometimes some of you are on the bench waiting, and I don't want that."
"Also makes for a good argument to keep us from being dispersed to three Precincts." said Julia Rodriguez.
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." said Jerome. "And you're absolutely spot-on."
"Are we going to have three precincts?" Joanne Warner asked skeptically. "I mean, Commander Troy is running the Charter Commission, and the Council might as well wait until that's done before they make any changes."
"From what I understand," said Jerome, "Commander Troy does not want to get granular in the Charter document, so the Precinct issue might not get addressed as specifically as he or we would like. And the Council, in their infinite wisdom, might try to make the change before the Charter is voted on. And remember... the new Charter might be voted down."
"What about cross-training with Vice?" asked Joanne Warner.
"I'm sure that will still continue," said Jerome, "but it's above my pay grade. Captain Perlman and Commander Troy will guide us on that."
Jerome then said "And speaking of precincts, there is one other thing that I'm obligated to tell you: Precinct Captain Carswell is retiring. If any of you are interested in his position, or perhaps Precinct Lieutenant if a promotion creates that vacancy, then let Captain Croyle know. It will not be held against you in any way if you do express interest in those leadership posts." He watched everyone carefully, seeing whose eyes glimmered with interest...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Needless to say, the Angels Meeting was extended. Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya brought in coffee mugs, and we went through a couple of pots as we discussed the ramifications of PCpt. Carswell's retirement.
"He said he'd been thinking about it for a while." Teresa said. "But what happened to Molly (Evans) really got him and his family talking, and he's put in his time."
"I don't blame him a bit." I said. "And it's a first-world problem for us to replace him. So, Captain of Operations, what are your initial ideas?"
"I have two, which you've heard before." said Teresa. "Irwin is one of them. The other is Lieutenant Hugh Hewitt."
"Ooooooo..." Tanya involuntarily said, quietly but skeptically.
"You're right: it's not the first time you've brought his name up." said Cindy. "What are the pros and cons of him?"
"Yes, explain your thinking, Teresa." I said, using her first name as an informal way to have her 'speak freely'.
Teresa said "The SWAT Team has several guys that can lead that unit, so it wouldn't hurt for Hewitt to move upward out of there. He's done a great job with the SWAT Team, especially leading it. I know he has the previous baggage, but we gave him a chance in SWAT and he's taken the ball and run with it. I think he'd do well in a Precinct leadership position, as well."
Teresa continued: "Sir, I know you think Irwin and Rudistan are too young, and were promoted to Lieutenant well 'below the zone', but I think we should consider them. Irwin is ready; to be honest, he's pretty much been running 1st Precinct as it is."
"You're right," I said, "in that I do still think Irwin and Rudistan are not quite ready. Remember, whoever we make Precinct Captain cannot be demoted back to Lieutenant. They have to be promoted to Captain or removed from the Police Force, either by retirement, transfer to another Public Service branch, or less fortunate ways. And we can't brevet them to Precinct Captain. So while they've both done a good job... we gotta be right on either of them. We gotta be right..."
Cindy said "Do we need to rush? By that I mean we could let Irwin be 'acting Precinct Captain', run the show as the Lieutenant he is now. If he does well, we talk about promoting him. If not, we look for someone else and say we were doing that all along."
"I like that idea." Tanya said.
"I'm not sure we can do that, not for very long." Teresa said. "The Union will be all over us to either promote Irwin or put someone else in there. And they'll do it just to push our buttons."
"The Council won't like it, either." I said. "They'll push us to name a name, also... and just to push our buttons. And to be honest, they'd be right to do that."
Tanya said "We don't have to do anything until August 1st. So let Irwin run it until then, like he will be anyway. Then we start the clock talking about it."
"That will work... until August 1st." said Teresa, her voice showing impatience at having to repeat herself. "And then the Union will be expecting someone to be promoted or put in that post on that date."
Teresa continued: "And to be candid, that's what I want, too. I really would like to get it done. We might move Abram over as part of it, and if we do we need to let him know. If it's Hewitt, we've got to fill the SWAT leader position. And it's only fair to all the Officers of both Precincts to know who their leadership is going to be as soon as possible."
"Dayum." I said. "I just heard some serious leadership right there. And taking care of your people, too."
"Yes, we did just hear that." Cindy said, adding her compliment for Teresa to mine.
"So..." I said, "I know you told the Detective Lieutenants they had to tell their people about the opening. Anyone express interest?"
"No one in Vice, sir." said Teresa. "In MCD, Teddy Parker emailed me, and I'll bet as soon as he heard about it. And Joanne Warner emailed and said she wasn't sure she wanted to pursue it, but she did want to talk about it."
Cindy said "So she was pissed that Jerome got promoted over her."
I replied "Well, she may have been unhappy she wasn't promoted without being pissed at Jerome personally."
"Okay then." Cindy said, and I glanced at her sideways. She just raised her eyebrows at me: she had a vibe about it, that I apparently wasn't feeling.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Monday, June 3d. The 'Detectives Table' in the large main room at the Cop Bar was occupied. Joanne Warner, Theo Washington, Julia Rodriguez, and Roy McGhillie were talking over lunch.
"No, I get it." Theo was saying. "Joanne's always been better at crime scenes than I've been, and I'm the guy who plods along and makes the phone calls and get the information together. And it's not like I'm not at the crime scene, contributing."
"Yeah, but slotting us into such specific roles." said Joanne. "That's not how Captain Perlman and the Iron Crowbar did it."
Julia Rodriguez said "Don't think for a moment they didn't approve of what Jerome--- er, Lieutenant Davis, did. And the Iron Crowbar and Captain Perlman were always teaching the rest of us when they were on the scene."
"And I for one hope they continue to teach us." said Roy McGhillie. "I mean, I'm a good cop, we're all good Detectives, but it seems like every time Commander Troy speaks, I'm learning something new."
"I'm good with it, though." said Julia. "When I first heard Jerome--- dammit! I keep forgetting his first name!... when I first heard Lieutenant Davis talking about it, the first thing that came to my mind was that he can't split Parker and Geiger apart, so he's doing this to separate them as much as possible."



"I know Captain Perlman put Geiger with Parker," said Joanne, "but why try to force it so hard? Why not just get rid of Geiger, if he's so bad?"
"I'll answer this way." said Julia. "If it were you they wanted to get rid of, what would you do?"
"Look for another job, I guess." said Joanne.
"And if you had a reputation as being a dirty cop, or siding with them?" Julia said. "Geiger can't find another job. He's not wanted. Not even the SBI took him."
"To be fair," said Roy McGhillie, "Geiger wasn't a bad cop in Vice. But he worked with Ikea and Malone in the past, and nobody trusted him to have their back. Captain Croyle did not say this, but someone else told me that she got at least one of her Purple Orders because Geiger didn't do his job properly on a raid."
"And that's Parker's problem with him: he doesn't have his partner's back." said Theo. "And, quite frankly, it's mine too. I trust Joanne, and I trust any of you. But Geiger? I'd be nervous about it. And that means I'd be distracted, and not doing my job properly."
"And we're back to the age-old question." Joanne said. "Why did Commander Troy keep him?"
"People want to know why he kept Sergeant McCombs, and Hendricks, and Hatch, too." said McGhillie. "Truth is, it's not easy getting rid of the dirtbags, either in the Police Force or anywhere else. My dad says he and the Council have to deal with that a lot. The lawyers are like pit vipers, coiled and ready to strike with lawsuits. And the Union is the same way."
"He does realize we want him gone, doesn't he?" asked Joanne.
"Well, he's stuck, too." said Theo. "Like you said, Julia, how does he find another job and get out of here? Me, I'd go work for my brother and go to Law School. But Geiger? He has no fallback. He's gotta be miserable."
"He seems to roll with things pretty well." said Julia. "And maybe that's why the Iron Crowbar hasn't dusted him yet."
"We gotta get back, guys." said Roy. Everyone agreed, and they got up to go pay their bills. Despite being the Iron Crowbar's best Detectives, none of them seemed to notice the Uniformed Officer at the next table, his back turned to them, listening to their every word...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm just saying, sir," said Teddy Parker, "that I don't want Geiger working with me. I don't trust him." He and Jerome Davis were walking down the back hallway towards the gym. "I know you're doing this restructuring to move him around, but I don't want to deal with him at all. And if you ask the other Detectives, I bet they'll tell you the same thing."
"I hear you, Parker." said Davis as they got to what was called 'Captain Charles's Corner', the intersection of hallways in front of the Monitor Room. "And I've heard you before. But we're stuck with him. I can't send him back to Vice, and this is not a cop-out, but I've been forbidden from reassigning partners, specifically you and Geiger."
"Will you support me if I ask for a transfer to Vice?" asked Parker. "Or the Uniformed Division?"
"Vice is out; I already talked to Captain Perlman about that." Jerome asked. "And do you really want to be a Uniformed Officer after being a Detective?" He then looked around as he remembered that Uniformed Officers might be in nearby rooms and could hear him.
"If it'll get me out of being Geiger's partner? Hell yeah... I mean, yes sir." said Parker.
As they went into the gym, they did not notice a Uniformed Officer peeking out of the doorway into the hall, having listened to their conversation.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Teresa Croyle sat down with her Precinct Captains, Precinct Lieutenants, and SWAT Lt. Hewitt in the Main Conference Room for their weekly meeting.
"First of all," Teresa said, "I'm sure you've heard by now that Captain Carswell is retiring. I'm sure everyone is hating to lose him as much as I am, but I definitely appreciate your decades of service to the TCPD." Everyone in the room applauded Carswell, who looked a bit emotional.
"Thank you, ma'am, guys." Carswell said. "I'm going to miss you, and miss this. But it's time."
"I understand." Teresa said sympathetically. She then continued: "The Command Group will be looking at what to do going forward. You Lieutenants in the room, let me know if you want to be considered for the Precinct Captain slot. We are looking to fill the slot by August 1st, when Captain Carswell formally retires. Lt. Irwin, you'll be in charge in July, when Captain Carswell is burning up his remaining vacation time." Irwin nodded.
Teresa went on: "We have three big things on the agenda. First is planning for the July 4th Triathlon race. What's new is that the Wheelchair Race may have fifty or more entries, so there may be a complete re-working of the route, which will affect our planning. The second item is increased coverage of Council meetings and possibly the Charter Commission meetings. The third item is that some highly wanted and dangerous fugitives are still out there: Trent Ridge and Quint Starr. I want every Officer on the force to get refresher briefings on these two, circulate their photos, consider them armed and exceptionally dangerous, and all that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting, Teresa had Lt. Irwin remain. "I want to tell you something, just between us." she said. "I'm really pushing for you to get the Precinct Captain slot."
"I appreciate that, ma'am." said Irwin.
"Here's the rub, though." Teresa said. "The Commander has reservations. He thinks you're doing a great job, but you were promoted to Precinct Lieutenant relatively early, and that you still need more experience. The Precinct Captain position is a tricky spot, and you can't be brevetted into it. So, use the time in July to prove to him that you can handle the job, and in doing so prove me right and make me look good."
Irwin grinned as he said "Yes ma'am. I won't let you down..."
Just then they became aware of voices in the hallway. Captain Perlman and Detective Geiger were talking.
"I'm just saying, ma'am," said Geiger, "that the MCD Detectives don't want me and don't trust me. I was doing okay in Vice, and I never asked to leave there. So why can't I go back?"
"That's just not feasible, Geiger." said Cpt. Perlman. "For now, you're in MCD, and both you and the others will have to make it work. And that's not a request on my part: make. it. work."
"Do I have any other options, ma'am?" Geiger asked.
"If you want to transfer to the Sheriff's Department, and be a Deputy," Tanya said, "I'll take it up with the Commander. But other than that, or you finding something else to do outside the Police Force, no, there's no other options."
Irwin looked scandalized as he said "With respect, ma'am, that's not professional. People are hearing them. Should I go say something?'
"No, let it ride." said Teresa. "And besides, the Commander likes initiative, but telling a Captain she's wrong, no matter how much she is, is not what he would have in mind for you to get 'noticed'."
And speaking of 'noticed', no one seemed to notice that Officers walking down the hall past them were being impolite enough to listen to conversations that did not concern them...
Part 6 - Watching the Watchers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from an 'undisclosed location' that was the parking lot of KXTC's studios, at 7:00am, Tuesday, June 4th. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police are losing a key leader!"
Bettina discussed PCpt. Carswell's retirement, then added: "The Town & County Police have not made public their plans for replacing Precinct Captain Carswell by August 1st, and Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment. The Police Union and Police Captain's Union both issued statements saying they expect the position to be formally filled by someone with the rank of Precinct Captain on August 1st. The TCPD cannot brevet anyone to Precinct Captain, either."
Bettina: "The Town & County Council is meeting tonight under tense circumstances, as Mayor Daniel Allgood continues to hold a 'whip hand' over the meetings. Several groups are threatening to sue the Mayor and Council for not allowing Citizens to speak at meetings, which they say is a violation of the First Amendment's right to petition for the redress of grievances. The Mayor's Office issued a statement saying that Citizens are being allowed to speak, provided that they follow the rules of order and general decorum. The statement also says that the Mayor will continue to not allow the Council's time to be wasted with issues already dealt with in this election cycle."
Bettina: "And student groups are furious with deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared for allowing the Special Session of the State Legislature to expire without passing laws banning the sale of 'assault rifles' and limiting magazine capacity to six rounds of ammunition. They are demanding that the Governor resign, and they are demanding the State Legislature convene to impeach and remove Jared for failing to protect Citizens from dangerous guns..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Captain Croyle," I said as we watched the Bettina broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room with the Usual Suspects of the Command Group, "deploy a full contingent to the Council meeting tonight. Something's up. Something's not right."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "We planned for that yesterday."
"Why do you think something's wrong, Mr. Crowbar?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Because Bettina's talking about it, Chief." I said. "She's not reporting the news, she's laying the groundwork for something to be created."
"Yyyyyep." Cindy Ross said. She was feeling the vibe on it.
Teresa said "I noticed Bettina is also doing the Union's work regarding PCpt. Carswell. Why do I feel like we have a leak somewhere?"
"Harumph!" growled Sheriff Griswold, his mustaches twitching most un-merrily. "This place leaks like a sieve sometime. But I thought the guys had stopped giving KXTC tips."
"For the most part, they have, sir." I said. "And Teresa is already ahead of the game on that."
"Some purpose behind it, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff, who was thinking what I was thinking: there is always purpose and intent behind the Media's actions.
"Maybe, sir." I said. "We shall see... we shall see..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, my personal cellphone rang. It was the Intendent, Mrs. Peabody. After asking how Molly was doing she said "I've heard some news. You know how Mayor Allgood has brought the hammer down on Executive Session meetings?"
"Yes." I said.
"There is a plan that Reginald B.F. Lewis and Kelly Carnes are going to try to implement tonight." Mrs. Peabody said. "They're going to call for an Executive Session, then Lewis is going to challenge the Mayor on speaking rights during the meeting. Carnes is going to join him in doing it, and they're hoping to be arrested so they can sue the Mayor and also go to Judge Nance to get an injunction against the Mayor so he can't shut them down at executive session nor public Council meetings."
"Hmmm, that's interesting." I said. "I think I owe you lunch sometime this week."
"Your bed or mine?" asked Mrs. Peabody.
"Yeah, The Cabin has been getting a lot of use, lately." I said. "We'll work something out."
"I'd prefer you work something thick and iron hard into me." said Mrs. Peabody, her voice full of lust, and her words stirring my loins...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir," said Helena on the intercom at 10:15am, "Council Member Susan Weston is here to see you, without appointment." Helena did not like outsiders coming to see me without appointment.
"Send her in." I said. Helena did the formal thing in admitting Susan Weston.
"Come on in." I said. "Have a seat. Would you like some coffee, or water?"
"No, no thank you." said Susan Weston. I noticed that she did not sit down until I'd gotten back to my chair and sat down. She'd once been a Captain on the Town & County Police Force, and she still showed me that much respect.
"I haven't seen you in this Headquarters in a while." I said. "What can I do for you?"
"I thought it might be a good idea to come see you in person, Commander," said Weston, "and in a place we can talk in some degree of privacy."
"Sure." I said. "What's it about?"
"You probably know," said Weston, "that my political inclinations may not be in line with your own. I'm pretty firmly on the side of the Democrats, as you are on the Republicans's----"
"Oh, let me stop you right there." I said. "I am not a Republican. I'm not a Democrat, but I'm not a Republican, either. I find both Parties to be irritating to my harmony. But go ahead."
"I was going to say that even though we're not on the same side politically," said Weston, "I was once an Officer on this Police Force, and I still respect the Law and what you do."
I nodded and Susan continued: "One thing I don't like is some of the tactics Kelly Carnes and Reginald Lewis are using to create tension with Mayor Allgood. I don't think much of Allgood, either; I thought the decision was wrong to disallow those votes, but that was what it was. But what I really detest is his heavy-handed methods of running Council meetings, as if he thinks he's still Sheriff or something, and can just order us around."
"You're wanting me to say something to him?" I asked, mostly to get her to state her real reason for being here.
"No... well, that would be nice, but I don't think it'd work." said Susan. "But here's the problem: Carnes and Lewis are going to openly challenge the Mayor at the next private Council meeting... I should call it the 'executive session', but they're really Council meetings outside the public eye. They're going to try to get the Mayor to have them arrested, and then they will sue him, and they're already rigging it so they'll get an injunction."
"Once that happens," Weston said, "all hell is going to break loose. They're going to disrupt the public Council meetings, and Bettina and her rabid dogs are going to make as much hay of it when the Police arrest them. And then Lewis and Carnes are going to run roughshod in the private meetings. It's just going to be chaos, and I for one prefer to get things done instead of the crap."
"I agree with you on that." I said. "But the Mayor is currently within his rights to run the meetings that way. What do you want me to do about it?"
"I know you'll enforce the law," said Weston, "but I'm hoping you won't personally make the arrests in the private Council meeting like you did the last time." Seeing my look, she said "Look, I know you're not a racist, Commander, and what Lester 'Penis' Holder is saying about your daughter is inexcusable... but they are really looking to make the optics as bad as possible for you, and as racist as possible for Mayor Allgood. So I'm just giving you this private warning now, in the hopes you'll find a way to avoid getting splashed by the mud."
I nodded. "I appreciate you telling me this. I think I can be somewhere else during the executive session tonight." We both stood up, shook hands, and Susan made her goodbyes. Afterwards, I sat down and contemplated Susan Weston's real reasons for coming and telling me all that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Roy McGhillie into my office. "My apologies in advance for egregiously asking you to give your father a message, but he needs to know this..."
After Roy left, I called Joanne Warner into my office. "If you happen to talk to your friend Melina Allgood," I said, "you might want to mention this to her about a developing problem for her husband..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Marie and Carole were attending a summer aftercare program for gifted students at Eastside Elementary School. It wasn't school with tests and grades, but enhanced learning through fun activities. Marie got to do art, which she loved and for which she had a tremendous gift. Carole was pretty much getting an early start on second grade, but was liking the music classes, and wanted to learn more about how to play the piano. But I digress...
Professor Laura Fredricson called Professor Stephanie Steele. After discussions on picking up Carole and Marie after their classes, Laura mentioned some things that Stephanie's husband, Council Member Edward R. Steele, might want to know...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, June 4th. The Council Chamber was being packed by young persons. Many were wearing red shirts with a person holding a pennant, the logo of the Antifa movement. Others were wearing green shirts with the logo of the Proactive Citizens of Greenworld, the Environmentalist group that demanded action on 'Climate Change'. And there were others, older men with hard faces, Black, White, and Hispanic, that looked eager to participate in personal combat.
The Deputies assigned to City Hall and to the Chamber were wearing armor and helmets, and there were a lot more TCPD Officers than normal, also well-armed-and-armored.
The Council Members filed into the chamber and took their seats in the front. Mayor Allgood, sitting in the middle, called the meeting to order. The first order of business, the 'reading' of the lawsuits filed against the County since the last meeting, was completed, with the lawsuits being turned over to the City Attorney to deal with.
"Any old business?" asked the Mayor.
"I move to bring to the floor the bill I introduced requiring three Police precincts." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. The audience began loudly cheering and applauding. The Mayor repeatedly gaveled for order, but the crowd remained boisterous and disruptive. The Mayor gave a signal, and Deputies and Police Officers began filing into the room in large numbers.
"Are you trying to suppress our voices?!" someone shouted.
"I will have order and civility in this chamber!" said the Mayor. "The motion on three Police precincts was tabled earlier. Does anyone who voted to table the motion wish to bring it back up?"
"NAY!" shouted Edward R. Steele. The others that had voted to table it also loudly said "NAY!"
"The motion is tabled and will not be brought back up." said Allgood. "New business?"
No one had any, so the Mayor said "We have requests to speak to the Council." He called the first name, who was a young black woman wearing a red 'Antifa' shirt.
"We DEMAND that you provide us three Police precincts!" the woman shouted. The crowd started cheering, then chanting. More Police came in, but that did not stop the orchestrated chanting.
And then suddenly... it went quiet. Walking in from a side entrance onto the floor in front of the podium and the barrier wall, wearing his sharply pressed Police uniform with armor under the shirt but none visible over it, was Your Iron Crowbar. And yes, I was tapping my namesake implement into my palm.
I went and took the microphone from the podium and said "Ladies and gentlemen, I know what you're thinking, and what you were paid to think... that if the Police act to restore order to this chamber, that if we take some of you to jail if you persist in your unlawful actions, the Media outside will chant 'Police brutality!" on the airwaves. You're thinking that if the optics look bad, we won't do our jobs and arrest you with whatever force is necessary."
"I have some news myself." I continued. "I don't give a damn about Bettina Wurtzburg and the deeply corrupt Media! We're going to do our jobs and maintain order here. And some of you look way too young to be getting felony criminal records and ten years in prison, but I promise you that is what is going to happen if you keep this crap up."
"So you can do one of three things." I finished up. "You can sit quietly and act with good manners and decorum; you can leave peacefully; or you can continue these antics that I know some of you were paid to do, and you can go to jail for ten years and have a felony record for your lifetimes. So... what's it going to be?"



"You're using Police brutality to try to silence our voices!" yelled the young woman at the podium. The chants were about to start up again.
I went up to her and said into the microphone: "Contrary to any thoughts of chivalry, I will hit a woman. Hard. As hard as I need to to incapacitate you and take you to prison. Or to the Hospital when I break your jaw. Test me." I looked around. tapping the crowbar into the palm of my hand. "So what's it going to be, people?"
The chamber emptied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Council managed to get through towards the end, Reginald B.F. Lewis said "I move to go into Executive Session."
"I second." Kelly Carnes quickly said.
"Why?" asked Mayor Allgood.
"Point of order!" shouted Malinda Adams. "There is a motion on the floor, and seconded."
"First of all, Ms. Adams," said the Mayor, "I did not recognize Mr. Lewis to speak and make that motion, so as far as I'm concerned, it's not even made. Second, I want to know why this Council should go into Executive Session. For what purpose?"
"To discuss personnel matters." said Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"Mr. Mayor, may I speak?" said Edward R. Steele.
"Mr. Steele is recognized." said Mayor Allgood.
"Mr. Mayor," said Steele, "there is no business regarding personnel nor any reason this Council needs to go into Executive Session. The only possible reason would be to hide something from the Public." The Democrats on the Council gasped.
"Point of order, Mr. Mayor!" yelled Kelly Carnes. "Councilman Steele has made a false accusation against another Council member! I demand he retract that statement and apologize!"
"The point of order is not recognized." said the Mayor. "I did not hear a direct accusation. And I agree that there is no business that requires being under Executive Session. If there are no further comments, let's vote."
The vote was 5-5, with Lewis and his allies voting for Executive Session, and Steele and his allies voting against.
"The Council being evenly divided," said the Mayor, "the Mayor will vote to break the tie. The Mayor votes 'Nay', and the motion fails..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Edward and I came into the Mountain Nest, we were met with a barrage of super-heroines, their arch-nemeses (who Carole calls 'boys'), and their canine supervision. Even Buddy was getting a bit rowdy.
Edward went over to speak to Molly and see how she was doing. Marie was telling me that The Flash had defeated The Thinker's nefarious plots. "The Flash needs a crowbar, too. Then he could spank the villains for being bad." Marie suggested.
"He does pretty well without one." I said.
"Grownups who do bad get sent to jail." said Carole. "That's what The Flash did to the Thinker. The Thinker should think about doing good instead of doing bad."
"Yes he should." I said. "Yes he should."
As Selena helped Marie get her things to go home, Edward said "Some people around these parts should think more about doing good instead of bad. Like whoever keeps planning these disruptions. I'm surprised they shut up when you confronted them."
"I think a lot of them were looking for a reason to be shut down." I said. "And when I mentioned I knew they were being paid and that they'd get prison sentences if arrested, they really wanted to just get out of there."
"You were facing them, so you didn't see Kelly Carnes's face when you mentioned the Media's intentions." said Edward with a grin. "I have rarely seen such hatred on a human face before. And when we voted down 'executive session'? She's truly becoming fanatical. I'm glad you found out about their plot to disrupt the Executive Session, so we could stop it in its tracks."
"You'll have to go into Executive Session sometime." I said. "We've got to figure out a way to get them to stop the crap. I do know that not all of the Democrats in the room support the tactics."
"That's true." said Edward. "Weston and Sorrells are sick of it, and Malinda Adams really doesn't like it though she goes along with them. Maybe censuring Carnes and Lewis if they get disruptive might work."
Just then 'Supergirl' appeared. "Are you ready to go home, Daddy?" Marie asked. "Carole and I have piano lessons tomorrow!"
"You beat up those criminals on the piano keyboard, Supergirl." I said to Marie. She fist-bumped me as she turned to leave with her family.
Part 7 - Charter Course
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 5th, from in front of City Hall. "The Town & County Council meeting erupts into chaos!"
Bettina began: "Once again Mayor Daniel Allgood used hamfisted tactics to silence the voices of our Citizens, and this time he had the help of Police Commander Donald Troy! Commander Troy not only flooded the Council chamber with heavily armed Police Officers, he threatened the crowd with physical violence if they did not leave! Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Kelly Carnes saying "It was the most disgusting display of Police brutality and brute force I've ever seen. It is long past time Commander Donald Troy was fired for his abusive tactics. Anyone who goes around threatening people with a red crowbar needs to have that crowbar shoved up his posterior!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
MCD burst into laughter at that one. "Yeah, said Lt. Micah Rudistan with great joviality, "just threaten the Iron Crowbar, and he'll shove that crowbar up their posterior!"
"So she complains about Police violence," said Julia Rodriguez. "And then wants to impose violence on Commander Troy."
"Typical politician." said Vice Detective Christopher Purvis.
"Typical Democrat." muttered Joanne Warner under her breath...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They have audio and video of you in there." said Cindy Ross in the Chief's Conference Room. "Why don't they show it?"
"Two reasons." I said. "First, it exonerates me. Second, I might have mentioned that about the Press wanting to make something of anything we did to keep them from showing it. Of course, Fox Eight News might show that part of it, especially the part where I mention Bettina by name, if Bettina shows the other parts of it."
"Still, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "we have got to find a way to do this without giving Bettina these headlines to run with."
"With respect, Chief," said Teresa Croyle, "there is no other way to do this. If those punks had rioted, we'd have had to put them down... and we would've put them down... and Bettina would be right there screaming 'Police brutality!'. There's no way to win; with the Press it's damned if we do and damned if we don't. I thought the Commander did it just right: he told them he knew what the Press's intentions were, and that it wouldn't save them. They backed down and they left."
"She's right, you know." growled Sheriff Griswold.
"Yezzz, Sheriff, I know." Moynahan said, resignation in his voice. "And my statements to the Public will reflect my strong support of the Police's actions to keep order last night. But how do we stop the Press attacks?"
"That's the age-old question, Chief." I said. "We have to have a Free Press to have a free country. But what do we do when the Press abuses the privilege and journalists become nothing but biased propagandists?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, June 5th. For some reason the Charter Commission meeting was moved to the Board of Inquiry room at City Hall. It was kind of nice to be behind the long bench and wielding the gavel, instead of being the object of Boards of Inquiry. The meeting was surprisingly well attended, and I tapped the gavel to begin.
"Welcome to the first Charter Commission hearing." I said. I introduced the other Charter Commission members, and said "The purpose of this hearing and the public hearings that will follow is to get you the Public's input on how the Town & County Government should be structured. This is an important process, and will affect the lives of our County's citizens for years to come, so I appreciate your attendance tonight."
I continued: "This meeting will cover the Town & County Assembly, which currently sets all taxes and fees in the County, and makes the Budget for the year. We'll also be discussing miscellaneous structural and procedural issues."
We had a bullet-point presentation on Article 1 of the Charter, and our proposals for changes, which were few. I then opened it up for questions, hoping that trouble would not start tonight.
No such luck: it started right away. An attractive woman, with head full of wavy blonde hair like Farrah Fawcett's (back in the day), came to the podium and stated her name, then asked "You said the Assembly sets all taxes. Does that include school taxes?"
I turned to Edna Carter, who said "That is the current situation, yes."
The woman said "I would like to propose a separate School Board, and have the School Board set the rates for school taxes."
"We'll be having a separate hearing to discuss a separate School Board," I said, "but it's fair to talk about the taxation issue at this time. Does anyone on the Commission have a comment or question?"
Edward Steele spoke up. "I'd like to ask you, ma'am, if you own a house?" The woman said she did not, that she lived in an apartment. Steele then said "So you may not be aware of what the millage rate is for school taxes and other property taxes today?" The woman did, and she accurately named the rate; it turns out she was a teacher in the County High system.
"The reason I ask," said Edward R. Steele, "is because when homeowners get their yearly tax statement, they can see all the taxes on one form, as it's set by one body, the Assembly. And the Assembly knows how much it's taxing in sales taxes, property taxes, school taxes, and other fees, so they have an idea of what they're taking in. But if we separate the tax collection, the Assembly and School Board might not necessarily know what the other is taxing, but the homeowner sure will when he or she gets two tax bills in the mail. And they're going to feel double taxed, and it's more than possible they'll pay a lot more in taxes to different places."
"But the Schools are not getting their fair share of the tax revenues." the woman complained.
"Mrs. Carter, do you have a comment on that?" I asked.
"Oh, I'm in agreement with the young lady." Edna Carter said, drawing laughs from everyone. "I'd like to see more for the schools, as well."
"Those of us with children would agree, I'm sure." I said. "But the revenues for schools was pretty well set by the Assembly, and is pretty fair. The debate on whether more or less of the overall pie should go to schools is a fair one, but beyond the scope of this particular meeting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
For most people, the School Board issue was the main one, and I knew we'd see a lot of them back for that hearing. In the meantime, we had one other major issue as a Citizen approached the podium to speak.
"My name is Eldrick X. Weaver." said Eldrick X. Weaver. "I have found a weakness in the current Charter, which I believe needs to be addressed. There is currently no real way to remove an elected official of this Town & County from office, either by a voter recall or a legislative or judicial process."
He stopped, and we all waited, expecting him to continue. When he didn't, I said, trying to make my voice sound as polite as possible,"Did you have more?"
"I do have proposals written up," said Weaver, "which I would like entered into the public record of this meeting."
"If you'll provide us a copy of them, we'll enter them." I said. "I agree that it's an issue upon which the current Charter is silent. And just to let everyone here know, there is a process for removal in that the Governor of the State can suspend an elected official of any County upon that official being arrested and charged -or- indicted for a crime, and the State Legislature can impeach and remove an elected official, as well. You may even be hearing about that on the news." There was some laughter at that, but also some tension, I noted.
"So," I said, "I'm interested in your proposals, Mr. Weaver. Why don't you give us an outline here and now?" It was obvious, at least to me, that Weaver had either expected hostility or at least dismissiveness from us. But I'd just disarmed him of that.
Weaver said "Many places in the country have mechanisms for voter recalls, usually petitions of voters. We might also have something like a Board of Inquiry that can make recommendations for a recall."
I said "We'll have to study the recall petition method. My own idea for a process is a 2/3d vote of the Council and 2/3d vote of the Assembly to remove someone who has been convicted of a felony crime."
Edward Steele spoke up. "I agree that the issue needs to be addressed. What we have to be careful about is someone attempting to use the process to remove an elected official who has done no wrong, but someone just doesn't like him or her. So it needs to be a rigorous process, and not something to be gamed by the politicians. Imagine if Congress wanted to impeach a President that had not committed any crime, but was simply not liked because he or she wasn't part of their 'Establishment'..."
"We'll definitely look into this." I said. "Though I think I want no part of Congress nor the Presidency. We've got enough issues right here in our beloved Town & County..."
Part 8 - Planning and Execution
Thursday, June 6th. It was the anniversary of D-Day, and for me it was the more important anniversary of the birth of my son Jim, who was now five years old. Carole gave him the Lego 'Police Station' set. I got him a set of toy soldiers that he wanted, and a camo 'uniform' set of clothes. And Laura got him a 'James Bond spy kit', which contained (among other items) a belt in which he could secrete hidden messages (or weapons), and something resembling the old decoder rings that came in Cracker Jack boxes when I was a kid.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Edward Blassingame called his office at BigAgraFoods in the City and said he would not be in until noon, as he had an important meeting to attend. He then drove to the law offices of Gresham & Mason, P.C. The news was not good.
"All of our motions have been denied." said Nathan Masterson. "We were hoping to exclude the evidence because of the disputed warrant for the Tau House raid, but that evidence will be allowed in because they found the car and your son's fingerprints in it. The testimony of those that cut deals will be allowed. A change of venue has been denied, though the judge is considering bringing in and empaneling jurors from outside the Town & County jurisdiction. They'd be sequestered, of course."
"Once we find out who the jurors are," said Blassingame, "we'll have something to work with."
"There is one other thing to consider, Mr. Blassingame." said Masterson. "I speak under attorney/client privilege, so I cannot be forced to testify against you on this. I know people who know people. We might could find a way to break your son out of County Jail. He'll be a fugitive for the rest of his life, but he'll be out, he'll be alive, and you can arrange for him to start over somewhere else."
"I'm way ahead of you thinking about that." said Blassingame. "There's just one problem: I've gotten word that if we try to rescue Peter, Troy or his Officers will kill Peter. They will murder him in cold blood. And those bastards are loyal to Troy, they're like a fucking ninja clan... a ninja clan..."
He went into a reverie. When he came out, Masterson was looking at him. "It's nothing; I just had a thought about something. Let's continue with the meeting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Blassingame was riding in the back of his Escalade limo through the City, he received a phone call on a cellphone that was on his person but was not registered to him.
"This is 'Beauregard'." said the voice on the other end of the line. "I've got five names for you of TCPD Officers that might be willing to betray Troy and help us."
"Okay." said Blassingame, his notepad and pen ready.
"First is McCombs, he's a Sergeant, and he's dirty as hell." said the other man. "We may can get something on him, to make him... pliable."
"I'd prefer to find someone who will act out of some sense of loyalty." said Blassingame. "Blackmailing someone works, but also creates enmity."
"Yes sir, I agree." said the other man. "Second is Justin Hendricks, he's a Patrolman, and McCombs's wingman, so to speak. He's also dirty, but he hides it better. The Union has saved him from being fired several times. Third is Patrolman Jeremy Hatch. He's very inept, and he's angry that they keep giving him shit jobs."
"I've heard that name already." said Blassingame. "He's so incompetent that I've wondered if it was one of Troy's ruses. In any case, we don't want him. Who's next?"
"Two Detectives." said the other man. "One is named Teddy Parker. He's angry that he's being forced to work with the last name on my list: Timothy Geiger. Geiger worked closely with Harold Malone and Steven Ikea before Troy came to Town and ran them out on a rail."
"But Troy kept Geiger." said Blassingame.
"My research shows they couldn't find a way to fire him." said the other man. "So they kept him in place until recently. He didn't want to go to MCD; he wanted to stay in Vice, but they moved him and told him to either accept it or find another job."
"Hmmm." said Blassingame. "So they're trying to force him out by making him miserable. Okay, good job getting this information. But we have another problem. We don't have time anymore to develop any of those men to betray Troy and the TCPD. We have to act fast. So here's what I want you to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I like piano lessons." said Marie at 12:00 high noon, as she and Carole walked along the sidewalk in front of Eastside Elementary towards the parking lot where Marie's mother was waiting to pick them up. "I want to learn how to play the guitar, too!"
"I want to learn how to play the violin." said Carole. "Daddy said Sherlock Holmes played the violin, and Sherlock Holmes was a great De-tec-tive---"
Just then a TCPD Police cruiser came up, blue lights flashing. "Carole Troy!" said the Officer inside. "I'm Officer Smith. Your father's been in a car crash. I'm here to take you to the Hospital..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Planning and Execution (continued)
Carole Troy peered at the Officer as he said "Come on, get in the car."
"What's the safeword?" Carole asked loudly.
"What?" said the Officer.
"What's the safeword?" Carole asked again. The Officer did not respond, but opened his car door to get out.
"RUN, MARIE!" Carole shouted. She grabbed her friend's hand to make sure Marie came with her, and they began running down the sidewalk, Carole screaming her lungs out.
"HELP! HELP!" Carole screamed as she ran, pulling Marie along. "SOMEBODY HELP US!"
Other kids, parents, and teachers looked to see what the commotion was, and seeing the two girls running, they moved towards them. The Officer, seeing others coming up to help Carole and Marie, quickly got into his car and gunned it down the road with a screech of tires...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I pulled into the Eastside Elementary parking lot, the blue lightbar on my Police SUV blazing. Two Police cruisers were already there, as were a number of parents, teachers and kids. And the Press.
I made sure to compose myself, then I got out of my vehicle and walked over to where Carole and Marie were. Their mothers were also there, and how Laura had beaten me here was currently beyond my understanding, except for the fact she was a mother whose child was in danger. Also with them was Detective Joanne Warner. Detective Theo Washington was talking to parents and Police Officers.
"Hello, sir." said Lt. Jerome Davis, coming up to me. "I've already got Myron getting video from every camera in the area. We've got some descriptions of the man, but except for Carole and Marie's descriptions, they're pretty vague."
"Okay, good." I said. "What about the Police car itself?"
Jerome said "Fits our standard Police cruisers in every detail, from the color to the markings. We've called County Jail to get an inventory and see if any vehicles are missing."
"Good." I said. "Let me know the second Myron gets something." I then walked up to Carole and Marie. Carole was calm, not showing any stress from what had just happened. Marie was shaken up but trying to be brave in front of Carole and the others.
"Hello, young ladies." I said. "Are you okay?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "I did just what Mommy always said do: I asked for the safeword, and when he didn't know it, we ran and screamed real loud."
Marie said "Carole made sure I ran with her so I didn't get kidnapped, too."
"I wasn't going to leave you behind to be kid-napped." Carole said, hugging her BFF. Their mothers and Joanne looked a bit emotional at that, as well.
"That's very good." I said, getting their attention back. "You both were very brave, and you did very well. Why don't you tell me what you've told these Detectives." Carole and Marie repeated their stories, which Joanne Warner confirmed was the same thing they'd told her. That was good in that their story was not changing.
A moment later Lt. Davis came up. "Sir, Myron is sending a still-frame from the camera in this parking lot." As he said the words, all our Police iPhones chimed.
The photo showed the back end of the Police cruiser and the perp about to get back into the vehicle... and Carole and Marie running hard in the foreground.
"Oh, that's cute." I said acerbically.
"What's that, sir?" asked Joanne.
"Check out the number of the vehicle." I said, having enlarged my photo to see it.
"1-6-4-0." said Joanne. "None of our vehicle numbers go that high."
"Random number?" asked Theo. "They just put something on there to look right?"
"No, that's on pur-pose." Carole said helpfully. "That's Daddy's Po-leece badge number."
"Yes it is." I said. "Good observation, Carole." I looked around and said: "Anyone recognize the man impersonating a Police Officer?"
"He looks familiar." said Lt. Davis. "I'll send it to the FBI for facial rec."
"Let's do witness rec first." I said as I pulled up a photo on my Police iPhone and showed Carole and Marie.
"That's him!" Marie exclaimed immediately. I glanced at Carole, who was peering at the photo as if trying to memorize it.
"Yes, Daddy. That's him." my daughter said. "He's not a Po-leece-man, is he?"
"No he's not." I said, my face becoming grim.
"Who is it, Don?" Laura asked, seeing my face change.
I showed her and the others the photo I'd shown the girls. "Let's get an APB out immediately." I said loudly to my assembled Officers. "Full alert, top priority. This perp... is Trent Ridge."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Thursday, June 6th. Carole, Marie, and Tasha were with Laura at her office in the Psychology Building, with Callie also there. Campus Police were outside the building, watching carefully. The boys were at The Cabin, being watched over by the Nextdoor County Police Chief, her mother, and Buddy and the redoubtable Bowser.
I was in the meeting in Classroom 'E' at Police Headquarters. Also there were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Commander Ross, Captain Croyle, Captain Perlman, Lieutenant Myron Milton, Lieutenant Jerome Davis, Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington, FBI Special Agent in Charge Muscone, FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson of Team Lazarus, and FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins from Southport.
"EAD Owen Lange is in Washington," said Jack Muscone, "but as soon as he heard about it, he called and asked how the kids were doing. And needless to say, Washington is in a uproar over Trent Ridge's appearance. I asked Tim Jenkins to come up here and help augment our Federal presence here. And don't be surprised if EAD Lange shows up by tomorrow." Everyone nodded towards Tim Jenkins, who was sitting next to Cindy.
"Good." I said, as I was leading this meeting. "I'm grateful for your help. Okay, anything to report?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne Warner. "We found the Police cruiser used by Trent Ridge. He hightailed it across the State Line, and parked at that farmhouse near where Helga Radcliffe's body was found."
I remembered that property, not only from Radcliffe case, but as the location where perps were staying until Takaki Taichi-sama wiped them out with his great seppuku. (Author's note: 'The Pact', Ch. 04; 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 05.) 
Joanne continued: "It's not a real Police cruiser, just a very-well-done replica. There was a radio in it, probably to listen to the Police Band, but it has none of the devices that are on real TCPD vehicles."
"What does the quality of the mock-up of the car suggest to you Detectives?" I asked.
Theo Washington said "Certainly anyone who saw it wouldn't think twice about it being a Police car. And the lightbar could be operated, which would get people out of his way if he needed to drive fast down the highway."
"I think I see what you're getting at, Commander." said Tanya Perlman. "Someone took the time and made the effort to make that mock-up car. So this was planned in advance."
"And add to it that they used your badge number, Don." Cindy astutely said. "That was a definite message to you."
"Yes. I agree, it was." I said. "You're right in what you said, Theo. And I'll add one more thing to what you said, Tanya: someone also put some serious money into doing that. So that means Trent Ridge has money behind him."
"Blassingame?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Yes." I said. "But let's not limit ourselves to him. Lots more Swamp Frogs out there with lots of money. Okay, Myron, whaddya got?"
Myron Milton said "First of all, all real Town & County Public Service vehicles are accounted for, including Fire Department cars and University Hospital ambulances. Second, we've collected more video of the fake Police cruiser driving through Town before the attempt on Carole, but it's spotty at best. Looks like Trent knew where the cameras were, and drove a route to minimize his exposure to them. And since it wasn't a real Police car, we have no transponders nor radio signals to go off of."
"He likely just switched cars at the farmhouse." said Tanya. "He could be anywhere in the tri-State area by now."
"We checked the tags of all cars coming back into our State." said Myron. "They all check out. No rentals or anything that raises a red flag, so far."
Teresa Croyle spoke up: "I have a question, and what Myron just said adds to it. Why did Trent not get out of the car immediately, instead of calling out to Carole from within it? He had a better chance to get her, or Marie, if he had."
"Same reason they made a mock Police car instead of stealing a real one." I said. "He didn't want to be identified, nor traced. He would not have gotten out at all if Carole had gotten into the car."
"Yes sir," said Teresa, "and that's part of my point. Just why is Trent Ridge trying to not be identified, yet they put your badge number on the car?"
"It's a good question." I said, about to go into a reverie.
"If I may, sir." said Jerome Davis. As all eyes went to him, he said "If he'd succeeded in kidnapping Carole and we couldn't identify him, he and whoever's working with him would really have the upper hand. As it is, with him identified and APBs out for him, there's a lot of both local and Federal attention on us here, now. The Army and Navy are looking for him, the FBI is looking for him, and of course we are looking for him. So whatever they were planning on doing, it just got harder for them."
"Which brings me to my questionnnn." said Chief Moynahan. "Exactly why did Trent want to kidnap Carole? Prisoner exchange for Peter Blassingame?"
"So Edward Blassingame is burning Trent?" asked Cindy Ross. "Like he burned Paco Domingo to try to kill Frieda Franklin?"
"THAT'S IT!" I suddenly exclaimed, like Lucy at Schroeder's piano in the Peanuts comics.
Seeing everyone looking at me, I explained: "Sorry. I just realized something, based upon what you all said: if Trent had kidnapped Carole and we didn't know who he was, we likely would be sitting here thinking it was Edward Blassingame trying to get Peter out of jail. But Trent and Quint don't work for Blassingame, at least not like Paco did and Barsbane does. So by knowing who Trent is, I can surmise that Peter Blassingame is not the primary reason for this kidnapping attempt!"
"Then what was the reason?" the Chief asked, reiterating his earlier question.
I shook my head. "I don't know. But we do now know that it's bigger than Edward and Peter Blassingame. Having said that, Trent Ridge was impersonating Police, and using a well-done mock-up of a Police vehicle. Captain Croyle, alert County Jail. Strictest measures to have access to Blassingame's cell, RFID readers, the works. Let me know of anyone who bitches about it..."
Part 9 - Children At Play, Adults At Play
7:30pm, Thursday June 6th. We were having Jim's birthday party at The Cabin. His brothers were present, and Todd and Teresa brought their boys over. Tanya brought little Pete Feeley over, and Mayor Daniel Allgood brought his son Dan and daughter Patricia over. The Griswolds also accepted my invitation to join the festivities.
As the boys did 'boys' things, and in a rowdy manner, Carole, Marie, Patricia, and Tasha were a lot quieter as they made drawings. Marie was trying to hide hers, and I could tell it was going to be something really good. I did observe Laura watching the girls very carefully, and in a professional manner... her profession as a psychiatrist.
In the meantime, I was observing Mrs. Griswold, and was saddened by what I was seeing. Sheriff Griswold stayed by her at all times, but I could see that she seemed confused by what was going on. Laura had told me that Mrs. Griswold's condition was worsening, that her Alzheimer's symptoms were becoming more acute.
Jim opened his gifts, and it should surprise no one that he got Legos, trains and toy cars, and toy soldiers. We could have a full-blown battle in Jim's Lego Town with all those toy soldiers. And someone gave him a 'Risk' game, though I didn't think he was quite old enough for it.
After that was done, Marie came to me with a request. I was able to fulfill it, and went and got a large frame for her drawing. After we put it in the frame, Marie had the girls of all ages gather, and presented the drawing to Carole. It was a very well-drawn picture of Carole and Marie, with Bowser sitting between them.
"This is a drawing of me and my two heroes, Carole and Bowser, who both saved my life." Marie announced. The other girls clapped as Carole hugged Marie. The older women in the room were quite a bit more emotional about it. And it is possible that Carole's dad felt some heartstrings being tugged, too.
"That's my girlfriend!" little Jack Burke said, trying to hug Carole.
"I am not your girlfriend!" declared Carole. I had a suspicion I was going to hear conversations along those lines for a long, long time.
When Carole and Marie showed the Griswold's the photo, Mrs. Griswold seemed to come to life for a moment. "Oh, what a wonderful drawing!" she exclaimed happily. "You are the one who drew that picture of Charlie, aren't you?"
"Yes ma'am." Marie said politely.
Mrs. Griswold complimented Marie further on how well the drawing was done, then handed it to me. "And you are the little girl that saved your friend, aren't you?" she said to Carole.
"Yes ma'am." said Carole politely.
"Well, that is just amazing." said Mrs. Griswold, giving Carole a hug. "I wish I had a granddaughter just like you."
"We can pretend I'm your grand-daughter and you're my grandma." Carole offered helpfully, hugging Mrs. Griswold back. I saw a bit of mist in Our Sheriff's eyes at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the party was winding down, Teresa and I went onto the deck.
"I just checked with Headquarters." Teresa said. "We've got checkpoints at the County Lines, checking every drivers' license of every car going in or out of the County, but nothing on Trent Ridge, Quint Starr, or the rest of the rabble-rousers. The FBI has nothing, either. Muscone said he's requested Trent Ridge be put on the Ten Most Wanted list, but hasn't heard back from Washington on it."
I nodded. "Did you tell Todd about the threat?" I asked.
"Sure did." Teresa said. "BOW Enterprises is on heightened security, and the main building is all but on lockdown. Laura told me to bring our boys here tomorrow instead of BOW's daycare, and Todd sent an email to all parents suggesting they make other arrangements for their children until this crisis has subsided. Think that's too much?"
"No, it's just being safe." I said. "They're suspending the Eastside Elementary summer program for a week, too, as well as other kids programs and camps around the County. I'm hearing that the Media is really going to gin up the fear factor tomorrow morning."
"Wish we could do something to mitigate that." Teresa said.
"Oh, we might can do something about that." I said. And no matter how hard Teresa tried, she could not get me to tell her what it was ahead of time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was one heck of a party." Laura said as she and I sat on the back deck of The Cabin in the darkness, side-by-side on the metal mesh loveseat, watching the twinkling lights of the Town in the valley below us. Everyone who was leaving had left. 
"Yeah it was." I said. "We have a big family... and that's a good thing. I didn't have much of a family when I was growing up... that I knew of, anyway."
"I had no family at all, especially after my parents died." said Laura. "So yes, it's a very good thing, if a bit overwhelming." I could sense she wanted to talk about something, and there was no time like the present to coax it out of her.
"Sooooo," I said, "what did you want to talk about?"
Laura smiled a wan smile. "Not much gets past you, Darling." she said. "I know you were watching 'Grandma Griswold' as Carole and Marie were talking to her. She sometimes remembers things connected to Charlie. Sheriff Griswold told me she sometimes thinks he's Charlie. But overall, her symptoms are getting worse."
"And she's getting worse physically, as well." I said. "She put her weight on me and held tight when I was walking her to their car."
"Yes." said Laura. "I was also watching the girls. Marie seems to be holding up okay, but I told Stephane and Selena that Marie might wake up with nightmares, and to just hug her and comfort her back to sleep. But Carole..." She stopped.
"Acts like nothing happened at all." I said, finishing the sentence.
"Yes." said Laura. "And my specialty is not child psychology, but that's just... well, 'abnormal' is not the right word. But it's not ordinary."
"Well, she's been through worse, much worse." I said, remembering her being kidnapped and having a building blown up around her. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 01.) "And she handled this Trent Ridge incident very well. Gave her a lot of confidence, it did."
"Yes." said Laura. "It did. I might also suggest some genetics were involved."
"Well, she is the daughter of the most badass CIA Agent in the world, at least that I've ever known." I said jovially.
"Harumph." Laura said. "It's not me I'm talking about. Her father is absolutely devoid of fear, which sometimes scares me to death. And now..." She paused, then finished: "And now, it's like father, like daughter. Carole simply has no fear, just like you."
I could tell that Laura was not saying that as a compliment. But she was right. As the Iron Crowbar, fear was a luxury I could not afford. And I felt almost sorry to think that if Carole wanted to inherit the real red crowbar... she would have to be the same way.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mmmmmm..." Teresa moaned as she slid her tongue up and down her husband's ten inch cockshaft, "you are really hard and throbbing tonight."
"That's because you have one hell of a hot mouth, babe." said Todd. He groaned as Teresa slid her mouth down his shaft and sucked hard as she deep-throated his meat.
After a moment of sucking him, Teresa came up for air and said "Your balls are really heavy, and tight, too. Is that because you haven't been able to drain them in Mariko's cunt every morning, since she's away in Japan?"
"I could say that," said Todd, "but you've been taking care of my needs... like a good wife--- AAH!" Teresa had lightly bitten his cockhead when he'd said that, more teasing him than punishing him.
"You wanted to take Laura up to bed and fuck her brains out, too." Teresa said. "I saw you watching her. You like banging her... don't you?" She was teasing him; he had not been watching or leering at Laura in any particular way. But she got the expected reaction: Todd's cock throbbed harder.
"Yeah, but mostly because she's Uncle Don's wife." said Todd with his trademark grin. "Good thing it doesn't bother him that I'm porking his wife, or he might beat the hell out of me with that crowbar of his... the red one, not the sorry little thing between his legs."
Teresa laughed. "I don't think Laura thinks Don's cock is 'sorry' nor 'little'. And I was told that she gets off watching him fuck other women as much or more than he gets off watching her."



"Yeah." said Todd. All the dirty talk from his lovely wife had him very near the crest. "I'm getting close, babe. You want it in your mouth or your pussy?"
"Mmmm, my mouth." said Teresa. She again took his meaty inches deep into her mouth as she jacked the base of his prick with one hand and massaged his balls with the other.
"Oh my God, it's here..." Todd gasped. He'd barely got the warning out in time when the first huge spurt of thick jism rocketed out of his long shaft and splattered onto Teresa's throat. As more heavy spurts followed, Teresa greedily swallowed every drop, then milked him for the rest of it as he lay gasping and trying to catch his breath...
Part 10 - Propaganda and Response
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, June 7th, from the back of the Courthouse Complex parking lot, with Eastside Elementary in the far background. "Fear is gripping our Town & County in the wake of an attempted kidnapping of two young girls!"
Bettina began: "Yesterday, someone dressed as a Town & County Police Officer attempted to kidnap two young girls near Eastside Elementary School, which is just behind me here. The girls ran and the man got into his vehicle and drove away as teachers responded to the screams of the girls."
Bettina: "Witnesses say that the vehicle was made up to look like a Town & County Police vehicle. That vehicle was found abandoned on the Hammondsville Highway across the State Line. Police and the FBI are investigating, but have not made any arrests in the case."
Bettina: "This incident is one among several which have caused local residents to be concerned about the safety of their children as well as the amount of trust they can put in the Town & County Police Department. The recent school shooting in Nextdoor County and an attempt earlier this year to kill a student at the new weather station is bad enough, but now the perps are impersonating Police, making it difficult to tell them apart from real Officers.
Bettina: "There have also been complaints about the speed with which the Police reacted to the incident yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Eldrick X. Weaver saying "The Police were very quick to respond to two white girls, daughters of wealthy men, being in danger, but we're concerned that they don't respond nearly as quickly when minority children are in danger. This is one reason we need three Police precincts, so that all of our children quickly get the help they need and deserve!"
Back to Bettina live: "Mr. Weaver intends to continue pressuring the Town & County Council to take action to restore three Police precincts, despite resistance from the white Republicans on the Council. And Police Commander Donald Troy has steadfastly not responded to repeated requests by Channel Two News for comment on the concerns of citizens about the danger to our children."
Bettina: "And in other news, the State House Judiciary Committee continues to work towards impeaching Governor Val Jared for colluding with the Federal ICE Bureau to harass, arrest, and deport Undocumented Workers. Governor Jared has refused to cooperate with the Committee, and has ordered Executive Branch employees to not respond to requests by the State House Judiciary Committee to testify."
Bettina: "We have with us State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds, who is sitting on the House Judiciary Committee as a courtesy. Leader Hammonds, what will be contained in the expected Articles of Impeachment against the Governor?"
Wilson Hammonds said "Currently we are drafting two Articles of Impeachment against Jared. The first is Abuse of Power in using his position as Governor to harass women as well as minorities, and also for using his position as Governor to aid in the arrests and deportations of undocumented workers, which is a strictly Federal pervue. The second is Obstruction of the State Legislature in not fully cooperating with the orders of the State House Judiciary Chairman to comply with requests to answer our questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are either of those illegal?" asked Teresa Croyle as the Command Group sans Your Iron Crowbar drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"No." growled Sheriff Griswold. "It's not a crime to enforce the law, be it State or Federal laws, and the Governor harassed no one. And there's no such statute crime as 'Obstruction of Congress' or 'Obstruction of the State Legislature'; that's just a crock of horse manure. And double that since no formal subpoenas have been issued, and the Legislature is not in session."
"So they're just making up stuff as they go, eh?" muttered Commander Cindy Ross. "I truly hope people see through this crap."
"And I hope they're seeing through Bettina's hit pieces on Commander Troy." said Teresa. "I'm getting tired of her antics."
"And why didn't she mention the APBs both we and the FBI have put out for Trent Ridge?" asked Tanya Perlman. "That's irresponsible in and of itself."
Teresa said "She's helping the Enemy against us, especially Commander Troy. And putting people's lives in danger as a result."
Chief Moynahan was scandalized. "Do you really believe Bettina and KXTC are trying to collude with the criminals?" asked Chief Moynahan. "That is a strong accusation, there."
"With respect, Chief," said Teresa, turning in her chair to face him, "why else would Bettina not mention the APB, if not to help Trent Ridge and the Swamp Frogs behind him? And she's done it before. Remember Les Craig?"
"Don't we ever." muttered Cindy, which may have saved Teresa from a strong one-way conversation with Chief. As it was, he just shook his head and returned his focus to the television monitor.
"Speaking of Commander Troy, where is he?" asked Tanya, trying to change the subject.
"Why, he's responding to a request for comment from a Media outlet." Cindy said with a wicked smile on her ruggedly pretty face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Hi, Meredith."
"Hi Catrina. Hello everyone. Here's what's going on today." said Meredith Peller. "As we reported yesterday, two young girls avoided being kidnapped by a man dressed in a Town & County Police uniform and driving a car made up to look like a TCPD vehicle. Police recovered the vehicle just across the State Line, and they and the FBI issued an APB for one Trent Ridge."
A photo of Trent Ridge appeared on the screen as Meredith said "Ridge is a former military Special Forces operative with extensive close quarters combat training. He is considered to be armed and extremely dangerous. Anyone seeing this man is advised to not approach him, and is asked to immediately call the FBI hotline or TCPD emergency line at the numbers listed below, or to dial 9-1-1 immediately. Again, Ridge is considered to be extremely dangerous, so do not attempt to approach him if you see him."
Catrina was shown, saying "Our County's citizens are understandably concerned about the safety of our children, and they are asking what to do and how we can trust our Police if they're being impersonated. To help answer these questions, we have two special guests. Carole Troy was one of the girls involved in the incident, and with her is her father, Police Commander Donald Troy. Welcome to you both."
The camera panned out to show Carole and me. Carole was sitting in the normal chair used by guests, and she was holding the (real) red crowbar. Next to her, in a hard chair that immensely helped support my back, was the (real) Iron Crowbar. I should make that my Twitter handle, but I digress.
Laura was not with us; she tried to avoid being on television if she could help it. Old CIA habits die hard, I mused to myself.
Catrina said "Carole, what happened yesterday?"
Carole said "A bad man drove up to us and said my daddy was in an accident. I didn't know who he was. Daddy and Mommy told me that if something happened to Daddy, someone in my family would come get me, so I knew something wasn't right when a stranger came up to us."
"It's good you realized that." said Catrina. "And how did you know to get away from the bad man, especially when he looked like a Police Officer, like your dad is? 
Carole said "My mommy told me that if anyone I didn't know tried to get me into their car, even if it was a Po-leece Officer, I should ask for the safeword. When I asked, that guy didn't know the safeword, so Marie and I ran and screamed real loud, like Mommy told us to."
"Your mother is Dr. Laura Fredricson, Head of the Psychology Department at the University." said Catrina. "So it was she that taught you to use a safeword, and to scream and run if someone tried to grab you?" Catrina said.
"Yes." Carole said. "My mommy wants me to be safe."
"Yes, and what about your dad?" Catrina asked.
"Daddy is a reeeel Po-leece Officer." Carole said. "He wants everybody to be safe." I could hear some chuckles in the background, off-camera. I was chuckling myself.
"And that's why you're here, Commander, and we appreciate you coming in today." said Catrina. "What can people do to be safer, and protect our children?"
"Thanks for having us today, Catrina." I said. "I'm glad I am able to be here today and respond to your request for comment." We all know who that little dig was at.
I began: "First of all, a safeword is a valuable thing to teach your children, especially if you might have someone pick them up from school or somewhere. Even friends they might recognize but not know are picking them up should be able to give them a safeword that the child also knows. And as Carole did yesterday, if something's wrong, run! As fast as you can, and screaming as loud as you can. Get everyone's attention."
I continued: "As to people impersonating Police: real TCPD Officers will have a proper uniform or be professionally dressed; they will have a badge and an ID card and will present it, usually without having to be asked, but definitely upon request."
I went on: "Real Police cars will have County Government car tags and the specific markings you see on these photos." Photos of a real TCPD cruiser were being shown as I spoke. I said: "If a Police car is pulling you over in your car, you can go to a well-lighted, public place such as a gas station or store parking lot, and real Police Officers will understand the caution being taken. Also, it's State Law that a woman can ask for a female Police Officer to come to the scene before getting out of her vehicle or unlocking it."
I finished up: "We think this is a one-time event that is not likely to be repeated, but it's always wise for citizens to be cautious. And yes, I want all of our children to be as safe as we can possibly make them, regardless of who they are or how wealthy their parents are." Yep, another dig...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Friday, June 7th. I was in the back corner 'command room' of the Cop Bar, with Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya. Joining us were Jack Muscone and Tim Jenkins of the FBI.
"Where's Melina?" I asked Jack quietly as we were getting seated.
"Still in Pennsylvania." Jack said. "She put in for a few days off. Maybe she's sightseeing in New York City or something."
After we ordered, Muscone said "That was a great interview you gave KFXU this morning. And Carole did very well, also."
"I think she loved doing it." I said. "Me, not nearly so much, but I had to get the word out there about trusting the Police. Bettina and KXTC were really trying to gin up some FUD."
"What's 'FUD'?" asked Tim Jenkins.
"Fear, Uncertainty, and Doubt." said Cindy, who was sitting next to Tim. "I've heard it used mostly in the stock markets, when people try to spread rumors about a stock."
"So, Tim," said Tanya, "how are things in Southport since you've been assigned there?"
"Good." Jenkins said. "Since the Iron Crowbar got rid of Parsons and Rovers, Crenshaw and I have been essentially rebuilding the Southport office. We're starting to get assets in place to watch and understand the Organized Crime down there. The toughest part is figuring out who is clean and who is dirty in the Southport Police."
"Just consider all of them dirty until proven otherwise." said Teresa.
"No, there's some really good people down there, like Eugene Graham." said Tim. "And a lot of them aren't really crooked, but get paid to look the other way and be at the diner at a certain hour instead of on the docks. They just want to do their twenty and retire."
"We have a few of those." said Teresa. "Like Geiger."
"I almost understand that." said Muscone. "But not enough to absolve them."
"Sometimes they can be useful." said Jenkins. "We can turn them, get them to feed us information. It's the ones who are really corrupt, who are actively helping the Mob move drugs and contraband, that we're interested in. But it'll take time to root them out. And that reminds me... Don, what can you tell me about 'Coffin' Cerone and Moe Molinari?"
"Oh, that Cerone's restaurants make the best Italian food I've ever eaten." I replied. "And Molinari's steakhouses are gaining a good reputation, as well. They also get more done in the State Legislature than the rest of the so-called lawmakers put together. What else would you like to know?"
"I'd like to know about their continued connections to Organized Crime elements." said Tim. "Are they really clean now?"
"As clean as they can hope to be." I said. "Of course, Cerone knows he has to keep abreast of the tactical situation at all times, lest something 'wet' happens to him. And Molinari got out of the construction business a while back; he doesn't have to deal with the City Mob any longer. As far as I know, they're not actively involved in any Organized Crime operations. Why? Are you finding something on them?"
"No, nothing bad." said Jenkins. "But their names came up recently in some conversations we might have gained some knowledge of. Seems there was a guy who had a lot of blackmail dirt on a lot of people. Name of McGinty."
"The Bodymaster." said Cindy Ross with a knowing smile. (Author's note: 'One Night in Bangkok'.)
"Word is that Cerone and Molinari both are worried that whatever dirt he had on them could get into the wrong hands." said Jenkins. "So they've offered substantial rewards to anyone who finds that information and returns it to them unread."
"Interesting." I said. "I should go find that data myself, and collect the rewards. But we have more pressing problems right now. Anything new on Trent Ridge?"
"Not a peep." said Muscone. "Jefferson is working with the Hammondsville Police and the Railroad to make sure we don't have some kind of EMPTY QUIVER or other type of situation come up over there. But no sign of Trent or Quint. Anything locally?"
"No." said Cindy. "We've gotten a few calls on the hot line, but we couldn't substantiate anything."
"The Brass in Washington are beginning to tell themselves that the attempt to kidnap Carole was a personal shot at you, Don." said Muscone. "Don't get me wrong, they really want to bust this guy, but they don't see this as part of any other operations."
"And that's where they're wrong." I said, which got everyone's attention. As I looked around, I said "There's so many other ways to get at me if it was personal. And Trent could've just shot Carole when she ran away from him."
Just then, FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson came in. "Mind if I join you guys?" he asked.
"Not at all." I replied. "Have a seat." We pulled a table over to join ours, and Julius sat down between Teresa and me. Jack asked Julius for a status report.
"Nothing to our west." said Julius. "The whole State is on alert, and they went and searched the old nuclear silos and what was left of that Clinton County facility. Nothing. The Hammondsville Police think Trent may have simply switched cars at that farmhouse, and he could be anywhere in the tri-State area by now."
"That's what my Captain of Detectives hypothesized yesterday." I said. Tanya and Jack fist-bumped.
"And our guys searched Point Hollow and the surrounding areas," said Teresa, "perhaps without regard for the State Line. No traces of anyone at all around there."
"What about Quint Starr?" asked Muscone. "Maybe we should put out a very public APB for him, also?"
"Why haven't we already?" asked Tim Jenkins.
I replied "We probably should have. I was concentrating on Trent, since we know he's been in the area, and I was hoping to grab him. But yeah, it's time to expand and put out something on Quint, too.
"Doing it now." said Teresa as she typed furiously on her Police iPhone. Tim Jenkins was taking similar action on his smartphone.
"Don," said Jack Muscone, "I know it's rhetorical to be asking this, but any idea where to look for these guys?"
"No." I said, a bit bitterly. "I'd imagine Trent is laying low in a safehouse somewhere. If he has help and they're organized, they'll extract him as soon as they can. And that's if he's not staying around to try more mischief."
"If he's smart, he'll go to Southport." said Cindy. "Especially with Tim up here; it's safer for the perps down there right now." She and Tim fist-bumped at her compliment to him. And yes, some of us did notice that it was a compliment.
As we were finishing eating and getting ready to leave, Teresa asked Julius Jefferson "How are things going with Sandra?", meaning FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer. I noticed Julius's face wince, then look a bit pained.
"Well, we're not dating anymore." he said. "And she hasn't been in the City very much at all the past few months."
Jack Muscone's beady black eyes were sharp, and he observed my face. He whispered to me "We'll have to talk about that privately, later."
"It's not good, is it?" I asked, and he knew my meaning was about my daughter Greta, and me not getting to see her hardly at all.
"No." said Jack. "I'll give you the Cliff Notes now: she's been in the New York City office a lot, and is spending time in Washington, too. She has family in New York keeping Greta. And it's not official, but I'm expecting to hear of her transfer any day now..."
Part 11 - Valkyrie Protocol
3:00pm, Friday, June 7th. As I was getting paperwork done, my personal iPhone chimed, telling me I had a text. As I looked at it, I got a bit of a chill down my spine. The sender was a number code, which I knew was an emergency ID of Takaki Misaki. The one word text of the message was 'Valkyrie'.
Just then, there was a knock on my door. It was Teresa, who my assistant Helena knew to allow in, especially if Teresa walked by her desk saying "It's an emergency." And that is what Teresa had said today.
"Come on in." I said. Teresa did, and when the door closed behind her, I said "Valkyrie?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "I just got a text. Exactly what does 'Valkyrie' mean?"
"It's a protocol code word from Takaki Misaki." I said. "It means that his ways of communicating have been compromised and he's shutting them down."
"Like we did when we got that virus attack." Teresa said.
"Sort of." I said. "Under the 'Valkyrie' protocol, if we get any messages purporting to be from him or his family, we're to treat them with suspicion at best, and at worst as a message from an enemy using the compromised system."
Teresa nodded. "I'll call Todd, and make sure he and his people got it."
I nodded vigorously in agreement, then said "And I'll call Sheriff Griswold, and make sure he knows..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, Sheriff Griswold and I were in the Chief's Conference Room with Chief Moynahan. As we were letting the Chief know about the 'Valkyrie' protocol message and it's implications, there was a knock on the door. It was was Teresa Croyle. Behind her was Lt. Myron Milton.



"I couldn't reach Todd." Teresa said as they came in and sat down with us. "Barry Oliver at BOW Enterprises couldn't either. He knows what the Valkyrie Protocol is, and said he put BOW Enterprises on lockdown when he got that message and then couldn't reach Todd himself."
"Good." I said. "And you asked Myron to peek into Todd's cellphone metadata." As they nodded, I said "What did you get?"
"He got a message from what looks like his assistant Mariko's cell phone." said Myron. "He did not get a message of any kind from the burner that you guys did."
"Why not?" I wondered out loud.
Myron replied: "The message Todd got had a lot of metadata behind it, as if an image was sent with the text. But it may not have been an image, but malicious code that might've prevented him from getting the message you guys got."
Sheriff Griswold was peering at me, seeing the reaction on my face. "I never like it when I see that look on your face, Crowbar. What is it?"
"This is not good." I said. "We have got to find Todd, and quickly."
"Do you think he's in danger?" Teresa asked, worry creeping into her voice.
"I hope not." I said. "Teresa, keep trying to get hold of Todd. But don't leave this Headquarters building. And while you're at it, have a word with the SWAT Teams to get ready, just in case something is wrong. Go." Teresa did not want to leave the room, but did so.
"I tried like hell to not show it on my face." I said. "But obviously I did, Sheriff."
"Now that she's out of here," growled Griswold, understanding what I had just done, "tell us what's going on."
"I'm not sure." I said. "It may be nothing, but..." I went off into reverie land.
"But..." growled Griswold, bringing me back.
"Let me spell out my line of thinking, here." I said. "First, Takaki Misaki recalled his son and daughter and all of his people in this area of the USA back to Japan for some reason. I don't know what that reason is, but it would have to be huge for him to do that."
"Second," I said, "Trent Ridge tries to kidnap my daughter. Third: we got the Valkyrie Protocol message, that Todd should have gotten. Fourth, we find out that he got another message, that may have had some code blocking other messages from getting through."
"Tie it up with a bow, Crowbar," said the Sheriff, who was becoming impatient, which meant he was worried himself.
"Not only is Misaki compromised, which is a huge issue for Japanese Intelligence," I said, "to be able to block text messages on U.S. cellphones is a major eff-ing deal to do. And it's on the order of needing to be a Government, ours or someone else's, to be able to do this to both Japan and our cellular communications systems. To sum it up, sir... I think this may be the big move by the perps we've been waiting for..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:45pm. KXTC cub reporter Keith Madden came to the office of Bettina Wurtzburg, seeing her talking with Amber Harris. As he came to the door, they looked up at him.
"I just got a tip from a source at BOW Enterprises." Madden said. "They went on lockdown just over half an hour ago, but my source doesn't know why. The source also says that CEO Todd Burke isn't there, and may be missing!"
"Yes, we've heard that, too." said Bettina, seemingly uninterested. Amber had looked away from him, and was pretending to study her papers on the desk.
"So I can send a mobile unit out there?" asked Madden.
"No." said Bettina. "We're working on confirming everything, particularly the whereabouts of Todd Burke. What you can do is follow up with any sources you have with the Police, and see what they know."
Seeing Madden not move, and seeing him wilt considerably at being unable to follow up on this big lead, Bettina said angrily "Go, Keith! Start doing something!" Madden nodded sullenly, and left the doorway.
Determined to check things out for himself, Madden went out of the building and to the parking lot behind the building. When he looked over, he saw both of KXTC's remaining mobile vans being loaded with gear. They were being prepped for a field mission, he realized. He walked over.
"Where you guys going?" he asked one of the techs.
"Nowhere, yet." said the tech. "We were told to get ready, that something might happen."
The driver of one of the vans, who knew Madden well, came over. "Keith, over here." he said. When Madden walked over, the driver said quietly "I'm not supposed to say anything, but I was told an hour ago to get ready for a field mission, and that we'd be going to BOW Enterprises."
"Okay, thanks." said Madden. He walked towards his car, very angry. He'd developed the lead, and now Bettina and Amber were going to jump his claim and take the story from him.
And then another thought hit him like a crowbar to the gut: the mobile unit people had been told an hour ago... before BOW Enterprises had gone on lockdown!. He was realizing that something big was going on, and not only did Bettina and Amber already know about it, it was as if they had been given foreknowledge of it!
He got out his cellphone, and called the TCPD Public Relations Officer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:15pm, Friday, June 7th. Checkpoints at the County borders had gone up with amazing efficiency and quietness.
"Tell me again what this is about?" asked the Chief as we met in the Main Conference Room. "Why did you have checkpoints set up?"
Along with the Sheriff, the TCPD Command Group, MCD Detectives Davis, Warner, and Washington, we had FBI Team Lazarus and Tim Jenkins present.
Cindy Ross said "Captain Thompson got a call from Keith Madden, a KXTC cub reporter, asking about the BOW Enterprises lockdown and what the TCPD was doing about it. Captain Thompson didn't know anything about it, partly because I hadn't told him yet, and that was because you and Commander Troy were briefing me at that moment. Thompson told Madden he'd check and get back to him."
"When Thompson told me," Cindy continued, "I realized that KXTC already knew about it, and possibly in advance of us. I called Priya Ajmani and asked what she and KFXU knew, and Priya said she'd heard nothing. I told her to get cracking, that she might get a scoop, and we'd let each other know what's going on."
"See there, Mr. Crowbar?" said the Chief. "Good things can happen when we work with the Press instead of against them." He may have been teasing me, and yes, he was my boss. But my look at him properly conveyed that I wasn't in the mood for that discussion at this moment.
"To finish Captain Ross's story, sir," I said acerbically, "we're completely unable to get in touch with Todd Burke. At this point, we have to assume, as bad as that word is, that Todd has been captured by someone. The checkpoints are to try to prevent anyone from taking him out of the County, and possibly to capture any perps like Trent Ridge, who might be behind this business."
"I appreciate the speed and efficiency of your actions," said the Chief, "but we're not sure anything truly bad is happening."
"So why hasn't BOW Enterprises called us, Chief?" I asked. "Something's not right."
"Damn straight." Teresa said. "And if you hadn't've confined me to Headquarters, here, I'd be out there already, trying to find out what's going on?"
"We'll be out there soon, I suspect." I said. "Davis, did you guys find out anything?"
Jerome looked towards Joanne Warner, who said "I called BOW Enterprises, sir. I got a runaround. The receptionist put me on hold, I called back and said I was the Police and they'd better never put me on hold again, then I asked to speak to Todd Burke. The receptionist got vague, and said he might be in a meeting. I then asked for Barry Oliver, and she said he was in a meeting, and would I like to leave a message? She was really trying to get me off the phone."
"Did you namedrop," I asked, "and mention the CEO's uncle, the Police Commander, wanted to speak personally with Mr. Burke or Mr. Oliver?"
"No sir." said Joanne. "We try not to use your name in vain unless we have to." There were some chuckles at that, despite the gravity of the situation.
"Well, I did call, and I made that name drop." I said in reply. "And I got a similar runaround. Which irritates me."
"Irritates me more." grunted Teresa Croyle.
Jack Muscone said "We're monitoring communications to see if any unusual chatter is coming up among the Swamp Frogs that we know about. So far, nothing; but it's too early to tell. I can also tell you that you have all the help you need from the FBI and other Federal assets that I can bring in to help you with."
"Thank you." I said. I decided to take charge and get our asses moving, saying: "Okay, guys, let's act as if the worst has happened, and hope it hasn't. Deploy the SWAT Teams to the Old Mill, and get all of 2nd Precinct on high alert. Lock down County Jail, just in case. Get some drones in the air and survey BOW Enterprises, but do it from a distance and don't be conspicuous about it. Teresa, you're with me; let's get out there and knock on the front door."
"Belay there, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "Everything else, go ahead and do. But Captain Croyle stays with me... at the Old Mill. Her being Mr. Burke's wife, and all. I'm sure you understand."
I understood all too well; he easily could be harnessing me, as well. "Yes, Chief." I said. "Commander Ross, I have a special mission for Kato, if you'd like to do some extracurricular driving."
The Chief groaned. "Is this going to increase my paperwork, Commander?" he asked.
"I hope not, Chief." I said, then said more seriously: "I hope not."
Part 12 - Knocking on the Door
I had Lieutenant Davis in my Police SUV with me. As we drove down County Road 5 towards BOW Enterprises, we passed the Farmer's Market and its restaurant.
Jerome peered out the window, then said "KXTC had a mobile van parked on Riverside Drive, just across the River from BOW Enterprises. And their other mobile van is parked at the Farmer's Market, behind the restaurant building."
"Good observation." I said. I audibly exhaled, then said "Yeah, KXTC knows something. Something they shouldn't. I've long suspected Bettina and Amber have been helping the Swamp Frogs in order to hurt us, the Police, and specifically me. And I'm getting more sure of that every minute."
"Sir, between us..." Jerome said. I nodded and he continued: "I heard a rumor that the Chief is going to start getting more personally involved in Press relations. Word is that he thinks you go too far in your hatred of them, at times."
"I wouldn't be surprised." I said.
"I just know that if a reporter tried to murder my child..." Jerome said, but I didn't let him finish.
"Be careful, Lieutenant." I said, knowing what Jerome was thinking, and having to say what I had to say: "He's the Police Chief, not me. And he's Chief because he knows how to handle things like that, definitely better than I do. And I can't worry about that right now, because my 'spidey-sense' is tingling about this thing with my nephew and BOW Enterprises."
"Yes sir." said Jerome.
When we got to the front gate, which was closed, the guards said "We can't let you in, sir. We're on lockdown."
"We're the Police." I said.
"With respect, sir," said the guard, who I knew was an Auxiliary Police Officer, "we can't let you in, unless you have a warrant. Nothing personal, sir, just doing our jobs."
"Uh huh." I said. "Nothing personal. Now I'm going to do my job." I got on the radio and said "Iron Hornet to Kato."
"Kato here." said Cindy Ross's voice on the radio.
"Would you please open the gate, Kato?" I said.
"With pleasure." said Cindy's voice.
I looked at the guard and said "If I were you, I'd start running. As far away as you can, as fast as you can." With that, I began backing my SUV up along the side of the road.
A second later a dark green car with embedded blue LED lights blazing came roaring up. Cindy fired two small rockets at the hinges of the gates, which exploded, then she drove the Black Beauty right into the gates, which went flying. I followed her to the front entrance of BOW Enterprises, leaving the unharmed but stunned guards behind.
As we got out of our cars, Cindy said "I guess the Chief's paperwork just went up, all the same."
"Yes." I said. "Jerome, watch our backs." I observed the front of the building, which had a concrete front porch, and glass windows inset with the front doors in the middle. Behind the glass, iron bars had been lowered from the ceiling to the floor, and behind that was a sheet of metal like a garage door that had been lowered.
"The Black Beauty has the firepower to get through this," I said, "but it would cause extensive damage and possibly harm people on the other side." I then got out my Police iPhone and speed dialed Barry Oliver. It went to voicemail, and I said "Mr. Oliver, this is Commander Troy. We're at the front door. Don't make me blow it up to get in there. Come see me. Now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Five minutes later, Barry Oliver was escorting me and Cindy to the underground Control Room that had been used during the time of the final confrontation with the Consultant of Crime. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01.)
"At three o'clock today," said Oliver, "Todd Burke received a text message. He said it was from his assistant Mariko, who is in Japan with her family right now. He also said he was going out, and to put the facility on lockdown until he got back and texted me the 'all clear'. About ninety seconds later, Captain Croyle called about the 'Valkyrie' message."
"After I talked to her," said Barry, "I tried to reach Todd, but couldn't. I came down here, and we found this." He began playing a video recording.
"This is the back warehouse building." said Barry. "At first all looks okay, but then we realized it was some kind of recording that just shows the same still frame. I was about to send Security out there, but this came up."
The video suddenly switched to a lower camera. In the background, Todd was sitting on a chair, naked. His hands were bound behind his back, and he was gagged. Then a man in a black ski mask came from behind the camera to in front of it and said "If you call the Police before we are ready for you to, we will kill Burke. Don't come out here. Keep watching for our transmission." Then the video blanked out.
"They took over the cameras in the warehouse." said Barry. "I put out a full lockdown warning, which everyone knows means something bad has happened. I told the front gate guards to not let anyone in, even the Police, but you busted right through the gate, I saw."
"Give me credit for leaving the gate guards alive." I said sourly. "How many people are in that warehouse? And don't tell me you don't have some infrared, either in there or a drone flying over."
"Not much gets past you, Commander." Barry said. "Besides Todd, there are six men... I think they're men. Todd is pretty much in the center of the warehouse, with some kind of backdrop behind him, I guess to make him show up better on the camera."
Barry brought back up the video of the man talking, and froze it. I said "There is a door in front, nearest the building here and facing north, and garage doors in back to take in deliveries, and pallets of materials on the east side, to the left from the front door. You can see the garage doors about 60 feet behind Todd; they appear closed and secured. I also can see the manhole that we all know is the secret tunnel to the outside... hmm, they know about it, too. They put aluminum Coke cans on it. If we try to go up through it, we'd knocked the cans off and alert them. Simple, but effective."
"As I was saying, Commander," Barry said, "the cameraman is there in front of Todd, and the lights by the camera are giving off a big heat signature, which distorts things right in that area. But I could tell that the other men are near the pallets. They'll use them for cover and rake the door if you try to come through there. They've also been walking around, as if they're installing something. Maybe camera feeds."
"Or explosives." Cindy said. "They may be rigging the building to explode, with Todd in it instead of Carole."
"Barry, do you have cameras in the underground tunnel?" I asked.
"We do, and they're working fine." said Barry. "But if the perps are tapping into them, then they'd see it if we sent anyone in there."
"As long as they haven't gone in there and rigged that tunnel with explosives," I said, "we might can use it."
"Sir," said Barry, "we have to assume they've tapped into our security video coverage, and can see anything you try to do. They probably saw you crash the gate and barrel up to the front. They might've killed Todd already, for all we know."
"I'm sure they did see us." I said. "And I'm sure they've been expecting us to arrive---"
Just then the monitor screen lit up. We were seeing inside the warehouse. The man we'd seen earlier appeared again in front of the camera, this time without a mask. "Get those Police outside the gates." he ordered. "Now."
To emphasize his point, he moved out of the way. Another man, masked, was behind Todd. He raised his arm, and flicked a bullwhip across Todd's naked back.
*WHITCHOO!*
"AAAUGH!" we could hear Todd scream. Then the man flicked the whip again...
*WHITCHOO!*
Todd screamed again. I realized the chair had no bottom, and like what happened to James Bond in Casino Royale, the whip was lashing Todd's ass... and testicles.
"Tell them we're going." I said. To Cindy I said "Let's get the hell out of here."
As we were walking down the hall to the front door, Cindy said "That guy looked familiar. Who was it?"
"Quint Starr." I replied...
Part 13 - Siege
7:10pm, Friday, June 7th. We were set up just north of the front gate of BOW Enterprises. There were a lot of TCPD vehicles on the road leading to the front gate. The back of my SUV was the 'Command Post', and we had a video monitor there to watch any feeds that came out of the warehouse.
County Road 5 was shut off, but Press vehicles had somehow found a way through. I'd had them stopped well before getting to us and to the BOW facility, but the Chief had overridden me and allowed them to stay where we stopped them instead of forcing them to retreat. We'd also asked the Press not to send up any drones. KXTC immediately sent one up; I immediately had it shot down by a 'killer' TCPD drone.
I'd briefed all the senior Police at the scene on what we'd seen, and they'd watched the video. Teresa had insisted on seeing it, and I'm glad Cindy was there to stay with her; it was very hard for anyone to watch, and worse for the wife of the man being tortured in there.
Meanwhile, the Sheriff and the Chief were discussing with me and the SWAT Team's Lt. Hewitt to see what we could do. Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya were listening in.
"We can't do anything until it gets dark." I said. "They'll see us. And that's also why I expect them to make their demands before dark... they know they have to get out of there before dark, or we'll have a chance to sneak in there and get them."
"We're ready." said Hewitt. "My SWAT Teams are prepared to break in through the front door. There's also a door on the right side, the west side, that we think we can crash through. We don't think we can get through the loading bay doors on the south side."
"What about the tunnel?" I asked.
"I can take a team through there." said Lt. Irwin. "When the SWAT Team blows the front door, we can come out of the ground and we'll be behind them. We just have to make sure the tunnel isn't wired for explosives."
"You can use my Tank to drive something into the warehouse that can take them out." said Tanya. "Flash-bang bomb or something."



"That's a good idea," I said, "but we have to get Todd out of harm's way first. And you know, the only way to get Todd out of there may be to get him down into that tunnel. The bullets are going to be flying, and if there are explosives, they might be set off. I just need to find a way to sneak in there and get Todd over there---"
"Let me make one thing very clearrrr, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." said Chief Moynahan. "You are not going to do anything but monitor from this command post. And that goes double for Captain Croyle."
"But sir..." I said.
"But nothing!" growled the Chief. "You're too close to this. And you're the General here. We have an excellent SWAT Team and highly trained Officers. They will do the job. Is that clear, Commander?"
"He's right, you know." said the Sheriff, to me.
I was not happy about it, but I said "Yes sir." I observed a lot of Police Officers relaxing. I realized the Chief had told them to make damn sure I didn't try to lead from the front and go in there, and they didn't relish having to try to stop me if I did.
"Is that clear, Captain Croyle?" the Chief asked.
"No sir." Teresa said resolutely. "If I see a way to get my husband out of there, I'm going to take it."
"Hold on, sir." said Commander Ross, seeing the Chief's face get red as he was about to explode. "Let me talk to her." Cindy led Teresa away from us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's going to be okay." Cindy said. "We'll get Todd out of there. But don't do that to the Chief and get your ass fired. He's trying to resolve this. And he's right to hold you back. You're too close to this. So is Don, for that matter."
"I feel helpless." Teresa said miserably.
"You can't be the one to save everyone, every time." Cindy said. "We're going to have to let the others do it, this time..."
"Okay." Teresa said. "Oh God..." Cindy held her friend for a long few moments, unable to tell if Teresa was praying or crying...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief and Sheriff had also stepped away from my vehicle.
"I should suspend her for that." said Chief Moynahan, still visibly angry.
"Let it go, Cav." said Griswold. "It's a tense situation, here. And she just told you the truth, even if you didn't want to hear it."
"Come on, Grizz." said Moynahan. "It's about respect for authority. It's about loyalty to the Force, even if it is her husband in there."
"Let's worry about it later." said Griswold. "We've got a much bigger crisis to worry about. And I'm more worried about Don trying to do something than Teresa."
They came back to me. "I know it's bad for your nephew, Commanderrrr," said the Chief. "But we may need your help more to keep your Captain of Operations from doing something that might get her killed, too."
"He's right, you know." said Sheriff Griswold. I just nodded. I felt helpless. And I hate feeling helpless...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're getting a video feed." said Myron Milton. I rushed over. The video showed Quint Starr yelling at Todd.
"Where is the Mutanix?!" Quint was yelling.
"It's not here." Todd said weakly, though loud enough for the camera's microphone to pick it up. "I told you, we sent it away from here after you idiots tried to nuke the County to get it."
"Yeah, I owe your goddamn uncle for stopping that one, after what we went through to get that nuke." snarled Quint. "One more time... you call the bastards in that other building and tell them to bring the Mutanix here."
"Won't do any good---"
*WHITCHOO!* The whip snapped under the chair, blasting Todd's testicles again.
"AAAUGH!" Todd cried out.
"You know, this isn't working." said Quint. "You're just a fucking numb nuts. Let's open your mouth." With that he took pliers and put them in Todd's mouth and began working them around. My nephew screamed, then gurgled. Then Quint pulled out the pliers along with a tooth.
"Oh geez..." I said. "Don't let Teresa see that. And call the Hospital; if we get him out alive he's going to need an oral surgeon."
*WOOP!*
"Incoming transmission." said Myron. "Directly from the warehouse. They're overriding the frequency of the feed."
The monitor went staticky then came back. "I'm sure by now you know who I am, Commander Troy." said Quint Starr, standing right in front of the camera. "And you know that I'm not going to play around. Here's the program: you will bring the Mutanix files and Peter Blassingame to this warehouse. You will do so by flying the TCPD Bell 206 helicopter and landing it on the loading dock."
Quint Starr continued: "We will board the aircraft, with Todd Burke, and you will fly us to a location we will give you once we're in the air. Once you deliver us, you and your nephew will be allowed to fly home. I would suggest the Hospital..." He held up the tooth to the camera as he spoke. "...which means you won't have time to pursue us."
"In order for us to see our landing zone," Quint said, "we have to have daylight, and you're burning that daylight now. Once the sun sets, we will kill Todd Burke and fight our way out of here, killing as many of your inept cops as we can. We'll know you've accepted our terms when we hear the helicopter landing. Until then, your nephew will be getting his balls scratched."
*WHITCHOO!* "AAUGH!" we heard in the background.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You can't do it." Cindy said. "They'll kill you and Todd just as soon as they get off the helicopter."
"Yes, they will." said Sheriff Griswold. "Don? Don?"
I was in a reverie. It took a minute to come out of it.
"So that's it." I said. "The Consultant of Crime, all over again."
"What?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"The Consultant of Crime set it up for me to die in a helicopter." I said. "But his plans were thwarted... and by Todd's mother, of all people." (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 02.) "So they're going to recreate it, and kill both me and the son of an Israeli Agent..." I slipped back into the reverie. When I came out of it, all eyes were upon me.
"So what do we do?" Cindy asked.
"Give them what they want." I said. "The Mutanix plans are beyond our reach, but they may not know that. I'll fly the chopper in, with Peter Blassingame on it... wearing a suicide vest. They'll have to let us go at the end if they want him to stay alive, and for them to live if they're near him."
"It's an idea." Sheriff Griswold said. "It's not playing by the rules, but it's the only way you might survive."
"No." said Chief Moynahan. "We're not letting that piece of shit rapist out of jail. And you are not flying in there and giving yourself up, Commanderrrrr. They may shoot you and fly the chopper themselves."
I winced; I hadn't thought of that. Yes, Quint probably could fly a chopper, or one of his thugs could... "We'll let the SWAT Teams handle it." said the Chief, as if he was reading my thoughts.
"How do we get Todd out of there?" Teresa all but yelled. "I'll fly the damn chopper, but give us that chance!"
"We'll get him out, ma'am. Alive." said Irwin. "I promise you. Give us that chance." Teresa looked into Irwin's eyes, then nodded. She then bowed her head, knowing there was no other way.
"The Chief is right." said the Sheriff, loudly enough for everyone to hear. "It's time for your training to pay off. Get ready for an urban assault..."
Part 14 - Going In
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette as she stood behind the KXTC van near the entrance to BOW Enterprises driveway on County Road 5. "Channel Two News has learned that BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke continues to be held hostage on the company grounds, and that they have made demands that include having a helicopter brought to the property. Police have surrounded the grounds, but have given KXTC no comment on their plans to rescue the young entrepreneur..."
Other Media were lined up on the road. Police cars were barricading the driveway. Captain Damien Thompson had given a briefing confirming that there was a hostage, but had given no other information... at least to Bettina. She had noticed that he had allowed KFXU's Priya Ajmani to come to his vehicle behind the Police barricade and ask questions, but Bettina's efforts to get through had been rebuffed by heavily armed Police Officers.
"I'm getting sick of this." Bettina said to her cameraman and the mobile van driver. "I say we drive past these pricks and find out what's going on up there."
"I agree." said Amber Harris, who had kept herself hidden, but was in the second KXTC van.
"They might shoot us." said Scott Turnbull, Bettina's cameraman.
"Yeah, but I don't think they will." Bettina replied. "Come on, let's go. Both vans!"
They got in the van, Bettina riding shotgun and the cameraman in back. The driver suddenly pulled out and along the farmland next to the road, bypassing the barricade. The other van followed.
"Checkpoint One to Base!" said the Officer at the barricade. "Two KXTC vans drove past us through the farmland and are coming up the road to your position!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Hearing the call, I looked up and saw the vans in the distance coming up. "I am sick and tired of this bitch!" I snarled. I began running up the road towards the vehicle, drawing my service weapon.
"Stop! Stop, Commander!" yelled Chief Moynahan, who began running after me. As the van approached, I aimed at the windshield of the vehicle...
*BLAM!* BLAM!*
The first mobile van's tires exploded and the vehicle nearly turned over on its side. It veered sideways into the soft dirt of the farmland and came to a stop. Police vehicles came up and surrounded it. The second van had turned around and was hurtling back towards the other Press vans.
"Commander, why did you shoot?!" yelled Chief Moynahan as he came up to me.
"I didn't, Chief." I said. "See?" I showed him my Beretta 96 and cleared it, showing no round in the chamber and a full magazine.
"So... who did?" asked the Chief.
"Me." said a voice coming out of the darkening landscape. To my utter shock, it was FBI Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood. And I realized that only 'The Huntress' could shoot that accurately to take out the tires like that.
"Melina, what are you doing here?" I asked, shock in my voice.
"Seeing if I can help." Melina said. "The father of one of my children is in there."
As we walked back to the command post, I observed Melina. She did not look well. She noticed me peering at her. "Yes, I've been sick." she said. "I'm getting over it."
"Why don't you let my favorite doctor look at you." I said, meaning Laura.
"Let's get through this." Melina said. "Any possibility I can get a sniper shot at the perps?"
"No." I said. "Too many of them. You get one, the others will kill Todd, or set off any explosives they may have in there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was beginning to get dark; the sun was touching the horizon.
"We haven't heard from the bastards again." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I figured they'd have sent a message asking where we are? It's getting late."
"Unless Quint meant what he said, and has no problem with a suicidal battle." I said. "From what I understand, the guy is a few Jokers short of a full deck."
"Think Trent is in there with him?" asked Cindy.
"No." I said. "This mission has 'Quint' written all over it. Trent would've been calmer, and not been fooling around with the torture as much... and he'd have contacted us again by now."
"Incoming transmission." said Myron. We headed over. Myron said "Quint has been beating up Todd some more. Blows to the face and body. They've stopped whipping his back, but occasionally hit him from underneath."
"Any sign that they have explosives?" I asked.
"No sir." said Myron. "And I've only seen these two on the video. If there are others, I haven't seen them."
"They're in their positions, waiting for our ambush at any moment." said Teresa, who was not watching the video, but keeping her back turned.
"What if there are only the two we've seen?" asked the Chief.
"No sir, they're there." said Lt. Hugh Hewitt, coming up to us. "The east wall has been in darkness for a while, so a couple of guys snuck over the River and got us some IR images. They're there, between the pallets. The good news is that if they stay there, we can rush through the door and get behind some pallets, and they'll have to expose themselves to take a shot at us."
"What's your plan, Hewitt?" I asked.
"Sir," Hewitt said, showing us a drawing on his notebook. "We're going to assault on your mark."
Lt. Irwin came up. "Sir, I've got two men, Sergeant DeLong and Sergeant Carter, that are going to go with me and access the underground tunnel. If it's not wired for explosives, we'll get in position and come out when they hit the doors. I doubt they'll hear the Coke cans on the lid of the tunnel once Hewitt here starts blasting them." Hewitt grinned in response.
"How are you going to coordinate that?" asked Sheriff Griswold. "You won't be able to get radio signals down in that tunnel."
"Yes we will, sir." said Irwin. "We have these." He displayed a radio that had a fiberoptic cable the thickness of fishing line attached. "We're going to have the line running as we go down the tunnel. The signal will come over the line, from us and to us, and it also means the bastards won't intercept it."
I nodded, and Irwin continued: "We also have these kevlar blankets. We're going to get to Todd Burke, get him out of the way, and cover him with these blankets that will hopefully stop any bullets as well as any explosives they set off. If it's all M-4s and small-arms fire, it should be okay."
"I should lead that." Teresa said. "I'm smaller and faster than you guys. I can get there more quickly."
I pulled Teresa over to me and had her sit down on the SUV tailgate next to me. "If you go in, I'm going to have to go with you. And I am not smaller and faster than these guys. So I'm sitting this out, which means you are sitting this out. Okay?"
"No sir, it's not okay." said Teresa forlornly. "But since it's the only way to keep you from going..." I put my arm around Teresa in a hug.
"Okay, guys." I said. "It's as good as we've got. Make it so. And good luck." I got up and shook Hewitt and Irwin's hands. Teresa got up to shake their hands, and ended up hugging them. Then they stalked off, leaving us to monitor as events unfolded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Bettina and her crew are under arrest, and their vehicle impounded." Cindy said after disconnecting the cell phone call that had come to her. "Jack Muscone stepped up to the mike and told them that the FBI had shot her vehicles tires out from under her, and would do the same to anyone else that tried to interfere with us during this incident."
"Nice of him to take the blame for that." said Teresa. "But why did he do it?"
"Because they were going to blame yooooooo, Mr. Crowbar." said Chief Moynahan.
"That's probably it." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lt. Irwin, Sgt. DeLong, and Sgt. Carter crept along the tunnel. "No wires, no explosives." said Irwin, who was leading. They got to the end of the tunnel, seeing the lid above them that led to the warehouse.
"Okay, DeLong," said Irwin, "you're going to push me up, then Carter will push you up. Carter, you stay here. We'll bring Burke here and lower him to you."
"Roger that, sir." said Carter. "Y'all be careful up there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Guys, they're going in." said Myron. We crowded around the video monitor to watch.
"Geez." I said, my stomach in knots. "I can't help but think I've missed something, that they have a twist for us."
"No other way to find out." said Cindy. "At least you're not the one walking into the trap, this time."
"I would be, if Rudistan wasn't standing there ready to tackle me." I said, looking at Rudistan right in front of me.
"You know it, sir." said Rudistan, who was not jovial at the moment. "And Captain Croyle, too."
"I absolutely hate putting others in harms way when I could be doing this myself." Teresa muttered.
"I know how you feel, Teresa." said the Sheriff, more as a father than as our boss. "But this is part of being a leader at the Captain and above level."
"Yes sir, I know." said Teresa, not mollified.
"Signal given." said Myron. "Here we go."
We heard an explosion, which was the blowing open the doors, then shouts. We heard gunfire erupt on the cameras. I was watching the feed from Quint's camera, which had the sound turned up.
"Aw, shit!" I heard Quint yell. Then I saw him bend down and pick up something, and I recognized it.
"Oh, shit!" I yelled. "That's a 50-cal!" I watched in horror as Quint turned to fire it at Todd.
Then the camera fell over and the video went out. The audio was still working.
"Nooooooo!"
*Ratta-tatta-tatta*
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Coming Out
We were crowded around the monitors in the back of my Police SUV, trying to hear what was going on. The radios were jumble of people talking over each other.
Finally, we heard Lt. Hugh Hewitt call out "Cease fire! Cease fire!" A moment later, someone said "Scene is secure. All perps down." Then a call for ambulances and paramedics. As two University ambulances drove into the BOW Enterprises compound, we waited to hear the results. And then...
"Hewitt to Commander Troy. Hewitt to Commander Troy."
I grabbed my radio. "This is Troy. Go ahead, Hewitt."
"Sir... you need to come down here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News!" said the lovely Indian reporterette from behind the KFXU mobile van. "We have unconfirmed reports that the Police have raided the warehouse where BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke was being held hostage, and that there has been a call for ambulances to the scene... and there goes an ambulance now. We don't know who is in it, nor how many casualties has resulted from the raid..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came to the door of the warehouse and went inside. It seemed eerily silent as Lt. Hewitt came and got me and led me sideways along the pallets, then turned towards the back when the space opened up. I saw pools of blood on the floor between the pallets, then I saw the dead body next to an overturned videocamera tripod, and a .50-cal rifle and a handgun next to him. I observed that the dead man was Quint Starr; the SWAT Team had mercilessly perforated him as he was firing his .50-cal at Todd.
Then I turned and saw it. The bottomless chair was lying on its side, the ropes that had bound Todd to it lying on the floor. A body was lying next to it, covered by one of the kevlar blankets. The SWAT Team was ringing the scene in a wide circle, no one moving, no one speaking.
Hewitt stopped and let me proceed. Everyone watched silently as I walked up and knelt down by the body. I pulled back the blanket, and looked into the lifeless face... of TCPD Lieutenant Ivar Irwin.
"Oh, no." I whispered. I felt myself collapse to a sitting position, my head bowed, my hand on my forehead. I felt the trickle of tears running down my cheeks. "No no nooooo..." The emotional pain I was feeling was worse than any physical pain I'd ever endured.
I don't know how much time had passed, but I finally looked up. Lieutenant Micah Rudistan, his own eyes full of tears, was standing there up. "Todd Burke is alive, sir." he said. "They took him away in the ambulance. No other Officers were seriously injured. All the perps are dead."
I nodded, then fished out my Police iPhone and dialed Cindy. When she answered, I said "You're not on speaker, are you?"
"No." said Cindy. "What happened?"
"Take Teresa to the Hospital." I said. "Todd's alive, and they're taking him there."
"Roger." said Cindy. "What happ---" I stopped her from further conversation by disconnecting the call.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Press recorded Cindy's Police SUV barreling down the road at a high rate of speed, blue lights blazing. As Cindy was driving as if she was behind the wheel of the Black Beauty, the Press had not been fast enough to see that it was Teresa Croyle in the shotgun seat.
Someone came up to Priya and whispered something to her. "One minute, one minute!" she called, meaning they'd go on-air. Once she was ready, she said into the camera and into the homes of the County: "This is Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News. We have learned that Todd Burke, CEO of BOW Enterprises and father of three boys, is alive and has been rescued by the Police raid that just happened moments ago. He is being transported to University Hospital, but his condition is unknown. Fox Eight News has also learned that there is one Police casualty, but we have no details at this time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Moynahan had actually followed right behind me. He came up past me and observed Irwin, then covered his face again with the blanket. Then he and Rudistan helped me up. I saw that Myron Milton was there, having taken every Officer cam into custody, and also Quint Starr's videocamera.
"Get Irwin's cam, too." I told Myron. Officers pulled the blanket aside, and Myron took the camera from Irwin's chest. It was then that I saw the extensive damage done to his armor and parts of his body by the powerful .50-cal bullets with cop-killer tips. It simply was Irwin's day to die, I thought miserably.
I felt numb, but I surveyed the scene, walking around the pallets where I could, seeing the bodies of the perps. They'd had no armor, and the Police gunfire had been accurate and well-placed. I listened to the reports of the SWAT Team, which were being recorded on the spot. The CSIs were here, and doing that as part of their duties.
I went towards the back. The tunnel lid was open, aluminum cans scattered about. Sergeant DeLong was there. "I pushed him up, sir, then followed as fast as I could. He lunged in front of Mr. Burke just as the perp started shooting. He took the bullets..." DeLong stopped, unable to continue.
Knowing what he had just witnessed with his own eyes, I put my arm around DeLong and said "Thank you." DeLong nodded, his head bowed as tears flowed from his eyes.
A moment later the Chief came up. "Go to the Hospital, Don. We've got this covered."
"In one minute, Chief." I said. "After this. One last duty to do."
'This' was the CSIs from the Coroner's Office transferring Lt. Irwin's body to a body bag and placing him on a gurney to roll him out. Two Officers came up and put an American flag over him.
"PRE-SENT!" I shouted loudly, "ARMS!" Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and saluted as Irwin was rolled out of this room of Death.
"ORTER!... ARMS!" I shouted once he was out of the building. Activity resumed. Officers outside were saluting as the body was rolled to the waiting ambulance, and then driven away. My duty for the moment done, I followed.
The Chief went to do his duty: collect the appropriate minister and go notify Irwin's family. I did not envy the Chief that task as I drove to the Hospital, misery remaining in my soul.
Part 16 - All Through The Night
10:00pm, Friday, June 7th. The waiting room for the Emergency Room wing was on the northeast side of the north wing. Surgery rooms and other trauma centers were on the floors above.
When I got there, numerous Police Officers were in the hallway, but the only persons in the waiting room itself were Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, and Father Romano.
Lt. Hugh Hewitt was in the hallway. "Daniel Patrick and Robert Kalsu were wounded, but not seriously. Patrick got some shrapnel in the neck, and Kalsu was grazed on the forearm. They're being treated and are expected to be released."
"Glad they're not more seriously hurt." I said. "Get the applications for Purple Orders to me as fast as you can."
"What about... Irwin's?" Hewitt asked, meaning the posthumous Purple Order for Irwin.
I nodded. "Yeah, go ahead and write it up, too. Thanks." Hewitt nodded and moved out smartly.
I went into the waiting room. Everyone looked up at me. "How's Todd?" I asked.
Cindy got up. "Let's take a walk." she said. I followed her down the long hall of the main wing of the Hospital, where fewer people were. Cindy turned to face me.
"He hasn't been taken into surgery, which is good." Cindy said. "I do know an oral surgeon was brought in, and that Todd swallowed a lot of blood. Laura was called in to check on the damage to his... sex organs. He's got some cracked ribs and soft tissue damage, and a slightly cracked bone just below his left eye. As of the last report, nothing is immediately life-threatening."
"Damn." I said. "Tough kid."
"Don," Cindy said, a little more severely, "no one will tell us what happened. Who died?"
Just then, Lt. Myron Milton came up to us. "Sir, ma'am, sorry to disturb you, but I have the video feeds."
"The answer to your question, Commander Ross." I said. To Myron I said "Let's see them." We watched on Myron's iPad as the Officer-cam of Irwin showed him coming out of the tunnel. He was running at the top of his speed with the blanket, and I saw Todd in the chair from his (Todd's) right side. Then the cam swung and showed Quint Starr firing right at the cam, and I saw some blood spurt before the cam fell to the floor.
"And this is Quint Starr's camera, on its side after it fell." The video feed showed Irwin coming out of shadows and putting himself in front of Todd as Quint began firing. It was almost surrealistic watching spots on his armor and body 'exploding' as he took the incoming fire.
"Oh my God." said Cindy. "That's Irwin." I just nodded, unable to speak, and it was Cindy that said "Make sure that gets into evidence for the LOI investigation."
Myron nodded, then said to me "I'm sorry, sir."
"Thank you." I whispered. "Yes, get all the video into evidence." Myron nodded and excused himself and left. Cindy patted me on the shoulder.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into the waiting room and sat down in the space beside Teresa, which had been cleared by Lt. Mary Milton as soon as she saw me.
"Who died?" Teresa asked. "Nobody will tell me. They said you would."
"And they were right." I said, having given that instruction out previously.
I remembered how hard it had been to tell Teresa that Amy's transplant organ had been stolen. (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 04.) This was just about as bad: Irwin had been as loyal to Teresa as she was to me, and she had been extremely supportive of him and his career, even going against me, and standing up to me, at times.
But I had my duty to do, and I sucked it up and forced myself to say the words: "It was Irwin."
"Nooooo." Teresa said, her voice a whisper. "Noooooo..." I put my arm around her and held her to me as she broke down crying...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00am, Saturday, June 8th. Laura finally made an appearance in the waiting room.
"Todd's in ICU," she said, "where he will be under observation for the next 24 to 48 hours. Except for the one tooth that the thug pulled out, the damage to Todd's teeth and jaw are not as bad as we'd expected. He does have hairline fractures in his jaw and other facial blows from being beaten by the thugs, and he will have more dental work done once he heals up some." Teresa and I nodded.
"The damage to his skin from the whip was a lot more considerable." Laura said. "He has severe lacerations on his neck, back, the backs of his thighs, his rear end, and that's going to take time to heal, and a good bit of pain. It's not unlike being severely burned in those areas. Infection is a risk, so he's on antibiotics."
"Third," Laura said, "there was a lot of damage to his testicles. The left testicle wasn't hit very often, and it appears it will be okay. But his right testicle was badly damaged, almost exploded by the repeated lashes. That's what we're having to monitor now... if the tissue begins to die or becomes infected, we'll have to take him into surgery and remove it. If it starts healing back up, we may not have to operate."
"Can I see him?" Teresa asked.
"You can look into ICU and see him." Laura said. "But he's sedated, and will be kept sedated for at least 24 hours. He needs rest, and time, to begin healing."
"Thank you, Doctor." Teresa said, then realized that Laura was more than just a doctor to us. "I mean... well, thank all the doctors for me."
Laura patted Teresa on the thigh. "I will. The good news is, he'll live... barring unforeseen circumstances."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Here it is, sir." said Connie the CSI Tech. "It's considered evidence, though."
"No doubt." I said. "You have any latex gloves? Give them to Captain Croyle." I pulled latex gloves out of my pocket.
Teresa and I put on the gloves and I opened the evidence bag and removed Todd's cellphone, which had been found with his clothes in the warehouse. Teresa unlocked it and handed it to me, and I looked at the texts.
"Connie, videotape this." I said, holding up the phone. As she did, I said "This is a text message at 2:55pm, purporting to be from Todd Burke's assistant Mariko to him. Mariko is in Japan, by the way. The message asks Todd to come to the warehouse behind the BOW Enterprises building, alone. It is very unlikely that Mariko sent this message; it was a trap by the perps to lure Todd into the warehouse."
After that, I said "Connie, have Myron Milton and his people inspect this phone for potential viruses that caused other messages to be blocked." Connie took the evidence and left with another Officer.
"You were right." Teresa said. "Todd didn't get the Valkyrie protocol in time, and they lured him out there."
"I might suggest that it was the message to Todd that caused Misaki and his people to issue the Valkyrie protocol." I said. "The Enemy had one shot, and they made it count. Almost." A few seconds later I whispered again: "Almost..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00am, Saturday, June 8th. Teresa could not be convinced to leave, so she was sleeping on the sofa in Laura's small hospital office. Meanwhile, I had typed up my after-action report on my laptop and sent it in, omitting only the part about confronting the KXTC vans. I still didn't understand why Melina had shot the tires out of it, nor why Bettina and her crews had tried to come through our cordon in the first place.
I got word from Headquarters that Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance had opened Night Court just to have a preliminary hearing for the propagandists... er, journalists. Nance had immediately dismissed all charges against Bettina and her crew. Paulina Patterson was going to appeal that, but it would have to wait until morning, if not Monday morning.
Laura came to the waiting room. "Darling, let's go home. I just checked on Todd, and there's nothing we can do for a few hours."
"Okay." I said. There were a couple of Police Officers guarding ICU, just in case, but everyone else had left. Laura and I went down the hall of the ER areas to the back doors where the ambulances came to deliver patients. Beyond that was the 'Authorized Only' parking lot where I'd parked my Police SUV. We went through the doors, and outside.
"Don," Laura suddenly said, "there's someone by your SUV." She reached into her purse and took out the revolver she always kept in it.
"Back me up." I said. I went forward towards the vehicle, my gun out of its holster and pointed at the ground. A man came from around the side of it, his hands in the air.
"Don't shoot, Commander." the man said. "I'm Keith Madden, KXTC. I need to talk to you."
"Hell of a way to try to get an interview with me." I said, irritated, but holstering my weapon.
"Completely off the record, if you agree." said Madden. That was a 'strangeness'.
"Okay." I said. "What's it about?"
"Commander," said Madden, "I don't have to tell you that we journalists hate you as much as you hate us. But a lot of us are not John Hardwood nor Amber Harris. We're honest people---"
"Then why don't you expose what the Media is doing, their propagandism?" I shot back. "Or resign and find work in another field?"
"If you'll give me a minute, you'll see that what I'm about to tell you is doing just that." said Madden. That was 'more strange'.
"All right." I said.
"Who's that behind you?" Madden asked.
"My backup." I said.
"I can understand that." said Madden. "Look, I don't want to hash out what you think the Press is versus what we think we are. The vast majority of us think we're doing right, and doing good. But I also know that there are some bad apples... and I saw that yesterday."
With that, Madden told me about Bettina and Amber seeming to know something was going to happen, of their having a mobile van prepped well before the BOW Enterprises lockdown started. Needless to say, I was shocked... partially by Bettina and Amber's actions, but partially because Madden was telling me now.
"Look, I appreciate you telling me this." I said. "But why are you telling me this?"
"Like I said, Commander," said Madden, "not all of us are bad. The vast majority of KXTC had no knowledge beforehand of what Wurtzburg and Harris were doing. We just followed orders, so to speak."
"All right." I said. "Thanks for telling me. And maybe I'll give you a scoop or an exclusive interview one day... after you've left KXTC for another news network."
Part 17 - Aftermath
8:30am, Saturday, June 8th. I went into the Main Conference Room, having been called to do so just a moment before. Chief Moynahan was in the room, along with Sheriff Griswold. We had black tape over our badges, along with the rest of the Police Force.
"Commander Ross will be here momentarily." said Chief Moynahan. "I reached her at the Hospital. Father Romano is staying with Teresa." I nodded.
"I had the duty to tell Irwin's parents of his death." said Moynahan. "They were devastated, of course, but his mother took it particularly hard. I'd like to get Dr. Fredricson or Dr. Yates to see her and talk to her when they get a chance."
"I'll let Laura know." I said. I texted her, and she replied that she'd call Dr. Yates.
I looked over at Sheriff Griswold. He had been at the Hospital until 11:00pm, and then he was ordered home... by me. Well, he wasn't 'ordered', but he knew he could do nothing else to help, and he needed rest. So I 'persuaded' him to go, perhaps in a Crowbar Clan kind of way. He looked exhausted, and it wasn't just from lack of sleep.
A moment later, Lieutenant Jerome Davis came in with a full pot of coffee. "I'm making more in MCD, gentlemen." he said.
"Davis," I said, "who are you putting in charge of the investigation?"
"Uhh..." said Jerome, a bit shocked. "I'm sorry sir, I haven't assigned anyone. I guess I need to."
"Normally, no." I said. "Normally the Precinct Leadership, Captain Croyle, and I would be doing it for this type of thing. But since Irwin was a Precinct Lieutenant, his death has affected the Precinct Captains and especially Lt. Rudistan. And of course Todd Burke is Captain Croyle's husband and my nephew. So I've put out out word that you and MCD will handle it. Make it so, Number One."
"Yes sir." said Davis. "I'll handle it myself."
"Noooo." said the Chief. "You're a leader of others, now. Assign a couple of Detectives. Of course, you can work with them as closely as you like."
"Yes sir." said Jerome. He was excused and he left the room.
"That kid's got a good head on his shoulders." said Sheriff Griswold. Then he said sadly: "So did Irwin. Hurts losing a good man like him."
"That's what happens." mused Chief Moynahan. "In war, it seemed we always lost our best people. That's because our best people were doing the jobs that needed them."
Then he looked at me and said "And that's one reason I grounded you and Captain Croyle, Commander. Not only for the family situation, but you guys would've tried to do it all yourselves. And that's just not your job at your level, Commander."
"Yes sir, I understand." I said. "But don't tell Captain Croyle that, at least not right now. She's going to be getting that advice from my favorite psychiatrist."



"Yezzz." said the Chief. "And that brings up something else. Don, I know it was hard on you to have to hold back, and I appreciate you not being insubordinate and doing what I told you. But Captain Croyle... she was openly insubordinate at one point. And I can't just let that go. You understand that, don't you?"
"Sir," I said, "she just answered your question truthfully. And she did hold back, even though I have to agree with her that she would've been faster than Irwin coming out of that tunnel."
"And she would be dead now." replied the Chief. "Don't get me wrong; losing Irwin is hurting me as a leader as much as it's hurting you. But if Teresa and Todd had died there? Then their children would be orphaned. I know you'd take them in, but I think you understand me when I say---"
Just then, Cindy barged in, with two large sacks full of bacon, egg, and cheese biscuits. "I'm betting the Police Commander needs to eat."
"Yes." I said. "Yes I do." I took a biscuit and wolfed it down. Cindy handed me a second one as Jerome Davis came back in and helped himself to one. The Chief and Sheriff also indulged.
As Cindy and Jerome sat down, Captain Tanya Perlman drove in, followed by FBI SAC Jack Muscone. And following him was FBI Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood. I observed that she still did not look well.
"You okay?" I asked her as she sat down beside me.
"Yes. I'm fine." Melina said. "Just getting over a cold and the flu."
"Why did you shoot out the KXTC van's tires?" I asked.
"I'll tell you later." Melina said.
"Okay, now that you're all here," said the Chief, "I want to understannnnd what happened last night. Who were Quint Starr's 'associates', for lack of a better terrrrrrrm?"
"They were prison ex-cons." I said, having read the autopsy reports and the Data Guyz analysis. "They were amped up with drugs, but that paradoxically caused them to freeze up when things got chaotic, and our well-trained SWAT Teams had no problems taking them down. They had standard issue M-4s, but no body armor. Quint Starr was also drugged up, but on basic amphetamines that just accentuated him being the nutjob he was."
"Where was Trent Ridge in all this?" asked Jack Muscone. "Was he not working with Quint on this?"
"We're not sure." I said. "I was hoping you FBI people were monitoring communications in the area, and picked up something that might lead us to Trent."
"No, we didn't. And it wasn't for lack of trying." said Muscone.
"I don't think he was there." said Cindy.
"I don't, either." I said. "At least not as part of the Freelance Hit Team. I think this little action of Quint's was separate from Trent."
As everyone looked at me, I I settled in and started explaining: "Trent tried to kidnap Carole the other day, but was trying to hide his identity at first. What does kidnapping Carole do for them? I think maybe that was the intended prisoner exchange for Peter Blassingame. I'm not happy about that explanation, but it's the only thing I can think of right now that fits."
I continued: "Quint's operation was to get the Mutanix, which someone... and someone big... really, really wants. It also may have had to do with the fact that Todd Burke's mother is an Israeli Mossad Agent, and this was intended to be revenge for that." Seeing the looks at me, I said "What, you didn't know this already, with Kathy Larrington buried in our cemetery?"
"We've seen and heard nothing, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "Carry on."
"Yes sir." I said. "When Trent failed, Quint added getting Blassingame to his list of demands. If Trent had succeeded, Quint would only have asked for the Mutanix while Trent negotiated for Blassingame."
"Pincer movement." said Melina. "Two-pronged attack, with the Iron Crowbar's family in the middle."
"Blassingame?" asked Muscone. "Acting on his own, or for the benefit of his fellow Swamp Frogs?"
"You're asking the right questions." I said. "And we're assuming one thing: that one entity was controlling both of them. What if... Trent and Quint were acting separately? Completely separately?"
"That doesn't make sense." said the Chief. "At least it doesn't seeeeem to."
"Why would you think that?" Melina asked me. "Along those lines?"
"We pretty much know that Trent and Quint acted together to help steal the nuke." I said, referring to the EMPTY QUIVER event. "But they subsequently disappeared, and did not work with Keiko Shimono and Jerry Barsbane to get the Mutanix. And the evidence is scant that Trent and Quint worked together or have been together again. Quint came here during the SPS smuggling case, but Trent did not. He stayed with Keiko Shimono in the City." (Author's note: 'Shipping and Handling'.)
"But he was here to murder LCDR Waring." said Muscone. "And he and Quint worked together on that."
"That's true." I said. "Touché. In all this excitement, I'd forgotten that."
"Mark that down for historical reference." said Cindy, teasing me.
After the requisite waving of the red crowbar at Cindy, I continued: "Jerry Barsbane and Dick Granger were working together, and that's a Blassingame link. Keiko Shimono's presence was felt in the 'Four Square' cases, as being involved with MegaTech Industries, with a lot less connection to Blassingame. So I'm seeing a bunch of scattered chess pieces on the board that we're trying to make work together... but maybe they're not, at least not always, and not all that much."
"And to that end," I said, "Quint pulling that dangerous and unlikely-to-work stunt last night was, at least in my humble opinion, an attempt to get the Mutanix technology... which Keiko Shimono has always wanted. Getting Peter Blassingame out of jail is his father's lodestone... a father who has not to this point shown interest in obtaining the Mutanix. So I'm seeing two birds, i.e. two different objectives, and only after Trent failed did Quint bring up getting Blassingame."
"Makes perfect sense, now that you've explained it that way." said Jack Muscone.
"Ohhhhh, shit!" exclaimed Tanya Perlman.
"What?" asked Cindy, seeing Tanya looking at me, and me nodding my head.
"Yes, you see it, too." I said to Tanya. To everyone I said "Lady Ironside is seeing that Trent will still try to get Peter Blassingame out. With Quint and his mercenaries dead, that leaves Trent with few options, except to try Plan A again... which he knows is the only I'd even consider negotiating about it... kidnapping Carole, or one of my children... or one of y'all's children."
Phone calls were made, getting our children to safety. A few moments later, we reconvened in the Main Conference Room.
I said "Laura said that Todd is doing much better this morning. They're still waiting to see if his... well, a certain body part, recovers or dies, necessitating its removal."
"And if he'll be only half the man he was." Melina quipped quietly.
"Ouch." Cindy said, getting the joke.
Women!, I thought to myself. "Not funny." I said out loud, giving Melina a 'look'. Melina declined to show any remorse for that remark.
"All right." said the Sheriff. "We need to find this Trent Ridge character and put him down like the rabid dog he is. Any ideas?"
Jack Muscone said "Navy CIS is ready to send some Agents here to help. And so are we. Cardigan's cyber team has been given Trent Ridge and the Barsbane/Shimono cabal as their highest priority. As eager as you guys are to find them... we're just a eager if not even more so."
"It's not that we don't welcome their help," I replied, "but having a small army... or navy... of Federal Agents crawling all over this County is not going to cause Trent to raise his head and show us where he is. If you do have Federal Agents here, keep them on the 'down low'. If I spot them... and I will... they ain't doing it right."
"I'll let them know." Muscone said drily.
"Where Federal help can best be applied is the communications and web arenas, like what SAC Cardigan is doing, I'm sure." said Chief Moynahan. "Give us a lead, let us know where he is, and we'll take care of it... and him."
"And that's part of my dilemma." said Muscone. "The Feds want Trent alive. They want to know who his bosses are, who was behind the EMPTY QUIVER operation."
"Oh, I fully intend to capture him alive." I said. Eyes glanced in my general direction, then moved swiftly away. I then said: "As to where Ridge is... if I were him and in his position now, I'd be laying low in a safehouse somewhere. And probably not in this County."
"Waiting for the Swamp Frogs to kill him?" Melina said. When we looked at her, she said: "He's of almost no value to them now. His being alive and possibly arrested is as much a danger and liability to them as any benefit to them. He's smart enough to know that, as well. He's used to being a mercenary in the middle of enemy territory, and thinking fast on his feet. I would expect he's made arrangements outside the scope of his previous benefactors."
"Want a job in an FBI BAU unit?" I quipped.
"I'll pretend I didn't hear that insult." Melina replied. When I didn't reply, everyone looked at me, then realized I was in a full-blown reverie.
"Melina," I said, "you didn't shoot out the tires of the second van, did you?"
"No, just the first." Melina said. "The second one got the message, and did a 180 out of there."
"And where did that van go?" I asked.
"One second." said Tanya. After consulting with her tablet, she said "Our perimeter Officers said that it came back to the Press pool, then went back up the road, meaning it went north. We didn't have assets there to pursue, as Bettina's van was being impounded and she and her crew arrested. A 'source' with another network---"
"Whose name I won't say, but her initials are (P)riya (A)jmani." said Cindy.
"You did not hear me say that." said Tanya. "Anyhoo, she said the other van was carrying Amber Harris, who is under a strict bail agreement that would've been violated if we'd arrested her, so it was no surprise they left the scene."
"Hmmmm..." I thought out loud, remembering what Keith Madden had told me, but not telling the others. "Maybe Trent was at the scene last night."
"In the second van?" gasped Melina. When I nodded, she spat "Damn! You mean I had him? I could've shot his van's tires out?"
"Well," I said, "we don't know for sure. But maybe some discreet surveillance on Bettina and Amber, and KXTC's mobile vans, might yield fruit?"
"I think it's Todd's 'Fruit' you need to worry about." Melina said quietly to me as others were talking amongst themselves, 'Fruit' being a term used by the Japanese to mean a man's testicles.
"Cat claws are out, I see." I hissed back.
"Sorry." Melina said, anything but sorry. Mean streak, she had in her, I noted... as I had from time to time in the eight years of our previous marriage...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." Melina said as she looked around my office, seeing the citations, the 'I Beat Slender Man' statue, the two sets of jump wings, the framed U.S. Marine insignia. "Whodathunkit when we moved here seven years ago? And what the two of us have become?"
"Yeah, I know what you mean." I said as we sat down. "So... why did you shoot the tires out of Bettina's van, especially when I was about to blow her ass away?"
"That was one of the two reasons." Melina said. "You were shooting to kill, you would've gotten into a lot of trouble, and we need you working with us on these cases. Trent Ridge is one of the most dangerous criminals we've faced."
"He's a foot soldier." I said. "He's certainly no Consultant of Crime. So what was the other reason? You suspected Bettina's working with the perps again?"
"Not much gets past you." Melina said. "First, some background: you know how in Washington, someone in the FBI will leak something classified to the openly Leftist New York Times, or the Communist News Network, and the Times or CNN will eagerly go with it?" I nodded and Melina continued: "Well, they usually go after the source, the leaker, but they rarely if ever will they go after the news agency, nor the journalist that exposed the classified information."
"Too many First Amendment issues, I guess." I said.
"Well," Melina continued, "when you started that stuff about Bettina working with Les Craig and committing treason, it was thought to just be something to hold her back. But then we started investigating, and we've found real and serious collusion by Bettina and that fake blonde bitch Amber Harris with both criminal elements and Swamp Frogs."
"Consider me 'not surprised'." I said. "And it continues? What am I saying? If I'm right, it continued last night."
Melina nodded. "Yes. Last night, I thought that when Bettina crashed the gate that there might be a bomb on her van or the other one, not necessarily put there by the news crew, but by someone taking advantage of being a friend... or lover... of Bettina or Amber. I also considered that there were people in the van, or something else that might help the criminals inside when they got up to you. So, I blew Bettina's van's tires out. And I got the wrong one, if what you said is true about who was in the second one."
"We didn't find anything out of the ordinary when we impounded Bettina's van." I said. "And they're about to run out of vans. We keep confiscating them."
Melina smiled mirthlessly, which was the best we were going to get from her in the way of showing humor. "Anyway," she said, "you've been absolutely right to go to war with Bettina. We want to set a precedent with her, and if we can get her charged with treason, our people in Washington will start charging journalists there if they publish classified information."
"That would be a wonderful thing to see." I said. Have I mentioned... that I have a virulent hatred of the Press?
At that point, Melina noticed that I was peering at her. Very hard. "What?" she said.
"Your trip away from here." I said. "Your so-called 'illness'. I checked, and you weren't in Pennsylvania, where Jack Muscone thought you were. So... what was it? Really?"
Melina tried to stare me down. But we were no longer married, so she lost.
"All right, I'll tell you." she said. "If you promise not to tell anyone, especially your wife."
"Unless it affects your or someone else's safety," I replied, "I promise."
Melina said "I was not in Pennsylvania. I was at John Hopkins Hospital. I was going to have my tubes tied, but with Laura's cancer scare leading to her hysterectomy, they went ahead and gave me one, as well."
"And you didn't want Laura to do it? Or one of the other doctors here?" I asked. "Why not? The possible cancer scare?"
"No." Melina said. "Laura's my sister; she should not be operating on me. But the reason I went away to do it was for secrecy. I didn't want anyone here to know."
"Including your husband," I said slowly, increasingly certain. "N'est pas?"
"Not much gets past you." Melina replied. "I have my reasons for that, and I'll keep them to myself."
"That's not my business." I said. "But if you have any health issues, and I can help, let me know."
"Thank you." Melina said. "If you'll excuse me, I should be going. Trent's out there, and we are all in grave danger until he is taken down."
I nodded. Melina got up and left, leaving me to contemplate things...
Part 18 - Sunday
8:00am, Sunday, June 9th. Todd Burke opened his eyes. As consciousness came to him, he attempted to move his arms, but groaned as the pain in his back shot through him like wildfire.
"Easy. Don't move." he heard a voice say. He looked over to see a lovely sight: his wife's face.
He tried to speak, but found himself unable to move his mouth and jaw.
"Just relax." Teresa said. "They've immobilized your jaw. Do you remember what happened?" Todd nodded, barely moving his head.
"We'll talk about it later." Teresa said. "You just relax. Get some sleep..." She'd barely got the words out when Todd's eyelids fluttered shut.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later, Laura briefed me and Teresa in the waiting room.
"So far so good on everything." she said. "His vitals are strong. His white blood count is elevated, which is to be expected, but it hasn't shot up to an abnormal level. His right testicle is still alive. On the flip side, his pain threshold will be tested when the nurses change the dressings on his back and glutes. I think they'll move him to a private room this afternoon. What he needs most is rest, time... and his wife at his side, pushing him to get better." I couldn't help but grin at that.
"Thanks, Laura." Teresa said. Laura gave Teresa a hug, then went down the hall to the nurses station.
"So the Chief told Irwin's parents?" Teresa asked.
"Yes." I said. "His mother was devastated."
"Did someone tell his sister?" Teresa asked. "She's an Air Force Lieutenant in Germany."
"We sent a Red Cross message on the parents's behalf." I said. "The funeral is Tuesday. We hope she can make it here by then."
"Does Todd's mother know about this?" Teresa asked as we sat back on the waiting room sofa.
"I haven't tried to contact her." I said. "But knowing my dear sister... she knows."
"Think she'll try to come visit him?" Teresa said.
"I hope not." I said. When Teresa turned to peer at me, I continued: "It has occurred to me that one reason these bastards went after Todd was to get Elizabeth to show her face so they can kill her. Their hatred of her is as immeasurable as their hatred for me, due to what she did to help us in France twice, helping eliminate the Jew-hating CIA Director, and of course putting the Consultant of Crime against his will on a helicopter bound to crash and burn." (Author's note: 'The French Connection', 'We'll Always Have Paris', 'Causing A Commotion', 'A Tiny Slip'.)
"Wow." Teresa said.
"And here comes one more reason I hope Elizabeth doesn't show up." I said. Teresa looked up to see Todd's grandmother Phyllis Troy coming up.
"Hello, dear." my mom said to Teresa, hugging her warmly. "Hello, son." she said as she hugged me. "How is Todd doing?"
As Teresa talked to my mom about Todd's condition, then what had happened, something hit me.
"Mom," I said when Teresa stopped talking, "how did you know about Todd?"
My mom looked at me as if I was from Mars. "Why, from your text, son." she said. "I tried to call you, but it never would go through. So I drove down." It was my turn to look stunned.
"Mom, I didn't text you." I said. "I was waiting for Todd to recover a little more. And I would've called, not texted." After a moment, I said "Can I see your cellphone?"
My mom unlocked her phone and handed it to me. I attempted to dial my own phone number, which my mom had on speed-dial. My phone did not ring, and on my mom's phone it said it went to voicemail immediately.
"Mom," I said, "can I have your permission to let my techs look into this phone to see if there are any viruses on it?"
"Yes, of course." said my mom, clearly rattled.
"I'll take this down to Headquarters." I said. "Mom, if you'll stay here with Teresa, I'd appreciate it. If you go anywhere, have an Officer that Teresa knows by sight escort you. This is more than a little disturbing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thanks for coming in." I said to Myron Milton as he and his wife Mary Milton came in to Myron's basement office. "This is my mother's cellphone, purporting to get a text from me. See if it has the same issues Todd's cellphone had. My mother gave permission, so we don't need a warrant."
"Yes sir." said Myron. As he hooked my mother's cellphone into analyzing equipment, Mary asked me how Todd was. I told her everything I knew, then asked how their daughter Louise was, and got a gushing, glowing report from Louise's proud mom.



"Sir," said Myron, "the analysis shows that a nearly identical virus came into your mom's cellphone with the text that told her about Todd being injured. It's made to look like your personal cellphone, but it's another phone that I can't trace the ID of."
"Hmmm." I said, then had an insight. "Myron, show me the photos on my mom's phone, going backward from the last."
As we looked through the photos, I said "Methodist Church... Methodist Church... high school graduation... downtown; the construction and renovations are nearly finished... oh, that's my childhood home, now a Bed & Breakfast... whoa... that's the BOW Enterprises facility being constructed. Now why was she out there, and taking photos?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura came home to The Cabin for lunch and a few hours of rest. Molly Evans, Paulina Patterson, Cindy, and Callie were also there, helping to take care of no less than six boys and three girls. Buddy and the redoubtable Bowser were 'supervising' this exercise in organized chaos, and possibly adding to it.
Jim was not helping; he asked for stringbeans for lunch. It did not take Ross, Doug Burke, and little Jack Burke to catch on, and they were begging for stringbeans, also. So I made macaroni and cheese for Carole... and admittedly for me, as well. At least the boys did eat the stringbeans, though with pretended gusto as they told Carole how good they were and that she was missing out. Carole was irritated but not fooled.
After lunch, Laura and I went onto the back deck, armed with tall glasses of ice-cold iced tea. As we sat side-by-side on the metal mesh love seat, I told her that my mother was back in Town, and the series of events that led to her arrival.
"So someone lured her here." Laura said. "Any idea why?"
"She's yet another target for us to have to watch over, and for Trent Ridge to attack." I said.
"Or they're getting her out of Apple Grove." Laura said. "Anything going on in your old hometown?"
"Not that I know of." I said.
"Maybe you should talk to your buddy Jack Muscone." Laura suggested. When I turned to peer at her, she just met my eyes with a 'look'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura went back in to get a few hours of sleep, and Carole did an excellent job of policing the boys to keep quiet. My red crowbar disappeared for a while, and I suspected it was being used to reinforce the desire to suppress noise pollution.
Meanwhile, Paulina Patterson joined me on the back deck. "It's nice out here." she said. "I love this deck in the summer."
"I love it year-round, especially with the fire pot." I said. "So... how are things in the D.A.'s Office?"
"Same as ever." Paulina said. "But about to get worse."
"Uh oh." I said. "How's that?"
"What's going on now," said Paulina, "is that Savannah Fineman is making the excuse of being on the Charter Commission and having to work on your stuff to avoid having to do the work on her cases, and Miriam is using that to making me do Savannah's work as well as my own. And I don't need to be the baby-momma of the Iron Crowbar's child to see where this is heading: me doing nothing but grunt-work while Fineman gets the glory for the successful cases."
"You think it's racial?" I asked.
"I hope not, I truly hope not." said Paulina. "And Miriam leaves Franklin Washington alone to do his thing with the drug cases. No, I think it's cronyism. Miriam wants her buddy Savannah to win the next Solicitor's race over Ted Mason, so if Savannah gets conviction credits for the MCD cases that you bring her, it adds to her résumé."
"And maybe Miriam has just a wee bit of jealousy over your successes?" I asked. "I just arrest the thugs. You're the one who puts them away."
"Let's get real." Paulina replied. "The vast majority are plea deals that you persuade them to take after you show them that 'Iron Crowbar' means iron convictions. Sure I have to work to keep the legal ducks in a row when certain asshole lawyers for the Defense get a little full of themselves, but we've been a great team. And yes... Miriam may be just a little bit jealous of that."
"Well," I said, "there's not much I can do about that. She's the D.A., it's her Office to run." After a pause, I said "If it gets bad enough for you, let me know. Mike G. Todd made full Partner in the Madison & Ives Law Firm. He'll hire you in a second if you decide that being Savannah Fineman's grunt-work lapdog isn't a good future for you."
Paulina laughed, which turned into something of a cackle. Woe betide someone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Sunday, June 9th. After tucking all the boys into their beds, futons, cots, and whatever they were choosing to sleep upon, I went to tuck in Carole and Tasha.
"Daddy," said Carole, "are you going to go to the Hospital and check up on Uncle Todd?"
"Uhhh, do you think I need to?" I asked. "Is Uncle Todd in danger?"
"I'm not sure, Daddy." said Carole.
"Okay, I'll check with the Hospital." I said. "You get some sleep."
"Okay." Carole said. "Nite, Daddy."
I then tucked Tasha in. She said "I like it when you tuck me in, Daddy. I wish you could tuck me in every night."
"So do I, Little Love." I said, which was a reduction from 'Little Bundle of Love' I called Tasha as a little baby. "But I'm just happy you're here right now for me to tuck in. You dream wonderful dreams, okay?"
"Okay. Nite, Daddy." Tasha said.
Coming back to the main room, I saw Laura. "I heard what Carole said." my wife admitted. "Are you going to check up on Todd?"
"I was going to go get my mom, and drive her here." I said. "She's been with Teresa all day." And then it hit me. My own vibe. "Yeah, I think I'll go up there now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's doing much better." Teresa said when I got to the Hospital and went to the waiting room nearest Todd's room. I saw Officers Johnson and Culver on guard duty outside his room. "They took him to change his bandages, and that was a very painful thing. But the nurses said his whip wounds are healing well. As to his nut, the jury is still out, but Dr. Cordell told me his white blood cell count isn't rising, and he hopes to know more as the bruising and swelling go down."
"Good." I said. "You got your badge and your gun?"
"Always." said Teresa.
"Why don't you take my mom to get something to eat, then take her to The Cabin?" I suggested.
"We have a better plan." Teresa said. "Todd is going to be mildly sedated for the night, so I'm going to take your mom to my house. We'll make supper there, then get some sleep for the night."
"That is definitely a better plan." I said. To my mom I said "Thanks for staying with Teresa today, Mom."
"It was a good visit. We caught up on a lot." said Phyllis. "And I got to talk to Todd for a bit, also. I will say this, Don: your guards are good, but there has been something going on for the last hour or so. A couple of nurses walked by, and seemed very interested in Todd's room. I'm having a bad feeing about it, like someone's watching him."
"Exactly why I want Teresa and you to go together when you leave." I said. "Watch out for each other. My guys will take care of Todd tonight."
After Teresa and my mother left, I let myself reach out mentally, letting my senses 'flow'. And I felt it.
I went to my Officers at Todd's door. "Gentlemen," I said, "I am going to be here for the next twenty minutes. You can go get something to eat, go to the potty, stretch your legs... but do something for the next twenty minutes."
"Thank you, sir." Johnson said. He and Culver headed to the elevator.
I looked back down the darkened hallway past the waiting room, and crooked my index finger in a 'come here' sign. A 'nurse' in blue scrubs popped out of one room and came down the hall. Yep, it was...
... my sister Elizabeth.
"Come on in." I said. "We don't have much time."
We went into Todd's room. He was dozing, but opened his eyes. "Hi Mom." he said, his mouth barely moving. "You should see the other guy."
"Hello, Todd." Elizabeth said, trying to put on a happy face for him despite her clear distress at seeing him so badly injured. The bruises were working up to the skin, making him look worse than he had before, deep blackening around his left eye and jaw. "How are you feeling?"
"Still hurts, but I think I'm better." Todd whispered.
"I heard the bandage changing wasn't much fun." I said.
"What is pain," Todd asked, showing his brilliant grin, "but a privilege for a Clan Crowbar samurai to bear?" I smiled at that.
"I can't stay, Todd." Elizabeth said. "But I know Teresa is taking care of you. You just worry about getting well. I'll try to visit you again soon."
"Don't put yourself at risk..." Todd said, his voice flagging. He was about to succumb to the sedatives.
"I love you, Son." Elizabeth said, bending over and kissing Todd on the forehead.
"I love you, Mom..." Todd whispered as his eyes fluttered shut.
As Todd slept, I drew Elizabeth away from the bed, then whispered "What are you doing here?"
"Seeing my son, of course." said Elizabeth, giving me a 'you dumbass' look.
"Yes." I said. "What I mean is... they may have chosen Todd for this attack to draw you out, so they can attack you. The bastards behind this hate you as much as they hate me, if not more."
"No shit Sherlock." my sister replied acerbically. "You know, you're not the only one in this family with brains. I'm fully aware of what's going on, and I might even know a thing or two about this that even you don't know."
"Share a thing or two, then, if you don't mind." I said.
Elizabeth said "The people who want the Mutanix so badly that they stole a nuclear weapon and almost blew you up, then made this attack on my son, are backed by certain very high-level people in the American Government. They are using MegaTech Industries as cover for their actions, and MegaTech's reward will be to have the Mutanix for their own uses. My superiors in the Mossad have communicated this with the American FBI."
"What's the perps's angle?" I asked.
Elizabeth said: "Their desire is control. The Mossad has become aware that these people, who you call the Swamp Frogs, very much fear that the American People are getting tired of the games the Elites are playing, and the corruption. They deeply fear that someone may run for the Presidency that does not share their Totalitarian views, someone who may actually show some common sense in the White House."
"And someone who might prove to be a friend of Israel." I said. "Someone who might even do something 'radical', like move the U.S. Embassy to Jerusalem."
"Yes." said Elizabeth. "The Elitists, especially on the Republican side, know they have to act to gain total control before that happens, so they can keep their perpetual war in the Middle East going indefinitely."
I said "Whatever happened to 'one man... or woman, one vote, one time', like in Venezuela?"
"They'd love that," said Elizabeth, "but unlike the People of Venezuela, the People of America have guns, and they cannot be tamed nor cowed. The American People would rise up. And the Elitists especially hate persons with crowbars setting good examples for the People, and giving them hope."
"Hope never dies in Clan Crowbar." I said. "Okay, we need to go. Just walk out with me."
We walked out of Todd's room. I said goodnight to Johnson and Culver, who did not raise any questions about the 'nurse' that walked down the hall with me and to the elevator.
Once outside, I asked Elizabeth "You want to stay at The Cabin tonight? I'm sure Carole would love to see you."
"I'd love to see her, too," said Elizabeth, "but I would be a danger to her and all of you. I have my own arrangements, and I'll be fine." Then she peered at me and said "I also know that you are good enough to keep track of me, but I hope you won't."
"Nope." I said. "Like the airline commercial says: you are free to move about the country. Just don't get caught, please."
Elizabeth smiled. "I won't. Au revoir, baby brother." She hugged me and I hugged her back, as always wondering if this would be the last time I would ever see my sister again. I had the feeling that it wouldn't be...
Part 19 - Press Reports
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 10th, from an 'undisclosed' location that looked suspiciously like the fenced-in parking lot behind KXTC's studios. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the botched Police raid that ended in the death of one Police Officer, and the CEO of BOW Enterprises badly injured!"
Bettina began: "Todd Burke, the 26-year-old entrepreneur and CEO of BOW Enterprises, was taken hostage by a group of armed men, and the the Town & County Police SWAT teams and other Officers raided the warehouse where Mr. Burke was being held. All of the criminals were killed, and Precinct Lieutenant Ivar Irwin was fatally wounded in the rescue attempt."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the armed men may have been part of a radical terrorist group known as the 'American Jihadi Front', whose members are natural-born Americans and not from the Middle East. All of the men in the BOW Enterprises raid were white Americans. The FBI has not responded to KXTC's requests for comment on the domestic terrorist group."
Bettina: "Local officials have condemned the TCPD, particularly Commander Donald Troy, for the failure of the Police raid that resulted in the death of Lieutenant Irwin. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. Councilwoman Kelly Carnes said "Commander Donald Troy once again uses force and violence in a situation where diplomacy and negotiation were needed, and this time it's gotten one of his Police Officers killed!"
Councilwoman Malinda Adams was shown saying "Our Peace Officers were thrown into violent combat by Sheriff Antonio Griswold and Commander Donald Troy. The blood of Peace Officer Irwin will forever stain the hands of the Fascist criminal Donald Troy!"
Back to Bettina live: "The funeral for Officer Irwin will be tomorrow afternoon, and the Town & County Council.Council has canceled its meeting scheduled for tomorrow night. However, Councilwomen Adams and Carnes joined with Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis in demanding an immediate Board of Inquiry to investigate the actions of the Police leadership, particularly Commander Donald Troy, that led to the death of Officer Irwin, and Channel Two News has learned that that Board of Inquiry will be convened this week."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God." said Cindy Ross. "The way she tells it, Don personally shot Lieutenant Irwin and killed him."
We were sitting in the Chief's Conference Room, drinking coffee. We all had black tape over our badges, as did the entire Town & County Police Force and Sheriff's Department. And, except for the Sheriff, we were also wearing dark blue Uniform shirts, like every TCPD Officer.
"All of you," admonished Sheriff Griswold, "take this very seriously. KXTC and a number of politicians fully intend to blame the Police, and particularly Crowbar here, for what happened. I'll add that I made statements to the Press that KXTC here has refused to read on the air."
"The Board of Inquiry is Wednesday afternoon." said Chief Moynahan. "I asked for it to be delayed until next Monday, so we could get all the reports and data back, but Chairman Silas seemed to enjoy refusing my request. The Police Union has already demanded Finneran not be a part of it, but Silas once again made a point to spit in our face-ezzzzzzzz."
"The Mayor can delay it." I said. "Anyone talk to him?"
"The Chief and I had a good long talk with him on Saturday." said Sheriff Griswold. "Irwin's parents called him, as did a number of local politicians and so-called 'business leaders'. They're pushing hard for an immediate Inquiry, though I'm not sure why. He's going to let Silas set the time and date, as long as it's not during Irwin's funeral."
Looking around and seeing our disbelieving faces, he said "Yes, some of them wanted to have it at the same time as the funeral."
"Next thing you know,"I said, "they'll try to have Boards of Inquiry at the same time as weddings around here. Maybe that's why some of you are not setting the dates, hmm?" My attempt at humor fell flat, especially with my Captain of Detectives and the Deputy Chief.
"God damn them." Cindy uttered. "And I wish our Mayor would grow a spine."
"The truth," I said, "is that his wife is the one who urged him to let the Board of Inquiry happen. And she did that because her superiors in the FBI, or those who think they are superior to her, want this whole thing to be shut down and to go away. As you saw, they're already having KXTC put out that some sort of terrorist group is behind this."
"That's true." said Cindy. "Priya Ajmani called and asked me about it. I made sure we were speaking off the record, of course. She told me that KFXU had been contacted by the Feds, but KFXU was refusing to say it was a terrorist group without independent verification. KXTC and SNN News have already eagerly complied with their orders from the Government, of course."
"Of course." I said acidly.
"In return," Cindy said, "I told Priya that these guys are local mercenaries for a group that's been acting in this area, and suggested to her that the SPS driver murder case was possibly related to it." (Author's note: 'Shipping and Handling'.) "So she has that clue, if she and KFXU want to pursue it."
For some reason, all eyes went to me. "It's okay." I said. "Maybe someone at KFXU will act like a bloodhound on a scent, and will do some real investigative journalism for a change. And maybe they'll actually find something that will help us, like Alison McFarland did with the Fraternity rape and murder case." (Author's note: 'Unresolved'.) "Not that I'm counting on it, of course..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise." said Catrina Pierce. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Hello Meredith."
"Hello Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said Meredith Peller, who was sitting next to Catrina rather than at her news-reading station she normally was at. "We're continuing to follow the news of the hostage situation and Police raid that tragically ended in the death of TCPD Lieutenant Ivar Irwin."
A photo of Irwin was shown as Meredith continued: "Lieutenant Irwin was one of the leaders of the raid by TCPD SWAT teams to rescue Todd Burke, the 26-year-old CEO of BOW Enterprises. Both official reports and Police comments to KFXU are saying that Lt. Irwin ran to intercept criminal gunfire aimed at Mr. Burke, giving his life in the process."
Catrina: "Mr. Burke was severely beaten by the perpetrators, and is recovering at University Hospital. Police reports and sources associated with BOW Enterprises suggest that the criminals were demanding that cutting edge technology developed by the company be handed over to them."
Catrina: "Police made the raid after a standoff of several hours and attempts at negotiation proved futile. While some politicians are saying the raid failed and are blaming Commander Donald Troy for Lt. Irwin's death, Sheriff Antonio Griswold issued a statement, declaring that the raid successfully rescued Mr. Burke, that Lt. Irwin volunteered to lead one of the groups to rescue Mr. Burke, and that his actions in giving his own life were heroic."
Meredith: "Commander Donald Troy released a statement exclusively to KFXU, praising the SWAT Teams and other Officers that participated in the rescue, saying, and I quote: 'While the raid achieved the objective of rescuing Todd Burke, I am heartbroken that Lieutenant Ivar Irwin did not survive it. His actions were heroic, above and beyond the call of duty, and represented the very best of the spirit of the Town & County Police in protecting and serving our Citizens.', close quote. This photo was taken just as Lt. Irwin and SWAT Leader Lt. Hewitt left for their mission."



The photo showed me shaking hands with Irwin, with Hewitt visible between us. Cindy had taken it, and had shared it with KFXU. I remembered that moment, and now felt the pain that it was the last time I saw Irwin alive...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got word that the local Press and SNN Network cubs from Midtown were watching Headquarters as well as the Cop Bar. So Jack Muscone went and got takeout, which consisted of Double Cheeseburgers, fries, and milkshakes, and brought them to my office. We talked as we ate.
"Yeah, that came down from Washington." said Muscone, about the 'terrorist' story. "We don't expect you to comply, but hopefully you won't deny."
"No, I get it." I said. "If the Press actually did their jobs instead of being Government sycophants when it suits them to be, they might find out about the EMPTY QUIVER event, and tie this thing to it. And I definitely don't want to have to explain that one to the Public."
"I'm honestly shocked they haven't found out about the EMPTY QUIVER event, and that any of them that did are keeping their mouths shut about it." said Muscone. "But yes, I have to agree with the Brass on this one. Trying to explain that ex-Navy SEALs have been going around hijacking nukes and taking hostages, not to mention the murder of LCDR Waring, is something they really don't want to do. The domestic terror group story covers the bases, and the Media ate it up. Well, Fox News and its affiliates like KFXU didn't go along, but they're not raising a stink about it, either."
I nodded. "Any way to get them to shut down or delay the Board of Inquiry?" I asked. "Maybe have it behind closed doors?"
To my shock, Muscone said "We tried. I talked to Chairman Silas myself, and asked for a delay so the FBI can ascertain some facts about the case. He said that not only would they not delay it, they were expediting it, and that you, Don, are going to be the object of their inquiry. Melina talked to her husband, the Mayor, and he's not going to interfere... apparently they think quickly getting it overwith would be better than dragging it out. Owen Lange agreed with that."
I stared at Muscone until he got uncomfortable, like Bowser gets when he's being watched. "What?" he asked.
"So y'all are just going to let me be the fall guy for this?" I said coldly.
"I'm sure as hell not." replied Muscone. "C'mon, Don, you know me better than that... don't you?" He sounded uncertain.
"I believe you." I said. "Just be aware that they may be trying to manipulate you into a position you don't want to be in." Muscone nodded, then went into what I would call a reverie.
When he came out of it, I asked him "Is there really an 'American Jihadi Front'?"
"Yes." said Muscone. "I saw Bettina's report this morning. She was trying hard to not be politically incorrect and say that they're a group of mostly white men. They're American citizens, and are Muslims that have been targeted for radicalization. The whole point of them is to not be the stereotypical Middle Easterner or Iranian, but seemingly everyday folks like you and me."
"That's scary." I said. "How big are they?"
"Not big at all." said Muscone. "And sloppy as hell. It's been easy following them through their Internet use and emails and such. Cardigan's team has been all over them for months now."
"Hmmmm..." I said, then went into my own reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Something is wrong here." said Reed Hudson into the microphone of his immensely popular radio show. "The FBI in Washington is calling this hostage situation last week an act of domestic terror. But let's look at the facts."
Reed: "First of all, there has been no claim of responsibility for this attack. Not from the American Jihadi Front, not from any terrorist group. Second, they delivered no manifestos, and made no statements to the Press. No contact with the Press, that we know of, during the hours of the hostage crisis."
Hudson: "Third, and related to the first two points: they didn't hang any banners or flags up behind the hostage, and did not broadcast any footage on social media. None at all; they just tied in to the BOW Enterprises security feeds, and only BOW Enterprises personnel and the Police could see what their cameras were broadcasting."
Reed: "Fourth, terrorist actions usually involve a good degree of training, and often the use or threat of explosives. Nothing like that here. No suicide vests, not even on their hostage Todd Burke. No explosives wired in the building. They went down quickly, per Police reports, and experts that analyzed the reports of the SWAT team raid said the perps acted as if they were poorly trained."
Hudson: "So I don't get it. They weren't trained like terrorists, they didn't act like terrorists. The Police have not issued any statements, saying they are still investigating. The FBI was not crawling all over the place like they usually do in any kind of terrorist attack, successful or thwarted. So what's going on? What's really going on?"
Part 20 - Requiem For The Fallen
1:00pm, Tuesday, June 11th. Police Lieutenant Ivar Irwin's body had lain in state in the atrium of City Hall, his casket closed and covered by an American Flag. A good number of people had visited.
Just about everyone in the Police Department volunteered to be a pallbearer. I sent out notice that the well-established Funeral Detail was trained to do what had to be done, and that it would be their honor to conduct this particular mission.
John Colby loaned us the horses and carriage to carry Lt. Irwin through the Town, first from City Hall to the Methodist Church, where his family were members and where the funeral would be, then to the cemetery, where he would be buried on the west side, near where Corporal Peter M. Feeley and Officer Barker was laid to rest.
The casket was brought out of the back side of City Hall and secured on the carriage by the Funeral Detail. Over half the Police Force was waiting on Riverside Drive in front of Headquarters, as well as a sizable contingent of Fire Department personnel, all in formal uniforms with medals. At the intersection of Riverside Drive and College Street, waiting for the carriage to come by, were the Medal of Valor recipients; Sheriff Griswold to the right in the place of honor, me next, Cindy to my left, Teresa to her left, and Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley to her left.
The family was in cars in front of the horses and carriage, as were the Town High School Band members that played the Funeral Dirge. The Funeral Detail walked alongside the Flag-covered casket, guiding the horses. We MOV recipients fell in behind, followed by the rows of the Police and Fire Department personnel, then the vehicles for the Mayor and Council Members that attended.
The Methodist Church was full of Methodists, and selected Police Officers lined the aisles as the coffin was brought in for the funeral. The rest remained outside, and listened to the speakers that broadcast the service. The Reverend Dr. T. Alford Martin led the service, assisted by Protestant Police Chaplain Calvin. Chief Moynahan and I had speaking roles, as well. I observed that Irwin's father and sister, in her Air Force uniform, were stoic, but Irwin's mother was clearly devastated, and was weeping throughout the service.
Chief Moynahan spoke of Lt. Irwin's heroism and his outstanding Police career. My words were to be more personal, about the man himself. I'd asked Teresa if she'd wanted to say something, but she said she might not get through it.
I came up to the podium. "As the Chief said, Lieutenant Ivar Irwin was an outstanding Officer and a great credit to the Force. But he was more. He was a good man. He was a good son and a good brother, and he was a good friend to his fellow Officers as he came up in the ranks. When he was promoted early to Lieutenant, and he didn't forget them nor what it was like to be one of them as he led them."
I continued: "Ivar Irwin loved our Town & County. He loved serving it. He worked extra shifts, he was always on call, because he wanted to be there to serve. And he had some fun along the way." I turned on the projector I'd set up earlier, and began showing photos. Some were of him at the Policeman's Ball. Some were at the Cop Bar with Rudistan and others. A couple were of him and Rudistan clowning around, which drew some laughter... and some tears from Rudistan himself. And one of Irwin and Teresa, taken on the day he was promoted to Lieutenant.
Then I came to the last photo, the one of me shaking hands with him before he left for his final mission. "This was taken as Lieutenant Irwin left to lead his part of the mission to rescue Todd Burke. It was the last time I saw him alive. I will always remember his confidence at that moment, and his resolve to succeed. And that's how I want to remember him... a confident, successful Police Officer and an even better man willing to sacrifice himself for our Town & County and its People, a man taken from us way too soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went on to the cemetery. A van took the MOV recipients, and school buses transported the Police Officers and Firefighters that had marched behind the horses and carriage.
As the bugler played 'Taps', the Funeral Detail folded the American Flag with proper, crisp movements. We all saluted as the Flag was folded; even Irwin's sister stood and saluted. The Detail leader handed the Flag to Chief Moynahan, who presented it to Irwin's mother. She began sobbing again, so Irwin's father took it.
Afterwards, I was standing with Teresa off to one side as the family spoke to friends. Irwin's sister came up to us and saluted, and I returned it. She said "Thank you for everything. My brother always told me it was an honor to work for you both. Especially you, Captain Croyle."
"Thank you." said Teresa. "It was a great honor working with him, too."
A moment later, Irwin's parents came by us on the way to their car. Mrs. Irwin stopped and looked hard at Teresa, who said "I'm sorry for your loss, ma'am, sir."
And then it happened. With a malignant look, Mrs. Irwin hissed "I hope you're happy. My son's life, for your husband's." Teresa looked utterly shocked.
"Martha, this is no good." her husband said as he tried to lead her away. Irwin's sister, also shocked, was trying to lead her away, as well.
I'd instinctively moved to get between Mrs. Irwin and Teresa. "Madam," I said, "your son's actions were noble, and he would have done the same for anyone."
"Just remember when your husband comes home to you, that my son will never come home to me again!" Mrs. Irwin snarled, hurling the words at Teresa with venomous hatred in her voice. Her family finally got her moving away from us, their daughter looking back at us with apology in her eyes.
"Are you all right?" I asked Teresa as she stared after them.
"I... I will be." Teresa said, her words eerily hollow. "I was just remembering... my father's words and his insanity after Alexis died. Her words... are from the same place. Insanity. She'll never be the same again..."
I knew that Teresa was right. My worry was how the woman's words were going to affect Teresa...
Part 21 - Secret Agent Man
Wednesday, June 12th. The Detectives in MCD were doing paperwork. The normal banter had been subdued by the death of Lieutenant Irwin and the aftermath.
"Okay," said Joanne Warner, as she transmitted her report to Lt. Davis, "that's the last of my paperwork on the Irwin case."
"That was fast." said Julia Rodriguez.
"The Board of Inquiry is this afternoon," said Joanne, "so Captain Perlman wanted us to finish it up by this morning. There's really not much to tell, especially since the FBI came in and essentially took the case over, citing Domestic Terrorism."
"Not that it matters, and just between all of us and the lampposts," said Theo Washington, "I don't see a thread nor a shred of 'terrorism' in any of this, at least not what I consider terrorism to be."
"Let's talk about something better." said Roy McGhillie. "How's your new house coming along, Joanne?"
"Oh! It's going very well." Joanne said. "The roof is up, and most of the frame inside is done. The only problem is the A.C. and heating unit. They wanted to put it in the attic, but Seth rightly was worried about condensation water flooding through the house ceiling. So they're putting the unit in what will be the laundry room. So we have this big huge blower sitting there among the two-by-fours."
"Sounds like Seth has had that problem in the past." said Theo Washington. "My brother Franklin had that problem. Water came pouring out of a hole in the ceiling, flooding the landing at the top of the stairs. It was a freakin' mess, and cost a small fortune to repair. The insurance company put up a hell of a fight about it, too, until they found out... the hard way... that Franklin was a lawyer and an ADA for the County."
"Where are you building your house, Joanne?" asked Teddy Parker.
"On the mountainside." said Joanne. "Right before you get to Daniel and Melina Allgood's house."
"You haven't talked much about it." observed Julia.
"Well," Joanne said, "Commander Ross wanted the property, but Seth and I beat her to it. And I don't want to risk a Green Crowbar beatdown by talking about it."
"Aren't there any more places she could build up there?" asked Theo.
"There are two properties left that can support a house and also has good views." said Joanne. "The road goes on over the hill, and the road to the University Observatory splits off. But they don't have a good view of the valley the Town is in. And if you go too far, you cross the State Line; and if you're living over the line and working here, you're paying taxes in both States."
"And thanks to Paul Ryan and the Republican Establishment," said Theo, partly to needle Joanne, "you can't take deductions for State taxes on your Federal taxes anymore."
Roy McGhillie said "I've always believed they should just sell Promontory Point, which is officially a County park, and let someone build a house there. That way the Police won't have to go patrolling up there when some parent calls in about their teenagers parking up there."
"They'll just find another place to park." Timothy Geiger said. The conversation pretty much died away when he spoke, creating an uncomfortable silence in the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. I went into City Hall and to the office of the Honorable Daniel Allgood, Mayor of the Town & County. His assistant buzzed him, and he let me in immediately.
"I just wanted to tell you," I said as I approached Daniel's desk, "that my wife called. She's at your house, and said you were right to call about Melina."
"Yes." said Daniel. "Melina's been running a fever since she came back from that mission in Pennsylvania. I'm worried she contracted something, maybe even Lyme's Disease."
"Well," I said, "I'm here to give you a ride to your house. It'll kill several birds with one stone, as we can see Joanne Warner's new house construction, and some other things I want to see..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I drove up the road by University Memorial Stadium, I said "It used to be that anyone turning left up here was automatically tailed by the Police, since Promontory Point was the only place to go. Now there's your house, Joanne's house, and the road that splits off and goes to the University Observatory on the other side of the mountain finger."
"That's true." said Daniel. "None of our houses could've been built in the past, but new construction techniques allow being able to drill at an angle into the bedrock to be the house foundations. Is that what they did for The Cabin?"
"I don't think so." I said. "From where it sits, they could anchor it straight down. But the deck has that angled support, as well as beams going straight down... there's the Observatory Road." We looked at the road that split off and upwards over the mountainside.
"How far are we from the State Line?" asked Daniel.
"About a mile." I said. "Point Hollow, the Weather Station, and the Observatory are all bordering the northern State Line, and your house is about a klick (kilometer) away from it. Ah, there's Joanne's house."
I slowed the car down, looking at the construction site. It was going to be a three-bedroom ranch-style house. The Warners and the Allgood's would be able to just walk to each other's houses, and I'm sure Joanne and Melina would do so often to chat, i.e. gossip. Leo would have to do his business to the side of the house on the other side from the Allgood home, on the undeveloped land there.
"That's going to be nice." I said. "Not too large, though."
"The views will be nice, though." said Daniel. "By the way, while I've got you here, I wanted to talk to you about the situation with the Council meetings..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We pulled into Daniel's driveway, seeing Laura's Mercedes already parked there. Daniel led the way in via the front door.
"Daddy!" exclaimed a voice. It was my daughter Carole, who Laura had obviously brought with her. She ran up and hugged me. Her cousin Patricia followed her example by running up to her dad and hugging him.
"Where's your mom?" I asked Carole.
"In Aunt Melina's room." Carole said. "Aunt Melina's feeling bad, and Mommy's doc-tor-ing her."
"Daddy," asked Patricia, "is Mommy going to be okay?"
"I'm sure she will be." Daniel said. "I'll go up and check. What are you guys doing?"
"We're drawing pic-tures." said Patricia.
"Where's your brother Dan?" I asked.
"He's in day-care." said Patricia.
"Okay, you keep doing that, and we'll go see how Mommy's doing." said Daniel. He led the way towards the master bedroom and knocked on the door, then opened it.
"Oh, hello." said Laura, who was sitting on the side of the bed doing doctor things like taking Melina's temperature.
"What's the diagnosis?" Daniel asked as he went into the room. I politely stayed in the hallway.
"She has a fever." said Laura. "I'm prescribing this bottle of strong antibiotics. One pill every six hours. I've also taken some blood, and I'll get it analyzed to see what's causing the---"
"Eeek! Daa-dddy!"
It was Carole's voice. I tore down the hall to see what was the matter. I saw that the front door of the house was open, then looked the other way at the back den room. Carole and Patricia had been in there, but the door to the back deck was open, and I saw the girls running as fast as they could on the little trail that led towards Joanne's house. And then I saw why they were running:
Standing in the back doorway was Trent Ridge!
It all happened in less time than it is taking to read here. I was already hurtling across the room to attack him as he turned to face me. He had a powerful handgun in his hand, and he was bringing it to bear on me. I grabbed his hand and attempted to wrest the gun from his grasp. We fought for control of it, with our lives at stake...
*POW!*
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on, Patricia, we have to hide." said Carole as they ran into the home under construction. She saw a large metal box with a screen over a one-foot square hole in it. When she tried it, she found the screen wasn't screwed in place.
"Let's get in here." She had Patricia crawl into the space, then went in behind her and pulled the screen back onto the hole. "Shhh, be very quiet. Don't cry. It'll be okay." Patricia nodded, scared but trying not to cry.
A moment later a shadow crossed the back doorway. Trent Ridge entered the room. "Carrrrr-ulllll Trooooyyyy... where are yoooooo?" he called out as he looked around, walking around what would be the den room. "I'm going to find you, you little brat." he said as he walked down the hallway, then back again. "And when I do, they're going to find your dead body on top of your father's..." His eyes turned towards the A.C. unit, seeing the screen in place...
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Part 22 - Fearless
As Trent Ridge moved towards the A.C. unit, another shadow crossed the back door. Standing there was Your Iron Crowbar, armed with the red crowbar and ready for personal combat with the ex-Navy-SEAL.
"Oh. It's you." said Ridge. "So I didn't kill you. That'll be easy enough to fix."
"Bring it on." I snarled. "There's no way out for you now." Trent realized the truth of that, and hurled himself into the attack...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Trent's gun had fired back in Daniel's house, it was between us at an angle. The bullet hit me on the side of the hip... right in the 'girdle' that I was wearing to support my back. The bullet lodged into the girdle, and the force of the blow spun me around, but also knocked the gun out of Trent's hand. Seeing me fall, he thought I was dead or injured, so he chose to run out the back door instead of retrieving it.
Daniel had run down the stairs, and found me getting up off the floor. I took off my Police belt and handed it to him. "Use the gun to protect the women." I growled. "And use the radio to call it in."
"Don't you need the gun?" Daniel called out.
"Not with the kids in the line of fire!" I shouted back. I then tore off after Trent, despite the pain in my side from the blow to the 'girdle'. But what was pain and some bruising, when my daughter's life was at stake?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Trent went after me to grab the crowbar, but I whirled it around out of his reach and then swung it at his side. He rolled with the blow, then went straight after me... displaying a shoulder joint. I knew what to do with those.
*WHAM!*
Ridge went down hard, but he rolled with it and sprang to his feet. He was in his early 30s and in very good physical condition, and he had experience in personal combat. And it was bastards like him that were the reason I trained like hell.
It was time to finish this. It is said that when in a fight, to fight like you have whatever you love most behind you. In this case, I really did. Carole and Patricia were here, somewhere, and my failure meant their deaths. And that was more than enough.
Like I had done against Cindy in the Police Boxing Matches, I feinted left and my body carried me right. Instead of swinging the crowbar, though, I grabbed Ridge's arm at the elbow joint and took him down by pushing on his shoulder blade. I landed on top of him, feeling his shoulder give way as his face and chest slammed into the plywood flooring. I pulled his arm on behind him as he screamed in pain. I held on for dear life as I heard sirens in the distance, and getting louder...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A moment later, Police Officers were pouring into the house. "Give me some handcuffs." I ordered. "I'm not about to let this bastard go." I was helped to get Trent cuffed, then I got more handcuffs and cuffed his ankles together. Only then did I get up.
"This guy is dangerous as hell." I said. "Make sure he's shackled at all times. Don't even play with him." Trent was physically carried out of the house and to a waiting Police paddywagon under heavy armed guard.
The screen to the A.C. unit clattered to the floor, and a bright smiling five-year-old face came into view. "Well, hello, Carole!" said Lt. Rudistan with great joviality. "Playing hide and seek, there?"
"Yes, Mr. Rooood-istan." said Carole. "We were hiding from the bad guy until Daddy could get here and save us."
"And you did very, very well." I said. "You were very brave. Both you girls were very brave." I hugged Carole as she climbed out and came to me. Then Patricia came out, looked around, and went flying into her dad's arms...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Like you said, sir," said Sergeant Morton at County Jail, "he's a dangerous one. We took his ankle shackles off, and he began kicking at us. Fortunately a lot of us have trained for the Police Boxing Matches, and Rudistan parried his blows until we TASERed him... TASERed the perp, that is."
"Yeah, he wants nothing more than to kill a Police Officer, if he can." I said. "He stays chained and shackled when he's not in the isolation cell."
We were in the 1st Precinct Conference Room. Laura had examined me and found bruising on my hip, but no apparent further damage. I told the Chief and Cindy that I would be needing a new 'girdle', and they absolutely took advantage of the opportunity to give me no end of grief about it... though I knew a new one would be coming quickly, seeing as we were losing count of how often the 'girdle' had saved my life.
"All right," I said tiredly, "we've got the Board of Inquiry in an hour. We'll have to hold Ridge until that's over, and I can interrogate him. Any word from the Feds on trying to get jurisdiction of him?"
"Not a peep so far." said ADA Paulina Patterson. "He'll be arraigned in the morning. Attempted murder of a Police Officer, two counts of attempted kidnapping, and then we'll work backwards to the other things he's done."
"I'd imagine," said the Chief, "that the FBI will want him for the EMPTY-QUIVER-related charges. I hope so, anyway. I don't want us to have to deal with that mess."
"He didn't participate in that in this County." I said. "So it's not a problem for us."
"My question is 'why?'." said Lt. Jerome Davis. "Why in the heck did he go after Carole like that? With you around, sir? And Dr. Fredricson, and Mayor Allgood, and Mrs. Allgood all there?"
"It's gotta be desperation." said Cindy. "They must really want that Mutanix from BOW Enterprises. Or is Edward Blassingame so desperate to get his son out of jail that he'd have Trent take this desperate a gamble?"
"No." I said. "This was not about the Mutanix, nor Blassingame. It was worse. I think this bastard Ridge fully intended to shoot and kill Carole and Patricia, right in front of us, their parents. It was a suicide mission for him."
"Not that I would ever say you are wrong about any-thinnnnng." drawled the Chief. "But why do you think that?"
"Call it a vibe." I said. "No rational explanation. Just a vibe." Cindy nodded in agreement as I said "But it doesn't matter. It's over. We've got the son of a bitch."
There was rationality behind it, though. I just didn't want to say it out loud. The first thing I remembered was that Melina had stopped the KXTC vehicles from approaching us at BOW Enterprises, thus thwarting whatever Trent intended to do as the driver of the second KXTC van.
And I also realized that Carole had felt the vibe that Trent intended to kill her, not capture her, and that is why she ran! Of course she did not leave Patricia behind, as she had not left Marie behind when Trent had tried to kidnap her earlier. She has a good heart. She did what she had to do, and she was alive now, and several of us were alive now, because of it.
The 'fun' part of my day was over. Now came the truly sucky part: County politics.
Part 23 - The Board of Inquiry
2:00pm, Wednesday, June 12th. The Board of Inquiry Chamber was full of reporters and Police Officers that were not being called to testify. The room was uneasily silent and tense as the five Board Members filed in and took their seats behind the bench. Chairman Silas sat in the middle, with Mr. Landau and Mr. Morse to his right, and Mr. Fitzgerald and Mr. Finneran to his left.
"I have appointed Mr. Finneran to act as the Manager on behalf of this Board of Inquiry," announced Silas, "which means he will lead the questioning and call the witnesses."
The Police Captain Union's rep stood up and said "I object to that, and I object to Finneran's presence on this Board. He has constantly shown bias---"
"Overruled!" snarled Silas.
"I haven't finished----" started the Union Rep.
"OVERRULED!" shouted Silas, standing up himself. "I just told you that your objection to Finneran is overruled! You keep your damn mouth shut, or I'll have you forcibly removed! Mr. Finneran will remain on this Board of Inquiry, and he will lead the questioning of the witnesses!"
"It's going to be that kind of day." I whispered to Mike G. Todd, my attorney, who was sitting next to me. I had been formally named as the object of the Inquiry, and so could remain in the room despite the intent to call me as a witness.
"Something's up with all this." Mike said. "We asked for the witness list, and Silas refused to give it to us... until I filed a lawsuit asking for a postponement until I got the list. They sent it immediately. Problem is, according to the list, they only want to hear from Chief Moynahan, you, and Captain Croyle."
Indeed, Finneran called Chief Moynahan to the stand. Finneran started in on him: "Chief, whose plan was it?"
"What specific plan?" the Chief replied.
"The plan to raid the warehouse with a military-style assault." snarled Finneran.
"I bee-lieve it was the culmi-nay-shunnnn of several persons's input." said the Chief. "I made the ultimate final approval, of course."
"Who specifically contributed to the plan, Chief?" Finneran asked, his voice harsh and unfriendly. "Name names, Chief."
"The SWAT leader, Lieutenant Hewitt." said the Chief. "Lieutenant Irwin himself was a part of it. And myself and Commander Troy."
"Commander Troy." said Finneran. "What about Captain Croyle?"
"I had her sitting this one out, since it was her husband that was being held hostage." said the Chief.
"Did Commander Troy ever suggest Captain Croyle be a part of the raid?" asked Finneran.
"No." said the Chief.
"Why not?" snarled Finneran. "He's sent her into harm's way several times, as her six Purple Orders attest. Why not this time?"
"Like I just said, but you clearly didn't pay attention to," replied the Chief, "I had her sitting this one out."
"But Commander Troy didn't sit it out. He was part of the planning, as you just said." Finneran shot back. "Why was he a part of it?"
"He was not a part of the raid, and that also was at my di-rec-shunnnn." growled Moynahan. "He was part of the planning, which is what you asked earlierrrrrrr."
"Why weren't Commander Troy and Captain Croyle part of the raid?" queried Finneran. "Aren't they your best, most highly decorated Officers? Don't they have the experience to conduct raids like this?"
"I've already answered that regarding Captain Croyle." said the Chief. "As to Commander Troy, he is related by blood to Todd Burke." I thankfully noted that the Chief stopped short of saying it was not my job but the SWAT team's job... which Finneran would be eager to use against us in the future.
"So you admit you did not send your best people to conduct this raid?" Finneran asked harshly.
"I admit nothing of the kind." said the Chief. "Your question is disingenuous."
"Did you or did you not send your best people to conduct that raid, Chief Moynahan?" snarled Finneran.
"Define 'best people', Mr. Finneran." replied the Chief. "Particularly with regard to the conduct of that op-errr-a-shunnnnn."
"Stop trying to entrap the Chief, Finneran!" Mr. Fitzgerald said loudly.
"I did not recognize you to speak, Fitzgerald." said Silas menacingly.
"I don't need your so-called recognition to call out Finneran for his dirty tricks." fired back Fitzgerald.
"I agree." said Mr. Landau. "Finneran's questions are disingenuous, and are not seeking the truth but are hostile in intent."
"Ignore them." said Silas, to Finneran. "Carry on, Mr. Finneran."
"No more questions." said Finneran, walking away in disgust. "You may step down."
"Hold on." said Mr. Landau. "The rest of us Board members have the right to ask questions, as well."
"I appointed Finneran as our Manager." said Silas. "He asks the questions and says when the witness is dismissed."
"I object!" said Mike G. Todd, rising to his feet. "Mr. Landau has the right to ask questions. If you deny him that, I'm taking this to Court again to get this proceeding delayed for at least a week."
Silas looked like he was going to pop a blood vessel, but he didn't reply to Mike. "Ask your damn questions, Landau." he finally said.
"Chief," said Mr. Landau, "you made the decision to send in the SWAT Teams and other well-trained Officers to conduct this raid, is that right?"
"Yes, that's right." said the Chief.
"And regardless of how good Commander Troy and Captain Croyle are," said Landau, "you held them back because of their kinship with the hostage, is that correct?"
"That is correct." said the Chief.
"Sounds to me like you made wise, correct decisions." said Mr. Landau.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Finneran called me up next, and had me sit in the witness chair rather than remain at the 'defense' table. I surmised he wanted to get me away from my lawyer and the Union Rep, not that that would help.
"Are you comfortable in that chair, Commander Troy?" Finneran asked. "Is your back okay?"
"That's irrelevant to this proceeding." I said. "And my back can outlast your hatred of Police all day, no matter what chair I'm sitting in."
"You will confine yourself to answering the Manager's questions!" Silas practically shouted.
I stood up. "Mike, file the lawsuit. Let's end this charade now." Mike got up and fished his cellphone out of his pocket.
"All right, all right!" gasped Silas. "Continue with the questions, Mr. Finneran."
"No. You heard me, Mike." I said. "Make the call."
"This is my Board proceeding, Commander Troy!" Silas yelled. "You file that lawsuit and I'll have you suspended!"
"You don't have that power, Silas." I said menacingly. "And I'm willing to prove it. Mike, make the call..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, the proceedings started again. Somewhat to my surprise, Judge Folsom got personally involved. He told Silas to get his (act) together, and instructed all of us to continue with the (charade).
"Commander Troy," said Finneran, "why didn't you have Captain Croyle lead that raid in Lt. Irwin's place?"
"First, because the Chief instructed that she would not participate in the raid." I said. "Second, because it was her husband in there."
"But Commander!" Finneran said with mock shock. "In previous Inquiries, you've insisted that it's your job to make Captain Croyle's assignments, in spite of this Board's repeated requests if not demands that you reconsider placing her in danger. Why was this time different?"
"I just answered that." I replied.
"Do you think Lieutenant Irwin was better for the mission that led to him being shot to death than Captain Croyle was?" Finneran asked angrily.
"Like Chief Moynahan just replied," I said, "define 'better for the mission'."
"You're avoiding answering my question, Troy." Finneran said accusingly.
"And I'm not going to answer it until you clarify it." I replied.
"I'm saying that Captain Croyle is smaller and faster than Lieutenant Irwin," shouted Finneran, "and that she could've reached Todd Burke more quickly and gotten him out of the way more quickly. So why didn't you have her leading that aspect of the raid?"
"Upon what do you base your unsubstantiated premise, which I don't accept, that Captain Croyle would not have met the same fate as Lt. Irwin did?" I asked back.
"You fucked up again, Troy!" Finneran yelled, his face beet red. "And this time a Police Officer died because you chose wrong!"
I stood up. "I am going to make an uninterrupted statement." I said. "If you try to interrupt or stop me, this proceeding will end immediately and both local and Federal lawsuits will be filed." There was utter silence in response.
I began: "It is obvious that Finneran has no interest in getting to the truth, which is what this Board's mission should be. Yes, in the past Finneran claimed I was wrong to allow Captain Croyle to undertake dangerous missions. Now he's asserting, with no substantive evidence, that I'm wrong for not letting her lead the raid the other day."
I continued: "It is obvious that Finneran's bias and hatred of Police is such that if we do plan 'A', he will say we were wrong and should have done plan 'B'; and when we do plan 'B', he'll say we were wrong and should've done 'A'. No matter what we do, he says it was the wrong way. Nothing we do will ever be correct in Finneran's bias-and-hatred-addled eyes. Therefore, there is no point in me continuing with this sham, and I will answer no more of your questions."
And with that, I stepped down from the witness stand and went back to the 'defense' table. And again to my surprise, Silas didn't try anything else with me. He said simply "Call your next witness, Mr. Finneran."
"I call Captain Teresa Croyle to the stand." said Finneran. Teresa was brought into the room and took her place in the witness chair.
"So, Captain Croyle," Finneran said loudly. "How do you feel?"
"Objection!" said the Union Rep, standing up.
"Overruled!" Silas yelled back. "I've already told you to shut your mouth. One more word out of you, and I'll have you removed."
I stood up. "The Union Rep has every right to speak up in defense of a witness being badgered with irrelevant questions. I would also ask this, Mr. Silas... who are you going to get to remove him? I'm not going to do it, and I will order anyone in the Public Safety Department to disregard your unlawful order. He's not going anywhere."
"Proceed, Mr. Finneran." Silas said.
"How do you feel, Captain Croyle?" asked Finneran.
"In what context?" Teresa asked.
"How do you feel," said Finneran gleefully, springing his trap, "knowing that a Police Officer died and your husband lived?"
Even the Press in the audience gasped at the ugliness of Finneran's question. As the Union Rep stood up, Silas said "Sit back down. Answer Mr. Finneran's question, Captain!"
"Yes, I want to know how you feel," reiterated Finneran, "knowing that a Police Officer died saving your husband, with you sitting outside and not participating. Why didn't you lead that raid yourself? After all, it was your husband being held hostage, and being lashed with a bullwhip in there."
I rose from my chair. "Don't answer that." I said. I went around and to the witness chair to escort Teresa out, putting myself between her and Finneran. "Come on, let's get out of here."
"I'm not finished with her yet!" Finneran said. I squared up to him.
"Yes you are." I said, brandishing my red crowbar. "Unless you think you can physically whip me." My eyes bore into him, and I prayed he'd say or do something. Everyone else in the room was frozen in place.
Silas called out "You won't get away with this, Troy. We're going to get you. If not today, there will be other day, and other Boards."
"I'm counting on it." I said. "Enjoy what little time you have left on the Board. You too, Finneran."
"You can't stop him from being on any Police Boards of Inquiry, Troy." said Silas.
I just smiled. An ugly smile, that no one wants to see on my face. I said nothing. Teresa had come off the stand and was now taking my arm to lead me out of there. Mike Todd and the Union Rep joined us as we walked out, followed by Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Griswold.
The Sheriff stopped at the door. "Better be sure, Silas." he growled. "You're on this Board, for now. But Donald Troy is on a Commission!"



The Sheriff had understood my smile; the day would come when the Town & County Charter re-write would take up the issue of Boards of Inquiry... how they're formed, who could be on them, if objections to a Board member could be made, etc. And I would have a powerful influence on that...
Part 24 - Trent Ridge
"My God." the Chief said quietly, wiping his brow. We were sitting in the Chief's Conference Room, along with the Mayor, the Sheriff, the Deputy Chief, and the Captain of Operations. "What in the hell was that all about? We know Finneran is an asshole's asshole, but what was up with Silas?"
"He was trying to railroad that process through." I said. "I used that against him, having Mike go for the lawsuit to delay it."
"True," growled Griswold, "but that doesn't explain Silas's now-open bias. My own feeling is that it's racially motivated at its core."
"Finneran's not black, and he's even more biased." I replied. "So I attribute it to the disruptive actions of the Left, be it Kelly Carnes and Reginald Lewis trying to disrupt Council meetings, or the attempt to steal the Mayoral election, or this sham Impeachment threat against Governor Jared."
"I loved the look on Finneran's face when you mentioned that Don was on a Commission, Sheriff." said Cindy, who'd seen that exchange. "I just worry about Boards of Inquiry before any changes are made to the Charter."
"And I'm worried about the Council meetings." said Daniel Allgood, speaking for the first time. "That's why I came in today: we need to figure out how to get control of all of this"
"Can't you remove Finneran from the Board of Inquiry?" asked Cindy.
"Carnes, Lewis, and Adams will sue if I do." said Daniel Allgood. "I'd still do it, but they've got it lined up that Solicitor Ted Mason will take the case to Judge Nance. Both Nance and Finneran lust after underage boys, being NAMBLA members and all, so you know how that's going to turn out."
"We can ask Folsom to take the case from Nance." Cindy said.
"They'll say you don't have standing, that it's a Council matter." said the Mayor.
"No, she's a principal for the County." I said. "As am I. That gives us standing. I'm going to talk to Mike Todd after I go interrogate Trent Ridge."
"Which just plays right into their hands." said the Chief. "Lawsuits cost money, either for you personally, Mr. Crowbar, or the County. That's what they want, to bleed us financially. And you've got that case against the CFPA coming up this summer."
"Also, guys," said Daniel Allgood, "I know you want to fight them, that it's in your nature to do so. But except for the Sheriff, none of you are elected officials. I have to consider what they're doing in political terms, and there's only so much I can do. I can't run and file a lawsuit at every slight."
"Then what do you have us do, Mr. Mayor?" Cindy asked, frustration in her voice. "We don't have to accept the disruptive tactics of the Left, packing Council meetings and having corrupt assholes on or Boards of Inquiry. We have to fight back, and we can!"
"And that's why I'm here." said Daniel. "I need ideas on how to fight back... but in a proper, legal manner that doesn't disrespect the processes of County Government. For example, what Finneran said to Captain Croyle was reprehensible, but the Press will make sure the People of the County don't see or know about that part; they're just going to show the Commander confronting a Board member with a crowbar, then all of you walking out. So... how can I fight back? Help me to find a way to fight back."
I could see on Teresa and Cindy's faces that they were done talking to Daniel, and that their respect for him was falling through the floor. But I needed him, as Mayor, so I spoke up:
"Mr. Mayor," I said, "just keep doing what you're doing. Keep controlling the Council meetings, don't tolerate their disruptive tactics. We'll be there to make arrests of anyone and everyone that declines to act in a civil manner in your Council meetings. Don't worry about the Press optics, just keep doing the right things."
"And that's another thing." said Daniel. "With respect to you, Commander, they just love having you leading from the front on enforcing the law on those things. They're starting to figure out how to use that to their advantage. For example, when you arrested Reginald Lewis, everyone was so shocked they didn't take advantage of it. But next time, the calls of racism and Police brutality and abuse of power will be chanted."
I smiled 'that' smile again. "Don't worry, Mr. Mayor." I said. "If Reginald B.F. Lewis disrupts an Executive Session again, I've got it taken care of."
 "Whaa?" gasped both the Mayor and the Chief. "How?" said Daniel. "You go in there, they'll raise hell."
"Which is why I won't be going in there." I said. Only then did everyone else see the gleam in Teresa's eyes and the wicked grin on her lovely face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I appreciate you taking up for me today." said Teresa as she drove with me in my Police SUV to County Jail. "I was about to make a reply that would've gotten us all in trouble."
"You handled it well." I said.
"You know," Teresa said, "when Irwin's mother said that to me after the funeral, it really rattled me. I didn't know quite how to respond. But in a way, it was good she did that, because when Finneran said the same thing, it didn't shock me. I think he wanted me to react more than I did."
"Yep, absolutely." I said. "My only question is why Folsom intervened and had us proceed. I fully expected the Inquiry to be suspended." A second later, I said "Okay, here we go. Is everything ready?"
"Yep." Teresa said. "Every Officer and Deputy in the Jail section has been issued a TASER, with orders to electrocute Ridge if he tries any shit... and he wants to...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had changed clothes, wearing my light trenchcoat over the pullover black shirt and black pants. I was prepared to meet Trent Ridge as Teresa and I went into County Jail.
The isolation cells are solid walls, with metal doors on the right or left side, near the side walls and not the center. They open out into the hallway. Just inside the cell are a door of typical jail bars that slide sideways into the wall. The metal door to Trent Ridge's cell was open, with the bars obstructing his desire for freedom.
In the hallway, sitting in a folding chair, was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. There were four TCPD Officers in the hallway, armored and armed. Two of them, as well as other Officers and Deputies down the hallway, had TASERs.
As we came around the corner to go down the hallway, I heard Muscone say "Come on, Ridge. There was no way you ever would get Peter Blassingame out of here. So why were you trying to kidnap little kids? That's really beneath what I'd expect of a Navy SEAL."
"You don't know shit, Muscone." said Trent Ridge from within the cell. "First of all, we raped mothers in Iraq, right in front of their little kids, then slit the kids's throats in front of the mothers before killing the mothers, too. I have no problem at all kidnapping a kid, or killing one. Especially Troy's kids."
"Why him?" Muscone said. "What's your beef with him? Why his kid? You could kidnap anyone to get the Police to negotiate giving you Blassingame's kid."
Trent laughed derisively. "You are truly an idiot, Muscone. A total idiot. Truly typical of the FBI. God, you disgust me! You don't get it, do you?"
"Get what?" Muscone asked, unperturbed.
"Buddy, if I was going to get Peter Blassingame out of here," said Trent, almost boastfully, "I'd hold him for ransom, make his daddy pay me millions for his sorry ass. I have no interest in that punk, nor his father."
"So what do you want?" asked Muscone.
"I think I'm beginning to understand what he really wants." I said, coming into Trent's view. "And why he had to kidnap my child, instead of anyone else's."
"Oh, there you are." Trent sneered at me. "I hope you're better at interrogation than this FBI clown is."
"Oh, I'm not going to interrogate you, Trent." I said. "I only want to know one thing from you. Only one thing..."
"So why did he go after your child?" Muscone asked.
"The Bodymaster." I said, staring at Ridge. "It's awl about McGinty."
"Go fuck yourself, Troy." Ridge snarled, but I could see by the look on his face that I was right.
"What's that about?" asked Muscone.
"It's about----" I started, but was interrupted by a contingent of Deputies coming down the hall.
"Sir, Judge Nance moved this shit eater's hearing up to a half hour from now." said the lead Deputy."
"Have at him." I said.
"Put your hands through the opening." the Deputy ordered.
Ridge stayed back. "Come in here and get me." he said. Deputies began drawing their TASERs. "Or let Troy come in and get me. Let him lead by example."
"Why not?" I said. I handed Teresa my red crowbar and my badge, and handed Muscone my holstered service weapon, and pulled a small device out of my pocket. "Open the door." I said.
"Er, Commander..." Teresa was about to admonish.
"If he wins I'll be dead, but you can TASER him to the consistency of burnt toast." I said. "Go ahead! Open it!"
The door of bars began sliding into the wall. Trent rushed the opening, but so did I. His shoulder was sore, so as he tried to grab me, I turned him and went for that shoulder, twisting his left arm back and pushing into that shoulder. I used the device to inject Ridge with a tiny chip into that injured shoulder. Then I slung him toward the bed and the back of the cell.
"Die, bastard!" Trent uttered gutturally as he charged me again. I blocked his attempt, and threw a closed-fist punch into his midsection, making him double over. He attempted to move laterally and tackle me, but I grabbed him and pivoted, sending him headfirst into the wall. Then I took his arm again and pulled it behind him as I slammed him to the concrete floor, putting my weight on him.
"Kick him in the balls!" I heard Teresa yell from the hallway.
"Like what they did to your husband, bitch?" yelled Trent.
"He doesn't have any balls!" I yelled. To Trent I said "Navy SEAL? Harumph! You're pathetic. PATHETIC! You ain't SHIT! You're just a puny little cocksucking faggot!"
As I hoped, my offensive word calling Trent a homosexual enraged him, and I used his attempts to get at me to tighten my hold on him, all but pulling his shoulder out of its socket. I punched him in the deltoid, right over the hurt shoulder, making him scream in pain, but also to make sure that tiny chip was fully embedded.
Officers came in and, with great effort, got cuffs on his ankles, then affixed them to his wrists. Only then did I release him. When they turned him over, I smashed my boot into his balls.
"There you go." Teresa said approvingly. "Next time, use a bullwhip." Teresa said.
"I wish we had time for that." I said. Then to Trent I said "That's two for two, Ridge. And I'll whip your sorry faggot ass every time. Every time, Ridge."
As I collected my things in the hallway, Jack Muscone said "Dayum, you know how to fight."
"Yeah." I said, then said loudly to everyone. "Do not try that at home, folks. You guys just TASER the shit out of him if he tries anything. Don't even play with him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:25pm, Wednesday, June 12th. Teresa and I were driving in my SUV behind the paddywagon taking Ridge to the Courthouse. "You worked off some steam." she said. "Did to Trent what you wanted to do to Finneran, you did. I think you enjoyed it."
"Oh, I did." I said. "And some of it was for trying to kidnap my little girl. I wanted to make sure he understood that I don't forget, and I do hold grudges."
We made our way into the Courthouse Complex, and stood with the Deputies in the back of the Courtroom. Trent was brought in, his wrists shackled with handcuffs that had a solid bar of metal between them, and chained to a vest (a 'girdle', really) and his ankles were similarly cuffed, with the addition of chains. He could barely walk, and the Deputies were half-carrying him to the defendant's table.
"Would you look at that." I whispered to Teresa. Trent Ridge's lawyer was none other than Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C.
Teresa said "The Swamp Frogs sent their legal beagle. They must want to save him."
I shook my head. "No... they want to control him. Masterson is here for his masters's interests, not Trent's." Teresa nodded in understanding.
Paulina Patterson was at her place at the Prosecutor's table as the Bailiff announced "Oyez, Oyez, Oyez. All rise; Court is in session, the Honorable Harry Nance presiding."
Nance came in and took his place behind the Bench. "Okay, what are the---- what the heck? Why is this man shackled like he's a runaway slave or something?"
"Your Honor," Paulina said, "this man is a former Navy SEAL and highly trained in weaponless close-quarters combat. He has attacked Police several times, and is extremely dangerous."
"This..." gasped Nance with mock shock, "this is incredible! This is utter Police brutality! I blame Commander Donald Troy for this, but in the meantime, this  Court orders that the Police are enjoined from shackling this defendant, and can only handcuff his wrists with one pair of standard issue Police handcuffs!"
"But Your Honor!" Paulina tried.
"But nothing, Counselor!" Nance roared. "Get those shackles off that man!" Deputies moved to comply, first putting regular cuffs on Ridge, then removing the other restraints. As they were removed, Trent looked back at me, a sardonic smile on his face. I made sure to look disinterested.
"Okay," said Nance, "the FBI and the Navy have both made requests to take custody of this defendant, but he still has charges of conspiracy to commit murder and attempted kidnapping. He's ordered held without bail until a hearing is held to determine proper jurisdiction." Nance banged his gavel, and Ridge was led out the side door, Deputies having TASERs at the ready...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ridge was put into a Town & County Sheriff's Department van for transportation back to County Jail. Teresa and I were following in my Police SUV.
"So Trent was really after McGinty's dirt that we secured and gave to you?" Teresa asked.
"That's my hypothesis right now." I said. "It hit me when I was listening to him talk to Muscone, who did a great job drawing that information out of him."
"I was wondering who was playing who, there." said Teresa. "I had the feeling that Ridge was feeding Muscone what he wanted Muscone to hear. By the way, what did you do with that stuff?"
"I destroyed it." I said, outright lying to my friend and colleague. "That stuff was too hot to hold... as having Trent go after Carole shows. There are a lot of people who would have killed to make sure that stuff didn't come out."
"True." said Teresa. "But maybe we need to let the world know that?"
"I'd rather let some of them think it's still out there, not found." I said. "The threat of that is keeping a lot of heads down--- what the fuck?"
We were on Riverside Drive, headed north. The van in front of us had hit the brakes, suddenly stopping. The side door opened and Trent Ridge jumped out. He ran at the top of his speed down the street, then turned and ran down a side street. The Deputy in the passenger seat up front also jumped out, and went running after Trent.
"I'm on it!" Teresa yelled, opening the door and jumping out in pursuit. I turned on the blue lightbar and got out and went to check on the Deputies in the van.
"What happened?" I asked.
"He broke out of his handcuffs." said the driver. "I thought the door was locked, but he got it open and jumped out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No sign of him." said Teresa Croyle at Police Headquarters, in the Main Conference Room. "He went down a side street and just disappeared. If I didn't know better, I'd say he had a car waiting for him."
"We've got checkpoints at all the usual places." said Cindy Ross. "Needless to say, patrols are crawling all over the north side of Town and the wealthy neighborhoods north of there. And we're patrolling all the farm roads on all sides of the County, and we have two patrols at or near Point Hollow. But absolutely no sign of Trent. "
"If Nance hadn't have ordered he only be restrained by one pair of cuffs," said Sheriff Griswold angrily, "he could never have gotten out of that van, much less run."
Jack Muscone and Melina Allgood shook their heads, with Melina holding her head in her hands. "God, that sucks!" she said.
"He could strike anywhere, at any of our kids." said Cindy. "And I don't want to bring them all to The Cabin, because that concentrates them at one place."
"I agree." I said. "It's better that they're dispersed. Callie and Betsy are at Maggie's condo, which has good security; Molly and my mom have the boys, including Teresa's, at The Cabin; and Laura and Selena are watching the girls, including Marie, at the Mountain Nest."
"Tanya is at home with Pete and my girls." said Muscone. "So... any idea where Trent will go? Where he might strike?"
I said "My answer is to ask ourselves the question 'If it was any one of us on the run, what would we do?'. My own answer is that if I had food and was in a safehouse, I'd lay low and eat and sleep, then figure out what to do the next morning."
"I'd be running." said Jack. "If I had help earlier to get away this afternoon, I'd have that help drive me over the County Line, and find a place to hide for a while."
Melina said "It depends on what kind of help he has, and what arrangements he made that no one else knows about. I'm continuing my thesis that the Swamp Frogs want him dead, too, and that he knows it."
"Anyone keep tabs on Nathan Masterson?" I asked.
"He left for the City." Cindy said. "His car was searched at the County Line, and he didn't put up a fuss about it. Nothing was found."
"Is that good or bad?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Neither, Chief." I said. "It suggests to me that Melina is right, and the Swamp Frogs have lost track of Trent, too. If Masterson knew where Trent was, or had any expectation Trent would show up, Masterson would stay in Town, too... just to keep tabs on things."
I looked at my watch. "Okay, I'm going to City Hall for the Charter Commission hearing. If anything happens, please let me know..."
Part 25 - Charting The Course
7:30pm, Wednesday, June 12th. The Charter Commission was convening in the Board of Commissioner's Chamber, which was a good medium between the small Board of Inquiry chamber and the very large public Council chamber. About half the seats were full of Citizens, along with a few 'cub' reporters.
I banged the gavel (I admit, I like doing that), and said "Okay, thank you for coming. Tonight's input is about the Town & County Council, its structure, responsibilities, duties, and powers."
I made a slide presentation of the current structure and some of our proposals for change, which were actually few. I showed computer graphics of the districts and where we considered more or less Council members, and how ten worked out for the best.
When I opened up the floor for comment, three men came forward, all older men wearing suits and ties. Two were white and one was black.
"My name is Joseph Aniston," said the distinguished-looking white man, who reminded me of Victor Kuykendall from the 'Days of Promise' soap opera. (Author' note: 'Soap Opera'.) "I'm the President of the Town & County Chamber of Commerce. This is Herman Abel, President of the Black Business Council, and Horace Truelove of the Town & County Better Business Bureau." I remembered that Truelove was the brother of Harold S. Truelove, who was one of the University Regents.



"Glad to have you here tonight." I said. "You're speaking together, and not separately?"
"If we could, since this is a joint presentation that we all agree upon." said Mr. Aniston. We all agreed, and he began speaking as a young woman brought each of us folders containing a report.
"Our proposal, said Mr. Aniston, "is to dissolve and do away with the Town & County Council. We believe the Council as currently constructed does not meet the needs of our Citizens nor our businesses." He paused for a second, and may have been surprised that we didn't really visibly react to him.
Edward R. Steele asked "Are you suggesting some sort of replacement for the Council?"
"No sir." said Mr. Aniston politely. "We are suggesting that the Executive Authority of the County reside solely in a Chief Executive Officer, who might be the Mayor or someone elected or appointed by the Mayor. Many counties in America, such as Dekalb County, Georgia, have Chief Executive Officers. But our point is to dissolve the unwieldy current Council, no offense to you intended, Mr. Steele."
"No offense taken." said Edward R. Steele. "My wife and young daughter would love having me at home on Tuesday nights." There was laughter in the chamber as he said that.
"So what is your proposal for the Town & County government going forward?" I asked.
Mr. Abel came to the podium. "We believe the Town & County Assembly could serve as the sole Legislative body, and could also take on more of an oversight role that the Board of Commissioners currently does."
"You know," I said, almost musingly, "that might be a way to solve another problem I want to address later. But the question I have is about the concentration of power you want to invest in the Mayor, if the Mayor were vested as this 'CEO' you're bringing up. And if you're dissolving the Council, are you also wanting to dissolve the Board of Commissioners? Or would they become the de facto Council?"
"We are suggesting that the Mayor or a County CEO be the sole Executive Authority." said Mr. Aniston. "If I may continue with our prepared remarks, some of your questions, particularly about the Board of Commissioners, may be answered..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next persons to approach the podium to address us was well known to me. "My name is Myrtle L. James, and this is Barbara Langram." I remembered Barbara Langram as being in the 'Hot Wives Investment Club' as its Treasurer. Mrs. Myrtle L. James was an icon in this County as well as being a University Regent.
"Nice to see you again, Mrs. James." I said. "How can we help you tonight?"
"Thank you Commander, ladies and gentlemen." replied Mrs. Myrtle L. James. "I am here representing the Ladies Auxiliary Club as well as other groups. While we do not necessarily oppose the Chamber of Commerce's position on dissolving the Town & County Council, I want to suggest if the Council is dissolved, then a vote should be allowed to split the Town and the County into separate entities again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The session ended at 10:30pm. Everyone in the audience had left, and we were packing our things to go.
"Those were some very interesting ideas that were brought to us." said Edward Steele.
"Now we know who was behind those rumors of abolishing the Council." said the Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams. "But I could never quite figure out just why they're advocating it."
"Control." I said. "It's a lot easier to elect and control one Mayor than ten Council Members. My surprise was Mrs. Myrtle L. James wanting to split the Town and County again if we abolish the Council."
"How do you all feel about that?" asked Edna Carter.
"It won't really affect the legal and Court system," said Savannah Fineman, "but it'll be expensive as heck to do, to separate the services... especially the Police and Fire Departments."
"True." I said. "And they would split... not much point in having a separate Town and County if they still have combined Public Safety components."
"So, Don," said Edward, his voice suggesting joviality, "which way will you go to? Town or County Police?"
"Harrumph." I said. "Let's hope we never have to find out."
"Maybe that's why they want it, Commander." said Rev. Williams. "One or the other gets you out of their hair."
"That could be." I said agreeably. "But we'll have to talk about this later. I've gotta go. A very dangerous criminal escaped custody today, and I need to see if there is any progress on getting him back into custody."
"Is that why there's so many checkpoints on the roads again?" asked Savannah Fineman. I just nodded, then grabbed my briefcase and said my goodbyes as I left the chamber.
Part 26 - Ridge Redux
11:00pm, Wednesday, June 12th. I went into Police Headquarters. Captain Teresa Croyle was in her office, and followed me to mine as I passed her office. I noted that Detective Teddy Parker was working at his desk in MCD, and that he was alone in the room.
"The main searches are being done out of the two Precinct locations, County Jail and the Old Mill." Teresa reported, standing in front of my desk, despite my effort to get her to sit down. "So far there's no sign of Trent Ridge at all, but I got a report from the Officers at the checkpoint going into Coltrane County that people are increasingly asking what the stops are about, and are complaining more strongly about it than in the past. Some have said they're going to contact their Council members and maybe their State Legislators about it."
"They have that right." I said.
"We did find out one thing." Teresa said. "Myron checked on Amber Harris's ankle monitor. It's been at her home, her new condo home, all day, not moving at all. But a street camera caught her car on one of the roads near where Trent escaped the van. Myron thinks she's found a way to mimic the signal, or a way to get the ankle monitor off."
"Or, more likely, she's had help in doing so." I replied.
"Yes." Teresa said. "Anyhoo, we've increased patrols in the area around her condo complex, in case she's been aiding and abetting him. Ditto that for Bettina Wurtzburg, but nothing out of the ordinary for her. She's been fucking some University student who is interning at KXTC, and he's with her tonight."
"Good." I said. "And Myron may be right. Amber was at the scene at BOW Enterprises, several Officers saw her, but her ankle monitor never recorded being there. I wouldn't be surprised at all if she and/or Bettina were helping Trent. She better be careful, though; he'll kill just as quickly as he'll take her to bed. Anyhoo... how's Todd doing?"
"Good." said Teresa. "Laura thinks his nut is going to heal and won't have to be removed. It probably won't produce sperm anymore, though, which doesn't matter to me since I have no eggs for him to fertilize. His whip lacerations are healing, though more slowly. They may release him from the Hospital as early as tomorrow, and then I'll have to be the one to keep his wounds moisturized and change the bandages."
I nodded. "Yeah, he went through a lot. Good thing he has you to come home to. And you've been through a lot, too. If you need some time off, if you want to go up to my place at Lake Watchacoochie..."
"I'll pretend you didn't say that." Teresa said. "Seriously, sir, I appreciate it, but work has been my antidote to the emotional pain. And with the threats to your children out there, I'm going to stay right here and do my part to make sure Carole inherits your crowbar one day."
I smiled. "I appreciate that." I said. After a momentary pause, I said "She's not even six yet, and she's already mentally tougher than I ever was."
"She's a great kid." Teresa said. "Like her father before her." She turned to go. "I'll let you know if anything develops with Trent Ridge."
"Thanks." I said. "I'll be heading home soon."
A few minutes later I came out of my office. I'd changed from the suit and tie I'd worn to the Charter Commission meeting and back into the all-black clothing I'd been wearing earlier in the day. Instead of going out to my car, I went to the front Duty Desk.
"Anything, guys?"
"No sir." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "And it's starting to quieten down on the streets, which makes it easier for our patrols. If that guy so much as sneezes, we'll get him."
"Okay, thanks." I said. Instead of going out, though, I went into the room with the loading elevator and stairwell to the downstairs areas. I took the stairs, using my ID and passwords for each door, then went down the basement hallway to the I.T. room.
The office in the corner that has been my original office when I joined the TCPD was now Myron's. I used my Master key that unlocked every door in Headquarters (even the one to the Chief's office and all the Internal Affairs office doors) and went into the office.
Myron had once hooked up a ham radio to all the TCPD precinct antennas so that he could triangulate signals. (Author's note: 'Pink Lemonade', Ch. 04.) He had never taken that apart, and the radio was still in the corner of his office. I went to it and turned on the power to it, set it to a certain frequency, then hooked a small device into it that gave me GPS coordinates of any signal at that frequency.
The device I'd injected into Trent's shoulder during that otherwise stupid fight in the jail cell was a tiny transceiver. If a radio signal of a certain frequency hit it, it transmitted a signal back of a slightly different frequency. The device was too small to transmit a strong signal, but detectors these days were getting better and better. The Government had crony businesses like the phone companies and MegaTech Industries providing them with the technology. I had Professor Marvin Milton and BOW Enterprises helping me out.
The Police radio towers were good enough in tandem for me to detect what I was looking for. And I recognized the location: Amber Harris's old house, in the Kensington district.
I remembered going there and making some arrests. (Author's note: 'Fire in the Hole', Ch. 03.) Since then, with her divorce in progress, Amber had moved into a condo. Ownership of the house was being contested, but both sides had agreed to put it up for sale, and it was now empty.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove up to The Cabin. Going in, I found that the boys and Molly were all asleep, but my mother Phyllis was still awake.
"Ah, hello son." she said when I came in the front door. "I thought you would go to the Mountain Nest."
"I just came by to get something to eat. I'm starving." I said. "And then I'm going to go back to Headquarters and keep looking for Ridge." I rummaged through the refrigerator and found some cooked hamburger patties and some chocolate milk. I heated up the patties and some buns, and feasted on the burgers and chocolate milk. Good stuff!
As I ate, my mother said "Your Lieutenant Milton brought me a jump drive with the photographs on my cell phone. He said I needed to just buy a new phone, as he could not guarantee the old one was completely free of that virus that came with that text."
"Probably a good idea." I said. "So, what's going on up in Apple Grove?"
"It's growing." said my mom. "With the BOW Enterprises construction going on, and other companies coming in, Fillmore County is starting to grow. Your Bed & Breakfast is doing very well, they have guests almost every week, usually the executives of the companies coming in."
"And of course growing pains are coming with it." Phyllis continued. "The Apple Grove Police and the Fillmore County Police are going to be hiring. If you'd like a job with them, now is the time to apply."
I grinned. "I'm very happy here." I replied. "So no problems up there?"
"Not that I'm aware of." my mother said, though I caught a slight inflection in her voice that suggested she was aware of something, but was not ready to tell her only son what that was. At least not yet...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After eating, I left The Cabin, but not in my Police SUV. Instead, I drove the Black Beauty out of the far-side garage and down the hill. It was on 'silent running', which meant that all possible radio transmission signatures were being suppressed or shielded, and it would not show up on any detectors.
I drove to the Kensington district, seeing a number of TCPD patrols in the area. The houses in this area were aligned on the straight east-west and north-south streets, with the east-west streets running for long stretches. Between the rows of homes on their back sides were two-lane gravel strips, upon which the garbage trucks drove. I drove the Black Beauty down one of those two-lane strip roads and stopped at the corner of the property that was Amber Harris's old house...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Trent Ridge lay on the two yoga mats, with a sheet covering him. His shoulder was hurting him, and he was exhausted. Losing twice to that bastard Troy in personal combat was humiliating enough, and the tension of his getaway had drained him of energy once the crisis moment was passed.
But he was also tired from the sexual workout Amber Harris had put him through. After picking him up after he easily escaped the Police van, she'd driven him here. She'd left for a while, then at dusk had brought him some food. After eating, the hot athletic blonde had voraciously sucked Trent's cock like a starved whore, swallowing every drop of his load. Then she had fucked him in several positions, ending up with him on top of her and coming deep inside her pussy after an intense 'fuck to pop' pounding.
His years of missions in foreign lands had taught him to sleep lightly. He heard the sounds of dogs barking and the occasional car passing on the road. He wondered what time it was, estimating it to be around midnight.
And then he heard something, and came fully awake. He sat up, squinting to see in the near totally inky black darkness, his ears straining to hear.
Nothing, he thought to himself. I'm just jumpy. He lay back down...
*creak...*
He opened his eyes again. He looked up, seeing only blackness. Then he realized that something was moving!
"What the..." he gasped, sitting up.
*ZZZZZT!*
The powerful voltage of the TASER coursed through him. When it stopped, he barely felt something pressing against his neck, then injecting him with a dose of sleeping agent, and his eyes fluttered shut...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Uhhhh..." Trent Ridge groaned as he regained consciousness. He tried to move his arms, but could not. As he came awake, he realized that he was sitting in a metal folding chair that was up against a pole, and that his arms were handcuffed around the pole behind him. He saw a small camping lantern with an LED light in front of him, but nothing beyond it's dim, bluish light.
"Where am I?" he asked aloud.
"In Hell." replied a low, deep voice. "Or the entrance to Hell."
"Who's there?" Trent asked.
"Your worst nightmare." he looked over to see Your Iron Crowbar in the dim light, sitting on another folding chair. "Don't you recognize this place? Oh, that's right. You and Quint didn't follow the nuke into the County after you ambushed those men and killed Randy Smith."
We were in the red-metal-walled building where the nuke had been parked in its truck trailer. Trent was able to see a few 55-gallon drums on the edge of the lantern's field of light, and he could smell the malodorous chemicals.
"Not that it will do any good," Trent said, "but I want a lawyer."
"I'm sure you do." I said.
"What do you want, Troy?"
"Like I told you earlier today," I said, "I only have one question." With that I reached into the inner pocket of my trenchcoat and pulled out a small billfold. Opening it, I extracted the one syringe in it, filled with a clear blue liquid.
"This is going to hurt you a lot more than it's going to hurt me." I growled. I then injected half the contents of the syringe in Trent's upper back, then the other half into his lower back, just above is coccyx bone.
"AUUUGGHHHH!!" Trent screamed as the pain began taking him. He began thrashing against the cuffs securing his arms to the pole and his legs to the chair.
I just watched, noting the time. For long minutes Trent screamed and thrashed in agony. "What do you WANT?" he asked.
"I only have one question." I said. I noted that some biological smells were accompanying the chemical smells in the room; Trent was losing control of his bladder and his bowels.
It was hard listening to his shrieks of agony, but I reminded myself that this bastard had murdered people, committed atrocities in Iraq... but worst of all had tried to kidnap my daughter, then tried again with the intent to murder her. No, it wasn't too hard.
"I'll tell you everything!" Trent shrieked. "What do you want to know? I'll tell you!"
"I only want to know one thing." I said. I waited.
"I don't know where Westboro's gold is! We never found it!" Trent screamed out.
"That's obvious." I said. "He who has the gold, makes the rules. And you're not the one making the rules here. But that doesn't matter... I only want to know one thing."
Trent began babbling. He gave addresses of safehouses in the upper part of the State. I said nothing. He gave the phone numbers of contacts, and the passwords to use. Then he shouted "Blassingame... Edward Blassingame... he was behind the nuke incident..."
"You're lying." I said.
"No... I'm not." Trent gasped through the excruciating pain he was feeling. "He... sent Dick Granger... and Jerry... B... B... Barsbane to... Idaho... then to..." He named Teresa's hometown, then several other towns, including Barstow, California. "He... wants to control... the routes... for troop transportation..."
"You're boring me." I said.
"Then what... do you WANT?" Trent asked. "I'll tell you anything! Just make the pain stop!"
"I only want to know one thing." I said.
"Blassingame's contact... in the Government... FBI... Andrew Parsons... MegaTech contact... Mai Ling... Senator Samuel Russell... Curtis Meigs... BigRoadAndRail... Arthur Wood..."
Ridge had been vomiting, now his thrashing caused the chair to turn over, and he landed in his own puke, still thrashing. "Make it stop!" he yelled.
"I only want to know one thing." I said as I patiently watched.
"All right..." gasped Ridge. "I'll give you the names of the top guys. They don't know I know, but I know..."
I didn't even bother to say anything.
"They're all... in the... Intelligence Community." gasped Trent. "Top guys... Warren Bern... point man... Brendan Chapel... the DNI... he's the top guy... they're going to have him... run for Vice President... then assassinate the President... AAAUUUGGHHH!!"
Trent Ridge did not speak again. He soon became a quivering mass of pain as his body began shutting down. I just watched...and remembered Ivar Irwin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dawn was breaking over the eastern horizon as I drove the Black Beauty through the streets of Town. Trent Ridge's dismembered body would never be found; the 55-gallon drums were half-full of sulfuric acid, and labeled as industrial waste, and now that acid was dissolving some biological material. I would remove the drums and have them disposed of with other hazardous wastes in the near future.
I drove north on Riverside Drive, past Police Headquarters, my true home here in my Town & County. I turned east onto College Avenue, retracing the funeral route of Ivar Irwin... Joe Smedley... Pete Feeley. I passed by First Baptist Church, rebuilt.
As I took the road up to The Cabin, I thought about what Trent Ridge had said, without me even asking a question. I did not need to ask any questions. It wasn't an interrogation.
There was only one thing I wanted to know. How long would it take for my nephew Ned's brutal chemical concoction to kill the person into whom it had been injected?



I thought I was going to find out when the despicable reporter John Hardwood had been captured after trying to murder my daughter, but Carole's mother had intervened and ended his worthless life, as was her right to do. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 03.) And then, like John Hardwood, Trent Ridge had tried to bring harm to my little girl. I only wanted to know how long it would take for the drugs to complete their mission, and for him to die.
And now I knew.
Part 27 - Epilogue
8:00am, Thursday, June 13th. There had been no coffee klatch this morning, and all of Police Headquarters was quiet, with a pall seeming to hang over everyone. Captain Teresa Croyle was in her Duty Dress uniform, as were Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Griswold. In just a few minutes, she would be called into the Chief's office, to be disciplined for her insubordination to the Chief during the crisis at BOW Enterprises.
Teresa and Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, attired in her normal duty uniform, were sitting in Teresa's office, awaiting her summons. Teresa had an envelope on her desk in front of her, a letter sealed inside.
"You don't have to do this, you know." Cindy said.
"I know." Teresa said. "It'll depend on how it goes. I'm not backing down. I should have been the one leading that mission, not Irwin. He's dead because of me."
"No, he's dead because of karma." replied Cindy. "It was his time. And he promised he would get Todd out alive, and he kept that promise. It was what it was, and it is what it is."
"I should've been even more insubordinate----" Teresa started.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
Teresa and Cindy looked at each other. Cindy shrugged, then Teresa called out "Come in!"
The door opened, and in walked Your Iron Crowbar. I was also in a Duty Dress uniform. Teresa stood up, but I had her sit back down.
"Sit back down." I said. "I came here to give you this." I extended a piece of paper. "That is a direct order from your direct superior Officer that you are not to go into the Chief's office for any formal discipline on this matter." When both Teresa and Cindy gasped, I just said "I've got it taken care of." I took Teresa's sealed envelope off her desk, put it into the inner pocket of my jacket, then turned and exited the office.
"What the hell?" Cindy asked softly.
"I dunno." said Teresa. "I just hope Don isn't doing something... 'direct' again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into the anteroom of the Chief's office suite. His assistant Cassie looked at me strangely, but did not stop me as I came up to the Chief's door and knocked, then opened the door upon hearing the words "Come in." on the other side.
I went into the office, closing the door behind me, then came up to the Chief's desk and stood at attention, noticing Sheriff Griswold looking quizzically at me from the sofa to the door's left, the Chief's desk's right. Chief Moynahan also was looking at me questioningly.
"Commander," he said, "I did not call for you, and I'm about to have Captain Croyle's discipline hearing."
"Yes sir, I know." I said. Then I drew up even more straight and said "Chief, I've given Captain Croyle a direct order to not come to this disciplinary hearing. Whatever you were going to do to her, sir... you can do it to me, and I'll take it."
The Chief glanced at the Sheriff, who was dumbfounded, then back up to me. "Why, Commander?" he asked.
"Because, Chief," I said, "it should have been me. The answer Captain Croyle gave you... should have been my answer. And I should've done what I wanted to do... lead that rescue myself, no matter what the cost."
"Furthermore, sir," I continued, "I won't say it in public, but I'll say it here... Finneran may have been right, this time: the best person to lead that mission was Captain Croyle, the family situation notwithstanding. She's faster, quicker, than anyone on the Force. She didn't go only because Lieutenant Irwin made a promise to her that he would get her husband out alive. And he kept that promise, at the cost of his life. He showed the loyalty to her that she has shown to me, and I failed them, both of them. His death and her actions are my responsibility, and I will be the one to take the consequences, sir."
The Chief glanced over at the Sheriff, who was now sitting back and looking more normal for him. Then the Chief looked up at me and said "Any... other... reasons why you're doing this?"
"Yes sir." I said. I pulled out the envelope I'd taken off Teresa's desk. I did not need to be Carnac the Magnificent to know what was in it. "This is Captain Croyle's letter of resignation. Not retirement that she's entitled to, but her resignation. I cannot, and do not care to, run your Police Department without her as my Captain of Operations. I don't care to take the chance that she would give this to you, and make something... irrevocable. Therefore sir, I submit myself for disciplinary action in her stead."
"That is some loyalty, Commander. On your part." said the Chief. He held up the red folder on his desk. "I could still administer this to her, you know."
"But you won't, sir," I said, "if you administer it to me, as would be proper."
The Chief stared at me for a long moment, then thrust the red folder in my direction. "Here, take it. Do whatever you want with it." I reached forward and took the folder, then the Chief said "Now get out of here. Before I change my minnnnndddd." I executed a crisp 'about face', then walked swiftly to the door and exited the office.
I went into my office, took the folder apart, and put the papers into my cross-cut shredder. Then I shredded Teresa's resignation. I put the shredded pieces of paper in a Pyrex bowl (that I use for popping popcorn or heating soup, if you need to know) and took it outside into the employees's parking lot, whereupon I set fire to the shredded paper. I watched it burn until nothing was left but ashes.
I looked up, to see Teresa watching me from the building's side entrance. We just looked at each other for a moment, then I began walking to the door. We went back inside together, no words needing to be said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I should have known." said Chief Moynahan as he and Sheriff Griswold watched the Police Commander's display of pyrotechnics from that side's window of his office.
"What's that?" asked Griswold, his mustaches twitching.
"The loyalty." said Moynahan. "We had something like that in Midtown, Evans, and Masters, and Soltis and I. We had to. We didn't know who was clean or dirty down there, and we knew we only had each other that we could trust. And we forged very close bonds as a result. Just as you, Charles, and Smedley did." The Sheriff nodded.
"But here, and now..." the Chief continued, "it's a lot deeper than that. A lot deeper. These guys, they don't do favors for each other, then wipe the slate clean. Troy saved Croyle's career, she saved his daughter, and now he's saving her career again, putting himself on the line for her. Ross took bullets for him, and he led that mission to get her back from that Clinton County hellhole. Perlman was targeted in order to hurt him, and she lost the use of her legs... and he busted his butt to get her back on this Police Force. That is... some loyalty."
"They're family." said Griswold. "All of them... Don, Cindy, Teresa, Tanya." He did not say his own name, though he could have. "They're more than blood family, more than a Police family..." The Sheriff's eyes gleamed with something more than pride as he finished:
"...they are truly the Clan of the Crowbar..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Saturday night I was downtown
Working for my FBI
Sittin' in a nest of bad men
Whiskey bottles piling high...
Bootlegging boozer on the west side
Full of people who are doing wrong..."
------ The Hollies, 'Long Cool Woman In A Black Dress'
7:00pm, Friday, June 14th. Callie Carrington, Cindy Ross, and Teresa Croyle were sitting on the outside deck of the Irish Pub, a.k.a. the 'Cop Bar', at the back table (nearest the 'command room' wing of the building), having beef nachos and beer. Teresa was at the side nearest the door, with Callie and Cindy sitting with their backs to the window of the building, Callie between Cindy and Teresa, looking out over the deck and the parking lot beyond it.
"Just think," Cindy said, "we were planning on being married this Sunday."
"Good thing we postponed." said Callie. "Your dad can't walk you up the aisle, since he's in Malaysia right now."
Teresa asked "So how does that work? Who is going to be the bride, and who is going to be the groom? Or are you both going to be brides?"
Callie said "Well, I'm normally the passive one, and Cindy fucks me with the strap-on that Laura made for her. And I originally was going to be the bride, and Cindy the groom. But we talked about it, and it made more sense for Cindy to be the bride, and for her father to walk her down the aisle, since I have no one to walk me down the aisle."
"Don would do it for you, just as he walked Teresa down the aisle." Cindy said. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Yes, I know he would." Callie said. "But I can have a 'Best Woman' if I'm the groom."
"Speaking of that strap-on," Teresa said with a straight (pun not intended) face, "did Laura make it in Todd's likeness?" Cindy and Callie began giggling.
Callie said "Laura told me she made it to the thickness of Don's dick, and an inch or so longer. And it's pretty damn thick!" More giggling.
"And iron hard?" Teresa asked.
"Just like the real thing." Callie said. Then she peered at Teresa and said "But you've never tried it, have you?"
"No." Teresa said. "If Don wanted to fuck me, I'd spread my legs for him and give him the best sex he's ever had. But he's never tried anything with me, and I think I understand why. It would be... strange. We're too close, in a way. Like brother and sister."
"Oh hell." Cindy said. "Brothers and sisters are banging all over the place around these parts. Like Cal and Dru Romano."
"All right, that's supposed to be a secret we agreed to keep." Teresa said.
"Yeah, you're right." Cindy said, remembering the pact made in the 'Soap Opera' case. "Well, I haven't banged him, either------"
"Hello everyone!" said a cheerful voice from behind Teresa. It was FBI Team Lazarus coming out, led by Julius Jefferson, with Martin Nash, Lindy Linares, and Tim Jenkins following. "Mind if we join you?"
"With that pitcher of beer in your hand? Of course you can join us." said Cindy. "Have a seat." The FBI Agents, especially Lindy, maneuvered so that Tim Jenkins was sitting at the other end of the table... next to Cindy. Teresa noted the gleam in her BFF's ice blue eyes when Tim had appeared... and the look of 'disapproval' in Callie's eyes.
"Jack is going to meet Tanya, and they'll come here in her van." said Martin Nash. "She's driving, so he might be too seasick to drink." Everyone laughed.
"She drives that van like she drives her wheelchairs." said Teresa. "Faster than Cindy drives the Black Beauty." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So what brings all of Team Lazarus here tonight?" asked Cindy. "And you, Tim?"
"A couple of things." said Lindy Linares. "First, we came over to help in the search for Trent Ridge. And second, we have a huge pow-wow at the Federal Building tomorrow."
"I stayed up here to help with the search for Trent Ridge." said Jenkins. "And I was invited to the meeting tomorrow, too."
"What's it about?" asked Teresa.
"No idea." said Lindy. "But Jack expensed us at the University Hotel for the night, so it's big."
"Yeah it is." said Jack Muscone's voice as he came out the door, then held it open for Tanya to drive through in her regular wheelchair. Room was made for them to sit down... which pushed Tim right next to Cindy. Neither of them seemed to mind, but Callie was even less amused than before.
"Where's Melina?" asked Teresa.
"On assignment." said Muscone. "And to be honest, she has never considered herself to be part of Team Lazarus. She's her own team, based out of here instead of the City like the rest of us."
"And she prefers to go home to her husband and children." Lindy Linares said. Teresa said nothing, as she was now the legal mother of a child Melina had essentially abandoned.
More beef nachos were brought out, and Teresa asked for pitchers of Cherry Coke Zero; she was cutting it off so that she could drive. Martin Nash also confined himself to drinking Cherry Coke Zero.
"Don coming over tonight?" Muscone asked.
"No, he's taking Laura out to dinner at the Chop House, then they're staying at the Mountain Nest tonight." Cindy said. "The kids, including Betsy, and the dogs are at The Cabin, so I suspect Don and Laura are having some 'alone' time."
Callie chimed in: "And Laura is using some of her... 'professional' skills on him this evening." Everyone laughed.
"They deserve it." Lindy said. "It's been a tough couple of months for them, with Molly being wounded and then the threats to their kids."
"It's been tough on you, too, Cindy." said Tanya. "And Teresa, too. Tell our Federal friends how Molly and Todd are doing."
"Molly is already going back to work." said Cindy. "I don't think she's doing much more than sitting and supervising, but she wanted to get back into it. And that reminds me... mark down July 1st on your calendars. That's the NCPD's Promotions and Medals Day, and someone is going to get a Medal."
"And Todd is doing better." Teresa said. "His injuries are healing up slowly, but I can tell he feels better because he keeps cracking bad jokes."
"You guys said Don and Laura were spending alone time together?" Martin Nash suddenly asked. "They're not with the kids? With Trent Ridge out there?" The FBI Agents noticed that Crowbar's Angels suddenly became... quiet.
"What is it?" asked Jack.
Cindy said "So far there's been no sign of Trent Ridge. What's odd is that yesterday and today, Don has acted almost... uninterested. He was more interested in discussing the Police structure with me for the Charter Commission than he was about Trent."
Teresa added "And when I went into his office today to give a progress report on Trent, he had me sit down and discuss replacements for Precinct Captain Carswell and..." her voice lowered as she willed herself to finish: "... and Lieutenant Irwin."
"Think he knows something we don't?" asked Martin Nash.
"Wouldn't be the first time." Cindy replied. "Of course, there's really nothing he can do, so he's carrying on with business he needs to get done. But I got a vibe that he's...unconcerned about it all. So yeah... he knows something."
"Think he found Trent?" Muscone asked.
"If he did," Teresa astutely said, "then none of us will ever see Trent again." After a pause, she barely audibly whispered "Ever again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They talked and ate and drank for hours. Teresa talked mostly to Callie and Julius Jefferson, and she noticed that Tim Jenkins and Cindy were talking a lot. Cindy had even turned her chair slightly towards Tim... which had the effect of blocking off Callie.
Teresa asked Julius, Lindy, and Martin about Sandra Speer. Julius shrugged his shoulders, and Lindy said "Sandra has been on the East Coast for months now. New York City, trips to D.C. and to Pennsylvania. Her things are still on her desk in our City office, but Cardigan told me that he believes she's going to be transferred to New York, permanently."
"But why?" Teresa asked. "Julius, did you scare her off?"
"No." said Julius, taking her question seriously. "We'd ended our relationship, and there were no problems between us. I don't think it's me she's trying to get away from."
Teresa said "I know she has family in New England, but you guys are like her family, too. And Don is Greta's father... oh."
"Yes, I think that's it." Lindy said. "Look, just between us, I'll tell you this: there's something of a joke in Team Lazarus that Don is like a sheik with a 'harem' of women, and while it's good that he loves his kids and wants to take care of them, Sandra doesn't really want to have any part of all that. And she sees it more like Don wanting control over her through Greta."
"Paulina Patterson once thought like that." Teresa said. "But she came around. All I can tell you is that Don isn't like that. He does want to see more of Greta, of course, but that's not a control thing."
Lindy said "And all I can tell you is that Sandra has always been leery of the danger Greta could be in because she's Don's daughter. And after what recently happened with Carole... Sandra's spooked all the more."
Teresa nodded. "That sucks. Especially for Greta, if she doesn't get to grow up knowing her father, and her sisters and brothers..."
At 11:00pm, the party began winding down. Teresa called Headquarters to get someone to drive Tanya's van, Tanya, and Jack home, since Tanya was three sheets to the wind. Martin Nash was sober, and was going to drive Julius, Lindy, and Tim back to the hotel.
Teresa took charge of Cindy and Callie. They went to pick up Betsy, then Teresa drove them all to Cindy and Callie's condo. When Teresa hugged Betsy goodnight, Betsy hugged Teresa back for the first time.
As she drove home alone, Teresa thought about how blessed the Troy extended family was. A tear trickled down her cheek as she realized that little Greta might not grow up to be part of that, and she wouldn't know her brothers and sisters, and the rest of her family...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"... Just about to call up the DA man
When I heard this woman singing a song...
A pair of 45s made me open my eyes
My temperature started to rise

She was a long cool woman in a black dress
Just a 5'9" beautiful, tall
With just one look I was a bad mess
'Cause that long cool woman had it all...
------ The Hollies, 'Long Cool Woman In A Black Dress'
I groaned as Laura's lips slid up and down my throbbing, taut cockshaft and her right hand massaged my balls. I could feel her large breasts pressing into my side as she fellated me. She would swallow my shaft then suck hard as she slid her lips up and off it, and it felt like she was going to suck my balls right out of my nutsack, but in an extremely pleasurable way.
"Oh, God, baby." I gasped. "That is so fucking good!"
"Glad you like it." Laura whispered as she took her mouth off my cock, then began sliding her lips and tongue along the underside of my shaft, down to my balls. A moment later she took my nuts into her warm, wet mouth, her tongue lashing at them. Fortunately, she did not suck hard on them like she had been sucking on my dick; that might not've gone over very well(!).
"Mmmmm, I love sucking this iron-hard crowbar." Laura said, a compliment she said often but that I liked to hear every time.
"I love you sucking it." I said. "Want to get on top and let me tongue your slit to get you wet?"
"Mmmmmf." Laura said as she swallowed my rod again. Then she kissed the tip and said "No, I'm already soaking wet." As if to prove the point, she raised up and straddled me, facing me in the 'cowgirl' position, and fit the head of my hard cock to her pussy lips. She rubbed the helmeted head of my member in her slit, back and forth, teasing me and opening her up to take me. Then she fit the head fully into her hole and sank down.
"Ohhhhhh!" she moaned as she took me balls-deep, then ground her labes along the base of my shaft, her juices wetting my balls down. I just let her drive as she gyrated on my man-pole, then she leaned forward, her hands on my pecs and shoulders, and began riding me in earnest.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
Her firm asscheeks were slapping my thighs and groin as Laura rode me hard and fast. I reached up and cupped her massive mammaries, gently kneading them, then tweaking her distended nipples. She leaned over and I took one nipple in my mouth and sucked hard, and was rewarded with a thin stream of milk. My wife's udders were still producing, though not in as large a quantity as in the past. I drained her breast dry, then moved to the other one.
Then Laura sat back up and began riding me harder. Knowing what that meant, I grabbed her hips and began thrusting up into her in rhythm to her sinking down on me.
"Ohhh.... UHHHH!" Laura cried out as her cunt clasped me like a vise. Her body was shaking as she orgasmed, and I felt her body nearly go limp as I held her up. She finally fell forward onto me, and I nuzzled her neck as she caught her breath.
"Ohhhh, that was soooooo good." Laura whispered. "I love you, baby."
"I love you, too." I whispered into her ear...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A long time later, as I lay on my back and Laura was nestled into my side, she said quietly "So you're worried about me?"
"A little bit." I whispered back. "I guess we'll hear more tomorrow, but I'm always concerned when you go on a field mission I guess I'm like Carole: I want you to be safe."
Laura smiled and kissed my cheek. "It shouldn't be that bad. And the reward far outweighs the risk."
"That sounds like Gold Crowbar talk." I said, a play on me having given Laura a yellow crowbar some time back. (Author's note: 'The Yellow Rose of Texas', Ch. 04.)
"Har har." Laura said. "But listen, there are some things we need to be on the same page about..."
Part 2 - The Mission
10:00am, Saturday, June 15th. Laura and I went into the Federal Building and up to the FBI's suite of offices. We were shown into the conference room with the plexiglass 'cube'. Team Lazarus, sans Sandra Speer, was present. Also present were FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins, EAD Owen Lange and CIA analyst Callie Carrington... and another man I did not know.
"This is CIA Officer Cal Willingham. He's running point on this mission." said EAD Lange. Willingham was tall, lanky, had light brown curly hair, not as frazzled curly as Lindy Linares or Shane O'Brady, but about that of SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin. His face looked like it had some sort of perma-smirk, as if he thought he was better than everyone else.
"Mr. Director," asked FBI Supervisory Agent Martin Nash, "why is the CIA involved with a domestic situation and a domestic mission?"
"Two reasons." answered Cal Willingham himself, his voice confirming my observations about his perma-smirk. "First, because we're dealing with a disavowed CIA Agent who is currently working for the Red Chinese; and second, because our undercover operative for this mission is also with the CIA."
"It's considered a joint mission with the FBI, Martin." said Jack Muscone, before Martin Nash could speak up like he was about to. "We've been asked to accept CIA Officer Willingham's participation in it." Nash realized he was being 'warned', and dropped it.
"Okay," said Willingham, taking control of the meeting, "does everyone have the proper security clearance?" He was looking right at me as he said it.
"Yes." said Jack Muscone. "I can vouch for everyone here... except the Assistant Director himself, of course." EAD Lange gave him a strange look, but said nothing. Muscone's beady black eyes were gleaming a bit, and I failed to suppress a grin.
"Everyone?" said Willingham, coming right up to me and looking down through his nose at me. I just looked up at him without speaking. I won the 'blink' contest, too.
"Commander Troy has Top Secret clearance and is an FBI Consultant." said Owen Lange. "And he has forgotten more about this situation that most of us even know."
"Even about the EMPTY QUIVER event?" asked Willingham. Eyes widened at that.
"Yeah, I'm... aware... of what happened, there." I said agreeably. There was now a sense of amusement in the room, though that sense and the reasons for it escaped CIA Officer Willingham.
"Okay, then." said Willingham, obviously not mollified. "I'll get started." He used a small fob to turn on the projector attached to his computer, showing an Asian woman in an Army uniform.
"This is Keiko Shimono." said Willingham. "She was an Army Officer, then joined the CIA, but later was turned by the Red Chinese and was subsequently disavowed. She is believed to still be working for Chinese Intelligence against American interests."
"Shimono has been involved in possible industrial espionage against several American companies," said Willingham, "including a company in Florida and one in this State------"
"Zion Dynamics?" I asked loudly. "And BOW Enterprises?"
"That's on a need-to-know basis." said Willingham.
"Bullshit!" said Laura, anger creeping into her voice. "Willingham, you've already been told that everyone in here has clearance, and the Town & County Police, led by Commander Troy here, investigated the murder of James Cialis by his wife May, so he is well aware of Zion Dynamics." (Author's note: 'Moonlight Shadow'.) "And that was never on a need-to-know basis. So I don't know what your bullshit is about, but you better get your head out of your ass."
"Shimono's involvement is need-to-know." said Willingham. "But if you don't like my following protocol for security purposes, perhaps we should call Langley now and get their opinion before we go any further."
"You can consider me to be 'Langley', or 'D.C.', Willingham." barked EAD Lange. "And Deputy Director Fredricson is right. Now get your head out of your ass, and get on with it."
Willingham's face exhibited a mixture of insulted hurt (i.e. 'butthurt') and bitter anger, but he turned back to his presentation. "All you need to know is that Shimono has attempted to infiltrate companies to learn their industrial secrets. We've become aware that she is attempting to worm her way into MegaTech Industries, which is one of the top four most important companies in America, along with BigAgraFoods, BigRoadAndRailCorp, and BigCommunicationsCorp, which we call 'BigCommo'. Shimono is targeting some of the most important technological secrets that MegaTech Industries is working on for the Federal Government."
Willingham looked around, and seemed surprised that he was getting no response. He continued, seemingly unsteadily: "We are going to be inserting our Agent into MegaTech, as a contract oversight officer. There are a number of these, so there shouldn't be any particular flags raised at that. Our Agent will be in a position to determine if Shimono has compromised any projects, and to what extent."
"This is being done without MegaTech's knowledge?" asked Martin Nash. Beat me to that question, Nash did.
"Yes." said EAD Lange. "We don't know who to trust at MegaTech, so we're telling no one at all. Someone who is otherwise trustworthy might say something to the wrong person, and compromise our efforts."



"What's the goal of the mission?" I asked. "To capture Shimono?"
"Ultimately." said Willingham, looking at me as if I were a turd on the floor for daring to ask him anything. "But we want to find her contacts with the Red Chinese first, and also determine what has been compromised and how badly, if indeed there has been compromise." I nodded.
"Who are you going to get to accomplish this mission?" asked Lindy Linares.
"The smartest person in the room." I said with a grin, pointing at the person sitting next to me... my wife.
"How did you know that?" Willingham thundered. "Dr. Fredricson, did you compromise the operation by talking to this man?"
"No, she has not said a word to me about this mission..." I said.
"...but I did have to tell my husband to watch the kids while I'm gone." Laura finished.
Willingham was stunned. "You're... you're married?" he gasped.
"I admit it." I said. "I'm the smartest person in the room... for asking her to marry me." I said proudly. FBI Agents chuckled. Laura smiled at the compliment and patted my thigh.
"All right, then." said Willingham. "Since you now know that, we can move on to the next phase. We'll be briefing Dr. Fredricson privately in the other room, and you can brief the FBI Agents on their roles, Mr. Assistant Director."
"Commander Troy," Willingham continued, coming up to me, "if the EAD wants you here, that's his prerogative. What I want from you... is cooperation." As I looked at him skeptically, he said "You have a reputation for fucking up Federal missions. Stay out of our way. Don't blow this chance for us to land a very big fish."
"I have my own job to do." I said. "So I don't know what your problem is."
Laura got up to go. "Let's go, Willingham." She turned to me and said "I won't be taking this, so hold on to it." She kissed me as she handed me her cellphone. To my shock, Willingham came up to me and reached his hand out.
"I'll be holding on to that." he said. "Give it to me." There were audible gasps in the room. I didn't move, but just stared at him.
Willingham said "This is what I mean about your cooperation, Commander Troy. That phone is CIA property, and must be turned in to me for security purposes. Hand it over."
I got up out of my chair, put the cellphone in my back pocket, and faced Willingham. "Molon labe." I said levelly. "Come take it from me."
Willingham was in utter shock. He looked over at EAD Lange, who growled "Think you can whip his ass? 'Cause that's what it's gonna take to get that phone from him."
Willingham turned back to me. "I'm not kidding." he said. "You won't get out of this building if you don't hand it over." There were more gasps in the room. He may not have meant that lethal force would be used to acquire the phone, but I didn't care: a red crowbar was now being tapped in its owner's palm.
"It's a good day to die." I said in a deep voice. "Are you prepared to die with me today?" Sheriff Griswold would be proud of my display of Klingon guile. Laura... not so much.
"For God's sake, Willingham!" my wife all but shouted, worn to obvious anger. "That phone is safer with my husband than it would be at Fort Knox. Now let's go... or let's call the whole damn thing off." To my regret, Willingham made the decision... to follow Laura out the door.
"Wow." said Julius Jefferson as I sat back down.
"What the fuck?" Lindy Linares said. "Who does that clown think he is?"
"Cardigan said he was one of the CIA's best technology experts." said Muscone.
"But he's not very knowledgeable about Shimono, nor her cases." said Martin Nash. "Commander Troy's name is all over her files, especially with regard to the May Cialis case. And he should've known of your involvement in the EMPTY QUIVER case, Commander."
"I heard that my name was redacted from most of the EMPTY QUIVER reports." I said. "By order of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. So I'll spot Willingham that one. But you're right about the rest of it."
"He's a top-level technocrat," said EAD Lange, "which is a polite way of saying he's Washington bureaucrat. He's been in the CIA Directorate of Science and Technology for a while, and it's possible that one day he'll sit in the Deputy Director chair that Dr. Fredricson once occupied. We vetted him to the best of our abilities, and he appears to be okay..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura followed Willingham into the extremely secure areas in another part of the Federal Building. They went into the small room with the plexiglass cube were Melina had received her mission to assassinate Don's sister Elizabeth. (Author's note: The French Connection', Ch. 01.) Inside the room was a woman who handled paperwork and stuff, and a slender young man with bright red hair and a very nerdy-'ish' appearance.
"This is Mindy, who is handling the support for the mission." said Willingham, using the word 'support' to mean paperwork. "And this is Jed Jensen. He'll be your 'assistant' on the mission."
"Hello, Mindy." Laura said. "Hello, Jed. No offense, but..." she whirled to face Willingham, and said "... I asked specifically for a woman to be my assistant on this mission."
"Jed is very highly qualified-------" started Willingham.
"I'm sure he is." said Laura, glancing at Jed. "And once again, no offense to him. But I asked for a woman, and for very specific reasons. I don't understand why you have failed to meet that requirement of mine, Mr. Willingham, nor why you're trying to make excuses for your failure now. But I insist upon a woman assistant, and you'd better get me one fast, very fast, or we might as well abort this catastrophe and start over... with someone besides you."
"I don't see what the problem is with this Agent, and why you can't work with him-------" tried Willingham.
"BECAUSE THAT'S NOT WHAT I ASKED FOR, GOD DAMN YOU!" Laura shouted into Willingham's face, her own face crimson with fury. "Now shut your fucking mouth and get me the assets I asked for... or you won't be working on this or any other mission for the CIA ever again! You've got 30 minutes, or I abort the mission and call Langley. And if I call Langley... your career is over."
"For God's sake." Willingham muttered. He exited the room.
"Again, Jed, nothing personal." Laura said, trying to calm down. "I don't know where you're supposed to be, but you can go."
"Yes ma'am." said Jed. He also left the room.
Laura sat down opposite Mindy and said "Okay, let's the this going."
"Yes ma'am." said Mindy. "I shouldn't ask, but just to learn: why not take Jed as your assistant?"
"It'll raise red flags." said Laura. "I'm naturally a strong woman, anyway, so when I go in there, that's what they'll see. And this is badly politically incorrect, but a psychological fact: if they see a seemingly weak man following a strong woman around, they're going to think it's unnatural and not right. And I'm going to have enough problems not blowing this cover without giving them reason to look harder into it." Mindy nodded.
Laura knew that wasn't necessarily true, but had other reasons for wanting a female assistant, and she didn't really want to discuss them. And another reason was so that she didn't have to take Willingham's choice as her assistant: her trust in him was dropping through the floor already...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said EAD Lange, getting up, "this is my briefing for you guys, and I definitely want the Iron Crowbar in on it. I'm not sure if Willingham even knows all of this, so don't talk about it in front of him unless he asks or talks about it to you first."
"As you know," Lange started, "we had a massive breach of security when George Aurus and Jimmy Tolson were helped to escape from highly secure prisons." (Author's note: 'Shipping And Handling'.) "Quint Starr is now dead, and we believe Trent Ridge will not be a further disturbance to our collective harmony. But Barsbane and Shimono are still out there."
"Also," said the EAD, "we had embedded an undercover FBI Agent into MegaTech Industries. His name was David Lang, and he was discovered... and murdered. Commander Troy solved his actual murder, but that wasn't enough for the FBI brass. They want to know who was behind the murder, who gave the order to commit the murder and conceived the plan that those three Indians executed, pun not intended." (Author's note: 'Four Square'.)
"With that in mind," Lange continued, "along with the potential threat to our technological secrets, Dr. Fredricson agreed to go into MegaTech's office in Palmyra County just northeast of Midtown, posing as a contract compliance officer, likely with trips to the City. Our mission is going to be supporting her, following any leads she might send our way, and seeing who the traitors are, if anyone. And if we have a Shimono or Barsbane sighting, we may make a move to take them out of circulation."
"Sir," said Martin Nash, "CIA Officer Willingham seemed to not want that to happen, at least not taking Shimono out. Are we working independently of him?"
"Yes and no." said Lange. "I'm as unhappy as you are that we're having to work with anyone in the CIA..." Everyone looked over at me, and Lange got the hint: "...besides Dr. Fredricson, of course." he added. I just nodded, and Lange continued: "But the theft of technology by the Red Chinese is a huge issue, and I understand the CIA's desire to be part of this."
"Sounds like this is big, on a lot of fronts." said Muscone. "Real big."
"It is." I said. "And by the way, in asking me to 'cooperate', Willingham slipped and revealed that he does know a lot more about me than he was letting on. How much, I don't know. But Laura was still willing to continue the mission with him... she was even pushing him to get his ass in gear about it. For her to do that when I long since would've called it off or backed out... means the mission is a big one." Everyone nodded as they considered the ramifications of my words.
"All right," said EAD Lange, "we'll watch our CIA counterparts very carefully. But to answer your question, Martin, and your earlier question, Don... my goals might not fully coincide with the CIA's. I want Shimono and Barsbane to no longer be a threat... preferably under arrest and behind bars... but absolutely no longer a threat."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ten minutes after leaving, CIA Officer Willingham was back, with a mousey-looking woman with brown hair. "This is Donna Leslie." he said. "Will she do as your 'assistant' for this mission?"
Laura looked at the young woman and said "Will you be able to get up to speed on this very quickly?"
"I already am, ma'am." said Donna. "I've been studying it to be support if you're in the City, but I'm ready to go in with you if you need me to."
"And I do." said Laura. "Okay, let's get our backstops going, Mindy." Laura and Donna sat down.
"We made a very extensive backstop for you, Doctor." said Mindy, to Laura. "Your name is Dr. Lauren Washington, the 'Dr.' being a Ph.D. in Biotechnology and Cybernetics from Texas Tech University. You were in a minor research position in the CDC in Druid Hills, Georgia, then took a job with the Department of Homeland Security, where you've been since its inception in 2002, first as a research analyst, then as an oversight and compliance officer. Your Top Secret clearance covers every project MegaTech is working on."
Laura took the papers she was given and began memorizing them as Mindy said "I'm still going through and adjusting Jed's backstop to you, Donna. I-R-L (in real life), you have a degree in Mechanical Engineering from State Tech, so I'll use that. Your name will be Donna Prince." She gave Donna some papers to study. Laura noted out of the corner of her eye that Donna didn't seem to be studying the papers too hard, especially for someone whose backstop was supposedly being created on the fly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Gee, I wonder where we had lunch. And what Jack Muscone ordered.
We were sitting in the 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar, just me and Jack. He noticed that I was more than in a reverie... I was a million miles away, it seemed.
"Penny for your thoughts." Jack said. "Something bothering you?"
"I dunno." I said, after I blinked myself back to reality. "I was wondering why Laura was going into MegaTech, when David Lang was found out and murdered, and Keiko Shimono was found out and disappeared. The bird has flown, or so I would think. And they'll be on the lookout for someone like Laura coming in."
"All I can tell you," said Jack, "is that Laura wanted to do this, may have volunteered for it... and may even have been the original mission planner. I know that she's been studying the MegaTech contracts with the Government and with subsidiaries for weeks, since the David Lang murder case. I'd assumed that you knew about it, too."
"No, I didn't. She told me just the other day." I said. "And we've had a few very busy weeks, with the Peter Blassingame rape and murder case, Molly being wounded, Irwin being killed, Trent Ridge causing trouble. So I didn't notice."
"Speaking of that," said Muscone, "EAD Lange said in so many words that Trent Ridge was no longer a problem. Any reason why he thinks that?"
"You'll have to ask the EAD that." I said.
Muscone chuckled derisively. "That's what I love about you, Don. You can dodge and weave and keep a stone-cold straight face the whole time. And no, I don't expect you to tell me what everyone from Tanya to Martin's uncle believes."
"Good." I said. "So we'll say no more about it. And I'm more focused on this mission my wife just went on. What's really going on with it? Any other things you know that I don't?"
Jack said "I'm sure you've made a 400-year observation or two. This thing is not what it seems to be. It could be that they genuinely think they might find a tunnel to Red China, or at least an espionage ring to break up. Or that they're reining in MegaTech CEO Elliot Sanders, who is an arrogant son of a bitch, and his COO Kara Zorn, whom Sheriff Griswold would compare with the Romulans when it comes to deceit. Or that they're looking for a path to Edward Blassingame."
"But you don't really think so." I said.
"No, I don't think so." said Jack. "But..." he paused, as if he were deciding if he should say something.
"Penny for 'em." I said.
Jack exhaled, then said "This is just between you and me, okay? Just us, not even Tanya or your family. Just us." I nodded, and Jack said "You know how in one of those 'Rambo' movies they sent him into Viet Nam to find POWs, expecting him to find nothing? It was supposed to be a dog and pony show, 'we tried and found nothing' type of thing?"
"Yeah." I said. "But when he really found a POW, they aborted the mission and stranded him?"
"Yes, that's the one." Jack continued, "Well, this may not be like that, but I get the idea that this whole mission Laura is going on is like that... a dog and pony show. She goes in, they'll find Shimono gone and nothing else wrong, they can report back to the powers-that-be in Washington that they tried but it came to nothing, and that MegaTech Industries is God's gift to the world..."
"But..." I said, "... but Laura would never waste her time doing something like that."
"And neither would we." said Jack. "Nor would our new EAD, if I'm reading him right. But I just get the idea that a lot of people will be happy if nothing comes of this..."
Part 3 - Twister
1:00pm, Saturday, June 15th. I arrived home at The Cabin. Molly Evans, Paulina Patterson, Teresa Croyle and my mother Phyllis were sitting in the greatroom, chattering like parakeets. Five boys were upstairs in 'Lego City'. Little Jack Burke was in the front room, playing a video game on the television monitor.
Tasha was drawing things on sheets of paper on the floor near the fireplace that separated the greatroom from the front room. And Carole was just sitting nearby on the floor, her back against the side of the sofa in the greatroom. She seemed to be in a reverie as she absentmindedly petted Bowser, who looked like he was going to give her only one hour to stop doing that.
"Hello, everyone." I said. Everyone except Bowser greeted me in return as I put my badge and gun on the top shelf of the coat closet (yes, the kids know better than to touch them) and went into the greatroom with the ladies.
"We had lunch already." said my mother. "There's some macaroni and cheese left over in the refrigerator."
"That's a surprise." I said. "The boys did not want hamburgers?"
"Oh, they did." said Teresa. "But they asked for hamburgers and stringbeans. Then they decided stringbeans weren't as good as potato chips when Grandma said she'd make Carole macaroni and cheese."
"And the boys ate all of the hamburgers." said Phyllis. "I've never seen that much food be eaten at one sitting... except when you were dining alone when you were growing up." We all chuckled at that.
Just then, I heard the loud trampling of many boys coming down the stairs. Jim burst out first, followed by his brothers Ross and Ian, and his cousins Doug and Little Mike (Todd Michael was now being called 'Mike', by the way).
"Hi Dad!" Jim said. "Then he looked around and said "Where's Mom?"
Extremely aware that Carole's gray eyes had cut over to me, I said "Your mom left on her trip to do research."
"Oh." said Jim. "I wanted to show her our new Lego neighborhood."
"She can see it when she gets back." I said.
I then looked at Carole, who was still stroking Buddy's back. She did not look angry and her voice did not sound angry when she said "Mommy went to 'meetings'... didn't she?"
"Well, not like 'meetings' when she would go to Washington, D.C." I said. "Like I said, she's doing research now that her college classes are done for the summer."
"When will she be back?" Jim asked.
"In a week or two." I said. "That's why your grandmother came to stay with us... to keep you boys and your dogs out of trouble." I said that last part to distract Carole. And it worked.
"Bowser is my dog." said Carole with a bit of a pout. Bowser just looked up at Carole upon hearing his name, then looked up at me.
"Yes he is." I said. "So why don't you and I take Bowser out, Carole?" The sentence was hardly finished before Bowser was at the back door, joined by Buddy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was getting hot as Carole and I sat on a towel on the metal mesh loveseat, with the dogs having scampered around the corner to go do their business.
"You okay, Carole?" I asked. "You okay with Mommy being gone to do research?"
"I guess." Carole said, somewhat forlornly. "I just want her to be safe. But she's not safe going to 'meetings'... or 'research', as you're calling it, Daddy."
"I know, Fussbudget." I said. "But she's doing what she has to do, right? And we have to help her by thinking good thoughts for her, and not pouting about it. Good or good?"
"That's what Uncle Harvey says, Daddy." Carole said. "Or things like it."
"I know." I said. "I borrowed that from him. So... what do you want to do today, besides mope around?"
"I don't know, Daddy." Carole said. "I'm bored. Marie went out of Town with her mom and dad, and Tasha's making her own drawings."
"Why don't you write a story?" I suggested. "Like the one you gave Grandpa Griswold."
At first, Carole didn't seem to like the idea, then her face suddenly changed. "Okay, Daddy! I'm going to write a mystery story that will fool even you!" She jumped off the seat and ran pell-mell for the back door.
"Good luck with that!" I called out behind her. As Buddy and Bowser came up to me, I chuckled as I gave them some skritchins, looking forward to the challenge I knew Carole's mystery story would present...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Todd's doing a lot better." said Teresa as she and I sat on the back deck. "He's at home now. I brought the boys over here so that he could get some sleep."
"That's good." I said. "And we won't talk about it yet, but we'll need to talk about the Precincts, and Carswell and Irwin's successors sometime during the week."
"Yes, I know." said Teresa. "I'm ready whenever you are. Which reminds me... I haven't talked to the Chief since you went in and took my punishment for me, or whatever happened in there. It's gonna be... awk-wrrrrd at the coffee klatch."
"I don't know why." I said. "Just act like nothing happened, and drive on. I bet he'll do the same..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm pretty much fully recovered." Molly said as she sat with me on the back deck in the late afternoon. "But I'm out of shape, and I'm having to work back slowly because of my breathing problems."
"Welcome to the 'Wounded Lung Club'." I said humorously, knowing that Cindy, Teresa, and I were also members (I was shot in the ribs by Ned at Ward Harvester, remember?).
"That's what Cindy has been telling me." Molly said with a laugh. "Fortunately things have calmed down a lot, especially since school let out for the summer. The only problem I've had is people from the Federal Government saying they want to raze that side of NCHS to the ground. They say it's an emotional issue for the kids, and that it reminds them they're not in a 'safe space' at school."
"Harrumph." I muttered. "What did you tell them."
"I personally told them to go pound sand." said Molly. "And I told them that there are no true 'safe spaces' anywhere in the world, and our school kids had better learn that and get used to it. They said I was 'insensitive' to the needs of our children, and I said I'd been shot and nearly killed for the needs of our children, and for them to take their pansy politics elsewhere."
By this time I was laughing uncontrollably. Then I suddenly stopped laughing and said "Wait... exactly who was wanting to do that? Tear down the school?"
"It took a while," said Molly, "but I finally learned that it was the U.S. DOJ, and specifically the Deputy Attorney General that was behind it."
"Same guy that was down here ginning up the anti-gun-rights legislation right after the school shooting, eh?" I mused.
"I'll take your word for it." Molly said. "I don't remember seeing all that on the news." I chuckled and kissed her on the cheek, and we got up to go inside...
Part 4- McGinty's Materials
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 17th, with County Jail in the distance behind her, but was really a green-screen with a projection of the facility. "Escaped fugitive Trent Ridge continues to elude the Town & County Police and the FBI!"
Bettina began: "Trent Ridge, an extremely dangerous fugitive wanted for the murder of a Navy Officer and the attempted kidnapping of two young girls, escaped from TCPD custody after his Court hearing Wednesday, and remains at large."
"Ridge is an experienced combat veteran with extensive military training, and is considered by the FBI and SBI to be an extreme danger to the Public." said Bettina. "The Town & County Police have not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment, and will not confirm if Trent Ridge is still in the area. Sources tell Channel Two News that the TCPD has no idea where Ridge is, and experts tell Channel Two News that Commander Donald Troy has totally failed to protect the County's citizens by not preventing Ridge's escape from Police custody. Let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more. Lester!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Holder, from somewhere in the County with a highway in the background behind him. "Citizens For Police Accountability spokesman Jay Swenson issued a statement to KXTC Channel Two News that the CFPA intends to sue the Town & County Council over checkpoints at the County and State Lines, calling them an illegal infringement upon the Constitutional rights of Citizens as well as harassment of them. Many citizens have complained to their elected officials about the stops, and a number of them informed Channel Two News that illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood has given their complaints no regard. Additionally, the U.S. DOJ issued a statement that a complaint has been made that these checkpoints are concentrated in predominately black communities. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Lester! And in Midtown, Legislators of both parties are enraged at what they call illegal acts of obstruction by Governor Val Jared, who has ordered former staffers Dave Smigelski, Steve Fuqua, and Alan Davidson to refuse subpoenas by the State House Judiciary Committee to testify about Governor Jared illegally colluding with Federal ICE officials to arrest undocumented workers, separating them from their children, and deporting them. Opinion is divided on whether the subpoenas are legal, since the Legislature is not in session and there is no formal Impeachment inquiry at this time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Bettina's trying to create a panic." said Tanya Perlman as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
"She does have a point." said Chief Moynahan. "Trent Ridge escaped and is still at large. Any word on his whereabouts?" After a moment of silence, he said "Anyone?"
"We had an intensive manhunt over the weekend for him, Chief." said Teresa Croyle. "Not a sign of him. But we can't keep up the checkpoints at the County Line and State Line forever."
"No, we can't." growled Griswold. "I'm getting calls from local politicians, who are getting calls from their constituents, about the checkpoints. And I'm the one that didn't give Lester Holder the time of day on it. Don't know why he's saying that it's Daniel Allgood."
"Because, Sheriff," I said jovially, "you are loved by the black community. Penis Holder can't gin up race hatred invoking your name, so he calls Daniel Allgood 'illegitimate' and tries to make it sounds like he's targeting blacks with checkpoints."
"I'm surprised he didn't say that you are the one doing that with the checkpoints, Don." said Cindy. "And I'm surprised he didn't say it was your daughter that Trent tried to kidnap, so that he, Holder, could call your other daughter a racial epithet."
Tanya said "I'm just waiting for the day Holder calls Commander Troy a racist for owning a white dog."
"All kidding aside," I said, "so am I."
"Word I'm hearing," said Sheriff Griswold, "is that these black politicians and reporters are being asked to hold off on the attacks on Don... while the County Charter is being re-written."
"I heard that also, Sheriff." I said. "But I'm getting the idea that there's something else going on, and they want to choose their spots. I'm sure Penis Holder will be back to saying things about my daughter soon."
"I apologiiiiiize for steering this conversation in the wrong di-rec-shunnnn." said the Chief. "My point was not so much the Press, but Trent Ridge. What is our response to the Press ginning up stories that he's out there and a danger to the Public?"
"Not to tell Commander Ross how to do her job..." I said, "... but my recommendation is to tell the truth: Navy NCIS has taken over the search for Trent Ridge, and they and we believe he has left the County. And scaling back on the checkpoints would reinforce that we don't believe there is excessive danger to the Public."
"An arrest would be an even greater help in reinforcing the story that he is no longer a danger to the Public." said the Chief. "So you really believe he's no longer in this County?"
"That is what I believe, Chief." I said. In fact, I knew it, since the landfill where parts of his body were being dissolved in acid in was in Coltrane County. But I wasn't going to mention that out loud...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching the Fox Eight broadcast, which featured Captain Damien Thompson making an in-studio appearance to reassure the Public that Trent Ridge was not the danger that Bettina was making him out to be, I got the 'Angels' meeting started.
"All right, what's going on?" I asked.
"Precinct Captain Carswell has offered to stay on duty until August 1st." said Teresa Croyle. "I've pretty much accepted his offer. The question is whether or not to send Hewitt to 1st Precinct now, or send Sergeant DeLong with the intent of promoting him to Precinct Lieutenant."
"No others being considered?" Tanya asked.
"Not from within." Teresa said. "And that's yet another point: if we want to hire from the outside, we'll need to get the process going."
"I'm not keen on doing that." I said. "What about the Independence Day Triathlon?"
"First of all," said Teresa, "I'm not running in it." Tanya and Cindy gasped. I just nodded. Teresa continued "Todd's still recovering, and won't be in any shape to run a race in less than a month, and I just don't care to find another partner at this time. All my race partners keep getting hurt, too." She meant Cindy and now Todd.
"That's tough." I said. "So... security plans are ready?"
"The cycling part of the Triathlon is now going to use County Road 5 instead of Riverside Drive, so we've made the appropriate changes to the standard plan for the Triathlon." said Teresa. "The Wheelchair Race is not going to use any part of the full Triathlon course, so we've come up with a plan for it."
"That Wheelchair Race is growing, Tanya." I said. "You gonna race in it?"
"You betcha, sir." Tanya said with her cherubic grin. "And yes, I'm very happy how much it's growing in just one year."
"So tell me about our Detective Corps." I said. Tanya's face fell.
"No major cases right now, sir." said Tanya. "The only issue I have is Parker and Geiger. It's just... with respect, sir, it's just not going to go well if we keep things the way they are."
I nodded. "Well, I can't do anything about that now." I said. "Maybe after August 1st we can consider some things."
"What about Parker to a Precinct Lieutenant position?" asked Teresa.
"That doesn't solve the Geiger problem." Tanya replied. "Whoever we put him with in MCD isn't going to like it. Rodriguez and McGhillie would be the most professional about it and not outwardly complain, but McGhillie has said privately and off the record that he didn't like working with Geiger in Vice, either. And Julia is on the rise; putting Geiger with her could 'stunt her growth', so to speak."
"Yeah, as in terminally." said Teresa.
"I hear you, guys." I said. "Again, lets see what happens after August 1st. I suspect things will begin calming down by then."
"Uh oh." said Cindy. "Whenever you say that, that's when things start going to Hell in a handbasket." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, there was a knock on my door. Chief Moynahan poked his head in and said "We have three guests in the Main Conference Room. Would you mind joining us in there, pleazzze."
"Certainly, sir." I replied. I followed him the short distance down the hall to the Main Conference Room. Inside were SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, and SBI-OER Lieutenant Norm Chow.
Chief Moynahan sat down as I shook hands with the guys and gave Britt a warm hug, which she warmly returned, her eyes sparkling as they always did. They sat down with their backs to the door, and I went around and sat to the Chief's left, facing them.
"Soooooo," said the Chief, "to what do we owe the pleasure?"
"Director Goodwin got homesick, sir." said Norm Chow, flat deadpan with no change of expression, but I could tell he was teasing the Director. Goodwin smiled at the joke.
"Yes, it's good to visit home again." said Goodwin. "I never sold my house here, and I come in for the weekends sometimes, or to seminars at the University."
"I miss this place, too." said Britt Maxwell. "How is everyone?"
"We lost a man." I said. Everyone nodded; they had all known Irwin.
"We were sorry to hear about that." said Goodwin. "How is Todd Burke doing?"
"Improving." I said. "He's recovering at home now. So... how can I help you today?" I could see that Norm appreciated me getting right down to business as quickly as possible.
"Commander," Norm Chow said, "I'm sure you remember taking down Bundy McGinty just a few weeks ago." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok'.)
"How could I forget?" I replied with a wan smile.
Britt flashed her lovely smile, then said "Don, did you ever hear anything about McGinty having blackmail material on people?"
"Ahh, so that's why you're here." I said. "And my answer is that I did hear rumors about it, but so far nothing has been found despite searches by many private investigators and the Federal Government."
"And that's where you come in, Commander." said 'Curly' Goodwin.
"Curly." I admonished. "You're the Director of the SBI now. You're my boss when I log into the SBI as Reserve Inspector. I appreciate the respect, but you can call me Don. Or Inspector, or whatever you like, just keep it clean."
"Old habits die hard... Don." said Goodwin. "So here's the deal. Not long after McGinty died, I was asked by several people if we were looking for McGinty's blackmail stuff."
"I'm giving that stuff a name now." I said. "McGinty's Materials."
"Works for me." said Goodwin. "McGinty's Materials were never found, and calls to me are increasing in volume and intensity for us to open a search for them."
"Who is making these hopefully polite requests?" I asked.
"The FBI has asked us to assist them in the search." said Goodwin. "U.S. Senator Samuel Russell sent an aide to talk to me about it. But it's mostly State Legislators, on both sides of the aisle. Wilson Hammonds and Richard Langdon have been annoyances, constantly buzzing in my ear about it, but it seems to be a rite of passage that everyone call and ask about it at least once."
Britt said "The list of who has not called is much shorter than the list who has. Even aides for Governor Jared and Lt. Governor Marshall have contacted us about it."
"So how long has this been going on?" I asked.
"Since you busted McGinty." said Goodwin.
"But it really ramped up just last week." said Britt. "About the time that clown Trent Ridge escaped while being escorted from the Courthouse." I nodded.
"So you want me to join the search for McGinty's Materials?" I asked. "I mean, I've already done a search right after we took McGinty down. He left no clues at all to where the stuff might be. I was even beginning to believe that it was all a legend, a hoax created by McGinty to keep himself alive."
"And if that's the case, sir," said Norm Chow, "we'd like to verify it to the extent we can."
"Don," said Chief Moynahan, "there are a lot of people out there that are very afraid of what McGinty's Materialzzzz might con-tainnnn. I've had a couple of conversations with 'Coldiron' Masters, who is in City I.A. now. The City's politicians are going to ask him to lead a task force with the specific mission of finding the stuff, because they're so scared of what McGinty might have had on them."
"I get it, sir." I said. "But if the Materials don't exist, we can't prove a negative. How will we ever convince anyone the stuff is not there?"
"If we put it out there that you are looking for the Materials," said Director Goodwin, "and you don't find them by the time football season starts, and you announce that... I think that'll be enough for most of them. Some, probably those whose names are mentioned most in the dirt, will never rest until they have some proof, but that's their problem."
"Ah." I said. "Dog and Pony show. I look, find nothing, we go home and have a beer."
"Or you do find something," said Goodwin, "and we can use it to bust some dirty people, close some cases, whatever, then destroy the rest of it."
"And then go home and have a beer." said Norm Chow, again flat deadpan. Where did this vein of humor in him come from? I wondered to myself.
"So." I said. "Do you think these politicians want you to find the Materials to protect themselves, or to use on others?"
"For some, like Wilson Hammonds," said Goodwin, "it's to keep his dirty secrets from coming out. But some of the younger ones, like Tasheeka Harris from Inner Midtown... I think she's hoping there's dirt on Governor Jared that she and her fellow Democrats can use against him. They are truly out for his blood. I've never seen such hatred."
"And part of the problem is just how much that dirt is worth." said Britt. "Don, I'm sure you're as aware as anyone that some people will pay a lot of money to get that Material. And some people may be willing to kill to get the Material. If it's out there, we need to get it first, and stop all that."
"I don't disagree." I said. "But I've already taken my shot at it, and to be candid, I've got a lot of other things going on right now."
"I a-greeeeee, Commander." said the Chief. "But after you delegate most of it, and are just sitting there twiddling your thumbs, perhaps you can glance into this at your leeee-surrrrrrre."
I shrugged my shoulders in resignation. "Okay." I said. "I'll see what I can do to help you guys. But maybe y'all work on it, and call me to help when you truly need it?"
"We'll take whatever help you can give us." said Britt.
Part 5 - Contacts
Her raven-black hair was pulled back into a tight bun and she was wearing relatively severe 'nerd' glasses. She was wearing a dark gray jacket and skirt, and black pullover blouse, sheer black stockings and black high heel pumps. Very warm for this time of year, even though the material was fairly thin. She also knew she would not be outside much, and that air conditioned offices could get really cold.
"Ah yes, Dr. Washington," the pretty receptionist said at the welcome desk of the atrium of the office building, "you're expected. Someone will be here to escort you to Dr. Wages in just a moment."
"Thank you." Laura said. She and her assistant Donna sat down. Donna was looking around nervously as Laura pretended to examine a report in her notebook.
"Just relax, Donna." Laura said out of the side of her barely moving mouth. This girl needed a lot more training, Laura thought to herself. But too late to do anything about it... or her... now.
A moment later, another lovely young woman came up to them. "Dr. Lauren Washington?" she asked politely.
"That's me." Laura said, looking up at her.
"Please come this way." the girl said. She led them past the hallway with six elevator doors, seeming overkill for a building with only six floors, and around to an elevator tucked into an alcove, barely visible. The girl used a card, which opened the elevator door. They got on, and the girl swiped the card again, which got the elevator moving to the sixth floor.
A short walk down the hallway into a suite of offices, again needing card access, led to the office of Dr. Mark Wages.
"Dr. Wages is expecting you, ma'am." said the assistant. "I'm sorry, but he was not expecting your assistant."
"That's all right." Laura said smoothly. "Donna, just wait out here for a moment."
"Yes ma'am." said Donna. She sat down on the far side of the waiting room sofa, as if trying to crawl into a shell. Meanwhile, Laura was ushered into Dr. Wages's office.
"Ah, Dr. Washington." said Wages as he got up and came around the desk. "I've been expecting you. It's very nice to meet you. I hope your flight was okay." He shook her hand with just a bit of a flirtatious pull. Dr. Wages was younger than Laura had expected, maybe in his early forties at the most, and he was not bad looking. But he was shorter than her by a good bit.



"Thank you, Doctor." said Laura. "My flight was fine, but it came into City Airport, and I had to arrange for a car to bring me down here. I'll be sure to tell my assistant next time to get me a flight directly into Midtown."
"I understand." said Dr. Wages. "Please, have a seat." As Laura sat down, he went back behind his desk and sat down in his large, 'modern' design chair that was a series of gray vertical cushions that curved upwards. It didn't look particularly comfortable to Laura, but it seemed to fit Dr. Wages well as he relaxed into it."
"So you're from Texas." said Dr. Wages. "I have a friend in Homeland Security from Lubbock, a Dr. Lysander Starr." Lubbock was the home of Texas Tech University, where Laura's backstop said she'd gone to School...
"I'm sorry, I've never heard of him." Laura said, which was true.
"Ah, he may work in a different department than you do." said Dr. Wages. "So, you're here about the mole?"
"The mole?" Laura asked, as if this was the first time she'd heard any such thing. "Ah, no... I'm here to look into the compliance issues with your subsidiary, Audial Security Solutions. Is there a problem with a mole there?"
"Ah, yes. Same thing, actually." said Dr. Wages. Was that a hint of frustration or irritation on his face, Laura wondered to herself. He continued: "So just to be sure we're not talking at cross-purposes, I understand your visit is to look at the financial recordkeeping of our projects with Audial and other companies regarding the 'Alicia' project?"
"Yes." said Laura. She pulled a sheet out of her notebook and said "I'm sure my office sent you the names of the seven projects in a letter or email, but here is my copy." She handed it to him, and as he examined it she said "So you have a mole problem?"
"I might as well tell you," said Dr. Wages, "since it's going to immediately flash like a lighthouse on a stormy night when you begin your examination work. Recently one of our project managers at Audial was killed... apparently his team members were playing some sort of sexual role games, and he was hit on the head from behind. The Police arrested them all and charged them with murder, even though we think it was just a tragic accident, and will be providing lawyers to vigorously defend them in Court."
"What was the name of the man who was killed?" Laura asked.
"Lang." said Wages. "David Lang."
"No," said Laura, "I had not heard of those... sordid... details."
"That's understandable, if you weren't directly involved in it." said Wages. "Anyway, that's not the story I'm meaning to tell you. What happened is that the FBI discovered that our liaison to Mr. Lang and to the Audial projects is a woman named Mai Ling. Lovely and very competent woman, but the FBI said they believed she was a spy for China. She subsequently disappeared, and we've been scrambling to do a security review to see if we've been compromised. And that's what I thought you were here for."
"No, I can't say that it was." said Laura, taking off her glasses and looking at Wages. "But sometimes my superiors don't tell me things, so that when I find anomalies I don't have any preconceived notions about them. I'm simply supposed to do a financial audit on some of your projects that require a security clearance that not many of us have."
"I understand." said Dr. Wages. He stood up, so Laura did also. "My assistant will take you to the rooms we've set aside for auditors. We go through at least one security review every month, it seems." As the assistant came in, Wages said "How about lunch?"
"I'd be delighted." Laura said, though somewhat formally.
The assistant led the way down a hall towards a large room with cubicles in it. Just before entering that area, she stopped at two small rooms, each with a table and chair.
"I hope these will be adequate for you." the assistant said. "The red cable is a secure hookup, and the blue one is the normal one, and a lot faster." She handed Laura two passcards. "These will open the doors to these two rooms, the executive washrooms, and the elevator to the ground floor. If you need to go anywhere else, just ask me and I'll have someone escort you."
"Thank you." Laura said. Turning to her assistant, she said in a rather bossy voice: "I'll take the room on the left, and you can have the one on the right. Come in here after you set your stuff down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office, I was finishing up paperwork when my personal cellphone rang. It was State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone.
"Ah hello, Commander." said Cerone when I answered. "I happen to be in your County today for a meeting at the University, and I hoped you would be kind enough to join me for lunch at Luigi's today."
"With respect, Senator," I said, "your timing is terrible today. This County is crawling with FBI and SBI Agents, looking for that escapee Trent Ridge. If they saw us together, it would be bad for your reputation."
"I appreciate your concern, Commander." said Cerone with a chuckle. "But I'm willing to bet that the matter I wish to discuss with you is the same matter your SBI friends wanted to discuss with you. So please... do come and have lunch with me. And bring your lovely Commander Ross, if she's available..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura used an app on her laptop to test the true security of the 'secure' line, and found it to be reasonably good. Of course she didn't truly trust that, as this was MegaTech Industries, a company that had created some of the most advanced technology in the world to spy on American Citizens and other people of the World, at the request and behest of the Government.
She looked up the names of Dr. Lysander Starr and Mai Ling as if she were a Homeland Security official. Of course she could make a much deeper search with the CIA tools available to her, but she knew that even this 'secure' line was not to be trusted with that. She also was making the searches because she knew she would be expected to, especially if the name drops were traps.
She passed a written note to Donna, which said "Assume these rooms are bugged." Donna nodded, then handed the note back.
"Nope, no 'Lysander Starr' anywhere in Homeland Security." Laura said out loud.
"Why did he ask that, then?" asked Donna.
"Probably a quick test to make sure I am who they think I am." said Laura. "And 'Mai Ling' comes up as being on the FBI's wanted lists, with the alias of 'Mai Lin'. We're obligated to report that up the chain once we find any references in our own audits."
"You're not going to inform them, anyway?" Donna asked.
"No, of course not." Laura said. "One thing to learn is that we investigate only those things we were sent here to investigate. We don't stick our nose into other things unless we actually find something to report."
Donna said "Really? But------" Then she caught the 'look' Laura was emphatically giving her, and she shut her mouth.
Laura began typing on her laptop again, resisting the temptation to shake her head in disbelief. Donna was not working out at all, so far, Laura thought to herself; I just hope she doesn't totally blow this mission...
Part 6 - Martini Lunches
Cindy and I were dressed in civilian clothes when we came into the Luigi's. It was very busy, packed with a large crowd for lunch, but Cindy and I were taken upstairs to the small private room reserved for the Owner and his guests. As we came into the room, I noticed Cerone's two bodyguards eating at the table in the corner, which gave them a faster view of anyone coming in than the intruder would see the guards.
"Ah, come in!" said State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone as he rose from his seat at the back table by the (bulletproof) window that gave a view of the River just past the back parking lot, and the farmlands and BigPharmaCorp beyond. "I appreciate you coming. You're looking lovely today, Commander Ross."
"Thank you." Cindy said, sitting herself in the seat that Cerone politely had pulled out for her, which faced the window. I sat to her right, and Cerone was sitting to her left. "Senator Molinari not joining us today?"
"Heh heh, no." said Cerone. "The Legislature is out of session, so he's enjoying his time and this weather off somewhere up near the City. And speaking of that weather, it's a beautiful day today, but very warm. So I've ordered light pasta instead of the heavier lasagna. Will you have some wine?"
"Thank you, but we're on duty." Cindy said. She told the waiter that had come up that she would have Coca-Cola Zero. I asked for unsweet iced tea, into which I would put the pollutant of 'fake sugar'.
"I was very upset to hear of those despicable attacks upon your daughter, Commander Troy." said Cerone. "I can assure you that if I hear any news of where he is, I will immediately inform you."
"I appreciate it." I said. "But let not your heart be troubled. I have the feeling that the Navy's people will find him before any of us do."
"Harumph." said Cerone. "You are indeed too modest, Commander. No disrespect to your lovely wife, but Federal Agents tend to have their heads up their... fourth points of contact, as you Airborne Paratroopers say." I chuckled at the joke. Cindy was a bit less amused, and I didn't know if it was because of the insult to Federal Agents, or the mention of 'Airborne Paratroopers' in the vicinity of my bad back.
Cerone continued: "And if you'll excuse me for coming right to the point, that's one reason I asked you to come today. It would seem the FBI and the SBI are searching for blackmail materials accumulated by Bundy McGinty, who you took down some weeks ago, Commander Troy."
"McGinty's Materials, as we're calling them." I said. "I've been hearing a lot about them recently. Seems a lot of politicians want them found. I can understand your reasons, as well."
"For myself," said Cerone, "anything McGinty would've had on me is beyond the Statute of Limitations by now, as I've been an honest Legislator for the past few years. But some of my former associates might not be sleeping as easily as I do. And that's why I'm prepared to offer a substantial reward to anyone who finds... 'McGinty's Materials'... and brings that information to me. Unread, of course."
"Of course." I said. "But Commander Ross, myself, and any law enforcement officer could not accept your generous reward."
"Not directly, of course." said Cerone. "And I should say as part of this that I don't care about the rest of it; I only want the material that is related to me directly, if there is any, of course, and anything related to my associates, and former and current friends."
"I understand." I said. "I also know that I tried to find the Materials when I busted McGinty, and I was not successful. He left no traces, no clues, no codes that might've allowed me to find the stuff. I'm not even sure McGinty's Materials even exist. He may have just created rumors about having stuff to keep himself from being disappeared."
"I can tell you this much for an absolute fact: the Materials exist." said Cerone. "And some of it concerned your old enemy, the Consultant of Crime. Westboro knew McGinty had the dirt, and so he left McGinty alive and alone. Wilson Hammonds knows for sure the Materials exist; he is lucky he is not in prison or dead... and he will be if the Materials are found."
"What about Governor Jared?" I asked. "Why do I suspect that a lot of the politicians want the Materials to see if there's anything to attack him with?"
"You are good at 'suspecting' things, Commander." said Cerone. "And I will be very candid, very blunt: I believe a man of your inestimable talents is capable of finding the Materials... if you haven't already."
I allowed my face to harden just a bit as I said "Ears are to hear with, Senator. As I just said, I took my shot when I busted McGinty, and I came up empty."
It is not exactly wise to 'front' the former Bosses of Bosses of the Southport Mob. But Cerone saw that I was not only doing so, I was unhappy at his previous insinuation.
"My apologies if I offended you in any way, Commander." Cerone said, backing down. "But should you try again, a substantial reward awaits you... or whoever you designate to receive it. And again, if it's found and anything related to me comes up, I would consider it a favor if that material is returned to me. A favor of the kind I might be able to repay as you might need, one day."
Our lunch arrived, spaghetti noodles with a choice of sauces: marinara, Alfredo, butter or clam sauce. I took Alfredo, Cindy took the clam sauce, and Cerone had the marinara sauce.
As we ate, Cerone said "Are you prepared for the Governor's impeachment, Commander? Both Commanders?"
"You think it's going to happen?" Cindy asked.
"My fellow Democrats are digging themselves into a deep hole." said Cerone. "Young up-and-comers like Tasheeka Harris and Nina Cortez are pushing hard for hearings, and no matter what is found to be the truth, they will demand the impeachment of the Governor. Wilson Hammonds and a few other Elitist Republicans are being more quiet about it, but they also very much want the impeachment to happen, and the Governor's removal, as well."
"But... he's done nothing wrong." Cindy said. "He's broken no laws, that I know of, anyway. And that situation with Braselton and Rodman was a dishonest joke, and Commander Troy blew them out of the water on it."
"Very true, Commander, very true." said Cerone, wiping his chin with his cloth napkin. "But the truth does not matter. What you're seeing is purely political. Governor Jared has not toed the Establishment line. He made promises the People wanted to hear, and he has kept those promises. He has been transparent and has exposed the political machines of both Parties, and their deep corruption. He is working tirelessly to put a lid on Illegal Immigration, and that is harming the cash cow of both Parties. They want him gone, and they've already tried outright assassination. Impeachment is what they have left, and that's what they're going to try next."
"What do you think their chances of success are?" I asked.
"They have the corrupt judges to go to the State Supreme Court." said Cerone. "Judge Nance in this County, Judge Stone in Coltrane County, Judge Omar in the City, and Judge Adam 'Shifty' Schaefer in Madison County... any of them if not all of them are very ready to make the referral."
"As to the State Senate," said Cerone, "it'll need a 2/3s majority, which seems insurmountable with the Republicans in the majority. But don't be fooled. A lot of those Republicans are giving lip service to the Governor but fully intend to vote to convict him if they can get to a State Senate trial."
"Are they planning to go after Don again?" Cindy asked.
"I don't think so." said Cerone. "They tried that, twice, and couldn't break down his testimony or get him to change it or contradict himself. And they're glued to the polls... polls which showed that the People of the State believed Commander Troy and not Robert Mullen nor my fellow Democrats."
"That's reassuring to know." I said, meaning it more than either Cindy or Cerone realized. "Anyone told KXTC that?"
"Oh, they know." said Cerone. "But with them, it's local... and it's personal."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Mark Wages came up to the door of Laura's temporary office space. "Dr. Washington, this is Dr. David Carlson. He's in charge of several of the projects you're working on. David, this is Lauren Washington."
"Why hello." Laura said, standing up as her eyes took in the sight of David Carlson. He was young, under 30 (she would find out later), tall, broad-shouldered, and had very light brown/dirty blonde hair and blue eyes. His face was 'chiseled' but friendly, and handsome. She liked what she saw.
"Very nice to meet you, Doctor." said David, taking her hand in his flirtatiously. "May I call you Lauren?" He liked what he was seeing, also.
"Certainly... David." she replied.
"And this is Margaret Mason." said Wages. "You'll be touching base with her on some of the accounting stuff." Margaret had brown hair that framed her face not unlike the way Carole's hair framed her face. Margaret also had glasses of the style favored by Don's sister Elizabeth. Laura noted that something was odd about the glasses... perhaps they were MegaTech's experimental 'Google glasses', with a camera and microphone embedded in them, she thought to herself.
"Let's go to lunch." offered Dr. Wages. "My treat."
"Sure, let me get my laptop." Laura said.
"Oh, you can leave it here. Only your passcard can open the door." said Wages.
"Nooooo, I can't be separated from it." Laura said. She closed and disconnected her laptop, and put it in her purse, which was large enough to hold it but not so large to be bulky, like a diaper bag.
"We'll take my car." said Dr. Wages. "Your assistant can go with Marla and the others." Marla was a dark haired woman in her late 20s. With her was another woman and two men, one white and one (India) Indian.
"I thought Donna might stay here while we're at lunch, and then she can go out when we return." Laura said.
"Oh, I wouldn't think of it." said Dr. Wages. "We'll be glad to include her." Laura told Donna to get her laptop and take it with her.
They went down the elevator and out to the parking lot. Wages had a parking space in his name, which contained a very expensive Mercedes, similar to Laura's car at home. Laura got into the backseat with David, while Wages drove and Margaret rode shotgun. Laura saw Donna and the other younger people get into a very nice Audi further down the parking lost.
As they drove through the manicured streets of Palm Creek, Laura talked to David, who had admitted he was 29 years old.
"Only 29, already got your Ph.D., and working with MegaTech Industries?" Laura said. "Very impressive."
"Well, my attempts at pro football and pro baseball careers didn't work out." David said. "So I went back to Northwestern and got my Ph.D. in Biomechanics."
"How are you using that for MegaTech?" Laura asked, seemingly casually.
"Implants." said David. "I can't say a lot about the specifics, but if what we're doing works out, it's possible that paraplegics might be able to walk again, or at least regain control of their bodily functions. And instead of massive surgeries, an implant could regulate a heart's function, as well as allow instant and constant monitoring of it. And then there's the brain symbiosis projects-------"
He stopped, seeing Dr. Wages glance at him in the rear-view mirror, then said "Well, those are in the infant stages."
"They sound fascinating. I'd love to talk to you more about them, especially the spinal cord work." Laura said, thinking of Tanya Perlman but not mentioning her, of course. "Perhaps after our audit is over?"
"That'd be great." David said, giving her his most winning smile.
"Just nothing that's still under wraps." said Dr. Wages. David nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Of course." said Laura...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I have a couple of questions." Cindy said as we were driving back to Police Headquarters... via a round trip around the Bypass. "First, why was Cerone so open about everything? Especially the Impeachment stuff? He's a Democrat; doesn't he want to destroy Jared like the rest of them do?"
"He's a Democrat, being an old Union Boss before becoming the Boss of Bosses in Southport." I said. "And Molinari is a Republican. But what they both really are, is eminently practical. Which is why they work together to actually get stuff done in the State Legislature rather than play the stupid games the vast majority of them are playing. So he's telling me this knowing that I'll tell Sheriff Griswold, and knowing the Sheriff will tell the Governor."



"My question remains." said Cindy, as I looked at the rear-view mirror then both door mirrors. "Does he not want Jared removed?"
"Probably not." I said. "Remember that the People of the State don't hate Jared the way the Media does and the way the Media portrays things. Also remember that Governor Jared was legally and fairly elected by the process for electing Governors in this State. And Jared has done nothing illegal nor unethical, despite the lies of the Left and the Press."
"But there, you repeat yourself." quipped Cindy, as I turned right instead of left on MLK Drive, and headed to County Road 5. "The Left, and the Media."
"True." I said agreeably. "So if Jared's legal election is subverted and undone by fiat of a process that was meant to be used to remove truly bad wrongdoers, not only will an enormous number of people become very angry, it will cause people to lose faith in the processes of our Government 'of the people, by the people, for the people', as some President once said."
"You're waxing poetic again." Cindy said as I turned north on County Road 5, going past the busy Farmers Market Restaurant.
"And I wish more people with cameras on them would do the same." I replied. "Benjamin Franklin was asked what the Founding Fathers had given us, and he replied 'A Republic... if you can keep it'. The danger we face now is that our Constitutional Republic could literally be torn asunder by the abuse of the Impeachment process against an Executive they simply don't like because he's not part of their Establishment."
"Do you really think it could come to that?" Cindy asked.
"Remember how the State Capitol was attacked and damaged by the anti-gun-rights people, after being whipped into a frenzy by the deeply corrupt Media?" I asked. "Remember the Antifa thugs that massed to attack and kill us on the Square, before the Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club intervened?" (Author's note: 'Schools and the Second', Ch. 04.; 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 05-06.) "I think that if Jared is removed from office, you could see that happen again... and on a lot larger scale. A *LOT* larger..."
"Cerone was also exceptionally honest about why he wants the McGinty Materials found." Cindy said.
"To nitpick with you on semantics," I said, "when people say 'to be honest', what they really mean is 'to be candid'. Cerone was being exceptionally candid, for sure. And I'm not sure if he was doing that because he knows he's not going to fool us so he just spelled it out, or if he was being a bit disingenuous with us. Either way, I get what he was saying."
"Yeah, so did I." Cindy said with alacrity and asperity. "He openly offered you a bribe in front of me. That is some kind of 'candid'... and 'desperation', perhaps?"
"Perhaps..." I replied. I peered again at the rear view mirror, then looked at the door mirrors on both sides, and this time Cindy noticed... or got the vibe.
"What is it?" she asked, also looking at the mirror.
"Couple of cars behind us." I said. "Black SUV... silver Toyota. They've been tag-team following us since we left Luigi's. They're actually not bad at it; I only noticed because the Camry has a splash of dirt on the front bumper, and the SUV hasn't been washed in a while. Get your iPhone ready."
I suddenly pulled over and the black SUV drove on by, as it should have done. Cindy quickly snapped a photo. Then I turned on my blue lightbar, and did a U-turn on the road, now going south. A moment later we saw the silver Toyota, a Camry, going north. I snapped a photo of my driver-side mirror.
"I'll text Myron to get camera footage of those guys." said Cindy. "And we can get the license plates from these iPhone photos and run 'em..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They were sitting at a table at The Chop House, one of Moe Molinari's steak restaurants and a duplicate of the one in the Town & County. The 'younger' group was sitting at another table not far away.
Donna had left her computer in her bag in the car, and Laura had chided her, and ordered her to go get her bag and the computer.
"It's locked up." Donna whined.
"That doesn't matter." Laura said as the others listened in. "You know you can't leave it out of your sight like that." She made Donna get the driver to unlock the car so she could get her bag. Donna was pouting, and the others were uncomfortable.
Once they sat down, Laura said "I'm sorry about that. She knows the rules."
"We understand." said David. "Security is a big part of what we do, as well."
"Yes, it is." said Margaret Mason. "And speaking of something that needs to be kept secure, but I can tell you: I just got word that Kara Zorn is coming here tomorrow! Here! to our office!" She was obviously very excited about the MegaTech Industries Chief Operating Officer coming in.
"I thought she was going to visit the City office." said Dr. Wages.
"That's what they're telling the Press." said Margaret. "But she's going to come here first, tomorrow morning. I can't wait to see her, she's so inspiring!"
"Well, Dr. Washington," said David Carlson, "you have the good fortune of being here for that."
"I hardly expect I'd get to personally meet her." Laura said.
"Oh, don't be surprised if she walks right into your temporary office." said Wages. "She definitely likes to meet everyone she can, even if only for a moment."
"Unlike Elliot Sanders, the CEO." David said, derision in his voice.
"Now now, David." admonished Wages.
"No, seriously, Mark." said a scowling Carlson. "Elliot Sanders is an ass. He thinks he's better than everyone else, that he's God's gift to the technology world. He has no respect for anyone, no matter what kind of show he puts on in public."
"He built MegaTech into what it is." said Wages.
"Hardly." said Carlson. "He built it off the backs of people that busted their asses 20 hours a day, 7 days a week, and took all the credit for their work."
"Then why did you come to work here?" asked Wages incisively.
"Because of Kara Zorn." said Margaret Mason, injecting herself into the conversation. "She's the true driving force behind this company, and she's the only reason people are paid fairly, especially women. David is right, Mark. Sanders is just an asshole that the Media has built up to be Steve Jobs or something just as god-like."
"Well, perhaps we should save this conversation for Happy Hour tonight." said Wages. "I'm sure our guest doesn't want to hear our internal views of our company leadership."
"Oh no, it's very interesting to me." Laura said. "It's not part of my job to analyze employee morale, but I do like hearing the 'inside baseball' on the management, as opposed to the smoke and mirrors the Media puts out."
"I get the feeling you share my views on the Media." said David. "We should talk about that, too. Are you busy tonight?"
"I have no plans at all." said Laura. "I'm a stranger in a strange land."
"Well then," said David, "I volunteer to be your tour guide of great restaurants for dinner."
"I accept your generous offer." Laura replied with her most winning smile and a twinkle in her eyes...
Part 7 - Warning Flags
"Sir," said Lainie Everett after knocking on my office door, "the techs got enough on the street cams to show that those vehicles were following you: the Camry turned left on MLK Drive when you turned right, but they made a U-turn a hundred feet down the road and began following you again."
"Okay. What else?" I asked.
"I ran checks on the car tags of those two vehicles you thought were following you." said Lainie. "They're both rentals. The Camry was rented at City Airport to a 'John Smith' from Boston, Massachusetts, and the SUV was rented at the Southport train and bus station to a 'Paul Jones' from San Francisco, California. I ran the drivers licenses, and the addresses are real. But then I did a search just putting in the addresses, and the names that popped up are not the same." She gave me the names.
"That is excellent work, Lainie." I said. "You can run a quick check on those names, but I won't be surprised if they turn out to be good Citizens. See if you can get more on the people that rented the vehicles, like descriptions, but don't be surprised if it ends up being a dead end."
As Lainie left, I called the Duty Desk to put out a message to all Patrol cruisers to be on the lookout for the two vehicles, though expecting it to come to nothing. Then I called the Chief and asked to see him, and along the way I knocked on Cindy's (open) door and had her come with me.
"What is it, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief as he had us sit down in his office when we got there.
I related to him what had occurred, then Lainie's findings, then said "This has been done fairly well, Chief. They are obviously trained in surveillance, and used good technique to follow my vehicle. They also had a decent if superficial backstop in case we got their car tags."
"Good enough to pass muster under ordinary circumstances," said the Chief, "but you are not 'ordinary circumstances', Mr. Crowbarrrr. Good job spotting them. Who do you think they are, and why are they following you arrrounnnnnd? Think it's Trent-Ridge-related?"
"Two thoughts have come to my mind, sir," I said, "though unsubstantiated with any data. First is the Federal Government, one of the 'alphabet agencies' we know and love. And yes, they may be following me for Ridge-related reasons. But I think there may be another reason: Bundy McGinty." I related the many contacts I'd gotten just today on 'McGinty's Materials', then said "I don't need to mention that it can't be a coincidence that all this cropped up just today."
"No. No you do not." said the Chief. "And by the wayyyyyy... be careful about having meetings with State Senator Cerone. I know he's given up Organized Crime for humble public service, but the Press would love to make something out of that."
"I hope they do, sir." I said with a grin. "If they were to slander an esteemed State Senator like that, it would not go well for them."
"Still, be careful." the Chief said, intentionally not sharing my humor. "And I will need a Memorandum For The Record from both of you about that little enticement Mr. Cerone offered youuuuu. No, it's not actionable, but if anyone ever does ask about it, those MFRs will cover your asses better than the leading brand of toilet paperrrr. They will show that you reported the incident up the chain of command." Cindy and I both nodded.
Then the Chief said "I have another thought about who might've been following you today: MegaTech Industries."
My eyes widened as I realized not only had the Chief gotten one over on me, but that if it was MegaTech, then that meant they were at least suspicious about the person auditing them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:25pm, Monday, June 17th. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone came into my office and sat down. "Mind if I come into your office and sit down?" he asked.
"Not at all." I said with a small grin. "What's up?"
"The Chief called me about that incident of you being followed." Jack said. "Ms. Everett was kind enough to send us the information she'd gathered, at Captain Perlman's personal request, and we appreciate the cooperation. I can tell you that those guys were not with the FBI."
I nodded. "But you can't vouch for any other Federal agency, eh?"
"No." said Jack. "I put in a call to Willingham, but like the Press complains about you, he has not returned my calls asking for comment." I chuckled at the joke, then Jack continued: "Cardigan is going to look into those rentals for me, and the backstops. He doesn't think it's the CIA. It's not their style. But one other idea has come up... Boss McGinty."
I nodded. "Yes, that had crossed my mind. Lots of people talking about that, and just today. Whatta coincidence, dontcha think?"
"Your sarcasm knows no bounds." Jack replied. "And I'm going to add to it: The FBI is looking for McGinty's Materials. Dwight Stevens has contacted the SBI about it. We'd love to get that information before anyone else does. If it helps us bust some perps, that's great. But we're more worried about one or more of the local and State politicians getting hold of that stuff, and using it for blackmail."
"I understand." I said. "So you believe the Materials really exist?"
"Yes." said Muscone. "And my personal fear is that he had something that might compromise the FBI or Federal Agents in some way. If that's the case, we'll be able to deal with it, but I fear more the Press finding that information and using it to embarrass us."
"Tell me straight." I said. "Is there something along those lines? Something you need to tell me?"
"No." said Muscone. "But we know the Consultant had information... and there are those in the FBI that think McGinty's Materials may have been Westboro's light reading on rainy evenings, if you get my drift."
"Okay." I said. "Well... it looks like I'm going to have to get involved in the search for McGinty's Materials, if for no reason than to calm everyone else down about it."
"I'll leave you to it, then." said Muscone as he got up. "By the way, my guys are reporting nothing unusual from Laura's phone, nor that of her assistant. So far her laptop has looked up Mai Ling, a Dr. Lysander Starr, and a Dr. David Carlson. Everything else from her or her assistant has been routine data checks of the Government contracts with MegaTech Industries. Dr. Lysander Starr does not exist in our databases, but Dr. David Carlson is a biomedical engineer with MegaTech Industries. He's also tall, broad-shouldered, and blonde. Sounds like a guy your wife might like."
"No doubt." I said. "Thanks for that. And if anything unusual pops up, please let me know."
"I will." said Jack. "And you didn't hear this from me... but we have extra eyes and ears watching over her."
"Thanks." I said. As Jack turned and left, I did not say out loud that I was anything but reassured by that. Something was not... quite... right...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Dinner and Drinks
"I saw her heading up to the table
Well, a tall walking big black cat.
When Charlie said I hope that you're able boy
'Cause I'm telling you she knows where it's at..."
--- The Hollies, 'Long Cool Woman In A Black Dress.
5:00pm, Monday, June 17th. Laura was working on her computer in her temp office. Margaret Mason was sitting on the other side of the table.
"I see where Mai Lin was the liaison with Audial Security Solutions." said Laura. "But I'm having trouble getting her emails to and from David Lang and his team. By the way, what is 'Top Confidential'?"
"Oh," said Margaret, "that's an internal classification. We use 'Most Confidential' and 'Top Confidential' to avoid confusion with Government classifications like 'Secret' and 'Top Secret'. As to why you can't get the data, it's probably because the FBI came in and secured the emails. Probably had our email techs take everything offline while their security review of the emails is ongoing."
"That's probably the case." Laura said. "So that means there's no point in looking any further at it. I'll have to notify my superiors at Homeland Security, of course, but they'll probably tell me to leave it in the FBI's hands, since the FBI is well-known to be the experts on emails and email servers." It is possible that Laura's voice was dripping with sarcasm on that, but Margaret didn't seem to notice.
"Okay, then," said Margaret, "I need to get a couple of things done before I go. If you need anything, just ask me first thing in the morning."
"Sure." said Laura. "I'm about to shut it down, also. You have a good evening."
"You, too." said Margaret as she got up. She then said, almost whispering: "Have a good evening with David. You're lucky; all the women here are bonkers over that guy." Laura just smiled brightly, the smile of anticipating a great evening with the hot young man.
After Margaret left, Laura called out "Donna!" When the mousey woman came to the door, Laura said "Come in, have a seat." Donna nodded and sat down. Laura put her finger over her lips as a reminder to be cautious of what was said out loud, then asked "So what did you find?"
"All the contracts with Audial are standard Government contracts." Donna said. "I got all the information you requested, except for the projects concerning David Lang's team. Those are listed as 'Top Confidential', whatever that is, and I couldn't access them."
"Did you ask Margaret or someone to help you get the information?" Laura asked, with just a touch of acidity in her voice.
"No." said Donna. "I just went on to the next project, and made a note to tell you about it, which I just did."
"If you'd told me a bit earlier in the day," Laura said, letting her voice get a little bit louder, "I might could've done something about it. Now we'll have to wait until tomorrow."
"Do you need me for anything else?" Donna asked, almost peremptorily. "Some of the people I've been working with asked me to go out for a drink with them."
At first Laura was a bit stunned at Donna's attitude, but then she had an idea. She said "Be here tomorrow no later than 8:00am." as she wrote something on a slip of paper. She handed the paper to Donna, which read 'See what you can get out of them about Mai Ling and any contacts she may have had.' Donna nodded, and Laura said levelly "You can go."
Donna was gone as quickly as she could get her things and go. Laura decided to check on an app embedded in her computer. It showed that it was very likely what she was typing on her laptop had been 'mirrored', which meant someone had set up a monitor to show everything that was on her screen and that she'd typed. The supposedly 'secure' line also had a lot more data packets going through than was normal, standard, or expected. She clearly was being spied upon...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura came into the Palm Club wearing a strappy, clingy black dress that showed off her curves and her large breasts to perfection, sheer black stockings on her magnificent legs, and despite her height she wore high-heel black pumps. It was fortunate for David that he was very tall as he walked in behind her. He was wearing a suit and collared, button-down shirt, but no tie.
Many eyes watched the hot couple as they were shown to a booth near the back end of the restaurant. In past times, it was etiquette and decorum that the lady sat facing the crowd, so that she could see and be seen, while the man took the other place with his back to the rest of the place. But Laura noticed that David had maneuvered in a way to virtually force Laura to sit with her back to most of restaurant while he faced it. Perhaps unwittingly, he'd 'won' that little spycraft 'battle', she thought to herself.
"You..." said David as his eyes devoured Laura, "look absolutely beautiful tonight."
"Why, thank you, kind sir." said Laura with a flirtatious smile. "And you look very handsome, yourself."
They made their drink orders, then David asked Laura about her work with the Government. Laura gave her carefully crafted backstop story, then she asked him about his career.
"You seem like the type of man that would be a perfect military Officer." she said. "Did you ever consider that?"
David said "I thought about it. But I'd always thought I'd be a pro football or baseball player. I overestimated myself there, but by the time I washed out of Baseball, it was getting to be too late to join the military. So I went back to school. But give me credit for studying a field that might help injured soldiers and athletes recover more quickly and more fully."
"Oh, I do." said Laura. "And I like it that you're thinking of helping others as part of your work. Is that why you came to work for MegaTech Industries?"
David said "Well... I guess I should say it originally was. But now I realized I was given a huge bill of goods when I was being recruited by MegaTech. Don't get me wrong: I think Kara Zorn does want to apply MegaTech's achievements to good things. But not Elliot Sanders. That guy is in it for himself and only himself, make no mistake about it."
Laura nodded. "So they recruited you?" she asked.
David nodded. "Yes. They promised me a lot of money and a chance to work on the things I wanted. The money is good, but they've really steered me into the brain symbiosis things."
"What's that about?" Laura asked. Unfortunately, she was interrupted by the waitress, who had come to take their food orders. David impressed her by ordering for both of them, and he got 'steak' right for Laura, a definite plus.
After the waitress had gone, David said "Well, I can't say too much about the projects. They involve implants that are supposed to work with the brain's functions. The goal is to help cure mental diseases, arrest and eradicate things like Alzheimer's, and have the side effect of understanding the brain itself a lot better than we do."
Laura nodded, and David continued: "The problem is Elliot Sanders. Although Dr. Wages is supportive of me and my work, he's always been a little bit pushy about it, wanting to know what the capabilities fully are, and what applications it could be used for. Wages practically worships Elliot Sanders, the way Margaret Mason worships Kara Zorn, and I'm sure he's keeping Sanders informed about my work."
"Can you blame him?" asked Laura, expertly creating the 'antagonistic' approach to keep David talking. "I mean, it could be a huge boon for the company, couldn't it?"
"Absolutely." said David. "My worry is what Sanders intends the end use to be. You'll probably think I'm some sort of nutjob conspiracy theorist like that Dr. Mickelson at the University, and you might get up and walk out of here on me... but I increasingly believe Elliot Sanders wants to use my research and the research of others to find ways to control the human brain."
"Well," Laura said, looking around, "that's a thought. By the way, who is this 'Dr. Mickelson' ov vich yoo speek?"
David smiled. "He's a Professor of Biology at the University in the northwest corner of the State. In my early days I consulted with him on radiation effects on the brain, but it soon became apparent that he's a quack, with his talk about 'Sigma Radiation' and stuff. I'm not sure why they haven't sacked him yet."
"I haven't heard of him." said Laura, wondering if this was a trap. Eager to steer the conversation away from anything to do with the University, she said "So Elliot Sanders wants to apply your research to mind control? That's not as farfetched nor crazy as it sounds."
"Nice of you to say that." said David with a smile. "Anyway, I can believe Kara Zorn when she says the 'Alicia' device is wonderful for home convenience and safety, and she may really believe that's what it's for. But Elliot Sanders has all but admitted that it and any home device connected to the Cloud can be used to spy on people. Everything he does is in connection with the Government, everything he does seems to be with the intent of control over others."
Laura nodded. "Yes," she said, "misapplication of technology is a concern at Homeland Security. Shall I ask my superiors to open a file on Elliot Sanders?"
"Harumph." David said. "Wouldn't do you any good, especially if the top people in Government are protecting him. But they should be aware that Elliot Sanders is married to a Chinese woman. And I bring that up as an example of just how cozy he's getting with the People's Republic of China. Potentially very dangerous."
Their food came, so they stopped talking and ate. David had selected a very good wine to go with their meals, and he made sure to keep Laura's glass filled as she drank freely.
After dinner, David asked Laura to dance. He was a good dancer, and nimble and athletic on top of that. Laura thought to herself that he'd be a great dance partner in the competition she and Don had competed in.
As they came back to their table, Laura looked around. She noticed a group of young Indian men a table near the front, seeming to be watching her.
"Everything okay?" David asked, noticing Laura peering at everyone and everything.
"Yeah, I guess." Laura said, still feeling disquieted. "You ever get the feeling... that you're being watched?"
David laughed. "Well, when a long cool woman in a black dress comes walking in here like you have... yeah, people are going to watch you. Especially me."
"Aw, you're sweet." Laura said flirtatiously, feeling her loins warming and melting, not only at his compliments and the way his eyes looked at her, but in anticipation of the evening she intended to give him if things kept going this well...
Dessert came, along with drinks. "So why are you working in Government?" David asked. "With your incredible... talents... you'd be a great asset to any company, especially MegaTech. And the pay would be a lot better than what the Government can give you."
"True." said Laura. "But I'm getting near getting my pension, and then I can walk away, take a better paying job on top of that, and basically do what I want."
"And what is that?" asked David. "What do you want?"
"Ohhhh, long walks on the beach with a good man." Laura said, her eyes boring into David's. "Or sitting on the dock of the house I want to buy on a lake, overlooking the lake and drinking Scotch... with a good man."
David smiled. "Sounds like a plan. Any idea who you might like that 'good man' to be?"
Laura smiled at him. "I'm getting a few ideas." she said, an open invitation. The band began a slow song, and David took full advantage to ask her to slow-dance with him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The young man eased himself behind the woman's upturned ass, grasped her hips, and slowly sank his long, thick cock into her sopping wet cunt. He withdrew almost all of his over eight inches of meat, only to thrust back into her until he was balls-deep.
"Mmmmmmf!" she moaned around the other young man's cock that was sliding over her tongue and into her hungry mouth. She groaned again as the man behind her began pumping in a hard, steady rhythm, pistoning his hard, male meat in and out of her. She mewled in pleasure as she began sucking the other man's cock, occasionally letting it pop out of her mouth so that she could lick up and down the thick shaft.
"God, this cunt is tight." the guy fucking Donna gasped. "I'm not gonna last very long."
"Yeah, come inside me, Jerry." Donna said. "Then Tom here can fuck your sloppy seconds while I suck your cock clean."
"Damn, this bitch has got it going on!" Tom said as he pumped his meat in and out of Donna's mouth.
The two guys had taken Donna to a bar, not nearly as classy as the Palm Club, where they'd chatted about work, sports, and what a bitch Dr. Lauren Washington was. Donna had warmed up quickly to that conversation. After a couple of hours of burgers and beer, the talk became overtly sexual, with the guys asking Donna if she could handle them, and her asking if they could handle fucking her at the same time. She then invited them back to her hotel room to find out.
Now the two men were spitroasting Donna, and she was loving using her body to service their large cocks as much as they were enjoying it. Jerry steadily pumped her cunt from the rear, his balls slapping her 'taint' with every deep, hard thrust, while Tom steadily fucked her mouth...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's a lovely night." Laura said as she slid her hand past David's elbow and clutched his arm. They were walking on the sidewalk, away from the club and the other buildings of the town, towards the Hyatt Hotel.
"Yes, and it's even better because of the lovely lady I'm with." David said.
"Awww." Laura said. "Yes, I've enjoyed this evening with my handsome young date. And the best part is that the night is not over. Why don't you come with me to my room for a... nightcap."
"I wouldn't want to disappoint you." David said, his heart and his loins surging in anticipation of having Laura's long, gorgeous legs spread for him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Neither of them noticed that one of the shadows near the hotel moved. The powerful digital camera was silent as it took photos of the couple walking down the street.
As Laura and David reached the hotel and went inside, the shadowy figure flitted down the road to the business park that housed a number of office buildings. The area appeared well-lighted, but the coppery lights gave the area an eerie orange-'ish' glow that the shadowy person's black clothing took advantage of with special materials woven into it.
The cameras watching the area, monitored by the Palmyra County Police, had long since been observed and noted, and there really was little problem reaching the target building. The service road to the back of the building was noted, along with the loading door in the back of the building, which was a basement level entrance. Internal security cameras were monitoring it as well as the access road leading to it.
Going around the building, the shadowy figure noticed the ventilation shafts concealed by shrubbery. And that meant there was more basement there than even the building's schematics were admitting. Typical of MegaTech Industries, the figure noted... they left the secret microphones out of their home security system's schematics, also...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
David relentlessly thrust his hard, muscular ass forward, driving his large cock in and out of Laura's sopping pussy. She wrapped her long legs around his torso, pushing the backs of her high heels into the small of his back, opening herself up to take every plunge of his meat balls-deep into her stretched vagina.
"Uhhh... unnh... uhhh..." Laura gasped. "Yes, fuck me with that big thing! Give it to me!" She was loving it that her stud had over eight inches of cock, and he knew how to use his length and girth to bring her intense pleasure.
"I'm getting close." David whispered as he pistoned in and out of her with short, stabbing thrusts.
"Do it!" Laura cried out. "Give it to me! Come inside me! Oh, yes! YES!" Her cuntwalls clutched at David's invading member as he increased the already furious pace of his fucking. As the pleasure of her orgasm blasted through her, she barely heard him cry out and jam his groin against hers, but she knew that he was firing his molten sperm into the depths of her clutching cunt."
When he was finally spent, David collapsed on top of her. He tried to roll off, but Laura tightened her legs around him. "No baby," she gasped, "stay there. Stay on top of me."
"Sure baby." David gasped. He slammed his mouth to hers in a hot, deep kiss, then gently began stroking inside her again as they struggled to catch their breaths...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As David lay on his back, Laura nestled into his side as she took his slimy, wet cock into her mouth, enjoying cleaning up their combined juices from his shaft.
"Mmmm," she said as she tongued his shaft and large balls, "getting hard again already."
"You do that to me, baby." David said. "God! you're amazing!"
"So are you." Laura said. "I can't wait to have you inside me again. Do you want me to ride you?"
"No." David said, taking charge of the older woman. He gently pushed her onto her back, then rolled on top of her and mounted her. "Let's just take our time and have a long, slow fuck."
"Oh, yessssss..." Laura hissed as she felt David's long, thick cock penetrate her and slowly sink deep inside. "Oh God, that's so good..."
David did not begin fucking her fast, but began grinding into her with a slow pace that drove Laura up the wall with desire and anticipation. He pushed the top of his cock against the top of her cunt.
"OH GOD!" Laura gasped. "What are you DOING to me?" The electric sensations coursing through her were setting her on fire. She pushed herself up to meet David's thrusts, but he would not speed up; he just kept relentlessly, slowly sliding the top of his cock against the top of her pussy, using his over eight inches to sexually torture her...
"OHHH!!" Laura cried out as an intense orgasm exploded inside her loins. She realized that she was shaking, gasping as it subsided. David did not speed up, but just nuzzled her neck and whispered sweet nothings into her ear, his relentlessly slow pace driving her crazy with lust as she raised her legs up and back, giving herself to him completely as she came violently around his cock again and again...
Part 9 - Legacy of The Bodymaster
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, June 18th, from the County Fairgrounds, with the Crime Lab building in the distant background. "Channel Two News has learned that several law enforcement agencies are looking for potential blackmail material! Let's go to Amber Harris at the Channel Two Anchor Desk for more. Amber!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Amber, who was sitting at the anchor desk with nothing but the normal wall behind her. "Channel Two News has begun a hard-hitting investigation into allegations that former City Police Officer Bundy McGinty, who was killed in a shootout with Police last March, had accumulated information that could potentially be used for blackmail purposes."



Amber: "Authorities believe that Mr. McGinty acquired blackmail material on a number of State politicians, Organized Crime figures, and dirty Police Officers, and hid the materials for his own protection as well as potential future use. After SBI Reserve Inspector and TCPD Commander Donald Troy led the Police raid that ended up taking the life of Mr. McGinty, a search for the materials began. So far, those materials have not been found."
Amber: "Channel Two News is investigating whether or not the materials exist, who might be named in them, and if Commander Troy found them. Many people want to know if there is any information on Governor Val Jared's crimes and unethical behavior that could be used to impeach and convict him. Also, if Commander Troy did find the materials but did not turn them over to the authorities, then he would be guilty of a number of crimes. If they have not been found, then they continue to be a clear and present danger to the lives of many of our State's citizens."
Amber: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the information in McGinty's Materials could be worth millions of dollars to the right people, but could be dangerous to have in your possession. Citizens are advised that anyone finding any of this information should immediately contact the SBI, or alternatively contact a Media organization for proper handling of this material. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina. "Channel Two News has repeatedly attempted to contact Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD, but so far there has been no response to our requests for comments. Considering the nature of this material, and the implications for Commander Troy if he has any information about them, Channel Two News believes that it is suspicious and unethical for Commander Troy to continue to not respond to our requests for comment."
Bettina: "And for other local news, let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder. Lester!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Lester, with City Hall behind him... or a green-screen image of City Hall. "Channel Two News has learned that the Board of Inquiry report on the death of Police Lieutenant Ivar Irwin has been sent to the Town & County Council, which will require an Executive Session to discuss the personnel issues involved. By a 3-1 margin, with Chairman Silas voting 'present', the Board of Inquiry exonerated the TCPD's actions during the raid that ended up taking the life of Lt. Irwin.
Penis Holder: "The issues surrounding the Board of Inquiry center around questions regarding Commander Donald Troy's conduct before and during the raid, and if he took the correct actions to best resolve the hostage situation involving BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke. This Board of Inquiry did not discuss the possibility of Lieutenant Irwin posthumously receiving a medal for his actions, so another Board of Inquiry to investigate his actions will be required once the TCPD submits a medal request."
Bettina said "Lester, if the Board of Inquiry has cleared the TCPD, hasn't Commander Troy been cleared of wrongdoing?"
Holder replied "Bettina, the Town & County Council does not have to accept the findings of the Board, and many of them have serious questions about Donald Troy's actions during that incident, including asking why Commander Troy did not negotiate with the hostage-takers before raiding the warehouse where they and Mr. Burke were, and if he utilized the best people available to him to execute the various missions involved in the incident. So he has not been cleared, and his actions that led to the death of a Police Officer can and should continue to be closely scrutinized."
"Thank you, Lester!" said Bettina. "And in State news, Kara Zorn, the Chief Operations Officer of the the leader in industrial technology companies, MegaTech Industries, will be visiting the City facilities of MegaTech today! Ms. Zorn is said to be an inspirational leader and speaker, and her speeches are said to be akin to huge pep rallies. MegaTech employees are looking forward to Ms. Zorn's visit..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Was that DVR'd?" I asked as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Yes." said Cindy Ross.
"Good." I said. "I'll need to re-watch it. I was too stunned to listen properly the first time around."
"What stunned you, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff, who I might add was stunned himself at the 'journalism' he'd just heard and watched.
"Amber Harris." I said. "I mean, just pile up kegs of dynamite in front of a large crowd and light the fuse. Her reporting about McGinty's Materials was worse than irresponsible; it was outright dangerous. I am not kidding when I say that report could get people killed."
"I don't disagree, Mr. Crowbarrrrr," said the Chief, "but it is news. Why shouldn't they cover it?"
"Chief," said Cindy Ross, "It's the way they're going about reporting it. And I'll add that Amber all but accused Don of a crime, by suggesting he found the stuff."
"Yes," I replied, "she just poked the hornet's nest with a big fat stick, talking about the nature of the stuff, and that it might be worth millions. But I'll guarantee you this... if some poor bozo off the street finds something on, say, Cerone, or Wilson Hammonds... even if he properly turns the stuff in, how long will he remain alive with that kind of knowledge?"
"I see what you meannnnn." drawled the Chief.
"So why did she say to bring anything anyone finds to the Press?" Tanya Perlman asked with a wicked gleam in her eye.
"That was worse than self-serving hypocrisy." I growled. "Of course the Press would love to get that material and go after anyone named in it. Pulitzers for years, they're thinking to themselves. And they truly believe they are something special by going into hot spots and war zones and facing dangers... ah, fuggedaboudit. I'm getting worked up." I took a deep breath to calm myself down.
Cindy Ross often asks that one question that leaves the room hanging. She did not disappoint today, as she asked. "The question I have is... who gave that information to the Press and had them run with it? No matter how they found out about it, someone gave them information on McGinty, and I believe someone had them roll with it."
"That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there!" Sheriff Griswold almost shouted, and very happily. "Crowbar, hand her that thing."
"She already has her own, Sheriff." I replied. "And that kind of thinking is why I gave it to her." The Sheriff beamed. Cindy smiled at the compliments.
And leave it to Teresa Croyle to show remnants of her dark-mood past as she said "What bothered me about that broadcast was Penis Holder's b.s. report."
"That's what I want to go back and re-watch." I said. "He is setting something up for tonight's Council meeting. I'm sure you know what to do, Captain Croyle."
"You betcha, sir." said Teresa. "We'll have the public meeting well covered. But it's the Executive Session I'm worried about. They'll likely have you there to talk about the hostage crisis, and then Reginald B.F. Lewis starts something up, and the Press will be pasting you as a hardcore white nationalist and racist tomorrow morning if you go in and arrest Lewis like you did last time."
"And then they'll accuse you of being a racist for owning a white dog." Cindy said.
"Black labs matter. All labs matter." I said half-humorously.
"Maybe we can avoid the trouble." growled Griswold. "I've told the Council and the Intendent, Mrs. Peabody, that you guys will be in my office at City Hall until called upon, and Mrs. Peabody can come get us."
"Sheriff," Cindy said, "I've already gotten word that Lewis is going to try something. And the Press is going to have people in the hallways outside the private Council Chamber, all ready to videotape and broadcast anything that happens." I suspected that Cindy's source was the lovely Priya Ajmani.
"What to doooo, Commander." said Chief Moynahan. "What to doooo..."
I gave a sardonic smile and said "Let not your heart be troubled, Chief. The Press thinks we are stoo-pid. But they will find out that they are the ones who are stoo-pid..." And not another word would I say about that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No, Britt." I said. "I have no clue what that was about, nor how the Press got wind of the McGinty Materials... no, but someone wanted it out there... look, I'm driving over to Westphalia. We'll talk about it all when I get there... okay, bye."
I hung up and looked at my Angels three, sitting across my desk from me. "Well, that fuse the Press lit has just exploded. KSB also went with the story this morning, meaning it was a coordinated Media barrage. Midtown, meaning the State Government, is en fuego about it. I've told Helena to hold all my calls not from within this Police Department, unless it's the Governor himself. Britt Maxwell sneaked past that by calling me on my Police iPhone, but that's okay."
My Angels said nothing; there was nothing for them to say. I said "Cindy, are you busy this morning?"
"Unfortunately, yes." Cindy replied. "I've got a meeting with Chief of Staff Oswald in an hour, and then I'll be prepping the Chief for tonight's Council meeting. I'd prep you too, but you don't need the help, and you would ignore anything I say, anyway." That got a 'look' from the Iron Wolf, but Teresa said nothing out loud.
"No, I wouldn't ignore you, and I do look at what you prep the Chief with." I said. "But there's not much I can do around here today, so I'm going to Westphalia and put out fires at SBI Headquarters."
"You need backup." said Teresa. "I'll go with you."
"Except with me gone, and with vacancies in the Precincts, you're very much needed here." I said. "Soooo... I'm going to pick up some backup along the way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into the Pottsville Police Headquarters building to find a state of near-pandemonium. I was dressed in civilian clothes, so I was not immediately recognized by the slew of Press 'cub' reporters that were in a frenzy trying to get information about Bundy McGinty. I went up to the Officer behind the desk and exhibited my SBI badge and ID card.
"Go on in." she said. "His hair is twice as frazzled as normal today." I laughed out loud, and went through the door upon hearing the buzz that released the lock.
I went along the hallway to the small office of Detective Seamus 'Shane' O'Brady. "Hi Shane." I said jovially. "Heard anything about McGinty lately?" If looks could kill, I would've died on the spot as O'Brady looked up at me from under his bangs of very curly black hair. But he was not really mad at me.
"Have I ever." he said sourly. "It's been non-stop since Tim Sioban's KSB report this morning. I understand KXTC also was reporting on it in your County, as well?"
"Yep." I said. "Why don't we go tell your Chief I'm borrowing you for the day, and let's go to SBI Headquarters in Westphalia?"
"Sounds like a great idea." Shane said, immensely relieved to have the opportunity to escape the Media feeding frenzy in the lobby. We went to the office of Chief Lloyd Rogers, whose greeting was friendly.
"Yes, get the poor man out of here." the Chief said when I made my request to borrow O'Brady for a day. "What the Press did was despicable. It's going to get someone hurt..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we pulled into the gated parking lot of SBI Headquarters in Westphalia, the older guard looked at the Black Beauty derisively. "What the heck?" he muttered. "You really gotta ride around in this old thing?"
"Wowwww!" exclaimed the younger guard. "This is an O65 Imperial Crown! Where did you get this, Inspector Troy?" He knew my name from the ID I'd exhibited.
"My uncle restored it, added a few things to it." I said. We were waved through and I parked near the building's side entrance. We went inside and to the office of SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell.
"Hi Don!" she said brightly, getting up and hugging me. "Hello, Shane!" she said to O'Brady, also giving him a hug. "Glad you two could come by. Have a seat." We sat down as Britt went behind her desk and sat down in her chair.
"Director Goodwin is furious with the Press right now." she said. "Tim Sioban called him yesterday about McGinty's Materials... your nickname has caught on, and stuck... and Curly tried to get Sioban to keep it off the airwaves. Said he'd give him what he knew off the record if Sioban would keep it under wraps, or at least embargoed, for a few days so that we could have a coordinated response ready when they did go with it."
"Uh oh." I mused.
"Yes, 'uh oh' is right." Britt said. "Sioban burned a bridge; he put it all on the air in his morning newscast, even mentioned the Director by name in saying he was creating a Task Force for it, which is one of the things Curly told Sioban off the record. Our Task Force... was our visit to you yesterday, Don. But now we'll have to formalize it. Shane, want to be on a Task Force?"
"If it keeps me from having to talk to those rabid dogs of the Press, sure." said O'Brady.
"So, any ideas, Don?" asked Britt.
"I just have one question." I said, making my voice sound musing and far away. "Has the Governor called? Has he called you, or Director Goodwin, or Norm?"
"No." Britt said. "Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall called, though, maybe as Jared's proxy."
"But he himself did not call, nor his direct Staff?" I asked. Britt shook her head 'no', and I said "Good. That's a good thing. It means he's not worried about this, not for himself, anyway."
"So who stirred up the den of pit vipers, a.k.a. the Press?" asked Britt.
"My belief," I said, "is that someone believes McGinty had dirt on Governor Jared, and they desperately want to find it so they can use it against him. Of course that leaves a LOT of suspects."
"I agree." said a voice behind me. I looked over my shoulder to see SBI Director Curly Goodwin standing in the doorway. He said "Let's go to the Conference Room. There's coffee in there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting turned large. In addition to me, Britt, Shane, and Curly Goodwin, Norm Chow came in, followed by SBI Lieutenant Gordon 'Gordo' Grigsby, who would take over the leadership of the SBI-IDE on July 1st. Then Agent Carter Fischer joined the klatch.
After exchanging greetings with Grigsby, he said "The SBI-IDE is ready to go, but can't officially do anything until July 1st, when the new budget kicks in. Right now, every Agent who is going to be part of the IDE is being paid out of the old NTF funding, along with some extra 'general funds' budgeting."
"The Democrats and the Press are birddogging us like crazy us on our spending." said Director Goodwin. "They really want to accuse the Governor of illegal and improper spending, and they've tried that in the past. So what I'm planning to do is have these future IDE guys work on this McGinty Task Force until July 1st, and then have Carter Fischer here lead the Task Force with SBI-OFI people." The OFI was the Office of Financial Investigations, which also looked into white-collar crimes of all kinds.
"So you don't expect to find anything?" asked a voice coming into the room. We looked up to see FBI Supervisory Agent Martin Nash and FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson come into the room.
"We have no idea." said Carter Fischer. "But we're not expecting it to be easy, nor quick."
"What are you guys doing here?" I asked the FBI guys. "Not that I mind seeing your shiny happy faces." Everyone chuckled.
"Jack Muscone gets worried when the Iron Crowbar starts traveling around." said Martin Nash, and I could sense the humor underneath his deadpan serious exterior. "Seriously, he asks if you wouldn't mind our listening in, just to stay in the loop on this."
"That must be the same reason the City I.A. is in the house." I said as City Police Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters came in, followed by City Detective Thomas 'Sapper' Warren. Introductions and shakings of hands all the way around ensued.
"I've been asked to spearhead the City Police investigation of the McGinty Materials." said Cpt. Masters. "Commander Troy, I haven't had as much time as I'd like to further investigate McGinty's role in the Sullivan murder, but this will give me that time and an excuse to do it. I'm beginning to believe that McGinty was innocent of that. Whether or not it helps us find his Materials, I don't know."
"Good." I said. "I'd love to get that all cleaned up and put behind us."
"Commander," asked Carter Fischer, "with McGinty and Jeff Farley both dead, why bother?"
"Because I told McGinty that I'd find the truth." I said. "And I intend to keep that promise, with Captain Masters's generous help."
"I'd like to know the truth, too, one way or the other." said Masters. Fischer nodded, as did everyone else in one way or another.
"Okay, let's bring in our videoconference attendees." said Director Goodwin. "On your best behavior, everyone."
The large television monitors lit up. On one of them was Governor Val Jared, at the head of the conference table in his office. I could see that to his left was Sheriff Griswold. On the other monitor was Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, also in that office, but to the Governor's right side. The separate image of her was from her laptop, I surmised.
"Thank you all for coming." said Governor Jared. "Director Goodwin, lead the meeting."
"Thank you, Governor." Goodwin said. "And it's nice to see you again, Sheriff Griswold."
Griswold growled: "You've learned how to kiss ass since becoming SBI Director. You need to teach the Iron Crowbar how to do that." Everyone laughed.
"He's a hopeless case, sir." said Goodwin with a wicked grin, making us (including me) chuckle again. "Okay, we've been totally ambushed by the despicable, dishonest Press on this thing, so we're scrambling to get ahead of it. A lot of the people who worked on the original McGinty case are here. Let's go around the horn and get reports from them."
'Sapper' Warren went first: "The City Police investigated McGinty thoroughly after he died. We went through his office with a fine-toothed comb, and all his stuff is still in evidence with us. We never found anything at all that gave any sign of where his hidden materials might be. I'll add that before he died his office was ransacked, so something of value might've disappeared at that time. Also, he never rented another office, at least not that we found, but we did find three safehouse apartments he was renting. They had nothing but personal effects such as clothing, and there was nothing hidden in the walls or under the floor or anything. All of that is still in evidence, too."
Captain Masters took over: "We've gone back several years looking for any persons that McGinty associated with that could help us. He had no friends at all. He hooked up with hookers from time to time, usually in compensation for some work he'd do for a girl, like bust some heads to get her child support payments paid to her. But no one close, no one we think he'd trust with the information or the whereabouts to it."
None of the SBI people had anything. Shane O'Brady said "Like Commander Troy, I made an early investigation of the alleged Materials, and was invited to participate in the searches of his office. Like Detective Warren said, we found nothing of importance."
"Commander Troy," said Lt. Governor Marshall, "did you look into any of that?"
"Yes ma'am." I said. "I looked over what Detective O'Brady and the City Police found. There was nothing of interest, and nothing out of the ordinary was brought to my attention. Unfortunately, things on my side of the State redirected my attention, but I'm convinced the City Police did a good, thorough job, and they would've found anything worth finding... and there was simply nothing to find."



"FBI guys?" asked SBI Director Conlan.
Martin Nash said "We also did cleanup work after McGinty died, but it was mostly related to the drug bust on the night he died, and other Federally-related things. We've only recently begun a serious search for McGinty's Materials, as Commander Troy has nicknamed them."
Nash went on: "I agree that the City Police did an excellent job going through McGinty's office and his things, and that nothing would've escaped them, which means nothing was there. They even looked for things like pinpricks or dots under letters in all of the books in his office, and found nothing."
Nash: "So we've tried to put ourselves in McGinty's shoes, and think of what he would've done, and we came up with two possible avenues of approach. We asked ourselves how McGinty could have the materials released if he died. He either had to have a will, or an associate that could do it for him, or he left instructions with a lawyer or something. No will nor safe deposit box has been found, and no lawyer ever came forward with anything----"
"They might now, since the Press has told everyone and their mother about it." said Director Goodwin. Pissed at the Press, he was. Hatreds, with me he shared.
"That's true, Mr. Director." said Nash politely. "But we also concluded that he'd never trust another human being with a secret this big. We also considered one other thing... that he collected the material, but knew it would not come out if he really was murdered. And since he did die and nothing ever came out, it's very possible that the Materials are still sitting where he put them, and will remain there until they're found."
"Hmmf." I said. "That actually supports my thesis, to an extent."
"What is your thesis, Commander?" asked the Governor.
"That McGinty's Materials don't exist." I said. "That they either never existed, or they were found and destroyed."
"That does fit the data, as you like to say." said Shane O'Brady.
"Commander, why would you say that?" asked Lt. Governor Marshall.
"Because, as Mr. Nash just said," I replied, "nothing's come out to this point, and it hasn't been for lack of effort to find the stuff. My idea is that McGinty put out the rumors that he had the Materials in order to keep himself from being murdered. It's like the old chess adage that 'the threat is stronger than the execution'. And it worked; no one touched him until we busted him, and he killed himself."
"I hope that's the case." said Britt Maxwell. "But we have to be a lot more certain about it than we are now. So how do we go about proving the negative?"
Martin Nash said "We have a couple of ideas about that. First, if McGinty was captured and subjected to torture, he'd probably give up the location of the materials. So he may have constructed a way to accumulate the data without actually knowing where it is."
"How would he do that?" gasped SBI Lt. Grigsby.
"Through the Postal Service." said Nash. "As you guys know, the United States Government photographs and keeps the photos of literally every piece of mail that goes through the USPS system. It's going to be long and tedious, but we're getting a FISA warrant to begin searching through every letter that was addressed to McGinty, and we're also going to see if we can identify every letter or package he mailed."
Nash went on: "We believe that McGinty might've found some dirt, put it in an envelope, and mailed it to some address. Maybe one of those mailbox centers or a storage facility that would hold the material for him. If he did that from a postal facility near his office, we might can find a pattern or the same address over and over that would lead us to something. But admittedly, it's like looking for a needle in a haystack as it is."
"What do you think of that, Commander Troy?" asked the Governor.
"Some good ideas, there." I said. "I wish I had access to records like the FBI does." That was not a compliment, and I think most in the room knew it.
"Commander," said Sharon Marshall, "will you be able to spearhead this search?"
"No ma'am." I said with alacrity. "I'm here to assist the SBI in their inquiries, and I'll help them and the FBI when I can. But I have a lot going on right now in my own home County, and I just don't have the time to devote fully to it. Sheriff Griswold, bail me out please."
"He's right, you know." said the Sheriff, bailing me out.
Part 10 - Incompetence
Meanwhile...
8:00am, Tuesday, June 18th. Laura and David went into the MegaTech office building and rode the elevator up to the sixth floor together, walking conspicuously just a little bit apart. Eyes followed them as they walked to their respective offices. It was obvious that the young stud had scored with the hot, long-legged MILF, though they may not have realized that David was still feeling the lassitude from the ball-busting blowjob Laura had given him earlier that morning, and Laura was still remembering how she had swallowed every drop of the potent semen the virile young stud had fired into her warm, wet mouth.
As Laura came to the small audit rooms, she saw that Donna was not at her desk yet. She whipped out her cellphone and called. "Where are you?... On your way?... Okay, get here as soon as you can."
"Everything okay?" asked Dr. Wages, who had come up to the door.
"Yes." Laura said. "My assistant is not here yet. She's getting a ride with a couple of your guys. So! let's get the day started."
"I'll send Margaret to you." said Wages.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:40am. When Donna arrived in the company of the two young men she'd gone out with the night before, eyes followed her and them, but with much less interest than in Laura and David. When she got to the audit office, Laura got out of her chair and went to Donna's door before the other woman could sit down.
"Let's go get some coffee." Laura said.
"Oh, I've already had breakfast." said Donna, not getting the hint.
Laura almost audibly sighed. "Donna... Donna!" When the other woman finally looked up at her, she said with intentionally widened eyes "Let's go get some coffee from the kiosk outside."
"I'm fine, ma'am." Donna said.
"Donna," Laura said angrily, "that was not a request. Now come on!" Donna finally got the message, and went down the hallway after Laura.
When they got to the ground floor, Donna began walking towards the bistro near the lobby that had coffee and sweets. Laura called out "This way, Donna." and began walking outside. Donna reluctantly followed, not feeling the eyes watching them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why come out here?" Donna asked sullenly as Laura had her sit down at one of the outside tables near the coffee kiosk. "The coffee in there is better."
"Donna," Laura said, trying to keep the exasperation out of her voice, "I was not asking you to come get coffee just to get coffee. I was trying to get us out of the building so we could talk without worrying about being bugged or overheard!"
"Oh." Donna replied indifferently. "You really don't think the lobby is bugged, do you?"
"I'm assuming it is." said Laura. "And furthermore, because you're not getting the obvious hints, much less just doing what I tell you without talking back, I've had to get louder and more direct than I wanted to. And that causes people to notice, and not in a good way. Just how long have you been working for the Agency?"
"Two years." said Donna. "But I'm normally part of the tech support staff, not one of the field agents. I really should not be on this mission."
"Have you not had any training at all?" Laura asked. "No, don't answer that. I'm wasting time talking to you about that instead of the mission, and we're not getting any time to talk candidly. So what did your lunch companions yesterday talk about? And last night?"
"To be candid," Donna said almost sarcastically, "at lunch yesterday they were saying what a bitch you were over the computer I left in the car when it was perfectly safe in there."
"That's not true... that it was safe in there." Laura replied. "And that's what I was talking about... I should never had to have made a scene like that. You know better than to leave your computer unattended, even for a minute." Donna said nothing, but acted like a scolded child that didn't want to hear anymore and was tuning out.
"Did you try to get information on Mai Lin from the guys you went out with, like I asked you to?" Laura asked.
"I asked about it, but everyone said they didn't know her at all." Donna said.
Laura asked "Have you found anything else that we need to look further into?"
Donna said "Nothing I didn't mention yesterday. Should I try to see if 'Keiko Shimono' is named anywhere?"
"No!" Laura said sharply, then recovered and said more calmly "No, if you did that, they might see it and it would immediately give us away. I hope you realize that they've been monitoring us very carefully since we got here yesterday. They're keeping us separated to the extent they can, they're not letting us talk together except in areas that I have strong suspicions are bugged, and they're always keeping their people around us, such as at lunch yesterday, and yesterday evening."
Donna nodded, then Laura continued: "So I haven't been able to contact Willingham nor our support people because of the scrutiny. What I'm going to have you do is drive towards the City as if you're going to the MegaTech offices there. Make sure you're not being followed. When you get to the Pottsville exit, take State Highway 40 over to Hamilton County, then up the University-Midtown Highway to the Federal Building in the Town & County, and check in with the FBI people there. Then call Willingham. I'll give you a folder of papers you can give him."
"Why can't I just drive straight up the University-Midtown Highway?" Donna asked.
"Tell you what." Laura said, past the point of exasperation. "Do whatever the hell you want. You can follow my advice based on over thirty years of experience doing this, or you can do something stupid on your own. And once you're up there, just stay up there. I won't need you down here any longer."
Donna's eyes flashed fire at that, but she just nodded. Laura got up and began walking back inside. It was several second before Donna slowly followed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Coming out of the SBI Headquarters building, I took a device out of the glove compartment of the Black Beauty and started going around the car. I also physically checked. I found no bugs or tracking devices.
"I'd say you're paranoid," said Shane O'Brady, teasing me, "except that it's not paranoia if they really are out to get you."
"Yeah, I was being followed the other day." I said. I related the story of the vehicles following me and Cindy around the Town & County, then added "Keep an eye out for any cars that keep re-appearing in your rear-view mirror. And not just on this ride home. Assume you're going to be tailed the next few days, by the Press if not others wanting to see if you know where McGinty's Materials are."
We went through the gate, where the young guard again complimented the car while the older guard, who was outside the little guard shack, just shook his head as he looked at it from behind. We drove through the open gate, then down the road toward the Interstate highway.
"I've got to get gas." I said as I pulled into the Love's Truck Stop. I was still good on gas, but as I topped off, I used the device to check again for tracking devices. Sure enough, a little metal disc was attached to the left rear bumper.
I took the device off the Black Beauty, and went over and attached it to the SUV on the other side of the pump. Then I secured the gas cap on the Black Beauty, and we pulled out.
"Put your cellphone and any transmitters in the glove compartment." I said, doing the same with my cellphones and the Police radio on the seat between us. Shane added his cellphone to the collection as I said "The glove compartment is shielded. I'm about to take this car completely off the electronic grid." I pressed a couple of buttons.
"My God, what else does this car have in it?" Shane asked, suitably impressed.
"Oh, you don't wanna know." I said with a grin. Then all traces of humor left my face and my voice as I said "Seriously, pray that I do not have to demonstrate this vehicle's capabilities..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura dialed a number on her cellphone that, if checked, would show it was calling the Homeland Security office in the City's Federal Building. No problem there, as her cover was a Homeland Security auditor.
"Roundtree." said Cal Willingham, using the name of his backstop for this mission.
"Yes sir, this is Lauren Washington." Laura said. "I'm in the Palmyra County office of MegaTech Industries, doing the audit of them and Audial Security."
"Yes, Dr. Washington, how is that going?" said Willingham.
"Fine," said Laura, "but they self-reported a problem with a 'Mai Lin' or 'Mai Ling' from some weeks ago. They said the FBI is already investigating, and I'm not finding anything myself. I'll need your 'go' to investigate it further."
"Get the basics, if you can." said 'Roundtree'. "We may have to follow up more closely later, and cross-check with the FBI."
"Okay." said Laura. "By the way, I'm sending my assistant Donna to the City offices of MegaTech to get some of the data that is up there. She should swing by your office afterwards, so be expecting her."
"Okay, we'll be watching for her." said Willingham. "Any other issues?"
"No." said Laura, not giving any of the code words she had memorized, which would give hints of possible problems. Having an incompetent assistant apparently had not merited a code word.
After making their goodbyes and hanging up, Laura looked up to see Dr. Wages in the hallway. He knocked on her door and she opened it.
"Where's your assistant?" Dr. Wages asked when he came into the small room.
"I sent her to your City offices to look into some things." Laura said. "By the way, come in, have a seat." Wages did, shutting the door behind him.
Laura said "After you mentioned that mole, Mai Lin or Mai Ling, of course I naturally tried to look her up. But so far I have found absolutely nothing on her, which might be the FBI's fault. Do you know of any other names she might've been going by?"
"No." said Wages. "And I don't understand why you wouldn't be able to find her name on the project papers related to Audial Security Solutions, the FBI investigation notwithstanding. I'll ask Margaret to pull those papers up for you, if you'd like."
"That would be helpful." Laura said. "And by the way, your people have been very helpful to me the past couple of days. I do appreciate it."
"Good, I'm glad." said Wages. "But you might as well shut down this afternoon. Kara Zorn is going to be here, and there's going to be a gathering in the main auditorium on the first floor. It's like a huge pep rally, and she'll address everyone. She's going to come up here beforehand. I've told her you're here, and she wants to meet you."
"O-kay." said Laura, noting the 'strangeness' that Wages would want to introduce the near-celebrity COO of the company to an obscure auditor.
"So how are things with David?" asked Wages. "Is he showing you the better restaurants in Palm Creek?"
"Yes." Laura said with a smile. "We had a good time at the Palm Club last night. He's a great guy."
"Great." said Wages. He stood up, saying "I'll let you get back to it, then..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going south on the Interstate, I suddenly exited and turned left, going east. I went along several side roads that I was familiar with from the Betty Morelli case. (Author's note: 'Film Noir', Ch. 01.)
"Oh yeah, silver Toyota." said Shane O'Brady. "Came off the Interstate right behind us"
"A gray Toyota was behind us on the Interstate." I said. "They went on by like a good tail would, but it's going to be hard for them to get off the Interstate and make it back to get in line."
"Think they're talking to each other?" asked Shane. "Can this car pick up their chatter?"
"Yes, but it'll take time finding their frequency." I replied. "Brace yourself for a hard right turn." Shane grabbed the handle over the right-side door and hung on for dear life as I whipped the Black Beauty onto a small side road. Stopping under a copse of trees, we saw a silver Toyota drive past the road.
"Same car tags as the car following me at home the other day." I said. I executed a sharp U-turn and went back to the road and turned left, retracing our route. Though we watched carefully, we saw no other cars parked along the road or coming to meet us.
"I'd say they realized you were onto them when you made that turn onto the side road." Shane said. "They may have just called it off."
"Yep." I said. "If they're as smart as they appear to be, they should have. Okay, let's get you back to Pottsville, and me back home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After delivering Shane O'Brady to Pottsville Police HQ, I went through some backstreets and the 'scenic tour' of Pottsville, then got onto State Highway 40 going west. I turned on the car's monitor and Police Band radio, not hearing much nor seeing any dots on the screen.
As I neared Hamilton County and the University-Midtown Highway, I saw a lot of blue dots on the screen, converging on the highway south of where I would merge with the road. So when I got there I turned left (south). I saw several State Patrol vehicles examining an empty car. I crossed the median at the next available point, turned on the embedded blue lights in the Black Beauty, and came up behind the vehicles.
"Sir, we're going to have to ask you to... oh." said a State Trooper as I exhibited my SBI Badge. He looked at my ID, but it was the red crowbar in my hand that gave me away. "You're the Iron Crowbar, sir?" he asked.
"That's me." I said. "What's going on here?"
"We had a 9-1-1 call to our HERO units about a car with a flat tire." said the Trooper. "When they got here, the car was like it is now, abandoned. No personal effects in the car. No flat tire, and the spare is good, too. There are some tire marks of another car just ahead of this one, so we were wondering if the driver of this car was picked up."
"Sure looks like it." I said as we got to the group and I made observations. "Did you crank the car to see if it works?"
"No, the keys aren't in it." said the Trooper.
"What does the car tag tell you?" I asked.
"The car is registered to a 'Donna Prince' of the Town & County." said the Trooper. He gave the address.
"Whoa..." I said. "That's my home County, as you know, and I can tell you that that address is not a home address. It's a building... oh."
"What is it, sir?" asked a Trooper with Sergeant stripes on his sleeve.
"That building is near Courthouse Square." I said. "It's not a home address. Is there a phone number for this 'Donna Prince'?"
"Yes sir." said the Sergeant. "We just got here and ran the car tag. We haven't tried the number yet."
"I'll do it." I said.
I got out my Police iPhone and dialed the number the Trooper gave me. A female voice answered "Hello."
"Is this Donna Prince?" I asked.
"Who's calling?" asked the woman.
I said "This is Commander Troy, and I recognize your voice, Lindy."
"Uh, Don..." started FBI Special Agent Lindy Linares, but I stopped her.
"Lindy, we've got a problem." I said. "I'm standing on the University-Midtown Highway going north, just south of the State Highway 40 turnoff, and I'm looking at Donna Prince's car. It's abandoned, and another car may have stopped to pick her up. So I don't know who she is, but I do know when I've stumbled onto a backstop."
"Oh, shit." Lindy said. "Okay, hang tight and we'll get someone down there."



As I disconnected, I said to the State Patrol Officers. "Okay guys, I'm taking charge of this, and the FBI is on its way. This is a Federal Agent's car, and I don't know if this is what it looks like, or if we've stepped on someone's toes doing a Federal mission." The State Troopers all nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, two black Escalades with flashing embedded red and blue lights came up to us at a high rate of speed, and stopped with a squeal of brakes. Out of one car popped FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and CIA Agent Willingham. Out of the other car popped FBI Agent Tim Jenkins and none other than Town & County Police Deputy Chief Cindy Ross.
"Nice day for a ride in the country, wouldn't you say?" I said jovially as they came up.
"Not really." said Muscone sourly, his attitude being hint to me. "What's going on?"
"State Patrol found this vehicle abandoned at this spot, and I just happened to come up to it on my way home from Westphalia." I said.
"Westphalia?!" exclaimed Willingham. "Why would you be anywhere near here, then?"
"I went to Pottsville and was taking State 40 home, and heard the State Patrol chatter on the radio---"
"This is exactly what I was talking about, Troy!" Willingham all but shouted. "I told you to stay out of this!"
"Hey buddy, let me say it again!" I said angrily. "The State Patrol found the vehicle abandoned. I came up on them investigating it. It's not like I was looking to find it!"
"For Christ's sake." Willingham muttered. "Okay, I need for whoever is in charge with the State Patrol to stay, and the Federal Agents here. The rest of you need to go. Now! Especially you, Troy!"
"I heard that." said Cindy, who was standing next to me. "And so did you, Don. Can I drive?"
"Sure." I said. We walked back to the Black Beauty, got in, and drove away.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I get it. You saw the blue dots on the screen, went to check it out." said Cindy as she began taking the Black Beauty to high speeds, speeds I did not care to drive myself. "So why is that CIA guy blowing a gasket?"
"How much do you know about this?" I asked. "What did Tim Jenkins tell you?"
"He said Willingham was with the CIA," Cindy replied, "and that he and Laura are working together on something, but he didn't tell me specifically what. So what is this about? At least what can you tell me?"
"Just between us and the crowbars," I said, "Laura went on an undercover fact-finding mission within MegaTech Industries. I don't know for sure, but I believe she went to their Palmyra County office building. As to that car, the State Patrol ran the car tag, and it belongs to a 'Donna Prince' of our Town & County. But the address is the old Post Office, just across the street from the backside of the Federal Building on Courthouse Square."
"And with your matchless knowledge of the Town & County, you recognized that." Cindy said.
"Yes," I said, "and what's more, when I called the phone number, Lindy Linares answered. Most people in the world would have no idea of that, but..."
"...since you've slept with her, you know her voice." Cindy replied. Upon seeing me cut my eyes at her, she said: "Okay, just messing with ya. What I can tell you is that I won't reveal my source, but he told me on the way down there that 'Donna Prince' was the undercover name given to Laura's assistant."
"Ohhhh." I said. "Okay, so that's why Willingham blew a gasket. What happened there was that at the initial meeting we had to discuss the undercover mission, Willingham made a point to tell me to stay out of it. And I would have, if I hadn't've just happened to come by."
"In the Black Beauty. With the monitor that shows where LEOs are congregating on the highway." Cindy finished. "Another pure coincidence."
"Sometimes they do happen." I said.
"Think they'll pull Laura out of her mission?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." I said. "I try not to worry, and to let the Federal people do their jobs. But if she's in danger, I hope they get her out of there..."
Part 11 - Celebrity Status
Kara Zorn was in her 40s, had a full head of black hair, and full lips... a little too full. Still she very nicely filled out the fairly clingy blue dress she was wearing, and the white high heel pumps made her legs look even more shapely than they already were. A small entourage orbited her as she was escorted from her limo to the door of the office building.
In the atrium, a huge crowd began applauding and cheering as she came inside. She was led through the throng, stopping to shake hands with the employees in wheelchairs, with photos being taken of that. Then she was herded into the elevator going to the sixth floor.
Dr. Mark Wages was fawning on Kara as they walked down the hall towards the cubicles near Laura's small office. Laura was in her office when the frenzy started coming by.
"And this is Dr. Lauren Washington, of Homeland Security." said Wages as Laura stood up.
"Very nice to meet you, Doctor." said Kara, shaking Laura's hand vigorously. "I hope they're taking good care of all your needs."
"Oh, they are." Laura replied. "You have an excellent group of people here."
"Wonderful!" said Kara. "So you're from Texas? I was an Army Brat, and my father was at Fort Sam Houston for a few years."
"Yes, I am." said Laura. "The Lubbock area."
"Ah, very nice." Kara said. "Please do come down to the rally in the auditorium. Our employees have so much energy. It's very exciting."
"Wouldn't miss it." Laura said. The entourage moved on by, almost flowing like water, and then was gone. Laura did not notice that two young Asian women had been watching her.
"Is that her?" one of them asked.
"Yes, it is." said the other. "Text Elliot Sanders's aide and our boss..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:15pm, Tuesday, June 18th. The meeting in the FBI's plexiglass 'cube' in the Federal Building off Courthouse Square was very tense.
"Fingerprints match Donna Leslie." said Jack Muscone. "They also came back as Donna Prince, so the backstop was done very well. There were no other fingerprints on the inside nor outside of the car."
"No camera coverage right at that part of the highway." said Lindy Linares. "And no witnesses called in anything to any 9-1-1s. Just that one 9-1-1 call that said the car had a flat tire. The phone used to call it in was a burner."
"So why was Donald Troy there?" asked CIA Officer Cal Willingham.
"You seem fixated on that." replied Jack Muscone.
"I told the bastard to stay out of this mission." said Willingham. "And I told him that in front of all of you. And he didn't listen."
"You know," said Jack Muscone, "I'm getting sick and tired of your shit, Willingham. You don't seem to get it that Donald Troy took the route that would get him home from Pottsville, where over a dozen cops saw him drop off Pottsville Detective O'Brady. It is absolutely natural that he might be right there at that right time, and innocently so. So what is your fucking problem?!"
"My problem is that I have a missing CIA Agent, and another whose cover may be blown!" snarled Willingham. "And now I have to decide if we should contact her and pull her out of there, and maybe lose our chance to bag one of the biggest Chinese agents out there, and her pipeline as well!"
"That's not your call to make, knucklehead." said EAD Owen Lange in his scratchy voice. "This is our mission, not yours. You're just a guest here; don't forget that."
"Oh yeah?" replied Willingham. "Truth is, it's not your mission, and it won't be decided here. It'll be decided in Washington."
"And how long are they going to be sitting on their asses before we get a decision from them?" replied Julius Jefferson. "Time's a'wasting. If we're going to pull Dr. Fredricson out of there, we need to do it now. Before sundown."
"Again, it's not your call to make." said Willingham. "And I'll tell you one more thing: I didn't know Dr. Fredricson and Don Troy were married until yesterday. If I had known, I would've kicked his redheaded stepchild ass out of the meeting before it even started. His security access to this mission is cut off, which means not a single one of you in this room had better say one word about any of this to him... especially if our decision is to keep Dr. Fredricson in place."
"He's an FBI Consultant, not a CIA consultant." replied Lange. "And it's not your decision on what I tell him. If you don't like that, Willingham, we'll cut off our cooperation with the Company right now, and I'll pull Dr. Fredricson out of there---"
Just then there was a knock on the outer room door, followed by Mindy peeking in. "Officer Willingham? There's a phone call for you in the other room. From Langley." By that she meant the super-secure plexiglass cube room in the more secret and secure areas. Willingham got up and left the room to make the call.
"So should we say anything to Don?" Lindy asked.
"We could." said Muscone. "But he's got a Town Council meeting he has to attend. I'll talk to him after that's over. And I say that fully believing that the decision has already been made to keep Laura in place, undercover. I just hope she doesn't end up like David Lang did..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, wasn't that just incredible?" Margaret Mason gushed as people were streaming back to their desks after the rally in the main auditorium.
"Very exhilarating!" said Dr. Wages enthusiastically. "What did you think, Dr. Washington?"
"She's a very eloquent speaker." Laura said. "I've never been one for the rah-rah stuff, though."
"Neither am I." said David Carlson. "But for Kara Zorn, it's genuine. If it had been Elliot Sanders, it would be forced, and artificial."
"Sanders is a man of great vision." said Wages. "Kara Zorn may be the cheerleader, but Sanders is the man I'd follow through hell to help him achieve the greatness that MegaTech Industries has become."
The group split up at the receptionist desk in front of Dr. Wages's office. Laura went back to her small office and took her computer out of her bag. As she did, her cellphone chimed with a text. She read it, and felt a slight chill. It said "Donna Prince missing. Car found on University-Midtown Highway."
"Hey, I was wondering----" David Carlson said as he came to the door of her office, but stopped when he saw her give the 'one minute' sign while speed-dialing her cellphone. She sat there for a moment, obviously waiting for the ringing phone to be picked up. She disconnected and tried a second time.
"Everything all right?" David asked as she looked up at him.
"I guess so." Laura said. "I was calling my boss, but he's not answering and it's not going to voicemail, which is unusual."
"He may be in the Little CEO's room." said David humorously. "Oh, I just came by to ask if you wanted Italian or Greek food for dinner."
"I may have to take a raincheck." said Laura. "I've got something I have to do----"
"Yes, you both do." said Dr. Wages, who had come up behind David. "Kara Zorn is hosting a dinner for us tonight. She asked me to specifically invite you, Dr. Washington. She's very interested in your previous research."
"She's trying to recruit you to work for MegaTech, is what she's doing." said David conspiratorially.
"I won't deny that she is very interested in recruiting top talent to MegaTech Industries." said Dr. Wages. "Seven o'clock, at the Hyatt Hotel, both of you..."
Part 12 - Seeking Council
9:30pm, Tuesday, June 18th. The public meeting of the Town & County Council had been relatively quiet, but there seemed to be an inordinately large number of Press reporters in the seating area, Mayor Allgood noted.
"Okay, is there any more new business?" asked the Mayor.
"Yes." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "The Board of Inquiry report has been submitted to the Council. Due to discussing personnel issues as well as the sensitive nature of the report, it requires that we go into Executive Session to discuss it and take action upon it. I move that we go into Executive Session at this time."
"I second the motion." said Kelly Carnes.
"Discussion?" asked the Mayor.
"We have invited Police Chief Moynahan, Commander Donald Troy, Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, and Captain of Operations Teresa Croyle to be at the meeting," said John Colby, "to discuss the issues involved in this incident and the Board of Inquiry's findings."
"Noted." said the Mayor. "Anything else?" There was nothing else, and the vote was 10-0 to go into Executive Session.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What are all these Press cameras doing in the hall?" asked Daniel Allgood as they came out of the stairwell and into the 2d floor hallway.
"They're doing their jobs, Mr. Mayor." said Sheila Sorrells. "Is there any problem with that?"
"Yes." said the Mayor. "It's after hours, and City Hall is closed. They should not be here."
"They have every right to be here." said Kelly Carnes. "What are you trying to hide, Mr. Mayor?"
"Nothing." said Allgood. "What dirty tricks are you up to?"
"I resent your false insinuation." snarled Carnes.
"Don't let him bother you." Malinda Adams said to Carnes.
Everyone filed into the private Council Chamber, including the Sergeant-At-Arms, the Deputy assigned to the Council, and the Intendent, Mrs. Peabody. She informed the Council that the Police Officers were in the Sheriff's Office, and she would go get them when they were needed.
"All right, let's get started." said the Mayor as everyone settled into their seats. "We have the Board of Inquiry findings, including the consensus opinion and the dissent. Let's go around the horn. Ms. Sorrells?"
"I yield to Mr. Lewis." Sorrells said craftily.
"I have not recognized Mr. Lewis to speak---" said the Mayor.
"I don't need your recognition, Cracker!" yelled Reginald B.F. Lewis, rising to his feet. "You are not the Dictator of us! You are----"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap tap*
"You are out of order." said the Mayor as he tapped gavel.
"No, YOU are out of order!" shouted Lewis. "You can stop tapping that little gavel, Cracker, and shove it up your lily white ass! I'm going to have my say! You are an illegitimate Mayor! You are a racist! You cheated a black man out of his rightful win in the Mayoral race! And your racist attempts to silence the voices of those elected by minorities will not succeed! I demand you resign as Mayor immediately!----"
"Sergeant-At-Arms." said Daniel Allgood calmly. "Remove Lewis from this chamber and this meeting. He is out of order and has lost the right to be here and speak here."
The Sergeant-At-Arms moved towards Lewis, but Lewis pushed him back. "Get away from me, Cracker! I'm not going anywhere! This racist, illegitimate Mayor has no right to remove me!"
The Sergeant-At-Arms got on his radio. "I need backup in the private Council Chamber." he said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Press in the hallway could hear Lewis's loud voice through the heavy double doors, but couldn't really make out his words. But they knew what was going on, and they were prepared to record anything Commander Donald Troy did, especially if he tried to arrest Reginald B.F. Lewis again, and they couldn't wait to gin up accusations of racism against the Iron Crowbar----
"Ohhhh, nooooooo." Bettina whispered as she saw two TCPD Officers coming rapidly down the hallway. They turned the corner and went into the private Council Chamber. The Press tried to film what was going on inside, but the Sergeant-At-Arms closed the door in their faces, and more TCPD Officers, heavily armored, came out of the stairwell and forced the Press into the corner of the hallways, away from a direct view of the private Council Chamber.
"Is there a problem, Mr. Mayor?" asked the Police Captain... Captain Damien Thompson, who was black. With him was Sergeant DeLong, who also was black.
"Yes." said the Mayor. "Mr. Lewis has been ejected from this Council meeting, and has resisted being removed by the Sergeant-At-Arms."
"Reginald Lewis," said Captain Thompson, coming up to Lewis, "you are under arrest for disorderly conduct and resisting arrest. Come with me."
"You god-damned Uncle Tom!" gasped Lewis. "You go straight to Hell!" When Captain Thompson moved to physically remove Lewis, Lewis pushed him back.
"That's assaulting a Police Officer!" shouted Sgt. DeLong. He moved towards Lewis, and when Lewis tried to push him off, he executed a move that any Police Boxing Matches participant would be proud to make. Reginald B.F. Lewis was slammed to the floor, his arm pulled tightly behind him.
"Police brutality!" shouted Lewis, and DeLong cuffed him. "You're hurting me!"
"Police brutality!" shouted Kelly Carnes and Malinda Adams, creating as much chaos as possible. "Help! Police brutality! Excessive force!"
"Shut up, both of you!" snarled Daniel Allgood. "Or I'll have them arrest both of you, too."
"I'll take this asshole with me." said Captain Thompson as he physically pulled Lewis up off the floor. "DeLong, stay here in case the Mayor needs someone else to be removed."
"Yes sir." said DeLong.
"I've got it all on video." said Edward R. Steele.
"Thank you." said Captain Thompson. "We'll get it after the Council meeting is over. And we'll need all of your statements, which will be taken under oath."
The Press filmed Reginald B.F. Lewis being walked the other way down the hall by Captain Thompson. They attempted to follow, but at the other corner of the building the armored Police held them back, not letting them round the corner.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You fucking Uncle Tom!" snarled Lewis as Thompson half-dragged him down the empty hallway. "You're a fucking traitor to your race! You'll pay for this!"
"Get in here." snarled Thompson, opening what turned out to be a storage closet and shoving Lewis inside.
"God damn you!---
*WHAM!*
"UUUHK!" gasped Lewis as Thompson threw a closed-fist haymaker into his belly. Thompson then violently threw Lewis into the wall, and grabbed Lewis by the jaw and neck in his powerful hand.
"You fucking piece of shit!" Thompson hissed into Lewis's face as he tightened his grip on Lewis's neck. "I worked my ass off for years to get where I am in the TCPD, and I didn't get there because of your fucking racist politics! I got there because I'm a damn good cop and did a damn good job! So if you ever call me an 'Uncle Tom' again, I'm going to twist your cap around and snap your neck in two! You feelin' me... 'brother'?!"
"Then do it, you fucking Uncle Tom!----"
*THUD!* Thompson threw another hard punch into Lewis's belly, making the older man bend over in pain, coughing and gasping. Then Thompson shoved Lewis against the wall again, drew his gun, and shoved the barrel into Lewis's mouth.
"I ain't playin' around, fucker." Thompson snarled. "What you're doing ain't helping blacks, it ain't helping nobody! Commander Troy is not the racist around here, YOU are! Now you better get your head out of your fucking ass, or somebody's gonna cap you. And it just might be me!"
Reginald B.F. Lewis's face was a mask of pure fear as he looked into the face of Captain Thompson, which showed total fury. He said no more as Thompson holstered his gun, grabbed Lewis's arm and went to the door. Thompson made sure no one else was in the hallway, then he brought Lewis out and roughly shoved him down the hallway to the elevator that went to the garage below...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You are unbelievable!" Kelly Carnes was yelling at Daniel Allgood. "You're despicable!"
"Shut your mouth, Carnes." said John Colby in his deep baritone voice. "I'm getting tired of your antics, too----"



There was a knock on the door, then the door opened without permission. Two TCPD Detectives and the videographer came in.
"Hello, everyone, I'm MCD Lieutenant Jerome Davis, and this is Detective Julia Rodriguez." said Jerome Davis. People paying attention would be noticing that Davis was black and Rodriguez was Hispanic. Davis said: "I'm sorry to interrupt your meeting, but it'll have to wait until we get everyone's sworn statement of what happened here tonight."
Even Daniel Allgood was surprised at this development. "Can this wait until after the meeting?" he asked.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Mayor," said Davis, "but there are two felony charges that will be filed against Mr. Lewis: resisting arrest, and assaulting Police Officers. He could get ten years for each offense, so we have to do this now."
"We understand, Lieutenant." said Edward Steele with alacrity. "Mr. Mayor, I move we adjourn for tonight and reconvene Thursday night in Executive Session to finish our discussion on the Board of Inquiry matter."
"There is a motion on the floor to adjourn." said the Mayor. Ian McGhillie seconded it, and it passed 5-4.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm sorry, everyone," said Mrs. Peabody in the Sheriff's office, "but the Council had to adjourn until Thursday evening, as Mr. Reginald Lewis was arrested for disorderly conduct."
"And never a Police Officer around when you need one." quipped Cindy.
"You guys go home, get some sleep." growled Sheriff Griswold.
"You're coming with us, Sheriff." Teresa said. Our Sheriff did not need to have his arm twisted to be persuaded.
We walked as a group down the hall and almost collided with the Press, who were in a frenzy. "No comment... no comment... no comment... no comment..." we all said as we worked our way through them and to the stairwell.
Down in the garage, we were walking towards our SUVs when someone stepped out from between them. It was Jack Muscone. "Don, you got a minute?" he asked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Police Headquarters, I had Muscone sit down in a 'hot chair' as I sat down in my comfortable 'Command Chair' behind my desk, feeling grateful as always for the lumbar support. The ink-pen bug-killer was 'on'.
"Thought I'd come over here to tell you." said Jack. "CIA Officer Willingham has tried to make it where you are out of the loop and we can't talk to you about Laura's mission, but I say fuck 'em on that. They are fighting in Washington now over who this mission belongs to, as well."
"Why am I not liking what I am hearing?" I asked.
"And it keeps getting better." Jack said sourly. "One thing the brass in Washington does agree upon... is that they're not going to try to pull Laura out of the mission yet..."
Part 13 - The Offer
The dinner was in the trendiest club in Palmyra County, which had been rented by Kara Zorn for an evening of dinner, drinks and dancing exclusively for MegaTech Industries employees. Laura looked out over the crowd of dancing young people, many of them Indians. Though she could not see anyone she recognized, she still had the disquieting feeling that someone was watching her.
Earlier in the evening, she had been seated at the head table with Kara Zorn, Dr. Wages, and a number of other executives she'd met over the previous two days, though not particularly close to Zorn. Laura also was one of the few that chose the steak dinner option; most of them followed Kara's example of the vegan meal, while a couple had the chicken dinner.
The dancing had begun after dinner, with LED and laser lights cutting through the artificially generated 'smoky' air. Laura had danced with David Carlson several times, including the slow dance, and then had returned to the head table and talked with him some more, essentially waiting for the first moment it would be within decorum to leave.
"Let's go up on the balcony." David said, pointing to the catwalk above, where a number of people were watching the dancers below. He took Laura's hand and led her up the stairs. Laura was grateful for the idea, and she used her position to look out over the crowd with a practiced, critical eye. Unfortunately, it was hard to see in the dark, and with the lights creating a strobe effect, it was very difficult to make out faces. She glanced at her watch: it was 10:30pm.
"Great party, huh?" Kara Zorn said as she came up to Laura.
"Yes, very." Laura replied. "Must be costing you a small fortune, though."
"Oh, you Government auditors." Kara said lightly. "Yes, but it definitely comes off the taxes."
"If we threw a party like this," Laura said, "the Press would be making huge headlines about our exorbitant junkets. They're like rabid dogs if we have so much as a Secret Santa party in the office."
Kara laughed. "I understand. But this is not excessive, at least not for up-and-coming technology companies like us."
Laura pretended to smile as she said "You've become the 'big boy' company, haven't you? You're the standard the little guys now look up to."
Kara smiled herself. "We're getting there. Come on, let's go sit at one of the back tables below." At this point, Laura realized that David had arranged for Kara to be able to speak to her. She went with Kara down the stairs to an area behind the curtain along the back wall.
"It's much quieter back here." Kara said as Laura looked around and saw Dr. Wages, Margaret Mason, and two Indian men at one table while Kara sat at the other one and indicated the other chair at that table for Laura to sit upon. Laura sat down.
"I'll get right to the point." Kara said. "I've looked at your past history, and I read your doctoral thesis on the use of cybernetics in psychology. Doctor, you are exactly the type of person we want working with us here at MegaTech Industries."
"I... I'm flattered." said Laura. "But I haven't done any real research in years..." Kara stopped her with a wave of the hand.
"Doctor Washington," Kara said, "or may I call you Laura?" Laura nodded and Kara said "You'll be back in the game in no time, but it's more than your knowledge and talents in research that I'm looking for. I have plenty of scientists, like David Carlson, who, as I'm sure you know from talking to him, is an excellent research scientist. But what I'm looking for is someone to lead others, to be the head of a research team."
"Again, I'm very flattered." said Laura. "But I'm nearing having enough time to get my pension..."
"I understand that." Kara said. "But look... we were just talking about a party like this versus your Secret Santa parties. Laura, what I can give you as a signing bonus would cover half the pension you'd get from the Government for the rest of your life, and I can assure you that the salary, bonuses, and royalties from any patents you get will more than make up for the rest."
"It... sounds like a great opportunity." Laura said. "But it's unexpected, as well. I'll have to give it some thought."
"Of course." said Kara. "And money isn't everything, of course. So consider that MegaTech Industries is on the cusp of truly being the world leader in technological applications. We're working hand-in-glove with the Governments of the United States and Europe, and Elliot Sanders is making huge inroads for us in China. That's his lodestone; he even married a Chinese woman and they have a beautiful child."
"The bottom line, Laura," said Kara, "is that by being part of MegaTech, you will truly be on the inside as the world goes forward. It's going to be an amazing future! And I'm asking you to be a part of it, as part of our team."
"It does sound wonderful." Laura said. "When do you need an answer?"
"I want you on the job July 1st." Kara said. "And that means moved in, two-week notice to Homeland Security given, everything."
Laura nodded. Kara said "Dr. Wages, I'm confident about this. Let's have a toast to our new partner!" Laura smiled primly, as if not fully convinced but acquiescing at least for the evening. Dr. Wages ordered some champagne, which arrived instantly along with four glasses. As a loud rock song started up, faintly shocking them with the sudden noise, he poured the glasses and handed them out.
"To MegaTech!" Kara Zorn said, raising her glass. They all clinked their glasses, then drank their champagne.
As Kara and Dr. Wages talked, Laura began feeling sleepy. She tried to concentrate, but couldn't; her eyesight began being blurry, and streaky. Oh my God, I've been drugged! she realized, but it was too late: her consciousness left her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
She heard muted, faraway voices. Two women and two men... speaking English... but one man is Indian... one woman is... Asian?... the other woman is Kara Zorn...
Everything went dark again, for just seconds, it seemed. Then Laura heard a jarring "Wake u-up!", accompanied by a slight slap to her face.
Her eyes opened to see that she was sitting on a wooden chair with her hands tied behind her. When she looked up, she saw that she was in some kind of office-sized room filled with boxes and instruments of various sorts. Then she saw the people in the room. Kara Zorn was not among them, nor was Dr. Wages. But one of the men was not an Indian, he was white... and he was 'The Geek', who had been at the Old Mill during the EMPTY QUIVER crisis. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.)
Standing in front of her was an Asian woman wearing a tight party dress and black high heel pumps, her legs magnificent, her body hourglass-shaped not unlike Teresa Croyle's lovely frame, her face beautiful but full of sharp angles and high cheekbones that enhanced the slant of her eyes. She resembled the porn star Asa Akira, Laura realized as she recognized her...
She was Keiko Shimono.
"Hello, Dr. Laura Fredricson." Shimono said in good English but still bearing a strong Asian accent.
"My name is Laura Washington." Laura tried. "I'm---"
"No, no, please spare all of us the futility of the effort of keeping your cover." said Keiko. "The Geek here has recognized you from that little nuclear event three months ago... as have I. Yes, I fondly remember meeting your husband during that crisis. The Iron Crowbar. Handsome man, what you American women call a 'hunk'. I can see why you married him."
"Where is my assistant?" Laura asked menacingly.
"Oh, she's safely back with your CIA masters." said Shimono. "They arranged a touching disappearance for her, to fool the FBI into thinking we 'disappeared' her. But you, my dear Dr. Fredricson, will not be so fortunate. You are going to disappear for real. Have you ever been to Beijing?"
Laura said nothing, but just looked at Shimono. Then she glanced around the room. looking for the miracle way out she was about to need.
Keiko smiled as she continued: "You will be visiting Beijing shortly... parts of it, anyway. We are going to ship you there, where you will be... questioned. And I will receive the People's gratitude and a great financial reward for delivering the great 'Scorpion' to them." She looked at the men and pointed at Laura, a signal to the others.
"You'll never get away with it!" Laura snarled, trying to free her hands. But she was too tightly bound. The men advanced upon her and grabbed her arms.
"Put her on the floor!" shouted the Geek as he began undoing his belt and his pants. "I am going to rape this bitch first!..."
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Damsel In Distress
*WHAM!*
The Geek went flying as Keiko Shimono viciously kicked him in the side of the head.
"I did not tell you you could do that!" Shimono yelled at the skinny punk. As he tried to get up, she smashed her hardened foot into his face again.
"Tie him up. Ass up." Shimono angrily ordered. Laura just watched as the men manacled The Geek's hands behind him, then his ankles, and turned him so that his skinny ass was up in the air.
"Oh, you want to see rape tonight?" Keiko said, her voice dripping with honey and venom. "Then you shall have it. You three!" she said as she pointed at three men she knew would be willing to do the job. "Teach this piece of dog shit that he only does what I tell him to, when I tell him to. Take turns fucking him in the ass.. until you are satisfied! The rest of you, bring Dr. Fredricson with us."
One man went over and violently pulled The Geek's jeans down his skinny thighs as the others half-dragged, half-walked Laura with them, following Shimono out the door and to another room. The Geek's screams followed them down the hallway as Shimono's orders were ruthlessly followed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Then suddenly we heard the sirens
And everybody started to run
A-jumping out of doors and tables
When I heard somebody shootin' a gun...
------ The Hollies, 'Long Cool Woman In A Black Dress'
The room Laura was brought into was like an examining room in a doctor's office. They put her down on the reclining table cushions, which was uncomfortable with her hands manacled behind her. Tape was applied to her mouth.
A few moments later, Keiko Shimono entered the room. She was now wearing an Army uniform, the insignia of Military Intelligence on the lapels of her jacket, the bars of a Captain on her shoulder epaulettes, and the Parachutist Badge over her ribbons over the left jacket pocket.
The screams of 'The Geek' could still be faintly heard as Keiko came up to Laura, standing next to her. "Fortunately for you, Dr. Fredricson," Keiko Shimono said, "you will be flying to Beijing instead of traveling by ship, so you should not become too dehydrated. The spy novels and movies usually do not mention how... messy... things can become when one is shipped in a box. We will be putting a toy, a butt plug, into your ass, then putting a big diaper on you. You will be very thirsty and very constipated when you reach Beijing, but that will be the least of your discomforts once you arrive there. The People's interrogators are very good, very very good."
"I have a better idea..." said a voice in the doorway. Keiko and Laura looked up...
... into the gray eyes of the Iron Crowbar.
"Rather than the toy butt plugs, or the dicks of those guys raping that little faggot in the other room," I said, "why don't I shove this here red crowbar where the sun don't shine... in your ass, Shimono."
At that moment several armed and armored raiders in black came past me, their weapons brought to bear against Shimono and the two men in the room. We heard a gunshot down the hall as Teresa Croyle, wearing all black, armored, with the icon of Clan Crowbar on her back and on the necklace she was wearing, came into the room. A man and woman, who were medics, attended to Laura.
"Well, the Iron Crowbar rides in to save his wife." said Shimono. "As I said, Dr. Fredricson, you are indeed fortunate to have this man as your husband."
"Don't I know it." Laura said as the medics helped her up, having taken the tape off her mouth and the manacles off her wrists.
As Teresa went to arrest Shimono, Keiko shrugged out of her grasp. "Do not touch me, you nasty Leg!" Shimono hissed. Laura's eyes widened. I chuckled. Teresa showed no emotion at all.
"As you wish." Teresa said to Shimono, then turned to me and said "Commander, would you mind?" as she offered me the steel handcuffs.
"Don't mind if I do." I said. I walked up to Keiko and behind her, cuffing her wrists behind her back. "Paratrooper Keiko Shimono, you are under arrest. For a great many thinnnnnnngs. You have the right to remain silent. If you give up the right------"
"I know the rights." Shimono said, her voice sounding almost serene. I began leading her out, Teresa staying with us as the medics helped Laura.
"You can cut my friend here some slack." I said to Keiko, indicating Teresa. "Her father was awarded the Medal of Honor."
"A worthy legacy." Shimono said. "But she is still a dirty... nasty... Leg."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well the DA was pumping my left hand
And a-she was a-holding my right
Well I told her don't get scared
'Cause you're gonna be spared..."
------- The Hollies, 'Long Cool Woman In A Black Dress'.
We went up the stairs, and into and then out of the lobby of the MegaTech Industries office building. I led Shimono towards the Police cars on the street in front, blue and red lightbars blazing.
"I'll take her!" said a voice. CIA Cal Willingham was coming up, with two CIA Agents behind him.
"No you won't!" said another voice. It was EAD Owen Lange. "We're taking custody of her."
"Like hell you are!" said Willingham, standing up to the EAD, his Agents ready to draw guns and shoot the FBI Executive Assistant Director.
"Back off, Willingham!" said yet another voice. Walking up with Jack Muscone and Martin Nash was Nash's uncle, retired FBI Deputy Director William Hargreaves. When Willingham whirled around, the DepDirector said "You've fucked this thing up enough. My people are taking custody of Shimono. And if you don't like it, the Iron Crowbar just might take matters... into his own hands."
"Now if you want to talk about a truly dirty nasty Leg," I said to Keiko, pointing at Willingham, "this guy is the poster child." Teresa laughed, which sounded more like a cackle. Willingham looked at me with cold fury in his eyes.
"Farewell, Iron Crowbar." said Keiko as Nash and Lindy Linares took custody of her. "Tell your wife that it was nothing personal. Just business."
"Au revoir., Ms. Shimono." I replied, certain that I'd be seeing her again.
Laura came up with the two medics. "She's fine, sir." the female medic said.
"Good." I said. And I finally got to hug my wife, who hugged me back more than a little warmly. "See what happens when you go to 'meetings'?" I whispered into her ear.
"Yeah." Laura whispered back, hugging me more tightly. "And like Carole says, you always come and get us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, 'The Geek' was brought by us, under arrest and in the custody of Federal Marshals, followed by other Marshals with the three men that had used The Geek's ass for their sexual pleasure. "You can give this guy to Willingham." I said to the DepDirector and to Muscone. "Consolation prize."
"I swear to God I am going to kill you." spat the Geek at me.
"How's your ass feeling, faggot?" I shot back. The Geek's face got even uglier with hatred. The other three arrested men began laughing out loud at The Geek, and hurling a few insults at him that would probably be better if I just didn't mention here.
To Teresa I said "Don't tell Cindy I said that. She gets mad when I say things like that."
"I can't imagine why." Teresa replied, flat deadpan. "But if any guy ever deserved to have that done to him..." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Part 15 - The "How"
Wednesday, June 19th. It was a long, long night. Muscone and the DepDirector had wanted me to be the 'liaison' with the Palmyra County Police, who were enraged that the Feds had raided the offices of one of their most prestigious companies, and made arrests without including nor informing the locals. I'd declined that, saying that I'd have to do it as the SBI Reserve Inspector, and I wasn't going to be the hypocrite on that by trying to boss it over the locals.
The tension over that was bad enough, but when I wanted to take Laura home, Willingham vociferously objected, saying she had to be debriefed... and the FBI guys took his side. "She'll be okay with us." said Muscone, but he could not withstand my glare at him.
"What say we make our way back home, Kemo Sabe?" Teresa suggested, seeing my growing anger, and stepping in to resolve the situation.
"Yes, get out of here, Troy!" yelled Willingham, not resolving the situation. "You've done enough damage for one night." FBI Agents and Federal Marshals rushed to get between us, but it was Teresa Croyle that saved his life by being the only person at the scene who was physically able to hold me back.
"Come on, Don." Teresa said, taking my arm. "Let's go."
"Yeah." I said, weariness replacing the fury within me. Teresa had no legal status here, and I was barely within the lines myself.
We made our way back to the Black Beauty. To our surprise, Melina Allgood appeared out of the shadows. If she'd intended to kill us, she would've succeeded; neither Teresa nor I reacted quickly.
"Can I get a ride home?" she asked.
"Don't you need to be debriefed by Willingham, too?" I asked bitterly.
"Heh. Hell, no." Melina replied, a twinkle in her eyes. "He doesn't even know I'm here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Melina was in the backseat as I drove and Teresa rode shotgun. I used the monitor screen as we drove on the highway home, and the Coltrane County speed traps were unerringly detected.
"O65 Imperial Crown." Melina said approvingly as she looked around. "I have got to get me one of these! Think Uncle Harvey will make me one?" She called Dr. Eckhart 'Uncle Harvey' because he was my uncle and she had once been my wife. And I knew that she well knew the Founder and Great Leader of 'The Vision', and even had a 'Fourth Rune' from him.
"If you ask nicely," I said, "he just might. And by the way, I appreciate all your help on this. I have no doubt you saved Laura's life."
"No, that was all you." Melina replied. "I just sent you the 'red alert'. And I can't believe how fast y'all got in there and down to the basement. You guys been doing ninja training or something?" Fortunately she could not see the gleam in Teresa's eyes at that.
"Ohhh, just some advanced Police tactical training." I said, trying to make Teresa laugh, and almost succeeding.
"Yeah, right." Melina said. "Clan of the Crowbar training, I'd guess. But I'm not a part of that."
"Still," I said, "the credit for getting Laura out alive and well goes to you, Melina. And weren't you part of Jack's team, monitoring Laura?"
"No." said Melina. "I was not invited to Team Lazarus's party. I was sent on an assignment, probably to get me out of the way of this. And they don't really consider me to be part of Team Lazarus, anyway." I noticed a visible reaction on Teresa's face for a fleeting second, then Melina said "I've never been a good teammate."
"Oh, I think Hizzonor the Mayor disagrees." I said jovially. "Y'all make a great team."
"If I may ask," Teresa said, "why were you watching over Laura, if you weren't working with Team Lazarus?"
Melina said "Because intelligent people were not making intelligent decisions. Willingham is a tool for the Swamp Frogs in Washington. He thinks he's doing right, but he's like a dog that will do any trick to get a treat and be petted on the head. Team Lazarus... well, Martin Nash is a good guy, but he has ambitions to be where his uncle was, at the top of the FBI. And the rest of them follow; they just do their jobs. I don't blame them for that, but that's what it is."
Melina continued: " Jack Muscone is fighting for the Guardians of Justice side, and I don't think you realize just how loyal he is to you, Don." It was Teresa's turn to notice the fleeting reaction on my face at that as Melina went on: "He played this Game to try to help and protect Laura... for you. And one more thing: the previous EAD, that you forced to retire, would've left Laura abandoned. Owen Lange is trying to do what's right, and hold the line. One day... he'll be remembered as a Guardian of Justice."
"And Laura..." Melina finished, "... well, maybe she wanted revenge on the woman that handcuffed you to a nuclear weapon set to detonate, or maybe for the patriotic reasons of taking out an enemy spy. But she really wanted to capture Keiko Shimono. And by the Grace of God and the Clan of the Crowbar, she has. But my point is that she took risks she should not have in order to get Shimono. She never should've done this mission, she never should've trusted Willingham at all. She made some decisions I don't think she would've made in the past. And she let her guard down..."
Neither Teresa nor I said a word. We let Melina talk, knowing we were hearing something on the order of a confessional, and hearing truths that no one else would be willing to reveal.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00am, Wednesday, June 19th. Jack Muscone, Lindy Linares, Laura, and Callie Carrington arrived at the Country Breakfast Diner, owned by Town & County Councilman Jack Colby. They were shown to the private back room. Waiting for them were Your Iron Crowbar, Your Iron Wolf, and 'The Huntress'.
Laura hugged all of us before sitting down, and though he didn't like these things much, I made sure to man-hug Jack Muscone. "Thank you for helping us save my wife's life."
"I should've done a lot more." said Jack. "This thing went to Hell in a handbasket from the get-go, and I should've stepped in and called it off."
We all sat down after getting large portions of breakfast foods from the buffet. As we ate, the conversations started up:
"So how did you know to rescue me, and where I was?" Laura said. "No one else seems to know how it happened. And what happened to Donna, my assistant? Was she kidnapped?"
"Let's take Donna first." I said. "No, I don't think she was kidnapped."
"That hasn't been ascertained for sure." Jack said.
"It will be." I said. "Even if the CIA won't admit it, my bet is she's back at home at Langley, being complimented for doing a great job with Willingham to pull the wool over the FBI's eyes... and help MegaTech know who you are and what you were doing, Laura."
"That's treason!" Teresa said angrily. "Why don't we have APBs out there for her?"
"I'll address that in a second." I said. "As to her disappearance... apparently you sent her home, Laura, and she came straight up the University-Midtown Highway."
"I told her to drive towards the City and cut over." said Laura. "God, she was incompetent!"
"No, she was anything but incompetent." I said. "She was working with Willingham to blow your cover. When you sent her home, her use to Willingham and their mission was over. She called him on the cellphone he gave her, and he had her stop on the highway and be picked up. It was very simple, and it was meant confuse us, and distract the FBI team as well as you if you heard about it."
"I can see where you're coming from, Don." said Laura. "But you seem very sure. Why?"
"Oh, you haven't heard the full story." I said. "What happened is that I got to the scene right after the State Patrol Officers did. And I made observations. First, the State Troopers found the car without any personal effects in it, and the keys were not in the car. Ergo, Donna took them with her, perhaps out of habit, and she took her personal stuff. Now if they want to make it look like a kidnapping, they leave the keys in the car and maybe her purse there. And there's no reason for her to abandon the car... the 9-1-1 call was for a flat tire. If someone came to get her, can't they just change the tire? Or wouldn't she hang around for the HERO truck that she called 9-1-1 about?"
Everyone nodded and I continued: "The second thing, was that the address for the car tag was the old Post Office behind the Federal Building. People don't live there, so it's clearly not an individual home address. The State Patrol wouldn't know that, and they certainly wouldn't know who answered if they made the call. But the one person who DID know the address was fake and recognized the voice at the other end of the line... was me." People chuckled and agreed.
"The final piece of the puzzle, at least for me," I said, "is Willingham's arrival and his fury that I was there. It was truly a coincidence that I was at the scene, but he wrongly thought that I was there because I was watching over you. And he showed his ass about it at the scene. So it was not a hard deduction to make that I'd stumbled onto something, and for him to be so angry about it meant it had to be about your mission." I might not have mentioned that Cindy had already told me that as we drove home.
Jack Muscone said "He was showing his ass about it on the way home, too. He really thought you were not staying out of it. He wanted to revoke your security clearance and cut off your access to any information, but the EAD twisted his cap around. The fallout, though, was that he stopped sharing information with us, and us with him."
"And my rescue?" Laura asked.
"It wasn't me, but you were being watched." I said. "By good guys as well as bad guys. You were spotted being taken out the back of the club after you passed out... your drink was likely drugged..."
"It was." said Laura. "And they arranged it very well. Kara Zorn makes a job offer, they bring out champagne to make a toast... but everyone drank from the same bottle..."
"The glass." said Melina. "I think one of them had the drug in it already, and they forced that glass on you. I was at the event, as part of the waitstaff, which was the only way to get in there since it was a private event. I saw the tail end of it, you being 'helped' out the back door."
"It couldn't have been that much time between then and you making the raid." Laura said.
"You're right." I said. "Teresa and I and a couple of... friends... were already on the way down there. The Council meeting ended... early."
"We were also on the way." said Muscone. "The EAD don't play. This guy is good. I do suspect the DepDirector had a hand in that, though."
"They didn't want anyone seeing anything," I said, "so the front lobby didn't have the security guards it normally would have had. The building had been scouted out and the original schematics found, and we knew where all the entrances to the basement areas were, as well as air ducts. I think that was MegaTech's biggest miscalculation: they didn't think we could or would move so quickly and with such unerring accuracy."
"You say that like you believe MegaTech was behind the attempt to kidnap Laura." Lindy Linares said.
"That's because I do believe they were behind it, in close coordination with the Swamp Frogs within the CIA and maybe other agencies." I replied.
"I agree." said Laura. "There is no way Kara Zorn didn't personally know. I passed out right in front of her. Furthermore, I'm sure I heard her voice down in that basement as I was waking up. And the way they all acted from the moment I got there... no, we can't prove it, but it's enough for me to know that MegaTech Industries is working hand-in-glove with the Swamp, the Establishment Elites."
Lindy said "Kara Zorn flew out of Palmyra County Airport right at the time we were raiding the office building. Her flight plan said she was flying to the City, but her plane flew west, and we believe she's flying back home to Silicon Valley. Dr. Mark Wages and Margaret Mason were not at home when our Agents went to arrest them as material witnesses. We think they may be on the plane with Kara Zorn, and will not be seen in this State again."



"Consider me 'not surprised'." I said. "And no grounds to extradite her, or them."
"Not for kidnapping Laura?" Teresa asked.
"How dare you slander the Goddess of MegaTech Industries." I said, seemingly levelly. "She can deny ever seeing Laura faint, or at worst she'll say her minions helped Laura and took her to the hospital. Why, she offered Laura a job, and thought Laura was just overwhelmed by it. Wages will say he's seen nothing. And they weren't physically there during the raid, so good luck pinning them to that."
"And Donna?" Teresa asked.
"You can put out an APB if you like," I said, "but you'll never make an arrest. And if you did, proving treason will be hard. She'll just say she was just following orders."
"What about David?" Laura asked. "Dr. David Carlson."
Lindy said 'Brace yourself. We looked up David Carlson. No record of him ever being with a pro football or baseball team. He did receive a Ph.D. in Biomechanics from Northwestern, but the year he graduated is fifteen years earlier than you gave us. And here's a photo of him." She turned her laptop to show everyone that David Carlson was a man in his forties, dark haired, and no resemblance to the man Laura had met.
"Oh my God..." Laura gasped. "That's not him... that's not the man I... but he talked biomechanics like an expert..."
"So did you." I said. "He prepared the same way you did, was backstopped just like you were. Lindy, y'all got a photo of Laura's friend?"
Lindy pulled up a surveillance photo that Melina had taken as she said "We've been running facial rec on him since Monday night, and nothing has come up. No DMV photo, no military or civilian IDs, nothing with MegaTech. Nothing at all."
I looked at the photo. "Young, handsome, light haired, broad shouldered. Your kind of guy." I said. Laura gave me a brief raising of her eyebrows, then I said "Hmmm... I wonder... Laura, did he have military bearing?"
"Yes, he did." Laura said. " I asked him if he'd considered the military, and he said he hadn't, so I thought it was just from having been a football player... and the go-getter leader type. Why?"
"When I saw this photo," I said, "I immediately thought 'Trent Ridge'. Same kind of guy, superficially. This may be a wild ass guess, but... Lindy, would you pull up a photo of Trent Ridge and Quint Starr's Navy SEAL unit, and any other units they may have been in?"
"I'll try." said Lindy. We heard tapping on her laptop, then she gasped.
"What is it?" Jack asked, looking over her shoulder. Then he gasped as he saw it, his face showing utter shock. Lindy turned the laptop so that we could see it. and a chill ran up and down my damaged spine.
The screen was red, with the words "Access Denied: Classified Information. Top Secret:..."
"BEEKEEPER."
Part 16 - Pure Hatred
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the KXTC studios at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 19th. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the violence at last night's Council meeting and the arrest of black Council member Reginald B.F. Lewis!"
Amber: "Mayor Daniel Allgood attempted to silence the voice of Councilman Lewis by ejecting him from the Executive Session of the Council last night. Eyewitness reports are sharply divided on exactly what occurred, but TCPD Officers did forcibly remove Councilman Lewis from the private Council chamber. Mr. Lewis was booked at TCPD Headquarters on charges of disturbing the peace, resisting arrest and assaulting Police Officers."
Amber: "The Council meeting was adjourned when TCPD Detectives arrived to take statements and fully investigate the incident, and it appears that Commander Donald Troy had his troops fully exercising the Power of Police against Persons of Color who raise their voices in telling the truth and defying abuse. Let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more. Lester!"
Lester Holder came onto the screen from the other side of Riverside Drive, so that the back of City Hall was in the background. "That's right, Amber! Last night's arrest of Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, who is black, was made TCPD Captain Damien Thompson and Sergeant DeLong. Both cops are black, and for them to obey Mayor Daniel Allgood's illegal order to remove Councilman Lewis using the violent tactics associated with their boss, Commander Donald Troy, shows that they are Uncle Toms who are traitors to their race!"
Amber broke in, saying "Lester, why didn't Commander Troy make the arrest himself? Why send black Officers to do his job for him?"
Holder looked like he was about to explode as he practically shouted "Because Donald Troy is a coward, Amber! And he's a racist that does the bidding of illegitimate, racist Mayor Daniel Allgood! He's also a philander that cheats on his wife and sires halfbreed children out of wedlock!"
Amber said "Lester, Channel Two News has learned that Prosecutor Paulina Patterson is going to press full charges against Councilman Lewis! She's black, also, so is race really a factor here?"
Holder looked even angrier as he shouted "Bettina, Paulina Patterson is also a tool of The Man. Even worse, she betrayed her race and disgraced herself by having a child with a white man, Donald Troy! Their child is just a bastard halfbreed, and all People of Color should get in that halfbreed girl's face and tell her that she's worthless!"
"Thank you, Lester!" Amber said happily. To the camera, she said "Trusted reporter Lester Holder will continue to keep you informed with his accurate and insightful reporting on this very controversial incident..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Maybe it was because I was sleepy after a sleepless night followed by a big breakfast, but I said nothing as the Command Group watched that excrement disguised as 'journalism' in the Chief's Conference Room. But the others in the room that had gotten sleep were just as speechless. Finally, it was Cindy Ross that spoke.
"I'll have a statement out defending Captain Thompson within half an hour." Cindy said.
"Let me copy it," said an exhausted Teresa Croyle, "and I'll put the same thing out about Sergeant DeLong."
"Do that, but I'm going to do you all one better." said Chief Moynahan. "I'm going to have a Press Conference. Care to join me, Sheriff?"
"You better believe it." growled Griswold.
"Y'all might ask D.A. Walters to join it," I said, "so that she can defend Paulina."
"Good ideeeeea." drawled the Chief.
"Why?" Tanya Perlman asked. After a moment of silence, she said "Why are they doing it? What is their purpose and intent in doing that? Goading Commander Troy?"
"Ginning up racial tensions." Cindy said.
"Trying to hurt Daniel Allgood and maybe Paulina Patterson in the next Election?" asked Teresa.
"You're all correct, but it's more." I said. "They're trying to undermine any faith the Black Community has in our Institutions of Government. They tried to defraud Daniel of his rightful mayoral win, then accuse him of being illegitimate when they failed. They've done everything they can to paint me as a racist, so they can paint the Police Force as racist. And now they're going after Paulina in order to cast doubt on the District Attorney's Office... those who prosecute cases like the one about to happen to Reginald B.F. Lewis."
Cindy said "And that massively backfired when Captain Thompson came in to arrest Lewis. The Press was there, and counting on you to be there to make the arrest, Don. I'm glad Damien volunteered to make that arrest himself. It took the wind totally out of their sails."
"Did he volunteer?" asked Chief Moynahan, looking at me.
"I did not order, ask, hint, nor suggest that he do it, Chief. "Nor did I say anything to Sergeant DeLong at all, until after he'd asked to do it.
"And it didn't matter." said Tanya. "KXTC just went full-bore racist on us, anyway.."
"I did note that Bettina Wurtzburrrrrg did not participate in that embarrassing report." said the Chief. "Do we give her credit for that?"
"With respect, sir: not only 'no', but 'HELL no!'." I replied. "She's the Managing Editor; that report did not get to the airwaves without her knowledge and consent."
"What scares me a little bit," said Teresa, "is how Penis Holder said to tell Tasha she's a worthless whatever. It almost sounded like he was encouraging violence against her."
"Yeah... it did." I said, my voice barely above a whisper as I went into a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Honor," said ADA Franklin Washington at 9:00am, in the Courtroom of the Honorable Judge Rodney K. Watts, "this is the second time the Defendant has behaved abusively towards other Council Members and the Mayor, as well as resisting arrest and assaulting Police Officers. The Prosecution intends to bring full felony charges against the Defendant, and we will be asking for a prison sentence. We ask that he be held without bail until his trial."
"Your Honor," said Defense counsel H.J. Lynch, "there is no formal record of previous charges against my client. Furthermore, he was acting well within his capacity as a Town & County Council Member representing Minorities, and we believe and will show that the Mayor acted wrongly to demand his removal, and that the Police are the ones that acted abusively. We again ask that all charges against my client be dismissed with prejudice."
"That's not going to happen." said Judge Watts. "Prosecution, is there any desire to reach a plea deal?"
"No, Your Honor." said Franklin Washington. "The County showed extraordinary generosity in dropping the charges last time, only for the Defendant to commit the same crimes again. We intend to take this case to trial with the objective of a conviction and prison sentence for this Defendant."
The formal charges were read. "How does the Defendant plead?" asked Judge Watts.
Reginald B.F. Lewis stood up and said "Not guilty."
"Prosecution, bail?" asked the Judge.
"Franklin Washington stood up and said "We ask that the Defendant be denied bail, particularly since one of the felony charges is assaulting Police Officers. We consider the Defendant to be a considerable flight risk and a danger to the community."
"Defense?" said Watts.
"Your Honor, that is ridiculous." said H.J. Lynch, as if his own mother had been besmirched. "The Defendant is a long time resident of this County, with very deep family roots and connections to the community. He is a Town & County Council Member, and intends to continue representing Minorities in the County in that position. We ask that the Defendant be released on his own recognizance pending trial."
Judge Watts said "The charge of assaulting Police Officers is a particularly disturbing one, and my sense is that the Defendant refuses to be aware of the seriousness of the charge. However, the Defendant is not a likely flight risk, so I am setting bail at $100,000, and the Defendant will be ankle monitored if and when he makes bail. This Court is in recess." The Judge banged his gavel. So let it be written; so let it be done...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Press Room at Police Headquarters was jam-packed with reporters, and everyone noted that Lester Holder was not among them. Amber Harris was also missing, because for her to be there would violate the terms of her bail. There was a buzz about the room; this was the first full Press Conference by anyone in the Police Department except the Public Relations Officer in a long time.
"And we're about to go live with the Police Press Conference." whispered Priya Ajmani into KFXU's camera. "We do not know if Commander Troy will be present, but Fox Eight News was exclusively told that Chief Moynahan would address the Press------ and here goes!"
At 10:00am sharp the Deputy Chief walked into the room, carrying a green crowbar. She went up to the dias, followed by the aforementioned Public Relations Officer and a 2nd Precinct Sergeant. "Ladies and gentlemen, the Town & County Chief of Police." Cindy said with alacrity.
Chief Sean Moynahan entered the room, which began quietening down. He came to the podium and began speaking. "Thank you for coming. I have called this Press Conference to address the despicable and untrue comments regarding three of my finest Police Officers by KXTC's racist reporter, Lester Holder."
Chief Moynahan: "Captain Thompson and Sergeant DeLong are outstanding Officers and have served the TCPD with distinction for many years. You all know Captain Thompson as the Public Relations Officer, and his many achievements. What you may not know is that Sergeant DeLong is the Officer that followed Lieutenant Ivar Irwin into the warehouse to rescue Todd Burke, and was a witness to the tragedy that happened that night. Sergeant DeLong's courage is one reason Mr. Burke was successfully rescued."
The room was now very quiet as Chief Moynahan continued: "Captain Thompson and Sergeant DeLong volunteered to be on call for last night's Council meeting. I asked them directly if any of my Police Officers had ordered, suggested, or hinted for them to volunteer, and they both stated to me that no Police Officer had spoken to them about it ahead of them volunteering to be there."
Chief Moynahan: "So when trouble began at the Council Meeting, and the Sergeant-At-Arms requested Police backup, Captain Thompson and Sergeant DeLong responded to the call. Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, who was acting belligerently, physically pushed off the Officers, which constituted two felony crimes: resisting arrest, and assaulting Police Officers."
Chief Moynahan: "Captain Thompson and Sergeant DeLong acted appropriately and correctly the entire time, and without regard to ethnicity or gender. This was backed up by video evidence turned in to Police by a Council Member. So for KXTC reporter Lester Holder to call them racially charge epithets was not only factually incorrect, but was racist of Holder as well as an obvious attempt to incite racial tensions if not physical hostilities in this County."
Chief Moynahan: "Furthermore to this subject, the comments made by Lester Holder about Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson were beyond despicable. Ms. Patterson is a brilliant Prosecutor and an outstanding Public Servant, who has successfully prosecuted and removed many heinous criminals from our streets, helping protect our Citizens."
Chief Moynahan: "Even worse, the comments made by Lester Holder about Ms. Patterson's young daughter, Tasha Troy-Patterson, who is also the daughter of my Police Commander, Donald Troy, were not only hateful and racist, but the TCPD considers his comment that quote 'all People of Color should tell that child that she is a worthless...' followed by a racial epithet, to be an attempt to incite violence upon that child, which is a criminal offense. If you think you can commit crimes and then hide behind the First Amendment, I am here to tell you that you are badly, badly, mis-tayyy-kennnnn."
Chief Moynahan finished up: "Why KXTC continues to employ a committed racist who is obviously filled with hatred for small children and rage against those who protect our Citizens, I don't know... but I do know that it is an outrage. I have instructed my Deputy Chief, my Captain of Public Relations, and all Police Officers to not give interviews to KXTC, to not give comments to KXTC reporters, and to not even speak to KXTC reporters, until Lester Holder is no longer employed by them. While I'm told that I cannot specifically exclude KXTC reporters from the Press Room, I have ordered that there will be no further Press Conferences at all if there are KXTC reporters or cameras in the room.
Chief Moynahan: "Finally... ladies and gentlemen, we are not stoo-pid." said Moynahan. "The Press cameras in the hallway of City Hall where they normally never are was a very obvious clue that they expected an altercation in the Council's Executive Session. And if you in the Press expected the Police to back down from enforcing the law in the name of 'optics' and political correctness, then your suppositions were mal-forrrrrmmmed. That is all; I will be taking no questions."
The room exploded into a shouting near-melée as the Chief made his way out of the room, preceded by the Green Crowbar, tapping her crowbar in her palm, and followed by Captain Thompson and Sergeant DeLong...
And then they realized that the Town & County Sheriff was at the podium.
"About time you noticed me standing here." Griswold growled as they turned to him and gave him their attention. "I have this comment to make: I fully agree with everything Chief Moynahan just said, and my Police Officers have my full support. I am also going to say that the despicable, racist attacks upon my Police Commander's daughter, Tasha Troy-Patterson, should be condemned by every Citizen of this County, regardless of their color or ethnicity."
Griswold: "I am reminded of the song I sang as a child in church, that went 'Jesus loves the little children; all the children of the world; red and yellow, black and white; they are precious in His sight'. Tasha Troy-Patterson is a wonderful, beautiful little girl that is like a granddaughter to me. I will not be forgiving nor forgetting Lester Holder's evil words about her. I'll be taking no questions."
And with that, the Sheriff exited the Press Room, which stood in stunned silence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they walked down the hall back towards the Chief's office, Cindy said "Chief, where was D.A. Walters?"
"I called her," said the Chief, "and she said she was putting out the fires regarding the arrest of Councilman Lewis last night, and therefore would be unable to join usssss."
"I hope that's true." said Cindy as they went into the Chief's office.
"What do you meannnn?" asked the Chief.
"I just hope Walters wasn't there," said Cindy, "because she didn't want to publicly defend Paulina. Walters hasn't put out any statement of support for Paulina, and now she was not at our Press Conference defending our people."
"Are you making an... insinuation, Commander Ross?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"As Commander Troy often says, Chief... no data yet." Cindy replied with alacrity. "No data yet..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Wednesday, June 19th. The meeting convened in the D.A.'s Conference Room at City Hall. Present were ADA Franklin Washington, ADA Savannah Fineman, Defense Counsel H.J. Lynch, and Defense Counsel Robert 'Bob' Berry.
"Why are you doing this?" snarled Lynch. "Councilman Lewis had every right to speak at that Council meeting."
Savannah Fineman said "When he follows the Rules of Order and is recognized to speak, maybe. But he's not entitled to make false accusations, which he did. And he is especially not entitled to assault Police Officers."
"Assaulting Don Troy isn't a crime, it's the right thing to do." snarled Bob Berry.
"Try it, and see how long it takes you to see the wrong side of a jail cell." replied Franklin Washington. "Oh, and by the way, Commander Troy was not the Police Officer assaulted. The first black man to be promoted to Captain in the TCPD was the one assaulted. Bad. Very bad."
"The Police assaulted our client." said H.J. Lynch.
"If you believe that, then let's to go trial." said Franklin. "We have proof of what really happened."
"Look, do you reeeely want to take the County's only black Council Member to trial over this?" asked Lynch. "Are you even considering the optics of this, and the racial strife it's going to gin up?"
"First of all," said Washington, "I'm black. Judge Watts is black, and he's been assigned the case. The arresting Officers were black. Second, the optics don't matter; Justice and the Rule of Law is what matters. And last, if you're counting on us having a fear of 'optics' to save your client or have us go easy on him, forget it. We had the courtesy to give him the benefit of the doubt once. We won't make that mistake again."



"Okay, then." said Berry, closing his portfolio notebook. "It's you who will pay the consequences-------"
The doors opened, and everyone gasped as a tall, broad-shouldered, redheaded man walked into the room, carrying the red tool for which he was nicknamed. Following me was Captain Teresa Croyle. We were both in civilian clothes.
"The consequences..." I said, my voice low and menacing, "will be a lot of people getting felony criminal records, and possibly people getting hurt when the Police crack down on any rioters and make arrests. Perhaps you remember 'Sturgis on the Square' last year?" (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 05-06.)
"Yeah," said Lynch, "the most brutal use of Police Power since the Nazis on Kristallnacht."
"Hardly." I replied. "And because of your lackadaisical effort defending them, Lynch, all 632 of those we arrested now have felony criminal records. But we are not going to fool with that again. I am going to tell you now what you are going to do to resolve this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon. KXTC Executive Producer Burt West joined Amber Harris at the KXTC anchor desk and made an editorial statement:
"I am proud of the KXTC Channel Two News staff for their excellent coverage of last night's incident of Police brutality and racism against the Town & County Council's only Member of Color. KXTC fully stands behind our reporter Lester Holder and his accurate and insightful reporting, and we condemn Police Chief Sean Moynahan's vicious statement earlier this morning. We especially support Lester Holder's comments about Commander Donald Troy. Donald Troy is a racist, and his presence on the Town & County Police Force creates a culture of Police brutality and violence towards People of Color. We call upon the Town & County Council to do the right thing that the Police Chief and Sheriff won't do, and terminate Donald Troy with the same prejudice he's shown towards People of Color."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can't believe they agreed to it." Teresa said as the TCPD Command Group and Our Sheriff sat in the 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar at lunch.
"What did they agree tooooooo?" asked the Chief.
"Reginald B.F. Lewis will plead 'nolo contendere' to the charges." I said. "In exchange, he will receive a sentence of ten years in prison and a $300,000 fine... suspended. If he's arrested again for disturbing the Council meetings, which include packing the audience with Antifa and PCGW people over Police precincts, the sentence will be imposed upon him."
"And how did you get them to agree to that?" asked Cindy.
Teresa said "We were listening in on the 'baby monitor' from the next room. Berry said something about assaulting Don being the 'right thing to do', quote unquote. When we went in, Don stood over Berry like Snoopy being a vulture in the 'Peanuts' comic strips and said 'If you want to assault me, give it your best shot. But you better not mess up, because then I'll have my shot... and it will hurt.'."
Tanya and the Sheriff laughed heartily. Cindy and the Chief, not quite as much. "Alpha-male games." Cindy said.
"And guess who won." Teresa said cattily. "Anyway, I think they started to see the light of day when every one of their bluffs kept being called. They were counting on the ADAs wanting to avoid potential racial violence, but when Don walked in and said he was ready to quell the violence and 'optics' be damned, they realized they couldn't win, and Lewis would go to prison if it went to trial."
"Good." said the Chief. "Maybe things will calm dowwwwwwnnnnn."
"Damn good thing Thompson and DeLong made the arrest." growled the Sheriff. "How did you pull that one off?"
Cindy said "We didn't. They really did volunteer. Thompson and DeLong came to me, and we all went to talk to Don about it. Thompson understands the importance of his promotion, but he doesn't like the political race games and trying to trap Commander Troy like they were doing. And I think DeLong is still a bit haunted by what happened to Irwin right in front of him; DeLong is really thinking in terms of Police Blue over black and white right now."
As we finished our meals, I said "Okay guys, I have a meeting at the Federal Building, where some Federales have some serious explaining to do, and I have the Charter Commission meeting tonight. So this afternoon my office door may be shut and locked for a few hours."
"A very good idea, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." said the Chief. "A very good ideeeeea. An even better one is to get some sleep in your bed at home for a few hours this afternooooon..."
Part 17 - Bee Stings, Scorpion Stings
1:00pm, Wednesday, June 19th. I went into the plexiglass 'cube' in the FBI Suite of the Federal Building off Courthouse Square. Jack Muscone and Martin Nash were already there.
"The rest of them will be here shortly." said Jack. "First, I want to apologize to you for what is going on."
"Accepted," I said, "but I know this is not on you, Jack."
"I'll give you the 'inside baseball' before the others get here." Jack said. "It's total war in Washington. The FBI is accusing the CIA of bad faith on the joint mission. In turn, the CIA has disavowed being part of the joint mission, and at the same time is blaming the FBI for what they consider to be the mission's failure."
"Failure?" I asked, halfway a gasp. "Shimono and The Geek are in custody. Laura's alive and okay. How do they consider that to be 'failure'?"
Martin Nash said "First, let me tell you that Willingham is blaming you personally, Don. He says your interference, which he is calling deliberate, caused the mission to blow up. He is trying to get your security clearance revoked and your FBI Consultant status removed."
Jack said "Don't stress on that. But apparently the CIA wanted to find Shimono's contacts with the Red Chinese and net a bigger haul of fish, as Sheriff Griswold would say."
Martin Nash added: "And they're embarrassed about The Geek being found with Shimono and MegaTech Industries. He was supposed to be in Federal Government custody... though no one will say exactly whose custody... but apparently he was working with both Shimono and MegaTech."
"Yes." I said. "He's been swimming in putrid Swamp waters for some time. So is Laura in trouble? She's not going to be disavowed, is she?"
"No." said a scratchy voice. I looked up to see EAD Owen Lange enter the cube, followed by Laura, Lindy Linares, Julius Jefferson, and Callie Carrington. As they sat down, Lange said "Willingham wanted to pin a lot of the blame on Laura, but she still has clout at Langley and with some U.S. Senators. They snapped Willingham's head back pretty damn hard."
"I'm not being disavowed, Darling." Laura said to me. "But I'm definitely being retired in a more permanent way. I'm still a CIA Senior Consultant, but I will not be 'consulted' nearly as often, and mostly on thing having to do with psychology. And my days of active field missions are officially 'ovah', as you like to say. Carole will be happy, I'm sure."
"Carole's dad is even more happy about that." I said. "I know you're disappointed, though." Laura nodded. She wouldn't admit it, but she liked field missions.
"I guess I better get my company in California ramped up again." said Callie with her beautiful smile.
"We have plenty of work to do." said Laura. "Beginning with digging deep into this 'BEEKEEPER' business."
"Commander, here's what we know about that." said Owen Lange. "BEEKEEPER was supposed to have been shut down, and it was... but it was still sitting there on the operational books. The FBI brass thinks someone put the BEEKEEPER label on Trent Ridge's Navy SEAL unit just in case you looked into it. It was intended to rattle you."
"In that," I said, "someone has succeeded. Completely. So what's the deal with that?"
"The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff personally intervened," said the EAD, "and had the Navy send me everything on that unit that they had, including the atrocities they committed in Iraq. Lindy, show him the photo."
Lindy brought up a photo on her tablet, showing eight Navy SEALs in Iraq. I noticed Trent and Quint immediately. I did not recognize the others.
"Oh my God, there's David." Laura said, pointing out the tall, broad-shouldered, light-haired man at the edge of the picture on the right.
"His real name is David Carter." said Lange. "He was a Lieutenant J.G. when that photo was taken. He wasn't actually on Trent's team, but was one of the Officers they reported to. He was taken out of the way in time, before the atrocities in Iraq began being found out. He was promoted to Lieutenant (which is the same as an Army Captain) and reassigned, and it's beginning to be clear he was part of the Swamp. We didn't know he was with MegaTech in any way until this mission."
"And he was perfect for them for this mission." I said. "The names are close enough... 'David Carlson' and 'David Carter'. He must've had some previous training in biomechanics, so they created that cover for him to interact with Laura, and keep watch over her. And him being the type of guy she likes didn't hurt their ruse, either." Callie chuckled out loud at that; the FBI Agents were a bit more 'respectful'.
"And the insidious thing," I continued, "is that they can say they were just observing you to see if they wanted to offer you a job, which is what Kara Zorn did at the end to complete the alibi. So... are the rest of those SEALs in that photo a threat to us?"
"We're checking up on all of them now, as is Navy CIS." said Lange. "We're trying to see if they are still acting like one unit, and embedded in various Swamp companies; or if they went their separate ways and were absorbed into the Swamp."
"Either way, it's the Swamp." I said. "And Willingham? Don't tell me he was unaware of what was going on."
"Okay, I won't tell you." said Lange, and it was humorous because it was so unexpected from him. He went on: "Seriously, the CIA is circling the wagons around him. He's been one of their marked cards being groomed for higher positions for a while now. They are blaming us in order to protect him, but there's no doubt this has set him back."
"And well it should." Laura said.
"What about Donna?" I asked.
"She's back at Langley, where she came from." Laura said. "Willingham tried to force one of his male people onto me as my assistant, and when I shot that down he had to pull Donna out to go with me. She was originally going to be his information person."
"And she likely would've been giving the FBI disinformation while covering for Willingham." said Lindy. "We didn't know it at the time, as we never saw her, but she has a very adversarial relationship with the FBI."
"So," I said, "the 800-pound-gorilla in the room: was Willingham and the CIA working hand-in-glove with MegaTech?"
"They do work together." said Muscone. "But I'm not sure their left hand knows what their right hand is doing. Elliot Sanders, the CEO, is very friendly with the Red Chinese... maybe to the point of colluding with them to give them some of our best technology. Kara Zorn may have been working with Mai Ling, a.k.a. Shimono, to help Elliot make that happen, or she may not realize what Sanders is doing."
"Oh, she knows." I said. "She couldn't possibly not know."
"I dunno, Don." said Muscone. "Remember Lloyd Feingold at BigAgraFoods had no idea what Mittens Willis was doing, and when he found out, Willis murdered him."
"True." I said. "But Zorn was there with Laura when Laura fell unconscious. I believe Laura when she said she heard Zorn's voice talking to Shimono. While Elliot Sanders is working hand-in-glove with the Red Chinese, Kara Zorn is the force behind MegaTech Industries working with our Government to spy on American Citizens, through the 'Alicia' devices... and eventually through brain implants."
There were gasps in the room, but Laura came to my rescue by saying "He's right. They talked to me about spinal cord implants, maybe hoping I'd mention Tanya Perlman. But I agree with Don that their real lodestone would be those brain implants, potentially controlling people."
"Yep." I said. "The lid... has been torn off... of Hell."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"MOMMY!"
That was my son Jim greeting his mother as he ran up to her when we came into The Cabin. Laura hugged Jim warmly, then greeted my mother Phyllis.
"Where's Carole?" asked Laura.
"Right behind you, Mommy." said Carole, who had snuck up behind her mother, and was standing there with her arms behind her back and a sneakily crafty look on her face.
"Let me give you a big hug, too." Laura said. They hugged each other warmly.
"I'm glad you're home and safe, Mommy." Carole said. "Bowser is happy, too." Laura looked down to see a handsome white dog looking up at her, his tail wagging.
"Hey Bowser." Laura said, petting Bowser. "Hey Buddy." she said as she petted Buddy, who had also come up for his share of the love. Then she said "Guess what, Carole? I am never going to any kind of 'meetings' again. I'm grounded."
"GOOD!" exclaimed Carole. "You get in trouble when you go to 'meetings'. So does Daddy... but there's just no stopping him from getting in trouble."
It is possible that someone laughed until he cried over that. Maybe it was because I was so exhausted. Laura said "Who told you that about Daddy?"
"Aunt Teresa." Carole said. "She said we daughters of Para-TROOO-pers have to keep Daddy out of trouble."
Bus-ted, I thought to myself...
Part 18 - Charter-ing The Course
After a shower, a few hours of sleep, and some good food, I felt very refreshed as I drove to City Hall and parked in the basement garage area. I went up to the room set aside for the Charter Commission meeting.
Edward Steele came in just a moment later. "There you are." he said. "It's been a busy 24 hours, and you've managed not to be seen, on TV or anywhere else."
"Yes, it was a busy 24 hours." I said agreeably, though he did not know why I was saying that. "Did they announce the plea deal?"
"Not yet." said Steele. "The Court hearing is tomorrow morning. The Defense balked at something during the afternoon, about blaming Lewis if people pack the public Council Chamber without his consent. They were saying he couldn't prove a negative, that he wasn't behind it, and Franklin Washington said they didn't have to prove he was behind it to revoke the plea deal. Washington finally agreed that if Lewis himself asked them at the meeting to be respectful or to disperse, he wouldn't be held accountable."
"So they delayed it overnight." I said. "Did Miriam Walters come out with a public statement of support for Paulina Patterson?"
"Uh..." Edward said, thinking about it. "You know, I don't think she ever did."
The other Charter Commissioners came in, and I asked them something, which they agreed upon. Then the doors were opened to the Public. This meeting was about the Board of Commissioners, how they're constituted, and what their continuing role would be. Considering that the Board was the Board for everything from the Water Works to the Public Library system, it was a big deal, and we expected a packed house and long evening.
Packed? Yes. Young people, mostly black, wearing red Antifa shirts, began coming in and taking up a lot of the seats. They created no noise; in fact, they said nothing at all. They just stared at us. Edward Steele looked over at me, but I made sure to keep my face looking untroubled. Maybe because I'd been stared down by the Slender Man before, and these people were not the Slender Man. And maybe because that was a red crowbar next to my briefcase on the floor behind me.
I gaveled the meeting into order and said "Thank you for coming today. I have two announcements before we get started. First, the hearing for the Police Department issues has been moved up to next week. That's next Wednesday, June 26th, for the Police Department hearing. Spread the word, tell all your friends and neighbors."
"And second," I continued, "if you are here to discuss the School Board and its separation from the Board of Commissioners, I am asking you to hold off until we have a hearing specifically for the School Board. As you can probably tell from the form of my sentence, the Commission is already writing in a separate School Board, so we won't discuss that tonight."
Most of the audience not wearing the red shirts burst into applause. The young people wearing the red shirts remained totally silent, just staring at us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:40pm. The meeting was adjourned, and everyone had left the chamber. We were packing up our stuff when Edna Carter said "That went a lot more smoothly than I thought it would."
"Yes, it went well." I said. "Once we took the School Board issue out of it, most of it was small stuff, issues that individuals or small groups care about, but isn't really something for the Charter's structure."
Edward Steele said "I'm surprised there were no Police Officers or Union Reps here to talk about the Boards of Inquiry. Are they thinking that you're going to take care of that, Don?"
"Maybe." I said.
"What was with all those young people, just sitting there and staring at us?" asked Savannah Fineman. "I was wondering if we need to call in some Deputies to be prepared to keep order."
"There are some, in a room down the hall." I said. "And some of my 2nd shift SWAT people with them. They've been there every week."
"Really?" gasped the Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams. I couldn't help but smile at their surprise.
"Oh yes." I said. "My Captain of Operations fears for my personal safety. I'm grateful for her concern, though I don't anticipate any trouble here like they had in the Council meeting last night."
"And nobody asked Captain Thompson to be there for that?" asked Williams.
"To the extent of my knowledge, no." I said. "I know I didn't suggest it; he and DeLong came to the Deputy Chief and said they wanted to be there. The Chief said something about that at this morning's Press Conference, as well." Williams was clearly skeptical, but seemed to accept what I was saying.
"Okay, next week is the big one, for you." Edward Steele.
"Yes, yes it is." I said. "It's going to be very big. Oh... Ms. Fineman, can I have a word with you for a moment before we go?" Everyone else correctly took that as their cue to leave, and they did.
"What is it?" Savannah asked as we remained seated.
"I'm not trying to tell you nor your boss how to run the D.A.'s office." I said. "But I do know Chief Moynahan invited D.A. Walters to be at his Press Conference this morning, and she was a no-show. And to my knowledge to this point, Ms. Walters has not made a single statement of support for Paulina Patterson, who was the subject of a viciously racist attack against her and her daughter. The Police and I even consider Lester Holder's words to be a physical threat against Tasha."
I continued: "Again, it's her business, but I would suggest that it would be a very good thing for the D.A. to step up and make a public statement about it. Not because Tasha is my daughter, but because Paulina is one of Walters's ADAs, and because it's the right thing to do to stand up to Holder's racism and inciting to violence. And last but not least, it would be very good politically for her with the Black Community; they don't support Holder's racist crap no matter what the liars of KXTC say."
"I'll tell her what you've said." Savannah replied, getting up and gathering her things. She clearly did not like it.
"You parked in the garage?" I asked. "I'll walk you out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The elevator doors to the garage level opened and we walked out and into the garage, Savannah's high heels clicking on the concrete. As we neared our cars, a group of people suddenly came out of the shadows and from around cars. A red crowbar came out in potential retaliatory response.



One of the people was Lester Holder, along with a cameraman and KXTC security people. And I could tell that some of the Antifa people were there, hiding behind cars, very likely with cellphones, recording what was happening.
"Care to comment for the record," shouted Lester Holder, "on your racist, violent abuse of blacks?"
I said nothing to him; to Savannah I said "Let's go." Holder moved to block us, and now was well within the 20 foot range where I could attack him and he'd be unable to respond in time.
"Your daughter's a halfbreed, Troy!" Holder ranted. "She's not even a human fucking being! She's a worthless bastard halfbreed! What, you don't like it when I say that? Why don't you do something about it?"
"Don't rise to the bait, Commander." said a woman's voice behind me. I did not even have to turn around to know that the Iron Wolf had my back, and that Lester Holder was on the verge of finding out what the full fury of 'Teresa Cunt' was all about.
Teresa came up, wearing all back, and put herself between me and Holder. And I could tell that she had reinforcements behind her... those Deputies and SWAT people that had been in the nearby room. "You just broke the law, inciting violence, Holder." Teresa said.
"Why don't you try to arrest me, then, you fucking cunt." Holder snarled.
I looked at Teresa and said "He's all yours. I'll take what's left of him to jail."
"Lester! Get back!" yelled a voice. Bettina Wurtzburg and her cameraman came up. "Don't give them the excuse, Lester. Everyone! Let's go! Get out of here!." All the news people obeyed, with Lester Holder snickering at us.
"Just in time." Teresa said as they drove their vehicles out of the garage. "Was that all staged? Was she a part of it?"
"I don't know." I said. "Let's go." I walked Savannah to her car, and she got in and drove off. I then said to Teresa "It's late, Captain. What say we go to our respective homes and get some sleep? Oh... don't touch Holder. Not publicly, not in private, not in secret, not with the Clan ninja. Just don't touch him."
Teresa peered at me. "You know, Commander... I've noticed that it's when you don't say a word that you have something in mind.. You don't say a word, so that you have 'plausible deniability'. So you're wanting me to leave Holder... to you."
"He will rue this day." I said. "And you're right, that's all I'll say. Plausible deniability, dontcha know..."
And Holder would rue the day. Having seen that philosophical exchange of ideas, Savannah Fineman realized what truly was going on. She would relate the story to Miriam Walters the next morning, along with my suggestions to publicly support Paulina...
Part 19 - From All Sides
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am, June 20th, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Meredith, it's been an incredible couple of days."
"Yes it has, Catrina." said Meredith, who was sitting on the couch in a way to show off her shapely legs. "The charges and counter-charges of racism are flying through the air, pitting Council Members against each other and the Mayor, and the Town & County Police are fighting back against accusations of racism and a culture of Police brutality and violence."
Catrina: "And we have breaking news: Fox Eight News has learned that District Attorney Miriam Walters will be making a statement to the Press this morning at 9:00am, and it will be about a potential plea deal for Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis."
Meredith: "Last night over one hundred people gathered on Courthouse Square in a candlelight vigil for Councilman Lewis. The demonstration was peaceful, and the protesters said they were lighting candles to shed light on the suppression of minority voices by the abusive actions of the Mayor and Police, particularly Commander Donald Troy."
Catrina: "Commander Troy has not made any public statements since Tuesday's arrest of Councilman Lewis, but sources tell Channel Two News that he is taking KXTC reporter Lester Holder's comments about his daughter Tasha Troy-Patterson as an active, physical threat of violence against her. Commander Troy's other daughter Carole and Councilman Edward Steele's daughter Marie were victims of an attempted kidnapping earlier this month, and Commander Troy takes threats to his family very seriously."
Meredith: "Our competitor KXTC's Lester Holder's statements were so outrageous that we will not show them here, but even worse is KXTC Executive Producer Burt West's editorial in support of Holder's blatantly racist remarks." She read aloud the statement West had made the day before.
Catrina: "That is just disgusting. And ladies and gentlemen, this is the sweet little girl that Lester Holder has made those disgusting comments about. We are joined by Tasha Troy-Patterson and her mother, ADA Paulina Patterson, along with Tasha's sister, Carole Troy. Welcome to you all."
The camera panned out to show two utterly adorable Troy girls sitting on the loveseat sofa that had been brought in, and Paulina in a chair next to them. Only the addition of Bowser could have increased the cuteness level.
Meredith said "ADA Patterson, what is your response to the disgusting things said by our competitor about you and your daughter?"
Paulina said: "As a Prosecutor for the County, I'm used to attacks, though I cannot remember them ever being taken to the level Holder has taken them. He's just showing his racism and hatred in his remarks, and I do not believe his hatred is representative of the Black Community here nor anywhere else."
Paulina continued: "But the attacks on my daughter are beyond the pale. I believe Commander Troy is right when he says he considers them to be a call to physically threaten my daughter. And no one of any race, creed, or color could possibly consider those vicious remarks to be helpful to any racial issues in our County or our Nation today."
Catrina said "Carole, what do you think of that?"
Carole crossed her little arms and angrily said "Those are bad people, and they better leave my sis-ter a-lone!" Then she reached over and hugged Tasha, who happily hugged her back.
Catrina said "Thank you, ladies." Then she turned to the camera and said "If these children can transcend racial barriers for love like that, I don't know why the rest of us can't. But apparently Lester Holder and the people at our competitor KXTC have only hatred in their hearts..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Awwww." said my Angels as we watched and drank coffee in my office, along with Sheriff Griswold.
"Man, KFXU is scoring big points over KXTC today." Teresa said.
"Lester Holder has dug a huge hole for himself." said Cindy. "And then KXTC backs him up all the way. I don't get that, and I get the sense it's not just about you, Don. Do they have polling that suggests Blacks are loving what they are doing?"
"I agree there is more to it, and someone definitely has a plan... purpose and intent... in doing this." I said. "And they're pushing KXTC's buttons to get them to do this. I'll tell you this, too: the people behind this, whoever they are, are usually months ahead of the rest of us. What you are seeing now, the ginned up racial strife, was planned out months ago."
"But why?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, I have no idea. They're not sending me the memos." I said. "But seriously, if it were an Election year, I'd say that was the reason. But my thesis of them planning this months ago brings us back to last year, when their tactics to steal the Mayoral election failed."
"Maybe because the Charter is being re-written?" asked Tanya.
"It could be." said Teresa. "Before he was taken hostage, Todd was hearing a lot about some people wanting the new Charter to fail, and the Town and County to be split again. Gin all this stuff up, then Blacks would demand the split, possibly to get more representation on whatever governing body would come out of it."
"Crowbar," said the Sheriff, who was sitting on the sofa, "give that woman a crowbar."
"Don't need one, Sheriff." Teresa said with alacrity, though happy with the compliment. Then she said "Sheriff, what do you think of all this?"
"I think we're seeing an outward manifestation of nationwide problems." said the Sheriff. "These issues are going on in a great many places, like California and Chicago. But our Police stand up to the political correctness, and we especially stand up to the Media dishonesty, while in some of those other places, they bend to the politicians's and Media's will."
The Sheriff added: "Crowbar is right, and has always been right: the source of nearly all America's problems can be traced by to the corrupt, dishonest, agenda-driven, and deeply biased American Mainstream Media. If they reported just 10% accurately and without bias, and didn't bury the stories they bury, there is no way these politicians at any level, local, State, National, could get away with the garbage they're doing."
"Someone give that Sheriff a crowbar!" I said. Everyone laughed, and the Sheriff's mustaches twitched with merriment. I then said "Okay, I'm leaving tomorrow, Friday, at noon. Laura and I are taking Tasha, Carole, and Marie up to our place at Lake Watchacoochie for some R and R. Jim will be staying with his brothers at Molly's, Lord have mercy on her."
"Getting out of the way for a while?" asked Cindy. "Good idea." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:15, District Attorney Miriam Walters stepped up to the podium set up just outside the entrance to the Courthouse complex on the east side of Courthouse Square, joined by ADAs Franklin Washington and Savannah Fineman.
"I have two things to announce." she said to the throng of reporters. Behind them was a throng of young black persons, all wearing red shirts with the logo of someone holding a pennant. They were all standing there silently, staring at the District Attorney.
"First," Walters said, "Judge Rodney K. Watts accepted the terms of a plea deal between the Town & County and Reginald B.F. Lewis. Lewis pled 'no contest' to charges of assaulting Police Officer and resisting arrest, charges which were reduced from felonies to misdemeanors as part of the agreement. His sentence of six years in prison and a $300,000 fine has been suspended, but can be reinstated if he commits the same or similar crimes again."
"Second," Walters said, "I wish to join Chief Sean Moynahan in condemning the racist hate speech uttered by Lester Holder of KXTC. I have referred his racist comments to the U.S. Department of Justice's Civil Rights Division, and I agree with the Police that his remarks about young Tasha Troy-Patterson constituted an attempt to incite violence and potential harm to that little girl. No one in this County, regardless of their ethnicity, gender, orientation, or creed, should have to be subjected to the hatred spewed by Lester Holder. The District Attorney's Office will be making a further investigation of Holder's comments to determine if criminal charges should be brought against him. That is all, and I'll be taking no questions."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And let's go to Lester Holder at the Courthouse." said Amber Harris from the KXTC studios after pre-empting 'Point Taken' for the news conference. "Lester!"
"That's right, Amber!" said Lester Holder, "you have just heard D.A. Walters's announcement of the onerous plea deal that Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis was forced to accept, with threatening terms that are obviously meant to silence his voice so that he cannot effectively represent Minority interests------"
"Lester," said Amber, "District Attorney Walters said some ugly things about your insightful reporting about the racism of the Mayor and the Police. What is your response to the D.A.'s attacks on you?"
"Amber," said Holder, "it's not just about me. District Attorney Miriam Walters has joined the cause of white nationalist racism against People of Color in our Town & County. This local Government is totally rigged against Minorities, enforced by the Police brutality tactics of Police Commander Donald Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Thursday, June 20th. A meeting was taking place in a small room at City Hall. Attending were Reginald B.F. Lewis, Kelly Carnes, Malinda Adams, Eldrick X. Weaver, Dr. Lionel Carmela, and Della Harlow.
"It's over." said Lewis. "For me, anyway. It's over. They have muzzled me. They have silenced my voice as surely as if they sewed my lips together then put masking tape over my mouth."
"Yeah, it's bad." said Kelly Carnes sympathetically.
"Yes." said Lewis. "My usefulness is over. I'm considering resigning, letting Eldrick here take my place."
"The problem with that," said Kelly Carnes, "is that Reverend Joseph Williams might run, and win. Or worse, Edna Carter."
"Yeah, that's true." said Lewis.
"Why did you accept the deal?" Della Harlow asked.
"That fucking Uncle Tom, Rodney K. Watts, made it clear he wanted to send me to prison." muttered Lewis. "The white nationalist machine was going to run me over and put me away."
"Well," said Kelly Carnes, "I can take up the mantle for you against Allgood."
"Then you'll end up in the same place I am now." said Lewis. "They're out for our blood."
"You're right that this avenue has closed for us." said Dr. Lionel Carmela, Professor of Political Science at the University, and a hardcore Socialist/Leftist. "None of you should risk yourselves further. On that front, the illegitimate Mayor has won. So we need to find new avenues to make our grievances heard."
"We still can continue to bring up Donald Troy's Police brutality." said Malinda Adams. "As long as he's Police Commander, we have him and his filthy crowbar to attack."
"True." said Kelly Carnes. "But this is about more than Don Troy. It's about destroying the Republicans and dominating the Council, as well as getting a Mayor that won't protect the criminal Police."
"I'll tell you this." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "That bastard Lester Holder is not helping our cause with his rhetoric."
"Oh, I disagree." said Eldrick X. Weaver. "He's a godsend to us."
"Yeah he is!" exclaimed Kelly Carnes. "He's sandblasting Donald Troy, and Troy's not saying anything. We're going to start calling him a coward for not defending his daughter if he doesn't react. Of course, if he does react, especially physically, then we do everything in our power to put him in jail... and see how he likes getting his ass turned up and popped."
"No." said Lewis. "Holder is going about it the wrong way. He's offending Blacks. Troy's daughter is a small child. They don't see him attacking Troy's family or a halfbreed, they see a little girl being attacked, and very maliciously. Someone needs to get him to stop."
"It won't be me." said Carnes. "I'm loving every word he's saying about Troy and his little bastard halfbreed kid."
"I agree." said Weaver. "Let him keep it up."
"No." said Dr. Lionel Carmela. "I agree with Reginald. Holder is not helping. KXTC is losing revenue as advertisers drop them. Polls are not responding favorably to Holder's reporting; if anything, it's helping Donald Troy. We need to shut Holder down, and find a better way."
"I'll speak to Burt West." said Malinda Adams.
"I'll talk to Bettina Wurtzburg." said Della Harlow. "We also need to start up the narrative of Troy's harassment of women, and soften that up for the State Legislature. They intend to impeach Val Jared over his sexual harassment of those two women, and we've got to undermine Troy's position that the women were the guilty ones. We have a huge sexual harassment campaign against Troy ready to go, but we don't want the racial issues to step on it as a story."
"Okay, we've got a Council meeting to attend." said Lewis, ignoring Della as he got up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Executive Session of the Council began at 7:30pm. The Mayor and Council, the Sergeant-At-Arms, and The Intendent were present. Mayor Daniel Allgood gaveled it into session. "This is a continuation of the meeting from Tuesday night," the Mayor said, "which was stopped due to the embarrassing display of bad conduct-------"
"Point of order." said Kelly Carnes. "I accuse you of harassing Councilman Lewis with those remarks. You are deliberately goading him, trying to get him to react so you can kick him out again then have his plea deal revoked. We are not stupid, and we see what you are doing. You are out of line, and should remove yourself from this Council meeting."
"For crying out loud..." Edward R. Steele muttered.
"I do not recognize the point of order," said Mayor Allgood with great formality, "because my description of that incident is accurate. It was an uncalled-for and embarrassing action that reflected poorly upon the Council. And the attacks on the Police Officers involved, both physical and verbally afterwards by the Press, were equally despicable."
"You're doing the same thing you accuse Councilman Lewis of doing------" started Carnes, but Allgood banged the gavel hard.
"The point of order is DENIED!" he said loudly.
"For God's sake." said an exasperated Susan Weston. "Can we just please get this meeting on with?"
"Why don't we continue, Mr. Mayor?" said J.P. Goldman. "The issue at hand is the Board of Inquiry examination of the raid that ended with the death of Lieutenant Irwin."
"Yes, let's do." said the Mayor. "Okay, does someone want to make a motion?"
John Colby said "I move to accept the Board's majority finding, which clears all Officers involved of any wrongdoing, and indemnifies them."
"I second." said Dagny Schoen.
"I move to amend," said Kelly Carnes, "such that the dissenting opinion of Board Member Finneran be accepted by this Council, which blames Commander Donald Troy for the death of Lieutenant Irwin, and recommends that Commander Troy not be indemnified."
"I second that motion." Reginald B.F. Lewis said, though his voice sounded dull and defeated.
"Debate?" asked the Mayor.
"I wish to bring up the point," said Sheila Sorrells, "which has been brought up by the Honorable Mr. Lewis, that the Police, and especially Donald Troy, continue to disrespect the process of the Board of Inquiry. A Police Officer died in that raid, and the Honorable Mr. Finneran was diligently attempting to get to the truth of what happened. However, he was stonewalled, then threatened, then Donald Troy sued, which the Judge immediately dismissed, and then the Police walked out. I-------"
"Point of order, Mr. Mayor." said Dagmar Schoen. "That was incorrect, both factually and in the characterization of Finneran and the Police. Finneran's conduct was even more inexcusable than Lewis's on Tuesday night-------"
"Point of order!" said Kelly Carnes. "You're goading the Honorable Mr. Lewis. If any of you do it again, I will sue you and the Mayor. I'm tired of your game. Let's just get this into a Court so that the world can see your racial bigotry and your goading tactics------"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap* went the Mayor' gavel.
"Ms. Carnes, your point of order is denied." said the Mayor. "Your threats are out of order Either go file that lawsuit, or don't. I personally welcome it, and as part of my countersuit I will ask the judge to rescind the suspension and fully impose the prison sentence on Lewis."
"STOP THREATENING HIM!" Carnes yelled. "If you think you're going to hold that over his head like the Sword of Damocles, you've got another think coming!"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap* went the Mayor's gavel.
"One final time, Ms. Carnes." said the Mayor. "If you don't like it, there's the door; don't let it hit you on the way out. And I will not tolerate your outbursts any further. One more, and I'll have you arrested."



"Go ahead." said Kelly Carnes, rising to her feet. "I won't make a plea deal like Mr. Lewis did. I'll fight you all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. Your dictatorial tactics are what is out of order, and I will do whatever it takes to have you removed from your illegitimately-gained position as Mayor."
Mrs. Peabody got up and hurriedly left the room. The Sergeant-At-Arms stood up, ready to make an arrest.
"For God's sake, Kelly, sit down!" spat Susan Weston. "It does us no good if you get kicked out!"
"No, Susan." said Malinda Adams. "We cannot tolerate this little Hitler of a Mayor's actions. This is not a dictatorship-------"
The door flung open, and Mrs. Peabody held it as I walked into the room, brandishing my crowbar, followed by Captain Teresa Croyle, Chief Sean Moynahan, and Sheriff Antonio Griswold.
"Is there a problem, here?" I asked the Sergeant-At-Arms.
"It's getting there, sir." he replied.
"We haven't called for you yet." said Mayor Allgood.
"The way I see it," I said, my voice still calm for the moment, "we've just been called to a... domestic disturbance. And I am here to make sure you people act with decorum and civility, so that you do not continue to waste the Sheriff's time and the Police Chief's time with your crap."
"I have this under control, Commander------" started Daniel, but he stopped when Sheriff Griswold came over and picked up his gavel. Everyone watched wide-eyed as he brought it over to me and made a direct comparison with my crowbar.
"I'd say his gavel is bigger, Daniel." Griswold said almost happily, returning the gavel as I walked to the far end of the table.
"I want to make one thing clear, to all of you." I said. "Yesterday my daughter was called some filthy names, and her physical safety was threatened, by a hatred-filled reporter. This all started Tuesday night, when YOU, Mr. Lewis..." I leaned over and stared at Lewis as I continued "... got yourself arrested for being an ass and making untrue allegations of racism and election-stealing."
"Those allegations are true-------" started Kelly Carnes.
"MY DAUGHTER, MRS. CARNES!" I shouted into her face. "MY DAUGHTER!" I then dropped my voice to unnervingly level. "My little girl was verbally abused and physically threatened. By a reporter, because of a Council Member."
"Oh yes." I said as I heard gasps in the room. "Yes... let me remind you, all of you... that this is not the first time. Yes, one of your fellow Councilmen, your friend, Mrs. Carnes, Thomas P. Cook... that man and a hatred-filled reporter, John Hardwood, kidnapped my other daughter and put her in a warehouse full of explosives. And only by the Grace of God and the heroism of this outstanding Police Officer right here..." I was pointing at Teresa "... did my daughter survive."
The room was utterly still and silent. I broke the silence: "I will not have that happen again. I hold Reginald Lewis and his shameful actions responsible for what was said about Tasha. You'd better pray to God, Lewis, that nothing happens to my daughter."
"Or what?" Kelly Carnes hissed venomously.
"Stop acting stupid, bitch." I snarled at Carnes. "You know what."
"I resent your language------" Malinda Adams started up.
*WHAM!*
My crowbar slamming into the table caused people to sail out of their chairs for one instant. "I'm obviously not making myself clear, here." I continued angrily. "So let me try again: for you people, all this bullshit is some sort of political game. For me, LIVES are at stake! My daughters's lives! While you're ginning up racial hatred as hard as you can, MY daughter is the one whose life being threatened. And I am sick and fucking tired of it."
"So you can either stop the bullshit and get your business here done," I said, coming around the side of the table, "or you can keep the shit up, and Lewis is going to go to jail, and some of you very likely will follow."
I stopped behind Lewis and bent down as if to tell him a secret: "Oh, one more thing, Mr. Lewis. They can goad you, all they want. And there's not a damn thing you can do about it. If you say a word, and the Mayor has you removed, it's off to prison you go. And I'll take you there personally, and put my boot in your ass as I kick you into your prison cell. It's your choice, and your buddy Mrs. Carnes's choice. Act civil, or face the consequences."
With that, I headed to the door. "I yield back the balance of my time, Mr. Mayor." I said as I left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why that..." Kelly Carnes was about to start, but she saw that Teresa was behind her, staring her down.
"Better be sure... bitch." Teresa said.
"Mr. Mayor," said John Colby, "may I ask the Police Chief a question?"
"Go ahead." said the Mayor.
"Chief, are you planning to put Lt. Irwin in for a medal that will require our approval?"
"You better believe it." said Moynahan.
"Thank you, Chief." said Colby. "Mr. Mayor, I believe we can get nothing done tonight. I want to make a motion to adjourn, and we can take this back up when we consider Lt. Irwin's medal."
"Before you do," said the Mayor, who stood up, "I want you guys to understand something. I'm not controlling these meetings so tightly because I want to. I'm doing it because I have to. If we can have civil discourse and decorum, I won't have to. And Commander Troy is right, lives are at stake here. He saved my daughter as well as his own just days ago. Can we all agree to conduct our business civilly?"
"No." said Kelly Carnes, also rising to her feet. "Not as long as you're here. You are an illegitimate Mayor. You stole the election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver. You are a racist. And you can go straight to Hell. Arrest me if you dare." With that, she walked to the door and out of the room. Malinda Adams got up and followed her out.
Reginald B.F. Lewis stood up and looked at Teresa. "I just want you to know, and tell your Commander... I had nothing to do with what Holder said about his daughter."
"It won't matter, if anything happens to Tasha." Teresa replied severely. "You will be the one to pay for it. By my hand, if not the Iron Crowbar's." Seeing that the Iron Wolf was as deeply entrenched as the other side, Lewis moved to the door and exited the room. 
"There is a motion to adjourn on the floor." said John Colby.
"I second." said everyone else.
"The ayes have it, and the motion is carried." said Daniel Allgood.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was staring out the window of my darkened office, sipping some medicinal rye whiskey, when the door opened. In the reflection off the window, I saw it was Chief Moynahan.
"I halfway expected you to be the Sheriff." I said. "Want a shot?"
"Of course." said Chief Moynahan. I turned in my chair, poured him a healthy shot into a glass, and gave my own drink another generous splash.
"Rye." the Chief said upon tasting it.
"Bit cleaner taste, to me." I said.
"That was... very good, what you did in there." said the Chief, meaning the Council meeting. "You reminded them... and all of us... of what we have to deal with."
"And they didn't care." I said bitterly. "They're dug in."
"Maybe not." said the Chief. "It's like that new album T-Square just put out: 'Shit Just Got Real'."
I briefly chuckled. "I didn't take you for a T-Square fan."
"Oh, I prefer the jazz at his club 'Jasmine'." said the Chief. "But my point is that I think it got real for Reginald Lewis tonight. And the Council. You were right to point it out to them that it's games for them, and lives at stake for you."
I just nodded, and sipped my drink.
"I never had children, so I can only imagine the stress you're under... every day." said the Chief. "And I can see the pain that is still in Grizz's face over his son Charlie's death. That was nearly a year ago, and it still is hurting him to his core..." His voice trailed off, and the room was silent for a moment.
"Yes sir." I finally said. "It's my one true worry... and Laura's... our children's safety when there are people out there who really want to do them harm. Kelly Carnes and Lester Holder being two of those people."
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "Don, you know that your kids come first, not this Police Force. Whatever you need to do to protect them, do it. And we'll have your back all the way."
"Thank you, sir." I said.
"To be honest... I guess I should say 'candid'," the Chief said, "I'm surprised you haven't ripped Lester Holder a new one by now."
"I'm not going to touch him, Chief." I said. "Let him keep digging that hole he's burying himself in. Karma is a bitch."
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "I don't know what you have planned, and I don't want to know. But I now understand why the Sheriff tells me to just let you do what you do. So go do what you do, Iron Crowbar... go do what you do. Thanks for the drink."
With that, the Chief got up and left the office as I turned back to the window and looked out into the dark of the night...
Part 20 - Epilogue
The men were sitting in the seedy bar Bangkok in the City, in the darkened far side where Bundy McGinty once conducted business. They watched the beautiful stripper gyrate on the pole as they sipped their drinks, and pretended not to notice the large, broad-shouldered man come in, pay the cover, then walk unerringly over to them.
"Mind if I have a seat?" the newcomer asked.
"No sir." said the man in the rather ill-fitting polyester suit. "Are you drinking with us tonight?"
"Why not?" said the newcomer. To the girl that had just come up, he said "Gin and tonic."
"Put it on my tab." said the third man, his hat concealing his face and droopy mustache.
"Thank you." said the newcomer, who was dressed in an expensive, well-fitting gray suit and light blue tie, and looked out-of-place in this dingy, dangerous bar. "So, gentlemen, I guess you heard."
"Shimono?" asked the man in the ill-fitting suit. "Yes sir. Looks like the FBI caught her by accident in a sting against MegaTech Industries."
"I heard differently." said the newcomer. "The Iron Crowbar was all over it. Personally put the cuffs on Shimono and led her outside, then handed her to the FBI."
"Him again?" snarled the third man. "Is there no getting away from that guy?"
"That's why I'm here." said the newcomer. "We have no choice left. We have to go with the 'last plan'. Are you sure you can recruit that TCPD Officer to our side?"
"We have a ton of intel from a lot of people." said the man in the bad suit. "It's a bad situation there, and we think he's ready to turn. Won't be the first time he's fucked over supposed friends."
"Good." said the newcomer. "Do it, then. Feel him out, then bring him before me. Together, we will bring him to our side..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy, it's COLD!" Tasha exclaimed as she and I waded into the pool of water created by the waterfall. It was the afternoon of Saturday, June 22d.
"Yeah it is." I replied. I looked out, seeing Laura and Carole in the deeper water, Laura standing chest-deep and Carole swimming with little air 'bracelets' on her upper arms and a flotation device on her body. They had just gotten into the seemingly freezing water as if it were nothing, while Tasha and I could barely take it. And Marie had tried to be 'brave' and go in after Carole, but she was now pressing her arms into her chest and her teeth were chattering.
Worried about Marie, and remembering her hypothermia when she'd been found in that ditch (Author's note: 'The Other World', Ch. 01-02.), I had her get out of the water and I wrapped a towel around her, then wrapped another one around Tasha, who had come out after us.
"I'm almost as cold as that night Bowser found me in that ditch." Marie said.
"Now that's cold." I said. "You remember that?"
"Some of it." Marie said. "I remember being in a car wrapped up in a blanket, and Bowser was under the blanket with me. I was very cold, and he was warm and helped me get warmer."
"Yes, that's true." I said.
Just then, Laura and Carole made their way back to shore. "Aren't y'all freezing?" I asked.
"It's not too bad." Laura said. I was noticing her hard nipples under her swimsuit, and the nasty thoughts that followed threatened to create an embarrassing situation for me.
"It's very cold, Daddy." said Carole. "But it feels good. I like it."
"Like mother, like daughter." I said with a grin.
"Mommy says I can take swimming lessons when we get home." said Carole.
"That's a good idea." I said. "Marie, would you like to learn how to swim?" Marie nodded vigorously, and I said "What about you, Tasha?"
"Am I old enough?" asked Tasha.
"Oh yes." Laura said. "And it would be good in case you fell into the water. You wouldn't panic because you'd know what to do."
"Okay!" Tasha said, happy that there was no lack of inclusion here.
A moment later I heard Carole say "See? That's where Daddy had his back operrr-ashunnnnn." pointing at the scars on my lower back.
"Wowwwww." said Tasha and Marie. They ran their hands along the scars. "Does that hurt, Daddy?" Carole asked.
"No." I said. "But it hurts inside sometimes if I move the wrong way." To Laura I said "Junior doctors at work." Laura smiled. We knew it was unlikely that Carole nor Jim would go to medical school, but we wondered if maybe Marie or Tasha would go that route one day...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd long since bought and installed a fire pot for the 'backyard', between the house and the lake, and I made a charcoal fire. We cooked hotdogs and then roasted marshmallows. The girls made a mess, which was part of the fun, of course.
After a long, full day of outdoor activities, it was no problem at all to get three exhausted girls to bed in the second bedroom. They fell asleep immediately, so Laura and I poured a couple of glasses of Scotch and went outside. We sat down in the chairs, looking at the placid waters of Lake Watchacoochie, seeing the occasional streetlight on a boat shed and some lights in the windows of the other cabins. I wondered if the DepDirector was at his cabin on the other side of the lake.
"Darling," Laura said to me as we held hands and sipped our drinks "I have a confession to make. I wasn't grounded. I told them that I was past my prime, and not up to doing active undercover field missions anymore."
"Well, you're certainly not past your prime, with those legs of yours." I said flirtatiously, earning a squeeze of my hand by hers. "But yeah... that was not the ideal mission to be going on. Everything was stacked against you. MegaTech Industries is the world leader in technology and spying... just ask them, they'll tell ya... and while you knew it, you couldn't communicate with Team Lazarus. And now we know they knew you were coming. That bastard Willingham all but delivered you to Beijing on a silver platter."
"And I have you... and Melina... to thank for canceling that flight." Laura said. "I can't believe Team Lazarus didn't let her help with the mission, and sent her on an assignment... which she's doing now, I guess."
I nodded in the darkness. "It occurred to me that Jack Muscone sent her on that mission, or allowed her to go... and suggested she secretly divert to Palmyra County. And yes, thank goodness she did."
Laura said "It never occurred to me that that 'Geek' guy would be at MegaTech. And of course he recognized me, so my mission was blown anyway."
I said "And there was more. While I have no respect for Bob Rovers's BAU team's analytical abilities, it has occurred to me that they are the ones that gave Zorn, Wages, and Shimono some information on you. David was just your type of guy, they built him a backstop to match yours, he talked about things like Sanders to keep you on the hook..."
"Yes." said Laura. "Which is one reason I told the Company I'm done. It used to be me making the psychological evaluations, not being evaluated and worked over. But they got me, and they got me good. And that's a warning to you and everyone: MegaTech Industries and their people are that good... and therefore very dangerous."
"Yes." I said. "Anyhoo... we've busted Trent, Quint, and now Shimono. Just Barsbane and Granger left to go, and then the big fish. Blassingame."
"Oh, you've got a plan for him?" Laura asked.
"You betcha." I said. "Now why don't we go back inside, so like a good Stag I can 'reclaim' my Vixen?"
"Now that is a good plan." Laura said. Hand-in-hand, we went back inside, and to bed...
"And I've gotta be forgiven
if I wanna spend my living
With a long cool woman in a black dress
Just a 5'9 beautiful tall
Yeah, with just one look I was a bad mess
'Cause that long cool woman had it all,,,
Had it all...
Had it all...
Had it all..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 24th, from somewhere that showed the Courthouse in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that Mayor Daniel Allgood is being sued by the Town & County Council!"
Bettina began: "Council Members Kelly Carnes, Reginald B.F. Lewis, and Malinda Adams filed suit in Superior Court, complaining that Mayor Allgood is violating their Right of Free Speech at Council Meetings, violating their right to represent their constituents by suppressing their voices and not letting them speak, openly harassing black Council Member Lewis and attempting to goad him into violating his earlier plea agreement with the Court, and denying Citizens their First Amendment right to petition the Government for the redress of wrongs by denying them the right to speak at Council meetings!"
Bettina: "The lawsuit was filed late Friday afternoon after consultations with attorneys and other advisors. Political experts tell Channel Two News that the lawsuit has strong merit, and that it should be vigorously pursued until Daniel Allgood either resigns or is removed from Office."
Bettina: "We have with us Dr. Lionel Carmela, Professor of Political Science at the University." The camera panned out to show Carmela as Bettina asked: "Dr. Carmela, is Mayor Allgood within his rights to control the Council meetings according to the Rules of Order?"
Lionel Carmela was short, overweight, with black hair and a full black beard, and he did not consider personal hygiene to be important. He was also a rabid Socialist, perhaps even more than Board of Inquiry member Finneran. He said "Bettina, what Mayor Daniel Allgood is doing to Council Member Lewis is blatantly racist, and I believe it's illegal for him to attempt to goad Mr. Lewis or any Council Member into a reaction and then have that Council Member arrested and put in prison."
Bettina: "Dr. Carmela, Councilman Lewis did agree to the plea deal. Doesn't the Mayor have the right to have disruptive Council Members arrested and charged for their divisive activities?"
Dr. Carmela was beginning to be irritated, as his face was reddening and his voice sharpened as he said: "Ms. Wurtzburg, Councilman Lewis was coerced into that plea deal after being threatened with imprisonment for ten years. The Courts are working with the Mayor to suppress the Black Man's voice and the voice representing minorities in this County."
Bettina was about to ask another question but Carmela had moved away and was taking off his microphone. So she said "Now let's go to Amber Harris at the Channel Two News Anchor Desk. Amber!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Amber. "Let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder, who has a special guest. Lester!"
"That's right, Amber!" said Holder, who was somewhere in the south part of Town. "I'm here with Eldrick X. Weaver, who was cheated out of his rightful win in the Mayor's race last November. Mr. Weaver, just how bad is it in those Council meetings?"
"It's worse for Blacks in Daniel Allgood's Council meetings than at any time in our County's history." said Weaver. "The only thing we're missing is a bullwhip in Allgood's hands, and a lynching tree outside City Hall."
Holder: "Is Daniel Allgood just following the racist example of his brother-in-law, Donald Troy?"
Weaver seemed nonplussed at the direction Holder took, and stammered as he said "I think Daniel Allgood has no problem being a racist without any help---"
Holder: "But doesn't he have Donald Troy doing his bidding, and Donald Troy using and abusing the Power of Police to silence the voices of blacks, as well as help rob you of your rightful win as Mayor?"
"I thought we were here to talk about the Mayor's actions at Council meetings." Weaver said pointedly, but Holder refused to get the hint.
"But Mr. Weaver," Holder tried again, getting shrill as he got more flustered, "Donald Troy was the one that put that poll worker in prison for an honest mistake. Donald Troy was the one that worked tirelessly to get the votes removed, and the voters disenfranchised, to strip your rightful win as Mayor from you. This was all the racist Donald Troy's fault!"
He did not try to stop Weaver as Weaver walked away from him. The camera focused on him as he said "Amber, I don't understand why it's not Donald Troy being sued by the Council Members. He's the racist, he's the one using that crowbar he carries to beat down blacks and silence their voices by physically violent arrests, and his racist Police Force follows him in his violent policies of suppression of blacks!"
Amber: "Lester, why won't Commander Troy respond to your very accurate accusations of Police brutality?"
"Because Donald Troy is a coward, Amber!" exploded Holder. "He's an embarrassment, even to his halfbreed daughter! If he doesn't like me calling her that, why doesn't he come right here in front of this camera and try to do something about it? Because Donald Troy is a spineless coward, that's why!"
Amber said "I could not agree with you more, Lester! And now let's go back to Bettina Wurtzburg with more news! Bettina!"
"That's right, Amber!" said Bettina as the feed switched to her. "In State news, MegaTech Industries announced that they are vacating their offices in Palmyra County, near Midtown. Spokeswoman Margaret Mason issued a statement saying that the decision was made after MegaTech Industries determined that the Palmyra County Police Department is unable to provide adequate security for the company and its employees. They announced that some employees will be given the opportunity to move to another location out of State, or given generous severance packages."
Bettina: "And KXTC is announcing that they have put the local newspaper, the Town & County Examiner, on sale. The Examiner has been the newspaper of record in the County since the 1800s, but the exorbitant costs and declining circulation of newspapers have adversely impacted its viability."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What?" Captain Tanya Perlman asked, seeing me almost silently laughing in my chair as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room drinking coffee.
"Oh, just the way MegaTech phrased that." I said. "They're saying the Palmyra County Police didn't give them security. What they really mean is that the PCPD didn't give them warning in advance of the FBI raid last week."
"Are you saying the Palmyra County Police are on the take?" Cindy asked.
"Not necessarily." I said. "But Palmyra County is built upon and based upon corporate business, and those businesses pay high rents and relatively high taxes. For that money, they expect the Police to protect them, and that 'protection' includes being warned of any LEO raids from the State or the Federales."
I continued: "But MegaTech is blaming the wrong people. The PCPD was left out of the loop by the Feds, and they were absolutely livid with the FBI for making the raid without telling them. And now they're getting blamed on the other side, as well."
"I'm a lot more worried about things right up here, Commander." said Tanya. "Holder was saying things like that about you all weekend. He's been calling you a coward for not facing him after calling your daughter those filthy names."
Teresa Croyle said "I've put out word to the Force to not do anything to harm him if he's pulled over for anything. He's been having his KXTC van exceed the speed limit, trying to goad us into pulling him over, but I think our guys know it's an attempt to entrap them, so they're not rising to the bait."
I said "If his actions potentially threaten others, they do need to pull him over and arrest him and his driver. Make sure to have Officer Cams or videocams or Police iPhones recording it, and use only the amount of force needed to stop him."
"It's still getting to be a problem, though, sir." said Teresa. "Lt. Rudistan is getting word from his Officers in 2nd Precinct that Holder's racism accusations are beginning to hurt all the Police, and that some in the Black Community do think you're a coward for not doing something about what he's saying about Tasha."
"Was I all that popular with the Black Community before all this?" I asked, possibly with some skepticism in my voice.
Sheriff Griswold growled "You're a lot more respected than you might realize, Crowbar. The Black Community remembers your actions over the past years, and believe you're fair to them. They also liked and respected the way you stood up and acknowledged your daughter in the face of Press attacks meant to humiliate you."
"There is a problem, though, Sheriff." said Cindy Ross. "My secret source told me that KXTC's viewing numbers have gone up exponentially since the beginning of the year in the southern parts of Town, which is predominately black, and the liberal white areas north of Town that Kelly Carnes represents... and especially since they re-hired Lester Holder. The overtly anti-Police, anti-Mayor agenda of KXTC has apparently been very effective."
"Have they lost ratings elsewhere?" asked Tanya.
"Oh yes." said Cindy. "The business and industrial districts have left KXTC in droves since KFXU started up, and KXTC never had a great following in the outlying farm areas."
"Like the rest of the Nation," I said, "it's becoming more polarized in the agenda-driven Media." My Angels nodded vigorously in agreement.
"But what are you going to do about Holder calling you out?" asked Teresa. "It's becoming a matter of honor."
I nodded. "Yes, yes it is." I said. "But right now, there's not much I can do."
Tanya said "I just hope nobody else attacks Holder. You'll get blamed for it, Don."
"That's my worry, tooooooo." said Chief Moynahan.
"Let not your hearts be troubled." I said. "And just remember... karma is a bitch." And not another word would I say about any of that.
Part 2 - Paratrooper Shimono
10:00am, Monday, June 24th. I knocked on the door of the Barker home, and heard barking behind the door. Then the door opened, and Frieda Franklin said "Hello, Mr. Crowbar and Ms. Green Crowbar. Come on inside."
"Hi, Frieda. Hi, Barky!" I said as I stepped inside. The redoubtable Barky was very excited to see us, barking his head off as he ran in circles around us. I bent over as he jumped up and put his front paws on my thigh, and I gave him vigorous skritchins. "How are you doing, Barky? Taking care of Frieda for me?" Barky barked happily.
"Hello, Mrs. Barker." Cindy said as Mrs. Barker came up. "Is Frieda ready to go?"
"Yes, she is." said Mrs. Barker. "I hope she can help you. And it was so awful about Lieutenant Irwin dying in that hostage situation. My son always said he was a great leader of other Officers."
"Yes, he was." I said, knowing she wasn't just saying that: Irwin had been greatly respected by the Police Officers he'd led. "Okay, Frieda, let's go. And sorry, Barky, but you can't come with us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Frieda loved getting to fly in the TCPD's Bell 206 helicopter. She and Cindy sat in the back as TCPD Sergeant Andrew Prince flew the aircraft and I sat up front with him. We flew east, parallel to the University-City Highway, under the control of City Airport's tower. When we got almost to Westphalia, Sgt. Prince turned the chopper and flew dead north, towards the Federal Building, executing this maneuver to make sure the helicopter went nowhere near the flight paths of the aircraft taking off and landing at City International Airport.
We landed on top of the Federal Building, and FBI Agents Jack Muscone and Lindy Linares were there to greet us. We went inside and down to the offices of Team Lazarus, where Frieda looked at everything with avid interest.
"Okay, they're ready for us at City Police HQ." Jack Muscone said to me as we sat in his corner office while Cindy and Frieda talked to Team Lazarus.
"You're holding her there?" I asked. "Not here?"
"Don," Jack said, "she is much, much safer there than here. It has taken an edict from the President's Chief of Staff... yes that high up... to stop the CIA and NSA from trying to take her away from us; the infighting is like nothing I've ever seen."
"Did DNI Brendon Chapel get involved?" I asked.
"How do you know these things?" Jack asked, stunned yet again. Then he said "I'm not supposed to mention it, but Martin's uncle found out that Chapel was pushing hard to get her into the CIA's custody, specifically Willingham's. But the FBI pushed back hard, and since the CIA is on the verge of having Senator Richard Nunn crawling up their rear ends about the domestic operation, they're backing off. But only for now. So let's get this thing going..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Frieda showed some interest in City Police Headquarters as we went through it to an elevator. We got on an elevator that went down to the holding cells, which had a capacity for holding prisoners that exceeded my entire County Jail.
We went into a dimly lit room that looked a lot like an anteroom of an Interrogation Room, and technically it was. There were blinds over the one-way glass. A moment later a female City Police Officer came in.
"Hi, I'm City Detective Lisa Monroe." she said. She was white with dark brown hair, taller than Cindy but not by much, slender going on 'lanky', and an attractive face that showed the wear and tear of some tough duty with the City Police. "Are you Frieda?" she asked the little red haired girl in the room.
"Yes ma'am." said Frieda politely.
"What I'm going to do is raise the blinds." said Detective Monroe. "I'll ask the people on the other side to turn right, then around left, then back in front, and then we'll ask you to identify the person you saw that night in your Town & County, okay?" She was referring to the night Frieda had seen the three people at a warehouse, an observation that had nearly cost her her life, and indirectly had cost Officer Barker his life. (Author' note: 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 01.)
"Okay." said Frieda.
"And don't worry, they can't see you." Detective Monroe said. "They're seeing their reflection in a mirror." Frieda nodded. Monroe made sure the videographers were recording, then pressed the button that raised the blind.
In the other room, bright lights glaring down on them, were five Asian woman, all wearing identical orange jumpsuits. They looked fairly similar, and No. 2 looked like Dr. Sandra Lee, the dermatologist on 'Dr. Pimple Popper'."
"Face right." Monroe ordered through the microphone. The women turned and faced right. "Face left." Monroe ordered, and the women did a 180 and faced left. "Face forward." Monroe ordered. The women faced forward as Monroe turned off the microphone.
"Take your time, Frieda." Monroe said. "Do you recognize any of them?"
"Yes, ma'am." said Frieda confidently. "No. 3. The one in the middle. That's her. That's the woman I saw in the warehouse with those two men."
Lisa pressed the button to close the blinds. Officers and FBI Agents began doing the required paperwork as Cindy and I looked at each other happily...
Frieda had just unerringly and correctly picked out Keiko Shimono from the lineup.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and Lindy were taking Frieda to Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers, her favorite place for lunch, while I took care of some business. I was escorted to the Interrogation Room not far from the Lineup Room. Inside the room was a lone table, a fixture high overhead beaming a cone of light onto the table and the one person sitting at it, handcuffed to it. The room had a forbidding darkness to it that most Interrogation Rooms I was familiar with did not have.
"Well, if it isn't Commander Troy." said Keiko Shimono as I came into the room, wearing all black with just my trenchcoat over it. My service weapon and my badges were secured in a locker in the hallway, but I had the red crowbar with me. "To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?"
"Hardly a pleasure, Shimono." I said formally.
"Mmmm, ask your wife about that, Commander." said Keiko. "You're a very handsome man, definitely a pleasant sight for my eyes."
"Thank you." I said as I sat down at the table opposite her. "Unfortunately I'm not here for pleasantries with a beautiful woman." After a pause, I said "I want to know everything about your collaborations with one Edward Blassingame."
"Mmm, you do get right down to business, don't you?" Shimono. "And why do you think I even know who this man Blassingame is?"
"You were positively identified as standing next to him, talking to him, at the BigAgraFoods warehouse in my home Town & County this past Winter." I said.
"Oh, that young girl." said Shimono, remembering. "Paco failed to kill her. I should've taken care of that myself."
"You're not the cold blooded killer that Paco is." I said.
A strange smile appeared on Shimono's lovely face. "I almost nuked your entire County." she said. "And you don't think I'm a cold blooded killer?"
"You left me alive." I said. "And you didn't kill those men when I asked you not to."
"I thought they'd die in the explosion, along with you." said Shimono. "And you haven't even asked why I wanted to wipe your County off the face of the earth."
"I don't have to." I said. "Tomoko." I saw by the reaction in Keiko's face that I was right. "The Consultant of Crime murdered your sister, buried her in a compost heap without even the courtesy of a funeral or a gravestone. You wanted vengeance for that."
Keiko's face looked dark. "Yes." she said. Then she brightened up as she said "And I have you to thank, Mr. Iron Crowbar, for taking that filthy, evil man's life from him."
"Oh, that was my absolute pleasure to accomplish." I said. "And here's something else." I took my Police iPhone out of my trenchcoat inner pocket and brought up a photo. "Your sister's remains were buried in our cemetery. Not much of a headstone, but it's her name on it."
Keiko's face softened a bit. "You did that?" she asked.
"Yes." I said. "Your sister did not deserve to die and be dishonored and her body desecrated as she was. It didn't bring her back, but it was one way of spitting in Westboro's face, so to speak."
"I am grateful to you for that." Keiko said quietly.
"And one of the Consultant of Crime's cronies is still out there." I said. "Edward Blassingame. He's been using you, just as the Consultant used your sister and then murdered her."
"You are good at psychology, Commander." Keiko said. "But why would I betray Blassingame?"
"First of all," I said as I put my iPhone back in my inner pocket, "he's probably working hard to have you killed right now, before you can tell what you know about him. Second, half the Federal Government wants possession of you, either to kill you or to torture what you know out of you. Give me everything you have on Blassingame, and I'll do what I can to help you and protect you from them."
"Commander," Shimono said, "I do not anticipate surviving this, and I knew long before my name ever came to your attention that if I were ever captured, my life would be forfeit. How can you possibly help me?"



"I've got 'people'." I said. "You might be surprised what I can do. But I need your help nailing Blassingame to the wall in order to do that."
"You'll never get him." Shimono said. "I do not mean that as an insult, just that there is nothing you can do." She paused for a moment, then said "I have not seen him since the day I left you with the nuclear bomb. But I heard about you arresting his son, and I am sure that he was totally stunned that you were able to arrest that little rapist. And he has squirmed like a tiger caught in the trap, trying to recover his son from your grasp."
"What was his goal?" I asked. "What is he doing? Was he really just after the Mutanix?"
Keiko had a little smile on her face as she said "I am surprised that the great Iron Crowbar has not figured it out yet. What does Mr. Blassingame have in common with Mitchell Bain Willis, and Raymond Westboro?"
I peered at her, and she just peered back, her dark eyes seeming to twinkle with knowledge of something that I did not know.
"I will tell you this much." Keiko said. "Edward Blassingame worshiped Mitt Willis. Many others worshiped Willis, and they deeply hate you for humiliating him and then leading him to his death like a sheep to the slaughter. Oh how they hate you, Iron Crowbar. But ask yourself... who did Mitt Willis worship?"
"No one but himself." I replied. "His lodestone was control, total control. He fancied himself to be a puppetmaster, pulling the strings from behind."
"Yes, that is right." said Shimono. "As did Westboro. And Mr. Blassingame tried to be the same, but he is not the great man those others were. He is in over his head. He is now being manipulated by others."
"Others who want total control." I said, beginning to see through the mists. "What is his plan? What is their plan, for him?"
Keiko sat back. "That, you must learn for yourself. I have to keep some things to myself... in exchange for my life."
Just then the door to the room opened, and in walked probably the last person I wanted to see: Nathan Masterson, Gresham & Mason, P.C. attorney.
"Well, well, well, if it isn't Commander Troy." said Masterson. "I'm just going to have to ask you to stop talking to my client."
"Is he your client?" I asked Shimono.
Keiko shrugged. "He's probably all I'm going to get, so yes."
I got out of my chair. "He represents those that want to kill you, you know. Farewell, Ms. Shimono."
"Au revoir, Commander Troy." Shimono said. I turned and looked at her, then meaningfully at Masterson, then back to her... and then I just shook my head sadly and turned to leave, knowing that it was very unlikely I'd ever see Keiko Shimono alive again...
Part 3 - Outcasts and Betrayals
"Yea, mine own familiar friend, in whom I trusted, which did eat of my bread, hath lifted up his heel against me."
--- Psalms 41:9 (KJV).
The MCD Detectives were at their desks when Lt.(B) Jerome Davis came into the large room. "Okay, guys, what are you working on?" he asked.
"Finishing the paperwork on the Council altercation last Tuesday." said Detective Julia Rodriguez. "Why don't they have Boards of Inquiry for that?" Everyone chuckled.
"I'm doing some work for the Commander." said Detective Joanne Warner. "I'm researching all the Navy SEALs in Trent Ridge and Quint Starr's unit, to see if they've become bad seeds like Trent and Quint did."
"Since you're about the only one that can do that, with your clearance and all." said Jerome. "Find anything interesting?"
"Not yet." Joanne said.
"And I'm continuing the search for Trent Ridge." said Detective Theo Washington "To no avail, and likely never to be of avail. Er, is that right? 'Of avail'?" Everyone chuckled.
Detective Roy McGhillie said "I'm following up with the Techs on reports of Amber Harris violating her bail agreement."
"You find a way to put her back in jail," Jerome said, "and Commander Troy will award you a medal."
"All kidding aside, sir," McGhillie said, "I'd love to bust her in my own right. I think Amber aided and abetted Trent Ridge after he tried to kill the Commander's daughter at the Mayor's and Joanne's homes. I just gotta find a way to prove it."
"Keep at it." said Jerome. "Geiger? Parker? What about you guys?"
"Slow news day." said Parker. "I'm halfway expecting Captain Perlman to come in with a cold case."
"Ditto that for me." said Geiger.
"I've got something for you, then." said Jerome. "Not a cold case, but something to do with the Bundy McGinty case the Commander solved. Have you heard of 'McGinty's Materials'?"
"Yes sir." said Geiger. "At least what was on the news."
"Parker, call Inspector Britt Maxwell with the SBI-OER's office." Jerome said. "Tell her you're helping with that case, at least with computer research and anything that crops up in our Town & County. She might can point you at something."
"Yes sir." said Parker.
"Geiger, you work on that, too." said Jerome. "Check with old contacts, C.I.s, anyone you can think of that might can help with that."
"Yes sir." said Geiger.
After Jerome left the room, Theo said quietly "What have you found on those guys, Joanne? Or can you tell us?"
"I don't see why I can't." said Joanne. "But maybe not here in the office."
"Lunch it is, then." said Theo.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRIIINNGGG* *BRIIINNGGG*
Detective Timothy Geiger answered his phone. "Town & County Police. Detective Geiger speaking."
"Detective, this is 'Merlock'." said the soft voice on the other end of the line, whom Geiger knew to be a fairly reliable confidential informant. "I heard you've been looking for McGinty's Materials?"
"Yes." said Geiger. "What can you tell me?"
"I don't know anything myself." said 'Merlock'. "But I can put you in touch with someone who might can help you. Let's arrange a meeting."
"Where and when?" Geiger asked.
"Ward Harvester Park." said 'Merlock'. "Go to the Angels Statue. We'll approach you at 11:55am, if you're alone."
"I'll be there." said Geiger. He hung up, then said to Parker "Looks like I'm not going to make it to lunch. C.I. wants to meet me about the McGinty stuff."
"That was fast." said Parker. "Where?"
"Ward Harvester Park." said Geiger.
"Open place, lots of people." said Parker. "You good with it?"
"Yeah, it should be okay." said Geiger. "I've dealt with this guy before when I was in Vice. I'll let the Lieutenant know, then head on out there."
Parker nodded. No one else said anything as he left, but all eyes went to Parker once Geiger was out of the room. Parker just shrugged and returned to typing on his laptop...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They had the 'old' back room of the Cop Bar to themselves, and the four Detectives sat at the back table of the room so that they could not be easily overheard.
"Parker went home for lunch." said Roy McGhillie. "With Janice Holloway at home, I can't say I blame him."
"True." said Julia Rodriguez. "I just hope he really went home, and not to a job interview."
"Wow, you think?" asked Joanne Warner.
"No, he really does go home." said Theo. "Saves money, and gives him every excuse not to have to go to lunch with Geiger."
"Let's not talk about that." said McGhillie. "Joanne, tell us what's going on with this SEAL Team business." Everyone turned their attention to Joanne.
"Okay, here's what happened." said Joanne. "You remember what they said on the news about MegaTech Industries leaving Palmyra County?" Everyone nodded and Joanne continued: "Well, the reason behind that is that there was an FBI raid of MegaTech's offices down there. And Commander Troy and FBI Team Lazarus were involved in it."
"Wonder what that was about?" Julia Rodriguez asked, mostly rhetorically.
"I don't know," said Joanne, "but I do know that Trent Ridge and Quint Starr's names came up. They were both Navy SEALs in the past, and were accused of atrocities in Iraq, but those may have been covered up. That SEAL Team was shipped back to the United States, and pretty much disbanded with everyone getting out of the Navy. Trent and Quint somehow ended up here, in our Town & County. And as you all know, they were up to no good at every turn."
"So," Joanne continued, "Commander Troy asked me to look into that SEAL Team. He got some information from the Pentagon, including an old photo of them, which had six team members and two Navy Officers that oversaw them. And the catch is that one of those Officers was apparently involved in the MegaTech raid last week."
"Wowwwwww. Something wicked this way comes." said Julia Rodriguez. Theo Washington nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Are they really all bad?" asked Roy McGhillie.
"Probably not." said Joanne. "I got a redacted report of what happened in Iraq, and Trent and Quint were the worst two. But two others, a Gary Fenton and a Gil Cox, covered for Trent and Quint, and gave them alibis. One was the lookout while the other three were raping and torturing the family inside."
"That is just disgusting." said Theo Washington. "I mean, I know the vast majority of Navy SEALs are honorable, good people, but a few bad apples like these guys smear their good name and reputation."
"Which is one reason the Navy may have chosen to cover up this unit's actions." Joanne said. "The national Media, in their hatred of the military, would've had a field day with this if they'd known about it at the time. But to Roy's question: none of the others came forward with it, and part of the investigation determined that they knew what was going on but didn't say anything about it, whether our of camaraderie or fear."
"The end result," Joanne continued, "was that the Navy brought them home, disbanded that unit, discharged the Enlisted men with honorable discharges, and reassigned the Officers. One of them resigned his Commission, and he's the guy who was apparently with MegaTech. The other... is harder to get information on. His name is Lieutenant Jeff Bayport, but I haven't found much on him yet.
"Navy Lieutenant." said Theo. "I always get confused with that: A Navy Lieutenant is like an Army Captain. A Navy Captain is like an Army Colonel."
"And this Police Force uses 'Lieutenant' and 'Captain' like the Army ranks," said Julia, "and 'Commander' like the Navy."
"And don't confuse a Navy 'Chief' with our Police 'Chief'." said Joanne brightly, generating some chuckles. "Anyway, this Navy Lieutenant Bayport is a ghost now. Usually people like that are now in the CIA or something similar, and current data on them is scrubbed."
"Detective Joanne Warner..." said Theo, with his movie-star-handsome grin, "No longer a TCPD Detective... now a Ghost, in the CIA..." Everyone laughed at that, including Joanne.
"Well, I'm an FBI Consultant now." said Joanne. "So if I disappear, check with the Hospital and see if I'm having my baby."
"Speaking of disappearing," said Roy, "I kind of hope Geiger disappears before Parker disappears... as in finding a new job." The mood of the room immediately turned somber.
"Well," said Julia, "I should tell the rest of you what I told Roy. I went to Captain Perlman and Lt. Davis, and I offered to take Geiger as my partner so that Parker could have Roy as his partner instead of Geiger."
Everyone was stunned. "What did they say?" asked Joanne, her eyes wide and her voice a whisper.
"Davis basically brought me to Cpt. Perlman." said Joanne. "She seemed pretty angry about it, and said that Geiger was Parker's partner, would remain so, and that all of our professionalism was being evaluated, especially Parker's."
"I don't want to sound insubordinate," said Theo, "but that's pretty harsh. I don't consider it unprofessional to not respect Geiger."
"Well," said Julia, "Commander Troy called me into his office. One-on-one, off the record. I probably shouldn't be talking about it, but he said he appreciated me stepping up and offering to take Geiger, and he would be remembering it in a good way. He also said that it was not possible to change things at this time, so don't rock the boat about it."
"And Commander Troy would never rock the boat." said Theo. The joke fell flat.
"But why isn't it possible to change things?" asked Julia. "Especially since I offered to?"
"Sounds like it's a Parker thing more than a Geiger thing." said Roy McGhillie. "Maybe our leadership knows something about Parker that we don't..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Then one of the twelve, named Judas Iscariot, went to the chief priests and said, "What are you willing to give me to betray Him to you?" And they weighed out thirty pieces of silver to him. From then on he began looking for a good opportunity to betray Jesus."
--- Matthew 26:14-16.
Detective Timothy Geiger looked up at the faces of the Angels at the statue in Ward Harvester Park dedicated to the County's Public Servants. He had heard the stories that the faces of the Angels were of Teresa Croyle's sister and the young girl that had died in the Hospital after a transplant organ meant for her had been stolen. (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 04.)
He thought about how Teresa Croyle had been in a similar position to him... in Vice, struggling to survive and keep their jobs under Captain Harold Malone's 'agenda-driven' leadership, to put it kindly. And having to deal with Steven Ikea. Geiger had done what he had had to do to survive; Croyle had refused to yield to the Dark Side.
And then Donald Troy had come in. And he had saved Teresa Croyle's job, her reputation, and some said even her life. And how that had worked out! And in some ways, Commander Troy had saved his, Geiger's job: he had never moved to get rid of Geiger like he had tried to get rid of Sharples.
But Teresa Croyle was now a Police Captain. He, Geiger, had worked hard to do a good job in Vice, but was still at the same pay grade. And while Teresa Croyle was now one of the most revered Police Officers in the TCPD, the hardest thing for Geiger was fighting the distrust and outright hostility that the other Detectives felt for him.
The SBI was not an option for him; they'd made it clear they didn't want him, and he wanted no part of them and Steven Ikea as their Chaplain. He was stuck.
"Impressive, isn't it?" asked a voice. Geiger turned to see a man about his height, lanky, his face looking almost as if it had collapsed in on itself, but with cheerful, happy-go-lucky eyes. He was wearing an ill-fitting light brown suit that looked like it was polyester.
"Yes," the man said, "this is supposedly the spot where Teresa Croyle and Commander Troy's daughter were when he found them, and these Angels are her sister and young ward for the last month of the girl's life."
"Who are you?" Geiger asked skeptically.
"Oh." the man said, as if remembering the reason for being there. "Our mutual friend Merlock sent me. He said you were interested in McGinty's Materials."
"Yes, what can you tell me about them?" asked Geiger.
"That they do exist." said the man. "Let's take a walk." He led Geiger along the path, heading east away from the statue.
"Who are you?" Geiger asked.
"My name is Jerry." said the man. "I work for a man who wants McGinty's Materials for himself, and he's willing to pay someone a lot of money... a laht of money... to deliver those materials to him and him only."
"So why are you coming to me?" asked Geiger. "Why aren't you looking for them yourself?"
Jerry smiled as he said: "Because I'm not a TCPD Officer, with access to information like you are. Just think about it, Detective Geiger, like you were thinking about it at that statue a few minute ago... you're still stuck where you are, a Detective with no chance in Hell of ever being promoted to anything, much less to Captain like Ms. Croyle was. I'm offering you a chance to make a lot of of money, achieve financial security, and be able to shake the dust of the TCPD off of your shoes and walk away from them."
Geiger peered at the other man for a second, then they resumed walking. "There's gotta be more to it." he said.
"There is." said Jerry. "You come work for my patron, and prove yourself by finding McGinty's Materials, and I can assure you he'll have other work for you. Lucrative work."
"Illegal work?" asked Geiger.
"Depends on how you look at it, and what jobs you accept." said Jerry. "You have contacts through your Police work, and you go on stakeouts and observe things. You just leverage that information in a way that is profitable to my boss, and it becomes profitable to you, too. Nothing illegal on your part, nothing at all. But let's not get ahead of ourselves. McGinty's Materials. Get us that, or just lead us to the stuff, and you won't need the TCPD and their hatred of you anymore."
"How much are we talking?" asked Geiger.
"As much as two million dollars." said Jerry. "Depending on how much of the stuff you get, and if the parts my boss wants is there. Fifty percent guaranteed."
"Are you frickin' kidding me?" Geiger asked, shocked. "Is that information really worth that much?"
"Oh yeah." Jerry said. He stopped and looked at Geiger. "We're not just playing games, here, Mr. Geiger. This is the big-time. And we think you have what it takes to be one of us. You've survived Captain Malone, that piece of shit Ikea, Commander Troy, all of it. And now... your ship is coming in."
"All right." said Geiger. "I'll think about it. How do I contact you?"
Jerry reached into his jacket pocket and took out a card. "Just call the number on this card and leave a message. I'll contact you within 24 hours with a location to meet. You like McDonald's or Chick-Fil-A better?..."
Part 4 - Priorities
(Author's note: the Keith Madden/KXTC narrative detailed in this story is based upon real events.)
1:30pm, Monday, June 24th. KXTC cub reporter Keith Madden and his cameraman pulled up to the corner of Elm Street and Riverside Drive, the northwest corner of Courthouse Square. The Civic Center was on this corner to their north, and City Hall to their south. The car was Madden's privately owned vehicle.
"Hell, why can't we get a mobile van?" asked the cameraman , who was driving.
"I hate it, too." Madden said. "But KXTC has very few mobile vans left. The Police keep confiscating them."
"Or destroying them." said the cameraman, who had been one of those hogtied and blindfolded in Bettina Wurtzburg's failed attempt to entrap Cindy Ross, resulting in the total destruction of four KXTC vans. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 03-04.)
A group of eight men and women, dressed fairly raggedly, were at that corner holding up signs as they protested the plight of the homeless.
Madden said "It's funny how we only hear about the homeless when Republicans are in the White House or the Governor's Mansion. If it was a Democrat instead of Jared, we wouldn't have been sent here."
"You got that right." said the cameraman. "Let's get the equipment ready." He and the cameraman got out of the car and went to the trunk, where Madden got his microphone and the cameraman got his equipment. They put it all together, did their sound checks, then went and began filming the protesters. Madden interviewed several of them as the cameraman filmed their signs.
"Yeah, man, we can't find jobs and we're losing our homes because of the policies of Governor Val Jared and the Republicans!" one man said. The others right behind him cheered, booed Jared's name, then cheered again, as if on cue...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm. Captain Teresa Croyle got through the 'security' that was my assistant Helena buzzing me, and was admitted to my office.
"Here's the security plan for Wednesday night's Charter Commission meeting." she said, handing me a folder, then sitting down at my hand-gesture bidding. "Basically it's the same as for public Council meetings."



"Good." I said as I perused it. "Just one thing to top it off: I want you to personally be there, in the chamber with me. Civilian clothes or uniform, doesn't matter to me. But I want you there."
"Sure." Teresa said. "As long as you don't try to put me on the Commission. Do you think there will be trouble? Like what Penis Holder did after last week's Charter meeting?"
"Not as much as we might see at the Council meeting tomorrow night." I said. "However, I don't really expect too much to happen there, either. Carnes, Lewis, and Adams filed the lawsuit against the Mayor, but if they start up any antics he'll use that to get the lawsuit dismissed."
"I'm hearing that they want to take the lawsuit to Federal Court and make it a civil rights lawsuit." Teresa said. "Carnes and her lawyer are talking to the DOJ Civil Rights Division even as we speak."
"Hoo boy." I said. "My legal eagle, Mike Todd, has discussed with me the possibility of us contacting the FCC to get KXTC's license pulled, in conjunction with our own legal complaint filed with the US DOJ if they don't fire Lester Holder. So if they send people here, we might have to talk with them."
Teresa said "I've been wondering if they've been doing all this just to get to the point they can go to the US DOJ, and give them license to harass you again."
"That's one reason I had Davis and Rodriguez go in and do a full investigation that night." I said. "We've got it on videotape, every interview with every Council Member. Carnes and Lewis took the Fifth, but the rest pretty much were forced to admit that Lewis started it. So if the DOJ wants to waste their time and our tax dollars on this... bring it on."
"And that is the response they least want to hear." Teresa said. "By the way, I got Hewitt's write-up of Irwin's Medal of Valor application, and I sent it to you just before coming in here."
"Good, thanks." I said. "Hewitt copied me the email, so I've already added my part, and will just copy it on to yours and send it to the Chief. We'll submit it straight to the Council tomorrow night."
"Won't they call for a Board of Inquiry?" Teresa asked. "Are they going to try to delay the thing to past August 1st?"
"I doubt it." I said. "That's another massive hot button issue. The Council may well decide to act directly, without a BOI."
"That would be good." Teresa said. "I'm getting tired of Finneran. And so is the Police Force. I'm hearing rumblings of a Police strike if he keeps up his shit."
"So am I." I said. "So come to the Charter Commission meeting, and you might hear something good on that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I watched the KXTC 6:00pm newscast in my office as I wrapped up paperwork. Sitting with me was Sheriff Griswold.
"Not much of a protest by those so-called homeless people." growled Griswold. "But it sure got a lot of coverage. Think they're grooming Keith Madden?"
"Quite the opposite, I'd say, sir." I said. "But you're right: it definitely looked like a staged protest. Made for the cameras, and Madden just read the script they gave him."
"Must've been a slow news day," said Griswold as he got up, "and they couldn't get any leaks from the Police Force, if they're resorting to stories on that stuff."
"Naah, they've got something up their sleeve." I said. "If we start seeing a lot of homeless stories on all the channels, then we'll know."
"Har." said the Sheriff. "As much as I'd prefer to have crime-free days, we need a mystery for you to solve, Crowbar. Otherwise, you start looking for things in every Media report." Yeah, he was pulling my chain.
"Tell the criminals to hold off until I've finished writing the Charter, Sheriff." I said. "By the way, be there Wednesday. There may be some comment on the insignia... you know, whether or not the Sheriff gets four stars or a ring of five stars?" Yeah, I was pulling his chain back.
"What's the insignia for 'Klingon High Command'? That's the one I want." the Sheriff quipped. He then made his way to the door. "Yeah, I'll be there Wednesday. Have a good night, Crowbar."
"Good night, Sheriff." I said. I finished up the paperwork I was doing, and headed for home.
Part 5 - Wrath of the (Iron) Wolf
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, June 25th, from the roof of one of the businesses on the southside of College Street, with City Hall in the background. "The U.S. Department of Justice has become involved in the Town & County Council's racially-charged disputes!"
Bettina began: "After Council Members Kelly Carnes, Malinda Adams, and Reginald B.F. Lewis filed a lawsuit in State Superior Court against Mayor Daniel Allgood alleging violations of Free Speech and harassment, the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice announced that they would be making an inquiry into the matter. Voting Rights Section Administrator Jocelyn Moran announced that Observers will be sent to monitor Town & County Council meetings to determine if Mayor Allgood is acting in a racist manner."
Bettina: "Mayor Allgood issued a statement in reply, saying that public Council meetings are open to anyone to attend, but Executive Sessions are not open and no one from the DOJ will be permitted to attend those meetings. Mayor Allgood also said that the Rules of Order will be scrupulously enforced, and he will not hesitate to have any 'troublemakers' arrested."
Bettina: "It is not clear if USDOJ Observers will be at the Charter Commission hearing tomorrow night. Commission member Dr. Joseph E. Williams said that the Observers will be welcome to attend Wednesday's meeting, which will discuss the Police Department structure. As usual, Charter Commission Chairman Donald Troy has refused to respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment. And now let's go to Amber Harris at the Channel Two Anchor Desk for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris. "Political experts are wondering if Commander Donald Troy will exercise the same brutal control over the Charter hearing as Mayor Daniel Allgood exercises over the Council meetings, refusing to allow Citizens to have their voices heard if he doesn't like what he is hearing. Let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more. Lester!"
"That's right, Amber!" said Holder, seeming to be in front of City Hall. "We're expecting an overflow crowd of people at the Charter Commission meeting tomorrow night, who hope to be allowed to speak about the need for three Police precincts in our Town & County. Illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood's tool to suppress the people's voices at Council meetings, Donald Troy, who has fathered an illegitimate halfbreed child, will be the Chairman of the hearing, so we don't expect a fair process to happen."
"Lester," said Amber, "sources tell Channel Two News that Donald Troy may file a complaint with the FCC and the USDOJ about your comments concerning his daughter. Do you have any comment on that?"
"I sure do, Amber." Lester said angrily. "First of all, I'm exercising my First Amendment rights of the Press and of Free Speech to accurately report to you the truth about Donald Troy's racist and violent actions against People of Color, and it's just an accurate fact that Donald Troy sired an illegitimate halfbreed child. That's not racism on my part, that's the pure facts. If Troy doesn't like it, let him come right here and face me, in front of our cameras, and respond. But we all know he won't, because he's too much of a coward to respond to KXTC at all!"
"You're so right, Lester!" Amber said. "Maybe you should go to the Charter Commission and take the podium and ask Commander Troy the questions he's too afraid to respond to when we ask for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Guess who Jocelyn Moran is?" exclaimed Joanne Warner as the MCD Detectives and their Lieutenant watched the propaganda known as KXTC's broadcast.
"She's the Civil Rights person with the USDOJ." said Roy McGillie.
"Oh... let me put up her photo." Joanne said. One of the four monitor panels on the end wall that had been showing the broadcast lit up with a photo.
"That..." gasped Teddy Parker, "that's the woman that came here and tried to arrest Commander Troy!" (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 03-04.)
"Yeah it is." said Teresa Croyle, coming into the room. "And she damn near got some people killed.
"Ma'am," said Julia Rodriguez, "you think she'll try to mess with Commander Troy again?"
"I dunno." said Teresa. "Actually... I think I'm more worried about Daniel Allgood's safety. A lot of frustrated politicians are starting to be out for his blood, and they want to do more than just rip up his State of the County speech, or the new Charter..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where is Commander Troy?" asked Chief Moynahan, sitting in his usual seat at the head of the table in the Chiefs' Conference Room. "And Captain Croyle?"
"Don is in his office." Cindy said. "Not sure what he's doing, but he did say he was not going to watch KXTC in the morning anymore. And Captain Croyle may be watching with the Detectives... she's trying to gauge the mood of the Police Force regarding these attacks on Commander Troy and Tasha."
"That bad?" asked the Chief. "And bad for whommmm?"
Tanya Perlman said "Sir, everyone knows that it's only a matter of time before Penis Holder tries to personally confront Don in public. And then all hell will break loose, or else KXTC will make it look like Don backed down as a coward."
"And Don would rather die than let that happen." growled Griswold.
"And Teresa won't let it happen." Cindy said. "She'll rip Holder to shreds before Don has a chance to, as surely as she'd take bullets for Don."
"What do we dooooooo?" asked the Chief. "If Holder makes good on his threat to appear at the Charter Commission hearing..." He did not finish the sentence. He did not need to.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am, Tuesday, June 25th. The four MCD Detectives nodded towards each other, then began leaving one-by-one. They all exited the building to the gated employees's parking lot, where they got into Julia Rodriguez's new Mercedes-Benz sedan.
"Nice car, Julia!" Joanne said as she rode shotgun. "How can you afford this on a Police Officer's salary?"
"It's used." said Julia. "Well, 'gently pre-owned', they said. It was a BigAgraFoods fleet car, and it only has 19,000 miles on it. Commander Troy and Dr. Fredricson made sure it wasn't bugged."
"Nice." said Roy McGhillie from the backseat. "So... you found McGinty's Materials, and made a down payment with the reward money?" Everyone chuckled.
"Seriously," Theo said, "did you see Geiger today? I think we could've told him we're going to lunch, and he would've stayed at his desk. His eyes have been glued to his monitor."
"That's why I mentioned McGinty's Materials." said Roy. "Geiger's been working on that non-stop, as if he's demon-possessed about it."
"Ever since he got back from meeting that C.I." Joanne said thoughtfully.
"Wow, you don't really think..." Julia started, but stopped as she maneuvered into the parking lot of the Cop Bar.
Joanne said: "That with the FBI, SBI, half the LEOs in the State, and probably every criminal and Legislator... but there I repeat myself... looking for those papers and not able to find them, and Commander Troy not able to find them, but Geiger has a lead on them? Stranger things have happened, I guess."
"My grandmother always said to not look a gift horse in the mouth." Theo said. "If that keeps Geiger occupied, power to him. Let him keep at it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:15pm. Keith Madden and his cameraman again drove up to the Civic Center, seeing the 'homeless' protesters with their signs.
"This is ridiculous." said Madden. "And they won't comp me anything for having to use my own car."
"Dude," said the cameraman, who was not Madden's regular cameraman, "just shut up and do your fucking job." Madden whirled to peer at the cameraman, who looked hard at him in reply.
"What's gotten into you?" Madden asked.
"Having to work with you." snarled the cameraman. "I don't know what I did wrong to have this assigned to me, but I'm the one that got fucked over."
Madden didn't say anything. He got out of the car, as did the cameraman, and they got their equipment, then went up to the protesters.
After a couple of minutes filming, with Madden asking a couple of them softball questions that allowed them to air their grievances, the cameraman began having the protesters pose. "Yeah, get over there so it looks like there's more of you..."
"What are you doing?" Madden asked, his voice connoting his disbelief.
"I'm staging them." snarled the cameraman. "Like you should be doing. I'm doing your job for you."
"That's a crock!" shouted Madden. "We're here to report the news, not fake it!"
The cameraman just stared at Madden. "You really don't get it, do you? You really are that stupid, aren't you?" And with that, he turned and went back to the car, and almost threw his $100,000 camera into the trunk too hard, obviously disgusted...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:15pm, Tuesday, June 25th. The doors to the public Council Chamber had not yet opened, but Council Members and LEOs were coming in and getting ready. I was on the floor, in uniform, to the left of the audience and right of the long bench behind which the Council sat, talking with Teresa, when a black woman came up to us. We recognized her immediately.
"Hello, I'm Jocelyn Moran, US DOJ Civil Rights Division." she said as she extended her hand. I did not shake it, and I just stared at her malevolently... and my look did not come close to matching the 'Teresa Cunt' look on my Captain's face.
"I know who you are." I said menacingly. "The last time I saw you, you were in my Police Station with an illegal warrant for my arrest, and you were threatening to murder my Police Officers to get to me." I began turning away.
Moran was shocked. "I was acting in good faith on good information, and following orders. But all that is over now. Can't let bygones be bygones?"
I turned back on her. "This may just be a game to a politician like you, but it's life and death for me. And I call bullshit on your so-called 'good faith' claim. The Nazis 'just followed orders' as they wiped out some of my family and six million more good people."
I bore in as I said: "As to what you did in my Police Station in your racist hatred, be sure to understand, Ms. Moran, that I never forget, and I do hold grudges. I consider you to be my enemy, both personally and in your true racist mission here." I began to turn away, and lead Teresa away from this odious woman.
"You are a racist!" Moran snarled.
"No he's not!" Teresa said hotly. "And stop throwing the race card around just because we don't kiss your racist ass! You accuse him of racism again, and I'll throw your ass in jail right now! And you don't have dirty FBI Agents backing you up like you did last time..."
Jocelyn Moran was saved from the Wrath of the Iron Wolf by the Mayor coming into the Chamber and taking his place behind the bench, in the center seat. "Open the doors!" he called out.
A huge number of young people, mostly black, wearing the red 'Antifa' shirts of the group 'Black Voices Raised' came pouring in. At least they'd exercised decent hygiene. A large number of very unkempt young persons, mostly white, that smelled as bad as they looked, and wearing the green shirts of the Socialist group 'Proactive Citizens of Greenworld', the PCGW, also came in. I did observe that they and the red-shirted people were not here as friends; they fought over seats. I radioed up to the Deputy in charge, the Sergeant-At-Arms to kick out the green-shirted people first. Several arrests were quickly made.
"Gonna be that kind of night?" Teresa asked.
"What would you say if I told you 'no'?" I asked back.
"I know better than go against you." Teresa replied. "But we're not off to a good start."
The Mayor gaveled the session into order. The routine business was taken care of: accepting the notices of lawsuits against the Town & County, which were referred to the City Attorney for review, and other legal notices. Then came the reports from the Board of Commissioners on things like the Water Works and Highway Construction projects. Captain Damien Thompson did his job in submitting the Promotions and Medals Request report, which included the posthumous MOV request for Lieutenant Irwin.
"I see what you're saying." Teresa whispered to me. She was noticing that the red-shirted 'Black Voices Raised' people were doing anything but raising their voices. They were just sitting there, staring hard at Mayor Allgood.
Crispus Appling, wearing a red 'Antifa' shirt, got up and demanded the Police go to three Precincts. Dagmar Schoen raised the Point of Order that the motion for three Precincts was already tabled. Mayor Allgood went through the motions of asking if anyone who'd voted to table the motion wanted to bring it back up (as, under Robert's Rules of Order, only those who voted with the majority can bring a motion back up for reconsideration), and no one did. The red-shirted people said nothing, just stared malevolently at Daniel Allgood.
At the end, Councilwoman Malinda Adams called for an Executive Session to discuss the Police promotions, which passed 10-0...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You weren't invited to this Executive Session." Kelly Carnes venomously hissed at me as Teresa and I followed the Council members up the stairs.
"I never said I was going to your Executive Session, did I?" I fired back.
"Then what are you doing?" Carnes wanted to know.
"My job." I replied. "Making sure there are no trespassers in the hallways of this closed City Hall building."
Indeed, TCPD Officers and Sheriff's Deputies had stopped the Press from attempting to come up to the second floor, threatening arrests for trespassing. It did not lighten Bettina's fury that Captain Thompson was the one barring their way and making the arrest threat.
The Council Members went into the private chamber. Jocelyn Moran of the USDOJ Civil Rights Division attempted to go in after them. I stood in her way, before the closed doors, my red crowbar at 'port arms'.
"This is a private Executive Session of the Council." I said imperiously. "You are forbidden from entering."
"I am going in there to monitor potential racism." Moran snarled. "Get out of my way, or I'll have Federal Agents arrest you."
"May I see your Court-issued warrant, based upon probable cause, to enter this room, please." I replied.
"I don't need a warrant." said Moran. "Now get out of my way. I am a Federal Agent, and---"
"And so are we."
Moran whirled around, to see that those words were said by FBI EAD Owen Lange, who was coming out of the stairwell, with FBI SAC Jack Muscone and Special Agent Julius Jefferson behind him.
"The Iron Crowbar is right: where's your warrant, Ms. Moran?" Lange said as he came up next to me. "Without one, you have no place here."
"Is that so?" Jocelyn Moran said, her voice ugly. Then she noticed the heavily armed and armored TCPD Officers coming down the front and side halls, led by Captain Thompson.
"I see." said Moran. "You Crackers have got it all rigged."
"Who are you calling a Cracker?" Captain Damien Thompson wanted to know as he came up to us.
"These two Crackers." Moran said, her voice full of hatred as she pointed at me and Teresa. "You, you're just an Uncle Tom, a tool of the The Man. You're an embarrassment to your race."
"Why don't you go investigate some real racism?" I said. "Like KXTC reporter Lester Holder's violation of hate speech law, and his threats against a little girl? Based upon the formal complaint to the USDOJ Civil Rights Division and the FCC?"



"Because Lester Holder is black!" Moran shouted. "Blacks cannot use 'hate speech', because they are black! That law applies only to Whites; only Whites will be accused of using hate speech. And I am just looking for the chance to arrest you for it, Iron Cracker!"
I don't think she realized why I was grinning, nor did anyone else. My true reason for it was because Moran had given herself away: she knew all about Lester Holder, who he was, and what he was doing!
"You have a nice day, Ms. Moran." I said. "In the meantime, you are trespassing, and my Officers will escort you out---"
"No, we'll do it." said Owen Lange. "Federal on Federal, dontcha know."
"I like this guy." I said to Teresa. Lange chuckled, then he and Special Agent Jefferson made it clear to Jocelyn Moran that she was going to leave, one way or another...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let's get started." said Mayor Allgood as everyone took their seats.
"Wait." said Kelly Carnes. "Where is Ms. Moran, the USDOJ Civil Rights monitor?"
"She is not permitted to be here." said Mayor Allgood. "This is an Executive Session, and I have not invited her to be a part of it... unless she exhibits a lawfully-obtained Court-ordered warrant. And even the FISA Courts aren't going to touch this one."
"I move that Jocelyn Moran be permitted to attend this Executive Session, and any future Executive Sessions of this Council." said Malinda Adams.
"I second." said Reginald B.F. Lewis, who had otherwise been subdued the entire evening.
"There is a motion on the floor." said the Mayor. "Is discussion necessary, or shall we proceed to the vote?" They proceeded to the vote, and it was 5-5. "The Council being equally divided, the Mayor votes 'nay', and the motion fails. Okay, the issue is the Police promotions and medals, particularly the application for a posthumous Medal of Valor for Police Lieutenant Ivar Irwin, who lost his life in successfully rescuing Todd Burke. Is there a motion on the floor?"
"I move..." said Edward R. Steele and Reginald B.F. Lewis simultaneously.
"Mr. Steele is recognized." said the Mayor with the slightest bit of emphasis. Kelly Carnes and Malinda Adams stared at the Mayor with utter hatred in their eyes.
"I move that the Board of Inquiry investigation be dispensed with, and that we directly consider this Medal of Valor application." said Edward R. Steele.
"I second the motion." said Dagmar Schoen.
"Wait a minute!" gasped Susan Weston.
"You are not recognized." said the Mayor.
"POINT OF ORDER, THEN!" screamed Weston. "For God's sake, I'm on the verge of joining the lawsuit against you, Mayor Allgood. You really are acting like a Goddamned dictator---"
"Point of order as to language." said J.P. Goldman, his voice sounding very weary.
"The point of order as to language is recognized." said Daniel Allgood, his voice very formal and icy. "Councilwoman Weston will state her point of order without using abusive language." He was trying to be nice...
"The point is that it is normal custom for a medal at the level of the Medal of Valor be referred to a Board of Inquiry for review. The motion that was made flies in the face of that, and I believe should not be recognized."
"Councilman Steele," said Daniel, "would you explain your reasons for the motion you have made?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor." said Steele. "There has already been a Board of Inquiry about the incident itself, and the Board made their findings. Another Board would be redundant and a waste of time and money."
"Point of order to that." said Susan Weston. "This Council has twice put off discussion of that Board of Inquiry's findings, and has not accepted nor rejected them. Additionally, that Board of Inquiry did not examine the actions of Lieutenant Irwin with regard to a Medal of Valor application. I believe a new Board of Inquiry is not only merited, but is necessary."
"I accept the point that the Council has not discussed nor acted upon the previous Board of Inquiry's findings." said the Mayor. "Let us do that now, within the context of Mr. Steele's seconded motion."
"Point of order." said Susan Weston. "I object to that, because we need to act upon the Board of Inquiry point before considering the Councilman's motion. You're hamstringing us, and I believe we are outside of the Rules of Order in proceeding in this direction.
"It's a fair point." said Allgood. "Mr. Steele, do you withdraw your motion?"
"Point of order, Mr. Mayor." said Dagmar Schoen, generating some chuckles in the room. "I seconded the motion, and I do not withdraw it."
"I move we lay it on the table." said John Colby, in a rare instance of going against his colleague and mistress, Dagmar Schoen. John Colby was also weary of the crap.
"I second." said Sheila Sorrells, and very quickly. The vote was 8-1, with Schoen voting against, and Steele voting 'present', essentially abstaining...
Part 6 - Under Protest
"This is Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 26th, from what appeared to be the rooftop position with City Hall in the background, previously used by Bettina. "Another Town & County Council meeting dissolves into acrimony over the tactics of suppression exercised by Mayor Daniel Allgood!"
"Bettina Wurtzburg is on assignment." explained Amber. "Here's the news you have a right to know: A representative of the U.S. Department of Justice's Civil Rights Division was in attendance at the public Council meeting, but was denied access to the Executive Session by Police Commander Donald Troy. And inside the closed-off private Council Chamber, white nationalist Mayor Daniel Allgood treated the members of the Council as his servants instead of the elected representative of the People that they are supposed to be. Let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more. Lester!"
"That's right, Amber!" said Holder, standing on the portico of City Hall. "I have with me Councilwoman Malinda Adams, who was at the Executive Session of the Council. Ms. Adams, what is it like in there? What is Mayor Daniel Allgood like in there?"
"Lester, Daniel Allgood has becomes nothing short of another Hitler." said Malinda Adams. "He threatens anyone who even speaks without his personal permission, especially black Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis. If we don't say 'Seig Heil!', he silences us with threats. And his handling of the Council meeting was a joke. He keeps telling us we're out of order, but he's out of control!"
After concluding the interview with Malinda, Holder said to the camera "Amber, I can't help but think that if Eldrick X. Weaver had not been cheated out of his rightful win by the disenfranchisement of black voters, we would not be having these problems on the Council."
Amber: "Lester, what about the U.S. DOJ representative? What's happening there?"
Penis Holder: "Amber, there has been no comment from the U.S. DOJ's Civil Rights Division about last night's incident, where the racist Police Commander Donald Troy denied a DOJ Agent from attending the Executive Session. This is not surprising, as Donald Troy does illegitimate Mayor Allgood's lightwork for him, that is when Troy is not breeding illegitimate halfbreed children."
"That's certainly true!" Amber said happily. "Thank you, Lester! Are you going to confront Commander Troy at the Charter Commission meeting tonight?"
Penis Holder grinned and said "That racist will have a lot of questions to answer about the Culture of Police Brutality he's instilled in the TCPD, for sure."
"Great!" exclaimed Amber. A second later, she said into the camera: "Yes, tonight is the Charter Commission hearing for the Police structure, and it is scheduled to be at the Civic Center Theater to provide enough seating for what is expected to be a large crowd."
Amber finished: "And we are happy to report that KXTC is in talks with a potential buyer for the Town & County Examiner. This group, which is named 'The Guardians Group', is a small video and online news company that could keep the old newspaper viable through online services..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's Bettina?" asked Tanya Perlman as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. I'd been 'invited' back by the Chief, and it was an invitation I could not refuse.
"She has a way of dodging Lester Holder's really bad stuff." Teresa Croyle said. "She lets Amber do it, which one day will come back to haunt Amber while Bettina avoids the exposure."
"True." I said.
"She may be meeting with that USDOJ woman." growled Griswold. "And not for an interview, at least not yet."
"What do you mean, Sheriff?" asked Cindy Ross. "They trying to set something up?"
"So I read the riddle." said the Sheriff. "What do you think, Crowbar?"
"On most days, I would kiss ass and agree with you wholeheartedly, Sheriff." I said, making everyone laugh out loud. "But today, she may be doing KXTC business... like a meeting working on the sale of the Examiner."
"Oh." said Teresa. Then she had an insight, and said: "The 'Guardians' Group, eh? Something you'd like to tell us, Commander?"
"No." I said simply, a bit too simply. "I am sorry to say that I never was one of the Guardians of Justice."
"Hell, son," said Sheriff Griswold, "you were the reason for their existence, part of it, anyway." Teresa and Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Just sayin', is all." I said.
"KXTC is selling the Examiner." said Cindy. "So why are they pushing it on their newscasts like they are?"
"To try to bring in buyers," I said, "so they can get the best price possible through a bidding war. But the fish in the Sheriff's backyard are biting better than any bids for the paper."
Tanya said "That DOJ woman is going to be at the Charter Commission meeting tonight. And so will Jack and probably Julius Jefferson, as well."
"That reminds me." I said. "I know all of you are going to be there, but Tanya, ask the MCD and Vice Detectives and their leadership to be there if they don't have something else to do, like a public function."
"Wilco." said Tanya. "Are you expecting trouble, sir?"
"Quite the opposite." I said. "I expect a relatively peaceful, productive meeting tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can't believe this." said Keith Madden as they drove up to the Civic Center. "Third day in a row."
"Yeah, I don't know what Amber's problem is." said the cameraman, Keith's regular one again.
After the altercation with the other cameraman the day before, Madden had gone back to KXTC's offices and complained bitterly. So had the cameraman. And Amber Harris had taken the cameraman's side against Madden.
"He's right," Amber had said, "you should have been staging the demonstrators."
"What, is this a news organization or a high school stage play?" Madden had retorted.
"It's about what we put in front of the viewers!" Amber had said angrily. "It's about telling them and showing them exactly what to think!"
Madden had walked away. Today, Amber had told him to go cover the homeless protesters again. He had said "No. And you're not my boss. You don't give me assignments."
"We'll see about that." Amber had said.
She'd gone to Bettina's office, and after ten minutes Bettina had come out and said "Keith, go cover the homeless protesters like Amber told you to."
"She's not my boss." Madden had said. He did not care what would happen; being fired was preferable to having to take orders from the corrupt Amber Harris.
"I'm your boss," said Bettina, "and I'm telling you to do what Amber told you. Have you got a problem with that?"
"Yes I do." Madden had replied. "But I guess it won't matter after she goes to prison, will it?" He walked away before Bettina could say anything else.
Now in live time, Madden saw that the so-called 'homeless' protesters were just sitting on the curb, waiting for them to get there. "Obviously some coordinating going on" he said "Hold up a minute, let me get this." He took the small hand-cam and filmed the protesters sitting on the curb.
As the car came up, the protesters got up and held their signs up. Madden interviewed them, asking "Are you being paid to protest here today?" and "Are you just here for the Media attention?" The protesters looked at him angrily.
After it was over, Madden said "Circle around and come back up Riverside Drive." The cameraman did so, and Madden again filmed the protesters... as they were dispersing. "Looks like they're done for the day, now that the Media coverage is over." The cameraman agreed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Jesus answered them, "Did I Myself not choose you, the twelve, and yet one of you is a devil?" Now He meant Judas the son of Simon Iscariot, for he, one of the twelve, was going to betray Him."
--- John 6:70-71
"You're sure working hard on that McGinty stuff." Teddy Parker said to Timothy Geiger as they sat across from each other at their desks.
"Well, that is what Lieutenant Davis asked us to do." said Geiger, not looking away from his monitor as he typed furiously upon his keyboard (as if he was writing a story for the Literotica website, but I digress).
"Hey," said Theo Washington, "you find that stuff, and you can make a lot of money selling it, and quit the Police Force."
"Do you really think I'm dirty like that?" Geiger responded, letting some of his anger and frustration show.
"I don't know, are you?" Joanne Warner said cattily. Geiger didn't respond; he'd been subjected to shots like that since he'd been moved to MCD. Nothing new; par for the course.
"No, we don't think you're dirty, Geiger." said Julia.
"No, we don't." said Parker. "But I sure as hell wish you would make a lot of money and then quit, so that I'd be rid of you." The room got really quiet after that.
A few moment later, Geiger got up, locking his computer like he was supposed to, then headed out the back hallway door. He went to the restroom, then came back out and went down the hallway... the other way, towards the gym.
Going through the gym, he went out the back side door, the one used to get to the bleachers where promotions and medals were awarded. He got out the burner phone he'd bought with cash at the Wal-Mart the day before, and dialed a number.
"Hey Jerry, it's me." he said. "Let's meet. I'm in."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(Author's note: Remember, this is based on true events.)
"What the hell is this?" Amber Harris exploded as she came up to Keith Madden's desk in the open area; he did not even have the flimsy walls of a cubicle.
"It's my piece on the homeless protesters." said Madden.
"No shit." said Amber. "What the fuck is this about them just sitting there waiting for the Press to arrive, and this being a sham protest?"
"That's what it is." said Madden. "You've sent me out there three days covering the same old crap from them. So this time I just wrote up what's really going on with them."
"That's not why you're covering them." said Amber. "These people have something to say."
"And they've been saying it, day after day after day... as long as you send someone to cover them." Madden fired back.
"Uggghhh! For God's sake..." Amber muttered, furious with anger and beet red in the face. She walked away, making a beeline for Bettina's office...
Part 7 - Police Business
On the stage of the Civic Center Theater, several tables were set up on the right side of the stage as one faces it from the audience, and at an angle to partially face the audience and partially face the podium set up on the other side. We the Charter Commission came in and took our places at the tables.
Mayor Allgood, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Ross, Captain of Operations Croyle, Captain of Internal Affairs Orosco, Captain of Public Relations Thompson, MCD Lieutenant Davis, Vice Lieutenant Milton, and IT Lieutenant Milton sat on the center section's front row of seats. To their right sat Captain of Detectives Perlman in her wheelchair. Town & County Council Members Colby, Schoen, McGhillie, and Goldman sat in the second row. Council Members Lewis, Carnes and Adams were present, but sat a part from the others, further back on the right side. Councilman Steele was on stage with me, as a Commission Member, of course.
FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, Supervisory Agents Allgood and Nash, and Special Agents Jefferson, Jenkins, and Linares were in the front row of the right side section. The Press was in the front few rows of the left side. Bettina Wurtzburg and Burt West were there, as were Catrina Pierce, Priya Ajmani, Tim Sioban and Cynthia Freeman, and a strong contingent of 'cub' reporters.
When the doors were opened to allow the Public in, the theater began filling up very quickly. There were a few young people in red shirts, but the vast majority of them were dressed more nicely. And there were a few rough looking young people with green PCGW shirts on.
At 7:30pm, I gaveled the hearing into session, then stood up with a microphone in my hand. "Thank you all for coming." I said as everyone quietened down. "I have a few announcements before we begin. First of all, we're going to have whoever is speaking come up to the podium on the stage with us, so that you're at the same level with us. But if you have trouble with the steps, we can have a microphone brought to you on the floor."
"Second" I continued, "we intend to let everyone who wants to speak have at least one minute to address us. It might be a long night, and I warned the other Commission Members to bring pillows..." There was laughter at that, then I went on: "... but we do intend to hear you. Unlike Council meetings, which have a lot more to do, we're here for one reason for this one night, and that is to hear your voices and your ideas."
Some of the audience burst into applause at that, which I got the distinct impression was sarcastic in nature. Heedless, I went on: "I do want to say that this hearing is to get ideas and input, and is not meant as an airing of grievances. Now of the Charter Commission members, I'm probably the one with the most experience concerning the Police Department..." More laughter. "... so I will be engaging you in conversation and responding to your comments. The other Commission members might also ask questions and discuss points of interest with you."
I finished up: "In order to hear your ideas and issues, I have invited the Police Leadership to this hearing, and while I don't expect them to engage you, one or more of them might pass along some information to us as needed." I introduced the front row of Officers, then said "Sheriff Griswold has forgotten more about the Town & County Police than I could hope to know, and the Commission will be relying on his wisdom and sage advice." There was a smattering of applause for Sheriff Griswold, mostly from the front row.
"And with that, let's begin." I said. I then began outlining our draft proposals for the Police structure, which had no major changes except that it cleaned up some 'remnants' of the old by doing away with all the old Detective ranks except one gold bar with three black squares with the rank of Senior Detective, all new Detective ranks being Sergeant or below.
"I am expecting some discussion about precincts." I said, to some laughter which became applause. "I'm going to go ahead and give you some of the case against more Precincts than we already have, and we'll discuss and debate as you come up."
I started: "As an example: Gwinnett County, Georgia, was once the fastest growing county in America, and is currently the second-most populous county in Georgia. It has just under one million people. They have six precincts, which serve about 154,000 people per precinct. Our Town & County is not even the third most populous county in our State, and we have around 100,000 people total, even when the University is in session, and we have two precincts already, and some want a third. That's just not an efficient use of your tax dollars, folks."



"We had three precincts before. They did not do anything to make the Police Department more efficient, nor did they do anything that could be demonstrated to have more efficiently served the People of the County. Some will say that three precincts adds jobs; we found from experience that no significant jobs were added. Some overhead positions were created, but were filled from within, and we were not budgeted more Officers. So the end result was the same number of people."
"Also," I said, "the argument has been made that more Precinct stations will more efficiently serve the County, as more Fire Stations serve the County more efficiently. But that is simply not the case. The Police don't operate like the Fire Department, and vice versa. We use mobile Police patrols to go wherever is needed. We simply don't need the overhead."
We had hoped that my detailing all this would curtail some of the people coming up and speaking, but that was not going to be the case. And the first person to the podium? Why, Eldrick X. Weaver, of course.
"I have two items I want to bring up." said Weaver after he stated his name. "First, I propose a new rank within the Police Department structure, which would be the equivalent of the Fire Department's Superintendent rank. The Atlanta Police have the rank of Major, and it's for installation commanders. I was going to propose this as part of the overall Public Safety structure, but you separated out the Police structure and moved the hearing up to tonight. So my proposal is for this rank for each Police installation in the County."
"And that leads to my second proposal, which is three precincts." said Weaver. "I do not agree with you, Chairman Troy, that three precincts didn't work before. I believe three precincts worked very well. You can take that as a compliment of your administration of them, but they did work." Applause broke out, and I had to admire the neat trick of saying three precincts worked because of my administration of them... by implication, if I say they didn't work, then it would be a de facto criticism of myself.
I tapped the gavel a few times to rein in the crowd, and said "I appreciate the enthusiasm, but in the interests of time, let's please not applaud too much. This is not a State of the Union address, and we're not ripping up any speeches at the end." There was some laughter.
"Mr. Weaver," I said, "you're making one point for me... the difference between the Police and Fire Departments. This will come up in the TCFD hearings, but they base out of their installations, while the Police base out of mobile units. We don't need installation commanders the same way the Fire Department does. We have a Captain position over all our Physical Properties, the Deputy Chief is in overall charge of our installations and equipment, so a new position is redundant, and therefore unnecessary."
"Mr. Troy," said Weaver, "are you speaking as Chairman of this Commission, or as part of the Police?"
"It's a fair question." I said, realizing Weaver's trap attempt. "I'm not speaking officially on behalf of the Police at the moment, but I did say at the beginning of this hearing that I would be engaging speakers with my Police knowledge and experience." After a pause I said "So now I have a question for you, Mr. Weaver: can you name one good reason or show something to these other Commission members and the Public, why three Precincts is better than two... or one, for that matter."
"Like I said," replied Weaver, "I don't agree with your assertions that three precincts are less efficient than two, and I am one of those that believe three precincts did serve and will serve minority areas of the County better than two, or one."
"How so?" asked Edward Steele, and rather sharply. "No matter how the three precincts would be set up geographically or demographically, they would not serve all of our Citizens, of all ethnicities, genders, orientations, and all of it, any better than two... or one."
Weaver's eyes got a bit more hostile as he said "I believe that with a good setup... and the previous three precincts was a good setup... the minority areas of the County are better served by the Precinct that covers them." He paused for effect, and may have been surprised that he was not further engaged in that conversation.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15pm. KXTC reporter Lester Holder got a phone call from a trusted source. After a few minutes of conversation then hanging up, he called for a cameraman, who would double as security for him, and they left in a KXTC van.
"What's it about?" asked the cameraman as they pulled out onto the road. He was the cameraman who had been hostile to Keith Madden before.
Penis Holder said "A reliable source called and said that he wanted me to meet him and a guy who has some of McGinty's Materials. He wants to give me the dirt in the files on Donald Troy, which he says is very damaging, and then we can pay for more material, or he'll sell it."
"You believe him?" asked the cameraman.
"Yeah... the source, anyway." said Holder. "He's always been good for leads on stories. And he hates the Iron Crowbar as much anyone does."
"Why doesn't he sell the goods on Troy, then?" asked the cameraman.
"Nobody will pay for them, at least not much." said Holder. "Troy can't be blackmailed; he'll say 'Publish and be damned.' rather than pay hush money. And everyone in the world wants Troy exposed, and what's on him out there, while others will pay to keep the rest of it quiet."
"We gonna pay?" asked the cameraman.
"Probably not." said Holder. "We'll pretend to have interest, but I'll probably offer to hook him up with someone who can pay him a lot, and you and I will take the 'finders fee' cut."
"Where we going?" asked the cameraman, who'd driven in circles to make sure the TCPD was not tailing him, as they had been doing for several weeks.
"Public storage units, near The Junkyard." said Holder, referring to the property where the copycat Black Widow had left a man dead. (Author's note: 'Return of the Black Widow', Ch. 03-04.)
"Will we be safe there?" asked the driver.
"We ought to be." said Holder. "And with Troy stuck in that meeting, we don't have to worry about him showing up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
People came up one-by-one, many of them asking for three precincts. I got to where I started cutting them off by asking them to convince me with a concrete reason three was better than two or one. They seemed to be nonplussed that I didn't really engage them, often saying, "As we covered before..." and then moving on.
As the evening wore on, other Commission members took bathroom breaks, and some of the Press reporters left. I stayed steadfastly in my seat. Probably the only issue that came up was one young, white man with an unkempt haircut and beard, wearing a green PCGW shirt stepping up to the mike and saying "In all of this, I'm not hearing anything that addresses Climate Change. Climate Change is the biggest and most important problem facing us today, and the Police are doing nothing to contribute---"
I began tapping my gavel, and the guy wouldn't stop. I kept tapping, saying "Hold on." then "Stop talking...", but to no avail. So I cut off his mike.
As the lack of sound pervaded theater, I said "Slow your roll. Stop talking for a second, so I can explain a point of order here." The guy finally stopped and I said "What you are attempting to address is political policy. This Charter creates the structure of the County Government, not its policies. It's like the bowl that holds the cereal and the milk of your breakfast. It's up to the Council and the Assembly to make the policy, so that is where you should be discussing these issues, not here with us."
"No," said the slug, "we have to put it into the Charter itself to force the Government to acknowledge Climate Change and to implement policies to combat the Corporatists as they destroy the earth---"
I stood up, this time tapping my red crowbar in my hand instead of the gavel on the table. "One more time." I said authoritatively. "You are out of order, and out of the scope of this Commission's objectives. Now yield the microphone." To emphasize my point, the Sergeant-At-Arms had come up on stage behind the man, and Captain Croyle had also risen to her feet, though she did not leave the front row. The guy looked at me with unappeasable hatred, but backed off and ultimately left the theater.
And then there was the young black woman in a red shirt that got up to the mike and said that she supported three precincts. "I believe a third precinct is the only thing that will meet the needs of the safety of our children. We are not spending enough on the safety of the children."
I replied "Ma'am, how is spending more on a facility that will not have any more Officers overall going to help with that?"
"Hire more Officers, then." the woman said. "Get the money by raising taxes on the wealthy white elites in the northern suburbs to pay for more black Police Officers keeping our children on the Southside safe."
"Young lady," said Edward Steele, "why do you think an increase in taxes will automatically go to paying for more Police Officers in majority black areas?"
"So you're saying you don't support having Officers to keep our children on the Southside safe?" the woman angrily asked. People in the audience began booing. I began tapping the gavel.
"Ma'am," I said, "that is not what he said nor implied. And you're beginning to cross into the realm of policy that is beyond the scope of the Charter."
"If not now, when?" the woman asked. "If not here, where?" Some people applauded while others said things like "Yeah!" and "You tell him!"
"The 'where' is the Assembly and the Council, and the 'when' is not now." I replied. "We're not putting tax rates into the Charter, nor getting to the level of putting a set number of Police Officers in there..."
Part 8 - Into Darkness
Only the bluish light of a streetlight on the corner of the long row of storage spaces broke through the darkness, leaving everything in a monochrome silence. Holder and his cameraman, who was carrying a small camera, got out of their truck and walked along the 'street', seeing nothing but the dark garage doors against the lighter walls of the buildings on either side.
"Psst. Over here." said a shadowy figure at the end of the building, who then disappeared around the corner. Holder and the cameraman walked towards him...
*ZZZZZZZT!* *ZZZZZZZT!*
Both men fell to the ground as the powerful voltage of the TASERs coursed through the probes that had been fired into their backs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Then Judas Iscariot, who was one of the twelve, went off to the chief priests in order to betray Him to them."
--- Mark 14:10
Detective Timothy Geiger came into the pitch-dark, empty BigAgraFoods warehouse from the west side, the same door where Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington had been ambushed. (Author's note: 'Causing A Commotion', Ch. 01.)
"Over here." he heard a voice say. A beam of light flashed through the darkness, followed by a small lantern being turned on. As Geiger walked up to it, he saw that the man was Jerry.
"First, apologies for this," said Jerry as he waved a device around Geiger. "Gotta check for tracking devices. Where's your cellphone?"
"In my car, parked a block up the street." said Geiger.
"Good." said Jerry, satisfied that Geiger had no devices on him. "You find anything on McGinty's Materials?"
"Not yet." said Geiger. "The FBI is looking into the smuggling business McGinty may have been a part of. They think it would've been easy for him to pay someone a little extra to deliver a package to one of those dropbox mailbox places. But I haven't had time to follow up on that, and we're going to have to let the FBI do it, because they have resources we don't. Once they find something and make a report, I can hack into them and see it."
"Not bad." said Jerry. "I'm sure you know that we've been following your... research, and we like your ideas. So your colleagues think you're still dirty?"
"I wasn't dirty, not like Ikea was." replied Geiger, with the slightest tinge of anger in his voice. "But I did what I had to do to survive."
"We all do that." said Jerry. "The truth is, Mr. Geiger, that you might not've been dirty in the traditional sense, but you worked with Harold Malone and Steven Ikea, and they were running some serious rackets, using the Town & County Police as their personal enforcement tools to enrich themselves. They let you do the dirty grunt work while they got paid the big bucks to take their chosen drug gang's competition off the streets. But no doubt about it... you were stained, along with them. And you always will be, as long as you stay with the TCPD."
"Yeah, I know." said Geiger sourly.
"Okay, Friend, you said you wanted in." Jerry said. "Up to now, it's just been you and me. We can keep it like this, and you'll get paid a little bit here and there in exchange for information on things. Or you can join the team, and make some serious money doing solid work."
"That sounds like where I need to be." said Geiger. "I'm about done with the TCPD, no matter what arrangement you and I have."
"Good." said Jerry. "Okay, then, this is it. If we go further, you're in... but you can't get back out. My boss has ways of dealing with people who try to back out. Remember Jimmy Tolson?"
"Yeah, he was murdered." said Geiger.
"Yeah," said Jerry, "but if you don't know, read up on how he was murdered. But I get the sense we won't have to worry about that. I think you're solid. So, you ready to join the team? A real team, instead of those jokesters on the TCPD?" He extended his hand.
"Yeah, I'm ready." said Geiger, shaking Jerry's hand.
"Come this way, then." said Jerry. He picked up the lantern and led the way through the pitch-black warehouse and into the smaller rooms to the south. They went to the east-side wall, towards one of the doors.
"Step into your future." said Jerry. Geiger walked forward into the dark space. As he did, a lamp on a desk flicked on, bathing the room in a dim light, and revealing the well-dressed, distinguished older man behind the desk.
"Hello, Mr. Geiger. Welcome to the team." said the man. "My name... is Edward Blassingame..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Into Darkness (continued)
"Mr. Geiger," said Edward Blassingame, "my organizations have long recruited and hired Police Officers whose talents have not been properly recognized. We think you are one such Officer, and that you have the potential to do very well with us."
"Thank you, Mr. Blassingame." said Geiger. "I'm ready to help."
"Good." said Blassingame. "Sit down." Only then did Geiger see that a chair had appeared against the wall behind him, next to the door. As Blassingame sat down in the chair behind the desk, Jerry exited, pulling the door shut behind him. Geiger sat down.
"Yes, Boss McGinty was one of my better recruits." said Blassingame. "I knew he was playing his own game, getting dirt on people, mostly to protect himself. And I had no problem with it. I never asked where he kept his Materials, because I knew if and when I needed something, I'd ask him for it and he'd deliver it to me. For a price, but he'd deliver it."
Geiger nodded dumbly, not knowing what to say, and Blassingame continued: "And then came the fly in the ointment: McGinty was killed. The Police and the DEA were the tools used by 'powerful interests' to eliminate him. The Iron Crowbar was getting too close to him. The only reason the Iron Crowbar did not get a bullet in his own back that night, was because they expected him, Troy, to find the Materials. But apparently he never did... so he says."
Geiger peered at Blassingame. "You... you think he found them?"
Blassingame shrugged his shoulders. "He doesn't seem to be looking very hard for them."
Geiger said "Sir, Commander Troy is a sneaky man. He'll seem to be not doing anything about something, then you blink and he's busting some perp. If he seems to be uninterested in McGinty's stuff... that's when he's probably looking for it."
Blassingame smiled thinly. "And that is the kind of information that you can bring to the table that makes you a huge asset to my team. Problem is, you're not going to be with the TCPD much longer, no matter what. They're looking for a way to kick you to the kerb."
"Yes sir, I know." said Geiger.
"Okay, then." said Blassingame. "Here's the deal: you'll go back in one last time. You'll be given some instructions that will allow you to create a backdoor into the TCPD's systems, so you can still access their information, even after you're gone. Start removing any personal effects you want to keep from there. And then the real game starts, and the real money starts flowing."
"Yes sir." said Geiger.
They got up and came out into the outer room. There were several men with lanterns. Jerry was talking to a man with a droopy mustache that reminded Geiger of that SBI Agent Ferrell. Geiger recognized him: he was Dick Granger.
"Okay, gentlemen," said Blassingame as the men gathered in a circle. "We have a new member of the team. He did good work for Harold Malone, and he's now going to be doing good work right under the Iron Crowbar's nose." They nodded, and Blassingame then said: "Okay, you can all go. Jerry, escort Tim here back out. Dick, you're with me." The men scattered. Jerry took Geiger back to the door in which he entered the building.
"He likes you, Friend, I can tell." said Jerry. "Okay, keep your eyes peeled on the way back to your car. We'll be in touch soon." They shook hands and Geiger peered out the door, seeing no one, then left.
Meanwhile, Dick Granger was telling Edward Blassingame "Nothing on his car. Just his cellphone inside it. He's clean; they're not watching him."
"They soon will be." said Blassingame. "Tell our TCPD mole that we need to know if and when Orosco of Internal Affairs brings in Geiger for an... interview. Then we'll know..."
Part 9 - Just Got Real
"Uhhhh..." Lester Holder groaned as he came to. He looked around, seeing only dark walls. Some moonlight filtered in from a row of windows very high up, near the ceiling. "Where am I?" He called out for his cameraman, but there was no response.
Then the door to the small room burst open, and several black men in suits and ties burst in. They were wearing what looked like sunglasses. They grabbed Holder and forced him to sit in a small chair they'd brought in.
"What is this?" Holder imperiously asked. "What the fuck is going on?"
"Shit just got real, Nigga." said a voice. "Shit just got real." And then through the door came the man behind the voice: superstar rapper T-Square.
"What the hell you doing, Brother?" Holder asked sharply, trying not to show the fear welling up inside him. "What do you want with me?"
"Oh, I think you know... 'brother'." said T-Square, his voice a hissing whisper. "You been going around, calling my niece a halfbreed, calling my sister all kinds of shit. How long did you think you were going to get away with that before I caught up to you?"
"I was sayin' that about that Cracker Troy's kid." said Holder. "I'm doing it for the brothers and sisters that the Cracker cops are keepin' down, man!"
"Yeah right." said T-Square. "You can stop the bullshit rhetoric; it don't play here. And you ain't helpin' nobody with that kind of hate speech. Even Jasmine Nix didn't go down that road."
"I'm goading Troy." said Holder. "Making him do something, so we can bust his cracker ass down!"
"Harumph." said T-Square. "You really think the Iron Cracker is gonna fall for that shit? And you think you can call my blood kin... my niece, my sister... names like that, and get away with it?"
"Look, it wasn't meant for you!" said Holder, desperation creeping into his voice. "It was all meant for Troy!"
"Shoulda thought of that before now." said T-Square. "Now shit's gonna get real. Shit's... gonna... get... real..."
As he went for the door, he said to his Regiment, who were now holding black crowbars: "Teach this nigga an unforgettable lesson about calling little girls 'unacceptable' things."
He left the room. The Regiment went to work. They showed no mercy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:50pm, Wednesday, June 26th. As someone at the podium spoke about the merits of three Police precincts, I noticed Police Lieutenant Micah Rudistan come down the aisle to the front row. He crooked his finger towards Captain Teresa Croyle, who got up and went up the aisle with him. They talked for a few minutes, then Rudistan left and Teresa came back to her seat.
And then a KXTC employee came running down the aisle and up to Bettina. They rushed out of the theater together. And Teresa was staring at me. "Let's take a five minute recess, guys." I said. Joseph Williams and Edward Steele rushed for the bathroom behind the stage. Others rushed out to the hallway bathrooms. Reporters started gathering in clumps, whispering.
Teresa came on stage and up to me. "Rudistan said that Lester Holder was dropped off at the Hospital around 10:30. He was found on MLK Drive, very badly beaten. So bad that he's been taken into surgery. An E.R. nurse called the Police, like she's supposed to. The two guys that brought him in didn't leave, and are being interviewed by Hardy and Drew now."
"Wow." I said. "Okay, keep me informed. If something develops, stand up and wave and I'll come down and talk to you. Oh, one more thing..." After telling Teresa to relay some instructions to the Force, I went back to my chair as Teresa went to hers, and we got started again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had hoped that people would be talked out by midnight, but apparently they had stamina. But so did we. Even so, Savannah Fineman was about to fall asleep in her chair, and Edna Carter and the Rev. Joseph E. Williams were dozing off, as well. A few of the cub reporters left around midnight, but most of the reporters endured it, and none of the Police Leadership left. And not a single one of the young people in red shirts or their colleagues that were better dressed left. Not one.
At 2:15am, Thursday, June 27th, the last person spoke. I adjourned the hearing. Everyone began filing out. Reporters started calling out questions, but I hand-signaled the Deputies to move the Media smartly up the aisles and out the doors.
"Wow," said Edward R. Steele as we gathered up our stuff. "That was a long night. I don't think a Council meeting has ever gone that long."
"I'm sorry, guys." I said. "I really didn't think they could go that long. But I appreciate you all staying, and I think the worst part of this whole process is now a done deal."
"It could've been a lot worse." said Edna Carter. Most of them took their one minute or less after you started breaking down their arguments."
"And the Press can't rightly say you didn't give them their voice at the hearing." said Steele.
"True." I said. "And thanks again for bearing with me, and staying."
"That's no problem." said Joseph E. Williams. Then he said: "I'm not trying to start something here, Commander. But you let people speak. Mayor Allgood doesn't at the Council meetings. I understand his reasons. But everyone can see that you're doing the right things. When the next Election comes, they'll remember what Allgood has been doing."
"Yeah, that's something to discuss at another time." I said. Everyone agreed. Savannah and Edna said goodnight and left, and I had Deputies escort them to their cars. Joseph Williams went over and spoke to Sheriff Griswold and Chief Moynahan, then called out his goodbyes and left.
"Think those people will stop packing Council meetings, now that they've had their say?" asked Steele as Mayor Allgood came onto the stage. "Was that your game?"
"No, and no." I said. "I gave them their chance to speak to keep the Press from bitching. But their reasons for packing the Council meetings are different; they're doing that to disrupt the Council meetings on Reginald Lewis's behalf.
"And it better stop." said Allgood. "On the one hand, you letting them speak here might cause them to demand to speak at the Council meetings. On the other hand, I'm going to say their voices were heard at the Charter Commission hearing, and that it's in your hands, not the Council's."
"You can," I said, "but keep using the 'lay it on the table' on them. That's what will keep the USDOJ off your back."
"Nothing is going to keep her off your back." said Teresa as she came up behind Daniel. "She's agenda-driven, and out for blood. She's just looking for a reason to be offended at something. You breathe wrong, she'll call you a racist for it. Call your young son a 'boy', and she'll file a lawsuit against you for it."
"I guess she'll sue me, too, for owning a white dog." I said. "And speaking of that, I would imagine that my white dog and his brown-and-white dog friend need to be taken out. So I better get on home."
Chief Moynahan came up. "I've already told everyone herrrrrre that you won't be late for work in the morning until 10:00am. Let's go home and get some sleep."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Coming in to the Mountain Nest, I heard the pitter-patter of little de-feets as two outstanding dogs bounded down the stairs. "Hey guys!" I said to the dogs, "do you need to go out?" The question was rhetorical, and the way the dogs looked at me as they stood at the back door made that clear.
As the dogs did their business along the back edge of the property, I started a small fire in the little pot outside. I opened my pants and pulled the catheter out of my penis, then emptied the bag that was strapped to my upper thigh on the grass. Then I burned the bag and tubing, the only physical evidence of any foreknowledge by me that Lester Holder was going to get what was coming to him...
Part 10 - Accusations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, June 27th, from in front of University Hospital. "Our colleague, reporter Lester Holder, is near death after being found severely beaten last night!"
Bettina began: "Around 10:30 last night, our colleague was found at the edge of the parking lot of the 'Whippets' night club, and was taken to the University Hospital Emergency Room. He was rushed into surgery, where doctors managed to stop internal bleeding in several places. Lester Holder has severe injuries to his head, face, ribs and upper body, abdomen, and deep bruising on his legs, arms, and back."
Bettina: "Police have begun an investigation of this horrific crime, but refuse to say if it's racially motivated. KXTC has asked the U.S. Department of Justice's Civil Rights Division to investigate the attack on Mr. Holder as a hate crime, and have asked the DOJ to determine if Police Commander Donald Troy or anyone with the Town & County Police had anything to do with the crime..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is baaaad." drawled Chief Moynahan. "Very very baaaaaad."
We were sitting in the Chief's Conference Room, drinking Jerome Davis's strongest brew of Navy coffee that he could possibly make; the stuff was almost the consistency of syrup. We were there because the Chief had issued an 'all hands on deck' text to us, ending any hopes of sleeping in late.
"I'll be the first to say it, so Crowbar doesn't have to." said Sheriff Griswold. "Served the bastard right. Holder got what was coming to him."
"Whoever did it, did us no favorrrrrrs." replied the Chief. "Now we're all under suspicion, the entire Force."
"I know where I was last night, Chief." I said. "Where were you?"
"Same place you were... fortunately." said the Chief.
*KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Captain Damien Thompson. "Commander Troy," he said, "the Press is massed in the Press Room. They're demanding that you come speak to them."
"Demanding?" I asked arching my eyebrow skeptically.
"Yes sir." said Thompson. All eyes were on me.
"Is anyone from KXTC in the room?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Captain Thompson. "Bettina Wurtzburg herself. What you just saw on television was pre-recorded. She's the one that's making the demands, and telling everyone in the Press Room that if you don't come speak to them, then you must've been behind Holder's beating."
"Go talk to them." said Chief Moynahan. "Go humiliate Bettina in front of everyone."
"Captain," I said out loud. "Go announce that as long as any KXTC employee is in that room, I will not come in there and talk to them." Thompson raised his eyebrows in surprise, as I'd just pretty much disobeyed the Chief, but he left, closing the door behind him.
"No, Chief." I said. "I am not going to give that traitor Wurtzburg a damn thing."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am. The 'Angels' meeting was moved to Classroom 'E', and joined by the Sheriff, the Chief, all of MCD, Myron Milton, and the leadership of both Precincts.
"Where's Geiger?" I asked as the meeting started.
"He called and said he had a water leak at home." Lt.(B) Jerome Davis said. That news seemed to cause a number of Detectives to be a bit lighter in their moods, especially Teddy Parker.
"We should bust his pipes more often." Joanne murmured, causing Theo to snort as he failed to stop the laughter from welling up.
"Everything okay over there?" I asked, looking down the table towards them.
"Just fine, sir." said Joanne with her most winning smile. "Just fine."
"Okay, then." I said. "Who was assigned to the investigation of the Holder beatdown?"
Lt. Micah Rudistan said "I put Sergeants DeLong and Carter on it, sir."
Teresa said "I confirmed that when Lt. Rudistan told me about the incident at the Charter Commission hearing last night, sir."
"Good." I said. "So, what happened?" Teresa nodded to Rudistan, who began giving the report:
"At about 10:15pm, two men came out of Whippets, got in their car, and were about to pull out on the road when the saw a man on the ground at the parking lot entrance." Rudistan said. "They got out and went over, and discovered Lester Holder. They said they didn't know who he was when they saw him. They picked him up and put him in the backseat of their car and drove him to the Hospital."
"What were those guys's names?" I asked.
Somewhat to my surprise, Cindy answered. "Their names are Pete Bullock, a.k.a. 'Pete Buttafuoco' for non-obvious reasons; and Warren Yang. Bullock is white, Yang is Asian, and they are longtime customers of Whippets, according to my old buddy Reynolds, the security guy there. Yang was a computer programmer with a financial services company here in Town, until it was discovered that he was a homosexual and frequently visited Whippets. They fired him for cause, saying he was a 'security risk' as well as besmirching the company's reputation by going to Whippets. Now he works for the State Democrat Party. Pete Bullock is a high school dropout who began stealing cars and then went to work in a chop shop, until he was busted in a sting operation while Captain Croyle was Vice Lieutenant. He did two years, then was paroled early under a sponsorship program created by... wait for it... Edward Blassingame and SPS."
"Did he work at SPS?" I asked.
"No, he never did, that any records show." said Cindy. "But he began working at an auto repair shop with three other guys from that same program. They've all kept themselves clean since being paroled, and the TCPD has no issues with them nor their shop."
"Ma'am," said Joanne Warner, "why didn't they call 9-1-1 and let an ambulance come and get him?"
Cindy replied: "According to Bullock and Yang, which Reynolds confirmed when I called him to follow up, ambulances take their sweet time getting to locations that are in or near the Tenderloin District, which is one reason the Sheriff would like to restore the EMS Services. It's the University Ambulance Service's policy to have the Police arrive at a scene first, then call in the ambulance, which takes time. So Bullock and Yang decided to just take the guy to the Hospital themselves, probably saving 30 minutes."
Rudistan said "Yes ma'am, that's what they told DeLong and Carter, too. They also said Holder never regained consciousness while in the car, and the Hospital E.R. people said he wasn't conscious when he was rushed into surgery."
"How badly was Holder injurrrred?" asked the Chief.
"Very badly, sir." said Teresa Croyle. "I talked to Dr. Cordell, the Hospital Administrator, and he emailed me a synopsis of the doctors's reports. Holder was apparently using his arms to protect his head, and there are multiple bruises on his forearms, and his left elbow was shattered. The skull at the top of his head was cracked, and he has concussions in several other spots on his head, as well. His jaw has several hairline fractures."
Teresa continued: "He has three broken ribs from direct blunt force trauma blows, and a lot of soft tissue damage underneath, especially the lungs and possibly the liver. They operated to stop the bleeding and repair damage to his intestines. He also received blows to his back, and they barely missed getting his kidneys but his spine is bruised. And they pummeled his rear end and his legs, which are developing very deep bruises."
"He's lucky to be alive." said the Chief. "Mr. Milton, any camera footage?"



"No sir." said Myron. "We do have a concealed camera in the streetlight across the street from the Whippets entrance, just like we have at most of the clubs and bars in that area. But the camera was malfunctioning all evening, starting at about 5:00pm and continuing through the night. Our techs are checking for sabotage now. Whippets has cameras, but mostly angled to see people who are coming up to the doors or leaving. Reynolds says there was nothing out of the ordinary that he could see, and he's sending us everything he has."
"Nice of him." I said. "So what was going on with Holder? I know where he was not: at the Charter Commission meeting. So where was he last night?"
Jerome Davis said "We've just begun working on that, sir... sir?
He had seen the huge smile forming on my face. "Tell you guys what." I said. "Let's kill multiple birds with one stone. Jerome, take Rudistan and a Uniformed Officer and go in and round up the KXTC employees in the Press Room. Loddy-doddy all of them, every one. Tell them that the Police need to formally interview them on the movements of Lester Holder last night."
"And once they're out of there," I said, "I'll go in and give the rest of them the Mother of All Press Conferences." Everyone began laughing and clapping at that.
"As T-Square says, Commander," said Teresa cattily, "you are one nasty Cracker!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jerome went into the crowded Press Room and loudly asked all KXTC employees to come with him to be interviewed with regard to the attack on Lester Holder. Bettina went, but tried to leave her cameraman there. Jerome was too smart for that; he had the cameraman and the two 'cubs' that were trying to hide in the crowd also come. Cindy Ross then looked over the room to make sure it was devoid of KXTC personnel.
Once she was satisfied that the room was KXTC-germ-free, she said loudly "Ladies and Gentlemen, the Police Commander!" The Police Commander strode into the room, carrying my red crowbar. I stepped onto the raised platform and up to the podium. The room seemed to explode in a burst of sound.
I just shook my head until they started to quieten down, then I said "If you will be quiet for a moment, I'll make a statement." Silence was nearly instantaneous. "Thank you." I said. "First of all, the TCPD is conducting an investigation into the attack upon your colleague Lester Holder that has left him in critical condition in University Hospital. As part of that, we are trying to learn where he went and what he did in the hours leading up to the assault upon him. We have asked the KXTC personnel here to assist us with our inquiries, and they are being interviewed in the other room. But if any of you have any information, any at all, that can help the Police in the investigation, please let us know as quickly as possible."
I continued: "As of this moment, we have very little information. Your colleague was found near the bar called 'Whippets' by two patrons of that establishment, who transported him to the Hospital's Emergency Room. He was evaluated and was rushed into surgery with life-threatening injuries. I have no more information on his condition at this time, and I refer you to the Hospital for more information on that. The nature of his injuries suggest an attack by multiple persons simultaneously. At this point, if you keep it civil, I'll take questions. Yes, Priya."
"Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News." Priya said, identifying herself mostly to her own camera in the room. "Commander, was this a hate crime?"
I replied "Right now, we don't have any idea who committed the crime, nor why. The victim is black, but we have no idea if his assailants are black, white, or other ethnicity. The clientele of Whippets, where he was found, has people of all ethnicities. And if the motive was something like simple robbery, it wouldn't be a hate crime. Having said that, your colleague has been making a lot of racially charged and inflammatory statements on the air the past few week, and the attack on him could be related to those statements. But right now, we have no idea."
Reporters started shouting questions again, but I just shook my head. Then I pointed to Cynthia Freeman of SNN News. It is possible that I'd noticed her magnificent legs and allowed that to sway my choice.
"Commander," Cynthia said, "those inflammatory statements made by Mr. Holder that you just alluded to have been aimed largely at you and your family. Can you reassure us and the Public that neither you nor the Police had anything to do with this attack?"
"First," I said, "my Police Officers have been told repeatedly to disregard your colleague's statements as unimportant, and to not retaliate against him in any way. And I believe they've followed those instructions and are not behind this attack. Second, I can definitely speak for myself in saying that I was chairing the Charter Commission Meeting last night, and had eyes on me the whole time. And I'm not that good at being in two places at once."
I called upon Tim Sioban. "Tim Sioban, KSB News." he said. "A question and a follow-up, Commander: first, will you allow the DOJ to investigate your Police Force, to ensure that no one in the Police Force was responsible for this attack?"
I replied "I'm sure that if a review is necessary, the SBI-OER would conduct that investigation, and we would cooperate with it provided that our Officers's rights are fully honored. As I said before, we have no evidence that definitively shows that there is a civil rights component to this case, so it would be very premature to suggest the U.S. DOJ has any reason for investigating us, nor for us to cooperate if they did try to come in with an unwarranted and in my opinion unlawful investigation of the TCPD."
"Following up, Commander," Sioban said quickly, "will you agree to give the US DOJ all Police text messages, including your own, if they ask for them as part of their civil rights investigation?"
"I've answered most of that already." I said. "And some of that is presumption on your part that I do not accept nor agree with." I moved on.
"Bill Hacosta, SNN News." said Hacosta, rudely jumping in though not called upon. "Commander, KXTC as well as many other news outlets have been reporting on the blackmail papers of Bundy McGinty, which have been nicknamed 'McGinty's Materials', and Mr. Holder was a leader of the investigation into those materials. First, do you believe the attack on Mr. Holder is connected to McGinty's Materials? And second, have you found McGinty's Materials?"
"Again," I said, "we don't have any evidence that shows the motive for the attack on your colleague. And after we took down Bunson McGinty, who unfortunately was able to commit suicide before we could take him alive, I investigated as well as aided other LEO entities in searching for those materials, and they have not found their way into the light of the Public's eyes yet. I'm not even sure the Materials really exist; they may be exactly as real as the legendary Slender Man."
At that moment, Teresa Croyle appeared at the entrance door in the back of the room and waved almost frantically to me. I said "Okay, it looks like I'm needed, so this Press Conference is concluded. We'll update you as information comes to us." I stepped down and walked down the aisle, followed by Cindy.
"Commander," said Teresa as she walked with me into the front lobby then behind the Duty Desk, "we just got a call. A man was found unconscious near Weinstein's club, and an ambulance was called. He's at the Hospital now, unconscious but not badly injured. He's been identified: he's Lester Holder's cameraman...
Part 11 - The Investigations
"Bettina is furious." Cindy said as my Angels and I sat in my office around 10:30am. "When she heard that you gave a Press Conference after she and the other KXTC people were taken out of the room, she went off on Captain Thompson. I went into the room and told her that she was on the verge of being arrested again, and she left in a huff. All her people left, too, and we weren't really finished with them."
"What did you find out?" I asked.
Tanya Perlman said "Nothing from Bettina and the people in the room. Bettina had no idea what Holder was working on last night; in fact, she was expecting him to be at the Commission meeting to confront you."
"The Deputies were going to bar him from coming in if he'd shown up." I said. "But no one at all saw him anywhere around the Civic Center."
Tanya said: "Teddy Parker and Theo Washington are at the Hospital, and will interview Holder's cameraman when he wakes up. Meanwhile Jerome took the other MCD Detectives as well as Christopher Purvis of Vice to KXTC, to interview everyone there. Jerome himself interviewed Burt West. I think it might be better if they tell you themselves what happened."
"Let's go, then." I said. We went to Classroom 'E' after Tanya rounded up the Usual Suspects: the MCD Detectives and the Mighty Miltons.
"So, Lt. Davis," I said to start the meeting, "what happened?"
"They weren't particularly helpful." said Davis. "Burt West said to me, straight to my face, that he believed you were behind it, Commander. I told him you were sitting in the Charter Commission meeting, and he said he wanted to see the contents of your Police and personal iPhones, as well as all your emails and texts."
"Like I'd be stupid enough to use my own iPhones to arrange something like that." I said. "But what did he say about Holder?"
"I told him that, too, sir." said Davis. "Anyway, he finally said that Holder and his cameraman took a mobile van out last night, and that it was now missing. He did not know what news lead Holder was following; he didn't leave any notes, nor did he text or email anyone, at least as far as West knows. Julia?"
"Sir," said Rodriguez, "I talked to some of the camerapersons as well as the guys who maintain the mobile vans. The one Holder took out last night never came back. KXTC is down to one mobile unit left. One of them told me that the money they're going to get from selling the Town & County Examiner will be used to buy and outfit two more mobile vans, but in the here and now they're getting very depleted."
"So there's a KXTC van out there." I said. "Just how hard is it to find a van built to transmit communications, Myron?"
"Not hard at all, sir, when it's in use." said Myron. "But if there is no power to it, at all? Much more difficult then, sir. And while I have your attention, sir, we got as much camera coverage as we could of the area around Weinstein's bar, as well as the streets around KXTC, to see where Holder might've gone and where he was attacked. His van was last picked up near The Junkyard, where The Teacher lives."
Just then there was a knock on the door. It opened, and Detectives Teddy Parker and Theo Washington came in.
"Have a seat, guys." I said. "Find out anything?"
"Yes sir." said Theo. "We videotaped it, and put it into the evidence servers."
"Let's watch some TV, then." I said. Myron brought up the video. I condense the content here:
The cameraman said that he and Lester Holder went to meet a Source, who claimed to have information about McGinty's Materials that were damaging to Commander Troy. They went to the storage facility, where the Source called out to them, and then they were TASERed. He said he was then injected with a knockout drug and fell unconscious, and that was all he remembered. Yes, Lester Holder was also TASERed, but he did not know if Holder was drugged. He really didn't see anyone, and they might've had black masks on, which would cause them to blend into the darkness better."
After watching the video, Theo said "They're going to release him after taking some more blood and one last exam by a doctor. He's not injured, other than the spots where he was TASERed. I radioed in to have units look for the KXTC van in the area of the storage facility."
"Okay, good report." I said. "But I would think---"
There was a knock on the door, and this time the Duty Desk Sergeant poked his head in. "Chief, everyone, they've found the KXTC van..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The van was found on County Road 2 near the Coltrane County Line." said Tanya as another Angels Meeting commenced at 11:30am. "It was stripped down to the frame. Anything that could be removed, was removed. The battery, headlights, wiring, engine parts, taillights, taillight housings, tires, bolts, nuts... all taken. All of KXTC's equipment in the van, from cameras to communications electronics to the bare wiring, all taken out. No fingerprints at all, what was left had been wiped down with Clorox."
"And not set on fire?" Teresa asked.
"No, someone would've seen the fire in the nighttime and called it in." I said. "Sounds like The Teacher's guys at work. They're good, and they had time to strip the van down completely."
Cindy said "Myron looked for camera coverage of the van being driven down there. Nothing. He thinks they may have used some dirt roads to get it there, and they may have been able to temporarily knock out the cams along whatever route they took. He's checking for timestamp gaps that might at least give us an idea of which way they went."
"Okay." I said. "Tell Myron he's done good work on this."
"Sir," said Teresa, "just between the four of us in this room... do we really want this case to be solved? Do we want to know who did this?"
I replied: "I want the Town & County Police Force to do it's level best to solve this case. At the least, it is very good practice of the tools and techniques we use to solve crimes, from interviews to gathering data to piecing the puzzle together. And at best, it will show those who think that either I or someone on the Police Force did this that we really are working on solving it. Now whether we'll be able to actually find out who did it, and develop evidence to obtain an arrest warrant, I don't know. But it won't be for lack of trying on the TCPD's part."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenant Jerome Davis and five of his MCD Detectives were seated in the back room of the Cop Bar. There were a few other patrons in the room, as the large room in front was nearly full on this busy lunch day.
And even though Jerome Davis was there... heck, maybe because he was there, they talked about Geiger.
"Water leak? Really?" said Joanne Warner. "Just shut it off at the cutoff or even the meter, and get in here."
"I'm not complaining." said Teddy Parker. "Maybe whoever he called to fix it won't make it until late tomorrow afternoon."
"You know," said Julia Rodriguez, "he's really been looking into this McGinty Materials thing. I wonder if he called in the water leak so that he could go investigate a lead."
"Why would he need to call in with a sick day to do that?" asked Theo Washington.
"Maybe he wants to find the Materials himself, and sell them for a lot of money." said Teddy Parker, meaning it as a joke.
"I know you're saying that jokingly." said Julia, "but what if that's true? What if he wants to do that?"
"Power to him." Teddy Parker said. "If I had a winning lottery ticket, I'd give it to him if he'd promise to quit the TCPD and live off the winnings. Sorry if that makes me sound unprofessional, Lieutenant, but it's how I feel."
"I know." said Jerome Davis. "And I'm letting you talk like this to get it out of your systems. I do know Captain Perlman and Commander Troy are watching us, all of us, to see how we handle this as professionals. But you do make a good point, Julia. If Geiger did find that McGinty stuff, then he, like all of us, is obligated to bring it in to the TCPD."
Their food came, so they stopped discussing Geiger and started talking about the Holder case.
"Any ideas who might've done it?" asked Theo.
"If we find out, Commander Troy might give him one of those felt crowbars, like the ones he gave the kids." said Julia. (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 05. )
"Well, we're all Detectives here." said Joanne. "And we can all see that of course that happened while the Commander and everyone was in that meeting that went for hours. And of course the Commander didn't go take out Holder himself, because someone else did."
"If Commander Troy had done it," said Theo, "there would've been nothing left of Holder to find. He'd have just disappeared."
"Well, whoever did it," said Teddy Parker, "obviously didn't like what Penis Holder was doing any more than anyone else.
"Let me tell you this, guys, and then we'll say no more about it." said Jerome. "The Chief is having Internal Affairs determine where every Police Officer was during those evening hours... all of us. This is being done to show that none of us were involved in this. They're concerned the US DOJ might really come down and try to investigate us for doing it."
"Wow." said Theo. "They better bring a lot of warrants. And the Union will bring down holy hell on them, even if they are Feds and part of the Civil Rights Division."
"Just keep your heads on swivels." said Jerome. "And let's just not say any more about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jerome Davis asked Teddy Parker to ride with him. But instead of driving back to Headquarters, Jerome headed towards the subdivisions in the northwest areas of Town, where many Police Officers and other middle-class individuals lived.
"Geiger lives in a duplex in this neighborhood." said Jerome. "So let's drive by and see who is fixing his water leak."
They drove around the curve and Geiger's home came into view. "His car's not there." said Parker. "Nobody else appears to be at home, either."
"Yeah." said Jerome, stopping in front of the driveway/parking spot in front of the duplex. "Tell you what, go knock on the door. If he's home, just say we're checking to make sure he's okay." Parker exited the vehicle and went up to the front door and knocked on it. He looked around, and did not see any movement in any windows to suggest he was being observed. People here seemed to mind their own business, he thought to himself.
There was no answer. Parker got out his cellphone and dialed a number. He did not hear any noise inside the house, and the call went to voicemail after four rings.
Coming back to the car, Parker said "He's not there."
"Okay, then." said Jerome. "Let's go back to Headquarters. Don't say anything to anyone. I'll report it up the chain and see what they want to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Late lunch today." Teresa said to Cindy as they sat down in the small, private 'Command Room' at the Cop Bar.
"We haven't had lunch together, just the two of us, in a while." Cindy replied.
"We have beer and nachos after work." Teresa said. "But you're right about lunch. So what do you think about all this stuff with Penis Holder? And especially Don's reaction to it?"
Cindy said "Heh. The timing couldn't be better, of course. And I'm sure Don wishes he could've done that himself to Holder."
"Any ideas who did do it?" Teresa asked. "Or any vibes?"
Cindy replied "No, and I wouldn't say it out loud if I did. I'm almost as happy as Don is about this, even though it's going to bring down hell on the Police Force, and Don most of all."
"What, something you know that the rest of us don't?" Teresa asked.
"Yes. The Chief called me into his office today." Cindy said. "He's gotten word that the US DOJ Civil Rights Division has called for an investigation of the TCPD over this. They're going to send an FBI contingent from somewhere to do it."
"Why not Team Lazarus?" Teresa asked.
"Because Jack Muscone is engaged to be married to a TCPD Captain." Cindy said. "Martin Nash once worked here, and all of them have close ties to Commander Troy over the years. So they're going to send outsiders."



"God help us if it's Bob Rovers's BAU team." Teresa said.
"No," said Cindy, "I don't think they'll waste time sending an openly hostile team like that, though I could be wrong. If they send someone openly hostile, the Chief will order the Force to not cooperate, and then it gets snarled up in the Courts and becomes a mess... for them."
"So they really are looking for the truth?" Teresa asked. "Instead of trying to screw over Don yet again?"
"Maybe." said Cindy. "I'll tell you something else, just between us, that my father told me. A lot of what you're seeing the US DOJ doing here, in our County, is practice for similar operations around America. They tried to steal the Mayoral election here, and failed, and now are following up with charges of racism and Civil Rights investigations. You'll be seeing them try the same things elsewhere, rigging and stealing elections, attempting to suppress opposition with shouts of racism and Police brutality."
Teresa said "They have to be discouraged at the way the American People are standing up to them. At least in this County."
"That's true." said Cindy. "Anyway, and changing the subject, what's going on with Detective Geiger?"
Teresa said "Most of what I've heard is what you've heard, from Tanya. I am hearing some scuttlebutt that what's going on with Geiger and Parker is becoming known to the entire Police Force. Some of them are scared that Geiger might get put into a Precinct leadership slot. Others are scared that Parker will be put in a Precinct slot; they think he's a good enough Detective, but has no business leading Uniformed Police Officers.
"Who really is going to be put in the leadership slots?" Cindy asked.
"Hewitt will be First Precinct Captain, that's a done deal." said Teresa. "Daniel Patrick will likely be the SWAT leader, brevetted to Lieutenant. And Sergeant DeLong is the leading choice for First Precinct Lieutenant, and it will be not be a brevetting but a full promotion, there."
Cindy said. "Sounds good. Sorry to distract you. You were saying about Geiger? Tell me this... does he have any family? Anyone close at all?"
Teresa said "Not that I know of. His parents are dead, I know that much. But he never said if he has any other family, brothers or sisters, and such."
"No mention at all?" Cindy mused. "Strange."
"Not really." Teresa said. "No one here knew I had any family anywhere, until somebody went to my hometown and raided the newspaper office there." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story'.)
"Best thing that ever happened to you." Cindy replied. "Well, maybe except marrying that hot guy with a lot of money and packing a huge dick." No, Teresa didn't burst out laughing. But she did smile brightly.
"Yes on both counts." said Teresa. "But my point is that when we were in Vice, nobody talked much to each other, and certainly didn't share personal information. And Geiger is a product of Harold Malone's Vice Squad."
Cindy nodded. "Yes, and Geiger is never going to get over that. He's forever tainted by that stain, and unlike you, there's no way out for him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Teresa and Cindy came back in from lunch, Officer Drew at the side entrance desk said "Ma'am, ma'am, Commander Troy told me to tell you both to come to his office when you got back."
"Okay, thanks." said Cindy. She and Teresa picked up the pace as they went down the hall. When they went into the anteroom of the Commanders's Suite, Helena told them to go right on inside.
"Whassup?" Cindy asked as she came into my office, followed by Teresa.
"Let's watch some TV." I said. I pressed the remote, and turned to Police internal channel 2, then started a DVR recording.
"This is from University Hospital about fifteen minutes ago." I said. "As you can see, it shows Amber Harris at the Hospital, checking on Lester Holder, who is in ICU. I just called the Courthouse, and a freshly printed warrant for Harris's arrest, for violating the terms of her bail, should be ready for you by the time you get there, Captain Croyle. Take at least one female Officer with you when you go arrest Amber. She was still at the Hospital as of five minutes ago."
"On my way!" Teresa said excitedly. I asked Cindy to sit down, and she did.
"Some people would say you are a mean-spirited man." Cindy said.
"Some people would be absolutely right." I replied. "I really, really want to bust that bitch down hard, and this is my best chance in a long, long time. But that's not why I asked you to stay. Something's come up. Let's go to the Main Conference Room..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Son of Man is to go, just as it is written of Him; but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been good for that man if he had not been born."
--- Matthew 26:24.
Captain Tanya Perlman drove into the Main Conference Room, followed by Lieutenant Jerome Davis. The Chief was at the near end of the table, with me to his left and Cindy to mine. Tanya parked opposite me, and Davis next to her.
"Okay, Mr. Crowbarrrr, let's get him in here." said the Chief. I sent the text. A moment later there was a knock on the door, followed by Captain Ted Orosco of Internal Affairs coming in.
"Have a seat, Captain." said the Chief. "Okay, guys, tell us all your story."
Tanya had Jerome tell us what he'd told her: that Geiger had been investigating McGinty's Materials like Jerome had assigned him, but then Geiger had begun acting strangely, then had called with the water pipe excuse, but was currently not at home.
"So you think something's fishy," said Orosco, "as opposed to something being wrong, like him going missing and being in trouble."
"Exactly." I said. "It may be totally legit, but at the same time if Geiger does find McGinty's Materials and doesn't come correct and bring them in, we'll need to be in front of it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"God damn Donald Troy!"
Those heartfelt words were uttered by Amber Harris as she and Bettina Wurtzburg looked through the window at Lester Holder lying in the hospital bed in ICU.
"You think he did this?" asked Bettina. "He was at the Charter Commission meeting the whole time."
"I think he was behind it." Amber said. "I think he had someone do it for him. God! there's got to be a way to get back at him!'
"Trent Ridge couldn't get the job done." Bettina said, subtly goading Amber. "Ridge is an experienced Navy SEAL, and the Iron Crowbar whipped his ass in personal combat. Just plain whipped his ass."
Amber said nothing, wondering if this was Bettina's way of saying she knew about Amber's sexual liaisons with Trent Ridge, and her aiding and abetting Trent after his escape from TCPD custody. She merely said "There has got to be some way, somehow, to get Donald Troy."
"Amber Harris?" said a woman's voice behind her. She and Bettina turned to see Captain Teresa Croyle, dressed in a black SWAT uniform, armor, and gear, confronting her, with three equally armored Officers behind her, one of them being Patrol Officer Joan Laurer.
"What?" Amber said harshly.
"I have a warrant for your arrest." said Teresa. "For violating the terms of your bail." She advanced upon Amber.
"I'm visiting my friend in the Hospital!" Amber gasped.
"My God, are you for real?" Bettina angrily asked.
"I don't give a damn about why you're here." Teresa said flatly. "But you've broken the law, and this warrant for your arrest has been issued. Turn around."
"Go fuck yourself!" Amber shouted angrily. She then tried to push Teresa back. Oops.
*WHAM!*
The two-time Police Boxing Matches Champion took Amber down hard, driving her face and chest into the hospital hall floor and pulling her arm painfully hard behind her. Patrol Officer Laurer moved in to help, and together they affixed handcuffs to Amber's wrists. Then they bodily lifted her off the floor and half-walked, half-dragged her down the hallway.
"You'll never get away with this!" screamed Bettina. Teresa stopped.
"Take her to Headquarters." Teresa said. Then she turned around and advanced upon Bettina.
"Listen, bitch." Teresa snarled quietly. "We're not 'getting away' with anything; we are enforcing the law... the law that you worthless reporters seem to have no problem violating at your whim. Keep up your shit... and I'll personally finish what I didn't let Commander Ross do to you." With that, Teresa turned and left.
Bettina tried to keep the smile off her face. She took the tape recorder out of her purse and played it back... only to find the hum of static, as if the Slender Man had been in the area.
As Teresa went downstairs to join her team and take Amber to Headquarters for booking, she smiled inwardly as she thought to herself: yes, the Commander always gives me the very best Christmas gifts... that photo of me and Alexis, and then the bug killer. Yes, the very best Christmas gifts...
Part 12 - Victories and Defeats
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, June 28th, from the rooftop of the corner building on College Street, with Police Headquarters in the background. "Commander Donald Troy's war against journalists continues!"
Bettina began: "Commander Donald Troy personally called for a warrant to arrest our colleague Amber Harris, who was visiting our colleague Lester Holder at University Hospital. Lester Holder is in critical condition at the Hospital, but as she was visiting him, TCPD Officers in full riot gear used excessive force to arrest her and haul her off to jail on Commander Troy's orders!"
Bettina: "Commander Troy also had KXTC reporters removed from yesterday's Press Conference under false pretenses before speaking at the Press Conference. Commander Troy has refused to respond to KXTC's repeated attempts for comment on the attack that left our colleague Lester Holder in critical condition at the Hospital. We have with us KXTC publisher Burt West with an editorial comment. Burt!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Burt West, sitting at the KXTC anchor desk. "Considering that our colleague Lester Holder may have been attacked and brutally beaten for his accurate comments about Commander Troy's racism, Police brutality, and immorality in siring children with multiple women, we believe that Donald Troy is obligated to answer our questions. For him to continue dodging our questions and refusing to respond is very suspicious."
"Our viewers have the right to know if Commander Troy was involved in the murderous attack on Mr. Holder, they have every right to expect Commander Troy to answer our questions, and they are well within their rights to wonder if Troy's dodging us is just confirmation of his possible complicity in the attack on Holder. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Burt!" said Bettina. "The Town & County Police say they have no leads in the criminal attack upon our colleague. Considering the hostility shown by their Police Commander towards our colleague and all journalists, KXTC believes the Police are not committed to the investigation, and we have asked the US DOJ's Civil Rights Division to investigate the TCPD for what may have been a hate crime against a journalist..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That has got to be actionable!" said Tanya Perlman, whose cherubic face was beet red with anger.
"They don't care." said Sheriff Griswold. "Just like Holder was all but challenging Don to beat the shit out of him, and ended up really getting his ass beat to within an inch of his life, KXTC is willing to cross the libel line to attack Don. They know a lawsuit will drag on for years, and they'll probably end up 'not losing'."
"True, Sheriff." said Cindy Ross. "But KXTC is starting to have money problems. Only about a third of their former advertisers are still with them, they've lost almost all of their mobile vans, and their viewership numbers are starting to crater. And call me politically incorrect if not worse for saying this, but the Black Community alone can't keep them financially solvent. Point being: a lawsuit drains them dry, and a lot more quickly."
"Well, they're saying that." I said. "I'm not sure they're really that insolvent or even in trouble. They do want people to think that they're the poor, poor Media being beaten up by the big, bad Police."
"So you won't sue them?" asked Tanya.
"I'll ask Mike Todd what he thinks about it." I said. "Right now, I'd really rather focus on totally destroying Amber Harris as a Media entity."
"Did Detective Geiger come in this morning?" the Chief asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "Well, he's working out in the gym. He doesn't have to be at his desk until 7:45am."
"Gooooood." said the Chief. "I hope that can get resolved, and Geiger can become the Detective he has the po-tench-ulllll to beeeee..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oyez, oyez, oyez. All rise. Court is in session, the Honorable Patrick R. Folsom presiding." said the Bailiff.
"Be seated, please." said Judge Folsom as he took his place behind the Bench and banged his gavel. "First case?" He knew what was coming, but still asked that it be announced.
"Case number 37099, Town & County v. Amber Harris." said the Bailiff. "Assault on a Police Officer, and violating terms of her current bail agreement."
"Prosecutor?" said Folsom.
"Your Honor," said ADA Franklin Washington, "the Defendant violated the terms of her bail agreement, and a warrant was issued for her arrest. She resisted arrest and physically pushed an Officer who was attempting to arrest her, bring up the new charges."
"I see." said Folsom. He looked over at Amber Harris, who was sitting with her lawyer, the ever-wily Gwen Munson, of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C. "Defense?"
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson rising to her feet, "my client was at the Hospital, visiting her colleague, reporter Lester Holder, who was severely beaten and has life-threatening injuries. It is only meet and right that she visit her colleague in his time of danger, and it was ridiculous for the Police to come into the Hospital in full combat gear to arrest one unarmed woman."
"Additionally," continued Munson, my client was taken down with unnecessary and unlawful force in an exercise of Police brutality, and they made up the assaulting Police charge to cover up their own crime. We ask the charges be dismissed with prejudice, and that my client's bail agreement be amended to permit her to visit the Hospital while her colleague is a patient there."
"Oh." said Judge Folsom. "So now she asks permission to violate the bail agreement she has previously agreed to. Prosecutor, do you have anything to add?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said Franklin Washington. "We have evidence that the Defendant has violated her bail on several occasions, thumbing her nose at the bail agreement, by illegally using a device to mimic her ankle-monitoring device that allows her to leave her home undetected. And the Hospital visit is an absolute violation, no matter the reason. Finally, we have Officer-cam footage that will show the Defendant did assault the arresting Officer, was taken down in response, and not with excessive force."
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson, "the takedown was excessive no matter what. My client was unarmed, reacted defensively when she was violently rushed by the Police Officer, and only defended herself. The use of force and physical violence used against her far exceeded any necessary force needed to subdue her and arrest her. I again point out that there were multiple Police Officers dressed in what can only be described as paramilitary combat gear, far in excess of anything required to subdue one unarmed woman in a Hospital."
"Let me see the video." said Folsom. The Court Reporter brought up the video on a tablet, and he watched.
"Yes, Mr. Washington," said Folsom, "that is a lot of riot gear for just one arrest. But I understand that with the recent attacks on Police by extremely dangerous criminals, that much gear as standard operating procedure might be warranted. And Ms. Munson, the takedown was not excessive; I can clearly see that your client acted offensively first."
"Ms. Harris," Folsom said, directly addressing Amber, "the Court was extremely generous in its earlier bail agreement, and you have willfully violated it---"
"But Your Honor!" interrupted Gwen Munson, "her colleague is in critical condition! I cannot believe the Court cannot see that, and have enough mercy and understanding to allow that visit and other hospital visits."
"Prosecution?" asked Folsom. Washington stood up a bit slowly, deliberately.
"Your Honor," said Franklin, "the Defendant's previous charges were assaulting Police, and she has not learned her lesson but did it again. Furthermore, she has lawsuits against her for slander and defamation, and her employer has been sued for libel, her words being anything but 'merciful and understanding'. She has willfully disregarded the bail agreement and disrespected this Court by failing to meet the terms of the agreement. Last but not least, Your Honor, her failure to obtain permission for the Hospital visit, which I would have recommended be denied, again shows the Defendant's utter disregard for this Court, and the Law."
"What is your recommendation, Prosecutor?"
"Your Honor, we ask that the Defendant's bail be revoked, and that she remain in custody at County Jail until her trial." said Franklin.
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson, "I believe my client's life and health would be in danger if she is incarcerated in any jail controlled by Commander Donald Troy. Her colleague is fighting for his life in prison, and an investigation needs to be made to determine if Commander Troy caused or ordered that attack on a journalist that exposed the truth about him, Commander Troy----"
"Stop." said Folsom. "Just stop. Commander Troy is not on trial in this case, your client is. And Commander Troy did not force your client to violate her bail agreement. No, this is a serious matter, and the Defendant cannot be allowed to continue under the previous and now broken bail agreement. I'll take a ten minute recess and return with a decision..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Helena buzzed me to announce that I had a visitor. It was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. He availed himself of my offer of coffee and poured himself a cup before sitting down in a 'hot chair'.
"So, what's the damage?" I asked jovially.
"It's official." said Muscone. "You probably already know about it, since Chief Moynahan was made aware of it, but the US DOJ Civil Rights Division is opening a case on the Lester Holder incident and the TCPD's possible involvement in it."
"Yes, I heard." I said. "No big surprise there, and maybe it'll serve to totally exonerate everyone."
"True." said Muscone. "But what you may not have heard about is that it's official that they're going to open another investigation, centering on Mayor Daniel Allgood and his actions at Council meetings, to include your refusal to allow one of their officials to enter the Executive Session meeting."
"No, I hadn't heard, but I'm not surprised." I said.
"The good news," said Muscone, "is that the TCPD investigation will not be done by nor in association with Jocelyn Moran, but by an FBI OPR team out of Washington. And it may not be nearly as bad as it sounds for you and the Police. This team has done a lot of OPRs, and they usually are very professional and act in accordance with the Constitution. But they don't normally investigate Civil Rights cases, so we'll have to see how that will go."
"And the bad news?" I asked, knowing there was bad news somewhere in all this...
"As hard as the Swamp Frogs have gone after you over the past few years," said Muscone, "it is nothing compared to what they want to do to Daniel Allgood. I think they smell blood, and they think Allgood is no Iron Crowbar. The part about you not permitting Moran into the meeting is no big deal; you were just doing your job, and Captain Thompson was right there beside you. And Moran called you a 'Cracker'; that's hardly going to win any case against you."



"But Allgood..." warned Muscone, shaking his head slowly. "They're going to do whatever it takes, including frame him. A fair and impartial investigation would weigh the differences between his actions as keeping order versus trying to silence the voices of his political opponents. But if they look at it through the preconceived notion of Daniel intending to suppress their voices for any reason at all, they'll just say he's a racist and go from there. And Jocelyn Moran is a hardcore Democrat; it may not be just about white and black, but in beating down a Republican to help favor the Democrats, now and in the future."
I nodded thoughtfully. "And they've begun to figure out that Daniel didn't get a settlement from the CIA like I did, so they think they can drain him financially. But that's going to backfire... badly."
"How so?" asked Jack.
"His wife, who happens to be my ex-wife, is a close friend of a man with more money that he knows how to spend." I said.
"They'll accuse Daniel of bribery." said Muscone.
"For paying for his lawyer?" I asked. "Okay, we'll set up a legal defense fund, then. And Dr. Eckhart's nephew's wife is the sister of Mayor Allgood's wife, so we'll throw family in, as well. Bottom line... we have the resources to fight these bastards to the last ditch."
"Good." said Muscone. "Anyway, I'm out of the loop on it. Seems they found out I'm engaged to a TCPD Officer."
"Engaged?" I asked incredulously. "Engaged? How about setting a date, so you can say you're 'married' to a TCPD Officer, which is a wonderful thing... just ask my wife."
Muscone grunted a chuckle, then said "You're in a pretty good mood today, Don. Happy about Lester Holder?"
"That's not it." I said. "I am very happy about the arrest of Amber Harris, and hoping for revocation of her bail..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
ADA Franklin Washington came into the Main Conference Room, where the Chief, Deputy Chief, and I were waiting for him. "Well, I gave it the ol' college try," he said, "but Folsom didn't totally revoke her bail. She's under house arrest. She cannot leave her home for any reason, she's wearing a new-and-improved ankle monitor that hopefully can't be imitated, and the Court has ordered cameras to be placed that observe her front and back doors, to be monitored by the Police."
"Damn." I muttered quietly.
Franklin said "Folsom didn't say so, but I think he gave consideration to it being a hospital visit to see her friend, and the fact that the Police did show up more properly attired for a riot than for one reporter. But the good news is that Amber cannot go to KXTC to work, and she cannot appear on KXTC as a reporter, not even from her home. So she's cut off completely, there."
"Better than nothing, I guess." I said. "Thanks for all your hard work on it, Franklin."
"My pleasure." said Franklin. "By the way... can I give you guys a little heads-up on something, off the record and don't tell a soul I told you this?"
"We won't tell. Pinky swear." I said. That made Cindy laugh out loud. The Chief just nodded.
Franklin leaned forward and lowered his voice as he said "Even when Krasney was D.A., we had a good thing going with Paulina handling MCD cases, and me handling the Vice cases. But since Miriam Walters has been D.A., she's been maneuvering Savannah Fineman into the main MCD slot, and looking to push Paulina aside."
"How far 'aside'?" I asked.
"Paulina and I have worked our asses off, for years." said Franklin. "Even though we have staff lawyers working for us, we put in the time ourselves. Walters and Fineman are expecting Paulina to do all the MCD grunt work, while Fineman sits on her ass and takes the glory."
"Yeah, I've heard some things along these lines." I said.
"Let me ask," said Cindy, "is Miriam doing this for racial reasons? Because Paulina is black?"
Franklin winced, then said "You know, I can't say that's the reason. Miriam has not shown any hint of racism towards me. Paulina and I have talked about it, and we think Miriam is trying to put Savannah in the prime position to run for Solicitor in the next election. Letting Savannah take the glory for MCD's successes will give her a record to run on."
"Using the Iron Crowbarrrr for her cronyism purrrr-pos-esssss." drawled the Chief. "But I don't know what we can do about it."
"Truth is," I said, "we can't do much. I appreciate you telling us this, Franklin, but it's Walters's shop to run."
Franklin nodded. "I'm just giving you the heads-up on it. You know I don't play the race card came, and neither does Theo. But if Walters gives Paulina too much shit, I'll go make a racial discrimination complaint against Walters if that's what it takes to keep Paulina in the House."
"Well," I said, "hold off on doing that for now. Let's see how it plays out. I do have one question for you: do you think Paulina could beat Mason and Fineman for the Solicitor job?"
Franklin nodded slowly, thinking about it. "I don't know." he finally said. "I thought Paulina had the D.A. election in the bag, until the stuff about Tasha came out. That was dirty what they did, just like it was dirty what Penis Holder was saying about Tasha and you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You know," Cindy said as we sat in my office after Franklin had left, "Franklin may have given us a clue to why Holder was attacking you through Tasha so much."
"How's that?" I asked.
Cindy replied: "They hammered Paulina with it, and it cost her the D.A. election." (Author's note: 'Media Matters' for openers.) "So they're thinking that if it hurt her, it should hurt you, also. But it really didn't. I'm not sure why, but it didn't."
I nodded. "I'll buy that for a dollar... a Canadian dollar, at that. And it didn't work on me for reasons that are politically incorrect, but true nonetheless: a man that beds women is looked up to, and his philandering reputation is not held against him... just look at that prominent businessman in New York City who dates the hot models and has several children. Heck, he could successfully run for President one day, and his way with women won't hurt him; he'll be teflon."
I continued: "But a woman that sleeps with a married man that's not her husband, a woman that has a child out of wedlock... she's looked down upon, scorned, believed to be a slut or an outright whore. So the Press attacks on Paulina hurt her, but don't hurt me..."
I saw the look on Cindy's face and said "Don't get mad. I'm just telling you the way it is, not how it should be in a politically correct world."
"Yeah, you're right." said Cindy. "But it's still a double standard."
"Yes." I said. "It absolutely is. The flip side of that, and the equalizer... is American Divorce Courts. Nothing more rigged against men in this world than Divorce Courts are against men..."
"I do have one question about the Charter Commission." said Cindy "The rank structure... it was either clever or disingenuous for Eldrick X. Weaver to call for an extra rank in the Police structure, though it would match what the Fire Department does. What is the Commission's thoughts on all that?"
I said "Well, Weaver wants to create more overhead jobs, then whine if they're not filled with minorities. And Malinda Adams will whine if they're not filled by women exclusively. He also is looking for a backdoor route to push for three Precincts. We haven't had the Fire Department portion of the Charter, which will be part of the overall Public Safety portion, though, so it might come back up in that context."
Cindy said "You were right about us not being big enough for multiple precincts. And that we tried it once, and it didn't do a thing to improve anything. So why do they keep pushing?"
"Well," I said, "just between us and the crowbars, we did get something good out of it. We got County Jail refurbished, and we got the Old Mill, which is a really awesome facility. And just between you and me, the Old Mill is the reason I don't fight too hard to reduce us from two Precincts to one."
"As to why they want it," I continued, "they are hoping that our left hand forgets what our right hand is doing... they want three Police precincts, but they want to dissolve the Council -and/or- split the Town & County back up. People have forgotten or don't connect these things together, but I see those as pieces of the same overall puzzle. It's about control by certain political groups. Divide and conquer the Police. Divide and conquer the Town and County political structures."
Cindy nodded as she absorbed the lesson. "But... but Myrtle L. James is no Democrat, and Mr. Aniston and Mr. Abel are businessmen and more inclined to vote Republican than Democrat."
I nodded. "It's not just one Party; it's both." I said. "If it weren't for the level of rancor over this racial business with Allgood and Lewis on the Council, I'd say there was collusion going on to manipulate what the Charter does."
"Unless that racial business is smoke and mirrors for the rest of it." Cindy said, standing up. "Well, I've got to get back to work. Talk to you later."
"Later." I said as she exited the room. Her words had set me to thinking...
Part 13 - Down The Dark Path
*Whirrrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Perlman drove into MCD and, without stopping, said "Detective Geiger, come with me." She drove out the back hallway door as Geiger quickly locked his computer and got up and followed her out the door.
"In there." Tanya said, pointing to the door of the Main Conference Room. When Geiger went inside, he saw Captain Ted Orosco sitting at the near end of the table, in the 'Chief's Chair', as it had come to be called. Orosco was the head of TCPD Internal Affairs, and Geiger felt a chill at the sight of him.
"Have a seat Detective." said Orosco. "Would you like a Union Rep for this?"
"Uh, do I need one?" Geiger asked. "What's it about?"
"Have a seat." said Orosco. When Geiger sat down, Orosco said "What this is about, is that you took a sick day yesterday?"
"Yes." said Geiger. "I had a water leak at home."
"And you were home all day?" asked Orosco. "Waiting for someone to come fix the water leak?"
"I fixed it myself." said Orosco. "And I was home for the most part, but I went out a couple of times, to get food and to get parts to fix the leak."
"Where did you go to get the food?" asked Orosco.
"Kroger." said Geiger.
"Do you have a receipt for what you bought?" asked Orosco. "And for the parts you bought?"
"I may have thrown them away by now." said Geiger. "Look, what is this about? Why are you giving me the n'th degree about my movements?"
Orosco replied with a question: "You've been doing a lot of research on McGinty's Materials, have you not?"
"Yes," said Geiger, "I was assigned to look into that. Ask Lieutenant Davis, he'll tell you."
"I sure will." said Orosco. "So your absence yesterday had nothing to do with those Materials? You weren't following up on a lead about them?"
"No, but even if I were, what's the issue?" asked Geiger.
"You've found no leads on where those materials might be?"
"Hold on." said Geiger. "I asked you two questions that you didn't answer, but just asked me more questions. So I'll ask again, what's going on? Why are you asking me these questions? Are you investigating me, and if so, what for?"
"Detective," said Orosco, "we're trying to determine if you have any leads on McGinty's Materials, and if you were pursuing those leads, and if you've found anything... and if you have found anything, if you're informing your superiors of what you've found like you should have."
"No, I haven't found anything." said Geiger. "And at this point, you're making insinuations that I've done something wrong. So yeah, I want that Union Rep now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Lady Ironside blew through MCD, taking Geiger with her, the other Detectives were looking at each other, silently asking 'what was that all about?' with their eyes.
"I have no idea." said Teddy Parker out loud in reply to the unspoken questions in his fellow Detectives's eyes.
Eyes grew wide again when Tanya's wheelchair was heard in the hallway as she went back to her office. Roy McGhillie peeked, and reported that she went into her office alone.
"So he's either in the Main Conference Room, the Chief's Office, or one of the Commanders's offices." said Joanne Warner.
"I don't care." said Teddy Parker, going back to his work.
"What's he been working on?" Theo Washington asked, meaning it for Parker, who said nothing. "Teddy?" Finally, Parker looked up.
"I'm not trying to be a jerk to you, Theo," Parker said, irritation in his voice, "but I don't know what Geiger's been doing, and I really don't care. I really don't give a shit about anything to do with him. At all. Okay?"
"Okay, then." said Theo. The tension in the room could be cut with a knife. Julia Rodriguez locked her computer and left the room by the side hallway door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
Tanya Perlman drove her wheelchair into my office and parked between the hot chairs in front of my desk. In one of those hot chairs was IT Lieutenant Myron Milton. In the other was Deputy Chief Cindy Ross.
"I just took Geiger to the Main Conference Room to talk to Orosco." Tanya said.
"Good." I said. "Myron, what have you found?"
"As you asked, sir," Myron said, "we've been following everything Geiger has done on his computer. All of it is related to McGinty's Materials. The most interesting thing is that he's been using a couple of backdoors that I didn't know about to access the FBI's files on McGinty and his Materials. He also put in a little backdoor that will allow him to have access through any computer just like the access he has on the computer on his desk."
"What has he found? Especially on the FBI servers?" I asked. "I'm sure Captain Perlman won't be mentioning any of this at the dinner table."
That earned me a dark look from Tanya. "Can I borrow that crowbar, Commander Ross?"
"You've got a blue one." said Cindy. "And the speed to catch up to Don when he starts running away from you."
I'd been grinning at that repartée, but then said "Seriously, Myron, what did you get?"
"The only thing I found of interest," Myron said, "is that Martin Nash is leading an effort to go through Post Office records to see if McGinty consistently sent packages or letters to any locations on a regular basis. He's got some of the computer analysts that work with the facial rec looking for letters that might match McGinty's handwriting."
I nodded. "Talk about your proverbial needle in a haystack." I said. "Okayyyyyyy, did Geiger glom onto anything else?"
"He really went through all your case notes on Bundy McGinty, sir." said Myron. "Then he started expanding out to look at associates of McBundy that were mentioned in City I.A. files as well as the FBI's data. He began really focusing on two people."
Myron had Cindy turn on my TV monitor with the remote, then he used his tablet to bring up some information on it. "He really looked a lot into these two men: 'Bugs' Morelli, no relation to Jerry or Betty Morelli; and Chad Molson." Bugs Morelli was a gnarly looking man with a tough, pockmarked face and barrel-chested body. Chad Molson was more slender, and had a face that looked like 'Sinestro', the Green Lantern's archenemy from the comic books.
"What's significant about these guys," said Myron, "is that were believed to have worked with McGinty, and possibly for what is believed to be the Blassingame smuggling ring. They are also both dead, both shot in the back of the head by small-caliber rounds."
"Trademark of Mob executions." I said.
"Maybe, sir," said Myron, "but neither of these guys were known City Mob nor Southport Mob associates. Bugs Morelli died almost two years ago, Molson died about a year and a half ago."
"And Geiger was looking into them?" Cindy asked.
"Yes ma'am." said Myron. "Pretty hard."
"Myron," I said, "pull up whatever you can on those two, especially their murders, and send it to me."
"Already working on it, sir." said Myron.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julia went into the Lieutenants's suite and knocked on the left side door, which was Jerome Davis's. When she heard him say "Come in!" she did exactly that, then shut the door behind her.
"Hey, Julia, whassup?" Jerome asked. "Have a seat, unless you'd rather go somewhere there's a lot more room."
"I'm beginning to see why Captain Perlman always complained about the size of these offices." Julia said as she sat down. "Sir, we've got a problem in MCD. Captain Perlman came and got Geiger. That's not the problem, but Parker snapped hard at Theo over an innocuous question. Geiger is bad enough, but now it's getting tense between the rest of us. Geiger being in there is tearing the rest of us apart, sir."
"Yeah, I know." said Davis. "Look, just between us... Internal Affairs is looking into Geiger. It may be nothing, but he's been almost abnormally into this McGinty Materials thing. And with his past reputation, we don't know if he's acting in good faith in his search for the stuff. So you guys just hang on, okay?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, this is Jerry." said Jerry as he answered his cellphone.
"Mr. Big says that Internal Affairs questioned your boy Geiger today." said the voice on the other end of the connection. "It's time. Have your boy bring his partner in..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"...While close beside Jesus, he asked, "Lord, who is it?" Jesus answered, "It is the one I give this piece of bread to after I have put it in the dish." Then He put the bread in the dish and gave it to Judas Iscariot, the son of Simon."
--- The Gospel According to St. John 13:24-26.
9:00pm, Friday, June 28th. Detective Timothy Geiger disconnected the cellphone call he'd just gotten, then made a call himself. "Hey Parker," he said, "I just got a contact from a C.I. about the McGinty stuff. He wants to meet tonight, and I need backup... mostly so Internal Affairs can't claim I'm doing this dirty... okay, see you in a few... I'll call Lieutenant Davis..."
Only moments later, Teddy Parker arrived. "I couldn't get ahold of Davis or Captain Perlman," Geiger said, "so I called Commander Troy. He said to go ahead and meet the C.I., but to call for backup if we saw anything at all that wasn't right."
"Let's go, then." said Parker.
They went outside and Geiger said "I'll drive." Parker got into the shotgun seat and Geiger behind the wheel, and they headed through the gate of the employees parking lot.
"So what's this about?" asked Parker.
"Guy wants to meet, says he has information on McGinty's stuff." said Geiger. "I think he's legit, but he's probably going to want money. Internal Affairs was all over my ass today, so I want a witness to it."
"Yeah, I heard Orosco questioned you." said Parker. "How did that go?"
"Soon as I asked for a Union Rep, he backed off." Geiger said. "Said we'd talk again with a Rep present on Monday. And that's another reason to have you here... if they suspend me Monday, you can keep going with this."
"Why would they suspend you?" Parker asked skeptically.
"Why was the guy even questioning me in the first place?" said Geiger.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"After Judas had eaten the piece of bread, Satan went into him. Jesus said to Judas, "What you are going to do, do in a hurry."
--- The Gospel According to St. John 13:27.
They went into the dark lunchroom of Al Sharpton Elementary School. "We're supposed to meet in here." said Geiger.
"Doesn't look like anyone here, so far." said Parker.
*CLICK!*
The lights in the lunchroom came on, almost blinding in their intensity. Then the Detectives realized that a man was standing in the doorway to the kitchen areas, slender, with a face that looked like mashed-in jello, and a bad polyester suit.



"Hello, gentlemen." he said.
"That's Barsbane!" gasped Parker, whipping out his service weapon and pointing it at the wanted criminal.
Barsbane raised his hands. "I'm unarmed." he said, his voice sounding cheerful.
Parker lowered his weapon slightly, and then realized that Geiger was behind him... and was pointing his service weapon at the back of Parker's head.
"Drop it." said Geiger. "Don't get cute. Just drop it."
"What the hell are you doing?!" Parker asked in stunned disbelief as he dropped his weapon to the floor.
"What I have to do." said Geiger. "To survive."
"You fucking JUDAS!" Parker yelled.
As Barsbane lowered his arms, another man and two security men came out of the kitchen. Parker recognized him; he was Edward Blassingame.
"Well done, Mr. Geiger." said Blassingame. "I knew I could count on you. Walk this way, both of you."
Geiger pushed Parker in the back to get him moving, and they began walking forward. The security men drew weapons, and one circled around behind Parker and Geiger.
"Hand Mr. Barsbane your weapon, Mr. Geiger." said Blassingame. "Detective Parker, do not even consider moving an inch, or my security man will blow you to Hell before you can blink." Geiger handed Barsbane his service weapon.
"On your knees!" shouted the security man behind them, kicking Parker in the back of his knees. Parker pitched forward, landing on his hands and knees. "Hands on your head!" the security man ordered. Parker hand no choice but to rise up, still on his knees, and put his hands on his head.
"Hand Mr. Geiger your weapon." Blassingame said to the security man that was behind him (Blassingame). It was a powerful semi-automatic handgun. Geiger took it from the man, and looked at it.
"Don't get cute with that." said Blassingame, to Geiger as the second security man repositioned to be behind Geiger. "My man behind you would take you out before you could take any of us out. What I want you to do, Mr. Geiger, is put that gun to Detective Parker's head, and shoot him."
Geiger grimaced. "I'm sorry about this, Parker." he said as he put the business end of the pistol to Parker's left temple, and pulled the trigger...
To be continued.
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Part 14 - For Thirty Pieces of Silver
*CLICK!*
The gun did not fire. Teddy Parker almost collapsed with relief, but then felt his hands being grabbed as he was pushed to the floor on his chest. His wrists were quickly manacled.
"Well done, Mr. Geiger." said Edward Blassingame. "I had to be sure of you." He stepped up and took the handgun from Geiger, who looked pretty stunned himself. Jerry was also wide-eyed with shock.
"Okay, boys, take him to the kitchen." Blassingame said to his henchmen. "Waterboard him, beat the shit out of him, get what you can from him... then kill him and get rid of the body where it won't be found any time soon. After that, you can drive back to the City in my limo."
Turning to the others, Blassingame said "Mr. Geiger, Jerry and I will go with you in your car. I hope you brought some clothes with you, like he told you to. We're going to the City----"
"GOD DAMN YOU TO HELL, GEIGER! YOU BASTARD JUDAS!! GOD DAMN YOUUUUUUU..." yelled Parker as he was dragged away. Geiger said nothing, but followed Blassingame and Barsbane out the door they came in, hearing the sounds of Parker being hit in the kitchen, and his grunts and gasps of pain as the two men began working him over...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:15am, Saturday, June 29th. I pulled up as close as I was allowed to the raging inferno on the road ahead, near the entrance to AGC Trucking, just over the County Line on the Nextdoor County side.
I had followed Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans in her POV, and we got out of our respective vehicles and walked up to NCPD Captain Paul Price. "Hello Chief. Hello Commander Troy." he said when he saw us.
"What happened, Paul?" asked Molly.
"We can't get very close to the fire yet." said Captain Price. "But from what the TCPD's drone could see when we flew it in close, a tanker truck was turning left into AGC Trucking and this limo car ran right into it. The HAZMAT placard on the back of the truck indicated the tank was full of gasoline. So far we've been unable to see the car tag on the back of the limo. It's completely engulfed, and we think anyone in the car is dead; we've seen no bodies, alive or dead, anywhere along the road. No sign of the truck driver, either."
I nodded. "Are you going to let it burn out, or try to put it out?" I asked.
"Our Fire Chief thinks most of the fuel has gone up already. Certainly the damage has been done." said Captain Price. "The TCFD is sending their foam truck..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:35am. Molly and I were sitting in my Police SUV and chatting when Captain Price came up to us. We got out of the vehicle to talk to him.
"The fire is out." Price reported. "Two bodies in the car, both in the front seat. We'll take them to the TCPD Morgue for identification and the autopsy." The contract between the Town & County and Nextdoor County permitted this. Price continued: "There was no body in the cab of the tanker truck."
Price continued: "We got the car tags of both vehicles. The big rig belongs to AGC Trucking. They go over and fill trucks at the City Railyards oil and gas storage facilities and drive over here to refill their trucks. The driver is alive. He woke up in a ditch about half a mile down the road, and the last thing he remembers is passing the turnoff north to State Highway 141."
Price went on: "The limousine belongs to Edward Blassingame; it's his personal vehicle. We don't know if he was one of those killed in the crash, and will be finding out first thing after daylight. We'll send a Detective to interview him."
"If you don't mind," I said, "if he's alive, let me send a Detective with your Detectives that go talk to him... since the vehicle was coming out of my County and into yours."
"No problem." said Molly. "In fact, consider yourself asked to assist us in this investigation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:03am, Saturday, June 29th. Edward Blassingame was sitting in his plush BigAgraFoods office in the City. And he was worried.
"Where are my security people?" he asked Dick Granger, who was sitting in the office with him. "They should've been back long before now."
"Maybe we need to be far more careful about that Geiger guy." said Granger. "What if the Iron Crowbar is up to something with him?"
"I dunno... hold on, I'm getting a text." Blassingame said. "Oh shit, it's from Barsbane. He says turn on the news." He got the remote out of his desk drawer and turned on the monitor.
They watched in mounting horror as Tim Sioban reported on the vehicle crash near AGC Trucking. "Jesus Christ, that's awful!" said Blassingame.
"I hope Parker's body wasn't in the trunk." said Granger, earning a scowl from Blassingame.
"Listen," Blassingame said. "Get out of here. I expect the Police will be here any minute. Go to the safehouse and keep watch on Barsbane and Geiger." Granger fled for the 'back door' that would provide a visibility-free means of egress.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Come in!" said Blassingame. It was one of the buildings uniformed security guards. Behind him were two Detectives in plainclothes.
"Sir," said the security guard, "two Police Detectives asked to speak to you. They say it's urgent."
"That's fine, show them in." said Blassingame. The Detectives came in and the security guard shut the door, not coming in himself.
"Thank you for seeing us, Mr. Blassingame." said one Detective. "I'm Nextdoor County Detective German, and this is Town & County Detective Warner..."
"Is this about my vehicle that was in that fire?" asked Blassingame.
"I'm afraid so, sir." said Joanne Warner. "I'm sorry to inform you that two persons were found dead in the car. We came first to make sure you were alive, and now we need to ask if you might know who was in the vehicle?"
"My driver and security man." said Blassingame, giving the names. "I wasn't needing the car last night, so I had them drive over there with some papers to the Lowe, Ball, & Lynch legal firm. Do you know what happened? How the crash occurred?"
"We're still investigating, sir." said Detective German. "Early reports are that a tanker truck full of fuel was turning left into AGC Trucking, possibly right in front of your vehicle. In any case, the two vehicles collided and burned. We're sorry for your loss."
"Thank you." said Blassingame. "If there's anything we can do to help you in your investigation, please let me know. And after you're done, I'll send someone to claim the bodies, and I'll notify their families."
"Thank you, sir." said German. "It might be a few days, early next week, before the bodies are released, pending the autopsies and the investigation. But we will contact you at the earliest possible moment." He extended his card to Blassingame, who took it then gave the Detectives his own card. They excused themselves, and left.
Blassingame made a phone call. "Yes, Granger. Looks like it was just a bad bad coincidence about our guys. But keep an eye on them anyway..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. I was sitting in my office, writing up my report on the crash and fire, when there was a knock on my door. Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington came in.
"Sorry to report to you directly, sir," said Joanne, "but Jerome--- er, Lieutenant Davis is visiting is father at Valley Villages this weekend, and Captain Perlman is not here."
"That's all right." I said. "Please, have a seat." They sat down in the hot chairs.
"I went with Detective German to the City." said Joanne. "Edward Blassingame was in his office. I think he'd just heard about the crash on the news. He said he'd sent the limo over to our County with some papers for his law firm."
"Which law firm?" I asked.
"Lowe, Ball & Lynch." said Joanne. "They're business attorneys. I just called there, and no one is in the office right now."
"No huge surprise there." I mused, partially to myself. "Okay, then. Looks like it's just a tragic accident---- hold on... why are you here, Theo?"
"Sir," said Theo, "I just got here a few moments ago. I checked my emails this morning, and I got one from Teddy Parker, sent last night. He said he was going with Geiger to meet a C.I. I texted him this morning to make sure everything was all right, and I didn't get a reply. Then I called his Police iPhone, and got no response. So I called his personal cellphone, and Janice Holloway answered. She said he hadn't been home all night, and she started getting a little frantic."
"So then I tried to call Geiger." Theo said. "No answer from him, on either his personal or Police iPhones."
"That's not good." I said. "Did Parker say where they were meeting the C.I.?"
"No sir." said Theo. "And I took the liberty of checking around his desk and Geiger's, and there's no notes or anything. I then called the I.T. guy on duty downstairs, and asked him to check the emails and texts on both their Police iPhones. Nothing. They can't check the personal iPhones, though."
"Hoo boy." I said. "Okay, let's start looking for them. I'm going to call in Myron and start having him and his people look for radio and cellphone transmissions. You guys call your fellow MCD Detectives, and y'all go to Parker and Geiger's residences. If Geiger is not home, you are authorized on my responsibility to enter his home... no, belay that, I'll go myself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No one here." said Cindy after I'd knocked on the door of Geiger's duplex apartment several times.
"Let's go around back." I said. We did so. There was a screened-in back porch. I looked around, then used my red crowbar to force the screen door.
"You gonna use that on the back door?" Cindy asked.
"No." I said. "I'm going to pick the lock... unless you want to pick it yourself."
"Be my guest." Cindy said. "I'll be over here, calling your mom and asking if you picked up these criminal habits while growing up in Apple Grove."
"You don't have to call." I said as I used the tools I'd brought on the lock. "Because I freely admit that I learned this in Apple Grove. Drove Elizabeth nuts when I broke into her stuff"
"No wonder you're so good at Aikido." Cindy said. "I'd be trying to beat the shit out of you, too, if you'd done that to me."
"And you never did that to your older sister?" I asked.
"I'll take the Fifth on that." said Cindy. "And yes, there's a reason I have two black belts."
I laughed as I made the tumblers of the relatively simple lock do my bidding. I opened the door and went in. An alarm started beeping. I went to the hallway and shut it off with the manufacturer's code for that type system.
"Looks pretty normal." Cindy said. "Not spotless, but not a dump, either."
"Yeah." I said. "And no outward sign of a break-in, or a struggle."
We looked through the place quickly. There were no notes on the desk or by Geiger's computer, which was a standalone Mac. "We won't set the alarm when we leave." I said. "I might get a warrant and have someone come in and get this computer."
"You think something's happened to him?" Cindy asked. "And Parker?"
I turned and looked right at her. "You're the one with the Vibe. What do you think?"
Cindy looked back at me and nodded. "Yeah," she said, "I think something's wrong."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Saturday, June 29th. Present in Classroom 'E' were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, me, Cindy, Teresa, Tanya, both Lieutenants Milton, and the four 'remaining' MCD Detectives."
"Parker's car is in the employee's parking lot." said Myron. "Cellphone pings from both his and Geiger's phones were last detected around 9:00pm last night in the Southwest Ghetto area." said Myron. "I've tried triangulation; it's not pinpoint accurate, but it looks like the area around Al Sharpton Elementary School."
"We sent patrols into that area." said Teresa. "So far, nothing. No trace of Geiger's car, either."
"That's another thing, sir." said Myron. "I cheated, and tried to access the tracker on his car that's connected to the 'THEFT' light. Nothing has come up. That suggests the battery has been removed from the car."
"If it was parked at Sharpton Elementary," I said, "someone could've stolen it and taken it to a chop shop."
"Or he and Parker drove somewhere, chasing down a clue or something." said Tanya Perlman, who looked visibly shaken up. "Jack is going to have the FBI join the search as soon as you make his phone ring."
"Why don't you go to your office and call him now on my behalf?" I 'suggested'. Tanya drove her wheelchair out of the room about as fast as it could physically go.
"All right, guys," I said, "I know this is distressing at best, scary at worst. It's times like now that we've got to suck it up, be our most professional, and find our guys. Myron, anything on the computers?"
"No sir." said Myron. "Parker sent that one email, and that was it. Geiger sent nothing, made no notes on his Police laptop. I took the liberty of asking for a warrant to get Geiger's personal computer at his home, and as soon as we get the warrant, we'll get the computer."
"Did Geiger mention who his C.I. was on any of this?" I asked.
"We heard the name 'Merlock' the other day." said Joanne Warner.
"But there's nothing mentioned in any notes, emails, or texts in the past day or two." said Myron.
"It'd be good if we can find out who that C.I. is, or was." I said. "Okay, who went to Parker's place?"
"Theo and I did, sir." said Joanne. "Janice Holloway was already very upset, but we calmed her down, and she is going to call everyone she can think of to see if Teddy went somewhere for any reason. And we took her to your Cabin home as you requested."
"Good." I said. "There's people there, and it'll take one hell of an attack to get to anyone inside, so at least she's safe."
"Do you think she's in danger, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief. "Do you think this is a coordinated attack on all of us and our families?"
"I don't know, Chief." I said. "But better safe than sorry. All of you, contact your families and tell them to be aware of their surroundings. And all of you be aware of your surroundings. At least light armor is now mandatory for all Detectives and the Police Leadership; tell the Vice Detectives. And that goes for you, too. Chief."
"What about Our Sheriff?" Chief Moynahan asked flatly.
"It's hard to force Klingon Warriors to do anything they don't want to do." I quipped.
"Har." said the Sheriff. "We Klingons love wearing armor. I'll notify the Sheriff Department's leadership about this, and suggest they wear armor, as well."
"Okay." I said. "Any ideas? Any suggestions?"
"Sir," said Theo Washington, "Geiger had been working on the McGinty's Materials thing for the last few days. Maybe his disappearance, and Parker's, has something to do with that. With your permission, I'll contact the SBI-OER and see if they can find something."
"Sure." I said. "I'll probably be calling Britt Maxwell myself, but you go ahead and call them."
"Sir," said Joanne Warner, her voice faltering, "is it possible that... that the two bodies in that burned out limo are Teddy and Geiger? That Mr. Blassingame is lying to us and somehow created that accident to destroy the evidence?" The gloom that question created swept through the room like a rolling fog.
"I hate to say it," said Cindy, "but it's a thought. The tanker driver was found down the road, and doesn't remember anything."
"That's truuuuuuue." said the Chief.
"I'd think if that were the case they'd want the driver to die, also." I said. "But all that will come out after the autopsies. Let's not start theorizing without data..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm. Lt. Myron Milton came to my office.
"Sir," he said, "Judge Nance denied the warrant to enter Geiger's home. He said there's no formal, public Missing Person case notice about him, and it hasn't been 24 hours yet. He also complained that we the Police were going directly to the Court for warrants, when we should be going through the D.A.'s Office."
"That's bullshit." I said. "I'll call Judge Folsom just as soon as we finish this conversation, and he'll snap Nance's head back so hard it'll pop. So what do we need to do, formally open a Missing Persons case?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "But that means it'll have to be noted in the logs, and that means the Press is going to find out about it."
"Grumble grumble." I said. "But it can't be helped. Okay, any more ELINT on anyone?"
"No sir." said Myron. "I ran the identities of Blassingame's security people to get cellphone numbers, then tried to trace their pings. Nothing. It's possible that the glove compartment of the limo is shielded and their cellphones were in there."
"That is indeed a possibility." I said. "Okay, good work. Keep it up." After Myron left, I called Judge Folsom at home, and he said the next sound I heard would be Nance's head being snapped back after Folsom called him. I then called the Duty Desk and told them to make a log entry of two missing persons: Geiger and Parker. I then got on my computer and formally opened the cases...
Part 15 - The Scavenger Hunt
Meanwhile...
As he sat at the kitchen table of the safehouse, eating McDonald's Egg McMuffins and sipping coffee, Timothy Geiger listened to the KSB radio broadcast. The story of the tanker truck and limousine crashing and burning was the feature story, but Geiger didn't really make any connection between it and Blassingame's men.
Jerry Barsbane came into the kitchen, and sat down opposite Geiger. "Oh, here you go." he said as he took Geiger's service weapon out of his pocket and put it on the table. "We're working on getting you a clean piece, but for now you can hold onto it." A 'clean piece' was a gun where the serial numbers were erased, and the rifling pattern unknown. Geiger's service weapon's rifling pattern was on record with the TCPD and the FBI.
"Thanks." said Geiger, picking up the firearm and putting it in its holster in the small of his back. "So you trust me, huh?"
"Mr. Big trusts you now." said Barsbane. "I tell you what: I'm glad he never tested me the way he did you. I'm not a killer, not like that. I've never shot anybody. I was in good with the Southport Mob, but I never could become a Made Man because one of their requirements was that I had to kill someone, and I told them straight out I couldn't."
"I didn't like it, either." Geiger said, then added bitterly: "But the way they treated me in the TCPD... he would've got what was coming to him, if there'd been a bullet in the gun. So... you survived in the Mob, even after refusing to kill someone?"
"Oh, yeah." said Barsbane. "They knew I was useful, for my transportation skills. And that's why Mr. Big picked me up and put me on his payroll. He hates to waste good talent, which is why he thought you might be an asset to the Team."
"I appreciate his faith." Geiger said. "What does he think I can do to help him?"
"You can become a P.I., like McGinty did." said Barsbane. "Or you can be like me, and learn the ropes of the underside of Society. A lot of cops have trouble making that transition. Is it going to be a problem for you?"



"No." said Geiger. "I've lived on the edge of that cliff for a long, long time."
"Good." said Barsbane. "I think you and I can work very well together. I could use some help in what I do. But only after you find McGinty's Materials. Do that, and we are on Easy Street."
"Sounds good." said Geiger. "Here, have an Egg McMuffin."
As they ate, they were joined by a third person. "Hey Dick." said Barsbane. "Tim Geiger, this is Dick Granger." Granger shook Geiger's hand, though perfunctorily.
"I'll tell you this, though, Geiger." said Granger, trying to sound tough, "Mr. Big and Barsbane here believe in you, but I don't. Not yet. I've got my eye on you, so don't do anything stupid. If you find McGinty's stuff, you do the right thing and turn it over to Mr. Big."
"I hear you." said Geiger.
"That goes for you too, Barsbane." said Granger. "You're not indispensable, either. McGinty thought he was, and look where it got him."
Granger left the room. Geiger said "Cheerful guy."
"He did prison time." said Barsbane. "He hates the Iron Crowbar immeasurably."
"I hope neither of us ever see the Iron Crowbar again." said Geiger. "He hates you pretty badly after what happened the last time you saw him. And he's going to hate me 'immeasurably' once he figures out what I did."
"Darn." said Barsbane. "He was such a likable guy, too. I was hoping he'd have forgotten about me handcuffing him to a live, armed nuke."
"Er, I don't think he's lived that one down just yet." said Geiger, making both of them chuckle.
"By the way," Barsbane said, "your car is now in about a million pieces in a nearby chop shop. Don't stress on it; with the money you're going to be making, you can buy any car you want. And you may find you won't really need one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood came into the Conference Room in the FBI suite in the Town & County Federal Building and Post Office. Melina punched all the right buttons, and soon was in a three-way videoconference. In the City was Team Lazarus, and in Southport was Ted Crenshaw and Tim Jenkins. Also in the City was the Missing Persons team, led by Special Agent In Charge Clark Webster.
"Okay, I just got the word." said Muscone. "The TCPD has formally asked for our help in locating their two missing Police Detectives, Teddy Parker and Timothy Geiger. It's not 24 hours yet, but they're worried, and we're going to get an unofficial jump start on this."
Muscone continued: "I'm sending you everything the TCPD has sent to us about it. They've already done the groundwork and some of the electronic work. We're going to expand on the ELINT, and see if we pick up anything outside of the Town & County, and that includes going west towards Hammondsville in the next State over."
"Question, if I may." said Clark Webster. "Says here they went to meet a C.I. and haven't been seen since. Has that C.I. been seen?"
"Not yet." said Muscone. "They're looking for someone they know in the Town & County area, but they're not sure he's involved, so they're being careful about it."
"So we are already faced with a mystery at both ends." said Martin Nash acerbically.
"No, Martin," said Muscone, "I get it why they're being careful about the C.I. I think the thing for us is that they were assigned to work on McGinty's Materials, and were doing data analysis to help the SBI-OER. Captain Perlman's going theory is that their disappearance might be linked to that."
"What did Commander Troy say about that?" asked Nash.
"He hasn't said anything, at least not to me nor Captain Perlman." Muscone replied. "I'm sure I'll be talking to him again soon, and I'll find out more.
Clark Webster said "We've got Milton's data on their cellphones, Badge RFIDs, automobile tracking, the works. We can expand the search to the State and even the Region, and we will."
"We'll put out an alert in Southport, and up and down the rivers." said Crenshaw. "And that brings up this question: how... public... do you want to get about this?"
Muscone said "Commander Troy wants the Mob to know he's looking for his Officers. We would be surprised if they're involved, but we're going to 'namedrop' on this one."
"Roger that." said Crenshaw.
"All right, let's get cracking." said Muscone. "I'll be in the City later this afternoon. I'd love to solve this before the Iron Crowbar does... just so he knows he's not the only Game in Town..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the safehouse, Dick Granger and young geek with a laptop computer came in. "All right, what do you have for us on McGinty's Materials?" he asked Geiger.
Geiger took out a jump drive from his jacket pocket. "This has everything I had or could get from my searches and the TCPD's databases.
The young geek took the jump drive and plugged it into a device. After a moment a light came on, and the geek said "It's clean." He then plugged the jump drive into his laptop, and began accessing the information. After a moment, he said "There's a lot of stuff here, stuff we didn't know about."
"Told you my man would come through." said Barsbane.
Granger looked dourly at him. "Did the Iron Crowbar leave any notes?" Granger asked.
"His full case notes of the McGinty case are here." said the geek. "We're going to have to go through it all."
"Get to work, then." said Granger...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the videoconference, Martin Nash went to his office. Now the Supervisory Agent for Team Lazarus, he had Jack Muscone's old office, vacated after Muscone got the corner office at the end of the hallway. As he entered the office, he was surprised to see who was sitting in the chair on the opposite side of his chair. It was his uncle, the retired Deputy Director of the FBI.
"Uh, hello sir." Nash said.
"Good grief, Martin." said the DepDirector. "You can call me Uncle William now, like you did when you were a kid."
"I called you 'sir' then, too." he said as they shook hands. "What brings you here, Uncle William? Oh, have a seat."
"I came by," said the DepDirector as they both sat down, "to discuss with you this situation of McGinty's Materials. As you know, the interest in them has grown very large... and very unhealthy, if you ask me."
"I agree, sir." said Nash. "In that videoconference we were just in, Commander Troy had Geiger and Parker working on McGinty' stuff. And as you well know, sir, Commander Troy is a sneaky man, just deceptive enough have them 'disappear' and be going after those materials now."
"That's true." said the DepDirector with a grin. "He's the reason they call your team 'Lazarus'." Then the grin went away as he said "Look, Martin, I think we need to consider this in fresh, new ways. I was looking at Commander Troy's case notes of the Cash murder case and the McGinty sting, and something struck me."
"First of all," the DepDirector said, "where would be a relatively safe place to hide materials, a place where it would be very unlikely that anyone accidentally stumbles onto the materials, and would think nothing of them if they did?"
"Gosh, sir," said Nash, "that could be almost any place. And we're thinking that even McGinty didn't know where the place was... that's why we're looking through literally millions of mail records to try to find a pattern."
DepDirector: "I think you're on the right track with that. My thinking is that this 'safe space' would be one of those public storage facilities that are all over the place. I'm sure Commander Troy had already thought through this, and he would realize that one way of finding the location of McGinty's Materials would be to give McGinty a package of information that he would send to the storage location, and that package would be marked with some kind of tracer that would allow Commander Troy to locate McGinty's Materials, and then go and get them."
"Yes sir." said Nash. "Obviously we can't do that now."
"Don't be so sure." said the DepDirector. "But I'll come back to that. I called Sandra Speer in New York, and she confirmed something she saw when she was in the bar watching McGinty with Troy and O'Brady." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok', Ch. 02.) "She said that Commander Troy didn't give McGinty a package, but he did give him a wrapped bundle of money."
"Ohhhhh." said Nash, catching on. "And that money must've been marked in some way. But wouldn't McGinty be aware of that?"
"If it had been a package, yes." said the DepDirector. "But McGinty may have not checked money as closely. He was a greedy S.O.B. about money. And there's another question that has been bugging everyone: if McGinty didn't know where the stuff was, and if he was captured, tortured, and eventually killed, how would the stuff get out there to publicly avenge him?"
Nash just shook his head, and the DepDirector continued: "If McGinty was paying for a storage rental, and those payments stopped due to his death, they'd go in and clean out that storage space... and it's very, very likely the Materials would've made their way out to the Public."
"It makes sense, sir." said Nash. "But we went through McGinty's finances with a microscope. We found no payments like that at all. Not even any monthly transfers of money that might've paid for something like that."
"No, and you wouldn't." said the DepDirector. "It would have to be a fairly complex scheme that couldn't be easily found out or go wrong. McGinty wasn't an idiot, but he also was not the sharpest tool in the shed. He couldn't have set this up by himself, and I don't think he did. I think the Consultant of Crime came up with it, and put it in place. This type of thing fits the Consultant like a glove: complex, sneaky, and almost in-your-face in trying to discover it. In fact... it wouldn't surprise me if this had been the Consultant's Materials, and McGinty just inherited it after the Consultant's death. And then McGinty just added to it after the Consultant died."
"Yes sir, that would make sense." said Nash thoughtfully. "Sheriff Griswold will say I'm kissing ass, but that's a great insight on your part, sir."
"And you better believe the Iron Crowbar has long since made that insight." said the DepDirector. "My only question is whether he's found the stuff or not."
"Commander Troy knows the Consultant like no one else ever did." said Nash. "He could figure this out... but... he's not trying to..."
"That's right." said the DepDirector. "He's not even trying to. He hasn't needed to. He was able to give McGinty that money while McGinty was alive. We don't have that available to us now; we have to figure it out the hard way. But I believe we can..."
Part 16 - The New Black Badge
The restaurant was called the '57th Fighter Group Restaurant', and it bordered on the southwest corner of the property of City International Airport. There was a hanger with several vintage planes in back. A grassy backyard with a World War 2 vintage plane that was beyond the capacity for flight was on display, next to a number of fire pots and chairs around them for the enjoyment of patrons.
Tonight the '57th Fighter Group Restaurant' was closed for a private function. The front drive to the restaurant was closed off and security was tight all around the property.
"This is our semi-annual dinner." Jerry Barsbane told Timothy Geiger as they sat in a side room, apart from the main restaurant space which was also filled with guests of the private dinner. There was one table in the room, and at the head of that table was Edward Blassingame. Dick Granger was seated in a prominent position, to Blassingame's immediate left.
Geiger did not recognize most of the men in the room (there were no women), but he did recognize a few of them: Michael Horner, the Public Relations Officer of the SBI; SBI Agent Andy 'Dog' Redmond; and SBI Agents Ernie Matthews and Bert Hooper, who had been implicated in the Marcie Harper drug ring. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 07.)
The dinner was delicious, and there was plenty of food, drinks, wine, and spirits available, and a lot of it was consumed. "Been a while since you've eaten this good?" asked Jerry Barsbane.
"Yeah." said Geiger. "I mean, I go out to eat every once in a while, but rarely anything like this."
"Get used to it." Barsbane said. "We do a lot of cash flow, and things like this are among the perks."
Later, after fine cigars had been given out, Edward Blassingame got up to speak. "I appreciate you all coming tonight. We've had several very good, successful operations in the past six months, and we anticipate a much better second half of the year." Everyone applauded.
"As always," said Blassingame, "I want to remember and pay tribute to our great leader, Mitt Willis. Much of what we have, and what we do, can be attributed to him, and I know that my work is always in the memory of that great man!" Everyone applauded. "Let's have a toast... to the memory of Mitt Willis!"
"To Mitt Willis!" everyone toasted, then drank.
Blassingame then said "We have had some setbacks, but they are also opportunities for us. The Marcie Harper drug operation being busted, and with the capture of so much merchandise of drugs as well as money, definitely hurt. But it also has paved the way for new operations to fill the gaps, to supply the drugs that people need and will pay for." There was applause at that.
"I'm also proud to announce," said Blassingame, "that we are going to be entering the arms markets. With the death of Henry Wargrave, and with the Iron Crowbar's sister now out of the arms trade, we are creating new opportunities by developing new pipelines. Militia groups are eager to buy arms from us, and so are militant black groups. It was Mitt Willis's great vision that foresaw these new opportunities, and we will be taking advantage of them in his great name!"
Everyone applauded, though many, including Geiger, well knew that it had been the Consultant of Crime, Conrad King's Superior Bloodlines, and Jasmine Nix's Black Triumvirate that had paved the way, not Mitt Willis. But they chose to let Blassingame indulge in his hero-worship.
"There is one other potential opportunity out there." said Blassingame. "Bundy McGinty's blackmail materials. Do you realize what we could do with that material, gentlemen? We would have the State Legislature in the palm of our hand! Cerone and Molinari, neutralized at best, eliminated at worst! That kind of political control amounts to real... political... power!" Everyone applauded.
"And I'm pleased to announce that we have someone joining our team that can help us with that." said Blassingame. "We finally got someone out from right under the Iron Crowbar's nose. Tim Geiger, would you come up here please?"
As everyone applauded, Geiger came up. "Welcome to the team!" Blassingame said as he shook Geiger's hand, and handed Geiger an object with his left hand. Geiger recognized it: it was a Black Badge! (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge'.)
"Yes, Mr. Geiger." said Blassingame, noting Geiger's surprise. "The Iron Crowbar did not totally defeat us when he busted Jack King's group. The Order of the Black Badge is far larger, far greater than he ever knew. Mitt Willis kept it going, and there are groups within the Order all over this Nation, ready to work to fulfill Mitt Willis's great vision of total control over the masses by those of us who are better, and who know better than them what is best for them!"
Everyone rose to their feet in sustained applause, as a stunned Geiger took the Badge, which said 'Associate' on it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Didn't know about the Black Badges, did you, Mr. Geiger?" said Edward Blassingame as he came up to Geiger and Barsbane in the backyard, near the old WW2 plane, as groups of people mingled and talked.
"No sir." said Geiger. "I haven't heard about the Order of the Black Badge in years."
"Because you were with the TCPD when Jack King's group was taken down," said Blassingame, "you've heard more about it than most of the people here who are now a part of it. And it's been quiet but steadily busy for years, but your great Iron Crowbar... doesn't have a clue."
"I'm sure he doesn't." said Geiger. "And not to contradict you, sir.. but he ain't all that great."
"Ha. Yes. I agree." said Blassingame.
"Not to be the party pooper," said Barsbane, "but don't underestimate that guy. I just found out that Keiko Shimono was taken down in Palmyra County. I'm the only one left of the nuke group, and I'm looking over my shoulder every day. The Iron Crowbar can ruin a man's day in a hurry."
"It's good to be careful." said Blassingame. "But the Iron Crowbar is not our worry. He has a lot of political issues on his hands, including the US DOJ about to come down on his brother-in-law, the Mayor, with a triphammer. In the meantime, you guys find McGinty's Materials." Blassingame shook hands with both men, then moved away to talk to other guests.
"Wow." said Geiger. "He has high expectations that I can find McGinty's stuff. I don't want to disappoint him, but..."
"Don't sweat it." said Barsbane. "Or look at this way: he thinks you have a better shot of finding that stuff than most people in his organization... and he has some very good, very smart people in his organization. That was actually high praise from him."
"Okayyyy." said Geiger. "So are you the one he's going to have getting into the arms trade?"
"Oh, I might have a small role in the safe transportation of them." said Barsbane. "I can't tell you all the details, but we're looking to move soon, as early as the July 4th weekend..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm, Saturday, June 29th. The Black Beauty pulled out of the far-side garage of The Cabin. I was driving, and Jerome Davis was riding shotgun. We went down the winding road and past University Memorial Stadium, then crossed University Avenue and went west on North Street towards the bypass.
"No drones, so far." said Jerome.
"If anyone is following us, they're good at it." I said as I constantly glanced at the mirrors.
We drove west on the Hammondsville Highway towards the State Line, then across it. I turned north on the road that I would take when going towards Apple Grove.
"Yep, we've got a tail." I said, having seen just a few too many instances of headlights behind us. "I'm going to turn right up here on this dirt road and go into the treeline." I proceeded to do just that, going 100 feet down the road into the pine trees, and shutting down the car completely.
"Can they detect us?" Jerome asked.
"I can't totally shield the heat of the motor or our bodies" I said, "so if they have IR, or if they put up a drone with IR, they might spot us. But otherwise, no."
As we waited and watched, two cars passed by on the highway. We waited some more, and one of the cars came back south.
"They're bracketing us." Jerome said.
"Let's give 'em something to find, then." I said. I got out of the car, opened the trunk, and got out a small drone. I put it on the hood of the car, then got back in and brought up the dashboard panel, which I used to activate the drone. It took off and headed south.
"It's imitating a cellphone signal, and it's also playing Police Band radio as if our car's radio were on." I said. Moments later, the second car passed by, going south. I started the car, pulled back onto the highway going north, and we drove away. A few minutes later I sent a signal for the drone to shut off the radio signals and land. I'd recover it later...
Part 17 - Tell Me No Lies
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday July 1st, from the roof of the building on the corner of Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in background. "Channel Two News has learned that two Town & County Police Officers have disappeared without a trace!"



Bettina began: "All contact with two Officers was lost on Friday night. Channel Two News has learned that the TCPD began a search for the two Officers on Saturday morning, and has asked the FBI for their help in the search. Channel Two News has also learned that the missing men are Detectives Teddy Parker and Timothy Geiger, who were both recently passed over for promotion."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that neither the TCPD nor the FBI have discovered any trace of either Detective. The FBI issued a statement that their Missing Persons unit in the City is investigating, but would give no further details. The TCPD would not confirm that the Officers are missing, nor their identities. And despite the seriousness of the situation, Commander Donald Troy continues to shirk his duty to the County's citizens by refusing to meet his obligation to respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment."
Bettina: "And Channel Two News has also learned that the US Department of Justice's Civil Rights Division will open an investigation of the TCPD over the severe beating of our colleague Lester Holder. Our fellow journalist is still in critical condition in the ICU ward of University Hospital, and KXTC asked for the DOJ investigation to determine if this was a racially motivated hate crime as well as a manifestation of increasing violence against the journalists that bring you the news you have a right to know. An FBI unit in Washington has been assigned to conduct the inquiry, and could begin as early as today."
Bettina finished up: "And in State news, BigAgraFoods CEO Edward Blassingame will be the keynote speaker at the big BigAgraFoods employees and stockholders meeting scheduled for this coming weekend! Mr. Blassingame took over the leadership of BigAgraFoods after the late Mitt Willis was perp-walked by Commander Donald Troy into an ambush that claimed Mr. Willis's life. Mr. Blassingame's office says his speech will focus upon employee achievement, as well as charitable achievements in the name of Mitt Willis..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What a refreshing newscast!" said Teresa Croyle as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room. "No Amber!"
"Hear hear." I said. "Though Bettina is doing her level best to make up for Amber's absence."
"At least she's not calling Tasha names." said Cindy.
"What was that 'passed over for promotion' crap?" Tanya Perlman asked.
"Six Detectives, one open Lieutenant slot." I said. "Technically true that the other five were passed over, but Bettina reported it that way to make it sound bad."
Teresa said "She's getting more and more shrill about you refusing to return their calls for comment, Commander."
"That was revenge for that Press Conference that Don gave after the KXTC people were taken out of there." Cindy said. "And Captain Thompson set her off again when he told her that KXTC should send reporters other than her, Amber, and Lester, and maybe we'd give them a comment."
"That's not very professional of Captain Thompson." growled Chief Moynahan, a comment that caused me to whirl my head around and peer at him. He just peered back at me, and since he was the boss, I let him win and turned back to watch the monitor, and the Sports report on the July 4th Triathlon.
"Am I the only one that feels a sense of depression about this year's July 4th events?" asked Cindy.
"I'm glad they're honoring Tom Usagi by calling it the 'Tom Usagi Memorial Run' of the Triathlon this year." said Teresa. "But yes, it's... sad." We all nodded, and the room fell contemplatively silent...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:45am. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange came into Chief Moynahan's office. Cindy and I were already in there.
"The FBI team will be here in fifteen minutes." said Lange. "I expect them to be professional in every way, but if any problems arise, come to me instead of confronting them." For some reason, all eyes were on me.
"As long as they're professional in every way." I said.
"Where do you want them, Chief?" asked Muscone.
"They can use either the Main Conference Roooom, or Classroom 'J'." said the Chief. "By the way, they are forbidden to go downstairs. If they want to talk to Lieutenant Myron Milton, they have to do it up heeeeeeere. He has agreed to cooperate with them, but it would be a good idea if they don't offennnd him." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened, and somewhat to our surprise it was Captain Thompson. "Sorry to interrupt, Chief, Commander... Commanders... but the Press is massing in the Press Room, and they're all demanding Commander Troy come and make a statement."
"Why me?" I asked. "And specifically who is making that demand of me?"
"Sir, it's usually just KXTC," said Captain Thompson, "but today several outlets around the State aligned with KSB are here, and they're all demanding that you speak to them."
I said "Tell them that they are not entitled to make demands of me, and that I'm under no obligation to speak to them."
"Sounds good." said Cindy. Captain Thompson nodded and exited.
"It's gonna be that kind of day." I said, shaking my head. "It's gonna be that kind of dayyyy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And it was.
The FBI team came in. Their Supervisory Agent was a man named Nate Grimes, who was white, fairly tall, lanky, and had frazzled hair that reminded me of Shane O'Brady. His team was shown into the Main Conference Room, and some of the team ended up going to Classroom 'J'. Chief Moynahan went in to talk to Grimes.
"Just a few ground roools." said the Chief. "Every Police Officer is entitled to Union Representation during any and all questioning, very much as if the Rep is their lawyer. Every Officer is entitled to a lawyer at any time they wish. And I will tell you nowwwww... do not ask for cellphones, Police-issue or personal. You can get Police texts from us, and other text through warrants issued by the Courts, but I have already advissssed my Police Force that a warrant is required to peek into their cellphones."
"You have a problem with us asking them to voluntarily allow us to look into their cellphones?" asked a relatively short, slender black man with a bald head, who was introduced as Special Agent Dominic Ellis.
"Yes, I dooooo." said Chief Moynahan. "Sensitive Police information is on those phones, and I'm just not going to fool with it. If you want to see inside a cellphone, get a warrant. Even if an Officer consents, you'd better have a warrant, or I will end our cooperation with this investi-ga-shunnnnn."
"That will be fine." said Grimes, cutting off Ellis, who was clearly unhappy about it. "So, let's get going. Why don't we start with Commander Donald Troy?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They want to start with me?" I asked, shocked, as I sat at my desk.
"Yezzzzz." said the Chief, who had come to fetch me. "Gift horse, Commander." he said, meaning me being called in early. I had thought others would be interviewed first, and me near the last in case someone said something about me that they could investigate further... i.e. build their case against me before talking to me. Call me paranoid, but I had no illusions as to who this investigation was about. After all, it was my daughter that Lester Holder had spewed his racist hatred about.
In my office with me was my attorney, Mike G. Todd, who was enthusiastically ready to do legal battle on my behalf today. We headed to the Main Conference Room. Joining us in the door way was the Police Captain Union's Rep.
"You need a Union Rep and a lawyer?" said Grimes after introductions were made.
"You betcha." I said. As we were about to sit down, Ellis said "Will you volunteer to allow us to view the contents of your personal and Police cellphones?"
"Didn't the Chief talk to you about that?" I asked.
"Yes, he did." said the Union Rep, who'd heard the conversation.
"The answer is 'no', I will not permit that without a warrant." I said sourly. "And the Chief told you not to ask."
"Your Chief is not running this investigation." said Dominic Ellis.
"There's about to not be an investigation." I replied, turning for the door. "I'll go have the Chief shut this charade down right now---"
"All right, all right." said Grimes. "Have a seat." As we sat down, Ellis opened what looked like a metal briefcase and began extracting wires. I knew what that was.
"What is that?" I asked. Ellis said nothing as he continued to hook up the wires.
I stood up. "I SAID 'WHAT IS THAT?'!" I thundered. Everyone looked at me in shock.
"Don't you know?" said Ellis sarcastically. "It's a polygraph. Reach your right hand out and extend your fingers, please."
"Are you trying to connect me to that?" I asked.
"Do you have a problem taking a polygraph?" asked Ellis.
"I sure as hell do!" I said strongly. "They're not admissible in Court, they're unreliable, and they can be manipulated. I don't allow them to be used by the TCPD."
"He's right about that." said the Union Rep.
"Furthermore," I said, my anger growing, "for you to try to connect me to it without my consent like you just did, is a violation of my rights."
"What are you trying to hide, Officer Troy?" said Dominic Ellis.
"That's intimidation and harassment!" shouted Mike G. Todd as he stood up, seeing the flush on my neck and face. "And it definitely flies in the face of the Constitution and my client's rights."
"If he has nothing to hide," snarled Ellis, "then he should have no problem taking a polygraph."
"BULLSHIT, YOU SON OF A BITCH!" I yelled. "IT'S CALLED THE CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES!" I struggled to regain control, and not fly over the table and beat the shit out of the piece-of-crap Agent. "My Constitutional rights apply no matter what!"
"I consider your refusal to take a polygraph to be suspicious." persisted Ellis. "If you continue to refuse, you will be considered a prime suspect in the racially charged attack upon the reporter Holder."
"That's a load of crap!" shouted Mike G. Todd. "Commander..."
"We're done here." I said, pre-empting Mike. I flung open the door and almost ran to the Chief's office. I barged in without knocking, interrupting the Chief, Lange, and Muscone.
"Shut it down, Chief!" I exclaimed. "Kick 'em out! It's a setup! They asked me to give them my cellphone, then tried to connect me to a polygraph without my consent, then threatened me when I refused to take it."
"Commander Troy misunderstood---" tried Special Agent Ellis, who had followed me into the Chief's office, along with Supervisory Agent Grimes. Mike G. Todd grabbed my shoulder to prevent me from saying... or doing... something 'regrettable'.
"No he did not misunderstand, Chief." said Mike. "What Commander Troy said is true. This guy..." he stabbed his finger almost into Ellis's face as he spoke, "... twice showed disregard for the Constitution and Commander Troy's rights. And he did try to get my client to give up his cellphone in spite of your explicitly stated order to the contrary."
"He sure as hell did." said the Union Rep, who could not quite hide that he was really enjoying this.
"Are you guys nuts?" asked EAD Lange to the FBI guys.
"This is our investigation," said Ellis, "and we'll run it as we see fit. You may be an EAD, but you're not the boss of us."
"But I'm the boss of this Police Force." said Chief Moynahan. "And this entrapment scheme is con-cluuuu-ded. Get out."
"Chief," said Grimes, "would you let me talk with you for a minute, and get this ironed out?--- What are you doing, Commander?" He saw me furiously typing on my Police iPhone. A second later the Chief's iPhone chimed.
My email to "Loddy Doddy Everybody", i.e. the entire Force, said "This is a direct order: no Police Officer is to take a polygraph administered by the FBI, either by consent or under orders or duress. Contact your Union Rep if the FBI attempts to intimidate or coerce you in any way to take a polygraph test or to open your cellphones for them. (signed) D. Troy, Cmdr."
"What the hell?" Ellis griped when the Chief read it aloud. "That's obstruction of justice!"
"No it's not." said EAD Lange. "And I'm getting tired of your disregard for these Police Officers's rights. Mr. Grimes, yes, we do need to talk..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in my office with Cindy and Mike Todd, and I was in as dark a mood as I'd been in in a long time. I was gripping the red crowbar and tapping it into my hand. Cindy had her green crowbar with her, mostly to protect the rest of the world; she would later say she couldn't remember seeing me this angry in a long, long time.
Finally, the Chief knocked on the door, followed by Sheriff Griswold. "Hello, Crowbar." Griswold said.
"Sheriff." I said moodily in greeting.
"Well, heeeere's what we've agreed upon." said the Chief. "Special Agent Ellis and his polygraph have been sent home. Union Reps will be sitting in with every Officer whether or not they are asked forrrrrr. And the U.S. Attorney is here to lead the questioning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going into the Main Conference Room, I saw U.S. Attorney John Jones from the City, who I knew and had worked with in the past, and Supervisory Agent Grimes. "Hello, Commander." Jones said cheerfully, getting up and extending his hand, and I shook it. "Sorry about those problems you had earlier. We're hitting the 'reset' button on all of this."
"Okay." I said solemnly as Mike Todd and I sat down. The Police Captain's Union Rep was already seated at the table. Grimes read me my rights, and I said I understood the rights.
"So, Commander," said Jones, "where were you between the hours of 8:00pm to 11:00pm on the night Lester Holder was attacked?"
"I was at the Civic Center." I said. "I was chairing the meeting of the Charter Commission, which started at 7:30pm and went until after two in the morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knocked before going into the Chief's office this time, and was bidden to enter. "I apologize for barging in on you last time, Chief." I said as I came in, seeing the Sheriff, EAD Lange, and SAC Muscone sitting in front of the desk.
"Heh heh heh heh." the Chief chuckled. "Between that and dead FBI Agents all over the place, I'll take the barging innnnn." he said. "Have a seat. How did it goooooo?"
I sat down on one of the chairs, which normally were for the Press Room. "It went fine, once John Jones got here and order was restored to nature. Mike Todd is in there with Cindy now, and will also be in with Teresa. He said it was essentially pro bono today; I think he was almost as pissed off as I was."
"Har." said Sheriff Griswold. "He's protecting them, as he protected you this morning... more from yourself than that idiot with the polygraph."
"Yes sir." I said, knowing I'd just been given my 'asschewing' in a 'kinder, gentler' way.
Jack Muscone said "I looked up Ellis's FBI record. He's been a good Agent and a standup guy to this point. Grimes said that he, Grimes, was shocked at what Ellis tried to do with the polygraph."
"I'll take your word for it, Jack." I said, feeling tired. "But I get the feeling that Ellis has tried those tactics before, possibly with Grimes's consent, and they may have gotten away with doing it because a lot of people are afraid to stand up to an FBI inquisition and assert their legal rights."
"But not you, eh, Commander?" asked Owen Lange, and I couldn't tell if he was needling me in a friendly way or a not-so-friendly way. I let my eyes bore into him, then chose the more conciliatory approach:
"Well, sir," I said, "between my wife and I, we've killed off Jack's FBI team twice, and we've really had to bust some Swamp Frogs from time to time. I think I'm getting where I hit back first, and worry about it later."
"And you're worried about Parker and Geiger." the Sheriff said. "I think that's the real issue here."
"Yes sir, it is." I said, rising to my feet. "And if you gentlemen will excuse me, I need to be getting back to work on that."
"Keep us inforrrrrrmed, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief, then added: "We're all worried about them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It was pretty straightforward." Cindy said as we sat in my office later. "Grimes asked me to open my cellphone, the Union Rep objected, and then John Jones asked me where I was and some follow-up questions, and that was that."
"Yeah, John Jones is handling things very well." I said. "By the way, did Myron give them what he had on all our Officers and patrols that night?"
"Yes." said Cindy. "He gave it to John Jones, and a copy to Jack Muscone." That caused me to glance up at the Green Crowbar, who had just slipped up.
"Yes," she said, "Jack is watching our backs on this. We didn't say anything to you because we figured you'd sniff out any problems. We didn't expect Ellis to be so open about it, though."
"Hmmmm..." I said, going into a reverie. When I came out of it, Cindy was grinning at me.
"I think I know what you were thinking about, this time." she said. "If Ellis was being so obvious, what were they doing behind our backs while you were distracted?"
"That's Green Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "I thought about that, but I'm more inclined to think his normal tactics got called out on him. Alternatively, he went through that to get himself sent home, on purpose... either to give the US DOJ an excuse to verbally hammer us, specifically me, or..."
"Or..." Cindy said as I drifted off again.
"Or he just wanted to extricate himself from this particular investigation, and that's how he did it." I said.
Cindy nodded. "By the way, anything new on Parker and Geiger?"
I shook my head sadly. "No." I said. "Purvis in Vice caught up to 'Merlock', the C.I. Merlock said someone contacted him about McGinty's Materials, and asked him to arrange a contact with Detective Geiger. So he did, and arranged a meeting at Ward Harvester Park. But he didn't go himself, and he never heard anything else until Purvis called him."
"So someone wanted to talk to Geiger... specifically him?" Cindy said, her voice rising with her hopes. "Maybe that's a thread we can pull on."
"Myron is trying to gather video footage." I said. "But the cameras in the park are focused on the playground equipment, not areas where people might meet and walk around. So we'll have to see... and Myron is distracted by this FBI investigation."
Cindy said "I'm glad Myron is cooperating. He really hates the Feds."
I said "He knows he's doing it this time to protect us, the rest of the Police Force. He/s a good Officer: he'll do what it takes, for the good of the Force..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30pm, Monday, July 1st. "Okay, Captain Perlman, you're in charge for the rest of the dayyyyyyy." said Chief Moynahan.
"Ah, the power is mine, MINE!" Tanya cackled with glee, making us all chuckle. "Just kidding. I'll keep the FBI in line. You guys get out of here." The Chief, Cindy, and I got out of there.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a large number of people at the Nextdoor County Police ceremonies. The Chief, myself, Cindy and Teresa were in our formal TCPD uniforms with medals, and Cindy, Teresa, and I were wearing our Medals of Valor around our necks. The NCPD Officers were in their best uniforms as well.
Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis had come up, and with him were Detectives Steve Ruger, Kimberly Wesson, and Nell Bell. We all chatted enthusiastically.
City Police Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters came up to us, and greeted us respectfully but as old friends. He and Chief Moynahan talked together for some time.
Then it was time for the ceremony. Chief Evans and Detective German were both given purple medals, which were called 'Purple Hearts' for being wounded in the school shooting incident. The Mayor of Hillside made those awards.



Then came the big ones: for their actions in stopping the school shooter at the great risk and near-loss of their lives, Chief Evans and Detective German were awarded the NCPD's Medal of Valor. It was a medal on a drape instead of a neck ribbon, and it was that common, almost cheap medal that many local Police Departments use. But it was what it meant that was more important than the physical piece of metal and cloth.
The Mayor awarded the medal to Detective German. We thought Chief Moynahan might pin Molly's medal on; after all, she was the first of his Midtown team to receive an award at this level. But he had said it was a matter of family, and so TCPD Medal of Valor recipient Cindy Ross pinned the NCPD Medal of Valor on her sister's uniform, followed by a tearful hug...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm, Monday, July 1st. We were on the outside deck of the Cop Bar, having beef nachos and various drinks with bubbles in them (beer, sodas).
"Well, it's over." said Cindy Ross. "The FBI investigation team wrapped up in one day. They did all the interviews they needed, apparently."
Jack Muscone said "Once that Ellis guy was sent home, it went fast and efficiently. They'll do their own checks on the ELINT data Myron gave them, but there's no smoking guns anywhere."
I asked "Is the EAD still in Town?"
Muscone said "No, he went back to the City. I'll tell you guys this, he was really pissed off at Ellis over that polygraph stunt. He has good friends in high places, and they'll be looking into that guy's practices... and that team's practices."
I said "Maybe they were getting good results because they were crossing lines and coercing people into polygraph tests. They might be a good team, but that stuff needs to stop."
"Changing the subject ever so slightly," said Tanya Perlman, "anyone think the attack on Holder might've been a black-on-black crime?"
"I thought the black community was loving what Holder was doing." said Teresa Croyle. "That's what KXTC wants us to believe, anyway."
"KXTC wants to pin it on Don," said Cindy, "which is never going to happen, of course. But what's your thesis, Tanya?"
Tanya replied "Everyone is looking so hard at Don, then at the Police, that they haven't even considered that Tasha has two parents. And Tasha's mother's brother is one of the most influential black men in the entire Nation."
"And possibly one of the most criminal." I said.
"Possi-blee, possi-blee." said Tanya. "Anyway, T-Square might not have appreciated the slurs aimed at his sister and his niece."
"I'm sure he didn't." I said. "But until Lester Holder wakes up and remembers something, or someone... nothing's ever going to get proved against anyone."
I got up. "Okay, I'm going to go home and tuck some kids into bed. We'll start up the whole thing again in the morning..."
Part 18 - Freedom Isn't Free
Thursday, July 4th. Independence Day.
It was a Holiday for most Citizens, but not for the TCPD, and certainly not for Your Iron Crowbar. I was growing exhausted by the 20-hour days of this past week as the searches for Geiger and Parker intensified.
Clark Webster of the FBI Missing Persons unit in the City had 'transferred his flag', so to speak, to the FBI office in the Federal Building of the Town & County. We'd offered him space in the Old Mill, as we'd done for the Feds during the nuke crisis (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.), but he'd politely declined.
In many long meetings with Webster's team and our Detectives, we'd concluded that it was most likely that Geiger and Parker were not together, and this increased the possibility that one of them, probably Parker, was dead. However, I'd refused to give up hope, saying that bodies are not that easy to make disappear, and we'd found noting to suggest he was dead.
The News Media, most of it anyway, had been pretty good in their reporting of it, putting up photos of the missing Officers, and passing along any tips called into them. The major exception to that was KXTC. Burt West and Bettina Wurtzburg had coverage, but most of it devolved into 'Commander Troy is obligated, required to give us comment but won't' and other such garbage as they saw fit to attack us with.
APBs had gone out as far east as The City and even to Acropolis City, to Midtown and Southport to our south, and to the States west and north of us, courtesy of the FBI. As July 3d had closed out, I'd told Cindy that I was surprised how few hotline tips we'd had... from anywhere. "Someone usually calls with a sighting, real or imagined." I had said. "Right now... we got 'nuthin'." Cindy had sadly nodded her head in agreement.
There had been no Council meeting Tuesday night nor Charter Commission meeting Wednesday night, due to the upcoming Holiday.
Now in the present day, I was coming up to the starting line of the Triathlon. I had been greeting the contestants, including the Nextdoor County High School JROTC team. Thomas Patton had been Tom Usagi's race partner the year before. His partner today was Brad Nelson. They looked very determined, and said they were racing for Tom. I wished them well.
I hugged Wanda and Ariel, who were racing for Town Fitness Centers, and their charity was University Hospital's Cancer Center, as Teresa and Todd were not racing this year. I knew they'd be a formidable pair, but the NCHS JROTC team had a Spirit running with them, as Teresa had had during her first race with Cindy as her partner. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Summer Race'.)
I was supposed to be the honorary Starter of the race, but I redirected those suppositions after Mrs. Myrtle L. James introduced me: "Ladies and gentlemen," I said, "I would like to delegate this task to the young man who won this race last year. Please welcome Mr. Todd Burke."
There was strong applause for Todd as he came up; it was his first public appearance since his ordeal at the hands of Quint Starr.
"Thank you, Commander Troy." Todd said. He then said more loudly: "I met Tom Usagi last year... when he was chasing me down at the Finish Line. He was a great competitor, and an even better young man. I thought it would be very likely that he'd win the race this year... but as we all know, he's not here with us now. He gave his life so that others would live."
"As our contestants run this race, and as we celebrate Independence Day," Todd continued, "Tom Usagi's sacrifice reminds us that Freedom isn't free, and that we're here and enjoying this day because of the sacrifice of Tom Usagi and others who have paid the price for us. This County's namesake, President Thomas Jefferson, would have been very proud of Tom Usagi, and what this Nation has become because of people like him."
Everyone applauded. The Media had recorded the speech, and I wondered how much of that would make the airwaves. Watchers of Fox Eight News would see it, and some outlets round the State would carry it, and Reed Hudson would play the audio on his popular radio show.
KXTC would not show it at all. Not one second of it. Love of country, and the sacrifices made for it, were not a strong suit of the American Mainstream Media...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I got in my Police SUV and drove back into Town. The Wheelchair Races would be finishing on College Street, near City Hall. We got back to Police Headquarters just before the roads were closed off.
"Wow, 60 contestants in the Wheelchair Races!" Cindy said. "Tanya has done a tremendous job with it."
"Yes. Yes she has." I said. "Is she competing in it?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "But she expects to come in way late in the pack."
There were actually two divisions now in the Wheelchair Races. The 'pros', people who took racing seriously and competed in events like the Special Olympics, were in the first group, and 'everyone else' was in the second group. Old and young, kids and adults, and all having a good time as they were cheered on by the large crowds on the sidewalks.
I heard the radio announcer: "And the Nextdoor County JROTC team is taking the early lead. Patton and Nelson are very determined to win for their friend and colleague Tom Usagi, who as you know died saving other students's lives in that horrible school shooting. In second place is the Town Fitness Centers team, Ariel and Wanda, making their debut in the Independence Day Triathlon..."
"So Ariel and Wanda are competing in the triathlon?" I asked.
"Yes they are." said Cindy. "And like the radio guy just said, they're representing Town Fitness Centers, and their charity is University Hospital Cancer Center."
I nodded. "That's good." I said. "The Cancer Center kids were crushed that Teresa wasn't running this year, but a visit from Bowser made them feel better."
"Bowser is an awesome dog." Cindy said. "Is he, uh... siring any more puppies?"
I laughed. "Yes, he and Dr. Childers's dog Sadie Mae had a date last Sunday, and Bowser got some pussy."
"Oh, you're bad!" Cindy said, though laughing. "Oh... here come the wheelchair racers now."
The racers crossed the finish line over the next few minutes. They were escorted across Riverside Drive to the Fairgrounds, where they were given Powerade and checked over by medics if needed. Tanya came in 52d out of 60.
"Oh wow, I'm getting too old for this." she said as we spoke to her a few minutes later.
"Train harder." I said flatly. She knew I was being facetious.
"Who's got time?" she replied. "I work for this slave-driver with a red crowbar, and there's no time for anything but work." She was grinning as she said it.
"I'll have a word with the slave-driver." I replied. "To make sure you work harder AND train harder..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The University Hospital Cancer Kids, in close cooperation with a certain Iron Wolf, had had a huge banner put up that said "WE (heart) TOM USAGI!". Like the banner for Teresa the year before, the banner was inspirational.
"And we're in the final stages of the race." said the radio announcer. "The Town Fitness Centers team has been battling it out with the Nextdoor County JROTC team the whole way, and you know the ROTC team wants to win for young Tom Usagi... and Patton is making a move! I think he saw the sign at the Hospital the Cancer Kids put up, remembering Tom Usagi, and he has started running harder. And here they come, up University Avenue, past the clock tower, about to turn onto North Street for the final push...
Molly Evans, Todd Burke, and Teresa Croyle had joined Cindy and me, and were standing in front of Police Headquarters. I heard the cheering north of us, then getting louder. They were coming down Riverside Drive.
"And here comes Thomas Patton!" said the radio announcer. "He's opened up a lead on the Town Fitness team! He is running hard, he is determined to win this race! And there he goes, past the Police Station, turning into the Fairgrounds... and he breaks the tape to win! Patton and Nelson of the Nextdoor County JROTC team have won this race! What a moment!"
Patton and Nelson, and were quickly mobbed by a lot of people that had come over from Nextdoor County, including other JROTC cadets, as well as high school students.
"And the Town Fitness Team of Ariel and Wanda, an all-women's team, has done a tremendous job finishing in second place." said the radio announcer. "They're congratulating the winners, showing great sportsmanship." As Ariel and Wanda moved out of the way, Press cameramen almost knocked them down to get in better position to record what was happening.
And then a cheer went up from the group, which parted like the Red Sea to allow Molly Evans to come up to the racers. She hugged Nelson, then her hug with Patton became very emotional, and they hugged and cried together for a long moment."
"And it's a very emotional scene now." said the radio announcer, his own voice choking up. "Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans has come up... she is hugging young Patton, they're both crying. Chief Evans was grievously wounded in the school attack that claimed young Usagi's life, and she is credited with stopping the shooter and preventing him from killing others... And now Teresa Croyle and Todd Burke, last year's champions, have come up and are congratulating the winners. This is Mr. Burke's first public appearance since he was badly injured after being taken hostage..."
And as another cheer went up, the announcer said: "And now Patton is holding up the number badge worn by Tom Usagi in last year's race. He carried it with him the entire race, and he's telling the cameras that they raced for Tom Usagi..." said the announcer.
Cindy and I eventually went into the scrum to congratulate the winners, as well. We attended the awards ceremony, where Tanya awarded the Wheelchair Races winners their medals, and Mayor Daniel Allgood invited Chief Molly Evans to award the Triathlon top finishers their medals. Patton held his up and yelled "This one's... for Tom!", and the crowd roared.
As we went back to Police Headquarters, I felt a sense of melancholy. Maybe it was because we were going back to Headquarters to resume the search for Parker and Geiger. But I knew it was more... today was the birthday of the greatest Nation on earth, the 'last best hope on earth' for Mankind. We normally celebrated with festivals, parties, fireworks, and good times. But today, everything had reminded us of the price that had been paid for what we had, and the need to be ever vigilant against those that wanted, and want, to take it all from us.
As Todd had said earlier that morning, today we were reminded that Freedom is not free...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We watched the fireworks at the Fairgrounds from the perch of the back deck of The Cabin. Tasha and Carole 'oooh'-ed and 'aaah'-ed. Bowser and Buddy were not amused by the loud booms of fireworks being fired from other locations close by, including just over the mountain at McGhillie's Golf Course.
We put the kids to bed, and Molly went to the 2nd bedroom to bed. Teresa and Todd took their boys to their home next door. Paulina, Laura, and I went to sleep in the big bed of the master bedroom.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
I woke up and quickly reached for my Police iPhone before it woke up Bowser and all canine hell broke loose. As I answered, I noticed that it was 4:30am.
"Troy." I said sleepily.
"Don, this is Shane O'Brady." said Shane O'Brady. "I'm in the City. The building where Bundy McGinty had his office is on fire..."
To be continued.
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Part 19 - Riding the Rails
6:00am, Friday, July 5th. I was surveying the pile of smoking rubble that once was the building that housed Bundy McGinty's office. Pottsville PD Detective (and SBI Reservist) Shane O'Brady was standing next to me.
"I got the call right at 4:00am," said O'Brady, "and came up right away. I called you as soon as I got here and saw how bad it was."
It was bad. The building had burned fiercely and completely, and the outer walls had collapsed inwards as the 'innards' were reduced to ashes.
"Commander Troy," said City PD Detective E.J. Jefferson, "this is City Fire Chief Joseph Stanton and City Fire Inspector Nicholas Crusher."
"Good to meet the Iron Crowbar." said Chief Stanton.
"Good to meet you guys, too." I said. I introduced Shane O'Brady to them.
Chief Stanton said "The City PD tells me that there is an interest in this building because someone of interest had an office here. So I brought in Inspector Crusher to make an arson investigation."
"And I think there's plenty of reason to suspect arson." said Crusher. "The building went up way too fast and way too hot to have just started from one source."
"Commander," said EJ Jefferson, "it was fully engulfed before the first fire alarm went up. It was fast."
I nodded. "Any casualties?"
"No one from the Fire Department or Police Department were hurt." said Chief Stanton. "We don't think anyone was inside, but there might have been some homeless people looking for shelter, so we'll do a search."
"Okay." I said. "I would appreciate you letting me know of anything you find." I gave them both my card, and also gave EJ Jefferson one in case he didn't have one.
"What do you think, Commander?" Jefferson said after the CFD guys went back to their business. "This related to McGinty's Materials?"
"How could it not be?" I said. "The one place we're sure of that McGinty lived or worked goes down in flames, literally. And yeah, someone went in there and rigged it to burn fast and burn completely before the Fire Department could even arrive."
"There could be another reason." said a voice behind us. We all whirled to see FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange and Special Agent Julius Jefferson standing behind us.
"Hey, EJ, you and Julius really don't look all that much alike when you're standing next to each other!" I said, teasing the cousins. They both chuckled. Lange looked at both of them in surprise.
"No, you do look alike." Lange said. "You related?" They nodded, then Lange said: "I came here to get you, Commander. Why don't you drive me to the Federal Building and park your SBI SUV there, then you can show me your helicopter flying skills. Muscone's waiting for us in Hammondsville."
"You've got guts, flying in a chopper with this guy." said Shane O'Brady, needling me. I chuckled, then introduced Shane to the EAD and they shook hands.
"Jefferson, wait here for Martin Nash." said the EAD. "He's on his way. Commander, if you'll come with me..." It was not really a request, and I acquiesced and followed him to my vehicle...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You were already on your way here when we got the call." said the EAD as we were driving to the Federal Building in the City. "There's been an incident at the Hammondsville Rail Yards in the State west of us. There were 20 boxcars chock-full of military weapons, mostly small arms like M-4s, but also boxes of pistols, ammunition, SAWs, and Remington 700s, which are used as sniper rifles."
We parked in the Federal Building's garage, then went up to the roof, where an FBI Bell 206 was waiting. Per the EAD's request, I took the controls and contacted City Airport Tower with our flight plan, then took off, enjoying the sight of The City beneath us in the early morning light...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Then when Judas, who had betrayed Him, saw that He had been condemned, he felt remorse and returned the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and elders, saying, "I have sinned by betraying innocent blood." But they said, "What is that to us? See to that yourself!" And he threw the pieces of silver into the temple sanctuary and departed; and he went away and hanged himself.

The chief priests took the pieces of silver and said, "It is not lawful to put them into the temple treasury, since it is the price of blood." And they conferred together and with the money bought the Potter's Field as a burial place for strangers. For this reason that field has been called the Field of Blood to this day."
--- The Gospel According to St. Matthew 27: 6-7.
7:15am. We made record time, and the EAD had been holding on in white-knuckled fear as I flew the helicopter as fast as I could, driving it pretty much to its limits. We landed in a field just west of the Hammondsville Railyards parking lot. An FBI vehicle arrived to transport the EAD to the scene, and I hitched a ride. We went towards the west end of the vast yards.
"Hello, guys." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. "I didn't know you were in the City, Don. Glad you were, though, and could bring the EAD here. Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF, a.k.a. BATFE) is here. Let me introduce you to the top guys."
He led us to a small group of Agents wearing light jackets with 'ATF' on their backs, three men and one woman. "Gentlemen," said Muscone to us, "this is BATFE Special Agent in Charge Jeremy Potter." Muscone then introduced us. SAC Potter introduced the two men... but not the woman.
"So tell us what's going on here." said EAD Lange in his scratchy voice.
"If you look over there at the last track near the fence," said Potter, "there was a line of railcars there yesterday."
"And now they're baretables carrying 'sailboat fuel'." I said, meaning empty air. Muscone chuckled and Lange gave a brief smile at that. Potter looked at me funny, then went on with his narrative.
"Yeah." said Potter. "The railcar boxes were taken off overnight put on truck beds, and driven out of here. The truck drivers had all the correct paperwork, or so it seemed. This morning the railroad people gave orders to hook up the cars to the 4014 engine, and the engineer called in and said he didn't think he was supposed to be hauling empties. That started the investigation. Twenty railcar trailers are missing, all with military weapons from the Redbird Arsenal, meant for Ft. Leonard Wood."
"The cars weren't guarded?" Muscone asked.
"No." said Potter. "Things like this are just shipped, hiding in plain sight. They even ship nuclear warheads like that, though with a bit more security. But it's the same concept, and nobody knows about it."
"Let's go to the operations center." said Lange. He and the others walked towards the large building to the north. I lagged behind, looking around, then noticed the female ATF Agent making some notes as she looked around.
"I'm Don Troy." I said. "And you are?"
"Oh!" the woman said, a bit startled. "I'm Special Agent White. Karina White." She was short, about 5'5", built a little bit like Cindy Ross, and it was clear (to me) that she'd borne children. Her auburn-brown hair was pulled back into a tight bun, framing her not-unattractive but not beautiful face.
"What's your evaluation of this?" I asked.
Karina White sort of shook her head as she said "You want the truth? Or what those guys want to hear?"
I grinned at that. "I want your own unvarnished, unfiltered opinion, based upon what you've seen so far."
"I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much." White replied. I was beginning to like her more and more. She continued: "This shipment never should have stopped here; they should've gone right on through to the City Railyards then onward. But they stopped here for the July 4th Holiday, and this happened."
As we walked along, I asked "How long have you been with the ATF?"
"Twenty-two years." said White. I was mildly surprised at that. "I went to Quantico right out of college... Western State... and after I graduated, the ATF recruited me from the FBI."
I nodded. "Both are good agencies and need good people."
"Yeah." said White. "It didn't work out as well as I'd hoped. But, we're all Feds. None of us get promoted to Commander in less than six years."
"Well," I said, "I don't apologize for that."
Karina stopped and looked up at me. "I'm sorry. I apologize for that. I didn't mean it that way. I know who you are, Mr. Iron Crowbar, and I know you've earned it. I was able to read the unredacted report of the EMPTY QUIVER event earlier this year, and I know your role in it... you basically saved all our asses... literally, as well as our careers."
"And your career has gone more slowly than you'd like." I said. "Especially with guys like SAC Potter over you. Twenty-two years and not much to show for it... except getting Potter all the promotions while you do the grunt work."
"You noticed, huh?" said White. "Yeah. He's a 'career oriented' guy, if you get my drift. Flip side of that coin is that he's going to feel the pressure of this from higher-ups."
"Not sure why that would hurt his career?" I said. "Unless you're hinting to me that he's involved in all this?"
"No." said Karina White. "But I am suggesting that something is going wrong here. This massive theft of arms, stopping here when they didn't need to, and shouldn't have? And just months after the EMPTY QUIVER event? There's got to be a mole here, an insider. Maybe more. It's just... strange."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got to the office building and found the FBI and ATF Agents, EAD Lange spoke first: "It's worse than we thought, Commander." he said. "The railcars were supposed to continue on to Acropolis City. What's more, transferring them to trucks would mean a major change of plans, and that should've been flagged."
"What he's saying," said Jack Muscone, "is that not only was the paperwork in order, but the transfer to trucks was in the system as an expected event. That means involvement of someone at a pretty high level."
"Anyone talking to the Railroad people on duty at the time?" I asked.
"Yes, of course." said ATF SAC Potter. "But every single one of them asked for a Union Rep, and when he came in he had a lawyer with him. And they all clammed up and wouldn't talk to us, then took the Fifth when we pressed."
"I'd like to interview them." I said. "Separately, and so that they have no way to communicate to each other before I've talked to them all."
"What good would it do?" asked ATF Special Agent Karina White. "They've taken the Fifth."
"I think I know how to frame the question I want to ask." I said with an enigmatic smile.
"Sir," said Potter, to Lange, "I don't think that's a good idea. This guy's not in jurisdiction, even if he's an FBI Consultant as SAC Muscone claims. He really shouldn't be here at all. And I definitely don't want him creating legal loopholes by questioning them after they've invoked."
"I think I know what he's up to." said EAD Lange. To me he said "All right, Commander. But it'll be the same Union Rep and lawyer for all of them, and we can't stop that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Uh oh." I said as we came to the door of the breakroom being used for interrogations by the Federal agents. "Look who came to dinner... I mean breakfast."
"Oh no..." groaned Muscone. Looking inside, we saw that the lawyer was the wily Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C.
"Swamp Frog alert." I said. "Okay, who is this guy with the Railroad?"
"Chief Dispatcher for the Yards." said Potter. "He was the head guy on duty last night."
"All right." I said, getting out my Police iPhone and bringing up a photo. "Here goes nothing." I went inside, looking at my phone and whistling the Rolling Stones tune 'You Can't Always Get What You Want' as if I didn't have a care in the world.
"Well, look what the cat drug in." snarled Nathan Masterson upon sight of me. "They've invoked, Troy. All of them."
I continued looking at my iPhone until I got to the edge of the table. Then I swiftly turned it around and put it in front of the Chief Dispatcher's face. "Recognize this guy?" I asked.
"Don't answer that!" shouted Masterson. "He's invoked, Troy!"
"Have a nice day." I said, turning and going back to the door, then out into the hallway, leaving an absolutely stunned and furious Nathan Masterson behind. I showed the picture to Muscone.
"Barsbane?" he gasped.
"Barsbane." I replied, showing the photo to Special Agent Karina White, but not to SAC Potter.
"What's going on?" asked Potter. "The guy didn't say a word."
"And thank God for small favors." I replied. "Since he didn't speak, I didn't violate his right to remain silent. But the eyes, they didn't lie... they didn't lie. He recognized this man." I then showed everyone else the photo of Jerry Barsbane. "Recognize him?"
"He looks familiar." said one of the BAFTE Agents. "But I don't remember where I saw him last."
"He's an expert in transportation of stolen materials." I said. "He was with the Southport Mob, then struck out on his own. And you were right, Assistant Director Lange: it's worse than we thought... far worse than you could've possibly imagined early this morning."
"I dunno, I can imagine a lot of 'worse'." said Lange. "So what's our plan?"
"Can't speak for you Federalés," I said, "but my plan is to go into Hammondsville and visit the McDonalds there for breakfast. Would you like to join me? Bring you something back? And perhaps Special Agent White would be kind enough to drive me there?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Karina White, Jack Muscone, and I sat down at a table in the far corner of the McDonalds, and began eating our Egg McMuffins and drinking our coffee. Either the coffee was good, or I just really needed some, I mused to myself.
I said quietly to Karina "You know who Jerry Barsbane is, n'est pas?"
"He was involved in the EMPTY QUIVER event." said Karina.
"Yes. Big time." I said. "And that dispatcher's eyes just about bugged out when I showed him this pic. And Karina, that lawyer Nathan Masterson... whenever he shows up, I know I'm dealing with what we call the 'Big Boys', or the 'Swamp Frogs'. BigRoadAndRailCorp owns the Hammondsville Rail Yards. If we ever do get to the bottom of this, it's going to be very messy."
"I'll say this." said Muscone. "I doubt we'll ever get to the very bottom of this. The EAD will be happy with getting those weapons back and busting Barsbane's operation, and of course putting Barsbane himself behind bars."
"He's too modest in his ambitions." I said. "By the way, are there any tracking devices on the weapons?"
"Yes," said Karina, "and our people have already started looking for the signatures. So far, nothing at all. The trucks may be shielding them, and if they took everything underground somewhere, it'll be tough getting a signal."
"It's likely that Barsbane would know about the tracking devices, too." said Muscone. "One day you'll get a huge reading, go to the location, and find all the tracking devices sitting there, by themselves, maybe with a note wishing us good luck capturing him."
Just then two men came up to us. They were Hammondsville Police Chief Pascal Floyd and Detective Josh Segers, who we'd worked with before. (Author's note: 'Case of the Lost Drone', Ch. 02.)
"Hi guys." I said, then made introductions all around.
"So, what are the Feds doing at the Railyards?" asked Floyd. "Sheriff Gleason said to stay away from there and leave you to your business, but we are curious."
"Some weapons have disappeared." I said. "Small arms stuff, but we're looking to get them back." Floyd and Segers nodded.
"That's all we need." said Segers. "Drug smuggling is on the rise all over the eastern half of our State. One of our U.S. Senators, Eliza Warner, is one of the more 'progressive' Democrats, and she's railing for drug legalization. She makes it hard on our Police Forces to coordinate and interdict the drug distributors. Our other U.S. Senator, Roy Lester, is an Establishment Republican, and he's beating us over the head about not doing enough to stop the drug trade. And now the perps have more weapons?"
"Why are they concentrating on the eastern half of your State?" I asked instinctively. "Nothing but farms, for the most part. IR signatures abound. Hard to hide."
"And hard to cover." said Chief Floyd. "Senator Warner has been blocking funding for drones, more vehicles, and more people. She claims it's the DEA's job to handle it, then we can't get any DEA help because she's blocking that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at the Hammondsville Railyards, I took the opportunity to read the Fed's literature on the case while they all feasted on the sacks of Egg McMuffins we brought them.
"So nothing on any cams within a 100 mile radius of here?" I asked.
"No sir." said a BAFTE Agent. "We know they didn't go east, into your Town & County, or west towards Redbird Arsenal. We think they went south."
Jack Muscone said "I've contacted my team, and they're going to do a more comprehensive and expanded search."
"If you ask me," said SAC Potter through a mouthful of food, "we ought to arrest the guys that had involvement in letting those trucks take those railcar trailers, go through their finances and their lives with a big rectal probe, then start working them over."
"Their lawyer Masterson will be fighting you every step of the way." I said. "He'll be whining his head off to any judge he can find that's willing to listen, then maybe to US Senator Warner, and she'll come in whining about you abusing the rights of those poor workers."
"So what would the Iron Crowbar do?" asked EAD Lange.
"Oh... I'd arrest them." I said, nodding vigorously. "And then I'd put Masterson in his place by having a conversation with the right people."
"And what people would those be?" Muscone asked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went back into the breakroom, where the Chief Dispatcher had been brought back to. I read him his rights from the card, and he nodded when I asked if he understood them.
"He's invoked, Barcode." Nathan Masterson hissed at me. I turned to the Union Rep.
"Sir," I said, "I know you're just here doing your job, and you're representing your employees. What you don't know, and what I'm not allowed to tell your client here, is that this lawyer is not serving your people's interests, but those of the BigRoadAndRailCorp elites---"
"Stop that!" yelled Masterson. "You're violating my client's rights!"
I went on, talking to the Union Rep: "I can't tell your client that this Jew-hating lawyer answers to Curtis Meigs and Clarence Weatherby, and will throw your men under the bus if it serves the top corporate bigwigs's interests---"
"STOP RIGHT NOW!" yelled Masterson, coming around the table. I rose out of my chair.
"Or what, Jew Hater?" I snarled back. "I'm just telling the Union Rep that you're a dirty dog protecting the corporate interests of the guys in the corner offices in the two-thousand-dollar suits---"
"GET OUT!" yelled Masterson, red faced with fury. "Get out NOW!"



"Make me." I said. "Give it your best shot... Go ahead, try it."
"Special Agent Troy," said the Union Rep, possibly having mistaken me for one of the FBI guys, "I need to talk to my employee... alone."
"As you wish." I said. I turned and left.
When I got outside, almost everyone was either stunned or angry at me. We went into another room, where I addressed everyone. "Guys, that lawyer Masterson is like a lighthouse beacon in the night that corrupt interests are at work here---"
"You may have violated the employees's rights!" gasped Potter. "We may not have a case now!"
"The truth is, SAC Potter," I replied, "you never had a case against them anyway. Do check them out, but you'll find them to be clean; the records will look as pristine and clean as the driven snow. But you now have a chance to get them to talk, if that Union Rep starts realizing that the lawyer Masterson will betray his employees like Iscariot betrayed Jesus... with a kiss."
I continued: "Like I was about to say, the Union Rep might get them new representation, and then you have a chance to work with them to get a lot more information than we have now. And that's our only chance to get a break in the case from this end."
"Well, we certainly didn't need your theatrics with that lawyer!" Potter all but yelled beginning to be angry. I went up to him and fronted him.
"You don't get it, do you, Potter?" I said "You're not up against some motley group of fuck-ups that stumbled onto this. You're up against a group of highly professional criminals backed by extremely powerful interests in the corporate world and the Government. You're out of your league against these guys. They are better than you!"
"All right, Commander." said EAD Lange. "Let's go home. Muscone, take over the lead on this. The Iron Crowbar is right: Potter can't handle it..."
Part 20 - Misfit Toys
I flew the EAD back to the City, then drove in my black SBI SUV to City Police Headquarters. Pottsville Detective Shane O'Brady was there with City Detective E.J. Jefferson. Also there was SBI-OER Lieutenant Norm Chow.
"Definitely arson." said Jefferson as we talked. No bodies have been found, so far. After it cools down, we'll have people go through it to see if any papers survived."
Norm Chow said, using my SBI Reserve title, "Inspector, last week the SBI conducted a raid on that building. The entire building. We got warrants to search every room in that place."
"Wow, you're going to have people screaming about that." I said.
Chow said "We made sure to explain that we were looking for specific things, and that anything else we found would not be admissible as evidence. We could find a nuclear bomb and a murder weapon from another case, but that was be too bad for us. But yes, we got tremendous pushback... and we're ready to fight like hell in Court."
"So what did you find?" I asked, ready to get to the gist of it as opposed to a legal discussion.
"Nothing." said Chow. "No hidden passages or rooms. Nothing in the basement that appeared to be related to McGinty's Materials. We've come to the conclusion that the building was not where McGinty stored his stuff."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said.
"Flip side of it," said Chow, "is that if there was any clue at all in McGinty's office or in that building that would lead us to his Materials... it's gone now."
"Think that's why they set the building on fire?" asked O'Brady. "Out of desperation, hoping to destroy the Materials or any clue to them?"
"Or someone found something," said Chow, "and burned the place down so no one else would find it."
"No, I don't think that's it... not completely." I said. "There's something I know that you guys don't. Something happened in the State west of us, something the Feds are looking into. Shane, who called you?"
"City Police." said O'Brady.
"Who exactly?" I asked. "Did he or she give a name?"
"It was a 'he', and... no, he didn't give a name." said O'Brady. "Said he was the Desk Sergeant."
"It could be legit," I said, "but it might have been the arsonists calling you, knowing you'd eventually call me and get me over here. And as it was, we had to take a chopper all the way back over to my side of the State to investigate that other crime..."
I went into a reverie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Beautiful." said Edward Blassingame as he was shown through the warehouse full of truck trailers full of arms. "Just beautiful. Well done, Jerry. Well done."
"Thank you, sir." said Barsbane.
"What do you think, Mr. Geiger?" asked Blassingame.
"Sir," said Geiger, "this building and the trucks are shielded, but there might be tracking devices on some of these caches. The FBI will have satellite tracking capabilities, so we need to disperse this stuff as soon as we can."
"Practical, ever practical." said Blassingame. "And thinking of the mission first. That's good, I like that. Jerry, teach Mr. Geiger how we deal with issues like that."
"Mr. Big," said Dick Granger, "that may not be a good idea. No offense, but this guy is new. He hasn't proved himself."
"I understand, Mr. Granger." said Blassingame. "Jerry, you know what to tell him and what not to. You guys get to it. Mr. Granger, you're with me."
As they walked away from the others, Blassingame said "You're right to say that, but Mr. Geiger was a trusted associate of Harold Malone when he was in the TCPD. And like many of our Associates now, they may know some things, and have to know some things, but Mr. Geiger will never know the most important aspects of our operations."
"Yes sir." said Granger. "But there's something about that guy... he's like a two-faced Judas."
"Yes, he projects that unlikeability." said Blassingame. "But he's a hell of a lot better than Steven Ikea would be. Geiger has a modicum of competence. Ikea is just a... dingleberry."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don't worry about Granger." said Jerry Barsbane. "He's skeptical of everybody. That's a good thing. What he doesn't seem to remember is that he's just like a lot of us, a small-time criminal that Mr. Big gave a chance."
"I understand." said Geiger. "I've dealt with mistrust, and worse, for a long time. This is nothing compared to the TCPD."
"Okay," said Barsbane, "I probably shouldn't tell you this, but we have friends in high places. The best technological companies, that my friend Shimono was working with until she got busted a few days ago. Top people in the big companies. And top people throughout the Government, in high places. People that will help us get this stuff safely out of here."
"Sounds good." Geiger said, passing the test of not asking who those high level people were.
"So we've got devices that will find their trackers." said Barsbane. "And we're going to load up trucks and send these arms out in every direction at once. The Government will have to be damn good to track all of us... oh, that's right... as I just said, we have friends in that Government ourselves."
"They'll have to be good to beat you." Geiger said.
"And one guy is... the Iron Crowbar." said Barsbane. "Unlike Granger and Mr. Big, I have no illusions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Friday, July 5th. I'd barely gotten back to my office and into my comfortable Command Chair when Helena buzzed me and announced that Jack Muscone was here. I had him come in and sit down.
"Thanks for coming out this morning." said Jack. "Of course, you won friends and influenced people by humiliating SAC Potter in front of all his people, but you were right that he's not up to the job."
"He's a dirtbag." I said. "Oh, you might want to consider Special Agent Karina White as an addition to Team Lazarus. I get the feeling she'd do well with the FBI, and that she needs to get out of where she is to have a chance to show what she can do. We traded cards at McDonalds, if you want to contact her."
"There's a story behind her, too." said Muscone. "But if you're the guy making the recommendation, I'll give her consideration."
"What's her story?" I asked. "I was going to look up her record, but I've been too busy traveling one way and then the other across this freeking State..."
Muscone chuckled, then said "You think setting McGinty's office on fire was a distraction?" I looked up in surprise at Muscone, and he said "Yeah, some of us aren't Agencies of the Weak Minded, either. It was the first thing that crossed my mind when I heard that you were over there while arms were being stolen over here."
I smiled. "I'll order some firewood and a stake." I said. "But no, I agree that the fire and the arms theft happening at the same time is not a coincidence."
Muscone said "Anyway, about Special Agent White. She went to Quantico, and it looked like she'd have a bright career in the FBI. But BATFE went and recruited her away from us. About six years into her career with them, she filed a sexual harassment complaint against a fellow ATF Agent, then complained that her superior covered it up. That superior was Potter."
"And she's still working for him?" I asked.
"Yes, but let me tell the full story." said Muscone "They didn't do anything about her fellow Agent, so she filed a lawsuit against him. She won, too; she had evidence on him no one knew she had. They were forced to fire him. They also reprimanded Potter for not doing more when she came to him with her initial complaints, which was a total CYA move, of course."
Muscone went on: "They were going to transfer her out, but nobody would take her. One guy even stated openly to his boss that if she were put in his unit, he'd frag her, that he'd shoot her in the back and blame the other side, and they could fire him for saying that if they wanted. So they left her where she was, and she's stayed there for sixteen more years, never moving up, never being considered for promotion."
"Hmmmmm," I said, "and working for Potter all that time? Nothing personal to you, Jack, but why does this story not sound right? Oh wait, I bet I could tell you... they've been dumping all their slugs into that unit. Sort of like the Island of Misfit Toys."
"Yes, that's pretty much it." said Muscone. "Every one of the people in that unit have something on their records, often a bad review. Some are whistleblowers, like White is considered to be. It's the black hole no Agents get out of... unless they quit."
I said "And they're the unit sent to investigate this theft. Were they called in for the EMPTY QUIVER event?"
"No, that was the military handling that." Jack said. "So what are you suggesting?"
I said "We know Jerry Barsbane is involved. He's a tool of the Swamp Frogs, and has worked with Shimono, Paco, and Blassingame. And I believe they set McGinty's office on fire in the City to kill two birds with one stone, one of those birds being to drag me to the other side of the State. And then they send the BATFE's 'dog' unit to investigate. I do see Elitists at work, here."
I then said: "I might add that this David Carter and some other people that were in Trent and Quint's unit are still out there. And weapons are what they do, at least while they were in the military."
"You may well be right." Muscone said. "Having said that... I'm not part of the Island of Misfit Toys, and the EAD put me in charge of the investigation, so I'm going to give it my best shot. In the meantime, what's going on with your missing Detectives?"
I shook my head sadly. "No word. Nothing. At all."
"You think they're still alive?" Muscone asked.
"I don't know." I said. "I don't know." Then I said, "By the way, Jack, there's one thing I need to ask you to do. And that BATFE team, sans Potter, might just be perfect for the job...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(Author's note: remember, this is based upon actual events.)
Keith Madden was sitting at his desk at KXTC, putting together notes for a big story he'd been working on. He'd pieced together from various sources that the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division was about to bring the hammer down on Mayor Daniel Allgood, including criminal charges that would all but force the Governor to suspend Allgood as Mayor.
Bettina Wurtzburg came up to his desk. Keith asked "Did you get my email? I'm putting together a huge story---"
"Yes, I got it." said Bettina. After a 'significant' pause, she said "Keith, come with me." He got up and followed her, expecting to go to her office. Instead, to his surprise, she led him into the office of Executive Publisher Burt West. He also noticed Security personnel trying to act a bit too casual as they neared the office.
"Sit down, Keith." Burt West said formally. When Madden sat down, West said "You haven't put out a story in a week and a half."
"Sir, I'm working on a big one, about Mayor Allgood." Madden said.
"What about the homeless people you were assigned to cover?" asked West.
"I turned in stories on them every day I was assigned to cover them." said Madden. "Day after day after day."
"And nothing since." said West. "So you're not contributing here."
"That's not true." Madden said, suddenly realizing what was really going on. "No one has sent me out on any assignments in the last week, and I've been proactively developing this big story---"
"You have not been assigned anything," said Bettina, "because you failed to follow Amber Harris's orders, which I fully expected you to follow as if they'd come from me or Mr. West, here. One day your cameraman had to stage the homeless protesters, which you should have done----"
"Hold on!" said Madden. "It's not our job to stage things like that! That would actually be the 'Fake News' that we're accused of making."
"You are so God-damned naive, it's pathetic." Bettina snarled. "Your job is not to report the news. Your job is to give us the stories we send you out on, so that we can tell our viewers exactly what to think!"
Burt West said "Mr. Madden, you have failed to follow the orders you were given---"
"Amber Harris is not my boss, and never was!" Madden said hotly.
"SHE IS IF I TELL YOU SHE IS, YOU PATHETIC PIECE OF CRAP!" Bettina screamed. "And I told you to follow her orders!"
"No you didn't!" Madden yelled back. "And she's not my boss----"
"That's not what was said when Bettina formally wrote you up." said West. "And that's what we put in your file, that you were told to follow Amber Harris's orders, and you were insubordinate."
"That's not true!" started Madden, but West cut him off.
"Mr. Madden, your services are no longer required here." West said. "You're fired, for multiple instances of insubordination, and a studied failure to do your job properly. The Security Officers will escort you out."
"I'll see you in Court!" Madden said.
"I hope so." said West. "You'll lose. It's your word against several of ours, and we're going to say whatever we want to. Take it to Court, and we will fuck you up."
"Don't forget, Madden," said Bettina. "We're the Press. We can, and do, destroy people's lives without a second thought. Not only will you not be believed, we will crush you like the puny ant you are."
The Security People opened the door and came in. "Come with us." one of them snarled. They made sure to perp-walk Madden right through everyone on the way out the door, ensuring maximum humiliation of the now-former reporter...
Part 21 - Storm Clouds Gathering
10:00am, Saturday, July 6th. Brunch was being served at The Cabin. Present to eat it were Your Iron Crowbar (me), Paulina Patterson, Edward Steele, John Colby, and Mayor Daniel Allgood.
"So what Melina has been able to gather," said Daniel, "Jocelyn Moran of the Civil Rights Division of the US DOJ is intending to bring in lawyers to, quote 'observe' unquote, the Council meetings, including the Executive Sessions."
Paulina said "She got a Federal warrant to force her way into the Executive Sessions, citing the lawsuits filed by the Democrat Council Members. Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney was eager to issue that warrant. We've appealed it, but the Federal Appeals Court declined to issue a stay of the warrant, so it's valid for now."
"What I need to know," said Allgood, "is what to do at the Council meetings. If those protesters show up and start making trouble, then no matter what the Police do, Moran is moronic enough to say that I'm suppressing their rights because they're black... and she just might try to charge the TCPD with a racially motivated hate crime, as well."
"But worse," said Edward Steele, "is what might happen in the Executive Session. If Reginald B.F. Lewis gets up and starts accusing you of stealing the election, and you do the right thing and have him arrested, they fully intend to have the DOJ criminally charge you with a hate crime, Mr. Mayor. And then they'll demand your suspension while you're criminally charged."
"I can tell you this." growled Griswold. "Governor Jared is not going to fool with that crap. He's not going to suspend you over false charges like that."
"And then the Democrats in the State House will demand the Governor's impeachment." I said.
"Fer cryin' out loud." John Colby muttered in his baritone voice.
"Val is not obligated to suspend anyone if he doesn't think they're fairly or correctly charged." said Griswold. "They can't impeach him for that."
"Sure they can, Sheriff." I replied. "You're right, he's not legally obligated to, but the Democrats in the State House will say he's 'morally' obligated to, or they'll say he's practicing cronyism, or whatever they need to say. I assure you, sir, they will consider it a crime by the Governor if he doesn't suspend the Mayor, and they will publicly accuse him of a crime, and then act upon their own accusation."
"We're getting ahead of ourselves, here." said Edward Steele. "The DOJ hasn't charged the Mayor with anything yet."
"No, but they will if they can." said Allgood. "They're gunning to do it. They way they're going about it, they consider me guilty until proved innocent... no, guilty until proved guilty."
"Yes, they do.." I said, then mused to myself: "Personally, I don't think they're that smart. But maybe they are..."
"What do you mean, Crowbar?" growled the Sheriff.
"That this is all a coordinated plan to get both the Mayor and the Governor out of office." I said. "Undoing the Votes of the People by dishonest charges of racism against Daniel, and cronyism against the Governor. I was wondering to myself if they really are good enough to plan to take out the Governor by first going after the Mayor, and I don't think they are. But somebody is..." I was nodding my head absentmindedly as I repeated: "Somebody is..."
"So what do we do?" Daniel asked.
"We need to get you a lawyer, and a source of funds to pay that lawyer." I said. "And Daniel, you need to be prepared. I think you're right, and the DOJ is going to come after you no matter what you do."
"What happens then?" asked Paulina. "And just for the sake of argument, suppose Daniel is forced to temporarily step aside, and be unable to perform his duties as Mayor?"
"Then the Council is deadlocked." said John Colby. "We won't have the tiebreaker vote the Mayor normally would cast. And the Board of Commissioners would be rudderless, as well. Worst of all, though, may be Boards of Inquiry. Silas could try to force just three people on it, so that he and Finneran could dominate those Boards and, excuse my language, fuck over the Police with every bit of hatred in their beings."
"I don't know about that." said Edward Steele. "Those are uncharted waters. But you're right that the Council will be hamstrung."
"Who will act as Mayor if Daniel is suspended?" asked Paulina.
"J.P. Goldman." said Sheriff Griswold. "Longest serving Council Member."



"Sheriff, you've forgotten more than the rest of us know about our Town & County." I said. "Why aren't you chairing the Charter Commission?"
"Because I tricked you into doing it." Our Sheriff replied cooly. The laughter did not stop for several long moments...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Special Agent In Charge Ashton Cardigan came into Martin Nash's office and said "Eureka!"
"You found something, sir?" Nash asked.
"I think we have." Cardigan said. "We narrowed the mail address search to mailbox rental centers and public storage facilities. There are three facilities in the City that do both. Over the past several years, packages from the Post Offices nearest McGinty's office and two of the safehouse he was known to rent went to one of them: Ajax Mail & Storage."
"Ajax... a name from the Trojan War, which the Consultant of Crime studied." said Nash.
Cardigan said: "When you suggested we look into packages coming from the Town & County Post Office, we cross-referenced with Ajax Mail & Storage. Nothing recent, but packages from between ten years ago and four years ago were sent to that address."
"Specific mailbox?" asked Nash.
Cardigan gave an address, then said "Suite 102. This place is tricky; they list the mailboxes as 'Apartment', such as 'Apt. 10' to mean mailbox 10; and public storage spaces as 'suites'."
"Definitely meant to deceive." said Nash. "I appreciate this, sir. Can you send something to me so we can go get a warrant?"
"It may already be in your inbox now." said Cardigan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00am, Sunday, July 7th. As they parked next to the warehouse, Geiger said "Pop the trunk."
"Why?" said Barsbane, who was driving.
"There's something in the back I need to give you." said Geiger. Barsbane popped the trunk and they went back to it.
"Here, put this on under your shirt." said Geiger, handing Barsbane a vest of light armor. He got out another vest for himself.
"What the heck?" asked Barsbane skeptically.
"One thing Captain Malone taught me, that's always stuck with me." said Geiger. "Expect the unexpected. I don't know if you noticed, but Granger disappeared on us, like he's expecting something to happen."
"Yeah, I was wondering where he went." said Barsbane. "I figured Mr. Big called him in for something... but yeah, you may be right." They both took off their suit jackets and shirts, and put on the armor before getting dressed again.
"So what's the plan?" asked Geiger as they went towards the door.
"We're going to start divvying up the caches." said Barsbane. "Mr. Big is going to send some shielded SPS trucks to take the orders to the buyers in various parts of the City. A couple of those trucks will go to City Airport, where a plane will fly the load to some little backwater town out west. But that's not really my concern. Once the stuff is out the door, my job is done."
They went inside. Over the next half hour, twelve men began trickling in. One of them started up a forklift and began unloading one of the trailers, moving boxes to various points. The other workers began distributing smaller boxes into the groupings, supervised by Barsbane.
"Very efficient." said Geiger. "I get the idea you've done this before."
"Yeah, it's pretty straightforward." said Barsbane. "These guys are Mr. Big's hires from his SPS convict 'second chance' program. Great idea that was... gives us a nice pool of savvy people----"
"FEDERAL AGENTS!" shouted a voice. "DROP YOUR WEAPONS! HANDS IN THE AIR!"
Armed and armored Federal Agents of the Law began pouring into the building. Some had "FBI" on their backs, and some had "ATF" Barsbane's men were surrounded, and they were giving up. Barsbane and Geiger also raised their hands.
"Oh, shit." whispered Geiger. Barsbane looked to see what he was talking about, and he saw it too... one man coming in, wearing a trenchcoat, obviously wearing heavy armor underneath it, and wearing a Tilley Hat. He was not carrying an M-4 like most of the Federal Agents... he was carrying a red crowbar.
Walking up with him was a female BATFE agent, also in heavy armor, and carrying her service weapon, a powerful semi-automatic handgun. To their left was BATFE Special Agent In Charge Potter. And behind them was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and another man who was very used to operations like this; he had earned his way into the Executive Assistant Director slot.
"Mister Geigerrrrrr." I said. "Mis-terrrrr Geiger. Did you really expect to be able to betray me and the Town & County Police Force and get away with it?"
"Guess not." said Geiger weakly.
"All right." I said. "Take these guys into custody. These two..." I pointed my crowbar at Geiger and Barsbane, "will come with me---"
Time slowed down.
I saw the movement to my left, but there was nothing I could do in time as the rifle swung up.
"Look out!" I heard Geiger cry out. He grabbed Barsbane to tackle him as the M-4 was pointed at them and the Federal Agent began firing at them at a distance of just 18 feet away...
*RATTA-TATTA-TATTA!*
To be continued.
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Part 22 - Damned For All Time
As Geiger and Barsbane fell to the ground, I spun to my left to see that it was BAFTE Special Agent In Charge Potter that was firing at them!
"Die, you bastard!" he yelled.
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
Special Agent Karina White was firing her weapon at Potter. Her bullets found their marks, hitting him in the shoulder, ribs, neck and jaw. Potter went down like a stone.
In the next few seconds, time sped back up to normal, and that eerie silence that had enveloped me was extinguished by a seeming explosion of noise.
"MEDIC!" yelled Jerry Barsbane. Timothy Geiger was holding his right bicep, and the crimson of blood was staining his shirt underneath his fingers. I also noted bullet holes in the back of his shirt. I ran over.
"I'm all right." said Geiger. "It's nothing."
"Somebody get him a doctor!" said Barsbane, trying to help Geiger stanch the flow of blood coming from his arm.
"We have an excellent doctor, if I do say so myself." I said as my favorite doctor, Laura Fredricson, arrived on the scene. She was wearing armor, too, and my wife was making armor look pretty damn sexy.
I pulled Barsbane back as Laura came up to tend to Geiger. "He'll be fine, Mr. Barsbane." I said. "In the meantime... the last time I saw you, you were handcuffing me to a powerful weapon..."
"No hard feelings, huh?" said Barsbane. "I was kind of hoping you'd forgotten about that."
"I'm happy to return the favor." I said as I handcuffed Barsbane's wrists behind him. "Jerry Barsbane, you are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent..." I recited Barsbane's considerable legal rights to him."
"He'll be all right." said Laura as LEOs helped Geiger to his feet.
"Now I know how your back feels, Commander." said Geiger. "Damn, those bullets hurt!"
"I know." I said. "Oh... here you go." I extended my arm and handed Detective Geiger his TCPD badge!
"Whaa?" gasped Barsbane. "You were..."
"Yeah." said Geiger. "I was undercover, all along."
"You betrayed us all." said Barsbane, "But why did you have me put on this armor?"
"To keep you alive." said Geiger. "I had a bad feeling that was coming."
"Yeah, something real bad came your way." asked EAD Owen Lange as he came up to us. "Potter could've killed you, both of you. Glad you had that armor on."
"Yeah, thanks for that." said Barsbane. "And you sure had me fooled. You... you put that gun to Parker's head and pulled the trigger..."
"I did what I had to do." said Geiger. "To survive."
"And Potter?" asked Jack Muscone.
"As the television show says: Potter is the mole." I said. "It was his job to make sure the investigation went as poorly as possible. And then he was told to kill Jerry Barsbane here. You were to be eliminated, Mr. Barsbane. Like the old Black Badge gang we busted years ago, when your usefulness is ended there is only one method of terminating your employment. But Geiger here thinks a lot more highly of you than Mr. Blassingame ever did, and so he had you put on some armor. It's Blassingame that has truly betrayed you."
"Yeah, I can see that now." said Barsbane. "And really, Commander, no hard feelings for that other time? Just business, ya know."
"Good thing it didn't go off." I sad, lightly tapping Barsbane on the shoulder with my crowbar. "If it had, I'd be giving you a real beatdown right now. Mr. Geiger, escort this suspect to Agent Muscone's vehicle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You did well." I said to Special Agent Karina White as Potter's shrouded body was removed from the warehouse.
"Twenty two years." said Karina, seemingly in shock. "This is the first time I've shot someone in 22 years on the job."
"And good timing." I said. "You saved my Officer's life, as well as a very important criminal who, if I don't miss my guess, is going to give us a lot of information about a lot of worse criminals."
"I agree." said EAD Lange as he came up to us. "You did an outstanding job, Agent White. There will be opportunities for you, somewhere, I can promise you."
"Everyone!" I called out. "All you BATFE Agents, come over here, please!" The Agents came running, probably thinking the EAD wanted to say something to them.
"While I have the EAD here," I said, "I want to tell you that all of you did an outstanding job tonight. I also want to tell you that I've looked at the records of every one of you here. You've been sent to this unit because someone thought you messed up, or weren't trustworthy in their eyes. But I've observed and deduced that you guys have the opportunity here to be a truly great unit, and a great credit to the BATFE and our Nation. All you need... is the right leadership."
I looked right at Karina White as I said "And I believe you have found that leadership tonight. Mr. EAD, I can hardly think of anyone better to lead this team as a Special Agent In Charge than Ms. White, here."
"Not much gets past you, Iron Crowbar." said EAD Lange. "After we get this scene settled down and the weapons secured, Agent White, you and I will sit down and have a little chat."
"All right, then." I said. "Let's get this done so we can get out of here." Everyone dispersed back to their duties... with the first real hope for their careers that they'd had in a long, long time.
"Don, Team Lazarus is debriefing Geiger." said Jack Muscone. "You really pulled off a big one this time. So what's next?" I gave him one of 'those' grins, which usually did not bode well for someone.
Part 23 - Music Box Dancer
10:00am, Sunday, July 7th. The most satisfying moment of my Police career, to this point, anyway, had been reinstating Tanya Perlman into the TCPD and swearing her in as my Captain of Detectives. The second most satisfying moment, until the last few seconds of it, had been remembering Larry Wheeler's computer, then arresting and perp-walking Mitt Willis. (Author's note: 'Swamp Frogs', Ch. 02.) The Bronze Medal moment was about to happen.
Edward Blassingame was behind the curtain at the Palladium Hotel in the City, the same stage upon which Mitt Willis had been arrested. Blassingame had the curtains pulled to give him a close-behind backdrop. Security was tight, and guards were at either end of the stage.
The auditorium filled with BigAgraFoods employees, eager to hear their CEO's message. The saw the portrait of Mitt Willis on an easel to the right side of the podium, their left as they looked upon it.
"Have you seen Granger?" asked Blassingame to his security man. "I haven't heard from him in over 24 hours."
"No sir, not a word." said the security man. "He may be helping Barsbane move that merchandise for us."
"He still should've called in by now." said Blassingame, feeling nervous. But there was no time to contemplate it or to take action: a moment later he was being introduced by a fawning staffer, and the standing ovation was tremendous as he took to the stage and walked up to the podium.
"Thank you." said Blassingame. "Thanks to you, it's been another great year for BigAgraFoods. Through the hard work of our employees, and the support of our stockholders, BigAgraFoods continues to feed the world and achieve the goals set forth by our late great leader, Mitt Willis!" The audience thundered its applause.
"This has been a great year for the company." said Blassingame. "And our hardworking employees will have even better opportunities to achieve and excel in the coming year. Mitt Willis's vision for our company, which he called 'The Way Forward', is on track to reach our goals to bring food to everyone not just in this nation but on this earth!" Thunderous applause.
"As you know, Mitt Willis's dream was to----" He was interrupted by the speakers being taken over, and the piano notes of 'Music Box Dancer' blasting through the auditorium.
"What the..." Blassingame said. He looked to his right, and saw Geiger standing at the end of the stage. He looked left, and saw FBI Agents. So where was...
"Whaa!" he gasped as he realized that someone was right behind him. And that someone was Your Iron Crowbar.
I took the microphone on the podium and said "Edward Blassingame, I have here a warrant for your arrest, on charges of arms theft and illegal distribution, drug distribution, and racketeering violations of the RICO Act."
I recited Blassingame his rights as I cuffed his hands behind him. Blassingame was at first too stunned to move or say anything, but as I began leading him to the steps, he regained control of himself.
"You will pay for this, Troy." he snarled. "You will pay."
"Yeah, that's what your boy Mitt Willis said, too." I said as I marched him right up the aisle, through the rows of totally shocked employees, many of whom were seeing this for the second time. I said "Willis played this music for me, taunting me, and I played it when I perp-walked him out of here. You worship him, so you're getting the same perp walk he did."
"You let that great man be shot dead, too!" Blassingame said angrily. "May you be damned for all time for that."
"Just don't say I'm... damned for all time." I sang, remembering the line in 'Jesus Christ Superstar', which was as much about Iscariot as it was Jesus.
We went outside, where I demonstrated that I had learned. The bulletproof Escalades were right at the door, and Edward Blassingame was safely secured in the backseat of one with SAC Jack Muscone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
At SBI Headquarters in Westphalia, Lt. Norm Chow and several Westphalia Police Officers came into the room of SBI Public Relations Officer Michael Horner.
"Hi Norm." said Horner. "What can I do for you today?"
"You can stand up." said Chow. "This is a warrant for your arrest."
Chow handcuffed Horner as he recited the Miranda rights to him. Horner was led outside and put into a WPD vehicle.
As the vehicle drove away, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell came up. "Good job, Norm." she said. "We finally got that bastard."
"Thanks to the Iron Crowbar and the TCPD." said Norm, giving credit where due...
Part 24 - Operation ISCARIOT (The Solution)
7:00am, Monday, July 8th. The MCD Detectives and Lt. Jerome Davis got coffee and prepared for the Bettina broadcast. Since the disappearances of Parker and Geiger, the mood had grown increasingly somber, and gone were the days of banter as they listened to, and mocked, Bettina's broadcasts.
And then they looked up to see the Police Commander come into the room, my face somber, followed by the Sheriff, Chief, Deputy Chief, and the Captain of Detectives, who looked like she wanted to burst out crying.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said sadly as I stopped by Parker's desk, "there's no putting it off any longer. We have to clean out Mr. Parker's desk." There were audible groans as everyone realized what that meant.
"Uh, Commander," said a voice from the side hall door, "shouldn't you ask me first?"
Everyone looked up... to see Detective Teddy Parker standing in the doorway. The room exploded as he came on in, followed by Janice Holloway.
"Oh my God!" Julia Rodriguez shouted as she got up and rushed to hug Parker. She was followed by hugs from Joanne Warner, and genuine hugs from Theo Washington and Roy McGhillie. As Vice Detectives poured into the room to see what was going on, someone said "But what's going on? What happened?"
And then all eyes went over to Your Iron Crowbar, still standing by Parker's desk... and grinning like the Cheshire Cat.
"This was all your doing, Commander!" said Julia Rodriguez.
"Excellent deduction, Detective." I said, still grinning.
"What is all this noise?" said Captain Teresa Croyle as she bounded in. "Teddy!" she exclaimed. She hugged Parker warmly, then said "What the hell is going on?" Then she saw me. "Oh, never mind. The Iron Crowbar is what's going on."
"What about Geiger?" asked someone. It was then they noticed that someone had slipped in the door to the back hallway, and was getting coffee. They noticed his arm was bandaged. And they noticed that he was Timothy Geiger.
"Never thought I'd hear myself say this," said Teresa Croyle, "but I'm glad to see you again, Geiger." That started some cheering and banter as Teresa went up and hugged Geiger, followed by Julia doing the same, and Theo and Roy and Christopher Purvis shaking his hand.
After the banter died down, everyone wanted to know what was going on. I said "Chief, with your permission, we'll all meet in Classroom 'J' at 7:30 for the explanation. I need to put out an email. And Captain Croyle is buying you guys the doughnuts. Get crackin', Captain."
"With pleasure, Commander." Teresa replied, not batting an eyelash. She'd already bought the doughnuts.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My email said: "It is with great pleasure that I announce that Detectives Teddy Parker and Timothy Geiger have returned to duty after executing an undercover mission on behalf of the TCPD and the FBI. Detective Geiger's role was especially important, and he executed his mission with great professionalism and distinction. This mission led to the recovery of stolen arms as well as the arrests of high-profile, wanted criminals and the destruction of a major smuggling operation. Detective Geiger's mission was exceptionally dangerous, and he endured both mental and physical hardships, including being wounded in the line of duty. Please join me in congratulating Detective Geiger, and also Detective Parker in the successful conclusion of their mission. (signed) D. Troy, Police Commander."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a full Classroom 'J' that listened to my story as I sat on the slightly raised floor at the far end of the room. Geiger and Parker were also sitting up front, to my right side. Everyone else sat in chairs facing me. Jack Muscone had joined us, as had Lt. Rudistan (you know he wasn't going to miss this). And Janice Holloway was sitting in, as well.
I began: "This operation, which I named 'Operation ISCARIOT', began months ago. The goal was to infiltrate the smuggling operations of Edward Blassingame. I first got wind of the extent of his operation in the Marcie Harper drug bust; it was Blassingame that had financed her desperate last operation that netted us the four hundred million dollar bust. I also had other glimpses into his operations from the time of the super-drone we found." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', 'Delivery In The Rear'.)
I continued: "Edward Blassingame had a program where he hired ex-cons into State Parcel Service. That in itself was a good program, but it had a double purpose. The Consultant of Crime had used armies of ex-soldiers and convicts, and Blassingame had a more modest but very effective program." (Author's note: 'Case of the Fake Badges', 'Eyes Only', etc.) "Blassingame used some of the ex-cons to run a smuggling operation, using SPS, and later State Moving Services, SMS." (Author's note: 'Shipping And Handling'.)
"Blassingame also recruited ex-military and ex-Police, including Bundy McGinty and Jeff Farley." I said. "I thought that with the right planning and preparation, we could possibly get Blassingame to recruit Geiger or Parker. So I talked to them, and they agreed to do it."
I said: "Some of you may remember that my thesis has always been that Jesus asked Iscariot to betray him, that it was a ruse so that Jesus could endure His crucifixion and be raised from the dead." (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 04 for the full thesis.) "I am in no may making any comparisons of myself with Jesus Christ, but the concept of asking Geiger to 'betray' us was similar." Everyone nodded, including Joanne Warner, with whom I'd discussed the Jesus-Iscariot story.
I continued: "The only people that knew at first were me, Geiger and Parker, of course, and Captain Perlman and FBI Agent Jack Muscone. We told Jerome Davis when he was promoted to MCD Lieutenant, and I told the Chief and Sheriff after Blassingame's man Jerry Barsbane made first contact with Geiger."
"Wow, you waited that long?" Cindy said incredulously. "And you didn't kill him, Chief?"
"Oh, I wanted tooooo." muttered the Chief.
"Yes, I learned a few new Airborne Cavalry words, for sure." I said, generating some laughter.
"Yezzzz." said the Chief. "But I understood, once it was eks-plainnnnned to me. And it was a brilliant concept."
"So what we did," I said, "was put Geiger in MCD, and as Parker's partner. And Parker complained bitterly about it, even put out résumés, which was the biggest danger to this operation if someone hired him away from us..." There was more laughter, then I went on: "There were arguments in the hallways, and with Captain Perlman, and done in such a way that a lot of the Police Force heard them... and invariably, it got back to Blassingame that there was a problem here."
"So that was all acting?" asked Joanne Warner.
"Not on some of your parts." I said. "It served me well that you Detectives talked about the situation at the Cop Bar, and did not hold back some of your feelings on it. We'll talk about that later." I could feel some tension in the room; some Detectives knew that they were not on the Police Commander's 'nice' list; my ruse had had the side effect of causing them to show some less than desirable character traits.
"Anyhoo," I said, "it worked. Jerry Barsbane, who was a former Mob smuggler, and who then worked with Blassingame's operations, made contact with Geiger to recruit him. Geiger pretended to be persuaded. And to our surprise, Blassingame himself showed up. Then they had Geiger bring Parker, with the story of meeting a C.I., but it was really a meeting to test Geiger, and get information out of Parker, through torture. Blassingame had Geiger put a gun to Parker's head and pull the trigger, which I'm sure was tough for both of them."
"You have no idea, sir." said Parker, to some murmurs.
"Well, I did train Geiger as well as I could on feeling if a gun was loaded or not. Loaded guns balance differently and weigh more than unloaded ones, and there's usually an indictor that shows if a round is in the chamber, but that's not infallible."
"It was still good training, sir." said Geiger. "The gun felt light, and there was no red indictor on the pin. Still, that was the... toughest... thing I ever had to do..." There were nods of sympathy, and Parker clapped Geiger on the shoulder in support.
"So after passing the test," I said, "the two security men took Parker to the back areas... and that's when we came out of the basement passage there and took the two men down. The sounds Blassingame heard were us taking down his men, not them beating Parker."
"And that was a very tough problem for us." I said. "Geiger was in, but Blassingame would get very suspicious if his men did not return. And so I turned to the Consultant of Crime for the solution."
I continued: "Some of you will remember the first time FBI Team Lazarus 'died', when they were in an airplane crash at County Airport." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 03-04.) "The ruse was to put already-dead bodies on the plane that crashed. So we took cheek swabs and some blood from the two security guys we nabbed, then put a couple of already-dead bodies into the limo. You may remember that the tanker truck driver woke up in a ditch, not remembering anything. He'd been pulled over by a TCPD vehicle, then drugged. The crash was easy enough to stage, and voila!... Detectives are visiting Blassingame and telling him how sorry they were that his men died in that unfortunate crash."



"Oh, that is so awesome!" Julia Rodriguez said. Then she caught herself and said "Well, it's terrible for those poor people that died." Cindy patted Julia on the shoulder.
"What happened to those two security guys, sir?" asked Parker.
"They're in Federal custody." Muscone said. "I turned them over to the FBI, who took them out of our State for... 'safekeeping'. A Federal Judge went to the jail to conduct their hearing and deny them bail."
"Anyhoo," I went on, "once that was resolved, we went through the motions of investigating. Parker was at The Cabin, and we later took Janice up there, allegedly for her safety. Jerome and I then smuggled them out of the State... they were in the backseat of the Black Beauty while we were evading people tailing us... and they went on vacation while we did our thing."
I said "Once we were past the obstacle of the missing security men, Geiger was pretty free and clear, and he played his part very well. He had a device in the heel of his shoe that sent out texts as compressed 'blurps'; if they'd been monitoring him for radio transmissions, those would've been harder to catch. He let us know where he was, so we had some eyes on him most of the time, including that very nice dinner at The 57th Fighter Group Restaurant. We got unbelievable audio intel out of that."
"Then came the arms theft from the Hammondsville Railyards." I said. "I had an inkling of who was behind it, namely Barsbane, since Geiger had passed along some information about an imminent operation. We used it as an opportunity to see if we could catch any moles in the Government agencies. And we did... though not in a way I would recommend to anyone. Geiger will be getting a Purple Order out of that one."
"Did you get Granger?" asked Geiger.
"No." said Muscone. "He's in the wind."
"He must've realized something was up." Geiger said. "Though I'm not sure how."
"Why didn't he tip off Blassingame, then?" asked Chief Moynahan. "The Iron Crowbar walked right up onto that stage and plucked him off, just like he did Mitt Willis."
"You just love perp-walking those Power Elites, dontcha Don?" Cindy asked me. I smiled as I nodded. I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Our Sheriff was not nearly as amused. Concerned for my safety, he was. And rightly so...
"So where were you hiding, Teddy?" asked Joanne Warner.
Parker said "After the Commander and Lt. Davis got us to a car, we drove to La Plata, Missouri. There's a historic railroad station there with a 'Virtual Railfan' camera on it; you can watch the live feed of it on YouTube. We took the Amtrak Southwest Chief west to Flagstaff, Arizona, which also has a Virtual Railfan camera on it."
"We rented a car and went to the Grand Canyon and hiked around," said Janice Holloway, "then we drove to see the Hoover Dam and ended up in Las Vegas. And what happened in Vegas will stay in Vegas." She said 'meaningfully'. Laughter erupted at that.
"We drove up to Salt Lake City," said Parker, "toured the sights there, then took the Amtrak California Zephyr back east. We made our way back to Commander Troy's lakehouse, and stayed there until he called for us to come back."
"And Commander," said Janice, "that water in the pool under the waterfall is cold!"
"Yeah it is." I said agreeably.
"Commander!" said Joanne Warner loudly, "I want an undercover mission like that! Free vacation!"
"Don't you alllllll." drawled the Chief. "I'll be discussing that with Mr. Parker, but he did his duty very well, and helped get Mr. Geiger into Blassingame's criminal organi-zay-shunnnnn."
"Commander? You okay?" asked Teresa, seeing me in a reverie.
"Yeah... yeah." I said. "I just realized... I think I know why Granger disappeared, but didn't tell Blassingame...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Geiger and I went to the Federal Building, where Geiger would be spending some time being extensively deposed on his undercover mission. Though Blassingame and his minions would spend money like water on their legal defenses, it would come to naught, as Detective Geiger's testimony on the stand would be devastating to any hopes they had of avoiding conviction.
I was interviewed as part of the FBI/ATF OPR on the shooting of Potter by Karina White. I gave my truthful testimony that she had to shoot Potter as he was trying to kill my Police Officer and a high-value criminal. Special Agent White would be exonerated by the OPR; it was a 'good shoot'.
"EAD Lange has been talking to various people in Washington." Jack Muscone told me at lunch at the Cop Bar. "Based partially on your recommendation, they're going to give some of those BATFE Agents second chances, and a lot of the best ones will stay in that unit. And Karina White will be their Supervisory Agent. If all goes well, she could be a Special Agent In Charge before too long."
I nodded. "Good. She's pretty sharp-eyed. She was seeing things at the Railyards. And she had a bead on Potter before any of the rest of us knew what was going on when he began shooting."
"That's because the EAD told her that her mission was to watch Potter." said Muscone. "I don't know what Lange knew, but I think he had huge suspicions that Potter was a Swamp Frog. I guess that's why he tried to kill Geiger."
"It was Barsbane that Potter was trying to kill." I said. Trademark of the Black Badge: his usefulness was ended, so he was to be eliminated. Potter's usefulness was ended, so he was eliminated; 'homicide-by-ATF'. And killing the traitor in their eyes, Geiger, would've been a bonus."
I continued: "Anyhoo, I agree that Lange knew a lot more than he was letting on. And Karina White was a lot more than she was letting on, too. She slipped up and told me that she read the unredacted EMPTY QUIVER report. None of the other ATF Agents, including Potter, had a clue about all that, as far as I can tell. And that report, even before the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs had it redacted, was only available to a few people."
"So what do you make of that?" asked Muscone, with the merest hint of a twinkle in his beady black eyes.
"It means..." I said with a grin, "that Guardians of Justice are everywhere, and that I have Angels watching over me."
"Not much gets by you." said Muscone. "But now you know how we feel when you don't tell us everything. EAD Lange appears to be more than he's letting on, as well." I nodded in agreement, then Muscone said "So what about this Black Badge business? Is it something Blassingame revived? Inherited? Or is it bigger than him?"
"I don't know." I said. "The original Black Badge was for the guys on the lower end of the totem pole, to give them esprit de corps and make them feel like they were part of something bigger. The top guys, the Swamp Frogs, don't need those kind of things."
"I dunno." said Muscone. "I've seen a few Flag Officers in the military that are completely into the stars on their shoulders. And don't retire to the USAA village in San Antonio; it's like being in the military again."
"So I've heard." I said. "Valley Villages has a little bit of that, but for the most part the retirees say to leave the ranks at the door. Anyhoo, now that we know the Black Badge gang is still around, it's something we can look for, at least among the foot soldiers..."
Part 25 - Like Mighty Waters
City Hall, 7:00pm, Tuesday, July 9th. I was wearing a dark gray suit and red tie, with my TCPD badge on my belt and my gun holstered under my left armpit. I had light armor on under my shirt, and the 'girdle' around my waist, of course. And a white Tilley Hat, as opposed to the normal khaki one. And, of course, the red crowbar was in my left hand.
I was in the hallway that led to the Public's access doors to the Council Chamber. Teresa Croyle came up, wearing her Police Uniform with armor over it, looking every bit as formidable as someone nicknamed 'the Iron Wolf' should look. "Sir, she said, "Jocelyn Moran and two men in suits and ties are inside. I think they are DOJ attorneys. They've been watching you since they got here."
"Good!" I said with Rudistan-'ish' joviality. "They need to see what I'm going to do next."
And what I did next shocked the world. As the mostly black young people in red shirts began coming in, I would say "Hey, you spoke at the Charter meeting last week. Thanks for coming to that." and I'd offer to shake hands. Most did shake my hand, many were surprised I remembered them, and some asked if we'd have three precincts (I'd say I didn't know yet.). I could see Jocelyn Moran's face, and it was a mask of shock mixed with utter hatred at the civility of the discourse going on... which was being videoed by Cindy Ross's iPhone.
The scruffy-looking people in green PCGW shirts were all white. I did not offer to shake hands with them, and they studiously ignored me. As we were about to go in for the start of the meeting, Teresa said "It's funny... I never see any black people in green shirts, nor at 'Climate Change' rallies."
"Well," I said, "if they're not getting paid to wear green shirts, like they're being paid to wear red shirts, they're not going to wear the green shirts. But you're right: they're interested in their own issues and agendas, and the fraud that is 'Climate Change' is tool of professional politicians to impose redistribution of wealth."
We went inside and the doors closed as the Council Members came in and took their seats. Mayor Daniel Allgood, the People's Choice, sat down in the middle seat and banged his gavel to start the meeting.
All was quiet as the basic business was settled. Then the semi-annual budget and expenditure report was brought up, and entered into the record. Then the other semi-annual reports were entered into the record. We didn't need Jocelyn Moran here, we needed Smokey the Bear to stop forest fires; that stuff was dry as tinder.
After all that was concluded, the Mayor opened the meeting for Citizens to address the Council, admonishing everyone that there was a one-minute limit per person to speak verbally, and anything more would have to be submitted in writing.
To all our surprises, not one person in the red shirts got up to speak. No one spoke about three precincts. The first person to speak was a thin young man in a green shirt, with greasy curly hair, a thin beard and goatee, and a nasally voice that reminded me of the punk Gor-don or the punk reporter Tim Dawdle. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow'.)
He spoke: "Climate Change is the most important and dangerous threat to our lives in human history. We are consuming the world's resources in far larger proportion than our percentage population in the world. Corporate business are polluting the earth and wiping out thousands of species of plants and animals in their unquenchable greed for money---"
It went on, and after exactly one minute, Daniel Allgood said "Time." The punk kept on talking. Allgood tapped his gavel and said " Your time is up. Yield the microphone, please." The guy kept on going, so Deputies went down to escort him out.
"I have the right to speak!" the Punk said as the Deputies got to him. "I demand to speak on behalf of the threat Climate Change brings to our children!---- awk! Get away from me!" He pushed a Deputy off. Oops.
I didn't move; I didn't need to. That streak of fire you saw was Teresa Croyle flying down the steps to the front. When she came up, the Punk said "I demand my right to speak on the dangers of Climate Change!" As other green-shirted thugs stood up and began yelling and screaming, the guy tried to push Teresa back. Oops.
*WHAM!*
With lightning speed, Teresa had grabbed his arm and twisted it behind his back as she planted his face into the carpet of the floor. A Deputy was right there to help her handcuff the thug, who was screaming about his shoulder being broken (it wasn't) and Police brutality (it wasn't). He was physically manhandled and half-dragged, half-carried out of the Chamber.
"Well," I said into the microphone at the podium, having come up as the arrest was made, "that's a ten year prison sentence for several felonies. I'd hate to see anyone else destroy their lives with a felony record, but I have plenty of room in my jails for anyone being stupid like he was." I was looking right at the small group of green-shirted nutjobs. None of them moved. The red-shirted people in the area looked like they didn't want to be anywhere near the bad-smelling green-shirted thugs. Order was restored.
"Mr. Mayor," said Reginald B.F. Lewis, "I move to go into Executive Session, to discuss the medal requests made by the Police Department."
"I second." said Malinda Adams.
"Discussion?" said the Mayor.
John Colby said "I oppose the motion, on the grounds that we have appealed a warrant issued by a Federal Court to allow outsiders to be at the private Executive Session meeting. I believe this is an encroachment upon our rights, and the intent of those wanting to force their way into our meeting is to falsely accuse our Mayor of racist actions when he's just doing his job, as he always has been doing. We should not go into Executive Session until our appeal of that warrant has been heard by the Federal Appeals Court."
"That is absolutely bogus!" exclaimed Reginald B.F. Lewis. "We believe that we need the DOJ monitoring the racist actions of this Mayor in suppressing our voices----"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap* went the Mayor's gavel. "Watch your language, Mr. Lewis, or I will have you removed from this Council meeting for cause. If there is no further debate, let's vote."
"WHAT ARE YOU AFRAID OF?" shouted a green-shirted young man, who seemed to resemble the first guy we'd arrested. They seemed to just blend in together and looked like each other after a while. Deputies moved swiftly to arrest him. He did not try to fight them, but was screaming at the Mayor the whole way out the door.
There was no further debate, and the vote was 5-5. "The Council being equally divided on this measure," said Daniel, "the Mayor votes 'nay', and the motion fails."
"Mr. Mayor," said Susan Weston, "I move that the Medal of Valor nomination by the Police Department be referred to a Board of Inquiry for examination."
"I second that motion." said Malinda Adams.
"Without objection?" asked the Mayor. There were immediately four objections.
"The incident has been sent to a Board of Inquiry already." said Edward R. Steele. "They've already made their findings, and it's just a waste of time. We're going to make our own decision regardless of what the Board does, so there's no reason to do this and drag out the process."
"Mr. Mayor," said John Colby, "I request a recorded vote."
"And you shall have one." said the Mayor.
"Mr. Mayor, point of order." said Kelly Carnes. "I demand Councilman McGhillie recuse himself from this vote, as his son is a TCPD Detective."
"Not gonna happen." said McGhillie dismissively.
"Mr. Mayor---" said Carnes, but Daniel cut her off.
"The Point of Order is not recognized." said Mayor Allgood. "This inquiry is not specifically about his son, and even if it was, it's a motion to send it to a Board of Inquiry, not a vote on the awarding of the Medal. Is there further debate?"
The votes were cast, and the result was 6-4 to refer the MOV request to the Board of Inquiry. J.P. Goldman had voted with the Democrats.
"I believe this is the only way to truly exonerate Commander Troy and Captain Croyle." said Goldman as his fellow Republicans looked 'strangely' at him. "And we have to give the TCPD and their Union every chance we can to fight Finneran's hate-based bias against the Police..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Council Members and the audience filed out, I was on the floor in front of the podium with Teresa. I heard Jocelyn Moran saying to her two 'henchmen': "We didn't get him this time, but there's always next week." As I turned to front her, she saw me and said "We're going to get him, Commander Cracker, and there's nothing you can do about it." She was clearly trying to goad me.
"Oh really?" I said. "Better be sure. As Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said, quoting The Book of Amos 5:24... "But let Justice roll down like waters, And Righteousness like an ever-flowing stream."
"Do you really think you can take on the Federal Government?" Moran hissed. "We're going to obliterate Daniel Allgood, just to show you that we can."
"One man can make a difference." said Teresa Croyle. "Dr. Martin Luther King... Ronald Reagan... and now the Iron Crowbar. He's taking your corrupt Swamp apart, bitch."
"God damn you, Crackers." uttered Jocelyn Moran. "Both of you can go to Hell." She turned away, and led her mini-'Regiment' out with her.
"Such a sweet, loving individual." Teresa said sneeringly.
"I get the feeling she doesn't love dogs, either." I said. "By the way, good job taking down that Climate Change nutjob."
"Just handling the lightwork for you." Teresa said.
As we were walking up the steps to leave the Chamber, Teresa said "I understand why they delayed the Executive Session. "But August 1st is going to be here pretty quick."
"If we have to wait until November 1st," I said, "so be it. And we have plenty of other awards to give out on August 1st."
Part 26 - Legal Beagles
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 10th, from on top of the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Town & County Council Republicans are dodging their responsibilities as they run like cowards from the US DOJ!"
Bettina began: "Last night the Council voted against going into Executive Session in order to avoid a warrant that would force them to allow DOJ Civil Rights Division Observers into the room with them. The Observers want to know if Mayor Daniel Allgood is suppressing the voices of minority Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis and other Council Members that represent minority interests! But the Council's Republicans voted down the motion to go into Executive Session, shirking their duty to get important work done!"
Bettina: "In State news, the shocking arrest of Edward Blassingame has stunned the State and the Nation! Mr. Blassingame, who became BigAgraFoods CEO after Mitt Willis was arrested and perp-walked by Commander Donald Troy to his death, denies the charges of racketeering and smuggling, but the FBI issued a statement saying that the evidence accumulated after an undercover operation is overwhelming."
Bettina: "And the Town & County Examiner has been sold! The venerable newspaper was sold to a consortium that promises to revive the paper with online access and feature articles..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwww..." said Tanya Perlman at the morning coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room. "They didn't give Geiger one bit of credit for the undercover operation?"
"And thank goodness for small favors." I replied. "We would just as soon as Geiger's name not get out to the world. He still has to testify, and his life will be in danger until he does."
"That's a point." Tanya said agreeably.
"Poor Bettina's lost a lot of her fire, what with Amber under house arrest and Lester Holder still in the hospital." Teresa said.
"How's he doing?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"He's recovered consciousness." said Teresa. "But he doesn't remember a thing from the time he was TASERed until he woke up in the hospital. At least he says he doesn't..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
Just as we were about to start the Angels Meeting, the knock on my door was followed by Detective Theo Washington poking his head in the door.
"Sir," he said, "I just got a heads-up from my brother Franklin. That bozo you arrested at the Council meeting last night? Solicitor Ted Mason is handling it."



"He handles misdemeanors." I said. "We charged the bozo with felonies."
"Exactly, sir." said Theo.
I grabbed my phone and called D.A. Miriam Walters. I identified myself when the assistant answered, and she said: "Ms. Walters is in conference, sir." said the assistant. "Can I---"
"Get her out of the conference!" I ordered. "This is urgent!"
"Please hold, sir." the receptionist said. Two minutes turned to three, then to five. "What the hell?" I said, then hung up and dialed the number again. The same person answered. I hit the button to record the phone call.
"This is Police Commander Troy." I said. "This is official Police business, and if you put me on hold again, I will come over there and begin making arrests. Now put D.A. Walters on the phone NOW!"
"She's gone to the Courthouse, sir----" the woman said. I hung up.
"I'm going over there." I said. "Who wants to go with me?"
"I will, sir." said Teresa.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We came into D.A.'s office. The woman at the anteroom desk, who looked to be in her upper 30s, said "Can I help you?"
"You're the woman I just talked to on the phone?" I asked. "Who put me on hold indefinitely, then told me the D.A. was at the Courthouse?" When she didn't answer, I said "I just asked you a question. Now you are about to be under arrest. I recognize your voice, so you might as well answer. Was that you?"
"I refuse to answer your question." the woman said, looking hatefully at me.
"If the D.A. is in there," I said, "I'm going to arrest you for lying to Police."
"I just obeyed orders." said the woman. But I was not listening. I was already trying the door, and it was locked.
"Harumph." I said. "And people wonder why I carry a crowbar." I began using my red crowbar on the doors. They yielded with a loud *SNAP!*
"What the hell?" gasped Miriam Walters as I barged into her office. Savannah Fineman was with her.
"Captain, arrest the D.A.'s assistant. Lying to Police." I said. Teresa stalked out of the room.
"What the hell is this?" yelled Walters.
"Your assistant put me on indefinite hold, then lied to me when I called back." I thundered. "And I want to know why Ted Mason is handling the felony charges against that punk we arrested at the Council Meeting last night!"
"Felonies? Are you kidding?" said Walters.
"No, I'm not kidding." I growled. "That perp assaulted Police Officers and resisted arrest! We filed felony charges against him!" Then I realized something: Walters did not know what was going on. So I asked: "Who the hell told you they were misdemeanors?"
"Savannah, is that true?" Walters asked.
"I have no idea." said Savannah, shrugging her shoulders.
Walters called out to her assistant, who came to the door... in handcuffs behind her back, with one very angry Police Captain holding her arm.
"What's going on?" Walters asked harshly. "You told me those were misdemeanor charges!"
"You better speak up, and tell the truth." said Teresa into the woman's ear.
The woman said "Ted told me to tell you they were misdemeanors, and he was going to downgrade the charges and let the guy go."
"Savannah! Get to the Courthouse, pronto!" Miriam Walters ordered. "Go!" she all but yelled when Savannah didn't move. Finally, the blonde ADA got her ass in gear. Walters picked up the phone and dialed a number.
"Mason's not answering." she said. "I'll call the Court Bailiffs, and have them pull it until we can straighten this out."
I turned to the woman Teresa was holding. "Take her to Headquarters. Interrogation-A, if it's not being used." Teresa nodded, then grabbed the woman's arm and led her away.
"How long has she been your assistant?" I asked.
"Since I became D.A." said Walters. "Beginning of the year."
"Something's going on here." I muttered. "And I'm going to find out what."
"Is this how you get your results?" Miriam said, maybe meaning to be humorous. "Break down doors like that?"
I turned to her. "I was about to bust your head open over this." I said.
"Out of curiosity," Miriam said, "why are you so on fire about this? Is it really that important that it's felonies, and not misdemeanors?"
"Yes." I said. "I want to make a huge example of him. We need to start teaching these punks that there will be consequences for their actions." I decided not to mention that I really wanted to fuck that punk up because he was PCGW, and because I consider 'Climate Change' to be a fraud. Let's see if these punks are willing to go to prison for that fraudulent 'cause', I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Wednesday, July 10th. I strode into Interrogation-A from the anteroom side, with a file folder in my hands. Technically, as Captain of Operations, Teresa could be the Uniformed Presence, and so she was.
"Like the Christina Aguilera song says: 'And it keeps getting better.'..." I said as I sat down opposite the woman. "Allow me to read you your rights." I did so from the card.
"I want a lawyer." the girl said.
"I'm sure you do." I said. "I'd want one, too, if I were in your position right now. And we can play this one of two ways... I haven't asked you a question yet, so you can call that lawyer, and when he gets here I'll open this file folder, and nothing on this earth can save you from a long, long prison term..."
"... or..." I said as my eyes bore in on hers, "you can cooperate with me, and you might even walk out of here without charges."
"I want a lawyer." the woman said. "You're denying me my right to a lawyer."
"Suit yourself." I said. "There's the phone on the wall..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, Jenna Stiles came through the door. "I'm here to represent Brenda Lynn Allen." she said. She was shown into Interrogation-A. After ten minutes, she called us in.
"Hello, Jenna." I said affably as I sat down.
"My client says you repeatedly questioned her after she asked for a lawyer." said Jenna.
"That's not true." Teresa said immediately.
"All right, what are you charging my client with?" asked Jenna. "Even if you recorded the phone call, it's going to be hard proving it was her."
"Oh, we're way past that." I said. I opened the file folder. "Your client's real name is Rose Martel. That alias she's using, Brenda Lynn Allen, it was a pretty strong backstop. It would have to be, to survive the scrutiny of working in the District Attorney's Office."
I saw Teresa's eyes widen in shock as I went on: "That's not just a good backstop, Rose... it's professional grade. And you needed it; you have a criminal record as Rose Martel. You were young, but you were involved in the PCGW's attack on Crown Chemicals all those years ago." (Author's note: 'The Phyllis Files', Ch. 01.) "You were arrested and charged with a number of felonies."
"I would imagine," I said, "that a further investigation will find some connection between you and that PCGW punk we arrested last night. He's in a world of sh---- stuff, right now. And you've probably made it worse for him with your little stunt today."
I continued: "And we also have you lying on applications to get your job in the D.A.'s office, and to get a clearance. And I'm going to call in the FBI, and they're going investigate how you got this new identity. It's over, Rose."
"I need to talk to my client." said Jenna Stiles.
"No doubt." I said. "But I'm not going to waste much more time on this." I walked out with Teresa, and we watched through the one-way glass.
"She has a connection to the PCGW thug?" Teresa asked. "She looks a bit older than him... not that it matters: I'm that much older than Todd, and Laura's that much older than you."
I smiled, then said "No, I think she's just helping a fellow PCGW bozo out. Her love interest is either Ted Mason... or Gil Krasney. They're the only ones that could've gotten her a job in the D.A.s Office, and since she's Walters's assistant now, I'd guess that Rose's connection is with Krasney. Hmmph... I didn't think Krasney had it in him. I didn't think he was that much of a man..." Teresa laughed out loud at that, a rare sound seldom heard.
A moment later we were called back in. "What will you offer us in exchange for her truthful testimony?" said Jenna.
"She walks." I said. "She leaves my County, she doesn't come back for any reason. I see her here... and if she comes back I will see her... I'll arrest her. Rose, go back to Gil Krasney, and tell him he was beaten by a better man once again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So she was having an affair with Gil Krasney?" asked the Chief as he, D.A. Walters, Teresa, and I were sitting in his office.
"And Ted Mason, too." I said. "She was passing along everything the D.A. was doing over to Krasney. She's been with the PCGW for years, and as Rose Martel was one of their heroes of the Crown Chemicals disaster. So when we busted that guy last night, she got Mason to help get him out of the felony counts we were bringing."
"What can we dooooo to Mason?" the Chief asked.
"Nothing." said Miriam Walters. "Now that he's an elected official, instead of an employee of the D.A. like Solicitors used to be, I really can't do anything to him. The Council can censure him, but there's really nothing they can do, either. I would suggest, Commander, that your Charter Commission consider that in its rewrite."
I nodded. "We're already doing that. In the meantime, what's going on with the Peter Blassingame case? Trial upcoming?"
"With his father arrested," said Miriam, "the dynamic might change. His lawyers have been working like dogs on his defense. But they may taper off in order to help his father's case."
"No, they won't." I said. "Edward Blassingame is more interested in saving his son than saving himself. He even has a 'Messiah' complex about it... he will offer the Feds everything he has and knows, in exchange for full immunity... for his son. There's no way in hell we're accepting that, of course. So... who's on the case for you?"
"I..." started Miriam, then she stopped. I bore in.
"Ms. Walters," I said severely, "it's your D.A.'s office to run as you see fit. But I'm aware that you are diminishing Paulina Patterson's role to boost Savannah Fineman, possibly so Savannah can run for Solicitor and win next time. You're going to lose Paulina, but as I said, that's your business."
"But I will tell you this." I continued. "I want Peter Blassingame convicted for rape and murder, and I really would like to see him executed by the State for his crimes. And if you fuck that up by playing favorites and helping your cronies out at the expense of a good prosecution... I will be very upset. Upset enough to very publicly condemn you for it. In order to get the conviction of Peter Blassingame, I need your very best ADA working on it... and we all know who that is. But it's your D.A. shop, and your decision."
With that, I got up and, nodding to the Chief and getting his nod back, I left the office. Teresa followed me out.
"I hope you weren't too subtle in there. That might've gone over her head." Teresa said, needling me.
I just gave her a 'look', then said "This morning has flown by. Let's go get lunch, shall we? My treat."
Part 27 - Charting The Course
7:30pm, Wednesday, July 10th. The Charter Commission was in the regular Board of Commissioners room, as was Sheriff Griswold, the Fire Chief, the Public Health Officer, and the Police Chief. We, at least I, did not expect a huge crowd like we'd had for the Police hearings. But I was wrong. A huge, overflow crowd was in the room for this, the Public Safety ex-Police hearing.
"Just who are all these people?" Edward Steele whispered to me as people came in.
"I recognize a lot of them." I said. "They're with the Fire Department, and they're the ones most active with the Union. So I'd guess the Union asked them to pack the meeting."
I gaveled the meeting into order. "Thank you for coming." I said. "Our last meeting covered the Police Department, so I'm going to ask that if you're here to discuss primarily Police issues that you submit your issue in writing on the cards we'll provide you. This meeting is about the Public Safety Department overall, as well as the Fire Department, Public Health Department, and the possibility of a new department, a revived EMS service."
I began going through what the Commission had worked on to this point. When I got to the part about re-doing the Fire Department ranks, specifically 'demoting' the Battalion Commander position to equality with Superintendents, and ranked below the Assistant Chief and Fire Marshal, I heard some murmurings in the crowd. Ah, so that's why they're here, I thought to myself.
I expected rumblings as I presented the part instituting a new EMS service, but didn't hear much of anything. After I finished, I asked the other Commission Members if they wanted to comment (none did), then I opened it up for questions and comments.
The first man to arrive at the podium was wearing an expensively-tailored suit that I estimated to cost at least $2000. I knew who he was; he was the president of the national Union for Fire Department Captains (and above).
"I have come to express the Union's disapproval of the plan to demote the Battalion Chiefs to the Superintendent level----"
"Allow me to interrupt for just one second." I said. "Just to be clear, no person is being demoted as a result of these changes. The current Battalion Chiefs, Tucker and Carlson, will remain at their current levels and pay grades for as long as they occupy those positions. These changes will only affect people being promoted to Battalion Chief in the future."
"Semantics aside," said the Union President, irritating me, "we are opposed to this change." He stopped speaking.
We waited for a moment, then the Rev. Joseph E. Williams said "Well? Is there more?"
"It should be enough that the Fire Department Captain's Union opposes the change." said the Union President.
"I think what Dr. Williams is asking," said Edward R. Steele, "is for your reasons for your opposition to the change."
"We believe it adversely affects the structure of the TCFD." said the Union Rep. "It also removes that position from being covered by the Fire Captain's Union."
"They'll still have Union representation." said Savannah Fineman. "They'll be covered by the Fire Department's Union."
The Union Rep persisted: "We believe this is a move to take the Battalion Chiefs out of the top leadership structure of the Fire Department, reducing their important voices in Fire Department decisions and activities."
"We're not proposing this to reduce their voices." I said. "We are reducing it to resolve an issue that negatively impacts the Fire Department and our Firefighters. This is a change necessitated by changing conditions within the Fire Department since the Merger and the writing of the original Charter."
"It still has the effect of reducing their voices." said the Union Rep. "If this is enacted, we will take steps to oppose it."
"If it's enacted," said Edward Steele, a bit strongly, "it will be because the People of the Town & County voted for it. You can make threats, you can sue, but history shows that voted-upon changes like these are rarely if ever overturned." In other words, don't threaten us, I thought to myself.
Next up was Loran T. Michaels, former Public Health Officer (PHO) and former Town & County Council Member. He had this little perma-smile on his face, which connoted that he was barely indulging anyone that spoke to him that he considered of lesser intelligence. This was the wrong Commission to give that attitude, but I digress.
To my surprise, current PHO Beth Paige got up and went and stood beside Michaels. as he began to speak:
"I have come to address a very important issue." said Michaels. "I believe the Charter needs specific language prohibiting a Public Safety person from one department to be forced into another one, especially in the upper management levels. As you know, Commander Troy, you and I were on opposite sides of that with regard to Police Commander Robert Brownlee, and it created an unnecessarily tense situation, costing time and money." By that, he meant the lawsuit he'd filed to oppose Brownlee's forced transfer into the Public Health Service. (Author's note: 'End of the Line', Ch. 01.)
Michaels continued: "I believe this needs to be recognized and rectified by strong language prohibiting such transfers against the will of the incoming Department's leadership."
Beth Paige spoke up: "I agree with Mr. Michaels's statement. I believe this needs to be addressed, and in a way protecting our various departments from the unwanted encroachment of having unwanted persons forced upon us."
I asked the other Commissioners for input; they had none. I said "This is certainly a topic for the Charter Commission to look into and discuss, and we will do so."
Michaels and Paige looked a little nonplussed at my comment, which was correctly interpreted to be a dismissal. Next up was Town & County Council Member Sheila Sorrells.
"I rise in opposition to the plan to reconstitute the EMS." said Sorrells. "The old EMS was rightfully disbanded, as the actions of the EMS personnel in going on strike was both unlawful and showed clear disregard for the Citizens of our Town & County."
Next up was TCFD Battalion Chief Tucker. "I am not opposed to the reinstatement of the EMS." he said. "But I am opposed to it being separated from the Fire Department. The EMS should be under the Fire Department, so that the Fire Department can control them at fire scenes, and can control them in the Fire Department facilities."
"To that end," continued Tucker, "I believe it's a waste of resources for the EMS to have separate facilities from the Fire Department. It seems wasteful. I don't understand how you can be so strongly against a third Police Precinct, claiming a waste of money for the extra facilities, but for the wasteful spending of new EMS facilities. Again, the EMS should be in existing facilities, controlled by the Fire Department."
I did not like the comment about the third Police Precinct, so it is possible that my reply was more than a little acidic when I said "The EMS under the control of the Fire Department was a disaster. And do I need to remind you that Fire Department personnel raped a female EMT and nearly murdered a male EMT that tried to help her? Whether or not the EMS is reconstituted is one thing, but I do know this: it is extremely important that the EMS not be a part of the Town & County Fire Department."
I made no friends in the TCFD with that remark. But after the dog kennel incident (Author's note: 'Fire In The Hole', Ch. 01.), I had my detractors in the TCFD as it was.
I was 'rescued' by the next speaker: Fire Marshal Zoe Singer came up. "I'm in full, strong support of a new EMS, and I very strongly recommend that it be separate from the Fire Department, both in the leadership structure as well as the physical facilities. It's not equivalent to the issue of the Police precincts; I strongly disagree with the last speaker about that. And a separate, independent EMS not under the thumb of the Fire Department would be a unit that paramedics would be proud to be part of in service to the Citizens of this County."
I did not need to be Carole or Cindy to feel the vibe amongst the ranks of the Fire Department, including their Chief, about Zoe's words. There was still hostility there, and that was an understatement...
And finally, a national official of the Police Union spoke. "I was unable to be here at your last meeting, and this really covers all the Public Safety Department." he said. "I believe there should be a new Police Department rank, the equivalent of your Fire Department's Superintendent rank, with the similar responsibilities over installations."



I didn't rise to the bait of discussing it. "We thank you for coming all this way to discuss this issue." I said. "We will be having good discussions about that, as part of the Public Safety structure as well as the Police Department's own structure."
The meeting concluded about 10:30pm. Edna Carter said "There's a lot of tension over the EMS. Wounds of the past have not healed."
"I didn't help by ripping the bandage off that old scab about the attacks on those EMS people." I said. "But... that's what these meetings are for, to get all that out in the open ahead of time, not after the fact..."
Part 28 - Epilogue
FBI Supervisory Agent Martin Nash and Special Agent Julius Jefferson went into the front door of Ajax Mail & Storage in the City. "Hello, Frank." Nash said to the tall, broad-shouldered black-haired man, whose shirt had a patch with 'Frank' on it. "I'm Martin Nash and this is Julius Jefferson of the FBI. We have a warrant to search Suite 102." Nash produced the warrant. "We also need to know who is renting it, name and address."
"Yeah, that one." said Frank. He opened his book, which showed Suite 102 to be in the name of 'Jeff Bundy', and an address in the western suburbs of the City. Nash took note of that address as Fran said "Funny thing you guys showing up. This guy's been paying regular for years, every six months. Then nothing at the end of June for the rest of this year. We're going to open it up and auction off the contents if we don't get paid by August 1st."
"Let's go look." said Nash. They went down the long row of the metal building with the orange loading dock doors spaced evenly apart. Near the far end, they came to 102.
"Those locks are ours." said Frank. "I'll take 'em off. The other two are the renters's locks."
"We're going to cut them off." said Nash. Julius had brought powerful metalcutters, and he went to work on the locks as Frank took his locks off. Then Nash pulled the door up and went to the side and flicked on the light. The space was totally empty, except for one small slip of what looked like paper on the floor... in the exact middle of the room.
Nash went to it, and used tweezers to pick it up. It was a playing card, with the face of a clown on it... the sign of the Joker.
"Well," said Nash, showing Julius the card. "Someone either has a sense of humor, or they're mocking us."
"Think Commander Troy got here before us?" asked Jefferson as Nash bagged the card.
"Yeah." said Nash, his eyes introspective. "Yeah, I do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, July 12th. Detective Timothy Geiger was sitting in a hot chair in my office. Captain Tanya Perlman was sitting next to him in her wheelchair.
Our Police Psychologist, Dr. Laura Fredricson, had been evaluating Geiger as well as working with him professionally... her profession as a psychiatrist. Geiger had not gotten over having to put a gun to Parker's head and pull the trigger. "What if it had gone off?" he'd told his fellow Detectives in MCD. "I never would've forgiven myself."
"He may be unsuitable for field work." I'd told the Command Group and Tanya as we'd discussed it. "He could freeze up at a bad moment, not meaning to, but getting someone hurt."
"Where can we put himmmm?" asked the Chief.
"I hate to say this," said Cindy, "but I still don't trust him with our computers or data."
Tanya said "The Detectives are trying hard to accept him... but there's still that barrier there... a barrier of not quite trusting him that will probably never go away."
"As they say in the Airborne Cavalry, Chief," I said, "it takes a whole lot of 'attaboys' to equal one 'ah, shit'." The Chief chuckled.
"Heh heh heh heh. They say that in a whole lot of places." the Chief said. Then his humor left him as he said: "But I get your point. So, what do you want to doooo?"
"Here's an idea..." I'd said...
Now, in my office, I said "Any idea what you want to do, Geiger?"
"Sir, ma'am," said Geiger, "I appreciate the opportunity you gave me to redeem myself. But there's still a lot of tension, there. And some of it's on my side; they were pretty harsh on me for a while, there. And I don't know where else I can go within the TCPD."
"Well," I said, "we're writing up a medical disability package for you. It's like a quarter-pay pension and the retirees's medical benefits package, effective August 1st, after the Ceremonies that day, of course."
"I'll think about it." said Geiger.
"And if you'll come with me," I said, rising out of my chair, "I'll show you something that might help you with the decision."
I had Geiger come with me out the door and to my SUV. "Ride shotgun." I said. I got in the driver's seat. We pulled out of the parking lot and drove down the streets to a residential area. I stopped at a house, got out, and knocked on the door. The door opened, and Keith Madden, formerly of KXTC, appeared in the doorway.
"You ready, Keith?" I asked. "Come on." I had him get in the backseat of the SUV. He was looking around it with avid interest as we drove into Town. We came up to the office and newspaper plant of the Town & County Examiner. I parked next to the one other car, and we got out and went in the unlocked front door.
"Okay, you guys go to that office where the light is on." I said. "I'll be waiting outside."
Geiger and Madden went towards the office. A silhouette appeared in the doorway, and it was unmistakably the figure of a woman.
"Hello, Mr. Madden, Mr. Geiger." she said. "A consortium of investors called the Guardians Group just purchased the Examiner. We're going to print a weekend edition with the ads, the weddings, the magazine-like stories, and we'll have a daily online edition, as well. And we're going to report the news, honestly and fairly, not the agenda-driven excrement of KXTC. And you're just the reporter I need to make that happen, Mr. Madden."
"And you, Detective Geiger." the woman continued. "I need someone that can investigate things. Someone who knows what's going on above the table and under the table, someone who knows who to talk to to get the information we need. It will be easy for you to get your P.I. license, and you can work as a P.I. as well as work for me. So... what do you guys say?"
"I say it sounds like a plan." said Geiger. "I'm in."
Geiger had recognized the woman, but Madden had not, so Madden asked: "Just one question, ma'am: who are you?"
The woman stepped forward, so that they could see her face, framed by the mane of blonde hair. "I'm the new Executive Publisher." she said. "My name... is Alison McFarland..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, July 15th, from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that US DOJ Civil Rights observers will be in attendance at all portions of tomorrow's Town & County Council meeting!"
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that Mayor Daniel Allgood's appeal of the Federal Court order allowing Federal Observers into Council Executive Sessions has rightly been denied, paving the way for the illegitimate Mayor's racist suppression of minority voices to be exposed!"
Bettina: "The Town & County Council is expected to take up the long-delayed issue of the hostage situation at BOW Enterprises a month ago, which claimed the life of TCPD Lieutenant Ivar Irwin. Council action on the Board of Inquiry report has been delayed by Mayor Allgood running scared from being held to account for his actions at previous Executive Sessions. A Board of Inquiry will convene today to make its findings on the application for the Medal of Valor for Lieutenant Irwin."
Bettina: "In other news, the Town & County Police have yet to make any arrests in the case of the severe beating of our colleague Lester Holder. Our colleague has recovered consciousness and is slowly healing, though not as slowly as the TCPD's progress on the case. Commander Donald Troy continues to run away from his obligation to respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment, which we consider very suspicious."
Bettina: "And in State news, the State House Judiciary Committee continues to gather information and hold hearings on the Abuse of Power by Governor Val Jared in working with the Federal ICE Bureau to deport hardworking Undocumented Workers, and obstructing the Legislature in their investigation by refusing to cooperate and refusing to allow his staffers to testify under oath before the Committee..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What BOI is that?" asked Captain Tanya Perlman as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room and watched the news report.
"The one Silas is secretly convening this morning." I said.
"Yezzzz." said Chief Moynahan. "We were not inforrrrrrrrrmed of it. There are going to be no witnesses called; it will just be three Board members, which Silas unilaterally chose, and they will make their finding and report it to the Council for tomorrow's mee-tinnnnnnng."
"Talk about rigged." Captain Teresa Croyle said. "Why do I get the idea that Mr. Landau will not be chosen for that BOI, but Finneran will? Can the Mayor do anything about that?"
"He probably could, but is it a battle worth fighting?" I replied. "Silas thinks he's being cute, but everyone knows that it simply doesn't matter what the Board finds; the Council is going to decide what to award Lieutenant Irwin."
"It will be the Medal of Valor... won't it?" asked Captain Cindy Ross, herself a Medal of Valor recipient.
"It should be." growled Sheriff Griswold, himself a Medal of Valor recipient. "But Susan Weston will try to downgrade it just on principle, or what she calls principle. And Carnes doesn't want to give Irwin anything at all, to make the point that Don and Teresa's alleged mistakes led to Irwin's death, not Irwin's courage and heroism."
I saw pure shock on Teresa's face. "Are you kidding?" she gasped. "How could they not award him a posthumous MOV? What he did was what I did, except I survived and he died."
Chief Moynahan said "I a-greeeeee, but some will say that what Irwin did was the equivalent of what Father Romano did to save you, Ms. Croyle, and they awarded him the Police Cross for that."
"Commander?" said Teresa.
"I could not have been more clear in my written comments on the MOV application itself that I think Irwin deserves it." I said, myself a two-time Medal of Valor recipient. "But Haters gonna hate, and we have some real Haters on the Council."
There was a long moment of silence as the Sports report was given by Jeff Hull on the broadcast. As I refilled my coffee cup, then everyone else's since I was up and with the coffee pot, the subject matter changed.
"Speaking of Nick Eastwood," Tanya Perlman said, "I heard that his lover, or former lover, Amber Harris is pregnant again."
"Where did you hear that?" asked Cindy.
"Elsie Gringer, the local gossip columnist." said Tanya. "Amber was permitted a visit to the doctor by the Court, and the doctor confirmed the pregnancy. Someone in the office must've leaked it to Elsie."
"Not that it's any of my business..." Cindy said with great sarcasm in her voice, "but who is the father? I thought Nick wasn't seeing Amber anymore. He's been dating Savannah Fineman."
I said "I think he dropped her when she wouldn't leak anything to him about what the Charter Commission is doing. Not that there's anything to leak. And they apparently didn't think much of each other in bed... so I was told by reliable but confidential sources."
"She must set a high standard." said Tanya, who then grinned as she said "You should take on that challenge, Commander."
"I have nooooo interest." I said. "My own wife is more than enough challenge for me, these days."
Tanya said "Speaking of your wife, last I heard, Nick Eastwood was dating one of Laura's graduate students in sexual psychology."
"He's a 'playa', and he's 'playin'." said Teresa. "He'll bang just about anything that's breathing and is in a skirt------"
"Oh my Lord." muttered Chief Moynahan. "Is this my Police Leadership, or Elsie Gringer's gossip club?" We all laughed at that.
"I'm with Cindy." I said. "I'm very curious as to who the father of Amber's baby is. But it's not a gossipy curiosity, it's professional. We know she was getting out of her house by tricking her ankle monitor until the bail agreement was revoked and she was placed under house arrest."
Teresa said "Speaking of 'playahs', Todd's brother Benny Black came to Town this weekend, to visit Todd after his ordeal. And O-M-G, you have never seen a set of young boys as riled up as ours after Todd and Benny got through with them. The good news is that little Jack and his Uncle Benny got along very well. I haven't seen Jack come out of his shell like that in a long, long time."
Cindy said "That's curious... Callie and I went down to 'The Vision', and she never mentioned Benny coming here. I wonder if she even knew?..." My cousin exhibited a family trait by going into a reverie.
"I have another question, to change the subject." said Sheriff Griswold. "What's going on with Bettina bringing up the State Legislature Democrats trying to gin up a fake impeachment case against Val Jared?"
Tanya said "I did notice she conveniently forgot to mention that it's the Democrats doing it all. As to why she brought it up... that's a mystery for Commander Troy to solve."
"Harumph." I grunted. "The State Democrat Committee and KXTC must've forgotten to send me the memo on why they had Bettina report that. But I'd say she's setting the table for something in the near future." I noticed the Sheriff nodding thoughtfully at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Your Iron Crowbar counts his many blessings every time his lovely Angels convene in his office. Lucky, lucky Iron Crowbar, I tell myself.
"Okay, ladies," I said, "what's going on in our Police Force and our Town & County?"
"I got the email from Geiger this morning." Tanya said. "He's taking the medical disability retirement. August 1st is his last day." We all nodded.
"I got it, too." I said.
"Funny how a month ago I'd have been doing the Happy Dance over that news." Teresa said.
"Yeah, me too." said Cindy. "And I do think it's the best possible outcome all the way around."
"I agree." I said. "Geiger got some redemption and some 'street cred', and he's leaving with some compensation."
"And he's leaving." said Tanya. "My Detectives in Vice and MCD won't admit it out loud, but I think they're relieved."
"And I think he knew it, too." said Cindy. "Which was a factor in his decision. He was the last remaining member of the Captain Malone clique... except this here Iron Wolf, of course." The look Teresa gave Cindy would've killed anyone not in possession of a green crowbar.
"I think we can declare that shame 'dismissed'." I replied. "I'm happy to have her on my team now, and I'm not letting her get away."
"Awwww." said Cindy and Tanya together, as Teresa blushed and gave what was for her a smile.
"And I'm not letting any of you get away, if I can 'heppit'." I said.
"Speaking of that," said Tanya, "we did learn something else through all of this. Jerome Davis and Julia Rodriguez were far and away the most professional about Geiger. The rest... I'm disappointed in them."
"In fairness," said Teresa, "I don't blame them. Julia Rodriguez didn't know about a lot of the past stuff------"
"But her professionalism really shined anyway." I said.
"Yes sir," said Teresa, "but what I was going to say is that the rest of them felt no different than I did about Geiger... and still do, a little bit."
I nodded. "Yes. We'll keep all of that in the backs of our minds. In the meantime, what cases do we have going on?..."
Part 2 - The Art of the Deal... Not
At 9:30am, Jack Muscone came to my office. Accepting my offer, he poured himself a cup of coffee before sitting down.
"I'm beginning to think that unlike my Detective Corps, you must like my coffee." I said as he sat down.
"As good of an excuse as any." said Muscone. "What I really like is getting out of the Federal Building and away from the crap for a few minutes." After sipping his coffee, he said: "I came over to tell you that your prediction came true: Edward Blassingame has offered to give us his entire operation, as well as everything he knows and has about Mitt Willis's operations, and a lot of what's going on in the Swamp portions of the Government, in exchange for total immunity... for his son Peter."
"What's the response?" I asked, peering at him.
"It's a 'NO GO' from the start." said Muscone. "John Jones, our U.S. Attorney handling this case, has already told him that nothing will be done to help Peter, that you're going for a Death Penalty case. But still he tries. But still he tries."
"The sooner we can try Peter and get him onto the execution table at Jacksonville State Prison, the happier I'll be." I said. "The security measures we're taking to make sure they can't come and get the bastard, at least not alive, aren't cheap. Anyhoo... what else is going on? What's the real reason you're here?"
"The coffee." said Muscone, his beady black eyes twinkling just a little bit. "I do have some good news, though. We've located almost all of the Navy SEAL Team that Trent Ridge and Quint Starr were a part of. To refresh, Trent is missing, and Quint is dead. LT David Carter, who was impersonating a MegaTech Industries scientist, is in the wind."
"Of the others," continued Muscone, "Shaun Stevenson, Parker Cassidy, William Drew, and Mort Springer have been located and checked out. Stevenson and Cassidy are with the DEA in California, and there have been no problems with them, so far. William Drew is with the LAPD's SWAT team, and no problems with him. Mort Springer applied for the Chicago Police, but wasn't accepted. The California Highway Patrol hired him, though. No issues there."
"Except they're all in California," I said, "which leans harder left than the Tower of Pisa."
"That's true." said Muscone. "But maybe coincidences do exist. Anyhoo, that leaves Gil Cox, Gary Fenton, and LT Jeff Bayport. Fenton and Cox were closely associated with Trent and Quint in the atrocities they committed in Iraq. The last we heard of them is that they were starting up a school to train SWAT Teams on potential operations, but we're unable to get much on their whereabouts right now. And Bayport is a ghost; he does not seem to exist at all. We have the photo of him with the SEAL Team and an entry in the Congressional Record of his Commission, but that's it... no record of him as a SEAL, no resignation of his Commission, nothing. At all.
For those wondering: the Constitution provides that Congress is in charge of Commissions; my own name is somewhere in the Congressional Record as having my Army Commission approved by Congress. Yay, Congress!
"Sounds like he went to the Company (CIA) or an Impossible Missions Force type group, or something." I said. "For all we know, he might be in Moscow or somewhere right now."
"Laura was going to try to get some kind of confirmation on him, but she also came up empty." said Muscone. "Truth is, we have absolutely no idea of where he is nor what he is doing. We have only that one photo of him, no official military ID or even a driver's license. He is truly in the wind."
"Okay." I said. "So what does this mean for us?"
"Keep your eyes peeled." said Muscone. "With Trent, Quint, Shimono, Barsbane, and now Blassingame down, these other guys may take their business elsewhere... or they may not." I nodded.
"Oh, one more thing." Muscone said as he took out his cellphone, as if it were an afterthought. "Does this look familiar to you at all?" he asked as he showed me the photo on his iPhone. It was a playing card, bagged as evidence, and showed the Sign of the Joker.
"Uhhh, except for the very obvious fact it's a playing card with the Joker's face on it, no." I said. "Now that particular Joker image looks like the original one that inspired the comic book character in 1940 or so, but other than that it doesn't ring a bell with me. Why?"
"Oh," said Jack, "Martin Nash found it at a crime scene, in a room that was totally empty except for that card." I could sense he was peering at me out of the corner of his eye.
I shook my head slowly. "No, it doesn't ring a bell with me." I said. "Need help on the case? Wanna tell me about it?"
"Naah, I'll see if Nash can handle it himself." said Muscone, returning his phone to his jacket pocket. "So how's the search for McGinty's Materials going? With his office burned down, I guess we don't have to look there anymore, huh?"
"Well, you know my theory." I said. "Those Materials are likely as real as the Slender Man. Their existence probably died with the Consultant of Crime."
"You mean McGinty?" asked Muscone, peering at me again.
"Oh yes, that must've been what I meant." I said, looking right back at him.
As Muscone got up to go, he said "There is one other thing we've been discussing at the FBI... why do you suppose Edward Blassingame fell so hard for your ruse and recruited Geiger? By that I mean... that should've taken longer, he should've been more careful. But he had Geiger in the fold within days."
"Yes, I was thinking about that, too." I said. "First off, we did prep it for weeks and months, bringing Geiger into MCD, having the arguments and the low morale. Second, Jerry Barsbane is a likable guy, and he and Geiger hit it off quickly and very well. Third, Geiger passed the test and pulled the trigger, which also caused Blassingame to let his guard down. Fourth... well, that train of thought hasn't boarded at the station yet."
"We were thinking," said Muscone, "that Blassingame really, really wanted access to something in the TCPD. Maybe some information that would help him break his son out? Or information on your case against his son?"
"Geiger never accessed that, nor was asked to." I said. "And the backdoor that Geiger put in our systems has been neutralized by Myron Milton. So... who knows?"
"Yeah. Who knows..." said Muscone. "I'll see you later." And with that, he left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got a call from Laura. "Hello, Darling." she said. "Your mother is back in Town. She's staying in the MIL apartment at the Mountain Nest, and she's going to cook dinner for the family tonight. I've invited Paulina and Tasha to join us for dinner, as well."
"Good." I said. "Did my mom say why she was visiting?"
"Not specifically." Laura replied. "She said she was going to be meeting a couple of friends this afternoon. I have several appointments today, so I can't do the Secret Agent spy thing and follow her around." My wife was needling me, I knew.
"If anyone is able to follow my mother," I said, "it would be because she wants them to..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Monday, July 15th. The Command Group and my Captains of Detectives and Operations were meeting in the Chief's Conference Room. The Chief was at the end of the table, I was to his left, Cindy to my left. To his right was Tanya, and to her right was Teresa.
"It's going to be official." said Teresa. "Hugh Hewitt to 1st Precinct Captain, with Sergeant DeLong promoted to Lieutenant and the 1st Precinct Lieutenant slot. PCpt Abram and Lt. Rudistan will continue to hold down 2d Precinct."
"What if the Council doesn't get off its ass and approve these changes by August 1st?" asked Cindy.
Chief Moynahan said "Then I'll make the appointments unilaterally on a temporary basis until they dooooo approve them. But I really don't think it'll be a problemmmm."
"Maybe I'm getting paranoid, Chief," said Cindy, "but I can already hear Lewis and Carnes screaming about it, demanding DeLong be in 2nd Precinct because he's black. And Malinda Adams will scream because they're not women."
"Hey now," I said, "I'm supposed to be the paranoid one, here!" Everyone laughed, and then I said "But I do agree with you; I think there will be objections raised, and who knows what else they'll find to complain about. Okay, what about the Detective ranks?"
Tanya said "We have a space in MCD now, with Geiger leaving. My first thought is Christopher Purvis in Vice."
"Is he ready?" asked Teresa, who was once Purvis's boss in Vice.
"I don't know." said Tanya. "His forté is financial crimes, though he's not The Abacus."
"Thank God for small favors." I said. Everyone nodded vigorously in agreement.
Tanya said "Granted. But Purvis is pretty good about picking up white-collar anomalies, and getting the data gurus onto hot scents. He's also pretty good with C.I.s."
"So, Ms. Perlman, who is your best Detective?" Chief Moynahan asked.
"Commander Troy." Tanya said without missing a beat.
"Yezzzz, granted." said the Chief. "But who under your command? As a pure Detective in the mollld of Commander Troy?"
"Right now, I guess it's Joanne Warner." said Tanya. "She'll be taking maternity leave this Autumn, though."
"If I may," I said, "my answer is 'Julia Rodriguez'. She is coming along fast. Very fast."
"I agree with that." said Cindy.
"Is there anyone else like her in the Uniformed ranks?" asked the Chief.
"No sir." said Teresa. "No one I'd recommend, at least not yet."
"I agree, Chief." I said.
"What about Nell Bell, or one of the other Detectives in Midtowwwwn?" asked Moynahan.
"Chief," I said, "I'd take any of them in a heartbeat, except for one thing: they're gelling into a great team down there, and Midtown and the Midtown PD needs them far more than we do."
"Truuuuue." drawled the Chief. "Anyone else outside our current Police Force, someone that pops into your head?"



"Not offhand, Chief." I said. The others shook their heads, also.
"O-kayyyyy." said the Chief. "For Affirmative Action in action purrrrposes, we have to advertise the openings. So let's do that, and see if any jewels show up amidst the shards of glass..."
Part 3 - Man In The Mirror
6:30pm. I came into the front door of the Mountain Nest to the wonderful smells of a delicious dinner cooking. I greeted my mother with a warm hug, then hugged and kissed Laura and Paulina. Two outstanding dogs presented themselves for some skritchins, which I lavishly applied. They moved towards the backdoor, but I realized something was out of place.
"Where are the kids?" I asked.
"Carole and Tasha are in Carole's room," said Laura, "and Jim is in his room."
"Uh oh." I said. "What happened?"
"Let's go walk the dogs." Laura said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the dogs went about their business, and succeeded in spooking a rabbit and giving chase to it, Laura and I sat down in the metal mesh loveseat. Laura said "I was going to tell you this after dinner, but it's now official that Jim is going to wait a year to enter first grade. He'll be in an accelerated kindergarten class, possibly with his brother Ross, if Molly makes The Cabin her official residence."
"You're good with that?" I asked. "About Jim, I mean?"
"I think it's the right decision." Laura said. "Jim did well on the reading test, but Carole was already figuring out basic math, and Jim didn't do as well on it."
"He may end up like Albert Einstein," I said, meaning it humorously, "who couldn't add 2+2 but already knew calculus, of course. Jim's going to be an engineer, if I don't miss my guess."
"The West Point curriculum is basically that of an Engineering school." Laura replied. "But there's another reason I think it's good he starts on time: he needs to develop his social skills. I'm already worried about Carole; she doesn't know what 'modesty' is. But she's also a girl, and girls mature faster and learn social skill better than boys. So I'd like Jim to have the interaction with others, without the pressure of being in first grade early."
"That's a good point." I said. "You should've majored in Psychology." That earned me a pinch on my arm. Then I said "I'm sure my mom wishes I'd developed better interpersonal skills." Laura chuckled.
"I think your mom wanted to get you out of the house and away from your sister." my wife replied.
"So what happened today?" I asked.
"When I told Paulina and your mother," Laura said, "and Carole overheard me. That was my fault; I should've realized she was there. She immediately began taunting Jim. She told him he was dumb because he was starting school late, while she was smart because she started school early. Jim got upset, and got up and tried to hit Carole. And I mean he threw a haymaker, but it missed."
I was sorely tempted to ask how Carole's Aikido skills did, but thought it best not to. "So what happened?" I asked. "Who won the fight?"
"Fortunately," Laura said, "Carole sidestepped Jim's swing and I was able to get to them quickly and separate them. But Jim is bitterly upset, and Carole isn't taunting him only because I told her to stop. She said she was just ribbing him, and she is not remorseful at all."
"Okay." I said. "Want me to talk to them?"
"If you would." said Laura. "Jim needs to hear it from his dad that he shouldn't hit girls. And Carole is tuning me out. I get the feeling that won't be the last time I ever say that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I talked to Jim first. My concern was not that he'd tried to hit Carole (I'm Elizabeth's brother, remember?), but that her taunts had affected him so badly.
"So why did you try to hit your sister?" I asked. "She didn't try to hit you first, did she?"
"She called me dumb!" Jim wailed, tears in his eyes.
"You're not dumb." I said. "Dumb people couldn't build that great Lego City you built at The Cabin, and you already know how to read."
"So why am I starting school late, like Carole said?" Jim asked.
"Carole is wrong." I said. "You're not starting late, you're starting on time. And you're in the accelerated learning class, so that should tell you that you're not dumb, right?"
"I guess so." Jim said forlornly.
"And by going to school on time," I said, "you can make friends, play sports with other kids your own age and size, and have a lot more fun. Good or good?" That was one of P. Harvey Eckhart's seminar tricks, to instill something into the audience's heads.
"I guess." said Jim.
"And one more thing." I said, as an insight came to me. "If Carole was calling you dumb, don't let it get you down. Prove her wrong. Study hard, work hard, and by the time you graduate, we'll see who the smarter one is going to be."
That put a little light into Jim's blue eyes. "Yeah." he said, determination creeping into his voice. "I'll show her"
"That's what I'm talking about." I said. We fist-bumped, and I said "Okay, get ready for dinner..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Restoring Jim's psyche was easier than what came next: dealing with a five-year-old going on sixteen. Carole's mother was right; Carole had not learned modesty (wonder where she inherited that from? but I digress). And she was holding out firmly.
"What I don't understand," I said, "is why you were using such hurtful words, trying to hurt your brother like that. Why were you saying those things? Make me understand that."
"I was just ribbing him." Carole said. "You said ribbing was okay."
"Carole, that is not ribbing like putting stringbeans on your plate." I said. "What you were saying hurt your brother's feelings."
"How was I supposed to know that?" Carole asked.
I replied: "Good Detectives would've realized it when Jim tried to hit you. He was obviously very upset, and he wasn't ribbing you back; he was throwing punches."
"Oh." said Carole. Then she dug in again: "But Jim is dumb. He's starting school late. I started early because I'm smart." Definitely Elizabeth's niece, I thought to myself. And definitely my daughter, I had to admit.
"Yes, you are smart." I said. "But that doesn't make Jim dumb. And you started early because your friend Marie was starting first grade, and you were ready for it. Jim could start first grade now, but we're thinking about him when he gets older, and plays sports."
"Oh." said Carole.
"So... you didn't use Aikido on Jim when he tried to hit you?" I asked, unable to suppress my curiosity any longer.
"No sir." said Carole. "I would've hurt him really bad if I had, and you and Mommy would be really mad at me."
"I see." I said. "I'm glad you didn't do any more than you had to do. That was a good decision. Sometimes you might have to go all out, to protect yourself. But I'm glad you didn't hurt your little brother unnecessarily."
"That's what I have to do if I want to be the next Iron Crowbar, isn't it?" Carole asked. "I have to hold back sometimes." I blinked as that one really struck me.
"Yes, it is." I said, trying to mentally recover. "And you did well. It's a good start for you. Okay, go get washed up for dinner."
As Carole took off, I pondered those words. I'd not been pulling my punches. I'd told the EAD I'd gotten where I hit first and worried about it later. And that might not be for the best, I realized.
And like that Michael Jackson song said, I needed to look at the man in the mirror, and ask him to change his ways...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinner was delicious, but unfortunately filled with tension. Carole and Jim had been asked to apologize to each other, but their apologies were not sincere, and they were not on speaking terms for the time being. Tasha was worried that saying anything to either of them would get her in trouble, so she said nothing unless I asked her direct questions to get her involved in the family dinner. Bowser and Buddy had decided that supervising from the greatroom was the better part of canine valor.
And I could also sense some tension in my mother. Something was not right in her own quietness. She talked a little bit about the new retirement community being built in Apple Grove, and that she was looking forward to moving into her apartment within it, and I talked with Paulina about Apple Grove and Fillmore County.
So after dinner the kids were told to get ready for bed, and they didn't put up the normal fuss about it. But it still took an hour to accomplish. Finally, Carole and Tasha were in Carole's bed, with the redoubtable Bowser in his basket, and Jim and Buddy were quickly asleep in Jim's room.
"Wow." I said as I sat down in my rocking chair as Laura served drinks. "Jim usually just shrugs off anything Carole says. What's different this time?"
"What Carole said may have touched a nerve." Laura said. "Jim may have questions deep down about his own abilities, and Carole saying that touched upon those fears."
"It probably doesn't help," I said, "that Carole was credited with seeing Marcie Harper's code and being rewarded for it, and she did start school a year early. And that's my fault, for not making sure he's getting praised for what he's done."
"Darling," Laura said, "you have spent hours with him on that Lego City, and I've heard you tell him many times how well he's doing. If anything, I should've been more aware of how he felt about Carole's achievements, and their effect on him."
"Were Don and his sister like this, Phyllis?" Paulina asked my mom.
"Oh my Lord, you have no idea." Phyllis said. "Fortunately, Carole and Jim are less than a year apart. Elizabeth was eight years older than Don, and that was a huge difference as children. And Elizabeth was just mean. I don't think either Carole or Jim have that in them. I certainly hope not, anyway."
After some further conversation about growing up in Apple Grove, which I wasn't keen on reminiscing about but endured it as Paulina was fascinated, two outstanding dogs came down the stairs.
"How did you guys get through closed doors?" I asked Buddy and Bowser as they arrived at the back door.
"Carole lets them out." Laura said. "She considers it a game to see if she can do it without anyone else knowing." No, Bowser and Buddy did not nod vigorously in agreement; instead, they looked from me to the door in expectation.
"I see, said the blind man." I said. "Okay, guys, are you ready to go out?" I asked as I got up. The dogs began going in circles. Must be their way of nodding vigorously in agreement, I thought to myself.
"I'll come with you, dear." said Phyllis.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the dogs inspected their territories, my mom and I sat down on the metal mesh loveseat in the very last of the light as night fell on my Town & County.
"So, Mom," I said, "I'm guessing you came out to tell me why you came down to visit."
"Not much gets past you, son." Phyllis said. "Yes, I got a call from Elsie Gringer. We used to be very good friends and we chatted often, but that ended when I moved back to Apple Grove... and of course when your war with her niece Bettina and the Press heated up."
"No apologies here for that." I said. "So what did Elsie want to gossip about?"
"Gossip. Literally." said my mother matter-of-factly. She explained: "The University's Journalism School is holding a symposium this week. It's officially called the 'Entertainment Media' symposium. Many people call it the 'TMZ Convention', but some of us call it the 'Gossip Convention'. Many national gossip columnists come to it every year, and they do what they're paid to do: gossip with each other."
"So if I ever find McGinty's Materials," I said, "I know exactly who to give them to."
"Oh, and would that ever be the sensation of the century!" my mom said. "And I don't know if it's that bad McGinty's information, but Elsie said that one of her friends, a Louella Hopper, had told Elsie that she had something big she wanted to talk to Elsie and to the 'Iron Crowbar's mother' about. I was curious, since Louella Hopper asked for me all but by name, and I came down. We're going to have breakfast with Louella tomorrow morning, then attend Louella's presentation at the symposium."
"I've heard Louella Hopper's name." I said. "She does a blurb on KSB every few days, and she's been a guest on 'Point Taken' very often. She's dug up dirt on a number of politicians and political candidates in the past, but mostly sordid sexual stuff. She talks about celebrities, as well, though not as much as Elsie."
"She had the 'dirt' on you and Laura very early in your relationship." Phyllis said. "Elsie told her at the time that pursuing that would not bother you, and would cause her, Louella, problems because of who Laura really was at the time. Louella has always had a reputation for being discreet about things like that, things that could cause more harm than good if she revealed them."
"And she's still in the business?" I asked acerbically. "These days, the Media doesn't give a damn who they hurt. They even put little girls in buildings full of explosives."
"Which was unforgivable, of course." said my mother. "Of course, not every journalist was a part of that nor even approving of it; many still recoil in horror at what that despicable Hardwood did."
"And the damage it's done to their already useless reputations." I said. Seeing my mom's look, I said "Okay, I'll stop talking about the group I love to hate. So no idea what Louella Hopper wanted?"
"No, son." said Phyllis. "We'll have to possess ourselves in patience, and wait until the morning."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
12:00 midnight, becoming Tuesday, July 16th. My Police iPhone ringing, along with Bowser barking furiously at it, woke me up.
"Troy." I said, answering as Laura got up to tend to Bowser and the girls trying to calm him down.
"Commander, this is Captain Perlman." said Captain Tanya Perlman. "There's been a murder at the University's Convention Center."
"On my way." I said. I got up and got dressed in my 'all black' clothing. As I went into the hallway, Laura was coming out of Carole's room, followed by the Redoubtable One, Bowser. He was not happy to see me dressed and going anywhere.
"Hey, Bowser, it's all right." I whispered as I petted him. "I'll be back soon." Bowser was not mollified, and was whimpering. Then he barked as he heard someone coming in the back door!
It was my mother Phyllis, and she was dressed. "If you don't mind, son," she said, "I'll go with you. Elsie Gringer called me. The dead woman is Louella Hopper..."
Part 4 - The Crime Scene
The University's Convention Center was an annex of the Student Center, and it was south of University Memorial Stadium and just north of the athletic complex. As my mother and I approached the building, I stuck out my hand and said "Here you go."
"What's this?" my mother asked as she took it.
"Your Auxiliary Detective badge." I said. "Welcome home."
"Thank you, son." Phyllis said. The badge and its leather holder were attached to a gold chain, which Phyllis put around her neck.
We went inside, where Campus Police cadets led us to the scene. It was a partitioned off room next to a large ballroom that had been holding a reception. There were Crime Lab and other LEOs milling about. A body lay on the floor, covered by a sheet.
"Hello, Officer Tarleton." I said. Campus Police Officer James Tarleton had once been a Cadet Officer, and was hired full time after graduation. Both my mother and I had worked with him before. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 03; 'The Knave of Jacks', Ch. 03-04; 'Just A Story', Ch. 02; 'Midnight City', Ch. 02.)
"Hello, Commander. Hello, Detective Troy." said Tarleton. "I'm glad you're here. We've got SBI here already, though they're not giving us any problems... yet."
"Good." I said. "Maybe it'll stay that way. Don't let us bother you; keep doing what you're doing."
"Thank you, sir." said Tarleton. He continued making notes in his notebook.
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
"Hello, Commander." said TCPD Captain of Detectives Tanya Perlman. "Hello, Mrs. Troy."
"Young lady," Phyllis said severely, "if you don't call me 'Phyllis' like you're supposed to, I will have to write you up and turn in that report to the Police Chief."
"Uh oh!" said Tanya, grinning cherubically. "But at least you're not reporting me to the Police Commander." I waved a red crowbar in both Tanya and my mother's general directions.
"So satisfy my curiosity, Captain." I said. "Why are you here?"
"Three reasons, sir." said Tanya. "First, I'm letting my Detectives sleep in, especially since this is on Campus. Second, because the FBI's most handsome Agent is here, and has an interest in the case..." I looked over and saw Tanya's fiancé, SAC Jack Muscone, on the other side of the room, talking to some people.
"And third," Tanya said with her lovely grin, "I heard that Auxiliary Detective Troy was in Town, and I thought she might show up. So I came by to keep her out of trouble." Phyllis smiled happily at that.
"And utterly failing at that last part." I said, knowing that Phyllis must've texted Tanya. "So Lady Ironside is on the case, eh? Okay, then, I'll go home and pet the dog, and you two handle it."
"You'll do no such thing." said a voice. I looked up to see Jack Muscone coming up to us. We shook hands as he said "I'm glad you're here."
"Out of curiosity, why is the FBI here?" I asked as Tanya led Phyllis towards the body, which Martha the M.E. had just started to examine. The deceased was a woman in her late 30s or early 40s, big but not obese, not exactly fit, either. Her hair was black, and her face was pretty but not beautiful.
"It's a long, long story." said Muscone. "I'll give you the Cliff Notes now: Louella Hopper was shadowing the U.S. Attorney's investigation of Bettina Wurtzburg and her relationship with the late Les Craig. She's a friend of Elsie Gringer, who is Bettina Wurtzburg's aunt. Part of the problem for us is that someone was leaking information to Ms. Hopper, and that someone was an insider."
"And she was giving Bettina and her attorneys the information?" I asked.
"We don't know." Muscone said. "We were feeding Hopper some false information, too, but Wurtzburg's attorneys never filed the motions we would've expected them to if they'd been told-------"
Something caught my eye, so I said "Sorry to interrupt, Jack, but why don't we discuss it in detail later. And you might not want to say anything to anyone about your knowledge of the deceased right now. Let's see what develops." I pointed towards Tanya, and Jack and I began eavesdropping...
Elsie Gringer had come up to Phyllis and Tanya. "Oh, this is so terriblllllle!" Elsie wailed. "I didn't know she was in Town yet, or I would have-------"
"Why don't we go to the other room and talk?" Phyllis said, interrupting Elsie to stop the gossip columnist from speaking further. A wise move on my mother's part, I thought to myself.
"I'm sorry, ma'am." said a young black man in a suit and tie. "None of the witnesses in the room are allowed to leave."
"But I wasn't in here when it happened." said Elsie.
Phyllis held up her badge. "It's okay, Special Agent..."
"SBI Agent Terence Johnson, ma'am." said SBI Agent Terence Johnson, showing his credentials. "And you are?"
"Detective Troy, with the TCPD." said Phyllis.
"Troy?" said Agent Johnson, looking surprised. "No offense, but I thought the Iron Crowbar was a man."
"And you are correct." I said as I came up to them. "I'm Commander Troy, a.k.a. SBI Reserve Inspector Troy. This is Detective Troy, and a darn sight better Detective than me. Yes, Detective, why don't you take Ms. Gringer out to the hallway and talk with her."



As Phyllis led Elsie away, I said "New to the SBI, Mr. Johnson?" as I extended my hand.
"Yes sir." said Johnson, shaking my hand. "I was hired as part of the new SBI-IDE. Started July 1st. I was in Town, at the University Hotel, and I got a call about a death on Campus. Being the nearest SBI Agent, I came on over. A couple of others have also come in, though."
"Cool beans." I said. "Let's listen in on the M.E.'s instructive comments, shall we?" We moved closer to listen.
Martha was saying "Definitely poison, but likely not cyanide. No almond smell, nor residue in her mouth. We'll do a full toxicology scan. I've drawn blood for the State Crime Lab, as well."
"Good. Thank you." said Tanya. Then she raised her voice a bit and said "Who here can give us a synopsis of what happened?"
"I can, ma'am." said SBI Agent Johnson. "I'm SBI-IDE Agent Johnson. There was a dinner in the main ballroom next door, which was the opening of the symposium. University President Wellman and Dr. Joseph Zenger, who occupies the Elijah Parish Lovejoy Chair of Journalism and is the head of the Journalism School, made the keynote speeches."
"This smaller room held a side meeting after the dinner." said Agent Johnson. "President Wellman, Dr. Zenger, and several reporters met, including Diane Williams and Tim Sioban of KSB, and Bob Jovan of one of the national networks. President Wellman left, went through the main room greeting people, then he and his wife went home. So far it's not clear when the others left the room, or if they did before the incident occurred."
"The deceased, Ms. Louella Hopper," said Agent Johnson, "came into the ballroom about 11:00pm. Apparently she had not attended the dinner, and had checked into the University Hotel at 10:00pm, then came over here. After spending a few minutes greeting friends in the ballroom, she came into this room. She was talking with Tim Sioban when she began gasping for air, as if she were choking. She clutched at her throat, then collapsed."
"Did anyone attempt CPR?" I asked out loud.
Johnson consulted his notes. "No sir, I don't think so."
"NO." called out a voice. I turned to see an older man coming towards us. "I am Dr. Zenger. I was in the room and an eyewitness. We checked for a heartbeat, but there was none. I don't know how to perform CPR, and I guess no one else in the room did, either. Someone called 9-1-1, and the paramedics arrived very quickly, but by then it was too late. They were saying she was dead when she hit the floor."
"Who else was in the room with you at the time she collapsed, Doctor?" I asked, unconsciously taking control as I was wont to do.
"She was speaking to Mr. Sioban at the time." said Dr. Zenger. "He knelt down beside her to help, but was unable to. The bartender was behind the bar, and yelled out that he was calling 9-1-1. There were a few of others, Diane Williams, I believe, and a couple of men, but I'm not sure who those others were."
"Thank you for that, Dr. Zenger." I said. "My apologies for interrupting you, Agent Johnson. And if you haven't figured it out yet, you are now in charge of this crime scene. Work with Mr. Tarleton of the Campus Police, here."
"Thank you, sir." said Johnson.
"Who are you to put him in charge?" someone asked. Silence was instantaneous in the room, and it was 'deafening'. Even Martha the M.E. looked up in shock at that.
"And you are?" I asked the person who said it, a man in his upper 30s or lower 40s with prematurely graying hair, wearing a cheap, ill-fitting suit, broad-shouldered and barrel-chested.
"SBI Agent Porter." the man said. "And I've got seniority on Johnson."
"Ohhhhhh." I said. "Well, then, if you don't mind refreshing my memory... exactly when were you promoted to Inspector?"
"That guy is the SBI Reserve Inspector." said another SBI Agent to Porter. He was a younger man, upper 20s, in a decent-looking and better-fitting suit.
"Oh. Whatever." said Porter dismissively. He turned and walked towards the other side of the room, seeming to drag the other Agent along as if he were exerting the force of gravity upon him.
I turned to Johnson and Tarleton and said "Carry on. And keep me informed." I gave them both my SBI card.
"Yes sir." said Johnson. He and Tarleton moved out smartly.
Tanya said to me: "You're not going to go over there and bust that guy Porter's chops?"
I replied: "I've been told that good Iron Crowbars pull their punches if it's not necessary to destroy the opponent."
Tanya was stunned, but then said with a grin: "I know what Cindy's going to say when she hears about this."
"Cindy has a crowbar." I said. "And she's a Commander. Whatever she says, I'd better not hear it out of your potty mouth..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I heard Tanya's iPhone chime. After reading the text, she turned and drove out of the ballroom.
A moment later, the younger SBI Agent came up. "I'm sorry about my partner, sir." He said.
"So why isn't he over here apologizing?" I asked. The man shrugged his shoulders, and I asked "What's your name?"
"Shaw." said the Agent. I extended my hand and he shook it.
"What section are you with?" I asked.
"We're 'at large' right now." said Shaw. "We were with the Narcotics Task Force, but were not accepted into the IDE. We thought we'd be terminated, but Director Goodwin kept us on, along with a few others. He says we're 'without portfolio', and we'll be sent to help other units, like the BFE (Firearms and Explosives) or OFI (Financial Investigations) at times, and we'll be sent to incidents like this, which no department clearly covers."
"That's an interesting way of doing things." I mused. "How long have you been with the SBI?"
"I've been with them for six years." said Shaw. "Porter's been here longer, but I'm not sure how much longer. I know it sounds bad to you, sir, that we were NTF and not hired by IDE, but we both have good records."
"I'm sure you do, or you would've been kicked to the kerb like a lot of others were." I said. "Okay, this is Johnson's case and the Campus Police's jurisdiction, so work with him if he wants you too, or you can go on home." Shaw excused himself and went to talk to Agent Johnson.
"What do you make of it?" asked Jack Muscone as he pulled up a chair and sat down next to me.
"No data yet." I said. "For all we know, the poor woman choked on something she'd just put in her mouth, or she may have very coincidentally had a heart attack and died on the spot."
"And you don't believe that for a minute, do you." said Jack; it was a statement, not a question.
"Ah ah ah, you know the deal." I half-sang; that was from an old Army jody. "We treat it as suspicious until the evidence shows us it's not."
"True." said Muscone. "But you're not being very proactive right now." I realized he was seeing my eyes darting all over the place.
"I'm letting those with jurisdiction gather the data for me." I said. "Oh! There's one thing I can do." I fished my iPhone out of my pocket and speed-dialed a number.
"Paulina," I said, "I'm sorry to wake you up, but this could be big. I need you to get a warrant for the TCPD to secure Louella Hopper's computer, either in her hotel room or her car... yes, she's the woman that was murdered here... no, I want us, the TCPD to get it before anyone else does, we can give it to them later... okay, thanks. I'll call the Duty Desk."
After calling the Duty Desk, I disconnected, then said "So, Jack, what's the deal with Louella Hopper and the Feds?"
"Really not much more than I told you earlier." said Jack. "We knew she was snooping around the Wurtzburg/Craig investigation, so we fed her some cow patties to see if her legal beagles would bite, and they haven't so far."
"What was the b.s. you fed her?" I asked.
"Ohhh, we said the Iron Crowbar fed us some info about it that he got from McGinty's Materials." Jack said.
My neck made like an owl's as I turned my head to look at Jack. "I hope you're kidding about that." I said severely.
"Of course I am." said Jack, his voice sounding humorous. Then he realized that I was upset. "Wow, you're wound pretty tight about that."
"It's not funny." I said with asperity, my eyes flashing fire. "If you really had put that out there, then somebody might try to murder me or harm my family to get to me. Putting that out there would put us in real, no-shit danger, Jack."
"Relax, I was just trolling you." said Muscone, trying to calm me down. "Seriously, what we put out there was some stuff about Les Craig that isn't true. We went to the Federal Judge and the U.S. Attorney, and got a warrant to execute the sting, hoping to see if Louella was funneling information to Bettina Wurtzburg."
I nodded, but said nothing. I was not really mollified by Muscone's reassurances, and I think he knew it.
I had a bad feeling about it. Some would call it a 'vibe'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Tanya Perlman drove into the room. "Commander," she said as she pulled up to us, "can you come into the other room with me? We need your advice."
"Uh, sure." I said. I followed Tanya out of the room and into the large ballroom next door, where many dinner tables were still set up. To the right, near the door, my mother and Elsie Gringer were seated.
"We need to ask you something, son." said my mother. "We are wondering if we should report to the Campus Police about Louella's intended meeting with Elsie and myself tomorrow morning."
"Let me ask this first." I said. "Elsie, do you know what the meeting was about?"
"No, Don, I don't." said Elsie. Yes, we were still on first-name terms. "She said she was gathering information and wanted to talk with us about it. Since she asked me to contact Phyllis and bring her, I thought it must be something she wanted us to help her dig up. Phyllis is very good about finding things out, you know."
"Oh yes, I've known that for well over 30 years." I said. Not much got past my mom in my childhood, I am sorry to say. "But Louella didn't mention exactly what it was she wanted to talk about?"
"No." said Elsie. "And I didn't ask, because I thought we'd find out at breakfast tomorrow morning."
"Speaking of that," I said, "were you here for the dinner this evening?"
"Yes, I was." said Elsie.
"Were you expecting Ms. Hopper to be here for the dinner?" I asked.
"I didn't know for sure who would be here." said Elsie. "Some people won't come in until tomorrow...now later today, I guess."
"So you weren't going to meet with her tonight?" I asked.
"No, she asked to meet tomorrow morning." Elsie said.
"Since she wanted to meet with me, too," said Phyllis, "she may have thought I wouldn't be able to get here until tonight or tomorrow, and she certainly wouldn't expect me to be at the dinner."
"And a dinner like this with so many people is hardly a good forum for a private discussion." Tanya added.
"That is true." I said. "So what's the issue?
"We are debating whether or not we should we mention that meeting appointment to the Campus Police and SBI." said Phyllis. "I'm thinking we should not, especially since we have no clue about what the meeting was about."
Tanya said "And I think they need to say something, since Louella might have written it down in an appointment book or something."
"That's also good thinking" I said. I thought about it for a moment, then said "Okay, here's what we can do. Captain Perlman, you are the TCPD's point person for this case. You may not delegate it; you are The One. Work with Auxiliary Detective Troy on it. The first thing to do is to take Elsie's formal statement and Detective Troy's statement. You can share them with other LEOs later, at your discretion, when it might be advisable to do so. And Elsie, and Mom, if anyone asks, you say you gave the Police your statement, that Police being Captain Perlman, here." Elsie and my mother nodded.
As I got up, I said "Also, I've already called for a warrant for Louella's computer, so be aware I'm expecting to confiscate it soon-------"
At that moment, Bettina Wurtzburg and her cameraman came into the room, his camera on his shoulder and obviously (to me) recording. "Turn that camera off, right now!" I said angrily. "Or I will confiscate it."
"You ever heard of the First Amendment?" barked Bettina.
"You ever heard of interfering with a Police investigation?" I fired back. I pointed at Scott Turnbull, Bettina's cameraman. "Get it out of here, now." Bettina nodded, and Turnbull very reluctantly left the room with it. And by the way, it had recorded only static, as if the Slender Man was in the room.
"Commander Troy, what is the status of this investigation?" Bettina asked, trying to block me from leaving.
"We're compiling a list of possible suspects now." I said, and I noted the fleeting suprise on Tanya's face, but no surprise on my mom's; she knew what was coming.
"Is there anything else you'd like to say for the record?" Bettina asked.
"Yes." I said. "You're one of the suspects." And with that I exited the ballroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Returning to the crime scene room, I stood to the side holding my hat over my heart as the body was removed. Then I came up towards where the body had been on the floor.
"Where's Porter?" I asked, looking around and not seeing him, but seeing Shaw.
"I'm not sure, sir." said Agent Johnson, who then said: "Sir, is there anything to which you'd like to draw my attention on this?" Big kudos to this guy for asking, I thought to myself.
"No, but here are some questions for you guys to look into." I said, then listed them:
"Why did Louella Hopper arrive at the University Hotel so late?
Was she scheduled to be at the dinner?
If not, why did she bother coming over here, when the dinner was over?
Who did she talk to, both in the ballroom and this room?
What was said in her conversations with anyone she talked to?
What, if anything, did she eat or drink while in the ballroom and this room?
What stories was she working on for her columns?
Did anyone have a past or current grudge against her?"
"You don't ask for much, Inspector." said Agent Johnson with a smile.
"I'm not asking for anything at all." I replied. "Those are questions for you to answer, and if you do so, you'll very likely being making an arrest or two without my name even coming into the picture."
After a pause I said: "Okay, I think I'm heading back to TCPD Headquarters. Captain Tanya Perlman is the TCPD's point of contact regarding this case, and I'll let you know of anything I find. Y'all have a good evening." After shaking hands and giving out and receiving cards all the way around, I took my leave.
Part 5 - Night Moves
2:00am, Tuesday, July 16th. Lt. Micah Rudistan appeared at the door of my office, with a laptop computer in an evidence bag. Sergeant Carter was behind him.
"We got it, sir." said Rudistan. "It was in her room with her luggage, which was not opened. We went through the luggage, but there was nothing but clothes and makeup, the usual stuff."
"Good." I said. "But I get the idea you have a story to tell about this."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan with his usual jovial grin. "While we were there, two men in suits came down the hallway, and it looked like they were going to stop at the door to 614, Ms. Hopper's room. But they walked on by, then at the next door one of them tried the key, and the other guy said 'We're on the wrong floor. We should be on the 5th floor.' Then they walked back to the elevator."
"Did you get any images of them?"
"Yes sir." said Sergeant Carter. "My Officer Cam got a partial as they passed by the door, and we got elevator cam footage from the Hotel people. I might've told them that our warrant covered that, too, even though that may not be true."
"Sounds like something a sneaky Police Commander might tell them." I said. I brought up the video files they'd put into the evidence servers. The Officer cam footage was too blurry, but the elevator cam had a good shot of their faces."
"Oh my." I said. "I recognize one of them." I was looking at the face of SBI Agent Porter...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good morning, sir." said Vice Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton as she came to my office a few minutes after Rudistan and Carter had left.
"Good morning." I said. "Thanks for coming in." I had her come with me to the Duty Desk, where we took the evidence-bagged computer and brought it under two-man control back to my office.
"A woman named Louella Hopper dropped dead at the University Convention Center tonight." I said. "She's a fairly well-renowned gossip columnist, and appears on KSB frequently. I want you to break into her computer under this warrant and download the contents into our evidence servers." I showed her the warrant.
"If you'll hook it up, sir, I'll do it here." Mary said. I hooked into the network and Mary started working on it. She plugged in a jump drive, and the password was quickly decoded.
As Mary worked, she said "A lot of journalists are going to the safer passphrase encryption of at least seven phrases using diceware. I'm surprised she hasn't."
I said "Well, this is her travel laptop------- oh, crap! I forgot..." I fished out my Police iPhone and made a call. "Jack! Where did Louella Hopper live?... The City?... I have a warrant to get her local laptop, but we need one to get her home and work computers... oh, crap. Okay, thanks."
After disconnecting, I said "Work fast, Mary. They tried to get a warrant for Louella's home and work computers, and KSB fought back, citing journalistic privilege."
"We're downloaded." said Mary. She took an external drive off the computer. "Here's an extra copy of her files, in case they tell us to erase what's on the evidence servers."
"You anticipate my e-ver-y want." I said.
"I've trained with the best, sir." Mary replied. Sheriff Griswold would approve of her asskissing, I thought to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Tanya Perlman drove up the hallway of Police Headquarters at 3:10am. I met her at the doorway to the anteroom of my office and said "Let's go into the Main Conference Room."
We did so and settled in where we could watch the monitor. I said "We've got Louella's laptop downloaded, but KSB is already starting to fight our warrants. So I want you to see this while we've got it. Where's Mom, by the way?"
"She went home." said Tanya. "She's exhausted. She's not getting any younger, you know."
"Yeah." I said. "Okay, we have Louella's last three columns with the City Gazette Online, which we don't need a warrant to get. And we have the draft on her computer of her next column. I also copied the YouTube videos of her last few pieces with KSB, before they take those down."
"Wow." said Tanya. After a pause she said "Don, I know you hate and distrust the Press. But do you really think KSB is going to go 'scorched earth' and take down the videos?"
"If not them, someone." I said. Then I said. "Did... did Jack talk to you about Louella Hopper?"
Tanya nodded. "He told why he went with me to the University Convention Center, and that her name had shown up in connection to the Bettina/Les Craig investigation."
"Good." I said. "So I'm sure you see the links of the chain: Louella wanted to talk to Elsie Gringer, who is Bettina Wurtzburg's aunt. Bettina and KXTC are close affiliates with KSB and Tim Sioban... who Louella was talking to when she dropped dead. Now I'm not blaming anyone... yet... but when I said Bettina was a suspect, I wasn't kidding. She might have motive."
"Having said that," I continued, "I'm not sure why Louella wanted to talk to my mother. Elsie might've been right that Louella wanted Mom to investigate something, or perhaps come to me as an intermediary, a go-between. And that would suggest that whatever Louella found is not Bettina-related. So the starting point of this investigation for me... oh, I'm sorry, for you... is to see if Louella put out something or was going to put out something that somebody did not like."



"Like that movie Conspiracy Theory." Tanya said. "Guy put out four theories, one of them happened to be real and they tried to kill him for it."
"Something like that." I said. "Okay, I'll leave the examination of this data to you. I've got a couple of things I need to do in my office..."
Part 6 - The Investigation In Earnest
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the redheaded MILF reporter from near Promontory Point, with the University in the background below her, at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 16th. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the death of renowned columnist Louella Hopper at the Entertainment Media Symposium on the University campus last night!"
Bettina began: "The 42 year old journalist was a columnist for the City Gazette and a KSB News Contributor. She was attending the symposium sponsored by the University's Journalism School when she simply fell to the floor. Though several persons rushed to her immediate aid, she died by the time paramedics arrived from nearby University Hospital. The Coroner's Office has not issued a cause of death, but the Medical Examiner did release a statement saying that foul play cannot be ruled out at this time."
Bettina: "Law enforcement representatives of the Campus Police, TCPD, SBI, and FBI were on the scene investigating the death, but it it not clear who has jurisdiction nor who is leading the investigation. The TCPD, SBI, and FBI have all refused KXTC's repeated requests for comments, and the Campus Police made a statement that they are waiting on the autopsy report to draw any conclusions about Ms. Hopper's death."
More Bettina: "And in local news, the Town & County Council meeting scheduled for tonight is expected to quickly go into Executive Session to discuss the Board of Inquiry reports on the BOW Enterprises hostage situation and the death of Police Lieutenant Ivar Irwin, as well as the Medal of Valor application submitted by the TCPD for Lt. Irwin. The BOI's report on the hostage crisis was mixed, partially due to the lack of cooperation from the TCPD and especially Commander Donald Troy and Captain Teresa Croyle. The BOI recommended 2-1 against awarding the Medal of Valor to Lt. Irwin."
Bettina: "US DOJ Civil Rights investigator Jocelyn Moran gave a statement to Channel Two News stating that US DOJ investigators would be in attendance at the Town & County Council meeting, including the Executive Session, under a Court Order issued by Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney. The US DOJ is investigating Town & County Mayor Daniel Allgood for allegations of racial discrimination against the Council's only black member, Reginald B.F. Lewis."
Yet More Bettina: "And in State news, Mike G. Todd, attorney for Commander Donald Troy, stated to several Press outlets that Commander Troy would not honor a subpoena from the State House Judiciary Committee in its Impeachment investigation of Governor Val Jared. Todd stated that Commander Troy had already testified before the Committee regarding the Braselton-Rodman incident, and that with the Legislature not in session and there being no formal Impeachment inquiry, any subpoenas regarding that investigation are not valid..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Bettina was giving her propaganda speech, a.k.a. her morning report, I was saying prayers of thanks... that Teresa Croyle did not carry a crowbar.
We were watching and drinking coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. When Bettina had announced that the BOI had recommended against Irwin being awarded the MOV, Teresa had literally come out of her chair and shouted "WHAT?!"
"Are you o-kayyyy, Ms. Croyle?" Chief Moynahan had asked. Teresa turned and glared at him.
"No sir, I am not." she stated definitively. She then turned to me and asked "What the hell is that about, Commander?"
"Have a seat." I said, as kindly as I could make my voice sound. "Sit... sit." I said, pointing at her chair until she sat down in it. "What happened is that Silas convened a three-man BOI, consisting of himself, Finneran and Fitzgerald. Mr. Morse and Mr. Landau were not invited. No witnesses were called, the Board just met. Mr. Fitzgerald complained and objected about it, but Silas shot him down. Silas also threatened Fitzgerald, which got Silas a warning from the Sheriff later on."
"Damn right." muttered the Sheriff, who was sitting next to me.
"Anyhoo," I said, "there's nothing illegal nor technically improper about Silas's actions. J.P. Goldman told me that he'd voted to send the MOV application through the BOI process in an attempt to get the whole hostage situation resolved to our greater good, but Silas completely undercut him on that. Mr. Goldman is furious with anger, and will not be forgetting that any time soon."
"Damn right." muttered the Sheriff.
"Is the Council going to have any of you in their meeting tonight?" asked Chief Moynahan. "I know I haven't been invited, at least not yet."
Sheriff Griswold said "I've asked Crowbar, here, and Captain Thompson to be there, as 'assistants' to the Sergeant-At-Arms. John Colby said he intended to ask Crowbar and Captain Croyle to be there to answer questions regarding the crisis."
"And I received my invitation, in gold foil on Her Majesty's Own cream paper." Cindy said. "Okay, not really. It was just an email. But I was asked to attend."
"I got that email, too." said Teresa.
"Why you, Commander Ross?" asked the Chief.
"As a courtesy, since I'm an MOV recipient." said Cindy. "That was Mr. Colby's official reason. His real, unspoken reason is because, unlike the Iron Wolf here, I carry a crowbar and am willing to use it if things get out of hand at the Council meeting."
"Which means I don't have toooooo." I said in an excellent imitation of a 'Scrubbing Bubbles' television ad. At least Tanya laughed at the joke.
"I never get invited to all the cool parties." Tanya lamented.
"You're already busy, Lady Ironside." I said. "Solving the Case of the Murdered Gossip Columnist."
"Anything new on that?" asked the Sheriff.
"Come to the meeting at 8:30," said Tanya, "and ye shall know the truth."
"And may it set me free, O Lord!" growled back Griswold.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Classroom 'E' was the setting for the meeting. All of MCD was in attendance, as was Lt. Myron Milton. SBI Agent Johnson and Campus Police Detective Tarleton had come in, and I made introductions all around. My mother Phyllis and Jack Muscone had come in as well.
Martha the M.E. came in, and Lt. Jerome Davis fawned on her with coffee and a doughnut, for which she was grateful. "I'm getting too old for these all-nighters." she said.
"So am I, Martha, so am I." I said. As we settled into our seats, I found that I was in charge; the Chief and Sheriff were in a meeting. "Okay, let's get started. Martha, whaddya got for us?"
"I have not yet filed my official autopsy report, pending the return of corroborating results from the State Crime Lab." said Martha. "And this is the first I've spoken of this: Louella Hopper was murdered. I found a small spot on her hip where she likely was injected with a drug. It appears to be a very small hypodermic syringe as opposed to an epi-pen syringe. There are breakdown products of a very complex neurotoxin in her system, and I caught it because I'd been reading about a similar case just a few weeks ago in the City."
"Tell us about that case, if you don't mind." I said.
Martha said "A man in his 50s was brought to the Emergency Room of St. Mary's Hospital in the City. He was barely alive, and he died in the E.R. despite every effort to save him. The autopsy revealed the breakdown components, but everyone was baffled as to what it was. Then a doctor with the Defense Intelligence Agency happened to read about it, and he contacted the FBI in the City about it. Would you like to tell the rest, Mr. Muscone?"
"I can." said Jack Muscone. "It was a new drug being synthesized in Central and South America, and was discovered by our Special Forces on, shall we say, 'visits' to that region of the world. It's a purified neurotoxin based on cobra and coral snake venom, but has some enhanced qualities for speed and efficacy, possibly a sarin-type agent."
"And this is not classified?" asked a stunned Joanne Warner.
"Yes and no." I said. "We will not be reading about the missions of our Special Forces teams down there. But the chemicals are already on Wikipedia, along with sarin, soman, VX, and other agents. Thanks to the Internet, their chemical structures, chiral centers, i.e. how to make them, everything is out there."
"In this case at St. Mary's Hospital," said Muscone, "they thought at first that maybe he'd been bitten by a snake or a spider, as they found a small puncture would on his hip. And then the DIA doctor contacted them about it."
"Who was this guy?" I asked. "The guy that died, I mean."
Martha the M.E. said "I have his autopsy here, which I'm adding to the evidence file. His name was Jerry Fussell, 56 years old. The M.E. there noted he had heart disease and possibly diabetes that was not being treated, so he wasn't in the best of health. The autopsy doesn't say any more about him.
Tanya Perlman said "I'll look him up."
She made a note on her pad as I said "In case you don't know, I've asked Captain Perlman to personally be in charge of our part of the investigation of Louella Hopper's death. One reason for this is certain information that has come to us, and another reason is the potentially sensitive nature of what Louella Hopper might have known as a gossip reporter, for lack of a better term. Captain Perlman will be working with SBI Agent Johnson and the Campus Police on this. What I want the rest of you to do is to assist her in her inquiries as well as being ready for other cases that might come up."
Tanya said "Before the Commander sneaks out of here, Myron, tell us what you found out about Louella Hopper."
"Yes ma'am." said Myron Milton. "Most of this was compiled by Mary last night. Louella Hopper was 42 years old and a graduate of our University's Journalism School. She's been an 'entertainment columnist' ever since, very similar to what Elsie Gringer does. But Elsie tends to stay on the people side of things, like what women wore to celebrity weddings, who is on the guest lists of University President Wellman's parties, the social scene stuff; while Louella tended to go for harder dirt, such as sexual affairs, what politicians were doing under the table, stuff like that."
Myron: "Louella has gotten a number of journalism awards when some of her gossip turned into hardcore scandals. Twenty years ago, in the State to our east, their U.S. Senator, a man named Charles Porker, was living up to his name: he was having sex with sweet young interns and campaign staffers... male interns and staffers. And he was a Republican, so there was no Media attempt to bury the story. Other reporters started digging, and the embezzlement, illegal campaign contributions, bribery, and other charges followed, but it was Louella who started that ball rolling."
"Like Drudge and the blue dress." I said. (Don't tell me you don't know what I'm talking about.)
Myron said "Exactly, sir. Anyway, she translated that notoriety into a good career in gossip journalism, though she's wrong as much as she's right. She's written four books: one on breaking the Porker story; one on Jasmine Nix, which was a positive and supportive book; one on the history of Yellow Journalism and gossip columnists; and one on the late Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins, which was most very unflattering."
"Another Kitty Kelly." said Cindy Ross.
"Yes, ma'am." said Myron. "Louella made pretty good money from the book sales, and has a relatively good income from her syndicated column and being a KSB contributor. Her finances are average: mortgage on a condo, car payments, two credit cards with a few hundred on each of them. Nothing special, at least so far."
Just then there was a knock on the door, followed by Chief Moynahan, D.A. Miriam Walters, and ADA Paulina Patterson walking in. "We have some bad newwwwwwws." said the Chief.
"Have a seat, sir. Don't keep us in suspense." I said.
They sat down, and Miriam Walters said "KSB has filed a lawsuit in Superior Court, trying to get Louella Hopper's laptop computer back and force us to destroy the evidence the TCPD downloaded from it. They are claiming First Amendment journalist privilege."
"That's a crock of pure excrement." I said angrily.
"And we are fighting KSB all the way on it." said Miriam Walters. "The Judge assigned to the case is Rodney K. Watts, and he has already denied KSB's emergency motion to squash the evidence. But the overall lawsuit was not yet decided. If it ultimately is found in favor of KSB, any evidence you get from the laptop may be thrown out."
"And there's more." said SBI Agent Johnson. "Tim Sioban of KSB refused to answer questions by me and the Campus Police about what he and Ms. Hopper were talking about when she fell down and subsequently died, citing journalistic privilege. Inspector Maxwell is considering getting a warrant and arresting Sioban, and forcing him to answer the questions or take the Fifth the normal way."
"Or go to jail for Contempt of Court?" asked Paulina. "He'd love that. The publicity, the martyrdom for the Press cause..."
"The only thing I don't like about that," I said, "is that I didn't get to say it myself before you did." There were some chuckles at that.
"But the more serious point remaaaaaaains." said Chief Moynahan. "The Press is fighting us every step of the way on this."
"So KSB doesn't want a reporter's murder to be solved, eh?" I replied. "I'd say that is very suspicious on their part. Would you agree, Captain?"
"Absolutely, sir." said Tanya Perlman.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Tuesday, July 16th. My mother and Tanya were sitting in my office with me.
"Okay, what's new?"
Tanya said "First, Jerry Fussell. He was a Private Investigator in the City, and apparently was Louella Hopper's main P.I. to confirm or refute things she heard about and wanted to verify and go to press with. I daresay that is what Geiger is going to be doing for the Town & County Examiner in the near future."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "What else?"
Tanya continued: "Louella's next column for the City Gazette had five major items. The first was that the Feds, at least the U.S. Attorney, would like to give Peter Blassingame full immunity from his crimes in exchange for Edward Blassingame giving the Feds everything he has on his operations as well as those of what we call the 'Swamp Frogs'."
"That's just moot." I said moodily. "The crimes against Peter are State and local: murder and rape. The Feds cannot give him immunity for those."
"We're just reporting, son, not saying it's right." my mother said. "Go ahead, Tanya."
"The second item," said Tanya, "is that Dr. Richard Searles of our University Hospital has been dating celebrity actress Mia McNamara and that they are going to announce their engagement soon."
"I see no reason why someone would commit murder over that." I said. "Dr. Searles is a widower, rich, handsome, charming, and Mia McNamara is a drop-dead gorgeous blonde. My only question is... how does he get all those beautiful women?"
I did not mention that Dr. Searles's wife Gloria was the best kiss my lips ever tasted, and I'd really wanted to do more with her. (Author's note: 'The Medical Murder Mystery'.) Alas, Gloria's unfortunate death prevented me from finding out if the rest of her was as good as that kiss...
"You are the last man in the world to be complaining, Mister Iron Crowbar." Tanya said with her cherubic grin, her eyes twinkling very brightly.
"Okay, okay." I said, unable to disagree. "What's next?"
"The third item," said Tanya, "is that T-Square was the one behind the beating of Lester Holder. She claimed to have sources that told her it was T-Square and his 'Regiment', not you, that executed the beating of Holder, since Tasha is T-Square's niece."
I nodded. "If there's fire under that smoke, it's a possible motive."
"Yes sir, if there really is proof." Tanya said. "The fourth thing was that she was stating in her column that the civil rights investigation of Mayor Allgood was pre-planned with the intention to charge him with racial crimes, then the Governor would be impeached if he did not suspend Mayor Allgood. She claims to have evidence of pre-planned collusion to make that happen."
"Oh, that could be big, if it were true." I said. "I can't believe the Press would allow that to be published and read by the Public, but if it got out, it'd be big."
"Yes, son." said my mother, then she said, her voice connoting warning: "But that's not all there was." She nodded to Tanya, whose lovely face lost its cherubic happiness.
Her words sent a chill down my spine as she said "Sir, the fifth item was that she had confirmation from Federal Government sources that you have found McGinty's Materials, and that they are still in your possession..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Links of the Chain
"Don?... Son, are you all right?" my mother asked as she and Tanya watched me. But I barely heard her. I was going into a reverie... a very, very dark one.
I finally climbed back out of it. "Commander, your eyes are flashing fire. What is it?" asked Tanya. I knew I couldn't say it out loud, as her fiancé was Jack Muscone, and I was remembering his words at the crime scene the night before... that the Feds had leaked information about me giving them info from McGinty's Materials.
"You do realize," I said, "that if she had put that out there, or if people become aware of it, then my life and my family's lives are in extreme danger. Grave danger."
"Is it that bad?" Tanya asked, her voice sounding skeptical... and worried. I looked at her as if she were in orbit around another planet.
"Are you kidding?" I asked. "The Consultant of Crime was nothing compared to the threat that would be. When I say 'grave' danger, I mean it very, very literally."
"Then we need to find out who is behind this murder as quickly as possible." said my mother Phyllis, trying to get us back onto the case, but also realizing that there was a problem between me and Tanya that went beyond the case itself. "Son, there were things on Louella's computer that she was working on, as well, but apparently weren't ready for publication."
"Things that someone might kill her to keep it quiet?" I asked.
"Possibly." said Tanya. "One thing is that she had strong corroborating evidence that Bettina Wurtzburg and Les Craig were working together against you and the FBI's investigation into Superior Bloodlines. Stuff the U.S. Attorney would love to have in his case against Bettina. Stuff that would be very damaging to Bettina if it did get to the U.S. Attorney." That seemed to be a 'hint' towards me.
"Definitely something the Press might want covered up." I said. "What else?"
Tanya said "She was working up a separate story that Benny Black of the 'Days of Promise' show was frequently visiting the City, and possibly visiting underground gambling establishments."
"Hell, he could go to Southport and legally gamble on the Riverboat Gambler." I said. "That doesn't seem to be much of a story. Then again... he was here visiting his brother Todd over the weekend. Maybe the gambling story is a cover for something else Benny is doing."
"That's very possible, son." said my mother.
"Maybe he's dating Mia McNamara on the sly, and Louella was going to expose it after Mia's engagement to Dr. Searles was announced." Tanya said.
"All kidding aside," I said, "that is not out of the realm of possibility. It's something you should check up on. Okay, what's next?"
Tanya said "There's a couple of things about our Mayor's wife. One was that Melina went to New York or Boston, where she had an abortion."
"It wasn't an abortion." I said. "It was a hysterectomy." Oops. I just fucked up, letting that slip out.
"What?!" my mother Phyllis all but shouted. "Melina had a hysterectomy?"
"Yes." I said, cynically enjoying that I knew something my mother hadn't known. "And you are not to tell her that I told you that. But pertaining to this case, that could be a link to the Allgood-Jared political thing, I guess."
"Yeah, I don't know why that would be something to kill Louella over." Tanya said. "Anyhoo, as you like to say, Commander, Louella was working on some more rape allegations against U.S. Senator Russell, and a full-piece story on sexual abuse of boys by the priests of the City's largest Roman Catholic Church."
"The Church scandal is out there, in general." I said. "But if Louella could target specific priests, or their leadership, they might think it was worthwhile to snuff her out."
"She's been all over the Catholic Church for a while now." said Tanya. "She put out some pieces about molestations in the past. I remember hearing some gossip myself that she was really trying to dig up dirt on our Chaplain Romano when he was awarded the Police Cross. But that was a 'no go' from the start, due to Father Romano's rather unique story."
I nodded. "So she hates the Catholic Church, and wanted to tear down a Catholic Chaplain that did well. But in a way... if she's been printing stuff on the Church for a while, the not-yet-published stuff isn't going to be anything special to her readers."
"Again, it's a matter of naming individuals and potential proof versus her previous general stuff." Tanya countered.
"Okay," I said, "we've narrowed the suspects down to the Catholic Church, any number of Press people, any number of Agents of the Federal Government, Benny Black, T-Square, and me. So what's your next step? Mom?... Mom?"
My mother finally came out of her own reverie. "Uh.. I'm sorry, son, I was..." Her voice trailed off.
"I guess we now know where you inherited that trait from, Don." Tanya said with a grin. She was trying to bring levity to the room, knowing that I was still very, very tense about the revelation of the Feds possibly leaking the McGinty Materials rumor to Louella Hopper.
"I didn't realize Melina having a hysterectomy would affect her so much." I said. "Okay, you two keep digging. And see if you realize what the most important question of this investigation is..."
Part 8 - Stonewalled
Meanwhile...
11:00am, Tuesday, July 16th. SBI Agent Johnson and SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow came into the Interrogation Room at SBI Headquarters in Westphalia, just south of the City. They sat down at the table. On the opposite side was Tim Sioban of KSB News, and his attorney Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C.
"Why was my client arrested?" Munson demanded to know.
"Your client was arrested under a warrant issued by the Superior Court as well as a Federal warrant," said Norm Chow, "as being a material witness in the murder of Louella Hopper----"
"Murder?" Gwen Munson said skeptically, interrupting Chow. "The autopsy hasn't been released yet---"
"The Medical Examiner has ruled it murder." said Chow, interrupting Munson back. "The autopsy is waiting for toxicology results, but her findings have been given to the Police, and then to the SBI."
"What does that have to do with my client?" asked Gwen Munson. "Are you accusing him of the murder?"
"He's a person of interest and a material witness in the murder." said Johnson. He read Sioban his right from the card. Sioban refused to respond when Johnson asked if Sioban understood the rights.
"Mr. Sioban," said Johnson, "you were talking with Louella Hopper at the moment she dropped to the floor and subsequently died. What were you talking about?"
"Pursuant to the First Amendment rights of the Press and protection of my journalism sources," said Sioban, "I refuse to answer your questions, and I will not help you in any way."
"So you're taking the Fifth?" asked Norm Chow.
"No." said Sioban, "I'm invoking my First Amendment protections of the Press. I will not reveal what I was discussing with my fellow reporter. In doing so, I am protecting my sources."
"So you don't give a damn about who murdered your colleague?" asked Johnson sharply. "I'd think you'd want to help us find who did this to your fellow reporter." Sioban said nothing.
"I find it very suspicious that you don't want to help us." said Chow. "What, did Hopper have something on one of your Press colleagues? Did you or one of your fellow journalists murder Ms. Hopper?"
"This is over." said Munson. "I'm taking my client out of here."
"No you're not." said Chow, his voice flat and dispassionate as always, but with an undercurrent of menace. "Your client is under arrest. And if he refuses to cooperate and answer our questions, or doesn't take the Fifth, he'll be charged with obstruction of justice and interfering with a criminal investigation."
"He told you, he's exercising his First Amendment rights as a journalist---" started Munson.
"Bullshit!" Johnson all but shouted. "The First Amendment does not give him the right to impede our investigation! But if he thinks it does, he can sit in a jail cell for ten years after he's convicted of the very real criminal charges we're filing against him. It's his choice." He then turned and looked squarely at Sioban and said "But one thing is for sure. You are not free to go; you are not leaving..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell entered the SBI Headquarters's other interrogation room, along with Lt. Gordon Grigsby of the SBI-IDE. They sat down at the table. Opposite them was SBI Agent Porter and his Union Rep.
"So what is this about?" growled Porter.
"You were seen on the sixth floor of the University Hotel." said Britt Maxwell. "You approached Louella Hopper's room, which was occupied by Police Officers, then you moved down the hall, pretended to be at the wrong room, then went down the elevator... not to the fifth floor, but to the front lobby and then out the building."
"Who says I was even there?" tried Porter.
Britt took a photograph out of her file folder and slid it across the table. "I'm not even going to play with you. That's you, in the Hotel elevator. You were observed by the Police Officers, who have identified you, and we have more camera footage of you. So, do you want to continue to deny that you were there?"
"He didn't deny it." said the Union Rep. "Stop trying to say he said something he didn't say."
"Why were you there, Porter?" asked Maxwell strongly.
"Why is it an issue?" Porter fired back.
"Because a woman that was murdered was staying in the room you approached, then played a dumb, obvious charade when you saw Police Officers were already there!" snarled Britt loudly. "Oh yeah, you also gave the SBI Reserve Inspector some insubordinate backtalk when he put someone else in charge of the investigation!"
"I didn't know he was with the SBI!" shouted Porter.
"Why was it so important for you to pull rank and try to take charge of the investigation?" asked Grigsby.
"That's a mischaracterization." said Porter angrily. "I only asked why a junior Agent was being put in charge when I was the senior SBI Agent there!"
"And it was a fair question to ask," said the Rep, "especially when he didn't know that it was the SBI Reserve Inspector there. And Agent Porter did back off when he was told that information. There's no 'there' there, so why are you harassing this Agent?"
"I just asked you a question, and I still don't have an answer." said Britt. "Why were you at the University Hotel, Porter? Why did you go to the sixth floor, and to Louella Hopper's room?"
There was silence in the room for a moment, then Britt Maxwell stood up. "I don't have time to play games. Porter, you're suspended without pay, pending a full internal investigation of your actions, with the purpose and intent of terminating your employment with the SBI---"
"What?" gasped Porter. "I've done nothing to warrant a suspension. This is harassment and setting me up!"
"You're not answering my questions." said Britt. "You're suspended. Without pay."
"I DIDN'T DO ANYTHING WRONG!" yelled Porter, rising to his feet.
"THEN TELL US WHY YOU WERE THERE!" Britt yelled back. The Union Rep pulled Porter back to his chair, and he sat down.
Britt exhaled, then said "No, don't answer. Save it for your formal OER investigation." She began collecting the file of papers and turned to walk out.
"All right, all right." Porter said in exasperation. "I was there to check out the murder victim's room."
"Then why didn't you knock on the door and speak to the Police that were in the room when you arrived?" asked Britt. "Police that did observe you, by the way."
"They'd already secured the scene." said Porter. "So we got out of there."
Grigsby said "But you first went to the next room, pretended that you couldn't open the door, then you or the Agent with you said you were on the sixth, not fifth floor. And then you got in the elevator but did not go to the fifth floor. So the questions remain. Why the charade?"
"And who is this 'we' you just referred to?" asked Britt. "The other guy in the elevator with you?"
"He's a P.I. I work with." said Porter.
After a long silent pause, Inspector Maxwell said "Well?"
"Well what?" replied Porter.
Britt rolled her eyes. "Keep the shit up, Porter. You're just digging your own grave."
"If you want me to answer a question, then ask the question." snarled Porter.
"I agree." said the Rep. "This is an interrogation. You have to ask every question, not just assume my client can read your mind."
"Okay, asshole." said Britt, worn past exasperation. "What's his name? Give me a name of the guy that was with you at the University Hotel when you went to Louella Hopper's room., and is in that picture with you."
"I call him 'Rocky'." said Porter. "I think his name is 'Rocker', something like that. I don't really know his name, and I want to keep it that way."
"Yeah, right." said Britt acidly. "Who sent you to Louella Hopper's room?"
"Nobody, we just went." said Porter. "Routine part of the investigation."
"I don't believe you." said Britt. "You didn't stop at the front desk to get Hopper's room number, nor anyone else's for that matter. You went straight up there. We have this on video, Mr. Porter. Now who sent you?"
"I told you, nobody!" shouted Porter. "We went to get a headstart on the investigation! There's nothing wrong with that!"
"We're not getting anywhere." Britt said. "Nothing has changed, Porter. You're suspended without pay, and this is your notification in front of your Union Rep." She turned and left.
"I'll just say this before I go." said Grigsby, standing up. "Porter, you were not selected for the IDE because there were questions about your integrity in the performance of your duties with the NTF. You were not terminated only because the SBI Director intervened and wanted you and a few others to have a chance to prove yourselves. So far, you're failing badly. I doubt you can save your job now, but if you come correct and answer the questions about your actions, you might be permitted to resign instead of being terminated for cause and dismissed in disgrace."
With that, Grigsby got up and left the room. SBI Agents came in and collected Porter's service weapon and badge, and escorted him out of the building in a humiliating perp walk.
Part 9 - Tag Teams
"Yes, that's interesting." I said into the phone. "Okay, then, thanks a lot for calling me... okay, bye."
I hung up, processing the information in my mind that KSB's reporter Tim Sioban had steadfastly and sanctimoniously refused to cooperate with the Police, citing some bullshit 'journalist privilege''; and then Porter's strange actions, followed by Porter stonewalling the SBI-OER probe.
*BUZZZ!*
I was jolted out of my reverie by Helena buzzing me, saying I had visitors. I had her usher them in. They were SBI Agent Terence Johnson and Campus Police Detective James Tarleton. They politely refused offers of coffee or water.
"Thank you for seeing us, sir." said Johnson as they sat down in the 'hot chairs' at my bidding. "We wanted to report our findings so far to you, and maybe get your advice on where to proceed."
"Sure." I said. "Whaddya got?"
"We were trying to answer your questions from last night." said Johnson. "Louella Hopper flew into the City from West Palm Beach, Florida, last night. Her flight was delayed an hour before taking off, and delayed another half hour getting into the gate at City Airport at 7:00pm local time. She was a featured speaker at a book show in West Palm Beach, and had a book signing there."
"Do you know which book the signing featured?" I asked.
Tarleton spoke up: "I spoke to Ms. Hopper's publicist, and she said the speech was on Yellow Journalism's role in the Media today. She had all of her books available for purchase and signing." I nodded.
Johnson continued: "She was scheduled to be at the dinner; there was a placesetting at a table for her. That table was the KSB table, and it was half-empty. She was supposed to ride in a van with other KSB people from the City to the University, but it left without her. Her cellphone records show that she called KSB to arrange for a car to take her to the University, but apparently they didn't have one, because she took an Uber. Cost her no small amount of money to do that."
"What time did the dinner begin?" I asked.
"The cash bar opened at 8:00pm," said Tarleton, "dinner began at 8:30, and the speakers began just after nine."
"What time did the Uber driver get her here? And where was she dropped off?" I asked.
"We haven't found the Uber driver yet." said Johnson. "She had a reservation for the University Hotel, and checked in at 10:00pm on the dot. The Hotel was running a shuttle to the dinner, and she took that to the location."
"So if her plane is in the gate at 7:00pm, and even giving a full half-hour to get into the Uber," I said, "we're talking a gap of an hour?"
"Yes sir," said Tarleton, "unless the Uber picked her up later, or had traffic problems. We're still trying to get all that information." I nodded.
"Well, that's a 'strangeness'." I said. "So, keep going."
Johnson said: "We got warrants to get the video coverage of the dinner. The Journalism School was running the feeds, and providing coverage to any news outlet that wanted anything. President Wellman put out the word to all of the Journalism School to cooperate with the investigation regardless of anyone's status as a journalist. So we have that, and a copy of that footage was sent to the TCPD as a courtesy."
"I appreciate that." I said.
"We're still processing it, seeing who was where, and who talked to who." said Tarleton. "The footage does show Louella Hopper arriving very late, going to several tables speaking to people who were still there, then she went into the room with the bar, where there was no video coverage, that we know of, anyway."
"As you may know," Johnson said, "Tim Sioban of KSB has refused to cooperate with the Police at any level over what he was talking with Louella about when she dropped to the floor and died. He's not being held in Contempt of Court for that, but has been charged outright with obstruction of justice and impeding Federal and State investigations. He was denied bail, and his attorney is appealing all of that based on his so-called status as a journalist. I really don't understand that."
"We can make three inferences." I replied. "One is that the Press is arrogant, and he's just being a typical Media jerk. The second is that what she told him was something news- or journalism-related, and might indeed be privileged. The third is that she told him something he and the Media does not want Law Enforcement to know, and he's trying to hide behind the journalism shield to keep from having to reveal it. But let's continue."
Johnson said "Several people she spoke to in the main ballroom did speak to us. They said Louella said hello to them, the basic innocuous greetings. Sally Wellman, President Wellman's wife, said she apologized for arriving late, then asked if Sally knew where Elsie Gringer was. The video shows that, then shows Louella going to the KSB table and then leaving for the other room."



Tarleton said "She did not eat or drink anything in the ballroom. The bartender of the open bar said she asked for a glass of soda water, which he served her. We're checking him out, but so far no flags have come up."
"How did she go from the ballroom to the other room?" I asked. "She was on the backside of the ballroom? Did she go all the way back to the hallway door, or did she sneak through the back room?"
"The back door, through the employees's area, sir." said Tarleton.
"And that could be very important." I said. "By the way, did anyone mention anyone having a grudge against Louella?"
"No one we spoke to." Johnson said. "But nobody at KSB will talk to us."
"Hold on one moment." I said. I picked up the phone and dialed Tanya Perlman's office. "Captain Perlman, can you come to my office for a moment?"
A moment later the *whirrrrrrrrrrr* of Tanya's wheelchair could be heard, followed by her appearance at my door. My mom Phyllis was behind her.
"Captain, Detective," I said, "take these Officers to the Main Conference Room and brief them on the information we've found regarding Louella's columns."
"All of it?" Tanya asked, stunned.
"Yes." I said. "Hold nothing back. Work with them on this. And you guys..." I said to Johnson and Tarleton, "this is not an order, but I think you'll understand when you hear this information why it can be extremely dangerous to a lot of people, including my own family, and so I'll ask you to show discretion in who you talk to about it. Again, no orders to keep it suppressed, but use sound judgement. Okay, y'all go ahead..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh wow." said SBI Agent Johnson as Tanya and Phyllis finished briefing them. "I see what the Commander meant. The SBI has been a beehive about McGinty's Materials, and everyone in the world seems to be looking for them... and maybe out of fear."
"Yes." said Tanya. "If Louella's column had been published about McGinty's Materials, someone might try to kill Commander Troy or harm his family if they thought he had the materials."
"It's more than that, ma'am." said Tarleton. "It makes him a suspect, doesn't it?"
"I suppose so." said Phyllis. "But I also know he was at home with me and his family all night."
"Not that it absolutely proves anything," said Tanya, "but we have the metadata of his cellphone pings, his Police radio, and his Police vehicle's locations. And, of course, witnesses at the scene didn't see him, nor did he appear on any cameras."
"Sorry, but I had to ask." said Tarleton. "And we also have to ask if Commander Troy really did find the Materials."
"You're right to ask." Tanya said. "But Commander Troy has denied finding or having the materials, and I personally believe him. But there's more. Read this." She handed them Elsie Gringer's affidavit about the meeting with Louella Hopper and Phyllis scheduled for the next morning.
"Wow, this changes things." said Johnson. "So no idea what Ms. Hopper wanted to talk to you about?'
"No." said Phyllis. "But since I'm Commander Troy's mother and Louella knew it, it stands to reason that anything Louella wanted to say in my presence would be helpful, or at least not harmful, to Don's interests."
"You guys know I have to tell Inspector Maxwell about this, don't you?" said Agent Johnson. "We can't question a superior Officer, so she'd have to be the one to talk to Inspector Troy."
"Yes." said Tanya. "I've already told her, but you should also. And yes, she's the one to talk to Commander Troy about it."
"So where does this leave us?" asked Tarleton.
Phyllis said "We've been compiling a list of potential suspects. KSB's Tim Sioban is very much on the list; he was talking to Louella when she died, and he's refused to discuss it under the false pretense of being a journalist."
Tanya said "KSB itself is an issue, as well. One of the things we found on Louella's computer was potential evidence supporting the Federal Government's case against Bettina Wurtzburg for colluding with disgraced FBI Agent Les Craig. KSB and KXTC are close Press allies. They might give cover to the murderer, if Bettina was the reason for the murder."
Tarleton asked "Does that make sense that Ms. Hopper would want to talk to you, if that were the case?"
Phyllis said "Possibly. Louella might not know of the extent of the feud between my son and Elsie's niece Bettina, and may have thought that she was doing the helpful thing coming to Elsie and me about it. Maybe she found something that goes against the Government's case, and thought I would be the correct intermediary to go to my son with the evidence."
"I have to admit," said Tanya, "that this is a point upon which Detective Troy and I diverge. First, the war between Commander Troy and the Press is well-known throughout the State; I can hardly believe a gossip reporter of Ms. Hopper's caliber would not be well aware of it. Also, if she knew something helpful to Bettina and not helpful to the Government's case, she very likely would communicate that to Bettina's lawyers or to KXTC. And if she did intend to go through Elsie, I don't see her going to Phyllis Troy."
"If I may ask a question..." said a voice from the doorway. Everyone looked up to see Your Iron Crowbar standing there.
I came on inside, and said "While I agree that pursuing and discussing the motive angle vis-a-vis these articles is worth looking into, Louella Hopper has published many, many columns and video pieces, and could have made a great many enemies over a period of time. So I'd like to suggest that while you work together, Johnson and Tarleton might want to examine the means and opportunity angle, while Perlman and Troy continue to look into the motive angle."
"Anything in particular, sir?" asked Johnson.
"It occurs to me," I said, "that the means and opportunity are limited. Ms. Hopper came in to that dinner very late; indeed, it looked like she might not show up at all. So someone acted quickly, and very opportunistically. We also have to ask what is coincidence and what is true motive. That scheduled breakfast with Elsie and my mother, for instance: who knew about it? Did someone know what she was going to talk about at that breakfast meeting?"
"You sound like you know something, Commander." said Tanya.
"No, not at all." I said. "If I did, I'd be telling you who to go arrest right now. But there's another issue, and it is that I must recuse myself from this investigation, and let the four of you take the lead on it. Louella Hopper was about to go public with my name in connection with McGinty's Materials. That not only makes me a suspect, albeit a very poor one as I have my dog Bowser as my alibi, but if Federal Government sources were telling Louella those lies about me having the Materials, it's something I need to be working on from a different angle. So I'll leave you to it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No, Jack, I can't make it to lunch today." I said into the phone. "And it's probably best that I don't while this Louella Hopper case is going on... no, nothing I care to discuss... yeah, keep in touch... bye."
As I disconnected, I looked up to see Cindy Ross in front of my desk, having very quietly come in without knocking. "Yes?" I said, more shortly than I intended.
"Everything all right?" she said. "I'm feeling the vibe all the way from my office. What's going on?"
"Have a seat." I said. As Cindy sat down, I said "Last night while we were at the crime scene, Jack Muscone said that the Feds had a sting going on where they passed some bogus information about Les Craig to Louella Hopper, to see if she passed it to Bettina. Jack said the info was that I'd found McGinty's Materials and passed info about Craig and Bettina to the Feds."
"Really?" Cindy gasped.
"I was about to rip Muscone apart," I said, "and he said he was just joking with me. I told him in no uncertain terms that it wasn't funny. But part two of this... we found on Louella Hopper's computer what her next column was going to be about. And one of the items was that she had confirmation from Federal Government sources that I'd found McGinty's Materials and was keeping them."
"Holy shit!" Cindy gasped. "Are you kidding me?"
"It's in our evidence servers." I said. "And I perceive that you understand the ramifications of that."
"It puts you in danger, doesn't it?" Cindy asked.
"Worse." I said. "Cindy, when Todd was taken hostage, the first thing I thought about was that they were going to demand McGinty's Materials in exchange for Todd's life. Turns out they wanted the Mutanix, and threw in asking for Peter Blassingame. And imagine if someone attempted to kidnap Carole, Jim, Molly's boys, or even Betsy... yes, they might go for your family, too... because they think I have McGinty's Materials."
"Oh, geez." Cindy exhaled. And then she caught on. "And you think that what Muscone said was true, that the Feds really did leak that about you having the Materials?"
"And/or 'confirming' it to Louella." I said, making air quotes. "Either way, it's a disaster. And a... betrayal. Jack may have been joking, but others in the FBI could easily have told Louella that. But what if Jack was not joking?"
Cindy stood up. "If you'll excuse me, I have something important to do." I nodded and she left the office. She went down the hall to the Main Conference Room, knocked on the door, and went in.
"Sorry to interrupt." she said. "Tanya, you and I need to talk. Right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Tuesday, July 16th. SBI Agent Johnson and Campus Police Detective Tarleton came into the University Hospital office of Dr. Richard Searles. "I appreciate you being right on time." said Dr. Searles after having them sit down. "What can I do for you?"
"Thank you for seeing us, Doctor." said Johnson. "I'm sure you heard of the murder of that journalist at the University symposium last night?"
"To be honest, not really." said Dr. Searles. "I had a surgery early this morning, so I haven't seen any news at all. I did hear a couple of people talking about it at lunch."
"Her name was Louella Hopper." said Detective Tarleton. "Did you know her?"
"I... can't say that I did." said Dr. Searles. "I don't remember a patient named Louella Hooper, or Hopper. Why?"
"Before I answer that," said Agent Johnson, "let me ask you this: is it true you are dating one Mia McNamara, and plan to announce your engagement soon?"
"Why, yes it is." said Dr. Searles with a smile. "We were keeping it under wraps until the big announcement party next month, but yes, we're engaged to be married."
"Doctor," said Agent Johnson, "is there any reason at all why you, she, or anyone else would not want that announced prematurely?"
"Uhhh..." said Dr. Searles, "I sure wouldn't be upset about it. Mia loves the dramatic, being the actress that she is, but if it came out I doubt she'd be upset. And I do need to ask why you're asking these questions. Is there some kind of threat to Mia? Past lover or something?"
Johnson was about to answer when Tarleton stepped in. "Actually, Doctor, we need to ask you that. Are you aware of any threats to you or your fiancée? Any anger over your relationship and engagement?"
"No, none at all." Dr. Searles said. "She wasn't dating anyone when we met and I first asked her out, and her career is doing very well."
"Out of curiosity, how did you meet?" Tarleton asked.
"She has a new television series coming out, about a cardiologist in private practice." said Dr. Searles. "She called me about a year ago, and asked me if she could talk to me about being a cardiologist. And you know what they say about 'love at first sight'? For me, it was true when I met Mia. We began dating from that moment on."
"Doctor," said Tarleton, "I know you're pretty famous as a cardiologist. Is that how she knew to call you? Or did someone recommend you to her?"
"You know that soap opera that came here and filmed a few of their shows?" asked Dr. Searles. (Author's note: 'Soap Opera'.) Tarleton and Johnson nodded, and Searles said "One of their actors is named Benny Black, and he's related to the BOW Enterprises CEO, Todd Burke. Apparently Mr. Black asked Mr. Burke to ask Dr. Laura Fredricson to ask me to take Mia's call, and I did."
"Outstanding." said SBI Agent Johnson. "The reason we're asking these questions, Doctor, is because Louella Hopper was a gossip columnist, and was writing a column that was going to reveal your engagement announcement. Is there any reason you know of that someone would be angry about her revealing that, someone that would want to stop her from revealing it?"
"No, I have no idea." said Dr. Searles. "Like I said before, I would actually have been happy if that happened; I'm the happiest I've been since my previous wife died. I'm sure Mia's happy, too."
"We appreciate your time, Doctor." said Agent Johnson. He presented his card and said "If there is anything you can think of, or if you hear anything that might help us understand why Ms. Hopper was killed, I'd appreciate you giving us a call."
"I'll do that." said Dr. Searles. He shook hands with the LEOs and they left.
As they walked out of University Hospital, Tarleton said "Think he's a suspect?"
"As Commander Troy has taught every LEO in this State," said Johnson, "we have to have data before we can make any conclusions. We'll check into them, and I'll ask Inspector Maxwell to send someone to interview Mia McNamara in the City, but I'm not seeing anything suspicious... yet."
Part 10 - Intermediary
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Tanya Perlman drove into my office at 3:00pm, and used the blue crowbar to shut the door behind her. She took off her badge, held it up, and said "May we?"
I took my badge off and put it on the desk next to hers. "What?" I asked.
Tanya said "I talked to Jack. He told me what he had jokingly said to you last night. He didn't realize that someone telling Louella Hopper that you had McGinty's Materials really was going to be in her next column."
"And worse," I said, "that the Feds 'confirmed' to her that I have the Materials."
"He understands how this looks, and he denies involvement in any of it. He wants to talk to you about it." Tanya said.
"So where is he?" I asked flatly.
"Uh... he's afraid to come in here without me paving the way." said Tanya. "Don, he genuinely is scared of you, and he and I both know how bad this is if you and he don't get it smoothed out."
"What if it doesn't get smoothed out?" I asked. "What if what Jack said was true... that the Feds really did tell Bettina's lawyers that I have McGinty's Materials, or whatever variant of it that they did say? You do realize what that means?"
"I'm trying not to realize it." said Tanya, and I could see tears forming in her eyes.
"By the way," I said, "I thought you didn't like being put between us and Jack."
"I don't." said Tanya, getting some steel back in her spine. "When I complained, I felt like I was being put in a position I didn't want to be in. But this is different, and it's something we've got to resolve, for good or bad, right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm. Cindy was sitting on the sofa when Jack Muscone came in, a very worried look on his face, followed by Tanya. My gray eyes were boring clean through his.
"Tanya told me what y'all found on the computer." said Jack. "Honest to God, Don, I had no idea when I made that joke last night. And it was a joke. I'm sorry I made it, it was in bad taste, and I had no idea about all of this."
I could sense he was being sincere, but I wasn't ready to concede that. "You know I don't believe in coincidences, Jack. You made that joke, and then this stuff comes up. You had to know something, Jack, so stop bullshitting me and tell me what the fuck is going on. And no fucking '400 years ago' or 'nothing gets past you' bullshit. What's going on?"
Jack said "To be honest... to be candid, as you'd say... I don't know for sure. I think they're keeping stuff from me, too."
"Who is 'they'?" I asked, my voice menacing.
Tanya turned to her fiancé and said, her voice pleading, "Tell him, Jack! Please!"
"Okay." Jack said. "Don, you remember that photo of that playing card I showed you?"
"Yes." I said. "What about it?"
"I was asked to show it to you, to see if you recognized it." said Muscone. "I was watching you, like I was instructed to, and you're either the best actor in world history or you genuinely didn't know what it was."
"Why would I?" I asked. "And one more time: who instructed you to show it to me and watch me? Who is 'they'?"
Muscone said "The retired Deputy Director of the FBI. And here's the full story that I do know: Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson found a public storage facility storeroom that they believe was where McGinty's Materials were stored. When they went there, the rent had not been paid for the last half of the year, which would make sense if McGinty died earlier this year. Anyway, the storage room was completely empty, except for that playing card, lying in the exact middle of the floor."
"So someone in the FBI goes to Louella Hopper," I said accusingly, "and puts my family in danger by telling her I have McGinty's Materials. And then you make fucking jokes about it."
Jack started: "I know it looks bad----"
"YOU DAMN RIGHT IT LOOKS BAD!" I shouted, almost rising out of my chair. "And it's going to look one hell of a lot worse if I have to bury my wife and children because YOUR GOD-DAMNED FBI told a fucking reporter that I have those materials, and she was going blab it all over Kingdom Come!"
"I had nothing to do with that!" Jack yelled back. "I swear to God, Don! I didn't tell the Press a god-damned thing!"
"Then WHO DID?" I asked.
"I don't know!" Muscone said back.
"Find out!" I said. "And tell me."
Jack was about to say something when Cindy stood up. "Guys, I think you need to go. Let me talk to Don for a minute." Jack and Tanya exited the office. I turned to look at Cindy.
"Don, I think he's telling the truth." the Green Crowbar said. "I'm getting a vibe that he is genuinely concerned that he's lost your friendship, and he's not sure why. I believe him when he says he's being treated like a mushroom, and by his own people."
I nodded. "Well, so much for friendship, if I have to take my family into Witness Protection to keep them alive... and none of you will ever see us again if that happens, by the way."
"Come on, Don, is it really that bad?" Cindy asked. My gray eyes bored into her ice-blue peepers. And then I literally felt her get the insight:
"Oh my God." she said slowly. "How could you know how dangerous those papers are, unless you do know what's in them? You do know, don't you?"
"And that's why they've been destroyed." I said. "But that's not going to save my family's lives if people think they still exist. I've been given no time to control the narrative---"
*BUZZZ!*
Cindy literally jumped at the sound. I picked up the phone and said "Yes, Helena?"
"The Chief wants to see you and Commander Ross in his office, sir." said Helena.
"Okay, thanks." I said. "And you can go on home."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I entered the Chief's office to find FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange sitting in the chair in front of the Chief's desk.
"Have a seat, guys." said the Chief. Cindy and I took seats on either side of Lange. "Did you work out everything with Muscone?"
"No sir." I said flatly.
"I was afraid of that." Lange said in his scratchy voice. "Don, I don't expect you to trust me, either, but hear me out: I'm not sure what's going on, either, but I'm investigating it. I do think someone did an end run around Muscone. And I'm not sure why they were so irresponsible that they've put your family, and maybe your TCPD colleagues here at risk, but someone wanted to do you that dirty. Give me a chance to find out who it was, and why."



I saw Cindy nod slightly, so I shrugged my shoulders and said "Sure." It is possible that the tone of my voice did not convince the EAD.
"In the meannnnn-time..." drawled the Chief, "we have a plan to use another portion of Ms. Hopper's information to our advantage. Let me ex-plainnnnnn..."
Part 11 - Council Shenanigans
7:30pm, Tuesday, July 16th. I was wearing my semi-formal uniform, jacket with ribbons, white shirt and black necktie, but not wearing the MOV around my neck. Captain Teresa Croyle was also attired in semi-formal uniform, and wearing pants ('trousers' to our British friends) instead of a skirt like she normally wore.
"How are you feeling?" Teresa said.
"I'm okay." I said, though a bit moodily. "And I need to be. I fully expect trouble tonight."
"Me, too." Teresa said. "But the Sheriff told me to stand down on the heavily armored SWAT Team. He said his Deputies would handle any problems."
"He told me that, too." I said. "But I don't think the trouble is going to come from PCGW punks. Something else is not right. I've just got a bad feeling about it."
"Because of what happened earlier today, with Muscone?" Teresa asked.
"That did not help my mood." I replied.
"It's tearing Tanya up." Teresa replied. "She loves Jack and his daughters, but she loves you too, in a loyalty kind of way like I do."
"I appreciate that." I said. "And that reminds me: let's talk tonight, after all this is over. There's something I need to tell you." Teresa nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As one faced the long bench behind which the Council sat in the Public Chamber, Kelly Carnes sat at the far left. To her left sat Reginald B.F. Lewis. To his left was Susan Weston. To her left was Sheila Sorrells, and to her left was Malinda Adams. Mayor Allgood sat in the middle. To his left was Ian McGhillie. To McGhillie's left was J.P. Goldman. To his left were Edward R. Steele, then John Colby, then Dagmar Schoen.
Teresa and I watched as the preparations for the meeting went on. The Intendent, Mrs. Peabody, was putting the agenda at each seat, and I was admiring her lovely legs. Someone was fiddling with the microphone system, but it was working fine. A young woman was putting bottles of water at each bench position while the microphone guy was testing each microphone. I humorously thought to myself that I was tempted to pay him turn off Mrs. Carnes's microphone.
As the audience began to fill up, I noticed that there were NO persons in red Antifa shirts. None. Everyone was decently dressed, except for the green-t-shirt wearing PCGW slugs. I pointed that out to Teresa, who said "I wonder what that's about?"
"It's about her." I said, nodding towards Civil Rights investigator Jocelyn Moran sitting on the left side of the audience, her two 'henchmen' on either side of her. I whispered to Teresa: "They don't want to give Daniel Allgood anything to counterpunch about." Teresa nodded in understanding.
"Hi guys." said Cindy Ross as she came up to us, also wearing her semi-formal uniform with ribbons, no MOV, and wearing pants as she normally did. "I'm getting a bad vibe about something, but I don't know what it is"
"I'm getting one, too." I said as the Council Members began trickling in. I noticed the Republicans were at their seats before the Democrats came in, and when they came in, the Democrats came in in one group. Hmmm...
Mayor Allgood gaveled the meeting to order. "Reports, please." he said. The lawsuit notifications were brought forward and referred to the City Attorney by voice vote. With it being mid-month, there were no monthly reports to produce.
"May I speak?" said Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"Councilman Lewis is recognized." said the Mayor.
"May it please the Council that we ask Commander Donald Troy, Chairman of the Charter Commission, to give us an informal update on the Charter's progress." said Lewis.
"Without objection, and with Chairman Troy's gracious acceptance." said the Mayor. I half shrugged and walked into the audience area to reach the podium and address the Council.
"Mr. Mayor, Members of the Council," I said, "the Charter Commission's hearings on various parts of the Town & County Government are on schedule. The last remaining large parts are education and the possibility of a separate School Board, and the compositions of the Board of Commissioners, other possibly separate Boards, and a revamping of the Board of Inquiry process. We will then present our draft Charter in early September, again with hearings, and then the final Charter will be submitted at least one month before Election Day in November."
"Let me ask this, Chairman Troy." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "If you were able to speed up the pace of your progress, such that a referendum could be held by the first week of October, we could have elections this November for all affected Government positions?"
"Yes sir, and no sir." I said. "And by that I mean that current positions, such as the Mayor and Council, Town Assembly, Sheriff, District Attorney and such, would not be held this year, as I believe State Law dictates many things about that. Newly created positions, such as a new Board of Education, might be held, but those could be held in a special election at any time after the Charter is passed. So this session of the Council will most likely run its two-year term."
Out of the corner of my eye, I'd been noticing J.P. Goldman drinking from his water bottle. I saw him grimace, then drink some more. And then he suddenly ducked down out of sight, and we heard that unmistakeable sound of someone vomiting. Mr. Goldman had luckily gotten a trash can and used it.
Councilman Colby and the Mayor quickly moved to help Mr. Goldman, and I leaped over the balustrade to assist. Teresa had called for a medic, and a Fire Medic was coming up. I noticed Cindy also coming up... and putting on latex gloves.
J.P. Goldman was really sick. He'd vomited hard several times, and was near fainting. The Fire Medic and a Deputy helped him out the door behind the stage and the bench, carrying the trash can he was still in need of.
"Don, you have an evidence bag?" Cindy asked. I handed her one of the two I always carried in my pocket as Cindy said loudly "All of you, please do not touch your water bottles! We are collecting them as evidence for analysis!"
"What the hell are you doing?" Kelly Carnes almost screamed out.
"My job, Mrs. Carnes." Cindy said. "I'm taking these bottles into evidence, to see if one or more of you Council Members have been poisoned."
"That's not unreasonable." said Mayor Allgood. "Cooperate with the Police, Mrs. Carnes." Carnes looked at the Mayor and at Cindy with a deeply hateful expression on her face, but said nothing else.
Cindy bagged Goldman's water bottle, and made the evidence notations. A few moments later, our CSI technicians came in and bagged the other water bottles, noting which Council Member they were in front of.
As that was going on, Dagmar Schoen said: "Mr. Mayor, I move we adjourn."
"I second." said Edward Steele, his voice shaky at having seen his friend J.P. Goldman collapse.
"Without objection?" Daniel asked. There were immediately five objections.
"A motion to adjourn disallows discussion." said Daniel. "Let's vote." The vote was 4-5, the Democrats voting against adjournment.
"Mr. Mayor, I move we go into Executive Session at this time." said Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"I second." said Kelly Carnes.
"We should be adjourning while our colleague is sick." said Dagmar Schoen.
"That was voted down, Schoen." Kelly Carnes called out happily.
"Show respect, Ms. Carnes." said the Mayor. "If there's no more discussion, let's vote." The vote was 5-4 to go into Executive Session.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Noooo." gasped J.P. Goldman as I went to the back room and looked in on him. "I've got to be at the Council meeting..." With that, he retched again, then collapsed totally.
"We've got to get him to the hospital." said the Fire Medic.
"Make it so. Take a squad car." growled Sheriff Griswold, who'd appeared seemingly out of thin air. Deputies helped carry Mr. Goldman out of the room.
As we went back into the public Council Chamber, Edward Steele said "How is he?"
"Sick as a dog." I said. Then we noted the evidence being collected and processed.
"Don, you don't think..." said Steele.
"I sure as hell do." I replied, knowing what Steele was about to say.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we came into the private Council Chamber, I said quietly to the Mayor that J.P. Goldman was being taken to the hospital. Daniel just nodded. Then Jocelyn Moran all but ran over me in order to hand Daniel Allgood a document. "This is a warrant requiring you to allow me and my fellow Civil Rights Division observers to attend this and all private Council meetings. And we're videotaping it."
Daniel took the document and examined it. "Oh, it names me personally as the object of your inquiry. That's fantastic!" Everyone looked at him with varying degrees of surprise on their faces. The Mayor explained: "That allows me to have my attorney Cy Hart in the meeting as well. And to have my own videotaping of the session."
"I object to his presence." said Kelly Carnes. "This is closed session. And cameras are forbidden."
"I'm sure you do object, Mrs. Carnes." said Allgood. "But since I'm the object of a Federal Government inquiry, then I'm entitled to have a lawyer present. And if Moran gets to have a camera, so do I."
"That's right." said Cy Hart, who some of us knew was Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's attorney, and was being paid by the Founder and Great Leader of 'The Vision'. Of course Dr. Eckhart was one of Melina's past mentors, and was also Cindy Ross's father.
"What's the point of an Executive Session, then?" snarled Kelly Carnes. "We might as well invite the entire State into the room."
"It doesn't matter." said Reginald B.F. Lewis, to Kelly Carnes. "Allgood's racism will be seen no matter how many lawyers he hides behind."
"Okay, let's get this started." said Daniel Allgood, sitting down in his chair. "One thing about Executive Sessions is that I can confine them to the strict purposes for which they were called. Therefore, with a Council Member absent, I am confining the discussion strictly to the BOW Enterprises hostage incident and the posthumous MOV application for Police Lieutenant Ivar Irwin."
"I object to that----" started Kelly Carnes.
"You don't have the right to object to that." interrupted Edward Steele, his voice conveying anger. "The Mayor has correctly stated the terms of the Executive Session under the Rules of Order.
The Mayor tapped his gavel. "Let's get started. We have two Board of Inquiry findings. The first one was a 3-2 vote indemnifying the Police and saying their actions were as correct as they could possibly have been under the circumstances. Anyone want to make a motion?"
"I move we accept those findings." said Jack Colby.
"I second." said Dagmar Schoen.
"I move to amend," said Kelly Carnes, "to accept the dissenting opinion that the bad decisions of the Police leadership were responsible for the death of Lt. Irwin."
"I second that amendment." Malinda Adams all but happily said.
"Discussion?" said the Mayor. To his surprise, there was none. "Okay, let's vote."
We braced for the worst, but to my surprise the vote was 3-6 defeating the Amendment, then 6-3 to accept the Board's findings. Susan Weston and Sheila Sorrells had voted with the four Republicans. At that point, I could sense that Teresa's hopes were surging for Lt. Irwin to get the posthumous MOV.
"Okay, we have a second finding, by a three-member panel," said the Mayor, "which recommended 2-1 against awarding Lt. Irwin the Medal of Valor. Do we have a motion?"
"I move to accept the Police Department's application and recommendation to award Lieutenant Irwin the Medal of Valor posthumously." said Edward R. Steele.
"I second." said John Colby.
"I move to amend," said Susan Weston, "to accept the Board's finding, and to award Lt. Irwin the Distinguished Service Medal."
"What?!" Teresa exploded, just about coming out of her chair. Indeed, I had to restrain her, and it was possible I was the only person in the room physically capable of doing so.
The Mayor tapped his gavel. "Please refrain from commenting until asked to, Captain Croyle." Daniel said.
"I second that motion." Kelly Carnes said, then looked at Teresa and said "And if you don't like it, bitch, you can go fuck yourself."
"POINT OF ORDER!" exclaimed several persons. At this point, the Sheriff was physically restraining me.
"Watch your mouth, Carnes." Griswold growled.
"Or what?" Kelly Carnes said, her eyes gleaming with a mixture of of cunning and utter hatred as she goaded the Sheriff. I knew I could only restrain Teresa so long, and we both would come to the Sheriff's defense. Only one thing to do...
I said loudly: "Or I'll begin discussing those illegal campaign contributions you received in last two elections... the one laundered through your husband's dentistry practice?" I saw the shock and then fear creeping into her face.
"You're full of shit." said Carnes, in a desperate bluff.
"Oh really?" I replied. "Wanna play? Keep it up. The District Attorney is only a phone call away."
The room had gone utterly silent. Reginald B.F. Lewis said "There is a motion on the floor, Mr. Mayor."
"Yes, there is." said Mayor Allgood. "Discussion?"
"I agree with Captain Croyle." said Jack Colby. "Lieutenant Irwin gave his life for a citizen being held hostage and physically tortured. His deserves the Medal of Valor."
"I don't agree." Susan Weston said strongly. "His actions were heroic, but they don't meet the high standard of the Medal of Valor. Father Romano's actions didn't rise to that standard---"
"But mine did?" shouted Teresa Croyle.
"SHUT UP!" yelled Susan Weston.
Daniel Allgood said "I am recognizing Captain Croyle to speak on this, as a Medal of Valor recipient herself. Keep it calm and clean, Ms. Croyle."
"I want Ms. Weston, a failed former Police Officer," snarled Teresa, "to explain to me how Lt. Irwin's sacrifice is any less heroic than my actions for which I was awarded the MOV. The only difference was that I survived and Lt. Irwin died, may God rest his soul."
"I don't think you should've been awarded the Medal of Valor, Croyle." said Kelly Carnes. "And that asshole Commander of yours shouldn't even have one, let alone two."
Allgood was tapping his gavel. "Watch your language, Ms. Carnes, or I'll have you removed from this Chamber."
"Discriminating against women?" Jocelyn Moran said loudly.
"He's within his rights under the Rules of Order to kick her out for that language." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And it doesn't matter what color nor gender the offender is. I'll arrest Carnes myself if she keeps it up."
"Please, come do it." goaded Carnes.
"You just don't learn, do you Mrs. Carnes." I said. The room again fell silent.
"I want to address Captain Croyle's offensive comments, as well." said Susan Weston, breaking that silence. "I agree with Ms. Carnes in that I'm tired of seeing medals being awarded like candy, especially the Medal of Valor. While Lt. Irwin's actions were heroic, and unfortunately fatal, I don't believe they rise to the standard of the highest medal the Public Service Department awards."
"Then what does?" thundered John Colby in his baritone voice. "Just what is the standard you think must be met? That is a serious question, Ms. Weston."
"Oh, I think saving children in the manner that Captain Croyle did, and Commander Troy did in earning his first MOV, is a consideration." said Susan Weston. "But I believe Lt. Irwin's actions were more on par with Chaplain Romano's, heroic but not meeting the MOV standard."
Malinda Adams chimed in: "I agree with the dissenting opinion of the Board of Inquiry, that Captain Croyle's failures led to Lt. Irwin's death. And that's another reason to downgrade the award." She looked over at Teresa with a look of happy triumph on her face, not realizing the only reason she was still alive is because my red crowbar was pressing Teresa's thigh, restraining my most very angry Captain...
"What we should do," said Sheila Sorrells, "is award Lt. Irwin the Police Cross. That is an acceptable compromise in this situation." I began to get the feeling that this as all orchestrated.
"Says you." replied Edward Steele venomously. "I say anything less than the Medal of Valor is an insult to Lt. Irwin's heroic sacrifice, and spitting in the face of the Police Force."
"I disagree." said Malinda Adams. "Our Peace Officers should not be engaging in warlike, paramilitary operations. Awarding the Medal of Valor for engaging in acts of war is an insult to the People of this County, and spitting in the face of our Peace Officers's true mission."
"So we should've just done nothing and let my nephew be murdered?" I thundered. "Is that what you're saying, Ms. Adams? You want the Police to just sit back and let the criminals rape and murder at their whim, and us do nothing about it?"
"You are mischaracterizing what I said." Malinda Adams said. "Our Peace Officers should be making arrests, not engaging in military actions meant to kill others."
Malinda Adams's comments were almost humorous enough to lighten the extreme tension in the room, and I suspected at that point everyone else realized it was getting silly.
"I move to amend the amendment," said Sheila Sorrells, "to award the Distinguished Police Cross to Lt. Irwin posthumously."
"Is there a second?" asked the Mayor. The room was silent for a moment, and it looked like no one would speak up.
"God damn you all." muttered Ian McGhillie. "I second the motion."
"You're taking their side?" asked Dagmar Schoen, her voice connoting disbelief.
"What do you want me to do?" shouted McGhillie, worn to exasperation. "Tell my son I let this failed Police Captain downgrade the award to a DSM?"
"All right, we have a motion on the floor, and seconded." said the Mayor tiredly. "Per the Rules of Order, if this Amendment is adopted, it supersedes the previous Amendment and becomes the Amendment to the original motion. Is there any further discussion?" There was none.
The vote was 5-4 to amend to the Police Cross, with McGillie being forced to vote for it because he seconded it. Susan Weston, knowing that, voted against the amendment in protest, as she desired the further downgrade.
"Okay," said the Mayor, "on the now-amended motion. Is there further discussion?" There was none. "Let's vote." said the Mayor.
The vote was 8-1, with Malinda Adams casting the protest vote against Lt. Irwin's 'warlike' actions. Politicians, I thought to myself. Can't live with 'em, can't shoot 'em... well, I could shoot them, and I sure wanted to at this moment...
Teresa was in utter shock, and it is possibly fortunate that she was too numb to move at the moment. Still, I watched over her, to make sure she didn't do something that I wanted to do myself.
"And the motion carries." said Mayor Allgood. "Do I hear a motion to adjourn, please?"
"I so move." said Edward Steele.
"I second." said John Colby.
"Without objection?" Daniel Allgood said. There were no objections. "We stand adjourned."
At that moment, Reginald B.F. Lewis broke out laughing and clapping. "We sure showed you goddamned Crackers!" he exulted.
"Mind your tone, Mr. Lewis." said the Mayor.
"Or what, you God damned illegitimate Mayor?" Lewis shouted. He turned to Teresa and said "Yeah, we denied your boy the MOV, and we did it to shove it up this Cracker racist illegitimate Mayor's lily-white ass!"
"Sergeant-at-Arms," said the Mayor, "arrest Councilman Lewis for disturbing the peace and using racist hate speech..."



Jocelyn Moran stood up and pointed her finger at Allgood and said "That was racist! I'm bringing Federal criminal charges against you, Cracker!"
Suddenly the door opened, and in walked the Intendent, Mrs. Peabody. She was followed by FBI EAD Owen Lange and FBI Special Agents Julius Jefferson and Lindy Linares. He stepped up to Jocelyn Moran.
"No, you're not, if you know what's good for you." the EAD said. He exhibited a document. "This is a Federal warrant to arrest you as a person of interest in the murder of Louella Hopper."
"What?!" said Jocelyn Moran. "I'm not going anywhere with you." Her two associates moved closer to her, protectively. Teresa took my red crowbar out of my hands and moved towards them.
"Yes you are." said Lange. "All three of you are coming to the Federal Building, and under arrest if need be."
"For what reason? shouted Moran.
"For being a person of interest in the murder of Louella Hopper." said the EAD. "Everything will be explained at the Federal Building, but you're with us now."
Moran had looked at the warrant, and also saw that she had no allies beyond her two henchmen... who Teresa Croyle could whip all by herself. "All right, let's go." she said to her henchmen.
As they left, I moved to Reginald Lewis in his chair. "Stand up, Lewis. I said.
"Are you fucking kidding me?" shouted Lewis.
"The Mayor is having you arrested, and I agree that you committed the crimes." I said. "Now you can stand up, or I will physically remove you from that chair, cuff you, and drag you to Police Headquarters. Move."
Lewis reluctantly got up. I affixed handcuffs to his wrists behind his back, and I marched him out of the room.
"You fucking son of a bitch!" yelled Kelly Carnes. "I'll have your fucking badge!---" She stopped as a red crowbar was jammed against her neck.
"One more word out of you, bitch," Teresa said, the quietness of her voice belying the fury inside her, "and I will throw what's left of your body in the jail cell with him."
"Let's go, Captain." said the Sheriff. "This whore isn't worth it. She's about to have some serious legal problems, too, if I heard the Iron Crowbar right."
"And you did, Sheriff." said Teresa. To Carnes she said "I'll be back. Bitch." then turned and followed the Sheriff out the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Arriving at Police Headquarters, I took Reginald B.F. Lewis through the jail side door. Then I took off his handcuffs and said "Get the fuck out of my Police Station, dirtbag."
"What?" Lewis said, confused. "What the fuck is going on?"
"The meeting was over, so the Mayor really couldn't have you arrested. That was all me." I said. "And it's a reminder that I can, and will, arrest you any time I feel like it, and you'll go to prison for ten years. That really was racist hate-speech you used, and despite that idiot from the US DOJ's assertion that blacks can't commit hate crimes or use hate speech, I am eager to test her assertions by making an example out of you."
"You are one fucked up Cracker." Lewis said. I turned on him and he realized that it was about to get ugly for him.
"Yes I am." I said. "Wanna see just how fucked up I can make things?"
"So you going to take me back to City Hall?" Lewis asked, backing down for the moment.
"It's a warm night." I said. "You can walk."
"And what if I get mugged?" asked Lewis.
"Hey." I said. "The Police are only a phone call away, right?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going back to my office, I speed-dialed Cindy on her Police iPhone. "Hey, what's up?" I asked.
"I'm at the Hospital." Cindy said. "The Crime Lab is analyzing the waters, and it looks like J.P. Goldman and Ian McGillie's waters were spiked with ipecac. Goldman drank his, but McGhillie didn't. As you know, ipecac was a legal drug that was an expectorant and emetic, but is no longer generally prescribed and is hard to come by, and it's a poison in too high a dose. The Crime Lab will have to confirm this, but Dr. Morgan thinks what was in Mr. Goldman's bottle was a higher concentration than industrially made ipecac would've been, and therefore very poisonous to Mr. Goldman's system."
"How is Mr. Goldman?" I asked.
"He's had a rough go of it." said Cindy. "They've got him on an I.V. to prevent dehydration, and they've given him something to counteract the drugs and stop the dry heaves."
"That was really good of you to act so quickly to take those bottles into evidence." I said. "Power of the Vibe?"
"Maybe." Cindy said. "I knew something was wrong the minute he went down. Don... what was the motive of poisoning Mr. Goldman?"
"If Mr. McGhillie's water was also contaminated," I said, "then the motive obviously was to incapacitate one or two of the Republican Council Members. Did you hear about the MOV application? It got downgraded, to a Police Cross, and that was only after Susan Weston tried to downgrade it to a Distinguished Service Medal."
"Are you kidding?" Cindy gasped. Then she said "How's Teresa?"
"Bad." I said. "I still don't have my crowbar back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, what's this about?" Jocelyn Moran demanded to know. Her two assistants were on either side of her.
"First, I'm going to read all three of you your rights." said Owen Lange. He did so from the card.
There was no reply when he asked if they understood the rights. Instead, Moran said "You better start explaining, and fast."
"I'll start at the beginning." said EAD Lange. "Last night a reporter dropped dead at a University dinner. She was murdered---"
"That's a local crime." said Moran. "So why am I in here now?"
"Let me finish, and I'll tell you." said Lange. "The investigation is going on at the local, State, and Federal levels. Louella Hopper, the victim, was a gossip columnist, and on her computer was an article she was about to publish. One of the items she was about to publish is that she had confirmation that your investigation of Mayor Allgood was predetermined to charge him with racial crimes no matter what the truth was, and that this was being done in collusion with State-level persons to force the Governor to suspend Mayor Allgood and then impeach the Governor whether or not he suspends the Mayor." 
"So what." Moran said flatly.
"It means that you are a person of interest in the murder, and we have a few questions for you." said EAD Lange. "Are you or have you been in contact with any State or local-level officials regarding a predetermined outcome of your investigation of Daniel Allgood?"
"Gentlemen," Moran said to her two guys, "say nothing, answer no questions. I am demanding a lawyer before I answer any of your questions."
"Then call him or her, and get him or her up here." said Lange.
"Why don't we continue this in the morning, when my lawyer from the City can get here?" said Moran.
"Ms. Moran," said the EAD, "you don't seem to understand that you are under arrest. As person of interest in a murder and conspiracy investigation. And that this is a formal interrogation. I've got all night. Now call your lawyer and get them here, or answer my questions, or take the Fifth. In all these variations, you are not free to go; you will remain here until I am done with you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm, near the end of a long, exhausting day. The Cabin was empty except for me on the back deck. I heard Teresa drive up, then her walking around the side to the back deck.
"Here you go." she said, handing me my crowbar back. I had her sit down on the metal mesh loveseat with me. "How is Mr. Goldman?" she asked.
"He'll... recover." I said. "But he's an old man, and something like that would be hard on any of us."
"So this was a planned attack?" asked Teresa.
"I think so." I said. "Mr. McGhillie's water bottle was full of ipecac, too, but fortunately he didn't drink any of it.
"What's the motive?" asked Teresa. "Did they really poison a man, just to keep a good Police Officer from getting the MOV he deserved?"
"Looks that way." I said. "And all out of spite, and hatred."
"Did you really let Reginald Lewis go?" Teresa asked.
"Yeah." I said. "And I observed that he was very, very careful to not do or say anything until after the meeting was adjourned, and then he started goading the Mayor. They were clearly setting up Daniel, and Daniel almost bit."
"Well, moron Moran is under arrest now." said Teresa.
"For the time being." I said. "This really is an opportunity to dig deep into her, and see if we can find a collusion link. If we do, we'll embarrass the hell out of the DOJ."
"And save Daniel, and maybe the Governor." said Teresa. "By the way, when you do file the charges against Kelly Carnes, I want to personally make that arrest."
"Noooo problem." I said.
"How do you know she has illegal campaign finance issues?" Teresa asked.
"That... is what I wanted to talk to about tonight." I said. The bug-killer was 'on', and I picked up the infrared binoculars and looked very carefully around. Then I said in a very low whisper: "I have something to apologize to you about. When I told you that I destroyed McGinty's Materials, that was only partially the truth. I did destroy a lot of it, stuff pertaining to dead people or long-retired politicians, where the Materials are no longer harmful to them or helpful to me."
"But not all of them." Teresa said quietly, realizing where I was going with the conversation.
"Not all of them." I replied just as quietly. "I told you I destroyed them because I feared someone might capture you to get to me, and if they did to you what Dr. Casey B. Walker did to me," (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver') "all you could tell them is what I told you. And when those bastards captured and tortured Todd, and Trent Ridge came after Carole, my first thought is that they were after McGinty's Materials, not the Mutanix."
Teresa nodded. "I understand."
I said "I was hoping to be able to put out some deceptions, to control the narrative about the Materials. But something happened. The Feds told Louella Hopper that I have the Materials, and if you can't fathom why they wanted to deny Irwin the MOV, imagine how I can't fathom the Feds doing that to me."
"Is that the source of your friction with Jack Muscone?" Teresa asked.
I nodded. "By the way, Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson found the storage place. They found a room that was empty save for a playing card that was left on the floor, with the Sign of the Joker on it. Muscone showed it to me for a reaction, then later was forced to confess they'd found the place."
"You... you think Team Lazarus leaked that to Hopper?" Teresa asked, her voice sounding stunned.
"Someone in the FBI did." I replied. "And Jack is going to come correct with some names, or else."
"Or else... what?" Teresa asked.
"Just.. 'or else'." I said. "Anyway, I apologize for not telling you the full truth. I still have McGinty's Materials. And that's how I knew where to look to get the evidence on Kelly Carnes's campaign finances. She's been funneling money through her husband's dentistry business. The D.A. gets my phone call on that in the morning."
I continued: "You and Todd need to be very careful, and watch over your children. It's getting dangerous. If something does happen to me, you, and only you, will be given information to find the Materials, and you can light up the world to avenge me."
"And I will." Teresa promised.
*CLICK!*
The motion-sensor light attached to the wall of The Cabin came on, spooking us. As we looked behind us, a cat walked up along the deck, then jumped up on the railing. It had beautiful bengal-tiger stripes in gray, silver and black.
"Hello, Cat." I said as it looked at us. I made observations. "I think it's a 'she', and that she is pregnant."
Teresa said, "Where did she come from?"
"I don't know." I said. The motion sensor light went back off, plunging us back into darkness. I saw the headlight of a train coming out of the western horizon.
"I wanted to kill that bitch Carnes." said Teresa. "I haven't felt hat angry since... since the night I whipped Dean Allen's sorry ass. And the night I got home and my father had set the house on fire... Why? WHY did they do that to Irwin? Are they really that full of hate?"
"Yes." I said. "Yes they are." I felt Teresa collapse into me, and I held her as she silently wept in the dark of the night...
To be continued.
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Part 12 - News We Can Use
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 17th, from the anchor desk at KXTC studios. "Channel Two has learned that the Town & County Council has denied the Medal of Valor application for slain Police Lieutenant Ivar Irwin!"
Bettina began: "In a tense Council session in which one member became ill and was taken to the hospital, the Council voted nearly unanimously to posthumously award the Distinguished Police Cross to Lieutenant Irwin at the next Promotions and Medals Ceremony on August 1st."
Bettina: "Some Police Officers were bitterly angry at the vote. Police Captain Teresa Croyle, a Medal of Valor recipient herself and Lt. Irwin's direct superior Officer, issued a statement blasting the Council for downgrading the MOV application. Lt. Irwin died while rescuing Captain Croyle's husband Todd Burke in an armed standoff at BOW Enterprises last month."
Bettina: "In other news, the Coroner's Office has just issued its report on the death of journalist Louella Hopper at the University Journalism School's symposium on entertainment journalism Monday night. The Coroner's report has stated that Ms. Hopper's death was a result of foul play. The SBI and Campus Police are investigating, and SBI Reserve Inspector Donald Troy has refused to respond to multiple requests for comment by KXTC."
Bettina: "The SBI has not commented on possible motives for the death of Louella Hopper, but sources tell Channel Two News that Ms. Hopper had received confirmation from Federal Government sources that blackmail papers belonging to Bundy McGinty were captured after Commander Troy busted McGinty for the murders of four Police Detectives across the State..."
Bettina paused for dramatic effect, then said clearly and loudly: "...and that Commander Troy still has those papers in his possession. Once again, sources tell Channel Two News that Louella Hopper had information that Commander Troy is illegally in possession of McGinty's Materials. And per usual, neither Commander Troy nor the TCPD would respond to KXTC's multiple requests for comment, which KXTC considers to be suspicious..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's just trying to get you murdered, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching in anger, as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room, sipping coffee and eating the doughnuts the Chief generously provided.
"How did she find out about that?" I asked, looking over at Tanya. Her eyes bugged out at my piercing stare at her.
"I have no idea." she replied. "C'mon, Don, do you really think I would leak that? And to Bettina, of all people?"
"No." I said coldly. "But the FBI would... and might have." Tanya looked shocked, very aware of the implication I was making, and she was trying hard to match my stare right through her...
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal FBI EAD Owen Lange. "Mind if I join you guys?"
"Yes, do come in!" exclaimed the Chief, very glad that the extremely tense moment between me and Tanya was temporarily abated. I scooted my chair over so that he could sit next to me, and to the Chief's right, and I poured him some coffee.
"Thank you." said Lange. He took a long near-gulp of the coffee. "I really needed this. That bitch Jocelyn Moran had me up all frickin' night."
"What happened?" I asked.
"Well, her lawyer didn't get here until two in the morning." said the EAD. "Her name is Gwen Munson. Sweetest voice you ever heard, but the.. bitchiest... personality in the world... no offense, ladies."
"None taken." said Cindy Ross. "We're used to it."
"What you may not know," said the EAD, "is that we used the information about Louella Hopper's column to get Federal warrants to investigate Jocelyn Moran. She's been a shady character for a while, and she's suspected of using her position to shake down companies, threatening to accuse them of racism in the workplace if they don't make a generous payment to some worthy cause... which funnels back to her. We were able to get Federal warrants because the US DOJ is in Washington, D.C., and you guys are here."
"Thank God for that." I muttered. A lot of my colleagues nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Yeah." said Lange agreeably. "So we've traced several metadata threads between Moran's two so-called associates and people associated with Eldrick X. Weaver, Reginald B.F. Lewis, and Lester Holder of KXTC. We also have connections between both of them and people associated with Tasheeka Harris and Maxine Watts. We presented that to Moran and her attorney, who immediately said none of that was illegal. Our reply was that it would be harmful to their plans to have those plans exposed, and therefore Moran and her henchmen are suspects in Ms. Hopper's murder."
"Suspects? Not persons of interest?" I asked, being aware of the huge differences between the two.
"Full suspects." replied Lange. "And Moran and her associates were at the Hyatt Hotel Monday night. Moran's henchmen immediately took the Fifth. Moran and Munson attempted to leave, and of course we stopped Moran from leaving, as she is under arrest. She demanded an immediate 'show cause' hearing, which Federal Judge K.M. Landis got out of bed to hold an hour ago. Moran has been bound over, and is under house arrest at the Hyatt Hotel."
"Oh noooo..." I muttered. "All she has to do is get back to Washington, and we'll never see her again."
"Good!" said Cindy. "Then she won't be harassing Daniel Allgood for doing nothing."
"They'll send someone else." I said. "I want to see the screws turned on Moran, and force her to admit the collusion, or have to take the Fifth, which has its own bonuses for us."
The EAD smiled. "Let it play out, Commander."
"No problem, Mr. Director!" I said with alacrity. "Besides, I'm going to be busy trying to keep my family alive after Bettina blabbed that about me having McGinty's Materials to the world."
"Why don't you and I go talk about that, Commander?" Owen Lange said. "Your office?"
"As long as the Green Crowbar is also invited." I said.
"You guys have great nicknames." the EAD astutely observed as we got up to leave.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right," said the EAD as we settled into our seats in my office: me in my comfortable 'Command Chair', Cindy on the sofa, and the EAD in a hot chair, "here's what I've found out about all that stuff. First, Martin Nash and Julius Jefferson found that Joker card in that empty storage space. Julius told Muscone about it, but I found out that Nash called his uncle, the retired Deputy Director, first. The DepDirector called Muscone directly, and he's the one that asked Muscone to go through that process of showing you a photo of the card and watching your reaction. Muscone reported back that in his opinion your reaction was one of having no knowledge of that card. Muscone also made a routine report to me about all of it."
"What did you know, and when did you know it?" I asked. "By that I mean, when did Nash find that card, and where? When did he tell the DepDirector, and when did he tell Muscone? And when did Muscone's report cross your desk?"
"It crossed my desk Monday." said the EAD. "I'm not sure of the timing of the rest of it. I've sent Nash an email, telling him to be ready to take a phone call from me to explain himself... not only about the details, which I'll be asking about, but about why he did the end-run around his chain of command and went to the DepDirector first."
"So Jack just did what he was asked to do." said Cindy. "And he reported it to you, so he's not trying to hide anything."
"I believe that to be the case." said the EAD. "I just want you guys to know that I'm still working on it, especially to find out who leaked all that information to Hopper, and when."
I nodded. "I appreciate the information, sir. There's one more thing you can do for me: stay here and watch the KFXU newscast with us." With that, I texted Teresa to come to my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the comfortable-looking KXFU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith. We have a lot of big news today!"
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "Yes, we do have a lot to report. Here's what's going on: last night at the Town & County Council meeting, Council Member J.P. Goldman, owner of the J.P. Goldman Bank here in Town, became violently ill and was rushed to University Hospital. At that time the Town & County Police collected all of the Council Members's bottled waters as potential evidence."
Catrina: "The Crime Lab issued a statement two hours ago that Mr. Goldman's water bottle was filled with an ipecac solution, which would cause vomiting. The solution was much stronger that the solutions that you could once buy off the shelf, and the amounts of the compounding suggest that it was not industrially made but was homemade. The water bottle at Council Member Ian McGhillie's seat was also full of ipecac, and the Town & County Police have opened a criminal investigation of the incident.."
Meredith: "Additionally, University Hospital confirmed that Mr. Goldman was poisoned by drinking from that water bottle. He was listed in serious but stable condition, and is expected to improve and be released, possibly by this afternoon."
Catrina: "In Councilman Goldman's absence, the Democrats on the Council refused to adjourn the Council meeting until Mr. Goldman could recover, but instead went into Executive Session. And during the Executive Session. the application for a posthumous Medal of Valor for slain TCPD Lieutenant Ivar Irwin was downgraded to a Distinguished Police Cross."
Meredith: "The Republican Council Members have bitterly denounced the actions of the Democrats, not only to degrade the award for Lt. Irwin, but to continue the Council meeting after Mr. Goldman was poisoned. They are considering a lawsuit to force a new vote on the MOV application. Council Democrats have stated that the legal process was scrupulously observed, that Lt. Irwin is getting the medal that best suits his actions, and that the Republicans's accusations of Mr. Goldman being poisoned was slanderous. That statement was made before the Crime Lab issued its findings."
Catrina: "In other news, the investigation of murdered reporter Louella Hopper is ongoing. Public Relations Officer Captain Damien Thompson issued a statement saying that our competitor KXTC's reporter Bettina Wurtzburg's stating that Commander Donald Troy had the so-called McGinty's Materials in his possession was not true."
Meredith: "Commander Troy of the TCPD, who also serves as the SBI Reserve Inspector, issued a statement exclusively to Fox Eight News that Bettina Wurtzburg's comments were 'dangerous' and 'could potentially bring harm to my family'. Commander Troy also stated that Bettina Wurtzburg, who is under investigation by the Federal Government for treason, is a person of interest in the murder of Louella Hopper."
Catrina: "Commander Troy also said that our competitor KSB's Tim Sioban had refused to cooperate with law enforcement authorities, and is being charged with obstruction of justice and interfering with State and Federal investigations. A Federal Judge ordered yesterday that Sioban be held without bail after he was arrested."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said the EAD as the broadcast finished. "You don't play, do you Commander? But putting all that out there like that? Is that really the way to go?"
"No sir, I don't play." I said. "But I don't think it harms any potential cases to let the world know that KXTC and KSB reporters are the reason journalists are one of the three most despised professions, along with telemarketers and politicians."
"Okay, then." said the EAD. "I'll go get Julius Jefferson out of your MCD room and we'll go back to the Federal Building. I'll let you know of anything new that I find. You might also want to consider the 'Thunderbird' protocol."
"Yes sir." I said. The EAD left, and Cindy and Teresa of course immediately asked what the 'Thunderbird' protocol was."
"It's a codeword, like the 'Valkyrie' protocol." I said. "If the EAD gets called or warned off the case regarding the Feds leaking that about me and McGinty's Materials, he'll text me that word."
"What if you and your family are in imminent danger?" asked Teresa.
"Oh, he wouldn't text a vague message for that." I replied. "So, Teresa, how's the mood of the Police Force?"
"I'll be meeting with the Precinct Officers and Sergeants in an 'all hands on deck' meeting at 9:00am, sir." said Teresa. "I'll be able to tell you more after that. I do know that when I called to arrange the meeting, Abram and Rudistan said morale wasn't good."
"Fair enough." I said.
"Teresa," said Cindy, "can you give me a minute with Don, please?"
"Uh, sure." said Teresa. She got up and left.
Cindy made a point to show that she was turning on her anti-bugging device, then she said "Do you trust the EAD?"
"Uh..." I said. "Yeah. I guess I do."
"But not Jack?" asked Cindy.
"I dunno." I said, looking at my desk and shaking my head. "I want to believe him, but he's the one that asked me about that card. Maybe he's being duped, too."
"What bothers me," said Cindy, "is the DepDirector. Something's not right. Do you know if there was anything in the Materials that might affect him directly?"
"Not that I know of." I said. "But there are a lot of FBI reports that are part of the Materials. That in itself might be something they're worried about. But in the overall... I agree with you that something is badly wrong here. Most of all that they're not trusting me, and going behind my back like they're doing."
"Especially Nash." Cindy said. "My disappointment in him cannot be overstated."
She got up to go. "Well... not to beat a dead horse, but now you know why I turned in my FBI Consultant badge and refused to take it back. We may can trust Jack Muscone... though only because he's head over heels in love with Tanya... but we sure as hell can't trust the rest of 'em. My two cents worth: drop 'em, and don't look back. We don't need them, Don."
I nodded introspectively, my mind already ahead on other things. I was realizing that they'd fed Bettina information to see if it got to her and her lawyers. But by what means were they doing that? I wondered to myself...
Part 13 - 'Meetings'
9:00am, Wednesday, July 17th. The big meeting was in Classroom 'E'. Teresa was not present, as she was in her own meeting with her people. Tanya and my mother Phyllis were also not present. By way of contrast, SBI Agent Johnson and Campus Police Detective Tarleton were present. Somewhat to my surprise, so were SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell and District Attorney Miriam Walters.
"O-kayyyy," said the Chief. "We have a lot of stuff to cover. Mr. Crowbar, lead us through it, please."
"Yes sir, thank you." "I said. "First, who is assigned to Mr. Goldman's poisoning, and what have you found?"
"Detective Washington and I are in charge of it, sir." said Detective Julia Rodriguez. "Detective Warner and I swapped partners, sir, since Roy McGhillie's father is a Council Member."
"Smart thinking." I said. "Go ahead."
Rodriguez started: "We have the medical reports, which confirm poisoning by ipecac. We also have secured all the videotape of the room that we know about. There's a camera in back, behind the audience, that records the Council meeting, but it did not switch on until the meeting started. There is also a camera to the right side of the stage, to the left of the audience's podium, which normally records whoever is speaking at the podium. In this case, before the meeting, it recorded a young woman putting out the water bottles.
Julia connected her computer to the room's monitor, and played a video. It showed a young woman putting out the bottles of water. "This is Jenny Peabody. She's Adele Peabody's niece. Adele Peabody is the Intendant, who looks after the Council's wants and needs. Jenny is a student at the University, majoring in pre-Law Political Science. She's interning at City Hall, which was arranged by her aunt.
Julia continued: "She said she got the water bottles out of a refrigerator in the food storage room behind the cafeteria. She says none had any particular markings, they were all the same brand, and she didn't put the bottles out in any particular order, just from left to right."
"Who's her professor?" I asked. "Who's her guidance counselor?"
"Sorry, sir, I don't have that information." said Julia. "She was a Freshman last year, so she may not have a particular professor like upperclassmen do. I'll have to check." I nodded.
Julia continued: "The only other person that approached the bench was the sound system man. He's been the sound man at City Hall for ten years. The peculiar thing is that he said he checked the sound systems earlier in the afternoon, and they were all in order. He says he did not check the systems right before the Council meeting, as that would be too little time to fix any problems that came up."
Julia showed a video of the sound guy at work. It was not a dead-on camera angle, and was a bit blurry. The guy was leaning over microphones with his back to the camera's view.
"Julia," I said, "bring up an ID photo of the sound man." Julia did so. I said: "Hmmm, he looks close to the guy on our video here, but it's blurry enough that we can't really tell. It could be someone else."
"I think you're right." said Cindy. Others also agreed.
"Where was the sound guy in the minutes leading up to the Council meeting?" I asked.
"He said he was in his office." said Julia Rodriguez. "Someone else operates the videocameras and runs that little back-room booth. We talked to him, and he entered that room from the hallway door and was inside the whole time. Deputies near there said he never came out into the Council Chamber."
"Looks like the audio man stunt double is our likely culprit." I said.
"Cheeky bastard to do that." said the Chief. "He could easily have been discoverrrrrred."
"Yes sir." I said. "But he just hid in plain sight, and nobody gave him a second thought. And why would we?" Everyone nodded.
"Okay, thanks for your fast work on that, Julia, and whoever helped you amass the video feeds." I said. "Okay, what do we have on the Louella Hopper murder?"
"Roy and I have a few things, sir." said Joanne Warner. "Mostly stuff that Captain Perlman asked me to report to you about. First, we've examined all available video from the main ballroom. Ms. Hopper had nothing to eat or drink in there, and there's never any indication of anyone coming up to her, or her showing suprise as if she was stuck by something resembling a needle. We also have a tape showing that she left through the back door, and went to the smaller room that way, despite it being through an employees-only area."
"Anyone talked to the staff there?" I asked. "Who was there on duty, stuff like that?"
"That's where we've run into a problem, sir." said Tarleton. "The chefs are pretty carefully vetted, but the waitstaff is a bunch of college students, and turnover is high. So they often get people they don't know during the summer months. They've been as helpful as they can be, but we only have a few names. We've run them, and no one has any issues that we know of."



"So what you're telling me," I said, "is that someone could've come in dressed as one of the waitstaff, and he or she might not be noticed because they're all strangers to each other."
"Yes sir." said Tarleton. "Flip side is that no one noticed anyone coming in or out of an entrance that would be considered to be unusual. And we checked what camera footage we could get on Campus and ran several car tags, but what makes that difficult is that many are owned by parents of students, so who knows if 'William J. Dean' is just a girl's father or a person of interest."
"This is where the 'fun' of Police work ends." I said. "It's tedious, having to search tens, dozens, even hundreds of names. But that's how we get results." Everyone nodded. I continued: "And seeking and finding those little things can lead to bigger things, as Councilwoman Kelly Carnes is about to discover. But I digress. Anything else new?"
"Toxicology came back and confirmed the poisons that were used to kill Louella Hopper." said SBI Agent Johnson. "The M.E. also re-confirmed that a hypodermic syringe delivered the poison. The killer probably took it with him or her, as the trash was confiscated by the TCPD and thoroughly searched, and no syringes or needles were found."
"Excellent work by you TCPD guys." I said. "Okay, I have a meeting with the D.A. and the SBI Inspector. Keep up the good work, everyone."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Captain Teresa Croyle entered the Conference Room at the Old Mill, the room where the Iron Crowbar watched what he thought might be been his last sunset. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 02.) She could immediately feel the vibe in the Precinct, and the faces of the Officers she saw were solemn, at best.
All of the Lieutenants and Sergeants stood up when she entered the room. "Please, take your seats." she said, grateful for the respect they had shown her. She remained standing at her place as they sat down.
"Okay, everyone." she said. "I'll just get this out of the way first: no one on this Police Force is more disappointed nor angry than I am at what happened at the Council meeting last night. The absolute disrespect for this Police Force by a few of the Council Members will never be forgotten."
Captain Croyle continued: "Having said that, we have to rise above the pettiness and the utter hatred of those Council Members for our Police Force. They were unprofessional, we will rise above it and be professional. I want all of you to put it out to your people that I want all of us to act in a way that Lieutenant Irwin would be proud of... and that honors his memory. Am I clear on that."
"YES MA'AM!" shouted a chorus.
"Okay, then." Teresa said, sitting down. "Let's get started. There are a lot of changes coming to the Police Force, beginning with Lieutenant Hewitt being promoted to 1st Precinct Captain..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thanks for coming in, Ms. Walters." I said as we all sat down in my office. "You know SBI Inspector Maxwell?"
"We've met." said Miriam, as she and Britt nodded to each other. "I remember when she was the Campus Police Captain here."
"Good." I said. "Okay, let me show you the chain of observations that led to a small discovery." I said. I brought up some data and put it on the television monitor for them to see. "There are a lot of contributions to Kelly Carnes's campaigns from Citizens that work at these companies. That's easy enough for the Police to look up. The curious thing about these companies is that all of them have done business with Kelly Carnes's husband, who is a dentist."
I said: "Banks photograph virtually every check that goes through their systems. Electronic payments such as credit cards are much easier to bring up, and to trace. Checks used to take more time, but the Federal Government has this thing going where every piece of mail is photographed and stored... and so is every check written on bank accounts that are part of the FDIC."
I went on: "These checks are written upon an account at County Regional Bank, which has branch offices in Coltrane County, Nextdoor County, Rivers County, Farmdale County, and of course here... in the southern part of the County. The branch here is where the Silverfish was captured," (Author's note: 'Silverfish', Ch. 03.) "This bank was a little shady since the days of Henry Wargrave."
Me: "Dr. Carnes has been paying these various vendors, but the amounts are always different. Now I did some napkin-on-table calculations, and the amounts Carnes is overpaying corresponds virtually exactly to the amounts these good Citizens are contributing to Kelly's campaign fund."
"Textbook money laundering." Britt said.
"And campaign finance law violations out the wazoo." I said. "And Britt, this is where you come in: we're going to need subpoenas for the actual invoices, the transactions between these companies and Dr. Carnes's practice."
"The SBI-OFI will be all over it." Britt said. "And I'll be personally in on it, since Carnes is an elected official within this State."
Miriam Walters said "That's a very good catch, Commander." Her beady black eyes squinted a bit a she said "When I bring a strong prosecution for these crimes, they're going to ask how you got onto it in the first place."
"I hope they do." I said. "My answer will be that I observed and deduced the anomalies I just showed you. My daughter is better than I am about things like that, but I've had a pretty decent career of seeing things that I call 'strangenesses'."
"That's the understatement of the year." Britt said. "This is great stuff, Don. Are you going to go to the Press with it?"
"I'll let you check into it and get the ducks in a row." I said. "And then we're going to hit Kelly Carnes like a freight train roaring out of the High Sierras..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Jack Muscone and Laura Fredricson came up to the table at Laura's favorite Soup & Salad place, where Phyllis and Tanya were already seated.
"So how are Tiffany and Jennifer doing?" Phyllis asked Jack after everyone had ordered.
"They're doing well." said Jack. "They're making good grades in school, and they're talking about what they're going to wear at the wedding... hint hint."
"Okay, okay." Tanya said. "But after all this crap goes down, you might need a new Best Man."
"Nonsense!" Phyllis exclaimed. "We will get this solved and settled, and my son will see that you are one of the best friends he's ever had, Jack."
"I hope so." said Jack. "But I'm not ignorant to some things that have been going on. I've been suckered, played like a fool. Don might forgive me, but when all is said and done, he might just turn in his FBI Consultant badge and never take it back again."
"What is going on?" asked Laura.
"It's like a tiny snowball rolling down a mountain," said Muscone, "and now it's a frickin' avalanche. What happened is that the Feds did try to plant some phony info in an attempt to trace a leak. And then someone piggybacked that, and leaked information about Don possibly finding and having McGinty's Materials."
"Hmmm, I wonder..." Phyllis mused.
"What's that?" asked Tanya.
"I was remembering that FBI investigation a few weeks ago." said Phyllis. "The one where that Agent tried to hook Don up to a polygraph."
"Oh yeah." said Muscone. "FBI Special Agent Dominic Ellis. He's back in Washington D.C. now."
"Yes." said Phyllis. "And he tried very hard to force Don to take the polygraph. He even stood up to the EAD in the attempt. And I can't help but wonder... what would have happened if Don had allowed himself to be polygraphed, and they'd ambushed him with questions about McGinty's Materials? Something is amiss within your FBI, Mr. Muscone."
"Rogue cells?" Tanya asked. She noticed both Laura and Jack wince at that.
"I hope not." said Jack. "If that were the case, then we're saying that people I have worked with and trusted for years can no longer be trusted."
"Maybe we're looking at it the wrong way." Laura said, speaking up for the first time. "Maybe not being rogue, at least not like I think about it. Jody Corrigan was rogue. Mr. C. was rogue. Les Craig was rogue. What's happening here looks like good people making decisions and taking actions they think are in their best interests, or the best interests of the FBI, but they're not in the interests of others, like Don. And they're doing end runs that make other, good Agents like Jack here look bad. Having said that, I agree with my husband that our family's lives have been put in danger."
"Hmmmm," mused Phyllis, "looking at it the wrong way..." She went into a reverie.
"Like mother, like son." said Tanya with her cherubic grin. "She's in Crowbar World."
Phyllis's reveries didn't last as long as her son's; they didn't need to. She looked at the others and said "I was just thinking that perhaps we are looking at the Louella Hopper murder the wrong way. After all... how would anyone know what Louella's next column was going to contain?"
"She told them." Tanya replied.
"Yes, but..." Phyllis said, trying to marshal her thoughts. "Of the five things, three were related to the Federal Government: the Blassingame immunity, the US DOJ coming after the Mayor, and the Federal Government, and let's call them who they really are, the FBI, whispering to Louella that Don has McGinty's Materials. But what about the fourth item: T-Square being behind Lester Holder's beating."
"Ah, the child's riddle of 'which one of these doesn't belong in this group?', eh?" Tanya said.
Phyllis said "But what if that came from a Federal Government source, as well?"
Laura said "I don't know how that could be, but I do know that it's Don and the missing papers that are what's going to get him and me and our children killed, and what's going to tear the City Office of the FBI apart."
"So we really need to move fast, and get this solved." said Tanya. "Or at least answered. Right now I am not seeing how we'll ever make a Court case of anything, but if we at least know the answer, we might be able to do something about the danger..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
After filling my plate with heaps of good food from the lunch buffet, I sat down at the table in the back room of the Country Breakfast Diner. The restaurant served lunch as well as breakfast, and John Colby often made the advertisement "And we serve lunch, too!"
Joining me were John Colby, Dagmar Schoen, and Sheriff Griswold. The Mood of the Elected was angry.
"So how is Mr. Goldman?" I asked.
"He's getting better." said Dagmar. "I visited him this morning. It was a pretty bad night for him, and he looked exhausted. They were going to release him this afternoon, but may wait until tomorrow morning."
"Any leads on who did that to him?" asked John Colby.
"We think someone was impersonating the sound man." I said, telling them what we'd gathered as evidence. "We're also checking into Adele Peabody's niece Jenny, as well. She's a Poly Sci major, but she's a good student at the University with a good record and nothing to suggest political activism, much less extremism."
Dagmar said "I get it that the Democrats wanted to poison a Republican on the Council to stop Lt. Irwin from getting the Medal of Valor. My question is 'Why?'."
"In fairness," growled Griswold, "we have no proof that the Council Democrats were behind it. Though I'm sure the Iron Crowbar has his suspicions."
"Yes, sir, I do." I said. "My first observation is that someone knew how things operated at City Hall, and especially with regard to Council meetings. That bespeaks insider knowledge. My second observation is that Mr. Goldman and Mr. McGhillie were targeted, as they're the oldest and most physically deficient, unlike you two young 'whippersnappers'." The Sheriff chuckled mightily at that one.
"Also," I said, "None of the Democrats drank of their bottled waters, though our tests showed none of the bottles were poisoned. That in itself proves nothing, of course, but it's suggestive. And last but not least, it was my own observation at the scene that some of the Democrats were less worried about Mr. Goldman's illness than getting into Executive Session. I know that things in this country are getting worse, and the personal hatreds between people of opposing political views is reaching a Rubicon line, but for there to be NO interest at all in Mr. Goldman's condition was not the normal reaction of people... unless they had some idea of what was going on."
"But we'll never prove a link." said the Sheriff.
Dagmar Schoen said "Again, my question is 'why?'. I don't understand it. The Mayor limited the Executive Session, so they couldn't take advantage of the numbers."
I said "Let me answer with this question: how did you two feel about it? About denying the MOV to Irwin? How did you feel about what they did?"
"Angry, of course." said Dagmar Schoen.
"But we go through those battles all the time." said John Colby. "Susan Weston always tries to downgrade any award application, Carnes and Adams support her on it. Sometimes we uphold the award, sometimes we take it down a notch, like what was done for Father Romano's Police Cross. To be honest, I wasn't all that angry, just disappointed."
I nodded. "Okay, then." I said. "How do you think Captain Croyle felt? And let me say this: Lt. Irwin worshipped Captain Croyle, and she was loyal to him in return. The last thing Lieutenant Irwin said to her was that he would get her husband out alive... and he did, making the supreme sacrifice to keep that promise."
"Geez." said Colby sadly. "Now that you've told me that, I'm surprised she didn't kill Kelly Carnes on the spot. If it weren't for you two being there, she might have."
"Exactly." I said. "And all of that... in front of that corrupt DOJ Civil Rights observer. I think the intent was to ratchet up the angst and the drama, and corrupt the process. And yes, they wanted to spit in the Police Force's face by downgrading what should've been an MOV for Irwin."
"And there was one more side effect." said John Colby. "They pretty much forced us all to vote for it, so they can accuse all of us, including those of us that wanted to award the MOV, of downgrading it. And if we vote against it, the Democrats will say we Republicans are voting against awarding Lt. Irwin anything."
"What about the Second Reading of the Bill?" growled the Sheriff.
"Edward Steele made the original motion, and so must vote for it even though it was amended." said Dagmar. "And it re-opens the whole Board of Inquiry situation, which is getting really untenable. The Democrats are weaponizing that against us, too."
"Now let me ask you a question, Don." said John Colby. "I've been keeping track of what you guys on the Charter Commission are doing. There are a lot of people preparing to line up against it. Do you think the Charter will pass?"
I shrugged my shoulders. "I don't know." I said. "You're right that the Special Interests are lining up against us. But we'll see."
"Har." said the Sheriff. "You do it right, and the vast majority of people will tell those 'Special Interests' to shove a crowbar up their elitist hides, and they'll vote for it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into the hospital room of J.P. Goldman, bringing a festive balloon instead of flowers. Inside the room were Selena Steele and Dr. Morgan. Mr. Goldman was still showing the aftereffects of his ordeal.
"Mrs. Goldman stepped out to get her house ready for J.P.'s return." Selena said when I asked about her.
"How do you feel, Mr. Goldman?" I asked.
"Better." Goldman said, his voice weak. "Your mother Phyllis brought us some of her medicinal soup, and I began feeling much better after eating some of it."
"Good." I said.
"We're still going to send him home in the morning." said Dr. Morgan.
"Don," said Selena, "do you think J.P. needs Police protection overnight?"
"Sheriff Griswold thinks so," I said, "and will have Deputies here all night. But that's just an abundance of caution. I doubt they'll attack you again, Mr. Goldman. Having said that, don't drink the water at any more Council meetings."
"Heh." said J.P. Goldman. "What I need is my own bed and some real food, instead of what this Hospital serves. You know what that's like Don. You've been in here before."
"I try to stay out of here." I said with a grin. "But like the guy says in that 'Godfather' movie: 'they keep dragging me back in!'." Everyone laughed. After a few more minutes of conversation, I left to let the patient get some rest...
Part 14 - Course Charted
7:30pm, Wednesday, July 17th. Last meeting of the day... I hoped.
The Charter Council was meeting in the public Council Chamber. It was a bit strange, sitting on the other side of the bench, in the seat normally occupied by the Mayor. To my right were Edna Carter and Dr. Joseph E. Williams. To my left were Edward Steele and Savannah Fineman.
It was a capacity crowd. Security was high, mostly because of the potential threats to me, but also just in case some PCGW nutjobs got out of hand. Teresa Croyle and Sheriff Griswold were present as part of that.
I gaveled the session into order, then said "Thank you all for coming. Tonight's hearing is going to cover a lot of ground regarding the Board of Commissioners, various Boards and the beginnings of the discussion of the School Board, which we will be discussing next week in greater detail."
I said "This is probably the area of the new Charter that will undergo the greatest and most important changes. As such, we are eager to have your input. Due to the number of people here, we will limit the time at the microphone to one minute, though we may hold you for questions and discussion."
Edna Carter said "Before we begin, perhaps Commander Troy and Councilman Steele can explain the differences between Police Internal Affairs, the Inspector General's Office, and the various Boards of Inquiry."
"Certainly." I said. "I'll discuss the Internal Affairs angle first. The Fire Department has an Internal Affairs, but I'll discuss the Police I.A. The purpose of our I.A. is to make appropriate internal investigations of any issues that come up. These issues might range from guideline violations to potential infractions that are indigenous to the Police, like insubordination, to actual crimes. I.A. investigations do not always lead to criminal charges; they can be psychological examinations that result in getting a stressed out Police Officer the help he or she needs."
I continued: "The Town & County Inspector General's Office is a division of the Sheriff's Department, but may investigate any Town & County Government entity. The I.G.'s Office usually gets involved when there are serious infractions or actual crimes involved, and could lead to a referral to the District Attorney's Office. And the D.A.'s Office, of course, is the prosecutorial authority for the County, and is responsible for bringing cases to trial in the Court system. This Charter Commission has virtually no authority to change the Court systems already set into place by the State."
I turned it over to Edward R. Steele, who said: "The concept of the Board of Inquiry began as a way for the Town & County Council to independently investigate things for the Council, and to make recommendations to the Council. And those investigation range from the benign, such as Medal of Valor applications, to the potentially criminal. The Council has used the BOI to investigate situations of Police indemnity, and those investigations may be concurrent with Inspector General investigations, and in the past that has indeed occurred."
Steele: "Unfortunately, good things can be abused and corrupted. For example, the Impeachment process in the U.S. Constitution was meant to get bad criminals out of Office, but if a political Party were to use that process against someone, say a President they just don't like, in a purely partisan, political way, that not only corrupts the process when it needs to be used legitimately, but it also damages the support for the foundations of our Government. That is what has happened with the Boards of Inquiry in recent months, and it is reaching the point where the Police Unions have called for strikes if the corruption of the process continues."



I picked it back up: "We are looking to streamline and possibly centralize the process overall as part of revamping the Board of Commissioners...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
One of the first speakers was the Police Union Rep. He stated that he agreed that the BOI process had to be revamped, as the current system was an injustice to the Police Force and its Uniformed Officers.
And then, almost unbelievably, the rabidly hostile Finneran came to the microphone. "I'm here," he said, his voice a vicious snarl, "to ask what are you going to do to ensure the Police are held accountable for their actions. The attempt to dismantle the Boards of Inquiry is just an attempt to cover up for Police brutality and malfeasance. Society needs power over cops; otherwise the rogue and cowboy actions of the Police over the last few years will continue unabated, and only get worse..."
Everyone was looking at me, and were seeing me calmly looking at the stopwatch in my hand, then at Finneran, then at the stopwatch, then at Finneran. And you better believe that after exactly one minute, I said "Time."
Finneran did not stop speaking, so I pressed a button in front of me, cutting off his microphone. I said "Finneran, you can leave the podium, or you can be arrested. Which do you prefer?" I might add that Teresa Croyle was moving towards Finneran with a strong desire to effect an arrest.
"You fucking bastard." Finneran hissed. But he turned and left before Teresa could get to him. Sheriff's Deputies escorted him out of the chamber.
Other people came up. One suggested the Board of Commissioners replace the Council as the Executive Authority of the Town & County. Eldrick X. Weaver suggested that every little thing from Libraries to the Water Works to Roads & Bridges have separate 9-member Boards elected by the People. Dr. Jan Camp suggested that there be a Board of Citizens to act as the Board of Inquiry on Police matters, and my reply was to ask if we should just name the Ladies Auxiliary Club, led by Mrs. Myrtle L. James, to be that Citizens Review Board. That got some strong applause from the Ladies Auxiliary members that were present...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:15pm. As everyone in the audience filed out, I said to my fellow Commission members: "Why don't we get together tomorrow night, and informally hash out what we want to do about all this?"
"I'm game." said Edward R. Steele.
"Me, too." said Savannah Fineman.
"Where shall we meet?" asked Edna Carter.
"I can reserve the back room of the Irish Pub." I said, referring to the Cop Bar.
"We'll be as safe there as anywhere, with all the Police Officers around. said Edward Steele, meaning it humorously... I think.
"It's been a while since I had a good burger." said Dr. Williams.
"They have salads there, don't they?" asked Edna Carter.
"Very good ones." I said. That sealed the deal.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I am in the habit of taking different routes to get home day by day. This evening I went south on Riverside Drive, turning east on MLK Jr. Avenue. As I went right through the heart of the Tenderloin District, I kept my eyes peeled for cars that might be following me, but saw nothing suspicious... on the roads. What might have been going on in T-Square's clubs was another matter.
I turned north onto University Avenue, a bit surprised at how heavy the traffic was on a Wednesday night at this late hour. I turned onto the road leading to the Mountain Nest, still seeing no one following me.
Getting home, I found my wife and mother still awake and talking in the greatroom. Two outstanding dogs came bounding up to greet me. "I'll take these guys out." I said, prompting two streaks of canine lightning to the back door. Laura said she'd pour me a Scotch for when I got back.
Going outside, the dogs ran off to do their business. I looked around, seeing The Cabin in the distance up the mountainside, and seeing the light that was in Teresa and Todd's driveway at their new home. Then I looked towards Town---
*Grrrrrrrrrrr!*
"WOOF! WOOF WOOF!"
It was Bowser growling and Buddy barking at something, and it was at the end of the yard, near the trail that led down to the University.
"What is it, guys?" I called out as I walked towards them. Then I thought I heard something, a rustling in the weeds. "Hello? Who's there?" I called out.
When I got to where the dogs were, they were looking down the hillside. I strained to see in the darkness, but could not make out anything. "What, you guys scare a rabbit again?" I asked. Bowser and Buddy did not relax, still peering into the darkness. But they had not chased whatever it was that had spooked them.
"All right, guys." I said. "Let's go back in." The dogs took my move towards the house as their cue, and ran ahead of me to the back steps...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What was that ruckus about?" Laura asked.
"I dunno." I said thoughtfully. "The dogs started barking at something. May have been a rabbit."
"I sense you're not satisfied with that explanation." said my mother.
"No, I'm not." I said as I sat down in the rocking chair and Laura handed me my drink. "Mom, perhaps you should stay in the guest room up here tonight, rather than downstairs by yourself."
"That is a wise suggestion, son." said my mother.
"So... anything new on anything?" I asked.
"Yes." said Laura, extending her iPad tablet to me. As I took it, she said "I did a check on Adele Peabody's niece, as a courtesy to the TCPD looking into Mr. Goldman's poisoning. As you can see, Jenny Peabody's guidance counselor is Dr. Lionel Carmela, head professor of the Political Science Department. Dr. Carmela has been closely involved with Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex of Citizens For Police Accountability, who will be seeing you in Court next month. And Jenny Peabody has been Carmela's student point woman with the CFPA on campus."
"Hmmmm." I said, which came out almost as a growl, which caused Bowser to look up at me. "But that in itself is not enough to question her."
Laura said: "She also has bad grades. Carmela and another Poly Sci professor gave her As, but, she failed English 101 and Math 099, which is the remedial math course. Carmela won't be able to save her, and she's close to failing out of School. There is no way she should have an internship, even with her aunt being a City Hall employee."
"Whoa... these are not the grades we saw earlier when we got them." I said.
"No son, they're not." said my mother, with 'meaning' in her voice.
Laura said: "I've already notified Dr. Wellman that someone sent the TCPD and Campus Police doctored grades. I pulled those up straight out of the University's core servers, that aren't easily accessed."
"That is bad for Jenny." I said.
"Yes, son, it is." said my mother. "Also, Lady Ironside reviewed the video, which SAC Muscone had enhanced for her. The young man at the microphones had his back to the camera, but footage of him coming in does not show any bulges in his clothing that might be water bottles. And he didn't have a toolbox or anything with him, so if it was him changing out water bottles, it was a truly magnificent trick."
I was studying the video, which Laura had downloaded to her tablet (how, I wasn't sure). "And it definitely looks like the Sound Man. But why would he lie, and say he wasn't there?"
"Why, son!" exclaimed my mother. "Mr. Goldman became ill, and was clearly poisoned. Your sound man did not want any part of the Police questioning him. Of course, we'll be having further discussions with him in the morning."
"And... ohhhh... that's something I didn't see before." I said as I continued watching the video. "Tell you what. You and Lady Ironside can get him brought in. But leave Jenny Peabody to me."
"Why?" asked Laura. "I mean, why you personally? Can't they handle it?"
"You do realize who Adele Peabody is, don't you?" I asked. "She is far and away the most powerful person in this County, present company included. It might be most very good if I handle this one myself. There's also a 'teachable moment' in this one..."
Part 15 - Media Dishonesty
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from her perch on the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background, at 7:00am, Thursday, July 18th. "Police Commander Donald Troy has abused his power as Charter Commission Chairman to destroy the Council's oversight of the Police Force!"
Bettina began: "In last night's Charter Commission meeting, Chairman Donald Troy announced that there would be a 'streamlining' of the oversight process that would potentially do away with Boards of Inquiry. These Boards have long been the Town & County Council's only means of oversight of the Police Force, but the Police Union Rep asked the Commission to do something about the Boards of Inquiry or face a possible Police strike!"
Bettina: "Commander Troy has long been hostile to the Boards of Inquiry, often refusing to participate in them or cooperate with them, creating a hostile atmosphere and stonewalling the Council's ability to get information on his and the Police Force's activities. During the Charter Commission meeting, Commander Troy cut off the microphone of Board member Finneran and threatened to arrest him. Mr. Finneran has often been threatened by Commander Troy for daring to fully investigate Police brutality and other actions, including Commander Troy's reckless use of a helicopter gunship to endanger the Public while attacking criminals with excessive force." (Author's note: 'Moonlight Shadow', Ch. 01.)
Bettina: "And in other news, Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD have no leads in the case of the murder of journalist Louella Hopper. The TCPD also is making no progress in the case of the violent assault of our colleague Lester Holder. The TCPD has made no statements on the Hopper case, and as usual, despite being a suspect in the case, Commander Donald Troy has repeatedly refused to meet his obligation to the Public and respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment on the case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good grief." muttered Sheriff Griswold as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"It would be funny how Bettina contradicts herself, saying Don is a suspect then saying he's not commenting on the case," said Cindy Ross, "but too many people can't figure that contradiction out."
"And there was enough libel in that one hit piece to keep the Courts busy for years." said Teresa Croyle. It was then that everyone began noticing that I was in a reverie.
When I began coming out of it, everyone was leaning forward and staring googly-eyed at me, even the Chief. I was being subjected to 'ribbing', and like a good Iron Crowbar, I took it in stride.
"Okay, okay." I said, waving a red crowbar in all of their general directions. Then I said "I was just realizing something: Bettina made a point to call Louella Hopper a 'journalist', and she whined about her 'colleague' Lester Holder. But she did not say one word about Tim Sioban!"
"And you think that's important, Mr. Crowbarrrrr?" asked the Chief.
"Yes sir." I said. "If there was anything journalists just love to whine about, it's their Free Press rights being abused and them being put in jail for their sanctimonious stands over it. But not a word from Bettina on that this morning..." I went back into a reverie.
When I came out of it, everyone was sitting with their backs to me. I love my team, I love my team, I love my team...
"Okay, what is in the coffee this morning?" I asked as I looked into my coffee cup. There were failed attempts to suppress giggling amongst my Angels.
"What does it meeeeeeeeean, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"Just that I need to act fast this morning." I said. "If you'll excuse me, I have some things to do. And no Angels Meeting this morning, Ladies."
"Awwwwwww." my Angels replied, in unison. I love my Angels, I love my Angels, I love my Angels...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am. I knocked on the open door of the Intendent's office in City Hall.
"Oh, hi Don." Adele Peabody said happily upon seeing me. Then she saw Detective Julia Rodriguez behind me. "Hello, Detective." she said, much less happily. "How can I help you this morning?"
"Good morning." I said. "Mrs. Peabody, is your niece Jenny here?"
"She's distributing coffee to everyone." said Adele. "Why? Do you need to talk to her?"
"Yes." I said. "And in a Police professional interrogation kind of way. I'm hoping you'll help me make her understand the gravity of the situation."
"Is this about the Goldman poisoning?" Adele asked. I nodded. "Does Jenny need a lawyer?"
"She has that right." I said. "And she very well might need one. But before we go there, you need to see this. I suspect you have no idea." I handed her the printed sheets of Jenny's grades.
"Oh my God." Adele whispered. "I had no idea..." Then she caught herself and looked up at me. "And how did you get these? The grades in her application to be an intern here were very good."
"Yes, as were the grades sent to the TCPD." I said. "But I think we both know how I got the real grades." Yes, Adele knew my wife was a full Professor at the University.
"Oh. Yes." said Adele. "And no, I didn't know. Let's go find her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jenny Peabody looked extremely nervous as she sat in Interrogation-A. Patrol Officer Joan Laurer was the Uniformed Presence, and Jenny's legal beagle was Tina Felton of the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn. I came in with Detective Julia Rodriguez. Cindy, Tanya, and Adele Peabody were watching from the Monitor Room.
Julia read Jenny her rights from the card, and then I began: "Jenny, you have some things you need to explain to us." Tina leaned over and whispered something to Jenny.
"Are you charging my client with anything?" asked Tina, who normally was not hostile to me nor the Police; after all, she was normally a divorce attorney.
"Your client is a person of interest in the poisoning of Council Member J.P. Goldman." I said severely. "And let me make it clear: due to Mr. Goldman's advanced age and physical health, the Police consider this to be 'aggravated assault', which for you right now means that there was a distinct possibility of Mr. Goldman dying, and therefore the possibility... of murder." Jenny about jumped out of her skin at that.
"Really? Murder?" Tina asked acidly. "Come on, Don, are you really going to resort to these intimidation tactics with a college Freshman that has no record of doing wrong?"
"His name is 'Commander Troy'." said Julia Rodriguez, her eyes boring right through Tina Felton. Tina looked shocked, then angry.
"Yes, we need to keep things proper, here." I said. "And I'm not trying to intimidate anyone. I'm just putting out the facts, here. Your client, Ms. Felton, was the one who put the waters on the bench... and two of those bottled waters were contaminated with a very strong concentration of ipecac. Let's watch some TV." I picked up the remote and turned on the monitor."
"As you can see here," I said as the video played, "your client came in with a tray of waters lying on their sides so that they wouldn't fall over. Your client told my Detective the other day that she put out the waters left-to-right with no regard to order, but you can see here that she set Mr. Goldman's bottle down as she was picking up others with her left hand, then she set Mr. McGhillie's down, and only then did she put the others down, going left to right."
"That proves nothing." said Felton.
"Really?" I said. "It's circumstantial, but I have faith in the intelligence of Juries. And here's some more circumstantial evidence, Jenny: you are about to fail out of school. The grades you sent City Hall with your internship application and the grades that were sent to the TCPD don't match your actual grades in the University's database."
"I didn't send anything to the Police!" Jenny burst out. Tina pulled her over and whispered something in her ear.
Tina then said "I need to talk to my client alone." Julia and I left, as did Officer Laurer.
"I'm... sorry, sir." Julia said as we stood in the anteroom. "I didn't see that at all on the tape, that she slipped those two bottles down like that."
"She told you when you talked to her that she went left-to-right." I said. "And it's understandable to take her at her word. And the original tape we looked at was blurry, and we're seeing more with the FBI-enhanced tape Muscone had done for Captain Perlman. But it's a teachable moment... don't necessarily trust what people tell you, especially the ones that look innocent."
"How can you tell, sir?" Julia asked. "We can't just not believe anything anyone says?"
"Like Ronald Reagan used to say about the Soviets: 'Trust, but verify.' In this case, I reviewed the case when I first saw the bad grades. Usually one 'strangeness', as I call them, leads to another and another. Something to learn from."
"Sir," said Julia, "can I ask you something 'off the record', so to speak?"
"Sure." I said.
"We don't want to say anything to or in front of Captain Perlman, as her fiancé is a high-level FBI Agent." said Julia. "But we're aware of the situation with the Feds and Louella Hopper, as well as the McGinty's Materials situation. Can you give us any informal insight on that?"
"Yeah, it's tough when relationships interfere with investigations." I said. "And I have to err on the side of caution about all this. Both my mother and myself are potentially involved in this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Gwen Munson came into Westphalia Police Headquarters and demanded to speak to her client Tim Sioban. He was brought into an Interrogation Room to talk with her.
"Read this while I talk out loud." Gwen said quietly, handing Sioban a piece of paper. Out loud she said "I'm going to Court today, and tell them that you're going to drop your refusal to cooperate, and that you'll answer all questions. You need to go along with this. The Courts and the District Attorney both here and in the Town & County are not accepting your 'journalistic privilege' claims. You're not in jail for Contempt of Court, you're being formally charged with Obstruction of Justice and impeding Federal and State investigations, and they are hell-bent on making an example out of you."
Sioban handed the piece of paper back and Gwen put it in her briefcase as he said "Okay, I'll follow your lead on this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julia and I went back into Interrogation-A. Jenny Peabody was looking really scared now. Her attorney Tina Felton said "My client denies knowledge of the doctored grades, but will not invoke her right to silence and will answer questions in exchange for immunity from prosecution for anything to do with the poisoning case."
"Not good enough." I said. "Jenny, I don't know if you've heard of any small reputation that I possess, but I am not an Agency of the Weak Minded. You may not have been aware of what was submitted to the TCPD, but I am very skeptical that you could not have known about the grades you submitted to City Hall with your internship application."
"My client didn't know." protested Tina Felton. "She asked the University to send City Hall a transcript; she didn't see it herself."
"Uh huh." I said. "Well, someone sent the Police falsified documents, and you better believe we will be investigating that very thoroughly at the local and State levels. And if it comes up that someone Jenny is associated with is involved, like Dr. Lionel Carmela... mmm mmm mmm. It is going to be bad, Jenny." I did not fail to observe that Jenny again just about jumped out of her skin upon my mention of Carmela's name."



"So what do you want?" asked Tina Felton.
"The truth." I said. "What really happened, Jenny?"
"Are you giving her immunity?" asked Tina.
"Sir," said Julia Rodriguez, "why should we give her anything at all? We're going to keep digging deep, and we will find a lot more on Jenny. Her connections to Swenson and Eidex of Citizens for Police Accountability, for example. She's in a world of... hurt."
"Very good points." I said. "But it's your most very lucky day, Ms. Peabody. So as long as you cooperate fully, tell the full, truthful story of what happened, testify against anyone the D.A.'s Office asks you to testify against, then we won't prosecute you for your part in it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Agent Terence Johnson came into the Interrogation Room with Campus Police Officer Tarleton. Sitting there waiting for them were Gwen Munson and Tim Sioban. Watching in the WPD Monitor Room were several Agents of the Law, including SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell and SBI-OER Lieutenant Norm Chow.
"All right," Johnson said to Sioban directly, "so you're going to answer our questions?"
"Wait." said Gwen Munson. "This Campus Police Officer is out of jurisdiction. I demand he leave."
Johnson shook his head in exasperation. "You start playing games with me, lady, and I'll snap your client's head back so hard he'll be a bobblehead doll for the gangbangers in State Prison. There's no reason Detective Tarleton cannot be here for the questioning. Alternatively, we can transport your client back to the University, where he will be in jurisdiction... and your client will be in the Iron Crowbar's County."
"All right." said Munson. "Go ahead."
Not fooled, Johnson first re-read Sioban his rights from the card. Sioban just nodded when he was asked if he understood the rights.
"Okay." said Johnson. "Mr. Sioban, Louella Hopper was speaking directly to you when she fell to the floor unconscious and died at that spot. What were and she talking about? What specifically did she tell you while you were talking?"
Sioban straightened up and spoke with clarity, as if he were on television in a dramatic moment. "We were talking about the Federal authorities confirming to her that Donald Troy had found McGinty's Materials. Her last words before she dropped to the floor and died were that it had been confirmed to her that Commander Troy illegally still had McGinty's Materials in his possession, and that she feared that Commander Troy would murder her to prevent her from publishing her upcoming column about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All I know," said Jenny Peabody after the paperwork had been signed to give her limited immunity, "is that I went to get the bottled waters when someone came up to me and said that Mr. Goldman preferred a special flavored water, and she handed me a bottle of it. I put it at the end of the row of bottles, and put it down at Mr. Goldman's place before putting out the other water bottles."
"Who was this woman that gave you the bottle?" I asked.
"I don't know, I'd never seen her before... or since." said Jenny. "She was black, nicely dressed. I figured she was an aide for one of the Council Members, and I don't really know who everyone is."
"Young? Older?" I asked.
"Young, in her twenties." said Jenny.
"Did you see this woman in the Council chamber before or during the meeting?" I asked.
"No sir." said Jenny. "After delivering the waters, I never went back into the Chamber."
"Where did this conversation occur?" I asked. "Where did she give you the bottle?"
"In the kitchen area, at the refrigerator." Jenny said.
"And Mr. McGhillie's water?" I asked.
"I don't know anything about that." said Jenny. "It was just the one bottle."
I looked at Tina Felton and said "Your client is lying to me. I'm going to give her 20 minutes to tell the truth, and if she doesn't... this immunity agreement will be considered irretrievably broken."
"What is she lying about?" Tina demanded to know, seemingly incensed.
"I would think..." I said, "that an aide with such knowledge of Mr. Goldman's tastes in water would have just brought a water he liked to his seat. And Jenny here put down Mr. McGhillie's water like she did Mr. Goldman's... before putting out the other ones. We can review the tape, if you like. No, Ms. Peabody, that story will not do. You have 18 minutes left." With that, I got up and left via the anteroom door. Julia Rodriguez followed a few seconds later.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Police iPhone chimed. It was an email from Detectives Warner and Washington. "Says here," I said to Julia, "that they interviewed the sound man. He was asked to re-check a couple of the stations, but found them to be okay. He said the person that asked him was an aide to Kelly Carnes, but he doesn't know her name..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 'Point Taken' show was interrupted by a screen that said "BREAKING NEWS!" A second later, Bettina Wurtzburg appeared.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News, simulcasting with KSB News!" the redheaded MILF reporterette shouted from the road that led to the Fairgrounds, with the side of Police Headquarters behind her. "We have a huge development in the case of the murder of journalist Louella Hopper!"
Bettina: "Trusted reporter Tim Sioban was talking with Ms. Hopper at the moment she died. He has reported under oath that Louella Hopper told him that the Federal Government had confirmed to her that Commander Donald Troy was and is illegally in possession of the papers known as 'McGinty's Materials', and that she feared being harmed or killed by Don Troy to prevent her from publishing that information!"
"We have with us Tim Sioban in the City!" shouted Bettina. Tim Sioban came up on a split screen, looking smug and sanctimonious. "Tim, give us the true facts of this case!"
"Hi Bettina!" said Sioban. "As I told the SBI, the last words Louella Hopper said were that she feared being murdered by Donald Troy, after Federal Authorities confirmed that Troy was illegally in possession of McGinty's Materials, which are papers amassed by Private Investigator and former City Police Detective Bundy McGinty."
"Tim, is the SBI investigating Donald Troy now?" asked Bettina.
"I sure hope so, Bettina!" said Sioban. "I wouldn't put anything past Donald Troy, and he needs to be suspended while the investigation of him is ongoing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Time's up." I said, coming back into Interrogation-A. I had seen Bettina and Sioban's report, and knew Sioban was lying... and also knew I really might be suspended. So time was of the essence.
"What I said was true." said Jenny Peabody. "But she had two bottles. She gave me one of them and I took it in and put it at Mr. Goldman's seat."
"Okay, I'm done with you." I said, standing up then yelling angrily: "I don't have time to get the truth from you bit-by-bit, like pulling teeth! You're not telling me the truth! There is no immunity deal, and we'll be investigating your connections to Dr. Carmela and the CFPA."
"Wait!" Jenny cried out as I turned away. "Okay, I'll tell you everything."
"Who was she?" I thundered. "Don't tell me you didn't know her. Who was she?"
"I don't know her name, I really don't." said Jenny. "But she works for the guy who Daniel Allgood stole the election from, Mr. Weaver."
My phone rang. It was Britt Maxwell...
Part 16 - Standing Recused
2:00pm, Thursday, July 18th. SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell came into the Main Conference Room at Police Headquarters, joining Town & County Inspector Horace S. Wellman and Chief Moynahan. SBI Agent Terence Johnson came in a moment later, and began setting up the camera equipment as Britt talked to Wellman and Moynahan.
I was in my office with my three Angels and my mother. They looked a lot more worried than I felt.
"No, I don't think that's what Louella Hopper said to Sioban." I said in reply to Cindy's question. "This is all orchestrated. I realized this morning, when Bettina didn't mention Sioban at all, that something was up, and now we know what it was."
"Britt agrees with you." said Cindy. "She said that Gwen Munson went to visit Sioban this morning. Obviously, she'd never tell him what to say out loud, in case someone was listening when they weren't supposed to. But she had him read a piece of paper. The cameras tried to focus on what the paper said, but Sioban was canny enough to keep it folded so there was no good footage of it. And of course they couldn't search Munson's briefcase, so that paper is probably destroyed by now."
"Are they going to suspend you for this?" Tanya asked.
"No." I said. "The Press rabidly attacked the Governor at his press conference this morning, and he said he was not going to suspend me for something a 'dishonest' journalist said. And Chief Moynahan has already told me and the Sheriff that he has no thoughts of suspending me."
"However..." I said with emphasis, "I expect that I will have to recuse myself from the Hopper murder investigation completely, and be unable to help on it. I'd already done that, but I'll have to do it publicly and formally. And Mom, you probably will also have to be recused, as I'm likely going to have to tell them what you told me Monday night about Louella wanting to meet you and Elsie."
"That helps you, doesn't it?" Teresa asked. "Would Louella plan to meet Elsie and your mother to tell your mother of all people that she, Louella, feared you murdering her?"
"That's a saving grace for me." I said. "But to me the real problem is that Sioban and Bettina are using this as a chance to say I have McGinty's Materials as often and as publicly as they can. They are truly trying to get me murdered."
I saw the looks on Teresa and Cindy's faces. "Don't say it out loud." I warned them, knowing what they were thinking: my death guaranteed Bettina's death, and it would simply be a race to see which of them got to Bettina first.
"Okay, I won't say anything out loud." Teresa said, nodding her head firmly.
My phone rang. After taking it, I hung up and said "Okay, I'm being called into the Conference Room..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Do you want a lawyer or a Union Rep?" asked Britt Maxwell as I came into the Main Conference Room.
"Do I need one?" I asked. Britt gave me a 'look'. I then said "Let the Chief stay as my witness." Britt agreed to that. We sat down and Britt read me my considerable rights from the card. She then had the camera started up, and made introductory remarks about what was taking place.
"Okay," she said, "Where were you Monday evening, July 15th, from 9:00pm until midnight?"
"At home." I said. "My mother came to visit, and cooked dinner for my family. Paulina Patterson and Tasha were there with me, my wife, my mother, and my children."
Britt asked "Did you know before the murder and the subsequent investigation that Louella Hopper was going to publish a column about you knowing where McGinty's Materials were or are?"
"No." I said.
"Had you ever met Louella Hopper?" Britt asked.
"Not to my knowledge." I replied.
"Did you know prior to Monday night that Louella Hopper was coming to the University?" Britt asked.
"No, not prior to Monday night." I replied.
"Prior to the murder," Britt asked, "were you aware of any issues with Louella Hopper?"
"Just this one." I said. "My mother told me she had come to Town to meet with Elsie Gringer and Louella Hopper the next morning for breakfast. My mother told me that Louella had said she wanted to meet with Elsie and, quote, 'the Iron Crowbar's mother', unquote. My mother can make her own statement on that, of course."
"Of course." said Britt. "So to clarify: you did not know Louella Hopper was in Town or would be in Town prior to your mother telling you, you had no knowledge or idea that Louella was going to publish a column with information about you, is that correct?"
"That is correct." I said.
Once the formal interview was over and the camera turned off, Britt said "I don't think there's anything here to suggest you be put on restricted duty, much less suspended. But you probably should recuse yourself from the Hopper case, and probably anything directly related to it."
"Consider that done." said Chief Moynahan.
"I agree." I said. "In fact, I want you to be witnesses to something."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
All of the Detectives, their Lieutenants, and the Captain of Detectives were called into Classroom 'J' for an announcement. I went to the front of the room.
"Okay," I said, "I am being recused from the Louella Hopper murder case, particularly since the Press is trying hard to make me the prime suspect. I have turned over all of my notes and and any information I have to Captain Perlman, and I am no longer available for any discussion of it. Additionally, Auxiliary Detective Phyllis Troy is no longer officially on the case. I will add that this is, and has always been, a primarily State investigation, and I am recusing myself from the case as SBI Reserve Inspector, as well. Okay, get out there and kick butt."
"If I may, Commander," Tanya Perlman said, "I'd like all the Detectives to stay here after you leave."
"Sure." I said. "Chief, do you have anything for them?"
"Only that I have full confidence that this outstanding group of Detectives will be able to get the job done in Commander Troy's absence." said the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Britt Maxwell and Cindy Ross joined me in my office after we left the Detective meeting. Britt connected to my television monitor and showed us the interview with Sioban in Westphalia. "Needless to say," Britt said, "all charges against Sioban have been dropped."
"Oh yeah, it's clear as a crystal bell." I said. "Sioban is lying out his wazoo. I agree that Gwen Munson's paper she gave him had the talking points on them, Sioban played his part and said what he was told to say, and elements of the Media, particularly the KSB/KXTC cabal, are using this to attack me with everything they have."
Cindy said "In a Machiavellian kind of way, that really wasn't a bad plan by the Media. No way we can prove Sioban is lying; the woman he's quoting is dead and can't confirm a bit of it. They're all but accusing you of being the murderer, they've already got you recused from the case, and Bettina and Sioban were working as hard as they could to get you outright suspended. It also gives them a chance to take cheap shots at the Governor for not suspending you based upon their own vague suspicions."
I said "I love the way the Governor fired back at them, saying he didn't trust Sioban's word. I wonder if Sheriff Griswold advised him on that."
Cindy said "Don, you may be missing my point. This whole thing... was very Consultant-'ish'. Someone put this thing together, and brilliantly, to make a strong attack on you."
Her words struck me. "Yeah..." I said, my voice barely above a whisper, "you're right. Now who in the world has the brains to put that together? Sure as hell not Bettina, nor anyone at KXTC or KSB. Yeah, there's a... Shadow Hand here..."
I came out of it. "Okay, the good news is that this gives me time to get the paperwork done, and also work on the Town & County Charter."
"And that's yet another thing." Cindy said. "I'm hearing grumblings about your going after the Boards of Inquiry."
"From who?" I asked.
"Sources." said Cindy meaningfully. "I'm just tryin' to tell ya... you may have touched a third rail with that one..."
Part 17 - Ambush
The food was exceptionally good; if I didn't know better, I'd say Pops made a special effort to impress us.
The Charter Commission was meeting in the 'Command Room' of the Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar. It was not a particularly busy night, and I suspected many Police Officers either stayed away or called it an early night since their Police Commander was in the back room.
As we ate, we discussed J.P. Goldman's health; he had been released from the hospital, but was still weak. Edward R. Steele told me that Mr. Goldman was also very angry at the attack upon him, and I said he'd be even angrier when he found out what I'd learned about Jenny Peabody's statement of who had been involved.
As we were finishing up, Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams spoke up. "Don," he said, "I've been talking Charter stuff with my people since almost the beginning, getting input and also informing others of what we've been doing. So far, the response has been pretty good; sometimes indifferent, but sometimes very positive."
Rev. Williams continued: "But for the first time, I got some really negative feedback, and it was about the Board of Inquiry. Reginald B.F. Lewis made a point to call me about it, and he is very unhappy with the idea of doing away with the BOI. Eldrick X. Weaver also called, and while he wasn't as... passionate... as Lewis about it, he said that many of our people consider the BOI one of the only barriers to Police brutality against People of Color." That made me a bit wide-eyed as I looked at him.
"And he may be right, Don." said Rev. Williams. "But more than that, someone is behind the scenes, stirring up the masses about it. I've had everyone from my barber to my choir director telling me that it would be a real shame if the BOI were done away with. And there's even been some scuttlebutt that your attempts to reform the whole process is actually just an attempt to protect the Police from scrutiny. And that was the first negative thing I've heard about you since this Charter process started."
"We're still going to be scrutinized." I said. "By the way, did anyone mention any specific names on the BOI?"
"Someone did to me." said Edna Carter. "Silas. One of my fellow teachers said that he thought Mr. Silas was doing such a good job on the Board of Inquiry, and standing up to you and the Police. This fellow teacher is pretty active in politics, and he's said in the past that Mr. Silas has become more active in the political affairs of the Black Community for the last few years."
I nodded. "Interesting. I got word of that, too... that I might be touching the third rail of County politics by messing with the BOI."
Edward Steele said "If I may give you guys some history on this..." We all nodded and settled in to listen as Steele began: "The Boards of Inquiry started as a tool for the Council to have more oversight of the various institutions of County Government. The Public Safety Department, especially the Police, was a big part, but the Council wanted a quick means of oversight of everything from the Library System to the Schools to things like Roads & Bridges, something separate from the Board of Commissioners and their ilk."
Steele: "It was sold to us as a Citizens' Oversight Board, but that was a sham from the beginning. The Mayor was given the power to name people to the Board's pool of citizens, which had both good and bad effects. In the day of a more civil Council that worked harder to get things done than to impose their own political wills, the Boards worked well, and took care of the business the Council didn't really have time for."
"But that ended, and I won't get into the weeds of why." said Steele. "I'll just tell you guys this: the Council really became dependent on the Board of Inquiry, and has come to use and rely on it to enforce political policy, especially when it comes to the Police. The BOI has become a tool of political power more than an oversight body. And I'll be a bit partisan in saying that certain Council Members, all of whom happen to be Democrats, have been behind that, especially with certain BOI members."
Steele: "You guys may be hearing Silas's name, but it's Finneran that they're trying to protect. That guy is is full-blown nutjob, but Reginald Lewis, Kelly Carnes, and to some degree Malinda Adams really support him, because he deeply hates the Police and will do their dirty work tearing down the Police Force for them. I wouldn't be surprised if Carnes and her cabal are behind all the chatter about the BOI."



"Savannah, you have anything on the BOI?" I asked.
"No." said Savannah. "I haven't heard anything since last week. I can say that the D.A.'s Office hates Finneran. Even Ted Mason despises him. I've heard remarks over time that Finneran is either going to cause a Police strike or be found floating face down in the River."
"The talk about a Police strike over his activities is true." I said. "And that's one reason I'm bringing up this whole process. Finneran's hate-based bias is beyond the pale, but we just cannot get him off the Boards of Inquiry. And as you said, Edna, Mr. Silas has gotten a lot more political and less objective in the past few months, as well."
"So what do you want to do, Don?" Steele asked.
"I actually want to lead from behind on this." I said. "I want your inputs, and even for you guys to decide what to do. If it were up to me, I'd just write it in the Charter that Finneran can't serve on any Board of Inquiry involving the Police."
Everyone chuckled, then I said "But seriously, I want a process that is fair to whoever the BOI is investigating and also gets to the truth of the matter being investigated. I also want to examine the role of the Inspector General in the County. Horace Wellman has really done an outstanding job as I.G., but the Office is still part of the Public Safety Department under the Sheriff."
"So give us your outline," said Edward Steele, "and we'll carry the ball from here."
"I freely admit I have not worked out a really good solution." I said. "I'm envisioning a separate, independent Inspector General's Office. The I.G. would not be elected, partially taking out the politics of it, though he or she could be elected. My idea is that he would be nominated by the Mayor, or perhaps the Council, and ratified by the Town Assembly."
I continued: "The Police and Fire Departments would still have Internal Affairs, but cases rising above that would be referred to the I.G.'s Office, as they are now. But the Council would refer their cases to the I.G. instead of a Board of Inquiry. Duplicate cases would be eliminated, but more importantly: right now the Police Unions can object to someone being empaneled for an I.G. inquiry... and that would be in force for Council request Boards, as well. Ultimately, criminal cases would be referred to the District Attorney's Office, as they are now."
"So are you suggesting the I.G. appoint the new Boards of Inquiry instead of the Mayor or the lead Inquiry member?" asked Savannah Fineman. "Seems like it's the same thing we have now."
"I was thinking more on the lines of a Coroner's Inquest." I said. "In fact, for more serious cases, we could really have that citizens's board, in the form of a six-person jury. The I.G. would appoint someone to be the lead investigator, and someone to be the judge or arbiter."
"I'm starting to like this idea." said Savannah Fineman. Rev. Williams agreed.
"I just have one question." said Edna Carter, with a twinkle in her eye. "Don, you're sitting there coming up with this on the fly, aren't you?" I just shrugged in acquiescence, and everyone broke out laughing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm. We'd made progress, and an Inquest-style procedure replacing Finneran-dominated BOIs was sounding better and better. I began driving home, going east on North Street. There are two ways to get to The Cabin, but only one street that led to the Mountain Nest. Arena Street turned east off University Avenue behind the Campus Police Headquarters building and just south of the Stadium, while the road to the Cabin was the street north of the Stadium. I was headed to the Mountain Nest, and therefore required to take Arena Street.
As I drove, I began thinking of what Cindy said, that someone had come up with the scheme for Tim Sioban to say that Louella Hopper's last words were that she was in fear of her life because of me. I was remembering past instances of schemes that seemed to have a malevolent power behind them. Bundy McGinty had brains behind him, and I suspected those brains were not just Edward Blassingame's, or even Blassingame at all. And the whole EMPTY QUIVER event took tremendous brain power to plan, prepare, and execute.
I had long believed that one day someone would come along and try to fill the void left behind by the Reverend Raymond Kyle Westboro, the Consultant of Crime. And I was realizing that that day may have come, that someone was now organizing various groups, using people in the political arenas, the Press, and the criminal elements, turning it all into a mighty machine to do his or her bidding. Still thinking of the 'new' Consultant of Crime, I almost absentmindedly turned onto Arena Street...
Time slowed down.
An older model car suddenly pulled out into the street in front of me and headed right for me! I realized that another car had turned onto the street behind me and was speeding up to hit me from behind. And out of the corners of my eyes, I saw two other cars coming up.
As I hit the brakes, masked men suddenly exited the stopping cars. They were armed with automatic-fire weapons, M-4s and SAWs, and they began firing a barrage at me.
In less time that it takes to read this, I had my Police radio in my hand and had hit the Break Button. As the loud sound emitted, I called into the radio "Break break break! Commander Troy to all units! I am under attack! University and Arena Streets! All units respond! University and Arena!"
The windows of my Police SUV were bulletproof, and the sides of the vehicle were lined with armor. But the sustained fire was doing damage. I had to get out of there. I turned the wheel over hard to the left and gunned it, and managed to spin out of the ambush. I tried to get back to University Avenue and the open road, but the other cars came into the fray.
One car came up and rammed me from the front. I gunned it hard and tried to just blast through him with the reinforced grille of my SUV, but the other car was powerful as well, and a stalemate developed. I fleetingly thought of the concrete-lined car that had run into Frieda Franklin's parents in the 'Little Red Haired Girl' case, and thought these cars might be similar.
And then the final car came up with some built-up speed and T-boned me, catching my car right in the left side behind the driver side door. My SUV held up, but the tires were pushed against the curb, and the other car kept pushing me with relentless power.
"Oh shit." I gasped as my vehicle began toppling over into the grassy area on the other side of the sidewalk. I held onto the steering wheel for dear life as I rolled sideways with the car. It rolled over down the incline at the side of the road, then finally stopped on its roof, with me upside down and held in place by my seatbelt shoulder restraint and the steering wheel against my knees.
The military-grade gunfire had not stopped; the Enemy was pouring rounds onto the vehicle, and I knew the damaged windows would not hold out much longer. And then I saw and heard someone yell "Bring that goddamn rocket launcher over here! And throw grenades onto the top of that damn car!"
Oh shit, I thought. The underbelly of the car didn't have as much protection as the sides. Grenades over the gas tank would likely puncture it, and a rocket launcher that could destroy a tank would make lightwork of this vehicle.
I called into my handheld radio one more time, not knowing if anyone was even hearing it. With an eerie calmness, somehow feeling no terror but a strange euphoria, I thought of Laura and all my children, resolved to make them my last thoughts on this earth...
To be continued.
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Part 18 - Divine And Federal Intervention
The eerie euphoria vanished and I once again began hearing the staccato impacts of bullets slamming into the windows and sides of my Police SUV. I realize I was seeing a black car with embedded red and blue LED lights come racing up. The passenger began firing out the window, and with each shot a perp was falling to the ground.
"FEDERAL AGENTS! DROP YOUR WEAPONS!" I heard a woman's voice shout as that car halted. The perps chose to not drop their weapons... and they died. I saw FBI Agents Jack Muscone and Melina Allgood firing at the perps. Jack's shooting was good. Melina's was better. As in 'stop the fight completely' better.
None of the Enemy were left alive to face my derision as Melina and Jack came up to my car. "Don! Are you all right?" Muscone asked, his voice quaking with shock and fear.
"I've had better roller coaster rides at the County Fair." I said. "But it looks like Melina wins the toy bear with her shooting."
"Damn straight." Melina said. Just then a number of TCPD vehicles were converging on the scene. Melina and Jack exhibited FBI badges.
"Commander? You okay?" I heard Lieutenant Rudistan call out as he came up, his voice a bit shaky.
"Yeah. I'm good." I said. "Turn this damn car back upright."
"Sir, you may be hurt." said Rudistan.
"Just my pride and my ride, Rudistan." I said. "Turn it back over." Rudistan and several (actually, a lot of) TCPD Officers rolled my SUV back over. When it went upright, it came down hard on the right side tires, jostling me hard and irritating my back. My driver side window finally shattered and fell out.
"Good grief, Don." said Commander Cindy Ross as she came up to us as I tried to open the door. It was stuck.
"Here, pry this door open." I said, sticking my red crowbar out the window.
"I've got this." said Cindy as Rudistan took the red crowbar. Cindy applied her green crowbar to the door jamb as I pulled the handle to release the latch, but the door wouldn't move.
"Oh my God! Don! Are you all right?" called out a voice. I saw Teresa Croyle in civilian clothes running up. She had just come down from her home on the mountain.
"Yeah, I'm okay." I said as Cindy continued to work at the door. Fire trucks were now coming onto the scene, and I noticed that the TCPD had traffic control very well in hand. Well trained, outstanding Officers, I thought to myself with pride. And they were holding the Press well back, also, which made me even happier.
"Gimme that!" Teresa said impatiently, taking the red crowbar from Rudistan. "Get out of the way, girl!" she ordered (yes, ordered) Cindy. She jammed the red crowbar into the crack of the door and yanked.
*SNAP!*
The door loosened, and Cindy, Rudistan, and Patrolman Johnson pulled it open. "Don't move, Commander, you may be hurt." said Rudistan.
"Thanks for the concern," I said, "but I think I'm okay." I turned to get out and was helped out by Teresa, who then practically hugged me as she held me up. And then I saw Jack and Melina to one side.
"Thanks, Jack." I said, wobbling over and shaking his hand. "And thanks for being the best crack shot in the FBI, Melina." I said as I hugged her.
I surveyed the scene. Eight dead perps. One dead Police SUV. Officers were collecting the weapons. One Patrolman bent over and picked up the rocket launcher.
"Careful with that!" I called out. "It may be---"
*BLOOM!*
The rocket fired over our heads and over the SUV and across the night sky in a glittering arc. A moment later we heard the explosion as the rocket hit the road well to the north of us. We all turned to look at the rookie Officer, who was white as a sheet.
"Rudistan," I said both angrily and wearily, "send someone up there to make sure nobody's hurt." Rudistan went over and gave instructions, and a Patrol cruiser took off up the road.
"I... I swear to God, I didn't touch the trigger!" the Rookie gasped.
"No, you didn't." I said as I came over to him, with Teresa making sure I didn't fall over. "But the perp did. It failed to fire, until you picked it up. I was wondering why I didn't get blasted with it."
"Oh my God." Teresa said. "If it had gone off..."
"I'd be Kentucky Fried Crowbar right now." I said, finishing the sentence with a great deal more joviality that the situation warranted. The rookie Officer went to a knee, and then got sick. Very sick.
Teresa was looking at me with tears in her eyes. And then she closed her eyes and began saying Latin things that I didn't understand, most very correctly giving thanks to Whom those thanks belonged.
And then I saw the Town & County Sheriff come up, his face also ashen. When he saw that I was okay, considerable relief flooded his face.
"It was not my day to die in the Klingon Empire, Sheriff." I said in a deep voice. Rudistan chuckled. The Sheriff was not as amused. He just shook his head as I clapped his shoulder...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:45am, Friday, July 19th. I was in the infirmary room of Police Headquarters, being examined by my favorite doctor. Laura had come to the crime scene, and her face became ghostly, drained of color when she saw the extensively damaged hulk of metal that was once my Police SUV. She had insisted I go to the Hospital, and I had insisted that I not. I won, mostly because of the presence of an Iron Wolf still in possession of a red crowbar, who was protecting me as doggedly as Bowser (pun fully intended). So Laura conceded to check me out here at Headquarters.
"Cuts and bruises." Laura said. "And a broken back... oh yeah, you already had that. My God, Don, by all rights you should be..." She didn't finish. I stood up and took my wife into my arms, and she began crying. I let her for a moment as I held her, then she composed herself.
After the exam, we went out into the hall and to the Main Conference Room. The Chief was in his seat at the near end of the table, and Cindy was sitting to his left. Jack and Melina had given their statements, and Jack was sitting next to Tanya. I came up behind them and patted them on their shoulders.
"Thanks, Jack." I said. "You really did keep me from being burned at the stake." Jack stood up and we hugged. Not just a man-hug, but an all-out full hug.
"But how did you and Melina get there so fast?" I asked as he sat back down, his beady black eyes glistening just a bit, as were Tanya's.
"We were watching for you." said Melina as she came in the door behind me. I hugged her, and then Laura hugged her. "Have a seat, you must be exhausted." Melina said. I sat down at the far end of the table, and Laura sat to my left.
Tanya said "You were right, Don, about Bettina broadcasting that stuff about you and McGinty's Materials putting your life in danger."
Melina said "Yes, that's likely what this was about. Don, you're usually very good about taking different routes at different times, but there's always been the one flaw in that there is only one road to the Mountain Nest. And that's where they waited for you." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"We were parked up the road, at the Bus Station on North and University." said Muscone. "I thought we got there pretty fast, but they did a lot of damage to you by the time we got there."
"I tried to drive out of it, and almost made it." I said. "But they had some souped-up cars, didn't they?"
"Yes." said Melina. "Concrete-reinforced quarterpanels and reinforced steel in the front grilles. And all four cars had V-8 engines and powertrains meant for heavy-duty trucks."
"We have already placed the order for your new vee-hic-ulllllll." drawled the Chief. "Needless to sayyyy, the one you were driving tonight was totaled."
"Amazingly," said Cindy, "no one but the perps were killed... several of them by single shots to the head or right in the heart." Yes, my ex-wife is just that good a shooter.
"So you were positioned near the funnel spot." I said, getting the train of questioning back on the tracks. "How did you know to be there."
"Mostly because I asked them to."
The voice was that of EAD Owen Lange. He came on into the Conference Room. "Ever since those slugs Wurtzburg and Sioban began blabbing to Kingdom Come about you and McGinty's Materials, I've been expecting something like this to happen. And we were starting to pick up some chatter about a possible attack on you. But I thought it'd be an attempted kidnapping, like what happened to you before. And I didn't tell you because I didn't have anything solid yet... and I knew you were irritated at us Feds, as it was."
"I think I found out who my friends are, tonight." I said with a nod towards Muscone. "So... who were those unsavory characters that were favoring me with copper-and-lead gifts?"
Cindy said "Ex-cons, mostly for serious drug distribution charges. All of them out of Southport. Toxicology will determine if they were amped up on drugs, but it looked very similar to what the Consultant liked to do." I saw Tanya's face fall a bit; similar perps had paralyzed her in a murderous attack. (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 01-02.)
"I don't disagree." I said. "But at least one of them had strong familiarity with the weapons. I heard him calling out for the rocket launcher and grenades."
"Speaking of thaaaat," said the Chief, "you were right that the rocket apparently failed to fire when the trigger was first pulled, then went off when rookie Patrolman McElwane picked up the launcher. He'll be getting remedial in-struck-shunnnn on handling evidence and handling weapunnnnnns. Fortunately, there was little damage to the road, and no one was hurt."
"I think he got an unforgettable lesson tonight." I said. "Anyhoo, this attack had elements of good planning but not-so-good execution, thank goodness. What was the weaponry like?"
"The rocket launcher was not American-made." said the EAD. "Old and very cheap, possibly Iraqi or Iranian manufacture... from their 1980-88 war. No wonder it misfired. The M-4s were illegally modified for full automatic fire, and were also pretty old and some were just about worn out. The bullets were cop-killer high-power rounds, and it's a testament to your SUV's manufacturer that it held out so well against the sustained fire for as long as it did." I nodded.
"Hastily slapped-together unit," I muttered, "armed with secondhand weapons but top-class ammo and a lot of it. Brilliantly planned ambush, but they could not finish it off..." I went into a reverie.
"I guess this would not be a good time to challenge you to a rematch in the boxing ring." said the EAD, his eyes glinting just a bit. Whaddya know! The EAD has a sense of humor, I thought to myself.
"Er, no." I replied.
Part 19 - Media Malfeasance
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, July 19th, from the KXTC anchor desk. "Deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared is once again under fire for failing to protect our Citizens against a criminal!"
Bettina began: "After our colleague Tim Sioban gave a sworn affidavit to the SBI that murdered journalist Louella Hopper had told him that she feared being harmed by Commander Donald Troy, the SBI began an investigation of Commander Troy as a suspect in our fellow journalist's murder. However, Governor Val Jared refused to suspend Commander Troy, who has been the Governor's political ally and tool to suppress the voices of the Governor's critics!"
Bettina: "Jared's failure to act drew strong complaints from Legislators of both political Parties. State Rep. Tasheeka Harris of inner Midtown denounced Jared and called for the State Legislature to be called into session to impeach and remove the Governor. And State Senator Katherine Woodburn called for the FBI to take over the Hopper murder investigation, saying that SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell could not conduct a fair and impartial investigation."
Bettina: "We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Social and Political Change." A split-screen with Adam 'Pencil Neck' Keller was shown. "Dr. Keller, isn't the Governor shirking his duty by not suspending Commander Troy?"
"Absolutely, Bettina." said Keller. "This is a serious charge, that Commander Troy might be involved in the murder of Louella Hopper. He needs to be investigated for this potential criminal act, and he should be suspended without pay while this case is thoroughly and meticulously investigated, for as long as it takes to get to the truth."
"Dr. Keller," said Bettina, "Sources tell Channel Two News that Commander Donald Troy, who is Chairman of the Charter Commission, has suggested disbanding Boards of Inquiry, which is the Town & County Council's only means of oversight of the Police Force, and one of the few checks on the Power of Police to abuse People of Color. Isn't it an absolute 'Abuse of Power' for one of the TCPD's highest-ranking Police Officers to so blatantly try to destroy this oversight of his Police Force?"
"Bettina," replied Keller, "this is one of the most arrogant abuses of power that I've ever seen, even worse than what Commander Troy did to Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton on Governor Jared's behalf. Commander Donald Troy is becoming a real threat to the Citizens of your County and our State."
"Thank you, Dr. Keller!" Bettina said. As the split-screen ended, Bettina said "Channel Two News will continue to keep you informed of the Charter Commission's actions. They are scheduled to have their hearings next Wednesday night on one of the most important issues to our County's citizens, your children, as they take up the proposals for a separate School Board and school taxation authority. And now let's go to Sports with Jeff Hull. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't believe this..." Teresa Croyle muttered, unable to believe what she had heard, or more precisely, what she had not heard. "There was an ambush on a TCPD Officer, a gun battle, a rocket launcher misfiring and damaging a street... and not one word at all?"
We were in the Chief's Conference Room, drinking coffee. After a few hours of sleep, I woke up very sore in places I didn't know I could be sore, so I was popping aspirins with my coffee.
"Why are we even watching that bullshit?" Cindy Ross asked. "Seriously? Why don't we just watch KFXU?"
Chief Moynahan said "KFXU shows their Fox national newscast at 7:00am, and I for one would rather see the local news."
"And it's the Chief's TV." I said humorously.
"And it's my remote controllllll, too." replied the Chief.
I said "Seriously, I get more out of Bettina's broadcasts under the 'Know thine enemy' concept. For example, I am beginning to understand just how scared somebody is that I'm using the Charter Commission as a means to get rid of Finneran by getting rid of Boards of Inquiry."
"And why not report one of the biggest news events in the State in that attack on you, Commander?" Teresa asked.
"I don't know for sure," I replied, "but I think Bettina does not want people to realize that it was her reporting about me having McGinty's Materials that led to that attack. I'm also noticing that they're getting really close to libel in accusing me of committing a crime."
"Yezzz." sad the Chief. "I've already instructed Captain Thompson to notify KXTC that we consider those remarks to be libelous."
"And Mike G. Todd will be sending them a 'cease and desist' notice," I said, "with the assurance that I'll be filing yet another lawsuit against Bettina and KXTC if they continue."
"I don't see as much as you do, Commander," said Teresa Croyle, "but what I'm seeing in that newscast this morning, and other recent newscasts, is that they are really going after you, trying to get you suspended if not outright killed. Maybe as a prelude to going after Governor Jared?"
"Or maybe because the Feds are very close to formally filing treason and other charges against Bettina." Tanya Perlman said.
"Along similar lines," I said, "Amber Harris's trial is coming up next month. What I've heard is that she may take a plea deal that will carry a year in jail, but there would be no parole afterwards. But if I'm taken out of the picture, she and her beagles may fight the charges all the way."
"One thing, for damn sure," growled Sheriff Griswold, "is that someone is trying to take out Commander Troy."
"Whether you have McGinty's Materials or not, Commander," said Tanya, "whatever is in them must be seriously dangerous to some serious people."
"Yes." I said. "And whoever was behind last night's attack was hoping that if I had them, killing me would make them disappear forever. In other words, they don't want the Materials found. But there are others who think I have them and would like to get them for themselves. And they're the ones I'm scared of, because they might go after my family or one or more of you guys or your families..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, from the Fox Eight studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's going on today: Police Commander Donald Troy narrowly escaped death last night after he was ambushed by four vehicles as he was driving home from a dinner engagement."
Photos of a damaged Police SUV were shown as Meredith continued: "Commander Troy's vehicle was badly damaged, but its security features allowed him to survive the attack until FBI Agents and other TCPD Officers could arrive at the scene. After what was described as a fierce gun battle, the perpetrators were all killed. Fortunately there were no other casualties, and Commander Troy only suffered minor injuries."
Catrina took it up: "Town & County Police Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement to Fox Eight News, saying that our competitor KXTC's Bettina Wurtzburg's 'irresponsible' reporting that Commander Troy was in possession of papers known as McGinty's Materials is what led to the attack on Commander Troy. Chief Moynahan said that if Commander Troy had found the materials, he would've turned them over to the TCPD or other authorities as required by law, and that Wurtzburg's 'fake news' reporting has put his Police Officer's life and the life of his family and other Officers in mortal danger."
Catrina: "We have with us Town & County Sheriff Antonio Griswold." A split screen showed Our Sheriff at City Hall, wearing a brown Sheriff's jacket with full ribbons and his badge. "Sheriff, thank you for joining us today. Our competitor Bettina Wurtzburg made some strong accusations against Commander Troy with respect to his alleged involvement in Louella Hopper's murder. What can you tell us about that?"
"Thank you for having me on today, Catrina and Meredith." said Sheriff Griswold. "First of all, Commander Troy was investigated early on by the SBI for possible connections to Louella Hopper, and all the evidence pointing to him being at home with his family is pretty strong. That was corroborated by Assistant District Attorney Patterson, who had joined the Troy family for dinner."



"And as you ladies know," continued the Sheriff, "Commander Troy is an imposing specimen of a man that is easy to see and hard to forget. If he'd been at that University function before Ms. Hopper's murder, someone would've seen him and remembered seeing him. But no one did, because he was not there."
Meredith asked: "What about our competitor Tim Sioban's sworn statement to the SBI?"
Sheriff Griswold replied "Tim Sioban made statements to the SBI that can't be proved false because Louella Hopper is dead. But in my personal opinion based upon decades of law enforcement experience, Sioban's comments are bogus. Even so, the SBI did its job and investigated Commander Troy's alleged involvement more thoroughly, including interviewing him formally. So far they've found nothing at all to even suggest that Louella Hopper knew Commander Troy, nor he her. And Commander Troy did recuse himself from the Hopper case, which was the fully proper thing to do."
Catrina: "Do you believe there is hostile intent in our competitors' reporting towards Commander Troy, Sheriff?"
"I sure as hell do." growled Griswold. "Commander Troy's actions have been nothing but honorable, and bring great credit to our Police Force. For your competitors to smear his name, not to mention seemingly trying to get him murdered with that terribly irresponsible reporting, is reprehensible on KXTC's part..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow!" Cindy Ross said as my Angels and I watched in my office. "That was awesome!"
"Our Sheriff takes care of his people." I said. "And I am obviously not the only one getting sick and tired of KXTC's antics."
"Could Tim Sioban sue him for slander?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"He could try, and knowing the sheer arrogance of the Press, he might." I said. "After all, how dare anyone question Sioban after he's told us exactly what to think!"
I continued: "But then the Sheriff gets up there and cites a half century of Police experience with dishonest suspects that leads him to form the personal and First-Amendment-protected opinion that Sioban's statement was not truthful. More practically speaking, I think Sioban and Bettina have taken their shot at me, and would probably like for their names to begin disappearing from this whole story."
"Commander," said Tanya Perlman, "has anyone attempted to interview you over last night's attack?"
"Not yet." I said. "The rest of the Press is figuring out that as long as KXTC has anyone in the Press Room, I won't go in there and answer anyone's questions. I've given statements to KFXU, KCAP, and Fox Midtown upon requests with the proviso they not share with KXTC and now KSB."
"And some of them are scared shitless of the Iron Crowbar." Cindy said emphatically. "Even though we know he's just a big ol' teddy bear." Everyone laughed mightily at that.
"Okay, let's get down to business." I said. "Tanya, I cannot hear about the Louella Hopper case, but if you were to tell your fellow Angels in my presence, I'd listen in quietly."
"No need." Tanya said, a bit sadly "The Chief and I agree that we should hand it off to the SBI and Campus Police entirely. With you and your mom having to recuse yourselves, and Bettina and Tim Sioban trying to frame you for murder, even if we do catch whoever did it, the legal case would make 'Court TV' blow up." We laughed again at that last bit.
"Yeah, you're right." I said. "And I'm willing to bet the case never gets solved."
"You know who did it?" Cindy asked.
I just shrugged my shoulders, then said "And maybe it's for the best that the culprits are never found."
"Okayyyyy... well, changing the subject," Cindy said, "I need to report a case of insubordination last night. I literally got pushed out of the way of your vehicle by a Police Captain with a red crowbar and a bad attitude."
"As slow as you were being with that green crowbar," I said, "I was about to get a bad attitude, too."
"Sir," said Teresa, "I think someone is just jealous that the red crowbar again succeeded where the green one failed... you know, like in the Police Boxing Matches?" I could not hold my laughter back, not that I tried all that hard.
"I'm sorry, Commander Ross." I finally was able to say. "I'm having selective memory issues about that particular moment in time last night. The alleged insubordination will have to be... dismissed..."
Part 20 - Like Mother, Like Son (The Solution)
Saturday, July 20th. If memory serves me correctly, an historic moon landing was made on this day some five decades ago. It was also Laura and my wedding anniversary, so I took her breakfast in bed in the morning, with Carole helping out.
The Usual Suspects were at The Cabin, those being Carole, Marie, Jim, Ross, Ian, and Tasha, their various parents and grandparents, and their various outstanding dogs... and cats.
"It would seem," Laura was telling Molly, Paulina, my mother Phyllis, Stephanie Steele, and Selena Steele, "that someone began putting cat food on the other side of the deck rail at the far end of the deck. The dogs can't get to it, but we now have a gray and black striped cat that can. And I think she found a little hole that goes under the house, where she had her kittens. The meowing was driving Bowser and Buddy crazy for a while, looking for them from inside the house."
"Who put out the food?" asked Selena Steele.
"Daddy." said Carole, looking up from her drawing. "But Tiger Mom won't let him pet her yet."
"Tiger Mom?" asked Paulina.
"Yeah, because she has tiger stripes." said Marie, who just happened to be drawing a picture of a cat with tiger stripes.
"And she's a mom because she had kitties." said Carole.
I'd heard the conversation as I'd come down the stairs from the attic room. I came into the greatroom, followed by three boys. "Okay, I'm about to start cooking some lunch. What does everyone want?"
"HAMBURGERS!" yelled three boys.
"Sounds good to me!" said Marie enthusiastically.
"We'll make some salads, as well." said Phyllis.
"And stringbeans!" said Ross. I think he was surprised when Jim did not join him in that directed banter."
"You'll be eating those stringbeans yourself!" Carole replied a bit hotly.
"Today does not feel like a stringbean day, Ross." I said. "But hamburgers and salads? I can handle that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, My mom and I went downstairs to the basement, where I was showing her the beginnings of the refurbishments.
"It's like what we did at the Mountain Nest for your MIL apartment." I said. "I had already run water lines, electric outlets, internet and cable down here when I re-built The Cabin, so we'll have a bathroom on the far end, there, the bedroom with a window view, albeit under the deck, another smaller bedroom for the boys, a small kitchen area and a table, and storage space along the little hallway that runs against the side of the mountain. Emergency Exit doors, of course."
"But no den or living room." my mother said. "Just this wide spot of hallway at the landing of the stairs."
"True." I said. "But Molly can have a TV in her bedroom. And of course she and the boys can be upstairs in the greatroom and the rest of the Cabin. This is just a more private space for her when we're here for the weekends."
"So Molly is moving in, eh?" my mother asked as we sat down on a couple of folding chairs.
"Yes." I said. "And the boys will be going to school here. Ross will be going together with Jim. Molly is keeping her condo in Nextdoor County, as well, for when she has to stay there for any reason. It's paid off... thanks to her sister's father."
"Oh. Him." Phyllis said disdainfully.
"Now, Mom, Uncle Harvey has been very good to all of us." I said. "And Cindy is his daughter, of course."
"I know, son." said Phyllis. "But that man, he gets his claws into... everything."
I decided I should change the subject. "Changing the subject," I said, "I guess you've figured out who killed Louella Hopper."
"Oh of course, son." said Phyllis. "Is it not obvious?"
"I finally got the right thread." I said. "When I realized how shocked you were at hearing Melina had had a hysterectomy."
"And an abortion, as well." Phyllis said. "Someone near and dear to me recognized Melina at the Planned Parenthood facility." That was Cindy, though my mother may not have known I knew. (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 06.)
Phyllis continued: "I also saw Melina and young Benny Black at my grandson's wedding." (Author's note: 'Soap Opera', Ch. 04.) "It was very obvious that there was a strong physical attraction, there, and that Melina and Benny Black would soon be having a sexual affair."
I said: "And one of Louella Hopper's items was that Benny Black had been seen in the City. The story was that he was gambling in an underground casino, but why would he do that when he could go from Los Angeles to Las Vegas, Nevada, and gamble legally? No, that story would not do. It was obviously a blind, a cover, in case Benny, who is now a big star on the soap opera 'Days of Promise', was seen in the City. His real reason must've been to visit Melina."
"Yes, son." said Phyllis. "And what's more, I realized, as I'm sure you did, that Benny had probably done some waitering in his past, and that he is a good actor. He could easily play a waiter at that dinner, and could've injected Louella when she went into the employee's area to get to the side room where she died."
"Benny also could have been the Uber driver that brought her over." I said. "So she was under his control all along."
"But what is the motive?" my mother asked.
"I have an idea about that." I said. "But first, let's look at Melina's part in it. Military Special Forces units discovered the drugs used to kill Louella being made in Central or South America. After that P.I. in the City was killed, a DIA doctor realized what the materials were... a (D)efense (I)ntelligence (A)gency doctor. My point being that the Intelligence Community knew about those drugs, which means Melina knew about them. How she did it, and how she got some of them, I don't know... and I probably don't want to know. But that is what was used on both Louella's P.I. in the City, and then on Louella herself."
"And again," my mother persisted, "I'm at a loss for the motive. To protect her husband, maybe? Or prevent him from finding out about her extramarital affair?"
"Maybe," I said, "but I think there's a lot more to it. First, I think we can be very comfortable questioning what Benny Black really is. Certainly he is a lot more than a male porn star turned soap opera heartthrob. It was Callie Carrington that recruited him into the porn business" (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues', Ch. 05.), "and we know who she works for and who recruited her into a certain Federal 'Company'. So he and Melina may be secretly working together on more than their sexual techniques."
I continued: "But even more, Mom, is the thread that has been running through that whole case... the Federal Government, more specifically the FBI, giving Louella information. And I think that is what Louella wanted to talk to you and Elsie about."
"What do you mean, son?" my mother asked.
I replied: "Some of it was about Bettina, which I think is not what Jack Muscone thinks it is, and will come to hurt us. I think Louella wanted to tell Elsie that the Feds were setting up Elsie's niece in some way. And then there was the information about me and McGinty's Materials. My thesis is that Louella was about to come out with those things, and when her P.I. came over all dead trying to confirm it, she might've realized she was being fed disinformation... and maybe being set up. Ergo, your breakfast meeting was for Louella to tell Elsie that Bettina was being set up by the Feds, and Louella wanted to tell you that your son was being set up over McGinty Materials."
"That certainly makes sense, son." my mother said. "But it seems over the top to kill Louella for any of that."
"True." I said. "Unfortunately, Melina, a Guardian of Justice, and her lover Benny did not realize that Louella was meeting with you and Elsie. They only knew what they knew, and they worked together to eliminate the threats as they perceived them.
"You know, son," my mother said, "that may not have been all that unfortunate. Louella may have wanted to to tell Elsie and me about those things, like you said. But she was still going to put stuff out there. Perhaps Melina was also protecting... others."
"That could well be." I said. "I'm not beholden to my theories here as if they are the Gospel truth. Anyhoo, they did not entirely succeed in protecting me. It's still potentially very ugly for me, you, and our family, if we're not careful."
"Yes." said my mother. "And I'm not sure what the solution to that is... except McGinty's Materials being found and turned over to the Police."
"And how do we do that, if they don't exist? Or don't exist any longer?" I asked.
"I don't know, son." my mother said. "But I am sure that you or someone will figure out a way." For some reason, those words struck me. Then my mother said "So, son, what did Louella really tell Tim Sioban right before she died?"
"Unless Tim Sioban comes correct and tells us, which he never will because he will be admitting to perjury," I said, "I don't think we'll ever know. She may have been telling him that some idiot waiter ran into her in the back hallway, and that he looked like her Uber driver. Or she may have been recounting her horror stories about her delays and getting to the event so late. Time will tell on that."
"Yes, time will tell." said my mother. "Why don't we go back upstairs, son, and rejoin the others." As we got up, I thought I heard a slight creak on the stairs. Had someone been listening to us? I wondered to myself...
Part 21 - Declarations of War
Tuesday, July 23d. The Council Members filed into the Public Chamber and took their seats. Mayor Daniel Allgood gaveled the Session into order. "First of all," he said, "Councilman J.P. Goldman has made a full recovery, and I'm glad to welcome him back."
The Mayor, many in the audience, and most of the Council Members applauded with various degrees of politeness. Kelly Carnes, Reginald B.F. Lewis, and Malinda Adams did not, choosing instead to sit on their hands in studied silence.
And no one drank of the bottled waters that had been placed in front of them.
After the routine of the public meeting, Reginald B.F. Lewis said "I move we go into Executive Session for the Second Reading of the Bill from last week's meeting."
"I second." said Kelly Carnes.
"Discussion?" said the Mayor.
"We do not need to go into Executive Session to vote on the Second Reading here." said John Colby. "So I'll be voting against."
"I'll be voting for the Executive Session." said J.P. Goldman, shocking everyone. "I have something I want to say to these Council Members." The vote was taken, and approved by a 6-4 vote.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's this about?" Teresa Croyle asked as we followed the Council Members up the stairs, having been asked by J.P. Goldman to attend.
"I have no idea." I replied, noticing that Jocelyn Moran and her two henchmen were behind us, as was Daniel Allgood's lawyer and a videocamera operator.
We went into the private Council chamber, where Teresa and I sat to the side with the Sergeant-At-Arms, Moran, her slugs, and Mayor Allgood's lawyer. The Mayor tapped the session into order.
"First," said the Mayor, "Mr. Goldman will speak. I will entertain no points of order, and I will not tolerate any interruptions. Mr. Goldman?"
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Goldman. He stood up but remained at his place rather than go to the podium. "Last week, I was deliberately poisoned. Because of my age and the concentration of the poison, both the Police and myself consider the act to be not just an attempt to incapacitate me, but an attempt to murder me."
"Oh, come on----" Kelly Carnes started.
"SHUT YOUR GOD DAMN MOUTH, YOU FUCKING BITCH!" Goldman yelled at the top of his lungs, his face red with fury. Everyone except Kelly Carnes looked at him in total shock. Her face was one of anger and hatred, matching his own display of hatred.
"And if I don't?" Kelly Carnes said, rising to her feet. So did Teresa Croyle.
"Then I'll arrest you on the spot, bitch." the Iron Wolf said. "And I will make sure that any accusation of excessive use of force will be well justified."
"Sit down, Carnes." said Mayor Allgood. "Or leave the meeting. Or get arrested. You have the floor, Mr. Goldman."
"As I was saying," said Goldman, "the attempt to harm me was an attempt to kill me, and I'm sure as hell taking it as such. The Police are investigating, and have sworn testimony that the attack on me, as well as Mr. McGhillie though he didn't drink his poisoned water, was targeted specifically at us... and was politically motivated."
"That's bullshit." said Kelly Carnes.
"One more word, Carnes." said Mayor Allgood, tapping his gavel. "And if you haven't figured it out yet, that Police Captain behind you is very, very eager to arrest you."
"Politically motivated!" yelled J.P. Goldman. "I was poisoned, and could have been killed, solely to upset the balance of this Council, so that you God cursed Democrats could vote to deny a dead Police hero the Medal of Valor he deserved! Mark my words... conciliation is over. Working together... is over. Compromise... is over. I am devoting the rest of my life to utterly destroying you Democrats, to destroying your evil philosophy, to stopping you from spitting in the face of the Police. This is a declaration of war! and you will regret the day you had me poisoned. Starting with you, Carnes. Better be sure about your campaign finances."
"Is that a threat?" Carnes hissed back.
"Call it a prediction." I said clearly. "And I'll predict more: Campaign finance violations. Money laundering. I've already got the proof. And I'm coming for you, Carnes. I'm coming for you."
"So that's how you're playing it, Commander?" said Susan Weston. "Making threats against Council Members to suppress our voices?"
"No, former Captain Weston." I said. "Just enforcing the law, as you shall soon see."
"Let's move on." said Mayor Allgood, trying not to grin. "Second reading of the bill from last week..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting was over, Susan Weston about tripped over herself to get to me as I stood up. "That was so beneath you, Commander. Very disappointing."
"You think so?" I said. "Just watch."
Kelly Carnes had gotten up and was first to the door. It opened to reveal District Attorney Miriam Walters, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, and two Deputies.
"Kelly Carnes," D.A. Walters said loudly, "this is a warrant for your arrest, for campaign finance laws violations and money laundering."
"You better hurry." I said to Teresa.
And indeed, the Iron Wolf very quickly went up behind Carnes and said "Put your hands behind your back." Carnes was stock-still with shock, and Teresa had no problem affixing handcuffs as she said "You have the right to remain silent..." She led Carnes out into the hallway, where a gaggle of Press, with cameras, filmed the perp walk.
"Y'all have a nice day." I said as I went to the door. "And I sure hope your own finances are clean. Especially yours, Ms. Weston. Especially yours." With that, I exited the Chamber, and was proud of myself that I did not begin grinning like the Cheshire Cat until I was well down the hallway...
Part 22 - Education
"Your chariot awaits, mon Commandant!" said Cindy Ross at 10:00am, Wednesday, July 24th. We went outside to the Employees parking lot, followed by a lot of curious Detectives and Officers.



Waiting in my parking spot (oh yes! it is soooooo good to be the Police Commander!) was my new ride. Painted silver-gray like most other TCPD vehicles, the SUV was the newest year's model.
"Ah, that new car smell!" I said happily as I opened the driver's side door and admired the dark gray interior, including leather seats. The vehicle had the laptop computer on the dash, new radio technology, hands-free telephonic technology. There was a bit less room in back, but everything was compartmentalized better. I sat down in the driver's seat, and was immensely grateful to feel the lumbar support.
"The engine is a powerhouse. It rivals the Black Beauty." said Cindy. "The armor is even better than your last vehicle. Newer technology materials in the body and doors, military-grade stuff, so I'm told, but lighter than previous materials. The windows are also the newest stuff, and rated even higher than the your previous ones. And there is more roof armor. The underside is allegedly capable of surviving an IED blast, but please don't test it!" Everyone laughed.
"Wow." I said, getting out. "This is great. Everyone, have a look." As everyone admired the SUV, I said to Cindy "You didn't leave the price sticker on the back window."
"And you don't want to see it." growled Chief Moynahan. "Insurance paid most of it, but I still had to authorize an amount that would in itself buy a small carrrrrrr."
"I certainly appreciate it." I said. "And you got it so fast."
Cindy said "I sure did. I'll sleep better at night knowing you're protected on the road again." I realized just how much she was worried for my safety.
"And don't worry about the cost." growled Sheriff Griswold as he came up. "It's worth every freekin' penny. And we're budgeted for two more just like it. Who do you think should get them, Crowbar?"
"I've learned from you how to kiss ass, Sheriff." I said. "So I'd say one of them should go to Chief Moynahan.
"You're as smart as I've hearrrrrd." said Moynahan humorously. "And the other?"
"Your best looking Detective!" called out Joanne Warner. Banter ensued, some of which should not be repeated in this family environment.
"My best looking Detective is my daughter Carole, though of course I'm biased about that." I said. "But she's not old enough to drive. So... who's the most vulnerable? The Deputy Chief or the Captain of Operations?"
"I'll fight her in the boxing ring for it." Teresa said. "With or without crowbars."
"And you will lose." Cindy said with alacrity. "With or without crowbars."
So, dear readers... who got it?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm. The Charter Commission gathered in the public Council Chamber. We expected a capacity crowd and then some, but to our surprise the room was only about three-fourths full.
I gaveled the meeting into order, and said "Thank you for coming. This is the last of the Charter Commission hearings on specific subjects. The Commission will get together and work out our draft proposal, then have general hearings on those, then make our final submission. Tonight's hearing is on a proposal for an elected School Board, separate from all other Boards and the Town & County Council. Commission member Edna Carter, herself an educator, will now make our initial proposal."
"Thank you, Chairman Troy." Edna said, starting up her Powerpoint presentation. She went through the numbers of the current school system, then moved into what we were proposing: "First of all," she said, "we are beholden to State Law in what we can do. The State limits the school taxation rate, and we will not specify numerical rates in the Charter, but the Town Assembly will set those rates, as it sets all other rates of taxation in the County."
Edna Carter: "The previous way of doing things was that the Board of Commissioners served as the School Board and many other boards. Their divisions were not related in any way to the school districts. The school districts have not been even nor equal, as they were cobbled together from the previous Town school system and County school system, with Booker T. Washington High originally being in the Town system. While Town High has students that are outside the Town City Limit, and BTW High has students from all over the southside, the distribution needs to be more equalized."
Carter: "And the unequal district lines have led to an inequitable per-student spending rate that has drawn the ire of the U.S. Department of Education and the State Education Authority. Therefore, one tenet of the new Charter will be that revenue will be distributed on a per-student basis from the overall revenue pool. And now I'll ask Chairman Troy to address the situation with the districts."
"Thank you, Mrs. Carter," I said, "and to everyone I'd like to say that Edna Carter's work on this part of the Charter has been outstanding, and indispensable." There was some applause from the audience, then I began: "We have what I would call a circular argument, here. In order to set reasonable boundaries for the School Board districts, with one representative on the School Board per district, we have to know what the new school districts will look like. But it's not really our job to set the districts... that's for the School Board to do."
I continued: "So, with the aid of computer technology, we're going to set the school district boundaries just one time, then make the School Board districts. And from then on, the School Board can adjust District boundaries without requiring a Charter change or a popular vote. In accordance with this, we have determined that the three current high schools are meeting the needs of our students, and those three sectors are the starting basis for the districts..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I felt like we had not done a good job explaining what we were doing, and that was quickly borne out by the sharp, if not hostile, questions we received.
One of the first persons to speak was the Rep of the NEA, the powerful Teachers Union. "We strongly oppose the Town Assembly setting the millage rate for the schools." he said as he stood before us in his $5000 suit. "We firmly believe the School Board should set the millage rate, and expect for that to be the case."
"Expect?" I said acidly. "You're aware of the form of that sentence?"
"Of course." said the NEA Rep.
"Proceed to support it." I said.
"I beg your pardon." said the Rep.
"Proceed to support your expectation." I said. "Or more accurately, how you are going to enforce that expectation."
"We're the NEA, the Teacher's Union." said the Rep. "That should be enough for you to understand."
"I guess it's not enough, then." I said. What followed was an 'awkward silence' moment as the Union Rep and myself engaged in a 'blink' contest.
I won, as the Rep said "You do realize how powerful we are? When we set your expectations, it is our expectation that they be met."
"I can't speak for anyone else in this room." I said. "But you have no power over me... nor the People of this County at the ballot box."
The Union Rep looked shocked for a moment; I don't think he ever expected (there's that word again) to be challenged on anything he dictated. Then he regained his composure and said "We'll see about that... at the ballot box." He left the podium.
Then a resident of Teresa's 'favorite' Homeowner's Association, that of the Heritage Cloisters, got up. "So those of us in the northern County are paying more in school taxes, but getting less for our schools in return?" he asked, his voice sarcastic and unfriendly.
"You're getting the same amount per student in the schools as every other school in the County." said Edna Carter.
"So 'From each, according to his ability; to each, according to his need.', eh?" the man snarled.
"Why do you have such a problem with a fair and equitable distribution of the tax revenue?" Edna Carter asked, and I detected a hint of anger in her voice.
"Because I'm paying one hell of a lot more money in school taxes than people in other districts!" the man said, his voice becoming angry, as well. "And therefore, the schools my children go to should be getting a greater share of the money, like it is now!"
I stood up, taking the microphone at my station with me. "Okay, let's keep this calm and civil. Sir, I understand your position, but there is simply nothing that is going to please all of the people all of the time. The current way is extremely inequitable to children in poorer districts. And yes, it's inequitable for you to pay more because you're in a home deemed more expensive than others."
I continued: "And what's worse... if a single person without children or a childless couple buys a home, which I'm told is the American Dream... they have to pay school taxes when they're not using the service at all. That's always annoyed me as being unfair, but Life is unfair, and it is what it is. And people who want to send their children to private school? They can certainly do so, but if they own property they are paying the public school tax."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The bottom line is that basic education should be the best we can possibly give our children, and in as fair and equitable a manner as we can provide it." That drew strong applause from many persons there, who I knew were from the poorer districts. Some others booed; I'd bet they were voters in Kelly Carnes's district.
There were humorous moments. One woman in her twenties got up to the podium and said "Can you write it into the Charter to force County High School to change their mascots? It's soooo embarrassing to be the 'Falcons', and associated with the Atlanta Falcons." There was laughter at that, and also some applause... from the aforementioned voters in Kelly Carnes's district.
I laughed, then said "I have to say that I feel very sorry for the good people of Atlanta, Georgia, who must endure the shame and humiliation of having the loser Atlanta Falcons as their pro football team. However, it is beyond the scope of the Charter Commission to involve ourselves in the naming of the mascots, whatever those names may be..."
And one middle-aged woman got up and said "Is three high schools enough? Are there any plans to add a fourth high school?"
Edward Steele replied: "As of now, there is not. And that will ultimately be for the new School Board and the Town Assembly to decide. We do intend to write the Charter in a way that will be flexible and scaleable to meet the needs of our Citizens in the future..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting was over, I treated the other Commission members to a late-night (well, 10:30pm-ish) dinner at the Applebee's at the Mall. We had a table for six in the back corner.
"How do you guys think that went?" I asked after our food had arrived.
"Lousy." said Edna Carter.
"I agree." said Savannah Fineman. "I'm not sure what I expected, but it felt like we really stirred up a hornet's nest, and created some opposition that might not have been there before."
"It's a no-win situation, and always has been." said Edward R. Steele. "I think the vast majority of people want a School Board instead of the old Board of Commissioners running things, but after that it simply boils down to where you live and how much you're paying in taxes."
"I have to admit, Don," said Rev. Joseph E. Williams, who was finally accepting my repeated invitations to call me by my first name, "I didn't expect that speech from you about the equity of the situation."
"I'm afraid to ask what you did expect." I said, meaning it humorously. "But I've always told people I'm not a Democrat, and I'm not a Republican either. And without quality basic education, there is no hope for equality of opportunity in this country----"
Just then, four rather rough looking men approached our table. "Are you Don Troy?" one of them asked menacingly.
"Who wants to know?" I said as I quickly stood up, the red crowbar coming with me.
"You disrespected our NEA Rep tonight." the man snarled. "We don't appreciate that."
"Oh really?" I said witheringly. The red crowbar was now being tapped into the palm of my hand.
"You're going to apologize to him, and then do exactly what the NEA tells you to do about the School Board." one of the other men said, trying to make his voice sound venomous.
"Harumph!" I said. "And how are you thugs going to make me do that? Hell, it's only four against one. Easy peasy... for me."
"Four against three, Batman!" said a voice behind the men. Everyone looked over to see the Green Crowbar, Cindy Ross standing there, wielding... a green crowbar. Next to her was the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle... who did not carry nor need a crowbar.
"And boy! is it going to hurt!" Teresa snarled, the look on her face being my first clue that someone was about to get hurt.
The lead thug turned to me. "Wise up, asshole, or you're the one that's going to get hurt--- awk!"
I had thrust the rounded end of my crowbar up under the man's chin, into the soft part of lower jaw and neck. Next to it, I put my badge at his eye level.
"Go back to your Rep," I said, staring down hard at him, "and tell him that he ain't shit to me."
"Shall we begin making arrests, Commander?" Teresa asked, eager to begin making arrests.
"It's up to them." I said, my eyes boring into the lead thug's.
"Let's get out of here." the man snarled. As they filed past Cindy, one of them turned back and said "You'll regret this."
"I doubt it." I said. The men left. "Ladies," I said to Cindy and Teresa, "would you care to join us for some dessert?"
"Don't mind if I do." said Teresa. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
As we sat down, I saw how shocked the other four Commission members were. "My God." said Edna Carter. "The NEA can be the biggest bullies you ever saw, but I never expected anything like that!"
"They're not going to intimidate Don." said Edward Steele. "Especially after he survived that attack on his vehicle the other night."
I smiled, then said "I was more worried about protecting the four of you than anything else. Do be careful, and if anyone tries to harass or threaten you in any way, let me know immediately."
"How did you two ladies know to be here?" asked Rev. Williams.
"They're my Guardian Angels." I said, with a smile born of pride.
"And we're his bodyguards until he gets home." said Teresa. "By order of the County Sheriff..."
Part 23 - Wrap-Up
Tuesday, July 30th. SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell was in Town, so she came by my office. She accepted a cup of Jerome's 'Navy' coffee, and pronounced it better than the 'weak' stuff a certain Police Commander used to make.
"I'm not sure what Director Goodwin is going to do about Agent Porter." Britt said. "He lawyered up, and he refused to help us find that P.I. 'Rocky' that was with him the night of Louella Hopper's death. He and the Union are maintaining that he did nothing wrong to warrant termination, so it's going to be a long, tough slog to go through the process of firing him, and then he'll probably sue. Why is it so freaking hard to fire bad people, but they can demand you be suspended just for being the object of Louella's attention in her column?"
"I dunno." I said. "I've long since stopped trying to figure out things like that. My advice is to just do it: can his ass, and fight the fight with all you've got."
"That's my advice, too." said Britt. "I'm not sure what's keeping the Director from doing the obvious thing. Anyway, Agent Terence Johnson has really made a name for himself in the Hopper investigation, but unfortunately it is looking unlikely that we'll be making any arrests for her murder. Unless you'd like to volunteer to confess."
"No thank you." I said. "But yes, Johnson did very well. As did Campus Police Detective Tarleton."
Britt said "We're talking to him about joining the SBI. And to that point, Director Goodwin is talking about reconstituting the SIS division. The Hopper case is showing that the SBI's divisions really don't adequately cover plain old crimes like murder. What do you think of that?"
I said "I talked to Director Goodwin the other day, and he said the same thing to me. I just suggested a different name. Maybe 'VCD', for 'violent crimes division'. The only problem I have with it is the original problem between the SBI and local LEOs: while in this case the SBI taking the lead in the case worked out, there were a lot of times in the past where the SBI ran roughshod over local jurisdictions, and memories of that are long and unpleasant."
I continued: "As to Tarleton... Captain Perlman is very aware that we will have an opening for an MCD Detective, and she was observing Tarleton and his good work with that in mind. And she'd worked with him in the past. So don't be surprised if we fight you for him."
"Oh?" asked Britt. "Not promoting from within? From Vice?"
"Maybe, but I dunno." I said. "Some of those guys are better suited for Vice than MCD. And it's also about matchups, who partners well with who."
Britt nodded, then said: "We also formally interviewed T-Square about Louella's 'information' that T-Square was involved in the Lester Holder beating. He said he was in his office at his club 'Rhythms & Rap', and was vouched for by T-Mac, T-Mac's girl Gloria, and his Regiment. Big circle of people giving each other alibis, and all of them full of shit, but we'll never break through on that."
"No, you won't." I said. "And I for one have absolutely no interest in the solution of that crime. Lester Holder got what was coming to him. I'm only sorry I didn't get to do that to him myself."
"You do realize you're talking to a State Agent?" Britt asked, meaning it humorously.
"Oh yes." I said. "Going to leak that to Bettina?"
"I'll borrow Cindy's crowbar and beat you down silly for even suggesting that." Britt said with a grin. Then she said "Oh yeah, there is one other thing I found out that might interest you. You remember Dr. Gloria Searles?"
"Sure." I said, remembering the gorgeous doctor had died in the 'Medical Murder Mystery' case.
Britt said "We were doing a routine check on Dr. Richard Searles and Mia McNamara, and someone in our data department had the bright idea to check into his late wife Gloria. Turns out she was adopted at birth."
"O-kayyyyy." I said, wondering where this was going.
Britt continued: "We got a warrant to check the adoption records, saying we were compiling a list of possible suspects in the Hopper case, and the judge actually granted it. What we found out was that her birth mother gave her up at birth... and that her identical twin sister also had been given up to a separate family at birth."
"Oh, wowwww." I said. "I don't suppose you know who the twin is?"
"We do now." said Britt. "She was also named 'Gloria'. She married a man named 'Gresham', who is the son of the 'Gresham' of Gresham & Mason, P.C. Her husband is not with that law firm, he's a doctor. And like her twin sister, Gloria Gresham is also a doctor in private practice. They were in Atlanta, but a year ago they moved to the State east of us, and are on Staff at Eastern State University Hospital."
"Does Richard Searles know about his late wife's twin sister?" I asked.
"Not that we know of... and we haven't asked yet." Britt said. "Think we should?"
"If you thought it might have anything to do with Louella Hopper's death, you should." I replied. "By the way... just how did Dr. Richard Searles meet Mia McNamara?"
Britt told me the story of Benny Black asking Todd to ask Laura to ask Dr. Searles to talk to Mia about being a cardiologist. 'Days of Promise' has nothing on my Town & County for real drama, dontcha know.
"So... not that it's any of my business," I said "but are you dating anyone these days?"



"No... well, maybe." Britt said. "That girl Christy that worked in 'Bangkok'? I went around the block with her a few times. She doesn't know that I know that you fucked her brains out." (Author's note: 'One Night in Bangkok', Ch. 04.) "But that didn't last. There was something odd about her; she wasn't what she seemed."
"Like a Federal Agent on undercover missions." I said. Britt's beautiful sparking eyes widened as she made the connection I'd long since figured out.
"May be." she said. "Anyway, I've been dating a woman named Ruby. Short black hair, drop dead gorgeous, even more than Christy was. She's a lot of fun, and the kind of girl I could fall for... but there's something about her, too. She's holding something back..."
Part 24 - Honours
Thursday, August 1st. It was Promotions & Medals Day, but for me it was something far greater: Carole's birthday. My little girl was six (SIX!) years old today.
As usual in the Troy household, Carole got one gift from each of us in the morning, and would get more during her party later this evening. Jim gave her a Lego Princess Belle's Enchanted Castle set, and I was pleased to see Carole give her brother a hug in return. Laura gave her a Project Mc2 Spy Bag (hmmm...), and I gave her a STEM-recommended soap and bath bomb lab kit, where she could make real soap and learn the beginnings of the Chemistry that aspiring Detectives needed to know.
I went on into work, wearing my formal uniform with medals. I skipped the coffee klatch and Bettina's worthless reporting to catch up on emails, duty logs, and other stuff. Kelly Carnes and her husband had been released on bail after their arrests, and had promptly filed for a formal separation. That didn't make sense to me: as long as they stayed married, they couldn't be forced to testify against each other. I wondered what was really going on there.
The Louella Hopper case had lagged, and both the SBI and the Press were losing interest in it. Tanya Perlman had contacted James Tarleton about the open Detective position, and would be setting up interviews with him. Also in consideration was Vice Detective Christopher Purvis.
There had been no more attacks on me. I don't know if the NEA thugs still had interest in me, but perhaps seeing me being followed by a Police vehicle almost constantly deterred them. The other Charter Commission members had had no problems, either, though they were getting a lot of calls about issues... and more of those calls were about the Board of Inquiry than the School Board issue.
But I was not letting my guard down. Eddy the Bounty Hunter had contacted me, and told me he'd turned down flat an attempt to hire him to 'get to the Iron Crowbar and get McGinty's Materials from him'. There were other rumblings around the State, and Cerone and Molinari had not been forthcoming with information in my direction.
"All right," said Commander Cindy Ross as she came into my office with two boxes of 'bling'. "Here's the badges, for you to give out." She handed me one of the boxes. "And in this other box are the medals. Here's Irwin's Police Cross." She opened an award box to show the red ribbon with blue edges, and the blue cross on a wreath of green underneath.
"Beautiful medal." I said. "But it should've been an MOV."
"I agree." said Cindy. "Father Romano and Chief Moynahan are going to present the Police Cross and Purple Order to Irwin's parents and sister." I nodded in acknowledgement of what Cindy was fully saying.
Partly because of what Irwin's mother had said to her at Irwin' funeral, and partly because of her anger over the downgrade, Captain Teresa Croyle had declined to participate in the presentation of the Police Cross. Cindy, Sheriff Griswold, and myself also declined to participate, though I told the Chief I would do my job and present the Purple Order. Father Romano came to the rescue, saving us all from having to make a hard choice between honoring a brave Police Officer and protesting the Council's spiteful action.
"And here's Geiger's medal." said Cindy, displaying the Sheriff's Medal. It was the elevated Public-Service-Department-wide medal in the category with the Police Medal, Fire Medal, Public Health Medal, and EMS Medal (Fire Marshal Zoe Singer was a recipient of that). The colors of the drape and ribbon were those of the Sheriff Department uniform: khaki with darker brown edges. Sheriff Griswold had elevated it from the Police Medal, as was his privilege to do. "Are you giving it to him?" Cindy asked me.
"Yes." I said. "And Teresa insisted on giving him his Purple Order, which is a very significant gesture."
"She sure knows about Purple Orders." Cindy said. "And here's Parker's Police Medal. I don't know how we got that past the Council without them downgrading it to a Star of Gallantry."
"We didn't run it past them." I said. "Only the medals that also have the metal-bordered ribbons, the Purple Order, Distinguished Service Award, Police and Fire Crosses, and Medal of Valor, actually have to go through the Council, according to Our Sheriff. We'd been submitting everything to the Council as a courtesy, but courtesy has flown out the window with the Irwin medal downgrade and the poisoning of Mr. Goldman. And you better believe I'll have that codified in the new Charter that we don't have to go through them for anything lower."
"Good idea." Cindy said.
"Okay, let's go give out some badges." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The MCD and Vice Detectives were having a small party of their own in MCD. A cake and lots of doughnuts had been brought in, and everyone was saying their farewells to Detective Timothy Geiger. It was his last day of duty with the Town & County Police Force, after taking a medical disability retirement.
"What are you going to be doing?" asked Vice Detective Christopher Purvis.
Geiger replied "I'm getting my P.I. license, and I'm going to be working for the Town & County Examiner as an investigator."
"Oh my goodness." Teddy Parker said. "No sooner do you get on Commander Troy's good side than you go and join the Press, and get on his bad side again." Everyone laughed.
"I have a feeling," I said as I came into the room, having heard that, "that the Examiner might not be a big ball of crappola like KXTC is. Make sure that happens and stay on my good side, okay Geiger?"
"Yes sir." said Geiger.
"It's time to goooooooo..." said the Chief as he stuck his head in the doorway.
"Are you going to miss this, Geiger?" asked Joanne Warner. Geiger paused, and the room got still.
"You know," Geiger said, "all I ever wanted to be since I was a kid, was to be a Police Officer. And I got to live that dream. But I won't lie: there were some very tough times for me here, some things I'm glad some of you guys didn't have to see. But I think I'll look back... and know that I did some good here."
"You did. And you survived." said Teresa Croyle, the ultimate survivor of those times.
"By the way," said Christopher Purvis, "we're going to have Steven Ikea come in and award you your medals."
"Oh please, no." said Geiger, trying to work with the intended humor, though to him it was anything but funny.
"Like hell!" said Teresa, giving Purvis a genuine 'Teresa Cunt' look. "Ikea comes in here and I'll string his sorry ass up... and that's just to keep the Iron Crowbar from doing worse to him."
"No doubt." I said. "Geiger, good luck to you, and I know we'll be seeing you again. Everyone, let's go outside..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
First came the swearing-in of new TCPD Officers. I felt grateful that the TCPD was a Police Force that all Police Academy graduates wanted to work for, and we had the luxury of being able to pick the very best candidates. The Chief swore eight new Officers into our Thin Blue Line.
The promotions came next. The highlights of the day were the promotion of Lieutenant Hugh Hewitt to 1st Precinct Captain and Sergeant DeLong to 1st Precinct Lieutenant. The 2nd Precinct's Officers cheered very loudly for DeLong, though he'd be going to 1st Precinct.
The promotions had been part of the package sent to the Council along with Irwin's MOV application. Though Irwin's medal had been downgraded, what had passed had covered the promotions. I was working on language in the Charter that would allow promotions up to Lieutenant to not need Council approval anymore; only for Captains and above would we need to submit anything.
And then came the medals ceremonies. Service time-in-grade ribbons were given out, as well as academic ribbons. Then came Achievement and Commendation Medals. And they got me again: two of those Commendation Medals were for me and Teresa, for our actions at Nextdoor County in going in and securing the scene so that NCPD Chief Evans and Detective German could be safely extracted. It is possible the NCPD Chief herself pinned those medals upon us after receiving her own standing ovation from our Police Force.
Stars of Gallantry were awarded to now-Lieutenant DeLong and Sergeant Carter, and Commendation Medals for the SWAT Team members were handed out, for their actions in the rescue of Todd Burke. Other Police Officers were awarded Achievement Medals.
It was tough deciding which way to do it: sad before happy, or happy before sad. We chose 'sad' first. The Police Force stood up as one and remained at attention as the citations for the Purple Order and the posthumous Distinguished Police Cross for Lieutenant Ivar Irwin were read by Precinct Captain Carswell. Lieutenant Irwin's parents and sister, the Air Force Officer, were present. Mrs. Irwin began weeping and wailing and nearly collapsed, and Mr. Irwin had to support her. Irwin's sister ended up taking the proffered medals.
Then we went to 'happy'. Precinct Captain Carswell was promoted to full Captain and then awarded the Distinguished Service Award upon his retirement, which was pinned on his uniform by the Sheriff at Carswell's request. Then Detective Parker was called up, and was awarded a Police Medal by Captain Perlman for his role in Operation ISCARIOT.
The Police Force rose to their feet again as Detective Geiger was called up. Captain Teresa Croyle put the purple-and-silver ribbon of the Purple Order around Geiger's neck and hugged him. And then I came up and pinned the Sheriff's Medal on his uniform as the Sheriff read the proclamation. We backed off as Geiger stood before his fellow Officers and received a well-deserved and sustained round of applause...
Part 25 - Epilogue
Friday, August 2nd. Three gleaming new Police SUVs were in the employees's parking lot as we all went outside. They were identical to my new Police ride. The keys to the first one were handed to Commander Cindy Ross, and the second one to Chief Moynahan.
And the third one? It was a gift from Todd Burke, CEO of BOW Enterprises, as a thank-you to the Police Force for rescuing him. And the keys were handed to his wife, Captain Teresa Croyle.
So if you guessed either Cindy or Teresa as the recipient of a new armored SUV... you were right!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That evening, there was a large gathering in the 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar. It wasn't really a celebration gathering, but more of an exercise in 'letting off steam'. Storm clouds had moved in earlier in the afternoon, and our hopes to sit on the outside deck were washed away by the driving rainstorm.
Present were a lot of Detectives, their leadership, and spouses of every kind. Laura and my mother Phyllis had come with me. Callie Carrington had been in California, but had returned in time to join us. Molly Evans had been invitee and was here, as were ADAs Paulina Patterson and Franklin Washington, and Franklin's wife. Tanya Perlman had brought Jack Muscone, and Jack had brought Julius Jefferson and Lindy Linares. Martin Nash was not present, I noticed.
As we drank beer, wine, and harder stuff, and ate a lot of nachos and other finger foods, Julius Jefferson came up to me. "I need to apologize to you, Commander." he said.
"Why is that?" I asked, surprised.
"For going behind your back on that McGinty business." said Jefferson. "I reported what we found to SAC Muscone, but Nash didn't at first. I don't know what was going on with that, but I didn't like it."
"I'm more interested in who leaked that stuff to Bettina Wurtzburg and Louella Hopper." I said.
"I don't know anything about that... officially, anyway." said Julius. "I'll tell you this... someone did, and deliberately. I know it wasn't SAC Muscone, but I can't vouch for Nash nor his uncle. And just so you know: I applied to transfer out of Team Lazarus. I told SAC Muscone I'd work for him in another place or capacity, but I needed to get out of that situation in the City office." I nodded.
"Thanks for telling me." I said. "Don't get yourself in trouble, but let me know of anything you find out about all this."
A few minutes later, Lindy Linares came up. "Hi Don." she said. "I just want you to know, I applied to transfer to Cardigan's cyber team."
"If you don't mind my asking, why?" I said.
"Don, I don't know what happened," said Lindy, "but Martin Nash did an end run around you, around SAC Muscone, and around all of us with all this McGinty business... and now people are trying to kill you over it. No one's saying anything, but that was a dick move by Nash to go to his uncle and not to you or Jack." I nodded.
"Thanks for telling me." I said.
"If you need anything and I can help you," Lindy said, "just give me a call. And if you need a piece of ass, definitely give me a call." I grinned at that, and told Lindy I'd take her up on it soon.
Some time later, the party was beginning to wane. As I looked around, I saw Tanya and Jack Muscone talking. It was obvious to the world that he was head over heels in love with her, and that she cared for him a lot, as well. Whatever issues these recent incidents had caused between me and Jack, I had to let them go for the sake of my Angel, whose happiness was most very important to me. As the world's greatest six-year-old Detective had said, good Iron Crowbars have to pull their punches sometimes.
Laura came over and sat down next to me, and handed me a drink. Scotch. "Darling, I have an idea." she said. "Your mom and Molly are going to The Cabin to relieve Selena Steele and her mom of babysitting duties. Why don't you and I go to The Mountain Nest for some 'alone' time?"
"I like your ideas." I said. "Brilliant as well as beautiful, you are..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
What seemed like hours later, I woke up. I sat up in the darkness, hearing nothing but the hum of the air conditioner. Only the light of a streetlight through the window of the sitting room provided illumination.
"What is it?" said the woman in bed with me. Her perfume was strange, unfamiliar to me.
"Uhhh... nothing." I said, gathering my wits. I looked at her, and a faint shock when through me as I realized she was Gloria Searles.
"Oh boy." I muttered. "I think I had one of those dreams again..."
Finis?
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Part 1 - Dream or Reality?
"Oh, won't you stay for awhile?
I'll take you on a ride if you can keep a secret.
Oh, won't you stay for awhile?
Show me darkness, baby, show me deepness..."
--- Tiesto with KSHMR, 'Secrets'
It was 5:00am. I was in the kitchen, making coffee as the shower ran upstairs. When silence replaced the flow of water, I went back upstairs.
Gloria Searles was getting dressed in the bedroom, in the same beige dress she'd been wearing the night before a the bar, and the off-white high heel sandals that shaped her magnificent legs to perfection.
"There you are." she said as I handed her a cup of coffee in a styrofoam cup. She drank from it and said "Mmmm, that's really good." Then she lifted her face and I bent over to kiss her mouth deeply. Mmmm, was right. The taste of her kiss was the best I'd ever experienced.
"Stay a while?" I offered.
"Wish I could." Gloria replied, wrapping her arm around me and pulling me to her for another deep kiss as I wrapped my arms around her waist. "But I've got to get back up to Town."
I was trying to remember what happened. I'd been at the bar when she'd come in and made a beeline for the seat next to me. I'd bought her drink and we'd chatted. Gloria was a Professor of Psychology at the University and was on Staff at University Hospital, which was in the northwest corner of the State. Her husband was a cardiologist on Staff at the same hospital. She came home with me and... and...
And then I realized I could not remember the sex. Damn... the hottest woman I'd been with in possibly forever, and I couldn't remember it? Was I that drunk?
"Hey, you were great." Gloria said. "I'd love to see you again, and let you fuck my brains out like you did last night. You've got my number; if you're up in my Town, give me a call."
"What about your husband?" I asked between warm, delicious kisses, still trying to remember the sex, and failing.
"Him?" Gloria asked, her voice nearly a snarl. "I told you last night, we're separated. So don't worry about it."
"I'll have to make an excuse to go up there, just to see you." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I walked Gloria to her car in the driveway, an expensive BMW, admiring her legs as she got into the car. She rolled down the window for one more kiss, then backed out into the road and drove away.
I looked around the neighborhood in the earliest gloaming of dawn. The sun would soon be rising behind my house. I looked up at it, seeing the window to the sitting room up above, which always reminded me of Melina. My ex-wife had loved that room.
(Author's special note: If you are confused right now, stop reading this and go read 'Dream Weaver', then come back here.)
I went inside and poured some coffee, and for reasons I couldn't fathom it all started coming to my mind. I was being tortured by Dr. Laura Fredricson, Jack Muscone, my nephew Ned, and other Officers of the CIA at The Asylum, and was near death. I remember hearing the screams and shouts, then the staccato bursts of gunfire. Then the SBI Agents rushed in, to find the room empty but for myself.
My lower back had been broken; I remembered being picked up and then dropped onto the thigh of one of the orderlies, who had been a tall and very muscular man. They had left me lying on the floor, where the SBI Agents had found me. I was evacuated to University Hospital.
It had taken a month to recover from the ordeal and the surgeries to save my life and my back, then six more months of hard rehab to be able to walk again. The doctors had told me I was very lucky to have regained the use of my legs. Lucky me: the pain in my back was now my constant companion.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
I answered my cellphone. "This is Gor-don." said the voice on the other end. "Come to my office at 9:00am. We've got some stuff to go over."
"Okay." I said. "What's it about?----" But the call had already disconnected.
Gor-don was a lawyer for Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. They'd been my legal representation against the State and Federal Governments for my imprisonment and abuse. Gor-don was a snotty little bastard and I couldn't stand him. I didn't understand why he dated some really hot women until I heard he had a huge cock and knew how to use it to bring those hot beauties intense sexual pleasure.
He also was a devastating lawyer in Court, and like his law firm he just loved to sock it to Law Enforcement. He soon had the Government begging to make a plea deal. I was awarded a total of six million dollars, to be paid in 360 monthly installments from the Federal Government, and a lump sum from the State. Gor-don and his law firm got four of those millions in fees. And nearly all of the State money went to my medical bills..
Still, there was some good that came of it. I had the money to fight Jack Burke and my now ex-wife Melina for the house here in Midtown, and I won. Seeing how viciously I intended to fight, and knowing I had the video of Jack fucking Melina in his office, they conceded... but only after stringing it out as long as they could to financially drain me. Nevertheless, I now owned the house free and clear, and part of the plea deal with the State Government was that they paid the taxes on it every year. My bankruptcy had been discharged, so I had no more debt from my now-defunct security devices business.
Still, I needed employment. And that was harder to come by. No labs were hiring, be they hospital labs, environmental labs, manufacturing and production labs, or research labs. After winning my case against the State, I was blackballed from being hired by any State Crime Lab. I applied for Police work, having been an M.P. in the Army Reserve, but a 30-year-old man with a badly damaged back was not as strong a candidate as the younger, healthier men and women coming out of the military.
"Why don't you go back to school?" said Town & County Police Officer Peter M. Feeley, who had visited me at University Hospital, one of only three persons that had done so. "You can get a student loan, get your teaching certificate, or get an advanced degree."
"That's not a bad idea." I said.
"You could also apply to join the SBI." said TCPD Captain Angela Harlan, the second person to visit me in the hospital. "They need help. Lots of help."
"They did a pretty good job rescuing me." I said. "How did they find out I was there?"
"All I'm going to say," Angela had said, "is that the SBI and FBI are just about at all-out war, some of it over jurisdictional issues, and more over trades of accusations of corruption. Someone found out you'd been spotted being brought to The Asylum... which is now closed completely... and contacted the SBI. They took the chance to embarrass the FBI, and boy! did they ever do it. They're still having hearings in Congress about the CIA and FBI's domestic rendition programs..."
"You could become a private investigator." said Detective Tanya Perlman, who'd worked with me as I went through rehab, and earned the name 'Drill Sergeant Perlman' for her brutally tough motivational techniques. Still, thanks in no small part to her, I was walking again.
"Yes, that's something I could do." I said. And, in fact, that is something I did. I got my concealed carry license and incorporated myself as an LLC, which is what gets Private Investigator licenses in this State. I figured I could get work investigating insurance fraud, maybe hunting down bail-jumpers, working for lawyers to get information on adulterers and such.
Alas, I never could latch on with anyone, or get any steady work. It reminded me of the days when I'd refused to sell the CIA security equipment, and suddenly no one would do business with me, at least none of the insurance companies or lawyers that used P.I.s.
My mind came back to the present. As I got ready for my meeting with Gor-don, I turned on the news.
"This is Meredith Peller, Fox News Midtown!" said the attractive blonde, showing off her legs as she sat in the Fox Midtown studios. "With me as always is Alison McFarland. Hello, Allison."
"Good morning, Meredith." said Alison, also an attractive thirtysomething blonde. "Here's the news. There are no new leads in the murder of City Police Detective Bunson McGinty three days ago, and the City Police have called in the State Bureau of Investigation to help. Captain Richard Ferrell of the SBI says that evidence points to Detective McGinty being murdered by Federal Agents. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Dick Ferrell, unmistakeable with his droopy mustache and 'lumpy' houndstooth sportscoat, saying "Detective McGinty was tortured in a very similar manner to the way a citizen was tortured two years ago by the Federal Government at The Asylum. We are pursuing leads that the FBI was involved in the torture and murder of Detective McGinty, and we share the City Police Department's pain over the loss of one of their best Officers."
The name McGinty was vaguely familiar to me, but I didn't dwell on it as I got dressed. Then I heard a name that was much more familiar to me, as Meredith said "And Burke Enterprises CEO Jack Burke has thrown his hat into the ring for Governor!"
I looked up, to see the video rolling. Jack Burke was at the podium on a stage. Next to him was his wife Melina, looking at her husband adoringly as she held their one-year-old daughter, and her belly bump showing that she was pregnant with their second child.
I felt the bitter anger and jealousy as I always did upon seeing Jack Burke and Melina together. But today I felt something else: sadness. I was remembering that I'd dreamed that I had children, a wonderful daughter and son.
No, it was just a dream, I realized. Instead, in reality, Jack Burke had the beautiful family that I'd always wanted, while I was alone with a bad back and a weak sperm count; the chemicals used on me during my torture had damaged my testicles and their ability to make virile sperm. It was unlikely that I would ever have children of my own.
And as I watched Burke announce his candidacy for Governor, and talking heads predicting he would have an easy path to victory, it occurred to me that Jack Burke might have been the one that had held my P.I. 'career' back, that he'd used his tremendous influence to keep me from getting work. Hating the other guy after he'd won the girl... but why?
Part 2 - The Inexorable Path
"Here you go." said Gor-don as he extended a rectangular piece of paper to me. As I took it, I saw that it was a check for $100,000.00!
"The Federal Government advanced it from what they owe you." Gor-don said. I'd been getting monthly payments, and nowhere near this amount. He continued: "They paid us, too, so you owe us no additional fees."
"Cool beans." I said, surprised that Gor-don wasn't trying to claw out every penny he could out of me, but more surprised that the Feds were paying me this.
"Do the Feds want something from you, Mr. Troy?" Gor-don asked.
"Not that I know of." I said. "Why?"
"Because they made that advance payment." Gor-don replied. "I'd guess they want something in return for what they will say is their 'generosity'. Whatever it is, don't give it to 'em. Let me know. I just love shoving crowbars up the FBI's and the Police's asses."
"I like revenge, too." I said. "So is this it?"
"For now." said Gor-don. "But keep your phone nearby. I have a client that wants to talk to you, but he can't today. I don't know what it's about, except that he mentioned P.I. work."
"Sure." I said. "Give me a call..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After depositing the check in my brokerage account and filling out the necessary paperwork, I went back home. As I drove my old Ford Explorer Sport, a once-popular SUV, I thought about getting a new car. This one was old and worn out, but it had been the vehicle whose "THEFT" light tracker and other things had been taken out to help me elude the FBI when I'd been up in Apple Grove, when my parents had died in that horrific fire that consumed my boyhood home.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my cellphone. The number said 'BLOCKED'. For some reason, my curiosity was piqued, so I answered it.
"Hi, Don," said a husky feminine voice. "This is Captain Angela Harlan with the TCPD."
"Hi, Captain, what can I do for you?" I said.
"I was wondering if you can come up here Monday morning." said Angela. "Chief Malone asked me to call you and have you come up. We'll pay for gas and all that. He didn't say what it was about, but it might be about some work for you. If you don't have something else to do, can you come up?"
Like I have anything to do in my life, I thought acerbically. "Sure, I'll be there." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a beautiful Spring Sunday afternoon as I drove up the University Highway. I'd decided to come up early, so I made a reservation for Sunday night at the University Hotel.
I drove through Coltrane County below the speed limit, and with my car-cam on, which took my speed readings as well as videoed to the front or side. I saw three Police vehicles parked in a manner of setting speed traps. And sure enough, one of them turned on his blue lights and pulled me over.
It was the Coltrane County Sheriff himself, who was known to be dirty. He was the Sheriff that has pulled me over when I'd taken the road to the abandoned 'Vision' compound. He came slowly up to my vehicle, making observations of the back of it, then came warily to the window at an angle from behind.
"May I see your license and registration, please?" he said. I silently handed the documents to him. "Hmm, you're a long way from... Midtown, Mr. Troy." I said nothing. "Where are you going, Mr. Troy?"
"Personal business, Sheriff." I said. "My personal business." The Sheriff looked none too pleased at that remark.
"Do you know why I pulled you over, Mr. Troy?" the Sheriff asked, his voice smooth and oily, and belying his anger underneath.
"I know I was going below the speed limit," I replied, "and that all the lights in my car are not broken and are operating correctly. So no, I don't know why you pulled me over."
"I pulled you over," said the Sheriff, "because your vehicle does not have the proper identifying signal associated with your 'THEFT' light, and it's not old enough to be grandfathered in. Would you care to explain that, Mr. Troy?"
"I'm not aware of any reason I need to." I said. "It's not illegal. Sheriff, am I under arrest?"
The Sheriff looked like he wanted to shoot me, but he said "No, but I strongly advise you to either get that device fixed, or don't come through my county again. You understand me, boy?"
"So I'm free to go?" I asked. "May I have my license and registration back, please?" The Sheriff pretty much hurled the documents back into the car.
"I'm letting you go with a verbal warning, boy." the Sheriff said. "But if I catch you driving in this County again, I will arrest you, and you'll never see the right side of a jail cell ever again. And remember to obey all speed limits and turn signal regulations." As he stalked back to his car, I started my car and got moving. The Sheriff began following me up the highway. I set the cruise control on my car to make sure I did not exceed the speed limit.
I began realizing something was strange when I did not see the 'No Stopping for Five Miles' sign that denoted the area around The Asylum. And then as I came up to it, I was totally shocked to see that The Asylum had been razed to the ground! Where once had been a set of forbidding buildings, there was now only a vast cleared space!
Driving north, I saw the left turn that would take me to "The Vision" compound. I was resolved to not make the mistake of taking that road again, but I couldn't have anyway... the area was fenced in, and a gate crossed the roadway. Signs were posted that warned that it was a U.S. Government installation, and that lethal force was authorized to terminally stop any trespassers.
I crossed the County line, seeing in my rear-view mirror the Coltrane County Sheriff turn around and return to his own jurisdiction. I continued up the road as it turned into University Avenue. As I got to the University Hotel, I looked up at the mountain finger overlooking the Campus. And I got a huge shock.
There was a huge cell tower on top of the mountain at the end of the finger. And it was not just a vertical tower, but one of the trapezoidal ones, painted red and white, with huge microwave dishes and transmitters on it in every direction. That bespoke to me that it was a Government communications device. And it was butt-ugly, an eyesore as it hovered over the Town like Snoopy in 'Peanuts' acting like a vulture.
I remembered that an old Cabin that had belonged to a Mr. Bonniker had been cleared, and that there had been a Court case over putting a cell tower there. Obviously, I thought to myself, the Government had won.
Curious, I went up the road and turned at the football stadium and went up the mountainside. As I got near the location, I saw a Police cruiser parked at the gravel driveway to the tower above me. The road continuing around the mountain to the other side was blocked off. There was a double layer of fencing at the side of the road protecting the cell tower and the hill upon which it was perched, with those U.S. Government signs warning that lethal force was authorized to repel intruders.
"Hi." I said to the Police Officer that had gotten out of his car upon my approach. "You're Patrolman Hicks, aren't you?"
"Have we met?" asked Hicks. "And may I see your identification, please."
"You were at the Duty Desk when I came to the Police Station a couple of years ago." I said as I handed him my drivers license. "You probably don't remember me."
"Oh, Troy." said Hicks, reading my ID. "I do remember you. You were the one the SBI rescued from the Asylum. They said you were in bad shape, near death. I'm glad you recovered, but what are you doing up here?"
"Oh, I noticed that cell tower when I drove into Town." I said. "I was curious about it. But why does it have Police protection?"
"Right after you were rescued," said Hicks, "the Government took the land by eminent domain. They paid Town Councilman Thomas P. Cook a lot more than the land was worth in what most of us know was a sweetheart deal, then leased it to BigCommunicationsCorp, who built the tower."
Hicks continued: "An environmentalist group called the PCGW had filed suit to stop the tower from being completed, but they were crushed in Court. So when it went into operation, they did what eco-terrorist groups do: they resorted to open violence. They set the equipment building on fire, did some damage to the tower structure. Then they chained themselves to the tower."
Hicks: "Mr. Cook and BigCommo sent their Security in, and the Security people shot dead twelve protesters. The protesters were chained to the tower and couldn't run, and the Security people just shot them down like it was the St. Valentine's Day Massacre. After it was all over they built the fencing around it, but the Environmentalist Wackos attacked again, and four more of them were shot. So we closed the road around the mountain to the other side, and it can't be accessed from there anymore. And you'll have to turn around and go back; this area is off limits to all traffic."



"I see." I said. "Sounds like the Crown Chemicals attack."
"The what?" Hicks asked.
"Crown Chemicals?" I said. "Their plant is by the River? They were attacked by the PCGW a few years ago... weren't they?"
"Uh, sir," said Hicks, "there's no Crown Chemicals in this County."
"Oh." I said, surprised. Then I realized that I was remembering something from a dream I'd had. I felt a headache beginning. "It must've been somewhere else, not here. Okay, I'll get out of here before I cause you guys any trouble."
"Thank you, sir." said Hicks. "Just pull into the drive to turn around." I did so, noticing that Hicks was noting my car tag as I backed onto the road going in the direction from which I'd come. I drove on down the hill, thinking that something was very odd, there...
Part 3 - The Mission
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am Monday morning, from in front of the Courthouse complex on the east side of Courthouse Square. "The Proactive Citizens of Greenworld have been defeated in Court again!"
Bettina began: "The PCGW, an environmentalist group that has been labeled a domestic terrorist organization by the Federal and State Governments, had pushed for murder charges against the SBI, the Town & County Police, and BigCommunicationsCorp over the shooting deaths of several PCGW protestors nearly two years ago during a protest at the cell tower on top of the ridgeline behind the University. Judge J.B. Stone of the Superior Court issued a directed verdict of acquittal, absolving the SBI, the TCPD, and BCC's Security of any wrongdoing in the shootings."
Bettina: "And tensions between the SBI and FBI continue to mount, after SBI Captain Richard Ferrell went public with the SBI's s suspicions that the FBI was behind the torture and murder of City Police Detective Bunson McGinty. Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone of the FBI issued a searing attack upon Captain Ferrell and the SBI in general. SAC Muscone also called for the Federal Government to investigate Governor Graham Collins, who as you know became Governor last year after the death of our beloved Governor Valnius Jared."
As Bettina turned to some sports jock reporter with a badly-fitting toupee for the Sports report, I remembered that Governor Jared had been on a jobs tour of an old factory in Pottsville when a gas explosion pulverized the building and killed twenty people inside, including the Governor and most of his staff. Lieutenant Governor Graham Collins had not gone in the building with the others; instead, staying outside and giving an interview to the Press. The SBI considers the death suspicious, as Governor Jared had supportive of the SBI as he had waged a very popular legal war on the FBI's encroachment upon the sovereignty of the State...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Don!" said Captain Angela Harlan as she came out from behind the Duty Desk at TCPD Headquarters. I was going to shake her hand, but she wrapped her long arms around me in a warm hug. Surprised, I gave her a hug back.
"You look like you're fully recovered, and doing well." Angela said as she looked me over. "How's the back?"
"I'm 'fully functional', as Mr. Data would say," I said, making a Star Trek joke, "but I still feel the pain in my back a lot."
Captain Harlan had me sign in, then led me into the back areas and down the long hall. I said "So, any idea what this is about? So I know what I'm dealing with when going in to see the Chief?"
"I have no idea, I truly don't." said Angela. "Chief Malone asked me to call you and have you come up if you could." As we walked down the hall, I felt something, just s sense... and it was a sense of foreboding. The Vice and MCD rooms were full of Detectives, but were very quiet.
"Kind of quiet here." I said.
"Yeah." said Captain Harlan. "Step into my office for a second." I followed her into her office, saying hello to Officer Peter M. Feeley at his desk in the anteroom, and being greeted enthusiastically by him in return.
As we sat down in Captain Harlan's office, she said "A lot has changed since you were here a couple of years ago, and I think you had a sense of it just walking down the hall."
"Yes, I did." I said. "A lot of tension."
"Yeah." said Angela. "Detective Tanya Perlman quit. She took a job with the State Crime Lab. She told me and Feeley privately that she hated working here, and especially having to work with Steven Ikea and Teresa Croyle, but we know that wasn't the problem with her. Detective Sharples has solved several cases in almost brilliant fashion... but the other Detectives in MCD hate him, and Perlman accused him of looking into her case files then 'jumping her claim' in making arrests. Sharples has gotten three Commendation Medals since we hired him, and the rest of MCD zee-rrrooooo." I nodded.
"But yes, Ikea and Croyle are a handful of it, too." Angela went on, and I realized she was talking to me so freely because she needed one person, one outsider she could confide in and get stuff off her (very well-endowed) chest. "Detective Timothy Geiger was badly wounded in a drug raid... he's still not recovered... and Ikea and Croyle are blaming each other for the failures that led to Geiger being ambushed and wounded."
"Don't tell me, let me guess." I said. "It was Ikea's fault, but Croyle will be blamed for it because they're working up a file to get rid of her."
"Close." said Harlan. "Ikea was the team leader on the mission, and he was at fault for a lot of it. But Teresa Croyle stayed back when the gunfire started, then pulled back and left. She ran away from her comrades in battle. But Chief Malone is protecting her, and squashing the investigation."
"Wow." I said. "I know I've only met them once or twice, but I'd think Croyle would stand and fight while Ikea would run away."
Harlan said "Don, you're pretty good, but you missed the call on Croyle. Even Sharples has more bravery than Croyle does. She hates the world, especially since Chief Griswold and Detective Ross were killed, and she has no sense of loyalty to her teammates on this Police Force. I'm not sure why Malone is keeping her... maybe she's giving him good blowjobs or something."
"I woulda thought..." I started, then stopped. I was going to say that Julie Newton would be giving Malone the blowjobs, but my head started hurting again and the thought left me. "Well, never mind---"
*BUZZZZZZZ!*
"That's our cue." said Angela Harlan. "Let's go see the Chief."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for coming up." said Chief Harold Malone as he came around his desk and shook my hand. "How was your drive up yesterday?" he asked as he had me sit down then went behind his desk and did the same.
"Good, Chief." I said. "Until the Coltrane County Sheriff pulled me over with no probable cause."
"Worst speed trap county in the State." said Malone. "Governor Jared had a sign put up at the county borders, saying 'Don't get caught in a speed trap; don't get fleeced in a clip joint.' They've got illegal gambling going on out the wazoo there. Governor Jared was about to shut 'em down, but he was killed. And Governor Collins doesn't give a crap as long as they pay him his kickbacks." I just nodded.
"And that somewhat brings me to what I wanted to talk to you about, Don. May I call you 'Don'?" I nodded and Malone said "You heard about City Detective Bundy McGinty being murdered?"
I said "Yes sir. Sounded a lot like what I went through at the Asylum."
"It was." said Malone. "I've read the classified file. It was truly brutal what they did to him. After reading that, I'm really impressed that you survived it." I nodded, and Malone continued: "They had him in an underground facility not far from City Airport... there may be tunnels from there running to the Airport, but that's for another time. What's important is that his body was found after the SBI got an anonymous tip suggesting where he was, and that facility was an old CIA facility that they'd abandoned at the time your own torture had been going on."
Chief Malone: "What is not being reported in the Press, because they don't have it yet, is that Detective McGinty is believed to have left behind a lot of dirt on a lot of people, especially politicians and law enforcement officers. This collection of papers and other materials that he had have been dubbed 'McGinty's Materials', and everyone from the Feds to local level LEOs to criminal organizations have been looking for them."
Malone paused, then said "What I called you in for, Don, is to ask you to find McGinty's Materials, and bring them to the TCPD. If you successfully do so, I can assure you a job with us... MCD if you want it, Vice if you want it, fast track to leadership. But only if you find McGinty's Materials."
I nodded. "If I may ask, how do you know these papers even exist?"
Malone slid a dossier stuffed an inch thick full of papers. "Here's everything we have on him, and by 'we' I mean all LEOs across all spectrums. We've got a new Data Guru, we call him 'The Geek', and he's really good at mining data for us... probably too good, but I don't ask too many questions; we're here to get criminals off the streets."
Malone continued: "Basically, the going theory is that McGinty had some dirt on the Feds. Maybe he was going to give that dirt to the SBI or to what's left of Governor Jared's people, or maybe he was blackmailing the Feds. Either way, they nabbed him, put him through the ringer, and he died from the torture."
I asked "If he did have this material, wouldn't he have had a means of having it released upon his death? That stuff is no good to him if he's dead, or as vengeance for his death."
"I like the way you're thinking about this." said Malone. "And yes, the entire State and Federal Governments are holding their collective breaths and praying that the stuff doesn't get into the wrong reporter's hands. We control most of the Press, but there are a few out there that might be thinking Pulitzer for themselves over their best health interests. And it's not just LEOs, Don... it's the Mob. That's why I want you to find the Materials for us. We could totally destroy the Mob... in the City, in Southport... and rub the FBI's faces in their own dung of constant failure for not destroying the Mob."
"Okay, then." I said, pretending to let him use the FBI argument to 'persuade' me. "I can't promise you anything... they may not exist, or they may have been found and destroyed already... but I will try."
"Good." said Malone. "I'm forbidden to hire P.I.s, but if you need some expense money for gas, food, stuff like that, I can help you out. But all cash, of course... I can't afford to have a paper trail leading back to you, if you get my drift."
"Okay." I said. "I'll see what I can do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It took the morning to read what Chief Malone had on McGinty, and I was disappointed to see that it wasn't a lot. Why I was disappointed, I wasn't sure, but for some reason that's how I was feeling.
"Let's go to lunch." Captain Angela Harlan said to me at 11:30am. "My treat. Cop Bar."
She drove me to the Irish Pub, which apparently was the Police Force's main hangout in Town. As we went through the front room, I noticed the photos of Police Officers from the distant past. Towards the bar in back were two portraits that seemed hauntingly familiar to me: Chief Griswold and Detective Cindy Ross, both killed in the line of duty when my nephew Todd's car crashed into them.
"You know they exonerated your nephew?" Angela said as we sat down in a booth in the back room. "A judge went back and reversed the charges, said it wasn't his fault at all. Apparently someone tampered with his car."
"Yeah, I got a courtesy call about it." I said. "The Court was looking for his mother, and called me to find out where she was. But I had less idea than they did."
"At least the stain is removed from his name." said Angela. "So, the Chief wants you to find McGinty's Materials?" When I looked at her in wary surprise, she smiled and said "Hey, I was the one that suggested to him to call you about the stuff. I think you're good enough to find those Materials. God knows nobody else in the Police Department could."
"Oh?" I asked. "I heard the TCPD was pretty good."
Harlan said "Well, in some ways they are. At the same time, Ikea and the Chief wanted Sharples over you... and that has been a near disaster."
"Oh?" I asked.
"He is a really crafty son of a bitch." said Harlan. "One thing Tanya Perlman found out is that he developed C.I.s by giving them money and promising them immunity from prosecution. Then he gets the information to make busts, makes the busts... and busts the C.I.s along with the rest of the trash. You know that rapper T-Square?"
"I've heard of him." I said. "Lucky he didn't get killed when he was caught in bed with Jasmine Nix by her husband 'Big Ice'. 'Big Ice' wasn't so lucky; there wasn't much left of him after that machine gun caught him in his car at a traffic light."
"That's the same T-Square." said Angela. "Sharples did the dirty to one of T-Square's 'Regiment', and T-Square has sworn vengeance. Sharples has survived two attempts to murder him already."
"So why hasn't Sharples been fired?" I asked.
Angela shrugged. "He's the Chief's mole in MCD. I'll tell you this, too: I'm the Captain of Detectives, but in reality I'm just in charge of MCD. The Chief directly controls Vice, and Ikea is his proxy in there. The Town & County Council has refused to promote Ikea to Lieutenant or even Supervisor; even those corrupt politicians think Ikea is too dirty for them... kind of like the Democrat Party passing over their dirtiest politician because she's too dirty even for them." I chuckled at that.
"Anyway, Tanya got fed up, and got hired by the Crime Lab before we could stop it." Angela said. "She seems much happier there, and I don't think she'll come back to the TCPD even if things get cleaned up. But the point of the story is that she was my best Detective in there, Cindy Ross is dead, and all that's left is Teddy Parker and Sharples. Parker ain't worth a warm cup of spit, and I just told you about Sharples."
"So Chief Malone's job offer might not be one that I should take, eh?" I said.
Angela shrugged. "Would you take it if you came straight in as MCD Lieutenant?" I blinked at that, and Angela said "Find McGinty's Materials, and that's what will happen."
I nodded, not saying out loud what I was thinking: it had been obvious to me that Chief Malone did not want me to find McGinty's Materials for the good of the People nor the Police Force. He had ulterior motives, possibly including suppressing any bad information about himself in those Materials.
And I had no doubt at all that if I brought him those Materials, I wouldn't have to worry about the job offer... because I would not live to be able to take it.
"And there's another reason I hope we can hire you." said Angela, her voice dropping. "Have you heard of the Shadow Hand?"
"Er... no." I said.
Angela said "I've been aware for some time that the criminal elements in this County a well as the State and this region of the country appear to have 'adult supervision', so to speak. Someone organizing them, binding them together. He's been called the 'Professor Moriarty' of our time."
"No, no inkling of that." I said, wondering why this all sounded familiar.
"Well, I've been quietly working with some SBI friends on it." said Angela. "An informal network of LEOs across the State. One of them was Detective Shane O'Brady of the Pottsville Police, who was killed by the same gas explosion that killed the Governor. I didn't personally work with Bunson McGinty, but O'Brady did. I won't mention the others in the network, for their safety, and I don' know all of them. But if you come on with the TCPD, I'd love to get you into the 'club'..."
"Guardians of Justice, eh?" I said, wondering why that name had just popped into my head.
"Hey, that sounds like a cool name. I like that." said Angela.
Part 4 - Hatred and Disloyalty
2:00pm, Monday. I was at TCPD Headquarters, working in the unoccupied office between Captain Harlan's office and the Chief's suite. The office was furnished most simply with a desk, a chair with lumbar support, and a computer hookup. The office felt very familiar to me, and very comfortable, as if I belonged in it.
"Have you found everything you need?" asked Detective Julie Newton, looking in on me. Chief Malone had told her to help me get everything I needed on City Detective Bunson McGinty.
"Yes." I said. "Yes, thank you. You've helped me out more than you know."
"If I may ask," said Julie, "what are you looking for?"
I sat back in the chair, letting it support my aching back, and said "If I'm going to help the Chief find McGinty's Materials, I have to understand the man himself so that I can figure out what he might've been thinking when he set up his hiding place."
"Anything to that, Commander Troy?" asked Angela Harlan as she came in behind Julie. When I looked at her strangely, she said "This office and the one next door were meant to be for the Police Commander and Deputy Chief positions, but those were never filled."
"Ahhh." I said with a wan smile. "Well, to answer your question, I'm not there yet. According to City Police records, McGinty was considered to be a very good cop when he was in Vice. He made a good number of drug busts. The only problem was that City Internal Affairs had been watching him for a while... some of the drugs and especially the cash would come over all missing, but they never could pin anything on McGinty. He lived simply in a cheap apartment on the southside, drove an old car and would use City Police unmarked cars if he needed transportation for his work, and only frequented one bar... more of a strip club... called 'Bangkok'."
"Maybe he had accomplices?" Julie Newton offered.
"May-be." I said. "But that's some serious trust with that kind of data. From what I'm hearing, those papers were powerful stuff. They could bring down politicians, or the Mob..." I began drifting off as I thought about it.
"What I need to do," I said, coming out of it, "is talk to people that knew Detective McGinty, but without spooking anyone or getting them suspicious."
"That rules out the entire City PD." said Angela Harlan. "And I've got a source telling me that they're looking for McGinty's Materials, too. They might not like competition."
Julie Newton had been typing on my laptop. She then twirled it around to face me and said "I just pulled up case files that cross-referenced Detectives in other jurisdictions that McGinty might've worked with."
"That's great thinking!" I said. "Okay, Detective Shane O'Brady, Pottsville Police." I saw both Julie and Angela wince. "What?"
"He's dead." said Julie.
"He was part of Governor Jared's security detail in Pottsville." said Angela. "He died in the gas explosion." Yes, she had told me this, and yes I realized it was cover to prevent Julie Newton from knowing we'd talked about it before.
"Hmmmm..." I said, mostly to myself as I leaned back in the chair.. "Maybe I'm cynical, but is that too much of a coincidence? Says here that McGinty and O'Brady collaborated on several big cases, and made some big drug busts together..."
"Could well be." said Julie Newton. She stood up. "I have to get back to my desk. Just buzz me if you need anything."
"Okay, and thanks a lot for your help." I said, but mostly to her back as she was leaving the office.
"Hmm, there's another name here." I said, again pretending that I was learning this for the first time. "Tony Long. Works in Hamilton County now, but was a City PD cop before, and worked with McGinty. Maybe I should go down and visit him."



"Give him a call first?" Angela asked.
"Mmmm, maybe not." I said. "Gives him a chance to be scarce if he doesn't want to talk to me. I'll risk the time to drive down there... oh." I winced.
"What is it?" Angela asked. I explained about the drive up and being stopped by the Coltrane County Sheriff.
"Better take that seriously." Angela said. "That guy is dirty, and a bit of a nutcase. He really might haul you off to jail and you'll spend six months in there before getting a hearing if someone doesn't come looking for you." I nodded.
"I'll take him down there."
The voice in the doorway was Detective Teresa Croyle. "It's a short trip, I need to go to their Courthouse, and it's quiet up here." Croyle said. Angela had turned and given me a 'wide eyes' look, connoting warning.
"Okay, I appreciate it very much." I said. "Captain, here's your laptop back."
"Just leave it there." said Angela. "I can unlock the door when you get back."
As Teresa went to get her car keys, Angela said "Be very, very careful, Don. That woman can be a snake in the fucking grass. If anything starts going wrong, speed-dial me immediately."
"I will." I said. "And who knows? Maybe this'll give me a chance to make her hate me a little less than she already does..."
"Ever the optimist, you are." said Angela, using Jedi Master Yoda grammar. "Get you killed, it could..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove across Town, I said to Teresa, who was driving, "I appreciate you taking me down there."
"Look, just keep your mouth shut." Teresa replied, derision in her voice. She turned south onto University Parkway... then east on the Nextdoor County Highway.
"Uhh..." I said.
"I know what I'm doing, here." Teresa said flatly. "Shortcut around the Coltrane County speed traps."
"O-kayyyy." I said. My back was beginning to hurt. Teresa went east and we crossed the County Line. After passing a trucking facility, she suddenly turned south onto a gravel road. We drove down the two-lane dirt road for a few hundred yards, then Teresa stopped in the middle of a field. I could see a treeline in the distance to the south, suggesting no through access, and I noted criss-cross tire marks on the ground. I wondered if teenagers came here to fuck.
"Get out of the car." Teresa ordered.
"What?" I asked skeptically as she opened her door.
"I said GET THE FUCK OUT OF THE CAR!" Teresa yelled. The look she was giving me was one of ugly hatred, and I decided I could run faster, or fight better, if I was on the ground. I got out.
Teresa came around to my side of the car and slammed the door shut. "Let me make one thing clear to you, Don Troy. I hate your nephew Todd's guts for killing my fellow Officers, one of them my Police Chief. And the one person I hate more than him is you! I can't kill Todd since he's already dead, may he burn in hell for all eternity... but I can kill you!"
"Detective..." I said. "They absolved my nephew of that crime. His car was tampered with. I'm sorry that the people you were loyal to were killed, but----"
"WHO THE FUCK ARE YOU TO TALK TO ME ABOUT 'LOYALTY'?" Teresa screamed. Then she stared right through me as she said "If there is one person on this earth I am not loyal to... it's YOU, Don Troy! Now if you know what's good for you, you'll never let me see you again."
"Look, I'm just trying to do a job, here." I said as Teresa pushed the button on her fob, locking all her car doors, then began walking back around to the driver's side, and unlocking only that door.
"Watch your back, Don Troy!" Teresa said loudly. "I'm looking to put a bullet in it." With that, she got into her car and started it. She backed up hard, almost hitting me, then turned around and drove back the way we'd come.
O-kayyyy, I thought to myself, so much for trying to make things better with her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Not having any choice, I began walking along the two-lane path back towards the highway. As I got near the road, I saw a black car up ahead, a stretch limousine. Two people got out of the back. They were Jack Burke and his security man.
"Hiya, Donny!" Jack said with a joviality that fooled no one present. "Looks like you need a ride."
"I'll pass." I said.
"It's a long way back to your hotel." said Jack Burke. "Why don't I give you a ride, and we can... talk."
"I've got nothing to talk to you about." I said. "And I don't care to hear anything from you."
"You know." Jack said, his fake smile disappearing, and a little bit of anger creeping into his face, "if you'd just shut your fucking mouth for two minutes, you might learn something that could be really helpful to you. Being a stubborn asshole is why you lost Melina, and now you're throwing away the chance to be financially secure for a lifetime."
"So." I said. "You got your ex-lover Teresa Croyle to leave me stranded here. It's not going to work, Burke. I have no interest in anything you have to say."
"How do you know Teresa Croyle is an ex-lover of mine?" asked Burke. "Or just a lucky guess... after all, I've had so many women that you can only dream about fucking... including taking Melina's virginity because you weren't man enough to do it."
"I fail to see how goading me is going to make me want to hear anything you have to say." I said. "As to Teresa Croyle, maybe you were hooking up with her while you were on the run... for raping that girl?"
"Watch your mouth, Donny boy." said Jack, Teresa-like hatred on his face now as he advanced towards me. "Or I'll shut it for you, permanently."
"You and what army... rapist?" I fired back. Jack rushed me and tried to throw a haymaker at me. I sidestepped, and as he passed I saw a shoulder joint. I know what to do with those...
"AAUUUGH!" Jack screamed as I took his arm and pushed in the right place, taking him to the ground and separating his shoulder. His security man advanced on me, drawing his gun.
"What, gonna murder an unarmed man?" I asked. The other man in the car, the driver, had also gotten out and was pointing his firearm at me from over the top of the limo.
"Don't shoot him!" said Jack angrily as he got up, favoring his injured shoulder. "I still need him alive... for now. Get in the fucking car, Troy. Shotgun seat. Now."
"And if I don't?" I fired back.
"Then some teen kids are going to find your dead body here this weekend." said Burke. "I'm not fucking around with you any longer." The security man opened the shotgun seat and was about to advance upon me to 'guide' me to it. Seeing that I had little choice, and having enjoyed whipping Jack Burke with Aikido... again... I got into the car.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back towards the Town & County, the security man, sitting behind me, put his gun into my earhole as Jack Burke said, his voice not hiding the physical pain he was in, "Now listen up, motherfucker. I know that the Town & County Police Chief wants you to find City Detective McGinty's papers. What he didn't tell you is that he's not going to give you a job when you find them, he's going to kill you."
"Tell me something I don't know." I said wearily and acerbically.
"Okay, how 'bout this?" Jack Burke snarled. "Your only chance of coming out of this alive... is when you find those papers, you turn them over to me. You'll get two million dollars, and you walk away alive."
"I dunno, rapist." I said. "You seemed pretty pissed off back there. How do I know you won't kill me?"
"You don't." Burke said. "But if you hand McGinty's Materials to the TCPD or the Feds, I'll definitely have you killed. If you give them to me, then I'll respect Melina's wishes to leave you alone. For some reason beyond my comprehension, she still cares enough about you to ask me to spare your life. And I will... in exchange for the Materials."
"Well, I'm not going to find them sitting here in this car with a rapist and two thugs." I said as we got to University Avenue.
"Let him out." said Jack Burke. As the limo stopped at the intersection, I got out and walked to the sidewalk. The limo went on, and I began walking back towards University Hotel, my eyes unable to tear themselves away from that butt-ugly microwave tower on top of the hill, dominating the skyline and the Town.
*BEEP BEEP!*
An expensive BMW had pulled to the curb. "Hey, sailor!" said the driver, the beautiful Dr. Gloria Searles. "Going my way?"
"I am now." I said, getting into the car.
"I didn't expect to see you so soon." Gloria said as she pulled back into the traffic. "And why are you walking on the busiest street in the County?"
"I was called up here about a possible job." I said. "And it's a long story why I'm walking instead of riding."
"Let's go by my office for a minute," said Gloria, "and then I'll give you a ride to your car."
"How about dinner tonight?" I asked.
"I can't, I've got a ton of stuff to catch up on, and other plans." said Gloria.
"Later this week, or this weekend, maybe?" I persisted.
"Sure." said Gloria. "Thursday or Friday. I'll call you Wednesday."
We stopped at the Psychology Building on campus. "You're a Psychiatrist?" I asked.
"Yes." said Gloria. "Head of the Department of Psychology, and on Staff at University Hospital."
"I might could use your help on my case." I said. "I need to understand the psychology of a Detective who was murdered..."
Part 5 - Called Home
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, Channel Two News!" shouted the lovely redheaded reporterette from Courthouse Square, with Police Headquarters in the background, at 7:00am Tuesday morning. "A Police Officer has been wounded in a shooting incident!"
Bettina began: "Hamilton County Police Detective Tony Long was wounded in the town of Lexington when he and a fellow Police Officer responded to a domestic disturbance call. A car drove by and opened fire on Detective Long, wounding him in several places. Only one of his wounds was considered to be life-threatening, and he underwent surgery at University Hospital. Doctors say his prognosis for a full recovery is very good..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So two Detectives who knew McGinty well are now dead or wounded." I said. "Seamus O'Brady of Pottsville, and Tony Long of Hamilton County. Coincidence? You make the call."
"Yeah, you're right." said Captain Angela Harlan as we sat in the empty office I was using and drinking coffee. "But do you really think someone would kill the Governor just to get at Detective O'Brady? And that's assuming it's not the accident that it was ruled to be."
"No, I think it was a murderous attack on the Governor." I replied. "And someone who knew that, and also knew that O'Brady was a friend of McGinty, or possibly a foe, made sure that O'Brady was part of the Governor's security detail."
"That could well be." said Harlan. "By the way, you rented an apartment up here? I got a call to be your employment reference."
"Yes, and thanks for doing that for me." I said. "It's half of a duplex, two-bedroom, at the end of the road next the mountain."
"You moving up here?" Angela asked. "You don't have the job yet."
"Even if I don't get it," I said, "I may just stay up here. There's something about this place... something that says 'home' to me."
Angela was saying something, but I couldn't hear her. My head started hurting and I had a ringing in my ears. And my back started hurting. When it all cleared, Angela was looking at me.
"I'm sorry." I said. "What did you say?"
"I was asking if you think partying college students will bother you." said Angela.
"Oh... no, it's at the end of the street, tucked away." I said. "And it's south of all the Fraternity and Sorority houses." Angela nodded.
"Okay, then." she said. "Tony Long is in the hospital, under sedation... and under guard. So what's our next step?"
"I'm working with a psychology professor at the University." I said. "I'm hoping she'll help me work up a psychological profile on McGinty that we can use to predict how he might go about hiding his private papers."
Angela said "Just don't tell her too much. It's already starting to boil under the surface. We don't want a lot of crap leaking out about it. It'll just make your job... and mine... a lot harder."
"No worries." I said.
"Oh, one more thing..." Angela said. "Why didn't you call me about Detective Croyle leaving you in the Fucking Field yesterday?"
"The what?" I asked, bewildered.
"That field she took you to." Angela said. "Teenagers call it the 'Fucking Field'. They could call it the 'Virginity Field', since so many cherries are taken and left there."
"Oh, that." I said. "I was going to, then ran into some other people and things got busy. Is she in trouble?"
"Nooo, bu-ut..." Angela said. "You won't be taking any more rides with her, that's for sure. And she's working remotely from County Jail for the time being---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my cellphone, and I answered it. After hearing the message and disconnecting, I said "I've gotta go to my hometown. Someone is buying the land my parents's home was on, and I've gotta go up for the closing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm, Tuesday afternoon. As I drove into Apple Grove, I felt a sense of desolation. Not the tension I'd felt two years ago, but a sense of resignation that an American small town was dying.
I picked up a Police tail as I neared the town. I maintained the speed limit, and the patrol car did not pull me over. But I could tell the driver was calling in my car tag as we drove along.
I drove to the town square and parked near the Police Station. The diner that I'd liked going to was the only business still open on the square, except for the pharmacy. I decided to go in and get something to eat, though I was not feeling hungry at all.
"Well, look what the cat drug in." said AGPD Lieutenant Leanne Wisocky. She was sitting with a young AGPD Officer that I did not know.
"Hello, Leanne." I said simply.
"Come have a seat." Leanne said. "This is Detective Stegall. Stegall, this is Don Troy; he was in my Class in school." I shook hands with Stegall, then sat down by Leanne as she said "What brings you to Apple Grove, Donny?"
"Closing on my parents's property in the morning." I said.
"Who's buying it, if I may ask." asked Stegall.
"Somebody hiding behind a trust." I said. "Priam Properties, LLC., a Nevada corporation." I noted Leanne and Stegall glance at each other, but I only said "They made a very generous offer, 20% over fair valuation. Half goes into escrow for my sister Elizabeth. So... what's going on in Apple Grove?"
Leanne caught her breath for a second, then said "I'm sure you saw it driving in. This town is nearly dead. Only this diner, the grocery store, and the pharmacy are still open. Owens, who owned the pharmacy, sold out to Walgreens."
"Nothing else is open?" I asked.
"Most people living here now work in Rome." said Leanne. "Well, the ones not in jail. You remember Eddie, the guy who ran the auto repair shop?" I nodded, remembering that he was the one that had taken the trackers out of my vehicle as Leanne said "The Feds came in and busted him. They accused him of being part of a domestic terrorist white supremacy group. That wasn't holding, so they planted evidence on him. Took three trials to get a jury to convict him, the first two were hung juries, and then they moved the trial to Capitol City."
"Just to play Devil's Advocate," I said, "how do you know the evidence was planted?"
"Because the FBI all but told us they did it." Leanne said. "They were trying to get our old Chief, Donny Hall, to do it. He refused, so they trumped up an accusation against him of taking bribes. They dropped those charges after he resigned and moved his family away. Our new Chief... well, I won't say anything about him. He's just trying to hold it together, and the bourbon ain't helping." I nodded in sympathy. And then it hit me...
"Why..." I mused, "why are they paying so much for my property, then?"
Leanne and Stegall both shrugged, and Leanne said "BigAgraFoods came in and bought up several farms to the south of town. Bought the Taylor and Phillips farms for a premium price, too. They've made offers to the other farmers, and some will probably sell on out, while others will keep farming until they die, and their children will sell the properties. Anyway, Eddy was not the only person the FBI came after. Owens sold out after they accused him of selling opiods illegally under the counter."
"That was pure horseshit." said Stegall. "Owens was a friend of mine, and as honest a man as you could ever hope to meet. Everything the FBI said was full bull. And guess what? They dropped the charges... after Owens sold his pharmacy."
"And those are just two of a repeating patter of stories." Leanne said. "The Jacksons were arrested for alleged white supremacy actions, and their lands confiscated by the Federal Government. After what happened to you two years ago, Donny, I'm surprised they're not trying the same thing on you. I guess after you won the lawsuit against you, they have to play fair, huh?"
"So the Feds came in," I said, thinking to myself, "wiped out half the town, is buying out a lot of it... what in the world for?"
"The Shadow Hand." Stegall said. Leanne nodded sadly in agreement. I almost spit out my coffee when I heard that.
"The... wha?" I asked, stunned. They looked at me funny, and I said "Look, I'll level with you both. I heard that term 'Shadow Hand' recently, down in the University Town in my State. So what is it about up here?"
Stegall said "BigAgraFoods is moving in on us, but they're not the ones killing off the businesses. Someone else is using the FBI to do it. We have no idea who it is, nor why they're doing it, but they're going to leave a ghost town for BigAgraFoods to take over."
I nodded, thinking about this 'strangeness'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sad, isn't it?" Leanne said as she came up to me. I was standing on the property that would no longer be mine the next morning, where the front porch of my boyhood home once was. It was now cleared, flat land. Grassland extended about a hundred yards behind; I'd grown corn and sold it when I was a kid... well, what the deer didn't sneak in and eat. Beyond that were pine trees, and a creek, where I 'explored' with my dog Tag, then my dog Patches after Tag died.
"The saddest part is what happened to my parents." I said. "But selling the land... no, I'm not feeling anything about that."
"Yeah." Leanne said. "Don, I don't know if you'll ever come back to Apple Grove... maybe for high school reunions if they have any... but if you do, I won't be here. My husband and I are moving away. I got a job with the Campus Police of your alma mater, and my husband has a job with the School's farm cooperative program."
"Congratulations to you both." I said. "And all the sadder for this town." Leanne nodded. We hugged warmly, then went back to our respective cars, and I wondered if I'd ever again see the woman that had taken my virginity. You never forget your first...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Maybe it was a vibe, maybe a premonition. I had gotten a hotel room in Rome, but something was telling me to not stay there. Also due to an insight, I checked my vehicle, feeling as well as looking under the bumpers and tire wells, and I found a small device magnetically attached to the car frame under the front bumper.
I drove west, then threw the bug out the car window in what once was Apple Grove's 'nice' middle-class subdivision, but which now had many 'For Sale' signs. I then drove my vehicle north of Apple Grove, to the top of a hill upon which was built a cell phone tower... not the ugly contraption in the Town & County, but a vertically rising radio tower.



I parked my car in a copse of trees, and set up a small camping tent. Melina and I used to go camping a lot when we were married, but I hadn't been tent camping since my ordeal of two years before.
I looked out over the lights of the town of Apple Grove to my south, Providence Springs to my west, and I could make out a few lights of the town of Springer to my northwest. As I looked over Fillmore County in the dark, I realized that while I'd grown up here, this was no longer my home; except for my parents laid to rest inside the mausoleum in the cemetery, I had no more connection to this place. It was dying on the outside, and it was dying within my heart...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wednesday morning. Just before dawn I broke camp and drove back towards Apple Grove via backroads. I saw no Police until I got into town. As I was driving east towards Rome, I saw the cemetery to the left. I decided to stop by.
The mausoleum was in the back (north side) of the cemetery. As I looked at the names of my parents inscribed on the marble stone covering their place in the gloaming dawn, I suddenly had a tremendous urge to pee. I walked around the side of the mausoleum to the back of it. There was about three feet of space between the building and the back fence, scrub bushes growing along the fence, and some houses and a park on the other side.
I opened my pants, took out my penis, and began to urinate on the ground at the base of the fence. As I did, I looked at the mausoleum. It was made of granite bricks, like house bricks, light gray; and cemented together like house bricks, in rows with the brick ends at the middle of the brick below. But the back side was different. It was vertical sheets of what looked more like marble, but had a pinkish tinge to it. Sandstone? I wondered to myself. Those sheets of stone were thin, about an inch thick, very large, 4 feet by 4 feet, and smooth. I idly wondered why the back was covered with those sheets.
Once I was done relieving myself, I came back around to the front of the mausoleum. Looking over the cemetery, I saw the lights of a car coming along the road. It slowed down at the cemetery entrance, but did not turn in. Hmm, that was curious, I thought to myself. Did I miss a tracking device attached to my car?
I drove to Rome, wary of my surroundings, and went to my hotel room. The door was cracked open; someone had been inside while I was gone. I peeked inside, seeing no one. Then I checked the bathroom and closet, finding no one.
I took a shower and did my toilet, then put on fresh clothes and went and got some breakfast...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And that's that." said Hamilton Phillips of Grove & Partners, P.C. after we'd signed the paperwork, and he'd handed me a check with a number in the lower six figures on it. The other party in this real estate deal was a youngish man named Chip Blake.
"Thank you." I said as I put the check in my billfold. "Mr. Blake, I'm curious... what are you going to do with the property? Put a house on it? Develop it?"
"It's large for a house, and a bit small for a development." said Blake, with a forced, set smile. "Maybe some apartments, mobile Senior living, something like that."
I nodded, knowing I wouldn't get the truth out of him. I shook hands with him and the attorneys, and took my leave of them. My ties to Apple Grove... were 'ovah'.
Part 6 - Getting 'Connected'
2:45pm, Wednesday afternoon I had decided to drive all the way to Midtown in one shot, and I took a longer way around that would keep me out of Coltrane County. I crossed into the State into Benning County, the 'land that God forgot', and made my way from there to my house in Midtown.
I arrived at my brokerage in time to deposit the check for the property, then went to my house. When I pulled into the driveway, a black Cadillac Escalade pulled into the driveway behind me, and another one was on the street in front of the house.
"Mr. Don Troy?" said a man in a suit and wearing sunglasses.
"Who wants to know?" I asked back.
"Sir, we work for Mr. Jimmy Cerone." said the man. "He wants you to have lunch with him."
"I don't know any Jimmy---" I started, then stopped when the two men exhibited weapons, powerful handguns.
"Sir, Mr. Cerone promises your safety," said the lead man, "but he does require your presence."
"Like I have a choice." I said. I got into the backseat with the man, and we backed out of the driveway...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to the Midtown Luigi's, which was a new Italian place that was reputed to have the best food in the State... and a waiting list for reservations even for lunch that went for months. I was shown into a back room, where an older man with an aura of power about him was waiting.
"Thank you for coming, Mr. Troy." the man said courteously. "Please, have a seat and join me for some late lunch. I've taken the liberty of ordering the lasagna for both of us. It recently won a prestigious award, so I'm told."
"Thank you." I said. After we were seated, wine was poured from the same bottle into both our glasses, and then lasagna was served from the same casserole onto our plates.
"As you can see," said the man, "you are eating and drinking from the same dish and bottle that I am. So we will either die together or live together, yes?"
"Let's hope for the latter." I said. I tasted the lasagna. "Wow." I said, stunned. "This is even better than I've heard. Exceptionally good."
"Thank you." said the man. "Oh, allow me to introduce myself, Mr. Troy. My name is Jimmy Cerone. Have you heard of me?"
"I mean no disrespect, sir." I said. "But... no sir."
Cerone chuckled. "It's probably a good thing. Most hardworking decent citizens have never heard my name. My nickname is 'Coffin' Cerone, and I am the man that runs Southport."
Ah, a mobster, I thought to myself. I'm having lunch with a mobster.
"I run the shipping and transportation companies in Southport, but I'm better known as the Boss of Bosses in Southport." said Cerone. "That is not bragging, but just the truth. My rival in the City is Moe Molinari, the real estate developer. Midtown is considered an 'open city', neutral territory."
I nodded. "I understand, Mr. Cerone. But why do you wish to speak to me?"
"Because," said Cerone, "I know all about you. I know what you endured at the hands of the Federal Government two years ago: the loss of your parents, nearly the loss of your ability to walk... hell, nearly the loss of your very life at their hands. And that you are now a licensed Private Investigator."
"Yes sir." I said. "But I'm sure you know that if I take work from a man of your... esteem... I'll lose that license in a hurry."
"Ah, very brave. Fearless. I like that." said Cerone. "That is nothing to worry about... oh, please, if you'd put another helping of the lasagna onto my plate, then help yourself to as much as you like... yes, thank you. As I was saying, Mr. Troy, I know all about you. And I know that the Police up in the University town have asked you to find McGinty's Materials. Then that son of a bitch Jack Burke also asked...well, 'asked' is too kind a term for his bullying threats... he wanted you to find the Materials for him."
"Since you know about it, sir," I said, "there's no point in denying it."
"What I want you to know," said Cerone, "is that if you do find those papers, and I suspect jump drives as well, I will reward you handsomely if you bring them to me instead of the authorities or that fool Burke... oh yes, I know what you are thinking: that I will kill you once you turn them over. But I can assure you, Mr. Troy, that I did not build my businesses based upon a shoddy reputation for keeping my word. You find them, you give them to me, and ten million dollars is yours, as well as enough protection for you to live to enjoy it. And I have legitimate businesses that could use your abilities, if you care for employment with any of them."
"That's very... kind of you, sir." I said as I poured Cerone more wine, then some for me.
"Ah yes," said Cerone, "I also heard that you whipped Jack Burke in personal combat yesterday. He's a man that hates to lose, in any contest. How did you do it?"
"Aikido, sir." I said. "I've been taking it for... years..." I began wondering how I knew Aikido, as I had no memory of any lessons of it. I felt my headache coming back on, followed by a lightheaded feeling and pain in my back. Had I been drugged?
The moment cleared, and I caught Cerone saying "...that son of a bitch Burke. Says he will devote his time as Governor to wiping me out, when he is far dirtier than I am. I won't hurt his wife and children... yes, I know she's your ex-wife... but if he is elected, he will not see one day in Office, I can promise you that. What do you say to that, Mr. Troy?"
"No love lost for Jack Burke here, sir." I said with alacrity. Cerone laughed heartily.
"Good. I like you, Mr. Troy. May I call you Don?" Cerone said. I nodded and he said "Don, you have potential. I see it in you. I can help you do much better than you're doing now. But first... McGinty's Materials. Find those, then the rest is in your hands."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "May I ask if there is anything you can tell me that will help me find them? What's in them, or where or how he might have hidden them?"
"They are papers that can be used for blackmail, that prove scandals of every kind, that prove illegal financial transactions." said Cerone. "I freely admit, I want what McGinty had on Jack Burke. It is no coincidence that Burke held back from running for Governor or Senator until McGinty was safely dead, and I'm sure that Burke is lying awake at night knowing that his exposure awaits him if they are found."
I nodded. I'd love to find those papers and see Jack Burke's balls really get busted, and by more than Aikido. "Sir," I said, "I don't know if I can find them, but if I do, I can assure you that seeing Jack Burke get what's coming to him will be worth the effort..."
Part 7 - Ambushed
I was returned to my house after the meeting with Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone. I did a quick DuckDuckGo search of him, and found only that he was the head of Southport Shipping & Rail, a conglomerate company based out of Southport, where a lot of river shipping occurred. I had been amazed at how openly and candidly he'd talked about things.
I packed several boxes of my clothes and put them in my vehicle. Two more hours on the road was not something I was looking forward to, but better to do it today and get back to work tomorrow.
I drove up the Interstate towards the City, then took the exit to Pottsville and worked my way up to the University-City Highway, which people in the Town & County called the Nextdoor Highway. It was already dark when I arrived without incident. I took two of the boxes of clothes into my new duplex apartment, then stepped out to get the third...
*CLICK!*
It was the sound of a hammer of a firearm being pulled back, and the business end was now in my earhole. I'd let my guard down, and I'd been jumped...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Federal Agents
As I stood frozen with a gun pointed at my head, I saw out of the corner of my eye to my right that the gunman was FBI Special Agent Martin Nash.
"Well, well, well." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone as he came up from the black car behind mine in the driveway. "Look who we have here. A collaborator with a known Mobster."
"Bullshit." I said. "And the Courts issued restraining orders against both of you. You're not supposed to be anywhere near me."
"Restraining order." said Muscone with a brief 'laugh'. "Did you hear that, Nash? The pussy is whining about a restraining order."
"Put your hands behind you." said Nash. I made no move to cooperate.
"Am I under arrest?" I said. "If so, where's your arrest warrant?"
"You don't get it, do you faggot?" Muscone snarled, coming closer to me. "But if you want to play it that way: yeah, you're under arrest, and the probable cause is having lunch with a Mobster. And a warrant, like George W. Bush called the Constitution, is just a goddamned piece of paper."
"One more time." said Nash. "Put your hands behind you." I again didn't move. Nash grabbed my wrist.
"I am not resisting!" I yelled out, sure that the Federal Agents were taping this, and also hoping someone would hear me and witness the kidnapping taking place. "Someone call the Police!" Nash cuffed my hands behind me, and 'escorted' me to the black vehicle. Just before putting me in it, Muscone reached up and put a black hood over my head, and I was roughly shoved into the vehicle...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I felt myself being forced to sit down in a chair, my hands still cuffed behind me. The mask was ripped off my head, painfully so. As I looked around and got my bearings, I could see that I was in a small room, the walls painted dark gray, and no windows. It felt like I was underground.
There was a desk in front of me, and behind it was a distinguished looking man, tall, fairly slender, with thin graying hair. He had an aura of power and authority about him, and I sensed that he was trying to mentally reach inside my mind.
"Mr. Donald Troy." he said, as if I were an affront to his presence. I did not reply, but just stared at him from under my eyelids. "My name is William Hargreaves. I'm the Deputy Director of the FBI." I continued to say nothing. I could see that Muscone was to my left and behind, and I felt more than saw Nash behind me to my right side. "Nothing to say?" the DepDirector said.
"I want a lawyer." I said.
The DepDirector gave a pursed smile, then stood up out of his chair and slowly walked around the desk. "You know, Mr. Troy," he said, "I'm a very patient man. I have to be to get where I am in the Federal Government. And where I am is a very, very powerful position. By way of contrast, you are sitting handcuffed in a chair with no one knowing where you are, much less giving a damn, yet you keep up with your habit of irritating people. And you are irritating me right now----"
"I... want... a... lawyer." I said, speaking slowly and clearly, as if to a child.
"Mr. Troy," said the DepDirector, keeping his voice unnervingly calm and level, "if you'd just shut your fucking mouth for two minutes, you might learn something that could be really helpful to you." I blinked as he said those words, the exact same words Jack Burke had said to me the day before... at least I thought it was the day before.
"I want a lawyer." I intoned again.
"Good luck getting one." said the DepDirector, going back around his desk and sitting down. "Now you listen, and you listen good, boy. We know that you had lunch with one of the most powerful Mobsters in this part of the country. And we know why. You've been asked to find McGinty's Materials. I'm going to ask you to find them, also, but to bring them to us instead of the corrupt TCPD, that Establishment Swamp Frog politician Jack Burke, or the mobster 'Coffin' Cerone." He paused, as if waiting for me to answer.
"I want a lawyer." was all I said. I could see the exasperation growing in the man's eyes. I was getting to him.
"That $100,000 check you recently got." the DepDirector said. "It was a demonstration of what we can do to help you. If you turn the Materials over to us, we'll pay you the full amount of what the Government owes you in one lump sum. That's millions of dollars in your pocket. And we'll add two more million out of the reward fund we've set up." He looked at me. I stared back at him, saying nothing.
"Of course, if you don't bring the Materials to us," said the DepDirector, "then your dead body will be found floating down the River. And it may or may not be us that terminates your worthless existence. And yes, Mr. Troy, your existence is truly worthless. You won't be missed. You have no family, no friends, no real job. You are nothing. You don't matter."
"You've already violated the restraining order." I said. "Kidnapped me, forced me to come here against my will. There's no reason you won't just kill me if I do find the Materials. So you'll just have to excuse me if I don't take your worthless word at any value at all."
"Maybe I won't excuse you." said the DepDirector. "But you've shown in the past that threatening you with death doesn't work very well. Of course that's because you are nothing, you don't matter, so what are clouds, but an excuse for the sky?"
I just said nothing. After a long moment of silence, the DepDirector said "Okay, get this faggot out of here. Take him back home. Mr. Troy, you have our offer on the table. I'm confident you'll make the right decision when the time comes."
With that, the hood was violently jammed onto my head again. I felt arms pick me up and practically half-walk, half-carry me out of the room...
Part 9 - Detective Darwinism
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday morning. "Channel Two News has learned that Hamilton County Detective Tony Long has died of his wounds."
As Bettina gave her newscast, I was dressing. I'd been returned to my apartment at nearly midnight, after being driven around for a considerable amount of time, unable to tell just where I was. I was thrown out of the car, landing on my shoulder and side, then Muscone got out and kicked me hard in the ribs. Nash took off my cuffs, then kicked me hard in the back, aiming for the spot where it had been broken, but just missing.
When I got back inside, I found my cellphone where I'd left it. I called and left a message with my attorney Gor-don, explaining the violation of the Restraining Order. Then I went to bed.
Something about the death of Detective Tony Long was bothering me, and not just that he was an associate of Detective McGinty, I thought as I drove to TCPD Headquarters. Earlier reports were that he was recovering from his wounds, so how did he suddenly take a turn for the worse and end up dying?
I pulled up to the employees's parking lot gate. The Officer in the guard shack said "Sorry, sir, you'll have to park in the visitor's lot and come in the front." They'd been letting me park in the employees lot and come in the side entrance, so this was a bit of a disappointment.
As I came into the front lobby, the Duty Desk Sergeant said "Sir, if you'll sign in, I'll let Captain Harlan know you're here." I said okay, and a moment later Angela Harlan came up as I attached my visitor badge to my jacket pocket.
"Come on back to my office, Don." Angela Harlan said, her voice solemn, not cheerful at all, and she led me down the hallway. If I'd sensed tension the first day I'd been here, I was really feeling it now; there was an oppressive silence, and almost a military decorum as Officers moved down the hallway, studiously not looking at me, as if I didn't exist.
"Good morning, Patrolman Feeley." I said to Pete Feeley as I came by his desk.
"Good morning, sir." Feeley said solemnly, his voice stiff and formal, his eyes not looking up at me.
"What is going on?" I asked as Captain Harlan closed the door behind us and pointed at a chair for me to sit in. As I sat down, she came around behind her desk and picked up a folder.
"That is what's going on." Angela said harshly, extending the folder to me. I took it and opened it. On top was a photo of me sitting with Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, having lunch.
"Care to explain why you're having lunch with the most powerful Mob leader in this part of the country?" Angela said, crossing her arms in front of her and staring daggers at me.
"If you're willing to hear it... yes." I said, looking up at her and making sure to keep eye contact. She finally sat down.
"Let's hear it." she said.
"To make a short story long," I said, "I went to my boyhood hometown to complete the sale of my parents's property. I went straight to Midtown from there to deposit the check with my brokerage, then went to my house to pick up clothes and bring them here. I was pretty much kidnapped out of my driveway and brought to the Luigi's Restaurant, where Cerone was waiting for me. And yes, the lasagna was damn good, so I ate some. I was hungry."
Angela did not bat an eyelash nor change her expression at the joke, so I said "The point is, that was a lunch offer I couldn't refuse. I was brought there at gunpoint, all of the courtesy and pretending to be a friendly lunch notwithstanding." I set the folder back on her desk, and she picked it up and set it down in front of her.
"Well," she said, her voice only marginally softer, "it's a problem. The Chief blew a gasket when he saw this. He's the one that cut off your access to Headquarters and told Julie and the Detectives to not help you any longer with information."
I peered at Captain Harlan. "Interesting." I said, mostly to myself.
"What's that?" Angela asked.
"You didn't even ask what Cerone and I talked about at that lunch." I said.
"I don't need to." said Angela. "It was about McGinty's Materials---" She stopped, realizing she'd slipped. Fortunately, she looked more chastened than angry.
"Did y'all have his table bugged, too?" I asked.
"No." said Angela. "We got this from somewhere else. Someone else."
"Jack Burke?" I asked.
"No, actually." Angela said. "Internal Police sources, and that's all I'm saying.
"Of course." I said. After a pause of uncomfortable silence, I said: "Before I go, there's one thing you need to know. After Croyle left me in that field the other day, it was Jack Burke who picked me up at the side of the road. He was waiting for me. He wants me to find McGinty's Materials, too, and he threatened me even worse than Cerone did. At least Cerone did me the courtesy of giving me some lunch."
I continued: "Jack Burke is running for Governor, and I think he's scared of something in those Materials that might derail his plans. He's behind whoever sent you that Cerone photo, to get you to do exactly what he wants... stop your cooperation with me. Yeah, Burke wants me to find those Materials and give them to him... and then he would kill me, if I were to be stupid enough to let him. But my point is that Jack Burke may be your problem, the TCPD's problem. If Chief Malone wants those papers found, he has to be aware of who his real enemy is... Jack Burke."
"Yeah." said Harlan. "And he knows that. And I know that. And I know that you and Jack Burke have a history, an unpleasant one." She paused, then said "I'll tell the Chief what you said. I don't know if it'll help. But if you find those Materials, Chief Malone can help you stay alive better than anyone else can, including the Feds."
"Especially the Feds." I replied, then got up and said "If you'll excuse me, I need to go." Angela nodded. She did not escort me down the hall as I went to the lobby, turned in my visitor badge, and left Police Headquarters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I received a call from the lawyer Gor-don, who asked me to come to the Chase, Lynch & Berry office in Town. I went over there.
"The FBI violated the restraining order." I said as I came into the conference room where he was. "We need to----"
"I know, Mr. Troy." said Gor-don. "Have a seat."
I sat down, and Gor-don passed a document across the table. As I picked it up and looked at it, he said "That is your written notification that neither I nor anyone else at Chase, Lynch & Berry will be acting as your attorneys any longer. When you get a new attorney, we will as a courtesy provide them with copies of our paperwork pertaining to your cases."
"Okay." I said. "But why? I thought you hated the FBI as much or even more than I do."
"That's true. We do." said Gor-don. "But even if I did go to the Court about the violation of the restraining order, the FBI will deny it, and you have no proof. They've already rigged the game with the Court, so there's no point in trying. They are the Government."
"That absolutely does not sound like you." I said. "You enjoy taking on the Government."
"As to us dropping you as a client," Gor-don continued, ignoring what I had just said, "we've been asked to drop you by a much more important client. And he wishes to speak to you."
The door opened, and in walked Jack Burke. Gor-don got up and left the room as Burke sat down in the just-vacated chair. He was dressed in a black suit with gray pinstripes that had to cost at least $4000. Every black hair was perfectly in place, and his teeth were almost glowing in the dark with whiteness as he exhibited the smile he normally used at political rallies... and to seduce women.
"They popped my shoulder back in place, thanks for asking." Burke said sardonically. "I suppose you're wondering how the Police got that photo of you and that disgusting mobster Cerone."
"No." I said. "I've figured it out." I knew that Teresa Croyle had to have left me at the Fucking Field so Jack could confront me there, so it stood to reason that she was the one that delivered the photo of me with Cerone, supplied by Burke's people, to Chief Malone. I just wondered if Malone knew that Teresa was betraying him on behalf of Burke.
I added: "Past lover, probably from that time you disappeared so that you wouldn't be imprisoned for committing rape." As I spoke, my head started hurting again, and I heard a ringing sound in my ears.
Jack Burke's smile disappeared. "One day... I swear to God, one day I'm going to make you pay for those lies. But I don't have time for that now---"
"Too bad." I said. "I'd love to separate your other shoulder, even 'em out." The ringing in my ears stopped.
"All right, you little shit." Burke said. "Here's the new word: keep looking for McGinty's Materials. If you really have figured it out, then you know you can take them to the TCPD and they'll just end up in my hands, anyway, and you'll have a death sentence over your head. If you give them to Cerone, you and he will die together... and in great pain, I might add."
"Wow." I said. "Cerone is a no-shit mobster, and has more protection than the President... and you think you can just wax him at your whim?"
"You have no idea how powerful I am, you worthless little shit." snarled Burke. "And I'm going to be the Governor of this State in a few months. Once that happens, there will be no place for Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone in this State, except in one of his own coffins. I won't make the same comment about you... you're going to be buried in the cemetery here long before then. And it won't matter... because you don't matter."
This was starting to sound like a broken record, I thought to myself. I stood up. "Unfortunately, in the displeasure of this meaningless conversation," I said, "I'm neglecting important things elsewhere. And don't count on becoming Governor... if I find McGinty's Materials, and the dirt they have on you." With that, I turned and exited the room, leaving Jack Burke behind with the ugliest look on his face that I'd ever seen on any human countenance... except Teresa Croyle's when she had abandoned me in that field...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It's starting to unravel... again.
That is what I thought to myself as I sipped my coffee at the 'San Francisco Coffee' coffee bar on the southside of Courthouse Square. Everything had been looking up, going good, then Jack Burke comes in to fuck things up for me.
Well, not just him. Teresa Croyle's utter hatred for me was behind a lot of it. And what scared me the most was the murder of Detective Tony Long. Was Detective Croyle's hatred so strong that she would murder a fellow Police Officer to keep the Materials from being found? Or was that Burke himself that was behind that? I had no doubts that Jack Burke would commit murder to ensure the success of his political ambitions. Heck, at this rate he could become U.S. Secretary of State one day... maybe even run for President! But I was digressing...
"Hello, Don!" I heard a female voice say. I looked up to see Tanya Perlman walk into the shop. She came up to me and said "May I join you?"
"Sure, let's get a table." I said. We moved from the bar to a table near the back of the room, and I paid for Tanya's coffee.
"What's new?" I asked as we settled into our chairs. "I know you're not with the TCPD anymore."
"That's true." said Tanya. "Governor Jared hired me to run the State Crime Lab in this County, and it's been really great. He was going to put me in charge of all the Crime Labs in the State, but he was assassinated... er, tragically killed in that gas explosion. So that dream died with him, and now I'm worried that if Jack Burke is elected Governor, I'll be completely out of a job. Burke is as dirty as they come; he wants a loyal Crime Lab, not a competent one."
"So you think Governor Jared was murdered?" I asked, my voice casual as I sipped my coffee.
"I know it for a fact." said Tanya. "But I can't prove it, and I don't have anyone to prove it against, either. Well... I'm sure Jack Burke was behind it. Sad thing is, Governor Jared was term-limited, so it wasn't even necessary."
"Unless Governor Jared wasn't the true target, or at least not the only target." I said.
"Oh?" Tanya said, her eyes sparkling. "Who was the target?"
"Detective Shane O'Brady." I said. "He'd collaborated with Detective McGinty in the past. So had Tony Long, who was ambushed and shot up. I thought he was recovering, but he died last night."
"Yeah, I heard about that." said Tanya. "You know, Don, you're making just too much sense about all this. It's going to get you killed one day."
"Especially if Jack Burke is elected." I said. "Unless I find McGinty's Materials first, and expose whatever he had on Burke." Tanya nodded, and I changed the subject, saying: So... why did you leave the TCPD? I thought you loved it there."
"It was okay, but I never loved it." Tanya said. "Crime labs and CSI work were what I always loved. While Chief Griswold and Detective Ross were alive, the TCPD was good. But they died. And after they hired Sharples over you two years ago, things started going downhill fast. But even with him, I could've just stayed in my niche, maybe tried to become their CSI Officer... but I just could not stay with that bitch 'Teresa Cunt' any longer."



"That bad, huh?" I said. "I've had my run-ins with her, too."
"You have never seen such a hateful, spite-filled bitch as her." Tanya said, her cherubic face becoming dark. "She had been on the verge of being fired, but something changed. Suddenly she was protected, and she let her attitude fly in everyone's faces as if she didn't care who she pissed off. I wondered if she got the dirty pictures of Chief Malone and Julie Newton or something, but she has the power there. And I believe that if you'd been hired, Don, you could've stood up to her. Alas..."
After a pause, Tanya said "So I bailed out when I had the chance. And so have a lot of other really good Police Officers." I nodded.
I said "So let me ask you this. Did you ever hear anything about the McGinty case? And where his blackmail papers might be?"
Tanya grinned her cherubic grin and said "Don't I wish... no, that's not true. Everyone in the State is looking for that stuff, and would kill to get it... and then be killed by someone else who wants it. I'd rather steal the Crown Jewels out of the Tower of London than be in possession of those papers and everyone knowing it. If I did find them, I'd turn them over to Captain Ferrell at the SBI as fast as I could get them to him."
"And that is advice from you to me, isn't it?" I asked.
Tanya grinned and nodded, then continued: "Everyone at the Crime Lab did talk about it after McGinty was murdered. He couldn't have trusted anyone else with the location of them, and we figured that he'd have a way to get them to the Press if he was murdered... but either that didn't happen, or the Press suppressed whatever they got. That wouldn't surprise me... Jack Burke has most of the Press in his hip pocket, especially Bettina Wurtzburg and Alison McFarland. He's been giving both of them pickle tickles for years now."
"Not being faithful to his wife, eh?" I mused.
"Harumph." Tanya said. "Not that it matters. Melina worships Jack Burke. I'm sorry if this hurts you, Don, but I'm surprised Melina stayed with you as long as she did. She's head over heels in love with him... and always has been."
"I agree." I said. "But who told you about them?"
"Dr. Gloria Searles." Tanya said. "She's the TCPD's consulting psychiatrist. She despises Jack Burke, too."
"That's good to know." I said. "By the way, have you ever heard of the 'Shadow Hand'?"
Teresa glanced around the shop, then said in a near-whisper "Don't speak of him out loud." Then she moved closer to me and said "He's supposedly an Urban Legend, some big crime boss that has people in the FBI and SBI working for him as well as a huge criminal organization. There's even rumors that McGinty's Materials identifies him by name, which is one reason everyone wants them."
"Is he real?" I asked. "His name... well, the 'Shadow Hand' name... keeps popping up. And not just around here."
Tanya nodded, then said "Yeah, I think he's real... in that there is a crime boss, a 'Professor Moriarty' organizing criminals behind the scenes. But I don't think he's as big as people say. The legend far exceeds the real criminal, if you ask me."
After finishing our coffee, Tanya said she had to go. I said "Any openings in the State Crime Lab? I have a Chemistry degree, you know." As I said that, I felt my headache returning, and the ringing in my ears again. I felt dizzy.
"Tell you what." Tanya said, giving me her card. "Email me your résumé straight to that email. The State blackballed you, but I'll see if I can get around it and hire you anyway..."
Part 10 - Gloria
11:00am, Thursday morning. I went to the Psychology Building on the University Campus. I went up to the correct floor, then into the small anteroom and told the assistant I had an appointment with Dr. Gloria Searles. The beautiful blonde, whose name was Callie, buzzed Dr. Searles and announced I was here, then got up and opened the door for me to go into Dr. Searles's office, and closed the door behind me.
"Hi Don." said Gloria Searles, getting up from behind her desk at the far end of the large office room. I admired her legs in her high heel sandals as she came up to me, put her arms around my neck, and kissed me warmly on the mouth.
"Mmmm." I said as we broke the kiss, as I was sliding my hands around her narrow wait. "How are you?"
"Good." she said. "Come in, have a seat." She went back around her desk, me admiring her saucy ass and shapely legs as she did so. She sat down as I sat in the chair on the other side, having noted the three windows that reached from the ceiling almost to the floor, and a conference table in the middle of the large office room behind me.
"I'm a little surprised." I said. "I was expecting two sofas facing each other." The ringing in my ears started up as I said that.
Gloria was not prone to smiling, but she smiled a little bit and said "No, I have a couch in the back room where I can interview subjects on videotape. So... you wanted me to analyze Detective Bunson McGinty. Here's the report."
She handed me a folder, then said "The Cliff's Notes of that is that I accessed his files with the City Police as well as their Internal Affairs files and their Psychologist's records. Detective McGinty had a good Police record and numerous busts, especially drug busts, but Internal Affairs investigated him because the amounts of drugs and cash didn't always tally up right. Nothing was ever proved, but if it's true, it's suggestive that he was good at hiding things. There's one Police report that says his apartment was searched by dogs, and none of them alerted. So nothing was found there."
Gloria went on: "I thought about it, and nothing's been heard of these Materials, so they likely have not been found yet. And that means the torture used on him did not break him."
"Unless it did break him, he told the Feds where the Materials were, and they have them now." I said.
"So why send you on a wild goose chase to find them?" Gloria asked back, and I nodded at the solidity of that logic.
"Let me ask this." Gloria said. "Put yourself in McGinty's place. If it were you, where would you hide the Materials in a way they couldn't be found?"
"I've been doing that." I said. "And nothing comes up."
"My own guess," said Gloria, "is that I'd set up a place where I could mail materials as they came to me, and they'd stay there until I needed them."
"One of those mailbox places?" I asked.
"Yes, something like that." said Gloria. "Or a public storage facility where they could slip mail into it through a slot."
"Hmmm, that would make sense." I said. "But how can I access anything that might tell me where he might've rented a storage space?"
"I put what I could get on McGinty's financial records in that file." said Gloria. "Maybe you can find something in there."
"Cool beans." I said. "I appreciate this very much. So how about dinner tomorrow night?"
"How about tonight?" Gloria said. I acquiesced, then Gloria said "Let me show you that room I told you about, the one with the sofa. It pulls out to make a bed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Her dress rustled as it fell into a heap on the floor around her ankles. I slid my arms around her and unhooked her bra, and let it fall to the floor as she reached for my belt and unbuckled it, then opened my pants.
"Unh!" I gasped as Gloria reached into my pants and grasped my already throbbing hard cock, gently stroking it as she turned her mouth up to meet mine. I lowered my head and kissed her deeply, swirling my tongue around her mouth. I reached up and pushed the back of her head into mine as the kiss deepened, feeling her black hair, which she wore very short, almost a 'shingle bob' style.
My pants fell to the floor, and I stepped out of them as Gloria stepped out of her dress then lowered her panties down her legs. Now wearing only her high heel sandals, she led me around then pushed me back onto the hideaway-bed, then mounted me, straddling me just above my aching, taut cock. She reached down and grabbed the shaft, then guided my cockhead to her swollen cuntlips, somewhere inside her thick, raven black pubic bush.
"Ohhhhh..." I gasped in pleasure as Gloria impaled her tight, sopping wet cunt down onto my iron hard meat. The warm wetness of her womanhood was as good as anything I had ever felt in my life as the gorgeous woman began riding me.
"Oh yeah, baby, you're so hard!" Gloria gasped as she began undulating her hips, grinding her cuntwalls against my cockshaft.
"Uhhh, you're so... tight..." I gasped. I realized that I wasn't going to last very long, as Gloria's clutching cunt was too much. I heard a ringing in my ears again, as my climax approached, but I was too far gone to hold back. I felt the painful contractions in my loins as my semen fired up into her womanly depths, coating her cervix with my seed...
Part 11 - Ajax
I was feeling very good but very tired as I drove to the City on the University-City Highway. Though I'd rarely traveled this road, it seemed very familiar to me.
It had not taken very long looking through Detective McGinty's financial records to find an entry every six months for 'Ajax Mail & Storage'. A part of me was wondering how the FBI or TCPD, with their considerable resources, had not found that information. Then it occurred to me that maybe they had... and that I would find the nest empty or that this was a trap of some kind for me. I also knew I had nothing to lose by walking into the trap... after all, I was a nobody. I didn't matter.
As I drove into the City, I did not feel the normal sense of Mankind's ability to produce and achieve tall buildings and a great engine of commerce, but instead a 'Gotham City'-ish doom and gloom. The cloud cover didn't help my mood as I drove through the grimy streets towards my destination.
Once I arrived there, I went inside the front lobby area. A very pretty brunette named Christy was there, with what looked like tattoos that made her eyes look like an Egyptian goddess or the Cosplay character Pharah. "Hello, sir." she said, looking flirtatiously at me. "How can I help you?"
"My name is Kyle Irons," I said, "and I'm an attorney for the estate of Detective Bundy McGinty. He was renting storage space '102', and I'm here to close it out and take possession of his belongings. Here is the probate of his will."
"Sure." said Christy, looking up the record in her book instead of my papers. "The rent is paid up through the end of June, but if you have a key to the lock on it, you can open it up."
We walked down the 'street' in front of the long building, stopping at the second door from the end. I had tools that I could use to listen to a combination lock, and tools that I could use to pick a lock that needed a key. McGinty's lock needed a key, and I had little trouble picking it.
I pulled up the aluminum door and flicked on the light. There was one box in the center of the room, the size of a normal file box. On top of it was taped a playing card from the Standard Deck, showing the face of the Joker.
I put on latex gloves and opened the box. Inside were a few papers, an amount that would fit into any briefcase. There was also a cloth bag that took up most of the space in the box, and that bag was full of jump drives.
I took the box with me. At the front desk I thanked Christy, who gave me her phone number and told me to call her, and I promised to do so. I put the box in the back of my vehicle and drove out.
I was headed for the Interstate, which would take me to the exit for the University Highway, when I noticed that the radio station I was listening to was intermittently going in and out, as if being interfered with. When the interference hit, a weird high-pitched hum could be heard. And it was happening as I passed by buildings, and not happening in more open spaces.
I stopped at the next gas station. I suspected that there was probably a transmitter among the jump drives. I had brought a roll of lead foil with me, a trick I'd learned from another P.I., and wrapped the box with it. Then I wrapped my cellphone in lead foil, as well. As I drove out, I noticed the radio interference had stopped.
I did not take the main road home, but instead went on an east-west road that took me into the City suburbs and further west. Along this state road I saw to my right a forbidding, fenced-in building that looked like an institution of some kind... and reminded me of The Asylum.
Going further along, the road dead-ended in a north-south highway, State Hwy. 141. I took it south. Driving along, I saw the entrance to an abandoned camp. The sign was faded but legible: it said 'MILLWAKEE'. I made a mental note of it, thinking that I could hide there or at that other place if Jack Burke sent his goons to kill me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived at Second National Bank not long before closing time. I still had the safe deposit box that I'd rented two years before. Mr. Harkins, the Manager, went with me into the vault and together we opened my box's door. I deposited the bag in the box, then closed and secured the door.
Back at my apartment, I made sure to wear latex gloves as I handled the papers. And I could see why the FBI was so interested in finding them... most of the papers were FBI reports of Mob activity. I was hoping to see something on Jack Burke, but there was nothing there. Maybe that stuff was on the jump drives, but I'd have to look at those later. They were clearly too hot to hold now.
It had been too easy, I realized. And unless those jump drives have a treasure trove of information on them, there really was very little in this. I looked at the playing card on the box lid; it looked pretty standard, but it could also be a message that I was being played like a fool. My headache returned, and the ringing in my ears grew louder... and painful.
And then it hit me: someone had to have found McGinty's Materials already, either by having broken him, or having followed the trail more quickly than I had. Was I sent to find this, so that whoever did have them could stay safely hidden while I'd be found with this pitifully small amount of 'dirt'?
It was beyond my meager abilities to find out. My future was either as an unimportant lab technician in a Crime Lab, or Jack Burke or Teresa Croyle really would kill me, I thought to myself as I divided the papers into manila folders.
My headache and the ringing in my ears subsided as I went into the kitchen and taped the folders to the undersides of the kitchen drawers. I left the empty box on the breakfast room table. Then I went and got ready for my dinner date with Dr. Gloria Searles...
Part 12 - Heaven And Hell
"Boy if you wait until the lights go down
I got some some tricks that'll have you screaming out
So stay awhile, stay awhile
And I'm a make it worth your while, worth your while
Oh won't you stay for awhile?"
--- Tiesto with KSHMR, "Secrets"
I awoke to the extremely pleasurable sensation of Gloria Searles lying across my abdomen and sucking my cock. I relaxed into the utter pleasure of feeling her lips slide up and down my shaft, her tongue licking the head, then her warm, wet mouth engulfing my throbbing hard rod as she fellated me.
Dinner at The Cattleman's Club had been delicious, but despite eating a huge steak and the trimmings, I still felt very hungry. Maybe some of that had been the sexual hunger for the gorgeous woman at the table with me. Gloria looked great in the black dress she was wearing that clung to her shapely curves and did not hide the swell and deep cleavage of her breasts.
She'd asked me if I'd found anything in the City, and I replied that I'd found a box, but it didn't seem to have anything of importance inside it, which led me to believe someone else had already found McGinty's Materials. She then asked me where I'd put what I'd found, and I said that I'd put some stuff in my safe deposit box, and the rest of it was at home, hiding in plain sight.
After dinner, Gloria said we should go to my place, just in case her husband decided to go to her place and harass her. We drove in my car to my place, then Gloria kissed me and we made out for several long moments before getting out of the car. Her kisses were as hot and tasty as I'd ever had.
Going inside, I looked around and saw that the box that had been on the breakfast room table had been moved. "Wait here a second." I said. I looked all through the apartment, opening all the closet doors, but found nothing. "No one here." I said.
"Good." said Gloria. "Why don't we go to bed. I'm still... hungry..."
Our mating was passionate, and urgent. Gloria had pushed her hips up to meet every one of my powerful thrusts into the depths of her sopping wet cunt, our mouths melded in tongue-twining kisses. When I felt her legs wrap around me, I couldn't hold back, and spewed what seemed like a gallon of my jism into her clutching cunt. Afterwards, we spent several minutes deeply kissing and enjoying the pleasing post-coital lassitude. Then I must've dozed off. I was feeling absolutely exhausted... even weak. I woke up to being fellated.
"Mmmm," I said, "want me to fuck you again?"
"No, baby." Gloria replied. "I am really enjoying sucking your dick. Just lie back..." I did so, and let the intense pleasure of the best head I'd ever gotten course through me. I couldn't hold back, and I fired another seemingly huge load against Gloria's tonsils, and it became near-painful as she greedily sucked me dry.
"Oh my God, that was good!" I gasped, feeling very relaxed, but getting weaker.
"Yes, baby, that's right. Just relax." Gloria said. She leaned over as if to kiss my cheek, and I felt the prick of a needle as she injected me with something. I didn't have time to move as I felt myself drifting off to sleep...
I woke up in a gray, dimly lit room. It was cold, and the metal table I was lying on was even colder. I tried to move my hands but could not; they were strapped to the rails of the table I was on... well, it actually was like a metal dentist chair, as it was hinged under my knees and butt, but set right now to have me nearly horizontal.
It was cold enough, but what happened next sent a much deeper chill down my spine. Someone walked up to me, within my sight. "Ahhhhh... I have you now." said TCPD Detective Teresa Croyle...
Part 13 - Getting the Picture
My eyes must've widened in shock, because Teresa gave me what was for her a grin... as malignant a grin as I'd ever seen, full of malicious hatred and intent.
"I have been waiting for this moment for a long... long... time." Teresa said. "I have spent countless hours lying awake, thinking of the ways I can bring you the pain you and your God cursed nephew brought to me and my life. And I am really... really... going to enjoy killing you."
"Let's get it overwith, then." I said, taking my eyes off her and looking up at the ceiling.
"Oh, I'm not letting you get off that easy." Teresa said. "And besides, there is a purpose to this. We know you found McGinty's Materials, and I'm going to make you tell me where they are."
"Ohhhh." I said as it finally dawned on me. "It was you. It was you all along, wasn't it? I was thinking... that Jack Burke had you bring me to that field... but you were directing his actions, weren't you?"
"Of course." Teresa said.
"You were his lover after he ran away from the rape charge in college." I said. "You kept him hidden, until his daddy could take care of it."
"I don't know how you know that." Teresa said as my head began throbbing with pain and the ringing in my ears grew louder with binaural tones. "But yes. What you don't know is that my father had contacts from his days in Viet Nam. Admiral Leonard Cordell was my father's medic, and he went on to become a powerful man in the CIA. After your nephew drove drunk and killed Chief Griswold and Detective Ross... and no, Mr. Troy, I don't believe for one minute the bullshit that his blood tests were forged or his car tampered with... I contacted Admiral Cordell. He was the one within the CIA that had them put out the word to destroy your security devices business, and put the FBI's useful idiots Muscone and Nash on your trail."



Teresa went on. "Jack Burke was a really good fuck in bed, but that's all he was to me. He was in love with your wife Melina, and she was in love with him but had to settle for you after Jack was framed for rape. It was easy enough to help him win Melina away from you, and I was happy for him, and her. And I was going to leave it at that, and let you just be bankrupt, miserable and alone. And then... you actually showed up at my Police Headquarters, being interviewed for a job."
"It was bad enough having to work for that godforsaken Police Force." Teresa continued. "The corruption, listening to that sanctimonious bastard Ikea preaching the fucking Gospel all day, having to work with Ikea's dingleberry Geiger. That smarmy do-gooder Captain Angela Harlan, who acted like she couldn't be corrupted, trying to get me fired when I was doing a good job."
Teresa went on, ranting: "Cindy and I yelled at each other just to let off steam; we were both miserable working there. But Chief Griswold, he was worth working for. And then YOUR GODDAMNED NEPHEW KILLED THEM!" Teresa's face was filled with the ugliness of unappeasable hatred. Then she said with unnerving calmness: "And on top of that, there you were."
"If they had hired you," Teresa said, "I might've quit on the spot. Or I might've bided my time and taken the right opportunity to kill you, if Ikea didn't beat me to it. But they didn't, and I thought I was rid of you again when Admiral Cordell had the FBI and CIA go after you. They almost killed you, but Governor Val Jared sent the SBI in to rescue you by the hairs of your chinny-chin-chin."
"No complaints from here about that." I said.
"And I'll be finishing what the FBI and CIA started." Teresa said.
"So why send me, of all people, to find McGinty's Materials?" I asked, to get her talking again.
Teresa replied: "Jack Burke was using his daddy's corporate empire to climb the ladder of political success, and he was going to take me with him... I'm going to be Director of the SBI, and this State's local LEOs will toe the line when I hold jurisdiction over them... but he had two small problems: Bundy McGinty, and Shane O'Brady."
"They had pursued Jack Burke for a long time." Teresa said. "And they amassed a considerable amount of blackmail materials on a great many politicians and important people in the State in the process. Jack couldn't run for Governor with that hanging over his head, so I went to work. People loyal to me set up the gas explosion in Pottsville, and O'Brady was taken out, as well as do-gooder Jared. You found the name of Tony Long the other day, so my people eliminated him. The ambush didn't kill him, but it took only one man disguised as an orderly to take a trip to the hospital and inject him with potassium chloride to stop his heart, so he was efficiently eliminated."
"And you were selected, Mr. Troy," Teresa said, "because you really do have some smarts about finding things out, but you're as dumb as a box of rocks when it comes to being aware of your surroundings. It was soooo easy for me to send my friend Gloria Searles to seduce you in Midtown. She's been a CIA psychiatrist for several years now, one of Admiral Cordell's best finds. It was also easy to get others in the TCPD to suggest to the Chief to bring you up as a P.I. to look for the Materials. But then a problem came up: Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone."
Teresa said "Cerone is one hell of an evil man, but he's an old school mobster: he keeps his word. And he even treated you to lunch. If you'd found those materials, and then figured out that he was your best chance to live, and you gave him the Materials, then it was over for Jack... and for me. And you might've had a great career as one of Cerone's most trusted associates, especially in his legitimate businesses. No, Mr. Troy, we could not have that, now could we?"
"You...you're the Shadow Hand!" I said, my voice a whisper. "You're the 'Moriarty' that's been behind all the criminal activity, the One Ring that in the darkness binds them all..."
"Nowwww you're starting to get it." Teresa said with a wicked smile. "And unfortunately for you, Mr. Troy... with you, it's personal for me. I have devoted nearly all of the considerable power that I've amassed to one single, focused purpose... your destruction. That much power brought against such a puny object is not unlike a triphammer crushing a nut... but the nut is utterly, completely crushed all the same. And so will you be, Mr. Donald Troy."
"Are you behind what's happening to Apple Grove?" I asked.
"Oh yesss." Teresa hissed. "For purely practical reasons, of course, but with the added benefit of destroying your hometown. The reason is simple: I found out that a large aquifer is sitting under the ground, enough water to support industry for over a century. BigAgraFoods is moving in to take over the farms, and my people, including the FBI, moved in to eradicate the town. The companies buying up all the houses and the businesses... belong to me. Do you realize how much income I will derive from literally owning a small town? A whole county, even? A place where the Police and all the businesses belong to me?"
"Why buy my land at such a premium?" I asked.
"You didn't know that there was competition for that land." said Teresa. "Someone else wanted that property, and forced me to raise my bid. But that's okay... I'll be getting that money back from your brokerage. A Will & Testament will unexpectedly turn up after you're found dead, leaving everything you own to your beloved wife Melina... a will you unfortunately forgot to change after the divorce."
I'd had no will at all; she must have made a forgery, I thought to myself.
"So, enough about me." Teresa said. "It's time for you to start talking... and telling me where McGinty's Materials are. Where are they?"
"They were in a box in my apartment.' I said. "But that box was empty when I got home from dinner. So I don't know who has them."
"You lie." said Teresa.
"I put the jump drives in my safe deposit box." I said. "That's the whole truth. So either kill me or let me go, but that's all I have to give you."
"I can see that this is going to take some time." said Teresa. "Not that I mind, I'm going to enjoy every minute of your pain, every scream I force out of you." I felt her hand slide under my waist and to my back.
"AAAUUUGGGH!" I screamed as searing pain ripped through my spine, emanating from the spot on my back that had been broken.
"One more time... where... are... the papers?" Teresa snarled.
"I told you!" I gasped. "The papers are gone, the jump drives are in the safe deposit---- AAAUGGGHHH!" Whatever it was that she was pressing into my back, it hurt!
"Listen, fool." Teresa said. "When you were walking out the front door of the bank, we were walking in the back door with a warrant and a drill. You put an empty bag into the safe deposit box. So where did you put the jump drives?"
"In the safe deposit box." I said.
"You damned liar!" Teresa yelled. I screamed as more pain was applied to my back. The ringing in my ears started up again.
"Where are McGinty's Materials?" I heard her voice, though sounding like it was from far away.
"In the safe deposit box." I said. My ears started ringing again, the noise much louder. A virtual reality mask was put over my eyes, and lights began flashing. Closing my eyes did not help. I felt something being injected into my arm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I woke up, the VR mask was no longer over my eyes. I felt very cold and very weak. I tried to raise my head, and I saw that I was in what looked like a small O.R. room. It looked strangely familiar to me.
I felt something even more strange... like something was reaching into my mind. I did not resist it; indeed, I went out to reach it.
"Hi, Daddy."
I looked over to see my daughter Carole standing by the side of the metal table I was on.
"Hi, Fussbudget." I said. Was this a mental trick? I wondered to myself.
"Where are we, Daddy?" Carole asked.
"Under the Hospital." I said, somehow knowing. "We're underneath University Hospital."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. "I'll tell them." And then my daughter walked away and out of my sight.
"Carole! Come back!" I cried out, or thought I was crying out, trying to hold on to the last of my sanity.
"Oh shit!" I heard a voice say. "He's coming out of it!" I thought I saw Teresa flitting through the room, then the binaural tones turned up to an almost deafening pitch. I was seeing lights again, and feeling like I was floating in space. Was this an LSD trip? I wondered. Then I heard Teresa's voice again:
"Where are McGinty's Materials?!" she hissed.
"In the safe deposit box." I said, or thought I said. I was feeling sick, nauseated, totally unable to focus on anything. I felt pain in my chest, and I couldn't catch my breath. The binaural tones got even louder, then faded... and I realized they were fading because I was tuning out...
"Where are the materials?" I heard a woman's voice say. "For your family's sake, tell ussssss..."
I was trying to remember something... a little girl... who was she?... was she in danger?...
"Where are McGinty's Materials?" the voice hissed, right into my ears. The psychedelic lights were swirling in a circle, orbiting an incredibly bright Light in the middle. As the pain in my chest increased, I felt drawn to that Light, and I realized what it meant... it was over...
"Where are McGinty's Materials?" the voice hissed, then the binaural tones got even louder. The Light began growing larger and larger...
"Under the cell tower. They're under... the cell tower..." I gasped as the Light descended upon me, enveloping me completely...
To be continued?
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Part 14 - Darkness And Light
I opened my eyes. The Light was above me, filling the sky with white brightness. In front of me was a path to a bridge over a stream, the water flowing from right to left, seemingly cool and inviting. I looked across the stream, and saw a beautiful meadow on a hill rising up, a huge tree at the apex that was the far horizon. There were no persons on that side that I could see, only two dogs... Tag and Patches, my childhood canine companions. I felt a wave of emotion upon seeing them.
I looked down, seeing that I was wearing a white, button-down, collared shirt and black slacks. And I had a red crowbar in my hand.
Then I looked up again, and saw that on the bench that was on the left side of the path, on my side of the bridge, were two persons whose presences simply were not possible. They were Mrs. Veasley and Officer Peter M. Feeley.
"Hello, Child." Mrs. Veasley said. "You are not supposed to be here yet."
"Why am I here, then?" I asked.
"Always 'why' with you, Child." said Mrs. Veasley. "Always seeking answers that always elude you."
"Your work is not done, Commander." said Peter M. Feeley. "We cannot even permit you the luxury of choice to stay or to go back."
"Then send me back." I said.
"That is for you to do yourself, Child." Mrs. Veasley said. I looked over the bridge again, at the two dogs, yearning to pet them and go running through that meadow with them. I closed my eyes, seeming just blinking them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 'The Vision' World Headquarters, in the office of its founder and great leader, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, three persons sat on the sofa facing west, overlooking the rolling meadows and the River cutting between them, their eyes closed, meditating. On the other sofa, one person sat watching them intently.
In the middle was Carole Troy. To her left was Dr. Eckhart, and to her right was Cindy Ross. They were all concentrating on their breathing and mental awareness, and Cindy and Dr. Eckhart were concentrating all of their mental energies on the six-year-old girl between them.
Carole suddenly opened her eyes and said "I saw Daddy!"
"Where?" Cindy asked as she opened her eyes.
"He was on some sort of table in a dark room. Like a dentist chair in a doctor's office, but he was laying down." Carole said. "I asked him where we were, and he said we were under the Hospital."
"Oh my God." Teresa Croyle gasped. "I know where that is." She got up from the sofa opposite the others and rushed for the elevator, bringing out her cellphone and making a call.
"Did you see your mother?" Dr. Eckhart asked.
"No sir, just Daddy." said Carole. "He looked like he was very sick."
"Aunt Teresa is going to go find him." Cindy said. "He'll be all right."
"She better hurry." Carole said sadly. "He's not going to be all right much longer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's back." I heard a woman's voice say. "His heart stopped for a minute, but I got it restarted."
"Good." said a male voice. "What did he say?"
"He said that McGinty's Materials were under the cell tower." the woman said.
"But which one?" said the man. "There has to be a hundred of them in this County alone."
"I don't know." said the woman. "But he's unresponsive right now."
"Can you bring him out of it?" the man asked.
"I don't know." the woman said. "We either have to restart the process, then bring him back out slowly, or let him sleep it off and hope he wakes up normally."
"And then he might not remember any of it." the man said.
"And worse," the woman said, "we induced him finding the Materials. But if he really didn't, then he may be telling us anything his subconscious mind made up."
I heard a ring, which was a telephone on the wall. The man answered. "What?!" he gasped. "Okay." He hung up and then said "Croyle just drove up, blue lights on her car blazing. And she knows about this place. We may have five minutes."
"Damn!" the woman said. "Okay, all we can do is go to Rescue Sequence B..."
Part 15 - The Rescue
Teresa Croyle, wearing all black clothing with the icon of Clan Troy on the back, and black military-style boots, came hurtling into University Hospital. She strode down the hallway to the Hospice section, carrying a large duffel bag.
"Wait up, babe!" she heard a voice behind her. She turned to see her husband Todd, his friend Teddy Franklin, and Takaki Nagamasa, all wearing black but with no Clan logos. "I got your text." Todd said. "What's going on?"
"Don is here." Teresa said. "I just hope Laura is, too. Come with me." They strode down the southeast wing, seeing Hospital Administrator Leonard R. Cordell in the hallway. Security prevented anyone else from coming down the hallway. A wall panel had been moved aside, revealing the elevator shaft that descended into the secret facility below. (Author's note: 'Schools And The Second', Ch. 04.)
"The elevator is down there." said Cordell. "I pressed the button, but it didn't move. It's locked into place, and there's no way to bring it back up without entering the code from within the elevator."
"All right, then." Teresa said. She put her duffel bag on the floor and extracted a set of rods with bungee cord inside them. She assembled them into a long rod and attached suction cups to either end, then affixed the rod to the wall, attached on either side of the elevator door.
Then she extracted a length of coiled rope, and ran it through an O-ring attached to the bar. Meanwhile, Todd had put together a second bar that was higher up, to brace himself against. He then put the end of the rope through a carabiner on his belt. "Ready." he said as Teresa coiled the rope through her own carabiner. She put on her Police helmet and slung her M-4 rifle over her back, then eased between the bars and twisted around.
"Line 1, on rappel!" she called out.
"Line 1, on belay!" Todd called back. Teresa then began rappelling down the shaft. She descended rapidly, and came to rest on her feet on top of the elevator cab.
"Line 1, off rappel!" she called up.
"Line 1, off belay!" Todd replied. Teresa then found and opened the hatch in the elevator's ceiling. She took out her iPhone and texted: "The door is open. Come on down."
Todd and Teddy Franklin also descended, both bringing M-4s with them. Teresa descended first, then Todd and Teddy. Then Teresa looked out the door and down the dark hallway, seeing no one. She gave and signal, then rushed into the corridor and began to go down it, followed by Todd and Teddy.
Coming to the little O.R. room on the right, where she and the Iron Crowbar had interrogated that perp, Teresa looked in. "Oh my God." she gasped.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Light was gone, and I opened my eyes to near total darkness. I felt the cold of the table I was on. The ringing in my ears was still there, but a very quiet background sound as opposed to the jarring loudness of earlier.
I heard noises, which sounded like banging on metal in the distance. Then I heard a woman's voice saying "Check to see if Laura is down the hallway." A moment later, I felt more than saw a shadow of a person, silhouetted against the dim light of the hallway.
"Don?... Don!" the voice said. I wanted to call out, to respond, but I couldn't. I felt like I was frozen in some sort of etherial no-man's-land, neither in this world nor the next. The humming went away; apparently earphones had been emitting those sounds, and had just been taken off. Then the shadow leaned over and whispered into my ear:
"January... Suborbital... Denomination..."
*WHOOSH!*
"Uhhh!" gasped out as reality came back to me like a punch to the face. I looked over, seeing Teresa Croyle looking down at me.
"Teresa... I need to tell you..."
"Let me get Todd---" Teresa said, going for the door.
"TERESA!" I yelled as loud as I could. Fortunately, she came back. "Listen to me now, this is important. In the elevator, above the key lock, there's a panel. Pry it off, and you'll see a number pad."
"Okay..." Teresa said, about to move out again.
"Teresa!" I said again, "Please! Listen to me for one minute!" She came back, and I said "When you press a number, they'll re-sequence. So don't just go pressing numbers fast. Wait for the reset each time. The numbers are 3-0-1-5-3."
"Three, zero, one, five, three." Teresa repeated. "Got it." Then she said "Did you really memorize every code of every system you worked with?"
"We'll talk about that at the Cop Bar over Scotch, maybe?" I asked weakly.
"Okay, let's get you out of here." Teresa said, getting the hint. "Do you know where Laura is?"
"No." I said. "I never saw her. Did she disappear, too?"
"Yes." said Teresa. She went into the hallway, and a moment later she and Teddy Franklin were back with a gurney. "Todd found Laura. She was tied up in the room across the hallway." Teddy slid his hands under my shoulders, and Teresa grabbed my legs at the knees. "1... 2... 3..." They lifted me up and got me onto the gurney.
They rolled me out down the hallway, and I saw that Todd was carrying Laura. She was wearing a dress and her doctor's coat, practically wrapped in it. Teresa pulled and Teddy pushed my gurney to the elevator.
I could see out of the corner of my eye that Todd had put Laura on her feet and was holding her up. She seemed groggy but okay. Then I glanced down at Teresa, who had removed the panel. She pressed the second button down on the left (where '4' is on a normal number pad if '1' is top left). The numbers rearranged, then she pressed that same button, then that same button a third time. Ah, I thought with amusement, the manufacturer's code re-sequences to the same spot every time. That's cool to know.
The '3-0-1-5-3' code worked, and the elevator doors closed and the elevator began moving up. At the hospital floor level it stopped and the doors opened, and Dr. Cordell and Dr. Morgan were there to take charge of my gurney and whisk me to the other end of the Hospital, where the E.R. was...
Part 16 - Aftermath
After I was tested, blood drawn, and poked and prodded like doctors tend to do when doing doctor things, I was hooked to an I.V. for hydration, and another for liquid nutrition, then moved to a private room. Teresa came in, and the nurse was about to make her leave when I intervened and said "Let her stay, Nurse. I need to talk to her."
"You need to rest." the nurse said. She must be new here, I thought to myself.
"I'm resting." I said. "Let me talk with my Police Captain, please." Maybe it was the word 'Police' that conveyed the clue she needed, but she got that hint and left us alone.
"Thank you for rescuing me." I said. "Where's Laura?"
"She's in the room next door." Teresa said. "She's dehydrated, but it doesn't look like they hooked her up to any machines like they did you." I saw the tears forming in Teresa's eyes at the memory of how she'd found me.
"I'm okay, mon ami." I said. "So... what day is this?"
"Sunday, August 4th. It's about 2:00pm now." Teresa said.
"What happened? From the beginning." I asked.
Teresa said "We had that party at the Cop Bar Friday night. You and Laura went home alone to the Mountain Nest. Apparently your home was broken into in the night, and with the dogs at The Cabin with the kids, the perps were able to tranquilize you before you woke up."
Teresa: "Paulina called me Saturday morning when you didn't show up for breakfast at The Cabin and she couldn't get either of you on the phone. Cindy and I went over there, and found the Mountain Nest empty. That's when we started looking for you and put out an APB, and Jack Muscone got the FBI involved in looking for you." I nodded.
Teresa: "The good news was that your bodies had not been found. The bad news was that we had no earthly idea, pun not intended, of where you might be. We didn't check under the Hospital because Laura was missing, too, and we didn't think you'd be taken there, where you might be seen being brought in. Guess I learned something from making that assumption, huh?"
"Except it wasn't you that made that assumption." I said, very sure. "Who was the real naysayer?"
"I..." Teresa started, then thought about it. "It may have been Todd. Or Martin Nash. We had a big roundtable discussion at the Old Mill about it yesterday. I did notice that Melina and Jack Muscone looked very worried about you. They did go to that secret basement under the Pharmacy Building, but you weren't there, of course."
I nodded. "So then what?"
"Early this morning, Dr. Eckhart called Cindy and asked her to bring Carole to 'The Vision' compound." said Teresa. "And I've seen enough by now to know that it was as good a thing to do as anything. So we took Carole down there, and Dr. Eckhart had her sit and relax and breathe and think of nothing, then think only of you. And he and Cindy cleared their minds and gave Carole their mental support. And Carole said she saw you, and that you told her you were under the Hospital."
I nodded. "Yes... that happened, as part of the dream sequence they were inducing into me... well, maybe Carole broke through what they were doing."
Teresa nodded. "Soooo, I mobilized Clan Crowbar, and with Admiral Cordell's help we went down there and found you. Todd found Laura tied up and gagged in the other room, but otherwise not in nearly as bad a shape as you were."
"So Carole found me, huh?" I said. Just a prelude to The Greatness to come, I thought to myself with a great deal of pride and satisfaction.
"Yes." said Teresa. "We'll bring her here once we're sure you're going to be okay."
"And the three words worked, eh?" I said.
"Yes!" exclaimed Teresa. "I don't know why I thought to say them. I thought Dr. Eckhart had deprogrammed you."
"He tried to," I said, "when he deprogrammed Cindy." (Author's note: 'Causing A Commotion', Ch. 03.) "But I woke up early from the treatment. The words don't work while I'm awake, but when I was under again, they kicked in when you said them to me."
Teresa nodded. "Well, I guess we didn't give them time to really physically deplete you. So you're in much better shape than the last time they did this to you."
That caused me to think of something. I said "Teresa... when you were on the operating tables those times, did you see a meadow with a stream, a pastel-colored bridge, a big tree on top of the far hill?"
Teresa blinked in stunned amazement, then gasped "Yes! You saw it, too? Oh my God, that means you almost died!"
I nodded. "I saw Mrs. Veasley and Pete Feeley sitting on a bench in front of the bridge, and they said it wasn't my time yet. And I saw on that far hill... my two childhood dogs, just sitting there, waiting for me."
I felt a wave of emotion hit me, then said "I knew it! I knew there were dogs in Heaven!"
Teresa gave what was for her a smile. "Yes, they're waiting for you. I'm glad you didn't go join them." I reached out and took her hand in mine and gently squeezed it as Teresa fought to not be overcome by her own emotions at this moment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I heard voices in the hallway. One of them was Cindy Ross. The other was Carole Diana Troy.
"But your mom is in this room, Carole." Cindy said.
"But Daddy is in that room." Carole said. "And I need to make sure he's o-kay."
Future Red Crowbar won over Current Green Crowbar, and a second later the door to my room opened as Carole and Cindy came in. Carole went and got the chair at the desk in the corner (for doctors to enter data into the computers), brought it over, and climbed on it so she could see me, and I her.
"Hi Daddy." Carole said. "Are you o-kay?"
"I am now, Fussbudget." I said. "So you told them I was under the Hospital?"
"Yes, Daddy, just like you told me to." Carole said.
"You did very well, and they were able to rescue me because of you." I said. "Thank you very much for helping me."
"It was the least I could do," Carole said importantly, "for the Iron Crowbar." I began laughing and could not stop. Cindy was laughing, too, as she helped Carole climb onto the bed so that I could give my daughter a biiiiiiig hug...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After taking Carole to visit her mother, Cindy took her on home. Dr. Cordell came in to check up on me.
"Damn, but you're one tough son of a... gun." said the Admiral as he listened to my heart and other doctor things. "Honestly, Don... I thought Teresa's father was the toughest man I ever knew. But you're right up there with him."
"Then I'm in greatly honorable company." I said, knowing just how great a compliment that was from this man. "Thank you."
"And now you know why I hate the CIA." said Cordell. "Not that they were directly involved in this, but they created the techniques you've been subjected to twice now."
"So who did do this to me?" I asked, peering at the Admiral. People don't become Admirals without knowing a thing or two, and having a connection or two. And it was under his Hospital that I was found.
Dr. Cordell looked over at me and said "I'm not sure. I don't know, and I am not sure I want to know." I nodded, accepting his answer and not pressing.
"Dr. Morgan is going to release Laura this evening." said Dr. Cordell. "There is nothing worse than having a doctor as a patient, and your wife can be one very ornery woman when she is irritated."
"Don't I know it." I said. "What about me?"
"We'd like to keep you overnight, make sure you get hydrated and all, and have no reactions to what you went through." said Cordell. Then he caught on, and said "But that's not going to happen, is it?"
"No sir." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, I was sitting up in bed, catching up on the weekend's news on my iPad when the door opened to admit FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. When he saw me, he looked considerably relieved.
"Hi Jack." I said jovially. "How's your weekend been?"
"Worse than yours." Muscone replied. "At least you knew you were still alive. I wasn't so sure... and to be honest, I was fearing the worst."
"I was told it wasn't my time yet." I said truthfully, remembering Mrs. Veasley's words. "But it's over, I was found quickly, and unlike last time, I feel fine."
"Good." said Muscone. "We're investigating who did this, of course. It's pretty obvious that there had to be some involvement by Government entities. Any idea why they went after both you and Laura?"
"McGinty's Materials." I said. "They went straight for me first, but once they would've found out I didn't have them nor know where they were, they might've gone for Laura next. Fortunately, the Clan of the Crowbar rescued me with a little help from my Junior Crowbar."
Muscone's chuckle was more like a short, brief bark. Then he said, very seriously, almost sadly: "The DepDirector is talking to Laura right now. I talked to him briefly." Then Muscone looked at me and said "I am overhauling the FBI's City office. Lindy Linares had asked to join Cardigan's cyber group, and I've signed off on it. She can come help us, if needed. Julius Jefferson will be staying with me, and building a new team as Supervisory Agent. Ted Crenshaw and Tim Jenkins will stay in Southport, where they're doing excellent work."



"And the rest of it?" I said when Muscone paused with a painful look on his face.
"Sandra Speer has officially transferred to New York City." Jack said. "She has family there that is helping keep Greta. And... I told Martin Nash I would support his transfer to anywhere he wanted to be. He understood what that meant... that he had to find somewhere else to be."
I nodded. "I understand." I said.
"I'm not sure you do." said Muscone. "The loyalty you inspire in your people, Don, is the envy of every leader. You and Cindy bark at each other on occasion, but my daughters bark at each other every once in a while, too. And the loyalty that Teresa Croyle feels for you cannot be bought at any price, and is worth far more than all the gold in the world. I thought I had that in my team... but I didn't."
"I could not agree more about the loyalty." I said. "But I do understand some of what you are feeling. Sandra has taken my daughter to New York. I don't get to see Greta, I don't get to be there for my daughter when she might need me. You were divorced, away from your daughters, so you have an idea of how that feels. And you know... that it hurts."
Muscone nodded. "True. But I'm just talking about the loyalty your people have for you, including the Sheriff above you and the Officers below. And your friends... like me, I hope."
"No need to hope, my friend." I said. "I know you weren't behind any of this." Jack could not keep his relief off of his face at my words. "And, of course, I'm expecting you to take good care of my Angel when you marry her."
"I'm sure my Best Man will be scrutinizing me very closely, there." said Jack. I nodded. Jack then said "Well, I'll let you get some rest. I've got a team to completely reshuffle."
"We'll talk more later this week." I said. We made our goodbyes and he left.
I thought of Jack's words. Yes, having a good, close-knit team is very good and very effective. A team coming apart, divided, is as bad as bad can be. I had a great team of Officers and Detectives... and the best team of Angels in the world.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour or so later, the door opened, and the Town & County Sheriff came in. He looked relieved now, but the worry of a weekend of 'not knowing' was still etched on his elderly features.
"You are not doing my blood pressure any good, you know." Griswold growled lovingly.
"I didn't do much for mine, either, so I'm told." I replied.
"What the hell happened?" asked the Sheriff. "First that ambush, then this. And didn't you set your alarm?"
"I sure thought I did." I said. "But my best alarm systems that can't be turned off, Bowser and Buddy, were at The Cabin guarding the kids."
The door opened again, and in walked the Deputy Director of the FBI (Retired). "Hello, Sheriff. Hi, Don. I'm glad to see you look to be all right."
"Feeling good, Mr. Director." I said.
"Any idea who it was?" the DepDirector asked. "And what it was about?"
Oh yes, I thought to myself, but out loud I only said "I'm not definitively sure, sir. But I do know they induced a dream sequence about McGinty's Materials. And if they don't know by now that I don't have them, then I guess no one is ever going to believe it."
The DepDirector nodded. "Well, we can use this to our advantage. The word about the abductions, particularly of Laura, are getting out to the Intelligence Community. We're putting out now that it was you that was tortured, and over McGinty's Materials, and that you couldn't say where they were. If someone does have them, then I guess they have them. But we're trying to get it out there that you don't."
"The only thing I don't like about that plan, sir," I said, "is that I did not think of it myself first." The DepDirector gave his pursed smile at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Last but not least, EAD Lange came in. "Sittin' on your lazy ass while there's work to be done, eh?" he said in his scratchy voice. I had to steel myself against his 'pawky' vein of humor, not unlike that sometimes exhibited by the Green Crowbar.
"You know it, Mr. Director." I said with a wan smile. "Just twiddlin' my thumbs."
The EAD nodded. "I just came by to challenge you to another bout in the ring. I can't beat you when you're at full power, but maybe I'll have a shot when you're down."
I chuckled. "You're on." I said. "But I gotta wait until they let me out of here."
The EAD nodded. "I'll take a raincheck." After a pause he said "I know Muscone told you of changes he'll be making in his office. I hope they'll help restore your faith in us."
"Not that he had lost it, nor you." I said. "But I think he's taking the right steps. It's a new era, requiring new thinking... and new people. No less dangerous for us and the Constitution than it ever was, though."
"Not that I don't agree," said the EAD, "but what thinking do you have in mind on this?"
I looked at the EAD and said "I've come to a realization that there is a new power behind the front lines, someone who is trying to fill the vacuum left by the Consultant of Crime. And this new 'Shadow Hand' is beginning to exert his... or her... power. We need to be well on our guard, Mr. Assistant Director... we need to be on our guard..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00pm, Sunday, August 4th. Fully dressed, I went into Laura's room. She was dressed, also. "Ready to go home?" I asked. Laura looked at me, shocked.
"They told me you weren't going to be discharged until tomorrow morning." my wife said.
"I redirected their suppositions." I said "Besides, I've got to take the dogs out, feed the cats, and so on."
Laura just shook her head. I went over and hugged her, and she hugged me back. Strongly. "Are you sure you're okay?" she asked.
"Yes." I said. "Are you okay?"
"Yes." Laura said. "Physically, I'm fine. They didn't harm me or... assault me in any way. They just left me tied up while they had you in the other room." I nodded and Laura said "Why? Why did they do this?"
"McGinty's Materials." I said. "Some serious desperation to find that stuff, I guess. But maybe word will get around that I don't have them, neh?"
"I hope so." Laura said. "And I hope we can end this nightmare... pun not intended. It's getting to be too much. And how did Teresa and Todd find us?"
I smiled. "Power of the Vibe. Six-year-old going on sixteen."
Laura was shocked. "Are you kidding me?" she asked.
I shook my head. "Carole's story matched mine. Come on, I'll tell you about it on the way home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
That cry of greeting was followed by the streak of a pink shirt flying across the room as Tasha ran up to me at top speed when we entered The Cabin. She threw her little arms around my legs in a hug. I bent over and picked her up, ignoring the pain in my back, and gave her a big hug. "Hey, Little Love." I said. "Have you been a good girl for your mom?"
"Yes, Daddy." said Tasha. "She's been worried about you. I was worried about you, too, but Carole was very brave, and told me not to worry. So I tried not to."
"Aww." I said. "Well, Carole is right, and I'm fine. So don't worry about me, okay?" Tasha just hugged me again.
Meanwhile, Jim was giving his mother similar welcome-home treatment, then Carole, Ian, and Ross got their turns. Then we went into the dining room. Molly, Paulina, and my mother Phyllis wanted to know everything as we sat down at the dinner table.
"Well, there's not much to tell." I said. "Laura and I were asleep Friday night and then I woke up in an 'alternate reality'. Kind of like the 'Alternate Universe' in the Star Trek shows. And I had a week's worth of that alternate life."
"And you remember it?" Laura asked incisively as my mother put bowls of her medicinal chicken herb soup in front of us.
"Bits and pieces." I said, somewhat evasively. "The first time it happened," (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver'.), "I remembered almost all of it, but then Dr. Eckhart's treatment later on made me forget most of it. This one is a lot more spotty from the get-go."
"Are our children in danger?" asked Molly Evans.
"Maybe less danger now." said Laura. "They took their shot, and they failed to find out anything. And that's the story that certain 'friends' are putting out."
"But keep your eyes peeled." I said. "We'll probably have to forever be on guard, but the efficacy of McGinty's Materials will degrade over time if they're not found, and will degrade immediately if they are..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That night we stayed at The Cabin. I let Laura and Paulina have the master bedroom to themselves, and I pulled out the sofa-bed in the greatroom. I went out and put food out for the 'kittehs', and Tiger Mom was out there eating it just as soon as I went back inside. Molly told me that Jim and Ross had put out some food for the cat on Saturday, so I knew she'd eaten consistently.
After getting all the kids into bed, I went and lay down in my pajamas on the bed in the greatroom. A few moments later, two outstanding dogs jumped onto the bed and settled down with me. This was a 'no no' on our regular beds, but I sensed they were making sure I was okay and staying okay. I gave them both good skritchins.
A moment later I heard the pitter-patter of little feet coming down the stairs. Carole appeared, whispering "Bowser..."
"They're over here, Fussbudget." I said. "What are you doing up?"
"I couldn't sleep." said Carole. "Are you sure you're okay, Daddy?"
"I'm fine." I said, I sat up on the bed and Carole sat on the edge of the bed. As we petted the dogs, I asked "Why do you think I'm not okay?"
"I don't know, Daddy." Carole said. "But something's not right."
"Well, the doctors checked me out, and they said I'm fine." I said. "And your mom is a doctor, and she's checking to make sure I'm okay, too. So don't worry about it."
I don't know why, but I felt a 'vibe' when I said that last part... from Carole. Something was not right, she said. Hmmm, does she know something?
We went and got some chocolate milk from the refrigerator in the kitchen, and I escorted Carole back to (her) bed and tucked her in, then returned to my bed downstairs. This time Bowser stayed with her, while Buddy maintained his post on my bed with me. I fell asleep, dreaming of being a kid and exploring the woods with my childhood dogs...
Part 17 - The Way Forward
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 5th, from the KXTC studios. "With me is trusted reporter Lester Holder! Welcome back, Lester!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Lester Holder, from his perch on the building the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "It's great to be back, reporting the news and issues the People have a right to know about!"
Bettina: "We'll be right back with you in a moment, Lester. In local news, the Town & County Police are apparently making no effort to investigate the beating of our colleague Lester Holder, despite fresh evidence that rapper T-Square or his security detail may have been involved in that crime. Channel Two News has learned that slain journalist Louella Hopper was about to publish a column implicating the superstar rap singer in the assault on our colleague. And now let's go to Lester Holt for more news. Lester!"
"Thank you again, Bettina." said Holder. "Channel Two News has learned that U.S Department of Justice Civil Rights Division investigator Jocelyn Moran believes that there is sufficient evidence to charge Town & County Mayor Daniel Allgood with violating the civil rights of black Town & County Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis, and using his Mayoral office to suppress the rights of minorities, particularly blacks."
Penis Holder: "Asked if he would suspend Mayor Allgood if the Mayor is formally charged with race-hatred crimes, Governor Val Jared said that no charges had been filed so there was no point in discussing hypotheticals. However, sources tell Channel Two News that the Governor has no intent of suspending the white Mayor of any charges of suppressing minorities, especially blacks."
Penis Holder: "However, the Governor did say that he is monitoring the campaign finance violations case against Council Member Kelly Carnes, and likely would suspend her if she is indicted. Asked if he was treating Mayor Allgood differently from Council Member Carnes because he is a Republican and she is a Democrat, the Governor said only that he would review each case individually. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Lester, what do you think of the slow progress of Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD's investigation of your case?"
Holder: "It's very obvious that Commander Troy has no interest in solving the case and bringing justice to the perpetrator, since I'm black and a journalist, and Commander Troy hates both. So no, I don't expect any effort by the local Police to try to solve my case."
"I couldn't agree more, Lester." Bettina said. "In other news, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone responded to rumors that Commander Donald Troy and his wife, University Professor Laura Fredricson, were attacked and possibly kidnapped over the weekend. Commander Troy was briefly hospitalized for extreme dehydration, while Dr. Fredricson was unharmed. Roll tape."
Tape rolled showing SAC Muscone saying "Due to inaccurate reporting by irresponsible journalists, we believe that an attack was made upon the Troy family with regard to the so-called McGinty's Materials papers. We do know that Commander Troy does not have these papers, and that attacks upon Commander Troy and his family won't make them appear out of thin air. We also know that we will pursue any criminals who attack the Troy family with every bit of Federal Government power we possess, until the threats to the Troy family are entirely eradicated."
Back to Bettina live: "When contacted by Channel Two News, SAC Muscone refused to elaborate further on what he meant by 'eradicating' threats to the Troy family. And as usual, Commander Troy has disregarded his obligation to the Public by refusing to respond to our repeated requests for comment. Let's go to Sports with Jeff Hull, for a report about the University's Bulldogs football team summer camp. Jeff!...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did I just see that correctly?" Cindy Ross asked as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room and drank coffee. "Are we on the right channel? That was KXTC?"
I chuckled. "Yep." I said. "Why don't you explain that, Jack."
"Certainly." growled Jack Muscone, who was here with us. "As Commander Troy likes to say, it is possible that the FCC told KXTC and every other station in the State to play my comment unedited or face the loss of their broadcasting license. KSB was giving us some lip about it, but I think they know we'd like to make an example out of them and that bastard Sioban."
"Time will tell on that." I said.
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief. "You really did not need to come in this morning. Are you sure you don't need more rest?"
"Well, sir," I said, "according to my Captain of Operations, all I do around here is sit at my desk and twiddle my thumbs..." The room erupted in laughter, including from Teresa Croyle herself.
"Sooooooo," said the Chief, "did anything come of Louella Hopper's column about T-Square being behind Lester Holder's beatdown?"
"The SBI sent Agent Terence Johnson and someone else to interview T-Square, and they consider the matter closed." Tanya Perlman said.
"And the TCPD's investigation?" asked the Chief.
"On that, sir," I said, "I think we're back to me twiddling my thumbs." More laughter at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God! Commander? You're here?" gasped Julia Rodriguez as I stepped into MCD. Everyone started applauding.
"I beg your pardon!" I said angrily, stopping the impromptu celebration Then I grinned and said "Just kidding. Thanks for the sentiment, but it's not needed. I'm fine. And you guys have work to do, and you're getting short-staffed. So be thinking of who you might want to join you in MCD when Lt. Davis asks you, which he will be doing."
"Sir, I have a different question." said Theo Washington. "Is it true that the Supervisor rank is going away, and that all the Precinct Captains will be promoted to full Captains?"
"Er... it is being discussed." I said, knowing that the Charter Commission was discussing that. "And I'm not going to say anything now, but there will definitely be changes in the Police structure... not so much the people but the actual ranks..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In lieu of the Angels meeting, the coffee klatch moved to the Main Conference Room. Joining us was EAD Owen Lange, FBI Consultant Jerome Davis, and FBI Consultant Joanne Warner.
"We've had the pleasure," said the EAD, "of having had a really good working relationship with the Town & County Police Force, and having some of you working with us as FBI Consultants. And that hopefully will continue. I'd even love to get Commander Ross back, or get Captain Croyle in. And Captain Perlman as a Consultant to our field CSIs."
"You are trying to take away my entire Police Leadership, Mr. Assistant Director." Chief Moynahan said.
"Not gonna happen, Chief." Cindy Ross said with alacrity.
"Nope. It's not." I said most very agreeably.
"No, and I have no illusions about that." said the EAD. "You've got a great team, here. I like what Midtown PD is doing, too. But I also know that the FBI has a lot of good people, and a lot of corruption, as well. I'm looking to have a core group of good people, not necessarily Agents, but a good team of people I can call upon when needed. Sort of like an Impossible Missions Force on TV, but this one is real life."
"And if you know anyone who might be a good fit for the new team I'm creating," said Jack Muscone, "just send the names my way."
"Good people are hard to find." I said. "And I've got the very best here with me, and I'll fight to keep 'em." I stood up and said "Mr. EAD, I believe you challenged me to another match in the ring. No time like the present, sir. Let's go to the gym."
"What?!" gasped Cindy. "You just got out of the hospital!"
"I was just kidding, you know." said the EAD. Then he stood up and said "But this might be my only chance to beat you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He wanted to use crowbars, and we did. For three rounds of three minutes each, we 'boxed' in the corner of the gym, where the only boxing ring was set up. I was really in no shape to be doing this, but I knew that I'd find out the most about myself when I was tired and down... like doing the two minute drills at the end of football practice, when the players are at their most worn out.
I didn't win, and I didn't lose. The EAD gave it all he had, but I held him off easily enough, and I didn't try anything particularly aggressive.
At the end of third round, Teresa rang the bell and Cindy called out "TIME! That's three rounds; I'm calling this one a draw!" The EAD and I bowed to each other then shook hands.
"You were playing with me in there, Commander." the EAD said accusingly.
"No sir." I said. "But I admit I kept it defensive on my part. I really am not in shape to push it."
"And I couldn't get anywhere even with that." said the EAD. "But I'll take the draw and the asterisk with it. Muscone! You better get in shape. I'm sending you in there next."
"I think Lady Ironside has dibs, sir." said Muscone. "She said something about running him over in the ring. That would be my only chance of winning." We all laughed at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *



Once we'd cleaned up, we went back to the Main Conference Room and talked.
"I've got some information for you, though I'm not sure how helpful it is." said the EAD. "You remember that bozo that tried to murder Chief Evans while she was in the hospital?" We all nodded.
"Our CIA friends took custody of him, as you know." said the EAD. "They finally identified him. His name is Calvin Fullerton, native of California, but no, he never attended Cal-Fullerton, the school. He did enlist in the Army, and was in the 82d Airborne Division. He got a Bar to Reenlistment but was honorably discharged, and went home."
"But we got a tip." continued the EAD. "I know Jack Muscone briefed you on Trent and Quint's Navy SEAL Team, and two members of that unit, Gil Cox and Gary Fenton, created a Tactical Training School. Well, after the CIA worked on Fullerton to restore his memory, he remembered that he worked at that school with Fenton and Cox."
"Where is the school? And where are Fenton and Cox now?" I asked immediately.
"Fullerton gave us a location near Stockton, California." said the EAD. The FBI checked it out, but it was an abandoned hunting camp. It'd be a good place to do tactical training, but on a larger scale."
"So he was sacrificed." I said. "They brainwashed him, then sent him in to kill Molly."
"We'd already figured out they tried to kill Molly to make their anti-gun-rights story better." said Cindy. "So this is good information, and I appreciate you telling us, Mr. Assistant Director, but I'm not sure it helps us with the case of who abducted Don and Laura."
"Don't be so sure." I said, then went on into Reverie Land as I muttered "Don't be so sure..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm, Monday, August 5th. There was a late lunch and meeting in the back 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar. Attending were Sheriff Griswold, Police Chief Moynahan, Fire Chief Quinlin, Public Health Officer Beth Paige, representing their divisions within the Public Safety Department. Also there to represent the potential future EMS were Fire Marshal Zoe Singer... and Admiral Leonard R. Cordell, the Hospital Administrator.
Also there were Your Iron Crowbar and Dr. Joseph E. Williams, representing the Charter Commission. I'd invited the others, but they all had other previous engagements. This was a meeting the Sheriff had arranged for an informal but frank exchange of ideas.
"With regard to the rank structures," I said, "am I right in that most of the issues are in the Staffs, the upper ranks as opposed to the lower ranks?"
"And we don't have as much structure as you all do." said Beth Paige. "Except for the Hazmat Teams. The clinics are all doctors and nurses."
"And they're slotted into various positions for pay purposes." I said.
"You're right, Crowbar," said the Sheriff, "that the upper positions are the ones most in question. For example, the Fire Department has the Superintendent position, which is an Installation Commander position and uses the Army Major insignia. The Police have a Captain of Physical Properties for all of the Police installations and equipment, and the Public Health Department has no one person over all their physical facilities."
Fire Chief Quinlin said "My problem is different. I've been getting one hell of a lot of flak from the Captain's Union about demoting the Battalion Chiefs. I know, I know, you're not demoting the current ones, just the positions in the future, but the Union is really upset about it, enough to sue over it."
"They can sue all they want." I said. "But if the People vote to pass the new Charter, their lawsuit will be thrown out faster than most people run out of fires and your people run into them."
"But don't just dismiss them and their complaints out of hand." said the Fire Chief. Dr. Williams saved me.
"We're not dismissing their complaints out of hand, Chief." he said. "That is a very unfair thing to say. Commander Troy is saying that their lawsuit won't hold up. He is not dismissing their complaints."
"No, I'm not." I said.
"The Police Captain's Yoon-yunnnnnnn," drawled Chief Police Chief Moynahan, "has been pushing me about the Fire Department having these extra ranks with no Police equivalents. At the same time, they turn around and ask why we need a Police Commander rank between the Chief and the Captains."
"That's easily answered." I replied. "After the Merger, the newly formed TCPD had two ranks: Police Commander and Deputy Chief. The Police Commander is like the Operations Officer and the Deputy Chief is like the Executive Officer, all about 'beans and bullet's, as it were. When they were first formed, they weren't filled... we weren't big enough to need them. Now..." I went into a reverie.
Everyone was watching me as I came out of it. "I just realized something." I said. "Dr. Williams, how fast is our Town & County growing?"
"Fairly well, better than most." said Rev. Williams. "We're running out of room on the northside, but on the southside, and by that I mean Junction Station and south of that, developers are buying land and building houses every chance they get. Put together, the Town & County is the fourth largest metro area in the State, after the City, Southport, and Midtown."
"There's one other thing, too." said Zoe Singer. "Have y'all heard anything about the State redrawing county lines?" I nodded, but most of the others seem bewildered.
"Yeah, I heard some inkling of that from the Governor." said Sheriff Griswold. He straightened up a bit and said "The State Constitution prohibits having more than 96 counties and the City as its own entity. So for any new counties to be created, others would have to be merged."
Griswold: "Back in the Depression days, the City sucked up three counties to it's northwest, west, and southwest. Since they're now considered to be within the City Limits, they are beholden to the City's governing body. Areas within two of those former counties are trying to incorporate their own towns to get out of the City's onerous levels of taxation, and all three county areas have been pushing the Legislature to have their own counties again."
Griswold: "So the Republicans in the State Legislature are being responsive to that talk, while the Democrats are solidly against it. These are relatively wealthy suburb areas that would vote Republican, and the City doesn't want to lose the revenue they can suck out of those suburbs. But in order to give those counties their 'independence', they have to merge other counties."
"But they wouldn't do that to us, would they?" asked Beth Paige.
"Probably not." said the Sheriff. "And Nextdoor County is growing. But there is strong talk about merging Coltrane County with Rivers and Farmdale Counties, and some of the rural counties in the southeastern part of the State. If that happens, 'The Vision' wants to redraw the line so that they are in our Town & County, and Katherine Woodburn wants to absorb Nextdoor County into our County, as well... which likely would mean a re-separation of the Town from the County."
"And I was just realizing," I said, "that if that happens, I'm going to lose the battle over Precincts. We don't need a third precinct now, but if they redraw our lines, or even if they don't and areas start to grow... then we'll have a third... a fourth... even a fifth precinct."
"I can't say I'd be upset about that." said "Dr. Williams. "Growth and economic prosperity is good for us all."
"True." I said. "But it does remind me that we have to structure this Charter to be flexible and scalable, and to meet the needs of the future as well as the present..."
Part 18 - Epilogue
They sat together in the semi-darkness of the office, sipping the drinks the woman had poured for them both.
"This is good." said the man. "What is it? Bourbon?"
"Pappy Van Winkle's Family Reserve." said the woman. "They make it with wheat instead of rye. This was sent to me as a gift by a woman that was one of my mentors in the Intelligence services, back in the day."
"Is she still with the 'Company'?" the man asked.
"No." said the woman. "She's working with Navy CIS, out on the west coast. I think she's in Los Angeles. And she's far more than than her job position would suggest."
"Sounds like someone else I know." said the man. "Well... all I can say about this... is that it has been a disaster. An unmitigated disaster. The Iron Crowbar went into cardiac arrest, and we didn't get McGinty's Materials out of him. I'm beginning to believe what the FBI is putting out, that he doesn't have them."
"I agree." said the woman. "We utterly failed, there. I totally failed. The Iron Crowbar's mind is too iron hard for even those methods to crack, and he nearly ended up dead when I pushed too hard." She took a big gulp of her drink, then said "And may God have mercy on my soul if the Iron Crowbar ever figures out who it was that did that to him."
"Yes," said the man, " and it's been a disaster for the FBI in this area. Team Lazarus has been totally destroyed. Sometimes it's good to reshuffle, but that was a good team of people that trusted each other, and all of that was ripped asunder. What's more, Bettina Wurtzburg and her lawyer now know about the planted false information, and if the U.S. Attorney comes forward with his case, as he was about to, that bitch Gwen Munson is going to use that to rip the Government's case to shreds."
"So it's over." the woman said, more as a statement than a question.
"Yes." said the man. "Wurtzburg will go free, her treason unpunished. And in a completely unrelated story, they're going to assign a new U.S. Attorney to Edward Blassingame's case... a U.S. Attorney that wants to give Blassingame the plea deal: everything he knows in exchange for complete immunity for Peter Blassingame. Hell, they're talking about a Presidential pardon for Peter." The man gulped his Pappy Van Winkle bourbon.
"That'll stir up a hornet's nest." the woman said. "Anyway, it's over... for me. I did what I thought was best to resolve the problem of McGinty's Materials, and I failed. I've lost my touch. If the woman who sent me this Pappy Van Winkle knew how badly I'd bungled this, she would be ashamed of me."
"Maybe it'll work out." said the man. "But I'm out, too. I can't play this game any longer, either. My marked card, pun not intended, is gone now... because of a card. I'm retiring to my cottage. Come up and visit me whenever you can... and bring some of this Pappy Van Winkle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was on the back deck of The Cabin, sitting in my usual spot in the dark of the night, watching my Town & County in the valley below. Everyone else was either at the Mountain Nest or their own homes; I was alone up here, sipping my 18-year-old Highland Park single malt Scotch.
"Hi Don." I heard Teresa's voice say as she came around the side of the house. "I saw the back light on."
"Come have a seat." I said, reaching over and pouring her a drink. Instead of a seat to either side, Teresa came and sat with me in the metal mesh loveseat as I said "I had to reconfigure the security alarm so that it didn't fire an alert when Tiger Mom came on deck. Anything big like a human, or too near the door, and I get an alert."
"I like Tiger Mom." said Teresa. "I hope she learns to trust the kids, lets them pet her and the kittens."
"Me too." I said. Then with a grin I said "And speaking of security devices... the answer is 'yes'. I've memorized every manufacturer code that I've been able to find. And it's been most very good knowledge to have." Teresa gave a brief bark of a laugh at that, then sipped her Scotch as I said "So, what's up?"
"I have to talk to someone." said Teresa as the floodlight went out, enveloping us in darkness but allowing us to see the sprawling twinkling lights of the Town. "And you're the only one I can talk to. I can't say anything to Father Romano in confession, and I can't trust anyone else, not even Todd."
"I think I understand." I said. "McGinty's Materials?"
"More about what happened to you." Teresa said. "Despite what Cindy says, I'm still a good Detective. I saw how you wanted to get me that information about the elevator panel before anyone else came in. And Todd and Teddy rescuing Laura... I remember what you've said about being dehydrated, and being tied up for over a day. You were... a mess... when I found you. No sense of bladder or bowel control. But---"
"I know what you're going to say." I said. "We should just leave all that unsaid."
"But why?" Teresa said, more of a quiet wail. "Why did they do that to you?"
"Sometimes intelligent people make unintelligent decisions." I said, remembering Melina's words from the recent past. (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman', Ch. 03.) "Someone thought they were doing what was right, what was the best, though it turned out badly in the end. Cindy thought she was doing right in trying to stop my war with the Press. And they rewarded her by trying to take Betsy away from her and put Betsy in DFACS hell."
"Yeah, but Cindy didn't betray you, not like this." Teresa said. "How do you forgive what was done to you?"
"I remember Jesus Christ's words on the cross: 'Forgive them, Father, for they know not what they do.', or something like that. And sometimes, secrets have to remain... secrets."
Indeed. And one of my secrets, that I would only speak of into a water well at high noon when no one else was there, was that I knew what had happened, and who was responsible. And I knew that I had to endure it for the sake of my children's lives... there was no other way for everyone to believe that I didn't have the Materials. Now, those that would hear of what happened would know the 'truth', and hopefully would back off.
And how did I beat the torture again, and not reveal the secret? I didn't.
I broke.
Yes, I told them where McGinty's Materials were. Under the cell tower. But what they could not possibly know is that in my dreams The Cabin didn't exist. The first time, it was a cleared space on the mountain top. The second time, there was a... cell tower. An ugly-ass cell tower.
Yes, I told them the Materials were under the cell tower, which in the relative reality of my dream, they were. And by that quirk of fate... of their own making... McGinty's Materials would elude them. But not me, as some people were about to find out.
I was brought out of my reverie hearing Teresa's voice as she said: "No doubt. But... well... I love Todd, I love being mother to his boys. I married him knowing that he wouldn't always be sexually faithful to me, and also knowing that he had a few secrets in his 'three hearts', as the Japanese say. But..."
I let her get it out, sensing that this was one of those pivotal crossroad moments in her life.
She continued: "I've always been betrayed by the people I love. My sister left me behind that Christmas Eve, and for so long I didn't forgive her because I'd thought it would've been better to die with her in that car. Then there was my father's insane words, and burning the house down... and Captain Malone ultimately betraying me and all of us... I love Cindy more than life itself, but I know she has other loyalties..."
"All I have... is you, Don." Teresa confessed, her tear-filled eyes looking forward. "You have always been there for me, even when I did not deserve it. You have saved my life, literally and figuratively, and my highest loyalty is not to the Police Force, nor to Todd... it's to you, completely."
"I appreciate that." I said. "And it's a two-way street, you know. Completely."
"Don..." Teresa said, "I could take all the rest... I could take it if Cindy betrayed me... if Todd betrayed me... but I could not take it if you did. Whatever you do, please don't betray me... because it will destroy me, as surely as if you took my head with your katana..."
I put my arm around Teresa and said "Don't worry, ma cherie amie. I'd rather slit my belly in a Town & County sewer than betray you."
We sat together for a long time in the night, contemplating, as I watched the light of a train coming out of the western horizon...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Watson, you are a British jury, and I never met a man who was more eminently fitted to represent one. I (Sherlock Holmes) am the judge.
Now, gentleman of the jury, you have heard the evidence. Do you find the prisoner guilty or not guilty?"
"Not guilty, my lord," said I.
"Vox populi, vox Dei..."
------ Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, "The Abbey Grange"
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette from the KXTC studios at 7:00am, Thursday, August 8th. "Governor Val Jared has moved to suspend Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes!"
Bettina began: "Deeply unpopular Val Jared used a State law, meant to suspend corrupt law enforcement officers, to suspend Councilwoman Carnes after she and her husband, dentist Stephen Carnes, were indicted on State and Federal charges of money laundering and campaign finance violations. Critics of the Governor furiously denounced him and his actions. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was Eldrick X. Weaver: "This action by the corrupt, racist Governor is inexcusable! He is just supporting illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood's racist attempt to stack the Council for the Republicans!"
Then came Council Member Malinda Adams: "Governor Jared, who has been credibly accused of sexual harassment against women, has once again used raw political power to abuse a woman."
Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis: "The Governor wouldn't suspend Donald Troy when he was under suspicion for murder, but he quickly suspends Councilwoman Carnes for unproved charges brought by Commander Troy's Police. The double standard and hypocrisy are breathtaking!"
State Rep. Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown: "I am sick and tired of this racist Governor's abuse of women! It is long past time for the State Legislature to be convened to impeach and eliminate this man, who is a humiliation to our State as Governor!"
State Attorney General Karl Handel: "Governor Jared continues to exercise Abuse of Power as well as misogyny in this overly harsh action. I urge Governor Jared to resign, as he is an embarrassment to the Republican Party."
Back to Bettina live: "Gwen Munson, attorney for Councilwoman Carnes, has filed a lawsuit against the Governor's actions, citing that the law was unConstitutionally used before Councilwoman Carnes was convicted of anything. Channel Two News has learned that Superior Court Judge Harry Nance has issued a stay against the Governor's actions pending a full hearing."
Bettina: "And in other Court news, several big cases are coming up, keeping our Courts busy during the hottest part of the summer. Commander Troy's lawsuit against Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson of Citizens for Police Accountability will be starting preliminary arguments today. Our colleague Amber Harris's trial for assaulting a Police Officer and violating the terms of her bail is scheduled to be heard, but Channel Two News has learned that a plea deal could be reached. And on Monday, the big one: the trial of Peter Blassingame, son of transportation mogul Edward Blassingame, for rape and double murder, begins Monday..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oooh, someone is looking good!" said Tanya Perlman approvingly as I came into the coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room, wearing a gray suit, white shirt, and Wildcat Red tie. My badge was on my belt and my gun holstered under my shoulder.
"Yeah you are." said Cindy Ross admiringly. "What's the occasion? Got a hot date?"
"Date with the Court." I said. "My lawsuit against Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, and the CFPA. Mike Todd said it would probably look better if I'm in civilian clothes, since the group I'm suing has 'Police Accountability' in their name."
"That's a good point." said Cindy Ross.
"And we'll see if they've complied with the subpoena to turn over their financial documents and donor lists." I said. "That's my lodestone."
"Good luck with that." growled Sheriff Griswold. "But don't get your hopes up."
"Think they won't comply, Sheriff?" I asked.
"I actually hope they don't." said the Sheriff. "If they were smart, which they're not, they'd send false information to you. They've had plenty of time to create fake data and pass it along."
"Then they'd be looking at a long jail sentence." Cindy replied. 
"If you can find them and put them in jail." said the Sheriff.
"Either way, I win." I said. "While I really want that information, if they have to run and hide, then they can't be harassing us and suing us for every little thing."
"Nor will Amber be bothering us much longer." Teresa Croyle said. "Her case is tomorrow morning, though I heard they're trying to work out a plea deal."
"And a strange plea deal, at that." I said. "Paulina told me that they were going for six months in a minimum security prison facility, then three years of parole. Amber's team offered to take two full years in prison in exchange for no parole after she serves it. Of course that might get cut to one year with good behavior, but the key point is no parole."
"As much as I despise Amber," Teresa said, "that sounds like a reasonable counter-offer on her part. What's the catch?"
"Paulina is not sure. Amber's lawyers have not yet submitted their formal offer" I said. "I'm going to be there tomorrow. Maybe I'll see what's wrong with it."
Part 2 - Disorder In The Court
9:00am, Thursday, August 8th. I sat with my attorney Mike G. Todd on the Plaintiff/Prosecution side in one of the smaller, very modern courtrooms in the Courthouse complex. Max Chambliss was the attorney for the CFPA, looking sleazy as ever in his rumpled brown suit, wilted collars, and almost Dilbert-'ish' necktie. He came in with a young legal aide. Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex had not yet come in.
There were a number of reporters in the pews behind us, including Keith Madden of the Town & County Examiner and Priya Ajmani of KFXU Fox Eight News. But this hearing was not particularly well attended, and no one from KXTC deigned to cover it.
"Oyez, oyez, oyez." said the Bailiff. "Court is in session, the Honorable Rodney K. Watts presiding." Judge Rodney K. Watts strode in and took his seat behind the bench.
"Be seated." said the Judge. "What is the first case?"
The Court Reporter said "Case number 36223, Troy v. CFPA."
"Plaintiff?" said Watts.
"Your Honor," said Mike G. Todd, standing up, "the defendants are not present for this preliminary hearing. Furthermore, Defense has not provided the financial data that we have subpoenaed, despite this Court's orders to comply with those subpoenas."
"Where are your clients, Mr. Chambliss?" asked Watts.
"I'm here as their representation, Your Honor." said Chambliss. "We were unaware that there was any requirement for them to be physically present."
"What, do I have to issue warrants for every defendant in every lawsuit?------- er, what are you doing, Commander Troy?" In clear violation of Court policy, I'd taken out my Police iPhone and was typing on it.
"My apologies, Your Honor." I said. "I'm asking the TCPD to put out APBs for Swenson and Eidex, to ascertain their physical locations if not to have Federal Marshals bring them to Court here."
"Your Honor, I vociferously object!" shouted Max Chambliss. "Commander Troy is abusing the rules of this Court, as well as using the Power of Police to harass my clients! I ask you to make a directed finding for the defendants now!"
"Your Honor," said Mike Todd, answering the objection, "I again state that the defendants have not met their obligations to turn over their financial information, especially their donor lists. I believe it's more than proper to have the Defendants arrested and brought in to explain that to you."
"Yes, Mr. Chambliss, what about that?" asked Watts harshly. "Where is the information that was subpoenaed and ordered to be turned over?"
"Your Honor," said Chambliss, "we filed a brief explaining that we were appealing that, and that we would not be turning that information over to the Plaintiff until our appeals were exhausted."
"That is not acceptable; neither I nor any other judge issued a stay of the subpoenas." said Judge Watts. "Commander Troy, make that text. I'm issuing a bench warrant for the arrests of Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, and they will be held in Contempt of Court until they produce that list of donors. Likewise, Mr. Chambliss, you are to be he held in Contempt and jailed, as well. I'll likely be issuing a directed finding for the Plaintiff, but I'll hold off on that for now, since I'm sure Commander Troy as well as I strongly wish to obtain that data..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the hearing was over, I gave spot interviews to Priya Ajmani and Keith Madden, then headed back to Police Headquarters. When I went in, the Duty Desk officer at the employees entrance said "Sir, the Chief would like for you to go straight to his office."
"Okay. Thanks." I said. I headed down the hallway to the Chief's office. The Chief's assistant Cassie did the formal 'open-the-door' thing. Inside the Chief's office was Cindy Ross, Sheriff Griswold, the Chief, and EAD Owen Lange.
"How did it gooooo?" asked the Chief.
"They didn't show up, only the lawyer did." I said. "They sent Max Chambliss to be the legal beagle; he's their most worthless and expendable lawyer. And Judge Watts jailed him for Contempt of Court when he said they had not turned over their donor lists and wouldn't do so until all appeals were exhausted."
"Gimme my props, Crowbar!" Sheriff Griswold growled, pointing at me, his mustaches twitching most merrily. "I told you that would happen!"
"And that's why you're the Sheriff and I am but a lowly Police Commander, sir." I said agreeably, knowing I was being teased and giving some back.
"Commander Ross, shoot that man." said Griswold, again pointing at me. "He's kissing ass... no, wait... take him back to that Hospital basement and find out what he did with the real Iron Crowbar!"
Everyone except Lange laughed, though he did have a bit of a twinkle in his eyes. He said "I wonder about you guys, sometimes. But seriously, Commander, I'm not surprised those bozos didn't show up. Who do you think is behind the CFPA?"
"George Schwartz." I said. "He's a billionaire, ethnically Jewish but hates Jews, and is believed to be a Socialist but I think he's just an autocrat that wants to destroy the concept of Governmental power of the People, by the People, for the People. To that end, he was financing a lot of those activist groups that would sue me or the Police at every turn, mostly to drain us financially as well as prevent us from doing our jobs. It's him I want to go after, and drain of a few dollars."
"Yeah, he's been rabble-rousing for years. Decades." said the EAD. Then he came to the point: "The reason I came by, though, is to give you a heads-up on the Edward Blassingame case. The vast majority of the charges against him are Federal, and in what can only be called 'a surprise move', U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin has been assigned to the case."
I nodded in understanding, but everyone else in the room looked mystified, so I said "Baldwin is the kind of U.S. Attorney that is just looking for a big case to make his name. He's on the Left side of the political spectrum, and has aspirations to run for Congress and even to be a judge on a Federal Bench somewhere. This kind of case could make his career."
"That's exactly right." said the EAD in his scratchy voice. "And if he were to get Blassingame to turn, and to give up the workings of his and the Swamp Frogs's operations, Baldwin would become a cult hero of activists like Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex, and many others. He'd be on the fast track to political success."
Cindy Ross said "But there's just one obstacle: Edward Blassingame only wants one thing: his son Peter out of jail. But Peter's crimes are State crimes, and there's nothing Edward or this Baldwin guy can do about them."
"That's right." said the EAD. "And Peter's trial is this month, thanks to him enjoying the right to a speedy and public trial, and no way in hell he's getting bail. Baldwin is going to have to move fast if he has any chance of getting Peter out of jail before a trial begins. What Muscone and Julius Jefferson have learned is that Baldwin is judge-shopping to get a Federal Judge to unlawfully give Peter total immunity from prosecution at the State level."
"So what do we neeeeed to get that stopped?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Publicity." I said. "And lots of it."
"That'll help." said the EAD. "But your Court and your D.A.'s Office have to be ready to fight. And one other thing: there's been quiet but persistent activity with the Federal Marshals. Prisoners have been brought to the City and this area with larger teams than needed, and I can't find out where they went off to... meaning they may still be around. Keep your eyes and ears peeled..."
Part 3 - Structure
(Author's note: yes, this is going to be dry and tedious for some of you, but it's necessary table-setting. Thanks for bearing with it.)
At 11:00am, Thursday, August 8th, a meeting was scheduled in Classroom 'J' for every Police Officer whose first name was 'Lieutenant' or higher, including the Sheriff and the Police Chief. I also had all the Detectives attend.
"I suppose you're all wondering why I called you here today." I said jovially. "I thought I'd give you an early peek into the Police structure we've written into the new Town & County Charter."
I began a slide presentation with a chart. "First, the rank of Supervisor will no longer exist. For those of you who are Supervisors brevetted to Lieutenant... cough, Jerome Davis, cough... you will be promoted to full Lieutenant. And anyone else who is a Supervisor, we'll evaluate for promotion or reassignment on a case-by-case basis."
"So I'll start at the top, then the bottom, then work my way up to the middle." I said. "The Public Safety Officer, a.k.a. the Sheriff, will now wear four gold stars as his insignia. There were three reasons for this: one, most Sheriffs and/or Police Chiefs have that, and we want our Sheriff to look just as cool." Sheriff Griswold beamed as others acclaimed the move.
"Two," I continued, "and you'll hear this a lot... we thought about making this as flexible and scalable as possible. So rather than incrementally go to two stars and have to do this again later on, we just went to four stars."
"And the third reason," I said with a huge grin, "is that Our Sheriff is a drama queen who wanted those four stars, and so he's getting them." Everyone laughed at that. Sheriff Griswold beamed some more.
"Next is the Police Chief, Fire Chief, Public Health Officer, and the new EMS Chief." I said. "EMS is going to be 'separate but equal' from the Fire Department. These are the Divisions within the Public Safety Department. Army Division commanders are two-star generals, so our Chiefs will be wearing two stars. In the Fire Department's case, they have the tradition of the Bugles as insignia, so the Fire Chief can also wear the four-bugle or five-bugle insignia, but two stars is the formal insignia."
"What, not three stars?" asked Chief Moynahan jokingly.
"There was a reason for that, Chief," I said, "which I'll get to in a minute. Anyhoo, next are the Assistant Public Health Officers, the Assistant Fire Chief, Fire Marshal, Assistant EMS Chief, and of course your friendly neighborhood Police Commander and Deputy Police Chief. I had thought about taking over the bird-colonel insignia from the Chiefs, but arguments were made that many Police Departments, including the LAPD, have the Commander rank with one star. So I acquiesced."
"How kind of you." Cindy said acerbically. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
I continued: "And of course, the Deputy Police Chief will also have one star. She had delusions of grandeur, and sent me a draft proposal of her having two stars while I had one, or her having one while I had the bird, and of course I had to give her the bird, so to speak, on that fantasy." Everyone was rolling with laughter, and a green crowbar was being waved in my general direction.
"Now we know why you took the Charter Chairman job." Cindy said. "But one day... one day..."
"Yes, it is good to be the Charter Commission Chairman." I replied jovially. "Okay, our Fire Department friends are installation-centric. They will continue to have Superintendents and the Battalion Chiefs, which will be at the same level. But rather than forcing the Battalion Chiefs back to the gold oak leaf clusters like Army Majors wear, we upped the Superintendent to the silver Lieutenant Colonel insignia, same as I'm wearing now. And that might stop the Fire Captains Union from whining."
"We are also unifying the insignia with regards to color." I said. "The Sheriff's Chief of Staff wears a gold oak leaf cluster like a Major, but he's actually equal to us Commanders. The Fire Department had almost all gold insignia, but for the silver and gold oak leaf clusters both being used and a silver and gold Lieutenant's bars. The FD's rank of 'Watch Captain' was gold Captain's bars, which the TCPD began using for Precinct Captains."
"So there was confusion," I said, "and the Sheriff and Charter Commission Chairman get to win: the Fire Department is going to silver insignia for Captain and Lieutenant, 'Watch Captain' is disappearing in favor of full Captains, and there is only one Lieutenant rank."
I continued: "The Police will now have a gold Major insignia, and I literally mean that: Major. Like the Atlanta Police Department, we will have a slot called 'Major', which may be used in the future as an overall Installation Commander or Physical Properties position, and it will be answerable to the Deputy Chief."
"And we're giving up the gold Captain's bars, as there will no longer be a 'Precinct Captain' slot." I said. "You Precinct Captains will be promoted to full Captain." Precinct Captains Abram and Hewitt got wide-eyed with happiness over that, and high fived.
"Er, sir?" asked Joanne Warner, "what does that mean for the Captain of Operations slot?"
"You are an astute Detective, Ms. Warner.," I replied, "as well as having that military experience to draw upon. Yes, we will have to do something about Captain Croyle."
I tried, but just could not keep the smile off my face as I said "I have to do something with these old silver oak leaf clusters. Should the People vote wisely and pass the new Charter, Ms. Croyle, your new position will be 'Operations... Commander'. The official name of the rank is 'Lieutenant Commander', and you and the head of Internal Affairs will be the only two persons in the TCPD with that rank. And yes, it's considered to be a promotion, and very well deserved."
Someone, whose name shall not be mentioned but her initials are (C)indy (R)oss, began applauding, which everyone joined in. Teresa actually blushed, and mouthed the words 'thank you sir' towards me.
"Hey, what about me?" Tanya asked with a grin... but I could see in her eyes that there was an element of seriousness to her question.



"Tell you what." I said. "I'll take that up when I talk to the Detectives about the changes to their ranks." I then said loudly, to everyone: "The reasons for many of these changes is scalability. While I've opposed the expansion of Precincts, I am aware that there could come a day when the County grows enough to warrant more Precincts. So I'm looking to the future."
"Sir," said Theo Washington, "there are rumors that if the new Charter you're writing fails, there will be an election to separate the Town and County again. Is that true?"
"Is that even legal?" Joanne asked. "Once we merged, doesn't it take an Act of the State Legislature to overturn it?"
"One thing at a time." I said. "In our case, we don't need the Legislature to act. The Town did not give up its City Limits when the Merger happened; the Council is still divided along those Town Limit lines. If we had erased the lines, like Athens, Georgia did when it merged with Clarke County, GA, some years ago, then it would take an Act of the Legislature."
"As to the rumors of a re-separation," I said, "I've heard them, and I'm not at the point where I think we need to worry about that."
"What about Lieutenants, sir?" asked Lieutenant Rudistan. "And the Uniformed ranks?"
"Right now," I said, "we have Precinct Lieutenants. If we grow, then we'll have multiple Lieutenants in each Precinct, as team leaders, and that one Precinct Lieutenant position doesn't go by that name any longer. We have written provisions for multiple Lieutenants, but we're not likely to see that put into practice just yet."
"As to the Uniform ranks," I said, "we streamlined them and got rid of the superfluous stuff, and we slightly modified the insignia. The Master Sergeant and Technical Sergeant ranks were done away with, as they were never used and weren't going to be used. In the overall, you won't see hardly any changes affecting the Uniformed Officers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After everyone but the Detectives were dismissed, I addressed their structure.
"What we are doing," I said, "is streamlining the ranks and taking out a lot of redundancy. Some of you are still grandfathered in to the old Senior Detective rank, which is a gold bar with two or three black squares. Since we're giving up gold insignia, and since the Supervisor rank will no longer exist at all and no one left as a Supervisor, you Senior Detectives will wear the silver bar with three black squares." The Senior Detectives in the room seemed to be happy about that.
"There will be only four Detective ranks left." I said. "Detective-1, Detective-2, Detective-3, which is Detective Sergeant, and Senior Detective. Detective Sergeant is equivalent to Senior Sergeant in the Uniform ranks."
"Eventually," I said, "if the Town & County grows enough, we might have multiple Lieutenants leading multiple teams. And if we really grow to the point we need multiple Captains, then we'd create a 'Commander of Detectives' position equivalent to what Captain Croyle is going to be. But that... is a ways away."
"Is that like if we get assigned to Precincts?" Joanne asked, mentioning the unmentionable.
"It might be." I said. "But don't start any rumors. This County is still not big enough for that yet. Heck, the MCD room is barely half full, and we just lost Geiger. And you, Warner, are going to be taking maternity leave later this year."
"Whether she wants to or not." said Captain Perlman.
"That is exactly right." I said, reinforcing that point.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30pm, Thursday, August 8th. I treated my Angels and Our Sheriff to lunch at the Cop Bar. As usual at Angels Meetings and lunches of this nature, ranks were off... but today they were the subject of conversation.
"Well, ladies," I said after we ordered, "what did you think?"
"For the most part, I loved it." said Cindy.
"For the most part, you wrote it." the Sheriff growled, generating laughs.
"Did she really create a rank structure with her over you?" Teresa asked me, mostly to start 'trouble'.
"Oh, yeahhhhh." I said. "She submits this draft where the Deputy Chief is two ranks above the Police Commander, with the Chief having three stars and her having two-stars and me the bird-colonel rank, and me basically being little more than Chief of Detectives. She was torturing me with that draft proposal, saying the Sheriff loved it and had approved of it."
"And I wanted to tell him it was my draft proposal, but she was having too much fun with it." said the Sheriff.
"And Don wasn't fooled one bit." Cindy replied, her ice-blue eyes twinkling as the Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily. "He looks at it and then just looks at me and says 'Okay, where's the real page?'. Didn't even blink, much less show surprise."
"That's because I'm used to working with sneaky Angels." I said. The Sheriff chuckled at at that.
"Well," said Teresa, "this sneaky Angel was shocked that you have me up for a promotion like that. Real promotion, with real pay increase?"
"Yes." I said. "Since I'm biting the bullet and promoting the Precinct Captains to full Captain... where they really should've been in the first place but I put in that extra rank to stop Reginald B.F. Lewis from creating a bunch of Precincts... then you have to have authority over them in the chain-of-command. We could've put you in the Major slot, but I don't want you or whoever is in that position quibbling with the Installation people, like what was happening in the Fire Department."
"And there's one further reason." said the Sheriff. "If, perish forbid, something happened to Chief Moynahan, Crowbar, and Cindy, I wanted there to be no doubt who would be in charge of the Police Force."
Our food came, so we paused, then I picked it back up as everyone dug in to their delicious meals: "And speaking of that, we debated elevating the Captain of Detectives position, but we knew you'd let it go to your head, Tanya." Cindy and the Sheriff chuckled.
"I knew I should've bribed the Deputy Chief with more doughnuts." Tanya said with mock sadness. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Well, as the Sheriff told me during several of our many talks," I said, "organization diagrams should have branches, not straight lines. For example, the Police Chief has two direct subordinates, the Police Commander and the Deputy Chief. I'm the Operations Officer, and Cindy is the XO. My branches are Detectives, Uniformed Officers, and Internal Affairs. Cindy's branches are Personnel & Records, Physical Properties, and Public Relations. And they're branches."
"If we created a new 'Superintendent of Detectives' or Commander of Detectives'," I continued, "you'd still be over Detective Lieutenants. Nothing would change, and we wouldn't need a Captain of Detectives doing the same exact job. We'd have to be the size of the City to have enough Captains to need a higher level supervisor over them."
Tanya nodded. "I understand. I just hate being at the bottom of totem pole, at least at this table." She was trying to sound jokingly jovial about it, but we could sense a reality to it.
"There's a simple solution to that." growled Griswold. "Run for Sheriff. I'll endorse you, then I'll go catch fish after you win." Teresa and Cindy chuckled. My eyes were wide at that, and not humorously.
"But we've already got the best Sheriff in Town." said Tanya, in a brilliant display of asskissing.
"You got that right." I said. Sheriff Griswold waved us off, but he could not hide the twitching of his mustaches that showed how he really felt about our compliments...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Thursday, August 8th. The Sheriff and I returned from our presentation to the Fire Department leadership at Fire Department Headquarters at their Range and training facility north of Town. Cindy knocked on my door and came in when she saw me return.
"How did it go?" she asked as I had her sit down in a hot chair.
"Pretty good, actually" I said. "The Battalion Chiefs still aren't too happy about it, but the Fire Department's Captain's Union was a lot 'less unhappy', shall we say? And the streamlining to give the Captains more authority within their units was well-received."
"When did they not have that?" Cindy asked.
"In the vast majority of Fire Departments in America," I said, "Captains are usually de facto installation commanders where their units are housed. Here, we had Watch Captains, and Superintendents over them. We're going to have fewer Superintendents, who will be over multiple Fire Stations, and Captains instead of Watch Captains, whose duties Lieutenants will take over."
I continued: "I think the biggest complaint was having to go to silver insignia, though the stars of the top brass will be gold. There was complaining that I was using my position on the Charter Commission to, quote, 'impose the Police Department's will', unquote, on the Fire Department."
"Are you frickin' kidding me?" Cindy all but exploded. "We had to have the Public Safety Legion of Excellence medal created just to compete with the Fire Department's Conspicuous Service Medal and Exemplary Service Medals, for which we have no equivalent------"
"I know, I know." I said, holding up my hand. "And they were clean getting away with a lot of upward creep in their ranks, too... not to mention using red MOV rectangles to denote Fire Crosses. But let not your heart be troubled. As I said before, it is good to be the Charter Commission Chairman."
Cindy burst out laughing, then quickly became solemn again. "One other thing. She's not saying it out loud, but I was getting a vibe that Tanya is inwardly unhappy about the new structure, particularly with regard to Teresa's promotion."
"Well, it hasn't even happened." I said. "The People have to vote it in."
"We are not fooled." Cindy replied. "Sheriff Griswold said that if the plebiscite on the new Charter fails, he'll submit the Public Safety parts to the Council for approval."
"Chances of it passing there are slim at best." I said.
"The Sheriff thinks Reginald B.F. Lewis will help pass it," said Cindy, "because it allows the scalability for more Precincts. And if the Charter passes, the Sheriff will try to get the structural changes passed so we can make the promotions and insignia changes good on November 1st."
"That assumes we'll have that plebiscite before Election Day." I said.
"Which sources tell me the Commission is shooting for." Cindy replied. "But back to Tanya..."
"Yeah." I said. "Well, she said it out loud: she feels like she's at the bottom of the totem pole among you Angels. But the we truly could not justify doing anything else."
"Yeah, it's hard for her." Cindy said. "But not as hard as it was when she wasn't with us here in the TCPD. You getting her back in was the best thing that ever happened to her, so she'll have to get over staying a Police Captain."
"Yeah, she knows she won't be promoted again," I said, "... until she becomes Deputy Chief after you retire." Cindy did not react with as much surprise as I expected. And for some reason that bothered me...
Part 4 - Amber Alert
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 9th, from the KXTC studios. "The Public Safety Department restructuring as part of the new Town & County Charter has been learned, and it's a disaster in the making for Commander Donald Troy and the Charter Commission!"
Bettina began: "Sources tell Channel Two News that briefings provided by Charter Chairman Donald Troy, Sheriff Griswold, and other Charter Commission members to the Police and Fire Department leadership revealed changes that were very poorly received. The Battalion Chief position has been effectively demoted to the same level as the Superintendent position, which the Fire Captains' Union says will cause confusion and disarray in the chain of command for our firefighters."
More Bettina: "And while boosting the Precinct Captains to full Captains in the Police Department was well-received, the promotion of the Captain of Operations position to Commander of Operations also leads to confusion amongst the Detectives, who now are not sure who their chain of command runs through, and also seems like an unnecessary layer of overhead."
Bettina: "Council Member Reginald F. Lewis issued a statement welcoming the promotion of Precinct Captains to full Captain, but said that should've been done to start with, and that the new structure does not adequate provide scalability for dispersing Detectives to the Precincts, which he believes must happen. Commander Donald Troy has not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment on dispersing Detectives to the Precincts."
Bettina: "In State news, Citizens for Police Accountability spokespersons Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex did not show up for the first hearing in Police Commander Donald Troy's lawsuit against them, and they did not turned over subpoenaed documents. In accordance with a subpoena issued by Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts, the SBI's Office of Financial Investigations raided the CFPA offices in the City. However, they found the offices abandoned and completely emptied of any files or paperwork. Warrants for Mr. Swenson and Mr. Eidex have been issued, but they remain at large at this time. Commander Donald Troy has not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment."
Yet more Bettina: "And Channel Two News has learned that U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin has been assigned to the Edward Blassingame racketeering case, and that a possible plea deal is being worked out involving immunity for Edward's son Peter Blassingame, who is being held under heavy guard at our County Jail for the alleged double murder of University students Stephen Walter Henry and Wendy Withers. Peter Blassingame's trial is due to start as early as next week. Commander Donald Troy has not responded to KXTC's multiple requests for comment on these cases..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I swear to God," said Tanya Perlman as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "that I did not leak any of that to the Press, nor did I complain in any way other than jokingly with you guys at lunch yesterday."
"It could've come from anywhere." I said. "Someone at the Cop Bar might've heard us talking. Or someone heard the Detectives talking. And no matter what was said to her, Bettina made sure to distort it to something negative."
"I agree." growled Sheriff Griswold. "The Fire Captain's Union was happy about the proposals, or so they told me both during and after the presentation meeting."
"The way Bettina said that, "I said, "I would suspect one or both of the Battalion Chiefs is her inaccurate source. And then someone overhears us at lunch, and Bettina turns that into non-existent complaints of 'confusion'."
I continued: "What really pisses me off is that talk about dispersing the Detectives to Precincts. That's not going to happen. So either Reginald B.F. Lewis or Bettina is deliberately trying to demoralize my Detectives."
"Changing the subject," Cindy said, feeling my anger, "Don, you're dressed in civilian clothes again?" I was wearing the same suit and tie I'd worn the day before, though I had a fresh shirt on today.
"Court appearance again." I replied. "Amber Harris's hearing is today, and Paulina asked me to attend and watch. They're negotiating a plea deal, but Paulina suspects something weird is going on."
"That's right, you told us yesterday." Tanya said. "So Paulina is the ADA for this?" I knew what she meant.
"It's a hearing and expected plea deal, so yes." I replied. "I suspect Miriam Walters does not want Savannah Fineman handling a case involving such a respected journalist, since the Media might hold it against Savannah if she runs for Solicitor in the next Election."
"It's funny..." said Cindy, getting a vibe, insight, or going into a reverie, "Bettina never mentioned Amber's case coming up. Not a word."
"I'll bet she's waiting for the results of the Court case today." said Teresa Croyle. I nodded vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:55am. I went into the modern-looking smaller courtroom and nodded to the Deputies, who knew who I was. It was nearly full of people in attendance, most of them reporters.
I strode up to the front row of pews and sat down on the right side, behind the Prosecutor's table. Paulina was wearing her beige-pink jacket and skirt with matching high heel pumps and white blouse, and she was looking tasty to me.
"Hi Don." Paulina said. "Have you met my new Deputy Assistant D.A.? This is Hannah Doss. Hannah, this is Police Commander Don Troy."
Hannah was a woman in her late 20s, shorter than Paulina (most women were), white, with truly brown hair cut in a short hairstyle, a cute but not beautiful face, and a physically fit, wiry body.
"The Iron Crowbar?" Hannah gasped, then said in awe: "It's an honor to meet you, sir."
"I see Paulina has trained you well." I said with a grin as I shook her hand. "Nice to meet you. So, what's going on with this case?"
"Take a look at this." Paulina said, handing me a file folder with a few pages in it. "That's the Defense's plea deal offer."
I scanned the pages as Amber Harris and her attorney, Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C. came in. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Munson was most very unhappy at my presence, and my collaboration with Paulina.
"Yes, that's strange." I said. "You offered six months at the Midvale Minimum Security Facility, an all-women's facility, and three years parole.. They're asking for two years at Sunnydale Medium Security Prison, with possible time off for good behavior, and absolutely no parole."
"Midvale is practically a resort." said Hannah. "Sunnydale isn't nearly a harsh as State Women's Prison in Madison County, but it is a prison. When I pointed that out to Gwen Munson, she didn't bat an eyelash."
"Yes, that's a... strangeness." I said.
"What would you like us to do?" Paulina asked.
"Hmmm." I said. "Offer to give them all of that except Sunnydale. Offer Midvale or nothing. See how they react."
"Oyez oyez oyez!" called out the Bailiff. "All rise! Court is in session, the Honorable Patrick R. Folsom presiding."
"Please be seated." said Judge Folsom as he sat down behind the Bench. "First case?"
The Court Reporter said "Case Number 27022, Town & County v. Amber Harris."
"I've read the complaint, as well as the plea deal offers." said Folsom. "Prosecution?"
Paulina stood up. "We are prepared to accept all of the Defense's offer, with one exception: our offer was the Midvale Minimum Security facility, and we don't understand why the Defense wants a Medium Security prison. The Defendant is pregnant, which is one reason we've offered six months and the minimum security prison Therefore, we insist upon Midvale, or at least not Sunnydale."
I looked over at the Defense table. Gwen Munson looked unperturbed, though I cold see it was experience that allowed her to keep a straight face. Amber, not so much: she looked very agitated at that, and was shaking her head vigorously.
Paulina glanced at me and I shook my head and whispered "Whatever you do, do not let her go to Sunnydale. We'll figure it out later."
Gwen Munson noticed us talking and said "Your Honor, may I approach the Bench?"
"Both sides, approach." said Judge Folsom. Munson and Paulina hurried up. I write here what Paulina told me later:
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson, "I have noticed that Commander Troy is in the Courtroom, though he is expected to be called as a witness. Furthermore, he is having conversations with the Prosecution."
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "Commander Troy is an Officer of the Court, as well as a Principal for the County. Additionally, he is in a similar position as any D.A.'s Office Investigator that would keep me informed of any changing developments. I am consulting him on the... 'strangeness' of asking for a medium security prison over a minimum security facility. And since we're negotiating the plea deal and not in the actual trial phase, there's no reason Commander Troy can't be in here."



"I disagree, Your Honor, and the plea deal is none of Commander Troy's concern------" started Munson, but Folsom cut her off.
"The Prosecution is correct that Commander Troy is an Officer of the Court, and entitled to be here." Judge Folsom said. "But if the plea deal breaks down and we begin trial phase, he'll have to leave until called as a witness."
The facility proved to be a sticking point and a deal breaker for the plea deal. Judge Folsom had the attorneys meet with him in his Chambers. While they were out, I stepped out of the courtroom and into the anteroom hallway, whereupon I texted Lt. Myron Milton: "Get everything you can on Sunnydale Prison, and see why Amber Harris is trying to be sent there instead of a minimum security prison."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "we don't understand why the Defense is insisting on a much harsher facility for a longer term, when the minimum security facility is more like a summer camp than a prison, and the facilities would be better if the Defendant has her baby while incarcerated. We don't understand why the Defense insists upon the Sunnydale facility in particular, and until the Defense can offer you a satisfactory explanation of that, we believe you should reject that as part of any plea deal."
"That is strange." said Folsom. "What, Ms. Harris, you have the secret escape plans for that facility?" The joke fell flat as Amber Harris said nothing, upon her attorney's earlier instructions.
"So, Prosecution, you'd rather go to trial than concede the point of the facility?" asked Folsom.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "what we're offering is even more generous, and we even offered to accept their worse terms except for that one point. At this point, we have to insist they take our deal or reject it and go to full trial."
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson, "it would be silly to allow that kind of expenditure when my client is ready to plead guilty in a very reasonable plea deal, provided my client is sent to Sunnydale, and that there is no parole..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Friday, August 9th. ADA Paulina Patterson came into my office. She did not look happy. Cindy was sitting on the sofa.
"I have no idea what's going on." said Paulina "They absolutely insisted on the Sunnydale Facility, but wouldn't explain the reasons beyond some crap about it being a better facility for pre-natal care and having her baby."
"Which is not true." said Cindy. "Midvale is a far better facility for that."
Paulina nodded, then continued: "I finally just said that the Defense's terms were not acceptable, especially considering that we were offering even better terms, and that I was ready to take it to trial Monday. And that's when Folsom started getting snippy about it. He made his own plea deal with them: 1 year at Sunnydale, 1 year on probation. And they took it!"
"They took the parole?" Cindy asked, looking stunned herself. "Wasn't that her lodestone? No parole?"
"Maybe a little bait-and-switch going on there." I said. "Amber's too stupid to figure out something like that, so it has to be Munson behind it."
Paulina said "Amber and Gwen 'discussed' that. Amber did not want the parole, but Gwen finally convinced her. Most of that conversation was not within my hearing. By the way, Don, how did you get out of there? The reporters were waiting for you like rabid dogs."
"I took advantage of the fact that I'm an Officer of the Court," I said with a grin, "and went through the Bailiff's side door and through the restricted-access areas. The Press didn't even know where I was until my SUV was pulling out. And they didn't recognize the vehicle until it was too late, because it's new."
"Heh." said Cindy.
"So... any idea at all what it's about?" Paulina asked.
"Not yet." I said. "I egregiously stole Lt. Myron Milton from Commander Ross here, and asked him to dig into it. And that reminds me... does the D.A.'s Office have Investigators?"
"Like formal ones?" Paulina asked. Several States and jurisdictions within them allow the D.A.'s Office to hire Investigators, technically LEOs or 'Peace Officers', as Malinda Adams liked call them, with badges and limited law enforcement powers.
"No." said Paulina. "The Sheriff's Department has a 'Peace Officer', and under him are the Bailiffs. Also under him are two Deputies that have acted as Investigators for us if we've needed them, mostly for data research. Additionally, we've always had a close working relationship with you and your Detectives, particularly with Theo and Franklin being brothers. Why?"
"In doing all my research for the Charter Commission," I said, "I was reading about how different places structure their Government entities. And as we were talking here, it struck me that this 'strangeness' with Amber is just something a D.A.'s Investigator could be looking into."
Paulina nodded. "You know, that reminds me of something else. As you know, I'm an Assistant District Attorney, as is Franklin Washington, Savannah Fineman, even Dwayne Gregory. And that was fine, when we were the small unit we've been. But we're starting to grow, and for most places, an ADA is a supervisory position while most of the Prosecutors are Deputy DAs, or DDAs."
"Uh oh." I said, almost under my breath."
"Yep, you're seeing it." Paulina said. "Hannah Doss, who you met this morning, was brought in as a DDA. And I think Miriam is doing this so she can demote me to DDA and elevate Savannah to ADA supervising the MCD crimes, while Franklin will remain ADA for the Vice crimes and get DDAs under him."
I nodded. "I had not heard that yet," I said, "but I wouldn't be surprised"
Cindy said "That's not right, what Walters is doing to you, Paulina. What are you going to do about it"
Paulina shrugged "What can I do?"
I said "I know what you can do. But I can't say it out loud in front of the TCPD Deputy Chief."
Cindy pretended to be miffed. "Well!" she said, getting up. "I'll just go make myself useful somewhere else!" As she went to the door, she said "I'll check with Myron on that Sunnydale research."
"Thanks." I said as Cindy exited my office, closing my door behind her.
Paulina said "You're thinking that if Miriam demotes me, I should file a racial discrimination complaint against her?"
"Yes." I said. "I know you would not like doing that, and you know I'm not the one for those games, either. But if Walters is going to play cronyism to help her buddy Savannah by kicking you down... then you have to fight back with everything you have. And as hypocritical as I'm being for saying this, one of those weapons available to you is to file a racial discrimination complaint."
"Franklin and I have had some long conversations about it." Paulina said. "He's feeling what you're feeling, and a lot more than I am. I think Miriam is just trying to prop up Savannah so she can run for Solicitor against Mason."
I replied "And Walters is taking you down a notch in case you try to run for Solicitor or even D.A. again. But selfishly for me, that's not the most important thing: it's not just hurting you... it's hurting me, both personally and professionally, and it's hurting my Detectives that bust their asses to make arrests and get evidence that will support convictions, only for the D.A. to put less than the best ADA on those cases to ensure convictions."
"Well," Paulina said, getting up, "I'll head back to City Hall, and get ready for our next case. One silver lining to Miriam trying to give Savannah all the MCD cases is that I have time to prepare to counteract what that U.S. Attorney is trying to do regarding the Blassingames. You better get ready for that, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knocked on Cindy's door and went in upon being invited. "Sorry about that." I said as I closed the door behind me. "No offense to you intended."
"None taken." Cindy said. "And in spite of your Captain of Operations's beliefs, I'm not that bad a Detective. You wanted to suggest to Paulina to file a racial discrimination complaint, but you didn't want witnesses. I don't blame you."
I nodded, and Cindy continued: "I would offer this suggestion: maybe you should let others handle this situation. You need to have good relations with the D.A., Savannah is on your Charter Commission, and everyone knows how close you are to Paulina."
"And you have something in mind on how to handle this?" I asked.
"Maybe." Cindy said. "There's almost nothing that can be done where Walters won't think you're behind it or connected to it in some way. But the general public won't have to know."
"All right. It's your ball. Run, Barry, run." I said, making a 'Flash' reference...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Friday, August 9th. Cindy asked me to come into her office. When I did, I saw that I.T. Lieutenant Myron Milton was there, and his computer hooked up to Cindy's monitor. I sat down in the lumbar-support chair, Cindy's equivalent of a 'hot chair', next to Myron, and watched the screen.
"Ma'am, sir," said Myron, "I've been melting the wires on this, and I'm not sure what we have. I first tried cross-referencing Midvale's list of inmates, guards, and staff, to see if someone had some problem with Amber Harris in the past, or she with them. Nothing came up, at all."
I said "Amber, and her attorney Gwen Munson as well, were focused on Sunnydale more than just being opposed to Midvale. Anything about Sunnydale stick out?"
Myron replied: "As of now, I'm finding no connection between Amber Harris and any inmate, guard, or staff person at Sunnydale. Gwen Munson was the defense attorney of several of the female inmates at Midvale, and was able to get them Midvale instead of Sunnydale or worse. She has... no clients at Sunnydale, and... a couple at Women's Prison in Madison County." Myron named names, none of which were familiar to me.
Cindy had been quietly contemplative the whole time, but now she spoke up: "Can I see the inmate list at Sunnydale?" she asked. Myron handed her a printed copy of the list, and she perused it carefully.
"Anything?" I asked.
After a moment, Cindy shook her head and handed the file back to Myron. "No, it's nothing. None of those names are relevant to me."
"Oh, I think this is where I get to reverse roles." I said with a grin. "You've got some idea in your head. Spill it, Crowbar 2!" Myron laughed. Cindy just shook her head.
"No... it's nothing." she said.
Myron was excused and he left, saying he'd keep working on it. Cindy and I sat and contemplated.
"There has to be something to it." Cindy said.
"I think you've become more obsessed with it than I am." I said, meaning to needle my cousin about it. But Cindy took it seriously.
"You had a 'Spidey-sense' about it when you first saw it." Cindy said. "And I'm getting a vibe about it myself."
"We should tell Carole about it." I said, again jokingly. "She might figure it out over dinner, like Encyclopedia Brown." I was referring to the character created by the late Donald J. Sobol.
"Like father, like daughter." Cindy said. And then she went into a bona fide, no-shit reverie. When she came out of it, I was resting my chin on my hands, my elbows on her desk, just staring at her. This was 'payback' for previous 'reactions' to my reveries.
"Very funny." Cindy said. "Okay, I've got work to do, so scoot."
"Not going to tell me what it's about?" I asked as I stood up.
"No." Cindy said. "Plausible deniability, dontcha know."
"And payback, dontcha know." I said. "Okay, let me know if Myron finds out something."
As I left, I heard Cindy pick up her phone and call Myron, saying "Myron, check something out for me. See if any new inmates have very recently arrived at Sunnydale, either by sentencing or transfer. And see if you can find out who if anyone will be arriving in the near future..."
Part 5 - Standing for Justice
7:00am, Saturday, August 10th. I stood in the early morning light with Sheriff Griswold at the gravesite of his son Charlie, who had died one year ago this day. (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons', Ch. 03-04.) We had laid our bouquets of flowers upon his tombstone.
"Hard to believe it's been a year." said Sheriff Griswold. Then he became more contemplative. "And that really has been a short time. The doctors believe the shock of Charlie coming home to us, then dying, was what induced my wife's Alzheimer's. But they originally said she'd deteriorate slowly, over two or three years. Seems a lot faster than that, though.
"How is she?" I asked. "What stage?"
"She can't tell time," said the Sheriff, "she can't read, half the time she doesn't remember who I am, and half the time of that she thinks I'm either Charlie or her father. She's becoming much less mobile, and she's... beginning to lose control of her bladder. And I have to help her get dressed."
"Someone with her now?" I asked.
"Oh yes, of course." said the Sheriff. "The Presbyterian Ladies and the Ladies Auxiliary Club have been very good to us. Someone is always staying with her, and the doctor has gotten her on a Medicare hospice care program, as well."
Being married to a doctor, I knew that hospice program bespoke a much worse situation than the Sheriff was letting on. And I think he knew I realized it. "Why don't you come back home with me for breakfast, Crowbar."
"Sure, sir." I said. We left Charlie's place of eternal rest and walked down the hill to my Police SUV parked on the road.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My..." Mrs. Griswold was saying, holding up her left arm and looking at it.
"Your arm?" Laura asked as she sat beside Mrs. Griswold.
"Yes... it hurts at times." Mrs. Griswold said.
When Sheriff Griswold and I had arrived at his home, Mrs. Williams had Mrs. Griswold suitably dressed to receive a visitor. When I came in, Mrs. Griswold did not remember my name, but she said "You're Charlie's friend, aren't you?"
"Yes ma'am." I said, feeling a pang of emotion.
"It's so nice of you to come visit him." Mrs. Griswold said. I observed her moving her left arm and rubbing her shoulder, and I asked if she felt okay. She said 'it' hurt, not remembering the name 'shoulder' or 'arm'.
"Why don't I call my wife, the doctor." I said.
"You're married?" Mrs. Griswold said. "At such a young age?" I couldn't help but grin at that, and I called Laura and asked her to come over the mountain to see Mrs. Griswold.
As Laura talked to Mrs. Griswold, Sheriff Griswold and I made breakfast for everyone in the kitchen. "We need Carole in here to help." growled the Sheriff. "She's going to be a great cook one day." I didn't know if that was politeness or a genuine compliment, as Carole's cooking exploits were family legend... and not in the best way.
"Her great uncle Harvey Eckhart is a preposterously good cook." I said. "Maybe she'll take after him." Then I said in a whisper "And not her mother." The Sheriff barked a laugh at that.
The five of us sat and ate, and Sheriff Griswold was helping his wife, practically feeding her. Laura was watching them with 'professional' interest. I talked with Mrs. Williams about Charter Commission stuff and the ambush on me in my vehicle, which she asked about with seemingly morbid interest.
After breakfast, I cleaned the dishes, ordering the Sheriff to talk to Laura and let me do the work. Then Laura and I left for home. Once we got to The Cabin, we sat down on the deck outside with mugs of coffee while the dogs did their business. Tiger Mom came out and walked along the rail, then sat down, studying us.
"She's getting bad." Laura said, about Mrs. Griswold. "It's not my area of expertise, but this is more than just standard Alzheimer's. And her overall health is getting worse, too."
"Aren't arm pains a symptom of heart trouble?" I asked Laura.
"They can be." Laura said. "Her blood pressure is elevated, but she had just taken her medication, so it hadn't kicked in yet. And it's also possible she just slept on it wrong, and she was feeling the circulation come back after she got up. But I'm glad you called me to go see her. I'm setting up an appointment with Dr. Searles for her for next week."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"That's my Police iPhone." I said. I took the call. It was FBI EAD Owen Lange.
"Don, can you come down to your Headquarters?" the EAD asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "I'm on my way."
"And while you're driving over," said Lange, "you might want to call and increase the security on Peter Blassingame..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived at Police Headquarters, and was asked by the Officer on duty at the employee's entrance to go to the Main Conference Room. In the room was Chief Moynahan at the near end of the table. To his right, his back to me as I entered the room, was Sheriff Griswold. To the Chief's left was EAD Owen Lange, and to his left was another man I didn't know.
The newcomer was wearing a brown suit, brown-gold shirt, a very dark brown tie. He was fairly tall and broad-shouldered, but his waistline was starting to grow. His head was roundish with brown hair, a mustache, and thick-framed eyeglasses.
"Commander Troy, this is U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin." said the EAD. I almost recoiled as if I'd just nearly stepped on a coral snake.
"Nice to meet you, Commander." said Baldwin perfunctorily.
"I don't think I can say the same," I said, "if the rumors I've been hearing are true."
"Have a seat, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. I sat down to the Sheriff's right, my back to the door, which I normally did not like to do. "Yezzz, I'm sure you've figured out why U.S. Attorney Baldwin is here."
"I'm hoping I haven't." I replied.
"I'm here to discuss transferring Peter Blassingame to Federal custody." said Baldwin. "We only have to work out the details------"
"That's not going to happen!" I thundered. "You have no jurisdictional grounds to take Federal custody of Peter Blassingame."
"Commander," said Baldwin, "you're the man that arrested Edward Blassingame after that amazing sting your Detectives pulled off. You know how enormous that arrest was. You also have been instrumental in the shutdown of Superior Bloodlines and several rogues within the Federal Government. You're believed to be behind the Guardians of Justice, who exposed serious corruption in Washington. So you know how important it is that we get every bit of information out of Blassingame that we can."
"I'm also the man that solved the crimes leading to the arrest of Peter Blassingame for rape and double murder." I said. "And those crimes are not Federal crimes, but State crimes."
"Commander, are you aware of just how big a deal it would be if Edward Blassingame turned and gave us everything he has on the corruption that good people like you have been fighting for years now?" said Baldwin, trying to be persuasive. "We could take down dozens... hundreds... of corrupt Federal officials as well as corporate elitists, like those that were in league with Mitt Willis. All that, in exchange for a plea deal for his son?"
"I don't care about any of that." I said. "if you can't bust them without Edward Blassingame's help, then you're not a very good U.S. Attorney. But I digress. There will be no plea deals of any kind for Peter Blassingame. I intend to see that murdering, raping bastard brought to trial for his crimes, do my part to obtain his conviction by a Jury of his peers, and, Lord willing, watch him be executed by the State, put to death, at Jacksonville State Prison."
"And you feel so strongly about that," said Baldwin, trying to make his voice sound like he just couldn't believe my position on this, "that you would let this chance slip through your fingers? After all the work you did to put Edward Blassingame in prison? To arrest Mitt Willis? To clean up the Swamp in Washington? Don't tell me you don't know how big a deal this is."



"What I do know..." I said, then stopped and changed tack. "No, let me say it this way. Mr. Baldwin, do you know the names of the two people Peter Blassingame murdered?"
"Look, compared to what Edward Blassingame has done-------"
"DO YOU KNOW THEIR NAMES?" I shouted, my restraint breaking. Baldwin didn't answer, but just looked at me in shock. I rose out of my chair, putting my weight on my arms as I leaned over the table like a vulture. "Well, let me give you a fast education. Stephen Walter Henry. Do you know what he did? He gave a ride to a woman that had been raped and was running away from others that wished to do her further harm."
I continued: "Steven Walter Henry... did the right thing, he helped a girl in need. And what did he get for his act of kindness, of helping? He was hunted down. He was run off the road. He was dragged out of his car, whereupon Peter Blassingame put a gun to the back of his head and blew his brains out! For doing the right thing, Steven Henry was murdered in cold blood. A young college kid, with a good future ahead of him. Just senselessly shot dead... for helping someone."
In the utter silence of the room, I went on: "And if you think I'm going to help you make your name and career by giving up that murdering bastard Peter Blassingame so you can set him free... then you got another think coming."
"I resent that!" Baldwin shouted out, starting to realize that he was not facing just the Iron Crowbar but a Brick Wall. "This is not about me, this is about exposing and blowing up corruption!-------"
"Save it." I said, straightening up. "I am not an Agency of the Weak Minded with regards to your agenda and intentions here. But let me make my agenda clear: Peter Blassingame goes to a death penalty trial, in State Superior Court. The alternative... is that he dies. I'm very aware that I'm saying this in front of the Town & County Sheriff, Town & County Police Chief, and an Executive Assistant Director of the FBI: if there is any chance of you getting Peter Blassingame out of my jurisdiction, I'll kill him. I will put a gun to the back of his head and I will blow his brains out, exactly as he did to Steven Walter Henry."
"Are you...." Baldwin started, his eyes wide with pure shock. He looked over to the others. "Chief?"
"I tolllllllld you before he came in here," said Chief Moynahan, "that it was up to Commander Troy to decide what to doooooo. And you have heard his answer... which I fully support, by the way."
"And so do I." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I'm the senior law enforcement authority in this County, and I can assure you that this Town & County will fight you every step of the way in any attempt to take our prisoner out of our custody."
"Commander Troy is right, you know." said the EAD, to Baldwin. "You have no jurisdiction over Peter Blassingame, and no right to give him immunity for State crimes."
"We'll see about that." said Baldwin. "I'll have an order by a Federal Judge within 24 hours for you to turn him over to me. You can cooperate and do this peacefully, or we'll come in and take Peter Blassingame from you."
"Harumph." growled the Sheriff. "You and whose army?"
"The Federal Government's army." replied Baldwin. "Highly trained Federal Marshals, anyway. I don't want any of your Officers to be hurt, Chief, but once that Federal order is issued, you'll have to stand down."
"You do realize," said Chief Moynahan, "that we have already opposed armed attempts by your Federal Marshals to take Peter Blassingame out of our custody?" (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 04-05.)
"I don't know about any of that." said Baldwin. "What I do know, is that once I have that custody order, I will do whatever it takes to enforce it."
"You have not listened to a word I said." I replied. "You will not take Peter Blassingame alive. In the words of Joe Namath: I guarantee it!"
"Are you willing to die to hold him" asked Baldwin, his voice connoting an ultimatum. "Are you willing to have your Police Officers shot dead to keep him?"
"I won't order any other Officer to put their lives on the line to oppose you." I said. "But for myself, I'm ready and willing to die to keep you from getting Peter Blassingame alive. I may die, but he will die first, and all of your dreams of glory for your career will be ovah! I owe that much... to Stephen Walter Henry."
"It's unbelievable that a sworn Officer of the Law would even say that, much less do it." said Baldwin as he got up. "There's not much point in continuing this conversation. Mr. Assistant Director, I need to talk with you at the Federal Building." As he made his way to the door, he looked back to see that Lange had not moved. "Mr. Lange?"
"I'll meet you there in a few minutes." said Lange. After Baldwin exited the room, Lange turned to us and said "Guys, I just need you to know that I can't help you in this. I can pass it up the chain that I won't help enforce an unlawful order, but they'll just send someone else."
"I understand, Mr. Assistant Director." I said "And I don't want to put you nor Muscone in positions where you have to choose sides."
The EAD got up. "I better go, then. Good luck, guys. I hope push doesn't come to shove." With that he left the room.
"What are you expecting, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief.
"I think their plans are already in motion." I said as I typed on my Police iPhone. "The Federal order is going to be issued by Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney this evening. It may already be issued, but won't be released publicly until then. And then I believe they will attempt to use the element of surprise to take possession of Peter Blassingame. Here comes my email..." I put my 'Loddy Doddy Everybody' list in the 'send to' box and hit 'Send', crossing my personal Rubicon.
It read: "Federal authorities are going to attempt to unlawfully take custody of Peter Blassingame from the TCPD. They may attempt to use lethal force to take physical possession of him. I will not permit that, and will support and defend the Constitution and the rights of Peter Blassingame's victims. But I will not order anyone else on the TCPD to do the same, nor will I hold it against anyone who does or doesn't. (signed) Donald Troy, Police Commander."
"Count me in." said Sheriff Griswold. The Chief nodded his assent.
A second later a 'reply all' email came in. It read "I also will not order anyone else to do anything beyond their normal duties, but I volunteer to stand with you, Commander Troy, against any wrongful actions the Feds take. (signed) Teresa Croyle, Captain of Operations."
Within fifteen minutes we had over two hundred emails volunteering to stand with us. I love my Police Force. I love my Police Force. I love my Police Force...
"And now," I said as I speed-dialed a number, "it's time to see if all those seeds I've planted have taken root and will bear fruit..."
Part 6 - Unresolved
"Here's what we know." said Alison McFarland, Executive Publisher of The Town & County Examiner, into the microphone of her podcast 'Unresolved', which also was streaming on the Examiner website.
"Peter Blassingame is awaiting trail for rape and double murder, under guard, in the Town & County Jail., thanks to Police Commander Donald Troy. Commander Troy pushed back against powerful Corporate and Government Interests and arrested Blassingame for these... I'm required to say 'alleged' when I speak of these crimes... putting his own reputation and even his life on the line to bring Justice to Wendy Withers and Steven Walter Henry.
"Commander Troy then led a TCPD undercover operation with the help of very brave Police Detectives, which led to the arrest of Peter's father Edward Blassingame for a host of alleged Federal racketeering and organized crime charges. These cases appeared to be resolved.
"But something went wrong. Something is going wrong. The Edward Blassingame case is a case where ambitious U.S. Attorneys believe they can make their name and advance their careers, and don't care about the victims of Peter Blassingame's alleged crimes.
"The U.S. Attorney for the Edward Blassingame case is a man named Richard Baldwin. The Town & County Examiner had confirmed through multiple sources that U.S. Attorney Baldwin has finalized a plea deal with Edward Blassingame, where Blassingame will expose to the Feds his entire operations as well as those of others embedded into the highest levels of the Corporate and Government Elites.
"And in exchange... Peter Blassingame goes free. U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin wants to give Peter Blassingame total immunity for his... 'alleged'... crimes of rape and first degree murder. The problem for U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin is that the Peter Blassingame charges are State-level charges, and the Feds cannot trample upon a State's sovereign rights and give Peter immunity for those charges.
"Sources also tell the Examiner that activist Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney has already secretly issued the Federal order to take Peter Blassingame into Federal custody, with no legal backing but simply the sheer arrogance and belief that the Federal Government can do whatever they want to anyone they want. And what they want, listeners... is for Peter Blassingame to go free.
"And for what? There's no guarantee Edward Blassingame will tell the truth, that he'll give the Feds any information that the could actually use to prosecute someone else. It's all a sweetheart deal... except for Wendy Withers and Stephen Henry, of course. But who cares about them, when there are reputations and careers to be made?
"Is this what you want? Is this what you women on the University Campus want? To see Wendy Withers, who was savagely raped and then brutally murdered, to be denied Justice? If not, it's time to speak out. I'm Alison McFarland, and this is still... Unresolved."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Midnight, becoming Sunday, August 11th. U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin was in his luxurious penthouse suite atop the Hyatt Hotel... the same suite where U.S. Congressman Condor's sweet young intern Chandra had been murdered. (Author's note: the aforementioned 'Unresolved', Ch. 04.) The other bedrooms were occupied by Baldwin's Beagles (his assistant attorneys). They were meeting in the living room area.
"Okay, the Federal warrant was secretly issued four hours ago so that we could make preparations, but it's only in effect and public after midnight, which is now." said Baldwin. "We've got four cars and one SUV, which we'll put Blassingame in once they've handed him over to us------ yes, Tank?"
"Do you think they'll hand him over, just like that?" asked the attorney, who looked more like a Union boss than a lawyer. "Especially after what Troy said?"
"Commander Troy talks a lot of bravado." said Baldwin. "But when it comes to upholding the law and the orders of the Federal Court, I believe his Police Officers will do the right thing and disobey his orders." The lawyer 'Tank' shook his head.
"Another thing," said Baldwin, "is that we've consulted with the FBI's best BAU unit, Bob Rovers's unit. They've had experience dealing with Commander Troy and the TCPD, and their analysis is that he's a loose cannon and should just be shot like a rabid dog, and that the rest of the Police Force will back down rather than oppose our Federal power... what, you don't agree?"
"Mr. Baldwin," Tank said, "I don't know about the rest of it, but I do know that the Rovers BAU is anything but the FBI's best. I'd be real wary of anything they tell you, if I were you."
"You're not me." said Baldwin. "We're going to get Peter Blassingame. And you're either with me or against me on this."
"Mr. Baldwin," said another man, who was a young-'ish' looking, handsome man with a serious demeanor, and an FBI Special Agent, "I need to advise you that 'Tank' here is right about the BAU team, and that the BAU team is wrong about Commander Troy and his Police Force. They are very loyal to him. You just said you expect your people to be with you or against you? Commander Troy doesn't have to tell his people that."
"Also," the FBI Agent said, "a local newswoman came out with the story in an online podcast, and a lot of student groups, especially women, are getting together to hold rallies against you taking custody of Blassingame. The News Media is beginning to be all over it, as well."
"And that's why we've shifted the timetable." said Baldwin. "We're going in and serving the Federal order at four o'clock, four hours from now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The figures in black reached the grate that covered the large pipe that ran from the sub-basement of County Jail westerly, towards the River. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip' Ch. 01, among other places.)
One of the men whispered "This tunnel leads under County Jail. We're going to use it to penetrate the Jail. If they resist the Marshals, we'll ambush them from behind and underneath, grab Blassingame and take him out of here. And no matter what, we will kill Donald Troy if we get the chance."
"He'll probably be up front, confronting the Marshals." another man said.
"Maybe." said the leader. "But remember this: Don Troy is responsible for the death of our comrade Quint Starr. We believe Don Troy murdered Trent Ridge. Don Troy captured Mai Ling, and Don Troy was behind the capture of Jerry Barsbane. Don Troy has killed many good people while saving traitors and other despicable scum, and tonight we take our revenge by stamping every wet bit of existence out of that son of a bitch..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:50am. The convoy of vehicles poured out of the garage under the Federal Building, joined by more vehicles from the Old Post Office behind (to the north of) the Federal Building.
"I hope they do resist." said the lead Federal Marshal, who was sitting next to Baldwin, and wearing heavy armor. "I haven't forgotten what that bastard Troy and his cocksucking lapdog Muscone did to us in Florida." (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels', Ch. 03.)
"I'd prefer a minimum of trouble and a smooth, easy transfer of custody." said Baldwin, wearing lighter armor under his shirt. "But if they resist in any way, you'll get your wish."
As they drove up the road towards County Jail, Baldwin said "No Police vehicles at all on the road. Harumph, some security. We're getting right to the gate."
Then they drove around a curve and the driver slowed the car. Baldwin said "What's going on?... What the fu-uckkkkk?..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - The Voice of the People
As U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin's car came to a stop, he looked out to see that over 1,000 people were ringed around County Jail, most of them on the road in front.
Many of them were college students, a lot of them women. They were holding up signs that said many things, most of them being about bringing justice to a rapist. Large blow-up photos of Wendy Withers and Steven Henry were also being held up by the crowd.
Among the older people in the crowd, there were a lot of crowbars. Most of them standard black, but a lot of them blue and some of them red. One thing was for sure... the People of the Town & County and the University were energized and ready to help obtain Justice for two young people whose names U.S. Attorney Baldwin didn't even know...
"Only one thing we can do." said Baldwin. "Driver, go right through them. If they don't get out of the way, run them over." The driver relayed that to the other vehicles over the radio.
"Negative!" said a voice over the radio. "Do not advance into that crowd. There's too many of them. They could overturn our cars. And we don't know how well armed they are!"
"They'll scatter like partridge when we show them we'll run them over." said another voice on the radio."
"It's your call, Mr. Baldwin." said the leader of the Federal Marshals beside him.
"What's your recommendation?" asked Baldwin, passing the buck.
"As much as I would like to drive through them," said one of the other Marshals in the vehicle, "if you hurt or kill even one of them, especially one of those women, the optics will be horrible. And the Press is filming us right now. It would end your career." Baldwin looked over to where the man was pointing, and he groaned at the sight...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KFXU Fox Eight News!" shouted the gorgeous Indian reporterette at 4:30am, Sunday, August 11th. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the standoff at County Jail, as Federal Marshals attempt to enforce a Federal Judge's order to turn Peter Blassingame over to Federal jurisdiction, and are being blocked by nearly a thousand University students!"
"The situation is extremely tense," continued Priya, "as the Town & County Police Department has formally refused to help the Marshals get through the barricade of students, citing the demonstrators's First Amendment rights. Many of those students are holding signs demanding justice for rape victim Wendy Withers, who Peter Blassingame allegedly violently raped and then murdered----"
*POW!* *POW!*
"What was that?" Priya asked, whirling around, still on the air. "Uh, ladies and gentlemen, we've just heard what sounded like explosions, but are so far unable to determine where those noises came from..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What happened?" asked Baldwin, still sitting in the backseat of his vehicle.
"We sent in the elite assault team." said the leader of the Marshals. "We've lost contact with them..."
"What elite assault team?!" Baldwin yelled. "What the hell is going on, here?" Totally in shock, he realized that he'd been duped, that he had not been told the full plan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The elite assault team had cut off the lock of the grate covering the tunnel mouth, and opened it. Lights were flashed down the tunnel. "No wires, no lasers, no infrared." said one man.
"Proceed with caution. Go on in." said the leader. The first two men began moving down the concrete tunnel---
*BOOM!* *BOOM!*
"Man down! Man down!" shouted the man that had gone in behind the first two. "IED! The tunnel is mined, I say again, the tunnel is mined! Two men down!"
"What is their status?" called the leader into one of the small radios with with his team was equipped.
After a long pause, the answer came back: "They're dead."
"Damn!" muttered the leader. "All right, let's clear that tunnel. The element of surprise may have been lost. Proceed with caution, but we have to hurry!"
"Wilco." came the reply. One man fired a tube, and a semi-liquid spray spewed out down the length of the tunnel. It began foaming up as it hit the ground.
"Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole!" said a man...
*POW!*... *BOOM!* *BOOM!* *BOOM!**BOOM!*
"Tunnel cleared." came the call over the radio.
"Let's go!" cried out the leader. "Move! Move! Move! Move!" Men filed into the tunnel.
"I'm at the end of the tunnel!" said the forward man. "I'm----"
*ZZZZZZT!* "AUUGGGHHH!"
The end of the tunnel was covered with a fine mesh of a wire net or fence. Interwoven into the metal were fibers that were highly conductive to electricity. A lethal charge of electricity was running through the wires, and when the man ran into the net, it was all over for him.
As the second man came up, his IR eyepiece showed that a large number of heat signatures were coming into the underground room at the end of the tunnel. "Fire at will!" the leader of those men said.
The invaders did not know that it was Precinct Captain Hugh Hewitt. They did know that his team had begun pouring 'assault rifle' fire into the opening of the tunnel, the bullets ricocheting as they sped down the concrete tube."
"Retreat!" shouted the leader, as he saw his team was compromised and defeated. The command was not needed; the men were already running away as fast as they could. And unlike true Navy SEALs, they left three dead men behind...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00am, Sunday, August 11th. As the first glimmers of dawn broke on the eastern horizon, a helicopter flew towards County Jail from across the State Line to the west. As it neared the facility, someone in the chopper began saying into a megaphone "Federal Marshals! You are ordered to stand down and make way for our vehicles! Stand down! We are authorized to use lethal force..."
And then, from County Airport to the east, a Cobra gunship flew up. It almost met the other chopper head on, and both aircraft hovered just west of the Jail, face to face.
"This is the Town & County Police!" the chopper pilot heard in his radio, and to his shock it was a woman's voice. "You are an unauthorized aircraft flying in restricted airspace."
"We are Federal Marshals executing a Federal order." tried the pilot. "We order you to stand down and allow us to proceed!"
"Enemy aircraft," said the woman, "you are deemed hostile and are continuing to fly unlawfully in restricted airspace. Do you wish to engage?"
"They've locked on." said the co-pilot. "We're being painted. Our radar and radio is being jammed."
"God damn." muttered the pilot. "We were told this was a small, local Police Force! Where the hell did they get that kind of firepower?"
"Bogey at three o'clock high." said the co-pilot. The pilot looked to his right and saw the second Cobra gunship coming up. The radio crackled and then a voice said: "This is Chief Sean Moynahan of the Town & County Police. Once again, you are a hostile aircraft in restricted territory, and I have given the 'weapons free' order authorizing you to be shot down. Do you wish to engage?"
Apparently not, Captain Teresa Croyle noted as she watched the aircraft she was facing off with turn around and fly west. She followed it to the State Line in Commander Troy's Cobra, and only when she was assured it was not trying to circle around did she fly back home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00am. It was getting light. The students were chanting "Rape is rape!" and "Go home Feds!", sensing a victory by the People over the exercise of raw Federal Government power. U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin was on his cellphone.
"No, we can't break through." Baldwin was saying. "Our helicopter was interdicted by two TCPD Cobra gunships. Why the hell didn't someone tell me they had those?... No, I don't know anything about an underground assault team; nobody told me about that, either! All right, I'll give it one more try..."
After hanging up, Baldwin called the number of the TCPD. "This is U.S. Attorney Baldwin. Put me on the phone with Commander Troy, right now."
"Hold the line, sir." said the dispatcher. A second later a voice came onto the phone:
"Hello, Mr. U.S. Attorney!" said Lieutenant Micah Rudistan with a great deal of joviality.
"With whom am I speaking?" snarled Baldwin.
"This is TCPD Lieutenant Rudistan, sir." said Rudistan. "And your vehicles are blocking me from getting in to work this morning."
"Get Commander Donald Troy out here to my car, the first one, right now." said Baldwin. "If he doesn't come out, we'll start shooting people to get in there and execute this Federal order."
"Just one moment, sir." said Rudistan.
A few minutes later, Lt. Rudistan came through the swarm of students and approached the vehicle, accompanied by four heavily armed and armored SWAT Team members. He came up to the left back window, and Baldwin rolled the window partway down.
"Where's Troy?" snarled Baldwin.
"Yes, sir, I have a message from him for you, sir." said Rudistan, ever jovially. He held up an iPad tablet and said: "He asked me to tell you: 'Let's watch some TV.'."
An instant later, the video feed showed Peter Blassingame sitting behind an interrogation table, his hands handcuffed behind him. Behind him was a man in all black, with no identifying features. His head could not be seen, but that would not have mattered; he was wearing a black full head mask.
Of greater importance to Baldwin, the man was holding a Smith & Wesson Model 66 revolver, the business end pressed against the right side of Peter Blassingame's head. Baldwin and the Marshals groaned at the sight.
"Mr. Baldwin," said the Marshal in the shotgun seat up front, looking at his smartphone which had just chimed with a text, "Federal Judge K.M. Landis has put a stay on that Federal order. He's the senior Federal Judge in this Circuit. The Town & County has already submitted an appeal to the Federal Appeals Court, and the Appeals Court also stayed Judge Taney's order until the appeal can be heard and ruled upon."
"And even more fun," said Rudistan jovially, "is that that stay of your illegal order states that Mr. Peter Blassingame will remain in the custody of the TCPD until and during his upcoming trial. There's an excellent Diner in Hillside, in the county to our east, sir; I recommend you and your Marshals try it... and not return to our County. The woman flying that Cobra has a bad attitude, and I'd hate to see you get hurt---"
"Get us the fuck out of here!" yelled Baldwin as he rolled the window up to block out Rudistan's happy, smiling face.
"Y'all have a great day, now!" Rudistan yelled, waving at the retreating vehicles. Seeing they had won, the crowds of students erupted into cheers.
Part 8 - Breakfast of Champions
The Country Breakfast Diner normally does not have an early breakfast on Sunday; instead, they have a big brunch buffet later in the morning into the early afternoon. However, when I got to Police Headquarters around 8:00am, the restaurant's large field kitchen had been set up where we normally did our Promotions and Medals ceremonies. Jerome Davis's father Jonathan had brought up some of the military retirees from Valley Villages who had learned to cook in the military, and they were cooking up the breakfast foods the Diner's owner John Colby had provided for us.
"This is for all you guys do." the military retirees said to the TCPD Officers as they went through the line. "It was a great day for the Constitution, because of you guys!" The first shift guys had gone through on their way to work, and the third shift guys were now following after being relieved. Second shift personnel had augmented the third shift, so they were eating good, too.
I went through the line next-to-last, with only the Chief insisting I go ahead of him. Tables were set up in the gym, and we took our food and delicious Navy(!) coffee there to eat.
Alison McFarland had been invited within the gates, where Keith Madden filmed her as she made a video story of what Mr. Colby and the veterans were doing for us. And she and Keith were invited to join us for the breakfast. I called her over to sit with us, somewhat to Cindy Ross's dismay, and of course immediately told her and Keith that everything was 'off the record', and they agreed.
"Alison was very helpful to us." I said as she sat down, seemingly to everyone, but with a little emphasis in the Green Crowbar's general direction. "She put out that podcast, telling everyone what was going on, which you know KXTC would never do. But that was cover in itself; she then made some calls and had those University women's groups start organizing those big groups that surrounded the Jail. We could not have held them off peacefully without all those people's help."
"Why would you need that to be cover, though?" Cindy asked, a bit acerbically.
"So that the Examiner looks to be like a relatively neutral news organization," I said, answering for Alison, "and Bettina can't accuse them of creating the news instead of reporting it."
"Not that I would mind." said Alison. "I'm not pretending to be anything but partisan in my attitude towards Peter Blassingame. When I heard what that U.S. Attorney was doing, trying to get Peter immunity so that his father might or might not give the Feds good or bad information... it made my blood boil. And those Campus women were even more outraged."
"I normally would not expect students like that to help the Police." Teresa Croyle said. "But they did, and things worked out well.
"Another thing that worked out well," I said, "was the outstanding flying of my Cobra. Chief, that looked like an Air Cavalry pilot up there." Everyone applauded Teresa, the Cobra pilot, making her blush.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Chief Moynahan. "Yes, she did an outstanding job."
"All I know," said Teresa, "is that I don't need a crowbar... but when I was flying the Cobra, I was thinking 'I have got to get me one of these!'." Everyone broke out laughing.
"You're going to have your own Air Cav unit right here in the TCPD before too long, Chief." I said. "Maybe I need to write that into the Charter."
"Oh Lord, have mercy upon me." the Chief said with mock fear. "Malinda Adams would go in-sane over that."
That started up some banter, then Alison said to me "I think Malinda Adams is busy... she and D.A. Miriam Walters are working on getting District Attorney's Office Investigators." People around us who heard that quietened down.
"I don't see a problem with that." I said. "They're provided for by State Law, and if she thinks they'll help..."
"Seems like a waste, to me." said Cindy. "Our Detectives have always done a great job working with the ADAs, and we have the best Investigator on earth right here in Commander Troy."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said. "Any idea what that's about, Alison?"
"Since this is completely off the record," Alison said, connoting her own warning to us, "I'll tell you one rumor that I've heard. D.A. Walters wants the Investigators to check up behind you, Don, and your Detectives, especially if you've moved on to other cases; but she also wants them to be there to help Savannah Fineman prepare for trials when Savannah becomes the main ADA for MCD."
"The inference being," I said, "that we might not be motivated to help Savannah if and when Miriam kicks Paulina Patterson to the kerb."
"Whaa?" gasped Teresa. "She would fire Paulina?"
"No." I said. "But Miriam is going to alter the structure of the D.A.'s Office, which she can do without any Charter or Council help because it ultimately falls under State Law. ADAs will be supervisors of areas, and Deputy DA's, DDAs, will be prosecutors under the supervising ADAs..."
When I stopped talking, Alison took it up, saying "And word I'm getting is that Paulina and Dwayne Gregory will be the first to be demoted to the DDA position."
"And Paulina might quit," said Cindy, "or she might sue over it. And yes... I would be very angry indeed if Walters did that to her."
Just then, Lieutenants DeLong and Rudistan came by. "By the way, Commander... Commander Troy," said Lieutenant DeLong, "I know you were there somewhere, but where were you during all the fun, if not in the helicopter?"
"I was... the last line of defense to Peter Blassingame." I said cryptically.
"Yes sir, that's best left unsaid." said Rudistan. "But it was sure fun seeing that U.S. Attorney's eyes bug out of his head when he had to follow your advice to watch some TV!" I grinned at that.
As the Lieutenants moved out, I said "Just don't ask about that. Just know that I was there as the final fail-safe. Fortunately, a thousand good Citizens raised their voices, and an excellent pilot raised her Cobra, and no good guys lost their lives..."
Part 9 - After-Action
9:30am, Sunday, April 11th. The Police Leadership, including the Precinct Captains, joined the Sheriff in the Main Conference Room for our after-action report. Also there was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"Sure you wanna be here, Jack?" I asked. "Shit is hitting the fan, and the Feds might not like hearing that you're sitting here with us."
"I think they know where I stand on all this." said Muscone. "And the Marshals sure as hell didn't tell me they were doing this in my region of the country. By the way, do you know who the leader of the Federal Marshals on this operation was?"
"Yeah, but I wasn't going to bring it up." I said, knowing how closely that leader's name was connected to Muscone's former wife's death.
"O-kayyyyy." said Chief Moynahan. "Let's begin. What's the damage?"
"No Police casualties, sir." said Captain Teresa Croyle. "No one in the crowd of civilians was injured, that we know of. Three dead in the storm drain. Two set off mines, and one ran into the fence at the near end of the tunnel."
"That was a lot of juice running through that fence." said the Chief, looking at me. I just shrugged my shoulders. Yes, it had been me (and the SWAT Team) that mined the tunnel, anticipating that the Enemy might try to use it. I'd personally hooked up the electricity to the fence, and it is possible that I had no concern about the lethal amount of electricity running through it.
"Any idea who the dead guys were?" asked the Chief.
"No sir, not yet." Tanya Perlman said. "Jack?
"We've run the prints," said Muscone, "but they didn't hit a match. I'm having them run the facial recognition programs on those bozos's faces to see if something comes up."
I said "Based on what the dead guys had on them, it looks like the unit had M-4s and Beretta 92FS pistols, smoke and explosive grenades, and were wearing military equipment and basic military armor vests. They had infrared eyepieces and earbud radios. They also had a land mine neutralization device, which they used to take out most of our planted devices."
"But their tactics were shoddy." I continued. "They ran right into the first mines and set them off, and maybe the guy that hit the fence just didn't see it, but he walked headlong into it. And they continued after losing the element of surprise, which shows that their desperation overcame their decision making."



"Rather dumb of them to try to attack us through that tunnel in the first place." Teresa Croyle said. "As if we would forget it was there, and not have it covered with fields of fire." I wondered if others were noticing how Teresa was using military language in her discussions. Our Captain of Operations had been studying tactics and strategy a lot, and it was showing.
"I agreeeee." drawled the Chief. "Especially about not withdrawing after losing the element of sur-prizzze...""
I said "I think Baldwin badly underestimated our response to them, and to him and all of the Marshals. Even without the over one thousand citizens showing up, I think he believed the vast majority of the TCPD would not try to stop the Federal Marshals executing a Federal order. That shows his blatant arrogance in expecting us to just bow down to the Federal Government."
"And it's not like he wasn't warned about it." said Muscone.
"True." I said. "But my tack on this is that I think he got bad advice from someone. Sending in that team to infiltrate the jail went against what Baldwin was doing aboveground. He was driving up in vehicles, prepared with armed Marshals, and maybe even the chopper they sent was part of that plan. But the combat team from below is a whole 'nother ballgame."
"I see what you meeeeeean, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "All of what Baldwin did was with an expectation of us standing down, or at worst giving relatively light resistance. The chopper may have been sent to whisk Blassingame away. But those perps underneath were purely for combat, and aggressive combat, not just defensive or 'just in case'."
"Exactly, sir." I said. "And that makes me wonder if Baldwin even knew they were there. What if someone else had that team as a backup, as a 'Plan B'?"
Precinct Captain Hewitt said "Sir, if I may?" I nodded and he said "I believe those guys weren't a backup plan, they were part of the original plan. I believe their intent was to get in and get to Blassingame... and you, sir. Baldwin may have believed we would not have stood up to him, sir, but everyone knows you were going to resist them. Maybe they thought that if their team killed you fast enough, the rest of us would give up and back down."
"I agree with Captain Hewitt, sir." said Teresa Croyle. "That assault team came in early. Baldwin was just getting started, and continued his own attempts long after the assault team was repelled. Also, if all this is true, it was bad psychological analysis."
"That's it!" I gasped, like Lucy at Schroeder's piano in the Peanuts comic strips. As everyone looked at me, I said "Hmmm, I wonder who would Baldwin would've turned to for a psychological analysis of the TCPD. I wuuuuuunder who that could be..."
"Bob Rovers?" asked Jack Muscone, getting it. "His unit?"
When I nodded, Tanya Perlman said "Are you suggesting they duped Baldwin into doing this, so that they could send their Freelance Hit Team to assassinate you, Don?"
"Could well be." I said. "And it wouldn't be the first time the Rovers BAU team gave horrible advice, with ulterior motives versus the success of the mission."
"I understand the concept of the Rovers BAU team wanting to murder Don," said Sheriff Griswold, "but it's very likely that the assault by that team would've ended in the death of Peter Blassingame. And that's not what Baldwin wanted, and definitely not what Edward Blassingame would've wanted."
"Exactly, Sheriff." I said. "Someone else was behind that assault team in the tunnel. And it was possibly someone who did not want that Blassingame plea deal to go through."
"I get that," replied Cindy, "but why not just have Judge Ruth B. Taney squash the plea deal instead of trying to help get Peter out of our jurisdiction?"
"Judge Taney may not be one of the Swamp Frogs's marked cards." said Jack Muscone. "She's leans Left politically, and she's very activist. She's probably no friend of the Corporate Elites, and Edward Blassingame's plea deal could really hurt the Swamp Frogs... if he truly did cooperate, of course."
"Some chess game we're playing, huh?" growled the Sheriff.
"More like Chinese Checkers." I replied. "Multiple players, lots of marbles rolling around."
"My questionnnnn..." drawled the Chief, "is whether or not they're going to try something again."
"The Federal order was stayed." said Jack Muscone. "Baldwin is going to be called on the carpet about it, and if I have anything to do with it, I'm going to be asking him about that assault team. I suspect the Federal Appeals Court will rescind Taney's order, but never say never. I've also contacted County Airport and the FAA, to further restrict the airspace in the northern part of this County and within ten miles in the States to our north and west."
Tanya Perlman said "Paulina Patterson told me that Judge Folsom has moved Peter Blassingame's trial up on up to tomorrow morning. He also assigned Judge Watts to it, which is a sign that he, Folsom, was more than pissed off about this attempt to take Peter Blassingame out of the jurisdiction by force."
"Allowwww me to try again." said Chief Moynahan. "I am not getting the answers I need to my questionnnnnns. Are we in danger of another assault upon our Jail to extract Peter Blassingammmme?"
"Sir," I said, "we've always been in that danger, and continue to be. And Baldwin screwed the pooch on them being able to do it by legal, non-violent means. But getting the trial up and underway will help get this overwith sooner. I recommend we continue with what we've been doing to this point, and maintain a high state of readiness to meet any further potential threats."
"Thank yuuuuu, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "Make it sooooo."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Sunday, August 11th. Jack Muscone was back in my office for a more private conversation. He was immensely grateful for the coffee I poured for him. I was grateful for the coffee I poured for myself.
"Baldwin is livid." said Muscone. "He wants to press criminal charges against the TCPD. Full Federal investigation, the whole nine yards. He's been told by the Washington brass to let it go, and it's likely he's going to be replaced as the U.S. Attorney for the Edward Blassingame case. It's an optics disaster for them."
"It's a legal disaster for them, too." I replied.
Muscone nodded, then said: "I only wonder what would've happened if those one thousand students had not shown up, if he would have started a bloodbath or not."
"Possession is nine-tenths, so they say." I said. "If he'd gotten Peter into Federal custody, it's very likely it would all be going the other way, for him and for us."
"I was thinking more in line of me having the inside knowledge that you were never going to give up Peter Blassingame alive, though Baldwin apparently thought so." said Muscone. I nodded.
Muscone went on: "One thing I can tell you is that the three dead men in your storm drain were not any of the men on Trent and Quint's Navy SEAL team. General McFarland and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs cut through all red tape and got that confirmed for us. What they think, and what I tend to agree with, is that that unit may have been hastily trained by Gary Fenton and Gil Cox's Tactical Training School, which uses civilian tactical role players or 'TRP's as their OPFOR. The planning and weaponry is consistent with that. Also, it looks like they had a good working knowledge of the floor plan of County Jail, including that storm drain That hasn't been a secret, but it's not common knowledge, either."
"That's true, and I considered that." I said. "The Chief was a bit nonplussed with the measures I went to in order to protect that means of entry, but I don't think it's going to be an issue unless the Press gets ahold of it and tries to make something of it... and I don't think they will. Doesn't serve their nor their masters's interests."
Muscone replied "My question and issue is who let them know the tunnel was there in the first place. You may have a mole, Don."
"I'm sure of it." I said. "So what do you, and perhaps the EAD, think of all this? You just told me the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs is involved. This must be big, especially in Washington."
"And bigger than the CJCS." said Muscone. "U.S. Senator Richard Nunn is demanding hearings on this violation of State's Rights, and he's calling for the impeachment of Judge Ruth B. Taney for issuing that order. U.S. Senator Russell called for an investigation of the TCPD's tactics in opposing what he called a legitimate Federal operation."
"Russell is going to be arrested the minute Congress adjourns." I said. "The nets are closing in on him. Even his fellow Establishment Elitist Senators are abandoning him. What about the rest of it?"
Muscone knew what I meant, and he said "There's a lot of confusion, right now. Just who is who. Just who is on whose side. Like you said earlier today, it's Chinese Checkers."
"Yeah." I said. "But I was rethinking that. I think it's Occam' Razor... simpler than that. I don't think Edward Blassingame ever intended to talk, to give real information about anything to Baldwin. He played Baldwin like a fool, then certain U.S. Marshals and other Swamp Frogs played Baldwin like a fool to try to get Peter Blassingame out. That... has failed. Now Blassingame is going to have to try to save himself, or others will try to save him. That... is my next task. How do we stop him..."
I went into a reverie, a deep one. When I came out of it, Cindy Ross had joined us and was sitting down.
"Penny for 'em." she said. "Canadian penny if they're really good."
"Ohhhh, they're good." I said with a crafty grin. "Riddle me this, Kato: how would you get Peter Blassingame out of the hole he's in?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got to The Cabin late that afternoon. Laura and Molly were talking, while Carole and Tasha played with dolls on the floor of the greatroom. The boys had been outside, but came in after me, and scandalized their mothers over how much dirt they had accumulated on their bodies and their clothes. I chuckled, knowing that this was 'normal' for growing boys playing outside.
"Where's Paulina?" I asked.
"At work." Carole said simply.
I looked over at Laura, who said "She was called in this morning. They're moving Peter Blassingame's trial up to tomorrow, and D.A. Walters has named her the lead ADA on the case. It's all hers. So she's prepping for it, and Tasha is going to stay with us tonight, and maybe other nights while this trial is in progress."
"That's good." I said cheerfully, knowing that Tasha's safety was a large part of that planning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At dinner, Jim said in a not-too-happy voice: "Dad, Ian got to pet Tiger Mom. She let him come up to the hole where she has her kittens, but she hissed at me and Ross."
"That's good that she let Ian come up." I said. "And she'll be nicer to you later, when her kittens get bigger. Too many of you, right now."
"No, Daddy." Carole said. "Tiger Mom just doesn't like Jim and Ross. She likes Ian and Tasha, but not Jim and Ross."
"Carole," I said, "what did we discuss about keeping things like that to yourself when you don't need to say them out loud?"
"Not to." Carole replied. But she did not apologize, I noticed.
"And how does Tiger Mom feel about you, Carole?" I asked.
"Okay." Carole said. "But Bowser is always with me, and Tiger Mom is worried about him. So I just stay away and let her be."
"That's very good of you, Carole." I said. "And you boys should probably not mess with Tiger Mom in her place with her kittens. Just pet her if she comes onto the deck and lets you." The boys accepted that advice as the instructions they really were.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, Molly took her boys home, and Laura and I took Jim and the Girls back to the Mountain Nest. After kids and dogs were put to bed, Laura poured us drinks and we sat on the sofa against the wall.
"So," Laura said, "I heard you had some fun this morning."
I gave a wan smile as I said "Teresa got to have all the fun, piloting the Cobra. She was walking on air all day long afterwards. Me... well, if they'd gotten to me, it would've been carnage already."
"I liked the way you handled booby-trapping the tunnel." Laura said. "Installing mines and a lethal electric fence may not exactly be playing according to the rules, but they learned the hard way on that." This from a woman that was once one of the highest-level CIA Agents in the Nation, who knew exactly what 'not playing by the rules' was all about.
"Yeah, the Chief wasn't amused." I said. "But I get the idea that no one is going to come forward to complain, not even the Media."
"I think you're right." said Laura. "Anyway, and in a related story, Paulina told Molly and me that Miriam Walters has given her full control of the Peter Blassingame case, but not much support. Not much is being said, but if Paulina doesn't win this one, Miriam will use it as the excuse she needs to demote Paulina and elevate Savannah Fineman. I hope Miriam isn't thinking of sabotaging it."
"She's not." I said, very sure. "Walters knows how important the Peter Blassingame case is to me. She's putting Paulina on it to assure his conviction, and also to keep her own name and Savannah's name free of it. I'm more worried about what Edward Blassingame is going to do to sabotage it."
"I'm worried about what Edward Blassingame might do, as well." said Laura. "Which is why I told Paulina that we could keep Tasha during the trial, and Tasha would be much better protected. Paulina agreed."
"And so do I." I said. "If Edward Blassingame knows what is good for him, he'll want no part of the redoubtable Bowser biting chunks out of his ass." Laura laughed at that 'visual'...
Part 10 - State v. Federal
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 12th, from near the Courthouse complex on the east side of Courthouse Square. "The Peter Blassingame trial begins today!"
Bettina began: "Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts has been appointed to preside over the trial, and the start date was moved up to today in response to a U.S. Attorney's attempt to gain Federal custody of Peter Blassingame via a Federal Court order. Mr. Blassingame is charged with aggravated rape and aggravated murder, neither of which are Federal crimes, which led to the Federal order being stayed pending an appeal hearing."
Bettina: "Prosecutor Paulina Patterson is in charge of the State's case against Mr. Blassingame, while his team consists of a high-powered lineup of defense attorneys with sterling records, including Nathan Masterson, Chip Blake, and Brafford Bacon. And the defense team got a huge boost with the addition of Gwen Munson, who led Dr. Jan Camp's successful lawsuit against the University." (Author's note: 'The French Connection', Ch. 02.)
Bettina: "And opposition to Donald Troy's Charter Commission's early recommendations is rapidly growing. The Fire Department Union has complained about the proposed new rank structure, while many Firefighters are opposed to the formation of a new EMS that would be independent of the Fire Department. Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News."
More Bettina: "And in State news, Governor Val Jared continues to say that he will take no action to suspend Mayor Daniel Allgood if Allgood is indicted by the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division for violating the civil rights of blacks in our Town & County, but he would not answer questions regarding the status of Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, who he did suspend after she and her husband were indicted for alleged campaign finance laws violations, only to see the suspension stayed by Superior Court Judge Harry Nance..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not one word about a thousand people surrounding County Jail to prevent Peter Blassingame from being illegally taken into Federal custody." Cindy Ross said as we drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Priya scooped them like crazy on that." I said. "By the time KXTC got out there, it was almost over."
"Still..." said Tanya Perlman, "it was a massively huge news event. You'd think they'd find a way to rehash it. Anyhoo, I was more interested... and more ticked off... at what Bettina said about Daniel Allgood. As of right now, they're not criminally charging Daniel with anything. What I'm hearing is that they're going to file a civil lawsuit against him."
"I think that's scaremongering talk." I said. "They're trying to force Daniel to resign. When he doesn't, then the criminal charges will be filed."
"And they'll go 'criminal' once they realize they can't bankrupt Daniel," said Cindy, "as his legal bills are being paid for by my father through a legal defense fund."
"Everyone," said the Chief, "please be advised that all of you have been subpoenaed in the Peter Blassingame case. You are all on call, so be prepared to get to the Courthouse quick-leeeeee." We all nodded acquiescence.
"Sheriff," said Cindy, "what about those Fire Department complaints about the Charter Commission?"
The Sheriff growled, "The parts about the Union complaints and the complaints over the ranks are bullshit, to use the Klingon term." We all broke out laughing over that, then Griswold said "But the parts about the EMS are not. Chief Quinlin requested a private meeting with me, and asked to speak frankly, which I granted. He told me in no uncertain terms that there is a lot of opposition to a separate EMS, and that he himself is one of those opposed to it."
"Why?" asked Teresa Croyle. "Are the old hatreds really still there?"
"That's some of it." said the Sheriff. "I suspect some of it is about money, too. When the old EMS was running as part of the TCFD, money was allocated for EMS equipment which never got to the EMS, while the Fire Department had nicer vehicles for their various Chiefs than was authorized."
"I've heard those stories from Zoe Singer, too." I said, mentioning the Fire Marshal. "But she never could get proof. Someone was too good at cooking the books, and after all the stuff about the Consultant came out, she wondered if Julie Newton helped with the book-cooking."
"Quinlin doesn't seem like the dishonest type." said Tanya. "And Fire Chief Gillem was an upstanding guy, wasn't he, Sheriff?"
"Yeah, I don't think he was the one." said the Sheriff. "But that Assistant Fire Chief, William Jefferson... that Don ran out of Town... certainly was," (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 04.) "and I don't like either of the current Battalion Chiefs."
"Anyway," continued the Sheriff, "I think the Fire Department just doesn't like the idea of a separate EMS. He wanted me to convince the Charter Commission to create a Fire Rescue division, where Fire Medics would be the paramedics and the TCFD would provide the ambulance support. I told him to pitch it to the Commission, but that there was not much support for the idea."
"Wasn't that outlawed?" Cindy asked. "Or there was some legal issue about it."
I said "When the Council disbanded the EMS after they went on strike, the U.S. Labor Department, in tandem with the EMS Union at the National level, warned the Council that if the Fire Department set up their own EMS system, the Federal Government would sue over it. And I for one think they still would if we tried to set up Fire Medics as an EMS substitute, even with a vote of the People."
"Quinlin thinks the vote would overcome that." said the Sheriff. "And by the way... Quinlin also complained about the new Police SUVs you guys got. I told him that if an armed gang shoots up his vehicle like they did Commander Troy's, I'd consider upping his budget. I also mentioned that one of the vehicles was a gift from the BOW Enterprises CEO. He quietened down after that."



"Well," I said, "a new EMS is all but written out, and it's the voice of the People that will decide. At the ballot box."
"Changing the subject," said Cindy Ross, wanting to change the subject, "how did the plan to move Peter Blassingame to the Courthouse work?"
"Very well." said Teresa Croyle. "We sent out three convoys of three cars each, following different routes but converging on the Courthouse at the same time, with multiple drone coverage. Tonight we're going to send out six convoys of two cars, and two convoys will go to the Old Mill, two to Headquarters here, and two to County Jail."
"What happens when his attorney demands to talk to him?" asked the Chief.
"We're going to hold him at the Courthouse until 11:00pm." Teresa replied. "After that, we can declare lockdown for the night, and then take him out. If the attorney's get really snotty, and I expect Gwen Munson will, then we'll hold him at the Courthouse overnight with half of Third Shift and a contingent of deputies guarding him." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we began the Angels meeting following the KFXU broadcast, I got a videoconference call from SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, which I put on my office monitor, and uncovered the camera under the monitor.
"Hi everyone." Britt said in response to our greetings. "I'm calling about our pursuit of Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson. There's no sign of them. Their cellphones are not pinging anywhere, and we can't remotely turn them on. Their vehicles were found at their City office, which as you know is abandoned and cleaned out. Jay Swenson's home, an apartment, is abandoned and pretty much cleaned out. We don't know where Ken Eidex lives; seems like he was a transient to begin with. They're in the wind."
"Have you tried a nationwide search?" asked Tanya. "Have you asked the FBI to help?" Britt got a pained expression on her beautiful face, so I rescued her.
"No, they haven't." I said, peering at Tanya.
"Why not?" asked Tanya sharply. "They've likely left the State, and their money laundering and other shenanigans are probably crossing State lines---" Only then did she see my 'look' at her turning to anger.
"How's the cooperation between the SBI and the City Police been?" I asked Britt.
"Very good." said Britt. "E.J. Jefferson and Tony Long have worked closely with Norm Chow on this, and none of the brass on either side is giving us any flak about it. But so far, no good results. Eidex and Swenson might indeed be in another State by now."
"Or they may be dead, which is what I suspect." I said. "Keep an eye on any and all Police reports of bodies being found."
"Wilco." said Britt. She signed off and I replaced the cover on the camera.
"All right, I need to go to the Courthouse." I said. "I'll talk to you later, Captain Perlman." Yep, trouble was brewing, and I didn't have time to take care of it now...
Part 11 - State v. P. Blassingame
(Author's note: At this time, readers may wish to re-read 'Unresolved' to be up to speed on this trial.)
"You can't go in there, sir. You're a witness." said a Sheriff's Deputy to me as I peeked through the window of the door into the Old Courtroom.
"You're right, but I can peek in the window." I said.
The Old Courtroom was the largest courtroom in the Courthouse Complex, housed in the original (old) Courthouse building. The pews were full of people, many of them reporters. I saw Paulina Patterson alone at the Prosecutor's table, on the right as one looked from the back of the Courtroom. Wow, was Miriam Walters really giving her no one else to help with this case?
On the left was Peter Blassingame at the Defense table, with that dumb look on his face, wearing an expensive suit.. His mother was in the first row behind him, and next to her was her brother and Peter's uncle, FBI Special Agent Andrew Parsons. I could see that the 'dumb face' look ran strongly in that side of the family.
The Defense Attorneys were Gwen Munson and Nathan Masterson. Munson looked like she was rarin' to go. Masterson looked somewhere between arrogant and bored, except when he looked over at Paulina. His face was a mask of barely concealed hatred whenever he glanced her way.
"Hi Don." I heard a voice say. I looked back to see Jenna Stiles coming up.
"Hi Jenna." I said. "What brings you here?"
"Oh, they didn't tell you?" Jenna asked back. "I'm going to be prosecuting the case with Paulina, on behalf of the State."
"Cool beans." I said. "But under what authority? I didn't think you were a State Attorney anymore."
"Oh, didn't they tell you?" Jenna asked, making me chuckle. "Britt Maxwell hired me as an SBI Attorney for her OER division. And the Governor made a direct appointment of me as a State Attorney for the City/Twin Cities Region, and assigned me to this case. I understand State A.G. Karl Handel was livid about it, but the Governor has the right to do it. And Watts approved it."
"I guess I was too busy keeping the Feds from kidnapping that dingleberry to have heard about it." I said. "And I guess you better get on in there." I opened the door for her and she walked through, and I watched through the window as she went up to the Prosecutor's table, where she and Paulina hugged and then began talking their strategy.
I am not an Agency of the Weak-Minded. Someone arranged with Britt to hire Jenna. Someone arranged for the Sheriff to have the Governor appoint Jenna a State Attorney again so that she could help Paulina. Someone who asked me to let her handle some things. A sneaky Green Crowbar she is, I thought to myself. And I love her for it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Tanya Perlman drove into my office and parked herself in front of my desk. I had just called her in to finish what we'd started earlier this morning.
"So I have the SBI and the City Police cooperating for the first time in years," I said, "and Britt Maxwell knows what she's doing regarding searching for perps. So why were you stepping all over that this morning?"
"Speaking freely, sir?" Tanya asked.
"Always, when we're alone like this." I said.
"I didn't understand why she wasn't working with the FBI on this." said Tanya. "And I still don't."
"One reason," I said, "is because I asked her to leave the Feds out of it." Tanya's eyes widened in pure shock. I continued: "Look. Jack (Muscone) is putting together a new team. People we were trusting totally stabbed us in the back, and I don't know who to trust yet."
"You don't trust Jack?" Tanya asked, her voice connoting anger more than surprise.
"Yes, I trust Jack." I said. "They betrayed Jack, too. But what's more, if Britt had gone to the Feds, the City Police guys would've stopped cooperating with the SBI."
"Even with E.J. Jefferson and Julius Jefferson being related?" Tanya asked.
"Especially because of things like that." I said. "The trust factor is very fragile all the way around." Tanya nodded, looking very sad as her eyes went introspective.
"Penny for your thoughts." I said. "Canadian penny so you can trade with Cindy."
Tanya hesitated, then said "I don't think you really realize just how much all of this has hurt Jack. They really treated him like a mushroom over the Louella Hopper information, and he really felt like he'd lost your friendship over it. And he really was afraid that it might have forced me to make a choice between him and the TCPD." I nodded.
Tanya continued: "But most of all, he was betrayed by people that he trusted. Martin Nash and Sandra Speer, and the DepDirector. You have no idea how much that hurt Jack. It would be like Sheriff Griswold and Teresa betraying you."
"I get it." I said, remembering a recent 'dream' sequence. "And it hurts more than you know that Greta's in New York and I never see her at all. Having said that, we've got a lot of issues going on now, and we've got to do our jobs with awareness of those who are working hard to thwart every good thing we do."
I noticed Tanya steeling her resolve, then asking what was on her mind: "Commander, is my relationship with Jack causing problems here at the TCPD?"
"No, not for me." I replied. "Any issues with anyone else that I need to be aware of?"
"No sir." said Tanya. She said nothing more, apparently waiting to be dismissed.
"So," I asked, "any ideas who to bring into MCD?"
"Not at this time, sir." Tanya said. "And I'm not sure we need to be in a rush to replace Geiger. When Joanne goes on maternity leave, we'll need to do something."
"We definitely need to be proactive about it." I said. "Be very aware of the politics of it, and that hostile politicians will work hard to take advantage of it if they can. All right, you can go." Tanya turned and drove herself out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm, Monday, August 12th. Cindy and I had put out a call for beer and nachos at the Cop Bar, making a point to invite Tanya and Jack, who showed up. Todd came with Teresa, Callie and Laura showed up, and Jerome Davis and Inga Gunddottar came up with the Mighty Miltons. We were filling up the outside deck, glad that it wasn't too hot a night.
"Where's the Sheriff?" I asked Cindy, adding jokingly: "Can't get him to pay for this if he's not here."
"I've got this one." Cindy said. "I've already told Pops to run a tab for me."
Laura said "The Sheriff is at home with his wife. He brought her up to the Hospital for her appointment with Dr. Searles."
"How'd that go?" I asked. Everyone else at the table's ears were tuned in.
"We're still waiting for all the tests to come in." Laura said. No one present was fooled by the 'doctor-speak', and our looks at her let her know it. She said "It's just a matter of how advanced her heart disease is, if she'll need surgery or not."
Just then Paulina Patterson and Jenna Stiles came out onto the deck. We made room for them, and Paulina sat down next to me and Jenna next to Callie, who actually gave Jenna a hug.
"How did it go in Court today?" I asked.
Paulina said "Gwen Munson is the most irritating bitch I have ever encountered in a Courtroom. We had already had pre-trial meetings with the Judge and worked out stuff and submitted our motions and whatnot. So she comes in asking for a two month continuance, saying that she and Brafford Bacon were late additions to the Defense team. Judge Watts just said 'If I grant that, and you add another new lawyer in two months, will you be expecting continuances to the end of time?' And then he denied the continuance."
Paulina continued: "So then Munson starts whining about a change of venue. Watts had already denied that, but he'd arranged to have potential jurists from all over the northwest part of the State, from Nextdoor County and Coltrane County, even Hamilton and Rivers Counties, bussed in to be part of the jury pool. Munson asked for a continuance to appeal, and Watts snapped her head back on that."
Paulina: "He called us into his Chambers, whereupon he stood, not sat, but stood behind his desk and chewed out Munson for five full minutes. He told her that he would tolerate no attempts to delay the trial or attempt to cause a mistrial, and Munson is now on his 'naughty' list and a short leash."
I asked "Think they'll remove her from their team?"
"No." said Jenna Stiles. "I think she's the leader of the team, in the Courtroom, anyway. It looked to me like she was testing Judge Watts's limits, pushing to see what she could get away with, and she found out quickly that it won't be too much."
"Did you get a jury seated?" Cindy asked.
"No." said Paulina. "We had a pool of 60 people from the County, and 44 of them were struck for cause because they'd heard about the case and remembered details of it, and some of them had been victims of violent crimes. So the out-of-Towners started being brought in. We got it down to 40 people total, then Munson wanted to wait until the morning to make our strikes and seat the Jury. I objected, but Watts allowed it, and those 40 people are being sequestered at the University Hotel and the Hyatt."
"Wow." said Cindy. "How are those people going to get clothes and personal hygiene items?"
Jenna said "When Judge Watts called for the out-of-Towners, they were told to pack a suitcase with personal items and clothes enough to be sequestered for two weeks. Those in the County were given one hour to go home and pack a bag."
"Hmmm..." I said, having gone into a reverie.
"What is it, Don?" asked Cindy.
"It... it's very unusual for a jury selection to go overnight like this, isn't it?" I asked.
"Yes." said Paulina. "Not unheard of, but rare."
"You had your 40 finalists." I said. "And Watts could've made you go until 11:00pm to whittle them down to twelve and what, six alternates?" Paulina and Jenna nodded, and I continued: "But Munson wanted all night... to study those names..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later on, I sat with Jack Muscone for a few minutes of conversation.
"You know," I said jokingly, "Harvey Eckhart has 'team-building' exercises as part of one of his camps."
"Yeah, I should sign all of my Agents up for one of those." replied Jack.
"So how's your team-building going?" I asked.
"Good, and not-so-good." said Jack. "The EAD pointed out that Team Lazarus was a special bunch, but trying to replace it might not be a good idea. He suggested I let Julius Jefferson and Ted Crenshaw build their teams, and that I do what SACs are supposed to do: supervise."
"That explains some things." I said. "Someone must've promoted Bowser and Buddy to Special Agents In Charge. No wonder they lay around 'supervising' all day."
"Heh." said Muscone. "Yeah, I think the EAD is right; I'm just going to let them build their teams, and take a step back."
"Like some people want me to do." I said.
"You have powers and abilities far beyond those of mortal men." said Muscone. "You should keep playing Detective. But I'll give you this two cents worth of advice... always keep it professional. I let my guard down, and people I thought were my friends stabbed me in the back like Brutus did to Julius Caesar. You think it won't happen to you, but... well, just remember to keep everything professional."
"I was going to ask Tanya this," I said, "but I was afraid it'd put her in a position of saying something you told her in confidence. So you can tell me its none of my business, but when did Martin Nash start turning on you?"
Muscone nodded. "I appreciate you respecting Tanya's situation." he said. "As to Nash, it was more him turning on you. I think he's had reservations about the way you do some things for a while. He never was happy about you letting your sister escape to Europe, and to Israel. But I think the tipping point for him was finding that playing card in that empty storage space. and assuming you'd found McGinty's Materials. And then..."
"... he went to his uncle instead of you," I said, "and they manipulated you into asking me about that card."
"Yes." said Muscone. "Julius Jefferson did the right thing, and reported it to me... even after Nash told him not to. And then that card thing, and then..."
"And then I'm found under the Hospital," I said, "having been tortured because someone thought I had McGinty's Materials."
"Not to mention that attack on your vehicle." said Muscone. "Thank God Melina shoots so well! I thought you were dead then, even moreso than when they brought you out of that Hospital cellar."
"And that led to the breakup of Team Lazarus." I said. "Martin got mad at Julius for saying something to you in the first place..."
"... and after he heard about you being found under the hospital, Julius just about ripped Martin apart, physically, like a Police Boxing Matches bout." said Muscone. "It was all over after that. I persuaded Julius to stay with me, but Sandra was gone, and Lindy was moving to Cardigan's group, saying she didn't want to work with Martin anymore. And there's one more thing you need to know, Don: those FBI schemes to plant stuff on Bettina, ostensibly to find a leak... that was Martin and his uncle. And it's going to end up totally destroying your chances of getting Bettina for treason. This was our chance to really put a dent in the Press committing treason then hiding behind the First Amendment... and they blew it up. Anyway... just remember to be professional, and never get too close to your colleagues and especially your subordinates..."
Part 12 - Councils and Politicians
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redhead MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 13th, from near the Courthouse Complex. "The trial of Peter Blassingame, son of SPS magnate Edward Blassingame, has begun, and the State has brought in a new attorney to lead the Prosecution!"
Bettina began: "State Attorney Jenna Stiles was brought in as the lead Prosecutor in the Peter Blassingame case. Jury selection began yesterday after Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts refused a Defense motion for a change of venue. Judge Watts did have potential jurors brought in from other counties to increase the jury poll numbers, and it is expected that a Jury will be seated today and that the trial can begin in earnest."
Bettina: "In other news, the Council meeting tonight is expected to take up a complaint by Fire Chief Quinlin that the Police Department bought several expensive SUVs for the Police leadership, but denied Fire Department requests for equivalent spending on TCFD vehicles. Sheriff Griswold issued a statement saying that the vehicles were budgeted for, that one vehicle was a replacement for the vehicle that was destroyed by an armed attack upon Commander Donald Troy, and that one vehicle was a gift to the TCPD from BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke, who was rescued by the TCPD after being badly injured in a hostage situation. That vehicle is being driven by Mr. Burke's wife, Captain Teresa Croyle."
Bettina: "And Channel Two News has learned that the SBI has not asked for the help of the FBI in their pursuit of Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex of the Citizens For Police Accountability. Swenson and Eidex have disappeared after warrants were issued for their arrests when they did not show up for the Court hearing in the lawsuit filed against them by Commander Donald Troy. The SBI offered no explanation on whey they've refused the help and the superior resources of the FBI, and Commander Troy has refused to respond to repeated requests by KXTC for comment."
Bettina: "Last but not least, the Ladies Auxiliary Club is hosting ADA Savannah Fineman and Mrs. Edna Carter, both members of the Charter Commission, for a luncheon on Thursday. Mrs. Myrtle L. James said that there will be a Q&A session, and that the Auxiliary members might have an informal debate on the Charter, as well as the possibility of the Town & County becoming separate entities again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's not going to be Fire Chief by tonight's Council meeting." growled Sheriff Griswold. He got up and left the coffee klatch.
"And Todd makes a very generous gift to the TCPD," said Teresa Croyle, "and Bettina makes it sound sleazy. God damn her. I'm going to go see what Todd wants to do about making a Press statement about that." She got up and left the meeting.
"And it's false that Jenna Stiles is taking over the prosecutorial lead." Cindy said. "Paulina is still the lead Prosecutor. Jenna came in only after Miriam Walters gave Paulina no help. In fact... I'm going to go issue a Press statement calling Bettina a liar." She got up and left the coffee klatch.
"I guess I should go call Jack," said Tanya, " and see what he says about that shot at the FBI."
"And the SBI." I said as Tanya left the coffee klatch.
"Well, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "It's just youuuu and meeeee. Or are you going to leave, too?"



"No sir." I said. "More coffee for me! And I have no say in the Ladies Auxiliary Club's business."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "Sooooo, how do you think the Wildcats and Bulldogs are going to do this season?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Tuesday, August 13th. I went to the Public Council Chamber, where I found Sheriff Griswold waiting.
"I should be home with my wife right now." muttered Griswold. "But I have to be here to see what Quinlin does."
"Did you talk to him?" I asked.
"Sure did." said the Sheriff. "I asked him point blank if Bettina's report was true, and he said it was not, that he didn't know where that came from. I then asked him if he was going to speak before the Council tonight, and he said that he'd been asked to attend the meeting by Susan Weston and Reginald B.F. Lewis. I told him that it would be very beneficial to his continued employment to not be here."
So far, Chief Quinlin had not shown up. But a lot of young people in red Antifa shirts did. Somewhat to my amusement, many of them greeted me nicely, and I said hello back to them and shook hands with them.
I was about to reach for my radio when a voice behind me said "I'm right here." I turned to see Teresa Croyle, who said "There's a contingent of Deputies here, and the Police SWAT Team is down in the basement parking lot. We also have contingents of both Deputies and Police at the Courthouse."
"How did all that go?" I asked.
"Security is fine." Teresa said. "They seated the Jury around noon. After Court recessed for the day, we took them to the University Hotel under guard. They're sequestered on the sixth floor, with Deputies at all the key points... except the secret underground tunnel to the Tower Condos. The alarm should trip if anyone tries to go through there."
"Did I ever tell you about that tunnel?" I asked.
"The Sheriff did." Teresa replied. "And Todd knows about it, and told me." I nodded, remembering that Todd did indeed know about that tunnel. (Author's note: 'A Case of Revenge', Ch. 02-03.)
"Expecting trouble tonight?" I asked.
"No sir." said Teresa. 
"That makes one of us." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Council Members took their places. I noticed there were no water bottles in front of them; no one would drink out of the bottles, so the Mayor had just the Intendent to not put any out, so that none was wasted.
The routine stuff was dealt with, then the Mayor addressed the audience: "I understand that many of you are here about issues concerning the Charter Commission. You are in the wrong place for that. We have no control over the Charter Commission. Our only input will be to vote as Citizens just like the rest of you." I felt the air go out of the sails of a large portion of the audience.
There were few comments from the audience, then Councilwoman Susan Weston spoke up. "Mr. Mayor," she said, "several of us asked the Fire Chief to appear and speak about the Police Department's acquisition of expensive new SUVs for their leadership. However, the Fire Chief has ignored our request to be here. Do we have subpoena power to force him to appear before us? And can we convene a Board of Inquiry to investigate the Police Department's wasteful expenditures?"
"Point of order!" J.P. Goldman shouted.
"Mr. Goldman is recognized." said the Mayor.
Goldman stood up and said "First of all, the Fire Chief is not beholden to you nor this Council, Ms. Weston. He belongs to the Sheriff, who is an elected official and independent of us. Second, you do not have subpoena power over anyone, at all. And third, expenditure issues are the sole province of the Town & County Assembly. They approved the Budget, and you have no right to question that."
"Point of order!" screamed Kelly Carnes. "The Council oversees the expenditure----
*tap tap tap tap tap tap*
"Mrs. Carnes," thundered the Mayor, "you were not recognized to speak----"
"I am making a point of order!" screamed Carnes.
"You interrupted Mr. Goldman's point of order!" thundered back the Mayor. "He has the floor, and you don't until you are recognized, which you will not be. If you attempt to speak out of turn and further, I will have you arrested and removed from this Chamber!"
The audience was getting restless until Captain Croyle moved forward so that she could be easily seen. It got reeeeeal quiet when everyone saw the look on her face.
"Furthermore to this subject!" J.P. Goldman shouted (yes, shouted) angrily. "The Police vehicles were budgeted. Some of Commander Troy's new vehicle was paid for by the insurance on his old vehicle, which was literally destroyed by a murderous attack upon him by multiple gunmen with machine guns and rockets. Last but not least, one vehicle was not paid for by the Police at all! It was a gift from Todd Burke in gratitude for the TCPD rescuing him at the cost of one of their Officer's lives. I am incensed and insulted at the inference of wrongdoing by the Police by wanting a Board of Inquiry about this!"
"Mr. Mayor," said Susan Weston, staring at J.P. Goldman, and speaking her words with great purpose and clarity, "I move to ask a Board of Inquiry to investigate the Town & County Police Department over the acquisition of these vehicles, as well as the impropriety that the vehicle donated by Mr. Burke is being used by his own wife."
"I second that motion!" Reginald B.F. Lewis almost screamed.
"There is a motion on the floor." the Mayor said much more calmly. "Is there any debate?" There was none, everyone was set in their ways. "Let's vote." said the Mayor.
The vote was 5-5. "The Council being evenly divided," said the Mayor, "the Mayor votes 'nay', and the motion is defeated."
"Get ready for the lawsuit." I whispered to Teresa. She nodded vigorously in agreement.
Part 13 - Charter Charted
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 14th, from near the Courthouse Complex. "Council Democrats promise a lawsuit after Republicans cover up for Police malfeasance!"
Bettina went on about the Police vehicles, making it sound as bad as possible for the Police, and all but committing outright slander by saying the Mayor and Council Republicans voted against a BOI solely in order to cover up Police Department crimes.
Then Bettina said: "And tonight's meeting of the Charter Commission is a closed executive session. Considering the unpopularity of what they've released so far, we can hardly blame them for wanted to keep the Public out of any further meetings..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If they do file that lawsuit," Sheriff Griswold said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "the Public Safety Department will file a countersuit. I've been told that the Town Assembly will convene in emergency session to file a countersuit, as well."
"Based on what?" Cindy replied. "The Assembly sets the taxes and the budget, but the Council sets a lot of what the money is spent upon."
"The Public Safety Budget is set by the Assembly as a separate item." I said. "And we have an elected official, the Sheriff, over the Department, so the Council does not have sole, all-encompassing authority over our expenditures. The Assembly is responding to what we see as a blatant attempt by the Council to usurp financial control over Police expenditures."
"He's right, you know." growled Griswold affably.
"It's alsooooo about the SUVs, and the gift from Todd Burke." said the Chief. "Absolutely nothing illegal about any of it, but the Council Democrats don't care about the truth... they'll gin up any false narrative that they can."
"Kind of like what some people in Congress try to do to Presidents they don't like." I said.
"Sounds like I need to put out a Press release, to counter Bettina's lies." Cindy said, getting up.
"I want to see and approve that before you put it out." said the Chief.
"Me, too." said the Sheriff. "And confine your statement to the Police Department part of this. Don't wade into the filth of County politics on it."
"Yes sir." Cindy said, then turned and exited the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I sat in my office preparing for the Angels Meeting, I got a phone call from Fire Marshal Zoe Singer.
"Don!" she said, "what is going on? The Fire Chief is en fuego!"
"What's it about?" I asked laconically.
"First," said Zoe, "that reporter Wurtzburg came out and said the Fire Chief had filed a complaint with the Council. The Chief says that's a lie."
"I'm sure it was a lie." I said. "Bettina is very dishonest."
"Second," said Zoe, "the Chief says the Sheriff ordered him, the Chief, not to appear before the Council last night, and he didn't. Now several Council Members are filing ethics complaints against the Fire Chief for not obeying their demands to appear, and they're trying to get him suspended."
"So he gets a lawyer and sues those Council Members that made the complaint." I said. "And I'm not sure the Sheriff ordered the Chief not to appear, but suggested that he, the Sheriff, would consider it insubordinate if he did."
"The Chief is saying the Sheriff ordered him not to appear." said Zoe. "The Chief also said he would have appeared if he'd not been directly ordered to."
"Hoo boy." I said, more to myself than to Zoe on the phone. "Look, I appreciate you calling and telling me, but I don't know what you want me to do about it, and I've got no dog in this fight."
"Yes you do." said Zoe. "He's smearing the Sheriff's name, and I know how you feel about Sheriff Griswold. And I'll tell you what this really is about, Don. Quinlin doesn't want an independent EMS. He's using this incident so he can speak out against the EMS, and if the Sheriff comes down on him, he'll say it's because of this incident."
"Okay." I sighed. "Thanks again for calling. And by the way... if push comes to shove on this, the Fire Department will need a new Chief. Want me to put your name in for it?"
"Hell no!" said Zoe. "I think we both already know what the Sheriff wants me to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After calling the Sheriff and the Chief and giving them the gist of the Quinlin situation (without naming Zoe), I heard a commotion going on in MCD. I went over there. The Detectives were talking to someone in a Duty Dress uniform with ribbons, but it was not a TCPD uniform. It was Detective Nell Bell of the Midtown Police.
"Hello, Commander!" Nell said enthusiastically as she came up and hugged me.
"What brings you to see us?" I asked. "The Blassingame trial?"
"Yes sir." Nell said. "I'm being called as a witness, possibly today."
"This early on?" I asked. "Aren't they introducing the evidence and putting the Crime Lab techs and the M.E. on the stand?"
"Yes sir." said Nell Bell. "And four of Midtown's State Crime Lab techs are up here, as well."
"Sir," said Joanne Warner, "that won't take long, will it?"
"Harumph." I grunted. "You guys have no idea what Gwen Munson is like. She's going 'scorched earth' on this. She's going to challenge every single piece of evidence, try to block all the evidence based on false crap like in the O.J. Simpson trial."
"Was that legit, Commander?" asked Theo Washington. "What happened in the O.J. trial?"
"No." I said. "First of all, the DNA tests on blood found at the scene matched Simpson...I refuse to call him 'O.J.'... to the tune of one in three billion. That means only two persons on the face of this earth had that blood DNA, and one of them was the victim's ex-, who had threatened her and lived nearby."
"Second," I continued, "the preservative EDTA does not change one substance to another like alchemy. There is no way it was a contaminant that changed the DNA to someone else's. Third, the guy that ran the mass spectrometer tests did an extremely poor job explaining what he did. I've run a mass spec, so I knew what he was talking about, but those twelve jurors weren't made to understand. I admit I did have some issues with the way he ran those tests, but neither the Prosecution nor Defense made anything of that."
"But let that be a 'teachable moment' for you all." I finished up. "Explain things simply and clearly to the jury, and don't let Munson try to fuck you up. Stick to what happened, and don't let Munson try any 'hypotheticals'. My Detectives here know what happens when someone starts 'hypothetical' crap with me; I challenge them on it right there from the stand. Don't be intimidated by their tactics."
"Thank you, sir." said Nell Bell, absorbing the lesson I'd just given her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, August 14th. The Charter Commission met in a conference room at City Hall just around the corner from the private Council Chamber. I tapped the meeting into session... and all hell broke loose. Not really, but I got an earful.
"Wow." said Savannah Fineman. "The Blassingame trial is going on, and all I'm getting asked about is where the school tax money is going. The people in the County High system are opposed to the point of near-violence."
Edna Carter said "The NEA is putting tremendous pressure on the teachers to oppose the Charter if the School Board doesn't get to set the tax rates."
"Violence? Violent pressure? Threats?" I asked.
"Not yet." said Edna.
The Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams said "Reginald Lewis and Eldrick Weaver are really pushing the minority communities to reject the new Charter because of the Board of Inquiry changes. They're saying doing away with the BOI will let white Police Officers physically abuse black people and get away with it."
Edward R. Steele said "I'm getting all that, but the most I'm hearing about is the Fire Department's opposition to a separate EMS service. The Fire Department Union is telling the TCFD to vote against the Charter if it creates a separate, independent EMS, and they're rallying a lot of other Unions to their side."
I said "So the BOI is being replaced by something even better, but the politicians are fighting like hell, to the point of making up lies, to stop that. Hmmm, that's... interesting." No one misunderstood my sarcasm in that. "And the rest of it is Union opposition?"
Savannah said "Not the school tax allocation issue. The people in the County High districts are genuinely upset that they are paying more in taxes, just to see their money go to the... poorer districts."
"Meaning 'minority' districts." Rev. Joseph E. Williams said. "Nothing's changed there."
"They do have a point!" Fineman said strongly. "They're paying more, why shouldn't their schools get more in return?"
"How are we supposed to give all our children a fair and equitable education if the money is not distributed equitably to all students?" Edna Carter shot back.
*tap tap tap tap tap tap*
"Guys," I said, "we're not going to solve the world's longstanding political issues here. I just want to get a better structure for our schools in place, and then we can let the politicians figure out what to do after that. I do sincerely believe that all taxation authority should be vested in one entity, in this case the Assembly."
"As to the rest of it," I said, "this is exactly what we knew was coming... every person or small group wants their own special interest to be taken care of in their favor, and there's no way we can do that. We're here to provide a structure, a backbone, for the People of this Town & County to go forward from and work out what interests work best for them."
"Like the Police structure?" Savannah Fineman replied, and a bit snottily I might add. "That was pretty damn granular. Why not leave that out, and let the People of the County decide what works best."
"Well, that's a point." I said, not rising to the bait. "Besides, we were just talking about issues that have come up. I just had one come up, as well. Members of the Council are suing the Fire Chief for not answering a non-existent summons to appear before them. The Sheriff and the Town Assembly are countersuing. And all that is leading to a question of just how independent of the Council the elected Sheriff and the Public Safety Department are, and how much they should be. We may be back to the question of if we even need a Town & County Council."
"What?!" gasped Edward R. Steele. "Are you kidding?"
"No." I said flatly.
"We're back to Square One." Savannah said. "Maybe worse..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly 1:00am, Thursday, August 15th, when I got back home to the Mountain Nest. To my surprise, Laura was still up, reading that most renowned of periodicals, Sexual Psychology.
"Wow." she said when she saw my face coming in. "I'll pour us drinks."
"Let me do it." I said. I proceeded to pour Laura her drink, then myself a 'triple' of neat Scotch.
"Long day?" Laura asked as I sat down in the rocking chair next to the sofa against the wall, my back aching.
"Well..." I said with mock near-joviality, "some of the underlying tensions finally came out. Savannah Fineman, who lives up in the County High areas, took their side with regard to allocation of school tax dollars. The Rev. Williams immediately invoked the race card. Edna Carter didn't go that far, but made it clear she took Fineman's comments as a desire to keep the poor kids down."
I continued: "Then I brought up the issues with the Sheriff, the Fire Chief, and the Council. And Edward Steele didn't like what I had to say about giving the Public Service Department more autonomy from the Council."
"And that's when the fight started." Laura said.
"Just about." I said. "We started doing the line-by-line, article-by-article voting. The good news is that I got what I wanted on the Boards of Inquiry. We'll have an elected Inspector General and Inquest Boards. The bad news is that I lost on the Public Safety Department; we have to get Council approval for all promotions to Lieutenant or above, all medals above the Sheriff's Medal, and expenditures not specifically budgeted by the Town Assembly."
"The art of compromise." Laura said. "What else?"
"Savannah lost bad on the School Board issue. Four to one." I said. "The Town Assembly will set all taxes, and while the School Board will handle budget and expenditure issues, it's mandated that all monies be spent on a per-student basis, and all educational materials be uniform for each grade throughout the Town & County's schools."
"The NEA won't like that." said Laura. "Neither will the County High system's schools. And what about charter schools and special-ed schools?"
"They're accounted for." I said. "But it has to be uniform throughout the County. A special-ed school in the southern areas must be treated as well as one in the northern areas. And Town High, County High, and BTW High can have college-prep, vocational, etc., but they have to be generally uniform -or- admit students from all over the County, like Town High's vocational school."
"So what did Savannah get in return?" asked Laura.
"Nothing." I said. "She never said much nor advocated for much, and the D.A.'s Office is guided by State Law as much as the Town & County Charter. I don't think she planned to do much about this, but when Williams played the race card, she got her hackles up.'"
Laura nodded. "So it's over? You're ready to go to the voters?"
"Almost." I said. "I think we all wanted to get through everything tonight just to get it done. I think all of us thought this would pass when we convened tonight. But by the time we were done, it was just like 'put this out there and if it fails, so be it'. At least that's how I felt."
"That doesn't sound like you." said Laura. "Why don't we go to bed, and you get some sleep? You'll feel better about it in the morning..."



Part 14 - The Voice of God
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, August 15th. "The Charter Commission is plowing ahead with their agenda despite fierce opposition!"
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the Charter Commission has formally ratified sections of the Charter they plan to submit as early as August 28th, including that the Town Assembly will set all property tax millage rates instead of the newly created School Board, in defiance of the demands of the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union. The Commission has also done away with Boards of Inquiry, which are the only means of oversight of Police brutality against Minority Citizens."
Bettina: "And in other news, Judge Patrick Folsom dismissed the lawsuits of some members of the Town & County Council and the countersuits against them. Judge Folsom stated that a minority number of Council Members could not bring suit on behalf of the Council nor as 'sour grapes' for losing a vote, and that the attempt to use the Courts as a workaround was a violation of the 'Separation of Powers' concept. Judge Folsom also said that the countersuits were moot points after his initial ruling, and therefore he dropped them as well."
Bettina: "And Council Member Kelly Carnes will be happy with the news that the State Appeals Court issued a ruling that the State Law allowing the Governor to suspend an elected State official is only valid when that official has been convicted of a crime. To suspend or remove someone from office merely for being indicted is a violation of the concept of 'innocent until proved guilty', the Appeals Court said. Therefore, Kelly Carnes may continue to serve on the Town & County Council, despite having been indicted for campaign finance violation charges..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Fast action by the judge, there." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Yeah it was." growled the Sheriff. "But I'm glad he dismissed the complaints as soon as they were filed."
"How's Chief Quinlin taking it?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"I'm going to be having a 'come-to-Jesus' meeting with him and the other Chiefs this afternoon." said the Sheriff. "I'll say no more about it at this time."
"You look tired, Sheriff." I observed. "You feeling okay?"
"Yeah." grunted Griswold. "The Mrs. didn't sleep well; she had an uncomfortable night. It's the middle of summer, and she was complaining of being cold. She wrapped herself up in a blanket before getting to sleep. She felt better this morning, so I guess she'll go with the other ladies to the Ladies Auxiliary meeting today. She doesn't remember any of them, but she seems to enjoy going to the meetings."
Cindy Ross said "We should write it into the Charter to have nap times for the Police leadership. I heard Commander Troy got out of his Charter meeting very late."
"Very early, actually." I replied. "Early in the morning, that is. But we got through almost all of it."
"What's left?" asked Tanya.
"We need a legal opinion on one matter." I said. "The Mayor & Council is the Executive Authority for the Town & County, and is theoretically over the various branches and departments of the County Government. The Council has also acted as a semi-legislative body and increasingly given itself oversight authority.
I continued: "The Town & County Assembly is the Legislative branch, but has been limited in the past. Our plan was to expand the duties of the Assembly to include oversight of the Executive, much the way Congress gives itself oversight of the Federal Executive Branch. The new Inspector General Department, which replaces Boards of Inquiries with Inquest Boards, would theoretically come under the Town Assembly if necessary. But Edward Steele, doing his job as a Council Member, wants to know where things stand with the Council on things like oversight and what they can do. They won't be able to call Boards of Inquiry any longer, and could only refer something to the I.G., who could just ignore them."
"Savannah Fineman is going to research it... she should have already, but that's another story... and I'm going to get opinions from other sources, as well." I said. "Then we'll write something into the Charter, and that'll be it for us."
"Soooooo," drawled the Chief, "how is the Blassingame trial going?"
"Slow as molasses." Teresa said. "I'm on the witness list, so I can't watch the trial, but in doing security I just happened to overhear the Bailiff telling my imaginary friend next to me that Gwen Munson is being as much of a bitch as she can be. She has objected to every single piece of evidence submitted, a lot of it based on that warrant that was rescinded, but that we got included through the warrant based on finding the car in Midtown." (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 03-04.)
Teresa continued: "So Paulina has had to establish, and re-establish, the veracity of the warrants and the evidence time and again. Then Munson objected to every single technician, trying to discredit them, so Paulina had to take the time to build them up, and then Munson would again raise objections to the admission of the evidence, which started irritating Judge Watts."
"And then... Munson questioned Martha the M.E.'s credentials." Teresa said. "I mean like she was questioning Martha's college degrees, then her appointment as M.E., and so on. Munson even asked why Martha wasn't the Coroner if she was qualified to be an M.E., and Martha said Coroner was an elected office and she, Martha, had not run for it. Then Paulina objected to Munson's tactics, and that got the Jury a five minute recess and Munson an asschewing from Watts. If she keeps it up, she might just get held in Contempt and kicked out of the courtroom."
"How long before we get called up?" asked Cindy.
"Either soon or not at all." said Teresa. "Paulina's doing a good job building it up. Commander Troy will be the last Police Officer called, then it's all Fraternity and Sorority members that took plea deals. Jesse Smallwood is the last one; he's the star witness."
"Yes." I said. "Keep your pagers or iPhones on you at the Ladies Auxiliary meeting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I did learn one other thing." Cindy said as she and I sat in my office after the Angels meeting. "Jenna had dinner with Callie and me last night. She said the jury selection was very, very strange. Paulina struck mostly older women that might be sympathetic to a handsome young man, and young men that might be the kind of guys that would hang out with a guy like Peter. They expected Gwen Munson would go for younger, single people and strike people with families, especially young children. But Munson didn't, and every current juror has family, and ten of the twelve have children under 12 years old."
"Hmmm." I said. "She's going..." I was about to say 'balls to the wall', then remembered what Jack Muscone had said about being professional even around my closest friends. So I finished: "... all out on everything, and she would've had time to study the jury pool overnight... over... night..." I went into a reverie. When I looked up, Cindy had left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Thursday, August 15th. Finally! I was caught up on paperwork! I turned to my emails, where I found the legal opinions that several lawyers and other noted experts of Government Law at the University had sent regarding Council oversight----
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Cindy. I answered... and then almost dropped the phone in shock.
"Okay, I'm on it." I said. "Yeah, you keep going. I'll meet you there."
I flew out of my office, telling Helena that it was an emergency. Then I ran down the hall and out the employees entrance to my Police SUV outside...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I hurtled into the anteroom of the Sheriff's Office in City Hall. His assistant looked up at me, at first with a smile, then a frown as I just said "It's an emergency!" and went for the door.
"Wait, you can't go in----" the assistant said, but I was already opening the door, hearing the somewhat raised voices of an argument. Inside the Sheriff's office were the Sheriff, the Fire Chief, and the Police Chief.
"I'm sorry to interrupt," I said loudly, "but you need to come with me right now, Sheriff."
"What is it, Crowbar?" Griswold asked. I barely noticed the Chiefs looking dumbfounded at me as I went around and gently guided the Sheriff out of his chair.
"I'm taking you to the hospital, Sheriff." I said. "It's your wife. I'll explain on the way."
"Oh my God." Griswold whispered as I grabbed his hat for him and escorted him out the door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All I know," I said as I tore through the streets of Town, my blue lightbar and the siren blazing as I tested the power of the new engine, "is that Cindy called and said your wife collapsed at the Ladies Auxiliary meeting. She was just sitting there, not moving, then someone asked if she was all right, and she just fell over. Laura was there and immediately began treating her, and then they put her in Cindy's SUV and rushed her to the hospital."
"Oh no..." the Sheriff whispered. "Oh no..." He was in shock himself, realizing the magnitude of this situation.
I crossed University Parkway rather dangerously as I pulled into the Hospital's driveway and sped down to the 'Authorized Only' parking lot. The Sheriff and I hustled to the entrance nearest the waiting room of the Emergency Room.
"Yes, Sheriff." the nurse at the desk said when Griswold asked about his wife. "She's been taken upstairs into emergency surgery. All I know is that Dr. Morgan and Dr. Fredricson examined her here then rushed her up, and Dr. Searles joined them in surgery."
"Let's go upstairs." I said, knowing the ORs were there, above the ER on this floor. We took the stairs up to the waiting room at the intersection of the hallways. Cindy was there.
"What happened?" the Sheriff asked, his voice ragged.
"It looks like a heart attack, Sheriff." Cindy said, tears in her eyes. "Laura was right there when she collapsed, and gave her a shot and did CPR on her. Then she had me pick Mrs. Griswold up and we put her in my SUV and rushed here. They were in the ER about five minutes, then the duty nurse told me she was being taken to surgery."
"Oh, no." muttered the Sheriff, his eyes wide with a dazed look. "Oh noooo."
"Let's sit down, Sheriff." I said. The Sheriff sat down, but in less than two minutes was back up on his feet, pacing into the hallway and back.
Cindy and I walked a bit further down the hallway that went away from the hall to the ORs. She said quietly "Mrs. Griswold was just sitting there, and someone finally realized she wasn't moving at all. They asked her if she was all right, and she was unresponsive, and I..." Cindy became tearful, then willed herself to finish: "I noticed her lips and fingers were getting blue. And then she just... collapsed"
"Laura came right up and started working on her." Cindy said. "Teresa ran and got Laura's doctor bag out of her car, and Laura gave Mrs. Griswold a shot, and had me squeezing the breathing mask while she did CPR on her heart. Then she said she thought she had a heartbeat, and Mrs. Griswold seemed to take a breath, so we rushed her to my SUV and to here."
I nodded, then seeing that Cindy needed a hug, I gave her one. Then we looked over at the Sheriff, who had been looking down the hallway. We saw a shadowy form come out of a door at the far end. I could tell it was Laura. She looked down the hallway at us... and doing the one thing I didn't want to see: she stood still, not walking down the hall towards us.
And we knew.
"No!" gasped Sheriff Griswold. "Nooooo..." he whispered again as he began walking, half-stumbling, towards Laura, taking that long walk down that hall... alone...
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Tears
Sheriff Griswold reached Laura as I began walking down the hall after him. "I'm sorry." she said, tears flowing down her cheeks. "We did all we could..."
Dazed, Griswold turned and went through the OR doors. Laura made a feeble gesture to stop him, but it was too late. Just then I got to Laura. She fell into my arms and cried on my shoulder as I held her.
After a moment, I whispered "I need to go get the Sheriff." Laura nodded. She and Cindy hugged as I went through the doors.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It's never shown on TV, but certain things go on after a patient dies in the operating room. Those things were going on when Sheriff Griswold appeared in the room. The attendants barely had time to cover Mrs. Griswold's body with a cloth as the dazed widower came up to the table. He began sobbing when he saw his wife's face, and he went over to her side and sobbed "I love you..." several times.
Dr. Morgan was about to intervene when he saw me come in. I came up to the Sheriff and put my hand on his shoulder. He looked spooked as he looked up over his shoulder at me.
"They've done all they can, Sheriff." I said. "We'll take care of the rest. Come on." I put my arm around his shoulders and led him out of that room. Things were kind of blurry, as tears were flowing down my cheeks as well as everyone else in the room. Even Dr. Searles was emotional. I just nodded to them as I got the Sheriff through the door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm, Thursday, August 15th. One thing I have always liked about my Town & County is that despite its size, it still has that small town feel, and people act like residents of a small town. Never was that shown better than in the time of a death of a loved one.
Presbyterians began doing Presbyterian things, and soon there was more food in the Griswold home than anyone could eat in two days. Cindy had followed me to the Sheriff's house and was taking and storing the food in the refrigerator and freezer, and she ended up using the Sheriff's fish freezer on the back porch for some of the meat dishes.
The Rev. Dr. Edward Ayers, the Presbyterian minister arrived within a few minutes of us, but it was the arrivals of Police Chief Sean Moynahan and Chaplain Alberto Romano that might've been the most helpful. Father Romano was in his Police Duty Dress uniform, and for the first time in my memory he was wearing a white shirt and black tie instead of his black shirt and white clerical collar.. He was here as the Police Captain he was. And as both he and Chief Moynahan were widowers themselves, they understood most fully what Sheriff Griswold was now enduring.
It was times like these that the Police Public Relations Officer, Captain Damien Thompson, earned his paycheck. It had been his duty to put out the Press releases, and to notify the Public Safety Department as well as the Mayor in an official kind of way. And he handled things very well.
And I took it upon myself to be the Police Officer attending to the Sheriff's needs. No one was fooled: this was far more than an official duty. I was doing this as a member of the Sheriff's family... his only remaining family.
I talked with Dr. Ayers about what day was best for the funeral, Saturday or Sunday. He asked the Sheriff, who just said 'I don't know yet... I just don't know yet..." We did set the 'visitation' for Friday evening.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was after dark, and despite the summer warmth a good fire was burning in the fire pot in the Sheriff's backyard near the lake. He was sitting in a chair out there, with Father Romano and Chief Moynahan on either side of him.
"I caught a little of what they were talking about." Cindy said to me as we stood in the kitchen and looked out into the backyard. "They talked about their wives and losing them, how unexpected it was and everything. I think it's helping, but just having them there is helping him more."
I nodded. "Yes, I'm glad they're there, too. I sure don't know what to say in times like these."
Cindy said "I'm glad you were there at the hospital, though. Laura didn't know what they were going to do when the Sheriff went into the O.R., but he responded to you when you led him out." I just nodded.
After a while, Chief Moynahan and Father Romano came back inside. "He wouldn't come inside with us." the Chief said.
"Thanks. I'll go talk to him." I said. I first took a shawl from the sofa in the living room, then went outside. Sheriff Griswold had put more logs on the fire, then sat down in a reclining chair.
"How're you doing, Sheriff?" I asked as I came up.
"Okay." said Griswold. "Have a seat, Crowbar." I sat down in one of the chairs, and we watched the fire and the blackness of the lake beyond it.
The Sheriff spoke first. "Thank you for coming in and taking me out of the O.R., Crowbar. I never should've gone in there. I'm not sorry I did, but I'll apologize to the doctors and nurses."
"Yes sir," I said, "but I think they understood. And who's gonna stop the County Sheriff, if not his often-insubordinate Police Commander?"
"Har." growled the Sheriff, who then said: "You weren't being a Police Commander at that moment, Crowbar. You were being the family that you are to me. I'm thankful you were there for me."
"Yes sir." I said. "And in that capacity, I'm going to make the funeral arrangements tomorrow. Do you want the funeral on Saturday or Sunday?" This had to be asked, and I sensed it was as good a time as any.
The Sheriff contemplated, then said "Saturday. Any reason to delay it?"
"No sir." I said.
"I'll leave it all to you, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "You'll pick out the right casket, and Cindy and Laura will pick out the right clothes. Dr. Ayers is handling the funeral service itself. He told me that my wife had talked with him about her service... and mine... some time ago, before she began getting ill..." He stopped talking, and I saw the tears beginning to flow.
"Sheriff, want to come inside and get some sleep?" I asked. "Laura left me a pill for you to take."
"No, I just want to sit out here for a few minutes." said the Chief. "And think about things..."
We sat together for several minutes. I tried to practice what Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart had taught me, to clear my mind, and let my thoughts expand over the black emptiness of the water of the lake. I thought I heard the dots and dashes of Morse Code for a second...
I opened my eyes. I had fallen asleep. I looked over at the Sheriff; he was asleep, also. I covered him with the shawl and made my way back to the house. Cindy had pulled out the sofa-bed in the living room and put a sheet on the mattress. She said goodnight and left, and I texted Laura that I was staying here for the night...
Part 16 - Crime and Punishment, Sadness and Happiness
7:00am, Friday, August 16th. I woke up, put the sofa-bed away, then began a pot of coffee. I went outside and down to where Sheriff Griswold was. He was still sound asleep. The fire looked to be died out, but just to be sure, I put the trash can top kept there for just this purpose on top of the fire pot.
"Good morning, Sheriff." I said. Griswold shook his head as he came awake, then took in his bearings.
"Did you give me something to put me to sleep?" he asked as he got up and stretched.
"No sir." I said. "Must be sleeping outdoors that had you sleeping so hard. And you needed it."
"Yeah." said the Sheriff. We went back inside, where I poured him a cup of coffee and heated some of the food in the refrigerator for him. He insisted I make a plate for myself. As we ate, he said "Why don't you go home and get cleaned up while I do the same here. Then I'll go to the funeral home with you. I know you'll pick the right casket, but I just need something to do."
"Sure, sir." I said, perhaps a bit absentmindedly.
"What is it?" the Sheriff growled.
"Nothing, sir." I said. "Well, it's Greta's second birthday today. I gave Jack Muscone a birthday card the other day, to send to Sandra in New York through the FBI's internal mail system since I don't know her address. I hope it gets there."
"It will." said the Sheriff. "I know it's hard, your daughter being that far away from you. All I can suggest is that you keep being the wonderful dad you are for the daughters you have here..."
This man's wife just died, and he's trying to give me comfort and advice, I thought to myself. Just one of the reasons I respect him and look up to him so much...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. There was a pall throughout the Courthouse as the trial of Peter Blassingame continued. Before bringing in the Jury, Judge Watts took his seat behind the bench, then said "Okay, who is on the witness list for today?"
Paulina Patterson said "Your Honor, we'd like to have the Detective and the techs from Midtown testify, so that they can go home when they're done and not have the expense of either having to stay over the weekend or traveling to Midtown and back up again. We also wish to delay Commander Troy's appearance until next week, as he is making the arrangements for the Sheriff's wife's funeral."
"Your Honor," said Nathan Masterson, "we strenuously object to that. Commander Troy should appear as soon as possible, including today with the others that were at the crime scene, and the Midtown people should wait until after that, no matter how long it takes. Also, Troy should be here today, and waiting in the Witness Room to be called."
"Wow. Just wow." said Judge Watts, shaking his head in disbelief. "How about I just call a recess today, then, so that all the Officers can prepare for the Sheriff's wife's funeral?"
"Your Honor," said Masterson, "we don't care about the rest of them. We simply ask that Commander Troy be ready to be called upon today, so that he can testify today. We expect Commander Troy to follow the rules of this Court like everyone else has to do. And we believe the trial should continue without further delay."
"Let me see if I get this straight." said Watts. "Your colleague was demanding a continuance of two months, laying that as grounds for an appeal, and now you say we should proceed without delay. I can't wait for the Appeals Court to hear that one; they need a good laugh from time to time."
"My concern is that Commander Troy be forced to obey the rules like everyone else." said Masterson. "He should be forced to be here, in the witness room, and wait there all day if need be."
"Okay, here's what we're going to do." said Judge Watts. "Prosecutor, we'll go ahead and call the Midtown witnesses, and if the Defense doesn't make a joke of it and extend it out, you can call the techs and the Detective that were at the crime scene. Commander Troy will be scheduled for Monday at the earliest."
"But Your Honor---" started Gwen Munson, who'd just come to the Defense table---
*SLAM!*
The judge's hard banging of his gavel made a lot of people in the Courtroom jump. "I've made my ruling!" Watts yelled. "One more word out of you, Munson, and you'll be in contempt! I'm tired of your shenanigans!"
"Your Honor," Gwen Munson said fearlessly, "I ask for a continuance so that I can make an appeal... to have you recused as the presiding judge over this case."
There were gasps in the Courtroom, but Watts didn't play: "You can appeal whatever you want, but I'm the judge, I'm in charge here, and we will continue! Bring in the Jury! Prosecutor, your first witness, please..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I picked out a very nice wood coffin for Mrs. Griswold, similar to the one we'd buried Charlie in. The Sheriff approved my choice. Then Laura and Cindy brought a couple of Mrs. Griswold's dresses. The Sheriff approved the one Cindy had brought, actually a pantsuit.
Mrs. Griswold's hairstylist came to the funeral home to do her hair and makeup while I took Sheriff Griswold to the Presbyterian Church to consult with Rev. Dr. Ayers on the funeral service. We anticipated a very large crowd, far more than the church could hold. The Sheriff approved of my idea to hold a private service of the Griswold's closest friends and family... and I think that's when it truly hit the Sheriff that the only family he had left were the Officers and Deputies of Town & County Law Enforcement, and me. He spent a few minutes alone with Dr. Ayers while I called Cindy to have Captain Thompson put out the official announcements.
Then I took the Sheriff back to his house, and the visitors began coming. Non stop...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson expertly guided Midtown Detective Nell Bell through Nell's actions in getting the auto shop manager 'Cochise' to sign a consent form allowing the search of the car Blassingame had brought in to be painted, then getting a warrant to impound the car after the incriminating evidence was found on and in it.
Then Gwen Munson took her shots, questioning Nell's experience and time-in-grade with the Midtown PD, then covering old ground: "Why didn't you get a warrant before beginning the investigation of that car?"
"We didn't need one." said Nell Bell. "The shop owner gave his consent, in writing."
"Oh, so you're telling me that the shop owner just agreeably went along with your request to examine that car, not asking for a warrant?" Gwen asked, as if totally stunned at the possibility.
"He signed the consent form." Nell said adroitly.
Munson then questioned the integrity of the evidence that was found, citing ineptitude by the CSI team that collected it. She asked the judge to throw out the evidence, and Watts refused, saying the matter had already been ruled upon in the pre-trial motions.
"And who told you to go to that shop in the first place?" Munson then asked Bell.
"We received a tip from the Town & County Police Force." said Nell Bell.
"From Commander Donald Troy?" asked Gwen harshly.
"No, Lieutenant Mary Milton contacted me about it." said Nell Bell.
"And who told her about it?" snarled Munson.
"You'll have to as her that question." said Nell, remaining unperturbed.
"No more questions." said Munson. "But I would like this witness to be subject to immediate recall at any time."
"Objection." said Paulina. "The witness is from Midtown, two hours away. Defense counsel should finish her questioning, or explain in full why the witness should have to remain here or travel home and back over the weekend, and at unnecessary expense."
"There is no price tag on Justice, Your Honor----" Gwen tried.
"Objection sustained." said Watts. "Detective Bell, the Court appreciates you being up here for your testimony. You're excused and may go home, but you cannot remain in the Courtroom for the trial, and you should be prepared to come back if it does become necessary to recall you."
"Yes, Your Honor." said Nell Bell. She left the Courtroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Friday, August 16th. There was a fairly large gathering of Ladies Auxiliary and Kiwanis Club members in the Griswold home when Laura came in, wearing a black sleeveless dress. To my surprise, she had Carole with her, wearing a black dress and her white stockings and black 'Sunday' shoes.
I made observations, which were confirmed when Laura said to me "Carole insisted on coming... more like she threw the biggest hissy fit you never saw. She's going to be in timeout all weekend for that."
"We'll talk about it later." I said "She's here now." I looked down and saw Carole looking up at me, partially defiantly, partially hopeful that I'd take her side. I said "Let's go see Grampa Griswold, Carole."
My daughter took my hand and practically led me to Sheriff Griswold as he sat on the sofa. His eyes brightened considerably upon seeing her.
"I'm verrry sorry that Grandma Griswold died." Carole said. "Would a hug make you feel better?"
"Thank you, Carole." the Sheriff said. "And yes, a hug would make me feel much better." Carole clambered up on the couch and gave Grandpa Griswold a big hug, and everyone's hearts in the room felt a little warmer.
As people began talking again, Cindy came in from the kitchen. "I just heard from Jenna. They're in recess at the Court. They had to call Julia Rodriguez to the stand. They were going to call Tanya, but the judge said Tanya could wait until Monday, as could you. Jenna thinks Gwen Munson will try to use that as part of her appeal."
"I hope she'll need to appeal." I said. "I'm hearing that Judge Watts is on the verge of kicking her off the Defense team for Contempt----"
I looked around. "Hold on. Where's Carole?" We looked around and then Cindy pointed to the cracked door of the other bedroom... Charlie's sealed-off room. I went over in pursuit.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Having questioned Detective Julia Rodriguez, Gwen Munson was now in cross-examination of Lieutenant Mary Milton.
"Lieutenant Milton," Gwen Munson said, "who informed you of the Impala at the China One Auto Shop?"
"The surveillance units of the Midtown Police Department," said Mary Milton, "working in conjunction with the TCPD's technical intelligence unit." That was 'sort of' the name of the group consisting of Sonali, Lainie, and some of Myron's techs.
"So the Midtown Police informed you, after they were informed by the TCPD." said Gwen. "Isn't this just some kind of circular firing squad to illegally establish probable cause for a warrant?"
"Objection!" Paulina cried out she rose to her feet.
"I withdraw the question." said Munson. "Lieutenant Milton----"
"Your Honor, I still object." said Paulina. "May I approach the Bench?"
"Let's do better." said Judge Watts. "I'll see both you and Ms. Munson in Chambers. Ten minute recess."
Once in Chambers, Paulina exploded. "Your Honor, Defense counsel is attempting to taint the Jury with blatantly false information. She can't just 'withdraw the question', they already heard her say that the information was obtained illegally, which it absolutely was not."
"Your Honor, I will prove that it was obtained illegally, and that all the evidence that was gathered under that warrant should be thrown out." Munson replied.
"But not that way." asserted Watts. "I agree that your comment was potentially harmful for the Jury to hear. And Ms. Munson, if I have to call a mistrial, part of that will be to hold you in Contempt, whereupon you will be jailed until the next trial is over, and I will work my butt off to have you disbarred in this State..."
Upon returning to the Courtroom, Judge Watts addressed the Jury: "It has not been shown that the methods of obtaining the data concerning that Impala and the warrant under which it was examined for evidence was improper in any way. Defense counsel's comment was inappropriate, and you are to disregard it. It is to be struck from the record. Okay, your witness, Defense counsel."
"No more questions, Your Honor." said Munson sullenly. "But I ask that this witness be subject to recall."
"Objection." said Paulina.
"Overruled, I'll allow it." said Judge Watts. "Lieutenant Milton, you may return to your duties, but keep your cellphone on you at all times..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *



Carole was just standing in what had been Charlie Griswold's bedroom, between the bed and the dresser, just looking around at everything, and in a reverent way. I came through the door, closing it almost shut behind me as I said "Carole, what are you doing in here?"
"This was Charlie's room, wasn't it Daddy?" Carole asked, awe in her voice for the first time I could remember.
"Yes, and you're not answering my question." I said. "Why did you come in here?"
"I don't know, Daddy." Carole said. "But I know Grandma Griswold is with Charlie in Heaven now, and they're both very happy."
"I know." I said, feeling a bit of a vibe, but nowhere near what Carole must've been sensing. I let her look around, then said "We need to go back into the living room with the others."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said quietly. She went back into the living room, and I followed. Cindy almost gasped as she saw Carole, seeing the light in my daughter's blue eyes. Sheriff Griswold called Carole over to him.
"Did you see Charlie's room, Carole?" Griswold asked Carole.
"Yes sir." Carole said. "And Grandma Griswold wants you to know that she's in Heaven with Charlie, and they're both very happy."
Laura looked like she was about to have a heart attack at her daughter's words. Everyone was watching her and the Sheriff to see what he'd say. Cindy and the Sheriff had tears in their eyes as Griswold said "Yes, I know. Grandma Griswold and Charlie are in a much better place now."
Carole said "Daddy said that we're sad because Grandma Griswold is in Heaven, but she's also still here in our hearts. Is that true, Grampa Grizz?"
"Your daddy is a very smart man." Griswold said. "I think he's right. And I think you're right, too."
He gave Carole another warm hug as I whispered to Laura "No time out or punishment until I get home, okay?" Laura did not look pleased, but nodded acquiescence.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The formal visitation was from 6:00pm to 9:00pm. I took the Sheriff to the Frank Freeman Funeral Home at 5:45pm. He took a moment to look at his wife in the open casket, steeling himself not to break down crying. I signed the book, noting that a number of people had already come in and signed it.
We were dressed in black suits, me with a black tie and the Sheriff with a gray tie. The first group to arrive was Mrs. Myrtle L. James, along with a large contingent of Ladies Auxiliary members. Many of them wept in small groups as they viewed Mrs. Griswold lying in peaceful repose. Mrs. James came up and said how sorry she was for Mrs. Griswold's loss.
She politely didn't say that Mrs. Griswold had died at the Ladies Auxiliary meeting, but Sheriff Griswold did, and in a kind way: "She was surrounded by friends that loved her." said Griswold. "You ladies meant so much to her."
After greeting me, Mrs. James became an unofficial hostess, introducing people and moving conversations along... and sometimes people if things started getting crowded.
Police Officers and their spouses began going through. Nell Bell arrived in her dress uniform, the one she'd worn in Court, followed by the Midtown Lab techs. "I'm so sorry for your loss, Sheriff." Nell said.
"It was very kind of you to stay and visit." said the Sheriff. Nell introduced the techs to the Sheriff and to me, and I said I hoped to talk with them again under better circumstances. "Are you going home, Nell?" I asked her.
"Yes sir." said Nell. "That defense attorney, Munson... she tried to have me held to be called back. Paulina objected and said why couldn't they finish with her now? and the Judge agreed. That Defense Attorney is headed for Contempt, if you ask me..."
Chief Molly Evans, Chief Frank Soltis, and Chief Sean Moynahan came through as a group, possibly having gone to an early dinner together, or intending to go out to dinner after coming to the visitation.
The Sheriff exchanged warm greetings and many hugs with Police Officers that came through, many of which he'd known while he was Police Chief. He hugged Zoe Singer very warmly, as well. When Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman came through, she began crying at seeing Mrs. Griswold, and the Sheriff went to a knee and exchanged a long hug with Tanya.
"She was so good to me." Tanya said, her voice breaking. "She'd bring me cookies when I was in the hospital, and she took such good care of little Pete."
"Pete was like a grandson to her." Griswold said. "And he is to me, too."
Todd and Teresa came through, Teresa in her semi-formal Police uniform. She hugged the Sheriff warmly, then hugged me as Todd hugged Griswold. Todd said some quiet words to the Sheriff, but I had no idea what he said, and I never was told later. Cindy and Callie were right behind them in the line (a procession of Angels, it was), and they also exchanged hugs and words of condolences with the Sheriff. Cindy whispered that her father was away, but wanted her to tell the Sheriff that Dr. Eckhart was thinking of him.
A good number of Fire Department people came through, including Assistant Chief Warren Davies, who was a relatively young fast-riser through the ranks, not unlike myself with the Police. After he and his wife had gone through, I realized that Chief Quinlin had not come through. Hmmm...
Even Rita came through and paid her respects, as she had after Charlie's death. She hugged me warmly also, whispering that I needed to come 'chat' with her in the near future. I said that I would, wondering what she wanted to tell me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A third-shift Deputy patrol parked at the Sheriff's house and stood guard while the Sheriff stayed at The Cabin with us. When I got home, I had expected to see Marie, but she was nowhere to be seen. My inquiry resulting in a stunning answer:
"I had to call Marie's parents and tell her that Carole was in timeout this weekend and could not have visitors." said Laura, using her 'authoritative' voice and expecting to not be questioned. That would not do.
"Let's... step out on deck." I said.
When we got out there, Laura did not sit in the loveseat chair with me, but in the chair to my left, almost facing me. "Look Don," she said, "what Carole did was wrong. She threw a fit when I told her that she could not go with me to see Sheriff Griswold, and then she went into Charlie's sealed-off room, and then she said that to the Sheriff. Children are to be seen and not heard, she should've obeyed me without a fuss when I told her she couldn't go, and she has to learn manners and to keep her mouth shut!"
"No doubt about that last part." I said. "But why did you even tell her she couldn't go see Grandpa Grizz? You know he loves her and the boys like the grandchildren he never had, and never will have. And the way his face lit up when he saw her, and when she told him about Mrs. Griswold being with Charlie in heaven? Sure it's not appropriate for us adults to say, but from the mouth of a child it was the voice of an angel."
"And her pitching a fit like she did?"
"I agree that calls for a strong discussion with her." I said. "But to tell her Marie can't come over? That hurts Marie as much as it does Carole. They're like sisters, you know. And I think that was far too strong a punishment for Carole."
"I don't agree." Laura said. "And I expect you to back me up on this."
For a moment we sat and stared at each other, then I finally said "What do you want from her? To just be a mindless little robot?"
"No, of course not." said Laura. "But I do want her to mind me when I tell her something. And she badly needs to learn manners. She's becoming conceited as hell!"
"And you want to suppress the incredible talent that she is becoming?" I replied sharply. "Because that's what you're ultimately doing, you know. It's like telling Mozart as a boy that he can't play the piano or write any music, because he might become conceited."
"You really think that's what I'm doing?" Laura said. "Don, Carole has to learn manners. She has to be part of this world, and get along with people. She has to learn when to keep her mouth shut and what can be offensive. And you're not helping me teach her those things."
"Again, Laura, what do you want? Of the kids? Of me?" I asked. "I want these kids to grow up knowing they can explore, and learn, and grow. I want Carole to develop and use her tremendous talents as much as possible; I certainly don't want to suppress them, even if she appears conceited as a result. I want Jim to develop his talents, as well, which is why I let him and his brothers play in the woods until they're covered in dirt, and why I keep giving him more Legos and Erector Sets and train tracks. I have no need for a cat, but Ian and Tasha love watching Tiger Mom and the kittens."
"That's not what I'm talking about." Laura said. "I'm talking about Carole throwing a hissy fit at me, then not minding her manners or her business by going into Charlie's room." She peered at me and then said "I honestly don't understand why you're not with me on this."
"We're definitely 'hanging drapes' on this one." I replied. "And you didn't see what I saw today. It was a significant thing, seeing Carole's face when she was looking around Charlie's room. I saw respect in her eyes. She didn't touch a thing, either. And I think that's why she fought so hard to be brought there."
I then looked at Laura and said "I do have one question: why did you bring Carole there? Why didn't you 'just say no' and leave her here with Callie?"
"I..." Laura said, then paused, then said "Callie has been good enough to keep the kids for us many times. I didn't want to leave her with a screaming six year old. But you have a point... and next time I'll leave Carole behind, like I should have this time. And my point is that there had better never be a 'next time'."
"So." Laura said after a long pause of several minutes. "What are we going to do? I still expect you to back me up on the punishments."
"Grounded for the weekend?" I asked. "I still think that's too much."
"I was going to say for all next week." Laura said. "But you're right that that wouldn't be fair to Marie on Tuesday or Wednesday night."
"Want me to talk to Carole?" I asked.
"As long as you're reinforcing why she's being punished, at least for the hissy fit part." Laura said.
"I'll leave it to you, then." I said. "I won't stop you from punishing her for throwing the fit, and I won't take her side in front of you. But I won't be party to it, either."
"So you don't agree with me about this?" Laura asked.
My eyes bored into hers as I said "No. I don't."
Part 17 - Requiem
Saturday, August 17th. The funeral was at 2:00pm. The lunch at the Presbyterian Church was at 12:00 noon. Because the Griswolds had no immediate family, there were not expected to be too many people there, just the members of the Presbyterian Church, and the families of myself, Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, and Tanya Perlman. My Angels were the Sheriff's Angels today. It was still a full Fellowship Hall.
I was wearing a civilian suite and tie, as was the Sheriff. Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya were also in civilian attire, all wearing black dresses. Carole was wearing her black dress, white stockings and black shoes. Jim, Ross, and Ian were wearing slacks, button-down shirts, and clip-on ties. And like typical boys their ages, they were not liking having to wear those ties at all.
"Daddy,", said Jim, "why do we have to wear these ties? I don't like 'em."
"Neither do I, son." I said. "But for things like funerals, we have to wear them. It's one way we show respect."
"Dressing up in suits and ties shows re-spect?" Jim asked.
"Well... yes." I said, thinking about it. "Either for our work, or for the occasion, like a wedding or a funeral. I wear ties with my uniform a lot on occasions where we're showing respect, like the medals ceremonies."
"O-kayyyy." Jim conceded. He went and reported to Ross and Ian on the necessity of neckties.
Meanwhile, I'd noticed that Carole had stayed close to me the whole time, and away from her mother. Neither she nor Laura had said any more in my presence, but I did not have to be Cindy Ross to feel the tension between them. Normally, Carole would be watching everything with great interest, but now she just sat in her chair, subdued.
"Hi Carole!"
The voice was Marie's, and she had appeared almost out of nowhere. Carole jumped out of her chair, happily saying "Hi Marie!" as she gave Marie a big hug. I let Marie sit down in my chair, and 'girl talk' commenced as I went to speak to Edward and Stephanie Steele.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The trial is going pretty smoothly." said Paulina Patterson, who was going to sing at the funeral. "Gwen Munson is making an absolute ass of herself, and I'm sure she'll attack you harder than anyone. But we're just setting the table and laying the groundwork for you and for Jesse Smallwood."
"What was going on with Nell Bell?" I asked.
"Oh, that." Paulina said. "After her cross-examination of Nell, Munson said she wanted Nell to be subject to recall. I objected, asking why she wasn't finished with Nell now, and what did she want her for later. When Munson had no answer, Judge Watts told Munson to finish her questions immediately, as Bell would not be subject to recall except under extraordinary circumstances. Munson then said 'no more questions', so the judge had Nell step down, and said she was excused and could go home to Midtown."
"Munson is just being a bitch again." I said. "How's the Jury reacting to things?"
Paulina said "They're taking it seriously, taking notes, paying attention. They're not tired of Munson's antics, at least not yet. I think many of them don't realize that what she's doing is not normal."
"What about Blassingame's family?" I asked.
"His mother is nervous." Paulina said. "She's just sitting there, taking it all in. But her brother, FBI Agent Parsons... he doesn't look or act nervous at all. And on some occasions, I seen him and Munson exchange looks, just for a brief second."
I nodded. "Do me one favor, even if it's technically wrong: if you see anything unusual about the jury, anything at all, let me know."
Paulina peered at me. "You think something's going on with them? I mean, they're sequestered, well protected..."
"Yes, they are." I said. "Still, keep an eye on things..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We walked into the Presbyterian Church, coming around the outside walk and into the front. The closed casket was already up front, and we filled in the front right rows.
Dr. Ayers gave the eulogy, and talked about Mrs. Griswold's past life, including her cooking skills. The Presbyterian Women and Ladies Auxiliary chuckled at the mention of the '13x9 casserole', which Mrs. Griswold was fond of using for making her many dishes of excellent food. We also chuckled when he mentioned that Mrs. Griswold fully supported her husband's candidacy for Sheriff, so that she could clean house while he was out campaigning. We understood that Mrs. Griswold herself had told that story many times to her friends.
Paulina Patterson got up and sang 'Amazing Grace', then there was a prayer. Carole did not close her eyes, and was therefore the first person to see the surprise guest come out from behind the partition wall. It was the legendary rapper T-Square.
After the 'Amen', T-Square sang 'How Great Thou Art', as he had done at Charlie's funeral. Afterwards, he came over and Sheriff Griswold stood up, and they hugged warmly. T-Square shook hands with me, then walked back behind the partition; he would leave out the back of the church.
As the pallbearers took the casket out and the family followed, we got our first glimpse of what was in store as the Public Safety tribute to the Sheriff's wife. The walkway was lined with Police Officers, and the road we'd bet taking towards the cemetery was also lined with Police and Fire Department personnel. As Sheriff Griswold went by, on foot or in the vehicle behind the hearse, they saluted.
The cemetery was where the Deputies made their show of respect. They ringed the awning-covered seats. Pops, the owner of the Irish Pub, played 'Amazing Grace' on his bagpipes as all the Deputies saluted. Tears flowed from the Sheriff's eyes for the first time that day...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We the family had dinner at Sheriff Griswold's home, and Paulina and Tasha had been asked by Sheriff Griswold to participate. We put a small dent in the enormous amount of food in the kitchen, then Cindy and I did the dishes. Carole and Tasha helped by loading the dishwasher, and they did a very good job. Afterwards, Sheriff Griswold basically told us to go home. Including me. Especially me. Father Romano was going to stay the night, and so the Sheriff and I hugged, and we left.
At home at The Cabin, the boys went upstairs to build with the Legos. Tasha was coloring in a coloring book, being helped by Callie. Carole just sat on the sofa in the greatroom and petted Bowser, who made no objections to Betsy helping give him skritchins. I went onto the deck with a bottle of bourbon and a glass. Cindy followed me, bringing her own glass.
"Want me to talk to Laura?" Cindy asked as she sat down beside me in the metal mesh loveseat. When I whirled to peer at her, she said "It's obvious something's wrong. Carole's avoiding her, and you and she barely spoke all day. You can tell me it's none of my business, but I'm feeling some strong vibes all the way around."
"Yeah, we're hanging drapes." I said, and Cindy knew what that meant, having heard the stories from my mom. "Carole went into Charlie's room yesterday. No, she probably shouldn't have gone in there, but I could see that she had a very special moment in there. And Laura... punished her for it. Over my objections."
"I heard Carole gave her some backtalk over going in the first place." said Cindy.
"I heard Carole pitched a no-hitter of a fit." I replied. "And to be honest, I don't understand why Laura had any objection to bringing Carole with her in the first place."
"Children should be seen and not heard" Cindy said. "That's what my mother, and dad too, used to say to me and Molly all the time. We were to mind our manners and our parents, and keep our mouths shut. But I've noticed that present and future Iron Crowbars sometimes don't keep their mouths shut."
I chuckled, then said "Carole... is a very special child. A prodigy. I'm not just saying that because she's my daughter. I see it in Timmy Austin playing chess, and Davie Marsdon and Susie Haskins in growing leadership. And I just feel that Laura... it's almost like she wants to suppress that in Carole..."
Cindy nodded. "Well, I'm not a marriage counselor, but I think I know how to approach Laura on this situation." She got up to go. "It's been a long, long night. And you've got Court coming on Monday. Get some sleep."
She went back inside. I poured another drink. Ten minutes later, a six-year-old and her three-year-old sister came out, bringing a blanket with them. "Here you go, Daddy." Tasha said.
"What's this for?" I asked as the girls put the blanket over me.
"For you, Daddy." Carole said. "You're going to fall asleep out here."
And I did. After several more shots of bourbon...
Part 18 - Intervention
Sunday, August 18th. I awoke at 5:00am, feeling somewhere between hung over and well-rested from having slept outdoors. I opened the back door and two outstanding dogs came out and went around the side of the house to do their business. I went in and prepared the cat food and brought it out for Tiger Mom, then looked over the twinkling lights of the Town in the first gloaming of the dawn. When the dogs came back around, I herded them inside.
I drove to Police Headquarters and used the showers in the gym to clean up. Then I went to my office and began catching up on paperwork. When I looked up, the sun was bright in my window.



*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
My door opened to reveal Paulina Patterson, looking hot in a white blouse and blue jeans that looked painted on, and white high heel sandals. "Hi." she said. "We need to prepare you for your testimony."
"Okay." I said. Paulina came in and sat down in a 'hot chair'. We spent the next three hours going over the case: the questions Paulina would ask, the order she would ask them, my answers to each, and such. Then Paulina played Gwen Munson, and raised every objection and made every snotty comment she could.
"No matter how hard you try," I said, "you just can't stoop to the level of 'bitch' that Gwen Munson is. But don't worry, it'll be fine."
"There is one thing I'll caution you about." Paulina said. "Gwen has annoyed Judge Watts to the point he's close to holding her in contempt. Don't get into it with her and force the judge to have to take her side." I nodded.
"So..." Paulina said. "Do you want to talk about it? This thing between you and Laura?"
I exhaled, then after a moment of reflection I said "Laura and I have almost never argued, at all. We haven't necessarily agreed on everything, but we've never been this far apart on something this big."
"Punishing Carole for doing wrong?" Paulina said.
"More like disagreeing on the so-called wrongs Carole was punished for." I said. "And I think Laura and I both know that this is a manifestation of something much bigger. And with that... I know you're trying to help, but I think I'll just say no more on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Five people arrived at The Cabin: Cindy Ross, Betsy Ross, Callie Carrington, Teresa Croyle, and Cindy's mother Maggie Ross.
"Hello, everyone." Laura said. "I wasn't expecting you, and Don went in to Headquarters to get ready for his testimony."
"Yes, we know." Cindy said. "Can we talk to you, Laura?"
"Uh, sure." Laura said.
"I'll keep the kids upstairs." Callie said.
The rest of them sat down at the breakfast table, and Maggie brought everyone mugs of coffee.
"So, what's up?" Laura asked.
"We are here," Teresa said boldly, "to egregiously interject ourselves into your life and try to help solve this problem between you and your husband."
"And your daughter." said Cindy.
Laura blinked for a second in sheer disbelief. Then she realized they were trying to help, and that it must be bigger than she first realized. "Okay," she said, "let's hear it."
"I've never really understood the so-called 'power of the vibe'," Cindy said, "but I know it's real, and I know Carole has it even more powerfully than I do. Yesterday, I did not see Carole in Charlie's room... but I felt it. There was a... powerful moment, there."
"It was still wrong of her to breach Sheriff Griswold's privacy and go into that room." Laura said sharply.
"That's not what we're here to debate." Teresa said. Then she steeled up and said "Laura, when exactly did you know what you wanted to be?"
"Uh..." Laura said, not expecting that question at all. "What do you mean?"
"How old were you when you knew you wanted to be a doctor?" Teresa asked. "Did you grow up from a young age wanting to be a CIA Officer?"
"I was immersed in the Agency since I was young." Laura said. "I never intended to become a part of it. After my parents died, and the woman they called the 'Old Mother', that I named Carole after, pretty much took me in, it was just sort of... expected. As to being a doctor, that came when I was in high school. I think... well, now that you mentioned it, she steered me into thinking about it."
"A family thing, eh?" Cindy asked incisively. "Especially the CIA?"
"Er.. yeah, I guess it was." Laura admitted.
Teresa said "When I was growing up, I had no idea what I might be. I mostly dreamed of just getting out. Alexis didn't even have plans to go to college, even though she was smart enough to. The expectations she had were to find the best husband she could and have babies, like most of the girls in my godforsaken home town. But then, on the night of her death, a policewoman helped me, and that was when I first thought of becoming a policewoman myself. And despite my reputation, I really did become a Police Officer to help others, to serve and protect, as the cliché goes."
Cindy said "I always dreamed of being an FBI Agent, then dreamed of being the next Bruce Lee. But I didn't pursue them as real goals while I was a child. It was... after I left home that I got into all the Miss Physical America stuff, and gave thought to being a Police Officer."
"I see where you're going with this." Laura said. "But Carole's only six years old."
"And that's the point, which I'll say out loud." Teresa said. "Carole is lucky. She already knows what she is going to be. She already told us her goal: she wants to earn the real red crowbar."
"And she's going to." said Cindy. "It's a done deal. That's my vibe. She wants to be a Police Officer and the next Iron Crowbar."
"No!" Laura said. "I don't believe that. She does not have to follow her father's path. Yes, he's a great man, but his back has been broken twice, he's been shot, they tried to shoot up his SUV. I don't want that for Carole!"
"Ladies," said Maggie, "why don't you let me talk to Laura for a moment."
"We'll be on the back deck." Cindy said. She and Teresa got up and went out onto the deck and sat down in the warm sunshine. Buddy had followed, and was sitting by Teresa, getting skritchins.
"Laura," Maggie said, "I was a very poor mother. I----"
"That's not true." Laura said "Your daughters are wonderful young ladies, and very accomplished."
Maggie said "Let me explain. Molly was a toddler when I left her and her father, and began my relationship with Harvey Eckhart. I don't regret that Cindy was the result of that, but it was a horrible thing that I did to Molly. And while Molly was happy when I came back, there was always a sense in her that I might go away again As a result Molly developed a sense of independence and self-reliance. Being a Canadian farm girl may have added to that, of course."
Maggie continued: "And Cindy... well, she had no fear of danger. You've heard the story of her sledding down the hillside, but she'd climb right to the top of a tree, or go straight into a cave with no thought of her own safety. And when she began doing martial arts, her father... my husband... supported her, even though I didn't want my 'young lady' to be doing those things."
Maggie: "And this is why I asked them to step outside: you know the issues with Cindy's orientation, and she left home because we didn't accept it. Since then, I've tried hard to accept it, and Callie is a wonderful, sweet young lady... but it still bothers me deep down. I lost years of life with my daughter because of that, and when I saw her lying in that hospital bed, I knew that if she lived that I would have to let it go and accept her for what she is if I was going to have a relationship with my daughter."
Maggie: "I did not want either of my daughters to become Police Officers. I always dreamed of them growing up to do more 'proper' things for women to do. But I realize now they were meant to be Police Officers. Nothing ever hurt me, not even my husband's death, as much as seeing my little girls lying near death and me unable to do a thing to help them. But that is part of what they are."
Laura said "I always dreamed of having a daughter, and doing mother-daughter things with her, and my future husband would raise our son in his image... which I guess I always expected to be an Agent of some kind. And now... my daughter wants to follow in her father's footsteps, and my son seems more interested in the engineering and the military."
"Carole will always be your daughter, and you will always be her mother." said Maggie. "But I missed a lot of time with Cindy by not accepting her becoming what she is. Don't make that same mistake with Carole. She is what she is, and she will be what she is destined to be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they sat outside and Teresa petted a very content Buddy, Cindy asked "Well, you think we helped? Or made things worse?"
"What did your vibe say?" Teresa asked.
"She didn't like it, at first." Cindy said. "But I'm getting the feeling now that my mom got through to her."
"What do you think, Buddy?" Teresa asked the cocker spaniel as she continued to pet him. Buddy just looked up at her with pure love in his canine eyes.
"I'm just surprised this was such a big thing between Don and Laura." Cindy said. "They're usually so in sync about things."
Teresa didn't say anything, which caused Cindy to peer over at her. Buddy looked over from Teresa to Cindy, and the Green Crowbar sensed that there was a lot more to this than she knew...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy! Mommy!" cried out Tasha as Paulina and I came back to The Cabin at 2:00pm. She rushed over to hug my legs, and I picked her up and hugged her.
"Hey Little Love." I said. "Were you a good girl today?"
"Yes, Daddy." Tasha said. "And Tiger Mom let me pet her today!"
"That's wonderful!" I said, glad that Tiger Mom was warming up to the kids.
"Go get your bag, Tasha." Paulina said. "We've got to go."
"Awwww." Tasha said. But she raced upstairs to get her overnight bag.
"Ready for the trial?" Laura asked as she came out of the kitchen.
"Yes." Paulina said. "I think that after Don is finished testifying, it will be all over for Peter Blassingame."
"I sure hope so." I said. Tasha came back down with her bag, and she and Paulina made their goodbyes and left.
"Where is everyone?" I asked, meaning a whole lotta kids and dogs.
"Upstairs, with Cindy and Callie." Laura said. "Let's go out on deck."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We sat down together in the metal mesh loveseat. "I guess you know about the intervention... er, conversation I had with Cindy, Teresa, and Maggie today."
"First I'm hearing of it." I said. "Paulina was running me through the ringer on trial prep."
Laura looked over at me. "You didn't put them up to it?" she asked skeptically.
"Cindy came to me about it." I said. "She said she would talk to you, too. And no, I didn't put them up to it."
"Well," Laura said, "they made some good points." After a pause, she said "Carole's yours."
That caused me to look skeptically at her. "No, she's ours. Both of ours. Just as Jim is."
Laura said "I always thought that I'd raise my daughter the way the Old Mother raised me. Not necessarily to be an Agent or a CIA Officer, but to have the social skills to be a doctor, or a University President, or Mayor or Senator. Instead... she already has her sights set on making that red crowbar hers."
"And a worthy goal that is." I said. "And I understand what you're saying, and you are still Carole's mother and you have considerable influence over her. And she will need your teachings on those social graces."
"What about Jim?" Laura said. "You're not molding him into being your successor with the TCPD?"
"I'm not trying to mold any of them." I said, meaning all my children. "Oh, I'll teach them right from wrong, I'll advise them if they ask for it. But I want all of them to make their own choices. And Jim... well, Carole's prediction of him becoming an Army General just may come true. And you might mold him towards that far more than I will."
I then said "You know, this is a bad analogy, but I remember when I brought Bowser home from the Evidence Pound, thinking I had a new dog to mold as my canine companion. And that ended the minute I put him down on the floor and he padded over to Carole. Oh, I still own the dog, and I have influence over him. But I also know who he thinks he belongs to."
Laura whimpered a laugh, then tried to hold back further laughter, and failed. "That dog." she said simply. Then the humor vanished, and she said "Okay, then. Carole knows whose path she wants to follow. She has to mind me, she has to respect me. But I'll leave the punishments... and the molding... to you."
"I always knew you were smart as well as beautiful." I said, putting my arm around her.
"Butter me up, butter me up." my wife replied. "Let's go back inside. You haven't eaten all day; this doctor can hear your stomach grumbling."
"That's not all that's grumbling within me." I said, kissing Laura's cheek. We got up and went back in. We had our armistice regarding Carole. It would last ten years...
Part 19 - Trials and Tribulations
9:00am, Monday, August 19th. Police Captain Tanya Perlman was called to the stand. Paulina led her through her parts of the case: actions at the crime scene, actions collecting data, actions leading her Detectives through to a successful arrest of Peter Blassingame for aggravated rape and double murder.
Gwen Munson tried to poke and prod at Tanya's testimony, but she'd have had better luck trying to outrun Tanya's Tank; Tanya's photographic memory could not be shaken.
"Your Honor," said Gwen when she was finished, "I'd like for this witness to be subject to recall."
"Objection, Your Honor." Paulina said. "Defense counsel should finish her cross now or explain her reasons for wanting to hold the witness for recall." In case you're wondering, asking for a witness to be subject to recall means the witness cannot stay in the Courtroom after testifying.
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson, "we may need to re-question this witness to corroborate testimony of upcoming witnesses. This witness works across the Square and could be recalled quickly and efficiently."
"I'll allow it." said Judge Watts. "Prosecution, redirect?"
"No more questions at this time, Your Honor." said Paulina.
"Captain Perlman, have your cellphone with you at all times. You may return to your duties." said Judge Watts.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The People call Police Commander Donald Troy to the stand." announced Paulina Patterson.
You almost could hear the 'Imperial March', Darth Vader's theme from Star Wars, as the double doors at the back of the courtroom opened and Your Iron Crowbar strode down the aisle. I strived to make an entrance like Jack Nicholson did when entering the Courtroom in 'A Few Good Men': I had my highwall Police Officer's hat under my left armpit, and I acted as if I owned the room. I walked down the aisle with what some would call a swagger, some would call confidence, and some would call arrogance.
I was wearing my Semi-formal Uniform with full complement of ribbons, including State citation ribbons. My badge, insignia, nametag, belt buckle, and shoes were shined to the Airborne standard and then some. And I could feel everyone's eyes upon me as the Bailiff guided me to the Bench and the witness chair.
I was sworn in by the Bailiff, then I sat down in the witness chair, which was to the Judge's right side. Paulina and Jenna were on the right side, to my left as I looked at them. I saw the parents of Steven Walter Henry and Wendy Withers sitting behind them in the first row. Gwen Munson and the Jew-hating Nathan Masterson were almost in front of me with the dumb-looking Peter Blassingame sitting there looking bored. His mother and her brother were behind them in the first row. The Jury was to my right.
Paulina got up and said "Please state your full name and occupation."
"James Donald Troy. Police Commander, Town & County Police Force." I replied.
"Your Honor," said Paulina Patterson, "I'd like to read the Police Commander's record of medals and citations into the Court record."
"Objection." said Gwen Munson. "The witness's name and occupation are sufficient."
"Overruled." said Judge Watts. "Proceed, Prosecutor."
Paulina read my citations in reverse order, ending with "... two Purple Orders, the Distinguished Service Award, two Medals of Valor, the State Citation of Merit, the Governor's Gold Medal, the FBI Medal for Meritorious Achievement, the Secretary of Defense Medal for Valor. Commander Troy is also certified by the State Crime Lab to run tests on evidence."
Paulina then guided me through the case, from my first appearance on the crime scene, to processing the evidence, to the interrogation of Smallwood. Gwen Munson didn't miss a beat when a question was asked about observations I made. "Objection! The witness is not an expert on forensic pathology."
Paulina replied: "Your Honor, as the record I just read stated, Commander Troy was a Commissioned Officer in the Military Police Corps, he is second-in-command of the Town & County Police Force, Reserve Inspector for the SBI, and his record of successes more than qualifies him as an expert witness on this and any other Police matters."
"Objection overruled." said Judge Watts. "I have rarely seen a more qualified expert on crime than Commander Troy. You may proceed..."
And Paulina did not shirk from the only possible problem we might have: the raid on the Taus that was in progress when an illegal Federal Court orders rescinded the local warrants.
"The warrants under which you made those arrests and took DNA evidence were issued, and you made the raid, correct?"
"That is correct." I said.
Paulina said to the Jury: "The warrants that were issued were rescinded, but were later restored as valid upon appeal." She turned to me and said "The Police raid of the Tau House was already in progress when you got word that a Federal Court had rescinded them, is that correct?"
"The raid was almost completed, yes." I said.
"And you followed the Courts's instructions regarding the evidence testing, is that right?" Paulina asked.
"That is correct." I said.
"And then you obtained probable cause from another source, the finding of the Impala used in the crime, is that correct?" Paulina asked. Yes, she had to spoon-feed it to me, and I to the Jury like this.
"Correct." I said. "We took fresh DNA evidence, though the earlier evidence was considered valid, as well."
After a lot more questions, Paulina finally said "Your witness." And that's when the 'fight' began.
"Commander Troy," said Gwen Munson as she stood up, "for what reason did you receive the Office of the Secretary of Defense Medal for Valor?" This was a trap; normally Paulina would be expected to object due to relevance, which would be accurate but would also serve Munson's purpose of tarnishing one of my highest awards. But Paulina and I had prepared for it, and she did not object.
"The reason I was awarded that medal is classified." I said. "I am not permitted to speak of it here."
"So you did something clandestine, and you hide behind 'national security' instead of revealing the reason in Court?" Gwen tried.
"Ahhhhhbb-jection, Your Honor." said Paulina witheringly.
"Sustained." said Watts. "Move along, Ms. Munson."
"Your Honor, I'm trying to establish the----
*SLAM!* went the gavel.
"I said the objection is sustained, Ms. Munson!" growled Judge Watts. "Move. Along."
"Gladly, Your Honor." Gwen said disdainfully. "Commander Troy, you said the raid of he Tau House was in progress when the Federal order rescinding the warrants came down. Why didn't you stop the raid?"
"Objection as to form!" called out Jenna Stiles, who had caught the bad form.
"I'll re-state." said Munson. "Commander Troy, when the Federal order rescinding the warrants came down, did you stop the raid?"
"Yes, over time." I said.
"It's a yes-or-no question." snarled Munson. "Did you or did you not stop the raid when the Federal order to rescind it came down?"
"Objection, leading the witness." Paulina said.
"It's not leading the witness, it's a yes-or-no----"
*SLAM!* went the gavel.
"Approach the bench." ordered Watts. Gwen and Paulina hissed back and forth about the misleading nature of the the question. He dressed them down severely, then said out loud "Answer the question, Commander."



"Yes, we stopped the raid when the Federal order came down." I said. And technically we did... after we were finished.
"But the raid went on, Commander." Munson said. "I remind you that you're under oath."
"OBJECTION!" Paulina yelled out.
"Sustained!" said Watts.
"Your Honor," Paulina said, "I also object that the first part of Defense counsel's statement was leading in nature."
"Sustained." said the Judge. "That remark will be struck from the record. Ms. Munson, I've constantly warned you about your tactics. Obey the rules and procedures of the Court!"
Munson moved on: "Commander, how did you learn of the Impala being in Midtown?"
"I was told by Vice Lieutenant Milton that it had been observed by the Midtown Police, and reported to us." I said.
"Which Lieutenant Milton?" Munson asked.
"I just said: Vice Lieutenant Milton." I said. Munson turned toward the Jury and rolled her eyes. Paulina and Jenna didn't see it, unfortunately.
"And what did you do then?" Munson asked.
"I told Vice Lieutenant Milton to contact the Midtown Police, particularly Detective Nell Bell, which she did." I said. "They investigated from there."
"And what did they find?"
"Objection!" said Paulina. "That was already established with the testimony of Detective Bell."
"Sustained." said Judge Watts. "Cover new ground, Ms. Munson."
Munson said "Commander, you interviewed several witnesses and previous victims--- alleged victims. How did they come to your attention?"
"In some cases, their names were known from past cases." I said. "And some by anonymous tips."
"Who gave the you or the Police those anonymous tips?" Gwen asked.
"How would I know?" I said. "That's why they call them 'anonymous' tips." Many people in the Courtroom chuckled, including some in the Jury.
"Answer the questions properly, Commander." warned Judge Watts, creating his own objection to my answer. He didn't realize that I was trying hard to keep Alison McFarland's name out of all this.
Gwen Munson continued the barrage. "So hypothetically, that Impala in Midtown could've come from anywhere, couldn't it?"
"I don't answer hypothetical questions." I said with alacrity before Paulina could object. "If you want to ask me about what actually happened, ask and I'll answer truthfully to the best of my ability. But hypotheticals call for speculation, and I refuse to do that while under oath."
"Your Honor," started Gwen, "I ask that this witness be held in contempt."
"Denied!" said Judge Watts strongly. "You heard the witness. Stick to facts, not calls for speculation."
Munson was angry at that, but couldn't do much more. She finally said "No more questions, Your Honor, but I would like for this witness to be subject to recall."
"Objection." said Paulina. "This is the fourth witness she's asked this for, Your Honor. I really must ask that she finish questioning these witnesses while they are here, or explain fully her reasons why she wants to recall them."
"I withdraw the request, Your Honor." Gwen said, and I caught the slightest gleam in her eye. What is that bitch up to? I thought to myself...
"Redirect?" asked the Judge.
Paulina got up. "Commander, during that raid, when the warrants were rescinded, could that raid have been stopped immediately, on a dime?"
"No, it does take time to stop it, especially with people already being taken into custody." I said. "And we have to follow certain procedures to ensure the safety of the Police Officers, which also take time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With my testimony concluded, most of the technical stuff was done. Now came the parade of women that had been victims of the brutal gang rapes of the Taus and Pi Omegas. Gwen Munson challenged over and over with regard to relevance, but Paulina said she was building the case for continuing mischief by the Taus that was essential to the Jury's understanding of Peter Blassingame's crimes. The Judge allowed every bit of it.
Then the Taus and Pi Omegas that had made plea deals paid their price, and testified under oath. Their testimony was devastating. Gwen Munson constantly tried to imply that they would say anything to get a plea deal, and constantly questioned their integrity. It really was going to be a matter of who and what the Jury believed.
At 8:00pm, Judge Watts said "We'll recess for the night." There was only one witness left: Jesse Smallwood. He was in protective custody...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now that I'd testified, Paulina brought Tasha to The Cabin, where Laura and I had brought Carole and Jim (and the dogs, of course). Cindy, Callie. Betsy, and Jenna Stiles joined us for dinner.
Afterwards, Laura talked with Cindy and Teresa on the deck while I talked with the Legal Eagles at the dining room table.
"I don't understand the witness recalls." said Paulina. "We originally thought that Munson was just being what she is by trying to keep Nell Bell and the Midtown techs up here. I might even understand her wanting you subject to recall, Don, since you're a major witness, and she doesn't want you sitting in the Courtroom, anyway. But Captain Perlman? And Lieutenant Milton?"
"Any ideas on that, Don?" Jenna asked.
"If we look at it from her point of view," I said. "what is her only real chance of preventing her client from being convicted, or getting a mistrial or a new trial? She has to get the evidence against Peter thrown out. And the only way to do that is to successfully challenge the warrants under which the evidence was taken."
I went on: "The evidence during the raid is definitely in danger of that happening, but it's the evidence collected in the vehicle that's the problem. That's what she has to break. And I think that's what she's setting up."
Paulina said: "She tried that already, saying in front of the Jury that Mary and the Midtown PD falsely created probable cause. The Judge threatened to jail her over it, then he instructed the Jury to disregard it."
Jenna said "But that was all laid out very well, and it's rock solid. So what is she up to?"
I asked "Do you have her witness list?"
"Uh yeah, but not on me." Paulina said. She got out her iPad, to get the electronic copy. Ah, the wonders of modern technology, I thought to myself. "Here it is." Paulina said.
I perused the list. "Ahhhh, there it is. 'Cochise'. Owner of the China One Auto Shop."
"He signed the consent form." said Jenna.
"Hmmmm." I said. "I think I see what Munson is trying to set up..."
Part 20 - The Empire Strikes Back
9:00am, Tuesday, August 20th. Security was doubled in and around the Courthouse. Jesse Smallwood was escorted into the Old Courthouse under guard. He looked thinner than he had been when we arrested him. He also looked very nervous.
The courtroom was packed, and reporters outside were acting like they were the stars of the 'Court TV' show as they told their viewers exactly what to think. When Smallwood's vehicle was driven up, reporters tried to block it, then tried to breach the fenced off security area to get to him. When the TCPD Captain of Operations, wearing full armor, came out with the SWAT Team and gave orders to shoot to kill any reporters in violation of the security area, they backed off, some muttering that the Iron Crowbar was less of a jerk than the Iron Wolf. Well... 'jerk' might not have been the word they used.
As I took my seat behind the Prosecution table, I looked over at the Defense side. Andrew Parsons was sitting beside his sister, Peter Blassingame's mother, and I noticed that FBI Special Agent David Rovers was sitting next to him. I quickly texted Teresa to find out if the Bob Rovers FBI BAU Team was in Town.
Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts was announced. After taking his seat, he said simply "Bring in the Jury." The people at the Prosecution and Defense tables stood up as the Jury filed in. The judge said "Prosecution, next witness, please."
"The people call Jesse Smallwood to the stand." said Paulina Patterson. Smallwood came up, dressed in a suit and tie that was just a bit big for him, and was sworn in.
Paulina guided Smallwood through the confession he gave to the Police when he was arrested and cut a plea deal. (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 04.) She had him tell the story of what he saw, especially that Peter Blassingame was the one who pulled the trigger and fired the shots that murdered Stephen Henry and Wendy Withers. Smallwood didn't flinch nor change his story. His testimony was devastating, a nuclear bomb against Peter Blassingame. And for the first time, I saw emotion on Peter Blassingame's face: deep hatred of the witness that was now betraying the secrets of the Tau Fraternity and its membership of the wealthy Elites.
After she was done, Paulina said "No more questions, Your Honor.". When the Judge said "Defense?" Gwen Munson all but leaped out of her chair.
"What is your current address, Mr. Smallwood?" Munson asked.
"Objection!" Paulina was forced to yell.
"Sustained!" growled Judge Watts. "Ten minute recess. Ms. Munson, I'll see you in Chambers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why shouldn't I have you jailed for Contempt right now, Ms. Munson?" Watts thundered at Gwen Munson once they were in his Chambers. The Judge had not invited Gwen nor Paulina to sit down.
"Because I'm trying to establish that Smallwood would lie to save his own neck and get a plea deal." Munson said.
"No, Your Honor," Paulina countered angrily, "she's trying to get a mistrial. And she's trying to get my witness murdered. You know he's in Witness Protection, and so does she."
"Yes," said Judge Watts, "and what you just did is a blatant and egregious violation of the code of conduct, Ms. Munson. You have more than worn out my patience. There will be a referral to the State Bar to have you removed, and I know that you will never be permitted to practice law in my courtroom again. And I do mean it, Ms. Munson: one more violation, or if I have to call a mistrial for any reason whatsoever, and you go to jail for contempt until the next trial of Peter Blassingame is over. Do you understand?"
"I understand that you've been biased from the beginning and that it will be part of my appeal." said Munson. "I again demand that you recuse yourself from this trial, and I demand a recess of this trial until my appeal can be ruled upon and you removed from presiding over it"
Paulina was stunned by the effrontery, but Judge Watts didn't even blink. "This trial goes forward. You can, and should, let the other lawyers finish it while you go make your appeals, but the trial continues..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once back in Court, Gwen Munson said "Mr. Smallwood, you admit you were in the car with the others?"
"Yes." said Smallwood.
"You admit you were with the group that sexually assaulted Wendy Withers and those other women." stated Munson. Smallwood said that he was.
"You can't be seen on the evidence tapes." said Munson. "Wasn't it you, not the Defendant, behind the mask of the person that shot Wendy Withers and Stephen Henry?"
"No, that was Peter Blassingame." said Smallwood.
"And you turned State's Evidence, and made a plea deal," pressed Munson, "so that you wouldn't be the one on trial today. You fingered someone else for your crimes, isn't that true?"
"No." Smallwood said flatly.
"No more questions, your Honor." said Gwen.
"Redirect?" asked the Judge.
Paulina got up and asked "Just to confirm, Mr. Smallwood, you did not sexually assault Ms. Withers or any of the other women at the crime scene?"
"No." said Jesse.
"And that's because you experienced erectile dysfunction?"
"Yes." Jesse admitted.
"So it wasn't your semen that was found in Ms. Wither's violated vagina." Paulina said. "That semen matched Peter Blassingame's with a certainty of one in three billion."
"Objection!" cried out Gwen Munson.
"I withdraw the question." said Paulina. "No more questions of this witness, Your Honor."
"Very well." said the Judge. "Call you next witness."
"Your Honor," Paulina replied, "the People rest."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone wondered what Gwen Munson would do to defend the indefensible. We expected her to try to call in expert witnesses to try to discredit the collection and processing of evidence. We would learn later that the Defense team had hired several experts, but so strong and correct were our procedures, that none of them would take the stand to try to refute our good work.
Instead, she went for an attempt to create doubt in the validity of the warrants. She called 'Cochise' to the stand.
"The Impala was brought to your shop, the China One Auto Shop, is that correct?"
"Yes ma'am." Cochise said politely.
"And the Midtown Police raided your shop on April 21st, is that correct?" Gwen asked.
"Oh yes ma'am." Cochise said, his voice barely above a whisper. The judge admonished him to speak clearly into the microphone.
"Mr. Cochise," said Gwen Munson, "when the MPD arrived, you spoke with Detective Nell Bell, is that correct?"
"Yes ma'am."
"And you signed a consent form to allow them to inspect the Impala in your backyard?"
"Yes ma'am. Under duress."
Gwen said "Under duress? Why did you sign it? Why didn't you demand a warrant?"
"Because," said Cochise, "the lady Detective threatened me."
"What did she tell you?" asked Munson.
"She said that if I did not permit the search," said Cochise, "the Iron Crowbar would come to my shop... with his crowbar."
There was a buzz in the audience, mostly among the reporters. Judge Watts tapped his gavel and admonished the gallery to remain quiet.
"So she threatened you." Munson said, more as a statement than a question.
"That is how I perceived it, ma'am." said Cochise.
"Did the Police begin examining the Impala before you signed the consent form, or after?" Munson asked.
"They were all over that car before anyone said a word to me." said Cochise.
After a few more questions, Munson said "No more questions. Your Honor, I wish to recall Nell Bell to the stand."
"The Prosecution gets to cross examine this witness first." said Watts. "Prosecution?"
"Thank you, Your Honor." said Paulina, getting up. "Mr. Cochise," she said as she approached him, "there's one thing I don't understand. You said you perceived Commander Troy, the Iron Crowbar, coming to your shop with his crowbar as a threat. Why would you be afraid of that? Especially if you have broken no laws?"
"Objection!" called out Munson. "Leading the witness."
"Overruled." said Watts. "Answer the question."
"Everyone knows that the Iron Crowbar has been known to use his crowbar for.. violent.. actions." said Cochise.
"Everyone also knows he carries and uses that crowbar like most Police use batons, billy sticks, for defensive purposes." Paulina replied. "So I don't understand your concern that he might show up... out of jurisdiction... if there's nothing criminal for him to worry about. Why would you be nervous?"
"As I said," said Cochise, "I felt it to be a threat."
"Mmm hmm." said Paulina. "Your Honor, I'd like to enter Mr. Cochise's criminal record into evidence."
"So entered." said the Judge.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Gwen Munson recalled Nell Bell to the stand. Judge Watts was about to tell her to call other witnesses while Nell Bell was contacted when the back doors opened and in walked the Midtown Police Detective, acting like she owned the room, her hat tucked under her left arm. Yeah, I thought to myself, she's good. And she's learned from my example.
"I remind you that you are still under oath." said Judge Watts. Nell Bell nodded in acknowledgement. "And how did you get here so fast?" the judge asked. "Commander Troy is not that fast, even in his Cobra helicopter!" There was laughter in the Courtroom at that.
"I was at the Police Academy up here this morning, Your Honor. Attending a seminar." said Nell Bell.
"Detective Bell," Gwen said harshly. "did you threaten Mr. Cochise to get him to sign that consent form?"
"No." said Nell Bell.
"You're under oath, Detective Bell." said Munson.
"Objection!" yelled Paulina.
"Sustained." said the Judge. "You're fouling off pitches, Ms. Munson, but that third strike is coming." That was a clear warning that a Contempt charge was imminent.
"Ms. Bell," Gwen went on, "Mr. Cochise just testified that you threatened him in order to get that consent form, and also that your fellow Officers began examining the Impala before you had that signed consent form. Do you want to recant your earlier testimony, and tell us the truth this time?"
"Obbb-JECTION!" Paulina yelled.
"I'll restate." said Munson "Ms. Bell, your testimony contradicts the testimony under oath of Mr. Cochise. Do you insist that you did not threaten Mr. Cochise?"
"I did not threaten Cochise." said Nell.
"What did you say?" asked Munson.
"I told him we wanted to inspect that Impala in connection with the crimes in the Iron Crowbar's County." said Nell. "But I never threatened Cochise, nor did I tell him that the Iron Crowbar was coming to Midtown or would come down."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Gwen went through the same crap with Captain Perlman and Detective Rodriguez, but she could not create any loopholes nor get them to screw up and contradict anything.
And to everyone's shock, she said "The Defense rests." Judge Watts wasted no time charging the Jury and sending them out to deliberate.
Another thing that happens in trials that people don't see is what happens after the Jury leaves the room to deliberate. Normally the Judge compliments (or not) both sides, then wraps up details with them. Judge Watts only said "I appreciate your professional conduct during this trial, Ms. Patterson and Ms. Stiles." It was a clear shot at Gwen Munson.
I noticed that Andrew Parsons and David Rovers had gotten up and left the Courtroom. Yeah, women take bathroom breaks as a group, but men don't. So I was suspicious as to what was going on with them. I went outside and checked my emails. One was from Tanya, and it read: "Bob Rovers in Washington. Peter Page and David Rovers last known to be in the City."
At 8:00pm, Judge Watts recessed the Court. The Jury was taken back under heavy guard to the University Hotel. Jesse Smallwood had been taken away by Federal Marshals; it was unlikely any of us would ever see him again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm. Judge Rodney K. Watts opened his door in answer to the ring of the doorbell. "I shouldn't be talking to you right now." he said to the two men standing on his front porch.
"With respect, Your Honor," one of the men said, "yes, you should."
"Come on in." the Judge said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The twelve Jury members and three remaining alternates were sequestered on the sixth floor of the University Hotel, and TCSD Deputies had been guarding the hallways, forbidding entrance to the floor at the elevators or the stairwells. The television sets in each room had been disconnected from the cable service, but there was a DVR player attached to each of them so that Jurors could watch movies.
In a room on the fifth floor, three men were at work. "One person in each room." one man said. "No special activity among the guards."
"Let's do it." said one of the other men.
At 11:00pm, the televisions turned on of their own accord. Videos began showing on each one, tailored for each Juror in each room, showing that Juror's children playing or at school. "We know who you are. We know who your children are. You love your children and your (spouse); you want them to be safe. It would be a shame if you voted to convict Peter Blassingame, only to return home to find your own children dead..."



Part 21 - The Verdict
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 21st. "The sensational trial of Peter Blassingame, son of shipping magnate Edward Blassingame, is now in the hands of the Jury!"
Bettina began: "Legal experts are divided on the results of the trial, which was very fast paced and took much less time than expected. Some experts are saying that the Prosecution team of ADA Paulina Patterson and State Attorney Jenna Stiles made a devastating case that will result in both a guilty verdict and a death penalty sentence, while other experts say that the all-star team led by Gwen Munson poked significant holes in the prosecution, and also laid the groundwork for many appeals in the unlikely event of a conviction."
Bettina: "They also say that the conduct of the trial by Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts was unprofessional and will come under review, that his rulings seemed very biased towards the Prosecution, and that the Defense was constantly thwarted from making an adequate case on behalf of their client."
Bettina: "Because this is a capital case, it is expected that the Jury could take considerable time in reaching a verdict. Legal experts say that a very fast verdict would likely be one of acquittal, as the O.J. Simpson verdict was; while a very long deliberation would likely end in a hung jury or ultimately an acquittal.
Bettina: "And in other news: In a surprise move the Town & County Council took up the issue of the Public Safety Department structure that has been included in the Town & County Charter Commission's draft copy. Parts of the proposed structure could be passed and put in place by the time the Charter is voted upon, but other parts, such as a separate EMT service, will not be acted upon by the Council. Charter Commission Chairman and Police Commander Donald Troy did not respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And I don't think they asked anyone else for comment," said Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "so that's just a cheap shot at Don." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. I just shrugged my shoulders.
Tanya said "Sheriff, what's going on with the Public Safety structure?"
Sheriff Griswold said "I submitted most of it to the Council on a standalone basis. If it passes, then we'll already be set when the Charter passes."
"Will the Charter pass?" Cindy asked. "I'm hearing a lot of opposition to it."
"Time will tell." I said simply.
"Whether the Charter passes or not," said the Sheriff, "if we get our parts in and set, we'll have that much going for us. And by the way, all of you get ready to possibly be invited to the private Council Meeting next week when they take it up."
"It might help if it does pass ahead of time." Chief Moynahan said. "The Union won't have much to object tooooo when the Charter comes up." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So when do we vote, Don?" asked Tanya happily.
"We're going to finish the draft Charter tonight, and give it to The Town & County Examiner for printing." I said. "Then next week should be the final public hearing, and a vote in late September."
"Does the Council have to set the date for the vote?" asked Cindy.
"No, that was one of the things in the creation of the Charter." I said. "Once we declare the final draft as done, we can set a date as long as it's at least three weeks down the road."
"What do you guys think is going to happen in this trial?" Teresa asked.
"He'll be convicted." said the Sheriff.
"I've got a bad feeling about it." said Cindy. "Munson's antics were unprofessional, but she laid a lot of groundwork for appeals. And I'm just not sure what the Jury is going to do..."
"By the wayyyyy," drawled the Chief. "Where are the Detectives this morning?"
Tanya Perlman said "I told them not to come in until 9:00am at the earliest. I kept them late last night for some training." The Chief just nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, just 30 minutes after Court was gaveled into session, we got the word that the Jury had reached a verdict. Judge Watts called me and Teresa into his Chambers. Paulina and Gwen Munson were also there.
"Commander, Captain" said Judge Watts, "is your security plan ready?"
"Yes, Your Honor." Teresa answered.
"Is 30 minutes enough to get ready?" asked Judge Watts. "10:15?"
"Yes, Your Honor." Teresa replied. "Earlier if you like; we're completely ready."
The Judge nodded. "Okay then."
In the meantime, I was observing Gwen Munson out of the corner of my eye. She was looking very confident, almost happy. Hmmm, what does she know? I asked myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:15am. I was sitting on the first row behind the Prosecution table. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone was sitting to my right. To my left were the parents of Steven Walter Henry and Wendy Withers. Behind us were full rows of people, many of them Press, some Law students from the University. I saw Alison McFarland, Keith Madden, and Timothy Geiger three rows behind us.
On the Defense side were Peter Blassingame's family, and David Rovers was sitting with Andrew Parsons again. "Those bastards." whispered Muscone. "I'll be sure to let the FBI brass know about it."
"And well you should." I said.
The Prosecution and Defense attorneys stood up as the Jury filed in. As they sat down again, the Judge said "Ladies and Gentlemen of the Jury, have you reached a verdict?"
"We have, Your Honor." said the Jury Forewoman, an attractive woman in her thirties with black hair, doe eyes, and full, inviting lips. She handed the form to the Bailiff, who handed it to the Judge. He examined it, then handed it to the Bailiff, who handed it to the Court Reporter, who nodded to the Defendant. He rose to his feet, as did his attorneys and the Prosecuting attorneys.
The Court Reporter read: "On Count One of the Indictment, murder in the first degree of Steven Walter Henry with aggravating circumstances, we the Jury find the Defendant..."
To be continued.
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Part 22 - Agencies of the Weak Minded
"... guilty."
Mrs. Henry and Mrs. Withers broke down sobbing as they hugged each other, and their husbands were very emotional as well. I shook hands with Jack Muscone. The audience began buzzing, and many reporters scrambled to leave the room to inform their fellow Media outside.
The Court Reporter confirmed with each Juror the guilty verdict, then moved on to Count 2, murder in the first with aggravating circumstances of Wendy Withers, a human being. Peter Blassingame was found guilty of that crime. Count 3, the aggravated rape of Wendy Withers, received a guilty verdict. And on down the line.
I was watching the Defense team most very carefully. Nathan Masterson was looking downcast at having lost. Peter Blassingame looked a bit angry, but mostly reserved. His mother looked totally shocked as she looked around, at the Defense, at her brother Andrew Parsons, and I could see her mouth saying 'What? Guilty? How?"
But it was Parsons, David Rovers, and Gwen Munson that were looking at each other in total shock and anger that I paid attention to. They were half-whispering, then Gwen caught me looking at them. She glanced her eyes my way in warning, and Andrew Parsons turned to see me staring at him. He turned back to face front.
Bus-ted.
Yeah, they game themselves away, I thought to myself. "Munson, Parson, and Rovers." I whispered to Muscone as they furtively looked over at me a couple of times.
The Judge began tapping his gavel. "The Death Penalty phase of this trial will begin in one hour. This Court is in recess until then. Secure the prisoner." After the Jury left the room, Peter Blassingame was also taken out, guarded by Deputies...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Please do not think that Your Iron Crowbar is an Agency of the Weak-Minded. Apparently Edward Blassingame, a couple of dirty FBI Agents, and Gwen Munson did. And their suppositions had just been redirected.
I had long, long suspected that Edward Blassingame might try something like this. One thing Timothy Geiger had found out while embedded in the Blassingame Organization was that people on Blassingame's payroll had the power to do electronic surveillance. And I knew Blassingame was desperate enough to try something like this. So I began watching for dirty tricks, and soon found them.
Gwen Munson had achieved having a night to study the jury pool... and to pass their names to her confederates. Jurors with children were selected, surprising to most... but not to me. I could see that train boarding at the station.
And then Jack Muscone's FBI experts found the rigged televisions in the Jurors's rooms, wired to be turned on remotely and to receive specific transmissions.
So, the evening before, in the dark of night, Jack Muscone and I went to Judge Watts at his home. We showed our evidence, and Judge Watts issued a sealed warrant to allow us to perform a sting.
I expected that the University Hotel would be under surveillance to make sure any unusual Police activity was spotted. What was not spotted was a gathering at Tower Condos, followed by a line of people being introduced to the underground tunnel between the Condos and the Hotel.
No other rooms on the sixth floor were occupied, so Deputies had the Jurors take a bag of essentials and move to a new room on the same floor. As they left, a TCPD Detective or Officer ranked no less than Sergeant went into the room, each carrying and setting up videocamera equipment. It looked like one person was in each room at all times, just as the Enemy expected to see.
The jurors never saw the videotapes of their children being threatened. But we got it all on videotape. And we were able to trace it back to a source inside the Hotel. Arrests had been made.
The next morning, I showed Judge Watts the videos as well as showed what we did to prevent the Jury from being tampered with. He elected to go forward with the trial and the reading of the verdict. The TCPD and SBI began implementing plans to keep the families of the jurors safe. And a joint TCPD-SBI-FBI investigation to find out who did the jury tampering, and for whom, commenced.
Part 23 - On my honor, I will do my best...
2:30pm, Wednesday, August 21st. Paulina Patterson spared no effort to get the Death Penalty for Peter Blassingame. Now that he was convicted, he was attired in the orange jumpsuit of a convicted felon. And a parade of witnesses testified to what the loss of Wendy Withers and Stephen Henry meant.
The testimony of the parents was emotional and powerful. Mrs. Withers sobbed as she told the Jury that her daughter had always been bright, wholesome, and worshipful of the Lord, that she was not a skank, and that what was done to her was a violation of her body and spirit.
Professor Stephanie Steele testified that Stephen Henry was a very promising future physicist and astronomer, and he was also liked and respected by his professors and colleagues. The Baptist Campus Minister testified about how helpful Wendy was in raising money and food and other items in their drives, and the Glee Club members testified one by one that they had lost a wonderful singing voice as well as a friend in Wendy's murder.
Gwen Munson got her turn, and there was little she could do. Indeed, she was unprepared, having expected an acquittal, and I expected that she was putting more time into her appeals and complaints about Judge Watts than in the Death Penalty phase of the trial. She tried the route of telling the Jury that Peter Blassingame was a young man, and a mother's son, and that his promising life and career were also over, and that the death penalty was unwarranted for what was a first-time offender. Yeah, she said that.
Paulina got the last word. She first told how a promising young woman, a mother's daughter, had been violated in the most brutal way, and then was shot down as she attempted to get Justice for herself and her fellow victims. But what came next was one of the most powerful closing arguments I'd ever heard.
She brought out the projection screen, and the first slide was cast upon it.
"Ladies and Gentlemen," Paulina said, "this is not Stephen Henry. This... is Commander Donald Troy, receiving his Eagle Scout award." Indeed, it was me, tall, slender, titian-haired, in my Boy Scout uniform with my merit badge sash over the shoulder, 51 merit badges sewn upon it, and a white sash with a red arrow with two red bars on either end of it, denoting the Brotherhood of the Order of the Arrow, Wimachtendienk W W. I thought to myself that this photo was one of the very few times my father's face outwardly showed that he was proud of me.
"After earning his Eagle Scout award," said Paulina, "Commander Troy went to college---"
"Objection!" cried out Nathan Masterson. "Relevance!"
"Oh, I'm going to show relevance, Your Honor." Paulina said.
"Overruled. You may continue." said the Judge, who was also fascinated by the presentation.
Paulina said, showing the next few slides, "As I was saying, Commander Troy went on to college, where he earned his Chemistry degree and was commissioned into the Army Reserve." Photos of me in college and being commissioned were shown.
"He then went on to become a Military Police Captain in the Army Reserve, and ultimately a Town & County Police Detective." said Paulina, showing a picture of me in earlier days of my TCPD career. "There, he went on to earn two Medals of Valor..." Photos of me being awarded my two MOVs were shown. "And he was promoted to Police Commander, the second highest rank on the Police Force."
Another photo came up. "This is Steven Walter Henry earning his Eagle Scout award." Paulina said. "Here he is in college, working at the telescope at the Observatory..."
The next photo was gruesome, and showed Stephen Henry on the ground, having just been shot dead. Paulina said "But we did not get to find out what Stephen Henry's future would hold, if he'd be a man like Commander Troy became, or if he would become the great scientist his professors thought he could be."
A photo of Stephen being buried at his funeral came up. "Instead," said Paula, "Stephen Henry was murdered, shot dead at the beginning of his life. And why? Why was he murdered? Because he stopped to help someone in need. He stopped to give a young woman a ride after she got away from those holding her. He stopped to help a woman that had been gang-raped. He stopped, trying to do the right thing."
Stephen's Eagle Scout photo was shown with a crime scene photo, of his car that had forcibly been stopped. Paulina said: "The Scout Oath says 'On my honor, I will do my best... to help others at all times...'. The third point of the Scout Law says that 'A Scout is Helpful'. And for following those noble goals, for simply doing the right thing, for trying to help another person, Stephen Henry was hunted down by a rabid dog. He was pursued, his car run off the road, and he was dragged out of his car and shot in the head twice at point-blank range. Just for helping a girl in need."
"I ask you, ladies and gentlemen," Paulina finished, "to deliver Justice for Stephen and Wendy, the only Justice that can match the heinous magnitude of Peter Blassingame's horrific crimes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Jury had left to deliberate on Peter Blassingame's fate, I barely was able to stand up out of my seat when Wendy Withers's mother came over to me and practically collapsed as she sobbed. All I could do was hold her up as she cried.
"Thank you." she whispered. "Thank you for everything you did for my daughter's sake." I then exchanged hugs with the other parents of the victims, who also hugged Paulina and Jenna Stiles.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm. The Jury had again quickly reached a decision. They filed back in, and delivered their report. The Court Reporter read out loud that Peter Blassingame should be put to death, executed by the State for his brutal crimes.
Judge Watts read the sentence: "You shall be put to death at Jacksonville State Prison by lethal injection..."
I watched Peter Blassingame being taken away by the Deputies. I saw the looks of furious hatred on the faces of Gwen Munson, Nathan Masterson, Blassingame's mother, and especially Andrew Parsons. They did not touch me. Executing Peter Blassingame would not bring back Stephen Henry nor Wendy Withers.
But it was truly the next best thing.
Part 24 - Charters, Knots, and Razors
7:30pm, Wednesday, August 21st. The Charter Commission convened at City Hall.
"You look exhausted, Commander." said the Rev. Joseph E. Williams.
"I am." I said.
"Please tell the Sheriff how sorry I am over his loss." The others echoed that sentiment, and I said I would tell him.
"And that was a great job by ADA Patterson to get the conviction of that Blassingame thug." Rev. Williams continued. I could sense Savannah Fineman was irritated at that, seeing that Paulina's death penalty summation had somehow gone viral on YouTube, and was on Cindy's 'Meet Commander Troy' page, as well. It was getting huge compliments nationwide.
"Yes, and I'm glad that slug is finally convicted." I said. "Susan Dougherty is next."
"Her attorney called the D.A.'s Office today." said Savannah. "She has charges of multiple counts of aggravated rape, conspiracy to commit murder, aiding and abetting murder. Miriam is going to offer consecutive sentences without possibility of parole, and that pretty much will mean life in prison for her."
"Okay," I said, "let's get started. I've gotten some opinions on Council oversight of County Government." I went through the email answers I'd gotten over time, then said "Most of them recommend what basically amounts to a Board of Inquiry. But I got one good alternative... the Mayor and Council can, by majority vote, force the Inspector General to have an Inquest Board on an issue if the I.G. is not already having one. Since we've already put in requirements that those have to occur within a set period of time, the I.G. couldn't just delay action on it."
"I like that." said Edward Steele. "And it prevents duplicate investigations. If the Council demands an inquiry that's already happening, then the I.G. can say 'Yeah, we're doing that already.'."
"Exactly." I said. "So we're all good on recalls and removals from office?"
"Petition of 30% of registered voters in the district in question, and two-thirds majority votes of the Council and two-thirds majority of the Assembly." Savannah said. "The Council and Assembly can act without a petition, as well. For myself, I'd like to see the recalls go through less hoops than the full two-thirds from both bodies. Maybe the 30% gets a recall election."
"Elections are expensive." I said. "So either they'd have to happen only during regularly scheduled elections, or a lot of money might be wasted if we have to hold special election after special election after special election..."
"I've never liked the idea of recalls, anyway." said Edward R. Steele. "Yes, I know I'm saying that as the only elected official here tonight, but even if I wasn't, I've just never liked it. I think 30% is too small a number, but I don't really know what else to offer as an alternative."
"I'll just say this." I said. "I think of Thomas P. Cook. I think of my firstborn child in a warehouse filled with explosives. And I start thinking of ways to recall and/or remove elected officials. Then I think of Governor Jared, and the false accusations against him, and I think that those ways of removal need to be stringent enough they can't be abused."
"We may not agree on Jared, nor that the accusations against him were false." Savannah said. Edna Carter nodded vigorously in agreement.
"My point is," I said, "we have to strike the right balance. And I partly agree with Edward that I'd tend to err on the tough side. We're not the Italian Government, here."
"What about the Unions?" asked Edna Carter. "The NEA is getting more and more militantly hostile about the School Board not being able to set taxes."
"Is anyone you know of being threatened with harm?" I asked. "I'm asking for a friend in the Police Department."
Edna said "Not yet, but once we put out the final draft, there's no telling what they might do."
I deepened my voice into my best Darth Vader impression and said "Leave them to me. They don't know the pow-er of the Dark Side of the Crowbarrrr."
"Seriously," said Edna, "I know you're the Police, and taking them on is your job... but I don't want anyone to get hurt."
"Do you think what we've done in the Charter is the best thing for our County's students?" I asked her.
"Yes." said Edna.
I nodded. "Leave them to me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Afterwards, I headed over to the Cop Bar. The (regular, old) back room was full of Detectives, Police leadership, and a victorious ADA and State Attorney. They hailed me as I came in.
"We're celebrating the Blassingame conviction." Joanne Warner said happily.
"Just not too much, Ms. Warner." I said. "You're celebrating for two, remember?"
"I'm taking it easy." Joanne said.
"You guys should celebrate." I said. "Paulina and Jenna put together a great prosecution, and you Detectives and Officers did an outstanding job on the case."
"Modesty is a human trait, Commander." growled a voice from the end of the long table. Sheriff Griswold was not pregnant and was not holding back on the bourbons. "Tonight... I will not excuse it. You brought it home, and you did an outstanding job. Congratulations!"
"Three cheers for the Iron Crowbar!" Roy McGhillie called out. "Hip hip!"
"Hooray!" everyone cheered. "Hip hip!" "Hooray" "Hip hip!" "Hooray!"
"God save the Queen, eh Cindy?" I asked.
"Yes sir!" Cindy said happily, her cheeks rosy, having had a few drinks herself.
"Well, there is one thing I'm accepting cheers for, tonight." I said. "The official first draft of the Town & County Charter... is a done deal!" Everyone cheered.
Part 25 - Two and Three
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" exclaimed the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, August 22d, from the reporters' area of the Courthouse Complex. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the conviction and death sentence of Peter Blassingame!"
Bettina: "In a verdict that is sure to be appealed, the Jury of seven women and five men found Peter Blassingame guilty of all counts against him, including aggravated murder and aggravated rape charges that made the case death-penalty-eligible. And the Jury unanimously voted that Peter Blassingame, son of magnate Edward Blassingame, should receive the Death Penalty, which Judge Rodney K. Watts sentenced Blassingame to by lethal injection."
Bettina: "We have with us U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin. Mr. Baldwin, was the sentence for Peter Blassingame fair?"
"I don't think so, Bettina." said Baldwin, being shown by split-screen. "I think it was way too harsh for a young man who was a first-time offender. I call upon Governor Val Jared to pardon Peter Blassingame or at least commute his sentence and take death off the table."
"Thank you, Mr. Baldwin." said Bettina, who continued: "And District Attorney Miriam Walters announced that ADA Savannah Fineman has worked out a tough plea deal with Pi Omega Sorority member Susan Dougherty. If accepted by the Court, Ms. Dougherty will be spending the next sixty years in prison without possibility of parole. Ms. Dougherty faced aggravated rape charges in the same incident for which Peter Blassingame was just convicted. D.A. Walters said that A.D.A. Fineman has saved the County a lot of money that the expense of a trial would have cost."
Bettina: "In local news, the Town & County Charter Commission issued a Press release stating that their first official draft is complete. The Town & County Examiner will be printing a special edition today, and the text of the draft can be found on the Town & County website." Bettina gave the website URL, which I won't put here because some of you would actually try to access it. "The final hearing will be next Wednesday, August 28th, at the Civic Center Auditorium."
Bettina: "And U.S. Senator Samuel Russell was arrested and arraigned in the City for multiple rape charges." Video of the arrest being made was shown. "Senator Russell was given bail of one million dollars, and was confined to his home and ankle monitored. It is not clear if he will be allowed to return to Washington when the U.S. Senate is gaveled back into session in a few weeks."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And it keeps getting better." Cindy Ross said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Russell arrested, too. I just hope they can convict him."
Tanya Perlman said "I'm hearing rumors, and not just from Jack, that Russell may get a plea deal if he tells what he knows about things like BigAgraFoods, State Parcel Service, and so on."
"Like Blassingame?" Teresa asked. Tanya nodded.
I said "You know, Russell is like Edward Blassingame. He can make a lot of powerful people very uncomfortable if he opens his mouth and talks. It'd be funny if the Feds played Russell and Blassingame against each other."



"Won't work." growled the Sheriff. "Edward Blassingame has rebuffed all plea deals and has asked for a speedy trial. What I heard is that Russell might get a plea deal if he goes ahead and resigns from the Senate. And you're right, Crowbar. Russell knows a lot of stuff about the Power Elites. He's a walking Bundy McGinty. He might want to ask for Witness Protection and resign from the Senate if he wants to live."
"Ruby Russell better watch her fat ass, too." said Cindy. She saw the Chief's look at her, and said "Sorry, Chief, that was the Klingon term for her fat butt." We broke out laughing at that, and the Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily.
"Don," asked Teresa, "what did you think of the Susan Dougherty plea deal?"
"Well," I said, "unlike Peter Blassingame, the chances of Susan getting the death penalty was pretty slim to nonexistent. So if this guarantees she has to spend 60 years or more in jail, I'll accept it."
"And Savannah Fineman saved us sooooo much money." Teresa said darkly. "Just ask D.A. Walters, she'll tell you."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're returning to normal from the levels of security we had for Peter Blassingame and Susan Dougherty at County Jail and the Old Mill, now that he's on Death Row at Jacksonville State Prison and she at Women's Prison in Madison County." Teresa Croyle reported at the Angels Meeting. Yes, we'd moved them both around a few times.
"Good." I said. "But let's keep an elevated alert posture, including basic armor at all times. There's still a lot of dust swirling around, and people who want to do us harm. Okay, Tanya, what are the Detectives working on?"
"Like our drug dealing antagonists," said Tanya, "Vice is gearing up for the University's Fall semester to begin. Our cyber guys are working on the jury tampering, with Jack's help."
"How is Myron feeling about working with the Feds?" I asked.
"He's not." said Tanya. "Mary Milton is working with Sonali and Lainie on it. And they're not working with the FBI per se, just Jack."
I nodded. "Interesting. Okay, what about MCD?"
Tanya said "It's slow at the moment. In fact, I was thinking this might be a good time to discuss making some changes in there, with Jerome Davis's input---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was from SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell. I answered. "Hi Britt."
"Don," said Britt, "can you come over here? We've found Jay Swenson and Ken Eidex..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The creek that runs near the town of Beaver Ruin near Lake Amengi-Nunagen (Author's note: 'Black Velvet', Ch. 02.) goes east. The creek that is dammed to form Lake Watchacoochie flows into it just south of the town of Waguli. That creek becomes a small river that flows east by southeast towards the North River that flows northward between Westphalia and Eastphalia and to the City, forming the State's eastern border in the northeast corner. That small river is not the State Line, but crosses the line and flows parallel to it in an easterly direction until it flows into the North River just north of the City.
Ergo, that land northwest of the City is marshy, and except for City International Airport, which was built up to be above the 1000-year flood plain, it was not really developed. It was along a road there that Cindy and I drove to meet Inspector Maxwell after testing the raw power of my new Police SUV's powerful engine, which achieved a speed of nearly 180 miles per hour on the main highway.
We pulled up behind a number of LEO vehicles, an ambulance and a coroner's vehicle. Britt Maxwell came up to meet us as we got out of our vehicle.
"It just got more interesting." said Britt. "They just found a third body."
"So what happened here?" I asked as we walked up towards the crime scene, a small field with clumps of high grass. "And who found the bodies out here in this godforsaken wilderness?"
"Three guys that said they were scouting the land to set up deer blinds for the fall." said Britt. "We ran checks, and they've bought hunting licenses for years and reported several deer harvested each year, and they've bought a number of hunting rifles, as well. We'll run deeper checks, but they appear to be legit."
"So what did they find?" I asked.
"This." said Britt, pointing ahead. Two shallow graves had been exhumed, and forensics experts were crawling about like disturbed ants. About ten feet further along, another grave was being excavated.
"We were on the lookout for Eidex and Swenson." said Britt. "Their clothes were still on their bodies. Their faces were intact enough that facial rec and fingerprints identified them pretty quickly. The City Police suggested bringing a cadaver dog to see if we could find anything else, and we found the third body. It's been there a lot longer; the medical examiner says it's at least a year and maybe nearer two years that it's been buried there. No clothing, it was buried naked."
"How did they die?" I asked.
"Eidex and Swenson were shot in the back of their heads, execution style." Britt said. "They were probably on the back of their knees and someone stood behind them and shot them at close range. This third body appears to be a male, but his male parts may have been cut off, and he may have been tortured. We'll put the dental records out there, and run DNA tests to see if John Doe here pops up as someone on record."
I nodded and watched the processing for a few minutes. Someone was taking photos with a tablet, and allowed me to see all the photos that had been taken. Cindy also skimmed through the photos. And once that was done, there being little left to see, I told Britt we were done.
"Any ideas?" asked Britt as we walked back towards our vehicles on the road.
"Just the obvious deduction." I said. "Whoever killed Eidex and Swenson also killed that third person. Wayyyyy too coincidental for them to be buried that closely together and be completely unrelated crimes."
"Well, we haven't found any other bodies yet." Britt Maxwell said. "They're going to run the dogs through the woodline and along the other side of the road, but it doesn't look like this is an established dumping ground."
Cindy said "I don't get it why someone would take the trouble to bury the bodies out here in the middle of nowhere. Why not just throw them into a dumpster behind a building in the Badlands areas of the City?"
"Good point." I said. "And that brings up something, Britt. If everyone can keep this out of the Press's hands, you could set up cameras there and maybe along the road, see if anyone comes back. And definitely check out those three guys that found the bodies a lot harder. Something does not feel right about that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once the identities of the bodies of Eidex and Swenson had been confirmed, my attorney Mike G. Todd notified Judge Watts. Seeing that there was little hope of getting any further information, the judge dropped the contempt charge against attorney Max Chambliss and released him from jail.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Thursday, August 23d. I went into the meeting in the Main Conference Room. Also present were Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Ross, Captain of Detectives Tanya Perlman, Vice Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton, and MCD Lieutenant(B) Jerome Davis.
"Sooooo, Captain Perrrrrrrlman," drawled the Chief, "I believe you have some proposals for us."
"Yes Chief." said Tanya. "And all of this is after discussion with Lieutenants Milton and Davis while Commander Troy was away this morning, I haven't had the chance to pass it by him yet."
"Oh, you passed it right by me, all right." I said with a grin. "But that's fine. Go ahead."
Tanya began: "Vice is pretty young, but they're doing well. We have Christopher Purvis, Grubby Paul, 'Ice Cube' Perry, Roark Coleman, George Newman, and Statler and Waldorf. Only Purvis and Paul are grandfathered into Senior Detective status."
Tanya: "In MCD we have Joanne Warner, Theo Washington, Teddy Parker, Julia Rodriguez, and Roy McGhillie. Warner, Washington, and Parker are grandfathered in as Senior Detectives. With Joanne going on maternity leave within the next couple of months, now or in the near future might be a good time to make some changes."
Tanya: "Lieutenant Davis and I are proposing that Julia Rodriguez be partnered with Teddy Parker, and Theo be partnered with Roy McGhillie."
Jerome Davis said "I'll have Joanne's back if she needs to be in the field before going on leave." The Chief and I both nodded.
Tanya continued: "That's for the short-term. We have some longer-term ideas, as well. First of all, Roy McGhillie had done fine in MCD, and this is not a negative comment on him, just the opposite... but I'm thinking that he was really good in Vice and would be better suited in there."
"He's certainly going to look at that as a demotion." Cindy said.
"Maybe not, if you're about to say what I think you're about to say." I said to Tanya.
"Not much gets past you, sir." Tanya said with her cherubic grin and a wicked gleam in her eyes. "Roy might not be unwilling to go back to Vice. And so that it doesn't appear to be a demotion, we promote him to Detective Sergeant and give him leadership duties and opportunities... with the ultimate idea that he one day becomes the Vice Lieutenant."
"And where is Mizzz Milton going to?" asked the Chief. "K-9 duty? Court courier?" He was teasing Mary, and we all knew it.
"Oh, she's assigned to 'reports'." I said with a grin. In the IT and programming worlds, being assigned to 'reports' was definitely considered a demotion, a step down. And like being an 'environmental chemist', being assigned to 'reports' was pretty much a career-ender with no hopes of getting another job in the programming field.
"Don't you even go there with me, sir!" Mary said, though with a grin, knowing she was being teased and giving it right back.
Tanya was also grinning as she said "Mary has done a great job in Vice, Chief, but her very best talents are on a computer keyboard. And this issue of the bugs in the Jurors's rooms in the Blassingame trial have shown me that we need better resources devoted to the cyber and data intelligence world. Myron does a lot, but he's the IT Lieutenant. And just between all of us in here, Mary does an even better job than he does in data mining."
"Ooooo, that's 'hanging drapes'." I said. I was having too much fun with this.
"Soooo," Tanya went right on, "my idea for the future is that Mary would become the Lieutenant of a division devoted to cyber-related activities and data mining. We could call it the 'Intelligence' Division or the 'Cyber' Division, but Mary would lead that, Lainie and Sonali would be in it and joined by others. And Roy McGhillie could ultimately fill in the Vice Lieutenant slot, as Purvis has exhausted my patience trying to get him to take a leadership role."
"Is there even going to be an MCD left, Captain Perrrrrrlman?" asked the Chief, half jokingly but with a serious edge to it.
 "Yes sir." said Captain Perlman. "Commander Troy is still here." Everyone laughed, and I shook my head in mock resignation. Tanya then said "Seriously, sir, we are thinking of having Coleman and Newman come into MCD. Statler and Waldorf probably need more seasoning in Vice."
"What about that young Campus De-tec-tivvvve?" asked Moynahan.
"Tarleton, sir?" I replied. "He's been very impressive, but I fear that we may lose him to the SBI. A little birdie told me that SBI Director Goodwin really wants to hire him in. One idea is that he'll be assigned to the University Campus, and have his office at Campus Police Headquarters, or the State Crime Lab building, and that other SBI Agents will be assigned to other college campuses around the State. I hate to admit it, since I didn't think of it myself first, but it sounds like a very good idea. And the SBI does need more good Agents like Tarleton would be."
Tanya said "And the SBI might have some competition for him. I might just happened to have mentioned to my favorite FBI Agent how impressed I was with Tarleton when I worked with him in the past. And Jack needs good people as he rebuilds his teams. So who's going to win, Commander?"
"Oh, I don't speak in hypotheticals." I replied. "What I said was a done deal." The room broke out into laughter at that.
Part 26 - Peanut Butter Jelly Time...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 23d, from the KXTC studios. "Channel Two News has learned that Citizens for Police Accountability spokesmen Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson have been found dead!"
"The bodies of the two men were found in a rural area northwest of the City." Bettina said happily as a map showing the exact location where the bodies had been found was shown. "The SBI is working with the City Police and Town & County Police on the case, and the FBI has been asked to participate, as the crime scene is less than two miles from the State Line."
Bettina: "Ken Eidex and Jay Swenson had failed to appear in Court after being sued by Commander Donald Troy in what legal experts said was a mistake for Judge Rodney K. Watts to allow to proceed. Their attorney Max Chambliss was imprisoned for Contempt of Court, but after the deaths of Mr. Eidex and Mr. Swenson, Judge Watts dropped the lawsuit and the contempt charges, and released Mr. Chambliss. As a result, Commander Donald Troy has come away completely empty-handed. Commander Troy has not responded to KXTC's multiple requests for comment."
Bettina: "And now we go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more. Lester!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Lester 'Penis' Holder. "Channel Two News has learned that Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney has ordered a halt to the FBI's investigation of our colleague Bettina Wurtzburg for several ridiculous charges, after lawyers for KXTC and Ms. Wurtzburg filed a claim with the Federal Court that the FBI had deliberately created false information that they intended to use in their case against her. Legal experts believe this will totally destroy what little case the FBI thought they had, and that the persecution of my colleague will be forced to stop, making this another disaster for Commander Donald Troy's war on the First Amendment and the Media. And now let's go to Jeff Hull with Channel Two Sports. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn!" I spat. "That bitch does it every fucking time!"
"What is it, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff. We were in the Chief's Conference Room, drinking coffee. My outburst was 'unexpected'.
Cindy spoke up. "Bettina put up a map showing the exact location where Eidex and Swenson's bodies were found. Yesterday, Don suggested that they put cameras in the area to see if anyone came back to that location, as long as the Press didn't get hold of it. Not only did the Press get the story, but Bettina made a point to show that exact location."
"Almost as if she found out Don had said that," Teresa said, "and made sure to do that."
"No 'almost' about it, in my considered opinion." I replied moodily, making air quotes.
"And Bettina's lawyers got the info on the FBI's sting to find leaks," said Tanya, "and twisted it into a 'false information' narrative."
"I'm sorry to say, Captnnnnn," drawled the Chief, "that the FBI got what was coming toooo them. They didn't get a warrant in advance to do that, which they should've done, and they paid the price for it."
I did not mention that it had been far worse than that, and it appeared that someone in the FBI had deliberately sabotaged the case against the Bettina, and that it was very likely that same person or persons had also exposed it to Bettina's legal beagles.
"Is everyone coming to Mike's birthday party tomorrow?" Teresa asked. Todd's son Michael Todd Burke would be four years old, and everyone in the room said they'd be there to celebrate...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Saturday, August 24th. It was definitely a large celebration. Little Mike Burke, his brother Douglass and cousin Little Jack Burke, Carole, Marie, Jim, Ross, Ian, Tasha, and little Pete Feeley consumed an entire birthday cake and huge tub of ice cream. Their parents and other relatives and friends, including Pete's stepsisters Jennifer and Tiffany, and Susie Haskins and Davie Marsden, consumed another tub of ice cream.
Little Jack Burke was not happy that he was not getting any presents like Mike was. I asked him when his birthday was, and he said "October 15th."
"There you go." I said. "You'll be getting your presents then. But today is Mike's birthday, so it's his day to get presents. What do you want on your birthday?"
"Anything but a dog." little Jack said. "I don't like dogs."
"Why not?" I asked.
"Dogs are bad." little Jack said. Like father like son, I thought to myself. And I saw that Laura was very carefully listening in on the conversation, in a professional way... her profession as a psychiatrist.
"Besides," Jack said, "Aunt Teresa is allergic to them."
"That's true." I said. "Just make sure you don't hurt any dogs, unless they try to hurt you first."
"I'm going to go get more ice cream." Jack said, and proceeded to do just that. Laura and I just exchanged looks...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The kids were full of energy after all that ice cream and cake, and were running all over the house, doing everything from playing hide-and-seek to just chasing each other around. We adults were winding down.
Tanya got my attention and we went into Todd's office, the only room in the house off-limits to the kids. "I just heard back from the State Crime Lab. They got a DNA match. You'll never believe who it is."
"Thomas P. Cook?" I asked. Tanya's eyes grew wide as saucers.
"How do you do it?" she asked, totally stunned. "Did they contact you, too?"
"No, this is the first I'm hearing of it." I said. "But it is possible that I'm the one that contacted J.R. Barnes and suggested he have them attempt a match of that third body with Cook's. He's the only major missing character from around this area that would've been taken out by the same perps that waxed Eidex and Swenson."
Tanya said "Like I said yesterday, we don't need to worry about losing people. MCD, Party of One." I chuckled at that. She continued: "They have to confirm it, but the markers are present, and 'confidence is high' that it's Cook."
Part 27 - Final Answer
Wednesday, August 28th. The excitement of football season was in the air on the University Campus, as the University Bulldogs were playing Taco State, and Derrick 'Train No. 93' Waters was going to be honored with the retirement of his jersey. I had always felt like Autumn was the real Spring in my Town & County, as the return of the students (and college football) seemed to breathe new life into the whole area.
But before all that was the Charter Commission's final hearing before the Public. At 7:30, the Commission members assembled behind the tables on the stage of the Civic Center Auditorium, the room where Teresa had been shot. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Ordeal', Ch. 02.) This was being broadcast on the radio, as well.
I'd arranged to borrow a stage from 'The Vision', and the Acolytes were kind enough to set it up for me. The Civic Center had set up a thousand chairs; every single one of them would be occupied, and more brought in.
"Thank you for coming." I said as I gaveled the meeting into order. "We cannot possibly have every one of you be able to speak tonight. So we're going to do two things. First, our assistants, who are volunteers of the Beta Clubs of the three high schools and the local Boy Scout Troop, will be passing out raffle tickets." Young people began going down the aisles, handing out tickets.



"We'll pull raffle numbers out of this glass box," I said, pointing at the large round cylinder, "and if your number is chosen you can speak or pass it on to another person. A microphone will be brought to you to ask questions, which is why we're holding this in here, in case you were wondering."
I continued: "We're going to allow certain public officials to speak anyway; they are lined up to the side of the stage, here. And I'm going to shut this down around midnight. If you don't get to ask a question, you may write your issues or questions on one of the cards available at the back of the room, and I promise that we will read them."
"The text of the new Charter was posted online," I said, "and printed in the Town & County Examiner. So, without further ado, our first speaker is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
One of the first speakers was the State head of the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union. He said: "We are strongly opposed to the part of the Charter that has the Town Assembly setting school taxation rates, to the point that we will be campaigning strongly against the Charter's passage if that section is not changed to the School Board setting the rates."
"You're at liberty to oppose the new Charter." I said. "You're at liberty to peacefully campaign against it." I then stood up. "But let me make one thing clear, and not just as Commission Chairman but as a Police Officer: I will not tolerate threats. I will not tolerate violent or bullying tactics. I will not tolerate coercion. And if any teachers within hearing of my voice are threatened or coerced, give me, Police Commander Donald Troy, a call. I assure you that any threats or actions of violence will be investigated, arrests will be made, and violent protests will be quelled with whatever force is necessary to quell them." Applause broke out among some of the audience. The NEA rep looked furious.
Fire Chief Quinlin came up. "I won't pull rank on you tonight, Commander." he said, meaning it jovially, and getting some polite laughter.
I looked over to where Sheriff Griswold was seated, then turned back to Quinlin and said "It wouldn't matter if you did." There was laughter in the room, and I said "What is your issue, Chief?"
Quinlin said "This County is not ready for a return to an EMS Department, and especially not one that is independent of the experienced leadership of the Fire Department. We have made proposals for Fire Rescue unit as part of the Fire Department, which could serve in the capacity of the EMS service you propose, without all the negatives an EMS would bring to the County."
Edward Steele took that one up: "We've already received legal opinions that a Fire Rescue service would be illegal, and the U.S. Department of Labor and U.S. Department of Justice would be all over it like a wet blanket. So that is not an option."
"And I would say" said Rev. Joseph E. Williams, "that a separate EMS service is something the People will be considering when they vote."
Chief Quinlin said "I do want people to understand when they vote that a large majority of the Fire Department does not support an independent EMS. It is very possible that Fire Department services could be disrupted or not available should that portion of the Charter pass. I don't say that as a threat, but as a very real possibility."
I saw Sheriff Griswold's face get red behind his mustaches, so I said "Thank you for your input, Chief. We need to move along. Who is next?"
Battalion Chiefs Tucker and Carlson both spoke in opposition to the rank structure. I said "I've got really bad news for you guys. That may be implemented even before the Charter is passed."
We began pulling raffle tickets out. The first one to speak was an attractive young black woman wearing a red shirt with a person holding a pennant on it. She said "Currently, the Boards of Inquiry are our only means of protection from Police brutality. Why are you eliminating the Boards of Inquiry?"
"Thank you for your question." I said. "First, you bring up the issue of strained relations between the black community and the Police, which I believe have gotten much better over the past few years, thanks to Sheriff Griswold's hard work." There was some applause for that asskissing.
Then I said "I want to assure you and everyone that I, and I believe the others here on the Commission, believe that what we are replacing the Boards of Inquiry with are much better, much more fair to all sides, much more efficient, and much more likely to get to the truth of a situation than what has currently been going on. An Inquest Board can have an actual jury of up to six people and a judge, or just be an administrative hearing. The person acting as prosecutor will not also be one of the persons rendering judgement or findings, taking a very political and problematic issue out of the equation."
"And what's more," I said, "these Inquest Boards will have a good deal of autonomy from the Public Safety Department, the Town & County Council, and pressures from other entities. It's about as fair and independent as we can make it, and that's better for all of the People of the County of all ethnicities, and for the Police and others that may be subject to the Boards."
Another person's raffle number was called, a middle-aged businessman. He asked what would happen if the new Charter failed to pass. I replied that things would continue under the present system. He asked if the Town & County would split again, and I said that was beyond the scope of the Commission, and that I didn't personally know what might happen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To my surprise, at 10:30pm the desire to ask questions ended. I called out three raffle numbers in a row that got no response. So I asked for people to just raise their hands and we'd bring a microphone to them, and only had five people raise their hands.
Once they were done, I said "I'm going to call for an adjournment, but before I do I want to thank my fellow Charter Commission Members. They've given hours of their time for several months, and they've all done a conscientious and outstanding job." The audience stood and gave them a long and well-deserved standing ovation."
Then Edward R. Steele took his microphone and said "And on behalf of the Commission Members, and the the People of the Town & County, I want to thank you, Commander Donald Troy, for the tremendous effort you have made to put this together, to see it through, to work out the compromises we've made, and what can only be described as herding the cats." The audience and other Commission Members gave me a long round of applause, which I appreciated. But I appreciated getting this done even more. Pass or fail, we'd done a good job, and I felt good to have been part of that.
We would meet the next day and make only a few minor changes. At an afternoon televised ceremony, I handed Mayor Allgood our final proposal for the Town & County Charter, and the clock began ticking. The plebiscite would take place on Tuesday, September 24th, with early voting beginning the next Tuesday.
Part 28 - Epilogue
Friday, August 30th. Commander Cindy Ross was in her office when her assistant Lauren Wilcox buzzed her and said Lt. Myron Milton wanted to see her. She said to send him in.
"Ma'am," said Myron as he came into the room and shut the door, "I've been following up on Amber Harris and Sunnydale. I just obtained information that some prisoners are being brought into Sunnydale today. Some, like Amber, are starting their sentences. Some are being transferred out of State Women's Prison for good behavior." He extending his hand, offering a file folder.
Cindy took it and began reading, and she immediately saw it. "Have you told Commander Troy about this?" she asked.
"Not yet, ma'am." Myron said.
"Don't." Cindy said. "I'll handle it. Thank you for this. You can go."
"Yes ma'am." said Myron. He exited the office, leaving the Green Crowbar to contemplate this incredible new information...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That night, I sat with Sheriff Griswold by the fire in his backyard. He'd invited me to come over, telling me he had some important news for me.
"I had you as Executor of my Last Will and Testament." said the Sheriff. "I've changed that. Selena Steele has agreed that either she or someone at the J.P. Goldman Bank will do that."
"Okay." I said, wondering why the change.
"The reason for the change, Crowbar," the Sheriff said, "is because with my wife passing on, you are the only family I have left. I am leaving everything to you. I am naming you my sole heir."
"Uh, sir?" I gasped, stunned.
"There's a few endowments, to the Presbyterian Church and the Police Widows and Orphans Trust Fund," said the Sheriff, "but the house, whatever possessions I have left, my gun collection, my fishing poles... they'll all be yours. I have no other blood family at all. You were like a brother to Charlie; he said so himself. And you're the closest thing to a son I've got."
"I... I'm honored, Sheriff." I said, feeling very emotional. "You're family to me, too, and like a granddad to my children. I just hope it'll be a long, long time before we have to worry about any of this."
After some talk about specifics, I said I had to get home. We got up and hugged each other, and I left. As I drove over the mountain to The Cabin, I realized the Sheriff was right... nothing against my real father, but Sheriff Griswold truly was more of a father figure to me, someone that I looked up to like few other persons in this world. And it was his legacy... in his Police Force and his life... that I was consigned to keep and protect...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Amber Harris stepped off the bus with the other inmates, all clad in orange jumpsuits and orange lace-less sneakers. She was processed into Sunnydale Medium Security Prison, where it was noted she was pregnant.
She was sitting alone in her assigned cell when a female guard came up. "Here's your new roommate, sweetie." the guard said. A moment later a beautiful, slender, raven-haired woman stepped into the cell.
"Hi. I'm Amber." Amber said.
"Amber Harris? The reporter?" the other woman said. Amber nodded.
"I'm Betty." said the woman. "Betty Morelli..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"And the cat's in the cradle and the silver spoon
Little boy blue and the man on the moon
When you coming home dad? I don't know when,
but we'll get together then, son
You know we'll have a good time then..."
--- Harry Chapin, 'Cat's In The Cradle'
Friday, August 30th. It was the first day of school at Eastside Elementary. Little Jack Burke and Douglass Burke were beginning first grade, and Teresa had asked me to join her and Todd in the welcoming 'gauntlet' of parents for the kids to go through. Remembering Carole and Marie doing that they year before, I agreed.
I was at the end of the line near the doors, as was Todd. Teresa was near the beginning of the line. Douglass was the first through the line, and grabbed my crowbar and told everyone to touch it for luck. One-by-one, they did, some of them pausing to be photographed doing so.
One girl, who had been crying and didn't want to go to school, came up reluctantly. When she saw me, her eyes widened and she said "The Iron Crowbar? You're here?"
"I sure am." I said. "Are you ready to do great things in school?"
"Yes!" the girl said, grabbing the crowbar and then letting it go and running into the school like someone left the gate open.
Todd was grinning at that. "You're famous, Uncle Don." he said. "Or at least that red crowbar is."
"If it inspires kids to do well in school," I said, "that's just fine with me."
The only kid who did not touch the crowbar? Little Jack Burke. He didn't high-five Todd, either...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. The Angels meeting was starting late.
"How was it?" Cindy asked, mostly to Teresa.
"It was... kind of a moment." Teresa said. "I didn't expect to feel emotional about it, but they're... growing up so fast..."
I nodded vigorously in agreement. "Laura cried last year when Carole went through. Next year is Jim and Ross, and Pete and little Dan Allgood, too. Wow..."
Cindy asked "You need me in this meeting? I'm suddenly swamped with potential changes if the Council passes them... and if the Charter passes, too."
"Just for one thing." I said. "Security for the ball game tomorrow. Is the plan ready?"
"And already in action, sir." said Teresa. "The RVs are already rolling into Town."
Tanya said "I've been asked to participate in the halftime ceremony for Derrick Waters. So I'll be at the game."
"As will I." said Cindy. "Todd gave me and Callie his tickets. Not sure where he's going to be."
"On the field with Tanya and Train No. 93." said Teresa. "And I'm handling security, so I get the coveted free pass into the Stadium."
"I'll be there, too." I said. When my Angels looked at me, I said "Someone has to provide your security with adult supervision."
"Hey, we might convert you before all is said and done." Cindy said with a gleam in her ice-blue eyes.
"Noooooo." I said. "I'm Wildcat Red 'til I die. But I do want to see the ceremony for 'Train No. 93' tomorrow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy left the Angels meeting, but after it was over she came back into my office. "Don," she said as she sat down at my hand-gesture invitation, "You get three guesses where Martin Nash was reassigned to."
"And my guesses will be Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, or Harrisburg, Pennsylvania." I replied. "I don't know which for sure, though."
"Not much gets by you." Cindy said. "It's Harrisburg. My father found that out, and made a point to let me know, even though I didn't ask. And how did you know it was Pennsylvania?"
"Your father is keeping tabs, which is smart." I said. "As to Pennsylvania, my chain of logic is that Nash's uncle, the DepDirector, achieved his life's goal of destroying Superior Bloodlines, and helped the Guardians of Justice against the Swamp Frogs. But a lot of the remaining Froggies are in Pennsylvania and the Northeastern U.S., so it was a logical place for Martin to..."
I reached up to my pocket, and clicked the 'pen' there; Cindy knew that meant I'd activated my anti-bugging device. I continued: "I might add that Nash's capital within the FBI was severely diminished by recent events, and being his uncle's nephew is now a hindrance to his career rather than a positive thing for him. So going to Pennsylvania, where the dregs of the FBI are, was what was available to him... well, that's what they'd like us to think, anyway."
Cindy caught the inflection in my tone, and her eyes brightened. "Ahhhh, you think they're doing something sneaky?"
"Maybe." I said. "My first guess is that it's the DepDirector trying to make lemonade out of lemons. Martin really fucked up, but they're trying to parley that into getting Martin closer to the Frogs, to see what he can get from them."
"A bullet in the back, if you're right and they find out." Cindy replied. "Uh, you don't think that was the plan all along, do you? To insert him in their midst? Like Geiger's undercover operation, Operation ISCARIOT?"
"Err... no." I said. "If that was the plan, it was poorly thought out. Martin burned a lot of bridges, as did his uncle, and especially with Jack Muscone and what used to be Team Lazarus. Jack is a good guy, and they stabbed him squarely in the back. They didn't do much to keep my confidence, either. If this is some kind of operation on the DepDirector's behalf, it'll be done without me having anything at all to do with it."
"Keep that thing on." Cindy said, meaning my anti-bugging device. "Are you aware that Laura no longer gets the CIA's daily national intelligence brief?"
My eyes widened a bit at that. "No." I said. "Then again, I never really knew that she was getting it."
Cindy looked at me as if she thought I was joking, then said "Callie didn't have access to it, but she knew Laura was getting it even after Laura retired from the Science & Technology Directorate. We also think Melina is still getting it. It's not what the President gets every morning, but the Cliff's Notes of it. Callie said that for the last few weeks Laura hasn't been getting it, nor a lot of other stuff she used to get. It's as if Laura has been taken out of the loop, or taken herself out of the loop."
Cindy paused, then continued: "The reason I'm mentioning this... is because it's happening in the same timeframe as this business with Martin Nash and his uncle. And Teresa was the one that rescued you, but she won't talk about it, at all, even though I can tell she knows something. So... is there anything I need to know?"
"Yes." I said without hardly blinking. "First, Teresa is a very wise Iron Wolf for keeping her mouth shut. Second, I knew Laura was CIA before she knew I knew, and once I told her, I made sure to let her know that I didn't want to know what she was doing or any information at her level. I really didn't know what briefings she was getting, or what other information. And except for Carole getting huffy when Laura went to 'meetings' or if it concerned me directly, I had no idea what Laura was doing with the Company. All of that was way above my pay grade and my clearance level."
I then bored in on her and admonished: "May I suggest, cousin-to-cousin, partner-to-partner, friend-to-friend... that you and Callie begin doing the same."
"Oh, she never tells me---" Cindy started, but I raised my hand.
"I'm sure, I'm sure." I said. "But just consider telling her that you don't have the need to know... about any of it. At all. Okay... last, and what you're really asking about: I can honestly say that I don't know who kidnapped me and took me under the Hospital and put me through that torture over McGinty's Materials. And I don't want to know."
Cindy just gave me a 'look' as she fell back into her chair. "Don..."
"It's like Schrödinger's cat." I said. "As long as I don't open that box, the cat is both alive and dead... and I prefer that to any reality of knowing the truth."
Cindy nodded. "Okay." she said. "That's your decision. But it's way too many secrets for me to want to deal with."
"You better get prepared to deal with it." I said, a bit more sternly. "Your father is what he is and where he is because of his vast information network. He's McGinty's Materials on steroids, one thousand times over. And you, ma cousine, will inherit that one day."
Cindy nodded. "I know. I'll burn that bridge when I come to it, which I hope won't happen for a long time. Any other family secrets you want to tell me?"
"No." I said. "They'll come to you when the time is right, and you're supposed to know them, as your father would say. Well... I'll give you this little hint: have you ever wondered why my mother despises your father so much?"
"Uhhh," Cindy said, "I thought that stemmed from my father and your father being estranged brothers."
"That's some of it." I said. "But there's a lot more too it. a lahhhhht more to it."
"You wouldn't tease me, would you?" Cindy asked.
"No, but the answers are for you to find for yourself." I said. I reached up and turned off the bug-killer. "All right, we have work to do..."
Part 2 - Thirty Yard Gain
Saturday, August 31st. The University Bulldogs's game against Taco State was expected to be little more than a scrimmage, but the festive mood of the renewal of the college football season was in the air. And as usual, the tow trucks were doing a festive business removing illegally parked cars.
I was wearing my 'casual' uniform: light blue golf/polo collared shirt with embroidered badge over the heart, khaki pants, police belt, and my normal khaki Tilley Hat. And I was wearing a small clear headset with earpiece and microphone, for communication.
I attached myself to the security detail that took Derrick 'Bloody' Waters, a.k.a. 'Train No. 93', into the Bulldogs locker room to see his former teammates. It was an emotional time for everyone, and the camaraderie was good to see.
At noon, the pre-game festivities began. The Band marched onto the field and exhorted the fans to get riled up. The Bulldogs ran onto the field, led by their outstanding mascot Chief IV, to the roars of over 92,000 fans in the stands. Toe met leather and the football season was AWN!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sports Media is as bad as the Mainstream Media, full of agendas and fake news. The ongoing narrative during the summer was that the Bulldogs were going to overtake the defending National Champion Wildcats and win the Division. These same 'experts' also kept saying that Florida was going to overtake Georgia and win the SEC East. I didn't know about Georgia and Florida, as Alabama was the undisputed powerhouse in the SEC this year, but I thought that this local Bulldogs team would have to magically get better, a lot better, to compete with what Heisman Trophy Winner Jamaal Washington and running back Clarence Appletree were going to bring to the Wildcats offense.
As I watched, I felt something brush up against my leg. I looked down to see that most outstanding of bulldogs, Chief IV, standing next to me and looking up at me. I went to a knee and let him sniff my hand, then I gave him a good petting as Media photographers took pictures. I don't know if Chief IV remembered me from our previous meeting, (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues', Ch. 03.), but he looked like he would give me the rest of the game to stop petting him.
And then came the halftime festivities. I called into my little microphone to check on things, and received the message that all was good. The crowd began cheering as Derrick Waters was wheeled out of the tunnel on the east end of the stadium to the 50-yard-line. Several dignitaries were with him, University officials and Tanya Perlman among them.
The proclamation was read, retiring the No. 93 jersey and unveiling Derrick's name on the stadium's side. Then, just as the ceremonies were about to end, something 'unexpected' happened:
"WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN THAT WHEELCHAIR?"
The voice blasted over the P.A. system, and that voice was mine. Everyone saw Your Iron Crowbar stalking out onto the field, red crowbar in hand. There seemed to be a lot of shock amongst the crowd, though many thought this was planned. It wasn't, except by me.
I'd heard enough of Tanya's reports that Derrick was not doing as well as he could be in his rehab, and I was going to change his suppositions and redirect his expectations.
"Stand up! Get out of that wheelchair!" I ordered, my voice echoing over the P.A. system, which Myron had helped commandeer (with the help of the P.A. people). Tanya whispered something to Derrick, and he took the hand I extended to him and I pulled him to his feet.
"Show these people what you can do!" I said as I began pulling at him to begin walking with me.
"I can't." he said quietly. I did not let him get away with it.
"Don't tell me what you can't do!" I thundered. "Show these Bulldog fans what you CAN do! Let's go!" Derrick began walking with me, his steps stumbling and difficult. I went just fast enough to make him come with me, but not too fast that he couldn't handle it.
The crowd realized what they were seeing, and they began roaring for Train No. 93 as we slowly walked parallel to the sideline, me stepping backwards as Derrick walked forward, his eyes locked onto mine, staring daggers at me but also revealing his determination to not lose face in front of the Bulldog Nation.
"That's right, keep going!" I was yelling into the microphone. "Show them what you can do! Show them what Train No. 93 is made of!" The roars only grew louder. And then, Derrick stumbled. Weakening, he began going down. I guided him down until we were on the ground on our knees.
"Ladies and gentlemen!" I said into the P.A. system. "You have just witnessed the greatest 30 yard gain in the history of Memorial Stadium!" Indeed, Derrick's wheelchair was at the 50-yard-line. We were on our knees between the '2' and the '0' of the 20-yard line.
"DAMN... GOOD... DOG!" the crowd began roaring as the others hurried to bring Derrick's wheelchair to him. We helped him to stand back up and then sit down in the wheelchair. I noticed the tears flowing down his cheeks as he acknowledged the cheers and support of the fans as he was wheeled back to the tunnel. And at the entrance to the tunnel, he stopped the caravan, then stood up out of his chair again and waved to the roaring crowd one last time.
Derrick Waters would begin improving. Now that he had the expectations of the Bulldog Nation motivating him, he would recover and begin walking again, nearly fully recovered by the end of the season. And though none of us knew it, he would repay me the favor one day...
Part 3 - Cat Among the Apples
The Bulldogs won the game 45-3, and the Sports Media just could not heap enough praise upon them. Though it was an early game and many people went on home, there was still enough of a crowd to prompt us to not meet at the Cop Bar. So I hosted a big party at The Cabin to watch the Wildcats evening game against State Tech.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone, and it was my mother calling. "Don, can you come up here tomorrow, perhaps for a couple of days?"
"Uh, I don't know, Mom." I said "What's going on?"
"I'd like you to come up and see what my new condo in the Senior Community is going to look like." my mother said. "You can bring Jim, Ross, and Ian up, if you want to. If Laura can't come, see if Molly can; she's never been to Apple Grove before. But I really need you to be here, especially Monday."
"Er, okay, I'll see if I can get away." I said. My mother asked to speak to Todd, and I handed him my phone. I said "Laura, can you go to Apple Grove with me tomorrow?"
"No, I've got to get ready to teach my classes." Laura said. "Even with the Labor Day holiday, I'm swamped."
"Can I go, Daddy?" Carole said excitedly.
"No, you have school." I said.
"Awww!" Carole sulked.
"Quit yer complaining, Fussbudget." I said. "You've got to take care of Buddy and Bowser for me, and feed Tiger Mom."
"O-kayyyy." Carole said, not really mollified.
"Sure, Grandma." Todd said. He made his goodbyes then disconnected and handed me my phone back as he said "Grandma wants me to come up, too. Which is just as well; I need to check up on the factory up there."
"Did she say what it was about?" I asked.
"No." said Todd. "I got the feeling she didn't want to talk about it on the phone."
"Hey, Molly." I said to Molly when she came into the room. "Think you can come up to Apple Grove with me tomorrow and Monday?"
"Oh, I don't know." Molly said. "I missed all that time earlier this year being in the hospital. But I'll check with Paul Price and see if he'd be okay with it."
As we watched the Wildcats game, we saw that running back Clarence Appletree was having a massive day. He was taken out of the game in the third quarter with 365 rushing yards and the score 48-0 Wildcats.
"Wow." I said. "Is State Tech that bad, or is our OL that good?"
"Some of both." said Todd. "And every time Tech loaded the box, they started passing to Jamaal Washington. I hate to say it, but if this keeps up, you guys are going to be unstoppable again."
Carole leaned over to me and whispered "Daddy, Uncle Todd wants the Wild-cats to lose."
"I know, Fussbudget." I said. "Your cousin Todd is kind of messed up that way."
Todd chuckled and grinned his brilliant grin at Carole. She was having none of it. "You're busted, Uncle Todd."
"Yes he is." Teresa said. "I'll just have to spank him at home."
Carole looked confused for a moment, then Laura called all the kids to the kitchen for the pre-bedtime snack. I just looked at Teresa and said "I don't think she understands the kinky stuff yet." Teresa and Todd both had a good laugh at that one.
The final score was Wildcats 62, State Tech 0...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am Sunday morning, we piled into Todd's new SUV. Todd was driving, I was riding shotgun, and Molly was sitting behind Todd. His SUV was outfitted so that kids could be seated in their kid-seats in the all-the-way-back, so Jim, Ross, Ian, and Mike Burke were strapped in for the ride.
The SUV was white with the BOW Enterprises logo on the doors. "It's just like the one I gave the TCPD." Todd said upon my comment about it. "And just like your new Police SUV. Bulletproof windows, composite materials in the doors and frame, reinforced front and quarterpanels around the engine, and this puppy can get up to 200 miles per hour if we really had to. It just doesn't have the Police modifications like all of yours."
"I'm looking forward to BOW making a generous gift to the Nextdoor County PD. Hint hint." Molly said with a grin. "Of course, they might fire me and make Price the Police Chief, what with the time off I've been taking."
"You'll have no problem finding another job." I said. "The SBI is desperate for good people. Frank Soltis would likely make you his Assistant Chief in Midtown, if you wanted. Sheriff Griswold would hire you for a high position in the Sheriff's Department or the EMTs, if we get the EMTs."




"I don't think I'm in real danger, and I love the NCPD." said Molly. "And Tom Conlan has already tried to hire me into the SBI."
"We'll see about the new SUV for you." said Todd. "Or is there something you need more?" That got Molly to thinking.
Todd said "You haven't been up here since last year, have you, Uncle Don?" When I said I hadn't, Todd said "I think you're going to like the changes. By the way, I rented the Bed & Breakfast at your house for the weekend and through Tuesday. So you can stay in your old room, if you like."
"Sounds like a plan." I said, curious to see what changes had been made to the house since I'd rented it to my classmate Renée to run as a B&B.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Pulling up to my childhood home, I noticed that it still looked pretty much like it did when I was growing up: Wood siding, painted white, with dark gray roof and awnings. There was a sign out front that read 'The Troy House' and under it 'Bed & Breakfast'. There were numerous rocking chairs on the screened-in front porch, and small tables and chairs on the porch around the side.
When one entered the front door of my house when I was growing up, the dining room was to the right and the living room was to the left, the kitchen to the right rear, the game/play room in the back middle, and the den that was really my father's office in the back left corner.
The first thing I noticed was that the front door had one of those keycard entry systems like most hotel rooms. When we went inside, the old living room had been converted to a dining room, with six tables each seating four persons. The old dining room had been closed off and was now the Office, with the top of the door to the entrance foyer service as the check-in window.
"Hi Don." said Renée as we came in. Renée was medium height and blonde. In school she'd been on the chubby side. Today, she was still on the chubby side, but not as much as I'd thought she would be. She came out into the hallway and hugged me, then Todd. "Hi Todd. And who are these handsome young men?"
"This is Jim, Ross, Ian, and Mike And this is Molly Ross, Ian and Ross's mother." I said, introducing Molly to Renée, telling Molly that Renée had been a high school classmate of mine. After the introductions we checked in, with Todd and Mike getting the master bedroom with it's king-size bed, whose window overlooked the backyard. Molly and I would be in my old room in the front corner, with a queen-size bed, and Ian, Ross, and Jim would be in Elizabeth's old room with a queen-size bed and a cot.
I noted the changes to the rooms. The walls were painted neutral colors, and had basic furniture. Growing up, my room and Elizabeth's room had a Jack-and-Jill bathroom: separate vanities and toilets, and a shared bathtub/shower room. That common bath had been taken out, and each bedroom had its own shower now. And the hallway doors were replaced with heavy doors and the keycard entry system on each. The master bedroom also was re-done with neutral color paint, basic furniture, and a keycard system on the door.
"Business is good." Renée said to me as she and I talked in the Office while the others got settled in. "With the new businesses coming in, we get rented out every weekend, and often for an entire week. Usually one company rents out all the rooms, but occasionally we have separate reservations. If the dining room is not full, we'll take dinner reservations, so it's rare when we're not full for dinner. We've also had some groups rent the dining room for an evening for catered dinners."
"Sounds great." I said. "Looks like you've got a good operation going on. So how's Apple Grove and Fillmore County doing?"
"Growing." said Renée. "Apple Grove used to be about 10,000 people, then dropped to 2000 as people moved to Rome or out of this area entirely. Now we think it'll be over 5000 at the next Census. Rome has grown some, as well. And Providence Springs is still mostly black, but has grown a lot, as well. Springer, up there in the northwest corner, hasn't grown at all, and apparently they're jealous: they're still trying to get the State to redraw the county lines to put them in the county to our north."
"Hmm, that's curious." I said. "Okay, show me around the place."
The kitchen had been remodeled to allow more industrial-sized cooking equipment and stoves. The old library no longer had my father's desk (that was now mine); it now had chairs and television sets, and newspapers and magazines, and was wired for computer and internet use. The old game room was now the breakfast dining room, which could be used for additional or overflow seating for dinner.
"Okay, you boys ready to go see your grandma?" I asked. "Great-grandma to Mike..." An enthusiastic chorus of boys, big and small, agreed.
Part 4 - Cats In the Cemetery
"And it's almost finished." my mom Phyllis said as we went through the unfinished condo building, one of several that would be part of the complex. Another section to the north had 'cottages', which were homes of various sizes from two-bedroom to four-bedroom. "It has a dining facility, and that building over there is the medical complex. Basic facilities, and also where people who need it can be in hospice care."
"Like Mrs. Griswold." I said sadly.
"In some ways, son," my mother said, "it was fortunate that she passed on before things got... too bad. It would've taken years off Sheriff Griswold's life if he'd tried to take care of her by himself as she deteriorated. And for some, they may live for years with Alzheimer's."
Even though what she said was harsh, I knew what my mother was saying was correct. I adroitly changed the subject: "Tell me about this new lake, Mom." I said, referring to the expanse of water that my mother's condo overlooked.
"Oh yes." my mother said "As you know, Apple Grove Creek flows north to south along the east side of town. Fillmore Creek runs further west, and they merge with the creek that forms the county's western border somewhere south of our county. Well, they dammed Fillmore County; you can see the dam over there." I looked to our left, seeing the works of the dam in the distance to our south.
My mother continued: "The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers built that dam, and then they drilled down into the aquifer. They're controlling the access points to the aquifer, so that it doesn't get overused. The dam creates electricity and the new water purification plant is there, as well."
"Wow, nice." I said. "And they did it so fast."
"When the Big Boy corporations want something done," my mother said, "they seem to be able to get it done. Not that I'm complaining; I'll have this wonderful view for the rest of my years, and this town will finally have some life in it. I honestly wondered if Apple Grove would die before I would."
"As young as you are, Mom," I said, "it probably would have. So... why did you want me to come up?"
"For three reasons, son." Phyllis said. "First, to see the new Bed & Breakfast that once was our home. They've done a really good job with it."
"I agree." I said.
"Second," my mother said, "they are having a Labor Day celebration tomorrow, that includes naming and dedicating the Dam and the Lake. They're going to name the dam after Junior Biggs, who Sheriff Spalding murdered, and whose son became a Deputy Sheriff. I'd like for you to attend the ceremony with me."
"That sounds good." I said.
"And third," said my mother, "you should go visit the local Police Department. They've been dealing with some things that might be of interest to you."
"Strangenesses." I said. "Sounds like fun."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While my mother and Todd gave the boys the grand tour of Apple Grove, Molly and I went downtown. The diner that had used to be on the Square was no longer there. It was now in the building behind the one on the Square, and the diner was much larger now, and busier.
It was late Sunday morning, and most people were in church, so when we went into the diner it was not at peak capacity yet. Looking around, I saw the people I was looking for.
"Well, hey Donny Troy!" said the Police Chief as we came up to their table. Chief Donny Hall got up and we exchanged a man-hug. Then I hugged Captain Leanne Wisocky warmly, then man-hugged Deputy Sheriff Tyrone Biggs.
"Everyone, this is Chief Molly Evans of the Nextdoor County Police." I said. "Their county is next to mine."
"Oh, I remember hearing your name." said Leanne. "You were wounded in the school shooting weren't you?"
"Yes, that's me." Molly said. Leanne gave Molly a warm hug.
"That was so awful." Leanne said. "Why don't you guys go get some brunch, then come have a seat."
Molly and I went through the brunch line. She came back with one plate of food; I came back with two. "You always did eat a lot, Donny." said Donny Hall. "Wish I could do that and stay fit like you."
"Heh." I said. "I keep in shape running for my life, and running after my kids. By the way, Leanne... I had this very bad dream that you were leaving Apple Grove Law Enforcement. Please tell me that's not true."
"No, far from it." Leanne said. "In fact, my husband turned down a promotion that would've forced him to move away, so that I could stay here."
"What she's not telling you," said Donny Hall, "is that Sheriff Greenwood is retiring, and I'm running unopposed to replace him as Sheriff in November. And you might just have to come up here around New Years Day, when Captain Wisocky becomes 'Chief' Wisocky."
"Oh, that's awesome!" I said enthusiastically.
"And I'll accept any references you send me for new Officers." Leanne said. "The town is growing faster than we are, and we need to hire people to catch up."
"I'll let the Police Academy in my County know," I said, "so cadets there can apply."
"And speaking of needing Detectives," Leanne said with a grin, "we've been tempted to call you and have you bring your daughter up. We've had some strange crimes going on up here."
"Oh?" I asked. "What kind of crimes?"
"Vandalism, mostly." Leanne said. "Some tombstones in the cemetery were damaged. Two were destroyed, as if someone took a sledgehammer to them. But several others looked like someone took a small hammer and chisel to them, and took out small chips. And the mausoleum where your father is entombed had some chipping on the side and the back, but barely visible unless you look for it."
"And then we got reports of vandalism all over Apple Grove." said Chief Hall. "Buildings being chipped at. Fillmore Middle School, which used to be Apple Grove High, got hit hard: someone went around outside and inside, all over the place, chipping at the concrete blocks and the walls. Funny thing, though, none of the new buildings going up in the last few months seem to have been hit. Just older ones."
Deputy Biggs said "And it's not just here in Apple Grove; it's all over the county. Providence Springs still has a lot of paranoia about outsiders, so they observed a State survey crew come through. Afterwards people reported moderate damage to several buildings. And the Springer Police reported damage to their cemetery and older buildings."
"Interesting..." I said. And I would've fallen into a reverie if I had not been inundated with a barrage of boys, including Todd.
"Hey guys." I said as they came around the table. Ross was between me and Molly, and he said "Mommy, we saw where Daddy went to school!"
"That's good." Molly said as Leanne made observations.
I picked up Ross and sat him on my lap. "Hey Ross," I said, "this is Deputy Biggs, Captain Wisocky, and Chief Hall. Your sister Carole met them last year."
"They're Police like you and Mommy are, Daddy." Ross said. "Do you Police guys always hang out together?" Everyone chuckled as I told Ross that Police everywhere were like family, and that indeed we would hang out with them.
"Ross," said Leanne, "you are the spitting image of your daddy. Are you going to be like him when you grow up?"
"I hope so." said Ross. "But my sister Carole is going to be the next Iron Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Deputy Biggs offered to drive me to see some of the damaged spots. As we drove in his car, he said "Your mom said you need a haircut. So why don't we go over to Providence Springs and get you one."
"Sure." I said, realizing that this was Tyrone's method of quietly getting me to the Barber of Providence Springs, who was like 'The Teacher' in my home County.
The barbershop was not open, but Biggs led me inside, where one man was waiting: the barber himself. "Have a seat, Iron Crowbar." he said. I did so, noticing that next to my official Police portrait underneath the portraits of the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. and President John F. Kennedy was a photo of me pinning Deputy Biggs's badge on him the year before. (Author's note: 'Return To Apple Grove', Ch. 02.)
"I'll be right outside." said Tyrone, stepping outside and leaving us alone.
"That young man has done very well." said the old barber. "Our children look up to him. He gives our people hope."
"I'm glad to hear that." I said.
"You give us hope, too, Iron Crowbar." said the barber as he trimmed my hair. "Must run in your family. Your nephew has done the right things. He's hiring blacks as well as whites. He's even hiring our people that were put in prison by Sheriff Spaulding on trumped-up charges, giving them a second chance. Can't say the other companies coming here are really doing that. BigAgraFoods brings in illegal aliens rather than hire blacks or whites."
"Sounds like a crackdown is in order." I said.
"Brother, this ain't your Town & County." said the man. "It's a lot better than it was, but money still talks and bullshit still runs the marathon. Everyone knows who's in charge, especially the local politicians getting their palms greased. But that's not what I need to tell you today."
"What's going on?" I asked.
"I'm not sure exactly what it is," said the barber, "but there's been a lot of strange people from outside our county coming in, looking around. They're dressed up as State workers, like survey people, but anyone with any eyesight and half a brain can tell they're up to something. We thought they were bugging the phone lines, and they may have, but there's something more to it."
"I've heard some scuttlebutt about vandalism around the county." I said. "Could that be related?"
"Could be. Could be." said the barber as he took the cloth off me. "All right, you're ready to go."
"Thanks." I said. I tried to pay him, but he would not hear of it.
"When I said it ran in your family," he said, "I meant your father, too. He was the only lawyer in this county that would defend blacks, and in a time when it could have been a detriment to his health to do so. He was the only one the Court would assign as a public defender that would actually represent blacks in Court; the others all flat out refused. And he really did try, even though the juries were all white and their minds made up already. I'm surprised no one went after him."
Memories were flooding my head, sounding like the crash of tumblers falling into place. "You know, I think they may have once." I said. "Tried to get to him through me. When I was in high school, four guys tried to jump me, but I beat 'em all back. After that, they left me alone."
"Heh heh heh." the barber laughed. " You was the Iron Crowbar before they knew what a crowbar was." I grinned, and as we shook hands, he said "I'll see you at the dedication ceremony tomorrow."
"Oh, you're going to be there?" I asked.
"Oh yes, wouldn't miss it." he said, and I caught the slightest hesitation before he said "They're naming the dam after Tyrone's dad, Junior Biggs... the one you avenged."
"Glad I could help." I said, as close to an admission of that as I'd ever made. "See you then..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Deputy Biggs drove me to Fillmore Middle School, once known as Apple Grove High School, to inspect some of the vandalism damage. Most of it had been done to concrete retaining walls that formed separations between the school grounds and the old football field.
Deputy Biggs said "It's mostly a lot of small holes, like someone drilled into the walls."
"Yes, you're right." I said. "You know, I don't remember some of these walls. And others were brick walls in the days I was here, 20 years or so ago."
"I remember that, too." said Biggs. "When we first started looking into this, someone told me that one of the brick walls began bulging out due to water drainage, and nearly collapsed. So they poured the concrete walls to reinforce the brick, and keep it from collapsing."
"When was that?" I asked.
"About 14-15 years ago." said Biggs. "You and I had gone off to college by then."
After looking around for a few minutes, I said "Okay, lets go see some other places."
We went to the cemetery. The smashed headstones had been replaced. I made a note of the names of the deceased, thinking I'd check them out for clues as to motive.
Other tombstones had chips in them, most of them fairly small and barely noticeable, but I noticed the tombstones were fairly large ones, and between 10 and 20 years old, judging by the death dates on them.
When we came to the mausoleum in back of the cemetery, I paused for a moment and pointed to the marble plate that showed where my father was entombed. Deputy Biggs took off his headgear in respect as I contemplated for a moment.
"They say in Providence Springs that your dad was one of the better people around here." said Biggs. "He would be a public defender for the blacks in Court, and nobody else would."
"I kind of knew that." I said. "But growing up, I didn't really think about it."
"He taught you right." said Biggs. "Like my daddy taught me right. He taught me not to hate. That's almost impossible to teach young blacks today."
"Yes." I said. "But as long as we keep trying, we shall overcome the hatred. Some day..."
After a moment, I said "Okay, let's look at the damage around the side. I can see that no one has opened any of these tombs from the front." I moved around to the side and saw a few small chips in the granite bricks, laid with cement not unlike a brick house. I looked around as I did.
"These chips look like bullets struck the granite from a distance." I said. "Any gun ranges to our west? Or any reason people would shoot guns in this direction?"
"No gun ranges." said Biggs. The Sheriff and Police used the range behind the Sheriff Department Headquarters, which is east of here, and facing south. We've had no reports of people shooting guns, either."
I nodded as I went around back, and it took every effort for me not to react with shock. Unlike the front and sides, the back of the mausoleum was tiled with a 3x3 matrix of 4' x 4' squares of sandstone, with 1-foot wide (and 4-foot-tall) tiles on the sides. The shock was that I remembered this from my recent 'dream' while being tortured! (Author's note: 'Secrets'.) And the tiles were not the wall, but covering the bricks that looked the same as the sides.
"Looks like someone drilled into this tile on the edge." I said, pointing to the small hole that had been filled with plaster. I pulled out my pocketknife and began digging at the plaster, and it came out easily. Deputy Biggs handed me his flashlight, and I shined it into the 3" deep hole."
"Hmm, nothing but more sandstone." I said. "There's another chip on this four-foot-by-four-foot tile, but it's like those on the side: very superficial." Deputy Biggs nodded.
There was about four feet of space between the back of the mausoleum and the back fence, which was wrought iron and about three and a half feet high. Shrubs were growing on the other side, with gaps in between.
"So on the other side of this fence is Inman Park?" I asked, remembering the park that had pavilions, grills, horseshoe pits, and some swingsets."



"Yes sir." said Biggs. I looked through a gap in the bushes right behind the mausoleum and observed the park.
"Well, no one came into the cemetery along the fence here." I said, going along the fence for several yards in both directions. I also surveyed the cemetery and road to make sure we were not being watched ourselves. Finally, I said "Okay, I don't think there's much more to see here."
"Any ideas, Commander?" Biggs asked as we walked back towards his car.
"No, not really." I said. "Either vandals or kids playing geologist. Looks totally random and disconnected..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Deputy Biggs dropped me off at the Apple Grove Police Station before driving towards home. I went inside, seeing only a skeleton staff of Officers. They hailed me when I came in, and I spoke to them for a few minutes. Then I went to the Chief's office, where Chief Hall and Captain Wisocky were.
"Beats me what it is." I said after reporting what I'd done and observed. "The chips on the cemetery tombstones look like bullets struck them from a distance, doing just very slight damage, but Deputy Biggs said there were no shooting ranges or anything that would account for that."
"Looked more like a pickaxe at the school." said Leanne. "By the way, where did you get a haircut around here on a Sunday?"
I grinned and said "Providence Springs. Biggs took me over there. Apparently people around here thought I needed a good haircut, and the barber was there."
"You may be the only white man whose hair he'll cut." said Chief Hall. "A lot of people say he's a weird one, like a Louisiana Bayou Medicine Man. Others say he's behind a lot of the petty crime in this county. He's definitely the de facto Boss Hogg-type of that town. Not much gets past his spider web."
"I dunno." I said. "He's been good to me in the past. Anyhoo, I have no ideas about the vandalism."
Leanne and the Chief nodded, then Leanne said "And of course it's none of my business, but I'll ask anyway: Ross and Ian are your sons... with Chief Evans?"
"You observed that, did you?" I asked semi-humorously.
"I wasn't kidding when I said Ross is the spitting image of you as a boy." Leanne said. "Slightly darker red hair, but he looks exactly like you."
"I don't know if you met my cousin, Cindy Ross." I said. "She's Molly's half-sister also, through their mother. so Molly is not related to me. Anyway, Molly and I... er... collaborated on an investigation or two, and Ross and Ian were the results. And before you ask... my wife is the Professor of Sexual Psychology at the University, and didn't blink an eyelash about it."
"I don't think we're that 'progressive' in this small town." said Chief Hall, though with some amusement.
"You'd be surprised." I said. "But I'll let my mother talk of her observations of what goes on around here." They laughed, and then we steered the discussion into the Blassingame trial and other crimes I'd solved in the past year...
Part 5 - Playing Ball
"My son turned ten just the other day
He said, "Thanks for the ball, Dad, come on let's play
Can you teach me to throw", I said "Not today
I got a lot to do", he said, "That's ok"
And he walked away but his smile never dimmed
And said, "I'm gonna be like him, yeah
You know I'm gonna be like him"
--- Harry Chapin, 'Cat's In The Cradle'
The sun was low in the western sky when I returned to the Bed & Breakfast. My mom and Molly were inside. The boys were in the backyard, throwing a Nerf football.
"Hey Uncle Don." said Todd. "Anything going on around here?"
"I should ask you. You're the business-savvy guy around these here parts." I said. Just then Jim came running up to us. "Dad! Can you come throw with us?
My back was sore and I was tired... and then I remembered all those days as a child when I would ask my dad to come throw with me, and he'd say he was too busy as he worked through the pile of papers on his desk. My decision was easy:
"Sure, son, let's go." I said. "Come on, Todd." The boys cheered as we went into the open grass portion of the backyard.
Jim, Ross, and Mike wanted to be one team, so Todd, Ian, and myself were the other as we played two-hand touch. Ian was a bit small, so he was supposed to count '10-Mississippi' before rushing the QB. Of course he couldn't count to ten very well, so we didn't have much pass rush. But that was okay.
I saw Jim and Ross whispering in the huddle, then they came out. Todd guarded his son Mike while I guarded Ross and Jim quarterbacked. Ross faded to the right and I had to follow as he caught the pass. I touched him down but they'd made some yards. The next play was an attempt to Mike that fell short despite Todd's loose coverage. Jim was trying to include both his teammates, which was good. Then I saw Jim and Ross whispering on 3d down, and I had an idea what was coming.
Sure enough, Ross came out and faded to the side, and Jim faked as pass to him. I (deliberately) overcommitted, and Ross pivoted and cut back hard to the middle of the field, leaving me in the dust. Jim put the pass perfectly in Ross's hands.
"Oh no, you tricked me!" I called out as Ross zoomed to the endzone. The boys celebrated mightily and righteously. Todd just looked at me with that grin of his, and I just shrugged my shoulders and chuckled.
"Sup-per-tiiiime!" we heard Molly call out from the back door. She walked out to the edge of the yard.
The boys went up running. "Hey Mom!" Ross said excitedly. "We ran a play and fooled Dad!"
"And we scored a touchdown!" chimed in Jim.
"Then you're the only guys that have fooled him." Molly said, high-fiving them. "Good job."
"Come throw with us, Mom!" Ian called out. Molly came on out. She quarterbacked one play, and threw an excellent pass to Jim over my stretched-out arms at the line of scrimmage. The boys celebrated again.
"Sign that girl to a contract!" I called out. Then I 'rushed' the quarterback, picking her up and walking towards the house. "Come on, guys! Supper is on the table!"
"Why are you carrying Mom?" Ian asked.
"I was tackling the quarterback and just started carrying her on in." I said. But as we got to the edge of the open grass, I had to put Molly back down, and we walked to the back door.
"Is your back okay, son?" my mother asked, having observed us. "Don't overdo and hurt yourself."
I'm the Iron Crowbar. Two MOVs, two Purple Orders. Yet my mom doesn't want me to 'overdo', I thought to myself. I just counted my blessings...
"It's fine, Mom." I said. "And those few minutes playing ball with the boys were worth enduring whatever pain comes my way." I think my mother understood what I was really saying...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My mom, Molly, Todd, and I sat at one table, while Jim, Ross, Ian, and Mike sat at the one next to ours. My mom had helped Renée cook the fried chicken, green beans, mashed potatoes and gravy, and rolls, and it was delicious.
Afterwards, we put the boys to bed, then we adults reconvened in the study and had some brandy that I'd brought up. Todd and I went out onto the screened-in porch in the darkness to talk.
"I think you wanted to tell me something, Todd." I said. "But football with the boys came first, obviously."
"I hear ya." said Todd. "Yeah, I just going to tell you that I heard a lot of stuff when I went and checked out our new production facility. It's going good, but the scuttlebutt is that BigAgraFoods won't hire any blacks. Neither will the new MegaTech Industries manufacturing facility. BigAgraFoods is bringing in Illegal Persons to farm the fields, and Sheriff Greenwood came down hard on that, with the help of State LEOs. Made a ton of arrests, and handed them over to ICE. Now he's retired and is moving away. You don't need to be Teresa to see what happened there."
I chucked at Todd mentioning his lovely wife, then I said "I heard he left. Police Chief Hall is running unopposed for Sheriff. Is he on the take?"
Todd said "I don't think he is personally, nor is Captain Wisocky. From what I heard, it's a carrot-and-stick approach. Greenwood got the stick, but the AGPD might get some new Police cars, even a new Headquarters building, if Hall and Wisocky don't push too hard on the illegals. But it's going to be a problem."
"How so?" I asked.
Todd replied "As an example: BigAgraFoods is building some apartments and small houses just outside Rome on the way to here, and word is that the illegals will settle there and do their shopping in Rome, and not come into Apple Grove or Providence Springs. But that was not before BigAgraFoods tried to buy out the retirement community Grandma is moving into. They wanted to house the illegal aliens there. The owners and residents of the facility pushed back, the Apple Grove City Council raised a huge stink about it, and they got some State and Federal politicians involved. So BigAgra gave up rather than try to push it."
I exhaled. "Can't get away from it, can we? We clean up the mess here, the racism and the corruption of Spaulding and the Swamp Frogs trying to come in, and now what do we have? Instead of blacks, it's Hispanics. Instead of Superior Bloodlines, we have BigAgraFoods and MegaTech Industries, and probably others. Swamp Frogs abound."
"The others aren't so bad." said Todd. "They're trying to hire blacks, but it's just a reality that there really aren't enough qualified, well-educated blacks in this county to hire. I have to admit, it showed me the good that Mrs. Carter is trying to do with the Charter Commission at home, in getting education dollars to everyone."
Todd continued: "And I have to be bluntly honest, Uncle Don. I don't have anything against Hispanics, but I do think illegal immigration has to be stopped. It's hurting legal immigration, it's overrunning our schools, our healthcare system, and the welfare system. And it's just not right from the legal standpoint, either. So I don't blame this county a bit for doing everything they can to make the illegal persons feel unwelcome. Rome already has a lot of immigrants, so if they stay there I'll be fine with it."
"I hear ya." I said. "It's a problem everywhere. And if the Federal Government refuses to stop it, or if leftwing activist judges continue to stop any attempt to interdict illegal immigration, it's going to keep being a problem."
"Our Town & County doesn't seem to have a big illegal immigration problem." said Todd. Then he added with a big grin: "Is that because of Law Enforcement there?"
"Definitely 'enforcement', though not just 'law enforcement'." I replied. "T-Square does not like competition, so Hispanic gangs know that if they bring their drugs into our County, they're going to get fucked over, and bad, by his people. And BigAgraFoods doesn't own as much of the farmland in our County, percentage-wise, as they do here and a lot of other places..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd went back inside, and my mother came out and sat down in the chair next to me. "Were you able to help the Police with that vandalism problem?" she asked.
"Not really." I said. "It looks really random. I told them that some of the chipped tombstones in the cemetery looked like stray bullets fired from a distance away, but there haven't been any firing of guns reported."
"Isn't it strange, though," said my mother "that it's all over the county, not just here in Apple Grove?"
"Trying to give me a hint about something, Mom?" I asked, grinning in the darkness.
"Oh, I would never want to impose upon your brilliant thoughts, son." my mom replied, giving it right back to me. "But it is... curious... don't you think?"
"To be candid, Mom," I said, "not really. Once the Police start patrolling one area, the vandals, likely teen boys looking to get into trouble, move to another area. So... what other 'strangenesses' are going on that you wanted me to notice?"
"I know Todd mentioned the issues with BigAgraFoods and the illegal persons coming in." said Phyllis. "I'm beginning to despise that company more and more every day. They tried to buy out our retirement homes from under us, then tried to bribe our politicians to carry it through."
"Sounds like you need an Iron Crowbar up here, for sure." I said. "But it won't be me, so it'll just have to be my mom."
"Not likely, son." said my mother. "But Todd knows how the game is played, and he's bringing in good people. And he can buy off the AGPD as easily as BigAgraFoods can, though for good purposes, of course."
"No, Todd does not have the deep pockets BigAgraFoods does---- oh wait..." I said.
"Yes, son." said my mother. "The Japanese shadow government is a very powerful force at Todd's back... and yours."
"That's true." I said, wondering why my mother had mentioned that unmentionable fact out loud. "So what's going on in Springer? Why are they trying to redraw the county lines?" I was referring to the town in the northwest corner of the county.
My mom said "As you know, Springer used to be the big railroad junction in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Then Rome got the highway and the Age of the Railroads began fading. There was a lot of 'old money' in that town, including Doug and Roberta Jackson's family, and the original Starnes family. My understanding is that the people of Springer did not like having to go through Providence Springs to get to the county seat of Apple Grove. And if the county seat moved, it'd more likely be to Rome than to Springer, which didn't help them much."
"Wow, just so they wouldn't have to go through the predominately black town?" I said.
"Well, son," my mother said, "Springer really was cut off from most of the county by the terrain and the creeks and rivers, so they've never felt like they're a part of this county. So they've tried to get the county lines re-drawn every year. But someone who has more sway with our State Legislature has always prevented that, and I'm not sure who that is nor why."
"Hmmm." I said. "I could make a few guesses."
"And one other things, son." said my mother. "That aquifer is serving the southwest of the county the most, and Apple Grove and Providence Springs, but I understand some kind of rock formation actually cuts off the water from getting near Springer. So they're hosed, pun fully intended, on that as well."
"And that's all?" I asked. "No other reason?"
"Not that I know of." my mother said. "Any reason for asking?"
"I dunno." I said. "A vibe, maybe."
My mother nodded. "It's getting late, son. I'm going to have Todd take me back to my home. As you know, I'm renting Mrs. Starnes's cottage on her property until my apartment on the lake is ready."
"Okay. Night, Mom." I said. We hugged goodnight, and a few minutes later I saw and heard Todd and my mom driving away.
I sat and contemplated. My mother knew something, and she was not telling me everything she knew. Nothing new there; there was a lot of secret history with her that she'd never revealed to me.
In the here and now, she was enormously curious about the vandalism that had been going on, and she should've long since figured that out, seeing as she was up here in Apple Grove all the time, and she was a better Detective than me.
So how much do you really know, Mom? I thought to myself. And who else knows? What I knew was that I was the only person present that watched Trent Ridge die (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 04. ), and I was the only one that heard his words, which I realized were a clue to what was going on now...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Unnh!" gasped Molly as I sank my cock balls-deep into her sopping wet cunt. I settled my weight down onto her and began pistoning my hips, rapidly thrusting deep into her with short, powerful strokes. I felt her wrap her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck as I nuzzled her neck and jaw.
"Oh yeah, give it to me!" Molly gasped, urging me on as we rutted hotly. I slid my hands under Molly and began grasping and clutching her firm asscheeks, pulling her loins against mine as I ravished her hard and deep.
As we fucked, nasty thoughts came to my mind. I was fucking Molly in my childhood bedroom, where I'd tried to take girls in my teen youth but couldn't get them around my mother. And even more nasty, I thought, would be if I impregnated Molly in the same house where I was conceived.
"Unnh... uhhh... ugggg... ohhhh... UNH!" gasped Molly as she writhed beneath me, her hips moving in rhythm to mine as her feet slid down the backs of my thighs. "Oh yeah, just like that, hard and deep..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"God, you were into it." Molly said as she relaxed in my arms after I had come hard in her pussy. "What was it, fucking in your boyhood home?"
"It's the woman I was fucking that made me so hot." I whispered.
"Mmmm, you silver-tongued devil." Molly whispered back with a grin. After some moments of blissful post-coital cuddling, she said "I'm glad you brought Ross and Ian up to see where you grew up. I'm hoping... I'm hoping it's going to work out, moving into The Cabin. The boys need to grow up with their father, and their brother and sisters. And I don't want you to miss them growing up."
"I could not agree more." I whispered. "It's going to work out great." And then I realized that Molly was asleep...
Part 6 - Namesake
Monday, September 2d. Breakfast at the B&B was really delicious, and fortunately there was plenty of it. It seemed like an entire pig was consumed in the form of bacon. Growing boys love bacon. So do grown-up boys. And Police Commanders.
Since it was the Labor Day holiday, I wasn't sure what I was going to do today. There was the ceremony to name the dam at 11:00am, and all of Fillmore County seemed to be excited by that.
And then I heard vehicles pulling into the front drive. I looked out and was stunned to see a TCPD SUV. I was even more stunned when Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle got out, wearing semi-formal TCPD uniforms, and Cindy had Betsy with her. And I was yet more stunned when the back door was opened to reveal Our Sheriff, Antonio Griswold, wearing his semi-formal Sheriff's uniform with brown jacket to match the pants, and a tan shirt and tie.
And behind them, Laura drove up in the Mercedes SUV, the one we'd come up to Apple Grove in before (Author's note: 'Return to Apple Grove', Ch. 01.). In that car was Carole, Tasha, little Doug and little Jack Burke. Carole and Tasha were wearing identical peach dresses with white stockings and black shoes, and they were adorable. The boys were wearing 'Sunday best' clothing.
"What is going on?" I asked as Teresa came up with my semi-formal uniform on a coathanger inside a plastic protective sleeve.
"We're all going to the ceremony this morning." Cindy said. "Your mom called and said to bring your 'respectable' uniform."
"Okay, then." I said. "You guys want breakfast?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Turns out Molly had her semi-formal uniform, also. Todd looked like a million bucks (and then some) in his suit and tie. We piled into the cars to go to the lake and dam.
It was a fairly impressive sight as we were ushered into VIP parking. As we walked west towards the dam and the picnic park on the near side of it, I saw to my right in the distance the buildings of the new residential park where my mom was going to be moving into. As I looked around, I saw some U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Officers talking to local and State politicians and fawning reporters.
I was surprised to see FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and FBI EAD Owen Lange amongst the growing crowd. FBI Special Agents Julius Jefferson and Tim Jenkins were also there, and I noticed Cindy, carrying Betsy, walked down to greet him. The rest of them came up and spoke to the rest of the Town & County Law Enforcement contingent.



A two-lane road went over the new dam, and I noticed two large signs by the road that were covered with tarps. And then we were swamped by people coming up to greet us. Over time, we (meaning me and my family and friends) were ushered to the VIP seats near the podium.
I noticed that Tasha was suddenly quiet and reserved, and she was clinging to either me or Carole as she constantly looked around warily. Carole seemed to understand, and kept Tasha close to her, often holding her hand. Jim and Ross stayed close to her, also. It warmed my heart to see them taking care of their little sister, but I was concerned over Tasha's... not fear, but seeming worry...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The County Council (or whatever they call it) member for Providence Springs was speaking, and I heard him say "... and so I am proud to announce that henceforth, this dam shall be known as the Junior Biggs Dam! Accepting the commemorative plaque on Junior's behalf is his son, Deputy Sheriff Tyrone Biggs!"
The audience roared its approval as the sign was unveiled and Deputy Biggs came up. He was invited to speak for a moment, and it was with tears flowing down his eyes that he spoke of how his father was a good man and had instilled good values in his son, and had bravely guided his people through tough times that were thankfully over.
"And now," said the Mayor of Apple Grove, "it is time to unveil the name of our new Reservoir. We are naming it after the man who has made this day possible, who made it possible to honor Junior Biggs, and made it possible for his son to be a Deputy Sheriff. He grew up here, and I'd like to think his heart never left as he has cleaned up corruption in many places, not only here, but other States and even our Nation. Without further ado, this reservoir will now and forever be known... as James Donald Troy Reservoir!"
Speechless.
I was speechless, in total shock. They had named this lake for me? I thought to myself. The second sign was now revealed to show the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers name and insignia, and beneath that the sign read 'James Donald Troy Reservoir', and underneath that '(Lake Donald Troy)'. Wow. Just wow.
"Come on, Daddy, get up and make your speech!" Carole said. She and Tasha pretty much pulled me off of my seat and to my feet, and I felt like I was stumbling in a daze as I reached the podium and shook all the officials's hands, including the Army Officers there. I was then guided to the podium to speak.
As it quieted down, Cindy Ross (of course) called out loudly "We got you, didn't we?" The crowd burst into laughter, then applause.
"You got me." I admitted. "You totally got me. I had no idea." That gave me the time to settle in, and I began speaking: "I am truly humbled by this incredible honor. I've always been proud of my small part in the great team effort to rid Apple Grove and Fillmore County of the corruption that was eating its soul. And that was truly a team effort. So many of you here, and some that aren't here with us, contributed to making Apple Grove and Fillmore County the vibrant, growing, loving places they are today."
The audience applauded, and then I said "As you come to picnic here, or fish in the lake, or swim upstream, or just look over the lake and contemplate things great and small, let this lake remind you that the battle against corruption is never over, and that we all must remain constantly vigilant to prevent corrupt forces from destroying all the good that Apple Grove and Fillmore County have achieved these last few years. And with the example of Deputy Tyrone Biggs and many other good people, I know you will rise to the challenge and keep your county the great place it has become. I thank you for this incredible honor, and may God bless all of you."
The Fillmore County Band began playing as everyone roared in applause. Many people came up to me and I shook a lot of hands. We were guided to a large feast that had been set out on the picnic tables of the park, and I was 'instructed' to go first. I said "I better go before Tyrone, or there won't be any food left." Tyrone laughed, and darn near made that come true as he went in line after me.
We sat and ate, Tasha sitting between me and Carole. "You okay, Tasha?" I asked.
"I'm okay, Daddy." said Tasha.
"Daddy, Tasha's worried," said Carole, "because something doesn't feel right, and she thinks it's because she's black."
"What's that got to do with anything?" I asked, though a creeping foreboding started trying to get into my soul.
"White people didn't like black people here for a long time." Carole said. "I told Tasha it's better now."
"Yes, it is." I said "Well, don't worry about it, Tasha, but stay close to Carole anyway, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." said Tasha.
Just then, Carole turned around and said "Hell-o Cap-tnn Leanne." as Captain Leanne Wisocky came up, wearing her semi-formal uniform.
"Hey Carole!" Leanne said. "You remember me?"
"Yes ma'am." Carole said politely. "You gave me my cer-tifff-icate when I was here before."
"That's right, I did." said Leanne.
"This is my sister Tasha." Carole said, making a point to introduce Tasha.
"Oh!" gasped Leanne for a second. Then she recovered and said "You're Carole's sister? Are you going to be a great Detective like she's going to be?"
"No ma'am." said Tasha, though shyly. "I'm going to be a great singer, like my Uncle T-Square."
"Ohhhh, T-Square is your uncle?" Leanne said, even more surprised. Carole and I were nodding vigorously in response. Then I introduced Leanne to everyone else. "Oh, you're Chief Evans's sister, aren't you?" Leanne said to Cindy. "I've heard so much about you, I feel like I know you." she said as they shook hands.
"Only believe the good parts." Cindy said.
"And you're P. Harvey Eckhart's daughter, aren't you?" Leanne asked. Cindy looked up at her, stunned. Leanne said "We should talk. I've heard some stories about him from the time he grew up just north of here."
"Oh, I'd love to hear those stories." Cindy said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As things wound down, the EAD came up and sat down beside me. "So... this is Apple Grove. Where it all started." he said.
"Yes sir." I said. "Typical small-town Americana, good and bad."
"We'll talk about this a lot more later." said the EAD. "I'll just tell you now that we're really watching MegaTech Industries here, and BigAgraFoods, too. I don't know what it is, but they seem to think Apple Grove is the ideal place to try to set up their own little fiefdom."
"Yes sir." I said. "They tried it before. But we'll be watching..."
Part 7 - Origins of The Iron Crowbar
2:00pm, Monday, September 2nd. The family tour of Apple Grove began at the cemetery, where the kids were shown the site where their grandfather, and in some cases great-grandfather, was entombed. Everyone was respectful, but to my surprise it was Tasha that seemed the most interested. And she would never forget this visit to her grandfather's resting place.
Sheriff Griswold was also contemplative. "I never knew the man." he said. "But he raised his son to be a great man. That's all I need to know." I had to fight to not get emotional on the spot.
After a tour of the town and the schools where I went, we went to the new place where my mom was going to be living. It was still under construction, but we were able to walk around the building and to the lake in back.
Then everyone went to my mom's cottage. While there, I asked Cindy, Teresa, and Sheriff Griswold to come with me, and we brought Carole. I drove to Fillmore Middle School, once Apple Grove High School. The school colors were still the same, blue and yellow (not gold, but just plain ugly yellow). I led the way to the old gym building, and using a key I'd borrowed from the AGPD, opened a door and we went inside.
We went down a back hallway and down some stairs, then along a hallway towards doors that contained closets for keeping sports equipment. As we neared a spot where a narrow slit window let light through to illuminate a spot, I stopped.
"This is where it awllll started, isn't it Daddy?" Carole said.
"Yes, Fussbudget." I said, my voice a whisper. "This is the place." Time slowed down, and I was reliving it all, in a strange bluish light, detached from reality.
I told the story, which I sum up here: I was a Junior in High School. One day while at football practice, one of our new coaches, a mean man that in hindsight reminded me of Sheriff Spaulding, told me to go get some equipment out of a basement room and bring it back. It wasn't football related, but in those days we were taught to say 'Yes sir' and move out smartly.
As I went down the hall, two boys suddenly appeared in front of me. I didn't really know them, but I knew they were the 'wrong crowd', tough boys that preferred fighting to talking.
"Your father has not been following orders." said one of the toughs, the leader. "So we're going to send him an unforgettable lesson...through you, punk. I'm gonna make you suck my dick, and then I'm gonna fuck you in the ass, Troy." (I might not have mentioned those exact words to those who were with me, seeing that a six-year-old was present).
I turned to go back the way I came, only to see two more boys blocking my way. I was trapped, and surrounded by four mean boys with the purpose and intent of hurting me very badly. "Get him! Rip his redheaded ass apart!" growled the leader.
I looked past the first two boys, and saw some tools lying on the floor near a pipe junction. And one of the tools... was a blue crowbar.
Realizing that if I could get to it, I could fight my way out of this mess, I turned as if to run back the way I came in. The two boys in the way got ready to stop me. The other two began chasing me... and overcommitted.
I suddenly turned, and with the basic Aikido skills my parents had insisted I learn, I managed to push them on by me and into the other two boys. As they sorted themselves out, I made a dash down the hallway, seemingly where there was no exit. I was going for that crowbar. And I made it. I picked up the crowbar and turned to face them.
The rest was easy.
They attacked, and I countered. I fought savagely, using my Aikido skills but adding solid whacks with the crowbar. They had threatened to fuck me; instead, I fucked them up. Very badly.
I went for joints, and may have separated a few. I swung for the fences with the crowbar, and while they were lucky I didn't get them in their heads, I did land several blows to their backs, their ribcages, their forearms, and their hips. I went for kicks to their knees, making their knees go in directions that knees weren't meant to.
"Let's get out of here." the leader finally gasped. They limped off. I held onto the crowbar, thinking they might try to jump me again. I carried the crowbar with me as I walked out of there. I carried it with me all the way home.
That evening, I told my parents at the dinner table what had happened. I saw them glance at each other. My father merely said fighting wasn't a good answer if it could be avoided. My mother said I did very well to fight my way out of the trap. They said no more, and neither did I. I didn't ask my father why they said they were attacking me to get at him.
When does a boy become a man? Some say when he has sex the first time. Some say when he harvests his first game on a hunt. Some say when he stands up for himself. I think that was the day I grew up, when I trusted my Aikido training and defeated four young thugs in personal combat. And I became more.
Apple Grove High School lost a crowbar that day They never got it back, and they never would. I kept that blue crowbar at home, then had it with me next to my toolbox when I lived in Midtown. I got it out when I needed it to let a Chechnyan thug know that attempting to bribe a Police Officer was a 'wrong answer', and I solidly beat down Sergei Molotov with it. (Author's note: 'Russian Roulette', Ch. 02.)
I carried it with me until I relinquished it to Cindy Ross, who gave me the red one in return, which is now the 'Crowbar Katana'. And that blue crowbar now hangs in the office of the Town & County Police Captain of Detectives, to be passed down from Captain of Detectives to Captain of Detectives for all time.
And now you know... the rest of the story.
Part 8 - In the Here and Now
After changing clothes, everyone else left for home, including Todd, and with my luggage. I told him that I'd be staying overnight, and that I'd find my way back home. He dropped me off downtown and drove off. I was wearing all black, with a dark blue and gray sportscoat over it.
I went to the Apple Grove Ford dealership, having called the owner. We didn't do much haggling, and I ended up with a dark red Ford F-350 truck, a powerful machine ready to do powerful work. I paid cash on the barrelhead for it, and in doing so pretty much got to name my massive discount price.
I drove my new truck north and west, through Providence Springs, and north to Springer. It did seem like I cut through a pass to get to the flat farmlands north.
As I drove into the town, I drove by the baseball and softball fields. There was huge crowd there, relatively speaking, watching the adult men play softball and the boys play Little League baseball. I observed the cars that were parked there: nearly every one of them was at least ten years old, many of the much older. There were even cars from the 1960s and 70s, all in good condition, but old. Collectors would have a field day here.
As I went on past towards the town, a Springer Police car came up behind me, then lit up his lightbar. I pulled to the side and he pulled in behind me.
"May I see your license and registration, please?" the Officer said.
"Sure." I said. "I just bought the car, here's the bill of sale that will qualify as registration until I get a car tag."
"You quoting the law to me, boy?" the Officer said, his voice and manner unfriendly. I slowly reached into my sportscoat inner pocket and took out my TCPD badge and ID.
"Yes I am, Officer." I said. "I'm a Police Officer myself."
"Troy.." he said, his voice a gasp. "The Troy? The one they just named the Reservoir after?"
"One and the same, and it was a shock to me that they did that." I said.
"What are you doing up here in Springer?" the Officer said.
"Sightseeing." I said. "It's been a long, long time since I've lived in Apple Grove, and I was just seeing what it looks like up here."
"Well," said the Officer, "people up here like to be left alone. So you might want to be on your way back to Apple Grove before it gets dark."
"Sure." I said agreeably. "So how is Springer doing, business-wise?"
"Same as ever." said the Officer. "Okay, Commander Troy, it was nice meeting you, but you should be on your way." It was clear he wanted me to leave.
"Okay, thanks." I said. I pocketed my IDs and pulled on out. Driving north through the town, with the Officer following at a distance, I marveled at how Springer seemed to be no different than photos I'd seen of towns in the 1960s. Even the railroad crossing signals were of a past era. It was like the town was trapped in a time bubble.
I drove on into the county to the north, then turned onto a farm road that was barely more than dirt, and headed east, getting my new truck all dusty. Getting a vibe, I pulled out my 'thick' iPhone, which had a lot of the same electronics that the Black Beauty had. The screen showed that a Police vehicle had been moving south to intercept me, and I wondered if that Springer Policeman had notified them about me.
Taking backroads, I got back into Fillmore County, then took side roads to get to the radio tower on top of the highest hill, which was north of Apple Grove. I parked in a copse of trees and settled in to get some sleep...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30am, Tuesday, September 3d. I made my way with lights off into Apple Grove from the northeast, heading to Inman Park. I drove to the back end of the park, then backed up to the back fence. My tailgate door was down, and I stopped when it touched the back fence... right at the gap in the bushes where the cemetery mausoleum was, on the other side. Yeah, I had been scouting this spot when I was at the cemetery with Deputy Biggs.
Grabbing my crowbar, I moved quickly. I had a tall stepladder that served as steps over the fence. Once on the cemetery side, I went up and began prying at the sandstone tiles. The 4x1 tiles came off easily enough, and they were not particularly heavy. I saw granite bricks behind them, part of the original wall. I loaded the tiles onto the truck, then went for the 4x4 tiles. I began probing and prying at the top-left one...
*WHUMP!*
The tile came off and the Law of Gravity was proved as it fell right to the ground and embedded in the soft dirt. I started to pick it up, but found the tile to be heavy. I wrestled it to the fence and was trying to figure out how to lift it to the fence and push it over into the truck, when I heard a sound. I stopped moving, and peered over to the west side of the mausoleum.
With a shock, I realized that someone was moving towards me...
To be continued.
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Part 9 - In Them There Hills
I was about to go for my gun, when the apparition spoke:
"It's me, Don. It's Teresa." said the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle.
"Teresa!" I gasped. "What in the hell are you doing here?"
"I might ask you the same question." Teresa said. "Whistling past cemeteries at night, are we now?"
"No, I mean in Apple Grove?" I whispered. "And yes, how did you find me here at the cemetery? And did anyone see you come in?"
Teresa came up and indicated for us to move the sandstone tile together. As we picked it up, still hard work even for two strong persons, she whispered "Of course someone was going to stay behind and watch your back while you were staying up here. Cindy let me out at Rome, and I took an Uber back into Apple Grove. Todd had rented your old house for tonight and had given me his keycard, so I stayed there and got some sleep... and I may have raided the refrigerator."
We got the tile into the truck, then went to work on the next one as Teresa whispered "As to where you were now, your service weapon is in its holster, which still has those old RFIDs and transmitters. It's how we found Hugh Hewitt, you remember." (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.) "And I have the app on my Police iPhone to trace those."
I did remember, and realized that I would have to be more cautious in the future. My Angels were smart Angels as well as sneaky Angels.
"So what's this about?" Teresa asked as we continued to load the tiles until the back of the mausoleum looked like the rest of it: a wall of granite bricks.
"I'll tell you on the drive home." I said. "I hope you left nothing at the house, because we're not going back there." Teresa assured me that all was good.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove home towards my Town & County, using my mobile device to check for anything that might be following us, I said to Teresa: "To be candidly honest, I'm not totally sure what's going on. But I realized something was out of place when I saw those back tiles, that were so different from the rest of the mausoleum."
I did not mention having 'seen' that before in my dream state when I was being given the 'enhanced interrogation' (and then some) over McGinty's Materials. (Author's note: 'Secrets'.) And I was not about to mention, even to Teresa, what Trent Ridge had said as he screamed in pain as he was dying. (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 04.)
"I saw that those tiles were not naturally a part of the mausoleum," I said, "so I decided to go rogue and pilfer them. We can check them out at home. I do have one favor to ask you... please don't mention any of this to Todd, or even Cindy. And especially not to my mother."
Teresa didn't even bat an eyelash when I said that. "I understand... and I agree, so sorry." After a pause, she said "I have never understood why your mother moved back to Apple Grove, when her grandchildren and great-grandchildren are growing up at home. I hope when the boys grow up and have kids that I'll be able to see them all the time, and I know Todd feels that way. I'm sure you do, too."
"Yes," I said, "Should I be fortunate enough to have grandchildren, I hope to watch them grow up. But we've got a ways to go to get there. It's tough enough being there for my children. And they're growing up so fast."
"By the way," Teresa said, "what are you going to do with this truck?"
"That..." I said, "... is one thing I have not figured out yet." Teresa cackled a laugh at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We arrived back in Town just before 8:00am. I called the Chief and told him that Teresa and I would be in at 10:00am or so. I drove the truck up to The Cabin, and backed it up the drive. I opened the far end garage door, went and got a dolly, and we brought the tiles straight into my little office study and stacked them against the desk. It took a few minutes... Teresa was extremely interested in the objects on the wall and shelf that I'd accumulated, which she only rarely saw.
After securing the doors and turning on the Faraday cage in which the office was housed, I said "Okay, let's see what this is about." I spread a sheet on the floor, then took a chisel and hammer and began trying to crack the sandstone of one of the tiles at the edge, A large chip fell off, and Teresa and I sucked in our breaths. The shining yellow metal of gold was flashing in our eyes!
"Ohhh, wow." said Teresa. "No wonder these tiles are so damn heavy. They're sheets of gold!"
"Yes." I said. "Four feet by four feet by half and inch thick, if not more."
"Whose gold is this?" Teresa said. "Well, it's yours now. Whose did it used to be?"
"Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro's." I replied. "This was at least part of his ill-gotten wealth that he spirited away and hid."
"Amazing." Teresa said, running her finger along the exposed sheet of the yellow metal.
"We were lucky." I said. "Someone had been looking for the gold. They drilled into one of the narrow tiles, which didn't have gold in it. If they'd gone a little farther towards the middle..." After a pause, I said, "And it looks like they did their search at night, so they didn't see that those back tiles were so different and incongruous with the rest of the mausoleum."
Teresa nodded and said "Well, this story should be told over nachos and beer at the Cop Bar. But in the meantime, what are you going to do with this?"
"You mean what are we going to do with it." I replied. "You helped me recover it. And I was thinking we should give it to selected charities... charities that would've given Westboro indigestion to know they were receiving the fruits of his dirty labor... starting with the Animal Services Center and the University Vet Center." Teresa nodded at that, and I continued "And of course an endowment for the Boys's and Girls's Orphanages, in the name of Amy Croyle."
That one caught Teresa by surprise, and I saw the emotion on her face. "That would be... so good of you." she managed to say.
"And of course a nice endowment for the University Hospital Cancer Center." I continued. "And maybe something for the TCPD, to buy a new dog for our outstanding K-9 Corps..." I could almost hear the dog-hating Consultant of Crime rolling over in his grave...
Part 10 - The Mundane Grind
I called Molly and asked her to stay in the MIL apartment at the Mountain Nest for a few days, and Ross and Ian could stay upstairs in the guest bedroom or in Jim's room with him. I told her that I was locking down The Cabin for security reasons.
Also, no one had fed Tiger Mom, and I had one ravenous cat on my hands when I took food out to her before leaving. I made a mental note to make sure some food got put out for her in some way if nobody was around to feed her.
Teresa and I came in to Headquarters, and she peeled off and went into her office as I came on down the hall. MCD was full of Detectives busy at their desks. I went past my office and to the Chief's office.
"Welcome home, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." the Chief drawled. "Congratulations on that name for the lake in your childhood county."
"Thank you, Chief." I said as I sat down at his bidding. "I was absolutely stunned. Something did get past me."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief.
"I know I'm supposed to be answering this to you instead of asking," I said, "but what's going on around these parts, Chief?"
"Heh." the Chief chuckled again. "It was quiet with the Labor Day holiday. Precinct Captain Abram did very well filling in for Captain Croyle. I egregiously went over your head in discussing possible new hires with Captain Perrrrlman, as well as her ideeeeeas for a new structure. She's researched how other Police Departments run their intelligence services. Boston has their 'BRICS' unit, for example."
"And what people see watching 'Chicago P.D.' is not what a real Intelligence unit is about." I said.
"Truuuuue." drawled the Chief. "The only thing is... isn't that what the MCD Detectives already are?"
"Not really, sir." I said. "The MCD Detectives are meant to be out in the field. This new Intelligence unit, if it happens, would not be expected to do field work, unless we roll the CSIs into it."
"Would they be a part of it?" asked the Chief. "And who on the 'org chart' is in charge of the CSIs?"
"We've been cheating, sir." I said. "There's no one between Captain Perlman and the CSI techs and what's left of our Crime Lab that the State Crime Lab didn't usurp." The Chief knew this, I knew he knew it, and therefore I knew he was about to make a point about something.
"That will have to channnngggee." drawled the Chief. "I am about to pile a lot of supervisory duties... and the accompanying paperwork... upon your Captain of Detectives..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After coming out of the meeting with the Chief, I went to my office... and stopped short in the door.
The door is on the right as one walks in. Looking left, the sofa is against the wall, facing the television monitor mounted on the wall just past the door. There used to be nothing over the sofa, but now there was a 4' x 4' framed map. It was a new USGS map of Fillmore County. On the right side was Apple Grove, the map showing streets and alleys. In the middle, dominating the map, was the large new reservoir. In the middle of the reservoir was the name, 'James Donald Troy Reservoir', and under it was '(Don Troy Lake)'.
"Like it?" said a voice from behind me. I turned to see Cindy Ross in the doorway.
"Uh, yeah, it's nice." I said.
"You better like it." Cindy said. "Tim Jenkins and I pulled hard on some strings to get the USGS to get that map made quickly."
"That's very nice of you." I said. "I'm still not over the shock of them naming it for me in the first place." I went around my desk to sit down and said "Come on in, have a seat." Cindy closed the door, then sat down in a hot chair.
"Yes, I can tell you haven't gotten over it." Cindy said with twinkle in her ice-blue eyes.
"Yeah, that was... not expected." I said.
"You deserved it." Cindy said. "What you did to liberate that county is the stuff of legend already. Besides, who else would they name it for? Millard Fillmore?" I chuckled at that.
"Our thirteenth President." I said. "Okay, what's going on in this County named after our third President?"
"School has started." Cindy said. "The Sports Media, especially nationally, talked a lot about Derrick Waters. KXTC made sure to show you petting Chief IV, as if you were a Bulldog graduate." I chuckled again.
"Extremely cool dog." I said. "Unfortunately... he's not going to be much help to your Bulldogs when they play my Wildcats on my birthday, October 26th." Yeah, the trash talk was AWN!
"Vee shall see." said Cindy in her best 'German' accent. "But I have to admit, Appletree looked really good against State Tech. His 365 yards was an eye-popping stat. Of course, it was against the Enemy, State Tech."
"Wow, so you're happy with Appletree's performance?" I said with a wicked grin.
"Against State Tech." Cindy said. "Only against State Tech."
"I hear you." I said. "I root for the Bulldogs against the Wildcats archrival, State U. So, what else is going on?"
"The Town & County Council has 'invited' the Public Safety Department to a strategy session Friday. Two o'clock p.m." Cindy replied. "Really, it's the Police and Fire Department structures they want to talk about. The Sheriff will formally submit the new structure to them at tonight's meeting, and they'll refer it to the 'Committee of the Whole' for review."
"And we have to be there." I said.
"The Sheriff has 'requested', in the Klingon sense, that we attend the Friday committee meeting and study session." Cindy said. "And if you don't mind, I'd like to call in Tanya right now, to discuss her proposed structural changes."
"Okay." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrr*
Tanya Perlman drove in and parked next to Cindy. "Congratulations on the new lake name, Commander." she said, her cheeks rosy. "I wanted to go up with the rest of them, but the Chief said I had to stay behind and mind the store."
"You didn't miss a whole lot, either." I said.
"Like where the blue crowbar came from?" Tanya said. "As the official holder of it, I am sorry I missed that."
"We'll see if we can get you up there for a special encore presentation." I said. "In the meantime, as the holder of the Blue Crowbar, tell me what your proposals are for a new Intelligence Division."
Tanya said "It's about the same as we discussed before, sir. Mary Milton would be its Lieutenant, and it would consist mostly of data people. Chief Moynahan suggested we add people that can secure our warrants for us more quickly."
"How does this work with the MCD and Vice divisions?" I asked, and rather sharply.
Tanya replied "With MCD, the Detectives are in charge of leading the investigation at the crime scene, then gathering intel, interviewing witnesses, and all that. The Intelligence Division could be utilized to gather that intel, including video and personal info, while the MCD Detectives are in the field."
Tanya continued: "It's a bit different with Vice. They develop intel first, then investigate and go on operations to interdict the drug deals or other crimes going on."
"And why not just have people in MCD and Vice doing that?" I asked. "The junior Detectives start out doing data, then moving to the field?"
"The first reason, sir," replied Tanya, "is an example: under that system, Julia Rodriguez would be an Intel analyst, and the bottom of the totem pole. As it is, she might be our best field Detective right now... except for you, of course. The second reason is that the Intel Division working for both MCD and Vice would be able to see and pass along data that both divisions need, or that they should be working on together."
"Except that a lot of Vice's intel, especially from C.I.s and about C.I.s, can't be shared." I said. "But I get the concepts you're thinking of."
"Where it works, Don," said Cindy, "is that Mary Milton as the Intel Lieutenant, would be able to correlate the data and work with both divisions, which I suspect she'd have fun doing. Where it doesn't work is fast intel-gathering. Julia and Teddy can come up with data at their desks very fast, and it would be a huge slowdown for them to have to call someone in Intel, ask for what they want, maybe or maybe not get what they want, and maybe or maybe not in a timely manner."
Tanya replied "Sir, it's like Patrol Officers calling in a name for a warrant check. The data people run it and report back. But where Intel comes in vis-a-vis the Detectives, is the deeper data mining, going through financial records, and also gathering data while the Detectives are at the crime scene or in the field."
"And no field people? Uniformed Officers?" I asked.
"No sir." said Tanya. "The Intel people would refer the data they obtain to Detectives to act upon. The Detectives would have to ask for Uniformed backup."
"All right." I said. "I like some of it, but not all of it. And there's one thing I want you to add. The Crime Scene techs, the CSIs, are under the lead Detective at the scene, and after that they're pretty much unsupervised. I want you to incorporate them into the Intel Division, possibly with a Sergeant or Corporal supervising them."
"A Sergeant who would outrank the Detective at the scene?" asked Cindy.
"Yeah, that's a point." I conceded. "So figure something out, Tanya, but the CSIs need to be included in the Intelligence Division, if we have one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Tuesday, September 3rd. Cindy and Teresa were on the outside deck at the Cop Bar, enjoying beef nachos and a pitcher of beer.
"How did Don like the map you got for him?" Teresa asked Cindy.
"I think he liked it all right." said Cindy. "He's still reeling over the Reservoir being named after him, though. That was a BFD for him, especially in his own lifetime."
"True." said Teresa. "Todd thinks that some of the old problems are cropping up there, but in new ways. Don might think there's still work to do, so naming that reservoir for him was... premature."
"Could be." said Cindy. "Oh... before Tanya gets here: what do you think of her proposed structure?"
Teresa said "In some ways I like it a lot. It positions the TCPD to grow as the Town & County grows. But it also struck me... well, this will sound more mean that I intend it to, but it looks to me like Tanya is trying to find ways to expand her own role in the TCPD after all that promotion and structure business came down."
Cindy said "Yeah, I got the same feeling, though some of the ideas are good. But how do you think it will work out. I'm asking for a friend... Chief Moynahan. He's tasked me to analyze it."
Teresa said "He tasked me to analyze how our combat teams work. But to answer your question first, the Intel Division is just an expanded and formalized 'Data Guyz' group. I agree Mary would be great in it, as she's a magician with a computer keyboard and getting data. The CSIs can go in the field and collect evidence, and then do more to process it for us, and I think they'd like that."
Teresa continued: "Having said that, it's going to take cooperation to work really well, and everyone has to be on board. If, in the far-flung future, people come in and start creating fiefdoms and start having disputes over territory, it'll get ugly really fast."
Cindy nodded. "So what about the combat teams? SWAT going to be expanded?"
"Just the opposite." Teresa said. "Don and I talked about this on the way home from Apple Grove, then the Chief asked me about it. We've been getting into the bad habit of using SWAT to take down perps on raids and things... but that's really not their mission. Their job are those really bad situations, like the hostage situation with Todd, or the Feds trying to steal Peter Blassingame from us."
Teresa: "Back in the days of Captain Malone, it was us Detectives that made the drug raids, which is one reason I kept getting shot up. Then Don came in, pushed to put together a SWAT Team, and began giving us better training."
Teresa: "Let me just say this from the ground up. We hire Patrol Officers. They work the beats, giving out tickets, gaining experience, and we start training them. As they gain experience in things like raiding houses or warehouses to take down perps, we give the best ones even more training, and call upon them more to do those missions. Ideally, we'd like every Uniformed Officer to be able to work as a team to interdict a drug buy or clear a house looking for a perp."
Teresa: "What I want to do is put teams of Officers together that can be mobilized and assembled quickly, and be ready to take action when called upon, be it arresting a perp or bagging a bunch of them in a drug deal. The SWAT Team should only be a paramilitary team, and brought in to deal with combat situations, such as a large armed force, or a sniper, or to augment regular operations."
Cindy said "And isn't that what we're doing now?"



"Pretty much." said Teresa. "But my idea is that the Detectives find out something, or the Intel people work up something such as a perp's location, and all they have to do is make a call to get a team of well-trained officers in armor show up and make the bust, or hold a perimeter while the Detectives investigate. Right now, everyone thinks they have to get a Precinct Captain's permission, or worse yet, my personal permission. I tell people we are not the German Army on D-Day, and we need to be more responsive, faster."
"You don't want to be told?" Cindy asked, surprised.
"I like what Don says." Teresa replied. "He wants to know, but he wants to hear 'this is what's going on, and here's what we're already doing about it'. Same with me."
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Just then, Tanya drove up the ramp to the deck, and stopped on a dime just in front of the table. "Hi guys." she said. "Mind if I join you?"
"Sure, but the next round is on you." Cindy said.
"Naw, this is my party tonight." said Teresa. "I'm already running a tab."
After getting more beer, Cindy said "I want to ask both of you something. Don asked me a question, and in the form of a puzzle to be solved. He asked why his mother dislikes my father so much. I always thought it had to do with Don's father being estranged from my father, and that history. But the way Don asked me... got me to thinking."
Tanya said "I've worked with Phyllis on cases several times, and she's never said anything about any of that to me. She told me a lot of stories about Don in his childhood, and some about his sister, but nothing about your father Dr. Eckhart."
"Did she mention about Don coming home and telling her and his father that he whipped four guys in the gym basement?" Cindy asked.
"No." Tanya asked. "She did say once that Don used his Aikido to stop some bullies that were harassing him, but I thought that was just Don being the Greatest American Hero. His mother never mentioned the crowbar as part of that."
"She might not have known." Teresa said. "Don said he told his parents at dinner, and I doubt he carried the blue crowbar to the dinner table."
"You know," Cindy said, "and don't mention this, please... but after winning the Battle of Providence Springs, Don said that his father had committed suicide after the man we now know was the Consultant of Crime threatened the entire Troy family. But my father had nothing to do with any of that... that I know of."
"You think maybe Phyllis thinks Dr. Eckhart could've stopped the Consultant of Crime from threatening the Troy family?" Teresa asked.
"No." said Tanya, looking introspective. She was having the beginnings of a reverie. "No, that wasn't it. We know all about Westboro, so Don wouldn't have asked you that question the way he did..."
When she came out of it, a new plate of nachos was on the table and the beer pitcher was nearly empty. "We're looking at it the wrong way." she said. "There's something else I remembered... Jonas Oldeeds..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm. I got home from watching the Council Meeting in progress. The Sheriff had submitted his proposal. J.P. Goldman had moved to refer it to the 'Committee of the Whole' for study, and when Mayor Allgood had said 'Without objection?', Reginald B.F. Lewis, Kelly Carnes, and Malinda Adams had objected.
Lewis had made a Point of Order, citing that with this same subject matter coming up in the Charter vote, it would be a waste of time to consider this issue separately. Mayor Allgood accepted the point of order, but all that did was force a formal vote, which was 7-3 to refer the matter to the Committee of the Whole, which was then set to meet Friday at 2:00pm.
I went up to The Cabin, checked on the tiles in my fortified office, then went and fed Tiger Mom. She and her kittens had been exploring the back deck, and they all scattered when I opened the back door. After putting out the food, I locked up and went to the Mountain Nest.
"Daddy!" came a chorus of young voices, and I hugged three boys and two girls (Carole and Marie), then sat down for a late supper.
As I ate and talked to Laura and Molly, Jim came up to the table. "Daddy," he said, "are you going to come to my soccer game Friday?" he asked, his voice full of excitement and hope.
"What time is it going to be?" I asked.
"Four o'clock." Laura said. "Ross is playing on the same team, as well."
"Cool." I said. "Well, Jim, I have a big meeting at 2:00, but I will try very hard to get out of it in time to come see your game, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy!" Jim said happily, then rushed off to get ready for bed before his mother realized he was procrastinating on that...
Part 11 - Golden 'Vision'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 4th, from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Controversy erupted at last night's Council meeting after the Sheriff submitted his Public Service Department structure proposals!"
Bettina began: "Recently widowed Sheriff Antonio Griswold submitted a new rank structure for his Public Safety Department, the same proposals that are contained in the increasingly unpopular Charter proposal. The Sheriff's proposal, which is fiercely opposed by the Police and Fire Department Unions, was rammed through to Committee by the Council Republicans over the objections of Council Democrats! The proposal did not include the proposal for a new EMS, as that has to be done through the new Charter. Commander Donald Troy did not respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment."
Bettina: "And opposition to the proposed Charter continues to grow. The NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, has advised its members to vote against the Charter and they're asking their members to publicly campaign against it. The Fire Department Union also came out strongly opposed to the Charter, as it would reinstate an EMS that is independent of the Fire Department. Charter Commission Chairman Donald Troy has refused to respond to repeated KXTC requests for comment."
Bettina: "In a related story, Ladies Auxiliary Club President-in-Perpetuity Myrtle L. James is arranging a series of question and answer sessions with Charter Commission members, and the Public will be invited to attend. The date for the vote on the new Charter is Tuesday, September 24th..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That is not what happened at the Council meeting." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "The vote was 7-3 to send the proposal to Committee. Bettina made it sound like it was along Party lines to actually pass it."
"And the Police Union is not opposed to it." growled Sheriff Griswold. "The Fire Department Union is, but not to the level Bettina makes it sound."
"Wow." Tanya said flatly. "Bettina went 'fake news' on us. Whoever was expecting that?" The unexpected sarcasm from her made me laugh.
"So." I said. "Is the Charter really getting that much opposition? Or is the Media selectively making it sound that way?"
"Some of both." said Cindy Ross. "KFXU is being a lot more fair and balanced about it, and they'll televise the Ladies Auxiliary meetings if you Commission members agree to them. KXTC is working hand-in-glove with the opponents of the Charter, of course."
Teresa said "Todd said that he thinks the northern County districts are going to be solidly against it because of the school tax revenue distribution situation, say that three times fast. And I'm hearing that the Fire Department is very much against it... not just their Union, but the rank-and-file."
Sheriff Griswold said "I think it'll come down to how the black community likes the Charter. The politicians are trying to gin up issues about the Board of Inquiry being replaced, and the NEA is working like dogs to convince blacks that this new school plan hurts minorities."
"That's a crock." I muttered. I stood up. "If you'll excuse me, Chief, I have some things to catch up on."
"Go ahead, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. As I rounded the end of the table, he said "It's not everyone who gets time off to have a lake named after him." I heard Angels giggling and saw the Sheriff's mustaches twitching merrily at that.
"Just another thing to blame on the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Chief." I said, knowing the Chief would understand the joke behind that. He chuckled and waved me towards the door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I walked into MCD. In the back corner, where Geiger used to sit, Detective Julia Rodriguez was sitting. Opposite her was Teddy Parker, where he'd been sitting all along.
At the next set of desks along the far wall were Theo Washington and Roy McGhillie. "Where's Warner?" I asked.
"Doctor appointment, sir." said Julia Rodriguez. "Her desk is my old one."
"Whatever happened to 'nobody puts Baby in the corner'?" I asked. "How'd you get that spot, Rodriguez?"
"That's the coveted spot, sir." said Theo with his 'movie-star-handsome' grin.
"Yes it is, sir." said Julia. "I have a secret plan to have cubicle walls built here, too." I chuckled at that.
"So I want to hear it straight from the sources, that being you." I said "What's going on? What are y'all working on?"
"Cubicle walls, sir." said Roy McGhillie, flat deadpan. Then he grinned and said "Seriously, sir, there's been a new rash of car thefts the last week and a half. I've been working with Purvis in Vice on it."
"Any idea why the sudden increase?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said McGhillie. "School coming back in session. The football players came in for summer camp, then the Fraternities and Sororities came in for Fall Rush, then the rest of it. A lot of high-end cars showing up and their owners not being careful like they should be. So it's low-hanging fruit for a while for the hot stuff. And then there's a flood of cars as the students come back, Not high-end cars, but a lot of volume."
"Good, and that's a good report." I said. "Theo, what are you working on?"
"Reports of violence at demonstrations." said Theo. "We're getting reports of the NEA's thugs threatening teachers and pro-Charter people, but a lot of it is anonymous tips. Joanne and I have been working up video data to see if we can identify some of these thugs and at least make some arrests and put the fear of God and Crowbars into 'em."
"Sounds like my kind of plan." I said. "And definitely let me know if you make a solid connection between the NEA and the threats and violence. If you do, they'll get more than just the fear of crowbars... they'll get the real thing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That evening, I was driving in the Black Beauty towards 'The Vision' in Coltrane County. The Black Beauty could handle the weight of the sandstone tiles, so the trunk and backseat were loaded with them. Todd, actually BOW Enterprises, had bought the Ford F-350 from me for the same price I'd paid for it, as he would find good use for it around the BOW Enterprises facility.
Coming into the World Headquarters of The Vision, I pulled up at the front door, and Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart himself got into the shotgun seat. "Hello, young Donald!" he said cheerfully. "Congratulations on that wonderful honor having that Reservoir named after you!"
"Thank you, Uncle Harvey." I said. "It was a huge surprise, for sure." Uncle Harvey directed me around to the basement garage opening. Once inside, the doors closed and the elevator we were on lowered us to the underground garage area.
"So you found what everyone has been looking for for years." said Dr. Eckhart. "Westboro's gold."
"Some of it, sir." I said as two of Eckhart's young, strong male acolytes unloaded the tiles from the Black Beauty. "I actually stumbled onto it. I'm betting there's a good bit more out there somewhere, but I have no idea where."
"Thank you, my young friends." said Dr. Eckhart to his acolytes. They left us alone in the garage. He then asked in a low voice, almost a whisper: "Why do you think he chose Apple Grove?"
I said "You know Jonas Oldeeds was using my father for some of his legal work, and we know that Westboro visited my father and forced him to commit suicide. So I'd say that between them, Apple Grove seemed an ideal, out-of-the-way place to hide this stuff."
'This stuff' was about to be revealed. I took a small blowtorch attached to a small tank of acetylene and lit it, then began heating up one of the sandstone tiles. The 4'x1' tiles turned out to be sandstone through-and-through, but the 4'x4' tile came loose. When I pulled it off, the sheet of gold was revealed.
"Ah, young Donald." said Dr. Eckhart. "A wonderful sight. Four feet by four feet by nearly an inch thick. That is a lot of money hidden in these tiles."
After exposing the gold in the other tiles, Dr. Eckhart ran a chemical test to make sure all of it really was gold, and it was. He then calculated the amount in troy ounces (yes, troy ounces, dontcha know), and at a rate just less than the spot price of gold on the open market, he informed me that he'd be putting forty million dollars in a special account, from which I could make gifts and endowments anonymously.
"By the way, Uncle Harvey," I said, "I'm not telling Cindy about this. Plausible deniability is a good thing, maybe a life-saving thing, if you know what I mean."
"I do indeed, young Donald." Eckhart replied. "It was bad enough, what happened to you over McGinty's Materials. Oh, by the way, did you ever find them?"
"No sir." I said. "But someone may have them." I told him about finding Eidex and Swenson's bodies, and that of Thomas P. Cook. "There's Swamp Frogs still at work around these here parts, Uncle Harvey."
"Ye-es." said Eckhart. "But I am more concerned... about the new threat to my adopted granddaughter." That got my attention...
Part 12 - The Disloyal Opposition
"This is Priya Ajmani, KFXU Fox Eight News!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette at 2:00pm, Thursday, September 5th, from the Ladies Auxiliary clubhouse. "We are bringing you live the first question and answer session about the Town & County Charter, sponsored by the Ladies Auxiliary Club!"
There was applause from the audience, then Priya went on: "We have with us Charter Commission Member and teacher Edna Carter..." There was applause as Edna Carter was shown on TV. "... and in a surprise appearance, we have Charter Commission Chairman Don Troy here!" There was more applause as I was shown, dressed in civilian clothes.
Priya got in a dig, as she said with a beautiful smile: "And I don't know what's going on with that other station, but Commander Troy is definitely available for comment for you and for the Ladies Auxiliary!" There was some loud laughter at that, which dissolved into applause. I just grinned at that.
Some of the questions were simple explanations of what we were doing with various issues, and Edna Carter answered a good deal of those questions. But a few were more like attacks in the form of questions, making me wonder if the persons asking were reporters disguised as human beings. One example was a woman who lived in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision.
"And I don't understand why I have to pay more in property taxes for schools, only to see my district get less money while other districts get more!" she pretty much shouted. "It's just not fair!"
Edna Carter would get her hackles up at questions like that, so I'd previously asked her to let me answer those particular questions. So I tried. "Ma'am," I said, "I'm not sure that any system of taxation on the face of this earth is fair to everyone. I personally despise sales taxes, which are regressive... people who make less pay a greater percentage of their income in tax for buying the exact same thing a person who makes more buys. And progressive tax rates, like U.S. and many State taxes, are not fair. A flat percentage rate tax is about the best we can do."
"Commander, that is not the problem!" the woman angrily said (more like shouted). "The problem is how the revenue is being distributed. My district is paying more actual money in school taxes despite it being a flat-rate tax, and I understand that. But my district should be getting a proportional amount back to our schools. Instead, it's disproportionately less for us and more for... other districts, by percentage or any other method."
I could tell who lived in the upper County by seeing and hearing them burst into applause. And because many of the County's wealthier wives were in the Ladies Auxiliary, a lot of the ladies present were applauding that.
"You keep referring to it as being by district." I said. "But it's not. Every property, regardless of district, is taxed at the same rate. And every student is receiving the same amount at the same rate, delivered through the schools and the system, of course."
"That's not the way it is!" the woman started yelling, but I interrupted her.
"That's how I look at it!" I thundered back. "I look at the entire County as one big school district. Every child, every student in this County, is the same, and should receive the same, as that is the only way to have a fair and equitable basic education for every child."
I thought I'd hit on a good 'explanation', but it was not well received at all by those who did not care to receive it at all. Fortunately, we moved on.
Another woman, who I knew was a friend of Mrs. Myrtle L. James, stood up and asked "If the Charter fails to pass, will you support separating the Town from the County again?"
I said "First of all, I've worked on this Charter for months, as has Mrs. Carter. I've literally woken up from dreaming about working on this Charter. So I've never even thought about it in terms of 'what ifs' if it were to fail." There were some murmurs over that.
I continued: "And even if the Charter passes, the question of Town and County separation is a valid one for the future. My answer is that larger towns or cities have been merging with their counties all over the country. New York City is composed of five counties; they call them the five boroughs. The city of Athens, GA, merged with its county, Clarke County, and it was a complete merger, more than ours: the county line there is the city limits, as well."
I said" "So if our Town & County split, it's my belief they would re-merge, and sooner rather than later. The exception to that would be if the State redrew the county lines, and our County absorbed Coltrane County and/or Nextdoor County. Then you might see the Town become its own entity again. As to my personal preferences, I like it the way it is now, which is one reason I agreed to be on the Charter Commission..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Afterwards, Edna Carter said quietly to me "You know I don't like to bring up the race card, Don. And I know you're the same way. But I really do sense that tax distribution issue is racially motivated."
"I'm sure for some people, it is. But I think a lot of it is the 'my child' syndrome." I replied, making air quotes. "People, especially parents, tend to think in terms of 'my child': How will this affect 'my child'... is this good for 'my child', etc. And as a parent, I understand it; my wife and I had many discussions on the education of our children: public or private school, Town High system or County High system."
"That's true." said Edna. "But when it gets to the larger politics of it, uglier truths start coming out."
I replied "You know, if this County was composed of people of just one ethnicity, White or Black or Hispanic or Asian, 100% the very same ethnicity... we'd still have the exact same problem. Those in the wealthier districts would be making the same arguments they are now, those in the poorer districts the same counter-arguments. Ultimately, it's all about the money. That's what I think, anyway..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to my office, Green Crowbar followed Red Crowbar through my door. I had Cindy sit down.
"How did it look on TV?" I asked.
"Not bad." Cindy replied. "I thought you answered the tough questions well, especially in front of a hostile audience. Edna Carter had a disgusted look on her face when that woman asked about the tax revenue distribution, so I'm glad you're the one that answered it."
"Yeah, Edna's been getting offended about that." I replied. "Dr. Williams is worse; he just comes right out and says it's racially motivated." I told Cindy what I'd told Edna about racial vs. economic aspects of things.
"I'll say this, too." Cindy said. "That little bit about the Town and County separating? That's something that Mrs. James, Judge Lorraine McGill, and some of the business leaders of the Town and County want to see. I'm not sure why, but what I saw in that question was them finding out where you stand on that."
"And I think they did." I said.
"If they did separate," Cindy asked, "Which way would you go? Town, or County?"
"The Lady or the Tiger." I said, mostly to myself. After a moment of contemplation, I said "I don't know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At supper, Jim and Ross talked excitedly about their soccer match the next day. Carole tried to end the fun by saying "Give up, boys. Daddy is going to be in 'meetings'. He won't be at your game."
"Carole!" her mother said sharply. "That is not a ladylike thing to say!"
"No, it's not." I said. "And how would you know if I'm going to be there or not?"
"Because you're going to be in 'meetings', Daddy." Carole said simply. The boys were now somber, almost in tears.
"We'll see about that." I muttered, mostly to myself...
Part 13 - Endowments and 'Meetings'
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Friday, September 6th. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said Meredith. "Let's go to Priya Ajmani with a KFXU exclusive. Priya!"
"Thank you, Meredith! Thank you, Catrina!" said Priya, at the southeastern corner of Courthouse Square, with the J.P. Goldman bank in the background. "Fox Eight News has learned that an anonymous donor has made several donations and endowments through the J.P. Goldman Bank. I'm here with Selena Steele, Chief Operating Officer of the Bank. Selena, what were the donations?"
Selena Steele was standing next to Priya, and she said "Priya, the anonymous donor has made generous donations totaling nearly forty million dollars. First was a five million dollar endowment trust for the Town & County Animal Shelter, with a matching donation to the University Veterinarian School, given to treat and care for dogs and find them good homes."
"Second," said Selena, "were endowment trusts for the Boys and Girls Orphanages, of five million each, given in memory of Amy Croyle. Two endowment of two million each were given to the Boys and Girls Clubs of the Town & County, and a million dollar endowment trust to the Anti-Defamation League of our Town & County, with a request to preserve and tell the Jewish heritage of the County. Last but not least is an endowment to the University Hospital Children's Cancer Center."
Back to Priya: "Amy Croyle was the young orphan girl adopted by Police Captain Teresa Croyle, who died after an organ transplant meant for her was stolen. The anonymous donor has only been identified as 'R.C. Christian'. Back to you, Meredith and Catrina!"
Catrina said "That is just amazing, and those endowments will provide money for years to care for dogs and sick and orphaned children. Whoever R.C. Christian is, we are very grateful for his or her generosity."
Meredith said "In response to a request for comment by Fox Eight News, Police Captain Teresa Croyle issued a statement saying she did not know who Mr. R.C. Christian was, but she was very grateful for the donations, especially the ones in Amy's name."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwwww." Cindy said as we watched in my office during the Angels Meeting.
"R.C. Christian, huh?" said Tanya Perlman with a grin and a sparkle in her eyes. "Isn't that the pseudonym of the guy who gave the money to have the Georgia Guidestones built in Elberton, Georgia?"
"Sounds about right." I said casually, a bit too casually. I felt more than saw Cindy's eyes cut towards me.
"Whoever it was, it was an awesome gift." Teresa said.
"Yes." I said. "Okay, let's get down to business running this Police Department. What is going on?"
"We're developing leads on this ring of car thieves." Tanya said. "And somewhat to my surprise, it's not The Teacher nor is it T-Square's boys. Looks like a young group of Hispanics, and not NS-14-related. We're going to start doing some surveillance, then try to catch them in the act or with some evidence, like a car they just stole."
"Works for me." I said.
Cindy said "Don't forget that meeting at 2:00pm with the Council. The Sheriff wants all hands on deck, and that means all of us in this room now as well as the Chief. You didn't hear me repeating this gossip, but the Sheriff thinks a good presentation will get us everything we want without too much pushback or horse trading."
"Okay." I said. "I will say this... if that meeting drags out, I might have to leave it early. But I don't have to be there; between you, Teresa, and you, Tanya, anything I would have to say would be covered."
"True." said Teresa. "But all of us put together don't command the presence you do, Don."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting, Cindy asked to stay and speak with me for a moment. Once we were alone, she took her 'ink pen' bug killer out and activated it. Then she said "Someone been whistling in the dark past the cemetery?"
It took all of my willpower to not react in shock. I just peered at her.
Cindy said "Remind me not to play poker with you. But I'm not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, you know."
"And what is it that you know?" I asked.
"When we were in Apple Grove, at the reservoir ceremony," Cindy said, "I talked to your friend Captain Wisocky, and she told me about you looking into the damaged areas around the county and especially at the cemetery. Then yesterday, while you were at that Charter Q&A at the Ladies Auxiliary, I took a call from her on your behalf. She said to tell you that someone had taken the back wall tiles off the mausoleum where your father, my uncle, is buried. I said I'd let you know... and I just did."
Cindy: "Of course I dropped Teresa off to stay behind and watch over you, and you and she returned together. Of course your staying alone up there is a clue in itself. And I happen to know that someone besides Teresa loves dogs, loved Amy, loves cancer kids, and supports programs that help kids become better adults."
"Sounds like a good person." I said. When I saw her peer hard at me, I just said "Plausible deniability, ma cousine. Plausible deniability." Cindy just nodded, then got up and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Friday, September 6th. We did not meet in the private Council Chamber, as there was not enough room. The Council Members had suggested the public Council Chamber but the Police and Fire Chiefs had objected on all our behalves. So we met at the Civic Center, in a room that looked like a hotel ball room with partitions in place.
Two long tables were set up with the ends forward a little bit, and a small table between them. The Mayor sat the center spot. To his right were the Council Democrats, and to his left were the Council Republicans, very similar to the way they sat in the Public Council Chamber.
Facing them was a mirror-image setup of tables, their outer edges nearly touching the outer edges of the Council's tables, and the most space between the center tables. At the center table was Sheriff Griswold. To his left were the Police leadership: (right to left) Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Ross, Me, Captain Croyle, and Captain Perlman. To the Sheriff's right was (left to right) Fire Chief Quinlin, Assistant Fire Chief Davies, Fire Marshal Singer, and Battalion Chiefs Tucker and Carlson.
"This meeting of the Committee of the Whole will come to order." said Mayor Allgood. "I am here moderating, as usual, and I have no vote in Committee; if there is a tie, the motion will fail. With us as guests are the Police and Fire leadership, and Sheriff Griswold has graciously agreed to attend, as well." The Mayor read off our names into the record. I got the sense that it was being made to sound like we were required to be here.
"The purpose of this meeting--- er, excuse me, hearing," continued the Mayor, "is to discuss the Public Safety structure proposals presented by the Sheriff. These proposals are the same as those in the Charter Commission's proposal, and the purpose is to get a head start and put them into effect before the new Charter would take effect. If passed, they'll be in effect regardless of the outcome of the Charter plebiscite."
The Mayor continued: "One other comment I'll make: these proposals only affect the current Police and Fire Departments. There is nothing regarding the new EMS proposals in the Charter, so there will be no discussion of the EMS during this Committee hearing. We are also going to wait on the Charter vote before addressing the Public Health Service issues. I would suggest that you proceed as if the Charter proposal doesn't pass, as if this is a totally separate thing."
"Everyone turn off their cellphones." Kelly Carnes harshly requested.
"Hell, no!" That was not me, it was Chief Moynahan, who continued: "We're still on duty, here. We have to be able to be contacted!"
"Can't your Officers handle anything for a few hours?" Carnes snarled snottily.
"That's not the point, and you know it." thundered Teresa Croyle. "The point is that we have to be able to be contacted at all times."
"Besides," I said, "if something happened and we weren't available, you'd be the first person running to a KXTC microphone to accuse us of dereliction of duty because we were unavailable."
"Mr. Mayor," said Carnes, "I ask you as a point of order to enforce the rules and demand the Police Department personnel turn off their cell phones."
I began getting up and gathering my things to go. "Where are you going, Commander?" snarled Susan Weston. "You haven't been dismissed."
"And I don't need your permission to be." I replied harshly. Weston's words had Teresa and Tanya moving to leave, as well.
"Point of order is denied." said the Mayor wearily. "They can have their cellphones on."
"Come back to the table, everyone." said the Chief. We came back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:40 pm. The Council Democrats made their move. Weston, Sorrells, and Carnes had steered it to the Fire Department's grievances first.
"We are strongly opposed to the proposed rank structure of the Fire Department." said Chief Quinlin. "We're opposed to the Sheriff and Police Commander forcing us to change from gold to silver insignia, breaking decades of Fire Department tradition. We're opposed to the demotion of the Battalion Chief."
"That's not true!" said John Colby, his baritone voice booming out of his relatively small, wiry body. "They are not being demoted, and the Battalion Chief position is not being reduced like the original plan was."
"Let's not play word games, here." said Battalion Chief Tucker. "It's effectively a demotion for us. Right now, I'm the same rank as the Deputy Police Chief and the Police Commander, but after this new proposal, I won't be. That's a demotion, no two ways about it. And I intend to sue over it if it goes into effect, as well as file a Union grievance. I'll tie this up for years."
"If the people vote for the Charter," I replied, "then your lawsuit will be thrown out, and a strike, if it even happens, would be illegal."
"We're willing to test that." replied Battalion Chief Carlson.
"And you weren't demoted." said Sheriff Griswold. "I elevated the Police Commander and Deputy Chief positions, as well as those of the Assistant Fire Chief and Fire Marshal. You'll be at the level you should be... a field commander, on par with the Commander of Operations in the Police Department."
"And I don't accept that." said Tucker. "It's a demotion, and I will grieve it and fight it in Court, if need be."
"Furthermore, and more importantly" said Chief Quinlin, "I am bitterly opposed to the proposal for a new EMS---"
The Mayor began banging his gavel. "I've already said we're not addressing that in this meeting. It's not part of the proposal before us. It's a waste of time to talk about it now."
"I don't think you understand, Mr. Mayor." Chief Quinlin said. "You and the Council had better address it... and come out strongly against it. The Fire Department will go on strike if an independent EMS is formed. And we'll---"
"No one's authorized a strike, Chief." said Assistant Chief Davies. "The rank-and-file are not unanimously for a strike---"
"Did I say you could speak?" Quinlin thundered.
"Did I say you could speak, Quinlin?" Sheriff Griswold fired back. He tended to win the 'pulling rank' game, I thought with an inward grin.
"You were all invited here to give your inputs." said the Mayor. "If you start pulling rank like that, Chief Quinlin, then the Sheriff and I will meet with your subordinates privately, behind your back. And one more time: the EMS proposal is not on the table and not up for discussion. Let's move on."
"No, we should hear the Fire Chief's comments on the EMS." said Carnes. "It's a serious business."
"You have not been recognized----" started the Mayor. Carnes pounced.
"THIS IS NOT A COUNCIL MEETING!" Carnes screamed. "And you are not on this Committee, Mayor Allgood! You have no right to be here, and I don't recognize you in any way. You're an illegitimate Mayor and a racist!"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap* went Allgood's gavel.
"You can shove that gavel up your racist ass, Allgood!" shouted Reginald B.F. Lewis. "Carnes is right, you're not even supposed to be here, and you're not in charge of this Committee!"
*WHAM!*
Everyone jumped in shock. As I had risen to my feet, I had brought the red crowbar down on the table with just about all the force I could muster.
"STOP YOUR GOD-DAMNED POLITICAL BICKERING!" I thundered. "STOP WASTING MY TIME WITH THAT CRAP!" Kelly Carnes, Malinda Adams, and Susan Weston were looking at me with hatred. Lewis, Sorrells, and the entire Fire Department leadership were gaping at me in utter shock. Colby, Schoen, and McGhillie were not quite suppressing grins.
"I have other places to be!" I said, still loudly. "If you're going to keep up with this crap, I'm outta here!"
"Curb your dog, Sheriff!" Kelly Carnes growled.
"My Bulldog is doing fine." growled back the Sheriff. "It's my Wildcat that's getting irritated with you, and for good reason."
"I've got this, Sheriff, Commander." said J.P. Goldman. "Mr. Mayor, unfortunately that bitch Carnes is right. As senior Council Member here, I'm the Chairman of the Committee. You're welcome to stay, but I'll run the meeting."
"Okay." Daniel Allgood said, and handed Goldman the gavel.
"And just so you don't get any ideas, Carnes and Lewis," Goldman said, "you're still under the Rules of Order. You get out of hand again and I'll have you arrested. And I have the Police Officers right here to make those arrests."
"Yes he does." Teresa said, looking straight at Carnes with her meanest 'Teresa Cunt' look.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting dragged on. Maybe it was my impatience, but the Council Members seemed to be dragging it on.
First was the continuation of the Battalion Chiefs vs. Superintendents issue. The Battalion Chiefs, supported by the Fire Chief, were vociferously against the proposed changes. Assistant Chief Davies and Fire Marshal Singer supported the changes. Davies had been a Superintendent in the past, while Tucker and Carlson had not. And Zoe Singer was no fan of Quinlin since he'd come out opposed to a new EMS.
That was solved by the recommendation that the Fire Department structure changes be removed from the bill, and allowed to pass or fail by fiat of the Charter vote. So now they were hotly debating heatedly over the insignia. Yes, the insignia.
"Commander Troy," said Sheila Sorrells, "can you explain why the Charter Commission changed the Fire Department's insignia against their will? And as part of that, why were you so granular in that particular area?"
I replied "The Charter Commission went about writing the new Charter in a way that would solve or eliminate problems that have come up in the past. In this case, and especially with a new EMS being proposed, we chose to get very granular here, while getting less granular on other things."
I continued: "One issue was the coloration of the insignia. There has been confusion between the gold oak leaf clusters of the Sheriff's Chief of Staff vs. silver Police Commander and Battalion Chief ranks. It's the same rank, but now those oak leaves in both colors are being used for specific ranks within the Fire and Police Departments, so there's confusion."
I went on: "Another was the Captain's and Lieutenant's bars in silver and gold, which meant different things in the Police and Fire Departments. We had to have uniformity throughout the Public Service Department, and we went with the silver of the military's ranks for Captain's and Lieutenant's bars, and silver oak leafs being higher ranking than gold ones. The Sheriff's Department is also going to have to change and conform to the new uniformity, but I haven't heard them complain about it." The TCFD Battalion Chiefs looked hatefully at me.
"I might add," I said, "that provisions were made so that the Fire Department can use the traditional bugles insignia, though their formal uniforms must use the spelled-out rank structure."
"Seeing as you've eliminated the Precinct Captain rank," said Reginald B.F. Lewis, "as well as the two Lieutenant ranks in the Fire Department, why can't their gold Captain bars be equal to the silver Police Captain bars, and so on. I get it for the oak leaf clusters, but not the Captain's bars.
"We can't change the proposed Charter." I said. "But you could change the silver to gold for Captain and Lieutenant in the Fire Department, and after the new Charter goes into effect, if it passes, there's a provision to allow small changes like that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And it still dragged on. At one point in time, I looked at my wristwatch to see that the time was 3:45, and I knew I needed to go if I was going to make it to Jim's game.
"Something wrong, Commander?" Susan Weston said cattily. "Are we boring you?"
"You're wasting my time." I said. "And I've got somewhere to be."
"You're where you're supposed to be." said Kelly Carnes. "Where we tell you to be."
"Watch your mouth, Carnes." said Teresa Croyle. "You are not the boss of us."
As I looked at my watch again, seeing that it was 3:50pm, Reginald B.F. Lewis smugly said "Commander Troy, what are your plans for dispersing the Detectives to the Precincts?"
"There are none." I said. "And there won't be while I'm Police Commander or higher in the Public Safety Department."
"Why not?" Lewis asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm, "you've admitted that more precincts are better---"
"I admitted no such thing." I said angrily. "What I did say was that if the Town & County grows enough, then more precincts would be come feasible. In the here and now, two Precincts are more than sufficient."
"So why aren't you planning to disperse the Detectives, Commander?" Lewis said, goading me.



"May I, Commander?" Tanya Perlman asked. I nodded and she said "Dispersing the Detectives harms the Police Force, Mr. Lewis----"
"I didn't ask you, little girl." Lewis said. "I asked him-- wha?"
I had flown to my feet, and I was not alone. Teresa Croyle had risen with me. But she did not beat me to flying around the table.
"You fucking bastard!" I yelled as I grabbed Lewis by his shirt collars, turned him, and smashed the back of his head to the table. "If you EVER disrespect my Captain of Detectives like that again, I will KILL you!" I was pressing my fists into his neck. "Do you understand?" He couldn't answer, as I was choking him. "I SAID DO YOU UNDERSTAND?"
"Crowbar!" shouted Sheriff Griswold, who had come around. "Let him go!" It still took him and Cindy to free Lewis from my clutches. I would later be told that the look in my eyes was of such hatred and fury that everyone really did think I was going to kill Lewis.
"What the fuck's gotten into you?" Lewis gasped. "Somebody arrest that bastard! I'm pressing charges."
"Lewis, you're lucky to be alive after what you just said." growled Griswold. "You try to press charges, and someone will finish the job. Maybe even me personally. This meeting is over."
With that, we Police Officers and the Sheriff gathered our things and left the room. Fire Marshal Zoe Singer made a point to follow us out.
"I saw that." said Battalion Chief Tucker, to Lewis. "If you call the SBI and press charges, I'll back you up all the way."
"I saw it, too." said Kelly Carnes. "I'll press my own charges."
"Didn't you hear the Sheriff?" Jack Colby said. "And all I saw and heard was Reginald Lewis making a sexist comment to a paraplegic."
"And after what that racist and misogynist Reginald Lewis said about Captain Perlman," said J.P. Goldman bitterly, "I'll press charges against youLewis, and your parole will be revoked."
"You bastard." Kelly Carnes snarled.
"Go fuck yourself, bitch." replied J.P. Goldman.
"Thanks, kid." said Lewis to Tucker. "But I'll handle it. I'll get that bastard back."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I appreciate the support, Commander. And you too, Teresa." said Tanya as we exited the Civic Center.
"Just don't get yourself in trouble, Crowbar." admonished the Sheriff.
"I haven't been that mad in a while." I said. "Anyway, I have to leave now. I'm already late."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived at the ball fields in the northeast part of Ronald Reagan Park, about ten minutes after the game had started. As I came up, Ross said "Hey Jim, there's Dad!" Jim looked over with a 'whaa' open-mouthed look of surprise, which turned into a grin.
"Go get 'em, son!" I called out. As Jim took off down the field, I saw Laura in the middle of the bleachers, about halfway up. I went over to join her.
"Oh, hello Darling." she said, smiling. "I was afraid you weren't going to make it."
"I almost didn't." I said. "I walked out of the meeting... after beating up Reginald Lewis for making a sexist slur towards Tanya."
Just then everyone cheered as Jim kicked the ball into the net. Laura said "He was pretty lethargic until he saw you. Now he's unstoppable."
"Good." I said. "What's the score?"
"Oh, you know they don't keep score anymore." said Laura sardonically. "Don't want to hurt the children's feelings, you know."
"You better believe every kid on that field knows what the score is." I replied. Laura chuckled.
We watched and cheered for the next few minutes. As Jim intercepted the ball and kicked it to Ross, I saw Sheriff Griswold coming up the stands. As the ball was passed back to Jim and he kicked a curving shot that scored again, the Sheriff joined us.
"Coming to arrest me, Sheriff?" I said quietly.
"Har." said the Sheriff. "Don't worry about that. How's Jim and Ross doing?"
"Good." I said. "Jim's scored twice already since I got here."
As we watched some more, Sheriff Griswold said "You know, Charlie loved playing baseball. And I got to some of his games over the years. But I didn't get to all of them, not very many of them, really. And after his car crash, I always regretted choosing work over his games. I'm glad to see you make the right choice, Crowbar."
"Yes sir." I said. Laura had been listening to us, and I turned to her and said "Well, I guess I better start looking for a new job."
"Somehow," Laura said, "I don't think it's going to be a problem."
Afterwards, we were greeting all the kids after the game. Jim's teammates high-fived me and the Sheriff enthusiastically. "Wow, the Iron Crowbar was at our game!" I heard kids telling their parents. A lot of parents also greeted me and the Sheriff, and many told me they thought I'd done a great job with the new Charter.
But none of them were happier than my sons, especially Jim. "Thanks for coming to my game, Dad!" he said as we headed to the cars to go home. "I was afraid you weren't going to make it."
"Well, I might can't come to all of them if I'm working on a crime." I said. "So I'm glad I could come to this one. And I'll try to get to as many as I can..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00pm, Friday, September 6th. They were gathered at Kelly Carnes's house in the Heritage Cloisters.
"This is our chance." said Susan Weston. "We all saw Commander Troy assault you, Reginald. Press charges!"
"I agree." said Battalion Chief Tucker. "We can get the bastard suspended. And it likely will kill the new Charter, too."
"Why don't I call Bettina Wurtzburg," said Kelly Carnes, "and let's give her the story. And then press charges."
"Guys..." said Reginald B.F. Lewis, still feeling the pressure on his neck, as if he were still being choked by Donald Troy. "We gotta think about it. Where's Malinda Adams?"
"I don't know." said Carnes. "I called and asked her to come."
"And that's my point." said Lewis. "I remember two things... the unappeasable fury in Troy's eyes when he was choking me... and the look in Malinda Adams's eyes. She was furious at me for what I said about Perlman."
"You were right about that cripple bitch!" spat Susan Weston, whose hatred of Tanya Perlman remained unappeasable. (Author's note: 'Case of the Paper Trail', Ch. 02.)
"Don't say that in public." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "Listen. I'm going to get that bastard back. But I'm going to do it my way. I want you to let it drop for now."
"Are you kidding?" gasped Tucker. "A white Police Officer physically assaulted a black man! Commander Troy has been getting away with shit like that for years, now!" Everyone wondered what this was about, as Tucker was white. "This is your chance to bust his ass down!"
"No." said Lewis. "I will handle this. I want you to back off, Tucker, especially if you want to be the next Chief of the Fire Department."
Tucker got up. "I'll make you this deal: you make damn sure those changes don't pass. And if the Charter passes, you do what you need to do to reverse it. Otherwise, I make the call to the SBI... and Bettina Wurtzburg." Not giving anyone the time to respond, he turned and left.
"God damn it." Lewis muttered.
"What is wrong with you, Reginald?" Susan Weston asked. "What are you scared of? You really think Troy is going to try to kill you? He can't do a damn thing to you if he's in jail!"
"You don't get it, do you, Weston." retorted Lewis. "You really think they'll put him in jail? And once it comes out what I said about Perlman? They'll be turning that story around and spinning it so hard that you'll fall down drunk."
Just then they all heard a noise. "Tucker, is that you?" Kelly Carnes called out.
"No, it's the FBI." said Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone as he came in, followed by Special Agent Julius Jefferson and two FBI Agents from the City FBI office.
"What the hell are you doing in my home?" snarled Kelly Carnes.
Muscone held up a document. "Your ankle monitor went off line earlier today. This is a Federal warrant to determine if you've violated the terms of your bail."
"As you can see," said Carnes, "I have not violated my bail, and I'm right here. Now get out of my house!"
"If I were you, Mrs. Carnes," said Muscone, "I'd be careful about telling Federal Agents what to do. You see, things can get very difficult for you... for all of you... if you cross the Federal Government's path. Investigations... IRS audits... who knows what else. And all for making sexist slurs about women in wheelchairs."
It grew very tense in the room as Muscone continued, barking a small laugh as he said "Yeah, the Iron Crowbar... he's very defensive of Tanya Perlman. Considers her to be a little sister." Muscone came walking around, until he was behind Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"But me..." Muscone said, "Tanya Perlman is my fiancée, the woman I want to marry. You were lucky, Lewis. The Iron Crowbar just gave you a bit of a warning. Me?" He leaned over and whispered into Reginald Lewis's ear: "I'm going to fuck you up so bad, you'll wish being in a wheelchair was your only problem."
Straightening up, Muscone said "I sincerely believe the Iron Crowbar can outrun a bullet.. or he's impervious to them, like Superman. And Teresa Croyle... heh heh heh... she outran a very big bomb set by your fellow Council Member, Mrs. Carnes. But you guys... not so much... not so much. You're not that good."
As he went for the door, Muscone said "Make sure you follow to the letter the directions of your bail and parole agreements."
Once Muscone was gone, Reginald B.F. Lewis turned to Susan Weston and said "You want to know what I'm afraid of? That is what I'm afraid of... and that one of the Iron Crowbar's bastards will kill me before I can get my revenge on him. Now you guys need to leave it be..."
Part 14 - Aftermath
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the Monday, September 9th, from the roof of the building overlooking City Hall. "Opposition to the proposed Charter continues to grow!"
Bettina began: "Fire Department Chief Patrick Quinlin and Battalion Chiefs Tucker and Carlson issued a statement today opposing the new rank structure of the Fire Department, which effectively demotes the Battalion Chiefs. They plan to file grievances with the Fire Department Union and the Fire Department Captain's Union, and Chief Quinlin suggested that a strike by the Fire Department was possible if the new Charter passes."
Bettina: "And the Black Business Council will hosting a Q&A with Charter Commission members Edna Carter and the Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams this afternoon, which will be carried live on KXTC. It is not expected that Commission Chairman Donald Troy will attend, and Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC."
Bettina: "In State news, Republican State Legislators and the deeply unpopular Jared Administration has complained that the SBI-IDE is not doing enough to arrest hardworking undocumented workers and turn them over to the Federal ICE Bureau for deportation. Meanwhile, Democrat State Legislators are accusing the SBI-IDE of concentrating on arresting and deporting hardworking immigrants while doing little to nothing to stop the drug trade in our State."
Bettina: "And lets go to Jeff Hull, for Sports. Jeff!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, from a perch on the mountain finger with University Memorial Stadium behind him. "The Bulldogs had their first away game of the season, defeating Eastern State 24-17. The Wildcats had their home opener, hosting the Tigers in what was expected to be a tough gridiron battle, but Wildcats running back Clarence Appletree is firmly in Heisman consideration after a huge performance of 266 yards rushing and three touchdowns. Jamaal Washington caught four passes for 102 yards and two touchdowns, as the Wildcats won 35-10..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, not a word." said Cindy Ross as we watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. We all knew what she meant: my physical assault on Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"She cannot possibly not know." Teresa Croyle said. "Nearly everyone at Mass at the Catholic Church knew about it. The good news is they also know what Lewis called Tanya."
"Oh, they know." said Chief Moynahan lightly. "They know. Maybe they're just biding their time, or formulating a strategy to weaponize the event. But I have good reason to believe that they know."
I had glanced over at Tanya Perlman, who had a twinkle in her eye. She just raised her eyebrows at me a couple of times. Something was up, and she knew what it was. But I didn't ask.
"Any in-for-mayyyyyy-shun come your way, Commander?" the Chief asked me.
"Nothing specific, sir." I said. "But I'll make this prediction: by the end of this week, Reginald B.F. Lewis will announce he is not running for his Council seat again."
"Nope. Nothing specific." Cindy Ross said with a gleam in her ice-blue eyes. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00pm, the Black Business Council gathered in the large meeting room at their offices on Jefferson Avenue. At the table in front was a table and three microphones. Mrs. Carter, Rev. Williams, and Cmdr. Troy were seated up there. Yes, I'd surprised everyone by showing up.
As expected, many of the questions were about the new School Board and the education of the County's children. And also as expected, there were many questions about taking the Boards of Inquiry out of existence.
Upon being asked the first time, I said "I would like to make sure that any Fake News you have been hearing is countered with the truth. Boards of Inquiry are not disappearing. They are being replaced with something better: Boards of Inquest." I explained why the new system was better.
"So the Council can still ask for inquiries to be made," said one man, who was black, in his late 30s, and wearing a navy blue suit, "and they'll get an investigation?"
"Yes." I said. "By a majority vote, the Council can force an investigation of any part of Town & County Government. If one is already in progress, they'll get the report of the Inquest's findings."
"So if a Police Officer threatens or assaults a black Council Member," said the man, "the Council can force an investigation of that Police Officer?"
I had a slight smile on my face as I said "Yes... but once again, by a majority vote of the Council."
"So individual Council Members cannot ask for an investigation of, say, a Police Officer assaulting a black Council Member?" another man asked.
"They can do so in the same way any other Citizen can." I said. "They can file a complaint with the Inspector General's office. Council Members, of course, can make a motion for the Council to vote upon."
"Remind me not to play poker with that man." the second man whispered, but loud enough to be heard.
After a while, Weinstein, the white Jewish owner of several southside establishments, got up and asked "Commander, this is just pure curiosity on my part. I get the Sheriff being given four stars, but why not give the Chiefs three?"
"Two reasons." I said. "Scalability, and flexibility. We can always boost the Chiefs to three stars if we need to. Alternatively, there might be a time when there is someone else, like a Police Commissioner, over the Police Chief..."
Part 15 - Epilogue
"I've long since retired, my son's moved away
I called him up just the other day
I said, 'I'd like to see you if you don't mind'
He said, 'I'd love to, Dad, if I can find the time
You see my new job's a hassle and kids have the flu
But it's sure nice talking to you, Dad
It's been sure nice talking to you'..."
--- Harry Chapin "Cat's In The Cradle"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Decades in the future...
I sat in the large room where the United States Senate's Intelligence Committee was assembling, wearing a civilian suit and tie... Wildcat red tie, of course. In front of me was my son Jim, at the witness table. Sitting next to me, to my left, was Jim's son, my grandson, Carole's nephew, wearing his semi-formal TCPD uniform with ribbons: TCPD Lieutenant Donald David Troy... the Third Iron Crowbar.
The Chairman gaveled the hearing into session. "This confirmation hearing for General James David Troy as the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency is in session. Please swear in the witness."
My son stood up, raising his right hand and was sworn in, the four stars on each of his shoulder epaulettes gleaming in the lights, the rows of ribbons of his many military medals climbing up towards his left shoulder, the Master Parachutist badge and Special Forces tab gleaming on the pocket flap.
A political atheist himself, Jim had climbed the ranks in the Army as well as the CIA for Presidents of both political Parties, and his appointment as CIA Director was expected to be confirmed. But it was still going to be a tough session: many Democrats on the Senate Intelligence Committee were rabidly anti-CIA, and looking to to do damage to the Agency by attacking the nominee to be its next Director.
My grandson and I watched and listened throughout the proceedings. One Senator asked "Your mother was a Deputy Director of the CIA, and like her, you were awarded the Distinguished Intelligence Cross, is that not right?"
"That is true, Senator." said Jim.
"How has your mother influenced your career, General?" asked the Senator.
"My mother is no longer with us." Jim said. "But I've always been very aware of her own service to the Company and our Nation, and everything I have done has been with her honor in mind."
Tough questions followed on CIA programs that had been exposed by the America-hating Mainstream Media, especially the treasonous CNN. Jim did not play around. "Senator," he would say, "the security of the United States depends on the uncommon valor of many men and women who shall never receive proper thanks for the service they've rendered. It is with that, and the responsibility of their lives, that I have always made my decisions, which I believe have been correct in serving our Nation properly..."
For an 82-year-old man like myself, the five hour grilling was an ordeal. My knees hurt, my back hurt (nothing new there), and my bladder was old and tired. Jim seemed to love it as he sat there and verbally sparred with the Senators. Finally, as the session was nearing its end, I heard the Chairman say "Senator Ian Troy is recognized for five minutes."
"Thank you, Mr. Chairman." said my son, United States Senator Ian McDonald Troy. "I am not a member of this Committee, so I appreciate being allowed to sit in, as well as to speak. I have no questions of General Troy, just this statement: my last name 'Troy' and his last name 'Troy' are not a coincidence. General Troy is my big brother, and I daresay I've known him longer and better than anyone in here, with the exception of our father."
Ian went on: "My brother always took care of me and my brothers and sisters. From the time we were children, he always acted honorably and for the best. He has honored his mother's memory and her CIA service with a record that matches hers in every way, including the aforementioned Distinguished Intelligence Cross. And I know that I, and all of you, will sleep better with General James Troy as CIA Director."
Some applause started up at that testimonial. The Chairman said "Thank you, Senator Troy. Senator Marsden is recognized for five minutes."
"Thank you, Mr. Chairman." said the other United States Senator from my State, Susan Haskins Marsden. "Like Senator Troy, I was fortunate to grow up knowing General Troy, and always found him to be honorable and decisive in his actions. While many of you have referred to his mother and her service, I want everyone on this Committee to know that he has two parents."



After a few chuckles, Senator Marsden continued: "General Troy's skills within the Agency were inherited from his mother... and his integrity and leadership were inherited from his father, James Donald Troy, whose Police record includes multiple Medals of Valor, Purple Orders for being wounded in the line of duty, and of course the Presidential Medal of Freedom. With a heritage like this, we shall indeed sleep well in the knowledge that General Troy's leadership of the CIA will keep us safe from our many enemies, and his integrity will keep his Agency safe from the false smears of its enemies."
The Chairman said "General Troy, and Senator Troy, is that your father sitting behind the you?"
Jim looked back at me and said "Yes Senator, it is."
"Would your father please stand and be recognized." said the Chairman.
Jim quickly got up and turned, grabbed my hand in an interlocking-thumb grasp, and pretty much pulled me to my feet. As the entire room stood and applauded, Jim gave me a hug and whispered "Love you, Dad."
"I love you, too, son." I whispered back. Jim let go and joined the sustained applause, which I acknowledged with a wave, especially towards one of my Crowbar Crew, Susie Haskins Marsden.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were at Joint Base Andrews. The Air Force plane was ready to depart, to take young Donald and me back home. "What good is being the next CIA Director, if I can't pull a few strings?" Jim said.
I chuckled. "Your mother used to say that, too." I said, feeling a wave of emotion. I gave him a hug and said "I'm proud of you, son. And come visit every once in a while, will ya?"
"I'll try, Dad." said Jim. Then I hugged and spoke to Ian, asking him to make a campaign promise to come visit more often, also. Meanwhile, Jim spoke to his son.
"Well, son," Jim said, "I haven't always been there for you like I wanted to. I have always wondered if we made the right decision for you." He and his wife had allowed, or maybe sent, Don to live with his Aunt Carole and attend school in the Town & County for his middle school and high school years.
"It worked out, Dad." Don said. "To be honest, I never saw that much of you when I was growing up living with you. I understood, and Grandma would be very proud of you. We all had to make sacrifices, for the country."
He held up his red crowbar, the crowbar that I had used to defeat the Slender Man in personal combat. "And it worked out well." he said.
"Yeah." said Jim. "And I'm very proud of what you've done. You're the Iron Crowbar now; that's... something special. Carole made the right decision, for once in her life." Father and son chuckled at the joke.
"We've got to go, Don." I called out. After final hugs, my grandson and I boarded the plane, which was luxurious. The pilot, an Air Force Colonel, came back and told me it was an honor to meet me and to fly me home. I thanked him and asked him to give my compliments to his crew and my thanks for their military service.
After we took off, leaving Washington D.C. behind, the stewardess, an attractive Air Force enlisted woman, asked for our drink orders. "Scotch on the rocks." I said, wanting something cold. Don had Cherry Coca-Cola Zero; he never drank alcohol.
And as we flew into the night, I thought about our lives. Jim was driven by wanting to make his mother proud of him, and by his desire to serve our Nation. As a result, I had not seen much of him during his adult life, which made me appreciate going to his ball games and spending time building Legos and train layouts with him. And as a result of his life's work, Jim had missed a lot of time with his son, who now carried the legacy of the Iron Crowbar. I understood Jim's choices, but I knew that when I went to sleep eternally, I'd do so with no regrets...
"And as I hung up the phone it occurred to me
He'd grown up just like me
My boy was just like me...
And the cat's in the cradle and the silver spoon
Little boy blue and the man on the moon
When you comin' home son? I don't know when,
but we'll get together then, dad
You know we'll have a good time then...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue: Decision Points
(Author's note: This is another of those 'bridge' stories that takes care of groundwork and sets up for more stories in the future. Some may find it dry and tedious, and your patience with it is appreciated.)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the roof of the building at the corner of College and Riverside, with City Hall in the background, at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 11th. "Protests erupt at the Town & County Council meeting over the new Charter and a proposed new Police structure!"
Bettina began: "The Council meeting was in front of a packed house, as TCFD Firefighters were joined by teachers as well as residents of the northern County suburbs to protest the proposed changes. When illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood, who many believe stole the Mayoral election from Eldrick X. Weaver last November, attempted to suppress the protesters's voices by preventing them from speaking, many of them began shouting and screaming to disrupt the Council proceedings."
Bettina: "Order was restored when a large number of Police Officers and Sheriff Deputies, under the command of Captain Teresa Croyle, violently acted against their Fire Department colleagues and forcibly removed them from the scene. Fourteen arrests were made. Commander Donald Troy was not at the scene taking responsibility for his Police Department's brutally violent methods on behalf of Mayor Daniel Allgood in suppressing the rights of our Citizens. Once again ducking and shirking his responsibilities, Commander Troy has refused to respond to repeated requests for comment by KXTC."
Bettina: "And we have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling, with some new polling numbers. Karl, how is the Charter polling?"
"Not very well, Bettina." said Karl Frazier, appearing on a split-screen with Bettina. "Voters from the suburban County areas to the north are strongly opposed to the Charter, as only 15% approve of it, while 75% say they will vote against it. And in the southern areas of the County dominated by minority voters, the numbers are also dismal, as only 40% plan to vote for it, while 50% are against it, and 10% undecided. Right now, Bettina, the new Charter looks headed for a huge defeat."
"Thank you, Karl!" Bettina said happily. As the screen came to her fully, she went on: "And in State news, former State Senator Maxine Watts issued a statement that she will not be running for Lieutenant Governor next year, but will run for her old State Senate seat. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Maxine Watts saying "Part of my campaign will be gathering support to impeach the racist Val Jared and remove him from office for his persecution of hardworking undocumented workers!"
Back to Bettina live: "Deeply unpopular Governor Jared's spokeswoman Sarah Honeysuckle issued a statement saying that Maxine Watts was 'unimportant' and her words of 'no value'. Black civic leaders were infuriated, calling the statements 'typically racist hate speech from Jared and Honeysuckle'. They are demanding that Jared resign..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If you had been there, Don," Cindy Ross said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "Bettina would've blamed you for the NEA's paid agitators getting out of control. But since you weren't there, she blames you for... wait for it... not being there to suppress the agitators."
I chuckled. "That's about right." I said.
"Bettina is unimportant." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And her words are of no value." We all chuckled at that.
"Maxine Watts running for State Senate." I quipped. "Commander Troy refuses to respond to repeated requests for comment." More laughter. We were having too much fun with this.
"Bettina was lying about who was arrested, too." said Teresa Croyle, getting serious. "We arrested only two Fire Department employees; the rest either have or have had membership in the NEA. And six of the twelve we arrested were not residents of this County. They're being held for 72 hours, and then we'll see about denying them bail as flight risks."
"Good." I said. "I want to personally introduce myself to them, and have a pleasant few minutes of conversation with them."
"As opposed to a few minutes of pleasant conversation with them." the Sheriff said astutely, realizing the purposeful form of my sentence.
"Why weren't you there, Don?" Cindy asked. "Not that you needed to be, but you usually are."
"I took a night off from it all." I said. "Those demonstrations... and you are right, Cindy, that they were paid NEA agitators... were meant for me. But I was not there, so they were yelling at the wind."
"By the way, Commander," said Teresa Croyle, "do you believe those poll numbers?"
"Not at all." I said. "Notice that Frazier didn't give the percentage margin of error, and that's because it's six or seven percent, not the normal three percent. I do believe the County High School districts are opposed to it in large numbers, but if he's saying minority districts are against it in those numbers, I'd suggest adding that 6% margin, and you get 46-44% for it. And it may be better than that, since I don't think 10% are really undecided."
"Good points, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I happen to have some polling data, which shows that Frazier's numbers are nothing short of 'fake news'. Except for the high-priced housing districts, the Charter is looking pretty good."
"It's still not a done deal, though, Sheriff." I said. "The ads are going to start coming out against it. The Fire Department Captain's Union is sponsoring a media blitz, as is the very wealthy NEA."
"Sheriff," said Chief Moynahan, "the Media is making a very big dealllll about Police Officers arresting Firefighters. What do we need to do about that?"
"I was proud of Captain Croyle last night; she did exactly the right things." said the Sheriff. Teresa looked like the Sheriff had bestowed a medal upon her.
Griswold continued: "I've put out word that Firefighters have the right of free speech, but not to the point of violently disrupting Council meetings, and that arrests could lead to their termination. And Commander Ross, make no statements to the Press about arresting any Firefighters, just refer all inquiries to the Sheriff's Department. Don't fuel the corrupt Media's agenda and their hatred."
"Yes sir." Cindy said.
"And one more thing." Chief Moynahan said. "Not one word about this being the anniversary of the September 11th, 2001 attacks. Have people forgotten so soon?"
I replied: "No sir. But I'm not surprised the America-haters of KXTC didn't say anything. Let's see what Fox Eight says. And I have one question: what happened with the Police structure proposals at the Council meeting?"
Chief Moynahan said "During the public meeting, an amendment to strip out the Fire Department structure issues was approved 7-3, with Colby, Schoen, and J.P. Goldman dissenting. Then they took the Police part into Executive Session, and my presence as well as the Sheriff's was 'requested'.
The Chief continued: "It was pretty heated, and the Mayor really bore down with the protocols. Reginald B.F. Lewis offered to vote for it provided that an amendment to force the dispersal of Detectives to the Precincts was attached. That was defeated, 5-6. Then the Mayor said that he did not want to be the tiebreaking vote for the overall bill, so it had to have a clear majority or he would vote against it."
"Whaa?" I gasped. "What is that about?"
Sheriff Griswold took it up: "I can understand it. If there wasn't going to be a Charter vote at the end of the month, he might've helped force it through, but why commit to that when there's a vote ahead that will tell us what the People think? Anyway, it still looked like Sorrells and Weston might vote with the Republicans to pass it, but Sorrells made a motion to lay it on the table... and it passed, 10-0. So anyone can bring it back up, but it looks like they won't unless and until the Charter passes."
"Good grief." I muttered...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the KFXU studios. "Thank you for joining us on Fox Eight University Sunrise! I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me on this day, the anniversary of the 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, is Meredith Peller. Hello, Meredith."
"Hello Catrina. Hello, everyone." said Meredith. "As we remember those that died in New York, Pennsylvania, and at the Pentagon on September 11th, 2001, it's a busy news day right here in our County. Let's go to Priya Ajmani for more. Priya!"
"Thank you Catrina, thank you Meredith!" said Priya happily. "Good morning, everyone! The Town & County Police and Sheriff's Deputies made fourteen arrests at the Town & County Council meeting last night. Of those fourteen that were arrested, six were not from this County, and Fox Eight News has learned that many of the arrested persons have ties to the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union. The NEA is bitterly opposed to the new Charter proposal, as property taxes for schools will be controlled by the Town & County Assembly as it is now, and not by the new School Board, which is what the NEA has demanded."
Priya: "And after the public meeting, the Council met in Executive Session over Sheriff Griswold's proposals for a new rank structure for the Public Safety Department, which also is included in the Charter proposal. The Council voted to table the proposal, but may take it up again if the Charter passes, which will allow the Public Safety Department to begin implementing its structure early..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If the Charter passes," asked Teresa Croyle as we sat in my office and watched, "won't it go into effect immediately?"
"Yes and no." I said. "This is all assuming it passes... yes, I know, dangerous word... but we set the vote date so that elections for newly created posts can be held on Election Day in November instead of having to have a special election. But most of the new institutions and changes don't kick in until January 1st."
I continued: "The EMS won't come into being until January 1st, though the Sheriff can begin acting to implement it upon the Charter's passage. The new School Board won't be in effect until January 1st. And our new rank structure won't kick in until January 1st, unless and until the Council puts it in place early."
After a moment, I said, "Okay, where are the arrested suspects? I want to talk to them."
"They're here." said Teresa Croyle. "And their arraignment is at 10:00am. Somebody ran to Judge Nance and told him we had them here, and he moved the hearing up."
"I'd better hurry, then." I said...
Part 2 - Groundwork and Gruntwork
8:30am, Wednesday, September 11th. After glancing at the files of the fourteen perps arrested the night before, there were two that I wanted to talk to. They were brought to Interrogations-1 and -2, and handcuffed to the tables, per my instructions. Then I went inside, Detective Parker in tow.
I recognized the guy in I-2: he was one of the thugs that had accosted the Charter Commission at the dinner at Applebee's. (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 04.) I went in.
"Well, well, well." I said to him as Parker and I came up to the table. "Last time I saw you, I said it was up to you if an arrest would be made. Looks like you made your choice."
"I want a lawyer." the man snarled. "I will answer no questions without a lawyer present."
"Okay." I said. We left the room and went into I-1. I did not recognize the man, but he looked like he aspired to be a Union boss one day. Before I could even speak, he just looked up at me and said "Lawyer."
"You'll have plenty of time to get one." I said. "You're not from this Town & County. I'll be asking for no bail." With that, I left, followed by Parker.
As we walked down the hallway towards MCD and my office, I texted Paulina "Go for no bail on the out-of-Towners."
A minute later she texted back "I'm not assigned to it. Walters gave it to Dwayne Gregory. We'll talk later."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, my strategy session with Cindy was interrupted by a call from FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. He asked if I could meet him for lunch at the Cop Bar at 11:30am. I said I'd bring Jerome Davis with me, and Muscone agreed. I called Jerome and made sure he could make it.
"What's that about?" Cindy asked when I hung up.
"I don't know." I said. "I haven't seen Jack or really talked to him for days. Maybe Tanya put him on a diet, and this is the only way he can safely get double cheeseburgers." Cindy burst out laughing at that.
I then asked "I saw you talking with Tim Jenkins at the reservoir ceremony. How are things in Southport?"
"Good." said Cindy, her ice blue eyes lighting up just a little bit. "He and Ted Crenshaw have cleaned out the rotgut infecting the Southport FBI office, and gotten some new people in there. Now they're starting some operations, even looking at Turpin Heights in the State to the south."
I nodded. "That's a lot of Swamp to drain. A lahhhht of Swamp..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Jerome Davis and I came into the back 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar, Jack Muscone was already there. And he had someone with him.
"Karina!" I said as Special Agent Karina White came up to greet me, giving me a hug. I introduced her to Jerome, telling him that Karina had greatly helped us bring Geiger's 'Iscariot' operation to a successful conclusion.
As we sat down, I said "So how are things going with BAFTE, Karina?"
"That's what we're here to talk about." said Jack Muscone, as I noted the twinkle in Karina's eyes as Jack said "Allow me to introduce you to the new FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge for my region."
"Oh wow...." I said, my voice getting lower. "You're transferring to the FBI?"
"Yes." said Karina. "SAC Muscone offered me the opportunity, and it was one I couldn't refuse." That made my eyebrows go up a little bit.
"Yeah, he's seeing it." said Muscone, seeing that I was seeing it. Jerome grinned, also seeing it.
Karina said: "Yes, Jack pulled me out of the BAFTE. He also pulled out a couple of my best guys and sent them to work with Crenshaw and Jenkins in Southport."
"O-kayyy." I said. "And what I'm seeing is that something happened to that special BAFTE team. What happened there?"
"Four hundred years ago..." Jack said. "Yes, Don, that's part of the story. The Swamp Frogs realized what we were doing, and they moved quickly to break up that BAFTE team. I got Karina and the two guys, but most of the others were scattered to the four winds: Seattle, Los Angeles, Atlanta, New York. Some in the BAFTE, but some to other agencies, mostly the DEA."
"Any in Pennsylvania?" I asked.
"Yeah, a couple." said Jack, trying to sound nonchalant. "But that's not important------"
"Embedded in the Swamp Frog hotbeds up there?" I asked. Muscone saw I wasn't going to let it go.
"We really shouldn't talk about it." said Jack.
"Okay." I said "But I hope they have someone watching their backs, especially if the Swamp knows who they are."
"They'll be fine, Don." Jack said. "Anyhoo, and changing the subject, I appreciate you taking up for Tanya and letting that scumbag Reginald B.F. Lewis know what will happen to him when he says things like that to her."
"Absolutely my pleasure to have done that." I said, though a bit moodily. "But speaking of not wanting to talk about something, let's just move on from that. So tell me about your personnel situation in Southport, beyond Karina's buddies."
Jack's eyes cut toward me and Karina gave us a brilliantly lovely grin. "I see what you were saying about him." she said.
"Yep." said Muscone. He then said "Crenshaw and Jenkins are doing very well down there, and the first thing they did was uncover some corruption within the Federal agencies down there. FBI, BAFTE, DEA agents. Seven were found to be compromised, taking bribes from the Mob, mostly Orrin B. Taggart's organization. They were fired."
 "The result of that," continued Muscone, "is that Crenshaw wants to set up a rotation of Agents between Southport and other places, to try to keep the Mob from recruiting Agents. If the bad guys try to get to someone, he or she can be move along to another location. Harder to find out who they are in order to threaten them, too."
"The problem with that," said Karina, "is that we just don't have that many people to rotate. Heck, I'm trying to build a team myself."
"And I'm not sure I like the idea of rotating people." said Muscone. "Doesn't allow for building camaraderie. Flip side of that, Team Lazarus might've stayed together too long. What do you think, Lieutenant Davis?"
"The logistics of rotating Federal Agents is something I would not want to have to figure out, sir." said Jerome. "Maybe something like the military does... moves after three or four years in one location." We all nodded.
"So tell me, Jack, Karina." I said. "The jury tampering in the Blassingame case. What's going on with that?"
"That was the first thing Jack handed me when I walked in the door." said Karina. "I've been working with Lindy Linares of SAC Cardigan's cyber group and Melina Allgood, the Supervisory Agent here. SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell has been helpful, but she's swamped. So who in the TCPD can I work with?"
I looked over at Lt. Davis, who said "The Data Guyz and Lt. Mary Milton were working on that one, sir."
"I'll speak with Captain Perlman." I told Karina. "I'll get her to assign someone as your POC on that." POC meant 'point of contact', and everyone at the table understood.
"Thank you." said Karina. "We've got the the people at the Hotel that controlled the systems, but they didn't know anything of value. They were just paid to rig the system and show the videos. If we're going to get David Rovers and Andrew Parsons, I'm going to have to find more. A lot more."
I nodded. "And even then, it'll be tough. You may have to go through the Office of Professional Responsibility (OPR), and there are probably Swamp Frogs in there, too, protecting the bad guys."
Muscone said "We'll worry about that when the time comes, so don't worry about it. But speaking of the Blassingame case, he's starting to marshal his forces against the Government, now that there's no hope left to save his son via a plea deal. And ditto that for U.S. Senator Samuel Russell."
"They didn't have to let him go back to Washington, did they?" I asked.
"Nope." said Muscone. "There's now a fight over the language of that clause about not hindering them from going to their Congressional duties. They may say the murder and rape charges are enough to retain him. I also had word out of Washington that the Senate may move to expel him if he doesn't resign. But I think all that is just talk. If they did that, he would turn whistleblower, and he could blow up the Establishment like nobody's business."
"Is he being guarded?" I asked. "His life is in extreme danger, you know."
"City Police and State Troopers, the anti-riot guys, are on guard duty at the Cannon Building." said Muscone. "He ain't goin' nowhere."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Wednesday, September 11th. Paulina Patterson came to my office, looking tired. I had her sit down and I poured her some coffee.
"Thanks." she said as she took the mug and gratefully drank from it.
"I take it things did not go well in Court?" I said once I'd settled into my chair.
"No." Paulina said. "Folsom gave it to Nance. We have tried and tried to get Folsom to not give cases like these to Nance, but he just doesn't get it that Nance is activist and absolutely hostile to a reasonable and fair application of the law."
"Or he doesn't want to get it." I said, meaning Folsom.
"No, I really believe he's ignorant." said Paulina. "He blindly thinks that all judges are honest and fair. You remember Judge J.B. Stone?"
"Oh yes." I said. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', Ch. 01, among other places.)
"Folsom never understood that Stone was stone-cold dirty as well as a racist." Paulina said. "He was shocked when Stone was forced to go to Coltrane County."
"Folsom is politically attuned himself." I said. "Tries to play all sides. So what happened today?"
"Gregory tried." Paulina said. "I'll give him credit; he really tried. But he doesn't understand that when we deal with Judge Harry Nance, we have to go through certain motions, such as asking for another judge, and we have to set up grounds for appeals, so that we can do that and get better, or at least more fair, rulings from Folsom. Gregory didn't do that."
"Nance let them all go?" I asked.
"He took particular delight in letting those that were from out-of-Town go, and on their own recognizance." Paulina said. "He also gave the other ones that we think are NEA-hired no bail; he just released them on recognizance. The Firefighters had representation paid for by their Union, but their lawyer made a huge mistake: he made a Motion to Sever. Nance granted it, then slammed the Firefighters with half a million dollars bail each."
I was stunned. "Wowwwww." I said. "Why did he do that?"
"I was hoping you could tell me." Paulina said. "And Gregory really did fuck up there; he should've objected and said the bail was excessive... which it was, especially if Nance is giving out-of-Town thugs no bail at all."
"Well..." I said, putting that into its compartment of the mind for the moment, "c'est la vie, c'est la guerre on that. So what else is there?"
"How do you always know that there's a 'something else'?" she asked with a knowing smile. I just raised my eyebrows a couple of times.
"Yes, there's something else." said Paulina. "You already know that Miriam Walters has been working on her own restructuring of the D.A.'s Office. She's put out the word that they're hiring Investigators. She called Geiger and he turned her down. Walters has also been rearranging the deck chairs, and wants to have DDAs supervised by ADAs."
"Yes." I said. "And she wants to elevate her crony Savannah Fineman by having her as an ADA over you by demoting you to DDA. But if she does that, Franklin will play the race card if you don't do it yourself."
"Exactly." Paulina said. "Franklin Washington told me this morning that he's gotten word that Walters has been having meetings with outside legal counsel... attorneys experienced in civil rights cases, particularly on the side of Government or those being sued for racial discrimination. And I don't have to be the Iron Crowbar to see what that means."
"You think she's getting advice on the legal ramifications of demoting you, and dealing with your legal reaction if and when you sue her for racial discrimination?" I asked.
"Yes." said Paulina. "That is exactly what I thought when I first heard it, and Franklin thought the same thing when he heard it."
"Make that three of us." I said. "Of course, if she goes through with it, you could use it against her, saying she knew she was acting in a racist manner by consulting with lawyers over it."
"I don't want it to get to that point." said Paulina. "And I don't want to play the race card. I don't want Tasha to think that's the answer to every obstacle in life she's going to face."
"Yeah, I agree with you on that point." I said. After a moment of contemplation, I said: "I can't believe Walters is acting so stupidly. If she really wants to help Fineman beat Ted Mason for the Solicitor post, she should have Savannah be the DDA and successfully prosecute our cases while you make like Bowser and just sit there and supervise."
Paulina giggled at the Bowser reference, and I continued: "Instead, she... no, I just don't understand it... unless it really is racism that is Walters's motive..."
*KNOCK* *KNOCK* *KNOCK* *KNOCK*
The knock on my door was followed by the door cracking open and Cindy poking her head into my office. "Sorry to interrupt." she said. "The Sheriff has called for an 'all hands on deck' meeting at 2:30pm at City Hall. Everyone in the Public Service Department with oak leaf clusters or higher on his or her shoulders is required to be in attendance..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm. The Police contingent of Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Ross, and myself arrived in the conference room around the corner from the private Council Chamber. I swept for bugs as the others came in: Fire Chief Quinlin, Assistant Fire Chief Davies, Fire Marshal Singer, Battalion Chiefs Tucker and Carlson, Public Health Officer Beth Paige, and Assistant PHOs Stella Waters and Rohit Gupta. Last but not least came in Sheriff Griswold, Chief of Staff Oswald, and Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey.
Three long tables, seating five people each, were arranged in a triangle formation. The Sheriff would be at the center of the 'head' table, flanked by his Deputies, then the Fire and Police Chiefs at the ends. Cindy and I sat on the left side (the Sheriff would look right to see us), along with the Public Health officials, and the five Fire Department officers were at the third table.
"Take your seats, please." growled Griswold, prompting us all to sit down. "The purpose of this meeting is to make my expectations clear regarding the conduct of the Public Safety Department's personnel regarding certain issues. This stems from last night's arrest of two Firefighters at the public Council meeting for unlawful disruptions of the meeting. Their conduct was unprofessional, and an embarrassment to the Public Safety Department."
Griswold: "Furthermore, there have been public comments made about the Charter Commission's proposal for a new Charter as well as my own proposals for the Public Safety Department. I want to make sure I am clear on the rules and my expectations on that, as well."
Griswold: "First of all, Commander Troy is the Charter Commission Chairman. He has been good about being in civilian attire when attending meetings and speaking of the Charter as the Commission's Chairman, and I expect him to continue to do that. In the capacity of Commission Chairman, I fully expect he's going to discuss it publicly, so most of my comments here don't apply to you, Don."
Griswold: "Having said that, every one of you and every one of your subordinates in the Public Safety Department have your rights to peaceably assemble and of free speech... in a professional manner. If you are opposed to aspects of the Charter, it is your right to be opposed... in a professional manner. If you are going to speak publicly about it, be sure to do so in civilian attire and... in a professional manner."
Griswold: "Actions not in accordance with the law and professional decorum are not acceptable. If members of the Public Safety Department break the law, not only can they be arrested, but they can and likely will be be terminated. I will not tolerate further embarrassment of the kind we had last night."
Griswold: "It is my job as Sheriff to run the Public Safety Department, which includes proposals for the efficient running of the various Departments within it. You and your subordinates may not like my proposals, but there is a point where a line is crossed and it becomes insubordinate to publicly oppose those proposals. If you don't like it, you are free to signify so by raising your hand and saying 'I resign.'. That resignation will be accepted, and then you can go whine about it to the Press all you want."
Griswold: "Last but not least, threats of a strike simply because individuals don't like certain aspects of the proposed Charter are not acceptable. I consider a threat to strike that is not coming from a Union official to be direct insubordination, requiring action in response. The Fire Department persecuted the hell out of the former EMS for going on strike, reminding us that it was illegal, and demanding the EMTs be fired... and they were. But now it's come full circle... if the Fire Department goes on strike over opposition to something the People have voted to institute in the new Charter, that strike will be illegal, and I will be accepting resignations and/or terminating those going on strike."
The Sheriff looked at all of our faces, then said "If there are any questions, now is the time. Once we leave this meeting, you will be expected to hold your peace."
Fire Chief Quinlin said "For the sake of clarification, are you forbidding me from campaigning against the Charter with the full intent to have it defeated so that there is no new EMS?"
"You may campaign all you like," replied the Sheriff, "as long as you are doing so as an individual, as a Citizen, and not in uniform or any clothing showing you're part of the Fire Department."
"I believe that is wrong." said Quinlin. "I believe I have every right to publicly voice my opposition to the EMS as the Fire Chief, and in uniform."
"I totally agree with Chief Quinlin." said Battalion Chief Tucker. "The People have the right to know that we're opposing those provisions of the Charter as the Fire Department Officers we are."
"I don't agree." said Assistant Chief Davies. "Campaigning as a high-ranking Fire Department Officer can be construed as intimidating subordinates to vote your way. I'll say right now that not all, or even a majority, of the Fire Department rank-and-file are as strenuously opposed to the EMS proposals. And the majority are very much in favor of the Battalion Chief position being brought into line with the Superintendents. The Fire Department Captain Union might say one thing, but that does not mean the rank-and-file Fire Department Union is in agreement."
Quinlin and Tucker were looking hatefully at Davies. Davies and Zoe Singer were scowling at the Fire Chief in return.
"Sheriff," said Beth Paige, the PHO, "I want to point out that there is a distinction between campaigning for or against the Charter, and opposing your proposals to the Council, which might pass regardless of the Charter."
"I don't agree." growled Griswold. "If Quinlin is speaking in uniform publicly or on television, it could be incorrectly construed that he is speaking for the entire Fire Department... and I happen to know and also to agree with Chief Davies that that's not the case. And I'll give the example again: Commander Troy wears civilian attire and makes sure to say he is speaking as Charter Commission Chairman and not as a Police Officer or on behalf of the entire Police Force when he discusses the Charter. That is the example I want followed. Am I clear?"
There was a general nodding of heads, though Quinlin, Tucker, and Carlson looked like they were in anything but agreement. "Anything else?" asked the Sheriff.
"I have a question for Commander Troy." said Fire Chief Quinlin. Looking at me, he angrily said "I want to know why you had my Firefighters arrested and booked, instead of showing some professional courtesy and letting them go once you took them out of there."
"Er... because they broke the law, maybe?" I replied. Some people chuckled; others made their hatred clear on the faces. I continued: "I wasn't there, but I fully support my Captain of Operations and my Police Officers, who acted properly and professionally, and did not discriminate in making arrests of the troublemaking disruptors." Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Fire Marshal Zoe Singer grin at that.
"You were wrong." said the Fire Chief. "You were wrong to do that. Those weren't environmentalist activists, they were Firefighters-------"
"Again, Chief, I support my Police Officers. They took the correct action." I said, staring daggers at the Fire Chief.
"Don't interrupt me again, you insubordinate little shit------" Quinlin erupted. Cindy's hand on my shoulder prevented me from getting up. But the Police Chief was already standing up.
"You don't outrank me, Quinlin." Chief Moynahan thundered. "And you may consider the Commander's words to be mine. I fully support my Captain of Operations and my Officers, as well. They did the correct thing to arrest and fully book your unprofessional Firefighters..." Battalion Chief Tucker stood up, and it looked like he was going to attack Chief Moynahan.
*tap tap tap tap tap tap tap*
The sound of a red crowbar tapping against the edge of the table began filling the room. I did not even need to stand up nor look up at anyone. Everyone sat back down.
Sheriff Griswold growled "I've made my expectations clear. I expect you and your subordinates to act professionally in all of your actions, but especially on these issues. That's all I have." With that, he and his Deputies got up to leave. We all stood up, as well, but stayed at our places until they were out of the room.
"Hey, you!" Chief Quinlin snarled, coming after me. Battalion Chief Tucker was also coming around the table very fast to confront me. I handed Cindy my crowbar (to make it fair) and turned to confront Quinlin.
"My firefighters are in jail because of you." snarled Quinlin as he drew up to me. "I won't be forgetting that. You better watch your back, Troy."
"I always do." I said.
"And you better watch your mouth with me, Commander." snarled Quinlin pointing his finger in my face, with Tucker right next to him. A 'disturbance' was imminent.
"You better get your finger out of my face, or I'll break it off." I warned. "And the thing about pulling rank? You better be able to back it up. And you and your little shit-eating poodle here... y'all ain't got what it takes."
Everyone stood watching, breathlessly wondering what was going to happen. Finally, Battalion Chief Carlson stepped in. "Come on, Chief." he said. Taking the opportunity to extricate himself from something very ugly happening to him, Chief Quinlin allowed himself to be led away.
"Get out of here, Tucker." said Assistant Fire Chief Davies. "You can't handle the Iron Crowbar."
"And you can?" growled Tucker, about to turn and confront Davies.
"I don't have to." said Davies. "I only have to handle you. Whenever you're ready, bring it on." Tucker made his wisest move of the day. He went for the door and exited the room. 
"Let me know if they give you any crap." I said to Davies. "It's getting ugly now."
As Cindy and I left, she handed me my red crowbar back and said "See what you get for missing Council meetings?"
"The party never stops..." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm, Wednesday, September 11th. Cindy, Teresa, Paulina, and I were sitting on the outside deck of the Cop Bar, having beef nachos and Cherry Coke Zero.
"Nice having a Wednesday night with no Charter meetings." I said. "It was fun while it lasted, but I'm glad it's done."
"You guys did a great job with that, pass or fail." said Paulina. She turned to Cindy and Teresa and asked "Do you guys think it'll pass?"
"Yes." said Teresa. "And that's not just kissing up to the boss, either." We chuckled at that. Then Teresa said "I have a question: if I'm going to be 'Commander of Operations', what does that make you, Don?"
I said "My position is and will continue to be 'Police Commander', but it can also be considered to be 'Chief of Operations' vs. you being 'Commander of Operations', while Cindy's is 'Executive Officer'."
Cindy took it up: "A lot of larger Police Departments have both Assistant Chiefs and Deputy Chiefs, with the Assistant Chiefs above the Deputy Chiefs. When the Sheriff and I wrote up the first draft proposals, we had the Chiefs with three stars, then the Assistant Chiefs with two stars, and the Deputy Chiefs having one star. Don would've been Assistant Police Chief with two stars, while I would've had one."
I said "And I nixed that for three reasons: first, it didn't translate well over all the divisions of the Public Safety Department, particularly with regard to the Fire Marshal; second, what we have now works well, and I don't need to outrank Cindy; and third... well, I like being called 'Commander'."
The women chuckled at that. "Ah, the secret is out." said Teresa with as much of a grin as we were going to get from her. "So, Cindy, do you think it'll pass?"
Cindy said "I think it'll pass, but it might be close. It'll depend on the turnout in the minority districts------"
"Mind if I join you guys?"
The voice belonged Assistant Fire Chief Davies. He'd just come up from the outside ramp.
"Sure!" I said. "Have a seat. You know everyone here. And ranks are off at our parties here."
Davies said he did know everyone, then said "I almost wish something had happened in that meeting. I'm just itching to beat the crap out of Tucker."
Cindy said "I think Don was going to annihilate him and then turn his attention to Chief Quinlin. Those guys truly are lucky that nothing happened."
"Yes they are." I said. "But it won't be long before Tucker and Carlson are no longer in the same rank category as you and we are. Not that Tucker matters anyway."
"That guy was an ass to me all the time while I was a Superintendent." said Davies. "If you think Quinlin was pulling rank today, he was nothing compared to Tucker. Then when I got promoted to Assistant Fire Chief over him, he acted all friendly-like... until I reminded him I still held grudges against him and was just looking to take him down. And now he's really, really bitter about the rank structure changes."
"Tough shit." I said. "But watch your back around Chief Quinlin. I've got the Sheriff, the Police Chief, and the Power of the Green Crowbar behind my back. I know you can handle yourself, but watch out for that guy."
"I hear ya." said Davies. "I don't know how Fire Marshal Singer does it, but she's pushed back against him for years. But what gets me is... well, when all that crap with the EMS came down, he never really came out against them like a lot of others did. But now... he's bitterly opposed to a new EMS. And he's definitely telling the Fire Department that they'd better toe the line and oppose the new EMS, as well. A lot of our newer guys don't care about that, but when he's openly telling them their careers depend on supporting him against the EMS, it's a bad thing."
"Yeah," said Cindy, "I don't get Chief Quinlin's attitude about it, either. Whassup wit' dat, Don?"
I said "My first instinct is to say 'money'. I think as long as the old EMS was gone, he was okay with the status quo. Maybe he thought he'd eventually get a Fire Rescue unit over time. But when the Sheriff proposed the new EMS, and one totally independent of the Fire Department... yeah, he didn't take too well to that. Not sure why, but his true colors came out on it."
Teresa said "You better get ready to become Fire Chief, Chief Davies. The writing is on the wall for Chief Quinlin if he doesn't get his head out of his ass."
"His head nearly got shoved into his ass today." Cindy said. "Iron Crowbar don't play."
"Neither do the Green Crowbar." I replied.
"Yeah." said Davies. "I'll tell you guys this in confidence: the Sheriff has already met with me, twice. We'll see what happens after the Charter vote------"



He stopped speaking because I had stood up. I was watching out over the parking lot, and had not failed to notice someone in a blue Camry watching us. When they saw that I'd seen them, the car pulled out into the traffic of the street... but not before I got a car tag number.
"QTC 106" I said into my Police iPhone's app. The tag quickly came back. "Hmmm, Harmon Beck. Schoolteacher. Longtime and big-time NEA Union member..."
"And keeping tabs on us." the Green Crowbar said.
"Somebody's about to get an ass whipping." said the Iron Wolf...
Part 3 - The Art of Discipline
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, September 13th, from near the Fire Department Headquarters and Range. "The Public Safety Department has erupted into chaos as opposition to the new Charter plan grows!"
Bettina began: "Judge Harry Nance reduced the bail of two Firefighters arrested during disruptive demonstrations at Tuesday's Town & County Council meeting to $10,000 each, after the Firefighters Union filed an emergency appeal over what they deemed excessive bail of half a million dollars. Commander Donald Troy was not at the Council meeting, and a large contingent of Police, led by Captain Teresa Croyle, who has beat up persons in her custody before, used paramilitary tactics many experts consider to be excessive to arrest the largely peaceful demonstrators."
Bettina: "We have with us Fire Chief Quinlin and Battalion Chief Tucker, who are strongly opposed to the Charter proposals." The two men appeared with Bettina as the camera panned out, both of them in their Fire Department Duty Dress uniforms "Gentlemen, what are the problems with the Charter proposals?"
"Pure and simple, Bettina," said Chief Quinlin, "they create danger for the Citizens of the Town & County. The proposed new EMTs not being a part of the experienced efficiency of the Fire Department will cost lives. We absolutely do not need an EMS that is not under the full control of the Fire Department, and I am speaking on behalf of the Town & County Fire Department in saying this."
Bettina turned to Tucker, who said "The new rank structure sows confusion for our firefighters responding to emergencies. Our firefighters don't know who is in charge at the scene and at the fire stations. And it was just a pure power grab on Police Commander Donald Troy's part in writing the Charter to diminish the ranks of the Fire Department relative to the Police Department."
"Thank you both, gentlemen." said Bettina. "It doesn't look like the Fire Department supports the new Charter at all, which is just another failure on Police Commander Donald Troy's part. And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder, with a report on important civil rights issues. Lester!"
"That's right,, Bettina!" said Lester Holder from an 'undisclosed location' that was the backyard of KXTC studios. "Channel Two News has confirmed that the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Justice Department is preparing to indict Town & County Mayor Daniel Allgood for racist actions against blacks, including the suppression of their rights and voices on the Council. The indictments could come as early as next week. The Civil Rights Division is acting in retaliatory response to Mayor Allgood's total lack of cooperation with their investigation of him."
Penis Holder: "And State House Representatives are suspending their investigations into the allegations that deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared violated the rights of persecuted undocumented workers by having SBI-IDE Agents arrest and turn over the undocumented workers to the Federal ICE Bureau, and separating children from their parents as part of the process. The State House Legislators say they are being stonewalled by the racist Jared Regime, but will take the matter up when the Legislature meets again in January, and they can issue subpoenas to appear at their Committee hearings. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Lester, for that information that people need to know." said Bettina. "And now let's go to Sports with Jeff Hull. Jeff!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull. "The Bulldogs face State U. in a tough Conference game, while the Wildcats will host Protestant, also a Conference contest. Wildcats tailback Clarence Appletree could add to his impressive rushing statistics and garner further Heisman consideration with a big day against the Protestant defense..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drank coffee in silence in the Chief's Conference Room, wondering what Our Sheriff was going to do about the blatant Fire Department insubordination. After a moment, he got up and said "If you'll excuse me, I have work to do. Commander Ross, I will need to borrow Lt. Myron Milton for a few moments."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. She made a text as Sheriff Griswold left the room.
"What do you think he's going to do?" asked Teresa quietly.
"I'll tell you, but it stays in this room." said Chief Moynahan. "The Sheriff is going to quietly build his case until after the Charter vote on September 24th. And the day after, he is going to bring up Chief Quinlin on charges, and have him fired. No pension, no compensation."
"He's not going to relieve him now, sir?" Tanya asked, somewhat incredulously.
"Noooo." drawled the Chief. "The Press will raise hell in a coordinated attack if he does, which the Sheriff sees is the real issue here. If the Sheriff acts, Quinlin will grieve it to the Union, raising issues of Free Speech and suppression of it, as well as bring negative publicity over the EMS isssssue. Quinlin may even be banking on the Press drama and the chaos to help defeat the Charter proposals, which is his true lodestone."
"What if they go after Davies?" I asked. "Which is what I think is going to happen."
"I don't knowwwww." drawled the Chief.
"That would give the Sheriff an excuse to fire Chief Quinlin," said Teresa, "without it being about the EMS."
"I'm not so much worried about Quinlin going after Davies." I replied. "Fire Marshal Singer would take that right up to the I.G. I'm worried about what the Union will try to do to Davies."
"I know it's an internecine battle." said Tanya. "But would the Fire Department Captain's Union really go after Davies like that?"
"Ohhhhh, I get it." said Cindy, with tremendous insight. "Don doesn't mean the Fire Department Union... he means the NEA, the powerful Teachers Union!"
"Somebody give that woman a crowbar!" I exclaimed happily. "Oh.. she already has one. Never mind..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrr*
Captain of Detectives Tanya Perlman drove into my office at 9:00am. "Sir," she said, "You wanted me to assign a liaison to FBI ASAC Karina White regarding the Blassingame jury tampering case?"
"Yes." I said. "Who do you recommend?"
"It's egregious enough to be an MCD case." Tanya said. "My first thought is Joanne Warner, who has the clearance and the FBI Consultant credentials to work with the FBI on it. And she's pregnant, so this is something she can largely do while sitting at her desk."
"Not Sonali or Lainie?" I asked.
"Well..." Tanya said, then started in: "They're support. Until we get an Intelligence Division, if we get one, they're there to help the Detectives."
"True." I said. "And I agree with you about Joanne. Tell Lt. Davis to assign it to her."
"Yes sir." Tanya said. "And... can I ask you one more thing, sir?"
"Yes, of course." I said.
"This business about Councilman Lewis wanting to disperse the Detectives to Precincts." Tanya said. "Is he really going after us on that? And is he still trying to force us to have three precincts, or has he given up on that for now?"
"I like it that you said 'for now'." I replied with a wan smile. "Because I think that's the case. But yes, he's switched gears, and is now pushing hard to disperse the Detectives. I think that's aimed squarely at me."
"Is there a realistic chance of it happening?" Tanya asked.
"Dispersing the Detectives? No." I said. "The Sheriff has already stated that it's his pervue on how to deploy his Police and Fire assets, and that the Council does not have the power to usurp it. And the new Charter reinforces that. It is good to be the Charter Commission Chairman."
"And precincts?" Tanya asked, perhaps as a 'gotcha' question.
"We studied that during the Charter-writing process." I said. "And let me put it this way: you see a TCPD cruiser on the road. What precinct is it from?"
"Uh..." Tanya said, then caught on. "You can't tell. We don't mark them that way."
"Exactly." I said. "The point being that we can have a Precinct Station, and we can patrols based out of those physical locations... but we can have Patrols driving around anywhere."
"So why does Lewis keep pushing so hard for more precincts?" asked Tanya. "And especially dispersing Detectives to them?"
"You were asking him that when he made that gender slur to you." I said. "And he knows he can't legitimately answer it, and he won't say his real reasons out loud... which are to harm the Police Force, demoralize our Officers, and thus weaken our ability to enforce the law."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Friday the 13th of September. I met Jack at the Cop Bar. As usual, he had the Double Cheeseburger Plate, and I had the Double Breakfast Burger (bacon and fried egg added) Plate.
As we ate, Muscone said "This thing with Allgood is serious. They tried to get a warrant to arrest him. They were going to bring in stormtroopers to batter down his door at 5:00am, with KXTC and KSB there to film the perp walk, and a bunch of blacks there to chant 'lock him up, lock him up'."
"I wonder how many Melina would've killed if they'd tried that." I said. "The stormtroopers, I mean.
"A lot, but they would've just murdered them both.. and their children." said Muscone. "What saved them was that Judge K.M. Landis rejected the warrant request, saying there was insufficient evidence to make an arrest. He also said that it was rightfully a civil complaint, and all they could do was subpoena him, not arrest him."
"They didn't go to Taney for the warrant?" I asked.
"No, they shot their wad on that when they tried using her to get Peter Blassingame out of prison. She was told by Landis and other superiors... maybe even a U.S. Supreme Court Justice... to be very careful about 'going out of turn' on things like that. Thankfully, Landis is an honest judge and doesn't brook much of the Swamp's shit."
"Does Melina know about this?" I asked.
"Yes." said Muscone. "She's the one that got wind of it and had Mike Todd intervene to Judge Landis. And Mike Todd and Cy Hart are on retainer from the legal defense fund that was set up for Daniel. The US DOJ has a fight on their hands if they pursue this."
"Is Jocelyn Moran pushing this?" I asked, remembering her earlier attacks upon the Mayor. (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions')
"Maybe from Washington." Muscone said. "And that reminds me: our FBI investigation of her was stopped. Just stopped cold. And when Senator Bill Nunn inquired as to why it was stopped, he was told to, and I quote, 'fuck off'. Yes, they told a U.S. Senator to fuck off, and other Senators, both Democrat and Establishment Republican, backed the DOJ up and told Nunn to back off or he'd end up dead in a garbage dumpster."
"Wow." I said.
"Fortunately, Nunn isn't married nor has kids." said Muscone. "They forced U.S. Congressman Gowron to announce he wasn't running for his seat again, by threatening his family, but that hasn't worked on Nunn so far. Still, the fact they're threatening his life shows how far they're willing to go to protect Moran."
"Wow." I said. "And they're turning all that Federal power on Mayor Allgood? Just for not allowing his rightful win as Mayor to be stolen from him?"
"Well," said Muscone, "I think we all know there's a lot more to it. But their first two salvos have been stopped, and they have a very dangerous enemy in the Mayor's wife. By the way, if the Mayor were to vacate his office via resignation, removal, or, perish forbid, death, who replaces him?"
"No one, as of right now." I said. "The senior Council Member would run the Council meetings, but it would be just the ten people. They'd have to agree, or at least have a majority vote, to call a special election, but there is no requirement to call one. The new Charter will have the Inspector General, then the Sheriff, be the Acting Mayor. And the Council will be required to call a special election if the vacancy occurs four months or more before the next normal election day of the Mayor position."
"So if no one is Mayor," said Muscone, "the Council is hamstrung."
"When they're evenly divided like they are now, yes." I said. "But it's pretty fluid... Weston and Sorrells don't always vote in jackbooted lockstep with Carnes, Lewis, and Adams. And the Council Republicans are normally pretty tight, but every so often one or more of them peel off from the expected norm."
Muscone thought about it as he finished off his double cheeseburger. Then he said "All that Federal power directed at one local Mayor. I just don't get it. There's got to be more to it. The only thing I can see is that they're trying to get rid of you, by altering the balance of power on the Council. If Eldrick X. Weaver had won the election, or if Allgood is removed and replaced, then they could vote to terminate you."
"Well," I said, "first of all, both the old and new Charters say that Medal of Valor recipients have the right to retire with at least half-pay as pension, and nothing can take that away, not even conviction of felony crimes. So I would always have the right to retire. And if they do want to force that retirement, it would be a tough slog: they'd have to prove a crime or malfeasance, then get past the Union grievances and my lawsuits."
I continued: "And it would be no guarantee they'd remove me, anyway. If Weaver had won last November, I'm not sure at all that the 5-5 balance the Council has now would be that way. Weston and even Sorrells are not the militantly far-left Democrats that Lewis and Adams are. And Carnes is just a hate-filled bitch, but she's also white and represents the wealthiest districts in the County. Look at her reaction to the School Board revenue distribution plan: she's bitterly opposed to it while Lewis and Adams are for it. And if Weaver were Mayor and was trying to push policies to favor blacks? Noooo guarantees he would have Carnes's support at all."
"Hmm, interesting." said Muscone. "So why the DOJ hatred for Allgood? What are your ideas?"
I said "As near as I can figure, it's because he won and dared to defy those who tried to steal the election from him. They hate him immeasurably for it, and they hate the people that voted for him just as badly. They hate me for daring to arrest and prosecute the woman that tried to steal the election on Weaver's behalf. They hate Rodney K. Watts for ruling in Allgood's favor; they especially hate him as an 'Uncle Tom' and a 'tool of The Man'.
"What it boils down to," I finished, "is that they want to teach all of us an unforgettable lesson that standing in their way will cause us to be crushed with as much power as they can bring to bear against us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I don't know what I liked less: all the Bulldog Blue flying about as people came in for the next day's game... or the nearly offensive shade of purple exhibited by the visiting State U. Purple Hawks fans. State U. was the Wildcats's in-State archrival. And since many Bulldogs fans regarded the Wildcats as more of an enemy than State Tech, giving the schools a common enemy in the Wildcats, this was almost a 'friendly' rivalry game.
So rather than go to the extremely crowded Cop Bar, I hosted a party at The Cabin. The Usual Suspects were there, and their various parents were, as well. Daniel and Melina brought Daniel and Patricia. Daniel loved getting to play with his brother Douglass and his cousins and 'steps', and Patricia, Tasha, Carole, and Marie were having fun doing their things, including petting Bowser and Buddy. I strongly suspected Patricia would be asking her parents for a dog in the near future.
Todd, Cindy, and Daniel were talking Bulldogs football in the front room, which included making the most disparaging of comments about the Wildcats. The Wildcats at the party (Melina and myself) plotted retribution for after the October 26th Wildcat victory over the Bulldogs (so we hoped).
As the sun set, Sheriff Griswold, Mayor Allgood, and I went out onto the back deck, where I'd started a fire in the fire pot. I sat in my usual place, and the Sheriff sat in the chair to my left, and Daniel in the chair by the table to my right. I'd poured Scotch for me and bourbons for Griswold and Daniel.
"So what did you do about Fire Chief Quinlin, Sheriff?" asked Daniel.
"Nothing... yet." Griswold growled. "I'm just giving him rope to hang himself with, and he's fashioning the noose as we speak."
Daniel asked "Do you guys think the whole Fire Department is against the new Charter?"
"No. I said. "They've hired a lot of new guys since the EMS was dissolved. Those new guys don't really care about it. But the ones that still do are the older ones, the ones in the leadership positions. So I don't think you'll see a massive vote against the Charter by the TCFD, but the aftermath might get... ugly."
"Don't worry about that, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "I've got people making their lists and checking them twice." I nodded.
"There's something else I want to talk to both of you about." said Daniel Allgood. "Now don't get me wrong; I intend to fight the US DOJ like hell and to the last ditch. And I have no problem putting Lewis and Carnes in their places when they call me an illegitimate Mayor. That's not just an insult to me, but to every Voter who voted for me."
"But I have to admit," continued the Mayor, "it's exhausting. And it's no fun, at all. It's affecting J.P. Goldman's health beyond that ipecac attack on him," (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 02.) "And Mr. Goldman, who is one of the nicest men I've ever met, is now as hate-filled as Kelly Carnes, and won't compromise an inch with her, Lewis, and Adams anymore. And for that matter, no one is compromising on anything. I think Susan Weston and Sheila Sorrells are pretty pragmatic, but with Mr. Goldman, Ian McGhillie, and Edward Steele not meeting them halfway, they don't have any choice but to side with the hardcore Haters, Carnes, Lewis, and Adams."
"You're not going to quit, are you?" growled the Sheriff, and his voice connoted how disappointed, and more, he would be if Allgood gave up the fight.
"No, Sheriff." said Daniel. "I'll finish out my term. But I may not run again. I'm not saying that for sure, just letting you both know that I'm thinking about it, and Melina and I are talking about it."
"Well, consider this as you think about it." I said. "Kelly Carnes is under indictment for money laundering and campaign finance law violations. Reginald B.F. Lewis didn't announce he won't run again as I expected him to, but he may just be waiting until after the Charter vote. And I'll say it out loud that I intend to be working behind the scenes to get Lewis or his replacement, Carnes or her replacement, and Malinda Adams defeated and off the Council at the next Election. Once they're gone, it should be a lot simpler for you... and a lot more fun."
"Let's see what happens," said Allgood, "and I'll let you know what I'm going to do. I still have time to decide. Okay, I better get back inside before Carole recruits Patricia to the Wildcat side."
"Too late." I said. "But Carole thinks Dan will be a Bulldog, so you're good there."



We all got up and shook hands, and Daniel went inside. The Sheriff and I sat back down, and I poured another round for each of us.
"I don't want him quitting on us now," growled Griswold, "but I don't blame him for not wanting to run again. They have put him through no end of hell, and it's just the beginning. I've gotten word from my sources that the US DOJ is seriously going to go after him with everything they can muster."
"Yes sir." I said. "Mike Todd and Cy Hart have been prepping hard for it."
"So who are you going to have run for Mayor in his place?" growled the Sheriff.
"What makes you think I'm going to be the one to get someone to run?" I asked with a grin.
The Sheriff just peered at me, then said "Crowbar... I am not an Agency of the Weak Minded." I began laughing and could not stop...
Part 4 - Ratcheting Up The Heat
On Saturday September 14th, the Bulldogs achieved an upset overtime win over the State U. Purple Hawks, 27-24. The hopes of the entire Bulldogs Nation soared, and the anticipation of the Wildcats game reached an 'unhealthy' (for me) level.
What the Wildcats did to Protestant was not very nice. Clarence Appletree had 335 yards at the end of the third quarter, and was pulled. Jamaal Washington had six catches for three hundred yards. His 'yards after catch' nearly set a record. The Wildcats were playing Freshman walk-ons most of the second half, and still won 76-0. The Wildcat Band played Seventy-six Trombones.
Now, Sunday, September 15th, the boys, Edward Steele, and I were watching an NFL football game. The Atlanta Falcons scored with a minute left to take a one point lead over the Kansas City Chiefs. Rather than kick the extra point or just down the ball, the Falcons coaches went for two, ostensibly to make it a 3-point game. This is what the 'consensus opinion' says... but these were the Atlanta Falcons.
Instead of running the ball, they passed. The Kansas City safety intercepted and ran the ball back the length of the field for two points, giving the Chiefs the one-point lead, which they converted into the win. Yet another humiliation for the Atlanta Falcons. (Author's note: that really did happen.)
"Daddy, have you ever been to Atlanta?" Jim asked.
"Yes, I was there just last year." I said. (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 03.)
"Is Atlanta a bad town?" Jim asked.
"No, it's a very nice city." I said.
"So why does Atlanta have to have the Falcons?" asked Jim. "That's real humiliating."
"Yes, it is." I said. "I feel sorry for the people of Atlanta. At least the Cleveland Browns have a bulldog for their mascot. The Falcons are just losers."
As we waited for the next game to start, a local commercial ran. It showed Fire Chief Quinlin, in his Duty Dress uniform, saying "As Fire Chief, I'm opposed to the new Charter. It hurts the Fire Department, and it puts people's lives at risk with the creation of an unsupervised, uncontrolled EMS. I urge you to vote against the new Charter." A voiceover then said "Vote 'NO' on September 24th. The small print said the ad was paid for by the Fire Department Captain's Union. Edward and I just looked at each other.
As we watched the next game, where the Dallas Cowboys were pummeling the Philadelphia Eagles, Ross asked "Daddy, have you ever been to Dallas?"
"Yes." I said. "Mr. Steele and I were in that stadium when the Wildcats won their first national championship, and Mr. Steele knows the Cowboys owner, Jerry Jones." (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 01.)
"Wowwwww!" said Jim and Ross together. That peaked their interest in the stadium and the game. And then another local ad came on:
"The new Charter is unfair to our residents and our children." said the woman's voiceover, showing sad white children. "You are going to be highly taxed, and those tax dollars will be sent to other districts, while your children get less." A huge 'NO!" appeared on the screen. The boilerplate said that the ad was sponsored by the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," Edward Steele said as he and I sat in my office room in The Cabin, "there was no money budgeted for the Charter Commission to run ads. Our expenses were paid for out of the General Fund, and there was money allocated to hold the plebiscite on September 24th. But no money to buy ads."
"I never even thought about that." I said, somewhat forlornly, knowing this was my mistake. "I didn't think we'd have to run ads."
"You're not a politician, and I say that as a compliment." said Steele. "I was the one that should've been aware of it." After a pause, he said "I checked with my campaign people. I legally can run pro-Charter ads, but I don't have a ton of money in the coffers for my own campaign... which is more important than ever with the Council situation the way it is."
"While you were checking with your people," I said, "I was making some phone calls, too. My usual marked cards, The Friends of the Town & County, which is run by Myrtle L. James and Judge Lorraine McGill, have declared their 'neutrality' in the Charter vote. In truth, they and the Business Interests are getting more and more interested in separating the Town and County."
Edward said "Both the Republican and Democrat Parties in the County are also staying out of the way of the Charter vote, too. It's too bad we don't have activists like George Schwartz, who financially backs every little Social Justice group... or should I say 'Socialist Injustice' group. It'd be great if that 'R.C. Christian' guy sponsored a few ads."
"Which might be illegal." I said. "I'm trying like hell to bust Kelly Carnes for that, so I can't be a hypocrite about it right now."
"There's two things we might can do." Edward said, after thinking about it for a moment. "First, we can ask J.P. Goldman to sponsor an ad buy. He's got more money in his PAC, he also has personal wealth he can use to run his next campaign, and he's still bitterly angry about that ipecac attack on him."
"That's a good idea." I said. "What's the other?"
"To get private funding." said Edward. "Someone like your nephew, though mind you I'm not asking you to ask him. But someone who supports the Charter and is willing to run some ads."
"Why don't you call J.P. Goldman." I said. "I'll make an ad, and if I can get Roy Easley to make it with me, that'll go a long way."
"Easley can't wear his uniform, though, and neither can you" said Steele."
"You're right." I said "But we can wear our Medals of Valor..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone. I took the call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Assistant Fire Chief Warren Davies and his fiancée Tina Felton of the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn left the Sunday evening Mass at the Catholic Church. Davies looked around warily as he opened the shotgun-side door for Tina, then closed it after she got in and went around to the drivers-side door.
As he pulled out onto College Avenue, he observed that a car was following him at a distance. He turned right onto Riverside Drive, going north, then onto North Street. The car that had seemed to be following him was no longer doing so, and he breathed a sigh of relief.
"What's wrong?" Tina asked, seeing Davies's tension.
"With everything going on," he said, "Commander Troy said to really be careful. He said to watch for people following me, take different routes home, and all that."
"He should practice what he preaches." said Tina. "He got ambushed in his SUV."
"Yeah, at the one choke point on his way home." said Davies. He turned onto Cone Street, then onto Rivercrest Road, getting near home.
And then it happened! A car came barreling down the road right at him! As he hit the brakes, two more cars were coming up from behind, and one from out of a nearby driveway. He was surrounded!
"Get 'em!" yelled one of the men that poured out of the cars. One man ran up and swung a tire iron at the drivers's side window, shattering it. Two men reached inside, one going for Davies's neck while the other unlocked the door and force it open. On the other side, once the door unlocked, two men pulled it open and grabbed Tina to pull her out.
"Give it to 'em!" the leader of the men ordered, as Davies was knocked to the ground and Tina's blouse was ripped open...
To be continued.
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Part 5 - War
A perp raised his tire iron, ready to smash Davies's head. He swung down...
*CLANG!*
The blow was intercepted... by a red crowbar. The man looked up into the gray eyes of Your Iron Crowbar, and what he saw was frightening to any lawbreaker. I smashed my fist into his belly, then as he doubled over...
*WHAM!*
... my red crowbar came down hard on his back, Then I turned to one of the other men trying to hold down Davies. I swung again, catching him on the shoulder. Lucky for him... I'd been swinging for his head.
*WHAM!*
As I began tearing apart the thugs, Cindy was on the other side of the car, and she was not sparing the rod... er, crowbar, on the men that were assaulting Tina. Cindy did catch one guy in the face, and though his forearm partially caught the blow, his nose was smashed in.
"Let's get out of here!" one man yelled out, but that was stymied as marked and unmarked TCPD cars came flying up, blue LED lights blazing. Officers poured out of the cars, but held back until Cindy and I were finished.
"I give up! I surrender!" one man said, going to his knees with his hands up. I threw a haymaker right in his face, feeling his nose collapse against my fist as I solidly connected. The guy fell back to the ground.
"I'm not accepting surrenders, thug." I growled, my voice gravelly. Unfortunately, Lt. Rudistan led the Officers in to take custody of the thugs before something really bad happened to them as Cindy and Officer Joan Laurer tended to Tina...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 midnight, becoming Monday, September 16th. I came into my office, followed by Cindy and Paulina Patterson. I was surprised to see a fresh pot of coffee waiting for us.
"I deduce that Lt. Jerome Davis is here." I said. Cindy nodded as she poured us all mugs of the most very needed beverage.
It'd been a busy evening. We'd barely gotten the perps through booking when an NEA lawyer, wearing a $5000 suit, who had a bulldog thug face that Chief IV might love but even the man's mother wouldn't, came in demanding to speak to his clients before we talked with them. By the time he was done, every one of the perps were taking the Fifth.
But I had used the time wisely, and at 10:00pm, the perps were hauled into Night Court. Judge Rodney K. Watts had come in, and despite the protestations of the NEA lawyer, he denied the perps bail on charges of assaulting a County Fire Officer, attempted rape, assaulting Police Officers, resisting arrest, and for some, violating their bail. All six of them had been arrested at the public Council meeting just days before, and released by Judge Harry 'Spud' Nance.
And speaking of Judge Nance: he had come in, possibly alerted by his NEA cronies, but he was too late, and he was visibly furious that Watts was there already. He was about to raise Cain, but it was possible that a green crowbar had blocked his path, and the look in the ice blue eyes of the platinum blonde holding that crowbar bespoke a strong desire to cause Nance pain.
But he only backed off when his cellphone rang and I said "Answer it." It was Judge Folsom, the chief judge, who ordered Nance to back off. Nance left, his face a mask of utter fury. I made a joke about his face freezing into that look, which did not help his mood very much.
Back in the present, I said "Okay, every one of these bozos were arrested at the Council meeting. All of them have current or previous membership in the NEA. Can we go after the NEA itself, call them a domestic terrorist organization?"
"Probably not." Paulina replied. "We'd have to prove someone in the NEA's leadership sent them to do it. If you can put together a money trail, that would go a long way towards it, but it'd still be a tough sell."
"Yeah," I said, "but I'd love to do it, just for the publicity and to make them have to defend their actions. Anyway, these guys are denied bail, and the charges are serious. By the way, how's Tina?"
"She'll be okay... I think." said Cindy. "She gave her statement to Julia Rodriguez pretty calmly, and we have it on videotape. We let her go home, but she'll be talking to Laura tomorrow. Davies was checked out for a concussion from when they slammed his head to the street, but he appears to be okay. We got there before they could do too much to him. He's angry more than anything else."
"How did you guys know to be there?" Paulina asked.
Cindy and I gave each other a 'look', then I said with a grin: "I'm not sure we should tell someone in the District Attorney's Office." It was Paulina's turn to give us a 'look'.
"Okay." I said with some amusement. "The other day at the Cop Bar, Davies was at our table on the outside deck when I noticed some people in a car watching us. I got the tag number of the car, and it was one of those six bozos that are polluting my jails now. So we knew that they were watching us, and it occurred to me that it might be Davies they were following."
"So they thought he was the easy target?" Paulina asked.
"Maybe." I said. "I'm sure they knew that if they'd taken on the Green Crowbar, they would've gotten hurt far worse than they did tonight. Anyhoo, Teresa had a second shift plainclothes patrol in an unmarked car follow Davies around, and she herself followed him from the Catholic Church. When they saw something suspicious, they called it in, and Cindy and I were sitting in the neighborhood, waiting for them to arrive. The perps attacked almost directly in front of us, and the rest was easy."
Cindy said "And I'm sure they'll think twice about attacking Davies or Zoe Singer again, seeing how fast our reaction was to the attack on Davies tonight. They've got protection from Deputies and loyal Firefighters now."
Paulina asked "Why were the NEA's thugs attacking Davies, though? I'd think they'd concentrate on someone else, like pro-Charter teachers. Is Chief Quinlin part of it?"
I said "Under the 'the enemy of my enemy is my friend' concept? Maybe, but I don't think it's Quinlin. He's opposed to the new EMS, but to that level?"
Cindy said "I understand what you're saying, but Chief Quinlin has been getting more and more arrogant, lately. He went after you in that meeting, he's making those ads in clear defiance of County ordinances and the Sheriff's explicit instructions, and he's basically acting like he's desperate."
"True." I said "But I'm thinking of the more likely possibility: the Battalion Chiefs, especially Tucker. Would he work with the NEA to use violent means to stop the new Charter, and what he sees as his own demotion? You betcha."
"Well, we're not going to solve it tonight." said Paulina, getting up. "I'll see you guys in the morning."
"Give me a second, and I'll walk you out." I said. I gave instructions to take the perps to County Jail and put them in isolation where they could not communicate with each other. I told everyone I could find who was not on 3d shift to go home. Then I escorted Paulina out, and followed her home to make sure all was well with her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 16th, from the roof of the building on College and Riverside, with Police Headquarters in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that some of the protesters at last week's public Council meeting were re-arrested and jailed without bail!"
Bettina began: "Six persons were arrested last night after they allegedly assaulted Assistant Fire Chief Warren Davies. As these arrest photos show, they were severely beaten by Police Commander Donald Troy and other Police Officers at the scene." The mug shots were shown, and yes, it was obvious some of the perps had been on the losing end of the personal combat that had taken place the night before. "One of the arrested suspects said that he attempted to surrender to authorities, but was punched in the face by Commander Donald Troy while he, the suspect, was in a helpless position."
"The NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, has demanded that Commander Troy be suspended without pay pending an investigation by the FBI and SBI." Bettina continued. "The NEA spokesperson also said that this Police brutality was out of frustration that the deeply unpopular new Charter is headed to certain defeat because of NEA and teachers's opposition to it."
Bettina: "And the pro-Charter group 'Citizens For Children's Education' filed a complaint with the FEC and State Election Authority over Fire Chief Quinlin and Battalion Chief Tucker appearing in a political advertisement in uniform, which violates County ordinances. They have called upon Sheriff Griswold to suspend the two Fire Officers. And now let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder for the latest news about illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder, coming onto the screen from the same rooftop Bettina was on, but with City Hall behind him. "Channel Two News has learned that lawyers for Mayor Allgood have rebuffed a settlement offer by the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division, saying that the Mayor has done nothing wrong, and not only expects but demands his day in Court to battle the charges of racism being leveled against him. Civil rights experts say that the Mayor should have taken the generous offer of a settlement, as it is extremely likely that he will be convicted in the Court trial for racist actions against Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis. And now let's go to Jeff Hull with Sports. Jeff!"
"Thank you, Lester." said Jeff Hull, perhaps not all that enthusiastically. "The Wildcats find themselves in familiar territory in the new polls, at No. 2, behind only No. 1 Alabama. Our University Bulldogs slipped from 10th to 12th place after a close overtime win against State U., with the Florida Gators and Ole Miss Rebels moving ahead of them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What?" asked Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "No 'Commander Troy refused requests for comment'? Whassup wit' DAT?"
"Fact izzzzz," drawled Chief Moynahan, "I had Captain Thompson call all the networks to say I wanted to go on air with a comment about the so-called Police brutality of those suspects. It was KXTC that could not be reached for a replyyyyy. I'll be on with KFXU during their 8:00am news report."
"Wouldn't do well for KXTC's narrative of Police brutality if the Police Chief is refuting it." I said.
"I noticed KXTC didn't discuss any polling data." Teresa Croyle said. "It is possible that's because the polling favors the Charter. At least Todd's polling does."
"So who is this 'Citizens for Children's Education' group?" asked Tanya Perlman.
I replied: "From what I hear, it's a teachers and parents group that is pro-Charter. They formed last week to oppose the NEA, which has been pressuring, harassing, and threatening teachers if they don't come out in strong opposition to the Charter."
"The NEA is getting desperate." said Tanya. "Trying to rough up the Assistant Fire Chief?"
"Worse than that." Cindy said levelly. "They were going to rape Tina Felton last night if we hadn't have gotten there in time. As far as I'm concerned... they've crossed the line. I'm not pulling my punches anymore, if the NEA is involved."
"Do not say that publicly, Commander Ross." admonished the Chief. "I'll have no problem refuting this Police brutality business... unless comments like those, however true, are allowed to be heard in public, especially by the Media..."
"Yes sir." said Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the Fox Eight News studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith. How was your weekend?"
"My weekend was very good, Catrina." said Meredith. "And yours?"
"It was great." said Catrina. "Some great football games, and an upcoming vote on the new Charter. So what is the news this morning?"
Meredith said "Police arrested six men who attacked Assistant Fire Chief Warren Davies and his fiancée last night. Chief Davies was slightly injured and the perps attempted to rape his fiancée, but were stopped in time by the arrival of the TCPD."
Catrina: "Reports are that Police Commander Donald Troy and Deputy Police Chief Cindy Ross arrived at the scene and did not draw their guns in the suburban neighborhood, but engaged the perps in personal combat. The perps resisted arrest and assaulted the Police Officers, but despite the six-to-two odds, the Officers prevailed. Other Police Officers arrived and arrested the perps and took them to Police Headquarters for booking."
Meredith: "Judge Rodney K. Watts took the unusual step of opening his Court for a night hearing for the six arrested men. All six had been arrested at the previous week's public Town & County Council meeting, and had been released on their own recognizance in lieu of bail by Judge Harry Nance. This time, however, Judge Watts ordered all six to be held with no bail. All six have ties to the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, and the NEA has protested the treatment of the perps."
Catrina: "The NEA, which is providing legal representation for the six suspects, said that the Police exercised excessive use of force and brutality against the suspects. We have here with us Police Chief Sean Moynahan to address that. Welcome, Chief!"
"Good morning, Meredith. Good morning, Catrina." said a smiling Chief Moynahan.
"Chief, in the interests of fair and balanced coverage," said Catrina, "we're showing the mug shots of the six perps taken at their booking last night. They definitely lost the fight. Was this excessive by your Officers?"
"Noooo, Catrina." said the Chief. "Commanders Troy and Ross are very good at evaluating situations, and saw that the use of guns in that neighborhood constituted a potential danger to the innocent residents as well as Chief Davies and his fiancée. So even though they were facing six-to-two odds, they stopped the perps's assault with their tremendous martial-arts skills, and of course their crowbarrrrrrs. I do not bee-leeeeeve this was excessive use of force, but adequate force without using the lethal force of their service weapons."
Meredith: "Chief, Police reports say that all six suspects have ties to the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union. Is the NEA acting like a domestic terrorist group?"
"We are still working on tying these men to the NEA," said the Chief, "and determining if the NEA was behind the attacks. As that investigation is on-go-innnng, I'll refrain from further comment on the case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's good." said Your Iron Crowbar as my Angels and I watched in my office in prelude to the Angels Meeting. "Verrrry good."
"Think that'll restore our useless reputations?" Cindy asked, meaning it humorously.
"Not if KXTC can 'heppit'." I replied. "And seriously, I won't be surprised if the Board of Inquiry gets its last hurrah with this case."
"If the new Charter fails," said Teresa Croyle, "God help us on all the Boards of Inquiry they're going to force upon us."
"The Boards aren't the problem." I replied. "Finneran is the problem. If the new Charter fails, the Mayor is going to assert his power under the 'old rules' to force Finneran off the BOIs. It'll be an ugly fight, though."
"What Mayor?" asked Teresa. "They're doing everything they can to destroy Daniel."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said, pointing at Teresa in acknowledgement.
"And what's more," Tanya Perlman said, "Jack told me that the so-called 'settlement' would have required Daniel to resign as Mayor. Of course he refused to do that."
Teresa said "The DOJ's tactics are nothing short of a Mob shakedown."
"And that's why Jocelyn Moran was pulled from it." Tanya replied. "She's been accused of shaking down corporations with allegations of racism, making them pay the Government millions in so-called settlements. Some companies, like Nike, have told the DOJ to go to hell, but others settle rather than be bankrupted by the legal costs and the negative publicity."
"And they didn't expect Daniel to have the resources to fight them." I said. "But his legal defense fund was crowdfunded, or whatever the term is, and Mike G. Todd and Cy Hart are actually enjoying ripping the DOJ's lawyers new ones in Court."
Then, with a massively wicked grin, I said "They say it's as easy as what the Wildcats are going to do to the Bulldogs on October 26th!" Tanya and Teresa did not try to hold back on their laughter nor hide their amusement. Cindy, by way of contrast, had cold fire coming from her ice-blue peepers.
"Keep talking." the Green Crowbar replied. "After we stuff Clarence Appletree and kill his Heisman chances forever, we'll have Chief IV in for another victory lap around the Police Headquarters gym."
"And when Appletree or Washington wins that Heisman," I said, "I'm going to make you take a picture with it."
"Make me?" Cindy almost gasped. "You and whose army?"
"The Iron Army!" I said. "Iron Crowbar, Iron Wolf, Lady Ironside..." Teresa and Tanya high-fived through their laughter.
"Well!" Cindy said in mock exasperation as she stood up, "unlike your Iron Army twiddling your thumbs in here, I have work to do." I refrained from a biting reply as Cindy pranced to the door and exited the office.
"O-kayyyyyy, let's twiddle our thumbs running this Police Department." I said. "Whaddya got?"
Tanya said "Midtown PD called me just before this meeting. They're moving in on Cochise and the China One Car Shop. At least two of the high-class cars stolen up here are believed to have gone through his shop."
"Cochise's joint was not known as a chop shop." I said. "Though as a pass-through for the high-end stuff, I can see. Does Midtown PD have pictures?"
"It is possible that they do." said Tanya. "They didn't say any more on the phone."
"Who are you sending down there?" I asked.
"Roy McGhillie and Christopher Purvis were working on the car thefts up here." said Tanya. "But I was thinking of sending Roy with Julia Rodriguez or Theo Washington instead."
"Why not Purvis?" asked Teresa. "I'm asking for a friend, of course."
Tanya said "They don't call him 'Chris Pervert' for nothing. He's a good Detective, but he's quirky. I'm not sure he's the one we want MPD to be seeing in a cooperative exercise."
"And maybe you want Purvis to be in your new Intelligence Division, perhaps as the Senior Detective?" I asked with a 'knowing' look.
"Why, what an extraordinary thought, sir!" Tanya said with mock asskissing joviality. "That is certainly something worth consideration." Teresa was trying hard not to laugh, and she was failing.
"All right." I said. "But I want to go down there with them."
Just then there was a knock on the door, and Cindy looked in. "Go to PDTV2. You've got to see the ad they're running."
PDTV2 was internal Police Channel 2. I turned on the TV and Cindy used her Police iPhone app to run the DVD recording.
The ad showed Finneran and Silas from the Boards of Inquiry, together with Eldrick X. Weaver. Finneran was saying "The only protection blacks have against the Police brutality of Commander Donald Troy and Captain Teresa Croyle is the Board of Inquiry. But Commander Troy is re-writing the Charter to eliminate Boards of Inquiry, leaving blacks helpless in the face of Police racism and brutality. The Boards of Inquiry are the only thing keeping young black men from being lynched in this County."



Then Silas said "Vote NO on the Charter proposal on September 24th, and tell Commander Troy that covering up for Police brutality of minorities is not acceptable here." The boilerplate said that the ad was sponsored by the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union.
"Wow." I said. "They're going all out. And did you notice who paid for it? The NEA."
"I don't get it." said Teresa. "Todd said that his political sources said that Eldrick X. Weaver was for the Charter. Why did he appear in that ad, then?"
"But he didn't speak in it." said Tanya. "And that ad looked spliced together. I wonder if they misled him on it, and he walked off the set."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Okay, let me go get Rodriguez and McGhillie...
Part 6 - Cars and Crowbars
10:30am, Monday, September 16th. We came into Midtown Police Headquarters. Chief Frank Soltis was already right there to greet us.
"Come on in, guys." he said after I introduced Rodriguez and McGhillie. "Let's go talk to the Team With No Nickname." He led the way into Headquarters, and up to their second floor. At the far end (the western end) he led us through a wooden door into an open space with windows for walls. There were six desks.
"Ah, corner office for this team." I said jovially. "Well deserved."
"Hi Commander!" said MPD Detective Nell Bell as she came up to me and gave me a hug. Eric Hannum, Kimberly Wesson, and Steve Ruger also came up to greet us, and I introduced Julia and Roy to anyone who didn't know them. (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards' for Wesson and Ruger, 'Shipping & Handling' for Bell and Hannum.)
"These guys came down to talk about the car theft ring you may have chopped up, pun intended." I said. "I just came down to congratulate your new Detective Sergeant. Well, deserved, Kimberly!" I shook Detective Sergeant Kimberly Wesson's hand again.
"Thanks, Commander." Wesson said. "I didn't know you knew."
"Not much gets past this man." said Chief Soltis. "Commander, why don't you and I go talk in my office, and we'll leave our Joint Task Force to their work..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I sat down in what was Chief Soltis's hot chair in his office, with him behind his desk, he said "It was a tough choice between Wesson and Ruger, but Wesson has shown leadership promise. Steve Ruger took it in stride, and he may have his own team soon."
"Did you consider Nell Bell?" I asked.
"Sure did." Chief Soltis said. "The only knock against her is experience. And I was talking to Chief Moynahan about your Captain Perlman's idea of an Intelligence Division. I'd love to get out of being dependent upon the State SRIC, and Nell just might be my answer." I nodded.
Soltis continued: "I admit my other consideration was sentimental. Kimberly Wesson really reminds me of Molly Evans when she was our Detective Sergeant: sharp as a tack, tough as nails, and not afraid to be a leader. Ruger is solid, very solid. Hannum is doing well, but he needs time and experience to grow into the role he's being tasked to perform."
"Sounds like you're really getting this Police Force turned around for the good." I said. "You've done a great job with it."
"Thanks." said Soltis. "I freely admit that I didn't know if we'd get here, if I would get here. Then Chief Moynahan would tell me to just be as confident as the Iron Crowbar is, and I'd plow through." I chuckled at that.
"That confidence was all you." I said. "And you had a great mentor in Chief Moynahan. I learn a lot from him, too. So... any other cases going on down here?"
"Nothing out of the ordinary." said Soltis. "With the Legislature out of session, the sleaze and corruption tends to quieten down. Our biggest problem is that State Rep. Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown has been ratcheting up the 'Police brutality against minorities' crap. I noticed they're doing that in your County and in the City, as well, so it must be coordinated."
"Some of what they're accusing us of has to do with next week's Charter vote." I said. "I think it'll calm down some after the vote."
"As if you don't have enough to do, you have to go and re-write your County's Charter." said Soltis with a gleam in his eye. "What, are you going to re-write the State Constitution next?"
I grinned and said "If they asked me to, I probably would do it." I said. "Re-writing the Charter gave me a chance to have input in cleaning up the mess. Pass or fail, it was worth the time and effort to made a difference."
After a few more moments of Chief Soltis telling me what was going on in the MPD, he said "Okay, let's go talk to the team about these car thefts." We went back to their area. The only Detective there was Eric Hannum, sitting at his desk and running data.
"They all went to the China One Car Shop, Chief." said Hannum. "I'm here minding the store."
"Let's go see what's going on there." I suggested to Chief Soltis.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am telling you," Cochise said in his whispery voice as MPD Officers and Detectives were going through his place, "we do not deal in stolen cars here. We are not a chop shop."
"Gimme a break." said Nell Bell. "You lied on the stand about my previous visit here. And you're lying now, Cochise."
"Ah, but I did not lie." said Cochise. "You threatened me, saying the Iron Crowbar would come down here."
"It wasn't a threat."
That was whispered into Cochise's ear from behind him. He looked over his shoulder to see the broad-shouldered redhead with a Tilley Hat and a light trenchcoat looking down at him. I said "It was a... prediction, Cochise. And it has come true."
Cochise looked very shocked and very worried as I continued: "No, I did not like you lying on the stand, especially in the Blassingame case. I'd have been most very upset if Peter Blassingame wasn't on Death Row right now. You should've been thinking about your future, Cochise."
"I always do, Mr. Crowbar." said Cochise. "This is an honest business. As I told the pretty lady, this is not a chop shop."
"Wrong answer, Cochise." said Nell Bell. "The boys bring in the stolen Mercedes and Beamers from the Iron Crowbar's County, you strip out the tracking devices and change the VINs, then ship 'em out to Southport for transportation down the Big River."
"No idea what you are talking about, pretty lady." said Cochise, but now looking very worried.
"Your buddies in Turpin Heights pay you well for 'clean' cars." I said. "Unfortunately, you messed up on one of them. You didn't find the extra tracking devices we planted on some cars and left out like low-hanging fruit to be taken."
"And your boys bit: they took those cars." said Nell Bell. "We've tracked them through your shop here to Turpin Heights. Why, we even have the photos." She showed photos on her iPad of expensive cars without car tags coming into the shop, then leaving later.
"You see, Cochise," I said, "I'm here as an FBI Consultant. Since those cars crossed State lines, the Feds are about to come in here and tear you a new asshole, and they won't be leaving much of the China One Car Shop intact, either. And lying to a Federal Agent is a Federal crime, too. So... why don't you cooperate with Detective Bell here, make up for those sad, sad lies you told in Court... and maybe she'll generously provide you with a nice plea deal. Or... you can deal with me and the FBI. Your choice, Cochise. Your choice..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, that was amazing!" Nell Bell said to me as we had lunch at a local buffet restaurant. "Cochise folded like a cheap deck chair when you came in. But... did you really have some of those cars bugged with trackers?"
I smiled. "If anyone asks, especially under oath, you and I can say that we the TCPD did put some trackers on some cars... my wife's Mercedes, Selena Steele's Corvette C-6, and a few others. But none of the cars we bugged were stolen."
I continued: "But when I told Cochise some of them were bugged, and then you had those photos your people took, he thought it was cause and effect, and that he'd sent cars with trackers to his buyers in Turpin Heights. You played along with that very nicely, too. And yes... he folded and began singing like a canary. And he'll be opening a new car shop somewhere far, far away from here, if he's smart."
Nell said "I sent Ted Crenshaw of the FBI in Southport the information we got from Cochise. Hopefully they can make a big bust. So... you weren't exactly telling the whole truth, were you?"
"Cochise lied, I lied." I said. "We are not obligated to tell the criminals the truth, but we have to do it carefully, and not in a way to be accused of entrapment. A clever mix of truth and fiction, combined with Cochise's conscience weighing on him for those lies in the trial, and he suddenly became all cooperative."
Nell said "And his fear of the Iron Crowbar helped. He looked like he was going to crap his pants when you came up behind him like that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we reconvened in the office room of the MPD unit, Julie Rodriguez said "Chief, Commander, these guys need a name!" There was general acclaim.
"We better call Captain Perlman." I said. "She named me the Iron Crowbar."
"We can't call it 'Major Crimes'." said Chief Soltis. "We have separate Homicide, Robbery, and Sexual Crimes divisions."
"How about 'the Iron Crowbars of the Midtown PD'?" I suggested. Nell Bell shook her head vigorously in disagreement.
"Thank you, sir," Nell said, "but we are not there yet."
"Special Investigations." Julia Rodriguez said. "Either SIT or SIU, depending on if you call yourselves a Team or a Unit."
"That sounds good." said the MPD Chief.
"Is that what we should start calling you at home?" I asked Julia, teasing her.
"Once I get that secret cubicle built, sir." Julia replied, giving it right back. I chuckled and nodded.
Part 7 - Fighting Back
3:00pm, Monday, September 16th. We arrived back at Police Headquarters, and I instantly felt the buzz around the place. The Duty Desk Patrolman told me that the Chief wanted me to go to his office. I immediately did so, of course.
"How's Midtown?" asked Chief Moynahan as he had me sit down.
"Good, sir." I said. "Chief Soltis has really cleaned the MPD up, and the Special Investigations Unit, which is what Ruger, Wesson, Bell, and Hannum have decided to call themselves. is doing a great job."
"Yezzz, they are." said Moynahan. "Frank (Soltis) called and said he appreciated our help with the car theft ring. Seeeemmms you whispered sweet nothings into Cochise's ear, and he came back with some hard somp-thnnnnnnngs."
"An easily intimidated man, that Cochise." I said.
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "Anyway, as you are fond of saying: 'let's watch some TV'." He turned on his monitor and we watched as a recorded ad was played. It showed me and Roy Easley, in civilian clothes but with our Medals of Valor around our necks, extolling the virtues of the new Charter. The boilerplate said the ad was paid for by the J.P. Goldman Campaign PAC.
"Looks good." I said.
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "But there have already been complaints made and a lawsuit filed, saying you're making a political ad in uniform by wearing your MOV."
"That's a crock, sir." I said. "And by the way, did the people filing the lawsuit also file one against Fire Chief Quinlin and Battalion Chief Tucker?"
"Noooo, of course not." said Chief Moynahan. "I'm just letting you know."
"Wait until they see the next one." I said. "I'm filming it later today."
"Heh heh heh heh." said the Chief.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, September 17th, from her perch atop the building at Riverside and College. "More legal complaints against Commander Donald Troy have been filed!"
Bettina began: "Several groups have filed complaints against Commander Donald Troy for an ad showing him in uniform promoting the new Charter. The groups are rightly complaining that Commander Troy is breaking the law by appearing in the ads in uniform. They also filed complaints against Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley for appearing in the same ad in uniform. A lawsuit by the NEA regarding those ads was thrown out by Judge Patrick Folsom. Reached for comment, Fire Chief Quinlin stated that the accusations would be reviewed, and that Lt. Easley would be disciplined if the situation warranted. Police Chief Moynahan issued a statement defending Commander Troy. Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC."
Bettina: "As part of this, KXTC Executive Publisher Burt West issued a statement saying KXTC will not air these ads nor any pro-Charter ads until the FEC and local authorities make a ruling on their legality. KXTC will continue to run legal ads by the NEA and other anti-Charter organizations!"
Bettina: "And the NEA intends to file a complaint with the Town & County Council at the public meeting tonight, saying that the Town & County Police, and Commander Don Troy in particular, used excessive force in arresting six persons who allegedly assaulted a Fire Department employee and his fiancée..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Getting to be like a broken record." growled Sheriff Griswold as we watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"And the double standard still reigns supreme." I said.
"You weren't in uniform!" exclaimed Teresa Croyle.
I replied "They're saying that wearing the MOV with civilian clothes, which is allowed, constitutes being in uniform. It's not, it never has been, but the NEA is clutching at every straw they can."
"We all wore our MOVs with civilian clothes when the Sheriff announced he was running for Sheriff." said Cindy Ross. "No one said a word then."
"And we'll be bringing that up when we file our counter to their complaint." I said. "I'm not really worried about all that, though."
"So KXTC is not running any pro-Charter ads?" Cindy said skeptically.
"They weren't anyway." I replied. "They refused to take any pro-Charter ads that had stipulations on the times the ads had to be run. The ones they took, they ran at 3:00am. That drew a complaint with the FCC and FEC, so now KXTC is just saying they won't take pro-Charter ads at all."
"Lawyers are really getting rich off all this." growled the Sheriff.
"Yes sir," I said, "and that's part of the NEA's strategy. They have millions they can pour into this, and they think we don't have the resources to respond."
"And they're right. We don't." said Cindy.
"We have other ways to fight back." I said. "Six of their thugs are in jail, and they're wasting thousands of dollars paying lawyers to defend those guys."
"And they're going to be en fuego when they see your next ad." said Tanya, with a twinkle in her eye and a wicked grin on her lovely face.
"Yes. Yes they are." I said with my own smile of happy anticipation... 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"... and in local news," said Meredith Peller on the Fox Eight News broadcast, "the NEA filed a complaint against Police Commander Donald Troy and Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley for appearing in a pro-Charter ad in uniform. Both Medal of Valor recipients wore their medals with civilian clothing, which is permitted under County law, but the NEA stated in their complaint that that constitutes being in uniform. A counter-complaint was lodged, citing precedent rulings that MOVs with civilian clothing is not considered uniform wear."
Catrina Pierce said "Considering that the NEA actually sponsored an ad which shows Fire Chief Quinlin and Battalion Chief Tucker in uniform, isn't that more than a little bit hypocritical of the NEA?"
"The Teachers Union expects us to not see that, nor say it on air." said Meredith with great acerbity. "I agree it's hypocrisy."
"Another thing that is hypocritical of the NEA," said Catrina, "is their announcement that they're going to ask the Council to investigate Commander Donald Troy for excessive use of force in arresting six thugs with NEA ties that are charged with attempted rape and other crimes of violence."
Meredith said "I don't have a problem with investigating the Police for possible excessive use of force, and the truth will come out. But I agree that the NEA's hypocrisy and double standard in their actions is insulting to our intelligence."
Catrina said "It shows me a certain desperation in the NEA's actions to defeat the new Charter from being passed. And speaking of that, let's bring in Peter Dwayne Gordon with Clear Call Polling. Peter, what are the numbers telling us?"
"Thank you for having me on, Catrina and Meredith." said Peter. "The numbers are showing that the 'YES' votes are in the lead by a 52-48% margin overall. The areas of the County that are part of the County High School school system show the strongest numbers against the Charter, with nearly 80% opposed. But this is offset by the numbers in the Booker T. Washington High School districts, which show a 60% preference for the new Charter."
"Peter," said Meredith, "there is a growing movement of people who are in favor of splitting the Town and County back into two separate entities. How is that looking?"
"We did ask that as a poll question." said Peter Gordon. "The numbers are all over the map, pun not intended. Despite the consensus opinion, it's really the business district areas and some of the minority districts that support the split the most, while much of the outlying areas support the status quo...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why is that?" asked Cindy Ross as we sat in my office to start the Angels Meeting.
"I'm sure Teresa remembers hearing about J.G. McGill." I said. (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues', Ch. 04.) "It was said that the County people finally approved of the merger because it diluted black voting power, and kept the Town Council from having majority black membership. So I can see a good bit of the outlying County continuing to want the merged entities, while those in Town might want to split up again. But why does the Business Community want to split? I'm not there yet on that."
Teresa said "I do remember that, sir. I'm just wondering why it's suddenly being pushed at this time."
"It's a time of uncertainty, with the potential new Charter." I said. "Oh, here's my new ad."
Everyone watched as I came onto the screen in a civilian suit and tie. Next to me, to my Angels's stunned amazement, was Eldrick X. Weaver. Weaver said "I'm Eldrick X. Weaver, and this is Charter Commission Chairman Donald Troy. Chairman Troy and I don't agree on everything, but one thing we do agree on is that this new Charter and the new School Board in it will give all the County's children the best education we can give them."
Then I said "Therefore, we ask you to vote 'YES' on the Charter on September 24th." The boilerplate said that the ad was paid for by the Citizens for Children's Education.
"Wowwwwwww..." Cindy said. "The enemy of my enemy is my friend, indeed."
"Yep." I said. "Weaver was furious at being tricked into being in that ad with Finneran and Silas. So he agreed to make this ad with me. And we had a few minutes of good conversation, as well. I dunno if it'll help in the long run, but one never knows."
"I think your name was 'Machiavelli' in a previous life." said Tanya. "That is really going to stir up a hornet's nest."
I just grinned. No, Your Iron Crowbar don't play...
Part 8 - Political Power Struggle
7:00pm, Tuesday, September 17th. I was at City Hall with Teresa, both of us in our standard uniforms of light blue shirts with soft shoulderboards, dark blue pants, me with a double thin line of light blue piping on my pants, Teresa with one thick line along the sides of hers.



A large contingent of 2nd shift Police Officers and Sheriff Deputies were in the hallway, some of them armored. We hadn't said much about it, but Teresa wanted to test deployment of our better trained 2nd shift personnel, and they were the ones in the armor and ready for potential hostile action.
We watched as people came in. No one in a red Antifa shirt came in, and very few Blacks. The majority of the people were white, and I recognized a number of them as being from the the wealthiest suburbs north of Town. Some of them, and many of the rest that showed up, were teachers in the County High system districts. There were also a number of men and women in NEA shirts. When they'd first arrived, they had a purposeful look on their faces. But after seeing the very large contingent of Town & County Law Enforcement, they looked a lot less certain.
"No firefighters today." said Teresa as the 7:30 time to begin the session neared. "Word I got is that a lot of them were upset by the attack on AFC Davies."
"Let's give Roy Easley some credit, too." I said. "He's very respected by the TCFD, like you are by the TCPD. His support of the Charter may have turned some in the Fire Department to our side."
The audience chamber was only half full as the Council Members filed in and took their seats. As they settled in, Mayor Allgood gaveled the session into order.
"First, an announcement." said the Mayor. "We will not be meeting next Tuesday night, September 24th, due to the Charter plebiscite on that day. We will be meeting the next evening, September 25th, primarily to conduct business related to the aftermath of the result of that plebiscite, and we likely will not be taking public statements at that meeting. Okay, let's begin."
Among the lawsuits filed was one against the Police on behalf of the six arrested suspects, for Police excessive use of force. The Mayor singled it out, saying to pass it to the City Attorney with an emphasis on fighting it.
When it came time for the People to (verbally) petition the Government for the redress of wrongs, the first to stand up was the NEA spokesman, attired in a different $5000 suit than the others he'd worn before. "I am here to call upon the Town & County Council to join the NEA in condemning the proposed new Charter, and to ask the Council for a public resolution calling upon the voters of the Town & County to vote against it."
"I so move." said Kelly Carnes. "I move to join the NEA in condemning the new Charter proposal, and for a public resolution urging our constituents to vote against it."
"I second." said Malinda Adams.
"Without objection?" said the Mayor. There were six objections.
"Not only am I strongly opposed to this motion," said J.P. Goldman strongly, "I wish to be on record as opposing the NEA's positions on this matter. Therefore, I request and require a recorded vote."
"And you shall have it." said Mayor Allgood. "Discussion? Debate?" There being none, the Mayor said "Let's vote." The vote was 2-8, with only Carnes and Adams voting for it, and Reginald B.F. Lewis among those voting against.
"The motion fails." said Mayor Allgood. "Next speaker, please?"
The next speaker was the NEA-hired attorney for the six arrested perps. After introducing himself, he said: "The Police brutality exercised in the apprehension of my clients must be investigated. I call upon you to authorize and require a Board of Inquiry to investigate Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD, and I request that that Board of Inquiry be led by Commissioner Finneran."
"Anyone want to make a motion?" asked the Mayor.
"I move we go into Executive Session to debate this." said Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"I second." said Malinda Adams.
"This will require a recorded vote." said the Mayor. "Debate?" There was none. "Let's vote." said the Mayor. The vote was 5-5, and the Mayor voted to defeat the motion.
"I move to require a Board of Inquiry concerning the arrests," said Kelly Carnes immediately, "and that Commissioner Finneran be the lead examiner."
"I second!" shouted Reginald B.F. Lewis happily.
"I have a Point of Order." said Mayor Allgood. "The naming of the persons on the Board are the pervue of the Mayor, and I'm not giving that up. So the attempt to name Finneran to it is a violation of the current County Charter."
"I disagree." said Kelly Carnes. "If we state it in the ordinance I've just introduced, then that supersedes the Mayor's general privilege to name Commission members."
"I agree with the Mayor, and completely disagree with Carnes." said J.P. Goldman, his voice seemingly angry. "The Charter is clear on that. The ordinance would be illegal, and there won't be a BOI for years while my lawsuit works its way through the Courts."
There was lively input from all the Council Members. Susan Weston and Sheila Sorrells said they were incensed that going into Executive Session was voted down, and that they'd be voting for the BOI in retaliatory response. Edward Steele and John Colby voiced their agreements that the Mayor's right to name the Board members was being unlawfully usurped.
Finally, the Mayor got it to a vote. To no one's stunned amazement, it was 5-5. "The Council being evenly divided, the Mayor votes 'nay', and the motion is defeated."
That got a number of people in the audience to start screaming and yelling. And that got a number of Police Officers and Deputy Sheriff's to file into the chamber, heavily armored and ready to make arrests. The demonstrations quickly quieted down...
Part 9 - Intelligence
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, September 20th, from the roof of the building on Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Charter Commission appears to be destined to be totally humiliated as the new Charter they proposed heads for a crushing in defeat at the polls next Tuesday!"
Bettina began: "As we head into the final weekend before the Charter vote next Tuesday, September 24th, it increasingly looks like unpopular new Charter will be defeated. We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling. Karl, what can you tell us about next Tuesday's vote?"
A split-screen with Karl Frazier appeared. He said "Bettina, passage of the new Charter will depend on the turnout. The higher the turnout, the more likely the measure will be defeated. Minorities in the southern parts of the County are very unhappy with destroying the Boards of Inquiry, and the wealthy white homeowners in the northern part of the County are disgusted with the distribution of school tax revenues. Chairman Donald Troy has to hope that turnout is very low, but the voters appear energized to defeat his Charter proposal at the ballot box."
"Thank you, Karl!" said Bettina happily as the screen came back to just her. "And in a related story, despite rules against political actions or attending political events in uniform, Sheriff Antonio Griswold has not taken any action against Fire Chief Quinlin or Battalion Chief Tucker for appearing in 'Vote-NO' ads while in uniform. In a statement, Sheriff Griswold said he would take action after the Charter vote, so that his actions would not unduly influence the vote."
Bettina: "And Channel Two News has learned that there could be several announcements for candidacies for a number of offices, some of them being newly created offices, and some announcements for existing offices. Additionally, there may be changes to the Police Department as well as the District Attorney's Office, which will not be announced until after the Charter vote..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Out of curiosity," said Tanya Perlman as we watched the broadcast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "what exactly will the School Board be doing, if they can't spend the tax revenues?"
"Oh, they can spend the money." I said. "They just can't set the tax rates, and the expenditures have to be on a per-student basis. What they will do is re-draw the school district lines if the Charter passes, then re-draw them after every Census; they'll set teacher pay rates, which again have to be uniform throughout the County, with some provisions for science and math teachers getting bonuses in accordance with State policies; and they'll have input on the curriculum and the schoolbooks, again above and beyond what the State requires."
Teresa asked: "Can the County High district get around that per-student requirement with Charter Schools, things like that?"
"I hope not." I said. "We tried hard to write it to allow Charter Schools, Vocational Schools, and such things, but they have to be uniform in expenditure or available to everyone equally. For example, Town High has the best Vocational School in the State. County High and BTS High don't have vocational programs, or very poor attempts at them, and what's going to happen is that students from all over the County can apply to enter the Vocational program at Town High. The School Board will be in charge of that, and you better believe it'd better be fair and equitable, or you'll be hearing about it."
"So there might be loopholes." said Teresa.
"Well," I said, "we tried to make it foolproof, but the problem is that Fools are so damn ingenious." Everyone laughed, then I finished: "I'm sure they'll find a way, and the Council and Town Assembly will have to plug the leaks."
"I no-tissssed," said Chief Moynahan, "that that Karl Frazier fellow did not give any actual poll num-berrrrrrs."
"No surprise there." growled Sheriff Griswold. "My people's polling has it right at 50-50."
"Is that good or bad, Sheriff?" asked Cindy Ross.
"Crowbar?" said the Sheriff, redirecting the question to me.
"Well," I said, "it's good in that it's not as bad as Bettina and the Media make it sound. But I'd like to have a lead of several points going in. And I'm not getting a good feel for the mood of the Electorate."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay whaddya got?" I asked Teresa and Tanya as they sat in front of my desk for the Angels meeting.
"Trespassers at Point Hollow, sir." said Teresa. "We didn't have anyone stationed up there Tuesday night, because I had the manpower at the Council meeting. Wednesday night we got a call from the weather station on the top of the cliff above Point Hollow. They were hearing chants in the Hollow. We sent a patrol up there, but no one was found to be on the property. That patrol stayed up there at the gate the rest of the night." The gate was on the road leading to Point Hollow.
Teresa: "The next morning, Coleman and Newman from Vice went up and looked around. They found footprints in the copse of trees, and the remains of a small fire."
"Any drugs? Paraphernalia?" I asked.
"No sir." said Teresa. "Also, last night we had a third shift patrol come in fifteen minutes early and go up there, so they were there right at midnight. They caught six people. Five of the six people were all between 18-22 years old, but none of them are enrolled at the University, nor ever were. And the 1960s called and asked for their 'hippie' clothing and face paint back."
Tanya said "Roy McGhillie ran checks on them this morning. The one guy that was older than 22, is 28 years old. He's a University graduate that majored in Spiritual Psychology, and claims to be the Reverend of a church. His name is Bob Stevens." I looked up Bob Stevens, and saw a DMV photo of a man with long brown hair and mustache, looking like a cross between Charles Manson and Jesus Christ (no puns nor blasphemy intended).
"Yep, very stereotypical cult guru type." I said. "Does the Reverend Stevens have a criminal record?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "But he's been served lawsuit subpoenas and warrants a total of fifteen times in the last six years. So-called 'parishioners' who claimed he fleeced them. None of those in our County, though."
"What happened to them?" I asked. "Last night, I mean."
"They were run through booking," Teresa said, "but since none of them had any priors, and had not been caught trespassing at Point Hollow before, they were issued warning citations and released."
"Sir," Tanya said, "I might add that since your battle with the Slender Man there, we get trespassers wanting to see the place. Most of them are from England, some are Dr. Mickelson's students. We just issue them warnings and let them go, as long as it's a first-time offense and they have no outstanding warrants."
"I'm glad you put last night's crew through booking." I said. "Put out word to the Force that anyone trespassing at Point Hollow is to go through booking, and then they can be released if nothing else on them comes up. I do like having that data on them in our evidence servers. And repeat offenders need to be held, so that I can have a philosophical exchange of ideas with them---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Chief Moynahan. "I'm sorry to interrupt your meeet-inngg," he said, "but I need you all in the Main Conference Room. Captain Perlman, have your laptop with your presentation ready..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Angels meeting was usurped. We followed the Chief into the Main Conference Room for the meeting. Present were: the Sheriff, the Chief, me, my three Angels, and Lieutenants Mary Milton and Jerome Davis. I swept for bugs, finding none.
"O-kayyyyy," drawled the Chief. "The Sheriff has asked me to put together any new structural changes, so that we can submit them at the next Council meeting on Wednesday night. We are thinking in terms of this new Intelligence Divisionnnnnn. Start us off, Captain Perrrrlmannnnn..."
"Yes sir, thank you sir." said Tanya. She connected her laptop to the projector on the wall at the far end of the table, and began her presentation. "First of all, the new Intelligence Division is not an I.T. branch. It's not about running the physical computers or servers, or writing the code used to make our searches and store information."
Tanya: "A lot of what I'm about to describe, we already do... but in a loose, disjointed way. Lainie and Sonali look up data for our Detectives, but the Detectives do a lot of it themselves. The Detectives often have to do the paperwork to get warrants, as well. And they're not always talking to each other, especially MCD and Vice Detectives not really talking to each other. And the CSI's need a more well-defined box on the org chart."
Tanya: "Another aspect is planning ahead. Captain Croyle and Commander Troy do a lot of this, such as putting together plans for riot control and anti-terrorist actions. But the Intelligence unit could do a lot of that, based on information they receive and collect. They can also be the central clearinghouse for C.I.s."
Tanya: "So, what I propose is an Intelligence Division to go alongside MCD and Vice. Intelligence will have data miners and analysts, and they'll have the CSIs, and they can assist the MCD and Vice Detectives in data collection, analysis, and dissemination. They can also be responsible for applying for warrants on behalf of the Detectives."
"I like giving the CSI's a home and a chain-of-command." I said. "Prevents me from having to beat up the Deputy Chief to have control of them." A green crowbar was waved in my direction. I continued: "I also like the analysis unit, which includes the planning ahead portions."
"My problem," I said, "is understanding just what the Intelligence Division Officers are going to do. Do they sit at computer screens all day? Can they go into the field? Tanya, take me through it from the crime scene to the trial."
Tanya said "The Crime Lab deploys to the scene of a crime, and usually at least two Detectives do, also. The lead Detective is in charge, especially when he has oak leaves... and soon to be a star... on his shoulders. They process the scene. At that point, the data starts coming in. They can also ask for data to be looked up, such as a person's name, while they're in the field processing the scene. They can ask for warrants while they're in the field, and astute Intel Officers can be getting the warrants even before the Detectives are asked."
"Noooo, I don't want that." I said. "The decision to call and get a warrant is a top-down process."
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Anyway, normally the Detectives go and do interviews and stuff." said Tanya. "If we need the manpower, some of the senior Intelligence Officers can also do that, or can go with or back up the Detectives."
"Chief, Commander, if I may." said Lt. Mary Milton. We nodded and she said "One long term advantage to this is that it creates a flow towards MCD and Vice. New Officers and Detectives work in Intel, get seasoning, gradually get field assignments, and then work up to Vice and to MCD."
Teresa said "That's how the Uniformed Officers do it. Routine patrols, getting training to go out on missions and busts, and as they gain experience, they get leadership opportunities."
"Those are good points." said Sheriff Griswold.
Cindy Ross said "Okay, that covers MCD. What about the Vice side of it. Vice already develops leads and intel, then they plan and make the busts."
"That's true." said Tanya. "They'll still have plenty of fieldwork to do: stakeouts, surveillance, stings. And having the additional resources of an Intel unit helping to develop and analyze data will just make things faster and more efficient."
"But redundant." said Chief Moynahan.
"Maybe not, Chief." Jerome Davis said. "We get a murder or robbery in MCD. We send in the data, and the Intel people run it. A name related to a drug operation that Vice is working on comes up, and we're working together instead of inadvertently stepping on each other's toes."
"That should happen anyway." said the Chief, a bit sourly.
"Yes, Chief, it should." I said. "But it doesn't always do so perfectly, or it happens over a longer time frame than it should."
"O-kayyyy." said the Chief. "So tell me about the rank structure."
"As with Vice and MCD," Tanya said, "it'll be headed by a Lieutenant. I'll be looking for a Detective Sergeant to lead the Crime Lab division, and a Detective Sergeant or higher for the Analysis branch. I've had talks with Lt. Mary Milton about moving to the Intelligence Lieutenant slot. I'm thinking in terms of moving Senior Detective Purvis over, as well, as he's my guru for financial crimes right now, and he's good at numbers and stuff."
"Lainie and Sonali will continue to be civilian techs." Tanya continued. "Detective-1s and civilians would be the junior Officers in there, and someone would be assigned to making the actual, paperwork warrant requests, though anyone could do it."
"Would any Uniformed Officers be a part of this?" asked the Chief.
"No sir." said Tanya. "Of course Officers are trained on evidence collection, and their reports on anything they do would feed into our data system for analysis."
"Speaking of that," said Cindy Ross, "how much is setting up a new Intelligence Center going to cost this Police Department?"
Tanya said "We already have the foundational structure, thanks to Lt. Myron Milton and his I.T. Department. Setup and new equipment would be a one-time cost, but after that, it shouldn't be much more than our current budget."
"Commander Ross," said Chief Moynahan, "You and I will discuss costs at a later time, so let's not worry about that at the moment. Okay, are there more questions? If not, I need to meet with my Commanders, and if you'd like to join us, Sheriff, you're most welcome to do soooo. Captain Perlman, you have all weekend to get this into shape. We meet with the Council on Wednesday..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The four of us met in the Chief's Conference Room, sitting where we normally do for coffee klatches: the Chief at the near end, me to his left, Cindy to his right, and the Sheriff to my left.



"First of all, Commander Ross," the Chief said, "the money is taken care of. You may rememberrrr those generous donations by the mysterious 'R.C. Christian', which included money for a new dog for our K-9 Corps. What was not announced was that another ten million dollars was donated to the TPCD, provided that the money be used exclusively for upgrading our equipment and servers in I.T. as well as the implementation of an Intelligence Center."
"Oh, wowwww..." Cindy said. She looked at me.
"That's awesome." I said. "Any idea who this 'R.C. Christian' is?"
"Hell, Crowbar," said Sheriff Griswold, "if you haven't figured it out and can't tell us, why do you think we'd know?"
"Heh." said the Chief. "And I haven't heard of any granite Guidestones being built at Point Hollow or anywhere else, so maybe this 'R.C. Christian' is just a copycat of the one that built the Georgia Guidestones."
"I say we don't look the gift horse in the mouth." I said. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Well, what do you guys think of an Intelligence branch?" the Chief asked us.
I nodded for Cindy to go first. She said: "I like the concept of it. What I'm wondering about is the interaction between MCD, Vice, and this new Intel Division. If not done right, there's a lot of overlap, and I can sense the possibility of confusion."
"And you, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"I like some of it a lot." I said. "And some of it is growing on me. I also share your earlier sentiment about redundancy, and I agree with Commander Ross about the potential for confusion."
"But do you think it's worth it to doooo." asked (suggested) the Chief.
"It's paid for, sir." I said. "So I'll abide by whatever you and the Sheriff decide."
"It's decided." said the Sheriff. "We're going to do it, especially since we have that anonymous gift money."
"And it's up to yooooo and Captain Perlman to iron out the wrinkles and make it work, Mr. Crowbarrr." said the Chief. "And as I told Mizzz Perlmannnn... you have all weekend long to work it up into a presentation for the Coun-culllllll..."
Part 10 - Day of Reckoning
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, September 24th, from Courthouse Square in front of City Hall. "Today is the vote on the new Town & County Charter!"
Bettina began: "The polls are opening just now, and the lines to vote are heavy in the majority-black districts as well as the northern County suburbs, two areas that we expect to be deeply opposed to Commander Donald Troy and his Commission's Charter proposal. We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling. Karl, is all this just a colossal waste of the taxpayers's money?"
Karl Frazier was standing next to Bettina as he said "No, Bettina, at least it will tell us what is important to the County's voters."
Bettina said "So if and when a new Commission attempts to re-write the Charter again, hopefully without Donald Troy on the Commission, they'll have a better idea of what the Voters really want?"
Frazier: "That's right, Bettina. But if this Charter proposal is defeated, I seriously doubt there will simply be another attempt to re-write it. We'll either be stuck with exactly what we have now, or it's possible the Town & County will be split into separate entities again."
Bettina: "If this Charter fails, and it increasingly looks like it will, what is the likelihood of a Town & County split happening? What do your numbers tell you on that?"
Frazier: "Right now, it's only about 20% in favor of a split. However, we're doing exit polling, and we're asking what people prefer if this Charter doesn't pass. And we're expecting those numbers to go up substantially."
"Thank you, Karl!" said Bettina. As the camera zoomed in on her again, she said "And District Attorney Miriam Walters has announced a Press Conference for Thursday morning. While she did not give details on what it would be about, Channel Two News has learned that she could announce structural changes to the District Attorney's Office that will bring our DA Office more into line with other DA Offices in the State.
Bettina: "And Sheriff Griswold has announced a Press Conference for tomorrow morning, and Channel Two News has learned that the Sheriff will announced his planned actions regarding Fire Chief Quinlin's breach of Public Safety Department rules by appearing in anti-Charter ads in uniform..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nice suit, Commander." Tanya Perlman said, every so slightly flirtatiously. I was wearing my recently dry-cleaned dark gray suit, white shirt, Wildcat Red tie, badge on belt, and gun in shoulder holster under my left armpit.
"Yeah," I said, "I might have to appear on TV today to exhort the masses to go to the polls, or talk about the Charter on air. So this is easier than having to change clothes."
Teresa Croyle asked "Is Karl Frazier right?" To everyone's suprise, I began laughing.
"That was hilarious, what he just did to Bettina." I said. "And it went right over her head."
"It must've gone over my head, toooooo." said the Chief. "Enlighten me."
"If you re-watch that exchange, but realizing that Karl Frazier wants the Charter to succeed, you'll see what he did." I said. "He just told people, and right into Bettina's microphone, that if people don't vote for the Charter, they'll be stuck with what we have now or the Town & County might split apart again."
"And my campaign people's data," growled Sheriff Griswold, "shows that people do want change, and they don't really want to split apart."
"Oh, I see what you mean." said Cindy Ross. "Yes, very subtle, very subliminal. Anyway, and changing the subject... so Miriam Walters is going to go through with it? She's going to demote Paulina?"
"We don't knowwwww." drawled the Chief.
"She was going to have the Press Conference tomorrow," said Sheriff Griswold, "until she found out that I was having mine. So she delayed it a day."
"And she wants to meet with me to-morrowwww." said the Chief. "I won't be surprised if she wants to talk with you tooooo, Mr. Crowbarrrr..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"... and the lines at the polling sites are very long!" said Priya Ajmani as her cameraman showed the very long line of people waiting to vote at Joe Smedley Elementary School. "Our exit polling is showing a close race. People are very interested in the race, and they understand the key issues."
Catrina Pierce said from the Fox Eight studios: "Priya, have there been any disruptions at the polls? Are NEA-supported protesters making any trouble for voters?"
"No, Catrina!" said Priya. "There are Police and Sheriff Department Officers dispersed to all the polling sites, and everyone knows what Commander Donald Troy did to those Black Panthers last November!..." (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 05.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right, what's going on besides this plebiscite?" I asked my Angels.
Teresa said "More arrests at Point Hollow, one of them a repeat. Guru Bob Stevens. Four others with him, this time. All college-aged, two of them University students. We took them through booking, then released the others. Stevens is in a holding cell here, but we may release him rather than put him on the paddywagon to take to Court for the arraignment."
"I better go talk to him, then." I said.
"Sir," said Teresa, "is there really a degree called 'Spiritual Psychology?"
"Yes!" I said. "Yes there is. I checked with my Top Confidential informant in the Psychology Department..." My Angels giggled, knowing I was referring to my wife Laura, "... and it's not an actual major, but a specialization within the Psychology Department. The vast majority of students who study it end up working for the FBI or other Law Enforcement as criminal or operational psychologists."
"Ohhhhh..." said Cindy, getting it. "He may be undercover in some way."
"Yep." I said. "If so, I don't want to blow that, so I'm going to speak with him, and hopefully get a vibe..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Guru Bob Stevens was in a tie-dye shirt that looked more like a woman's blouse, old and ragged blue jeans, and old loafers when I came into Interrogation-1, pretending to read a file. With me was Detective Julia Rodriguez.
"Namaste, Detective." said Stevens, his hands together as in prayer as he gave a slight bow, thinking that because I was in a civilian suit, he mistook me for a Detective.
"It's 'Commander'." said Julia, her voice 'not friendly', as I sat down opposite Stevens.
"The Iron Crowbar?" the suspect said, his eyes wide with surprise. "I thought you always wore your uniform." I looked up and peered at him; he seemingly had just fucked up and revealed something.
"Whatever I wear," I said, "it's not a half century old like your clothes. So why do my Officers keep finding you at Point Hollow, Guru Stevens?"
"Because the day is coming!" said Stevens, making his eyes wide in seeming deranged passion. "The day of the Demon's release! We come to Abaddon, to witness the release of the Abatu!"
I peered intently at the man, feeling the negative energy coming from him. "Okay," I said, "So enlighten me as to what's going on with that, that keeps you coming back and trespassing, breaking the law."
"To be witness to the release." said Stevens, a bit more calmly and rationally. "Join me, Iron Crowbar. You've seen the power of Abaddon; you battled his agent there, and survived." He must be referring to my engaging the Slender Man in personal combat, I realized. Another thing he appeared to know about me, I noted to myself.
"All right." I said, getting up. "Keep trespassing up there, and you'll end up with a criminal charge serious enough to keep you in jail. I would imagine the judge is going to enjoin you from being seen at Point Hollow again, and I would suggest you heed his instructions." With that I left the room, Julia in tow.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That guy's a nutjob." I said to Julia as we walked down the hallway towards MCD. "Listen, I want you to dig into that guy's past, and I want you to watch the duty logs to see if his name pops up again. Something is not right about him, and by that I mean what he's pretending to be."
"Yes sir." said Julia. "Any suggestions on what to look for in his past?"
"His cult ties." I said. "I understand he's had lawsuits against him. See what those are about..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got to the anteroom of my office, my assistant Helena pointed at Cindy's open office door, which was to the right of mine. I peered inside, and saw Cindy at her desk, with Our Sheriff sitting in a chair on the other side. I gave Helena a thumbs-up, then knocked on Cindy's door.
"Come on in, Don." Cindy said. "And close the door behind you." I did so, then sat down the lumbar-support chair she had brought in especially for me and my bad back.
"What's up?" I asked.
"First, what's going on with that cult guy and Point Hollow?" growled the Sheriff. I told him about my brief conversation with the Guru. The Sheriff said "So he's a nutjob?"
"I'm going to check up on a couple of things about him." I said. "There may be more to him than we're seeing on the surface."
"You're the one with the x-ray vision, Don." Cindy said.
"Har." said the Sheriff. "Crowbar, I was just talking to Cindy about what's going to be happening in the D.A.'s Office. Miriam Walters wants to talk to you, both of you and the Chief, about it tomorrow. What I want, and need, is for you to be nice and not get upset at her."
"Is she demoting Paulina?" I asked in reply.
"If she does," said the Sheriff, "it's her business, and Paulina's. Not ours."
"With respect, Sheriff," I said, "it's ours, too. We have to work with the D.A.'s Office to ensure successful prosecutions of our arrests; otherwise, our work is for nothing. And if Walters is going to demote the best ADA she has to make room for a less qualified ADA who is her crony... that's a problem for us. And I haven't even gotten to the racial optics of it."
"I know." said the Sheriff. "I also know it's her Department. I caught a lot of hell making you my Police Commander, back in the day. Imagine, promoting a young whippersnapper like you over longtime veteran Officers!"
"Sir," said Cindy, "it's not the same thing. That was a pro-motion, not a de-motion. And there were no racial overtones about it, unless someone was upset with a redhead being promoted to Police Commander."
"And speaking of that," said Griswold, "I heard a lot of flak about Commander Troy promoting his own cousin to Captain, then her being promoted to Deputy Commander, never mind that you worked your ass off to be qualified and ready for the XO job. But I get the point that those were promotions. I'm mentioning them as the appearance of cronyism. Sometimes it can't be avoided."
"Still, Sheriff," I said, "as Cindy said, those weren't demotions. When was the last time we demoted anyone that wasn't for cause? If Walters humiliates Paulina by demoting her, and note that she'd be demoted alongside Dwayne Gregory, that would be inexcusable. And I still wonder if it's not racially motivated."
"All I'm asking," growled the Sheriff, and I could tell he was beginning to get irritated with us, "is that you listen to the D.A., let her tell her side of it, and then find a way to calmly and reasonably change her mind. Don't make a fight of it; you'll just get her hackles up, and that would be a shame because she's on the same side as us. She's not Krasney."
I just nodded. Cindy said "Okay, sir."
"I've got to get back to City Hall." said the Sheriff. "They are already accusing me of spending too much time here."
"Yes sir." I said. "Reginald B.F. Lewis noticed, and he wants you to be dispersed to the Precincts." Cindy burst out laughing, and the Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily. he made his goodbyes and left.
"He is right, you know." said Cindy. "We don't need a fight with the D.A.'s Office. We have to work with them, no matter what Miriam Walters does."
"I know." I said.
"And it's personal." said Cindy. "I get it, Paulina is the mother of your daughter, and there's no one who takes up for his family more than you. But----"
"Hold on." I said. "Yes, it's personal. But even if it wasn't, what Walters is doing is demoting a better prosecutor for a lesser one, and for cronyism reasons. And that hurts us professionally. And the collateral damage, the fallout, is that one of our Detective's brother, who is also a damn good ADA, is going to take it as a racial thing. And if it gets ugly within the D.A.'s Office, that's going to spill out onto us."
I got up to go back to my office. "Okay, I'll try to figure it out tonight while we're waiting for Charter results. So last chance... the Charter: pass or fail?"
Cindy got out an envelope from here desk, wrote something on a piece of paper, and sealed it in the envelope. "Don't open it until the results are in." I nodded and took the sealed envelope, and went back to my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called FBI Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood on my Police iPhone. After greetings, I said "Is this line secure?"
"Is it a cellphone?" Melina asked back. "I'll come over to your office."
A few moments later, my lovely ex-wife was sitting in my office. I handed her a copy of the TCPD's file on Guru Bob Stevens. "What I need to know," I said, "is if he's undercover for anyone in any branch of any Government, be it Fed, State, or Local. I don't want to blow his cover if he is. And if he isn't, he may be a latent threat."
"I can check him out." said Melina. "And in ways no one will know about. What makes you think that he is?"
I replied: "For one thing, he knew a lot about me, though he didn't immediately recognize me... at least he acted like he didn't. Second, call it a hunch or a vibe, but he's acting strangely for a strange cat."
"Okay, I'll look him up." said Melina. "I'll be with Daniel at the Civic Center tonight, so I'll see you there. If I have something, I can tell you about it then and there, and no one will be the wiser on why we're talking."
"Sounds like a plan." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The side ballroom of the Civic Center, where the Policeman's Ball was held every year, was fitted with a stage at the far end, and large television monitors on either side of the stage. On both side walls were large banners that said "Yes!", meaning for the new Charter. People were already filing in, most of them politicians and people who worked for and with politicians.
To the side of that room was a smaller room, which was being called the 'green room'. Inside that room, the Charter Commission members and their guests were sitting and watching the returns, mostly on the Public Access channel. Laura was here with me. Edward R. Steele and his wife, Professor Stephanie Steele, were also here, and Laura and Stephanie talked 'shop', i.e. about University things. I talked with Edna Carter and her husband, and the Rev. Joseph E. Williams and his wife, then those two couples fell into conversations and Edward and I talked Council matters.
Savannah Fineman was not married, so she talked with Sheriff Griswold, then with a number of reporters and other politicians; I suspected groundwork for her own campaign for Solicitor was being established. I knew that Paulina Patterson was in the crowd outside, as was Miriam Walters. Teresa and Todd, and Cindy and Callie were also mingling with the crowd. And in case you're wondering, Molly Evans and Maggie Ross were watching the kids, dogs, and cats at The Cabin.
Some of the Council Members came through, as did the Mayor and his lovely wife. I shook hands with Daniel, and then Melina gave me a warm hug, which I admit stirred my loins a little bit. She whispered "I've got some stuff for you; let's talk when we get a chance." I said we would in a few minutes.
"The NEA set up a party of their own down the hallway." said the Sheriff. "I guess we'll find Kelly Carnes and half of the Heritage Cloisters subdivision in there."
"Tell ya what." I said. I got on my personal cellphone and called Keith Madden of the Town & County Examiner. "Keith!" I said when he answered. "Do me a favor, if you will: get good footage of who is attending the NEA party. You can walk through there... no, I probably am not welcome in there... yes, something good will come your way, and Alison's way... okay, thanks."
Hanging up, I said to the Sheriff: "See? I don't hate all the Media."
"Har." the Sheriff barked. "Okay, you go talk to Melina. I'll talk to Savannah and the Mayor, and keep 'em distracted."
"How?..." I began to ask, but the Sheriff cut me off.
"You ain't the only one in here that can observe and deduce, Crowbar." the Sheriff growled. "Our resident Supervisory FBI Agent keeps looking your way, and its anxiety on her face, not love."
"I better find out what's bothering her, then, if you'll excuse me." I said. I went over to Melina and we went out the back door into the service hallway and found two chairs to sit on and chat. Unknown to me, Daniel Allgood, Sheriff Griswold, and Savannah Fineman began a discussion that would have ramifications for the future...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Melina said quietly "I looked into that Bob Stevens guy, and I dug deep. He's not undercover for anyone. He's never been a Federal Agent nor associated with the Federal Government as a C.I. or anything else. Ditto that for this State and the States that border ours."
"Good." I said. "That mean's he's got no excuse for being a weirdo, nor for being at Point Hollow."
Melina said "I looked into the lawsuits against him. He has run cult-like camps in different places, including around Lake Amengi-Nunagen and Lake Watchacoochie. But not like the Davidian compound or Mr. Kool-Aid Jim Jones; there never was a complaint about being forced to stay in a place. The lawsuits were over money that was paid but services not rendered nor the money given back. The curious thing is that Stevens won every one of the cases."



I said "So he's harmless?"
"Relatively, as far as the Federal Government can tell." Melina said. "But he hasn't even come across their radar, at least not that I could find... and I can find just about anything, except McGinty's Materials."
"Those are as real as The Slender Man." I replied. "Okay, then. I appreciate you looking that up for me."
"There's one more thing." Melina said. "Captain Perlman is not an Agency of the Weak-Minded. She asked her fiancé, our SAC Jack Muscone, to look up Stevens. When I do it, no one will know about it. But Jack had his City Supervisory Agent Julius Jefferson look up Stevens, and it was an open search. My 'research' immediately saw that. They found what I found, but my point is that if someone is watching, they know who Stevens is by now."
"Hmmmm." I said. "Okay, thanks for telling me that, too. But it looks like this guy is just a nutjob, so unless he shows up at Point Hollow again, I'm not going to lose any sleep over him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone talked and ate from the buffet of finger foods, except me. I only drank Cherry Coca-Cola Zero, and did not eat anything. I realized I was a lot more keyed up and nervous than I'd expected to be.
"Relax, Don." said Edward Steele, coming to sit down beside me, also having made astute observations. "The votes are in, the die is cast, we win or lose. Nothing we can do about it now. I go through this every two years, and I've learned that 'it ain't a thang but a thang'."
"You're right." I said. "I've got a lot more on my mind than just this vote, but it'll be nice when it's all over. And I appreciate all your hard work on it, and guiding me through the shifting sands."
"And on behalf of everyone else, thank you for all your work on it." said Edward. "I don't think it would've gotten done without you leading it."
I made sure to share my sentiments of thanks to the other Commission members. After a lot more talk, I sat back and just observed people, and made some interesting deductions. That's what I do...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00pm, KXTC came on with their news coverage: "This is Bettina Wurtzburg and Lester Holder at the Channel Two News Decision Desk!" said Bettina as she and Lester 'Penis Holder' sat at the anchor desk. "The votes are coming in, and it's too close to call. We do know that the northern suburbs are in, and the vote was 20% for and 80% against the new Charter. Numbers are still being tallied from the southern areas where minorities voted in huge numbers today..."
The second TV in the room (and on the big screens outside) was KFXU. Catrina and Meredith were behind a desk with their 'All-Star Panel' of Selena Steele, Alison McFarland, and surprisingly, Eldrick X. Weaver, who was well-behaved while on the air.
"So, Edward," I said, "how long before Selena takes over the bank from J.P. Goldman?" Edward, who was Selena's father, was wide-eyed with shock.
"How did you..." he gasped. Then he said "You really are almost as good at Carole at reading our minds."
"Not even close." I said. "But Selena's presence on that news panel, and her confidence and clarity are cluuuuuues. So what's going on?"
"After that poisoning incident," Edward said in a low tone (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 02.), "J.P. has become really embittered at the Democrats. It was the plan all along to hand over the reins to Selena as the bank CEO, but J.P. sped up the timetable. He also wants Selena to run for his Council seat, and she's thinking about it a lot, and very positively. J.P. plans to devote all his remaining life and energy into defeating and destroying bastards and bitches like Reginald Lewis and Kelly Carnes."
I nodded, then Edward asked "So tell me... what's going on with the D.A. Office situation?"
I told him about D.A. Walters's plans to reorganize the D.A.'s Office, then finished with: "Miriam Walters will either step into the cow patty... or she won't. We'll just have to wait and see." Edward nodded.
At 10:30pm, my phone rang. It was the Superintendent of the Board of Elections, who oversaw the counting of the votes and certified the results, making her the second-most powerful person in the County, after the Intendent Adele Peabody. It suddenly got quiet in the 'green room' as everyone realized who I was talking with.
"Mmm hmm..." I said. "Mmm hmm... I see... okay... yeah, release it whenever you're ready... okay, thanks for calling."
I hung up, and seeing all the people looking at me I said solemnly, my eyes downcast: "That was the Superintendent of the Board of Elections. The results are in, and certified..."
To be continued.
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Part 11 - The Results
"It wasn't even close." I said forlornly. Everyone groaned, but some were still watching me most very closely, especially Our Sheriff.
I couldn't hold it back any longer. I grinned and said "Only the Sheriff won by a wider margin than we did; the new Charter passed, 61.8% to 38.2%."
The room erupted into applause. Then the roar of applause in the main room outside could be heard as KFXU announced the results: "And the results are in!" said Catrina Pierce. "The new Town & County Charter passed by a strong margin of almost 62% voting in favor, while 38% voted against..."
There was much hugging and shaking of hands as we all celebrated. And then everyone but the Commission Members left and joined the now-large audience in the main room. Sheriff Griswold and Daniel Allgood walked to the podium, to large cheers.
"It's a great night for our Town & County!" said the Sheriff. "And now let's bring out the group that made it happen. Ladies and Gentlemen, the Charter Commission!"
I don't know why, but I had a fleeting flashback of being in a line to jump out of a perfectly good aircraft as we lined up to go through the door and on stage. The Rev. Williams went first, followed by Edna Carter, then me in the middle, then Edward Steele, then Savannah Fineman. The applause was huge, and the lights in our faces were bright, making it a bit hard to see.
Per prior arrangement, Town & County Councilman Edward R. Steele went up to speak for us. "Thank you all for coming, and for your support in this process, and getting it through the vote. We could not have done this without you!" Everyone cheered.
Then Mayor Allgood came up. "We asked these five Citizens to take on a tremendous task. They devoted hours of their time over several months, and worked tirelessly to produce a new Charter that will govern our lives for years to come. On behalf of the Council, the Assembly, and the People of the Town & County, as Mayor I would like to give you these tokens of our esteem."
Five young persons brought out five plaques, engraved on a silver (or chrome) plate with a wood background, that commemorated and thanked us for our service in the successful completion of writing the new Charter. The Mayor called out each name, and the audience cheered as they went up to receive their plaques. Mine was last.
"And last, but certainly not least," said the Mayor, "the Commission Chairman who put it all together and led the Commission to the successful completion of its goal, Don Troy!" Everyone cheered as I went up and received my plaque, which was like the others except for two things: it noted me as Chairman, and there were 'J' hooks attached to the bottom that curved forward.
The Mayor invited me to speak. I went up to the microphone and said "This was truly a team effort. My four colleagues on the Commission gave up hours of their time to work on this, and worked very well together out of diverse backgrounds to write this Charter for you." The audience cheered.
I continued: "And we had help from so many of you. We received input from many of you that took the time to attend our hearings, and that input was so valuable to us. I know that Mrs. Carter greatly appreciates the input from the County's teachers---" A huge round of applause broke out; I now knew where all the teachers in the room were.
"The input from our teachers was greatly helpful." I said. "I also appreciate the help of a great man, who has forgotten more than most of us will ever even know about this County's history, Sheriff Antonio Griswold!" Very loud applause for Our Sheriff.
"Thank you for your help, and for your votes." I said to finish, and began stepping back. I did not get far. And it did not take much deduction to know why those hooks were in my plaque.
The Reverend Williams had come up and put his hand on my shoulder to keep me in place. He said "If I may, Mr. Mayor..." he said. Daniel extended his hand towards the podium, and the Rev. Williams came up and said "No one worked harder on this Charter than our Chairman, Donald Troy." Applause broke out, then Williams continued: "Don Troy guided us through these waters and herded the cats, and the strength of his leadership is what led to our success. So on behalf of my fellow Charter Commission Members, I'd like to present you with this token of our esteem."
He held up a crowbar, only about a foot long and thin. But it was plated in brilliantly silvery chrome, and was designed to fit and hang under the plaque on the hooks. I accepted the crowbar and held it up for all to see as the audience applauded. Rev. Williams extended his hand, but that was not enough. I hugged him, then hugged the other four Commission members.
Then I went back to the podium. "This is technically our last Charter Commission meeting, and I announce that the Charter Commission is adjourned sine die!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Our formal celebration party would be Thursday evening. The party began breaking up right after our speeches. I was quickly surrounded by the Press for comment, and I tried to bore them by saying the successful result was due to my Commission teammates and the People of the County. I didn't really answer the questions they were hurling at me.
It was after midnight when we finally got home to The Cabin. Teresa and Todd had come by and picked up their boys. After a few minutes of talk about the vote results, Molly and Maggie went to the other bedrooms to get some sleep. Paulina was already here, and staying for the night in the master bedroom with Laura and me.
Laura went up to bed, and I went out on deck with a celebratory single malt Scotch. As I sat in my usual place, watching the stars in the sky and the twinkling lights of the Town in the valley below me, I crossed my legs in the 'English' style, like a figure-4...
*PLOP!*
I looked down to see that Tiger Mom had jumped up onto my lap, and was now lying her body in a circle around my legs. I could feel that she was perfectly balanced, and I thought to myself that cats must just know how to do that. I began gently stroking her, and was rewarded with some of the loudest purring I'd ever heard; it was like a powerful motor somewhere inside her.
It was the first time Tiger Mom had ever let me pet her, and I availed myself of the opportunity for a long while...
Part 12 - Discipline
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 25th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the Civic Center across Courthouse Square as the background. "The new Town & County Charter is now in effect!"
Bettina began: "In a stunning surprise result, the Town & County Charter proposal passed by a 61-38% margin, despite less than 20% approval in the northern County suburbs. We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling to break it down for us. Karl!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Karl Frazier from what looked like a political 'war room' in KXTC studios. "As you said, the overall result was 61.8 to 38.2 percent for the new Charter. The dismal results in the northern suburbs was more than offset by large approval majorities in the middle-class and relatively poor districts. Also, blacks voted for the Charter in surprisingly large numbers."
Bettina: "Karl, can you tell us why minorities voted for the Charter, when it does away with Boards of Inquiry that protected minorities from Police brutality?"
Frazier: "Bettina, our exit polling showed that the overwhelming reason stated by minority voters yesterday was the new School Board. Blacks valued better education for their children over all other issues."
Bettina said "Thank you, Karl!" then to the viewers: "Not everyone was happy about the result last night. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing one of the leaders of the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, saying in a speech at the losing gathering the night before: "Tonight was a devastating defeat for our hardworking teachers, and for education in the Town & County. But the NEA will continue the fight on behalf of our teachers and our children!" The tape cut off so that the weakness of the applause was not shown.
Bettina: "And in other news, Fire Chief Patrick Quinlin has called for a Press Conference at 8:00am, but did not give details of what it would be about. Sheriff Antonio Griswold had previously called for a Press Conference at 9:00am. KXTC will cover both Press Conferences."
Bettina: "The new Charter is now the cornerstone of the law, but many of its new provisions will not go into effect until January 1st. The Town & County Council will meet tonight, and they are expected to call for elections for the new School Board, Inspector General, and other newly created positions. These elections will be non-partisan free-for-alls, and will be on Election Day, Tuesday, November 5th. Runoff elections, if needed, will be on Tuesday, November 26th. Those wishing to run in the election must register no later than 5:00pm, Tuesday, October 8th."
Bettina: "And Channel Two News has learned that the Council may also ratify the new Police structure so that rank changes and promotions can take place on November 1st, if not sooner. They may also exercise a clause in the new Charter that will allow the Fire Department to use traditional bugle insignia of rank as well as gold insignia instead of silver in some instances. The Sheriff's Department will also receive those exceptions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Chief Quinlin's presser? What's that about?" I asked as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"I'm not sure." said Chief Moynahan. "The Sheriff is not here now because he said he had called Fire Chief Quinlin and Battalion Chief Tucker to his office for a meeting at 8:00am. Looks like Quinlin doesn't want to be therrrrre."
"Looks like Chief Quinlin is trying to get a jump on things." said Cindy Ross. "I'll bet he announces his immediate retirement, so he can collect his pension."
"He can tryyyyyy..." said Chief Moynahan.
"What about Battalion Chief Tucker?" Teresa Croyle asked. "He only has 18 years, and no MOV upon which he can base a retirement claim."
"He's going to be summarily fired." said the Chief. "The Sheriff may give Quinlin the option to retire, but if he's not at that meee-tinnng..."
"So, Don," said Cindy, "congratulations on the Charter. How do you feel?"
"Thanks" I said. "I feel... well, mostly relieved. But it feels a lot like our criminal cases. We work on it, we finish it, and that's that and we move on to the next case."
"And your next case," said the Chief, "is our meeting with D.A. Walters at 11:00am. I had invited her to lunch, but she said she preferred to meet here at the Police Station."
"That's so she can get up and leave if you start giving her any lip about whatever she's going to do." Teresa Croyle very astutely said.
"I am surrrre," purred the Chief, "that both of my Crowbar Commanders will be on their very best behav-yorrrrr..."
"Yes sir." I said. "My very best behavior." Somehow, I don't think that gave the Chief a warm and fuzzy feeling.
Just then there was a knock on the door. It opened to reveal Lt. Jerome Davis. "Commander Troy," he said, "can you come to MCD for a moment?"
"Uh, sure." I said. I did notice as I followed Jerome into the hallway that the Chief and my Angels were following us.
And when we got to MCD, I knew why. When I came in, a large contingent of Detectives burst into a round of applause. Precinct Captain Hewitt and Lieutenant Rudistan were there, also. Along with doughnuts, there was a cake that had been brought in, a nice caramel cake. In white icing on the top, it said "Congrats on the Charter!"
"Aw, thanks guys." I said. "And I gotta admit: I need the sugar rush, so cut me a piece of that cake!" Everyone cheered, and a small morning party commenced.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, my Angels and I were in my office. I turned on the monitor to KFXU.
"And here's Chief Quinlin to speak now." Priya Ajmani said. The camera turned to focus upon Fire Chief Quinlin, who was standing in front of Fire Department Headquarters.
"The People have spoken." said Chief Quinlin. "I accept their decision and the result of their vote. But I cannot in good conscience abide by the decision to create a new EMS that is not under the full and complete control of the Fire Department. Therefore, I have submitted my resignation and my papers to retire, effective immediately. I want to thank the Officers and Firefighters of this great Fire Department for their support while I had the honor to serve as their Chief. I'll be taking no questions at this time."
As he walked back into Fire Department Headquarters, the camera turned back to Priya, who said: "And there you have it! Chief Quinlin has resigned over the creation of a new EMT service..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Sheriff Griswold came out the front doors of City Hall to the 'front porch', as it was colloquially called, and to the podium upon which rested a bank of microphones. A gaggle of Press were in a semi-circle in front of him.
"Thank you for coming." growled Griswold. "I am announcing that I am not accepting Fire Chief Quinlin's resignation, and am putting on hold his retirement papers. This is for the purpose of bringing up Chief Quinlin on several charges, which include insubordination, as well as wearing his Fire Department uniform for a political ad with the intent to be seen as representing the Fire Department. I have begun the process of firing Chief Quinlin as well as summarily firing Battalion Chief Tucker. As part of that, Chief Quinlin will be stripped of his pension. What are your questions regarding this situation?"
"Sheriff!" shouted Priya, "why didn't you take action immediately after Fire Chief Quinlin made that ad?"
"The ensuring controversy might have affected the plebiscite on the new Charter." growled Griswold. "That would not have been fair to the People of the County nor the Charter Commission that worked their butts off writing the new Charter. So I delayed taking action until today."
"If the Charter had failed to pass," asked an Indian reporterette that no one recognized, "would you still have fired them?"
"Yes." said the Sheriff. "I only delayed the action so that a fair vote on the Charter could be held. The result was not an issue, just the timing."
"Do you expect the Fire Captain's Union to grieve your actions, Sheriff?" said Bettina Wurtzburg.
"If they do, we'll deal with it at that time." said Griswold.
"Sheriff, who will you be naming to the Fire Chief position?" asked Keith Madden.
"I'll be making a nomination to the Council soon." said Griswold. "Assistant Fire Chief Davies is Acting Chief in the interim."
"Sheriff, do you expect the Firefighters to strike over the creation of a new EMS?" shouted Bettina.
"No." said the Sheriff. "A strike would be illegal, and I would fire any strikers. And any Firefighter that does not like the new EMS can signify so by raising their hand and saying 'I resign.'."
"Sheriff, who are you going to name as the new EMS Chief and Assistant Chief?" shouted Priya.
"We'll be having an announcement on that soon." said Sheriff Griswold. "I've already got some people in mind, and I just need to get them to accept my offers,. Then we'll go to the Council with the names."
"Sheriff, will you support a Board of Inquiry for Commanders Troy and Ross regarding the accusations of Police brutality in the wake of the attacks on AFC Davies and his fiancée?" asked Bill Hacosta.
"As far as I'm concerned, my Police Officers acted properly and did not use excessive force to apprehend the alleged attackers, who we know have ties to the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union." growled Griswold. "The Council will have to call for a Board of Inquiry."
With that, the Sheriff said "Thank you, everyone." and walked back into City Hall. Within an hour, the Fire Department Captain's Union filed a grievance on behalf of Fire Chief Quinlin and Battalion Chief Tucker.
Part 13 - Reward and Punishment
11:00am, Wednesday, September 25th. District Attorney Miriam Walters entered Police Headquarters and was escorted to the Main Conference Room. Already present were Police Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Ross, Police Commander Troy (me), and Captain of Detectives Tanya Perlman. The Chief was sitting at his usual place at the near end of the table. Cindy was to his left, and I was to hers. Miriam Walters sat to the Chief's right, her back to the door, and Tanya to her right.
"Thank you for coming, Ms. Walters." said the Chief after Miriam sat down. "The Sheriff sends his regrets; he's putting out fires in the Fire Department, pun fully in-tenn-dedddd."
"I understand, and thank you for having me." said Walters, who did not even crack a smile at the Chief's joke. "And congratulations, Commander Troy, on the Charter passing."
"Thank you." I said politely. "ADA Fineman contributed greatly to its success."
"Yes, she did very well." Walters said, making me feel like I'd made a mistake in praising Fineman.
Getting right down to business, Walters said "The reason I'm here today is to let you know the changes I'm making to the District Attorney's Office. These changes bring us into line with many other D.A. offices in the State, and some of them will affect our interactions with the Police Force, especially the Detectives."
"Do you have a presentation that you need to connect to our screen?" asked the Chief.
"No, it's verbal." said Miriam. She settled in, then started: "First, I'm hiring two Investigators. As you know, they will not be full Law Enforcement Officers, but they can and will investigate new leads we might develop in cases that have come to us from you, question or re-question witnesses or other people, work to clarify situations as needed, and help prep witnesses for trial."
She looked around the room, possibly not having expected the silence that greeted her. I noticed she kept glancing towards me out of the corner of her eye, as if judging my reaction. I was keeping my face a mask of iron passivity.
"No comments?" asked Walters.
Tanya took up the bit: "Please just make sure we know who they are, and that they work with us and not at cross-purposes. I don't want them and our people stepping on each other's toes."
Chief Moynahan said "I hope you'll consider having them work with Sheriff Grizzzzwold. He will teach them everything from crime scenes to questioning people, just as he teaches our De-tec-tives."
Miriam said "That's a good idea. Also, per the State Code, our Investigators can get warrants for your Officers as well as Sheriff's Deputies." I worked hard not to glance at Tanya; that was a big part of her desire to bringing an Intelligence Division into existence.
"The second part concerns the structure of the District Attorney's Office." said Walters. "It is common, especially in this State, to have Deputy District Attorneys as the main prosecutors working with Law Enforcement and in the Courts, and for Assistant DAs to be supervisors and the DA's representatives, so to speak. Because of potential... 'optics' issues, I believe the best way to go about this restructuring is to have every current Assistant DA be re-designated Deputy DAs. At some point in the future, supervisory ADA roles would be filled as needed."



Miriam continued: "As an example from the past, after the Merger there were two Police positions that were not filled at the time: Commander and Deputy Chief. Over time, as the Police Force grew along with the Town & County, those positions were effectively filled. That probably should've happened with the DA's office, but they named them ADAs instead of DDAs. So we're just following some precedent in all this."
I again had noted that Miriam had glanced over towards me every few seconds, to see how this was going over with me. As she finished, she was understanding the concept of the silence in the room being 'deafening'." I also noted that everyone else had been glancing over at me, and I was getting the sense that Cindy was really trying to reach into my mind and read me.
"Any comments?" asked the Chief, looking right at me. But it was Cindy who spoke first.
"When will you be making promotions to ADA from DDA?" Cindy asked, her voice sounding calm, but her ice blue eyes boring into Miriam Walters's beady black peepers showing otherwise.
"That will be months down the road." Miriam said. "And not until it's determined that there is a need for that layer of supervision."
Then Walters attempted another line: "One other thing... you and your Detectives will be working with our DDAs, not future ADAs, once this is put in place. I know you have your opinions on who is best, and I'm not here to argue that with you. But by making this change now, you get to continue to work with the same people. They just have different titles and locations on the org chart."
She's trying, I thought to myself. She's a good politician; she's twisting the English language around to suit her agenda. She's even clutching at the straws of examples of my own promotion to suit her cause. But it's an insult to my intelligence to tell me that demoting Paulina is the best if not only way we get to continue to work with her. Fortunately for her, the Chief asked and the Sheriff ordered me to 'be nice'.
All eyes were now on me, and I knew I had to speak. I said "I've been asked to be nice, so I won't ask what happens if Savannah Fineman loses the Solicitor race to Ted Mason again. What I will say is this."
I straightened up in my chair and said (calmly) "Something I learned in the Army, as well as in my first civilian job, was that you can always give more, but to take away creates enmity. If you give someone a raise, that's good, they'll be loyal. But if you come back a month later and say 'we have to take your raise away', you'll create enmity, and disloyalty will result."
I continued: "And not just with the person you're taking from. You'll create enmity, or at least distrust, with those who remain. Most of them will wonder in the back of their minds if they're next, or if more will be demanded of them if they get to keep their raises."
"You made the example of my own promotion." I said. "Let me counter with another example from the Police Force: when we restructured to align the Detective ranks more similarly to other Police Forces in the State and the Nation, we did not demote anyone. At all. Those who were Senior Detectives, which outranks Sergeants, were left in those positions, and they're grandfathered in. The new structure only applies to new, incoming Detectives. By doing that, we did not create ill will within the Detective Corps."
"And sometimes nothing works to prevent enmity." I said. "When the Fire Department Battalion Chief position was scheduled to be reduced to the same level with Superintendents, we made clear it would not apply to the current Battalion Chiefs. But they still whined about it. So we went the other way; we upgraded the Superintendent position. The Battalion Chiefs whined about that. And then we raised the AFC and Fire Marshal positions, and the Battalion Chiefs called that a demotion of the Battalion Chiefs."
"My point to all this," I finished up, "is that if you take away, if you demote, if you elevate others and leave someone behind, or even just the appearance of it, you create enmity. And a plague of boils ensues. The Fire Department is about to erupt into chaos. And I believe it's the same with your ADAs... or could be. You have four left: Washington, Patterson, Fineman, and Gregory. If you demote any or all of them, you will create enmity, ill will, and not just with them. Make the structural changes if you wish. But don't take away from anyone, or leave them behind."
The Chief and Cindy were nodding vigorously in support of my words. Tanya's eyes were sparkling, which I knew meant she approved. However, I might as well have been talking to a slab of black marble as I looked into Miriam Walters's beady black eyes... as I saw that my words had no effect... or perhaps less than zero effect... on her.
"Thank you for your input, Commander." Walters said icily. Then she said to everyone "That's all I have. If any of you know anyone that might be a good Investigator for us, send me their résumé."
"Thank you for coming by, Ms. Walters." said the Chief. "I look forward to working with your new people." He got up, then the rest of us did, indicating the meeting was 'ovah'. He personally escorted the District Attorney to the front lobby...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank yooooo, Mr. Crowbar," said the Chief, "for not taking the District Attorney's head, even though she would have very much deserved it."
The Chief, Cindy, and I were eating lunch in the 'command' back room of the Cop Bar, which we had to ourselves; there was no one from the Fire Department's leadership in the room. I was having the Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate, Cindy was having the Fish and Chips basket, and the Chief was consuming a massive Chicken Salad.
Cindy said "And what you said was very good, maybe the best thing you could have said to her."
"I did not like it that she was trying to use yooooo as her example to demote the ADAs." said the Chief.
"Neither did I." said Cindy. In case you're wondering, I was not answering because I was stuffing my face with the delicious burger that had been expertly cooked to my most very happy satisfaction.
I finally said "Walters was just practicing her political skills, which are considerable. But she was clutching at straws, really reaching to make justifications for what she truly wants to do. And she did not like it one bit that I countered her example with one of my own."
"Do you think you changed her mind, at all?" Cindy asked.
"I may have delayed the inevitable." I said. "But that's all. She's going to do what she wants to do. But I'm not really concerned about that right now. I'm wondering what's going on with the Fire Department. And we have the Council meeting tonight. I will make my public report that the Charter is passed, and with that the Charter Commission will cease to be."
"I can tell you where the Fire Department is." growled the voice of Sheriff Griswold, followed by him coming up to our table. "If I can join you, that is."
"By all means, Sheriff." said the Chief. "Have some fries until you can order."
"I placed my order at the bar." said the Sheriff, taking some fries anyway. "As to the Fire Department, the Union grieved my actions to disallow Quinlin's retirement and to fire him without a pension, and to summarily fire Tucker. Both are suspended without pay. I thought it would take some time, but the Union agreed to meet with us and decide things tomorrow morning."
"That's good." said Chief Moynahan. "They're not going to wait for the Council to have input? Or a Board of Inquiry?"
"Who knows what the Council is going to do." growled the Sheriff. "My sources tell me that the Union knows they're going to lose, so they want to get it overwith and move forward. I suspect they want to force themselves to be the EMT's Union, as well. So... as you like to say, Crowbar: teachable moment! What would you two young whippersnappers do if you were me?"
Cindy said quickly and with alacrity: "I'd rip them both new ones, and fight the Union all the way. You can't let the insubordination go, Sheriff, and you delayed it for the election. If it were me, I'd bring the hammer down, and take Quinlin's pension away. I'd fire Tucker, and take away his years of service towards his pension, so that he can't get a County job for two years and get a pension."
The Sheriff nodded, then turned to me and said "Crowbar?"
I said "You might be surprised to hear this, Sheriff, but I might not act too hastily. First, I would hammer Tucker. Like Commander Ross said, I'd summarily fire him, and in such a way that if he gets another County job, his years with the TCFD cannot count towards a pension. Maybe even bust him down to Firefighter Apprentice and then put a boot in his ass."
"As to Chief Quinlin," I continued, "it depends on several factors. His years and record of service vs. the seriousness of this incident; how the Fire Department overall is going to take whatever you end up doing to him; and finally, the Union negotiation tomorrow."
I finished: "If it were me, I'd go in guns-blazing, then do the back and forth with the Union and work them down to my ultimate goal of allowing Quinlin his pension, but at a reduced rank, such as Captain... kind of like what Chief Moynahan did to Della Harlow. In exchange, the Union throws Tucker under the bus and you make a huge example of him."
"I like that." said Griswold. "And that's likely what is going to happen."
At that moment, the Sheriff's Double Cheeseburger Plate came, and we talked Police 'shop' as we ate our meals...
Part 14 - Ranks and Files
7:30pm, Wednesday, September 25th. I was in civilian clothes, though with my badge on my belt and my holstered gun under my armpit under the suit jacket. Teresa Croyle was in her 'black' uniform. We didn't know if there would be trouble tonight, and it was possible a lot of 2nd Shift Patrol Officers were patrolling right near City Hall.
I noticed that the crowd filing in was fairly large. There were a large number of blacks of various ages, but very few of them were wearing red t-shirts; most were nicely dressed. There were also a good number of people I recognized as schoolteachers. And there were a few unkempt persons, mostly young and white, wearing green PCGW t-shirts.
"What's with all the schoolteachers?" I asked Teresa.
"If you don't know, sir, I sure don't." Teresa replied.
"Well, keep your eyes peeled." I said. "It might be some NEA protest. If anything starts up, I want it shut down very, very quickly."
"Roger that, sir." Teresa replied, very eager to implement those instructions should it become necessary.
The Council Members filed in and took their seats. Mayor Allgood addressed the audience: "Because of the passage of the new Charter last night, we're going to have a lot of work to do tonight. So we're not going to have speakers address the Council tonight, except for the one that is required by law to do so. If you have an issue that needs quick redress, please fill out one of the forms in back, and someone will contact you."
The Mayor called for the lawsuits and other papers to be presented, and they were moved along. Then he said "Charter Commission Chairman Don Troy is recognized to speak."
I moved to the central podium and said "It is my duty and my pleasure to report to you that the new Charter was approved by a vote of the People of the Town & County yesterday. I have submitted a written report of the Charter Commission's actions, as well as another report that outlines what the Council needs to do in preparation for the implementation of the new Charter. And with this report to you, I am pronouncing the mission of the Charter Commission completed, and that the Commission is herewith dissolved."
The Mayor said "Without objection, enter that into the record." There were no objections. The Mayor said "Chairman Troy, on behalf of the Town & County Council, Assembly, and People, I thank you and your Commission for your hard work and the successful result of it."
Someone began clapping, and soon everyone was standing up and applauding. The people in the audience that were teachers were the first to rise up out of their seats, and the blacks in the audience did, as well. I would learn later that they were so happy with the School Board that they came to the meeting just to applaud me.
But it was not all good: the green-shirted environmentalist punks of the PCGW did not sand up, and I noted that Kelly Carnes and Malinda Adams stood but did not join in the applause...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Work began being done. The Council ratified the call for an election of newly created positions on Election Day, to fill a one-year term until the regular election, after which the terms would be two years, like most Town & County elected offices. The elections would be 'jungle style', where everyone runs on one ballot, with political affiliation listed by the person's name, and the top two in a runoff unless one person got 50% + 1 votes.
"I move," said Reginald B.F. Lewis, "to go into Executive Session, for the purpose of bringing back up and discussing the proposed promotions within the Police and Fire Departments. The Sheriff has also submitted names for the leadership of the new EMS, which will require ratification."
"Without objection?" said the Mayor. There was one objection, by J.P. Goldman, who requested and required a recorded vote. That vote was 10-0; Goldman was just being ornery. "Will Commander Troy and Captain Croyle join us?" said the Mayor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I don't know how he did it, but as I walked into the private Council Chamber and turned sideways to sit down in one of the chairs against the left side wall, Sheriff Antonio Griswold had appeared out of nowhere and had come in right behind me. He sat down next to me, to my right. Teresa was on my left side, and the Sergeant-At-Arms was sitting a couple of seats down from the Sheriff.
"Can we get a report from the Sheriff on the status of the Fire Department, please?" asked Kelly Carnes. The Mayor looked over at Sheriff Griswold, who nodded and came up to the podium at the far (from the doors) end of the table.
"The Union grievance will be heard tomorrow morning." growled Griswold. "It is very likely that at the end of that meeting, the Fire Department will need a new Chief. I am submitting Assistant Chief Warren Davies to you for promotion to Fire Chief, in the event the vacancy comes open tomorrow."
Mayor Allgood said "I think we may have to wait until the vacancy is assured, meaning we'll ratify it next Tuesday, unless you guys want to have a special session." There were murmurs of general agreement over that.
Reginald B.F. Lewis then said "We have received a formal complaint as well as a lawsuit concerning TCPD excessive use of force in the arrest of six persons who attacked AFC Davies and his lady friend. While the initial motion to call for a Board of Inquiry was defeated, I am making a new motion---"
"Point of order!" snarled J.P. Goldman. "We voted that down already."
"The initial BOI request, yes." said Susan Weston. "But a new request based on the lawsuit would be considered a separate item."
"And I second that motion." said Kelly Carnes.
"You were not recognized, Mrs. Carnes." said the Mayor woodenly. "Let's get the legalities of this straight first."
"Here's a precedent." said Malinda Adams, sliding a file folder across the table to the Mayor. Daniel Allgood examined the contents.
"I have a different Point of Order." said Dagmar Schoen. "With the new Charter passed, aren't Boards of Inquiry a thing of the past, now?"
"No." I said, speaking up. "Though I'll be the object of the BOI, I'm compelled to say that the Boards of Inquest are part of the new Inspector General's Department. An Inspector General must be elected, and in general the Boards of Inquest won't be in effect until January 1st. So until then, it'll still be the old way of doing things."
"You're too damn honest for your own good, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff.
"It is what it is, Sheriff." I quietly replied. Then I spoke more loudly: "But I'll remind everyone that the Police Union will grieve any BOI that includes Finneran in any capacity based upon new evidence against him, and it'll be tied up for months. That's not a threat, just predicting the future."
"Commander Troy and his cover-up Union won't have a choice." said Kelly Carnes. "So what are you going to do, Mayor? Are we just going to sit here all night?
"Mind your tone, Mrs. Carnes." Mayor Allgood said flatly as he finished reading the material. "Yes, this case from several years ago might be a precedent, but it also could have been a wrong precedent. I think we need to get an opinion from the City Attorney."
"Why don't we come back to this?" said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "Since my motion was not seconded, I withdraw it." Teresa and I glanced at each other; we could both tell Lewis had something up his sleeve.
"Okay, let's talk about the Police structure, which will include some promotions." said Mayor Allgood. "The way this works is that the new Charter requires that all Precinct Captains are automatically promoted to full Captain at the New Year, and Supervisors and brevetted Lieutenant are promoted to full Lieutenant. Our mission, if we choose to accept it, is to make those promotions effective November 1st, if not sooner. Any particular date you'd like, Commander Troy?"
"October 1st." I said. "We have to have new badges made, and that'll take a few days."
"Including yours, Commander?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis derisively.
"Including mine." I replied, not rising to the bait. When Teresa looked at me quizzically, I whispered "Tell you later." She nodded.
"Does this include the promotion to Operations Commander?" asked Susan Weston, also derisively.
"If you pass the new rank structure, yes." I replied.
"If this doesn't pass," said Sheila Sorrells, "will there be repercussions? Any problem for the Police Force?"
"Not really." I said. "But we like getting our candy, and Sheriff Griswold wants his four-star candy." Laughter erupted, and the Sheriff peered at me and then guffawed when he saw me grinning at him. Susan Weston looked furious; she knew that was a direct shot across the bow at her repeated comments about the TCPD giving out medals like candy.
"I'll tell you what." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "I'll vote to pass this... as long as there's a provision in it to disperse the Detectives to the Precincts."
"Not gonna happen." I said. "And just so you know... even if you passed that, I'll just have all-day meetings and training sessions for the Detective at Headquarters. I will get around it. But it's not going to pass, because it will harm the Police Force... and only you and Mrs. Carnes actively want to harm the Police Force." That got me an ugly look from Carnes... but she did not deny it out loud.
"Why the hell not?" Lewis almost screamed. "What do you have against dispersing the Detectives? Why do you think that's such a bad thing?"
"Because if they're scattered like a covey of partridge across the County, they can't talk to each other face-to-face about their cases!" I all but yelled back. "They're a unit! a team!"
"I can wait until New Year's Day for my candy, Lewis." growled Griswold. "Your 'fake news' offer is a non-starter."
"How about this, then?" said Sheila Sorrells. "We pass the structure and promotions, effective October 1st.. if we get our Board of Inquiry."
"And Commissioner Finneran as lead examiner!" Kelly Carnes happily added...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My badge says 'Commander'." I said to Teresa as we left after the meeting ended. "My new one will say 'Police Commander', since we now have Commander and Lt. Commander ranks, and 'Chief of Operations' and 'Commander of Operations' positions. So I'll be getting a new badge."



"What will my badge say?" asked Teresa. You can tell by the form of our sentences that the rank structure passed. So did the BOI referral.
"It will say 'Lt. Commander'." I said. "And congratulations, Commander of Operations Croyle!"
"And you're a star now... literally." said Teresa, with as much of a grin as we were going to get from her. "And that was hilarious, what you said about the Sheriff wanting his candy."
"Damn right, I want that." said Sheriff Griswold, who was walking right alongside us back to Police Headquarters.
"Our Sheriff will now have the uniform he deserves, and that the People need to see." I quipped.
"You're going to look great, Sheriff." Teresa said, in an excellent display of asskissing.
"Har." said the Sheriff. "So what did you young whippersnappers think of my nominations for the EMS Chief and Assistant Chief?"
"The Assistant Chief did not surprise me." I said. "But you totally got me with the EMS Chief nomination. I had no idea that was coming..."
(Author's note: Can you guess who the EMS Chief and Assistant Chief will be? Keep reading for the answers...)
Part 15 - Resolutions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, September 26th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College. "Commander Troy will be required to face yet another Board of Inquiry regarding accusations of Police brutality!"
Bettina began: "The Council referred a complaint and an NEA lawsuit of Police brutality to a Board of Inquiry, to determine if Commander Donald Troy and Deputy Chief Cindy Ross used excessive force in arresting six protesters the Police said were assaulting Assistant Fire Chief Davies and another person. Some Council Members insisted that Commissioner Finneran be on the Board of Inquiry and the lead examiner, but it was not clear if that would actually happen."
Bettina droned on about the case, then finally got to other news: "We will be having breaking news throughout the day. Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis will be issuing a statement this morning. Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, brother of University President Sidney P. Wellman, will hold a rally as he announces that he will be running for the I.G. post, which under the new Charter is an elected position in the newly independent Inspector General's Office."
Bettina: "District Attorney Miriam Walters will be holding a Press conference this morning to outline changes to the District Attorney's Office. Channel Two News has learned that one of those changes could be the demotion of ADA Paulina Patterson, who is black, in favor of ADA Savannah Fineman, who is white and a close friend of D.A. Walters."
Bettina: "And Sheriff Griswold will be holding a news conference this afternoon, from which we are expecting to hear a resolution to the punishment of Fire Chief Quinlin and Battalion Chief Tucker. The Union grieved the Sheriff's attempts to separate both men from the Fire Department, and the hearing will be this morning. Sheriff Griswold also said that he will reveal the names of the leadership of the new EMS leaders at the Press conference, which the Council approved last night, but redacted the names until they accept the nominations and are announced by the Sheriff."
Bettina: "And the Council passed a resolution to allow the branches of the Public Service Department to implement the new rank structure outlined in the new Charter on October 1st. Among those changes, the Battalion Chiefs are demoted to the equivalent of Superintendents instead of being on par with the Assistant Fire Chief and Fire Marshal. Also, Precinct Captains will now be full Captains in the Town & County Police Department..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone ringing as the Command Group and my Angels drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Hello, Ms. Walters." I said as I answered.
"Commander, did you tell Bettina that crap about me demoting Paulina?" Walters angrily asked.
"No, Ms. Walters." I said. "Scout's Honor, it wasn't me. And you know I don't speak to KXTC at all."
"Who the hell was it, then?" Walters practically shouted.
"If I knew, I would tell you." I said. "And I do wish I knew, because I hate leakers in the Police Department more than you can possibly know."
"All right, then." said Walters. "My apologies. And what that bitch Wurtzburg said is totally 'fake news'. She has no idea what I'm going to say."
"That's never stopped her from lying on the air before." I said. That lightened Miriam's mood considerably. She apologized again, told me to watch her news conference, then we disconnected.
"Wow." I muttered as I set the phone down on the table, and related to everyone what had been said.
"If you'd leaked that, Bettina would not have run with it." Tanya Perlman astutely said. "And judging by the racial overtones in the way Bettina reported it, she's trying to gin up something."
"The silver lining to this," said Cindy Ross, "is that judging by Miriam's phone call, she doesn't intend to demote Paulina."
Teresa replied "Or she did intend to do it, and now Bettina has laid the table to make a racial issue out of it."
"What do you think, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" drawled the Chief.
"I think..." I said, "... that I need more coffee, and we'll find out what Miriam has to say when she gives her Press conference." After pouring more coffee into my mug, and everyone else's that needed it, I said "Oh, one more thing: I had thought Reginald B.F. Lewis was going to resign days ago. But apparently he waited to see what the Charter vote would be, so I expect his presser today is to announce he won't run again."
"Good call, off on the timing." said Cindy. "But if you were perfect, you'd have been writing the Ten Commandments instead of the Charter." Amidst the laughter, a red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Did my proposal for an Intelligence Division get acted upon?" Tanya asked.
"Yes." I said. "It was submitted, and the Council referred it to the Committee of the Whole, which is their way of being able to get together and talk about something without having to go through the hoopla of, or most of the hoopla, of the Rules of Order, and having to keep transparency notes."
"Darn." Tanya said, her spirit deflating at the news. "I was hoping it'd sneak through."
"Don't be upset." I said. "There was a lot going on at that Council meeting last night. If they had to have done it last night, it would've failed. I think they really do want to consider it, and it'll get a fair shot."
"Does the Council even have to pass it?" Cindy asked. "Why can't the Chief do it unilaterally?"
I replied "Because it creates a new Lieutenant position, which will require the Council's approval to fill. And even though there was an anonymous gift to buy the equipment for it, the money has to be authorized to be spent, and the positions created. We can laterally move Lt. Mary Milton to the Intel Lieutenant slot, but then the Council has to approve whoever we put in the Vice slot..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Angels and I were watching in my office as Reginald B.F. Lewis came before the television cameras set up in the Atrium of City Hall. "Thank you for coming." said Lewis. "I am announcing today that I will not be running again for my seat on the Town & County Council. The actions of the racist, illegitimate Mayor and his sycophant Police Force have made it impossible for me to serve my constituents and protect their rights as minorities in a way they have a right to expect. As of now, I intend to serve out my current term on the Council, continuing the fight to stop the illegitimate Mayor's racist policies. I'll be taking no questions at this time. Thank you."
As we watched on TV as Lewis walked on into the secure areas of City Hall, ignoring the Press's shouted questions, I heard Tanya hiss "Yessss!"
"Are you the reason he's quitting?" asked Teresa to Tanya.
"Sure, I'll take the credit." Tanya said with a wicked grin.
"You can, but what he said to you was just one of the final straws that broke his back." I said. "I happen to have some inside information that Lewis knows he's been neutered by that suspended sentence hanging over his head like the Sword of Damocles. I think he'd just resign from the Council, but that would leave the Republicans with a 5-4 advantage until the next election."
"Miriam's presser is coming up at 9:00am." said Cindy.
Teresa said "Someone who shall remain nameless told me that Geiger said that he turned down Miriam's offer to be a D.A. Investigator because he, and I quote, 'didn't trust her motives'. He said that the way she asked questions as they discussed the job gave him a bad vibe about what she wanted him to do."
"Which is what?" I asked. "To go behind our backs in some way?"
Tanya spoke up and replied: "Or make sure we don't sabotage Savannah Fineman if and when Miriam demotes Paulina. And yes, I heard that about Geiger turning down the job, also..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Union grievance hearing began in a room in City Hall, Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey, an older man that had been with the Sheriff's Department for over a quarter of a century, came up to one of the Union's lawyers, the 'Junior Adjutant' as he was derisively called. They began the negotiation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Town & County District Attorney Miriam Walters went to the Press Room in City Hall. As the propagandists... er, journalists settled into their chairs, she said "Thank you for coming. This press conference will outline changes to the District Attorney's Office, which will bring our DA's Office into closer alignment with most of the others in the State."
Walters announced the new Investigator positions, then said "The other major change is with respect to Deputy DAs. All new hires of prosecutors and related attorneys will be Deputy DAs instead of Assistant DAs. The current Assistant DAs will remain in their positions, though there may be a shifting of roles."
Miriam then detonated the nuke: "I also want to say that this morning there was a news report that was not only false, but malicious in what I believe was an attempt to instigate racial tensions. KXTC's dishonest fake news was disgusting, and shows why journalists are one of the three most disrespected and despised professions in America. KXTC owes me, my Assistant DAs, and the People of this County a retraction and an on-air apology."
"Hold your breath waiting for one!" shouted Lester Holder, standing up. "We stand by our reporting! Just because you changed your mind to hide your racist intent doesn't mean we lied. We stand by our story! You owe us an apology!"
"Get that race-baiter out of here." said DA Walters. To Holder she said: "We have not forgotten the racist names you called my ADAs daughter, Holder. And neither has the Iron Crowbar!" There were gasps in the room as two Deputy Sheriffs came up. Holder did not resist, and willingly left with them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Cindy as she and I watched in my office. "She backed off. Maybe what you said did have an effect."
"Yeah," I said, "she kicked the can down the road. But like I also said in the earlier meeting, we'll have to see what happens if Savannah Fineman loses the Solicitor election next year. Miriam is counting on Savannah winning that. I'm far less certain."
"How'd you like that exchange with Lester Holder?" Cindy asked with a gleam in her ice-blue eyes.
"I cannot believe he did that." I said. "I'm just wondering if he gets so triggered whenever Press dishonesty is called out that he just can't help himself."
"Just between us," said Cindy, "are you the one that leaked that to KXTC, in spite of what you told Miriam?"
"No." I said, shaking my head. "Seriously and genuinely, I am not the one."
Cindy peered at me, then her eyes relaxed and she just nodded slightly. "So who do you think did leak it? Because I have reason to believe Miriam was going to go through with demoting all four ADAs. I really do suspect that Miriam backed off only after Bettina put that out there this morning."
"I don't know." I said. "There are a lot of logical candidates. We shall see what's going on with that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I met Jack Muscone at the Cop Bar for lunch. "So now it's crazy for you guys while we Feds are sitting back and twiddling our thumbs." he said as we sat down.
I chuckled. "Yes, it is." I said. "But in a good way. And now we can concentrate on Tanya's plan for an Intelligence Division."
"You like that plan?" asked Jack. "I thought it was a good idea. The SRIC (State Regional Intelligence Center), like everything else that the SBI touches, is sketchy."
"True." I said. "And I've noticed a small but persistent increase in drug traffic flow into the County. It could really become an issue, and an Intel Unit could really be good to fight that. So what's going on Federally?"
Jack said "First, I wanted to say that I heard about Reginald B.F. Lewis not running again. I'm extremely glad to hear that, especially after what he said to Tanya. But it got my hackles up that he's not running again."
"He's hamstrung by that plea deal he made." I said. "If I were politically incorrect, I'd say he's made a lot of money for himself as a civil rights politician, and he's too much of a coward to put it on the line and risk jail time by violating that plea deal. He made the plea deal out of cowardice in the first place, as well. The only problem I have with him not running again is that we may get saddled with someone worse."
"That's true." said Jack. "And I wanted to apologize if we stepped on your toes over that Guru Stevens situation." said Jack. "Tanya asked me to do a routine check on him to make sure he wasn't one of our guys on an undercover mission. He's not, and as far as we can tell he's not undercover with anyone at all. But an issue came up: we found out that someone accessed our search on Stevens. We thought it was Melina... and yes, I know you asked her to look into Stevens... but it wasn't her. It was someone in Washington, D.C. Then the Rovers BAU unit started checking him out, and not being discreet about it at all."
"Hmmm." I said. "I guess I should be worried under the 'there are no coincidences in the Universe' concept, but since Stevens is just a nutjob wannabee cult leader, I don't feel like wasting any time on him."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm. Sheriff Griswold stepped onto the portico of City Hall and up to the bank of microphones. There were a good number of people to both sides of him, including Chief Moynahan, myself, Cindy, Teresa, AFC Davies, Fire Marshal Zoe Singer, and Fire Lieutenant Roy Easley, all in Duty Dress uniforms. Public Health Officer Beth Paige, University President Sidney P. Wellman, Dr. Richard Searles, and my wife Dr. Laura Fredricson were also in attendance. A gaggle of journalists faced the microphones.
"Thank you all for coming." said the Sheriff. "I have two major announcements today. First, we have come to an agreement with the Fire Captain's Union and Fire Chief Quinlin. Quinlin has accepted a deal whereby he will be demoted to Fire Captain, and he will be allowed to retire with his pension based upon a Fire Captain's salary. I made that offer based upon Quinlin's years of service to the Fire Department versus the violations he committed, and it was agreed to by all parties."
"In exchange," said the Sheriff, "the Fire Captain's Union withdrew its grievance of the disciplining of Battalion Chief Tucker. Tucker was stripped of his time-in-grade, meaning his time with the Fire Department cannot be counted towards a pension should he attain another County job. Tucker was also summarily fired from the Town & County Fire Department."
"As a result of the Fire Chief vacancy," continued Griswold, "I will be nominating Assistant Fire Chief Warren Davies for the Fire Chief post." All the crowd except the Press applauded. They didn't want to show anything but 'neutrality', of course.
Sheriff Griswold: "My other announcement is to name the new EMS Chief and Assistant Chief, which was ratified by the Council last night. Your next EMS Assistant Chief is a lateral transfer, as Fire Marshal Zoe Singer has agreed to take on the new role. Zoe would you please come up?" There was applause as Zoe came up to the podium, but we were wondering why the Sheriff had her come up before naming the EMS Chief. We found out quickly enough:
Sheriff Griswold said "I have a special award for Ms. Singer today. She has served our Town & County for many years as an EMT then as Fire Marshal. The Fire Marshal job is like Internal Affairs as well as investigating Arson crimes, and she set a very high bar with her examples of integrity and leadership. So it is my honor to present her today with the Public Safety Distinguished Service Award!"
There were 'oooh's and 'ahhhh's as the Sheriff pinned the third-highest award in the Public Safety Department on Zoe's uniform jacket, and everyone except the Press applauded.
"And now let's introduce your next EMS Chief." said Sheriff Griswold. "I feel very lucky to have gotten him to accept this post, but he's never backed away from a challenge. His hard work and examples of integrity throughout his career are of the highest caliber. He saw harrowing combat in Viet Nam, and was awarded the Navy Cross. He rose to the rank of Admiral, and has done wonderful work as our University Hospital's Administrator. And he has now agreed to take on the challenge of building a new EMS for us. Ladies and gentlemen, may I present your new EMS Chief, Admiral Leonard R. Cordell!"
We all erupted into applause as Dr. Cordell came up to the microphone and shook hands with the Sheriff. Griswold put him in front of the microphone, and he spoke in his gruff voice:
"Thank you, thank you." he said. As the applause abated, he said "I want to thank Sheriff Griswold for giving me this opportunity. I want to thank Zoe Singer for accepting the transfer to work with me in building for you the best EMS service ever!" Much applause.
"In taking this job," said Cordell, "in a way I am going back to my roots. I was a Navy Corpsman in Viet Nam, treating and evacuating wounded soldiers. Now I have the privilege of leading a team of people that will be treating injured persons and getting them to the medical care they require." More applause.
Cordell: "And while I was in Viet Nam, I had the honor of being attached to a distinguished unit led by a great, great man. He was awarded the Medal of Honor for his actions that saved an entire unit. And when his equally courageous and accomplished daughter, Captain... soon to be Commander... Teresa Croyle asked me to consider accepting this challenge, I just couldn't say no."
There were gasps of surprise, and then applause started as Admiral Cordell looked over at Teresa and gave her a thumbs-up. I'm not sure how much of it Teresa saw... she had tears in her eyes. After a final "Thank you.", Cordell came over and gave Teresa a hug then stayed with us as Sheriff Griswold resumed the microphone.
"It's hard to follow that," growled Griswold, "but Ms. Singer's transfer leaves open the Fire Marshal spot. We are fortunate to have a young man of great bravery and outstanding integrity to fill the role, as Roy Easley has agreed to accept the job." Everyone applauded as Medal of Valor recipient Easley came up and shook the Sheriff's hand.
"I'll leave these Fire Department and EMS people here to answer your questions." said Griswold. The rest of us followed him inside.
"Soooo..." I said to Teresa as we walked down the hallway toward the Sheriff's Office for a small party with a couple of cakes, "convinced the Admiral, eh?"



"Har!" growled the Sheriff happily, his mustaches quivering. "Yes, I asked her to come with me to talk to Cordell. She was the one that persuaded him."
"I sure did." said Teresa. "When the Sheriff told me he wanted Dr. Cordell for the job, it was an epiphany, like a light bulb turning on in my head. And he said it himself... he gets to lead the civilian version of Navy Corpsmen again. I suspect we'll have a few Navy Corpsman veterans working for us in a few months."
"Is Roy Easley ready for the Fire Marshal job?" asked Beth Paige. I couldn't help but grin at that. Teresa saw it and grinned, too. "What?" Beth asked.
Teresa said "I'm reminded of a Medal of Valor recipient who was promoted straight from Lieutenant to Commander without ever being a Police Captain. And was Acting Chief of the whole Police Force for a while."
"That's right." growled Griswold. "With Don Troy as an example to look up to, Easley will be fine. And Zoe has been training him and prepping him for this for some time..."
Meanwhile, Admiral Cordell was answering questions from the Media. "Yes, I've informed President Wellman and the Hospital Staff of my decision. I've enjoyed the opportunity to serve as Hospital Administrator, and I'll still be on Staff as a trauma doctor if they need me, but the EMS is like a calling for me..."
Part 16 - Polling Data
7:30pm, Thursday, September 26th. We had the back room of The Steakhouse to ourselves for the Charter Commission's party. Edna Carter and her husband came, as did Rev. Joseph E. Williams and his wife. Edward Steele came with his wife, Professor Stephanie Steele, and his daughters Selena and Marie. I came with Laura, and we brought Carole since Marie was going to be there. Savannah Fineman was also there, and her 'date' was Sheriff Griswold; we'd invited him because of all the help he gave us in writing the Charter.
"So what is the Hospital going to do, with Dr. Cordell leaving?" Stephanie Steele asked Laura.
"He'll be helping with the transition," Laura said, "but I'm not sure who we're going to get to replace him. I understand him wanting to rebuild the EMS, but it's going to be a big hole to fill at the Hospital."
"I've given a name to Dr. Cordell and President Wellman." I said. "Y'all may remember Donny Tate, who was one of Kendra Luskin's victims?" (Author' note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 05.) "He's an accountant, and if I don't miss my guess, I think he just might fit into that job very well."
"It's a 'done deal', then." Laura said.
Stephanie grinned, then said "Don, did you ever hear any more about that serial killer that was using my graphics as his pattern?" (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 03.)
"No, I haven't." I said. "Detective Beale in Atlanta emailed me a few weeks ago, and said they'd had no more serial killings since Cindy and I visited them in Atlanta. And with all the excitement going on around here, that had totally slipped my mind. Why? Anything new on your end?"
"No." said Stephanie. "But my paper that had that pattern is going to be published next week. I hope nothing bad will happen, but you might want to have them watch out."
"I'll send out some emails, and alert Jack Muscone." I said.
As the party was winding down, two six-year-old girls came up to the end of my table, with several drawings they'd made. "Daddy," Carole said, "we have the results of the latest polls!"
Everyone grew quiet and watched as I said "Oh really? What are those results?"
Marie held up her drawing, showing some bar graphs and a pie chart. Carole pointed to it with her drink straw as she announced importantly: "In a poll of local six-year-olds, one hundred percent want longer recess at school, later bedtimes, and no stringbeans at dinner." Everyone chuckled.
"Hmmm." I said. "I wonder what your brother Jim's Stringbean Lobby is going to say about that!"
Carole replied "My polling says that little brothers are annoying." Everyone burst out laughing at that.
"My big sister would agree." I said with a grin. "What else does your poll say?"
"Our polling says that dads who let their daughters stay up late and watch more TV are more popular than dads that don't." Everyone 'ooooh'ed at that.
"I'm all for that." said Selena Steele.
"Don," said Edward Steele, "I think we need to poll those dads and see what they think."
I replied "I think we need a Commission to re-write those rules. Only dads of six-year-olds get to be on it, and they want earlier bedtimes and more chores for those household six-year-olds."
"Uh oh!" said Carole, as she pretended to be on the phone. "There's new data coming in! Daddy, your household ratings have gone down fifty per-cent! You should give your voters more ice cream to make up for it." Everyone was howling with laughter by now.
"The dentist lobby would love that." said Edward quietly. I got the subtle joke... Kelly Carnes's husband, under investigation for financial crimes, was a dentist.
"Carole, I think we better get you home and to bed before any more polls come out that will damage my good reputation with these voters." I said, wondering how my six-year-old was picking all this up so fast...
Part 17 - Epilogue
Monday, September 30th. I was sitting in my office with Cindy after the Angels meeting.
"How was the retreat?" Cindy asked. Laura and I had attended a couples retreat with Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart and other couples at 'The Vision' compound in Coltrane County.
"It was good." I said. "It was really good to get some alone time together. And Dr. Eckhart's processes were really good for all the couples there. Thanks for suggesting it."
"My father didn't charge you, did he?" Cindy said.
"No, as a favor to you." I said a bit wickedly. He wouldn't have charged me as his nephew anyway.
"You know how much he charged those other couples that were there?" Cindy asked. "Ten thousand dollars per couple."
I nodded. "And all of them have gone through his full course of programs, too. That's another ten grand per person. But he does over-deliver. His stuff is really good." Cindy nodded.
"So what did you do over the weekend?" I asked.
"Spent some alone time with Betsy." Cindy said. "Callie flew to California and got back late last night. Her porn business is raking in the cash, and she shot a cameo appearance on 'Days of Promise'. Benny Black flew to the City with her on the flight, and stayed there in the City, but I'm not sure why."
"Hmmmm." I said, making a mental note to check on Melina's whereabouts. "Okay, then. Are we ready for tomorrow?"
"Yes, yes we are." said Cindy. "The bling is in. Is this going to be formal or informal?"
"It won't be a full meal deal like the normal ceremonies." I said. "I did think about making Teresa wait until November 1st..."
"Yes! You should make her wait." Cindy said.
"We-ll, she convinced Dr. Cordell to take the EMS Chief job, so there's that."
"Pul-eeze!" muttered Cindy. "She didn't need to convince him. He would've begged for that job if they'd have wanted him to."
I grinned, then said "Well, we're promoting the Precinct Captains today instead of waiting, so it's only 'meet and right' to promote Teresa, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, October 1st. It was little Pete Feeley's fifth birthday, and we'd be attending a birthday party for him late that afternoon. But before we would give him presents, we'd be giving ourselves some presents. New insignia!
Even though I'd not been particularly enthusiastic about it all, I did feel a bit of excitement as I came into Headquarters. More for the actual promotions than the other insignia changes. or so I told myself.
There is a small wardrobe/coat closet/locker that was in the back left corner of my office, between the back wall and the book cabinet to the right of my desk, where the 'I Beat Slender Man' trophy held sway. Inside were my semi-formal jacket and leather 'bomber' jacket that I'd sometimes wear with my duty uniform in cold weather. It was with considerable nostalgia that I began removing the oak leaf clusters from those jackets. In a way, the new stars seemed to take me further away from what I loved to do most: be a Detective in the field, solving crimes.
The excitement was building in MCD, so I went in there and watched Bettina's worthless report with them. All she could talk about was the upcoming Board of Inquiry, and that Finneran had been named to it. But that was later this week...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's a new constellation of stars in the sky." I said loudly as Sheriff Griswold came into MCD, wearing his brown Sheriff's uniform with four gold stars on the epaulettes of each shoulder and each collar of the khaki shirt beneath his jacket.
"May I?" Griswold said to Cindy, and everyone chuckled as a green crowbar was waved in my very specific direction by Our Sheriff. "And you're about to be the Dog Star in my constellation, Crowbar." he growled.
"The Dog Star: the brightest star in the night sky." I said. "That fits."
"Sheriff," said the heavily pregnant Joanne Warner, "Commander Ross is the Bulldog star. Commander Troy is the Wildcat star." Trying to start trouble, she was. Succeed, she did.
"And compared to the Wildcat star, the Bulldogs star is very dim right now." I said. A green crowbar was again waved in my direction, this time by its owner. Yep, it was college football season.
"And speaking of stars..." said Teresa Croyle as she led Fire Chief Davies, Zoe Singer and Roy Easley into the room. Chief Davies already had his two gold stars on the shoulders and collars of his Fire Department uniform, and Easley had the gold star of the Fire Marshal on his dark navy blue Fire Department jacket... along with the silver-bordered red rectangle that denoted the Medal of Valor, and the purple rectangle that denoted the Purple Order.
"Nice uniform, Chief Singer." I said. Zoe was wearing the new EMS uniform. It was a lighter blue, like Air Force blue, lighter than the deep blue Police uniform and even darker navy blue (almost black) Fire Department uniform. The piping on her sleeves and pants was dark blue, almost black. Zoe was also wearing a rectangle denoting her recently-awarded Distinguished Service Medal. And the star on each of her shoulders was silver; the new EMS was making every effort to distinguish itself from the Fire Department.
"Don't y'all wear stars on your collars?" Fire Marshal Easley asked.
"We can." I replied. "But I'm wearing soft shoulderboards on my shirt under my jacket."
"I'll be wearing either soft shoulderboards or a metal star on my shoulder epaulettes." Cindy said. We both had 'TCPD' pins on our collars.
"Soft shoulderboards for me, toooooo." said Chief Moynahan as he came in.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to the gymnasium for the 'ceremony'. Connie the Police photographer was there and would be taking pictures for us. She reminded us that we would have to have new official portraits taken, as well, which is one reason why I had more uniform jackets in the wardrobe in my office.
The Sheriff and I fitted the silver two-star insignia onto Chief Moynahan's collars for the ceremony. He was already wearing the stars on his epaulettes: the stars were individual, but a bar on the underside with holes aligned them properly. Stars on the collars, like the Sheriff's, were actually touching and connected, and therefore easier to do, so of course we took the path of least resistance.
The Sheriff and Cindy pinned a silver star on each of my shoulder epaulettes, the star going where my oak leaf cluster had been... towards the shoulder and not in the middle. The Sheriff also affixed my new badge onto my jacket, a clip that fit into a little buttonhole slit. Then the Sheriff and I did the same for Cindy for the stars. Her badge said 'Deputy Chief' and so did not change.
Cindy and I pinned silver oak leaf clusters on Teresa's shoulders as the Chief read her promotion proclamation, and Cindy affixed her new badge to her jacket. The Chief and I pinned the same new rank on Internal Affairs Chief Orosco's shoulders, as well.
Then came the Precinct Captains Abram and Hewitt, who were promoted to full Captains, leaving behind the gold Captain bars for silver ones. And with that, gold Captain's bars were permanently retired from TCPD uniform wear.
Jerome Davis came up, and I put his new badge on his uniform, which said 'Lieutenant'. He was no longer brevetted, but a full Lieutenant. Then I pinned upon the Senior Detectives their new silver bars with three black squares, the former Supervisor insignia.
Then came a surprise. Sheriff Griswold read a proclamation promoting Julia Rodriguez to Detective Sergeant as Cindy and I pinned her rank on her collars, Sergeant stripes with one rocker beneath, the same as an Army Staff Sergeant. And we did the same for Roy McGhillie, also a promotion to Detective Sergeant.
And then we did what Police Officers do... brought out the doughnuts and consumed them!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00am, Wednesday, October 2nd. I was driving through Town as the first light of dawn began illuminating the buildings, the streetlamps still on. I loved driving through my Town at the break of a new day. Truth be told, it was mornings like this that motivated me to accept the task of re-writing the Charter, and of course being a Police Officer here.
I came into Headquarters and went to check on the Duty Desk, per usual. The Duty Desk Patrolman was hanging up the new photos of the command structure on the wall. The Duty Desk Sergeant was briefing me on the duty log entries when the phone rang. I pointed to him to answer it.
He noted the time in the duty log and made notations. Then he hung up and said "Sir, that was the 9-1-1 dispatcher. Someone called in and said there are people at Point Hollow... dead people, sir..."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - The Crime Scene
"Hell of a way to break in the new stars on your shoulders, eh?" said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross as she came up to me. I was wearing a windbreaker jacket, same color blue as my Police pants ('trousers' to our British friends), and I had soft shoulderboards of the same color on the epaulettes with a thin line of gold thread at the shoulder end, and just above that an embroidered silver star. Cindy's windbreaker was adorned with a metal star at the shoulder ends of her epaulettes.
"Great day to be alive." I said, paraphrasing an old Army saying. "Great day to be an Officer in the Town & County Police Force. Out of curiosity, why are you here?"
"There was no coffee klatch, so I hitched a ride with Captain Thompson." said Cindy. "The Press is being kept out of here for now, but they're going to want some information, and soon."
'Here' was Point Hollow, the legendary and infamous farmhouse and grove estate in the very northwest corner of the County, and also the State; the property's north and west borders literally were the State Line. To the east was the bluff upon which the weather station now was. At the base of the bluff ran the River, which was was not as wide as it was flowing through Town.
The old mansion was considered by many to be haunted, and the copse of trees that ran south of the front yard were thick; it was dark underneath the canopy of their branches. It was said that the screams of the Dead could be heard at night, and I'd heard a few of those screams myself. This was also the place where I had defeated the Slender Man in personal combat, and where he'd held seven children hostage. (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man'.)
When I'd come into the Station at 6:00am, Wednesday, October 2nd, the call had come in that bodies had been found. I immediately drove up, and found that two Patrol cruisers were already there.
"They're in the copse of trees, sir." said Patrolman Hardy. "West of the Ritual Tree." The Ritual Tree was a huge, gnarly tree with a massive exposed root system, on the east side of the copse, very near the River. It was where a couple filmed themselves having sex in a previous case (Author's note: 'Point Hollow'.), and was believed to be the spot where demonic rituals had been performed in past decades.
"Sir," said Patrolman Drew, "we smelled an odor when we got here. I've called in a HAZMAT team and notified our Crime Lab people to come in with Tyvex suits."
"What was the odor like?" I asked.
"Foul. Really bad." said Drew. "Like a sewer and rotting decay, but even worse."
"Like brimstone?" I asked, thinking of the hellish aspects of Point Hollow.
"I don't know what that smells like, sir." Drew replied.
"Like rotten eggs?" I asked, as brimstone was just another name for sulfur.
"Worse than that, sir." said Drew. "A lot worse. What I smelled here was the worst smell I've ever come across."
"Okay." I said. "As soon as some people get here to secure the scene, you two are to go to the Hospital and get checked out. Do not pass 'GO', do not collect $200. Am I clear?"
"Yes sir." said Hardy and Drew.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now, as the sun peeked over the mountain finger and bathed us in its light, the HAZMAT team was preparing to go in and check for contaminants. Two techs from the State Crime Lab and one off my CSIs had also shown up, and they were wearing Tyvex suits and chemical masks. They were communicating through wi-fi earbuds and little microphones in their masks. Neat technology, I thought to myself.
They began investigating along a trail from the yard into the copse of trees, at the point where the Slender Man had emerged from the copse to face me on that horrific night all those months ago. The HAZMAT guys and a CSI tech went first, making their way towards the bodies, followed by the other CSI people.
As I watched, more vehicles began arriving. One of them was Commander Cindy Ross, with Captain Damien Thompson. Another was Captain Tanya Perlman's Police van, which was specially fitted to allow her to drive it with what looked like motorcycle handlebars instead of a steering wheel. It also carried her Tank as well as her normal wheelchair. And in the back of it was a computer console and four video screens in a 2x2 matrix, hardened like military equipment to withstand rough roads, which allowed her to see what camera operators recorded at the scenes.
After talking to Cindy, I called out "Perlman! Have they gotten to the bodies yet?"
Tanya said from inside her van: "They're just coming up to the bodies now, sir. HAZMAT took an air test, as well as something that looks like residual powder from some leaves on the trees just east of the bodies. They're concerned that something like anthrax spores may have been released."
"Yeah, right." I said sardonically to Cindy. "Anthrax is a bioweapon. It wouldn't kill people in just hours. And if it is anthrax... then we've all been exposed."
"Yep." Cindy said. "Don't we have some antidote at Police Headquarters, in the Infirmary?"
"Maybe." I said. "I'd rather have my favorite doctor at the Hospital handle that, though." Cindy nodded.
"Crime scene is marked." said my CSI, her voice coming over the wi-fi to Channel 5 encrypted Police radio. "The six deceased persons all have bluish lips and skin, and severely bloodshot eyes."
"Roger that." called in Tanya from her van. "We'll send in people to process the bodies. Tell the HAZMAT team not to walk around anywhere. I want to look for footprints in the area."
I called out "Tell them to send us video of their faces."
"They don't have video equipment, sir." Tanya said. "I'm sending in someone with a camera wrapped in protective plastic now." A second later I saw a CSI tech in a mask and Tyvex suit with a camera inside a plastic bag go into the copse of trees.
"These guys are good." Cindy said. "They're handling this situation very well. Don't take this the wrong way, but I'm surprised. They're acting like it's just another day at just another crime scene."
"After that time we found those frozen mothballs," I said, "Teresa has been training the HAZMAT teams as well as our techs. It's paying off now." (Author's note: 'Frozen Mothballs'.) Then I added: "And damn right we're good." Cindy grinned at that.
I said "Captain Perlman, has anyone checked the house yet?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "While Drew and Hardy were finding the bodies, Goodwright and Burrell checked on the house. It was locked all the way around, and there were no footprints or anything suspicious around it. After finding the bodies, Goodwright was authorized to enter the house and search it, and he picked the lock. That search came up totally empty."
"Okay, thanks." I said. To Cindy, I said "I've always wondered if that house has any secret passages or tunnels. But none have ever been found."
"I doubt there are any tunnels, sir." Cindy said. "This area is low-lying. The house is on a knot that elevates it, but if you dig too deep, you'll get groundwater seeping in." I nodded in agreement.
Just then, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle came up, along with Lieutenant Jerome Davis and Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez. "Good morning, sir, ma'am." said Davis.
"Good morning, guys." I said. "Commander Croyle, make sure the perimeter is secure. I don't want the Press trying to sneak in."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Lieutenant DeLong has anticipated you... and the Press. We've already caught Bettina's cameraman trying to get in near where the River leaves the property. DeLong escorted Turnbull back to the Press vans rather than arrest him, but they're all on notice now."
"Commander Troy!" called out Tanya Perlman. "I've got video of their faces." I rushed over to the van and looked in. Tanya had recorded the video feed, and was playing it back.
"Well, well, well." I said. "Even with that blue face, I can tell that is Guru Bob Stevens."
"It sure is." said Teresa Croyle, who was looking in also.
"Sir," said Julia Rodriguez when she looked in at the six dead faces, "I think those six are the ones we arrested the morning of September 24th. I remember it because it was the day of the Charter vote, and you were wearing civilian clothes when we interviewed the Guru."
"I think you're right, Detective Sergeant." I said. "Great observation and memory to go along with those new Sergeant stripes." Julia had just been elevated to Detective-3, a.k.a. Detective Sergeant.
"Guy didn't learn his lesson." said Teresa Croyle. "Cost him his life, this time."
"Yeah." I said. "Captain Perlman, Lieutenant Davis, we will treat this as a possible mass homicide until we learn differently."
"Roger that, sir." said Tanya. "Jerome, take charge of the crime scene. All MCD Detectives are on this, as one Team."
"Yes ma'am." said Davis. He and Rodriguez stalked off to put on Tyvex suits and go see the crime scene.
"Oh my God, would you look at that." I heard Cindy say. I followed her gaze down the road and worked hard not to burst out laughing.
Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman had just gotten out of her expensive Mercedes and was walking up the driveway towards us. Her long blonde hair was not quite as platinum blonde as Cindy's, but was lighter than honey-blonde. What was amusing was that she was wearing a fairly clingy white dress, and white stiletto pumps.
"I'll handle this." I said. I walked down the drive to meet Savannah. "Hello, Ms. Fineman. What brings you here?"
"D.A. Walters sent me." Savannah said. "She said something about multiple deaths?"
"Yes." I said. "But you are not dressed for the occasion. Those high heels will work fine in the office or a Courtroom, but not on this ragged Point Hollow terrain." Just then Dr. Christina Cho of the State Crime Lab came up.
"Sir," Christina said, "I have some tennis shoes and a Tyvex suit in our van."
"You are a blessing, Dr. Cho." I said with a smile. "Yes, please help ADA Fineman. Savannah, you know the Chief Chemist of all the State Crime Labs, Christina Cho?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had also put on a Tyvex suit over my uniform, and was escorting Savannah Fineman down the pink-flag-lined route. I said "If you're going to visit crime scenes, you might want to put a pair of tennis shoes or work shoes in the trunk of your car, along with some clothes you don't mind getting dirty."
"Yes, so I'm learning." said Savannah. "By the way, the new stars look good on you. Liking 'em?"
"It's all the same to me." I said. "But the Sheriff is loving his four stars." Savannah chuckled.
"Keep me in the loop on everything you do with this case, okay?" Savannah said. "Miriam thinks this could get big and ugly in a hurry."
"Either I or the lead Detective will send you reports." I said. "And like all good Police Officers, I'm only a phone call away." The joke did not go over well, as Savannah said nothing.
We came up to the scene behind Davis and Rodriguez. "Sir," said Julia, "it looks like they were sitting here when they died."
"I agree." I said.
"How do you know that?" asked Savannah.
Julia replied: "Four of them, including Guru Stevens, are lying on their backs, and two on their sides. People who lose consciousness while standing usually fall forward, unless pushed backwards. And to that point, there are no indentations in this soft soil that would suggest a person falling and hitting the ground."
"Sir, they're in and out of rigor." said Jerome Davis. "And their clothes are wet, suggesting they were here when the dew fell last night."
I nodded. "So where is Martha the M.E.?"
Christina Cho said "She's going to meet the bodies at the State Crime Lab, sir. We have a clean room for hazardous situations like this, and she has a chemical mask that she uses when foul-smelling, decomposing bodies have to be autopsied."
"Sounds like a plan." I said. "Good work, all of you. Okay, let's follow the pink flags here, to see what else was going on."
I began walking east, towards the River. Jerome Davis came with me. The pink flag trail had stopped, but the footprints did not. I groaned. "Oh no." I said.
"What is it, sir?" Jerome asked.
"Someone trampled all over this area around the Ritual Tree." I said. "HAZMAT booties, if these impressions are any indicator. They have destroyed my crime scene. Now I can't tell if it was just our six dead people, or if there were others here last night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I came out of the copse of trees, I went towards the HAZMAT vans. "Who's in charge here?" I called out.
"Me." said a man about 30 years old, medium height, with black hair and a pockmarked face. "Sergeant Armus Paulus. Good to meet you, Commander."
"I wish I could say the same." I said. "What I need to know is if any of your team members left the pink-flagged areas."
"After we cleared the area around the bodies, we continued east, towards the River." said Sergeant Paulus. "It was away from the bodies, so we just checked for residual hazardous materials the wind might've carried."
"And you walked all over an area that might've been part of the crime scene last night." I said. "Now I can't tell which tracks are your team's, and which might've been made by others at the scene... others that might've lived and could tell us what happened to those six people."
"Oh." said Paulus, the air coming out of his sails.
"I'm not going to sugarcoat it." I said. "We're going to have to do a lot more training so that this doesn't happen again. And Commander Croyle will be very thorough in her training."
"Yes sir, we know." said Paulus. "She had us drilling in full gear with the Crime Lab teams... in 95º heat."
"Yes. So what did you guys find?" I asked.
"They'll have to test some things in the lab," said Sergeant Paulus, "but there was some residue on leaves in the area. You were in the Army, weren't you sir?" I nodded and Paulus said "You know those colored smoke grenades, especially the red and green ones?"
"Yes." I replied. "CS gas grenades, as well."
"Yes sir, exactly." said Paulus. "The smoke grenades, they leave residue, and what we found looked like that. I can't say it was a smoke grenade, it could've been something in a fire in a grill, but it looks like there was smoke that left a heavy residue..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to Tanya's van, which I wanted to call 'Tanya's Truck', I noticed that Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Public Health Officer Beth Paige and Assistant PHO Stella Waters were standing around the side door of it. I went over.
"Where's Commander Ross?" I asked Teresa Croyle quietly.
"She went down to the property line, sir." said Teresa. "Ostensibly to confer with Captain Thompson on Press relations. In reality... she was starting to feel bad, and not in a physical way. She gets really bad vibes around this place. In the meantime, sir, your place is over there with all those high-ranking Public Service Department people. Definitely out of my league." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction, but I took her advice and went over to the van.
"Hello, everyone." I said. "To what do we owe the pleasure of the Public Health Officers at this crime scene?"
Beth Paige said "When I heard our HAZMAT team had been deployed, I came up to see how they were doing... and what they were doing."
"What they were doing," I said, "was contaminating my crime scene, pun not intended. I've already talked to them about it, and we're going to have to have some cross-training."
"What happened, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked Chief Moynahan quickly, before Paige could react.
"They went beyond the pink flags that show where we'd examined the scene." I said. "And walked around an area where others may have been gathered."
"I'm sure they followed every protocol correctly." said APHO Stella Waters, who was short and gaining a bit of weight, and her voice shrill and defensive. I curbed my irritation as I explained further to the Chief, and also reported on the residues they'd found.
"Smoke grenades?" asked the Chief.
"Or something thrown into a fire that was burning in a grill or a can, or something like that." I said. "But we won't know until we get Martha's autopsy if that is what killed them. I'm inclined to think it was something more, like drugs ingested orally or injected into the bloodstream. But that's theorizing without data..."
Part 2 - Gathering Data
10:00am, Wednesday, October 2nd. I was sitting in my office starting the paperwork on the new case when there was a knock on the open door, followed by Sheriff Griswold coming in.
"Have a seat, Sheriff." I said. "Want some coffee?"
"No thank you." growled Griswold as he sat down in a hot chair. "I just had some while talking to Moynahan."
"Those stars getting heavy on your shirt collars, sir?" I asked with a grin.
"Har." said the Sheriff. "At least I look like most of the other Sheriffs in the State now. And we really should be calling you 'Chief Troy', as in 'Assistant Chief'."
"One star in the LAPD is 'Commander', sir." I said. "And like I told my Angels, I like the name 'Commander'. When I was young, I'd watch that 'Space:1999' TV series, and I always dreamed of being Commander of Moonbase Alpha. 'Commander' in the Town & County Police Force is a good close second to that."
"Har." the Sheriff barked, his mustaches twitching. "So that's the secret origins of that. Well, I'm good with it. So, Commander, what I came by to tell you was that I had a conversation with PHO Beth Paige. She apologized for her HAZMAT team damaging part of the crime scene. And she and I both appreciate you not taking her head, nor her HAZMAT team's heads for their errors."
"Is my reputation really that bad, sir?" I asked.
The Sheriff understood. He said: "There's an old Klingon saying that goes 'a man's reputation is like his shadow: sometimes it precedes him, and sometimes it follows him'. Your reputation is like that, too... outstanding Detective, great leadership, good teacher, but also very direct if not outright confrontational at times. You strike loyalty in many, and fear in others. And that's not a bad thing at all... used properly."
He continued: "You handled the HAZMAT team situation pretty well today. And you handled Savannah Fineman showing up very well, also. I know that some of your fellow Officers are not happy at all that she showed up, but you made lemonade out of lemons with that."
"Yes sir." I said. "We're going to have to work with the DAs, no matter what Miriam Walters does. And she backed off on demoting Paulina, at least to this point. It is what it is."
"What do you think of ADAs, or DDAs, showing up at our crime scenes in general?" asked the Sheriff.
"I'm surprised they don't show up more often." I said. "And I don't have a problem with it, provided they mind their P's and Q's, and don't interfere with our CSIs. With six dead at one scene, this one is going to be a biggie, so I can understand Walters sending someone out. Why Savannah, though? That's a different question."
"Like you said, it's a big one." said the Sheriff. "I also came to tell you that I received a ton of compliments from Fineman and Paige and everyone, on how well the CSIs and Crime Lab teams did at the scene. It went very smoothly, very efficiently, and under difficult if not potentially dangerous conditions. I will add that the Uniformed Officers and their leadership also did a great job securing the scene and controlling everything."



"Credit for all that should go to Commander Croyle." I said. "In fact, Sheriff... I was going to talk to you about putting her in for the fourth box on her uniform shirt." The Sheriff knew what I meant: we sometimes called the metal-bordered ribbons on our shirts 'boxes'. Teresa had the red box of the Medal of Valor, silvery-white box of the Police Cross, and purple box of the Purple Order (six times over).
"I think it's getting time for her to collect the whole set." I said. "She's earned a Distinguished Service Medal many times over. We just need to give it to her."
"I personally agree." the Sheriff said. "But she just got a promotion, and a big one if you ask me. A DSM would be piling on, and we've got a lot of Officers and Deputies doing outstanding jobs that need to be looked at for Sergeant positions and the like. And we need to give out some other medals like candy." I nodded; the Sheriff's words were flawlessly logical.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Martha the M.E. I told her I was going to put her on speaker so that the Sheriff could hear her report also.
Martha said "The time of death appears to be between 2:00am and 5:00am. All six of them had breathed in some smoke, and the tests to determine what exactly it was won't be back for a day or two. But I did as you asked, and searched for recent injection sites, and all of them had been injected in the backs of their necks with something. We're running tests to determine what it was. From everything I'm seeing, I think it was some kind of poison."
"Self-injected?" I asked.
"Unlikely." said Martha. "The location on the backs of their necks is possible but not likely, considering they could inject themselves in many other places. All-in-all, I'm thinking they were injected by someone else."
"And no needles or paraphernalia were found at the scene." I said.
"That is correct, to the best of my knowledge, Commander." said Martha. "I'm calling it 'suspicious' for now. We'll know more for certain when the tests come back."
"Okay, thanks." I said. After disconnecting, I looked up at the Sheriff and said "I'm going to jump the gun on Martha, and call this a murder investigation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30am, the Sheriff and Police Chief joined me, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Perlman, all the MCD Detectives, and Lieutenants Jerome Davis and Mary Milton for the meeting in Classroom 'E'.
I relayed Martha the M.E.'s initial findings, and announced that we were treating this as a murder case. I then turned the meeting over to Captain Tanya Perlman.
"Who are our victims, Lt. Davis?" she asked. Davis nodded to Julia Rodriguez.
Julia said "Six victims, four white, one black, one of probably mixed race. First was Bob Stevens, 28 years old, University graduate with a degree in Psychology, specializing in Spiritual Psychology. Never arrested on any criminal charges except for a recent trespassing arrest at Point Hollow. Did have a number of civil suits against him over the past several years, but he'd never lost in Court, though there were some pending cases."
Julia: "Two were University students. Steven Wilson and Lisa Rowland. Wilson is... was... a Junior, Biology major, 2.75 GPA, from Greenville, which is southeast of Rocktown in the southeast part of the State. Lisa was a Sophomore, Education major, 3.0 GPA, from Alvaton, just south of Westphalia. No Police records except for recent warning tickets for trespassing at Point Hollow, nothing on their University records, and by that I mean nothing at all: no Greek memberships, no major clubs. They're just part of the vast majority of students going about their businesses."
Julia: "The others were Dennis Bryant, Anthony Brown, and Ashley Perez. She's the mixed-race one. Bryant is 22 and a struggling actor from the City. He has a string of jobs in the waitstaff industry, with many restaurants. He also has several speeding tickets, the last two which were full misdemeanor offenses. And, of course, the ubiquitous trespassing at Point Hollow warning."
Julia: "Brown is black, just turned 23, and he was an auto mechanic. He'd just opened his own shop in Midtown after doing very well working for an AAMCO. No priors. Perez was 20, working in the Wal-mart in Town, and taking night classes at the Town Technical Institute in 'Medical Services', which could be anything from X-ray Technician to keeping records."
"Keeping records?" Teddy Parker said skeptically.
"Yes." said Lt. Mary Milton. "That has become a huge and specialized field, what with all the Insurance and Federal Government regulatory issues they deal with nowadays. Hospital H.R. departments are hiring people who know what they're doing with the paperwork."
Julia: "Perez had a couple of juvie arrests when she was 15 and 16. One was drug possession, the other was possession of stolen property. Looks like she was in with the wrong crowd, but was getting her life straight as a young adult. Warning citation for being at Point Hollow the other day is the only problem she's had since."
Just then the door flew open, and in walked ADA Savannah Fineman, in the white dress and back to the white high heel pumps. "I came by to get an update." she said. "I wasn't told there was a meeting going on."
"Just a preliminary meeting to get a handle on what we're dealing with." I said. "We don't even have autopsy results yet. If you want to stay, that's fine; or I can email you what we find out as we find it out."
Savannah responded by taking a seat. "No autopsy results at all?" she asked, peering hard at me.
"Just that Martha thinks they were murdered." I said. "Captain Perlman, continue with the meeting, please." No one present was mistaken about the underlying 'hint' of my words.
"Yes sir." said Tanya, who nodded at Julia.
Julia said "So far, there's nothing to connect any of these six persons, except being together at their deaths. We'll need to canvas friends and family to find out more about them."
Chief Moynahan said "I will be handling telling their next of kin. After that, you'll need someone to interview them."
"I'll handle that myself, sir." said Tanya.
"Any early ideas, Don?" Savannah Fineman asked. I could sense the unhappiness by some with the first-person familiarity with which Savannah had addressed me, and by others with her butting in on our case. I chose the 'pull my punches' approach for the moment."
"Not yet." I said. "We have almost no data at all. I also expect these excellent Detectives and their leaders to get this solved before I even hear any more about it. Lieutenant Davis, you are the liaison with the Assistant District Attorney; be sure to keep her informed of what we find in a reasonably timely manner..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting, Savannah tore out of there, heading for the Chief's office. I asked Tanya and Joanne Warner to come to my office for one moment.
Joanne was heavily pregnant, and it was showing. She was expecting to deliver the baby in the late November timeframe. As she settled into a hot chair next to Tanya in her wheelchair, I said "When will you begin maternity leave, Joanne?"
"I'll be at the November 1st ceremonies, sir." Joanne said. "And I'll be back for the February 1st ceremonies. In between, I'm on leave, except for the Policeman's Ball, which I really hope I can attend."
"Sounds good." I said. "Okay, I asked you in here to give you an assignment in front of your Captain. I want you to research the Point Hollow house, its history, its legend, and going back as far as you can. Ownership, spooky stories, whatever you can find. Call it a hunch, but I have an idea that that information might become important in all this."
"Your hunches are as good as our facts." Tanya said in a brilliant display of asskissing. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"We'll see." I said. "Also, Joanne, until we know what we're dealing with, for the sake of your unborn child, stay here at Headquarters rather than join the Detectives in the field for this one."
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "Captain Perlman has already grounded me on that score------"
*BUZZZ!*
It was Helena, saying that the Chief wanted to see me in his office...
Part 3 - The Painting
When I went into the Chief's office, Savannah Fineman was in there, and it was obvious she was pissed off. The Chief had me sit down in the chair next to hers.
"Soooooo, Ms. Fineman," the Chief drawled, "what are your issues again?"
"First of all," Savannah pouted, "why didn't you tell me you were having that meeting, so I could be at it on time?"
I looked over at the Chief, then back to Savannah, and said "First of all, we call meetings spontaneously when something that comes up compels us to. Second, even for meetings planned and announced in advance, we don't just call the D.A.'s Office. Right now, this case is nowhere near ready to bring to you, and you'd just be wasting your time at a meeting like this morning's."
"It's for me and the District Attorney to decide if it's a waste of our time or not." said Savannah. "And that brings up my next complaint: why did you have your Lieutenant as my liaison instead of Captain Perlman or yourself?"
"Because Lt. Davis is in charge of the case," I replied, "and having him as your liaison will get you more and better information in a more timely manner than anyone else will."
Savannah then said "And why aren't you personally handling this case and having all that information yourself?" I just looked over at the Chief, who looked back at me.
"Ms. Fineman," I said, "do you understand how things work here?"
"Don't patronize me!" Savannah almost shouted. "Of course I know!"
I said "Then you know that the Detectives investigate these cases, and I'm supervising them and everything else within the Operations sector of this Police Force. Once again, having Lt. Davis as your point of contact is better for you than anyone else; if you call me, I'll just say 'hold the line' and call Lt. Davis for the update myself."
Savannah was not willing to let it go: "You still haven't answered my question: why aren't you handling this personally, Don?"
"I just gave you my answer." I said. "Why is it so damn important that I be the one on this?"
"Because six people were found dead!" Savannah said. "This is a huge case for that reason alone! People are going to get scared! They're going to want answers!"
"Ohhhhh." I said, my voice mocking. "So it might get political. And you and your boss are very attuned to the political side of things." I then bore down on Savannah, staring hard at her. "This ain't the Charter Commission, Ms. Fineman. And I don't give a damn about the politics nor the optics. This Police Department's mission is to solve this and all the crimes that come to us, in a manner that gets us arrests and convictions... not what plays to the cameras."
Savannah was not mollified. At all. "Look," she said, "the District Attorney wants to be in the loop on this one, and she's assigned this to me. I want to be in the meetings on this. I want to know what the TCPD finds out, and as soon as reasonably possible. I want you to work with us on this case, not against us."
"Right back atchooo, Ms. Fineman." said the Chief. "We are doing our jobbbs here. Let us do our jobs, and stop taking offense or pretending to be slighted if you're not in every meeting we haavvvve."
"I can see this is falling on deaf ears." said Savannah. "You're not in elected positions, but I wish you would show some respect for the District Attorney, who is."
"Just one more thing before I send the Commander on his way to do his job." said Chief Moynahan. "You were not in the military and may not be familiar with some things about it. But I was, and I'm very much a stickler for a certain amount of courtesy and propriety. I know you and Commander Troy worked closely together on the Charter, and you may be on a first-name basis. But in a meeting with him where his subordinates are present, do him the courtesy of addressing him by his title, Commander Troy, and we'll extend to you the same courtesy."
Savannah's head snapped back as if someone had physically tried to hit her. She then stood up. "Whatever." she said. As she turned to go, she said "Once again, please keep me in the loop on this." With that, she walked to the door and exited the office.
"Shall I start a countdown clock on how long it takes Miriam Walters to call you... or the Sheriff?" I asked.
"Heh heh heh heh." the Chief chuckled, though not with much amusement. "Once again, Mr. Crowbarrrr, you have hit the nail on the head when you brought up the politics of it. And she didn't even try to deny it-------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and the Chief told me to answer it. "Troy." I said. I listened for a moment, then said "Okay, I'll be right out there." Hanging up, I said "That was Chris Purvis. Something strange was found in the house at Point Hollow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove up to Point Hollow in my Police SUV. Cindy rode shotgun. As we passed the security at the front gate and drove up the drive, I said "The cleaning crew came to Point Hollow today as they do every Wednesday, to clean the house. Sergeant Morton was going to tell them to skip this week, in case the CSIs wanted to go through the house more thoroughly than the sweep they did this morning."
I continued: "That's when Chris Purvis had the insight to ask the cleaning crew to just look around and see if anything was out of place. And when they went to the greatroom, one of the cleaners started screaming her head off."
We were pulling up as I finished. I could see that there were still people working on the crime scene in the copse of trees. I got out, and saw that Cindy was getting out slowly, and looking around strangely. "Is everything okay?" I asked, peering at her.
"Yes." Cindy said, then seeing me continue to look at her, she said "Well, just between you and me, Don... when I was here this morning, I was feeling overwhelmed. The last time I felt that was when you fought the Slender Man here, and when we saw the Slender Man at Ronald Reagan Park." (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man', Ch. 02-03; 'Moonlight Shadow', Ch. 03.) "So I went down to the front gate with Captain Thompson, and I felt better once I was away from here."
"Yes, I noticed you looked like you weren't feeling well." I said. "Feeling that way now?"
"A little bit." Cindy said. "But not as strongly as before."
"Okay, if you get to feeling bad again, let me know." I said. We made our way into the house.
The front door of the two-story dwelling is in the middle, facing south. To the right was the dining room, which had no furniture in it. To the left was the greatroom, which had a couple of antique chairs and a beautiful Oriental rug. Senior Detective Chris Purvis led us through the hallway to the door of the room,m and into it.
On the far side, against the west side wall of the house, was a huge fireplace with an ornate mantle, and huge stones set into the floor in front of it. The one dead in front of the fireplace had the dimensions of the Golden Rectangle (1.618 feet by 1.0 foot). Strange, I thought. Then I saw two circular stones on either side of the rectangle, about three feet from it. Something was telling me that that was even stranger... and important.
"So what's the strangeness?" I asked.
"That painting above the fireplace." said Purvis. I looked up. The mirror that had been there was the one that was shattered when Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples took a shot at me (Author's note: 'Point Hollow', Ch. 04.), and of course was no longer there. Now there was a painting of a lovely young blonde woman, her hair piled high in a fashion of the late 19th century, and her electric blue dress was frilly and of that same era.
Purvis said: "That painting was not hanging there last week, according to Maritza, one of the cleaning crew. She said that since the mirror was taken down during the Sharples sting, nothing had been hanging there at all."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "It's a beautiful painting." I studied it closely, and did not see the author's signature anywhere. It was an oil painting, and while I'm no art expert, it looked like it was very well done. I sniffed at it, but did not smell any oils; it was not a recently-painted work.
I tried to take the painting off the wall. To my shock, it would not come off; it was as if it was bolted to the wall. Several of us tried to wrestle it in every direction, but it wouldn't budge. I searched for secret panels to see if there was a space behind the wall where we could unbolt it, but it was 'no joy' on that.
"Why don't you pry it off the wall with your crowbar, sir." said one of the Uniformed Officers.
"No, let's not damage it." I said. I then took two photos with my Police iPhone: one with the regular camera, and the other with the 'selfie' camera on the front of the iPhone, which could detect infrared. Both photos looked normal.
"Hey, Commander Ross," I said, "we need to see if we can identify------ Cindy!" She was sitting on one of the old chairs, her ice blue eyes deeply introspective. She had not heard me. I got right in her face and said "Cindy, are you okay?" She blinked a couple of times, saw me, then pitched forward!
I caught her before she fell out of the chair and eased her back. "You feeling okay?" I asked.
"I'll call for an ambulance." said the Uniformed Officer.
"Wait." I said, pointing at him. "Let me get her outside. Come on, Cindy." I said. Still dazed, Cindy let me lead her out of the room and out of the house. Once we were in the front yard, almost to my SUV, she finally blinked and came out of it.
"Oh my... ohmigod." she gasped.
"What is it?" I asked.
"That... that girl in the painting." Cindy said. "I was seeing her... not the painting, but the woman, in that dress... standing right in front of me."
"Did she say anything?" I asked. "Did you sense good or evil from her?" The other Officers were watching both of us, probably thinking that their Police Leadership was as strange as this haunted property. They probably were right, too.
"She didn't say anything." Cindy said. "And I sensed that she was good, but was... the victim of Evil, that something happened to her here..."
And then it started. At first, it sounded like a voice calling, and then it rose into a loud shriek that wailed on for several seconds. It was a woman's voice."
"It came from the house!" Purvis said.
"No, from the grove of trees!" said the Uniformed Officer.
CSIs came running out of the copse of trees. "Who screamed?" one of them said. "Was that you, Commander Ross?"
"No!" Cindy said loudly. "We all heard it, too."
"Okay, guys," I said, "look around for a prankster with a megaphone. Launch drones if you have any out here."
To Cindy I said "Let's get you back to Headquarters."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was in the Chief's office. Laura was examining Cindy in the Infirmary room.
"No idea what it was." I said. "We all heard the scream, but everyone heard it from a different direction or location." I showed the Chief the photo of the painting. "This painting wasn't there last week, according to the cleaning crew. I have no idea who she is, but she looks... familiar, somehow."
"Funny, I feel the same wayyyyy." said the Chief as he gazed at it. Then he said "That Point Hollow place was almost the death of you, and now it's the death of six people. Maybe I should ask Father Romano to do an exorcism before letting anyone else go there------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"Yes.... what?!... hold on, Sergeant, say it again, and a lot more slowly... mmm hmm... mmm hmm... oh, wow... okay, thanks for the call."



As I disconnected, I looked up and the Chief and said "Twelve people were found in a farm field dead west of Point Hollow, but across the State Line. All of them alive. They're being transported to University Hospital..."
Part 4 - By The Dozen
Thanks to the foresight of Hospital Administrator Leonard R. Cordell, Dr. Morgan, and Dr. Fredricson, the Hospital had a good mass casualty program. Looking on a map, the Hospital is an "I" with the front entrance facing west. The northeast part of the top of the "I" had the Emergency Room, with the operating rooms on the floor above On the left (northwest) wing of that hallway were two large rooms that could hold 24 persons each. On the second floor above them were the delivery rooms that could be converted to emergency O.R.s, and the nurseries and neonatal care units.
These rooms were set up as triage areas, and one of the rooms was set up with pairs of double doors to be 'clean rooms' in the event of bioweapon casualties. Yes, they'd be overwhelmed by a true mass casualty event involving hundreds, but they had a different plan for that, involving erecting Army M.A.S.H. tents on the front lawn for triage.
The twelve persons were brought in, and Dr. Cordell and Dr. Morgan wore chem masks and disposable Tyvex suits while examining them. Also present were two Town & County HAZMAT persons, who were doing air testing.
I came up to the Hospital and parked in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' area, and entering the Hospital from the ambulance bay entrance at the east end of the Emergency Room wing. Lieutenant Jerome Davis was with me. Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker came in Julia's car behind us.
We were met by the loveliest doctor on the Hospital Staff, in my opinion, anyway: my wife Dr. Laura Fredricson. She said "They're all stabilized, and Dr. Cordell thinks they are going to ultimately be all right. We've taken blood tests to see what is in their systems."
"Can you have someone do one more thing?" I asked. "See if they've been injected anywhere, especially on the back of the neck like the dead people were?" Laura said she'd do it herself. She 'suited up' and went into the triage room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Wednesday, October 2nd. Classroom 'E' was full. Both ADA Savannah Fineman and DA Miriam Walters were in attendance, as was the Mayor and Sheriff. All Detectives had been called in, and Lt. Myron Milton was in the House, as well.
"Where is Detective Warner?" I asked as I took my seat.
Captain Perlman said "Sir, she's at the Library, doing research on Point Hollow. I asked her to continue to do that rather than stop and come here."
"That's fine." I said. I looked over at the Chief, who was at the near end of the table.
"It's your meeting, Mr. Crowbarrrr." the Chief said.
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "Okay, guys, this thing just got big. First of all, where and how were those twelve people found?"
Lt. Myron Milton said "First, some background. Going upriver, the State Line River turns northwest just above the bridge at the Hammondsville Road, but the State Line runs straight north. So there's a strip of land a few miles wide between the State Line that is the western border of the Point Hollow property, and the State Line River."
Myron: "We were flying drones over Point Hollow in increasingly wide circles, just to see what we could see. We spotted some bright colors, like red clothing and blue jeans, so we flew a drone to investigate, even though it was over the State Line. When we got closer, we could see it was people lying on the ground."
Myron: "We contacted the Hammondsville Police. Their Police Chief, Pascal Floyd, allowed us to send medics over the State Line to get to them quickly. We sent a couple of HAZMAT people with them, and they found no contamination. Then Sheriff Gleason and a Deputy came out, and they weren't really happy we were there. Fortunately, Hammondsville Police Detective Josh Segers showed up, and told the Sheriff that the Police Chief had authorized us to come in, in order to get medical attention to the people if they were alive. Indeed, they were all alive, but either totally unconscious or incoherent. They were all evacuated to University Hospital here, who treated it as a mass casualty event."
"If I may interrupt for one second." growled the Sheriff, who then said "I've talked to Sheriff Gleason and Chief Floyd, and I told them about the deaths at Point Hollow, and the similarity of those crimes to the people we found alive in their county. They've agreed to let us take the lead on both investigations, but we'll need to keep them in the loop."
I noted out of the corner of my eye that Savannah Fineman rolled her eyes at that. She was becoming an irritant to my harmony, but I let it go and concentrated on the case. I asked "How did those twelve get there?"
"We're still working on that, sir." said Captain Perlman. "We had gone around the house at Point Hollow, and no footprints were found in the backyard or side yards. The front yard and gravel driveway to the house were trampled on by all our people and cars. We hadn't crossed the State Line, but after we found these twelve, the CSIs all went up there and started looking... but there were no footprints anywhere on the farmland to the west of the fence that is one foot within the State Line."
Tanya: "Nearer the scene of where the living people were found, we did find some tire tracks, and we took photos and impressions. The Hammondsville Police monitor the area for drug traffic crossing the State Lines there, and said they saw nothing unusual all night... which counts for nothing except that it should have taken more than one vehicle to get twelve people to any one place."
"That's a good observation." I said. "So did you expand the search for footprints between Point Hollow and the place they were found, which is about a mile and a half apart?"
"Yes sir." said Jerome Davis. "The ground is mostly farmland, with some fallow fields the closer one gets to Point Hollow itself. The ground is fairly soft, and anyone walking over that terrain should've left prints, or drag marks or something. But there was nothing."
"Sir," said Julia Rodriguez, "I know this is going out on a limb, but if these people were affected by some kind of drugs and couldn't coherently walk together, it's be a huge coincidence for them to end up at the same place and collapse together. And if they walked together, we should've found evidence of that, but there was none."
"That is good thinking outside the box." I said. "It also assumes these twelve were at Point Hollow and ended up to our west. Is it not possible that everyone was at the spot the twelve were found, and the six dead were brought to Point Hollow?"
"I would say 'no sir'." said Julia Rodriguez fearlessly. "The people in the farm field were found in a loose, haphazard group. The dead bodies at Point Hollow were found in a circle, as if they'd been alive at that spot and fell dead in place to the ground. Also, the other chemicals were found around Point Hollow, but there was nothing at all found in the farm field, other than the twelve people."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "And it's easier to move living people than dead bodies. Okay, who are the twelve people? And are there any connections to our six dead people?"
Teddy Parker spoke up: "I found one connection, sir. "One of the living girls is named Sarah Wood. She's a University student, and she is the roommate of Lisa Rowland, one of the six dead persons. Of the twelve survivors, there were four that were University students: Sarah Wood, Irene Ward, Aaron Bennett, and Thomas Hall. We're still getting data on them, but Sarah Wood has two arrests for marijuana possession in amounts for which she could've been charged with Distribution, and Aaron Bennett has two DUI convictions."
"Anything else?" I asked.
"No sir, it's still early." said Captain Perlman. "Sonali and Lainie are melting the wires as we speak."
"That's all?" called out Miriam Walters. "That's all you've got?"
I turned to face her. "Exactly what do you expect us to have, Ms. Walters?"
"There are six dead people that you've known about since this morning!" Miriam Walters said strongly. "And now we have twelve more, that fortunately are alive. Don't you have a lot more on at least the six dead? And you have no idea why this happened?" Yeah, it was very uncomfortable in the room at the moment.
"Again, Ms. Walters," I said, "what do you expect?" I held up my red crowbar. "Do you think this crowbar is a magic wand that just instantly brings us all the answers? These guys are doing a great job, but it takes time. And the autopsy and toxicology results take time, as well. Gas Chromatographs are not magic boxes."
"Let's wrap this up, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "And let these outstanding Detectives get back to the excellent work they are do-ing..."
"Yes sir." I said. "Chief, with your permission, there are two things I'd like to ask of everyone. First, please make no comments to the Press. If you would, route everything through Captain Damien Thompson; that way, the message out there is uniform and consistent, and won't give the Press legitimate reasons to speculate and put out fake news."
"What will that message be?" asked D.A. Miriam Walters, loudly and harshly. "What are you telling the People of the County? We could be facing a serial killer. Are the People in danger?"
"I'm telling them little as possible, at least with regard to the investigation." I replied. "Until we get some facts and can put out a message based on those facts, I'm asking everyone to exercise discretion, and to route all statements through Captain Thompson."
"I think that's a very good idea." said Mayor Daniel Allgood, looking right at Miriam Walters as he said it.
"What's the second thing, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"The second thing," I said, "is that even though this crosses State Lines, please do not say anything to the Feds. At all. Mr. Mayor, say nothing to your wife, please. Captain Perlman, say nothing to your fiancé, please. Lieutenant Davis, say nothing to your father, and if he finds out, ask him to say nothing. And ask Senior Detective Warner to also not say anything to the Feds."
"Why not?" asked Savannah Fineman harshly. "As you said, it crosses State lines. Why not bring in the FBI's expertise? 
I turned in my chair to look right at Fineman, and said: "Because, Ms. Fineman, I don't want the Feds coming in here and totally fucking up our investigation. I want to find what there is to find first. Just imagine how bad the optics with the Voters would be if the Feds come in here, fuck it up, and then blame us locals. Why, it might even cost some people their upcoming elections!" Walters and Fineman both got the point... I think.
"I need to speak with D.A. Walters privately, pleeeeezzze." said the Chief.
"So do I." growled the Sheriff, whose mustaches were twitching... with anger.
"Make that three of us." said Mayor Allgood, the People's Choice.
Part 5 - Storm Clouds Gathering
4:00pm, Wednesday, October 2nd. Cindy Ross came into my office.
"How are you feeling?" I asked.
"Better." said Cindy. "All good now, actually. I have a question: anyone running for one of the newly created positions has to register by Tuesday, October 8th?" she asked.
"Yes." I said. "Early voting begins October 15th, and they have to print the absentee ballots, as well."
"I just got a call from one of my secret sources." Cindy said. "Guess who is running against incumbent Horace S. Wellman for the Inspector General post?"
I said "I'm not feeling a good vibe out of you, so I'll guess Silas or Finneran."
"Finneran." Cindy replied. "And my source tells me he has strong backing from militant gays and anti-Police minority groups. He's already raised a good bit of money, which my father tells me was from George Schwartz, who we believe was also funding the Citizens For Police Accountability group."
"You know," I said, "I joked all the time about putting something in the Charter to specifically exclude Finneran from running for office. I should have... except it would probably be struck down as a Bill of Attainder, which is Constitutionally prohibited."
"You don't think Finneran can win, do you?" Cindy asked, a worried look suddenly appearing on her ruggedly pretty face.
"We'll see." I said solemnly. "And in a related story: our Board of Inquiry concerning the arrests of those NEA thugs that attacked Warren Davies and Tina Felton is on Friday. They wanted it tomorrow, but this mass murder case came up, so the Sheriff and Mayor exerted pressure to move it back a day."
"Speaking of the case," said Cindy, "did you hear the yelling going on in the Chief's Conference Room?"
"No." I said. "What happened?"
Cindy replied: "The Chief's assistant Cassie told my assistant Lauren that D.A. Walters and ADA Fineman were in there with the Sheriff, Chief, and Mayor. Apparently the Sheriff and Chief really tore Miriam a new one for what she said about the Detectives, and right in front of them, the Detectives. And then Miriam and Savannah started yelling back at the Sheriff and Chief. Cassie said that when they all came out twenty minutes later, the Sheriff's face was really red; she was worried about his health. And the Chief was pretty visibly angry, too."
After a pause, Cindy added: "It's probably a good thing that I wasn't in there."
I smiled. "No doubt. But just remember this, and I'm going to make sure the Detectives are equally well aware of it: the District Attorney is not the boss of us. She has no authority over us, not one bit. And if she or Savannah tries to lord it over us, I've got a... 'magic wand'... It's red, it's made of iron, and it has the power to change their suppositions in a hurry..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Perlman appeared at my door at 5:00pm. "Sir," she said, "the Detectives are ready to meet with us. They have new information, and you might as well be in there to hear it when I do."
"An invitation I cannot refuse." I said, getting up and undoing my laptop to take it to the meeting.
"Also, sir," Tanya said, "Joanne found some information in the Town & County Archives as well as the University Library, but the Archives were closing and they kicked her out. She wants to go back tomorrow to finish up before she gives you her report."
"Okay." I said. "Let's go to 'meetings'."
We went to Classroom 'E', where all the Detectives already were. Right behind me was Chief Moynahan, and right behind him was Commander Ross. We all took our places, and the Chief said "Go ahead, Captain." Tanya nodded at Jerome Davis.
"Go ahead, Teddy." said Jerome to Teddy Parker.
"Yes sir." said Parker. His laptop was hooked up to the big screen. Photos began appearing. "I'll go through the 12 that were found alive-------
The door flew open, and in walked ADA Savannah Fineman. "Another meeting without notifying me?" she snarled. "And don't you people ever go home?"
The Chief replied with some acerbity "Earlier today your boss insulted my Detectives by saying they weren't doing enough. Now you bitch about them doing their jobs long after you ADAs quit for the day and go hommmmme." Yep, the mood of our Chief was a bit testy.
I said "And I know for a fact that you were notified of this meeting." I held up my cellphone and said "Because I'm the one that sent you that text notifying you of it." The mood of the Detective Corps got even angrier than it already was, and it was visible on Captain Tanya Perlman's face.
"Chief, Commander, may I speak to you privately for a moment?" Savannah said angrily.
"Not with me." I said. "I'm in a meeting with my Detectives about this mass homicide case." Detectives worked hard not to smirk too much.
"You don't want to meet privately with me right now, Mizzz Fineman." barked the Chief. "So either sit down and listen, or leeeeeeave." Savannah sat down, a look of fury on her face.
"I believe you were giving us some information, Detective Parker." I said.
"Yes sir." said Parker. "I'll talk about the University students first, and the first of those is Sarah Wood. She is the roommate of Lisa Rowland, one of the six that died. Sarah is 21 years old, a Junior, Education major. Her GPA is 2.00, and she's been on academic probation twice. She was busted for marijuana possession in a quantity that was enough to charge with distribution, but it was pled down in Harry Nance's court."
"Next is Aaron Bennett." said Parker. "He's 24 years old, but still enrolled in the University. He's a sixth-year Senior now. He was a pre-Med in Biochemistry, but his two DUIs pretty much destroyed his chances of getting into Medical School, not to mention getting a Medical license later in life. He changed his major to Business, then to Chemistry again, regular Chemistry. The fines for his DUIs sapped everything he had, so he's worked odd jobs and piled up a ton of student debt."
Parker: "Irene Ward is 21 and a Senior in Fine Arts, 2.2 GPA. She was busted in a sting for escorting, but had a really good lawyer who shredded the prosecution's case, so she officially has no record at all. That was in the City a year ago."
Parker: Last of the students is Thomas Hall, 20 years old, a Junior majoring in Computer Science with a 3.1 GPA. As you can see from his photo, he doesn't look like a geek, but like a normal guy. But he must have confidence issues, because he's hired a lot of prostitutes over the last couple of years, and he was seeing a psychologist that we know to be a sex surrogate."
Parker: "I'll quickly go through the rest. Amanda Adams, age 26, once part of the Punk scene but has spiraled down the last couple of years, maybe due to drug use. Lori Campbell, age 32, fired from her job with the University for lying on her résumé and application."
Parker: "Lawrence Evans is black, age 24. He was a devotee of the 'World Outreach Church', but recently left it. Melissa Coleman, age 28, married three times already. Gary King, age 25, has had a lot of low-wage jobs. He seems to be a real nobody. Kevin Moore, age 26, an electrician and active with the IBEW Union. David Watson, 27, has a contract with Town & County Parks & Recreation for outdoor work. And Arthur Young, age 30, an accountant with a lot of credit card debt and not much income. I'm sending what we have to your emails."
Lt. Jerome Davis said "Thanks, Teddy. Ladies, gentlemen, we've gotten some information about the University students, alive and dead. We got their schedules, then the names of other people who were in their classes, then tracked them down. Kudos to Theo Washington; he covered a lot of ground today, as did Teddy Parker. Go ahead, Theo."
"Thank you, sir." said Senior Detective Washington. "Unfortunately, I got very little. First, Guru Bob Stevens. He lived in the apartment building at 620 Church Street, the same place where Rusty Dawson was found dead." (Author's note: 'Pink Panther', Ch. 01.)
Theo: "His room had a lot of... Eastern decor, a lot of patchouli odor, a lot of burned incense and sage. The K-9 guys ran Sergeant Tango through, and while he alerted a couple of times, no drugs at all were found. There were several books on demonology, one on 'Abbadon', which I understands translates to 'place of destruction', and he had a journal full of notes, scribbled haphazardly. I bagged that as evidence and brought it in."
"Good." I said. "I want to look at that when the pages are photographed and put into the servers."
"Already done, sir." said Captain Perlman. "Keep going, Theo."
"Yes ma'am." said Theo. "Sarah Wood was Lisa Rowland's roommate. None of the other girls on that floor said they knew either girl very well. I exercised the warrant to search their dorm room, and it was pretty clean. But there was some Satanist material in the room. A pentagram necklace, black leather dresses with red trim-------"



"Sounds like a normal Wildcat dorm room!" interjected Commander Cindy Ross. The room burst into laughter.
"Touché" I said witheringly, though with a grin, as a red crowbar was waved in Cindy's general direction. "Go ahead, Theo. We'll see if she's talking trash like that on October 27th." A green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"Yes sir!" said Theo with his movie-star-handsome grin, as his cousin was the Heisman-Trophy-winning member of the Wildcat varsity football team. "Point being, there were a few clothing items that looked more suited for Hallowe'en parties than normal wear, and some hard rock band magazine pages on the wall... bands that are known for Satanist songs. She also had a iPad tablet, which I confiscated."
"Thomas Hall also lived in a dorm room." said Theo. "His roommate was a pre-Law English major, and in spite of that he let me look around. Hall's side of the room was a bit cluttered, and he was a gamer. Most of his books were computer-related, but there were a couple of others... and they were introductions to Satanist culture and society. He also had a laptop computer, which I confiscated."
Theo: "Aaron Bennett lives in an off-campus apartment on the west side of University Avenue, over one of the bars there. He's behind on his rent. The apartment was a mess, and I don't think it was ransacked; he just lived that way. No literature on Satanism, but he also was a gamer, and some of the games were Satanist-related. He had a number of Chemistry textbooks, and a couple of Dr. Mickelson's books on Sigma radiation and Titanium-44.
Everyone looked at me, and I said "Titanium-44 is a by-product of exploding stars, and it's neatest feature is that it decays into antimatter, which then touches matter and is annihilated with a huge release of energy that can be detected and even tracked. It's a big astronomy thing right now in the study of black holes." Seeing the look of sheer boredom on Savannah Fineman's face, I said "Keep going, Theo."
"Yes sir." said Theo. "Bennett's gaming device was an Xbox, but he had a laptop, and guess what?"
"You confiscated it!" said a chorus of Detectives.
"I sure did." said Theo. "Okay, Stephen Wilson lived in an apartment near where Stephen Walter Henry lived, south of Campus and Fraternity Row. I executed the warrant to look at his room, and one of his two roommates was there and let me in. No Satanist material, but he had a lot of Biology books, being a Biology major. He may be studying with Dr. Mickelson, as some of the papers on his desk were about Sigma radiation. There was no computer nor tablet in his room. But the strange thing is that he had the same book on Titanium-44 that Bennett had."
"No-teddd." sang Captain Perlman, who was making notes.
Theo: "Ashley Perez lived with two other girls in an apartment off University Avenue. The other girls are University students, and Ashley lived alone in the apartment over the summer, while the other two were in and out. Her room was small, clean, and only had books related to her Town Technical Institute studies. No computer or tablet that I could see. Her roommates said she was friendly enough, but kept mostly to herself, never brought a boy home... nor a girl, for that matter... and didn't go out very much. Maybe because she had very little money."
Theo: "Anthony Brown lived in the office of his auto shop in Midtown. The other guys that worked there said he was a good dude, and was really driven to make his business succeed. Right now I have no social contacts for him at all. Midtown Detectives Nell Bell and Steve Ruger looked through his office where he slept. Very few personal belongings except clothes, a chess set, and a couple of chess books. They did not confiscate his workplace computer, because the Midtown Detectives were not clear if our warrant covered their actions."
Theo: "And Irene Ward was a Pi Omega before that Sorority got shut down. She was not implicated in the Blassingame-Dougherty situation, but her name as a Pi O member was scrubbed from the University's records. Her drivers license lists the Pi O house as her address, but it was shut down, and she's not living with her parents. We're going to have to look harder into her."
"That is great information," I said, "especially in as little time as you've had. Keep at it. Anything else?"
Jerome Davis said "Roy, you got anything on how those twelve people went from Point Hollow to Point B?"
Detective Sergeant Roy McGhillie said "Yes sir. Some of those tire impressions matched to common Ford Econoline 350 van tires. We checked the video of all vehicles crossing the State Line River at the Hammondsville Road Bridge, the main road west. At 5:30am, these two black vans crossed the bridge within half a minute of each other." He was showing video from the cameras overlooking the road near the State Line.
"The car tags on both vans were reported stolen from cars, as in sedans, several months ago." continued Roy. "These vans did not cross back into our State by that same route. We put out a tri-State alert on them, though they'll probably change the car tags again. Maybe we'll get lucky."
"Good report." I said. "Next?"
Christopher Purvis connected to the monitor. "After reviewing the CSI tapes from this morning, it looks like the six people that died were sitting in a circle. There may have been some kind of small grill or fire pot they were sitting around, but there are no traces of it at the crime scene that we could see. What we did see was a number of footprints around that circle of people, as if there were other people there, but standing behind the six that died. We are working on determining if any of the prints match the shoes of the 12 that were taken to the Hospital."
"What's the holdup with that?" barked Savannah Fineman. "You couldn't have gone to the Hospital, and compared the shoes to the markings there?"
"No, Ms. Fineman, we could not." Captain Tanya Perlman said with great alacrity, and some anger. "All of the shoes and clothes were bagged as potentially being contaminated with dangerous substances. The Crime Lab has them, and we'll make the proper comparison when we are safely able to."
"O-kayyyy." said Chief Moynahan. "You have all done an outstanding job on this. And I know you'll continue tooooooo. Is there anything else?"
"Yes sir." I said. "Some assignments; things to look into. I need to know more about that 'World Outreach Church'. What is it, who runs it, what it's about. I need to know if any of these people, especially the Biology students, were students of Dr. Mickelson. If so, I might have to personally interview him; he's quirky and might not talk to any of you."
I continued: "I need y'all to dig deep and find any connection at all between these eighteen people. It's bad to assume, but I think we can safely surmise that all eighteen were at Point Hollow and were affected by the same thing, whatever that 'same thing' is. Stating the obvious, if we can find out why they were all at Point Hollow in the first place, we might can determine why they were killed or injured." Everyone nodded. Tanya was furiously making notes.
Chief Moynahan said "There is one more thing. I am in the process of notifying the next of kin of both the survivors and the deceased. Until that is done, I absolutely do not want to hear the names of these people on the news. Do I make myself clear on that?"
"Yes sir!" came a chorus of voices.
"I have one last thing, too." I said. I steeled up, then said with authority: "I want everyone in here to know and understand that the District Attorney's Office is not the boss of us! No one, not the D.A. nor anyone in that office, has any power or authority over any Police Officer, from the Chief down to the newest rookie Uniformed Officer. They are supposed to work with us, not over us. If there is any problem, any at all, bring it directly to me personally. That's all I have, Chief."
Savannah Fineman's face had been wide-eyed with shock when I said that, but was now turning to deep anger. She got up and swiftly left the meeting as the Chief dismissed the rest of us...
Part 6 - Into the Night
At 9:00pm, I packed up my laptop in my travel bag and secured my office. As I walked out into the hallway, I could see that the lights in both MCD and Vice were on. Going into MCD, I saw that all the Detectives were there, as well as Lieutenant Davis, Lieutenant Rudistan, Lieutenant Myron Milton, and Precinct Captain Hugh Hewitt, all at desks working on the computers, helping gather data.
"Now hear this!" I said loudly. "Go home, people. This will keep until tomorrow morning. I am going to tell the Duty Desk to call me if there is anyone still here at 10:00pm. If there is, I will be back, and I will physically kick your asses out. Now go home. If you try to come back in before 6:00am, I will be in your face. Now go! Scoot!" People started packing up to go.
I then went into Vice, where Lt. Mary Milton and the Vice Detectives were at their computers, and joined by Lieutenant DeLong and our electronics CSI, Mark Walker... and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "I thought I'd lend a hand gathering data on these people." she said when I looked at her.
"Understandable." I said. Then I raised my voice and said: "But all of you, go home now." I repeated my 'threats' I'd told the people in MCD.
I knocked on Tanya's door and peeked in. She was at her computer, and she looked exhausted. I told her to get her Tank in gear and go home. She needed little persuasion to comply...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived home at the Mountain Nest. Jim, Ross, and Ian were drawing plans for the fort they intended to build in the woods above The Cabin. Laura was sitting on the far-side sofa, talking to Molly as Molly sat in my rocking chair by the window. Carole normally could be found reading or drawing something, but tonight she was just petting Bowser.
When I came in, Carole rushed to greet me. "I was worried about you, Daddy!" she said as she hugged my legs. I looked up and saw surprise on Laura and Molly's faces.
"Why don't you help me take the dogs out." I said to Carole. Two outstanding dogs almost magically appeared at the back door. Carole and I went outside, following the dogs down the steps to ground level. As they went to inspect their territories and do their business, Carole and I sat on the metal mesh loveseat on the patio.
"Why were you worried about me?" I asked.
"You were at that haunted house today, Daddy." said Carole. "That's a bad place."
"Point Hollow?" I said. "I agree, it's a bad, bad place. But why were you worried about me? I was okay."
"I don't know, Daddy." Carole said. "I'm glad you're o-kay. Is Aunt Cindy o-kay?"
"Yes, she's fine." I said.
"She should be careful at Point Holl-owww." Carole said.
"We always are." I said. "Listen, if you have any dreams or bad feelings, you tell me as fast as you can, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. "And I'm glad Aunt Molly is staying here tonight."
"Me too." I said. "So how was school today?"
"Pretty good." Carole said. "All the teach-ers are happy about the new School Board. They said you were the reason for it."
"So I'm doing good in a poll of second grade teachers?" I asked. Carole giggled loudly at that. Then Bowser and Buddy trotted back up, and I told Carole we had to go back in. Daddy's popularity in the polls dropped significantly when the word 'bedtime' was mentioned...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once the kids were in bed, I sat down in the rocking chair with a Scotch as Molly had moved to the near-side sofa. "I'm staying in the guest room tonight." Molly said. "Cindy asked me to stick close by, but she wouldn't say why."
Laura said "All twelve of the people you found over the State Line are recovering. Your Officers should be able to talk to them tomorrow. Dr. Morgan agrees with Martha the M.E. that all eighteen people inhaled something poisonous, and the six that died succumbed to something else that was injected into them. The twelve in the hospital had no injection marks on them. The lab tests are still ongoing."
I nodded. "That sounds about right, from what I've seen and heard today. And I thought the Hospital handled the mass casualty event very well."
"Thank you." said Laura. "That was one of the many things Dr. Cordell did to improve things. We are all really sorry to see him go, though I understand why. Replacing him is going to be hard. Oh, that reminds me, Dr. Wellman is going to interview Donny Tate, but it might be for the Assistant Administrator job, handling the books and the finances."
"Good." I said. "I hope that works out."
"What's going on with this case, Don?" Molly asked. "And why are the DAs sticking their noses into it?"
"How'd you know about that?" I asked.
Molly said "I called Chief Moynahan to offer our assistance with anything you guys might need. He mentioned arresting the DA and an ADA and bringing them to my jails to hide them. He told me they're really sticking their beaks into it."
I said "First, I'll tell you what's going on." I did so, repeating the story helping to get and keep it fresh in my mind, and putting the ducks in a row. Then I said "Walters didn't send Paulina, who knows us and is familiar with how we do things. She sent Fineman, instead. And Fineman rubbed my people the wrong way... especially the Chief."
Laura said "Why the intense interest? Political ramifications of the mass casualties?"
"Maybe." I said. "But I can't worry about them right now. I have one mystery to solve already."
"Any clues, so far?" Molly asked.
I shook my head. "No. Not enough data yet." I said...
Part 7 - Ambushed
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, October 3rd, from near the weather station on the cliff above and east of Point Hollow. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the deaths of six persons and the sickening of twelve others at the Point Hollow estate!"
Bettina began: "Six persons were found dead at Point Hollow early yesterday morning. HAZMAT teams were called to the scene to investigate the possibility of lethal contamination and to recover the bodies, which were taken to the State Crime Lab for autopsies. The Town & County Police began an investigation, but so far remain clueless as to what transpired that led to the deaths."
Bettina: "A more extensive search revealed twelve more persons, all still alive, across the State Line. Those persons were rushed to University Hospital, which implemented its mass casualty and hazardous materials protocols. Channel Two News has learned that all twelve persons are recovering."
Bettina: "The Town & County Police have not released the names of the six dead persons, pending notification of next of kin. And neither the TCPD nor the Public Health Department have released any information about what caused the contamination that might have harmed eighteen persons, and so far have not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment. For all we know, the entire Town & County may be in danger from the same unknown agents that killed six people and harmed twelve others."
Bettina: "And while the TCPD is struggling to solve these cases, Commander Donald Troy and Deputy Chief Cindy Ross will be facing a Board of Inquiry over their alleged Police brutality in arresting six persons. Commissioner Finneran is expected to be named the Chief Investigator. Commander Troy may can avoid responding to KXTC's requests for comments, but he'll be forced to answer Commissioner Finneran's tough questions in the Board of Inquiry..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're 'clueless'." Cindy Ross said acerbically as we drank coffee and watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Welcome to the world of 'instant gratification'." replied Teresa Croyle.
"No, welcome to the world of agenda-driven Media hatred for the Police." I replied.
"It's Crowbar's fault." growled Sheriff Griswold. "He's too damn good for his own good. Now everybody expects instant answers!" I noted his mustaches were twitching with amusement; I was being ribbed.
"Speaking of instant answerrrrrrs," drawled Chief Moynahan, "what are we doing this morning about this case?"
Tanya Perlman said "We'll be sending loddy-doddy-everybody to the Hospital to interview the twelve survivors as soon as we can. I'm expecting the toxicology and chemical tests to come back from the State Crime Lab, and hopefully Martha the M.E. will have more for us. And then we can have a big meeting to get all the data out there for you guys to look at."
Cindy said "We're going to have to have a Press conference at some point. We're getting Statewide and even national news interest over this. I've already had Captain Damien Thompson implement our media control plan."
"I wish we could control them." I said sourly-------
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone. I answered it, and it was the Intendent, Adele Peabody. "What?!" I gasped. "Okay, thank you for calling me."
"What is it?" asked Cindy, as everyone saw the shocked look on my face.
"Ladies and gentlemen, we've been ambushed." I announced. "Silas is convening the Board of Inquiry at 9:00am this morning, as originally scheduled."
"What!" yelled Sheriff Griswold, becoming red-faced. "He told me he would postpone it until tomorrow!"
"Yes sir, it's pretty easy to see what Silas and Finneran are up to." I replied as I dialed a number on my iPhone. "Hi Mike." I said to my attorney, Mike G. Todd. "They did not postpone the BOI like they promised to. It's on for today. 9:00am... yes... yes, put our plan into effect... okay, bye."
As I disconnected, I said "If you don't have a semi-formal jacket with ribbons here at Headquarters, go home and get it. The Board of Inquiry is at 9:00am... today."
"I needed that like I need a hole in the head." Cindy said, getting up. "If you'll excuse me, Chief..."
"By all means, Ms. Rossss." said the Chief. "You're all free to go, except the Sheriff. I want him to have another cup of coffee and calm down..."
"Yeah, that might be a good idea." growled the Sheriff as we all got up to go.
"Hey guys," I said, "let's not tell anyone that we know about this. Let Silas think he's fooled us, and we'll turn the tables on him..."
"I love the way you think, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. Yes, he was one pissed-off old man, and one should never piss off old people...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd canceled the Angels Meeting, but I had KFXU on my television monitor. As Catrina and Meredith began their broadcast with the Point Hollow story, Cindy came into my office, and we watched it together.
"And we have with us Public Health Officer Beth Paige. said Catrina Pierce as the camera panned out to show Beth Paige in the studio's 'hot seat'. "Beth, what can you tell us about this situation? Is the Public in danger?"
"Thank you for having me on, Catrina, Meredith." said Beth Paige, who for the first time in my memory was wearing her dark blue uniform jacket with her badge (yes, the Public Health people have them), ribbons, and two stars on her shoulder epaulettes.
Beth said: "I don't think there's cause for concern for the general Public. We believe that all 18 persons were at Point Hollow when they became ill, and the Police are investigating if the ones that died succumbed for other reasons, such as an overdose of drugs they may have ingested."
Meredith: "Beth, initial reports were that a foul odor was detected at the crime scene, and your HAZMAT team did find poison contaminants at the scene. Can you give us more information on that?"
"We're still waiting for the autopsies and toxicology reports," said Beth, "but we do not believe there has been any spread of any contaminants beyond the local area. The Police have secured the crime scene, and any trespassers found at Point Hollow will be arrested, and we are further asking the Public to not go in or near Point Hollow..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Could've been better, could've been worse." I said.
"I wish she'd said nothing." said Cindy. "Or at least coordinated with us like the Sheriff called and asked her to."
"I guess she felt like she had to say something." I said. "If memory serves me correctly, Beth Paige and Miriam Walters are good friends. I wouldn't be surprised if Walters put Paige up to that."
"How do you figure?" Cindy asked skeptically.
"She's wearing her Public Health uniform." I said. "That puts some 'oomph' into her words. I don't know why, but the optics are severely important to Walters." Cindy nodded.
"What about this BOI bullshit?" Cindy then asked. "What is going on with that?"
"I think Silas was attempting to do an end-run." I said. "He lies to the Sheriff in the hopes none of us show up, then he and Finneran can unilaterally say we're guilty and not indemnified. I called the Mayor, Mr. Landau, Mr. Morse, and Mr. Fitzgerald. The Mayor was also told it was tomorrow, though it was possibly the Sheriff that told him that. Mr. Landau and Mr. Morse were told they weren't on the Board for this one. Mr. Fitzgerald said he was told it was today, and didn't realize the rest of us were told differently."
"What are we going to do?" Cindy said. "Even though we now know, this could put us behind the eight-ball."
I just gave my cousin a 'look'. "Really?" I replied. "This is me you're talking to. And I am not an Agency of the Weak-Minded."
"My apologies." Cindy said, though a bit mockingly. "I stand corrected."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This shouldn't take too long." said Silas as he, Finneran, and Fitzgerald sat at the table in the front of the room. The NEA's lawyer and several 'cub' reporters were also present.
Silas had changed rooms, also, but to his utter shock and Finneran's obvious hatred, at 8:59am the door opened and in walked the Town & County Mayor, Sheriff, Police Chief, Police Commander, Police Deputy Chief, and several Uniformed Officers that had been at the scene. Also coming in were Mr. Landau and Mr. Morse.
"Mr. Landau and Mr. Morse were named to this Board of Inquiry." said Mayor Allgood. "But you did not inform them of that, Mr. Silas. Why not?"
"Their notifications must've gotten lost in the mail." growled Silas.
"Seriously, " said Finneran, "it's not Commissioner Silas's job to inform them that they were named to it. That's your job, Mr. Illegitimate Mayor."
"Why did you lie to me, and tell me you'd postponed this hearing until tomorrow?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
"I never told you any such thing." said Silas.
"Like hell, you didn't!" Griswold all but exploded. "And now you're sitting there lying to me?"
"Prove it." said Silas. "I think you're the one that's lying."
"Care to borrow a crowbar, Sheriff?" I asked, coming up to him with that red object in my hand.
"I'll leave you to that, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "After I'm done, this son of a bitch is going to wish a crowbar beatdown was all I'd done to him."
"Is that a threat, Sheriff?" snarled Finneran, who could not hide the underlying look of pleasure on his face.
"What are you going to do about it, if it is?" I fired back at Finneran.
"Well, you're here." said Silas unhappily. "Take your seats." We all sat down, Mike G. Todd and the Police Captain's Union Rep at the table with me and Cindy.
"This hearing is in session." said Silas. "Mr. Finneran is the lead examiner------"
"Objection!" called out the Police Captain's Union Rep. "We object to Finneran's presence on this Board of Inquiry, due to bias------"
"Overruled!" said Silas angrily. "I'm not fooling with your crap today------"
"We have proof of Finneran's bias!" said Mike G. Todd as he stood up. "And we demand the full Board and the Mayor see this proof!"
"NO!" shouted Silas. "I've made my ruling! Finneran stays on this Board, and he's the lead examiner!"
"No, Silas!" shouted Mayor Allgood, standing up from his seat. "Hear what he has to say, or I'll end this proceeding and we'll take it to Court."
"You don't have that authority, Mr. Illegitimate Mayor!" shouted Silas. "This is MY hearing now!"
"Let's hear this evidence." Mr. Landau said. "What, are you afraid of something, Silas?"
Silas looked daggers at Landau, but said "I'm sure as hell not afraid of you, Landau." Then he said "All right, let's see it, and then I'll summarily make my ruling anyway."
With that, Mike Todd hooked his laptop into the monitor on the wall. A video began playing. It showed Finneran speaking at the Charter Commission hearing (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 03.), where he spoke of Police brutality and cursed me personally, then his anti-Charter television ads."
Mike Todd said: "As these examples clearly and irrefutably show, Finneran is biased against the Police and Commander Troy personally, and we do not believe he is capable of acting in a fair and impartial manner. We demand he be recused from this Board of Inquiry."
"Denied." said Silas. "Mr. Finneran will remain... who are you?"
A young Indian man had come into the room, wearing a GoPro camera on his chest. "Commissioner Silas?" he said.
"Yeah?" said Silas.
The young man handed him a document. "You've been served." he said, then bolted out of the room. Silas read the document, then groaned as he handed it to Finneran.
"Why, what is that, Mr. Silas?" Mike G. Todd said happily. "Tell us what that is!" Silas looked at Mike with the desire to commit murder. Mr. Fitzgerald ripped the document out of Finneran's hands.
"This is notice of a Court Order." said Fitzgerald loudly. "The Police Captain's Union and Commander Troy have sued the Board of Inquiry, Silas, and Finneran, to force Finneran's recusal. Judge Watts issued a stay, enjoining this Board of Inquiry from continuing until he, Judge Watts, makes his ruling."
Mayor Allgood stood up and said "That's it, then. This Board is in recess until the Judge makes his ruling, Silas. And if you try to go against that in any way, I'm sure Commander Troy has plenty of space in his jails for you, for violating the Court Order."
Silas stood up. "May God damn you, Allgood!" he snarled. "And may God damn you, Donald Troy." He stalked out of the room, followed by Finneran.
"Damn, that was awe-some!" Cindy said happily to Mike Todd. "Great job, guys!"
"Wasn't us." said Mike. "It was all him." He was pointing at me as he said it. It is possible that I was grinning like the Cheshire Cat.
"Not much gets by you, eh, Crowbar?" Sheriff Griswold said, unable to hide his happiness at what had just transpired.
"Damn! do I ever hate it when people treat me like I'm an Agency of the Weak-Minded." I replied.
One ambush overcome. And then....
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was the Duty Desk. "Sir,:" said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "The FBI has sent a BAU team. Their Special Agent in Charge, Bob Rovers, is demanding to be allowed to come in..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Ambushed (continued)
One could cut the tension in the air with a katana as we arrived back at Police Headquarters. The SWAT Team had come up, fully armored and armed, in a standoff in the lobby against six FBI Agents. The entire Detective Corps that were at Headquarters had put on their armor and gone to augment the SWAT Team.
And Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was there... she'd had to order the heavily pregnant Joanne Warner back to MCD, and then she positioned herself right in front of FBI SAC Bob Parsons. That was not going to end well for someone...
Cindy and I had put on our armor before going inside. As I came around the Duty Desk to the lobby, I saw Bob Parsons and his brother David right behind him, Peter Page, Dominic Ellis, and two others I did not know.
"What is it with you people?" Bob Rovers was asking huffily. "We're here to help solve this case!"
"Your help was not asked for." I thundered as I came around the Duty Desk and into the lobby. I felt the surge of energy in my Officers, and the surge of hatred in the FBI Agents. "What the fuck are you doing here, Rovers?"
"Ah, there you are, Troy." said Bob Rovers. We're taking over this case. It crossed State Lines. Hand over everything you've obtained to this point. And we need space here to set up our operations to investigate the case."
"Where's your writ?" I asked.
"Pardon?" said Bob Rovers.
"Your court order to take over the case." I said. "Oh, you don't have one. And you won't get one, because these are State crimes. You have no jurisdiction here, so get out or get arrested."
"Listen you little punk." snarled Bob Parsons, "you're nothing but a local piece of shit cop. We're the FBI, the FEDS! Now get the fuck out of my way, or I'll barbecue your ass..."
He stopped talking as Teresa pulled her service weapon out of its holster and aimed it at Bob Parsons, the *CLICK* of the safety being taken off clearly heard throughout the lobby.
"Better be sure." I said. "This here local Police Officer outran an exploding building, but I don't think you hotshit Feds can outrun bullets."
"That's assaulting a Federal Agent." snarled David Rovers.
"No, it's protecting her immediate superior Officer from a hostile threat by an armed trespasser." I said. I then raised my voice and said "Place these six trespassers under arrest. Disarm them!" Police were moving forward to implement my instructions. The FBI Agents drew their firearms.
"FEDERAL AGENTS, HOLSTER YOUR WEAPONS!"
The voice came from the front doors. FBI Assistant Director Owen Lange stormed into the room, followed by FBI SAC Jack Muscone and FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson. Jefferson had made the command in his powerful voice. All of them had on armor protection.
"Put your weapons away! Now!" ordered Lange. No one moved. "Parsons, what the hell are you doing?"
"Taking over this case." said Bob Parsons. "It crosses State Lines, and it's obviously mass murder by a psychopath, which BAU units are intended to solve."
I said "We have not asked for the FBI's help, and these are State crimes. We do not yield jurisdiction, and never will to this incompetent, disreputable BAU."
"Commander Troy is right." said Jack Muscone. "It's State jurisdiction, and this particular BAU has been shown to be incompetent in two past cases in this area."
"I agree." said the EAD. "Parsons, get your ass and your people out of here. By that, I mean get all the way out of this County. Move."
"This is our case, Mr. Director---" tried Parsons.
"I SAID GET OUT!" yelled the EAD. Considering that he was a man who was brave enough to challenge Your Iron Crowbar to freestyle boxing matches in the ring, he was not a man to be trifled with.
Bob Rovers looked at me with unappeasable hatred in his eyes. "I'll be back, you piece of shit." he snarled quietly.
"It's your funeral." I said.
"And you're going to get raped, bitch." Parsons snarled at Teresa as he turned to go. I physically restrained her from going after Parsons and severely damaging him. The FBI Agents all left.
"Stand down, everyone." Teresa ordered.
"Great job, guys." I said. I turned to the Duty Desk Sergeant. "Good job, and thanks for calling me..."
Part 8 - Tidal Wave
10:15am, Thursday, October 3rd. We were in the Main Conference Room.
"On behalf of the FBI," said AD Owen Lange, "I apologize for Rovers and his BAU's actions this morning. I did some checking. They had no authority to come in, they weren't assigned to come in, at least not by anyone who will admit it, and I've referred all of them to the Office of Professional Responsibility for an investigation."
"So why are they here?" asked Cindy Ross. "By that I mean... I don't understand their motives."
"That BAU team is one of the Swamp Frogs's marked cards, one of their tools against us." I replied. "When I see the Rovers BAU team, I see Swamp Frogs behind them. So something about this case has the Big Boyz's interest."
"Maybe the drugs that were uuuuuused." said Chief Moynahan. "The toxicology report from the Crime Lab is in your email inboxessss." Cindy went for her Police iPhone. I did not.
"Not interested in the tox report, Commander?" asked Jack Muscone.
"It'll keep." I said. "I'm more interested in the timing of the BAU team's arrival. They had to know that neither the Sheriff, Chief, nor I would ever allow them to come in, to set up, or to take over this case. So they timed it so that they were here at the exact time they thought we'd be in the Board of Inquiry hearing. They thought they could bully the rest of the TCPD into letting them in. What they didn't know was that we were going to sue to force Finneran to be recused, so they didn't know we'd be back as quickly as we were."
"We'd have kicked them out, anyway." said Cindy.
"I think I see what they were trying." said Muscone. "They didn't expect the entire TCPD to front them. They figured they'd be allowed in, maybe even given a space, and then given the information on the case. By the time you got back and kicked them out, they'd have that much. Now... they're going to have to get a warrant to get the tox report and the autopsies."
"Yep." I said. "And alternatively, they may have just wanted to create the confrontation. It was very personal with both Bob and David Rovers... especially in the aftermath of the Blassingame conviction and death penalty. They get inside and we have to kick them out, maybe they thought they could get something out of that. They may have thought they could get something out the confrontation that did happen, but that got blown up when you guys came in."
"You may be right... you usually are..." said Owen Lange, "... and I'm not going to let this one go. I'll be digging deep to find out what's going on."
"And speaking of what's going on," I said, "I have not failed to notice your presence here, not in Washington, but here in my Town & County, Mr. Assistant Director. And I don't think you're here for the double cheeseburgers or a rematch in the boxing ring."
"Not much gets past you." Lange said. "Yeah. When I heard about the mass casualty event, I just got into the car, went to the airport, and caught the next flight to the City. This thing potentially could get national interest. And Don, while I know the Rovers BAU has totally poisoned the atmosphere, pun not intended, and you're not predisposed to accepting Federal help... we do have some competent and good BAU units. If you need any help, give me a call, and I'll send them to help you... and not in the way Rovers just did."
"Thank you, Mr. Assistant Director." I said. "Let's see what plays out as the data comes in. And speaking of double cheeseburgers, you might as well have one or two while you're here. Right, Jack?"
"Thanks for nothing. Now I'm all hungry" Jack complained. We all chuckled at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Thursday, October 3rd. Cindy came into my office. "Did you see the autopsy and toxicology reports?" she asked.
"I sure did." I said. "Nothing personal against Jack or Owen Lange, but I didn't read it then because they'd have asked me for my opinion on it, and I didn't want to share with any Feds."
"Don't blame you." said Cindy. "So give your Kato your opinion on it."
"You remember that drug that killed Louella Hopper?" I asked. (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 01.) "Martha said that the drug that was injected into the six dead people was very similar to it: a neurotoxin that stops breathing, asphyxiating the person."
"Which explains why they were blue." said Cindy.
"Yes." I said. "The drugs that affected all 18 people were also in the powdery residues the HAZMAT teams found in the area. They're hallucinogens, something like LSD, but more potent. And I've read reports in the past that allow me to know that they induce fear. Various Federal Government agencies experimented with these drugs, but this particular preparation was tested under a program called 'Operation SCARECROW', after the comic book character that is The Batman's enemy."
Cindy said "Is that why the BAU team is here?"
"I don't know," I said, "but them being here so fast would suggest foreknowledge. The Crime Lab report only came out this morning, right at the time of the confrontation in the lobby. Anyhoo, Jonathan Crane, the Scarecrow in the comics, used 'fear gas' against his victims, and this compound at Point Hollow was administered in semi-gaseous form, like CS tear gas in a smoke grenade."
"So why were the twelve survivors moved?" Cindy asked. "To get them across the State Line, and provide the BAU team an excuse to come in?"
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "But it's not the only possibility, so don't fixate on it. Let's hear what the survivors have to say..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am. Sheriff Griswold came into Headquarters with Mike G. Todd. Mike was grinning happily. Our Sheriff was much less amused. They came to my office, and sat down in the hot chairs at my invitation. The Sheriff poured himself a mug of coffee, and Mike accepted a bottled water.
"Judge Watts had us come into his Chambers." said the Sheriff. "On our side was me, Mike, and the Police Captain Union's Rep. On the other side were Silas, Finneran, and the NEA's lawyer representing those six slugs. Judge Watts threatened to put the NEA lawyer in jail for Contempt after the guy got snarky about it, and I was ready to personally effect that arrest and perp walk."
"So how did it go, sir?" I asked.
The Sheriff deferred to Mike G. Todd, who said: "Better than I hoped. I showed the video and the ad, and Watts was ready to make a ruling right there and then. But he held off, and said a full hearing would be scheduled. Until that happens, there cannot be any more Boards of Inquiry... at all. And if the hearing is strung out until past January 1st, it won't happen at all. But I think the NEA's lawyer is going to take it to the Appeals Court to demand an immediate hearing or removal of the stay."
I nodded. "Okay, then." I said. "Thanks for that good work, Mike. I need to talk to the Sheriff for a moment." Mike took the hint, said he'd be in touch, and exited the room.
"What about Silas, Sheriff?" I asked.
"That son of a bitch straight-out lied to me." growled Griswold. "We've always known Finneran was corrupt, but I had no idea Silas had turned like that." Then he peered at me and said "I also had no idea you were going to do that to bust Finneran's chops."
"No, I didn't mention it to anyone, until I worked it out with Mike." I said. "I realized at the time, during the Charter Commission hearing, that I could use that against Finneran. Mike had someone file the lawsuit as soon as the Court opened, and Watts wasted no time in issuing the stay pending the hearing. That notice to Silas was already on the way."
"Did you know Silas was going to do me dirty by not postponing the BOI?" the Sheriff asked.
"It's not paranoia if they're really out to get us." I said with a grin. "I did consider the possibility of it, and I realized it likely would happen when Bettina brought up the BOI in her newscast, but did not say exactly when it was going to be. So by the time my source called me, I was already texting Mike to get ready."
"Har." said the Sheriff, who was now beaming. "Outstanding job, Crowbar."
Just then there was a knock on the door. Helena said "Lunch is ready in Classroom 'E', sir." my lovely assistant said.
"Join us, Sheriff." I said. "We're having a working lunch today."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was going to be a tidal wave of information coming at us, which is one reason I authorized a catered lunch of subs and pizza. Every bit of the food was consumed when all was said and done... and a lot was said and done. I'd emailed Savannah Fineman, and cc'd DA Walters and Paulina Patterson, that we were having the meeting. Savannah was there, and having one of the subs. Joanne Warner was also in attendance, and consuming pizza for two.
"Okay," said Captain Perlman to start the meeting. "First of all, notice the new whiteboards on the back wall." Indeed, large whiteboards had been mounted on the wall opposite the wall where the projection screen was, pretty much covering the entire long wall. There were screens that could be pulled down to cover the whiteboards.
"From now on," said Captain Perlman, "the doors to this room will be on auto-lock. You can get in by using your TCPD I.D. on the card reader. But entry will be restricted so that those whiteboards can be used." Everyone nodded, and kept eating.
"Let me discuss these autopsy and toxicology reports." I said. I discussed the neurotoxin and 'fear gas' agents that had been found, their effects, and how they may have tied into the case.
"Okay, Jerome, who is first?" Tanya asked, after I was done.
"I'll go first, so I can get back to my stuff." said Myron Milton. "I've downloaded everything from all the computers or tablets that were confiscated under the warrant. We'll have to give those back, but I have the information on them, including emails, some texts, and all the websites they've visited."
"That's great." I said. "And if you need to go, go ahead." Myron grabbed his sub and left.
Jerome Davis spoke up: "I'll give the combined report of this morning's interviews. All of the Detectives did a great job talking with the survivors, and the survivors's stories are very similar."
Davis: "First of all, all of them were still under the influence of the gas or whatever they inhaled, which Commander Troy just confirmed induces hallucinations of fear. They were all still fearful, some more than others. The 'fear gas', as he called it, also may have affected their memories, so we may not be getting a complete picture, but maybe their combined statements will be enough."
Davis: "All of them said they went there for what they called 'the Release'. When asked what that meant, they said it meant 'the release of the Demon'. All of them knew who Guru Bob Stevens was, and they called him 'Guru Stevens' or 'Spiritual Advisor Stevens'. But they also said that he was not the leader of their group. When asked who the leader was, they said only 'Dr. Westbrook'. When asked more about him, no one could tell us more, and some seemed to become frightened as if they were having a relapse into their drugged states."
I noticed that Joanne Warner's eyes had lit up at the name of Dr. Westbrook. I tuned back in to Jerome Davis's statement.
Davis: "When they were asked who was there, how many others, they all said there were more than 20, and a few said 25 definitively. One of them, Lawrence Evans, said that there were 25, in five groups of five at each point of the pentagram. We never found a pentagram on the scene, so I'm not sure if that was a literal or figurative reference."
I piped up: "The HAZMAT team trampled over the area near the Ritual Tree, and may have obliterated a drawn pentagram in that area. But keep going, for now."
Davis: "Yes sir. They all said they were doing their chants and incantations by torch light, and the torches started burning brighter... all of them independently said that... and they smelled incense and then something really bad, really foul. Some of them said they saw an image of a demon, but not all of them said that. And they said the next thing they knew, they were waking up in the hospital, feeling very scared."
Davis: "None of them remembered riding to another location nor being anywhere else. And none of them can remember any dreams they may have had. Just some fleeting nightmares of a demon coming for them."
I nodded. "Good report. Of course the next question is: did anyone say anything unique, out of the ordinary, anything that contradicted with the others?" Jerome looked around for help. Sr. Detective Theo Washington picked him up.
"Sir," said Theo, "Lawrence Evans seemed to be a lot more clear than the others on a lot of things. He remembered the pentagram and groups of five, and that there was a small fire in the dead middle of the pentagram, which sounds to me like it was really there. He says the smoke wafted over him and he began seeing demons, and feeling very deep fear. He also said he smelled a really bad stench, like a dead person and sulfur put together, but seemingly even worse."
I felt as much as saw Cindy look over at me, remembering our earlier conversation.
"Sir," said Julia Rodriguez, "Sarah Wood said one interesting thing. She said everyone met at the University Tavern, one of the bars on the west side of University Avenue. They were all transported in vans to Point Hollow. She said they were black vans, but didn't remember anything else about them, like license plates. She did say that when everyone got there, it looked like there were lights on in the Point Hollow house. They never went to the house, but were led straight into the woods."
Julia: "I called in to have patrols look for everyone's cars at the University Tavern, and they're all there... parked in the back lot pretty much out of sight of the front parking lot and front of the building where people enter. Everyone's car from Irene Ward's Beamer to Gary King's Impala was there. The vehicles were all searched, and nothing at all was found in any of them... and by that I mean nothing at all, not even a chewing gum wrapper."
"Cleaned out, eh?" I said to myself. "Did you notify the IT group to get video?"
"Yes sir." said Captain Perlman. "We have some footage of the vehicles coming in, and some of them going into the bar. But the camera seemingly just didn't record any vans coming into the parking lot nor any of those people leaving. Myron is checking to see if the video was altered in any way, but he doesn't think it was. And no black vans on the street cams."
"That's not good" I said. "Did Sarah Wood say why they were going to Point Hollow?"
"She said they were going there in order to witness 'the Release'." Julia replied. "Which is what all of them said. Like Lt. Davis said earlier: when we probed, and asked what the Release was, they all just said 'the release of the demon', and then seemed to go back into a trance-like state. That is what pretty much ended all of the conversations with them, when we asked them that."



"Interesting." I said. "Anything else, anyone?"
Teddy Parker said "Just these tidbits, sir. Irene Ward is the third cousin of Marie Ward Arruzio and Cherie Ward. Same great-grandparents. Their fathers were first cousins, and their grandfathers were brothers." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers' for Marie Ward Arruzio; 'The Eightfold Fence', Ch. 02. and 'Reichenbach' for Cherie Ward.) "Also, Stephen Wilson was Dr. Mickelson's student. And Aaron Bennett had been before his DUIs and changes of major."
"Good." I said. "Okay, Detective Warner, you are unleashed. What do you have?"
Joanne said brightly "I've been researching the history of Point Hollow. First, the Town was incorporated in 1840, and was a frontier town known mostly for farms and the railroad junction. The University was chartered and started in 1867, and the Town and County grew a good bit after that."
Joanne: "The Point Hollow property was land-granted to a man named Lysander Westbrook in 1850. He planted the orchids and groves of trees, and farmed the land. Yes, he had slaves, who were freed after the Civil War ended, and every one of them left. Now that is interesting because many freed slaves, especially in the South, stayed on the properties where they'd been slaves and worked the farms as employees, sometimes as indentured servants. So for all of the freed slaves to leave suggests bad or harsh management, or some other reason to get out of there."
"And in light of the later spooky things going on there," I said, "maybe there were indeed 'other' reasons for everyone leaving. Sorry to interrupt; keep going."
"Yes, sir." said Joanne. "Anyway, the farm kept going, and it's possible that University students stayed there as boarders during the summers and farmed the land. But over time, especially after 1882, according to old tax records, the land stopped producing good crops, and the groves stopped producing good fruit. But the Westbrooks somehow held on to the property, having other businesses like the Dry Goods store in Town... right where this Police Headquarters is now."
"Still, that was a long trip from Point Hollow to Town or to the University in those days." said Detective Sergeant Roy McGhillie. "They didn't have cars like we have today."
"True." said Joanne. "Anyway, the Town Archives are pretty good and go all the way back to the incorporation of the Town, and the records have been preserved on microfiche and now on data servers. In 1957, Thomas Westbrook died, leaving no male heirs. So the property went to his eldest daughter, Beverly Westbrook Bonniker. Her son was the man who owned The Cabin, Commander Troy, and he also owned Point Hollow. After he died, several claims were made on the estate, including by this man, Dr. Charles Westbrook."
A photo of Dr. Charles Westbrook was displayed on the projector screen, and it caused an instant sensation. "Mamma mia!" I exclaimed out loud among many gasps in the room.
The man on the screen looked just like Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro, the Consultant of Crime!
Joanne said "That was my first reaction, too, sir. But when I put up this photo of Pastor Westboro, you can see that they look similar, but not exactly alike." Indeed, when the two photos were put side-by-side, one could tell that Pastor Westboro's very pronounced beak nose, prominent forehead, and (to me) sinister eyes and disposition were not exactly matched by Charles Westbrook's less pronounced nose, slightly 'softer' features... but there could be no doubt...
"Wow." I said. "They're related."
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "I traced the family lines all the way back to Lysander Westbrook. Thomas Westbrook, who died in 1957, was born in 1897. Thomas's mother died in 1900. Thomas inherited Point Hollow upon his father's death in 1950, and he, Thomas, had been a respected person in the County, and a County Councilman for years."
"But here's the 'strangeness', sir." said Joanne, obviously addressing me in particular. "The desk person at the Town Archives is a woman named Joan Davis, probably no relation to Jerome Davis here."
"Maybe our family was her family's slaves in the past." said Jerome.
"May be." Joanne said. "All I know is that the Intendent, Adele Peabody, is Mrs. Davis's niece. And Mrs. Davis said her mother knew a woman that had claimed to be a descendent of the Westbrooks. That woman's family Bible was bequeathed to the Town, and was still in the Archives. And in the middle of the Bible were the family's births and deaths. One of the births in 1904 was 'John Westboro, née Westbrook."
Joanne: "Mrs. Davis said her mother's story was that John Westboro was the illegitimate child of Thomas Westbrook and a young woman who was possibly a maid at Point Hollow. The woman and her son were sent away, which was all too common in those times. So I got into the Census reports, and John Westboro first appears in the 1930 census, having a wife and two sons, and living in Coltrane County. Those sons begat sons, one each. One of those sons died ingloriously in a helicopter crash at Cemetery Hill a few years ago." That would be Pastor Raymond Westboro, I mused to myself. John Westboro must've been the Consultant of Crime's grandfather.
"So like Ishmael and his mother were sent away by Abraham..." I said out loud, "... John Westbrook was sent away, and we ultimately got the Consultant of Crime as a result. If memory serves me correctly, Pastor Westboro made a claim on the Point Hollow estate, didn't he?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne. "And First Baptist Church renewed the claim as Pastor Westboro's formal heir. It's still in legal limbo."
Joanne continued: "Anyway, the other grandson of John Westboro, Charles, legally changed his name to 'Westbrook', got his doctorate in Psychology from the University of Missouri, and worked in St. Louis for years."
"St. Louis." I said. "Hmmm, that's where Angela Harlan came to our Town & County from..." I went into a reverie, but it was short-lived.
"Commander Troy," said Commander Ross, a bit shakily, "you took a photo of that painting in the Point Hollow house, didn't you?"
My eyes widened as I realized why Cindy was asking. "Yes. Yes I did. Here, let me send that to you, Joanne. Put it up with these other photos." Joanne did so, and everyone gasped. The girl in the painting was obviously closely related to Dr. Charles Westbrook.
"Yep, she's related." I said. "Good observation, Commander Ross. Very good." I explained to everyone else about the painting that had mysteriously appeared over the fireplace at the Point Hollow house. "So now we have to discover who she is, and what her relationship to all this is."
Then I said "Joanne, this was outstanding work, really outstanding---"
"I'm sure this is all very interesting to some of you," Savannah Fineman's voice cut in, "but shouldn't we be focusing on the mass murder?" The air in the suddenly silent room seemed to become thick with tension.
"That is exactly what we are doing." I replied.
"Mizzz Fineman," said the Chief, "if you are bored, no one is keeping you here. You are free to goooo at any timmmmme." Savannah looked angry, but stayed in her seat.
"O-kayyy." I said. "Again, Joanne, outstanding report. And all of you have done a great job gathering this data. So, who wants to wrap up?"
"I will, sir." said Captain Tanya Perlman. "We now know what killed those six people and affected the twelve others. We also know that there were at least 25 people at the site at the time, and that seven are still unknown and at large."
Tanya said "I would think that this Dr. Charles Westbrook needs to be found and interviewed. I also would like the pastor of the 'World Outreach Church' that Lawrence Evans attended, a 'Brother Terence Ballard', to be found and interviewed. The 'World Outreach Church' is in the City. And we'll have to talk to Dr. Mickelson at the University."
"I'll handle that personally." I said. "Commander Ross, are you busy?"
"Always, Commander Troy." said the Green Crowbar. "But I'll go with you, anyway."
Part 8 - Practical vs. Supernatural
As we drove to the University in my Police SUV, I said, as if answering a question, "Oh, I think we've made excellent progress today. Don't you?"
"Stop reading my mind." Cindy said with a wan smile. "Yes, I was wondering if we're really any farther along to solving this case. It seems we've just created more questions."
"And that's how cases often go." I said. "You know that. So what's bothering you?"
Cindy said "That painting at Point Hollow. It would seem to have absolutely no bearing on the case, but I can't shake the feeling that it's very important."
"I think you're right." I said. "Despite what the brilliant ADA Fineman said, that historical information, and that painting, are very, very important parts of this story, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." said Cindy, right on cue. Then she said "By the way, after this I'm going to have to begin recusing myself from your investigations. Because of the new Charter, this just became an Election year, even though it's an off-year, and that means we have to have the Budget submitted and passed by the Town Assembly before Election Day. I'm about to be swamped."
"Roger that." I said. "Just slip a pay raise into the Police Commander's position."
We drove up to the back loading dock and parked in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' space. I'd never been towed nor told to move my vehicle if I parked there, and expected it would be no different this time. We got out and went inside, and up to Dr. Mickelson's office. His assistant said he was in his lab. We went there. 
Dr. Mickelson was elderly. It seemed that his beard had become more gray than the last time I saw him, and he seemed a step slower. His eyes were still bright and peering, though.
When he looked up and saw us, those eyes wilted considerably. "Ah, I thought you would be coming here." he said. "At least you came personally, Commander Troy. Stephen Wilson? Aaron Bennett?"
"Yes sir." I said. "This is my Police partner, Commander Cindy Ross. Commander Ross, Dr. Mickelson, holder of the Biology School's Gregor Mendel Chair of Genetics."
"Very nice to meet you, young lady." said Dr. Mickelson as he shook Cindy's hand. "How do pretty girls like you become Police Officers, anyway?"
"Brains as well as beauty, Doctor." I said. Cindy blushed a bit.
"Yes, I can see that." said Dr. Mickelson. "Medal of Valor, too. So! Let's go sit down in the classroom next door." We made our way down to a classroom that had tables and chairs. We brought chairs into a circle and sat down.
"Yes, I heard about Stephen and Aaron." said Dr. Mickelson. "Stephen was one of my two remaining students. He had a lot of promise, but his grades started slipping last year. And Aaron Bennett, he was a pre-Med student, and pretty typical of them... arrogant, competitive to the nth degree. Then he got busted for DUI, and then got busted again. The first time, a mistake. The second time... a cry for help. And that cry for help went largely unanswered. Aaron changed majors, then went to Chemistry instead of Biochemistry again. He's been drifting ever since."
"You said Stephen Wilson had been slipping, too?" I asked. "Any idea why?"
"I'm not really sure why." said Dr. Mickelson. "He was a good student in all his classes to begin with. Then last year he did very well working with me, but he paid no attention to his other classes. Failed one, got a 'D' in another. I told him he was devoting too much time to our work, as if he were a grad student, and that he needed to pass those other classes."
"What work was he doing with you?" I asked. "Sigma radiation? Titanium-44?"
"Harumph!" huffed Dr. Mickelson. "Titanium-44. The new darling of the Astronomers. Mind you, I have nothing against them, and Dr. Steele is doing brilliant work with her theories. But when my own students dropped our studies of Sigma radiation and started looking for Titanium-44 at Point Hollow, that was too much."
"Why would they look for Ti-44 at Point Hollow?" I asked, genuinely curious and genuinely not understanding.
"As you know," said Dr. Mickelson, "we found some Astatine at Point Hollow, and we speculated that it might be a byproduct of ion engines that would be used for interstellar travel. Well, when these guys heard of Titanium-44, they thought it might be used to make antimatter for some kind of warp drive engine, also necessary for interstellar travel. But no Titanium-44 or anything suggesting it was ever found at Point Hollow."
I nodded. "And Stephen and Aaron were both pursuing that?"
Dr. Mickelson looked up at me and said "No. At least not officially. Behind my back, maybe."
I looked over at Cindy, who asked "Doctor, did Stephen and Aaron visit Point Hollow frequently?"
"Stephen did, with me." said Dr. Mickelson. "We'd go out there once every two weeks or so, take soil samples. Your Police Officers know us very well, and have always been cooperative and let us in. I think Stephen and Aaron went at other times, as well."
Cindy said "When was the first time each student visited there?"
Dr. Mickelson said "Stephen started going about a year ago, and when Aaron... it was further back."
Cindy said "Did Stephen start having his problems with his other classes at the time he went to Point Hollow for the first time? And maybe Aaron got his two DUIs right after his first visit to Point Hollow?"
That seemed to strike Dr. Mickelson hard. "You know, young lady... that might just be... yes, now that you mention it, it was right about the same time. But you don't think Point Hollow is the reason, do you? It hasn't affected me in all these years I've been going there."
"Me neither." I said. "But the legend of the place may affect some more than others. Doctor, do you know a Dr. Charles Westbrook?"
"That old quack?" snorted Dr. Mickelson. "He came to see me a while back... not very long after you arrested Estes for murder." (Author's note: 'Point Hollow', Ch. 05.) "He wanted to know about the legend of Point Hollow, and the evil things that allegedly happened there. There was something... not right... about him."
"Thank you very much for your time, Doctor." I said. Cindy and I made our goodbyes and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Speaking of something not right." Cindy said as we got into my Police SUV and buckled up. "Something's not right about Dr. Mickelson, either."
"He looks like he's in very poor health." I said. "I also happen to know that he's just about done here. He's losing his students, and one of his last two just died. His papers aren't being accepted for publication anymore; no one cares about Sigma radiation... except Slender Man enthusiasts, of which I am decidedly not one."
"That's because you whipped the Slender Man's slender ass." Cindy replied. "I saw it myself." (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man', Ch. 02-03.)
"Somehow, my back doesn't feel like I won that one." I replied. "But I lived to tell the tale. Anyway, I could see that Dr. Mickelson was frustrated about the Titanium-44 thing. His students were migrating to studying that instead of his stuff. And Dr. Charles Westbrook is known to Dr. Mickelson. And that was a good observation you had about those students's problems beginning after they visited Point Hollow for the first time."
"Yeah." said Cindy. "Don, you may think this is weird, but I think what's going on isn't a practical matter, or the Rovers BAU unit, or testing some kind of drugs. I really think something wicked is going on at Point Hollow, something abnormal..."
"Something supernatural?" I asked. When Cindy just looked over at me, I said "You may be right; some things happening there ain't normal. But six people were murdered while 12 others survived. And I want to know the practical reason why those six were chosen for death...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Senior Detectives Theo Washington and Teddy Parker arrived at the large metal building that was the World Outreach Church. Going inside, they saw the rich maroon red of the carpet on the floor and the pulpit, nearly 1000 chairs, and the two television monitors on either side that showed the words of the hymn being sung as well as testimonials from new members telling their stories of being saved.
"Can I help you gentlemen?" asked a young black woman who had appeared out of a side door.
"We're looking for Brother Terence Ballard." said Teddy Parker.
"Brother Ballard is a busy man." the woman said. "Would you like to make an appointment?--- oh." she said as Theo exhibited his TCPD badge. "Come this way, please."
She led them through the side door and into the office areas, and to the office of Brother Terence Ballard. "Reverend," she said, "the Police are here to see you."
"Come in, then." said Terence Ballard. He was in his early 30s at the most, black, relatively short, especially compared to Theo. He was handsome, clean cut with only a pencil mustache, and wearing a well-fitting suit and tie. "How can I help you gentlemen?"
"We're here about a former member of your church." said Theo. "A Lawrence Evans?"
"Oh yes." said Ballard. "He left the Church some four months ago. Is he in trouble?"
"No sir." said Teddy Parker. "You may have heard of the mass casualty event in our home Town & County---"
"Oh no." moaned Ballard. "Is he...?"
"No sir," said Theo, "he survived. He's recovering well in the hospital." Ballard looked very relieved. Theo said "Can you tell us more about him? And why he left your church?"
"I don't really know." said Ballard. "He was a very devoted member of the church. My secretary that brought you here, Jolene? She was his fiancée. He seemed very happy."
Theo said "How active in the church was he? Did he speak or give sermons?"
Terence Ballard replied "He was becoming one of the young leaders. Let me tell you how these large megachurches work. Dr. Charles Stanley was the pioneer, and showed us the way. Everything is based upon small groups. Members are encouraged to find and join a small group that interests them, and the groups meet for Bible studies and Sunday School classes, they often socialize during the week. Lawrence and Jolene were part of a young singles group, then they began dating and moved to a young couples group. Lawrence sometimes led the lessons in those groups, and was under consideration for church-wide duties and possible election as a Deacon."
"Anything happen that made him change?" asked Parker.
"About six months ago," said Ballard, "Lawrence began asking me about The Revelation... the Bible book Revelations. About the Second Coming, and the End of Days. We had a few discussions about it, and he said he was looking up stuff on the Internet about it. About a week before he stopped coming to the Church, he asked me a lot about the demons in the Revelations, and I told him honestly that I didn't know all that much about them."
"And then he didn't show up for Sunday services, and sometime that week Jolene told me he'd broken off their engagement." said Ballard. "I never heard from him again. Jolene may have, but I don't want to speak for her."
"And no reason at all for him dropping off the map like that?" asked Teddy Parker. "Did he start hanging out with bad people? Influenced by another church?"
"Not that I know of." said Ballard, his eyes skirting around a bit. "Again, Jolene might know more than I do about that."
"Thank you for your time, Reverend." said Theo. "Would it be okay if we talk to Jolene for a few minutes?" Brother Ballard nodded his assent.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We were very happy," said Jolene. She was very pretty, and her hair was combed long and straight down her back. Her body was like a model's, tall and thin, but Theo observed the beginnings of a 'baby bump'.



Jolene continued: "We were making our wedding plans, and Lawrence wanted to start a family so I was getting off the Pill. And then one day he didn't come to church, and a couple of days later he came to see me and told me that he had to call off the wedding and that he was going away for a while. He said it was for a 'sabbatical', and he wouldn't be able to contact me."
"What was his background?" asked Theo.
"He grew up in a fairly tough area of the City." Jolene said. "He never said much, but I think he was part of a bad crowd in high school, drug distributors, stuff like that. But he walked away from it all, put himself through school, came to World Outreach Church and was devoted to it for years."
"Did he have contact with any of the old gang, that you knew of?" Teddy Parker asked.
"No, not that I know of." said Jolene. "He was with me most of the time. We went out with other couples from our study group and the church, for the most part. He never introduced me to anyone outside the church, come to think of it."
"Did he talk about The Revelation?" asked Theo. "About the End Times?"
Jolene rolled her eyes a little bit, then said "Oh yes, he talked about the Revelation. But not so much about End Times. He just talked about the characters in the Book of Revelations. In the last couple of weeks, he was reading stuff online about the demons, like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. He started getting quiet after that."
"Did he ever mention a Dr. Westbrook?" Teddy asked.
"Uhh..." Jolene said, then looked up past the Detectives. They turned to see Brother Terence Ballard standing there, listening in. Jolene said "Not that I remember. if you'll excuse me, I think Brother Ballard needs my help."
"Thank you for coming by, gentlemen." said Ballard, a clear dismissal. The Detectives left.
"What did you think of that?" asked Theo as he drove the car onto the University Highway, heading home.
"Everything was fine until the name of Dr. Westbrook came up." said Parker. "And then everything changed, like reading the Bible and starting to read The Revelation... sudden, shocking change."
"Did you notice that Jolene was pregnant?" asked Theo. "Is that Lawrence's baby? Or someone else's?"
"I noticed the baby bump." said Parker. "But I'm no expert on how far along she is."
"I'd say four to five months." said Theo. "And Jolene said she was getting off the Pill in anticipation of her marriage to Lawrence. But what if there was another rooster in the henhouse? Like... Brother Terence Ballard, maybe?"
"Ohhhh, I see where you're going with that." said Parker. "Maybe Ballard knocked up Jolene, and Lawrence found out about it?"
"Or just found out about the affair." said Theo. "But yes, it makes even more sense for him to break off the relationship and go away if another man impregnated his fiancée..."
Part 9 - The Painting
3:30pm, Thursday, October 3rd. Lt. Myron Milton came to my office.
"Sir," he said, "I just wanted to let you know that we've intercepted and taken down four drones trying to penetrate Point Hollow airspace. One was KXTC's. The other three... are Federal Government drones."
"And that's not all." said Commander Teresa Croyle, coming into the office without knocking. "Our drones spotted FBI Agents on the other side of the State Line, at first walking parallel to it, but then trying to cross the line into Point Hollow. But they retreated when I deployed our armored SWAT Team to confront them at the State Line."
"How do you know they were FBI?" I asked.
"The windbreakers with 'FBI' on the back was my first clue, sir." said Teresa, flat deadpan. I broke out laughing. Teresa and Myron looked amused, as well."
"Have a seat." I said to Teresa. She sat down. "So this was Rovers's BAU unit?"
"We couldn't tell for sure, sir." said Myron. "They wore baseball caps with visors low over their eyes, sunglasses, and they kept their heads down, so we couldn't get good images of them."
"Damn them." I said. "Part of me wonders if they're doing this crap just to force us to put manpower out there to stop them."
"It wouldn't matter, sir." said Teresa. "We're going to be deploying that manpower anyway, especially at night. We've already had a hundred people show up... some just out of curiosity, some saying things about the End Times and chanting things."
"Okay." I said. "I don't know what's going on, but I'm getting a sick and tired of the FBI. So I'm telling you this with Lieutenant Milton here as your witness: lethal force is authorized. Anyone trying to come in, especially if they can be identified as FBI? Shoot to kill."
"No problem, sir." Teresa said with alacrity. Myron nodded, also.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:00pm, I walked into my wife Laura's office in the Psychology Building at the University. Carole and Marie were on the two sofas, drawing. When Carole saw me, she jumped up with a cry of "Daddy!" and came over and hugged my legs. Marie then came up and hugged me, too.
"Hello, ladies." I said. "Why don't you go draw in the back room while I talk to your mom for a minute."
"O-kay!" said Carole. She and Marie took off to continue their drawings. I just hoped they weren't new polls of household six-year-olds not getting the bedtimes they wanted.
"Where are the boys?" I asked.
"At daycare at BOW Enterprises." Laura said. "And Stephanie (Steele) picked the girls up after school, but she has a class to teach today, so I'm keeping them."
"Cool beans." I said.
"You asked me to look up Dr. Charles Westbrook." said Laura as I pulled a chair around to sit beside her and see what was on her monitor. "I had heard of him, though vaguely. Dr. Westbrook graduated from Missouri with his doctorate in Psychology. After that, things get sketchy. In fairness, if you look up my past, it's kind of sketchy."
"So is your Police record." I said with a grin. "What's this guy's history?"
"He was employed at Truman State University, in Kirksville, Missouri." said Laura. "That's just north of La Plata, Missouri, where the Amtrak Station is. He was there for about 20 years, then went on a sabbatical to the Holy Land, and also to Mecca. When he came back, he pretty much packed up and left. He ended up at the University of Missouri-St. Louis."
"It was there that rumors about him began circulating." Laura continued. "He was accused of being associated with a Student Group dedicated to Occult practices. He denied it, and was left in his position, but he was closely watched. And rumors cropped up again a few years later after two students, both women, were murdered in what Police there thought was a Satanic ritual. Both girls had taken Dr. Westbrook's classes and spent a good amount of time with him, per Police reports at the time."
I nodded. "Did they fire him then?"
"No," said Laura, "but he was on thin ice, and the ice was cracking under him. He tried to get a position at the University of Georgia, but they didn't hire him. Then he applied for a position here, which I think is where I heard of him, but we didn't hire him, either."
"Hmmm." I said. "The University of Georgia is not far from Elberton, Georgia, where the Georgia Guidestones are. And the University here is near Point Hollow."
"You think he's the 'R.C. Christian' that just gave all those grants?" Laura asked, peering at me.
"No." I said. " He doesn't sound like a guy who is that rich, and able to do that. And he definitely does not sound like someone with a philanthropic disposition. So... what else?"
"Publicly, nothing." said Laura. "Amidst mounting pressure, and his grant money being cut off, he resigned from Missouri-St. Louis, and had not been heard of since. That was about five years ago."
"When Angela Harlan left St. Louis." I said.
Laura said: "I'm not as sure as you are about that. But Dr. Westbrook still rents the apartment he had all the time he was in St. Louis, his bills are automatically paid out of an account that has a couple hundred thousand dollars in it, just under the FDIC limits. But he hasn't been seen there in over two years. I know that because the alarm company said his alarm has not been activated nor deactivated in all that time. Except for the auto-payments, he's completely off the grid."
"Hmmm..." I said. "Okay, what did your more 'private' research tell you?"
Laura said "He never was a Federal Agent, nor a C.I. for the Feds. As I said before, he was closely scrutinized by both local Police and the FBI after those two girls died. Nothing was ever found, but the FBI reports at the time suggested he was part of a Satanic cult all along."
I nodded. "So, changing the subject... how does it feel, now that you're not in the loop with the Company anymore?"
Laura gave me a brief, pursed smile, then said "I remember hearing stories of how Presidents changed, and how it affected them. For example, one morning President George W. Bush was getting the national intelligence brief from the CIA, and then a couple of mornings later he was at his home in Dallas, Texas, reading the newspaper like the rest of us. It's a lot like that for me. It's just something to get used to, I guess."
At that moment, Carole came out of the back room and up to me. "Daddy," she said, "can you take me to see Father Romano?"
The look on my face must've matched Laura's look of surprise as I asked "Why do you need to see Father Romano?"
"So I can ask him to go to Point Hollow with us." said Carole.
"And why do we need to go to Point Hollow?" I asked, perhaps with a bit more concern in my voice.
"To see the painting." Carole said.
"Who told you about the painting?" I asked, not even pretending to not know what she was talking about.
"Nobody." said Carole.
"Okay, then." I said, which I think shocked Laura. "Let's go to Headquarters." To Laura I said "How much later will you be here?"
"Not much longer. Just bring her home." Laura said, not even questioning anything she was seeing and hearing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to Headquarters, where Father Romano was at his desk in the Chaplain's offices. Carole very politely said "Hello, Father Ro-ma-no. Will you come with us to see the painting at Point Hollow?"
"I guess I can do that." said the Catholic Chaplain. "But why do you need me there?"
"Because the evil spirits are afraid of you." Carole replied. Captain Romano just looked up at me. I just shrugged.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Father Romano rode shotgun in my Police SUV, and Carole was in her safety restraint chair in the backseat. Yes, my Police SUV is well-equipped. It was a beautiful Autumn day, not a cloud in the sky, and I felt good as I observed it. But that feeling diminished somewhat as we drove past the security at the gate to Point Hollow and onto the property.
When we pulled up and stopped, Father Romano opened the back door for Carole to get out. She hopped down to the ground and looked around. I could sense no fear from her, just wariness as she looked at the copse of trees, then the front yard and the house.
Carole pointed to a spot and said "That's where you beat the Slender Man, isn't it, Daddy?" The spot she was pointing to was indeed the exact spot where I engaged the Slender Man in personal combat and lived to tell about it.
"That's the spot." I said. "Let's go inside and see the painting."
We went inside, where Carole led the way and unerringly led us to the great room. "There's the painting, Daddy." she said, pointing to the painting of the young blonde woman over the mantle. "Her name is on the back."
"If we can get it off the wall." I said. I went up to the painting and tried to remove it again, but it was solidly secured to the wall.
"Carole," I called out, "are there any secret spaces I can get into to unbolt it from the wall."
"No, Daddy." Carole said. "But she's here, and she'll let you take it off."
"What do you mean, 'she's here'?" Father Romano asked. "The girl in the painting?"
"Yes sir." said Carole. "She's here." And with those words, I heard the wind howl outside. We looked out the windows to see dark, ugly clouds forming outside.
*CR-RRACCK!!*
The bolt of lightning right outside the window was blinding in it's intensity. Father Romano began chanting prayers. As I looked outside, wondering where in the hell this storm had come from, Carole said "It's loose, Daddy!" I turned to see that the painting was hanging at an angle!
I went over and grabbed the frame, and the painting easily came off the wall. "Wowwww." I whispered. Father Romano was holding his rosary and saying something in Latin.
I sat down in a chair and Carole came up alongside me. "See, Daddy?" she said. "Where the paper is torn." Indeed, the heavy paper that was on the back of the painting was torn. I gently pulled it back and saw words on the canvas underneath.
"Hmmm." I said. "Nellie Blye Westbrook, 1882. That must be this girl."
"It is, Daddy." said Carole. "But she's not here anymore now." I nodded.
"Okay, why don't we take this painting to Headquarters, and let them analyze it---"
"No, Daddy, you can't do that!" Carole exclaimed. "You have to leave it here!" She was emphatic about that, I noted.
"Okay." I said. I went and hung it back up over the mantle, thinking I'd come back and get it when I didn't have Carole here with me. I had a strong desire to get my firstborn child out of this place...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and Marie were home when I brought Carole and Father Romano by. Bowser and Buddy were very happy to see Carole, though Bowser was wary of the Chaplain.
"Obviously a Protestant dog." I said when Bowser wouldn't let Father Romano pet him. Father Romano chuckled, and I picked Bowser up. "It's okay, Bowser. Father Romano is our friend." Bowser sniffed at the Chaplain's hand, then allowed himself to be petted. Still, once I put Bowser down, he raced over to Carole.
As Carole excitedly told Marie about Point Hollow, Laura and I talked with Father Romano as we headed back to my Police SUV. Laura said "How is Dr. Mickelson doing, Father?"
"He's... doing okay." said Father Romano. "We've had some long conversations, which are privileged, of course, and he does better after each of them. Physically? That's another matter." Laura nodded, then said she'd tell me about that later.
As we drove to Headquarters, Father Romano said "Dr. Mickelson has been having hallucinations. He's tested negative for any drugs, but he believes the Devil is trying to possess his soul. When we pray together, he feels much better, but it doesn't last." I just nodded.
Back at Headquarters, I called Sr. Detective Joanne Warner into my office. "I need you to research a name. Nellie Blye Westbrook. And the year 1882 may figure in prominently."
"That name never showed up in the Town Archives or Census reports." Joanne said. "And the University didn't have women students back then."
"I think there was an associated Women's School that became part of the University in the mid-20th Century. "Agnes Wesleyan College. She might've been enrolled there. Also, check with Alison McFarland at the Town & County Examiner. See if they have archives, and if there's any story from 1882 about Nellie Blye Westbrook..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm, Thursday, October 3d. I was busy at my desk, typing away at my computer. I heard a knock on my door and looked up and over to see Teresa Croyle in the doorway.
"Your wife called." Teresa said. "She wants you to come home. She wants me to enforce that happening."
"Okay, then." I said. "I'm alll-most done here." I kept typing.
"Whatcha working on?" Teresa asked.
"A web site." I said. "Thomas Hall, one of the survivors, was a Computer Science major. Theo Washington's notes of his interview in the City mentioned that Lawrence Evans was on a website about The Revelation and demons. So I began checking what Myron downloaded from the various laptops and tablets we confiscated. And there is one website in common... but I'm having trouble accessing it."
"Needs a password?" Teresa asked. "Myron can break that in minutes, can't he?"
"He's working on it, as is Mary." I said. "They think the security is a lot like what BigAgraFoods used: there has to be a jump drive or something plugged in, and only then do we need the username and password. I suggested they look at the tablets, since it's not so easy to plug in a jump drive..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Teresa's personal iPhone. "Yes, he's right here." she said. She handed the phone to me. It was my wife Laura, and she made herself abundantly clear what her immediate expectations of me were... my presence at home. And with the Iron Wolf ready to back my wife's expectations up, I did the smart thing and packed up to go home...
Part 10 - Data Points
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette from the southern border fence of Point Hollow at 7:00am, Friday, October 4th. "Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police remain befuddled and unable to solve the deaths of six persons and sickening of 12 others at Point Hollow!"
Bettina began: "Police have no new leads regarding the mass casualty case, which claimed the lives of six young persons, including two University students." She rolled off the names of the dead, then the living persons, then said "While the families of the deceased have been notified, several parents of the survivors complained to Channel Two News that the Police did not notify them nor have updated them with any information. The TCPD has also not updated Channel Two News, and Commander Troy continues to avoid repeated requests by Channel Two News for comment."
Bettina: "Doctors at the University say the twelve survivors are all recovering and could be released over the weekend. Assistant Public Health Officer Stella Waters gave a statement to Channel Two News, saying that there there is no danger to the Public, but people should avoid the Point Hollow area until more is known about the attacks and the chemicals used." As she read the statement, a photo of APHO Waters was shown, wearing her formal Public Health Department jacket with one star on each collar.
"And now," said Bettina happily, "let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for important news about the District Attorney's Office. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder, who was on the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Multiple sources confirm to Channel Two News that District Attorney Miriam Walters, who is white, intended to demote Paulina Patterson, who is black, and Dwayne Gregory to Deputy District Attorneys, with Savannah Fineman remaining an Assistant District Attorney over them."
Penis Holder: "Multiple sources also tell Channel Two News that Ms. Walters altered the plan to demote all of the Assistant DAs to Deputy DAs after ADA Franklin Washington, who is black, threatened a Civil Rights racial complaint against D.A. Walters. And Channel Two News has learned that D.A. Walters changed that plan only after Channel Two News reported her plan on the air, then falsely accused Channel Two News of inaccurately reporting the story. Neither D.A. Walters nor Assistant DA Paulina Patterson responded to Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment."
"Thank you, Lester! Excellent reporting, as usual!" said Bettina as she came back on the screen. "In other news, the Town & County Fire Department is very divided on whether or not to go on strike after Chief Patrick Quinlin was forced to retire as a Captain, Battalion Chief Tucker was summarily fired, and a new EMS that is independent of the Fire Department was created. The Fire Department Captain's Union and the Fire Department Union have encouraged their members to consider going on strike, but there may not be majority support for that action. The Unions will meet with Fire Department leaders over the weekend..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Before y'all start complaining," I said tiredly as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "I am ecstatic to hear Bettina telling her viewers that we have no new news, and we have no idea what is going on. That is exactly what I want the criminals to think right now."
Cindy Ross said "Who are these parents that are complaining about not being notified nor kept abreast of what's going on? Captain Thompson and I contacted every family we could find, and the Chief broke the news to the families of the deceased."
"Irene Ward." I said. "Pi Omega. Daughter of wealthy Establishment Elites. Taking cheap shots. They better be careful; I might just investigate them next."
"Better put on your armor, Don." said Tanya Perlman. "D.A. Walters is probably going ballistic and taking your name in vain right now."
"She better not be." I said without a shred of humor or levity. "I don't know who gave that stuff to KXTC, but it wasn't me. And she damn well better not accuse me of it."
"Wow, I'm feeling the vibe from you all the way across the table." said Cindy.
"Who do you think the leaker is, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff.
"If I knew, Sheriff, I'd be beating his or her ass with a crowbar right now." I replied.
"I'll be sure to let the District Attorney knowwww that it was not you, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. I just nodded, and everyone knew I was a 'live wire' about this one.
"Am I the only one seeing the hypocrisy of Penis Holder?" said Teresa Croyle. "All those times he was calling Paulina's daughter a racial name, and now he's using her to make a racial attack on Miriam Walters?"
"That's the Press for ya." I said. "They expect you to not remember that, and certainly not to bring it up. And with the Press, it's about the Agenda in the moment. They can't be bothered with consistency or history."
"One thing I noticed," said Tanya Perlman, "is that Bettina and Penis Holder both kept saying 'Channel Two News' a lot. 'Statement to Channel Two News', 'Channel Two News has learned', and so on. What was up with that?"
Cindy said "According to my own sources, I have learned that Channel Two News is not doing all that well and their ad revenue is flagging. Also, you noticed how APHO Waters gave that comment to Bettina, and Waters may be positioning herself for a political run. Beth Paige refused to talk to KXTC, and you'll her statement exclusively to KFXU an hour from now. So it's getting to be a Media tit-for-tat on who gives who what comments."
"What about the Fire Department thing, Sheriff?" asked Teresa.
"Tucker tried to get the Union to gin up a strike on his behalf." growled Griswold. "He found out pretty fast that he was not very popular with the rank-and-file Firefighters, and they're pretty glad to see him gone. They liked Quinlin well enough, but don't want to lose their jobs striking over him, especially after he took the retirement deal. And there is no enthusiasm for a strike in general; they want to keep their jobs."
"Still," continued the Sheriff, "well, let me say it this way. A number of years ago, Major League Baseball umpires had a semi-strike where a lot of them resigned, expecting to be hired back. For many of them, their resignations were accepted, and they were out of jobs and were replaced. I've heard rumors of something similar possibly happening in the Fire Department: a number of them will turn in their resignations over the new EMS formation. And if they do... those resignations will be accepted, and they will be replaced."
"That's going to be a tough challenge for new Fire Chief Davieeees." said Chief Moynahan.
"Noooooo." said Sheriff Griswold. "The ones leaving are mid-level leaders, like mid-level managers in most shops. It would be the equivalent of disgruntled Police Sergeants and older Senior Patrolmen leaving. And if that happened, young leaders will get the chance to step up and fill those gaps."
"I hope we don't have any disgruntled Sergeants." said Chief Moynahan.
"No sir." said Teresa Croyle. "The ones we have seem happy enough. We went through our attrition over the last few years. Sergeant McCombs is the only one left that I'd truly like to get rid of."
"By the way," Teresa continued, "if I were watching that in a vacuum, I'd wonder if the Media and the APHO were working together to keep Point Hollow clear of people... as if they want to do something there, but don't want anyone there to witness it."
"You make a good point." I said. "There is definitely something going on that the Feds are interested in, and maybe others as well."
"Don, you okay?" Cindy said, noticing my tiredness.
"I was up late last night." I said. "After I got home, I started working on the encryption for a website that is on all the victims's computers. Laura started helping me, and we made good progress, but we were up until three o'clock in the morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And in an exclusive interview with Fox Eight News," said Catrina Pierce, "we have Public Health Office Beth Paige with us." Beth Paige was wearing her formal jacket with ribbons and two stars on each epaulette, and two stars on her white shirt collars. I dunno what it is, but those new star ranks seem to be on display a lot, I thought to myself.
"Ms. Paige," said Meredith Peller, "other Media outlets are saying the Public is in danger, that your Office does not know what is going on, nor what those victims of the other day's attack were affected by. What do you say?"
Beth Paige replied "The Fake News Media really needs to stop their dishonest reporting that is designed to frighten people, and cause chaos and division. We do know what the drugs were that affected those people, we know what killed six of them, and it was a different drug. We know that the Public is in no danger whatsoever, unless they were to attempt to ingest those drugs themselves."
Catrina: "So why should people avoid Point Hollow, if it's safe now?"
Beth Paige: "Well first of all, it's a crime scene. The Police have opened up this case as one of murder in the first degree of those six persons. This wasn't a freebasing accident, it was intentional murder. Second, while there is no danger to the general Public for airborne contaminants, there may be some remaining contaminants at Point Hollow, and by avoiding that area one avoids the risk, however small, of being contaminated or affected..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ahhhhhhh... fuck." I muttered as my Angels and I watched in my office. "I would have infinitely preferred she not tell the world that it was a murder case."
"Nothing they can't find out from our duty logs." Cindy said. "But I get your point that it's not good for County employees to advertise it. Let the Press figure it out and report it."
"Catrina and Meredith very expertly tricked Beth into revealing a lot more about the case than we wanted out there." I said. "Oh well, it is what it is. What is going on in our Town & County today?"
"I'm going to go work on the budget." Cindy said. "I was told it would get easier over time, that all I would have to do is plug in new numbers every year. That was a crock."
"What are the issues now?" I asked. "Are they cutting our budget?"
"Yes and no." Cindy said. "The Assembly wants to authorize more Officers, but the money they want to budget is more than this year, but not enough to fund what they want us to do. I will also say this, Tanya: if you want an Intelligence Division, you need to get it passed in a hurry. I'm putting together a package that includes it, but it'll get stripped out if the Intel Division is not passed. You have less than two weeks."
"Don't stress on it." I said to Tanya. "So, what else is new?"
Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said "I've got the SWAT Teams on rotating shifts, and a fully armored contingent on standby. We keep detecting people skirting around the edges of Point Hollow, trying to get in. As in a paramilitary scout unit scoping out the place. They back off every time we detect them and send heavily armed and armored groups to confront them, but it's getting irritating. If it's the FBI doing it, I want it to stop, and for them to back off."
She was looking hard right at Tanya as she said it. Tanya was not looking back at her, and seemed peeved at Teresa for looking at her that way.
"I'll contact the FBI about it." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Friday, October 4th. I came in for the meeting, and was surprised to find that neither the Police Chief nor the Sheriff were there. Also not there was ADA Savannah Fineman, nor anyone else from the D.A.'s Office. And it wasn't like I didn't text them and notify them.
"I excused Joanne Warner." said Captain Tanya Perlman. "She's at the offices of the Town & County Examiner, looking up that name you found yesterday."
"Good." I said. I filled everyone in on what had happened at Point Hollow the day before.
Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said "So that explains the literally two minutes where the storm clouds formed out of nowhere, soaked our Uniformed Officers, delivered a huge burst of lightning to the front yard of the house, then dissipated as if it'd never been there."
"That's what I saw, too." I said. ""Okay, let's get started. What's new?"
Teddy Parker and Theo Washington gave their report of their interview with Brother Terence Ballard and the lovely Jolene. Theo finished with "It was all good until the name of Dr. Charles Westbrook was mentioned. And then it got cold as ice."
I said "I've been looking into Charles Westbrook, also." I gave the report that Laura gave me. "This guy's is beginning to crop up more and more. And he's the Consultant of Crime's first cousin, so I'm already suspicious of him. What we don't have, is his whereabouts."
"It's cropped up with me, too." said Lt. Mary Milton. "All of the survivors mentioned him but wouldn't elaborate on him. Beyond that, is Irene Ward. She's related to Marie and Cherie Ward through her father, but it's her mother that's rich. Her mother is the COO of a company called TechnoDynamics, Inc. They were partners with DynaCorp and are now partners with MegaTech Industries on a number of Government projects. Suffice it to say they're part of the Establishment Elites. And her mother has written a number of checks in the low five figures to... you guessed it... Dr. Charles Westbrook."
"And the bank that cashed those checks?" I asked.
"City & Counties Bank in the City." said Mary. "The address on the account is the property adjoining the 'World Outreach Church'. It's actually the same property. Small metal building. It's not marked with any business name."
"Well, ain't that a coincidence." I said. "Part of the World Outreach Church. I'll definitely be visiting there, probably this weekend. Care for a return visit, Detective Washington?"
"Like Delta Airlines," said Theo, "I'm ready when you are, sir." Everyone laughed.
Lt. Jerome Davis said "Why don't we re-interview the survivors with the emphasis on Westbrook. Press it with them."
"We can also contact the FBI, see if they can find him---" said Tanya.
"NO!" I said loudly, and more harshly than I intended. As Tanya looked at me in shock, and perhaps a bit of anger, I said "We've already kicked Rovers's BAU out of here. I don't want to contact the FBI, not even Jack Muscone, and then have the Swamp Frogs use that to force the Rovers BAU on us. And more, I don't want that BAU to know anything about what we're doing."
"Sir," said Lt. Mary Milton, "does that mean you don't want us to put out an APB for Charles Westbrook?"
"That'll make it hard to find him, if we don't." said Captain Perlman.
"I..." I said, about to speak, then fell back into my chair as I thought about it, practically in a reverie. I finally exhaled and said "Yeah, if we put out an APB, that'll be a beacon for the Rovers BAU team. Let me think about that one a little bit..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was the Sheriff. "Yes sir, I'll be right there." I hung up, then said "Okay, I have to go. Theo, I'll call you to get ready when I'm ready to go to the City. Y'all keep up the great work. Oh, one more thing. Lt. Mary Milton, I emailed you some information about a website that all these people may have in common. Check on it and see if you can continue the work I did on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had a pretty good idea what was going down as I came into the anteroom of the Sheriff's Office, which, for the record, was on the opposite side of City Hall from the D.A.'s Office. The Sheriff's assistant just nodded toward the door, indicating that I was to go on inside.
"Hello, Crowbar!" the Sheriff called out affably as I entered the room Also in the room was Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, Public Health Officer Beth Paige, Assistant PHOs Waters and Gupta... and District Attorney Miriam Walters. "Have a seat." I did so, next to Chief Moynahan.
The Sheriff began: "Crowbar, this meeting is about----"
"Did you leak that information about my plans to Lester Holder?" Miriam Walters almost shouted. The Sheriff looked more than a little bit pissed at being interrupted.
"Of course not!" I fired back. "And after what Holder said about my daughter, I don't even speak to him, much less leak to him!"
"Then who did?!" thundered Miriam Walters.
"I don't know---" I started.
"Then find out!" yelled Walters. "If it wasn't you, I want to know who the hell it was!"
I stood up. "Ms. Walters," I said, "I just told you it wasn't me. If you don't accept that, and if you continue to yell at me and give me orders that I don't have to accept, I'll have to wonder what the real intent of your accusations are. Are you trying to make me your enemy, Ms. Walters?"
It was silent in the room as I bore in. "Well?" I asked. When Walters still said nothing, I said "Everything you've been doing recently really does make me wonder if you want me as an enemy. And if you do, I will oblige you. And once I'm your enemy, you can pack your bags and get ready to resign as D.A. And your crony Savannah Fineman? She'll never win any election in this County. Ever. So decide what you want to do, and either keep up the shit, or get your head out of your ass."
I could see that both Miriam Walters and her friend Beth Paige were offended by that, and I did not care. I turned to the Sheriff. "Is there anything else, Sheriff?" I expected him to tell me to get out.
"Have a seat, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "Now that that small matter has been cleared up, we need to have a coordinated response. I'm seeing that I need a Press Relations Officer of my own, but Deputy Police Chief Ross is doing a wonderful job in the interim, and I expect all of you in the Public Safety Department to work with her on our unified message for the Press. I would also like your cooperation, Ms. Walters."
"It's unbelievable you would say that when someone around here leaked that false crap to Lester Holder." said Miriam Walters.
"Ms. Walters," I said "you need to understand that Holder's little diatribe was pure retaliation for you humiliating him in the earlier press conference. The Press cannot allow themselves to be shown up the way you showed up Holder. They will never stop at trying to get revenge for what you very correctly did. See the Press for what they are: the real Enemy. Now once again, decide who the real enemy is, here, and act accordingly."
"Crowbar is right." growled the Sheriff. "But I'm more worried about what the Press is revealing to the perps, as well as others out there who do not have our best interests at heart. Lester Holder is a sidebar. He's unimportant at best, and a hate-filled racist at worst."
"Not all of us have the luxury of hating the Press or going to war with them." said Miriam Walters. "And Lester Holt wouldn't have been saying anything if he wasn't being leaked information."
"So," I said, "you're saying that what he said was true? And you're more angry because it was leaked than the veracity of it?" Miriam Walters turned beet red, and her beady black eyes were flashing fire at me for exposing her words for what they were, and turning them against her.
"Remind me never to make you my enemy." Cindy said quietly to me, but loud enough for Miriam Walters to hear it.
"I can see this is going nowhere fast, and that I'm wasting my time being here." said Miriam Waters, getting up. "Your response to the Press is not the real issue here; solving this case before the wild speculations gets too rampant is." With that, she turned and exited the room.
"Okay, you guys can go." said the Sheriff, to everyone. "Please coordinate any Press responses or appearances with Deputy Chief Ross and Captain Thompson."
"Sheriff," said PHO Beth Paige, "do we have any progress to report on the case? The Public is very worried about this."
"Yes," I said, "we are making progress. But I'm not going to say anything publicly about it, because I don't want the perps to know and run away. I'd like to catch them and charge them with six counts of murder in the first degree..."
Part 11 - Ministerial Pleasures
12:30pm, Friday, October 4th. Jack Muscone was very obviously enjoying his two Double Cheeseburgers. I was having just one Single Breakfast Burger plate, Lt. Jerome Davis was trying a new menu item: a massive Cobb Salad. Captain Tanya Perlman was having a Steak Caesar Salad.
Tanya had wanted to have this lunch, as she'd taken some offense to me saying to not talk to the FBI about the case. So here we were, in the back 'Command' room of the Cop Bar.
"I'm working out of the Federal Building here for right now." said Jack as we ate. "I've been really watching out for the Rovers BAU team, but they're not showing up anywhere. Melina has even been searching the hotel registrations for aliases they've been known to use, but that's been a 'no go', as well."
"Maybe they're shacking up with this Dr. Charles Westbrook." Tanya said. "We can't find him, either." I began wondering just how much Tanya had told Jack about this case.
"Don," said Jack, getting down to it, "I understand why you don't want to talk to the FBI, and why you're not issuing public APBs: the Rovers BAU squad. But I hope you trust me and Melina enough to let us help you."
"It's not about trust with you two." I said. "It's simply about keeping a firm lid on the information. One thing you guys may have not thought about is that 'The Geek' is still out there, and he may be hacking into your systems on behalf of Rovers, his BAU, and the Swamp Frogs. You start looking for these perps, and he may know about it within minutes."
"I thought he was arrested." said Jerome Davis.
"He was." Muscone said. (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman', Ch. 03.)
"Oh hell," I said, "he was probably free in 48 hours after that. The Swamp Frogs just love him. They think they can control him. They're damn fools about that."
"Our systems are pretty darn secure, Don." said Muscone. "But if this Geek is so damn good, how do you know he isn't in your systems?"
"I don't." I said. "But to be candidly honest, Jack, The Geek has help getting into your systems, whether it be Rovers's BAU or other Swamp Frogs. Maybe someone in Pennsylvania. By way of contrast, Myron is not exactly extending him invitations to get into ours." Muscone did not look very happy at hearing that truth.
"There is one thing you can help me with, Jack." I said. "The Rovers BAU team was walking into my Police Headquarters at the same time the autopsy results were emailed to us, at best. Even if they had hacked the State Crime Lab, they got here very quickly... so quickly that I simply don't accept that they got the news before inviting themselves in. They were already here!"



"I wouldn't be surprised." said Muscone. "Want me to try to check into them? I'm not sure we can do it without them or their benefactors knowing about it."
"And that's exactly what I want." I said. "Get with Assistant Director Lange on it to give yourself some cover, but yeah... I'd like for them to know that they're being probed... deeply probed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was burning my blue lightbar as my Police SUV sped along the University-City Highway towards the City. In the car with me was Sr. Detective Theo Washington, holding on to the handle above the shotgun-side door for dear life.
"If you don't want to answer this, I'll understand." I said. "But what's going on in the DA's Office from Franklin's point of view?" ADA Franklin Washington was Theo's brother.
"I'll give you the Cliff's Notes, sir." said Theo. "Franklin believes that all of the things we heard about for months, and what Lester Holder ultimately reported on, are true. He thinks DA Walters wanted to demote Paulina along with Gregory, and she meant to do it as a public humiliation of Paulina. Franklin absolutely believes it was racially motivated. And what other reason could there be?"
"To answer that question: political reasons." I said. "Walters wants to keep Paulina down so that Paulina doesn't run for D.A. again, or for Solicitor, against Walters or Fineman, respectively."
"Yes sir." said Theo. "But Franklin thinks it's more. A lot more."
"Is he looking for work elsewhere?" I asked.
"No comment, sir." Theo said.
"I'll buy that." I said.
"I will say this, sir." said Theo. "There was word that after she realized demoting just Paulina would create a war with you, Walters was going to demote all four ADAs, then come back early next year and promote Franklin and Savannah Fineman to ADAs, leaving Paulina behind and trying to justify it by saying she did promote Franklin. What she didn't know was that Franklin was going to immediately file a civil rights lawsuit over it. That alone would necessitate Franklin looking for employment elsewhere."
"Well, I hope he'll stay." I said. "He's doing such a good job with the Vice cases that I don't even have to show my face in there. I'd hate to lose him, just like I'd hate to lose you from MCD. But if Miriam Walters is creating a toxic situation over there, I wouldn't blame him from getting out."
"I have a question, sir." Theo said. "May I speak freely?"
"Sure. Go ahead." I replied.
"Is Paulina going to leave? Or run again against Walters?" Theo asked. "Franklin will support her all the way if she does."
"I don't know what Paulina's plans are." I said truthfully. "She doesn't want to play the race card at all, but she's not going to let Miriam Walters walk all over her in order to help Miriam's crony Savannah Fineman..."
Just then my Police iPhone chimed. I read the text. "Ahhhh, outstanding. Ready to have some fun, Theo?"
"Always, sir."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhh, yeahhh..." groaned Jolene. She was sitting on the edge of Brother Terence Ballard's desk in his office, her dress hitched up, her long legs spread wide. Between her slender thighs was Ballard, his pants around his knees, and his fat cock pistoning in and out of Jolene's tight, wet snatch.
"Yeah, sister." grunted Ballard. "Your tight pussy is a piece of heaven. Let me bestow the Lord's blessings deep inside your heavenly---"
*CLICK!*
Oops, I thought to myself as I photographed the leader of the 'World Outreach Church' plundering his assistant's womanly depths, I left the sound on. How careless of me.
"I daresay it's not 'outreach', but 'in-reach', Detective." I said to Theo. We were both wearing armor that had the generic 'POLICE' label instead of 'TCPD'.
"What the hell you doin' in here?" thundered Ballard as he pulled himself out of Jolene. Part of him was going for his pants, and another part of him was going for his desk drawer.
"Don't even think about it." I said, lightly tapping my red crowbar on his hand on the drawer. Theo had pulled Jolene to the side, and was handcuffing her as she screamed obscenities at him. Meanwhile, I had pulled Terence's arms behind him and handcuffed him.
"Where's your warrant, Pig?" screamed Ballard. "I'll have your fucking badge for this!"
"Not exactly churchgoing language out of these two, sir." said Theo with his movie-star-handsome grin.
"Not at all." I replied agreeably. "Here's your warrant, Brother Terence." I said to him, exhibiting the document. It had been sent to me electronically from the Magistrate Court judge in the City, and I had a mobile printer in my Police SUV that printed it out. Ain't technology wonderful?
"Okay," I said as I put on latex gloves, "let's see what you were going after in this drawer." I opened it, and saw the powerful handgun inside.
"I got a concealed carry permit for that." said Ballard.
"I doubt it." I said as I rapidly extracted the cartridges from the magazine, then poured the cartridges, then the empty magazine into a evidence bag. "You've got a pretty long rap sheet of drug distribution charges from your younger days. And it's still illegal in this State to have firearms in church, even with a concealed carry permit."
"This isn't the church, bonehead." growled Ballard. "It's the office. My place of bizz-ness."
As I cleared the powerful handgun, put the cartridge in with the others, then the pistol in another bag, I said "That remains to be seen." I moved to the side, then pushed Ballard into his desk chair, his pants still around his ankles.
"So, Ballard." I said. "Drug distribution in the past---"
"I'm out of all that!" protested Ballard. "I got clean, I found Christ, and I'm running this church now."
"Don't interrupt me again." I said, tapping Ballard on the arm with my red crowbar. "As I said, you have a history of being very familiar with drugs. You have a loaded firearm on church property. But what interests me about you... is that you were Lawrence Evans's spiritual leader, and both you and he know Charles Westbrook. Tell me about them, and where I can find Westbrook, and I'll just forget about finding this... evidence..." I was holding up the bag of bullets and the magazine...
"And while I can't un-see you banging this slut like you were when I walked in," I said, "I'll delete the photo I took of it. So, tell me about Lawrence Evans."
"I told those cops yesterday," said Ballard, "Lawrence left the church months ago. I don't know anything about him since he left."
"Let's try again." I said. "I'm betting getting Jolene's mouth and pussy on your cock is a whole lot better than what's going to happen to you in prison. Lawrence Evans. Charles Westbrook. Connect those dots, Brother Terence."
"I want a lawyer." Ballard said, looking hatefully at me.
I turned to Theo and said "He wants a lawyer. He wants... a lawyer." I turned back to Ballard and said "Okay, then. You are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An unmarked City Police vehicle containing City Detectives Robin Ventura and E.J. Jefferson came up. I transferred the evidence, the prisoners, and a copy of the warrant to their custody. They said they'd send their CSI teams to go through the church and the offices.
After they left, I began looking around. The church faced west, and the offices were to the right (south) of it. As I looked north, I saw in the distance a small metal building that looked like a business, with a strip of oak-tree-line ground between its parking lot and the church's. "No markings on that building, but it's on church property." I said "Let's go see what it has to offer."
We drove up and parked on the church's side, then crossed the ground to the building. There were no cars in the lot, and the building seemed empty. But when I tried the front door, it opened.
"Cover me." I said as I drew my service weapon and went in. On the right side was the waiting room, with some chairs and a table with very old magazines on it. To the left were two empty, generic offices like those in a branch bank. Further down was a receptionist's window, like a doctor's office, and a door in the back wall. I looked as far as I could into the receptionists area, but could see no one.
I nodded to Theo and opened the door, and he went through in a manner of clearing the place. I followed behind. There were three offices in the hallway to the back, two on the right, one on the left behind the breakroom that was next to the receptionist's area. And a steel door at the end of the hall that looked reinforced.
The building wasn't that deep, so the room behind it could not be that large. Theo grabbed the door handle to open it. It was not locked, and I led the way inside, moving to my right. Theo followed me in, moving to the left.
It was a storeroom/warehouse area. It was dark except for a few red lights, that gave the room an eerie, evil sensation. Coming into the door, I'd seen the bank of light switches on the wall next to the door, and I flicked them on, bathing the room in normal, fluorescent lighting.
The room was virtually empty. There was a table at the far end, with red candles and a book. To the left side was a large loading dock door. To the right were storage cabinets. But what was shocking was what was on the almost shiny smooth concrete floor. In the dead middle of the room on the floor was etched a huge pentagram, the bottom point of the star pointing right at the door we'd come in.
"Damn, what the hell is this place?" muttered Theo, looking around. "A church of Satan?"
"I dunno." I said, holstering my service weapon. "Let's go back into the offices and see if there's any clue to Westbrook's whereabouts." We turned to go. But just as I was about to close the door behind me, I thought I heard a sound. I turned and went back in, and gasped.
In the dead middle of the pentagram stood a man in a suit. The gasp came as my mind seemed to see Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro, the Consultant of Crime!
Then I realized it wasn't him; this man just looked a lot like him. But I could feel a sense of sinister foreboding, a sense that reminded me of the original Consultant and his unlimited capacity for evil.
"Ah, come in Commander Troy!" the man called out, his voice smooth and rich, not Westboro's harshness. "There is no need to look further for Dr. Charles Westbrook. You have found him!..."
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Consulting the Consultant's Cousin
Theo had rushed back into the room, and his service weapon was now aimed at Charles Westbrook. "Put your hands on your head! Now!" he ordered.
"I am unarmed. I mean you no harm, Detective Washington." said Westbrook as he raised his hands.
"Put your hands on your head." I said, though calmly. Westbrook did so. "Now step this way, towards us. Slowly." I said. Westbrook walked forward. After he was off the pentagram, I came forward and frisked him for weapons, finding none. "I'm going to handcuff you for our protection." I said.
"Certainly." said Westbrook, and I cuffed his hands behind his back. "Though there is no protection from the Higher Power."
"Let's go sit down in the front lobby." I said. Theo and I escorted Westbrook to the front lobby and made him sit down in a chair. I sat down in the one to the side, part facing him.
"Okay, Dr. Westbrook." I said. "Your State-issued ID lists this building as your home address. What's your real home address?"
"Why, right here." said Westbrook. "This is my earthly home."
"Where do you sleep?" I asked. "There are no beds here, no sofas."
"Really, Commander." said Westbrook. "Are you that interested in my sleeping habits?"
"As a matter of fact, I am." I said. "I'm also interested in what kind of business you're doing here. Explain that to me, Doctor."
"I guess you could say this is my church, whose sanctity you have violated." said Westbrook."
"Not at all." I said, holding up a piece of paper. "This warrant allows us to search the entire 'World Outreach Church' property, upon which this building sits. So I'll ask one more time... what is this place?"
"As I said, it's my church." said Westbrook. "A haven for the faithful, the supplicants of the Mighty One."
"Do you know a Pastor Raymond Westboro?" I asked.
"He was my cousin." said Westbrook. "My first cousin. I believe he died in your presence, Commander, though by his own hand. I'm not sure whether or not to thank you or swear vengeance upon you for his death."
"You should absolutely be thanking me." I said. "So let's quit playing games. Do you know a man named Lawrence Evans?"
"He was a member of the World Outreach Church." said Westbrook. "What of it?"
"Do you know a man named Bob Stevens?" I asked.
Westbrook sighed. "Aww. You were doing so well, Commander, and now you've strayed off the path. So I'm going to have to ask for a lawyer to be present before I answer any further questions. Why don't you take me to your Town & County Police Headquarters, and with that lawyer present I can accommodate your requests for information."
I was not fooled one bit. "Oh, I can't extradite you without the Court's permission." I said. "So we'll just have to take you to City Police Headquarters."
A moment later, City Police Officers came to the building. Theo and I exhibited badges. "Sir," said the CPD Officer, "we're here to search this property."
"Of course." I said. "And you can take this man to City Jail. He's a person of interest in the multiple deaths that occurred in the Town & County the other day. I'll come up tonight or tomorrow to interrogate him further..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Theo and I drove back home, he said "I don't understand, sir. Why aren't we getting papers to bring him back home? Or at least interrogating him at City Police Headquarters?"
I said "Did you hear Westbrook actually all but ask us to take him back to TCPD HQ?" Theo nodded, and I said "Now why does he want to come back into our jurisdiction? Especially with the crimes having taken place there? Something's up with that, so I'm doing it in the most correctly legal way possible. We'll file for extradition the proper way." Theo nodded.
"And there's another reason, which I need you to keep on the down-low." I said. "I want to see who comes and visits him. I want to see who his lawyer is going to be, if anyone else visits him. I seriously doubt I will get satisfactory answers to that if he's at Police Headquarters or County Jail, but we may get something if he's over there in the City."
Theo began chuckling. "I see what you mean about him all but asking to come over here." he said. "But I don't know if I will ever be able to think so far ahead about leaving him in the City, and for those reasons."
I chuckled myself, then said "I admit, it's a risk. Westbrook is very much a major part of this story. But the flip side is that no one would put him at the scene of the crime at the time of the crime, and we won't be able to hold Westbrook even if we do manage to extradite him. A good lawyer would make sure of that... and I suspect he's going to have the very best..."
Part 13 - Nellie Blye Westbrook
"You left him in the City?" Chief Sean Moynahan gasped when I told him what had transpired in the City. We were in his office. "Mr. Crowbar, I very rarely question your actions, but you are going to have to ex-plaaaaaain that one."
"Yes sir." I said. I told him what I'd told Theo. "I wouldn't be surprised if I hear from Jack Muscone while we're snacking on some beef nachos and beer at the Cop Bar."
"I don't think that's going to be happeninnnng tonight, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "Everyone is still trying to collect data. And I bee-lieeeeeeve they've found some things, so you're excused to go get a report from Captain Perrrrlmannn."
I got the hint and moved out smartly. Captain Perlman was in her office. I knocked on the door, then went inside. Tanya had me sit down on the loveseat sofa in front of her desk.
"We got a few data items, sir." she said. "First, one of the survivors, Arthur Young. He's an accountant, and he looks like one, too with the 'Daniel Allgood' black hair and thick black-framed glasses he's wearing. We found out that he did the books for the World Outreach Church, but he left two years ago, right at tax-filing time. We don't know why yet, and he wouldn't answer our questions, citing non-disclosure agreements."
"Sounds like we need to get a subpoena to break through that." I said. "What else?"
"Ashley Perez." said Tanya. "Turns out she was arrested by the Campus Police about six weeks ago, at the start of the University semester. We didn't find out until now because she gave the cops a fake name and ID, one 'Jennifer Jones'. They arrested her for suspicion of stalking."
Tanya: "A girl named Mary Gabriel, an 18-year-old Freshman, filed the complaint. She said Ashley was trying to get her to go to meetings of the 'Church of the Release', but Mary is a pretty devout Baptist and goes to the Baptist Center. Then Mary saw Ashley following her a couple of times, and made a complaint. The Campus Police set up a sting, and caught Ashely following Mary. Ashley denied it, but now we know she gave them a fake ID."
Tanya: "We called Mary Gabriel upon finding out this information, and then Julia went to visit her at her dorm on Campus. Mary says she thinks she's still being followed, but thought maybe it was Campus Police or she was just being paranoid. Julia showed her some of the photos we have of the survivors of the Point Hollow event, and she recognized one of them: Gary King. She was sure he was watching her, sitting on benches as she walked by. Julia told Mary to walk with others if she can, to change up her normal routes and not go the same way twice in a row, and to call us if she sees King again, or if she thinks she's being watched."
"Wow." I said. "I'd say that we should maintain some surveillance on her, but she might see it and think we were perps. So what do we know about Mary Gabriel?"
"Freshman, from the Pottsville area." said Tanya. "Parents are middle class. Mary has a National Merit Scholarship, and a Baptist Church-sponsored scholarship, as well. No declared major. People at the Baptist Center like her. She's also a member of the group 'Abstinence Until Marriage', or AUM. That's a self-proclaimed religious group advocating remaining chaste until marriage. They have complained about the teachings of the Sex Professor on Campus."
"My wife, eh?" I said. "Okay, then. What else?"
"Remember Sophie Westbrook, from the Blassingame case?" Tanya asked. (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 01-02.) I nodded, and Tanya continued: "She's a descendent of the House of Westbrook that seems to be involved in this case, but another bloodline. Joanne called her, and Sophie had no knowledge of any of that, nor of Point Hollow."
"So if Joanne was available to call her," I said, "she must've come back from the Town & County Examiner. Did she find anything?"
"Ah, you got ahead of me again, sir." said Tanya with her cherubic grin and a twinkle in her eye. "Yes she did, but I'm going to let her tell you the story directly."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat." I said as Sr. Detective Joanne Warner pretty much wobbled into my office. "Looks like you're going to have a big baby, and soon."
"Yes sir," said Joanne brightly. "I'll be glad when he's here... and yes, I just gave it away, it's going to be a boy."
"Good!" I said. "How's Leo taking it?" I asked, referring to her dog, who was the firstborn son of Bowser.
"He knows something is going on, but he seems okay." Joanne said. "Seth plays with him a lot. I think Leo is Seth's dog more than mine nowadays."
I smiled. "Yeah, I pay for Bowser's food, but I have no illusions about who owns him: Carole." I said. "So, what do you have for me?"
"The Examiner has preserved copies of all of their front pages going back to 1867." Joanne said. "A lot of it is on microfiche and is being put in to digital data servers for preservation, as well. Alison McFarland was a great help, but she made me promise to give the Examiner an exclusive, or at least a scoop, in exchange." I nodded.
"There was a Nellie Blye Westboro." Joanne said. "We have a birth record for her, in 1864, but no death record. She was a student at Agnes Wesleyan College, which was the University's sister school... literally. Agnes Wesleyan is where the women went when the University was all male."
Joanne: "In 1882, Nellie was reported missing. The University Campus Police still have it on their books as an open case. The Examiner reported that there were huge manhunts for her, and all over the region. They also reported that she told those who saw her last that she was going home to the Westbrook Plantation for the summer, which is Point Hollow today."
Joanne: "A week later, there was another front page report that Nellie was still missing, but the search was being called off. Nellie's father Lysander Westbrook put up $10,000 reward for information leading to her return, alive or dead. That was a massive amount of money at the time, but it was never paid out, and nothing was heard of Nellie again... well, almost."
Joanne: "It was very shortly after her disappearance that the stories began of Point Hollow being haunted. Crops began failing, the orchards stopped producing good fruit, and people began hearing a woman's screams in the Hollow at night."
Joanne: "And there's more: there was a dirt east-west road that went through there from the State west of us, and followed the southern border of the property then turned south at the creek that becomes the River. That road suddenly began flooding a lot, so they stopped using it and began using the road that we use today to get to Hammondsville, which is obviously paved now. People traveling that road at the time reported the screams. The Sheriff of that time would raise a posse and go up to investigate, but nothing was ever found, no bodies, no signs of activity, nothing."
"Not too much different from our Sheriff and his Posse today." I said. "That's very good information, Joanne."
"Does it help with the case, sir?" asked Joanne.
"It might." I said. "It just well might. It certainly adds some context to what we are dealing with. Anyhoo, you go ahead and go home, pet the dog, eat for two, and get some rest..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was just about to go home when Lt. Myron Milton knocked on my (open) door. I had him come in and shut the door behind him.
"Mary and I cracked the code to the website." Myron said.
"Outstanding!" I said. "What did you get?"
"First let me tell you how we cracked it." said Myron. "The website does look for a jump drive, and for a text file within the drive. There are three different words this website looks for, and I'm guessing it controls how much content the user has access to. The problem with this kind of security is that the web site must send embedded language of what it's looking for, and then what it gets back. And that's easy enough to find."
Myron: "The words 'one', 'two', and 'three' are the keywords, and they apparently are levels of access. Guru Stevens was level 2. Thomas Hall and Arthur Young were level 3. I'm guessing Hall wrote this software, and Arthur Young must be handling the books for this sect. Everyone else had level 1."
"So what are we looking at, here?" I asked. Myron handed me the laptop he'd brought in, that had a jump drive in it.
"This is an otherwise clean computer." said Myron. "Plug your internet cable into it, and see."
I did so, and Myron guided me to opening the web page. The jump drive's light lit up for a second, the a web page showed up. It looked like some sort of wargame image of a hellish post-apocalyptic battlefield. Then a box for name and password showed up.
"Put in 'HallT' for the name, and 'password' for the password." said Myron.
"Geesh, this guy would never pass muster in your I.T. Department." I said.
"You got that right, sir." Myron replied as I typed in the name and password. The background remained the same, but a menu popped up on the left side.
"I've already put all this information in the evidence servers, sir." said Myron. "There is a forum where all the level one's post, another one apparently accessible to level twos, but nothing exclusive to level threes. At least not that I've found yet."
"Okay, this is great stuff." I said. "I'll see you in the morning, to get this laptop back and look at the site some more."
"You can hold on to that one, sir." said Myron. "I'm doing forensic analysis on it downstairs."
I thanked Myron and dismissed him for the night. I looked at the website a little bit, seeing past dates and times... but nothing about any future meets. I decided to call it a night. I put the laptop in my safe, then headed home...
Part 14 - Interference
Saturday, October 5th. I was sitting on the back deck of The Cabin in the gloaming dawn, drinking a cup of coffee and listening to the sounds of my Town & County waking up. The Bulldogs had an away game today, thank Goodness. The Police radio was crackling from time to time, but with nothing interesting.
I heard the back door open, and somewhat to my surprise Carole padded out, still in her pajamas. Bowser and Buddy had followed for a moment, but seeing me and knowing that their charge was now safely in my 'custody', they took off around the side of the house to do their business.
"Morning, Daddy!" Carole said happily as she hopped up onto the metal mesh loveseat beside me.
"Good morning, Fussbudget." I said. "Why are you up so early?"
"I just woke up, Daddy, so here I am!" Carole said "Why are you up so early?"
I chuckled. "I always get up early. And I have to go in to work today. What are you going to do today?"
"Play with Tasha and Marie, I guess." said Carole. "Daddy, did you find out who the girl in that painting was?"
"Yes." I said. "Her name is Nellie. She was a college student in 1882. That is a long, long time ago."
"Did she die?" Carole asked. The question would've stunned me if this had not been Carole I was talking to.
"She died at some time, since she was born that long ago." I said. "But we couldn't find a record of her death, so we don't know for sure when she died."
"Oh. Okay." said Carole.
"Carole," I said, "I want you to be honest with me. Are you having dreams about this?"
"I don't know, Daddy." Carole replied. "I don't remember my dreams most of the time. But I don't think so."
"Okay." I said. "But if you do have any dreams that bother you, tell me and your mom right away, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. She hopped down off the seat. "I'll let Bowser and Buddy back in." She did so, and followed them inside, leaving me to ponder about a lot more than just this case...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Saturday, October 5th. I got a call from Detective Robin Ventura of the City Police. After initial greetings, she said "Stuff happened last night, sir."
"Withhold my surprise." I said. "Gimme the details."
"Brother Terence Ballard and his 'friend' Jolene were bailed out by the World Outreach Church." Robin said. "Ballard's longtime lawyer came and visited them, and then went to Night Court and got them out."
Ventura: "The dogs found stashes of marijuana and cocaine, though not really in amounts where we can charge him or anyone else with distribution. We also found several handguns, and we're having Ballistics check to see if any have been used in crimes in the past. I do know that Ballard said he had the ones in his desk and podium of the church for protection, that he'd been in gangs as a teenager, and feared someone might come after him even though he'd broken off from them. We have all of them confiscated."
"Cool beans." I said. "What about Westbrook?"
"He was visited by his lawyer late last night." said Robin. "Chip Blake, of Gresham & Mason, P.C. Then Blake went to Night Court and got Dr. Westbrook released on his own recognizance. No ankle monitoring, nothing."
"I halfway expected that." I said. "Okay, then----"
"There's more, Commander." Robin said. "Before they were released, Ballard, Jolene, and Westbrook were all questioned by the FBI. Two of their Agents just came in and demanded to talk to them, and our guys didn't know any better so they let them."
"That's okay." I said. "What did they discuss, and who were they?"
"They gave their names as Special Agents David Rovers and Peter Page." said Robin. "And all they talked about... was you, Commander. They wanted to know why you had arrested them, what you had asked them about, how you got the warrant by which you arrested them, and so on. Every question they asked was about you."
"That's not okay, but it's not surprising." I said. "Thanks for the call, Robin. I owe you one."
After disconnecting, Cindy came to my office door, and I waved her inside. "Jack Muscone and Tanya came in together." she said. "Tanya went to her office, and Jack is on the way." No sooner were the words out of her mouth that Jack Muscone appeared in the doorway
"Let's talk." Jack said.
"Come on inside." I said. "You too, Commander Ross." He and Cindy sat down, and I poured three mugs full of steaming hot coffee and passed two to them, and keeping mine in my Airborne School mug to myself.
"We finally got a hit on the Rovers BAU team." Muscone said. "David Rovers and Peter Page showed up at City Police HQ, and interviewed the people you arrested yesterday, Dr. Charles Westbrook, Brother Terence Ballard, and that one-time prostitute Jolene."



"Ah, so desu ka?" I said in a falsetto voice. "So they've been keeping tabs on me and what I'm doing. I put three people in the pokey, and 'Hey, presto!', they come out of the woodwork. How 'bout that?"
"I get the sense you're being sarcastic with me." Jack said, and correctly. "I did come here in good faith, you know."
"I know." I said. "And I think the higher ups in the FBI are treating you like a mushroom again." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I don't disagree." Muscone said. "I do know this: Assistant Director Owen Grange is coming back in, and he's going to have company with him: his boss, the Executive Assistant Director of the Criminal, Cyber, Response, and Services Branch, Dr. Robin Isley."
"For a dog-and-pony show?" I asked acerbically. "You know I don't play those games."
"She does want to meet you." Muscone said. "But there's a lot going on within the FBI, and it's becoming a real internecine battle."
"Like Assistant Director Owen Lange offering me another BAU team instead of the Rovers team." I said. "Very nice of him to offer, but we cannot let him think we're Agencies of the Weak-Minded, here. He did it to have competition against the Rovers team."
"So why didn't you accept his offer?" Muscone said. "We need all the help we can get against the Swamp Frogs."
"The main reason is because I don't want any FBI BAU teams taking over this case." I replied. "It's my case, and I'm not giving it up. But there's another reason, too... I don't think you, plural, know what you're dealing with on this case."
Muscone gave me a withering look, then said "Then tell me what's going on."
"How about I show you?" I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We arrived at University Hospital. We went to the fourth floor, where the twelve survivors had been moved to.
"I'm sorry, Commander," said the pretty Nurse at the station, there. "All of them have been released, either last night or early this morning. They insisted, and there wasn't much we could do to stop them."
"What about Lawrence Evans?" I asked.
"He walked out of there in the middle of the night last night." said the Nurse. "Apparently his lawyer brought some clothes for him and left them hidden under the mattress. He just got up, got dressed, and got out."
"He had a lawyer?" I asked.
"They all did." said the Nurse. "Some guy came in yesterday and said he was representing them. They may have thought he wanted to sue the County on their behalf or something. He told them if the Police tried to question them again, to refuse to answer and to call him."
"What did the lawyer look like?" I asked.
"Short, white, dark brown hair combed over a little too perfectly." said the Nurse. I showed her a photo from my Police iPhone. "Yes sir, that's him." she said.
"Did this man come to visit any of them?" I asked. I showed a photo of Charles Westbrook, that the button-camera on my shirt had taken of him at his empty office complex with the pentagram.
"He was here yesterday morning." said the Nurse. "A lot of the survivors were still out of it, but Lawrence Evans was one of the few he talked to. He talked to that other guy... King was his name. He said he'd come by the next day, but with them all released, he may not show up."
"Thank you." I said. I turned and showed Muscone and Cindy the photo of the lawyer.
"Nathan Masterson." I said. I then speed-dialed a number. "Captain Perlman," I said when Tanya answered, "put out a State-wide APB for Lawrence Evans... Yes, that's right, State-wide, priority, whatever. Make it glow like a neon sign... no, just him, nobody else... okay, thanks. Bye."
"He's important?" Muscone asked.
"For the purposes of my demonstration to you, yes." I said. "Also, did you note which law firm sent representation to the survivors here, and the guy I had put in City Jail yesterday?"
"Yeah." said Jack. "Gresham & Mason, P.C."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting in Classroom 'E' began, with most of the Usual Suspects present, as well as Jack Muscone. The Chief handed off the meeting to Captain Perlman, who handed it off to Lt. Jerome Davis.
"All of the survivors have been released from the Hospital." said Jerome. "The doctors tried not to release most of them, but a lawyer came in and threatened to sue the doctors as well as the Hospital, and basically took them all out of there. The lawyer that did that was Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C."
Jerome: "We did execute the sealed warrant to place tracking devices on everyone's clothing, and we were tracking their cell phones as well. Unfortunately, all of them were taken to an apartment in the Downtown district above a bakery, and all the tracking devices are still sitting there."
Jerome: "Our 'pizza delivery' guy didn't get an answer to the knock on the door, and when he... hypothetically... tried the door, it was unlocked, so he hypothetically stepped inside and looked around. The apartment was completely empty... except for their clothing and cellphones, which were left behind in one big pile. The back way is an enclosed yard, so we're not sure how they got out."
I nodded, then said: "Either they went to another apartment in the same building, or there's a storm drain they had access to that let them get out underground, like the tunnel at Al Sharpton Elementary School. And either way, that shows knowledge and planning."
Tanya said "Sir, we got a warrant to enter the other apartments in the building. We were polite and knocked on doors, but we still saw inside every place. They were either empty, or had innocent families inside."
"Okay." I said. "But the bottom line is that they're all in the wind now, and as a result of careful planning and execution."
"Who's behind it?" Jack Muscone asked. "And what is going on?"
"Anyone here care to venture an educated guess?" I asked everyone, which I don't think is what Muscone wanted to hear.
"I think this Dr. Charles Westbrook needs to be interviewed again." said Joanne Warner.
"If we can catch him... again." replied Chief Moynahan, who was still more than miffed at me for not bringing Westbrook back to our jurisdiction.
"I think we ultimately will." I said. "I think these guys will try to come back to Point Hollow. And when they do... we will arrest them. And Westbrook will not be getting out on his own recognizance, fer sure."
"I also want to tell you that I went through Guru Stevens's notes." I said. "He's been searching for this 'abbadon', but it looks to me like it's more justification of what he's been doing than any real proof of its existence..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I emailed Myron and told him to show my Angels and Lt. Jerome Davis the website and what he'd found, which I cc'd to them with the admonishment to not say anything to anyone else, not even the Detectives just yet, and especially not to any Federal Agents...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Father forgive me, for I have sinned." said Dr. Mickelson as he sat with Father Romano in his (Dr. Mickelson's) office. "It's been four months since my last confession."
"I... I've been seeing the demon again." confessed Dr. Mickelson. "He comes to me in my dreams, and tells me that I must pay penance to him. Lately... he's been demanding that I join him at the Sacrifice."
"What is this Sacrifice?" asked Father Romano.
"I'm not sure, but it's not money nor objects." said Dr. Mickelson. "He's demanding the sacrifice of a person. I... I don't know who..."
"I try to push these thoughts out of my head." said Dr. Mickelson. "But he keeps coming back..."
After a few more minutes of confession, Father Romano said "My son, let me intercede with thee on behalf of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father, the son, and the Holy Spirit..."
As he made the Sign of the Cross over Dr. Mickelson, the room seemed to turn cold, and it felt like a breeze was blowing through. Father Romano thought it must be the air conditioning coming on... but then realized that that had not been the case...
Part 15 - Feds vs. Feds
3:00pm, Saturday, October 5th. Cindy and I were in my office, talking about the case, when we heard a commotion down the hall. A moment later a small contingent arrived at my door, consisting of the Chief, the Sheriff, Assistant Director Owen Lange, SAC Jack Muscone, and a woman I'd not met before. 
"Commander Troy," Owen Lange said as he ushered the woman into my office (without knocking), "this is Dr. Robin Isley, Executive Assistant Director of the FBI's Criminal, Cyber, Response, and Services Branch. Dr. Isley, this is the Iron Crowbar, Commander Donald Troy, and this is Commander Cindy Ross."
I had risen to my feet at their entrance, and I shook Dr. Robin Isley's hand across my desk. "Nice to meet you, ma'am." I said. "What do you go by?"
"Oh, 'Dr. Isley' is fine." said Dr. Isley. Robin Isley was relatively tall, though nowhere near Laura's height. Her body was lean and her legs toned; she was in shape. She looked to be in her upper 30s, possibly a very good looking 40s; and she looked Italian, with a fairly angular chin and high cheekbones, blue eyes, and maybe just a bit too full lips. Her hair was almost as raven-black as my wife's and Carole's, and she wore it very long down her back. She was wearing a professional looking jacket, skirt, and blouse, and medium-heel pumps.
She shook Cindy's hand with the barest minimum of courtesy as she looked around my office with something of a disdainful look. "Considering what I've heard of your accomplishments, Commander," she said, "I was expecting a wall full of citations, but I see very few."
"I've never felt the need to advertise them." I said. "Like Midas Mulligan in 'Atlas Shrugged', I prefer the wealth of selection over the wealth of accumulation."
Cindy added: "Just because he's not displaying that citation for the Secretary Defense Medal of Valor and the FBI Medal for Meritorious Achievement, doesn't mean he didn't earn them." The Green Crowbar had a look of irritation on her ruggedly pretty face... irritation at Isley.
"And who is 'Bowser'?" Isley asked as she looked at the citations on the wall to my right, totally ignoring what Cindy had said.
"My dog." I said. "Part of the Police K-9 Corps. He earned the Lifesaving Medal for leading us to a small child with hypothermia in a ditch."
"Oh." was all Isley said, and disdainfully, making Cindy's eyes widen with something between shock and anger. Then Isley half-turned to Owen Lange and said "So, is there some place we can all meet?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Assembled in the Main Conference Room were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Me, Deputy Chief Ross, Public Health Officer Beth Paige, Captain Tanya Perlman, FBI Executive Assistant Director Dr. Robin Isley, Assistant Director Owen Lange, Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, and Supervisory Special Agent Melina Troy Allgood.
"Okay, let's beginnnn." said Chief Moynahan. "To what do we owe the pleasure of your company, Dr. Isley?"
"I'm here to meet all of you." said Robin Isley, continuing on. "I've heard many reports of this Police Department, especially Commander Troy. Commander, do you always carry that crowbar with you? Even indoors and to meetings like this?" Yes, I was holding my red crowbar.
"It's his Palladium." Cindy Ross said with a bit of alacrity. Robin Isley looked confused. Cindy did not deign to explain, nor her reasons for carrying her green crowbar.
"I'm also here about this case." said Isley, continuing on. "The FBI has had several BAU units working similar cases, and they've all discovered that Dr. Charles Westbrook is involved somehow. Two women were murdered in Missouri, and we believe he had something to do with it. I'm here to get some mutual cooperation on this with you. Owen, why don't you start off the briefing."
"Yes ma'am." said Lange, who then turned towards me and said: "After those bozos in the Rovers BAU talked to your arrested suspects, we monitored everything they did: their phone calls, their texts, their movements. They're the ones that called Chip Blake to get Dr. Westbrook out of jail. It looks like they were going to try to have Westbrook go with them, but the wily doctor managed to get out of there without anyone seeing him leave."
"The man is the first cousin of the Consultant of Crime." I said levelly. "And while not nearly as brilliant, he's definitely the same amount of evil, and of cunning. He wanted out, he got out."
"More like he needed to get out." said Melina. "Tonight is the night." Robin Isley looked skeptically at Melina out of the side of her eye, as if Melina were speaking out of turn.
"Of the Release?" I asked.
Owen Lange nodded to Melina, who said: "We think so." She opened up her laptop, and a PowerPoint slide appeared on the projector screen. "When Guru Stevens was arrested some days ago, he mentioned the words 'Abbadon' and 'Abatu'. 'Abatu', or 'the abatu', is a term used by the Order of the Nine Angels, a.k.a. the ONA or O9A. The ONA sect refers to the abatu as a form of negative energy, and often use it in connection with rites of sacrifice."
Melina: "The word 'Abbadon' is the name of one of the chief demons in Hebrew lore. But the term often is used for a place, as opposed to a person or a demon in human form. A place of destruction, an abyss, such as that."
Melina clicked something on her computer, and a website came up on the screen. "This is a site on the Dark Web. You have to have a jump drive in your computer or laptop to access it, then a name and password. We know that we only have to put in a jump drive with a text file with the word 'one' in it, but we haven't figured out the name and password yet."
"Allow me?" I asked. Melina slid the laptop over, and I typed in 'HallT' and 'password'. The menu appeared.
"How did you know that?" asked EAD Isley, anger in her voice.
"Four hundred years ago..." Jack Muscone said. Then he realized what he'd said and continued: "Four hundred years ago, he would've been burned at the stake in Salem, USA. He does things like that all the time. We've become used to it." Melina nodded her lovely head vigorously in agreement.
"That's a load of crap." snarled Isley. "Commander, how did you know that, and for how long have you known it?"
"It was figured out last night." I said, protecting Myron by not admitting that he was the one that found and decoded it.
"And you've said nothing?" asked Isley.
"Yes he did. I was briefed on it this morning." Cindy said. "But since you seem to be claiming that we withheld information from you, I'll ask how long you have known about this website. Obviously long enough to figure out the jump drive part of it."
Her point was that the FBI had obtained and withheld something from us. Robin Isley was looking daggers at Cindy, and Cindy was staring right back at the EAD. Chief Moynahan was also looking at Cindy and me very unhappily. The Sheriff's mustaches were twitching with merriment.
"Looks to me like both of you found this independently." barked the Sheriff, almost happily. "And neither side told the other. So, Ms. Allgood... what did you and the FBI learn from this website?"
"Go ahead, Melina." said Jack Muscone. "And don't hold back that you broke through and got into the site."
"Okay." said Melina. "Yes, we broke through, with Guru Stevens's name and password. This website's sect has a fixation on abbadons as sites of destruction, but in a special form. They believe the Abatu, the demon energy trapped in the earth, can be released by special rituals. Most unfortunately for us, these rituals involve sacrifice, the most common one being the ritual murder of a virgin girl on an alter built on a pentagram, or alternatively, the symbol of the Order of the Nine Angels, which looks similar but has more points."
"I thought the Mayans died out centuries ago." Cindy said acerbically.
"Apparently not." I said. "So this website... the party is on for tonight? And here at Point Hollow?"
"Yes." said Melina. "According to this site, there are twelve places in the U.S. and Canada that are considered 'release points', where the demon can be successfully released. Point Hollow is one of them. And tonight appears to be the time, according to the website chatter."
"Elberton, Georgia, another one?" I asked whimsically.
"No." said Melina, not skipping a beat. "But Stone Mountain, Georgia, just east of Atlanta, is considered one of the sites. It's also close to the University of Georgia in Athens, where Dr. Westbrook sought employment. Any ritual there would be done by throwing the victim off the cliff side of the mountain."
"What will they do at Point Hollowwww?" asked the Chief.
"According to this web site," Melina replied, "it's a stabbing with a sacred knife on an altar on a pentagram at the Ritual Tree. The sacred knife is allegedly somewhere in the Point Hollow house."
I said: "Except we've searched every inch of that house, from attic to basement, many times over in the past few years, and we've never found a knife of any kind."
"You never found that painting over the mantle, either." said Robin Isley. My eyes narrowed as I peered at her. She'd just slipped up. They always do, I thought to myself. They always do.
"And the Rovers team is not playing ball with us." said Owen Lange. "We're having to try to help you solve this from both ends."
"We didn't ask for help solving this!" Cindy said harshly. "This is our case!"
"And it's part of our larger case." said Dr. Isley. "The FBI has had BAU teams working on this for a considerable time. Assistant Director Lange offered you another BAU team to assist you, and you turned him down."
I said "I'm going to be blunt, Dr. Isley. Very blunt. Everyone in this room knows very well that the FBI does not come in and 'assist' local LEOs on cases." I made air quotes with that word 'assist'. "The FBI comes in and takes over the case, pushes the locals around and demands obeisance, then takes all the credit for themselves, not even thanking the locals as they go put up another citation on their own wall, which seems to be very important to you, Dr. Isley."
"Now me," I continued, "I don't care about that crap. I want to catch the people that committed murder in the first degree in my County. It offends me when people commit murder in my County, and murder is a State crime, not a Federal one. Once I've solved those crimes, and prevent another murder from happening, we can talk about the Rovers BAU and how those neurotoxins that killed those six people as well as Louella Hopper keep being found in my County. And you, Dr. Isley, can tell me who authorized the Rovers BAU team to come in like bulls in a china shop and tried to take over the case. But saving at least one life is my priority right now."
It was remarkably quiet in that room full of people, and the tension in the air could be cut with a katana.
"He has a better handle on it than we do, Dr. Isley." said Owen Lange. He turned to me and said "What do you need, Commander?"
"Here's what I need." I said. "Captain Perlman, get with Detective Rodriguez and set up protection for Mary Gabriel. It'd be great if Mary would us take her into protective custody. Go, do that now." Tanya put her wheelchair in motion and exited the room at a high rate of speed.
"Is there a danger to public health, here, Commander?" asked Beth Paige.
"No ma'am." I said. "At least not in terms of a mass casualty event. But there is definitely danger at Point Hollow for anyone there tonight."
I got out my Police iPhone and speed-dialed Teresa's number. "Commander Croyle," I said when she answered, "I need a full contingent of Officers to guard Point Hollow for the next 24 hours. Absolutely no one but Town & County Police and Sheriff Deputies are to be allowed to set foot on the grounds of Point Hollow. Overtime is authorized, SWAT deployment for the full 24 hours is authorized. Put some people at the weather station on the cliffs above Point Hollow. Coordinate with the Police and State Patrols of the States north and west of us to maintain checkpoints of any roads that could possibly be used to get to Point Hollow."



"What's going on, Crowbar?" growled the Sheriff as I disconnected.
"I don't have all the details," I said, "but it is very obvious that something is planned for tonight at Point Hollow. If you'll excuse me, Sheriff, Chief, we have work to do."
"Hold on!" growled Owen Lange, his scratchy voice about as loud as he could make it. "You've got to tell us what you know!"
"You have seen everything that I have seen." I said. "I don't have any details that you don't have. We're now trying to stop a murder from taking place. Come on, Ross, let's go." And with that, Cindy and I exited the room, leaving behind a stunned, and likely pissed off, group of Federal and local LEOs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After praying together, Father Romano stood up. "I'll be going back to Police Headquarters. Why don't you come with me, at least for tonight?"
"No. Thank you, but no." said Dr. Mickelson. "I'm feeling much better. Thank you, Father."
"I'm afraid that neither of you are going anywhere. Except with us." said a voice. They turned to see Dr. Charles Westbrook enter the room, a very sinister look on his face that caused Father Romano to cross himself. Behind him were Lawrence Evans and Gary King, aiming Uzi submachine guns at the professor and the priest...
Part 15 - Swamp Frogs Rising
"Where are we going?" Cindy asked as we drove through Town in my Police SUV.
"University Campus." I said. "I need to talk to Dr. Mickelson again. But I'll also say that I pulled you out of that meeting, and got out of there myself, to get away from that idiot EAD Isley and the FBI. Some serious shit was about to hit the fan, there, and I didn't want you to get splattered by it."
"I got the vibe that Chief Moynahan was not happy with us... with you." said Cindy. "But I'm on your side. EAD Robin Isley is one arrogant bitch. So... why do you need to talk to Dr. Mickelson?"
"He said Dr. Charles Westbrook came to visit him." I said. "I didn't press that last time, and I need to know more now."
We were pulling up to the Biology Building. A Campus Police cruiser was in the parking lot, blue lightbar blazing. "Uh oh." I said. "This does not look good."
We pulled up next to the Campus Police vehicle, then went inside. Two female students were talking to two Campus Police Officers. Dr. Mickelson's secretary was at her desk, crying, as another Campus Police Officer spoke to her.
"Hello, Commander." said Officer Coates, who I remembered from the 'Porno Set Mystery' case. "This is Cadet Officer Tatum. Cadet Officer O'Neal is in the other room."
Cadet Officer Tatum was a woman, white with black hair, very fit, with excellent posture. Her uniform was very sharp, creased perfectly. I could see that she really wanted to be a Police Officer. Cadet Officer O'Neal was male, white, red hair (a definite plus with me) styled perfectly, also fit and squared away. I figured that if he had a big dick, Laura would like him... except that he was short.
"What happened?" I asked after shaking hands with Officer Tatum.
"We haven't even put this out yet." said Coates. "We got a call that armed men came in and kidnapped Dr. Mickelson and the priest he was with in his office. These two ladies saw them leaving the building. The secretary didn't see them, but confirmed that the priest was Father Romano, your Police Chaplain."
"Ladies," I said to the two students, "I'm Commander Troy with the TCPD, and this is Commander Ross. Can I show you some photos?" The girls assented. I pulled out my Police iPhone and pulled up a photo of Charles Westbrook.
"Yes, he was one of them." said one of the girls. "He didn't have a gun, that I could see."
I began slowly flipping through the photos of the survivors. When I got to Gary King, one of the girls said "He was one of them!" I flipped on through, and both girls said "He was one of them!" when Lawrence Evans's face came up.
"Thank you, ladies, you've been very helpful." I said. "Officer Coates, finish up here, and I'll be in touch with you about what's going on. We're in pursuit of these criminals, and will take over from here, so don't put out any APBs yet."
"Yes sir." said Coates. Cindy and turned and left, running down the hallway.
"That was the Iron Crowbar?" Officer Tatum asked. "Mmm, what a man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said FBI EAD Dr. Robin Isley, "let's go back to the Federal Building. We're obviously not going to get much help here." She stood up to go.
"You should put your trust in the Iron Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Let him finish this, then you'll get what you want."
"I doubt it." sneered Isley. "Quite frankly, Sheriff, Chief, I'm very unimpressed with Commander Troy, and with this Police Department. You said he was a highly decorated Officer; I sure don't see that. And you have a worthless cripple as your Captain of Detectives? Is that really the best you can do?"
Jack Muscone said "You do realize that's my fiancée you're talking about?"
"Oh really?" said Isley, her eyes glinting at seeing an opportunity. "Then go in there and get her to tell you what we need to know to solve this case ourselves." The Chief looked shocked. The Sheriff looked angry. AD Owen Lange looked worried. Jack Muscone... well, those beady black eyes were shooting black fire.
"No." said Muscone, standing up. "I won't put her on the spot like that. She may be engaged to me, but her loyalty is to this Police Force, to that Sheriff, and to the man you just insulted, who left before you said something that you'd regret. If he'd heard you call Captain Perlman what you just did..." Muscone just shook his head, then began leaving. When he go to the door, he turned and said: "... and he will hear about it." He then left the room.
"Well, Lange, are you coming?" said Isley. "We have things to discuss... like who the next Special Agent In Charge for the City Office is going to be."
"No," said Owen Lange, "I'm going to try to salvage the FBI's relationship with this Police Department, which you have badly damaged."
Robin Isley's eyes flashed fire. "I don't think it's worth saving. But suit yourself. It's your career." She moved to the door and walked out.
"Don't worry about her." said Owen Lange. "She think she's Queen, but the optics are more important to her than anything else. When word gets around what she tried to make Muscone do, it'll hurt, and badly."
"That's not the problem, Mr. Assistant Director." replied Melina. "I'm worried about what she's going to do in the here and now. She's probably calling someone to have the Rovers BAU team come back in, and she'll get a Federal warrant to back it up. And then God have mercy on us all when someone else dies..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dr. Mickelson and Father Romano were kidnapped at gunpoint." I said as I practically flew into MCD. "Put out APBs in the tri-State area for them. Send it out that Romano is a Police Captain, as opposed to being a priest; I want LEOs everywhere to give this some attention."
"Yes sir." said Lt. Jerome Davis, who was sitting at one of the desks.
"Where's Julia and Parker?" I asked, looking around.
"They went to find Mary Gabriel." said Davis.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone ringing. I answered it.
"This is Detective Rodriguez, Commander." said Julia Rodriguez. "We can't find Mary Gabriel anywhere. Her cell phone isn't pinging anywhere, either."
"Ohhhh, crap." I muttered to myself. To Julia I said "Where are you now?"
"At her dorm on Campus." said Julia.
"Okay, keep looking." I said. After disconnecting, I said "Mary Gabriel is missing. Put out an emergency tri-State-wide APB for her. Maybe an Amber Alert, too. Say she's with Dr. Charles Westbrook."
"Is she, sir?" asked Roy McGhillie.
"Hell if I know." I said. "But it's critical we find her, and before the sun goes down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's all we know, right now." I said as Cindy and I sat in the Chief's Conference Room. Sheriff Griswold was also present. "I'm not sure why they kidnapped Father Romano. He has his badge, and we're looking for an RFID signal from it, but it's no joy on that. And he doesn't carry his service weapon, so the transmitter-in-the-holster trick won't work."
The APBs were out. I'd also sent Officer Coates of the Campus Police the photos and our info on the three men that had kidnapped Father Romano and Dr. Mickelson, and I added a request to look for Mary Gabriel.
"Don't we neeeeed to contact the FBI? Jack Muscone, at least?" asked Chief Moynahan. "If they've been taken across the State Line---"
"NO!" growled Sheriff Griswold. "And that's coming from me, the County Sheriff. We will not contact the FBI unless and until we find absolute proof that the were taken across State Lines... and even then, we'll try working with that State first."
Chief Moynahan said "I'm concerrrnnnned, Sheriff. That might take time, and we don't have a lot of it right now."
"I don't care." said the Sheriff. "After what that bitch Isley said about Tanya..." I made like an owl as I turned my head to face him.
"What did she say about Tanya?" I asked, my voice venomous.
"We'll deal with that later." tried the Chief. It was a poor try. Sheriff Griswold made a point to tell me what EAD Isley had said about my Captain of Operations.
"Deal with that later, Commanderrrrr." drawled the Chief. "We've got more immediate problems right nowwww."
"Yes sir." I said, feeling Cindy's anger as well as my own. "But Isley's comment will not go unavenged." I got up, as did Cindy. "If you'll excuse us, Chief, we have work to do." The Chief just nodded.
After we left, the Chief looked at the Sheriff and said "Why did you tell him that? And now? We've got a lot more to worry about."
The Sheriff said, his mustaches quivering a bit, "Did you see the look on his face? All I did was light a fire under his ass, not that he really needed it. And Sean... do not underestimate the damage that has been done between us and the FBI... not just the Iron Crowbar, but me, too. And not just Isley, but all of the FBI..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Green Crowbar followed Red Crowbar into my office, and shut the door behind us.
"Okay," she said, as we sat down in our respective chairs, "this is the point where I insist upon you telling me what's going on, or at least what you see going on."
I sighed, then turned on my bug-killer. "It's in two parts, running concurrently. One is the murders Guru Stevens and his acolytes. The attack was on him, but his poor acolytes were murdered along with him, perhaps just as a precaution. The drugs used closely match those used to murder Louella Hopper, and I strongly believe a Government presence there."
"The second part," I continued, "is this ritual they're calling 'the Release'. Dr. Charles Westbrook, cousin of Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro, is equally evil, and possibly much more deranged. Westbrook believes he can release a trapped demon by sacrificing a virgin woman on an altar in a special location. It is possible that Westbrook has done this, or attempted to do it, in the past."
I continued: "Where the cases merge is the Rovers BAU and the FBI wanting to come in and bust Westbrook, and take all the credit for his capture. I normally would not give a damn about that, but those bozos are going about it in a way that has already gotten six people killed and will get more people killed because they don't know what they're up against. We, on the other hand, have a chance to stop further deaths."
Cindy said "I think I see what you're saying. What is EAD Isley's part in this? Is she working with the Rovers BAU?"
"Maybe." I said. "I'm not privy to those national-level twists and turns, and who's in bed with who in the top echelons of the FBI and other Federal Agencies in Washington, D.C. I do know that Isley's lodestone is to get the credit for getting Westbrook; she wants that trophy on her wall."
Cindy peered at me and said "That pissed you off, her comment about you not having a lot of citations on your wall, didn't it?"
"It didn't piss me off." I said. "If I wanted the citations on the wall, they'd be on the wall. But it showed me an insight into her, and what she values. She thinks the citations and the accolades are more important than just getting the job done. And that's why I do think that Dr. Isley is working hand-in-glove with the Rovers BAU team, and possibly others... she wants accolades over results. And that's all fine and good... as long as people aren't being slaughtered in the process."
"Or taking credit for your work." Cindy said, her ice-blue eyes sparkling just a little bit.
"Speaking of my work," I said, "I need to get with Teresa on security for Point Hollow tonight. And check in with Tanya about the cases..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knocked on Tanya Perlman's door and heard her say "Come in!" I entered her office and blinked in surprise. Sitting on the loveseat sofa opposite her desk was FBI Special Agent In Charge (at least for now) Jack Muscone.
"Oh, sorry, I didn't know you were talking." I said, but before I could withdraw, Tanya said "Come on in, sir, please!" I came on in, and sat down on the chair beside her desk.
"I heard the Sheriff told you what that Isley woman said about me." Tanya said. "And even worse, how she tried to make Jack make me choose between the TCPD and the FBI."
"And to his great credit," I said, "I heard what your fiancé said and did in reply, standing up for you."
"Yeah, that's what we were talking about." Jack Muscone said. "How much do you know about EAD Isley?"
"Not much at all, except she judges people by the quantity of citations on their walls, which means she think's I'm a local cop that's never achieved anything." I replied. "What's the scoop on her?"
"You're right about the citations thing." said Jack. "She was made EAD of the Criminal, Cyber, Response, and Services Branch, arguably the most important branch in the FBI, due to an excellent record as a Special Agent, and effectively and efficiently climbing up the ladder. She also did a stint in the Office of Professional Responsibility, the OPR, which is the FBI's Internal Affairs. But Melina began looking into her, and found some things."
Jack: "Once she was promoted to a desk in Washington, she apparently realized that her further advancement depended on the success of those under her... the success that she could take credit for, that is. Melina also found out that Isley opposed Owen Lange as Assistant Director for the Criminal Investigative Division, but the Associate Deputy Director put Lange in there, anyway. So Lange has people that have his back. Me... not so much."
"Nonsense." I said. "So, is she a Swamp Frog?"
"I don't know for sure," said Jack, "but I sure don't trust her nor her motives right now."
Tanya said "I'm really worried about what that bitch is going to try to do to Jack. And I know you have my back, Don, but if you do anything to her, she might retaliate against Jack."
"She'll do that anyway, if that's what she wants to do." I said. "And I wouldn't blame you, Jack, if you want to wash your hands of the mess. You're eligible for a pension by now; you can safely retire and find other things to do."
"That's what Tanya and I were talking about." said Muscone. "I'm just not sure what I want to do. The FBI is my life."
"How about... Director of the SBI?" I said.
You could've heard a pin drop.
"Hey!" I said. "I had this woman as head of the State Crime Labs until I brought her home again. Goodwin is doing okay, but the Governor will find him other State jobs and let you take the Director chair, if you like. I'm sure the Sheriff will help make that happen, also."
"You know..." said Jack thoughtfully, "... that's a thought."
Part 16 - The Demon Rising
6:00pm, Saturday, October 5th. I was sitting in Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle's office.
"The Chief authorized overtime shifts." said Teresa. "First shift is staying on until 8:00pm. Third shift will come in at 8:00pm, and work to 8:00am tomorrow. Second shift, all of second shift, was told to come in at 6:00pm, and will be on duty at Point Hollow until 6:00am. That gives us about as much manpower as we can hope to have."
Teresa continued: "Cindy put the I.T. people on rotating shifts with overtime authorized. They're going to be out there flying drones as well as making sure our communications and computer systems are up and not hacked."
"Good." I said. "Sounds like you've done all you can."
"Sir," said Teresa, "any word on Father Romano?"
I shook my head. "No, not yet. We contacted his family, Cal and Drusilla Romano, and they haven't heard from him. We have checkpoints at the County lines, including the State Lines, and we're checking every black van we can find and pull over, warrants be damned... well, not really; anyone refusing to let us look in their van gets to sit there while we apply for a warrant, then we 'vigorously' search when we get the warrant. We also had the Point Hollow property swept yet again, including the house from attic to cellar. So far, nothing."
Teresa nodded. "I just don't understand why they'd kidnap him."
"Because he was there." I said. "They came to get Mickelson, they didn't know what he'd told Father Romano, so they took him as a precaution."
"Then they'll... kill him." said Teresa.
"Maybe not." I said. "Keep hope alive on that. And I have a feeling... that he's going to play a part in whatever they have in store for us tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WHAM!*
Gary King's closed-fist punch landed hard on Father Romano's jaw. "Hit them again." said a voice behind them.
*WHAP!* *THUD!*
As King punched Father Romano in the face again, Lawrence Evans delivered a hard blow to the side of Dr. Mickelson's head. The professor was already bleeding from his nose and mouth.
The third man in the room came up to the two captives as they sat in the chairs, their hands tied behind them. "I will ask you only one more time." he said, his voice a hiss. "What did he tell you, priest?"
"In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti..." gasped Father Romano.
"You pray to your false god." said the third man. "My friend Lawrence once worshiped the false god, but he saw the error of his ways, and turned to the Mighty One. It is time for you to do the same, denounce the false god... AND TELL US WHAT MICKELSON TOLD YOU IN CONFESSION!"
"I believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of the living God." whispered Father Romano. "Best ye pray to his infinite mercy for the forgiveness of your hideous sins..."
*SLAP!*
"Let me tell you something... Priest!" snarled Charles Westbrook as he hit Romano on the side of the head with his open hand. "Your beloved Jesus Christ was the bastard son of a Roman guard!"
Chaplain Romano just mumbled something. Westbrook said "I want you to see what a true god is. You will be witness to the resurrection, all right! To the release of the demon!" Westbrook cackled in laughter, joined by Lawrence Evans...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm, Saturday, October 5th. I was wearing my 'black' civilian clothing and beige trenchcoat with my rank insignia on the shoulder epaulettes (of the trenchcoat), my badge on my belt, and my holstered gun under my armpit. Cindy was likewise attired in all black as we got into my Police SUV and drove up towards Point Hollow.
"At least you're not trying to sneak out and go up there alone, like you did last time to confront the Slender Man." Cindy said. (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man', Ch. 02.)
"I almost wish we were dealing with the Slender Man tonight, instead of what I think is going to happen." I said.



We went through two checkpoints on the road towards Point Hollow, then came up to the third at the gate to the property. Just inside the fence were two Police SUVs with equipment that I knew was for monitoring drone flights.
"Hello sir, ma'am." said Corporal Hicks as we pulled up.
"Anything unusual happening?" I asked.
"No sir." said Hicks. "The drones have detected three vehicles to the west of the property, on the other side of the State Line. Lt. Milton flew a drone around behind their vehicles and got their tags. They're U.S. Government tags, registered to the Federal Building in the City."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "No one else comes through, except Commander Croyle if she comes up."
"She's already here, sir." said Hicks. "Just up ahead."
"Oh!" I said. "Okay, thanks." I drove through slowly, watching for Teresa's vehicle ahead. Then I looked in my rear-view mirror, and hit the brakes in shock: all of the Police Officers had collapsed to the ground!
"Cindy!" I gasped. "The guards at the gate collapsed---" I looked over. Cindy's eyes were closed; she looked like she was asleep.
"Cindy, wake up!" I said, shaking her, then tapping her cheek. She did not respond. "Oh, crap!" I said, getting out of my seatbelt and unlocking all the doors. I got out of the car and ran around to the other side. Opening the passenger side front door, I felt for a pulse, and found one. Cindy seemed okay...
*ZZZZT!*
The surge of electricity fired right into my back at the place it was injured. At first it just felt like a strange inability to move, and then the pain hit, coursing through my body.
"Get her out of the car." I heard a voice say as I collapsed to my knees. Someone came up next to me, released Cindy's seatbelt, then viciously pulled her out of the car. She landed on the ground on her side with a *THUD!*, and didn't move or make a sound at all.
"Cindy..." I gasped, trying to crawl over to help her...
*ZZZZT!* Pain shot through my back and up my spine again, then everything went black...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Uhhh..."
I heard the gasp from seemingly far away. Then I realized that I had made it. I opened my eyes. As my vision came into focus, I realized that I was in the greatroom of the Point Hollow house. The only light was coming from the fire in the fireplace, a roaring fire that was heating the backs of my legs.
"Ah, it's about time you awakened, Commander Troy." said a voice. I looked down and to my right, and saw Dr. Charles Westbrook standing there, wearing a suit that was more common to the 1880s.
Looking down, I saw that I was standing on a block of stone raised almost two feet above the floor. It was the stone that had been the Golden Rectangle ratio. The two round blocks to ether side were obscured by 45 pound freeweights, three on each side.
And then I realized fully that my hands were tied tightly behind my back, and a noose was around my neck, the knot directly behind my spine instead of to either side.
"Yessss, Commander." said Westbrook, the evil in his voice reminding me of Pastor Raymond Westboro more and more. "My ancestor, the original owner of this home, had this ingenious device made to slowly hang runaway slaves while he and his guests watched in enjoyment. When we take these weights off the round stones, your weight on the rectangular stone will slowly push it down, and the round stones up. You'll slowly descend until you are left hanging, and then you will die."
"Oh, don't try to step off." continued Westbrook. "If your weight leaves the rectangular stone, it'll fall back into place, once again leaving you hanging."
"What did you do to my Officers to knock them out?" I asked. "And where is my Chaplain?"
Westbrook replied: "Your Officers, and those idiot FBI Agents on the other side of the State Line, were rendered unconscious by the tremendous power of the Focus of Evil that resides here. Why you weren't also rendered unconscious I am not sure, but here you are now. As to your priest... he will witness two Resurrections... the release of the demon, then his own death at the demon's hands afterwards."
"Where's Mary Gabriel?" I asked, my voice gruff; the noose was pretty tight around my neck.
"Oh, she's to be our gift to the demon tonight." Westbrook said, the firelight making him look even more evil than he was, if that were possible. "She will be stabbed in the heart on the altar of Abbadon, which will release the Abatu. The demon will then rape her, and then will be released to the world, whereupon massive destruction will reign. Even the attempt will release a destructive event. I am so sorry that you will not be able to see that."
With that, Westbrook made a signal. Two men came forward, Lawrence Evans and Gary King. One by one, they took off the weights on either side of the block I was standing on. I felt the block start to move down, and I knew I'd be struggling to stand on it within minutes.
"Farewell, Iron Crowbar!" said Westbrook. "Oh, that." He went over to where my trenchcoat was lying on the floor, and took my red crowbar out of it. "Ah, a new instrument for the demon's use. It shall be part of the ceremony! I bid you adieu! Gentlemen, the torches, please."
The two men grabbed three of the four torches in baskets on either side of the fireplace, handing one to Westbrook. They stabbed the torches into the fire, and pulled them out alight.
"You'll never succeed!" I yelled out as they were leaving.
"Oh, I beg to differ, Commander." said Westbrook, turning back to face me. "Indeed, my ancestor successfully liberated the demon by sacrificing an 18-year-old virgin girl. Her screams can still be heard in the Hollow today.
Westbrook continued: "And the demon remained free... until you exterminated my cousin, whose body the demon inherited. Yes, Raymond Westboro used the power for his own gain and enrichment. His vision was limited by his avarice, and he did not know the true power he possessed."
Westbrook: "I however, will use it for far more, something far greater than mere mortal wealth. Again, Commander, farewell." A red crowbar was waved in my general direction, and the three men left the room. The stone was lowering, and now I was on my tiptoes, feeling the noose pulling at my neck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the Ritual Tree, torches surrounded the altar built upon the drawing of a pentagram in the soft, muddy soil. Young Mary Gabriel, wearing a gossamer gown, was tied to the alter, her hands above her head, her legs spread and each foot tied to a rope that was secured to stakes in the ground.
To the left (west) of the altar, Dr. Mickelson and Father Romano were tied to another large tree, barely able to see out of eyes that were swollen nearly shut from the beatings they'd absorbed. Father Romano was saying prayers in Latin, but Dr. Mickelson looked just about out of it.
"Ahhh-bahhhh-tuuuuu, heed us thy suuuuuupp-li-cants!" chanted the group of people as they walked into the copse of trees from the trail that paralleled the River on the east side. They took their places on the north side in a semicircle as Dr. Westbrook told them the south side must remain free so that the demon could enter from there.
"Ahhh-bahhhh-tuuuuu, heed us thy suuuuuupp-li-cants!" they continued to chant as Westbrook came up, wearing a black robe over his suit. He was carrying a large, ornate knife, the razor-sharp blade flashing brightly in the light of the torches. He was also carrying a red crowbar.
"Supplicants of the Mighty One!" he shouted, holding up the crowbar. "We have taken this from the Enemy! We consecrate it for the demon's use! His power will be unstoppable!" The chanters cheered and jeered as Westbrook set the crowbar down on the alter, at the feet of the tied-up girl. Then they began chanting again.
"Mighty Demon!" Westbrook called out as he approached the altar and the crying girl tied to it. "We offer this virgin for your pleasure, and your Release!"
He raised the knife up with both hands high above his head, ready to stab it into the girl's heart. The flames of the torches began burning brighter and brighter, until they were like bonfires, almost blinding in their intensity. A foul stench filled the air, a stench more putrid than anything that anyone had smelled before, and it seemed as if a demonic shape was forming before their eyes...
To be continued.
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Part 17 - Power vs. Power
Charles Westbrook stabbed down with all of his power amongst the chants, the heat and light of the torches, and the incredibly foul stench that polluted the air.
*GRAB!*
I grabbed Westbrook's wrists and hands, desperately trying to stop the knife from penetrating the chest of the helpless girl lying on the alter. Westbrook was pushing will all of his physical power and will power, and I felt the evil of the demon working inside him, against me. All of my strength was not enough; the knife was lowering. I was losing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They'd made a mistake. By tying the noose directly behind my neck, I knew that I had one very slim chance. I pivoted, doing an 'about face' so as not to shift my weight too much or leave the stone. I lined up with the one remaining torch by the fireplace, took a deep breath, tightened my neck muscles as much as I could by leaning forward against the rope, and totally committed myself by pushing myself backwards off the stone.
Sure enough, it began descending. But as I swung forward, I pushed my legs out straight, and caught the staff of the torch between my boots. The torch came with me as I swung back, and as I went forward, I tried to twist hard to get the torch into the fireplace. My back was screaming with pain, but I managed to get the torch into the fire. When I pulled back out, it was lighted!
The rest was easy. I doubled myself, my legs lifting up. My core was aching and my back was still screaming, but I got the torch high enough to light the rope of the noose. It burned through quickly, and I began falling. Dropping the torch on the stones, I executed a dynamite parachute landing fall, and was relatively unhurt.
Once on the ground, I worked my body and legs through my arms so that they were in front of me. I got the noose off, but knew I had to find something to cut the bonds on my wrists. I picked up the torch, knowing this would hurt, but...
"Come! This way!" called out a woman's voice. I looked up. In the doorway was a young blonde woman, wearing a frilly electric blue dress that was standard ballroom wear in the 1880s. Her face seemed to be in shadow as I threw the torch into the fireplace and ran to her to unloose my bonds.
"Come, we must hurry!" she said, taking my hand and not untying me. We ran together out of the house and across the front yard, towards the trail next to the River. It was odd; her hand on mine seemed warm, like a loving caress. But I still couldn't see her face.
We ran at the top of our speed. I was running as hard as I could, just to keep up with her. I could hear the chants of the Satanists, and heard Westbrook scream something about my crowbar.
"Go!" the girl said as we reached the edge of the copse of trees. I ran on, my hands still tied. As the torches flared up to blinding brightness, I smelled the most foul stench I'd ever had the displeasure to smell, and I thought I saw something taking form right in front of me.
I ran past the form and grabbed Westbrook's hands just as he was stabbing the knife down, and a desperate battle for a girl's life versus a demon's liberation began...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti..."
I heard Father Romano's words. They cut through the sounds and the light and the evil I was fighting. I pushed up harder... and I began winning.
"NOOOOOOOOOOO!" Westbrook screamed as I pushed his hands and the knife to the top of his reach. Then I began wresting it from his hands. As I did, the torches dimmed back to their original level, and the fetid odor, while still very present, lessened.
"DAMN YOU, TROY!" screamed Westbrook as I took the knife from him. "Get him! Kill him!" The chanters were about to rush me. Almost without thinking about it, I grabbed Westbrook, and with one motion I whirled him over my head, and flung him into the onrushing sycophants!
The front row of people fell back as Westbrook's body crashed into them. I turned and grabbed my crowbar, now armed and ready for personal combat. Despite the bonds on my wrists and the pain in my back, I felt strangely calm and confident with my crowbar in my hands.
As Westbrook sank to the ground, the others readied to attack, screaming "Get him!" and other ugly, personal epithets. They began to advance...
"TOWN & COUNTY POLICE!" yelled a voice. Suddenly, Officers were pouring into the clearing from all directions, led by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. They began making arrests. A lot of arrests.
Teresa hurried up to me. "Are you all right?" she asked as she tried to untie my hands. Seeing that was not working, she brought out her short sword and easily cut my bonds. Other Officers were untying Mary Gabriel. Officers and medics were attending Father Romano and Dr. Mickelson.
"I'm... I'm all right." Father Romano said as Teresa went over to him at my direction. Teresa insisted that he let the medics make that decision. Then we all looked at Dr. Mickelson. He was unconscious, and being tended to by the medics.
I looked over at the others. They were all being arrested and carried away... except Dr. Westbrook. He was still lying on the ground, being tended to by medics. I saw that they were giving him CPR, and I inwardly realized that he was now beyond their help. Instead of the demon being liberated, Westbrook had now joined his cousin Westboro and that demon in whatever Hell that had spawned them.
And then, I looked up. To the north, I could see the moonlight seeming to emanate from the yard. And then I saw her, standing there.
"Wait!" I called out as she turned away. "Come back!" I ran to the trail's entrance, but instead of Point Hollow, I was seeing a trail leading up to a stream, a faintly pastel bridge crossing it, a bench on the near side next to it. The girl was walking to the bridge, and the meadow beyond. "Wait!" I cried out again. She turned to me.
"You have freed me, Iron Crowbar!" she said, her voice haunting, and seeming to ring throughout my head. "You have released me from my curse to be damned to remain at Point Hollow! Farewell, and bless you!" I felt a sense of desperation as I began to run out of the copse of trees to follow her...
*KA-POW!*
A bolt of lightning shot out of the sky and hit the yard right in front of me, knocking me back. I felt electricity pouring through me, but it was strangely not painful. I realized I was lying on the ground, on my back. Others were rushing out of the copse of trees.
"STOP!" I yelled. "Don't move! Don't come over here!"
"What is it, Commander?" Teresa yelled as I struggled to my feet. "Were you hit?"
"No." I called out. I went forward, and saw the scorched mark on the ground. I drove my crowbar into that spot, and it just stood there, marking the location.
"Get sonar!" I yelled. "I want the ground right here investigated!"
My Officers, led by Lt. Cmdr. Croyle, also approached. They may have thought I was crazy. At that moment, they may have been right. "What are we looking for, sir?" Lt. Rudistan asked as he approached me.
"Evidence of a crime, Mr. Rudistan. Evidence of a crime." I replied. "We are looking for bones, for a person buried right here."
For a moment, no one moved. I yelled out "What are you waiting for? Sonar!"
"YOU HEARD THE MAN!" yelled out Teresa Croyle. "Let's go! Get sonar and search that spot! Rudistan, do whatever you have to do, but get Commander Troy to medical attention!" Officers got their rears in gear, and activity began anew...
Part 18 - Aftermath
2:00am, Sunday, October 6th. I was at my Police SUV, which somehow had moved up to the end of the drive at the front of the house. Teresa was making her report.
"Everyone here," she said, "everyone except you, that is... is reporting that they were standing at their posts, then woke up realizing they were lying on the ground... and that it was two hours later. We found Commander Ross near the entrance to the property. She was still unconscious, lying on her side. You said that you were being TASERed, but remember seeing her being thrown out of the car and landing on her side. That would make sense; she has a concussion, and her ribs are hurting though none are broken. She's at the Hospital now, trying to get out of there while the doctors are trying to keep her there. My money says she'll win that one." I vigorously nodded in agreement.
"Next," Teresa said, "the medic that looked at you said there is a burn mark on your back, right at the spot where your bad vertebrae are... but there is no damage to your trenchcoat, shirt, or the 'girdle' you were wearing. I don't how you got TASERed, but whatever hit your back passed right through everything without leaving a mark." I nodded.
"They found the rope hanging from the ceiling, the noose on the floor, the weights and the rock blocks you described." Teresa said. "They think your SUV was driven up here by Westbrook with you unconscious in it. Your badge and gun were inside, sitting on the seat. Why they didn't take them, I don't know, but they didn't." I nodded.
"Mary Gabriel seems to be physically unharmed." Teresa said. "But she was admitted to the hospital, and I suspect someone in your wife's line of work will be needed to talk to her. She was hysterical, and was sedated." I nodded.
"Father Romano was beaten up pretty badly, but should be okay." Teresa said. "He said he and Dr. Mickelson were taken from the Biology Building, were knocked unconscious after being put in a black van, were taken to a dark, windowless room, and the perps tried to get him to tell what Mickelson had told him in confession. But he didn't break." I nodded.
"Dr. Mickelson was rushed to the hospital." said Teresa. "He was beaten very badly, but Dr. Morgan thinks he'll recover... physically. No bets are being taken on his state of mind. He's been mumbling and softly ranting a lot, and he's not coherent." I nodded.
"Dr. Charles Westbrook... is dead." Teresa said. "Martha thinks he had a heart attack when you stopped him from stabbing that girl to death. We've arrested all the sycophants, there were sixteen of them, and we are interviewing them now at County Jail. Most are talking pretty freely. Lawrence Evans and Gary King have been separated from them and are in isolation and suicide watch. Lawrence is almost demonic himself right now. We're keeping King separate because you, Father Romano, and many others are saying he and Lawrence were helping Westbrook kidnap people and leaving others, particularly you, hanging." I nodded.
"We're going to ask you to get in front of a camera again and repeat your entire story, in the morning." Teresa said. "I'm sure you understand that it's a bit fantastic, and we want to hear it again when you're calm, and the adrenaline levels are down."
I chuckled. "Yeah, I get that." I said. "Any sign of the FBI? 
"No one on the other side of the State Line." Teresa said. "We haven't contacted them yet, though Tanya is leading the Detectives in the questioning at County Jail, so I'm sure Jack Muscone must know."
"It's all right if he does." I said. "He's one of the good guys. Don't say anything to anyone else----"
Just then Chief Moynahan came up, accompanied by Lt. Rudistan, who was carrying my red crowbar. "Well, Commander Houdini," said Rudistan with the most jovial of grins. "Want a job with the Circus? As an escape artist?" I chuckled. The Chief did not.
"I may need that job," I said, "after the Chief is finished with me."
"How are you feeeelinnnng, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"My neck is stiff." I said. "And the soreness all over is going to set in in a few hours... when the adrenaline wears off."
"Sir," said Lt. Rudistan, "we used sonar on the spot you marked. There are bones, human bones, about three feet down, and they're being excavated now." He handed me back my red crowbar. It felt warm to the touch, but not as hot as the red crowbar with which I engaged the Slender Man in personal combat.
"How did you know?" asked Teresa. "And whose bones are they? Oh, and what were you chasing after when you went running to the yard, right before the lightning hit?"
"You didn't see it?" I asked, looking around. Everyone shook their head, no. I said to Teresa: "You remember what you told me about when you were on the operating table, about the meadow and the bridge?" Teresa nodded, and I said "The girl I told you about, that led me out of the house and to Westbrook in time to save Mary Gabriel... she was crossing that bridge. I was seeing it as clearly as I'm seeing you now." Teresa nodded.
"And to that end," I said, "I believe that the bones you've found are those of Nellie Blye Westbrook, who was slain in 1882 in a similar ritual to what they tried to duplicate tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00am, Sunday, October 6th. I was in my office, wolfing down the breakfast that had been brought to me from the 24-Hour Diner, and washing it down with Jerome Davis's Navy coffee. I'd just gotten a few hours of sleep, and did my three S's, then given my statement for the second time. It matched the first statement from the night before.
"I don't remember a thing." said Cindy. "I was in your SUV, we'd just gone past the gate checkpoint... and I woke up in the E.R., being examined by doctors."
"That's what doctors do." I said whimsically. "What I don't understand is why I wasn't affected. I remember being TASERed, seeing them throw you out of the car... then waking up with a noose around my neck."
Cindy said "I'm going to remember that whenever I don't want to do sit-ups. Do you realize how hard it is to do what you did?"
"I'm glad I didn't think about it when I was doing it." I said. "It's like the story of the five math problems."
"What story is that?" Cindy asked.
I said "There was a college student who arrived late for a test. There were three problems on the chalkboard in front, and two problems on the chalkboard on the side wall. He solved the first three problems easily enough, but couldn't get the two on the side board. When time ran out, he handed in what he had, then asked if he could have more time for the other two, and the professor agreed."
I continued: "He was working on the problems in his room that night, and he solved one but just couldn't solve the other one. There was a knock on his door, and it was his professor, who said 'You came in late, and I didn't realize it when you asked for more time. After I put up the three problems, I told the class that there were problems that were impossible to solve, and I put two examples on the side board. They weren't part of the test."
I finished: "The student then showed the professor that he'd solved one of them. And he later told people 'Do you think I ever could've solved that if I had known it was supposedly impossible to solve?'."
Cindy smiled. "My father would love that example of positive thinking. And I'm glad you felt the same way about it." I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"No." I said. "I was acting in sheer terror; I knew I had to stop Westbrook from killing that girl. That was my motivation..."
"And for your own life, of course." she said.
"I never thought of that." I said. "In truth, it didn't matter. If I'd died, I'd have failed in my duty. If I lived and had not stopped Westbrook, I would've failed in my duty. Saving that girl was all that mattered..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Sunday, October 6th. We assembled in Classroom 'E'. I'd texted ADA Savannah Fineman and she was present... as was DA Miriam Walters. Jack Muscone and Melina Allgood were the representatives of the FBI.
"Well, it's a mixed bag." said Lt. Jerome Davis. "Some of the people we arrested were survivors of the chemical attack the other night. The ones that talked about it were in general agreement in their stories. What happened is that Guru Stevens was leading a Release of the demon ceremony, but there was no sacrifice involved. All they remember is that he had been burning incense on a pentagram at the Ritual Tree, when smoke began filling the woods, and they didn't remember anything else until they woke up in the Hospital."
Jerome: "Two people would not talk to us: Lawrence Evans, and Gary King. Evans was almost rabid last night, and out of his senses, but seemed to have calmed down when he woke up this morning. But he immediately asked for a lawyer. Gary King lawyered up as soon as he was brought in last night."
"Did they get representation?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "Chip Blake, of Gresham & Mason, came in. He tried to say he was representing all of them, but I told him only two people had asked for lawyers, and until the others asked, we did not consider him their representation. Even so, he talked with Lawrence and Gary, and they immediately invoked when we came back in the room."
"You're on shaky ground, having done that." said Miriam Walters. "If Blake said he wanted to represent all of them, then you're obligated to accept that."
"We'll see about that." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And it doesn't matter; the others made their statements after being Mirandized and waiving their right to silence in giving their statements."
"That might fly with Judge Watts." persisted Miriam Walters. "But Judge Nance will throw out all the charges and release every one of them if it's assigned to him... and it likely will be. It was a mistake---"
"Ms. Walters!" I said loudly. "We'll burn that bridge when we come to it! Right now, I just want to know what happened out there." Walters glared at me, but stopped talking.
"So, Lt. Davis," I said, "did any of the survivors say who else was out there? There were seven participants unaccounted for on the night Stevens was killed. Were any of them the ones that were there last night?"
"We asked them about that, and asked the ones we arrested last night if they'd been there the previous time." said Jerome. "We got a lot of 'I don't know' and 'I don't remember' out of them. We might have to offer some of them deals to get them to say more, but I think most of them really don't know, especially about the night Guru Stevens and the others were killed."
"Okay." I said. "Keep working on them. Show each one pictures of the others, see if their eyes flicker or light up. Those that we know were at the Guru Stevens event, let them know they can be charged with murder, see if that puts the fear of God into them."
I then looked around the room. "Tell me about the toxicology." I said.
Tanya Perlman took that up: "Sir, your blood test came up clean. Not even any painkillers for your back. Mary Gabriel had been injected with a tranquilizer, but it was mild and she has no physical aftereffects. Martha said the Dr. Westbrook had no drugs in his system, and that he died of a pretty standard heart attack."
Tanya: "About half of the arrested students last night had traces of typical drugs in their systems: cocaine, codeine compounds, probably oxycontin there, marijuana. But no hallucinogens like the first night. And no residual chemicals found that suggests a gas attack or anything like that."
"What caused that foul stench that so many of them described?" asked Chief Moynahan.



"We don't know, sir." said Tanya. "We found no sulfur or other chemicals that give of those kinds of odors. That part is unexplained."
"Harumph." I said, then realized everyone heard me.
"You have an ideeeeaaah, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"Nothing I'm willing to say out loud, sir." I replied. I did not want to say that that smell was the stench of Hell itself, and of the demon that was so nearly liberated onto this earth. I'd be considered to be a fool if I said that out loud...
"I have one question." said Melina Allgood. "Why those particular people? Why them in this cult? What was it about them that caused Westbrook to want them in his group?"
I paused for a moment, then said "Most of those people were down on their luck in some way. They all were psychologically weak, and Westbrook used that to dominate them and bring them into his fold. Some were into it wholeheartedly, some maybe not so much, or not realizing fully what was going on..."
Part 18 - The War At Home (and the Solution)
5:00pm, Sunday, October 6th. I was sleeping on the sofa at The Cabin, lying on my side. When I opened my eyes, I was looking right into the face of a handsome Police dog. "Hi, Bowser." I said sleepily, causing him to wag his tail. "Are you watching me sleep?"
"Yes, Daddy." said Carole, who was working on something along with Tasha and Marie on the floor. "Bowser is making sure you're o-kay."
"That's good." I said, rising to a sitting position. My back ached as I reached out to pet Bowser. "You're a good dog, Bowser." Bowser wagged his tail vigorously in agreement.
"Supper will be ready in a minute." Laura said. She, Paulina, and Molly were setting the table. "Everyone will be here by six o'clock, so if you want to clean up, go do that now."
"Okay." I said. I headed upstairs, followed by the redoubtable Bowser.
The hot shower was very refreshing. Afterwards I shaved and put on some clean clothes. Then I heard banging in the attic room, followed by shouting. I decided to go upstairs and see what the boys were doing. Bowser did not attempt to follow.
In the attic room, a section of the railroad had collapsed, and Jim was haranguing Ian about it. It seemed Ian hadn't ducked enough when crawling under it. Ian was in tears, partly at the damage he'd accidentally done, but more at being yelled at by his older brother.
"Okay, Jim." I said quietly. "That's enough. There's no need to yell at your little brother."
"Dad, he messed up this whole section!" Jim complained. Ross nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Stuff happens." I said. "Tornadoes damage towns. Yelling at your brother isn't going to magically fix it. Just help Ian start rebuilding it better than it was, and drive on." Jim nodded, and the boys got to work.
Going back to the main floor, I saw that Edward and Stephanie Steele had arrived, as had Franklin Washington and his wife Susie, Theo Washington and his wife Nareese, Teresa and Todd and their boys, and Cindy, Callie, and Betsy.
Dinner was hamburgers, hot dogs, 'fixins', and soft drinks and iced tea. Everybody ate well. Afterwards, people talked in groups. I had Theo and Franklin come out on the back deck with me. I started a fire in the pot, as it was getting chilly outside. I sat down in my place, with Franklin in the chair to my right and Theo in the chair in my left. I noticed that Tiger Mom and walked up the deck rail, and was now supervising, i.e. watching us.
Theo said "I've asked Franklin to fill you in on some stuff going on, sir."
I said "You guys know I don't want to get into your business, at least not a way to cause you any trouble. So with that in mind, what's going on?"
Franklin said "It's D.A. Walters, Commander. "Paulina doesn't want to believe Walters's actions are racially motivated, but I think they are. Walters was going to demote Paulina along with Gregory, to intentionally embarrass Paulina. She told several people that, people she thought she could trust, but a couple of them spread the word."
"Let me do something I normally hate," I said, "and bring up a 'hypothetical'. If Paulina was all-white, do you think Walters would've acted differently? By that I mean, was Walters trying to do this to Paulina to keep Paulina down politically, while boosting up her crony Savannah Fineman?"
"I think that's what Walters was hoping everyone would believe." Franklin said. "And someone was also trying to leak to the Media that Walters was elevating me to chief ADA so it wasn't a racial thing. But there is no 'chief ADA', and I've also heard something else... when Walters decided to demote all of us to DDAs, she was not going to come back and promote me and Savannah, as someone leaked to the Media. Her real intent was to help Savannah win the Solicitor race, then she'd hire outsiders as ADAs over both me and Paulina. And if Savannah loses the Solicitor race, Miriam makes her the ADA over Paulina, and someone else over me."
"I'll also add this." said Franklin. "Walters has not had a one-on-one meeting with Paulina since you put Peter Blassingame away. Not one. She meets with the rest of us individually every so often, but not once with Paulina for weeks."
"Hmmm." I said. "That's a lot of intrigue. And people accuse me of creating drama in my MCD group." I glanced at Theo, who chuckled and exhibited his 'movie-star-handsome' grin.
"No sir." Theo said. "We know you're not a racist, sir, and whatever you do is in the best interests of the Police Force and all of us. And I have friends here and there, too. I've been told that Walters and Public Health Officer Beth Paige are good friends, and both have political ambitions. They're also friends with Susan Weston, who is now on the Council. Susan Weston hates Captain Perlman with a passion. And what I've heard is that they've got a plan. I don't know what it is, but they're up to something."
"I see, said the blind man." I said. "But who would Walters put in as ADA over you and Paulina?"
"The name I've heard whispered around is Jenna Stiles." said Franklin. "Another name that I've heard... is Gwen Munson, of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C."
"Okay, then." I said. "Please say nothing of this conversation to anyone, anyone at all. I'll see what I can find out. In the meantime, what are you going to do, Franklin?"
Franklin said "You remember when Judge J.B. Stone was sent down to Coltrane County?" (Author's note: 'A Case of Revenge', Ch. 06, among other places.) "Well, we're getting that judicial slot back. And I've been considering running against Judge Harry Nance. If you know someone who could run as Magistrate Court Judge, you might want to have them run. I've heard that Judge Folsom is going to have you submit all warrant requests to the Magistrate Court instead of the Superior Court judges, which is more in line with how most of the State and Nation does things like that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After most of the guests had left, Cindy and Teresa came out on deck to talk with me. Teresa brought Scotch and three glasses, and poured us all a generous libation.
"To the new score." Teresa said. "Iron Crowbar 2, Evil Spirits 0." She was also referring to the Slender Man encounter at Point Hollow.
"I'll drink to that." I said as we all clinked our glasses and sipped the Scotch. Well, I might've downed mine and poured another.
"Where's Betsy?" I asked.
"The girls are having a lovefest with Bowser and Buddy." Cindy replied. "So... now can you tell us what really happened with this case?"
"Sure." I said. "Just between us and the crowbars, though. Some of this is too strange to be discussed publicly in a Police Station." My Angels nodded their assent.
"As I've said before," I said, "this case was in two parts. First was who murdered Guru Stevens and those others earlier in the week. And then the whole Westbrook saga, leading to the events of last night."
I continued: "If Lawrence Evans is to be believed, which is sketchy enough, there were at least seven more people at the Point Hollow scene than the six that died and twelve others that lived. Who were those people? I can't prove it, but I believe they were undercover Federal Agents."
"The Rovers BAU?" gasped Cindy.
"Very possibly." I said. "Or another unit working for or with the Rovers team. My reasoning for that is this: they apparently weren't affected by the chemicals that incapacitated the others. I can say that because they're likely the ones that injected the neurotoxins into Stevens and the others, then they hauled the 12 others across the State Line to sleep off the drugs that had knocked them out."
"Why did they leave them alive?" Teresa asked.
"The slightly more accurate question is why Stevens and his people were killed." I replied. "They were killed because the killers knew they'd been arrested earlier, and that several people, including Jack Muscone for Tanya and Melina for me, investigated them, especially Stevens, to make sure they weren't undercover agents." (Author's note: 'Balance of Power', Ch. 02.)
I said: "The problem is that someone is watching Jack's people in the FBI Office in the City, and possibly here. I suspect those people are the Swamp Frogs that control the Rovers BAU team. When they saw that Muscone was looking into Stevens, they just had him and everyone who was arrested with him killed the next time he took them to Point Hollow, either believing them to be a threat, or just simply as a precaution."
"Was he undercover?" asked Cindy.
"I don't think so," I replied, "but I don't know for sure. If he was, then that information was hidden from not only the FBI, but from Melina, who has, shall we say, 'enhanced' capabilities to find things out." Both of my Angels nodded.
"So while I can't prove it," I said as Teresa poured more Scotch into our glasses, "it ties in with the second part of all this: Dr. Charles Westbrook. But let me go back to the beginning... 1882. Nellie Blye Westbrook was 18 years old. Someone in the family, possibly her own father, murdered her in a Satanic ritual. The demon was released, and he destroyed that property's ability to grow crops. The shrieks heard in Point Hollow were Nellie's, as well as others that died in the Hollow."
"Fortunately for Sophie Westbrook," I continued, "she was not a virgin, so the Cult had to find another one, at least 18 years old. They found Mary Gabriel, and they followed her around to make sure she didn't go off and have sex with some guy, and thus ruin their plans. But she noticed them and made complaints to the Campus Police."
I went on: "Guru Stevens was part of the cult group that was using that website. I don't know if it was started by Westbrook, or if he came into it later, but he basically took it over. Stevens knew the Release was coming soon, and went to the Hollow to try to release the demon himself. But he either didn't know the full story, or he'd been told alternate facts... fake news."
"So Bettina's involved." Cindy said with a great deal of snarkiness.
I chuckled. "Sometimes I wonder. Sometimes I wonder. Anyhoo, Stevens and his gang were killed. They were in the way. Of whom? Of the Federal Agents that had been tracking Westbrook for years, and were hoping to finally catch him in the act this time. Of course, if I'd allowed it to be done their way, Mary Gabriel would be dead, Father Romano and Dr. Mickelson would likely be dead, and we'd have, pun not intended, one Hell of a mess on our hands."
I finished up: "I'll add that Westbrook probably has murdered other women in his quest to release the demon, and that is why St. Louis became too hot to hold him. The FBI had been after him for years, with probably several BAU units assigned to go after him... by Executive Assistant Director Dr. Robin Isley. She wanted the citation for Westbrook's capture on her wall, and didn't care who died to get it."
"Wow." said Teresa. "Can I beat her head in, for putting Father Romano in danger?"
"No." I said. "I've got dibs. For what she said about Tanya." Teresa nodded.
"Well," Cindy said, "you're right that we likely will never be able to get proof of the murders, unless Melina or Laura can dig up something we can't. But what you said about Westbrook and the rituals and all that... again there's no proof, but it somehow rings true..."
Part 19 - Federal Issues
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 7th, from the weather station overlooking Point Hollow. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the horrific events that occurred at Point Hollow Saturday night!"
Bettina: "The Police made over a dozen arrests after a cult group attempted to perform a ceremony that involved killing a young woman in a ritualistic sacrifice. The attempted murder was stopped by Police. Dr. Charles Westbrook, who was the first cousin of the late Pastor Raymond Westboro, died of an apparent heart attack after being manhandled by Police attempting to arrest him."
Bettina: "Police Chaplain Alberto Romano and University Biology Professor Mickelson were kidnapped and beaten by the Cult members, and were rescued at the Point Hollow site. Father Romano is recovering from minor injuries, while Dr. Mickelson remains hospitalized. A young woman, who was kidnapped with the intent to be the sacrificed person, was rescued and is reported to have no physical injuries."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police refused to work with the FBI on the case, despite the FBI's offers and requests to assist in the investigation. Reached for comment, Sheriff Antonio Griswold said that the FBI made a number of 'insincere' actions and statements regarding the case. He also stated that murder is a State crime, and not within Federal jurisdiction."
Bettina: "And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder with news on the Board of Inquiry. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder. "Lawyers for the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, has appealed the stay issued by Judge Rodney K. Watts which ended a Board of Inquiry convened to determine if Commander Donald Troy committed Police brutality in beating up several persons who allegedly assaulted Fire Chief Warren Davies and another person. Those persons are being defended by the NEA's lawyers. Judge Watts stopped the Board of Inquiry proceedings after Commander Troy and the Police Captain's Union sued, citing anti-Police bias on the part of lead Commissioner Finneran."
Penis Holder: "The appeal accuses Judge Watts of delaying a ruling in order to, quote, 'run out the clock' on the legality of Boards of Inquiry, which will be replaced by Boards of Inquest in January under the guidelines of the new Town & County Charter... which were written by Commander Troy. Commissioner Finneran has announced his candidacy for the position of Inspector General, which will oversee the Boards of Inquest. KXTC has formally endorsed Commissioner Finneran for the Inspector General position. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Lester!" said Bettina. "And finally, the Town & County Council meets tomorrow night, and sources tell Channel Two News that the Council will debate Police Department structural changes. The Police are making yet more changes, even after the recent passage of the new Charter, but in a statement to KXTC Sheriff Griswold stated that they will not consider dispersing Detectives to the Precincts. As usual, Commander Donald Troy refused to respond to repeated requests by KXTC for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can't respond to what they don't ask for." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"They leave recorded messages on Captain Thompson's inbox, calling at 4:00am." replied Commander Cindy Ross. "At this point, it's 'static'. Nobody cares."
Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said "Bettina made a huge effort to not mention your name in the Point Hollow rescue, Commander."
Captain Tanya Perlman replied "I guess she doesn't want Commander Troy to have that citation on his wall." I chuckled at that.
I said, pointing at the Sheriff, "I'm wondering who this guy is, and what he did with Sheriff Griswold. Statements to the Press, Sheriff? To Bettina?" Everyone chuckled, and the Sheriff's mustaches quivered just a little bit.
"Har." growled Griswold. Then he said "There comes a time when we just have to say something to those Press bastards, and my ass is the one farthest up the flagpole. So I sent replies to a couple of Bettina's questions, even though they are questions obviously meant to create divisions and pit sides against each other."
Cindy asked "Should I read a racial component in them having Lester Holder give the segment about the Board of Inquiry?"
I replied "I am sure Bettina and KXTC would love to create that, but it's an uphill battle. None of the NEA-hired perps were black, Finneran is white, and there's just no racial 'there', there. It seems to me that they're positioning Penis Holder to be the anti-Police reporter, maybe to take Bettina out of that role, and maybe to slightly divert Holder out of exclusively race card issues."
"Sheriff," Tanya Perlman said, "Don stopped Dr. Westbrook, the TCPD has been in front of this case from the beginning, but why take those shots at the FBI?"
I came to the Sheriff's rescue, and interjected: "Because it's not over with them, yet." I said. "They're still going to come in and try to take away all the people we've arrested, and Isley is going to try to salvage what she can from it."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." said the Sheriff...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After their introductions, Catrina Pierce and Meredith Peller began their Fox Eight News report.
Meredith: "The Town & County Police broke up a Satanic cult ring, interdicting a ritual ceremony where the cult's leader, Dr. Charles Westbrook, attempted to murder a young woman as a sacrifice. The attempt was stopped by TCPD Commander Donald Troy, who physically prevented Westbrook from stabbing a knife into a young University college student, whose name we are withholding."
Catrina: "The Police report that Dr. Charles Westbrook was the first cousin of former First Baptist Pastor Raymond Westboro, who was allegedly the Consultant of Crime and the leader of a massive crime syndicate. Dr. Westbrook, who died of a heart attack at the scene of the crime at Point Hollow, had been a Professor of Psychology at two schools in Missouri, and was being investigated by the FBI for cult activities, as well as the murders of two women in Missouri."
Meredith: "And this just in: a set of human bones found on the Point Hollow property have DNA markers that lead Police to believe that the recovered remains are those of Nellie Blye Westbrook, who disappeared in 1882, and was still considered an active case by the University Campus Police. It is the oldest missing persons case to be successfully solved in this State's history, and credit is being given to Commander Donald Troy for finding the remains as well as suggesting that they were those of Nellie Blye Westbrook."
Catrina: "Police Chaplain Alberto Romano is also being praised by the TCPD for his actions during this crisis. He was kidnapped along with Dr. Mickelson of the University's Biology Department, and was commended for remaining calm during the situation and doing what he could to protect Dr. Mickelson. Commander Troy also issued a statement saying that Father Romano's faith and courage were a large reason for the successful interdiction of the criminals's actions."
Meredith: "And in other news, lawyers for six persons arrested by the TCPD for allegedly assaulting now-Fire-Chief Davies and a friend have filed an appeal to Judge Rodney K. Watts's stay of the Board of Inquiry into allegations of Police brutality. The Police Captain's Union and Commander Troy filed a lawsuit against the Board of Inquiry, after lead Commissioner Silas refused to recuse Commissioner Finneran despite being shown clear evidence of Finneran's bias against the Police..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was very nice of you to say that about Father Romano." said Teresa as we sat in my office and watched to begin the Angels Meeting.
"It was true." I said. "Chaplain Romano's presence at the Biology Building and remaining calm may have prevented something really wet happening to Dr. Mickelson. And I'm telling you guys... I was losing that battle with Westbrook over the knife, and then I heard Father Romano praying, and suddenly I felt new energy coming into my body. Credit where due, people. Credit where due."
"How are Father Romano and Dr. Mickelson?" Tanya asked.
"Father Romano is fine." said Teresa. "He led Mass at the Catholic Church yesterday, and the other priests prayed over him. He's a bit bruised up still, but he'll be fine physically, too."
"Unfortunately," I said, "I cannot say the same for Dr. Mickelson. Dr. Yates said his mental faculties were badly diminished by his experiences at Point Hollow. It is possible that he'll have to be committed to nursing-home-type care." 
"The Asylum?" Cindy asked, wincing.
"Probably University Hospital, since he's a tenured professor at the School." I said. "But I suspect and fear that his days as an active professor are done."
"So what's going on with the FBI?" Teresa asked. "Is Jack Muscone going to be all right?"
Tanya said "I don't know, but I'll say this: he was at home with us all weekend, and he seemed happier and calmer than he's been in months. Jennifer and Tiffany loved the time they got to spend with him, and Pete was happy about it, too, I think---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened, and Detective Julia Rodriguez looked in. "Sir, Ladies," she said, "Arthur Young is turning. He wants to talk about the World Outreach Church, in exchange for a reduced sentence."
"Let's go, then!" I said happily. "Let's make this happen before the FBI gets here..." Everyone scrambled, not asking what I meant by that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd texted both Paulina Patterson and State Attorney Jenna Stiles, who came down to the Station. We'd also brought Arthur Young to Headquarters from County Jail, and his attorney, Mr. Gibson Stelling, was with him. Jenna had the power to sign a plea deal that would be binding in all jurisdictions in the State.
"I was a member of World Outreach Church." said Arthur Young. "I got involved with Dr. Westbrook' group, more like a cult group, trying to raise the demon. At first he, Dr. Westbrook, said we were trying to bring Jesus back to earth, and then he said we were trying to raise the spirits of The Revelation. I actually believed it. But over time it became apparent that the spirit he wanted to raise was one of the most evil demons in Hebrew and Christian lore."
"What was Brother Terence Ballard's role in that?" I asked.
"Ballard was a gangbanger in his youth." said Young. "He was about to get busted down hard, then he copped a plea and ratted out his drug distributors for a light sentence, then founded the World Outreach Church and claimed to have found Christ and turned his life around. It was all a sham; he and the highest officers of the church were running drugs and arms, using the church to launder the money, and even having the church be neutral grounds for drug transactions between gangs."
"You have proof?" I asked.
"Yes." said Young. "Two years ago I found some seemingly small anomalies in the church's finances. I brought it to Brother Ballard's attention, and he said he'd look into it. He came up a day later, thanked me for finding the anomaly, said he was hiring a forensic accounting firm to find out more, and that my services doing the books were 'on hold for now' were his words. But I had made a lot of copies of the books, and later came up with the laundering scheme. I just left the church and kept the materials."
He nodded to his lawyer, who brought out a sheaf of papers from his briefcase, and handed them to Jenna Stiles. Young then said "I've got the accompanying jump drives with that data in a safe deposit box. I'll hand that over after I'm sure I'm going to get the deal and walk away from all this."
Jenna Stiles said "This looks good, enough to start." She and Paulina signed the plea deal.
"Okay, here's what you need to do." I said. "You need to drive over to Westphalia, and turn yourself in to the SBI at their Headquarters, there. Try to do so to SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell personally, then Lt. Norm Chow, but turn yourself in to them. And you all need to be prepared to fight the FBI like hell to prevent them from taking you into Federal custody. If they succeed in getting you into Federal custody, you won't have a shot in hell of getting a plea deal of any kind, and you might even end up dead. Okay? Go."
Jenna was about to ask questions, but I said harshly "We'll talk later! You're running out of time! Go! Now!" Paulina whispered something to Jenna, who nodded. Arthur Young was quickly outprocessed, and left with Jenna Stiles.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And he left just in time. Twenty minutes later, at 9:05am, three black Federal Government vehicles drove up to Police Headquarters. They were denied entrance to the gated employees parking lot, and had to park in the visitors parking lot on the right/north side of Headquarters.
Entering through the front doors were EAD Robin Isley, with two FBI Special Agents I did not know as her bodyguards. SAC Bob Rovers, and Special Agents David Rovers and Peter Page also came in.
What they did not know was that Assistant Director Owen Lange and Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood, who had been in one of the other black cars, were being permitted in from the jail side, and would be brought through the Interrogation Rooms. SAC Jack Muscone was not part of the entourage.
"We're here to see your Police Chief." said EAD Isley to the Duty Desk Sergeant.
"Yes ma'am, if you'll wait here, I'll call him." said the Duty Desk Sergeant.
"We're the FBI." Isley said. "Take us to him. Never mind, I know the way. Come on, guys." She attempted to walk past the Duty Desk into the rest of Headquarters. Four heavily armed and armored Police Officers blocked her way.
"The Chief has ordered that you're not to be permitted past the front lobby, Dr. Isley." said the Duty Desk Officer.
"Is that so?" Isley said sarcastically. "Then call your Chief, and tell him that I am ordering him to come down here."
"Ma'am," said the Duty Desk Sergeant, "you don't give orders here." He made no move to pick up the phone nor the radio.
"Looks like you have a problem, Dr. Isley." growled Sheriff Griswold as he came up behind the armored Officers, wearing an armored vest himself. "You see, *I* am the law enforcement authority for this County. Not you, not the FBI, not the Federal Government in any way. And this Police Headquarters is off limits to you, solely on account of your goddamn bad manners."
"Do you know who I am?" Isley said threateningly.
"Oh, we know who you are." I said, coming up next to the Sheriff, also wearing armor. I was also carrying a red crowbar, and aching to use it. "What you don't know, because I don't display all my accolades on my wall, is that I have a few friends in high places, too. So we don't really care who you are. You are unimportant."
"Look." said Isley. "I'm here in the hopes of reaching a peaceful understanding, and possibly restoring the cooperation between our entities that you had before. We're not the ones fully armored and doing the obstructing."
"But you know full well," I said, "that Rovers and his BAU people are not welcome in my County, yet you ratchet up the agitation by bringing them in here? Unlike Bob Rovers, we are not idiots here, Dr. Isley." Rovers (both of them) looked at me hatefully.
"All right." said Isley. "Sheriff, will you take me to see your Police Chief?"
"Sure." said the Sheriff. "But only you. The rest of these Agents will have to wait here in the lobby, or they can sit in the waiting room or the Press Room."
"Don't do it, ma'am." said David Rovers, who was probably the smartest of the Federal Agents in the room. "They might murder you once you're inside and separated from us."
Isley turned to Bob Rovers and said "If anything happens to me, call in our assault teams, and erase this building from the face of the earth, along with everyone inside it." With that, she followed me and the Sheriff into the hallway past the Duty Desk.
As we walked to the Main Conference Room, Isley looked into Vice and then MCD, and saw that all of the Detectives were wearing armored vests over their civilian clothes. They were ready for an armed assault, and would fight back savagely if the balloon went up.
We went into the Main Conference Room. To Isley's surprise, Owen Lange and Melina Allgood were already there and seated. The Chief was at his usual place at the near end of the table, and to his left was Commander Cindy Ross, wearing an armored vest. I sat down to Cindy's left, and the Sheriff sat down to my left rather than the end of the table.
Isley remained standing. "So, Commander Troy, you managed to kill Dr. Charles Westbrook, destroying years of work by Federal Agents to bring him in and punish him for his crimes."
"So you'd rather Mary Gabriel be dead and Westbrook alive?" I asked harshly.
"I'd rather they both be alive." Isley said, trying to avoid my trap.
"I'm happy with the result that happened." I said. "An innocent young girl's life was saved. And I didn't kill Westbrook; he had a heart attack and died all by himself, so sorry. I don't think you give a damn about the girl, since all you care about is getting another citation on the FBI's wall, particularly yours." Isley stared daggers at me. I stared right back.
She took a document out of her pocket and said "This is a Federal warrant for all of the persons arrested at Point Hollow to be turned over to the FBI's custody. The names are listed."
"Is that soooooo?" growled the Chief. He passed the document to me.
"Well," I said, "Mr. Arthur Young is no longer in our custody, but that of the SBI after we reached a plea deal with him. He's ratting out World Outreach Church. You'll have to fight the State to get custody of him. They're already in Court to block your Federal order, issued by Judge Ruth B. Taney, and likely illegal in the first place."
"It's not illegal." said Isley.
"We'll see." I said. "But the SBI will be busting World Outreach Church, yet another citation that won't be appearing on your wall, Dr. Isley." Her eyes were smoldering by now, knowing that I knew we'd taken away another 'win' from her and the FBI.
"It doesn't matter." she finally said. "We're taking over the cases. The scope ranges from the City to out of this State, to the west of Point Hollow, specifically. We're imposing Federal jurisdiction over it. You locals will have to step aside."
"Let it go, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "Trust me on this one. Let them have the prisoners, and wash our hands of this." Sheriff Griswold was the only man on the face of this earth that could've told me that and not had his ass handed to him. I did look back at him skeptically, and he patted me on the shoulder. I just shut up, shaking my head.
"I have to say," said Robin Isley, trying to have the last word, "that all of the praise I heard about this Police Department... was wrong. You're crap. Over a decade of FBI work by many Agents was flushed down the drain with the death of Dr. Westbrook, at your hands, Commander Troy. Your mismanagement of this case is some of the worst I've ever seen."
Isley: "And I will be holding the praise of you by Muscone and Lange against them. There will have to be a restructuring of this division. And consider yourself to no longer be an FBI Consultant, Commander Troy. You'll find your access to the FBI's data cut off."
"Big whoop." I said. I took out my FBI Consultant card and flicked it across the table at her.
To my surprise, Melina jumped up and intercepted it. She then said "Would you guys give me a moment alone with EAD Isley?"
"What the hell?" asked a stunned Isley. "I have nothing to say to you, Supervisory Agent Allgood."
"Fine." said Melina. "I'll do the talking, then." She looked over at us and said "The rest of you should leave. Now." I got up to go, followed by Cindy and the Sheriff, and then Owen Lange. The Chief was the last to leave the two women alone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff and Cindy were in my office, having coffee as we talked. Chief Moynahan was in his office, having called County Jail to prepare to turn the prisoners over to the Federal Marshals that had arrived at County Jail when Isley had arrived at Headquarters. AD Owen Lange was in the Chief's office with him.
"I trust you like you trust me, Sheriff." I said. "So why are you letting them take the prisoners? We might yet find out from one of the survivors of the Stevens incident that there were undercover FBI Agents there."
The Sheriff shook his head vigorously in disagreement. "As brilliant as you are, Crowbar, you'll never get that to trial. The FBI would fight you all the way. As to the rest of it: you did right, you saved that girl, and the world is no poorer for the death of Charles Westbrook. But what are we going to charge the rest of them with? They can all say they didn't know Westbrook was going to try to murder that woman, that they were just practicing a religious ceremony, albeit a demonic one. Let the FBI waste the Federal Government's money on them."
"Isley was taking every shot at you that she could." Cindy said. "What's with that?"
"I think she is truly angry that Westbrook died." I said. "She wasn't lying in that the FBI has spent millions going after Westbrook, and he was just too good for them. And then he comes to Point Hollow, and the TCPD ends his string of murders in the name of releasing demons. She's trying to blame me for his death, too, but that's not gonna fly."
"What do you think Melina is saying to her?" asked Cindy. I just grinned.
"Dr. Isley is about to find out that true power does not accumulate from the number of citations upon one's wall." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're not going to have a job with the FBI much longer, either." snarled Robin Isley as she and Melina squared off in the Conference Room.
"Yeah, right." said Melina. "In the immortal words of M.C. Hammer: 'you can't touch this'. I'm not even going to discuss it with you..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Melina's cell phone, and she answered it. Then she handed it to EAD Isley and said "It's for you."
Isley took the phone and said angrily "Hello? Who is this?" Her eyes widened in shock, then resignation as she listened for a long minute.
"Yes, Mr. President. I understand." she finally said...
Part 20 - Council Intelligence
The door to the Conference Room opened and EAD Robin Isley rushed out as if fired out of a cannon. She went to the Chief's office, knocked on the door, and went on in. A moment later, she, the Chief, and AD Lange came into the hallway and the door to the anteroom of my office.
"I'm still taking custody of the prisoners." said Isley.
"Yes, we're giving them to your Federal Marshals nowwww." said Chief Moynahan. "Commander Troy, would you escort Dr. Isley to the Duty Desk, please."
"Yes sir." I said dully as I got out of my chair. Cindy noticed what I had in my hand as I went out of the office.
"It's too bad we've gotten off to such a bad start, Commander." Isley said as we walked down the long hallway. "I hope we have opportunities to repair the damage, and work better together in the future."
"That makes one of us." I said quietly. As we neared the corner of the hallway and the duty desk beyond I stopped and pointed. "Right through there." I said. I turned as if to go back to my office.
"Fine." said Isley. But as she was about to walk forward, she found her path blocked... by a red crowbar across her chest.
Looking at her sideways, I said "One more thing. If you ever call my Captain of Operations within my hearing what I was told you called her..."
"Are you threatening me?" Isley said, her voice rising. "I'm a Federal Agent----"
I jammed my crowbar into her neck and pushed her against the wall, choking here. "Yes, I'm threatening you." I growled. "Make of it what you think you can. But I swear to God that if you say that about Tanya Perlman again, I will kill you. Do you understand?"
Isley was making choking sounds, and her hands were reaching behind her back. Then Melina came around the corner and jammed her own gun into Isley's side.
"Don't even think about drawing that gun." Melina said to Isley. "The Iron Crowbar is being very nice to you right now. But if you want things to get ugly, just go for that gun."
I removed the crowbar from Isley's neck, and she sucked in lungfuls of air. "Now get out of my Police Station." I snarled. "And don't come back." Isley made like a drum and beat it out of there as fast as she could go.
"You want this back?" Melina said as we walked down the hallway together, holding up my FBI Consultant badge.
"I... I dunno." I said.
"Please, take it back." said Owen Lange, coming up the hallway. "We need you... to fight against people like Isley." I took it back, knowing I could always give it up again later...
The Chief and Sheriff then came out of my office. "I just got a call from Mayor Allgood." said the Sheriff. "The Council's Committee of the Whole is meeting at 11:00am, to discuss the Intelligence Branch, and he wants you and Captain Perlman there, along with us."
"Let's make like trees and leave, then." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am. The Committee of the Whole assembled in the private Council Chamber. Cindy, myself, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, and Captain Tanya Perlman also were there.
"We-ell, Commander Troy." said Reginald B.F. Lewis enthusiastically as I came in. "I guess you now know how it feels to be lynched, to have a noose put around your neck and hanged... like so many black men in this Nation in the past." There were gasps of shock at Lewis's rudeness.
"Put the race card back in your pocket, Lewis." I replied. "And tell everyone how happy you are that I survived."
"You won't hear me saying that." said Kelly Carnes menacingly. "I wish you'd died."
"Don't listen to Carnes, Crowbar." Our Sheriff growled. "Her words are... unimportant."
"You got that right, Sheriff." I said. We sat down in the chairs against the (left) side wall.
"Okay, let's get started." said Mayor Allgood, tapping his gavel. "Shall we hear from Captain Perlman first?"
Tanya drove her wheelchair past the far end of the table but to one side, so that her PowerPoint presentation could be seen on the projector screen in front of the back wall. "Thank you, everyone." she said cheerfully.
After going through the basics of her proposal, Tanya said "The recent case of cult rituals and deaths at Point Hollow are a perfect example of how the Intelligence Division would work. While our Detectives did very well mining data, it would've been even faster and more efficient if the dedicated Intelligence Division was in place."
"So this proposal adds another Lieutenant slot, and just more overhead." said Susan Weston disdainfully. She deeply hated Tanya Perlman; Weston had been a Precinct Captain with the TCPD until she'd drawn the ire of Your Iron Crowbar over her treatment of then-Lieutenant Perlman. (Author's note: 'Case of the Paper Trail'.)
Tanya did not even bother to reply to Weston, so I spoke up: "Yes, it adds another slot, but it will be filled in slowly, over time. Lieutenant Mary Milton will make the lateral move, but will continue to oversee Vice with Detective Sergeant McGhillie until the Intel Branch is fully filled out."



"So this will present opportunities for Uniformed Officers to be assigned to MCD and Vice?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis craftily.
"It'll give the Uniformed Officers opportunities to get on the Detective track earlier." said Tanya. "And it'll give us chances to evaluate them for better opportunities overall."
"And when this is implemented," continued Lewis, "the Detectives can be dispersed to the Precincts?"
"They already are." said Tanya craftily.
"What?!" Lewis almost shouted as others gasped.
"Oh, their desks are still at Headquarters." Tanya said. "But with Intel Officers looking up data for them, the Detectives will be out in the field, all over the County... from Point Hollow to the Observatory to McGill Lake to Junction Station, investigating the crimes that perps are dumb enough to commit in our County." There were some chuckles at that, and even Reginald Lewis took it in stride with a grin... but Susan Weston looked hatefully at Tanya.
Malinda Adams spoke up: "Isn't this just a desk job for women to be trapped in, while men get the MCD opportunities?"
"I don't think Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Joanne Warner would agree, ma'am." said Tanya adroitly. "And men will be in the Intel branch. Senior Detective Christopher Purvis is our financial crimes guru, and he'll be part of Intelligence as a leader."
"So a man is in charge, once again." said Malinda Adams.
"I would not recommend you call Lt. Mary Milton a man in her presence, Ms. Adams." Tanya adroitly replied. "Nor me, for that matter." Reginald B.F. Lewis began laughing at that.
"You're as tricky as the Iron Crowbar, young lady." said Lewis. "I think I misjudged you in the past. I apologize for that."
"Accepted." said Tanya. "And it's always a compliment to be compared to the Iron Crowbar so favorably." she said with a look in my direction. There were more chuckles, though Kelly Carnes now had the look of deep hatred on her features...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's a done deal." said the Sheriff as we walked back to Police Headquarters. "Tanya did a magnificent job in there."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "The vibe was very positive... except for Susan Weston."
I said "Susan Weston wouldn't take any positive action towards Tanya even if Tanya did something to earn the Medal of Valor." Everyone nodded in agreement, though none of us realized just how prescient my prediction would be...
Part 21 - Epilogue
On Tuesday, October 8th, the Council voted 8-2 to pass the new Police Intelligence Branch. The dissenting votes were Kelly Carnes and Susan Weston.
Later that day, Appellate Judge Leahy heard the arguments by the NEA's lawyers and the Police Captain's Union Rep and Mike G. Todd. In less than two hours he sent the case back down to Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom, with an order to proceed within a week's time. Leahy was deeply Leftist, very activist, and a friend of the powerful Teacher's Union.
On Wednesday, the World Outreach Church was raided by a joint operation of the City Police and the SBI. Narcotics and guns were found, as well as more evidence of money laundering. A Federal Appeals Court judge overturned the warrant to remand Arthur Young into the FBI's custody, and his testimony was devastating. The SBI and City Police got the praise; the FBI was left out in the cold.
The others that the FBI took into their custody were never heard from again. While the FBI put out word that they'd been put in Witness Protection, Melina did some checking months later, and could find no evidence of that. She would tell me that she believed the survivors of the Guru Stevens attack were murdered so that they could not suddenly remember who murdered Guru Stevens and those with him, and I agreed with her on that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The remains of Nellie Blye Westbrook were turned over to the Town & County's custody. I contacted University President Sidney P. Wellman to make funeral arrangements. There is a small cemetery on Campus, behind the University Chapel, next to the trail that leads towards the Mountain Nest from the old parts of the Campus. In the 1800s, students who died at School were buried there rather than be sent home. There had not been a burial there since the Railroad was laid through Town in the 1840s... until now.
A surprisingly large number of University students attended a funeral mass held in the University Chapel by Father Romano. Then the Army ROTC Rangers acted as pallbearers and escorted Nellie's coffin to the University Cemetery, where she was buried and a tombstone with her name placed there. Nellie Blye Westbrook was, at long last, resting in peace.
Point Hollow remained a haunted place, and the weather station on the bluff above recorded electrical discharges in the Hollow several times every year. But reports of a woman's screams became fewer and fewer; indeed; it was as if they'd stopped altogether...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On Saturday, October 12th, Laura and I took Carole, Tasha, and Marie to Daniel and Melina Allgood's home on the mountainside. I brought in a box with a hole on top and put it on the floor as Daniel got his iPhone out to film the event.
"This is an early birthday present for you, Patricia." I said to my niece-by-marriage, who would be four years old in December. "Go ahead, open it."
Patricia took off the lid and squealed in surprise. A beautiful all-white puppy was looking up at her, and as soon as she and Patricia laid eyes on each other, it was love at first sight. Carole helped turn over the box, and the puppy clambered out and padded over to Patricia and began licking and sniffing her. Patricia began laughing, and soon peals of laughter could be heard as she tumbled over, with the puppy sniffing at her and continuing to play.
"She's one of Bowser's daughters." Carole told Patricia. Indeed, she'd been the first born puppy of Bowser and Sadie Mae's newest litter. Sadie Mae was owned by Dr. Childers, who lived next door to the Mountain Nest.
"And she's had her shots." I said. "But she hasn't been spayed. That'll be for you to decide."
"What are you going to name her, Patricia?" Melina asked her daughter.
"Dorothy." said Patricia happily as she petted Dorothy. When asked why, she said "I don't know. She just looks like a 'Dorothy' to me." And Dorothy, Daughter of Bowser, she became. She would be part of the Allgood family for the next fifteen years...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As everyone else played with Dorothy until the pup got tired and took a nap, Melina and I talked on the back deck, which had a very nice view of the Town below us and to our southwest.
"What did you do to get Robin Isley to back down?" I asked. AD Owen Lange had told us what he'd told Jack Muscone: that the threatened OPR on Muscone had been dropped. Rumor was that Dr. Robin Isley was going to transfer to be the EAD of the FBI's Science and Technology Branch, but that was not yet a done deal.
I continued: "I thought for sure she was going to rip through Muscone's Region like a tornado... or a demon released at Point Hollow."
"Hmmpf!" Melina snorted. "She can't touch me, and she knows it. But I was a bit worried about what she was going to do to Jack, and to Owen Lange. Jack loves Tanya Perlman, and he practically worships you; and Owen Lange has really come to respect you and your abilities. They need you... and you need them too, Don."
"So how did you save them?" I asked.
"Lange was probably safe, anyway," said Melina, "but just to make sure, I had a few of the 'right people' have a one-way conversation with her. And it did not hurt that Charles Westbrook died. It was really embarrassing for several BAU units that failed to track him down for years, only to have a local Police Force stop him completely and bring him into custody... dead, but still very much in custody. And they didn't even get a chance to talk to him. And let me add my own congratulations to you for saving that girl and stopping Westbrook. No telling how much damage he could've done."
"It would have been ver-ree bad." said a voice behind us. We peered over our shoulders to see Carole standing there.
"Carole," I said, "are you being impolite and listening to conversations that do not concern you?"
"No, Daddy." said Carole. "It concerns me since I saw that pain-ting. But the demon went away, and Nellie crossed the Stream into Heaven. And she's very happy."
Melina was giving us a 'WTF?' look. I was just taking it in stride. "Okay, Fussbudget." I said. "But don't be impolite like that again. You are not a spy."
"No, Daddy." Carole said. "Jim is going to be the spy, like Mommy. I'm going to be the Iron Crow-bar, like you are." Needless to say, Melina was giving us more looks.
"What are your cousins Dan and Patricia going to be when they grow up?" I asked Carole, with a sideways look at Melina, who was listening with rapt fascination.
"Dan is going to be a pollll-i-tish-un like my brother Ian." said Carole. "I don't know what Patricia is going to be. I can't see that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Amber Harris took her tray from the line and went into the dining hall. Seeing Betty Morelli, she went over and sat down opposite her.
"Haven't seen you in a while." Betty said. "Pregnant women get their own cells."
"I can barely turn around in it." Amber said. "You were pregnant in prison, weren't you?"
Betty's eyes flickered slightly, realizing Amber knew a lot about her. "Yeah. I pretty much was locked up in the prison infirmary. That prison was tougher than this one."
"What happened to your baby?" Amber asked.
"My parents claimed her." Betty said. "I got to hold her for thirty minutes, then they took her."
"You know..." started Amber, who then finished: "you know your parents have died."
"Yes." said Betty.
"Do you know what happened to your baby?" Amber asked.
Betty's eyes became evasive. "I guess DFACS got her, and she's in the system somewhere." Then she got up and took her tray. "And I don't want to talk about it anymore." She walked away, leaving Amber to contemplate this new information she'd elicited from Betty for the first time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Supervisory Agent Martin Nash came up to his office in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. The State Capitol of Pennsylvania, built upon the Susquehanna River, seemed almost like a prison compared to the City or even the Town & County.
Upon entering his office, it took a second for him to realize someone was in the room. He almost gasped in surprise. "Dr. Isley?"
"Hello, Martin." said EAD Robin Isley, who was sitting in the chair in front of his desk. "How's Harrisburg?"
"It's okay." said Nash. "Pennsylvania is a nice State. And it's a fresh start for me."
"Have a seat behind your desk." Robin Isley said. Nash did so. Isley said "Listen, how would you like to get back to the City? And as Special Agent In Charge?"
"What, is Jack Muscone leaving?" Nash said, straight-laced as ever.
"Maybe not of his own accord." said EAD Isley. Then she said "It's contingent upon a couple of things. I may stay where I am, or be transferred to Science and Technology. And Muscone has better protection than I realized."
"Oh." said Nash. "Look, I'm fine where I am, Dr. Isley---"
"How would you like to find McGinty's Materials?" asked Robin Isley. "If you do, you get to learn their contents. You'll have tremendous protection."
"Uh, that's why I'm in Pennsylvania now." Nash said. "I played with fire, and got burned."
"Martin, let's quit playing games." said Isley. "Do you believe Donald Troy has McGinty's Materials?"
Nash exhaled, having to commit to a decision. He finally said "Yes. I believe he has them. Where? I have no idea."
Robin Isley nodded. "I'm not asking you to do anything wrong, illegal, or unethical. But I want to transfer you to my team. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, will be to find McGinty's Materials and take possession of them... and in doing so, strip the Iron Crowbar of the power he has in possessing them..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"And who can say when the day sleeps
If the night keeps
all your heart?"
---Enya, 'Only Time'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 14th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Court ruling on the Board of Inquiry is imminent!"
Bettina began: "Lawyers for the six citizens who claim Police Commander Donald Troy used excessive force in arresting them won an appeal of Judge Rodney K. Watts's stay of the Board of Inquiry to investigate the matter. Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom was ordered by the Appellate Court to make a ruling no later than close-of-business today if Commissioner Finneran is to be recused or entitled to remain on the Board. The Appeals Court demanded that Judge Folsom make the ruling instead of Judge Rodney K. Watts, who Appellate Judge Leahy said was too biased in favor of the Police to make a fair ruling."
Bettina: "Judge Folsom's ruling will have to be made today. Political and judicial experts believe that the accusation of bias on the part of Commissioner Finneran has not been adequately shown, and he will be allowed to remain on the panel. Not as clear is whether Mayor Daniel Allgood, who many believe illegally stole the Mayoral election last year, can name other Board members or replace Commissioner Finneran. And joining us this morning is Commissioner Finneran."
As the television went to a split-screen, Bettina said: "Commissioner Finneran, do you believe you'll be restored to the Board of Inquiry?"
Finneran: "Yes, Bettina, I'm sure I will be. This attempt by the corrupt and racist Police Commander Donald Troy to have his crimes covered up by the rubber-stamp Board of illegitimate Mayor Allgood and failed Inspector General Horace Wellman will not be allowed to succeed."
Bettina: "Mr. Finneran, why are you running for the Inspector General position?"
Finneran: "Bettina, I'm running to protect minorities from Police abuse, to stop the rubber-stamping exonerations of Commander Troy in the face of obvious Police brutality and crimes he has committed. I'm sure you all remember how he endangered the Public by firing a machine gun at SBI Agents, and a gun on a helicopter into a park that minorities bring their children to. And of course, Commander Troy wrongly arrested a minority woman on trumped-up charges of election fraud, enabling Mayor Allgood to steal the election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver. Someone has to stand up to Donald Troy, and as your Inspector General, I will be the one to do it, fearlessly and honestly."
"Thank you, Mr. Finneran!" Bettina said happily. As the screen went full-frontal to her, she said "Commissioner Finneran is running for Inspector General against Horace Wellman. KXTC Channel Two News has endorsed Mr. Finneran for the Inspector General post."
Bettina: "And for more election news, let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Penis Holder as he appeared on the screen, which was a green screen in the studio with City Hall as the background. "The non-partisan elections for many positions are on Election Day, and early voting begins tomorrow morning! KXTC has endorsed Mr. Finneran for Inspector General, and we encourage voters to vote as early as possible for him. There are several other hotly contested races, including for the School Board in nearly every district created by the new Charter, as well as new Board for Public Utilities. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Lester!" said Bettina. "And we certainly do encourage voters, especially minority voters, to vote as early as possible! Meanwhile, the Town & County Assembly is working hard to create a new budget for the Town & County, and with the new Charter providing for many new things, they've got their work cut out for them. They will have to have next year's budget passed by Election Day this year..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is KXTC allowed to do that?" asked Teresa Croyle as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "They may can endorse a candidate, but to give him air time that amounts to a free campaign ad? That cannot be legal."
"It's probably not." I said. "So someone with standing needs to sue KXTC, or make a complaint to the FEC, FCC, and other law enforcement entities."
"Who has standing?" Cindy asked.
"Finneran's political opponents." I said. "But there's only one: Horace Wellman."
Sheriff Griswold said "It's possible that any elected official has some standing. I might have standing, since the new I.G. Office will directly affects the Public Safety Department."
"And we don't have standing? As LEOs witnessing a crime?" Cindy said incredulously.
"We have stand-ing to complaaaaaain to the FEC and FCC." the Chief said. "Or to their State equivalents. But to go through the hoops of making a criminal complaint, taking it to the D.A., and so on?" He let it hang in the air after that. I just sipped my coffee.
Teresa spoke up: "Can someone tell me why KXTC is begging minorities to vote as quickly as possible?"
"That's a good question." said the Sheriff. "Any guesses before Crowbar here tells us the answer?" Everyone except me chuckled at that.
"Let's just skip to that part, sir." said Cindy. "Don?"
"Early voting starts tomorrow." I said. "Normally, campaigning has been going on for months by the time the early voting period starts, so the mud is long since slung, and people have made up their minds. With this election, there's been barely what? two, three weeks? to register, and one week from then before voting has started."
I continued: "The point is that KXTC believes minorities will vote for Finneran if they don't hear anything bad about him, and if they can get the votes for him in early, then whatever bad comes out later will come out too late; the early votes have been cast."
"What bad things will come out about Finneran?" asked Teresa. "Besides the fact he's just a plain old asshole?"
"The fact that he's a card-carrying member of NAMbLA, the North American Man-boy Love Association." I said. "They advocate doing away with pedophilia laws, particularly between grown men and underage boys."
"I thought that was an urban legend." Teresa said. Cindy shook her head vigorously in disagreement.
"No, it's very real." said Cindy. "It was founded in the late 1970s, and had a following in the 1980s. But by the 1990s it was pretty much forced underground. But there are still members out there."
"You think KXTC knowwwwws that about Finneran?" asked the Chief.
"Yes sir." I said. "And they've hitched their wagon to him; they're totally committed."
"You're kidding." said Teresa, disgust on her pretty face.
"No, I'm not." I said. "The Media does not care if Finneran is a pedophile. With them, it's ideology and agenda first..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching the KFXU report, we started the Angels meeting.
"Callie has flown out to California." Cindy said. "So it's just me and Betsy this week. We're staying at my Mom's condo."
"Cool beans." I said. "How's the Budget going?"
Cindy replied "That's why I'm staying with Mom. She can babysit while I work on it. But it's coming along."
"Okay, what else?" I asked. "Tanya?"
"University Hospital reported their last inventory of their narcotics came up short." Tanya said. "Cocaine and morphine, which are prescribed for terminally ill patients in the hospice care unit and the cancer care unit. Coleman and Newman from Vice have been assigned to it."
"It's been years since they've had missing narcotics." I said. "Tell Coleman and Newman that that nurse we call 'Nurse Ratchett' was involved in that, but don't question her until they get more facts on what happened."
"Wilco." Tanya said, making notes.
"Teresa?" I asked.
Teresa said "I need to get together with Tanya about training for the Detectives. Close quarters combat and SWAT-style tactics. With the new Intelligence Division coming into being, the Detectives are going to be in the field more, and may be expected to participate in mobile operations, such as drug raids."
"Like the good ol' days." Cindy said. "When a certain Vice Detective that never learned how to duck kept collecting Purple Orders." She was referring to Teresa in the days of Captain Malone as Vice leader.
"She's on permanent desk duty now." I said with a grin, teasing the Iron Wolf. "Of course, I had to promote her to make that desk duty happen." Teresa showed no outward reaction, so I said: "But that's a good idea, Teresa. Yes, the Detectives may be doing more. Get 'em up to speed..."
Part 2 - Senatorial Power, Senatorial Puddle
9:00am, Monday, October 14th. I was behind my desk in my office. Sitting in front of me in the 'hot chairs' were Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Lt. Commander Ted Orosco of Internal Affairs. Ted had been promoted along with Teresa under the new rank structure.
"Okay, Ted," I said, "I want you to work with Teresa on this, and you're probably doing it already. I want you to analyze every Police Officer on the Force. See who is getting the most complaints... legitimate complaints. I'll probably win the complaints contest because those activist groups kept lodging false complaints about me..."
Teresa was nodding vigorously in agreement, and a red crowbar was waved in her general direction as I continued: "... but I want a forensic-quality analysis of everyone. I want to nip any issues we might have in the bud, before an incident happens and the Press distorts it."
"Yes sir." said Orosco. "And yes, we're looking out for those red flags all the time, as it is."
"All right, y'all get to it." I said. "Let me know what----"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"Troy." I said, answering my Police iPhone. "Whaaa?... you're kidding... yeah, okay, I'll be right there."
"What is it?" Teresa asked as I disconnected.
"That was FBI ASAC Karina White in the City." I said. "U.S. Senator Samuel Russell apparently jumped out of a top-floor window of the Cannon Building. He's dead...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After telling the Chief what had just happened, Lt. Jerome Davis and I sped to the City in my Police SUV, blue lightbar blazing, and the powerful engine supporting the 180-mph speed I was achieving.
Driving up to the Cannon Building, which the late Henry Wargrave once owned, we were allowed into the parking garage by uniformed City Police Officers. We made our way through checkpoints at the elevator in the garage, then getting off on the 29th floor, where Senator Russell's condo was.
"Hi Don. Hi Jerome." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone as we came into the condo. Also there were Detectives E.J. Jefferson and Robin Ventura of the CPD, SBI Agents Terence Johnson and James Tarleton, FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White, and FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson. I heard some raised voices, which ceased when I walked in.
"Is there a problem here, Officers?" I said with Rudistan-'ish' joviality.
"Jurisdictional issues, Commander." said ASAC Karina White. That set off a number of people talking over each other at the same time. I finally was able to hear a few statements.
"It's either murder or suicide, Don." FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson said. "The FBI is here because Russell was still a U.S. Senator, though he wasn't going to be for much longer."
"And the City Police has jurisdiction for murder or suicide." said City Detective E.J. Jefferson... Julius's first cousin.
"Tell you guys what." I said. "In the interests of keeping the Jefferson family Christmas a happy and harmonious one, let's work together on this. So... when and where did Russell exit the building?"
"Just before dawn, and upstairs, in the office." said Karina White. I followed her, and several of the others followed me and Jerome Davis as we exited the condo and climbed the stairs to the office that had once been the office of the late Henry Wargrave.
I did not say anything as I saw that the broken-out window that Russell apparently had gone through was the same one that Wargrave had gone through courtesy of me and Cindy Ross. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 05. )
"All these other windows are bulletproof." said Jack Muscone. "But that window is the same one Henry Wargrave jumped through to his death. A temporary window was put in its place, and we don't know if that was later replaced by a bulletproof window."
"I see." I said. "And the answer will be revealed when the shards of glass on the ground below are examined." I peered out the window to the ground below, and saw that a tent had been erected over the crime scene. Then I looked around the office. The desk was not where Wargrave's desk had been. "Is that where Russell's desk always was?" I asked.
"As far as we know." said Muscone.
"And I'm sure a ton of people have walked all over this carpeted floor, leaving us no traces to see." I said as I peered at the floor.
"I'm afraid so." said Muscone.
"The City Police were already here when we got here, and they'd walked all over the place." said SBI Agent Johnson. The CPD Detectives bristled at that.
"I'm not playing the blame game on that." I said, trying to keep the peace between the SBI and City Police. "One walks into the room, sees the shattered window, and goes up to it and looks out. But it's always good protocol honed by intensive training to walk on as small an area as possible."
I was examining the windowsill and about one foot of wall beneath the broken window. "Hmm, some very slight scuff marks here." I said.
"Our CSIs noted that." said Robin Ventura. "I'll send you their full report, if you like, Commander. I'll have to get authorization to share it with the SBI or FBI, though."
"You'll send it to him, but not to us?" Jack Muscone barked. The City Detectives looked darkly at him. I pointed at Muscone before anyone else could say anything.
"You are not helping, Jack." I said. "Detective Ventura is offering me a professional courtesy. If the rest of you keep your big mouths shut, who knows who I might accidentally forward that report to, and the City Detectives don't get in any hot water with their brass."
"Of course." said Muscone. "My apologies." Tension in the room subsided, somewhat.
"What was Senator Russell wearing when he hit the cobblestones below?" I asked.
"A suit, black pants and jacket." said E.J. Jefferson. "Blue shirt, as in royal blue. No necktie. His wallet was in his pants pocket, about $500 and two credit cards, one Visa and one Mastercard."
"Was his U.S. Senate ID or security card in the wallet?" I asked.
"No sir." said E.J., looking at his tablet. "Just his drivers license, the credit cards, and the money. Here's the photos they took." I took the proffered iPad and looked at the photos. They showed the evidence of what happens when a body hits concrete from 30 floors up without the aid of a perfectly good parachute, and I won't describe that here.
"Do a DNA test to confirm that it really is Russell." I said. "I wouldn't put anything past that tricky bastard."
"Already asked for, sir." said E.J. "I've worked for the TCPD, Commander, and that was the first thing I thought of, that Russell was faking his death." I laughed at that.
"That's true, and I'd love to get you back." I said. "Camera footage?"
"The Cannon Building security people wouldn't give it to us without a warrant." said Robin Ventura. "We're trying to get a warrant now. In fact, sir, it's been long enough. I need to check on that." She fished out her cellphone.
"You guys," I said, pointing at Jack and Karina, "share the footage with the CPD and the SBI, please. That's a personal request from me, your friendly neighborhood FBI Consultant." The SBI and CPD people looked at me and then the FBI people in shock, having deduced what I was really saying there: that the FBI already had the footage, and it was possible they were working to delay the warrant being issued.
"Four hundred years ago." said Jack Muscone. "Karina, send Detective Ventura whatever we have... in exchange for the CPD's CSI initial crime scene reports." Ventura gave Muscone a withering look.
"Sounds like a fair trade." I said, then turned to Jerome Davis and said "See, Davis? These Agencies can work together in harmonious cooperation, and share data. Okay, let's go downstairs and look at his living quarters."
We went down the stairs to the apartment. I saw a lot of markers in place for videotaping evidence but not a lot of that evidence, as much of it had been taken for analysis. So I watched on Robin's tablet the videotapes that had been made as the evidence was collected.
"One drink glass on the coffee table, there." I said. "And it's twin is by the decanters on the credenza over there, unused. Hmmm... I've been in here before, to arrest Russell, and I distinctly remember four matching glasses by the decanters. Ergo, we are missing two drink glasses." Agents and Detectives looked at each other in 'wtf?' shock.
"The bed was made, but hastily?" I asked, looking at the video. Unfortunately the sheets had been stripped for analysis, so I was looking at a bare mattress in the apartment.
"Yes, Commander." said Detective Ventura. "I can check with the CSIs to see if they noted how well it was made."
"The Senator had maid service." I said. "They would have made the bed well, maybe even changed the sheets. You might ask your CSIs and the Crime Lab to check on the freshness of the sheets. Spray some Luminol and put a fluoroscope on them. Fresh sheets won't glow, but sheets with sweat, skin, or semen will show up."
"If I may, sir?" asked SBI Agent Tarleton. I nodded and he said "Why is that important?"
"Good question." I replied. "It will show if the Senator slept in his bed last night. It doesn't prove anything in it's own right, but it might show if the Senator had unexpected visitors last night. If he didn't sleep in his bed, it doesn't really show anything... except that he did not go to bed in the normal way most of us do."
"Sir," said E.J. Jefferson, "couldn't he have fallen asleep on the sofa after drinking?"
"Oh yes, of course." I said. "I just need to know for the sake of knowing." Absolutely no one was fooled by that casual statement.
"Sir," said Robin Ventura, "the CSIs did note that the shower was not used; it was dry."
"So he jumped out of the window unclean." I said. "How thoughtless of him." Everyone chuckled at that. "So no signs of a struggle? Nothing broken? I saw that the door was not forced."
"That is correct, sir." said Robin Ventura. "Nothing broken, nothing seemingly out of place, no dust-free surfaces surrounded by dusty surfaces."
"Okay, witness interviews." I said. "What did the guards have to say?"
ASAC Karina White said "All of them said that no one entered or left the condo after midnight, including Samuel Russell. His daughter and his lawyer came to visit in the early evening, and in the condo, not the office. No one heard anything at the time of his death, right around dawn. No breaking windows, no screams, nothing at all."



I asked "Did the guards see Senator Russell at any time yesterday? Did he go up to the office in the morning, or afternoon?"
"One Federal Marshal brought food to Russell around 2:00pm." said Karina. "He handed Russell the sack full of food at the door. Other than that, he apparently stayed inside the living quarters, isolated..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to the Federal Building, and to Karina White's office, which was Jack's old office; he of course now occupied the corner office at the end of the hall. It was the same building and offices, but it felt really different. Team Lazarus was no longer here. Camaraderie of the past was just being built again.
"Okay, I'll put this up on the monitor." said Karina. "Here's the nearest traffic camera view, which shows Russell coming into the top of the screen, then hitting right by those air conditioner units. And this is from the Federal Building's roof camera. It's grainy, but shows Russell falling, coming into the top of the frame, then through, then he's obscured by bushes just before hitting the ground."
Jack Muscone came in as we watched. "The autopsy is already back." he said. "Russell had been drinking, but not excessively so. Blood alcohol was 0.06. No other drugs found in his system, though a more thorough test is still being run. Almost no food in his system; the M.E. thinks it was at least 18 hours since he last ate."
"That's good info." I said. When Karina looked at me, I said "It means that just one or two drinks would be absorbed pretty quickly into his bloodstream, giving rise to that 0.06 reading." Karina nodded.
Muscone said "And the M.E. said he died on impact after the fall, so it's not like he was killed sooner and his dead body thrown out later."
"Okay." I said. "So... any camera footage of anyone coming in or out, or up to Russell's apartment? And don't tell me the Federal Marshals didn't have him under surveillance; he was under house arrest."
"Not much gets past you." Muscone said, with perhaps a little bit of asperity. "Karina, what did they get?"
"The Cannon Building is almost completely rented out," said Karina, "so there was a lot of traffic out in the previous afternoon and evening, up to about 10:00pm. Two cars came in after midnight, their tags check out as other tenants. The Marshals's cams show that Russell's lawyer came in around 7:00pm, and Russell's daughter Ruby came in shortly afterwards. The lawyer left around 10:00pm... but we have no video footage of Ruby Russell leaving."
"And you've put out an APB on her?" I asked.
"Not yet." said Muscone. "We're trying to trace where she was by tracking her cellphone pings, but there's 'no joy' on that. Senator Russell's cellphone is missing, also."
Karina said "Nothing landed on the roof of the building, and the locked and guarded door from the roof to the office never opened. No one else came in or out, except a changing of the guard... the Federal Marshals shift change. Russell's door never opened, so how he got up to his office to jump out of the window there is currently beyond everyone's comprehension."
I nodded. "Karina, can you send all this footage to the TCPD? And maybe to Inspector Maxwell of the SBI?"
She and Muscone exchanged a look, then Jack said "Don, can I see you in my office for a moment, while Lt. Davis and ASAC White review the video together?"
"Uh, sure." I said. "And Karina, would you mind finding out specifically which Federal Marshal brought Russell that food at 2:00pm? I'd like to ask him a couple of... 'clarifying' questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we sat down in Jack's corner office, he made the gesture for me to turn on my anti-bugging device. I just gave him a thumbs-up; the device was on and working.
"I didn't say anything in front of everyone," said Jack, "because I realized what you're doing, trying to build some interagency trust, or at least stopping us from fighting each other. Karina is going to give out the Cannon Building's video, but the Federal Marshals's video will not be shared under any circumstances. In fact, it's already been classified Top Secret with one of the highest compartmentalizations in the National Security Agency."
"What, 'BEEKEEPER'?" I asked humorously, remembering the classification that was all about Your Iron Crowbar.
"I wouldn't be surprised, but no." Jack said, rolling with it. "And Dr. Robin Isley, who is still our EAD for now, put out the edict that any videotape in Federal custody will remain so, and not be shared."
"Ah, so desu ka? Isley knows about it and has already thrown up roadblocks." I said. "So, Jack, what can you tell me, friend to friend, Groom to Best Man, behind the scenes?"
"Let me escape that by asking you." replied Muscone. "What do you think happened there?"
"He was murdered." I said. "U.S. Senator Richard Nunn told me that the Republican Party was going to cut their losses and expel Russell from the Senate, even if that meant Val Jared would name a true Conservative, or at least a non-Establishment Republican, to the seat. So Russell ceased to be of value to anyone, and indeed became a threat to the Establishment Elites. So I'd say... the Swamp Frogs won this one."
"I'm just glad the bastard is dead." said Muscone. "It might be wrong of me to say that, but I think this world is better off without that dirtbag in it."
"I agree." I said. "So how are things here? Is Isley mucking things up?"
Muscone said "Like you like to say, everyone around here is as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs... except Melina. Karina White knows how to play the game, and she's just keeping her head down and our ducks in a row. SAC Ashton Cardigan of our cyber unit here was put under pressure to spy on me and my teams here and in Southport, and he told Isley bluntly that he wasn't going to do that. I appreciate his honesty and his courage, but now the betting pool is whether or not he gets fired before I do."
"You're not going anywhere." I said. "And neither is Cardigan, unless he just wants to." I stood up and said "Well, I need to be getting back home. If you come over, I'll buy you a double cheeseburger or two, and I'll share some observations with you then and over there. But not here." Jack nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I returned to Karina White's office, she was alone in the office. Jerome Davis was across the hall, talking to Special Agent Julius Jefferson.
"Don," Karina said, "I called and asked which Federal Marshal brought the food to Senator Russell. They checked their notes and said it was John A. Smith, who is a new hire and had been on the detail just two days. The problem is, no one can find him right now, nor one of the detail who was on the overnight shift, a George A. Adair. They basically just walked out of the Federal Building, and are simply gone."
I nodded. "Put out APB for 'em." I said. "Simple names like that? New to the detail? Uh huh."
Karina nodded, then said said "I just ran checks on both of them. They were very well vetted. Good credentials, good marks at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Facility at Glynn County, Georgia."
"That is what someone wants us to see." I said. "I'm calling it a 'backstop'. I think they were inserted into the U.S. Marshals, and apparently with a backstop that is really holding up to scrutiny. But if you contact 'Glynco' (the colloquial name for that training facility), I'll bet those two never were there."
"Wow." said Jack Muscone, who had just walked in. "So we've still got that problem?"
"It never went away." I said. "And I'm betting these backstops are The Geek's handiwork..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, what did you think?" I asked Jerome Davis as we drove back along the University-City Highway at reasonable speeds... 'reasonable' meaning slower than Cindy would be driving, fer darn sure.
"I talked to ASAC White while you were talking with SAC Muscone." Jerome said. "She's really sharp; she sees things almost like you do, sir."
"The Sheriff would approve of your asskissing skills." I said. "But yes, Karina White is very sharp, and I think she's seeing what I'm seeing. What do you think we're seeing?"
"I can make a case for either murder or suicide." said Jerome. "ASAC White thinks it's murder."
"And she's right." I said. "In spite of the appalling mistreatment of that crime scene in the office, there were still enough clues left to suggest murder. Scrapes on the windowsill and the wall below, the way he was dressed..."
"Sir, how did he get up to the office areas?" asked Jerome. "Is there a secret back passage we don't know about?"
"Nope. And I know that for a fact." I said. "The only way to get up there would be within sight of at least some of the guards. But they all deny seeing him. So what does that tell you?"
"That someone is lying." Jerome said. "I heard SAC White make the phone call about that Agent who allegedly brought the Senator some food, and now he can't be found. Does that mean all of the Marshals are involved, or just some of them?"
"That's a thought." I said. "Here's another... Senator Russell had not eaten in 18 hours, give or take. If he died at dawn, and the camera evidence seems to show that, then he didn't eat at all since 11:00am the day before, noon at the latest. Yet supposedly food was brought to him, and he had visitors in the early evening. Something is wrong there; something does not add up."
"How so, sir?" asked Jerome.
"Teachable moment." I said. "You tell me."
"Uhh..." Jerome said, then thought about it. "Sir, I'm not just not seeing it. He might have just eaten lunch and not been hungry the rest of the day."
"It's possible, of course." I said. "But I'm thinking of it another way, and in combination with his blood alcohol level. There are two ways his blood alcohol is 0.06 at the time of his death: first, he drank something not long before he died, when even a small amount of alcohol on an empty stomach could elevate his blood level; and second, he had been drinking heavily but fell unconscious around noon yesterday, and the number came back down over time."
"Ahhhhh." said Jerome as the light bulb lit up over his head. "You think he was unconscious all day and night..."
"Yes." I said. "I can't prove this, at least not yet, but I think that fake Marshal who took him food may have rendered him unconscious, and then he was taken up to the office area in the early hours of this morning and dumped out the window."
"But..." said Jerome, as the enormity of what I was saying hit him. "But that means that his own daughter was complicit in this!"
"Let's not get ahead of ourselves." I said. "Ruby Russell needs to be interviewed, and not by the Feds." I had Jerome dial a number for me on my Police iPhone...
Part 3 - Inquiries
2:00pm, Monday, October 14th. When we got back to Police Headquarters, the Duty Desk Officer at the employees entrance told me that the Chief wanted me to come to his office. Lt. Davis peeled off into MCD and I walked down to the corner officer, where his assistant Cassie just extended her hand to the door of the Chief's Conference Room in a gesture connoting that I was to walk on in. I did knock on the door first.
"Come on in, Mr. Crowbarrr." drawled the Chief. Also present were the Sheriff and the Deputy Police Chief.
"Before we begin," said the Sheriff, "tell us what happened with Senator Russell." I gave them the details that I'd learned.
Cindy said "And it took them, what, more than four hours to call you about it?"
"Crowbar people catch on fast." I said. "Yes, that's true. Jack Muscone may have been ordered to not call me. A huge jurisdiction dispute is brewing over it, and I think partly because someone in the Federal Government does not want the truth to come out about Senator Russell's death."
The Sheriff said "Val Jared has already called me about who to appoint as Russell's replacement. And I told him that I would not accept it, and that he'd better not offer it to you and take you away from this Police Force."
"I don't want any part of the United States Senate." I said. "I'll leave that to others. Maybe one of my kids will be a U.S. Senator one day, but it won't be me paving the way."
"Heh heh heh heh." the Chief chuckled. "O-kayyyy, what this meeeee-ting is about is that Judge Folsom made a ruling on the Board of Inquiry lawsuit. The judge said that Mr. Landau and Mr. Morse may remaaaaain on the Board, but Finneran cannot be removed from it. In an extraordinary twisting and parsing of the English language, Judge Folsom said that by naming the two others but not specifically excluding Finneran, the Mayor was de facto accepting Finneran to the Board, and so for that reason Finneran will not be forced to recuse himself."
I was open-mouthed with shock. Then I recovered and said: "All right, then... get ready for a Police strike. In the meantime, I need to call Mike Todd and the Police Captain's Union to appeal this---"
"Let me offer an alternative, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "We have the majority of the Board. Just go along with it. Neither you nor Commander Ross will be required to testify, as you're the defendants. We go through the motions, get it out of the way. It doesn't matter what they find, it's up to the Council. No one will be drinking any tainted water at the Council meeting, either."
I just shook my head. "No. No sir. I won't do it. It's wrong. And it's doubly wrong since Finneran is running for I.G."
"And that's another thing." said the Sheriff. "If you keep this going until the New Year, then the new Board of Inquest will take it up... and their findings will count for something, and it'll be out of the Council's hands."
"Not to mention, Mr. Crowbarrr," said the Chief, "that new Board of Inquest will be looking to validate its existence and assert its independence. And they may use you as their guinea pig for that."
I looked over at Cindy. "You're in this with me." I said. "What do you want to do?"
"Whatever you decide, I'll support." Cindy said levelly. I noticed her glance at the Chief and Sheriff with determination in her eyes. It did not take my mother's powers of deduction to realize they'd 'worked on' her already, and she was defying them to support me.
"Is there anything else, Sheriff, Chief?" I asked.
"So you agree to going forward with the BOI?" asked the Sheriff.
"No sir." i said. "I'm asking to be excused so I can go call my lawyer and have him appeal Judge Folsom's decision."
"By all means." said the Chief unhappily. "Go make that call. You can go too, Ms. Ross..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I went to my office. As we sat down, I said "Cindy, I really appreciate you supporting me in there. Having said that, now that it's just us and the crowbars, I need to know what you really want to do. If you don't want me to appeal this, just say so."
Cindy shook her head, then said "I'm with you all the way on this. In for a penny, in for a pound, and we're in it together. It's your decision."
I picked up my personal iPhone and called Mike G. Todd...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Monday, October 14th. I was writing up my case notes of the trip to the City and Senator Russell's death. My door was open, and I heard a loud cheer from the MCD room. Like any curious Detective, I got up and wandered across the hall to see what was the matter.
There was a large crowd of Detectives in the room, including Lieutenants Mary Milton and Jerome Davis. Joanne Warner said when she saw me come in the (back hall) door: "It's the new ad, sir. They're rewinding the DVR now."
That took a couple of seconds, then someone hit the play button. A photo of Finneran in younger days showed up, then a 'NAMbLA' logo was superimposed as the woman's voice said that Finneran was an active member of the North American Man-boy Love Association, then asked if the County could trust their children's future to a man who believed in doing away with pedophilia laws. The boilerplate said that the ad was paid for by 'The Friends of the Town & County', which I knew to be Judge Lorraine McGill and Mrs. Myrtle L. James's PAC.
"Wow." I said. "And the timing could not be better... tomorrow starts early voting."
"I'll bet KXTC won't run that ad." said Cindy, who had just come in behind me. "Think this will have an effect on the IG race?"
I said: "In the words of the late, great Paul Harvey: 'Stand by for NEWS!'." That was everyone's clue that Your Iron Crowbar can play dirty, too... and I was just getting started.
"Here's the new Finneran ad." said Theo. We watched as images of me with my crowbar came up, always seeming to look angry, with images of a military helicopter being flown (not my Cobra, but real military footage from the Viet Nam era), and Police making arrests during the Jasmine Nix riots. (Author's note: 'Sandstorm', Ch. 04).
"As your Inspector General," snarled Finneran, his mustache droopy, the collars of his yellow shirt looking wilted, "I will protect minorities from Police brutality. I will prosecute cops that attack blacks just for being black, and I will bring swift justice to Commander Donald Troy for his cowboy antics that get minorities killed!" The boilerplate said the ad was paid for by the 'LGBTQ Action PAC'.
My astute Detectives did not fail to see my smirk as I turned and left the MCD room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Twenty minutes later I was being called back into MCD. "Priya Ajmani just reported on Commissioner Finneran, sir." said Lt. Davis.
"Let's see it." I said. The DVR was ready, and someone hit the play button.
The program that was on was suddenly interrupted by a 'BREAKING NEWS' screen, followed by Priya coming on screen. "This is Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News!" said the gorgeous Indian reporterette. "Fox Eight News has learned that Board of Inquiry Commissioner and candidate for Inspector General Finneran is not only a current, card-carrying member of NAMbLA, the North American Man-boy Love Association, but the SBI has received photographic evidence that Finneran may have molested underage boys! SBI-OER Inspector Britt Maxwell made this announcement just moments ago. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Inspector Maxwell saying: "The SBI has opened an investigation of Commissioner Finneran based upon evidence we have received that he molested underage boys. Some of our evidence is photographs, but we also have sworn affidavits and depositions on tape by two of his victims. We have been asked to handle this case by Governor Jared and Town & County Sheriff Griswold because Commissioner Finneran is running for the Inspector General position in that County, and having us investigate will free the Town & County Police of any accusations of bias in the investigation..."
The rabid Press smelled blood, and they went into a frenzy, shouting questions. Inspector Maxwell answered them for several long minutes.
"Commander Ross," I said out loud in front of everyone. "have Captain Thompson call KXTC... and tell them that Commander Troy can definitely be reached for comment on this." The room broke out into cheers and applause. Needless to say, no one at KXTC availed themselves of the opportunity to reach me for comment, so KFXU and the Town & County Examiner Online got my comments...
And where did the photos of Finneran come from? Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro, himself guilty of being photographed in disgusting and illegal sex acts (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01.), had contributed to McGinty's Materials similar photos of Finneran committing disgusting and illegal acts...
Part 4 - Repercussions
The good feelings ended quickly. Several persons were brought into the Main Conference Room. The Chief and I were asked to join them.



In the Main Conference Room were FBI Assistant Director Owen Lange, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, Dr. Laura Fredricson, and three men I did not know. One of them was dressed in the uniform of the Colombian National Police, with the rank of Coronel, a.k.a. Colonel.
"Chief, Commander," said Jack Muscone, making introductions. "this is Tommy Dugan and Kurt Powell with the U.S. Marshals."
"And this is Colonel Rafael Antonio Caro of the Columbian National Police." said AD Owen Lange. "I've worked with him on several occasions over the years."
The Chief and I shook hands with the three men, then the Chief took his chair at the near end of the table. Laura was to his left, and I went around and sat to her left. She just gave me an 'I don't know' raising of her eyebrows in response to my inquiring look at her.
"We have some very disturbing news." said AD Owen Lange. "Colonel, if you will explain."
"Thank you, Director Lange." said Colonel Caro, speaking English perfectly though with a slight accent. "Commander Troy, Dr. Fredricson, it is an honor to meet you both. Unfortunately, I bring bad news from Colombia. I am sure you recall the operation that recovered many kidnapped girls and returned them to the United States." Laura and I nodded. (Author's note: 'The Yellow Rose of Texas', Ch. 03.)
"You may recall, Commander Troy," said Colonel Caro, "that some photographs of you with our masked operatives were taken. One of those men had been promoted to a leadership position, and was no longer part of covert missions. Unfortunately, members of the Cartel broke into his home, and forced him to open his cellphone and computer by putting a knife to his six-year-old son's throat."
"Oh my God." Laura whispered aloud. "And some of those photos were on the phone."
"Yes, Doctor." said Colonel Caro. "The Cartel has placed a bounty on both your heads, though how they found out about you, Dr. Fredricson, I am not sure."
"I'll bet they extracted the name from your agent whose home they broke into." I said. "What else happened there? To that family?"
"You may well be right, Commander." said Caro. "And what happened... after the phone and computer were opened, the Cartel's thugs repeatedly raped his wife in front of him and their son. When they were finished with her, they slit the boy's throat in front of her, then slit her throat. We know this because they videotaped it and sent it to us." I nodded, feeling as grim as Laura and Muscone looked.
"And then they shut off the cameras." said the Colonel. "We estimate they spent two hours torturing our colleague afterwards. There was little of him left to bury."
"The bottom line," said U.S. Marshal Kurt Powell, "is that you and your family are in grave danger right now. We are ready to take you into Witness Protection, move you away, and give you complete new identities----"
"No way in hell!" Laura exclaimed.
"Dr. Fredricson," said Kurt Powell, "they've put a bounty of at least one million dollars on you and your family's heads. "The Cartel controls many gangs in this country, and this State. NS-14 gangs will be looking to earn that bounty by killing you and your family."
"We can't run away!" said Laura. "And no matter where we go or what we do, we'll be in the same danger. You think I don't know that the Cartels have moles inside our Government?"
"We've protected thousands of people in Witness Protection." said U.S. Marshal Tommy Dugan. I studiously avoided looking at Jack Muscone, whose eyes were rolling: Federal Marshals had utterly failed to protect his wife from being murdered by Red Brooke. (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels', Ch. 02-03.) Dugan continued: "We're already preparing to move you, and your two children to a new location, with new names and new jobs---"
"Let me put it in more practical terms." I said. "First, what about my other children? And their mothers? And my extended family, and my wife's extended family? Are you going to move all them, too? And then there's my cousin, who is a TCPD Officer, and my nephew's wife, also a TCPD Officer. Gonna move them, too? Oh, and for that matter, I'm sure Colonel Caro will understand when I say that a Police Force is a strong family. My Police Force here would be subject to attacks." Colonel Caro nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So no, Mr. Powell," I said, "I will not be going anywhere. I would rather die than face the shame and dishonor of running away and hiding like a coward." It is possible that a red crowbar had begun tapping in my hand.
"And I will be here right by my husband, protecting our children with a fury that no Cartel ever wants to see." Laura said darkly.
U.S. Marshal Powell said "Okay, then. But there's little we can do to help you here. The Cartel is dangerous, they're powerful, and they know who and where you are."
"I'll take care of it." I said flatly. Then I straightened up and looked over at Colonel Caro. "Colonel, I greatly appreciate you coming all this way to tell us this. It also sounds like you and your National Police need to get some revenge for the killing of one of your own and his family, is that not so?"
"Yes, we will avenge their suffering and deaths." said Colonel Caro.
"Would you object to having a little help with that?" I asked.
"I like the way you think, Commander Troy." said Owen Lange, who was rapidly figuring it out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was getting ready to leave at 6:00pm when there was a knock on my door. It was Lt. Jerome Davis, and I had him come in and sit down.
"Sir, I called the SBI and the City PD to see if they contacted Ruby Russell." Jerome said. "She's handling her father's funeral arrangements. His funeral will be in Rocktown this Saturday. She told the SBI and CPD that she wouldn't talk to them until after the funeral."
"Okay." I said. "Who in the CPD did you talk to?"
"E.J. Jefferson." said Jerome. "And Agent Terence Johnson of the SBI."
"Good." I said. "You're getting to know both of them pretty well."
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "E.J. used to work here, so we have something in common to talk about... mostly about that Police Commander that used to work him like a dog, and still works me that way." I began laughing at that.
"Any chance of E.J. coming back to the TCPD?" I asked casually... a bit too casually.
"No sir." said Jerome. "Nothing against us, but he loves it in the City."
"And by staying there, you and he can 'network' on things." I said, giving Jerome a knowing look. Jerome hemmed and hawed for a second, then I said "Look, it's fine. I'm glad to see you making connections and cultivating sources like that. And I understand that you'll have to share information to get information."
"Uh, yes sir." said Jerome.
"That's fine." I said. "And I trust you to know what information you can and can't share. Any questions, come ask me. And a network of contacts like that is how work gets done and criminals get put away. And you'll need that if you're going to sit in this chair one day."
"Sir?" gasped Jerome. In case you haven't figured it out, this was a 'teachable moment'.
"One day, maybe years in the future, but it will happen, I said, "Chief Moynahan will retire as Police Chief, and I will pretty much be forced to take it. People will then move upwards or onwards. I anticipate Commander Croyle will move into this office. Commander Ross will possibly become the Sheriff's Chief of Staff when Deputy Oswald retires... or passes away, as he seems to want to stay there forever... and that will leave a couple of gaps in my pyramid of leadership. And if Captain Perlman becomes Deputy Chief, there's still a couple of spots open. And it's likely that you will fill one of them. No guarantees, of course. Moral of the story is: you're doing a great job, both on and off the books. Keep it up."
"Thank you, sir." Jerome said.
"Okay, go home." I said. "All this will keep..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'm not sure what's best about family dinner at home... that it's dinner, or that it's at home. I do know the 'family' part is very good.
Tonight's dinner was fried steak and mashed potatoes and gravy, a favorite of Your Iron Crowbar. Carole tolerated the green beans, as they weren't stringbeans.
"Guess what, Daddy?" Carole said. "We were talking at school about cats purring. Our teacher said cats purr when they're happy, but they may also purr to stop pain and heal themselves if they're hurt. And they may get around another hurt cat and purr to try to help make it feel better."
"That's very interesting." I said.
Carole continued talking about school, and I noticed that she was seemingly taking special delight in it... and then I realized that Jim didn't like hearing about it, as he had not been able to start school this year, and the special kindergarten class wasn't really cutting it as 'competition'. So I had Jim tell me about the football game he and his brother and friends played, and he seemed a lot happier... when he saw that Carole was bored out of her gourd about it.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
That was my personal iPhone. I was going to hit the button to send it to voicemail, but it was Mike G. Todd. "Hi Mike." I said as I answered it. I waved at everyone and went to the backdoor and outside.
"Hi Don." said Mike. "Listen... I filed the appeal. One of Leahy's clerks called me and said that he was going to refuse to hear the appeal, which is essentially denying it. The next level is the State Supreme Court. They're not going to convene again until January."
"Can we get an immediate stay?" I asked.
"I filed for one." said Mike. "But here's the reality, Don. Leahy won't stay the BOI from going ahead, and the State Supreme Court is not likely to grant a stay, either. The bottom line is that you're wasting your time. Silas has scheduled the BOI to be resumed Wednesday morning, and we might as well just go through with it and get it overwith..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Laura at 9:00pm as she came out of the 'Puter Room at the Mountain Nest, "I've got some stuff for you."
"Okay." I said. "And guess what, kids? It's nine o'clock, and that means bedtime."
"Aw, Dad," said Jim, "I'm watching the football game." Indeed, Jim was watching the Monday Night Football game.
"Who's playing?" I asked, testing to see if he really was watching.
"Pittsburgh and New Orleans." said Jim. "They've sacked Drew Brees three times already!"
"Okay, you are paying attention." I said. "You have until halftime. Both of you." I'd noted it was the two-minute warning, so I could concede that.
"Daddy's poll numbers just went up, Bowser!" Carole said as she worked on a drawing. I chuckled.
"I'll take the dogs out." I said. "Be ready to go up to bed by the time I get back." Bowser and Buddy were already at the back door.
"Can I go with you, Daddy?" Carole asked excitedly.
"Uh, not this time, Fussbudget." I said, giving Laura a glance and seeing her look back at me. The threats were real and existential, we both realized. It ain't paranoia...
The dogs found nothing of interest to examine, and we were back inside fairly quickly. I heard a commotion upstairs as Carole and Jim argued over lavatory dibs, followed by 'remedial instruction' from their mother. Some moments later I went up and helped Laura tuck them in, and gave Bowser some skritchins so he'd settle down in his basket.
Going back downstairs, I saw Buddy lying on the floor in front of the fireplace. "Why aren't you upstairs, Buddy?" I asked. Buddy misinterpreted that as an offer to give him skritchins, and he came over and hopped up onto the sofa between me and Laura... and got skritchins. I had to keep my poll numbers up with household Cocker Spaniels, dontcha know.
"Okay," Laura said, "Colonel Caro is legit. He's been with the National Police for years, and may have been part of their elite paramilitary teams."
"He was." I said. "I recognized him as one of our masked helpers when we went and rescued those girls. I didn't say anything in front of the Marshals, of course."
"Smart man." Laura said. "Federal Marshal Kurt Powell appears to be legit. Jack Muscone said he'd met Powell before, and his record seems to hold up to scrutiny."
"Then again," I said, "two alleged Marshals on Senator Russell's protection detail had outstanding backstops going back to grade school, but Jack said they're beginning to realize they weren't real Marshals."
"True." said Laura. "Whoever is making those backstops is just too good for his own good, and he needs to be stopped. Cold. Anyway, Tommy Dugan was a bit more sketchy. Brand new to the Federal Marshals in this State. His record says he's been on protection details across the country, which makes tracking him very painstaking, at best."
"So what do you think of this Cartel threat?" I asked.
"It could be very serious." Laura said. "When Colonel Caro was talking about it, I was remembering that ambush of your SUV." (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 03-04) "What if that wasn't local thugs like you were surmising, but was the Cartel?"
"Could well be." I said, then thought about it and said "No... too many inconsistencies. The Cartel could have and would have afforded better weapons than those bozos had."
Laura nodded. "Well, I've put Callie, Paulina, Molly, and Melina on high alert to watch out for their families."
"We've got upgraded security at Eastside Elementary," I said, "and BOW Enterprises is on alert, as well. And Teresa has put the Uniformed Force on higher alert, telling them that a drug cartel may have been making threats to kill Police Officers."
"And I'll let the Hospital know and President Wellman know, just in case." Laura said. "But I think it's you and the Police that need to keep your heads on swivels."
"So." I said. "You're a little bit distracted. Whassup?"
Laura replied "Do you remember Otis, the little boy that died of cancer? And his mother Beatrice, who was working for KXTC but quit when they became so partisan?"
"Yes." I said. (Author's note: 'Summer in the County', Ch. 03; 'Moonlight Shadow, Ch. 02.)
Laura said "Beatrice has a sister, Rhonda Hooper. Rhonda and her husband Jim Hooper had a boy about four years ago, and the pregnancy and delivery were difficult; she had a lot of bleeding. Rhonda became pregnant again, a girl this time. It's been a very difficult pregnancy, but she's just about there. I'm probably going to do a C-section, and if she has a lot of bleeding I may have to do some surgery... like remove her uterus. This could happen at any time, so I might get a call at any hour."
"Okay." I said. "Just let me know, and I'll handle arrangements for the kids."
Laura nodded, then lowered her voice and said "Do you think Carole is safe enough in that school? Especially if there's a Cartel hit out on us?"
"I'd like to think they wouldn't hit a school just to get one kid." I said.
"Also," said Laura, "you seemed pretty confident about something today in that meeting, and I fully understand you not wanting to talk in front of those U.S. Marshals. I could tell Jack Muscone hates them."
"Yeah," I said, "Jack still blames the U.S. Marshals's ineptitude for Red Brooke killing his wife. And after somehow letting Senator Russell exit a 30th-floor window to the ground, I don't have much faith in them, either. As to the Cartel threat... I asked Alison McFarland to contact her father, General McFarland, and I also sent a message to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. Let's just say they have the resources to send the Cartel a... 'statement'... if the Cartel really wants to play. They'll do a threat assessment, and we'll go from there."
"Say no more." Laura said. It is possible that she also had experience in operations around the world that you will never hear about on your local news...
Part 5 - Dirty Politics
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 15th, from the KXTC anchor desk. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the death of U.S. Senator Samuel Russell!"
Bettina went over the details, couching it strongly in terms of it being a suicide, then said "The FBI, SBI, and City Police are investigating the case, and while the FBI says they are sharing information with the SBI and CPD, those entities are saying just the opposite: that the FBI is refusing to share information, and is attempting to cut out the SBI and City Police."
Bettina: "Deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared has threatened to file a lawsuit against the FBI over the jurisdictional issues, but State Attorney General Karl Handel says that his office is the sole legal authority to file such a lawsuit on behalf of the State, and he welcomes the help of the FBI on the case. AG Handel also said that if Governor Jared attempts to file a lawsuit on behalf of the State, it would be ground for the impeachment and removal of the Governor."
Bettina: "One thing that simply cannot be avoided is that Governor Jared has the sole power to appoint a U.S. Senator to serve the remainder of Senator Russell's term. Jared has not made any statements regarding who he might choose, but his spokesperson, Sarah Honeysuckle, released a statement that the Governor is considering several persons and will make a decision soon."
Bettina: "In a statement to the Press, State Senator Katherine Woodburn has suggested that Governor Jared appoint himself to the position, which would require his resignation from the Governor's Mansion. Senator Woodburn said that a self-appointment would, quote, 'get Jared out of the State and out of our lives'."
Bettina: "The State Republican Party is recommending that State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds be appointed. And State AG Handel has openly stated that he would accept the appointment and should be offered it. Former State Senator Maxine Watts demanded that Jared appoint a black Democrat, as partial reparations for decades of slavery and discrimination. The State Democrat Party has demanded Jared appoint a Democrat, in order to, quote, 'reflect the real values of our State, which are solidly Democrat'. And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more on a huge victory for the People in Court. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder, who was outdoors at an 'undisclosed location'. "Commander Donald Troy suffered a huge loss in Court, as Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom ruled that Commissioner Finneran could remain on the Board of Inquiry investigating Commander Troy for Police brutality. The Board is expected to reconvene tomorrow morning. Commissioner Finneran is running for the Inspector General position, and has been endorsed by KXTC Channel Two News!"
"And we have Commissioner Finneran with us." said Penis Holder, as the camera zoomed out to include Finneran. "Commissioner, can you respond to the filthy attacks upon you by the SBI and Republican campaign PACs?"
Finneran: "I sure can, Lester. The accusations are scurrilous and outright slander, and just show the continued abuse of gays by White Nationalist Republicans. They'll say anything to stop my campaign to bring justice on behalf of minorities against the racists within the Police Force that would use violence to keep blacks down. Commander Troy sic'ing his pitbulls of the SBI on me with false charges won't be enough to save him when I'm elected Inspector General."
"Thank you, Commissioner," said Penis Holder, shaking hands with Finneran. "And good luck to you in your campaign. And now let's go to our colleague Tim Sioban with KSB News in the City. Tim!"
The feed switched to Tim Sioban, who looked surprised and angry. "Er, I thought I was going to be led in by Bettina Wurtzburg. This is Tim Sioban, KSB News in the City. We have two major State-wide stories here in the City. First, in a story eerily reminiscent of philanthropist Henry R. Wargrave's death just over four years ago, U.S. Senator Samuel Russell fell to his death from the 30th floor of the Cannon Building. Sources confirm to KSB News that Senator Russell fell from the same office that Mr. Wargrave had fallen from, though it is not clear if it was the same window. Sources also tell KSB News that the FBI believes that it is most likely that Senator Russell committed suicide as he faced expulsion from the U.S. Senate as well as murder and rape charges."



"And second," said Sioban, "the Social Justice group 'Black Voices Raised' has called for demonstrations and marches upon the Governor's Mansion to protest Police treatment of minorities. Governor Jared issued a statement saying that he welcomes peaceful demonstrations, but violence by terrorist organizations such as 'Antifa' will be met with appropriate force. The Governor's Protective Detail said that they will hide Governor Jared in a bunker if need be to protect him from any threats. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Tim! and our apologies for the mix-up." said Bettina. "And the Town & County Council will meet tonight for the Second Reading of the Bill for a new Police Intelligence Unit. While many will agree that the Police need some intelligence, experts are questioning the need for another Lieutenant slot and more manpower in Police Headquarters rather than in the Precincts."
Bettina finished up: "Meanwhile, the Town & County Assembly is under the gun to get a Budget passed by Election Day... and that, after the passage of a new Town & County Charter that changed a lot of the rules..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, the Assembly is under the gun." said Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "And they're putting all of us under the gun. Don... why didn't you put an exception for the Budget in Article V (five)?"
"What is Article V?" asked Tanya Perlman.
I replied: "Article V is a section in the new Charter that allows things for a limited time or a one-time difference than the rest of the Charter. For example, the School Board districts were computer-generated for this year's School Board election. The School Board can... and probably should... rewrite its districts for next year's regular election, and after that it's U.S. Census-based. Another example was allowing the Council to change the Fire Department's rank insignia, and they did, but future changes will require a referendum of the People. So Article V will cease to be in force once things get going. The U.S. Constitution had that, calling for certain things to expire after 1808."
I continued: "And the Charter Commission considered allowing the Assembly to have until Thanksgiving for the new Budget... but we thought that having a fire lit under their asses would make the Assembly scramble to get it done. In an example of theory vs. practice, in our haste to get the Charter passed so we could have Elections in November, we inadvertently put the Assembly... and all the Departments of Town & County Government... under a deadline that is coming up too fast. If I had it to do over again, I'd have something in Article V for the Budget."
"Oh, now you tell me." Cindy said.
"Yeah, but those stars look good on your collars." I said. "And the Sheriff's collars, too." Laughter broke out and the Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily, and the requisite waving of a green crowbar in my general direction commenced.
"So, Sheriff," Tanya said with a wicked gleam in her twinkling eyes, "are you accepting Governor Jared's appointment of you to the U.S. Senate?" Griswold slowly turned his head to look at Tanya as if she'd lost her mind.
"Did you run your Tank into a tree or something?" the Sheriff replied sourly. "Hell no. I never would accept that."
"He did ask you if you wanted him to, though." I said with my own wicked grin.
"Okay, I admit it." Griswold finally growled after losing a 'blink' contest to me. "Yeah, he asked, though it was humorous, just like this morning's conversation right now. We did discuss who he really might appoint." The room went silent, and all eyes were on Our Sheriff.
"Don't you dare leave us in suspense like that, Sheriff." growled the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle. We all leaned forward and intentionally stared at Sheriff Griswold even harder.
"All right, all right." said the Sheriff. "But it does not get out of this room. Val did ask Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall if she wanted the appointment, but she declined; she's going to run for Governor next year. He's considering Peter Long Cox, Marsha Collins, and Billy Williams of our District. He may also consider someone who is not a politician, but a businessman... or -woman." We all nodded.
I slipped the Sheriff a piece of paper. He read it, looked over his shoulder and nodded at me, and pocketed the note. My Angels began staring at me the way we'd stared at the Sheriff. "That ain't gonna work on me." I said. To emphasize the point, I got up and poured myself some more coffee.
"I have a question." said Teresa Croyle. "Tim Sioban of KSB seemed very angry when he came on the air. What was that about?"
I grinned and said "I noticed that, too. I think he resented being led in by Lester Holder, as that really associates Sioban with Holder's racism. Sioban wants nothing to do with Lester Holder, and I think saying what he said was calling that out to KXTC. And you noticed how Bettina apologized when it went back to her. She understood Sioban's message."
"By the way, guys," Teresa said, "little Jack's birthday is today. He's six years old. We're going to have a party for him this evening, for those that want to come."
"I'll have my crew there." I said. Tanya said she'd bring Pete over. Cindy made regrets, saying she had budget work to do...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let's watch some TV." I said as the 8:00am Angels Meeting began in my office. I turned the monitor on and the channel to KFXU Fox Eight News.
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce in the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said Meredith. "Here's what's in the news: Shock waves are rippling throughout the County upon the revelations that a candidate for the Inspector General post allegedly molested underage boys."
She went on to discuss the SBI investigation of Finneran in great detail, ending with "Our competitor KXTC has made a point to endorse Commissioner Finneran, and we wonder if they will continue to back him after these sickening and disturbing allegations..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. Cindy did not need a Whirlybat... she was flying low on her own into my office. "Internal Channel 2." she said, then grabbed the remote herself.
There were two ads for Finneran that had been recorded. One showed Finneran with former Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen. Mullen was saying "This County's citizens, especially blacks and women, need protection from the Police brutality of Commander Donald Troy and his crowbar. Only Commissioner Finneran can give you that protection. I urge you to vote Finneran for I.G., and stop Donald Troy's racism in its tracks."
Another ad showed Della Harlow with Finneran, saying "The Town & County Police has long discriminated against women, and only Commissioner Finneran is willing to stop it as your next Inspector General. Finneran... I'm with him!"
Yet another ad talked about the dragging death of metrosexual Kevin Greeley, showing some scenes of the processing of the crime out in those farm fields (Author's note: 'The Other World', Ch. 03.), with Finneran basically accusing me of being behind it, and saying he would stop Police violence against gays.
And then there was one 'interviewing' Lester Holder by himself, with the Penis Holder 'explaining' why only Finneran could stop blacks from being beaten like he (Holder) was. It is possible that Holder didn't mention that his beating came at the hands of other blacks.
Cindy said "I talked to Priya. She says KFXU is refusing to run the Holder ads, since he's their direct Media competitor; and they're relegating the Mullen and Harlow ads to odd hours of the night. And KXTC is simply refusing to run any anti-Finneran ads, citing either fact-checking failure or discrimination against Finneran as gay man."
"There's no discrimination against him for being gay." I said. "For being a pedophile that preys on underage children? That's different. Any ideas from Priya how things are going in the polls?"
"Way too early to tell." Cindy said. "I will say that KXTC's pleas for blacks to vote early and often hasn't materialized at the three early polling locations..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, my wife Laura was buzzed by her assistant Laurie, saying she had a visitor. A moment later, FBI Executive Assistant Director Dr. Robin Isley was seated in her office. Laura was very glad that none of her children were here.
"Robin." was all Laura said as Isley came in and walked up to the desk.
"Dr. Fredricson. It's been a long time." said Isley as she sat down. "It's a dangerous habit to finger loaded firearms in your lap."
Laura brought the revolver out and placed it on her desk in front of her. "It hasn't been long enough. And just so you know, I also was told what you said about Police Captain Perlman, and I share her fiancé and my husband's outrage."
Isley barely blinked. "Since it appears that any apology won't be accepted, I won't bother. What I came to talk to you about is the danger you are in from the Cartel, a danger greater than any you ever faced while in the CIA."
"I had a gun pointed at the back of my head by a Chechnyan madman." said Laura. "It didn't fire only because my husband cut off the hand it was attached to." (Author's note: 'Her Last Bow', Ch. 02.) "I seriously doubt I'm anywhere near that level of danger."
"I beg to differ." said Isley. "This is just as dangerous, perhaps even worse. The Cartel has put a bounty on your head, and your husband's. For your sakes, and the sake of your children, I am here to beg you to accept the advice given you, and go into Witness Protection."
"And why are you so suddenly interested in my safety?" Laura asked levelly. "I don't recall that level of... concern... when you worked for me in the Company."
"I always respected you, very much." counted Isley. "And I don't want to see your children harmed, nor even your husband. I heard about your daughter's brilliance in seeing that video code that led to a $400 million drug bust." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 01.) "Your children are in as much danger as you are."
Laura was looking skeptically at Robin Isley as she asked "Who sent you here?"
"I did."
Laura looked up to see the retired Deputy Director of the FBI come into the room. He said as he came up: "I'm the one that got Robin into the FBI after she was going to leave the Company. You know how good she is, and she's earned her EAD selection. And she's right, Laura: this Cartel threat is real, and very, very serious. I very much fear for you and your family."
"I appreciate your concern." Laura said. "But my husband is not going to run into hiding like a scared coward, I'm staying by my husband's side, and my children will stay with us. So why don't you two tell me what is really going on, here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, October 15th. Little Jack Burke's birthday party was at the 'Pizza Depot' north of the Town City Limit line, which catered to kids parties. There was an actual railroad caboose (old people know what those are, young people might not) attached to the building that diners could sit and eat in, but the party room was a larger room on the other side.
"How in the world did they get a train caboose here?" I asked Sheriff Griswold as we sat to one side.
"You know where the railroad comes out of the west and curves south?" the Sheriff said. I nodded and he said "There used to be a spur line that went straight east and west. Crossed the River on the same bridge as the Hammondsville Road, and this building was the old Roundhouse. The line went to the Stadium."
Griswold: "Then they built the main track to bypass the Town, rebuilt the bridge without railroad tracks, and tore out the rail. The State Crime Lab now sits where the rails used to go."
"Too bad they didn't preserve the old Roundhouse." I said, looking around. "Not many of the old ones left, anymore." The Sheriff nodded.
Some moment later, Teresa came up to me. "I sent you a nomination for a medal. For Father Romano."
"And I got it." I said. "I'm not sure the Council will accept rewarding a Star of Gallantry, though. I could put it off until next year, and then they don't decide."
Teresa nodded. "By the way," she said, "what about that Cartel threat against you? Should you not be worried about that?"
"Of course I'm concerned." I said. "But I'm more worried about the eagerness with which the Federal Marshals, EAD Robin Isley, and the retired DepDirector are trying to get us to go into Witness Protection. That... is the true 'strangeness'." Teresa turned to peer at me...
Part 6 - Black Swan
Wednesday, October 16th. When I woke up at 5:00am, Laura was already up.
"Beatrice's sister Rhonda is beginning to go into labor." Laura said. "The problem is that her uterus is going to try to push the baby out, but her vagina is not widening, and she's already experiencing some bleeding. It's going to be a hard morning."
"Okay." I said as I shaved and Laura got dressed. "I'll take care of the kids."
"I called Stephanie Steele already." Laura said. "It was her night to use the Observatory. Deliver Carole to her, and she'll take her to school with Marie. Molly takes Ross and Ian to Todd's house, and I usually drop Jim off there. Todd takes them to BOW Enterprises for day care and advanced kindergarten classes."
"Cool beans." I said. We went downstairs and I kissed Laura goodbye, then took the dogs out to the backyard. In the growing light, I looked around. The dogs did not perceive any threats, and neither did I, but I had a sense of foreboding.
"Hi Daddy." Carole said as she came up to me.
"Hi Fussbudget." I said. "Why are you up so early?"
"I woke up." Carole said. "Daddy, I don't know what it is, but something's not right."
"I'm getting the same feeling." I said. Just then, two outstanding dogs bounded up. Seeing Carole outside, the dogs had broken off whatever they'd been doing to take up protection detail. We all went back inside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Looking at University Hospital from it's front, the front doors of the main section face west. The wings on the left and right jut out to the front and back. The back left first floor is the Emergency Room areas, and operating rooms are on the second floor above it. The back right, where the elevator to the underground tunnel is, is mostly long-term and hospice care. The front right has evolved into the Cancer Center. The main area is mostly hospital rooms, and upper floors of all sections of the 8-story building are hospital rooms and offices.
The front left's bottom floor is mostly areas for storage of supplies, with some areas turned into extra E.R. and mass casualty triage areas, and were used in the recent Point Hollow case. The second floor was one of the three most secure areas of the hospital; it was the maternity ward. There were delivery rooms, some of which could be turned into operating rooms in an emergency. There was one fully equipped operating room. Across the hall were the neonatal rooms for premature babies, and the nursery. It was extremely secure to prevent bad actors from trying to kidnap babies and selling them for as much as $100,000 a pop (pun not intended).
At 8:30am, Dr. Laura Fredricson came into the dedicated operating room after scrubbing. The two nurses were already there, and the patient had just been brought in. It was Rhonda Hooper, the sister of Beatrice and aunt of little Otis, who had died of cancer.
"Okay, she's just gone into labor," explained Laura, "but we already have bleeding and insufficient dilation. We'll deliver the baby by C-section, and then we'll go from there." She used a lot of medical terms to explain why there would likely be bleeding...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:38am. Father Alberto Romano pronounced the last rites over the dying old man in the Hospice wing of the Hospital. He did not know much about the old man, except that he'd been a U.S. Marine in World War II, and had seen and experienced cruelties of war that no human being should ever have to see.
All of the man's relatives and friends had preceded him in death, and only Chaplain Romano and Commander Troy had come to see him in his final months. Commander Troy always made time for old war veterans, Father Romano noted. Young people nowadays didn't remember, much less respect, what their forefathers had sacrificed and suffered for them.
Only the Chaplain and the Death Cat were in attendance as he breathed his last, and then expired. Father Romano had seen the Death Cat many times, but he had never heard it make a sound...
"MEEEEOOWWWWW!"
Father Romano turned his head to see the Death Cat staring right at him. "MEEEEOOOWWW!" the cat cried out again, as if in warning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:40am. The ambulance went up the drive towards University Hospital's emergency rooms, past the front parking lot, then the grassy yard in front of the Hospital. The gate across the drive was open, but a sign said that only authorized vehicles were permitted beyond that point. The security guard at the gate just waved as the ambulance drove past.
To his shock, he heard the ambulance suddenly speed up. Looking up and over, he was stunned to see that it had veered off course, and was bearing down right at the doors at the end of the northwest wing!...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:40am. Carole Troy got up from her desk in her 2nd grade homeroom and went up to her teacher Ms. Billings. Ms. Billings was in her late 20s, tall, with long black hair, and some might wonder why she wasn't married yet, but I digress.
"Ms. Billings, can you call my dad?" Carole said, handing Ms. Billings her father's Police card with his number on it, which had been given to Carole in case of emergencies.
Ms. Billings looked at the card and said "Why do I need to call your father?"
"Something's not right." said Carole. "Something bad is about to happen."
"Okay, I'll call him." said Ms. Billings, having been forewarned in the past about 'requests' like these. "You sit back down." Carole went back to her desk, which was right behind Marie, who was looking quizzically at her BFF as Ms. Billings went out into the hall...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sound of the baby crying loudly was welcome music to the ears of the surgical staff. "It's a girl. Time, 8:40am." Laura said as she handed the baby to one of the nurses, who went to clean her off and begin the measurements.
"Doctor," said the other nurse, "she's bleeding." She meant the mother. Laura turned her attention to the situation at hand, looking into the opening she had just made to deliver the baby by C-section.
"Damn, that's what I was afraid of." Laura said. After the two women worked for a moment, Laura said "I can't tell where this bleeding is coming from."
"It's from all over, Doctor." said the nurse. "She hemorrhaging."
"You're right, it's from multiple locations." Laura said. "I have no choice, then; I'm going to have to remove her uterus. Scalpel---"
***VOLTHOOOOOOM!!***
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All classrooms, Code Yellow." came the announcement over the intercom of Eastside Elementary. "All classrooms, Code Yellow."
A few moments later, Ms. Billings came back into the classroom, looking shaken up. "Okay, everyone, it's time for the math lesson. Let's go over the addition problems from yesterday. What is five plus four? Carole?"
When Carole didn't answer, Ms. Billings peered at her and saw that tears were silently flowing down Carole's cheeks. "Carole, what's wrong?" the teacher asked.
"My mom is hurt." Carole said. "She's hurt really bad..."



To be continued.
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Part 7 - Acts of Horror, Acts of Heroism
"And who can say why your heart cries
When your love dies?
Only time."
------Enya, 'Only Time'
9:05am, Wednesday, October 16th. As I sped down University Avenue past University Hospital with my blue lightbar blazing, I could see the plume of smoke obscuring the left side of the building. A Fire Department vehicle was already on the scene, and more were coming.
Within seconds of receiving a phone call from Carole's teacher that Carole had wanted me to be called because something was wrong, the first alert came to the Duty Desk of an explosion at the Hospital. I thought immediately of Laura, and I knew in my soul that I had to get to the Hospital immediately. I remember shouting orders to people as I ran down the hallway to the exit.
I took the drive to the far (south) side employees's parking lot, knowing I needed to stay out of the way of the Fire Department vehicles on the other side. After parking, I ran along the sidewalk in front of the hospital, not hindered by Police that were already there and setting up a perimeter.
As I got closer to the northwest wing, I could see that smoke was billowing out of the doors and windows that had been blown out by the explosion on the first and second floors. There was a huge hole in the end of the building, which is where the truck-bomb must've gone through, I thought to myself. I saw fire hoses going into the gap to the left side of the shell of what was left of the truck; firemen had gone inside and were putting out the fires.
"Commander!" I heard a voice call out behind me. I turned to see Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle running up, followed by twelve Patrol Officers. When Teresa got to me, she said "We're going to set up our tent right over there." I turned and looked; about thirty yards away and towards the middle of the grass lawn, Police Officers were already setting up the tent.
"We don't need a command tent yet." I said. "We need------" And then I stopped. A figure had just come out of the gaping hole. It was our Chaplain and Police Captain, Father Alberto Romano, wearing one of the BOW Enterprise 5-minute air masks. His uniform was covered with dust, but more importantly, he was carrying two infant babies in his arms.
Teresa and I ran up to him and he handed us the babies. Before we could stop him, he'd turned around and gone back inside, followed by more firefighters.
"Let's get these babies to the tent." I said. We carried them over there, and were met by nurses that had come from the front doors of the building.
"I'm going in there, too." I said to Teresa. "You take charge out here." I ran out and towards the damaged section. As I got to the façade, Father Romano was coming out again, with another baby, which appeared to be injured. He handed the baby to Corporal Hicks, but as he turned to go back in, Firefighters were ready this time, and they stopped him.
I went forward, but felt a hand clasp my shoulder. I turned to see Fire Marshal Roy Easley. "Hold on, Commander." he said. "You are not going in there. And I told them to keep Father Romano from going back in. We'll get everyone out."
I nodded. "Yeah, you're right." I said as I saw Teresa come up and lead Father Romano away from the building. He'd gone beyond the call of duty: our Chaplain's heroism had saved three infant lives.
Cindy Ross came up to me. "Hi Roy." she said to Easley, then to me she said "The Press control plan is in effect. We've put up a ribbon line 150 ft. away for cameramen and photographers, and 200 ft. away for reporters. Strongly enforced. But the sooner you have something for Captain Thompson to disseminate, the less rabid they will be." I nodded.
Cindy then said "Where's Laura? She okay?" It seemed like the world stopped and everyone around us froze in place as I turned to look at Cindy.
"She went in early, to deliver a baby by C-section." I said. "And I haven't heard anything from her."
"Holy shit." muttered Roy Easley. He began yelling for Firefighters, who had heard me and did not need to be told what to do. Cindy just stared at me, probably wondering why I wasn't acting like a chicken with its head cut off. The truth was... I felt like that, and much worse. But I also knew there was nothing I could do for my wife right now...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:25am, Wednesday, October 16th. The Police Chief and Deputy Chief, Fire Chief and Fire Marshal, and FBI Supervisory Agent for the local Resident Agency were at the Police tent. Next to it, Hospital employees were setting up the Hospital's emergency tent. It was better equipped to handle the patients that had been evacuated.
A lot of emergency equipment was stored in the wing that had been attacked, but I was told that this mobile unit had been stored on a truck in the E.R. parking lot, ready to be taken where needed after the recent Point Hollow HAZMAT incident. Silver lining to that cloud, I thought to myself.
Firefighters had gone around to the other side, and entered the damaged wing from the central corridor. Their switching of radio channels had not fooled Your Iron Crowbar, and I was listening in. It might've been better for me if I had not been.
"Second floor has collapsed into the first floor near the explosion point." one Fireman reported.
"Neonatal unit is destroyed. Looks like the oxygen in the room flashed. I have four bodies." came the next call.
"Two bodies, first floor center hallway." said one man. "One nurse, one male in civilian clothes."
"Two bodies in the rubble." said another voice. "One in scrubs. The other is a woman... ah man... her belly is cut open; she must've been being operated on."
My heart was sinking fast. The radio crackled...
"Two more in scrubs... hey! these two are alive! We need stretchers! And there's a baby with one of them... breathing, doesn't appear injured. We're bringing it out to triage..."
Part 8 - Surreality
Fire Marshal Roy Easley was listening to his radio, then came over to us. "They've evacuated that wing of the Hospital in case the structure fails." he said. "They won't evacuate the rest of it unless and until it's in danger of fire or structural failure."
"Makes sense." I said. Indeed, I'd wondered why there had been no mass evacuation of the facility. I would learn that the standard operating procedure was that doctors and nurses did not abandon their patients nor their posts until absolutely forced to.
"But there's no power, is there?" I asked.
"Power was never lost," said Easley, "but the air conditioning units were shut off so that smoke doesn't get sent to the rest of the building. The oxygen system was cut off, and the Gas Company has shut off the gas at the point the line enters the property."
EMS Assistant Chief and former Fire Marshal Zoe Singer came up with Teresa. "Anyone seen Dr. Cordell?" Zoe asked.
"No." I said.
"He's in surgery!" said a voice.
We turned to see the lovely black Nurse Jones, who worked part-time with Laura in her clinic in the Psychology Building, coming up to us.
"Commander Troy, they found your wife." Nurse Jones said. "She's alive, and was taken into surgery. Dr. Cordell is operating on her now."
The relief I felt at the news my wife was alive was almost debilitating, like the time I'd found Carole then Teresa alive after the Ward Harvester explosion. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 02.) I heard someone else mutter "Thank God." It was Teresa, who was literally holding me up after my knees had almost given out on me. I put my arm around her for support.
"Any idea who was found dead?" I asked.
"Her patient, Rhonda Hooper." Nurse Jones said. "Her surgical nurse, Kathy. Her neonatal nurse Connie survived, and was found holding the baby that had just been delivered. It appears to be okay. The father, Jim Hooper, was in the waiting room, and apparently went to the restroom. The explosion tore right through that room. He's dead."
Nurse Jones then said that the other nurse they'd found dead, in the center hallway, was the one we called 'Nurse Ratchett', with whom I had had run-ins in the past. (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 01.)
I turned to Cindy and said "Cindy, call Beatrice, Otis's mother. Beatrice is Rhonda's sister, and Beatrice will have to take in Rhonda's son and newborn daughter." Cindy fished out her cellphone.
"Commander Troy, what are you doing here?" scolded Chief Moynahan. "Get in there and see about your wife! We've got it covered out here. Now go!"
"Yes sir." I said. Teresa let me go, and I followed Nurse Jones into the Hospital through the front door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am. I was on the sixth floor of the Hospital, in the corridor of the main part of the building. The hallway to the attacked wing had been evacuated and locked off. I looked through the waiting room window near the elevator that overlooked the front grounds.
An amazing amount of 'stuff' had happened. Except for the neonatal unit, the fires had been surprisingly limited, and had been completely put out. The Fire Department was still wary of potential hot spots. Whoever had built the Hospital had very wisely routed the electricity in such a way that sections could be turned off without affecting the rest of the Hospital, so the damaged wing was isolated from the rest of the Hospital.
Two additional bodies had been found, in what was left of the cab of the truck. Both were male, but were charred beyond recognition.
In addition to the Hospital tent being set up, the National Guard's 3497th Mobile Army Surgical Hospital (M.A.S.H.) from Hamilton County had arrived, and a 200-bed hospital along with a full surgery O.R. had been set up under a huge tent and was ready to go. And it was being used; there had been 60 injured persons requiring treatment for injuries, some serious but fortunately none life-threatening.
I was listening in on the Police radio, and I was exceptionally pleased that Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle had followed the adage 'when in charge, take charge'. She was in full control of just about everything, coordinating the Police and Fire responses. The Police and Fire brass had wisely just gotten out of her way. And she did not radio for me even once. All she needed was a red crowbar... and she didn't really need that.
Sheriff Griswold had arrived, and was at the Police tent. Deputies were beginning to man the checkpoints, so that some of the TCPD Officers could return to patrolling the Town and County. They didn't really need to; everyone was so shocked by the terrorist attack on the Hospital that even the criminals paused for a day...
That was the good news. The bad news arrived in the form of Federal Agents. The BATFE, still called 'ATF" and with those three letters on their windbreakers, had arrived. FBI teams were arriving from the City, as were Homeland Security Agents. Herding the Federal cats was Assistant Director Owen Lange and SAC Jack Muscone, and I did not envy them their jobs. FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson was also present. And I knew who Miles Winters was. He was now working for Homeland Security.
"There you are, Don." said a voice behind me. I turned to see Dr. Cordell, still in his scrubs.
"How is she, Doctor?" I asked.
"Lucky. Verrry lucky." said Dr. Cordell. "She apparently was leaning over the operating table when the explosion occurred, which shielded her vital organs from most of the blast. And like a good Paratrooper, she kept her feet and knees together when the floor collapsed out from under her." Despite having been a Navy Corpsman, Dr. Cordell had earned Army Airborne wings by making a combat jump; ergo, his use of language familiar to me.
Cordell: "But it looks like a chunk of something hit her on the head. We stitched that up, but she has a concussion, and we're watching for any swelling or bleeding there. She also had some soft tissue damage, but we got in there and stopped the bleeding. She suffered a fractures scapula and her left arm is broken in three places. And we'll have to evaluate for further nerve damage when she stabilizes."
"Where is she now?" I asked. "ICU?"
"She's in recovery." said Cordell. "We'll probably put her in a room, since ICU is pretty full." He glanced out the window. "Army MASH unit?" he asked, seeing the tent.
"Yes sir." I said. "National Guard, out of Hamilton County. They're taking in a lot of the casualties with non-life-threatening injuries, and they're ready if any other section of the Hospital has to be evacuated."
"Well," said Admiral Cordell, "I may be a Navy man, but nobody takes care of their soldiers better than Army medical personnel, thank God for 'em."
"And thank God for you, Admiral." I said. "Thank you for personally taking care of my wife."
"Honor and a privilege." said Cordell. "Best gynecologist I've ever seen, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A TCPD Police cruiser brought Rhonda Hooper's sister Beatrice through the barriers and up to the Hospital. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle met her in the front lobby.
 "Is... is it true?" Beatrice said, her voice cracking. "Rhonda.. .Jim... they're both dead?"
"I'm sorry." said Teresa. "They both died." Beatrice collapsed into Teresa's arms, sobbing.
"But the baby made it; she survived." Teresa said. Beatrice looked up unbelievingly. "That's why we brought you here. And we brought Nathan here, too." Nathan Hooper was Rhonda's son, four years old.
They went to the makeshift maternity ward, which was near the Cancer Center. Beatrice came into the room to a nurse attending to the baby while little Nathan sat to one side, not crying but with a sullen look on his face. He did not react as his Aunt Beatrice came up to him.
"Nathan...' she started.
"It's HER fault!" Nathan yelled, pointing at the baby. "My mama's dead because of HER!"
"Nathan!" Beatrice exclaimed. "That's not true!"
"Yes it is!" Nathan yelled, beginning to cry. "If it wasn't for HER, my mama wouldn't have been where the explosion was!"
"Nathan." said Teresa quietly as she came up and sat down beside the boy. "My mother died in childbirth with me. She died when I was being born, but my big sister didn't blame me for it."
The boy just crossed his arms sullenly, and Teresa went on: "My big sister took care of me as we were growing up. And your little sister is going to need you to take care of her."
"NO!" yelled little Nathan. "I don't care if she dies!"
Teresa and Beatrice exchanged a glance. And then they looked over to see two girls, about ten years old, their little heads devoid of hair; they were cancer patients.
"You're Otis's mom, aren't you?" one of the girls said.
"Yes." Beatrice said, barely able to speak.
"Are you going to take care of the baby?" the other girl asked.
"Yes, of course." Beatrice said.
"That's good." said the first girl. "Otis would want you to."
Beatrice looked back over at Teresa, then looked back... but the two girls were no longer standing there. Teresa went to try to find them, but was unsuccessful; they were not among the cancer patients, nor anywhere in the Hospital.
Beatrice would take care of Rhonda's children. Teresa would arrange for Nathan to get psychological examination and treatment, but the trauma of this day on his young mind would not go away, as it never quite did for a woman that grew up knowing her mother had died in childbirth with her and her father blamed her for it...
Part 9 - Turf Wars
ATF Special Agent In Charge Curtis Halsey was tall, lanky, with curly dark hair. And arrogant beyond belief. One did not need to be the Iron Crowbar to see that from the moment he stepped foot on the Hospital grounds.
He came into the Police tent, followed by two ATF Special Agents, and said "I'm taking over this tent for our temporary headquarters. I need everyone out. Now."
"And who the hell are you?" Jack Muscone said.
"That's ATF Special Agent In Charge Curtis Halsey." said Karina White. "The difference between him and God is that God doesn't think He is Curtis Halsey."
"Screw you, White." sneered Halsey. To the others, he said "I'm in charge, here, coordinating the Federal investigation. And I'm taking over this tent for now."
"Like hell you are!" growled Sheriff Griswold. "This is our tent. Go get your own."
"Maybe you didn't hear me, Sheriff------" started Halsey.
"I heard you." said Griswold loudly. "And you make sure to understand that I'm the Sheriff, and I'm the law enforcement authority in this County. You come in here and work with us, not over us, or I'll kick your ass so far out of here you'll think you're in orbit."
"You and whose army?" retorted Halsey.
"The Iron Army." said TCPD Captain Tanya Perlman, who was sitting in her Tank at the radio. Halsey observed her with confusion on his face. Tanya looked up at him and said "More specifically... the Iron Crowbar's Army."
"This is a Federal investigation now." said Halsey. "We're taking over. We're------" He stopped as TCPD Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle stepped in front of him, with her most menacing 'Teresa Cunt' look on her face. Woe betide...
"As I was saying," Halsey said, looking down at Teresa, "you locals are unimportant. You can't handle something big like this."
Jack Muscone barked a laugh and said "They've handled bigger: the Ward Harvester explosion, Standard Tools, Wentworth Tool & Dye. And the Sheriff is right, and you better respect him and his people, and work with him."
"And furthermore to this point," said a scratchy voice as AD Owen Lange came into the tent, "you're not in charge Halsey. Muscone is the SAC for this region, and I've put him in charge. You'll work with him and coordinate through him."
"That order... is countermanded." said another voice. FBI EAD Dr. Robin Isley came into the now-crowded tent. "I'm putting Halsey in charge."
"Better check with Washington on that." said Owen Lange.
"Oh, I have." said Robin Isley, with a smirk of victory on her otherwise attractive face. She pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to Lange, then said loudly: "The Director of National Intelligence, Brendan Chapel, has personally directed the Intelligence Community to coordinate this investigation through me. And I've delegated the field assignment to ATF SAC Halsey. All of the FBI's field agents and other Agencies's field agents will report to him."
Lange read the document, then handed it to Muscone and walked out of the tent without further conversation. It was awkwardly silent in the the tent. Halsey had a look of smug victory on his face. Then the Sheriff spoke up.
"You're still not getting my tent." growled Griswold, which might've been humorous if not for the tension.
"Fine." said Halsey. "Where's the Press tent?"
"We do not provide the Pressss with amenities such as Press tentsss." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"Where the hell do you expect us to brief the Press, then?" asked Halsey, who sounded more shocked than angry.
Moynahan shrugged his shoulders. "We don't expect to brief them at all, Mr. Halsey. What you Agents of the Intelligence Community do, is up to yoooooo."



"Come on, guys." Halsey said to his BATFE Agents. They left the tent.
Robin Isley was looking around. "Where's Commander Troy?" she asked. Silence was instantaneous, adding to the tension.
"He's inside the Hospital." said Jack Muscone.
"Why is he in there?" asked Isley. "No one but Hospital personnel and the Fire Department are allowed in there. Does he think he can just flout the rules we've put in place?"
Tanya Perlman said loudly: "Not that you care, Dr. Isley, but his wife is in surgery. Why don't you go tell him he can't be in there. Just leave your Last Will and Testament with me first." Dr. Isley's eyes widened in shock. Without a word, she tore out of the tent towards the Hospital.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In case you're wondering why FBI Supervisory Agent Melina Allgood was not in the TCPD Tent kicking Isley's ass, it's because she had come up to find me.
"How's Laura?" asked Laura's sister Melina.
"She's in post-op." I said as I looked out the window overlooking the crowded front lawn. "Internal injuries, concussion, badly broken left arm. But she's alive."
Melina sighed with relief. "Thank God." she said quietly.
"Yeah." I said. "What's going on out there?"
Melina said "The fires are out; we were very lucky there. They're assessing the damage now, but it looks like the structure supports have held. They'll have to shore them up before that wing can be used again, though. So far, the two perps plus ten others dead, 65 injured. Most of the babies were in their mothers's hospital rooms on the higher floors for morning feedings, or it would've been much, much worse. There was an oxygen fire in neonatal, and all four babies in there died."
Melina: "I came to check on Laura, but also to tell you that they're locking down the Hospital; no one but Hospital personnel, patients and their immediate families, and Firefighters if a fire breaks out. No Police unless someone tries to get into the evacuated wing. If you leave and want to come back in, go through the South entrance; Federal Agents are blocking the front doors."
"Wow, the Feds are enforcing the lockdown, eh?" I said. "Whaddya make of that?"
"The same thing you do." my ex-wife replied. "Keep your ears wide open; you may hear something in here that we won't hear outside."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Melina's cellphone. She answered, then said "I'll be right out." As she disconnected, she said "That's Muscone; he wants me outside." To my surprise, she turned and hugged me, then just as abruptly turned and walked quickly down the hall.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Tanya's cellphone. She answered: "Hi Commander... yes... that's wonderful... okay, I'll let them know..." After a long pause, she said "Here's what's going on out here, sir." She then recounted the turf war with the Feds, and Isley coming in with DNI Chapel's instructions. After another long moment of listening, she said "Yes sir. You just stay there with your wife. We've got this."
After disconnecting, she said "That was Commander Troy. Laura is out of surgery, and she's stable. They're watching for internal bleeding, but the worst damage is that her left arm is broken." There were murmurs of relief that Laura was alive and in stable condition...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At Eastside Elementary, one of the Staff from the office came to Ms. Billings's room and called Carole into the hallway. "Your dad's on the phone." Carole eagerly grabbed the phone.
"Hi Daddy!" she said. "Is Mommy okay?"
"Hi Fussbudget." I said. "Listen. Your mom was injured, but she's going to be okay. You just stay there in school and go home with Marie and her mom or sister, whoever picks you up, okay?"
"O-kay Daddy." Carole said. "I love you too, Daddy." Carole handed the phone back to the teacher. "My mom's better now." she said, her little face losing the look of worry that had been on it all morning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya Perlman crooked her finger and Jack Muscone came over and sat beside her. Tanya said very quietly: "Don doesn't like what he's seeing about the Federal Agents locking down the Hospital. He's thinks they may withhold information from you, so get everything you can so you can tell him about any 'strangenesses' going on."
"I'll see what I can do." said Jack.
Just as he stood up, Melina Allgood came into the tent. "What's going on?" she asked. Muscone told her of the turf war that had developed, and that the ATF SAC had been put in charge by the EAD at the direction of no less than the DNI himself.
Melina said "The DNI, the head of the entire Intelligence Community, is personally directing the actions on this? I believe my ex-husband would call that a 'strangeness'."
"It's good your ex-husband didn't live 400 years ago." replied Muscone. "I was just telling Tanya, or maybe she was telling me: we've got to keep our ears and eyes open, and get all the information we can that the ATF and Homeland Security finds. It's very likely they might try to keep things from us."
"Consider that 'taken care of'." said Melina. With a nod, she turned and left the tent.
"It's taken care of." said Muscone to Tanya, who laughed heartily at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I am Special Agent in Charge Curtis Halsey of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives." announced Curtis Halsey to the Media that was being held on the far side of the ribbon line, with plenty of Police augmentation to enforce the barrier. "I am in charge of the field investigation of this terrorist attack upon this Hospital."
Halsey: "First, I wish to commend the extraordinary actions of the Hospital personnel, the doctors, the nurses, and first responders. This wasn't just an attack upon any building, but upon the place people go to receive medical treatment, and the response has been tremendous. I also want to commend the Fire Department, which not only contained the fire and limited the damage, but also went in and rescued injured patients, including newborn babies."
Halsey: "We know that the truck used in the attack was either an ambulance or a truck painted to look like an ambulance, and that two persons in that vehicle are dead. Beyond that, we are still in the very early stages of our investigation. We are still collecting and processing evidence. We will keep you informed, and you will learn what we know as soon as we know it. Are there any questions?"
"Lester Holder, KXTC News!" shouted Penis Holder. "Agent Halsey, was this an Islamist attack, or a domestic attack by White Nationalists that support Governor Val Jared?"
Halsey: "We don't know that yet. It could be either Islamists or a hard-right white fringe group."
"Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Sioban. "Agent Halsey, did the Town & County Police have any advance knowledge of a potential attack on University Hospital?"
"No!" shouted a voice. Halsey's neck about cracked as he whirled to look to his left.
"And you are?" he asked angrily.
"I am Cindy Ross, Deputy Police Chief of the Town & County Police Force." fired Cindy Ross angrily. "And the answer is no, we did not have any prior warning nor any suspicion that this was coming. I cannot speak for what the Federal Government knew ahead of time, but we had no idea."
"To my knowledge, neither did we." said Halsey, his face flushed. "Any more questions?"
"Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News." said Priya. "Agent Halsey, can you update us on how many deaths and injuries there have been?"
Halsey looked to his left, as if expecting Cindy to jump in and answer. But she just quietly said "Go ahead." Halsey was saved by an FBI Agent coming up and whispering into his ear.
"The most recent numbers I have," said Halsey, "are twelve deaths, including the two terrorists in the vehicle, and 70 injured. I do not have any further information on who those that were killed are, nor if they were employees or patients."
After (not really) answering more questions, Halsey concluded the interview. At that time, Bettina yelled out "Deputy Chief Ross! Will Commander Donald Troy be made available to respond to our questions?"
Cindy's ice blue eyes bored through Bettina for a second, and she could sense the blood-lust in the Press. "Bring her through the line." Cindy told the Officers. They went and all but pulled Bettina in, and escorted her about 50 feet inside the lines. The Press did not notice Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle walking to the line, just in front of the Press and their cameras and microphones.
The TCPD Officers got between Bettina and the Press, so that they could not see what was about to happen. As soon as they were in place, Cindy launched herself at Bettina, grabbing the MILF reporterette's collars at her neck. Detective Julia Rodriguez held Bettina's arms behind her. Bettina began gasping for air.
"Commander Troy's wife is in surgery, you bitch!" Cindy yelled into Bettina's face. Cindy's ice blue eyes were pouring out cold fire, and the look on her ruggedly pretty face a very bad thing for her enemy to see. "He does not give a damn about you at all, right now, and he certainly doesn't have anything to say to the God damned Press! So you better shut your fucking mouth, or I'll shut it for you... permanently!"
Cindy let Bettina go with a push. "Take that piece of shit back to the line." Cindy ordered. Officers did so. One raised the ribbon, and others shoved Bettina hard. She went sprawling into the legs of other reporters.
"You fucking bitch!" Bettina yelled. "You'll pay for that!" She was saying it to Cindy's back, as Cindy and Teresa were walking back towards the Hospital, along with some of the Officers.
"Are you covering up for Val Jared's White Nationalism?" Lester Holder yelled out. Other reporters chuckled in support of Holder's vicious, thinly disguised attack upon the Governor.
"Don't sweat that one." Teresa said quietly to Cindy. "Unfortunately, they failed to record or transmit anything." Indeed, it was possible that a very powerful anti-bugging device was in the bag Teresa was carrying, and it was on. The Press began getting word to check their signals, which had gone out...
ATF SAC Halsey came up to the two TCPD women. "What the hell were you doing, answering that question? That was my Press conference, not yours!"
"The nice answer," Cindy replied as she continued walking, "is that you don't know these Press assholes and their 'gotcha' trap questions like I do, and I was defending my Police Force from the accusations they want to make. The not-so-nice answer is that I saved your ass from future humiliation------"
"STAY OUT OF OUR INVESTIGATION!" yelled Halsey. "Or I'll have your ass and every TCPD Officer removed from this scene."
Cindy stepped in front of Halsey and confronted him. "You are welcome to try, asshole. Why don't you try to remove me... you, personally."
"That's a Federal Agent you're talking to." said one of Halsey's automatons, as a warning. Her hand was hovering over her hip, as if she was about to draw a weapon.
"And that's the Green Crowbar you're talking to." Teresa replied, her hand actually on her holstered service weapon. "You are in the wrong County to be playing Federal alpha-male games. We are not afraid of you."
"Leave 'em be." said Halsey, seeing that it was only escalating. "We've got work to do. And you..." he said as he pointed his finger at Cindy. "You stay the hell out of my way."
"Just do me one favor." Cindy said as Halsey was about to stalk off. "Leave the name and number of your next of kin with me."
"Is that a threat?" snarled the other Agent.
"No." Cindy said. "But I'll need it so I can call his next of kin... when my next of kin, the Iron Crowbar, hears about this." Halsey's eyes widened in shock, but he said nothing. He made his wisest move of the day, and got himself out of Cindy's sight.
Part 10 - Impersonation Investigation
11:30am, Wednesday, October 16th. Laura had been put in a private room. I had called and asked for two TCPD Officers to come in and be guard duty. It is possible the County Sheriff harangued the Federal Marshals at the door until Dr. Robin Isley got there. To everyone's surprise, she said it would be okay for them to go in and act as Dr. Fredricson's guards, but they had to stay within 10 feet of the door.
Isley came up with them and handed me a card, and said it was a pass that would allow me into the Hospital if I left. I think she was going to follow me into Laura's room, but I said simply "Wait here." and went in alone.
Laura was lying there, her head bandaged, on oxygen from a tank but not a breathing tube (thank Goodness). Her entire left arm and shoulder were in a cast. It took all of my effort to not break down crying at the sight of the love of my life lying helpless and hurt like this. I channeled my pain into a desire for revenge, to find and put away whoever had done this.
Some minutes later, a text came through, and I went downstairs. Cindy had come to the south side door, which was at the 'T' of the south side wing and main corridor. She handed me a box and some sacks of lunch. The two Federal Marshal there wanted to look in the box, but I said "My wife's upstairs. She was injured. It's for her." Then I ducked back inside before they could say or do anything more.
Laura would be asleep for a while longer, so I gave Hicks and Gunddottar the sacks of lunch told then to use the restroom in the room if they needed to, and that I would be back shortly.
Going into the restroom down the hallway, I quickly opened the box and changed clothes to the black slacks, white button-down collared shirt... and a windbreaker with 'FBI' on the back, and a baseball cap with 'FBI' on the front. I put my uniform clothes into the box, and hid the box in the janitor closet.
Going down to the first floor, I went towards the E.R. wings. FBI, BATFE, and other Agents were going up and down the hallways. At the door to the damaged corridor, I exhibited my FBI Consultant badge to the Deputy Sheriff guarding it, with a wink of my eye. He knew me, and waved me on through.
The hallway was dark and full of smoke and debris. Going down towards the other end, where a tarp had been put up, preventing light from outside from coming in, I saw other Agents milling about with flashlights. I looked up, and realized I was pretty much looking into the second and even third floors.
One of the Agents saw me and said "Who are you?" I noticed his windbreakers had 'ATF' on the back.
"Troy. FBI." I said, truthfully. Sort of.
The men went back to what they were doing, then the same guy that had challenged me before said "What are you in here for?"
"I'm an explosives expert." I said. "I'm trying to find out what they used."
"Over here." said one of the other men, whose windbreaker said 'FBI'. When I came up, he shined his flashlight on what was left of the ambulance. He said "We came in thinking it was ANFO (ammonium nitrate - fuel oil), like they used at Oklahoma City in 1995. But there's no drums, no containers of any kind. I don't get it, but it's not my area of expertise. I'm getting the vehicle information. Axle numbers, serial numbers in the engine block, that sort of stuff."
"Curious." I said as I looked at it. "If this was a real ambulance, it was a Type I... full truck chassis. Heavy duty truck, too; it should be in a lot more pieces now. I'm betting the explosives were plastique."
"Why do you think it's plastic explosives?" asked the FBI man.
"A truck full of ANFO should've wiped out this entire wing of the building, at least." I said. "Plus, the way it looks like this truck was built. Heavy base, which propelled the explosion in a specific direction. This thing was basically built to be a shape charge. And for that, plastique would work much better than ANFO." The others looked where I'd been pointing my light, now very curious themselves.
I shined my light around and noticed something strange. "The doors of the vehicle... they weren't blown off?"
"Not only that," said the FBI man, " they weren't blown open. You can see here, and here..." he shined his flashlight at the places he wanted me to see, "... that some kind of latches were in the door, kind of like the bolts in the door of a safe."
"So the drivers could not have opened the doors and jumped out, even if they wanted to." I said. "Good way to ensure commitment to what they were doing."
The FBI man nodded as I found some residue, and took some samples by scraping with q-tips into little plastic bottles with screw-on caps. (Where did I get those? We're at a hospital, remember?) I sniffed the residues.
"Hmmm, definitely plastique." I said. "Maybe HMX or HNIW."
"HNIW is not on the market." said the first man, the BATFE man. "And even just a few bricks of HMX should've brought the building down."
"Yeah, exactly." I said. "I look forward to reading the forensic reports on this truck. I'm going to go back down the hallway, see if I can get an idea of the direction of the blast."
And with that, I trotted down the hall, shining my light all around. I spotted what looked like a residue of something and took a sample, then made my way down the hall, feeling eyes on my back. As I took it, I saw the charred remains of electronics equipment, probably from the OR above.
I briefly wondered where Laura had been found, but I knew I had to get on out of there. When I reached the door and went back into the main part of the Hospital, I felt a sense of relief.
I made my way back to the other side of the Hospital and changed clothes again. I texted Tanya: "Come inside for rehab."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Perlman drove up to the front doors of University Hospital.
"Sorry, ma'am." said once of the four Federal Marshals at the door. "Only Hospital Staff and patients allowed in."
"I am a patient." said Tanya. "I'm here for my weekly rehab. They called and said it wasn't canceled." The Marshals looked at each other. Tanya said "Look, call the Rehab Center, they'll tell you."
"All right, go on in." the Marshal said. Tanya drove inside, and she really did go to rehab, though for a shortened session. Then she drove over to Laura's room. Corporal Gunddottar opened the door for her and she drove in, seeing Laura lying in the bed, and Laura's husband sitting in the chair next to the bed, looking as profoundly sad as Tanya had ever seen him.
"Hey." I said quietly upon seeing Tanya come in. She came up to me and looked at Laura.
"She's going to be okay." Tanya said to me, as a statement, trying to make me feel better.
"Yes. She will be." I said. "Any news from out there?"
"Just that the Iron Wolf has everything under control like nobody's business." Tanya said, then with a grin added "Chief Moynahan says he's used to just twiddling his thumbs when you're running everything, but now he's twiddling his thumbs with Teresa running everything." I smiled wanly.
"Yeah, she's doing a great job." I said.
Tanya said "The Feds are working very hard to keep us out of the loop, and I personally suspect Isley named Halsey as the field lead to keep Jack out of the loop. One thing that happened is that our CSIs as well as State Crime Lab techs came up, and the Feds tried to shut them out. It got heated, and the Feds were threatening to arrest our guys and the SBI State Lab techs for, quote, 'threatening Federal Agents' and 'obstructing a Federal investigation'. They tried that with Cindy, too, but you know she don't play; she must be related to someone I know." I nodded.
Tanya continued: "Our CSI's and the Crime Lab techs just walked off, but not before they gave interviews to the Press that the Feds were treating them like crap and willfully excluding them from analyzing the scene. Then they left the property en masse, and now there's a lot more bad blood. I don't know what the Feds are trying to hide, but it's obvious they want to hide something."



I said "Well, that's why I wanted you to stop by." I handed her the box. "On top of the clothes are bagged swabs of possible explosive residues. I'd appreciate it if you'd get them to Christina Cho at the State Crime Lab. And I doubt I have to tell you that this one needs to be completely off... the... books."
"You got it." Tanya said. She took a last look at Laura, then I opened the door and let her out of the room...
Part 11 - Big Kids and Little Kids
2:30pm. Laura began stirring and then awakened with a groan. She opened her eyes and looked around, then groaned again as the pain hit. Then she looked up to see me standing there. "Wha... what happened?" she asked groggily.
"What do you remember?" I asked back.
"I..." Laura started, then said "I was operating on Rhonda Hooper... I'd just delivered her baby by C-section, and it was crying, which was a good thing. Then... nothing. What happened?"
I said "Someone drove a truck into the end door of that wing of the building. Truck painted like an ambulance, but filled with explosives that detonated. The second floor collapsed, and you were pulled out of the rubble." I told her what her injuries were. I noticed that unlike me, Laura had no problem pressing the button for the morphine drip.
"What about..." Laura started. I nodded, my eyes telling her to brace herself.
"Your OBGYN nurse Connie survived." I said. "She cradled the baby and saved it; it was unhurt. Your OR Nurse Kathy didn't make it; they think she died immediately."
Laura teared up. "What about Rhonda?"
I shook my head. "She didn't make it either." I said. "She'd bled out by the time they found her." Laura began sobbing. "Hey," I said, "there was nothing you could do."
Laura nodded but kept crying. Then she asked "Who did this?" she asked.
"We don't know yet." I said. "The investigators are still crawling all over the place. That entire wing has been evacuated and closed off-------"
Just then the door opened and Dr. Cordell, Dr. Morgan, and Nurse Jones came in. "I'll talk to you in a little bit." I said, then kissed Laura on the forehead and left the doctors to do doctor things...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later I got back, having eaten a good lunch at Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers. The Federal Marshals at the south door let me through when I exhibited the card Robin Isley had given me.
Going up to Laura's room, I opened the door and walked in... and stopped short. In the room was the retired Deputy Director of the FBI, talking with Laura. This was the first time I'd seen him since my 'enhanced interrogation'. (Author's note: 'Secrets'.)
"Hello, Don." he said quietly.
"Hello, sir." I said equally quietly, and formally. "I'll leave you to talk."
"No, Don, come on in." Laura said. I came inside and closed the door. She said "We were talking about who might've done this."
The DepDirector said "Any reason to believe it wasn't the Cartel?"
"Plenty of reasons." I said. "It's not their M.O. No reason to go through the expense and hassle of putting this together when they could just shoot at us, or run our cars off the road, or any number of ways to attack without destroying one side of a hospital. And things like this aren't planned on the fly. This was conceived and worked upon weeks if not months ago."
"They could've had the basics planned out earlier" tried the DepDirector, "and only targeted the hospital very recently."
"C'mon, sir." I said. "You're trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. They're not going through the planning and putting together of a truck bombing, only to let it sit there 'just in case'." Seeing him peer at me, I said "Look, I'm not saying definitively that it wasn't the Cartel, just that I'd like to see more evidence that it was before I say it was."
"William, he may be right." said Laura.
"Okay." said the DepDirector, who I could tell was not hearing what he wanted to hear. "Well, I'll leave you two alone. I'm going to go out front, and see what I can find out. I'll check up on you again soon, Laura."
"Thanks for coming by." Laura said. The DepDirector nodded at me and left.
"So if it wasn't the Cartel," said Laura as my iPhone chimed with a text, "then who? And why?"
"No data yet, my dear." I said as I typed on my iPhone. "Heck, it only happened seven hours ago." I heard the door creaking open, and I said "Oh, I think you have visitors."
An instant later, Todd Burke came in, and he was escorting someone: his cousin Jim. Laura smiled very brightly as our son came up to the side of the bed. I picked him up and set him down standing on the chair.
"Hi Mom." Jim said. "Did you forget to duck?" Laura began laughing, until the pain of laughing stopped her.
"Yes, honey, I forgot to duck." she said. "How are you doing?"
"I was worried about you." Jim said. "That's why Uncle Todd brought me to see you." I looked over at Todd, who just nodded.
"I'm glad he did." said Laura. "I'll have to wait until I get out of here to give you a big hug, though."
"Okay, Mommy." Jim said.
"KXTC has been blabbing it all day long." said Todd, in answer to my unspoken question. "The FBI has not released any names, nor has the TCPD. But Bettina keeps saying that the TCPD told KXTC exclusively that Dr. Laura Fredricson was badly injured and taken into surgery."
"But nothing more?" I asked.
"No sir." said Todd. Then he gave Laura his most handsome grin as he went up to her bedside. "We were all worried about you. But don't worry about the kids; I've got them. And Cindy's mom will be staying with us at my house."
"Stay at The Cabin." I said. "That place can withstand what hit the Hospital this morning. Keep your kids there, too, if you like."
"Maybe it'd be best if you don't have them all at one place," said Laura, "so whoever did this can't go after all the kids at once."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking there." I said, then added with a grin: "You should get hit on the head more often." Laura gave me a 'look'. It's probably a good thing she was confined to a hospital bed.
"Let's find better ways to do that, can we?" Laura said, rolling with the bad joke. I nodded vigorously in agreement. I was glad we were cracking jokes like this, as some levity even under these circumstances was badly needed.
"Mommy, why is your whole arm bandaged up?" Jim asked as he reached over and felt the cast her arm was in.
"Because I broke my arm during the explosion." said Laura. "But the doctors set it, so it'll get better..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:10pm. Cindy Ross and two Uniformed TCPD Officers came up to the southside door. With them was Carole Troy.
"Sorry," said the Federal Marshal at the door, a different one than earlier. "No one allowed in. Especially not local Police."
"I'm family, and this is the daughter of one of the patients." Cindy said.
"No one allowed in until tomorrow morning." said the Marshal. Just then the door opened, and I peeked my head out from inside.
"Everything okay, here?" I asked.
"No." Cindy said. "They won't let us in."
"Come on in, Carole." I said.
"No!" said the Marshal. "No one allowed, at all." He and his partner's hands slipped inside their jackets. The TCPD Officers had their hands on their service weapons.
And then something righteous happened. Carole stepped up to them, folded her little arms, and said fearlessly: "If you guys think you can pull out your guns before my daddy beats you to a pulp, you got a-nuther think coming!" The Marshals's eyes widened in surprise.
"She's right, you know." I said, now exhibiting my red crowbar. "Come on, Carole." Carole walked right past the stunned Marshals and into the Hospital...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mommy!" Carole said happily as she entered her mother's room. She climbed up on the chair Jim had stood upon, and said "Are you o-kay, Mommy?"
"I will be, Sweetie." Laura said. "I just have to heal up, and that will take some time."
"Okay." Carole said. "If eating stringbeans will help you get better, I guess I will eat some too."
"Aww, that's very sweet." Laura said. "But just seeing you here makes me feel even better."
"When are you coming home, Mommy?" Carole asked.
"It'll be a few days." Laura replied. "So can you take care of your brothers and your daddy for me while I'm healing?"
"Yes, Mommy." said Carole. "And Bowser and Buddy, too."
Just then the door opened. "Grandma!" Carole exclaimed. She jumped off the chair and fortunately kept her feet and knees together for a standing landing, then ran up to my mom and hugged her.
"Mom!" I said. "I didn't know you were coming."
"As soon as I heard about this on the news, I got right in the car and drove down." my mom Phyllis said. To Laura she said "How are you, dear?"
"Alive." Laura said simply.
Carole unerringly described Laura's injuries, though we had not told her what they were. "How do you know that, Carole?" I asked.
"It's on this re-port." Carole said, pointing at the table in the corner of the room. Laura's charts were on the computer monitor there, and Carole had read it already. I just shook my head, and Laura and my mom chuckled.
"By the way," my mother said, "those Federal Agents at the door are very impolite, at best. They tried to keep me from coming in, but Sean Moynahan came up and ripped them. They finally let me come in with the shift change Officers outside." That would be Patrol Officers Johnson and Laurer, who had been sent to relieve Hicks and Gunddottar.
"Yeah, they've been touchy." I said agreeably. "Mom, why don't you stay at The Cabin with the kids tonight."
"Where will you be?" Laura asked, knowing the answer already.
"Right here." I said. "I'm staying here with you."
"Darling, I appreciate it." said Laura, in her seductive 'honey' voice, which she used when she wanted to 'influence'... i.e. control... me. "But please, go home and sleep in our bed. Your back would be screaming tomorrow if you try to sleep here. I'll be fine..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, State Senator Katherine Woodburn (D -1st District) and U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor (D - 1st District) came to the scene, but were not permitted past the checkpoint at the road.
"For God's sake, let them in!" yelled ATF SAC Curtis Halsey at the TCPD Officers.
"No!" yelled a voice, a woman's voice. Everyone whirled to see TCPD Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle coming up. "Only emergency personnel and investigators are permitted on the Hospital grounds. It's a safety issue."
"Congratulations on your recent promotion, Commander Croyle." said Katherine Woodburn. "We only want to go to the Press Tent, to make our statements."
"There is no Press Tent." Teresa replied. "And we're not letting the Press in here, either."
"At least let us go to where the Press is?" asked Congressman Condor, attempting to flash his best 'political' smile at Teresa. It didn't work on the Iron Wolf. She shook her head vigorously in denying the politicians their photo-ops.
"For God's sake." spat Halsey as a couple of his Agents came up. "Come on in, Congressman." He tried to lead the politicians through, but turned to find Teresa's service weapon pointed in his face. Other TCPD Officers were pointing their weapons at a very stunned Woodburn and Condor.
"I am looking for the excuse to kill you, asshole." Teresa growled at Halsey. "Please... give me that excuse. One more step..."
Halsey's face was one of furious anger. But by now the Press was realizing something was going on, and were rushing up to the checkpoint. Halsey walked away in disgust. Woodburn and Condor were able to give their interviews without being admitted further inside...
Part 12 - Dearth of Information
Sunset, Wednesday, October 16th. Klieg lights powered by generators illuminated the damaged end of the Hospital, and Federal Agents were still scurrying about the area like a disturbed ant bed as I came out of the front doors of the Hospital. Laura, aided by Dr. Cordell and Nurse Jones, had pretty much kicked me out for the night, and Dr. Cordell said they were going to mildly sedate her for the evening so she could sleep.
I spoke with Officers Johnson and Joan Laurer for a few minutes, then took the elevator to the first floor and went out the front doors. I decided to visit the TCPD tent and see what was going on.
The first thing I saw when I went inside the tent was Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. She looked absolutely exhausted. Next I saw Captain Tanya Perlman manning the CRC - the Command Radio Center. Precinct Captain Hewitt and Sheriff Griswold were also present.
"Have you guys eaten?" I asked.
"That's a story in itself." growled Griswold. "I brought in a big box of lunches for our guys from the Cop Bar. Federal Agents came in and tried to take the food. Our guys confronted them and it escalated into an armed standoff."
"Geez!" I gasped. "What was the result?"
"I took the box over to the Firefighters, gave it to them." said the Sheriff. "Our Crime Lab cameraman was recording, and the Feds knew that if they tried to take the food from the Firefighters, it would look reeeeeal bad on the evening news."
Teresa took it up: "So we're bringing food packages to the south parking lot checkpoint, and issuing them to our Officers that we're rotating in and out."
"Is that all of the Feds, or just some of them that are being jerks?" I asked.
"Some of them." Tanya said. "Jack got into a shouting match with ATF SAC Halsey over the bad treatment and non-cooperation with us. EAD Isley supported Halsey, and told Jack that if he didn't like it, Jack could turn in his immediate resignation. Then Melina went in there, and said that she was reporting the maltreatment of the TCPD to 'Washington', and Isley just left the Fed tent. Halsey's scared of Melna too. Maybe she has McGinty's Materials."
"She doesn't need them." I said. "So where's the Fed tent? Right behind ours over there?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa tiredly.
"Okay, I need two things." I said. "Someone call Jerome Davis and have him make a pot of extra-strength Navy coffee for Commander Croyle, here." Everyone chuckled, then I said "And round up some of our armed Officers to back me up."
"What are you up to, Crowbar?" growled Griswold.
"Up to no good, as usual, Sheriff." I said, putting on my trenchcoat and Tilley hat. "I'm going to go into the Fed tent and make them brief me on what's going on here."
"Get all our Officers and the State Patrol on the scene over here, then." ordered the Sheriff.
As we waited, Tanya had me sit next to her so that she could whisper. "I sent those samples you took to Christina Cho, and she ran them. They're not busy, because the Feds are not sending them any samples to analyze, at all. Christina said the patterns from the mass spec are similar to residues of HDX, but not the specific fingerprint. She's never run nor seen a residue pattern on the mass spec for HNIW nor ONC, and she can't attempt to cross-check with Federal databases because you wanted these run in secret. But she thinks that may be what it is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone led me through the door flap of the Fed tent, having exhibited my FBI Consultant card. The chatter in the room began dying off and eventually became silent when my presence was noticed.
"What the hell are you doing in here?" snarled ATF SAC Curtis Halsey.
"I came in here to be briefed on what you've discovered, so far." I said in my most authoritarian voice.
"We'll brief you when we're good and ready------" started Halsey. The curved end of a red crowbar being poked in his chest stopped him. Tension in the tent went up.
"You'll brief me now." I said.
"How's your wife?" asked Robin Isley, who had just come into the tent to see what was the matter when she saw TCPD Officers massing outside the Fed tent.
"She's pissed off." I said loudly. "And so am I. And I'm further pissed off at the way you people are treating my Sheriff and my Police Force. Now tell me what's going on."
"Over here, Commander." I heard a voice say. It was Miles Winters, the Homeland Security Agent. Once disgraced as an associate of the corrupt FBI Agent Les Craig, Winters strived to show he was a good Agent. (Author's note: For more on Winters, see 'Semper Fidelis', Ch. 03; 'Point Hollow', Ch. 04; 'Frozen Mothballs', Ch. 03; 'Power', Ch.03; 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 02; 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 05.)
I went over to Winters, who was at some whiteboards. Jack Muscone came over and stood behind me, just in case someone tried to shoot me in the back. Melina also came over.
"We really don't have much, Commander." said Winters. "The security guard at the gate said an ambulance came through the checkpoint, then veered off and ran into the door at the end of the hallway. The wall there is reinforced, but the ambulance was not the normal width, but skinny. It embedded itself far enough to blow out the wall around the door."
"What was the explosive?" I asked.
"We think it was ANFO." said Halsey, who was behind Jack Muscone. I knew he was outright lying to me, and I turned to face him.
"How much ANFO?" I asked. I think a lot of people realized that I was realizing things, even if they didn't know I'd gone in, inspected the area, and taken my own samples.
"It couldn't be all that much, Commander." said Miles Winters. "An ambulance or truck full of ANFO should've taken half of that wing down, like what happened to the Murrah Building in Oklahoma City in 1995."
"Still, we found the residues of flammables." said Halsey, continuing to lie to keep me from learning the truth.
"From the gasoline tank, maybe?" I said sarcastically.
"Could be, Commander." said Winters. "The gas tanks were forward, between the cab and the back of the truck. But it still wasn't as big a blast as a full truck of ANFO would've been. So maybe they only had one drum of it."
"Or it wasn't ANFO at all." Jack Muscone said. Halsey gave him an ugly look. So did Robin Isley.
I said "Plastique?" Muscone nodded, then Robin Isley broke in.
"Our tests will ultimately determine what it was." she said angrily. "Winters, keep going."
Winters started up again: "The force of the explosion mostly went upwards, damaging the second and third floors immediately overhead, and causing a partial collapse of those floors. Like I said, the damage was 'minor', that being a relative term. The vehicle was a truck chassis with a heavy base, which helped direct the blast upwards."
Winters continued: "There appears to have been two men in the vehicle, but their bodies were really charred, indicated they burned instead of just being exploded. We're doing DNA tests to see if we get a match, or even what ethnicity they are, but we think they were white."
"They burned, eh?" I said. "So that's where the residues from the flammables came... the cab area. It could've been the gas tank... or maybe something else rigged to make sure the bodies in the cab burned to a crisp. So... tell me about who you think is responsible for this attack on my Hospital."
Winters said "No one has claimed responsibility for it, as of yet. Homeland Security had not picked up any chatter among known terrorist groups at home or abroad beforehand, and not very much after the blast this morning. There is a domestic group known as the 'American Jihadi Front', which is composed of whites that were radicalized into Islam. Our people in Washington are looking into them."
"Yeah, I've heard of them." I said. "They were suspected, then discounted, in the hostage attack on BOW Enterprises a few months ago." (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 03.) "But I was told at the time that they were disorganized and poorly trained."
"That's right." said Dr. Robin Isley, clearly surprised at my knowledge. "But they may have upped their game, or gotten some help. And that help could've been the Cartel in Colombia."



She then turned to everyone and said "We became aware of threats by the Cartel against Dr. Laura Fredricson, who was a very high-level CIA Officer until she recently retired, and who is on Staff at University Hospital here; and her husband, Police Commander Donald Troy, who is here and waving that red crowbar around now. They declined our offers of Witness Protection."
"And look what that's got you now." sneered Halsey. "Your wife nearly dead, and how many others, including babies are dead, because of you?" It was utterly silent in the tent as I turned to front him, and Muscone made sure to position himself between us.
"You're quick to accuse." I said. "What do you think you know? That you're keeping from us?"
"Commander Troy," Muscone said, unnecessarily loudly, "do you believe the Cartel was behind this attack?"
"No." I said. "The Cartel would not risk all-out war with the United States by indiscriminately bombing a hospital just to get at one person. And I question their ability to time it so well; my wife came into the Hospital to deliver a baby by C-section, and incoming babies usually don't announce their schedules in advance------"
"Well!" said a short blonde woman wearing an 'ATF' windbreaker. "Nice of you to let us know that information."
"Nice of you to cooperate with the TCPD and SBI." I fired back. "And just so you know... no one interviewed me. At all, Agennnnnnt..."
"Special Agent Lindsey Black, ATF." said Special Agent Lindsey Black. "So, we have you here now. Anything else you'd like to share with us?"
I replied: "Just finishing my sentence that if it were the Cartel, it would be extraordinarily good luck for them to know in advance that my wife rushed here for the delivery, and would be able to put this kind of operation into motion that quickly. And from that, I deduce that they didn't. This attack was going to hit the Hospital anyway... and then we're back to the Cartel risking the wrath of the United States Government, thus creating an existential threat to themselves. Ergo, I eliminate the Cartel as the perpetrators."
"So who were they after?" asked Miles Winters.
I turned back to him and said "If it was a terrorist attack, they may not have been after anyone in particular, n'est pas?"
"That's why we're investigating." said Robin Isley, taking control. "Halsey, get ready for your Press briefing. Everyone else, get back to it. Mr. Muscone, as our liaison to the TCPD and SBI, escort Commander Troy to wherever he is going... after he leaves this tent, not to be admitted back inside."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone and I went to the TCPD tent. I briefed the Sheriff, Chief, and Deputy Chief on what I'd learned from Winters.
"Were they being straight-up with you, Crowbar?" Griswold gruffly asked.
"Winters was, sir." I replied. "Halsey was lying to my face. The rest? I dunno; mixed bag. What's absolutely clear is that they have no intention of working with us or letting us work with them."
"No doubt about that." growled the Sheriff. "As you know, Crowbar, in situations like this, they very often have the local Sheriff speaking to the Press. In this case, they not only won't talk to me, but when I addressed the Press separately, they tried to stop me from speaking to them."
"Whose side did the Press take?" I asked whimsically.
"KXTC took their side, but a lot of the others stayed with me." said the Sheriff. "And I didn't hold back letting them know that the Feds were not cooperating with us."
"That'll never make the airwaves, though." Cindy said. "Priya told me that the FCC has already threatened to pull the licenses of any network that puts out information that is not approved by the Feds."
"The entire Swamp Frog Government is mobilized against us." I said. "The entire..."
I went into a reverie. When I came out of it, several minutes had passed. Sheriff Griswold finally noticed me blinking and said "You okay, Crowbar?"
"Uh, yes sir." I said. "So... what else is going on?"
Cindy said "Did you remember we were supposed to have our Board of Inquiry today?"
I blinked in shock. "No, I'd totally forgotten about that. What happened? Was it postponed?"
"Nope." Cindy said. "Mike Todd and the Union Rep got wind that Silas had called Finneran and they were going to hold it despite the attack on the Hospital. Mike called Mr. Fitzgerald, Mr. Landau, and Mr. Morse, and they all showed up in time, as did Mike and the Union Rep."
Cindy: "Silas refused to postpone the BOI, and was going to rule summarily against us for not showing up, and Finneran supported that. But the others shouted Silas down. It ended up a 3-2 vote to acquit and indemnify us, but Silas said he would take it to Court because we didn't show up. The Union Rep and Mike said they were filing a lawsuit against Silas for trying to convene the Board without notifying Mr. Morse and Mr. Landau, and for not postponing the hearing due to the crisis at the Hospital."
"If they voted to acquit, let it go!" growled the Sheriff strongly.
"No, Sheriff, we can't." I said. "We cannot let Silas get away with it. We should swear out a warrant and arrest him."
"No, I forbid it." said the Sheriff. "Do not go around me on this, Crowbar. Nor you, Ms. Ross. I'll handle Silas and all this mess with them."
I held up my hands in surrender. "As you wish, Sheriff." I said. Cindy nodded briefly in reluctant agreement.
"All right, I'm going to go make a Press statement and then go home." said the Sheriff. "Y'all have a good night. Get some sleep, Crowbar; your wife is going to need to see your fresh, smiling face tomorrow." He left the tent. Cindy said goodnight and followed him out.
Precinct Captain Abram was on duty. He was a full Captain now, but still had the elevated title of 'Precinct Captain'. "They had me get some sleep today, so I'm handling things here overnight, sir." he said to me when I looked over at him.
"Good." I said. "Did Commander Croyle go home?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya Perlman. "And I'm getting a vibe that this handsome FBI Agent is about to come home with me."
"I can drop you off." said Muscone. "But I'm going to the Federal Building. That's where Isley is relegating me."
"Keeping you out of the way, eh?" I said.
Muscone nodded. "Assistant Director Lange told me to just roll with it, for now." he said. "He left for the Federal Building hours ago. I'm going to talk to him there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After talking to Captain Abram for a few minutes, I headed out for the south parking lot, intending to go home. As I left the tent in the darkness, someone came up alongside me.
"May I walk with you, Commander?" said Dr. Robin Isley.
"Looks like you already are." I said acerbically. "And you have courage to do so. Not only for what you said about my Captain of Detectives, but my wife does not like you. She doesn't finger loaded firearms for just anybody, you know."
"Okay, I apologize for what I said about Captain Perlman." Robin tried.
"It's not me you need to be saying that to." I said. "Tell her, and her fiancé."
"I will." said Isley, surprising me.
"So, Dr. Isley... tell me about your relationship with my wife." I said.
"What do you mean?" asked Robin.
"I cannot allow you to continue to think I am an Agency of the Weak Minded." I said. "We are not friends in any way, yet you give me a passcard to be in the Hospital to see my wife, and you've shown concern for her a number of times."
"You're not an Agency of the Weak Minded, for damn sure." said Isley. "I just saw that in that briefing. As to your wife and me, you should ask her about that."
"I already have." I said, then slowed to a stop to face her. "I want to hear your side of the story."
"All right." said Isley, looking right into my eyes. "I started out in the Company. I worked for Dr. Fredricson, and like almost everyone else who knew her, I had more respect and loyalty for her than anyone else I've ever met. I wanted to be just like her, and achieve the things she achieved. I even applied to medical school, but I really wasn't cut out for that." I nodded.
Isley: "I led a number of missions for the Company, some of them pretty daring an dangerous; they could make James Bond movies out of them if they weren't still classified. And I admit: I was trying to get noticed, and move up. But Dr. Fredricson moved to the Science and Technology Branch, and didn't take me with her. And that crushed me. I didn't hold it against her, but I never understood why she didn't take me with her." I nodded.
Isley: "About that time, I went to work for a man named Brendan Chapel. He's the current DNI. He was nowhere near as good as your wife, and he climbed the ladder by making political connections. I hitched my wagon to him, and it paid off, at least as far as my career is concerned. Here I am, an EAD, though for the FBI. And that's why your wife had a gun ready when I went to see her; she literally thought DNI Chapel might've sent me to kill her. But you have to believe me: I would rather kill myself than hurt her."
"I believe you." I said. We started walking towards my Police SUV in the now-shut-off south parking lot.
Isley finished up: "So I know your wife loves you and you love her, and if I could help you go inside and be with her at her bedside, I had no problem making that happen."
"I appreciate it." I said.
"And if you're with her," Isley said, "she's protected all the more. So you don't think it's the Cartel?"
"No." I said. As we got to my vehicle, I said "If you truly want to find out who's behind this, there's one thing you can do."
"What's that?" Robin asked.
"Keep us in the loop." I said. "I've got world-class CSIs and Techs, outstanding Detectives and Data people, and I've solved a crime or two myself. We can get you a lot further down the tracks."
"I would if I could." said Isley. "But it's not my call. The DNI himself put out the edict that it's to be an exclusively Federal investigation. And there are people in that tent that are far, far more loyal to Chapel than I am or ever will be. Have a good night, Commander." She turned and began walking back to the tents. I got in my vehicle to go home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm. I was not sure why, but something was nagging at me to go to the Federal Building. So I did, and went up to the FBI suite on the third floor, my FBI Consultant card getting me access.
I'd asked to see Assistant Director Owen Lange, and was ushered into the Conference Room with the plexiglass 'cube'. A few moments later, Lange came in.
"My apologies, I was upstairs in the Communications Room, talking to Washington." said Lange. The Communications Room was the most top secret place in the building. "So what did you want to talk about?" as he sat down, and indicated for me to do the same.
"I'm sure you know that the Feds are not cooperating with us locals very much." I said. "I was wondering if you'd be willing to tell me things they won't."
"If you'll wait just a minute," said Owen Lange, "I've called Muscone and asked him to come in, too. So how's your wife?"
I told him of her injuries and how lucky we all were that we didn't lose her. Lange nodded. Then the door opened, and Jack Muscone came in. Lange 'buttoned up' the plexiglass cube, and began talking.
"I'm almost as badly out of the loop as you guys are." said Owen Lange. "I've never seen anything like this, ever. Let me start here: the field guys are gathering a huge amount of data and evidence. Normally they'd be working with locals and State agencies on something like this. That gives them more manpower to collect more information more quickly and efficiently, and it increases the brainpower; sometimes they find a diamond in the rough, like you, Don." I nodded.
Owen Lange: "Here, they're not doing that. They're keeping the locals and the SBI completely out of the loop. The SBI got frustrated to the point that they took their balls and went home, and Governor Jared is probably going to put out a Press statement tomorrow blasting the Feds." I nodded.
Owen Lange: "And the data they're collecting is being sent to Washington. We've got a number of facilities where the evidence can be sent for analysis, but they've been directed to send all of it to one specific facility outside D.C." I nodded.
Owen Lange: "What's more, while the various Agencies out here in the field are working fairly well together, just doing their normal things, in Washington it's a different story entirely. Everything is compartmentalized. Tightly. A special task force has been created. It has some BATFE people, some FBI people, but it's mostly the Defense Intelligence Agency and the Office of Naval Intelligence. I was able to get what I'm telling you because of my own ONI contacts, who are not part of that group."
I said: "Get as many names as you can, of those that are part of that special task force. They're all Swamp Frogs, and loyal to the one guy who's behind all of this: DNI Brendan Chapel."
Owen Lange just stared at me for several seconds. Finally, Jack Muscone said "Four hundred years ago, sir..."
"Yeah." growled Lange. "One day you really are going to be burned at the stake Commander."
"Yes sir, probably." I said agreeably. "But I did not mean to interrupt your narrative, so why don't you continue telling SAC Muscone what you were telling us?"
Lange exhaled, then said "Yeah. Yes, DNI Chapel personally formed this task force, and the people he's named to it are known to be sycophants loyal to him. And ditto that for ATF SAC Halsey and FBI EAD Isley. They play for his team, too." I nodded.
"So what happened at the scene, sir?" I asked.
Owen Lange: "I haven't gotten that, yet, except for one piece of information that might be interesting. The explosives used weren't ANFO. They're thinking it was high-grade plastic explosives, like RDX or HMX."
Jack Muscone said "But those are tremendously expensive, especially compared to what ANFO would cost to make and use. And it's not like you can just buy that stuff off the shelves at the hardware store..."
"Exactly." I said. "Exactly..."
Part 13 - Relentless
Arriving at The Cabin, I was met at the door by Paulina Patterson, who had been crying for a lot of the day over Laura.
"She's going to be okay." I said as I hugged her. "She's going to be okay."
Also in the front room, watching the ongoing television reports, were Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans and my mother Phyllis.
"Cindy and Betsy are staying with Mom." said Molly. I nodded, then saw two outstanding dogs at the back door.
"I'll take the dogs out." I said. I went out onto the back deck as the dogs scurried around the side of the building. I could see the klieg lights to my left at the base of the mountain where the Hospital was, then I looked out over the twinkling lights of the Town. As a train came out of the western horizon and rounded the curve south, I went into another reverie.
I'm missing something, I thought to myself.
Something is not right, here. I've seen something, and my mind is not understanding it. What is it?....
The dogs came back around, snapping me out of it. As I turned, I noticed Tiger Mom sitting on the deck rail, watching me intently. Knowing she was too tense to try to pet due to the presence of the dogs, I left her alone and went back inside...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Thursday, October 17th. I was in bed with Paulina, dozing lightly. Sleep was not coming easily as the thoughts and images of the day crowded my mind. I was in that darkened hallway, seeing the images of the remains of the blasted truck, the gaping hole in the ceiling, the debris all over the place, the pieces of electronics, the scattered------
The pieces of electronics. That's it! I thought to myself as I fully woke up.
"Don, what is it?" Paulina asked sleepily as I sat up.
"I... I just remembered something." I said. I flung myself out of bed and began getting dressed. "I've got to get to the Hospital. Laura's in danger..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The orderly, dressed in scrubs, came down the hallway with a collection cup and a clipboard with papers. He was not really noticed by other persons as he came down the barely lit hallway; many lights had been turned off to conserve power, as generators were still providing some of it, until electricians could safely rewire the mains.
He saw the female TCPD Officer sitting in the chair at the junction of the hallways; she was asleep. He saw the male Officer sitting in a chair just down from Dr. Fredricson's room, also asleep. He took out his .22 WMR auto pistol with silencer attached, and wished he could put a bullet in the cops's heads. He promised himself that he would do so, but only after he completed his primary mission.
He slowly opened the door to Dr. Fredricson's room, and pointed the gun at the lump on the bed in the darkness.
*FWUP* *FWUP*
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Relentless (continued)
"And who can say if your love grows
As your heart chose?
Only time."
----Enya, 'Only Time'
*WHUMP!* *KERRRASHH!!*
"AAAUGH!"
TCPD Officers rushed to the door. They opened it to find their Police Commander on top of a man lying on his belly, struggling to affix handcuffs to the man, who was white with a full head of black hair, medium height and build, but very fit and agile.
"Get him cuffed!" I yelled out as they tried to pick him up. "Cuff his ankles, too!" The man viciously kicked as Officers attempted to subdue him, until I slammed my closed fist into the side of his head.
"This guy is good with martial arts." I said as the Officers subdued him. "His ankles are not to be uncuffed until he's in County Jail, is that clear?"
"Yes sir!" came a chorus. Finally satisfied, I got up off the man, but not before pulling his shirt down so that his mouth couldn't access any cyanide pills. I had someone give me some medical tape on the table, and I used it to tape the perp's mouth shut. I also pointed out a .22 WMR auto pistol on the floor, and Lt. Rudistan put on latex gloves and bagged it into evidence.
"What happened here, sir?" asked Rudistan as he cleared the weapon and put the cartridges, magazine, and firearm into the evidence bag.
"An attempt to murder my wife, Lieutenant." I said. "How are Johnson and Laurer?"
"Unconscious, sir." said Rudistan. "It looks like they were drugged."
"All right, get them to medical attention." I said. "And get guards around my wife's new room down the hall. Treat this place like it's the convict wing----"
"Sir!" said an Officer down the main hall. "Federal Agents are rushing to the front door from outside!"
"Get this bastard on a gurney." I said. Let's get him to the roof!"
"The roof, sir?" asked Patrol Officer McElwane. "We're not turning him over to the Feds?"
"Hell no, Patrolman!" I said. "Rudistan, educate this Patrol Officer!" It suddenly grew quiet in the hallway. Everyone there knew I'd just ended that Patrol Officer's career with those words. No, no physical harm to him would come, but he'd never be promoted.
A gurney was quickly found and the prisoner put on it. He was fighting us all the way, trying to roll off. I finally stepped up and smashed my fist into the side of his head again, and he finally stopped resisting.
We got the elevator before the Feds could, and we boarded it for the roof.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the fuck is that?" yelled ATF SAC Curtis Halsey as the TCPD Bell 206 helicopter roared overhead and came in for a landing on the helipad on the roof. The University Hospital's Life Flight chopper had been relocated to the football field at University Memorial Stadium after the terrorist attack.
"Police chopper, sir." someone said.
"Shoot it down!" Halsey yelled. He drew his own weapon and was about to fire it, but his hands were grabbed.
"What are you DOING?" yelled FBI ASAC Karina White as she grabbed his arms. "You're shooting at the Hospital!"
"You BITCH!" yelled Halsey, shoving her back then aiming his weapon back at the roof. "I'm shooting that chopper down!"
"You're going to shoot at the Hospital?!" White yelled back. "Are you nuts?"
Halsey redirected his weapon, pointing it at Karina White's head. "You fucking bitch!" He clicked off the safety, and was about to shoot her when ATF Special Agent Karl Coleman, who was Lindsey Black's partner, stepped between them.
"Curtis, don't do it!" Coleman said. "She's right... you might hit the Hospital, or someone in it."
Halsey glared furiously at his subordinate, but re-engaged the safety and holstered his weapon. "Whatever. You guys get up to the roof and arrest the pilot. And place this treasonous bitch under arrest!"
No one moved.
"Did you hear what I said?" Halsey yelled. "Arrest this bitch! Ah hell, never mind." He pulled out his weapon again, clicked off the safety, and again raised it to shoot Karina White.
"HALSEY!" a voice yelled. Everyone turned to see FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson coming up, his weapon aimed at Halsey's head. With him was FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins, also ready to shoot.
"Drop your weapon, Halsey." Jefferson said. "Or I swear to God I'll blow you away right now."
"I order you to drop your weapon." replied Halsey. "I'm placing this bitch under arrest."
"The man said to drop your weapon." Jenkins said to Halsey. "He's not going to tell you again. You are aiming that gun at a Federal Agent, one of our FBI colleagues, and we will shoot you to protect her.
Halsey raised his hands and stepped away from White, but the gun still in his right hand. "All right, all right." he said, then moved to holster his weapon.
"I DID NOT SAY HOLSTER YOUR WEAPON! I SAID DROP IT ON THE GROUND!" Jefferson yelled, his gun aimed squarely at Halsey's arrogant face. "You're the one that's under arrest! Get on the ground! Now!"
"You gotta be kidding..." Halsey said, then saw that Karina White had drawn her weapon and was pointing it at Halsey from the side.
"Get down, or I will shoot you." Karina said.
"You'll pay for this, bitch." Halsey snarled. "I'm going to haul your ass up on charges, and your dirty career will be over! You hear me? OVAH!"
"Get on the ground, or you won't be alive to see it happen." said White. Seeing Jefferson advance, Halsey slowly went to his knees. Jefferson came up and violently pushed Halsey on down to the ground, then disarmed him and cuffed his hands behind his back. Everyone watched in stunned silence as Jefferson and Jenkins half-walked, half-dragged Halsey to a waiting FBI vehicle.
Then they all looked up as the TCPD chopper took off from the roof, headed to County Jail...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The altercation outside had given us the chance we needed to load the perp onto the helicopter. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was flying the chopper. Patrolman Hicks flew with me in the back, both of us pretty much sitting on the perp, who just had not figured out that resistance was futile.
As we flew northwest, directly over Town, Teresa radioed County Airport to notify them that we were flying to County Airport. The Tower acknowledged us, and I heard them have an incoming aircraft circle around to give us time to get there. What interested me was the call sign of that plane... it was an Army aircraft.
When we got to County Jail and landed on the helipad in the backyard, Officers and Deputies came out to take him in. I instructed them that this particular prisoner was proficient in the martial arts, extremely dangerous, and should not be unhandcuffed nor unshackled at all.
As usual, somebody didn't listen. In trying to undress the man, a Deputy unshackled his right leg. The man immediately delivered a powerful kick to the Deputy, sending him flying back. The man then spun out of the grasp of the others, and began running to the back door from which we'd entered.
*SWOOSH!*
I swung my red crowbar like a baseball bat, and caught the guy right in the knees. He went down, howling in pain. I landed on him, sitting on his back as four Deputies worked hard to get him in shackles again.
"Wow." said Teresa as we watched the Deputies work to undress the man and then put him in an orange jumpsuit, the standard attire of guests of my County Jail. "It took the Police Boxing Matches Champion to take him down... twice."
"Yes, he is very well trained." I said. "And I suspect he's amped up on something." Deputies took blood and cheek swab tests once the prisoner was re-attired and properly subdued. Examination of his clothing would find several cyanide capsules; this guy had been on a suicide mission.
"Sir," said another Deputy, coming up to us. "I just got a call from Police Headquarters. Two FBI Agents brought in an ATF Agent, for attempted murder of an FBI Agent."
"Did they say the name of the guy who was arrested?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said the Deputy. "His name is 'Halsey', sir."
Teresa and I just looked at each other, and she said "The party never stops in our Town & County, sir..."
Part 14 - One Fine Mess
The reports were coming in quickly, as the TCPD's Third Shift was eager to show what they could do. And they excelled. I was in the 1st Precinct Conference Room adjoining County Jail.
"Hospital camera shows an orderly in scrubs bringing Johnson and Laurer coffee." said Rudistan. "They drank it, and fell asleep shortly after. Blood tests confirm sedatives in their bloodstreams."
"Remind me to put out a new policy about accepting food or beverages like that." I said.
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. "The pistol the perp used is pretty common, but stands out as being the model the U.S. Military had a contract to buy. The data gurus are seeing if they can trace the serial number to any particular shipment of weapons, and see where this one came from." I nodded.
Myron Milton knocked on the door. I had Rudistan stay as Myron gave his report: "Sir, your new friend in County Jail is named Jack Logan, 28 years old. He was a Navy SEAL in Afghanistan, but disappeared in-country. The reason he disappeared is because he worked on a joint mission with the CIA, and the Company kept him. But he went AWOL two years ago. He was not disavowed, which would lead aspiring Detectives to believe he went deep undercover somewhere. This is the first time his name has come up since he went missing."
"Myron," I asked, "do you consider that information legit, or was it just a little bit too easy to find?"
"It was not easy, sir." said Myron, which made Rudistan grin jovially. "What did seem easy to find were some write-ups of him while he was in the SEALs. Twice written up for making offensive comments with regard to race and to Judaism. Especially Judaism."
"Shall I go tell him he got his ass whipped by an ethnically Jewish man, sir?" asked Rudistan jovially, as he knew that my mother's mother's mother had escaped the Nazis with little more that four ancient Roman coins.
"We'll tell him at the right time." I said. "But as a Navy SEAL, he's well trained. Best you train hard for the Police Boxing Matches, Mr. Rudistan." Rudistan agreed most jovially. "So Myron, what was his discipline for the EEO violations?"
"None, sir." said Myron. "Nothing more than the write-ups, which were counseling statements. No court-martial, no Captain's Masts." I nodded, then had an insight.
"Who was his immediate Commanding Officer?" I asked.
"A Lieutenant Jeff Bayport, sir." said Myron. Yes, the light above my head came on; we'd heard of LT Bayport in the past: he was Trent and Quint's SEAL team leader, as well. (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 01.)
"Now that is interesting." I said. I called Precinct Captain Hewitt on my Police iPhone. "Hewitt," I said, "the prisoner we just brought in is named Jack Logan. He is a former Navy SEAL, well-trained in the martial arts and personal combat. I need him put in the isolation ward, perhaps in the cell at the far end..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The door to the isolation cell opened and I walked in unarmed, not even with my red crowbar. Jack Logan was sitting on the bed, his manacled hands in front of him. And sure enough, he leaped up and launched himself at me, trying to use his hands to get to my neck.
I parried the attack easily enough, but he turned, grabbed the end of the bed, and tried to launch a vicious two-leg kick at me. I easily sidestepped that, and hurled him along so that he landed on the bed.
"You might as well stop your shit, Logan." I said. "I'm better at personal combat than you are."
"We'll see about that." Logan grunted. He hurled himself at me again. This time I let him display a shoulder joint, and then I drove him down hard into the concrete floor. His body wilted, out of steam.
"I whipped your buddy Trent Ridge's ass twice, and he wasn't even handcuffed like you are." I said as I physically picked him up off the ground and hurled him onto the mattress. "So you can either keep attacking me, and just get beat up more and more... or you can talk to me."
"I ain't talking to you." Logan snarled. "I want a lawyer."
"Ah, there we go. A bit more civilized of you." I said. "So I'm asking no questions, just telling you the facts. You are in a world of shit. Attempted murder of a doctor, who just happens to be my wife. You're not going to be turned over to Federal custody; we are not letting the CIA get you out of this one. So... whenever your lawyer gets here, you should consider telling him you want a deal. Or it can get... ugly."
I backed my way up to the door, which opened for me. Once out, I said to the guards "Make sure you have TASER sticks when you go in there. If he fights you, let him have it."
"Yes sir." said the Deputy, himself a seasoned veteran of the 82d Airborne Division in overseas combat...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30am, Thursday, October 17th. I drove to Police Headquarters with Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle riding shotgun. Once there I was surprised (not surprised) to see Chief Sean Moynahan was there, and in his office. I was even less surprised to be called into his office, along with Teresa.
"Mr. Crowbarrrr," he said, meaning it jovially, "there is this thing we're supposed to be doing at this hour. It's called 'sleep'."
"The perps didn't get the memo, Chief." I said. "And I'd rather keep my wife alive. This attack on the Hospital just got a wholllllle lot bigger."
"In-deeeeed." said Chief Moynahan. "We have an ATF Special Agent in Charge in our holding cells, accused by FBI Agents of attempted mur-drrrrrrrr. We now have a very dangerous criminal in our County Jail, accused by you, and rightly so, of attempted murder. And all this within 20 hours of a terrorist attack on our Hosssss-pitllllll. This is one fine mess we have found ourselves dealing with. So, what's our plan?"
"The Feds will likely come for both men we arrested, Chief." I said. "We should make it as difficult as possible for them to get Halsey. But we should make it absolutely impossible for them to take Logan away from us."
"Why is that, Mr. Crowbarrr?" asked the Chief.
"When Quint Starr made that raid on BOW Enterprises and took Todd hostage," I said, "the Press, most specifically Bettina, said that she had sources saying the group was the 'American Jihadi Front'. I was then told yesterday that the group that may have been the American Jihadi Front was suspected of the Hospital bombing. Furthermore, Logan was a Navy SEAL, and his Commanding Officer was Lieutenant Jeff Bayport... who was an Officer in Trent Ridge and Quint Starr's SEAL unit that had some... issues."
"Do you think you can break him?" asked the Chief. "Get him to tell us where Trent Ridge is? And find out more about the others?"
"No sir, I don't think we'll break him." I said. "But that's not my goal, either. They'll have EAD Isley try to get custody of him first, and we'll have to fight that very hard. It's who tries to get him out next that I want to see."
Teresa nodded. "Is that person or persons going to be the ones responsible for Todd's torture... and Lieutenant Irwin's death?"
"Maybe." I replied. "But there are so many Swamp Frogs working against us right now that it's hard to say how connected they are. Trent and Quint's SEAL team disbanded... or more accurately, they were reassigned... and they went in a lot of different directions. It might not be their team this time, but another SEAL team that this Lieutenant Jeff Bayport was associated with. Bayport may be the key, but for now what we have is Logan. And I want to know who their puppetmaster is...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've been watching him. He hasn't moved." said Captain Hugh Hewitt as we stood together in the anteroom to Interrogation-1, watching ATF SAC Curtis Halsey. I knew others were also watching from the Monitor Room. Hewitt continued: "He's just sitting there. Hasn't gone for any secret buttons on his clothing anywhere."
"Has he lawyered up?" I asked. "Taken the Fifth?"
"No sir." said Hewitt. "He said to me 'I'm not talking to you'. I didn't know if that was enough to be invoking, so I stopped talking to him and left him to sit there."
"All right." I said. "I'm going in... alone. Watch from here." I opened the door and went into I-1.
"Oh, Jesus Christ." Halsey muttered when he saw me. "You again."
"No, I'm not Jesus Christ, not by a longshot." I said. I sat down opposite Halsey, who was not restrained in any way. "I am far, far less forgiving than He is. So why were you trying to shoot at my helicopter... and worse, at the Hospital itself?"
"I didn't shoot at anything." muttered Halsey.
"I didn't say you did." I replied. "I said you were trying to. You were stopped just in time, from shooting at the Hospital, and from shooting an FBI Agent."
"I was attempting to arrest her." said Halsey. "And I'm still going to. Whatever it takes to get her ass fired. And you'll never prove attempted murder."
"Oh, I dunno..." I said. "Chambering a round, clicking off the safety, pointing the gun at her head... lots of people saw it. I'm willing to let a Jury decide if that's attempted murder or not."
"You won't be trying me, not in this pathetic jurisdiction." Halsey said haughtily. "The BATFE, or someone in the Intelligence Community, will have me out of here in no time."
"So why haven't they arrived yet?" I asked. Seeing the fleeting look of shock on Halsey's face, I said "A lot of people saw the incident. We're not keeping your arrest a secret. Yet no one has come for you yet... especially Dr. Isley. Feeling a little... abandoned... right now?"
"I haven't even made my phone call yet." sneered Halsey.
"You should consider making it." I said as I stood up. "You should call the very best lawyer you can afford. I'm glad my potential freedom doesn't rest upon the lack of action of your fellow Agents and superiors."
"You should be looking to your own life, and your wife's." Halsey said, and instantly realized from the look on my face that it was a mistake.
"Are you threatening my wife?" I said, my voice low and menacing, as I leaned over the table.
"Not me." said Halsey. "The Cartel is, though. And you were offered protection, but didn't take it. And now how many people are dead because of you, Mr. Big Hero?"
I stood back up, my eyes eyes boring into Halsey's. "Are you going to stick to that story? That it was the Cartel?"
"If it's not them, who is it, Mr. Big Shot?" Halsey sneered, goading me.
"I'll see you at your arraignment." I said. And with that, I left the Interrogation Room.
Part 15 - Feds vs. Feds
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, October 17th, with University Hospital in the background. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the terrorist attack upon University Hospital!"
Bettina began: "The truck-bomb attack claimed the lives of twelve persons, including the two truck drivers, two nurses, a patient and her husband, and six infant children. Sixty other persons were treated for injuries of varying severity. Dr. Laura Fredricson, who was delivering a baby when the truck crashed into the building, was rushed into surgery for internal injuries, but is expected to recover. Her OBGYN nurse Connie Chung was also injured as she cradled the newborn baby, but is expected to recover, as well. The baby was unharmed, but is now orphaned and will be cared for by relatives."



Bettina: "Federal Agents leading the investigation into the truck-bombing of the Maternity Ward of the Hospital believe that it was the work of a domestic terrorist group known as the American Jihadi Front. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Homeland Security Agent Miles Winters making a statement: "The American Jihadi Front is a group of American citizens that have been radicalized into a terrorist organization. We believe they may have been involved in the attack on BOW
Enterprises in this County some months ago, and have followed up with this attack upon University Hospital. At this time we are not sure of their motives for the attack, nor why they chose to attack a Hospital. We hope to be making arrests soon."
Back to Bettina live. "And in local news, the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, is threatening to sue the Town & County after a Board of Inquiry voted 3-2 to absolve and indemnify Police Commanders Donald Troy and Cindy Ross of any wrongdoing in the arrests of six persons who allegedly assaulted now-Fire Chief Davies. Neither Commander Troy nor Ross appeared at the Board of Inquiry hearing, prompting candidate for Inspector General Finneran to issue a statement saying 'Commander Donald Troy does not respect the rule of law nor the processes set up to protect minorities against Police brutality. And that is why I should be elected Inspector General, to stop Commander Troy's blatant disregard for the law'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Priya Ajmani, KFXU Fox Eight News!" shouted the beautiful Indian reporterette at 7:30am, from in front of the Courthouse. "Fox Eight News has learned that Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives Special Agent in Charge Curtis Halsey was arrested last night and charged with reckless endangerment of University Hospital and attempted murder of another Federal Agent!"
Priya: "Special Agent In Charge Halsey was the lead field agent in the investigation of the truck-bombing of University Hospital yesterday morning. Last night a helicopter allegedly belonging to the Town & County Police Department landed on the roof of the helicopter. Sources tell Fox Eight News that Agent Halsey drew his weapon to fire at the Police helicopter, and if he'd not been stopped from firing his weapon, he would have hit the side of the Hospital."
Priya: "Agent Halsey was allegedly stopped from firing at the Hospital by an FBI Agent. Witnesses at the scene said that Agent Halsey then pointed his weapon at that FBI Agent and took off the safety, and that they believed Agent Halsey intended to shoot and kill the other Agent. He was stopped by other FBI Agents and arrested at the scene."
Priya: "And in other news, the FBI is not coordinating with local and State law enforcement agencies, nor even sharing information with them. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Town & County Sheriff Antonio Griswold giving Priya an interview, and the Sheriff was saying: "The FBI has refused to respond to multiple requests for information by the TCPD, me, and the SBI. The SBI has withdrawn their explosives experts and CSI persons, and the Governor will have strong response to Agent Halsey and EAD Robin Isley's rough treatment of the State Agents that were only trying to help discover the truth of what happened here."
Priya: "Sheriff, are you suggesting that the FBI is trying to hide something from you and the SBI?"
Griswold: "Not just the FBI, but all the Federal Agencies out here. I am not sure if their motive is to hide the truth or not, but their actions towards local and State Law Enforcement is unprofessional at best, and suspicious at worst..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy, Tanya, and I watched in my office, I said "So Winters is either spearheading a ruse, or he's being set up to take the fall."
"What do you mean?" asked Cindy.
"Bettina and the Feds are feeding the American People this steaming pile of excrement that the American Jihadi Front is behind this." I said. "But the 'American Jihadi Front' is like the 'Leg Ranger'... it is a figment of your imagination."
"Why do you think it's a ruse by the Feds?" asked Tanya.
"I'm not saying that it is." I said. "But to my point: remember the first World Trade Center bombing in 1993 or so? The FBI told the Press that they couldn't even get down there yet to investigate the truck bomb. But in truth they were already down there, had the number off the real axle of the truck, and were already on the way to make arrests."
I continued: "When the FBI announced the arrests, the Press only cared about one thing: they kept asking if the FBI had lied to the Press about not being able to get to the truck. The FBI said of course they lied, so that the perps wouldn't know the FBI was already on the way to get them. The Press, however, was furious that they had been lied to, and that was all they talked about."
I finished up: "So yeah, they may know something, and are lying to the Press to distract from what they're really doing. But I also noticed that it's not Halsey or Isley in front of the cameras talking that up, but Miles Winters who is their punching bag and straight man for their joke on all of us."
"It's sure not Curtis Halsey." said Tanya with her cherubic grin. "He's sitting in a holding cell here at Headquarters."
"Yeah." I said. "And I wish Isley or someone would show up to try to get the bastard out of jail. I want to go to the Hospital and see Laura."
"Go on ahead, Don." Cindy said. "We'll take care of things here, and Teresa already at the Hospital, coordinating our Officers there."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my landline office phone. "Troy." I answered.
"Sir, it's Captain Hewitt." said Captain Hewitt. "Jack Logan's lawyer has arrived." 
"Who is it?" I asked.
"Nathan Masterson, Gresham & Mason, P.C..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," said Paulina Patterson, who had just come into Police Headquarters, "two arraignments, two judges, two prosecutors. Which one do you want to go to Judge Watts, and which one to Judge Nance? And me or Savannah Fineman?"
"Logan to Judge Watts's courtroom." I said. "And we absolutely have to keep him, so I'd appreciate it if you handle that one."
"Wilco." said Paulina. "So you're okay with the Feds taking Halsey back?"
"No." I said. "I want to keep both. But that wasn't what you asked me."
Paulina nodded. "All right, I'll go pull the strings." She left the office, and Tanya drove in almost immediately.
"I just wanted to tell you what was going on with Halsey." Tanya said. "Jack told me that Karina White has filed formal charges against him, and she's contacted both the FBI and ATF's Offices of Professional Responsibility and made formal complaints. Julius Jefferson also contacted OPR and made his own complaints. Jack and Owen Lange have endorsed both their complaints."
"Good unity, there." I said. "I can't wait to see Robin Isley's reaction." Tanya's face immediately fell. "What?" I asked.
"Don..." Tanya said "Do you know what Isley has threatened to do to Jack?" When I shook my head, she said "Isley has threatened to fire Jack, and block him from getting his pension. That likely won't wash, but she's also threatened to transfer Jack, and to someplace like Alaska or even Europe. Obviously I can't leave the TCPD even if I wanted to... and I don't want to."
"And Isley knows that, and is using it against Jack." I said. "Well, the Swamp has already split Team Lazarus apart, and now they're moving to eradicate Jack entirely---" I stopped, as I saw that Tanya had broken down and was openly weeping now.
I got up and went over and sat in a hot chair next to her. "You okay? What is it?" I asked.
"It's just not right!" Tanya wailed. "I want to be here, I want to marry Jack... but he loves the FBI like I love the TCPD. And that bitch is making us have to choose between the things we love!"
All I could do is put my arm around her and say "It will be all right. After we put this crisis to bed, we'll figure it out, okay? I've got your back on this." Tanya nodded, then hugged me back.
My phone buzzed. I got up and went around to get it. It was the Duty Desk. "Sir, FBI EAD Isley is here, with an attorney for Agent Halsey..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The case was called up, and the Prosecution and Defense went to their respective tables. On the Prosecution side was ADA Paulina Patterson. Arrayed for the Defense was Nathan Masterson and U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin.
"Okay," said Judge Watts, "the charges are attempted murder with aggravating circumstances, resisting arrest, assaulting Police Officers, and weapons violations. How does the Defendant plead?"
"Before we enter our plea, Your Honor," said Nathan Masterson, "we have motions to dismiss and also to transfer this Defendant to Federal custody."
"None of those charges are Federal." said Judge Watts. "Are you wasting my time again, Masterson?"
"Your Honor," said U.S. Attorney Baldwin, "the Federal Government believes this Defendant may be involved in the bombing of the Hospital, and the Federal Government is taking over exclusive jurisdiction of that incident; therefore, we request habeas corpus and custody of this Defendant."
"Objection, Your Honor." said Paulina Patterson. "It has not be ascertained at all that the Federal Government has exclusive jurisdiction over the bombing incident, and both the State and this County are opposing that and will continue to fight it in Court. And the Federal Government has no place in this attempted murder case, as you just said, Your Honor."
"The objection is sustained," said Judge Watts, "and the Federal Government will have to try to get custody through a very lengthy legal process. Once again, how does the Defendant plead?"
"Not guilty, Your Honor." said Masterson. The judge forced the Defendant himself to sign the document stating that plea.
"Prosecution, bail?"
"We ask the Defendant be remanded without bail." said Paulina. "He is an exceptionally dangerous criminal, which is why his legs are shackled; he has demonstrated skill with martial arts in his attempts to harm Police Officers. Furthermore, he is an exceptional flight risk: he is not from this jurisdiction, he has ties to criminal organizations outside this jurisdiction, and we believe that any amount of bail would be met by those criminal organizations."
"Your Honor," said Nathan Masterson craftily, "we intend to show that the Defendant was merely defending himself from Police assault and abuse. Furthermore, we would understand if the bail were high, and we'd accept ankle monitoring and restricted travel, but we believe bail should be set so that we can work with him to provide an adequate defense at his trial, which will take time."
"So if I set a high bail and he met it, he would honor restrictions to remain in the jurisdiction?" asked Judge Watts.
"Yes, Your Honor." Masterson said quickly.
"No, Your Honor." Paulina replied. "We believe this Defendant would be helped to defeat the ankle monitoring, would leave the jurisdiction at the first available opportunity, and would not return to meet any Court dates. And he very well might attempt to assassinate Dr. Fredricson a second time. Also, Your Honor, the U.S. Attorney at the Defense table is the same one who tried to take Peter Blassingame out of County Jail using violent paramilitary tactics."
"Oh yeah, I thought I recognized you." said Judge Watts with a joviality he did not feel. "And there was no excuse for that, Mr. Baldwin. None." Baldwin and Masterson were both smoldering with hatred. 
"Bail is denied." said Watts. "I am ordering that transfer of this Defendant to Federal custody is denied and will remain denied until his trial here is completed." With a bang of his gavel, Judge Watts ended the proceeding...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, I was confronting FBI EAD Robin Isley in the lobby of Police Headquarters. With her were several Federal Agents of varying letters of the alphabet. Among them were David Rovers and Peter Page of the FBI's 'vaunted' Rovers BAU unit, which delighted me; I hoped they'd try something so that I could kill them and be done with their worthless presences on this earth.
Opposing them were the fully deployed TCPD SWAT Team, rounds in the chambers of their weapons, ready to fire; Captain Tanya Perlman in her wheelchair, wearing armor and brandishing her fully-loaded, round-in-the-chamber service weapon; and me... wearing armor and the 'girdle', and of course armed with my red crowbar.
"This is a Federal warrant to release ATF SAC Halsey to my custody." said Isley. "Immediately."
I took the document and examined it, and then I began tearing it up into small pieces. "This is not real." I said. "It is a figment of your imagination."
"Like hell!" Isley shouted. "That was issued by Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney an hour ago!"
"And it's been overturned already on appeal." said a voice. FBI SAC Jack Muscone came in through the front door, followed by FBI ASAC Karina White and Special Agent Julius Jefferson. Jack came up to confront Isley, but in truth was placing himself in front of his fiancée, Tanya Perlman, I noticed.
"We're not leaving without him." Isley said. "Whatever it takes, including lethal force, we're going to take him with us." The Agents had their guns drawn, though so far pointed at the floor.
"Then you'll leave in body bags." I replied. "And I am more than ready to make that happen"
"For God's sake!" Isley exclaimed in exasperation. Then she said "We're not letting Halsey get away with it. But we'll handle him at the Federal level."
"I've already filed charges with the TCPD." said ASAC Karina White, squaring off against Isley, woman vs. woman, Fed vs. Fed. "Attempted murder and assault charges. I've also already filed complaints with the FBI and BATFE Offices of Professional Responsibility."
"I'm ordering you to stand down, Agent White." ordered Isley. "Your career is already on shaky ground, and I'll have no problem finishing it."
"No." said White. "I'm not backing down, not this time. Halsey tried to shoot me. He is going to prison."
"Listen, you---" Isley growled, advancing on the shorter Karina. A red crowbar appeared between them.
"Would you like to borrow a crowbar, Agent White?" I asked.
"Don't mind if I do!" Karina said, awe in her voice as she took the proffered red crowbar, a gleam in her eye as she tapped it into the palm of her left hand.
"Why aren't you with your wife right now?" Isley asked, hurling the words at me as an accusation.
"Because I have to be here, taking care of this business of you trying to subvert Justice." I growled back. "And every moment I'm away from her, I'm holding against you,, Dr. Isley."
A man in his upper 40s, with brown hair, glasses, and a brush mustache, and looking about as cheap as his suit, said "I'm U.S. Attorney Dalton Kendell. I'm here as Agent Halsey's attorney. Take me to him immediately."
"You better hurry to the Courthouse if you want to see him." I said. "He's already been taken over for his arraignment on attempted murder charges."
"What?!" roared Dr. Robin Isley. "Why didn't you tell us that?"
I shrugged my shoulders. "Why, you were too busy threatening my friends, here, to listen to anything we were saying." I said.
If looks could kill, I'd be dead and Robin Isley would be getting arrested. As it was, she just snarled to the U.S. Attorney "Let's get over there, now!" They left, followed more slowly by her contingent of Federal Agents. Muscone and Karina White just looked over at me as Tanya dismissed the SWAT Team. I couldn't help it; I broke out into a huge cackle of laughter.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oyez, Oyez, Oyez!" said the Bailiff. "Court is now in session, the Honorable Harry R. Nance presiding." Everyone rose as Nance came in and seated himself before bidding everyone else to be seated. He called for his first case.
The Prosecution and Defense came up to their tables. For the Prosecution was ADA Savannah Fineman. For the Defense was U.S. Attorney Kendell and U.S. Attorney Baldwin, who'd come over from the Jack Logan arraignment.
"I see a motion by the U.S. Attorney here." said Nance. "You want the Defendant transferred to Federal custody?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said Kendell. "This is a Federal matter between Federal Agents, and should be kept to that. If I may, Your Honor, we have----"
"Your Honor," said Savannah Fineman, "one of those Agents filed formal charges of attempted murder with our Police----"
"Do not interrupt the Defense nor me again, Prosecutor." said Nance, more haughtily than angrily. "You were saying, Defense Counsel?"
"Your Honor, we have with us FBI Executive Assistant Director Dr. Robin Isley here." said Baldwin. "She is overseeing the investigation of the terrorist incident at the Hospital. May she speak on the Defendant's behalf?"
"Objection, Your Honor." said Fineman. "This is an arraignment, not the full trial----"
"Overruled!" growled Nance. "I'll accept a Friend of the Court brief in writing." After a moment, Kendell handed a piece of paper to the Bailiff, who took it to the Bench and the Judge. Nance read it.
"Prosecutor," said Nance, "it would seeeeem that turning this Agent over to Federal Government would rid you of a potentially political problem and a long and expensive appellate battle over jurisdiction."
"Your Honor," said Fineman, "we're ready to fight that battle. Again, Your Honor, the Defendant is accused of attempted murder as well as attempting to shoot at the Police... the helicopter he was aiming at was being flown by a TCPD Officer----"
"Your Honor," said Baldwin, his interruption not being called down by the Judge Nance, "the Defendant did not fire his weapon. We were already planning to object to the charges, as they should be no more than reckless endangerment. We also do not waive the preliminary hearing."
"That's a very good point, about the scope of the charges." said Nance. "Ms. Fineman, I'm going to save your promising political career, here. I'm dropping the charges without prejudice for now, and remanding the Defendant to the BATFE's custody. You need to come through the Grand Jury, or have the D.A. file more appropriate charges. Dismissed." And with a bang of his gavel, ATF SAC Halsey was released from custody...
Part 16 - Vengeance Delivered, Vengeance Needed
10:15am. Finally! I got to go to the Hospital to visit Laura. I came into her (new) room, now guarded by a phalanx of TCPD Deputies. When I got to the room, Laura was trying to get comfortable in the bed.
"How are you?" I asked as I came in. The reply was immediate, and strong.
"You remember how they made you get up and walk the day after your back surgery?" Laura said bitterly. (Author's note: 'Film Noir', Ch. 02.) I nodded, and she said "They made me get up and walk around, too. And it hurt! I'm a doctor, Jim, not an Iron Crowbar!"
I grinned widely at that. "I'm going to bring in Captain Perlman. Bitch about it in front of her... if you dare." Laura conceded the point with a nod of her head.
Just then, Dr. Cordell came in. "Ah, there you are, Don. Busy morning?"
"Yes sir." I said. "Bad actors have been keeping me from visiting my lovely wife earlier this morning."
"Well, the good thing about that," said Dr. Cordell, "was that we got some physical therapy in. How did that go, Laura?"
"She wants a lot more of it." I said with a wicked grin. "She can't get enough of it."
"You're going to be sleeping on the couch, mister." Laura threatened.
"I probably will be, anyway." I fired right back.
"Heh." said Cordell. "Truth is, though, Laura, is that you know it'll help you heal up and be up and about a lot quicker. And I need you to heal up quickly... we need to start rehab on that broken arm of yours as fast as we can, and also see if there's any nerve damage."



"Yes, I agree." said Laura. "I need it to spank this man----"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
We all looked at the door as it opened. A moment later an older man in a civilian suit and tie came in, followed by a lovely blonde woman. It was General Alexander McFarland and his daughter Alison McFarland.
"Hi, Don." General McFarland said to me, extending his hand. I shook it firmly as I greeted him. I then exchanged a hug with Alison.
"Hello, Admiral." the General said to Admiral Cordell as they shook hands. "Taking good care of Laura?"
"How are you, General?" replied Cordell. "Yes, I'm doing the best I can, but you know what they say about doctors being the worst patients."
"Yes, that's true." said General McFarland with his pursed smile. "Do you know my daughter Alison?" Cordell said he did (from where, I don't know), and they shook hands.
"Hey, Laura." McFarland said, coming up to the bedside. "How are you?"
"Not too bad, General." Laura said, a bit formally. "I always said I could whip our enemies with one hand tied behind my back, and now I'm demonstrating it." Everyone chuckled. Laura turned her head and said "Hello, Alison."
"Hello, ma'am." Alison said courteously. "I'm glad you're doing better."
"What brings you here, General?" I asked.
"To see Alison." said McFarland. "To see Laura. And to see what's going on around here. Federal Agents acting like spoiled teenage children..."
I grinned, then pointed at Alison. "All of this is off the record." I said to her.
"Darn, you remembered." said Alison humorously (I think). "Of course. Off the record."
"Ms. McFarland," said Admiral Cordell, "why don't you and I go to my office, and I'll give you an exclusive on my plans for the EMS Service."
"Oh, that'd be great!" Alison said. She and Cordell left. General McFarland looked at both of us. "This was not just any old terrorist attack, was it?"
I shook my head. "No sir. And Dr. Robin Isley is doing all she can to keep us from finding out the truth... or maybe I should say DNI Brendan Chapel is trying to keep us from finding out the truth."
McFarland nodded. "Not much gets past you, Don. I'll have some input about that in Washington. And I'll definitely be pushing back against what Isley's trying to do to Muscone and his team in this Region."
I nodded, then said "So what's the real reason you've come down here, General?"
McFarland gave a brief smile and said "Nothing really does get past you. No wonder the CIA laments not getting you straight out of college. Yes, I'm here for another reason."
He took out his laptop computer and opened it, then said "I normally should make you both sign paperwork about this, but I trust you. You know how the retired Deputy Director thinks you're under threat from the Cartel?"
We both nodded, and Laura said "They even wanted to put us in Witness Protection. Is it really that big a threat?"
"It may have been," said General McFarland, "but not any longer." He started a video on the laptop, and set it down on Laura's lap. I leaned over to watch.
The video was composed from the body-cams of U.S. military soldiers on a mission. They were wearing camo uniforms, but were masked. It was soon clear that they were attacking a building, and they were shooting to kill.
I realized what it was: our Government had sent a team of either Green Berets or Navy SEALs to Colombia, and they were laying waste to the Cartel. As Laura and I watched, we saw a lot of Enemy die, a lot of papers being accumulated, and finally a lot of drugs and property being destroyed in a massive fire.
"This was authorized by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff himself." said General Alexander. "After we heard what the Cartel did to that Colombian National Policeman and his family, and then put a bounty on your heads, we went down there and made sure they were aware that we would not tolerate threats against American Citizens."
I knew things like this had been done in the past, like when the bus of a church group of Americans in Central America were attacked, and the women dragged off the bus and gang-raped. A Green Beret team was sent down to that Central American nation, and they exterminated every one of those perps and their gang. This time, it was a much larger operation...
"I admit," said McFarland, "it gave the DEA the chance to do something they've wanted to do for a long time... put these fuckers out of commission, permanently. We blamed the Cartel for the terrorist attack on the Hospital, so that was our 'excuse'. The Colombians are turning a blind eye, as this was vengeance for their National Policeman and his family's torture and murder. As a result, what remained of the Cartel put out word that the bounty on you guys was off."
I nodded. "Thank you, General. And please thank for me whoever should be thanked, if you can."
"Our gift to you." McFarland said.
"So the Cartel was behind the bombing?" Laura asked. "They killed all those people just to get at me?"
"No." I said. "I suspect what's left of the Cartel is licking their wounds and saying 'What did we do?', wondering what got them wiped out. The threat on us and the torture of a Colombian National Policeman is plenty reason to send in that Spec-Ops team... but the Cartel was not behind the truck bombing! Blaming the Cartel... is a red herring."
General McFarland nodded. "That's exactly right. If anyone in the Mainstream Media has the brains to get past the 'American Jihadi Front' story, we'll leak the Cartel story if we absolutely have to."
"Well, sir," I said, "except for your daughter, I don't think the Press is smart enough to figure this one out. They're just putting out what they're told."
"So, Don," said General McFarland, "in exchange for this information... what can you tell us about the attack on the Hospital?"
I said "You may not be aware, General, of the attempt on Laura's life last night. I had her moved to another room, and had more security on it. Her original room was left with two Officers outside, and me inside. Someone dressed in scrubs brought the Officers coffee, which knocked them out. Then another person, named Jack Logan, also dressed in scrubs, came into Laura's goon with a silenced auto pistol. I jumped him and took him down, and we took him to County Jail."
"Are you kidding?" the General asked, totally stunned.
"No sir." I said. "And except for the log of Logan's arrest, we haven't said anything to anyone. But when Logan was arraigned this morning, a U.S. Attorney was already there, trying to get him out of our custody."
I continued: "Logan was a Navy SEAL, and I believe he has ties to the SEAL unit containing Trent Ridge and Quint Starr, who were involved in the EMPTY QUIVER incident. I'm seeing these names way too many times to believe this is all a coincidence."
"Well I'll be damned." said McFarland, his mind racing at the news. "Does the FBI and ATF know this? Homeland Security?"
"If they do," I said, "it wasn't me that told them."
"So... what now?" asked the General.
"Not sure yet, sir." I said, shrugging my shoulders. "I'm not sure why they bombed the Hospital, of all places. Police Headquarters, for example, is pathetically poorly protected from a truck bomb attack; they could've wiped half our building off the map. It doesn't make sense why they'd attack the Hospital... and especially the Maternity Ward."
"For the publicity of it?" Laura suggested. "That's what terrorists do. They want to create as much chaos and horror as they can."
"If this were a real terrorist attack, yes." I replied. "But no one's claimed responsibility for it, not even the copycats that try to take credit for others's work."
"He's right." said General McFarland, to Laura. "None of the Islamist terrorist groups, or any foreign group for that matter, are claiming responsibility for it. The Cartel didn't claim responsibility for it. And no domestic groups we know of have claimed responsibility. No one's touching this one."
After a moment of contemplation, General McFarland said "I'm going down to the Fed tent and see what's going on, if they'll talk to me at all."
"Man with four stars on his collars?" I asked. "They damn well better talk to you!"
"Having one star on your shoulders didn't help." the General said. Then he gave a slight grin as he said "Congratulations on getting that Charter passed. Ain't politics wonderful?" I grinned in acceptance of the joke, and the General left the room.
"Do you think that's for real?" Laura said. "Is the Cartel threat really over?"
"I'll do you one better." I said. "There never was a Cartel threat. Like I said before... it was a red herring. Part of it may have been so that we, meaning the United States, could send some Special Operations guys to wipe out the Cartel. But that was just them taking advantage of the opportunity. The real reason is that someone ginned it up to try to force you and me and our children into Witness Protection, and get us out of here."
"Why?!" Laura gasped, unable to comprehend.
"That's the question." I said. "That's the $64,000 question. And I wonder if McFarland caught on to my little hint in his general direction, pun fully intended."
"What hint is that?" Laura asked.
"The man is a no-shit four-star general." I said. "Yet he's here without his aide nor any entourage at all. First time in my life I've ever seen that..."
"Yeah." Laura said contemplatively. "I've never seen that, either..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Thursday, October 17th. I went out the front door of the Hospital towards the Police tent in the front yard. Things were calming down. There was only one fire engine present. Cranes had been brought in, and the damaged wing of the Hospital was being made sturdy. I'd heard that engineers believed the Hospital could be repaired without that wing being demolished, and I hoped that would be the case.
The Army MASH Hospital tent was being broken down, as the Hospital was able to handle any medical issues. I went over there and thanked all the Army National Guardsmen (and -women) for their help. They knew who I was, and I submitted to a large number of requests for selfies with them.
Then I went to the Police tent. Police Sergeant Carter was manning the radio, relaying Lt. Commander Croyle's instructions as she perused the maps and papers in front of her. I could see that she was becoming exhausted, the kind of exhausted that causes persons to make mistakes.
"How's Laura?" Teresa asked when she looked up and saw me looking at her.
"Better." I said. "She's grouchy. Physicians make terrible patients, dontcha know." Teresa smiled at that as I sat down next to her. "Whassup?" I asked.
"Things are settling down." Teresa said. "We've got the perimeter pretty well set, changing shifts normally on it. The Press is bitching about not having a Press tent. I told Bettina and Meredith to talk to the FBI about that, since it was their investigation and we weren't being invited to the party. When they talked to the FBI about it, the FBI told them that we would provide a Press tent."
"Heh." I said. "Are you getting any flak from the Feds? They giving you any trouble?"
"No sir, not directly." Teresa said. "And there aren't as many of them around now. General McFarland went into the Feds tent, then half an hour later he left. ATF SAC Halsey has not been here all day. EAD Isley was here earlier, but when General McFarland was spotted going into the Hospital with his daughter, Isley said she was going to the Federal Building and she beat feet out of here. I think ATF Special Agent Lindsey Black is in charge."
Teresa then said "Sir, Martha the M.E. has the autopsy report. She has to send it to the Feds, but she wants to brief you on it first."
"Okay, good." I said, then continued: "Commander Croyle, you have done an excellent job since this started yesterday, and under some incredibly difficult conditions... not to mention that awesome helicopter flight you piloted last night. But you need at least four hours of continuous sleep. Who can relieve you?"
Teresa said "Captain Abram was on duty all last night, and will be back at 6:00pm for the night shift. Captain Hewitt is at County Jail, coordinating our defense there, and I'd like for him to stay there. Captain Perlman is at Headquarters, by order of the County Sheriff, who won't admit it but is concerned for Tanya's safety while out here. Chief Moynahan and the Sheriff are also at Police Headquarters, though the Sheriff will likely be back here by noon. I have no idea where Commander Ross is."
"She's at Headquarters, working her ass off on the Budget." I said. "Where's Rudistan?"
"He was night shift, too." Teresa said. "And don't even think about tying yourself down here while your wife is in the Hospital."
"Stop reading my mind." I said. I fished out my Police iPhone and called Lt. DeLong, and told him to report to the Police tent at the Hospital, where he would be in charge while Lt. Commander Croyle got some sleep upon my direct orders...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I returned to Police Headquarters and called Martha the M.E. She was already at Police Headquarters, and came into my office. The look on her face was grim, which is bad when it's an M.E.
She declined my offer to sit down, and handed me the file folder. "Most of the deaths are either a direct result of the explosion or indirect things, such as Rhonda Hooper hemorrhaging and bleeding out after the delivery of her baby. But there was one odd situation. Nurse ('Ratchett') was found in the hallway, not far from the intersection with the rest of the Hospital, and it looked like she bore the brunt of the explosion. Her body took multiple fragments, which act like razor-sharp bullets when tearing through tissues." I nodded.
Martha continued: "The anomaly is that there was no bleeding into the wound channels like there should have been. It was as if someone shot a dead body with a gun. In other words, she was already dead when the explosion occurred."
"Ho-leee cow!" I gasped. "How does that happen?"
Martha said "I normally would say that's your job to find out. But in this case, I have a theory. Her dead body was seated in a chair in the hallway just before the explosion, which blew her body out of the chair and rubble kept anyone from immediately realizing it."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "Could you tell how she did die?"
Martha said "Blood and tissue tests are inconclusive. I did look for poisons along the lines of those that killed Louella Hopper, but didn't find anything conclusive. And puncture marks on her body? With all the projectiles from the explosion hitting her, it's just hard to tell. What I'm wondering... is how someone could administer anything to her in a way she'd not know it. It would have to have occurred at least several minutes before the explosion to account for the nature of the injuries on an already-dead body."
I nodded. "Well, the ol' CIA heart attack gun is not just a figment of our imaginations. And I'm only half-kidding there. Okay, Martha, thanks for coming by with this. You'll have to release it to the Feds?"
"Yes sir." said Martha. "There's one more thing, Commander. Those four babies in the neonatal unit?"
I instinctively knew what she was going to say, but I still said "Please tell me they died in the explosion."
"No sir." Martha said. "They burned alive."
I just nodded, and Martha left. Pain and anger overwhelmed me to my very soul. Four little babies, premature or with other issues, and fighting for their lives, only to die in that horrible way. I channeled the pain into a fierce resolve to find out who was responsible for this... and make them pay...
Part 17 - Leads, Real and Imagined
1:30pm, Thursday, October 17. FBI SAC Jack Muscone appeared at my office door. "Late lunch at the Cop Bar?"
"Sorry, Dog," I said, "but the optics would be bad. Bettina and the Press would be whining that we were twiddling our thumbs at the Cop Bar instead of working on solving the bombing. But we can order take-out, if you like. And in the meantime, have a seat."
"Thanks." said Muscone, who poured himself some coffee and refilled my mug before sitting down. "Anything new?"
I said "I've had a couple of contacts from the military that I can't really discuss."
"Yeah, General McFarland's in Town." Jack said. "Whose side is he on, anyway?"
"Depends on which way the wind is blowing." I replied. "He's Establishment, but not really one of the Swamp Frogs."
"So why did they send him down here?" asked Muscone.
"I'm not convinced that he was sent by someone else." I said. "But if he was, it was probably to sort out the mess that's developed. General McFarland came through the Army ranks in Intelligence. I believe he headed the Defense Intelligence Agency a while back, and at one time was a candidate for CIA Director. And you didn't hear this from me, but it was Laura that squelched that appointment."
"Well, he definitely has a mess on his hands." said Jack. "Halsey has been sent to Washington, and it's very unlikely he'll be back. They'll be pressuring D.A. Walters to not refile the charges. And Judge Nance really worked over Savannah Fineman, didn't he?"
"Yeah." I said dully. "And I'm not sure exactly how hard she really tried. Anyhoo, I dunno if McFarland is here to help cover up what's really going on, or to discover the real truth of it."
"Which brings us to the real question." Jack Muscone said. "Look, I'm no Iron Crowbar, but I didn't get to where I am by being dumb. Something is going on, here. That was not a normal terrorist attack, at least by what I call 'normal', and it wasn't the Cartel. So what was it? And more importantly... why?"
"As Sherlock Holmes says," I replied, "when we have eliminated the impossible, what remains, however improbable, must be the truth... or something like that. As to the 'why', we go back to the first verse of The Policeman's Bible: motive, means, opportunity."
"The opportunity was self-inherent." said Muscone. "The perps obviously had financing, and a lot of it, to give them the means. Motive is the key."
I said "I'm not that far along. What exactly was the opportunity they were taking? Why the Hospital? Why that wing instead of the front doors... which would've been far more devastating to the Hospital structure. And yes, they had the means. Are you able to get the forensics data reports?"
"So far." said Muscone. "And Lindy Linares in Cardigan's group is freely sharing information with us. The truck appears to be specially built to concentrate the blast in a certain direction---
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Muscone's phone, and he answered it. "Yeah... okay, I'll be right there." After disconnecting, he said "All hands on deck meeting at the Fed tent. Maybe they found something."
"They got the autopsy reports from Martha." I said. "And they're doing exactly what I thought they would... they're going to be all over the Hospital, annoying the Staff and employees. Tell you what, I'll follow you down there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was difficult getting into the side parking lot. TCPD Officers had no problem letting me in, but the Federal Marshals tried to prevent my Police SUV from coming in. I drove right through their barrier, almost hitting and taking out two Federal Marshals. They were screaming obscenities to my taillights as I went further up and parked.
I went to the TCPD tent just in time to hear more furious haranguing, this time by a female voice. It was BATFE Special Agent Lindsey Black yelling at Lt. DeLong. To his credit, he was silently absorbing the verbal punishment, but you know that Your Iron Crowbar was not going to let that go.



"Is there a problem, Officers?" I said, seemingly jovially, but with an undercurrent of menace to my voice.
"Yes there is!" yelled Lindsey Black. "I've ordered the TCPD to assist us with our interviews of all the Hospital staff, but he's not moving to make that happen."
"I don't blame him." I said, towering over Black with my height. "First of all, Special Agent Black, you are not in a position to order the Town & County Police to do anything. Second of all, after the total lack of cooperation you Feds have given us, followed up by your Special Agent In Charge about to shoot at my helicopter and my Officer in it, I am very much inclined to not help you at all."
"You are here to help and support us in our investigation!" Black snarled. "Now get your Officers in the Hospital!"
"And how are you going to make me do that?" I said quietly. "How are you going to force me to do that?"
"I'll arrest you for Obstructing a Federal investigation, if you don't." yelled Black.
"Ohhhh, the ol' 'obstruction' threat." I said. "Why don't you try arresting me, Agent Black. Not only will I fight back, I'll use this crowbar and beat your fucking head in. And if you pull a gun, you'll be a patient in that Hospital... or a permanent guest in our cemetery."
"Why you son of a----" Black gasped.
"Spare me the platitudes about my mother." I interrupted. "The bottom line is that we answer to the County Sheriff, not the FBI and especially not the BATFE. Now get out of my tent and go back to yours."
"Yeah, I'll be back." Black threatened. "And we'll whip your local cop ass!"
"Bring. It. On." I replied. When Black gasped for air, I continued "There is not a Federal Agent on this property that can whip my ass, with the possible exception of my wife. But I can and will whip every Federal Agent here. Bottom line, the TCPD is not here to take your orders. Have a nice day."
"You think we can't bust your ass down----" Black started, but stopped when a hand gripped her shoulder from behind. She whirled to see FBI Assistant Director Owen Lange looking at her.
"He's right, you know." Lange said in his scratchy voice. "He can whip any Federal Agent here... and it hasn't been for lack of trying on my part. Get out of here." With a glare back at me, Lindsey Black stalked out of the tent.
"What's new, Mr. Assistant Director?" I asked.
"Not much." said Owen Lange. "You're still as hardcore as ever. But you're right to not cooperate with the Feds. Let's go talk somewhere."
I told Lt. DeLong that he'd done a good job standing up to the Feds, and to keep on doing so. Then I followed AD Lange towards the Hospital. We went in via the southside entrance, and up towards Laura's room.
"This is good enough." Lange said as we stood at the end of the hall past Laura's room, looking out the southeast window and the view of the mountain finger upon which The Cabin sat. "I guess you know what all this excitement is about."
"The autopsy came out." I replied. "Nurse 'Ratchett', as we called her, had some anomalies about her death."
"That's right." said Lange. "Any idea what it is?"
"No." I said. "We had some reason to believe she was associated with White Supremacists back in the day, but not enough to really do anything to her. And I had evidence that she stole some morphine that was used to finish off a terminally ill cancer patient." (Author's note: 'Case of the Paper Trail', Ch. 01; 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 01.)
"Think she might have been involved in this?" Owen Lange asked. When I just gave him a 'look', he said "Look, I freely admit that something's going on with this, that something's not right. This is not an ordinary terrorist attack, foreign or domestic. And if it's not the Cartel, then we need to find a motive."
"No disrespect intended, Mr. Assistant Director," I said, "but is that the real issue here?"
"What do you mean?" Lange asked, his voice unfriendly.
"I mean," I replied, "that I think you're seeing what I'm seeing, and you're trying not to say it but I will: the Feds are not here to find the truth, but to cover it up."
As Lange blinked in disbelief, I said "Well, to be more accurate, someone within the Feds, high up, wants this covered up. Which means someone is in league with the perps."
"What do you base that on?" asked Owen Lange.
"The lack of cooperation with the local and State LEOs." I said. "It's virtually unheard of. Why the effort to keep us out?... to the point that SAC Halsey was willing to shoot at a TCPD helicopter and possibly hit the Hospital itself? And threats against Agents I know are good guys, like Jack Muscone and Karina White? Who nearly got shot by the same bastard that tried to shoot at my helicopter?"
"And furthermore to this point, sir," I said, "there's money in this. A lot of money. The explosives used? Very expensive. The truck bomb? Custom made. Very expensive. Electronic guidance system? Very expensive. The someone sent to kill my wife, who is now sitting in my jails? An associate of Trent Ridge and Quint Starr, who were part of the EMPTY QUIVER event as well as other things."
"My God." Lange muttered as the enormity of what I was saying was hitting him. "Whole Government theory? Or just a few bad apples?"
"A few bad Swamp Frogs." I said. "But the hostility to local LEOs has been pretty consistent across the Agencies, so I'm thinking handpicked Agents were brought in. The only one's that aren't... Muscone, Karina White, Julius Jefferson, and you... are being excluded and threatened themselves."
Lange nodded. "I have no reason to expect you to believe me. But I agree with you, and yes, I'm seeing the pattern, here. What I will ask is that you let me handle it. You take care of your wife and your family, and your Police Force. I've got Federal friends."
"You're about to have one less." I said. "Tanya Perlman is one of my family, and what Robin Isley is doing to her and her fiancé... is inexcusable."
"Have faith, Commander." said Owen Lange. He turned and walked back down the hallway, and so did I. I went to Laura's room as he went around the corner and down the main hallway...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm. Jack Muscone came up to Laura's room, where I already was. After a few minutes of preliminary talk, asking her how she was doing, etc., Muscone said "A couple of things. First of all, Laura, you'll have to give a statement to someone in the FBI, and they're not allowing it to be me." Laura nodded, as did I.
"Also," said Muscone, "the Staff and employees of this fine Hospital are getting angry at the way the Feds are going about questioning them. In many cases it's been harsh, and several nurses demanded lawyers, claiming that Agents were accusing them of committing crimes and threatening them with jail for the ubiquitous 'obstructing a Federal investigation' charge. Dr. Cordell is getting his hackles up, and is about to bring in lawyers to deal with the Feds."
"He might should've done that from the beginning." I said. "And I'll tell you this right now... whoever comes in to interview Laura will have to relinquish all weapons and submit to a search for hidden weapons. If they don't, they won't get past me. And if they accuse me of obstruction and try to arrest me... I will be shooting to kill."
"I hear you." said Muscone. "Also, what they're bothering your doctors and nurses about... is Nurse 'Ratchett'. They are now speculating that she was involved in the terrorist attack, and think that others may have been in league with her."
"Sheesh." I said.
"They're idiots." Laura said.
"No, dear," I said, "they're chasing red herrings. They're looking for someone to pin the whole thing on, and with her past issues, Nurse 'Ratchett' is the perfect patsy."
"I gotta go." said Jack Muscone. He made a hasty exit.
"I don't think he like what you said." Laura astutely observed.
"He's caught between a rock and a hard place." I said. "He loves the FBI and hates the corruption growing within it. He loves Tanya, but she's anchored down here, and knows the TCPD is the only job she really can get."
"And the TCPD is the only job where she can work for you." Laura again astutely observed.
"Exactly." I said. "And Isley is using that, threatening to transfer Jack to Alaska or Europe."
"That goddamn bitch." Laura muttered. "I had the chance to kill her, years ago. I didn't do it. I should have."
Part 18 - Remembering
I went to Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers to get Laura and myself some supper, seeing as the Hospital food was even worse than normal because the gas was still off in the kitchen areas. When I got back, I checked the room for bugs, finding none, but always wondering if the equipment in the room was interfering with my device's ability to find bugs.
As we ate, with me helping Laura get used to eating one-handed, we watched the news. Bettina Wurtzburg was saying: "And sources tell Channel Two News that the focus of the Federal investigation is turning to the doctors, nurses, and employees of University Hospital, after one nurse killed in the explosion had anomalies in her autopsy. Neither the Coroner's Office nor the Town & County Police would respond to Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment, and the Federal investigators have also declined to comment, stating the ongoing nature of the investigation..."
"If it weren't for this story on the nurse," Laura said, "the Media would've gone into 'drive-by' mode already. There's just no new news for them to report."
"I agree." I said. "The national news outlets are already packing up to go. And that in itself... is a cluuuuuue in itself."
"How so?" Laura asked.
"No one is leaking anything to to the Press." I said. "That in itself is suggestive of an attempt to cover up what really happened..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30pm, Laura kicked me out of her room, ordering me to go home and be with the kids, and to get some sleep. Knowing what was best for me, I followed this particular doctor's orders. But before leaving, I took something out of my pocket and handed it to her. It was a holstered Taurus snub-nose revolver, .38 Special caliber. She put it under her sheet where her right hand could get to it.
I went to The Cabin, where the kids were staying with Molly and Paulina. Cindy and Betsy were also there, since Callie was in California. Cindy and Paulina had me sit down in the front room to watch a video taken from the website of the Town & County Examiner Online.
It was a video montage from the first day of the terrorist attack, set the the music of Enya's 'Only Time'. It would be picked up by television stations across the Nation. As the haunting music played, photos began phasing in and out.
There were photos of the smoking building, then firefighters coming up. Then one of Father Romano appearing at the damaged doorway with two infant babies in his arms. Then one of Roy Easley with his hand on my shoulder; you really couldn't tell that he was stopping me from going in.
The pictures got more heartbreaking, showing people being taken on stretchers into the hospital tent. One photo showed Father Romano sitting and in tears, with Teresa next to him, her arm around his shoulders, trying to comfort him. Another one showed Teresa pointing at something as she was giving Lt. Rudistan and a Firefighter instructions. Then a photo of a tarp on the ground, which I knew was covering the little bodies of the infants that had died.
There were more photos of the Firefighters at work, then Police Officers providing security. Then some photos from inside the Hospital, showing people on gurneys being taken down the hallways, and worked on by doctors and nurses. There was one of a nurse holding what I found out was Rhonda Hooper's newborn child, then one of Cindy and Beatrice outside, with Beatrice crying as she held her new niece.
And then, much to my surprise, was a photo of Laura lying in her hospital bed and me standing next to it, us looking at each other. Alison McFarland must've taken that when she visited. I was just glad there were no photos of Carole or Jim; I did not need perps seeing their little faces on television.
More photos as the day went on. Investigators crawling around the damaged wing, the National Guardsmen working at their tent, many photos of the TCFD and TCPD at their jobs. Photos of shocked civilians looking at the damage from the street. One of the Press crowding around Captain Damien Thompson, his uniform looking as sharp as ever despite the crisis. There were some of Chief Moynahan at the TCPD tent, one of him seemingly instructing an attentive Commander Teresa Croyle. And one of Tanya Perlman at the monitoring station, a close up that did not reveal that she was in a wheelchair.
Finally some night photos, with klieg lights illuminating the damage. The final photo was one of me standing next to Sheriff Griswold, side by side, me in my trenchcoat and Tilley hat, the Sheriff in his uniform with a brown windbreaker. We were looking at the damage, the klieg lights strangely illuminating us with the last of the sunset and deep blue twilight behind us. Sheriff Griswold looked profoundly sad, and my face looked grim.
"Wow." I said, feeling the emotions the piece was designed to produce. Tears were streaming down Cindy's face as she nodded.
I felt a strange need to be alone. "I'm going to go out on deck until supper gets ready." I said. Maggie Ross was cooking supper in the kitchen, helped by my mother. I poured myself a Scotch, neat, and went onto the back deck.
I could see the bright lights at the Hospital as I sat down on the metal mesh loveseat. I looked up, out over my Town, seeing the sparkling headlight of a train coming out of the western horizon, a point of continuity amidst the jarring changes we'd experienced in our lives.
I was remembering what Martha the M.E. had said about the infants in the neonatal unit, and my heart and soul hurt again at the fate of those tiny fighters having their little lives cut short so brutally. Life isn't fair, I thought to myself, but why did it have to be that unfair for those poor little things...
*PLOP*
I looked down to see that Tiger Mom had come up and jumped into my lap. But instead of laying down on my legs, she sat on my lap and pressed her side into my belly and chest, and began purring.
I remembered what Carole had said about cats purring to heal themselves and other cats. Maybe Tiger Mom was trying to help heal my breaking heart at that moment. I gently petted her as the vibrations of her purring reached into my soul...
Part 19 - Danger In The Night
2:00am, Friday, October 18th. I woke up to the sounds of dogs growling in the greatroom. For Bowser to occasionally do so was normal; it was not normal for Buddy to also be growling.
I got up and quickly dressed, and looked outside the bedroom window overlooking the deck. It was dark, and the motion sensor light had not activated, but I thought I saw a flitting shadow at the far edge of the deck, where the dogs went around to take the mountainside trail to do their business.
As I went downstairs, with my service weapon in my hand pointed at the floor, the dogs began barking vociferously, joined by growls emitting from their throats. The Levelor blinds obscured the view to the outside, but I had two angry dogs sounding an alarm.
Molly came up from her downstairs bedroom. I whispered for her to watch with the dogs, and that I'd go through the garage to check outside. I went through kitchen to the door to the near-side garage, where Laura usually parked her Mercedes. It was still sitting at the Hospital, so I crossed the empty garage, removed the bolts over the door to the outside, then quietly opened the door and stepped onto the walkway.
Going towards the deck, the motion sensor light had come on. Peering around the edge, I saw someone trying to peer inside the windows in the doors!
*CLICK!*
She turned her head to see the business end of my Beretta 96 an inch from her head, the safety having just been taken off.
"It's me, Robin Isley." she said. "Don't shoot."
"What the hell are you doing sneaking around my home?" I asked menacingly.
"I came to talk to you." Isley said. "Don, I need your help..."
To be continued.
Dear readers, you have the clues. What was the true motive of the attack?
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Part 19 - Danger In The Night (continued)
I knocked on the door, and Molly came out, having to work to keep the dogs from rushing out. They were most displeased at the intrusion of their territory and the disturbing of their harmony... and I was not very happy either.
"Frisk her. Thoroughly." I said to Molly, holding my service weapon pointing at the ground, but ready to bring it back up to shoot Robin Isley if she tried anything. The Nextdoor County Police Chief did a very thorough job of frisking Isley, finding her armed with her service weapon, and her FBI badge and ID, which Molly confiscated.
"Again," I said, "Why are you here, Dr. Isley?"
"Why don't we go inside, and I'll tell you." said Isley.
"Harumph." I said. "No way I'm letting you inside my home, where my children are."
"Out here, then?" Isley said. I could see the worry in her face.
"Keep those here at the door." I said to Molly, meaning Isley's gun and ID. To Isley I said "Let's go over here and sit down. I had her sit down in the chair to the left of me, while I sat in my normal place. This put the patio lights in her eyes and my face in shadow.
The autumn night was indeed chilly as we sat down. Robin Isley had on a light jacket over her dress, and was shivering slightly in the cold. I turned on the gas to the fire pot in front of us, which gave some warmth as the rocks in it heated up.
"All right." I said. "What's it about?"
Isley said "I don't know how much you know, but something is wrong about this whole hospital bombing. By that I mean the investigation of the whole thing. And what happened with Curtis Halsey. He totally went off the reservation trying to shoot down that helicopter."
"And trying to murder Karina White." I said, not letting that one off the hook.
"White was in the ATF for a long time," said Isley, "and there's a lot of bad blood between her and Halsey."
"And that justifies him trying to murder her?" I asked harshly.
"Look, that's a sideshow." said Isley, trying to move past it. "What I came to talk about is the course of the investigation."
I didn't want to move past Halsey's murderous attempt on White, and I certainly didn't consider it a sideshow, but I decided to hear out Robin Isley. "Okay, what about it?" I asked, my voice still unfriendly.
"When it first happened," Isley said, "I thought we were here to find out what happened. And then things began getting weird. I didn't know you knew about the 'American Jihadi Front', but that name was brought up immediately. I went to look them up, and I can't find hardly any information on them." I nodded.
Isley continued: "Then they started up the Cartel threat business. One thing that I've realized now that I didn't give much thought to before: Halsey knew all about the Cartel threat against you."
I said "And I did not fail to notice that he already had his cheap shots at me ready to go over that."
Dr. Isley nodded. "Yes, you saw that, too. Anyway, the autopsy reports came out, and the whole tenor of the investigation changed. A lot of our people started asking questions, and Lindsey Black responded by really started pushing them to interrogate everyone over that nurse that was killed. Black really believes that other Hospital employees are associated with her. My own research has found that the nurse might be a White Nationalist----"
I interrupted: "That's the wrong term. That nurse was a White Supremacist, which is not the same thing as 'White Nationalist', a term the Press uses to attack any Conservative. And yes, that nurse had a lot more issues than just that. But keep going."
Isley nodded, then said: "Well, it's out of control. It's out of my control. I realize now that the Washington brass doesn't want to find the truth, they want to put out a narrative that they can control. They were setting up Winters to be the fall guy, but he's not playing the game anymore. And that means that I'm going to be their next straw man."
"So what do you want me to do?" I asked.
"Find out the truth." replied Isley. "The real truth. I'll get you access to the scene, and all the reports of all of our data we've collected so far. Just find out what's going on so that I can do something about it."
I shook my head slowly for several long seconds, as if in contemplation. Then I said "We're way past that. I've got a bastard in my County Jail that is associated with the people that took my nephew hostage and murdered one of my Police Officers. And some of the people involved in the EMPTY QUIVER event were also associated with this guy."
(Author's note: 'A Death In The Family', 'The Nuclear Option'.)
"So," I continued, "a much larger game is being played here. However, I do want to know why they chose to bomb a Hospital's maternity ward. So I have some questions for you."
"Go ahead." Isley said.
"First," I said, "why did you put Halsey in charge of the field investigation in the first place?"
"I was ordered to." said Isley "By the Director of National Intelligence, Brendan Chapel, himself. I've come to realize that it's very strange how that's all gone down. This whole thing is being orchestrated from Washington... even trying to gin up some conspiracy involving that nurse that was killed."
"Yes, I can see that you see that." I said. "Second, let's just hypothetically theorize that I find the truth, and expose it. What will the Washington brass do next?"
"I don't know." said Robin Isley. "And I'm a little bit scared to find out."
"So am I." I said. "So am I. So one more thing: if you want me to help you, I require a couple of goodwill gestures in return. First, I want Curtis Halsey brought back to this jurisdiction... so that the D.A. can refile charges against him and we can arrest him and give him a fair trial for his 'alleged' crimes."
"That's beyond my scope," said Isley, "but I'll see what I can do. And second?"
"I want you to leave Owen Lange, Jack Muscone, Karina White, and their teams alone." I said. "And you must especially stop fucking around with Jack Muscone and his fiancée, Tanya Perlman. It's obvious you've been trying to use her to pressure him, and constantly threatening his job, or to transfer him, and try to make him choose between her or the FBI. That will stop, one way or another. Tanya Perlman is like family to me; I will not tolerate the continued abuse you are heaping upon her."
Robin Isley became sullen, and crossed her arms, looking at the fire pot and not me. "I'm not abusing them."
"Pul-eeeze." I said. "I really get irritated at people who think I'm the dumbest rock in the box."
"Beyond that," countered Isley, "I need loyal agents. Muscone and Lange have shown themselves to be disloyal, both to me and the FBI."
"Bullshit." I said. "Jack Muscone's loyalty to the FBI is beyond question, much less reproach. But beyond that... demanding loyal Agents is what got you into trouble in the first place. You need good Agents, not sycophants that are willing to do corrupt things for you."
"C'mon." Isley said, looking back towards me. "You demand loyalty of your Police Officers."
I turned to look at her, my eyes boring right through hers. "Why, no." I said. "I don't have to. I earn their loyalty by taking care of them and leading them honestly and honorably. And because they know I'm loyal to them, they are loyal to me... to the point they were willing to die for and with me to stop your Federal Agents from taking Peter Blassingame away from us."
"That wasn't me." Robin said, a bit of anger in her voice.
"Cry me a river about it." I replied. "Another example: When Halsey was about to murder Karina White, her FBI Agents defended her against him, and arrested him, too. And his people... didn't raise a finger to help him. She's already earned her Agents's loyalty, while he doesn't have his people's loyalty."
I continued: "The point is: loyalty, like respect, is a two-way street. And if you think you don't have Muscone's loyalty nor Owen Lange's, it's because they see the lack of loyalty and respect from you first. And if you continue to confuse 'authority' with true 'leadership'... then I cannot help you, Dr. Isley. I cannot help you at all."
"Well, what the hell am I supposed to do?" snapped Isley. "I need people I can trust working for me. And Jack Muscone and Karina White are not among those people! So either they have to go, or I do, and I'm not going down without a fight."
"That is admirably exact." I said. "It's either you or them... and there's a lot more of 'them' you'd have to remove if you take out those two. May I suggest... you do as you said you were doing in the past... and emulate your mentor, Dr. Laura Fredricson?"
Isley looked sharply at me as I just raised my eyebrows at her...
Part 20 - Interrogation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the Press gathering 200 feet from the front of the Hospital, at 7:00am, Friday, October 18th. "Channel Two News has learned that a local nurse may have been involved with the terrorist attack upon University Hospital!"
Bettina talked about the late Nurse 'Ratchett', then said "Federal authorities are piecing together what they believe is a conspiracy by White Nationalists to damage University Hospital. They believe the same or similar White Nationalist groups were behind the attack on BOW Enterprises, which left a Police Officer dead and BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke severely injured. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing BATFE Agent Lindsey Black saying "The Police have one of these White Nationalists in custody, and we will be interrogating him as part of our investigation. That suspect may have been involved with others who also attacked the CEO of BOW Enterprises, as well as other crimes in this part of the country." When asked to elaborate, she refused to mention the EMPTY QUIVER event in any way.
Back to Bettina live: "Local authorities are saying they will not turn over the arrested suspect to Federal authorities at all, as he has been charged with the attempted murder of Dr. Laura Fredricson the night after the bombing. Dr. Fredricson was seriously wounded in the terrorist attack and is recovering from her injuries, and Channel Two News has learned that she could be released from the Hospital as early as Monday. Dr. Fredricson is the wife of Police Commander Donald Troy, who has refused to respond to KXTC's multiple, repeated requests for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And she got it in." Teresa Croyle said as we sat and drank coffee in the TCPD tent on the University Hospital campus. "The ubiquitous 'Commander Troy won't talk to us!' cheap shot." We all chuckled.
"By the way, is that true?" Cindy Ross asked. "They're releasing Laura as early as Monday?"
"Don't let this get out." I said. "But maybe Sunday. We're saying next week so we can try to sneak her out of here without the Press really knowing, so they won't tell the perps, inadvertently or otherwise."
"Wow, that's amazing." Teresa said.
"Oh, she's still got a lot of healing to do." I said. "But she can do most of that at home once the doctors believe infection and internal bleeding risks have passed."
"I am verrrry hap-pppy that your wife is able to return home." said Chief Moynahan. "That was a very scary few hours last Wednesday."
"Yes sir, it was." I said, very aware that Chief Moynahan was saying that as a widower himself.
"Sir," asked Teresa, "we're going to have to let the Feds interview Jack Logan?"
"Yes." I said. "The Sheriff is negotiating the details now. The Feds wanted us to bring Logan to the Federal Building, but we nixed that immediately. Then they wanted him brought to Police Headquarters, and we asked why can't he stay in County Jail and be interrogated there. The latest I heard is that the Sheriff will allow four Federal interrogators, none of which can be Federal Marshals, and they have to relinquish their arms at the front door. I think they'll be willing to accept that."
"How are things here?" asked Chief Moynahan. "When will we be able to get back to nor-mulllll?"
Teresa said "They're going to remove what's left of the bomb truck today. My belief is that the Feds will pick the crime scene apart over the weekend, and will be done with it by Monday. So I anticipate we'll be pretty much done there Monday. We'll have a perimeter, of course, but not like what we have now."
Cindy said "The Press is already ready to move on, frickin' 'Drive-By's. After today the beauty queen anchors will go back home and leave the cubs here. I agree with Commander Croyle that the worst of it will be over by Monday."
"I'm just glad we have an open date in football this weekend." said Chief Moynahan. We knew this was an attempt to start 'trouble'.
"You know," I said, "all this has put things into perspective. The football games and the rivalries are fun. But the tragic deaths we just suffered are not. So you'll just have to forgive me if I don't play into the banter much next week..." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am. Cindy and I drove up to County Jail and went inside. We were wearing our standard uniforms: light blue shirts, medium blue pants with two light blue piping stripes down the sides, soft shoulderboards of medium-dark blue with a single silver star on each shoulder just above a line of stitched gold at the shoulder end.
The TCPD Officers and TCSD Deputies were wearing chest armor vests, and they were well armed with their service weapons and also TASERs. Additionally, many of them had what Sheriff Griswold called 'Klingon Pain Sticks'. These were black tubes with prongs on the end that emitted an electrical discharge. They were not unlike TASERs in their delivery of a strong shock to a perp, but had prongs instead of wires or needles.
We went to the cell that contained Jack Logan. He looked up at us calmly. His hands were not cuffed, but his legs were in solid iron shackles that prevented him from doing more than shuffling or hopping.
"Come to the door, Logan." said the Deputy.
"Why don't you come in here and get me." said Logan cooly. The Deputy opened the door, and I walked in.
"Move your pansy ass. Now." I ordered.
"Help me up." said Logan, extending his arm. I grabbed it and pulled him upright, and of course he attacked. But I was ready for it. My Aikido training allowed me to turn his attack against him, and I used that and his own momentum to help him keep right on going... into the far wall. And then I jabbed a Pain Stick into his back... and you get one guess which vertebrae. (If you guess the same ones as my damaged ones, you've been paying attention.)
"AUUUGH!" Logan screamed. "Police brutality!"
"You don't know the meaning of the word." I snarled. I quickly cuffed Logan's hands behind him, pressing my fingers into points of his body to cause pain, and also deaden his ability to move his arms to take swings at me. Then I took out the black cloth hood I'd brought in and put it over his head. With no eyelets, he was blinded. Hey, it worked for captured terrorists in Afghanistan and Iraq; it would work here, too.
Two Deputies came in and half-walked, half-carried Logan out of the cell and down the hallway to Interrogation-1. His hands were uncuffed, then recuffed to the ring in the table.
"Good God." muttered Sheriff Griswold as I went into the anteroom where he was watching. "I've never seen a bastard fight so hard while in captivity. Is he amped on something?"
"No sir." I said. "But he appears to be brainwashed to resist as hard as he can. That, or he thinks he's James Bond, and can fight his way out of anything. I've told the Deputies to put the hood on him when we're transporting him."
"Gotta be careful, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "You know the smarmy lawyers and the corrupt, Police-hating Press would just love to whine to a judge and to the People about us mistreating this poor, calm, non-protesting victim of abuse."
"Yes sir." I said. "We've recorded plenty of video of him attacking our Officers. Okay, let's get his lawyer in here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well if it ain't the Police Department's token Bar Code." said Nathan Masterson as I went into the Interrogation Room, a sneering reference to my Jewish ancestry.
"And if it ain't the White Supremacist's token Jew Hater." I replied with exactly equal feeling. I sat down opposite Jack Logan and read him his rights from the card. "Do you understand the rights?" I asked. Logan just looked at me with a half incredulous, half sneering look, and said nothing.
"Let the record show you've been mirandized." I said. I opened the file folder in front of me. "Jack Logan, former Navy SEAL... and a very poor representative of them; you're a lousy fighter. So, Logan... why did you try to murder my wife?" Logan just stared at me, as if he were frozen in place. He said nothing.
"You know, Logan," I said, "I know who your friends are... or were. Navy SEAL unit that got busted up after committing war crimes, raping and murdering innocent civilian families in the war theaters. And they're not much better than you. And now Quint is dead, Trent and most of the others coming up missing recently. Nobody's going to come help you out of this one, Logan. You're going to spend the rest of your life in prison... unless you cut a deal, which I might very generously offer."
"You don't have anything to offer." said Masterson. "Your wife wasn't even in the hospital room. It's all your word against his as to what actually happened. And then there's the treatment of this prisoner while he's been in your custody, which has been a violation of the Geneva Convention, much less his Constitutional rights!"
"If he'd stop trying to injure and kill my Police Officers... and every time he tries, it's just one more count added to the charges... then he wouldn't have to be restrained." I said. "And do I even need to say we got it all on tape that he drugged two Police Officers and then had the gun in his hand when he walked into that hospital room... which did contain my wife until we moved her to safety, and which he thought contained my wife. Definitely some intent, there."
"Doesn't matter how much you overcharge him, you'll never make it stick." said Masterson. "But... just for kicks... let's say he did entertain a plea deal. What are you offering, and what do you want in exchange?"
I looked over to see Logan looking at me with the same stupid look, as if he were still disbelieving my existence. I merely said to him "Who do you work for, Logan? Who sent you to try to kill my wife? Who paid you to do that, eh?" Nothing, not even a change of expression. I halfway expected him to start drooling.
And then I realized that all of this was just Masterson biding his time, waiting for the Feds. Now what did he have in mind?
"Tell you what." I said, pretending to collect my papers. "The charges are attempted murder in the first degree with aggravating circumstances, assaulting Police, multiple instances of resisting arrest and more assaults while in custody. Your ass is mine, Logan, but I'm going to make sure you're in 'general pop' at Jacksonville, where they're gonna 'pop' you." I stood up. "You think about it with your lawyer while you're waiting for the Feds."



With that, I walked back into the anteroom. The Sheriff and Cindy were the only others in there; others were watching from the Monitor Room we'd recently built in the 1st Precinct Headquarters area.
"Why'd you come out?" growled Griswold.
"I realized Masterson was stalling." I said. "And he was just trying to figure out how much we know about Logan and his 'associates', for lack of a better term."
"Yeah, that's a point." the Sheriff muttered.
"Don," Cindy said, "you mentioned the others in that SEAL team going missing?"
"Yes." I said. "After we arrested Logan, I started checking up on the whereabouts of the rest of that team. Before now, every time I did it I got the same report back: two were in the DEA in California, one in the California Highway Patrol, one in LAPD SWAT. But my most recent checks? The CHP Officer, Mort Springer, turned in his badge and resigned. William Drew, with LAPD SWAT, took vacation time, all of it, then didn't come back. They went looking for him, to make sure he's all right... and they can't find him. They're keeping that hush-hush for now. And the two DEA Agents were assigned undercover missions, which means I have no idea if they really are undercover or if they're missing."
"Logan wasn't part of that actual team, was he?" asked Cindy.
"Not the one that got busted for war crimes, and not part of the group in that photo we have." I said. "But he was in that unit at another time, and while Navy Lieutenant Bayport was with that unit."
"They're making their move, whatever it is." growled Griswold. "As Sherlock Holmes would say: 'the game is afoot!'."
"Somebody give this Sheriff a crowbar." I muttered. The Sheriff said nothing, but his mustaches twitched most merrily.
A few moments later, the Sheriff's cellphone chimed with a text. "The Feds are here." he said. "BATFE Agent Lindsey Black. FBI Agent Dominic Ellis (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 03.). Homeland Security Agent Winters. And someone with the Defense Intelligence Agency, guy named Homer Simpson... no joke, that's the name listed here."
I chuckled. "I think we can safely deduce that's an alias." I said. "Well, let's get this party started."
The Sheriff sent the text, and a moment later the four Federal Agents were brought in, having given up their weapons and been frisked for more and found to have none.
As they were brought in, the door to the anteroom opened and in walked FBI EAD Dr. Robin Isley. "May I stay and watch with you?" she asked. Cindy gave her a dark look, though not easy to see in the dark anteroom. I just nodded, keeping my face impassive. The Sheriff caught my cue and also nodded.
"Hello, Mr. Masterson." said Lindsey Black, taking charge. "Hello, Mr. Logan. I am Special Agent Lindsey Black of the Federal Government Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives. We'd like to ask you a few questions, if we may? I understand you have not invoked yet?"
"No, he has not." said Nathan Masterson agreeably.
"Just to be sure, I'll read you these rights." Lindsey Black said. She did so from the card. "Do you understand the rights?"
"Yes, I understand." said Logan, speaking for the first time, other than when he was threatening me in his cell.
"We know that you are associated with a White Nationalist group, called the 'White Navy Boys'." said Lindsey Black. "We know that one of your colleagues was behind the hostage crisis at BOW Enterprises a few months ago, and two of them were in the truck that blew up the Hospital. So who were they?"
"What's in it for me if I tell you?" asked Logan craftily.
"We'll get you out of this hellhole, and into Federal custody." said Lindsey Black.
"Like hell." I muttered loud enough for Robin Isley to hear. Her eyes drifted over to me, then back to the one-way glass.
Nathan Masterson said to Lindsey Black "That's not enough. If you want my client to to talk, you've got to give him something solid. Like ironclad, written immunity."
"We have to make sure the information is solid, first." said Black. I'd had enough of this.
"Where are you going?" growled Sheriff Griswold as I moved towards the door.
"Just going to give them a friendly reminder, Sheriff." I said. I left the room and went into the Interrogation Room.
"What are you doing in here?" screamed Lindsey Black. Dominic Ellis got up as if he were going to front me.
"You better be sure, Ellis." I said menacingly, standing right up to him and looking down at him. "I'm already looking to whip your ass after the last time you tried to fuck with me." Ellis stood, but was obviously weighing his options, which were few and 'not good'.
"Just a friendly reminder, Jew Hater." I said to Masterson. "Your client is in local custody, on local and State charges. And the Judge has already said the Feds cannot have your client until he's had his fair trial in our Courts. So any deal this Federal Agent is offering you... custody, immunity, whatever... is not worth a cup of warm spit."
"What the hell?" Lindsey Black angrily gasped. "You're fucking up our interrogation!"
"Yes. I am." I said. "I am ripping it to shreds. Because you're making promises you cannot hope to keep, and thus anything he says would be useless in Court. Or is that what you want?" Though her eyes were blazing, I could see that Agent Black was realizing I was seeing through her.
My standoff with the by-now furious Federal Agents (except Winters, who was enjoying the spectacle) was ended when FBI EAD Robin Isley came to the door behind me. "Federal Agents, let's go. It's over, here." The Federal Agents filed out the door and followed Dr. Isley out of County Jail...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You know, Crowbar," growled Sheriff Griswold as we headed for the Monitor Room, "he might've started talking. Hell, the Federal Agents were giving us a lot of information in there."
"No sir, they were not." I replied. "And what I said was true: if Logan had talked at all under the false impression that he was getting immunity, Masterson would've shredded our case on him; he might even have gotten the charges against Logan dropped."
Going into the Monitor Room, I said to Captain Tanya Perlman, who'd been monitoring with other Officers: "Rewind the tape to the moment the Feds went in." Tanya did so, then we watched.
"There!" I said. "Did you hear that, Sheriff?"
"I heard it, just as we all did." growled Griswold. "But I'm obviously not understanding what you are seeing in it, Crowbar."
"Sir," I said, "when Agent Black identified herself, she gave that ridiculously long description about 'Federal Government Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives'. Why the redundancy? Everyone with more brains than a Betta fish, and that includes Logan, knows the ATF is a Federal agency."
I explained: "It struck me that those were code words by Black to Logan, and maybe to Masterson. When she started the 'we know you're a 'White Nationalist' yadda yadda yadda, she was actually telling him what he should call himself! She wasn't questioning him, she was giving him his marching orders."
"Ohhhhh..." Tanya said, catching on. "So the Feds are going to come out and blame this attack on a White Nationalist group called 'White Navy Boys'... what a fucking stupid name that is, but I digress... and they thought they might have Logan 'confess' and complete their story."
"Exactly, more or less." I said. "Someone give this Captain of Detectives a blue crowbar." Tanya beamed at that, as did Sheriff Griswold.
"So what now?" Griswold asked.
That actually stopped me in my tracks. After a moment of thought, I said "Sheriff... I'm not sure yet..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went back to the Interrogation Room, where Masterson and Logan were still sitting. Masterson snarled "You gonna talk to my client? Or is this interrogation over? What am I saying, of course it's over! I'm going to have him invoke the minute you say a word to him."
"Mr. Logan, are you now are have you ever been a member of a Navy SEAL team?" I asked. Logan immediately threw the boilerplate at me, invoking his right to silence.
"Good. Now you've invoked, and you can't speak if the Feds try to talk to you again." I said triumphantly. I doubt many Police Officers in this world would want to make a suspect invoke, but as a weapon against dirty Federal Agents, I was more than happy to do it.
I had Rudistan and Morton come in and take the suspect's arms. "You fight us, and I'll use this TASER stick on you, right in front of your Jew-hating lawyer here." Even so, as soon as I unfastened the handcuffs, Logan tried to wrest his arms out of my Officers's grasps. But Rudistan and Morton had trained well for the Police Boxing Matches, and knew enough to be able to roll with the attacks, and Logan couldn't get out of their grip. I very quickly had Logan's hands cuffed in front of him to the chain around his waist.
They took Logan out. As Masterson followed, he was stopped by a red crowbar across his chest. "Masterson," I said, "I know who and what you are, and I hate your guts. But I'll still give you fair warning. You are playing in a den of rattlesnakes with people who don't give the slightest damn about your continued existence. Keep helping those dirty Feds, and I'll tell them you admitted that Lindsey Black's so-called questions were really giving Logan information. Now you have a nice day, and be sure to scrupulously follow the laws and regulations as you leave my County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Friday, October 18th. At least they waited until after the incredibly popular soap opera Days of Promise ended with its normal Friday cliffhanger. Or am I the only one that likes cliffhangers, these days?
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said Bettina. "We have breaking news regarding the terrorist attack on University Hospital. Let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder at the Hospital site. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina." said Lester Holder, whispering into his microphone as if he needed to be quiet. "Channel Two News has learned that the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives is going to make a statement to the Press..." He looked back, as if surprised to be seeing people coming to the Press pool, and said "Oh! Here they come now!"
"Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen." said BATFE Special Agent Lindsey Black. "On behalf of the field commander, BATFE Special Agent in Charge Curtis Halsey, I am here to give you a briefing on newly discovered information."
Agent Black: "The BATFE has identified the two suspects that drove the truck into the Hospital façade as Timothy McCray and Brad Terry. They, along with Jack Logan, who is in custody now, are members of a White Nationalist militia group known as the 'White Navy Boys'. The motive of their crimes were to advance a White Nationalist agenda in accordance with a manifesto that has been recovered by the FBI----"
"THAT'S NOT TRUE!!"
Everyone gasped at the authoritative voice behind the Press gaggle that had said that. Yes, it was Your Iron Crowbar.
"I am accusing ATF Agent Lindsay Black, ATF SAC Curtis Halsey, and other Federal Agents of lying to you!" I called out. "There is no such thing as the 'White Navy Boys', just like the 'American Jihadi Front' is a figment of your imagination!"
The Press began gathering around as I said "Jack Logan is in TCPD custody for attempting to murder my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, in her hospital room early Thursday morning. Jack Logan was a member of the same paramilitary mercenary group that Quint Starr was a member of. Quint Starr was the leader of the group that attacked BOW Enterprises last June, tortured its CEO Todd Burke, and murdered Police Lieutenant Ivar Irwin! This was also the same paramilitary unit that Trent Ridge was in. Ridge attempted to kidnap my daughter, then attempted to murder her!"
Your Iron Crowbar: "This is not about White Nationalism! That is a red herring. This is about a rogue mercenary unit, acting on behalf of corrupt---"
"WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?" screamed Lindsey Black, running with other Federal Agents towards me. TCPD Officers closed in protectively.
"I'm exposing YOUR lies and YOUR coverup!" I shouted. "Curtis Halsey was arrested for trying to murder a TCPD Officer by shooting down the helicopter she was flying! And then he tried to murder an FBI Agent, who swore out a criminal murder complaint with the TCPD! But Judge Nance gave him to Federal custody, and you've taken him out of the jurisdiction----"
"SHUT HIM UP!" yelled Lindsey Black.
"With pleasure!" shouted FBI Agent Dominic Ellis. He drew his service weapon, chambered a round, and fired at me!
"ARRRGH!" I gasped as I fell back from the force of the impact of the bullet against the center of my chest. Ellis's second shot went wild, high in the air, as TCPD Officers rushed him and tackled him. Some Federal Agents drew weapons, but found TCPD M-4s in their faces, and they wisely gave up.
"Don!" Cindy gasped, rushing over to me.
"Help me up!" I grunted. She and other Officers did so. Though the pain in my chest was overwhelming, I knew I had to stand like a samurai warrior in front of my Officers, the Federal Agents, and the members of the corrupt, rabidly hostile Press.
I came up to Dominic Ellis, whose hands were cuffed behind him, his eyes full of deep hatred for me. I said quietly (and hoarsely) "You had your shot, and you failed. I won't."
Then I said loudly "Take this bastard to Police Headquarters and book him for attempted murder. Arrest Agent Black and book her for the same charges." It took Teresa Croyle no time at all to subdue Lindsey Black... who did try to resist and found that resistance was futile... and arrest her...
Part 21 - The Building Storm
7:00pm, Friday, October 18th. As I came into the Cop Bar with Teresa and Sheriff Griswold, the entire room, Police Officers and Firefighters alike, rose and gave me a huge standing ovation. I shook a lot of hands and declined a lot of offers to buy me a beer.
I came out onto the patio deck, to the left side of the main room and in front of the Command Room. I received another ovation from the Detectives and Police leadership there. We sat down at the 'back' table, nearest the window that looked inside the Command Room. I sat down, feeling as well as seeing all the eyes on me.
"I'm okay, guys, really." I said. "I had on double armor plus the windbreaker lining."
It still hurt, though. Dr. Cordell looked me over, made sure the bruising was not internal bleeding, taped my ribs up tightly to keep my sternum from moving around too much, and then proceeded to give me an Admiral-to-Police-Commander one-way conversation about putting myself on the line like that. Teresa saved me by coming in and getting me, and telling the Admiral as only she could that I was just being the Iron Crowbar doing Iron Crowbar things.
That was nothing. Getting shot in the chest was much less painful than the asschewing I took from Our Sheriff.
"My God, Crowbar." he had growled (among other things). "Do you realize the can of worms you just opened? Three Federal Agents arrested in two days? And calling them out in front of the Press like that? You definitely had better be available for comment now! What in the hell were you thinking, son?"
"Sheriff, if I don't speak up against the corruption, who will?" I asked in reply. "These bastards have tried to kill my wife, kidnap and kill my daughter, kidnap and torture my nephew, murdered Lieutenant Irwin, beat Myron Milton's father nearly to death---"
"I get it, Crowbar, I get it." growled the Sheriff. He took a breath, then said "Okay, what would a day in the TCPD be if we didn't have fires to put out..."
Now at the Cop Bar, just moments after I arrived Tanya drove on deck, followed by Jack Muscone. They came over to my table, and I had Jack sit beside me while Tanya and Teresa began a conversation with each other.
"Wow, Dog." Muscone said. "You could not have done more damage if you had pulled the pin on a grenade and thrown it into the Swamp Frogs's circle-jerk."
"So what's happened?" I asked.
"It's in the national news now." Muscone said. "Fox Cable is going to town with it, how the BATFE lied about the American Jihadi Front and this so-called White Supremacy group. CNN and MSNBC are trying to cover for the Swamp by saying they made honest mistakes, but they really can't bury this one. It's like the 'blue dress' story."
I smiled at that reference. People know that The Drudge Report revealed the relationship between Bill Clinton and his sweet young intern Monica Lewinsky, but what they don't know is that the actual Drudge story was that Newsweek had the story and had chosen to bury it. But once Drudge let the cat out of the bag, it could not be put back in. What I'd done today, I hoped would have the same devastating effects.
Muscone continued: "You may not believe this, but Dr. Isley was trying to get Halsey back into this jurisdiction, and was negotiating a plea deal with D.A. Walters. But that got held up somewhere higher up the org chart, and now it's a dead issue entirely. Lindsey Black has been pulled out, as well."
Muscone: "They were setting up Winters to take the fall for all of this, but Homeland Security threw up their shields around him. He's a pretty good counterintelligence guy, and I was told that General McFarland may be nominated to be Secretary of the Homeland Security Department, and McFarland wants Winters on his team."
I asked "So who's taking the fall? And it ain't gonna be me."
Muscone barked a brief laugh, and said "No, they're so scared shitless of you right now that they're walking around in circles like dogs in their beds, not knowing what to do. They had no idea you knew that much about what was going on with Trent and Quint's group of mercenaries. And for that matter, why did you reveal so much of what you know?"
"To stay alive." I said. "To try to kill me or harm my family now means some huge things might become public..." I let that sentence hang, and Muscone understood.
"I get that." said Muscone. "But to answer your question: if they can get the 'honest mistakes' mantra going as the accepted version, then nobody takes the fall. If not, then whoever loses the battle between the Swamp Frogs and the Guardians of Justice at the highest levels of the Federal Government."
I asked "So what about you? And Karina White?"
Muscone nodded, looking a bit more grim than I wanted to see. "To be honest, Don, I don't know. On the good side, Karina and I were having trouble recruiting a new team, but now we've got so many people asking to join us that we'll have no problem there. But on the flip side... one or the other of us is probably not going to survive. Halsey's faction within ATF is really gunning for Karina; they mean to destroy her in the same way the Consultant of Crime wanted to destroy you. And EAD Isley is dead set on getting me out. Soooo... maybe I should pull that string and ask you to see if the SBI Director position is available."
"It will be, if you're committed to it." I said. "So you're changing your mind?"
Muscone said "I love the FBI, but I want to spend the rest of my life with your Captain of Detectives. So SBI Director would be an okay slot, even if I get replaced after the next election. Right now, the point is to find a landing spot."
I said "It's actually very likely that you'd stay in the SBI Director slot, even if a Democrat wins the Governorship. It's only if an Establishment Republican like Karl Handel wins that you'd be summarily dismissed. But Karl Handel will not win... I can guarantee that."
"How----" Muscone started, then caught himself. "Never mind. I shouldn't ask a question I don't want the answer to."



"Smart man." I said. "And... what the fuck?" I nodded my head towards the door, and Muscone turned to look. Coming out of the bar and onto the deck was Dr. Robin Isley!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Silence was almost instantaneous, especially at our table, creating a very uncomfortable silence. "Commander Troy," Isley said, ignoring the ugly looks of the others, especially Tanya and Teresa, "may I speak with you for a moment?"
"All right." I said, slowly getting up.
"Don!" Teresa very quietly said, but I intervened.
"It'll be all right." I said. I walked with Isley down the wheelchair ramp to the parking lot.
"I just want you to know that I took your advice." Robin Isley said when we stopped. "I asked for a transfer to the FBI's Science and Technology Branch, as their EAD, and they agreed." I just nodded, and Isley said "So I guess I am following your wife yet again, though to her Directorate's cousin in the FBI."
When I didn't say anything, Isley said "I don't know if they're going to put Owen Lange in my current EAD slot, but whether they do or don't, he's safe. And so is your friend Muscone, and ASAC White."
"And Halsey?" I asked.
"I really did try to get him back here for you." Isley said. "You can ask your D.A.; I contacted her about a plea deal for much lesser charges. But after you ripped the BATFE to shreds at that Press conference, I'm sure you understand that they're circling the wagons and getting out of Dodge, so to speak. And that includes keeping Halsey away from here... and they'll fight like hell if your D.A. refiles charges."
"Okay, then." I said. "You did what you said you'd do... and so did I, though you may not approve of the way I did it by exposing the BATFE that way."
"Yes." said Isley, an ever-so-slight gleam in her eye. "You know, someone told me something about you that is true. You have a quality that is rare in this world: unpredictability. They can't gauge you. The Rovers BAU Team has embarrassed itself trying to. They, meaning all the Feds, don't know what to expect of you next. And that can be a bad thing as well as a good thing."
"Yes, it can." I agreed. "I guess you're going back to Washington?"
"Yes." said Isley. "Don, I know we got off on the wrong foot, and that's too bad; we could've made a very good team. I really am not your enemy. Maybe I'll have a chance to make amends."
"Maybe." I said simply. "You have a good trip home. And stay safe. The waters are getting a bit... swampy, these days..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we ate beef nachos and drank beer and sodas, with me sticking to Cherry Coke Zero, we discussed what had happened.
"I don't understand this whole thing from the get-go." said Teresa. "The reason for the terrorist attack. The lack of cooperation with State and local agencies. The false narratives to the Media. The cover-ups. The attempts on Laura's life. Help me out, Don."
"Yes." Tanya said. "Do you have any idea of why they bombed the Hospital?"
"What are your guesses?" I asked.
"A distraction." said Tanya. "Maybe they wanted to distract from the investigation of U.S. Senator Russell's death."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said.
"I don't really have any idea why someone would do this, except as a standard terrorist attack of some kind." said Teresa. "So do you know what it is, Don?"
"Yes." I said. "But I must have your word that you won't reveal my reason to anyone, not your husbands, not to anyone at all." My Angels swore upon whatever they considered holy.
"It's obvious." I said. "They were trying to kill Laura."
"So that was it, all along?" Tanya said, starting to get it.
Teresa was stunned. "All those people... those little babies... they slaughtered them, just to get at her?"
"Yes." I said. "And what you just said is the reason I don't want her to ever find out. Imagine how she'd feel if she knew they all died just because someone was trying to kill her."
"Yeah, I get that." said Tanya. "But why not try to shoot her, like Logan did the next night? Why go through the planning, the preparation, the expense, all that?"
"Because they feared my retribution if it was obviously murder." I said. "And maybe they feared some other people's retaliation, people loyal to Laura that are still in the Federal Government. They were trying to hide the assassination attempt in the smoke of the terrorist attack. When that failed, they had no choice but to send an assassin for a more direct attempt, and Logan was chosen to be sacrificed for that cause. But that failed, as well."
"Why?" Teresa asked. "Because she knows something? Revenge?"
"Well, we need to look at the sequence of events as a whole." I said. "Now why in the world did they try to get Laura to go into Witness Protection? And yes, it was her they were trying to get to do that. I'm just icing on the cake if they can get me out of here. My answer is that people who were trying to protect Laura were trying to get her out of danger: Martin Nash's uncle, General McFarland, Robin Isley. They knew something was coming, even if they didn't know what it was. Now exactly what her enemies were trying to eliminate her over, I am not sure."
Your Iron Crowbar continued: "As to the terrorist attack, it was obvious to me from the beginning that something was off about it. I actually went in there, posing as an FBI Consultant, and could see that the damage was limited, and that it wasn't ANFO. But HDX, or new compounds like HNIW? That appeared to be the case. But HDX is expensive as hell, hard to get, and HNIW is not even on the market, but still being researched. So who has the money to buy those materials, not to mention virtually exclusive access to them? The Government."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And then there's the very interesting situation of the truck that was used. It was custom built, and created in such a way as to direct the blast. In other words, it was really nothing more than a huge shape charge. And it did it's job. But who has the money to have such a vehicle made? The Government."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And the two people in the truck? And Nurse 'Ratchett'? My thesis is that she was supposed to set a homing device, then get out. But someone killed her, maybe with the infamous 'CIA heart attack gun' that actually shoots ice needles filled with poison. The ice melts, meaning the evidence is gone. Ice really is the perfect weapon for killing people."
"But let's not tell the perps that." Teresa said. Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement.
I nodded, then said: "Anyhoo, she sets the homing device, and there are electronics on the truck that fed on the signal. Those were expected to be destroyed by the blast, and what wasn't destroyed could be taken out by corrupt Agents and spirited away."
"And Nurse 'Ratchett' told them when Laura would be in the O.R. on that wing?" Teresa asked. "And did that knowing that little babies would be the ones to die?"
"Maybe." I said. "After all, this was the same nurse that tried to keep me from bringing Buddy to see Amy. Nothing but pure evil in that woman' heart." Teresa nodded, her face becoming sad as she remembered Amy. (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 01.)
"Sooooo," I said, "their freelance hit team was probably ready for a few days, then got the 'go' signal when Laura came in early to operate on Rhonda Hooper. The truck's drivers may have known about the guidance system and planned to jump out, but found the doors were welded shut, and that they were intended to die in the blast, which they did. And the Nurse's body was placed in the wing to receive as much of the blast as possible, but Martha is a sharp M.E., and discovered that the nurse was dead when the blast occurred."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And then there was the curious situation of the Feds coming in and simply not cooperating with State and local authorities. I don't think that all of them are bad or ever were, but enough of the important ones were corrupt, and were sent in to make sure the truth never came out. But they will have to work harder than that to fool me, and I made that demonstration with that very exciting Press conference this morning."
"Lookit you... Media whore hamming it up for the cameras." said Teresa, needling me. Then I noticed the look on Tanya's face.
"What?" I asked. "Why it's gotten so bad?"
Tanya nodded. "Not much gets past you, and you're reading my mind. Is the Federal Government really that corrupt?"
I paused for a second, then said. "It's getting there. The Swamp is starting to take over and win. The American Government is no longer Government of the People, by the People, for the People. Democrats who wish to wipe out the Constitution and impose Socialism are joined by Establishment Republicans who serve the Corporate Interests, neither Party giving a damn about the American People. Just try to contact your Congressman or Senator; they won't even return your phone call unless you've given them oodles of money in campaign contributions!"
Your Iron Crowbar: "What they want is control of us, and they don't care how they get it, even if it means killing babies." I said. "They are working closely with their allies of the deeply corrupt Media, working relentlessly and tirelessly to destroy everything GOOD about the United States of America, our Constitution, and Individual Freedom."
Your Iron Crowbar: "For example, there will never be good race relations in this country because the God-cursed Media works relentlessly to create division and chaos, and pit groups against groups: blacks vs. white, blacks vs. the Police, women vs. men, LGBTQ vs. the rest of the alphabet, and so on."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And furthermore to this point: one day, the American People are going to get tired of the shit, and they're going to elect a President who genuinely wants American Exceptionalism, puts America first, supports the rights and freedoms of the People, and won't do the Establishment's bidding. The Press will work relentlessly to stop that candidate from being elected, and those corrupt agents of the FBI and other agencies will work relentlessly to stop that candidate, including lying to and about him, and even framing him. They will work relentlessly to impeach him on false charges, and possibly to assassinate him."
Your Iron Crowbar: "It's going to be very, very ugly... and I'm not sure we're going to be able to beat the Swamp. They very likely will win, at the rate we're going, if people don't wake up to the fact they are the frogs in the pan that is slowly heating up to a boil, they will be roasted alive. And that's why I gave that Press conference that I did this morning: I don't intend to be cooked slowly, I prefer to die fighting, as a living being with the right to exist as a free Individual."
"Yes," said Tanya, "but how do you really feel about it?" We all chuckled at that as I mentally came down from my soapbox.
"I'll tell you that," I said to Tanya, "after you buy the next round of nachos..."
Part 22 - I Spy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday October 21st, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the distant background. "Channel Two News has learned that massive changes are being made in the investigation of the terrorist attack upon University Hospital!"
Bettina began: "Sources tell Channel Two News that a new team of Federal investigators are being brought in after the explosive revelations by Police Commander Donald Troy that the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives lied about their findings of who is allegedly responsible for the blast that killed 12 and wounded 70."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that the new investigative team will be spearheaded by General Alexander McFarland, who was the commander of the military exercise in our Town & County last March." That would be the EMPTY QUIVER event, I thought to myself, knowing Bettina could not speak of that, even if she knew about it.
Bettina: "The previous field leader for the investigation, BATFE Special Agent in Charge Curtis Halsey, was recalled to Washington. The BATFE says that his relocation had nothing to do with local charges against him for attempting to discharge his weapon at a TCPD helicopter, but was a routine reassignment. The BATFE is also saying that the information they gave about the 'American Jihadi Front' and a White Nationalist group was believed to be correct at the time, and that honest mistakes were made in the dissemination of the information."
Bettina: "It was going to be some time before the investigation was finished, but with the restart, authorities believe it will take months to complete. A spokesman for General McFarland's office said State and local authorities have been invited to join in, but Governor Val Jared and SBI Director James Goodwin announced that in the wake of the disinformation put out by the BATFE and the non-cooperation earlier, the SBI will not participate. TCPD Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement saying that the Town & County Police and Sheriff's Departments will continue to provide perimeter security as they have been since the attack.
Bettina: "And now let's go to Jeff Hull with Sports, and the upcoming big game between the University Bulldogs and our hated rival, the Wildcats. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, every black hair on his head perfectly in place as he came onto the screen with University Memorial Stadium behind him. "Both the Bulldogs and Wildcats had open dates this past weekend, giving each club two full weeks to prepare for each other. The Wildcats, led by the rushing attack of Heisman Trophy candidate Clarence Appletree, are favored at home, but the visiting Bulldogs are hoping to repeat their win in the Wildcats's home stadium two years ago!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And so it begins." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Honest mistakes, nothing abnormal, nothing to see here, move along..."
Tanya Perlman said "Jack told me that the new plan is to quietly pretend to investigate for a couple of weeks, then they will very quietly disappear and there will be a transition to rebuilding the Hospital wing before anyone really realizes what is going on."
Cindy Ross said "So months later, someone will look around, realize that it's long since over, ask 'what happened?' and just not get any answers." Tanya nodded.
"Soooo, Mr. Crowbarrrr," said Chief Moynahan, "are you going to the game this weekend?"
"Noooooo, sir." I said. "Laura's getting out of the Hospital today, and I'll be taking care of her at home. We'll watch the Wildcats win from the comfort of home."
"Sounds like a plan," said Cindy, "except for the part about the Wildcats winning." Teresa and Tanya chuckled.
"Well," I said, "I have to say that this attack on the Hospital has taken away a lot of the fun of the banter. That, and the hopelessness of the Bulldogs's situation." Teresa and Tanya were (almost) silently breaking down laughing as Cindy gave me a look that connoted hopelessness in curing me of my delusions of Wildcat grandeur.
"By the way, where's the Sheriff?" I asked.
"In a meeting about the Budget." Cindy said. "We present to the Town Assembly on Friday. And it's big for the Public Safety Department: the EMS will be presenting their first budget..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30am, Monday, October 21st. A group began assembling outside the front doors of University Hospital. All of the doctors on Staff, the Hospital Administrator, many of the nurses, and other employees were forming something of a gauntlet. Town & County Police, Sheriff, and Fire Department personnel who were on the scene came up also.
I took the opportunity to step outside the doors and address them. "You all did a wonderful job last week under horrifying circumstances and conditions, all of you. And if I may be allowed to speak on behalf of all the People of this County, I want to thank all of you for your service and your efforts in these times. Your work has not gone unnoticed nor unremembered." Everyone applauded politely.
And then the reason for us all being here: the doors opened, and out rode Laura in a wheelchair, pushed by Nurse Jones, in the traditional hospital discharge. Everyone applauded, especially Laura's fellow doctors and nurses, as she was driven to the waiting Police Commander's SUV. She waved at everyone in appreciation, then stood up and walked the three feet to get into the shotgun seat.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sofa in front of the TV in the front room of The Cabin is a sofa-bed, though rarely used. It was being used now. My mother Phyllis and Cindy's mother Maggie were on hand as Laura walked in slowly, holding onto my arm for support. We got her into the bed and settled in comfortably.
"This mattress is not too bad." Laura said as she adjusted herself. One thing about being at home: no morphine drip; this was one way to help assure that there would be no developing drug dependancy.
"I'm going to go back to work." I said, once I was assured all was well.
"Before you go," Laura said, "fill me in on what's going on." I did so, at least the parts I was willing to tell her, and then we discussed everything and I answered questions, at least the ones for which I had answers.
"So no idea of the motive?" Laura asked, peering at me.
"You know, honey," I said, "I wouldn't put it past some bad people to do this just to distract from the death of U.S. Senator Russell."
"Here's a theory for you." Laura said. "They were trying to kill me."
"And what was the motive, Gold Crowbar?" I asked. "Is there any particular reason the Swamp Frogs would send a mercenary unit to kill you with a truck bomb requiring preparation and a lot of expense?"
Laura said "DNI Brendan Chapel is the poster child for the Swamp Frogs, and he knows I know about a lot of his dirty laundry and where the bodies are buried. Robin Isley is his disciple, and she knows I know too much about her, as well."
"That reminds me." I said. "She says she was your disciple, and that she worshipped you while she was in the CIA. What happened that caused you to distrust her?"
"No one thing." said Laura. "But I would suggest that her loyalty, at least to me, was nowhere near as strong as she might have said it was. She's a very manipulative bitch, and will say anything and do anything to advance herself. I'm not saying she was behind the attempt to kill me... which we both know is what that was, Darling... but if Chapel was involved, she would be his useful tool for the cover-up."
"Hmmm." I said, nodding. "Well, we'll talk about it later tonight. I gotta go."
With that, I exited the house and got into my vehicle. As I drove along the road by University Memorial Stadium, I saw the signs going up, exhorting the Bulldogs to 'BEAT THE WILDCATS! That did not distract me from the realization that my wife knew a lot more than she was saying out loud... and that she might never tell me what she knew about all this...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm, Monday, October 21st. Carole and Marie came into The Cabin and were very happy to see Laura at home. Laura was happy to see them, too.
"We wrote you a book, Mommy." Carole said as she got onto the bed next to Laura's right side and nestled in next to her. Marie sat on the bed lower down, next to Laura's leg.
"Aw, that's sweet of you." Laura said. "Why don't we read it together."
Carole said "It's called 'I Spy'. And it's about what we spy you doing every day."
"Yeah." said Marie enthusiastically.
The cover had a headshot drawing of Laura in scrubs and her doctor coat, and it was almost shocking how well Marie was drawing things like that. I was ready to offer her a job with our sketch artists.



Carole read: "I Spy. What do I spy? I spy Mommy pouring us cereal for breakfast." The drawing showed Carole, Jim, and Marie at the table, Buddy and Bowser on the floor in front (and the drawing was so good that one could really see who the dogs were), and Laura was pouring a bowl of cereal.
Carole read: "I spy Mommy in her office, teaching her stu-dents." And the drawing showed Laura in a chair at the end of the row of the two sofas, and students, all college girls, sitting and listening.
Carole read: "I spy Mommy at the Hosss-pitlll, helping sick people get better." The photo showed Laura in her scrubs and white doctor coat, using her stethoscope, listening to Marie's heart.
Carole read: "I spy Mommy catching us making a mess. It's a good thing she doesn't have a crow-bar." The photo showed Carole, Buddy, Bowser, and Marie looking up and over their shoulders with worried looks, the dogs's ears straight up in the air, and Laura towering over them with a stern look on her face. A lot of potato chips were on the floor, apparently after a food fight between the girls. I didn't see what the problem was: the canine vacuum cleaners were right there.
Carole read: "And one day some bad people tried to blow up the Hospital. It was very scary, and Mommy was hurt very bad. But the doc-tor op-errrrated on her, and helped her get better." The drawings showed the hospital with smoke coming out and fire trucks all around, and Daddy and Sheriff Griswold at one side, watching, sad looks on their faces. Then another drawing of Laura in bed, with me next to her. It was almost as good as the photo in the video montage I'd seen before.
"You know," Laura said, "I don't remember any of that. So it wasn't scary for me, just all-of-a-sudden."
"Take my word for it, Mommy." Carole said simply. "It's scary being in a building that blows up." Laura and I looked at each other wide-eyed.
"Yes." I said. "That is something you and your mom have in common, Carole. And I for one am glad you both lived to tell about it."
Carole: "And I spy Mommy getting better, and everyone living happily ever after. The End." The last drawing looked like a portrait, with me and Laura sitting on the sofa, and Carole, Jim, and Marie sitting in our laps, and Buddy and Bowser sitting to our sides.
"Aw, that's a wonderful book." Laura said, hugging Carole with her right arm. Then she had Marie come up for a hug.
Carole and Marie wandered off as Laura and I talked. A few minutes later I asked she needed anything, and Laura said "I wouldn't mind some orange juice--- oh, hello Carole." Our daughter had just walked up with a tall plastic cup of orange juice, with a lid on it; we'd used these cups in the past when the kids were prone to spill drinks, and it was perfect for Laura having only one hand to work with.
After helping transfer the cup, I asked Carole how she knew her mom wanted orange juice. Carole just shrugged; many times in the past we'd asked, and she would say she didn't know how she knew. Now she was just shrugging the question off...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone and Tanya Perlman had come up with little Pete for dinner. To our surprise, Assistant Director Owen Lange also came up. One thing I noticed is that Bowser paid some attention to Owen Lange. I don't think Lange was particularly a dog person, but after Carole told him that Bowser wanted him to pet him, Lange did so, and soon had a new friend.
Laura sat at the table with us for dinner, and was able to maneuver pretty well with just one hand and arm. She also remarked how much better 'real' food was than Hospital food.
After dinner, Owen Lange and I went onto the back deck. I lit up the fire pot as we settled in with single malt Scotches.
"Thanks for letting me crash your party." said Lange. "I wanted to talk to you in a private setting, away from any of our offices."
"Sure." I said. "And you have the Bowser Seal of Approval. Very important. The thing I like about Bowser is... he's never wrong."
Owen barked a brief laugh, which was a lot for his ordinarily stiff demeanor. "Your daughter is never wrong, either. I can tell she's got more in her head than most of the BATFE put together."
It was my turn to bark a laugh. "That's true. So what's going on?"
Lange said "Since I was being kept out of the loop on the Hospital attack, I made myself useful by following up on the Russell case. And I'm firmly convinced that it's murder. Not that the S.O.B. didn't have it coming, but I'd like to expose if not bust the guys who did it."
I nodded as Lange took out his cellphone and brought up a couple of photos. "Recognize these guys?" he asked.
"Hmmm, they look like those new Federal Marshals assigned to Russell's detail, John A. Smith and George A. Adair, the ones we suspect brought Russell his lunch the day before and may have escorted him up to his death."
Owen Lange said "That's right. They're also Timothy McCray and Brad Terry, who are the odds-on favorites to be ID'd as the two people that drove the truck into the Hospital."
"Ohhhh!" I gasped, thinking out loud. "And those doors were sealed shut, so they couldn't jump out..." And then I realized I'd said too much, and given myself away. Lange did not let me off the hook.
"So you do know about that." he said with a little smile on his face. "You went in there, didn't you?" I shrugged in acknowledgement, and Lange said: "No wonder you were ahead of everyone else on everything. But you're right: apparently when the homing device was activated, it also activated the door bolts, trapping the men inside. They may have thought they were going to jump out, but found out that they were in a death trap."
"And a nice way to get rid of Russell's killers as well as take out the Hospital." I said. "Brilliantly planned, flawlessly executed on that score."
"Yep." said Lange. "What I don't get is why they're throwing away so much good manpower. Logan in jail, McCray and Terry dead, and that's after the assault on your County Jail to get Peter Blassingame out, which cost them a full mercenary team." (Author's note: 'Vox Populi, Vox Dei', Ch. 01-02.)
"Desperate times require desperate measures." I replied. "What about Ruby Russell? Anyone talked to her?"
"No, not yet." said Owen Lange. "She's as slippery as an eel. She said she wouldn't talk to us until after her father's funeral, which was Saturday in Van Waring, next to Rocktown. Since then, we basically can't catch up to her."
"Who have you told what you found?" I asked.
"Not Isley, if that's what you're asking." said Owen Lange. "I did tell the FBI Associate Deputy Director, who is my chain-of-command right now. I also told Muscone, and I told Nate Grimes of the Office of Professional Responsibility."
"Is he a good guy?" I asked. "His 'boy' Dominic Ellis shot me in the chest, you know."
"Yeah." said Owen. "Grimes is okay. Even if he's not, if and when this all comes out, I have a Memorandum for the Record that I told him, including a copy of the email. That's for my own protection. And speaking of Ellis, they've cut bait on him, and they're going to let him take the fall for shooting you. What about Lindsey Black?"
I said "D.A. Walters is throwing the book at Ellis: attempted murder in the first with aggravating circumstances, those circumstances being me being a Police Officer, and a whole slew of other related charges. But Lindsey Black denied she meant for anyone to actually shoot at me, and Walters agreed to not charge her for the two years until the Statute of Limitations runs out... provided that Black not show her face in this County again in those two years."
"There are a lot of Federal Agents who never want to see this County... nor its Police Commander... ever again." said Owen Lange. "But fortunately, Jack Muscone is not one of those. He's agreed to stay on as the City's SAC, and Karina White is staying as ASAC. We have a good team here, and I intend to keep it that way."
"I wholeheartedly agree with your evaluation of the FBI team here, in the City, and in Southport." I said.
"And one last thing." said Owen Lange. "the Cartel threat... it's diminished, but Colonel Caro of the Colombian National Police suggests you remain cautious, especially of drug gangs like NS-14."
"I agree, and I will remain cautious." I said. "But the Cartel threat was largely destroyed, and they don't want another visit from our finest combat Army and Navy personnel." It is possible I did not mention that I was the one who'd suggested to General McFarland and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs to have our Spec Ops people pay the Cartel a visit...
Part 23 - Senatus Populusque
Tuesday, October 22d. Sheriff Griswold and I, wearing civilian clothes, were flown in the TCPD Bell helicopter to Midtown. We landed at the helipad of the State Office Building, and were escorted into the building, and then over to the State Capitol.
There was a large contingent of Press, including Greg Wallace of KFXU, Lester Holder of KXTC, Tim Sioban of KSB, and Alison McFarland of the Town & County Examiner. There were not that many politicians there, but among those present were Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall, State Senator Katherine Woodburn, State Representatives William C. 'Billy' Williams and Peter Long Cox. But there was not a single black State Representative or State Senator present at all: they were making a point to boycott the ceremony about to happen.
"So, Sheriff," I said, "obviously the Governor is going to name our new U.S. Senator. Want to tell me who it is now, or keep me in suspense." He had not told me what this was about when he ordered me to County Airport to board the helicopter, enjoying keeping something from me.
"Damn, son," growled Griswold, "I was trying to keep that a secret, too, but not much gets by you. And yeah, I'll keep you in suspense until the announcement... though I won't bet against you already knowing."
"No sir, I don't know," I said, "though I can make the 'edumacated' guess that he or she is from our Town & County, what with our Reps and State Senator here." The Sheriff nodded, his mustaches quivering slightly, as I said "And I think I can guess who it is from that group with the Governor."
And then that small procession of people came into the atrium where the podium was set up. The Sheriff and I joined the group, per the Lt. Governor's instructions, as Governor Jared went up to the bank of microphones and said "Thank you for coming." Reporters gathered around.
"First," said Governor Jared, "I want to express my personal condolences, as well as those of the People of the State, to the family of Senator Samuel Russell." I winced as he said that, knowing that the Press was going to find a way to attack him for those comments.
"Second," said the Governor, "I called this Press conference to announce my choice to fill the unexpired term of Senator Russell. She is someone of outstanding character and unimpeachable integrity, who will serve the People of the State in the United States Senate conscientiously and without regard to petty partisan politics. She is no friend of the Socialists nor the Crony Capitalists. And so it is my honor and pleasure to announce that your new United States Senator will be...
... Judge Lorraine McGill!"
Everyone gasped in shock as Judge McGill came up to the podium and shook the Governor's hands. We were applauding, some more strongly than others, while the Press gasped in shock; this one had been completely unexpected. And yes, Judge McGill was from my Town & County. (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues'.)
And her appointment had been all but guaranteed from the moment I passed a note to Sheriff Griswold during our morning coffee klatch.
The Press recovered from their shock in time to grill Judge McGill. Lester Holder got in the first shot: "Judge McGill, do you support the Governor's racist policies of harassing and arresting hardworking undocumented workers?"
"I don't accept any of those premises of your question." replied Judge McGill. "It is not racist to enforce the law and support the safety of American Citizens."
"Judge, will you caucus with the Republicans or the Democrats?" asked Greg Wallace, which was actually a reasonable question.
"I was independent as a judge for years," said Lorraine McGill, "and I'm officially going to be an Independent. Having said that, my views are similar to the Governor's in that I am not beholden to the Special Interests that fund the campaign coffers of both political Parties and their members."
I felt like I was having a Carole-class vibe as I literally felt the air go out of the Press's sails at that comment. And that, of course, meant the Media's questions got uglier. It didn't take very long before the Governor's Press Relations Officer, Sarah Honeysuckle, cut off the questions and escorted McGill and the Governor's party back to the Governor's Office area within the State Capitol...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, October 22d. Mayor Daniel Allgood gaveled the Council meeting into order. The audience chamber was maybe one quarter full.
The Mayor called for a moment of silence in remembrance of those that had died in the Hospital attack, and everyone stood silently for that moment. Then the routine business was taken care of.
Then a resolution was made by John Colby, expressing the Council's praise and gratitude to the doctors, nurses, Fire and Police personnel for their actions during the terrorist attack crisis. It passed 9-1, with Kelly Carnes voting against, saying that she would make no votes praising the Police as long as Commander Troy was still employed by them.
No one had filled out a card requesting to speak to the Council, so a motion to go into Executive Session was approved 10-0.
Waiting for the Council Members in the private Chamber were the Sheriff, the Police Chief, and myself, in Duty Dress uniforms. "No more Colonels in the House." said Reginald B.F. Lewis jovially. "Just generals now." He was referring to the Chief and myself now having stars to denote our ranks instead of the eagles and the oak leaf clusters. No one laughed or even chuckled at the joke.
Following the Council Members into the Chamber were the Fire Chief and Fire Marshal, who came over and sat beside us in chairs against the wall. And in a surprise, Public Health Officer Beth Paige and Assistant PHO Rohit Gupta also came in.
"Okay," said the Mayor, "let's please conduct our business quickly and efficiently. We have a number of awards submitted by the Police, Fire, and Public Health Departments for actions at Point Hollow and also the Hospital attack."
For the most part, things went smoothly. The HAZMAT team members were awarded Public Health Commendation Medals for their actions at Point Hollow. I did not object, even though the HAZMAT team contaminated my crime scene (pun intended), and were just doing their jobs. But the Council was eager to give the Public Health people something, and took that opportunity to do so.
The Fire Department had an 'Exemplary Service Medal', lower than the Star of Gallantry and higher than the Commendation Medal, and they awarded a number of them. The Council passed all of the Fire Department medals with hardly a word of protest. Then came the Police awards.
And that's when the fight started.
I'd put Corporal Hicks in for a Commendation Medal for being on the scene in the first minutes and helping evacuate babies and nurses. It was promptly downgraded to an Achievement Medal, and it wasn't just the Haters doing it: the vote to downgrade was unanimous.
But the real row started when the Council took up my application to award Chaplain Romano the Star of Gallantry for plucking three babies out of the hellish disaster scene and delivering them to safety. All three babies had survived. Actually, I had put Father Romano in for the Police Medal, and the Chief lowered it to the Star in the hopes the Council would pass it.
"No, I'm not opposed to an award for Father Romano." said Susan Weston. "But I believe there is a serious and legitimate question of whether or not it was in the line of duty. I don't think it was, and so he should be awarded a Lifesaving Medal, not the Star of Gallantry."
"Of course he was on duty!" J.P. Goldman practically yelled. "His duty happened to be at the Hospital that day!"
"He was acting as a Catholic Chaplain, not as a Police Officer." Weston said smoothly, her voice subtly goading Goldman. "Therefore, his rescue of the babies, however brave, was not in the line of Police duty."
"He was there as a Police Officer the minute that truck exploded!" exploded Goldman. "How dare you denigrate his bravery like that."
"Ms. Weston is correct." interjected Kelly Carnes. "At the very least, a full Board of Inquiry is needed to determine if Chaplain Romano acted within or outside of the line of duty of a Police Officer."
"There's also the issue of Father Romano's heroism at Point Hollow." said John Colby in his baritone voice. "Commander Troy cited Chaplain Romano very specifically as being instrumental in saving that girl's life as well as Dr. Mickelson's."
"What the hell is a Police Chaplain doing being put in for all these medals, anyway?" asked Malinda Adams. "He's a priest, not the Iron Crowbar!"
"That's exactly right." said Susan Weston happily. "He's a priest, and his job is being a priest. He should not be eligible for the Star of Gallantry, as he was acting as a priest, not a cop!"
"You guys are absolutely nuts." John Colby said.
"Point of order!" Kelly Carnes yelled, almost at the top of her lungs.
"Point taken." said Mayor Allgood. "Mr. Colby, please refrain from remarks of that kind. So do I have a motion to submit this application to a Board of Inquiry?"
"Before you do," Edward Steele said, "I want to point out that we don't have enough time to submit it to the board and get an answer back. Next week's meeting is the last of the month before the November 1st ceremonies."
"All the more reason to send it to a Board of Inquiry, then." Kelly Carnes said maliciously, not noticing that Dagmar Schoen had made eye contact with me.
"I agree with Mrs. Carnes, for once." said Dagmar Schoen, equally maliciously. "In fact, I move to lay Father Romano's award application on the table."
There were gasps around the table. "Why?" spluttered Susan Weston.
"Yes, why?" snarled Kelly Carnes.
"Point of order, Mr. Mayor." said Dagmar Schoen. "A motion to lay it on the table takes precedence."
"There is a motion to lay it on the table." said Mayor Allgood. "Do I hear a second?"
"I second the motion." J.P. Goldman gruffly said.
"Why lay it on the table?" Susan Weston tried again, but the Mayor banged his gavel.
"We must vote without debate, per the rules of order." said Mayor Allgood. He was interrupted by Reginald B.F. Lewis laughing uproariously and clapping his hands. He turned and looked at me.
"You a sneaky one, Iron Crowbar." Lewis said, getting it. I just put a sunny smile on my face.
"Oh." said Weston, also getting it. "Delay it until after January, when the new Charter takes effect, and the Iron Crowbar unilaterally decides what to do about it." I kept smiling my sunny smile.
The motion to lay it on the table failed, 4-6. Ian McGhillie broke ranks, saying this needed to be dealt with now.
"I have two new award applications as well." said the Sheriff, interrupting them. "But first... Crowbar, go home and take care of your wife, please."
"Yes sir." I said. I swiftly left the Chamber, knowing that one of those applications would involve me. What was the other one for? I wondered to myself...
Part 23 - Epilogue
Meanwhile...
Teresa and Todd hosted Tanya and her family for dinner. Jack Muscone's daughters Tiffany and Jennifer seemed a little bored, but Todd made a point to talk to them about what they were doing in school, then about BOW Enterprises, which they seemed to like hearing about... or maybe they just liked the attention of the handsome young CEO of that company and his charming ways.



Meanwhile, little Pete Feeley was having fun with Douglass and Mike Burke playing video games, when little Jack Burke came in. Six-year-old Jack had been ignoring them, but now he decided he wanted four-year-old Mike's control console, and proceeded to take it from him.
"Hey!" five-year-old Pete protested. "Give that back!"
"You gonna make me?" snarled Jack.
"Yeah." Pete said. He grabbed the console from Jack's hands, and as he handed it back to Mike, Jack rushed him. Despite being smaller and a year younger, Pete stood up to the bully Jack, and soon they were wresting on the floor, and hitting each other.
"Hey!" Teresa yelled as she came up to them. "Break it up!" She physically separated them. Tanya drove up, and soon the two Police Officers were interrogating the suspects. As it became clear that Jack Burke was the instigator, he was banished to his room. Tanya told Pete that he shouldn't fight, but should bring the problem to the adults.
Pete went up to Teresa and apologized for fighting in her house. Perhaps to everyone's surprise, Teresa told him "That was very brave of you, helping Mike and standing up to Jack like that. Your dad would be proud of you." Tanya teared up upon hearing that, and told Pete she agreed that his father would be proud of him.
Though not as fearless as Carole, little Pete Feeley grew up a lot that evening. He and little Jack were anything but friends from then on, and both boys were on an inexorable path with ramifications for the future...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You got five minutes." the female guard said. Amber Harris picked up the phone and dialed a number.
"Hi." she said. "It's me. I don't have much time, so just listen. I've been moved to the Infirmary Ward. They're saying it's because of my pregnancy, but I dunno. Anyway, I'm not cellmates with Betty any more, and so far she hasn't told me who the father of her baby is, nor where the baby is. I'm not seeing her at all right now, but I'll see what I can do to change that. And as soon as I can get her to tell me, I'll let you know..."
Finis
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, October 24th, from the rooftop of the building on Riverside and College, at the southwest corner of Courthouse Square. "Election excitement is building up, as well as election rancor!"
Bettina began: "The hottest race is for Inspector General, and the winner will lead the newly independent Inspector General's Office and have the power of Boards of Inquest over the Police. Commissioner Finneran has a solid 52-48% lead over current Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, according to the highly reliable Public Policy Polling."
Bettina: "All of the elections for new positions are officially non-partisan, but a PAC that calls itself 'The Friends of the Town & County' have been running ads pointing out that several candidates are Democrats, even though they don't say that in their ads nor on their websites. Several of those candidates have filed complaints with the FEC over those ads."
Bettina: "And there will be a new policy regarding the awarding of medals in the Public Safety Department after complaints by some Council members in last Tuesdays meeting. The new Charter removed the requirement to have the Town & County Council approve medals for the Public Safety Department, except for the very highest ones such as the Medal of Valor. "
Bettina: "However, Article V of the new Charter allows for 'tweaks', and one of them was approved by the Council Tuesday night. Medals from Achievement Medals to the Legion of Excellence will now be approved by a Public Safety Department Panel, which will consist of the highest ranking Officers of the Police, Fire, Public Health, EMS, and Sheriff's Department. As Sheriff Griswold said in a statement: 'Those with stars on their shoulders will be members of the Panel'. If the Town Assembly ratifies the tweak, it'll become part of the new Charter beginning in January."
Bettina: "And political experts were stunned by deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared's choice of Judge Lorraine Karla McGill to fill the unexpired term of the late U.S. Senator Samuel Russell. Both Republicans and Democrats blasted the appointment, and urged Judge McGill to turn it down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CLICK!*
As we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, Deputy Chief Cindy Ross expertly used the remote to change over to KFXU's broadcast in progress.
"... and in the non-partisan local elections," said Meredith Peller, "Inspector General Horace Wellman holds a 52-48% lead over Commissioner Finneran, per the highly accurate Crystal Clear Polling. Finneran's membership in the North American Man-boy Love Association, or NAMbLA, doesn't appear to be hurting him with his core constituencies. Mr. Finneran has threatened lawsuits against the PAC 'The Friends of the Town & County', for discrimination against his sexual orientation, but as of this broadcast he has not followed through with the apparently empty threat."
Meredith: "Mrs. Myrtle L. James, spokeswoman for The Friends of the Town & County defended the ads, saying they are accurate, and she hopes Finneran will sue the PAC so that more truth about Finneran's disgusting behavior with regard to underage boys will come out in the discovery phase of the trial."
Meredith: "And politicians around the State were shocked by Governor Val Jared's appointment of Judge Lorraine McGill to the U.S. Senate, to fill the unexpired term of Samuel Russell, who the FBI and Federal Marshals say committed suicide by jumping out of a top-floor window of the Cannon Building in the City. Senator Russell's daughter, Ruby Russell, called the choice, quote, 'a flat-out insult to my late father's legacy as well as the Republican Party in this State', unquote..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what's the deal with this new Panel to approve medals and promotions?" Teresa Croyle asked.
"Just medals." said Sheriff Griswold. "Promotions to Lieutenant and above are still approved by the Council, and those below Lieutenant are approved by the Chiefs and Executive Officers of the Departments.
"So why the change for the medals?" I asked. "I worked so hard to get that out of the Council's hands."
"And you succeeded." replied the Sheriff. "But you know that Susan Weston hates giving out medals, saying we give them out 'like candy'. She did make a decent point, agreed upon by almost every Council Member, that there should be some sort of review for medals. So now there is a Public Safety Review Panel, and Bettina actually got it right in reporting that I said those with stars on their shoulders are the people on the Panel."
"Hey!" said Tanya, "what about us Captains?" She was grinning as she said it, so I knew we were being teased.
"Well," said the Sheriff, "the Panel is me, my Chief of Staff, all the Chiefs, and the Assistant Chiefs, and that includes Crowbar and Ms. Ross here. That's thirteen at dinner, so to speak. So it's reasonable. I might add that this Panel can and will serve as a sort of Appeals Court for disciplinary actions within any branch of the Public Safety Department, as well."
"It's actually a good idea. And I'm not just saying that to kiss ass, Sheriff." I said. The Sheriff's mustaches twitched with merriment as I continued: "In writing the Charter, I was so focused on getting the medals process out of Kelly Carnes's hands and Boards of Inquiry that I didn't think that through, and the rest of the Charter Commission was blissfully unaware of those issues."
"You know," said Teresa Croyle, "we may have to preserve this mornings newscasts to DVR. Neither of the mentioned Commander Troy at all. Wonder what that's about."
"Ever since Laura was injured in the attack on the Hospital," Tanya said, "the Press has not gone after Don nearly as much."
"And KXTC is too busy trying to get that pedophile Finneran elected to spend energy overtly attacking me." I said.
"Does that disgusting bastard have any chance to win?" asked Teresa, with 'Teresa Cunt' disgust in her voice.
"I noticed the two networks had o-poh-sing viewwwwws on who's winning that race." said Chief Moynahan. "So what's the truth, Sheriff?"
"My people's polling showed it's pretty much tied at 48% apiece." growled Griswold. "My gut tells me that Horace Wellman will win, though. I just wish he was a better campaigner. He's got a face made for radio and a voice made for newsprint." We all chuckled at that.
Cindy said "My sources tell me that Horace Wellman doesn't like campaigning, that he was fine with the IG job when it wasn't an elected position, but if he wins this special election, he very likely will announce he's not going to run again next year..."
Part 2 - Kobayashi Maru
2:00pm, Thursday, October 24th. The Police cruiser came up to the modest home in the middle of the field. The front was fairly narrow but the house ran deep. Rows of corn and other garden vegetables on either side of the house made walking around to the back difficult if not impossible.
There were four Police Detectives in the car, wearing armor and with weapons ranging from M-4s to their service weapons. They were Lt. Jerome Davis, Sr. Detectives Theo Washington and Teddy Parker, and Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez.
"We're serving an arrest warrant to a potential narcotics distributor." said Lt. Davis as they pulled up. "He has a wife and child, who are considered to be in danger and could possibly be used as hostages... and with public perception of the Police deteriorating due to a barrage of negative Press reporting, the wife and especially the child cannot be harmed in any way. There may be other perps in the house, and all of them armed and dangerous; they will not hesitate to shoot at us rather than surrender peacefully. And we've got about five minutes to get this done, or this guy might warn other perps our people are going after."
"Do we have backup?" Julia Rodriguez asked.
"It'll be thirty minutes at the least, as a lot of the other guys are hitting other places." said Jerome. "Okay, Julia, you'll run point. Theo, you'll use the battering ram and be the rearguard. I'll follow Julia in, and you're behind me, Teddy."
The four got out of their vehicle and slowly approached the door. "No one visible inside." said Parker, looking into the window to the door's left.
"No one on the right." said Julia. They lined up. Theo knocked hard on the door and said loudly "Town & County Police! Open up!" No answer. Theo repeated the hail, again receiving no answer.
"Take it down." said Jerome. Theo slammed the battering ram against the door, and it flew open. Julia went in first. Jerome and Parker went in, Parker going right as Jerome cleared the room to the left. Theo had dropped the ram and was now carrying his service weapon. He came up behind Jerome, and Parker fell in behind him as they went down the hall behind Julia.
The kitchen to the right was cleared. When they got to the first bedroom on the left, Julia went in. "Kid!" she shouted, seeing the child on the bed.
"Rodriguez, evacuate him." called out Jerome.
Julia went into the room. "Hey, I'm with the Police." she told the boy, whose eyes were moving all around the room, especially at the closet door. "Come with me."
"No!" said the child, who huddled up on the bed...
Meanwhile, Davis and Parker turned their weapons on the small door on the right, believed to be a closet. Davis opened it and Parker looked in.
"Civilian! Female!" said Parker.
'What are y'all doing in my house?" the woman, who was black, began yelling as Parker reached in and violently pulled her out of the closet. "Get out of my house!"
"Quiet, ma'am!" Jerome hissed. "We're serving a warrant."
"You get out of my house, Pig!" the woman yelled.
As Parker was affixing cuffs, Theo saw movement in the den in back. "TCPD!" he yelled. "Put your hands up and come out slowly!" The shadowy figure did not comply.
"Gun!" yelled Theo, seeing another shadow appear, holding an AK-47.
*RATTA-TATTA-TATTA!*
With a sickening feeling in his stomach, Jerome Davis realized the fire had not come from the back room, but the child's bedroom. He turned to see that a perp had come out of the closet that had not been cleared, and the perp was firing rounds from his M-4 into Julia.
*RATTA-TATTA-TATTA!*
"Retreat!" Jerome called out as the armed perp from the back den fired down the hallway at the Officers. As they turned back to the front door, they saw two perps standing in front of the door, all armed with military-grade weaponry. The perps lit 'em up, filling the air with projectiles that struck the doomed Officers...
*TWEEEEET!* blew a whistle.
"END EX! END EX! END EX!" a voice called out.
Neon yellow paint coated the persons and equipment of the Police Officers, the woman and child, and the walls of the house as everyone stood down. The 'perps' were almost completely clean. Julia came out of the bedroom and looked back towards the front door.
"Suggestions, Commander?" Julia asked.
"Prayer, Detective." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as the line of OPFOR perps parted to reveal her. "The Cartel does not take prisoners. Let's take it outside."
Everyone filed out. To the left of the front door (as one faced the front door from outside) was a row of bleachers under a metal awning, with many TCPD Officers and TCSD Deputies sitting there. The house was built on part of the TCPD firing range north of Town. To the right was the base of the mountain finger that dominated the northeastern and eastern view of the Citizens of the Town.
"I'm not going to break it down here." said Commander Croyle. She lowered her voice and said "It was so bad that I'm not going to add to it by humiliating you in front of the entire Police Force. But make no mistake about it: that was as God-awful as I've ever seen on this course.
"Don't feel bad." said the leader of the SWAT Team, Senior Sergeant Daniel Patrick. "We failed it, too. No one's passed it.
"It's a 'Kobayashi Maru'." muttered Julia Rodriguez, referring to the 'no-win' test in the Star Trek movies. The dejected team of Detectives headed back to the classroom shed as the OPFOR prepared for the next team...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dammit!" spat Theo Washington as he slammed his gear down on a classroom desk in the shed.
"Commander Croyle was right." said Jerome Davis. "We got our asses kicked in there."
"Yeah we did." said Julia Rodriguez, who had Army experience.
"I should've sent two people around back from outside." said Jerome.
"That's what we did." said Sr. Sergeant Patrick. "They had two guys around back, and the soil of those gardens by the house is very soft. They shot us up coming up the sides of the house, and then all hell broke loose inside."
"So I'm right." said Julia Rodriguez. "It's a 'Kobayashi Maru'. A no-win situation."
"Oh really?" asked a voice behind them. Everyone turned to see Your Iron Crowbar glaring down at them.
"With respect, sir," Julia Rodriguez said fearlessly, "yes sir. It's a no-win."
"Pshaw! Hardly." I grunted, then said loudly: "Sheriff Griswold! Are you up to showing these 'young whippersnappers' what good Police work is?" The Detectives saw the Sheriff, Police Chief, and Deputy Chief come into the room behind me.
"Har. I sure am." said Sheriff Griswold. "Chief Moynahan, Commander Ross, care to join me and Crowbar in a 'teachable moment'?" A number of chuckles went up. The Detectives's eyes were wide with surprise, or maybe outright shock.
"Roger that, Sheriff." said Cindy Ross. "We'll do to the perps what the Bulldogs are going to do to the Wildcats Saturday."
"In that case, it really is a Kobayashi Maru." I replied. "Just like the Bulldogs entering Wildcat Stadium. No. Way. Out. Except being carried out on their shields, of course."
Chief Moynahan was ignoring the banter, and was on the phone. A moment later, Teresa came in.
"Oh, you guys want to go through it?" Teresa said, intentionally making her voice as derisive as she possibly could. When we nodded, she said: "Okay, I'll go set it up with the OPFOR. One note: the OPFOR is wearing olive green equipment, adult civilians are wearing blue, and children are wearing red. Suit up, and I'll give you the assignment when you're ready. And lock up your service weapons in your vehicles; we'll provide paintball shooters."
The 'paintball shooters' looked and acted like real weapons, and the paintballs were smaller and more dart-like than regular ones. They could hurt, so we all were required to wear goggles and helmets. The armor, ours being Police dark blue, had sensors in them that would start beeping if we were hit in vital areas, not unlike Army MILES equipment but without the lasers.
"It's your mission, Crowbar." said the Sheriff as we left the room and went outside, followed by the Detectives, wearing their goggles like everyone in the stands. The team that had just gone in, Uniformed guys from 2nd Precinct, had a lot of neon yellow paint on them. They looked defeated, as they had indeed just been routed.
"Okay, who's in charge of this group of slugs?" yelled Teresa in front of everyone in the bleachers as we came up.. Yeah, she was enjoying this. It was my job to make sure she didn't enjoy it a lot more by watching us fail.
"Commander," said Teresa, "you are serving an arrest warrant for a known narcotics distributor. This will be his third strike, so it's life in prison for him if he is arrested, and he might prefer death to that dishonor. His wife and son may be in the house with him, and he will have no regard for their lives. He rarely has members of his gang in his home, and we don't know if he has visitors today."
Teresa: "Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to arrest the perp and any associates, safely extract the child if the child is in the home, and do so with none of you being killed. This arrest is part of a larger operation to arrest narcotics distributors all over the tri-county area, so you will only have five minutes from the time you drive up to taking total control of the situation, so as not to give the perps time to warn others. I might add that with the Media's desire to smear the Police, the child and his mother must be extracted safely and unharmed. What are your questions?"
"How much briefing time do I have?" I asked.
"From the time you get in that Police cruiser and drive up to the front door." Teresa said.
We got into the car, and I put it in gear and drove forward as I told them the mission. I ended with: "Sheriff, you'll breach first, then stay in the front rooms as rearguard. Chief, you'll ram the door and I'll be behind the Sheriff, and Cindy behind me. If we find the child, and we probably will in his bedroom or a closet, Cindy you'll get him back to the Sheriff, who will get him out and to the safety of this vehicle. We'll clear the house front to back, left to right. If the wife is there, she may not be armed, but Cindy you'll put cuffs on her and get her to the front rooms. Any questions?"
"Which two of us will go around back?" asked Cindy.
"None of us." I said. "We're going in with all four, front to back... time is of the essence and we need to clear the house. Besides, I get the feeling that going around outside is a trap."
I parked the vehicle facing the house. "Leave the doors open." growled Griswold. "They'll be a little bit of protection."
We got out and rapidly but carefully approached the house. "No one in the front rooms." said Cindy as she and the Sheriff looked in the windows; he had shook his head indicating it was clear.
"Ram it." I told the Chief. He rammed the door open and the Sheriff charged in. I followed, and as he peeled to the right, I went straight into the mouth of the hallway.
"Clear!" Cindy said, indicating the left room.
"Clear!" growled the Sheriff, indicating the right. Chief Moynahan got behind me, his hand on my shoulder, and Cindy's hand was on his shoulder as we advanced. We cleared the kitchen to the right, and I motioned for Cindy to come up to the bedroom on the left while I looked forward towards the back room, not taking my eyes off the hallway path.
"Female!" Cindy said as she saw the woman in a blue vest and goggles on the bed. Moynahan covered her as she went forward and said "Hands up! Get on the floor!"
"What are y'all doing here?" the woman said loudly, her eyes looking to the closet door then back and forth. "Get out of my house, Pigs!"
"On the floor!" Cindy growled, bodily pulling the woman onto the floor and cuffing her hands. "Chief! Closet!" Cindy yelled, having seen the woman's looks... and she also had the Power of the Vibe. Moynahan used the chest of drawers as a shield. As Cindy finished the cuffing of the woman, she was about to open the closet door when it burst open!
*BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!*
It was the Chief's gun making the eloquent arguments that crime does not pay. He lit up the perp with paint as Cindy had dived to the floor by the bed. The perp's beeper began beeping, and he lay down 'dead'.



Moynahan quickly came out as Cindy made sure the bedroom closet and under the bed contained no more perps. I moved forward and grabbed the handle of the closet door on the right. I opened it and the Chief pointed his weapon inside.
"Child!" the Chief said. He reached in and grabbed the kid, and handed him off to Cindy, who ran him back to the Sheriff, who ran the kid outside to the Police vehicle.
Meanwhile, I was continuing to the back den, and I saw a shadow move and the back door open. "Someone went outside!" As I advanced, I saw another shadow. "Gun!" I yelled and began spraying the door and room with 'gunfire'. A perp appeared, ready to shoot at us, but the Chief and I were already putting out a barrage of fire, and we 'painted' the perp (literally). He fell down 'dead'.
"They're coming around the sides of the house!" we heard Sheriff Griswold shout. Cindy and I rushed into the back room, finding it empty. We ran out the back door.
The perp that had run away was standing about 50 feet away, his arms raised. "I surrender!" he called out.
"Get on the ground!" Cindy yelled. When the suspect did not comply, she fired at the ground in front of him. "Down! Now!" The suspect complied.
"Watch the corner of the house!" I shouted, running to my right (the house's far side from the bleachers).
Being ambidextrous, I could fire my M-4 left-handed. I looked around the corner, and saw a perp creeping to the front of the house, to ambush the Sheriff. "DROP YOUR WEAPON!" I yelled. The perp turned to fire at me, and he 'died' in a barrage of paint bullets.
Meanwhile, Cindy was looking around the other corner, and a perp had tried to creep up that side of the house. She yelled at him, and he 'died', but courtesy of Sheriff Griswold, using the Police cruiser as a shield with the kid lying in the backseat.
Then I sensed more than saw that the perp lying down had drawn a weapon and was getting up to shoot at Cindy's back. I lit him up.
"Inside!" I said. "You get the woman, I'll clear the other bedroom." As we rushed in, we heard the loud whistle and Teresa calling 'END EX'.
The perps rose to life and began collecting themselves as the four of us walked back towards the bleachers. "Commander Troy, what would you do if this was continuing?" Teresa asked loudly.
"I was going to clear the other bedroom, and then we'd clear the attic and make sure nobody was hiding under any furniture." I said. "Then we'd evaluate the wounded and call for ambulances and backup, as needed."
"Congratulations." Teresa said. "You're the first team to pass the test today." The Officers in the bleachers gave us a round of applause. Sheriff Griswold came around high-fiving us. I did the Marshawn Lynch practice of shaking everyone's hand, as if this was just another day at the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Thursday, October 24th. We were on the outside deck of the Cop Bar. It was beginning to be too cold to be outdoors, but we had the big fire pot going as we celebrated our win. Teresa was paying for the beef nachos and beer.
The MCD Detectives were there, also, and I noticed them looking over at us a few times. Finally, Julia Rodriguez summoned up the courage and came over to our table. "Ladies, gentlemen," she said, "tell me honestly: did you know in advance what was coming in the test?"
"No." I said. "Unlike the 'Kobayashi Maru' test, we did not rig the test or have any advance knowledge or advantage at all."
"And I actually made their test harder than the standard one I gave the rest of you." said Teresa. "It's not really a no-win test. I make them as damn hard as I can, but it wasn't impossible. The keys to today's test was clearing the closet in the kid's bedroom; almost everyone sees either the mother or the kid in there, and comes on in. The perp is told to come out and shoot both the Officers and the woman or child... who by the way is really eighteen years old, and is just short."
Cindy said "The woman was looking at the closet door all the time, which is why I had Chief Moynahan cover me on it."
Teresa: "I tell the child or mother to look at the closet door again and again, but most people don't see it."
"What was the other key?" Julia asked. By now the Detectives had pulled up chairs to near our table, so they could hear this.
"Covering the flanks outside." said Teresa. "There were four perps: one in the closet, and the other three in the back room. One runs out the back and surrenders, if you get that far. If you shoot him before he draws his weapon, you fail the whole test. Two other perps are outside, and shoot up anyone who comes around back outside. If all four Officers come inside, they'll come into the back room, then back out to circle around and outflank you. Sheriff Griswold was all over that, though, and saw the perps and called out to the rest of you."
"So the SWAT Team failed, too?" asked Jerome Davis.
"Yes." said Teresa. "They were too aggressive, which is their norm; they usually would not be doing missions of this kind. I told the perps every time to shoot the mother and son if they could, which automatically fails the mission. In your case, Commander Troy, Chief Moynahan shot the perp on the shoulders and in the head area, which threw off his aim. He was shooting at the woman first, then at the Officers, and he fired over her head."
"He lit me up instead of the kid." said Julia. "And those paintballs hurt, too. But you're right; I went straight for the kid. Didn't even think about the closet."
"You were busted, anyway." said Teresa. "Those guys were coming around to ambush you from behind almost immediately."
"It was a good test." I said. "To me the worst of it was that guy who surrendered, then was going to shoot us in the back. We didn't have time to stop the guys circling around to get the Sheriff and the kid -AND- go put cuffs on that guy."
Teresa said "The fact that you're ambidextrous, which I forgot about, worked in your favor, Commander. You blew that guy up while still have cover of the corner of the house. All-right-handed shooters costs some of the teams. But the solution to the guy surrendering is that you let the Sheriff handle the guy Cindy shot down, she handles the backyard perp and gets him alive, and you did what you did left-handed. So you passed, but it wasn't perfect."
"Another thing we did, that I think other units failed to doooo," said Chief Moynahan, "is that if there was a woman on their teams, they had her evacuate the child... but we handed the kid off to the Sheriff. Now the woman is almost mandatory for a woman Officer to handle, but Mr. Davis assigned Ms. Rodriguez to evacuate the kid... and that was a mistake. Ms. Rodriguez has the military experience; she should've run point like Commander Troy did for us."
"I get the feeling we're going to be getting a lot more training in the near future." said Jerome Davis.
"Yes." I said. "Yes you are. The silver lining is that they're going to being remodeling Classrooms 'C' and 'D' to be the new Intel Center, starting this weekend. And you guys are going to get more time in the field. And you gotta be ready. You gotta be ready..."
Part 3 - Budget Battles
Friday, October 25th. Just before 10:00am, Commander Cindy Ross and Chief Sean Moynahan came into the Chamber of the Town Assembly. Also there were Sheriff Griswold, the Sheriff's Chief of Staff, Charles T. Oswald, PHO Beth Paige and her Finance Officer, Assistant EMS Chief Zoe Singer, and Fire Chief Warren Davies and Fire Marshal Roy Easley.
"Hopefully this won't be as bad as last year," said Cindy, "when Eldrick X. Weaver was running for Mayor and tried to use the race card on me." (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 03.)
"You are the seasoned veteran this year." said the Chief. "I think the new Fire Department and EMS people are the ones that will take the incoming fire from the Assembly."
The thirty Town Assembly members filed in and took their seats, and the Chairman gaveled the session into order. "Sheriff Griswold is recognized." he said.
Our Sheriff came up to the podium and said "Chief of Staff Oswald will give the Sheriff Department's report, and will also assist the Fire Department and the new EMS in their presentations as needed. The Police and Public Health Departments will be presenting their budgets, as well. I would recommend starting with the Police Force presentation."
"Deputy Chief Ross is recognized." said the Chairman. Cindy got up and plugged her laptop to the projection screen, and went through the line items fairly rapidly. She was not interrupted at all. At the end, she said "What are your questions regarding the Police budget?"
A black Assemblywoman, the same one who had complained the previous year about the Sheriff's Department buying military-grade equipment, asked: "Deputy Chief Ross, there was a ten million dollar grant to the Police Department by a mysterious donor named 'R.C. Christian', is that right?"
"That is correct." said Cindy. "It was granted specifically for the new Intelligence Division, to purchase materials, particularly electronics, servers, and computers, and to remodel and wire the rooms for the Intelligence Division. I've itemized the expenditure of that money in Appendix B of the report----"
"Why can't that money be redistributed?" asked the Assemblywoman. "Why can't it be used to provide more Police Officers for the southside, where gangs are shooting black schoolchildren, while the rich white northern areas have security in their gated subdivisions? Why can't that money be spent on Police outreach programs to the minority communities, like many other cities are doing? You need to have a much better effort that you have right now."
"First of all," said Cindy, "I reject your premise of gangs shooting children. This is the Town & County, not the Chicago southside, and the last attempt to kill a child I know of was at the Weather Station in the northwest corner of the County." (Author's note: 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 04-05.)
"Second," continued Cindy, "as I said, the grant money was specifically to set up the new Intelligence Branch. In accepting the grant money, we had to sign a binding contract to that effect. Neither we nor you can spend that money for anything else."
Another black Assemblyman, who had replaced Eldrick X. Weaver on the Assembly after Weaver had run for Mayor, spoke slowly with pauses as he asked: "Commander Ross, it would seem... that efforts to increase the number of Police precincts... has been stonewalled... which has the effect... of denying the minority areas... the Police protection we so desperately need. I would like for you... you specifically, Commander Ross, to address this situation."
Cindy said "We could have the current two Precincts or twenty Precincts, and it wouldn't make a difference at all in the protection of our Citizens, no matter their ethnicity or sexual orientation."
That was Cindy's shot across the bow, reminding the Assembly of what had happened the year before, and her lack of tolerance of getting into the weeds of Identity Politics.
"The key," Cindy continued, "is the number of Officers we have overall, able to respond to emergencies and crimes being committed. You want better protection of any area of our County? Give me more Police Officers and the equipment they need to do their jobs, no matter what Precinct they're in." The Assemblyman was clearly displeased by that answer, but said no more.
One of the Republicans on the Assembly, a middle-aged white man, said "Commander Ross, my colleague's comments about three precincts being, and I quote, 'stonewalled', suggests that a policy of three precincts is largely supported but being held up. Would you say that view is the norm? Or was the situation mischaracterized?"
"Both. Neither." said Cindy. "There is no appetite to return to three precincts, which was tried before and had no positive effects. There are efforts to push for three precincts, but those are mostly by a few politicians who are ginning that up for their own political... reasons." She was about to say 'gains', but stopped herself in time.
"So you are saying the Police will never consider three precincts?" said the black Assemblyman.
"No, sir, I never said nor implied that." replied Cindy. "Indeed, in the writing of the new Charter, Commission Chairman Donald Troy, who is also our Police Commander, made it clear that more Police precincts will be welcome... if and when the Town & County grows sufficiently to warrant them. He has told me the County population needs to reach 150,000 before a third Precinct is truly needed. Right now, even counting the University students, we're barely touching 100,000. So it's not even an issue..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After her presentation, Cindy left the Assembly meeting, while Chief Moynahan stayed behind. Getting back to the Station, Cindy came into my office and made a point to collapse upon the sofa, curl up into a fetal position, and rest her head on her hands.
"Yayyyyy..." she said weakly as she pretended to sleep, "it's overrrrr..."
I chuckled. "How did it go?" I asked.
Cindy pulled herself up to a sitting position, then pointed at my coffeemaker. "May I?" she said. I extended my hand towards it, and Cindy poured herself a mug of coffee, then came and sat down in the hot chair she normally sat in for Angels Meetings, the one nearest the door.
"I think it went well." Cindy said. "The Chief and Sheriff will give me my grade when they next see me. I actually got all the way through the presentation without being interrupted with questions. As you predicted to me, someone did ask about diverting those grant funds for the Intel Branch to other things. And three Precincts was brought up again. Honestly, Don, what is the frickin' bee in people's bonnets about three precincts? We had them once. They didn't work."
"Kind of like Socialism." I said. "It hasn't worked yet, but some think it'll work next time, or it'll work if they try it in a new way, or if they force 100% commitment to it. I'll bet the people asking about three precincts are Democrats, am I right?"
"Yes you are." Cindy said. "And kudos to you for not bringing up that they're also black."
"Hell," I said, "the only colors that matter in Socialism are Environmentalist Green and Communist Red. Everyone else, regardless of skin color, are meant to be serfs serving the Intellectual Elites. So, what else?"
"The Assemblywoman who wanted to divert the grant funds," Cindy said, "wanted us to spend the money on Police outreach to minority communities. Hey, I have nothing against that, but we can't spend the grant money on anything else but Perlman's Project."
That was what Cindy and Teresa had dubbed the Intel Branch behind Tanya's back. I was not exactly amused at that, but I didn't outrank Cindy. I still glared at her.
"Enough of that." I said. "Congrats on getting the Budget done! And for your reward, take the weekend off... Sunday to mourn the Bulldogs beatdown at the hands of the Wildcats."
Cindy tried to glare at me, but couldn't hold it. She broke down laughing, and that made me laugh with her for a long minute.
"So, party at your house to watch it?" Cindy asked.
"At The Cabin." I said. "Todd and Teresa are bringing their boys, Marie will be there, and Tasha, so bring Betsy if you like."
"What's Laura going to do?" Cindy asked.
"She'll be at the Mountain Nest." I said. "With my mom and your mom. Now that she's getting around more, she prefers to be there with her computer room."
"And the relative peace and quiet." Cindy said. "By the way, are Tanya and Pete going to be at The Cabin?"
"I invited them, but they sent regrets." I said. "I also told them that I'd come get Pete to watch the game with the other boys, but he's not coming either."
Cindy nodded. "You heard about the fight Pete got into with little Jack Burke at Teresa'a house?"
"I sure did." I said, unable to keep myself from smiling. "Pete stood up to the bully. I'm proud of him."
"Well," said Cindy, "telling tales out of school: some time ago Melina told a friend, who told a friend, who told me, that you whipped little Jack's father's ass in School, and you were the only person not afraid of him. Is that true?"
I semi-shrugged. "We did have a little altercation, once." I then paused before saying "At the time, I didn't worry about it, and Jack seemed to take it in stride. But looking back, I may have been lucky I didn't get my throat slit while I was asleep."
Cindy nodded. "Both Teresa and Tanya are hoping that there won't be any more problems between little Jack and little Pete. But they're going to minimize the contact between them."
"Tell them that as long as Carole is there, there are no problems to worry about." I replied. "Carole will whip both their asses if they get out of line. And I mean that seriously..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later, Cindy and I were invited to meet Chief Moynahan for lunch at the Cop Bar, and of course we accepted.
"Lunch is on me todayyyy." drawled the Chief as we sat down in the back room. "You did an outstanding job, Ms. Ross."
"Thank you, Chief." Cindy said. "May I ask how the rest of it went?"
"It was a mixed bag." said the Chief. "And it's not over yet. They took a break for lunch."
"What went wrong?" I asked.
"It would seeeeeem," drawled the Chief, "that some Assemblypersons believe the Fire Department and EMS budgets should be com-biiiiiined. Others believe it should be a 'zero-sum' game; the more the EMS gets, the less the Fire Department gets, and vice versa."
Chief Moynahan: "EMS Assistant Chief Zoe Singer was the only one there with previous experience dealing with the Assembly. She pushed back, but was ultimately forced to take the EMS side, or some of the Assembly that hates the new EMS like they hated the old one might have stripped the EMS budget to the bone."
Chief Moynahan: "Sooooo, the Sheriff got up, and did what the Sheriff does when he gets irritated... he delivered a very strong one-way message to the Assembly." I chuckled at that, seeing in my mind exactly what had happened, though I hadn't been there.
"So that's going to continue after lunch." said the Chief. "I will not be returning to watch it, unless the Sheriff calls me to come back."
"I'm on call, too." Cindy said. "But I'm hoping that my day there is done." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Meanwhile," said the Chief, "there was an issue with the Public Health budget. You will remember that last year, Eldrick X. Weaver made a lot of noise about more Public Health clinics in minority areas, and Beth Paige pushed back on the political posturing. But this year, several of our minority friends on the Assembly brought it up. Assistant PHO Gupta, who is a very good doctor and a decent man, handled it very well. He told them that he would love to have more clinics in 'majority-minority' areas... if the Assembly budgeted him the money to have them."
Cindy asked "Is there really a problem with enough clinics in the minority areas?"
I replied "There's plenty on the southside of Town, but not up north nor further south. The northern suburbs are predominately wealthy citizens, who have their own doctors. University Hospital also provides a lot of health care to all citizens, rich or poor. So it's mostly political posturing, and the Press tries to create an image that the minority areas are forced to suffer, when that's not the case."
"Still," said the Chief, "Assistant PHO Gupta is working hard to improve things in the minority areas, and he's doing a good job with it. If they budget him more money, maybe he can make a big difference with County Government re-lay-shunnns with minorities." Cindy and I nodded vigorously in agreement...



Part 4 - The One That Got Away
I had given Helena a half day off, beginning at noon, so there was no warning when there was a knock on my door. It was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"Hey, Dog." said Muscone, then he caught himself and said: "Er, that might not be the right term this particular weekend."
"I'll excuse it." I said with mock severity. Then I had Muscone sit down and said "Wassup?"
Muscone said "I was asked to assist with the OPR investigation of Dominic Ellis for shooting you at that Press conference." (Author's note: 'Only Time', Ch. 04.) "So we can treat this either as my interview with you over what you thought happened, there; or we can have a private, off-the-record conversation where you steer me in the right direction."
"What I thought happened was that he shot me." I said levelly.
"Well, thanks for that." said Muscone. "I think we got that part figured out. The question is why."
"Before I say anything, what has the OPR found out so far?" I asked.
Muscone said "Dominic Ellis had a great career going. Top 10% in his Class at Quantico. Worked two years in New York City, then Chicago asked for him to help with racial and gang issues there, so he transferred. Really good career in the Windy City, working mostly on the Southside streets." I nodded.
"He was picked up by OPR," Muscone said, meaning the FBI's Office of Professional Responsibility, "which is like a Policeman being assigned to Internal Affairs. And of course being black, he was 'below the zone' for even better and more visible opportunities."
"Affirmative Action in action." I said.
"But he really was good and deserved opportunities." said Muscone. "I only mention his being black, as it may play into what happened the other day."
I nodded, and Muscone continued: "As you know, he was sent here last summer with the OPR team for the 'security review' for the USDOJ Civil Rights Division." (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 02-03.) "His colleagues and superiors were totally shocked when he went off the Reservation and tried to hook you up to a polygraph, and without your consent, no less. After that he was taken out of OPR and was back in Chicago, but on the anti-terrorism unit."
Muscone: "What we didn't know, until now, after he shot you, is that right after that incident with you in July, Ellis was contacted by Jocelyn Moran of the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. DOJ. They had a number of telephone conversations, and we found out that they met in Chicago while Moran was ostensibly at a Civil Rights conference there."
Muscone: "That doesn't prove anything, of course, but we know Moran hates your guts and Daniel Allgood's guts, and we know that Ellis hated you enough to shoot you. He also fronted you during the Logan interrogation, which with 20/20 hindsight is now better understood."
"That fills in some gaps nicely." I said. "Okay, now for my off-the-record pointing you in the right direction." I tapped on my computer, then turned on my television monitor to Police HQ internal channel 2.
"Before I show this," I said, "let me give you some context. You may remember a story a few years ago in Dearborn, Michigan, where the FBI arrested a 21-year-old black man and charged him with plotting a terrorist attack with a radical Islamist group. He had been a good kid, standout basketball player on his high school team, and it was thought he might make it out of there and be okay as an adult."
"Then he dropped out of high school his Junior year." I continued. "It turns out that Dearborn, Michigan had a growing Muslim population at the time. The Muslim leaders there got his mother a job at Wal-Mart, and he left high school and went to a Muslim school... and to a Mosque that the FBI has on its list as a very likely place where kids are radicalized into militant Islam. Of course, if he had not complied, his mother loses her job, maybe is treated worse."
"All too common a story in some areas," agreed Muscone, "though you'll never hear the American Mainstream Media tell a word of it." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So," I said, "I'm going to show you my interrogation of Dominic Ellis last week, and I want you to watch it in the context of what I just told you. In the words of Bettina Wurtzburg: Roll tape!"
I pressed the button on the remote, and tape rolled. My interview with Dominic Ellis in Interrogation-1 came on. Patrolman Johnson was the Uniformed presence.
As I came into the Interrogation room, Ellis's face changed from bored passivity to deep, bitter hatred. As I sat down and re-read him his considerable legal rights, he stared at me through his eyelids with cold fury.
Me: "I'm trying to understand. Make me understand."
Ellis: "Simple enough, Cracker. I tried to kill you. I should've gone for a head shot."
Me: "But why?"
Ellis: "Ain't it obvious, Cracker? Because you're a racist. A White Nationalist."
Me: "You're calling me a 'Cracker', and then saying I'm the racist here? Do better than that."
Ellis: "You're white, you don't understand the abuse the black man goes through at the hands of racist cops like you."
Me: "Even if I was a racist, and I'm not, you're saying that because you think I don't 'understand', that gives you the right to try to kill me?"
Ellis: "It means I'm not going to try to explain why it's not racist to call you the Cracker you are."
Me: "Ahhh... so only whites can be racists. Only whites can commit hate crimes, is that it?"
Ellis: "That's exactly right! We are an oppressed people! We are fighting for our lives, here!"
Me: "And violence, shooting me, is going to make things better?"
Ellis: "If it takes one Cracker cop that beats black men with a crowbar off the streets? Hell yeah, it makes things better!"
I ended the tape and turned to Muscone and said: "Everything else was a variant of the same theme. Because I'm white, I can't understand the plight of blacks. And I get that point, I truly do... though I'm not really inclined to be in a listening mood when he's trying to put a bullet in my chest."
"So what's the context?" Muscone said.
"Ellis was an outstanding FBI Agent." I said. "But you just saw that tape. It looks like the stories of a lot of people who have been 'radicalized'... but not by Islam. By blacks with a deep hatred of all things white. Like Jocelyn Moran."
Muscone nodded. "I can see that, but it doesn't explain why he just tried to shoot you out of the blue."
I said "After I fronted Ellis on his tactics last July, he not only failed to get me, he was humiliated by me. Then he was reassigned, and probably blamed that on me. So he fronted me at County Jail, and I stood right up to him. So some of it was personal, too."
Muscone nodded again. "And in less than four months. I'd say you have a way with influencing people, but it's not a funny joke right now."
"Yeah, yeah," I said, "blame The Batman for the Joker killing people."
Muscone said "That really is what it is, you know. So Moran is behind this?"
"No." I replied. "She just 'radicalized' him, for lack of a better term. His losing it and shooting me was just the hatred in him. And I'll add this... unless you can find that Moran was in contact with Ellis before he was sent here last July, I would suggest that Ellis's time on the Chicago streets might've changed him... brought out some latent racial hatreds that he had buried inside him."
"Now that," said Muscone, "I can wrap my head around..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Friday, October 25th. I was catching up on the mountain of paperwork on the Hospital bombing, and that mountain of paperwork seemed to be as high as the mountain of rubble that had been cleared from the Hospital.
"Come in!" I said in answer to a knock on my door. Looking up, I saw Paulina Patterson come into my office. Her face looked like grim death.
"Is Laura okay?" I asked, seeing Paulina's look.
"Yes. She's fine." said Paulina. "Your mom or Cindy's mom would call if there was a problem."
"So why the glum look?" I asked. "Oh, have a seat." Paulina sat down in the hot chair, and I could tell she was steeling herself to tell me something.
"Is Cindy here?" Paulina asked. "You might want to bring her in for this." I nodded and buzzed Cindy to come over. She did, and sat down in the other hot chair.
"I just came over from City Hall." said Paulina. "The pretext, if you're ever asked, is that I'm here to talk about that Jack Logan character you have in County Jail."
"Okay." I said. "So what is this really about?"
Paulina looked at me, then Cindy, then back to me. Finally, she said "I just found out that they're going to announce just before close-of-business (5:00pm) that all criminal charges against Kelly Carnes will be dropped." (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 04, for Carnes's arrest.)
I felt like a bomb had been dropped... on me. "How can that be?" I gasped. Then my voice got harsh as I said "Is this one of Walters's bright ideas?"
"She's not really at fault. Let me explain." Paulina said. "There were Federal as well as State and local charges against Kelly and Stephen Carnes. The Feds assigned Richard Baldwin to be the U.S. Attorney for the case. Miriam assigned Savannah Fineman to it."
"That's 'strike one' right there." I said.
Paulina said "Don, please, give me a chance to talk, here." I could see she was getting exasperated with me. After taking a breath, she said "Stephen Carnes confessed to the money laundering, the campaign finance violations, all of it. He also said his wife didn't know about any of it, that it was kept hidden from her."
"Plea deal?" I asked incredulously.
Paulina replied "Supposedly the only deal was that if Stephen pled guilty and made a sworn statement that Kelly didn't know anything, Baldwin would drop the Federal charges against Kelly. No word on what Stephen's sentence would be. And Savannah rolled over and recommended the local charges against Kelly be dropped, as well."
"Wait a minute." I said. "Kelly and Stephen separated and were getting a divorce, and now he's falling on his sword for her and completely exonerating her? He's giving up a lucrative career as a dentist, possibly his freedom, and accepting a Federal criminal record... to exonerate her? Really? Am I the only one not accepting this at face value?"
"No, you're not." Paulina said. "And it gets worse. I brought that up with Miriam, and said we shouldn't go along, we shouldn't just accept Stephen's confession, that we had plenty to show that Kelly did know and was culpable. At first Miriam just said it was Savannah's call to make, but after Franklin and I both pressed on it, Miriam said that Stephen's confession created reasonable doubt, and she didn't think we'd get a conviction."
Seeing my face, Cindy interjected: "Don, you know that they're not going to push anything that might make Savannah look bad, like losing a prosecution against a local politician who will have the Press behind her."
I just shook my head. "I get it that they're scared of their political shadows, but this is ridiculous. I need to call Walters and tell her to fight this..." I began fishing my Police iPhone out of my pants pocket.
"It's too late." Paulina said. When I looked at her, she said "It's already been taken to Judge Nance's Court. He's accepted the guilty plea for the local charges, and has dropped all charges against Kelly Carnes with prejudice."
"We gotta appeal that." I muttered. "Especially the 'with prejudice' part, in case we find more proof than the solid case we already have..."
"Don," Cindy said, "it's a done deal. Even a friendly Appellate Court won't overturn that, since the D.A.'s Office supported dropping the charges. The fix is in."
I peered at Cindy, wondering why she was acquiescing so quickly to this. Then I remembered that Paulina had wanted me to bring Cindy in. Yeah, the fix was in, all right, I thought to myself.
I fell back into my comfortable Command Chair, and looked at the ceiling. "We were that... frickin'... close." I muttered. "I handed Walters that case on a silver platter, airtight, easy-peasy. And she and Fineman let Carnes off the hook. Didn't even try..."
Paulina brought me out of my mini-reverie by saying "Don, I know you don't want to hear this... but I can't blame them for this. Stephen Carnes took the full rap. If Kelly's defense lawyer, most likely Gwen Munson, puts him on the stand, any hope of convicting her blows up."
I sighed. "I should've looked into it more." I said. "I don't know what I was doing, trusting others to handle it."
"What could you have done?" Cindy asked. "What else could anyone have done?"
I locked my gray eyes onto her ice-blue peepers with as cold a stare as I could give, and said in a glacial voice: "For openers, those vaunted new D.A. Investigators could've been digging into why Kelly and Stephen filed for divorce, when staying together means they can't be obligated to testify against each other."
I ranted on: "And they could've dug into why Stephen is throwing himself on his sword like that... again, after separating from and divorcing Kelly, and he does this... when he could've made a defense of her being behind it, and him being the one blissfully unaware. I mean c'mon... am I the only one wondering what went on to get him to do that?"
"You think there was something behind this?" Cindy asked.
"We'll never know now, will we?" I said bitterly. "By the way, has Walters hired any Investigators yet?"
"Two." said Paulina. "Jackson Ripley and Gregory Mitchum. Ripley is black, early 30s, not tall. Southport Police background, solid record. Mitchum is white, older, as in early 50s, and almost a caricature of what an FBI was portrayed as in the 1950s: always wears suits, stiff as cardboard, straightlaced. He was an FBI Agent, good clean record."
"This was Walters's chance to show off what they could do," I said, "and she threw the opportunity away."
What was not going away was my pain. But seeing as there was no more to be said nor done, I said "Thanks for coming by and telling me. You bringing Tasha to the party tomorrow?"
"I'm not a football fan." said Paulina. "And Tasha's a bit young, and Carole will be watching the game with you guys. So Tasha and I might have a mother-daughter day tomorrow, just the two of us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's Don?" Teresa asked as Cindy came out onto the outside deck of the Cop Bar at 7:00pm. Todd, Teddy Franklin, Cindy's gym partners Wanda and Ariel, and Wanda's husband Carl were also there.
"He said he wasn't coming." Cindy replied. "Laura's still recovering, and he's hosting the party tomorrow."
"Anything else?" Teresa asked.
"We'll talk later." Cindy said.
After helping the others demolish a large supply of beef nachos and beer, Cindy and Teresa went to 'powder their noses'. They stopped along the way at the bar in the back room, which didn't have a bartender and was just a place to sit.
Teresa said "So... Don."
Cindy said "He was very upset with the news about Kelly Carnes beating the rap on the campaign finance charges. I'm glad Paulina had me come in there; Don might've gone off on her before he realized what he was doing."
"That bad, huh?" Teresa said. "So that's why he's not in a partying mood today."
Cindy said "I guess so. What bothers me is that Don really is holding it against DA Walters and ADA Fineman. He muttered that he should've done more himself, that he can't trust anyone else to get the job done."
Teresa winced. "You know, I tried to leave him alone during the Hospital attack, so he could tend to Laura. And he and a lot of others gave me compliments about getting the job done without bothering him. I was hoping that would show him that he can trust others to get the job done... but this will kill that."
"You did do a great job." Cindy said. "And I think he does trust you completely, and trusts Tanya and the Detectives more than they think he does. But you're right in that this will create a rift with the D.A. On the flip side, Don very accurately brought it out that Walters has hired two new Investigators, and they sat on their asses and didn't investigate Carnes any further. He had a great point there."
"So," said Teresa, "do we root for Savannah Fineman to win the race for Solicitor? Or for her to lose?" Cindy just shrugged...
Part 5 - Game Day, Birthday
7:00am, October 26th. I woke up in my bed in the Mountain Nest. Sleeping in until this 'late' hour was the first gift of this, my 36th birthday. I got up and took a hot shower, then shaved and got dressed. You better believe I was wearing a red shirt today, along with khaki pants.
Going downstairs, I saw that Laura was still asleep on the sofa-bed. Not asleep were two outstanding dogs, waiting at the back door to be taken out. I put on a windbreaker and quietly opened the back door and walked outside and down the steps to the backyard, sitting on the metal mesh loveseat as the dogs went about inspecting their territories and doing their business in the chill of the Autumn morning. It was going to be a beautiful day, perfect for college football!
I heard the backdoor open and the pitter-patter of little de-feets coming down the stairs, followed by my firstborn child appearing in front of me in her pajamas and overcoat. "Happy birthday, Daddy!" Carole said excitedly as she handed me a booklet. It was authored by her and illustrated by Marie.
"Aw, thank you, Carole." I said. "But before I read it, I want another present: a big hug from you." Carole stretched out her arms and I picked her up and she gave me a biiiiiig hug, which I returned. The protests of my back warned me that Carole was getting too big to pick up anymore.
"So let's read this." I said as Carole sat down beside me. The dogs had returned, and hopped onto the loveseat on either side of Carole, bracketing her and pressing against her to keep her warm.
The book was entitled 'Taking Care of His People by Carole T. and Marie S'. On the front cover was a headshot of me, smiling a lot more than I usually do. Very well drawn, except my ears were too big.
"Okay," I said as I opened the tome and began reading the first pages, "Daddy takes care of everyone. He rescued Bowser and Buddy, and he takes care of them." The drawing showed me between Bowser and Buddy, all three of us looking very happy. "And Daddy feeds Tiger Mom, which is all she wants him to do." A drawing showed me putting out food for a very happy Tiger Mom, whose gray and black bengal stripes were very well drawn.
"Daddy takes care of all of us kids, and keeps us safe." the book said. A drawing of me surrounded by Carole, Marie, Tasha, Jim, Ross, Ian, little Pete Feeley, Doug Burke and Mike Burke, Daniel, Patricia... and Betsy and Greta... accompanied the words.
"Where's little Jack Burke?" I asked.
"We didn't want to put him in." Carole said simply. O-kayyyy, I thought to myself, and drove on:
"Daddy drove Bowser to find Marie." said the book. The drawing (by Marie) showed a perspective of Bowser looking down into the ditch, with me looking over his shoulder... the perspective Marie would've had from the bottom of that ditch. I'd thought Marie was unconscious. Was it possible she saw and remembered her rescue? I wondered silently.
"When kids were kidnapped, Daddy went and found them." the next page said. "Daddy went into an exploding building to rescue three kids. And then he beat the Slender Man to rescue more kids." Drawings showed me on the ground by an exploded building with three kids nearby, then one of me about to swing my red crowbar down and hit the Slender Man's featureless head as his tentacles lifted me off the ground. A small lightning bolt was drawn where my back's bad vertebrae were.



"And speaking of explosions," I read from the book, "Daddy came and got me and Aunt Teresa after she grabbed me and hid me in the pit." The accompanying drawing showed me holding Carole as others pulled Teresa from the pit. It was amazingly accurate; in perfect accord with my memory of that day. How was Carole doing this? I wondered to myself.
"Daddy rescued Aunt Cindy and helped rescue Uncle Todd when they were in trouble." the book said, drawings showing Cindy being life-flighted to University Hospital with me flying the aircraft, and the SWAT Team going into the BOW Enterprises shed with me, Teresa, and the Sheriff by a TCPD vehicle, watching.
"When Grandma Griswold died, Daddy took care of everything so that Grandpa Griswold wouldn't have to." The drawing showed me standing next to Sheriff Griswold, much taller than him, with sad looks on our faces. Above us, an angel was drawn that looked very much like Mrs. Griswold smiling as she looked down on us. That drawing evoked some emotion from me, as with uncanny ability it showed the close relationship between me and Sheriff Griswold.
"When Aunt Tanya got hurt and had to be in a wheel chair (yes, the words were separated), Daddy made sure she stayed in the Police with him." the book said, showing a happy Tanya in her regular wheelchair, holding a happy Pete Feeley, Jack Muscone on one side of her and me on the other.
"When Mommy got hurt, Daddy guarded her and helped her get better." said the book. The drawing showed me at Laura's bedside in the hospital. The accuracy of where all the equipment was, was amazing to see.
"And that is why Daddy is my hero and everybody's hero. Because he takes care of us." The final drawing showed me in my semi-formal uniform, ribbons very accurately drawn and the Medal of Valor around my neck, and my badge over my heart.
Wow. Just wow. I was stunned. "This is very, very good, Carole. Did you get any help on this?"
"Marie drew the pictures." said Carole. "And Aunt Cindy and Aunt Teresa may have helped some with ideas. And Grandma helped me write it right." Well, that explained some things... but not how accurately some pictures were drawn of things that were deep within my memory. No one else could've described those things to Carole that accurately!
"Well, it's an awesome book." I said. "Thank you very much, and tell Marie I said thank you to her, too." I gave Carole a warm hug.
"Time to go in-side, Daddy." Carole said as the dogs jumped off the seat. "Mommy's waking up."
We went back inside, and Laura was indeed awake, and was getting dressed in the 'Puter Room'. After a moment she came out.
"Want some breakfast?" I asked my wife.
"Just some milk, for now--- oh, Carole, you already have it." Indeed, Carole was walking up with a pint of milk, the top still sealed.
"Here you go, Mommy." Carole said helpfully. "But Daddy will have to open it for you."
"I can do that." I said, taking the bottle and opening it.
"Thank you, Carole." said Laura. "Why don't you go upstairs and get dressed?"
"Okay, Mommy!" Carole said, and took off running up the stairs.
"Obey the speed limits!" I called out after her.
"She's done that a number of times." Laura said as I closed up the sofa-bed and helped her sit on that sofa. "I think of something I want, and she's bringing it to me before I even ask."
"And this is what she gave me for my birthday." I said, handing Laura the booklet.
She read it, becoming increasingly amazed as she went along. Finally, she looked up and said "This is... stunning. These drawings... I get the feeling they are more accurate than they should be."
"They are absolutely exact." I said. "I got flashbacks reading that."
"If I didn't know better," Laura said with mock exasperation, "I'd say we need to get that child to a psychiatrist."
"Oh wait!" I said. "Her mother is a psychiatrist!"
"And an absolutely stunned, amazed, and befuddled one." Laura said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, I loaded Carole, Jim and two outstanding dogs into my Police SUV and drove them up to The Cabin. My mother Phyllis and Cindy and Molly's mother Maggie were at the Mountain Nest babysitting Laura.
When we got there, I was surprised to see Paulina and Tasha there. "Tasha wants to give you a birthday present, so I brought her by." Paulina said. And that started some gift-giving.
Tasha and her mom gave me a photo album, with many photos of Tasha, some with Carole, some with her mom, many with me, a few with Bowser and Buddy, and even a couple of her petting Tiger Mom. There were also pictures of me, obviously taken by Paulina, in my office, at Headquarters, talking to Cindy, talking to the Chief and the Sheriff. There were some at the Cop Bar, some with Paulina, some with Laura and Paulina at home. I gave Tasha a biiiiiig hug, then gave her mom a big hug, too.
Jim had not given me a gift at home earlier, saying he was saving it for later. The reason why became apparent when Ross and Ian arrived: Jim and Ross had collaborated to get me a gift. It was a gift in itself that the brothers were working together like that. They presented me with a nice coffee mug with the emblem of the Military Police Corps on it. I gave them both hugs and said I could use this every morning.
Ian may have felt left out, but he didn't show it. He gave me an American Flag set, with the 'Betsy Ross' flag, 15-stars-and-stripes flag, 36-star flag (Civil War era), 48-star-flag (World War II era), and the current 50-star flag. His mother, Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, said that Ian had become fascinated with the American Flag recently, for no reason she could understand. I put it on my desk in my office in The Cabin, where it would remain for several decades.
Teresa and Todd's kids, Doug, Mike, and little Jack Burke, gave me a card they all signed, that had sports jokes inside.
Teresa and Cindy collaborated to give me a plaque with silver Captain's bars and a TCPD Badge with my number on it below. The engraved inscription said 'Finally Old Enough'. It was a play on the fact that one used to have to be 36 years old to be a TCPD Captain. That had been done away with in the writing of the new Charter, and of course I'd never been a TCPD Captain, having gone straight from Lieutenant to Commander.
Part 6 - Cats and Dogs
The big game was in the late afternoon slot, intended to directly oppose the Georgia-Florida game on another network. So we had a big lunch of hamburgers, hot dogs, grilled trout supplied by Our Sheriff, and all the fixins. Then came then a birthday cake for me, with 36 (36!) candles.
At 3:00pm, we were getting into our seats in the front room to watch the game on the big monitor screen, with snacks galore on the table in front. I was in a rocking chair with a pillow for lumbar support, sitting to the left of the sofa, near the window that looked out to the front of the house. I was wearing my red golf shirt (no TCPD logo). Teresa was nearest me, at the end of the sofa, wearing an Auburn jersey, and Todd was beside her, wearing a Bulldogs blue collared golf/polo shirt with the team logo embroidered over the heart.
Buddy had come up, jumped up onto the sofa between them, plopped himself down, and looked up at Teresa with pure love in his canine eyes. Yeah, he got skritchins, and lots of 'em. Next to Todd was was Edward Steele, wearing 'normal' clothes showing no preferences, then Cindy and Callie. Cindy was wearing a No. 93 Bulldogs jersey, and Callie was wearing a light blue blouse that had my son Jim googley-eyed when he saw her.
The sofa was one of those with a right angle, so on the side was Sheriff Griswold, who was wearing a tan button-down shirt, showing no preferences. Bracketing him were Carole in her red No. 10 Wildcats jersey, and Marie in her red No. 36 Wildcats jersey, which was running back Clarence Appletree's number. Bowser was pretty much in Carole's lap.
Molly was sitting in a chair behind me, viewing the game between me and Teresa, eschewing offers to sit on the sofa, and Stephanie Steele was sitting next to her. Teresa and I made a small bet that they would end up in the greatroom or on the back deck, fluttering like parakeets, before the game ended.
On the floor in front were the boys. Jim was wearing a red shirt, which wasn't a jersey, and Ross was wearing red, also. Ian was wearing a Bulldogs blue No. 93 jersey, withstanding the jeers of his brothers. Doug and Mike had on Bulldogs No. 93 jerseys like their dad. Jack was wearing a Wildcats jersey, with No. 1 on it.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. "Troy." I answered it.
"Commander, this is Lt. Commander Orosco." said the head of Internal Affairs, Ted Orosco. "Can you come down to Police Headquarters? I need to speak with you right away."
"Geez, Ted," I said, "this is the worst possible moment for you to call. I'm hosting a birthday party, and we're all about to watch the Bulldogs-Wildcats game."
"Yes sir," said Lt. Orosco, "but this is very important. Can you come down now?"
I was stunned that Orosco hadn't gotten the message, so I tried again: "No, Orosco, I cannot come down to the Station now. What's it about that's so urgent?"
"I can't discuss it on the phone, sir." said Orosco. "But it is important enough to ask you to come down to Headquarters now."
I'd had enough of this. "If it's that important, Ted," I said, "then you have my permission to go over my head and call the Chief and talk to him about it. Otherwise, it'll have to wait until tomorrow morning.
"But---" Orosco started, but I didn't hear the rest, as I had disconnected the call.
"Trouble, Crowbar?" the Sheriff growled from the other side of the room.
"I don't know, Sheriff." I said. "It was Orosco. He wouldn't say what it was, but wanted me to come to Headquarters now, just when the biggest college football game of the year is about to start..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
During the Wildcats-Bulldogs pregame, everyone at the stadium stood for the singing of the Alma Mater followed by the National Anthem, all before the players ran on to the field. The television network had the decency to show the stadium announcer asking everyone to observe a moment of silence for the victims of the University Hospital bombing, and for that moment it was a very quiet Wildcats Stadium.
It was very silent for that moment in The Cabin, as well. And something occurred to me during that moment of silence... how many of us had almost died at various times: me, Teresa, Todd, Cindy, Callie, Bowser(!), Buddy(!), Carole, Marie, Molly, and now Laura (again) had survived things in recent months and years that by rights we should not have. I felt grateful to be having this birthday with this family and these friends.
The players ran onto the field and 96,000 fans roared, exhorting their teams to America's version of gladiatorial battle. The Wildcats won the toss and deferred to the second half. The Bulldogs took the field in their silver helmets with a blue 'U' (like Miami of Florida's), white shirts with dark blue numerals, and silver pants with blue trim. The Wildcats followed, in their red jerseys with black-trimmed white numerals, gold pants trimmed in red and black, and gold helmets with their logo on the sides. The referee blew the whistle, toe met leather, and we were AWN!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd gotten earphones and a portable radio to tune into the Wildcats Radio Network while everyone else listened to the allegedly neutral television broadcasters. It was clear to me that the color analyst on TV was favoring the Bulldogs; even Cindy commented on the bias. My radio feed was a couple of seconds ahead of the television feed, so I'd know the result of a play just before everyone else.
The Bulldogs went three and out on their first possession. The Wildcats began their drive, but a phantom holding penalty and a legitimate illegal procedure was too much to overcome and they punted. The Bulldogs generated two first downs, and their punter, who was an All-America candidate, made a booming kick, putting the Wildcats on their ten yard line.
"And the Bulldogs are just not stopping the Wildcats running attack." said the Wildcat Radio announcer. Indeed, Clarence Appletree was getting five yards and a cloud of dust. Whenever the Bulldogs put eight or nine in the box and stacked the line, passes to Jamaal Washington or the Wildcats tight end loosened things up. I noticed Carole cheering loudly when Jamaal caught a pass, and Marie cheering loudly when Appletree broke off a good run; a nice friendly competition between the BFFs, there.
The Wildcats drove in small chunks down the field, eating up clock as well as yardage. They got to the Bulldogs nine yard line. "And the quarterback Johnson rolls out to pass, he's hit! The pass is wobbly... and the Bulldogs intercept it! They run it out to the twenty before Jamaal Washington catches up to the linebacker and tackles him!"
"A huge opportunity missed, there." said the Wildcats color analyst in a solid example of understatement. Todd and Cindy cheered and hi-fived, then Todd high-fived Ian while Jim and Ross sulked.
The Bulldogs couldn't move against the best-in-the-nation Wildcats defense, and after the three-and-out they punted. The Wildcats took the ball on their 22-yard-line, and Clarence Appletree began ripping off chunks of yardage after the blocking adjustments the coaches had made.
"And Appletree out to the 35!" said the Wildcats announcer as Appletree swept right behind blocking for the first down. "And Appletree takes the pitch and goes left, behind a pancake block by left tackle Wilfred Scott. Ten more yards and a first down!"
The crowd was roaring as the Wildcats matriculated down the field. A Bulldogs run-blitz was met with a pass to Jamaal Washington in the slot, and he split the Bulldogs defense for 20 more yards. Three more hard runs by Appletree, and the Wildcats were once again in the red zone. And then, to everyone's seeming amazement, the quarter ended.
"Wow." said Todd. "Old-time football. Run, run, run."
"Speaking of that," Teresa said, "I'm running to the restroom." She did so, followed by others. And others went and replenished their drinks and snacks.
The game started back after the ubiquitous 'time out for television', which took a solid five minutes. The Wildcats were now running the other way, and they were running... down to the nine yard line.
"And there's a penalty." said the radio announcer. "A Bulldogs lineman crossed the neutral zone and contacted a lineman."
But the call was 'false start' by the Wildcats. Carole was scandalized. "That's wrong!" she said. "Our guy didn't move!"
And she wasn't the only one. I heard the television announcers talking over the massive boos of the Wildcat Faithful. "The Wildcats are making really bad mistakes today, and it's killing their drives." said the color man.
"That was a bad call." the play-by-play man said. "The replay clearly shows the Wildcat lineman didn't even move until he was contacted." I could sense tension growing between them. Meanwhile, the Wildcats Radio announcers had no problems joining the fans in the stands in berating the refs for the botched call.
"And the Wildcats are up to the line," said the radio announcer. "The quarterback Johnson looks over the Bulldogs defensive front. He's doing a hard count, trying to draw the Bulldogs off and get those penalty yards back, and--- HE FUMBLES THE SNAP! The ball is on the ground, and everyone is fighting for it, and Clarence Appletree comes up with it, but he's ruled down right there!"
"Huge break for the Wildcats to get that back." said the radio color analyst.
"And the drive has stalled, and it's time for Freshman placekicker Kevin 'Point Blank' Rodriguez to attempt a 36 yard field goal." Rodriguez, no relation to my Detective Julia Rodriguez, had wavy black hair and thick black glasses. The Wildcat Nation began chanting "FEAR THE FRAMES! FEAR THE FRAMES!" after he drilled the kick.
"And it's three-nothing, Wildcats." said the television announcer. "At least they got something out of that drive."
"The Bulldogs are doing a great job of bending but not breaking." said the TV color analyst. "They're doing a great job of keeping their team in this ballgame."
"They're not stopping Clarence Appletree." the play-by-play announcer said. "In two drives he has over 100 yards rushing already."
"But only three points to show for it," said the color analyst, "thanks to the Bulldogs defense and Wildcat penalties and mistakes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After exchanges of punts, the Bulldogs missed a long field goal try, and the Wildcats took over on their own 34-yard-line, their best starting position of the day. "Only two minutes and thirty-four seconds to go in the half." said the Wildcats announcer. "And Johnson fakes a handoff to Appletree, he turns around fires over the middle to Washington, and it is COMPLETE! Washington gets out of bounds, stopping the clock."
"And a draw play to Appletree, he breaks off sixteen yards!" said the announcer. "They're not using their timeouts, they have all three. And the Wildcats are up to the line, and they hand it off to Appletree again, he scampers right for twelve yards and out of bounds. One minute and two seconds to the half, and Appletree runs left, behind the blocking of Scott, and bites off another first down!"
The clock was running, down to less than 30 seconds. "And the Wildcats are on the Bulldogs's 22-yard-line, they break the huddle and come up to the line, Jamaal Washington to the left, he'll be double-teamed, Appletree behind the quarterback, just to his right. Johnson takes the snap, and runs left, and it's a reverse! Johnson flips the ball to Washington and he's running right-- No, he's stopping! Washington fires a pass! Appletree is streaking down the sidelines, and he's got it! TOUCHDOWN WILDCATS!!"
"YES!" I screamed, just a second before the ball hit Appletree in the hands on television. Then Carole, then all the rest of them shouted out, either in happiness or dismay.
As the stadium went bonkers, and some of us in The Cabin went bonkers, too, the radio play-by-play man said "Appletree ran the wheel route, and Jamaal Washington threw a perfect ball. Twenty-two yard touchdown pass!"
"And in a stunning reversal of the famous Appletree-to-Washington pass three years ago," said the color man, "this time it's Washington-to-Appletree to score just before halftime."
Fear the Frames... Rodriguez put the extra point through, and it was 10-0 Wildcats.
Ian went over to Cindy and said "Sorry, Aunt Cindy." Cindy picked her nephew up and hugged him and let him sit in her lap. Meanwhile, Jim went over to Callie, who said something about sitting with her boyfriend, and let him sit in her lap.
"Jim's flirt-ing with Callie again." Carole 'whispered' loudly to Marie. The girls erupted into a fit of giggling, making Sheriff Griswold chuckle, too.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the clock counted down to halftime, I got up and said "Do you dogs need to go OUT?" Two outstanding dogs instantly appeared at the back door. I let them out and walked out on deck as they went around to do their business.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Chief Moynahan on it.
"Sorry to bother you during your game, Commander." said the Chief. "I thought halftime would be the best time to call."
"Thank you for that, sir." I said. "How can I help you?"
"I got a calllll... from Mr. Orosco of Internal Affairs." said the Chief. "He said he tried to call you earlier and that he urgently needed you to meet him at Headquarters."
Irritation and then some crept into me. "Sir, he said it was urgent, but wouldn't tell me what it was about. So I told him that if it was that big a deal to call you; and if not, I'd see him tomorrow."



"Yezzzz, and I don't blame you." said the Chief. "He wouldn't tell me what it was, either, but do speak to him tomorrrrowwww."
"Yes sir." I said.
"I'll let you get back to your game and your family." said the Chief. "And happy birthday, Mr. Crowbarrrr. Now that you're old enough, I've put in the paperwork to promote you to Captainnnnn."
I laughed out loud at that unexpected joke. "Thank you, sir. Just don't put me under Deputy Chief Ross on the org chart. I'll let you know what Orosco wants."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And we go to the fourth quarter, with the score Wildcats 13, Bulldogs 0." said the television announcer. "Clarence Appletree has amassed 262 rushing yards today, and has 22 receiving yards for the only touchdown of the game."
The TV color announcer sounded gleeful as he said "But Wildcat mistakes and a great defensive effort by the Bulldogs have prevented the Wildcats from scoring more. The quarterback Johnson has thrown an interception, fumbled once, and had a bad snap exchange with the center. That and Wildcat penalties are keeping the Dogs in this game."
After more back-and-forth, the Bulldogs punted with six minutes to go. "That is six three-and-outs by the Wildcats defense today." said the Wildcat Radio color analyst. "This may be the best defense the Wildcats have ever had."
"They're the nation's best this season." said the play-by-play announcer. "The Wildcats are up to the line, and Appletree runs off left tackle for eight more yards.
He's gotta be getting tired by now." said the color analyst. "A ton of yards, but some questionable calls and some Wildcat miscues are hurting them."
"There certainly have been some really bad officiating calls today." said the play-by-play man. After a few more plays, he said "And with that run, Appletree is over the 300-yard mark; he has 303 yards. Wildcats are on the the Bulldogs 19-yard line, and FUMBLE! He fumbled the snap! A Bulldogs defender picks it up and gets up and runs, and Appletree chases him down and gets him at the Bulldogs 49!"
"That should come back." said the color man. "He was on his knees when he picked up the ball, and got up and ran. It's being reviewed."
The play was reviewed, and then came the stunning announcement: "After further review, the ruling on the field STANDS. Bulldogs ball on the 49 yard line!" Boos rang out over Wildcat Stadium, followed by chants of words that can't be repeated here. Let's just say there was a 'modification', and the actual term used was "DOG-****"
After a full five minutes of ubiquitous 'time out for television' commercials about a mythical Dr. Pepper town that sorely needed some Crowbar interventions, the game came back on. The boos continued to ring out, the fans ignoring the band's attempt to cheer on the Wildcats.
"And the Bulldogs drive has stalled." said the radio announcer. "The punt is long, long, and high, very high. And they down it inside the one-yard-line! The Wildcats returner let it go, and a Bulldog just caught it between the one-yard-line and the goal line!"
On television, the color analyst said excitedly: "This is the Bulldogs's chance. The Bulldogs fans are on this end of the stadium, in the corner. The Wildcats are as backed up as they possibly can be, inside the one-yard-line, and the quarterback Johnson has had an awful day, with several snap exchange fumbles and other turnovers. The Bulldogs defense needs to make something happen, and this could be the time."
I noticed that Carole had left her seat and was on the floor, peering intently at the television monitor that showed the Wildcats coming up to the line, the Dogs D waiting for them...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Recordkeeping
"Five fifty-four to go, Wildcats leading thirteen-to-nothing, but on their own half-yard line. They snap the ball and Johnson turns and hands it to Appletree, and he hits the hole right up the middle! There he goes, Clarence Appletree! He's at the 40, the 50, the 40... and the Bulldogs defenders try to cut him off, but he veers to the right sidelines and they won't catch him! He runs all the way into the endzone! TOUCHDOWN WILDCATS!!"
Carole had been up and cheering from the moment Appletree was handed the ball, and I heard it on the radio before it was shown on TV. Still, there was plenty of time to cheer raucously or scream in frustration as we watched Appletree's record-making run.
"Ninety-nine-plus yards!" screamed the Wildcat Radio color analyst as the Wildcat players came off the field after mobbing their teammate in the end zone. "That ties the Conference and National records for longest run from scrimmage! Appletree now has four hundred and two rushing yards, a new Conference record!"
"A-PPLE-TREE! A-PPLE-TREE! A-PPLE-TREE!" yelled the Wildcat crowd in the stadium in unison, beginning to realize that they were witnessing a special day. Rodriguez tacked on the PAT.
"It's 20-0 Wildcats!" said the TV play-by-play man. "Just when you thought the Bulldogs had a chance to get back into it, Clarence Appletree goes ninety-nine for the touchdown."
"The Bulldogs didn't fill the A-gap," said the television color analyst dejectedly, trying to play the intellectual, "and it left a hole wide enough to drive a tank through, and they simply couldn't catch Appletree..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That last run had pretty much taken everything out of Appletree. After a full day of runs short and long, and taking punishment from the Bulldogs defenders on every play, his day was over. So was Jamaal Washington, who had a credible day of five catches on five balls thrown to him, for 65 yards. Coach Richmond would begin substituting on offense.
But not on Defense. His players wanted a shutout against their rival Bulldogs, and they were destined to get one. The Bulldogs simply could not move against the Wildcats D. The Wildcats were content to run the ball against the exhausted Bulldogs front seven, churn out yards, and punt the Bulldogs into deep holes.
"And that's it." said the Wildcats announcer as the time rand to '00:00'. "The Wildcats have run the Bulldogs into the ground today, taking a solid 20-0 win that was not as close as the score would indicate..."
The color analyst on TV apparently watched a different game. "It was a valiant effort by the Bulldogs defense, but they just couldn't get anything going offensively. The good news for the Bulldogs is that Coach Thrasher is recruiting well, and will have a much stronger offensive line and great skill position players next year, players who are redshirted now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, it's over, the Wildcats won." Cindy said dismissively. "Time to move on."
"Auburn is on, against Ole Miss." said Todd. We turned to that game on TV for Teresa's sake, but continued talking about the important teams.
"Be glad you weren't the Florida Gators." said Edward Steele, to Cindy. "Georgia just beat them 42-7."
I said "I think the Bulldogs are going to be right there on the top-tier in the next few years." I said. "The Georgia Bulldogs, that is. The University Bulldogs? Not so much."
Cindy gave me an acid look, then replied "Thank God Jerome Washington and Clarence Appletree are graduating. I've seen more than enough throw-and-catch plays between them."
"What do you mean, Aunt Cindy?" Carole asked.
I replied "They're graduating, Carole. This is their last year playing for the Wildcats."
"Awwww." said Carole. She and Marie were scowling, looking sad at that news.
"That's how it works, Fussbudget." I said. "Every player graduates or leaves School eventually. Jamaal and Clarence will go to the NFL now, and play professional football.
"Can I still wear my No. 10 jersey?" Carole asked.
"Yes, of course." I said, feeling pretty sure that Washington's number would be retired, and no other Wildcat player would be assigned No. 10 again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly and I heated up and put out all the leftover food out, and it was consumed rapidly. Little Jack Burke announced that I needed to have another birthday, so that we would have more cake. I replied that I liked the idea of more cake, but not the idea of getting older.
Auburn beat Ole Miss 35-10, so Teresa was happy, and Teddy Parker, an Ole Miss graduate, had a long Monday ahead of him. Teresa said to me "Alabama-LSU is next week. Geaux Tigers!"
"No doubt about that." I said. "If someone doesn't beat Alabama, we'll be facing them in the National Championship game, assuming we get there..."
Part 8 - Red Squad
Sunday, October 27th, 10:00am. I normally would've dressed casually, or wear Wildcat colors, but today I wore my uniform, and made sure the creases were sharp enough to cut someone. I wanted to make sure I looked right when I lit into Orosco.
There was a knock on my door right at 10:00am, and I said "Come in!" Lt. Commander Ted Orosco, leader of Internal Affairs, formerly with the SBI, came into the office.
"Before you sit down," I said, looking up at him with as much of an 'evil eye' as I could muster, "I want you to know that this had better be good. Damn good. Not only was yesterday my birthday and I was hosting a large party of family and friends, but my alma mater was playing against the local University in varsity football. One day a year... one weekend day... I should be able to go through without being called into Headquarters."
"What I was calling about was very important, sir." said Orosco.
"Important enough to literally demand several times that I come down to Headquarters, but not important enough to say on secure phones what it was?" I asked. "You did call the Chief, like I advised. Did you tell him what it was about?"
"No sir." said Orosco. "I did call him, and told him it was important, but he said not to bother you further until today."
"Well," I said, noticing that Orosco's demeanor wasn't changing despite what I'd just said, "it's today. Sit down." Orosco sat down. "What's it about?" I asked.
"Sir," said Orosco, "a few weeks ago, you asked Commander Croyle and me to do a forensic audit on the Police Force regarding complaints and potential Police abuse." (Author's note: 'Only Time', Ch. 01.)
"And I 'won'?" I asked.
"No sir." said Orosco. "We discounted every complaint by Citizens For Police Accountability. The only remaining complaints about you were by reporters and other Media personnel."
"Okay." I said. "So tell me what you found. And should Commander Croyle be in here for this?'
"No sir," said Orosco, "her presence at your home is why I didn't come up to your home yesterday."
"And I wouldn't have let you in, if you weren't there to watch the game." I said.
"Was that game really that important, sir?" Orosco asked.
I gaped at him. "Are you kidding me?"
"No sir." said Orosco. "What I'm about to tell you is very serious."
Though stunned, I just said "So, what's it about?"
"I've found some anomalies, sir." said Orosco. "At least the computer analysis did. Complaints have mainly come from two areas, sir. The Southwestern Ghetto, the poorest area of the County and mostly black, and the northern suburbs, particularly around the Heritage Cloisters subdivision... seems that any time one of the rich kids gets pulled over and ticketed, the parents call their Town & County representative as well as file a complaint."
"That's probably cause and effect." I said. "They call their Council Rep, who tells them to file a complaint. But I digress. Are the complaints valid? In both areas?"
"The Officers on the north side do it correctly." said Orosco. "Absolutely by the book. Not a single complaint has been verified by us, nor the I.G.'s office if it's elevated to there. I might add that a good number of those complaints occurred when the Council demanded a crackdown and more tickets be issued, and you made sure the northside felt the enforcement as much as the southside did."
I nodded and Orosco continued: "On the south side, we've had some close calls. People there, particularly young black men, tend to get belligerent, especially if the Officers are white. We've noticed that if crowds are present, black men won't follow instructions to get down on their knees so that the Officers can safely make the arrests. A number of them have ended up getting TASERed, and that generates Facebook postings, and sometimes formal complaints... especially if they have video of what they're reporting."
"I've heard of that being a problem in other cities." I said. Then I made my voice severe as I said "So what's the thing you couldn't wait to tell me?"
Orosco peered at me, correctly interpreting my voice as still being peeved at him, and he was offended that I had been peeved at all, much less was peeved now. He said "As part of this, we ran computer analyses of aggregate or group situations. We included Police reports that generated referrals to I.A., as well, as Officers can anonymously drop tips to us. Very few do, but in the cases of Sergeant McCombs and Officer Hendricks, we get a bunch, and some openly, not anonymously."
"Okay." I said. "Can we begin putting together something to fire them and withstand the Union backlash?"
"Not yet, sir." said Orosco. "But I was mentioning them as just one example. I've found several others of aggregate issues. For example, there are two groups of Officers that will have lunch or dinner as a group, and the aggregate number of complaints against them is much higher than other groups."
"Are they partners?" I asked. "Working in the same places?"
"They are often groups of partners, sir." said Orosco. "Six persons, three sets of two partners, all six with more complaints than normal. One group on the northside, one on the southside. Sir... have you ever heard of a 'Red Squad'?"
"Why yes." I said. "I heard that name on..." I paused a second, as little voice told me to be careful. "... television, I think." I was about to say I'd heard about it on 'Star Trek: Deep Space 9', that 'Red Squad' was a supposedly elite unit of cadets at Starfleet Academy. And then it hit me who our biggest Star Trek fan was... the Sheriff.
"After all this came to my attention," said Orosco, "we began surveilling those Officers we think are involved. They only talk in very general terms, but we kept hearing the words 'Red Squad meeting', and then those groups of Officers would have lunch or dinner within 24 hours." I nodded.
Orosco continued: "I did some research in I.A.'s files, the files even you and the Chief are not allowed to see. Captain Malone had at least two groups of Officers that did a lot of 'off the books' things, mostly busting up drug gangs a little harder than normal, or extralegally. You exposed his favoritism scheme when you first got here. It was going on before Malone's day, too."
"Okay." I said. "So connect the dots for me. What's going on, and what do I need to do about it?"
"Sir," said Orosco, "are you aware of a group called the 'Blood Order', particularly within the Orange Order?"
"Ye-es." I said. "Kind of an honorary within the honorary, and members only come from the Orange Order, so they're the best of the best."
"Are you a member of it?" asked Orosco.
"At this point," I said, "all I'll say is that you need to take this upwards, to the Inspector General's Office, if you think the Blood Order is a problem."
"I'm hoping I don't have to do that, sir." said Orosco. "For two reasons. One, this Blood Order may not be part of the problem. As you said, they're the best of the best Officers. The second reason is that with the changes coming to the I.G.'s Office, if this lingers until next year, and the Election produces a very unfavorable result, if you know what I mean... then this might be used to hurt our best people, which is not my intent if they're not really part of the problem."
"And you think that might be an issue?" I asked.
"Sir," said Orosco, "one of the people that have been at these group meetings... is Commander Croyle."
"Yep, it's gotta go upwards." I said. "At the very least, we need to call the Chief." I reached out for my Police iPhone and made the call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I seeeeeeee." said Chief Moynahan as Orosco and I sat in front of his desk in his office. "You were right to call me in. So there are two of these groups?"
"Maybe three or four, sir." said Orosco. "The group Commander Croyle has had lunch with several times are all Orange Order members, but the other three groups, and it may just be two that are really active, have no Orange Order members."
"We need to call the Sheriff." said the Chief. He reached for his phone.
 "Sir," said Orosco, "before you do..."
"What is it?" the Chief asked, pulling his hand back.
Orosco steeled himself and said "I know I should've gone to the I.G., but I wanted to talk to Commander Troy first, as a courtesy. Sheriff Griswold may be part of this."
"So that's why you didn't come to my house." I said. "Not because of Commander Croyle, but because the Sheriff was there." Orosco nodded.
"And yezzzzz," said Chief Moynahan, "you really should've gone to the I.G. if you think the Sheriff was involved."
"Let me rephrase, Chief." said Orosco. "I think Sheriff Griswold is part of the Orange Order's 'Blood Order'. I also believe that years ago, including before the merger, then-Captain Griswold had a group of Officers working with him in an... 'independent'... sort of way. Now it may have been for the good, as there was a lot of corruption in the old Town Police and County Police, as well as the Sheriff's Department, and Griswold and Captain Charles formed that group to fight the corruption from within. So I didn't want to just go to the I.G. All of this could really could be... misinterpreted... by people who mean the Sheriff no good will."
"That's true." I said. "I appreciate the discretion."
"I'm not part of this 'Blood Order' of the Orange Order, though I'm in the Orange Order." said the Chief. "I didn't even know it existed. So I will be personally investigating that aspect of it, Mr. Orosco. If there are any issues with it, at all, you and I will have a conversation with Inspector General Wellman. In the meeeeeen-time, begin your investigation of these other groups. Surveillance, monitoring of their Police communications, and even infiltration of them is authorized, but I want a report with the names of the people you're investigating, and you will bring that to me directly, not through Commander Troy."
 "Yes sir." said Orosco. I nodded my agreement.
"Okay, you can go, Mr. Orosco." said the Chief. "I need to talk with Commander Troy." Orosco got up and exited the office. The Chief's eyes turned full bore on me.
"Tell me about this 'Blood Order', Commanderrrrr." growled the Chief. "Do not leave anything out that I need to knowwwww."
"Yes sir." I said. "It exists. I am a member of it, as are Captain Croyle and the Sheriff. It's not the Inner Circle, that everyone knows about. One is brought into the Blood Order by the existing members. And the purpose of the Blood Order is to do what is needed to be done at times."
I continued: "But it's not as bad as that might sound. For one example, I had Teresa use Blood Order Officers to search for and find the device during the EMPTY QUIVER event, because I needed reliable people that would keep their mouths shut and not leak it to the Press." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 02.)
"I understand." said the Chief. "So is the Blood Order part of this situation Orosco has discovered?"
"I don't think so, Chief." I said. "I don't know this, neither Teresa nor anyone else has told me about it, but Police patrols step up and more tickets are issued in the wealthiest areas of the County whenever Kelly Carnes or the County High kids get out of control. It would not surprise me if Commander Croyle has Blood Order Officers do those patrols and issue those extra tickets. They do it by the book, completely clean, and the videocams and Officer-cams show it to be good. And that's a 'Blood Order' type of thing to do."
"Yezzz, I can understand that." said the Chief. "What about the rest of them?"
"I don't know, sir." I said. "Orosco telling me today was the first I've heard of it... and by the way, it definitely could've waited until today instead of missing the game yesterday."
"Yezzzz." said the Chief. "But I'll tell you this: Orosco did tell me last night. He called me again after I called you, and told me what it was about. I told him to talk to you about it this morning."
I nodded, though I am not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, and I could see what really happened: Orosco was testing my integrity, gauging my responses, and probably upon the Chief's direction. And apparently I'd passed the test, to this point.
"So, Chief," I said, "should I tell the Sheriff about this?"
"No." said the Chief. "Leave that to me. I will tell him, and it'll be better coming from me. Neeeeeed-less to say, the optics on all of this could be verrrrrry important..."
Part 9 - Confrontation and Negotiation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 28th, from the rooftop of the building on the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that all charges against Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes have been dropped!"
Bettina began: "Judge Harry Nance dropped all charges with prejudice in conjunction with dropping the Federal charges against Mrs. Carnes. The District Attorney's Office issued a statement saying that there was insufficient evidence, as well as other information that created reasonable doubt that Mrs. Carnes could be convicted by a jury of her peers."
"And now let's go to Jeff Hull with Channel Two Sports, with more on the Bulldogs's game. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Hull, shown on the screen with University Memorial Stadium behind him. "The Bulldogs suffered a heartbreaking loss to the No. 2 Wildcats, 20-0. The Bulldogs 'bend but don't break' defense allowed Wildcats running back Clarence Appletree 402 yards rushing, a Conference record, but held the Wildcats to only two touchdowns."
Hull: "But the story of the game was that the Bulldogs were shut out by nation's best defense. They were simply unable to generate any offense, wasting a strong defensive effort..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Were they watching the same game I was?" Teresa Croyle asked as we watched and drank coffee in my office. "Appletree ran through the Bulldogs's defense like water through a sieve. If the quarterback hadn't been such a frickin' butterfingers and given up the ball so many times, it would've been 41-0, not 20-0. And the Wildcats beat the Bulldogs and the officials in that game. It was the worst officiating I've ever seen, and I watch SEC officiating every week."



"The SEC officials don't know what 'holding' is." I said. "But I agree with everything you just said."
"I'll be candidly honest, too." said Cindy. "Last year was a heartbreaker for the Bulldogs. Two years ago, a heartbreaker for the Wildcats. The year before that, a heartbreaker for the Bulldogs. All those games were close, and decided at the last minute. By way of contrast, this year was not a 'heartbreaker'. It wasn't the beatdown it could've been, but it was a solid win for the Wildcats, almost never in question."
I might add that Cindy had come into Headquarters to find her door covered with condolence cards, some commiserating her on the death of a loved one. She went into her office to find the walls and desk covered with sympathy cards. Morbid humor by our Police Force. I had no idea who was behind it, as I had not been informed earlier nor asked to participate. And the decorations had not happened the day before when I was here.
"You know..." Cindy had said when she saw me, "... I think I may have a use for these." For some reason, I found that to be... disturrrrrrbing...
Back in present time, Tanya Perlman asked "So where are the Sheriff and the Chief this morning?"
"I don't know." I said. "The Sheriff texted me that he wasn't going to be here this morning. He and I text every morning to make sure we're both still breathing. The Chief, I'm not sure. He didn't give any indication he wasn't going to be here."
"His SUV is parked in his spot, but he's not in his office." Cindy said. "He must be in a meeting somewhere." Everyone looked at me, and I just shrugged my shoulders in reply.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!." said Catrina Pierce at 7:30am, from the Fox University studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
 "Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. Both Federal and local charges of money laundering and campaign finance violations against Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes were dropped after Mrs. Carnes husband, Stephen Carnes, pled guilty to all charges and stated that his wife had no knowledge of what he was doing. Judge Harry Nance dropped the charges against Mrs. Carnes 'with prejudice', meaning that they cannot be re-filed against her. Sentencing for Dr. Carnes, a longtime local dentist, has not been set as of this time."
"And let's go to Nick Eastwood for more on the Wildcats win over the University Bulldogs." said Catrina. "Nick!"
"Thank you, Catrina, Meredith." said Nick Eastwood. "The Bulldogs fought a hard battle, but the No. 2 Wildcats were simply too much for them. The nation's best defense held the Bulldogs scoreless, and while the Wildcats had a number of mistakes on offense, Heisman candidate Clarence Appletree rushed for a Conference record 402 yards."
Catrina: "Nick, we heard a lot of complaints about the officiating in the game. What do you know about that?"
Nick: "Catrina, Fox Eight Sports has learned that the Wildcats have requested a meeting with the Conference Department of Officiating, and that some egregiously bad calls will be discussed. Sources tell Fox Eight Sports that the Wildcats will demand that at least one official be fired, and that others be investigated."
Meredith: "And they're this bitter after they won? I'd hate to see how they'd reacted if they lost!"
Nick: "It's not a joke, Meredith. The Wildcats and the Conference consider this a very serious matter. The fact that the Wildcats are pushing this even after winning the game shows just how serious they consider the matter to be, and sources tell me that suggestions of criminal impropriety might be brought up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, get the Iron Crowbar on the case." Cindy said. The look I gave her, boring right through her, froze the room into silence.
"Cindy," I said quietly, "I'm the one that called the Wildcats Athletic Director as well as the FBI last night, and suggested an investigation. Betting money was moving strangely, and those calls were worse than egregiously incompetent."
"Dayum." was all Cindy could say. "You really think the officials were corrupt?"
"One of them may have been." I said. "And the replay booth official, too."
"Sore winners." Cindy muttered, meaning it as a joke.
"Get the fuck out of my office." I snarled. When no one moved, I said "I'm not kidding. Get the fuck out! All of you! Go!" My shocked Angels wisely made a tactical retreat.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's that about?" Teresa asked Cindy as they turned out of my office and into Cindy's.
"I don't know." Cindy replied. "I caught him at a bad moment, and said the wrong thing at the wrong time. But something else is bothering him, and I don't know what it is."
Tanya said "He did call Jack last night, and it was about the officiating at the game. Jack relayed the message to the FBI Office that's over that State. So whatever it is, Don thinks it's real, and he didn't take it very well when you made light of it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:50am. The Chief called and asked me to meet him at the office of District Attorney Miriam Walters. I'd asked him to arrange a meeting, and at 9:00am sharp we were admitted into her office.
"Have a seat, gentlemen." Miriam Walters said. "Would you like some coffee or water?" We both politely refused. "So what is this about?"
"I'm just here as the refereeeeeee." said Chief Moynahan. "Mr Crowbar?"
I said "I have a request. For the most part, you can assign whoever you want to the cases we send you. But there are going to be times when I want to name the ADA you send, and when I do ask, I want you to honor my 'requests'."
Miriam Walters affixed her beady black eyes on me and said "I thought we had discussed this before? You do your job, and I'll do mine?"
"Except that you are not doing yours." I said. "Or more accurately, your Office is not getting the job done."
 "What do you mean?" Miriam asked, the edge of anger in her voice.
"Two words." I said. "Kelly. Carnes."
"Oh, that." Miriam said, rolling her eyes a bit. "Yes, I heard you were pissed off about it. So am I, believe it or not. But I really had no choice. Her husband confessed, said she had no knowledge. How do I overcome that reasonable doubt?"
"Easily." I said. "I gave you a very strong case on a silver platter. I could've dug more and probably given you more, but I thought your Office could handle it. You've hired two Investigators... who, by the way, you have not introduced to us... and you could've put them on it. At worst, you get see what they can do. At best, Kelly Carnes goes to prison."
Miriam sighed. "Commander, after the Feds got her husband's confession, it was over---"
"No ma'am!" I said, interrupting. "You and Fineman did not have to go along with what the Feds did. You could've fought for this. Paulina would have fought for it. Even if she'd lost, she'd have given it everything she had, and then some! The bottom line is that Kelly Carnes was what we thought she was... and you let her off the hook!"
Miriam glanced over to Chief Moynahan, who said "Ms. Walters, I worked in Midtown for many yearrrrrrz. I believe your Office to be honest; by way of contrast Midtown's D.A. Office was very, very corrupt, like a lot of other things down there. My Police Officers there put their lives on the line every day, worked their asses off to make good cases... only to see the DDAs there be so afraid of their own shadows that they wouldn't fight for the cases. I hate it when the efforts of Police Officers go unrewarded like that."
Chief Moynahan: "So I a-greeeeee with Commander Troy that watching a good case be flushed down the toilet is more than just demoralizing to the Police Force, it's unconscionable. And while I will recommend to him in the strongest terms to use the power wisely, I agree that there are some cases where he should be allowed to name and work with the ADA of his choooo-sing."
"So you call Paulina in on the big cases, that get the recognition when she wins them," said Miriam Walters, "and Savannah gets the crumbs."
"Or I call in Franklin Washington, or maybe Hannah Doss if I think she can handle it." I said. "The point is that there are some cases that need Paulina or Franklin's abilities and determination, while some can be handled by Savannah or Dwayne Gregory. I'm not worried about the glory. I just want the wins against the perps."
Miriam's black eyes became jet. "That's an insult to ADA Fineman." she said. "She can handle any case I give her."
"She didn't handle the Carnes case." I fired back. "She wilted like a piece of lettuce once the heat was on."
"I don't agree." said Walters. "I know your preference for Patterson, and I know the reasons why. But I think Savannah Fineman is a better ADA, and it's my opinion that counts in this office. I'll assign the ADA... or DDA... that I think is best. And it'll be your job to work with her or him to get the job done."
I held up my hands in exasperation. "Well, then," I said, "not much more to discuss here. If you'll excuse me, Chief?" Chief Moynahan nodded, and I got up and exited the room.
"Glad we got that settled." Miriam said, meaning it dismissively.
"Are you some special kind of stupid?" Moynahan said, rising from his chair.
"What?!" Miriam Walters said, shocked to have heard that from the Chief.
The Chief pointed at the door as he said "You have the best asset you could possibly have in your very life, and you treat him like that? The Iron Crowbar. He beat Westboro. He beat Marcie Harper. He put Peter Blassingame on Death Row, and Susan Dougherty in prison for the rest of her life. He took down Mitt Willis, and Edward Blassingame. Every D.A. in this State... hell, in this entire nation!... would give their eyeteeth to have that guy on their team... but he's on yours, and you act like that?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I don't know why I wasn't angrier than I was as I left D.A. Walters's office. I felt more 'just tired of it' than anything else.
As I started down the hallway, I saw Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle standing there, obviously waiting for me. "Sheriff wants to see us in his office." she said. I fell in step with her and we walked to the other side of City Hall, and the office of Our Sheriff.
His assistant buzzed him to announce us, and a second later we were ushered in and were seated in the chairs in front of his desk. He made the 'ink pen' motion, and I turned on the anti-bugging device.
"Crowbar," the Sheriff said, "I know you know what's going on with Orosco. Does Ms. Croyle know?"
"I haven't said anything to her, Sheriff." I replied.
Griswold turned to Teresa and said "You and Orosco were doing an audit of the TCPD for possible problem children. What happened with it?"
Teresa said "Orosco said he was going to run some data and get some trends on possible problem Officers, then he'd come back to me. I got busy with the tactical training and never really talked to Orosco about it again."
The Sheriff nodded. "All right. Here's what I know, and Crowbar can correct me where I go astray. Orosco called Crowbar Saturday, right before the football game was starting, of all the frickin' times in the world." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
The Sheriff continued: "Orosco found some things. He's onto the Blood Order of the Orange Order, and he also found what I call 'clumps' of Officers that hang out together socially as well as professionally, and they have a higher-than-normal number of complaints against them. Orosco also knows that in the past, particularly in the time before Crowbar got here, Malone had his group of loyalists, and I had mine."
Griswold: "Orosco told the Chief, who told me, that he doesn't want to elevate this to the I.G. because he's afraid it'll leak, and Finneran could use it against Horace Wellman. Not to mention the horrible optics the Press could make out of it."
"Sir," said Teresa, "what's going on with these other groups?" The Sheriff looked at me to reply.
I said: "Orosco told me that there were two groups. Then when we talked to the Chief, he said there were more. He told me that the groups send out a communication of a, quote, 'Red Squad meeting', and the group meets within 24 hours, usually for lunch or dinner. It was the first I'd heard of this group, though of course I know what the Blood Order is."
I continued: "I remember that 'Red Squad' was the Starfleet Academy group of elite cadets, and when Orosco mentioned it I froze up, knowing that that was something you would know, Sheriff. So I didn't say anything, not knowing what you know, sir." The Sheriff nodded.
I continued: "I'll tell you guys this, clan to clan, family to family: I think Orosco knows a lot more than he's telling. He did not amass this information in less than two weeks. His initial discussions with me seemed to be in a way to see what I knew, what he could get out of me, what I'd admit to... and I definitely got coy and defensive about it, though I played it by the book, insisting we go to the I.G., then to the Chief after he said he didn't want to take it to the I.G. yet."
"I agree." the Sheriff barked. "And.I.A. may have a lot of old information on what went down in the past years here. But no one really knows what's in there... it's not digitized, it's on paper, and only I.A. personnel ever get to see that stuff. So we have no way of knowing what Orosco really knows, and we have no way of knowing what crap Malone embedded in there."
I nodded. "Sheriff, how well do you know Efram Elliot?" I asked. To Teresa I said "He was the former head of I.A., and still comes to Orange Order dinners from time to time." Teresa nodded.
"He was in the Blood Order, too." she replied.
"That's true." grunted Griswold. "But to answer your question, I didn't know him all that well. We had a good professional relationship, but he always held back, kept himself reserved. I think he was clean, but I don't know where he really stood, where his real loyalties were."
"Maybe you could ask him what's going on, Sheriff, and get his help." Teresa said. I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"No, I wasn't suggesting we go to him for help." I said. "I think Elliot was a good friend of Robert Mullen, when Mullen was with the I.G.'s office here. I was going to suggest you contact him, Sheriff, but more to sound him out and pick his brain than to get his help. But it doesn't sound like you know him well enough to be able to talk to him and do that."
Griswold nodded. "Crowbar, you might call Curly Goodwin, who was in I.A., and Daniel Allgood, too. See what they know, see if they know or knew Elliot." I nodded.
Griswold: "All right, we need to be airtight on this. Start contacting the members of the Blood Order, quietly, and let them all know to lay low for the time being. The code words for that is 'PAVE LOW'. In the meantime, let's find out what we can about this 'Red Squad' business, independently of Orosco, but don't interfere with nor mess up his investigation..."
Part 10 - Intelligence
10:15am, Monday, October 28th. As Teresa and I came into Police Headquarters through the employees's side entrance, the Duty Desk Patrolman said "Commander Troy, the Chief asked for you to go to his office."
"Thanks." I said. Teresa peeled off to go to her office, and I continued the long walk down the hallway to the end, the back left corner of the building. Stepping into the anteroom of the Chief's suite, I saw that the door was open. The Chief's assistant Cassie smiled and extended her had towards the open door. I knocked on the doorframe.
"Come on in, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "Shut that door behind you." I did so, and came on in and sat down at the Chief's hand-gesture invitation.
The Chief got right to it: "I had few more moments of conversation with Mizzz Wal-terrrrrs after you left. You were more polite the entire time than I was, which I appreciate." I nodded, and the Chief said: "The bottom line is that Ms. Walters will honor your requests to have Paulina assigned to a case if you wish... but you can't ask for her every time, and you have to agreeeee to work with Ms. Fineman and the others if they're assigned."
"She also made one more request." said the Chief. "She wants to send her new hires along with the more experienced DDAs... that's the term she used exclusively for all of them... and she wants to send them so you can augment their trainnn-innnnng. That shouldn't be too difficult to doooo, should it?"
"That'll be fine, sir." I said. "And the Sheriff can get them up to speed better and more quickly than I can." I paused a moment, then said "I just hope this will work out."
"What do you meeeeeen, Mr. Crowbar?" the Chief asked.
I exhaled, then said "Chief, if I'd found out what the Feds were doing with Kelly Carnes and asked Walters to put Paulina on the case, she likely would not have done it, until it was too late. I would've had to have known to ask for Paulina the minute I handed Walters the file with the evidence on Carnes. So now I have to decide from the start whether or not to ask for Paulina, or risk losing the case because Walters assigns her crony to it to get that crony elected Solicitor next year."
"Tell me, Mr. Crowbarrr," said the Chief, leaning back in his chair, "do you think Ms. Fineman is really that bad? Mz. Walters really got the impression you don't think Ms. Fineman can do the job."
"I worked with her, Savannah, for a lot of hours on the Charter Commission, Chief." I said. "The work that she actually does is done well and with competence. But she doesn't take that extra step even when it's obvious she should. We'd have questions at the Charter Commission meetings, things she could easily research, but it wouldn't happen unless I specifically asked her about it. In the Army, we'd say she 'maximizes the minimum standard'." The Chief chuckled at my Army joke.
"And this Carnes thing..." I continued. "Maybe I'm just used to working with Paulina, and would know that she would've fought the Feds and kept the heat on Kelly Carnes all the way to trial, and I wouldn't have had to ask. But Savannah dropped the thing like a hot potato the minute the first speed bump came up. And I got the feeling that she and Walters both wanted to drop it because it was controversial, and political. In that respect, they are both like Krasney."
"I a-greeeee." said the Chief. "Anyway, it's hashed out now. Ms. Walters says we have to work with her, but after I spoke with her after you left, she came to realize that she has to work with us, toooooo. Okay, what else do we know about this 'Red Squad' thinnnng?"
"Not as much as I'd like, sir." I said. "All I can recommend at this point in time is to go with Orosco's investigation of this so-called 'Red Squad', see what he comes up with."
"Keep me in-forrrrrrmed of anything you find. Anything at all." admonished the Chief. "I really do not like the way this is shaping up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Perlman appeared in my doorway. "The door is open, sir. Wanna take a peek?"
"I sure as heck do." I said. I got up as fast as my back would allow me, and followed Tanya down the hall. We went along the back hall past the back entrance to MCD, and turned down the next hallway, which led to Classroom's 'C' and 'E'. Tanya led the way to the door of Classroom 'C', and let the reader scan her TCPD ID card.
"And here we go." Tanya said as she waved me in first.
"Oh, wowwww." I said, moving forward and holding the door open to allow her to drive in.
Classrooms 'C' and 'D', which had been for Vice and for Personnel & Records, were now one big room. The walls were painted dark gray, and mounted on them were panels of still black cloth which absorbed electromagnetic radiation that the equipment in the room was generating. The lighting on the far end was red and green neon tubes, lending a futuristic aura to the room.



There were a lot of blinkenlights, as I called them. The walls to the left and right of the entrance (the wall between Classroom 'C' and the Main Auditorium; and the wall between Classrooms 'D' and 'E') were now a huge arrays of big screen monitors that became one massive display if needed.
A large table that people could stand around and see the 'big screen' was in what was Classroom 'C', complete with hookups. In the former Classroom 'D' were desk/stations with multiple monitors, three per desk, that faced the left-side 'big screen'. There were 'benches' on either side of the 'big screen', where people could access the system, but would have to bring in laptops to do so.
Cables were everywhere, but very well bundled and put away where they were unobtrusive, if visible at all.
"We thought in terms of scalability, and also of emergencies." Tanya said. "God forbid we ever have another mass kidnapping like the Slender Man events, or another EMPTY QUIVER emergency, but if we do, we're more than ready." (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man', 'The Nuclear Option'.)
"And more than enough space, for sure." I said.
"True, sir." said Tanya. "My idea was that we can pull out the partition wall, if we need to." said Tanya. "We can run two separate operations out of the two rooms, or a big operation out of the one."
"Wow." I said. "Amazing. You put a lot of thought into it. And you tried hard to spend all of the grant money.""
"Team effort, sir." said Tanya. "Mary Milton had a lot of input. It's going to be her show, of course." I nodded.
"Where's Mary's office?" I asked, then dangerously added teasingly: "Your old one?'
"Not even close, sir." said Lt. Mary Milton as she came in behind us. "Come on and I'll show you." We went down the hall to Classroom 'E', which had once been a cubicle farm and servers for the 'Data Guyz'. Mary opened the door to reveal a newly revised cubicle farm, with smaller but nicer cubicles. In the far wall from the entrance was a door. Through that door was Mary's office... almost as big as a Captain's office.
"Almost as big as a Captain's office." I said with a grin. "How'd you pull that off?"
"Someone left the floor plans where I could tinker with them." said Mary. "By the way, behind my office is a new server room, which can be accessed from the other side."
"What happens if the HVAC goes out?" I asked. "It's gonna get hot in there, and in the Intelligence Room."
"We can redirect the HVAC that feeds the gym to the server room, if necessary." said Tanya. "That HVAC has been the backup for the I.T. rooms downstairs in the basement, so we just added another unit. Now the gym might be freezing in summer if we fire up both HVACs, but we have it. Also, should the backup HVACs go out, we have an air blower system that will at least circulate air and try to keep the heat from rising too much. And that air blower is connected to the backup electricity generators if the power goes out."
I nodded. "Good job. You thought of everything."
Tanya said "And credit where due on the HVAC and other backup ideas: Myron Milton was all over it. I think he could make a contingency for a nuclear explosion going off in the area, and it would work."
"Oh, I could write that contingency plan." I said. "Say your prayers and kiss yourself goodbye." Yeah, our humor was morbid at times. Thing is, it was based on real experiences...
Part 11 - Yellow Brick Road
7:15pm, Monday, October 28. I drove up to the house of Mayor Daniel Allgood, having called to ask if I could speak to him at his home. He said come on up.
When I got there, Patricia yelled "It's Uncle Don!" and rushed up to hug my legs. I guided her to the sofa in the greatroom and sat down and gave her a big hug. Little Daniel also came up and asked if he could give me a hug, and of course I obliged him.
And then Patricia called Dorothy over. The daughter of Bowser looked like she'd been eating well and correctly. Her eyes were bright, her little nose wet, her white coat glossy. Dorothy seemed happy to see me as Patricia 'helped' me pick up Dorothy and put her in my lap. Dorothy sniffed my nose then licked it, and I just gave her skritchins.
"We have some birthday gifts for you." Melina said. Patricia very happily brought me a hand-drawn card, showing Your Iron Crowbar with a red candy cane that was meant to represent a crowbar, with Carole and Patricia next to me. "That's us right after you saved us from that bad man." Patricia said.
Daniel had also made a drawing, showing me with my Medal of Valor, which I'd shown him once before. (Author's note: 'Home for the Holidays', Ch. 05.) I told both kids that these were great drawings and awesome birthday gifts. And then Melina brought out a cupcake with a candle on it, and Patricia and Dan sang Happy Birthday as I blew out the candle. I shared the cupcake with the kids, with Daniel and Melina declining to have some.
"Are you staying for supper, Uncle Don?" Patricia asked.
"Nooo, I'm sorry, Sweetie." I said. "I just came by to talk to your dad."
Daniel and I went out onto the back deck, looking out over the Town from the far northeast in the last of the sunset. I saw a train come out of the western horizon, it's light sparkling brightly. Below me, the lights of the Water Works and the Fire Range could be seen.
"Excellent view." I said.
"Yes, we love it here." said Daniel. "So, what's up?"
"We've had something come up in the TCPD." I said. "I'm officially not telling you a word, but as Mayor you need to know. And you might be able to help with information."
"What's it about?" asked Daniel.
I said "Are you aware of what the 'Blood Order' is?"
"Officially, I've never heard of it." said Daniel. "But yeah, when I was head of I.A., I knew all about it and who was in it. It was never much of anything, though."
I said "Ted Orosco thinks he's found a potential rogue group of Police Officers, who call themselves 'Red Squad'. They're not the Blood Order, but Orosco stumbled onto them, too."
"Hell, he didn't stumble onto them." Daniel said. "If he didn't know about them from his first day in I.A., something's wrong."
"And that's why I'm here now." I said. "Can you tell me what's in I.A.'s secret files, so I don't have to bust in there and read them myself?"
Daniel chuckled, then said "There's really not much there. Most cases they were working on became public if action was taken against an Officer. Even in Malone's day."
"What was it like back then?" I asked.
Daniel said "A lot of this is from before my time, much less yours. I was put in I.A. at a pretty young age, and with virtually no help, to mind the store while Griswold and Malone's factions fought it out. There was Griswold, Leslie Charles, and Joe Smedley on one side; and Malone, Ikea, Assistant Fire Chief Jefferson, Robert Brownlee and their ilk on the other side. Then you came in and tipped the scales."
I said "How well do you know Efram Elliot?"
"Fairly well." said Daniel. "He was like my mentor when I was put in I.A. Very professional in every way, but he kept a distance in all his personal relations. He used I.A. like he was J. Edgar Hoover, or maybe McGinty would be a better example. Elliot had enough to keep Harold Malone at bay, and maybe the Consultant of Crime, as well."
"No." I said. "If Elliot had known who Westboro was, he would not have survived. I survived Westboro because I committed myself to his destruction. If Elliot was playing games, he would've been annihilated."
"You're likely right." said Daniel. "And 'The Book' didn't say a word about Westboro."
"What's that?" I asked.
Daniel said, making air quotes: "Efram started 'The Book'. It has every I.A. leader's name in it, because that new leader has to sign his name into it; it's an I.A. tradition of sorts. Also in The Book is a list of every name admitted to the Blood Order, and every name of every Town Police or TCPD Officer that dishonored the badge. Sharples is written in it, as is Angela Harlan and Julie Newton."
"Did Efram Elliot have any sort of relationship with Robert Mullen?" I asked.
Daniel turned and peered at me. "Not a sexual relationship with him, if that's what you mean." I shook my head and Daniel said "Well, Mullen came up the ranks in the I.G. Department as its Legal Counsel, but the Council would never make him I.G. Mullen wasn't very happy that Horace Wellman was put in the I.G. slot, but he did his job... until you came along. So how did you make the connection between him and Elliot?"
"At an Orange Order dinner," I said, "Elliot once told me in disapproving terms that 'people' were unhappy that I didn't cooperate with Mullen's witch hunts of me. It's always nagged at me. Anyway, you never heard of any 'Red Squad' while you were in I.A.?"
"No." said Daniel. "There were what the I.A. Book calls 'clumps' of Officers, some loyal to Malone, some to Griswold. Names were kept, though not in The Book, but in a red file. And we called it a 'red file' because the color of the file was red, nothing more. And after you drove Malone out, the 'clumps' disappeared. So... are they starting to show up again?"
I said "Maybe. Like I said, Orosco found something. Maybe they're like the Consultant's dormant Sith Lords, or maybe something else is going on."
Daniel nodded. "Yeah, usually when we started seeing activity like that, it'd get back to Captain Charles, and he'd break up the group rather than spend time trying to bust them down."
"Okay, then." I said. "Thanks for the information." I began getting up, but Daniel's voice stopped me.
"Don," he asked, "if you find out something, are you going to use it to help Orosco? Or protect Sheriff Griswold?"
"Hopefully both." I said. "Is there a hint of something in there, somewhere?"
"Just remember this." Daniel said. "Sheriff Griswold fell in love with you the minute you stepped into his office for your first interview, and by that I mean in a father-son type of way."
"I feel the same way about him." I said.
Daniel said "As Mayor, I talk to Horace Wellman a lot. He's good people, unlike his brother who is President of the University. It's imperative that Horace win this I.G. election over that pedophile Finneran, and everyone knows that. So find out what's going on as fast as you can... and I know you'll do the right thing."
"As always." I said as we both stood up. "Thanks for the time. Oh, how are you guys liking Dorothy?"
Daniel grinned. "Patricia loves her like Carole loves Bowser. Dan likes her, and I've sat on this deck petting her a few times. Melina... she's like Laura towards Bowser... tries to pretend she doesn't really care, but she does. She does..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home to the Mountain Nest, Laura was resting comfortably on the sofa-bed on the first floor. Jim was watching the Monday Night Football game, and Carole was looking at a book that had pictures, but was really a fifth-grade-level book on Astronomy that Marie's mother had loaned her.
"How are you feeling?" I asked Laura as I came up to the sofa.
"Good." Laura said. "Restless, to be honest. I'm going in for a follow-up on Wednesday. If my scapula is healing well, they'll cut me out of this cast and reset just my arm, and I'll be able to move about a bit better."
"Good." I said. I showed her the drawings I got from Patricia and Daniel, then said "Is there anything you need?"
"Just some juice, maybe... oh, hello Carole." Laura said as our daughter brought up a glass of juice.
"Here you go, Mommy." Carole said. "Is there anything else you need? Would you like me to read you a story?"
"Thanks, but I think I'm going to rest." Laura said.
Carole looked a little dejected as she said "It's hard being a mom for a mom."
"Aw, you do fine, sweetie." Laura said, reaching over and giving Carole a hug. "Why don't you and your dad take the dogs out, okay?"
"Okay!" Carole said. Two outstanding dogs were already at the back door, and Carole said "Come on, Daddy. We have our marching orders!" Laura and I just looked at each other in stunned amazement.
Outside, Carole was looking up at the night sky. "Do you see Jupiter, Daddy?" she asked.
"I'm not sure, Fussbudget." I said, looking up. "We need to get on the Internet and see where the planets are, and if we can see them right now."
"O-kay." Carole said. A minute later she said "Daddy, what-ever did you do without the Interrrnet?"
I barked a laugh. "Well, we had books that told us about the planets. But yes, it's amazing how much information we can find on the Internet now, huh?"
"Especially for Po-leeece work." Carole said. "Grandpa Grizz said that everything was on paper when he was your age."
"That's true." I said. "It was different then." I thought about our new Intelligence Center, and the power of the information it would bring us in our war against Crime. Yes... it's a whole new world now, I thought to myself.
Just then the dogs came back. I realized I was tired. "Let's go on back inside." I said...
Part 12 - Defunding The Police
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 29th, from the the rooftop of the building on Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "With one week to go to the Special Election, the heat is on in the race for Inspector General!"
Bettina: "Polls show Commissioner Finneran with a three point edge over Horace S. Wellman for the important Inspector General post. If Commissioner Finneran wins, and it increasingly looks like he will, he has promised to rein in Police brutality, especially if it's committed by Commander Donald Troy and that crowbar he carries."
Bettina: "And in a related story, sources tell Channel Two News that the Police are being investigated for allegedly having rogue teams of Officers that exceed the constraints of the law in their operations. The Inspector General's Office denied having any knowledge of this investigation, saying, quote, 'If there is an Internal Affairs investigation, it has not reached us yet.' Horace Wellman refused to appear on KXTC's cameras to be interviewed about the allegations."
Bettina: "And the Town & County Assembly has put out its draft Budget for next year. Public hearings will be held on Thursday and Friday, and the final Budget will be ratified next Monday, the day before the Election Day deadline."
Bettina: "And let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports, with news about the growing officiating scandal. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, with University Memorial Stadium in the background, as if that made him more credible. "After complaints by the Wildcats after their game against the Bulldogs Saturday, the Conference has announced that one official has been fired. Sources tell Channel Two Sports that the official was a graduate of the University here, but did not disclose that on his employment applications nor other forms he was required to complete. If he had, he would not have been assigned to any Bulldogs games. The Conference said no other officials were implicated in any wrongdoing, and the Wildcats and Bulldogs Athletics Departments issued statements saying they are satisfied with the Conference's actions and the outcome..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nooooo." I said. "They are not satisfied with the outcome." Everyone looked at me as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"You're right." said Tanya Perlman. "Jack got a phone call about it last night. This official definitely needed to be fired, but they got the Wildcats and the Conference to agree to say that while the FBI continues to investigate behind the scenes."
"That's right." I said. "The guy was a Bulldogs graduate, and failed to disclose that to the Conference. But what was not told to the Press is that he may have ties to Organized Crime, to one or more of the Gambling Syndicates operating out of Las Vegas and New Jersey, and his actions were intended to keep the game closer than it should have been."
"I'm more worrrrieeed about that report of the rogue cells within the TCPD." said the Sheriff. "How did the Press get ahold of that story, and so quickly?"
"It fucks up our potential sting operation, too." said Teresa Croyle. "I was going to try to get someone I trust into the so-called groups, but now that the cat's out of the bag on that, they'll shut down. At the least, they'll definitely be wary."
"You think Orosco leaked it, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked.
"No sir." I replied. "This is being done to try to tilt the Inspector General's race in the pedophile Finneran's favor. And I don't see how it behooves Orosco to be a part of that. I don't think he wants Finneran to win. In fact... if Finneran does win, I think Orosco quits and goes back to the SBI. So no, Orosco is not the leak."
 "Will the SBI hire him back?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"Yes." I said. "And partly because I will be pulling hard on strings to make it happen, if that's what he wants."
"If they donnnn't," said Chief Moynahan, "I know that Midtown could use some good and honest I.A. people... and I'm not giving them Ms. Croyle back." Teresa smiled shyly at the compliment.
"Where is Cindy--- er, Commander Ross?" Tanya asked.
Sheriff Griswold replied "In her office, with Chief of Staff Oswald---"
Just then the door flew open, and in walked Cindy Ross and Deputy Oswald. "Can we talk to all of you while you're here?" Cindy asked.
"By all meeeeens." said the Chief. I turned off the television monitor as Cindy and Oswald got coffee and sat down.
"Sheriff," said Cindy to start, "you remember during my Budget presentation that an Assemblywoman asked about diverting funds from that anonymous grant we received?"
"Yeah, I sure do." growled Griswold.
Cindy said "Well, her name is Coretta K. Scott, she's the Assembly representative for the second-poorest Assembly District in the County, which is largely black. Ms. Scott is very activist in the minority communities, and has been vocally anti-Police on a number of occasions. In fact, some thought she might run for Inspector General, but didn't when Finneran announced his candidacy."
Cindy: "During the presentation, she wanted to divert the funds from that grant to things like Police outreach to Minorities, and stuff like that. I told her at the time that in accepting the grant, we entered a contract that limited what we could spend the money on. So it's not like she's unaware of the situation."
"And the money's spent." I said. "The new Intelligence Center looks good, too."
"Yeah it does." said Tanya happily.
"We-el," said Oswald, "the draft Budget came out yesterday afternoon. It seems Ms. Scott convinced the Assembly to cut ten million dollars out of the Police budget, and she made a point to say that the grant money could and should be used to cover that ten million dollars."
"Despite the contract?" Chief Moynahan asked sharply. "Was she not listening?"
"I don't think she cares, sir." I said. "And I think she has another motive behind her actions. Where's the money going to?" I asked Cindy and Oswald.
"It's not, near as I can tell." said Chief-of-Staff Oswald. "They're just slashing the exact amount of money from the budget as the anonymous grant."
"Hmmmm..." I hummed. "A Democrat, wanting to cut the Budget? Not divert the funds? Really?"
"It strains credulity, does it not?" asked the Chief with a massive amount of skeptical acerbity in his voice. "So what are we going to dooooo, Sheriff? Appear at the public hearings and shame this Assemblywoman?"
"I'll be doing that, for sure." growled Griswold.
"If I may?" I said. "There is also something else we can do... if Cindy will be kind enough to help us out..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Tuesday, October 29th. The Press was massing in a near frenzy in the atrium of City Hall after the Sheriff and Police Chief had notified them of a Press Conference about to happen.
"Any idea what this is about?" KSB political reporter Bill Hacosta asked as he came up to the group.
"No." said KXTC political reporter Lester Holder. "They just called it. Gave us less than twenty minutes notice."
"What did you hear, Keith?" KFXU political reporter Priya Ajmani asked Keith Madden of the Town & County Examiner, partly to include Madden despite Penis Holder's attempt to keep Madden out of the conversation and isolated.
"I heard it has something to do with the Budget." replied Madden. "Oh, here they come."
Entering the Atrium were Sheriff Griswold, Chief of Staff Oswald, Chief Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Ross. It was Cindy who stepped up to the microphone as the reporters went into 'Breaking News' mode on their network.
"Thank you for coming." Cindy said, to get the reporters settled in and ready to listen to her. "As you know, the Town & County Assembly released its Budget proposal for next year. One item in the Budget, which was also recorded in the Assembly Minutes of their last meeting, was to remove ten million dollars from the Police budget."
Cindy: "Assemblywoman Coretta K. Scott made the motion to have the money removed, citing a grant to the Police from an anonymous benefactor known only as 'R.C. Christian' of ten million dollars. She stated that the shortfall could be covered by a anonymous grant to the Police Department."
Cindy: "When I gave my Budget presentation to the Assembly, Assemblywoman Scott asked if that money could be diverted to other things. I told her in front of witnesses, in front of everyone, that in accepting that grant money, we entered into a binding contract that it would be used only for the TCPD's new Intelligence Branch."
Cindy: "We cannot spend that money on anything else, and we've already spent most of it on the new Intel branch. However, Assemblywoman Scott has chosen to ignore contract law, and wants to strip the Police Department budget of ten million dollars. She wants to do this even though she knows that we cannot replace that money from any other source."
Cindy: "I personally believe that Assemblywoman Scott doing this on purpose, and with the full intent to defund the Police. She stated it; it's in the Assembly Minutes. Her actions, if allowed to be passed, would harm the Police, and would therefore harm the People of the Town & County by harming the Police Force's ability to serve and protect our Citizens and making our Citizens less safe.
Cindy then threw the hand grenade, so to speak: "I have to say that I've never seen an example of a Democrat politician wanting to cut a budget just to save money, so let's not pretend that's Assemblywoman Scott's motive. I also have to wonder where that cut money is being directed to. That's something that honest journalists would want to find about. So go out and do your jobs. I'll be taking no questions."
She then left the podium and walked out of the Atrium back into City Hall, followed by the entourage she came in with, ignoring the questions that frenzied reporters were shouting at her. They were blocked by Deputies from following her through the doors.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
As Cindy was finishing her Press Conference, It was my Police iPhone. "Commander Troy." I answered.
"Hi Don, it's Curly Goodwin." said SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin.
"You know," I said, "I was just about to call you. But you first: how can I help you?"
"I'm driving up to your Town now." said Goodwin. "Ted Orosco wanted to talk to me about something, and I thought I'd call you and see if you know what it's about?"
"I think I might," I said, "and it's probably a good idea if I don't say anything until after you've talked to him. But once you're done, why don't you and I have lunch, and discuss some other things?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I saw Cindy come into her office. I got up and went to the door of my office, made eye contact with Lauren Wilcox, Cindy's assistant, to let her know I was going into her boss's office. I did have the courtesy to knock on Cindy's open door, and she had me come in.
"Nice presser." I said as I came in and closed the door. "But why didn't you take questions?"
"I was going to," Cindy replied, as she had me sit down, "but the vibe wasn't right. That's why I hit the Press with that line about doing their jobs. I had the sense that Lester Holder wanted to hijack my message by asking about this 'Red Squad' business." Then she realized she'd said too much, especially when she saw my peering eyes.
"Who told you about that?" I asked quietly.
"The Sheriff." Cindy replied. "While we were waiting for the Press Conference. He started talking to the Chief about it, and he'd forgotten I didn't hear the news report during the coffee klatch. So he filled me in on the details. So let me ask you what you think about it."
I said "Did the Sheriff tell you about the Blood Order?"
"No, but I knew about it already." Cindy said. "I won't tell you from where."
"You don't have to." I said. "But since you know... I have two overriding concerns about all this. First, that the Press will get a hold of the Blood Order story, and report on it in the most negative terms possible, perhaps with dishonest insinuations. And second, also related to the Media: the timing of this is more than a little interesting... right as we're having an Inspector General special election and a Budget battle on an unexpectedly short notice."
Cindy said "Not a coincidence, huh?"
I said "It can't be. The Blood Order has been around for years, even before the merger. And we've had rogue groups in the past... Black Badge, Patrolman Bryce, Sergeant McCombs, etc. Yet no mention by the Press nor anyone else until... now."
"They've sure acted fast." Cindy said. I peered at her, then shook my head.
"No." I said. "There's something most people don't see and don't figure out about the Swamp Frogs, but it's important to understand. They are always ahead of the Game.. Everything we see them do was planned months in advance, maybe years in advance. Or more accurately... contingencies."
"For example, the Nextdoor County High School shooting, when Molly was shot." I said. (Author's note: 'Schools and the Second'.) "While I do think that attack was like 'Sandy Hook', and was planned in advance, even if it had not been, the Swamp was ready to react to it. They had groups of people ready to go, to infiltrate, to gin up protests and demands to strip law-abiding citizens of their arms and their Second Amendment rights. And they had the Press in their pocket, happily chanting their narrative right on cue."
I continued: "Those riots ginned up over the Kendra Luskin case." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused'.) "There were a few agitators that planned the violence in advance, and got the rest of the participants, the 'useful idiots' to go along."
I continued: "There was an incident in Atlanta, where a black man was shot after fighting with Police, and subsequent demonstrations by Blacks. The demonstrations were largely peaceful, and meant to be peaceful... but again, the 'Antifa' people were ready, and infiltrated the demonstrations and began using violence. Someone posted a video showing a white man driving around in car, and telling black people at the demonstrations 'Hey, I've got some bricks here. Want some to throw through some windows?' The blacks told him to get lost; they had no desire to join the violence, but the point is that people were agitating the violence."
(Author's note: That incident in Atlanta really did happen.)
I continued: "And of course, in the Ferguson riots, agitators were caught on camera being paid to set buildings on fire. And the Press was shown to be following the agitators from building to building that hey, presto! caught on fire right as the Press arrived to film it."
"My point," I said, "is that the original incidents may not have been staged or planned, but the Enemies of the Constitution ceaselessly plan and prepare to never let a crisis go to waste, and to be ready to make things worse by introducing violence and chaos... but most importantly, they're always planning in advance."
"And you see that here." Cindy said.
"I'm starting to." I replied. "Someone is getting ahead of the Game by leaking word about rogue Police cells to their sycophants in the Press. My first instinctive thought, which is the right one most the time, is that they were exposing this to get Finneran elected Inspector General."
I went on: "But then this Assemblywoman, who has admitted being a hater of the Police, took advantage of that generous anonymous gift, and wants to use it as an excuse to defund the Police. So now, I think whatever is going on is bigger than just Finneran. There's something else going on here, and we need to be most very careful in our words and deeds."
Cindy nodded. "We'll know soon, from the Press backlash to what I said, to what the Assembly does."
"And the Council, too." I replied. "They have to approve what the Assembly does with the Budget. Usually it's a rubber-stamp, but this time... there may be problems... there may be problems..."
"And you know this because your daughter and a Councilman's daughter are members of the Justice League of America?" Cindy asked.
I just smiled, then said "Have you seen the new Intelligence Center yet?" Cindy said she had not, so I led her down the hall, and used my ID to open the door.
"Pardonnez-nous, s'il vous plait." I said, seeing the Sheriff and Chief looking over the room with Captain Perlman and Lt. Mahoney-Milton. "I was just going to show Commander Ross the new digs."
"Wowwww." Cindy said, awed by the sight. I told her to join the tour with the others, and I made a quiet but hasty retreat.
Part 13 - Lasagna and LGBTQ
"I have always avoided the Luigi's Restaurants in Midtown and Westphalia." said SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin as we sat down in the back room of the Town & County Luigi's, whose window gave a nice view of the River. "I've always feared the Press would accuse me of associating with known Mobsters if I ate there."
It was 11:35am, Tuesday, October 29th, and we were alone in the back room, in which I'd procured a reservation for a table earlier that day. I said "Well, the Press can say what they want about me... and they do anyway. The food is just too good to pass up. And Jimmy Cerone was the Boss of Bosses in Southport, but then destroyed his good reputation by becoming a politician." Goodwin chuckled.
After ordering the lasagna and getting our salads and bread sticks, I said "How did the meeting with Orosco go?"
"Good... I think." said Goodwin. "But before I tell you what went on... what are we going to tell anyone who asks about this meeting?'
"That we're in league with Cerone, and are going to ask for more money from him." I joked. Seeing the edge of fear on Goodwin's face, I said "I'm joking, of course. We'll say we're discussing SBI business."
"Which won't be a lie." said Goodwin. "There's something about that I want to discuss with you, but let's talk Orosco first. There were two things he wanted to know from me: did I know about any rogue activities and any so-called 'Red Squads' within the Police; and how much of anything did I tell you when I was in I.A."
Goodwin: "He brought up the Blood Order within the Orange Order. I told him I knew it existed, that it's in 'The Book', and that there are Firefighters in the Blood Order, too, from their Order of Distinction group. And I told him that we monitored potentially rogue cops all the time, but I'd never heard of a 'Red Squad' group. Last but not least, I told him I'd kept you informed of our activities, where warranted, but I never had a reason to discuss the Blood Order with you, as you were in it already, and I never had any issues with it."
I nodded. "I originally was going to call you to ask about how things work in I.A., things I wouldn't normally know about, and also about Efram Elliot."
"You didn't even ask about 'The Book', so you must know about it." Goodwin said astutely. "The main things that I.A. keeps to itself are its our files on every Officer, and its methods of investigations. And the files will come into public light if we have to take an Officer to trial for anything. The Union is always trying to get at them, and work with defense lawyers to get as much information as they possibly can, even beyond the scope of the case at hand."
I nodded, thinking of a particular lawyer that would love to get information on the Police to do us harm: Gwen Munson.
Our casserole of lasagna came, and to say it was 'delicious' was an understatement "Wow." said Goodwin. "I had no idea it was this good."
"Now you know why I risk major scandals in the Press to eat here." I said.
Some minutes later, after consuming the delicious dish, I said "So... Efram Elliot."
Goodwin said "Elliot was more than just in I.A.; he was I.A. back in the days before the Merger, and when Malone was using the Police as his personal enforcement tool. Elliot retired not long after the Merger, but before you came to the TCPD. I didn't know him that well. And, to be honest, I didn't like him all that much. His methods and mine aren't the same, and we wouldn't have worked well together."
"How so?" I asked.
"I would imagine if a modern-day J. Edgar Hoover existed today, it'd be Efram Elliot." Goodwin replied. "He carved out his niche, used his information to protect himself, and did his time in the Town Police and has his pension. Still goes to Orange Order dinners, though."
I nodded, then changed tack: "So what SBI issues did you want to discuss?"
"I'll just ask it right out." said Goodwin, looking hard at me. "Is my job in danger?"
"Not that I'm aware of." I said. "Why? Do you think it is?"
"I heard that FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone was being considered for the job." said Goodwin. "And that I would be removed to clear the way for him."
"Who told you that lie?" I asked, then said "Seriously, I happen to have heard from the horse's mouth that he wants to stay with the FBI."
Goodwin said "I heard that the Sheriff talked with his very close friend the Governor about it."
I nodded. "I'm not privy to what they discussed. I would think that if the Governor wanted you out, he'd let you know... or he'd find you an even better landing spot. And to that point... if you did leave the SBI, where would you want to go?"
"I'm not sure." said Goodwin. "I was approached by people connected to the Governor to gauge my interest in running for State Attorney General, as Karl Handel is almost a certainly to run for Governor. But I've never been one for politics. I always liked being a Police Officer, and would probably return to Law Enforcement in some way. And I have been thinking about it... if anyone but Sharon Marshal wins the Governorship, I really fear for what will happen to the SBI."
As we finished up, Goodwin said "I'll tell you one more thing, Don. Something is in the works. I don't know if this I.A. and 'Red Squad' business is part of it, and it seems to be all over the State, not just here. I don't know what it is, but the scuttlebutt is that it's in the works for next year, when the Legislature convenes. It may be an attempt to impeach and remove Governor Jared, though he'll be in his last year of office."
"Legislators plotting our Governor's ouster?" I asked.
"Maybe." said Goodwin. "But from what I'm hearing, it's the Media that's behind the curtains, pulling the strings on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Coretta K. Scott entered the lobby of Police Headquarters. With her was her assistant, a young black male that looked like an accountant, and two 'security' persons, older burly black mean whose suits did not fit them very well. Also with them were KXTC political reporter Lester 'Penis' Holder and a cameraman, who was already videotaping everything.
Scott stepped up to the Duty Desk window and said "I want to see the Chief of Police. Right now."
"He's not here right now." said the Duty Desk Sergeant, who was wearing an armored vest over his Police uniform, as was the Duty Desk Patrol Officer. "You can leave a message or come back later."
"I'm coming in there to see for myself." said Scott haughtily. "Open that door"
"You're not permitted inside here." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "And your armed security is absolutely not allowed past the door, even if you were to be."
The security men drew their handguns and pointed them at the Duty Desk. One of them said "You heard Assemblywoman Scott. Now you open that goddamned door right now!..."
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Lasagna and LGBTQ (continued)
The Duty Desk Sergeant reached under the desk and pressed a button.
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was the 'intruder alert' klaxon. The Duty Desk Sergeant said into his radio microphone, clipped onto the shoulder of his armored vest: "Armed intruders pointing weapons at the Police in the front lobby. Potential hostage situation."
One security man lowered his weapon, but the other did not. "You turn that alarm off right now!" he ordered. "And put your hands where I can see 'em!"
The Sergeant made no move to turn off the alarm, but he and the Patrolman raised their hands to show they were not holding their weapons.
"I'd advise you to lower your weapon and surrender." said the Duty Desk Sergeant.
But it was too late. The SWAT Team was already pouring out of the side entrance where arrested suspects were brought in for booking, going around towards the front doors. Others were getting into position behind the metal door that connected the lobby to the booking areas.
"Take out the Press camera first." Teresa Croyle ordered on Channel 5 encrypted radio. "You are weapons free, and you are 'go' on Kalsu's order."
"Execute! Execute! Execute!" ordered SWAT leader Kalsu.
The SWAT Team rushed in the front door behind the cameraman and tackled him hard to the ground. His camera went flying. Others rushed Lester Holder and tackled him hard to the ground, one of them jamming Holder's head into the floor and holding it there.
As the security men whirled around, another contingent of SWAT burst through the door to the booking areas. TASERs were fired into the security men and the voltage applied, rendering them helpless. SWAT Officers converged upon them, taking their weapons. Others had thrown Assemblywoman Scott and her aide against the wall.
Teresa Croyle came out of the door leading to the hallway. She frisked Assemblywoman Scott for weapons, then said "Full booking for those domestic terrorists.", meaning the security men. "Take the Assemblywoman and her aide to the Main Conference Room, under guard. Take this worthless reporter and his equally worthless cameraman to I-A and I-B..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Coretta K. Scott and her aide were escorted to the Main Conference Room, where they were rather roughly forced to sit down in chairs.
On the far side of the room, her back to them as she looked out the window, was Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. "Commander Croyle can stay and guard the prisoners." she said. "Sergeant, you can go." The Sergeant left.
Cindy finally turned around to face Scott. "It wasn't even a good try." she said.
 "What are you talking about, Cracker?" Scott said, pure hatred in her voice.
"That little stunt you tried to pull up front." Cindy said. "You come in here with the most racist reporter in the State and his cameraman. Then your so-called security men, who are actually wanted fugitives, pull guns on my Police Officers. Did you really think that was going to work?"
"Yes." said Assemblywoman Scott. "And it still will, when that camera footage of your white cops using excessive force against us hits the airwaves."
"What camera footage is that?" Cindy asked. For the first time, Assemblywoman Scott's eyes showed something other than hatred and arrogance, as she realized that something might be wrong.
"I came down here," said the Assemblywoman, "to give you a message after that crap you said at that Press conference this morning."
"At the point of a gun?" Cindy said. "Or were your henchmen going to shoot me like that rogue FBI Agent shot the Iron Crowbar the other day? Is that what it's come to? Silencing the voices of truth with violence?"
"The truth is that after the Assembly hears of the tactics you used today, both this morning and in the lobby a few minutes ago," said Scott, "they're going to defund you of at least that ten million dollars the grant money could replace... and maybe a whole lot more."
"I know you're hard of hearing." Cindy said. "You've been told several times that grant money can't replace the shortfall. And what I said this morning is true: you're just using that as an excuse to defund the Police, and to harm the Citizens of the Town & County."
"It's not an 'excuse'." said Scott. "It's the proper response to Police brutality against People of Color. And I came to tell you that after what you said this morning, it's war. You're not only a filthy Pig, you're a racist!"
"Again, you're hard of hearing, and you have a bad memory." Cindy said. "You don't remember last year's Budget meeting, when your racist buddy Eldrick X. Weaver attacked me, because I'm a lesbian? That might even have cost him the election for Mayor, when the LGBTQ community voted for the rightful winner, Daniel Allgood."
Coretta K. Scott began standing up. Teresa moved to push her back into her seat, but Scott brushed her off. "I'll stand up if I want to, you God-damned Cracker!" she hissed. Teresa let her stand, but her hand was on her service weapon, ready to draw it and shoot.
Turning to Cindy, Scott said: "The Black Community doesn't give a damn about faggots and dykes like you. What they do care about is white Pigs exercising Police brutality against innocent People of Color. And as long as you continue to abuse my People, I will do everything I can to destroy you, beginning with defunding you." She turned to her aide and said "Let's get out of here."
Teresa was blocking their path, but Cindy just nodded to her and Teresa got out of the way. "Where are my security people?" Scott hissed.
"They're under arrest." Teresa said coldly. "And they will remain so. They're headed to prison."
"They were doing their jobs---" started Scott, but Cindy's ice-cold voice cut her off.
"Like I said," Deputy Chief Ross said acidly, "it was not a good try. They assaulted Police Officers. With guns. Consider yourselves lucky I don't throw you in jail with them." Scott stared hatefully at Cindy, then turned and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd heard the radio chatter on may way back from lunch. When I got back to Headquarters, I was admitted into the employees's parking lot. Once I got to the employees's entrance, I was told that the situation was in hand, and that Assemblywoman Scott had left.
As Teresa and Tanya sat in my office with me, Teresa said "These two so-called 'security' men are anything but... well, in the legal sense, anyway." She said their names, then said "They have pretty long rap sheets for petty thefts, possession of stolen property, fencing of said stolen property, and such. I remember hearing their names when I was in Vice. They were believed to be working for The Teacher, as his security."
"Makes sense, with records like those." I said. "They earned their way up The Teacher's ladder of trust. Okay, what about Penis Holder and his cameraman?"
"The camera was badly damaged when the cameraman was taken down, so sorry." said Teresa. "As we examined it, everything on it was erased by accident, again so sorry. It did have a transmitter to send what it was recording to the van in the parking lot, but... so sorry... it only recorded static. We do have the disassembled and pretty much destroyed camera in a bag. Should we return it?"
"Make sure the lenses are returned in a condition more like sand than glass." I said. "I'll be glad to personally take my crowbar to it and reduce it to shards of worthless material, if need be."
Tanya said "Penis Holder and the cameraman are in I-A and I-B. I would imagine that KXTC will be sending attorneys soon, so if you want to talk to either of them, do it soon."
"I don't." I said. "But charge them with being accessories to the hostage crisis. That will give us legal cover for destroying the camera. KXTC's lawyers should have them out of there by suppertime; but if not, we'll hold them overnight and send them to Nance's Court in the morning."
"If you'll excuse me, I'll go do that now." said Teresa. I excused her and she moved out smartly.
"Where's Cindy?" I asked.
 "Discharging her Press Relations duties." Tanya said cryptically.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for coming." said Town Assemblywoman Coretta K. Scott to the throng of Press on the portico outside the front of City Hall. "I have called this Press Conference to report on the Police brutality against myself, my aide, and my security earlier today----"
"THAT'S NOT TRUE!" shouted a voice, a male voice. Captain Damien Thompson, looking 'GQ' as ever in his uniform, came striding up. "Assemblywoman Scott is lying about what happened! We have the proof of what really happened!"
"That's right, Captain Thompson!" said Commander Cindy Ross as she waded into the reporters. "These jump drives are from Police cameras in the lobby of Headquarters! They show that Assemblywoman Scott's security men assaulted Police Officers and held two of them hostage at gunpoint! They were neutralized and taken down in a proper, humane, and non-lethal manner by TCPD Officers."
Cindy was handing out jump drives. The first went to Keith Madden of the Town & County Examiner. The next one went to Priya Ajmani. "No need to grab at them!" Cindy warned when other reporters tried to get Priya's jump drive. "We have plenty! And we even have one for Bettina Wurtzburg!" As Cindy handed Bettina a jump drive, she said "I'm sure I can trust her to report honestly on what happened?"
"I always do, bitch." Bettina snarled back.
"Pul-eeze." Cindy muttered quietly. Then she turned around and said "Oh, Assemblywoman Scott. I believe I've interrupted your fake news narrative trying to justify your defunding the Police. What were you about to say?." Coretta K. Scott looked at Cindy with pure hatred in her eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Tuesday, October 29th. The Sheriff and the Police Leadership were meeting in the Chief's Conference Room.
"I thought you all handled everything extremely well today." growled Griswold. "But what the hell did those people think they were doing?"
I said "It's obvious, Sheriff. They were trying to gin up something. They brought in a KXTC camera along with the racist Lester Holder to film it. They literally pulled guns on the Duty Desk people. I believe Assemblywoman Scott's hope was that we the TCPD would respond more violently than we did, maybe even shoot the security men, then Penis Holder would be chanting Police brutality by white Officers against a black Assemblywoman and her people."
Teresa said "Sir, I believe they were hoping and expecting that Commander Troy would be here and would lead the TCPD's retaliatory response. I also believe they didn't realize we'd take out the cameraman first; they really thought he'd get footage that they could edit however they like to smear us."
"Soooooo," drawled the Chief, "without the Iron Crowbar there, it didn't escalate, eh?" He got withering looks from more than one person for that statement.
"Chief," said Teresa, "if the Iron Crowbar had been there, they might not've had the guts to try that. After Commander Troy was shot by FBI Agent Ellis at the Hospital and got right back up when anyone else would've been incapacitated, everyone is scared to death of him. All he needs now is a 'Batman' emblem on his chest."
"That's true." said Cindy. "I've gotten word from my 'sources' that that story went around the criminal community several times. But did Penis Holder and Assemblywoman Scott know Don wasn't at the Station?" All eyes went to me.
"It's possible." I said slowly, the implication being that I was being watched. "But I'd think Penis Holder would really want me to be the one they bring their racist hatred to bear against."
"But Ms. Scott wouldn't." replied Cindy. "It's me that she hates. And I really can't believe she would gin up an armed standoff at Police Headquarters like that over this Budget issue."  
"I can." I said. "But that's because I believe that incident is about a lot more than just the Budget. I think it's a lot larger than that, and just a part of something bigger that is being planned out. As I've said before, the Swamp Frogs and the Leftists are constantly working on new ways to attack us, and someone has seen this Budget issue and then this incident at Headquarters as a means of attack."
I continued: "And I'll point out the collusion with the Press on this. Don't even try to tell me they just called a random journalist to go in there with them. No, they went to KXTC, and specifically to Penis Holder."
"Which is waving a red cape in your face, too." Teresa said astutely.
 "Well," said the Sheriff, "the good news is that whatever they were doing failed once our video of what really happened was put out there. But if Crowbar is right about the scope of this, and I believe he is, we need to disseminate the word to the entire Police Force to be careful not to be set up nor caught up in an incident the Haters can use against us..."
Part 14 - Political Shenanigans
"Gotta admit," Teresa said as she and I watched the Council meeting in progress, "Cindy was all over it about Assemblywoman Scott today. And giving out those jump drives of our Police camera video was a thing of beauty. By the way, how did those things record what happened? My device was killing the KXTC camera's transmission to their van."
"The TCPD cameras are hardwired." I said. "Our ink-pen devices don't affect them. I have a more powerful device that will, but it will leave them damaged." Teresa nodded.
It was 7:35pm, Tuesday, October 29th, and we were watching the public Council meeting. To our surprise, there were almost no people attending; just a few 'cub' reporters and some people who were suing the County, watching their subpoenas be accepted and referred to the City Attorney.
"I move we go into Executive Session." said J.P. Goldman.
"I second." said Edward Steele.
"Why?" snarled Kelly Carnes. "Why can't whatever you want to do be done here, in front of the Public?"
"Because it involves personnel issues." said Goldman. The vote to go into Executive Session was 5-5, and the Mayor joined the Republicans in voting in the affirmative. The Mayor then said "I'd like to ask Commanders Troy and Croyle to attend the Executive Session, along with the Sergeant-At-Arms..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's this about?" Kelly Carnes demanded to know. "And why are they here?" she sneeringly asked as she pointed her thumb at me and Teresa, sitting in our chairs against the wall.
"They're here because I want hem there for security purposes." replied the Mayor. "Okay, let's come to order. Mr. Goldman has the floor to make a motion."
J. P. Goldman stood up and said "As you know, the Town & County Assembly is set to pass a budget later this week that will include stripping the Police Force budget of ten million dollars. This is not money that can be replaced with privately donated funds, and we should call it what it is: defunding the Police."
"So what?" Kelly Carnes said.
*tap tap tap tap tap tap tap*
"Mr. Goldman has the floor; do not interrupt him again, Mrs. Carnes." warned the Mayor. "Mr. Goldman?"
"Yes, as I was about to say before I was rudely interrupted," growled J.P. Goldman, "the Council is required to ratify the Assembly's budget. That's usually done as a matter of routine. However, I am making a motion to be a resolution informing the Assembly that if they cut that ten million dollars from the Police budget, we will vote against ratification of the Budget, which will put the Assembly in a condition of failing to pass a Budget by Election Day."
Goldman: "We are not meeting next Tuesday night, which is Election Day. Unless we meet in special session, the Budget won't be ratified in time---"
"Point of order." said Sheila Sorrells. The Mayor recognized her to speak, and she said "If the Assembly passes their budget before Election Day, they will have fulfilled their requirement as stated by the current Charter, even if we have not ratified it. Having said that, I am not sure what happens if we don't ratify it. Does the Assembly have to try again? Or is the issue dead?"
"Commission Chairman Troy," said the Mayor, "any light you can shed on that?"
I said "The new Charter allows for something similar to the State: if a Budget is not passed in a correct and timely manner, the spending levels are set at the last-passed Budget's levels. It also allows the Assembly to be held in Contempt for not passing a Budget. The old Charter is silent on the issue, but any changes to the Budget next year, including passing one, would require a 2/3 Council majority to approve instead of a simple majority."
J.P. Goldman took it back up: "I move that this Council informs the Assembly via a resolution, which will not require a second reading, that we will not approve a Budget that defunds the Police by ten million dollars."
"I second the motion." said John Colby.
"Debate?" asked the Mayor.
Kelly Carnes said "I believe the Police should be defunded as long as they continue to employ Donald Troy. I support Assemblywoman Scott's efforts to stop Police brutality against People of Color."
Malinda Adams said "I also believe that the paramilitary aspects of the Police budget should be cut out. Our Peace Officers should not be engaging in the military-style tactics like those used today against peaceful members of the Press." Neither Teresa nor I batted an eyelash at her words.
Ian McGhillie said "The criminals are well-armed and have every desire to murder our Police Officers, yet some of you would have our Officers be unable to fight back and just be target practice for those criminals. Our Officers are not armed for peaceful events, but for the violence that evil people would do upon the peaceful people."
Dagmar Schoen said "I wonder what the Democrats and their allies of the biased Media will say when the Police are defunded and unable to respond to criminal actions. They'll probably blame the Police for that too, not unlike putting a farmer on a plot of land of solid rock, then demanding that farmer grow crops to feed them. But make no mistake about it, the desire to defund the Police is not about Police brutality. It is about stripping away any defense against the Anarchists that want to destroy our Constitution and our individual Freedoms."
In the silence that followed, the Mayor said "Any more comments? Mr. Lewis?"
Lewis had no comment, other than saying simply "Let's vote."
The vote was 8-2 to pass the Resolution, with only Carnes and Adams voting against. Kelly Carnes looked at Reginald B.F. Lewis as if he were a turd in the punchbowl. The Mayor entertained a motion to adjourn, which was second and passed in speedy order.
"How could you?" snarled Carnes at Lewis as we all got up to go.
"You're a sneaky Councilman, Mr. Lewis." I said behind him. "Verrrry sneaky." Lewis guffawed, understanding that I knew what he was doing, as well as my play on his own words about me in the past. Kelly Carnes looked at us with daggers in her eyes.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So why did Lewis vote for that resolution?" Teresa asked me as she and I walked down Riverside Drive towards Police Headquarters.
"He knows it's the wrong time and for the wrong reasons." I replied. "Oh, he'd love to defund the Police, but if the money is stripped, the reason that will be cited is that anonymous grant money. He wants the money to be stripped for a very obvious reason, for a cause that serves his purpose."
"Ohhhhh." Teresa said, getting it. "So that's why Assemblywoman Scott tried to gin up that incident at Headquarters. So she could say that was the reason to defund the Police. They lose their intended message if they don't have that."
"Exactly." I said. "And furthermore to the point, I think Assemblywoman Scott thought she would get no opposition to her actions; therefore she and the Media could frame the conversation and the debate; i.e. they could tell us exactly what to think. But we, and Cindy in particular, stood up to her, and she hasn't gotten the backing she expected. So she had to gin up something to create, or I should saw renew, her original intended message."
"Wow, they never quit, do they?" Teresa asked. "What are they going to try next?"
"That's why I asked you and Orosco to do a really good review of all our Officers," I said, "and why Orosco is now looking into those potential rogue Officer groups he may have found. All we need is for one incident between white Police Officers and black Citizens to occur, for real or for ginned up, and the Antifa anarchists and Haters will use it to gin up as much chaos and anarchy as they possibly can... aided and abetted by a deeply corrupt Mainstream American Media that treasonously desires the destruction of the Constitution..."
Part 15 - Setting and Resetting
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 30th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Chaos has erupted in Town & County Government!"
Bettina began: "The Town & County Council passed a resolution warning the Town & County Assembly that they would not rubber-stamp the Assembly's budget if the Assembly stripped ten million dollars from the Police budget! This has drawn a furious response from members of the Assembly, as well as some Council members. Roll tape.
Tape rolled. First was shown Councilwoman Coretta K. Scott, who said "This interference by the Council into what is the Assembly's responsibility, the Budget, is uncalled-for." Other Assemblypersons, all of them Democrats, were shown angrily denouncing 'Council Republicans'.
Then tape showed Kelly Carnes saying "I want it to be known that not only did I vote against that resolution, I am in full support of defunding the Police until they fire Commander Donald Troy for his many abuses of his Police authority!"
Back to Bettina live: "A spokesman for the Town & County Assembly stated that the official Budget resolution has not been passed yet, and there will be input from Citizens tomorrow night at a special Assembly hearing. Due to the very large number of people now expected to attend, the hearing will be held in the Civic Center Theater..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Tanya Perlman as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "not one word about the incident at Police Headquarters yesterday."
"More than that," said Teresa, "Lester Holder and his cameraman are still in our holding cells. Holder asked for his phone call about midnight last night, and called KXTC. Apparently he didn't like what he was told, as he was muttering obscenities as he was taken back to his cell."
"They must be hope-innnnnng that Mr. Crowbar will go in there and beat up Mr. Holderrrrrrr." said the Chief. "To gin up a story, of course."
"Which is exactly why I've avoided any contact with him." I replied. "But yes, it is strange. I confess to being unable to understand it."
"Coffee deficiency." said Cindy Ross. "Pour him another cup, please!" I chuckled at that, and the Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily. And I did pour myself another cup.
"Maybe Holder's field trip with Assemblywoman Scott wasn't sanctioned by KXTC." Tanya said. "Maybe they didn't even know."
"If that's the case," I said, "I would've loved to see Burt West's face when he heard about losing another $80,000 camera."
"Har." barked Sheriff Griswold.
"They knew." said Cindy. "At least they knew we arrested Holder, because I called them myself and told them he and the cameraman were going through booking and were in our holding cells..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Paulina Patterson called me. "Judge Nance dropped the charges against Holder and let him go. Gregory was the D.A.'s representative, and didn't make a single objection."
 "No real biggie." I said. "Any idea why KXTC didn't bail Holder out last night?"
"Maybe they anticipated this result?" Paulina asked.
"Could well be." I said. "Could well be."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lester Holder blasted through the doors into KXTC City Room as if fired out of a cannon. He opened the door to Burt West's office without knocking, seeing Bettina Wurtzburg and West having a meeting.
"What the hell?" West asked, shocked. It took a lot to shock Burt West; he'd been a victim of the Slender Man.
"Don't you knock?" Bettina snarled angrily at Holder.
"Why the hell did you leave me locked up in Donald Troy's jail all night?" Holder asked. "Were you dangling me like bait? Hoping he'd come in and smoke me like the last time someone did?"
"No, that wasn't the reason." said West. "First of all, you went with Assemblywoman Scott to TCPD without being assigned, or even telling us what you were doing. We had no idea?"
"Coretta called me." said Holder. "It was a last-second thing. I didn't have time---"
"You should've made time." Bettina said, a trace of anger still in her voice. "You left Burt hanging after you were arrested."
"What the hell?" Holder gasped, truly not understanding. "I had a huge story coming!"
West said "And now you're the story. And the story is that you were aiding and abetting an armed domestic terrorist attack upon Police Officers. Lester, the optics of this simply cannot be any worse. So not only no, but hell no, we did not bail you out... and we are not the ones that persuaded Judge Nance to drop the charges and let you walk, either."
"Then who did?" Holder asked.
"No idea." Bettina said. "Knowing Nance, he just did it on his own."
"There's also the consideration of the camera." said West. "You went on that bullheaded mission without being assigned nor with permission. The way I see it, Holder, you owe KXTC for one network news videocamera. Eighty thousand dollars."
"What?" Holder thundered. "You're crazy!"
Bettina said "What Burt is trying to tell you, but you're not listening to, is that you are on the wrong side of this. Now get your head out of your ass, get back to your assigned duties, do the stories we tell you to do and leave alone what we don't. Or you're out nearly six figures as well as your job. Do you understand?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At noon I took time to go home and collect Laura, and take her to the Hospital. As doctors and nurses examined her and went about the business of cutting her out of her cast and resetting her arm, I went to the office areas and spoke with Dr. Leonard Cordell.
"The EMS is coming along very well." said Dr. Cordell. "We've already broken ground on three of six EMS Stations, and we've contracted with County Jail and the Hospital to keep stations there until the rest are built. Zoe Singer is all over that, which makes my job much easier, both here at the Hospital and in EMS matters."
"Where's EMS Headquarters going to be?" I asked.
"Other side of the street from Police Headquarters's Crime Lab." said Dr. Cordell. Our HQ's employee's parking lot fence lined the street that turned off Riverside Drive to access the Fairgrounds just south of Police Headquarters, and the fence was broken only by the Crime Lab building (now mostly the Morgue). On the other side of that street was an old gas station and auto repair shop that was abandoned.
Cindy had managed to cut through a lot of crap to find out who the owners were, and had bought an option on the property on behalf of the County, which she was entitled to do as a Principal for the County. That option had been exercised, and the EMS Headquarters building was being built there. Our backup plan had been to let the EMS build their headquarters next to the Crime Lab.
"Sounds good." I said. "So who are they hiring as your replacement here at the Hospital?"
"Not sure yet." said Dr. Cordell. "We hired Donny Tate as our Chief Financial Officer, and he's done a great job, so far. Of course the terrorist attack and what he's dealing with from that is going to force him to up his game." I remembered Donny Tate as one of Kendra Luskin's victims. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 05.)
"But for Hospital Administrator?" Cordell continued. "The Hospital Board is at odds on it. Some want a bean counter, someone to rein in costs; while others want an M.D. that will allow and even expand research."
Dr. Cordell and I went to Donny Tate's office. "Commander Troy!" Donny said enthusiastically, shaking my hand. "I've been meaning to come visit you. I really appreciate your help getting me this position."
"I hear it's working out well." I said.
"Yeah, it is." said Tate. "And it's giving me my life back. I have you to thank for that. After what happened to me because of that bitch Luskin, I was contemplating suicide."
I remembered how down Tate was when I first met him. "If you ever get depressed again," I said, "just go over to the Cancer Center and talk to those kids. They'll teach you to never give up and to keep hope alive like nothing else ever can."
A while later, I was called to a Nurse's Station near the Orthopedics area. Laura was waiting for me there, along with Dr. Morgan, who said: "Her scapula has healed up nicely, but I don't recommend she practice any martial arts moves just yet. Her arm is coming along well, too, but we'll have to see what her range of motion is once it heals up."
I observed that Laura's arm was still in a (new) cast, but her shoulder was not, so she had some movement she didn't have earlier. "Thanks, Doc." I said brightly. "She's doing pretty well for a woman in her forties, wouldn't you say?"
"Why, yes." Dr. Morgan said, not getting my joke. Laura clued him in.
"He's messing with me." Laura said. "My 50th birthday is on Friday."
"It is?" I said, pretending shock. "I thought you were in your 30s! I thought I married a woman younger than me."
"Thanks, Doctor, but I've gotta get out of here." Laura said. "This sweet-talker's nose is growing longer and longer." Dr. Morgan laughed heartily.
As we left, Laura said "They're not saying it out loud, but I got a Carole-'ish' vibe that they're worried about me being able to return to performing surgery again after the breaks heal."
"Are their worries justified?" I asked.
"In a case like this, always." said Laura. "But we'll just have to see, once I'm healed up some more..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Orange Order dinner was at the Junction Station Depot at 7:00pm. Cindy had turned it into a grilling competition, with me grilling steaks, the Sheriff grilling trout and other fish, and Rudistan cooking full half-chickens. We all cooked 'fixins', including my corn-on-the-cob.
Beer was the beverage of choice, but Cindy had brought the new Coca-Cola flavor 'orange-vanilla', which I tried. It was pretty good, but not as good as 'cherry-vanilla'. Some other Officers noted that Cindy, Teresa, and I were not drinking alcohol, and began emulating us, possibly wondering what was going on with that. The Sheriff, by way of contrast, was setting a strong example of enjoying beer with his dinner... or maybe having dinner with his beer.
In an excellent display of ass-kissing, the Sheriff's trout won the entrée award, and my corn-on-the-cob won the side dish. Rudistan won the dessert award; he'd been deep-frying doughnut holes, and you know Police Officers are going to reward doughnuts. But in truth, everyone won. It was all very delicious, and we were all well-fed and happy.
Janice Holloway and many other alumni came, but somewhat to my surprise... or maybe not... was the absence of Efram Elliot. I had hoped to have a few quiet words with him about Internal Affairs in his day, and any rogue group issues he might've dealt with. I also had the sneaking suspicion that this 'Red Squad' business was the reason he wasn't there.
Rudistan emceed the event, and reminded us that the Orange Order vote would be coming up at the end of November. He then had me stand up and discuss the awards that were coming on Friday, November 1st.
"Because of the new Charter coming in," I said, "we'll only have a few real promotions this time. Also, most of the pay-grade promotions are in February and August. We do have a lot of Certificates and Medals to give out after the Point Hollow incident and the Hospital attack." I named names.
Then Sheriff Griswold got up and said "We're also going to have a couple of surprises. I won't mention them, since the recipients are in the room now. And that brings me to something else. Most of you in this room were involved in the efforts to save lives and keep order during the Hospital crisis. I want you to know, and I want you to pass the word to everyone else, that I was extremely proud of your skill and your professionalism during that time. You made your leadership look good, you made me look good, and you made our Town & County look good before the world." The applause of the standing ovation that greeted Our Sheriff's words was thunderous.
And during that applause, I was wondering what those awards the Sheriff mentioned were. Something for Father Romano for his actions at Point Hollow as well as the Hospital? Something for Teresa for her leadership during those crises, especially the Hospital disaster while I was worrying about Laura? Time would tell, I thought to myself. Time would tell...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, October 31st. As Wonder Woman and Supergirl joined many other 2nd grade superheroes, super villains, Creepypasta and Cosplay students for classes at Eastside Elementary, the Uniformed Officers were having Roll Call at their Precincts. The Precinct Captains had made appearances, and had admonished the Officers to be especially aware of being followed, observed, and recorded. They also were warned that if they sighted the Press, to be very careful of being set up to be provoked into incidents.
"We've got double trouble tonight." Teresa Croyle said at the Angels Meeting. "We're going to have a strong showing at the Assembly meeting tonight, and more on standby in case someone tries to start riots or something. And being Hallowe'en, we're going to have to have extra patrols on the streets to make sure University students don't get the idea that having costume masks protects them from being caught drinking and driving."
"Woe betide if they think that." I said, knowing that Commander Croyle's attention was a nightmare for anyone caught drinking and driving. "Lots of checkpoints tonight?"
"Some." Teresa replied. "But setting up checkpoints on University Avenue or streets feeding into it create traffic jams, and complaints to Council Members. The University also wants us to stay off Campus, and let their Campus Police handle things there."
"Yeah," I said, "they know you and I will throw the rich Fraternity punks in jail and prosecute the hell out of them rather than let them off like the Campus Police will."
"Aw, c'mon," said Tanya, "is it really that bad?"
"No." Cindy said. "But Don is right: President Wellman likes having control of that so he can exercise his discretion depending on who the offenders are."
"Okay." I said. "Overtime is authorized to augment the Assembly protection force...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, I.A. Chief Orosco came to my office. "So how is your investigation going?" I asked.
"Some good, some not so much." said Orosco. "As near as I can tell, there are no issues with Orange Order Officers. Except last night, when you got together and partied like it's 1999." I chuckled at the joke.
"As to the investigation," said Orosco, "we've noticed some... issues. The groups we thought might be 'Red Squad' may have realized we're onto them. They're not meeting any more for lunch, and they've somewhat dispersed: new partner assignments, different patrol routes, all that. My question is where the leaks are coming from."
"This place leaks like a sieve." I replied. "That's been a problem ever since I got here, and seems to be the one problem I can't solve."
Orosco nodded. "Well, I'll keep watching. Also, that incident yesterday at the front desk was well handled. We've already closed the books on it; everyone's actions were clean and correct. The Media is screaming about the destruction of their camera, and I personally told Burt West that if he doesn't want cameras destroyed, he shouldn't send them into Police Headquarters."
I laughed. "Good. And true. Anything else boiling under the surface?"
Orosco nodded. "I'm still hearing some things. Captain Masters in City I.A. has been coordinating with me, as well as Inspector Maxwell of the SBI. One of them may bring you in on it, soon. They're not liking how City Police Officers are patrolling in predominately black neighborhoods, and Maxwell is increasing the scope of her investigation into Southport..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, October 31st. The Town Assembly meeting was meeting in the Civic Center Theater. Tables and chairs for 30 were on the stage. The theater was overflowing with hundreds of people. Only a few wore the red Antifa shirts, and there were a few bad-smelling white persons, college-aged, wearing the green PCGW shirts. Those whose offensive odor were complained about were removed by the Police.
When the meeting was called to order, the Town Assembly was stunned by the turnout. "We cannot possibly hear from everyone here." said the Assembly Speaker. Theoretically, the Mayor could moderate Assembly meetings, though he or she would have no tiebreaking vote. But Daniel Allgood had made a point to not attend.
It soon became apparent that the vast majority of people there, of all ethnicities, were against defunding the Police. Whenever Coretta K. Scott tried to oppose a speaker who was pro-Police, she was loudly booed. Black persons who begged that the Police not be defunded because it would leave black children defenseless were applauded loudly.
Ultimately, Scott tried this tactic: "You have misinterpreted what was meant by 'defunding the Police'." she said. "What we are really doing is attempting to force Police Reform."
And that brought Your Iron Crowbar to the microphone. Everyone in line got out of my way as I practically hurtled to it. If the Press wanted a confrontation between me and Assemblywoman Scott, they were about to get it.
"I will not let you get away with that lie about 'Police reform'." I said strongly but calmly. "Let's be clear: your purpose and intent is to strip money from the Police budget. There has not been one word of talk about 'Police reform' until you saw how many people came to this hearing in opposition to you. You haven't mentioned any negotiation about Police reform. At all. All you've talked about is stripping money out of the Police budget, period."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So stop your lie, given to you by the dishonest Press, that this is about 'Police reform'. It's not. It's about harming the Police. It's about making it impossible for us to do our jobs, then having your Press allies blame us for not doing our jobs once we cannot do them."



Assemblywoman Scott snarled "This, from a man who carries a crowbar around so he can beat up black people like a typically racist white cop." The entire audience went silent.
 "Cite one example where I've used my crowbar to physically harm a black person." I thundered back. "Cite one example where I've been legitimately accused of Police brutality against a black person. You can't. And I'll put my record of stopping Race-Hatred groups, both black and white, and my record of Justice for All, against your racism and hatred any day of the week, Ms. Scott. YOU are a liar. YOU are the Hater, here, and we all know it!"
The audience exploded in a tremendous round of applause. I yielded the microphone and waved to those who were standing and applauding. I got a few high-fives as I strode back up the aisle, as others broke into a chant of "Iron Crow-bar! Iron Crow-bar!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwwww!" Teresa Croyle said, her voice full of awe, as I got back up to her in the theater lobby. "I had no idea you were that popular!"
"Neither did I." I said simply. I felt grateful for the response... but I knew how little it would take for those cheers to turn into jeers and attacks. All glory is fleeting...
Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Griswold were standing a few feet away, also watching from the back. "Can you do that, Sheriff, and get that kind of response?" the stunned Chief asked.
"No." replied the Sheriff, his mustaches quivering. "I'm not a living legend like that young man is..."
Part 16 - Birthdays and Honors
Friday, November 1st. It was not just any day in the Iron Crowbar household. It was Laura's birthday.
Her fiftieth birthday. The big 5-0.
At 4:30am I got up and rode the stationary bike, which helped loosen up my back, then did my workout on the Bowflex machine. Then I showered and shaved and went downstairs. To my surprise (not really), Carole was already in the kitchen, getting out cooking utensils. Bowser was supervising with curiosity, while Buddy guarded the back door with his eyes closed (smart dog).
"Hi Daddy." Carole said as I came up. "Can I help you make breakfast in bed for Mommy?"
"Looks like you already are." I said. We got started, and soon had made Eggo waffles with strawberries and whip cream on top, and coffee. Carole led the way as I carried the tray upstairs, with Buddy and Bowser following... and hoping I would stumble and drop something.
"Aw, this so nice!" Laura said as we awakened her. Instead of actually eating in bed, always an adventure with just one hand fully functional, Laura got up and sat in the nearby chair, and I put the tray on the small table in front of the chair.
After Laura ate, Carole went and woke up Jim by tickling his ribs, causing him to come out of his bed swinging; he was not a fan of being tickled. Fortunately, they had another mission to perform, that being giving their mother birthday gifts.
Carole gave Laura a proof coin set in the year of Laura's birth, which had been Carole's idea and me getting it procured for her. Laura liked it very much. Jim gave her a model Mercedes of the year of her birth, and Laura like that a lot, too.
"You'll get your book at the party to-night, Mommy." Carole promised.
"I'm looking forward to it." Laura said. So were we all; Carole and Marie's booklet gifts were becoming sought-after items...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the MILF redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, November 1st, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Chaos reigns at the Town & County Assembly meeting!"
Bettina began: "In a raucous and chaotic Assembly hearing at the Civic Center Theater last night, a large crowd of mostly white Citizens showed up to protest Assemblywoman Coretta K. Scott's efforts to defund the Police! The speakers used the white Republicans's talking points of scaremongering, saying that if the Police are defunded, blacks will commit more crimes! Our trusted political reporter Lester Holder interviewed Assemblywoman Scott last night. Roll tape.
Tape rolled, showing Lester 'Penis' Holder interviewing Assemblywoman Scott after the meeting the night before, and it was obvious to Crowbar People that she was barely concealing her fury. Holder asked "Ms. Scott, from tonight's meeting it's pretty clear that white voters in the County don't want the Police defunded. How do you respond to them?"
Scott: "Lester, the Police and white racists like Deputy Chief Cindy Ross have completely mischaracterized what we're trying to do. The purpose here is to encourage dialogue and begin a process of Police reforms, which are badly needed. I am disappointed that our true message has been shouted down like it has been by white people with hatred in their hearts."
Holder: "What about Commander Donald Troy? Should the Police be defunded until he is forced out of the Police Force?"
Scott: "That's never going to happen, so we must find other ways to make the Police understand that black lives matter. Groups like 'Black Voices Raised' must be even more vocal in the face of the hostility to Police reforms and badly needed Social Change that we saw tonight."
Back to Bettina live: "And today the Police will be patting themselves on the back as they have their Promotions and Medals Day. After major incidents at Point Hollow and University Hospital, the Police and Fire Departments will be giving out medals like candy in their quarterly exercise of self-congratulation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwwwww." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "Talk about turning the truth on it's head!"
"I gotta admit, that was verrrrry good political posturinnnnng on Ms. Scott's part." drawled Chief Moynahan.
Cindy said "That taking of my name in vain notwithstanding, I noted last night that at least a third of the people in the crowd were black, and every black that addressed the Assembly did not want the Police defunded. Why no mention of that?"
I said "That flies in the face of the deeply corrupt Mainstream Media's agenda of using Identity Politics to create racial hatred and splitting groups against groups."
Teresa said "I noticed Penis Holder was trying to get Assemblywoman Scott to say something bad about you, Commander Troy, but she wouldn't take the bait. She scared of you?"
"She should be." Cindy muttered.
"I'm not her priority, I guess." I said. "Her agenda and Penis Holder's differed, there."
"So, Crowbar," growled Sheriff Griswold, "what is the Assembly going to do?"
 "They'll keep the ten million dollars in the Budget." I said.
"Why do you think that?" asked Captain Tanya Perlman.
"Just the tenor of the whole report." I said. "Bettina was setting the table to create angry reaction to keeping the Police funded. If Assemblywoman Scott was going to win, they wouldn't be interviewing her nor mentioning her name at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As always, there was an air of excitement in Police Headquarters as everyone came in wearing their semi-formal uniforms with ribbons. Police Auxiliary Officers were getting in some active duty time patrolling the streets and manning the various Duty Desks.
"Well, some rare bling today." Cindy said, coming into my office. "I don't agree with the decision, but the medal is beautiful." She showed me the Lifesaving Medal, and its blue drape and blue, silver, and red heart-shaped medal underneath made it indeed a great looking medal. The cloud was that it wasn't a Star of Gallantry. Father Romano's actions at the Hospital were 'deemed' to not be in the line of Police duty. And his actions at Point Hollow and other places, where he protected Dr. Mickelson and resisted the violent efforts to force him to break the sanctity of the Confessional, were deemed worthy of only a Commendation Medal.
"Chaplain Romano won't complain a bit." I said. "But I'll complain for both of us." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Plenty of Certificates of Achievement for the Point Hollow and Hospital incidents." she said. "Corporal Hicks is getting an Achievement Medal for helping evacuate babies in the early going. A lot of Firefighters are getting Commendation Medals and higher, but the Council seemed to take delight in suppressing our awards."
"It's not as bad as it seems." I said. "Our guys did a great job with their duties, but there weren't too many standout heroic actions. But I agree that Hicks should've gotten a higher award."
"There was definitely a standout heroic action at Point Hollow." Cindy said, meaning my efforts. "But I don't know what they're going to reward you with."
I replied "I know the Sheriff is being sneaky about something----" Cindy was unable to hide the gleam in her eye in time. "Okay, what is it?"
"What he's being sneaky about has nothing to do with you." Cindy said. "And I'll leave it at that, for now. Oh! You'll like this one." She showed me a Certificate of Appreciation, and I couldn't help but grin at it.
"Y'all better be letting me award that once personally." I said.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
We looked up to see Captain Damien Thompson at the door, along with his lovely wife LaTasha.
"Hi, Captain." I said. "Come on in. Good to see you again, LaTasha."
"You too, sir, ma'am." said LaTasha.
"No need for such formality." I said.
"Yes sir, there is." said Damien "LaTasha's been hired to work in the Intel Division. She's starting today."
"Ahhhhh, so desu ka?" I said. "That's great!"
"She's going through the Police Academy Auxiliary course, too, sir." said Damien. "So she'll be a gun-totin', card-carrying backup for us if we need her."
"Works for me." I said. "Though I have to admit: I hope things never get bad enough where you'd have to do that, LaTasha. But welcome to the Team. And of course I don't even need to say not to share your work or talk 'shop' with your husband at the dinner table?" Both Damien and LaTasha nodded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 9:00am, everyone made their way towards the bleachers behind Headquarters. There were a surprisingly large number of Firemen at our ceremonies; the TCFD ceremonies were at 11:00am, and many Police Officers were going to go to it. Relations between the two Departments were much better since the Hospital attack... and clearing out the deadwood (pun fully intended) from the TCFD.
The Press had only sent a couple of videocameras, whose feeds would be shared by the various networks, and a few 'cub' reporters to cover the event. There were no schoolchildren present, either. What we did have was just about every candidate for political office for the next Tuesday's election present... except the deeply despised Finneran.
"Thank you for coming, everyone." the Chief said into the podium's microphone to get everyone settled down and the ceremonies started. I was standing next to him as he said "As I've said before and will say again many times, this Police Force's work in a hazardous situation at Point Hollow and a tragic one at the Hospital was exemplary, and I am honored to be the Chief of Police of such an amazing, brave, dedicated, and professional group of men and women." There was polite applause.
"One thing we learned from the Hospital attack," continued the Chief, "is to remember how valuable the contributions of many people are to the proper functionnnnningggg of our Police Force. We almost lost a very valuable member of that team: for several years, Dr. Laura Fredricson has been a part of our Police Auxiliary, and has volunteered countless hours of her time as our Police Psychologist. And so we would like to honor Dr. Fredricson with this Certificate of Appreeeece-i-a-tionnnnnnn."
Everyone applauded as Laura came up, wearing a very nice Police-blue dress and matching medium-blue heels. As she came up, the Chief read the proclamation then said "I think we all know who is going to hand her this award." There was some laughter as the Chief handed me the framed Certificate, which I handed to Laura, allowing Connie the Police Photographer to snap a couple of photographs.
"We have something extra for Dr. Fredricson!" I heard a voice call out. It was Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, and with her was my son Jim. "Today is Dr. Fredricson's birthday, and I'm not supposed to tell this, but she's----"
"---- THIRTY years old today!" I called out loudly. Everyone laughed, and clapped at that, realizing that their Police Commander had just acted most very wisely. Then Jim handed his mother a cupcake with a candle on it. Cindy lit it, and it began sparkling like a small firecracker. As Jim helped Laura blow out the candle, the singing began:
"Hap-py birrth-day to youuuuuu; hap-pay birth-day to youuuuuu,
Happy birthday dear Laurrraaaaa,
hap-py birth-day to youuuuuu!"
After that good start, we had the promotions. There were some, and that was because of position changes. Patrolman Goodwright was promoted to Sr. Patrolman, and would be assigned to the Intelligence team. Patrolman Meir was being promoted to Sr. Patrolman, and would find himself wearing Sergeant stripes in February. Joan Laurer was also made Sr. Patrol Officer, so that she could move into Vice.
Then came the awards. We went through the Certificates of Achievement first, and there were a good number of those. Corporal Hicks and a few other Officers received Achievement Medals, and Father Romano received his Commendation Medal.
"Hold here a moment, Chaplain." said the Chief after I'd pinned his medal onto his jacket. "We have another award for our Chaplain." He read the proclamation as Teresa Croyle came up and pinned the Lifesaving Medal on his jacket. The families of the babies he'd saved were present, and the moms had tears streaming down their faces, I noted.
There were no Purple Orders; Cindy's concussion and rib injuries at Point Hollow were not deemed to be sufficient to award one, nor were the rope burns on my neck for my escape from Westbrook's insidious trap. So onward and upward we went. And I knew something was up when Captain Tanya Perlman and Lieutenant Micah Rudistan came up.
"For his actions at Point Hollow," said the Chief, "which resulted in directly saving the life of a young woman, rescuing our Chaplain and a University professor, and defeating an insidious Cult, Commander Donald Troy is awarded the Public Safety Legion of Excellence!"
The Police Force stood and applauded as I went forward to become only the third recipient of this award, which was higher than the Sheriff's Medal and Police Medal, but lower than the Distinguished Service medal. The two previous recipients were Tanya and Rudistan, so Rudistan held the box with a jovial grin as I bowed to allow Tanya to reach up and pin the medal on my uniform jacket flap with her cherubic grin and twinkle in her eye.
"And for our last award of the dayyyyy," drawled the Chief, "it is my honor to present Our Sheriff, Antonio Griswold." The Police Force applauded strongly as the Sheriff came up.
Griswold motioned me over, and I observed his mustaches quivering most merrily as he handed me an award box and whispered "You're presenting this." I took the box, and could not help but smile brightly as I recognized what it was. Yes, Our Sheriff had gotten one over on me.
"As your Sheriff," Griswold said into the microphone, "I have had the pleasure of watching all of you perform your duties with distinction. I have also noticed the leadership and unswerving devotion to duty by one of the greatest Police Officers I have ever had the privilege to work with."
Griswold: "This award is a culmination of Commander Teresa Croyle's months and years of efforts to provide you with what you need to get your jobs done, and to lead you through the tough times we've had. This was particularly obvious during the Hospital crisis, when Commander Croyle led the Police response. Therefore, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle is awarded the Police Distinguished Service Medal!"
The Force rose to their feet in thunderous applause. I thought Cindy was going to have to prod a very stunned Teresa to get up and receive her award, but Teresa finally came up, seemingly dazed. The applause continued as I pinned the TCPD's third highest award on her jacket flap, then retreated a step and allowed Teresa to take the full measure of the honor being done to her.
"You got us good, Sheriff." I whispered to the Sheriff as we joined the applause. "I thought you were going to hold off on this."
"It is a Sheriff's privilege to change his mind, Crowbar." Griswold replied. And I, for one, was most very glad he did...
Part 17 - Intelligence, and Lack Of It
"I had no idea this was coming." Teresa gasped as we walked into my office, with Cindy and Tanya following.
"Neither did I." I said as we sat down.
"Here." Cindy said, handing a silver-bordered blue ribbon to Teresa. "Don't want you being out of uniform in front of the Police Commander."
"You've collected the whole set." I said to Teresa. "Joe Smedley is the only other person ever to do that." Teresa nodded as she slid the purple ribbon off the bar of three, replaced it with the blue ribbon, then allowed Tanya to pin them back on; a row of red, white, and blue ribbons and a purple ribbon on top of them.
"I can order you a row of all four, that are smaller then the regular sized ones, if you like." said Cindy. "Easier to pin on."
"Sure." said Teresa. "And congratulations to you, Commander, for earning 'Tanya's Medal'." That was the colloquial name for the Legion of Excellence, as Tanya had been its first recipient.
"I'm honored to be in the room with her." I replied. Tanya's eyes were sparkling a bit more brightly than normal at that.
"O-kayyy." I said, "we have work to do." I typed out an email and sent it, which required the recipients to be in Classroom 'J' at 1:00pm. Teresa 'reply-all'd with an email saying "Do not embarrass me in front of the Police Commander by being late."
"By the wayyyy..." Cindy said, "why didn't you put Corporal Inga Gunddottar on the Detective track and assign her to Vice?" I nodded at Tanya and Teresa.
"She turned it down." Tanya said.
"And it wasn't for lack of trying on our part." Teresa added. "We talked to her a couple of times, and she ended up saying she wanted to stay on the Uniformed track, though she'd be glad to go on raids with the Vice people as part of the 'Takedown Team', if she was needed. We will avail ourselves of her services..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Friday, November 1st. "Ladies and Gentlemen, the Police Commander!" Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle announced as I walked into Classroom 'J'. Everyone stood and came to attention.
"Carry on." I said as I got to the raised flooring at the end and stepped behind the podium. "The purpose of this meeting is to give you your new assignments regarding the new Intelligence Division. If you are in here now, you are affected by this."
Your Iron Crowbar: "First, it should come as absolutely no surprise that Sonali and Lainie are transferred to the Intelligence Division, and are officially the first members of the Team." Everyone applauded mildly, as if this were a BigAgraFoods Board Meeting.
Your Iron Crowbar: "Next up, leadership. You are fortunate to have Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton as the commander of the Intel Division." More applause, and I continued: "Detective Sergeant Roy McGhillie is transferring back to Vice, and will be in tactical command of it. Sergeant McGhillie, you will be working closely with Commander Croyle on getting your people up to speed on what will need to be done."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Joining Lainie and Sonali as civilian techs is LaTasha Thompson. She is taking the Auxiliary Police course now. Your jobs, Lainie and Sonali, will essentially be the same as they've always been, but you now have help and better resources."



Your Iron Crowbar: "Senior Detective Christopher Purvis is being assigned to the Intelligence Division as Lead Financial Crimes guru, which includes everything from laundering drug money to tax violations... and by 'guru' I don't mean he should become good at those crimes, just good at detecting and stopping them." There was polite laughter at the joke.
Your Iron Crowbar: "Joining Mr. Purvis are Senior Patrolman Goodwright, Senior Patrol Officer Penelope Scott, and Senior Patrol Officer Sidney Plant." Penelope 'Penny' Scott was short, attractive, and in good shape; she had been in the Military Police in the Army. Her hair was light brown going on blonde, and except for that (and her height) I could imagine Carole looking something like her when Carole reached adulthood.
Sidney Plant was a nerdy looking male with blondish hair. He was gawky, wore heavy glasses, and had barely passed the Police Academy. But he'd done a good job as a dispatcher and on desk assignments, and being a geek was not a bad thing for an Intel analyst to be. Mary, Tanya, and I all agreed that he would grow to be exceptional in the role.
"So congratulations to you all," I said, "and I believe we're going to have a great Intel Team." Everyone applauded, a bit more than politely this time.
 "Okay," I said, continuing the meeting, "Senior Detective Joanne Warner is on maternity leave when she leaves today..." Joanne waved happily and was applauded by her colleagues. "... and Mr. McGhillie has moved back to Vice. So MCD is getting short-staffed. To fill those gaps, Detectives Roark Coleman and George Newman are transferring to MCD." More polite applause.
Your Iron Crowbar: "And the Vice team is now Detective Sergeant McGhillie, Detectives Grubby Paul and J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry, Detectives Statler and Waldorf, and Senior Patrol Officers Laurer, Hardy, and Drew."
Joan Laurer was black-haired, tall, statuesque, well-built, in great shape, and had a fierce desire to move forward. Cindy had been working in the boxing ring with Joan, and it was our Deputy Chief that had championed moving Joan onto the Detective track and into Vice, and no one else had a problem with it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, in my office...
"I'm going to have Julia partnering directly with Jerome Davis." said Tanya Perlman. "Washington and Parker can partner up while Joanne is on maternity leave. Coleman and Newman were partners in Vice, and we'll leave them that way for now." I nodded.
Tanya: "In Vice, 'Ice Cube' Perry is the Invisible Man; we never see him. Grubby Paul is the only one who knows who he really is, and they've worked out a contact system. So they're partners. Hardy and Drew worked together on Patrol duty; they're formally partners now. Ditto that for Statler and Waldorf. That pretty much leaves Roy McGhillie with Joan Laurer."
"Think he can handle her?" I asked.
"In what way, sir?" Tanya asked with a wicked grin.
"You are just trying to get me caught up in a sexual harassment lawsuit." I said with a wan smile. "Seriously, Laurer is going to be a great Detective, but that powerful motor needs some restraining."
"The best female Police Officers on this Force have her back." said Tanya. "Cindy and Teresa will keep her in line and on the right path."
"And what about my very best female Police Officer?" I asked. "That being you?"
"Uh... sir?" Tanya asked, stunned.
"It's true." I said. "You do more from that wheelchair than most Officers do on all fours. And you've led the Crime Scene Investigators and the Detective Corps to be the best Detective team in the State, if not anywhere. Cindy and Teresa are awesome, but they're not the ones for whom I busted heads to get back onto this Police Force. We would not be what we are without you."
"Thank... thank you, sir." said Tanya, tears running freely down her face. I got up and went over to her and hugged her.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
It was Cindy knocking. "Turn on the TV." she said. I expertly used the remote to turn on the monitor.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News!" said the lovely Indian reporterette from the atrium of City Hall. "The Town & County Assembly has just voted on the final Budget, and full funding for the Police Department was restored! Again, the ten million dollars that 'Black Voices Raised' advocate Coretta K. Scott tried to have removed from the Police budget was restored!"
Priya: "The amendment to restore the Police funds was passed 17-13, as two Democrats crossed Party lines to join fifteen Republicans. None of the black Assemblypersons voted to restore the funds, and every black Assemblyperson voted against the Budget when the final vote was taken."
I turned over to KXTC, just to see what they were saying. Lester 'Penis' Holder was interviewing Coretta K. Scott, who said "Two traitors joined the white Republicans to give the Police the money they need to assault black citizens in the streets. This is a shameful day for those who falsely claim to support the Black Community..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Any issues on the streets?" I asked. "Particularly in minority areas?"
"Nothing at all, sir." said Teresa. "The Press is down there 'interviewing' people on the streets, which I believe is them trying to gin up something more than anything else, but nobody's biting the apple. I diverted a couple of patrols from the central Town areas to locations further south, but nothing seems to be brewing. It's peaceful, so far."
"Let's hope it stays that way." I said. "So, are you coming to Laura's party tonight?"
"Wouldn't miss it." Teresa said. "I especially want to see what happens when Cindy gives Laura her gifts."
"Uh oh." I said. "What's she doing?" Teresa told me. I whimpered.
"Well, I'll be sleeping on the couch with Bowser." I said. "By the way, that blue box on your uniform looks good. It's about time you got a DSM."
Teresa paused, then said "Sir, why did I get it? I know you advocated it to the Sheriff, and he said I'd just gotten promoted so he wanted to wait for a while. What changed his mind? You?"
I shook my head. "I was as surprised as you. I found out when the Sheriff handed me the box and said I was going to pin it on you. But theorizing without data... I think he saw how well you handled the Hospital situation when I was unavailable and worried about Laura. You rose to the occasion and then some. And you did well leading the Officers at Point Hollow, as well. You had it coming, and the Sheriff saw the light on it."
"I'm still giving you a lot of the credit for it." Teresa replied. "Thanks for asking him."
"You're quite welcome." I replied. "It's very well deserved."
"So how do we get Tanya one?" Teresa asked.
I sat back in my chair and said "This is just between you, me, and the katanas, and it shouldn't leave the room. I believe that one day, not like tomorrow but in the next few years, Cindy is going to vacate the Deputy Chief job. She will either become the Sheriff's Department Chief of Staff, or she will retire and go work for her father. When that happens, Tanya is going to be promoted to Deputy Chief, if she's still with the Police Force. And like Zoe Singer getting a DSM when she moved to the EMS branch from Fire Marshal, Tanya's move will also come with a blue-ribboned medal." Teresa nodded.
 "As for you," I said, "your destiny is this office, and the Police Commander/Assistant Chief position that I currently hold. But don't start measuring for carpet and drapes just yet; I intend to stay here for a long, long time."
"I sure hope so." Teresa said. "I've said it before, and I'll say it again: I am here to follow you. When you retire, I retire. If you die and I don't, I'll retire."
"You don't want to be Police Chief one day?" I asked with a grin.
"Not if you're not here, sir." said Teresa, with full seriousness and sincerity. "Not if you're not here..."
Part 18 - Party and Planning
Laura's party was at The Cabin, and it was going to be a big one. Molly and the boys, and Paulina and Tasha were staying for the weekend. Todd and Teresa and their boys, Melina and Daniel and their kids (but not Dorothy), Cindy and Callie and Maggie and Betsy, Tanya and Jack and Pete, the Steeles and Marie, and Sheriff Griswold were also expected to attend.
When Sheriff Griswold arrived, he said "I hope you don't mind me bringing along a friend." To our surprise, he had brought TCPD Captain (Ret.) Leslie Charles.
"Of course we don't mind." I said. "Good to see you, Captain Charles. Come on in."
"Thank you, Commander." said Captain Charles, looking at me with his baleful eyes like he always had when he was with the TCPD. "I hope I get a chance to talk with you for a few minutes, but let me go say hello to Laura first."
Everyone greeted Captain Charles enthusiastically. He congratulated Teresa on her Distinguished Service Medal, then went to greet Laura. He had brought a gift for her, and that got things started to settle in and for Laura to open her gifts. Captain Charles's gift was a bottle of Pappy Van Winkle Reserve.
"I got some advice on that as a gift." said Captain Charles. "A mutual friend hooked me up with it."
"Wonderful!" Laura said. "Thank you so much."
Everyone else had gifts of varying degrees of expense and seriousness. Laura got a bottle of Grey Goose vodka from Molly; a gold bracelet from Paulina; a $50 gift certificate to Laura' favorite department store from Tanya and Jack and their kids; a $100 (50x2) gift certificate to Luigi's (and a reservation time) from Todd and Teresa and their kids; a bottle of expensive bourbon (not Pappy Van Winkle) from Sheriff Griswold; a gold-foil laced set of shot glasses for all that alcohol from Stephanie and Edward Steele.
Next came a coffee mug from Callie with the inscribed words 'Fifty is the Ultimate F-Word', which amused everyone. Maggie also gave Laura a coffee mug, which said 'I'm 25 with 25 years of experience', and also a card that had a list of things that had happened in Laura's birth year.
Then came a gold necklace with a Scorpio scorpion charm attached, from Melina and her family. Yes, Scorpio was Laura's Zodiac sign, but she and Melina both knew it was also representative of Laura's CIA codename: the Scorpion.
My gift was a ring. A diamond was the centerpiece, with two topaz (Laura's birthstone) stones on either side. I told everyone that the two topaz stones were for our two children, and everyone 'awwww'ed at the sentiments. I also told everyone that more gifts were coming Laura's way.
Then came Cindy's gift. "Carole, will you help me with these?" she asked.
"Yes, Aunt Cindy!" Carole said excitedly. A moment later, they brought several bags full of black sympathy cards. A lot of them. Condolence cards, sympathy cards. Cindy and Carole began dumping the cards into Laura's lap, inundating her with them, and making a mess... which was half the fun, of course.
"These were all over my office after the Bulldogs lost to the Wildcats." Cindy said. "So I'm re-gifting them."
"Oh my goodness." Laura said as she looked at some of the cards. "I guess I would've gotten these from my husband if the Wildcats had lost."
"Except that was never going to happen." I said.
"Yeah!" Carole said emphatically. "No matter what Uncle Todd said."
"I just hope the Bulldogs can beat the Wildcats by the time I'm 50." Todd said with his handsome grin. Laura laughed. Carole was having none of it.
The kids presented various presents, from homemade cards to posters with photos. Tasha's card had a photo of her, Laura, and Paulina, which Laura said she liked a lot. Ian, perhaps having his mom's help, gave her a card with a photograph showing Laura petting Bowser, who was looking up at her with pure love in his canine eyes. I told Laura I particularly liked that one. "You would." Laura said with the merest hint of acerbity.
Then came Carole and Marie's booklet. "Why 50 Isn't So Bad." Laura read. She opened the booklet and read: "There are 50 stars in the American Flag." The drawing showed a well-drawn head shot of Laura with the American Flag behind her. "50 is the atomic number of tin, like a Tiger Mom cat on a hot tin roof." The drawing showed Tiger Mom on a tin roof, little squiggly lines under the sun suggesting heat rising. Mind you that this was done by two six-year-olds.
"In the Jewish Kabbalah," Laura read, "there are 50 gates of wisdom." The drawing showed Laura opening a gate, with other gates behind it. "50 millimeters is the focal length of a lens in 35 millimeter photography." The drawing showed Laura using a camera to take a picture. I was now sure that Carole had enlisted some help in the creation of this booklet.
"Fifty is the speed limit in Canada on unmarked roads, which Mommy ignores." said the booklet. Everyone laughed. A drawing of Laura driving her Mercedes was shown. "And 50 is the number of the Golden Jubilee." A drawing showed Laura with a crown on her head.
"God save the Queen." muttered Cindy, meaning the real Queen.
"But most of all, 50 is not bad because Mommy is 50." the book said. A drawing of Laura with a birthday cake with 50 candles was shown. Everyone 'oooh'ed and 'ahhhh'ed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said out loud, "I have to hijack this party for just one moment. I just want to say congratulations to Teresa Croyle for being awarded her Distinguished Service Medal today." Everyone cheered. "Let's all fill our drink glasses for a toast. Sparkling grape juice for you, Carole."
We all toasted Teresa, and Cindy called out "Speech!"
Teresa said "Thank you. I wasn't expecting this, and of course it's not something I ever thought about or sought after. And if it's okay with you all, I want to remember the first person who got all four boxes... Joe Smedley."
"I'll drink to that." said the Sheriff. Leslie Charles nodded vigorously in agreement.
Teresa nodded and said "Joe Smedley was very kind to me, and an inspiration to me. And he was a great cop, a great fireman, and an even better human being. So... to Joe Smedley."
"To Joe Smedley!" we all said, and drank to his memory.
As everyone started to dig into the food, Captain Charles and I went onto the back deck and sat down in front of the lit fire pot. He was to my left, but had pulled the chair close to my place on the loveseat.
"You know," Charles said, "you'd have had all four boxes, but they gave you a second MOV instead."
I nodded. "But like Teresa said, it's not something we aspire to. I will be very happy if I never have reason to be awarded a Police Cross. Anyway, I hear that your son is doing very well with Midtown SWAT."
"Yeah, he is." said Charles. "I'm proud of him. They're doing some good stuff down there, cleaning up that political cesspool. As bad as it once was here, it was never as bad as any given day in Midtown."
"I couldn't agree more." I said agreeably. "So, what did you want to talk about?"
"About what's going on with that I.A. investigation." said Captain Charles. "I want to tell you about Red Squad..."
To be continued.
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Part 18 - Party and Planning (continued)
I settled in, ready to learn some history from TCPD Captain (Ret.) Leslie Charles.
"People like to tell it that the Merger between the Town & County was a merger of equals." said Captain Charles. "It was not. The County Police at the time were almost nothing. They weren't going to bother the rich kids in the northern suburbs, nor on the University campus. And the rest of the unincorporated County was farm fields or the mountain finger. The speed limits of the roads not within the Town City Limits were pretty much full bore 55 mph, so there just weren't a lot of tickets to give out. The County Police mostly kept blacks from in Town coming into the County areas to have sex or use and sell drugs."
Captain Charles: "The County never wanted to merge with the Town, but were finally convinced to when it became apparent that blacks would win a majority on the Town Council. At the time, Harold Malone and Antonio Griswold were both Captains, and it was not clear who was going to win the battle for control of the Police Force. Griswold was installed in the Chief's chair, but Malone had all the sway as Captain of Detectives."
Captain Charles: "And when the Town and County finally merged, not much changed. Griswold was named Police Chief. He had an ally in the Sheriff, but that Sheriff was assassinated. It was made to look like a heart attack, but the Consultant of Crime was behind his murder."
Captain Charles: "But Griswold had a problem: Malone was literally using corrupt elements of the Police Force to enforce his policy of one drug gang paying him off and him eradicating any competition. Malone also exercised discrimination against blacks in things big and small. Griswold is a decent man that did not discriminate on the basis of race, creed, or orientation, but with Malone's squads out there, he couldn't do much."
Captain Charles: "So... and this was before you came along... Griswold, Smedley, and myself began working to try to clean up the mess. It was hard going: we thought we were just battling Malone; we had no idea we had the Consultant putting his weight behind Malone. Anyway, when we saw that Malone had Officers clustering, we tried to split them apart, but he had ways around that. So what we did was identify good Officers and bring in other good Officers, and they were the basis of what became 'Red Squads'."
"Ohhhhhh." I said, a dawn of understanding lighting my eyes. "The Red Squads were the good guys!"
"Yes." said Charles. "Now in those days, we had the Orange Order and even the Blood Order... but Malone's people were in the Orange Order, too, so the Blood Order wasn't what it became later. Therefore, Griswold and I used the so-called 'Red Squads' to fight back against Malone's corrupt units. While Malone's guys were clearing out drug pushers that hadn't paid him protection money, we were going after the gangs that were supposed to be left alone, hoping to create distrust of Malone in the gangs. They also did what they could to stop the more overt racial discrimination, forcing Malone's squads to be a lot more careful when they did go on the offensive against blacks."
Captain Charles: "But something or someone, which we now know was the Consultant of Crime, was ahead of us, and warned the gangs of our Red Squads's actions. The perps would either not be where we thought they'd be, or they'd be setting up ambushes for us, which ended up getting Smedley and Croyle a lot of Purple Orders."
Captain Charles: "And then you came along, Commander. And you did not need a 'Red Squad'; you were a walking one-man Red Squad with a Crowbar unto yourself, and you annihilated all of the corruption. Smedley was already gone, and just between us, he was mentally gone, as well. I retired and Griswold retired, then you made Griswold run for Sheriff. And with you having cleaned up the filth of the Augean Stables, there was really no more need for a 'Red Squad', so we quietly let them fade into the background."
Captain Charles: "Griswold also started working the Blood Order into a new version of the 'Red Squad', knowing that the membership was the best of the best that the Police Force had. So the Red Squads were essentially no more. So whatever is going on now, is outside the scope of what we did in the past." I nodded.
"What is Efram Elliot's role in all this? I asked.
"He was Internal Affairs back in those days." said Charles. "He kept himself safe the way McGinty did, and like J. Edgar Hoover did... amassing a good bit of dirt on Malone and other corrupt officials in this County. Elliot was a decent guy, still is as far as I know, but he also knew where his bread was buttered. And while he's never said a word about it, Griswold and I now believe he knew of the Consultant's existence, though maybe not who he was, and Elliot treaded carefully among those quicksands and land mines."
I nodded. "So any idea on what's going on now?" I asked.
"No." said Captain Charles. "Except for Griswold, I have no more real contacts inside the TCPD. You've replaced all my old geezers with 'young whippersnappers', as Grizz calls them." I chuckled, and Charles said "That's okay, though; I'm too old to fight these wars anymore, and I'm enjoying retirement. This upcoming fight is all yours... and I think you've positioned yourself and the Police Fore to win it."
"Thanks." I said. "And thanks for all this information." I stood up (he was not going to, out of respect as I outranked him), he stood up, we shook hands, and joined the rest of the group inside.
I also knew that Captain Charles had told me all this because the Sheriff couldn't; Griswold needed 'plausible deniability' on this...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good party." Paulina said as she and I came out onto the back deck after everyone had left. Molly was getting some tired kids ready for bed, and Laura was getting herself ready for bed. I was taking the dogs out, and had invited Paulina to join me on the deck.
"So," I said as we sat together on the metal mesh loveseat, enjoying the warmth of the fire and each other's warm bodies, "how are things in the D.A.'s Office?"
"Same as ever; nothing's changed." Paulina replied. "I think Chief Moynahan adding his weight to her battles with you has been good for the Police Department, and for me. She must've really pissed him off in some way; it's obviously more than just him taking up for you and the Detectives."
"That could well be." I said. "What I wanted to ask you about, was your plans for the future."
"They're just kind of open right now." Paulina said. "My brother T-Square said he'll have my back if I want to go into private practice. I could get any number of jobs in any number of legal firms, and Laura could pull some strings and get me a teaching position in the University Law School, though not a tenured professorship. But you know I'm not really interested in that. I like being a Prosecutor, and part of the 'Law & Order' team putting perps like Peter Blassingame in prison."
I nodded. "And you're damn good at it." I said. "But there's another idea that I want to run by you, just to think about. Have you considered running for a spot on the Judicial Bench? Becoming a judge?"
Paulina said "A little bit. Franklin (Washington) is thinking about it, too, and he is very strongly considering running directly against Harry Nance."
I said "And we're getting our fourth judicial position back, and Magistrate Court is about to come open to an election next year. So it's something for you to think about, if you've ever even considered it. I suspect we'll see a raft of announcements for candidacies for many local, State, and even Federal positions after next Tuesday's Election, with one year to go until the next big one."
Paulina said "I'll give it some thought. If Savannah Fineman beats out Ted Mason for the Solicitor job, Mason won't be an ADA nor a DDA; he will be gone. And if Franklin does run for a Bench position and wins, then Walters will really need me to stay on. And I'll be fine with that, if she leaves me alone to work with you and the Detectives."
"I agree that it comes down to the Mason-Fineman race." I agreed.
"Think Fineman will win?" Paulina said. "Going to endorse her?"
"I'm not going to endorse her, I can tell you that." I said with alacrity. "Can she win? I dunno... I really have no idea..."
Part 19 - Elections Matter
Please to remember...
"Remember, remember, the Fifth of November
The Gunpowder Treason and plot;
I know of no reason why gunpowder treason
Should ever be forgot.
Guy Fawkes, Guy Fawkes,'twas his intent.
To blow up King and Parli'ment.
Three score barrels of powder below.
To prove old England's overthrow.
By God's Providence he was catch'd,
With a dark lantern and burning match
Holloa boys, Holloa boys, let the bells ring
Holloa boys, Holloa boys, God save the King!"
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, November 5th. "It's the most important Election Day in years!"
Bettina began: "Many newly created seats are up for grabs, including for the new School Board, Public Works Board, and Public Utilities Board. But none are more important than the Inspector General post, and Commissioner Finneran, who has been endorsed by KXTC, has a solid lead over incumbent I.G. Horace S. Wellman!"
Bettina: "And in other news, the Town & County Council met yesterday in 'emergency' session to ratify the Town & County Assembly's Budget for next year. The Budget included full funding for the Police Force, which many in the Minority communities strongly opposed. By calling it an 'emergency' session, the Council skirted around laws requiring a pre-announced meeting, also drawing complaints from black leaders and social justice groups, who accused the Assembly and the Council of ramming the Police funding through without the People having a chance to comment on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Does KXTC not remember the well-attended Assembly mee-tinnnnng?" drawled the Chief as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Chief!" I exclaimed in mock shock. "Are you suggesting the Media is going to let the facts get in the way of their agenda-based narrative?"
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "Must've slipped my mind."
"Is that true about Finneran being ahead?" Cindy asked.
"Not from what I'm hearing." growled Sheriff Griswold. "It's a toss-up right now. Wellman took my advice to have poll watchers at all the polling places, and we're going to make sure there is no mischief where they're counting the votes tonight. I'm hoping we can head off any fraud that Finneran's people might try."
Teresa said "Todd's people are telling him that, too... that Finneran doesn't have the lead that the Press claims he does."
Cindy said "I know that the Press, especially KXTC, is going to be dishonest about the numbers. But how can pollsters get it wrong so much? Because they oversample Democrats?"
"That's some of it." I said. "But it's also because of the respondents. Like with Governor Jared last time: anyone who said out loud that they were for Jared ran the risk of being bullied, threatened, maybe even physically assaulted. But then the only poll that mattered came out... the one on Election Day... and the Press proclaimed themselves shocked, shocked! at the result."
"Har." grunted Griswold. "He's right, you know."
"How's the turnout?" Tanya asked. "Since Bettina didn't mention it, does that mean it's low?"
"It's fair-to-middlin'." Teresa replied. "I came in at 6:00am. We deployed a strong presence at the polling places, to keep any Black Panthers from showing up that the Iron Crowbar might be compelled to go beat up." We all laughed at that, then Teresa said "But it's not heavy, except in the northern suburbs. The County High areas are very much into this School Board thing. So I scaled back the visible presence in case the Media wanted to make something out of it."
"Speaking of school-aged children," Tanya asked in Teresa's direction, "little Doug is six now?" Tanya asked Teresa.
"Yes." said Teresa. "His birthday was yesterday. They're growing up so fast."
"And Ross is five today." I said. "He knows the Guy Fawkes poem, since it's Guy Fawkes Day and his mother is Canadian."
"What does Carole say Ross is going to be when he grows up?" Tanya asked with a cherubic grin and a gleam in her eye.
"She never has said, as far as I know." I replied. "But Molly says Ross wants to be a Police Officer. Must run in the family..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Turnout is fair, but not heavy." Teresa reported at 11:30am. "I've returned the Patrols to their regular routes. We'll 'surge' back up about an hour before the polls close, but I'm really not expecting any problems."
"Okay, then." I said. "Excellent work. So, I don't know what your lunch plans were, but I'd like for you to come to the Cop Bar with me to meet Jack Muscone. My treat, if Jack doesn't pick up the tab."
"An offer I can't refuse." Teresa said. "Sure. Thanks."
 
We left moments later. I was driving my Police SUV, and Teresa was looking in the mirror a lot and scanning the roads as we went along. "Got a vibe on something?" I asked, meaning it lightly.
"A little bit of one, sir." Teresa said. "When you said something about them knowing you were at lunch when the Assemblywoman came into Police Headquarters, it got me to thinking that someone might be tailing you or watching you. I'm just looking to see."
I nodded. "That's Iron Wolf thinking there." I said. "Seen any KXTC Press vans?"
"Do they still have any?" Teresa retorted. "Seriously, I've been watching for any Press vans or vehicles, but I haven't seen any."
We got to the Cop Bar without incident. Going inside, we were taken to the back 'Command' room. FBI SAC Jack Muscone and ASAC Karina White were waiting for us.
"Congratulations on your Distinguished Service Medal." Jack said to Teresa after re-introducing Karina.
"Thank you." Teresa said politely. "Have you told Don the news?"
"No," said Jack, "and that was one of the things I was going to tell him at this lunch today."
"What, did you finally set a date?" I asked humorously.
"Yes." said Muscone, and he was serious. "She finally set it. Next Spring. March 28th."
"Well! It's about damned time." I said, with big grin on my face. "Congratulations."
"It sounds like a ways off," said Jack, "but it's going to sneak up on us. So I hope my Best Man is ready to handle things."
"Oh yeah." I said. "According to this DSM recipient, here, all I do is sit around and twiddle my thumbs, so this will give me something to do." Jack and Karina chuckled, and Teresa's eyes glinted.
"You guys have so much fun." Karina said wistfully. "We have good rapport, and it got a lot better after that incident with Halsey, but we have have that certain decorum that keeps things stiff and formal."
"That's this guy's fault." Teresa said, nodding her head sideways at Muscone. "We're giving Tanya new ideas to loosen him up."
"Oh, I'm a party animal, compared to Martin Nash." said Muscone. "And I bring him up because he's been reassigned. To Washington. And guess to whom."
"Please don't tell me Robin Isley." I said.
Teresa said "Knowing Nash, probably the Office of Professional Review."
"Wow, spot on!" Jack said approvingly. "You're right. He's with Supervisory Agent Grimes now." I remembered Grimes from his past visit to our Headquarters. (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 03.)
"Good job!" I said. "Here, hold this." I held up the red crowbar.
"Don't need it, sir." Teresa said. She turned to Karina and said "Long running joke between us."
"I understand." said Karina. "But I remember how I felt when Don handed it to me. It was like I had Thor's Hammer in my hands." (Author's note: 'Only Time', Ch. 03.)
"She still has the one I gave her for the Police Boxing Matches." I said. "So I'm holding out hope she sees the light."
Teresa moved to change the subject: "So Nash is with Grimes now?" she asked Jack.
"Yes." said Muscone. "I'm not sure what's going on with that. Dr. Isley is now with the FBI's Science and Technology Directorate, and from what I hear she's keeping her head down. I heard she wrote a nice review of me and Owen Lange, too."
I nodded. "What about Curtis Halsey?" I asked. Karina scowled at hearing the name.
"Also back in Washington." said Muscone.
"I'm pushing hard on the charges and my complaints against him." said Karina. "They tried to get me to drop it, but I told them I'd file a sexual harassment lawsuit, saying they were pressuring me to drop it because I'm a woman. I'm not letting that one go, no matter what. Not this time."
"Good." I said. "And keep pushing it until they put that bastard in jail."
"Yes, please do." said Teresa. "I was the pilot of that chopper he tried to shoot down. I've added my own complaints to the FBI and BATFE about him."
"Good." said Jack. "So, guys, what about Dominic Ellis? And before you answer, let me just say that the FBI's ballistic people went nuts when you got right back up from him shooting you in the chest at point-blank range. I mean... c'mon Don, that had to hurt."
"What is pain?..." I said cryptically, making Teresa crack a grin, at long last. I then said "Yes, it hurt, but it was more important to rise up again in front of the Press and all those Agents. And it was worth the pain to make that impression upon them."
"As to Dominic Ellis," Teresa said, "He's rotting in a cell at County Jail, two doors down from Jack Logan, awaiting trial. One thing we found out is that his mother and Jocelyn Moran of the USDOJ Civil Rights Division are half-sisters; same mother but different fathers. So that might be at least some of the motive for the shocking change in him after a good start to his career."
Muscone said "We found out that what Don hypothesized is true: Ellis did a lot of intimidating witnesses, such as hooking people to lie detector equipment without their consent and without them realizing they could refuse it. He also did a lot of the 'if you ask for a lawyer, you're obstructing a Federal investigation' stuff that a lot of LEOs are using more and more."
"Yeah, and I'm getting pissed at that, too." I said. "Asking for one's Constitutional rights to be observed is not Obstructing Justice, and I've warned my entire Police Department that a threat like that is grounds for discipline up to and including termination."
Teresa said "I guess with a straight arrow like Nash, SSA Grimes won't be allowing the stuff that he allowed Ellis to do."
Muscone: "That's the FBI's theory, anyway. But don't be too sure. Nash is very capable of coloring outside the lines, if his hackles are up enough. I heard he had something of a falling out with his uncle, the retired Deputy Director."
"Over what?" Teresa asked. Muscone became uncomfortable, and stammered a bit. I rescued him.
"Let's just pretend you didn't ask that question." I said quietly to Teresa. "It's one of those that you really don't want an answer to." Teresa nodded, realizing it had to do with my 'enhanced interrogation' under the Hospital, from which she had rescued me. (Author's note: 'Secrets', Ch. 03.)



I then said more loudly: "I heard about that rift, and I wondered if there was some play-acting going on with that. They must think that Your Iron Crowbar is an Agency of the Weak-Minded." Teresa nodded. Muscone looked shocked. Karina White squinted her eyes, letting the gears turn in her head. She was definitely what I (positively) thought she was.
"So how's the jury tampering case going?" Karina asked, expertly changing the subject, referring to the Peter Blassingame case. (Author's note: 'Vox Populi, Vox Dei'.)
"Poorly." said Teresa. "The low level perps just will not give up the higher level people. They're not taking deals, they're not responding to threats... not even the ubiquitous 'obstruction of justice' charge added on... and unless we get a huge break, I don't see how we get any further along with it." I nodded vigorously in agreement with her analysis.
I added: "We also have to be careful with it. We got the guilty verdict, but if Gwen Munson gets wind of this stuff, she might be the one to ask for a mistrial based on jury tampering, even though it didn't work."
Muscone nodded. "Interesting, the legal angles of it. I gotta hand it to Gwen Munson; she's a real pit bull when it comes to the law. If I were in legal trouble, I'd probably want her as my representation."
"I wouldn't." Teresa said. "What has she actually won?"
"The only times she loses is when she comes up against the Iron Crowbar." said Muscone. "And that sort of leads into why I asked you to this lunch. Things got calm enough for me and my people to hear the bubbling under the surface of some things coming up. One is Jocelyn Moran's attempts to bring civil rights charges against Mayor Allgood. We thought we had that tamped down, but it appears they only made a tactical retreat to regroup and come out fighting even harder. Melina's watching that very carefully, since her husband is involved." I nodded.
Muscone: "The second thing concerns the Jerry Morelli case, particularly involving his wife Betty." (Author's note: 'Film Noir'.) "Ashton Cardigan told me that someone accessed the FBI's files on that, and in a hacking kind of way. Crenshaw and Jenkins also mentioned some phone calls about that case, and your bringing Betty to the City to testify. That wasn't during Crenshaw and Jenkins's time, so they had nothing to tell about it. But it's weird that it came up... and at the same time as this data hack."
"As Cindy's father says," I said, "there are no coincidences in the Universe. It may be nothing, but if you hear anything else, let me know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party for Ross was fairly well attended: Carole, Marie, Tasha, Jim, Ian, and Betsy were there, of course, as were their mothers. Tanya and Jack brought Pete Feeley and his big step-sisters Jennifer and Tiffany. Teresa brought Doug, Mike, and Jack Burke. Daniel Allgood brought Patricia and Daniel, although they weren't related to Ross by blood. Edward R. Steele had come, and of course Our Sheriff Antonio Griswold was in attendance.
"Melina's on a mission." Jack Muscone told me quietly. "She just sends a text that she's going to be out, and I say 'Have a nice time.'; I don't even ask for details." I nodded.
Teresa told me "Todd went up to Apple Grove this afternoon. There was a small fire in their new mask plant. No one was hurt and no serious damage was done, but he and Teddy Franklin and Barry Oliver went up to check it out. So I brought the boys over."
The kids had fun with Ross opening presents, and the cake and ice cream after dinner. I told the kids that we adults were watching Election returns, and that I was DVRing 'The Flash' for them to watch later in the week.
The adults were twittering like parakeets when Tanya announced that her wedding date was set. This gave the women the excuse to cluster in the greatroom while the men were relegated to the front room to watch television. Paulina, Teresa, and Cindy moseyed over to see the returns from time to time.
"Okay," I said as the polls closed. "Who's gonna win?"
"As long as it's not Finneran for I.G.," Teresa said, "I'll be okay with everything else."
"What did your exit polling tell you, Sheriff?" I asked Sheriff Griswold.
"It could be very close." growled Griswold. "The minority areas are pretty solidly for Finneran, and they came out today in good numbers because of the School Board races. We couldn't get a read on the northside, though. And neither could anyone else. People up there were not responding to the surveyors on the phones, and wouldn't talk to the exit pollers today."
"How could anyone be for that pedophile Finneran?" Daniel Allgood asked.
"With the Left," said Edward Steele, "things like that don't matter. They excuse rapists, even murderers... as long as they're Democrats. For a Republican, it would be a disaster to have something like that discovered. For a Democrat, the only thing they consider a crime is to agree with the Republicans on anything."
Sheriff Griswold said "I'm more worried about the response by the Black Community to Finneran's anti-Police platform. That's pretty much all he ran on: that he would really sock it to the Police. And not just you, Don. If Finneran is elected, he's going to do everything he can to crush any Officer for any thing, even if they did the right thing."
"Like when Hicks and Gunddottar shot those two guys who were trying to kill Holloway and Parker last year." Daniel Allgood said. (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 01.) "If Finneran had been I.G. then, he would've tried to end their careers. Don are you sure putting the I.G. position in the hands of the Electorate was a good idea?"
"What else could we have done?" I asked back. "And as to your example, the Inquest Boards we set up are meant to have a degree of independence from the I.G. as well as Council and other political groups."
"You're right, Crowbar." grunted Griswold. "But it will still be a disaster for the Police if Finneran is elected I.G..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00pm, the kids began tiring out, and a process of getting them ready for bed began. Yes, it was a weeknight slumber party, with the boys in the attic room and the girls in the third bedroom.
At 9:30pm or so, I began making observations. "KXTC has not talked about the I.G. race much at all, while KFXU has talked about it a lot." 
"That's because the northern suburbs vote is coming in earlier than the southside." growled Griswold. "And Finneran is getting killed up there."
The Sheriff was getting a lot of texts, which irritated Bowser but gave us good information. We'd seen on television that Finneran's campaign party at one of the hotels on the southside was attended almost exclusively by young blacks. Horace S. Wellman's campaign party at the University Hotel was attended by seasoned politicians who didn't want to get on the bad side of Horace's brother, University President Sidney P. Wellman.
"It's tightening up." said the Sheriff. "And this last text is from Val Jared. Republicans are getting slaughtered in special elections all over the State, especially the suburbs. That does not bode will for next year."
"And the Press will be telling us all about that." I replied softly. And then I got a text. To my surprise, it was Alison McFarland, publisher of the Town & County Examiner. "The mood of the people at the Finneran party is beginning to drop." I announced. "Word is that the numbers they were expecting on the southside are not materializing."
By now all of the women were coming into the front room, many dragging chairs to sit in. I had not been chivalrous about giving up my rocking chair with its lumbar support pillow.
"What's the latest?" Cindy asked as she pulled her chair around next to mine.
"Democrats are cleaning up on the School boards." I said. "I reeeeeealy thought the angry residents of the wealthy subdivisions like the Heritage Cloisters would elect Republicans, but that hasn't happened."
"Since the elections are nonpartisan this year," Cindy replied, "I suspect the voters don't really know who is for what Party. Next year? Look out." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Bettina is looking more and more unhappy." Tanya noted as the MILF redheaded reporterette gave an update. The KFXU screen showed Priya Ajmani at the Horace Wellman campaign party, which had more of a buzz about it.
At 10:30, our cellphones began lighting up, particularly our Police cellphones. Mine, the Sheriff's, the Mayor's business cellphone, Cindy's, even Teresa's. Bowser barked his displeasure at the noise. So did I.
"I can't believe this." I said. "It's the Press. Bettina is actually calling me on my Police iPhone." I did not answer.
Cindy answered hers. "Hi, Priya." she said. "No, Don has no comment. No, he's not coming to the phone, and he's not answering his..."
"Here we go." growled Sheriff Griswold as Catrina Pierce came onto the KFXU screen.
"And the Fox Eight Decision Desk is making our projection now!" Pierce said. "Fox Eight News projects that Horace S. Wellman has won the race for Inspector General! It is expected that I.G. Wellman's 54-46% lead will hold up, as 98% of the precincts have reported!" The camera went to the side room where University President Sidney P. Wellman was congratulating his brother on the win.
It would be another 45 minutes before Bettina would 'concede' that Finneran had lost. When she got on the air, she finally admitted "The Channel Two News Decision Desk has projected that Wellman has defeated Finneran by a 52-48% margin. While not all of the vote is in from the southern parts of Town, our analysts cannot find any path to victory for Commissioner Finneran..."
KXTC showed Finneran's speech, which was full of anger and hate. He did not concede, saying that not all the vote was counted, and that every minority vote needed to be counted before the election was official. Then he said that the minorities of the Town & County would be enduring another year of physical abuse and racial discrimination at the hands of the Town & County Police.
"But he didn't mention your name, Don." Tanya observed. "I wonder why that is?"
"Nor has KXTC." replied Jack Muscone.
"I wonder why not." Teresa mused. "Any ideas, Don?"
"It's a strangeness, fer sure." I muttered. Everyone knew that I'd just attached importance to that phenomenon, though I had no explanation...
Part 20 - The Cycle Never Stops
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 6th, from the anchor desk in the KXTC studios. "We are bringing you continuing coverage of the fallout from last night's Election results!"
Bettina began: "In a shocking result that did not match polling going into the Election nor the exit polling during the day, Board of Inquiry Commissioner Finneran lost his bid to rein in Police brutality by being defeated for the Inspector General position by incumbent Horace S. Wellman, a close crony of Mayor Daniel Allgood and Police Commander Donald Troy. The final numbers were 53-47%. We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling to tell us what to think about these numbers. Mr. Frazier, what happened here?"
The split screen showed Frazier at a seeming remote location, but was just the the other end of the studio. He said "Bettina, there were two major factors in Mr. Finneran's defeat. First, the minority communities voted in strong numbers, but did not vote early. They voted on Election Day, and as a result they were swayed by the smear campaign against Mr. Finneran for his past associations with the NAMbLA political group."
"Also," continued Finneran, "suburban women, who have turned away from Val Jared and the Republicans's policies, did not cast their votes for the more liberal Finneran, but voted to maintain the status quo with I.G. Wellman."
"Thank you, Karl." Bettina said woodenly as the television image switched back to her. "Although this School Board election was officially nonpartisan, the composition appears to be evenly divided between candidates that leaned Republican and those that leaned Democrat, very similar to the dead-even splits in the Town & County Assembly and Council. The first mission of the new School Board will be to redraw the School District lines, which were drawn by the Charter Commission using computer modeling specifically for this one special election."
Bettina: "And the next Election cycle has already begun! Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman issued a press release throwing her hat into the ring for Solicitor, opposing incumbent Ted Mason if he chooses to run again. We are also waiting to hear from Inspector General Wellman, as sources tell Channel Two News that he may choose not to run for the I.G. post again next year...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What, was Commander Troy not available for comment?" Cindy Ross asked acerbically as we drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"No accusations of a stolen election?" added Tanya Perlman.
"They didn't feature Penis Holder in their coverage?" added Teresa Croyle.
"They're still processing it all." I said. "They haven't figured out what to tell us to think yet."
"But you have processed it, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief. I couldn't tell if he was throwing me shade or was serious.
"Not much to process." I said. "Once it came out that Finneran was essentially a pedophile, it was over. Horace Wellman didn't even run a campaign, hardly. He was twiddling his thumbs even more than certain Klingon warriors in last year's Sheriff election."
Sheriff Griswold did not deign to reply, but literally sat and twiddled his thumbs as his mustaches twitched merrily. My Angels's faces showed great amusement.
"Thank God Finneran did lose." said Teresa. "We might have had a Police strike within a few months if he'd won... or so I'm told."
"You were told correctly." I said. "I heard the same scuttlebutt among the rank and file."
"As did Iiiiii." drawled the Chief.
"And it's not over yet." said the Sheriff. "First, I heard that Finneran might maneuver himself onto one of those Citizens Oversight Boards that might be on the Board of Inquest juries. And second... Bettina's sources are right, for a change. Horace really detested having to run for I.G. as an elected position. He's not going to do it again, and he'll announce it no later than Thanksgiving. He told me to get a replacement candidate ready, and soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I took care of business, and asked for the Friday after Thanksgiving and the next Monday as vacation days, saying that I would be out of Town. The Chief approved it after I told him that I had tickets to the Wildcats-State U. game, which would be Jamaal Washington's last regular season college game, and I was going to take Carole to it.
At 10:00am, Helena buzzed me that Lt. Commander Ted Orosco wanted to see me, and I had her usher him in After getting him seated, I said "So what's up?"
Orosco said "I came in to update you on that 'Red Squad' investigation. I'm shutting it down... the investigation, that is."
"What did you find?" I asked.
Orosco seemed to be the slightest bit nervous as he said "If there was something there, they've realized it, and they're laying low. I'm not seeing any more 'clumps' of Officers meeting at odd times and places. I might add that I touched base with Assistant EMS Chief Singer, to see if Firefighters were exhibiting the same behavior while she was the Fire Marshal. There was some past evidence of it, but none now."
I nodded, then said: "I agree there was something before, but nothing now. That shows a guilty conscience... and therefore there really was some smoke there."
Orosco nodded. "My official report, which I'll send to you, the Chief, the Sheriff, and the I.G. as soon as I finish writing it up, is going to say that there is no evidence there is now or ever was a 'Red Squad', nor any evidence of activities within the Police Force that were or are, shall we say, 'extracurricular' in nature."
"Okay, good" I said. "Before you go, I want to ask you something, and don't misconstrue it. I have word that I.G. Wellman won't run again for I.G. Would you have any desire to run for it?"
"No sir." said Orosco with alacrity. "Happy where I am, if you're happy with me here."
"I am, I am." I said reassuringly. "So who would you like to see in the I.G. position? Speak freely and speak frankly."
"Anyone but Finneran." said Orosco. "That guy is really, really dirty, and I'm not just talking about the pedophilia rumors about him. But to your question, sir... I think Daniel Allgood would be great in the I.G. position. He ran a good I.A. shop while he was here, and he wouldn't have to put up with the pile of horse manure he's having to deal with now as Mayor. Why anyone would want to endure what he's enduring, I don't know, but I.G. would be a far happier place for him than Mayor..."
"Those are good thoughts." I said. "I'll talk to Daniel, see what he wants to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm, Wednesday, November 6th. After supper with my family, I drove over the mountain to Sheriff Griswold's home on Lake Reservoir.
"Back here, Crowbar!" I heard him call out. He was next to his fire pot in the backyard, near the lake, and had a good fire going in it. I went over and sat down in the chair he had ready for me.
"Here, try this bourbon." Griswold said, pouring me a healthy shot of a special reserve of bourbon he'd just acquired. I sniffed it, savoring the aroma, then took a swig of it. After swallowing it, I sucked in my breath, tasting the charcoal from the charred barrels in which it had been aged at least 18 years.
"Wow, that's good." I said truthfully.
He'd been watching me, and said "I'm glad to see you know how to sample good bourbon properly, Crowbar. Maybe one day I'll convert you to bourbon from Scotch."
"I dunno, sir." I said. "Scotch is similar in that I can really taste how the single malts are made. Add a drop of water and that wonderful aroma and the flavors come out. So maybe I'll teach an old dog a new trick and convert you to Scotch."
"You're a great Detective, Crowbar," the Sheriff growled, "but you are not a miracle worker." I chuckled and he chuckled, and we watched the fire and the blackness of the lake beyond as we sipped our drinks. Finally, Griswold said "So what's up, Crowbar?"
I said "Orosco is dropping his investigation of these so-called 'Red Squads'. He'll have his final write-up in a day or two."
"Good." the Sheriff barked. "And I know you didn't ask him to drop it. So there's nothing there?"
"No," I said, "since they never did anything, there's nothing to accuse them of. Which is good. I won't have to make a decision about it."
"You handled it well, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "And what decision would you have to have made?"
"I'd've had to have Orosco push it up to Wellman." I said. "But now I don't have to."
The Sheriff nodded. After another round of bourbon and more watching the fire and the lake, he broke the silence: "So you're not going to ask why?"
"I wasn't." I said. "But okay, satisfy a Wild-cat's curiosity: Why did you and Teresa Croyle create those Red Squads?"
The Sheriff chuckled, his mustaches twitching merrily in the eerie orange light of the fire. "I should've known you'd figure it out. And I didn't come to you about it in order to give you plausible deniability. The Press is making up lies about you as it is; I sure as hell don't want to give them anything else to attack you about."
I nodded. "I get that part. But why did you think we needed them?"
Griswold sipped his bourbon, then started: "Leslie Charles and I started the precursors to the Red Squads back in the days when Harold Malone was running his enterprises virtually unchecked. You know about all that, so I won't bore you nor let you drink all my bourbon while I rehash it." I chuckled at that.



Griswold: "Which brings us to present day. Crowbar, I'd like to think my actions opposing Malone's blatant racism were noticed and appreciated. And I know that your fairness to people of all ethnicities and religions is well known. But there are big problems elsewhere, especially in the big cities. Relations between the black community and the Police are not only very bad, I believe it's not going to take much for riots to break out, like 'Ferguson' or the Rodney King riots."
Griswold: "And with the God-damned Media ready to pounce and to gin up as much race hatred as they possibly can? It could be a bloodbath. The Media worked hand in glove with the Antifa thugs to cause as much harm and as much property damage as they could possibly gin up." I nodded in total agreement.
Griswold: "The gist of it, Crowbar, is that all the goodwill I ever built up with the Black Community, and the even better things you have done for the Black Community... will be up in smoke, perhaps literally, if even one bad cop does something that gets a black person hurt or killed. It's gotten to the point where just one Sergeant McCombs or Officer Hendricks could literally cause a city to be burned down with just one harmful action in front of the Press. And all the goodwill we've build up would be gone, down the toilet in one big flush."
Griswold: "So when you asked Croyle and Orosco to start looking to see what Officers needed to be monitored, I knew you were thinking along similar lines... but that wasn't enough. I also knew that the Press's rabid hatred of you would prevent you from doing some things that had to be done. So I egregiously went around you and to Ms. Croyle. We maneuvered trusted Officers into places and into groups to keep an eye on the bad seeds, and be ready to oppose the bad seeds like the 'Red Squads' of old did.
Griswold: "But Orosco, doing what you asked him to do, stumbled onto what we were doing. Fortunately, he became fixated on the possibility of the Blood Order being behind it, giving us time to back our real 'Red Squads' off. And that, Crowbar, is the whole story."
I nodded, then said "And really, nothing illegal was done. So you were trying to prevent a bad seed from creating a racial incident between blacks and the Police."
"That's right." said Griswold. "Maybe I'm being overly cautious or paranoid."
I said "And we know what you say about 'paranoia'. I agree with you that racial tensions are getting bad, and I fully blame the God-damned American Mainstream Media for a lot of it. I do believe that the Black Community has legitimate complaints. But the Socialists will hijack their message and any peaceful protests with violence, aided by a rabidly corrupt American Mainstream Media."
Griswold asked "So you think the Anarchists will use legitimate peaceful protests for their own ends?"
I replied: "With respect, Chief, the violent protesters, the violent thugs, are NOT 'anarchists'. They are Socialists. Their intent and purpose is the destruction of the Constitution and the overthrow of Government of the People, by the People, for the People. And yes, they will hijack and drown out peaceful protests with the purpose and intent of destruction as their goal."
"And furthermore to this subject," I said, "the Antifa thugs's and Socialists's ultimate goal is 'Patriotism = Racism'. Oppose Flag-burning? You're a racist. Oppose 'kneeling' demonstrations during the National Anthem? You're a racist. Support the Constitution? You're a racist. Respect the Founding Fathers? You're a racist. Just ask the Media; they're more than happy to accuse you of it. To the American Mainstream Media, Patriotism equals Racism. You heard it here first. Mark my words..."
Part 21 - Epilogue
Saturday, November 9th. I was leaving the office after a half-day, headed to The Cabin to join others in watching the Bulldogs play the Tigers, followed by the Georgia Bulldogs playing the Auburn Tigers in the South's oldest rivalry.
Traffic was a nightmare on game day, but Your Iron Crowbar had the advantage of driving a Police SUV, and I was permitted (by the TCPD Police Commander) to drive on closed roads and cut through traffic. It is good to be the Police Commander.
Laura was staying at the Mountain Nest, with Paulina and Cindy's mom Maggie staying with her. At The Cabin were Cindy, Callie, Betsy, Todd, Teresa, Doug, Mike, Jack Burke, Edward Steele, Marie, and of course Carole, Jim, Tasha, Ross, and Ian.
Half an hour before game time, there was a knock on the door. It was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, in one of his ubiquitous and stereotypical FBI suits and ties. I had him come in, and he greeted everyone.
"Don, I'm sorry to bother you at this time, but can we talk?" Muscone said.
"Sure, let's go out on deck." I said. We made out way outside. It was a beautiful day, temperatures in the low 50s, and the mountainside beneath us was a wonderful Autumn display of reds, oranges and yellows.
"What's going on?" I asked as we sat down, me in my normal spot, Jack in the chair to my left. Tiger Mom had come out and walked along the rail to see who was visiting, and had sat down to watch us. She must be easily entertained, I thought to myself.
"I was at the Federal Building all morning." said Muscone. "Some things have come up, and I thought I'd come by and tell you before I'm told to not tell you."
"Couldn't just tell Tanya, and have her tell me?" I asked, meaning it humorously. Jack took the question very seriously.
"Noooooo." he said. "I finally got her to set a date. We've agreed to leave work at the front doorstep and not bring it into our home. Unless it's a life-or-death emergency, I won't use her as a conduit to you, and you shouldn't use her to contact me, again if it's not life-or-death."
"That's fair." I said. "So, what brought you into work on a beautiful football Saturday?"
"First," said Muscone, "Amber Harris was transferred out of Sunnydale Medium Security Prison and into Midvale Minimum Security Prison. The reason given was her pregnancy; she's due sometime in January. But I have a contact at Sunnydale that said there was some sort of altercation there, but she didn't know what it was. If you have a contact that can get more on that, Don, you might want to look into it."
"I can try." I said. "What else?"
"As you know, Melina was sent out on a mission." Jack said. "Karina White has developed a bit of a friendship with Melina, which is surprising considering they are not what we'd think are compatible personality types..."
"Harumph." I muttered. "Melina and Joanne Warner are really close friends, and they're about as opposite personalities as you could have. But I've interrupted you, and I apologize."
"No problem, your interruptions usually add more than my original narrative." Muscone said. "But here's the rub: Karina and I have both noticed that whenever Melina gets sent on a mission, it's usually to get her out of the way, or she herself has ginned it up to get herself out of the way. In this case, I've gotten some info that the USDOJ's Civil Rights Division is gearing up for something in this region of the country. Something to do with the Police."
Muscone: "We thought it was the City Police, and I alerted Wes Masters in City I.A. to be on watch for anyone looking to create some mischief internally. Then Karina thought about this County. I know that you and the TCPD are on watch, but they've set it up where they can come down on Mayor Allgood at any time, then use that as a possible inroad to doing something to the Police-------"
"Ohhhhhh, shiiiiiitttt." I groaned, interrupting him. "Oh, fuck... I've been as blind as a beetle. Yes, they're ahead of us, once again."
"Shed some light on it for me." said Muscone.
"Let me just ask a question." I said. "What's going on with Jocelyn Moran?"
"She's pretty much grounded in Washington." Muscone said. "Why?"
"If she or her cronies, or Civil Rights Division lawyers start achieving critical mass and coming here, let me know." I said. "And if any race-based incidents occur, in the City, in Southport, or here, let me know. I'm beginning to see Moran's long game in all this. But put that aside for now. I suspect there's something else you want to tell me. Let go of your fear, and spill it."
"How?.... Good grief, 400 years ago." Jack said, something between awe and exasperation in his voice. "Nothing gets past you."
"It's going to be worse for you and your successors when Carole becomes the Iron Crowbar." I predicted. "So... what is it?"
Muscone exhaled, gathered his wits and courage, and said. "It's George Aurus, the Black Velvet Killer. He's escaped again. He's in the wind..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina came into the Interview Room at Midvale Minimum Security Prison and sat down at the table. A moment later Amber Harris was brought in. Because Bettina was the Press, she'd been allowed to talk to Amber like a lawyer would.
"How are you doing?" Bettina said, their arms resting on the table as they leaned forward so that they could speak quietly.
"Good." Amber said. "The baby is coming along fine; at least that's what they tell me. And this place is more like one of those drug halfway houses for teen girls than a real prison."
Bettina nodded. "So why were you transferred out? Did you get to talk to Betty Morelli?"
"Yes." Amber said, then told the story...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few days before, she'd been in the Infirmary Ward at Sunnydale Medium Security Prison. Betty Morelli had been assigned to bring laundered sheets and towels, and sterilize them in the autoclave. Amber took the chance to try to speak to her, and attempted to ask about Betty's baby, where she was, and who the father was.
"She's safe," Betty had said, "and my husband is the father, of course."
"C'mon, Betty." Amber had said. "I know for a fact that's not true."
Betty had walked away, gone to a guard, and was taken out of that area. Nothing was said to Amber, but the guards were watching her more closely.
Then the next day, Amber was assigned to take medications to the inmates. After the medications were distributed, she was walking in the hallway with the Prison guard back towards the Infirmary areas, when the guard said "Keep going. I'm going to take a leak." This was not uncommon, so Amber kept walking. As she went down the hallway, she suddenly felt a hand grab her mouth, and she was pulled into the small side room!
The woman that had grabbed her was black, and known as one of the meaner women at Sunnydale. She was holding a shiv, a piece of sharpened plastic, to Amber's neck. Another inmate was holding a shiv to Amber's swollen belly.
"You shout and I'll cut your baby out of you and leave it on the floor." the first inmate hissed. Amber just nodded, and the woman released her hand from Amber's mouth. Then the third woman came up. It was Betty Morelli.
Betty grabbed Amber by the neck, choking her. "Why are you asking about my child, bitch?" she hissed. "Why?!"
"I..." Amber gasped, "I just want to know who her father is, and where she is."
"Let me tell you something, cunt." Betty said, fury etched on her face. "I grew up in foster homes. I was molested at most of them. All of them were houses of horror, and I ran away for good when I was sixteen."
"My daughter..." Betty continued, "... is not in DFACS hell. She's in a good home, cared for by good people, and I don't have to fear for her like I did for myself growing up. She has a chance to make it, a chance I didn't have. And I am not going to let a fucking cunt reporter like you destroy that! You better not say nor ask one more word about my baby, or your own baby won't make it to term in one piece. Got it?... GOT IT?
"Y...yeah." Amber said. "I just want to help her."
"Bullshit." Betty snarled. "You wanna help? Leave her alone. Not one more word about her. And if you try any shit when you get out, I have friends on the outside that will fuck you up."
"And so do I, bitch!" hissed one of the other inmates. "You better think about your future, and your kid's future instead of worrying about other people's kids!"
Just then the door opened, and the Guard said "Ladies, get your asses moving out of here. Harris, back to the Infirmary." The women exited the room, Betty giving Amber one last hate-filled warning look with her eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I didn't see Betty again." said Amber to Bettina as she wrapped up. "And then they put me on a bus and brought me here two days ago. So it's over, and I didn't get what we needed."
"Don't worry about it." said Bettina. "You gave it your best shot. We'll get something from Betty, but I need to make sure you're going to be all right. We'll be pulling some strings, and as soon as you have your baby, you'll be paroled out of here. They won't even take your baby away from you."
Amber nodded. "What about our plan? Is it still on?"
"Oh, you bet." Bettina said craftily. "And we've got Federal Agents ready and eager to help us. Once we're done, Donald Troy is finished. Utterly finished!"
"Good." Amber said. "May God damn the Iron Crowbar!..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, November 15th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the somewhat distant background. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police may be covering up the existence of rogue squads within their ranks!"
Bettina began: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the TCPD's Internal Affairs Department was investigating the existence and activities of groups of Officers acting in a clandestine manner. These groups, known as 'Red Squads', may have been patrolling predominately minority areas with improperly invasive surveillance and utilizing now-illegal methods such as 'stop and frisk'."
Bettina: "Internal Affairs shut down their investigation, saying in a secret memo to the Police Leadership and the Sheriff's Office that they found no evidence of any rogue teams operating in an illicit manner. Neither the Sheriff nor the Police Chief would be interviewed on camera for this report, and I.G. Horace Wellman issued a statement that his Office was not involved in the investigation. And Police Commander Donald Troy has once again shirked his duty to the Public by refusing to respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment. For more on the citizens's perspective on this, let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester 'Penis' Holder as the camera switched feeds. Black leaders are outraged at the revelations of rogue Police squads harassing blacks, as well as the obvious cover-up and white-washing, pun intended, of the story. We have with us Reginald B.F. Lewis of the Town & County Council. Councilman Lewis, do we need an investigation of the investigators?"
"We sure do, Lester." said Lewis. "I'll definitely be bringing this up at the next Council meeting, and I urge all People of Color be at next Tuesday's Council meeting to demand that Mayor Daniel Allgood support an investigation of the Police and their obvious cover-up here."
Penis Holder: "We also have Board of Inquiry Commissioner Bruce Finneran with us. Mr. Finneran, what can be done about this, especially since you lost the special election for Inspector General?"
Finneran: "First of all, yes, this is why I should've been elected Inspector General, to investigate this Police cover-up, led by Commander Donald Troy. And second, the Board of Inquiry still exists and will continue to function for the rest of this calendar year. We'll be taking this up."
Penis Holder threw the softball: "Commissioner Finneran, what can be done about things like this going forward?"
Finneran: "At this time, I'm announcing my candidacy for the Inspector General position in next year's regular election. We need to give the Voters a second chance to make the right choice, now that they've seen the corruption and perfidy of incumbent I.G. Horace Wellman."
Penis Holder: "Yes, I'd imagine the Voters are feeling some massive 'buyer's remorse' right now. Good luck with your campaign, Mr. Finneran! And now let's go to our colleague with KSB, Tim Sioban, for more on Police brutality tactics Statewide. Tim!"
In an embarrassing moment, the feed switched to an empty camera view of the City, followed by the camera going to color-bars-and-tone. After a second, the feed showing Bettina came back on.
"We apparently have lost our connection to Tim Sioban, and we're working to get him back." said Bettina. "Thank you, Lester, and yes, good luck to Mr. Finneran for next year's election. And speaking of entries into the race, several have been made this past week. ADA Savannah Fineman announced she will be running for the Solicitor position held by Ted Mason, and Solicitor Mason announced he would run again for the position."
Bettina: "With Reginald B.F. Lewis not running for his Council seat again, several persons have thrown their hats into the ring, including Board of Inquiry Commissioner Edgar Silas, and the Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams, who worked closely with Police Commander Donald Troy on the Charter Commission."
Bettina: "In a surprise move, Town Assemblywoman Stacey Jacobs, a close ally of Assemblywoman Coretta K. Scott, announced she will be running against Malinda Adams for Adams's Council seat. Ms. Jacobs said that Malinda Adams has not done enough for blacks, and needs to be primaried. And Assistant District Attorney Franklin Washington has announced he is running for the Superior Court judgeship seat held by Harry R. Nance in the non-partisan General Election..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwwww." Cindy Ross said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Where do we even begin with that report?"
"Who the hell leaked the I.A. investigation to the Press, is a good place to start." stated Sheriff Griswold, his mustaches twitching with anger.
"For me," said Tanya Perlman, "it's the candidates for all these positions, especially Franklin Washington. What does that say about the current D.A.'s Office?"
"Plenty." I said. "But what caught my attention was Lester Holder's lead-in to an empty KSB camera. Looked to me like Tim Sioban was in front of the camera, but when he saw he was being led in by Holder, he went to the other side of the camera and turned off the feed. I'd bet that KSB Executive Publisher Julie Moon is on the phone with KXTC's Burt West right now."
"You'd lose that bet." Teresa Croyle said. "The University's Journalism School has a three-day symposium, or conference I should call it, that all the networks's executive producers are attending. Julie Moon will probably say something to Burt West personally about it."
"I did not know that." I admitted. "Iron Wolf wins lunch on me today. Cattleman's Club or Laura's Soup and Sandwich place?"
"Oh, Cattleman's Club for sure." Teresa said. Nothing dainty for Teresa; she liked steaks with all the trimmings.
"You lucky..." Cindy muttered, which made Teresa's eyes twinkle just a little bit.
"So what will ADA Washington running for a judgeship do to our relations with the D.A.'s Office?" asked the Chief. "Will he have to take a leave of absence?"
"No sir." I said. "Since he's not running against his boss, he won't have to. If he were running for D.A., he'd have to."
"Does Savannah Fineman running for Solicitor mean she has to take a leave of absence as A.D.A.?" Tanya asked hopefully.
"I personally think she should." I replied. "But Miriam Walters has said privately that she doesn't think Savannah has to, and she won't force Savannah to take a leave of absence."
My source for that was The Intendent, Adele Peabody, who told me as I was vigorously fucking her earlier that week.
"May-beeee we should publicly ask about that." drawled the Chief.
"Why bother?" growled the Sheriff. "We could take it to Court, it wouldn't be heard for months while Fineman continues to be an ADA, and the Election will likely be over by the time the case comes down."
"At least we'd have clarity, sir." I replied.
"Careful what you wish for, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "It could have unintended consequences, and why waste the time and money when we need to choose our fights carefully?"
"I concede the point." I said. "I'm oh-for-two today. One more strike and I'm out."
"Foul off this pitch for me." Teresa said. "What do you make of these candidacies? Especially Stacey Jacobs against Malinda Adams?"
"Who is Stacey Jacobs?" Tanya asked.
"It's always fun watching Democrats fight against each other in primaries like this." I replied. "As to Stacey Jacobs: she went to Eastern State, where she majored in Interdisciplinary Studies, which is Political Science, Economics, and Sociology, graduating summa cum laude. She came to the University here and received a Masters in Political Science, then enrolled in the University Law School, while teaching an Economics class for the University Economics School."
"Impressive." Cindy said.
"Yes." I said agreeably. "But she didn't finish Law School, and I don't know why. She began working in State Rep. Elijah McKinney's office, then worked on State Senator Maxine Watts's failed campaign for Lieutenant Governor. She won the Town Assembly seat for the area that encompasses the southern University campus three years ago. Now she's running for the Council against Malinda Adams, and Bettina told us why on her newscast: Jacobs is black, and focused on black and civil rights issues, while Malinda Adams is white... and slightly devoted to women's issues."
"Slightly?!" Teresa Croyle gasped in mock shock.
"Oh, did I understate that?" I asked with a grin.
"Looks to meeee," drawled the Chief, "like there is going to be an orchestrated effort to get more blacks on the Counnn-sulllll"
"Which is how they should be doing it." said Cindy. "Through the process, by peaceful means."
"I agree with both of you." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And to the Chief's point, I've heard that they're going to make big pushes against John Colby and Dagmar Schoen on the south and west parts of the outer County, and Sheila Sorrells and Susan Weston in the Downtown and Mid-Town districts. They're making big voter drives in those areas."
"Changing the subject." Teresa said. "What are we going to do about these Press smears about that I.A. investigation?"
"Leave that to the Iron Crowbar." grunted the Sheriff.
"And this is a great time to tell you that the Angels Meeting this morning is canceled." I said. "Make sure to watch KFXU's broadcast, though."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always on Fox University Sunrise is Meredith Peller. Hello, Meredith!"
"Hello, Catrina." said Meredith. "Hello, everyone. Here's what's happening today. "The Town & County Police are pushing back against false allegations by our competitor KXTC of covering up an Internal Affairs investigation. Joining us today is Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD. Thank you for coming by, Commander."
"Pleasure to be here, Meredith, Catrina." I said as the camera panned out to include me, looking sharp in my Duty Dress uniform.
Catrina asked "Commander, take us through this I.A. investigation and what it really was, as opposed to the Fake News of our competitor."
"Gladly." I replied. "But first, let me say this: the Town & County Police Force does not use illegal 'stop and frisk' tactics, and have not used them while I've been part of the Force. 'Stop and frisk' without probable cause is a violation of our citizens's Constitutional rights, and we do not do it. So KXTC outright lied there."
Furthermore," I said, "Internal Affairs routinely watches for activity by Police Officers that might be outside the norm of their duties. The vast majority of our Officers are doing an outstanding job, but occasionally in the past we'd find Officers in contact with known drug dealers, or being reported for actions not conducive to good relations with our minority communities. And those situations are investigated by our Internal Affairs Department."
I continued: "In this case, Internal Affairs started a routine review of a potential anomaly but found nothing wrong, so they closed the investigation and issued a report to the Police leadership and the Sheriff. Your competitor KXTC, which re-hired and continues to employ a reporter that made racist attacks upon my daughter and even threatened her, the same KXTC which never fails to take cheap shots at the TCPD no matter what the truth is, attempted to create a false narrative about this report, including saying that it was secret."
Catrina threw the softball: "Commander, there are allegations by those in the minority communities that this report is a cover-up of Police brutality against minorities, particularly blacks. What is your response to that?"
I held up a booklet bound with plastic covers. "Here's the actual report, an exclusive for you at KFXU." I handed it to Meredith as I said "Please do share that with your colleagues around the State. I think it will show that we're doing what we can to prevent racial problems, while your competitor and their racist reporter tries to gin up race-hatred incidents. And copies will be made available to Minority leaders in the County upon request..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"DAYUM!"
That came from Senior Detective Theo Washington as the Detectives watched the broadcast in MCD. Theo continued: "That was righteous!"
"Yeah it was." said Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez.
"Gotta wonder what Bettina and Penis Holder think of that." said Detective Roark Coleman.
"Roark, can I see you outside for a moment?" said Lieutenant Jerome Davis. Coleman followed him into the hallway.
"As much as I agree with the sentiment," Jerome said to Roark, "don't call him that out loud, especially in front of Rodriguez. Not that she'll be a problem... she's a good cop, one of the guys... but if someone else overhears it and wants to make something out of it, you're making it easy for them."
As that admonition was taking place, the rest of the Detectives were talking. "Hey, Theo," said Julia, "so your brother is running to be a Judge? Think he can win?"
"I sure hope so." said Theo. "I think he'll be a great judge. I don't think he was planning to run this cycle, but with Nance's seat up in the next election, it was too good a chance to pass up."
"Talking out of turn," said Sr. Detective Teddy Parker, not worrying in any way that he was talking out of turn, "does this have anything to do with the situation in the D.A.'s Office?"
Theo said "All I'll say is that it might have influenced his decision."
"That bad, huh?" muttered Julia Rodriguez.
"What's going on in the D.A.'s Office?" asked Detective George Newman, who was black.
"Miriam Walters is playing the cronyism card." replied Theo. "She's been pushing Savannah Fineman onto our big cases, so that Fineman will look good in the election for Solicitor. And in doing that, Walters is keeping down the best ADA they have, Paulina Patterson."
"You're saying she's better than your brother?" Teddy Parker asked mischievously.
"I'll say this in all candor and honesty." said Theo. "They're both damn good, but if I had to choose one or the other to secure a conviction of a murderer like Peter Blassingame, I'd probably choose Paulina first. Franklin is great at spoon-feeding juries, making them understand the complexities of drug-related cases, but Paulina is a pit bull that can and does crush whatever crap the defense lawyers try to throw at her."
"Is it a racial problem in the D.A.'s Office?" asked George Newman.
"No, like I said, it's more like cronyism." said Theo. "But Franklin was seeing it as a racial situation, and he wants out---"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Conversation ceased as Captain Tanya Perlman drove into the room. "All hands on deck!" she announced. "We've got a murder. Hyatt Hotel. All of you, get over there! Lieutenant Davis, take charge of the scene when you get there..."
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
9:00am, give or take, Friday, November 15th. I walked into Suite 802 at the Hyatt Hotel, which was next door to the larger Suite 801 where the late Senator Samuel Russell had fucked U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor's sweet young intern Chandra, and Chandra was subsequently found dead. (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 04.) Unlike that suite, this suite had only two bedrooms, both to the left side of the main room.
On the floor in the middle of the living room was a woman, wearing only purple silk panties and strappy black high heel sandals. I could see that she was in her late thirties, with a full mane of auburn-red hair and very large and bouncy artificial breasts. Her face was very heavily made up, especially the blue eyeliner that was almost overdone. She was trim and fit, and her abs were visibly firm. Her shapely legs were very long, showing that she was tall, and also attested to her being fit. There were several rings with expensive stones on her fingers, but none of them were a wedding band or engagement ring.
Her throat had been slit, and the Crime Lab had done a good job of marking off the lines of blood on the carpet, which had spewed out when the crime had been committed. I could see no other obvious injuries upon her. The Crime Lab had already scraped her long, blood-red fingernails for skin that might be a cluuuue to her assailant.
"Good morning Commander, and Commander." said Lt. Jerome Davis as Cindy Ross and I came in. "The Sheriff is getting our newbies up to speed."
Indeed, Sheriff Griswold had somehow gotten to the scene ahead of us, and was pointing out things to Coleman and Newman. I immediately went over.
"Hi, Sheriff." I said. "Can I listen in?"
"Sure, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "And ladies and gentlemen, take note that the Iron Crowbar himself is willing to listen and learn. And after I'm done talking, I'll be listening and learning from him." Everyone crowded around.
"I've already examined her arms and legs for needle marks." said the Sheriff. "And I found nothing, either recent or old, so I'm doubting she's an addict."
I nodded in agreement. "Which also may rule out her being injected with poison."
"Exactly." growled Griswold. "Her clothes are in a pile by the couch, not blooded by her injuries. The only injuries I'm seeing are the throat wound. She was surprised from behind; there are faint markings and messed-up makeup over her mouth and cheeks where she was probably grabbed, and you can see how the blood spurted in the direction towards the front door. She was dropped and crumpled to the ground, and blood kept pulsing out of her carotid artery until there was no more to pump and/or her heart stopped." We all noted the blood patterns on the floor as the Sheriff pointed them out.
Griswold: "She's been dead at least 8 to 10 hours, but I'll leave the final conclusion on that to Martha the M.E. Also, I peeked under her panties and I'm not seeing semen or blood on her vaginal lips; therefore I'm speculating she was not raped and probably didn't have sex recently... but once again I'll leave the final conclusion on that to the M.E."
"Her clothes over there weren't torn?" I asked.
"No sir." said Teddy Parker. "It appears she took her dress off in a striptease and let it fall to the floor in a puddle, and her bra followed."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "The analysis, that is; not the striptease." I quickly examined the clothes, noting the expensive designer names and the good quality of the fabrics. The dress was dark blue, and the bra a rather standard white.
"Purse?" I asked.
"It was bagged and tagged." said Julia Rodriguez. "It was found kind of pushed under the end table by the sofa, and the clothes half-hid it. No ID inside, but $550 in cash was in there, as well as a snub-nose .38 Special, fully loaded, not fired."
"She does have a concealed carry permit, issued in Southport." said Jerome Davis.
I looked at the Gucci purse in the evidence bag, then opened the bag and took the purse into my latex-gloved hands and gave it a visual once-over. I did the same for the (now unloaded) revolver in its own evidence bag.



"No room key?" I asked. Julia shook her head 'no'. "Murder weapon?" I asked.
"Knife." said Sheriff Griswold. "From the looks of the wound, I'd say a hunting knife of some kind. Maybe one of those 'Rambo' knives the military uses."
"We have not found the murder weapon yet, sir." said Lt. Jerome Davis. "We're still going through the trash cans in the hotel and the dumpster out back, and canvassing the grounds. 'No joy' on that, so far."
"Okay, good." I said. "Keep looking."
Sheriff Griswold said "I don't think she's married. As I learned from you in a previous case, there are no indentions on her left ring finger, but some of these other rings have been on for a while, so I'd speculate she's not married." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Bride', Ch. 01.)
"I agree, and that's a good thing for all of you to observe." I said. "Okay, the silver lining to this cloud is that our Intelligence Division is going to get a great trial by fire. Is that not so, Captain Perlman?"
"I could not agree more, Commander." said Tanya Perlman, who had been in one of the bedrooms and had just come out. She was eating an orange creamsicle.
"Polluting my crime scene with ice cream, Captain?" I said with a grin. "Did you bring enough to share with everyone in the class?"
"If they solve this one," Tanya replied, "I'll treat them to an ice cream party. And our Intel people are already feeding us information."
"Good" I said. "Loo-tenant Davis, who am I looking at?"
"According to her fingerprints," said Jerome Davis, "her name is Beverly DeAngelo, age 38, primary address in Southport but renting apartments in the City and Midtown. She had a ton of drug possession and solicitation charges when she was younger, in her early 20s, but no charges of any kind in twelve years.
"Prostitute." said Roark Coleman. "High end escort."
"Or she found a sugar daddy and got out of the life." I replied. "Let me switch gears for a second. First, who rented this room for last night? And second, what events are going on here at the Hyatt Hotel?"
Teddy Parker answered: "MegaTech Industries is having their annual Employees Conference here, starting late this afternoon and going through Sunday evening. This suite was rented as part of their bloc of rooms, but wasn't assigned to anyone by the front desk yesterday; no key for it was given out, but a key was used to get into the room, and used only once. It's possible that someone coming in tonight was going to use the room over the weekend. MegaTech usually has their annual conference at a major place like the Opryland Hotel in Nashville, Tennessee, but this year they chose to come here instead."
Teddy continued: "The State Championship chess tournament is also here. It begins tonight, and goes through Sunday. They reserved a bloc of rooms, but not very many, and they're on the second floor. Also, there is one wedding reception tonight and two tomorrow night."
"Last night," continued Parker, "there was a meeting of the local chapter of the Technical Analysis Club of America, which ran from 7:30pm to 10:30pm, and people loitered around and talked for another half hour or so. They meet once a month, and for just an evening. And the MegaTech Industries senior leadership had a meeting; apparently they came in a day earlier than the larger number of rank-and-file employees. It was more of a dinner followed by a reception, and the Hotel provided a cash bar."
"Good report." I said. "We're going to need to know exactly who was assigned to each and every room MegaTech had reserved, especially last night. If the front desk doesn't have the names, find out from MegaTech. Get warrants if need be. Okay, here comes Martha, and I'll just get out of her way and look around the place." I did so, joined by the Sheriff and Lt. Davis, as Martha the M.E. came in and got to work examining the deceased.
We looked through both bedrooms. Tanya said that neither of the beds had been slept in, and that that one shower was dry and the other was not very wet, but may have been used earlier in the evening before. The Crime Lab was doing a 'deep clean' forensics examination of the bathrooms.
"Who called this in?" I asked.
"The Hotel." said Jerome. "Room Service brought up a breakfast order, but no one answered. The Hotel Desk then called the room, and got no answer. They say that standard procedure is to call Security to come up and knock on the door, in the event the guest had a heart attack or something. Security then opened the door with an electronic key, and saw the body lying on the floor. They radioed down, and the Hotel Desk called for an ambulance and the Police."
"Don't they need a warrant to do that? To come in like that?" asked Detective Roark Coleman, who was outside the bedroom door.
"We would need one, but the Hotel has a bit more leeway." I said. "It's like Housekeeping coming to deliver towels; they knock, hear no answer, then open up the door to put the towels in the bathroom. Let me ask this: was the person that called Room Service a man or woman? And what time was the call to order the room service?"
"Uh... I don't have that, sir." said Jerome. "If you'll excuse me..." He was about to leave the room, when I stopped him.
"Mr. Roark, to coin a phrase on your name," I said, "why don't you go down to the desk and get that information. Also secure any video footage, if that hasn't happened already. If they give you any crap about a warrant, say that one is on the way, and you're seizing the tapes under exigent circumstances to prevent the destruction of the evidence." Roark Coleman moved out smartly.
"It's already getting interesting." I said, mostly to myself.
"How so, Crowbar?" asked Sheriff Griswold.
I replied "Unless Martha the M.E. tells me something vastly different about the time of death than what you observed, Sheriff, our victim did not order breakfast this morning. Of course an order could've been placed last night, to be delivered this morning, but I expect Mr. Roark to resolve that quickly enough. The bedrooms were not used last night for sex nor sleeping, again unless someone made up the beds to the Housekeeping standard. So that suggests that whoever called in for breakfast wanted the body to be found."
Tanya said "I was wondering why it was discovered before Housekeeping showed up at 11:00am or so. But why would someone want the body found earlier?"
I replied "No data yet. But it's a 'strangeness' to be noted."
We went back into the main room. Detectives were watching Martha work, and were theorizing with insufficient data, as well.
"So she's stripteasing for the guy that hired her." said Theo Washington. "Say he's sitting on the sofa, she's at the edge of the sofa here, drops her clothes, he gets up with a knife in his hand, she turns to the door to run, but he's already caught up to her, slices her open, drops her, and leaves himself."
"If a man did this." Julia Rodriguez said.
"You think a woman could do this?" Theo asked. "And she's pretty tall... he's likely even taller than her."
Martha the M.E. interjected: "If our victim here was on her knees, then you can't rule out a shorter person."
"Very true, Martha." I said. "Okay, you guys need to stop theorizing without data---"
I was interrupted by Detective George Newman coming in through the main door. "Sir," he called out, "the Crime Lab has something in the hallway." I followed him out, where CSI Mark Walker was on a 3-foot ladder, peering at the hall camera.
"Sir," he said, "the lens has been painted over with black paint. Done from close-up, so you can't really tell unless you look hard, as opposed to it being done hastily and black paint all over the place."
"Good catch." I said. "So the cameras will tell us very little... except when the paint was applied."
After a few more minutes of looking around the entire suite, I said: "Lt. Davis, in addition to every frame of video evidence you can get your paws on, let's not forget the parking lot. Video, records of every vehicle that went in and out, all that good stuff."
"Yes sir. That's already in progress." said Davis.
"Unless you need me to stay here, Sheriff, I'm going back to Headquarters." I said.
"I'll ride with you, if you don't mind." said the Sheriff. "I caught a ride with a Patrol car to get up here."
"I'll get a ride in Tanya's Van with her." Cindy said when I went to fetch her. Though mildly surprised, I nodded. The Sheriff and I left.
As we drove back, Griswold said "So why didn't you stay?"
"I want the Detectives to work on this, sir." I replied. "That's best served by getting my useless presence out of the way."
"Har." Griswold barked, then said "Don't say 'no data yet'. What are your initial impressions of this?"
"Okay, I won't say it." I said with a grin. "Seriously, Sheriff, it looks like the simple killing of a working girl, but there are some points of interest about it that make me think there's more to it. Of course, if we'd found a Bible in the place, I'd put out a warrant to arrest SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea."
The Sheriff burst out laughing at that, and couldn't stop laughing for a moment. "God, that's rich!" he finally gasped. "I'd forgotten how he'd hire a prostitute to come to his hotel room, then try to preach to her and save her. A couple of girls beat the snot out of him for that, too."
"Yep." I said with a chuckle. "But there's a lot more to this one, from what I was seeing. This truly is an excellent first test for our new Intelligence Division."
"Think MegaTech Industries might be involved?" growled Griswold.
"No data yet, Sheriff." I replied, earning a 'look' from him...
Part 3 - The Investigation
10:30am, Friday, November 15th. Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker went to the lobby of the Hyatt Hotel. It was very busy at the front desk, but they went up to the desk anyway.
"Ma'am," the girl at the desk said to Julia Rodriguez, "you'll have to get in line behind these others."
"I'm not here to check in." Julia said, exhibiting her TCPD badge. "This is official Police business. Would you please call the Manager on duty to come speak to us?"
"Ma'am, we're really busy today." said the girl.
"We're busy, too." said Julia. "Solving a murder in this hotel."
"You'll have to speak to the Manager." said the girl, seemingly unfazed by what Julia had just said to her, and getting circular in her protests. "He's also busy, and I'm not sure where he is."
"They're busy, Teddy." Julia said to Teddy Parker. "Too busy to cooperate with the Police."
"Maybe we can find a way to make them 'less busy'." said Parker. He then held his badge high in the air as he raised his voice and said: "Everyone! The hotel desk is closed until further notice! These desk attendants are about to be under arrest, and you won't be able to check in or out for several hours once we shut the computer systems down!---"
"What the heck is going on here?" yelled a short, portly man with a receding hairline and a trimmed beard, mustache and goatee, who had just hurtled out of the back areas behind the desk.
"Are you the Manager on duty?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"Yeah." said the Manager. "What do you want?"
Julia showed him her badge. "I'm Detective Rodriguez, this is Detective Parker. We need to talk to you. The alternative is to carry through with arresting your desk staff for Obstruction of Justice, for impeding our MURDER investigation." People's heads turned upon the loudly spoken word 'murder'.
"All right, all right, keep your voice down." said the Manager. "Come into my office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Police Headquarters, Cindy Ross came into her office, then a moment later knocked on my (open) door. I nodded and she came in, closed the door behind her, and sat down in a hot chair.
"Out of sheer curiosity, and between you, me, and the crowbars," she said, "why did Tanya have the entire MCD squad go to the crime scene?"
"I dunno, and I never asked." I said. "I didn't really think about it, but my guesses would be she wanted to see how the new guys Coleman and Newman did, and she wanted to see how the new partnerships were working." Cindy nodded, and I said "What had my curiosity is why you wanted to go to the scene."
Cindy shrugged. "I dunno. Just a vibe that I should go. Seeing the Sheriff working a crime scene was worth the price of admission in its own right. And maybe I just wanted to not be here when KXTC started throwing shit at the fan after that stunt you pulled, giving KFXU that report. I'm figuring you had the Sheriff and Chief's permissions to do that?"
"Well, you know what they say." I said adroitly. "It's easier to get forgiveness than permission."
I was unable to 'not laugh' at the look Cindy gave me, then I said: "Yes, of course I had their blessings to do that. The Chief knew we'd have to release that report to stop KXTC from making a huge fake news story out of it, and I suggested the way we did it, by giving it to KFXU after KXTC kept saying that I was unavailable for comment. I do admit my verbal shots at Holder were my own."
"And that's another thing." Cindy said. "Not to hit this one too hard, but Roark Coleman called him 'Penis Holder' in front of everyone in MCD... including Julia Rodriguez. No, she didn't complain, but Jerome Davis took Coleman into the hallway for a 'counseling session'. Of course we don't mind in our private coffee klatches, and it's Teresa and Tanya that say it the most. But we need to set an example and put the kibosh on it in public."
"I agree." I said. "Quietly disseminate that to everyone. So, what else is going on, that caused you to want to be in the field with us rather than sitting in your office and twiddling your thumbs as if you're an Operations Commander or something?"
Cindy burst out laughing, then said "Well, I got notice of the U.S. Department of Justice's audit of the Police Department for compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act and their ever-changing, never-written-down Civil Rights compliance regulations. We had one of these two years ago, and passed it just fine. It does help that whenever they mention wheelchair access, I just say 'Let's ask our Captain of Detectives about that.' and give them to Tanya."
"And the Civil Rights compliance? That's just filling up the forms to show we're complaint, isn't it?" I asked.
"Usually." Cindy said. "But they usually just send the forms. This time, they gave a notice that an audit was on the way. I wouldn't be surprised if they show up on our doorstep. And if they do, we'll handle it."
"Just make sure you're never in a room alone with any of them, nor answering questions that we are not recording for posterity." I admonished. "Don't trust them for one second."
"It's an audit, not a Grand Jury summons." Cindy replied as she got up. "I gotta go. I'm having lunch with Chief of Staff Oswald and the other Beans-And-Bullets people..."
After she left, I suddenly felt a sense of foreboding. I picked up the phone and called the Chief. "Can I come talk to you for a moment, sir?" I asked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"For God's sake," said the Manager as he led the Detectives to his office. "this is one of the biggest events we've ever booked, and we want them to come back. And you're screwing that up."
"Do you really want them back after a murder occurred while they're here?" Julia adroitly asked as Parker virtually forced the Manager to sit down in his chair behind his desk. "Now we need some cooperation from you. Who was staying in Suite 802 last night?"
"Don't you need a warrant for that information?" snarled the Manager.
"What's your name?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Robert Rhineheart." said Rhineheart.
"Mr. Rhineheart thinks we need a warrant." Julia said, as if sharing a joke.
"So he does." said Parker. "And here it is." he said, exhibiting the folded document. "All of your hotel records belong to us now, Mr. Rhineheart. So why don't you get on your computer there, and tell us who was in Suite 802 last night."
Rhineheart grunted unhappily, but reached for his keyboard. He did some typing, and said "All the suites on the 8th floor were reserved by MegaTech Industries. The keys to the bloc of rooms were picked up at the desk all at one time."
"By who?" asked Julia Rodriguez. "You can't issue keys without having a name attached to them. Who picked up those keys?"
Rhineheart looked exasperated, but under the stares of the Detectives he finally said: "Their Events Coordinator, Deborah Wilkins, picked them up. We don't have a record of who she gave the keys to."
Julia brought up Wilkins's DMV photo. "Is this her?" he asked. Rhineheart nodded, and Julia asked "Where can we find her now?"
"I have no idea." said Rhineheart.
"Really?" Teddy Parker said, sounding incredulous. "You're the Manager, she's the Events Coordinator, and you can't tell us where she is?"
"No I cannot." said Rhineheart, crossing his arms as he stared into Parker's eyes defiantly.
"Thank you, Mr. Rhineheart." said Julia. "And stick around; we might need more information from you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Camera 8A." said the Security man as he sat with Crime Lab technician Mark Walker and Detective Roark Coleman in the Video Room of the Hyatt Hotel. "As you can see, it was fine until about 3:00pm Thursday afternoon, then it just goes black, like a cap had been put on the lens. And it has stayed that way until now."
Mark Walker asked "You didn't notice this?"
"Oh yeah, I noticed." said the security man, almost indifferently. "And I reported it to the Manager on duty at the time, Mr. Rhineheart. He said that the MegaTech CEO, Elliot Sanders, was coming in, and Mr. Sanders values his privacy. That camera overlooks Suite 801 at the end of the hall, 802 and 804."
"How convenient." said Detective Coleman. "We're going to need this tape, or copies of it."
"No problem." said the Security man.
"What about the other cameras on the 8th floor?" asked Coleman. "And the elevator cams?"
"We've already turned those recordings over to the TCPD." said the Security man. "And I wasn't here every hour of the day and night, so I don't know what's going on with a lot of it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Captain Perlman drove into the new Intelligence Center, followed by me, Lt. Davis, and the Detectives who were not at the Hotel. Yes, I was the highest ranking Officer... but Tanya had a Tank, and had no compunction about running over anyone that got in her way, present company included.
I felt the buzz about the place: the Intelligence Team was excited about a new case, and the chance to show off their wares as well as what they could do to help solve cases. At Tanya's bidding, everyone crowded around the big table in the middle of old Classroom 'C', facing the big screen... except Your Iron Crowbar. A rocking chair with a cushion providing lumbar support was in front of the table, and I sat down in it, grateful for that lumbar support. Tanya parked her wheelchair next to me.
"You guys at the Hotel there?" Captain Perlman called out. A window opened at the top left of the big screen, showing Detectives in a side room watching on a tablet.
"We're here." said Julia Rodriguez. "But the screen is pretty small."
"That's okay." Lt. Mary Milton said. "You're seeing the screen we're seeing, and hearing our voices. And you can all tune in on your Police iPhones. Just tap that app." Several Detectives did so.
"Okay, where to start?" asked Captain Perlman, knowing how I'd answer.
"From the beginning, and the first question, as always." I said. "Who called it in?"
"Hotel Security, sir." said Lainie Everett. "Working backwards, they were called just before 8:00am by the Hotel Desk, who had been notified by the Room Service department that no one was answering the door when an order for that room was delivered. Security arrived and knocked, then opened the door to make sure all was all right, and the body was discovered."



Sonali took it up: "The initial room service order was called in at 7:20am, and consisted of the steak and eggs breakfast, one of the standard menu items. The person on the line sounded like a man, according to the person who took the call. The caller did not give a name, but just gave the room number."
Sonali: "The unusual thing is that the call did not come from the bedside telephones, but from a cellphone, which was transferred from the Hotel Desk to the Room Service desk. The Hotel registered the number from the call, but it was from a burner phone which has since gone dead; we were unable to turn it back on or get a ping on it."
Lainie said "We ran checks on the Security people that responded to the first call and went up to check." IDs flashed on the screen as Lainie continued: "They've been with the Hotel for five and three years, respectively. They were former Police Officers, and both had served in the military and received honorable discharges. No criminal records."
Sonali said "The Crime Lab team executed the warrant we procured for all the Hotel's video. They record from 3:00pm to 3:00pm, and hold their data files for approximately 24 hours, so the earliest they still had was from 3:00pm Wednesday afternoon. We are still analyzing that data. Technician Walker reported the camera overlooking the crime scene room was made inoperable with black paint on the lens. The Hotel said nothing and did nothing because the MegaTech Industries CEO is in Suite 801, and values his privacy."
"Uh huh. I'll bet he does." I said. "And the other cameras on that floor?"
Lainie said "Sir, it appears the Slender Man has returned to your County." She played several passages of tapes at different times, where the video became staticky, making it impossible to see anything clearly.
"Yezzzz." I said. "And it is MegaTech Industries. I'm sure they have the technology to imitate the Slender Man. Okay, what about who was in what room last night?" I asked.
Julia Rodriguez said "We asked for that, but the information is spotty. One of the MegaTech staff checked in at the desk, and she took about 30 pre-prepared keys and distributed them to the MegaTech executives. The CEO was in Suite 801, the one where Congressman Condor's intern was found dead. But the key to Suite 802, where Ms. DeAngelo was found, was apparently not issued to anyone, and a key to the room was only used once... right around 11:00pm last night. We're still looking for the people who were given the keys and what they did with them, and we're not getting a lot of help."
"Keep at it." I said. "I need to know the name of the person who collected those keys, and every person she distributed them to. I was told at the scene the room was unassigned, but that's clearly not the case; a key for that room was indeed distributed, and a key was used to gain entry into the room. Someone is lying to us, Detective Rodriguez."
"We'll keep at it, sir." promised Julia.
"Okay, tell me about the victim." I said.
Lt. Mary Mahoney Milton took it up: "Her name is Beverly DeAngelo, 38 years old, grew up in Southport. Parents are deceased, and were killed in a car accident when she was 12 years old. We're working on getting the case file of that car accident, but it's on paper and the Southport Police are having to go to their archives to get it for us." I nodded.
Lt. Milton: "She has a residence in Southport in her real name, a condo in a high-security compound near the Dagny Piers. She also has apartments rented in relatively good areas of the City, and Midtown... in one or more of her multiple identities nationally. Sonali?"
"Yes ma'am." said Sonali. "We ran a facial rec search, then expanded it nationally. She came up on eight different drivers licenses, along with the one from our State." Nine drivers licenses popped up on the big screen, showing Beverly DeAngelo with varying degrees of hair changes on each license.
Sonali: "Addresses are in Orlando, Florida; Atlanta, Georgia; Charlotte, North Carolina; Newark, New Jersey; New York, New York; Houston, Texas; Los Angeles, California; and Las Vegas, Nevada. Only her license in this State has her name as Beverly DeAngelo. All the others have her first name as 'Beryl', and different last names."
"Why would she have that many different I.D.s?" asked Roark Coleman through his iPhone.
"Good question." I said "My answer is that she likely traveled to these locations, and didn't want to run afoul of the 'three-State' rule. As you all know, the 'three-State' rule is used by Police Officers when someone is pulled over. They look at the State you are in, the State on your drivers license, and the State on your car tag. As long as two of three match, you're probably good. If all three are different, it's reason to detain the person, and start looking into them more carefully."
"So," I said, "she has cars in different places, and has different IDs to make sure she doesn't get caught up. The other reasons, of course, are that she's a drug mule, or she simply wants to hide by having multiple identities."
"Maybe she's a spy." said Mary Mahoney, meaning it as a joke. "Or a Federal Agent."
"We do need to check and see." I said seriously. "I'll handle that myself. Okay, keep going."
Lt. Mary Milton: "She has a juvie rap sheet with drug possession charges, and adult drug possession and soliciting charges. Just about everything is when she was in her early 20s, before she turned 26. She's had no charges at all for the last twelve years. Purvis?"
"Yes ma'am." said Sr. Detective Christopher Purvis. "She has no credit cards in her real name of Beverly DeAngelo, and just one bank account, from which her condo mortgage and bills are paid. Money comes into it each month in the form of cash deposits, untraceable by electronic means. I haven't obtained her IRS records yet, but her State Tax Authority records show her reporting just over the amounts of those bills as income."
"Hmmm," I said, "I wonder if she's related to Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo, a minor Mob figure in Southport."
"Not much gets past you, sir." said Mary Milton, who was typing away at a laptop. "She's his niece. Her father was Jimmy The Creek's much older brother Robert, who had no criminal record and no Mob ties. Purvis, keep going."
"Yes ma'am." said Purvis. "Ms. DeAngelo does have credit cards in the name of one of her aliases, 'Beryl Angel', which she used a lot in the City. Those bills are paid off every month from an account at City and Counties Bank, belonging to a 'Beryl Corp. LLC., a Nevada Corporation'. We'll have hoops to go through to get the information on that."
"Yes. Yes we will." I said, knowing how hard Nevada corporations were to crack. "What kind of amounts are we talking about on the credit cards?"
"It varies, sir." said Purvis. "Anywhere from $500 to $3000 per month, usually $1000 to $1500. Most of the items are clothing stores and high end clubs in the City. She apparently threw a lot of parties."
"And no debt racked up?" I said. "Who's her daddy?" By that I meant her sugar daddy that was paying her bills.
Purvis said "I don't know yet, sir. But here's the rest of the story: all of that was up to about four months ago. Then the spending dropped. Significantly. The few charges she had were in Southport, mostly for cash. I ran a check with the Electric Company, and the usage in her condo in Southport quadrupled the last three months. Ergo, she's been staying at home, or someone else has been living there, or she's leaving the lights on."
"Penny?" said Mary Milton.
"Yes ma'am." said Sr. Patrol Officer Penelope 'Penny' Scott. "Sir, I did a Lexis-Nexis search as well as sending some spiders through the State and Federal criminal and Court databases." 'Spiders' were programs that crawled through databases, not unlike a DuckDuckGo search.
"Beverly DeAngelo's name didn't come up," Penny said, "but 'Beryl Angel' and 'Beryl Corona', two of her aliases, did. She was subpoenaed in several divorce cases, and also had restraining orders filed against her. She was named in Court transcripts by private investigators testifying in divorce cases, as well."
"Okay, that's interesting." I said. "Don't you agree, Lt. Milton."
"If you think so, then I think so, sir." Mary Milton said adroitly, making everyone chuckle.
"All kidding aside," I said, "that really is something of interest to us. Okay, anything else?"
"Not yet, sir." said Mary. "We're just getting started. The autopsy is not in, either."
"Okay, then." I said, standing up, which caused everyone to respectfully either stand up or get off the stools they were sitting on. "You're doing great, and this is a great start. I'd like to know more about those divorce cases this woman is mentioned in. I'll call the FBI myself to make sure she's not some sort of undercover Agent we've stumbled upon. Keep up the good work. Carry on."
With that, I made for the door and exited, followed by Captain Perlman. Once back in my office, with Captain Perlman parked in front of my desk, I called Jack Muscone. "Hi Jack." I said when he answered. "I've got a murder here, and the victim has multiple IDs. Can you check her out to make sure she wasn't an undercover Agent?"
"Uhhh, sure." Muscone said. I gave him Beverly DeAngelo's name and aliases, and he said "Okay, I'll get back to you. Gotta go." The call disconnected abruptly.
"Well, that was very brief." I said. "Your man busy over there today?"
"I guess so, sir." Tanya replied, and I sensed no desire nor attempt to hide anything in her answer. "So whaddya think of this, so far, sir?"
"Not enough data, as usual." I said. "Okay, why don't you head on out. I have another phone call to make."
After Tanya drove out, I called Eddy The Bounty Hunter. "Hey Eddy, can you talk for a minute?"
"A quick one." Eddy said, as if he were very busy. I figured he wasn't, or that I'd called him while he was fucking some woman, so I said "I just want to run a name by you, to see if you've heard of her. Real name is Beverly DeAngelo. Aliases are Beryl Angel and Beryl Corona."
"Beryl Angel? Oh yeah, I've heard of her." said Eddy, a tinge of excitement in his voice. "Her nickname in the P.I. world is 'the Homewrecker'. And yes, I can give you some serious scoop on her, but not on the phone."
"I'll buy lunch. Cattleman's Club." I said. "I'll have Commander Croyle with me, though. Is that okay?"
"Sure." said Eddy. We disconnected, and I idly wondered what hot babe was about to get fucked really good by him...
Part 4 - Eddy The Bounty Hunter
Teresa and I dressed in plainclothes for our lunch meeting with Eddy The Bounty Hunter. Eddy was about my height and built like me, but his hair was more blonde than my titian hair, and while what was left of my hair was mostly fuzz (somewhat on purpose), Eddy was blessed with a full head of healthy 'Robert Redford' hair. His trenchcoat was similar to mine, and I'd told him before to be careful lest someone think he was me and take a shot at him.
We were given a table in the far corner of the back room, where we could talk without being overheard. After giving our orders, Eddy said "So the Homewrecker finally bought it, huh? When you called, I figured it was about the Allgood lynching... er, I mean investigation."
"Oh?" I asked. "What's that about?"
"Just that the Feds are going to bring the hammer down on him." Eddy said. "I thought they'd do it today, but they may be doing work at the Courthouse and will announce it tomorrow, or Monday." Teresa began texting, and Eddy said "You warning him?"
"No." Teresa said. "I'm replying to a message from my husband. He says to watch out for a guy named 'Fast Hands Eddie' at lunch." We chuckled at that. Teresa would tell me later that she really was texting Todd, but to get the legal beagles in motion on Daniel Allgood's behalf.
"So what about this 'Homewrecker' woman?" I asked.
Eddy handed me a jump drive and said "Handle me like a C.I.; I don't want my name coming out as having given that to you." I nodded as I pocketed the jump drive. Eddy continued: "The Cliff's Notes are that Beryl's name came up in three cases where I was hired to find dirt on the husbands."
"Who were the men?" Teresa asked. I curbed my irritation, as I wanted to hear more on Beryl, but I let Eddy talk.
He said: "The three I was directly involved with were Andrew Adams, Charles Caldwell, and Darryl Dawson. Adams was, and still is, an art dealer in Southport, in his fifties, and about four years ago his wife hired me to find out if he was having an affair. Long story short, he was... with this woman Beryl Angel. I checked into his life as a matter of routine, and found out that he had a lot of cash flow behind his art business. It was more like an import/export business, and I would not be shocked if some illicit things came through with the legit stuff."
"No wonder Mona Lisa was smiling so much." I quipped. "She got high off the drugs in the next crate. What was the result of that case?"
"I got the goods, gave them to the wife, got paid, and got the hell out of Southport." said Eddy. "The divorce was pretty rancorous, which surprised me; I figured that once she had the affair evidence on him, and with the potential examination of his business, he'd make a deal. But no, they fought it out like hell, total scorched-earth warfare. I was called to testify, and I did. I never heard the end result of all that, but I do know Beryl left him not long after the divorce started up."
I nodded and Eddy continued: "Two years later, just over two years ago, I got the case of Darryl Dawson. He was a high-priced lawyer with Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., and worked for and with politicians in Midtown. His wife and her attorneys, Ramon, Castro, and Partners in Southport, hired me to get the goods on him. And to my surprise, Beryl Angel was the woman I caught him with. I turned in my findings and got paid, and heard no more about it. I was never called to testify, so I figured they made a divorce settlement and both parties moved on."
"And just three months after that," continued Eddy, "I was hired to investigate a man named Charles Caldwell. He was a banker in the City, but my client thought he was doing some illegal financing under the table, and hired me to find out who he was meeting, what his under-the-table operations were, and so on. I ended up getting a shot to be one of his security guys at certain times, and I got a lot of stuff on him from the inside. I wasn't hired to get anything on his married life, but he was married, and he was keeping a woman on the side. You don't need to be the Iron Crowbar to figure out who she was."
"Beryl." Teresa said. Eddy gave her a flirtatious smile, though she was having none of that.
"Yes." said Eddy. "And I included the information in my report to my clients, but not to his wife. Still, the next thing I know, he's getting a divorce---"
Our food came, so we stopped talking for a few minutes to begin eating. When we were about done, I got Eddy talking again.
"Did you meet or see Beryl personally while you were working as Caldwell's security?" I asked.
"No, and damn good luck that was." said Eddy. "When the divorce papers hit, Caldwell realized he had a mole on the inside. But I was only his security at some of his meetings with his clients, and never when he was on his dates with Beryl. My clients extracted me a couple of days later. The divorce trial was months later, and I was called to testify, along with a bunch of other security guys. I truthfully said I'd never seen Beryl with Caldwell, so my cover wasn't blown. But a couple of other guys... got taken for a ride."
Both Teresa and I knew what that meant. "Serious stuff." Teresa said.
"And this was in the City?" I asked. Eddy confirmed that, then I asked "So what were the transactions that you saw?" I asked.
"Pure Mob." said Eddy. "Molinari had retired and run for the Legislature long before then, but the City Mob's three major factions, or 'Families' as they still call themselves, were looking for ways to launder their money. The faction Caldwell was working with was connected to the Airport and Railroad Unions. They were basically looking for ways to launder their money, and Caldwell had the schemes to do it."
Eddy: "I was hired by a rival Mob faction. No names were mentioned and no questions were asked, but I always suspected they worked for Orrin B. Taggart out of Southport. Taggart is also a transportation mogul, being in rail and shipping down there, so there may have been a competition component to it all."
I nodded. "So tell me more about Beryl Angel herself." I said.
"I'm sure you've seen the photos." Eddy said. "Tall, but not as tall as your wife. I'd call her 'statuesque', though how a guy like me knows a big word like that, I dunno. But that's what she was. Statuesque, almost regal. Had a presence about her. Definitely good at enticing men she wanted to entice into doing the things she wanted doing. But mostly, she just wanted money, and willingly traded good sex for it. She was pretty much a kept woman by Andrew Adams and Darryl Dawson. Caldwell? I'm not sure what her angle with that cat was."
"Was she escorting?' I asked.
"I dunno." said Eddy. "Caldwell may have had her doing something as part of his money laundering schemes, but anything she was doing never crossed anything I was doing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back to Headquarters, I asked Teresa "So, what did you think of that?"
She replied: "I heard a lot about the Mob today. She's related by blood to Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo. She was involved with an Import/Export guy... can you say 'front company'?... with a banker with 'connections', and with a lawyer who is connected to politicians... which is even worse than Mob associations."
I chuckled. "And the law firm of the wife that went after Dawson is Mob-related."
Teresa nodded, then said: "But despite all that... this doesn't seem like the Mob's work. They shoot people with .22 caliber bullets; they don't slice their throats like what happened to this girl. And unlike politicians and reporters, the Mob ain't stupid; they would not do this in the Iron Crowbar's home County if they could possibly do it elsewhere."
"Good points." I said. "But we can't rule anything out just yet."
Teresa said "And to that point... I believe we're going to hear about more of these 'Homewrecker' cases. Eddy told you what he was directly involved with, but I think he knows more, and knows there are more cases. She didn't just get that nickname from three cases like that, so I'm betting we find more. And there many be more out that haven't led to divorces yet. It could be that one of those people silenced her ahead of time."
"Very true. Verrrrry true." I said. "That's Iron Crowbar thinking. Sure you don't want a crowbar?"
"They look like fun." Teresa replied. "But since I'm barred from the Police Boxing Matches, I don't need one..."
Part 5 - More Intel, More Action
Returning from lunch, Teresa and I wrote up our notes of the lunch meeting, not mentioning Eddy by name but as a Confidential Informant, and put the notes into the evidence servers. I also examined the contents of the jump drive with Teresa (we technically had two-man control of it all the way to the Station), which mostly contained Eddy's old case notes and some of the Court cases involving Beverly DeAngelo, and put that into the evidence servers, again masking Eddy's identity by referring to him as a C.I.
Some minutes later I went to the Intelligence Room, where everyone was working at their various stations. There was one computer station set up to handle Tanya in her wheelchair, and she was at it, working on the computer.
"I finally have the big office I always wanted." she quipped with a cherubic grin and a twinkle in her eye as I came up to her.



"Most expensive office in Police history, too." I said back. As Mary Milton came up to us, I said: "I just put some information from a C.I. into the servers. Three divorce cases involving our victim."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "I just saw it. We also have the autopsy back from Martha."
She brought up the autopsy report on her iPad, and said: "Pretty straightforward. Knife wound sliced open her carotid artery and she bled out about as fast as one possibly can. Time of death is estimated at between 11:00pm to 1:00am, favoring the earlier side of that. There was some sperm in her uterus, but no seminal fluids in her vagina, and Martha does not believe the victim was sexually assaulted. Martha is doing a workup to see if there is any DNA other than her own in her mouth or vaginal areas, but she says it might be a longshot to get anything that could identify another person."
"Martha really does a great job for us." I said. "She needs a Certificate of Appreciation from us at the next Ceremonies. Okay, what else?"
"We have some more 'Homewrecker' information, sir." said Tanya.
"Don't keep me in suspense." I said.
Tanya nodded to Mary, who said: "We've got two more sets of couples that divorced with Beverly DeAngelo as the mistress involved. She really is a 'homewrecker', to the point it seems she does it deliberately."
"Who are they?" I asked.
Mary said "One of them is named Bart Bell. Yes, he's the same Bart Bell from the Terry Schultz case." (Author's note: 'The Hot Date Mystery', Ch. 03.)
"Oh yeah, I remember him." I said. "Speech therapist, seducing the mothers of the children he was working with. Dropped out of sight when he became a suspect in Schultz's murder. So how is he connected to Beverly DeAngelo?"
Mary said "The name of the hooker who red-flagged Bell was 'Beryl Corvalis', which is one of the aliases for Beverly DeAngelo. He was the only man she red-flagged for Schultz. I'm sure you remember that Bart Bell had restraining orders against him by his wife and Terry Schultz, for threatening to kill them. If Beryl red-flagged him and he found her, he might have gone after her."
I said "It's a possibility. Let's put out a warrant for him, material witness, just to make sure he can't run away again if he's still in the area. Any idea where he may be?"
"He got a job working for MegaTech Industries in the City." said Mary. "Helping them develop their 'Alicia' smart devices that talk to us, as well as the smartphone voices. With MegaTech in Town this weekend, maybe he's here in Town."
"We can only hope." I said. "Contact the Detectives at the Hotel and tell them to be on the lookout for Bell. Send his photo to them." Tanya gave Lainie the instructions, then I said "Okay, who else?"
Mary said "Earl Edwards. Worked construction for Moe Molinari in the City for years. After Molinari gave up his organization for retirement and politics, Edwards became the head of the Pipefitters Union, Local 444 in the City, and has basically been a Union boss since."
"Mob related, eh?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Ted Crenshaw told me he heard Earl Edwards's name when Crenshaw was in the SBI. Earl is not considered a major player in the City Mob, but he runs his Union pretty tight for them."
Mary said "Eight months ago, his wife filed for divorce after getting pictures on him with several women, one of them being Beryl Angel. But they worked it out, she dropped the divorce lawsuit, and they're still married."
I nodded. "One thing we're going to need to do in the coming days is to find these men, find the wives, and interview them all. And the Intel unit needs to dig deep and see if there are any pending divorces that might involve Beryl, or other recent situations she may have gotten into vis-a-vis married couples."
"You want to talk to Rita?" asked Tanya with a wicked grin on her face.
"Sure, I'll handle that." I said. "Okay, one more thing: any word on George Aurus?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "He's on the FBI's Top Ten Most Wanted list, but no word on him from anywhere in the State nor this Region of the country."
"Just keep him in the back of your minds." I said. "All right, keep me posted if anything pops on this Beverly DeAngelo case. Perlman, I'm sending Washington and Parker to the City immediately..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm, Friday, November 15th. Detective Roark Coleman came up to Detective Julia Rodriguez in the lobby of the Hyatt Hotel.
"I think we've finally got a bead on where the Event Coordinator, Deborah Wilkins, is." said Roark.
"Let's go." Julia said. They went down the hall to one of the conference rooms and went inside, seeing a young Executive on the stage, addressing underlings. To one side, they saw a tall, willowy blonde woman in an expensive navy blue suit, lighter blue blouse, and blue high heel pumps that shaped her slender legs and ass nicely. She was at the side of the stage, addressing her underlings.
Two men in suits that were obviously Security were looking out over the crowd. When they saw Rodriguez and Coleman approach the woman, they went nearer to her.
"Deborah Wilkins?" asked Julia as she walked up to the woman.
"And you are?" Wilkins asked, forcing her voice to be cautiously friendly.
"Detective Julia Rodriguez, Town & County Police." said Julia, exhibiting her badge and ID. "This is Detective Coleman. We need to ask you some questions."
"Look, I am very busy right now." said Wilkins. "Why don't I call you when I get a break, and----"
"I don't think you understand, Ms. Wilkins." said Coleman, and 'not quietly'. "We need to talk to you right now. We can either find a place around here to talk, or we can take you to the Police Station."
"Am I under arrest?" Deborah asked, her voice becoming unfriendly.
"Is there a problem here?" a security man said gruffly as he came between Deborah and Julia, his hand on his still-holstered weapon.
"Yes there is." said Julia, going for her service weapon, as did Coleman. "And if you draw that gun, there will be an even bigger problem."
"If you don't have a warrant, you leave Ms. Wilkins alone." started the Security man.
*CLACK CLACK!*
That was the sound of a round being chambered, and a second later the security man felt the business end of a Police service weapon in his earhole.
"Get your hand off that weapon." said Detective George Newman, who had efficiently ambushed the security man from behind. Sr. Patrol Officer Johnson had his service weapon in the other security man's ear.
"To hell with you!" muttered the security man. He tried to whirl out of the way of Newman's firearm and draw his own. But it was possible that Newman had done some training for a little thing we call the Police Boxing Matches. Not only was he 'not fooled', he responded well:
*WHAM!*
The Security Man found himself face-down on the floor and his weapon four feet away. "Put your hands behind you!" Coleman ordered as he helped Newman make the arrest. They still had to struggle to force the man to comply but got the handcuffs on him. The other security man was also stripped of his weapon and handcuffed by Coleman while Johnson covered him.
"This is Police brutality!" Deborah Wilkins screamed as her security men were summarily marched out of the room with dozens of people watching. Smartphones were being brought out to record what was happening.
"You don't know the meaning of the words." Julia said. "Put your hands behind your back. You're under arrest.".
"I'm not going anywhere with you!" Wilkins snarled angrily.
"I wouldn't call the Police Station just 'anywhere'." Julia said, moving behind Deborah.
"Why are you handcuffing me? I've done nothing wrong. Let me go!" spat Wilkins as Julia handcuffed the woman's very slender arms behind her back.
"I disagree." said Detective Rodriguez. "For openers, you're being charged with obstructing justice, and interfering with a Police investigation. And oh yeah, the big one: suspicion of murder in the first degree."
"What?!" screamed Deborah Wilkins. As others were walking up, she shouted "Call the lawyers! Immediately!" Rodriguez perp-walked her out of the room. The arrest would be all over 'the Facebook' within minutes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:45pm. Once Uniformed Patrol Officers had taken the security men to County Jail and Deborah Wilkins to Headquarters for booking, Julia, Roark and George reassembled in the hotel lobby with more Uniformed Officers.
"Okay, we're looking for this man." said Julia, texting them a photo of Bart Bell. "The hotel does not have him registered here, but he may be in one of the conference rooms. His name is Bart Bell. I'd love to get him to come with us in a cooperative manner, but if he doesn't, cuff him and stuff him, and we'll talk to him at Headquarters."
They dispersed, going through the conference rooms, where speakers were speaking to audiences of various sizes. Word had gotten around, and Security was backing off when TCPD badges were flashed.
"There he is." whispered Coleman to Newman, as they saw the rather distinguished looking man at the A/V table. "Looks like he's going to be the next speaker."
"There might be a case of 'presentus interruptus' happening." Julia Rodriguez said, coming up behind them. "Let's go." They headed to the table.
"Bart Bell?" asked Julia.
"Yes." said Bart Bell. "And you are?"
"Police." said Julia, showing her badge. "We need you to come with us, please."
"Er, now?" said Bell. "I'm about to do the next presentation."
"It'll have to wait." said Julia. "You can come quietly and cooperatively, or we can arrest you." Having no choice, Bart Bell followed her, with Coleman and Newman on either side of him.
Part 6 - Interviews and Interrogations
2:30pm, Friday November 15th. Lieutenant Jerome Davis was in my office, reporting what was going on.
"The security men are at County Jail," Jerome said. "Our guys brought Deborah Wilkins and Bart Bell here, and put Wilkins through partial booking to get her data onto the forms and into the system. We were not sure if we should do the same for Bart; he's been fairly cooperative so far. Wilkins immediately demanded a lawyer."
"Has her attorney arrived?" I asked. Just then my desk telephone buzzed. It was the Duty Desk, telling us that Deborah Wilkins's attorney had arrived, and who it was.
After hanging up, I said "Get your flame-retardant suits on... Gwen Munson is here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Munson talked with her client in Interrogation-1, I went into Interrogation-Alpha on the other side of the Station, where Bart Bell was. Patrolman Johnson was the Uniformed presence, and Lt. Jerome Davis came in with me while Coleman and Newman watched from the anteroom.
"Bart Bell." I said. "Barrrt Belllll. It's been a while since I've heard that name. The Terry Schultz case, if memory serves me correctly. You were very lucky not to have been arrested for that, Mr. Bell. Verrrrry lucky."
"C'mon, that was a long time ago." said Bell. "I'm way past that, now. And I thought you solved the case and caught her killer. Is that really why you brought me in here?"
"Not directly." I said. Then I looked up from the paperwork in my hands to him and said: "Why are you in my Town & County again, Mr. Bell?"
"I'm here for the MegaTech Industries conference." said Bell. "I was supposed to give a presentation, but your cops arrested me and dragged me here."
"You weren't arrested, not formally, anyway." I replied. "And you weren't dragged; you walked out of there voluntarily. So what is your job with MegaTech Industries?"
"I'm helping them develop the A.I. speech processes for their 'Alicia' device and other applications that talk." said Bart.
I nodded. "Sounds interesting, and I wish I had time to talk about it. Unfortunately, I don't. But that sounds pretty temporary; there's only so much you can do to make an A.I. robot talk correctly, neh?"
"Well, this is not politically correct to say," said Bell, "but MegaTech hires a lot of Chinese and Indian immigrants, and I've been working with a lot of them to help them speak English more flawlessly."
"That makes sense." I said. "Are you staying at the Hyatt Hotel, Mr. Bell?"
"Yes." said Bell. Room 404. I checked in this morning."
"You weren't here last night?" I asked.
"No." said Bart Bell. "We were driven in vans from the City to here, and our rooms were waiting for us when we arrived."
"You checked in at the front desk?" I asked.
"No, the Event Staff gave me my key when I checked in with them." said Bell.
"Deborah Wilkins gave you your room key?"
"Oh heck no." said Bell. "She's the Events Coordinator for the company, part of the hierarchy. Mr. Marcos was giving us our keys. He's one of lower-level staff people."
"I see." I said. "Do you own a car, Mr. Bell?"
"Er, yeah." said Bart Bell, getting skeptical. "Why?"
"What's the make and model? And the car tag?" I asked.
"Why do you want to know that?" said Bell. "What's going on, here?"
"We can get that information without your help, Mr. Bell, though I'm noting your lack of cooperation." I said. "So let me ask a different question: Do you know a woman named Beryl Corvalis?"
Bart Bell's face began turning red. "I think you already know that she's the bitch Terry Schultz hired to snare me in her 'red flag' trap."
"When was the last time you saw Ms. Corvalis?" I asked.
"Long damn time ago." replied Bell. "Before that cunt Schultz was murdered."
"You never looked for her?" I asked. "You never went after her?"
"No, and no." said Bell. "Like I said before, I moved on. I finally got this job with MegaTech. They even asked me to do a presentation. Now that your Officers have dragged me away from that, my future with them is over, thank you very much."
"You're quite welcome." I said. "And I mean that; you may not want to associate with them any longer. But back to the Schultz case. You had restraining orders sworn out against you, didn't you? Threatened to kill your wife and Schultz?"
"I didn't threaten to kill my wife." said Bart Bell. "Her sleazy lawyer said that I did so she could slap a restraining order on me, to make her case look better. Her lawyer also reported me to the Medical Board, and I was stripped of my license. Without any due process, either."
"And Schultz?" I asked.
"You know how it is." said Bell. "I had a few drinks one night, said something like 'I wish she was dead'... which I did... and some assholes that heard it went and said I was making threats, the jerks."
"Why would they say you were making threats?" I asked. "Why would they lie?"
"Just to kick a man while he's down." said Bell. "Just for the enjoyment of it."
I said "So you never threatened Beryl Corvalis?"
"No." said Bell. "I haven't seen her nor heard about her for years."
"Where were you last night, Mr. Bell?" I asked.
"At home." said Bell.
"Can anyone vouch for that?" I asked.
"No." said Bell. "I didn't know I needed vouching for. And what is this about? I'm not answering any more questions until you tell me what this is about."
"Mr. Bell," I said, looking hard into the man's eyes, "Beryl Corvalis was found dead last night. Murdered. At the Hyatt Hotel. In a room reserved by MegaTech Industries for the conference... a conference you are attending."
"Whaa?" gasped Bell. "I... I had no idea about that. Any of it!" As the magnitude of the situation dawned upon him, he said "I think I need a lawyer now."
"Yes, yes you do." I said. "Patrolman, take Mr. Bell through full booking, let him call a lawyer, and put him in a holding cell until that lawyer gets here. The charge is suspicion of first degree murder. Read him his rights." Johnson came up and dropped his handcuffs on the table for dramatic effect as he read Bell the rights from the card, then had Bell stand up and put his hands behind him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we walked down the hallway to the other side of Police Headquarters, Jerome Davis said "You think he did it, sir?"
"Not enough data yet, though he really checks off the boxes so far, doesn't he?" I said. "Okay, let's go watch the interrogation of Deborah Wilkins."
As we reached the intersection of hallways, Davis, Newman, and Coleman started towards the Monitor Room, but I went on forward to the anteroom of the Interrogation Rooms. Jerome wisely followed me as the other two went on into the Monitor Room.
"You're watching from in here, sir?" he asked quietly as we looked through the one-way glass, seeing Julia Rodriguez and Roark Coleman in the room, and Julia reading Wilkins her considerable legal rights.
"Yeah." I said. "Those chairs in that room make my back hurt like hell. I'd rather just stand in here. And I can see more from in here." Jerome nodded. He was learning, I thought happily. He was learning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Do you understand the rights?" asked Julia to Deborah Wilkins after she and Coleman had sat down and Julia had read Deborah Wilkins her rights. Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell was the Uniformed presence.
"What is this about?" Gwen Munson asked in her very deceptively sweet voice.
"Do you understand the rights, Ms. Wilkins?" Julia asked again. Deborah remain silent. She looked scared, like a deer in the headlights of an onrushing vehicle.
"Again, what is this about?" Munson asked. Julia just held up the card to the camera to show that Wilkins had been mirandized.
"Ms. Wilkins," said Julia, "did you obtain the keys to the 8th floor suites from the hotel desk last night?"
"Is that a crime?" Munson asked.
"Ms. Wilkins," said Detective Rodriguez, "you need to answer my questions, or invoke your Fifth Amendment rights. Again, did you obtain the keys to the 8th floor suites last night?'
"I've advised my client not to speak nor answer your questions until you tell us what this is about." Munson thundered. "Are you charging my client with a crime?"
"So your client is invoking?" Julia asked.
"Not yet, but I demand you explain why you brought her here." said Munson. "Is my client under arrest?" When Julia didn't immediately answer, Munson said "I'm taking her out of here, then. Come on, Deborah, let's go..."
"Your client is not free to go." said Julia. "She was arrested, and she is a person of interest in a crime that was committed at the Hyatt Hotel last night. One more time, Ms. Wilkins----"
"Yes, she checked out all the keys to the bloc of suites MegaTech Industries had reserved." said Munson. "And again, that's not a crime."
"So you had the keys to Suites 801, 802, and 804, which are sequentially on the same side of the hallway, is that right?" asked Julia.
"What of it?" replied Munson.
"I'd like to hear her confirm that herself." said Julia. Dammit, I thought to myself. She was doing good, but she just fucked up. Gwen was answering for her, but Gwen was answering.
"I just told you." said Munson. "She doesn't speak until you tell me what this is about. Otherwise, I'm going to Court and get her released immediately."
"Who did you give the keys to those three rooms to, Ms. Wilkins?" asked Julia.
"CEO Elliot Sanders was in the big suite, 801." said Gwen Munson. "The other rooms were not yet assigned."
"So you had the keys to 802 and 804 all night, Ms. Wilkins?" Julia asked. "Or did you give them to someone? To whom did you give the key to Room 802, Ms. Wilkins?"
"It was unassigned." snarled Gwen Munson. "What is the purpose of this browbeating and intimidation?"
"This is ridiculous." I whispered to Jerome. I handed him my red crowbar and said "Here, hold this. And stay here and watch." With that I opened the door to the Interrogation Room and walked in, pretty much slamming the door behind me.



"Ah, there you are, Commander Troy." said Gwen Munson with pretend happiness. "I wondered when you were going to show up for the advanced Police browbeating----"
"SHUT UP!" I yelled at her as I came up behind Coleman and Rodriguez, putting my hands on the backs of their chairs and leaning over like a vulture. As Munson recoiled, I said "You speak only when spoken to. Ms. Wilkins, someone committed first degree murder in Suite 802 last night. First. Degree. Murder."
I continued, boring in on Deborah Wilkins, who was beginning to look frightened: "Let's get one thing very, very straight, Ms. Wilkins. YOU checked into Suite 802 as part of a bloc of rooms. YOU took possession of the key to that room. Now if you don't give up a name for who you gave the room key to, then the whole thing is on YOU."
"That's ridiculous!" shouted Gwen Munson.
"I said SHUT UP!" I yelled at Munson again. "Speak only when spoken to!" It is possible that the look in my eyes conveyed the message to Munson that her antics were no longer being tolerated.
Turning back to Deborah, I said "YOU, madam, are the last, and right now only, person who we KNOW had a key to the room. And that makes YOU my prime suspect for the murder. So you can either start talking and give us some information to help solve this crime... or you personally are going down for it."
"He's lying. Don't let him intimidate you." said Gwen Munson to Deborah. To me, Munson said "You don't have a thing. No proof. At all."
"I'm not intimidating her." I said. "I'm giving her the facts of the matter. I'm telling her exactly where she stands. And you better start giving her much, much better legal advice than your Fake News crap about intimidation. Ms. Wilkins, this is not a game. This is the real deal. We're talking murder in the first degree, here."
"I... I need to talk to my lawyer." wailed Deborah Wilkins.
"Patrol Officer Burrell," I said, "has this suspect been taken through booking?"
"The initial part, sir." said Lisa Burrell. "Like we do for material witnesses."
"Ms. Wilkins," I said, "you can talk to your lawyer... after you've been taken through full booking. Fingerprints, photographs, orange jump suit, the works. We'll be getting a warrant to take a DNA sample. Go ahead, Officer Burrell." Lisa Burrell came over, handcuffed Deborah Wilkins's hands behind her back, and led her out.
"You bastard!" Gwen Munson spat. "There really is no limit to you, is there?"
"Roark, go get a drink of water." I said. Coleman moved out smartly through the door to the anteroom. I sat down in his chair, picking up the folder Julia had brought in. "One more time, Ms. Munson, don't speak until I ask you something. And tune your ears to the sound of my voice if you want to represent your client with any degree of competence and professionalism."
I opened the folder, which showed the Crime Lab's photos of the terminally unfortunate Beverly DeAngelo. "This woman was murdered in Suite 802 last night. The door was not forced; a key was used to gain entrance. The hall cameras on that end were very carefully painted over with black paint hours in advance, meaning someone knew ahead of time that the deceased would be in that room. That alone shows premeditation. Right now, we know for a fact that your client was issued a key to that room. And she's the only one we know for a fact had a key to that room."
"Again, it proves nothing." said Munson.
"It proves opportunity and means, and motive will follow rather quickly, I would be willing to bet." I said. "Now if your client can give us some information that will lead to someone else we can prove to be the killer, it would do her some real good. Like her life vs. 'life-without-parole' kind of good."
"This is crap." said Munson. "You're playing with a totally worthless hand, Commander. It's so beneath you."
"I think Ms. Munson likes you, Commander." Detective Rodriguez said cattily. I chuckled as Gwen Munson gave Julia a withering look filled with hatred. We all fell silent.
Some minutes later, Deborah Wilkins was brought back into the room, wearing an orange jumpsuit. Upon my instructions, Officer Burrell handcuffed Wilkins to the ring on the table.
"Is that necessary?" Munson whined.
"She's the prime suspect in a Murder-1 case." said Julia, aware of what I was doing: exerting maximum psychological pressure upon a woman that an hour ago had been a top-tier official with a major technology firm.
"Give me five minutes with her." said Gwen Munson. Julia and I got up and went into the anteroom.
"That was a pretty good interview, Ms. Rodriguez. You did well." I told Julia as we waited in the anteroom. "But I had to come in because of Munson's crap tactics. Gwen Munson is the outright worst lawyer to have on the other side of the table, and by worst I mean the most annoying. Asking what time of day it is is like pulling teeth with her. At some point, you just have to stop letting her play games and show her who is in charge, here."
"Thank you, sir." Julia said. "And yes, she is a bitch." I chuckled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Munson was done talking to Wilkins, we came back in and sat down. Munson said "I've asked my client to make a hypothetical statement regarding---"
"No." I interrupted. "You just don't get it, do you Munson? The time for your games is long past. Your client has two choices: she can answer our questions, and not with hypotheticals; anything and everything she says counts. Orrrrr... she can invoke, and take her chances at her trial for murder in the first degree. No in-betweens."
Gwen Munson looked exasperated, but realized that it was her hand of cards that was empty of jokers. She leaned over and whispered something to Deborah Wilkins, who nodded. "What do you want to know?" Deborah said.
"You took possession of the key to Suite 802?" I asked.
"Yes, with a lot of others." said Deborah.
"Did you give that key to anyone else?" I asked.
"No, but I didn't have possession of it the whole time, either." said Deborah. "We had a lot of keys in a box, with the suite numbers on the paper sleeves the keys come in, in one of the side rooms. They were given to the Executives that came in last night."
"Including the CEO, Elliot Sanders?" I asked.
"Yes." said Deborah. "He was in 801. I took him and his wife up there myself."
"Who was assigned to 802 and 804?" I asked.
"804 went to our CFO, William Dalton." said Deborah. "He goes by 'Bill'. Room 802 was for Kara Zorn, our COO. She wasn't scheduled to come in last night, but we had the room in case she changed her mind and showed up."
"Ohhhhhh." I said. "Kara Zorn was going to come into my Town & County, eh?"
"I don't know what her plans were. We have to prepare for any eventuality." said Wilkins, perhaps not understanding the full nature of my comment.
"I dunno... I dunno." I said mockingly. "Maybe I'm just not making myself clear---"
Just then the anteroom door burst open and Sheriff Griswold appeared. "Red alert, Crowbar!" he said.
"Officer Burrell, after we leave the room, take Ms. Wilkins to her holding cell." I said as Julia and I got up, and I uncuffed Wilkins from the table ring. "Ms. Munson, come with me."
Gwen Munson snarled "Where are we going?"
"Just come with us. Right now." I said. We went through the anteroom, and I had Julia escort Gwen to the breakroom. The Sheriff and I continued down the hallway towards my office.
"You get one guess who just showed up in our front lobby." the Sheriff growled.
"I don't need to guess, Sheriff." I said. "Elliot Sanders, CEO of MegaTech Industries..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Executive Privilege
3:15pm, Friday, November 15th. I went into my office, followed by the Sheriff. From my coat closet I pulled out my armored vest, then pulled out a second one. It was smaller, had 'SHERIFF' on it instead of 'POLICE', and by sheer coincidence, I am sure, perfectly fit Our Sheriff.
After helping each other 'suit up', we headed down the hallway towards the front lobby. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle joined us, also wearing an armored vest. She said "SWAT is gearing up and will come through the booking door if they need to. Elliot Sanders has three lawyers and six security men with him. They're in suits and may have armor underneath. He's wearing a t-shirt and jeans, of all things."
Elliot Sanders, CEO of MegaTech Industries, looked to be very young, as in late-20s-to-early-30s kind of young, but was ten years older. He'd founded MegaTech out of the basement of his parents' home. He had curly brown hair, a boyish face, was 'not tall', being the Sheriff's height. He wasn't bulky muscular, but was extremely toned and fit, and looked like he'd be a pretty strong contestant in the Police Boxing Matches. And he always wore tight fitting t-shirts to show off his physique. His wife was Chinese, so maybe he had some moves that would keep Cindy Ross at bay. But not the red crowbar...
We got to the metal door that led to the lobby, and I peeked at the monitor at the Duty Desk Station. "Ready, Sheriff?" I said. "And you're not going in front of me."
"I'm right behind you, Crowbar." he growled, then muttered: "Like always." I chuckled, then got serious as the Duty Desk Sergeant buzzed the door open.
We stepped out into the lobby, followed by six armed and armored Uniformed Officers. As soon as he saw us, Elliot Sanders lit into us. "Where is my Events Coordinator? Why have you arrested her and dragged her down here?" he practically shouted at us.
"Why are you bringing armed men into my Police Station?" I replied strongly.
"Do you realize who I am?" Sanders sneered.
"Yes." I said. "Now ask me if I care. Especially when you bring armed men into my Police Station."
"They're my security." said Sanders. "And they have Federal permits to carry arms as part of their duties."
"Impressive." I said sarcastically. "As to your Events Coordinator, she's a suspect in a murder case... and you need to answer a few questions yourself, Mr. Sanders. Corporal Kirkpatrick, please escort Mr. Sanders to Interrogation-B. His attorneys are welcome to join him. His armed thugs are not."
Elliot Sanders looked like he was about to explode. His security men were going for their guns, which caused me and the Sheriff to walk around Elliot and get between him and them.
"Don't be stupid!" growled Sheriff Griswold. "Unless you just want to know what it feels like to get beat down by the Iron Crowbar."
"The Iron Crowbar?" gasped a stunned Elliot Sanders.
"That's right." I said, exhibiting my red crowbar. "I'm sure your COO Kara Zorn has mentioned me to you. Go with Corporal Kirkpatrick now, Mr. Sanders, before things get... ugly. And remember... we're all armed and armored. You, by way of stark contrast, are not."
"I need my security men with me." said Sanders. "To keep me safe." He meant safe from me, I guessed..
"You are in a Police Station." I replied. "We have more guns than you... a lot more guns. You can take that as either a positive or a negative regarding your safety, but the bottom line is that your security men are not coming any further into this Police Station... and you are going to be questioned by me..."
"Then I'll leave." said Sanders.
"Ears are to hear with, Mr. Sanders." I said, turning and facing him. "You will go in there and answer my questions. Or you can be arrested, taken through full booking, and then be taken in there to answer my questions."
Sanders glanced over at Sheriff Griswold, who said "You are not in charge here, Mr. Sanders. I am. May I suggest you adopt a more... cooperative attitude."
Sanders capitulated, and went with Corporal Kirkpatrick.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once in I-B, I came around the table and sat down, facing the CEO of MegaTech Industries and darling of the Mainstream Media. "Mr. Sanders," I said, "you're not a suspect in the murder. I only have a couple of questions. First, what time did you arrive at Suite 801 last night?"
Sanders's lawyer nodded at him, and Sanders answered "My wife and I arrived about 4:00pm yesterday, give or take."
"And Events Coordinator Deborah Wilkins escorted you to Suite 801, and gave you the key to the suite?" I asked. "She always does that?"
"Yes, she took us up there." said Elliot Sanders. "And yes, that's the norm for events like this one. But she didn't give me the key to the room. Usually one or more of my security keeps the keys."
"Keys? Plural?" I asked.
"Sure, in case my wife and I come back to our room at separate times." said Sanders. "Doesn't happen often, but just in case, you know."
"I see." I said. "Where were you from the time you got there until 2:00am this morning?"
"My wife and I got some rest when we first arrived, so we were in the room until just before dinner." said Sanders. "That dinner with my top executives was around 7:30pm, nothing formal, just some good food and talk. There was a more formal reception at 9:00pm, and we were there until well past midnight. We went back to the suite around 1:00am, again give or take, and we went to bed."
"There are four bedrooms in your suite." I said. "Your security was in the other three rooms?"
"I have a valet, who is also a trained security man." said Elliot. "He was in one of the other bedrooms. The other rooms were empty."
"Did you hear any noises at all?" I asked. "Like fighting, or screaming, or literally a bump in the night?"
"Nothing at all." said Sanders.
"Why did you have the four-bedroom suite?" I asked. "Were you planning on entertaining guests?"
"I usually don't." said Sanders. "Ms. Wilkins assigned the suite, and gave me the largest and best one, though I didn't really need a suite that big. I usually have my meetings in conference rooms, or side rooms reserved for meetings."
"Let me ask this." I said. "Why did you come here, to the Town & County Hyatt Hotel, for this conference? Don't you usually have conferences like this at the really big hotels?
"This isn't one of the very biggest conferences we have." said Sanders. "And by coming here, we can bring in our associates that work for your great University here. And my wife was planning to make an appearance at the University Hospital Cancer Center and make a donation to help advance their good work there."
"I'm sure they'll be grateful." I said. "Is your COO Kara Zorn planning on coming to the conference?" I asked, trying to keep my voice as casual as possible. But I did not fool Sanders, and he did not fool me: he looked at me with something of a gleam in his eye.
"Kara is always welcome at our conferences." said Sanders. "But she might be unable to attend this particular one, due to... other commitments."
"Mmm hmm." I said. "That's unfortunate. My wife has 'encouraged' me to make Ms. Zorn's acquaintance."
"I'm sure Kara is way too busy to have time to talk to a local cop." said Sanders, intentionally haughty.
"I couldn't agree more." I said affably but mockingly. "But so are you... and here we are. Sheriff, do you have any questions for Mr. Sanders?"
"No." said the Sheriff. "But I want better cooperation from his people in solving this murder... cooperation we have not been getting so far."
"I'm sure everyone at MegaTech Industries will be as helpful as they can legally be." said Sanders. "Of course, my Legal Department will want to be at any future interrogations, for the protection of my employees's rights, of course."
"Of course." I said. "Thank you for your time, Mr. Sanders. Ms. Wilkins is already being represented by legal counsel, but Mr. Bart Bell might need the help of one of your attorneys."
"Who?" Sanders blurted out. Then he caught himself and said "John, give them your card. Sheriff, Chief, if you'll just call that number for any legal needs, I'm sure you'll be quickly accommodated."
I took the card, noting the lawyer's name 'John Proctor' under the Prodder, Ryder & Reems law firm name. Sanders got up and led his legal beagles out of the room, and ultimately out of Headquarters.
"What was that bit about your wife about?" growled the Sheriff.
I replied: "I was hoping Ms. Zorn would attend, so that I can reunite her with a friend of hers... girl named Keiko Shimono. Peas in a pod, those two are... peas in a pod..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:50pm. Back to Interrogation-1, with Deborah Wilkins and Gwen Munson.
"Okay," I said, "let's get real here, Ms. Wilkins. First of all, Kara Zorn never had and never will have any intention of setting foot in this State again, if she knows what's good for her. If you're not aware of a little incident in Palmyra County last June, I'd suggest you ask around." (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman', Ch. 02-03.) "Isn't that right, Ms. Munson?"
"So what?" snarled Gwen Munson.
"So I'm skeptical of your client's story that Suite 802 was reserved for Kara Zorn." I replied. "And here's another point to that: Kara Zorn is the social butterfly of the top-tier brass of the company. She would be likely to have many people in her suite, and would be the more logical choice to have a big four-bedroom suite like 801 or 816 on the other end. By way of contrast, Elliot Sanders conducts his business with others at dinners and offices, not hotel rooms. He values his privacy, and so a two-bedroom suite like Rm. 802 is what he normally is given."
Munson said "Are you really suggesting the CEO of MegaTech Industries is responsible for the murder? If you are, I'm taking my client here out of your Police Station right now."
"She's going nowhere." said Detective Rodriguez venomously.
"Unless and until she cooperates, and gives us names." I said. "Ms. Wilkins, who were you really going to give Suite 802 to tonight? Or did give to, as I believe is the case."
Deborah Wilkins looked defeated. She finally said "I didn't give it out. And it could've been taken out of the box without being issued."
"That would be worse than sloppy of your staff, Ms. Wilkins." I replied. "And your attempt to set them up for conspiracy to commit murder will blow up in your face when one of them sings like a canary after I arrest them."
"That's a load of crap." Gwen Munson said.
"Say one more word, and I'll do it just to show you I can." I replied. To Deborah Wilkins I said "I want a specific name for who was in Suite 802 last night." I asked.
"There are at least twelve persons it could be." said Ms. Wilkins. "And the company will have to give you their names."
"All right, then." I said. "Let's go, Detective. We're not getting any cooperation here. Ms. Wilkins simply isn't giving us any useful information, and what she has given us doesn't have a shred of truth in it. Absolute fabrications, is all we're getting."
"Prove it." said Gwen Munson.
As Julia and I got up, Deborah Wilkins said "Am I free to go?"
"Oh, not at all." I said. "Not until I know for sure who had that room key last night. And I'm going to make your lawyer actually do some work and bail you out. And that reminds me... you do still work for Prodder, Ryder & Reems, Ms. Munson?"
"What of it?" Gwen snarled, her face dark and visibly angry.
"Just wanted to be sure." I said with that brief smile that adversaries of Your Iron Crowbar do not ever want to see...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julia was laughing as we walked down the hallway towards MCD. "She just about blew a gasket when you said you were going to make her do some work." she spluttered through her laughter, meaning Gwen Munson.
"Yes, she did." I said with a grin. "So, Detective Rodriguez, what do you make of all that?"
Julia replied "I think Wilkins is trying to protect someone. I agree with you that she or one of her staff did give that key out. I'll go find out who was issuing keys and start asking questions."
"Good idea." I said. "Look, find Mr. Marcos and the other Event Staff people that might know what's going on. Grill the hell out of them. Bring them to Headquarters if need be, and I'll put them through the wringer."
"Yes sir." Julia said. Then she asked, her voice inquisitive, "Sir, something has been nagging me, especially after you mentioned Kara Zorn not wanting to come back to this State again... why would MegaTech Industries even consider having a big conference like this here, in our Town & County much less this State?"
"That is an outstanding question to be asking, Ms. Rodriguez." I said. "That is Iron Crowbar thinking. I am also more than a little curious why they chose this County. I asked Elliot Sanders that, and he gave a massively lame answer... which makes me think the question is far more important than they want us to realize..."
Part 8 - City Rats
Meanwhile...
3:00pm, Friday, November 15th. Detectives Theo Washington and Teddy Parker arrived at the bank branch in the southern part of the City; not the worst parts like the Railyards to the southeast, not the better parts like the suburbs to the southwest.
"You'd figure an airport and railroad guy would be in the northeast sector of the City." said Parker, who was riding shotgun.
"Commander Troy said the bank we're seeing him at is probably not the one he works out of." Theo replied. "Keep your eyes peeled on this one. I'd rather be doing this when the bank is open."
"I think we'll be okay." said Parker. "We're officially under Moe Molinari's protection."
The Detective went to the backdoor and knocked, and the door was opened by a very attractive blonde woman in her late 20s. "We're the Police, ma'am." said Theo. "We're here to see Charles Caldwell, by appointment."
"Of course." said the woman. "Come on in." The Detectives came in and the woman made sure the door was closed (and locked) behind them. They went down the corridor to a door, which the blonde woman indicated they were to enter. When they did, they were greeted by the sight of a man in his early 40s, curly hair just beginning to gray, perhaps with the aid of some highlighter, and just a hint of oiliness about him.
He was sitting behind his desk with feet propped up on the corner of it. He was wearing a white button-down shirt, suspenders, brown pants and socks, and tan shoes. Expensive tan shoes. He also looked a bit tired and ragged, as if he'd been up most of the night and hadn't gotten enough sleep.
"Mr. Molinari asked me to speak to you today." Caldwell said after the Officers introduced themselves. "So let's not waste time. What do you need to know?"
"Thank you for seeing us today." said Theo. "Sir, we're aware that you went through a divorce some years ago, and a mistress named 'Beryl' was involved?"
"Oh yeah, her." said Caldwell. "I'll be crude about it: she was a magnificent piece of ass. Made me forget the difference between getting a piece of ass and falling in love. I kept her with me far longer than I ever should have, and it got back to some people, who told my wife."
"Who were those people, sir?" asked Parker.
"I don't know for sure." said Caldwell, taking his feet off the desk and sitting upright in his chair. "Word I got was someone out of Southport hired some guys who were inserted into my security team."
"Jealous boyfriend?" asked Theo.
"Could be. Could well be." said Caldwell. "But it could've been a 'Family' thing. Beryl was related to a connected guy down there, but why he would care that I was porking her, I dunno. I never knew, and never really cared. I was glad to be free of my wife, to tell you the truth. They did me a favor."
"Who were the guys on the security team that snitched?" asked Theo. "We might like to talk to them, too."
"They left my employ when the divorce papers were served." Caldwell said. "I don't even remember who they are, so I couldn't tell you where they are now."
"What about Beryl?" asked Parker. "Seen her since the divorce?"
"Oh yeah, several times." said Caldwell. "Like I said, she was truly a magnificent piece of ass. The best I ever had... except for my English teacher in high school, who took on the whole football team, and came back for more of my turkeyneck."
"And the last time you saw her? Beryl?" asked Parker.
"Uh, six months ago, maybe?" said Caldwell. "I know she had other boyfriends beside me. She preferred being a kept woman to being a working girl, but I heard that she was starting up her own stable of girls."
"Here, in the City?" Theo asked.
"Midtown." said Caldwell. "And she was spending more of her time down there, and in Southport, than up here, which is why I didn't see her all that often. In fact, the last three, four months or so, she stayed in Southport."
"Sir," said Parker, "where were you last night, from 7:30pm to 3:00am?"
"Ah, now you're getting to it." said Caldwell. "Yes, I know Beryl was murdered last night. Fortunately for me, I do have an alibi. I was at a dinner with some of the bank's clients. Our bank's president can vouch for me, as well as some of my colleagues that were there. We were at the dinner, which was at the Marriott Grande Hotel, until after midnight, and we had rooms booked there. I went up with a couple of guys and some girls, and we partied until... rather late." Without being asked, Caldwell wrote down some names and numbers and reached over the desk to deposit the piece of paper where Parker could reach out and take it.
"Who were these clients you were meeting?" asked Parker as he looked at the list. "It'd help if they could vouch for you, too."
"I'm sure." said Caldwell. "Let's just say they work with the Railroads, and I'd rather not give their names unless I have to. One reason we have their business is because of our... discretion."
"All right, we won't press it. For now." said Theo. "So who told you Beryl was dead?"
"Moe Molinari, when he called to tell me to talk with you." said Caldwell. "He also said you work for the Iron Crowbar, and that it would be very unwise for me to mess around. And I agree: I don't want that bastard anywhere near me or my businesses."
"We appreciate your taking the time to talk to us." said Parker, standing up. "If you have any information that might help us track down Beryl's killer or killers, let us know." He extended his card to Caldwell over the desk, and Caldwell took it. The Detectives left.
Once back in their car, with Theo behind the wheel, he said "What do you make of that?"
"Two things." Parker said. "First, he was probably banging that girl in there before we got here. And second, all that was an act, from sitting there with his feet propped up to the information he was feeding us. Soooooo, let's go to the Marriott Grande Hotel and see if we can confirm his alibi. But first, we need to talk to Earl Edwards..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It looked like any 'social club', such as a VFW or American Legion room, on the corner of one of the many City streets on the east side, near the north-flowing river. The sign above the door said 'Pipefitters No. 444' on it. It was the local headquarters of the Union.



A number of middle-aged men were inside, sitting at the tables, none at the bar in the back left corner of the room. Most were wearing casual button-down shirts and sweaters over them, and slacks. They spoke with Italian accents, and some of them were eating either a late lunch or an early supper.
All eyes went to the two younger men that walked into the room through the door at the corner of the street. Theo Washington went towards the bar while Teddy Parker looked around the room, making eye contact with those openly staring at him.
"This is a members-only club." said the bartender when Theo came up.
"How do you know I'm not a member of the Pipefitters Union?" Theo asked.
"Because you're not." said the bartender. "And we don't serve your kind here." He meant that Theo was black.
Theo held up his badge. "This is my kind." he said. "Is Earl Edwards here?"
"You got a warrant to be here?" asked the bartender.
"It's okay." called out a man at the table nearest the door to the rooms that went further back into the building. "Who wants to see Earl?"
Parker came up to him, showing his Police badge and ID. "Police." he said. "We just want to ask him a couple of questions, and we'll be on our way. Are you Earl?"
"Maybe." said the man, who had iron gray hair and reminded Parker of the late Joe Smedley. "What's it about?"
"Can we talk privately, Mr. Edwards?" asked Parker.
"All right." said Earl Edwards. "Come on back." He led the Police Detectives through the door to the back and down a corridor to the first room on the left, a small conference room, then closed the door behind them. "What's it about?" he asked.
"Thanks for your time." said Theo. "Do you know a woman named Beryl Angel?"
"I'll spare you the runaround." said Edwards. "I heard she died last night over in the University Town. It's getting around that she was waxed."
"Since you know," said Parker, "then we'll get right to it: where were you last night?"
"Here." said Edwards. "Of course the boys will vouch for me. Again, I'll spare you the crap. I had nothing to do with that woman's murder. I had no reason to kill her, and I could've done it a lot more efficiently and a lot sooner than now."
"No reason?" asked Theo. "She was involved in your divorce case, wasn't she?"
"Yeah." barked Edwards. "One of several woman. But my wife figured it out that she couldn't do any better without me than she could with me. So she dropped the divorce filing and came back to me. We're still married."
Parker said "But did you have a relationship with Beryl?"
"Heh. 'Relationship'." barked Edwards. "Try 'sexual encounter'. Yeah, I indulged. Listen, we have parties for the boys and for the companies we do business with. And women are at those parties. Beautiful women. And yeah, I got my root wet in some of them. Beryl was one of the best I ever had, but she wasn't the only whore I ever banged."
"How did your wife find out about your... 'indulgences'?" Theo asked.
"I dunno." said Edwards. "Some P.I. probably followed me around. And it's not like it was hard to catch me."
"So Beryl was an escort?" Theo asked.
"Not really. Just a party girl." said Edwards. "She didn't do drugs like some of the working girls did at the parties. And the word was that she'd rather be a kept woman than a hooker. She was too classy to be a cheap whore like most of the girls at our parties are."
"When was the last time you saw Beryl?" asked Parker.
"It's been a while, a good while. Over a year, maybe 18 months ago?" said Edwards. "I don't think the City here is where she liked to hang out. Last I heard she was hanging out in Midtown and Southport, mostly Southport the last few months."
"Do you know if she started up an escort agency, either here or anywhere else?" Theo asked.
"If she did, this is the first I'm hearing of it." said Edwards.
"Okay." said Parker. "Any idea who might have wanted to kill Beryl?"
"A lot of husbands that got taken to the cleaners in their divorce cases." said Edwards. "Beryl was called 'the Homewrecker' on the Street. She'd get a married man with money in her clutches, try to make him leave his wife for her, blackmail him if she had to. Some guys kicked her to the kerb, others paid her to go away. One or two fell in love with her, and she left them after a while."
"Any names you can give us?" asked Parker.
"Tell you what." said Edwards. "Get on the Internet, and look up the name of the male State Legislators in Midtown. Choose any one of them. She was all over a lot of them, and word was that she was working for some lobbyist to entice them to vote certain ways."
"Anything else you can tell us?" asked Theo.
"Naw, that's it." said Edwards.
"Thank you for your time." said Parker, handing Earl Edwards his card. "If you hear something that could help us, give me a call." Edwards accepted the card, then they all headed back to the main room.
Once in their car, Theo said "That was the kind of interview we'd call mundane, and the Iron Crowbar would say is the most important thing about the whole case. Something about that conversation is nagging at me, but I'm not sure what it is."
"I hear ya." said Parker. "I wonder about him and his wife, though. She was going to divorce him, came back... wonder if he beat the snot out of her when she tried to leave him, told her she'd starve in the street if she left him, and so she's trapped now. He sure has no problem banging the party girls, risking bringing an STD home."
"Yeah." said Theo. "Okay, let's go check on Charles Caldwell's alibi..."
Part 9 - Shutdown
4:30pm. Detective Julia Rodriguez and Lieutenant Jerome Davis were again walking through the hallway to the conference rooms of the Hyatt Hotel. A lot of people were walking the other way, towards the lobby.
"I wonder what's going on?" Julia said. "Some activity on the other side of the Hotel?"
"No conference rooms that way." said Jerome Davis. "And there was starting to be a crowd at the front desk. I thought it might be people checking in for tonight's other events. But they're all MegaTech people... and I thought they were being given their keys at the office the Event Coordinator set up."
"That's a thought. Iron Crowbar thinking there, sir." Julia quipped. Jerome chuckled.
They came up to a room. Julia said "Here's the room they're using, and hey! it's open." They went inside, where people were scurrying around. It took the Detectives a couple of seconds to realize that people were packing, not unpacking, the boxes.
"Is the Event Coordinator here?" Julia asked a woman who was packing event ID badge holders into a box.
"No, she left hours ago." said the woman, not looking up from her task at hand.
"Is this the check-in room, where people get their room keys?" Jerome Davis asked.
"It was." said the woman. Then she looked up at them and said, "Oh, have you not heard?"
"Heard what?" Julia asked.
"The conference has been canceled." the woman said. "We're packing up to leave."
"Just like that?" said Julia, shocked.
"Just like that." the woman said
"Before you go," Julia said, "can you tell me who was giving out the room keys last night?"
The woman looked up at them again, this time peering hard at them. "Who wants to know?" she asked, her voice unfriendly.
"We do." said Jerome Davis, exhibiting his badge. "I'm Lieutenant Davis with the Town & County Police, and this is Detective Sergeant Rodriguez. Can you tell us who was giving out the room keys last night?"
A man walked up, carrying a box. "Just about all of the people that checked in yesterday were the top brass, so Ms. Wilkins, the Event Coordinator, was handling that herself." he said. "They had a dinner with the CEO, Elliot Sanders, so Ms. Wilkins personally handled everything for them."
"Are you Mr. Marcos?" asked Lt. Davis.
"Yes, I am." Marcos said, seeming surprised that his name was known.
"Can you tell us where the room keys are now?" asked Jerome.
The man said "Oh, we returned the ones we still had to the front desk as soon as the announcement was made that the conference was being shut down."
Julia saw that the woman was frowning as she listened in, so Julia said "Mr. Marcos, can we speak to you privately for a moment."
"Don't do it!" the woman snarled. "And you have to have a lawyer present!"
Lt. Davis said "Mr. Marcos, we can do this one of two ways. I can arrest literally everyone in here... hell, I can have every MegaTech employee still here at this Hotel arrested... or you can give us five minutes of your time. Which way will it be? I get paid the same either way."
"All right." said Marcos. "Let's go outside."
"No!" yelled the woman. "I demand you not speak to him without a lawyer!"
"Want a lawyer yourself?" asked Julia, squaring up to the woman and saying with as menacing voice as she could make her voice be: "One to come bail you out of jail if you say one more fucking word?"
"On what charge?" snarled the woman.
"Obstruction of Justice. Interfering with a Police investigation." said Julia. "You try me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They took Marcos outside and had him get into the backseat of a TCPD Police cruiser. Jerome got in back with him, and Julia took the driver seat.
"We're not going anywhere, Mr. Marcos." said Jerome Davis. "Just smile for the camera up there for this interview. So... is there a list of room assignments for last night and this weekend?"
"There was." said Marcos. "But it was probably shredded with some other stuff earlier this morning. The woman that bitched at you about a lawyer, her name is Thelma, she started shredding stuff right after you guys arrested Deborah. I'd imagine that was the first thing she destroyed."
Jerome said "Maybe you can tell us from memory: who was assigned the 800-level rooms?"
Marcos said "There's usually a standard arrangement. Kara Zorn gets the biggest suite, where she can entertain everyone; she loves entertaining. Elliot Sanders does what he has to, but he doesn't really like it, so he'll have a smaller room and not have guests. Usually a two-room suite, and his valet stays in the other room."
"So normally," Jerome said, "Sanders would've had 802 and Kara 801."
"That's right." said Marcos. "But Kara didn't come to this event, so Deborah gave Elliot the big suite. Our CFO, Bill Dalton, had a room. I think it was 804. We usually have a room for the legal counsel. Mr. Sanders always wants a lawyer or two nearby; you wouldn't believe how often people show up trying to serve subpoenas or warrants at three o'clock in the morning, or some issue crops up in Europe, or China."
Jerome asked "Could Suite 802 have been used by the legal counsel?"
"That's very possible, even likely." said Marcos.
"And did you give the key to Suite 802 to anyone?" Jerome asked.
"I didn't." said Marcos. "Deborah had it, and would've given it out. But it could've been in the box with other keys, and taken without anyone seeing it or realizing it."
"Okay, thank you. You've been helpful." said Jerome. Julia let him and Marcos out of the back seat. As Marcos was going back to the hotel, they noticed a man in a suit running up to him, and a second later begin shouting at Marcos.
"And Thelma the Bitch is right there in the doorway." observed Julia. "She went and found one of the attorneys and sent him after us. We got done with him just in time."
Jerome said "Yep. Okay, let's go to the front desk." They went back inside. Not bothering to mingle with the crowd in front of the desk, they went through the door that led behind the desk.
"Ma'am, sir, you can't come back here!" said the girl behind the desk, who was clearly frustrated with the crush of people.
"Sure we can." said Julia, exhibiting her Police badge. "Where are the bloc of keys that the MegaTech people returned?"
"Oh, we've already taken those out of their sleeves and put them in the bin to be reused." said the girl.
"And the paper sleeves?" asked Jerome.
"Oh, those were thrown away." said the girl.
"Where?" asked Jerome. "What trash can?"
"Uh, go into that room and check." the girl said. The Detectives rushed into the room, and Jerome secured a large plastic trash bag that had lined the trash can, which was full of paper sleeves with hotel room numbers on them.
"Let's hope 802 is in here." Jerome said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:00pm, I got a phone call from Paulina Patterson. She said: "Gwen Munson went to Harry Nance, who immediately took up Deborah Wilkins's arraignment. She didn't waive the preliminary hearing, and asked for her client to be released on her own recognizance. But Judge Nance said the he would do her one better, and without being asked, he dropped the charges against Wilkins, saying the grounds to arrest and hold her were completely insufficient."
"With or without prejudice?" I asked.
"He didn't say, which means 'without'." said Paulina. "But you'll have to release Wilkins just as soon as Munson gets up here with the Court Order."
"It is what it is." I said. "Who was the ADA for that hearing?"
"Dwayne Gregory." said Paulina. "And I heard that he contested it pretty vigorously, put up the good fight. But Nance seemed hell-bent on releasing her."
"What about Bart Bell?" I asked. "He's still sitting in a holding cell."
"And he may for the full 72 hours you can hold him." Paulina said. "No one has put his arraignment in the docket. And nothing for the Security men, either. No attorneys have come to see them, either."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Friday, November 15th. I was now meeting with my three Angels in my office after learning that MegaTech Industries had shut down their conference, with everyone being transported by MegaTech-hired vans and buses to the City to catch flights home.
"Wowwwwww." Cindy had said when she heard the news. "They completely shut down the conference?"
"Yes." said Tanya Perlman. "All of the higher level executives, including Deborah Wilkins and Elliot Sanders, have already left. We have camera footage of their vehicles leaving the hotel. Deborah Wilkins was driven west on the Hammondsville Highway over the State Line just as soon as she walked out of the Courthouse. The rest were being driven to City Airport, except Elliot Sanders and his wife; they boarded a MegaTech Industries helicopter at County Airport and flew to City Airport."
"Only the best for him." I said acerbically. "But why not fly Deborah out with him, if they wanted to get her away from me as fast as possible?"
"They got her over the State Line as fast as they could." said Teresa.
Cindy said: "I'd imagine that the great Elliot Sanders didn't even think of having Deborah fly with him, and if he did, he didn't care enough to help her. He just wanted to get himself and his wife away as fast as possible. For me, I'm still wondering how they got past our Officers sitting at the door of Suite 802?"
"There's a back way out of that suite." I said. "On all the other floors, there's a stairwell at the end of the hall. But Suite 801 at the top floor covers the end of the hall. I think there's a narrow hallway between the right-side bedrooms in that suite that goes to those stairs."
"Secret passage to the Conservatory." Tanya said with a gleam in her eye.
"Yes, and keep that in mind." I said. "So tell me: how was the conference cancellation announced?"
"Kind of quietly." said Tanya. "Texts and emails, mostly, and some word-of-mouth. But no big announcements that our Detectives could hear."
"I gotta hand it to them." I said. "That has the be the largest group ever to sneak out of this County generally undetected until it was too late to stop them. And let me commend your attention to something: just how fast they were able to clear out. They had buses ready to take people to City Airport, they were able to just shut down and get everyone out in a matter of a few hours."
Cindy said "That's a good point, because these conferences are a lot like the seminars my father puts on. There's set-up, the conference activities, and the takedown afterwards. It's a huge operation requiring an amount of planning ahead of time... and yet MegaTech Industries was able to do it, leaving nothing behind, in a matter of a few hours."
"Good point." I said. "And we can infer that the initial decision to cancel and bug out was made hours before we began arresting and questioning C-level MegaTech officials. Oh well, at least the tournament chess players in the State Championship will have a quieter environment in which to play."
"Until those wedding reception bands start up." Tanya replied. I pointed at her and nodded.
"So is this a guilty conscience at work?" Teresa Croyle asked. "Why cancel the conference and bolt like this?"
"Let's just do a dangerous thing and assume MegaTech and all its people are innocent of murdering Beverly DeAngelo." I said. "It still happened in one of the rooms booked to them. I personally had their Events Coordinator cuffed to the interrogation table, and the County Sheriff stood right up to their CEO when he came in with a bunch of armed thugs. Sheriff Griswold pushed Elliot Sanders around like Sanders was a nobody."
I continued: "We know Elliot Sanders is very well connected to the top levels of our Federal Government, with Congressmen and Senators... yet he chose to sneak out of here like a cowardly rat. What that tells me is that his calls to his contacts resulted in him being told to shut down and get the flock out of there. They got Deborah Wilkins across the State Line just as fast as they could and by the shortest distance line that they could, and now they're all scrambling to get away from here."
"And then there's Julia Rodriguez's excellent observation." I went on. "Why did MegaTech come here, to this County, of all places? They could've done this in the City, where better facilities than our Hyatt Hotel are available. They could've done it in another State, where Kara Zorn does not fear to tread."
"That is a thought." Cindy said.
"Here's another question." I said. "Elliot Sanders and Kara Zorn have a pretty stout team of in-house lawyers, some who travel with them. Yet Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems came to Deborah Wilkins's defense, and there has so far been no legal counsel sent for Bart Bell. Whassup wit' dat?"
"That's not all that big a mystery." said Tanya. "Gwen Munson has become a big name in this State, especially for having a desire to work against you, Don. Kind of like us knowing the Swamp Frogs are at work whenever a Gresham & Mason attorney like Nathan Masterson shows up."
"Or maybe they're familiar with her law firm, Prodder, Ryder & Reems," said Teresa, "and that's the first number on their speed-dial when they need local and State attorneys."
"Both good thoughts." I said. "And Bart Bell?"
Teresa said "They've abandoned him. And they've also abandoned the security guys we arrested this morning, that tried to stop us from bringing Deborah Wilkins into custody. They're still sitting at County Jail, despite calls to MegaTech begging for help."
"That Elliot is quite the caring CEO, eh?" Cindy said acerbically.
"Yep." I said. "And beloved by his people... Not. Okay, you might as well recall the Detectives from the Hyatt if they don't have any hot leads. I suspect the MegaTech chapter of this saga is closing. When Theo and Teddy get back, we'll have a meeting of MCD, Intelligence, and Vice if they want to come in..."
Part 10 - Pow-Wow
6:30pm, Friday, November 15th. We assembled in Classroom 'E'. A new monitor screen was on the wall, a 5x4 matrix of monitors that could form a whole. "Where did this come from?" I asked when I saw it.



"The Intelligence Branch grant from 'R.C. Christian'." said Tanya. "It's for Intel Branch to present data to us in here, so we don't have to crowd into Intel and stand around."
"Good, the money's getting spent." I said. "But make sure we have a tight chain of custody of that money and where it went. Nothing under the table, and make damn sure none of it is spent outside the auspices of the grant. Too many Enemy eyes watching us on that."
"I'm all over it." said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross.
After everyone trickled in and was seated, Chief Moynahan said "It's your meeting, Commander Troy, to delegate or to hold from this time forward."
"Captain Perlman?" I asked.
"Lieutenant Davis?" Tanya said, drawing some chuckles.
"Thank you, ma'am." said Jerome Davis. "The buck stops here, especially if Joanne Warner is deer hunting."
"You've got the bad jokes part of the job down pat." Teresa Croyle said flatly.
"Yes ma'am," said Jerome, "and you might as well laugh, because they don't get any better. First, let's get a Crime Lab report. Mark?"
Mark Walker said "A search of the entire property and the properties next door failed to find the murder weapon. We also have catalogued and run facial rec on all the video we have, which is a good bit. 'No joy' with any of our suspects, so far. And no one sneaking in or out during the night in a suspicious way."
"Here's a question." I said. "Did anyone examine the door to 801 or 804, to see if there was any blood on the handle or key entry system?"
"Yes sir!" said Tanya Perlman happily. "In fact, our guys examined every door on the 8th floor, including to the stairwells and around the elevator. We checked for blood on the carpet of the hallway. Nothing that can help us was found."
"That is outstanding." I said. "Just outstanding that the Crime Lab did that thorough a job. And nothing being found is in itself excellent data. Okay, let's continue."
Jerome said "Okay, Washington and Parker, what did you get in the City?"
Theo gave a synopsis of their meetings with Charles Caldwell and Earl Edwards, then said: "We confirmed with the Marriott Grande Hotel that Caldwell was at a dinner last night, and that he stayed in a room there. They can't confirm he was in that room every minute, but camera footage shows him in the hallway just after midnight, and in the conference rooms hallway earlier. Earl Edwards's Union boys vouched for his presence at their social hall, and we'll have to get something solid to counter their stone wall."
Theo: "Also, we showed the hotel staff at the Marriott Grande a picture of Beverly DeAngelo. One of the managers there said he'd seen her before, with Caldwell and with other men, but it was months ago. He thought she was an escort girl. We also got in touch with some of the other bank people, and they said Caldwell was with them at the party at the hotel. Colleagues may not be the best vouchers, but they spoke up for him readily enough, and it'd be reasonable doubt with any jury."
"So how does everyone feel about Charles Caldwell?" I asked.
"I'm eliminating him from my suspect list." Julia Rodriguez said with alacrity. All eyes turned to her, and she said "If she and Caldwell had been seeing each other that often, and after his divorce, whether for personal or business relationships, then he's had tons of opportunities to kill her. But he didn't, and as much as the Commander hates alibis... he's got a pretty good one."
I nodded. "That's Iron Crowbar thinking. Again. Here, hold this." I handed Julia the red crowbar. She tapped it in her hand like I like to do.
"And Earl Edwards?" I asked.
Theo said "He didn't seem to have any particular hatred of Beryl, and she apparently was just one of several women he 'indulged' with at the parties. We can't quite cross him off the list, though, until we dig deeper into him."
"Which we've done." said Lt. Mary Milton.
"That's your cue, Lt. Milton." said Lt. Davis. "What did Intelligence get for us today?"
Mary Milton said "Very quickly: we looked up CFO William 'Bill' Dalton, who was in room 804 next door to the crime scene room. He's 52 years old, married 30 years with a son and daughter in college. The son is at West Point, and the daughter at Harvard on a full ride scholarship from MegaTech. He was recruited to be the CFO five years ago. Before that, he was working for Arthur Wood at BigCommunicationsCorp, and he still sits on the boards of BigCommo and BigAgraFoods. He was a close associate of the late Mitt Willis."
Mary: "His finances appear clean, which means nothing if he's a good CFO. But he's never been audited by the IRS, he drives a 16-year-old Volvo when he's at home in California, and he and his wife live in a fairly modest home. His wife normally attends conferences with him, but did not attend this one."
Mary. "Next, Deborah Wilkins. She was in Room 806 last night, down the hall from 802. She's 32 years old, and has been with MegaTech Industries for six years. She became the Events Coordinator two years ago. Before that, she was part of Kara Zorn's personal staff, pretty much her personal assistant, and did so well coordinating functions that she was promoted."
"Out of curiosity," said Teresa Croyle, "where are you getting all that from? It's not like she and Kara Zorn are talking freely to us."
Mary nodded and replied: "Interviews of colleagues by our Officers, before they started circling the wagons and then shutting down. Also, from 'the Facebook', as the Sheriff calls it, and other social media pages of her and her colleagues, as well as the public and official MegaTech website."
"Cool beans. Sorry to interrupt." Teresa said.
"No problem, ma'am." said Mary. "Deborah Wilkins grew up in Racine, Wisconsin. She graduated from Northwestern with a massive amount of student debt, and she ran up her credit cards after graduating. She's managed to pay down most of the credit card debt, but the student debt is a crushing burden on her, even with her really good salary from MegaTech Industries."
Mary: "She's not married, never has been, no children, no brothers or sisters. Her parents died two years ago in a house fire, which the Fire Department there considered suspicious. They never proved arson, and eventually ruled it an accident, but the extended investigation was used by the BigBenefitInsurance to delay paying the life insurance or homeowners insurance policies to Deborah as the beneficiary. Deborah filed a lawsuit against them last month."
"Who are her attorneys on that?" I asked.
Mary looked at her information, then said "I don't have that, sir. I'll get it right away."
"All I want to know if MegaTech Industries lawyers are helping, or if she's hired someone outside their sphere of influence." I said. "Where was the lawsuit filed? Racine?"
"Yes sir, in Wisconsin." said Mary.
"Where was Deborah at the time of that tragic fire?" I asked.
"Uh, I don't have that, sir." said Mary.
"I wouldn't expect you to." I said. "But see if you can find out. In the meantime, tell us about the security men."
Mary said: "The security men that were arrested are direct employees of MegaTech Industries, and assigned to top-tier Officers, which Deborah Wilkins is considered to be. The one who resisted arrest and tried to pull a gun on Mr. Roark is named Rollin Heller. Ex-military, served in Afghanistan, nothing bad on his record but he had a couple of misdemeanor disorderly conduct charges. The other guy, Bernard Collins, is a former Navy MA, which is 'Masters-at-Arms', the equivalent of the Army's Military Police. He has no bad marks on his military record, and no arrests."
Mary: "They were both hired straight out of the military as Security for MegaTech Industries, and they usually are part of the forward team that sets up the conferences, providing security. They've been working with Deborah Wilkins since she became Events Coordinator. There's nothing out of the ordinary about their finances."
Julia Rodriguez said "Sounds like they were just overprotective of Deborah Wilkins. But I clearly displayed my badge to them, so no excuse."
I replied "To be totally accurate, Heller was the overprotective one. Collins didn't resist arrest at all, so we could drop all charges against him and hammer Heller. And I might suggest Heller's overprotectiveness of Deborah might be more personal than professional. We need to interrogate him at County Jail about that."
Teresa said "If there's a personal relationship between Heller and Wilkins, why hasn't she helped him out, sent a lawyer to help?"
"She was a bit busy today, ma'am." said Teddy Parker. "She might not know he's still in jail, thinking MegaTech took care of them or at least sent them lawyers. And she was spirited out of Town... and the State... so fast, she might not've had the chance to help them."
"Good points." I said. "Okay, before we get into other things, I have one question: how did the Hotel not know their camera was painted over?"
Lt. Jerome Davis said "I had a long talk with the Manager, Rob Rhineheart, about that and some other things. He said he told Security that it was okay that the camera was blacked out, as Elliot Sanders and his wife required their privacy, and he was trying to accommodate them. He also is mad at us: MegaTech told him they're not paying for the hotel rooms and conference rooms for Saturday and Sunday, even though they're contractually obligated to, and they told him if he gave them any flak about it, they wouldn't consider the Town & County Hyatt Hotel for any future events."
"My heart bleeds." I said. "That's actually good for the Hyatt Hotel's reputation. They absolutely should sue MegaTech Industries."
"That'd just cost more money than they'd have made for the weekend." Teresa replied.
"That's a point." I said. "Okay, what did Intel find out about our five guys that have made our suspect list?"
Mary Milton said "Since Teddy and Theo already talked to them, I'll talk about Earl Edwards and Charles Caldwell first. Earl is your quintessential Union boss. He's been doing pipefitting and welding since he graduated high school. Tough guy, just as ready to hit someone on the head with a pipe as put a welding torch to it. He was part of Moe Molinari's construction crews when Molinari was still in the development business, which means he was Molinari's muscle when it was needed."
Mary: "He's a very minor figure within City Mob circles, and doesn't aspire to be much more than he is. And why bother? He's made good money over the years, probably with some extracurricular enhancement from time to time. Everything with him is cash-based, including paying his Union employees whenever he can get away with it. The only thing I found curious about him is that he and his Union gave a good bit of money to Governor Jared's campaigns. Seems he does not like the competition that Illegal Aliens provide."
"What competition?" Roark Coleman asked. "What he does is pretty high-skill work. One doesn't just hire someone off the street to do that stuff."
I replied "Non-Union shops will hire the cheap labor despite the lack of skills. But we're getting into the weeds on that. Any reason to put him at the top of the list regarding Beverly DeAngelo's murder?"
Jerome Davis spoke up: "I don't know if he should be the prime suspect, but he's not off my list. He's capable of committing a murder like that. For other people, there would have to be some extreme hatred fueling them, but he could do it in a 'professional' manner, so to speak."
"Good point." I said. "Okay, the other guys."
"Charles Caldwell." Mary said, her voice dripping with sardonic acerbity. "It is very possible that I'm going to refer this man to the SBI-OFI (Office of Financial Investigations) when our case here is done. Mr. Purvis?"
Christopher Purvis said "Thank you, ma'am. ADA Franklin Washington got me a warrant from Judge Watts to dig into Caldwell's finances as well as those of his bank. On the legal and legitimate side, Caldwell has done less work than any other banker in that company, made the fewest number of loans, and managed the least amount of money. It might be the best analogy to say he's the bank's equivalent of Deborah Wilkins: he's the de facto event coordinator."
Purvis: "However, he has a side business, which is listed as a Venture Capital firm. Money has been flowing in from companies with addresses that are empty warehouses, sometimes even vacant lots. And some of the so-called companies he's 'investing' in range from restaurants and bars that seem to be legit but have gambling tables in the secret rooms in back, to outright escort services. And guess where he hires girls for his parties from? The escort firms he's funding."
Theo Washington said "He said that Beverly DeAngelo was putting together an agency... he called it 'a stable of girls'. Maybe he was funding that?"
"If she really was doing that." said Purvis. "I can't find any indication that she was running an escort business, under any name under any of her aliases."
I said "I'll interject now and say that I'm not convinced she was starting up a business like that, either. Doesn't fit what we know about her. And that could be a motive for Caldwell... he wanted her to run an escort service, but she refused, so he waxed her."
"But what about his alibi?" Theo asked.
Mark Walker said "That's something else I want y'all to look at. As Bettina says: 'Roll tape!'." He started up a video, which was of the Marriott Grande Hotel from Thursday night and Friday morning. The timestamps was in the upper right-hand corner.
Walker: "This is the video Theo and Teddy got from the Marriott Grande security people. It shows Caldwell several times, including going to his room after midnight. But do you notice anything strange about it?"
No one spoke up, so I said "It doesn't look like the typical 4x3 aspect ratio. It's wider left-to-right and shorter top-to-bottom."
"Not much gets past you, sir." Tanya said with a grin. "You're right."
Mark Walker said "If it was edited to cut off the real timestamp on top, it would be about this height and width. And the timestamp looks okay, but we cannot rule out that it was edited in."
"Why would the Hotel do that?" asked George Newman.
"He greased their palms, maybe?" replied Theo Washington. "And he probably does a good bit of business with them."
"Flip side of that." I replied. "Theo, you identified yourself as a TCPD Officer?" Theo nodded and I continued: "That hotel and their people have had to deal with me before, and I seriously doubt they want me back there in a professional way... my profession, that is." (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 01-03.)
Roark Coleman said "Is Caldwell the kind of guy that could just slit a woman's throat in cold blood?"
Mary said "He's never had any arrests for violent crimes, nor was accused by his wife of physical abuse."
I said "But he has the underground cash flow and ultimately the money and connections to hire a professional hit on someone, including Beryl. So I'm sorry, Julia, but we can't rule this guy out, after all."
"I defer to the real deal." Julia said as she handed me back the red crowbar with a sad look on her face.
"You still had some excellent thoughts." I said, bringing her back to the lure. "Okay, it's getting late. Tell us about the others."
Mary indicated to Christopher Purvis to give the report. He said: "Andrew Adams. Lives in Southport and runs an art auction business, which is a thinly veiled front for an import/export operation. He's moved not only art, but tapestries and expensive rugs from India and the near-East, and jewelry, mostly diamonds and rubies, again through near-East sources. The FBI in Southport has been watching him for years, but to this point they've never raided him nor tried to sting him."
Purvis: "Adams was having an affair with Beryl Angel, beginning about five years ago. He spent a good bit of money on jewelry for a year, using his business accounts to make the purchases. About a year into the relationship, his wife hired a P.I. to catch him in the act, which was no trouble for that P.I. to do. She filed for divorce, and he fought back hard. It got really ugly, and neither side backed down an inch."
Purvis: "The divorce trial is fascinating reading, even if you don't normally like that stuff. The wife accused Adams of hiding money and laundering money to keep her from getting any of it. So the judge had the State Tax Authority do a forensic audit of his finances and his business. He had to keep things clean during that time, and the jewelry and clothing purchases for Beryl Angel dropped off completely, which caused her to leave him."
Purvis: "In the end, the judge ruled mostly in Andrew's favor, and his wife didn't get very much at all. But his businesses were hurt by the forensic audit and the expense of the divorce trial. He's still working it, but the cash flow isn't nearly what it used to be."
"And that was four years ago?" said Roark Coleman. When Purvis nodded, Roark said "So if he harbored a grudge against Beryl for leaving him and hurting his business, why take this long to come after her?"
"Didn't know where she was?" suggested George Newman.
"Let's not theorize without data, people." I admonished everyone. "Let's keep going."
"If I may ask," said Roark Coleman, "who was the P.I.? Maybe he remembers the case, if we could find him? We can get his name from the Court records of the divorce------"
"I already have found him." I said. "And he is now a confidential informant. And I'll be very candidly blunt, Mr. Coleman: if you do think about looking up his name, be sure to first evaluate your desire to remain employed by the Town & County Police Force. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sir." said Coleman, a bit meekly.
"Lt. Milton, you were saying?" I said.
Mary Milton said "I'll talk about Darryl Dawson. He's 44 years old, and an attorney with Prodder, Ryder & Reems, based in their Midtown office. Not many can afford his legal services. His specialty is putting together large deals, such as buying or developing buildings and other projects. He has a lot of connections with Legislators of both political Parties, and some say he's basically a lobbyist-for-hire. No arrests, but he had a few speeding citations that mysteriously never made it to Court."
"Chief, did you hear of him when you were down there?" I asked.
"I've heard the name." said the Chief. "I think Mizzz Millllton is correct about him being a lobbyist. But he never crossed my path. Ms. Croyle, did you hear of him while you were in Midtown I.A.?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "But I wasn't down there very long. And other, bigger fish were in front of me at the time."
"So what's his story with Beryl?" I asked Mary, to get the train back on track.
Mary Milton: "First, let me tell you that he is the older brother of Rusty Dawson, who came over all dead in our County with a 'Pink Panther' disc golf disc in his room." (Author's note: 'Pink Panther', Ch. 01.) "Darryl was the golden child, while Rusty was the worthless runt of that family."
"One of my favorite cases." I said fondly. "But go ahead with this current case."
Mary: "About three years ago, the firm of Ramon, Castro, and Partners in Southport, allegedly on behalf of Dawson's wife, hired a P.I. to investigate him. The P.I. found out that Dawson was in a pretty steady relationship with Beryl Angel."
"Wait." I said. "You said 'allegedly'? Explain that."
Mary said "There is some question of whether she went to them or they reached out to her first, sir."
"Okay." I said. "Sorry to interrupt. Keep going."
Mary: "Dawson was paying for a high-end apartment for Beryl in Midtown, and she would accompany him to dinners and events he attended with politicians and big business people. I've asked Nell Bell in Midtown to help gather any information on him that she can, and she said she'd get what she can and get back to us."



Mary: "The Dawson's divorce was pretty amicable. He let her have the house and made a cash settlement that did not hurt him financially, and they parted ways. He moved into the apartment with Beryl, but two months later she moved out, into the Midtown condo she had at the time of her death, but she began spending more and more time in the City. He still lives in that same apartment she moved out of. Chris, what are his finances like?"
Christopher Purvis said "Extremely complicated. He does most of his business through his law firm. Midtown PD is collecting some stuff to add to what they already have, and we'll probably get it overnight."
"Okay, good report." I said. "Anyone have thoughts on Mr. Dawson? Things that make you go 'hmmmmm'?"
"Like Caldwell, maybe like Adams," said Theo, "he might could hire someone to kill her."
"And like Caldwell," said Julia Rodriguez, "he might have been using Beryl to entertain clients, if you get my drift."
"No, I don't." said Teresa, almost cattily. "You'll have to spell it out."
"Let's not, please." I said, coming to a blushing Julia's rescue. "But once again, that is good thinking, there." I handed her the red crowbar again, then said "Okay, let's wrap this up. Anything else?"
"Bart Bell." said Lt. Mary Milton. "After the State Medical Board stripped his license, he had a really tough time. He did odd jobs, spent some time on welfare and food stamps off and on, arrested twice in the City for drunk and disorderly conduct. And then, all of a sudden, he was hired by MegaTech Industries eight months ago, and listed as a 'speech therapy consultant'. He told us in his interview with Commander Troy that he helps some of their foreign employees speak better English, and he helps with the Artificial Intelligence devices that speak. And he seemed to be doing fine, until this weekend."
"Yet they abandoned him." Teresa Croyle said.
"Elliot Sanders abandoned him." Cindy replied. "According to the records you guys obtained back when we were investigating the David Lang murder, Kara Zorn is the one who hired him." (Author's note: 'Four Square'.)
"And Elliot Sanders didn't even know who he was when I said Bell's name." I said. "Or he pretended not to. Okay, what are your thoughts on Bart Bell?"
"If I may, sir?" said Roark Coleman. I nodded and he said "Of all the suspects so far, he's the one that most fits the criteria of motive, means, and opportunity. He has clear reason to hate Beryl Angel after the 'red flag' incident."
"Speaking of that case," said Teresa Croyle, "Bart Bell is a good looking guy, and he apparently was good at seducing women, including the mothers of his students. Seducing a mother isn't all that easy; her attention is on her child or children. I bring that up to prop up what I'm saying about Bart being a womanizer. So when Bart says he didn't check into the Hotel until this morning, it doesn't mean he wasn't there. He could've come in last night and stayed in another room... like a woman's room on the eighth floor."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "You're secretly carrying a crowbar around behind my back, arentcha?" Everyone laughed as Teresa vigorously shook her head in total denial.
"Sir, we also know he's something of a hothead, and he holds grudges." said Coleman. "If anyone on our list could slice a woman's throat open in a fit of rage, he'd be the one."
"Maybe we should go talk to him, while he's in our holding cell." Tanya Perlman said.
"Except he lawyered up." I said. "He's asked for an attorney, though none from MegaTech Industries have come to help him. So here's what we'll do on that. Mr. Roark, since you had the idea, I'll have the Duty Desk call you if an attorney comes in for him tonight. If not, then we'll call the Courthouse tomorrow and have a public defender brought in to represent him, so that we can talk to him while protecting his legal rights."
"Anything else?" asked Chief Moynahan. No one had anything else.
"Outstanding reports, and some good ideas." I said. "It may not seem like it, but I think we've made a lot of progress so far, not to mention causing the MegaTech conference to be shut down so the chessplayers can play in peace."
People chuckled politely, and I continued: "There are a few questions I have, that I don't yet have answers for. First, just why was Beverly DeAngelo in our Town & County? Second, why was she at the Hyatt?------"
"Sir," said Roark Coleman, "wasn't she undressing when she was killed? Looks like she was er... 'performing' for a client."
"Could be." I said. "I'd like to have some solid facts to back that theory up, though. Carrying on, and this is something you can ask the security guys and Bart Bell, Mr. Roark: why did MegaTech Industries bring their conference here, to our Hyatt, but more importantly, to our Town & County? And finally, we have two major threads running through this case: Organized Crime, and MegaTech Industries------"
"What's the difference between the two?" Teresa asked cattily. Everyone broke out laughing.
"The Mob is a lot more honest and honorable." I replied without missing a beat. "Seriously, we need to determine if these tracks are intertwined, or if it's one or the other, both or neither. So think about which thread make better sense to pull hard on."
Everyone nodded, and I said "Okay, tomorrow morning I am flying down to Southport, if the Chief will be kind enough to let me fly the Bell." The Chief nodded, and I continued: "I'd like for Parker to fly down with me. And Commander Ross, if you'd like to come along, you'd be welcome. You can talk with our FBI friends down there."
"I'd love to." said Cindy. I had not failed to notice her ice blue eyes light up a little bit at the thought of talking with our FBI friends in Southport... and particularly Tim Jenkins, perhaps?
I said: "We'll speak to Andrew Adams, as well as other potentially important people down there. And we'll search Beverly's apartment. Meanwhile, Lt. Davis, you can decide who to send to Midtown to talk to Darryl Dawson."
"I'll go myself, and take Detective Rodriguez." said Jerome. "Roark and Coleman can talk to Bart Bell in the morning, and also follow up on anything else that happens up here."
Captain Perlman said "I want to watch that interview with Bell from the Monitor Room. And you can also interview the security guys in County Jail, if they don't get bailed out by the time you get there..."
Part 10 - Diversionary Attack
8:15pm, Friday, November 15th. The Chief asked me to come to the Chief's Conference Room. The Chief was already in his normal seat at the near end of the table. I was directed to my seat to the Chief's left. The Sheriff was to my left, as per normal during the coffee klatches. Cindy was to the Sheriff's right, and I.A. leader Ted Orosco was to her right. And at the far end of the table was I.T. Lieutenant Myron Milton.
"Go ahead, Myron." the Chief said after I had sat down on the far side of the table, to the Chief's left.
"Yes sir." said Myron. "We've had two hacking attempts in the last two hours. One was an attempt to access the Police Department's personnel files. It was a pretty standard, simple hack, and was easily thwarted. The second was much more sophisticated. It went after the Internal Affairs servers."
"Was either attempt successful?" the Chief asked.
"No sir, at least we don't think so." said Myron. "I'm not necessarily blaming the Federal Government when I say this, but the hit on our Personnel files reminded me of what I've seen from them in the past. I might add that because we had that really bad attack previously, we have some seriously upgraded anti-hacking tools, so this attack was easily stopped." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok', Ch. 02.)
"Any idea what they were after?" I asked. "Any specific files?"
Myron replied "They appeared to be going for the employment records, as opposed to the service records. And they also hit the server where the applications for employment are kept. We keep those records even if we don't hire the applicant, mostly to protect ourselves in the event of a lawsuit."
"And the second hack attack?" the Sheriff growled.
"Much more serious, sir." said Myron. "It was sophisticated, went through our standard protocols like a knife through butter------"
Ted Orosco raised his hand, which stopped Myron. Orosco said "I need to add here that Lieutenant Milton was unable to do much because he has limited access to Internal Affairs's systems. We happen to have a tech in I.A. that had seen this particular worm and was able to neutralize it. He said it was a very bad, nasty worm, on the order of that Stuxnet virus that damaged Iran's nuclear weapons program."
"Isn't I.A. completely walled off?" I asked. "How could they even gain an entry point?"
"Exactly, sir." said Myron. "I don't want to say 'inside job', but they had to know the specific system itself."
I said "I would think that if there were a mole in I.A., they wouldn't need to hack the system to get the data. But that's just one of my wild-ass thoughts. Orosco, I don't know who watches the Watchers, but you need to take a look at your own people. And I also need to know this: were they targeting specific files? And if so, which ones?"
Ted Orosco nodded, mostly to himself, then said "It looks like the files they were trying to access were from the time Harold Malone was Vice Captain... and Daniel Allgood was the head of Internal Affairs."
"And the USDOJ Civil Rights Division is going to come down on Allgood no later than Monday." I said. "Sheriff, what do we think about coincidences?"
"Those don't exist in the Klingon Empire, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "Orosco, I'm going to have the I.G. assist you with your internal audit. Not take it over from you, but work with you on it. Myron, it's ridiculous that you have control of all our computer systems and all our data, but you can't touch I.A.'s systems. That's a little bit too much compartmentalization, so Orosco, I want you to let Milton work with you on your systems."
"You two can goooo." said the Chief, to Myron and Orosco. "And keep me apprised of what you find. Anything else, Mr. Crowbar?" He knew there was; hence, the question.
"Yes sir." I said. "We need to get Commander Croyle in here for this, though."
After they left and Teresa was being summoned, the Chief said "Why doesn't young Milton have access to I.A.'s servers?"
"Sir," I said, "when I got here, Daniel Allgood was the head of I.A., and he and Myron were almost at war. It was Allgood that shut off the systems from the rest of the TCPD. I might add that it helped keep Malone and Julie Newton out of I.A.'s stuff, too, so that was a bonus." Sheriff Griswold nodded vigorously in agreement.
Teresa came in and sat down where Orosco had been sitting. "Okay, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "You have something for us?"
"Yes sir." I said, straightening up in my chair. "I'm beginning to see a pattern here, and connecting some dots that some Feds are hoping we won't connect. We have word that the Civil Rights Division of the USDOJ are in the process of filing their civil rights suit against Daniel Allgood, which will be announced by Monday. At the same time, the TCPD has been notified that we are going to be audited by the... wait for it... Civil Rights Division of the USDOJ, for compliance in our hiring practices. And by sheer coincidence, I am sure, this hack attack was on our employment records, and on I.A. during the time Daniel Allgood was in I.A."
"Wow." said Teresa.
Cindy Ross said "You think the Feds were the ones trying to hack into our computers?"
"Yes." I said. "I think they wanted to see what's in our records, so that they would know what to subpoena. With the attacks stopped, I'm expecting them to try to subpoena everything in a fishing expedition. We need to have lawyers ready to stop those subpoenas, and we definitely should not comply with them if they aren't specific and based on probable cause."
"And furthermore," I said, "when the Feds get here to audit us, no one should be alone in a room with them nor be interviewed alone by them. No Officer at all. We should not only have more than one person in the room at all times, we should record the interviews for our own records, and our own protection. Union Reps can sit in with any Uniformed Officers that are called."
"Really?" Cindy said skeptically. "We're in compliance on everything. If we push back like that, a routine audit becomes a hostile witch hunt."
"It's going to be hostile, anyway." I said. "I believe the USDOJ Civil Rights Division has been preparing this two-pronged pincer attack with a goal in mind.. and that goal is to force the Town & County Police into a Consent Decree."
"That makes a lot of sense, Crowbar." said the Sheriff thoughtfully.
"Yeah it does." Teresa muttered as she nodded her head vigorously in agreement.
I noticed that Cindy was saying nothing. So did the Chief. "Do you not agreeeeee, Ms. Ross?" he asked her.
"It's not that I agree or don't agree, Chief." Cindy said, but looking at me as she said it. "But I do know these audits will go much worse for us if we're hostile about it from the get-go."
"You can be as friendly as you like, Ms. Ross." said the Chief before I could speak. "But I agree that we have to be careful, and cover our arrears at all timesssss. Okayyyy, let's go home and get some sleep. I suspect tomorrow is going to be a big dayyyyy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Friday, November 15th. Jerome Davis and I came into 'Lashes & Lace', wearing civilian clothes. I had my trenchcoat on, and my crowbar was in its inner pocket.
As we made our way through the busy front bar area, the clientele gave us a few looks. Most of the ones at Jerome were sneering looks of disdain.
"Private area." said the taller of the two security men that were blocking the door to the back bar room as we approached.
"You must be new here." I said.
"And you must be hard of hearing." said the man menacingly. "It might be a good idea if you just leave now."
I looked at Jerome and said "He wants us to leave. He must not like his job very much." The man was about to square up to me, when the red crowbar came out. Both security men looked wide-eyed with shock.
"I'll go get the boss." the other man said. He went into the private bar area.
"Well!" said a woman's voice a moment later. "It's my favorite cop of all time." A second later the tall, statuesque blonde Rita appeared. To the security men she said "Gentlemen, take a good look at this delicious man. And never, ever, get in his way. Come on in. Cop."
Jerome and I went past the security men into the back bar area. Rita's private office was downstairs, but tonight she led us back beyond and behind the private bar area into a small room with a table and a couple of chairs.
"I was so sorry to hear of your wife's injuries. Cop." Rita said as she sat down, inviting me to sit down on the other side of the table, leaving Jerome standing. "I hope you both will come visit when she's all better?"
"Thank you." I said. "I'm sure she would enjoy that. I know you're busy tonight, so let me just get to the point."
"Borrrrrinnnng. Cop." Rita said, her mood changing to one of boredom, and unhappiness.
"I'll make it up to you." I said.
"I'll hold you to that. Cop." Rita replied. "I imagine you're here because of the Beverly DeAngelo murder."
"How did you know that?" Jerome interjected. Rita gave him a look that could freeze blood. I looked up at him and just shook my head.
"He needs to be in here as a witness to our conversation." I said as I turned back to look into Rita's eyes, which were looking dreamily into mine. "Unfortunately, this is official Police business. What can you tell me about Beverly DeAngelo? Is she running an escort agency?"
"Not in our County. Cop." said Rita. "And no, she's not a working girl, and she doesn't run other girls, either. She's a party girl. She likes to find boyfriends that give her gifts in exchange for some of the best sex they've ever had... outside of my clubs and your bedroom, anyway."
"Of course." I said. "We have a list of suspects, men who kept her and ended up getting divorces over her."
"Oh yes." said Rita. "That's why she's called the 'Homewrecker'. She doesn't date wealthy single men, you know. She goes for the married men. I think she gets off on breaking up marriages."
"So I've heard." I said. "So are any marriages about to break up that haven't ended up in  Divorce Court yet?"
"None that I've heard." Rita said. "Listen, I'll check around, find out what's been going on with her the past few months. Now that you've brought it up, I haven't heard anything at all. The paparazzi are enamored with Dr. Richard Searles and that actress Mia McNamara. Lovely couple; too bad that's destined to end in tragedy."
"Okay, I appreciate it." I said. "And as soon as Laura is able to, we'll come visit and give you a nice... reward."
"I look forward to it. Cop." said Rita. "And next time, bring a better bodyguard. This one failed the 'Robin' test." I nodded and got up, and led Jerome out of the room, then back to the front bar area and on out of the club.
As we were driving back into Town, Jerome said "Sorry if I fucked up, sir."
"Forget about it... well, don't forget." I said. "And don't ever go back in there unless you're with me or Commander Ross. Without one of us there, you're more likely to be shot or stabbed to death than not."
"Really?" gasped Jerome.
"Please don't doubt my word on that." I said. "And definitely don't test it by going in there again..."
Part 11 - Jimmy 'The Creek'
Saturday, November 16th. After a good night of rest at The Cabin, followed by a nice hot shower and shave, I dressed in a white button-down collared shirt and tie, and my dark gray jacket and pants... well, I had the jacket by the door with my gray trenchcoat. My gun was in it's holster under my armpit, and my badge was on my belt. I had my SBI badge and ID in my jacket pocket 'just in case'.
At 6:30am I went downstairs to take the dogs out, and saw that Carole was already up and about in the kitchen. "Hi Daddy!" she said when she saw me. "I'm making you and Mommy breakfast." Breakfast was bowls of Raisin Bran cereal.
"That's very good of you, Carole." I said. "I'll take the dogs out, and some food for Tiger Mom, and then we'll eat, okay?"
"Can I take the dogs out with you?" Carole asked. I assented, and she put on her jacket as I opened a can of cat food and added some dry cat food to it. We went outside onto the back deck, and the dogs scampered around the near side of the house as I set the cat food down on the other side of the deck, then joined Carole on the metal mesh loveseat.
"Look, Daddy!" Carole said excitedly. "Tiger Mom's kittens are eating the cat food, too."
"Yes, they're getting older and bigger." I said, observing a pure gray young cat and a white cat with black spots.
"We call the gray cat Gracie, because she's gray." said Carole. "We call the black and white cat Bull, because he's a boy, he looks like a cow, and he's a bully."
"He won't be around long, then." I said. "Feral cats, like their cousins the lions in Africa, kick the males out when they get old enough, and they have to go somewhere else and be on their own."
"Awwwww." said Carole.
"That's life, Carole." I said. "When you kids grow up, you'll go live in your own houses."
"Tommy said his cousin is still living with his parents, even though he's twenty-six years old." Carole replied. "Tommy said his cousin was in the Ran-gers in the Army, but he got hurt and had to come home. And now he can't find a job."
"That's not good." I said. There were all too many stories like that in our Nation, I thought to myself.



"Daddy, what are Ran-gers?" Carole asked.
"They are special Army soldiers." I said. "They do extra training, and do the hardest missions."
"Are they like Green Berets?" Carole asked.
"Where did you hear about Green Berets?" I asked my six year old daughter.
"Jim and Ross were talking about them." said Carole. "They saw a video on YouTube about them."
"I see." I said, then explained: "Rangers and Green Berets are both special soldiers, but have different training to do different things."
"Oh." said Carole. "Jim is going to be a Green Beret. Will that help him be a good CIA spy like Mommy was?"
"Yes, it will." I said. "And Carole, you should not mention that Mommy was in the CIA to anyone, anyone at all. That's one of those things we keep to ourselves, that other people do not need to know, okay?"
"Yes sir." said Carole, absorbing the lesson.
"Thank you." I said. "So how is school?"
"O-kay." Carole said. "But Ms. Billings doesn't like it when I read ahead of everyone. She says I already know the answers when the rest of the class is talking about something, and I have to give everyone a chance to learn about it. Why do I have to wait for them? Why do they get to hold me back?"
Damn good questions, I thought to myself. "That's the way school is." I said. "If you do read ahead, just let others answer the questions during the class. And maybe rather than read ahead, just read some extra stuff about the current lesson."
"Yeah, I can look stuff up on the In-ter-net!" Carole said. "Did you have the In-ter-net when you were in second grade, Daddy?"
Hell, no, I thought to myself. But before I could answer, I noticed the kittens scamper around the far corner of the house. That meant that two outstanding dogs were coming around the near corner. Sure enough, a moment later we were joined by Buddy and Bowser, whose canine eyes expressed a desire for skritchins. Carole and I obliged them. Someone had someone trained, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30am. Cindy Ross and Teddy Parker met me at County Airport, both in civilian clothes. Cindy was wearing a dark blue jacket and skirt(!), and a royal blue blouse. Parker was in his usual civilian clothes of black slacks and beige trenchcoat, and wearing a white shirt and brown tie.
The TCPD helicopter had been made ready and fully fueled, and I did my pre-flight checks. Cindy and Teddy had already put on their earphones/microphone set, allowing them to hear my conversations with the Tower as I got behind the controls. I contacted the Tower and was cleared for takeoff, then lifted off and began flying south, over our Town. As always, I enjoyed that exhilarating feeling of taking flight.
Upon the Tower's instructions, I flew southwest to the State Line River, then followed it down towards Southport. I made contact with the nuclear power plant's security station in Farmdale County, as we were flying over the edge of their property, and received a 'go' to fly south directly over the State Line River. Cindy and Teddy watched out the windows at the mostly farmland beneath us, occasionally seeing the buildings of a town.
Considering that it was a major water and rail transportation hub, it was surprising that Southport did not have a big airport. There was a fairly big one across the State Line River in the State west of us, but the nearest one in our State was in Jacksonville to the east-north-east. I was told by their Tower to maintain my course straight in to the Southport Federal Building, upon whose roof I landed right at 9:30am.
FBI Special Agents Tim Jenkins and Supervisory Agent Ted Crenshaw were there to greet us. "Southport P.D. Lieutenant Eugene Graham has a car to take you to the Dagny Piers." said Crenshaw and Tim Jenkins greeted Cindy. "Are you going to need any Federal help?"
"I think we'll be okay." I said. "I just have to make a phone call..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenant Eugene Graham of the Southport P.D. knew Teddy Parker from our previous joint operations. As Teddy and I got into the car with him to drive down to the Dagny Piers, I said "Once you go in there with me, your cover is blown forever. You okay with that?"
"They've known who I am for a long time." said Eugene, who was black. "I never go undercover. And I act like the Black Iron Crowbar around here if anyone really crosses the line, so they know me from that, too. The Mob and I have a policy of mutual respect; they don't fuck with me, and I won't have to fuck with them."
"What about gangs?" asked Teddy Parker.
"I did five years in the Gangs Unit." said Lt. Graham. "Compared to the City, it's surprisingly easy work. There are no really good areas, like what Palmyra County is to Midtown and the northside of the Town & County. The best areas of Southport are to the east, on the way to Jacksonville towards Midtown. Everything else is lower middle-class, and the Mob keeps the streets clean. The Mob controls the drug traffic. Sure, you can get your dime bags of product, but the sellers, right down to the 15-year-old boys on the street corners, had better be 'licensed' by one of the Families."
Eugene continued: "The really bad areas are south of us, across the River: Turpin Heights, Chippewa Crossing. Those places are like the southside of Chicago on steroids. Nobody in their right minds go down there. Okay, here we are, the Dagny Piers."
Eugene parked the car, and as I got out I looked around. To my left (east as the crow flies) in the distance I saw the paddlewheel boat Riverboat Gambler, and remembered the case from nearly a year before. (Author's note: You guessed it: 'Riverboat Gambler'.) We were not going there, though; we were going to its sister ship, the River Rose.
The River Rose was longer than the Riverboat Gambler, and slightly wider. Whereas the Riverboat Gambler's dining room was created to be a fun dining experience for a reasonable price, the River Rose was created for elegant, fine dining, the very best for those willing to pay for it. The entire ship, from the dining room to the gambling facilities, bespoke an elegance that befitted the legends of opulence of the 1920s.
We walked down the dock to the gangway, and heard a voice on the upper deck above us: "Well, if it isn't the Iron Crowbar. With a few of his friends, this time."
I looked up to see Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo. He was short, slender, well dressed, with sparse black hair combed back, and a gaunt-looking face. His voice and manner of speaking greatly reminded me of the character Hyman Roth in the movie Godfather II.
"Permission to come aboard, Mr. DeAngelo." I called out.
"Granted." said Jimmy The Creek. To his security men, he said "Gentlemen, these men are okay. Allow them to come aboard, with their weapons." I led the way up the gangway ramp, and followed DeAngelo into the dining room.
"It is good to see you again, Commander Troy." he said, extending his hand, which I shook firmly.
"And you, sir." I said. "Allow me to present my colleague, Detective Teddy Parker of the Town & County Police Force, and Lt. Eugene Graham of the Southport Police."
DeAngelo shook hands with Parker as if they were good friends. "Ah yes, I heard about your undercover mission that took down Edward Blassingame. You're a courageous man, just like your boss."
"Thank you, Mr. DeAngelo." said Parker.
"And of course I've heard of Lieutenant Graham." said DeAngelo, shaking Eugene's hand. "Please understand when I say I hope to see very little of you on my boats, Lieutenant."
"Likewise, I'm sure." said Eugene Graham with joviality.
"Please, gentlemen, have a seat." DeAngelo said as he sat down at a dining room table. "Can I offer you some water, or coffee?" We politely declined as we sat down, and he said "You are here about my niece?"
"Yes sir." I said. "And may I offer my condolences for your loss."
"You're very kind." said Jimmy The Creek. "Yes, it was unfortunate. Her parents are deceased, so I will make all the arrangements to have her brought home for her funeral."
"Our Coroner's Office will help in any way they can." I replied. "So the River Rose is in port on a weekend?"
"Yes." said DeAngelo. "She's being overhauled, getting ready for the Thanksgiving and Christmas seasons, and the Winter, of course."
I said "May ask you a few questions, to help us find whoever killed your niece?"
"Of course." said DeAngelo. "How can I help?"
"Can you tell us a little bit about her background?" I asked. "Her upbringing?"
"I'll just say it right out." said DeAngelo. "She was a bad seed from a young age. She ran away from home when she was twelve, and was caught three months later selling dime bags of dope in the Wharf District. Her father rightly told the Police to lock her up; he thought 'tough love' might get her right. But it didn't. She was in and out of Juvie, then Women's Prison in Madison County."
DeAngelo continued: "I didn't see a lot of her, but I know Jimmy Cerone and then Orrin B. Taggart kept her from getting hurt or getting in too deep. But when she was 26, she disappeared. We thought the worst, but she turned up in Midtown. And to this day I don't know what happened, but she never was arrested again for drug use nor distribution, and she was never again busted for prostitution."
"Did you see much of her?" I asked. "Did she stay near home, or do a lot of traveling?"
"I know she did some traveling, usually with her beau du jour." said DeAngelo. "She liked to drive cars, fast cars, but she'd rent a car and drive to Florida or Los Angeles, too."
"She rented cars?" I asked, perking up with curiosity.
"She was always driving different cars, so I thought they were rentals." said DeAngelo. "Decent cars, Fords and Chevys, but not the luxury cars I'd have expected her to be driving. You see, Beverly liked money, and she liked buying things with money. Nice clothes, always buying shoes...Imelda Marcos had nothing on her... and she liked parties and the good life. And she wasn't getting my money to spend on that."
I nodded. "Which brings me to my question: did you know of anyone that might want to harm your niece? That had something against her? Or maybe something against you, or your... 'extended'... Family?"
"There's always that possibility." said Jimmy The Creek. "But I don't know who it might be. I've had no threats against me, and if Beverly was in trouble, she never told me and I never heard about it."
Just then a security man came in. "Sir, the Boss is here."
"Guys, stay put and stay calm." I said to the Officers with me. We heard the commotion of movement outside, then the doorway was filled with the rather large frame...
... of the Southport Mob Boss of Bosses, Orrin B. Taggart...
To be continued.
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Part 12 - The Boss of Bosses
Orrin B. Taggart, head of OBT Rail & Shipping, and the Boss of Bosses of the Southport Mobs, was a large-bodied man who frequently made hand gestures as he talked, giving him the air of being full of life... until one looked into the slits of his eyes. They were the eyes of a killer.
"Commander Troy!" Taggart said jovially as he came in and walked up to me. "It's so good to see you again." I shook his proffered hand, but that was not enough for him. He wrapped his arms around me in a bear hug. I hugged him back, looking at Eugene and Parker with a 'WTF?' look, and seeing amusement in their eyes.
"You may not know this, Commander," said Taggart, "but I took one of your Uncle P. Harvey Eckhart's courses some years ago, and he teaches to hug like you mean it."
"I'll let him know that you learned well." I said. "Mr. Taggart, this is Detective Teddy Parker of my Town & County Police..."
"Ah, the undercover man that helped bring down that bastard Edward Blassingame." Taggart said. He hugged Parker as he said "Well done, young man! Well done!"
"Thank you sir." was all Parker could manage to say.
"Ahhh... the bane of my existence." Taggart said, seemingly severely. "Lieutenant Eugene Graham. Commander Troy, this man is like Sherlock Holmes to my Professor Moriarty." He then grabbed Eugene in a bear hug as he said "But that's okay. A friend of the Iron Crowbar is a friend of mine."
"Hello, sir." said a rather shocked Eugene Graham.
Taggart then hugged Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo as if they were brothers, then said "Have a seat, Commander." I sat down, facing him, as he took a chair, and DeAngelo sat down with us, to my left and Taggart's right. Graham and Parker correctly remained standing, watching Taggart's security men that were watching us.
"So what do I owe the honor of your visit to Southport, Commander?" asked Taggart.
"I came by to offer my condolences to Mr. DeAngelo on the loss of his niece." I said. "And of course to try to find out who murdered her in my County. As you know, I really do not like people committing murders in my County."
"Commander Troy has very good manners." said DeAngelo. "Very rare to see, these days. You young Officers, take note. Good manners will get you a long way in this world."
"Very true." said Taggart. "And I understand. I'm sure Mr. DeAngelo is helping you as much as he is able to." Your Iron Crowbar was not fooled: Taggart meant that DeAngelo knew what to share and not share with Town & County Law Enforcement.
"He's been very helpful." I said. "May I ask you a few questions, Mr. Taggart?"
"Certainly." said Taggart. "I remember Beverly when she was growing up, and she was like a daughter to me. And Jimmy The Creek here is a friend of mine, so this assault on his family is an assault on mine." They don't call themselves 'Families' for nothing, I thought to myself.
"Are you aware of anyone who might want to harm Mr. DeAngelo's niece?" I asked.
"No, not offhand." said Taggart. "I would imagine you know Beverly's history. She had her wild days in her youth, but got away from drugs and got out of the working girl business. Still, she loved money, and went in circles with men who had money and liked to spend it on her. I kept tabs on her to the extent I was able, but of course I'm a busy man with my Southport businesses."
"I understand." I said. "To your knowledge, did she start up an escort agency, not working herself but managing other girls?"
"Not in Southport." said Taggart. "I can't speak for the City, though. You'll have to have a lunch with Mr. Molinari or one of his people to find that out."
I nodded. ""So no idea who might've wanted to do this? For instance, anyone she was hanging around with about to get hit with divorce papers?"
"No." said Taggart. "The last few months, she stayed in Southport a lot more, and wasn't dating around. She visited me and my family a few times, went out on the River Rose a few weekends, though I understand her uncle here doesn't go out as often as he used to. I do know she's been the cause of some divorce proceedings, but I don't know of anyone she's been dating recently that would potentially have a problem like that. Again, if she's dating a man in Midtown or the City, you'll have to ask others"
"Did Beverly ever do any work for either of you?" I asked. "And I ask because I can't understand why she would be in my Town & County that night, unless you'd asked her to go up there for some reason... legitimate, I'm sure."
"She didn't work for me, and the only place she could've worked for me was on my boats." said Jimmy The Creek. "She wasn't the type that served drinks or working a casino table; she preferred being the one drinks were served to or rolling the dice herself."
Taggart said "The one thing I know is that whoever did it is very very stupid. Drawing the Iron Crowbar's attention is one of the dumbest things a criminal can do, and committing a murder in your County borders on suicide."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "I appreciate your time, and your time also, Mr. DeAngelo." Taggart got the hint and stood up so that I could.
"Commander," Taggart said as he shook my hand, not letting it go, "I know with your abilities that you'll find out who murdered my friend's niece. If you can bust him, do it. But if there's some reason you can't get it to trial, just let me know... and I'll take care of it."
"Thank you, Mr. Taggart." I said politely. I shook hands with Jimmy The Creek, and both mobsters made a point to shake hands with Eugene and Teddy again. We excused ourselves and left.
Back in Eugene's car, as we drove away, he said "Wow, Commander. I was worried when Taggart showed up."
"So was I." I said. "I called him and told him I was coming down to talk to Jimmy The Creek, but I didn't expect him to show up. He must've wanted to make sure DeAngelo didn't tell any tales out of school."
Eugene said "And Taggart pretty much outright told you that he'll kill the murderer if you find him but can't bring him to trial."
"Yes." I said. "Yes he did. So it's all the more important we find the bastard that murdered her, and get him into our jails first."
"Sir," said Parker, "do you think either of them know anything about what happened to Beverly?"
I replied "I think Taggart knows more than he's telling us, but he didn't give me any clues to who it might be. So I don't think he knows for sure. But... time will tell on that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove back to the Federal Building, and Lt. Graham came inside with us. Inside the FBI offices we found TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross and FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins sitting side-by-side at a conference table, looking at reports. Supervisory Special Agent Ted Crenshaw was coming down the hall, and hailed us when he saw us. We all went into the conference room.
"Hi guys." I said. "Anything new and helpful to us?"
Cindy replied "A little bit. Tim, why don't you fill them in?" Propping him up, she was. Hmmm, I thought to myself.
"Sure." said Jenkins as we all sat down. "We don't have a lot on Beverly DeAngelo. The er... previous administration here didn't keep tabs on her, even though she's probably done more criminal acts than her uncle, Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo."
"I wouldn't be surprised." I said. "Give us the rundown."
"The Southport Police was very familiar with Beverly in her younger years." said Tim Jenkins. "She turned tricks and sold drugs for a small-time black gangbanger nicknamed 'Taurus'."
Cindy interjected: "This is where Tanya would tell you that he was called 'Taurus' because he was allegedly hung like a bull."
"Thank you for acting on Tanya's behalf, there." I said with a grin. "I take it he was a pimp?"
"He may have worked some girls, but his main gig was selling drugs on the street." said Jenkins. "About the time Beverly turned 20, 'Taurus' was found dead, floating in the River... actually right at the confluence of the rivers. Meanwhile, Beverly was in and out of prison for drug distribution."
Jenkins: "Then she cleaned herself up, and dropped off the Southport Feds's collective radar. Our Midtown and City offices have spotty notes of her getting arrested in sweeps of working girls in hotels, but she was one of the smart ones that demanded a lawyer and had the charges dropped on technicalities. Still, it looks like she eventually dropped prostitution altogether."
Jenkins: "From about 12 years ago to six years ago, our Federal offices in Florida, Georgia, and Charlotte, North Carolina, mostly the DEA, had her name in some of their case files. Cindy... er, Commander Ross... is telling me Beverly had a lot of fake IDs, and some of them were from those States. We're now speculating that she was a drug mule, running drugs in a rented car one way, then a different car the other way."
"Makes sense." I said.
Jenkins continued: "After she got tired of driving and partying in Florida, and maybe to make sure she didn't get on the DEA's radar, she came back to this State and pretty much stayed here. She most often stayed in the City or Midtown, and came to Southport at odd times... like Thanksgivings, Easter weekends, staying for a week or two here and there."
"Almost like she was taking vacations." Cindy said. "If I may, Tim... we also noticed that Beverly stayed in Midtown in the Winter and Spring months, the City in the Autumn months and usually through Christmas, and in Florida during the summer."
"Oh, that's interesting." I said. "Don't you agree, Mr. Parker?"
"If you say so, sir." said Parker, not batting an eyelash. I told Tim and Cindy to continue.
"There's not much more." said Tim Jenkins. "Beverly began dating high-profile men, men with money that they could and did spend on her, and they were almost always married. And some divorces followed. After she was involved in Terry Schultz's 'Red Flag' business, Commander Ross and I speculated that she attempted to start up her own 'Red Flag' service."
Cindy interjected again: "That could be what was really going on behind these rumors that she started an escort agency of her own. Vice squads from the City to Midtown to Southport don't know anything about her pimping out girls, so maybe these girls were doing... other things... for her."
I said "It's an idea. But we only have Charles Caldwell saying that she was starting up a stable of girls, to use his own words... and Charles Caldwell is not a man whose word I am inclined to trust. So what about Andrew Adams? Anything on him?"
"The FBI, DEA, and U.S. Customs have been watching him on and off for years." said Tim Jenkins. "He's 'connected', but we think he was closer to Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone than he is to Orrin B. Taggart. When his wife filed for divorce, the State Tax Authority got involved, and conducted a Court-ordered forensic analysis of his finances."
Jenkins: "Because of that, he had to toe the line and keep it legit, so he wasn't useful to the Southport Mob, anymore. And they never really came back to him after that, so his cash flow dropped off from what it once was. But he's still plodding along with it."
"Cool beans." I said. "Thanks for putting that together for us."
"So what's next?" said Cindy.
"Perhaps you will come with us, Commander Ross," I said, "to talk with Andrew Adams and his ex-wife, and also Darryl Dawson's ex-wife...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Andrew Adams was at his art gallery, which was the front part of a warehouse building. The elegance of the gallery rooms contrasted sharply with the back warehouse, with crates and boxes of many different items in stacks and rows.
"The Iron Crowbar? Here?" Adams asked with something between awe and dismay as I introduced myself, Cindy, Parker, and Graham.
"One and the same." I said, not looking around as the others were, but keeping my eyes boring into Adams. He looked to be middle-aged, in decent health but not particularly fit.
"What's it about?" asked Adams.
"Did you know a woman named Beverly DeAngelo?" I asked.
"Yeah, she was Jimmy The Creek DeAngelo's niece." said Adams. "And yes, I said 'was', because I heard she was murdered up in your University Town yesterday."
"You heard correctly." I said. "How did you hear that?"
"Word gets around." said Adams, seemingly indifferently. "Jimmy The Creek is pretty clean, as far as associates of Orrin B. Taggart are concerned, but he's still under the Cerone umbrella."
"As are you?" I asked.
"I will not attempt to deceive the Iron Crowbar by denying it." said Adams. "But I'm not admitting anything, either."
"Thank you for that." I replied, glad to know that my reputation preceded me, and helped cut through the crap. "So you had an affair with Beverly?"
"I knew her as 'Beryl'." said Adams. "That was her nickname even when she was growing up. So about four, five years ago, she comes to see me. I hadn't seen her in ten years or more. She's flirting with me, and you better believe I went for it. If you had known her, you'd know why. Sorry to be crude, young lady, but Beryl put a charge in me I hadn't felt in years." Cindy didn't bat an eyelash.
"And your wife found out." I said.
"Oh yeah." said Adams. "She hired a P.I., and he got pictures. My wife filed for divorce, then had the gall to demand half of everything I owned! Well, I fought that like hell, you may be sure! I had the Tax people all over me, too, but in the end it worked out for me. I don't know if 'Coffin' Cerone or Orrin B. Taggart had a word with someone, but it got fixed, and the judge ruled mostly in my favor. And then what did Beryl do, but fly off to Midtown since I couldn't buy her as much jewelry as I used to."
"You harbor any grudges for that?" I asked.
"No." said Adams. "I'm not that young any more, business is good, and I can hire a girl if I need to. I was doing that anyway; my ex-wife wasn't giving me the time of day, much less a piece of ass more often than once every two months."
"Sir," said Cindy, "do you think your wife might've hired Beryl to set you up, to approach you to see if you'd cheat?"
"I dunno." said Adams. "Didn't seem Beryl's style. And remember, I knew Beryl from years before. I won't say if I 'indulged' in those earlier days. So my wife might've wanted to hire Beryl, but I now know Beryl was far more interested in the jewelry I was buying her than anything else..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Andrew Adams's ex-wife was not at home, and we had no immediate way of finding her. So we drove out to the upper-middle-class home in a good subdivision east of Southport, where Darryl Dawson's ex-wife lived.
Sheila Dawson was a very attractive woman in her forties, with black hair and a good figure. She had let us come into her home when Cindy and I had knocked on the door. Parker and Graham were sitting in the car, listening in on the microphones-and-earbuds devices we were wearing.
"To be honest with you," said Sheila Dawson, "I wasn't really looking for sexual dirt on Darryl. I hired Ramon, Castro, and Partners to get into his finances, so that when I filed for divorce I could make sure I was getting my fair share."
"So even without his relationship with Ms. DeAngelo, you were going to divorce him?" I asked.
"Yes." said Sheila Dawson. "Him being with that harpy homewrecker was the final straw, but our marriage was already over."
"Did he abuse you?" Cindy asked.
"Not really." Sheila said. "Unless you consider ignoring me, treating me like I didn't exist, to be 'abuse'. He never hit me or even yelled at me, nothing like that. We weren't all that much alike, and I never should've married him, but he was very charming while we were dating, and he spent a lot of money on our dates, and jewelry for me. A woman can get used to that pretty quickly."
Sheila continued: "I really didn't like the political crowd he was hanging around with, though. He would go to these parties with them, and they were just... sleazebags, just God-awful people. So I made it clear I didn't want to go to those parties anymore, and things went downhill pretty rapidly from there. I'm not the kind of woman that runs around behind my husband's back and cheats on him, so I didn't go out at all. Over time, I knew I had a life to live, so I made plans to divorce him. But I knew I'd need at least some money."
"How was the divorce?" Cindy asked. "Amicable?""
"Pretty much." Sheila said. "I had the evidence on his relationship with that woman, so he was pretty accommodating. I got the house, which I later sold and moved here, and I got a good cash settlement. I'm a travel agent now, so I have a decent income. I can't complain."
"Did you ever know Darryl's lover, Beryl?" I asked.
"No, I never met her." said Sheila. "And I never wanted to, either. If Darryl really wanted that low-class tramp instead of me, then hey! let him have her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think it was her?" Cindy asked me as we drove back to the Federal Building. "She said she was going to divorce him anyway, but she sure hated Beryl."
"No, that would be a contradiction." I said. "Like you said, she was already planning to divorce him, so it's not like Beryl took him away from her. Her pride was hurt that her husband wanted Beryl over her, and she considered Beryl far beneath her; hence, the butthurt. But like she said, her life is okay, so why risk it all by killing Beryl. And in our County..."
Cindy said "You've said it several times, and I'm getting the vibe on it, too... the fact it was done in our County is a big sticking point for you, isn't it?"
"Somebody give this woman a green crowbar!" I said with a grin.
"Stoppit." Cindy replied.
"Okay," I said, "let's go see Beryl's home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The two-bedroom condo apartment was tastefully furnished with furniture and other items of good quality, but not as 'overdone' as I'd expected it to be. There were no dishes in the sink or dishwasher; they were all clean and put away. There was almost nothing in the refrigerator, but a good bit of canned goods and pasta in the pantry.
I noticed the heavy triple deadbolt locks on the front and back doors, and the alarm system on the doors and windows, as well. "This alarm system has a feature that she can set when she's at home, so that if it goes off, it automatically notifies the Police." I told the others. "It doesn't route through an alarm company or call 9-1-1, it goes right to the nearest Precinct."
"That costs money." said Lt. Graham. "And the Police have to agree to allow it, which takes someone with influence to get them to do it. She would have that influence through Orrin B. Taggart, of course."
Cindy came over and looked at the alarm system. "It's not a MegaTech Industries system." She got her Police iPhone out, and sent a text. "I'm asking Intelligence Branch to look into how long she's had this current alarm system." she said.
"It can't be too long." I said. "This is a new system; it's only been on the market since last Spring. And you're right: a key feature is that there is no wireless communications, and there are no MegaTech parts in it."




I noticed that on the refrigerator door, held with magnets, were photos of her with her uncle Jimmy The Creek on the River Rose, one with her, him and Orrin B. Taggart, a couple of her in her younger days with women of the same age as her at the time. But nothing recent, no photos, no shopping lists or notes.
"The place looks lived-in," I said,"but it was kept pretty clean. Nothing on or in her desk, either."
"Got something!" I heard Cindy call out. We all went to the back bedroom, which was the master bedroom of the home. Cindy was wearing latex gloves as she held up a 20-gauge shotgun.
"This was sitting right next to her bed." Cindy said. "There's also a .38 Special revolver under her pillow."
"Identical to the one found in her purse at the crime scene." I said as I examined it. "She was armed to the teeth, as well as spending extra on that alarm system."
Cindy's iPhone chimed, and she read the text. "Beverly had this particular alarm system installed four months ago." she said.
I nodded. "She was scared of something..."
Part 13 - The Iron Crowbar's Detectives At Work
Meanwhile...
Lieutenant Jerome Davis and Detective Julia Rodriguez were driving in a dark gray, unmarked TCPD car towards Midtown. The car was equipped with Police radio, a laptop, and a powerful motor that didn't have restrictor plates. Blue lights were embedded in the windows and grille if they were needed.
As they approached Midtown around 9:30am, nearly two hours after leaving TCPD Headquarters, Julia said: "Intelligence Branch got a ping on Darryl Dawson's cellphone. He's in his office... pretty early on a Saturday."
"Billable hours." said Jerome.
They pulled into the parking lot of an office building in one of the better locations of Metro Midtown, northwest of the inner city along the River. A couple of spaces over was a black unmarked car. As Julia and Jerome got out of their car, the occupants of the other car got out of theirs.
"Hi guys!" said Midtown Police Detective Nell Bell. With her was Detective Steve Ruger.
"Hey, glad you could meet us here." said Jerome as everyone shook hands.
As they walked towards the office building front doors, Nell Bell said "I've got some information for you that I pulled up on Beryl Angel and Darryl Dawson."
"Great." Jerome said as Nell went up and punched in a code to unlock the glass front door. "How did you?..."
Nell smiled as she said "Commander Troy gave me the manufacturer's code. I also have the Fire Department's code if we needed it."
"Iron Crowbar don't play." said Jerome. They went to the offices of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C. The front hallway door was locked, but Nell had the code, and they walked on in. Only one office was occupied in the otherwise empty suite.
"Mr. Dawson?" Jerome Davis said as they came up to it. Steve Ruger stayed a little behind, watching the rest of the office.
"Yes?... er, how did you guys get in here?" asked Darryl Dawson. He was completely unlike his late brother Rusty from the 'Pink Panther' case. Darryl was handsome, fit, relatively slender and tall, with a full head of dark brown hair and a winning smile that reminded Julia of Todd Burke. One could sense his aura, again completely unlike his loser brother.
"The door was unlocked." said Jerome, perhaps not letting on that he was using 'unlocked' as a verb, not as an adjective. Dawson didn't look very happy about it.
"Mr. Dawson," said Nell Bell, exhibiting her badge, "I'm Detective Nell Bell with the Midtown Police. This is Lt. Jerome Davis and Detective Julia Rodriguez of the Town & County Police. We'd like you to help us out on a case they're working on?"
Dawson had gotten up and shaken hands with Davis perfunctorily, but he turned on the charm with Julia. "Hello." he said to her. "How can I help you? Oh, please, sit down."
Jerome and Julia took the seats in front of the desk, and Nell Bell sat down on the sofa behind them. Jerome said "Mr. Dawson, do you know a woman name Beverly DeAngelo?"
"Sounds familiar, but it doesn't ring a bell with me... pardon the pun, Detective Bell." said Dawson. Nell smiled wanly at the joke.
"What about Beryl Angel?" asked Julia.
"Oh! Her... I didn't realize they were the same person." said Dawson. "Yes, I know who she was, and I heard she was murdered yesterday. Is that true?" 
"How'd you hear that?" Julia asked incisively.
"My colleague Gwen Munson told me." said Dawson. "She was up there defending a woman that your Police Department arrested. Gwen said it was 'yet another mistake by the Iron Crowbar's Police Force'." Neither Jerome nor Julia batted an eyelash at that, and both noticed that Dawson had been watching them closely to gauge their reactions.
"What was your relationship with Beryl Angel?" asked Jerome.
"Ex-girlfriend." said Dawson. "I'm sure you've found this out already from Court records, but I was in a relationship with her and my ex-wife found out about it and filed for divorce. To be honest, it was the best thing that could've happened to me; I finally got rid of that nagging bi--- er, witch of a wife. She was useless to me."
"You called Beryl an 'ex-girlfriend'." said Jerome, not allowing Dawson's words about his wife distract the Lieutenant from the course of his interrogation. "What was she to you? A casual fling? Mistress?"
"We were dating, and it was pretty hot for a while." said Dawson. "I moved in with her after my wife filed for divorce and kicked me out of the house. Beryl moved out a few months later. It was amicable; she wanted to move to the City, and I wanted to stay here."
"You set her up in that apartment here in Midtown?" asked Julia. "Bought her a lot of nice stuff?"
"Well.. yeah." said Darryl with a shrug of his shoulders. "I was generous to her. Didn't hurt me financially, if that's what you're getting at."
"Did you and Beryl have a working relationship beyond the personal one?" asked Julia.
"I don't follow?" said Darryl, making his face look confused.
"Did you work together on any business projects?" asked Julia. "Did you cooperate on any money-making things?"
"Oh." said Darryl. "No, we were dating, and that's it. Why?"
"Do you think someone might've tried to set you up, using Beryl to ensnare you?" asked Jerome.
"I don't think Beryl was trying to trap me in any way." said Dawson. "But you make a point about that. I know that my wife was working with a law firm from Southport. Ramon, Castro, and Partners. They're a sleazy firm, rumored to have Mob connections. They're the ones that hired a P.I. to catch me with Beryl."
"When was the last time you saw Beryl?" asked Jerome.
"Uhh... it's been a while." said Dawson, seemingly searching his memory. "I've seen her a couple of times after she moved to the City, and that was within a few months of her moving up there. So yeah, it's been a while."
"Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to harm Beryl?" asked Julia. "Back when you were dating her? Or more recently?"
"No, I can't say that I do." Dawson said. "I know she had a checkered past, and she may have gotten back into drugs or prostitution and crossed the wrong person. But I don't know anything that could help you on that."
"Sir," said Jerome, boring in, "where were you Thursday night and early Friday morning?"
"At home." said Dawson. "I'm sure you've gotten cellphone ping data already. And you can check the GPS on my car, if you like."
"Yes, let's do that." said Jerome quickly.
They went outside, and Dawson signed the consent form to allow his car to be searched and GPS to be downloaded. Steve Ruger searched the car as Jerome downloaded the GPS data with the app on his Police iPhone, which surprised Dawson. "I didn't know you could do that on a smartphone like that." he said.
"Not every Police Department can." replied Nell Bell.
Julia Rodriguez said with special clarity: "You should tell your colleague Ms. Munson that this is just one more reason why criminals should not commit crimes in the Iron Crowbar's County, Mr. Dawson."
Once Jerome was done, Dawson said "Is there anything else? I need to be going; I have an appointment coming up." He turned to Julia and extended his card. "Why don't you give me a call sometime. Let's meet for a drink."
Julia took the card, but said "If I call, it'll be for professional reasons. My profession."
Jerome also quickly stepped in, extending his own card as he said: "If you can think of anything else that will help us, give me a call." Dawson took the card, and seemed disappointed that Julia did not give him one. The Detectives watched as Dawson got into his car and drove away.
"Well, that was very... interesting." Nell Bell said. "What did you guys think?"
"He was playing the psychology game hard." said Jerome Davis. "He'd sorta answer but not answer a question, then ask us something back. It may just be the lawyer in him, or it may be more."
Julia said: "I noticed he kept dropping suggestions to try to steer our thinking, like suggesting she got back into prostitution or drugs, and playing the sympathy card by telling us his wife kicked him out. And he was lying like a dog in the shade about stuff, too."
"Is his colleague Gwen Munson like that?" asked Steve Ruger.
"Oh, God." muttered Julia Rodriguez. "She a thousand times more annoying and nitpicky. But she's also better at the game than Dawson is."
Jerome said "Charles Caldwell also tried to suggest Beryl was getting back into prostitution, though as a madam. Wonder if there's something to it?"
"Why don't we go back to MPD Headquarters," said Nell Bell, "and I can give you that info we got..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Detectives Roark Coleman and George Newman went into Interrogation-1 at County Jail. The second security guard that was arrested with Deborah Wilkins was brought in. His name was Bernard Collins. Coleman read him the rights from the card.
"Look." said Roark. "We know you're not the one that resisted arrest. I freely admit, the charges on you are thin, and you're likely to be let go."
"But your fellow security man, Rollin Heller," said George Newman, "he's in a world of hurt. You don't want to be attached to him at the hip."
"I might add," said Coleman, "that your calls to MegaTech have gone unanswered. They're not sending you an attorney. Now you can risk being assigned a public defender, or you can help us out and talk to us, and you'll be free to go."
"All right, but I reserve the right to invoke at any time." said Collins. "What do you need to know?"
Newman said "Are you a MegaTech employee, or with a security company?"
"MegaTech employee." said Bernard. "I get sent to events with the advance team, and usually work with Deborah Wilkins personally."
"Did Ms. Wilkins ever say why MegaTech Industries came here for their big conference?" asked Coleman.
"No." said Bernard. "All I heard was that Elliot Sanders chose the location. And this isn't one of our biggest conferences; it's pretty top-heavy with upper-level executives."
"What room was Deborah Wilkins in Thursday night?" asked Newman.
"I think she was in 806." said the security man.
"Was she alone in her room all night?" asked Newman. "Or did she have a... 'friend' with her?"
The security man looked pained, but finally said "I don't know for sure, I never went up on that floor. But for the last few months, a guy has been staying with her, one of the guys on the 'Alicia' smart device team. His name is 'Bell'... 'Bart Bell', I think..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Cut me a deal." said the first security man, whose name was Rollin Heller. "I'm not talking until you give me a deal that includes no jail time."
"Let's hear what you've got first." said Roark Coleman.
"It doesn't work that way." said Dexter Epstein, who had been assigned (in his correct turn) to represent Heller. "Put something in writing, and then he'll tell you his truthful story."
"You're an idiot, Epstein." said Roark, getting up. "And you just cost your client ten years of freedom, because he's going to jail for felony assaulting Police Officers. No deals. We're done here." Newman got up also, and they started walking to the door.
"Wait!" yelled Rollin. The Detectives turned and he said "What do I have to do?"
"Nothing." said Newman. "Your lawyer just blew it for you. You're going to prison. Ten years, no chance of parole."
"Can I fire him?" begged the security man. "Come on! Work with me, here!"
"I can't tell you to fire your attorney." said Roark Coleman. They left the room and went into the anteroom.
"Not bad, guys." said Paulina Patterson, who had been watching from the anteroom. "Of course you've pretty much destroyed any real chance of putting him behind bars."
"Ma'am, we just want him to talk." said Coleman. "If he doesn't, what were the chances this thing would go to full trial, anyway?" Paulina conceded the point.
Five minutes later, Epstein called on the phone to the Duty Desk, who called Coleman. They went back into the room, this time with Paulina. Epstein was red-faced from the asschewing he had just endured.
The security man said "I may can't fire this guy, but just ignore him. I want a deal. Give me a deal and I'll tell you everything I know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Saturday, November 16th. The four Detectives came into Midtown Police Headquarters. The Duty Desk Sergeant asked them to go to the Police Chief's Office.
"Hi guys." said MPD Chief Frank Soltis when they got to his office. "How's Chief Moynahan doing up there in your County?"
"Good morning, sir." said Lt. Davis. "Chief Moynahan's doing great. He said to tell you hello."
Soltis said "Chief Moynahan was to me what the Iron Crowbar is to you guys. Did you get any good information from Dawson?"
"Maybe, sir." said Julia Rodriguez. "But it may have been more what he didn't say, than what he did."
Nell Bell said "He was also very eager to volunteer information we didn't even ask for. Very strange for a lawyer."
"Why don't you guys go get something to eat." said the Chief. "Keep the receipts and I'll comp you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Roark Coleman and George Newman came into Police Headquarters, and went to the Monitor Room, where Paulina Patterson and Captain Tanya Perlman were. Tanya had watched the interrogations at County Jail from the Police Headquarters Monitor Room. Ah, the marvels of modern technology...
"The security man who tried to assault us sang like a canary once he heard the words 'ten years in prison'." said Coleman. "He admitted that Bart Bell and Deborah Wilkins had been 'seeing each other' for a few months, and that Bell went to Wilkins's room with her Thursday night, about 10:00pm. They got into the elevator together at 7:00am Friday morning and he wasn't on any camera footage during the night."
"He could've taken the stairs, couldn't he?" asked Paulina.
"No ma'am." said George Newman. "Those are fire escape stairs. If you go into the stairwell, you can't open any doors to the hallways above the ground floor; they do that to direct traffic flow in case of a fire alarm, and also for security. Also, Bell never appeared on the ground floor hallway videos."
"I'll stick to lawyering and leave the Detecting to you guys." said Paulina. Tanya fist bumped George. Then Paulina said: "Wait a minute. You said Deborah and Bart Bell went to her room at 10:00pm? Before the reception was over?"
"That's what he told us." said Coleman. "Deborah wasn't invited as a participant to the formal reception. She was there early on to make sure everything was in order, then she went to the Event Staff room and made sure everything was good there, then went with Bart Bell to her own suite."
"That is very interesting." said Tanya.
"And one more thing." said Roark Coleman. "We asked if he knew if Kara Zorn was going to come to the conference. His answer was that she wasn't, and she was pissed off that Elliot Sanders had insisted on having it here."
"Oh, that's even more interesting!" said Tanya. Then she noticed something on the monitor and said: "Okay, Bell has been brought into I-1. Go tear him a new one... verbally, that is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bart Bell had been brought into I-1 and was handcuffed to the ring on the table. Patrolman Johnson was the Uniformed presence. Somewhat to everyone's surprise, Gwen Munson had come in to represent him, and was talking with him while the Detectives were in the Monitor Room.
Coleman and Newman came in, and sat down at the table. "I'm going to re-read you your rights." said Coleman, who did so from the card. Bart Bell nodded that he understood the rights.
"Okay, Bart." said Coleman. "Where were you Thursday night from 9:00pm to 3:00am Friday morning?"
Munson said "He's already told you that he was at home, and came over Friday morning."
George Newman said "Then we'll add 'lying to Police' to the charges. We have eyewitness testimony that he was with Deborah Wilkins, and that he slept in her room with her on Thursday night. What do you say to that, Mr. Bell? And I'm asking you directly. She's your attorney, not your sock puppet."
"Don't speak." said Munson. She turned to the Detectives, but George Newman raised his hand.
"Time for games is over, Ms. Munson." said Newman. "Mr. Bell here needs to come correct with us, especially if he has any hope of not being charged with the murder of Beverly DeAngelo."
"Oh, come on----" Gwen started, but Roark Coleman cut her off.
"Just stop, Ms. Munson." said Roark. "Let me lay this out for you, Bart. You have motive, and we now can attach means and opportunity. You were at the Hyatt Thursday evening, not at home. We're going to start racking up witnesses among the Hotel staff, and MegaTech can't hide every employee from us forever. You were on the eighth floor at the time of the murder; we've got a witness to that. Beverly DeAngelo red-flagged you; revenge is a powerful motive."
"Even if all that is true, which I doubt, it's all circumstantial." snarled Gwen Munson, her sweet voice mixed with venomous hatred.
"Men have been put to death for less." said George Newman. "A lot less. Bart, it's a strong case. You gotta consider where this is going, dude. If there's anything you can tell us to help yourself, now is the time to tell us."
"I need to talk to my client." said Gwen.
Roark and George got up. "Take your time." said Coleman. "We'll need a few minutes to let the ink dry on the arrest warrant... for murder in the first degree." They left the room, then Johnson left on the other side.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At a good buffet restaurant near Police Headquarters, the MPD and TCPD Detectives got their food and sat down at a table. They discussed the aspects of the Beverly DeAngelo case for a few minutes, bringing the Midtown Detectives up to speed.
"The GPS shows his car was parked at his apartment's garage all night." said Jerome as he looked at the data. "For the three days before then, it was in Midtown the whole time."
"I'm not surprised." said Nell Bell. "He never would've let you download the data on it if he'd driven it anywhere that would interest us."
"And it proves nothing." said Julia Rodriguez. "He could easily have found other transportation to our Town & County. We probably need to see if anyone saw him around his apartment building Thursday night."
"And we can help you out with that." volunteered Nell. "So, I take it Darryl Dawson is not eliminated from your list of suspects?"
"Not by a longshot." Julia Rodriguez said. "But I concede that there's nothing that really points to him, at least not above and beyond the other suspects. He had a relationship with her. It cost him his marriage, that by most accounts seemed to be headed for divorce anyway."



"The only thing I can think of," said Steve Ruger, "is that she knew something about him that was about to come out, so he had to silence her to keep it buried."
"In a similar vein," said Nell Bell, "maybe she knew something and tried to blackmail him. And that didn't work out very well for her."
"Which could apply to almost any of our suspects," said Jerome, "or to suspects we haven't developed yet. But you're right, and it's possible motive for Darryl."
"The only problem I have with those ideas," said Julia, "is that it's not really congruous with what happened in our County."
"How do you mean?" asked Nell.
"Let me see if I can put this in a good flow of words." Julia said, trying to marshal her thoughts. "Well, for example, we don't know why Beryl was in our Town & County, especially since we're not strong on the idea of her being a hooker. So it's a bit fantastic that Dawson would be here in Midtown, hear about Beryl in our Town, get transportation and the tools to kill her, like the knife, then be able to go up there and do it, all on the fly."
"And the room key was used only once that night." said Jerome. "So while it's not physically impossible for him to be the one to have the key and get in, it's kind of sketchy right now."
"Yes sir, those are good points." Nell conceded. She handed Jerome a jump drive and said: "Here's what we got on Dawson while you were driving down here. Mostly financial stuff, but our I.A. has bumped up against Dawson while they investigated dirty cops schmoozing with dirty politicians."
"Thanks." said Jerome. "Any little bit of information helps..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think she'll ask for a plea deal?" Paulina asked. "You've just about got him tied up with a big red bow."
"No." said Tanya. "If he was guilty and they knew it, I don't think she would have come in at all. They would've left him flappin' in the breeze. And unless he confesses to her now, I don't see why she'd offer a plea deal at this time. She at least wants to see what we have, first."
Ten minutes later, Coleman and Newman came back into I-1, having been called back in by Gwen Munson.
"Against my advice, my client will answer your questions, but reserves the right to invoke at any time." Gwen said.
"Of course." said Roark Coleman. "Bart, were you in bed with Deborah Wilkins Thursday night?"
"Yes." said Bart. "Listen, let me just tell you the whole story. I met Deborah months ago, right after Kara Zorn hired me to work with the Asian employees to speak American English more clearly and naturally. Deborah and I began dating, and it's now to the point we're pretty much a couple. So yeah, I was with Deborah."
"All Thursday night? Before you went to her room with her?" asked George Newman.
"Yes." said Bart. "I went with Deborah to the Inner Circle reception with Elliot Sanders and his wife. I've helped her some with her English diction, as well---"
"Wait." said Roark Coleman. "You say that Elliot Sanders knows you? Personally?"
"Yes." said Bell. "Not that we're friends or anything. I'm just one of his many minions."
"Okay." said Roark. "Keep going."
Bart Bell kept going: "We were at the reception, at least for the beginning, then Deborah checked with her Event Staff people to make sure everything was ready for people coming in Friday. She gave me my room key then, but of course I went up to her room instead. That was about 10:00pm. I went back to my room, 404, the next morning, to shower and shave and get ready for my presentation."
"And you did not leave the room all night?" Newman asked.
"No, not until the next morning." said Bell. 
"Sounds simple enough." said Gwen Munson. "So my client is free to go?"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
The anteroom door opened, and in drove Captain Tanya Perlman. "No, Ms. Munson," she said, "your client is not free to go. We've just obtained an arrest warrant for Bart Bell, for suspicion of murder in the first degree. We're holding him at least through the weekend until his arraignment Monday."
Bart Bell's face fell into his hands in helpless frustration. "I'm telling you the truth! I didn't kill anyone!"
"Bart," said Tanya, "we need corroboration of your story, and Deborah and the rest of the MegaTech people got out of this County just as fast as they could... and they left you behind."
"No they didn't!" hissed Gwen Munson. "They sent me here to represent you, Bart. They have not abandoned you. These cops are lying to you, because they don't have anything on you. Anything at all! Just keep your mouth shut from now on, and don't talk to them without me here..."
Part 14 - The Blue Dress
We all got back right around 1:00pm. I went to my office and typed up all my notes of my interviews with DeAngelo, Taggart, Adams, and Mrs. Dawson, as well as the examination of Beverly DeAngelo's quarters. Then I read Davis and Julia's reports, Nell Bell's data, and watched Coleman and Newman's interviews with various suspects.
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Cpt. Tanya Perlman drove into my office through the door that was opened for her by Lt. Mary Milton, and parked herself in front of my desk.
"You might as well sit down, too, Lieutenant Milton." I said. "Getting some practice executing no-knock warrants, Ms. Perlman?"
Tanya grinned and said "Just thought I'd shake you up a little bit after you got to have fun flying that helicopter all over the place."
"I'll have Commander Croyle teach you how to fly the Whirlybat." I replied. "Whaddya got?"
Tanya deferred to Mary, who said "I checked on where Deborah Wilkins was at the time of her parents' dying in that house fire. No joy on two-year-old credit card records, but I did look to see what was going on with MegaTech Industries. They had a a major conference that same weekend, in Chicago. It might be a dangerous assumption, but she likely was there, at the conference."
"Very likely." I said. "And that was excellent thinking to look for that. Good work. So, what else?"
Tanya said "The Crime Lab came back with a lot of analysis of the forensic evidence, and there was something that really stood out." She extended a file folder to me. I took it, and perused the contents.
"Oh wow." I said. "I forgive you for barging in like that. So they found blood traces in the shower, and the blood was Beverly DeAngelo's?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "It typed to her blood factors, and the early DNA markers match her DNA. They're still running more advanced tests. They're also looking for the killer's DNA so that if we name a suspect, we can do a comparison. Bart Bell is our first and prime candidate for that... er, Don?"
I was in a reverie, a deep one. When I came out of it, Mary and Tanya were staring at me. "You realize what this means, don't you?" I asked.
"It means we found Beverly's blood in the shower." said Tanya. "What that infers to you is once again beyond me."
"Me, too." said Mary.
"Uh, is Joan Laurer here today?" I asked.
"She's in Vice now." said Tanya...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vice Squad's Sr. Patrolman Joan Laurer came with me and Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle into the Evidence Room downstairs. Laurer was wearing a uniform, with dark blue shirt, while Teresa was in uniform with a light blue shirt. Both were wearing dark blue pants.
"Thanks for coming down, Ms. Laurer." I said to the tall, large-breasted, statuesque brunette. "You are about 5'10" tall, broad shoulders, what one might call 'statuesque'. About the same height and body type as Beverly DeAngelo, the victim at the Hyatt Hotel. Would you agree, Commander Croyle?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Officer Laurer is a wee bit taller, but I agree on the body type."
"Officer Laurer," I said, picking up an evidence bag. "Put on these latex gloves, and let's examine this evidence, shall we?" Joan put on the latex gloves that were on the Evidence Room counter. I already had gloves on, and I opened the bag as the Evidence Supervisor videotaped us. Joan reached in and took out the clothes... Beverly DeAngelo's clothes from the crime scene.
"What is your professional evaluation of these clothes?" I asked Joan. "Would they fit you?"
"No sir." said Joan, holding up the dress. If the top were on her shoulders properly, the hemline would be above Joan's uniform belt. "This would be way too short, and too snug, too. I doubt I could squeeze into it."
"It's more my length," said the shorter Teresa Croyle, "but I don't know if I could fit into it either. It'd be too tight."
"And let's note that there is no blood on it," I said, "so it is more than unlikely that Beverly DeAngelo was wearing it when she was murdered. What about this bra, Ms. Laurer?"
"Too small for me, even if the cup size was right... which it's not." said Joan. "And the bra size does not match the dress size, sir.
"That's interesting." I said.
"Sir..." Joan said, 'there's one more thing, though it may not be anything..."
"What is it?" I asked.
"Sir," Joan said, "this is a standard white bra that female Police Officers would wear as part of the full complement of underwear we are expected to wear. But it's not what I'd expect a working girl to be wearing on a date. They'd wear a lace underwire bra or nothing, but this basic, boring bra? I don't see it, sir."
"Outstanding observation, Ms. Laurer." I said. "I agree with your analysis. Thanks for the demo on camera. Let's put that video into evidence, and let's go back upstairs." Teresa fist-bumped Joan as I put the evidence back into the bag and turned it back in...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what this means is this." I said to the assembled Detectives in MCD, including Vice Sr. Patrolman Laurer. "The blood in the shower was spattered onto the killer when he slit Beverly's throat. He showered hastily, and left the blood remnant. But it's likely that he changed clothes, and that means he had a change of clothes with him."
"Makes sense." said Teresa Croyle, and rather acerbically.
"That caused me to re-think Beverly's clothes, and I realized something I saw yesterday but did not properly observe." I said. "And I should have. The clothes in the pile were too small to fit Beverly. Ergo, they were brought into the hotel by the killer beforehand. He, and I'm dangerously assuming it's a 'he', left the clothes we found in a puddle on the floor, along with the 'boring' bra that was too small for Beverly. He took her clothes, which likely had been bloodied, out of the room with him."
"But why?" asked Tanya Perlman. "So we don't get his DNA?"
"Maybe, but I'm thinking it's more." I said. "I think he did it to create a scene for us to see. The killer wanted us to think Beverly had been stripteasing for him, and this is one reason I think it's a man that did the murder. And he did that so that we would think she was a prostitute stripping for him in preparation for sex with him."
"Why do that?" asked Tanya again.
I said "First, to give the impression that the killer was sitting on the sofa, with her in front of him, which was likely not the actual case. But it was also to advance the idea that Beverly was an escort, and was at the Hotel as an escort, paid to give someone sex. And when criminals start getting big ideas like this, and make things complex... is when they make mistakes and make it easy for us."
"So you're saying this gets us to the killer?" Cindy asked, her voice a mixture of skepticism and amazement.
"No," I replied, "but it eliminates some things, which helps me a lot. It also does show one thing... premeditation. And that will help us make the first degree murder charge stick---"
"Crowbar!" growled Sheriff Griswold as he came into MCD via the back hallway entrance. "We need you in the Chief's Conference Room, pronto!"
"Yes sir." I said. As I walked to the door, I said "Let's meet in Classroom 'E' at 3:00pm.."
Part 15 - It Ain't Paranoia...
I went into the Chief's Conference Room. Mayor Daniel Allgood was sitting at the table, his back to the door. Sheriff Allgood said he'd go visit the Intelligence Center while I talked to Daniel.
I went in and poured us both cups of coffee, then sat down opposite Daniel, facing the door, my back to the window that looked out at the bleachers where we conducted the Promotions and Medals ceremonies.
"I came by to update you on this DOJ thing?" he said.
"Sure." I said. "What's the status on it?"
"They filed the papers yesterday afternoon with Federal Judge K.M. Landis." Daniel said. "They tried to go to Ruth B. Taney, but Landis overrode her and took the case himself. He also issued an order that he personally would be taking any and all civil rights issues in our district's Federal Courts."
"That's good." I said. "At least we'll get a fair shake. So they're announcing it Monday?"
"Probably." said Daniel. "They worked through initial hearings and motions today. My lawyer is Andrew Cardigan, who is FBI Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan's brother. Cy Hart is working with him."
"Cardigan was John Cummings's lawyer when Katherine Woodburn stole the election from him, wasn't he?" I asked.
"Yes." said Daniel. "And it wasn't his fault the Republican Establishment joined with the Democrats to ensure Cummings's defeat." (Author's note: 'Hot Wives Investment Club', Ch. 04.) "Cardigan is experienced in the Federal Courts, and he absolutely hates the DOJ Civil Rights Division."
I nodded. "Sounds good, and I'm glad you have the additional help of Cy Hart." Cy Hart was Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's legal eagle, also.
Allgood nodded, then said "So why are they coming after me so hard? Just because I put Reginald B.F. Lewis in his place? And he was the one who was charged and had to take the plea deal."
"That's true." I said. "But they don't care about the truth in implementing their agenda. My question for you is: Why were hackers trying to get into the I.A.'s files during the specific times you were the head of I.A.?"
Daniel looked around the room and said "Is this room bugged? Can we be overheard?"
"No." I said as I got up and went around the table, having already turned on the bug-killer. "But let's speak softly." I sat down in the chair next to him.
"And carry big crowbars." Daniel quipped. "I don't know why they targeted those files."
"I think I do." I said softly. "Look, we both know that Melina hates blacks, and why. What is not so well-known is that you are not, and never have been, a friend of the black community. I believe the Feds are hoping to get I.A. papers that will show you discriminated against blacks, or at the least did nothing to stop Harold Malone's aggressive anti-black policies and actions when he was here."
Daniel nodded. "Yeah. There was a lot of stuff... a lahhhhht of stuff... that I knew about, and could've hit him with, or gone to the Press about it and let them take Malone down. But I didn't. I didn't actively help him in any way, I never covered anything up or intervened to stop investigations that did occur, especially once Griswold became Chief. But I let a lot of stuff slide."
"And it's very hard to prove a negative, to prove something that isn't there." I said. "I do think the Feds are fishing, hoping to find something, anything, so they can really put the screws to you and force you out as Mayor. But it's also more. You're just gravy if they can get you. It's the Town & County Police they're really after."
"Why? For what reason?" Daniel asked.
"I believe they want to force us into a Consent Decree, whereby they will absolutely own us." I replied. "The Swamp Frogs are hating my guts after taking down both the older and younger Blassingames, Superior Bloodlines, Les Craig, and all their others, and they especially hate me for perp-walking that filthy turd Mitt Willis to his death. That one embitters them to this day."
I continued: "Anyway, they really want to get something on the Police, so they can tie us in knots, and prevent us from enforcing the law when enforcing the law is most needed. I believe there is going to be an effort to gin up racial hatred based on Police brutality. All they need is for an incident of a white Police Officer to harm or kill a black citizen... whether for real or made up... and the Press and the Antifa thugs and the 'Black Voices Raised' Marxists will take it from there and gin up violence and chaos."
"I heard they were doing that nationwide." Daniel said. "So why are they focusing on here, on our Town & County?"
"Oh, they're doing it all over." I said. "But Sheriff Griswold has done a lot, one hell of a lot more than he'll ever get credit for, to foster good relations between the black community and law enforcement. And I've been able to help in a few places along the way, like the Charter as well as the Nathaniel Jones trial." (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', Ch. 01.)
I continued: "Things between blacks and the Police nationwide are getting worse, aided and abetted by a rabidly dishonest, corrupt American Mainstream Media. And it will take only one incident for all that goodwill, for years of good effort and hard work, to be flushed down the toilet. They know they have to destroy the good will the Sheriff has built up, and my reputation with the black community, and that's one of their goals."
"What can we do?" asked Allgood. "What can I do to help with this?"
"Fight. Fight like hell." I said. "I think they're hoping they can gin something up on you to try to force you to capitulate, and their demand will be for you to sign the Consent Decree against the Police when they bring their case against us. No matter what, tell them 'Not only no, but HELL no'. Don't let them blackmail you nor shake you down like they shake down corporations for billions of dollars..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I walked back into my office, my Police iPhone rang. I answered it.
"Hi there. Cop." said a woman's voice, which I recognized as Rita's. "Busy?"
"Always, but I'll make time for you." I replied. "How can I help you?"
"It's how I can help you. Cop." said Rita. "I checked around. Beverly DeAngelo, who goes by 'Beryl' with different last names, wasn't escorting, and wasn't running an agency. She's been almost completely out of sight the last six months, and when she was seen, it was in Southport. My sources in the 'glitz and glamour' scene said she hasn't been seen in months, and she just seemed to have disappeared."
"Someone threatening her?" I asked.
"I don't know. Cop." said Rita. "But here's where it got fun: I had other sources telling me that she had been at that MegaTech Industries event in Palmyra County where Kara Zorn showed up, then Kara suddenly had to leave town and won't come back to this State? You wouldn't know anything about that, would you? Cop?"
"Nothing I can talk about." I replied laconically. "So Beryl was at that MegaTech event, and came over all dead at a MegaTech event here? You know what I think of coincidences, don't you Rita?"
"No. Cop." said Rita playfully. "You'll have to tell me all about it when you and your lovely wife come to visit me... soon."
"Okay, we will." I said. "Any idea which MegaTech executive Beverly was trying to get her hooks into?"
"Mmmmmmm, I like the way you think. Cop." said Rita. "But I have no idea. Okay, I gotta go. See you soon. Cop." The line went dead. I sat down and typed up the notes of the conversation, not naming Rita but saying she was a C.I...
Part 16 - Theorizing With Data
At 3:00pm, Saturday, November 16th, the Detectives and Police Leadership assembled in Classroom 'E' for a meeting. Vice Officer Joan Laurer was there at my invitation, as well. I wanted her to see what was in her future if she kept doing the great job she was doing.



"Okay, here's what Nell Bell gave us on Darryl Dawson." said Julia Rodriguez. "He's made a lot of money legitimately, and he's made even more under the table. He's 'the guy' when it comes to lobbying Legislators, and he's probably greased a lot of palms with green dollar bills over the last several years."
Julia: "He has offshore accounts that he's funneled some money into, and he's got stock market accounts with millions, and bank accounts that are maxed out on how much they can have, $250,000 per account."
"What about expenses?" Captain Perlman asked.
"He has very few in his personal accounts." said Julia. "Just paying the rent on his apartment and paying the bills. In fact, he was spending a lot more when he was dating Beverly DeAngelo; he spent a lot of money on cars, clothes, and jewelry for her. Well within his means, though. And because he's not spending much in more recent months, he's been socking that money away."
Julia: "He runs a lot of his legal business expenses through his law firm, and the under-the-table ones through some shady accounts that MPD is still looking into, and will likely discuss with the SBI-OFI when we're done with the murder investigation. Quite a few Legislators will not be happy about that, so MPD wants to let the Iron Crowbar know before they hand it off to the OFI."
"Smart people." I said.
Mary Milton asked "Was Dawson using Beryl to 'entertain' Legislators on behalf of his clients?"
"He definitely hires girls for those purposes, and to 'entertain' other clients." Julia said. "That may be how he met Beryl, too. We found some old photos of him and her at parties with Legislators, and she was his date. No telling what happened after the cameramen left."
"Let's not make assumptions, though." I said. "She may have just been Dawson's date, and other girls, possibly supplied by her or by him, took care of Wilson Hammond's needs." Everyone chuckled at that.
"Okay, before we start theorizing with data," I said, "let me ask a question: did anyone look to see if Beryl had filed for restraining orders against anyone?"
"Yes sir." said Mary Milton. "I know Lainie did." She looked up something on her tablet, then said "Here it is. We know Terry Schultz and Bart Bell's ex-wife had restraining orders against him, but nothing showed up when she ran Beverly DeAngelo's name. She also ran a search for 'Beverly Angel'."
"Hmmmmm..." I said, mostly to myself, then said "Tell you what. Have her run more searches, with all of Beryl's aliases. Also run searches for all of our suspects, all of them, from Adams to Earl Edwards. Search Southport, and get help from down there if you need to. And dig really deep, as if someone is trying to hide the Court record of a restraining order being issued."
"Wilco." said Lt. Mary Milton. I noticed Captain Perlman also making a note of that. Mary then said "Lt. Davis, did you get anything from those key sleeves you confiscated?"
"Unfortunately, no." said Jerome. "The sleeves for 801, 802, 804, and 806 are all missing, as are about half the rooms MegaTech had reserved. They were probably given out and not returned."
"It was a longshot, at best." I said. "Good work getting them, but sometimes some things don't pan out. Okay, I believe we're very close to having all the data we're going to get, unless you have something you want to work on. So it's time to discuss ideas based on the data we have. Possible blue crowbar award for whoever is closest to being right. Who wants to go first?"
"I'll go first." said Roark Coleman. "I really think it's Bart Bell. He had motive, means, and opportunity, and he has the type of personality that could do something like what was done to Beverly DeAngelo. It's almost... obvious, I guess is the word."
"Are you suggesting he had help?" asked Captain Perlman. "Is Deborah Wilkins involved? Elliot Sanders? Others at MegaTech?"
Roark replied "It's very much a possibility, ma'am. They sure flew the coop as fast as they could, got her out of the State as fast as they could, and left Bell behind to take the fall. I'd like to dig a lot deeper into it."
"I don't disagree with your arguments, Mr. Roark. Especially the part about the killer having had help." I said. "But do you think you have a case against Bart Bell that we can take to the D.A.'s Office that will enable them to get a conviction?"
Roark seemed unperturbed as he said "Not yet, sir. But maybe if we dig deep enough, we'll find some things, like if he bought a hunting knife. And if we can find and talk to Deborah Wilkins again, we might find out if Bell really was in her room all Thursday night."
"What if she's out of State?" I asked.
"We can ask the jurisdiction she's in to help us," said Roark Coleman, "or ask the FBI for help. With respect, sir, you're an FBI Consultant; you could go anywhere in the country to question her."
"You're right, I can." I said. "And yes, we could ask for help. But what if you find her, and she corroborates his story?"
"Then at least we'll know, sir." Coleman said.
"So you're on the MegaTech Industries track, as opposed to Organized Crime?" I asked.
"I guess so, sir." said Roark. "But I don't insist on the full MegaTech angle, nor the Mafia angle. Bell could've done it independently of them. It could even have been an opportunity that just dropped into his lap."
"Pun not intended, I'm sure." Tanya said with a grin, hinting at Beryl giving a lap dance. Most of the people in the room laughed.
"All right, then." I said. "We've talked about Earl Edwards and Charles Caldwell, as well as Bell. So what about Darryl Dawson and Andrew Adams?"
"We can't eliminate either one of them, sir." said Julia. "Adams doesn't have strong financial means to hire a hit man, but he is connected, and might ask for a favor. And Dawson easily has the means to hire a hit man, and maybe even hide the money flow."
"Flip side of that for both," said Teddy Parker "is that this really does not feel like a hired hit at all. Not only is it not a professional assassin's general M.O., this killing feels personal."
"My problem with the theory on Adams," I said, "is that he'd be asking the Mob to kill the niece of one of the other mobsters in the same extended 'Family'. But the vengeance factor is definitely there. And I agree with you, Parker, that this is more personal than a pro hit."
"Could it be someone we haven't found yet?" asked Theo. "An impending divorce that hasn't been filed yet?"
"I doubt it." I said. "I have information from a C.I., the notes of which I just uploaded, which corroborates information that Beverly hadn't dated anyone the last few months. And she was seen at the MegaTech offices in Palmyra County right at the time they moved out of there."
"Maybe that's why she came up here?" Teresa asked. "Maybe a MegaTech executive is her next 'homewrecker' target?"
"Could be." I said. "But don't you already have a blue crowbar?"
"No." said Teresa.
I nodded, then said: "So like I said last night... there are two tracks here: the Mob, and MegaTech. And I think our five suspects are the ones to keep looking at..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came into The Cabin to find a large gathering, ready to watch the Wildcats game. I changed into more comfortable clothes, and came down to join them.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Bowser barked angrily at the phone, and Carole shushed him as I answered the call. It was Jack Muscone.
"Hi Dog." he said when he answered. "Sorry to call now, and sorry I was short with you earlier. We were putting out some fires around here."
"No problem, I hear ya." I said. "Let me go outside." I walked the phone out the front door (again to Bowser's noisy displeasure). Once outside I said "Thanks for calling. Anything to report?"
"Yeah, several things." said Muscone. "Your victim, Beverly DeAngelo? She's not an Agent, at least not for us nor anyone in the Federal Government. But Dwight Stevens of the DEA got back to me after I sent out the feelers, and he said Beverly was once believed to be a drug mule for the Southport Mob, and that she may have tried to work politicians on behalf of them, the Southport Mob, especially after Orrin B. Taggart took over from Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone."
"That's good information." I said. "Any MegaTech connections?"
"Just Bart Bell, which you already know." said Muscone. "We've been looking at Deborah Wilkins and her situation up in Racine, Wisconsin. MegaTech hired lawyers to help her with that. BigBenefitInsurance told MegaTech they're pissed about it, and may sever ties with MegaTech over it."
"Wow, Big Boyz fighting Big Boyz." I said. "That could be big. I appreciate the information, and I have a favor to ask you... do a favor for me, and I'll return the favor sometime, as our friendly neighborhood Corleones would say."
Jack Muscone barked a rare laugh. "Okay, what do you need?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the clock runs down to all zeros," said the television announcer, "and the Wildcats have clinched the Division again, and will play for the Conference Championship..."
"Yay!" Carole and Marie cheered as we watched in the front room of The Cabin. Tasha cheered, too, but I had the distinct feeling she didn't really understand what the cheering was about. The redoubtable Bowser was hanging out with them, and was not particularly happy with the noise they were making. He went over to Sheriff Griswold, who provided him some skritchins.
To my surprise, Ian was in the greatroom, petting Buddy. Jim and Ross had abandoned the game and gone upstairs to work on 'Lego City'. It amazed me how often they could build and rebuild their structures around the spine of the now-massive railroad network I'd helped them build. But Ian had not gone up there with them.
"Hey, Ian," I had called out earlier, "why aren't you upstairs with Jim and Ross, working on Lego City?"
"I don't want to." Ian said simply. Buddy looked up at him and got more skritchins.
"Jim and Ross don't want Ian up there playing with them." Carole said, snitching on her brothers.
"Okay, you kids go get washed up for supper." I said, seeing that Laura, Molly, Paulina, and Selena Steele were bringing the hamburgers and fixins out to the dining table. Stephanie Steele had 'telescope time' tonight, so she did not attend. Laura wasn't allowed to cook, but she could set the table and pour potato chips into a bowl with one hand with the best of them.
As the kids went to various washrooms to clean up, Sheriff Griswold, Edward Steele, and I went over to the adults. "What's up with that?" I asked.
Laura said "Jim and Ross are nearly the same age, and of like minds and dispositions. Ian will be four on November 27th. And you get one guess who has been forcing Jim and Ross to do the right thing and let Ian play with them more than they otherwise would."
"Future Iron Crowbar, I'm sure." I said, knowing Carole didn't brook much crap from any of her brothers.
"It's not that bad, though." said Molly. "Jim and Ross aren't mean to Ian. They just go off on their own paths and don't wait for Ian to come along."
"Well," I said, "the silver lining is that Buddy and Ian are getting along well."
"Except for Teresa, Buddy loves Ian more than anyone else." Laura replied. I nodded thoughtfully...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After supper, we adults gathered in the greatroom to talk. I served 'adult beverages' to those that wanted them, and non-alcoholic beverages to those that were driving or just didn't want to consume alcohol. I had lowered the blinds and closed them, as I often did after dark.
"So what's the situation in the D.A.'s Office?" Edward Steele asked Paulina.
"Quiet, but tense under the surface." said Paulina. "Miriam isn't saying anything out loud about Franklin running against Harry Nance for Nance's judicial seat, but Franklin told me Miriam believed he needed to take a leave of absence, because it was a conflict of interest for him to be a prosecutor in any courtroom while he was running for a judicial position."
"Does he have to take a leave of absence?" Selena Steele asked.
"No." I replied. "Only if he were running for D.A. Just as anyone in the Public Safety Department would have to take a leave of absence to run against Sheriff Griswold here for Sheriff."
"Har." said Griswold. "If Crowbar would run for Sheriff, I'd drop out and let him win."
"Ain't gonna happen." I said. "I want to vote for the Sheriff we have now."
Paulina said "Franklin said he told Miriam that he refused to take the leave of absence, and would fight it if Miriam tried to force him to. He then asked her if she would force Savannah Fineman to take a leave of absence since Savannah is running for Solicitor. At that point, the mood in the room turned ugly, and Miriam told Franklin to get out of her office. They haven't spoken since, except in group meetings, and strictly business."
"Wow." said Molly. "Paulina, why don't you run for D.A. again."
Paulina said "I can't even form an exploratory committee; if I do, Miriam will force me to take a leave of absence. And while I can't be fired and can return, she believes she could demote me to DDA if and when I do return. So I can't even get any polling to see if I have a shot to win."
I said "And Walters's DDA plan isn't working out very well. Hannah Doss is running for Magistrate Court Judge, after the current one, Margaret Sullivan, announced her retirement. No one's saying it out loud, but I think Judge Sullivan is ill."
Paulina said "I hope Hannah wins. And you're right, Don, that Judge Sullivan has been ill, and Nance has used that to intimidate her Court and force warrants to be issued by him... and Folsom has done nothing to stop that. And if Franklin wins the judgeship and ousts Nance, I don't have to tell you how much better that will be for all of us."
"Anyone running for Mayor against Daniel Allgood?" asked Laura.
Sheriff Griswold said "Someone will, but we're not sure who, yet. Eldrick X. Weaver wants to run again, but the Black Business Council is strongly considering supporting the Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams for the post. I think the various black groups are trying to get together to nominate candidates in a unified front. Paulina's brother T-Square could be an important influence in all of that." Paulina nodded vigorously in agreement.
Edward R. Steele added: "And, by the way, we're not sure Allgood will get the Republican nomination. There's a lot of chatter in the northern suburbs about primarying Allgood because he supported the Charter. I have to admit, Don, I did not realize the hatred that was generated amongst the wealthiest citizens of the County over the School Board and the equal-funding-per-student. They are absolutely livid, and the level of their rancor has not dropped off at all."
"It is what it is." I said. "What about the Council?"
Edward said "That's where the Democrats as well as the black community are really going to make their push. Every Council position will be contested. Even the Democrat seats will be primaried. Malinda Adams is already being primaried by Stacey Jacobs. They're even looking for someone to primary Kelly Carnes!"
"I can't wait to see that catfight." I said under my breath, but not quietly enough to not be overheard. Everyone chuckled at that.
"So, Selena," said Edward, "shall we give it away before the Iron Crowbar figures it out?"
I just gave Edward a look. "What do you mean 'before'?" I asked. "I'm way ahead of you on this."
"Prove it." Laura said. "Tell us what it is."
"Go ahead." said Selena. "Y'all just keep it in-house."
I said "J.P. Goldman is retiring at the end of the year, and Selena will be the new CEO of the J.P. Goldman Bank." Everyone gasped in surprise, and congratulated Selena. Then I said "What I don't know yet is if Mr. Goldman is going to retire from the Council, and support your run for it." More gasps of surprise.
Selena said "Not yet. J.P. will run one more time. He's still popular, and he's still very angry about that ipecac attack." (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 02.) "But he knows he can't do it forever, and he wants to pass on the seat to someone he considers trustworthy. And it'll give me time to build up name recognition and start building an organization."
"What about the I.G. position?" asked Paulina. "Wellman isn't running, and God help us all if that pedophile Finneran wins."
"Leave that to me." I said in my deepest 'Darth Vader' voice. But no more would I say on that subject...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30am, Sunday, November 17th. Laura and Paulina were asleep in the master bedroom bed. I was sitting in the rocking chair that Laura or I had rocked Carole in, that my mother had rocked me in when I was baby. I was looking out the window over the back deck of The Cabin, seeing the lights of the Town beyond it. The deck was an eerie bluish-gray, lit only by the pale light of the moon, drained of color.
What am I missing? I thought to myself. Because I am missing something. And it's something that I've seen or heard, something right in front of my face.
"Oh Commmannderrrrr..."
I glanced up. There she was, Angela Harlan, in her 'spider' negligee and high heel black pumps, seeming to glow in the light of the moon coming through the window.
"What do you want, Angela?" I seemed to say in my head.
"My dear, dear Commander." Angela said, her voice filling my head. "All this time, and you just have not learned. She does not need a crowbar!"
I woke up. I had fallen asleep in the chair. I looked up, seeing Laura and Paulina in the bed, asleep. I looked outside, over the deck and at the Town. The light of a train coming out of the western horizon sparkled in the far distance.
And suddenly, it all fit. It had been something Teresa had said, which now was hitting me full force. Everything was now falling into place. I knew who had murdered the Homewrecker, Beverly DeAngelo. I knew how he had done it, and why. And I had an idea who had helped him. All I needed was the proof. And it is much easier to get the solution once you have the answer...
Part 17 - Suppositions Changed
Sunday, November 17th. I went into Police Headquarters at 7:30am. Joan Laurer was in Vice, working hard on her computer at her desk. Julia Rodriguez and Roark Coleman were in MCD, working at their desks. Captain Perlman was in her office, as well.
"Hi guys." I said to the MCD Detectives. "Glad to see you here today. I might need your help, if you'd like to personally make an arrest today."
"Would we ever!" said Coleman enthusiastically.
"Okay, stay put, then." I said. I went to my office and started a pot of coffee. Just then Cindy came in.
"Good morning, Commander Ross." I said. "Ready to make an arrest today? And would you like some coffee before we begin?"
"Yes., and yes." said Cindy. I poured us both coffee, and handed Cindy her mug. Then I heard that unmistakeable sound:
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Tanya drove her wheelchair into my office and stopped on a dime in front of my desk. Literally: I had taped a dime to the floor right at the front edge of my desk and the plastic flooring that she drove on, and she stopped with it right in the center and the front of her motorized wheelchair.
"Care for some coffee, Captain?" I asked.
"Sure, sir." said Tanya. I poured her a cup in 'her' coffee mug that I kept by the coffeemaker under the television monitor, put pollutants ('fake sugar' and creamer) in my own coffee, and sat down in my comfortable Command Chair behind my desk.
"Two things, sir." said Tanya. "Jack said to tell you that the mission you asked him to do was successful. And Lainie wants to talk to you, sir."
"Excellent!" I said. "After we leave, I'd like for you to mobilize Intelligence Division to see if this person went to a gun show and purchased a Bowie knife, also called a 'Rambo' knife. There's no purchases of that kind on his credit cards, so I'm betting he paid cash. And I know the FBI surveils gun shows in the City, Midtown, Southport, and our Town & County, so if you happen to ask friends in the FBI or BATFE about it, I won't complain."



"Wilco, sir." Tanya replied as I handed her an envelope with a name in it. She looked at it and said "Him? Really?"
"Yep." I said to Tanya as I handed Cindy an envelope. "I need to let you know that I was slow, but I'm still not an Agency of the Weak-Minded. The name of Beverly's killer is in there."
Cindy opened her envelope and looked at the name inside, then showed it to Tanya. It was the same name as the one in Tanya's envelope.
"Wow." said Tanya. "I can see where you're going with this, but how did you know?"
"It occurred to me last night, as I thought about it." I said. "And I think Lainie will now give us the corroborating evidence. Let's bring her in." I suited the deed to the word by picking up the desk phone and calling Lainie in Intelligence. She appeared in my doorway an instant later.
"Have a seat, Lainie." I said. "Get some coffee if you want." Lainie politely declined the coffee, and sat down in the hot chair nearest the wall.
Lainie Everett was a mousey-looking, nerdy girl with brown hair that she kept very straight. She wore glasses whose frames were translucent and brightly colored, usually green or hot pink. She was the kind of girl that guys wouldn't admit to wanting to be with, but would never turn down a chance to fuck her brainy brains out. And she was brilliant behind those neon bright glasses...
"Go ahead." Tanya said to Lainie.
"I'm sorry, sir, for not finding this sooner." said Lainie. "I only found it after you suggested I try again and dig deeper."
"If I'm right, you don't need to apologize." I said. "Tell us what you found."
Lainie began: "About 12 months ago, Beverly DeAngelo did file a restraining order in a Court in the City, where she was living the majority of the time at the time. But there was an error, and the restraining order was issued against the wrong person and sent to that wrong person." She showed me the restraining order file on her tablet. I nodded and handed the tablet back, noting the name.
"I see why they made the mistake." I said. "So what happened?"
"About four months ago," Lainie said, "Beverly was living primarily in Southport, and she went to the Southport PD and filed a complaint. I missed it because I looked only for restraining orders. In the complaint, Beverly said the the guy she had a restraining order against was continuing to contact her. The SPD checked it out, and that's when the error was found. They told her they couldn't do anything, that she'd have to re-file the restraining order, and then they could take action for any future contact. So Beverly re-filed for a restraining order, this time in Southport, but there is no record of it... at all. It disappeared completely."
"So how did you find the record if it disappeared?" I asked.
"We had some good luck with that." said Lainie. "The SPD closed the case by putting a copy of the second restraining order in their file, along with the first erroneous one. Mostly a CYA move by them, of course."
Lainie: "When I saw the copy of the second order in the file, I went and looked for it. But it's not there, and not in their backups, either. The only copy that exists now is in the Southport PD file. Lt. Eugene Graham sent me a copy of that file, and said we should get a subpoena to get the original file."
"Yes, we should." I said. "Captain, let's make that happen immediately. And Lainie, there's nothing to apologize for. I don't expect you to find what is not there at all, and someone had the power to make this second order not exist at all---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Tanya's Police iPhone. "It's Christina." she said, then answered it. "Hold on, I'm going to put you on speaker." she said. A second later, we heard the voice of Dr. Christina Cho, Chief Chemist of all the State Crime Labs.
"Hi Christina!" we all said simultaneously at Tanya's direction.
"Hi guys!" Christina said. "We got back some of the DNA results of the 'deep clean' evidence-gathering your guys did at the crime scene. There's not much, and there is DNA from at least six persons, as tends to be the case in hotel shower drains. We haven't matched anyone yet, but we can definitely exclude one of your suspects..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We assembled at County Airport. The TCPD's Bell 206 helicopter was ready to go. Deputy Chief Cindy Ross had delivered the warrants I'd requested, which was in the pocket of my trenchcoat along with my red crowbar and a DNA testing kit.
"All right," I said to Julia Rodriguez and Roark Coleman, who like me had their armored vests on. "I've contacted the locals, and we're going to fly over and make the arrest with them present, even though I can and likely will be logged in as the SBI Reserve Inspector."
"Don," Cindy asked, "who gets the blue crowbar for being right?"
"Teresa Croyle." I said. "But she won't take it, of course. She says she doesn't need one..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, you have the clues. Which of you will get a (Nerf) blue crowbar for correctly solving the case and telling us who the killer of Beverly DeAngelo is... and why? Solution next chapter...
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Part 18 - Custodial Engineering
10:05am, Sunday, November 17th. We landed at the State Capitol Office Building helipad in Midtown. Detectives Nell Bell and Steve Ruger were there with a Midtown Police van.
"Where to?" Ruger asked as he got behind the wheel of the van. Nell Bell had allowed me to ride shotgun.
"The office of Prodder, Ryder & Reems." I said. "Darryl Dawson's cell is pinging from there. I am hoping he really is there."
"We have units at his apartment home." said Nell Bell. "Your warrant allows us to search the place. They'll go in if we arrest Dawson at his office, or they'll go in looking for him at his home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Arriving at the office complex, we clambered out of the van. "There's his car." said Nell Bell, pointing at a vehicle, one of two in expensive models in the otherwise empty lot. We rushed for the front door. Nell put in the code, and we rushed inside, and to the offices of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C. Nell entered the he manufacturers code, but it no longer opened the door to the suite.
"And people wonder why I carry a crowbar." I said, producing the useful tool. Everyone else had their guns drawn as I fit the end in the crack between the doors and applied pressure..
*SNAP!*
The door flew open, and Ruger and Roark quickly went in to clear the office, followed by Julia and Nell. I came in last, and walked up to the office door of Darryl Dawson.
"No one else here." whispered Steve Ruger as they all came up to me. I motioned for them to hold back, then I slowly pushed open the door to the office, holding my crowbar, my weapon still holstered. I saw that Darryl was sitting in is chair behind the desk, looking out the window, seemingly lost in contemplation.
"Darryl Dawson?" I said from the doorway.
"Who wants to know--- oh, I wasn't expecting you." Dawson said. "A long way from home... and your jurisdiction... aren't you, Mr. Iron Crowbar?"
I came on inside the office... and saw that Dawson was not alone. "Well, look who's here!" said Gwen Munson, who was sitting on the sofa to my left and Dawson's right. She had initially been hidden from view.
"And how did you get in here?" Dawson said as he turned around in his chair. "I changed the codes."
I held up the red crowbar. "Who needs codes?" I replied. "And yes, I'm Donald Troy... Inspector Donald Troy of the SBI. So I'm well within jurisdiction."
"And breaking and entering." snarled Gwen Munson.
"Legally serving a warrant." I replied, holding up the folded piece of paper. "You see, Mr. Dawson, it seems that the killer took a shower after murdering Beverly... to wash her blood off. And in doing so, some DNA was left behind." I reached into my trenchcoat and pulled out the DNA test kit. "We can eliminate you as a suspect, if you'll just provide me with a sample now."
Dawson looked skeptically at me. "Don't you need a warrant for that?" he said.
"What do you think this is?" I asked, holding up the document again. "This warrant authorizes me to take a DNA cheek swab as well as other physical characteristics. It also allows me to search this place of business and your home for physical evidence, such as the clothes you and Beverly were wearing when you killed her."
"Is my client under arrest?" asked Gwen as Julia Rodriguez and Steve Ruger came into the office, weapons drawn but pointing at the floor. "And yes, Inspector Troy, you may consider Mr. Dawson to be my client."
"His arrest status depends on his level of cooperation." I replied. "Detective Rodriguez, take the DNA sample, if you will."
"With pleasure, sir." said Julia as she holstered her weapon and put on latex gloves. She approached Dawson with the DNA testing kit. "Open your mouth, please, Mr. Dawson?"
"Hand it here. I'll do it." said Dawson. He took the long Q-tip and swabbed inside his own cheek, then gave the swab back. Julia secured it in the plastic tube, sealed it, and made the evidence notations, which I countersigned.
"So, shall we go to Police Headquarters?" I said. "Town & County Police Headquarters?"
"What?!" gasped Gwen Munson. "How about Midtown PD Headquarters, if anywhere at all?"
"I'm taking him back to the jurisdiction where the murder took place." I said. "You get a free helicopter ride out of it, Mr. Dawson. Ms. Munson will have to follow in her vehicle. Perhaps Detectives Bell and Ruger will give you a ride..."
Part 19 - Legal Maneuvers
12:30pm, Sunday, November 17th. Darryl Dawson had been taken through full booking and was sitting in Interrogation-1. Next to him was his attorney, Gwen Munson. On the other side of the table was Your Iron Crowbar and ADA Paulina Patterson. You get one guess who the Uniformed Presence was, and that guess had better be 'Lieutenant Micah Rudistan'.
"I don't understand why this could not have been done in Midtown." snarled Gwen Munson. "And to have taken my client through full booking while I was driving up here? That's dirty pool, and you know it."
Gwen had driven herself to my County, and very fast. I was surprised that she was not stopped in Coltrane County, especially since I notified Deputy Strait to be on the lookout for her vehicle violating speeding laws in his county.
"I know nothing of the kind." I said witheringly. "As an SBI Inspector, I have the right to act on behalf of a jurisdiction to bring a wanted suspect to that jurisdiction for them, and that's exactly what I did. Furthermore to this subject, your client is now under arrest for suspicion of the murder in the first degree of Beverly DeAngelo, a human being."
Gwen replied: "I guess we'll see if all that crap you're spewing holds up when I make my motions to dismiss the charges."
"I guess we will... especially once the DNA tests come back." I replied. Having already read Dawson his considerable rights from the card, I said "You're in a world of hurt, Dawson."
"Pul-eeze!" said Gwen Munson. "Stop your intimidation tactics. You don't have crap on my client. Not a damn thing!"
"And there it is. The whine about 'intimidation'." I replied. "You tend to use that when you know your client is totally busted. So, Mr. Dawson... why don't I tell you what you did last Thursday night, and you just fill in the gaps where I go astray."
I could almost feel Cindy's vibe of happiness as she watched in the Monitor Room. I began: "You came up to my Town & County in a car rented in the name of MegaTech Industries. You arrived in the early evening and was given the key to Suite 802... as MegaTech's, and specifically Elliot Sanders's legal counsel while he was in this State."
"So what?" snarled Gwen Munson.
"Interrupt me again, and we'll go back to 'Don't speak until spoken to.'." I said severely to Munson, my eyes boring right through her. She could not hold my stare, and when her eyes dropped in capitulation, I continued:
"As is MegaTech events custom for any events in this State, you were given the room next to Elliot Sanders, in this case Suite 802." I said. "You wore a sweater with a hoodie, you had a device that scrambled the video feed in the elevator, and the videocamera in the hallway was sabotaged, so there was no clear recording of you when you entered the facility. But I do have video footage of a man in a hoodie sweater and bringing a big gym bag into the hotel. Fortunately, I don't need that to prove my case."
Your Iron Crowbar: "You stayed in the room until around 11:00pm, when there was a knock on the door. You opened the door to admit your confederate, who texted Beryl Angel to come up to Suite 802. You hid in the back bedroom, and your confederate let Beryl into the room and had her begin undressing. A moment later, you sprang out of the bedroom, surprising Beryl, who had no chance to run. You forced her to her knees, slit open her throat, and dropped her dead on the floor."
"Who is this confederate? Or are you making her up?" Gwen asked. Both Paulina and I looked wide-eyed at her slip.
"Her?" Paulina asked, pouncing hard. "So you know it's a woman?"
"Him or her. Whatever." Gwen said, trying to backtrack, though her face had turned deep red. "And it doesn't matter. This is all pure fantasy. And I insist that you stop badgering my client with this garbage."
"If you think it's fantasy," I said, "then it shouldn't bother you that I speak of it. But this is a formal Police interrogation, and your client is required to listen to it. It might also serve his best interests to hear it."
I looked at Darryl Dawson, whose face was not red but almost gray with mortification. I said "As I was saying, you murdered Beryl, then executed the second and dramatic part of your plan. You piled some clothes you brought with you on the floor, to make it look like she was in the act of stripteasing before a client sitting on the sofa. You took Beryl's bloodied clothes and put them in a plastic bag, and you were about to change clothes yourself, when you realized some of your blood was on you. So you hurriedly showered, changed to fresh clothes, and put your bloodied clothes and the towel you used to dry off in the bag, and you and your confederate left the room."
"So how did my client manage to walk out of there without being seen or videotaped at all?" Gwen snottily asked.
"Once again speaking out of turn, you are." I said. "Of course the confederate opened the door to Elliot Sanders's suite, knowing that Sanders and his wife were at the reception downstairs. You, Mr. Dawson, went down the stairwell to the ground floor and out to the parking lot, got in your rental car, and drove away. And we have night camera footage of that. Will it hold, Mr. Dawson?"
Dawson was in shock, as was Munson... as was Paulina and I'd imagine a lot of Detectives watching in the Monitor Room and in Classroom 'E'. Lt. Rudistan looked massively jovial.
"Don't say a word." Gwen hissed to Dawson. "Don't give this man and his bluffs the courtesy of acknowledgement."
"Oh my." I said, looking at my wristwatch. "I almost forgot. It's lunchtime for the prisoners in our holding cells. Mr. Rudistan, would you mind taking Mr. Dawson to his holding cell so that he can eat?"
"Certainly, sir." said Rudistan, growing even more jovial. He knew what was coming... and you do, too, if you've been following Your Iron Crowbar all this time.
Rudistan cuffed Dawson and led him to the jail side door, with Gwen following. When it opened and they went out, Dawson gasped out loud. Being led out of Interrogation-2 simultaneously was Deborah Wilkins!
"What the hell?!" Gwen Munson gasped in shock. She turned around and yelled "You son of a bitch!"
"Take them away, Mr. Rudistan." I said. He did so, following Vice Sr. Patrol Officer Joan Laurer as she escorted Wilkins to her holding cell.
"You arrested my client and didn't inform me?!" Gwen yelled. "I'll have your fucking badge for this!"
"We haven't interrogated her at all." I said. "She was sitting alone in I-2, with the Uniformed Officer watching over her."
"Judge Nance dropped the charges!" Gwen stammered. "How dare you defy his Court Order releasing her!"
"He dropped the charges without prejudice." said Paulina.
"And we re-arrested her on new and improved charges, with a new warrant issued by Judge Watts." I said, standing up. "Yes, Ms. Munson, you're going to have to do some work today... representing both of your clients..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I guess I better go order some ice cream." Tanya Perlman said with a grin when I stepped into Classroom 'E'.
"Yes, and have a blue crowbar ready to be awarded. Actually, make that two." I replied. "But we're not done yet; there's still a confession to extract, or a case to build in its absence.
"Sir," said Jerome Davis, "how did you get Deborah Wilkins back here?"
"Oh, that was thanks to our Federal friends." I said. "I owe Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone an extra helping of ice cream for that. He had the Federal Marshals arrest Deborah in California and fly her back here on a fast jet. They landed at County Airport at dawn."
Just then Gwen Munson came up behind me in the hallway. "I want to talk to you... NOW!" she demanded.
"Excuse me, folks." I said. "I think I'm being asked out for a date." Detectives laughed as I closed the door and followed Gwen down the hallway to the Main Conference Room, Paulina in attendance.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Heh heh heh heh." laughed Chief Moynahan, who was waiting for us in the Main Conference Room, along with Sheriff Griswold. "It would seeeeem, Ms. Munson, that you have walked your clients straight into the Iron Crowbar's iron grip, from which there is nooooooo escape."
"Really!" Gwen snorted. "He can't prove a God damn word of any of that horse shit he was spewing out!"
"Oh, Gwen!" I said. "Language!"
"You fucking bastard!" Gwen snarled. "This is just another of your tricks! It won't work! You said yourself you have no videotape. You have no witnesses, you have nothing."
"Yet..." I said, "I have enough to get both of your clients put on Death Row. You'll see how much... during the discovery phase of the trial. So, who do you want to talk to first, before I begin the interrogations again?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, I went into I-1 to face Darryl Dawkins again, forcing Gwen to stop talking to Deborah in the other Interrogation Room and come in to sit with Dawson.
"I wasn't finished talking to Deborah---" Munson began.
"Sit down and shut up." I said harshly. "You're here to represent your client, the one I've chosen to talk to now. I dictate the terms here, Munson, not you. Okay, Mr. Dawson, as you can see, I know that your confederate in the murder of Beverly DeAngelo is Deborah Wilkins---"
Gwen Munson said "So is this the part where you try to play two innocent persons against each other? Is this where you say you only have one plea deal to offer, and whoever talks first gets it? There's just one problem: they'll both tell you to pound sand, and then you're going to have to try to prove the most ridiculous accusation you've ever made!"
Darryl Dawson was looking at me with a smirk on his face, as if he thought he had something over me.
"Well, I guess it was that time of day." I said, meaning the plea deal offers. "However, Ms. Patterson, I'm beginning to think that no plea deals are in order. Let's let them both stand trial" I got up. "Why don't we go give Ms. Wilkins the courtesy of a moment's conversation, though."
"Sure." Paulina said, getting up. We went out the anteroom door, seeing the Sheriff and Police Chief in there, having watched us. Gwen Munson followed us as we went into Interrogation-2. Joan Laurer was the Uniformed Presence. Paulina and I sat down as Gwen sat down on the other side. I noticed that Deborah did not look nearly as scared as he had looked the last time we'd talked.
I re-read Deborah her rights from the card, then said "Ms. Wilkins, why don't I just tell you what your role in this has been, and you correct me where I go astray, okay?"
Gwen Munson rolled her eyes, and then said softly to Deborah "Don't speak. Don't answer any questions. Let me do the talking."
"No," I said, "let me do the talking. First of all, did you meet Beverly DeAngelo, a.k.a. 'Beryl', at the Palmyra County with Kara Zorn last summer? Or before then?" After a long enough pause to show Deborah wasn't answering, even though her eyes lit up with anger just a bit, I started.
"Well, that doesn't really matter all that much." I said. "What is important is that I had this nagging question in the back of my mind... what in the world would entice Beryl to come up to my Town & County? And the answer is that you enticed her to come up... to be introduced, or re-introduced, to Mr. William 'Bill' Dalton, Chief Financial Officer of MegaTech Industries."
Yep, she couldn't keep it out of her eyes, I thought to myself with a gleam in my own eyes as I continued: "You pitched him to Beryl as the latest man she could seduce and keep her as his mistress. And that would work for you for a couple of reasons: by potentially blackmailing him, you keep him welded to you, and your job would that much safer; but more importantly, you could get him to funnel you money until BigBenefitInsurance was forced to pay off the policies on your parents and their home, and get you out of that crushing student loan debt you accumulated."
"You should begin writing fiction stories for the Literotica website." Gwen Munson suggested sardonically.
"An excellent idea." I said. "But under the 'true crimes' section, of course. And Ms. Wilkins, after this is done, I'm going to fly up to Racine, and see what light I can shed on that situation, and give my findings to BigBenefitInsurance." Deborah's eyes wilted at that, and I saw a glimmer of both hate and defeat in them.
"Anyhoo," I said, "Beryl bit on your bait, and you got her up here. You took her to Suite 802, for which you had the key. You knew Kara Zorn wasn't coming up here, so you assigned that suite to your lover, Darryl Dawson. But you told Beryl that it was Dalton's room, and he'd be up after the reception. Unfortunately for her... Darryl Dawson was already in there, and lying in wait for her."
"You met Dawson some time ago." I said. "He's the lawyer in this State that MegaTech Industries hires to lobby the State Legislators and possibly Executive Branch officials as well on MegaTech's behalf. He seduced you, and probably rather easily. He told you a sad, sad story about a woman that had wronged him, that he wanted to get revenge against, and you agreed to help him, since it also served to solve your financial problems. My only question is whether that was your idea, or if he whispered it to you while you were cuddling in bed with him----"
"Stop that!" Gwen Munson yelled. "That's sexual harassment, as well as badgering my client."
"Pul-eeze." I said. "But let's not fall for the distraction, Ms. Wilkins. Of course, you were able to let Dawson into Elliot Sanders's suite to get away via the stairwell that isn't really known about: you knew Sanders wasn't in there, since he was at the reception downstairs. And you used Bart Bell as your alibi--- oh, that's right!"
I looked triumphantly at Gwen Munson. "Perhaps, Ms. Munson, you have been telling your clients that you can create 'reasonable doubt' during their trials... by floating Bart Bell as an alternative theory. I'm so sorry, I've been so slow about this... you Ms. Wilkins, or perhaps Mr. Dawson, brought Bart Bell into the picture, to set him up as the patsy, or at least as an alternative that could provide that reasonable doubt."
"And it's worked." Gwen Munson said, trying hard to sound haughty, though she was clearly rattled. "Bart Bell is who you should be talking to now, not Ms. Wilkins or Mr. Dawson. How in the world do you think you can get around the very reasonable doubt, there?"
I couldn't hold back. I gave Gwen Munson 'that' smile, the smile the people do not want to see on Your Iron Crowbar's face. "By showing that he wasn't there. Bart Bell's DNA was not found at all, despite our Crime Lab doing an excellent job with their advanced evidence collection. If Dawson's DNA does come up, it's all over for him, but we know Bart's wasn't there."



"That won't be enough." Gwen said. "Even if your fantastic fabrication was true, I can punch so many holes through it with reasonable doubt that your new nickname will be 'Swiss Cheese Crowbar'."
I smiled. "Touché! You made a funny. Very cute. But I'm willing to take my chances." I turned to Paulina and said "Ready to go back into I-1?"
"Go ahead." said Gwen. "I'm going to tell my clients to invoke, then head on over to Judge Nance's office..." I got up before she could have Deborah take the Fifth, and moved quickly to the door. Paulina was quickly following.
"Come along, Ms. Munson, come along." I said at the door. Gwen and Paulina followed me back into the anteroom and to the door to Interrogation-1. When we went into the room, I actually got to hear Gwen gasp in shock when she saw that Bart Bell was sitting at the table!
"I need to talk to my client alone." said Gwen Munson.
"I'm sure you do." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do you think I should offer them?" asked Paulina in the breakroom.
"Bart Bell is innocent." I said. "We're holding him as a material witness right now, though we could put some pressure on him with a 'lying to Police' charge. We just need to get him to admit something that will bury Deborah. Obviously we can't give Dawson a thing; after all, he slit a woman's throat in cold blood. Deborah? I really want her to do some serious, hard time, but if she'll confess all and throw Dawson under the bus, we'll have to give her something."
"Twenty years, no parole?" Paulina said. "That's the best we'd do, anyway, unless you can show she actually participated in some way, like holding Beryl's arms while Darryl slit her throat."
"Let's play it by ear." I said. "First, we have to separate Bart Bell from Gwen Munson. Fortunately, I have a way to do that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After ten more minutes, Gwen Munson called us back into I-1. One look at her and Bart's faces, and I could tell that they'd been arguing.
"Tell him." said Gwen. "You have to state that you're invoking. Tell him."
When Bart hesitated for several seconds, I said "Before you do, Bart, let me say this to you. Do you remember who your ex-wife's attorney was? Who went to the State Medical Board to get your license revoked? And we wonder if those so-called friends that got you to talk about Terry Schultz and then said you threatened her were actually sent to goad you into talking, then reported it to that attorney? Wonder who sent them. Who was that attorney for your ex-wife?"
"It was... it... was..." Bell said, then suddenly jumped up as if he were sitting next to a rattlesnake (which was true, but I digress). "It was YOU!" he gasped. "You were my ex-wife's attorney!"
"You bastard." Gwen said to me. "You've destroyed your entire case now."
"Not at all." said Paulina. "He didn't tell Mr. Bell who his ex-wife's attorney was, he just asked the question."
"Get out!" yelled Bart Bell at Gwen Munson, pointing at the (jail side) door. "Get out of here!" He turned to us and said "She is no longer my attorney! Get her out of here!"
"You heard the man." said Paulina to Gwen. "Don't let the door hit you on the way out."
"Go talk to your other clients." I said. "Mr. Rudistan, will you escort Ms. Munson to some place that is not this room?" Rudistan looked very jovial as he moved forward, but Munson got the message. She got up and left in a huff through the door Rudistan had opened for her.
"Do you want another attorney, Mr. Bell?" I asked, to keep things legally tidy.
"No, but I'll ask for one if I think I need one again." said Bell. "So.. .where do we go from here?"
"Fortunately for you, Mr. Bell, and for the second time in your life, I was not fooled." I said, "In this case, I saw through Deborah Wilkins's antics. So tell me, you and she were lovers?"
"Yes." said Bell. "As I told you before, we became a couple."
"Just one question, Mr. Bell." I said. "We asked if you stayed the entire night with Deborah. What I failed to ask was this: was Deborah with you in her room the entire night?"
"No." said Bart Bell. "We went up to her room around 10:40 or so. She let me in, then said she was going to check on something, and for me to get ready for bed. So I took a shower and got into bed. She came back in around 11:30, and got into bed with me and we had sex."
"Did she leave again at any time during the night?" I asked.
"I don't think so." said Bell. "But I slept pretty heavily."
I nodded. "Once again, you are incredibly lucky, Mr. Bell. She could've scooped out some of your semen from her vagina, gone to Suite 802, and inserted your essence into Beryl Angel's vagina, and it would've been very, very bad for you. But she couldn't go into Suite 802 again without using the room key. We'd have seen that."
"But... why would Deborah do that?" Bart Bell asked. "Why would she do that to me?"
"Bart," I said, "this won't be easy to hear, but Deborah Wilkins was playing you for a fool, and she was setting you up to take the fall for the murder of Beryl Angel. She has been having an sexual affair with a Midtown lawyer named Darryl Dawson."
"Dawson?" Bell gasped. Then he thought about it and said "That goddamned cad! Yeah, I've seen him talking to Deborah. I didn't think anything of it..."
"Bart, I need your statement, and you'll be called to testify against Deborah during her trial." I said. "You do that, and all charges against you will be dropped."
Bart nodded, then said "Well, I guess I'm out of a job again."
I said "Don't sweat it. I'm going to give your name to Ashton Cardigan, who is an FBI Special Agent In Charge in the City. He could use a good speech analyst, which as a speech therapist you should be able to do. I can't guarantee he'll hire you, but he'll talk to you since I asked him to." I passed a card across the table to Bart Bell.
"Oh man..." said Bell, picking up the card as if it were made of gold. "Uh.. thanks!" he finally gasped.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before we could go back to talk to Deborah Wilkins, Gwen Munson met us in the anteroom. I made a mental note to have a 'conversation' with some Officers about the lack of security that allowed her to get in there.
"I want to talk to you." Munson said. I invited her to the Main Conference Room, and asked the Chief to join us.
"Okay, what do you want?" Gwen asked sullenly. "What kind of deal will you offer Deborah Wilkins in exchange for her cooperation?"
"In exchange for her full confession, and of course her testimony against Dawson?" I replied. "What do you suggest, Ms. Patterson?"
"Twenty years, no possibility of parole." Paulina said. "For aiding and abetting first degree murder, accessory after the fact for helping Dawson escape, as well as conspiracy to commit first degree murder." 
"Fifteen with possibility of parole, for conspiracy." replied Gwen.
"My offer wasn't the starting point of a negotiation." said Paulina severely. "It was my 'final offer'. Take it or leave it." I inwardly smiled at Paulina's Crowbar-'ish' way of dealing with Munson.
"What about Darryl?" asked Gwen. "What will you offer him?"
"Not a damn thing." I said flatly. "He slit a woman's throat open with no more compunction than if he were swatting a fly. I guess you can offer him death off the table."
"Yeah, life without parole, but death off the table." said Paulina.
As Munson went to talk to Deborah, Paulina asked me "Don, why did you offer to help Bart Bell? It was above and beyond anything for his cooperation, and quite frankly, he doesn't really deserve it."
"I dunno." I said. "No, I don't owe him a thing, but if it helps the FBI to hire him, then it's a win-win for everyone."
"And you didn't like them setting him up like they tried to doooooo." said the Chief.
"To be candid, Chief," I replied, "Bart Bell was pretty stupid not to see that coming. Which is why they chose him as their patsy, of course. He is not the brightest bulb in the string."
"Not when you're in the string, and plugged in." Paulina said with a flirtatious smile. If she keeps that up, I thought to myself, Tasha might be getting a brother or a sister...
Part 20 - Cleanup on Aisle 5 (the Solution)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 18th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that the U.S. Department of Justice has filed a civil rights lawsuit against Mayor Daniel Allgood!"
Bettina began: "US DOJ Civil Rights attorney Jocelyn Moran has announced that Mayor Allgood has been sued in a civil action for using his Mayor's Office to systematically discriminate against blacks in the Town & County! Among the list of accusations are the Mayor using the Police to arrest and charge the Town & County Council's only black member, Reginald B.F. Lewis, merely for speaking his truth at Council meetings. The Mayor's Office released a statement saying that Mayor Allgood will vigorously fight these charges, and there will be no negotiated settlement."
Bettina: "And Channel Two News has learned that an arrest has been made in a murder that occurred last Friday at the Hyatt Hotel. Darryl Dawson, a Midtown lawyer, was arrested by Police and charged with the murder of Beverly DeAngelo of Southport. His arraignment is this morning."
Bettina: "And there are more early entries into the political races for next November! Deputy District Attorney Hannah Doss has announced she is running for the Magistrate Court judgeship after current Magistrate Judge Margaret Sullivan announced her retirement from the position. And political experts were surprised when wealthy banker J.P. Goldman announced he would run again for his seat on the Town & County Council, in spite of rumors that he is in deteriorating health..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Surprisingly understated report, there." said Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Which part?" asked Teresa.
"All of it, now that you mention it." Cindy said. "I was referring to the US DOJ attack on Daniel Allgood."
"Admirably exact wording, there, Green Crowbar." I said. "Yes, it's an attack on the Mayor."
"I'm pissed." said Tanya. "They didn't mention the ice cream party the Police is getting." We all laughed.
Tanya had ordered those glass-doored ice cream freezers to be installed at Headquarters and the two Precincts, with large tubs of ice cream. She had asked Teresa to direct the Precinct Captains to assign Officers to dispense the ice cream so that every Officer got one bowl of ice cream, and there was enough for all three shifts to be served. She'd also had the Detectives of MCD, Vice, and Intel order their favorite flavor, and each Detective would get a full quart of that flavor of ice cream.
"The University runs a Dairy department, and they run a store selling milk and ice cream." said Tanya. "Literally one fifth the price of ice cream in the stores, and in m opinion it's as good or better than the store brands. Laura placed the order for me, and we picked it up this morning."
"Cool beans." I said. "Literally, as in vanilla beans made into cool vanilla ice cream." My poor joke received groans.
"Lieutenant Davis was right." Teresa said. "The jokes aren't getting any better."
"Bettina also understated the murder case." I said. "Word I got is that the Journalism Executives Conference at the University had visitors... from MegaTech. Amazing how journalists will work with the corporate elites of the Big Boyz companies to suppress news like that."
"Can't have their Golden Boy besmirched." Teresa said. "And Elliot Sanders is just that. Bettina also didn't mention the law firm Dawson was a partner in. I wonder why." Sarcasm was just dripping from the Iron Wolf's potty mouth this morning, I noted.
I said "I got word that several MegaTech employees called various news outlets, saying they had details of the story on condition of anonymity. And KXTC told them outright that they didn't want to hear it and wouldn't report it. Maybe KFXU will." In case you're wondering, my 'source' for that was the Executive Publisher and Editor-In-Chief of the Town & County Examiner, Alison McFarland.
"I wonder how Miriam Walters feels about Hannah Doss running for the Magistrate Court post." said Tanya. "Especially after Franklin Washington has announced his candidacy for Harry Nance's gavel."
"I don't knowwwww how she feels about that," drawled Chief Sean Moynahan, "but she was not very happy that you, Mr. Crowbar, just grabbed Paulina for the DeAngelo murder case instead of going through her, Miriammmm."
"She'll get over it after the successful prosecution she and Paulina are about to hit Darryl Dawson with." I said. "And I would've demanded she assign Paulina anyway. Paulina has learned to work with me and roll with my interrogations and such. I don't have time to teach Savannah Fineman one baby-step at a time."
"Hell," Cindy said, "Don had MY head swimming when he connected all those dots. No way Savannah Fineman could've followed along... and don't you say it!" she admonished as she whirled to look at Teresa.
"Say what?" Teresa replied with feigned innocence. "I wasn't going to say a thing... about airhead blondes." Tanya and I were working hard to suppress laughs, and failing, and Our Sheriff's mustaches were quivering most merrily.
"And Mr. Crowbar," the Chief said, "Chief Soltis called to tell me he appreciated your email with its glowing praise of his Detectives that assisted you in Midd-townnn."
"And very truthful praise, sir." I said. "And even more praise is coming to your Detective Corps, Chief, Captain Perlman. They did a really righteous job this weekend."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce. "As always, we are glad you joined us for Fox University Sunrise. I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "We've had an exciting weekend, and here's what's happening. The Town & County Police arrested Darryl Dawson, an attorney with the firm Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., for the murder of socialite Beverly DeAngelo at the Hyatt Hotel late Thursday night. Ms. DeAngelo was the niece of Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo, who runs two paddlewheel cruise boats out of the Dagny Piers docks in Southport."
Catrina: "MegaTech Industries was holding a conference at the Hyatt, and Darryl Dawson was often hired by MegaTech as a lobbyist. MegaTech Events Coordinator Deborah Wilkins was also arrested by the Town & County Police, and sources tell Fox Eight News that she turned State's evidence against Dawson. Dawson had dated Ms. DeAngelo in the past, and jealousy is believed to be the motive for the murder."
Meredith: "Commander Donald Troy issued a statement exclusively to Channel Eight News, praising the new Intelligence Division of the TCPD, which was funded by a grant from mysterious donor 'R.C. Christian', for its role in developing leads for the Police Force's Detectives to follow. He also praised the Detectives, led by Captain Tanya Perlman, and he stated his appreciation of the assistance of Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis and his Special Investigations Team for their assistance with the case."
Catrina: "And Police Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement praising Commander Donald Troy and Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson for putting together an ironclad case and bringing the alleged killers to Justice."
Meredith: "And in other news, Mayor Daniel Allgood has been sued by the U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division for allegedly racially discriminating against black Town & County Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis during Council meetings. The charges were brought by USDOJ Civil Rights official Jocelyn Moran, who in the past has been accused of using her position to shake down corporations by threatening them with civil rights lawsuits and demanding large financial settlements. In a related story, Mayor Daniel Allgood says he intends to fight the USDOJ in Court, and will not even consider a negotiated settlement."
Catrina: "And the District Attorney's Office, having already seen ADA Franklin Washington announce his candidacy for Superior Court Judge against incumbent Harry Nance, is now learning that DDA Hannah Doss is running for the Magistrate Judge position..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, November 18th. In lieu of an Angels Meeting, the Detectives and Intel people were treated to their ice cream party in Classroom 'J'. Schoolroom desks were the seats, so that people had a desk to take notes and eat ice cream. The Chief and I sat up front, chatting as everyone trickled in and found seats. Astute observers noticed that there were two blue crowbars on my desk.
*DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!* *DING!*
I observed and deduced that Cindy Ross had brought in the bell used for the Police Boxing Matches, and blasted us with it. Subtlety was not a strong suit of the Green Crowbar, I surmised.
"It is time for Commander Troy to tell us how he put this puzzle together." Cindy announced. Laughter and cheers and applause broke out, and suddenly everyone was on their feet, giving Your Iron Crowbar a standing ovation, including the Chief. I admit to being touched by it.
I stood up, and as the applause died down and everyone took their seats I said "Thank you for that. But all of you deserve that applause. It was a Team effort. So give yourselves a round of applause." I began clapping, and everyone joined in.
"Okay, I see that Captain Perlman brought enough ice cream for everyone in the class." I said. Everyone laughed and cheered some more.
"Quit stalling." said Cindy Ross. Patience was not a strong suit of the Green Crowbar, either, I noted.
"Oh, I've got more stalling to do." I said, picking up the two blue crowbars. "As promised, I'm giving one crowbar to the Detective who was closest to the answer... who put me on the right track. But first, the other one. Would Vice Officer Laurer come up?"
Joan Laurer looked surprised, but came up to the front. As I held out the blue crowbar, I said "You made some great observations, Ms. Laurer. But this is more an investment into your future. I expect you to do great things with this Police Force... as you grow into this crowbar."
"Thank you, sir." said Joan. She accepted the crowbar as everyone applauded, then quickly went and sat back down.
I then said "The crowbar for the winner goes to... Commander Teresa Croyle."
"Yay me!" Teresa said loudly. "What did I say?"
"Come get this, first." I said. You have to take it at least for this meeting, Commander." I saw something of a tiny sparkle in Teresa's eyes as she got up and came forward and took the crowbar, then sit back down as everyone applauded.
"What Commander Croyle said," I said, sitting down in a wood, high-backed chair on the podium and beginning my lecture, "was while we were talking about why Gwen Munson had come up to defend Deborah Wilkins. She said that maybe MegaTech had just dialed a Prodder, Ryder & Reems attorney because they were familiar with that law firm."
"Later on, the significance of that hit me." I said. "Elliot Sanders always has attorneys near him, and in this case would have a familiar Prodder, Ryder & Reems attorney nearby, at the conference. And who was that attorney, who was MegaTech's lobbyist for our State Legislature? By curious coincidence, it was likely one of the names on our suspect list: Darryl Dawson."
"We had all these different angles." I said. "The Mob angle. The MegaTech angle. The 'Homewrecker' angle. And they all played a part. But because of what Commander Croyle had said, I realized that I could speculatively put one suspect at the scene at the time of the murder: Darryl Dawson. The others had no reason to be there, except Bart Bell, and I'll get to him in a minute."



"So once I realized that," I said, "some other ideas came to my attention. Three of the other four suspects, Andrew Adams, Charles Caldwell, and Earl Edwards, had Mob ties. Darryl Dawson really didn't have Mob ties, unless you consider being a lobbyist for the State Legislature to be 'mob ties' of its own kind." I made air quotes at that, and everyone chuckled.
"But Dawson had been attacked BY the mob, in a manner of speaking." I continued. "Ramon, Castro, and Partners of Southport had Mob ties, and I just never quite could get it clear if Mrs. Dawson hired them or if they had gone to her first regarding her divorce. And she took up residence in Southport after her divorce."
"So Dawson was sticking out like a sore thumb now, in my mind." I said. "And as the information was developed, one more thing became clear: Edwards had not really had much relationship with Beryl. Andrew Adams and Charles Caldwell had, but they didn't show any signs of hating Beryl, and they either had time or previous opportunities to do something about her, but never had. So as Detective Rodriguez astutely said, Caldwell was not a likely suspect. And neither was Adams."
I then said: "I know what you're thinking... I knowwwww what you're thinking. What about Bart Bell? you are thinking. And you are very much right to think that. We had two major suspects, and Bell was almost too obvious."
"However..." I continued, "there were some things nagging at me about Bart Bell. First, like Adams, he'd had plenty of time to go after Beryl, and when she was in the City or Southport... so why here and why now? And the other reason was that even though Bell is a hothead and talks a little too much for his own good, he never showed previous animosity towards Beryl. He didn't have a long-running relationship with her, just a red-flag encounter. Maybe he didn't even really know who she was when he had sex with her all that time ago."
I went on: "And Bart Bell is mentally weak, as those who set him up realized. I knew I could be wrong, but I just did not see him getting up the cojones to kill Beryl, and certainly not by the method with which she was killed."
"So as I was saying," I said, "as the information came in, I could see that there was one suspect who developed a really strong relationship with... or maybe I should say 'crush on'... Beryl Angel. And that was Darryl Dawson. He bought her gifts, he readily divorced his wife... who I suspect he married to help advance his inroads with the politicians, but she didn't like going to the parties and was of no use to him... and he moved in with Beryl. But only two months later... she up and left him."
I continued: "Our Intel Division dug deep, and found some restraining orders taken out by Beryl Angel, as opposed to against her. One was sent to the wrong name: James Russell Dawson, Darryl's brother. When Darryl persisted in contacting her, and possibly began making threats, she went to the Southport Police. They found out the mistake, and she swore out a second restraining order. But as a lawyer, and probably with some help, he was able to make that second restraining order disappear from view."
Cindy said "And Beryl was in fear of her safety and maybe even her life the last few months."
"Exactly." I said. "She went home to Southport, possibly because she hoped her uncle's extended family, that being the Southport Mob, might be able to help her or protect her. And she probably was safe in Southport. But she was enticed out of Southport, to our County here."
"If he loved her, why did he kill her?" asked Mary Milton.
"I think love turned to obsession, then hatred." I replied. "When Beryl left Darryl, he was devastated. He attempted to pursue her, and may have been warned off by Charles Caldwell and the City Mob, and ultimately she filed for a restraining order. I'm not sure where he snapped, maybe when he got the second restraining order with his name on it, or maybe Orrin B. Taggart had some people 'talk' to him, but at some point he decided that if he couldn't have Beryl, no one would."
"So what about Bart Bell, sir?" asked Roark Coleman. "I mean, I was ready to throw him under the jail and throw away the key." There were murmurs of agreement.
"And that is testimony to how well he was being framed." I said. "I told him what I'll tell you... Bart Bell was very, very lucky that my eyes were already firmly affixed upon Darryl Dawson. It would have been all to easy... maybe lazy, but definitely easy... to just charge Bell, wash our hands of it, and read of his execution by the State at Jacksonville State Prison a few years from now."
I said "Deborah Wilkins planned to frame Bart Bell as the patsy, and ironically that is what put me onto her trail as part of it all. It really was obvious that she had to be involved in some way. After all, she had all the room keys, and she made a point to say that the keys were in a box where anyone could get at them. She was trying to set up plausible deniability and reasonable doubt, there. She made the room assignments, and so she knew exactly who was in what room."
I continued: "But there was more, and another reason to suspect her. I did some checking on the arson of her parents' home in Racine through my FBI account, and found that the insurance would go to her, and that it really was a suspicious fire. And Lieutenant Milton had found out that Deborah had been in Chicago at the time... and Chicago and Racine are pretty close to each other. And that led me to realizing that if Deborah Wilkins had the capacity to murder her parents, she could easily have the mental capacity to be involved in Beverly DeAngelo's murder."
Me: "So I don't know if Deborah got Bart Bell hired, or if that was just Kara Zorn doing Kara Zorn things... after all, it really is a good idea to hire him as a speech therapist for the company's foreign employees, and he was even helping Elliot Sanders's Chinese wife."
Me: "And as a side note... I made a mistake with that. When I mentioned Bart Bell's name to Elliot Sanders, he asked 'Who?', and I thought he didn't know the name and was lying to us. But that was my bad: he was just shocked at hearing the name of the employee who was helping his wife with her English diction."
"Anyway," I went on, "Deborah seduced Bart Bell and had him wrapped around her finger---"
"Whipped, if you know what I mean." said Cindy Ross. Many people laughed.
"Thank you." I said. "I wasn't going to say it, but yes. And she was having sex with Darryl Dawkins on the side. So they came up with the scheme to tell Beryl to come up and be introduced to Mr. Dalton. Beryl bit... and maybe was reassured by Deborah that nothing would happen to her in this County, if such reassurance was needed. Beryl came up, Darryl ambushed her from the bedroom, killed her, then left."
I said "But he got a bit cute about leaving behind other clothes to attempt to paint a scene... that was his flair for the dramatic coming to the fore. And I should've realized that something was wrong right then... would Beryl do a strip tease for one of these five men she'd left after being the Homewrecker that destroyed their marriages? She knew them, and she especially knew Dawson and was afraid of him. So that ended up working against him."
A moment later I said "So... any questions?" As always, that got some laughs.
"I have a questionnnn, if I may." said Chief Moynahan. "How complicit is MegaTech Industries in all this?" There were murmurs amongst the Detectives.
"It's hard to tell, Chief." I said. "I think the answer to that might lie in why MegaTech chose to come here, to our Town & County, for their conference. And I don't know the answer to that. And to be candidly honest, it's probably something best left to those at the Federal level. Would you not agree, Commander Croyle."
"I agree. Boss." said Teresa. The room erupted in laughter.
"So it wasn't Mob-related?" asked Cindy Ross.
"You know, you bring up an interesting point. But you already have a green crowbar, so don't go asking for a blue one." I said, to some 'polite' laughter. "It is very possible that Beverly wasn't just being a Homewrecker... she might have been spying for the Southport Mob. Why bother with Earl Edwards, who didn't have the money to keep her up like she liked? Charles Caldwell was, and is, a rival to Orrin B. Taggart, who would love to take over the City's transportation like he controls Southport's. And Darryl Dawson was an inroad into the politicians of Southport, but whatever reasons she found to leave him outweighed her willingness to do that."
"Sir," said Lieutenant Jerome Davis, "did you ever find out who called in the Room Service order, that led to the body being found?"
"Good question." I said. "No, but I have a sneaking suspicion that we're back to the Mob, or someone that... that..."
"Uh oh, reverie time." said Cindy. "We should give out crowbars for whoever can make him go into one of those."
"Funny." I said, as I came out of it. "Okay, let's eat our ice cream and get back to work. Get your paperwork for this case done, so I can get mine done..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why did you say we should leave MegaTech's reasons for coming her to the Feds?" Tanya asked as my Angels gathered in my office for a very delayed Angels Meeting.
"Palmyra County." I said. (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman'.) "It occurred to me that someone didn't want Kara Zorn here, so it was arranged to be in this State. Also, I very much suspect they didn't want it in the City or Midtown because of Mob influences, and thought that by having it here, the Mobsters would stay out of my County. But that backfired... big time."
"Unless someone wanted Deborah and Darryl to get caught." Teresa said. "Set them up just like they tried to set Bart Bell up. After all, someone called into Room Service to cause us to find the body and begin investigating."
"Keep up with those ideas," I said, "and you'll have to choose what color crowbar you want to carry around with you." Cindy and Tanya laughed.
"So, are you going to give that back?" Cindy asked as Teresa held up the blue crowbar I'd given her.
"You know what?" Teresa said. "I never got a blue crowbar because I was never in MCD and was never Captain of Detectives. So I won't carry one... but I think I'll hold on to this one."
"We're halfway there." I said to Cindy, meaning getting Teresa to join the Crowbar Carry Club.
"Yes we are." Cindy replied. "What color crowbar are you going to give her when she stops fighting the inevitable?"
"Grey Wolf gray." suggested Tanya cheerfully.
"No." I replied, my eyes boring into Teresa's. "Purple."
"We are not amused." said Teresa flatly as a blue crowbar was waved in my general direction.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After I'd finished my meeting with Tanya and Teresa and they had left, Cindy came back into my office. "I was just curious about that near-reverie you had in Classroom 'J'. I felt the vibe... something struck you."
"You and your vibes." I said.
"You and your reveries." Cindy fired back.
"Touché." I said, chuckling. "Yeah... something hit me. Who would want us to find that body and start the murder investigation? The Mob? Or someone else with an axe to grind against MegaTech?"
"Who else could it be, if not the Mob?" Cindy asked.
"Who, indeed?" I said. "What struck me this morning... is that someone may have given Darryl and Deborah the idea for this crime. What's more, this same entity figured out how to use Bart Bell to give them cover, to be the patsy. Does Deborah Wilkins strike you as being smart enough to put that together like that? Does Darryl?"
"Hell, Don," Cindy said, "nobody I've ever met, outside you and the Consultant of Crime, would be capable of putting something together that brilliantly."
"Exactly." I said. "And that means... not even three and a half years after Westboro's death... and we already have someone working to succeed him..."
Part 21 - Justice Delivered
1:00pm, Monday, November 18th. I was at the Cop Bar, having lunch with FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. I was dressed in civilian clothes, gray jacket, white shirt, dark blue tie with little TCPD logos on it, badge on my belt and my holstered gun under my armpit.
We were in the back room, not the 'Command Room', and there were others in the room as the front room was crowded. So we talked in relatively hushed tones.
"The Federal Marshals plucked Deborah Wilkins off the tarmac at the airport when she landed in California." Jack said. "I'm told that Elliot Sanders was absolutely furious, and it almost became an armed standoff with his security people."
"I'll bet he did blow a gasket." I said. "He and Deborah probably thought they were safe when they landed, but--- whoaaaaa... Shut the front door!"
"What?" asked Muscone as he followed my eyes, seeing as I did who had come in and was approaching us.
"Yeah, literally, shut the front door." said Jack Muscone. To our utter shock, State Senators Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone and Katherine Woodburn were coming up to us.
"Would you gentlemen mind if we share your table for lunch?" Cerone asked politely.
"I don't mind." I said. "But it's Mr. Muscone's party."
"Sure, have a seat." said Muscone. "But to what do we owe the pleasure? I'd think you'd be at Luigi's."
I had gotten up and pulled a chair back for Katherine, being chivalrous. "Thank you, Commander." she said, surprised but pleased. Cerone shook my hand and then Muscone's, and took his seat.
"My doctor says to take it easy on the heavy foods." said Cerone, fooling no one present. "And I hear the 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger Plate' is the best burger in the State."
"You've heard correctly." said Jack. "And what will you have, Senator Woodburn?"
"The Grilled Chicken Caesar Salad is really good." I advised Katherine.
"I'll try it, then." Katherine said.
Muscone placed the orders, then said "So what brings the State Senate to our corner of the world?"
"Political conference at the University." said Katherine Woodburn. "Dr. Lionel Carmela is hosting a number of Democrats. Didn't you get the invitation, Commander?" I chuckled at the joke.
"I don't get invited to the Republican parties, either." I said. "And I think you can call me 'Don', if I can call you 'Katherine'?" Katherine nodded.
"And I wanted to congratulate you on the tremendous job you did, bringing Beverly DeAngelo's killers to Justice, Commander Troy." said Jimmy Cerone. "Truly an outstanding performance."
"I must also congratulate you, Don." said Katherine, though her eyes showed that she wasn't all that happy about it. "You figured out and defeated the best-laid plans of some very smart people."
"Thank you." I said. "It was a TCPD team effort. And Mr. Muscone and the FBI helped us out a lot."
Cerone said "I knew Beverly when she was just a little child. She lost her way after her parents died, and while Jimmy The Creek did what he could, she followed the wrong path. But she did not deserve to die the way she did..." His voice trailed off, as if he was remembering something, perhaps remembering Beverly from a long time ago.
Katherine said "Any idea why they chose here, your home turf, to commit that crime?"
I smiled. "Funny you should ask that." I said. "We've been wondering about that, too..."
Our food came, and we settled down to eat. "Mmmm!" said Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone as he tried the double cheeseburger in front of him. "These are even better than their reputation!" He began hungrily consuming his double cheeseburger, enjoying it almost as much as Jack Muscone was enjoying his own.
"The salad is good, too. Very fresh." said Katherine. "Nice suggestion, Don. So... are you ready to write the Budget for us? The Legislature will be in session again before you know it."
"Why do I suspect we won't get a budget passed this year?" I replied as I ate my double breakfast burger. "All we're going to hear about is Impeachment of the Governor."
"Maybe not." said Katherine. "But would you say the SBI-IDE is working out as well as you hoped?"
"It's been up and running for less than half a year." I said. "But yes, I think it's going to be okay."
Katherine said "My office has gotten inquiries about what the SBI can do in a case like those cars stolen from our University students and shipped to Midtown. Cases like that, and Louella Hopper's murder, aren't quite covered by the SBI's current divisions. What do you suggest to remedy that?"
"What we successfully did the last time." I said. "Local agencies working harmoniously together, with the barest minimum of SBI aid to augment them."
"So you don't think a reconstituted SBI-SIS would be a good idea?" asked Katherine. "Agents that can augment and support local agencies on cross-County crimes that don't exactly fit any one SBI division?"
"As you know," I said, "I am not a proponent of an expanded SBI, nor one that comes in and takes over local cases. But perhaps a designation and budgeting for some SBI 'at large' Agents might be the solution."
"Perhaps Mr. Muscone has ideas about that." said Katherine. "I'm sure he's dealt with inter-agency squabbles before."
"Have I ever." said Muscone. "But the lines are a lot more clear with Federal agencies. We enforce Federal laws, and certain crimes that are defined by law to be ours, such as bank robberies and crimes involving the Post Office. If we do come in and take over, it's because it's our jurisdiction in the first place. So the situation is different than a dispute between your SBI and local agencies, as the County Sheriffs are usually the supreme elected LEOs in a jurisdiction."
"Heh heh heh!" laughed Jimmy Cerone. "You're not getting a lot of help there, Katherine. And besides, it's all the Iron Crowbar's jurisdiction, and we're just living in it..."
All of a sudden, the chatter in the main room increased, and Police radios began going off all at once. I saw Patrolman Johnson come back to our room.
"Commander," Johnson said, "there's been a shooting at the Courthouse. In the parking lot."
"Sorry, guys, I have to go." I said as I got up.
"I better go with you." said Muscone.
"Please, go to your duties. I'll take care of the bill." said Cerone.
"Already taken care of." Muscone said as we got up to go. "I run a tab here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove up Elm Street, which was the east-west street that bordered the north side of Courthouse Square, and was closed off to traffic. There were a large number of Police vehicles on the street by the Courthouse. I stopped before the intersection, staying out of the way of the other emergency vehicles, and Muscone and I walked up the sidewalk to the scene, which was barely organized chaos. Patrolman Culver let us through the cordon, making the notation of our arrival.
I came up to a large black man in the uniform of a Deputy Sheriff. The gold Captain bars on his shoulders told me he was the Chief Bailiff, and I knew his name was Clark Alexander. As this parking lot was part of the Courthouse complex, he was technically in charge of the scene.
"What happened here, Captain?" I asked as Muscone and got to him, seeing a cloth-covered body on the pavement and a black BMW sedan about four yards past him.
"You guys need to get back... oh, sorry Commander." Alexander said. "Didn't recognize you in that FBI suit and tie."
"Yeah, I get that a lot." I replied, a bit acerbically. "So what happened?"
"These people had just come out the back entrance." said Chief Bailiff Alexander. "They were getting into that Beamer. Two Deputies coming in that door said they heard the shots and turned around. A car had backed out of its parking place and someone had fired out of the backseat or shotgun seat. The Beamer went forward a few feet, trying to get out of the line of fire, but this guy was already hit. The other car took off, going east on Elm."



Just then Lieutenant Jerome Davis came up. "Sir, we found the car that left here. It's in the parking lot of First Baptist Church, abandoned. Eastside Elementary is on lockdown, and we have a Patrol there."
"Good. Thanks." I said. "Walk inside, get a warrant, and get every bit of video we can. Do it quickly." Davis moved out smartly to execute the mission.
I walked over to the body, pulled back the sheet, and felt no surprise as I looked into the lifeless face of Darryl Dawson. He had been shot twice in the chest and once in the forehead. "Anyone with him?" I asked.
"A woman, sir." said a Deputy Sheriff. "She had just gotten into the car when the gunfire started. We took her inside for her protection."
"And speaking of that, Commander," said Chief Bailiff Alexander, "I'd like to get you inside or away from here, just in case another shooter is nearby."
"You must be new here, Captain." I said. "But yes, I'll go inside and interview the woman." I went inside and was guided down the hall to a room where several Deputies were in the room with a woman. Withhold my surprise that the woman was Gwen Munson.
"Did you do this?" Munson snarled when she saw me. 
"I'm not the one." I said. "And you can ask State Senator Katherine Woodburn, with whom I was having lunch. What happened out there, Gwen?"
"We came out of the Courthouse after the bail hearing." said Gwen. "Darryl opened the car door and let me get in, then I heard loud pops, and... blood was on Darryl's shirt as he fell..." Her voice trailed off.
"Get her statement." I said to the Deputies...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we watched the crime scene being processed from down the road a ways, Muscone said "Do you believe in the coincidence of 'Coffin' Cerone being in Town when this happened?"
"And made a point to come see us for lunch." I said. I reached up and turned on the ink pen bug-killer in my pocket. "I'll tell you something else, too. This State has two major Mob factions: the City, and Southport. They've pretty much cut the State in two, with the City Mob having influence over the northern half, and Southport the southern half."
I continued: "There are two exceptions: Midtown, and this here Town & County. Midtown is considered neutral territory, an open city, so to speak. Both sides agree not to engage in hostilities towards each other in the Midtown area, and if they need to have face-to-face 'summits', they have them in Midtown. And the Town & County is considered off limits because a certain redheaded cop with a crowbar don't play the Game by their rules." Muscone nodded vigorously in agreement.
I went on: "Darryl Dawson murdered the niece of one of Cerone's people. And Beryl might've been more involved with Taggart's operations than Jimmy The Creek was; the guys that were keeping her were people Taggart would be keeping tabs on. So when I showed the world that Dawson was the one that butchered Beryl, the Southport 'Family' was not going to let it go."
"But Taggart had a problem." I continued. "Dawson lived and worked in Midtown. Taking him out in Midtown risked being a violation of the neutrality agreement. So they had to risk hitting him here... and they did."
Muscone said "I get that. But why not let the legal system play out?"
"Because Gwen Munson intended to play the Bart Bell reasonable doubt card." I said. "And even with Deborah's confession, it wouldn't be a slam-dunk in Court... especially if Miriam Walters gave the case to Savannah Fineman to prosecute. And she was going to; Fineman handled the arraignment hearing today. So... it looks like Taggart did not let the grass grow under his feet, and he took care of the problem."
Muscone said "Hmmm, and you brought Dawson here, instead of leaving him in Midtown."
"We-ellll," I said, "this was the jurisdiction where the murder occurred..." I let the sentence hang.
Muscone chuckled. "I am really, really glad that I am on your side, Dog."
"So am I, my friend." I said. "So am I..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, Paulina Patterson was in my office, and Cindy and Tanya had joined us.
"Miriam took me off the Dawson case," Paulina said, "and put Savannah on it. Somehow, Judge Nance got the arraignment. Savannah barely tried to stop Dawson from getting bail; she let Gwen Munson shred her on it. Nance set bail at $100,000, and permitted him to go back to Midtown, though he had to surrender his passport. Of course Prodder, Ryder & Reems paid the full amount of that bail in less than ten minutes, and he was walking out of there with Gwen."
Tanya said "We have the video of what happened in the parking lot. The Beamer didn't park, it just pulled up. A Toyota Camry backed out of a parking lot spot right behind the Beamer. The driver and gunman in the shotgun seat were masked. The shooter fired three fast shots with what looks like a Sig Sauer pistol, and a shell casing we found in the car at First Baptist shows it to be a 357 SIG caliber."
"Double tap to the chest, then a head shot." I said. "That is high level military or SWAT type training, and the guy was deadly accurate... a head shot as Dawson was beginning to fall to the ground. And 357 SIG is a 'no shit' caliber to use. The killer meant business."
Part 23 - Epilogue
10:00am, Wednesday, November 20th. I was in my office, finishing up the paperwork on the DeAngelo murder, when I was buzzed by the Helena, who had been buzzed by the Duty Desk.
"Sir," said the Duty Desk Sergeant, "there's a guy up here with a lawyer and three armed guys he says are his security. He said his name is Elliot Sanders, and he's acting like he's an important man, sir. He's demanding to be brought to you."
"Geez." I said. "Put him in the Press Interview Room. I'll be there in a minute."
I called Teresa and gave her the 'red alert', and we helped each other put armored vests on. Then we went down the hall, out into the lobby area, then over to the Press Interview Room, which was accessible only through the Press Room. Sanders's security was outside the door, facing off with three armed and armored TCPD Officers. He and his attorney were inside. Teresa and I went past the security men and into the room.
"Mr. Sanders," I said, "I am very surprised to see you here today, considering the importance of your immensely valuable time. This is Lieutenant Commander Croyle."
"Why are you guys wearing armored vests?" Sanders asked, his voice haughty. "Is that normal?"
"It is, when armed men come into my Police Station with potentially hostile intentions." I said, not backing down. "And I must really protest you continuing to bring armed parties in here. So why are you here?"
Sanders said "You solved the murder of that whore, and put two of my employees in prison... in two days. So it's been two days since Mr. Dawkins was murdered. What is your progress on that case?"
"You came all the way here just to ask him that?" asked Teresa Croyle, mucho skepticism in her voice.
"Curb your dog, Commander Troy." Sanders said sneeringly. That caused me to front him.
"Watch yourself, asshole." I snarled, my voice low but full of menace. "You may think you're a big shot in this world, but you're not. This woman outran an exploding building to save a little girl's life. She's a badass. But you? I don't think you can outrun a bullet... any more than that scumbag Mitt Willis could."
Yeah, that got a reaction, I thought to myself as I saw the anger and hatred well up in Sanders's eyes. He said "Kara Zorn was right about you. You are an asshole."
"Have a nice day." I said, turning away towards the door. "You can show yourself out."
"So you're not trying to solve Mr. Dawson's murder?" Elliot said, a bit too loudly. "You move like lightning for a worthless whore's death, but you're not doing a damn thing for my employee, are you?"
I whimpered a laugh as I turned to him again. "Mr. Elliot," I said, my eyes boring into his,"I am not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, and I'm not playing your games. Take your war with the Mob somewhere else."
With that, I strode out of the room, and Teresa had to hustle to keep up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, that guy sure thinks a lot of himself, doesn't he?." Cindy said as I met with my Angels a half hour later, and I told Cindy and Tanya what had happened with Sanders. "Comes in here and tries to throw his weight around with the Iron Crowbar?"
"Who he said Kara Zorn had warned him about." said Teresa. I pointed at her then made a thumbs-up.
"No, there had to be a reason for that." said Tanya. "A practical reason."
"And a related reason to the currently unanswered question of why MegaTech came to this County for its conference in the first place." I replied. "And I don't have that answer. Yet. So! Next week is Thanksgiving, and the beginning of the Christmas season. What are you guys planning to do?"
Cindy said "My father will be at the Coltrane County compound. So we'll be having Thanksgiving there. After that, it's making sure the Operations Commander stays chained to her desk for the Christmas season." I barked a laugh... more at Teresa's face than Cindy's comment.
"Both of us Crowbars can't keep her chained to a desk." I said. "And thank God for that. But what are you doing for the Season, Teresa?"
"Choir practice." said Teresa. "I'm going to sing with the Cancer Kids at University Hospital. We're going to have people that have beaten cancer as well as the kids still in the Hospital singing in the choir at the charity concert."
"That sounds great!" Tanya said. "I hope you'll sing a song where Bowser can howl at the end of it or something."
"I just hope he doesn't howl at the Iron Wolf's singing." said Cindy cattily.
"My goodness!" I said. "Why are you working so hard to get on our 'naughty' list, Green Crowbar?" Cindy just shrugged lightly.
"It'll be great." Teresa said. "And the kids look forward to it almost as much as they look forward to Bowser's visits."
"I'm looking forward to it, too." I said. "Okay, I'm going to take Carole to the Wildcats-Purple Hawks game the Saturday after Thanksgiving. It's Jamaal Washington and Clarence Appletree's last home game, and they'll be honored for Senior Day."
"Yayyy!" Cindy cheered. "Thank God we will never have to see them against the Bulldogs again!"
"Are Franklin and Theo going?" Tanya asked.
"Yes, but they'll be on the field with Jamaal's family." I said. "So the School is handling everything for them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, November 23d. Laura and I were talking on the back deck. Tiger Mom was watching us from her perch on the deck rail.
"I have my next appointment on Tuesday." Laura said. "I'm hoping to be free of the cast, but it's more likely they'll reset my wrist, and I won't have to wear a sling to keep me from using my arm very much."
"Good." I said. "By the way, any progress on hiring a new Hospital Administrator?"
"I may have told you this before," Laura said, "but the Hospital Board is really divided. Some want someone who will be a bean counter, who will rein in costs, and BigBenefitInsurance is pushing them really hard on that. But others want someone like Dr. Cordell, who sees the future of the Hospital as being the research and teaching hospital it was created to be, and who want the Hospital to be a place future doctors want to be at to learn."
"Well, it is 'University Hospital', isn't it?" I said, meaning it lightly.
"Yes." Laura said seriously. "I'm afraid that if the Board hires a bean counter, Dr. Richard Searles will go somewhere else. He's possibly the best cardiologist in the Nation, and he's become a really great teacher, but his fiancée Mia McNamara has an acting career."
"So he's off to California?" I asked.
"Actually," Laura said, "Georgia has become a favored place for moviemaking, and Emory University Hospital in Druid Hills, near the CDC, has a huge cardiology program... and they've made a push to recruit him."
"I'm sure you'll find someone good to be the Administrator." I said. Just then I saw Tiger Mom scurry off, and said "And now I perceive three boys who want me to come help them with Lego City..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And so four boys were in the attic room of The Cabin, working on Lego City. One of those boys was Your Iron Crowbar, living my childhood dream of creating a massive model railroad system. Jim and Ross were creating new ways to use Legos to build different buildings, while Ian had figured out that working on the railroad got him more face time with Dad.
"Look, Dad!" Ian said excitedly. "My car for the Amtrak train is done!"
"That is awesome, Ian." I said. Indeed, Ian had repaired the wheels on the old wooden car to run smoothly on our tracks, and he'd painted the car brown and beige, like many private railcars were if and when they were seen attached to Amtrak trains on 'Virtual Railfan' cameras.
We attached the private car to the silver cars, which were pulled by an old Lionel engine with silver and red Santa Fe colors... a 'Warbonnet', that paint scheme was called. Ian was beside himself with happiness as his private car went around the tracks with that train through the great Lego City.
I always looked at great cities as the production of the great minds of great men, and demonstrations of the capability of Man's mind. And as I looked at the toy production of the minds of young men, I was impressed by what my sons were achieving.
But I realized that this was even more a labor of love, not only of what they were creating, but the love of a father and his sons, and brothers working together. And those bonds would last far longer than the buildings and train tracks themselves...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
8:05am, Sunday, November 24th. Bowser barked angrily as my Police iPhone rang. I answered it anyway.
"Don, this is Cindy." said my Angel. "Joanne Warner has gone into labor. She's at the Hospital now."
"All right, we'll mosey on down there." I said. I disconnected the call, but before I could put the phone down...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Needless to say, the redoubtable Bowser was beside himself, literally running in circles as he barked his displeasure. I answered it anyway.
"Don, this is Teresa." said my Angel. "Seth just called Todd and said that Joanne is having her baby now."
"I'm on the way." I said. I disconnected. For several seconds, Bowser and I stared at the phone, halfway expecting it to ring again.
Laura came downstairs. "I just got a call from Melina. Joanne is having her baby."
"Three times is the charm, Bowser." I said, giving him some skritchins. Then I followed Laura out the door and to my Police SUV...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
By the time Laura and I got to the Hospital, Joanne had delivered the baby. "It's a boy." Melina told us. "No complications at all. Seth's in there with her. We can see them after they put her in a room."
Just then, the Hospital speaker system announced 'Code Blue, Code Blue, Obstetrics'. That got Laura's attention. She said "I'm going to go see what's going on."
When she did not return fifteen minutes later, I told everyone gathered in the waiting room "I'm going to go see what's going on." I went down the hall to the Nurse's Station.
"Yes, Commander," said the Nurse, "she went into the delivery room area. There's a problem birth, but I don't know any more."
"And couldn't tell me if you did." I said. "Is the patient anyone we know?"
"Her husband is a Police Officer." the other nurse at the station said. "He's over there in the waiting room."
I looked down the hall, then said "Thanks. I'll be in there." I went down the hall. The waiting room was empty save for one man. I recognized him as Patrolman First Class Kevin Buchannan. He was black, tall and well built, with a trimmed beard and mustache. He was a competent, promising Police Officer, assigned to 2nd Precinct, and was being monitored by Lieutenant Rudistan for increased opportunities.
"Commander!" he said, very surprised. He tried to get up, but I stopped him.
"Carry on. Sit back down." I said, and emphasized the point by sitting down next to him. "What's going on?"
"My wife went into labor." said Buchannan. "They took her to the delivery room, then I heard a 'Code Blue' and a doctor and nurses ran in there. Then your wife came down the hall. They won't tell me what's going on."
"They won't tell me, either." I said. "Your wife's in good hands. Let's just wait until they come tell us something..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Hospital bombing (Author's note: 'Only Time'.), delivery rooms were set up near the regular O.R. rooms. Laura Fredricson undressed and put on scrubs, then a paper suit over the scrubs, and went in. She saw Dr. Kim Chang, a resident in gynecology, and Dr. Yates, who was a psychiatrist but only a G.P. on Staff. There were two nurses in the room, as well. They looked worried, and Kim Chang looked a little scared.
"Status report." Laura said, coming up to them.
"Dr. Fredricson," said Dr. Yates, "you can't be in here with your broken arm!"
"This is a teaching hospital, and my eyes and my mouth still work." Laura replied. "What's going on, Kim?"
"Ma'am," said Dr. Chang, "Mrs. Buchannan began going into labor at 7:30 this morning, and came in with her husband. She's dilated and the contractions are coming quickly and are lasting 30 seconds. But the baby wasn't moving, so we looked with the sonogram. It looks like the umbilical cord is wrapped around the baby's neck."
"Let's get her into surgery, stat." Laura ordered. "Doctors, scrub up. I'm going to lead you through an emergency C-section..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In order to get Kevin Buchannan's mind off of his wife's labor, I began talking to him.
"You got any family we need to contact?" I asked.
"My wife's parents and my parents live in the City." Kevin said. "They can't really afford to come over here."
I began texting as I told Kevin "I think we have to deliver some Court papers to the City. If they just happen to go by and pick up y'all's parents on the way back here, no one can complain."
After more texts and calls to the grandparents-to-be, Buchannan said "Thank you, sir. I really appreciate it."
Just then, Cindy Ross popped her head into the waiting room. "Joanne's in her room now."
I said "Tell her I'll be there after Patrolman Buchannan's wife has her baby."
"Oh, congratulations!" Cindy said. "Boy or girl?"
"We don't know yet." I said. "There may be some complications, too. Let the Chief know." Cindy said she would, then excused herself.
"Sir, if you need to go..." offered Buchannan, but I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"I'm right where I need to be." I said. "I can tell you from lots of experience that a waiting father-to-be needs backup." Yes, that... and no way I was leaving one of my Officers without backup at this pivotal moment of his life...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura guided Dr. Chang through the emergency C-section, with Dr. Yates's help. "Okay, unwrap that umbilical cord. It's a damn good thing y'all did a sonogram; it would've died if it had been pushed out."
A moment later, Dr. Chang said "It's a boy." as the baby was pulled out, and taken over to the table to be wiped down and checked. A moment later, everyone smiled as they heard loud baby cries in the room. The little guy had made it!
"Doctor, we've got bleeding." said the delivery nurse.
"All right, here's what you're going to do." Laura said to the other doctors, beginning to guide them. She did not mention that Mrs. Buchannan was experiencing the same problems Rhonda Hooper had been having when the bomb had exploded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours had passed. Cindy had put out an email to the Police Force showing a photo of Joanne Warner in bed, holding her baby boy, with a congratulatory message. In the meantime, Kevin Buchannan was getting more and more worried.
We'd talked about Kevin's career path. He said he didn't know if the Detective track was for him, and he'd been considering training for the special tactics teams or the SWAT team itself... but now that he had a baby to think about, he had to consider staying in the Uniformed Officer's track.
Kevin also told me that his wife was working on finishing her degree online with City University, so that she could get her Teaching certificate. "I don't know if you know this, Commander, but they make it tough to get a teaching certificate. There's a lot of good people ready to help our kids, teach them what they know but they can't get a certificate."
"And the student loan business is nothing short of a racket." I said. "But don't tell my wife the college professor I said that."
Buchannan barked a brief laugh, then said "Yes sir. And they're always razzing the coaches at Booker T. Washington High about having their certificates to be able to work there, but they don't say a thing to the County High coaches."
I said "I happen to know from writing the Charter with Mrs. Carter that County High and Town High's coaches have their certificates. But BTW High's coaches have theirs, too. So why are they being singled out?"
"I'll be blunt, Commander." said Kevin. "BTW is predominately black. And ever since that football game against County High," (Author's note: 'In Black And White'.), "the County High parents make complaints to the SHSSA (State High School Sports Association, the governing body for athletics in the State's schools), and the SHSSA just assume the complaints are true."
That led to a discussion of how things were on the Southside, particularly with the black community, and I told Buchannan to speak candidly. He said that because he lived on the Southside and grew up there, he had a level of respect that other Officers did not, but that didn't mean all that much. He said Lieutenant Rudistan having grown up on the Southside helped him, but there was still skepticism because Rudistan was white. And one big complaint by blacks on the Southside was that white Officers who didn't live there were sent in to police them, and were 'not respectful'.
Finally, Laura came into the room. "Congratulations, Kevin! It's a boy." Kevin just about started crying as I shook his hand. Laura said "He's doing very well, but we had some problems with the delivery." She discussed how the umbilical cord had been wrapped around the baby's neck, then said "We did an emergency C-section, and your wife had some bleeding afterwards. We had to remove her uterus to get it stopped. She had a condition that would've made future pregnancies dangerous at best, and impossible at worst. But the good news is that if there's no more bleeding, and she should make a full recovery."
Kevin nodded, and Laura said "Let me ask you this: you have Police insurance, don't you? Did you bring your wife here for any pre-natal care?"
"No ma'am." said Kevin. "The deductible was pretty high, so my wife went to the Clinic in our neighborhood. I thought they did a pretty good job."
"Oh, I'm sure they did." Laura said. She didn't say it out loud, but would tell me later that she would've caught Mrs. Buchannan's problem early, as she had Rhonda Hooper's condition, whereas the staffs at the Public Health Clinics usually wouldn't.
"Can I... can I see the baby?" Kevin asked, emotion in his voice.
"Sure." Laura said. We went to the makeshift nursery area, where Kevin was outfitted with a paper suit and a cap, surgeon-green in color, and a mask. As his new son was handed to him, I took a photo, which captured a tear trickling down the proud father's cheek.
I sent an email out with that photo to the entire Police Force, along with my message of congratulations for the newest addition to the Police family...
Part 2 - Inspections
"First things first
I'm a' sayin all the words inside my head
I'm fired up and tired of the way that things have been, oh-ooh
The way that things have been, oh-ooh
--- Imagine Dragons, 'Believer'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 25th, from the copse of trees just south of the Courthouse complex, so that said Courthouse complex was in the background. "Commander Donald Troy continues to fail to solve a murder committed in broad daylight in the heart of our Town & County!"
Bettina began: "Attorney Darryl Dawson was murdered in the Courthouse parking lot last week, and the Town & County Police have made no progress toward a solution of the crime despite plenty of eyewitnesses and videocamera coverage. A spokesperson for Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., the legal firm which employed Mr. Dawson, issued a statement saying, quote: 'Commander Troy's failure to solve this crime shows his utter incompetence, and he should be fired immediately', close quote. Commander Troy has refused to respond to Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment. Now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder with a breaking report on judicial malfeasance. Lester!"
Lester 'Penis' Holder came on screen and said "That's right, Bettina! The government watchdog group 'Citizens for Ethical Standards' has filed formal complaints with the SBI-OER, the State Bar, and the State Supreme Court against local Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts, accusing him of taking bribes to make rulings to benefit the Police."
Penis Holder: "They particularly cited Judge Watts allowing Police Deputy Chief Cindy Ross to adopt a child out of turn and more quickly than others have been allowed to adopt. Cindy Ross is the daughter of the extremely wealthy founder of 'The Vision' self-help empire, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, and she is heiress to his incredibly huge fortune. Neither Judge Watts nor Deputy Chief Ross have responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment. Back to you, Bettina!"
Back to Bettina: "Thank you for that very important report, Lester! In other news, the local Republican Party has not said who might run for Inspector General. The Democrats are strongly behind Board of Inquiry Commissioner Bruce Finneran, who was narrowly defeated by incumbent Horace S. Wellman earlier this month. Mr. Wellman is not running for re-election next November, leaving the post wide open. KXTC has endorsed Commissioner Finneran for that post. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for more on the big Bulldogs-State Tech game this weekend. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull. "Our Bulldogs travel to State Tech to take on the 2-9 Engineers in what is expected to be a strong Bulldogs showing. The Wildcats, who clinched the Division championship last weekend, will finish their regular season at home against a very tough 9-2 State U. Purple Hawks team..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, Bettina's about to see a 'strong Bulldog showing', if she keeps up that shit about me adopting Betsy." said a visibly angry Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Har." grunted Sheriff Griswold. "Did she really try to contact you?"
"Someone at KXTC did." Cindy replied. "They called my office here at 10:30 last night, then again around 5:30 this morning, and of course I'm not here either of those times."
"And accusing Judge Watts of bribery?" Tanya Perlman said angrily. "But not a word about Harry Nance?"
"So who was that attack really upon?" Teresa Croyle asked. "Cindy, or Judge Watts?"
"What if I told you..." I said, "that the attacks are on both, and are very much related to each other?"
"What do you meeeeeeen, Mr. Crowbar?" asked Chief Sean Moynahan.
I replied: "They're trying to discredit Judge Watts, who is the most fair-minded judge we have, and a strong counterweight to the corrupt Judge Nance. And in a seemingly unrelated story, they bring up Cindy adopting Betsy again, bringing that back into their spotlight. I don't think it's a coincidence. But exactly why? I don't know, Chief. Not yet."
"Only the Iron Crowbar can connect dots that seeeeeem to have no connect-shunnnnn." drawled the Chief. I was not sure if he was kidding me, or if there was more behind his comment.
"He sure connected those dots in the Beverly DeAngelo murder, Chief." said Tanya Perlman with a grin and a gleam in her eyes.
"That was a team effort." I said. "And an outstanding start to our Intelligence Branch's career."
"Modesty, Commander..." growled Griswold.
"Does not apply here, Sheriff." I said. "It really was an outstanding team effort. And watching Coleman and Newman shred Gwen Munson in those interviews? That alone was worth the price of admission." Everyone chuckled at that.
"Speaking of that," said the Chief, "what dooooo we have on the Dawson murder?"
"Unless we catch a break," I said, "nothing, sir. It was a pro hit. I suspect Elliot Sanders and MegaTech are greasing Bettina's sweaty palms to have her bitch about it on her newscasts, but it is what it is. So, Chief, are you asking for my resignation over it?"
"Lord, no." muttered the Chief. "If I have to ask for your resignation, Mr. Crowbar, please make it over something worthwhile... a real doozy of a scandal or something..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It is said that the three days before Thanksgiving are the most dreaded on the calendar of the Town & County Police Force. That is because the Police Commander makes snap inspections of everything... and is never satisfied with what he finds.
I went through County Jail like a tornado. The 1st Precinct Police Officers were in okay shape, but the Deputies incurred some serious wrath. One Deputy gave me some backtalk, saying I wasn't his boss. Within an hour, he was explaining himself to the County Sheriff, who ultimately was his boss, and the 'explanation' failed. He would be suspended 30 days without pay for insubordination.
2nd Precinct had learned from the previous year. The Police cruisers were washed and cleaned inside and out, their engine fluids at the correct levels. The vast majority of the Officers's uniforms were correct, properly shined shoes and belt buckles, and gig lines were straight. But the few that weren't were made to be an embarrassment for everyone else. And I made sure to let them know that the polished wooden floors of the historic Old Mill did not meet my standard.
The Detectives in Headquarters fared little better. The Intelligence people didn't know what was coming... and what came through wasn't good to watch. Once I was done, Captain Perlman banned all food and drinks in the Intel Center, which should already have been implemented, anyway. MCD and Vice weren't a whole lot better, as desks were untidy, paperwork lying around, papers open to be read that shouldn't have been. Lt. Davis, Lt. Mary Milton, and Detective Sergeant McGhillie took their asschewings, then had private meetings with their people.
Afterwards, I called Lt. Commander Croyle into my office. She (wisely) came in and stood at attention, expecting her asschewing to be the worst of all. "I have no excuse for the condition of this Police Force, sir." she said.
"At ease, have a seat." I said. Teresa sat down, and I said "As long as it's better on Wednesday, no problem. And you know I do this to make sure everyone doesn't start getting 'holiday fever' too early."
"Yes sir," said Teresa, "but I am still appalled at how unprepared they were, especially knowing what was coming."
"It wouldn't have mattered." I said. "I remember when I was at Military Police Officer Basic Course. As part of our training, we would go in to inspect the Enlisted Barracks. We came in to one unit, and everything looked great. Floor was spotless, all the beds and lockers properly made and perfect. And then... this one NCO comes in. He throws coffee grounds on the floor, then yells 'This place looks like a pig sty!'. Then he starts going through lockers, and throwing people's stuff on the floor, and yells 'Oh look, these lockers are not arranged to the standard.'."
"Like Gunnery Sergeant Hartmann in 'Full Metal Jacket'." Teresa said, remembering the Drill Sergeant portrayal by the late, great R. Lee Ermey.
"Yes." I said, then continued: "Those privates spent all weekend having a 'G.I. party'. We came back in on Monday and everything was the same... spotless, beds made, lockers in perfect order. That NCO goes through with us, and says 'Everything looks pretty good.'.
"Was that NCO pissed off at something?" Teresa asked.
"I have no idea." I replied. "He might have just been making a point, to them and to us doing the inspections. Anyway, that's just how it works. As long as your Police Officers correct the mistakes and it looks the slightest bit better than it was, it'll be all good..."



Part 3 - The Healing Process
Tuesday, November 26th. Dr. Carla 'Bones' Keenan, the top Orthopedics doctor at University Hospital came into the exam room where Laura Fredricson was waiting. The x-rays, proddings and probings had been completed, including an exam by Dr. Joseph Ordinal, the nationally-renowned neurosurgeon that had just joined the University Hospital Staff.
"Okay," said Dr. Keenan as she sat down next to Laura, whose left arm was resting on the table, "I have very good news, some bad news, and some news that could go either way. The good news is that your shoulder appears to be healing very well, and you will have full range of motion with a minimum of rehab."
Dr. Keenan: "The good-or-bad news is that your forearm is healing up nicely, but it's not totally 'there' yet. And the relatively bad news are your wrist and elbow joints. They're healing, but they're very stiff right now. I want to re-cast your forearm, but that will immobilize your elbow and wrist for a longer time."
"And run the risk of them permanently losing some range of motion." Laura said.
"Yes." said Dr. Keenan. "And now for the bad part. Dr. Ordinal is very concerned about the nerves in your wrist regaining their proper function even if the bones heal perfectly. And that could be a huge impact on a full recovery."
Laura knew what that meant: if she didn't recover completely, she could no longer perform surgery. It would all but end her career as a physician. "So what do you recommend we do?" she asked.
"I really think you need more time in a cast." said Dr. Keenan. "We've got to let these bones heal up, and make sure you keep good blood flow. Otherwise, any talk about your nerves is moot."
"All right." said Laura, knowing Dr. Keenan was right. "At least the kids will have something to draw and color on."
Dr. Keenan smiled. "Actually, I was thinking of using the wraps rather than a full plaster cast. And those materials don't take so well to being drawn on..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had taken Laura to the Hospital, and while she was being examined I went to Officer Buchannan's wife's room. He was in there with her, and their baby was in the plastic baby bed next to hers. I also talked to the Buchannans' parents.
"I'm doing okay." said Mrs. Buchannan. "Thanks to your wife helping them in the OR."
"I'm glad she was there." I said. I then looked at the baby and said to him "Hey, here's my future Police Officer. How you doin', buddy?" The baby just stayed peacefully asleep; yep, he'd be a good Police Officer one day.
Officer Buchannan told me that they could take the baby home the next day, but his wife would have to stay longer, maybe through the weekend. I told him not to worry about it, to take all the time he needed to be with her. I also told him we'd arrange to take the grandparents back to their homes whenever they were ready.
"I can't thank you enough, Commander." Buchannan said. "For everything."
"Hey, we're Police." I said. "We are in it together..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went by Joanne Warner's room. Seth was with her, and she was holding her baby.
"Cute little guy." I said. "Big, too. What did you name him?"
"Karl Anthony Warner." Seth said. "After my mother Karla, and my stepdad Anthony."
"We're calling him 'Tony'." said Joanne brightly. Tony squirmed for a second, then settled down again.
I nodded. "So when do you get out of here and introduce Tony to Leo?"
"This afternoon." said Joanne. "And I plan on making it to the Policeman's Ball, Commander."
"That'll be awesome." I said. "But don't overdo, as my mother would say. So Seth, how's your work coming along?"
Seth said "I'm on autopilot. I've got three good people working on the charities, the books, the marketing, all of that. Frankly, I'm bored. I'd love to get back with BOW Enterprises and all the stuff they're working on."
I nodded as I had an insight. "You're pretty good with the books yourself, aren't you?"
Seth said "I'm okay with 'em."
"Modesty is a human trait, Commander." Joanne said most very brightly. "What my husband is not telling anyone is that he was taking classes with Commander Ross, and they got their Accounting degrees together. He then got his Business Finance graduate degree."
"Oh really?" I said. "No, Commander Ross did not mention that to me. Then again, she didn't mention she was taking classes herself until her degree was a done deal. So, Seth, if you're bored, maybe there's something else you might consider doing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was using and abusing my powers as a Police Commander to go check the damaged wing of the Hospital. I did put on a hard hat, as required, and the construction project foreman showed me what they were doing to shore up the damaged sections, saying that it would be better than ever once they were done.
"So are they still investigating the incident?" I asked.
"I haven't seen anyone from any Federal Agency here for over a week." said the foreman. "And they started disappearing a week before that. I think they're done, and are pretty much letting us do our jobs rebuilding the wing."
"I'm not surprised." I said "So it's coming along well?"
"As well as something like this can be." said the foreman. "We've only had one unusual request. The CEO of BOW Enterprises talked to us about taking into consideration that they might build a main wing, parallel to the current one, and in front of it, and so we're adding in places where doors can be easily put in to go into that wing from the end of the hallway."
"Cool beans." I said. "The CEO of BOW Enterprises is a pretty forward-looking guy."
Just then, Laura texted me on her cellphone that she was ready, so I thanked the foreman and went back to the main part of the Hospital. As we were about to get on the elevator to leave, Dr. Leonard R. Cordell, the Hospital Administrator, came up to us."
"Don! Laura!" he called out. As we turned to him, he said "Glad I caught you before you left. Can you come to my office for a moment?"
We followed Dr. Cordell to his office and sat down at his bidding. He said "I just wanted to alert you to a possible issue. Someone went to the State Medical Board and complained that you, Laura, went into the O.R. and assisted in the Buchannan birth while you're still injured."
"So what?" Laura said scornfully. "I didn't do anything physical; I guided Dr. Chang and Dr. Yates through the procedures to save that baby's life, and then the mother's."
"I know." said Dr. Cordell. "And that's what Dr. Chang and Dr. Yates attested to, as well. I really don't think there's going to be anything to it. I'm just giving you the heads-up now, and coordinating our response."
"Who made the complaint?" I asked.
"We don't know yet." said Dr. Cordell. "The State Medical Board wouldn't say, at least not yet. They're treating it as a whistleblower case."
"Sounds like this is a lot further along than just someone snitching, Dr. Cordell." I said. "What else is going on?"
Dr. Cordell looked at me and said "Not much gets past you, Don." He then looked at Laura and said "There was also a complaint made to the SBI-OER that you violated the law by going in there, which I think is a crock. And a complaint was made to the University's Ethics Board, demanding that you be removed as a professor for unethical actions, those actions being endangering the lives of patients by going into the OR while injured."
"You have got to be kidding me." Laura said, her voice low and menacing. She looked over at me and said "Is this another attack like the last one?" (Author's note: 'Ethical Dilemmas'.)
"If memory serves me correctly," I replied, "the Citizens for Ethical Standards were behind getting your medical license suspended before, and using bribery to do it. And now they're the ones accusing Judge Watts of bribery. Hypocrisy? For sure. Coincidence? You make the call."
"And this has happened so fast." Laura said. "Which suggests someone was just looking for something like this to pounce upon." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Well, we're marshaling our forces to counter it." said Dr. Cordell.
"Dr. Cordell," I said, "changing the subject a little bit... I have an idea for you to consider. A name to be your successor as Hospital Administrator..."
Part 4 - Falsely Accused
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 27th, from a location that showed University Hospital and some of the Campus in the background... meaning Bettina was somewhere on the hillside below The Cabin. "Channel Two News has learned that Dr. Laura Fredricson has been referred to the State Medical Board, the SBI-OER's office, and the University's Ethics Board for violations of medical ethics as well as potential violations of State laws!"
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that Dr. Fredricson, who was injured in the terrorist bombing of University Hospital last month, participated in a surgery and delivery of a baby despite not having the use of one arm. The complaints allege that her inability to perform surgery put the patient and the baby in danger of death."
Bettina: "Medical experts say that the complaints have strong merit, and that a serious investigation of Dr. Fredricson's actions is needed. Hospital Administrator Leonard R. Cordell, who is slated to become Chief of the EMS Service in January, disagreed, saying that the complaints are without merit. University President Dr. Sidney P. Wellman's Office issued a statement saying only that the matter was being reviewed. Neither Dr. Fredricson nor her husband, Police Commander Donald Troy, responded to KXTC's multiple requests for comment."
Bettina: "And sources tell Channel Two News that Dr. Cordell has submitted the name of Seth Warner to the Hospital Board to replace him as Hospital Administrator. Mr. Warner was a founding member of the combined BOW Enterprises technology firm, and has been the Chairman of a trust that oversees the charities of his grandfather, the late Conrad King. The University Regents as well as the Hospital Board must approve the nomination..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow. Just wow." said Tanya Perlman as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"What exactly did Laura do?" asked Teresa Croyle.
I gave them the true and accurate story of how Laura had directed the other doctors in the process of saving a baby's life and then the mother's. "If she had not have been there," I finished, "we might be burying a Police Officer's child, and maybe his wife, too."
"Or he'd be a widower with a newborn child." said Teresa... whose own mother had died in childbirth with her.
"That is just... stunning." said Cindy.
"Crowbar," growled Sheriff Griswold, "who leaked that? To the State Medical Board, and the SBI? Who is the whistleblower?"
"I don't know yet, Sheriff." I said. "I'm working on it."
"Anything to worry about?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." I said. "It's a pretty comprehensive attack. Whoever is behind it is going after Laura being on Staff at the Hospital -AND- her job with the University. And the group that complained about Judge Watts allegedly taking bribes, Citizens for Ethical Standards, was the group that bribed the State Medical Board to suspend her license the last time. Coincidences abound."
"Are these the same people behind that bozo that tried to kill her in her hospital room?" asked Tanya. (Author's note: 'Only Time', Ch. 02-03.)
"I don't think so." I said. "This has a different feel to it. But I don't have enough data yet to know what's truly going on."
"Changing the subject," said Cindy, "how did Seth Warner's name get into consideration for Hospital Administrator? He and his wife just had a baby, and he wants to take that on?"
"Keeps him at home in the Town & County full-time." I replied. "As to who nominated him... maybe it was the Police Deputy Chief, who failed to mention that Mr. Warner was taking accounting classes with her."
"Har!" barked the Sheriff. "She failed to mention that she was taking those classes."
"And since you know that, mon cousin," Cindy said to me, "I perceive that you are being the chess master, putting pieces in their places on your great Chessboard... as usual." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I prefer to think of it as creating win-win solutions to various problems." I replied cooly.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. I excused myself and went to my office to take the call.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into my office and sat down, then got back on the phone. "Hi Britt." I said. "What's going on?"
SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell said "Hi Don. Here's what I know about that complaint about your wife. First, a lawyer named Josh Daschle filed the complaint on behalf of what he called a whistleblower, allowing him to not name the whistleblower, at least not yet. Josh Daschle has been admitted to the State Bar, but is not part of any law firm in the State, at least not that I can find. Have you ever heard of him?"
I said "Name sounds vaguely familiar. I think he did legal work for the Proactive Citizens of GreenWorld. So he didn't have to name the whistleblower at all?"
"Not yet." said Britt. "But at some point that whistleblower will have to give a sworn affidavit, and while we might not be able to give his... or her... name to the Public, I'll know who he is."
"Okay." I said. "So what are you planning to do about it?"
Britt said "I was going to close it and say there's no actual law that your wife violated. And then I got a call from University President Sidney Wellman, who I'm still on relatively good terms with from my Campus Police days. He said the University got a whistleblower complaint, and about the same alleged offenses."
"Did the whistleblower have to reveal himself, or herself, to the University Ethics Board?" I asked.
"I don't know." Britt said. "President Wellman didn't tell me. But as to the criminal complaint, he's thinking that if I investigate and find nothing, then that will be better for your wife than just dismissing it. What do you think?"
"I don't agree." I said. "Unless there is some law that has actually been violated, you should dismiss the complaint immediately. That will have a stronger effect in refuting what the Enemy is attempting to do, pointing out their very complaint has no basis in fact or law."
Britt replied: "Well, we were thinking of at least waiting until we've forced the whistleblower to reveal him- or her-self." When I said nothing for a long moment, Britt said "Hello? You still there?"
"I'm here." I said. "I just don't understand why you don't want to immediately end this charade. You're just giving the corrupt Media license to take cheap shots at my wife. Shut it down immediately, and they can't do that."
Britt said "Flip side of that is that if I can tell them we investigated and found nothing, it really takes their ammunition away."
I was becoming more than irritated at this. "Britt," I said, "I don't understand why you don't want to shut it down. What's going on, here? Do you want to investigate my wife?"
"Uh..." Britt stammered, then said "Uh, I was just putting out some ideas---"
"Do what you want." I said coldly, interrupting her. "Investigate her, or don't. It's your decision." I then made the point to immediately disconnect the call.
I phoned Mike G. Todd, who said "I was expecting you to call." before I could even say anything. "I saw that news report about your wife."
"I just got off the phone with the SBI Inspector, about the legal complaint." I said, then explained the details of my conversation with Britt. "So what's your advice on this?"
"We need to find out who that so-called whistleblower is." said Mike. "We need to see if it's a legitimate whistleblower complaint. If Laura didn't commit a crime, then I'd recommend naming the bastard publicly, and suing him for slander and defamation. And yes, I know that's assuming it's a man making the complaint. Anyway, ditto that for the University Ethics Board complaint. It's slander... it's intended to cause her material harm."
"Okay." I said. "Consider yourself hired. Start doing whatever you have to do. I'll get you the whistleblower's name as soon as I find out myself."
"Which shouldn't take to long, with you on the case." Mike replied.
"Heh. We'll see." I said.
I hung up and called Laura, and told her what was going on. She said "Oh, Maxwell won't just drop it? Figures. That bitch has had it in for me for a long time." (Author's note: 'A Case of Revenge', Ch. 03.)
"I dunno, she's been helpful at times." I said. "Anyway, get ready for the Press barrage."
I made one more phone call, to Eddy the Bounty Hunter. "Whatever it takes, Eddy." I said. "Find out that bastard's name. Whatever it takes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Fox Eight News broadcast did not mention the accusations against Laura, which surprised my Angels as we watched in my office. "Not even a mention?" said Cindy.
I said "I've noticed that Fox Cable and many of their local affiliates might not report on something that I read about online or heard on the Enemy networks. I suspect that's because they try to verify things before putting specious rumors out there."
"Or they know something KXTC doesn't." replied Tanya Perlman.
"Then they know something I don't know." I said.
"Any idea who made the complaints?" asked Teresa.
"The only lead I have so far," I said, "is that the lawyer who filed the SBI-OER complaint on behalf of the so-called whistleblower is named Josh Daschle, who did legal work for the PCGW, the far-Leftwing environmentalist wacko group. But I'm not theorizing without data and assuming this is a political thing, at least not yet."
"Well, it's either politics or its personal." Cindy said.
"Personal to Laura, or to me?" I asked in reply.
"It could be both." Cindy said. "But my first inclination is that it's you. They're attacking you through Laura. Why, I don't know."
Tanya said: "And is there a connection between the allegations against Laura and the allegations against Judge Watts?"
Teresa said "Since we're theorizing without data, my wild-ass theory is they may be attacking Laura because she's married to a Police Officer. Not so much specifically you, Don, but you as a Police Officer. That connects fairly well with the attack on Judge Watts... he's a pro-Police, law-and-order Judge, as opposed to an activist, Police-hating Judge like Nance."
I said "And it could just be someone who has a grudge against Laura personally. But like you said, Teresa, we are theorizing without data. So... are your Officers ready to be re-inspected, Commander Croyle?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Wednesday, November 27th. I.T. Lieutenant Myron Milton had called to make an appointment, and I told him to come on up to my office. When he did, and was seated in a 'hot chair', I asked him about his daughter Louise and received a glowing report... that only a father could give. Then we got to business. I turned on the bug-killer, just in case.
"Sir," Myron said, "I quietly reached out to my father about that situation with your wife. He looked into it as only he can do, and he found out who made the complaint to the University Ethics Committee. The accuser tried to hide behind 'whistleblower' status and used proxies to file the complaint, but ultimately he had to sign a document with his own name or it would've been rejected."
I said "Make the long story short. Who is it?"
Myron said "Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the Political Science Department at the University."



"Interesting." I said thoughtfully. Lionel Carmela was one of the most rabidly Leftist professors on Campus, literally a Marxist who openly advocated the overthrow of the United States Constitution and its replacement with a Soviet-style Communist regime.
The classes he taught had a hard left edge, and students were warned that any hint of Conservatism in their papers would earn them a failing grade. He also did not permit withdrawals, and anyone who tried to withdraw ended up with a 'withdrawn failing' grade, for which he'd been sued twice.
"I know Carmela hates my father with a passion, sir." said Myron. "Does he have personal issues with your wife?"
"Yes, he does." I said. "He was really supportive of Jan Camp in her lawsuit against the University, and he took a lot of shots at Laura during that time." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 03.) "And he hates me, both personally and as a Police Officer. Okay, give your father my thanks, Myron." Myron interpreted that as the dismissal it was, and smartly exited the office.
I sat back in my 'Command Chair', looking at the ceiling, thinking. When I finally looked back down again, fifteen minutes had passed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Congratulations Commander, Captains." I said to Teresa Croyle and the Precinct Captains during our 2:00pm meeting at Headquarters. "Everything looks great. Uniforms, equipment, the facilities, all of it. I just sent an email to loddy-doddy-everybody expressing my satisfaction."
"Yezzz." said Chief Moynahan. "I'll be adding my own congratulations in my email... which will mention the perils of drinking and driving during the Holiday sea-sonnnnnnn."
I said "We go into Holiday shifts beginning at midnight." I said. "Tomorrow and Friday. Saturday is an away game for the University, so nothing special unless trouble breaks out. Keep this secret, but I will be out of Town on Saturday, so let's not have any criminal activity, okay?"
"We'll handle it, sir." said Teresa. Captain Abram and Captain Hewitt nodded vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:45pm. I got a text from Eddy the Bounty Hunter, asking to meet me personally somewhere. We met at McGhillie's Golf and Country Club, on the other side of the mountain finger from The Cabin, not far from Sheriff Griswold's home. Ian McGhillie allowed us to use a couple of golf carts for free, and we drove by separate paths to a spot near the base of the mountain finger, which had some pine trees for cover.
"Got something for me?" I asked as Eddy came over and sat next to me in the seat of my golf cart.
"Sure do." said Eddy. "The guy who made the complaints is Dr. Lionel Carmela, Political Science Professor at the University."
I nodded. "And you're sure?" I asked.
Eddy said "Yeah. He has several grad students and some outsiders that are part of his inner circle, which are colloquially called his 'Politburo'. He has other undergrads who worship him politically but aren't on the inside like his Politburo, but there's one girl, named Dana, who is one of his disciples and is dating a guy who is an insider. Dana is a very unattractive woman and a rabid feminist, but I took one for the team and laid the pipe to her to get the story."
"You're getting paid and getting laid." I said with a grin. "Good work for those who can find it."
"Yeah." Eddy said sourly. "I'm telling ya, I've had far, far better looking women than her. This girl is ugly, the kind of girl you want to put a bag on her head. Anyway, after I came in her ass like she wanted, she told me that Carmela was the one that filed the complaint. I asked why Dr. Fredricson was being targeted, since she was a Liberal sex professor, and Dana said that Carmela told his inner circle people that he needed her kicked off the Hospital Staff and the University Faculty because she had too much influence on Wellman. She also said she'd heard that other professors were going to be targeted and gotten rid of, but she didn't know who."
I nodded. "So my name was not taken in vain in all this?"
"Not unless your name is 'God', which means Dana was screaming your name as she was coming on my cock." Eddy said. I groaned at the bad joke.
"Keep the day job." I said. "The comedy career ain't making it." Eddy shrugged.
"So that's all you have?" I asked.
Eddy replied: "I've been keeping tabs on various people in this County for a while now. The only people I won't take money to watch are you and your family; I don't want any part of a crowbar being shoved up my ass."
"Smart man." I said.
Eddy continued: "Over time, I've come to learn that Carmela has contacts with Leftwing politicians, black and white, male and female. He advised Della Harlow during her run for Sheriff, for example. He's worked with Malinda Adams in the past, but the latest word is that he was the one behind Stacey Jacobs primarying Malinda Adams. He and Kelly Carnes have no love lost for each other, but he's supported Katherine Woodburn even though she's nowhere near as Leftist as he is."
Eddy: "The gist of all this is that Carmela's people, his inner circle and outer circle acolytes, are infiltrating the Antifa groups, the PCGW green groups, and they do the agitating of the groups. For example, the 'Black Voices Raised' group advocates peaceful protests, but agitators within that group are pushing for more militant, violent action. He may be one of the chief advisors behind the County Democrats's agenda for the upcoming elections next year. And if the rumors of blacks being agitated to cause chaos in an election year are true... this guy is one of the masterminds behind it."
"So this is part of a bigger plan." I mused. "Part of a plan..."
Part 5 - Birthdays and Holidays
7:00pm, Wednesday, November 27th. Laura had suggested we have Ian's birthday party the next day, in conjunction with our big Thanksgiving feast. I nixed that; I'd long felt sorry for kids whose birthdays were right on a holiday like Christmas, and I said that Ian deserved his party on his own big day.
Cindy, Callie, and Betsy had gone down to 'The Vision' already, but Carole, Jim, Ross, Tasha, Mike, Doug, little Jack, Pete, Jennifer, Tiffany, and Marie were at The Cabin and ready to party. Their parents were present, including Edward and Stephanie Steele, at my specific invitation. Sheriff Griswold, Bowser, and Buddy supervised.
Now four years old, Ian was given some good gifts from his siblings and friends. Carole and Marie gave him a (purchased) book about flags of the world. Tasha gave him a (purchased) picture book about trains. Doug, Mike, and (theoretically) little Jack gave Ian things that could be loaded and shipped on the trains and trucks of Lego City.
Jim and Ross gave Ian... a Nerf football. That was not unlike a husband giving his wife a lawnmower as a gift; Jim and Ross played far more football, and all sports in general, than Ian did. But Ian seemed okay with it, particularly since the cake and ice cream began being served...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After supper, Todd talked with Sheriff Griswold, Edward Steele and Paulina; Molly talked with Tanya, Teresa, and Jack Muscone; and I talked with Laura and Stephanie Steele downstairs in privacy.
"I found out who filed those complaints against you, Laura." I said. "And it could affect both of you. It was Lionel Carmela, and from the information I gathered, he's doing it for reasons of politics and influence upon others. Laura, you're tight with Dr. Wellman, with me, with the Police, with the Hospital Staff. Stephanie, your husband is a Republican Council Member, your daughter is about to become the CEO of the J.P. Goldman Bank, and you have ties with Dr. Wellman and some of the University Regents. So Carmela is taking his shot at you, Laura, and may follow up with something against you, Stephanie. I don't know what, though, but you need to watch out."
"So what now?" Laura asked.
"I don't know." I said. "The timing was great for Carmela. The Press got to take shots at you, Laura; but if we bring out Dr. Chang and Dr. Yates, and Admiral Cordell touting your innocence, that gets lost in the four-day Holiday period."
"Your focus is the Press." Laura said. "I'm more worried about the situation itself. We need to find a way to get Carmela's name in public as the whistleblower, and then I can take action against him."
"What do you intend to do?" I ask. "Sue him for slander and defamation?"
"That's one possible route." Laura said. "But we have to get his name out there, or he'll hide behind the whistleblower laws. How did you get his name, by the way?"
"By methods that are useless to you to expose him." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thursday, November 28th. Thanksgiving Day. Everyone from the day before was at The Cabin again, and were joined by my mother Phyllis, Molly's (and Cindy's) mother Maggie, and Chief Moynahan.
I'd also invited Jerome Davis and his father Jonathan, and was very happy that they'd accepted and were here. Inga Gunddottar, who was dating Jerome, was also present. Jonathan was very impressed with Lego City, and the boys (except little Jack Burke) were impressed with his stories about being in the Navy. Inga, Jerome, and Jonathan also met the Bowser standard of approval, but not the Tiger Mom standard... then again, no one really met her approval. Tiger Mom and her kittens were skittish of all the people and stayed hidden.
Some time before, Jim had proposed a stringbean contest, with Carole as the judge, and Ross had vigorously agreed. That got nixed when Carole said that everyone would lose, but it did start something, and we had several 13x9 casseroles of dressings, gravies, and turkeys. The Sheriff's deep fried turkey was the slight winner over Todd and his grandmother's turkey-in-a-bag in the oven. When it comes to cooking game, Sheriff's 'got game', I thought to myself.
Maggie had made her grandson Ian a birthday cake, so we had that as well as a cake in a pan that Paulina and Tasha had made.
And just about every bit of that food disappeared at lunch. I said that the boys and the Sheriff had hollow legs, which for some reason always made the boys laugh hysterically. The Sheriff was greatly amused, as well.
"Dad," said Ross as a lot of us boys of various ages watched the Detroit Lions play the Minnesota Vikings on television, "why do Detroit and Dallas always play on Thanksgiving?"
I replied "Well, the Detroit Lions have played on Thanksgiving since the 1930s. That's a long time ago, even before World War Two. So it's tradition for them. And in the 1960s, when Dallas became an NFL team, the NFL asked them if they would play on Thanksgiving one year. They said they would, but under one condition: that they get to play on Thanksgiving every year. And so they do."
"That's cool." said Ross.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Moynahan held court with the older persons, including my mom, Maggie, Edward and Stephanie Steele. Most of the rest of the women were fluttering like parakeets in the greatroom while the guys watched football, with Sheriff Griswold and Jonathan Davis having some good conversation. I took the opportunity to talk with Teresa, Jerome, and Inga on the back deck.
"This is a wonderful view, sir." Inga said as she looked out over the Town in the valley below us.
"Thanks." I said as I got the fire in the fire pot going. "Okay, Inga, ranks are off today, so speak freely. What would you say is the biggest issue to you and your fellow Police Officers?"
Seeing that this was her huge chance to talk to two of the highest Officers on the Force, Inga said "For most of us, we don't like the way we're treated by the politicians, like the Council and the Assembly, and the Press. We felt like we were being used as pawns in the last Budget battle. And I didn't like the way Corporal Hicks and I were treated by the Council in that shooting incident." (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty'.)
Inga: "And the Media's relentless attacks on you, Commander, and ultimately on all of us, makes us mad. We see the Press vans going around, trying to catch us doing something wrong, and even talking to people to get them to do something so we can be filmed overreacting. And we don't trust the Council to do the right thing and indemnify us when we're just doing our jobs and have to use the force needed to subdue violent offenders."
"That's an issue." I said. "And along those lines: if professional, paid-for agitators started making demands to defund the Police, how would the Force take that?"
"Most of us would be angry, but would keep doing our jobs." Inga said. "But if the politicians start withholding our indemnity, if they start trying to charge us with crimes just for doing our jobs... that's when talk of going on strike starts up. If Finneran had won the I.G. job, we might be on strike now."
"That's good information to know." I said. "So how is morale overall right now?" I asked.
"Strong, sir." said Inga. "And I'm not trying to kiss up when I say this, but as long as you and Captain Croyle have our backs, we'll have yours..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After all the guests (except Sheriff Griswold) had gone home, which included my mother going to the MIL apartment at the Mountain Nest, we (Laura, Molly, Paulina, and I) cleaned up and then went and sat down in the greatroom. I poured some wine into five glasses.
"To the many things we are thankful for." I said. "Including family and good friends like you." We clinked our glasses and drank the wine.
"I didn't realize how out of shape I've gotten." said Laura. "I'm exhausted."
"Honey, you have a broken arm." I said. "You're trying to do too much."
"And you've got that crap hanging over your head with the State Medical Board." Molly said. "I curse the bastard that did that right when the Holiday season was starting."
"Any idea what you're going to do about it?" Paulina asked Laura.
"Fight like hell." said Laura. "Expose the asshole who made the false charges, and sue his ass out of existence. But I'm angriest that the SBI-OER is criminally investigating me over these ridiculous allegations."
"Honey, they may just be trying to exonerate you." I said.
"Don, tell me what law I violated!" Laura fired back. "Tell me what grounds the SBI has to be fucking with me over this!" The room filled with an awkward silence. Laura finally exhaled, then said "I'm tired. I need to go to bed."
"I'll help you get ready." said Paulina. They got up and went upstairs.
"She's just tired." said Molly. I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"No." I said. "She's angry. And you know what they say about 'Hell hath no fury'..."
Part 6 - Playing Games
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, November 29th, from the KXTC anchor desk. "Channel Two News has learned that the SBI has opened a formal criminal investigation of Dr. Laura Fredricson, head professor of the University's Department of Psychology, and currently on Staff at University Hospital!"
Bettina began: "Dr. Fredricson has also been referred to the State Medical Board for malpractice by being in an Operating Room during a surgery despite having not recovered from injuries sustained in the Hospital bombing last month. She was also referred to the University Ethics Board for the same actions."
Bettina: "The State Medical Board issued a statement saying they have received the complaint, and are awaiting the result of the SBI's investigation before taking further action. As of this report, the State Medical Board has unbelievably not suspended Dr. Fredricson's medical license. University Hospital has not issued any statements, but as of this report they have not suspended Dr. Fredricson nor removed her from the Hospital Staff."
Bettina: "The University President's Office issued a statement saying that Dr. Fredricson has done nothing unethical, and that the complaint about her is without merit. The statement also said that they are seeking legal advice on whether or not the person making the complaint is covered under State 'whistleblower' laws, and if it is deemed the accuser is not covered, the accuser's name will be publicly revealed."
Bettina: "We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller, senior fellow at the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." The camera panned out to show Keller sitting at the KXTC anchor desk with Bettina as she said "Dr. Keller, is the person that complained covered by State 'whistleblower' laws?"
"Yes, he is covered by the whistleblower laws." said Dr. Keller, slipping up badly by saying 'he'. "Those laws were made specifically for situations like this, so that Dr. Fredricson's unethical behavior can be reported without the whistleblower fearing retaliation. But more important to me is the State Medical Board's refusal so far to suspend Dr. Fredricson's license to practice medicine. That lack of action puts the Public in extreme danger, and I urge the State Medical Board to take swift action and suspend Dr. Fredricson's medical license."
Bettina: "What about the criminal complaint to the SBI? Is that covered by the whistleblower laws? Or does Dr. Fredricson have the Constitutional right to face her accuser in open Court?"
Pencil Neck Keller said "The whistleblower laws do cover complaints to the SBI, but there could be an issue at trial if criminal charges are filed. But the ethics complaint to the State Medical Board are far more important here, and it is vital to the Public's safety that Dr. Fredricson's license to practice medicine be rescinded immediately."
"Thank you, Dr. Keller!" said Bettina happily. As the camera focused on her (so that Keller could get off the anchor desk without being seen doing so), she said "And as we enter the Holiday season, Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police will be setting up multiple checkpoints to entrap potentially drunk drivers. Sources tell Channel Two News that Operations Commander Teresa Croyle will be overseeing the checkpoints personally, and we can only hope that Citizens are not subjected to the same physical abuse that Dean Allen was some years ago..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Citizens don't need to worry." I said as we drank coffee in my office. "But I can't make any promises if Bettina is found driving drunk at one of our checkpoints." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"That was just disgusting." said Cindy Ross. "Why take that cheap shot at Teresa? What's Bettina's beef with her?"
"It may have been a shot at all of us through her." said Tanya Perlman. I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"No." I said. "It's Bettina trying to agitate Teresa, but it's also setting the table. If any incident occurs, not just by Teresa, but by any Police Officer, you will hear no end of it from KXTC, and Bettina will add 'I told you so!' to the end of it."
"Are you suggesting the Press might try to do something to create an incident?" Cindy asked skeptically.
"I wouldn't put it past them." I said, my eyes boring into Cindy's. She did not meet my stare.
"I'll give Bettina this much credit." Tanya said. "She did actually ask Pencil Dick Keller about Laura's right to face her accusers." 
I said: "That's true, but what I noticed was that Keller was just hammering away on the State Medical Board thing. He is really gunning to get Laura's medical license revoked. So what's his angle and involvement in this?"
I continued: "The good news, and in my humble opinion why the Board has not acted yet, is because the Enemy tried this before, and bribed the State Medical Board to suspend her license. The Board is scared shitless something like that might hit them again, so they're acting with an abundance of caution."



Teresa said "And maybe that's why this guy went to the SBI-OER this time. They investigated the State Medical Board last time, so maybe they hope this will make the SBI-OER keep its head down and worry about the criminal complaint instead of the State Medical Board."
"That's very possible." I said. "But again, I'm more focused on the 'who' and 'why' of the actual accuser, and his ally Pencil Dick Keller. What is their motive behind this? They're not just doing it to take a one-off cheap shot. And when we add the bribery accusations against Judge Watts... I'm seeing real orchestration here."
"I have a question." said Tanya Perlman. "Why are we all here today? This is supposed to be a day off."
"I can't speak for you, Captain, or anyone else," I said, "but I want the Police Force to know that I'm here at least part of the day, having their backs while they do their jobs. We also have a good number of Auxiliary Police filling in either voluntarily or getting a stipend, and I'm going to be going around and seeing them at their jobs today."
"Yeah." said Teresa. "What he said."
"I can see who has taken over the asskissing duties today." Cindy said with a grin and a sideways look at Teresa, and earning a 'look' from her BFF.
"Don, get out of here." said Teresa. "You took a vacation day, fer cryin' out loud. Get your butt home before someone calls something in."
"And that will be enforced by the Iron Army!" Tanya added, with a sparkling gleam in her eyes.
"I know when I'm outnumbered." I said. "Okay, I'll make the rounds of the Precincts, then I'll head home... Ms. Croyle, you are not the 'Acting Commander', you are the Commander while I am gone..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, November 30th. Laura had made hotel reservations at a good hotel about 20 miles away from the Wildcat campus, and Carole and I had driven up the night before. We drove onto Campus around 8:00am, and parked at the Army ROTC Building parking lot. Having been commissioned through Wildcat Army ROTC, I was allowed to buy a season parking permit in their parking lot. On the other home dates, I 'sublet' my space to Theo and Franklin's families.
The Wildcat Campus is nestled into the hills of the area. The land slopes gently downward north-to-south, with parallel ridge lines running north-to-south along the sides. A rather large creek had run down that crevice. A large concrete drain was installed, and that creek now runs underneath the length of Wildcat Stadium. A lattice gate covered the north and south ends of the tunnel; Fraternities and (I'm sorry to say) the ROTC cadets used to be challenged to run, walk, or low-crawl the length of the tunnel north-to-south, which created huge potential for drownings to occur.
The north side of Campus held all of the older buildings, including the ROTC building, and the newer buildings were situated on the slope just to the south of the older buildings. The massive Student Center was the closest building to the Stadium that was north of it, and just north of the Student Center was the main Dining Hall. On the hillside to the east of the stadium were dorms, and to the west were Fraternity and Sorority Rows. South of the stadium were the Basketball Arena, other sports facilities, Married Housing, and the beginnings of more teaching buildings, almost a new campus in itself.
"Wow, Daddy," Carole said, "can we go in the R-O-T-C Building?"
"Well, let's see if it's unlocked." I said. Somewhat to my surprise, it was. The building was very old and had that old college building smell. There were cadets setting up the rappel lines from the second floor, which was really three stories as the ground sloped down, revealing part of the basement level. Other Cadets were going to be presenting the Colors during the National Anthem at the game, and were preparing for that.
"Wow, Daddy! Were you a soldier here?" Carole said, seeing the photos of cadets that had made it to General Officer status, including a couple from the Civil War era, the sword and scabbard that was presented to the 'Ranger of the Year', the Trigon symbol of the Opposing Force (OPFOR) that I had been a part of.
"Yes, I was a Cadet here." I replied.
"Good morning, sir." said a Cadet, who I could tell was a Senior because he had the rank of Cadet Captain. "Hello young lady. I see that you're Airborne, sir. You were in ROTC?" My khaki Tilley Hat had my Airborne wings over the Wildcat logo. Yes, I was 'mixing uniforms' improperly. You nasty Legs can just keep your mouths shut about it.
"Yes." I said, naming the year. "I was in the Military Police Corps in the Army Reserve."
"Thank you for your service, sir." said the Cadet. He offered to give us a tour, and showed us the classrooms, including the classroom from which cadets were rappelling off the outer walls of the building. Then we got a tour of the normally-closed-off basement, including the rifle range. Yep, there was an underground .22 caliber rifle range right there in the heart of the Campus, for the Marksman Teams to practice. I was surprised at how impressed Carole was with that. The Cadet told us it was not used anymore, as the ventilation system wasn't up to code anymore.
After the tour, I thanked the Cadet Captain, and we left. Carole and I headed downhill towards the Dining Hall. It was open to everyone on game day weekends, and may have been the best kept secret on Campus. They had omelettes or waffles made to order, and a buffet of breakfast foods. The only problem is there were no trays; one had to carry one's plates to the tables. I was once told that food waste went down 30% simply by taking away the trays.
"This is good food, Daddy." Carole said as we ate. "Mommy said the food wasn't very good when she was a pro-fessss-or here."
"This is a new dining hall." I said. "When I was a student here, the building was okay but it was a lot older, and they only had one line serving food. Now they have different stations where you can get different meals every day, or you can eat the same things every day."
"Jim and Ross would eat hamburgers every day." Carole said. "But I like to try new things... as long as there aren't any stringbeans." I assured Carole that by the time she got to college, she would not be required to eat stringbeans.
We went to the Student Center and found seats in the common areas where tables and chairs were set up, and television screen on the walls showed ESPN Game Day, which was at the Alabama-Auburn game, and football games. Everyone in red cheered when Coach Corso picked the Wildcats to win and complete an undefeated regular season.
Carole surprised me by attentively watching the television. I'd brought an extra iPhone that she could use in an emergency and had some games on it, but she chose to watch TV instead. Hmmm, I wondered to myself...
There were also a good number of State U. Purple Hawks fans. Their purple is about the same as Northwestern University's purple. State U.'s team was 9-2, and unlike State Tech in my home State, the Purple Hawks fans traveled well to support their team.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The game was at 2:30pm local time. Two hours beforehand, the 'Cat Walk' was held. Carole and I found a good spot near a tree that lined the walk. The Wildcat Band lined up to serenade the fans and the players. 'Mr. Wildcat' patrolled up and down the cleared roadway, taking photos with people.
Then the roars began as the Wildcat team buses came up to the end of the roadway on the main road. The players and coaches disembarked, and the 'Cat Walk' began. Jamaal Washington, looking 'GQ'-sharp in his suit and tie, easily saw me in my Tilley Hat, and came over and hugged Carole as people nearby furiously snapped photos. After he went by, people were incredulously asking "You know him?", and I replied truthfully that his cousins worked with me.
An hour before the game, Carole and I moseyed down to the Stadium. Our seats were on the east side, about 40 rows up on the 30 yard line, giving an excellent view of everything. We watched the warmups, and Carole unerringly spotted Jamaal Washington. I was watching Clarence Appletree and the powerful Wildcat offensive line. Appletree had the chance to set the Conference record for rushing yards in a season, and only needed 25 yards to reach the 2000 mark for the season.
People nearby in the stands noticed that Carole's No. 10 jersey was autographed by Jamaal Washington, leading me to give more explanations that his cousins worked with me. Small world: the man in the row in front of us recognized me, asking if I was that guy from Apple Grove they named the new lake after. I admitted it, and he said he was from Rome, which was in Fillmore County with Apple Grove. We talked about the growth of that area.
Ah, college football tradition!: the Wildcat Band marched out for the pregame medley of songs, then played the Alma Mater and the National Anthem. Unlike our visit to the Wildcats game two years before (Author's note: 'Pink Panther', Ch. 02.), Carole sang the National Anthem even louder than I did, impressing some of the folks around us.
As it was Senior Day, the twice-National-Champion Seniors were honored, in alphabetical order. "Clarence Appletree!" called out the announcer first, and the crowd roared mightily as No. 36 ran out of the tunnel and down to where his family was. The quarterback Johnson also got a huge round of applause, and I was happy that a lot of the unknown players, some of who rarely played but contributed on the Scout Team and as backups, also received good applause.
Then came the last Senior to be named: "... and Jamaaaaaalllll Washington!" the announcer announced. The crowd roared as the defending Heisman Trophy Winner came out of the tunnel of Wildcat Stadium for the last time, and received hugs from his family, which included Theo and Franklin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
State U. came out, in silvery pants, bright white jerseys trimmed with purple numerals, and silvery white helmets (they normally wore purple helmets). They were roundly booed by the Wildcat Nation, and Carole contributed mightily to that. Then the Wildcats ran out to the cheers of 96,000 fans exhorting them to total victory over our in-State rivals.
Wildcat Freshman kicker Kevin 'Fear the Frames' Rodriguez teed the ball up, then toe met leather and we were AWN!
State U. was a good team and they came to play. It was a tough game from the beginning. Clarence Appletree was grinding out two, three, and four yard gains, but every time State U. loaded eight or nine in the box to stop him, Johnson passed to Washington for chunks of yardage. The Wildcats tight end also caught passes for needed first downs.
I was listening to the radio announcer in my earplugs. In the 2nd quarter of a 3-3 game, the announcer was rather boredly saying "... and Johnson takes the snap, hands off to Appletree up the middle... NO! Appletree turns around and flips the ball back to Johnson! Johnson fires a bomb, and IT'S JAMAAL WASHINGTON! He catches it in stride and it's an easy TOUCHDOWN WILDCATS!" The crowd's cheers were deafening. Carole was hopping up and down as she yelled and clapped.
"That was awesome, Daddy!" Carole yelled. I could barely hear her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's 24-10 Wildcats, early 4th quarter." said the announcer. "Appletree has 130 yards, all tough little chunks of yardage against this stout Purple Hawks Defense. He just went over 2100 yards for the season, 80 short of the Conference record. Jamaal Washington is capping off his Senior season with ten catches for 240 yards and three touchdown, and nearly 200 of those yards are after first contact."
After an exchange of punts, the Wildcats were on their 18 yard line. "Appletree has 2125 yards for the season. And there's the handoff AND HE BREAKS A TACKLE! Appletree is running left, Jamaal Washington gives him a huge block! He's running down the sidelines, and they finally get him out of bounds at the State 7 yard line! 75 yards!"
The crowd roared as the announcer said "Ladies and gentlemen, Clarence Appletree has now rushed for two hundred and forty-five yards, giving him 2200 for the season, a new Conference record!" Teammates in the huddle were patting Appletree on the head. The next play was an option play, and as everyone collapsed on Appletree to the outside, the quarterback Johnson kept the ball and cut in for the seven yards and the touchdown. The crowd roared for Johnson as his teammates mobbed him, led by Appletree.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Less than one minute left, and the Wildcats D stopped the Purple Hawks on fourth down at the Wildcats 24 yard line, essentially ending the game. I noticed that the first string was put back into the game for these last seconds of some of their college careers. Johnson took the snap and downed the ball, and then ran to the sidelines as his substitute came on. The announcer announced Johnson's name, and the crowd roared its farewell to him.
Then the team lined up, and a lineman blatantly moved. Though there was supposed to be a 10-second runoff, the Wildcats took the timeout instead. And a special thing happened: when Clarence Appletree was substituted for, I would find out later that he'd insisted his linemen come out with him. They did, but unlike the entire season when he ran behind them, they insisted he run in front of them. The announcer announced "Ladies and gentlemen, Clarence Appletree, and his Great Wall of Wildcats!" The ovation was thunderous as the six Wildcats jogged to the sidelines, to be greeted by their teammates with hugs and high-fives.
"And the clock has started, there are 20 second left, and that'll do it." said the radio announcer. "Wait! Coach Richmond has called the Wildcats's last timeout. He's going to take Washington out of the game." Teammates in the huddle were hugging Jamaal, and even a State U. defensive back reached out and shook his hand as he began trotting to the sidelines.
"Ladies and gentlemen..." announced the stadium announcer, "... Number Ten... Jamaaaalllll Washingtonnnnnn!"
The Wildcat Band began playing the fight song as the crowd of 96,000 roared as thunderously as their lungs could roar. The first hug for him was from Appletree, then Johnson and the rest of the team hugged him and high-fived him, and he shared huge hugs with Coach Richmond and his offensive coordinator.
Carole was standing on the seat so she could see, and she and I were applauding with everyone as Jamaal came to the sidelines. She must've felt the wave of emotion in me, as she said "It's okay, Daddy. Jamaal will be great in the NFL."
"Yes he will." I said. "But just remember this moment, Fussbudget. We don't see greatness like Jamaal very often."
"I do." said Carole. "I see you every day."
Yeah, that one slapped me right in the face, and put me over the top. I just hugged my daughter and worked hard not to get emotional as the final snap was made and the clock ran down to all zeros.
Of course, the Sports Media, as corrupt as the Mainstream Media, tried to gin up trouble by asking the State U. head coach if calling that last time out wasn't a slap in State U's face. I would later see the recorded video of the coach saying: "Oh no, that was fine. I'm going to tell my players that they need to rise up to Jamaal Washington's level, so I can call a timeout at the end of the game to recognize them." The sideline reporter looked disgusted with that answer...
Part 7 - Master of Her Sea
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 2nd, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that the State Medical Board will be convening today to discuss the complaint filed against Dr. Laura Fredricson!"
Bettina began: "The State Medical Board has come under heavy criticism for not moving more quickly to suspend Dr. Fredricson's license to practice medicine after a whistleblower filed a complaint with the Board regarding Dr. Fredricson's participation in a surgery while still recovering from debilitating injuries. However, they will meet today to discuss the matter, and could act to suspend Dr. Fredricson's license immediately."
Bettina: "The University Ethics Board and the University President's Office issued statements regarding the referral of the complaint of Dr. Fredricson's actions to the Ethics Board, both saying that they are waiting for the results of the SBI's criminal investigation of Dr. Fredricson before making any rulings. The complainant to the Ethics Board, whose name we are not revealing due to whistleblower regulations, has demanded that Dr. Fredricson be fired from all of her positions connected to the University, including her position on Staff of University Hospital and as head of the Department of Psychology."
Bettina: "And let's go to trusted civil rights reporter Lester Holder, with more on the US Department of Justice's lawsuit against illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood! Lester!"
"Thats right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder as the feed switched to him, showing him with the Federal Building in the background across Courthouse Square, but not revealing that he was just fifteen feet from Bettina on the same roof of the same building.
Penis Holder: "Channel Two News has learned that during a meeting in Federal Judge K.M. Landis's Chambers over the weekend, the team of lawyers representing illegitimate White Nationalist Mayor Daniel Allgood surprised the US DOJ by totally refusing to even discuss, much less negotiate what was termed a 'very generous' plea deal arrangement, prompting a DOJ spokesperson to say that the Mayor's legal team is going 'scorched earth', forcing the DOJ to adopt the same stance."
Bettina: "Lester, why is Daniel Allgood taking this stance, when the full power of the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division is bearing down on him, and is sure to win the case?"
Penis Holder: "Bettina, apparently Mayor Allgood simply refuses to take responsibility for his racist actions and won't admit his racism, so the DOJ will just prove the allegations in Court."
Bettina: "Will Mayor Allgood be suspended, or forced to step down as Mayor?"
Penis Holder: "Governor Jared is also a White Nationalist and a racist, so we don't expect him to try to suspend the Mayor. And there are also legal issues, as Kelly Carnes successfully rebuffed the Governor's attempt to suspend her, and the actions against Mayor Allgood are considered a civil action, not criminal charges. There's really nothing they can do to get rid of the racist, illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood!"
"Thank you for that excellent insight, Lester!" said Bettina. "And now let's go to Jeff Hull with Sports, and a report on the Bulldogs game against State Tech. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull as the feed switched to him in front of the Athletic Complex on the University campus. "The Bulldogs defeated State Tech 43-35 in three overtimes, causing many Bulldogs boosters to question Coach Thrasher's ability to bring the Bulldogs back to prominence. Sports experts called the Bulldogs's effort 'half-hearted at best', and Coach Thrasher, considered a defensive expert, clearly did not have his team ready to play."
Hull: "Meanwhile, the Wildcats defeated the State U. Purple Hawks 31-10, and will go on to the Conference Championship game against the Tigers." A clip of Jamaal Washington's exit from the game was shown, with Hull saying "And Jamaal Washington, who is the cousin of Town & County ADA Franklin Washington and TCPD Detective Theo Washington, was given a huge ovation as he was taken out of the game near the end. Bulldogs fans everywhere are very glad we don't have to face him on the football field any more..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah we are." said Cindy Ross with alacrity as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Jamaal is a great guy, a perfect example of a student-athlete should be, and I love his family... but I am soooooo glad he is gone."
I said "I heard the Bulldogs are being considered for the Gator Bowl again."
"After going 10-2?" Cindy retorted. "Look, I'm not expecting the Sugar Bowl, but..." Then she saw me grinning, and realized I was needling her. Changing tack, she said "Well, we should play against Auburn, and beat them up like Alabama did on Saturday."
What Alabama did to Auburn, 49-13 in a game not as close as the score indicated, would've gotten the Crimson Tide arrested in my State for child abuse. And I knew Cindy was needling Teresa on two fronts.
'Yeah, Auburn against the Bulldogs." replied Auburn fan Teresa Croyle with nary a batting of her eyes. "I'd like to see that matchup. If Auburn wins, you have to carry a blue-and-burnt orange crowbar for a week."
Chief Moynahan intercepted (pun intended) the college football banter by saying "Mr. Crowbarrrr, what is your wife going to do about these charges against her?"
"Fight them, of course." I said. "We didn't talk about it yesterday; she said she wanted a day off from all of it." Everyone nodded at that. I sensed more than saw the slightest gleam in Cindy's ice blue eyes.
"Okayyyy..." said the Chief. "And you have the Orange Order voting under control?"
"I don't know about 'under control', Chief." I said. "But ballots are being turned in. They have until Thursday noon."
"Any idea who might winnnn?" drawled the Chief.
"No idea." I said. "It's wide open this year."
Teresa said "Maybe not as much as you think. I've been hearing two names mentioned a lot..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:50am, Monday, December 2nd. My Angels had gathered in my office with me, awaiting the KFXU broadcast before the Angels Meeting, when there was a knock on the door. It was SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow of the SBI-OER Division. Cindy gave Norm her chair (which was nearest the door), and Tanya backed up to make a big circle with Cindy on the sofa. I told Norm to get some coffee, which he did before sitting down.
After initial greetings, Chow said "I just came by to tell you, Commander Troy, that I was here over the weekend investigating these allegations against your wife. I haven't talked to her yet... I couldn't get in touch with her... but I interviewed Dr. Chang and Dr. Yates, who performed the surgery, and the nurses that were in the O.R., as well as Officer and Mrs. Buchannan and Dr. Cordell."
I nodded. "What did you find?"
Norm Chow said "This is a slam dunk for acquittal, if you will. There's no law against a teaching doctor being in an O.R. advising Residents, no specific law forbidding an injured doctor from performing surgery. Dr. Fredricson could have been restricted from hands-on medical duties, but Dr. Cordell gave an sworn affidavit that he never imposed any restrictions on Dr. Fredricson. I'm going to advise Inspector Maxwell that we should close the case and issue a statement fully exonerating Dr. Fredricson."
"Sounds good." I said. Just then, we were interrupted by Fox Eight's 'BREAKING NEWS!' screen and loud noise. We stopped to listen to the KFXU broadcast:
"We have breaking news in the civil trial of the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division's civil suit against Mayor Daniel Allgood." said Catrina Pierce. "Judge K.M. Landis has imposed a gag order on the case, directing most of his wrath at the USDOJ, who Mayor Allgood's lawyers accused of leaking false information to the Press. The gag order does not prevent the Press from reporting on the case, but Judge Landis warned that information he considers to be leaked could get a legal team and the reporters that reported the leaked information put in jail for Contempt."
And then KFXU played the 'BREAKING NEWS' alert again.
"And this just in." said Meredith Peller. "Let's go to Priya Ajmani with more breaking news. Priya!"
"That's right, Catrina and Meredith!" said the lovely Priya Ajmani as the feed showed her in front of the President's Office on the University Campus. "A 9:00am Press conference has just been called by University President Sidney P. Wellman, and Fox Eight News has learned that it concerns the allegations against Dr. Laura Fredricson! We will cover the Press conference right here on KFXU Fox Eight News!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What's that about?" Cindy asked, looking straight at me.
"I have no idea." I said. I picked up my personal iPhone and texted Laura: "Whassup?". The reply came back: "Busy now. Watch the Press conference. I (heart) you." So I texted that Norm Chow was here, and that he'd found nothing wrong and was going to recommend dropping the case.
I received no reply.
"That's strange." I said after a few moments. I tried to call, and Laura's phone went to voicemail. Then she texted back a terse reply: "In a meeting."
"Okayyyy." I said. "Norm, you want to go over there and participate in the Press Conference?"
"Let me call Inspector Maxwell and President Wellman, and see what they want to do." said Norm. He excused himself and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Second thing second
Don't you tell me what you think that I can be
I'm the one at the sail, I'm the master of my sea, oh-ooh
The master of my sea, oh-ooh
--- Imagine Dragons, 'Believer'
At 9:00am, Norm was back in my office. "President Wellman said to hold off on making any statements or coming to the Press Conference. Inspector Maxwell says she doesn't know what's going on about the Presser." I just nodded.
We watched as University President Sidney P. Wellman, Dr. Laura Fredricson, and Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dean of the University Law School, came out.
"Thank you for coming." said Dr. Wellman. "We are here today to respond to the false charges levied against my friend and colleague, Dr. Laura Fredricson. In an investigation made over the weekend, no violations of the law nor of ethics were found to be made by Dr. Fredricson as she mentored two doctors through the process of saving a baby's life and possibly the life of the mother as well. I have directed the University Ethics Board to close the case with a directed finding that Dr. Fredricson is innocent of the charges. Dr. Chase?"
"Thank you, Dr. Wellman." said Dr. Chase. "As Dean of the University Law School, I have taken up this case on Dr. Fredricson's behalf. There are no laws on the books that would prevent Dr. Fredricson from being in that Operating Room verbally assisting the two doctors already in there. She did not physically participate in the emergency surgery that resulted in a successful live birth by C-section, as well as successfully stopping complications for the new mother. Also, Dr. Fredricson was not restricted by the Hospital Administrator in any way, so there is no avenue there to attack her, as well. I will be representing Dr. Fredricson before the State Medical Board, to prove that the allegations against her are false, and do not merit suspension or the rescinding of her medical license."
"Additionally," said Dr. Chase, "pertaining to the criminal investigation by the SBI, we believe the Constitution gives the defendant the right to face her accusers, that 'whistleblower' status does not apply to the accuser in this criminal case, and we intend to find out the accuser's name with the intention of suing him. Dr. Fredricson?"
I saw my wife come up to the podium with a look on her face that I did not often see, but always boded something bad for someone. "Thank you, Dr. Wellman and Dr. Chase. I am grateful to Dr. Chase for agreeing to represent me in the legal issues."
Laura: "As Dr. Chase said, there are no laws, none at all, that restricted me from going into that O.R. as a doctor on Staff at University Hospital. There is legally no crime, none at all, with which I could possibly be charged. None. Therefore, the criminal case brought against me by the State Bureau of Investigation's Office of Ethics and Review, particularly by it's leader, Inspector Britt Maxwell, had no merit at all. There were no grounds, at all, to begin a criminal investigation of me."
Laura: "Because there are no statutes with which I could be criminally charged, the SBI-OER's Inspector illegally began that criminal investigation. The Inspector of the SBI-OER, Brittany Maxwell, violated my Constitutional and civil rights by illegally investigating me on the whim of someone trying to hide behind the cloak of anonymity while trashing my good name with false allegations."
"Therefore," Laura said loudly and coldly, "I am announcing that I am filing a lawsuit against the SBI, the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review, and personally against Inspector Brittany Maxwell for this egregious and unConstitutional violation of my rights. As part of this, I will be demanding the SBI reveal the name of my accuser... not his lawyer, but the accuser behind the charges... so that I can file a slander and defamation lawsuit against that person for the false allegations that were made to harm me financially and destroy my good reputation. I'll be making no more statements to the Press until all of the cases surrounding these false and baseless charges are resolved..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Tit-For-Tat
Monday, December 2nd. As we sat in stunned silence in my office after watching my wife throw a nuclear grenade at the SBI-OER, and Britt Maxwell in particular, I turned to SBI Lt. Norm Chow and said "Norm, please tell Inspector Maxwell that I did not know my wife was going to do that, nor did I have any idea she was planning to sue the SBI and Inspector Maxwell."
"I believe you." said Norm Chow, his voice as flat and dispassionate as ever. "Let me go give her a call now." He got up and left the office for the second time that morning.
"Wowwwww." Cindy said. "Just wowwwww."
"And she didn't tell you." Teresa said, more as a statement than a question.
"She must've put that together Saturday, while Carole and I were at the game." I said. "And she didn't say a word yesterday---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and the caller was Inspector Britt Maxwell. My Angels were getting up to go, but I waved them back into their seats as I answered.
"Hello, Britt----" I started.
"What the HELL was that about, Don?" Britt shouted, her voice full of furious anger. "Norm had just told me he found no crimes and every reason to end the investigation! And Laura went and did THAT?"
"Britt, I didn't know she was going to do that." I said, trying to keep my voice calm.
"How could you not know?" Britt yelled. " She's your WIFE, for Christ's sake!"
"That's right." I said, putting some authority in my voice. "She's my wife, not my employee. I'm not her boss. And like I said, I didn't even know she was going to file a lawsuit, which she's obviously doing to force the SBI to give her the name of the accuser so she can sue him."
"And the lawsuit against me personally?" Britt yelled. "They served the papers ten minutes ago. She's going after ME, Don! Me... PERSONALLY!"
"Britt, I didn't know." I said. "I have to talk to her and see what that's about. Right now I know exactly as much as you do about all this, maybe less."
"Oh, for God's sake!" Britt uttered gutturally. Then I heard the beeps of a cellphone call that had been disconnected.
"Hoo boy." I said softly.
"What are you going to do?" asked Cindy as all three of my Angels peered hard at me.
"Not a damn thing." I said with alacrity. "This is between them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Norm Chow came back into my office twenty minutes later, and this time my Angels did leave. He sat down in the hot chair and said "Inspector Maxwell is really angry. She didn't want me to give my findings to the State Medical Board, but I talked her into taking the high road on this. I called the State Medical Board, and they're going to delay their meeting until 2:00pm, so I can present my findings."
"Want me to fly you to Midtown in the TCPD chopper?" I asked.
"No sir," said Chow, "I have plenty of time to get down there in my vehicle. One other thing, though, sir... I told Inspector Maxwell about you not knowing about this, and she's... skeptical, sir."
"In other words, she doesn't believe me at all." I said. "Well, there's not much I can do about that. So let's just keep on keepin' on for now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm. FBI SAC Jack Muscone asked me to meet him and ASAC Karina White to lunch at the Cop Bar. We were seated in the 'Command Room' where we had privacy.
"Before we tell you what we asked you to lunch about," said Muscone, "can you fill us in on what happened between your wife and (SBI Inspector) Britt Maxwell? We know about the whistleblower filing those charges, but why did Laura sue Britt like that?"
I said "First of all... believe it or not, I have not talked to my wife about it at all. She never told me that she was going to file the lawsuit, and we haven't talked since she made that announcement. She's in Midtown now, going before the State Medical Board."
"Second," I continued, "Laura and Britt Maxwell have a history, and not a good one, from the days Britt was with the University Campus Police here. I won't get into the weeds on that, but when Britt opened that criminal case the other day, however well-intentioned, Laura took it very personally, and what you're seeing now is retaliation. I'll add that Britt asked me about opening the case, and I voiced my objections to it, and Britt went and did it anyway."
Muscone and White nodded thoughtfully, and Jack asked "How do you think this is going to play out? Your relationship with the SBI-OER has been very good. I'll add that the SBI-OER with Britt is well-respected... and is the only part of the SBI that has any respect at all. This could really, really damage everything you and she have built up."
"Including your consideration of taking the SBI Director position?" I asked, then said "Oops, I hope Karina is aware of that."
"Yes, I know." said Karina. "Jack and I talked about it a lot while Robin Isley was doing her damnedest to get rid of us."
Muscone said "I was considering taking you up on your offer, and asking you to carve out a place for Karina to come with me. There was no way she could stay in the City FBI office if I left."
"Ditto that for Crenshaw and Jenkins in Southport, I would guess." I said. "Damn! I almost had the entire FBI in this region coming to the SBI and cleaning out the rotgut!"
Muscone said "But that falls apart if Maxwell leaves or is forced out of the SBI-OER. And we're also looking ahead to next year's Elections. The FBI will go on, no matter who is in power in the White House and Congress. The SBI is wayyyy too fragile to withstand political change in this State."
"I'm not sure the FBI is immune to political pressures in Washington." I said. "I still believe there will be a day when the Swamp is exposed, and the corruption at the top levels of the FBI as well as the Intelligence Community are exposed, with the Media trying very hard to keep it covered up."
Muscone said "We'll burn those bridges, and the Swamp Frogs, when that happens. In the meantime, here's our thought-provoking information for you. First, have you considered who the perps that blew away Darryl Dawson were... or I guess I should say 'are'?"
"Yes." I said. "Definitely ex-military SPEC OPS trained: two taps to the chest and a head shot. They had insider knowledge: they knew where to find Dawson and to be in that parking lot when he and Munson came out of the building... and at the right time, as they might've been spotted if they'd had to wait very long. I'm actually thinking Trent Ridge's ex-SEAL Team is involved... well, it would be much more accurate to say former LT Jeff Bayport's former SEAL Team. How am I doing so far?" That made Karina White laugh out loud, and even Muscone barked a laugh.
"Four hundred frickin' years ago!" Jack spluttered. "Yes, we think you may be right. There's an FBI BAU team... not Bob Rovers's corrupt, Swamp-controlled BAU team, but one that is far more trustworthy... that has been working on that. When you alerted us that all of the people we knew were on that Bayport Team had left their jobs or otherwise disappeared, they really started looking into them. They don't have much, but they told me that the hit on Dawson looked very much like the Bayport Team's M.O., though our guys didn't know those perps had gone into the murder-for-hire business for the Mob."
I said "Well, that team has been in the 'murder-for-hire' business for a while, though it's really more specialized-ops-for-hire... the EMPTY QUIVER theft, the assault on my nephew and BOW Enterprises, the attempts on Carole, all that stuff with Blassingame, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera."
I continued: "But you came here to ask me what the motive might be for the Bayport Team to do this. Your BAU team is thinking they were hired to rub out Dawson on behalf of the Mob. But they were not."
"Whaaa?" Muscone gasped. Karina White had a small twinkle in her eye, I noticed. She knew something, and knew I was catching on.
"Of course it was made to look like a Mob-hired hit, but I am not an Agency of the Weak Minded." I said. "So let me ask both of you: who else had motive to kill Darryl Dawson?"
"MegaTech Industries?" Jack asked.
"Ye-es. Maybe." I said. "If one assumes MegaTech was behind the murder of Beverly DeAngelo, that would make a lot of sense. But let's use our imaginations a bit... what if MegaTech, as a company, was not behind Beryl's death? And Elliot Sanders was just protecting his employees, especially Deborah Wilkins, and nothing more sinister?"
"Mmmm," said Karina, "that becomes a lot more fun to think about. But if it's not the Mob and not MegaTech, who is it, then?"
"Let me answer with a question." I said. "The plan to wax Beryl was fairly well conceived, with a fall guy in Bart Bell being offered up on a silver platter like the head of the Baptist John. It was fairly complex, with a number of moving parts, including devices to jam videocameras and one camera painted over, and even knowledge of the relatively secret stairwell to Suite 801. Add to it that they knew which Hotel Manager, in this case Rhineheart, to bribe in order to get information and help knock out the cameras. Now do you think Dawson and Wilkins had even the combined brainpower and knowledge to conceive that plan start-to-finish?"
"No." said Muscone, as the light came on in his beady black eyes. "And not many people doooo..." Hmmm, I thought to myself humorously, double cheeseburgers must cause reveries...
"Ohhhh, I get it." said Karina White. "Someone gave Dawson and Wilkins that plan, and then that person had Dawson eliminated so that he or she couldn't reveal his or her identity!"
"Spot on." I said with a smile. "And that person knows enough to find, and hire, Bayport's ex-SEAL mercenaries."
Karina grinned at me and her eyes twinkled a bit more as she said "I think I'm understanding something else, too. 'Theorizing without data'? Bad... bad! 'Using our imaginations'? That's okay."
"Semantics, semantics." I said dreamily. "But yes, you've caught onto me. Here, hold this." I handed Karina the red crowbar, making her eyes light up even more.
"Ah, Jack," she said, holding it up, "the only weapon in this County more powerful than a nuclear bomb."
"No, that weapon is between this redhead's ears." Jack growled in reply...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After getting back to Headquarters from lunch, I picked up some papers and went into Captain Perlman's office. She called in Lt. Jerome Davis. We discussed how well the MCD personnel had performed during the 'Homewrecker' case, and plans to get people into the advanced Academy courses they would need.
"You guys get your ballots for the Orange Order?" I asked when we were done.
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "But I'm not sure who to vote for."
"I've got ideas." said Tanya. "But I was waiting to hear... more... about it." I knew she meant she wanted to know who I was voting for.
"Just keep your eyes and ears peeled." I said as I stood up, motioning for Jerome to stay seated as he was about to get up. "Okay, y'all carry on." I moved towards the door.
"Sir!" said Jerome, who had picked up my papers from the edge of the desk. "These are yours." He extended his arm with the papers.
"Oh!" I said, just a shade too loudly. "They totally slipped my mind. Thanks!" I took the papers and exited the office.
"Bullshit." Tanya said with a grin and a gleam in her eye. "Nothing ever slips that man's mind. Ever. What were those papers?"
Jerome grinned. "The top sheet was his filled-out Orange Order ballot. Guess who he's voting for?"
And so it began...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!" yelled Carole as I came into the front door of the Mountain Nest. She ran headlong into my legs, and hugged them. Jim also came up. As usual, I sat down on the near-side sofa and the kids climbed up onto either side of me, and we talked for a few moments about what they did in school and what I did at work.
Then I noticed two outstanding dogs at the back door. "I guess I better take the dogs out." I said.
"I'll go with you."
I looked up to see Laura standing there, having come out of the 'Puter Room. Her face told me more than she wanted to reveal.
"Okay, sure." I said. "You guys get cleaned up for supper. And no fighting."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. Jim also agreed, and they got up and ran upstairs. I got up, and Laura and I followed the dogs out the door and down the steps to the patio below. As the dogs went to do their business and inspect their domains, Laura and I sat down on the metal mesh loveseat.
"Are you angry?" Laura asked. It had been worry that I'd read in her face earlier.
"Angry at what?" I replied laconically. Laura just gave me a sideways 'look' and I said "Do you want me to be angry?" I asked.
Laura chuckled. "No, I don't. But I did go 'off the reservation' with that lawsuit without telling you."
"I'm not your boss." I said. "You are free to move about the Courtroom, as you see fit. What I want to know is how things went with the Medical Board?"
Laura said "Norm Chow was there, and presented his findings. I was surprised he was there, as I figured Maxwell would prevent him from going."
"Don't be unfair." I said. "Norm Chow is a man of very high integrity, and he doesn't have a dog in your fight with Britt. He was going to do the right thing, no matter what."
Laura nodded. "You're right, and I apologize if I besmirched him." she said, then continued: "He gave them his findings about me having done nothing wrong, including copies of the sworn affidavits he'd collected from the other doctors and nursers. Then I gave my testimony under oath, and that was that. They haven't ruled yet, but as of the time I left for home, I still had my license."
"Okay, then." I said. "Well, I perceive two outstanding dogs that are ready to go back inside. And it's getting cold, so I want to go back inside, too."
"Can't handle the cold anymore?" Laura asked, who had no problem with cold temperatures. "Getting old, are you?"
"Ha ha." I said. "The best part of colder weather is that I get to snuggle with you in bed."
"Mmmm, you haven't lost that silver tongue of yours, Mr. Smoothie." Laura said as we headed up the steps, followed by Bowser and Buddy.
We re-entered the house to hear yelling upstairs. Carole and Jim were going at it verbally.
"Hey!" I said when I got upstairs. "I told you no fighting."
"We're not fighting, Daddy." Carole said. "We're just arguing." My look at them conveyed that those semantics were a 'wrong answer'...
Part 9 - Punch and Counterpunch
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, December 3d, from near the Courthouse complex. "Channel Two News is bringing you continuing coverage of the legal drama swirling around Dr. Laura Fredricson!"
Bettina began: "Deep divisions are forming in several places over the allegations of ethics violations against Dr. Fredricson. Among the University Faculty, several tenured Professors have openly disagreed with President Sidney P. Wellman's dismissal of the complaint to the University Ethics Board. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was Dr. Jan Camp of the Women's Studies Department: "It is very disturbing that President Wellman has chosen to dismiss these very serious and credible allegations against Laura Fredricson. These allegations should have been investigated very thoroughly, and Fredricson should have been suspended until that investigation is complete."
Dr. Juanita Rivera of the Romance Languages Department said: "I am deeply disappointed that President Wellman is sweeping this ethics complaint under the rug. Dr. Fredricson has had complaints filed against her in the past, and of course she is the wife of the dirtiest cop in the State, and as such cannot be trusted. I speak for the majority of the Faculty that agrees with me but is too afraid of Sidney Wellman and the Police to speak up and speak freely."
Dr. Lionel Carmela of the Political Science Department said: "Dr. Fredricson should have been suspended pending a full investigation of the accusations against her. The seriousness of the charges warrant that full suspension."
Dr. Joseph Zenger, head of the Journalism School, said: "It is very embarrassing for our University President to attempt to suppress the truth about Dr. Fredricson's ethical violations and even crimes in the oppressive fashion that he has."
Back to Bettina live, having shown no professors that supported Laura. She said "The State Medical Board is also deeply divided over the allegations. Dr. Fredricson testified before the Board yesterday, and a report from SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow was also accepted into evidence by the Board. While many on the Medical Board loudly demanded that Dr. Fredricson's medical license be suspended, a slim majority voted against any suspension at this time."
Bettina: "And the SBI is badly divided and roiling after Dr. Fredricson sued them, as well as suing SBI-OER Inspector Britt Maxwell personally, for opening a criminal case against her without the basis or support of any criminal statute on the books. Yesterday, acting upon motions filed by the SBI's legal counsel Earl Drake, Judge M. Stanton Lee of the Twin Cities Superior Court (Westphalia/Eastphalia) dismissed much of the complaint, including the personal lawsuit against Inspector Maxwell."
Bettina: "But he let stand a portion of the lawsuit whereby Dr. Fredricson demanded the name of the whistleblower that had made the false allegation agains there. Judge Lee stated that Dr. Fredricson has the Constitutional right to know who her accuser is and to face him or her in Court, which could include a slander and defamation lawsuit if Dr. Fredricson files it."
Bettina: "That portion of that ruling was immediately appealed. Attorney Josh Daschle, who filed the criminal complaint on behalf of the whistleblower, said that his client was protected by State and Federal whistleblower laws and should not be revealed, especially if the case doesn't go to trial."
Bettina: "And the turmoil in the SBI just got worse, as SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin, a close crony of Police Commander Donald Troy, announced he is running for the Town & County Inspector General position as a Republican. KXTC has formally endorsed Commissioner Bruce Finneran for the I.G. position as the only man that will stand up to Commander Troy's Police abuses of minorities."
Bettina: "Commander Troy is the husband of Dr. Laura Fredricson and is an SBI Reserve Inspector that has worked closely with SBI-OER Inspector Britt Maxwell and SBI Director Goodwin in support of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared's policies of racism and abuse of women. Commander Troy has refused to respond to multiple requests by KXTC for comment on these issues, suspiciously denying the Citizens of this County the answers they have the right to expect..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's doing everything she can to create division and chaos." said Tanya Perlman. "Of course she'll say she's just reporting on what's already there."
"Yeah, that could've been reported in a way to be factual but not so divisive." Teresa Croyle said agreeably.
"And it wasn't even factual, in some places." said Cindy Ross.
"Crowbar," growled Sheriff Griswold, "are you responsible for Goodwin running for I.G.?"
"I wish I could take credit for it, sir." I replied. "But Goodwin needed no convincing. First, he's from here and wants to get back here full time. Second, he hates Finneran as much as we do. And third, I think he sees writing on the SBI wall. If a Democrat is elected Governor, he's likely out. If a cronyist, pro-illegal-immigration Establishment Republican, especially Karl Handel, is elected, he's definitely out. So he's running for a position that suits him well, and lets him return home."
"And this turrrrmoillll with the SBI can't be helping any desire he might have to stay with the SBIiiiiii." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"Chief, I'm not sure there really is that much turmoil." I replied. "Of course, the truth is not going to stop Bettina from her maliciously false agitating... er, reporting."
"And from what I was told," growled Sheriff Griswold, "the State Medical Board is not nearly as divided as Bettina was trying to make us think it is. They're just going to confirm Norm Chow's findings... they've already interviewed everyone at University Hospital... and then they'll find in Laura's favor, and that will be that." I knew that the Sheriff's source for that was the Governor of the State.
"What about the University Ethics complaint?" asked Cindy Ross. "And those professors coming out like that? What Dr. Rivera said about President Wellman? She must be looking to get fired."
"Yeah," I said, "he doesn't appreciate public disloyalty like that. I think she's trying to goad him, but also take some of the pressure off of Carmela and Camp. And for them to work with Bettina shows me that the nature of the attacks on Laura is personal about her and also about me as a Police Officer. And I remember that they tried to get my own wife to denounce me or be fired in the Peter Dwayne Gordon case." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 03.)
"And we just heard what Dr. Rivera thinks about you as a Police Officer." Teresa said. "Dirtiest cop in the State? Harrumph."
"At least Dr. Chase is providing Laura legal representation." said Tanya. "Any other professors or doctors on Staff supporting Laura?"
"Yes." I said. "But you know Bettina would never show any of them. Maybe KFXU will."
"And Bettina took her shots at you, Don." Tanya said. "Really tried to goad you about not making any comment."
"True." I said. "So maybe I should make a comment... or better yet, give a Press Conference."
"WHAT?!" roared five voices at once.
"I'm sorry, did I stutter?" I asked with a grin.
"Yes, I think you did stutter." said Cindy. "Or hiccup. Did we hear that correctly?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After introductions and news stories, Catrina Pierce of Fox Eight News said "While some professors have come out against Dr. Laura Fredricson, many others have strongly supported her. You will not hear these professors's comments on our competitor KXTC's agenda-driven broadcasts. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. "I feel so strongly that what is being done to Dr. Fredricson is wrong, I took up her case as her legal counsel pro bono." said Dr. Chase.
"What some coward is doing behind the cloak of anonymity with false so-called 'whistleblower' attacks is despicable." said Dr. Larry Woodrow of the Criminology Department, and once head of the TCPD Crime Lab.
"This is just another example of a good person and a good doctor being railroaded by political activists and thugs with an agenda that can't win if it's exposed to the light of day." said Dr. Marvin Milton of the Mathematics Department.
"Dr. Fredricson is one of the most wonderful persons I've ever met, and a truly great doctor. I trust her with my child's life." said Dr. Stephanie Steele of the Astronomy Department, whose adopted child Marie often really was in Laura's care.
"And we have breaking news!" said Meredith Peller. "The Town & County Police Department has just announced that Dr. Fredricson's husband, Police Commander Donald Troy, will give a Press Conference at 9:00am!"
"Wow!" said Catrina Pierce. "It is very rare for Commander Troy to give a Press Conference, so it must be something big!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was the most crowded the Media Room at Police Headquarters had been in months. There was so many reporters that velvet rope lines had to be installed to clear an aisle from the door to the podium, enforced by Uniformed Officers, which had the effect of squeezing the reporters uncomfortably together like sardines in a can.
I put on a white shirt and black tie with my semi-formal jacket with ribbons, so that I could wear stars on the collars of my shirt (this was frowned-upon if I was wearing the light blue shirt I normally wore, which expected either shoulderboards or metal insignia on the shoulder epaulettes). My uniform was pressed, and metal objects and my shoes shined to an impeccable standard.
At 9:00am on the dot, Captain Damien Thompson strode up to the podium. "Ladies and Gentlemen," he said loudly, "if you act correctly and respectfully while Commander Troy gives his prepared remarks, he will open the floor for questions. If you start shouting over one another or are otherwise rude, he won't." That quietened down the bloodthirsty mob posing as 'journalists'.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, the Police Commander." announced Captain Thompson. I strode into the room, walking quickly and confidently, and assuming the podium with an air of being in command of the room.
"Thank you for coming." I said, my voice strong and authoritative. "I have come here today to address some issues concerning the actions of Dr. Laura Fredricson, who I am extremely proud and lucky to say is my wife. First of all, I have not heard a single reporter discuss what actually happened. While some of it can't be discussed due to medical privacy laws, I can tell you that Dr. Fredricson's actions in guiding two other doctors through an emergency procedure saved the life of a baby and his mother."
"What you may not know," I said, "is that the father of that baby and the husband of the woman involved is a Town & County Police Officer. I sat with him as we waited for news, waited to find out if his son and his wife survived. Because Dr. Fredricson went into that O.R., they did. I know that some of you journalists believe in post-birth abortion, and would have enjoyed reporting on the death of the baby, but thankfully that did not happen."
I could feel the Press hatred welling up as I continued: "What you also may not know is that on October 16th... a day which will live in infamy in this County... Dr. Fredricson was operating on Rhonda Hooper for the same complications that were affecting my Police Officer's wife in her delivery. As you know, Rhonda Hooper died and my wife was severely injured in the terrorist bombing of the Hospital."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Because of Dr. Fredricson's decades of experience in deliveries, which many doctors don't like to do, she was able to guide two other doctors through the procedures to save the baby's life and then the mother's life. We now have a healthy baby, recovering mother, a grateful Police Officer who is now a proud dad... and two more doctors who now know what to do in that emergency situation."
"As to the SBI investigation," I said, changing tack, "Dr. Fredricson has correctly asserted that there are no statute laws that even cover her situation, much less laws she could possibly have broken. And I agree that whoever accused her of committing a crime but is hiding like a coward behind a false cloak of 'whistleblower' anonymity, has committed both criminal and civil slander and defamation of character, and Dr. Fredricson deserves her day in Court to make him answer for his crimes."
I went on: "On the flip side of that, as a Police Officer myself, I know that we get tips of possible crimes, and we investigate them. It wasn't wrong for the SBI-OER to look into the matter; and indeed, Lt. Norm Chow's investigation revealed the truth that no crimes nor even ethical violations were committed by Dr. Fredricson."
I finished up, which was the point of all this in the first place: "I'll conclude by saying that whether or not the accuser is covered by whistleblower laws is now in the Courts and legally ongoing, so it may or may not be illegal to reveal his name. However, it is not illegal for me to know who he is... and I do know who he is! And all I'll say now is that 'what comes around, goes around', and 'karma is a bitch'. What are your questions regarding this statement?"
"Will you tell us if the whistleblower is part of the Hospital Staff?" asked Priya Ajmani loudly.
"I won't answer any questions regarding the accuser's identity," I said, "except that I know it."
"Are you planning to physically assault the whistleblower?" Lester Holder shouted out.
"I'm not planning to, no." I said. No one with a brain was fooled by that statement.
"Commander, will you cooperate with the US Department of Justice's prosecution of Mayor Allgood?"
"It's not a prosecution, it's a civil suit." I replied. "And that is outside the scope of my statement. Any more questions regarding the statement I just made?"
"Commander," said Meredith Peller, "Your wife sued SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell personally, and although the suit was dismissed, as SBI Reserve Inspector you work closely with Inspector Maxwell. Will this situation affect your working relationship with Inspector Maxwell, and even the entire SBI?"
"I hope not." I said. "Inspector Maxwell is an outstanding and professional law enforcement officer, and I'm sure we'll work together as we always do to expose and stop corruption in this State."
"Commander," said Cynthia Freeman of KSTD, "obviously you're going to take your wife's side in all of this, but isn't it reasonable to investigate the ethical violations the whistleblower claimed she made? And isn't it unethical to go into an O.R. while severely injured?"
"It's a teaching Hospital and a teaching University." I said. "Senior doctors lead junior doctors through operations all the time. And by the way, are you going to accuse me of ethics violations if I guide Detectives through an investigation and making arrests even if I don't physically do it myself? That whole premise, that sharing one's experience and guiding them to a result that saves life is somehow unethical... is ridiculous."
And then I went for it: "But I don't expect you reporters to understand that. KXTC still employs a Racist who called my daughter a racial epithet. Talk about having no ethics and no morals! Look in the mirror before even deigning to ask me about something like that!"
That got Lester Holder's blood pressure up more than a little bit. His face was a mask of hatred as he yelled out "Commander Troy, do black lives matter?"
The room went silent. I just looked at him and said "Of course they do, as does everyone else's life.."
"That's racist!" Holder yelled furiously.
"Really?" I thundered back. "Are you saying that only black lives matter, to the exclusion of everyone else's? Is that what you're saying? Are you saying that Asian lives don't matter? That Hispanic lives don't matter? That White lives don't matter?"
"That's racist! And you're a racist for saying it!" shouted Holder.
"No I'm not." I replied loudly. "But you're going to call me a racist no matter what I say, so your racist hate speech is of no value to anyone. Next question."
But that pretty much concluded the Press conference. I was told later that KXTC had immediately cut away from their live coverage after Holder yelled that I was a racist, trying to give him the last word. But SNN showed it State-wide, perhaps hoping that viewers would see my reply as the racist comment...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Tuesday, December 3rd. ADAs Franklin Washington and Paulina Patterson came to Police Headquarters. After greetings, we went to the Main Conference Room, and I 'invited' Captain Tanya Perlman to join us upon Franklin's request.
Franklin Washington started us off: "One of our new Investigators got a lead on a couple of relatively new gangs to this area. The 'Eighth Street Latinos', named after their origins in the City, have spread to Midtown and to here. The NS-14 bases out of Southport and points further south, but they also have a very small footprint in our County. But up to now they've kept their heads down."
"Can't imagine why." Tanya said with a grin.
I said: "You can thank T-Square more than me for that."
Paulina said "As an aside, you do realize that T-Square has been getting out of the illegal businesses, a lot like Cerone and Molinari did? He's got plenty of money from his legitimate recording businesses and royalties from his music, and he's planning on getting more active in Social Justice issues. So he's divesting."
I nodded. "I've heard that, and Sheriff Griswold has been influential with T-Square on getting clean and legit. But we were talking about Latin gangs?"
Franklin said "Yes. The Eighth Street Latinos are an increasingly powerful drug gang in the State and Region, and our Investigator found that they see the University market as a very lucrative one that they want to exploit. They intend to use the State Line as a defense against you, Commander, and make runs over the State Line, maybe south of here and coming up through Coltrane County."
"Fine by me." I said. "Limited means of entry into the County makes it easier to interdict them." Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Truth is," said Paulina, "Edward Blassingame paved the way with his smuggling business through his trucking companies. And the Eighth Street Latinos studied his methods and learned them well. For example, those Kroger trucks making deliveries... may not be delivering to Kroger."
"Who is T-Square passing off his gambling, drugs, and prostitution empire to?" I asked.
Paulina said "He may be keeping the prostitution part on the side. He likes to sample the 'merchandise' himself. The gambling operations were never very large, and they're mostly in counties south of us. And he may just throw the drug operations out there like a big, meaty bone, and let the pitbulls fight for it. Survival of the fittest."
"Noooooo." I said. "He does not want that war hurting his businesses. His customers in his clubs will still want their supply. The handoff will be orderly. The only question is to whom he is gifting it."
Franklin said "In any case, the Latino gangs may see this as their opportunity to get a foothold in this County. Our Investigator is working on leads on how they're bringing in the drugs."
Tanya said "Are your Investigators cooperating with my Vice Detectives? After all, we're the ones that have to go in and make the arrests, and stop the drug flow."
Paulina said "That's why we're here now. Giving you a heads-up on this."
I said "Y'all still haven't introduced us to these Investigators of yours. Why not bring them here to discuss this?" Franklin's eyes dropped. Paulina bowed her entire head and studied her fingernails. And I understood... or thought I did.
I said "Miriam Walters told you not to bring them?"
"Miriam doesn't know we're here now, unless she had us followed." Paulina said.
"And I wouldn't put that past her, right now." said Franklin. "And adding to it... the Investigators have not talked to us directly. They meet with Walters, either alone or with Savannah in the room. But never with me nor Paulina."
"That is ridiculous!" Tanya exclaimed. "And it's even worse if they're not including the TCPD in their investigations... that exceeds their legal authority. They're not cops!"
"Don't beat up the messengers." I said to Tanya. "We'll be taking this to Miriam herself, and it may be a Chief-and-Sheriff-to-D.A. conversation." To the ADAs I said "I appreciate you bringing this to us. And by the way... I have not failed to notice that you, Paulina, are well-versed in these Vice-related things. You getting pushed onto Franklin's turf?"
"Not much gets past you." said Paulina with a brief smile. She continued: "Yeah, Miriam says that with Franklin running for Nance's judicial spot, then, and I quote, 'his attention might wander from his duties in the D.A.'s Office', close quote. So she told me to get up to speed on the Vice side of things."
"Okay, then." I said, getting up. "Franklin, why don't you and Captain Perlman get with Sergeant McGhillie and Lieutenant Milton on The Eighth Street Latinos, and I'll have a few moments of instructive conversation with Ms. Patterson, here."
I escorted Paulina to my office as Tanya showed Franklin the new Intelligence Center. After sitting down I said "So... what else is going on in the D.A.'s Office? Particularly involving Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C."
"Really, Don, how do you do it?" Paulina asked. "Who told you?"
"Oh, I just keep my eyes and ears open." I said. I also keep my dick hard when I fuck the lovely Adele Peabody's tight pussy into a creamy lather, I thought to myself. But I wasn't going to mention that to Paulina.
"Well, you're right." said Paulina. "What happened is that I filed a formal complaint with the State Bar over Gwen Munson representing multiple clients in the Beverly DeAngelo murder case, and especially her working her clients against each other. And then I was told that the complaint was withdrawn... by Ted Mason."
I said "Wow. Can he do that?"
"No." said Paulina. "I told the State Bar that he wasn't my boss, and had the complaint reinstated. And then they called an hour later and told me that Miriam Walters had called and had the complaint pulled."
"Why?" I asked incredulously.
"That's what I asked when I barged into her office without knocking." Paulina said. "Miriam threatened to fire me, and I said go ahead and try, and get ready to defend one hell of a lawsuit. She then told me that she had it pulled so that Munson's perfidy could not be used to get Deborah Wilkins out of her twenty year sentence."
I said "I'm not a lawyer, but even I know that Wilkins cannot benefit from her lawyer violating legal ethics like that. Chances are great that the confession would stand. And Deborah might want it to stand after she hears what happened to Dawson. I would imagine she doesn't want to end up on the pavement with a double-tap to her chest."
Paulina said "I generally agree with you, but one never knows with Appellate judges like Leahy lurking out there, eager to free any and every criminal they can. But worse: Miriam saved Munson. And she worked with Mason to do it. What does that tell you?"
I said "It's more like Mason worked with Miriam, and at her behest. And maybe so that if he loses the Solicitor race to Fineman, Miriam might pick him up as an ADA, or DDA. That might be wishful thinking on his part, though. And Paulina... I love you, but there's only so much I can do to help you with that cesspool."
"I know." said Paulina. "And our relationship has complicated everything enormously, but I'll never apologize for that."
"Neither will I." I said as I looked at a photo of Tasha on my desk. "Neither will I..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why? Why is she doing that?" Tanya asked me as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room with Chief Moynahan. "Why is she playing these games with these Investigators like that?"



"I don't knowwwwww." said the Chief. "But I'm going to be having a few worrrrrrrds with her about it. And I'm not delegating that, Mr. Crowbar. You say nothing to her; I'll handle it."
"Noooo problem, Chief." I said. "But please do be careful about revealing what Franklin and Paulina told us." The Chief nodded vigorously in agreement.
Tanya said "Franklin told me before he left that he believes Paulina will do a good job with the drug cases in his place, but he believes Miriam's motives are to keep Paulina from working with you, Don, on the MCD cases. I consider that nothing short of sabotaging us. Why is she doing that? Does she really think Savannah is better at MCD cases than Paulina is?"
"Quite the opposite." I said. "I used to think Miriam was doing this crap to help Savannah win the Solicitor race. But now I think it's just a fit of pique. Miriam believes we, and I in particular, are trying to tell her how to do her job and dictating terms to her, and she's determined to shove it in our faces and do what she damn well pleases."
Seeing Tanya and the Chief weren't feeling me on that, I continued: "Let me make this analogy: if Walters came in and demanded that Parker and only Parker be assigned to certain cases, how would you take that?"
"I'd be pissed." said Tanya. "Wouldn't you?"
"Well, I'd ask Miriam for her reasons," I said, "and if they were good, I might actually consider it. But you get my point... that Miriam thinks it's her exclusive right to assign ADAs as she pleases. Unfortunately, what she's doing is potentially harmful to our cases, and I for one don't want to waste our Detectives's long hours of hard work to make a case and make arrests, only to see the cases destroyed by Savannah's lack of understanding, leading to incompetent prosecutions."
"Or worse, no prosecution at all." lamented Chief Moynahan. "Okayyyy, I'll deal with this issue of the Investigators----"
"If I may, Chief?" I said. When he looked at me, I said "Maybe we should leave this Investigator thing alone, let things play out with them. Vice can pick up the investigation of the gangs, and pretend we didn't hear it from them. And then maybe Walters will tip her hand and reveal her real intent with those guys."
"Hmmmm." the Chief said, thinking about it. "Okayyyy, then. We'll play it by ear, for now."
He stood up, causing me to do so also as he said "Meeeen-while, I'll deal with the D.A.'s Office, and I'll leave yooooo, Mr. Crowbar, to deal with the Press. And that's because I get first choice." Tanya and I burst out laughing at the Chief's unexpected and funny joke.
Part 10 - Tenpins
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Wednesday, December 4th, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Hello, Meredith!"
"Hello, Catrina." said Meredith Peller. "Hello everyone. Here's what's in the news today: A bitter exchange between Commander Donald Troy and our competitor's reporter Lester Holder highlighted a contentious Press Conference, the first given by Commander Troy in months."
Meredith: "Commander Troy delivered a powerful defense of his wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, but things turned ugly when Holder asked this loaded question. Roll tape." Tape rolled showing my exchange with Penis Holder in its entirety.
Catrina: "That exchange really shows the deep political divisions that are forming over racial issues in the State and the Nation today. Commander Troy is fearless enough to stand right up to Holder's accusations of racism, but many Americans are intimidated by namecalling and threats of physical violence from speaking their Truth."
Not responding, Meredith said: "And in other news, the Town & County Council meeting last night was viciously contentious. Council Member Malinda Adams made a motion demanding that Mayor Daniel Allgood, who is being sued by the US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, resign from the Mayoral post. The resolution was defeated 5-6, with Mayor Allgood making a point to cast the tiebreaking vote, even though the motion would not have passed anyway, and he could not be forced to resign if it did pass."
Meredith: "A second motion was then made by black Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis, to force Mayor Allgood to be suspended while the DOJ lawsuit is in progress. That motion was also defeated, 5-6. A third motion, by Council Member Kelly Carnes, to impeach Mayor Allgood, failed to reach the 2/3 threshold needed to send the impeachment to the Town Assembly."
Catrina: "And in a related story, Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis had announced that he was not running for his Council seat again. However, he announced last night that he would be filing to run for the District Attorney post as a Democrat. The new Charter, written by the Charter Commission chaired by Donald Troy, now allows the District Attorney, Solicitor, and all posts be by Party, with primaries and subject to the 'sour grapes' laws... except those under State requirements to be non-partisan."
Meredith: "And finally, the State Medical Board declined to suspend the medical license of Dr. Laura Fredricson, head of the University's Department of Psychology and on Staff at University Hospital. The Board investigated allegations by a whistleblower against Dr. Fredricson, but found no wrongdoing on her part in assisting other doctors through a complicated delivery. With the decision of the State Medical Board, Dr. Fredricson has now been cleared in three separate complaints against her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here we were," said Tanya Perlman as we watching in my office before the Angels Meeting, "thinking that Miriam Walters was a disaster as District Attorney."
"She is." I replied. "And if you're suggesting she's the lesser of two evils, you're probably right. But I'll be curious to see what Walters does. Will she run as a Republican or a Democrat?"
"Think Gil Krasney will run for D.A. again?" asked Cindy Ross.
"I'm hearing he's going to run for State Attorney General." replied Teresa.
"So am I." I replied.
"What happened between Chief Moynahan and D.A. Walters?" asked Tanya. "I heard they... spoke."
I replied: "The Chief rather casually asked if we were going to meet her new Investigators, and begin working with them, and she said that with the Holidays coming up things were too busy."
"Wow." said Teresa. "What is up with that?"
"I dunno," I replied, "but I had Intel get their photos and very quietly disseminate them to all Officers, with my note that they were 'good guys' and should not be shot dead if they're seen at any crime scenes or drug deals going down... unless they shoot at us first, of course."
"Good." said Tanya. "That really would not be good optics. Bettina would drool on her microphone if she had a story like that." We all laughed at that.
After a pause, I said "Anyhoo, let me ask this: what was the crowd like at the Council meeting?"
Teresa said "We had a good number of Deputies there, wearing armored vests, and I had 2nd shift people patrolling in abnormally large numbers in that area, and possibly more Officers here in Police Headquarters patrolling the gym. But there weren't all that many people at the Council meeting. It looked like everything the Council Democrats did was for posturing, and for the Media."
"And to get something on the record about the lawsuit against Mayor Allgood." I said.
"Speaking of all that," said Teresa, "and since we're all Orange Order members, I want to bring up the route for the Patrol of Honor on Friday night. Should we change the route?"
"To not go down MLK Jr. Avenue?" I asked. Teresa nodded, and I said "Is there a perceived threat?"
Teresa replied "I began thinking about it when Penis Holder asked you that about 'black lives matter', then called you a racist when you said 'all lives matter'. That felt set up, by him, and as a prelude to something... more. And it has occurred to me that someone, in cooperation with the Media, might try to gin up some kind of altercation that will lead to a wider problem. We have had some near-misses on the walks." (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues', Ch. 06.)
"Flip side of that," Cindy said, "is that if we don't go through somewhere on the Southside, the Press will accuse us of racism, of avoiding those areas precisely because they're majority-minority."
I nodded. "Yes, the Press certainly would do that. But I don't disagree that there is potential for trouble with racial tensions so high. So here's what we can do..."
Part 11 - Orange is the New (Police) Blue
"Those who vote decide nothing. Those who count the vote decide everything."
―-- attributed to Soviet leader Joseph Stalin.
Thursday, December 6th. At 2:00pm, Cindy Ross and I gave my assistant Helena and Cindy's assistant Lauren Wilcox beautiful bouquets of roses and carnations for keeping the most very sacred Ballot Boxes of the Orange Order, and took possession of the consolidated Ballot Box. Helena and Lauren had already gone to both Precincts and collected the Ballot Boxes there.
Under two-man control, Cindy and I took the boxes to City Hall, where we met in the Conference Room next to the Sheriff's Office. The members of the Orange Order were assembled there, as was The Intendent, Adele Peabody. She and the Sheriff tabulated the votes as we waited and chatted. Then the members of the Inner Circle were invited to examine the results. Then those results were announced to the entire group, and were accepted enthusiastically.
"We have one position for the Orange Order Inner Circle." said spokesman Micah Rudistan. "We'll vote by secret ballot." Post-it Note sheets were handed out, and The Intendent and I counted them.
Per tradition, a lantern with orange glass was brought out. We got into a circle, and I handed Teresa Croyle the lantern. She went around the circle three times, then stopped in front of... Chaplain Alberto Romano.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, December 6th. Orange Order Day. On this day, the entire Police Force dressed uniformly (pun intended) in standard dark blue uniforms with dark blue ties tucked into the shirts; even the Chaplains did not wear their clerical collars, but neckties. No metal-bordered boxes nor ribbons were worn. Only our nametags and pinned-on metal ranks on our collars showed any differences.
And as usual, photos were taken, especially amongst the Detectives that were normally in plainclothes. The Chief also let the Captains and above go to MCD for the coffee klatch, and I brought doughnuts. Detective Joanne Warner was present, and everyone was ooh-ing and ahh-ing her many photos of her new son Tony. I asked her to email me two of them.
"Yes, Seth met with the Hospital Board and the University Regents yesterday." Joanne was telling everyone as we sat and ate doughnuts. "Some Faculty members are complaining, mostly Dr. Carmela, who wants to hold Seth's appointment up in exchange for firing Dr. Fredricson. If I didn't know better, I'd think he was the whistleblower that tried to get her license rescinded."
"I do know better." I said. "And you don't hear me disagreeing with you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30pm, the members of the Orange Order congregated in Classroom 'J'. We put our Orange Order ribbons (not full medals, but ribbons) on, above our right pocket flaps where ribbons go, then strategized our route to get our two initiates.
A large contingent of Officers from the Precincts were in the gym, and many were listening to Captain (Ret.) Leslie Charles tell stories about the TCPD of decades past. The Detectives and Intel people were in MCD, as were a few alumni, including Janice Holloway.
Not all of the Orange Order members were going to collect the candidates; hence, Captain Charles being in the gym. As the Inner Circle initiate, Chaplain Romano was leading the 'rope line', and six of us accompanied him into the hallway. The others would head for the auditorium.
We went down the hallway to the gym, and went inside. All chatter ceased as everyone saw us. We made our way through the groups of Officers to near the back, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle went forward, followed by Deputy Chief Cindy Ross.
"Corporal Gunddottar," Teresa said to Inga Gundottar, "would you please come with us?"
The entire gym erupted into cheering and applause as a blushing Inga stood up and was led to her place in line behind Chaplain Romano. We made our way back out of the gym. Once out of there, we walked along the north hallway of Headquarters, the jail and booking side on the other side of the wall to the left, and offices and rooms for the SWAT Teams, Uniformed Officers, and Personnel & Records people to the right.
We turned right down the east (front) hallway towards the Duty Desk, knowing people were peeking out of the offices at us. We turned right at the Pastor's Room, going down the south hallway, the auditorium then Vice then MCD on the right, and the Lieutenant, Captain, and Commander offices to the left.
Just past the side door to MCD, we stopped. I went on around, followed by Sheriff Griswold to the back entrance, 'ambushing' the people in MCD. Silence was instantaneous as we entered the crowded room. I walked forward to one of the desks...
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Orange is the New (Police) Blue (continued)
Walking forward in the silence of the MCD room, I saw that Jerome Davis was sitting next to Julia Rodriguez at the back corner desks. At the desks down the wall from them was Teddy Parker, with his girlfriend Janice Holloway sitting next to him. I stopped in front of one of those desks.
"Detective Parker," I said, "would you please come with us?"
The room erupted into cheers and applause, and Janice Holloway squealed as she hugged Teddy, then kissed him right there in front of everyone.
"Please?" I said, to get Teddy moving. He got the hint and followed me into the hallway and took his place behind Inga Gunddottar. I noticed Jerome Davis's eyes light up when he saw Inga in the line.
The candidates were marched into the Main Conference Room, and my 'Loddy Doddy Everybody' contact list was used to inform the entire Police Force that they should congregate in the Auditorium.
The Chief made his usual remarks of how great the TCPD was, and how proud he was to be the Chief of it. Then he turned it over to me.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said, "I know that you are consummate professionals that do your jobs with distinction. But dark days for the Police, all of the Police, all over this Nation, are coming. While I believe the TCPD's relations with the minority communities are good, it only takes one incident to destroy that, and that incident won't necessarily have to take place here. The relationship between minorities and the Police in places like the City are not good at all, and it's like a powder keg with a fuse just ready to be lit."
"We have to be careful, ladies and gentlemen." I admonished. "Everyone and their brother... heck, even their dogs... have cellphones, and would love to use them to video you doing something wrong, so they can sell the video to the deeply corrupt Press. So do things right. If there is an issue, bring it up your chain of command. If necessary, I'll put my butt out there on the line to make sure you don't get screwed over by a rabidly dishonest Press and their political allies."
I could see that my Officers were absorbing the message, so I said "Okay, let's introduce the Officers that you have elected into the Orange Order..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the sun had set, Gunddottar and Parker were taken by van to the Junction Station Depot, and were taken through the initial ceremonies. I am sorry to say that they both forgot to take their lanterns when they were given their bathroom break, and had to stand half-bowing for three minutes.
I am even sorrier to say that I earned over $100 in bets. Cindy lamented about Inga letting her down as she handed me a $20 bill. Janice Holloway and Teresa both lamented that Parker had failed them as they handed me their $20 bills. I told them that Bowser and Buddy appreciated the contributions to their dog food fund.
We drove up to the southwest corner of Courthouse Square. As usual, a great many people were aligned on the outside sidewalks of the four streets that formed the Square. They used to have candles, but now just turned on the lights of their smartphones, creating a sea of little points of brilliantly white light. On the inside of the square, Jerome Davis and Janice Holloway filmed their significant others beginning their Patrol of Honor, carrying green-glassed lanterns behind Father Romano, who was carrying his orange-glassed lantern.
Normally the Inner Circle initiates wore robes with a hood that looked more like Obi-Wan Kenobe than anything. However, partly due to his religious vows, Father Romano wore his black robes and headgear, and that worked out just fine with me.
As usual, they went around the Square three times. Then they headed north on Riverside Drive. I was in my Police SUV with Sheriff Griswold, following at a distance. I got on Channel 5 Encrypted Radio. "What's MLK Jr. Drive like?" I asked.
Teresa's voice came back: "A lot of people in red Antifa shirts are in the Jasmine Club parking lot. A lot of them have signs saying 'Black Lives Matter' and 'Defund The Police'." A moment later she called in again: "Another large crowd on both sides of the road near T-Square's club 'Rhythms & Rap' and what's left of Fillmore's Pharmacy. Red shirts, signs, and some chains with bicycle locks on the ends."
"Roger that." I replied. To Sheriff Griswold I said "I think we should take the perimeter roads, Sheriff."
"Make it so, Number One." replied the Sheriff.
"All units, all units." I said on Channel 5 Encrypted Radio. "We are go for the 'Orbit' route. I say again, we are go for the 'Orbit' route." The 'Orbit' route would be along roads on the outskirts of the Town & County rather than going through any parts of Town. We would bypass the minority areas and the potential demonstrators, and we'd bypass the other parts of Town, as well.
The entourage went east, along a road parallel to North Street, then Police stopped traffic on University Avenue to allow them to cross that busy street. The entourage headed up side of the mountain, on the road that led beneath Todd and Teresa's house and The Cabin. We went around the hairpin curve and began descending, ending up just in front of McGhillie's Golf Course, where the first break was taken.
At the resumption of the walk, the group moved south along Reservoir Road to the Nextdoor County Highway. Fortunately we did not have to travel too far along it, and we turned off onto the road going to Cemetery Hill. What many people didn't know was that a dirt road led south to County Road 2. The entourage continued west to County Road 5, then north along that road. Meanwhile, I took the Sheriff back to the Junction Station Depot, where Tanya Perlman was monitoring everything. They helped me set up for the morning ceremony, then the Sheriff followed the Buddy and Bowser example of resting his eyes while supervising. I got back onto the road...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The 'Orbit' route was very long. County Road 5 alone was fifteen miles long, end-to-end. We didn't go that far, cutting back across the River and onto Riverside Drive near BOW Enterprises. At 3:00am everyone took a break at the entrance to the Fairgrounds, which was right next to Police Headquarters and the Crime Lab/Morgue building. The walkers were given some good hot soup and sandwiches, and bottles of water. Everyone was holding up well, including Father Romano.
Channel 5 Encrypted Radio crackled, then Teresa's voice said "Press vans on North Street, Riverside Drive, and Jefferson Avenue."
"Interdict them." I said. "Don't let them move to follow our group." Police patrols enthusiastically moved out to follow those instructions.
At 5:30am, with the first gloaming purplish-red of dawn over the eastern horizon, the entourage moved south on the sidewalk of University Avenue down to Junction Station. The green and orange lanterns were hung on hooks on the side of the building, and everyone went inside. Chaplain Romano was awarded his Inner Circle medal, and Orange Order medals were affixed to Inga and Teddy's uniforms. Then we sat down at the tables in the form of a square and had the traditional breakfast: eggs and beer! And steaks, which Teresa and I purchased and the Sheriff prepared.
As we ate, Teresa said "Those Antifa thugs began dispersing around 1:00am. A lot of them took off the red shirts and went to T-Square's club, 'Rhythms & Rap'. And KXTC and KSTD had vans in the back parking lot of the Jasmine Club and other businesses down the road. They were waiting for us to go through there, into that ambush."
I replied "Did you get any video footage of that?"
Teresa gave what was for her a grin and said "Yes. Our unmarked Patrol cars got really good video of the thugs with the chains and bike locks, and Myron put up a drone and got the Press vans parked behind the buildings, and KXTC lettering on the side of one of them. KSTD was more careful; we couldn't really get a clear shot of their lettering on their van."
"Good." I said. "We are going to need that, if I don't miss my guess."
"So it was a setup?" Teresa asked.
I replied: "I'll just say that I believe the Press, particularly KXTC, was working hand-in-glove with the violent anarchists to create a violent situation so they could film it, then accuse the Police of being the instigators. And they're getting more blatant about it than they ever have before. Something's up." I took a long quaff of my beer, then murmured "Something is up..."
Part 12 - Football, Policeman's Ball
Saturday, December 7th. Pearl Harbor Day. Conference Championships Day. Policeman's Ball Day. Whatta day.
And I slept through a lot of it. I got home to The Cabin in the early morning and was greeted by two outstanding dogs. I took Bowser and Buddy out, then sat down and looked over the Town in the brightening sunlight. Gracie, one of Tiger Mom's kittens, who was all gray, walked along the top of the deck rail and sat down to watch me. I wondered how it felt to be doing that walk, as it was a long way down on the outside of the deck, and Gracie did not have a parachute. But she was a cat. Nuff said.
Going back inside, I just lay down on the sofa in the greatroom rather than bother Laura and Paulina in the master bedroom. The next thing I knew, I was waking up with my firstborn child laying on my chest, her face right over mine.
"Wake up, Daddy." Carole said. "Mommy says it's time to get ready for the Poleeeceman's Ball."
"Yeah, wake up Daddy!" Tasha said. She was standing on the floor, her face right next to Carole's right over mine.
"Hi girls." I said. "What time is it?"
"Three-thirty." said Paulina, who was watching, and recording for posterity on her smartphone. I grabbed my daughters in bear hugs and kissed them on their cheeks, making them giggle. Then I got on up.
The SEC Championship game was on. Alabama was winning, to no one's surprise. I went upstairs and took a hot shower and shaved, and I felt very refreshed afterwards. Then I went downstairs and watched college football as Laura and Paulina got ready. Paulina was going to be Sheriff Griswold's date. Laura was going to be mine, of course.
"Hey Daddy," said Carole as she came up to us. "Who is going to babysit us tonight?"
"Mrs. Williams and Mrs. Barker." I said. "And Mrs. Barker's daughter Frieda, who is Barky's owner, is going to be here to play with Tiffany and Jennifer."
"Bowser is Barky's daddy, isn't he?" Carole asked astutely.
"Yes, he is." I said. "So you be good and let Frieda and Tiffany and Jennifer pet Bowser, okay?"
"O-kay, Daddy." said Carole.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I arrived at the Policeman's Ball at the Civic Center early. My lovely wife was wearing an off-white dress that allowed her arm cast to blend in with it, as opposed to her normal black dresses that would contrast with it. Ever the fashion maven, my wife was.
"It's going to be a lot different this year." said Chief Moynahan as he came up. With him was Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, in her formal NCPD Police Chief uniform, and her NCPD Medal of Valor pinned on her uniform with her other medals. Some of her medals, and Chief Moynahan's medals, as well, were from their service with the Midtown Police Force.
"Yes sir." I said after hugging Molly. "Mrs. Griswold not here, Barker and Irwin not here. We've lost some good people."
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "And I'll bring them up in my remarks so you won't have tooooo, Mr. Crowbar. But I was referring to the changes in County leadership since last year's Ball. New Mayor, new Sheriff, and all that."
"But the same old earpiece in Commander Troy's ear." said a voice behind me. I turned to see Melina Allgood, who had said that. She was dressed in black, and looked smoking hot. With her was her husband Mayor Daniel Allgood. "Keeping me informed of a Wildcat victory tonight, I hope."
"That would be good, n'est pas?" I replied. "Though I'm not sure your husband and my cousin agree on that. Is that not right, Commander Ross?"
Cindy had just come in with Callie Carrington, who once again was dressed tastefully but in a way that made no effort to hide just how beautiful a woman she was. Cindy said "Actually, I won't mind if the Wildcats win. This is their last hurrah for a while... a long while."
Daniel Allgood said "I'm cheering for the Wildcats. As the saying goes: 'happy wife, happy life'." We all laughed at that. Then Daniel said "I've gotten word that Reginald B.F. Lewis is once again declining to attend, as are Kelly Carnes, Malinda Adams, and Sheila Sorrells. They made a public statement that they're boycotting the Policeman's Ball tonight in protest of Police hostility towards People of Color."
"What hostility is that?" I asked with asperity.
Daniel said "I've gotten word that they're going to go on a publicity blitz about you changing the Orange Order initiation route to avoid the primarily black areas of Town last night. They're saying it was an insult to the black community."
"Fer cryin' out loud." I said, shaking my head.
"Don't look the gift horse in the mouth." Cindy said quickly. "Carnes and Lewis are doing us a favor not being here. Especially Carnes." When I didn't reply, everyone peered at me, noticing that I was looking up at the ceiling... in a reverie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the head of the receiving line was Sheriff Griswold. Next to him was his 'date', Paulina Patterson. I did say something about him stealing Paulina from me and Laura, and he barked a laugh and said "I've still got it, eh, Crowbar?"
Next was Chief Moynahan and Chief Evans, then me and Laura, then Cindy and Callie, then Teresa and Todd. Normally, Teresa and Todd would not be in the line, but Todd was playing politician, and Teresa was the leader of the Uniformed Officers and was well-respected by them, and that was obvious as she greeted them.
As usual, I made a point to dig into my memory and preparation of all the Officers's families, asking about their kids if they had any, making those personal connections that went a long, long way on those two-way streets of Respect and Loyalty. Laura also received a lot of well-wishes for her health and that she had survived the Hospital attack.
After Teresa and Todd in the line were Mayor Daniel Allgood and Melina, Fire Chief Davies and his fiancée Tina Felton, PHO Beth Paige and her date (she's divorced, if you're wondering), then EMS Chief-to-be Cordell and EMS Assistant Chief Zoe Singer. I noticed that a number of black Police Officers left the line after shaking hands with Teresa and Todd. After the formal reception line was done and we were making our way to our seats at the tables, I asked Teresa about that.
"I don't know, sir." she replied. "Apparently some of our black Officers aren't fans of our Mayor, but this is the first outward manifestation I've seen of that."
"Oooh, big words, 'outward manifestation'." I said. "You must've gone to Wildcat School."
"I went to a better place than Alabama, for damn sure." Teresa replied. "War Damn Eagle!" I chuckled at that. Teresa had gone to a Division-II School, but when it comes to arguably the most intense college rivalry in the Nation (alongside The Ohio State University v. Michigan), Teresa was 'all in' for Auburn...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As everyone settled in for dinner, the speeches began. First was Mayor Allgood, who gave 'boilerplate' compliments about the Police Force for their outstanding work in the past year. I was a bit disappointed; it would have been good for the Mayor to try to connect more with the Police Force that he was once a part of.
Sheriff Griswold followed. After making general compliments and thanking the Mayor and Council for their support of the Police (absolutely a shot at the Haters on the Council; Our Sheriff don't play), he said "This doesn't get said enough, but I want you to know that your work does not go unnoticed nor unappreciated, no matter what that work is. It takes every one of you to make this Police Force work, and to serve and protect our Citizens and get criminals off the streets."
Griswold: "Some of you are like the quarterback. Your name is known, your ass is the one flapping in the breeze at the top of the flagpole as your decisions are minutely analyzed and often criticized. And a lot of you are like the Offensive Linemen. You're the big guys that go to work every day, and your names are not heard unless you do something wrong. But we all know that your jobs are just as important,that each and every job is just as critical as any other, and your professionalism in doing your jobs makes this Police Force what it is today: the very best Police Force on this earth."
Applause erupted, then the Sheriff finished: "As you know, my wife passed away earlier this year. You have always been my Police family, and you are all the family I have now. And because you are my family, I want you to know that I am totally committed to doing everything I can to support you, to help you, to work with you, maybe to advise you from time to time, and always glad to tell the world how proud I am of you. Keep making me proud of you. I love you all." I need not say that the standing ovation for Sheriff Griswold was long, loud, and very heartfelt.
Chief Moynahan got up and said "I have to follow that?" Laughter broke out, then the Chief said "I agreeeee with every word Sheriff Griswold said. Unfortunately, it is my duty to bring up the names of those who are no longer here with us. In addition to Mrs. Griswold, who unwaveringly supported her husband in his long Police and Sheriff career, Officer Barker and Lieutenant Irwin gave their lives in the service of our Town & County. There are no words that can adequately express our feelings as we think of them and their sacrifice, so let us remember them with a solemn toast and a moment of silence."
Everyone stood up and the Chief said "To our fallen brothers in blue." Everyone repeated the toast, sipped their beverages, and silence filled the room for a moment.
It was my turn to speak. I stood up and said "Thank you, Chief. I'd like to turn to happier things, if I may. First, the Sheriff will say I'm asskissing here, but this is from the heart: if I may speak on behalf of the entire Police Force, I want to thank Mayor Allgood, Sheriff Griswold, and Chief Moynahan for the unwavering support you have given us this past year. Our jobs are not only easier, but are possible because we know you have our backs in the face of vicious criticism and outright hatred." The room filled with thunderous applause and a brief standing ovation.
When that calmed down, I said "They say that making law is like making sausage; you don't want to watch either being made. Many of you have not seen what goes on behind closed doors in the political realm, so I want to make sure to thank Council Members John Colby, Dagmar Schoen, Edward R. Steele, and J.P. Goldman for their support of the Police Force in those meetings." There was applause, though not a standing ovation.



I continued: "And Council Member Ian McGhillie has given us more than just support. His son, Detective Sergeant Roy McGhillie, is one of us, and I would like to thank Councilman McGhillie as well as all of you family members for your support of us." More applause.
I then shifted to be looking towards Laura as I said "And I am very happy to say that my date for the evening, and your Police Psychologist, is here with us tonight."
Everyone knew what I was really saying, and the room erupted into a huge standing ovation for Laura. She finally stood up to acknowledge it, and as I put my arm around her in a hug, she pressed her head to my shoulder for a moment.
As everyone sat down, I said "And I'm sorry to say that we aren't going to be able to do the Tango for you this year." There was modest laughter.
"Ohhhh, yes you are!" Teresa Croyle shouted out, bringing the house down with laughter and applause.
"I do want to show you some additions to our family." I said. Babies born during the year were shown on the projection screen. "Unfortunately, Officer Buchannan isn't here tonight, as he's tending to his family." A photo showed Officer Buchannan, with his wife in her hospital bed, with him holding their son. Everyone applauded.
"And last but not least, Joanne and Seth Warner are here tonight, and we congratulate them on the birth of their son, Tony." There was applause as a photo of Seth holding Tony, followed by a photo of Joanne holding him and the redoubtable Leo looking at his 'baby brother'. Those were the photos I'd asked Joanne to send me. A sneaky Iron Crowbar, I am.
Because I'd spoken at length, Cindy kept her remarks short. "Well, we did lose one Police vehicle this year." A photo of my destroyed Police SUV was shown. (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 03-04.) "But thankfully, our Police Psychologist's date for the evening survived to be here with us tonight." There was good applause, but it was obvious that people were getting a little tired of the speeches.
Cindy: "I want to congratulate Detective Theo Washington's cousin Jamaal on another great season... and say Thank God! he will never play against the Bulldogs again!" Laughter and applause for that. Theo gave his movie-star-handsome grin at the ribbing.
Cindy said "My only other duty tonight is to introduce you to our new Orange Order members, Corporal Gunddottar and Detective Parker." Solid applause for them as they stood to be recognized.
Then Teresa stood up. "I just want to say one thing. I know you've heard a lot of political talk, a lot of anger directed at the Police, a lot of hate speech being spewed, egged on by the deeply corrupt Mainstream Media. I am proud of all of you for doing your jobs professionally in spite of all that, and I am proud to serve with you. I want you to know that no matter what is said out there, I believe in you!" Applause.
She picked up her wine glass, and everyone began standing as she said: "I'd like to make a toast, and to tell you that when it comes to my job, your lives matter! BLUE Lives Matter! To you, the TCPD!"
"TO THE TCPD!" echoed the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
No, Laura and I did not do the Tango, but she was able to put her injured arm around my back and we danced the slow dances, and the photographer was smart enough to take photos of us from my left and Laura's right side, so that her injured arm was not really visible. What was noticeable in those photos was the way my wife and I were looking at each other as we danced together.
As usual, I also went around and spoke to as many Officers and their spouses/dates as I could. While doing this, I noticed that Melina disappeared for a few minutes, then came back into the room. She came up to me and said "The Wildcats blocked a Tigers field goal try and ran it back for a touchdown. It's 21-7, Wildcats, late in the 3rd quarter."
"That's what I like to hear." I replied.
Some minutes later, I saw Teddy Parker go over to the DJ table and get a microphone, then bring Janice Holloway up front. "Ladies and gentlemen," he said, "I want to continue what is becoming a tradition here." He then got on one knee and presented a small, open box as he said "Janice, will you marry me?"
"Yes!" Janice squealed, loudly enough to be heard without the microphone. Teddy put the ring on Janice's finger as Cindy and I took photos and video on our iPhones, then they hugged and kissed as everyone applauded.
"She wasn't expecting that until Christmas Day." Julia Rodriguez said a few minutes later, as she, Joanne and Seth Warner came up to us.
"It was great." I said. "Soooo, Mr. and Mrs. Warner, how is Leo taking to Tony?"
"Very well." said Joanne brightly. "We give Leo a lot of love, and he watches Tony all the time. He'll lay down next to Tony and watch over him if we put Tony on the floor in his rocker."
"That's good." I said. "And congratulations... Hospital Administrator Warner." I said as as I shook Seth's hand.
"Thank you, sir." said Seth. "I appreciate the good word you put in for me."
"I have some things to talk to you about regarding that." said Teresa Croyle, to Seth. "But not here and not now." I wondered what that was about.
Moments later, I said to Cindy and Teresa: "Watch this." I brought up the photo of Teddy on his knee putting the ring on Janice's finger... and sent it to Della Harlow with the caption "Love conquers Hate, every time."
"You're bad." said Cindy, shaking her head.
"I love it." said Teresa, her eyes sparkling and with what was for her smile.
"I loved that toast you made after your speech." I said to Teresa. "I had no idea our Operations Commander was such a political activist." Teresa just shrugged.
"It's how I feel about all that." she replied simply.
Cindy said "She needs desk duty. She's finding new ways to get in trouble during Christmas season." That earned her a 'Teresa Cunt' look. I was laughing, which got me in Teresa's doghouse, as well.
"Teresa," I said, "until you start carrying a crowbar, you'll just have to take the Deputy Chief's zingers."
"Oh I still don't need one." Teresa replied. "And payback is like karma."
"Yes!" I said out loud with a fist pump.
"What?" asked Cindy. "Her not needed a crowbar, or payback being like karma?"
"Neither." I said. "The Wildcats won, 28-7. Conference champs, bay-bee!"
"Roll Tide Roll." Cindy replied, predicting the National Championship matchup. I quickly asked Teresa to dance with me before she demonstrated that she didn't need a crowbar...
Part 13 - It Begins
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 9th, from the parking lot of the club 'Jasmine'. "The Town & County Police once again insult the Black Community!"
Bettina began: "The Town & County Police conducted their annual Orange Order initiation Friday night. Their usual route for the overnight foot patrol with lanterns goes down MLK Jr. Avenue. But this year the Police did not go down MLK Jr. Avenue, and experts say this was a deliberate insult to the majority-black areas of the Town & County!"
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the planned route was changed at the last minute specifically to exclude the predominately black areas. The route taken did not exclude the white areas on the north side. We have with us Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the Political Science Department at the University." As the camera panned out to show Dr. Carmela standing there, Bettina said "Dr. Carmela, what should the black community think of these actions by the Police?"
Carmela: "It's a deliberate slap in the face, Bettina. For the Police to so blatantly avoid walking down the road named after Civil Rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr., shows their racist attitudes towards blacks. And it's not just an oversight; as you reported, the Police deliberately did this. Who made that route change? Donald Troy?"
Bettina: "Yes, Doctor. Our sources tell us that Commander Donald Troy himself did make that decision to insult blacks by not walking down MLK Jr. Avenue. Thank you, Dr. Carmela." As the camera zoomed in on Bettina again, she said "And that was not the only deliberate and blatant insult to blacks by the TCPD this weekend. Let's go to trusted Civil Rights reporter Lester Holder for more on the scandal at the outdated Policeman's Ball. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester 'Penis' Holder as he was shown standing on the top of the building at Riverside and College, with the Civic Center in the background. "Sources tell Channel Two News that Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, who beat up Dean Allen at a DUI checkpoint during the Christmas season several years ago, made a toast with the racist comment 'Blue Lives Matter'."
"As you know, Bettina," said Holder, "the slogan 'black lives matter' is a cry of protest against white and Police abuses of blacks over America's long, racist history. Comments like 'all lives matter' in response to 'black lives matter' are considered racist and deeply offensive by the black community. For Commander Croyle to have toasted the TCPD with that hateful, racist comment 'blue lives matter', and not be called out for it, shows the racist and abusive attitude of Police towards blacks! We have comments from several respected civil rights leaders. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. "We demand Commander Croyle apologize for her racist hate speech!" demanded Edgar Silas.
"We call upon the TCPD to fire Commander Croyle and Donald Troy for this blatant racism!" yelled Stacey Jacobs.
"As your next Mayor, I can assure you that this Police racism will not be tolerated!" yelled Eldrick X. Weaver, who essentially had just told us he was running for Mayor against Daniel Allgood again.
Back to Bettina live: "Thank you for that important report, Lester! Commander Croyle could not be reached for comment, and as usual, Commander Donald Troy has not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hoo boy." muttered Chief Moynahan as we drank coffee and watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Who the hell is the leak?" muttered Sheriff Griswold. "It has to be someone in the Police Department. Who the hell is it?!"
"On Teresa's toast, I don't know." I said. "But I'm about to stop that Orange Order walk business in the bud. Commander Ross, please have Captain Thompson announce that I'll be giving a Press Conference at 9:00am."
"Whoaaaaa." said Chief Moynahan. "What are you planning to say and doooo, Commander Troy?"
"I'm going to expose KXTC's set-up Friday night, Chief." I replied. "I'm going to show everyone exactly why we changed the route, and what KXTC's plans were, working hand-in-glove with the professional, paid-for, so-called 'anarchists' that were going to attack us Friday night."
"I don't think that's a good ideaaaaa." said the Chief. "We already have a huge fire with the 'Blue Lives Matter' comment, and anything you say or do will just throw more gasoline on the fire."
I turned in my chair to face the Chief. "Chief," I said, "we have got to respond to KXTC's maliciously false reporting. And in doing so, it'll take away the Policeman's Ball story."
"We neeeeed to think about this." said the Chief.
"No we don't." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I understand what you're doing Crowbar. Ross, set up the Press Conference..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwwww." Cindy said as we gathered for the Angels Meeting. "The Sheriff shot down the Chief... and right in front of us."
"And rightly so." Tanya Perlman said.
"No." I said. "In the Army, the Battalion Commander would support the Company Commander publicly in the presence of subordinate Officers and Enlisted personnel, and then take things private... where a serious asschewing would commence. For Sheriff Griswold to do the opposite, and take my side over my superior Officer's in front of all of you? That is... huuuuuge."
"So are you going through with the Presser?" Cindy asked. "I told Captain Thompson to call it, and he's put out the word."
"Unless I'm directly ordered not to, it's gonna happen." I replied.
The KFXU report did not mention either controversy, concentrating instead on Seth Warner's appointment to the Hospital Administrator's post, and the uproar from some of the professors on Campus over it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Captain Damien Thompson took to the podium in the crowded Press Room and said "Ladies and gentlemen, once again we expect courtesy from you during Commander Troy's remarks. He may or may not take questions after his prepared remarks. Ladies and gentlemen, the Police Commander."
I strode into the room, and the Press immediately began shouting questions at me. As I arrived at the podium, I handed Captain Thompson the red crowbar...
*WHAM!*
Thompson had swung the crowbar like a baseball bat with both hands at the side of the podium. The LOUD noise jolted the reporters into sudden silence.
"Thank you, Captain." I said jovially as he handed the crowbar back to me. "Ladies and gentlemen, we will be giving you copies of the video and still shots I am going to show you now." I said as I pointed at the projector screen to my left.
A photo of Antifa agitators was shown as I began: "This photo of several professional agitators was taken Friday night by Police Officers in an unmarked Police vehicle. As you can see, they are carrying various weapons, including chains with bicycle locks on the end, which they've used before to assault Police Officers." A close-up photo of those weapons was shown, then more of the group of agitators.
"Here is a photo taken from a drone." I said. "As you can clearly see, two KXTC and one other News van are parked behind the club 'Jasmine', keeping out of sight of the road. This was taken just minutes before we were scheduled to have our Orange Order initiates walk west-to-east on MLK Jr. Avenue."
"And here is some video of KXTC reporter Lester Holder with some of the red-shirted agitators, all looking at their cellphones." I said. "Very clearly some casual, friendly conversation, there."
"When I saw these photos and this video," I said, "I made the decision to change the Orange Order route to avoid a potential incident on MLK Jr. Avenue. I've been accused in the past of walking into traps, but I do not and will not deliberately let my Police Officers walk into an obvious ambush with the obvious intent by those armed thugs to cause a physical and potentially violent confrontation with the Police."
I continued: "The presence of the KXTC news van, hiding right at the place where those armed thugs would confront our Officers, shows me that they were not just reporting the news, but were attempting to create it. KXTC didn't report this part of it, and their role in the set-up, when they attempted to accuse the Police of racism in changing the route. And because of this evidence I just showed you... I accuse KXTC of deliberately attempting to incite violence against the Police."
I went on: "This is not the first time KXTC has tried to gin up something to create news and create chaos and hostilities. Your colleague John Hardwood put my daughter in a warehouse full of explosives, and your racist colleague Lester Holder has often lied about racial issues, as well as attempting to create physical threats against my other daughter------"
"You're full of shit, Troy!" yelled Lester Holder, who was in the middle of the pack, near the roped-off walkway to the podium. "You're just making excuses for insulting blacks------"
"THE POLICE COMMANDER IS SPEAKING!" yelled Captain Thompson, who had moved to stand right in front of Holder and yell into his face. "SHUT YOUR MOUTH AND LISTEN RESPECTFULLY!"
"OR WHAT, YOU FUCKING UNCLE TOM?!" Holder shouted back, right into Thompson's face. "I have every right to be here, and every right to question that racist cracker's lies!" Then Holder looked around Thompson and shouted "HEY, TROY! YOUR DAUGHTER IS A WORTHLESS HALFBREED! YOU HEAR ME? SHE'S A HALFBREED!!"
"Get him out of here." I said, relatively quietly and levelly.
"Get your hands off me, Uncle Tom!" Holder shouted as Thompson attempted to guide him to the walkway. He pushed Thompson as he yelled "I have the right to be here!------- UHK!"
*SLAM!*
With a move so fast that it could barely be seen, Thompson had slammed Holder face-first onto the floor in a magnificent takedown worthy of the Police Boxing Matches. "Put your hands behind you!" Thompson ordered as he sat on Holder's back and attempted to affix handcuffs to Holder's wrists.
"FUCK YOU, UNCLE TOM! YOU'RE A TRAITOR TO THE BLACK RACE!" shouted Holder, fighting Thompson as much as he could. "POLICE BRUTALITY! POLICE BRUTALITY!" Officer Buchannan, who like Thompson was black, came over and helped force Holder's arms behind him as Thompson handcuffed the hatred-filled, potty-mouthed reporter.
"Charge him with assaulting Police Officers, resisting arrest, and FFI." I called out. Everyone watched in stunned silence as Holder was half-walked, half-dragged out of the room.
"What's 'FFI'?" a cub reporter asked.
"Failure to Follow Instructions." I replied. "In this State, failure to obey a lawful and reasonable Police instruction can be a felony or misdemeanor crime." Then I said "And this is a perfect example of a KXTC reporter trying to start an incident. His racist hate speech about my daughter was an attempt to get me to react physically, and his attempt failed. And KXTC was trying the same thing Friday night, working hand-in-glove with professional agitators to attack the Police and start up a racially-based incident."
"That will conclude this Press Conference." I said. "Again, we will make these videos and still photos available to you. I will be taking no questions." I walked off, not listening to the shouted questions about Teresa's comments at the Policeman's Ball.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lester 'Penis' Holder refused to hold up the little sign with his name and booking number for being photographed. He just dropped it to the floor, twice.
*THWACK!*
Captain Thompson slammed his huge bunched fist into Holder's ribcage. "I'm getting tired of your shit, you little bugger." Thompson hissed. Then he added "I'm not going to hit you in the face, where it might show. But you're going to be hurting real bad if you keep up this crap." He slammed his fist into Holder's side, more towards his back.
Holder still refused to hold up the sign, so someone else held it in front of him as he was held in place and photographed. His fingerprints were already on file with the TCPD, so after he deliberately moved his hands to smear the prints, Thompson gave up and ordered Holder to be put into an isolated holding cell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cameras of the holding cell areas began getting staticky, and a 'lowly drone' was all that could be heard, as if The Slenderman was visiting. And Lester Holder was going to be wishing that it WAS The Slenderman visiting him.
The holding cell door opened, and I walked in, not armed with my gun nor my crowbar. "Go fuck yourself, Cracker!" Holder snarled. "Gonna beat me up now? More Police brutality?"
"That's what you're hoping for, but it won't work." I said. In my latex-glove hand, I held up an off-white cloth belt. "Know what this is?"
"A belt." snarled Holder. "Like you crackers used to whip black slaves, or tie them down while you raped their wives and daughters in front of them."
"You got the belt part right." I said. "I'm done with your shit, Holder. Done with it. So let me tell you the story. This belt... is going to be left here, in your cell. In a few hours, it will be found around your neck. The official investigation will show that you used it to commit suicide by hanging yourself. The case will be called a suicide and closed, and there will be no evidence that anything else happened." I threw the belt down onto the floor, then turned and left the cell.



Holder kicked the belt through the bars into the hallway, then sat down, trying not to feel the fear that was welling up inside him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later, Burt West, Executive Publisher of KXTC, came into Headquarters. With him was a lackey from the Courthouse, serving a writ.
"This is an order from Judge Nance." West snarled at the Duty Desk Sergeant. "The charges against Lester Holder were dismissed. With prejudice. I demand you turn him over to me, right now."
"Demand?" asked the Duty Desk Sergeant, who happened to be black, also. "Say that again, and Commander Troy might put you in the holding cell with your 'boy' Holder."
"Bring Troy out here, then." said West. "I'm not afraid of him."
"You should be." said a whispery voice, low and menacing. "You should be..." West turned around to see... no, not the Iron Crowbar... but the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle.
"Oh, it's you, the Little Racist that beats up DUI suspects." snarled West. "What, carrying your boy Troy's water now?"
"More like taking care of his lightwork." Teresa replied. As she went towards the door to go back into Headquarters, she turned and said "Be sure you don't drink and drive this Holiday season, Mr. West. If you do, I'll be there. I'll be there..."
Part 14 - It Keeps Going
Wednesday, December 11th. The day before, December 10th, was Patricia Allgood's fourth birthday. We'd given her Dorothy earlier that year, so Carole and Jim's presents of toys and coloring books were what she got from us.
Dorothy seemed to like Carole a lot, and enjoyed playing with the two girls. Meanwhile, Jim and little Dan found new ways to get into trouble with their fathers: sampling the birthday cake before it was brought out for everyone was not be remembered as one of their better decisions.
On this Wednesday morning, my Angels and I were in my office, drinking coffee after watching the KXTC broadcast. Neither the Chief nor the Sheriff attended the previous day's klatch, and Tanya was openly thinking about checking in with MCD and Vice during the Holiday season klatches to get a 'feel' of their morale. So this morning I just invited my Angels into my office.
"So Nance just dropped the charges against Penis Holder with prejudice, pun not intended but somehow ironic." Tanya Perlman said. "And Bettina didn't say two words about what happened at your Press Conference on Monday."
"KFXU was sure all over it, though." said Teresa. "They could not show the clips enough, of KXTC's van hiding behind the Jasmine Club while the agitators were massing. You really put the the light of day on those cockroaches, Commander." I nodded.
"And Penis Holder has not been seen at the KXTC offices, much less on their television screens." said Cindy Ross. "There are two groups of rumors floating around about him. One is that he was 'invited' to take some Christmas vacation and let things calm down, including whatever's in his own head. The other is that he was suspended, and is banned from the KXTC offices for two weeks. It was not for lack of trying, but I never could pin it down which was the more likely."
"None of the above." I said, almost absentmindedly. "Remember the Kendra Luskin case, when I was suspended without pay? And I used the time to find all of Luskin's other victims?" (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused'.) "Well, it occurs to me that whichever of those two theories is true, Penis Holder now has time and cover to go about doing something else... " My voice drifted off.
"Like what?" Cindy (of course) asked.
"Like... I don't know." I said. "You guys know how paranoid I am. I'm just seeing these wisps of clouds. It's like a cloudy nebula, and then suddenly there's a star igniting in the middle of it. I know something's up, I can sense it... but right now all I'm seeing is the misty cloud in front of my eyes."
"What are the elements of your star formation?" Cindy asked, peering at me, and probably getting a vibe from me.
"Well..." I said as I sipped my coffee, "there's Carmela going after my wife, trying to get her presence totally removed from the University Campus and the Hospital. Oh, I'm sorry, I can't say Carmela's name, because he's hiding behind whistleblower laws. Then there's KXTC working hard to gin up racial tensions between blacks and the Police."
"Then there is MegaTech Industries making themselves a problem." I said. "I shouldn't complain; they've given me plenty of work to do, and made me earn my paycheck these last few months. But whatever their angle is, it's part of it."
"Then we move up to the Federal level." I continued. "The Hospital bombing and the Feds's handling of it. The lawsuits against Daniel Allgood, and what I believe will be a similar attack on the TCPD-------"
"C'mon, that hasn't happened." Cindy said. I allowed some of my irritation at her words show.
"Since you don't believe me, we should bet on that, like we bet on the Police Boxing Matches or the Wildcats-Bulldogs games." I said acerbically. "But back to the nebula. Behind the scenes, most people are not seeing that LT Jeff Bayport's old Navy SEAL team, the one that featured Trent and Quint and that maniac Jack Logan, is now in the wind. I dunno, it's just getting..." I drifted off again.
"Well," said Cindy, "under the old Franklin Covey adage of beginning with the end in mind... what endgame of theirs do you have in mind with all this?"
"That's what's not coalescing for me." I said. "I simply don't have enough data yet to understand it."
"Changing the subject." Tanya said, putting a file folder on my desk. I reached across for it as Tanya said "Theo needs a couple of vacation days, particularly Friday and Monday."
I grinned. "So Jamaal was invited to New York for the Heisman Trophy presentation? Oh wait, as a past recipient, he would be anyway. So am I to deduce that he's a Finalist for it this year, too?"
Tanya said "As Jack would say: '400 years ago'. Yes, both Jamaal and Clarence Appletree are up for it, and the Alabama quarterback was invited, as well."
"So why don't you or Jerome sign that?" I asked.
"I thought you might want to sign it personally, being a Wildcat and all." said Tanya with a gleam in her eye. I grinned and signed the vacation request, adding 'GO WILDCATS! HEAR US ROAR!' to the copy Theo would be receiving.
"Who do you think will win?" Teresa asked.
"Y'all first." I said back.
Teresa said "Appletree. More than 2200 yards? Sit me down and feed me supper." We broke out laughing at that.
Cindy said "I think the Alabama QB will win. Joanne loves Alabama, and so does everyone else... everyone."
"Someone is trying to start trouble with someone." I said, knowing that Cindy had just fired that shot across the bow of the Good Ship Teresa Croyle.
"And succeeding." said Tanya with a grin. "I'll say Washington, just because I want him to. He'll be only the second player to win two Heismans if he wins. So break the tie, Don: who do you say it'll be?"
"I think it will be..." I said, then gave them a name.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Wednesday, December 11th. A relatively tall, slender black woman in her mid-40s came into the front lobby of Police Headquarters with a man in a suit and tie and carrying a briefcase. She walked up to the Duty Desk and exhibited her credentials. "I'm Ava Hinds, with the U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division. I need to speak to either your Chief or your Civil Rights Compliance Officer."
"Just one moment, ma'am." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "I'll notify Deputy Chief Ross that you're here."
A moment later, Cindy Ross came through the door into the lobby, and after introductions said "Are you an Agent with the DOJ? An attorney?"
"I'm a Compliance Officer with the Civil Rights Division, which is a civilian position." said Ava Hinds. "Mr. Smith here is a lawyer, and acting as a Compliance Officer, as well."
"Let's go talk in the Main Conference Room." said Cindy. She had the two Federal officers sign in, then led them to the Main Conference Room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My office door was open as I did paperwork, and I had seen Cindy leave her office and go down the hall. Moments later I saw her walking back up the hallway, with two persons in suits, and it was not a hard deduction to make that they were Federal Agents of some kind.
Cindy did not lead them to her office, but to the Main Conference Room. I picked up the phone and called the Chief, but there was no response. I called the Duty Desk and told them to call every phone we knew the Chief had, and to use the Police radio to find him if need be.
I then got onto the computer and activated the videocamera in the Main Conference Room, which was in the back left corner near the ceiling. I emailed Myron and Mary Milton to make sure any conversations with any Federal Government entities were recorded.
Then I got up and went to the Main Conference Room myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, hello." Cindy said acerbically to me as I entered the Main Conference Room. "I didn't hear you knock."
"That's because I didn't knock." I said as I went around Cindy, who was sitting in the chair at the near end of the table, and sat down to her left. The woman she'd come in with was sitting in the middle chair of the near side, two empty seats between her and Cindy. The other Federal person was sitting two seats on down, the last seat on the row. I thought that was a 'strangeness'.
"And who in the hell are you?" the woman asked, her voice unfriendly.
"In Hell, and everywhere else, I'm Police Commander Donald Troy." I replied. "And I am here because our Police Chief gave explicit instructions that no one in this Police Department is to be alone in a room with any Federal agents for any reason at all, and I'm just keeping Commander Ross out of any possible trouble."
"This is Ava Hinds of the US DOJ's Civil Rights Division." said Cindy. "I never quite caught his name, beyond 'Mr. Smith'."
"Ah, so desu ka?" I said. "Well, allow me to help you with the identification. He is Algernon Kehoe, goes by 'Al'. He's an attorney for the Civil Rights Division, and he normally works with Jocelyn Moran."
"How the hell do you know that?" Ava Hinds said, her voice ugly now.
"I never forget a name nor a face." I said. Well, that wasn't really true, but magicians don't reveal their tricks.
Cindy spoke up, her voice not exactly friendly, either. "Ms. Hinds was just telling me that she is here to conduct the annual review of our civil rights compliance."
"Well, by all means, please continue." I said, sitting back in my chair, which my back didn't like very much.
"I was conducting a private discussion with Commander Ross," said Ava Hinds, "who is in charge of Personnel."
"Well," I said, "as I'm sure Commander Ross will affirm, I am the Officer in charge of every Officer on this Police Force, including the only one that outranks me, the Chief. And since we can't be alone in an interview with you, either I'll be staying here while you interview Commander Ross, or she'll be in here monitoring your interview with me."
"Oh yes... it almost slipped my mind." I said as I turned and pointed at the camera in the corner. "This is being recorded, as will every conversation you have with anyone on the TCPD. For your security and ours, of course."
"We object to that." said the lawyer Kehoe.
"Why?" asked Cindy, and I sensed that her anger at me was now being redirected towards the Federal Officers. "Why would you object to being recorded during an interview with us?" That hit home, I observed in their eyes.
"I think we may need to speak to your Chief about this." said Ava Hinds.
"Well, by all means, do so!" said a voice as the door opened. In walked Chief Sean Moynahan, with an iPad tablet in his hand. He patted Cindy on the shoulder as he passed her, then came around and sat down in the chair to my left. "I'm Chief Moynahan, and I agreeeee with what Commander Troy said. He's followed my instructions perrrrrrr-fectly. And yes, that camera will stay on and record our conversay-shhhhhuns."
"Why?" Kehoe all but thundered. "What the hell is the purpose of that?"
"Again," Cindy said, "why are you opposed to it?"
"I'll give you one reason." said Ava Hinds. "These audits are confidential in nature, and we want the people we interview to be able to speak freely, without the hindrance of knowing they're being recorded. And that is also why I demand private, one-on-one conversations with the Police Officers we choose to talk with."
"Audit?" I asked. "Lot stronger word than 'review'." That also hit home, I noticed.
"Semantics." Hinds snarled. "Call it what you like."
"No no nooooo, you're the one calling it an 'audit', Ms. Hinds." I said. "And words mean things. So is this a review? Or an audit?" I paused for effect, then said: "Or a full investigation?"
Hinds was now trapped, and she knew it. "It is an audit, for now." she said. "Whether or not it turns into an investigation will depend on what we find."
"Well, then." said the Chief. "Audits basically are investigations, and we will be treating this accordingly. No Police Officer may be questioned without either a Union Rep, a lawyer, or a superior Officer present. And by 'superior Officer', I mean Lieutenant or above. Any attempt to go around that, and I will end this inquisition... immediately."
"Then I'll fail you immediately." said Ava Hinds. "And we'll be taking it to Court. You'll be looking at a Consent Decree-------"
"Ah, there it is!" I said jovially. "That's what this really is about, isn't it? But let me remind you... a 'consent decree' contains the word 'consent'. And words mean things, Ms. Hinds." I then lowered my voice to a more menacing tone. "And I can assure you that we will not be consenting to a God damn thing with you. We'll fight you in Court every step of the way... just like Mayor Allgood is fighting you."
"This has nothing to do with Mayor Allgood------" Hinds started, but I interrupted her.
"Ms. Hinds, please do not insult us." I said. "We are not Agencies of the Weak-Minded, here. You people come in here, in person, for the first time in years... years!.... and right at the same time Mr. Kehoe's associate Jocelyn Moran is taking Mayor Allgood to Court on trumped-up, false charges? Please, Ms. Hinds. I'm a Police Detective, and a good one, so stop with your bullsh-------"
"Why don't we..." Cindy interrupted, stopping my potty mouth reply, ".... just take a breath and reel this back in. Ms. Hinds, ask your questions, or don't. The Chief can stay in here with me while I answer them."
"Ohhhhh," said the Chief, getting up, and putting his hand on my shoulder to keep me from standing up, too, "I'll leave you to it. Commander Troy, take charge. But 'be nice', won't you?" He ambled to the door and exited, closing the door behind him.
"We need a moment alone." said Ava Hinds. "Why don't you two step out, and we'll call you back in when we're ready."
"The breakroom is down the hallway." I said. "You can talk privately there."
Hinds and Kehoe looked at each other, then Hinds said "Let's go." They got up and left the room.
"No way I was going to leave them alone in here," I said, "so they could tamper with the camera."
"Well, you've ratcheted up the drama again." Cindy said. Then she slumped down in her chair and said "Talk about 'stay in your lane'... I wish you'd just let me do my job."
"I just saved your job." I replied. "If the Chief didn't fire you for being alone in the room with them, the Sheriff would have."
"Oh really?" Cindy said acerbically as she peered at me. "Look. I was not getting any vibe of hostile intent, until you came in here. There's no reason to think they are trying to fuck with us."
"You're saying that," I said, "even after I just connected the dots between Kehoe and Jocelyn Moran... and after Hinds gave you a false name for him? And did you notice their faces after I pointed out the (air quotes) 'sheer coincidence' of them coming down in person while the Allgood case is starting up?"
"Well of course they got hostile." Cindy said, and bitterly. "You come in here, guns blazing, accusing them of some sort of conspiracy. You ever think of pushing the bullet through molasses instead of firing a gun at it?"
That came from the old adage that if one shoots a bullet at a block of molasses, it will glance off or shatter the front part of the molasses; however, if one slowwwwwly pushes the bullet, it will penetrate and go all the way through.
I sighed. "Like every other time, I guess I'll just have to show you." I said.
"What do you mean 'every other time------" Cindy had started, just about coming out of her chair, but the door opening stopped her. Hinds and Kehoe took their original seats.
"Okay, we'll play it your way, for now." said Hinds. "And to not play games: we already have your personnel records, which are required to be filed with the State and Federal Governments for oversight purposes. And that's what this is: oversight."
"What are your questions, Ms. Hinds?" Cindy asked, trying to sound polite.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So," said Ava Hinds, "your Detective Corps. Vice is completely White, and all male."
"Not true." Cindy said. "Officer Laurer is a female. Also, Lieutenant Milton is female, and she just went from Vice to Intelligence, and she's still overwatching Vice. Captain Tanya Perlman is Vice's leadership, and she's a female, as well. 
Hinds said "Milton is not in there now, and Perlman is not actually in Vice, but the Captain of all Detectives, is that not true?"
"Laurer is still female." said Cindy.
"She was just transferred into there." said Hinds. "Maybe just so you could say you're meeting the civil rights requirements?
I said "Or maybe because Laurer is an outstanding Police Officer who is doing well in Vice."
Hinds said "And once again, all white."
"Well," I said, "Detective Newman is black, and he was in Vice until he was essentially promoted to MCD very recently. But I guess you won't give us credit for that."
"He's not in there now, so no, I won't give you one bit of credit for that." said Hinds.
I said "Furthermore, your records are incomplete." I said. "We have one Vice Detective who is so deep undercover that we don't mention his name, gender, or ethnicity... but he is mixed-race; white mother, black father."
"He is?" Cindy asked, stunned.
"What's his name?" said Hinds.
I smiled. "Ms. Hinds, you gave Commander Ross a false name for your attorney here, calling Mr. Kehoe 'Mr. Jones'. Why did you do that?"
"That's none of your business." growled Hinds.
"Oh, but it is." I said. "Why did you lie to us about him? Oh, the Chief asked me to be nice, so I'm just asking instead of telling you why I really think you did that, so give Commander Ross the courtesy of an answer."
"We often refer to U.S. Attorneys and DOJ attorneys by false names." said Hinds. "To protect them and their families, as they prosecute some of the most dangerous criminals in the world."
"I agree." I said. "And we keep our undercover Officer's identity a total secret for the same reasons. No one really knows who he is, and I intend for things to stay that way."
"If you won't name him," said Kehoe, speaking for the first time, "it will be held against you. We're not taking your word that he is anything but lily White."
"We'll see if a Jury does when I testify." I said.
"Testify to what?" Ava Hinds said sharply. I just rolled my eyes.
"Let's move on, Ms. Hinds." said Cindy. "Our overall Detective Corps, which is everyone under Captain Perlman, has a female Lieutenant, a black male Lieutenant, a black Detective besides our undercover man, a Hispanic woman, and a White woman on maternity leave right now. Intel has more females than males, and one of the females is Indian and one is black."



"Are the Indian and Black women actual Police Officers?" Hinds asked.
"The Black woman is going through the Police Academy to become an Officer." I said.
"But she's not one now." stated Hinds. "So she doesn't count. As far as I'm concerned, and my opinion is the only one that counts in writing my report, you don't have any black women in your Detective Corps, and your Vice Squad is all-White."
"So you're not giving us any credit for the black woman that is in Intel?" I asked.
"Not one bit." said Hinds. "Your lame attempt to try to rush someone in there now is insultingly lazy. You should've had black women in your Detective Corps all along."
"Sounds like you have a preconceived outcome, here," I said, "and will twist the truth and the facts to obtain the outcome you want." I saw Hinds's eyes flash with anger; the anger that I knew what her real intent was.
"Let's move on, please." said Cindy. She was not helping, but we moved on.
Hinds said "Your Precincts. First Precinct is the north side, which is predominately white? And Second Precinct is predominately black and other minorities?"
Cindy said "Both Precincts have large swaths of ethnicities of all kinds living together within them-------"
"Are you saying the Heritage Cloisters subdivision is not virtually all-white?" Kehoe asked.
"Trap question." I fired back. "You're attempting to define what she said about two Precincts to one specific area. Commander Ross, this is 'Scooter Libby' treatment, and if it continues, I'm going to stop this and call some lawyers in."
"All right, one more time." said Ava Hinds, getting angry. "Does First Precinct encompass the north side, which contain the predominately white areas of your County? And does Second Precinct contain the predominately black areas, which we know are on the south side?"
Cindy replied "I'm not liking the way you're trying to define the demographics of our County, and I agree with Commander Troy that you're attempting to entrap me so that no matter what I say, you'll call it a lie, and then accuse me of lying to Federal Agents."
"Do you really believe I'm trying to do that?" asked Ava Hinds, looking stunned. Kehoe had a look between smugness and the knowledge that their ploy had not worked.
"Commander Ross may not." I said with a wee bit of 'authority' in my voice. "I absolutely do."
Hinds looked back at Kehoe, who leaned over and whispered something to her. "All right," said Hinds, "the demographics from the last Census are very clear, and I'm saying that the north side is predominately white and wealthier than the south side, which is predominately black and impoverished. Second Precinct covers those impoverished, predominately black areas. What I want to know is why Lieutenant Rudistan, who is white, is assigned to 2nd Precinct, while Lieutenant DeLong, who is black, is assigned to the predominately white First Precinct?"
"One reason," said Cindy, "is because Lieutenant DeLong was promoted to fill the slot left open after Lieutenant Irwin died in the line of duty."
"So why not put Lieutenant Rudistan in that slot, and Lieutenant DeLong in 2nd Precinct?" persisted Hinds.
"Why does that matter?" I asked.
"Isn't it obvious?" Hinds retorted angrily. "Why aren't you assigning blacks to predominately black areas?"
"The Chief told me to 'be nice', so I won't say out loud that your question is racist in itself." I said. "So here's your answer for that form you're not really filling out nor making notes about, suggesting you're preconceived in your outcome."
I started: "Lieutenant Rudistan grew up in one of the poorest sections of the County on the Southside. He knows those areas like the back of his hand. He narrowly avoided becoming part of a gang, and turned his life around and became a Police Officer... and a damn good one. He has 'street cred' in those neighborhoods that few of our black Officers do, and his fiancée is black, for what that's worth."
I continued: "And like Commander Ross just said, the spot that was open was for 1st Precinct, and Lieutenant DeLong was promoted to it. He was on the mission with Lieutenant Irwin when Irwin died. Putting him in 1st Precinct gives him a chance to develop and grow, and one day he may be the 2nd Precinct Captain. And I don't know why you're so opposed to Officers of one ethnicity serving districts primarily of another ethnicity, but I see positives in it."
"That's why I'm going to be reporting you as 'racially insensitive'." snarled Hinds. "You don't get it. Blacks are tired of having white cops coming from out of their districts lording over them. You should have more black cops in black districts."
"Assignment by Identity Politics?" I shot back. "Even though the white Officer you complained about grew up with those blacks in their district, and is actually better qualified for that particular slot?"
"He's still white." said Kehoe. "And that's the problem."
I chuckled, then became serious as I said "No accounting for merit, eh? Just purely by race. Pure 'Identity Politics'. And now you're dictating to us who we assign where?"
"We will be." said Ava Hinds as she closed her notebook. "Once we have that Consent Decree, we will own you. And then we'll make the assignments, and there's not a damn thing you can do about it."
"Ears are to hear with." I said. "We will never 'consent' to anything of the kind. And unlike Mr. Kehoe's shakedown friend Jocelyn Moran... we won't play. We'll fight you all the way."
"And when we win?" Hinds said, possibly genuinely curious to hear my answer.
"You won't." I said. "Even if you (air quotes) 'win', you lose. You just don't realize that yet." Hinds just turned and walked to the door without even looking at us. Kehoe followed, but giving us a look of superiority over us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All I'm saying, Chief," said Cindy angrily, "is that I want Commander Troy to get the hell out of my way and let me do my job!"
We were sitting in the Chief's office, into which Cindy had stormed after Hinds and Kehoe and left the building. Seconds later my phone had buzzed with an invitation I could not refuse...
"First of all, Mizzz Ross, it's my job." said the Chief. "All jobs here are mine; I just delegate them to you and you delegate on down the chain. In this particular case, Commander Troy saved you by walking in on you, and when he did. I agreeeee with him that those Federal Officers were not peaceful in their intentions towards us."
I might add that the Chief had been watching the video camera feed before he'd come into the Conference Room, and again watched it after he left.
"I don't think she was, Chief." Cindy said. "I got no sense from her of any hostility... until Don walked in there without even knocking and just sat down. That was embarrassing enough to me."
"What would have been embarrassing," said the Chief, "is if I had had to fire you, or worse, if the Sheriff had been here. He would have fired you, on the spot. And once again, I think video evidence more than proooooves that their intent was hostile."
"With respect, Chief," said Cindy, "I still don't believe that. Or at least their intent was not hostile until Don went in there and started accusing them of------"
"Cindy!" I said, having had just about enough of that. "What more do you need? What's going to convince you? Hinds outright lied to you about Kehoe's identity! And her answer about his security was as bogus as a three-dollar-bill. She lied to you! And then they started showing their hand, and their intent from the get-go to fail us and go for the Consent Decree!"
Cindy said "I don't believe it. I don't believe you. I think they only came to that conclusion in response to your hostility to them! But now? Yeah, the cat's out of the bag now, and I doubt we can put it back in."
"I give up." I said, throwing up my hands. Then I stood up. "Excuse me, Chief, there's nothing more I can say or do here. Seven years I've been here, and she just refuses to believe me."
"You're not always right!" Cindy yelled, her face as red as I'd ever seen it, making her platinum blonde hair look even whiter. "And not everything has to be a fight!"
"Oh." I said. "Like when you tried to stop my fight with the Press. What did they do to you in exchange for your olive branch, Cindy? They tried to take your baby, that beautiful little girl, away from you! They tried to put your baby in DFACS hell!" 
I ranted on: "And how many times do I have to prove myself to you? Selena Steele was one hour from the death penalty, but Chief Griswold gave me that hour! He believed me, and I don't see why after the what, hundreds? of examples I've given you, you just refuse to believe anything I say? It's almost like you're taking the other side just for the sake of doing it!"
"Good grief!" Cindy started. "That's not-------"
"I don't know what to do anymore." I said, having caught my breath, but not letting her finish her sentence. "I don't know what it's going to take."
I moved towards the door, then turned back and said "But I do know one thing. If you keep refusing to believe me, this Police Force can't be big enough for both of us. This is Strike Two; one more, and either you'll submit your retirement papers... or I will." Not waiting for answer, I just turned, opened the door, and left the Chief's office.
Part 15 - And It Keeps On Going
Thursday, December 12th. There was no coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room. I went into MCD and listened in with the Detectives as Jeff Hull gave the Sports Report about the upcoming Heisman Trophy presentation, and how rare it was that two players from one School were in the running for it the same year. Hull also speculated that Washington and Appletree could split the vote, allowing the Alabama player to win it. The Sports Media was openly rooting for the Alabama player to win it, I observed.
It was also set: the Wildcats would be playing Alabama for the Crystal Trophy and the National Championship in Mercedes-Benz Stadium in Atlanta. Everyone was asking me and Theo what our bets were with Joanne Warner. "One thing is for sure." I said "I am not betting her for ownership of Bowser. No matter who wins, she cannot have my dog."
Cindy went to her office with not even a 'hello' in my direction, shut the door, and did not come out. Tanya, Teresa, and I had our Angels meeting without her. I told them what had happened with the DOJ auditors, and told them to make damn sure that if the Feds came back, no Officer was to be by himself or herself with any of them.
Well, I did make an exception: Tanya could be alone with Jack Muscone. Tanya most very wickedly asked if she should record her nightly 'interviews' with Jack, and I said that I for one had no desire to watch that. That made Teresa groan, saying "I cannot un-see that in my mind!" Tanya and I rolled with laughter over that, and Teresa eventually joined the laughter.
And yes, the Feds came back. Ava Hinds came to the lobby with no less than eight people, six of them being FBI Special Agents... and one of those being Martin Nash(!). He was immediately called into the Chief's office (with me in there with the Chief) and was told the 'rules'. His familiarity with us did not dent our wall, and I even suggested to him to go back to the Federal Building to avoid potential problems. He did not heed my advice, but he did obey the rules.
We did not permit Ava Hinds behind the lobby doors. She was given access to the Press Interview Room, and the Federal Agents were permitted to use Interrogation Rooms A-C to talk to Officers. I was surprised at how little pushback we got from them. Federal Agents conducted interviews with Police Officers with Union Reps present at all times. An Interrogation Room at the Old Mill was provided to them, and they interviewed a large number of our black Police Officers there. They did not bother to go to County Jail to interview anyone.
At the end of the day, Ava Hinds attempted to go to Cindy's office to talk to her alone, but the Green Crowbar had learned well enough that she had the Chief come into her office first. Hinds said her final report would be coming soon, and that she'd found 'serious deficiencies' in our civil rights compliance, that a decision would be made in Washington about what to do about it, and that she (Hinds) hoped the TCPD would be cooperative with the DOJ Civil Rights Division going forward.
The Chief replied that sounded like a threat, and that he didn't cotton well to threats. He also mentioned that no matter what, the TCPD would never 'consent' to any 'Consent Decree'. Hinds got up and left without speaking another word.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, December 13th. Yes, Friday the Thirteenth. No coffee klatch. No Theo Washington in MCD; he was on his way to New York City. No Lester 'Penis' Holder on KXTC. Indeed, all Bettina talked about was the upcoming Fire Department Ball and their 'Chief's Order of Distinction', the equivalent of our Orange Order.
They did not have a Patrol of Honor like We the Police did, but instead held something they called 'The Vigil', where they were stationed at the spot where the Weather Station above Point Hollow now stood, and had to stay awake all night and watch for fires in the valley below (i.e. the Town). In some years, screams from Point Hollow had been heard, chilling the honored Firefighters more than the weather. This year, no screams were heard from Point Hollow, nor were there any strange electricity discharges... nor Slender Man sightings.
At 9:30am, the Chief invited me to a late breakfast at the University Diner, and I drove him over there. The University Diner was just south of Church Row on College Avenue, and was a staple of good 'greasy spoon' eating. There were usually a lot of University students there, but with the Christmas season, it was relatively quiet.
Also: the Chief normally wore his jacket and a white shirt and black necktie as his uniform, with two stars on each collar, and a Purple Order metal-bordered ribbon... since he'd earned the equivalent while in Midtown, he was permitted to wear that on his TCPD uniform (wonder who wrote that into the Charter? Not me... it was already there).
But today, he was wearing a blue shirt with soft shoulderboards on each shoulder epaulette, and eschewing the necktie; in other words, just like what I always wore. That had my curiosity piqued.
"So why the blue shirt, Chief?" I asked. "Besides the fact that you can."
Moynahan grunted a laugh. "I've noticed that I'm just about the only one entitled to wear a white shirt that does, except for Captain Abram. You, Commander Ross, Commander Croyle, and Captain Perlman wear blue shirts, Mary Milton, Davis, and the Precinct Lieutenants either are in plainclothes or light blue shirts, the Duty Desk Sergeants wear light blue shirts even though they can wear white. Sooooo, I decided to see how it feels to wear blue." I nodded.
"But to be honest," said the Chief, "I think I'm used to the white shirt and the tie."
I nodded. "Julius Caesar wore a red robe, to distinguish himself from his Officers and men. Nothing wrong with you doing the same with the white shirt. But I am not going to re-write the Charter so you can have three stars, or anything like that." The Chief chuckled heartily at that.
Our food came, and as we consumed the delicious dishes, the Chief said "Have you talked to the Sheriff lately?" I knew what he meant: had I talked to Griswold since the previous Monday's rift between him and the Chief.
"No sir." I said. "Just texts hello and that sort of stuff. No real discussions of anything, which surprises me; I'd expected him to want to know more about the DOJ coming in, but we haven't talked about that, at least not yet."
"He and I have talked about it." said the Chief. "And just so you know, we hashed things out Monday. He admitted he was wrong about calling me out in front of all of you, but he said time was of the essence in calling the Press Conference, and that you were right to call one like you did. And we discussed... other things, as well."
I nodded. "Is that why he hasn't been to the coffee klatches all week?" I asked.
Moynahan said "He told me that he was going to go spend some time with the Fire Department people, which he thought he should've been doing more of in the first place. He'll also spend some time with the EMT brass after they open their Headquarters across the street from us."
"And he refused to accept your offer to resign." I said.
"I thought you said you didn't talk to him." said the Chief.
"I didn't." I said. "But I've been known to figure some things out every once in a while."
"No doubt about that." said the Chief. "Well, I just asked him if he wanted my resignation, and he said he didn't, that I was the head coach and you were the quarterback, and he needed both of us, even if you're calling your own plays."
I nodded and said "Do I go too far, Chief?"
"No." said the Chief. "No you do not. You're young, and you're direct, but you're confident, you lead by example... if not with your nose at times... and you could easily run this Police Force as Chief. But it's not where you're at your very best. Most of my job is upward; dealing with the Sheriff, the Council, the People of the County, which leaves you and Commander Ross to run the operations and mind the store. You're good enough to call your own plays, to continue the football analogy, and I'm glad you dooooo."
He continued: "I remember that game where the loser Atlanta Falcons lost that 25 point lead. Up 28-3, and they blew it. Humiliating, just inexcusable, as you've said a few times. And I remember their idiot offensive coordinator trying to get cute and run a pass play. But what got to me... was that the Falcons's quarterback could have audibled and changed the play, or could've called time out and gone over and said 'What the fuck are you doing?'. What were they going to do, pull and bench that year's league MVP?" I barked a laugh and nodded vigorously in total agreement.
Moynahan: "Well, thank God you're not a 'yes man' and a pussy like that Falcons quarterback was. You call the audibles, you call the time outs when and where needed. And I trust you to do the right things. And even if I'm debating you on something, you know that I'll have your back once it's decided."
"Yes sir, I do." I said. "And I appreciate it. And I think I know where this is going."
"If you're thinking 'Commander Ross', you're not wrong but you're not right." said the Chief. "I'm staying out of that one, unless it festers and affects the Force. In this Fed audit thing, you were right and I let her know that. Just as the Sheriff was right about you calling that Press Conference and took me down over it, I took her down over what happened yesterday."
"Having said that," said the Chief, "Commander Ross and I are often in the same way of thinking, just as Chief Evans and I were so very often of like mind when we were in Midtown. And if I have to, I'll take Commander Ross's side if the situation calls for it. I just hope that the two of you can work it out."
I said "I'll be candidly truthful, sir. I don't know if we can. She's my blood family and I love her. And I'm not saying I'm 100% right 100% of the time. But I just cannot have her openly opposing me on things like she has in the past, when it's so obvious that I have been right. I mean, I honestly don't get it why she does that... and I don't have to time to figure it out. I'm not kidding when I say there are people out there that are out for our blood... literally, they want to destroy us... and I can't fight them and Cindy at the same time. Something's gotta give..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *



10:50am, Friday, December the 13th. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White appeared in my doorframe.
"Don!" said Jack, "I just got word that there's been a death at Sunnydale Medium Security Prison."
"Okay." I said. "Why does this bother me?"
"Because," said Jack, "the deceased's name is Betty Morelli."
To be continued.
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Part 16 - 'Suicide' Like Epstein
"Oh, wow." I said at the news. "How?"
"We're told it's a suicide, but suspicious." said Karina White. "Can you go down there with us?"
"Uh, sure." I said. "Let me get some civilian clothes." I opened my little wardrobe closet and grabbed a small bag that had civilian clothes in it (all black, dontcha know), and rushed to go with Jack and Karina.
Cindy Ross suddenly popped out of the doorway of her office. "Can I go with y'all?" she asked.
"Yeah, sure." I said, without hesitation. "Grab some civilian clothes. Helena, would you call the Chief and Sheriff, and let them know we're going to Sunnydale with Jack and Karina of the FBI? We probably won't be back by COB, so go home when you're ready." Helena reached for the phone as Cindy came out, and we ran down the hall to catch up with Jack and Karina.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Go to County Airport." Jack directed as we piled into my Police SUV.
"Uh," I said, "you know none of the TCPD choppers have the range to get to Sunnydale and back, unless you have a major refueling stop ready for us."
"Don't stress on it." said Jack. "Airport."
We went to County Airport, where I saw a small, sleek jet plane waiting near the terminal, with a Federal Government number on the tail.
"Whoa, what's that?" I said as we parked.
"That's an airplane." said Muscone, deadpan flat.
"Ohh! Four hundred years a-go!" I said with a big grin. "That one sure got past me!"
"Get on the plane, Dog." said Jack, his beady black eyes twinkling a bit. "It's our ride down there."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the plane, Cindy changed to her civilian clothes, and I changed into my black pants and pullover shirt, which went well with my trenchcoat. The chairs on the small jet faced each other with a table between, so we gathered around to talk once we were airborne.
"I don't have a lot." said Jack. "The call came in at 10:00am. She'd been found about fifteen minutes before that. Get this: they started taking pictures even before they checked to see if she was still alive or not. She wasn't; she'd been dead a while. In and out of rigor, per the M.E.'s initial evaluation."
"What was the cause?" I asked.
"They're saying she tied a sheet around her neck and hanged herself." said Muscone. He showed us some photos on his iPhone. "But as you can see, she tied herself to the upper part of the bed and leaned forward. She wasn't really hanging."
"Oh." I said. "Just like the Clintons's buddy, Jeffrey Epstein. They said he committed suicide by tying a sheet around his neck and 'leaning forward'. Then the autopsy said his death was more consistent with strangulation by another person, not by hanging. Still, it was ruled a 'suicide'. Whatever the Big Boyz wanted to hear, I guess."
"Is Betty Morelli really one of them?" Karina White asked, perhaps not getting the true meaning of my comments about Jeffrey Epstein.
"No." said Cindy. "And her husband is a relatively small-time gangster."
"Who is in Federal prison, a long, long way away from here." said Jack Muscone.
"Well, let's wait until we get down there." I said. "Oderwise, we'll start theorizing without data. So... how'd you get this plane so fast?" I asked.
"Coincidences do happen." Muscone said with a gleam in his beady black eyes. "Owen Lange, who has been returned to his EAD position, was flying to the City when the call came in. He directed the plane to land at County Airport. Karina had come over for a routine meeting with Melina Allgood, and I had stayed home and didn't go to the City because of that. So we're on our way to Sunnydale, while Lange talks to your Sheriff and Mayor about the pure shit the DOJ is doing to you."
No, I thought to myself, coincidences don't happen; at least not two or more at the same time. But I kept my mouth shut and pretended to be an Agency of the Weak Minded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunnydale Prison is near the town of Sunnydale, in the agricultural southeastern part of the State. We landed at Rocktown's airport and were transported by a Federal SUV to the Prison, which was a 45 minute drive. It was now 1:30pm.
We were escorted into the guard's entrance of Sunnydale Prison and given badges that had to be showing at all times. The prison was on lockdown, so we were allowed to keep our weapons for our own security. We were led to Betty Morelli's cell by the Warden himself and a couple of his staff people.
I was surprised to see SBI-OER Inspector Britt Maxwell here, along with SBI Agent Terence Johnson from the 'Casting Aspersions' case. "Hello, Inspector." I said. "Agent Johnson, good to see you again, too."
"You too, sir." said Johnson as we shook hands.
"So why are you down here?" I asked.
Britt Maxwell said "The Governor asked me to fly down and personally take a look at this. Lieutenant Governor Marshall was in Westphalia, and flew us down here." Coincidences abound, I thought to myself, but kept my mouth shut and just nodded.
To our surprise, FBI Special Agent Martin Nash was there, as was Supervisory Agent Nate Grimes, now Nash's immediate supervisor, who had come to 'interview' us in the 'Iscariot' case. "Good to see you again, Commander Troy." he said extending his hand.
I was a bit slow to respond, but I shook the proffered hand, then said "You remember Commander Ross?"
"Sure do. Good to see you, Commander." said Grimes, trying to be affable. Cindy politely shook hands with him.
"What brings you guys here?" asked Jack Muscone after introducing Karina White to everyone.
"We were in the City, and got a call from Washington to go check this out." said Grimes. Coincidences abound, I thought to myself, as Grimes continued "I'll let the Warden explain what happened."
He then pulled me back as the others went down the hall. "Commander," he said, "I want to sincerely apologize for what Dominic Ellis did, shooting you like that. I had nothing to do with it, and I'm glad you weren't hurt." (Author's Note: 'Only Time'.)
I nodded. "Good thing he didn't kill me." I said. "Or I'd be busting some heads right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's how we found her." explained the Warden. "It's a real black eye for us. We haven't had a death here in years."
"Was the cell open or closed?" asked Karina White as she and I looked around inside the cell. Everyone else was in the doorway or the hall.
"Open." said the Warden's lieutenant, who was a Prison System Lieutenant.
The Warden added "This wing houses the least violent and least problematic prisoners. The cell doors are pretty much left open all the time, unless they're on lockdown, like right now. Morelli was a model prisoner, and we were ready to put her up for parole, or transfer her to an even easier prison."
"Where were you thinking of transferring her to?" I asked as I looked around, my eyes darting everywhere. I was noticing the top bunk was messed up; that was where the sheet had come from that had been used in the 'hanging'. The lower bunk was made and was neat, with a towel spread to dry over the end. The rest of the cell was very neat and tidy, which surprised me: what, did they not go through her stuff after finding the body?
The Warden nodded to the Lieutenant, who said "Midvale. Minimum Security Prison closer to Midtown."
I nodded. "Interesting. Did Morelli ask for the transfer?"
"No sir." said the Lieutenant. "In fact, she never asked for anything. Betty was quiet, kept to herself, got along with the other inmates."
"Okay." I said quietly. "Inspector Maxwell, you're the tallest woman here, and near Betty's height. Come in here a second, please."
Britt came in, and I said "Stand with your back to the bed, like she was. Now let's play the 'Trust' game. I'm going to hold onto your shoulders, and you hold my wrists and just lean forward. Yes, that's right."
Britt leaned forward, as the photos of Betty had shown. I said "Okay, that's far enough, stand back up." I brought Britt back to a standing position, then I said "Well, folks, as you can see, there is no eff'ing way Betty Morelli was hanged like that. Her feet never left the ground, and that angle just isn't good for hanging."
"And you have experience with that?" Martin Nash asked, causing Cindy to gasp out loud at his rudeness towards me."
"As a matter of fact, I do." I said acerbically as my eyes bored into Nash. "Read up on my recent case regarding Charles Westbrook, and his attempt to hang me." (Author's note: 'Return to Point Hollow', Ch. 03-04.) "He made the mistake of tying the knot at the back of my neck instead of the side, and I was able to escape. And it's similar here: knot tied at the back of the neck. I just don't see her being able to lean forward and be choking herself, and able to maintain it."
"The M.E.'s initial findings support what you're saying." said the Lieutenant. "The findings were that she was strangled, but in a more consistent manner of being choked than of hanging herself."
"Just like Jeffrey Epstein." I said, which seemed to go over everyone else's heads.
"Do we have a time of death?" asked Martin Nash.
"Not yet." said the Warden. "Our M.E., who is the M.E. for this region of the State, is pretty good. But it's hard to get him to be fast about anything, or solidly commit to something like a time of death without extensive testing. He told us the body was in and out of rigor mortis, suggesting she died at least two hours before we found her."
I walked the length of the hallway, looking into all the cells, which were currently empty. Karina White saw what I was doing and imitated my actions.
When we got back to Betty Morelli's cell, I said: "Okay, let's go find a breakroom or somewhere we can talk, unless someone has something they want to see."
"Did she leave a note, anything like that?" asked Martin Nash. "Any writings anywhere at all?"
"No sir." said the Warden. Nash continued to look around, and did not appear to be satisfied with what he was seeing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We gathered in a conference room in the Warden's office areas. His Lieutenant gave his report.
"None of the other prisoners saw or heard anything." said the Lieutenant. "The time of Betty being found coincides with their exercise period, so they were all outside on the basketball court. We thought she was out there, as well, but all the other prisoners said they don't remember seeing her or talking to her."
"Shouldn't someone have seen something?" asked Martin Nash. "I mean, does she not have any friends, anyone she talks to or hangs out with?"
"She's talked to just about every other woman on the cellblock." said the Lieutenant. "But she doesn't hang out with any particular person or persons. A while back, we thought she might be the focal point of drugs being smuggled in because so many different prisoners talked to her. But she was never found with drugs or cash or anything like that."
The Lieutenant continued: "As to anyone remembering her, it ain't gonna happen. Even if someone saw something or heard something, or remembered anything... they're not going to tell us. For their own sakes, if not just not violating the snitch rule."
"What about camera footage?" asked Martin Nash.
"Not a thing." said the Warden. "That's why I asked for FBI help. The cameras recorded an empty hallway the entire time. But this camera system only records the camera signal to the digital servers; there is no way a blank tape can be substituted, nor another file substituted. So if someone went in there, it would've had to be recorded."
"We can confirm that." said FBI SSA Grimes. "Well, I shouldn't say it's physically impossible, but it's not easy at all; it's intricate and would take specialized knowledge just to do it. And if a past recording is being substituted, they'd have to have taken that recording at or near the same time of day and edited in the altered timestamp. Again, not impossible to do, but a lot of work was involved." I nodded thoughtfully at that.
"And we went back several hours beforehand." said the Lieutenant. "No one but Betty went into her cell, and she did not come out."
"Does the tape show the other women leaving that cellblock for the outside?" asked Nash.
"Yes." said the Warden. "But Morelli cannot be seen walking out with them. So it looks like she stayed in her cell. And then there's nothing but empty hallway for that entire time, until the guards that found her came in."
Nash said "My point is that Morelli's cell was close to the exit door, so the other women would be walking by it. If she was in there tied to a sheet, they'd have seen it and someone would've reacted. Or the guards would have."
"Good point." said Britt Maxwell.
"And what are those guards, the ones that found her body, there for? Why were they there in the first place?" asked Nash.
"While the women of a cellblock are outside," said the Lieutenant, "guards go through their cells and their belongings, and search for contraband, drugs, shivs, other weapons, money; anything that the prisoners are not supposed to have."
The Warden added: "Those guys that went into Morelli's cell instantly called out for help. Others rushed up, as the tape shows. They began taking cellphone photos immediately, then someone untied her body and laid it on the floor."
I said "Can we see the footage?" The Lieutenant handed me his tablet, and people crowded around as I played it back. I narrated: "Two guards went to Betty's cell, went inside, then one can be seen coming to the door immediately and shouting for help. Others came up, a couple went inside, a couple came out and went out the door, and then the lockdown is called." I handed the tablet back to the Lieutenant with my thanks.
"The other women of that cellblock were taken to a different block while we investigated." said the Warden. "They were interviewed there, as well. So they have not been back to their cells yet."
"What about guards and employees coming in and out of the facility?" asked Martin Nash.
The Warden handed Nash a file folder. "Here's a copy of everyone in and out over the last 24 hours. No one out of the ordinary, and by that I mean for the last several months. All the guards and civilian employees, including me, have a badge that they insert into the slot, then get their retina scanned by the reader. No anomalies, no alarms."
Cindy said "Pretty expensive system, isn't it? Especially for a Medium Security prison?"
Britt Maxwell said "I understand that the State Prison System has a contract with the company that provides these security systems. So every prison in the State has this system. It's supposed to be very good. If your retina scan is not in the database, you don't get in."
"Or out, ma'am." said the Warden. "We have to scan both ways."
"True." Britt said. "But another point for me is that if your retina is in the system, you should be able to go to other prisons and your retina can be scanned, there. That would allow guards from Sunnydale here to go to Women's Prison in Madison County, the prison at Westphalia, or Midvale Minimum Security and work there if needed."
"Or their guards to be able to come here and get in." I added.
"True." said the Warden. "But everyone that scanned in over the last 24 hours was a regular here for at least three months."
"Jack, is this the same system used by the Feds?" I asked.
"I can check, but I don't think so." said Muscone. "Warden, do you know if the retina scan database is connected to the Feds's databases?"
"No I don't." said the Warden. "We'll have to check on that."
"Us, too." said Britt Maxwell, to Terence Johnson.
"Us three." said Muscone, to Karina White.
"Warden, was that wing fully occupied?" I asked. The Warden looked at the Lieutenant.
"No sir, there were three cells not occupied, out of sixteen in the wing." said the Lieutenant. "And all cells were single occupancy. We're not overcrowded here, not like Madison County."
"Are the guards rotated between blocks? Or do they stay assigned to one place or area?" I asked, trying to keep my voice casual. I saw and felt Cindy peering at me, and I knew that the Green Crowbar was not fooled.
"They're rotated once a month." said the Lieutenant. "We want them to be familiar with who is who, but not so familiar that they begin fraternizing with the prisoners. Of course, prisoners come and go from a facility like this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm, Friday, December 13th. I was getting bleary-eyed from rapidly going through the previous 24 hours of video footage of that hallway, which I had been doing with the Warden's Lieutenant and SSA Grimes.
"Damn, Commander." said the Lieutenant. "You've been flying through this stuff faster than I can even watch."
"I know," I said, "but you can review it again and again, while I'm expecting to be called soon and told we have to go home."
"Out of curiosity," said Grimes, "why did you come down? What's your interest in all this?"
"Well, Mr. Grimes," I said, "I am on your books as an FBI Consultant, and I was asked to consult on this case by your fellow Agents, particularly SAC Muscone and ASAC White. So here I am."
"I understand." said Grimes. "Seeing anything?
"Good question." said Jack Muscone as he came up to us, followed by Karina White and Cindy Ross. "Don, we've got to get home, and get you guys home. So solve this for us and let's get going."
"Harrumph." I grunted. "I can't solve a thing without data. And until we get the autopsy report, and especially a time of death, I have no data."
"Why is the time of death so crucial?" asked Cindy.
I said: "If... and I admit it's a big 'if'... the theory is correct that a blank file or something was substituted to mask any activity while the women were outside getting exercise, then I'm beginning to think that they could've done that for an earlier timeframe, as well. And the timeframe to be looking at is... wait for it... around the time of death. We also need to know if there were any drugs in Betty Morelli's system at the time of her death."
"What kind of drugs?" asked Martin Nash.
"Any." I said. "But I'm most interested in knowing if there are any barbiturates, knockout drugs, downers, that sort of stuff."
"So she was knocked out, and then killed?" Nash asked.
"So I read the riddle." I said.
"So why didn't anyone see her body?" asked Nash.
"You tell me." I said. "I'm not going to theorize further without more data. And until you have the autopsy, Warden, we simply don't have enough data to form a cogent theory. One thing I'd love to hear figured out is exactly why someone wanted to kill Betty Morelli, of all people. As you guys said earlier, she seemed to have no enemies. So why her? And why now?"
"We've really got to get going." Cindy said.
"We appreciate you coming down and helping us out." the Warden said politely, and perhaps with a touch of political savvy. "I'll let you know if anything big pops from this." Everyone shook hands all the way around, and we 'outprocessed'.



As we walked out of the facility, Britt Maxwell said "Don, I'm sorry about the blowup the other day. I hope you're going to keep working with me on things."
"I apologize for my part of it, too." I replied. I pointed my thumb back at the prison and said "What do you think of all that?"
"I don't know." said Britt. "And to be candidly honest, I don't really care. I only came down because the Governor asked me to, and the Lieutenant Governor all but physically dragged me onto her airplane."
"Well, it's instructive for Agent Johnson to see." I said. "Isn't that right, Mr. Johnson?"
"If you say so, sir, then it must be." Terence Johnson most astutely said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once we got back to our plane in Rocktown, boarded it, and were flying home, we discussed the case.
"I tried to use your methods, Don." said Karina White. "But I'm not seeing whatever it is you're seeing."
"All I'm seeing is that we don't have enough data without the autopsy, and particularly the time of death." I replied. "And why we didn't have that already, I don't know. Sure makes me appreciate Martha at home."
"Amen to that." Cindy said, almost absentmindedly. I noticed she was staring out the window more than anything else. Then she turned to Karina and said "But don't be fooled. I could tell by the questions Don was asking, and the way he was asking them, that he has something in his head about this."
"Well then!" Jack said, leaning back in his chair. "I'm looking forward to hearing it."
"So am I." I said, which made Cindy roll her eyes. Karina chuckled, and Jack just stared at me, waiting patiently; he was used to me.
"Okay, I'll just say this." I said. "I'm glad someone went through the time and effort to make that as complex as they could. I told the Warden that the key is the motive, the 'why' of it all. Right now, the 'how' is easy enough. It's the 'why' I'm truly interested in."
"So tell us the 'how'." said Karina.
"Well," I said, settling into my chair, "the easy thing to do would just be to put out a prison hit on Betty, and have someone stick a shiv in her throat or her kidney. Someone with enough resources could arrange for a killer to be transferred in from Women's Prison at Madison County, kill Betty, then be sent back to Madison County."
"But instead," I said, "they got cute. Went through a lot of steps. It was a complex plan, full of moving parts."
"Tell us the moving parts." said Cindy.
"Well," I said, "I'm remembering the Aurus and Tolson escapes. IDs were forged and entry to those maximum security facilities were made. The database of retinal scans was compromised, as well. And whoever is good enough to do that, is good enough to substitute some blank footage for footage that would have shown people walking down that cellblock hallway. So I'm thinking some guards came in that were either faking the IDs of regular guards, or those guards had been embedded a while back."
Jack Muscone said "That sounds reasonable. But I think Martin's question was a good one: how did they conceal Betty's body?"
"That's why I think someone went in earlier and killed her." I said. "They might've put her body under the bed, where that towel hanging on the end of the bed hid it from sight. The alternative is a little crazier, but very plausible: her body was taken somewhere, maybe to an empty cell, and hidden there. The empty cells are at the far end, no one is walking by them, and no one looks in because no one expects to see anything."
"Carrying her body past all those cells?" Karina asked. "That's a risk."
"It sure is," I said, "which is why I think Betty may have been drugged, and walked down to the other end. And it's possible that, at that time, the killers were dressed as prisoners."
"Oh." said Muscone. "That would explain some things."
"Yes." I said. "Masquerading as 'new' prisoners, guard uniforms hidden in their cells, if only for a few hours. Early that morning they go to Betty's cell, drug her, walk her back to their cell at the far end of the block. Betty is strangled in the other cell, hidden away, and then those same people dressed as guards go and get her body after the other women are taken out to exercise, bring it back to her cell, tie the sheet around her neck, and then they 'find' the body during the contraband search. I did notice two guards leaving as others were coming in and gathering around."
"Like you said," said Muscone, "it's complex. Risky, too."
"And it doesn't explain the 'why', the motive." I said. "And that's the real key, and what I really want to know. So what did you guys notice? Anything slap you upside the head and call you 'mama'?" Karina began laughing and couldn't stop for a moment.
"One big thing." said Muscone. "The level of interest in this. The top SBI people are there, including you Don, though by my invitation. But Maxwell was sent by the Governor and Lieutenant Governor. What's their interest in this? Of course we're down here because Owen Lange wanted us down here, so why are Grimes and Nash also here? I didn't really understand that, and their explanation was lousy."
"Karina?" I asked.
Karina said "I thought the Warden was pretty well informed about things, and seemed to be very interested in what was going on. Not that that's a bad things, but it piqued my curiosity."
"Sure." I said. "Of course, his ass is the one highest up the flagpole and is going to get hit the most by the crap spewing out. He wants this tamped down, and quickly."
Karina said "And of course the obvious thing: the method by which Betty was killed. Like you said, the logical thing to do would be to just slit her throat, let everyone run around in circles blaming the other inmates. Why such an obviously fake suicide?"
Cindy said "Only thing I can think of is that if anything went sideways, this gave the perps some time to escape, whereas an obvious stabbing or strangulation gets the prison immediately locked down and the perps trapped inside."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "So what did you notice, Cindy?"
"You go first." Cindy replied. "And then I'll say what I've been thinking all day long."
"Fair enough." I said. "The one thing that really got my attention was that the Lieutenant kept calling Betty by her first name, while everyone else called her 'Morelli', or 'the prisoner'. That suggests to me that either he knew her, or got to know her... or that he knows both her and her husband, and was used to using their first names to differentiate them, like I call Myron and Mary Milton by their first names to differentiate them."
"And if that's the case," I continued, "it infers that he's connected to Jerry Morelli, possibly once a part of the Morelli Association, and he could've had her wiped out for some reason related to that. But I don't insist upon that. I don't know why Jerry would want Betty killed now, after all this time."
Karina said: "They kept talking about giving her parole, or moving her to an easier prison. Maybe she's cut a deal with someone?"
"Her chance to do that was long past." said Cindy, who remembered the 'Film Noir' case as well as I did.
"So what say you, Green Crowbar?" I asked.
"The one thing I found interesting," said Cindy, "was Martin Nash. He was as 'gung ho', as fired up as I've ever seen him about a case. He was really pushing with the questions like nobody else was. He really wants to solve it, whereas the Warden just wants to find a way to clean up the mess and keep his reputation intact, and nobody else there really cared all that much. But more than that, I got a vibe from Nash about it."
"What's that?" I asked, as Jack peered at her.
"That he thinks you had something to do with it, Don, and he really wants to bust you for it." Cindy said, dead serious. "Or maybe it would be more accurate to say... that he hopes you had something to do with it, so he can take you down. As you pointed out, Jack... why was Nash and his boss even there at all? And my only conclusion is... that Martin Nash has gone over to the Swamp Frogs."
"Maybe not that far." said Muscone. "But yeah... since he did that end run around me over the McGinty's Materials thing, he hasn't been the guy we used to know, and trust..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got back home just before 7:30pm. It was already dark. I invited Jack and Karina and Cindy to my office, but Cindy said she had to go home. She went to her office, got her things, and quickly left. Muscone and White came into my office and sat down in my hot chairs. They declined my offer of shots of bourbon.
Karina said "I don't know Martin Nash that well, so I don't know if Cindy is right about him. But from what I know, he was always a good FBI Agent."
Muscone said "I worked with that man for a long time. He was always a straight-up guy, if a bit uptight at times. Never used his uncle's position as a crutch, though others were wary of him because of it. And then he did that end run around Jefferson and me over McGinty's Materials, and things went downhill fast. And with his uncle retired, he had no place to go. He was lucky to get that position in the OPR branch."
I nodded. "Karina, what you may not know is that Nash was hired here and working as a TCPD Detective. It was undercover, and he was brought in by then-Chief Griswold to watch over me, but they didn't know that I knew it all along. When it was time for him to go back to the FBI, we created the cover story that he was hired away from us by the FBI. And what you heard from Cindy tonight... is growing distrust of someone who we once considered was one of us."
Just then, my personal iPhone chimed. "It's a text from Laura." I said as I read it. My instructions from my (real) boss were to go visit Sheriff Griswold before going home.
Part 17 - Fireside Chat
Arriving at Sheriff Griswold's home, I had already seen the bright orange glow, so I knew to go around to the back yard. Sure enough, the Sheriff had a good fire going in his fire pot, and was roasting pieces of trout on a stick over it. Oil or fat would drip into the fire, making it hiss and adding an aroma to the air that was making me hungry.
"Ah, there you are." said the Sheriff. "Pour yourself a healthy shot of that bourbon, Crowbar." I did so, then sat down in the chair to his right. I politely refused his offer of some trout, though it smelled really good.
"So you went to Sunnydale?" Griswold asked.
"Yes sir." I said. I told him what had happened down there, then told him about all the FBI and SBI people that were there.
"Them going down there does not interest me." said the Sheriff.
"Then who?--- oh. Cindy." I said. "You're surprised she wanted to go?"
"Not at all." said Griswold.
"And that was the curious incident." I replied, beginning to catch on as I used the phrase from Conan Doyle's legendary story 'Silver Blaze'.
"Exactly." growled Griswold. "Did you talk to the Chief?"
"Yes sir." I said. "He said y'all worked things out."
"Yeah." said the Sheriff. "It would be more accurate to say we put into words some things we already knew were true. In the end, he accepted where things stood in the Police Department while I'm Sheriff. He's a good soldier, and he has your back."
"Yes sir, I believe that, too." I said.
"I also had a conversation with Ms. Ross the other night." said Griswold. "And things are nowhere near as resolved, there. Did you two get the chance to talk about it on your trip to Sunnydale?"
"No sir." I said. "I was surprised when she asked to go with us, but I had no problem with it. I thought maybe she would talk, or that she'd put the issue behind her. But with 20/20 hindsight, I can see that's not the case."
"And what you said, about either she has to go or you will?" asked the Sheriff. "Did you mean that?"
I paused a moment, then said "Sheriff... Cindy is my blood kin, and I love her as much as I love anyone. But I just can't have her openly opposing me on these really big issues. This thing with the DOJ, my war with the Press, that time with BTW High Coach Grimes..." (Author's note: 'In Black and White'.)
"And 'Clinton County'?" asked the Sheriff, peering at me.
"No sir, not that." I said. "She was just doing what Police Officers should do: investigating a potential crime. Should she have called for backup? Sure, but I never held any of that against her. But the Press thing... which I thought she'd received an adequate demonstration about... and now this DOJ thing, which is really, really dangerous for the TCPD... I just cannot have her on the other side, firing back at me."
Griswold said "That's what I told her, and what the Chief told her, too. I told her she has to choose her spots and her battles, like you do against the Swamp Frogs, and the US DOJ is not the spot to pick."
After a long, silent pause, the Sheriff finally said "Okay, then. Do me one favor, and don't crush Cindy. If there are more issues, bring them to your ol' Klingon advisor."
"Yes sir..."
Part 18 - Giving One's All
"Last things last
By the grace of the fire and the flames
You're the face of the future
the blood in my veins, oh-ooh
The blood in my veins, oh-ooh"
--- Imagine Dragons, 'Believer'
Dawn, Saturday, December 14th. I came down to the main floor of The Cabin and went into the kitchen and made coffee. Once that was done, I poured myself a cup, added the 'pollutants' I liked, and went into the greatroom. Two outstanding dogs were waiting at the back door.
"Ready to go out?" I asked them as I opened the door. They practically flew out the door and around the side of the house. As I went out and sat down in the metal mesh loveseat, I heard the door open. A second later, Carole came up, wearing her blue jeans and red No. 10 jersey. She was not wearing a coat, but had a blanket with her.
"Can I sit with you, Daddy?" Carole asked. I nodded and opened my trenchcoat so that she could sit next to me and be wrapped in it. She clambered onto the seat and wrapped up in the blanket as well as the trenchcoat.
"How are you doing, Sweetpea?" I asked. "Sleep well?"
"Yes Daddy." Carole said. "And I dreamed that Jamaal is going to win the Heisman again."
"Oh really?" I asked.
Carole said "Marie wants Ap-pul-treee to win it, and I want Jamaal to win it."
I said "I guess you better bet on it, then. But a friendly bet, of course."
"We already did." said my six-year-old daughter. "The loser has to pick up the winner's toys the next time Mommy tells us to clean up."
"Sounds like a fair bet." I said. "How's school?"
"Good." said Carole. "Ms. Billings lets me and Sidney do third grade English and Math while everyone else is doing second grade stuff. Sometimes it's hard, but Sidney helps me if I have trouble. I told Ms. Billings that Tyson should be with me and Sidney, but she's making him stay with the others."
Sidney was the nerdy kid with thick glasses that would likely be the next Bill Gates and be a billionaire. Tyson was black and very smart, too. (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 01.) I wondered why he was being held back... and feared that I knew the answer.
"Well, that's good that you're doing advanced stuff." I said. "But if it gets too hard, there's no shame in coming back down to the level you're supposed to be at."
"Don't worry, Daddy." Carole said. "It's not too hard. I won't let you down." Uh oh, I thought to myself, but before I could reply, two outstanding dogs came back around and onto the deck. "Time to go in, Daddy." Carole said, scrambling down from her perch and taking the dogs back inside. I looked over my Town & County in the growing light, then moseyed back inside at a more leisurely pace...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had invited Jerome Davis and his father to watch the Army-Navy game, but he said he and Inga were going down to Valley Villages and watch with all the old veterans. Chief Moynahan, Chief Molly Evans, Sheriff Griswold, and Paulina Patterson were attending the Fireman's Ball. I'd gotten out of that by using Laura's injury as an excuse, but Cindy and Callie were going.
Later tonight, Edward and Stephanie Steele would come over, Teresa and Todd would be bringing their boys, and Melina Allgood would be bringing little Dan and Patricia, all of them joining us for dinner, with a birthday cake for Patricia.
Jim was wearing an Army jersey that Laura had obtained for him. Ross was wearing a Toronto Blue Jays jersey that his mother had bought him (Oh, Can-a-da!). Ian was wearing his No. 93 Bulldogs jersey that his Aunt Cindy had given him. But watching the ball game did not seem to interest them, and Lego City was being expanded while we adults watched television.
I am sorry to say that the big rivalry game was a disaster for the Black Knights of Army, as Navy had that offense that combined the wishbone with RPO (run-pass-option) action, and proved to be unstoppable. Navy went on to win 38-10, and Ross gave Jim a hard time about it.
I got a text from Jerome, showing all the old veterans, some happy, some not so much, then another one from the happy Navy veterans, including Jonathan Davis, with the caption: 'the Navy guys said to say hello to the Iron Crowbar!'. Throwing shade at the ol' Police Commander, they were. I texted back my congratulations to the Navy guys.
Chief Moynahan texted as well: "Well. That was very... disappointing."
"At least it was a solid loss, and not a fluke play at the end." I said. Little did I know...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I heard Jim tell Marie: "You should bet Carole that if Appletree wins the Heisman, she has to eat a whole plate of stringbeans!"
"Why don't you make that bet with her?" retorted Marie.
"I tried." Jim admitted. "She wouldn't do it."
"Get outta my face with that stringbean talk!" Carole 'warned' Jim.
"Carole!" exclaimed Laura, overhearing. "That was very unladylike language!"
"Yes ma'am." said Carole, making her voice sound more apologetic than she actually felt.
"Carole," I said, "what will Jim have to eat if Jamaal wins the Heisman?"
"Black-eyed peas." Carole said simply. Jim scowled mightily, and I wasn't sure if it was because he didn't like black-eyed peas, or because his sister knew that he didn't.
"So do we have a bet?" I asked.
"No way!" Jim said. "I ain't eatin' no black-eyed peas."
"Well, Jim," I said, "you know what we Police Officers say." Then I sang "Don't do the crime, if you can't do the time... oh no, don't do it."
"And you say 'yes sir' and 'no sir' when you speak to your father. You understand?" Laura said, admonishing Jim...
"Yes, ma'am." Jim wisely said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At dinner, I was sitting next to Stephanie Steele. I quietly asked "Have you had any problems with Carmela, lately?"
"As a matter of fact," Stephanie said, also speaking in hushed tones, "since I went on the air defending Laura, I've had some students gather to yell at me as I drive up to the Physics Building. Dr. Stoddard called the Campus Police about it, and they started posting a car at the parking lot entrance, so the students dispersed and pretty much stopped bothering me after a few days. But I was told that Carmela was behind it."
Stephanie went on: "They also protested outside Dr. Woodrow's building, holding up some signs, and Dr. Chase's building at the Law School. But they haven't done anything to Professor Marvin Milton. I heard a rumor that they are scared to mess with him because it will bring the Iron Crowbar down on them like a ton of bricks."
I said "Maybe I need to put out that messing with you will get the same reaction. And seriously, if you have any more trouble at all, call me directly; do not pass 'GO', do not collect $200. I don't know what Carmela's problem is, but I want to nip his crap in the bud. And I'll snap his head back so hard he'll be sold as a bobblehead doll if he steps out of line."



"I'm sure he's just trying to intimidate me and the others for openly supporting Laura." Stephanie said. "Any idea why he went after her so hard?"
"No." I said. "Which is why I'm saying to you to be very careful. I've told Professor Milton to keep his eyes peeled, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The big moment was arriving. Carole was wearing her No. 10 jersey, and Marie her No. 36 jersey. Ian was also going to watch the Heisman because word was spread (via a text from Theo) that Derrick Waters would attend as Clarence Appletree's guest. Bowser was keeping Carole and Marie separated, and Buddy was sitting with Ian, both dogs getting lots of skritchins.
I'll be blunt: the nearly hour-long show prior to the Heisman announcement was mind-numbingly boring. I ended up talking to Todd and Teresa in the kitchen.
"How did the Tigers get the Sugar Bowl instead of us?" Todd was asking. "Georgia is going to wipe the floor with them. At least we'd have given those other Bulldogs a game!"
"At least you got the Cotton Bowl against Texas A&M." Teresa lamented. "Auburn got the Gator Bowl, against Northwestern. Big whoop."
We were called into the front room by Carole. "They're going to tell us who won after this commercial break." she said, imitating what the announcer had said as they went into the... wait for it... commercial break.
We watched and turned up the volume as the announcer came to the podium, with the Heisman Trophy in front of her and many previous winners behind her. The camera went to Jamaal Washington, Clarence Appletree, the Alabama QB, then back to the podium as she announced: "And the Heisman Trophy for this year goes to..."
To be continued.
Just kidding. The announcement was made: "And the Heisman Trophy for this year goes to... Clarence Appletree!"
Marie squealed with delight and Carole applauded politely. Most of us also applauded as Clarence got up, hugged Jamaal Washington, then the other player, then his grandparents that had raised him. He hugged his coaches, then went over and made a point to hug Derrick 'Train No. 93' Waters, who'd come up from the third row to congratulate him. Appletree then came up to the podium, and Jamaal Washington, who'd won the year before, was guided around to join the other Heisman winners on the stage.
Appletree was fighting to not get emotional as he began his speech. "I want to thank my grandparents, for raising me and not giving up on me when times for me could have been bad. I want to thank my coaches at (Wildcat School) and my high school coaches, that kept me set straight."
"I want to thank my Offensive Line," said Appletree. "The Great Wall of Wildcats. This really is their award. I want to thank Jamaal Washington, a great football player, a great teammate, and an even greater man." The camera showed Jamaal at the end of the line of past recipients, grinning that Washington family grin, looking as GQ as Theo always did.
"I want to thank my friend Derrick Waters for being here today." Appletree said. There was applause as the camera showed Train No. 93 in his light blue suit with University Blue tie. "As you know, he was tackling me last year, and I knew something was wrong when we landed. And when we were laying there, and he wasn't moving, I was praying hard to the Lord that it wasn't bad. But it was."
"And as I was laying there while the doctors were attending to him," said Appletree, getting emotional now, "I was realizing... that all of this could go away in one second, just like that. I knew that any play, any moment, could be the last. And I knew that from then on, I had to truly give 100%, not only on every play, but in everything I do in Life."
Tears were running down Appletree's cheeks as he said "All these great players behind me... they gave 100% in football and in Life. Jamaal Washington always gives 100% in everything he does, in his football, in his preparation, his schoolwork, and in his charity work. Derrick Waters never stopped giving 100%, and he's walking again, and he's going to have a good life, because he never gave up." Applause.
"So that's my message to all of you, and what this award means to me." said Appletree. "Give 100%, no matter what you do. Treat every moment as if it's your last, and make the most of it. Never give up, always keep going. Thank you, and God bless you." As the room filled with applause, Appletree met Jamaal halfway for a hug. He made Jamaal come over and pose with him behind the Heisman, then they had him (Clarence) holding up that 25 pound hunk of metal...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Jamaal didn't win." said Todd, perhaps trying to stir up trouble.
"But a Wildcat did." said Melina perhaps a bit wickedly. "Twice in a row, too."
"Well," I said, "Jamaal's part of the family like Theo and Franklin are, but it's hard to beat 2200 yards rushing."
"Hey Carole!" Todd said with his handsome grin, "you lost the bet." Teresa gave her husband a backhand slap to his chest for his mischievousness.
"That's o-kay." Carole said diplomatically. "Congratulations, Murrree!" She and Marie exchanged a big handshake. Then Carole said "It's time for cake now!"
Moving right along...
Part 19 - Visiting Hours
Sunday, December 15th. Amber Harris was brought to the visitors section of Midvale Minimum Security Prison. She saw Bettina Wurtzburg in one of the seats on the other side of the glass partition. She waddled over to that seat's counterpart on her side of the glass, her pregnant belly now huge and distended, and sat down. They picked up the phones to talk to each other.
Bettina asked "How's the baby coming along?"
"Good." said Amber. "It could come any time, but probably in early January."
Bettina said "Good. And we're working on you walking out of there with your baby in your arms."
"Thanks." said Amber. "So what's going on out there in the outside world? I heard Troy solved another big case." She was referring to the 'Homewrecker' case, that had made the news.
"But he hasn't solved the murder of the guy that murdered that woman." Bettina said. "And he got into it with Holder again over race issues. But that's not why I'm here. Did you hear about Betty Morelli?"
"No." said Amber. "What happened?"
"She was found dead in her cell at Sunnydale." Bettina said.
"What?!" Amber exclaimed. "Betty? Dead?"
"Yes." Bettina said solemnly. "It was made to look like a suicide, but it's being treated as suspicious."
"Oh, geez!" Amber said. "That could really fuck up our plans. We needed her alive, just in case!"
"I know." said Bettina. "But there's a silver lining to the cloud. This has given the FBI an excuse to interview Jerry Morelli and his henchmen in Federal prison, and I heard they had some interesting things to say. So let not your heart be troubled. We are still on course..."
Part 20 - Fool Me Once...
Monday, December 16th. I came in early as usual, around 6:00am or so. Somewhat to my surprise, most of the MCD Detectives were at their desks, including Theo Washington. I was going to go in and ask him about his trip to New York when I saw that the door to my office's anteroom was open and the light was on. Going down the hall, I saw that Helena was at her desk already.
"I think I saw this movie last year." I said to her, and she just grinned. "Fool me once..." I opened the door to my office and there it was...
A Heisman Trophy was sitting on my desk.
"Whoop, there it is!" I said out loud, then went on around behind my desk. As I did, Jamaal Washington and Clarence Appletree came in, wearing suits and (Wildcat red) ties and looking sharp as ever, followed by Theo and Franklin Washington, with Paulina and Julia Rodriguez behind them.
"Congratulations, Clarence." I said as I shook Appletree's hand. I shook Jamaal's hand also. "Is this yours or the School's?" I meant which trophy, as the player and his School each get a Heisman. The year before, Jamaal had brought the School's copy here. (Author's note: 'Home For The Holidays', Ch. 04.)
"This one's mine." said Appletree. "I'm taking it to the Hospital, so the Cancer Kids can see it. They kept writing me letters after we visited last year, so it's only right to visit them now."
"Outstanding." I said. Then I noticed that Laura had come up the hallway, with two future Wildcats wearing their jerseys. "And here's your No. 1 fan, Clarence. Hey Marie, come meet Clarence!"
"Wow!" Marie said as she came up behind Carole. "Con-grat-u-lashuns!" she said as she hugged Appletree's legs.
"She's tackling him better than most defenses could." Jamaal said with a grin. "Ooof... and I'm getting tackled, too. Hi Carole!"
"Hi Jamaal!" said Carole. "Congrat-u-lations, Clarence!" She hugged Clarence, too.
"Let's get some photos." I said. Photos were taken, of Marie and Carole sitting on my desk with the Trophy between them, and Jamaal and Clarence behind them. Then one with me standing between Jamaal and Clarence, with Marie and Carole on the desk.
Then Jamaal got the 'I Beat Slenderman' trophy. "Yeah, I heard that story." said Appletree. "And we still got that red crowbar over our locker room door."
"Yeah we do." said Jamaal as photos were taken. Then we put Slender Man back in his place, and Franklin and Theo took photos with Clarence, then Clarence and Jamaal.
The party moved to MCD, which soon was full of Officers as the word spread. Laura took Carole and Marie to school, and I sent iPhone photos to Ms. Billings, to share with the whole class.
As they shared stories, Clarence Appletree and Jamaal Washington discussed the other Heisman winners that were at the ceremony. Clarence said "I think I was most impressed with Herschel Walker. He grew up in a house with a dirt floor in rural Georgia, and went on to win the Heisman and then go to the pros. And he was an Olympic bobsledder."
Jamaal took it up: "And he went back and got his degree at the University of Georgia... in Criminal Justice."
"Criminal Justice? That's what I'm talking about!" said Theo Washington happily. Guess what Theo majored in? And Jamaal, too...
"Isn't Herschel a mixed martial arts guy, too?" asked Cindy.
"Yes ma'am." said Appletree. "And a fifth-degree black belt in tae kwon do."
"That's what I'm talking about!" said Cindy, herself a black belt in two disciplines. She and Theo high-fived.
"Commander Troy," said Julia Rodriguez, "aren't you a black belt in Aikido?"
"Technically." I said. "I've achieved the 'dan' rank, and black belts are normally worn by people who have done so. But unlike multi-colored belts in some disciplines, Aikido generally just has white and black belts."
"Better get crackin', Clarence." Cindy said. "The Heisman is just the start."
"Yes ma'am, it is." said Clarence. "And next is the charity work, starting at the Hospital today."
"That's what I'm talking about!" said Teresa. She and Clarence high-fived.
It was all fun and everyone was happy. And then you-know-who came onto the airwaves...
Part 21 - Epilogue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 16th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the Courthouse complex in the distant background. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police Department has failed a civil rights audit by the U.S. Department of Justice's Civil Rights Division!"
Bettina smiled brightly as she began: "The USDOJ reported their findings regarding their audit last week of the TCPD's practices, their hiring, promotions, and assignments with regard to Federal civil rights requirements. The report stated that the TCPD was in flagrant violation of the requirements, and that their discrimination against minorities and women, and especially black women, is systematic, chronic, and one of the most appalling examples of discrimination that the USDOJ has ever come across!"
Bettina: "And this comes at the same time that the US DOJ is suing Mayor Daniel Allgood for abusing his Office and discriminating against People of Color. It is not clear what actions the US DOJ will take against the TCPD, nor if they will demand that Commander Donald Troy be fired as part of any Consent Decree."
More Bettina: "And Police Commander Donald Troy snubbed the Town & County Fire Department by not attending the Fireman's Ball this weekend. His lame excuse was his wife's injuries, even though she attended the Policeman's Ball with her husband last week. That very offensive action was not well received by the Fire Department."
More Bettina: "The University's Board of Regents, as well as the University Hospital Board, voted narrowly to approve Seth Warner as the new Hospital Administrator. Mr. Warner, who has graduate degrees in Accounting and Business Finance, has been running the charities of his late grandfather Conrad King after Mr. King's death several years ago. Before that, Mr. Warner was a founding member of the BOW Enterprises technology conglomerate."
More Bettina: "And Channel Two News has learned that the FBI and SBI are investigating the death of Betty Morelli at Sunnydale Prison. Mrs. Morelli, wife of Mobster Jerry Morelli, was transported to a Grand Jury hearing by Commander Donald Troy, only to take the Fifth when put on the stand. She and her husband were arrested by the FBI a short time later. The cause of her death was ruled a suicide, but the details have not been released pending the conclusion of the investigation."
Yet more Bettina: "And the group 'Citizens for Secular Atheism' and Dr. Lionel Carmela of the University Political Science Department jointly filed a lawsuit against the University and University Hospital to stop the annual Charity Christmas Concert benefitting the University Cancer Center. The group claims that a Christian concert in which church choirs participate and other groups sing Christmas songs is an egregious violation of the Separation of Church and State..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"First I'm hearing of us failing the US DOJ audit." said Chief Moynahan as he, the Sheriff, and I drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Moi aussi." I replied. "But Bettina didn't say we'd been notified, just that we'd failed. Sounds like a very deliberate leak to the Press without saying anything to us."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "I talked to Allgood at the Fireman's Ball, and he said he thought they would leak it to put more pressure on him, Allgood, to settle and accept a Consent Decree. The USDOJ has contacted his lawyers three times already, and have offered to drop the demand he resign just to get negotiations started. Daniel's lawyers told the USDOJ to pound sand, that they are going for scorched earth and total victory, and will never settle. And by the way, Don, nobody really noticed, much less took offense to your not being at the Fireman's Ball. I don't know where Bettina was getting that shit from."
"That was a very instructive little tidbit there." I said. "But please continue, sir."
Griswold continued: "I think it's exactly backwards of what Daniel thinks. I believe they went after Daniel to ratchet pressure on the TCPD to accept a Consent Decree. I imagine they expected Daniel and his lawyers to negotiate a settlement, and are totally shocked that he's going 'scorched earth' on them. And they're frustrated, too; their timetable is being thrown off by all this."
"Timetable for what?" asked Moynahan.
"Getting the TCPD to submit to their will." said the Sheriff.
"And I would agree with you, sir," I said, "but with this caveat: I don't think they're expecting to win this first round. The lawsuit against Allgood, the audit on us... which was going to fail no matter what we said or did... it's just the opening salvos, the 'preparation of the objective', to use a little Artillery lingo, there."
"It must be a lonnnnng term plan, then." drawled the Chief. "These lawsuits could take years."
"Yes, Chief, they would." I said. "But I think they're going to be looking for ways to speed things up. So we better wrap up warm. An 'east wind' is coming."
I barely heard myself say again "An 'east wind' is coming..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were finishing up the Angels Meeting when there was a knock on my door. It opened to reveal a very solemn Cindy Ross. "Turn on the TV." she said. I expertly used the remote to do so.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg with breaking news!" shouted Bettina happily from outside the Courthouse. "Judge Harry R. Nance has upheld the lawsuit filed by the Citizens for Secular Atheism, and has enjoined University Hospital from holding their annual charity concert! The children of the Cancer Center will not be singing any Christmas carols this year..."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue - Abuse of Judicial Power
Monday, December 16th. We sat in stunned silence, unable to believe what we had just heard. Some group of atheists had sued to stop the Christmas Charity Concert that was held on the grounds of University Hospital every year... and activist, far-Leftist Judge Harry R. Nance had upheld it, and enjoined University Hospital from having the concert.
My Angels were in my office with me. Tanya Perlman's eyes were sparkling... with anger. Cindy Ross looked solemn, and a bit inscrutable. Teresa Croyle's face had fallen upon hearing the news, and now her head was bowed as she attempted to hide her emotions... emotions even I could sense, and Cindy had already understood.
"Can that be appealed?" Tanya asked.
"Sure it can." I said. "But that'll take months. And I won't give odds on the chances of the rabidly Leftist Appellate Judge Leahy issuing a stay to allow the concert."
"Yeah." Teresa whispered, tears in her eyes as she looked up. "It's over."
"I didn't say that." I said, perhaps a bit strongly. "Oh, it's not over. Not by a longshot."
"What are you going to do?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know. Yet." I said. "But we are not going to take this lying down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson stormed down the back hallway between the Courtrooms and the offices and Judges Chambers.
"Judge Nance!" she yelled at the back of the judge as he walked with his aide down the hallway. When he stopped and turned around, she called out "How could you do that? What's wrong with a concert for charity?"
Nance's face became a mask of hatred... no, it was an unmasking of his hatred... as he all but shouted "Because it's a Christian concert! I'm sick and goddamned tired of fucking Christians thinking they can flout the law and the Constitution! You ever heard of 'Separation of Church and State'?"
Paulina said "There's no such thing. The First Amendment only prohibits Congress from passing laws that prevent the free exercise of religion. And----"
"YOU'RE FULL OF SHIT, BITCH!" Nance yelled, as people began peeking out of doors at the exchange in the hallway, some of them with working smartphones. "The Constitution protects the State from filthy Christians trying to force their dogma on everyone else! And I am going to enforce that, until Christianity is utterly destroyed!"
"But what about those kids?" Paulina tried. "They have cancer, and this is the highlight of their year---"
"I DON'T GIVE A GODDAMN SHIT ABOUT THEM!" Nance yelled, his face now truly contorted with pure hatred as he almost advanced upon Paulina. "THEY'RE JUST WORTHLESS DEPLORABLES! I DON'T CARE IF THEY DIE AND ROT IN HELL FOREVER!"
Nance finally caught his breath, then said more quietly and levelly "And if you say one more word about this, Patterson, I'll hold you in Contempt. You want to spend the rest of this filthy season in jail? Just say one more word!"
"Do it, then!" Paulina snarled. "Go ahead. Have me put in Commander Troy's jail."
Nance literally, physically recoiled from that. He jabbed his index finger just inches in front of Paulina's face and growled "You've been warned." He then turned sharply, and stalked off down the hallway, his aide having to rush to keep up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm, Monday, December 16th. I went up to The Cabin, to feed Tiger Mom and the (now large) kittens. Molly had already put the boys to bed, and she brought out a Scotch for me and a Canadian whisky for herself. We sat together on the metal mesh loveseat in the cold.
The music of Mannheim Steamroller was playing on my iPhone. I had put up the wire Christmas tree on the deck, which could be seen from all over the Town in the valley below. The multicolored lights provided plenty of illumination for us, but I could still see the twinkling lights of the Town. It was beautiful... but it was overshadowed by the events of the day, which Molly brought up:
"I heard about that judge's ruling." said Molly. "It's just... pathetic. Using the Constitution to hurt little kids like that."
"Abusing the Constitution, if you ask me." I said. "But why do you think he did it to hurt those kids?"
"You didn't see the video that came out?" Molly said, very surprised. "What that judge said to Paulina?"
"No." I said. "Paulina told me she got into it with Nance, but someone got it on video?" Molly already had her iPhone out, and within seconds I was watching the 'philosophical exchange of values'.
"Good grief." I whispered, feeling the anger welling up inside me. I felt myself going into a a reverie, a deep one.
"It's getting cold out here." Molly said. "Even for a Canadian like me. Do you want me to bring you another drink before I go to bed?"
"No, no thanks." I said. "I'm... I'm going to sit out here for one more minute... try to figure this out. Do me a favor and turn off the outdoor tree lights." Molly and I kissed goodnight, then she got up and went inside, leaving me alone to watch over the Town. When the lights of the tree went off, I was able to see over the whole Town, and the stars above.
*Do you hear what I hear?*
I realized I was hearing the music of Mannheim Steamroller. And as I looked out, it began coming to me.
I could not let this happen. I could not let that evil man destroy the joy of this season, especially the hopes of those sick little kids. I had to do something, and I knew I could do something about it.
*Do you hear what I hear?*
The lights of the Town seemed to twinkle in a pattern in time with the music as it began coming together in my mind. The plan, the details, and the help I would need to make it happen... and not get in a lot of trouble over it.
When I blinked and came back, I was hearing 'Oh Holy Night' on the iPhone. And I realized I was getting cold. I looked at the time, and saw that I'd been sitting in place for an hour...
Part 2 - A Call To Action
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, December 17th, from the copse of trees with the Courthouse complex in her background. "There is outrage on all sides after a video of Judge Harry R. Nance and Prosecutor Paulina Patterson goes viral!"
Bettina began: "In a tense exchange yesterday, the two argued after Judge Nance's ruling that a Christmas concert on the grounds of University Hospital violated the Constitution's 'Separation of Church and State' Clause! Reaction on both sides has been strong. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was the the exchange between Nance and Patterson, which had been recorded on cell phones and quickly uploaded to YouTube. Molly and I were not the only viewers of it; over 900,000 people had watched it over the last 24 hours.
Second was a Press conference assembled by Dr. Lionel Carmela. Along with chanting students, many who wore black shirts with 'Black Voices Raised' in white, as well as red Antifa shirts, Carmela said "What Paulina Patterson said and did was an outrage! Judge Nance's ruling was correct and proper! Patterson should have been jailed for Contempt on the spot! We demand that D.A. Miriam Walters immediately fire Paulina Patterson!"
Third was ADA Franklin Washington, who said "Not only was Judge Nance's ruling wrong, but his ugly attitude and hateful words towards children stricken with cancer shows that he is not fit to be a Judge of the Superior Court!"
Back to Bettina live: "The group 'Citizens for Ethical Standards' said that ADA Washington's comments were a violation of ethics, especially for campaigning in a judicial election, and they demanded ADA Washington end his candidacy for Judge Nance's seat on the Bench. Dr. Carmela also issued a statement saying that ADA Washington's comments were unethical, and that D.A. Walters has, quote, 'lost control of her Office and her subordinates', close quote."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After introductions, Catrina Pierce of KFXU Fox University Sunrise said "And reaction to Judge Harry Nance's ugly comments, which went viral yesterday, is pouring in from all sides. He was roundly condemned by hundreds of Citizens, who found that him calling children stricken with cancer 'deplorables' to be particularly mean-spirited."
Meredith Peller said "And Fox Eight News has learned that Police K-9 Sergeant Bowser will be making a special appearance at the Cancer Center to give hope and comfort to the children there. Sergeant Bowser's owner, Commander Donald Troy, issued a statement saying 'It might be a very good idea if Judge Nance stays out of Bowser's way.'."
Catrina: "And a Crystal Clear Polling poll taken yesterday shows that 67% of respondents believe that Judge Nance's ruling was incorrect, that the Constitution does not completely prohibit religious ceremonies on State-owned grounds. And Dr. Clarence P. Chase, the Dean of the University Law School, said that that our competitor Bettina Wurtzburg was wrong when she claimed there was a Separation of Church and State 'clause' in the Constitution. Dr. Chase said that the First Amendment states only that Congress cannot establish an official religion for the United States, and if anything, the First Amendment Right of the Freedom of Religious Exercise is being suppressed by Judge Nance's 'wrong-minded' decree..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Cancer Kids and their families were somber as they were gathered into the big playroom at the Hospital. On the back walls were the huge photograph of Teresa Croyle and Carole, and the photo of the Iron Crowbar with the redoubtable Bowser, exhorting them to never give up and remind them that hope never dies. But that was apparently not how they were feeling at the moment.
"He called us 'deplorables'!" wailed one crying child. "He said we were worthless!"
"And now we can't sing in the concert!" sobbed another child.
Just then a voice boomed out from the doorway: "I do not care what that worthless old man said! You are worth more than him! But I will tell you this now: Bowser does not want anyone who has given up to pet him! Only those of you that don't give up, and keep hope alive will be permitted to pet my dog!"
Yes, it was me, Your Iron Crowbar, and spreading 'tough love' Christmas cheer. With me was the redoubtable Bowser, wearing his badge and Police bandana. I sat down on the floor as I made my speech, and Bowser sat in front of me, surveying the kids with practiced canine eyes.
And then Joy, the little girl who had refused to succumb to cancer and was now recovering, came up with a smile of joy. "I haven't given up, Bowser!" she said. She petted Bowser, then came over and hugged me.
Soon, one by one, the kids dried their tears and pronounced that they were keeping hope alive, and came up to pet Bowser. To no one's surprise, Bowser accepted skritchins from every child.
"I guess that means we have choir practice with Ms. Teresa today." one of them said.
"You better believe it." said Teresa Croyle, who had come with me and Bowser.
"But how are we going to overcome a judge telling us we can't have the concert?" one teen boy asked. "Won't you get in trouble, Mr. Crowbar?"
"Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid." I said. "Isn't that right, Bowser."
"Arf!" Bowser replied. The collective spirit of the room shot through the roof at that. The redoubtable Bowser had spoken...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson was ushered into D.A. Miriam Walters's office by Walters's new assistant. "Have a seat." Walters said as she pretended to peruse a legal document. Paulina sat down.
Walters sat back in her chair and affixed her beady black eyes onto Paulina. "Well! You've certainly stirred up a hornet's nest." When Paulina said nothing, not sure exactly what angle the D.A. was coming from, Miriam said "Not that I don't agree with what you said to Nance; I do. And what Nance said about those poor kids was one of the most despicable things I've ever heard."
Walters continued: "However... I have no idea why Nance didn't have you jailed for Contempt, but I won't look that gift horse in the mouth. And to that point, you are not to appear in Nance's Courtroom again unless I specifically tell you to, and you're not to speak to him again unless spoken to. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes." Paulina said simply.
"Good." said Walters. "The truth is, with Franklin Washington running for Nance's seat, and pushing the ethics edges by publicly going after Nance with both barrels, I can't afford to have you in jail. So stay clear of Nance." After a pause, she said "Okay, where are we on these Latino gangs infiltrating our County?"
"Nowhere, ma'am." Paulina said. "You told us not to talk to the TCPD about what your Investigators found, so nothing is happening. Your Investigators can't pursue any leads like the Police can."
Miriam's dark eyes flashed fire for a second, then she said "Hopefully that embargo on the Investigators's leads can be lifted soon. And another question----"
"Wait." said Paulina, interrupting. "What do you mean by 'the embargo can be lifted soon'? Why can't we talk to the Police about this now?"
"Because I said so." said Walters. "And for other reasons, which I'm not going to discuss here and now. Anyway, here's my question: do you think Detective Sergeant McGhillie is capable of running the TCPD Vice Unit?"
"He's young, but he's a very good cop." Paulina said. "And Lieutenant Mary Milton and Captain Perlman are right there with him, so he has the support he needs."
"I'm not so sure." said Miriam. "Oh, he's a good cop, and very brave... I remember what he did during the 'Night of the Cobra'." (Author's note: 'Moonlight Shadow', Ch. 01. ) "But bravery alone won't get it done. I have an idea that we're going to have increasing problems with gangs next year, and Vice is going to need some really good people in there... and really good ADAs on our end prosecuting them. And if Franklin wins the judicial seat, that will fall on you."
Paulina said "Sure, but the TCPD is more than capable of handling all that... especially with Commander Troy at the helm..." And then it hit her. "You... you don't think Commander Troy will be there?"
Miriam shrugged. "Let me answer that question with a question: what do you think of TCPD Vice being all-white?"
Paulina immediately replied: "Detective George Newman is black, and he was in Vice a long time, working with them as a Patrol Officer then a Detective. He was just promoted to MCD, just weeks ago, and he deserved that. The fact the DOJ won't take that into account shows they were predisposed to failing the TCPD, that they were looking for something to attack the TCPD with."
Miriam said "I'm surprised Commander Troy didn't see that far ahead, and keep Newman in Vice until the audit was over."
Paulina said: "Are you seriously suggesting Commander Troy would have, much less should have, held a black man back from a promotion just to appease a DOJ official who was going to rig the audit to get the result she wanted anyway? Really?"
Miriam replied "Newman could've been working with MCD, but the official paperwork delayed."
"That would've been even worse." Paulina said. "Do you really think Commander Troy s that dishonest? Or that he would disrespect Newman and the rest of his Officers like that?"
Miriam struggled to control her anger. "My point," she said with considerable exasperation in her voice, "is that for all his abilities, Commander Troy did not see that coming, and it bit him in the ass. And I'll tell you this: The DOJ is not so much after the TCPD, but Commander Troy personally. If he goes away, the TCPD's problems will magically go away. If not, they take the entire Police Force down, and he'll be gone anyway."
Paulina's eyes narrowed: "Do you know something the rest of us don't? Something we should be telling Commander Troy?"
"Nothing he doesn't know already." said Miriam, all but contradicting herself. "But I do believe the DOJ will win. And when they do... the gangs will see opportunities that have not been there the last seven years. And we have to be ready for that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thanks for coming in." said Judge Patrick R. Folsom as I entered his Chambers, followed by my attorney Mike G. Todd, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, and Hospital Administrator Leonard R. Cordell. After we sat down, Judge Folsom said "I just wanted to update you on the situation. First of all, Leahy denied the emergency appeal, upholding Nance's ruling completely. Further appeals won't even be heard until next year, and no one will issue a stay of Nance's ruling."
Mike G. Todd said "I don't understand why it can't simply be taken out of Nance's Courtroom and given to Judge Watts... or yourself."
Folsom said "I'll be honest with you all. I think what Nance said was cruel, but his ruling is right: it's a Separation of Church and State issue."
"Then tell me this, Your Honor." I said. "I usually vote early, but if I voted on Election Day, my polling location... is the Catholic Church on College Street. Now why isn't that 'Separation of Church and State'? There really is no clause for Separation of Church and State, so Nance's ruling is crap."
"You make a nice point about the voting booths," said Judge Folsom, "but we're not here to litigate the issue. Anyway, that's the end if it: University Hospital's grounds are owned by the University, and a blatantly Christian concert cannot be held there. Why not move it to one of the churches?"
"Because of the Cancer Kids." said Dr. Cordell. "This concert is for them."
"And they can't be transported to the location of the concert?" asked Judge Folsom
"Not all of them." Dr. Cordell said. "But you said we weren't going to litigate it here, so I'll take you at your word." He stood up and said "Gentlemen." and walked out the door.
Judge Folsom said "Okay, another issue I need to inform you about, is the situation with Judge Watts and those bribery charges against him. I've refused to suspend him, and so has the State Supreme Court... for now. But they've asked the SBI-OER to look into the charges, which they can do."
"So they get to tear through his life just on the whim of a baseless charge against him?" Mike G. Todd asked.
"What if it's not baseless?" replied Judge Folsom. "But look, since there is no evidence, he's not suspended. But the charges have to be looked into."
"Really?" growled Sheriff Griswold. "If the Police just 'investigated' someone on a baseless whim without probable cause, they'd haul our asses in front of your Bench so fast it'd make our heads swim. What's the probable cause to investigate Judge Watts?"
"He's in one of the ultimate positions of public trust." replied Judge Folsom. "It's like your wife, Commander Troy. Because she's a doctor, they had to look into that issue with her."
"I don't agree with that, but let me ask this." I replied. "If nothing is found, if Judge Watts is exonerated, we can go after his accusers for criminal as well as civil slander and defamation? Like we intend to do to my wife's false accuser?"



"He can sue his accusers." said Folsom. "But you would have a much higher standard of intent to show in order to prosecute a criminal case. But we're getting away from what I need to tell you: if Watts tries to intervene and reverse Nance's ruling, that might be enough to get Watts suspended by the State Supreme Court until he's exonerated."
"Guilty until proved innocent." I muttered.
"Commander," said Folsom, his voice beginning to grow harsh, "we all know that concept applies only to the suspect's treatment while he's under investigation or trial. We wouldn't have a single case on the dockets if prosecutors had to presume innocence."
"We get it." said the Sheriff. "Crowbar, Judge Folsom here is just trying to keep Judge Watts out of trouble. If you'll excuse us, Your Honor, we have criminals to catch and haul before your Bench."
With that, the Sheriff pretty much pulled me out of there before I caused and got into trouble...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, not much we can do." said Mike G. Todd. "I'm hamstrung vis-a-vis the legal system."
We were sitting in the Sheriff's office in City Hall. Paulina Patterson had joined us, having texted me she needed to talk to me. She had told me and the Sheriff of her conversation with D.A. Walters while Mike had taken a potty break. Now he was back, and we were trying to figure out if there was anything we could do about Nance and the Christmas concert.
"Judge Folsom was pretty damn wishy-washy about the whole thing." said Sheriff Griswold. "Of course, he's never had a spine. He wants to be on the State Supreme Court, and that's all he thinks about when it's time to make a decision on something. Of course he's never figured out that it's the decision-makers that get the appointments."
"Truth is, Sheriff," I replied, "Folsom is left-of-center, but he's managed to let Nance do the Left's work for him." Paulina nodded vigorously in agreement, and I said "He agrees with Nance's ruling, but will let Nance take the flying bullets for it."
"Or he's letting Nance cut his own throat for Election Day." said Mike. "Helping us by stealth. Lose the concert now, but get a better judge later."
"I prefer to keep the concert -and- get the better judge later." I said. "So... what to do?"
"Okay, what about this." said the Sheriff. "First Baptist is the only church big enough to hold the Christmas concert. I guess I can contact Pastor Derkins about hosting it. But we don't have a lot of time."
"You know, Sheriff," I said, my voice sounding 'musing' as I was halfway in a reverie, "this concert really isn't about Christianity. It's about the Holiday season, albeit mostly Christmas, and it's about charity, and it's about these kids. Holding it in a church would all but tell the world that Nance is right."
"So what do you plan to do about it?" asked the Sheriff, his mustaches beginning to twitch, having seen the gleam in my gray eyes.
"Since Nance is making it political, I think we should, too." I replied. "I think we need...a First Amendment rally."
Part 3 - Preparation of the Objectives
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, December 18th, from the top of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with Courthouse Square in the background. "The Holiday season is being marred by political protests, some of which have turned violent!"
Bettina began: "A group of pro-Christian agitators marched along Elm Street on the north side of Courthouse Square yesterday. Some members of the group identified themselves at the 'State Right To Life Committee', led by SBI Chaplain Steven Ikea, while another group called themselves the 'Right of Religious Expression'."
Bettina: "The agitators were protesting Judge Harry Nance's lawful ruling shutting down the Christmas Charity Concert at University Hospital for being a religious exercise on State grounds. Elm Street is closed off to vehicle traffic, so Holiday traffic was not immediately impacted, but Police were called in when another group, which called themselves 'Citizens for Freedom FROM Religion', along with the 'Citizens for Secular Atheism', staged a peaceful counter-protest, and were attacked by the pro-Christian agitators."
Bettina: "Police arrived and separated the two groups, and Judge Harry Nance issued an injunction against the pro-Christian groups, stating that they had no right to protest on State roads or State property because they are Christian. He ordered the Police to arrest the agitators, but the Police disobeyed the Court Order and did not arrest any of them, though they did force them to disperse. Police also arrested several of the Atheist peaceful protesters, accusing them of having weapons. Judge Nance immediately ordered them freed and the charges dropped, and enjoined the Police from interfering with their peaceful protests. Commander Donald Troy did not respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment."
Bettina: "In other news, the 'Citizens for Ethical Standards' held a rally on the east side of the Square, in front of the Courthouse, expressing outrage that Judge Rodney K. Watts has not been suspended after they lodged complaints that Judge Watts has taken bribes to make pro-Police decisions. They demanded that Senior Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom suspend Judge Watts. In a statement, Judge Folsom's office said that he was on vacation for the rest of the year, and his office would have no comment on Judge Watts's situation until he returns."
Bettina: "A Spokesman for State Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert Johnson issued a statement saying that Judge Watts would not be suspended without much more probable cause than a complaint lodged by a single agenda-driven group, but that the SBI-OER would be doing a routine investigation of the allegations. The SBI-OER did not respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning everyone!" said Meredith Peller. "Here's what's in the news this morning. A peaceful pro-Christian group calling itself 'Right of Religious Expression' joined with the State Right to Life Committee yesterday in peaceful protests against Judge Harry R. Nance's vicious ruling denying a concert for cancer stricken children on the grounds of University Hospital."
Catrina: "Their peaceful protest was marred by a group of violent agitators, some of whom identified themselves as 'Citizens For Freedom FROM Religion' as well as the 'Citizens for Secular Atheism' group that filed the original lawsuit against the Cancer Kids. These groups, many of whom were wearing red Antifa shirts and wielding weapons such as baseball bats, tire irons, and chains, attacked the peaceful pro-Christian groups. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, clearly showing the red-shirted thugs with weapons attacking the pro-Christian group, and the Christians fighting back... which made me wonder if some of them were among the many groups of pro-Christian motorcycle riders out there.
Meredith: "Police intervened to separate the two groups, and order was quickly restored. Police arrested several of the red-shirted agitators that attempted to assault the Police or go through them to attack the Christian groups. The Police did disperse both groups. Judge Harry R. Nance later dropped all charges against those that had been arrested, and ordered them freed."
Catrina: "And in other news, the group 'Citizens for Ethical Standards' protested outside the Courthouse yesterday, demanding that Judge Rodney K. Watts be suspended for allegations of bribery... allegations filed by the group 'Citizens for Ethical Standards'."
Meredith: "This is the same group that filed complaints against Dr. Laura Fredricson several months ago, complaints that were ultimately dismissed. The SBI-OER issued a statement in response to a request for comment by KFXU Fox Eight News, saying that the Citizens for Ethical Standards have provided no evidence to back up their allegations, but at the request of the State Supreme Court, the SBI is beginning a routine investigation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Tanya Perlman, as she, Teresa Croyle, and I drank coffee and watched in my office. It was the Angels Meeting for the morning. "And you didn't go off on the protesters, Teresa?"
"Well," replied Teresa, "I was trying to set up DUI checkpoints on both ends of the street, but Rudistan and Hewitt wouldn't let me. Otherwise, I might've arrested dangerous drivers in wheelchairs at the scene."
I smiled; Teresa took Tanya's comment lightly, and returned 'friendly' fire. I said "That's all I need, for both of you to be in my jails during Christmas season."
"Someone flag the tapes." said Teresa. "Two newscasts, and two completely opposite spins on it. At least KFXU backed their story up with videotape."
"They sure did." I said. "But people are watching the newscasts that agree with their viewpoints, and I doubt they watch both like we do."
"Changing the subject," said Tanya, "what is going on with this thing about Judge Watts? Bribery? Really?"
Teresa added: "What bothers me is that someone can make a complaint with no evidence to back it up, and the SBI just opens an investigation. I think I'm beginning to be glad that Laura filed that lawsuit against them, the SBI."
"Yeah, but it was dismissed." Tanya said.
"But Laura's appealing that ruling, especially after the attack on Judge Watts." I said. "She was really incensed about it."
"It pisses me off, too." said Teresa. "It's like Democrats in Congress trying to subpoena a Republican President's tax returns... just a pure fishing expedition with no basis but pure political hatred. Is that what this is with Judge Watts? And can they do that to any of us, especially Todd and his businesses?"
I said "They can't do it to Todd, and he can fight them in Court. But unfortunately, for public officials it's not so cut-and-dried. Federal law specifically forbids forced release of Federal tax returns, but yes, the SBI can investigate Judge Watts, at least to a point. And remember how the Feds tried to get our records in a fishing expedition for the USDOJ's Civil Rights Division inquisition."
"Can Judge Watts fight that?" asked Teresa. "Can he fight any probing of his financial records?"
"Yeah, sure." I said. "And then you have Bettina and Penis Holder right there, yelling 'what does he have to hide?' and basically calling him guilty if he exercises his Constitutional rights."
"And then the optics get bad for Judge Watts as a sitting judge." said Tanya. "Also, and just to make the argument, what if he really is guilty of something? I know Laura was innocent of the complaints against her, but what if a doctor really was committing malpractice?"
"There still should be a requirement for evidence first." I said. "In that respect I totally agree with Laura's anger, and I always remember Peter Dwayne Gordon in discussions of this nature." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused'.)
"So, practically speaking," Tanya said, "what is the reason behind the attacks on Judge Watts? Because he generally is Conservative and pro-Police in his rulings?"
"There's got to be more to it." I said. "But speaking of no evidence... or in this case no data..."
Just then, there was a knock on the door, and it opened to reveal Our Sheriff. Seeing as he was one of only four persons in the world that could just come on into my office like he did, I only said hello as he came in and sat down in the hot chair nearest the door.
"Uh, there's coffee right there, Sheriff." I said, gesturing towards the coffeepot.
"I've had some already." growled Griswold. "If I have much more, my blood pressure might go up even more than it has after watching that crap Bettina calls 'news'. So let's not talk about that. Crowbar, did you talk to these two Angels of yours yet?"
"Not yet, sir." I said. "Ladies, what he's talking about is some potential changes he and I discussed. Let me ask you... how is Sergeant McGhillie doing in Vice?"
Tanya nodded, as if in understanding. "I think I see where you're going with this. And my answer is that he's a decent Detective, a good Sergeant and leader of others... but he doesn't have that 'insider knowledge', like Lieutenant Mary Milton had of the Punk world and the drugs flowing through there."
The Sheriff asked "Captain Perlman, do you see gangs as an increasing problem for us?"
"Increasing? Uh, no sir." replied Tanya. "Ever present, sure. But we haven't noticed any particular rise in gang activity."
Teresa said "Sheriff, Commander, I haven't seen nor heard anything from the Uniformed guys, either. We aren't the Chicago Southside. Sure there's product coming in, and the University is a big market. But what T-Square doesn't control isn't big time."
I said "And if T-Square got out of the Game, like Cerone and Molinari got out of the Mob?"
Teresa and Tanya nodded, and Tanya said: "That might change the Game a little bit. but T-Square hasn't been the major mover of product in this County for a while. He's out already, if the rumors I've heard are to be believed. He pretty much handed the drug operations to his boy T-Mac, which is why you don't see T-Mac and Gloria hang out with T-Square much anymore."
Tanya continued: "Most of the product into this area came through the Marcie Harper pipeline. When you and Carole obliterated that, we thought there'd be a huge rush to fill the void, and maybe some gang warfare out of that. But there wasn't. The supply is down... just 10% of what Marcie was shipping... and the prices are up as a result."
"Funny thing, that." growled the Sheriff. "When Crowbar found out Malone was controlling drugs into the County by controlling one gang and taking out all the others, we thought a lot of gangs would move in for a piece of the action. And then when Westboro bit down on that cyanide capsule, I thought with his influence gone, someone would take advantage. But it didn't happen then, either."
I said "And the Blassingame smuggling operation... they were prime to take over after Marcie Harper went down. And then they got taken down. So who are the Prime Movers today?"
Tanya said "We have three candidates: T-Mac, The Teacher, and Jacquez Wilson, who is a new up-and-comer in the Southwestern Ghetto. T-Mac sells in the clubs and to the Fraternities. We think the Kappa Fraternity is the major on-Campus distributor. And The Teacher takes his 10% commission to arrange a flow to others, maybe to Jacquez or to Hispanic gangs that are trying to gain a foothold. But it's all small ball. In fact, Dwight Stevens of the DEA says he can't believe how small the traffic into here is."
"And why is that?" asked the Sheriff. "I mean, why is the traffic so small?"
"Oh I get it." said Teresa. "Because of the Iron Crowbar."
"Exactly." said the Sheriff. "Malone let one gang work and shut down the others. The Iron Crowbar don't play favorites; he just shuts it all down, and nobody's got the guts to challenge him."
"So if Don were not here, for any reason," Teresa said, "you think the gangs would try to move in?"
"It's not my theory," said the Sheriff, "but it makes sense. And to that end, we need to up our game in Vice. As you said, McGhillie's a good cop, a great cop... but does he know the ins-and-outs of the gangs?"
"Ultimately," said Tanya, "no sir."
"And who taught you all that information about the gangs, Lady Ironside?" I asked.
"Mary Milton gave me most of it." said Tanya. "But a lot of the inner workings was taught to me by... ohhhhhhh..."
I nodded. "You're gettin' it." I said...
Part 4 - Attack and Counterattack
Wednesday, December 18th. I put the first step of my plan into action: I knocked politely on the door to Cindy's office, and was granted permission to enter.
Don't let the façade fool you: the professional relationship between myself and the Green Crowbar was still very strained. Although we kept things cool in our personal lives for the sake of our families, things at work were formal at best. The Command Group coffee klatches weren't happening, especially with the Sheriff rotating around. And except for Cindy wanting to go with me to see the Betty Morelli crime scene, we'd not had any discussions about the cases.
As I approached her desk, Cindy looked up at me. "What is it?" she asked.
"I thought I'd give you first shot to sign this." I said. "Being that you're a natural-born American Citizen, and all." I handed her a document.
"Hmmm, a contract agreement for you to rent Courthouse Square on Christmas Eve, for a 'First Amendment Support Rally'. And for one dollar per day on the rent." Cindy read. "Heckuva rate you're giving yourself, there."
"The lowest legal amount, and to keep it tidy." I said." Cindy nodded and signed the contract. As a member of the Police Command Group, she was a Principal for the County and could enter into legal and binding contracts on behalf of the County.
"Get that to the County Clerk's Office right away." Cindy said. "Before whoever our mole is lets Nance know."
"Roger that." I said. "Thanks." I took the document and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa came with me, and we drove to City Hall. The Intendent Adele Peabody met us there, and led us to the County Clerk's Office, where Adele shepherded the document through the process. I paid my $1 in the form of a personal check, got my receipts and paperwork, and we took Adele to an early lunch at Laura's favorite Soup & Salad place. They had a good brunch there.
"Congratulations on your recent promotion, Commander Croyle." said Adele Peabody. "Very well deserved."  "Thank you." said Teresa politely. "And you can call me Teresa."
"And you call me Adele." said Adele. "So no offense intended, Don, but how freely can I speak in front of... others?"
"Others? Not at all." I said. "But Teresa? Completely freely. There is no one in this world, literally, that I trust more than Teresa Croyle, and you can trust her just as completely as you trust me." Teresa's face betrayed her stunned surprise at the magnitude of what I had just said.
"That is high praise, indeed." Adele said, and I couldn't tell if she was a wee bit miffed at that.
"And Teresa," I said to her, "you are sitting with the most powerful person in this County... and it ain't me. I hope you two will become good friends, especially for the day that I might not be here to help either of you."
"Always good to have friends in high places." Teresa said with what was for her a smile.
"Yes, very true." said Adele. "Okay, then... if Harry Nance gets wind of this and tries to stop it, I'll make sure the paperwork gets lost."
I said "I doubt anything can be done until the actual event starts. So if any of Nance's paperwork just happens to not get filed on the 24th, but waits until the 26th..."
The Intendent nodded in understanding. "I'll take care of it. So, Teresa, will you be participating with the kids?"
"I'll have a... small role in it." said Teresa. "Mostly to herd the cats." I didn't say anything. I just pretended to be an Agency of the Weak-Minded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Teresa as we got into my Police SUV and began driving into Town. "You really trust me more than your wife?"
"I love my wife more than anything." I said. "But when it comes down to it... yeah, I trust you even more."
"And Carole, too?" Teresa asked, perhaps humorously.
"Ohhhh, one day I might trust her more." I said. "Maybe from the day I hand her the red crowbar for good. But right now, she's a six-year-old prone to not keeping her big mouth shut." Teresa chuckled, and nodded.



I then reached into my coat and turned on the bug-killer, which caused our radios to go dead. "I do need to say one thing, though. Cindy would get mad at me if and when she thought I was holding something back from her. She didn't, and still doesn't, understand why I did that sometimes. And there are times I won't tell even you some things."
I continued: "The reason why is not a reason of trust, but a reason of 'plausible deniability'. You cannot be forced to tell what you do not know. And I fear that one day lie detectors will become so good that they'll be unbeatable... and will be admissible in Court."
I went on: "And I admonish you to think in the same terms: there may be times you need to do something that I am not going to want to know about, and should not know about. Feel free to keep those secrets, and follow the Japanese adage to only whisper about them into a deep well at high noon."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Thank you. And thank you for your trust in me. You have no idea what it means to me."
"I have an idea of it." I said. "I watched you go in there and save Carole."
"No sir." said Teresa. "It's more than even that."
"I am sorry to interrupt this," I said as I looked at the rear-view mirror then my driver-door mirror, "but we are being followed. Blue Toyota Corolla."
"I see it." said Teresa, looking into her door rear-view mirror. I casually made a right turn. The blue car made that same turn a moment later.
"Doesn't seem to be more than one car." I said. "I'm going to get onto North Street, then take University Avenue south. Get on the radio and have them picked off my tail..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove south on University Avenue, I saw in my rear-view mirror that a Police cruiser was pulling up behind the blue Corolla. Teresa was watching, too, and we were listening on the Police radio.
One 'interesting' thing about Police vehicles is that other motorists tend to slow down when they see them. So when the Corolla did not stop but sped up and zoomed past my Police SUV, it created a potentially dangerous situation.
The other Police cruiser gave chase, and I also hit the lightbar and sirens. "God damn, that car has one hell of a motor!" Teresa said as the Corolla sped south, towards the Bypass or towards Coltrane County.
"Let's see if they can match this." I said as I put the pedal to the metal. My SUV leaped forward as its powerful motor rumbled, with the TCPD cruiser lagging behind in the pursuit. I saw other Police vehicles enter the chase behind us, as well.
As we headed further south, the traffic cleared a little bit, and I knew I had to take decisive action now before we got to the Bypass. I heard Teresa say into the radio "All units, be advised that we are executing a PIT maneuver." I sped up as if to pass or get alongside the fleeing vehicle, then I swerved to hit the Corolla on the left rear side. The car could not hold his position, and the rear of his vehicle fishtailed to the right. I pressed the attack, the front of my vehicle ramming the left rear door of his, and pushing him off the road into the shallow ditch next to it.
"We don't have armor on," I said to Teresa, "so stay behind the doors until the others arrive." With that, we opened the doors and pointed our weapons at the Corolla just as the chase Police vehicle arrived. Officers Johnson and Burrell, who had on armor vests over their uniforms, approached the car, yelling at the suspect to show his hands. He did not, but they got to the vehicle and forced open the driver side door, then dragged the woozy driver out and to the ground, affixing handcuffs to him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I walked slowly into Interrogation-1, pretending to read the contents of the file folder in my hand. With me was Commander Teresa Croyle. The Uniformed Presence was Officer Lisa Burrell, who had effected the arrest.
"Well, what do we have here?" I said as I sat down. "Joey Dalton. Long rap sheet, here Joey. But we really should call you 'Dull'-ton... this is one of the most boring sheets I've ever read. So tell me something, Dull-ton... why are you raising my Police Force's blood pressure with that car chase today? Especially this close to Christmas."
Dalton was white, tall, broad-shouldered, head full of dark brown hair, and handsome in a 'bad boy' kind of way. But even if he was wearing a suit, once could tell he was a small-time loser.
"I'm on parole." mumbled Dalton, who might not have been fully over that car crash I'd provided him. "If I got caught with any drugs you cops planted on me, I'd go back to jail."
"And running from Police is not going to do that for you?" I asked acerbically.
"Not if I don't get caught." said Dalton. "Not if I get away."
"I see." I said. "And those bags of meth and coke we found in your car aren't yours, I'm betting you'll say?"
"No." said Joey. "I'm clean. I've met every meeting with my Parole Officer, and passed every drug test. You check with him, you'll see!"
"Oh, we will." I said. "So why were you following me?"
"I wasn't following nobody." said Dalton.
"Hmmphf!" I snorted. "He says he wasn't following us." I then stood up and leaned over him. "Now you listen up, Dull-ton, and you listen good. The one thing that really pisses me off, I mean really pisses me off, is when someone treats me like I am stoo-pid. Do you really think I did not see you following me in a big circle through Town? Now one more time, one last chance on account of it being the Christmas season and all... why were you following me?"
"I want a lawyer." said Dalton. "I ain't answering no more of your questions without a lawyer. I want my arraignment." He was sobering up, I could tell.
"So be it." I said. I got up to go, as did Teresa. I said to her loudly enough for Dalton to hear: "Contact the DEA. This bozo has Federal priors; let's turn him over to them instead of an arraignment in local Courts."
"Sounds like a plan." Teresa said.
"Wait!" Dalton called out, suddenly looking very scared. But I did not. I walked out of the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Federal Marshals came and took Joey Dalton into custody within the hour, transporting him to wherever the DEA wanted him to go. Meanwhile, Teresa, Tanya, and I sat in my office.
"He wanted an arraignment." I said. "In other words, he wanted to be in front of Nance, so Nance could release him, and then he could bolt for the State Line. He truly does think I'm stoo-pid."
Teresa said "When you mentioned the DEA, he got scared, and he wanted to talk. Why did you walk out?"
"Because it was pointless to keep talking." I said. "He'd asked for a lawyer, so either he or we would have to get him one, and that would take a ton of time. And then he'd string us out, not giving us anything worth a crap, while his attorney would be outright sprinting across Courthouse Square to Nance."
Teresa nodded. "I agree with you, but this is why no one can match your interrogation skills. You know when to hold 'em and know when to fold 'em."
"So why was he following you?" asked Tanya. "And more importantly, for whom?"
I said "Maybe for Nance. Maybe for Carmela. I don't know who else would want to keep tabs on my movements."
"The Press." said Teresa.
"Ehhh... if they wanted to follow me, they'd just do it themselves." I said. "And one more thing about that guy: he wanted us to think he's a bum, but he wasn't. Not by a longshot. My bet is that he's a mid-level soldier for someone..."
Part 5 - Free Speech For (Almost) All
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 23d, from the top of the building on the corner of Riverside and College. "Violent demonstrations have led to poor Christmas sales!"
Bettina began: "After violent demonstrations by pro-Christianity groups last week, area businesses are reporting poor seasonal sales relative to the past several years. While some blame online sales taking away business, many blame Police Commander Donald Troy's failure to stop and arrest the violent demonstrators as a major factor in the economic malaise gripping our County. And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for the Midtown report. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted Lester Holder, with a backdrop of the State Capitol behind him, which was really a green screen in the studios. "Legislators and Social Justice groups condemned deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared for giving a Christmas message from the Governor's Mansion as well as participating in the lighting of the State Christmas Tree on the grounds of the Governor's Mansion. Other religions and Atheist groups called the Governor's actions 'insensitive to other religions' and 'hateful to those who do not practice Christianity'. Governor Jared did not return multiple calls for comment on his hateful actions. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you for that important story, Lester!" Bettina said as she was shown on the screen again. "And Courthouse Square will be shut down tomorrow afternoon and evening, as it was rented out by the County to a private group, which calls itself 'The Guardians Group, LLC'. The reason on the application said that the rental was for a 'Free Speech Rally'. The group 'Citizens for Secular Atheism' had a warning for The Guardians Group. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing some smarmy college student with a thin beard, whining "We will not tolerate Christian practices on Government-owned property! Any attempt to have a Christian service or concert on these grounds will be stopped! Judge Harry Nance is ready and willing to help our cause with Judicial Orders to suppress Christians from flouting the law on Government property!"
"Even if it's rented out?" Bettina had asked.
"That doesn't matter!" shouted the whining young thug. "And we will do whatever it takes to stop any Christian practices here!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So much for Freedom of Speech, eh?" Teresa asked as we drank coffee in my office.
"Those groups love Freedom of Speech." I said. "Until it's Conservative or Christian free speech, then they will use violence to stop it."
"Think they'll be a problem tomorrow night?" Tanya asked.
"I almost hope so." I said. "But seriously, I don't think they will be, when they see what they will be up against."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We can't act until the Fascist Christians actually do something." said Josh Daschle, as he met with the Citizens for Secular Atheism in a conference room next to the office of Professor Lionel Carmela on the University campus. "But Judge Nance will be ready to receive my lawsuit, and he'll issue an immediate injunction. And then the Town & County Police will have no choice but to shut it down."
"But if that filthy SS Stormtrooper, Donald Troy, refuses to act," said Dr. Carmela, "Judge Nance will have the State Patrol ready to come in and shut it down... and make a lot of arrests. It'll be a great day, shoving a crowbar up the asses of those God-damned Jesus Freaks!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Over the weekend, the word had slowly gotten out about the Free Speech Rally on the Square on Christmas Eve. The word was getting out, and I had hopes of strong attendance, as long as it didn't get shut down ahead of time. However, many black leaders put out word that blacks should not attend, that Judge Nance's intent in shutting down the concert for White Christians was the right thing to do.
But Dr. Joseph E. Williams of the A.M.E. Church told his congregation that Children of all races were called to attend, in the name of Free Speech for them as well as for 'white folks', as he called them. And Eldrick X. Weaver, in a speech to the Black Business Council, said that black children got cancer, too, and their support was needed.
So now, on Monday the 23d of December, I put my last puzzle piece in its place...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Five-OH!" the man behind the bar shouted. "Five-Oh in the House!"
"I smell pork." said the man sitting in front of the bar.
"Yeah you do." I replied as Sheriff Griswold and I walked up to the bar. We were in 'Rhythms & Rap', T-Square's main club, and his offices were upstairs. "We want to talk to T-Square."
"Oh, just like that, huh?" said the man in front of the bar.
"Just like that." I said. "Go tell him the Iron Crowbar is here... with the County Sheriff."
"Don't bother." said T-Square himself, coming down the stairs. I still did not understand how he could see through those shades he was wearing indoors. "If it ain't the Iron Cracker himself, and he even brought the Old Man." T-Square then shook the Sheriff's hand and they exchanged a man hug. "Sheriff, why you hanging out with this Cracker, huh?"
"Same reason you're glad to see him." said Griswold without batting an eyelash. T-Square grinned at that, and the Sheriff said "Let's talk."
"We can talk at the back tables here." said T-Square, leading us into a back alcove, where the all-glass walls gave some light, even though everything was tiled in black and chrome. We sat down at a small round table. "So why did you come in today, Iron Cracker?"
"To congratulate you on the success of your new, clean businesses." I said.
"Mighty white of ya." T-Square said.
"And to ask you something." I said. "You participated in the Christmas concert last year. But Judge Nance shut it down this year."
"Yeah." said T-Square, his voice almost a whisper. "That boy Nance ain't right. Oh, he talks the shit, acting like he cares about the plight of the black man. But let me tell you something, brother Griswold... if the Left ever gains power, then Nance will be the first man with a bullwhip in his hands, laying it on the back of the black man."
"I am the choir." said Griswold. "You are preaching to it. And that's why we're here. The Iron Crowbar here is hosting a 'First Amendment Rally' tomorrow. We know the BTW High Drum Corps was going to help you with 'Little Drummer Boy', and I'd hate for all that practice to go to waste. So why don't you and they show up and perform at the rally?"
T-Square leaned back and grinned a toothy grin. "And why won't that cracker Nance shut this one down, too?"
"Oh, he'll try." I said. "And he will fail. Those Cancer Kids, they want to sing, and they're going to. And they want to see and hear the legendary rapper T-Square perform, as well. So what will I be telling them?..."
Part 6 - A New Meaning
Pre-dawn, Tuesday December 24th. Christmas Eve.
I stood on the back deck of The Cabin, overlooking the twinkling lights of the Town as the dogs went around to do their business. A second later I heard the door open, and my firstborn child appeared.
"Hi Daddy." Carole said happily. "Are you ready to go see Trrreesa?"
"I can see that you are." I said, noting that Carole was dressed and ready to go. She was wearing white denim jeans and a white heavy sweatshirt with an embroidered Clan Troy icon on it, front and back. She was also wearing her necklace with the Airborne wings charm on it. Daughter of a Paratrooper, ready to go see another daughter of a Paratrooper.
I was wearing black jeans and a black sweatshirt with the Clan Troy icons embroidered upon them. They had been early Christmas presents from Teresa and Todd.
After getting the dogs back inside, Carole and I got into my Police SUV and drove to the cemetery. As expected, there were fresh flowers on Amy's grave. Carole added her small bouquet to it, and we headed to Ward Harvester Park.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa Croyle was was wearing all white, including white jeans and a white sweatshirt with the icon of Clan Troy on it. She was sitting Japanese-style on a towel on the ground in front of the statue at the place in Ward Harvester Park where she and Carole Troy had survived the insidious attack by a reporter and a politician two years before. Two years! Seemingly such a short time ago... and such a long time ago...
The statue of two angels at the spot had been created to look like Teresa's sister Alexis and her ward Amy. As she sat and remembered them, she seemed to feel their presence as the wind and the cold surrounded her, and she thought she heard Alexis whispering "Now is the time... you will find the truth..."
And then she was back, and she realized she was not alone. She looked over her left shoulder towards the entrance to the Park, to her south. Two figures were sitting there, patiently waiting. She waved them over, but only one of them stood up and moved towards her.
"Hello, Aunt Trreesa." said Carole, coming up to her and bowing formally. "Please ex-cuuse me for dis-trrrbing you."
"You are not disturbing me. I'm glad you're here." Teresa said. "Come, sit down by me." Carole came forward and knelt to Teresa's left. Teresa reached out and pulled Carole to her, so that they were close together.
"Why didn't your dad come up with you?" Teresa asked.
"He said this was our place and time, and he didn't belong here with us. So he stayed back." Carole said.
"He came and got us that day." Teresa said. "So he has every right to be here."
"No, it's best he's not here now." said Carole. "It's easier to hear your sis-ter if he's not here."
"What's my sister saying?" Teresa asked, somewhat amused, but not for a minute disbelieving what she was being told.
"That you're going to learn what happened to her before next Chrisss-mas." Carole said. "And you'll avenge her like you did Amy."
"Oh..." Teresa gasped. She began concentrating, trying to hear through the noise.
"Just breathe." said Carole. "And stop thinking. Let it all go." Teresa did so, and thought she heard whispers in the wind. But she couldn't make them out.
*Do you hear what I hear?*
Teresa did hear the music, but it seemed diffuse in the wind. After several minutes of meditative contemplation, she said "Who taught you that about breathing, and clearing your mind?"
"Uncle Harvey Eck-hart." said Carole. "And Daddy does it all the time when he's sitting on the back deck."
Teresa nodded. "So that's his secret. Okay, then, are you ready to go home and have breakfast?"
"Yes." Carole said. "If you are."
They stood up and bowed correctly to the statues and the Spirits they represented, then began walking back towards the lone figure still kneeling at the entrance.
*Do you hear what I hear?*
Teresa heard it clearly that time. "Do you hear that?" she asked, looking around.
"Yes." Carole said. "Daddy's playing music on his iPhone again. He won't admit it, but he's very excited about this Chriss-mus rally."
"I think we all are." Teresa replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At noon, City Hall shut down. Workers appeared and began erecting a stage that extended the portico over some of the steps, but not nearly as much as the stage for the Medal of Valor ceremonies and Swearing-In ceremonies. And there was a gap to allow people to use the stairs in the middle to get to the top.
Lights were being brought in, large LED klieg lights that had multi-color lighting, as well. (Yes, your author did attend the Georgia-Notre Dame game and saw that spectacular light show!)
As I watched the wiring for the sound systems being put in, Sheriff Griswold came up to me. I still had on my black 'Clan Troy' garb on, underneath the ubiquitous trenchcoat. Sheriff Griswold was wearing a tan (Sheriff-uniform-colored) sweatshirt with the Clan Troy icons, along with black jeans.
"It's looking good, Crowbar." he growled.
"Yes sir, it is." I said. "And we'll know for sure at 5:00pm if it's going to happen."
"You are fooling no one, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "It's going to happen. And I'm ready to stop that bastard Nance in his tracks if he----"



"HEY!"
A voice behind us had shouted that. The young man coming up was white, with a short beard, and I recognized him as the man who'd been on the KXTC newscast the day before.
"What's going on here?" he yelled at us.
"Exactly what you see." I replied. "A rally for the First Amendment. You know... Freedom of Speech, Freedom to Peaceably Assemble, Freedom to Petition Government for the Redress of Wrongs... I'm sure you agree with that, don't you?"
"Sure." said the young man. "As long as there is no filthy Christian stuff going on. I'm tired of Christians flouting the Supreme Court decisions and trying to force their filthy dogma on us."
"You should come tonight, then." I said.
"You're not going to spout your Christianity at us?" the man said, as a challenge.
"Dude, my ancestors are German Jews that escaped the Nazis." I said, then lowered my voice and said severely "Any problem with that?"
"Uh, no." the young man said. He wisely beat a hasty retreat, in the direction of the Courthouse.
"And there he goes, to whine to Nance, or at least to that lawyer Josh Daschle." I said.
"To hell with him." the Sheriff muttered. "And again I am not fooled, Crowbar. You quote Bible verses more than some preachers I know."
"Nowhere near what my father could," I said, "especially when he got his righteous hackles up."
"Har." barked the Sheriff. "So, what's our security plan?"
"Police Officers are encouraged to attend in uniform," I said, "but if they do, they have to have on armor under their cold weather jackets. Captain Abram will be 'Acting Chief', as he usually is from Christmas Eve to the morning after Christmas Day. He's got a contingent of Deputies and Officers ready to go, and others to be on call."
"As long as those Atheist fruitcakes don't bring a thousand red-shirted thugs with them, we should be fine." said the Sheriff, and I detected the undercurrent of worry in his voice.
"Oh, yeah, that." I said. "It must've slipped my mind, Sheriff... we may have a few extra guests tonight. Cindy and Callie have invited the patrons of the Country Music Palace to attend. And I heard a rumor that some of Tanya's friends might show up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Also showing up was my mother Phyllis. She was going to stay in the MIL apartment at the Mountain Nest through Christmas and the New Year.
"I don't think I've ever seen the traffic here as bad as it was today." my mother said when she called on the phone to let me know she'd arrived. "This is going to be one heck of block party!"
"Yes, Mom, it is." I said. "And I think a certain Chief of Police will be very happy to see you, too."
"Son, you are a brilliant Detective." my mom said. "But not the best matchmaker. I do need to speak to my nephew Todd, though."
"Hmmmm, something going on in Apple Grove that you need to tell me about?"
"No, nothing that would interest you, son." said my mother. "Just some things about Todd's BOW Enterprises branch up there." I just kept quiet and pretended to be an Agency of the Weak-Minded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:00pm, the Courthouse closed for business until December 26th, and was being emptied, locked down, and secured. I got a text from The Intendent, saying "Nothing filed. At least not in time."
I smiled, and sent two texts.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun was lowering towards the western horizon as the Cancer Kids were brought to the front door of University Hospital. They were wearing either all-white, or had white choir robes over their clothing. They'd been told they were going to sing in a studio for a 'virtual' concert, and they didn't seem very enthusiastic about it.
As they stepped outside, they saw several buses lined up on the front drive. They began shrieking and shouting in pure joy as they realized what this meant: the Iron Crowbar had kept his promise to them! They were being bussed somewhere to sing in concert!
And it kept getting better: forming a 'gauntlet' to the buses was the State- and even nationally-renowned Booker T. Washington High School Drum Corps. They were drumming and marching in place in rhythm. Outside of them on both sides were doctors and nurses that would be going with the kids. And at the end of the columns of drummers, next to the buses, wearing all white with the icon of Clan Troy on the front and back of her sweatshirt, was cancer survivor Teresa Croyle.
"Who's ready to go sing?" Teresa called out. The Cancer Kids again screamed in happiness, and began going through the gauntlet of drummers to the buses, led by young Joy. She high-fived Teresa and got on the first bus. The others followed, including Alice, the teenaged violin player par excellence.
After everyone and their equipment was loaded, the convoy of buses and ambulances and equipment vehicles moved out. A TCPD Police cruiser led the way, blue lightbar blazing, and the ambulances also were burning their lightbars.
It was practical, too: the doctors and nurses were practicing an emergency evacuation plan in the event patents of the Hospital had to be taken out and transported elsewhere. Only the school buses with the BTW HS drummers was not part of that plan, though they were part of this convoy.
The procession moved out, down University Avenue, and turned west on Jefferson Avenue. Mannheim Steamroller's Hark! The Herald Angels Sing was playing on the radio, the perfect score for the procession as it moved down the road. Teresa was at the front of the first bus, and she was amazed at the sight of the people lined up on both sides of the road, waving at the kids and cheering for them, Citizens of all ethnicities that had come out in support of the kids an evil man had called 'deplorables'.
They turned north on Riverside Drive, where more people cheered as they drove along. Police Officers in front of Police Headquarters had their lights of their iPhones on, waving them at the kids as they went by.
And Teresa's memory that she shared with me later was that as 'Joyful all ye Nations rise!' sounded on the speakers, the huge American Flag on the flagpole in Courthouse Square came into view, waving proudly in the breeze.
Seconds after that, the buses pulled up at the back of City Hall, and the kids were brought inside to the public Council Chamber, which had been made available for them to be monitored by the nurses while they waited for their time to sing. Some of the kids decided to seat themselves where the Council sat, with 'Mayor Joy' in the middle. Teresa took photos.
And then more squealing, as Your Iron Crowbar appeared in the doorway. "How are you guys doing?" I called out. "Ready to sing for us?"
"YEAH!" came a chorus of young voices.
"Is Teresa going to sing with you tonight?" I asked.
"YEAH!" the kids shouted.
"What about this guy?" I said, pointing to the figure that had come to the door. "Can he sing with you tonight?"
"T-SQUARE!" came a chorus of voices. The legendary rapper came inside and began greeting and talking to kids one-by-one. Other cancer survivors, who'd been invited to join the Kids and sing with them this year, came into the room to meet and get photos with the legendary rapper...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And the other text I'd sent?
The rumble of engines could seemingly be heard all over the County as they came up the road from Coltrane County. A Police cruiser, driven by Lt. Micah Rudistan, met the long column of motorcycle riders at the County Line. He led them up University Avenue in a parade worthy of 'Sturgis'.
They were allowed onto Elm Street, which was closed off to all other traffic. The temporary klieg lights helped illuminate their way as they drove their motorcycles to the west end of Elm Street, where it dead-ended into Riverside Drive, and began parking in military-neat rows and columns, bunching in together. The Riders were all wearing nearly identical boots, blue jeans, and leather jackets, and their clothes were clean. This was not a gang of thugs.
Some had Christian riding group patches, others had 'Patriot Riders'. But it was the patch on the backs of the jackets that proudly displayed their unified name and purpose.
They were The Guardians of Justice, M.C.!
Courthouse Square was already beginning to fill up with Citizens, and the music of Mannheim Steamroller was easily heard on the many speakers. Lights illuminated the front portico of City Hall, and six sets of lights were set up to illuminate the Square. They were multi-colored LED lights, controlled from the control room set up at City Hall, and were on 'white' right now.
The GOJMC members filtered into the Square from Elm Street on the north side, the leaders walking along the sidewalk that led to the statue of President Thomas Jefferson. Waiting next to that statue was Tanya Perlman, attired in her GOJMC leather jacket that the Members had sent her after 'Sturgis on the Square'. (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 05-06.)
Jack Muscone and Tiffany, Jennifer, and Pete were also there. And so were Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington, wearing jeans, sweatshirts, and denim jackets that had 'Country Music Palace' on the back... and cowboy boots.
The leader of the GOJMC stopped in front of Tanya and saluted her. Tanya returned it, brightly smiling.
"The Guardians of Justice M.C. reporting for duty, ma'am." said the leader. "We ride with you tonight."
"Glad to have you!" Tanya enthusiastically replied. "It wouldn't be a block party without you."
"We have some Christmas gifts for your friends." said one of the GOJMC members.
"Captain Perlman to Commander Troy and Commander Croyle." Tanya called into her radio. "Come to the statue, please."
When Teresa got to the statue, one of the Bikers extended a box to Teresa. "We remember what you did on this day two years ago." he said. Teresa opened the box and took out the white sweatshirt. The icon of the Guardians of Justice M.C. was embroidered onto the front and back of the shirt; the blindfolded Statue of Justice in silver on a blue background. The top white script on its red ribbon said 'The Guardians of Justice', but the bottom ribbon said 'With Liberty and Justice For All'.
"Oh, wowwwww." said Teresa. "This is awesome!" She put the sweatshirt on over her Clan Troy sweatshirt, and it fit perfectly. "Thanks, guys!"
"And we know Commander Ross likes Bulldogs blue." said the M.C. member, handing Cindy a box. In it was a sweatshirt like Teresa's, but the fabric color was Bulldogs blue, and it fit Cindy perfectly.
As I came up, the leader shouted "Club! Atten-shun!" The entire GOJMC came to attention. "Present... ARMS!" the leader shouted as every one of them saluted. I came to attention and rendered a crisp salute back to them.
"For the original Guardian of Justice!" the member with the boxes said loudly, "we present this small gift. And we understand you like Wildcat red!"
"No accounting for taste." Cindy murmured. We all ignored her as I took the red sweatshirt with embroidered patches identical to the ones on Teresa and Cindy's sweatshirts, and in my size.
"I am honored to accept this." I said loudly, and saluted them. The leader returned the salute.
As the GOJMC people talked to my Angels, I excused myself to check on the setup of things. Inside City Hall, I changed into the red sweatshirt. Like Julius Caesar wearing a red robe, it would make me a bit easier to find. At least that's what I told myself...
Part 7 - Block Party on Steroids
Laura and Paulina brought Carole, Tasha, and Jim. Molly and her mother Maggie had Ross, Ian, and Betsy. Edward and Stephanie Steele brought Selena and Marie... and of course Marie attached herself to Carole as soon at the two saw each other. I also saw Tiffany and Jennifer Muscone talking to Davie Marsden, Susie Haskins, Timmy Austin, and Frieda Franklin, with their various families nearby. It was good to see my young Crowbar Crew here tonight.
Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart also came, dressed in a warm blue jacket and (I suspected) insulation under his pants on this cold night. With him were many of his acolytes from 'The Vision'. I noted they were all wearing blue sweatshirts, instead of one gender wearing red. "That's just in case those Antifa people try to show up." said Eckhart when I mentioned my observation. "And of course the fact that only the Iron Crowbar should be wearing red, like you are right now, young Donald."
Church choirs were not going to sing as groups tonight. That was made up by the High Schools. Not only did we have the BTW HS drummers, we had their 'Fife Corps', which including clarinet players and also no-kidding buglers and trumpeters, which was augmented by Town High drummers and fife players.
County High's bands had also been practicing with the others for months since the school year started. But after the Charter vote, the parents insistently and almost forcibly pulled their kids out of the joint effort in protest of the new school tax and revenue structure.
The western half of the Square, near City Hall, the stage, the flagpole and the statue, is the 'front half' of the Square, with the eastern half near the Courthouse the 'back half'. And just back of the centerline, the County Music Palace patrons began massing... around Cindy and Callie in their western garb. The two hot blondes had long been called the Palace's 'token lesbian couple', which was a term of endearment that Cindy and Callie apparently didn't mind.
"Wow." said Sheriff Griswold as we met at the back end of the Square, in front of the Courthouse. "There has to be ten thousand people here."
"At least." I said. "And most of the Police Force is here, and with their radios, in case of trouble."
"And most of my Deputies, too." growled Griswold. "But I think with your Motorcycle Club and those Country Music people here, nobody is going to fuck with us." I nodded and Griswold said "Hey, Crowbar! Why didn't I get a GOJ sweater like yours?"
"I don't know, sir." I said. "This was a surprise to me. I won't mention the name of the person I think was behind that, but her initials are (T)anya (P)erlman." The Chief laughed heartily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I saw a few drones flying overhead as I made my way back towards the middle of the Square. A lot of people were greeting me, and I was giving out a lot of fist bumps. Yes, I had my red crowbar with me, as well.
And the official beginning of the rally was marked by a choir coming onto stage with red, white, and blue robes. The BTWHS drummers began the flourishes. All of the uniformed Police Officers saluted the huge Flag flying over the Square, as did I, the Sheriff, and my Angels. And the GOJMC presented arms, as well, as the Star Spangled Banner was sung.
Carole did not permit me to be singing louder than her, but I had a little something for her. The choir began singing the last verse, and I sang loudly with them. Carole didn't know the words:
"Oh, thus be it ever, when free men shall stand
Between their loved home and the war's desolation!
Blest with victory and peace, may the heav'n-rescued land
Praise the Power that hath made and preserved us a nation!
Then conquer we must, when our cause it is just,
And this be our motto: "In GOD is our trust";
And the star-spangled banner in triumph shall wave
O'er the land of the free, and the home of the brave!"
"Daddy!" Carole protested as everyone cheered at the conclusion of the singing, "I can't sing as loud as you if I don't know the words!."
"That's okay, Fussbudget." I replied, offering a fist-bump. "You did very well." Carole fist-bumped me, as did Marie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
People were still coming into the Square, and it was beginning to be standing-room-only. I told Carole to stay with her mom while I checked on the next act to come out. In truth, I was going to help fellow Police Officers keep a space near the City Hall steps for the next group.
"I've got her, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold.
"Yeah, I'll stick with Grandpa Grizz!" Carole proclaimed. Laura and I agreed, knowing Carole was well-protected, and I went towards City Hall.
The combined high school 'Fife & Drum Corps' came on stage, and began playing 'Faeries' from The Nutcracker. The drummers were marching around the stage in circles, then crossing each other as the flute players and the xylophone and triangles players chimed out the tune.
And then the crowd roared as T-Square came out on stage. He began singing his rendition of 'Little Drummer Boy', and between the verses the BTW HS Drum Corps drummed in rhythm on the stage, and some of them came down the steps and did their choreographed marching steps, led by their Drum Major. Everyone roared and cheered.
And then I began getting a 'vibe'. Something was wrong. I heard crackling on the radio of the Police Officer next to me, who was holding the space for the drummers.
"Something's going on at the other end, sir." said the Officer, who was a new rookie named Jones. "Near the Courthouse."
"Okay, stay here, I'll go check it out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Twelve State Patrol Officers, led by their ranking officer, Captain Cortese, came up to the road between the Courthouse complex and the Square. In front of them, wearing his black judicial robe and his face contorted with hatred and rage, was Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance.
"What the hell is going on here?" yelled Nance. "I issued an injunction against this Christian event!"
Acting Chief Abram came up. "Nothing was ever filed, and we were never informed." he said. "And the Square was rented out. Legal contract with the County."
Nance's face contorted even more, if that were possible. "You're a Jew, Abram! I'm ordering you to shut this Christian abomination down!"
"You're right, I'm Jewish." said Abram. "And six million of my people died at the hands of Nazis following unlawful orders. And in the here and now, I won't be the one to suppress these people's Constitutional rights by following unlawful orders."
"Why you fucking kike!" Nance roared. He turned to the State Patrol Officers. "Captain Cortese, shut this down! Now! I am ordering you to shut this down and disperse this unlawful crowd of filthy Christians!..."
"Your Honor..." Cortese started, but Nance was having none of it.
"SHUT IT DOWN! THAT'S AN ORDER!" Nance shouted...
To be continued?
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Part 8 - Raw Judicial Power
"Did you hear me?" Judge Harry R. Nance yelled into State Patrol Captain Cortese's face. "Shut this shit down!"
"No!" declared Acting Chief Abram. "Your order is not lawful. This rally is legal!"
"You're full of shit, kike!' yelled Nance. He turned to Cortese and said "Well? What are you waiting for?"
"Hold on, there!" a voice called out. Walking up to Nance was Sheriff Griswold, with Carole Troy in tow. The Sheriff was still wearing his tan sweatshirt with the Clan Crowbar icon, and Carole was still wearing her white sweatshirt with the same icon. But the Sheriff was also displaying his badge on his belt.
He patted Abram on the back and said "I've got this, Chief Abram." He squared up to Nance and said loudly "I am the supreme Law Enforcement authority in this County. We do not obey unlawful orders, nor will I permit unlawful orders to be followed!"
Nance looked apoplectic, as if his head literally might explode. "You heard me, Cortese!"
"I heard the Sheriff, too." said Captain Cortese. "And he's right: he's the ultimate law enforcement authority for this County. We will follow his orders over yours."
"Yeah." said a six-year-old girl who was standing in front of the Sheriff, her little arms crossed. "And you're a mean person!"
"Why you little..." Nance snarled and actually reached his hands out as if to grab her. A lot of Police Officers were moving to jump in and stop him, but they stopped when they saw a red crowbar appear in front of Nance's neck, held by the man behind Nance, a man who's face matched Nance's in purposeful anger.
"You touch my daughter, Nance," I whispered (though loudly) into Nance's ear, "and I will kill you, right here in front of allll these people."
Nance was stunned at first, then recovered as he turned to face me. "You son of a bitch!" he snarled. "I'm going to have your badge for this! I'm a judge! You'll be in jail for Contempt, if not assault!"
"Bring. It. On." I snarled right back into Nance's contorted face. "I'm a father that will protect my daughter by beating you to death if you touch her. Now this is my First Amendment Rally, and you are not welcome here. Get out."
"God damn you to Hell, Troy!" Nance snarled.
"You'll be there first, opening the door for me." I replied. Nance stalked off back to the Courthouse, his face beet red with furious anger.
"Good job, Fussbudget." I said as I fist-bumped Carole. "Thank you, Sheriff, Chief Abram." I fist-bumped them, then the other Officers and State Patrolmen at the scene.
"Gotta admit," Griswold growled, "I loved doing that, standing up to that piece of crap. Oh, sorry about having Carole here, but I didn't see her mother and had to move fast."
"It's okay, Grandpa Grizz!" Carole said happily. "I wouldn't have missed that for the world!" Everyone burst out laughing at that...
Part 9 - The Party Never Stops...
The Sheriff, Carole, and I began making our way back to the flagpole and the statue of President Jefferson. When we got there, we told my Angels what had happened with Nance. Teresa said "Excuse me!" and began running towards City Hall.
Moments later, we found out what the Iron Wolf had done: a country music singer, Trace Brown, who often performed at the Country Music Palace, came on stage. He was also a cancer survivor at 34 years old. And then the crowd roared as the Cancer Kids began coming onto the stage.
After the ovation, Trace Brown said into the microphone. "As you know, an evil person tried to use the Constitution against itself to deny these kids the chance to have their voices heard!" The audience roared, then Trace Brown said "So this song is for him and those Establishment Elites that think they can order us around!"
Another roar, and then the music started. It was the Rolling Stones's 'You Can't Always Get What You Want'. And like the kids choir that started that album, our Cancer Kids began singing:
"No, you can't always get what you want
No, you can't always get what you want
No, you can't always get what you want
But if you try sometime, you just might find
You get what you need."
As Trace Brown began singing the rest of the song, I said to Cindy and Tanya: "You know, that'd be a great song for some Presidential candidate to use against the Elites and his opponent, the most corrupt politician in American history."
"You're bad." Cindy replied.
"But yes," Tanya said with a twinkle in her eyes, "it's a message the Elites need to have shoved in their faces, like what the Junior Crowbar did to Nance..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were starting to reach the exciting conclusion of the Rally. A lot of black people had come to the party, even a few younger ones wearing 'Black Voices Raised' sweaters. But they didn't cause any trouble, and danced to the music like the rest of us were doing.
To my surprise, T-Square himself came up to us, fist-bumping people along the way. His 'Regiment' looked distressed. His niece Tasha gave him a big hug, as did his sister Paulina. I told the leader of The Regiment to relax, that T-Square was well-protected by the Police, and the Guardians of Justice M.C. right behind us. The Regiment still looked distressed.
As the music of Mannheim Steamroller's version of God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen began playing, everyone began dancing to the upbeat music. I looked behind me to see Cindy and Callie leading their fellow country music fans in what must've been a world record synchronized line dance. Drones recording the event would show they were all in sync.
GOJMC members joined the line dance, making it even larger. And I noticed that some of the GOJMC members were dancing with the people wearing the 'Black Voices Raised' shirts. Acolytes from 'The Vision' were dancing with each other and with others, as well.
As to myself, I was dancing with Carole as Tasha danced with her Uncle T-Square. The girls were doing a lot of twirling and jumping up and down. Laura took photos of us, and they showed that Carole was smiling and laughing, having the time of her life as she danced with Daddy. Tasha was having a lot of fun dancing with her uncle, as well.
The big LED lights were flashing red, green, and white, making this the world's biggest outdoor disco event, I thought to myself.
As the song finally toned down, everyone roared. And then another roar as the Cancer Kids (and cancer adults) came out on stage. It was time for the Trans-Siberian Orchestra's version of the Christmas Canon. Alice started playing the preamble on her violin. And the kids made a joyful noise as they sang:
"Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas

(The joy that he brings) Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas
(The joy that he brings) Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas
(The joy that he brings) Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas
(The joy that he brings) Merry Christmas
This night, we pray, Our lives, will show
This dream, he had, Each child, still knows

This night, we pray, Our lives, will show
This dream, he had, Each child, still knows."
As they sang, the big lights dimmed down... to be replaced by people bringing out their smart phones, and turning on the little lights. It became a sparkling sea of pinpoints of light as the children sang:
"Weeeee arrrrre waiiii-ting, (On this night, on this night, on this very Christmas night)
We have not forgotten... (On this night, on this night, on this very Christmas night)..."
As Alice finished off the song with her beautiful violin play, everyone cheered, thinking that was it except for the Hallelujah Chorus.
But it was not.
Teresa Croyle came out, to applause. "Wowwww, look at her." Cindy said, observing what I had also seen, a certain glow on Teresa's face.
Father Romano came up to us. He shook hands with T-Square, who was very respectful to the Chaplain, then came over next to Cindy and me, a certain look on his face, too. "This is going to be something special." he said quietly to us. I just nodded.
Alice began playing 'O Holy Night', then Teresa began singing:
"O holy night, the stars are brightly shining
It is the night of our dear Savior's birth
Long lay the world in sin and error pining
Till He appeared and the soul felt its worth
A thrill of hope the weary world rejoices
For yonder breaks, A new and glorious morn..."
And then Teresa hit it, going to her knees as she belted out the next lines:
"Falllllllll on your knees!
O hear the angel voices
O night divine, O night when Christ was born..."
The crowd roared as Teresa sang her heart out. "Oh my God!" Cindy gasped out. "I didn't know she could sing like that! Don, did you know?"
I shook my head. "No, I didn't know she could do that." Father Romano had a smile of great satisfaction on his face.
The Cancer Kids sang the chorus:
"Christ is the Lord, O praise His Name forever
His power and glory, Evermore proclaim
His power and glory, Evermore proclaim "
I looked around, seeing Teresa and the Kids illuminated on stage by the stage lights. The big lights were out, and a majestic view of a sea of Ten Thousand Points of Light was her view from the stage. It was one of the most awesome things I'd ever seen. And it just got better...
Teresa finished it off with the French version of the ending. And Laura Branigan and Celine Dion had nothing on Teresa as she hit the high note perfectly:
"No-el, No-ELLLLLLLLL!
Ohhh, o night di-vine!"
I could see the emotion on Teresa's face as she finished, and exhaustion with it. She had poured her very heart and soul into that performance. As the crowd roared in deafening applause, the Cancer Kids broke ranks and came up and group-hugged her, and I could see she was fighting not to break down crying.
As the big klieg lights came back on, Sheriff Griswold appeared at my side again. Carole went to him and he picked her up. Carole said "I'll stay with Grandpa Grizz again, Daddy."
"Okay, but why-------"
"Would Commander Don Troy please come up to the stage?" Teresa announced into the microphone, her voice ringing over the Square. "Commander Troy, please come up!"
"You gotta go, Daddy." Carole said as I looked over at her. Now how did she know that was coming? I wondered to myself.
I put that into its compartment of the mind, then extended my red crowbar to her and said "Here, hold this for me." The look on Carole's face cannot be adequately described as she took the crowbar from me. The Sheriff was beaming, his mustaches twitching most merrily.
The music of BanYa's 'Beethoven Virus' began playing on the speakers, one of my favorite tunes and the music that had been used to introduce me when I gave my speech at Sheriff Griswold's political rally the year before. (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 06.) As I began making my way towards the stage, I thought that this would be a great Iron Crowbar theme song. And it might not be Christmas music, but it was Beethoven. And everyone knows that Beethoven is AWESOME!
The crowds parted like the Red Sea for me, everyone applauding and cheering. As I ascended the steps, I felt no pain in my back because of the adrenaline rush and the energy of the cheering crowd. When I reached the top of the stage, Teresa greeted me with a bear hug, which I warmly returned for a long moment. As we separated, I pointed at the top of Teresa's head and then made the 'raise the roof' sign. The audience just roared even louder.
"As you know," Teresa said into the microphone, "a very evil man tried to silence these wonderful voices and suppress our free speech rights. But the Iron Crowbar did not permit these kids to give up, nor to lose hope. He promised them they would sing, and he has kept that promise!" The crowd roared.
"So," Teresa said, "the kids have a gift for you." Little Joy came up with a long box, and Teresa removed the top. I reached in and took out... a crowbar. It was painted as a candy cane, in shimmering metallic red and lustrous silvery white stripes running diagonally down and around its length. I held the crowbar up with both hands, displaying it to the roaring crowd.
"This is a memento to remind you of this... glorious day." Teresa said into the microphone. I smiled in understanding; those were the words I'd used on her as I'd told her to keep the crowbar she'd used in the Police Boxing Matches. (Author's note: 'A Death in the Family', Ch 01.) She was now giving it back, having had the Cancer Kids paint it up for me.
"Thank you." I said as I took the microphone Teresa handed me. "Thank you for this wonderful gift... and the even greater gift of singing for us tonight!" The crowd roared.
"As you know," I said as I turned to face the crowd, "Psalms One Hundred and Sixty-Six... that's Psalm 100, and Psalm 66... say 'Make a joyful noise to the Lord!'. And tonight, YOU have made a joyful noise, indeed!" The crowd roared.
"Yes, evil people subverted the law and our Constitution in an attempt to suppress your voices." I said. "But tonight, you exercised YOUR Right of Free Speech, YOUR Right to Peaceably Assemble, and YOUR Right to Exercise your Religion!" More roars from the crowd.
"I am very pleased that our friends of the Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club joined us for this celebration of our First Amendment rights!" The GOJMC cheered loudly, as did many others, then I said "Tonight, ladies and gentlemen, you are ALL Guardians of Just-issss!" I felt as much as heard the huge ovation from the crowd.
"Standing up for Justice, and for your Rights, is not an easy thing." I said into the microphone. "But let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid! You have overcome the fear the Enemy has tried to impose upon you, and you have stood up tonight to send a message to those who would suppress your voices! Together, we are strong! Together, we are unbeatable!" The crowd roared.
"Tomorrow is Christmas Day." I said, to finish up. "Christmas is all about family, so let's go home to be with our families. Thank you for coming, and have a very, merry Christmas!" The crowd roared one last time, then began dispersing. I was 'enduring' the hugs of Cancer Kids, the same way that Bowser 'endures' skritchins.
Part 10 - Cleanup on Aisle 1
As the Cancer Kids went inside, to be herded back into the buses for their trip back to the Hospital, I said to Teresa "Well, I've got to clean up before I can go home. Fortunately, there's not too much trash." Indeed, the crowd had been very good about getting trash to the trash cans and boxes that had been set up.
"I think that's being taken care of." Teresa said, pointing out over the Square.
The Guardians of Justice M.C. were lining up on the south side of the Square in a long row, and I heard cries of "Police Call! Police Call!" T-Square had the drummers from BTW High out there as well, having told them that as leaders they had to do the bad jobs as well as the good. Most of them lined up with the leather-jacketed men and women, while a few guarded the drums and began drumming a beat for everyone to follow. The drum major blew his whistle and everyone started out across the Square.
It was the best Police Call that this former military Officer had ever seen. By the time they were done, there was not one scrap of trash on the Square; it was totally clean. The boxes of trash were brought to center points, and were collected by the Sanitation Department. After it was done, the Riders mounted their metal steeds, and began driving off into the night, ultimately going in several directions.
Workers with the light and sound companies were already taking down the lights and sound systems, removing the lights closest to the stage last. Others were taking down the temporary stage already. As Teresa and I stood under the flagpole and watched, I was amazed at the speed and efficiency with which they did their tasks. And they'd refused the extra overtime pay I'd offered. Before midnight, the Square looked exactly as it always had.
As Teresa and I walked back to Police Headquarters, I said "You were awesome tonight. I had no idea you could sing like that."
"Neither did I." said Teresa. "Father Romano got me to sing with the Catholic Church choir, and then they all told me I needed to be singing with the Cancer Kids. So I practiced with them. And then I thought it was over when Nance killed the concert at the Hospital."
"Well!" I said. "We were not going to let that bastard prevent the World from hearing your magnificent voice. You truly did an awesome job! And you did great with the Kids, too."
Teresa said "Don... I can't begin to tell you what you did for those kids... and for me. I almost lost hope, too. And when you made that promise to them that the show would go on... I wondered what would happen if you couldn't do it. And I was wrong to even think it. I'm... I'm sorry I doubted you."
"Just don't doubt me again." I quipped. "Seriously, it was easy for me. It's hard for those kids. Living is hard for those kids. They were strong motivation for me."
We got to Headquarters. Teresa and I went in and greeted the Officers on duty, many of them Auxiliary Officers that had volunteered for Holiday duty, and many of them being Jewish and volunteering to work the Christmas holiday and let their Christian Brothers in Blue have the time with their families.
"You did a great job tonight, Chief Abram." I said to Abram as we greeted him in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Yes, I heard how you stood up to Nance." Teresa said, shaking his hand. "That was great. And we need courage like yours in these... 'interesting'... times."
"Thank you, ma'am," said Abram, "but it's easy for me. I always think of how things might have been if someone had stood up when Jews were being hauled off in railroad cars to the death camps."
"Some did stand up. And they died." I said. "But you're right: you stood up tonight, and maybe millions won't have to die in the future..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa and I walked out to our cars, she said "We'll come over for dinner tomorrow afternoon. Seems Mike and Doug don't have a problem with going next door for food. And little Jack... he just doesn't seem to care at all. I wonder about him, sometimes."
"Carole says he's going to be a politician when he grows up." I said. "She says that's the perfect job for him, because he likes to manipulate people."
"Now that would not surprise me." Teresa said. "But I think there's good in him, so I'm not giving up on him."
"Well," I said, "we didn't give up on you, and look how that turned out. Best singing I think I've ever heard."
"Awww." Teresa said. "But it did feel good. How about you? Do you feel good about what you did?"
"The kids were happy." I said. "You were happy. The Townspeople are happy. The Constitution is a little bit happier, I think. So yes, I'm happy."
Teresa hugged me and I returned it. "I love you." she said. "More than you'll ever know."
"I do know." I said. "I love you, too." As we got into our vehicles, I noticed that Teresa had gotten her iPhone out and was making a call...



Part 11 - Epilogue
"Your daughter will not go to bed." Laura said as I got to The Cabin. "She insists on talking to you." I looked over and saw Carole, still dressed in her white pants and sweatshirt, petting Bowser in the greatroom. The red crowbar was on the floor next to them.
"Okay, then." I said. "I'll talk to her." Then I said more loudly: "Do you dogs need to go out?" The speed with which two outstanding dogs materialized at the door astounded me.
"Come on, Carole." I said as I went to the backdoor. Carole got up.
"Here you go, Daddy." she said, offering my red crowbar back to me.
"Hold on to it for tonight." I said. "You earned it, and you need to get used to carrying it."
We went outside. The dogs went to do their business, and I turned off the outdoor Christmas tree so we could look over the Town.
"So," I said as we sat down and huddled on the metal mesh loveseat, "what did you want to talk about?"
"Daddy," Carole said, "there really is no Santa Claus, is there?"
"Hmmm." I said. "You know, this is a conversation I did not expect to have with you for two more years."
"But here we are, Daddy." Carole said.
"But here we are." I agreed. "And this is another secret you have to keep, and not talk about. Don't ruin it for your brothers and your sister and your relatives and friends, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. "So it's true?"
I said "Well, I'll put it like this: yes, we buy the presents and put them under the tree. So there is no Santa Claus that brings you those."
"So why do people keep the lie going?" Carole asked.
"Tradition." I said. "Parents have been doing that for their small children for many years. And it's fun, for us parents as well as the kids. And then kids get older and grow up, and learn the truth, but the Season still goes on."
"And remember this, Carole: 'Santa Claus' isn't really a lie. Santa is about a lot more than just bringing presents and putting them under the tree. Santa Claus is about the Spirit of Christmas, about the spirit of giving gifts, like the Wise Men gave gifts to the Christ Child."
I finished up: "So in that way... yes, there is a Santa Claus, and you have the right to believe."
The dogs came back, and I told Carole to take them inside and get herself ready for bed. She went on inside, carrying the red crowbar with her.
A moment later I heard the door open again. Sheriff Griswold, who was staying over with us tonight, came out on deck. He had two glasses and a bottle of bourbon with him. He poured two drinks, handed me one, and sat down in the chair to my left.
"Well, Crowbar," he growled, "you did it." He extended his arm and we clinked glasses and drank our shots.
"Team effort, sir." I said. "A lot of people did it."
"Har." said the Sheriff as he poured us another shot each. "You know something? Those bastards of the Fascist Left... oh, the Media tries to say the Right Wingers are the Fascists, but the truth is that the Left Wingers are the true Fascists... they try to suppress us with intimidation, threats, and fear. That bastard Nance uses threats of jail and abuse of the judicial branch to force his politics on an unwilling People. He expected us to obey, out of fear."
"But you did not fear him." the Sheriff continued. "And because of that, you found the way to get around him. And then your leadership kicked in, that rare and special power to bring others with you in your righteous Cause. Crowbar, I have never in my life been as proud of another human being as I was proud of you tonight. You even had Teresa singing on Christmas Eve. Teresa... singing!... on Christmas Eve!."
I smiled. "Yes, that was something special to see." I said. "And we could not have succeeded without you, Sheriff. You stood right up to Nance, like no one else could."
"Yeah, and I enjoyed it, too." said the Sheriff. "When you made me run for Sheriff, I didn't know if it was the right thing to do. And when my wife got sick and then died, I really wondered. But tonight... I knew I was in the right place at the right time, and I was glad I ran for Sheriff. But I also know that my job was easy... because you'd led the way already, and was fearlessly using the Power of the Crowbar for righteous reasons."
"You're making me blush, Sheriff." I said. "And we've got a long day tomorrow. Why don't we go back inside?"
We stood up, but as I turned to go the Sheriff put the palm of his hand on my chest and looked right up at me.
"Before you come in, Crowbar," he said, "I want you to take at least one full minute, and celebrate this for yourself. I want you to think about what you have accomplished."
"Yes sir." I said. "Kids are happy, Townspeople are happy------"
"Crowbar, I want you to feel me on this." the Sheriff admonished, interrupting me. "I want you to think for one minute, just one minute, of your own accomplishment. Sure, those sick kids are happy and have hope now. Sure, Teresa is so much happier now. Sure, you stood up for the Constitution. But I want you to think about this win for you."
"It was you that made it happen, Crowbar." the Sheriff went on. "Reminds me of a story that Ronald Reagan told, that he got into politics because of the movie 'Mr. Smith Goes to Washington'. He said he realized that one man could make a difference. And tonight, Crowbar... one man made a difference. One man. You."
He turned to the door. "Now celebrate that win, Crowbar. And have a good night."
"Good night, sir." I said. I turned back and looked out over the Town. As I tried to obey his instruction, and celebrate the win within my soul, I noticed that the lights of the Town blinked in a certain pattern.
*Do you hear what I hear?*
I felt a strange euphoria fill my soul. Yes, I thought to myself, I had done it. I had seen what to do, and I had made it happen. I felt good for everyone else, but I let myself feel good for me, for just that one minute. And as I looked up at the sky, I observed the stars twinkling in the same pattern as the lights of the Town.
*Do you hear what I hear?*
And with that joy in my soul, a joy beyond even the Christmas Spirit, a joy that is a rare thing to experience, I turned and went back inside...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
6:45am, Thursday, January 2nd.
"Yo, Rebel!" said Sr. Detective Theo Washington as he came into MCD, speaking to Ole Miss graduate and Sr. Detective Teddy Parker, "You're looking relaxed these days!"
"You'd look relaxed, too," said Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, "if you'd put a ring on your wife's finger like the one Teddy put on Janice Holloway's at the Policeman's Ball." Everyone laughed.
"Hey, Lieutenant," Theo said to Lt. Jerome Davis, "you going to be the next one to put a ring on a girl's finger next Policeman's Ball?"
"I'm not sure I'll wait that long." said Jerome. That got an 'ooooooh' out of the group. Then Davis said: "Oh, hi Commander. Happy New Year."
"Happy New Year." I said, coming up and shaking Jerome's hand. I went around shaking everyone's hand and conveying the greetings of the new year. "Did everyone's teams win in the bowls?"
"Mine did, last week." said Teddy, whose Ole Miss Rebels had defeated the Cincinnati Bearcats in the Music City Bowl.
"The Bulldogs walloped Texas A&M in the Cotton Bowl." said Vice Detective Sergeant Roy McGhillie.
"Yeah we did." said Commander Cindy Ross as she walked in the door. She high-fived Roy.
"Auburn crushed Northwestern, 56-6." Teresa Croyle said as she came in.
"Sorry, Lieutenant... Eastern State beat Navy in the Military Bowl." said Theo, a graduate of Eastern State, while Lt. Jerome Davis's father had retired from the Navy. Theo quickly said "What about your team, Commander Troy?"
"My team hasn't played yet." I said, knowing they knew. "We'll be playing Monday night." My team, the Wildcats, would be playing Alabama for the National Championship and the Crystal Trophy.
"Commander," said Jerome Davis, "you guys staying for the coffee klatch? I'll make more if you are."
"No, they're not staying." growled a voice in the back doorway. Sheriff Griswold came on in the room. "Happy New Year, everyone. And everyone named 'Commander', let's go..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, January 3rd, from the anchor desk in the KXTC studios. "Controversy continues to swirl in local Courts as the State Legislature reconvenes under the gold dome of the State Capitol in Midtown!"
Bettina began: "After an allegedly illegal Christmas concert on Courthouse Square on Christmas Eve, Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance attempted to press Contempt of Court charges against Police Commander Donald Troy for ignoring his Court Order to cease and desist having the concert on the Square. Judge Nance also filed Contempt charges against Clerk of the Court Trudy Morton for misfiling his Court Order, which wasn't filed until December 26th."
Bettina: "Judge Patrick R. Folsom, whose office had told KXTC that he was on vacation for the rest of the year, came into Court and rescinded Judge Nance's orders, citing that Commander Troy had a legal contract with the Town & County to have his First Amendment Rally, and that he could not be held responsible for a misfiled Court Order. Judge Folsom also said that Judge Nance had not proved Clerk Morton was the one responsible for the paperwork SNAFU... if it was a mistake at all, implying that Judge Nance had not issued the order before the Courthouse offices closed at 5:00pm on December 24th."
Bettina: "The Social Justice group 'Citizens For Secular Atheism' filed a lawsuit against The Guardians Group, LLC., the name under which Commander Troy rented the Square, citing that he illegally held a religious event on Government property. The case was immediately dismissed with prejudice by Judge Folsom, but the group is appealing the decision to Appellate Judge Leahy."
Bettina: "And more controversy erupted as the State Legislature convened yesterday in Midtown! Normally, the first bill in each chamber of the Legislature is the Budget Bill, but Democrat State Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown and Republican Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville jointly pushed another bill to the front of the line. House Bill 1 is the official measure to impeach deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared!"
Bettina: "The bill, which will be transformed into Articles of Impeachment and sent to the State Senate if passed, accuse Governor Jared of Abuse of Power and Obstruction of the State Legislature. The Governor's Press Secretary, Sarah Honeysuckle, said that there was no law making obstruction of the State Legislature a crime, and that the Governor has repeatedly been absolved of false abuse of power charges..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Over a week later, and Bettina is still whining about the First Amendment Rally." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "You'd think she'd be supportive of the First Amendment, her being a reporter and all."
"Is Nance still trying to create problems?" Chief Moynahan asked.
"No sir." I said. "He got in a lot of trouble over confronting Clerk of the Court Morton, who is our Sergeant Morton's cousin, by the way."
"Yeah he did." said Teresa.
Indeed, on December 26th, Nance had flown into the Clerk's office and began yelling and screaming at Clerk Morton. He had brought two Deputies to haul her off to jail, as well. Unfortunately for him, Judge Folsom had made a 'surprise' appearance, and the Police Officer with him was a woman with oak leaves on the shoulders of her uniform, and known to have a bad attitude around Christmas season. Lt. Croyle ordered the Deputies out of the room (and they complied), then she confronted Nance.
The Clerk of the Court wanted to file assault charges against Nance, saying his verbal language and gestures toward her were intimidating and made her fear for her personal safety, and Teresa was ready, willing, and very eager to make the arrest. But Judge Folsom told her that she should file a civil lawsuit against Nance instead... which she promptly did.
And while KXTC tried to bury that part of the story, KFXU could not talk about it enough. ADA Franklin Washington gave them an interview, saying that Nance's actions were not only improper but criminal, and that Nance should resign from the Bench, as he could no longer be an effective arbiter of Justice in the Courtroom.
"And Judge Folsom is trying to keep Judge Watts out of the limelight, but also off any potentially big cases." I said. "Folsom apparently fears that Watts could be suspended over those bribery charges. So we are looking at Folsom and Nance being our only active Superior Court judges around here."
"I heard that it's becoming a problem for the D.A.'s Office, as well." said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. "Miriam Walters ordered Paulina Patterson not to appear in Judge Nance's Courtroom, and Nance made a point to tell Miriam that Franklin Washington in his Courtroom was a conflict of interest at best, since Washington was running against Nance for his judicial seat. Miriam has again suggested to Franklin that he take a leave of absence, and he not only refused but accused her of racial bias in making the suggestion. It's a total mess."
"Harumph." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Miriam brought this on herself. Shows what happens when one tries to go against the Iron Crowbar."
I almost groaned out loud at that, and the Chief looked nonplussed. But that was nothing compared to the cold fire that had flashed in Cindy's ice blue eyes... she and I were still not on very good terms in the office, and the Chief had had to all but order her to the coffee klatch on days the Sheriff was in the house.
"I would suggest that this is exactly what Miriam Walters wants." I said. "It makes Savannah Fineman her 'go to' ADA for any big cases, giving Fineman the big boost in her race against Ted Mason for Solicitor."
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," said Chief Moynahan, "D.A. Walters is a smart and savvy woman, but she does not have your acumen to put something like this together. Mayyyyy-beeee to take advantage of it, though."
"I agree, Chief." I said.
"By the way," growled the Sheriff, "where is Captain Perlman?"
"She's meeting with Roy McGhillie." I said. "Letting him down easy for what we're going to be announcing."
"What did Roy do?" Cindy asked, surprised. She was hearing this for the first time, herself.
"Nothing." said the Chief. "But we are about to 'fundamentally transform' Vice. And don't say a word about it yet..."
Part 2 - Police Business
"You wanted to see me, ma'am?" said Detective Sergeant Roy McGhillie, poking his head into the door of Captain Tanya Perlman's office after knocking.
"Yes!" Tanya said, putting enthusiasm into her voice. "Come on in. Have a seat." Roy sat down on the loveseat sofa in front of Tanya's desk.
"Thanks for coming in early, this morning." said Tanya. "How was your Holiday?"
"Good, ma'am." said Roy McGhillie. "Spent it with my family, and Becca's." Roy was engaged to Becca Larrington, younger sister of the late Goth Girl Kathy Larrington.
"You can tell me this is none of my business," said Tanya, "but have you guys set a date yet?"
"Well, it's not March 28th." Roy said with a grin, knowing that was Tanya's wedding date. "We had put it off until Becca finished School, and that's going to happen this Spring. So maybe in the Summer or Fall."
"Good." said Tanya. She paused, then said "The reason I called you in is to give you a heads-up on what we're going to do with Vice. You've been doing just fine in there, but there's a Lieutenant slot to fill, and we're going to. And I wanted to let you know first that you're not going to be the one. You're just too young, even for this Police Department."
"I understand, ma'am." Roy said, putting on a stoic face.
"So I want to ask you what you want to do." said Tanya. "You can stay in Vice, as you are now, as its Detective Sergeant. Or you can go to one of the Precincts, probably 1st Precinct, as a Senior Sergeant... and possibly as the de facto Precinct Lieutenant, though you won't be promoted or brevetted to Lieutenant."
"What about MCD?" asked Roy.
Tanya let her face fall a little bit, to show her empathy, as she said "I'm afraid there's no room in the Inn, there. Joanne Warner is coming back on February 1st, so the berths are full. However, if you're in the Precincts, you'd be the first-line Detective at any crime scenes, and we could definitely stand to have more of that."
Roy nodded. "You know, it might not be a bad thing to go to the Precinct. Becca has always worried about me since the 'Night of the Cobra', when I was wounded. I think she'd love me to get out of Vice. Can I think about it?" (Author's note: 'Moonlight Shadow', Ch. 01, for the Night of the Cobra.)
"Oh, sure. It's a big decision." Tanya said. "But let me know soon, like next Monday at the latest. You can go. And thanks again for coming in."
"No problem, ma'am." said Roy. "I'll let you know by Monday..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He took it well, I think." Tanya said as she, Teresa, and I began the Angels Meeting after watching the KFXU morning report. "I think he was disappointed there was no place in MCD, but it is what it is."
"True." I said, nodding. "Okay, let's tell our Vice Lieutenant candidate the news." I looked at Teresa and said "Do you want to be in there with us?"
"I wouldn't miss it." Teresa said. "Just to see the look on his face, if nothing else..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were in the Main Conference Room. The Chief was in his usual place at the near end of the table. I was to his left, and Commander Croyle was to my left. The space to the Chief's right was left empty, and Captain Perlman was parked to the right of the empty seat.
"O-kayyyyy," said the Chief, "we're in agreement on this?" We all nodded. "Okay, call him in." A moment later there was a knock on the door, and Lieutenant Micah Rudistan came in, wearing a dark blue uniform like those of his Officers in 2nd Precinct.
"Come in, Mr. Roood-i-stan." said the Chief, using the pronunciation that had become popular since Carole was heard saying it that way. "Have a seat."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. Looking around, he said "Am I going to need a Union Rep, sir?"
I said "Not unless you just want him or her to be here to hear the good news." I leaned forward a bit and said "Lieutenant Rudistan, you have done an outstanding job in this Police Force, in every job you've been given. Your knowledge and experience have been very helpful to us. And you've answered the call whenever we've needed you... and we need you to answer that call now."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan "What's it about?"
I said "We are going to put you in Vice, as Vice Lieutenant. And it is an offer you cannot refuse."
"Sir?" Rudistan gasped, not quite jovial, obviously surprised.
Tanya took it up: "Lieutenant, you've done well in 2nd Precinct, and we know you grew up on the Southside and that you're very familiar with how gangs work, and all that. We also know that drug activity is slowly on the rise, and we need your knowledge and experience to lead the Vice Squad in interdicting it."
I said "I know you've resisted it in the past, but I have to have my best people in the right places, so it's time for you to step up and run with the ball in Vice."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. Then he grinned jovially and said "Does this mean I get to attend the coffee klatches in MCD in the mornings?" We all burst out laughing at that.
"Yes." Teresa said. "Or wherever Commander Ross is. You know how much she loves having you in her coffee klatches."
"Oh, I need hazardous duty pay for that, ma'am!" Rudistan said, making us laugh some more.
Teresa said "Seriously, Micah, you've done a great job for me with 2nd Precinct, and I hate losing you. But you deserve this shot at the title, so make me proud."
"Yes ma'am." said Rudistan.
After Rudistan was dismissed, the Chief said "My observation and deduction is that he's secretly very happy about this."
"Oh yeah... yes sir." Teresa said. "I could see it in his eyes." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Soooooo." said the Chief. "We're agreed on Lieutenant DeLong going from 1st to 2nd Precinct?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "I talked to Captain Abram before coming in here, and he's good with that, too."
Chief Moynahan made like an owl and said "So whooooooo will replace DeLong at 1st Precinct?"
"We'll have to talk to Captain Hewitt about that." Teresa said. "My first thought is that if McGhillie goes to 1st Precinct, he can be put in that job. Otherwise, I want to hear Hewitt's ideas..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Roy McGhillie invited Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker to lunch at the Cop Bar. They were stunned when he told them of his conversation with Captain Perlman.
"I'm going to talk to Becca about it," Roy said, "but I wanted to get you guys's advice on it."
"Unfortunately, Captain Perlman is right." Julia said. "MCD is full. And I don't know when another slot in there might open... or even if a slot will open."
"Yeah." Roy said, almost forlornly. "And I'll say out loud what everyone else avoids saying... I was way behind the power curve when it came to being a Detective in MCD."
"Naw, don't say that." said Parker, though knowing Roy was right. "You were fine. And none of us are in the Iron Crowbar's class."
"That's why, if I were in your position, I'd go back to the Precinct." Julia said. "You're good at leading others, they respect you for your courage after the 'Night of the Cobra', and you've got a lot you can teach them. And also, even though we MCD Detectives are called in to major crimes, it's you guys first on the scene that can make or break a case... and you have that knowledge and experience. You'd be like a field Detective out there."
Teddy Parker said "I absolutely agree about your leadership. Nothing against the Uniformed guys we have, but they could stand to see leadership like yours. And you can get the best ones on the path to leadership themselves..."
Part 3 - Entrapment
10:30pm, Friday, January 3rd. I was sitting on the back deck of The Cabin, with a nice fire going in the fire pot. Sitting in the chair (really a metal mesh loveseat) to my left was Teresa Croyle. Her husband Todd was supervising six boys in Lego City operations in the attic room upstairs, and Laura, Paulina and Molly were supervising two rowdy girls in the greatroom. Bowser was being rowdy with the two girls, and Buddy was in Teresa's lap getting skritchins.
As we sipped our drinks, single malt Scotch for me and a Godmother (Amaretto and Vodka) for Teresa, we talked shop.
Teresa said "Roy is going to talk it over with his family over the weekend, but I am willing to bet green dollar bills that he takes the 1st Precinct job. I told Captain Abram and Lieutenant DeLong that he, DeLong, is reporting to 2nd Precinct Monday morning, and Rudistan will rile up the coffee klatch starting Monday morning. I'll be he'll be moved into the Vice Lieutenant office by noon tomorrow."
I chuckled. "Sounds good." I said. "Not that it was a problem, but we might be finally getting things settled in right."
"I do have one question." Teresa said. "Will this hurt our case with the US DOJ Civil Rights Division? They were bitching about the white guy in 2nd Precinct, and we moved him out and put the black guy in. Won't that look like kowtowing to what they were saying?"
"Possibly." I said. "But that so-called audit was rigged from the get-go, and I don't really care about the optics. I also have to admit that I owe Tanya an apology... and you, for that matter. I have not given Vice the attention it might've needed, and I have not given that attention for years. You and Mary Milton and Tanya have done a great job------"
"Hold on right there." Teresa said. "I recall a 400-million-dollar drug bust with your name all over it. And not all of the credit for that goes to Carole. That was you, Mister Iron Crowbar, and the drug pushers shake in their panties at the mere mention of your name. Why do you think T-Square got clean and legit?"
I said "I think he's wanted to do that for a while. Like you, he found religion, literally. And he saw the war between the Big Ice and Jasmine Nix factions, and decided he wanted no part of that, either." Teresa nodded.
I then said "I'll admit this only to you, and deny I ever said it if you tell Bettina Wurtzburg..." That got me a backhand slap on the arm, but I continued anyway: "But the D.A.'s Office might've gotten one over on us by finding this increased gang activity. And that has prompted some of these changes we're seeing now."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. Teresa's iPhone rang a second later, and I heard furious barking from inside the house; the redoubtable Bowser was most displeased at what he was hearing.
"Troy." I said, answering.
"Commander," said 1st Precinct Captain Hugh Hewitt, "we've got a situation in the Luigi's parking lot..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I pulled up in my Police SUV. Three Police cruisers were in the Luigi's parking lot, lightbars blazing. Near the front entrance was a bit of a crowd, a number of them with iPhones, recording the situation.



"Let's put on Officer-cams." I told Teresa, even though we were in civilian clothes. We did so, along with our armored vests, then went through the crowd to the small congregation of Police Officers.
"What's going on?" I asked as I came up. Officers were surrounding a black man in his 30s, with old tennis shoes, ragged blue jeans with some tears, a black sweatshirt and a gray pullover hoodie sweater. He had a thin, trimmed beard and his hair was cut close, but not to the point of fuzz or baldness. His hands were cuffed behind his back.
Sr. Patrolman Johnson said "We responded to a disorderly conduct call. This guy was panhandling people coming out of the restaurant, then yelling at them for not giving him enough money. When we arrived, he began yelling at us, calling us 'Pigs' and 'Crackers', and saying the Police beat up blacks for the fun of it, stuff like that." The other Officers on the scene nodded vigorously in agreement.
"He refused to show ID, sir." said Corporal Ronnie Kirkpatrick. "Two Officers drew weapons, but kept them pointed at the ground. We made him put his hands on this Patrol car and we frisked him. No weapons, but no ID, either. Then he started yelling at us some more, and even lunged at us a couple of times."
"That's right!" yelled the black man as I went up to him. "And you're just a redheaded cracker that beats up black people with that crowbar! Yeah, YOU, Iron Crowbar! Yeah, I know who you are! You're the father of that halfbreed child!"
Officers looked on in anger, and I saw the people in the crowd recording this. "Okay, guys, start moving this crowd back." I said. Officers moved to implement my instructions.
Then I said to the man, and loud enough for everyone to hear: "Well! Since you know who I am, let me return the favor. Guys, this is Jackson Ripley, hired by the District Attorney as an Investigator. And he is insulting our intelligence with his obvious attempts to goad us into physical indiscretions."
The man instantly shut up, a pained look on his face as he realized I knew who he was. He said "Well, since you know, either let me go or call the D.A."
"You wish." I said. "Johnson, Burrell, take this perp to Police Headquarters and run him through full booking. The charges are panhandling, disorderly conduct, felony verbally and physically assaulting Police Officers, felony resisting arrest, and FFI. Make sure he is not physically harmed in any way. And do not permit him to make a phone call until I get there. I'll handle that myself."
After Ripley was taken away, I said "Kirkpatrick, you need to collect the Officer-cam and dash-cam videos of everyone here, and get every last bit of it into evidence servers. Including mine. And see if you can get some of these Citizens to share with us what they recorded, though they can't be forced to and likely won't. Go ahead." Corporal Kirkpatrick moved out smartly to complete that mission.
Teresa and I got back into my Police SUV and drove towards Headquarters. She said "What are you going to do? Call Miriam Walters?"
"HELL, no." I said emphatically. "But I am going to call the Chief and the Sheriff. And you better wrap up warm... there is definitely an east wind coming..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00am, Saturday, January 4th. I was in the Chief's office. He and the Sheriff had come in the night before, after my phone calls to them, and we reviewed the Officer-cam and dash-cam data. The Sheriff was eventually persuaded to go back home to get some sleep.
Jackson Ripley was booked and put in a holding cell. He kept demanding to be allowed to call a lawyer, and was told he could call one in the morning. He demanded to be allowed his phone call immediately, and we (correctly) told him that the Right to a Phone Call was a figment of Hollywood's fertile imagination, and he'd be sitting overnight in his holding cell.
"I will say this." said the Chief as we drank coffee. "The Officers conducted themselves very well, very professionally throughout that altercation. The attempts to goad them into an escalation did not work."
"Commander Croyle and the Precinct Leadership are the reason for that." I said. "I'll pass along your compliments through them to everyone."
Just then the Duty Desk buzzed the Chief. "Ah yes, we've been expecting her. Escort her to my office." After hanging up, the Chief said "D.A. Walters has arriiiiiived."
A moment later, District Attorney Miriam Walters came storming in. "What the hell is going on here?" she demanded to know.
"Hello to you, tooooo." said the Chief icily. If Walters had any sense of observation and deduction, she would've seen that the Chief was as angry as I was, and perhaps more.
"Where is my Investigator?!" Walters all but yelled.
"In a holding cell." I said.
"Release him. Now." said Walters.
"No." said the Chief. "He endangered my Police Officers. He is going to be fully charged and bound over for trial."
"Which I won't prosecute." said Walters. "In fact, I'm going to tell the judge that at the arraignment."
"And we're going to tell the judge that he's your Investigator." I replied. "I've asked the State's Attorney for this region to take the case, since your Office is too close to it, and she has agreed to take it to trial."
"Why, you son of a-------"
"Ah ah ah!" the Chief warned. "Your Investigator is already hip-deep in it with the Iron Crowbar. You might not want to add to it with your own namecalling."
"I want to talk to him." said Walters, meaning her Investigator.
"Sure." I said. "But you cannot legally represent him, being the D.A., so you have absolutely no attorney-client privilege. As such, you will not be permitted to talk alone with him, at all, and I will listen in on any conversation you have with him, most likely by being right there in person."
Miriam's eyes widened at that. "Then I'll get him an attorney------"
"Which I don't have to let him talk to until Monday morning." I said. "As long as we don't question him, we can wait until the morning of his arraignment." I'm not sure exactly how true that was, but the point was being made that I was going to fight Miriam Walters all the way on this one.
"Can I speak to you alone for a moment, Chief?" Miriam tried. 
"No." said the Chief. "I want a witness in every conversation you and I have about this, and I will tell you now that I intend to record every conversation we have about this."
"Look." said Walters. "My Investigator was undercover for me. And you can play these chickenshit games, but I am going to get him out of here. Now why don't you work with me on this-------"
"What was he undercover about?" I asked. "What was he working on?"
"That's need-to-know information." tried Miriam. She really was not having a good day, I thought to myself.
"You do realize you're talking to the Police?" said Chief Moynahan, letting anger creep into his voice, which caused him to lose the drawl and not prolong his worrrrrds. "WE are the ones who are supposed to be doing the investigating, so if you're doing anything and keeping it away from us, that is a very serious problemmmm."
"I don't agree." said Walters. "I can have my guys investigate things without telling you."
"Let's bring Ripley in here." said the Chief. "We're being stonewalled right now."
"Good!" said Walters. "Then he gets a lawyer-------"
"One more time." I said. "He gets one only if we ask HIM questions." I then got onto the Chief's landline phone and called down to have Ripley brought into the Chief's office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Ripley was escorted into the office, he saw Miriam Walters and said "Ma'am, I tried to tell them------"
"Stop!" Miriam commanded. "Don't say anything. Let me do the talking."
"Probably a good idea, Ripley." I said. "Your potty mouth has said more than enough to my Police Officers... and me." Ripley looked up at me angrily, but said nothing.
"One more time, Miriam." said the Chief. "What was your Investigator's undercover mission?"
"And why did he harangue my Officers?" I asked. "And even physically threaten them? We've got it on tape... he was lunging at them. You DO realize one of them could have shot him dead, because they thought he was going for their weapon? And it would've been ruled a 'good shoot'? You DO realize that?"
"You're asking him questions under the guise of asking me." said Miriam Walters.
"Stop with the legal shenanigans, Mizzz Walters." said the Chief.
"Chief, I don't think Ms. Walters understands the situation." I said. "May I borrow your iPad tablet?"
"You sure may, Mr. Crowbar." replied the Chief. He handed me the iPad tablet.
"My four favorite words: Let's watch some TV." I said as I brought up a composite video of Ripley's actions... especially what he said to me about my daughter. I played it for Walters.
"One more time, Ms. Walters." I said as the video ended. "What was your Investigator's undercover mission that could possibly explain, much less excuse his conduct?"
Walters's beady black eyes changed from anger to defeat. "All right. You release him to me, and I'll tell you."
"You tell us, and I might think about that." replied the Chief. I just raised my eyebrows in a 'He's right, you know' kind of way.
Miriam said "I had him do it on purpose, to see how your Officers responded to an unarmed black man in a white neighborhood verbally accosting the Police."
"Ohhhhhh." I said with mock Rudistan-'ish' joviality. "You were testing us, were you?"
"Yes." said Walters as the Chief ambled over towards her. "With the increasing hostilities between Blacks and Police Officers nationwide------
"IT IS NOT YOUR PLACE TO TEST THE TCPD!" the Chief shouted into Miriam's face, as furious with anger as I'd ever seen him, his face almost purple with rage. "THAT IS NOT YOUR JOB!"
"I don't agree-------" Miriam started, but Chief Moynahan was not having one bit of it.
"YOU WERE WRONG!!!" he shouted again. "THAT WAS ENTRAPMENT!"
The Chief continued: "And you almost got your Investigator here killed! The Commander is right: my Officers were within their rights to shoot him dead for lunging at them! Did you even THINK of THAT?"
"Your Officers passed the test." said Miriam. "And it wasn't entrapment."
"Where is your warrant to conduct the sting, then?" I asked. "Ohhhhh, there isn't one! I know because my people checked, and I personally checked. You don't have a leg to stand on, here."
"Furthermore," said the Chief, a little more levelly, "you are not the Inspector General's Office. You do not have one bit of oversight over this Police Force, none at all! You have absolutely stepped over the line, Ms. Walters."
"I still don't agree with that." said Walters. "But I'll consider myself corrected if you let me take my employee out of here."
"And you'll introduce us to your other two Investigators, so we know who they are?" I said, my voice level but with no lack of authority in it.
Miriam sighed, then said "Yes. I'll bring them over Monday morning. And I'll have them share what they've found out about the drug traffic moving in here with your Vice Squad."
The Chief and I looked at each other, and I nodded. In case you readers have not figured it out, this scene had played out almost exactly according to the 'script' he and I had discussed the night before.
"All right." said the Chief. "Get him out of here."
Miriam stood up, as did Ripley. He extended his hand to me and said "No hard feelings, Commander?"
I turned to face him, my eyes boring into his...
*WHUMP!*
"UHHK!" Ripley gasped, doubling over from the force of the powerful closed-fist punch I'd slammed into his belly.
*WHAM!* *WHUMP!*
My right-hand haymaker caught him on the side of the face, then my left-handed punch caught him right on the jaw.
Ripley went down like a stone. With lightning speed I landed on top of him, my knees pressing into his shoulder joints, which was not only very painful, but immobilized him. I shoved my red crowbar into his face... not his neck, but his face right over his mouth. He attempted to turn his head and I pressed harder, which was painful to his jaw.
"You son of a bitch!" I angrily near-shouted, my face showing my pure fury. "You really think I'm going to forgive what you said about my daughter?"
"Commander!" Walters protested.
"MY DAUGHTER!" I yelled as loud as I could, still looking at Ripley but meaning both of them to hear it. "You crossed the line, asshole! And I will never... EVER... forget it! And if I ever see you in this County again... EVER!... a stray bullet will find its way into the back of your head!"
There was a knock on the door; the Chief had called the Duty Desk to have Officers come down. I got off Ripley, who wisely didn't try to counterattack me. The door opened and Lt. Rudistan and Corporal Hicks came in.
"Gentlemen," I said to them, "escort this piece of trash to the County Line or State Line of his choice, and let him out on the other side of it. If he ever, and I mean ever comes back into this County, arrest him. I would imagine he will resist, like he did last night, and when he does, use whatever force necessary to take care of the situation."
"Yes sir!" Rudistan said enthusiastically.
"Move, you prick." Hicks said harshly to Ripley. "And please give me a reason to do something to you." Ripley looked over at Walters, who nodded slightly to him, then left with my 'Blood Order' Officers.
"Well!" said Miriam Walters. "Your Officers passed, but you just failed, Commander."
"Failed what?" asked the Chief. "I didn't see anything."
"Let's look at the tape just one more time." I said, bringing out my iPhone. I replayed the part of the video where Ripley had called my daughter a 'halfbreed'.
"What I'm going to do," I said, "is show this to Paulina, and maybe Franklin, too. And I just might tell Paulina that you told Ripley to say that."
"I didn't tell him to say that!" Miriam protested. "And I forbid you from showing her that-------"
"YOU DO NOT 'FORBID' ME TO DO ANYTHING!" I yelled into her face. "YOU ARE NOT THE BOSS OF ME, IN ANY WAY, IN ANY CAPACITY!"
"All right, all right." said Walters, completely rattled. "Paulina can have the MCD cases. Just don't show her that."
"You don't get it, do you?" I asked, my voice 'quiet', but the underlying anger still there. "This is not a negotiation. That piece of shit called Paulina's daughter a racial epithet. YOUR employee's daughter. Now if you had fired that piece of dog shit the second you heard that word, I might've considered not telling her. But you didn't. He still works for you."
"Okay, okay------" started Miriam.
"GET the picture!" I shouted into her face. "I wasn't kidding. I am going to show this to Paulina; there is nothing on this earth that can stop me from doing that."
"Why don't you head back to your offisssss, Ms. Walters." the Chief 'suggested'. Miriam looked at him then turned and left, not looking at me again.
"Well, Mr. Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief. "What did you hold back that will prevent Ms. Walters from trying to make something of that? Are you really going to show Ms. Patterson that videooooo? That's huuuugggge leverage, you know."
"Oh yes, I'm going to show Paulina." I said. "Imagine if I didn't, and she finds out anyway." The Chief nodded.
I continued: "And what Walters should truly fear is that I show this to the entire Police Force, and tell them that Miriam Walters personally was trying to entrap them. And we'll see if she figures out that she has to run for her Office again, too..."
Part 4 - Alignment of Pieces
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, January 6th. "Legislators dig in as the State House moves to impeach deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared!"
Bettina began: "A scheduled meeting between State House and State Senate staffers with the Governor's staff to get Budget negotiations rolling ended when the Governor's staffers walked out, saying that the Legislature staffers wouldn't talk about the budget but only threatened the Governor with impeachment if he did not immediately resign. A spokesperson for Representative Tasheeka Harris said that the Governor's negotiators weren't negotiating but making intractable demands, including cutting the State EPA's funding for Climate Change programs."
Bettina: "And over the weekend, State Attorney General Karl Handel announced his candidacy for Governor. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Karl Handel saying "We must take the Republican Party away from Governor Val Jared's racist policies, and return to the true Republican values of compassion for Undocumented Workers, as well as tax breaks for large companies in order to create jobs for the working classes!"
Back to Bettina live: "Lieutenant Governor and Jared crony Sharon Marshall also has announced her candidacy for the Governorship, as a Republican. Her platform would be a continuation of Val Jared's racist policies." KXTC did not show one second of Sharon Marshall speaking, as they had shown Karl Handel. "And now let's go to Jeff Hull for more on the National Championship game! Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, every one of his full head of black hairs perfectly styled into place, as he came on the screen with University Memorial Stadium in the background. "The No. 1 Alabama Crimson Tide faces our University's arch-rival, the No. 2 Wildcats, in Mercedes-Benz Stadium in Atlanta for the Crystal Trophy and the National Championship. The Wildcats will have two Heisman Trophy winners on their squad, but they face the SEC's best offense and the Nation's best defense against the run."
Hull: "Alabama is heavily favored to soundly beat the Wildcats, and Bulldogs fans here are mixed in who they want to win. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing several people commenting. Some University students said they wanted the Wildcats to win because they were in the same Conference as the Bulldogs, while others said they would root for ISIS terrorists against the Wildcats. Then Todd Burke was shown, saying that he wanted the Conference to be well-represented. And last was Your Green Crowbar, Cindy Ross, who said emphatically "Roll Tide Roll!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Any questions?" Cindy Ross said cooly as a couple of others in the coffee klatch stared at her. We were drinking coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, and it was Your Iron Crowbar and Your Iron Wolf that were staring daggers at her.
"Just one." I said. "Just how much are you and the Iron Wolf betting?"
"Not one penny." said Teresa. "I don't need her filthy Alabama money."
"She knows she'd lose if she bets with me." Cindy retorted. "So what are you and Joanne betting, Commander?"
"Dinner at the Chop House." I said. "But I don't know what Bowser and Leo may have bet on the game."
"My dog, is an awesome dog, and I, will rejoice in him..." sang Teresa, in a clever paraphrasing to the tune of that popular Christian song.
"Changing the subject," said Tanya Perlman, to change the subject, "I think it's obvious who Bettina wants to win the Republican primary for Governor."
"Yeah," I said, "the Media will fawn on Karl Handel, but if he wins the primary they will turn on him like rabid dogs. John McCain and Mitt Romney learned that the hard way with the national Media."
"Who's running for Governor on the Democrat side?" asked Sheriff Griswold.
"You're the politician in here, Sheriff." I replied. "Who do you... and the Governor... think will run?"
"Har." barked the Sheriff. "I can tell you that Val does not care. He'll endorse Sharon Marshall, but otherwise he's telling me how much he's enjoying not having to campaign for anything. As to who is running, we're pretty sure Maxine Watts won't, but other than that, I have no idea."



"What names have you herrrrrrrd, Mr. Crowbarrrrr?" asked the Chief.
"I've heard that State Senator Corey Coons from The City might run." I said. "He's relatively young, he's black, and he says all the 'right things' (air quotes made) that Democrats want to hear without being considered extreme or polarizing like Maxine Watts is."
I continued: "I've also heard the name of State Representative Hoyt Stenson from Jacksonville. He's the Majority Whip in the State House, but he's white, elderly, and much more moderate than most Democrats. His selling point is that he's been a die-hard advocate for impeaching Governor Jared even when other Democrats weren't obsessed with it... like they are now."
"So yoooooooo are not running for any office, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief. Even though he said it humorously, I looked over my shoulder at him with a look of mock horror.
"Pleeeeease tell me you're not serious, Chief..." I said. My Angels laughed most merrily.
"By the way," said Teresa, "that was a fun party yesterday. Betsy loved it."
"Yeah she did." Cindy said happily. "I can't believe she's two years old today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson blew past D.A. Walters's assistant and into Walters's office.
"Don't you knock?" Walters asked angrily as she looked up.
"What is this?" Paulina said angrily, holding up her cellphone with the video of what Ripley had said to Commander Troy. "WHAT IS THIS?"
"Calm down, for God's sake." Miriam said.
"MY DAUGHTER!" Paulina yelled. "YOUR Investigator said that about MY daughter!"
"And I've fired him, okay?" Miriam said, trying to remain calm.
"No, it's NOT okay!" yelled Paulina. "Did you TELL him to say that?"
"No!" Walters said, looking right at Paulina for the first time. "I didn't tell him to say that at all!"
Paulina took a couple of breaths to control her anger, then said "Why shouldn't I go file a racial discrimination lawsuit against you? Why shouldn't I go do that right now? And call a Press Conference and give them this video, and tell them that YOU told him to say that about my little girl? WHY NOT?"
"Because it's not true." Walters said. Then she got her hackles up and said "But if you think I did, go ahead, go make the complaint. And leave your resignation on my desk on your way out. Or, you can accept my word that I did not tell him to say that, accept that I've fired him, and get back to work... on MCD cases."
"Oh, you think you can bribe me with that?" said Paulina.
"Then what the hell do you want?" Miriam all but yelled.
"YOUR RESIGNATION!" screamed Paulina.
"YOU'RE NOT GETTING IT!" Miriam yelled back. "I'm not talking to you about this any more. Get out of my office."
"This is NOT the end of this!" Paulina hissed. She turned and stalked out of the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, January 6th. The entire Detective Corps as well as all the Precinct Leadership congregated in Classroom 'J' at the 'invitation' of the Town & County Police Commander. The room was full, even though the desk-chairs had been removed and replaced by rows of folding chairs. The Chief, Sheriff, and Deputy Chief also were in attendance, and sat up front. The Sheriff's Chief of Staff (Commander) Oswald and Sr. Deputy Sheriff (Lt. Commander) Louis Bailey were also present. Behind them were D.A. Miriam Walters, ADA Franklin Washington, and two persons in civilian clothing, not suits and ties, but regular casual clothing.
"Thank you for coming, everyone." I said. "Happy New Year, for those I haven't had a chance to say that to." I paused and then said "With the new year, we are making some structural changes. One move had caused a domino effect, so all of you and indeed, all of the Police Force is affected. So I'm here to make those announcements."
"Announcements, announcements, annouuuunce-ments!
A horrible way to die, a horrible way to die,
A horrible thing to be talked to death, a horrible way to die.
Announcements, announcements, announce-ments!"
That was everyone. The Detectives continued it:
"Words of wisdom, words of wisdom,
Here they come, here they come!
Many words of wisdom, many words of wisdom,
Dumb dumb dumb. Dumb dumb dumb."
I thought that was it, but my Angels had other ideas:
"We lost our cow, we lost our cow,
we have no time, for your bull now!
We found our cow, we found our cow,
we have some time, for your bull now.
SPEAK FREAK!"
Everyone applauded, including me. The Sheriff's mustaches were twitching most merrily, giving me an idea who'd taught these Police Officers how to be rowdy... not that they needed help. I also observed that Miriam Walters looked utterly disgusted, as if our fun was totally beneath her.
"Okay, now that you've gotten that out of your systems," I said, to some laughter, "let's proceed. First of all, this is technically a lateral move, but in reality it's a promotion, certainly an increase in responsibilities. We are moving Lieutenant Micah Rudistan to the Vice Lieutenant position, effective last Saturday." There was applause for Rudistan, who looked jovial but blushed a little bit.
"Next," I said, "Lieutenant DeLong will laterally move from 1st Precinct to 2nd Precinct, as the 2nd Precinct Lieutenant, effective last Saturday." Applause for DeLong.
"And Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie will be moving to 1st Precinct, also effective last Saturday." I said. "The 1st Precinct Lieutenant position is not being formally filled right away, and I expect Sergeant McGhillie will be doing some of that work. So best wishes to all of you guys." Applause for all.
"Next," I said, "D.A. Walters is here with an annou----- naah, I better not say it. D.A. Walters?"
Miriam Walters came up as I sat down between the Chief and Cindy in the front row. "Thank you, Commander." she said, her voice stiff and formal. "First of all, I'd like to compliment you on the actions of your Officers over the weekend, who made arrests well within protocols and not using excessive force. With tensions between Police and some Citizens very high in many places, such as the City, your good conduct is very helpful to keeping things in hand."
There were some looks around the room, some wondering what Miriam was talking about, and some wondering why she was bringing it up here and now.
Miriam continued: "I want you, especially you Detectives, to meet the District Attorney's Office's two Investigators that we recently hired. First is Artis Lattimore..." Lattimore stood up, then Walters said "And Greg Mitchum."
Artis Lattimore was black, not that tall, fairly stocky build, with a thin and closely trimmed beard. I was wondering if that was getting to be a trend within the black community, as Ripley had had a similar beard. Lattimore looked to be well into his 30s, and definitely looked older than Ripley.
Greg Mitchum was white, looked to be in his 40s, was tall and lean with graying brown hair. His face looked like an ex-cop that had seen a lot of bad stuff in his years.
Miriam Walters said "Chief, Mr. Lattimore is prepared to give his talk on gang activity now. Do you want everyone here? Or just the Vice Detectives?"
"Since we're all here," the Chief wisely said, "let's have everyone hear it all at once."
Artis Lattimore came up. His voice was a bit scratchy and not very deep. "Thank you, Ms. Walters." he said. "First about me. I was a D.A. Investigator in the City, and before that I was a Vice cop there."
"Why'd you leave the City?" Tanya Perlman asked. "It's a lot more exciting over there than it is over here."
"I took up Ms. Walters's offer to come here." said Lattimore. "I'm getting older. And I've heard that it's plenty exciting over here." There were some chuckles at that.
Lattimore started: "What we've found in the past few months is that the rapper T-Square has gotten completely out of the drugs and gambling businesses. His one-time chief lieutenant, T-Mac, took over the drug trade into the County, possibly if not likely in a partnership with the man we know as 'The Teacher'. He-------"
"I can tell you right now." said Captain Damien Thompson, "that The Teacher has no part in any drug operations. He doesn't touch that stuff."
"What, you know him or something?" Lattimore fired back. I don't think he knew that The Teacher was Captain Thompson's uncle.
"Mr. Lattimore," I said authoritatively, "do not speak disrespectfully to my Officers again. Carry on with your briefing."
Lattimore's eyes had flashed a bit of fire, but he went on. "You guys can take this advice, or not. My intel shows The Teacher's organization as having ties to T-Mac. Anyway, there are two rising groups of players in the markets. One group calls themselves the 'Block House Boyz', they're mostly black and are working the Southwestern Ghetto. The other group is branching out from the City. They're Hispanic, and call themselves 'The Eighth Street Latinos'."
"The Block House Boyz are led by Jacquez Wilson." said Lattimore. "He is one of the meanest individuals you well ever hope not to meet. He was a boxer, and it is said he can kill with one punch of his fist. He is also said to be proficient in martial arts.
"Bring him on!" said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross.
"Uh, seriously, ma'am," said a surprised Lattimore, "he's scary good. Word has it he whipped the Rodrigo-san in personal combat, put a real hurting on him."
"That is scary good." I said. "Keep going, Mr. Lattimore."
Lattimore: "He is also rabidly anti-Police, and may be involved with shootings at Officers here and in other counties in this region of the State. He's believed to be someone that provides manpower to the anarchist demonstrators you've seen from time to time."
Lattimore went on: "We don't know much about The Eighth Street Latinos nor their leadership, at least not around here. They've branched out from the City to Midtown, Southport, and this County in our State; and to Acropolis City in the State east of the City. They provide the dime bag sellers product, and are heavily involved in prostitution in the City. We think they'll try to set up something similar here."
"Thank you for that report." said Captain Tanya Perlman. "I'm going to be asking you to talk more with my Vice Squad on the details of this. Mr. Mitchum, do you want to say a few words?"
Greg Mitchum got up and came to the podium and said "I'm Greg Mitchum. My speciality is finance-related crimes, mostly related to laundering of drug money and money pipelines within corrupt businesses. I don't have any current information for you. I look forward to working with you..."
I handed Tanya a note. It said "Do not let them into the Intel Center, not for a tour nor for any other reason." Tanya nodded.
After Mitchum finished, I said to D.A. Walters "Are there any other D.A. Investigators? At all?"
"No, those two are the only ones we currently employ." said Walters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't know how you knew," Tanya said to me as the Command Group and my Angels gathered in the Chief's Conference Room, "but Miriam Walters kept asking for a tour of the Intel Center, and I finally just told her 'no'. She was getting huffy about it, and then Commander Croyle came up and just looked at her, and she got on out of here."
"Just remember," I said, "Miriam Walters is not the boss of any TCPD Officer, from the Chief to the newest Rookie recruit. You do not answer to her, nor take orders from her."
"Soooooo," said the Chief, to change the subject, "why do you not want them to see the Intel Center, Mr. Crowbar?"
"I don't want them to know what we have." I said. "And I definitely don't want them to get any ideas that that particular resource is available to them. Chief, Sheriff, I don't mind Miriam Walters having Investigators, if it helps them do their jobs. But I don't trust her motives anymore, either. For example, during the altercation Friday night, I remember seeing Mitchum in the parking lot at Luigi's. A distance away, but he was there. And he likely was recording the incident for Walters."
"Is he on any of our videotapes?" asked the Chief.
"No sir, he stayed well back." I said. "I saw him as we were coming in, when I was looking over the whole parking lot, but I don't have video confirmation."
"Not that you need it." growled Sheriff Griswold.
"So why did it take this long for Walters to introduce those guys?" asked Tanya. "And it's obvious Lattimore has been working on what he told us for some time."
"I think it's obvious that Miriam avoided introducing them because she was setting up altercations to 'test' the Police... or more accurately, 'entrap' them." I said. "And she realized when I went up there Friday and told every Officer there who Jackson Ripley was and who he was working for that it was blown, so she came correct with the meeting today."
"What pisses me off," said Teresa Croyle, "is that she would 'test' my Officers in the first place. Who the hell does she think she is?"
"Let me plant this thought into your fertile young miiiiinds." said the Chief. "What if Ms. Walters did that with truly good intentions? What if she meant well, that she genuinely was testing us to make sure the Police didn't do anything wrong for when the real 'tests' (air quotes) begin?"
For some reason, everyone was looking at me. I just said "Chief, do you know something we don't?"
"Only that that's what she told me this morning. And she apologized and said she would not attempt anything like that again." said Moynahan. "She also told me she fired that scumbag over what he said to yooooo, Mr. Crowbar. She said she had nothing to do with that."
"Then who DID have him say that to me?" I asked. "Seriously... he said it knowing that Penis Holder has been saying that to rile me up. He knew that was a hot button for me. And when I walked up to him, he already knew who I was. My point is that what he said to me was pre-planned! He didn't just dream it up on the fly. So, if Walters didn't tell him to do it, who did?"
"Maybe the Press told him to say it." said Tanya.
Teresa replied immediately: "And that would mean that the Press knew that Miriam was going to run her little 'test' (air quotes) of the TCPD. And that comes back full circle to Miriam Walters." She turned and said "I'm sorry, Chief, but I think Commander Troy is right. Walters is part of the problem, here, and she's not off the hook with me."
"All right, folks." said the Sheriff, standing up. "This has to be said. You are where you are because you are the best of the best. And now you have to show me that you're the best of the best, and that your professionalism takes precedence over your personal feelings, and even over the feelings I know you have for your families."
Sheriff Griswold: "We have to work with the D.A.'s Office, and they have to work with us. D.A. Walters was wrong to do what she did, and I think she knows it now. I'm willing to accept, for now, that she did not have that disgusting slug say what he said to Don. So we're going to take a step back from this cliff, and we're going to find a way to get our jobs done and get these perps we arrest put in prison."
Griswold: "Now what I recommend is that the ADAs work with the Detectives, their Lieutenants, and up to Captain Perlman. Unless Commander Troy personally solves the case... which half the time he does... he can be above it, and make like Bowser and 'supervise'. Is that something we can all do?"
Everyone nodded... except Tanya. "May I speak freely, Sheriff?"
"I thought that was what we were doing when we met like this." growled the Sheriff. "Go ahead."
Tanya said "I don't want to be put in a position like I once felt like I was between the FBI and the TCPD, because of my relationship with Jack Muscone. And I'm feeling that way right now. I'll just say right now, if Miriam Walters tries to use me as an end run around Commander Troy, I won't play the game. I will not keep anything from him; in fact, if Miriam or her people try to put me in a bad position, the first thing I'm doing is driving into the Commander's office and telling him what's going on. If that's a problem, say so now."
Sheriff Griswold smiled under his mustaches. "That's exactly what I want to hear, and you're right to say it. No, I am not asking you to compromise your principles nor do anything that you think would betray the TCPD or your superior Officers in any way, and that goes double for Crowbar."
"I agreeeeeee." said the Chief. "Sheriff, with your permission, I'll handle D.A. Walters, and we'll work out some protocols and lines of communication... and they will include the Iron Crowbar..."
Part 5 - The Natty
"Damn, what a long day." I said as Laura and I put out snacks on the dining room table at The Cabin.
"I heard." said Laura. "Paulina came to my office this morning after her fight with Miriam Walters. I don't think I've ever seen Paulina that bitterly angry."
"Er, what fight?" I asked.
"You don't know?" Laura replied.
"All I know," I said, "is that Paulina was not at the meeting at TCPD Headquarters with the D.A. and her new Investigators. Then we were busy all day processing new information on drug gangs, and I never got a call from Paulina. So what happened?"
Laura told me that Paulina had gone to her (Laura's) office and told the story of her (Paulina) confronting Miriam over what was said about Tasha, and that Laura and Paulina had talked about things for a long time.
"Is Paulina coming over tonight?" I asked.
"She's already here." Laura said. "She's upstairs, in bed. I gave her a sedative. That's what you get for not even going up to change clothes." Yes, I was still in my uniform.
"I'll change in my office, then." I said. I went and did so, before the guests arrived.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joining me for the Natty were Carole, Marie, Tasha, six boys, Teresa, Todd, Edward Steele, Selena Steele, Sheriff Griswold, and the redoubtable Bowser and Buddy.
Stephanie Steele had 'telescope time' all night, and wasn't really worried about football, anyway. Cindy had told us that Maggie and Phyllis would be keeping Betsy (and having their own little birthday party for her) while Cindy and Callie watched at the Country Music Palace... a place I knew to be a Bulldogs stronghold that would be rooting strongly for the Crimson Tide of Alabama.
As usual, I had Wildcat Radio on, and was wearing headphones to hear it. The radio was seconds ahead of the television picture, so I'd hear "And it is complete!" before Jamaal Washington actually caught the pass on the screen.
It was a tough, defensive battle. In a 3-3 tie, I listened as we watched Alabama line up for a field goal. "Alabama doesn't give their kickers scholarships." said the Wildcat Radio color analyst. "Placekicking may be their weakest link."
"AND IT'S BLOCKED!" the announcer yelled into my ears. "And the Wildcats pick it up, Gregg Scott has it, and he runs it all the way back for a Wildcats TOUCHDOWN!!"
Most of us cheered mightily, especially Carole and Marie, which disturrrrrbed Bowser. He picked himself up and went over to the corner, watching from a distance. Meanwhile, Teresa was punching Todd on the shoulder, and Todd did not look overly amused at the Wildcats score nor the beating he was taking. I got a text that said "Hear us roar!" It was from Melina Allgood.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Late in the second quarter, Alabama was driving. "And they're on the Wildcat 13 yard line, and there's the pass to the corner and... it's broken up! It's broken up! Gregg Scott came over and tipped the ball away at the last second! And Alabama will have to try another field goal..." This time it was good, and the Wildcats led 10-6 at halftime.



As we recharged our drinks and got more food, Carole went over to Sheriff Griswold and said "Can Marie and me try some of your boor-bon?"
"It's 'bur-bun'," said the Sheriff, and to my surprise he said "And sure! you can have a sip."
He got a couple of plastic drink cups and poured just a little bit into each cup, and handed one to each girl. Carole and Marie seemed amazed and excited... and then they drank the liquid.
"UUGH!" Carole exclaimed as she coughed. "YUCK! That stuff's AWFUL!"
"Yeah!" Marie said with a 'bitter beer face'. "How do you drink that stuff?"
"That's why they're called 'adult beverages', ladies." said the Sheriff. "And why you don't want to drink any until you're grown up."
"You got that right, Grandpa Grizz!" Carole said. The Sheriff and I were chuckling as we headed back to our seats for the game, with a little life lesson delivered...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the second half, Alabama seemed to be gaining control of the game. They drove down in the 3rd quarter and took the lead when the Wildcats defense bit on a run-pass option play the wrong way, and the Alabama QB ran in for the easy score. After all, he'd been 3rd in the Heisman Trophy voting.
"And it's 13-10 Alabama, and the Wildcats have the ball on their 30 yard line. And Johnson hands it to Appletree and... no, it's a fake and Johnson fires, AND IT IS COM-PLETE! Jamaal Washington is streaking down the right sideline, and it's TOUCHDOWN WILDCATS!"
The Atlanta crowd was a lot more Alabama than Wildcats, but our fans were making up for it in the volume of their roaring. It was 17-13 Wildcats, going into the fourth quarter...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the Wildcats have to kick a field goal. Kevin 'Fear the Frames' Rodriguez splits the uprights from 42 yards out, and it's 20-13 Wildcats." said the Wildcats announcer.
And then, something just changed. Carole was getting nervous. Bowser seemed to be getting antsy, going around the house and sniffing at everything. And I could just feel the vibe, as well.
Alabama began running their RPO, and the Wildcats just did not have an answer for it. They began gashing the Wildcats defensive line, and they'd figured it out... their fresh linemen were double-teaming Wildcat linebacker Davis Smith, and his speed and agility were neutralized.
"And it's a touchdown for Alabama," said the announcer, "and their crowd is going bonkers in the stadium, adding to the team's energy."
"The Wildcats just have to figure out a way to move the ball, get some points." said the color man. "It's anybody's game now, 20-20."
"And there's the kickoff." said the announcer. "Jamaal Washington takes the short kick and runs it up to the 36 yard line. Good field position for the Cats. And they're up to the line, and they hand it to Appletree, and they stuff him!"
"What are they DOING?" asked the stunned color man. "They keep trying to run it into the strength of the Alabama defense! Appletree has 88 yards, but he's taken a lot of hits and he's tired!"
I was wondering the same thing myself as I watched. I didn't understand the plays the Wildcats were calling, either. Appletree was just not effective against the inspired Alabama defensive line.
"And Johnson back to pass and OH MY GOODNESS! Alabama almost picked that pass off!" said the announcer.
"They are double-teaming Jamaal Washington." said the color man. "They are not going to let him beat them, but Johnson still tried to force it in there, and it's a miracle he didn't pay for it with an interception."
"The Alabama defender can't believe it hit his hands and bounced off." said the play-by-play man. "And the Wildcats have to punt. There's 2:32 left in the game, and the Tide has it on the Alabama 33 yard line. And they come up to the line, and THERE HE GOES! Thirteen yards for the quarterback! He kept the ball."
"Wildcats need a time out here." said the color man. "They have to regroup."
"And the ball is snapped, and the Alabama running back goes for twelve yards!" said the announcer. "And the Wildcats finally call a timeout."
The air in The Cabin was so thick that one could cut it with a katana. Everyone was on the edge of their seats... except Todd, who was leaning back and enjoying it.
"And here we go." said the announcer as the seemingly endless timeouts-for-television finally ended and the game resumed. "And Alabama takes the ball, the quarterback fakes the handoff, pulls the ball, and throws over the middle for 20 yards!"
"That timeout did the Wildcats no good." said the color analyst. "They looked totally flatfooted. They're on their heels."
Those of us at The Cabin were on our heels, too, and we were feeling the hope slowly ebbing. Bowser went into the greatroom to get away from us.
"Thirty one seconds to go, Alabama on the Wildcats 15 yard line. It's a chip-shot field goal from here. And the quarterback tries to pull the ball out AND HE IS STUFFED! Davis Smith! He just ran over the Alabama center and met the quarterback and running back at the ball!"
"Twenty-two seconds left, and Alabama will try a 34-yard field goal." said the announcer. "And the Cats call time! They're going to ice the kicker. And it's a thirty-second timeout, not a full one."
"That hurts the Wildcats." said the color analyst. "They'd love for that shaky Alabama kicker to have to think of this for five full minutes."
"Keep hope alive, Daddy." Carole said.
"No way." said Todd with a grin. "It's all over." I'm not sure who gave Todd the meaner look, Carole or Teresa.
A moment later, they lined up. "And the Cats are out of time outs. There's the snap, the hold is perfect, and... HE MISSED IT! HE MISSED IT! WIDE LEFT! HE YANKED IT! THE WILDCATS HAVE LIFE! WE'RE STILL ALIVE!"
We were cheering and high-fiving, and Carole was 'nah-nah'-ing Todd, who just grinned and took the ribbing. My headset came off, and I heard the television color announcer say "Alabama does not deserve to win the National Championship with that poor quality of kicking! They simply do not deserve it!"
"And we go to overtime." said the radio announcer as I settled back in to watching. "The Wildcats will have the ball first. And Appletree is running hard, but he just can't get free of that Alabama defensive pursuit. He gets one. And the ball is snapped, and they run Appletree again!"
"For goodness sake!" said the color man. "Appletree is doing all he can, but this playcalling is ridiculous! Come on, throw the ball!"
"And they snap the ball, and Appletree goes back to pass," said the announcer, "and he has absolutely nowhere to go with the ball. Jamaal Washington was blanketed, the tight end was held up at the line, and Johnson was being rushed from all sides. He just threw it away."
"And now Kevin Rodriguez is on for the 44-yard field goal, and it's up and FEAR THE FRAMES! He puts it right down the middle! Cats are up 23-20 in the first OT!"
"And that is what good kicking will do for you." said the color man, maybe rubbing it in a little bit.
"And it's Alabama's turn from the 25-yard line." said the announcer. "And there's the snap, and the running back gashes the Wildcats for 11 yards and a first down! And they're up to the line, the quarterback takes the ball back from the running back, and he's being chased! He's scrambling around, he's going backwards, he's trying to get away, but NO! Down he goes! Davis Smith runs him down!"
I'm sure it was bonkers in the stadium in Atlanta. It was bonkers in The Cabin, too.
"And Alabama is up to the line." said the radio announcer. "They're in a deep hole, and their field goal kicker is worthless. Second down, twenty-six yards to go. The quarterback takes the snap, they're chasing him, he lets it fly, and... NOOOOOOOOOO!!"
I heard it before the television showed it. The Alabama wide receiver had left the Wildcats cornerback in the dust, and Gregg Scott had stumbled as he tried to get over the top. He was not in time. The ball settled right into the Alabama receiver's arms, and he cruised the last five yards into the end zone.
It was over. And it was pain.
As I fell back into my chair, my back hurt, but my heart hurt more. Meanwhile, Carole had found the remote and had expertly used it to turn off the TV.
"Hey!" said Todd, grinning at Carole. " I wanted to hear that!"
Teresa gave him a backhand slap to his chest. "Don't push your luck." she warned her husband. "I can always go and get the red crowbar, and hand it to her."
Carole was looking at Todd, her little arms crossed as she guarded the remote. Then she turned to me and said "Daddy, Uncle Todd is happy that the Wildcats lost."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "Something's wrong in the head with that guy." Todd just grinned some more.
Meanwhile, Marie was starting to cry. I put my arm around her and said "It's okay, Marie. The other team wants to win, too. First world problem, you know."
"I know." said Marie, very sadly. "But I wanted the Wild-cats to win." She got up and went to Selena, who took her into her arms and comforted her little sister, telling her it was okay.
Cindy texted me: "70-0 really does hurt less."
I replied "Don't tell Carole that. Todd is already taking a crowbar beatdown, and not from me."
Part 5 - Slender in Houndstooth
Tuesday, January 7th. I looked bleary-eyed and felt worse as I came into Police Headquarters at 6:00am.
"Morning, sir." said the Duty Desk Patrolman at the side entrance. "Tough game last night."
"Yeah, it was." I said. I went by the Duty Desk, who said that three drunk driving arrests had been made, but nothing more. Then I walked down towards my office.
No one was in Vice, and that's because they were in MCD, which was full. Jerome Davis had made no less than six pots of coffee. Theo looked like he had been found lying on the roadside and dragged in by Tiger Mom.
I went to my office. When I turned on the light and looked around, nothing was out of the ordinary, until I noticed something: my 'I Beat Slender Man' statue was missing!
And then I heard noise from MCD. I went down the hall and into the side entrance. When I came in, the Alabama fight song 'Yea Alabama!' began playing.
But that was not the worst of it. Sitting on Joanne Warner's desk was my statue. On top of the Slender Man's featureless head was a perfectly fitting 'Bear Bryant' hat, the houndstooth pattern in crimson and white.
The Detectives were watching me as I looked at the statue, then looked up. Joanne was sitting at one of the other desks, holding her baby Tony. "Good morning, sir!" she said brightly.
I just turned back to the Slender Man statue in the Bear Bryant hat, and couldn't help myself. I sat down in the chair and began laughing. Everyone else started laughing with me.
"Okay, this is good." I said through my laughter. "This is good."
"Roll Tide!" Joanne said.
"Around the bowl and down the hole, roll Tide roll." said a most very dour Teresa Croyle. The late Grumpy Cat had nothing on the Iron Wolf when it came to grumpy facial expressions. "Oh my God..." she said when she saw the Slender Man in his new headgear.
Then Cindy came in, looking all happy and cheerful. "Hi everyone!" she said. Joanne started up 'Yea, Alabama!' again on the computer.
"Okay, let's see this little guy." I said as I rolled the chair over to where Joanne was. She handed me Tony, who didn't put up any fuss as I held him.
"You look like you've had some practice at that, sir." said Teddy Parker.
"Lots of it." I said. "And nothing is better than holding your child in your arms. Isn't that right, Joanne?"
"Yes sir!" said Joanne happily. "There's nothing like it."
"And that is a cluuuuue for you and Janice, Teddy... and for you and Nareese, Theo." I added.
"I hear you, sir." said Theo agreeably.
Doughnuts were brought in by the new Vice Lieutenant, that being Rudistan. He loved seeing the Slender Man in the Bear Bryant hat. "Great start to my first coffee klatch here this year." he said. "And of course, having Commander Ross at it with us!"
"Cloud to my silver lining today, Rudistan." said Cindy. Then she said "Seriously, congratulations. I have no idea what you did wrong from them to do that to you."
"Just clean, wholesome living, ma'am." said Rudistan jovially. I took that cue to hand Tony back to Joanne and take my statue back to my office.
I left the crimson and white 'Bear Bryant' houndstooth hat on the Slender Man's head. It would remain there for decades to come...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30pm, Tuesday, January 7th. The Sheriff and I went into the Cop Bar for lunch. We were going into the 'Command' room, but we heard our names called from the back of the regular back room. At a back table were Theo and Franklin Washington.
"Y'all sit with us." said Franklin. "I need to tell you about some stuff, anyway."
"Sure." I said. I went up and placed the Sheriff's and my food orders at the bar, then came back and sat down with them.
"Terrible ending to that game last night." I heard the Sheriff say as I sat down. "Jamaal must be hurting."
"Yes sir. He said the worst of it was ending his career that way." said Franklin. "No next game, no chance of redemption. But he's okay, and he's looking forward to getting ready for the combines and the NFL draft." We nodded.
"So what's going on, guys?" I asked.
Franklin said "Commander, and Sheriff, I trust you guys to not say anything. And Paulina might've told you already, Commander Troy. I was just talking to Theo about what's going on in the D.A.'s Office."
"I haven't had much chance to talk to Paulina." I said. "So no, I haven't heard any 'inside baseball' on anything yet."
"More like 'inside dodgeball'." said Franklin. "I'll let Paulina tell you her story. All she's told me is that she hasn't decided what to do yet. And neither have I."
"What are your options?" I asked.
"I talked to my wife Susie about it, especially last night." said Franklin. "As you know, she's a television show producer over in the City, and she's making good coin with that. We've got a good bit saved up, too. So we'd be okay financially... if I took a leave of absence while I run for Nance's judicial seat."
"Is that what you want to do?" I asked.
Franklin shrugged. "After I saw that video of what that clown Ripley said about Tasha, I was fired up. So I know that you and Paulina both are even more fired up. And Paulina's never bought in that Miriam Walters is a racist, but I've always suspected it. And after this, I just don't want to work for that woman anymore."
Sheriff Griswold said "I understand how you feel, Franklin. And this may come across as selfish to say, but I hope you'll think about what it will mean if you walk away. You've put a lot of bad people out of the drug business and into jail, a I'd sure hate to lose a guy like you. And if both you and Paulina go? We'd be devastated."
Franklin said "I appreciate that, Sheriff. But there are other people out there, that will do a good job prosecuting the criminals..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back towards Police Headquarters, Sheriff Griswold asked me "You find out anything else about Jackson Ripley?"
"I did a little 'off the books' investigation, as did Laura." I said. "He was a P.I., licensed in our State as well as the the State west of us, did a lot of work in the Southport area. Before that, he was an Agent in the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and had an okay career. Miriam picked him up a couple of months ago... but after she'd already hired Artis Lattimore and Greg Mitchum. And the State and local budgets only allow for two Investigators, and more than two is rare. Even the City only has two per each of their districts."
"So you're saying Walters hired this guy knowing that she would drop him soon?" the Sheriff astutely asked.
"So I read the riddle, sir." I said. "I think she picked him up just for this Police entrapment scheme. And so, with the knowledge that someone put it in his head to inform me of who I am and have him goad me by calling my daughter that name, I asked myself the question: how did this guy come to Miriam's attention? Did she just pick his name out of the pile? Or did someone bring him to her? And was that someone the real person who wanted Ripley to goad me?"
"And as well as I know you, Crowbar," said the Sheriff, "I'm betting you think someone in the Press brought Ripley to Walters's attention. Lester Holder, maybe?"
"I dunno about Penis Holder." I said. "But maybe someone in the Press. And I wonder how many of those people in that parking lot had KXTC on speed dial, if they didn't have hidden cameras there already?"
"And did Walters know this, or not?" asked the Sheriff. "Was she colluding with the Media? Or was she set up herself?"
"No data yet, Sheriff." I said. "No data yet..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle were having lunch at Laura's favorite Soup & Salad place.
"Looks like we're going to have some weather come in." said Cindy as she looked out the window, seeing the wisps of high-altitude clouds coming in.
"You should get a job with KXTC as their weather girl." Teresa said, pretending to be serious.
"Yeah, right." Cindy said. "My dad, my Canadian dad, he could predict weather better than anyone I ever knew. Rain, snow, anything, he seemed to always get it right a day ahead of time."
"He was a farmer, wasn't he?" Teresa said. Cindy nodded, and Teresa said "When I was growing up, Alexis and I had weather ropes to tell what the weather was like. If the rope swung from side to side, it was windy. If it got wet, it was raining. If it turned white, it was snowing." Cindy chuckled at the joke.
"Okay," Teresa asked, "so why did you invite me to this lunch?"
"Ranks are off, so speak freely and candidly." Cindy said. "I just want to know why y'all kept me out of the loop with these personnel moves. That meeting was the first I'd heard anything about it. Is it really that bad with me?"
Teresa looked rather wide-eyed at that last comment, and she hastily said "No, I don't think things are bad at all. I didn't tell you because I thought you already knew, and that's God's honest truth. I'll add to it that I only knew because the Sheriff, Don, and Tanya talked about it in front of me at an Angels meeting, and then didn't say any more until they came to me and said it was a done deal."
"They didn't even tell you that your Precinct Lieutenants were being shuffled, you were getting Roy McGhillie, and Rudistan was moving to Vice?" Cindy said, incredulity in her voice. "Come on, Teresa."
"Scout's Honor, Cindy." Teresa said. "It was presented to me by my boss as a fait accompli. And maybe I could've objected, and the whole thing would've collapsed like a house of cards, but I thought the changes were good."
"Well," said Cindy, "I guess this is a 'stay in your lane' situation, but seeing as I'm the Personnel Officer for the entire Police Force, it might've been nice for me to know."
Teresa said "Since the ranks are off, I'll be blunt: if you'd start coming to the Angels Meetings again, and the coffee klatches, you'd probably have known. If you're asking me if Don, the Chief, and the Sheriff purposely kept this from you, my answer would be 'no'."
"Okay." Cindy said, her voice conveying her desire to move on. "So let me ask this... do you think they put Lieutenant DeLong in 2nd Precinct because of that Federal audit?"
Teresa said "It crossed my mind. But if that had been the reason, I'd have voiced objections. And you know how stubborn Don can be; he would never do something just to appease a race-baiter like Ava Hinds, and it wouldn't matter anyway since that whole thing was rigged to be a shakedown."



Cindy said "You won't believe this, and might not like hearing it, but Ava Hinds isn't a race-baiter or shakedown artist like Jocelyn Moran. Moran is dirty as hell, but Hinds actually has a good reputation in the USDOJ, and has usually been fair-minded. I'd even suggest that the lawyer with her, Kehoe, was sent to make sure Hinds didn't waver when Don and I presented her with the facts."
Teresa said "We can agree to disagree on that. But back to the personnel changes. This wasn't told to me, but you and I are good Detectives, so we can surmise some things. I believe that the original goal of the moves was to get Roy McGhillie put somewhere else. He wasn't going to be promoted or brevetted to Vice Lieutenant, and Rudistan has tons more knowledge about gangs and drug traffic than McGhillie does."
Iron Wolf: "And truly just between you and me, I think they put McGhillie in Vice again to get him out of MCD. He was put into MCD after he was wounded, partly because his fiancée was so upset about him being in danger. But the 800-lb. elephant in the room is that McGhillie wasn't working out in MCD, so Don put McGhillie where McGhillie will perform best... in a Precinct."
Iron Wolf: "And it was also logical and natural to put Rudistan in the Vice Lieutenant slot, which deep down he really wanted but was too loyal to his Officers in 2nd Precinct to ask for it. And putting him in Vice opened the 2nd Precinct Lieutenant slot, which really needs to be filled, what with this new and increased drug and gang activity. It makes logical sense to put DeLong in 2nd Precinct, not because he's black, but because it's where he worked for years."
Cindy nodded. "Yeah, it makes sense."
Teresa said "So you're really upset that nobody said anything to you about it?"
Cindy sipped her coffee and said "The word 'upset' is too strong a term. I'll just say... that it did not go unnoticed..."
Part 6 - Timing
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the redheaded MILF reporterette blared at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 8th, from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with the State Office Building across Courthouse Square in the background. "The impeachment of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared moves forward in the State House Special Committee!"
Bettina began: "Legislators are debating the accusations against Jared, which include Obstruction of Justice, Obstruction of the State Legislature, Conspiracy to Cover Up Police Intimidation and Malfeasance, Racism, and Abuse of Power. The investigation is a bipartisan effort to show Jared's criminal behavior. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was shown Tasheeka Harris (D - Inner Midtown), saying "Governor Jared used Police to intimidate two women who made credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor. His abuse of power in attempting to cover up his crimes is disgusting, and he must be removed from office!"
Then Wilson Hammonds (R - Pottsville) was shown saying "Governor Jared's racist actions have harmed minorities across the State! His actions against minority Undocumented Workers show how viciously racist he is! Governor Jared does not represent the true values of the Republican Party! He must be removed from office!"
Back to Bettina live: "State House Democrats are refusing to participate in Budget discussions until Governor Jared is formally impeached. State Senate Democrats, led by the 'Block of Granite' caucus of State Senator Katherine Woodburn, have stated they will not discuss the State Budget until Jared is not only impeached, but removed from office."
Bettina: "Jared's spokeswoman, Sarah Honeysuckle, made a statement saying that the Governor is not concerned about the Legislature's failure to work on the Budget, and he's not going to sign any Budget proposal that goes against his political policies. Now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more on the Town & County Police. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester 'Penis' Holder from the top of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the background against graying skies. "The Town & County Police announced they are moving Lieutenant Sean DeLong to 2nd Precinct, and sources tell Channel Two News that he is replacing Lieutenant Micah Rudistan, who is taking the role of Vice Lieutenant."
Bettina: "Lester, is this due to the TCPD failing the US DOJ's Civil Rights audit some weeks ago?"
Lester: "The TCPD refused to respond to our repeated requests for comment on that question, Bettina, but experts say that the USDOJ may have forced the TCPD to make this move, putting a black Lieutenant in the Precinct that covers predominately black areas of the County. Whether or not it was a forced move, it shows that Commander Donald Troy has been wrong all along, and it is requiring Federal pressure to overcome his racist actions. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you for that important story, Lester! And finally, the Town & County District Attorney's Office has denied rumors that ADA Paulina Patterson was going to resign over what sources say are racial discrimination issues. The D.A.'s Office would neither confirm nor deny that ADA Franklin Washington is considering taking a leave of absence in order to pursue his campaign for the judicial seat currently held by Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is anyone on Governor Jared's side?" asked Tanya Perlman as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, sans Deputy Chief Cindy Ross.
"Oh, gosh yes!" I replied. "If you watch the Public Broadcasting stations that are showing the Legislative sessions, there are plenty of speeches being made on the Governor's behalf. But only the Fox stations will show them. The rest of the Media have their marching orders to make you believe the entire world is against Governor Jared... and from your question, it may be working."
"No sir, it is not." said Tanya. "But you're right about how the Media is manipulating the message to try to get us to think in only one direction."
"Is everyone as mad as I am about those leaks about our personnel moves?" asked the Sheriff.
I said "Well, Penis Holder lying like that was bad, but not unexpected of him and KXTC. What bothers me the most is that they just told the world that Rudistan is the Vice Lieutenant. Not that it's a secret, but that's not something I like hearing being advertised."
"I've had that talk with him already." said Teresa Croyle. "Told him to take the same precautions the Iron Crowbar does... don't go home the same way twice in a row, be very aware of anyone that might be following him, tell his family to keep their eyes open, as well, don't go into any obviously potentially hostile situations."
"What did he say to that?" asked the Sheriff.
"He laughed when I said that last one." Teresa replied. "He asked how we enforced keeping the Iron Crowbar from walking headfirst into hostile situations. I just told Rudistan that he wasn't the Police Boxing Matches Champion, at least not yet..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone, and it was Laura calling. "Hello, dear." I answered.
"Hello, darling." Laura said. "I have a problem and I need your help."
"Okay." I said.
"I'm teaching my class this afternoon, at the same time that Carole gets out of school." Laura said. "Stephanie Steele was going to pick her and Marie up, but Stephanie has been called into a big Faculty meeting with President Wellman. Selena Steele cannot leave the bank to pick them up, but can keep Marie if you can deliver her. And could you keep Carole for an hour or two, until I can come pick her up?"
"Sure." I said. "But I'll just bring her home with me, so you don't have to come pick her up."
"That would be perfect." Laura said. "And she will love getting to hang out at the Station..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I went in my Police SUV and got into the line of cars to pick up the kids. "You ever worry about kids being kidnapped out of the pickup line?"
I replied "No, the teachers watch them pretty good. And the kids know which cars are theirs, and who their parents are, so it's not just like they're going to willingly go to a strange car."
When we got up to the covered 'back porch' area, Teresa got out to open the back doors for Carole and Marie to jump into the back, and they did. I heard Jameis say "Wow, Carole, you get to ride in the cop car!"
"You want a ride, Jameis?" I asked from the driver's seat.
"Naw, man." Jameis said. "People would think I'm either snitchin' or getting arrested! Bye Carole!"
"Bye Jameis!" Carole called out as Jameis headed to his grandfather's car. Teresa got back in and we pulled out. Other cars stopped to let us pass by... I wonder why?
"I hope people don't really think a second grader would be a snitch if he rode in a Police car." Teresa said.
"They do." said Carole. "Especially black kids." Teresa and I were wide-eyed at that.
"What do they say about you, Carole?" I asked.
Carole replied "I tell 'em I'm not a snitch because I'm going to be the Police one day, so they better get used to it." Teresa and I exchanged more looks...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole was behaving extremely well, sitting on the sofa in my office and getting her homework done. I was finishing up paperwork, the one true bane of having a star on my shoulder.
At 5:10pm, well into 2nd shift, I said "Okay, Carole, let's go home."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. We put on our coats and headed out, and I let Carole ride shotgun.
*SQRRK* went the Police radio. "Perlman to Commander Troy. Perlman to Commander Troy."
"Go for Troy." I said into the mike, Carole attentively watching and listening.
"Commander, we have a homicide at Riverside and Depot Street." Tanya said. That spot was where Riverside Drive south turned east and became Depot Street, south of the Town City Limits, the road going on towards Junction Station Depot. "Can you come by and take a look?"
"Negative." I said. "I have a civilian ride-along." For security reasons, I did not care to mention on Police radio that my ride-along was my daughter.
"Sheriff Griswold to Commander Troy." said the Sheriff. "I'm at the scene, and it needs your attention..."
"Come on, Daddy, let's go!" Carole said.
I was outvoted...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - The Crime Scene
Wednesday, January 8th. I was driving down Riverside Drive to the scene of the recently called-in crime.
"Okay, Carole," I said, "these are the roooools. You have to be quiet, don't touch anything, and you have to stay out of the way of the Detectives and Crime Scene people doing their jobs. If you don't, I'll make you sit in this car, under guard. Is that clear?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said, her excitement not dampened at all by my directives.
Riverside Drive was blocked off at the turn to MLK Jr. Drive, but of course I was waved through. When we got to the scene, I very quickly pulled up a form on my mobile computer and filled it in, then printed it. My Police SUV has a mobile printer in it. It is good to be the Police Commander.
I then got out and came around and opened the door for Carole, and she hopped out. We walked up to the marked off crime scene. I said to Patrolman Culver "Troy, Police Commander, Badge No. 1640. And this is Troy, Honorary Auxiliary Detective, Badge No. 1642." Yes, that form I filled out made Carole an Honorary Auxiliary Detective. My mother was Badge No. 1641, so Carole got 1642... and it would be her badge number for decades to come.
"Yes sir." said Culver. "Uh, sir, with respect, there's a dead body on the scene..."
"... and Auxiliary Detective Troy has been to a crime scene and seen a dead body before." I replied. (Author's note: 'Return to Apple Grove', Ch. 01.)
"Yes sir." said Culver, making the proper notations on his log.
South of the road was farm fields, laying fallow in the low winter sun. They would be snow-covered by tomorrow morning, I thought, making the quick processing of this crime scene a priority. The railroad line also turned east and crossed the River within sight of the road.
North of the road were buildings, mostly metal buildings with auto body shops, manufacturing, shipping, and warehousing in them. The 'metal junkyard', where cars and other large objects were shredded into small pieces by the huge shredding machinery was just north of this first line of buildings, and the red building where I'd been handcuffed to the nuclear weapon in the 'EMPTY QUIVER' crisis was just north of that. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.)
Thirty feet south of the east-west Depot Street road that we were on was the body of a man lying on his left side. He was white, in his 40s, with longish brown hair around a bald spot on top of his head. He was wearing a light gray windbreaker jacket, black pants, black socks, and black shoes that were made for businessmen to wear indoors, and not really for the 'working class', especially anyone who worked outdoors any length of time. The shirt under his jacket was plaid, red with white and black criss-cross stripes, but soaked with blood.
Everyone was looking strangely at Carole as I told her to stay between the pink flags as we walked up towards the body.
"Hello, Commander. Hello, Carole!" said Lieutenant Rudistan with a jovial smile on his face.
"Hello, Mr. Rood-i-stan." said Carole.
"Hello, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold as he knelt at the head end of the deceased. "Brought your new Detective, did you?"
"Yes sir." I said. "You caught me babysitting today. I need you to sign this." The Sheriff took the document and perused it, then grunted. He took off his latex gloves, took the ink pen from my hand, and signed it. It required two signatures, and with mine and the Sheriff's now affixed, Carole was officially a member of the Town & County Police Force... sorta.
"All right, Detective Troy." said the Sheriff as Carole stood next to him. "Let me explain how this works. You can examine the body from head-to-toe or from toe-to-head. Either way is fine, but decide now which way you are going to do it, and do it that way every time, from now on, for the rest of your Police career."
"Yes sir." said Carole. "I'll do it toe-to-head, since there might be im-por-tant cluuues on his shoes and pants." A lot of people smiled at that, and the Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily.
As the Sheriff instructed Crime Lab people and our new Junior Detective on things he was seeing, I observed that Carole was beginning to fidget. I said "You can speak, Carole. What is it?"
"Daddy," Carole said, "what time is it?"
"5:40pm." said Lt. Rudistan, glancing at his Police iPhone.
Carole said "The clock on this guy's arm isn't right. It's the wrong time."
We looked at the wristwatch, which had analog hands and showed 5:00 even.
"Is it running?" someone asked. "Maybe the battery died."
"It doesn't have a second hand." I said. Carole immediately put her head down, her ear to the wristwatch, shocking everyone.
"It's humming." Carole said.
"And it now says 5:01." I said, so it's running. "That was a good observation, Carole. Anything else?"
"How did he die?" asked Carole. "He didn't bleed a lot."
"Gunshot wounds to the chest." said a CSI technician. "Looks like a double tap. And she's right: his flannel shirt soaked up a lot of blood in the chest area, but there should be a lot more blood if he died here."
"No blood trails running up to here, either, sir." said Detective Teddy Parker, who'd been looking around the field as well as examining what the drone flying around was seeing. "And no footprints from the road to here. The ground's really hard from the freezing weather we've been having."
"I agree he was shot elsewhere and moved." I said. "But once his heart stopped, he wouldn't bleed a lot. So he could've been dumped on his back in the trunk of a car or the bed of a truck, brought here, and dumped on his side."
"I agree with that." growled Sheriff Griswold. The Crime Lab techs also agreed.
"Any ID on him?" I asked, and was told that there had been no ID nor wallet found.
"I'll take fingerprints and send them in after the scene is processed." said a CSI tech.
"Anybody want to see anything else?" I asked. When no one said anything, I said "Go ahead and take those prints now." As the tech did so, I turned to Theo Washington, who had come here with Parker and said "I'm sure you've already called Intel to get any video of this area?"
"Yes sir, first thing." said Theo...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura texted me that she was home, so after wrapping up at the crime scene, I took Carole home. Yep, dinner was going to be 'mighty exciting' tonight... but I wasn't going to be there for it.
It was 6:20pm when I returned to Headquarters. I processed Carole's Auxiliary Police form, then went to MCD. Theo Washington, Julia Rodriguez, and Teddy Parker were at their desks, and when he saw me Theo said "Sir, Captain Perlman has called a meeting for 6:30pm. We've got some video footage as well as the dead man's ID. We may have caught a break on a vehicle and a cellphone, and Officers are responding to that now."
"That's fast work." I said. "Good job." I left MCD and went to see if the Chief was still at Headquarters. He was, and Sheriff Griswold was with him in the Chief's Conference Room.
After telling them about the 6:30 meeting, I said, "Sheriff, can I ask a question?"
"Why I called you to the scene?" the Sheriff asked back.
"Yes sir." I said. "I would not have gone down there with my daughter in tow if you hadn't have directly ordered me down there."
"Call it a vibe, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "The lack of blood not only got Carole's attention, it got mine, too. And it worked out: Carole caught the wrong time on the wristwatch immediately..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting in Classroom 'E' began at 6:30pm. Captain Perlman said "Shall we wait for our Auxiliary Detective before starting, Commander?"
I grinned and said "I think she's doing her homework and has early bedtime. So we'll go ahead without her." That got some laughter going, mostly started by Lt. Rudistan.
Tanya said "Okay, who is the person who did us the discourtesy of getting himself killed during rush hour traffic?"
Theo said "His name is Carlton Fisher, F-I-S-H-E-R. Goes by 'Carl'. He's 44 years old, and works as a custodial engineer for the Student Center at the University. Makes barely more than minimum wage, but that watch he was wearing was not cheap, and neither were the slacks, shoes, belt, and windbreaker he was wearing. The flannel shirt is pretty cheap, but it's incongruous with the rest of his clothing."
"Yes it is." I said. "However, it's freezing cold outside, and he was wearing just a windbreaker. So the flannel shirt makes a little bit of sense in that context. Also, it's not that people don't wear wristwatches, but the vast majority of people nowadays tell time from their cellphones. Carole even called it a 'clock' on his wrist, not a 'watch', showing what our kids are learning differently from when we grew up."
"Is that important, sir?" asked Julia Rodriguez. "That he was wearing a watch? Not to mention it was so far behind of the actual time?"
"Time zone differences?" said Teddy Parker.
"No, it was 40 minutes off, if memory serves me correctly." I said. "Time zones would be an hour apart, or 30 minutes in some rare places. But not 40 minutes. And yes, Ms. Rodriguez, that's a 'strangeness'. But you were saying, Mr. Washington?"
Theo said "Yes sir. We caught a break on his car and cellphone. The car is a 2005 Ford Taurus, and we just found it in the parking lot of the Southpoint Mall, which is just west of University Parkway near where the car dealerships all are. The Southpoint Mall is defunct, but the property owners still lease out some of the spaces with access to the outside for events, such as chess tournaments or baseball card shows, stuff like that."
Theo: "The car was in the back parking lot, that's not visible from the main roads. We found Fisher's cellphone in his car. Turned off and wrapped in a static bag that keeps it from being detected. The cellphone and bag were wiped; no fingerprints at all on either. Myron and the Techs have it now and are trying to see what they can get from it. Unfortunately, the video sent by the cameras in the parking lots at Southpoint Mall isn't recorded any longer because the recording equipment doesn't work, so we were stymied there."
"Still, that is amazingly fast work, people." I said. "Captain Perlman, my compliments to everyone involved in getting that, and so quickly. But let's not get ahead of ourselves. I don't expect autopsy results yet, but has Martha given us a time of death yet?"
Tanya said "She said the cold may have had an effect, and he died earlier than the indications suggest, but probably a couple of hours before he was found."
"And who called it in?" I asked.
"Nobody." said Tanya. "One of our Patrols happened to see the body as they were going down that road. Most people are paying attention to the curve, so they might not notice the body 30 feet into the field, but Patrolman Ron McElwane, who was riding shotgun with Sergeant Carter, saw it."
"Good." I said. "So tell me about Mr. Fisher, besides the fact he's a janitor for the Student Center and that he's dead now."
Sr. Patrol Officer Penny Scott of Intelligence Branch said "Sir, Fisher has priors. Mostly drug possession in relatively small amounts, but he was once caught with $28,000 in cash in the City. He wouldn't tell the Police where he got the money nor what he was doing with it, so they seized it under Asset Forfeiture laws. That was eight years ago, and he's still fighting the State in Court over it."
"What was he charged with, in connection with the possession of the money?" I asked.
"Nothing, sir." Penny Scott said. "They just seized it. No criminal charges, no probable cause, no due process. They just took the money."
Your Iron Crowbar hates the Press more than just about anything. Your Iron Crowbar hates seizure of property for no reason and with no due process under so-called 'Asset Forfeiture' laws almost as badly.
Penny Scott continued: "I can add that the City Police considered the money to be drug money, which was their stated excuse for seizing it, but of course they never proved that nor even showed cause why they believed it. And I hope I'm not stepping on Vice's toes when I mention that Carl Fisher has come under their radar a few times in the past."
"No hard feelings." said Lt. Rudistan jovially. "Tell us what you've got."
Penny Scott: "At one time he was suspected of being the contact on Campus for dime bags of anything stronger than marijuana. But multiple attempts by the University Police posing as students to make buys from him failed; he'd just walk away from them and say he wasn't selling drugs. And the Campus Police once went so far as to bring a drug dog to sniff his janitor equipment cart and his car, with 'no joy' on either."
"Wow." I said. "Pretty cheeky to do that, bring in a drug dog like that."
Sheriff Griswold said "Before your day, Crowbar, and most of you others in here as well, the Campus Police were pretty aggressive about things like that. One time they set up drug checkpoints with dogs at the exits to every student parking lot on Campus, and forced students to submit to having dog sniff their book bags and their cars. They immediately had over 600 lawsuits filed against them, done pro bono by legal groups. The Campus Police said it was just like DUI checkpoints on the roads, but that didn't hold up, and they had to stop doing the checks."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "So we're already coming up 'drugs' in connection with Mr. Fisher, here. In which jurisdiction did he get those priors for possession?"
Penny Scott said: "One in the City, one in Pottsville, and two in Palm Creek, sir. Between seven and four years ago, sir. The most recent one was in Palm Creek. He never served any jail time, just paid fines or got the charges reduced and got community service."
"Hmm, Palmyra County." I said. "And he did the community service?"
"The records indicate that he did, sir." said Penny. "He was marked down at being present during the trash collection details."
"Okay, what else?" I asked.
Theo Washington said "As they say at football games, video evidence confirms that something strange happened with regard to the placing of that body on what is a fairly busy street, especially during the rush hour."
He plugged his laptop into the hookup, and a video appeared on the 5x4 monitor array as he said "This is Riverside Drive going south. At 4:35pm, this happens: just before getting to the curve, where Jesse Jackson Street dead-ends at Riverside, this Gas Company truck stops, turns on its hazards, and the driver, wearing a fluorescent yellow and orange vest, gets out puts out cones. About five minutes later, he takes up the cones, gets in the truck, and drives away, having created some slow vehicle traffic. "
Theo: "On Depot Street east of where the body was found, something very similar happens. Another Gas Company truck does the same thing, stopping traffic for about five minutes."
Theo: "There is a street camera right at the corner where Riverside turns into Depot Street, but it's been inoperable for nearly a week, and the work order to fix it hasn't been processed yet. I don't know if the perps knew that, but there's nothing there for us. And no other cameras had a view of that particular spot where the body was found."
"Did you run the plates on the trucks?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Theo. "They're reported as stolen. And the Gas Company says they're not missing any trucks."
I said "Mocked up to look like Gas Company vehicles. That's premeditation. Planned in advance. And it helps prove my point that these guys must've wanted us to find this body. Otherwise, they cap the guy and leave him were he fell. Or they move his body to a dumpster behind a building, or take it down to where County Road 5 and County Road 2 meet. But no, they get cute, and block traffic in two places to give them clearance to dump a body. And even Carole knows what I call that."
"A 'strangeness'." said a chorus of Detectives.
"You've trained them well, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching merrily.
"Yes sir." I said. "My work here is done." Well, maybe not, judging from the looks on some of their faces.
"Okayyyyy," said Captain Perlman. "We need the autopsy report, and anything y'all can dig up on this Carl Fisher guy. But unless you get a really hot lead, I don't want any of you working past 10:00pm on this. If there's something you need checked out, call the Precincts, let their Uniformed Officers work on it. Anything else, Commander?"
I said "I'd like to know where Mr. Fisher did his shopping for his clothes. See if he had credit cards records of that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home to the Mountain Nest, I found a pouting six-year-old on the near sofa, petting an outstanding Police dog. Laura guided me to her office, the 'Puter Room, and said "She was all excited about visiting that crime scene, and was telling us about it at supper, when I had to tell her that we shouldn't discuss things like dead bodies at the dinner table. I told her I don't discuss surgery at the table, either. Then she started up about the watch and what the people at the scene were doing, and Jim yelled 'We don't care!'. And then she realized that we did not share her enthusiasm, and she has become increasingly upset since."
"O-kay." I said. "Time to take the dogs and the dogs's owner out." I went into the main room and said "Who needs to go out?" Nothing moved: the dogs were already at the door, and Carole was already right behind them with her coat on.
Going outside, the dogs went to do their business while Carole and I sat on the metal mesh loveseat on the patio. "Everything okay?" I asked.
"I guess." Carole said, though miserably.
"So they weren't as excited about the case as we are, eh?" I 'guessed'.
"They didn't want to hear about it at all." Carole said.
"Well," I said, "when I was in high school, I participated in this big State-level event, called 'Governor's Honors'. I was competing with others from other schools, in the foreign language division, in French. I didn't win, I only came in third place, but when I went back to school, I wanted to tell everyone about it."
"And then one of my teachers pulled me aside," I continued, "and said 'Don't talk about that. Nobody cares.' And I felt bad that no one was interested in what I was interested in. But I also realized that teacher was right, and that other people simply don't care about anything but their own issues."
I finished up: "So don't talk about any of this at school, because nobody cares, and because you shouldn't talk about Police business, anyway. And don't worry about it that others may not care as much as you do. You don't care as much about the boys's Lego City as they do, do you?"
"Not really." Carole admitted.
"All right, then." I said. "So cheer up. I'm hungry. What did you have for supper?"
"Fried chicken." Carole said. "And mashed potatoes and gravy. And Mommy and Jim had stringbeans, but I didn't eat any of those."
"Good!" I said. "I'll eat your helping as well as mine." We went inside, where I fixed a full plate for me, and some mashed potatoes and gravy for Carole. And I listened with a great deal of interest as Carole recited back to me what she had learned at the crime scene...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With the kids and dogs put to bed, Laura and I cuddled on the far-side sofa, drinking our drinks and talking.
"So tell me about this case." Laura said.
"As I'm sure Carole told you to no end," I said, "a dead body was found under rather... interesting circumstances. The victim has a history that possibly connects him to the drug trade, but there are some real strange aspects to it." I summarized what we knew about Fisher.
"Sounds like he's undercover for someone." said Laura. "Those priors and the cash seizure sound like a backstop, if you ask me. But don't let me influence your thinking on the case."
"Considering you've probably forgotten more about backstops than most of us will ever know," I replied, "I'm glad and grateful to have your input. We'll have to check the possibility that he's an Agent for someone."
I then put my arm around my wife and said "You must love being out of that cast."
"More than you know." Laura said. "But I still don't have full range of motion in my wrist and hand, so I can't perform surgery yet. I'm still rehabbing it."
"Mmmm," I said, kissing my wife's neck, "I have some rehab ideas for you."
"Jacking you off is good therapy." Laura said as her hand felt my crotch. "But I prefer your iron hard cock balls-deep in my pussy."
"That can be arranged." I said, thinking we were well on our way towards a hot night of sex. I was 'premature', mentally, anyway.
"There is something we need to talk about." Laura said. She then looked at me and said "Don't you think Carole is a little young to be at crime scenes? I know you were babysitting and it couldn't be helped, and I know you and I might be used to dead bodies, but she's still six years old. And most six-year-olds are in first grade, not the second."
"Well," I said, "she dealt pretty well with a dead body when she was four. And she was absorbing every word Sheriff Griswold was telling her at this last scene. But you're right, and I don't intend to expose her to every crime scene we have... at least not for a few years."
"Well!" Laura said with mock exasperation. "That sure makes me feel better. But... it's inevitable, isn't it? She's going to be a TCPD Officer, isn't she?"
"If she wants to be." I said. "And I think we both know she does. And she's going to be the next Iron Crowbar. If you don't believe me, just ask her. She'll tell you."
"And then it will be impossible to make her eat her stringbeans." Laura quipped.
"No doubt." I agreed. I finished my drink and said "Well, that's for the future. In the here and now, I suggest we go to bed and start on your wrist therapy..."
And Laura's progress was very good. She expertly jacked my cock with her injured left hand as she lay on top of me and sucked my raging hard cock. And then she gripped my shoulders with her hands as she smashed her pussy down onto my cock again and again as she rode to several orgasms around my throbbing hard meat...
Part 8 - Namedropping
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios at 7:00am, Thursday, January 9th. "Chaos reigns in the State Capitol as Republican infighting tears their caucus apart!"
Bettina began: "Republican State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds, representing the Pottsville area, was re-elected Minority Leader by a thin margin at the beginning of this year's Legislative session, showing how badly deeply unpopular Val Jared has divided the State Republican Party! And those cracks showed when a faction of Republican State Representatives, led by State Representatives Billy Williams of our Town & County and Peter Long Cox of Nextdoor County, attempted a political coup to depose Mr. Hammonds as Minority Leader."
Bettina: "Those wanting to remove and replace Mr. Hammonds are considered loyalists to Governor Jared, and political experts believe they will support Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshal in her attempt to win the Republican nomination for Governor. They issued a statement saying, quote, 'We believe that Representative Hammonds should be supporting Governor Jared, not openly opposing him as he has by working hand-in-glove with the Democrats on false charges leading to a sham Impeachment."
Bettina: "The so called 'palace coup' failed, but by only two votes, and Mr. Hammonds remains Minority Leader. Mr. Hammonds issued a statement saying that those who voted to oust him are as corrupt as Val Jared, and are traitors to the Republican Party and true Republican values. State Attorney General Karl Handel, who is running for the Republican nomination for Governor, issued a statement in support of Mr. Hammonds, saying that the actions of Lieutenant Governor Marshall's 'Minions' in the State House were hurtful to Party unity, and made compromise with the Democrats more difficult."
Bettina: "Meanwhile, State House Democrats want to subpoena Commander Donald Troy again, to force him to truthfully testify about his involvement in suppressing the credible claims of Hillary Braselton and Donna Rodman that Governor Jared sexually harassed them. Commander Troy's attorney, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... again, that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... issued a statement saying that Commander Troy has already testified under oath under an Immunity Agreement, that new subpoenas would subject him to 'double jeopardy', which is a violation of the 5th Amendment of the Constitution, and that Commander Troy will not answer any subpoena issued by the Legislature pertaining to this issue."
Bettina: "And in local news, the body of a man identified by Police as Carlton Fisher was found in the southernmost area of Town yesterday afternoon. Commander Donald Troy and the Police have no leads so far on what sources describe as the murder of Carlton Fisher, and Commander Troy has yet again refused to respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is that true?" Tanya Perlman asked as the Command Group sans Cindy Ross drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Can you really claim 'double jeopardy' if they try to subpoena you?"
"I dunno." I said. "I'm not a lawyer, I just play one during Police interrogations. Mike Todd wanted to try that and see what they said, and because of the previous Immunity Agreement, it may indeed be putting me at legal risk a second time. I personally think the Immunity Agreement would still hold, and if they do subpoena me again I'm going to say exactly what I said the last time, which was the truth." Everyone nodded.
"What is it with Hammonds?" Teresa Croyle asked. "Who's side is he on?"
"The Establishment Elites, a.k.a. the Swamp Frogs of the Republican Party." I said.
"Exactly." said the Sheriff. "And they are desperately trying to regain control of the Republican Party so they can re-impose their agenda of Crony Capitalism for the Big Boy businesses, keeping Illegal Persons in this State and this Nation and so their Big Business allies can continue using them as indentured servants at illegally low wages, and enriching themselves. Jared and other true Conservatives have put a huge dent in the Establishment Elites's agenda and goals."
"Yes sir, that's true." I said. "The Establishment Republican Party of Mitt Romney, John Boehner, and Paul Ryan is NOT the Party of the American Grassroots, and the Elites refuse to learn the lessons of what the People have told them... and of history. I can almost hear Wilson Hammonds and Karl Handel saying 'Let them eat cake.'."
Teresa said "At least some people are starting to stand up to the Establishment Elites, push back against them."
Tanya said "But not enough. Hammonds is still Minority Leader. He's still the face of the State Republican Party. And he's the one the Media will run to for quotes, not Peter Long Cox or Billy Williams."
*KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK*
"Come in!" said Chief Moynahan. The door opened to reveal Deputy Chief Cindy Ross and Captain Damien Thompson.
"Sir, you have to hear this." Cindy said. To Thompson, she said "Tell them."
"Gentlemen, Ladies," Thompson said, "Bettina Wurtzburg called me at 6:50am this morning, and I took the call and spoke to her directly. She said she was calling to confirm the name of the deceased in the murder case, and she gave his name 'Carlton Fisher'. I was recording the call, and I only said that we haven't given out the deceased's name because the next-of-kin has not been notified, and that they should wait until we do before saying any names on the air. Bettina didn't say anything more about that, but just asked me to transfer her to Commander Troy, and I did... sorta. I might've accidentally hit the button that disconnected the call." I smiled and gave Captain Thompson a thumbs-up at that.
Cindy said "And then she put the name on the air anyway."
Chief Moynahan said "Make a formal protest to KTXC. Also put out a public statement to all Media that KXTC broadcasted the name after we told them we haven't yet notified the next-of-kin, and we consider their broadcasting the name both unprofessional and callously heartless." Cindy and Thompson acknowledged the instructions, and left.
"Those guys at KXTC are unbelievable." the Sheriff muttered.
"How badly does this hurt us?" asked Chief Moynahan, looking away from me and at Captain Perlman.
Tanya said "Well, sir, we prefer the bad guys knowing as little as possible about how much or little we know. But at this stage of our investigation, I'm not sure how bad the damage is."
I said "Let's speed up our timetable. Instead of the 8:00am Angels meeting, call a meeting for that time with everyone..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, let's start with Martha's autopsy report." Captain Perlman said.
It was a select group from the various Detective divisions meeting in Classroom 'E'. The Sheriff, Police Chief, Police Commander, and Deputy Chief also were in attendance.
"Yes ma'am." said Lt. Jerome Davis. "Martha puts the time of death between 1:00pm and 4:00pm, probably toward the later end of that, but the cold weather wasn't doing her any favors in pinning it down. He was shot twice in the chest from about four to five feet away and fell forward, which Martha suggests may mean he was on his knees when he was shot. The rounds were expanding bullets, and she recovered one slug and fragments of another. She thinks they were 9mmP rounds, but wants Ballistics to confirm that."
Davis: "Toxicology report came up clean for drugs, but his blood alcohol level was 0.02, so he either had a few drinks at lunchtime, and hadn't yet absorbed a lot into his bloodstream; or he'd been drinking the night before and still had some alcohol in his system. Further tests will show which, but she doesn't have that yet. Stomach contents were empty; he hadn't eaten for hours, probably not since dinner the night before. He may have had some coffee in the morning, and may have had some alcohol. He was not a smoker, either. And that's all she has for now."
"Okay, good." said Tanya. "So have we learned anything new about this guy?"
Sr. Detective Christopher Purvis of Intel said "Let me put this photo up for you." A DMV record from the State to our west showed up on the matrix board.
"Sure looks like Fisher." Tanya said. Everyone murmured agreement, even though the name on the ID said 'Carlton Ernest Bellows'.
Purvis said "That address is one of the good suburb towns across the State Line River from Southport. Mr. Bellows here passed his Series 7 exams and had a small investment and venture capital firm in Southport, which he started about 20 years ago. About eight years ago, he closed out or sold out his investment portfolios and slowly closed out or sold his venture capital investments as they matured."
I asked "Would that just happen to be right about the time Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone got out of the Mob and became a humble servant of the People in the Legislature?"
"Uhh... yes sir, it was." said Purvis, looking at his computer screen. "I never realized it, but yes, it was right after Cerone was elected to the Legislature for the first time."
"And what do we believe about coincidences, Mr. Purvis?" I asked.
Tanya said "Your correct answer is 'what are those?', Mr. Purvis." Everyone laughed.
"Sorry to interrupt the narrative." I said. "Let's keep going."
Purvis said "He still has his residence in that cross-river suburb of Southport, but Carl Fisher has an apartment in our Town, on University Avenue above one of the bars there. The rents there are fairly high, and are meant to be paid by college roommates sharing the rent, so his pay from the University job isn't enough. It may be explained by his money as Carlton Bellows, but I'm not finding any transfers of money to himself, nor cash withdrawals there and deposits here. He's keeping them separate."
"He'd be aware of the money laundering laws," I said, "and would have avoided violating them."
Theo Washington said "I may have something on that, too. On my way home last night, I knocked on some doors of other janitors hired by the University. Some of them did not even know who he was, but a couple did." He named their names, then said: "They said Fisher had a very irregular schedule, and sometimes was assigned to areas that others had already gone through that day. Also, they'd see him two or three days in a row, then not see him for as much as two weeks at a time."
Theo: "So I checked the University's employment records database. He's paid for four hours a day, five days a week, just above minimum wage. Other janitors are paid for a full 40-hour week, plus overtime for events like football games."
"After this meeting, I want you guys to go talk to the managers there." Tanya said.
"Before you do," I said, "let's think about this. He's paid less, but he is on the payroll and steadily so. He is working, or he's seen working, irregularly. Now if any of you guys tried to do that, you'd get caught. But since this guy apparently wasn't, that suggests someone in that department knows what he was doing, and was covering for him. So maybe we go at that angle with that knowledge in mind."
Tanya asked "So we don't go talk to them?"
"Oh no, we do go talk to them." I said. "Since Bettina blabbed his name all over the airwaves, they should be expecting us to visit. And we will... but we'll play a bit dumb. Pretend to take what they say at their word, don't peer at them too hard, don't challenge anything, at least not at first. And then we'll compare notes, and see what to do next."
"Dayum!" said Micah Rudistan. "I'm a Lieutenant, and I've still got a lot to learn!"
"Don't feel baaaaad." said Chief Moynahan. "I'm a long time Police Chief, and I just learned something."
"One thing I did do." said Rudistan. "I checked his wristwatch in the evidence room at the Morgue. It's still exactly 40 minutes behind. So that's not because the battery is weak."
"That's excellent information to have." I said. "Good thinking, Rudistan. And before anyone asks: yes, I think that's important."
"Therefore, we think it's important." said Tanya with a grin. "Okay, who has the financial report?"
*KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK*
The door opened and the Duty Desk Sergeant poked his head inside. "Commander Troy," he said, "there are two Federal Agents who want to talk to you. They say it's urgent."
"It always is." I said. "Where are they, Sergeant?"
"In the lobby, sir." said the Sergeant.
"Muscone and Dwight Stevens?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said the Sergeant, not batting an eyelash at my correct guess.
"Escort them to my office." I said as I got up. To everyone, I said "Excuse me, everyone, but I suspect this has to do with our case. Talk amongst yourselves..."
Part 9 - Meetings
"Hi Jack. Hi Dwight." I said as FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens came into my office. I shook hands with both, then said "Help yourselves to some coffee."
They both did, then sat down in my 'hot chairs'. Muscone was in his normal suit and tie, but Stevens was dressed more casually, including a tan jacket, red woolen shirt, and black pants. Not all that dissimilar to what Carl Fisher had been wearing, except Stevens was wearing shoes more appropriate for outdoor work.
"So we've got a lunch bet that you can tell us why we're here today." said Muscone.
I just smiled and said "How come I'm not the beneficiary of these bets?" They chuckled, then I said "You're here because of our murder victim, Carl Fisher. Everything we're finding on him is coming up drugs, and you're the DEA's Finest in those areas, Dwight."
"Okay, I'll pay for your lunch, too, if you come with us to the Cop Bar today." said Stevens. "Yeah, this guy Fisher has been in our sights for a good while now."
He handed me a file folder with a sheaf of papers inside. As I perused it, he said "Fisher came out of nowhere about six years ago. He took a custodial job on the University campus, and he came under our radar when a Tau Fraternity member that we suspected was a drug supplier on Campus talked to Fisher several times in a parking lot that Fisher was pretending to clean up."
Stevens: "So we started watching Fisher, to see if he was the Frat boy's supplier of product. The Campus Police independently began watching him, and impacted our operation when they began trying to do drug buys off of him, then running dogs by his janitor equipment. He was never found with any drugs, but that Frat boy met him several other times and passed him notes. So we concluded that Fisher was taking buy orders."
Stevens: "We got a warrant to increase our surveillance of Fisher, including tapping his phones and getting his cell phone metadata. But after a year, we had nothing to show for it. We never figured out how he was passing any information along. And that Frat boy that was contacting him graduated, and we never observed anyone else making contacts with him."
"Got a name for that Frat boy?" I asked.
"If it's in the papers there, yes; otherwise, no." Stevens said. "Anyway, a few years ago, we thought we had something on Fisher. The City Police pulled him over and found $28,000 in his car. He was non-cooperative, but the City Police couldn't charge him with anything. But they did seize the money under Asset Forfeiture laws."
Stevens: "We have a guy in the DEA named Fred Merkle. You'd like him: he's a redhead, though darker red than your hair. He's also a good Agent, certainly no Swamp Frog. Merkle tried to cut a deal with Fisher. He told him the DEA would help Fisher get his money back from the City... actually from the State, since they took the money... in exchange for Fisher working for him, Merkle, as a C.I."
Stevens: "Fisher never would admit to drug involvement, but he agreed to be a C.I. if he got his money back. Problem was, he never gave Merkle a thing, and Merkle never came through on the Asset Forfeiture. So that pretty relationship much fell apart. Jack?"
Jack Muscone took it up: "Thanks, Dwight. Don, Fisher came up more recently on the FBI's radar in Southport. Since Crenshaw and Jenkins have been assigned there, we are starting to get real information and in good quantity. It's definitely not like the days of that dirtbag Les Craig." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Muscone: "Fisher was spotted talking to a couple of known Mob figures in Southport, and the facial recognition software came up with him as a DEA person of interest. So we started watching him. And we found that he very frequently came back up here, to your Town & County, and would sporadically do his janitor thing. While he was up here, he'd dress more like Dwight is dressed now; but when he was in Southport, he was always in a suit and tie, like I am now." I nodded.



"Did you ever figure out what he was doing in Southport?" I asked.
"They're still working on it." said Muscone. "Well, they were until today, when we found out he's dead. The Mob figures he met are believed to be involved in money laundering for Orrin B. Taggart, so Crenshaw was speculating that Fisher was doing something involving drug money that needed laundering."
I nodded, then said "Wouldn't surprise me. And they should keep looking into it. This guy coming over all dead like this might be a cluuuuuue that they were on to something."
Dwight Stevens asked: "You think what happened to him up here is related to the Southport Mob?"
"Oh, it's way too early to know that." I said. "We're just getting started in our investigation of the murder. And I do appreciate you guys coming in, as this information is very helpful to me understanding who our murder victim is. I do have one question: when Merkle attempted to flip Fisher, did the DEA create a backstop for him?"
"Not that I know of." said Dwight Stevens. "That was all Merkle, but only Merkle. If he created a backstop for Fisher, he didn't tell anyone else."
"Anything you've found out that you can share with us?" Muscone asked, and I knew he was asking for Stevens's benefit. And I was trying to decide just how much I should tell the Federal Agents about what we had learned about Fisher, a.k.a. Bellows.
"We're starting to piece together a few things." I said. "Here, let me make an arrangement for you."
I picked up my Police iPhone and speed-dialed Tanya's number. "Hey, I've got you on speaker." I said when she answered. "I've got some guy in here that claims he knows you. Says his name is Muscone."
"Don't let him get away!" said Tanya's voice on the speaker. "He has someplace to be on March 28th!"
"Don't worry, it's my job to deliver him there, tied up if need be." I said, taking my role of 'Best Man' seriously. "Okay, we've got the DEA's Dwight Stevens here, too. Tell everyone to get what they can by 1:00pm, then we'll have another meeting that will include these Federal guys."
"Wilco." Tanya said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I spent the morning gathering data, including accessing the SBI's files on what their old NTF units had on Fisher/Bellows. I was not all that surprised to find that they had absolutely nothing on the guy.
At 11:30am I headed to the Cop Bar for the lunch meeting. In addition to Muscone and Stevens, Tanya Perlman came, as did FBI ASAC Karina White. And I was introduced to a DEA Agent in his early 30s but looked younger, with red hair and a clean-cut but rather mean, sinister face, Fred Merkle.
I tried hard to conceal that I was a bit nonplussed at Merkle's presence; after all, I did not know him, and wasn't sure I wanted to trust him... especially as he had not been introduced to my methods of working, as Dwight Stevens had rather roughly been. (Author' note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 06-07.)
We sat down in the 'Command Room' in back to have some privacy as we talked. After we ordered, Dwight Stevens started up the conversation: "So this guy was leading a double life?"
"Maybe." I said. "We're still gathering information, but it looks to me like he created a second identity and is living that life with the first identity merely as a fallback."
"What's the difference?" Fred Merkle asked, and was rewarded with several dark looks in his specific direction. "I mean, two identities is living a double life, isn't it?" he persisted, though a bit more shakily.
"We can, and should, make some points of distinction." I said. "When you say 'a double life' (air quotes), my idea of that is the guy is leading two full lives in two places, going back and forth between them. In this case, he had a life in Southport for years, but didn't even have the Fisher identity, not that I've heard of, anyway. And then he created the Fisher identity and has pretty much lived it up here, though he visits his home in Southport from time to time, possibly just to relax or decompress."
"I understand that." said Jack Muscone, before Merkle could reply. "We'll need to dig further to see what he was doing these past few years. But the one thing we need to do is let these TCPD guys do their jobs and work the murder case, and stay out of their way."
"But time is of the essence for us too, sir." said Merkle. "We've been working drug angles related to this guy for some time. His murder could cause problems for our operations."
"We get that." I said diplomatically. "And speaking of that, what can you tell us about your dealings with Fisher?"
Merkle seemed to have been expecting the question. He said "All I can really tell you is that we were watching him for a while, but never could get anything on him. And then he was pulled over in the City, and they found $28,000 in his car. He said it was legitimate money from investments, but wouldn't say any more about it. So the SBI-NTF came in and seized it under Asset Forfeiture laws, claiming it was drug money."
Merkle: "Fisher was fighting that in the Courts, but the State just dragged it along, so the legal battles had to be getting expensive for him. In fact, I'd say his legal bills probably exceed the original amount by now. Anyway, I got permission to take a run at flipping Fisher."
Merkle: "I met him, told him straight up that I was with the DEA, and I'd help him get his money back from the State if he'd help us land some bad guys that we knew he'd been dealing with. He agreed, but never gave us a thing, all the while asking when we were going to get him his money. I finally just walked away from it."
"And it was the SBI-NTF that seized the money?" I asked. "For sure? Did they keep any records of it?"
"I don't know." said Merkle. "I got what I know from Court records of the lawsuit Fisher filed."
Karina White asked "Why was he fighting so hard to get that money back? He had plenty of money from his Southport financial businesses, didn't he?" She'd just slipped and revealed some of what the Feds knew, and Muscone did not succeed in hiding his dismay that she'd revealed it.
I replied "I'm not Elitist rich, but I'm fortunate to not be poor, either. And if the State took $28,000 from me without reason nor due process, I'd fight like hell to get it back, too, even if I didn't need it, and no matter how much it cost me. Just on principle."
"Even so, Mr. Merkle," I continued, "I'm shocked the guy agreed to work with you at all. He's been fighting the seizure in the Courts, and apparently wanted a public judgement on it. He also was clean enough to never give you anything to lay a glove on him with, so why would he willing say he could be an effective C.I. and give you any information? Don't get me wrong; it wasn't wrong of you to try. But he was playing you, maybe to get his money from the State, and he never intended to give you a thing."
Merkle nodded as if in resignation of the point, and took a few bites of food to avoid my gaze and further conversation with me.
"Was he working for or with anyone else?" Tanya asked. "In the DEA, FBI, anywhere? Don is going to whoop me for theorizing without data, but this whole 'Fisher' identity could've been some sort of undercover role for the Government. A lot of his actions fit into that narrative. And maybe he was working for the State, though why they'd seize his money like that and keep it, I don't know."
"You're as smart as you are beautiful." Jack Muscone said.
"Awwww." said Tanya and Karina together, and Tanya leaned her head on Jack's shoulder for a moment. In the meantime, I had noticed some discomfiture in Stevens's and Merkle's faces.
"Those are good thoughts, Tanya." I said. "And Jack is right about you, of course. Having said that, we need more facts to either prove or disprove the theory. I do have one question for you, Mr. Merkle... did you or anyone you know of create a backstop for Fisher?"
"No sir." Merkle said simply.
Our food came, and we spent a while eating and not talking shop. As we were finishing, Tanya got a text. "Everyone's ready for the meeting. They've dug up some stuff on Fisher's spending habits, like you wanted, Commander. and a whole lot more..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Thursday, January 9th. Back in Classroom 'E' after finishing lunch, I introduced the Federal Agents to everyone, and told them to get to know Lieutenant Rudistan, as he was going to become their point of contact for all things Vice-related going forward.
"All right, whaddya got?" Tanya Perlman asked, imitating me.
"Chris?" said Lt. Mary Milton.
"Thank you, ma'am." said Christopher Purvis. "First, sir, how much do our Federal friends know about Fisher's life?"
"They know of his double identity." I said. "So don't hold anything back."
"Thank you, sir." said Purvis. "I went back as far as I could to get Bellows's credit card records, as well as credit accounts of his businesses. He itemized extensively on his tax returns, so I was able to get that he had several suits made at a tailor shop in Southport that was frequented by Jimmy Cerone as well as top men of the Orrin B. Taggart operation. The tailor is just an old guy that's been in business 40 years, and makes the best suits in the State. He's clean and honest, as far as we can tell."
Purvis: "But after Bellows became Fisher, he never went back to that tailor shop. And we have no financial records for Fisher. He must've been cash all the way; he didn't even buy gasoline with a card, ever."
"Interesting." I said. "Go ahead and tell us about the apartment." I said.
Theo said "Parker and I went in with Joan Laurer. We had a video technician recording us, and brought in our drug dog Sergeant Tango to search for drugs. Tango didn't find anything; the place was clean. We still have techs using sonar to see if they can find any hidden caches of cash. And by the way, the Taurus that was found yesterday... no drugs, nothing hidden inside it at all."
Theo: "Inside his apartment there was a chess set and a copy of Chess Life magazine on the table, and that was pretty much it for periodicals. There was a television set with an antenna and converter box; no cable or satellite. No bills filed away, no pay stubs, no papers of any kind. In his closet was one well-made gray suit, one button down shirt, and a tie. The rest of his clothes were work clothes, and apologies for the stereotyping, but they were what I'd expect low-wage laborers to wear."
I nodded. "That's good. Thanks."
Tanya said "Did you visit the University Sanitation Department?"
Theo said "Yes, we sure did. Parker and I went. And we started being stonewalled immediately. They told us the Manager wasn't there, then they sent us to one person, who said she was the wrong person to talk to, and the next person said the same thing. So I finally name-dropped and said loudly that maybe we needed to have Commander Troy call President Wellman as well as Mrs. Myrtle L. James, who is a Regent of the University."
"Did it work?"
"Only in that one guy finally said he would help us if he could." Theo replied. "And then the Manager magically appeared and told that employee to not say a word to us without a Union rep or lawyer present. And he was screaming. I told him to calm down and he put his finger in my face and told me to produce a warrant or get out."
"And you didn't arrest him?" I asked.
"No sir." said Theo. "The others had their cellphones out and were recording it. We also were on Campus, and there are jurisdictional issues."
"That's true." I said. "Soooo, since you dropped my name, I'll just have to go in there and pick it up. And while I believe we legally could bring TCPD Officers, I'll just nip that problem in the bud with a quick call to Our Sheriff..."
Part 10 - Takedowns
2:10pm, Thursday, January 9th. Dressed in civilian clothes and with my trenchcoat and khaki Tilley Hat on, I went into the office of the University Sanitation Department. With me was Theo Washington and Teddy Parker... and four Deputy Sheriffs, including two females.
Parker pointed at an empty desk. "The guy was right there." he said.
Just then, we heard someone say loudly "What? Again?", followed by the appearance of a tall, heavy-set man, with red hair that was almost as light as mine, but more 'naturally curly' than mine, fer sure. "What the hell are you doing in here? Where's your warrant?"
"Right here." I said, holding up the folded document. "I am SBI Inspector Donald Troy, and this is a warrant to search your premises, collect and keep any and all of your records, and bring in anyone we consider a suspect for further questioning."
"You have no jurisdiction here!" yelled the man.
"Ears are to hear with." I said squaring up to him. "I'm with the SBI, which has jurisdiction over this Campus. And the Sheriff and his Deputies have jurisdiction over every inch of this County. Every single inch. Now where is the man who was sitting here earlier today?"
"You listen up, prick." snarled the man. "You will not speak to anyone without a lawyer present."
"Fine." I said. "We'll take them to County Jail, under arrest, and they can call their lawyers from there. Now where is that man?"
"You can go to hell." said the man.
"What's your name?" I asked.
"FUCK you." said the man.
"Well, Mr. Fuck You, you're under arrest." I said. "For obstruction of justice, interfering with a Police investigation, and FFI because you did not identify yourself when I asked you to. Cuff him."
As Deputies moved to handcuff the man, he pushed out of their grasp and tried to push them off. I moved towards him and he tried to throw a punch.
*WHAM!*
He would not do well in the Police Boxing Matches, I surmised as I slammed him face-down onto the floor with a move so fast that most people didn't even realize it had happened. I started pulling his arm behind his back, saying "Put your arms behind you... PUT YOUR ARMS BEHIND YOU!" When the man continued to struggle, I punched him on the side of his head, boxing his ear, as hard as I could. "I can do this all day." I said, punching him again. With the help of Deputies, we finally got him cuffed.
"HEY!" yelled one of the female Deputies, rushing up to a woman employee in the back corner, who was trying to film the arrest on her cellphone. "Give me that!"
"NO!" yelled the woman. "I'm recording your Police brutality!"
I swiftly came up to them. "You know it's illegal to record Police like that." I said. "Give me the phone."
"No!" the woman said. "I'm giving this to the Press!"
I looked on her desk. "These your kids? I'm going to have DFACS take them from you. Put them in foster homes, where they'll be getting raped every night while you're in prison. Yeah, your kids, getting raped every night, because you're so fucking stupid. And if you think I won't hit a woman, and so hard that I break your jaw with one punch, think again. Now gimme it!"
I took the phone from the woman's hand, put it on her desk, and used my red crowbar to smash the cellphone into a lot of tiny pieces. "Place her under arrest." I said to the female Deputy, who was enjoying the spectacle...
"I'm calling the Police!" said another woman.
"Go for it!" I said. "Ohhh, that's rii-ight! Your boss there said the TCPD has no jurisdiction... well, I think they do, so if you want to call, tell them that Commander Troy was here... making arrests." The woman shut up.
As I followed everyone out the door with our two prisoners, I said "By the way, after all is said and done, the more you cooperate, the less will be done to make sure you all get fired."
And if anyone else had tried to secretly record that... they got the full 'Slender Man' effect on their phones... and maybe the static stripes were in crimson and white, dontcha know...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came into Interrogation-1 at County Jail. The manager's name was James Hamm, and he was being represented by H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. His hands were cuffed to the ring in the table.
In a conference room was George Knowles, the employee that had been 'helpful' earlier. He had been picked up at his home, and he looked frightened out of his wits. He was not under arrest, and had not yet asked for legal representation. He was making his statement to Parker and Washington, including that his boss had ordered him home and had ordered him to not talk to Police at all, not even with Union representation or a lawyer present.
In I-2 was Patricia Ghillie, not related to the 'McGhillie' family. She was stunned that we really intended to charge her and have DFACS take her kids away, so she quickly agreed to procure all the information in the Sanitation Department servers in exchange for us 'forgetting' about her criminal attempt to record the arrest of the Manager.
I sat down opposite Hamm at the table. "So Mr. Hamm," I said, "Mr. Knowles is making a full statement to us now, including how you obstructed justice by ordering him to not talk to us at all, much less with a lawyer. So your ass is toasty grass, and will belong to the prison system for the next ten years without hope for parole."
"Stop intimidating my client." said H.J. Lynch. I found it odd that he didn't have his normal fiery passion fueled by his hatred of the Police, and especially me, and I idly wondered why.
"Hmmphf!" I snorted. "I don't need to intimidate him. I have him stone cold. And we're getting the pay data now. Why did you keep Carl Fisher on the payroll doing nothing for all these years?"
Hamm was staring at me. I just looked back at him with a look that said 'I'll win the blink game, too'. But he was unfazed, and I didn't have that kind of time.
"Either answer my question, or take the Fifth." I said. "The charges are mounting, adding up. And at the end of the day, you'll be charged with murder, or at least accessory to murder."
"For God's sake, stop with your bluffing and intimidation!" said Lynch. THERE was the Lynch we know and love! I thought to myself.
"I just have two things to say." said Hamm. "First, you can go straight to Hell, Troy. Second, I'm invoking my Fifth Amendment Rights. I'm not speaking any further to you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander, my office." said Sheriff Griswold after I came out of the Interrogation Room. I followed him to his office in the County Jail's office complex, which was next to the Warden's office. The Sheriff's office here was smaller than his office in City Hall, and was about the size of mine at Police Headquarters.
I knew I was in trouble, so I did not sit down, and I took my asschewing. "Commander," the Sheriff said, "what in the world was that over-display of Alpha-male games today?"
"The perp resisted arrest and threw a punch at me, and I took him down." I said.
"And that little exhibition of your crowbar smashing a Citizen's cell phone to bits?" the Sheriff asked. "That wasn't one of Bettina's cameras, you know."
"Yes sir." I said. "One of your Deputies saw her trying to record the arrest and went after her. The woman resisted and would not give up the cellphone, so I made the point to not only take it, but to destroy it right there in front of her and everyone. We'll have to let the woman go, of course, but I made my point. By the way, who was that Deputy?"
"That was Deputy Anya Krush," said the Sheriff, "and she would be a solid addition to the TCPD's so-called 'Takedown Team'. She's a Russian émigré, came to America when she was two years old. And she might be the only person in this County who can whip young Timmy Austin at chess... since you sure can't." I knew the Sheriff was needling me, there.
"No sir, I can't." I said. "And yes, I can see a bright future for Deputy Krush if and when we have to go on Campus and be 'active', or maybe anywhere in this County."



"Keep her in mind." suggested the Sheriff. "Okay, find something to hold this Hamm on, beyond resisting arrest..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:50pm, Thursday, January 9th. Paulina Patterson came to my office. I had her sit down.
"Lynch ran to Nance." Paulina said. "He got Hamm's arraignment moved up, and Nance dropped all charges with prejudice. I wasn't there; Savannah Fineman was handling it. She did try, but Nance made a point to tell her than any charges by the TCPD of resisting arrest, assaulting Police Officers, or FFI will be summarily dismissed in his Court. Miriam called him, and Nance said she could consider him, Nance, to be at war with the TCPD after that Christmas concert 'stunt' (air quotes) you and the Sheriff pulled."
"Well," I said, "one of two things will happen: Hamm will run, or he'll stay put and we'll go get him if and when we get more on him." Paulina nodded, then I said "So what's the situation with Judge Watts?"
"He's not formally suspended," Paulina replied, "but he might as well be. Judge Folsom is not going to assign Watts any potentially big cases, because if Watts does get suspended, it would create mistrials in any cases before his Bench. So all Watts is getting are cases that already have plea agreements, i.e. cases you solve and give the perps no other options."
I nodded. "And any criminals hearing that... and Bettina and the lawyers will make sure they do... won't take plea deals no matter what, knowing they'll get Nance and will have a chance of getting off."
"Or a much better plea deal for the perps." Paulina said.
"So how are things with you and Miriam?" I asked.
"Professional." Paulina said, and I knew what she really meant. "She's crafty in that she's letting me have your MCD cases... that have plea deals and will go to Watts. And that would be okay, because of how good you are, except that Nance is so 'out dere flappin' that we have no idea what he'll do to harm our cases."
"Until the Election." I said. I then straightened up in my chair and said "But Paulina, there's something you and I need to discuss. You need to plan for the distinct possibility that I will not be here, and possibly in the near future..."
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Codes and Conspiracies
5:00pm, Thursday, January 9th. The Chief and I met in the Main Conference Room with the leadership of my Detective Corps, which comprised of Captain Perlman, Lieutenant Mary Milton, Lieutenant Jerome Davis, and Lieutenant Micah Rudistan.
"We got the pay data under a warrant." Mary Milton said. "The janitors, like every other employee of the University, including the Head Professor of the Psychology Department, must submit a written, signed form with their hours, and have it signed off, every week. In the case of Dr. Fredricson, her assistant fills it out, Laura signs it, and the University President's Finance Officer signs off on it on behalf of the University President."
Mary: "In Fisher's case, Hamm himself approved the forms, and it looks like he himself may have been filling them out. The handwriting curiously matches his own pay submissions. And Fisher was the only employee in the Sanitation Department like that."
Mary: "Hamm's finances are very interesting, as well. He's got a lot of cash deposits of between $7000-9000, making him very eligible to be looked at by the IRS for attempting to avoid the $10,000 threshold. He put a lot of that money into an investment account... a legitimate one with one of the big brokerage firms... but not all of it. He eats at expensive restaurants, buys rounds at parties at bars, and his car is not cheap... Cadillac Escalade, tricked-up with bulletproof glass and tires."
"Sounds like the Commander's vehicle." said Tanya with a twinkle in her eye and a wicked grin.
"I know what I need mine for." I replied. "What does a Manager of the Sanitation Department need that for? Is he afraid the Wildcats or State Tech janitors are gonna come for him?"
"Exactly, sir." said Rudistan with a jovial grin. "We don't have everything yet, but I think we're moving in the right di-rec-tion for a drug co-nnec-tion."
"Stop that." I said. "You're making too much sense, Mr. Rudistan. Seriously, yeah, it looks like Hamm is a person of interest, but we don't have anything connecting him to Fisher's murder yet... or do we?"
"No sir," said Mary, "but we have even more potential drug connections... past history. Hamm was a student here at the University, and was busted not once but twice for drug possession. My Intel people dug deep into that, and found out the original charges in both cases was possession in quantities that showed intent to distribute, but the charges were reduced both times. Not pled down, but simply reduced."
Mary: "Hamm had a DUI two years after graduating from School, and got a $500 fine. Four years ago, he was charged with misdemeanor possession of marijuana, and my Intel guys dug deep and found that in reality he was busted with a hundred pounds of weed, again plenty enough to make a felony distribution charge, but the charges were reduced. Not pled down, but reduced." The Chief emitted a long, low whistle at hearing that.
"Was he busted on Campus with these drugs?" I asked.
"Yes, for the busts when he was a student." Mary said. "But the DUI was in Coltrane County, and the more recent pot bust was in the City."
*KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK*
The door opened to reveal Lt. Myron Milton. The Chief had him come in, and he sat down next to his wife.
"Sir," said Myron, "we got into Fisher's cellphone. He had some photos on it that might be helpful, including some taken the afternoon of his death... at Southpoint Mall. But more importantly, he had 38 texts, all incoming, none outgoing. We hit the senders, and came up with four distinct phone numbers, all burner phones bought at different locations."
"Okay, let's see the texts." I said. Myron plugged his laptop in, and texts began showing up on the monitor. "These are the last seven texts. There are 31 more just like it from earlier months."
08112 72735 32273 32936 28360 21215 20270
28112 72728 27273 33636 28360 11301 12120
27112 72827 28272 93636 31360 11215 20300
27112 72827 34273 22731 29310 11215 20280
28112 72828 32272 92836 31360 11215 20290
17112 72829 36273 02936 33360 21215 20290
28113 62736 34273 13031 30360 11301 12120
"Wow." I said. "Looks like I've got a long weekend ahead of me."
"No sir." said Myron. "We've already cracked it."
"Great!" I said. "How?"
"We have a new program that aids in cracking encrypted codes." Myron said. "And part of that grant money 'R.C. Christian' gave to us went to buying a supercomputer array that can crunch a lot of data very fast. Nowhere near what the Federal Government can do, but a couple million dollars can buy a lot, these days."
I grinned. "I'll take your word for that. It's good we have it. And how much did you pay for the program itself?" Myron and Mary suddenly got quiet, and looked like they'd been caught with their hands in the cookie jar.
"Okay," I said, "if you had bought it instead of stealing it off a Federal Government computer, what would it have cost?"
"Thirty million dollars, sir." Myron 'confessed'.
"Oh my goodness." said the Chief.
"If anyone asks," I said to everyone, "we bought this and lost the receipt. And when they say it takes a Federal Agent to buy it, tell them I did it. At least I'm an FBI Consultant, so I can't be charged with impersonating a Federal Officer."
"And when they arrrrest yoooo, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"You don't need me any more, Chief." I said. "You've got a 30-million-dollar decryption program to solve everything." Everyone laughed, and Tanya burst out into uncontrollable laughter at that.
"It would take a lot more than 30 million dollars to replace yooooo, Mr. Crowbar." said the Chief. "Sooooo, Mr. Millll-ton, what did our pur-loinnnnned program get us to-dayyyyy?"
"The first part was fairly easy, sir." said Myron. "Since the last digit in the every group was zero, it dropped the zero and regrouped into sets of two." He brought up another screen:
08 11 27 27 35 32 27 33 29 36 28 36 02 12 15 20 27
28 11 27 27 28 27 27 33 36 36 28 36 01 13 01 12 12
29 11 27 28 27 28 27 29 36 36 31 36 01 12 15 20 30
20 11 27 28 27 34 27 32 27 31 29 31 01 12 15 20 28
28 11 27 28 28 32 27 29 28 36 31 36 01 12 15 20 29
17 11 27 28 29 36 27 30 29 36 33 36 02 12 15 20 29
28 11 36 27 36 34 27 31 30 31 30 36 01 13 01 12 12
Myron: "The program recognized that there is no number higher than 36. That suggests 26 letters of the alphabet and ten numerals. So it first tried the ol' 'A=1, B=2' iteration, and so on, with '27'=1, '28'=2, and so on to '36'=0. And we think that it hit a home run on the first pitch."
"How does it know '27' is '1'?" I asked. "Couldn't '27' be '0' and '36' be '9'?"
Myron said "If you'll bear with me, sir, that'll be explained in just a second." Myron did not like his narratives to be interrupted, and I'd just committed the sin. So I nodded and let him go on. He said "This is what came out."
h k 1 1 0 6 1 7 3 0 2 0 b l o t 1
2 k 1 1 2 1 1 7 0 0 2 0 a m a l l
3 k 1 2 1 2 1 3 0 0 5 0 b l o t 4
t k 1 2 1 8 1 6 1 5 3 5 a l o t 2
1 k 1 2 2 6 1 3 2 0 5 0 a l o t 3
q k 1 2 3 0 1 4 3 0 7 0 b l o t 3
2 k 0 1 0 8 1 5 4 5 4 0 a m a l l
Myron: "You can see the words 'mall' and 'blot', so we suspended the algorithm to look at this. At this point, we have to help the program with human brain power. The world 'mall' is pretty self-evident, but we had to guess if that's 'a lot' and 'b lot', or just 'lot' followed by the numbers."
Myron: "The first guess is that 'a mall' doesn't make sense, so we separated that first letter, getting this:
h k 1 1 0 6 1 7 3 0 2 0 b lot 1
2 k 1 1 2 1 1 7 0 0 2 0 a mall
3 k 1 2 1 2 1 3 0 0 5 0 b lot 4
t k 1 2 1 8 1 6 1 5 3 5 a lot 2
1 k 1 2 2 6 1 3 2 0 5 0 a lot 3
q k 1 2 3 0 1 4 3 0 7 0 b lot 3
2 k 0 1 0 8 1 5 4 5 4 0 a mall
"So we took a shot," said Myron, "and told the computer that. We also noted that the second letter is 'k' in every message, so we grouped the first two letters. We inputted that and started up the algorithm again, and the computer decided that the next 8 numbers were possibly dates and times, to wit."
hk 1106 1730 20 b lot1
2k 1121 1700 20 a mall
3k 1212 1300 50 b lot4
tk 1218 1615 35 a lot2
1k 1226 1320 50 a lot3
qk 1230 1430 70 b lot3
2k 0108 1545 40 a mall
"Ahhh." I said in a high falsetto voice, then continue: "I'll bet 'k' stands for 'kilo'. These are drug orders. 'qk' is 'quarter kilo', 'hk' is 'half kilo', 'tk' is 'three-quarter kilo'. Upwards from there, the orders would be in full kilo blocks."
"What if they want a kilo and a half?" asked Tanya.
"Ma'am," said Lt. Rudistan, "once buyers want more than one key, they usually are buying whole bricks. A kilo is a lot, and runs in the tens of thousands of dollars."
"And three kilos?" I said. "That's a lot of weight in one order. So that suggests the next four numerals are dates. They went from November 21st through the Thanksgiving holiday, and needed a 3 kilo resupply on December 12th. And they under-ordered, and asked for an extra quarter-kilo four days after getting just one kilo on December 26th."
"See?" drawled the Chief. "You are still good for something, Mr. Crowbar." Everyone chucked again as a red crowbar was waved in the Chief's general direction.
"And that's why '36' is zero." I said. "Makes a lot more sense in the next block, which must be the meeting times."
"Yes sir, that's what the computer surmised." said Myron. "It saw the blocks of '36's and guessed first that they were the zeros. And with the dates and times, that looks to be right. These guys aren't gonna say a meeting is at eleven minutes after the hour."
Mary said "What we don't know is what those two block numbers and the 'a' and 'b' stand for."
Myron replied: "When we put 'em together into one group, we get this."
hk 1106 1730 20b lot1
2k 1121 1700 20a mall
3k 1212 1300 50b lot4
tk 1218 1615 35a lot2
1k 1226 1320 50a lot3
qk 1230 1430 70b lot3
2k 0108 1545 40a mall
"Parking lot spaces?" guessed Jerome Davis.
"Or apartment numbers?" asked Captain Perlman.
"Theorizing without sufficient data, are we now?" I asked. "Seriously... Myron, you and your team have done great getting us to this point. But let's not go overboard. For example, I doubt they'd get so granular in their message to say which parking space, when just the lot is likely to be sufficient. And I just made the bad job of assuming that 'lot' is a parking lot, but I'm surmising that the last message is the one that led Fisher to his death. And he was found not far from Southpoint Mall, and his car at the mall, n'est pas?."
I continued: "And having gotten this far, we can do a lot with this data. For example, I'm sure you're trying to trace the burner phones that sent these texts to Fisher's phone?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "But there is one problem, sir. It would make more sense for each text to be a day or two before the meeting dates, but these aren't. They were sent to this phone in groups of between 8 and 12 texts at a time. Each group was from different burner phones."
"So when he changed burners," I said, "he sent the texts on that burner to his own cellphone. Now why do that?" My musings were on the verge of becoming a reverie.
Finally, I said: "There's something else we can do, also. Myron, if you can trace the burners that sent the texts to Fisher's phone, see if you can see what was sent to those burners. And to those burners and from what burners. And come see me in my office after this meeting. Okay, anything else?"
Lt. Jerome Davis said "My guys went by the Campus Police Headquarters, and I understand the Intel people accessed their databases. There are no records, at all, of Fisher being arrested, nor of any sting operations against him. He's totally a ghost, as far as they're concerned."
"There's nothing in the SBI-NTF databases, either." I said. "Which means absolutely nothing, knowing how poorly they keep records. Okay, one thing I need for Intel to find out is who Hamm associates with. Friends, dates, everything. Someone was helping him reduce his criminal record, and I need to know who..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Myron and Mary Milton followed me into my office after the meeting. After we sat down, I turned on the bug killer and said "Myron, this is one of those things you can say 'no' to, but should you choose to accept it, I'd like you to ping James Hamm's cell phone location. It's likely at his home. What I really am hoping to see is that he really is as dumb as he has been acting, and he'll use a burner phone from the same location his regular one is at."
"I'll be glad to do it, sir," Myron said, "but what do we do if he really does do that? We'll have to have some kind of probable cause to get a warrant."
I replied: "You and Mary can legally dive into research on the cellphones that sent something to Carl Fishers cellphone, and keep working back. If... and I admit it's a big 'if'... but if one of those burners can ultimately be shown to have a connection to Hamm's burner, we'll work backwards, and say we have the other phone, and want to research the burner that 'hey, presto!' ends up being Hamm's burner phone. And then we show the burner's location, and work backward to Hamm from there."
"And once we have that, sir?" Mary asked.
"Then we get a warrant for Hamm's cellphone and the burner, if we can find it." I said. "And if we can find text with codes like the ones found on Fisher's phone on anything related to Hamm? We'll have enough for a warrant to bring Hamm back in on suspicion in the murder case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Thursday, January 9th. It was too cold to sit on the deck of the Cop Bar, even with fires in the pots, so we sat in the back Command Room and had beef nachos and beer. Teresa was there already, at the near end of the table, and somewhat to my surprise, Cindy was sitting to her right.
"How's the murder case going?" Teresa asked as I sat down to Cindy's right.
"Not bad." I said. "That new Intel Branch is really paying off for us. We still need Myron's help on some of the hardware issues and things like tracing cellphones, but the Intel people are like vacuum cleaners when it comes to getting data. They just suck up anything out there."
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
"Thank you sir!" Tanya said as she drove up, with Jack Muscone in tow. "I think they're doing a great job, too!"
"And it was your idea." I said. "Worthy of a commendation, fer sure."
Jack sat down at the far end of the table, to my right, and Tanya to Teresa's left. As my Angels talked amongst themselves, I asked Jack "Didn't bring Dwight Stevens with you?"
"I invited him, but he said he has a meeting." Jack said. "But I'm not an Agency of the Weak Minded, either. He and Fred Merkle and others are working your Fisher murder case, but from the Federal drug angle."
"They find anything new?" I asked.
"No," said Jack, "but I'm worried that Dwight is not telling me everything he knows, and everything he is doing."
"He doesn't trust me, does he?" I asked, a bit acerbically.
Jack said "I don't think he ever got over the Marcie Harper case, and how you handled it." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.) "I've told him a number of times that he not only should trust you, he should let you make his job easier, like I let you make my job easier." I chuckled at that one.
"Well," I said, "I am trying to be patient with him, knowing that I didn't give him a lot of reason to trust me during the Harper case. And it's a double edged sword. You and Karina White and Owen Lange have taken my side, and the Swamp Frogs like Robin Isley and Curtis Halsey really came after you. Good and honest Agents are probably wary of me, because helping me can make them targets. But at some point, Jack, Stevens has to make a decision to trust me or not. And I'm not waiting forever for him to figure it out."
"I hear you." said Muscone. "As to this case, I did a little private digging, and I found out that Stevens and especially Fred Merkle have invested a good bit of time in the drug aspects of this case, as has their boss, DEA SAC Rutherford Lyndon. For right or for wrong, I think they're worried that you're going to screw up their investigations."
"I'd be able to try a lot harder to not do that," I said, "if they'd just tell me where the land mines for them are. And something else bothers me, Jack... we found Carlton Bellows very quickly, and very easily. I simply cannot believe that the DEA did not know of his double identity before he was murdered."
"And this where we come full circle to me wondering what they're not telling me." said Jack. "I agree that they should've easily found that. And maybe they did."
I nodded, then said "There's something else I need to know. Was Carl Fisher, either as Fisher or as Bellows, an Agent or truly a C.I.? And ditto that for James Hamm. His actions are those of either a guilty man... or a man trying to keep his cover and operation as an operative. I need to know which."
"I'll see what I can find out." said Jack.
We turned to talk to the others. Cindy said "You guys need to come to the Country Music Palace tomorrow night. Trace Brown is performing, and we're going to start the Line Dance competition. Groups of 12 are competing.
"Are you can Callie forming a group?" I asked.
Cindy said "No. Trace, Callie, and I are the judges. Free beer, dontcha know."
I pointed my thumb at Muscone and said "We'll have to get this guy some proper clothing. All he has in his closet are matching FBI-issue suits, shirts, and ties."
"Hey, I'm not Martin Nash!" protested Jack. Everyone laughed, then realized I'd gone into a reverie...
Part 12 - Double Coverage
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, January 10th, from the top of the building at Riverside and College, on the southwest corner of Courthouse Square, with the State Office Building in the background. "Another blow for Donald Troy in the Courts!"
Bettina began: "After Judge Patrick R. Folsom dismissed a lawsuit by the Social Justice group Citizens for Secular Atheism against Donald Troy's entity that held a Christian concert on public grounds on Christmas Eve, Appellate Judge Leahy overruled Folsom's decision and ordered that the lawsuit could continue. Commander Troy's attorney Mike G. Todd immediately filed an appeal to the State Supreme Court."
Bettina: "And there has been no progress by the Town & County Police in the murder of Carlton Fisher. Channel Two News has learned that Mr. Fisher was an employee of the University Sanitation Department. Police used excessive force in arresting the Department's Manager, but Judge Harry R. Nance dismissed all charges against the Manager, who has not been charged nor implicated in the murder, and whose name we are withholding to protect his identity and reputation."
Bettina: "And in State news, the State House is moving inexorably towards impeaching deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared on a wide variety of charges, the worst being Abuse of Power. We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Social and Political Change. Dr. Keller, shouldn't Governor Jared just resign before the Legislature impeaches and convicts him of these blatant and obvious charges?"



Pencil Neck Keller spoke in his smooth, even way of talking: "Bettina, Jared's crimes are among the most shameful in the State's political history. His abuses of power are so egregious that even if he did resign, the Legislature has the right to continue the Impeachment, which they should do so that Jared can never hold public office again, and the truth of his crimes can be completely exposed to the People of the State."
Bettina: "Dr. Keller, is there any hope of bringing criminal charges against Commander Donald Troy for abuse of his Police power as well as perjury in previous testimony before the Legislature?"
Pencil Dick Keller: "Bettina, we can always keep hope alive that Commander Troy will get what should be coming to him. But for now, exposure of Val Jared for his actions while Governor are what the Legislature, and also the Media, should focus on like a laser beam."
"Thank you Dr. Keller." Bettina said happily. "And finally, Channel Two News has learned that ADA Franklin Washington may take a leave of absence from the District Attorney's Office as he pursues the judicial seat currently occupied by Judge Harry R. Nance. Sources tell Channel Two News that Washington's decision is, quote 'imminent', close quote..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So they'll name the dead man Fisher, but won't say Hamm's name?" I noted as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference room, once again sans Deputy Chief Ross, who was meeting with Captain Damien Thompson in her office. "I don't mind them not saying Hamm's name, but they should at least be consistent."
"And what, no 'Commander Troy refused to comment' from Bettina, there?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle.
"Did you even know about the Appellate Court decision, Don?" asked Captain Tanya Perlman.
"Yes." I said. "Mike Todd got the notice late yesterday afternoon, but had time to file the appeal with the State Supreme Court. We were pretty much expecting that from Leahy, so we had it ready to go at literally a phone call's notice."
"I'm not a lawyer," said Teresa, "but isn't the law squarely on your side, Don? How could Leahy overturn Folsom's ruling?"
I said "He only said the lawsuit could go forward; he didn't rule for the other side. And I agree that you're right, and the law is on my side. But Leahy is activist, and very Leftist, and he wants to use the Judicial Branch to crush Christianity just like Nance does."
"Think your case might be the one that ultimately reaches the US Supreme Court," asked the Sheriff, "and reverses that 'separation of Church and State' crap?"
"I'd love it if it was, Sheriff." I said. "But I'm not optimistic that'll ever be overturned---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. I answered it, said "Bring him to my office.", then disconnected. "That was the Duty Desk." I said as I stood up. "Artis Lattimore is here and wants to talk to me. If you'll excuse me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Artis Lattimore came in, and accepted my offer of coffee. After he sat down, he said "Thanks for seeing me, Commander." It may be stereotypical to say this, but I began realizing that Lattimore was a lot more articulate than he appeared to be, and that appearance might've been an intentional act on his part.
"You said it was urgent?" I replied, getting right down to it.
"Yes sir." said Lattimore. "It's about Jackson Ripley. There's a couple of things you need to know. First, the reason we had some drug intel that you guys didn't have yet is not because we were trying to one-up you. Ripley was the source of that information."
"Ahhhhh." I said. "I think I know what you're going to tell me: Ripley is a DEA Agent."
"Yes sir, that's it." said Lattimore. "And he's always been one. That story that he was a P.I. in Southport was pure cover, and it was also a cover story that he was in the Bureau of Indian Affairs. He was really DEA then, too.
"That makes sense, on a lot of levels." I said. "I'd imagine Ripley has been undercover in Turpin Heights, in the State south of us, down from Southport."
"Yes sir." said Lattimore. "And the DEA worked out an arrangement with D.A. Walters for him to pose as in Investigator in her office for a while. She agreed to do it, in exchange for setting up that incident with the TCPD outside of Luigi's. But after he said that about your and Paulina's daughter, Ms. Walters had to terminate the agreement."
"Is Ripley part of Dwight Stevens's team?" I asked.
"I don't know that." said Lattimore. "What I do know, and the reason I came here today, is because Ripley asked me to meet him for a beer last night. He said that murder spooked him. The DEA has been after that Fisher guy for a while, and for him to come over all dead should have them taking a breather and figuring out what was going on."
Lattimore continued: "But that's not what they're doing. Some guy named Merkle is trying to set up a drug buy with the perps, and he wants Ripley to go to the meet with him as his 'bodyguard'. Ripley's worried about it. This is not a good situation to go into."
"So why doesn't he just refuse, or just tell them they need to hold off?" I asked.
"He did." said Lattimore. "Well... he voiced the concerns about it. Merkle told him they were going through with it anyway, because if they didn't they'd lose months and years of work. And from what Ripley was telling me, he wasn't being given a choice."
"Is Rutherford Lyndon the SAC?" I asked.
"I don't know for sure." said Lattimore.
"So who are these perps with whom Merkle wants to make a deal?" I asked. "Any names?"
"I don't know." said Lattimore. "Ripley never told me, he just said there was a ring that was a major pipeline to the Campus students. If it was that guy in the Sanitation Department you arrested, he didn't say. He was just worried about the way they were trying to go into this drug buy."
"Final question: does Miriam Walters know you came to me with this?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Lattimore. "I'm not the one to be doing end runs around my boss. I told her what was going on and said I thought we should tell the TCPD about it. She said it was my decision to say something or not, and she'd back me either way."
"Well, I'm glad you did come in." I said, standing up. "It certainly helps my confidence in you and my guys working together."
"Thank you, sir." Lattimore said, also standing. "And sir... D.A. Walters ain't like Krasney, and she ain't one the bad guys. And I'm not sure what's going on with her and Franklin and Paulina, but I don't think Ms. Walters is a racist."
"That's my feeling, also." I said. "My issues with her are ones of trust. But moving forward, here's something I need you to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, that's surprising." Teresa said as we held the Angels meeting in the Chief's Conference Room. The Sheriff and Police Chief were no Angels, but they were in the meeting, as well. I'd just briefed them on what Artis Lattimore had told me.
"Looks like I'm going to have to have another long conversation with Ms. Walters." growled Sheriff Griswold. "She absolutely should not have held that information about Ripley from us."
"And worse," Teresa said, "if our Officers had reacted to Ripley's baiting, they could've been charged with the double whammy: assaulting a Federal Agent in addition to anything else. That's really dirty pool on Walters's part, and I'm really not forgiving it."
"And it has crossed my mind that the US DOJ Civil Rights Division might've had a hand in it." I said. "Taking Lattimore at his word that Miriam didn't put Ripley up to what he said about Tasha, that means it was either the Press behind it... or the Feds."
"Geez, whatta mess." grunted Sheriff Griswold, shaking his head.
"And it's going to get worse, much worse, before it gets any better." I said. "But for right now, I've got a lot of questions about this murder and the drug case stemming from it. And I need to get a hold of Dwight Stevens as soon as possible. So, would you all care to join me in a meeting with the Detective Corps?"
Part 13 - Moving Inexorably
As I came into Classroom 'E', I said quietly to Tanya "I can't get hold of Dwight Stevens nor Muscone. Can you call Jack and see if he'll take your call, and tell him it's really urgent?"
"Sure." said Tanya, knowing I would never ask her to do that if it weren't really urgent.
As we settled down around the table, the Chief said "Okayyyy, Captain Perlman, what do we havvvvve?" Tanya nodded to Lt. Mary Milton.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said Mary, "here's what we have, including what Myron was able to help us with. First, James Hamm's personal cellphone remained at his home last night, and began moving this morning... but straight to his office on Campus. Second, no burner phones from within 300 ft. of his house have been detected. It's impossible to say that about his office, because there's so many University students in the area with cellphones."
Mary: "We also worked on the burners that texted Fisher's phone. The locations the phones were at coincided where his cellphone was, so we think the burners were his, also. Why he would text to his own phone is something the Iron Crowbar will have to tell us."
"Elementary, my dear Milton." I said. "He was preserving the records of the texts sent to him, in case something 'wet' happened to him... which did. So what did his burners have for us?"
Mary said: "First, those burners only sent texts to Fisher's cellphone. None were sent to any other phone. But since we had the phone numbers, we were able to get the numbers that called or texted Fisher's burners. There were six different ones over time, and they were burners, too. Probably changed out every so often, like Fisher's were. But we don't have the means to determine where those burners were without a FISA warrant, nor what any of their texts might have said. And none of them ever called Hamm's work place or home phones, so we don't have enough connection to get any kind of warrant on him."
Mary: "We looked further into Hamm's credit cards, where he went, stuff like that. We were trying to find if he had a regular circle of associates. But he doesn't. He'd occasionally purchase the services of an escort girl, but never the same one more than one time, and he used different escort agencies. He frequents bars along the University Avenue neighborhood of bars, but not the same ones in anything we could make a pattern out of. He does not associate with with others in the Sanitation Department, as near as we can tell. There's just nothing that sets a pattern, just no 'there', there."
"Can I ask a question?" asked Detective Julia Rodriguez. We all nodded, and she said "Are we absolutely sure that Hamm is part of a drug ring, not to mention involved in the Fisher murder?"
"Not yet, of course." I replied. "But we have some circumstantial data that gives us a connection. Hamm has expensive tastes and habits. He is the Sanitation Department manager that 'handled' Fisher, so to speak. Hamm set up Fisher's pay structure that gave Fisher a job he didn't have to go to all day every day. He has every right to invoke his legal rights, of course, but his attempts to stop any of his employees from talking to us seems strange along the 'he doth protesteth too much' concept. So it's a thread that we've found, and it seems the harder we tug on it, the more Hamm squirms."
I continued: "But you make a good point. We should not assume that Fisher was dealing drugs directly with Hamm. There could easily be a middleman."
"It likely is a middleman, sir." said Christopher Purvis. "Hamm and Fisher could easily have found ways to communicate verbally, and not have to send texts."
Theo Washington asked: "If Fisher is part of the drug pipeline, was he the buyer or the seller of the product? And was the meeting where he was shot a drug buy, or did someone just shoot him, as in a pro hit?"
Captain Perlman said "The last code message on his phone could easily have been a meeting for a buy, especially if what we think is the date and time in that code... they coincide with the date and likely the time of the murder. However, we had Uniformed Officers go to both the Southpoint Mall and the Mall northwest of Town, and no blood or anything was found that would suggest the murder happened at those locations. They also got inside the malls and didn't find blood anywhere."
"That's good, thorough work." I said. "Commander Croyle, extend my compliments to your Officers." Teresa nodded, then I said: "It's a good question, Theo. I have some anecdotal data... thin, unconfirmed, but still a data point... that another drug buy is being set up. So if Fisher had the drugs on him when he was murdered, his killer would have two keys of product in his or her hands now, and would not need more for days if not weeks."
I continued: "Also, Fisher was a longtime dealer of money, either through legit investments or not-so-legit money laundering. And he even had $28,000 seized from him in an asset forfeiture. So I'm going to go out on a limb and speculate for now that Fisher had the cash in the transaction."
"Sir," said Grubby Paul, "another data point is that drug buys usually are three-on-three meeting, and definitely at least two on each side. Going alone is just asking to get capped."
"And he was capped." said Julia, generating some brief laughter. "But I don't know what the DEA is doing, so I'll make the right career move and agree with Commander Troy." That generated a bit more laughter.
"So does that mean Hamm was the supplier of the product?" asked Vice Detective Statler. That started some back and forth, with some adhering to Tanya's assertion that the code texts weren't needed between Hamm and Fisher, and others saying they still could've used the codes to confirm meetings. Over time, everyone began to notice that Your Iron Crowbar was looking at the ceiling... in a deep reverie.
When I finally came out of it, Tanya said "If someone put a Bear Bryant hat on your head, Commander, you wouldn't have realized it."
"Har har." I said. "Something struck me about all this, something that fits the data better than the buys being between Hamm and Fisher. I might suggest that Hamm provided Fisher the money, and Fisher made the buys from a third party, and got the drugs to Hamm."
"So a third party shot Fisher?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"I didn't say that." I said. "Hamm still could've shot Fisher, though we obviously need to find motive for that."
Christopher Purvis said "There are no records of Hamm buying nor owning a gun, for what that's worth."
"Which is not much." said Tanya. "If he knows his way around drug circles, he could easily pick up a 'clean' piece. I have two big questions. First, who reduced Hamm's charges, and why. And second, how might he have been distributing product to his customers? There has to be connections there, and trails leading to someone. And we need to find those trails."
"I entirely agree." I said. "So, let's talk generally about who is running drugs in my County. Who could be the third party these bozos are working with?"
Lt. Rudistan deferred to Detective 'Grubby' Paul, who said: "Going back a few years, since the Beanstalk Gang and the Viscottis were shut down, T-Square was the major player in the County's drug markets. But he went clean, so we've got several contenders."
Grubby: "First is T-Mac, once T-Square's lieutenant but now on his own. T-Mac is still supplying the clubs in the Tenderloin District. He's getting his product from an out-of-County supplier, though, likely someone from the City with the Jasmine Nix faction. A deal with the likes of Fisher or Hamm isn't his style, and he's a buyer of product for dime bag distribution, not a seller of bricks by the key."
Grubby: "Next is the rising threat from The Eighth Street Latinos. Captain Malone and subsequently T-Square used to run the Latin gangs out of here; they really came down on them hard. So did Pastor Westboro, but for his own reasons. The Hispanic community in this County is not large, but it's growing in Coltrane County and further south of here. The leader of The Eighth Street Latinos is believed to be José Raoul Ramon, known as 'Raoul'. He's been around these parts for a long time, and sparred with Captain Malone's friends in the Beanstalk Gang, but managed to keep himself out of jail. Now he may be building his own gang. He's a candidate for this type of drug deal, but he's not known to be a killer, and only gets involved in violence in defense or retaliation."
Grubby: "Next is Jacquez Wilson. We've been watching this guy as a militant organizer for black causes, and his hatred of whites and especially the Police is unlimited and unappeasable. He's working his way into the Southwestern Ghetto, and just looking for an excuse to run T-Mac's people out of there. He is a mean m-f-er, and is known to commit rape and murder at the drop of a hat, but we doubt he'd do business of any kind, much less drugs, with White people or Hispanics."
Grubby: "Last is a group that call themselves the 'Smooth White Boys'. We think they're just a front for the Kappa fraternity, which is well-known as a white superiority Fraternity. They were going to be kicked off Campus for flying the Confederate Flag at their Frat House, but they sued for violation of their First Amendment Right of Free Speech and won. But they're on a short leash with the University, so they keep at least half of their membership names secret."
Grubby: "One reason the Smooth White Boys are still in business is because they have become the de facto sole source for drugs on the University Campus. You want a dime bag, you talk to a Kappa. You want a quarter key for a big party, a Smooth White Boy will hook you up. Somehow they have without violence become the drug monopoly on Campus, especially after the Taus were taken down by the Iron Crowbar. Finally, we're not sure who the leader of the Smooth White Boys is, but we're working on getting some intel on that.
"Good report." I said as I stood up. "Okay, I've got some calls to make and data to gather. Y'all are doing great, so keep pushing. Get the Crime Lab techs to go back over Southpoint Mall... it's still the likeliest place the crime occurred, and they might can detect cleaned-up bloodstains..."
Part 14 - Talk Amongst Yourselves
"This is ridiculous." said Julia Rodriguez as the MCD Detectives worked at their desks. "There are so many moving parts to this murder, from him being moved and found in that field, to the wristwatch being set wrong, to the code texts. We're missing something."
"I'll tell you something else that has been nagging the hell out of me." said Roark Coleman. "I was on the streets as a beat cop and then in Vice for a long time. And from what I'm seeing, either of these guys could be undercover. The way Hamm is acting, spending money, getting attention... that's classic undercover acting. And Fisher saving those code texts and his double life... that could also be cover."
"That code is nagging at me." said Teddy Parker. "Take a look at this again." He expertly used his computer mouse to bring up an image of the codes on the big screen matrix of monitors on the wall. "The part we haven't figured out... the '40a' and '50b'... I have a feeling that's important."
"I was talking with Lieutenant Mary Milton about that." said Lt. Jerome Davis. "Her people in Intelligence thought 'a' might be 'ahead', and 'b' might be 'behind', as in '40 minutes ahead' and '50 minutes behind'."
"Ooooh, I like that!" Julia said.
"Only problem is," Jerome said, "that last message said '40a', meaning ahead, and his watch was actually set forty minutes behind. So it doesn't fit the data."



"Unless he made a mistake," said Teddy Parker, "and set his watch the wrong way."
"Or '40a' actually means behind, and '40b' would mean ahead." said Julia. "Like 'Opposite Day' in the Calvin & Hobbes cartoons."
"Seems like an unnecessary layer of finesse." said George Newman. "The code itself wasn't as complex as it could've been, so why do that little trickeration? It just creates potential for a mistake."
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Perlman drove her wheelchair into MCD, and saw what they were looking at. "Oh," she said, "you're looking at the code, too."
"Yes ma'am." said Lt. Davis. "And I told them about the speculation that 'a' and 'b' being 'ahead' and 'behind', though Fisher's wristwatch was behind and the code suggested 'ahead'. And that brought Calvin & Hobbes into the mix."
"Opposite Day?" asked Tanya with a grin. "Good thinking. But none of this explains why someone moved the body from the place he was shot... and went through an elaborate scheme to do so. And there's that question on my mind: who reduced Hamm's charges?"
"Ma'am," said Julia, "we've been discussing that either Fisher or Hamm was or is an undercover agent of some kind. Hamm's charges could be a backstop, and for that matter, so could Fisher's. Also, if Fisher was undercover or a C.I., and discovered to be one, they might kill him and put him out there to be found to let the world know that that is what happens to undercover agents and snitches."
"Good points." said Tanya. "And the Iron Crowbar is trying to find that out, also... but by the more expedient method of asking the Feds directly."
"Would they tell him?" Julia asked. Seeing Tanya's 'look' at her, she said "No disrespect, ma'am, but the DEA might refuse to answer, to protect a source or undercover agent."
"And protect their operation, if there is one." said Lt. Davis.
Tanya nodded. "I can see that. But you're forgetting one thing: it's the Iron Crowbar who is doing the asking."
"That's right." said a voice in the door to the back hallway. Everyone turned to see Your Iron Crowbar standing there.
"I will indeed be asking our Federal friends some very pertinent questions." I continued. "But in the meantime, I like the way you guys are thinking about all of this. Keep at it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Friday, January 10th. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone appeared in the door to my office, and he brought someone with him: DEA Special Agent In Charge Rutherford Lyndon. I got up and shook hands with both of them, and poured a 'round' of coffee for each of us.
Muscone said "I got your messages, and Tanya's. Apologies for not getting back to you sooner, but I was in meetings with SAC Lyndon and EAD Owen Lange, and we decided to just come over instead of calling you back. So how can we help you?"
"Thanks for coming." I said. "The relatively urgent thing I need to ask you about is this Fisher murder. I'm not trying to step on any operations or blow anyone's cover... but I really need to know if Hamm is an undercover Agent, or if Fisher was one... a real one, not a Fake News C.I. And it's urgent because I am beginning to fear that people are in danger right now."
Muscone and Lyndon looked at each other, then they turned to me and Muscone said "No, neither of them are any more than what you've been told already. Merkle tried to flip Fisher, but apparently without success."
"That's correct." said SAC Lyndon. "And with the TCPD getting more involved in recent drug operations in this part of the State,, and with those maybe spilling over the State Line, I agree with SAC Muscone that we need to bring you more into the loop than we have in the past. So since I'm here now, ask anything you like and I'll answer to the best of my ability, within protocols, of course."
"Okay, then." I said. "Was Carl Fisher sent to a drug buy, as a sting or on behalf of the DEA in any way?"
"If he was," said SAC Lyndon, "it was without my knowledge, much less my sanction."
"Mr. Lyndon," I said, "since you have no knowledge of it... and I believe you when you say that you don't... can you get Dwight Stevens on the phone, and have him answer that question directly? And Fred Merkle? And Jackson Ripley?"
Lyndon visibly started when I mentioned Ripley's name, and I let my gray eyes bore in hard on him. "Okay," he said, taking out his cellphone, "I'll see what I can do."
As he began dialing numbers, I texted Myron: "Lyndon's phone." I looked up to see Jack Muscone peering at me, and I peered back.
EAD Rutherford spoke into his phone three times, asking the recipient of his calls to return his calls ASAP. "Okay," he said after disconnecting the last call, "all three phones went straight to voicemail. And you heard me leave messages to call me back."
I nodded. "Thanks for trying." I said. "Let me ask you this: if my Chief or the Sheriff were calling me, I'd have to be in personal combat with an armed thug to not take the call. If your guys aren't taking your calls, does that mean they're undercover now? busy? or just not taking your calls?"
"They'd better be taking my calls, if they're physically able to." said Lyndon. "And to answer your question... for all three not to answer suggests they are out of cellphone range, or on an undercover mission." I nodded thoughtfully.
"Just one more question, sir." I said. "Chain of command. Is Fred Merkle in Dwight Stevens's chain of command? And ditto that for Jackson Ripley?"
"No." said Rutherford. "Stevens is the SSA for the City area, though I have him working all over the State and region if need be. Merkle has been the primary in Southport, along with Morales, though neither is formally an SSA just yet. And Ripley was deep undercover in the Turpin Heights area for some time, and his chain of command was through the Bureau of Indian Affairs, to help his cover if there were any moles in the DEA down there. He's never been formally assigned to Stevens up here. So I guess I'm their direct chain of command, if you want to look at it that way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone and Rutherford Lyndon went back to the Federal Building, and I made deductions from the observation that Jack did not mention lunch at the Cop Bar. I went to Cindy Ross's door and knocked on it. When she invited me inside, I closed the door behind me.
"Have a seat." she said. "Whassup?"
I sat down, then said "I could use your help, if you're willing to do it. Here's what's going on: DEA Agents Dwight Stevens, Fred Merkle, and Jackson Ripley cannot be reached by their own boss. I really need to know where they are and what they are doing, or they might end up like Carl Fisher. I am going to call Ted Crenshaw in Southport, and will subsequently call Tim Jenkins... unless you'd like to call Jenkins at the same time I call Crenshaw."
Cindy peered at me and said "I'm tempted to say something about staying in my lane, but I can tell you're on edge. Okay, what are we asking them?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hi Don." said FBI Supervisory Special Agent Ted Crenshaw as he answered my call. "Is this about Cerone coming up to your Town & County today?"
"Uh, no." I said, surprised. "I called about something else, and let me ask about it first. Do you work with DEA SSA Dwight Stevens down there in Southport?"
"Oh sure." said Crenshaw. "He works out of the City, but our DEA Agent down here, Juan Alberto Morales, works with him all the time. Why?"
"Is Stevens down there now?" I asked. "Or have you heard from him? And what I'm really asking is for you to tell me in confidence if he's on an undercover mission down there."
"Uhhh..." stammered Crenshaw, and I could tell he was deciding what he should tell me, if anything. Then he said "Hold on one second." After several seconds, he got back on the line and said "Okay, I see you had Commander Ross call Tim Jenkins."
"Just to save time." I said. "And this really is urgent, or I wouldn't be bothering either of you."
"I get that." said Crenshaw. "Okay, here's the story. Stevens has very recently been working on a guy who has a home down here, across the State Line River, but has been spending most of his time up your way. Stevens thought he was the Mob's man bringing drugs to University students, or at least the means to worm the DEA's way into whatever organization is up there. Problem is... that man came up dead the other day, and I'm sure you're working on that case now."
"Yes I am." I said. "What about DEA Agent Fred Merkle?"
"Oh, him." said Crenshaw. "We came across him while watching Mob figures down here. Turns out he's DEA, but he's never checked in with us to let us know who he is. Then we got word from Rutherford Lyndon, the DEA's SAC in this region, that Merkle was probably undercover when we saw him, so we should leave him alone."
"Is there any information you can get on all that and send to me?" I asked.
"No." said Crenshaw. "I do know Merkle has another DEA Agent working with him, but I don't know who that is. Morales said he's being kept out of the loop, as well. I bitched to Jack Muscone about the lack of communication between them and us, and Muscone said he'd ask about it. And I think he did, and also got a runaround. And that's all I know."
"Okay, thanks very much for the info. I owe you one." I said. "So what was that about Cerone coming up here?"
"Yeah." said Crenshaw. "As you know, we've continued to watch Cerone, even though it looks like he really did get clean... if a State Legislator can be clean, but I digress. Anyway, he left Midtown for your Town & County early this morning, even though the Legislature is in session. Not sure what it is that couldn't wait until tomorrow, Saturday, but he's up there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in Cindy's office, after I told her what Crenshaw had told me, she said "Tim told me the same thing. And Crenshaw realized he was talking to me while Crenshaw was talking to you, and I told Tim we were trying to save time, as you suggested we do if they caught on to us. Tim said one extra thing, though: he thought that Stevens and Merkle may not be working together, that Merkle was on his own mission, and Stevens wasn't aware of it until very recently. But Stevens hasn't been forthcoming, either."
I nodded. "Well," I said, "at least it's not just me that Stevens isn't trusting. But I'm really disappointed in him."
Cindy said "Yeah, I thought he was one of the good guys. Why is he doing this?"
I replied "Well, I don't think he's a Swamp Frog. But remembering the Marcie Harper case, I think he wanted to take the credit for busting her up, but that didn't work out for him." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.)
I continued: "So he and Merkle get onto Carlton Fisher, a.k.a. Bellows, and they think they've got a big connection between the Southport Mob and a drug pipeline into this County. And they'd just love to make a bust, especially right under my nose. But things went wrong for them again, and Fisher came over all dead. And because they won't trust me, I can't get the data I need to bust a murderer and prevent more people from getting killed... possibly these aforementioned uncooperative DEA Agents."
"So you don't know who killed Fisher?" Cindy asked, peering hard at me.
"No, I don't." I said. "If we can find burners that have those coded texts, we're on our way. And with that, we're right back to the DEA not cooperating again. If they have anything at all on James Hamm, we could use it to get warrants."
"So you think he's the one?" Cindy asked.
I just threw up my hands in a shrug. "I don't know. I just don't know." I said. I got up. "Thanks for your help. I'd take you to lunch, but I'm expecting a phone call---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"And there it is." I said. Answering, I said "Hello, Mr. Cerone, how can I help you?..."
Part 15 - Critical Mass
Dressed in civilian attire with my badge on my belt and my gun holstered under my armpit, I was escorted by the Manager of the local Luigi's Italian Restaurant to the private dining room upstairs. State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone was at the back table by the window, looking out over the gray skies and the barren fields beyond the River.
"Thank you for coming, Commander." Cerone said as we shook hands and sat down opposite each other, Cerone looking left and me looking right to see through the window. "I know you're a very busy man."
"And you're even busier, with the Legislature in session... in Midtown." I said, and Cerone got my meaning.
"Yes," he said, "but it's all Committee meetings today, and nothing is moving at all. Forgive my crudeness, but this Impeachment talk is like a bowel blockage, and nothing else can get through."
"An admirably exact analogy." I said. "I'm a little surprised you came up here, to my County, though, what with the murder case and all."
"I had some things I need to tell you about." said Cerone. "And why would your murder case affect me in any way?" I peered at Cerone. He seemed genuinely surprised at what I'd said.
"You know our victim was Carl Fisher?" I said.
"I heard the name on the news, but it means nothing to me." Cerone said. Then he peered at me. "What's it about?"
"Did you know a man named Carlton Ernest Bellows?" I asked.
Cerone looked confused as he said "Yeah, he was my brokerage investor for a long time. Legitimate all the way. Why?"
I had a vibe, and said "Wow, you really don't know... Carl Fisher is Carlton Bellows. Or was."
Cerone looked genuinely shocked. He stared at me in stunned disbelief as he asked "Really? Are you serious?"
I took out my Police iPhone and brought up Fisher's photo. "Does he look familiar?" I asked as I showed Cerone the photo.
"Holy shit." Cerone muttered under his breath. Then he sat back, looking dazed, and said "No, I had no idea. And no, I might not've come up here if I'd known. But I'm here, so if you have something to ask, go ahead."
I said "He was investing your money?"
"Yeah." said Cerone. "Back when I was running my businesses in Southport. He did very well with my money, too. One reason I was able to retire and be a humble Servant of the People in the State Legislature is because my investments with him did so well. And it was all clean and aboveboard, too."
"Yes, it's all good." I said. "Were you his only client? Or did any of your... associates... invest with him, also?"
"I was his biggest client, by far." said Cerone. "He sold off everything after I retired. Orrin B. Taggart chose not to invest with Bellows, one of Taggart's less wise choices, if you ask me. And as far as I know, Bellows had plenty of money, a nice house across the State Line River in a good neighborhood, paid for. He didn't really need to work anymore. So how did he get himself killed? And under another name, you say?"
"Looks like it." I said. "He was shot, double tap to the chest. And we have very little to go on as to who killed him, and why."
Our food came, a casserole of lasagna. And for the first time in my memory, Cerone seemed to have lost his appetite. He picked at his food as I hungrily consumed two platefuls of the delicious dish.
"So," I said as I finished up, "what did you want to talk to me about?"
"Ah, yes." said Cerone, perking up a bit. "As you know, Senator Molinari and I have become something of the State Senate's 'brokerage house', for lack of a better term. And you know how things work: we have lunches with our Senate colleagues of both Parties, and Members of the State House, good excuses to have some good food, if nothing else. And we talk about bills, and getting them through, and who trades what for what. Especially with the Budget."
Cerone's appetite had returned, and he consumed his lasagna and got some more. I slowed down my eating, patiently waiting for him until he continued: "This year... it's different. Unlike anything most of us have ever seen. First of all, no one is talking about the Budget. At all. It's almost like everyone is conceding there won't be a Budget this year." I nodded.
"Second," said Cerone, "the State House Select Committee is going through the motions on Impeachment, but there are no strategy sessions about it. However, there are meetings going on, especially meetings of the House and Senate Black Caucus Democrats. I thought they were about Impeachment... but they're not, and I can't get anyone to tell me what they are about. All I can get is that it's about defunding the Police, and they'll start publicly chanting about it when some incident occurs between the Police and blacks." I nodded, mostly wondering if D.A. Miriam Walters knew something about that.
"And that brings things around to you, Commander Troy." said Cerone. "Your name is being brought up a lot, and in a manner of 'we have to get Commander Troy out of the way'. Despite our best efforts, which are considerable, neither Molinari nor I could find out exactly why they want you out of the way, or how they plan to do it. But something's coming... and soon." I nodded.
Cerone said "And as part of that... well, you know that Katherine Woodburn and I have become pretty good friends the last few years. She's really become a leader in the Senate and among State Democrats. I was thinking she might run for Governor this year, or Lieutenant Governor, but she says she's re-running for her State Senate seat. Of course she's young, there's plenty of time for her to move up the ladder of political power."
Cerone: "She also won't admit it, but she has a huge crush on you, Don. I suspect you're the only man in this State who has balls enough to impress her." I (almost) silently began whimpering with laughter, shaking my head. Cerone helped himself to more of the salad.
Cerone: "Well, Katherine hasn't been saying much to me lately, not even 'No!' on Budget issues. And she's been meeting with Tasheeka Harris, who has been leading the charge against Jared in the Impeachment inquiry, and also is very active with Maxine Watts and the 'Black Voices Raised' group. Those meetings may be about the US DOJ's civil rights lawsuit against the TCPD and against your Mayor, but they're definitely about you."
Cerone: "And last but not least, Katherine has been meeting with Bettina Wurtzburg. No less than four times since the Legislative session started. And down in Midtown, not up here. I know Katherine used to own KXTC and she's still good friends with Bettina, but they've never met that often before, at least not in Midtown. I casually asked Katherine about it, and she just said she's giving interviews to local reporters in her District."
Cerone: "But on one of those visits, Bettina Wurtzburg brought a guest, a woman, and the three of them met for over an hour just a couple of days ago. Not that he was trying, but one of my staffers just happened to see them coming out of Katherine's office, and just happened to have been using his iPhone and got this."
He showed me a photo on his iPhone, taken from the video the staffer had shot. I recognized Katherine Woodburn and Bettina Wurtzburg...
...and I recognized the third woman, as well: FBI EAD Dr. Robin Isley!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to my office, my assistant Helena said that Lt. Myron Milton had called and asked to see me as soon as I got back. I asked her to call him and tell him to come to my office. Moments later, he came in and sat down at my bidding.
"I pinged the cellphones that SAC Lyndon was calling." said Myron. "One of them, Dwight Stevens's phone, was pinging from the Federal Building. I have to be careful there, because of their Communications Room on the top floor. It's highly classified, and I want no part of being seen pinging phones anywhere near it."



"I don't blame you." I said. "What about the other two guys, Merkle and Ripley?"
"Their phones are shut off, and I couldn't turn them on." Myron said. "And they haven't pinged off any tower in the tri-State region up here for several hours. The last pings we got triangulated to the old Post Office Building behind the Federal Building. We know the Feds use that building sometimes as a staging area or annex."
I nodded. "Okay, so Merkle and Ripley are undercover, I would guess. Did you ping James Hamm's cellphone?"
"Yes sir." said Myron. "It's at the Campus Sanitation Department, probably his office. It hasn't moved for hours. Mary had Goodwright and Scott of Intel go through the parking lot in their unmarked POV on the way to lunch, and Hamm's car was there, in its marked space."
I nodded. "All right, thanks Myron. And keep trying to find Merkle and Ripley..."
After Myron left, I sat there for long minutes, in what some would call a reverie, but was actually me trying to decide what to do. This was the part of my job that sucked, but was where I earned my money. I could have Commander Croyle flood the malls and major parking lots with patrols, hopefully scaring off any drug deals. But if I stopped the DEA from making a good bust, future drug sales to our School students would be my fault, on me. But if I did nothing, and Agents died because of my inaction, that'd be worse...
Part 16 - Detonation
2:30pm, Friday, January 10th. My Police iPhone rang.
"This is Artis Lattimore." said Artis Lattimore. "I can't get a hold of Ripley at all. His vehicle is parked at the Old Post Office, but nobody's there. I went to the Federal Building, but they wouldn't let me past the first floor, even with my badge." As a D.A.'s Investigator, Lattimore had a gold badge that looked like the TCPD, TCFD, etc., but it was in black lettering with the Scales of Justice instead of the Public Safety insignia.
"All right, thanks." I said. After disconnecting, I called Jack Muscone. Somewhat to my surprise, he answered.
"Sorry, Don, but I've got nothing." said Muscone. "Lyndon's en route back to the City. Stevens is upstairs in the Communications Room, so I think the DEA is doing a drug sting. I'll see if I can get something out of him."
"All right, thanks." I said. Very frustrated, I headed towards MCD. Detectives and their Captain were in a semi-circle around the whiteboards. Commander Ross was listening in.
"Hello, sir." said Captain Perlman. "We're going over all this again, from the beginning, if you'd like to join us."
"Don't mind if I do." I said, pulling up the 'Commander's chair' from the back corner near the coffeemaker. "Please, carry on."
Julia Rodriguez said "We agreed that we've concentrated too hard on the drug angle, and need to go back to the murder itself. We have a little more from the State Crime Lab's Ballistics team. They confirm that the slug recovered from the body was a 9mmP round, and it traveled downward through the victim's chest, suggesting he was on his knees when he was shot."
Julia: "His clothing from the pants down is that of a white-collar business man, but the flannel shirt and windbreaker are more representative of the working class. We since learned that he had identities that were of each class, but why the mixed attire is one of the many 'strangenesses' of this case."
"You got that right." I murmured.
Julia went right on: "His watch was set wrong; it was forty minutes behind the correct time. And why bother having a watch, when a cellphone would give the correct time?"
"Cellphones can be traced." said Roark Coleman. "Old-style wristwatches, not so much. But yeah, they can be wrong."
Something about that comment piqued me, as if a lock in my head were being turned, and the first tumbler crashing into place...
Julia: "Moving on, he did not bleed out where he was found, suggesting his body was moved. A thorough examination of Southpoint Mall and its parking lots have found no blood, which isn't easy to just wipe up, though the snow that night and it melting might've washed some of that away. But the bottom line is that we don't really have a crime scene where he was shot, only the place where he was found."
"Let's pause here." Tanya Perlman said. "Why bother moving him? Why was it so imperative he not be found where he was shot?"
"Stating the obvious," said Theo Washington, "the place he was shot must be somewhere that could lead us back to the killer."
"Thanks for that, Captain Obvious." quipped Teddy Parker.
"Oh, you ain't making Captain in this here Police Force with that." Cindy Ross said. "I think it's obvious that what Commander Troy said earlier is true: they wanted us to find the body."
Another tumbler in my mind was crashing into place as I replied: "I never was a Captain in this here Police Force. So both theses can be true. They didn't want to find it at Point A, and did want us to find it at Point B, emphasis simply on finding it."
Julia: "And there were strangenesses with that, too, sir. Two mock Gas Company trucks block traffic long enough to dump the body where it can be seen, suggesting a ring of multiple persons in this gang."
"Hell," said George Newman, meaning it lightly, "maybe it was the DEA that moved the body after their sting went wrong."
Time slowed down.
I literally felt the last of the tumblers crashing into place in my mind, unlocking it. Suddenly, I was seeing it, all of it. "Whaa?" I gasped. "Ohhhhhh shiiiiitttt..."
"What is it, sir?" asked Tanya.
"Newman gets the blue crowbar for this." I gasped. And then I unconsciously began giving orders: "Ross! Get your armor and your crowbar, and come with me. The rest of you, get your armor and weapons, and get ready! I'll radio in where you'll need to go."
And with that, I was racing out of the room and to my office. I threw off my trenchcoat, put on my armor, and put my trenchcoat back on. As I was exiting the office, Cindy was exiting hers.
"Where to?" she asked.
"The Federal Building!" I all but yelled as I flew out of the anteroom and down the hall, Cindy racing to keep up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm coming over there!" I yelled into my cellphone as I drove out of the parking lot, with Cindy riding shotgun. "Get him out of the Communications Room, or I'll bust in there to find him!"
My Police SUV easily bypassed the barricades on Elm Street that closed it off to vehicle traffic, by going over the curb. I flew up to the Federal Building. Cindy scampered after me as I flew into the building.
I just held up my badge as I flew past the guards to the FBI suite. I burst into the Conference Room, where Jack Muscone, Karina White, and Dwight Stevens were.
"Where is it?" I yelled at Stevens. "Where is the drug deal going down? Where are they meeting?"
"That's none of your goddamned business." snarled Stevens.
"Look, your Agents are walking into an ambush!" I said. "I need to know----"
"NO!" yelled Stevens. "This deal is going down! It's in progress now! You stay out of our business!"
"God-DAMMIT, Stevens!" I yelled. "Why won't you fucking TRUST me?!"
"After what you pulled with Marcie Harper, asshole?" Stevens yelled back as loudly as he could. "Why SHOULD I trust you?"
"BECAUSE I'M TRYING TO SAVE YOUR AGENT'S LIFE, GOD DAMN YOU!" I yelled back. "WHERE IS THE DEAL GOING DOWN?"
"Come on, Dwight, tell him!" yelled Muscone. "That's an order! TELL HIM!"
"NO!" yelled Stevens. "You're not my boss! This is the DEA's operation! Both of you stay out of it!"
"I don't have time for this shit." I growled, turning for the door. "Your Agent is dead if I don't find him in time! Come on, Ross!"
Cindy followed me, and we ran down the stairs and back to my Police SUV. A cloud of black smoke from burning rubber rose as the sound of screeching tires echoed over Courthouse Square...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. Cindy answered it for me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There he is." said Fred Merkle as he drove his Toyota Corolla through the back parking lot of the Southpoint Mall, seeing the older model pickup truck parked near the back entrance, right next to the wall of the building, almost camouflaging it. "You know what to do."
"I'm your bodyguard, holding the cash." said Jackson Ripley. "We make the exchange, then we drive out, and the other team comes in and takes him down."
"Got your armor on?" asked Merkle. "Not that you'll need it or anything."
"Yeah, but it's thin, like you suggested." said Ripley. "It won't be obvious on my body, but small-caliber rounds can get through it."
"Don't sweat it." said Merkle as he stopped, his car facing the other vehicle head-on. "Okay, here we go."
They got out of their van, and the driver of the pickup truck also got out.
"I wasn't expecting you." Merkle said. "Do you have the product?"
"Who is this guy?" asked the other man. "You brought a nigger with you?
"He's my bodyguard." said Merkle. "I've got the 22K, and I don't like carrying this much cash alone. I'm surprised you're alone. Do you really have the product on you?"
"Of course." said the other man. "But I have one question first: what time is it?"
To be continued.
Dear Readers, you have the clues. What is going on? And who murdered Carl Fisher? Answers in the exciting concluuuuusion of the story...
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Part 17 - Redemption
"What?" asked Fred Merkle.
"You heard me." said James Hamm, reaching into his sportscoat. "And you failed the test." he said as he pulled out a .22WMR auto-pistol and pointed it at the man.
"Hey, hold on." said Merkle, holding his hands up and towards Hamm, as if to push him away. "No need for gunplay here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All units! Southpoint Mall! All units to Southpoint Mall! DEA Agent in grave danger!" I yelled into the mike of the Police radio as i flew down Riverside Drive, lightbar flashing and sirens blaring. I was going straight down the middle of the road, zig-zagging through the vehicles that were all-too-slowly scrambling to get out of my way. It's called 'the side of the road', people! Make use of it!
Two Police cruisers with armed and armored Detectives were right behind me, and I knew that others were converging onto the scene.
"Okay, Cindy, here's what I need you to do when we get there." I said. "And I'll fill in the details later..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove down Riverside Drive and took the curve onto Depot Street at way too high a speed, but the heavy, armored SUV was able to sustain it. I again tested it when I turned hard into the drive that led to the back parking lot of Southpoint Mall.
"There they are!" said Cindy, pointing ahead. "Up against the building!" We could see that James Hamm had a gun pointed at Ripley, who was in front of Merkle, seemingly shielding him. My dashboard camera was already on, and recorded the horrific scene that was already unfolding.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You son of a bitch! You set me up?" yelled Hamm as he saw the Police vehicles coming at them at a high rate of speed.
"No!" yelled Merkle. "This ain't us! This ain't us!"
"Fuck you!" Hamm snarled. "Die, nigger!" He aimed his gun at Ripley, and fired.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were too late. I saw Hamm's pistol bob up and down twice, and Ripley staggered back into Merkle, who seemed to catch him and lower him to the ground. Hamm saw my vehicle barreling right for him, and turned and fired his pistol at me. The small-caliber round glanced off the bulletproof windshield of my Police SUV with no more damage than a pebble thrown up by a truck on the highway.
Hamm ran for his truck and got in, but that did not help him. I plowed my SUV right into the passenger side door, and pushed that truck right up against the building.
As I opened my door and ran over to help Ripley, Cindy had her gun pointed in Hamm's face. "Show me your hands!" she yelled. "Make one wrong move! I just need one excuse!" Hamm was trapped in the vehicle, but put his hands out the window.
As TCPD cruisers and SUVs poured into the parking lot and came up to us, I ran up to Ripley. One bullet had gotten him on the collarbone above his armor, and the other had drilled right through his upper armor and into his chest. I tore his armor off and saw the damage. I pulled the plastic evidence bag I always carried out of my pocket and turned it inside out, and covered his sucking chest wound.
"Breathe, Ripley!" I yelled at him. "Breathe!"
Ripley looked right up into my eyes and said "I... I'm sorry... for what I said... about your daughter... I'm sorry..."
"We'll be good, if you hold on!" I yelled, looking right back into his eyes. "Come on, breathe!" Ripley was trying to hold on, to live, I could tell. But his eyes were dimming.
Just then, two of our new EMS paramedics came up in their vehicle. One was male, one was female, and they were both in their mid-twenties. The woman knelt down next to me.
"Sucking chest wound." I said. "Bullet went through his armor. He's a DEA Agent."
"We've got him, sir." said the woman as her partner came up with the plastic stretcher, like the one used to take Teresa out of the remains of Ward Harvester. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 02.) With the help of two Patrol Officers, they got Ripley onto the stretcher. The female paramedic held the plastic down on his wound as the others lifted him to the gurney and put him into the back of the ambulance. With a wail of its siren, the ambulance took off, escorted by a Police cruiser towards its destination of University Hospital.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy backed up my SUV, and Officers rather violently pulled Hamm out of his truck, removed his two weapons from his person, cuffed him and stuffed him into a Police cruiser, and drove away, destined for Police Headquarters and a tour of our Booking facilities.
My dashcam's data was downloaded by the CSIs that were arriving on the scene, and they began processing the rest of it, as well. I was going to go over and give my statement, but a paramedic that had come up in a second ambulance said "Over here, Commander."
"I'm not hurt." I said.
"Yes sir, but we need to wash the blood off your hands." the paramedic said. I looked down and saw that my hands were solid red with the blood of Jackson Ripley from where I'd held the plastic over his wound.
The paramedic led me to the ambulance, where his partner poured some relatively warm water into a small plastic tub, and I thoroughly washed my hands. This was not only for medical reasons, but so I would not be contaminating everything with blood. Once I was cleaned up, I went over to where the Detectives were congregating.
Julia Rodriguez came up to me, wearing armor over her civilian clothes. "He had two guns. One is a .22 WMR, and the other is a .40 S&W. Both are loaded with cop-killer bullets, which is why Ripley's armor was penetrated. There are no other weapons in the truck. No nine millimeters, so far."
"I think we'll be producing that momentarily." I said cryptically, causing Cindy to peer at me. "Grab a gallon-size evidence bag." Julia procured one.
DEA Special Agent Fred Merkle was giving his statement to my Officers when SSA Dwight Stevens came up with SAC Jack Muscone and ASAC Karina White. "How... how did you find it?" asked Stevens... well, more like 'yelled'. "The location? How did you find out where it was?"
I stared malignantly at him. It was Cindy who answered, her ice blue eyes also filled with anger as she said "We were clued in to a homing device Ripley swallowed. That led us to him."
"What?!" Stevens gasped. "Ripley wasn't supposed to have a homing device! They might've detected it! And who told you he had a homing device on him?"
Cindy replied: "Somebody who has one hell of a lot more integrity than you do, and trusts the Iron Crowbar... like I should have." It took considerable effort for me not to show anything on my face at those last four words.
"Oh, I'll admit it." said Karina White. "It was me. Jackson Ripley was worried about this sting being put together so quickly and haphazardly, and he told someone who told me. So I went and found him in the restroom while you and Merkle were bickering with SAC Muscone, and I had Ripley swallow a homing device."
"And the rest was easy, as the old saying goes." I finished up, then looked at Karina White. "I do wish I'd known that earlier, though."
Karina said "I thought it was a legit sting, and just took the precaution. But after Stevens wouldn't tell you where the deal was dropping, I knew I had to let you know." Stevens was looking at White with fury in his eyes.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fred Merkle came up to us, his mean-featured face looking sullen as he came up. "What happened here?" Dwight Stevens asked.
"We were about to make the deal when all these Police cars came flying up." said Merkle, staring malignantly at me. "Hamm pulled out a pistol and began firing at us. Ripley jumped in front of me, and saved me."
"So if the TCPD hadn't come barging in," said Stevens, also staring right at me, "Ripley would be unhurt, and Hamm would be in custody." It was a statement, and an accusation.
"No. No he wouldn't." I said, as I put on latex gloves. "Hamm didn't come here to make a drug deal. He came here with the express purpose of murdering Jackson Ripley."
"Whaa?" Jack Muscone gasped. "How do you know?"
"That will become apparent in just a second." I said as Julia Rodriguez came up to me, and Cindy moved to let her in... and put herself behind Merkle. "Special Agent Merkle, would you please put your hands behind you?"
"What? Why?" asked Merkle, whose face had the same look that (almost) everyone else's did: confusion.
"So that Commander Ross can handcuff you, and take you into custody." I said. "Fred Merkle, you are under arrest, for Conspiracy to assassinate Jackson Ripley, a human being and a Federal Agent, but worse, you are under arrest for the first degree murder of Carl Fisher, a.k.a. Carlton Bellows, a human being."
"What?" gasped Dwight Stevens. "Are you crazy?"
"Why, no." I said. "And if you'd shut up and learn to trust me, you'd find------"
*WHAM!*
Fred Merkle had gone for his gun, but Cindy was a bit too active for him. She slammed him to the asphalt, then pulled his hands behind him and cuffed him in less time than it just took you to read this.
"You're full of shit, Troy!" Merkle yelled as he lay prone on the ground. "You ain't got shit on me!"
"Oh, I beg to differ." I said as Officers pulled Merkle to his feet. "I beg to differ. You recording this, Culver?" Patrolman Culver assured me that he was. I reached into Merkle's sportscoat and extracted his DEA-issue Glock 17 with my latex-gloved paws.
"Here you go, Detective Rodriguez." I said as I put the Glock in the evidence bag she was holding. "Careful, it's loaded. I need for you to take this under two-man control to the Ballistics Lab at the State Crime Lab building. You will find Captain Perlman and Dr. Christina Cho waiting for you. Once they test it, I believe they will find that the nine millimeter slug that killed Fisher came from this very pistol!"
"Oh my God!" gasped Jack Muscone as Julia and Theo Washington moved out smartly with the evidence.
"How long have you known that?" asked Dwight Stevens, and his voice was more than skeptical. "And why didn't you tell us?"
"I did. Well, I tried to." I said as Detectives and Officers gathered around. "I told you at the Federal Building that your Agent's life was in danger, and you didn't seem to notice my use of the singular instead of the plural. I didn't have time to explain at length, and you just wouldn't trust me."
"As to how long I've known," I continued, "I put it all together just minutes before I went to the Federal Building to find you, as Commander Ross here will attest. I realized it when one of my Detectives made the remark that the DEA had set up the roadblocks when the body was moved, and dumped where we found it. It wasn't the entire DEA, just one dirty rogue Agent, but that's when the pieces of the puzzle fell into place for me."
"And I can't wait to hear the full explanation." Cindy said as she came up, put her arm around my neck and patted me on the shoulder. "Which you will not withhold from me. Don't let the sun set on me not knowing."
"Of course." I said, then grinned as I said "By the way, that was a great takedown, there. Keep that up, and you might win a Police Boxing Matches title one day."
"Oh, ko!" Cindy said with a look of mock disbelief on her ruggedly pretty face. "I have six PBM trophies on my shelf." she said, holding up her hands with three fingers outstretched on each hand. "And just how many do you have?" I heard Detectives and Officers murmuring and chuckling.
"Yeah," I said, "and exactly what is the green crowbar's record against the red crowbar? Why I believe there's a zee-ro in your win column, there." More murmurs and chuckles.
"Six." Cindy said as she walked away from me, holding up her fingers again. "Six! More than all the red crowbar trophies combined! And you'll never catch up!"
I sang to the tune of Madonna's Gambler, excellently paraphrasing it:
"You're getting angry, you know I can see,
you're just jealous 'cause you can't beat me..."
"Why don't we go to the gym when we get back to Headquarters?" Cindy challenged me. "We'll see about that."
"I thought you wanted to hear the explanation of the case." I said nonchalantly.
"All riiiiiight." Cindy conceded. "I'll let you live... this time." Murmurs and chuckles abounded. Dwight Stevens was looking at us in sheer disbelief. I only wished that Miriam Walters could've heard us, as well.
Part 18 - Wins and Losses
When we got back to Headquarters an hour later, after the crime scene was fully processed and I'd given my statement on camera of what had happened, I was directed to the Chief's Conference Room. FBI EAD Owen Lange was waiting there with the Chief, Sheriff, and Jack Muscone. ASAC Karina White was talking with Paulina Patterson in my office.
"Have a seat, Mr. Crowbarrr." said the Chief. I sat down to his left, with the Sheriff to my left and Lange in the seat across from the Sheriff. Jack Muscone was at the other end. Cindy was called in, and sat between the Chief and Lange, across from me.
"I have some bad news." said Lange. "Jackson Ripley didn't make it, He died on the operating table. They tried hard, but there was nothing they could do."
"On behalf of the TCPD," said the Sheriff, "we're sorry for the DEA's loss, and his family's loss, of course."
I said "I do want you to know that Ripley's last words were that he was sorry for what he said about my daughter. That was... good of him to do, to get that out with the last of his consciousness." Cindy nodded sadly in agreement.
"I do have one question." said Lange. "Dwight Stevens is saying that if the TCPD hadn't come flying into the parking lot, Hamm might not have pulled his gun and shot Ripley. What do you say to that?"
"That Stevens has his head up his ass." I said. "Check my dashcam. Hamm already had the gun drawn by the time we entered the parking lot, before he even saw us. And my report will give my full explanation of why I think Merkle lured Ripley into that parking lot so Hamm could kill Ripley."
"Why don't you go write that report up now." said Sheriff Griswold. "I get the feeling we're going to be needing it, and soon. You can explain to all of us at the Cop Bar tonight."
"Can we do that tomorrow night?" I asked. "I need to interrogate Hamm right now. If we can get a confession out of him, we can put Merkle to death at Jacksonville State Prison."
"Or Federal prison." said Jack Muscone.
"Don't let the sun set on you tonight." Cindy 'warned'.
"Just watch the interrogations." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My client has invoked." was the first thing out of lawyer H.J. Lynch's mouth when Jack Muscone and I came into Interrogation-1 at Headquarters. The Monitor Room was full, so Detectives were in Classroom 'E' watching.
"Yeah, about that." I said as I sat down opposite James Hamm, who was handcuffed to the ring on the table. "There's new charges. He may want to think this one through... and get really good legal advice."
I re-read Hamm his rights, and he said nothing in reply. I then said "The dashcam don't lie, Hamm. And neither did the hidden button-cam that Jackson Ripley was wearing. And we know that you and Merkle were in league, and conspired to kill Ripley. In fact... my four favorite words: let's watch some TV!"
I expertly used the remote to turn on the monitor by the door to the jail side. In case your wondering, it's inset into the wall and protected by a thin plexiglass sheet, so perps can't get at it.
An image came onto the screen. It was Ripley's button-cam, which had transmitted to a recorder in the van. As it played, I said "So I wondered why Merkle stated the amount of the money... 22k. There was no reason to say that, not even for wires. What he was doing was telling you to use the .22WMR pistol instead of the .40 cal... so that the bullets would pierce Ripley's armor and kill him." Hamm tried hard to keep a straight face, but his widening eyes gave him away.
"Yeah, your play-acting wasn't all that good, Mr. Hamm," I said, "just like it wasn't all that good when you huffed and puffed and got your house blown down in your office at the Sanitation Department. So! Here's the story. We can take this the Federal route, or the local route. You are looking at the Death Penalty either way... yes, DEA Agent Ripley died in the operating room."
"Tough shit." Hamm snarled hatefully. H.J. Lynch immediately put his hand on Hamm's shoulder and began furiously whispering to him. Hamm whispered "It's okay." then turned and addressed me: "You don't have a thing on me. That nigger was pulling a gun; he was trying to kill me first. I acted in self-defense. The other DEA Agent will testify to that. You ask him."
"Oh, I imagine that I will." I said. "But before your lawyer has a heart attack trying to stop you from talking, let me paint the full picture for you... so that he can advise you better, of course."
I began: "We know that you were Carl Fisher's 'handler', for lack of a better term. I do have to commend you for being as careful as you were. You had a good setup, you really did. You set up Fisher to have a job in the Sanitation Department. Someone would send Fisher drug orders in coded texts. But Fisher did not forward those texts through other texts or emails, so they never could be traced back to you."
Me: "What he would do is come to work, and find a way to get that coded message to you. Maybe on a piece of paper you could burn, maybe verbally, maybe he'd just show you the text on his burner phone. But here's the sabot in the gears: Fisher did not know the key to decode the texts! Well, you thought he didn't, but over time he figured it out. I'll get to that, later."
Me: "So you got the coded message, and either you or your proxy sold the drugs. And your method of secure identification with the buyer of the drugs was also good: you or your proxy wore a wristwatch set a number of minutes ahead or behind, as contained in the code. And if both sides's watches were in sync, and the correct incorrect time was on both watches, the deal was made."
Me: "But something went wrong, didn't it? Unbeknownst to you, Carl Fisher knew enough about the codes to know the where and when, and how much. He was going to show up, cut the deal himself... or interdict it, take out both sides, and walk away with the drugs and the money. But he didn't know about the time offset. He went in there with his watch not set wrong, and he was shot twice in the chest immediately. So that's two murders you're going to be executed for."
"I didn't kill Fisher." said Hamm. "I wasn't there." The lawyer Lynch again tried to get Hamm to stop talking, but Hamm waved him off.
"The good news for you," I said, "is that I know you didn't kill Fisher. The bad news... is that the man who did kill him was cleaning up the messes. And that meeting today, Mr. Hamm, was meant to leave both you and Ripley dead. The man you're counting on to give you that alibi... he wasn't going to. And he's also not a very good witness; we've arrested DEA Agent Fred Merkle. We know that you and he were working together. But he was going to betray you, and still well might. You don't owe him a damn thing, not one scrap of loyalty."



"So that's it." I said, getting up. "Why don't you and your lawyer talk amongst yourselves about what you want to do. I can't promise a plea deal on behalf of the Feds, and I can't offer much more than death off the table. But you guys decide..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to my office, and asked Karina to give me a moment alone with Paulina. Once alone, I told her what Ripley's last words had been.
"He came correct, said he was sorry." I said. "He was lying there dying, and that is what he wanted to say to me, more than telling who'd set him up to die. He's gone now; no reason to keep up the hate with him."
"Yeah." said Paulina. "But it doesn't excuse Miriam Walters. And speaking of her, I think she may pull a 'Krasney', and give these two bastards to the Feds."
"Well," I said, "if and when I tell her that she has to be re-elected D.A. this November, and a huge case like this one would be most very good for her election chances, she might reconsider."
"Playing Devil's Advocate," Paulina said, "Do you want these cases? The Feds can do a lot more since State lines were crossed."
"True." I said. "But we busted a dirty DEA Agent. I don't want them sweeping that under the rug. There's too much of that going on in Washington, D.C. now."
There was a knock on my door, and Cindy looked in. "Don, Paulina, you're both needed in I-1. Hamm wants to confess in exchange for a deal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got to I-1, and found that H.J. Lynch wanted more time to talk Hamm out of confessing. So as we waited for them to to end their conversation, Owen Lange asked to speak to me in my office. He also asked Karina White to come in.
"First of all, Commander," said Lange, "no matter what the fallout, that was as brilliant a piece of Detective work as any I've ever seen. Very well done."
"It was a team effort, sir." I said.
"I will speak to your Sheriff about your modesty." Lange said, showing he knew the running joke. "But truly, you put the pieces together, busted a dirty Agent, and made it clear you're not to be trifled with. Having said that, I have some news for you both. You remember Curtis Halsey of the BATFE?"
"How could we forget?" I asked witheringly. Karina's attractive face had turned ugly at the mention of Halsey's name.
"He's been what we call 'cross-sworn' into the FBI." said Lange. "More accurately, he's been attached to an FBI unit that's been assembled in secret. One member of it is from the FBI's OPR office. Guy named Martin Nash. Ever heard of him?"
"Him?" I said. "Out of sight, out of mind with me. Just kidding. So what's the punch line?"
"This group is working with Bob Rovers's BAU team, as well." said Lange. "And some others here and there. It's a Who's Who of Swamp Frogs." He peered at me and said "You don't seem all that surprised, Commander."
"I'm not." I said. "And the next thing you're going to tell me is that Dr. Robin Isley is a part of it."
"Not much gets past you, Commander." said Lange. "And what's worse, I have information that they're trickling into this region. Some, including Nash, are in the City. But others have been seen in Midtown, meeting with State Legislators. And Halsey is lurking just over the State Line, in Hammondsville. What I don't know, is why. Any ideas?"
"Yes sir." I said. "And all I'll say is that we better wrap up warm. There's an East Wind blowing..."
Part 19 - Dirty Agent, Dirty Laundry
8:00pm, Friday, January 10th. I went into Interrogation-2, this time with EAD Owen Lange. Two Uniformed Officers (Goodwright and Laurer) were watching Fred Merkle, even though he was handcuffed to the ring of the table. His attorney had just arrived: Gwen Munson of Gresham & Mason, P.C.
"I can't wait to see the warrant under which you obtained my client's service weapon." she snarled before we even got seated.
"Let's keep things tidy, shall we?" I said. I read Merkle his considerable legal rights from the card. He declined to respond when I asked if he understood.
"As to the warrant, Ms. Munson," I said, "ADA Patterson has already taken care of that with Judge Folsom. I had exigent circumstances and not enough time to get the warrant ahead of time, and the Judge agreed and issued it after-the-fact, as well as a fresh one to search Merkle's properties."
"He's a Federal Agent." said Munson. "He was working undercover. Even if he did shoot Fisher, and this is not an admission that he did, he could've done it in the line of duty, for good reason."
"It won't do, Ms. Munson. It won't do." I said. I then put my elbows on the table and leaned forward and said "In fact... why don't I tell you what happened, Agent Merkle, and you just correct me where I go astray."
Merkle was looking at me with hatred in his eyes, but also disbelief. Gwen Munson looked like she'd seen this movie before, and was not happy that she was having to sit through another presentation. I was later told that Cindy Ross fist-pumped and hissed a "Yessss!" in the Monitor Room.
"You've been a DEA Agent for some years now," I said, "toiling away on a Government salary, grueling work, often in existential danger. And the drug pushers you were trying to bust... they were making millions of dollars, leading good lives until they were caught... if they were caught at all. And your work seemed to be for nothing You weren't getting promotions that other, better DEA Agents like Dwight Stevens and Juan Morales were. It wore you down, and you finally went over the cliff."
Your Iron Crowbar: "You were the one that busted James Hamm with a hundred pounds of marijuana in the City. At first you were going to go in and offer Hamm the standard deal... reduce the charges considerably if he flipped and became a C.I. for you. But Hamm rejected the deal... seems he already had considerably powerful backing, and knew he did not need you."
"Am I right that that's when Satan entered your heart, and turned you to the Dark Side?" I asked. "Because that's when you saw the dark light. Hamm made bail, and you approached him again... but this time with a different deal. In exchange for a percentage of his cuts, you'd give him protection, and a whole lot more. He took the deal, and the cash finally started flowing into your coffers. You had him sell drugs you confiscated, and use cash you confiscated to buy drugs."
I sat back, then said "Hamm was an exceptionally careful man. There's a comic strip where the garbage man is literally a theoretical physicist or something like that. Hamm was working the Sanitation Department, but had far more brains than that job required. He came up with a code system for drug buys and sales. He put a man on his payroll, a man named Carl Fisher. Fisher received texts on his burners, but did not forward them. He just showed them to Hamm, or wrote a note that Hamm could later burn after reading it. In any case, nothing ever traced Fisher to Hamm... except eyewitness testimony."
"And you had that, too." I said. "You had Jackson Ripley as well as other Agents and C.I.s. You told them that you were building a case, so they'd run the drug buys and sales while you sat in the background. Only on very rare occasion did you have to show up yourself, and Hamm never did when you had to be there."
"What Hamm didn't know," I continued, "is that you'd recruited Fisher as one of your C.I.s... well, you thought you did. I told you to your face the other day that I didn't understand why Fisher would become your C.I., that he had no reason to. But later on, I saw that he didn't become your C.I., he went to work for you because you were dirty."
"Proves nothing." Gwen Munson said.
"It was one of the 'edge' pieces in the puzzle." I said. "The next thing that happened was that Fisher either got greedy, or was in league with Hamm to make a huge score. He knew more about the code than either you or Hamm realized, and over time he figured out where the locations were. What he didn't know, was the time differential."
I went on: "He also learned that there was an 'abort' signal, which was putting a trash can in the parking lot outside Hamm's window under a different light post than normal. On the day of the murder, Fisher went and moved the trash can, then he himself went to the meeting spot."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Fisher goes to the meeting, and is shocked to see that you are on the other end of the sale. And you didn't let him get away: you double-tapped him. Then you called in Ripley and your other security guys, told them that you shot him in self-defense but the body had to be moved to protect the undercover operation. So you and your group moved Fisher's body to where it would be easily found."
Me: "But you made one mistake. You assumed Fisher knew the code, and knew to change his watch. So you moved it back 40 minutes. But Fisher did not know the code; his watch was showing the correct time! And so when we found his body, his watch showed 40 minutes behind the correct time."
I saw the first glimmer of a change of facial expression on Merkle's face, as he realized his error. I drove on with the narrative:
"Once the body was moved, you knew you had to clean up the mess, and that's what you began doing. Ripley was beginning to realize that you weren't making busts, you were making real drug deals, so you knew you had to eliminate him. So you were going to eliminate him and Hamm in one fell swoop, and you'd be the only one left alive to tell the tale. But that went wrong, also: the TCPD showed up."
"Hamm shot Ripley, in accordance to the story you told him to tell, saying you'd back him up." I said. "My dashcam shows that Ripley did not jump in front of you to save you... you grabbed him and pulled him in front of you! But you didn't have time to shoot Hamm.. .and now he's realized what you were going to do to him, and he's turned on you in exchange for a plea deal. It's over, Merkle. I have you ice... stone... cold."
Gwen Munson said "Speculation is not evidence. And I think we'll have a strong, strong case to get the gun thrown out as evidence. Jackson Ripley's dead, so he won't be testifying. And you're going to pin your hopes, and your reputation, on the testimony of a desperate man who shot dead a Federal Agent, and would say anything to squirm out of it?"
I smiled as I said "Thank you for the compliment about my reputation. And since you know my reputation, you know I don't bluff... I don't need to. The evidence will hold up, and I am going to give the ADA -and- the U.S. Attorney a case that will get your client on two Death Rows. And my only regret... is that only one Government entity can execute him."
"I need to talk to my client." Gwen Munson said. We exited the room, leaving them alone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Which one do you Feds want?" I asked EAD Owen Lange as we stood in the anteroom and watched Gwen and Merkle talk.
"We want them both." said Lange. "But Hamm is cutting deals with your ADA and our U.S. Attorney." Indeed, Paulina and U.S. Attorney John Jones had agreed to take death off the table if Hamm cooperated, and Hamm was already talking. I had used some of his information in my narrative to Merkle and Munson, such as the 'abort' signal of the moved trash can.
"Merkle is going to be a tough conviction without Hamm's testimony." said Lange. "I'm concerned that the Swamp Frogs might convince a Federal judge to not give Hamm the plea deal. Then whatever Hamm has said won't be admissible, and then this little bitch attorney will get the handgun evidence thrown out. I know you wanted to get Merkle's gun as fast as you could, but if you'd waited for a warrant, we'd have an ironclad case."  "We do already." I said. "As long as we keep primary jurisdiction for the murders. At the very least, let us run our cases concurrently. I agree with you that it could get dicey if the Feds get sole custody of them both."
"Not sure how much I can do." said Lange.
"You're an Executive Assistant Director of the FBI." I said. "You can do one hell of a lot."
"I'll be honest with you, Don." said Lange. "It may ride on your District Attorney, Miriam Walters. If she doesn't fight like hell to keep your local noses in this, the Feds will run over you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Gwen Munson was talking with Merkle. "Listen," she said, "just don't say anything. You haven't had to invoke yet, but don't hesitate to do so. Don't let them talk to you without me present. Especially don't let that bastard Don Troy even speak to you without screaming for me to be present."
"Sure." said Merkle. "What's your game plan? From what Troy was saying, it sounded like Hamm may be talking."
Munson said "My first priority is to get this under Federal jurisdiction, and get you completely away from Donald Troy's County. And then I've got to get Hamm into Federal custody, also. Then we'll work on the Federal judge, hopefully anyone but K.M. Landis, to not give Hamm any deal that your dipshit U.S. Attorney might've agreed to. It's going to to be a tough fight, but we can beat that bastard Troy... especially once he gets taken down a few notches... as he's about to be."
Part 20 - The Gathering Storm
2:00pm, Saturday, January 11th. I was trying to put a dent into the massive amount of paperwork the Fisher case had created when Jack Muscone came to my office. I had him sit down in a hot chair.
"Now that we know where to look," Muscone said, "were getting a ton of stuff on Merkle. He had a house northeast of Southport, and we found a safe room with about 20 kilos of 'China White' and over $100,000 in cash."
"Wow." I said. "Twenty keys is one hell of a lot."
"Yeah, it is." agreed Muscone. "Merkle won't talk to either your guys our our guys without a deal, and Gwen Munson is trying like hell to get a Federal Judge to give the Feds sole jurisdiction in the case. Judge K.M. Landis has denied her so far, but she's appealing as well as going judge-shopping."
"I wouldn't mind giving the Feds every bit of the drug case." I said. "But murder in the first degree is our jurisdiction, especially since Fisher wasn't a Federal Agent... was he?"
"No, he wasn't." said Muscone. "But Munson is saying he was Merkle's C.I., so the case could come under Federal pervue. That's a crock, but as you know, she'll try anything. Anyhoo, I wanted to ask if you had any theories on why he was keeping that kind of weight in his house?"
I said "Well... as I submitted in my written report to the TCPD, the D.A.'s Office, the FBI and the DEA, Hamm admitted that he was supplying the 'Smooth White Boys' on Campus with product, and that he was being supplied by Merkle or his proxies. I believe Merkle was being supplied by Marcie Harper, but after my Angels and the Junior Crowbar put her out of business," (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.) "he had to find other sources, and maybe you can tell me more about that. So my guess is that Merkle was taking a kilo here and a kilo there from drug busts to build up his inventory because the supply was sporadic and erratic after Marcie was busted."
Muscone said "We're thinking on similar lines. Like you said, Marcie Harper was his likely supplier. His name was not on her infamous 'naughty list', so he may have been working through proxies, or she was paying him 'tribute' to not bust her------ what?"
I was shaking my head vigorously in disagreement. "Marcie would not have played that game. If Merkle had tried that, he'd have been found floating in the River."
Jack said "Well, we don't insist on it. But we are starting to get some information from C.I.s in Southport that Merkle was shaking people down, getting a cut of product, not cash but product, in exchange for leaving their operations alone. And Ripley kept some notes, and he was beginning to realize that some of the busts in Turpin Heights were coming up short between the time the product was seized and when it got to the evidence rooms. And some of the recovered bricks in Merkle's house correspond to what was seized."
"So he kept some," I said, "to make sure he could supply his customers if another 'Marcie Harper' event happened, and the supply got temporarily cut off."
"Yep." said Muscone. "And that's too bad in a way... if Merkle had been buying from someone, we might could've made another huge bust------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my cellphone, I answered it, then said to Muscone "The Chief has asked both of us to appear in his Conference Room."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we came into the Chief's Conference Room, we saw that the Chief was not alone. With him were D.A. Miriam Walters, and U.S. Attorney John Jones. I took my seat to the Chief's left and Muscone sat to my left, facing the legal eagles.
"What we are discussssinggggg," drawled the Chief, "is the jurisdictional issue between our County, the State, and the Feds."
"SAC Muscone and I were discussing that, as well." I said, with a sideways glance at Muscone. "I guess he was buttering me up for this meeting?"
"No." said Muscone. "I don't play games like that, especially with you, Dog. I'm waiting like you are to hear what they've decided."
"And you have decided," I said to the others, "otherwise we would not be in here now."
"We want your help in the decision, Mr. Crowbar." the Chief said. No one present was fooled.
"Just tell me." I said, suddenly growing weary of the games.
D.A. Walters said "We've agreed that the drug crimes should be left with the DEA and the U.S. Attorney. It's the murder of Fisher that's our only sticking point. They're making the argument that Fisher was a C.I. for Merkle, so they can make a Federal murder case. I'm not so sure."
"Neither am I." I said. "I'm definitely not sure Fisher was a C.I. for Merkle. Certainly there's no documentation of it." John Jones peered at me, realizing I knew more than he had expected me to know.
Jones said "We're also facing the problem of Merkle's attorney, Gwen Munson. She is pulling out every stop to get the murder case out of your local Courts and into Federal Court. She's also citing your warrantless confiscation of Merkle's gun in an attempt to get the charges dropped altogether."
"Soooo," I said, "Munson is citing that legitimate confiscation of Merkle's gun as a reason to take the case out of local Courts... literally helping the Feds to keep their charges intact. Am I the only one that thinks that's... strange?" I saw everyone else in the room visibly react to that, as if I'd slapped them in their faces and made them beg for their mamas.
"By the way," I said, "if the gun confiscation, which I do think was legal, did take the hit, wouldn't that exclude everything the Feds have done from that point? And maybe that is the basis of Munson's desire to get the case solely into Federal jurisdiction?"
"Maybe." said Walters. "I personally think she wants to get it away from you, Commander. But that's not what worries me. I'm not trying to do a 'Krasney' on you, but I think it might be best if we hand this off to U.S. Attorney Jones and the Feds, and assist them where we can and should. You're already getting the credit for the bust, and that won't change. And if we let the Feds run with it, we won't have to fight a lot of small stuff."
"Obviously I'm not going to agree." I said. "First, while I want my Detectives and Officers to get the credit they deserve for their hard work, I am not worried about my own credit. And second, it's a matter of principle... we should keep what is ours. We can get this to and through trial with a conviction, and fairly easily, in my personal opinion."
Walters looked around for a second, then said "Commander, can I talk to you alone for a moment? Believe me, I would not ask if it weren't imperative."



I looked over at the Chief, whose face showed he was not going to be of help nor hindrance. "Sure." I said. "Let's go to my office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had Miriam Walters sit down and asked if she wanted some water or coffee, which she politely declined. I went around my desk and settled into my comfortable 'Command Chair'. "Okay," I said, "what is it that you can't say in front of the others?"
Miriam said "You may not believe this, but I'm not your enemy. Far from it, I'm more of a friend to you than you realize. Yes, I may have gone overboard on that little test of your Officers at the Luigi's parking lot, but I'll have to ask you to believe me when I say that I did that for your good as well as this County's."
"Taking you at your word," I said, "there are still some 'trust' issues here, to wit: your Investigators seemed to know a lot about drug operations in this area... information you did not share with the TCPD until the Chief all but twisted your arm. And I'm not an Agency of the Weak Minded... what's the real reason you want to hand this off to the Feds? Paulina can easily handle the case. Hell, Hannah Doss or even Savannah Fineman could, and you've been working your ass off getting her the juicy morsels for her Solicitor campaign, and successfully prosecuting this would all but guarantee her election. Yet you want to hand it off. Why?"
Miriam nodded, and I could see in her beady black eyes that she knew a lot more than she was willing to tell. Still, she said "Don... if I may call you 'Don'... there are some things going on... here and in Midtown with the Legislature. The bribery allegations against Judge Watts are pure crap, but they're being treated as serious by people who should not be treating them seriously. And I'm hearing that the shots at him are to neutralize him... so he can't help when they come after you."
"As part of that, and just as Folsom won't give Watts important cases," Miriam continued, "I've been 'warned' (air quotes) that anything you touch might become tainted in the near future. Honest to God, I don't know what they have in mind for you, but they think they have something that can take you down."
"Who is 'they'?" I asked.
"Burt West, Bettina Wurtzburg, basically KXTC." said Miriam. "And certain people in the Legislature."
"Was Katherine Woodburn your source for this information?" I asked, peering at Miriam. Her eyes couldn't help but reveal I'd hit the truth, but she still denied it:
"It's not her that told me this" she said. "But she's longed to take you down since you forced her to give up KXTC all those years ago, even if she does say you're the best fuck she's ever had."
My eyes widened just a bit in surprise, that Katherine would admit that, but women do talk to other women about men, and Laura was not innocent of those charges either.
"Okay, then." I said. "Thanks for telling me. I still think we should keep the murder case, but I won't publicly object if you decide otherwise..."
Part 20 - Issues And Answers (Solution)
Saturday, January 11th. The party was in the back room of The Steakhouse, which the Sheriff had reserved. Most of the Detectives and their spouses were there, and that included the Intelligence Team. Additionally, Joanne and Seth Warner were there with baby Tony, creating a lot of 'ooh'- and 'aah'-ing.
Carole had been invited to attend, and Laura had made a point to make us 'fashionably late'... and upon arrival I realized why. Everyone stopped and gave us an ovation. Some of it was for a recovered Laura, some for Carole, but most of it was for me.
Carole was extremely fascinated with Tony, so we sat with the Warners and Sheriff Griswold. Tony was likewise happy with Carole; he laughed out loud as Carole talked to him. I later told Cindy "I've always wondered if little babies can feel the vibes like you and Carole have. I think Tony is sensing it from Carole." Cindy agreed, saying her father Dr. Eckhart had talked about that, and she'd one day show me a 'fish trick' that would support our thesis.
After the delicious meals were consumed, you all know what happened next: spoon tapped glass as Cindy Ross called for order.
"My patience..." she said, "... is exhausted. Details, Crowbar 1, details." An ovation ensued, sounding like the British House of Commons at 'Question Time'.
I stood up and said "It was a team effort. You all did a lot of hard work and found out a lot of information------"
"Wrong answer!" called out Captain Tanya Perlman. "With all due respect to the rest of us, I watched it come together in your red head, Commander!" More 'House of Commons' cheering.
"Really," I said, "you guys made a lot of good observations and found out a lot of information. For example, one thing that you, Captain Perlman, kept asking was who had reduced Hamm's charges. Turns out Merkle was behind that, though he somehow kept it from being known that it was him. And Intelligence and Myron Milton's I.T. Department found and decoded the texts, which was huge."
"And again with all due respect to the rest of the team," Cindy Ross said, "it was the Iron Crowbar that put it together and went and made the arrests... including of one dirty DEA Agent that no one else had any idea was the murderer of Carl Fisher." More acclaim. Can I run for Prime Minister? I thought to myself.
"All right, all right." I said. "So let's go through it. We found a body that had been moved where we would easily find it, and by an operation that was a bit complex and actually pretty risky. The best Detective in the Troy household noticed that the time was wrong..." Applause for Carole broke out. My beaming daughter and I shared a fist-bump.
"And from there we began looking into it." I continued. "And you guys in Intelligence really came through with good information about Mr. Fisher, including finding out his real identity of Carlton Bellows. We subsequently got onto James Hamm's identity and role in all this pretty quickly. But then... some roadblocks cropped up.
Me: "We had a good bit of data, but it didn't seem to connect in any reasonable way. As an example, some of you correctly figured out that the '40a' in the code meant 40 minutes ahead, but I dismissed it too quickly because his watch was actually 40 minutes behind. I incorrectly surmised that Fisher had read the code wrong and set his watch the wrong way. I also completely missed the significance of the fact that Fisher had never forwarded the texts nor sent the codes to anyone else... except his own cellphone that was in his name."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So let's talk about Fisher for a second. Carlton Bellows had pretty much retired as Jimmy Cerone's broker when Cerone went as legit as a State Legislator can be. Bellows had done well with Cerone's money... so we thought... but when Orrin B. Taggart declined to use him for Taggart's investments, I should have seen that as the red flag it was. Bellows didn't really do particularly well with the investments, and the venture capital investments did okay but took too long to mature. So he did some drug deals on the side to boost his profits. And that's when he created the Carl Fisher identity."
Me: "Having the second identity showed his flair for the dramatic, and he played the role of a garbage man with a Series 7 certification. How he hooked up with Hamm, I'm not sure, though back in those days criminals used a... Consultant... to help them with their schemes. And that's where Hamm comes in."
Me: "Hamm was using Fisher as his human shield, which is a very Consultant-'ish' idea. Hamm never sent a text with codes or anything else related to drugs. And I was running around trying to find any way to get a warrant to get into his texts and emails, but never could."
Me: "But back to Fisher: I'm still not sure why he did it, but he decided to do a drug deal himself by frontrunning Hamm's deal. That turned out to be a bad idea, because the man dealing drugs with Hamm was the man who'd tried to recruit Fisher as a C.I... Fred Merkle."
Me: "I'd realized something was wrong about Merkle's story of recruiting Fisher as a C.I., and I even told Merkle that straight to his face. Fisher never needed Merkle for anything, but at the time I didn't think that a DEA Agent might be part of the problem. In reality, that's what happened: Fisher had rejected Merkle as a DEA Agent, but when Merkle suggested Fisher work for him on real drug deals, Fisher agreed... or pretended to."
Me: "Truth is, Merkle didn't know Fisher and Hamm were working together, and Hamm didn't know of Merkle's contact with Fisher. So Fisher went to the drug deal himself after putting out an 'abort' signal to Hamm, and Hamm again did not know Fisher knew that signal. And then... Fisher found Merkle was the contact when they met to do the deal."
Me: "Merkle immediately saw that something was wrong, and shot Fisher with his service weapon, then told other DEA Agents that it was a deal gone wrong and Fisher tried to kill Merkle. Merkle convinced them to help move Fisher's body, which they did. But Merkle made a mistake. He thought Fisher must've set his watch ahead, since Fisher was there at the deal at the time and place in the code. But Fisher didn't know it, and never set his watch. And Merkle then set it back, thinking he was setting it to the correct time."
Me: "I might add here that I had some data that Jackson Ripley was increasingly worried about what was going on. He knew what had happened, but was ordered by his superior, Merkle, to not say anything because they'd try another drug deal. And when Dwight Stevens, who is one of the good guys even though he won't trust me, said they were going forward with the deal, Ripley went along. But he said something to someone about his reservations, and that got back to me."
After a pause, I then said "So, all our efforts to connect Hamm to Fisher's murder were failing, and rightly so. And it was when George Newman made the comment that maybe the DEA had set up the roadblock that everything just suddenly fell into place for me, and literally in an instant."
I continued: "I realized almost unconsciously that the DEA could pull off something like that, and as part of a sting or other operation. And then it hit me that Fisher's watch was 40 minutes behind because it had been set wrong after he'd been shot. At this split-instant in my mind, it still could've been Hamm that had done that... but Hamm was not a DEA Agent; Merkle was! And Fred Merkle had reduced Hamm's charges, like Captain Perlman kept asking about. And then it hit me that Merkle wasn't Hamm's handler, but his supplier!"
Me: "And the final thing that convinced me that it was Merkle was that the DEA's standard-issue service weapon is the Glock 17 or Glock 19... both nine millimeter handguns. And Fisher was shot with a nine millimeter handgun."
"So when all that hit me like a ton of bricks," I said, "I ran out of MCD and to the Federal Building. Stevens wouldn't tell me where the drug deal was going down... trust issues, dontcha know... but someone else had the key info that led us to the homing device Ripley had swallowed as a precaution. We were too late to save Ripley, but I did manage to find the nine millimeter that shot Fisher where I expected to find it... on Fred Merkle's person. And as the late, great Paul Harvey used to say... now you know the rest of the story."
In the silence of the room that followed, I said "Any questions?" Laughter erupted.
"Daddy," Carole said, "why did they move him after they shot him?" Six years old, I marveled to myself.
"That's a very good question." I said, then turned to everyone and said: "My answer is that they wanted us to find him, and not where they shot him. The parking lots and the mall were already established, and it would take Merkle time to create new locations and disseminate that information. So he wanted to preserve that information. He didn't know that Fisher had sent himself the coded texts, as a precaution in case something went sideways for him, as it ultimately did.
I continued: "And I don't know this for sure, but it's possible that he knew that when the news of the body being found came out, it would cause Hamm and his customers to batten down the hatches and be more careful. And last, he might've told the others that knew he'd shot Fisher that by moving the body we'd find it, so they wouldn't have to compromise their operation."
"I like that last idea." growled Sheriff Griswold. "So why did Miriam Walters hire Jackson Ripley to try to entrap our Officers? Who was behind that? Who suggested him to her?"
"It certainly is interesting that she chose him, of all people, isn't it?" I replied. "To be fair, it could've been an innocent and coincidental thing. I know that Ripley knew Artis Lattimore, who Miriam had already hired. And she knows people who could've suggested it. But I think the bigger question is why Miriam wanted to 'test' (air quotes) the TCPD. Something's not right about that. Any other questions?"
Teresa Croyle asked "So tell us what the drug flow was? And who Hamm was selling the drugs to?"
I said "The coded texts were orders sent to Hamm via Fisher's burners. We, meaning me and the FBI and DEA, think he was supplying the 'Smooth White Boys', who are the suppliers of the dime bags on Campus. Hamm is a White Supremacist, and so might've created connections to the Smooth White Boys because of that. Hamm was supplied by Merkle, who just called Hamm via their mutual landlines... believe it or not, cellphones are much easier to track than landline calls are. They still talked in code, so any bugged or intercepted messages would be difficult to understand.
I finished up: "And I won't say any more at this time on exactly how the drugs were moved, since the DEA, SBI-IDE, and our Vice Squad are still working on all that. What we caught was a middleman operation, and we still have the bookends to work on."
Julia Rodriguez spoke up: "So tell us once again how you realized Fisher's watch was set backwards after the fact, not before going to the drug buy?"
"The theory fit the facts better than any other ideas." I said. "When Myron was showing us the codes, he had them stacked one on top of the other, so I got this dumb idea that Fisher misread the code, maybe one line above. But of course each text on the phone would be in a separate bubble, so what I was thinking didn't make much sense at all."
"And like I said," I went on, "it all just hit me at once, and I just knew. It's like when Mike Vick was asked what he was thinking when he made some of his great runs, and he said he wasn't really consciously thinking about it, it just happened, he responded, and he only thought about it after he'd scored the touchdown."
"Theorizing without data, were we now?" Micah Rudistan asked with a great deal of joviality. Several people chuckled.
"No." I mused. "We had the data. I just wasn't reading it right. I was too busy trying to fit square pegs into round holes. But once I heard George's comment, it was like a supersaturated salt solution suddenly crystallizing when tapped."
"So... who wants to be a Detective on the Town & County Police Force?" asked Jerome Davis, meaning it jovially. A lot of people laughed.
"I do!" Carole Troy said cheerfully, raising her little hand high. That brought the house down... and made Daddy very proud.
Part 21 - Epilogue
Monday, January 13th. DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens came to my office with FBI SAC Jack Muscone. Jack excused himself and said he'd be in my Captain of Detective's office.
I did not invite Stevens to sit down, but just peered at him. He said "I came to apologize to you. I should've told you where the drug deal was. I should've kept you, and Jack Muscone, in the loop, and told you what we were doing far earlier than I did."
I nodded in acknowledgement of the message, but made sure to note my lack of acceptance by saying "It is obvious you still hold grudges over the Marcie Harper case. I've always been a bit patient with you because of the way that went down, but I also expected you to realize that I do know what the hell I'm doing."
"But no longer." I continued. "My patience has run out. If you want successful results... and credit for any drug-related issues in this County, you'd better start showing me some respect, and some cooperation. If you don't, find another State to work in." With that, I turned myself in my chair to put my back to him. I looked out the window as Stevens wordlessly turned and exited my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, January 14th. Somewhat to my surprise, Teresa Croyle came to my office... with her husband, BOW Enterprises CEO and my nephew, Todd Burke. "We need to talk to you, sir." Teresa said.
I had them sit down in the hot chairs. "Whassup?" I said. Teresa made the sign for me to turn on the bug-killer. I did so.
Todd said "Uncle Don, you remember George the contractor, who rebuilt your Cabin and then built our house next door?"
"Sure." I said.
"He called me this morning." Todd said. "He said that yesterday he was visited by two Agents of the FBI, a woman and a man. They asked him about your Cabin. At first George asked what it was about, did they have a warrant, stuff like that. So the Agents immediately began threatening him. They said they'd shut his business down, have the IRS audit his business and his personal taxes, which would take months, and threatened to arrest him for Interfering with a Federal Investigation."
"Wow." I said. "What did he do?"
"He capitulated." Todd said. "I can't really blame him; he's a small businessman, and he doesn't have the resources BOW Enterprises does. Anyway, they asked about the details of your Cabin. He said the floor plans were on file with the Town & County, as per requirements. The Agents told him that if he gave them one more word of backtalk, they'd arrest him immediately." I nodded.
Todd: "Then the male Agent began asking specifically about any hidden or underground spaces. George told them that you'd had fire escape stairs installed. Then they pressed harder, and he admitted that there had been a wine cellar that you didn't have filled in, and could still be there. The Agents then said that if George said one word to you, they'd come and arrest him, and they left. George was too scared to call you directly, in case they're monitoring his phones, so he called me instead."
"Hmmm." I said thoughtfully. "Did they ask about your home at all?" I asked.
"No." said Todd. "Just your Cabin. But to that point, I heard from a source in City Hall that two Federal Agents, both males, came in and looked up the floor plans of your Cabin as well as the Mountain Nest. But apparently not our new house."
I nodded thoughtfully, then said "Did the Agents that accosted George give their names?"
"No," said Todd. "But George recognized the man. Said he recognized him as a former TCPD Detective."
I looked at Teresa, who looked back at me. "Martin Nash." she said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, January 17th, from the rooftop of the building on the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the distant background. "The D.A.'s Office turns the Fisher and Ripley murders over to the Feds!"
Bettina began: "In a decision that shows her lack of confidence in Commander Donald Troy's Town & County Police Force, District Attorney Miriam Walters agreed to turn over jurisdiction of the murders of Carl Fisher and Jackson Ripley to the FBI. Jackson Ripley was a DEA Agent when he was murdered, and the FBI and DEA have charged rogue DEA Agent Fred Merkle with the murder of Mr. Fisher, an employee of the University Sanitation Department."



Bettina: "D.A. Walters did not make a statement nor return calls by KXTC for comment, but legal experts are in agreement that her decision was the correct one in part because of potential errors made by Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD during their investigation. And sources within the DEA have told Channel Two News that Commander Troy and the TCPD interfered with several undercover DEA operations that threaten to leave millions of dollars in drugs on the streets that can potentially get into the hands of our school children."
Bettina: "In State news, the State Legislature continues to be totally stalled as a grueling battle over the Impeachment of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared continues to be waged in several State House Committees. Independent State Counsel Robert Mullen testified behind closed doors before a subcommittee of the State House Judiciary Committee, chaired by State Rep Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown, and former Jared aide Dave Smigelski testified before the State House Select Committee on Impeachment."
Bettina: "And finally, on behalf of my colleagues here at Channel Two News, I'd like to congratulate our colleague Amber Harris on the birth of her new baby boy yesterday morning!" Photos of Amber and her new son were shown...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What subcommittee was that?" I asked as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Harumph." growled Sheriff Griswold. "It wasn't. A group of State House Democrats assembled in a Committee hearing room and had Mullen come in and talk. They made it look like a formal proceeding, but it wasn't. They could just as easily have called it a Kiwanis Club meeting. Of course KXTC, KSB, and the SNN networks are treating it as if it was the biggest hearing in the history of the Legislature. Governor Jared's office put out a statement crying foul, but only a few Fox stations are even reading it on air."
"How do we feel about Miriam Walters giving the Feds the cases?" asked Cindy Ross. The Sheriff and Chief glanced my way, giving me license to answer.
"I'm okay with it." I said. "We can come back after the Feds and charge and try them for their respective murders if we feel we need to. They were pretty hell-bent on taking Hamm away from us for the Ripley shooting, so we might as well let them take the other case, too, and do all the work prosecuting it."
"What did you do with the real Donald Troy?" queried Tanya Perlman with a gleam in her eye. But things got quiet when I just shook my head; it was obvious I wasn't in the mood.
"So Amber had her baby, huh?" Cindy Ross said musingly after a long moment of silence.
"I wonder who the daddy is." Teresa Croyle all but snarled. "No, I really don't care."
"You should." I said simply, but said no more in spite of being stared at.
"Is she still in prison?" Chief Moynahan asked as he refilled his coffee mug and added appropriate amounts of pollutants.
"No sir." said Cindy Ross. "They took her to Midtown General Hospital Wednesday afternoon. She had the baby yesterday morning, January 16th. Judge Adam Schaefer, known as 'Shifty' Schaefer, who is a very activist, Leftwing judge like Harry Nance, signed the papers yesterday afternoon that released her from jail and put her on parole, so she'll be coming home with the baby as soon as they're released from Midtown General."
"Can a judge do that?" asked Teresa. "Isn't clemency the Executive Branch's prerogative vis-a-vis the Separation of Powers?"
"Mighty big words you're using there, Ms. Croyle." I said. A (borrowed) green crowbar was waved in my general direction. I continued: "But I'm not sure why a judge can't do that. It wasn't a pardon."
"What it is," said the Sheriff, "is special treatment. Not all women who give birth in prison, nor their babies, are treated so well..."
*CHIME!*
It was my Police iPhone, and the text was from Jack Muscone. It simply said "All doors are locked." It was a code message, meaning that I should not enter any Federal Building, be the ones in Southport, Midtown, the City, or here in our Town & County. And I realized what it meant.
It's begun, I thought to myself.
As everyone watched curiously, I took out my personal iPhone and typed a message that would be sent to a small, select group of individuals, then sent it. The message said:
"Wrap up warm. An East Wind is blowing."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Friday, January 17th. The schoolchildren of Eastside Elementary were getting a special treat. Carole Troy's second-grade classmate Jameis's grandfather was the owner and operator of a metal scrapyard on the southside of Town, along Depot Street west of Junction Station, and he had invited the kids to visit. He'd also done this for other elementary schools in the past.
The property was bordered on the south and west by farm fields. Among the equipment was a conveyor line that took scrap metal to the crusher. The crusher was composed of massive gears that interlocked and ground together, large ones on top that tore apart anything dropped in, and smaller ones beneath that cut the metal (or rock) to a smaller, finer grade. The powerful motors were capable of crushing cars and sheets of metal into small strips that would later be compressed into blocks for sale.
There was a 'control tower' that oversaw the operations, and on the floor below it was a room with windows that allowed the students to watch. There was a catwalk over the grinders, but no one was allowed on it while the machinery was operating, due to the exceptional danger of certain death if one fell into the gears.
*WHIRRRRRRRR!*
The powerful motors started up, and the gears began rotating. Even inside, the noise was very loud, and outside it was such that the business was prohibited from operation before 8:00am and after 4:00pm weekdays.
The conveyor belt began bringing large pieces of metal up, including an 55-gallon drum, a car door, and other large metal pieces. They dropped into the bin.
*GRIND!* *GRIND!* *GRIND!*
The pieces of metal bounced around then were caught up in the gears and driven down between them. The kids would later be shown the end result, a railroad car full of small pieces of metal.
"Wow!" Carole Troy said as they watched. "Your grandfather has some cool stuff, Jameis!"
"Yeah!" said Jameis. "It's fun watching cars get crushed and ground up!"
Other kids agreed, and they excitedly cheered as they watched the powerful machine destroy seeming indestructible objects... except Shawn Redmond. He was standing apart from the others and not near the window, totally disinterested in what was going on.
And Carole's father and even her brother Jim were interested as she recounted what she'd seen at dinner that evening...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, January 17th. The trains of Troy Transcontinental Railroad thundered along the tracks through the great Lego City. The Amtrak train was steered to the side track and the station, which was a Lego replica of the old Harvey Houses that once dotted the landscape of the Old West. Attached to the end of the Amtrak was the brown and beige private railcar that Ian and I had taken hours to make and paint. (Author's note: 'Homewrecker', Ch. 04.)
"Dad," asked Ian as he watched the trains, "can we build another private car for the Amtrak?"
"Sure." I said. "Maybe one like President Roosevelt took when he went to Warm Springs, Georgia and the Little White House."
"Yeah!" said Ian. "That'll be awesome!" My four-year-old son looked very happy at that. Buddy, who was supervising, did not let Ian's excitement interrupt his hard-earned nap...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, January 18th.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The woman moaned as the man above her slammed his cock into her sopping cunt with repeated strokes. He was in a pushup position over her to get more leverage as he drove into her again and again until their groins smacked together with the noises of lust. She had her legs pulled back into her breasts and shoulders, her feet in her high heel pumps on either side of him under his arms.
"Unh!" Robin Isley grunted as Curtis Halsey slammed his very average penis into her again and again. The condom that was sheathing is cock was taking away a lot of the feeling of her wetness, and he was struggling to get his nut.
Robin grabbed his hips and ass, urging him to fuck her faster and harder, also trying to come. But despite the near violence of their fucking, it wasn't doing much for her.
"Uhh... oh yeah... oh yeah..." Curtis said, finally starting to feel the beginnings of his climax stirring in his loins. He looked down, seeing mostly the top of Robin's raven-haired head as she watched between them, his dick pumping in and out of her.
"Oh yeah, oh yah... I'm gonna come." Halsey finally announced.
"Yeah, give it to me." Robin moaned, squeezing his asscheeks to drive him on. Finally, he drove his cock balls-deep into her, then began humping with short, stabbing thrusts.
"UHH!" he cried out as his first wad of semen fired out of his cock, only to be intercepted by the end of the condom. More spurts followed, filling the tip with his modest load. His body shivered as he shot his full climax into the condom, then collapsed on top of Isley.
She began pushing him off and he rolled onto his side, then back, his spent penis slipping out of her wet hole. They lay on the bed, Halsey gasping for breath, Isley pretending to.
"Good, huh?" Halsey asked, making that cardinal mistake men make (asking if it was good).
"I'll just say this." Isley said flatly. "You're a lot better than Martin Nash. At least you were trying."
"That's harsh." said Halsey. "I thought I was doing pretty good, there." Isley said nothing in reply. After a moment, she got up off the bed and began dressing.
"Well," said Halsey, "I'm surprised you'd even bed Nash. And I'm even more surprised that he can even get it up. That guy is a frickin' cuckold. I heard the Iron Crowbar got his crowbar into Sandra Speer's, Nash's fiancée's, fertile slit, and knocked her up." He laughed derisively, then said "And Nash never said a thing. He probably still beats off to it."
"Maybe he does." Robin Isley said.
"Man, Nash had a woman like Sandra Speer, and he wasted it. And he let her get away." said Curtis Halsey, even more derision in his voice. "And I heard the Iron Crowbar's wife cucks him, too."
"No, they have open marriage." said Isley. "Donald Troy has sired six kids by four different women." She introspectively sighed for a second, and said "Now that is a real man."
"I'm a real man, too." said Halsey. "And if you want a baby, just say so, and I'll leave the rubber in it's wrapper and fill you up with my seed."
"Nooooooo, thank you." said Isley. Halsey was sure full of himself, she thought to herself. As if she'd ever take him to stud, when there were plenty of other, better men around. Like Todd Burke's brother, and that Jenkins guy that was in Southport now. Yeah, Tim Jenkins knows how to throw a fuck into a woman. I wonder if the Iron Crowbar is as good as he is..."
"All right, let's go." said Isley. "It's going to be a big week."
"It sure is." Halsey said enthusiastically. "I can hardly wait!" Isley surreptitiously peered over at Halsey, concerned about his bright-eyed overeagerness, feeling a little bit disturbed. But she needed him for this operation...
Part 2 - Case of the Missing Reporters
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, January 20th, from in front of the Courthouse Complex. "Channel Two News has learned that several Members of the Town & County Council have brought a lawsuit against the Town & County Police Department!"
Bettina began: "Council Members Kelly Carnes, Malinda Adams, Reginald B.F. Lewis, Sheila Sorrells, and Susan Weston filed the complaint, which stated that the Town & County Police Department illegally promoted Officers to new positions, including that of Lieutenant Micah Rudistan to Vice Lieutenant, without Council approval. Judge Harry R. Nance accepted the lawsuit and issued an injunction, disallowing the Police Force from implementing the moves."
Bettina: "However, City Attorney Dennis Garland, after refusing to file the original complaint on behalf of the Council, did file a counter-complaint and appeal with Judge Patrick R. Folsom on behalf of the TCPD. Judge Folsom immediately overturned Judge Nance's ruling. The Police complaint also includes a formal complaint to the State Supreme Court, the State Bar, and the State Legislature against Judge Nance for egregious political bias and refusing to consider the facts and the law in the case."
Bettina: "Appellate Court Leahy immediately reversed Folsom's reversal, and re-implemented Judge Nance's stay of the Police actions, and the case has been appealed to the State Supreme Court. Reaction on both sides was bitter and angry. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was shown Kelly Carnes, screaming furiously at the microphone: "The Council has filed this lawsuit because of the abuse of power of Commander Donald Troy in making Police promotions without getting the approval of the Council as required. Not only will we stop these illegal acts, it is long past time that Commander Donald Troy be fired for his willful ignorance of the law!"
More Carnes: "And City Attorney Dennis Garland works for the Council first, not the Police! We will be moving to fire Garland and bring charges against him for his refusal to file our lawsuit and represent us in Court!"
Then Mayor Daniel Allgood was shown, saying angrily: "Only promotions to Lieutenant and above go to the Council, and there were no promotions, only lateral moves that do not require Council approval. Furthermore, it was not the Council that brought the lawsuit, which is why City Attorney Garland did the right thing in refusing to file it! It was only the Democrats on the Council that filed the suit, and they did so as individuals, not as the Council itself!"
Back to Bettina live: "And in Midtown, there is growing bipartisan support to impeach deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared in the State House. State Representative Lamar Linder of Hamilton County announced that he will vote to impeach Jared..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I think I might need to hold another Press Conference." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. " Commander Ross, would you ask Damien Thompson to call a 9:00am Press Conference?"
"Hoo boy." groaned the Chief. The Sheriff caught my eye before I could turn to respond to the Chief, and I saw his barely shake his head at me. Ergo, I said nothing.
"What have you spiked your coffee with this morning?" Cindy said to me, perhaps meaning it as a joke. My glare at her was her first clue that I was not amused.
"Press Conference?" I said. "Please?"
"Okay, okay." Cindy said resignedly.
"All that aside," said the Chief, "we will have to comply with the stay until it's sorted out. Soooo, Captain Perlman, you'll have to tell Mr. Roooodistan that it's been fun having him here with us, but he'll have to show his smiling face at 2nd Precinct for the next few days. And Commander Croyle, tell Lieutenant DeLong he will have to sit in 1st Precinct for a few days."
"What about Sergeant McGhillie, sir?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"I'm leeeeeving him at 1st Precinct." said the Chief. "Since he's a Sergeant, not a Lieutenant, we will make a show of our independence on that point." We all nodded, then the Chief said "Of course, they have phones and they have pens, so they can uuuuuse them to continue their new dooo-tiesss from a-farrrrrr.."
Teresa said, perhaps as an understated joke on her part: "Is this Reginald B.F. Lewis's way of getting the Detectives dispersed to the Precincts?"
"No." I said coldly. "This is much worse. This is Democrat Members of the Council trying to subvert the new Charter. Democrats will do anything to subvert the Charter, and the Constitution nationally, to gain and keep raw political power. Anything. And we'd better fight them with everything we've got or they will run roughshod over us."
"C'mon, it's just politics." Cindy said. "They're just messing with us. It's a game with them."
My gray eyes flashed cold fire at Cindy, and I had had enough. I said "Excuse me, Chief.", got up, and walked out, leaving the others in an embarrassed, awkward silence.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I went to the Press Room. Captain Thompson met me at the door. "Sir," he said, his voice almost a whisper, "I called the Presser, but there's almost no one here."
"No one? At all?" I asked stunned. I peeked into the room. There were three reporters, all 'cubs', as well as Alison McFarland of the Town & County Examiner. and another woman that looked familiar to me.
"Most of them are in Midtown, sir, since the Legislature is in session." said Captain Thompson. "But I don't understand why KFXU didn't send anyone."
"Okay, then." I said. "Let me go do this. Record it, so we can put it out there ourselves."
I went up to the podium without ceremony and said "Thank you for coming. I have a statement to make regarding the lawsuit against the Town & County Police. As you know, I was part of the Charter Commission that wrote the Charter that is currently the cornerstone of the law in this County. As such, I am very well aware of what the Charter and current law says."
I continued: "The recent moves by the TCPD were not promotions. Two Lieutenants were moved laterally, which does not require Council advice nor consent. Additionally, a Senior Sergeant was laterally moved, and no actions regarding Officers below the rank of Lieutenant require any Council action... and that should not be construed as an inference that lateral Lieutenant moves do require Council action. Ergo, the lawsuit by some individuals is without merit."
I went on: "Furthermore to this subject, City Attorney Garland is prohibited from rendering 'personal services' for Town & County employees. Only Government institutions can be represented by him. This lawsuit was not filed by the Town & County Council, but by individuals. As such, City Attorney Garland was correct in refusing to comply with Kelly Carnes's illegal order to file that lawsuit. He obeyed the law, and Kelly Carnes's threats against him are intimidation and possibly illegal in themselves. What are your questions with regard to my statement or this issue?"
There were none.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Alison McFarland was escorted to my office with the woman that had been with her in the Press Room. "Hi, Don." Alison said. "Have you met Lisa Fillmore?"
"I remember her." I said, shaking Lisa's hand. "You were treated very badly on the 'Point Taken' show." (Author's note: 'Summer in the County', Ch. 01.). Lisa Fillmore was short and slender, what one might call 'slight', which was typical of television personalities. She had dirty blonde hair, and a cute face.
As I had them sit down, Lisa was looking around in awe at the 'candy cane' crowbar on its plaque on the wall, the gift to me at the First Amendment Rally; the Fire Department's crowbar gift for bringing Mikey Towson home to his father; the U.S. Marines Insignia and the child's drawing of me underneath it; the 'I Beat Slender Man' trophy with its Bear Bryant hat; the large map of Fillmore County on the wall over the sofa; the two Police Shields to my desk's right; and above them the four citations, two of them for my dog, the redoubtable Bowser.
"So, Lisa," I said, "how did your legal action against them go?" I asked.
"Good!" Lisa said. "We got the security people fired. I wanted them jailed but they got off with fines. But at least they have criminal records now. KSB dropped the security company, and I got good settlements from both. That's off the record, though; there's a gag order on the settlement, so I'm not supposed to talk about it."
"Good enough." I said.
Alison said "And the Examiner has been doing very well, so I hired Lisa as a reporter. Don't hold it against her."
"If she keeps standing up to the slugs, I won't." I replied. "Well, let's talk off the record for a moment, if we may?" The women nodded, and I said "Why did no one show up for my Press conference? I know I shouldn't complain, but..." I let the sentence hang.
Lisa said "We were shocked, too. Keith Madden is in Midtown, covering the Legislature, and just about everyone who is anyone in the Media is down there. Priya and Catrina Pierce are down there, but Bettina and Meredith Peller, are still up here. So I don't understand it."
"Don, let me ask you this," said Alison, "and I'll keep it off the record. Do you have any problems with the Feds right now? The FBI, or anyone?"
I felt a sense of foreboding as I peered at Alison and said "I'm not sure. We just solved a murder case that didn't make the DEA look very good. And the US DOJ's Civil Rights Division is trying to intimidate us, but that's not new. Why? Anything you've heard?"
Alison nodded. "Yes. Since we've reconciled, my dad and I talk once a week, on Saturday or Sunday. This past week, my dad said to watch out, that something was going on in this State, and Federal Agents were seen talking to Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney and U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin. And Tim Geiger and I both heard that something's going on with KXTC, especially now that they've gotten Amber Harris out of jail..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With slight modifications, I sent my statement as a 'Friend of the Court' brief to City Attorney Garland, Mayor Allgood, Judge Folsom, Judge Watts, Appellate Judge Leahy, and the State Supreme Court... as the Chairman of the Charter Commission and primary author of the current Charter.
Part 3 - It Begins
2:30pm, Monday, January 20th.
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
A tornado drove into my office in the form of Tanya Perlman in her wheelchair, and stopped on the dime I'd glued to the floor. "Good news, sir." she announced. "One of the State Supreme Court Justices rescinded Nance's stay of our personnel actions last night. The lawsuit is not dismissed, at least not yet, but we can go ahead with the changes. I've already told Commander Croyle, Rudistan, and DeLong."
"Good. Thanks." I said, sounding absentminded. Tanya took off her badge, held it up, and put it on my desk. I nodded, did likewise, and activated the ink pen bug killer.
"Don," Tanya said, "between you and me, what's going on? Especially with you and Cindy?" When I hesitated to answer, she said "Don, you walked out on the Chief and the Sheriff this morning. You made a blatantly political statement, and Cindy's comment in reply was pretty benign. If you don't want to talk about it, okay, but I'm a good enough Detective to see that you're really stressed out. I just want you to know that I'm here, and I want to help you any way I can."
"Thanks." I said quietly. "But no, it's best I don't talk about it."
"Don, let's cut to the chase, here." Tanya said. "You and Cindy have always been tight. More than family, more than Police partners. You're Crowbar 1 and Crowbar 2, and there are no others. Sure you've had back-and-forth, but it's always been friendly. We know you love each other unto Death itself. But now... we can tell there's a serious problem between you two. And frankly... it scares me to death."
"And it should." I said. "Let me ask you this, and I have a reason for asking: has Jack said anything to you about any... stuff... that might be going on?"



"No." said Tanya. "But he's been kind of quiet this week. He's taking some vacation days after today, too... and with our wedding coming up at the end of March, he needs those vacation days for before and after that weekend. So something must be going on."
"Interesting." I said, my voice almost a whisper as I nodded thoughtfully. Then I looked up and let my eyes bore into Tanya's as I said "Tanya, I have absolute faith in your ability to handle the Captain of Detectives job, and handle it well, even in my absence. And that may be about to happen."
"Why? What's going on?" Tanya asked.
"The Enemy believes I've made a critical mistake, and the time for their attack has come." I replied. "They are about to come down on me with everything they have... and if I make the slightest mistake, they will not only succeed, but it is highly likely I won't survive it... and by that I mean I won't live to tell about it."
"What can be that bad?" Tanya asked, frowning as she peered at me.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my landline phone. I pressed the button and my assistant Helena's sweet voice came over the intercom: "Sir, FBI Agent Martin Nash has been trying to reach you on your cellphone, but it's going to voicemail."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "Tell him I'll call him back in just one second." After disconnecting, I took out my Police iPhone, then put my finger over my lips in a 'hush' sign, and Tanya nodded. Then I turned off the bug-killer, which was the reason my iPhone was going to voicemail, and dialed Nash's number.
"Commander," Nash said immediately, "can you come over to the Federal Building?"
"What's it about?" I asked in reply.
"We need to ask you about some things." said Nash. "Can you come over? Now, if possible?"
"Not possible." I said, looking at Tanya as I spoke. "Why don't you come over here to Police Headquarters?"
"Uh, we really need you to come over here." said Nash.
"What's it about, Nash?" I said, my voice a bit harsher.
"Just some thinks we need to discuss with you, Commander." said Nash, and I could tell his normally level voice was getting a bit frustrated.
"Well," I said, "if it's important, come on over here, like you FBI Agents usually do."
"It really would be better if you came over here." Nash said. I rolled my eyes, and Tanya's stunned look became even more shocked.
"Stop playing games with me, Nash." I said harshly. "Now what is this about?"
"We'll explain it all when you get over here." said Nash. "Now if you'll just come over------"
"Look, Agent Nash." I said. "I'm not just some Citizen on the street. I don't know what games you're trying to play with me, but I'm not playing them with you. If you want to talk to me, come over here. I am not going over to the Federal Building."
After a pause, Nash said, "Okay, we'll be over there in a few minutes." The call disconnected 'abruptly'.
"What the hell..." Tanya gasped.
"We'll talk later." I said, as I began typing texts on my phone. "I've got to get moving before they get here. If you'll call Jack Muscone and tell him in confidence what you just heard, I'd appreciate it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(Author's special note: Readers may wish to read (or re-read) 'Film Noir' at this time, to refresh your fertile memories of those 'seminal' events.)
FBI Special Agent Martin Nash and another Agent came into the front lobby of Police Headquarters and asked to see Commander Troy. They were escorted to the Main Conference Room, where I was waiting with Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. We did not bother to get up and shake hands with them.
"Commander... Commander." said Nash quietly and levelly, standing behind the near side of the table, with Teresa and I sitting on the far side, the window at our backs. "Congratulations on your promotion."
"Thank you." said Teresa, with no inflection of emotion in her voice.
"Do you remember Special Agent Lindsey Black?" asked Nash.
"Oh yes, how could I forget?" I said, remembering the ATF Agent who was Curtis Halsey's sycophant during the Hospital disaster. (Author's note: 'Only Time'.) "Agent Black." I said coldly in greeting, with the barest minimum of courtesy.
"Commander Troy." Black said to me, not acknowledging Teresa at all.
"What brings an ATF Agent to my Headquarters?" I asked. "Are you finally going to give us a long, long overdue briefing on what happened at University Hospital?"
Martin Nash stepped in and said "No, that's not what this is about. Special Agent Black has been attached to the FBI as part of a special OPR investigation. Will you excuse us, Commander Croyle?"
"No she will not." I said. "She's here as my witness to this... conversation."
"Why do you think you need a witness?" asked Lindsey Black.
"Oh, I dunno." I said, perhaps a bit sarcastically. "The FBI was trying to lure me into the Federal Building but refused to tell me what it was about. You then come over here and, again, won't say what's going on with someone else in the room... but Nash DID just tell me that you're here as part of an OPR investigation. Sounds ominous, like Internal Affairs."
I went on: "And Agent Black, you and I were by no means on friendly terms nor the same side when I last saw you. Indeed, this whole situation makes me wonder if I need a lawyer here with me."
"You're entitled to one." said Martin Nash. That made Teresa's eyes widen in shock, not only at the implications of what Nash had said, but at the overall enormity of the situation. Lindsey Black's glanced at Martin Nash with a hint of anger in her eyes.
I speed-dialed Mike G. Todd and said "Hey, are you close by?... Yeah, come on in." Fifteen seconds later, Mike Todd came in, trying but failing to hide a grin. Lindsey Black was realizing that I'd had Mike Todd here already. Martin Nash had no change of expression on his passionless face.
Mike sat down at the end of the table, to my right. Nash said "We might as well sit down." and he did so, to Mike's right, opposite me, leaving Lindsey Black to sit to Nash's right. Nash said "Commander Croyle, again, will you excuse us?"
I nodded to Teresa, and she got up to go, patting me on the shoulder as she passed by. I knew she'd be going straight to the Chief's Conference Room, to watch on the monitor with the Chief and Sheriff.
"Let me do the talking, here." said Mike G. Todd. Turning to the Federal Agents, he said "What is the reason you want to talk to my client?"
"We want to ask him some questions about a previous case in which he was involved." said Martin Nash. "We have re-opened a Federal investigation involving it, and failure to cooperate could lead to charges of Interfering with a Federal Investigation."
"Stop with that crap." I said. "It's pure intimidation. It might work on some poor Citizen who fears threats of audits by the Federal Government, but that ain't me...and you know it. So stop with the bullshit games." So much for me letting Mike do the talking, but he didn't try to stop me.
"So you'll help us in our investigation?" Lindsey Black said. "You'll answer our questions?"
"That's a trap question." said Mike G. Todd. To me he said "They're trying to lay the groundwork that if you don't answer the questions, you're breaking the law. But it is not against the law to insist upon your Constitutional rights being honored."
"No one is violating anyone's Constitutional rights." said Nash, the merest hint of exasperation creeping into his voice. "Let's just start with the questions. Commander Troy, did you take custody of a person named Betty Morelli, to transport her to Federal Court in the City in early April, nearly three years ago?"
"She was never in my custody." I said. "We escorted her to------"
"Just answer the question!" demanded Lindsey Black.
"You are violating my rights!" I yelled, leaning forward right at her. "You are trying to entrap me!" Once I had her thoroughly shocked, I said more calmly. "Betty Morelli was never in my custody. She was a witness that we were escorting to a Grand Jury appearance, but she was never under arrest, at least not while with me, and therefore she was not in custody."
"Isn't it the same thing?" Martin Nash asked. "If you're escorting her to a Grand Jury appearance, isn't that her being in your custody?"
"No." I said. "It's not the same thing, and you damn well know that."
Lindsey Black said "Did you sign documentation taking custody of Betty Morelli?"
"No, I never signed anything to that effect. I never signed anything at all." I said. "And once again, I never 'took custody' (air quotes) of her. We escorted her to the City; she was not under arrest."
Black said to Nash: "Mirandize him, and do it."
Nash took out the card and read me my rights. Halfway through, I said "I know the rights." Nash stopped talking, and opened his briefcase and pulled out a document in a folder.
"Are you denying this is your signature?" asked Nash.
"Don't answer." said Mike G. Todd. He took the folder and perused the document, then showed it to me. It was a standard FBI form that stated that custody of Betty Morelli was being transferred to me, and at the bottom was signed 'James D. Troy'.
"No, I will answer." I replied. "I never signed anything. There was never any document like that presented to me. Furthermore, that is not my signature."
"Where's my copy of this?" Mike G. Todd asked.
"There's two copies in there." said Nash. "Take the bottom one." Mike did so.
"You are denying that's your signature?" Lindsey Black said levelly. "I remind you that lying to a Federal Agent is a Federal felony offense."
"And that is intimidation on your part, and once again a violation of my rights." I replied. "And I'm not lying. That is not my signature." Lindsey Black looked at Nash and nodded.
Nash asked: "Commander Donald Troy, did you have sexual intercourse with Betty Morelli at any time while you were escorting her to the City on April 2nd or April 3d, nearly three years ago?"
"Don't answer that." said Mike Todd.
"You have to answer." said Lindsey Black. "Or I absolutely WILL charge you with Interfering with a Federal Investigation, and Lying to Federal Agents."
I looked squarely at Agent Black and said "On the advice of counsel, and pursuant to my Rights under the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution of the United States, I refuse to answer any more questions regarding this issue."
"You're taking the Fifth?" Lindsey Black said, her voice a mixture of surprise... and glee. "You're refusing to answer our questions, and obstructing our investigation?
"He just did take the Fifth." Mike G. Todd said. "And once again, exercising his Constitutional rights is not obstructing your investigation. This 'conversation' is ovah."
No sooner had he said that than Commander Teresa Croyle was opening the door, with four armed and armored Uniformed Officers with her. "Escort these Federal Agents out of this Headquarters." Teresa ordered. As Nash and Black got up to go, she all but fronted Nash. "And don't come back. Ever."
It was far more than just a clash with a Federal Agent. It was personal, and they both knew it...
Part 4 - Piling On
"Well," said Chief Moynahan, "now we know what it's about."
He, Sheriff Griswold, and Captain Perlman were in the Chief's Conference Room, having watched with Captain Croyle what had proceeded in the Main Conference Room.
"I called Jack." Tanya said. "He said he'll be here in a few minutes."
"Is that a good idea?" asked Sheriff Griswold. "Call me paranoid, but those bastards may be watching the building, and will see him come in."
"What, Sheriff," said Tanya, "a man can't visit his fiancée at her place of work?" Everyone nodded, then Tanya said "I did think of that, and Jack says he doesn't care."
"Where's Commander Ross?" asked the Chief.
"In a meeting with Captain Thompson and Lieutenant Wausau, sir." said Tanya. "And Commander Troy is in his office with his lawyer."
A moment later, Teresa came back into the room, and Mike Todd was with her. "Well, they left without a fuss." she said. "I really thought they might try to arrest Don and take him with them, but they didn't."
"No," said Mike G. Todd. "they weren't going to, and for a couple of reasons. I think their first objective was to get him to plead the Fifth, and they succeeded in doing that."
"And that's a big, big deal." said Sheriff Griswold. "As you know, taking the Fifth is not an admission of guilt, but many people will take it as one. And you damn well better believe the God-damned Press will be shouting over and over again that Don is hiding something."
"And for a Police Officer to be taking the Fifth..." said the Chief. "The optics on that are absolutely horrible."
"Exactly, Sheriff, Chief." said Mike Todd. "And as to why he didn't just deny it: we don't know what else the Feds have. I can hardly believe they'd come in to question Don showing their full hand, and without having something else up their sleeve. Agent Black was repeatedly trying to goad him into something that they could use to accuse him of lying to them, but he never would bite. And Don was smart, and by doing this we can force them to show their hand."
"Also," continued Mike, "and another reason they didn't arrest him: Don is not some laborer off the street that doesn't know what's going on. He's a Police Officer, and knows the law very well. He knows the Feds can't just arrest him on suspicion without something backing up their suspicions, so they have to get a warrant. And to get that arrest warrant, they're going to have to show more than they did to this point... which is this."
He displayed the copy of the document Nash had given him. Everyone looked at the document as it was passed around.
Mike continued: "And there's a slew of charges they could bring. Sex with a person in his custody is treated like statutory rape: even if she consented, it's considered sexual assault. And there's the old 'transporting a woman across State Lines for illicit purposes' Federal law on the books; they could apply that here, too."
Tanya said "Ah, so that's why Don wouldn't go over to the Federal Building. If he had, they might have kept him there, pretty much under arrest. But by staying here, he made it nearly impossible for them to detain him without a warrant." Mike nodded vigorously in agreement.
"And by staying here, they couldn't keep his lawyer out of the room." said Teresa. "In the Federal Building, they could've denied him contact with anyone for days."
"But doesn't that imply that he knewwwww what was coming?" drawled the Chief.
"No." said a voice from the doorway. It was Jack Muscone's, and he'd just opened the door and walked in. "Sorry to just barge in. And to your question, I was the one that told Don not to wander onto Federal property for any reason."
"What did you know, and when did you know it?" asked the Chief, causing Teresa to glare at him. "I was jo-king, Ms. Croyle." the Chief said, noticing her look.
"With respect, Chief," Teresa fired back, "it didn't sound like a joke, and it wasn't funny." The tension in the room increased that much more.
"It's okay." Jack said as he sat down. As Mike left the room, Jack said "Let me tell you what I do know. The FBI's Office of Professional Responsibility, called the OPR, convened a Special Task Force. They bypassed Nate Grimes, the SSA for this Region."
Muscone: "On this task force are ATF SAC Curtis Halsey, ATF Special Agents Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, FBI SAC Bob Rovers and his BAU team, and Special Agent Martin Nash. And though she's not listed as officially part of it, I've learned that EAD Dr. Robin Isley is overseeing it for the Director of National Intelligence himself, Brandon Chapel."
Muscone: "I'm officially on vacation, as is SSA Melina Allgood. They attempted to assign both of us to a case in Seattle, Washington, but we'd put in for the vacation the day before, so we told them we weren't going to Seattle."
Muscone: "The Rovers BAU team came to the City over the weekend. They last were at the Federal Prison where Jerry Morelli and his people are currently incarcerated after we and the Red and Green Crowbars arrested them. The Rovers BAU team extensively interviewed Morelli and his cohorts."
Muscone: "Meanwhile, a number of FBI Special Agents have come into this County, though they've not shown their faces at the Federal Building... until today. And today they made their first move. Martin Nash and Lindsey Black came to Town, and attempted to get Don to come to the Federal Building. Thank goodness he didn't, or he literally might never have been seen again. There was a plane at County Airport, that belongs to the DNI, and it's still there."
Muscone: "U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin, who tried to get Peter Blassingame out of your County Jail at the point of Federal Government guns, also came in to The City, and then went to Midtown. Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney is down there, and it is believed they have talked. Baldwin will be taking the lead of this investigation in his capacity of U.S. Attorney if it continues to develop."
"Looks like it's developed, and then some." said Chief Moynahan.
Mike G. Todd said: "I just called Judge K.M. Landis and notified him of what happened, and said they might go judge-shopping instead of going to him like they should. He's ready for that, and I'm getting my fellow lawyers arrayed to fight this. But make no mistake about it... it's serious."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was the speaker-phone on the table. The Chief answered, then said "Hold on." He pressed a couple of buttons, and the monitor on the wall at the far end, the one we usually watched the Bettina broadcasts on, lit up.
"Hello, everyone." said SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell. "I've got Norm Chow with me, even though you can't see him. Have you heard what's happened?"
"If you mean about Don and Betty Morelli, yes." Tanya said.
"How far has it gone, there?" Britt asked.
Tanya said "Martin Nash of the FBI tried to get Don to go to the Federal Building, then came over here an interrogated him. Don ultimately took the Fifth to shut it down, and the Feds left the building."
Britt said "Wow, he took the Fifth?"
"Yep." said Jack Muscone. "And pretty damn smart of him to, if you ask me."
"What's going on on your end, Inspector?" asked the Chief.
Britt said "Here's what I know, and what's happened: FBI Special Agent Karl Coleman visited the SBI-BFE's Lieutenant Bob Bohrmann. Bohrmann is one of the SBI 'old guard', which means he's a dirty Jack Lewis sycophant, but we haven't been able to get rid of him yet. Coleman tried to get Bohrmann to open an investigation of Don, but I got wind of it and called Bohrmann right in the middle of their meeting."
"So Bohrmann brought Coleman to see me and Norm." said Britt. "Coleman laid out what the FBI had. They have a document purportedly signed by Don, but it looks as fake as a three dollar bill. I asked for a copy, and got one, and I'm sending that to the FBI's crypto Special Agent in Charge in the City, Ashton Cardigan."
"Good." said Jack Muscone. "We've got a copy for him, too. Did they give you anything else?"
"No." Britt said. "Coleman said the document should be enough to start a State investigation, and they'd give us more once we started it. I told him that if the Feds had more, they need to share it with me now and not string me along, and that I very likely would not start an investigation without more proof from the Feds first. Coleman said he'd have to talk to his superiors and get back to me, and we ended the meeting on that note."
"So they didn't want to show you what they have, eh?" Teresa Croyle said.
"No. But here's the bad news." Britt said. "Federal and this State's laws on custody are slightly different. If you can show the document is fake, and if they don't have other proof, then the Federal case might fall apart. But the State case is more muddled, and a case can be made that Morelli was in Don and Cindy's custody while being transported to The City."



The strength of the gloom that filled the room was palpable. "So what are our options?" asked Sheriff Griswold. "Can you hold off making an investigation? Let the Federal stuff work through before doing anything at all?"
Britt replied: "Like I told Coleman, I can hold off beginning a formal investigation until they show me more of what they have. But that's going to come out in time, and when it does and if it's valid, I'll have to open a file."
Britt: "But worse than that... you know that when all this drops into the Media's lap, I'll be pressured by them and the politicians to start an immediate investigation regardless of what the Feds do. And in this political season... it's going to be en fuego."
After a few more minutes of conversation, Britt disconnected. Teresa stood up and said "If you guys will excuse me..."
"Are you going to talk to Commander Troy?" asked the Chief.
"No sir." said Teresa. "Commander Ross..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Deputy Chief Ross was talking with Lt.(B) Wausau and Cpt. Thompson when there was a knock on her door, followed by it opening to reveal Lt. Cmdr Teresa Croyle.
"Sorry to interrupt," Teresa said, "but we've got a full bore 'red alert' situation. Can I talk to you for a moment?"
"Sure." Cindy said. "Okay, guys, we'll finish this up tomorrow." Wausau and Thompson left the office, and Cindy had Teresa sit down.
"Have you heard what's going on?" Teresa asked.
"No." Cindy said. "And I was going to talk to you anyway; we don't have a Captain of Physical Properties, and the Precinct Captains are giving me grief when I ask them for inventories and such stuff."
Teresa said "You need to put that on the back burner for now. This is much bigger. The FBI, particularly Martin Nash, tried to get Don to go over to the Federal Building, but Don smelled a rat and declined to go. So Nash and that female ATF Agent at the Hospital during the bombing, Lindsey Black, showed up. They asked him about that mission you and he went on, to escort Betty Morelli to the Grand Jury in The City."
"Okayyyy...." Cindy said warily.
Teresa said "First let me ask you this: did Don ever sign a document taking custody of Betty?"
Cindy said "No, he never did. We just went into a strip club, got Betty, and left. I don't remember Don signing anything, and I sure didn't. In fact... I don't think Betty was under arrest. We were escorting her as a witness."
Teresa nodded. "Stick to that story. Nash had a copy of a document that he said had Don's signature on it, transferring custody of Betty to Don. Don denied it, and then Nash mirandized Don and asked if Don had had sex with Betty."
"Ohhhh, geeeez..." whispered Cindy. Then she caught herself and said "What... did Don say?"
Teresa said "He did the only thing he could in that situation... he took the Fifth."
"Ohhhh myyyyyy Godddd...." Cindy gasped. Then she caught herself and said "What now?"
Teresa said "Now we wait. The Feds have already gone to Britt Maxwell to try to get her to start a State investigation, but aren't giving her everything they have... Cindy?" She observed that Cindy was exercising a Michaux family trait... she was in a reverie.
When she came out of it, she said "Okay, I need to call my father and my lawyer. They'll come for me next, they'll try to force me to betray Don like Iscariot betrayed Jesus..." She slipped back into her reverie. When the ringing of her desk phone jarred her out of it, Teresa was no longer in the office. She answered the phone.
"Ma'am, this is Captain Thompson." said Captain Thompson. "KXTC, KSB, and KFXU have all just called. They're asking for confirmation that the FBI is investigating Commander Troy, and for an official Police comment on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm, Monday, January 20th. I was sitting at my desk when four persons came through the open door: Captain Perlman, Lt. Cmdr. Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, and Chief Moynahan, and not necessarily in that order.
"Well, at least y'all are still speaking to me." I quipped as the Sheriff closed the door and everyone found a place to sit.
"While we still can." the Sheriff growled. "What I want to know is how they glommed onto this."
"That's an 'Easy Button' answer." I said. "If memory serves me correctly, a hatred-filled reporterette just got released from prison after having a baby. I suspect we will see that reporterette on KXTC's newscast tomorrow morning, if not tonight, spewing every bit of hatred-filled invective at me that she possibly can."
Tanya said "But they didn't put this together in less than a week. They've been planning it for a long time. Months, even."
"That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Here, hold this." I passed the red crowbar over the desk to Tanya. She cackled with glee as she tapped the crowbar into the palm of her hand.
"So why are they springing this now?" asked Teresa. "Why not spring it all those months ago?"
I replied "Well, there are two events that have happened very recently. Amber Harris had her baby; and the State Legislature came into session, with many of them relentlessly driving to impeach Governor Jared."
"And they're damaging you so you can't protect Val?" asked the Sheriff.
I shrugged. "I don't know. The Legislative session only lasts through March, so time is short. And there is no guarantee that anything they do to me can and will lead to getting Governor Jared out of office."
I saw the Sheriff's mustaches twitch just a bit, then his eyes become introspective. Whaddya know, our resident Klingon Warrior was in a reverie(!).
"And that brings us full circle to my question." said Teresa. "They must think they have something really bad on you, and not just that document. How can they prove the charges otherwise?"
"That's where Amber Harris comes in." I said. Everyone looked at me wide-eyed. I said "Okay, I've said too much already. Really, I shouldn't be talking to you at all; I've taken the Fifth."
Tanya said "We need to find out what they think they have on you. I'll have Intel start looking into it... and Myron, too, of course."
I help up my hand and shook my head vigorously in disagreement. "That's the one thing you cannot do. You've gotta believe that all of you are being watched, the TCPD is being watched, and you just know that the Enemy would just love to catch any of you coloring outside the lines trying to help me. So please don't."
"That's a point." said the Chief. "There is very little we can doooooo. We can fight every effort they will make to suspend you, but that's only if you don't get indicted. So this is up to you and your lawyer, Mr. Crowbarrrr."
The Sheriff had come out of his reverie, and said "Okay, guys, Crowbar is right. He shouldn't be talking to anyone except his lawyer. With your permission, Chief, let's reconvene in your Conference Room and hash this out..."
Part 5 - The Gathering Storm
Despite the hour, the Press was beginning to gather in the Press Room, most of them 'cub' reporters. Their hushed whispers soon became a steady hum of noise as they discussed not only the rumors swirling about the Town & County Police Commander, but the news from Midtown that the Impeachment of Governor Val Jared was imminent.
It eventually became apparent that no one from the TCPD was going to come out to brief them. Those that asked at the Duty Desk found that Captain Thompson and Commander Ross had already gone home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Laura. The first words out of her mouth were "Don't say a word. We'll talk in person later." The call disconnected.
After disconnecting the call, I went to the Chief's office. He had me come in and sit down. "Anything new?" he asked.
"No sir." I said. "I talked to Mike Todd, and he said the Feds have not attempted to get a warrant for my arrest yet. He's a bit surprised at that. I'm not."
"Why are you not surprised?" asked the Chief.
"Two reasons, sir." I said. "First, I think the coffee klatches around here tomorrow morning will be ones for the ages; the news reports are going to be an unbridled display of Media hatred, bias, and agenda-driven reporting. And second, I think the Swamp Frogs may want to get their ducks in a row on this. They may go to a Grand Jury and get an indictment before getting the arrest warrant."
The Chief nodded. "I a-greeeee. And just so you know... this Karl Coleman, who went to Britt Maxwell, also went to District Attorney Walters, with a pitch similar to the one he gave Maxwell... they want her to press forward with charges against you, but wouldn't give her everything they had. Miriam said the case was outside of this County's jurisdiction, so she had noooo desire to touch it." I nodded thoughtfully.
"I'll say this, Mr. Crowbarrr." said the Chief. "I bee-lieeeeve that the Feds don't have much of a case; otherwise, they'd have come in here and arrested you instead of trying to trick you into going into the Federal Building, where you would've had no protection. Add to it that they're 'hinting' that they have more on you, but won't show you what it is, suggests to meeeee that they are playing games that you rarely if ever playyyyy."
I said "I believe you're right, sir. But there are two things that concern me. First, the Feds went to interview all of Jerry Morelli's men that are currently in prison. And second..."
When I didn't finish the sentence after a long moment, the Chief said "What? What is it?"
I said "Cindy. They're going to come after her even harder than they're coming for me. They know they can't break me, but they may think they can break her. And they are going to make her life as much of a living hell as they possibly can until they get what they want. I'm..."
My voice faltered for a moment, then I caught myself and finished: "I'm just sorry she's going to be put through that on my account..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
Nothing in the world is better than coming home to the Mountain Nest and hearing that sound, followed by my firstborn child running up and hugging my legs.
"Hey, Fussbudget." I said. "How was your day?"
"It was o-kay." Carole said. A moment later, Jim came up and hugged my legs. I noticed two outstanding dogs 'moseying' to the back door.
"Daddy," Carole asked, "can I go with you to take the dogs out?"
I looked over at Laura, who'd just come out of the 'Puter Room. She nodded her head, so I said "Okay."
Laura said "Stay with your dad, Carole. Don't wander off by yourself."
"Okay, Mommy." Carole said. We went out back and down the stairs to the patio, and sat down as the dogs ran off to inspect their territories. I felt as much as saw Laura at the backdoor, watching over the backyard.
"Daddy," Carole said, "are you in trouble?"
"What do you mean?" I asked back.
"There are some bad people that want to hurt you, Daddy." Carole said. "You have to be careful."
"How do you know this?" I asked. "Did you dream something, Carole?"
"No, Daddy." Carole said. "I just know. I don't know how I know, but I know. Just like I know Shawn Redmond didn't like going to Jameis's grandfather's junkyard because Shawn hates black people. But Mommy gets mad if I start talking about stuff like knowing things, so that's why I asked you if I could come out here with you, even though it might be dan-ger-usss."
Six years old, I thought to myself. God have mercy on the criminals of this world when she grows up.
"I'll be careful, Carole." I said. "I always am, anyway."
"This is diff'rent, Daddy." Carole warned. "What-ever you do, don't let them arrr-rest you. If you do, they'll say you tried to run away, and they'll shoot you. That's what they want to do. They want to shoot you in the head and kill you."
I could sense Carole's nervousness, and I was starting to get nervous, too. "Okay," I said, "but if they come for me, you're going to have to help your mother take care of your brothers and sister, and Bowser and Buddy."
"Sis-tersss." said Carole, emphasizing the plural. "I know you said not to say anything, but Betsy is in dan-ger, too."
"That's right, I said not to say any more about that." I said sternly. "Cindy and Callie will keep Betsy safe, so don't worry about her. Okay, here come the dogs; let's get back inside..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I gave the kids extra hugs as I put them to bed. Carole hugged me harder than normal and said "See you on the other side, Daddy!" She knew, I realized. She knew.
When I went downstairs, I saw that Laura had poured us some Pappy Van Winkle Reserve. I swept the greatroom for bugs, finding none, then sat down on the sofa against the wall with my wife. We talked quietly, as if it were a normal evening and we didn't have a care in the world... but my most powerful bug-killer was on.
"I stopped you from talking on the phone today," Laura said very quietly, "because I'm paranoid enough after 30-plus years in the CIA to think they are tapping your cellphone calls, and maybe mine, too... and before you ask: yes, they have the capability to do it."
"Oh, I know." I said. "And you were right to stop me from talking."
"I called William after I heard about that little visit by his nephew to you." Laura continued, referring to the retired Deputy Director of the FBI, Martin Nash's uncle. "He and I have worked together for many years, and professionally we've been about as close as Federal Agents can be."
"But it was different, this time." I interjected as I sipped the the Pappy Van Winkle, and realized that it had been a long, long time since Laura had shared her 'stash' of it with me like this.
"Not much gets past you." Laura said as she sipped her drink. "I asked him what was going on with you, and he said he didn't know. I outright accused him of lying to me, and he said there was nothing he could say or do about what was going on, and he didn't have the details, either. Then I asked him why Martin was letting himself be manipulated into doing what he was doing, and trying to trick my husband like he did. William said he didn't know, and that Martin was his own man. He then said he needed to go, and disconnected the call."
"Oh, he knows." I said, my voice a whisper.
"So I'm just a Texas-Yellow-Rose Crowbar; I haven't graduated to Red yet." Laura said, making me smile. "What's really going on, here?"
I said "I think Martin has 'allowed' himself to be part of this, and his uncle has allowed it or perhaps guided it, because they still think I have McGinty's Materials, and for some reason they are desperate to get those Materials. I believe that if things went the way Nash had expected them to, he'd offer some kind of plea deal in exchange for the Materials. He didn't expect me to take the Fifth.
"Sooooo..." Laura said, "if you have McGinty's Materials, why don't you use them to get out of this mess?"
I said with a slight grin: "First, because I don't have them. And second, because that's not my style. Getting blackmail on someone and holding them only works so well, and doesn't work on me and others who realize it's better not to submit to it. So any 'stuff' I get on people... I prefer to use it and destroy the person than let them know I have it on them. If I don't want to destroy the person, I'll let the sleeping dog lie, so to speak."
"You would make a lousy Washington politician." Laura said, and I think she meant it as a compliment.
"Lousy Midtown politician, too." I said. "But this is about more than McGinty's Materials. It's very much the Swamp Frogs, at the Federal, State, and local levels, taking advantage of what they think is an opportunity to destroy me."
"God, they've had so many chances to do that." Laura said. "Why now? And why this?"
I replied: "You may remember that the Consultant of Crime tried to destroy my reputation before destroying me. For some reason, it was important to him to crush any good reputation that I had before putting me on that helicopter and forcing me to press the button." (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', 'A Tiny Slip'.) "It's something similar here, except they think they really do have something on me. And this was served up to them by a rabidly dishonest, hate-filled reporterette that by sheer coincidence just got out of prison."
"As to why now?" I continued. "I'm not sure. They did the Independent State Counsel investigation to get rid of me so they could get rid of Jared, and when they failed to get me, they held off going after Jared." (Author's note: 'Swamp Frogs'.) "It could be the same thing again, but it could be more. This is coming on the heels of the civil rights lawsuits by the US DOJ against the Mayor and the TCPD. It could have something to do with all that."
"I suspect that's closer to the truth." Laura said. "So, what are we going to do?"
"I can't let them arrest me." I said. "Carole believes they will murder me, and I think she's prescient. I already had that vibe before she did."
"I agree with that." Laura said. "Not so much Carole's fantasies, but that Robin Isley's team will kill you if they can." I let my eyes cut over to her, and she said "Oh yes, I know she's behind this. I have not been letting the grass grow under my feet, and I've used what power I have left to probe this. Isley is a snake in the grass, Don. But leave her to me, I have a way of neutralizing her and her teams."
"They'll come here, and to The Cabin, so I can't be here when they arrive." I said.
"And you can't take us all with you." Laura said. "But like I said, you're going to have to trust me and let me handle things on this end."
"I do trust you." I said. "I just feel like I'm abrogating my duty to protect my family if I don't stay to defend you."
"Put the alpha-male ego aside, Darling." Laura chided me. "Discretion is the better part of valor, here. And I'm not defenseless."
"No, no you are not." I said in agreement. "So this is the reason for the Pappy Van Winkle?" I asked with a wan smile.
"Not much gets past you, Darling." Laura said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura and I had made love like it was the last time we ever would. Afterwards, I dressed in all black, went and took one last look at my children, petted the dogs, then snuck out via the back door.
I made my way down the trail and onto the University Campus, knowing where the cameras were and which way to go to avoid them. I had work to do, and I set my mind to that inexorable purpose as I disappeared into the blackness of the night...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - The Relentless Enemy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, January 21st, from the top of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the distant background. Bettina was dressed and made up as well as she possibly could be, obviously having given it extra effort for this particular newscast. "Channel Two News has learned that Police Officer Donald Troy has invoked, taken the Fifth, rather than cooperate with an FBI investigation of him!"
She could not stop herself from smiling broadly as she began her report: "The FBI opened a formal investigation of TCPD Commander Donald Troy after allegations were made that he had sex with a woman in his custody. Nearly three years ago, Troy escorted Betty Morelli from Turpin Heights, in the State south of ours, to The City. Mrs. Morelli was expected to testify before a Federal Grand Jury against her husband, Jerry Morelli, which the FBI says was part of a plea deal between them and her."
A copy of the document that Nash had presented to me and my attorney was shown on the television screen as Bettina said: "The FBI stated that Troy signed documents taking custody of Mrs. Morelli, and that they had sex while en route to The City. By crossing State Lines, Troy allegedly violated Federal Law, and because the sex act is believed to have occurred in this State, State laws were also allegedly violated. It is illegal for a Police Officer to have sex with a person in his custody."
Bettina: "Federal Agents attempted to question Troy in the presence of his lawyer, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. The FBI stated that Troy was not cooperative with them, and took the Fifth rather than answer their questions. We have with us Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." The camera panned out to show Keller standing with Bettina. "Dr. Keller, is Donald Troy trying to hide his guilt by not cooperating with the FBI investigation?"
Dr. Keller said smoothly "He has the right to take the Fifth to avoid self-incrimination, but law-abiding citizens should be asking themselves what Donald Troy has to hide by taking the Fifth. If he's innocent, why doesn't he cooperate with the FBI and answer their questions? These are serious questions that we should be asking ourselves."
Bettina: "Dr. Keller, what does it mean when a Police Officer, of all people, takes the Fifth?"
Keller: "It's very bad, Bettina. It's an embarrassment to the TCPD that their Police Commander took the Fifth, and it also should cause Citizens to question the integrity of the Police. In this day and age when Police are under scrutiny for murdering unarmed and defenseless black persons in their custody, for a Police Officer to take the Fifth like this is an indictment of the integrity of all Police Officers."
"Thank you, Dr. Keller." said a brightly smiling Bettina. "And now let's welcome back our colleague Amber Harris. Amber, congratulations on your new baby!"
The camera went to a split-screen, showing Amber behind the anchor desk at the KXTC studios as she said "Thank you, Bettina! It's great to be back, especially for this developing and very important story!"
Bettina: "What is your take on this, Amber?"
Amber: "Bettina, when I heard of this investigation, the first thing I remembered was that it was Commander Donald Troy who used his Police power on behalf of Governor Jared to intimidate and bring charges against Donna Rodman and Hillary Braselton for making credible claims that Jared sexually harassed them. Commander Troy stonewalled Robert Mullen's Independent State Counsel investigation and the State Legislature then, protecting Jared from being brought to Justice for his crimes."
Amber: "And now we learn that the FBI is investigating Troy for something worse, having sex with a woman in his custody, which is considered to be and is treated like a sexual assault case. While I'm not surprised that Donald Troy stonewalled the FBI's badly needed investigation of these allegations, what he has allegedly done is reprehensible, and he's nothing but a hypocrite after what he did on Jared's behalf."
Bettina. "Thank you, Amber! And now let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder. Lester, how seriously should our viewers take these charges? Should they believe what the FBI is alleging?"
Lester Holder came on screen, and yelled angrily into the microphone he was holding: "Bettina, it's just outrageous. Remember, Donald Troy is a philanderer that proudly admits he's cheated on his wife on numerous occasions. He's bred six children by four different women, and one of those illegitimate children is a halfbreed! And now we have allegations that Donald Troy is a sexual predator that has taken advantage of a woman in his custody! It's just unbelievable to me that this man can even exist, much less be a high-ranking Police Officer! It's disgusting, Bettina! It's just disgusting!"
Bettina: "I couldn't agree more, Lester! Thank you for that insightful commentary!" Then Holder disappeared from the screen and Bettina said "Reactions to the allegations against Donald Troy and his taking the Fifth came swiftly, and were very strong. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, who yelled "These charges are bad, but for Police Officer Donald Troy to take the Fifth is totally unacceptable! I demand that Troy resign from the Police Force as well as the SBI! If he won't resign, I demand he be suspended without pay, and the process to fire him begin! I demand the Inspector General begin a Board of Inquest, and D.A. Miriam Walters begin a criminal investigation of Donald Troy!"
Councilwoman Susan Weston: "Regardless of the veracity of the charges, Commander Donald Troy has disgraced the TCPD badge by taking the Fifth. He should step down, and if he won't, he should be fired. For a Police Officer to take the Fifth is worse than unacceptable!"
Councilwoman Malinda Adams: "If Commander Troy sexually assaulted a woman in his custody, then a long prison sentence will be needed to satisfy the demands of Justice. It's long past time to stop treating women as objects for the forced sexual pleasure of predatory men."
Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis: "For a white Police Officer, that carries a crowbar around to use on innocent black men, to take the Fifth himself shows just how biased the American justice system is against People of Color! Troy will skate while the black man being beaten and choked by white cops gets no justice!"
Candidate for I.G. Bruce Finneran: "Donald Troy has abused blacks and discriminated against gays, and now we're faced with the hypocrisy of him taking the Fifth when the FBI investigates him for serious sexual crimes. This is why I'm running for Inspector General, and why I'm needed... to stop Police abuses like this, abuses Horace S. Wellman or James Goodwin will never stop."
State Senator Katherine Woodburn: "I believe the Town & County Police Department is obligated to suspend Commander Troy, and if these allegations are shown to be true, they must fire him. And for him, as a Police Officer sworn to uphold the law, to take the Fifth is a stain upon the entire TCPD, and a total repudiation of any integrity he claims to have!"
Mayor Daniel Allgood: "Commander Troy has every right to protect himself from the FBI's witch hunt---" The tape was cut off, and Bettina came back on screen.
"We apologize for that last bit, which was not intended to be shown." Bettina brazenly said. "As part of this story, many Members of the State Legislature are demanding that SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell open a formal, criminal investigation of Donald Troy for these alleged crimes, but Inspector Maxwell, a close crony of both Donald Troy and deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared, has resisted doing so."
Bettina: "District Attorney Miriam Walters issued a statement saying that the alleged crimes did not occur in the Town & County, and therefore she has no grounds to investigate Troy nor charge him for any local crimes, and Inspector General Horace S. Wellman issued a statement agreeing with D.A. Walters. The Town & County Police have so far issued no statements regarding this matter, and Sheriff Antonio Griswold has not responded to numerous requests by KXTC for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're sure enjoying themselves, aren't they?" said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Captain Tanya Perlman, and I drank coffee in my office. Yes, me. I was hiding in plain sight, right in my office at TCPD Headquarters.
"Susan Weston sure showed her true colors." said Tanya. "She didn't hesitate to kick you while you're down. She must really think they're going to beat you."
"Did you think it would be that bad, Don?" Teresa asked.
"It was pretty much what I expected overall." I said. "They got in all their salient political points, and Penis Holder took his racist cheap shots at my daughter. Weston's comments, and her being shown making them, was not expected. And them reporting that D.A. Walters wasn't going to take it up was a bit of a surprise."
Tanya said "I'm a bit surprised they didn't have someone from the FBI or a U.S. Attorney on."
I replied: "I don't think the Feds have played their full hand yet. KXTC could also have had more State-level Swamp Frogs on, too. Instead, except for Katherine Woodburn, Bettina stuck to locals. And Katherine is this District's State Senator, of course, so she's local, too."
Teresa said "I don't know whether this is good or bad, but they didn't mention Cindy. At all. And she was with you during that whole trip. Anything to that?"
"Maybe trying to get Cindy to turn on you is the Feds's next move?" Tanya suggested. I just shrugged, having no idea. Tanya continued: "Does she need to protect herself? And does she need our help?"
Teresa said "She's aware of the danger to herself, and she has lawyers ready to go on her behalf, notably Cy Hart and Agnes T. Spires. And yes, she and I expect the Feds to try to force her to snitch on Don."
"So do I." I said. "But so far, they seem to be putting all their eggs in the basket of that document they claim that I signed. I noticed that seemed to have been leaked to KXTC."
"Where is Cindy?" asked Tanya. "And the Chief and Sheriff, for that matter?"
"The Sheriff is on a mission. From God." I said whimsically. "I think the Chief and Cindy are in the Chief's office. And I expect you'll be called in there before the day is over, Teresa. Get ready to become the Police Commander."
"Oh, c'mon." Teresa said. "They're not going to suspend you... well, unless a Federal Grand Jury does indict you."
*CHIME!*
It was Teresa's Police iPhone. "And there it is." she said. "The Chief wants me to come to his office. If you'll excuse me..." I nodded and Teresa got up and exited the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am in the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina!" said Meredith. "Good morning, everyone. We'll have coverage of the Legislature in Midtown, but first we have the exploding story right here at home."
Meredith: "The FBI has begun an investigation of Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy, accusing him of having sex with a woman in his custody. The FBI alleges that Commander Troy engaged in sex with Betty Morelli as he and Commander Cindy Ross, then a Captain with the TCPD, escorted Mrs. Morelli to testify before a Grand Jury in the City." She then gave the details of the trip, then showing the document that was purportedly signed taking custody of Betty Morelli.
Catrina took it up: "The FBI claims that Commander Troy was non-cooperative with the Special Agents that interviewed them, and then took the Fifth when asked if he had sex with Mrs. Morelli while escorting her to the Grand Jury appearance. Their investigation is ongoing, and both District Attorney Miriam Walters and SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell stated to KFXU that the FBI contacted them about the allegations, but refused to give more details than the document that was disseminated to the Press."
Meredith: "Reaction has been swift and strong. Several local politicians denounced Commander Troy. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing most of what KXTC had shown, excluding Finneran's thinly disguised campaign speech.
Catrina: "But others defended Commander Troy. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, first showing Mayor Allgood saying ""Commander Troy has every right to protect himself from the FBI's witch hunt by taking the Fifth in the face of their accusations, as all Citizens do."
Councilman John Colby: "We don't know what the FBI's allegations are for sure, but I do know that Commander Troy has Constitutional rights, too, despite the false assertions of the radical Leftists on the Council and running for the I.G. position."
Councilman Edward Steele: "Commander Troy is an outstanding Police Officer and a good man. And until we see some actual proof that he committed a crime, he deserves the benefit of the doubt. It seems that some, including the Mainstream Media, believe that with Commander Troy it's 'guilty until proved innocent'. I wonder how Lester Holder would feel if it were him being accused of a crime."
Back to Catrina live: "And we're honored to have with us Town & County Sheriff Antonio Griswold." As the camera panned out to show Our Sheriff sitting in the chair next to the sofa the women were sitting on, Catrina said "Thank you for coming in this morning, Sheriff."
"Glad to be here, ladies." said Griswold, bedecked in his 'duty dress' Sheriff uniform with jacket, sets of 4 stars on the brown jacket shoulders and beige shirt collars.
Meredith: "Sheriff, the investigation is serious, and we have faith the truth will come out. But what does it say when a Police Officer takes the Fifth when being questioned by the FBI?"
Griswold growled "It says clearly that even if he is a Police Officer, Commander Donald Troy has Constitutional rights like the rest of us. It also says that he doesn't have to immolate himself just because a few Federal Agents are going on a witch hunt against him."
Meredith: "But Sheriff, if he's innocent, why doesn't he cooperate with the investigation?"
"That's not how the Constitution works, Meredith." Griswold growled. "And in part answer, I'd like to remind everyone of something. Some months ago, the State Legislature subpoenaed Commander Troy, trying to force him to say Governor Jared had ordered him to harass those women who lied about the Governor, women that eventually pled guilty to making false charges."
Griswold: "Commander Troy took the Fifth then, because we had learned that State Attorney General Karl Handel intended to indict Commander Troy for perjury unless Commander Troy lied and falsely accused Governor Jared of doing what he did not do." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok', Ch. 04; 'Shipping and Handling', Ch. 01.)
Griswold: "And when he was given Immunity, Commander Troy testified truthfully... and was accused of lying anyway. So it's not like Commander Troy has not taken the Fifth before, and he was right to do so. It's the same here, but his political enemies and the racists at KXTC want to make something negative of it. And they're very selective in who they think should have Constitutional rights, and Commander Troy apparently is not on their 'entitled' list."
Meredith: "Sheriff, if a U.S. Attorney does convene a Federal Grand Jury, and if Commander Troy is indicted, will he be suspended?"
Griswold: "We'll burn that bridge when we come to it, Meredith. As of now, Commander Troy has not been charged with any crime. And if the Feds don't have rock-solid proof of these allegations, he won't be charged with anything..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:01am, Tuesday, January 21st. The all-female and mostly college student audience applauded raucously as the hostesses of 'Point Taken' came onto the stage. Asian moderator Connie Chen was followed by white, heavyset Rosie Berkmar; black militant Donna Roselle, wearing a black t-shirt with 'Black Voices Raised' printed in white on it; the gorgeous Zara Zeigler; and the Establishment Elitist Republican Ruby Russell, daughter of the late U.S. Senator Samuel Russell.
"Thank you!" said Connie Chen as the hostesses sat down in the semicircle of chairs. "We're coming to you live! from the television broadcast studios of the University's School of Journalism!" The audience cheered loudly, since the lighted sign told them to. "We'll be here the rest of the week." said Connie Chen.
"And we have a great audience of women from our great University..." said Rosie Berkmar. The women in the audience cheered more loudly.
"I did see some great looking young men on Campus as we came in." said Zara Zeigler, who had spent several hours the night before sampling college cock. "Maybe we can have a special show with men in the audience?" Some of the audience booed, but some cheered.
"Maybe, if we have Dr. Laura Fredricson, the sex professor, on the show." said Connie Chen. "You can get together with her about the men."
"Yeah, since she's going to be divorced soon!" said Rosie Berkmar. There was some laughter.
"Or she'll be visiting her husband in jail!" Donna Roselle practically yelled. Some of the audience cheered loudly. It is possible they were wearing shirts with the same slogan as Roselle's shirt.
"Now, now." said Connie Chen. "The charges are alleged. But yes, this was an auspicious day to have our show here on Campus, as the story is exploding that the FBI is investigating Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy, alleging that he had sex with a woman in his custody nearly three years ago."
Connie did not mention that the show location was very hastily set up the day before, and made it sound like they'd be at the University location anyway.
"But first," Connie said, "we have an announcement from our colleague Ruby Russell. Go ahead, Ruby."
"Thanks, Connie." said Ruby. "I'm here to announce that I am leaving 'Point Taken' in order to run for Lieutenant Governor of the State on a Party platform with Karl Handel." There was polite applause, then Ruby continued: "If you think Val Jared is bad, Sharon Marshall would be ten times worse! I feel it is a duty to which I'm called, to oppose Sharon Marshall. And as your next Lieutenant Governor, I will be doing all I can to oppose Sharon Marshall's white nationalist message of hate." The audience applauded a bit more strongly.
"Good luck to you, Ruby." said Connie politely. "But before you go, what do you think about these allegations against Commander Troy?"
Ruby: "Connie, as you and everyone knows, Commander Troy falsely accused my father of several crimes, then went in and browbeat my mother to recant her testimony that would exonerate my father. He used similar tactics of bullying and suppression to help Governor Jared when Jared was accused of sexual harassment, as well. His bullying tactics were dishonest and should've landed him in jail, but the System was rigged to protect him."



Ruby: "Donald Troy's abusive tactics are abhorrent, and now we're learning that he may have raped---- well, had sex with a woman in his custody. This man is reprehensible, and I hope the FBI will bring the proof that will put him in prison for a long, long time." The audience cheered strongly.
"And even worse," said Rosie Berkmar loudly, as was her wont, "Troy took the Fifth. Do you realize what that means? To take the Fifth, rather than answer the FBI's questions? I ask you: what does he have to hide? If he's innocent, why doesn't he come out and say so, and say the FBI is lying?"
"I'll play Devil's Advocate on this." said Zara Zeigler, taking the role normally exercised by Ruby Russell. "First, if the FBI were accusing me of a crime, my attorney might advise me to invoke until they knew exactly what the FBI had on me. My guess is that the FBI and the U.S. Attorney will be convening a Federal Grand Jury and obtaining an indictment of Donald Troy, and then we'll know what they have."
Connie: "That's a good point, Zara. Point well taken."
Rosie Berkmar: "What I want to know is why SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell has not opened an investigation of Donald Troy, and called for him to be suspended or restricted to desk duty pending the outcome of the investigation? Why is she holding back? Is she a crony of Donald Troy, and trying to protect him from the State equivalent of the Federal charges?"
Connie: "You bring up an interesting point: The FBI has a document they claim Donald Troy signed, but Troy says the signature is a fake. So how can the FBI prove these allegations? Betty Morelli, the woman the FBI alleges Troy had sex with, died in prison several weeks ago."
"Isn't that suspicious in itself?" Ruby Russell said witheringly. "The one woman that can tell the world Donald Troy sexually assaulted her conveeeeeniently dies in prison just before this become public? And allegedly of suicide, the same way Jeffrey Epstein died in prison?"
Zara Zeigler: "Or maybe Mrs. Morelli died because she could've exonerated Donald Troy."
Rosie Berkmar: "And it was Commander Troy and SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell that were asked to investigate that crime. And Commander Cindy Ross, too... Troy's closest crony. How many of you are going to take their word of the investigation's results?" The audience chuckled loudly.
Donna Roselle: "Well, we know Donald Troy sleeps around, and cheats on his wife. So who would be surprised that he had sex with Betty Morelli, who was a beautiful woman? And he's fathered several children by several different women, including one halfbreed child!" That certain segment of the audience cheered loudly.
"Donna, we don't need that kind of talk." said Connie Chen reproachfully. "You're better than Lester Holder."
"But it's true!" shouted Donna Roselle hatefully, and openly challenging Connie Chen. "And I'm most ashamed that a black woman spread her legs for that Cracker, Donald Troy, and had his halfbreed child! It's shameful! It's disgusting!" That certain segment of the audience cheered even more loudly, and had some support amongst others in the audience...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You get the idea that the Press is in collusion with the FBI on this?" growled Sheriff Griswold, as he, Chief Moynahan, Lt. Cmdr. Croyle, and I watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Even I can see the orchestration on this." said Teresa. "It was obvious that this rogue Fed team shared information with Bettina."
"And it's just getting started." I said. "I hope I'm not the only one that sees the 'Point Taken' show being here on the University Campus right at this time as anything but a coincidence. The Swamp must have more planned for later this week." 
"What would that beeeee?" drawled the Chief.
"What they think is a 'smoking gun'." I said. "Or at the very least, they want to be here when the Feds make their move against me."
"But why?" asked the Chief. "Why the cooperation with the Press ahead of time? Why not just build their case, then make their move against you?"
Teresa said "For the same reasons the Consultant of Crime acted as he did. He tried to destroy Don's reputation first before killing him. The FBI seems to be doing the same thing: destroy Don in the Press first, then move against him."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking there." I said. "And you're absolutely right. But there's another component to it."
"What's that?" asked the Sheriff.
"Intimidation." I said. "Creating an atmosphere of fearful anticipation."
"Harumph!" growled the Sheriff. "You're the last man on earth their intimidation tactics would work on."
I looked over at the Sheriff and said "Sir, it's not me they're trying to intimidate..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Tuesday, January 21st. Mike Todd came to my office. I turned the bug-killer on.
"As Alison McFarland says on her podcasts... here's what we know." said Mike. "The Feds are not trying to convene a Grand Jury, at least not in this Federal District. We're not hearing anything at all. And that has me concerned they're going to try something underhanded. U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin may be gathering data to go to Judge Ruth B. Taney for an arrest warrant."
I nodded, then asked "You heard anything from the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights people?"
"No." said Mike. "And neither has Mayor Allgood's attorney nor the City Attorney, who is representing the Police Force, of course. But they may wait until this Fed Team hits you before they take any action."
"Sounds about right." I said musingly.
"You know, Don," said Mike, "the Feds may just not have very much on you, if anything at all. All they've got is this document, and from what my research is showing, that whole thing with Betty Morelli was thin. She took the Fifth when she got to the City and the Grand Jury, and by all accounts it looks like the whole thing was just to get you to expose yourself so Jerry Morelli could kill you. And Les Craig was the FBI Agent in charge of that whole operation, and he's dead now."
"Yeah, but you know how the Feds work." I replied. "If they don't have something, they just dig all the harder until they do find something. And if they don't find something, they make something up. It's bad enough that I'm just a local cop they want to destroy. I'd hate to see what they'd do to a President they didn't like."
Mike whimpered a laugh. "Well, I'm ready on the legal end of things. But the next move is theirs. And we may just have to wait until they do it, to see what it is..."
Part 7 - A County Divided
6:30pm, Tuesday, January 21st. I went to the Chief's Conference Room.
"The Council is meeting tonight, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Some airhead minion working for Kelly Carnes called and ordered you to appear there. I took the liberty of asking upon whose authority that demand was made. Since I didn't get an answer, I told her that you would not be appearing without a warrant or a subpoena issued by a judge."
"Am I the only onnnnne..." drawled the Chief, "... that thinks it's a little too quiet right now?"
"Calm before the storm, Chief?" I quipped. Then I got serious and said "You're right sir. With your permission, I'm going to head out, and I'm leaving both my cellphones here, in my desk. Neither you nor anyone else will be able to get in contact with me until I return."
"I'll walk you out." said the Sheriff. The Chief stood and shook hands with me, and the Sheriff led me back to my own office. Once inside, the Sheriff said "You can stay at my house tonight, you know."
"Thanks, Sheriff," I said, "but I am extremely dangerous to be around, right now. So dangerous, that it's better for my family that I'm not around them. And that family includes you."
Griswold nodded. "This cannot be easy for you, Crowbar. Whatever your sins of the past, you're paying for them now. But you'll come out all the better on the other side." He extended his hand and I shook it, and it turned into a man-hug...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, January 21st. The Town & County Council Members filed into the Public Council Chamber, in front of a packed audience. The vast majority of those attending were black, and they were wearing either red Antifa shirts or black shirts with 'Black Lives Matter' or 'Black Voices Raised' printed on them. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle had a strong contingent of armed and armored TCPD Officers, augmented by number of armed and armored Sheriff Department Deputies.
After the initial business was taken care of, Councilwoman Kelly Carnes wasted no time in going into the attack. "I move that Donald Troy be immediately suspended without pay, and that the Inspector General's Office be ordered to begin a Board of Inquiry to terminate Donald Troy's employment in any capacity with the Town & County."
The crowd burst into applause, causing Mayor Allgood to bang his gavel with increasing force until he obtained order. "The audience will comport themselves with decorum and show respect, or I will have this Chamber cleared." The audience settled down, for the moment.
"I second." said Sheila Sorrells, a mere instant before Malinda Adams and Susan Weston said the same words.
"Let the record show that Councilwoman Sorrells seconded the motion." said Mayor Allgood.
"Point of order, Mr. Mayor." said John Colby.
"Councilman Colby is recognized." said the Mayor.
"Per the new Charter," said Colby, "the Council can no longer require the Inspector General to form Boards of Inquiry. Those no longer exist. We can request a Board of Inquest, but the Inspector General has the right to refuse unless a motion passes the Council or Assembly with 60% majority."
"Mr. Mayor, I object to the point of order." said Susan Weston. "The language of the Charter does not specifically forbid the Council from requiring a Board of Inquiry, nor directing the Inspector General to investigate a Police Officer for that Police Officer committing crimes."
"Actually, it does." replied Colby. "After the abuse by Council Democrats of the Board of Inquiry process, the Council was and is prohibited from forcing the I.G. to form a Board of Inquiry. You have to go through the new Inquest process."
"And who wrote that Charter?" sneered Kelly Carnes.
Mayor Allgood banged his gavel. "Councilwoman Carnes is out of order. Her statement has no relevance to the topic at hand."
"Mr. Mayor, I disagree with Councilman Colby's position." said Weston. "And one reason for this law is to establish fully the Council's right to require the I.G. to bring this matter to the Board of Inquest, or for the Council to be able to have its own investigation of the serious crimes that are alleged to have been committed----"
Mayor Allgood tapped his gavel some more. "The debate about the legitimacy of this motion is a legitimate point, but do not use it to make arguments about the underlying allegation."
"And I have a Point of Order to that very thing Mr. Mayor." said Councilwoman Dagmar Schoen. "Should this not be being debated in Executive Session, as it is ultimately a personnel matter?"
"What are you trying to hide?" yelled Kelly Carnes. "Why can't we talk about Donald Troy raping a woman in his custody in front of everyone---"
The Mayor was banging his gavel as all the Republican Council members vociferously objected to Carnes's comment. The audience began applauding loudly again, as if suddenly realizing they needed to. Lt. Commander Croyle had the Deputies take positions in more visible and closer locations to the audience.
"Mr. Goldman is recognized." said Mayor Allgood, seeing that Mr. Goldman had taken the 'extraordinary' step of standing up.
"I demand that Kelly Carnes be arrested and removed from this Council Chamber!" yelled Goldman. The audience began booing, and the Mayor made use of his gavel some more.
"One final time!" the Mayor pretty much shouted. "Keep quiet, or I will have the audience cleared out! Mr. Goldman, finish your statement, please."
"There has been no allegation of rape against Commander Troy!" shouted Goldman. "Kelly Carnes has committed actionable slander! I want to make a Citizen's Arrest!"
The Chamber exploded with shouts and screaming, and not only in the audience. All of the Council Democrats had risen and were shouting unprintable curses at Goldman. Teresa Croyle directed the Deputies to begin clearing the Chamber, but the Mayor intervened as it got quiet.
"Councilwoman Croyle will be given one chance to retract that unproved allegation." said Mayor Allgood.
"I retract the assertion that Donald Troy committed rape." said Kelly Carnes bitterly.
"Commander Croyle!" shouted J.P. Goldman, "that is not enough for me. I insist upon making a Citizen's Arrest. Please execute it for me."
Teresa went up to Goldman and covered his microphone with her hand, then whispered "It would be better if I don't. It'll only get you in trouble if I do. I'll tell you why later." Goldman looked displeased, but took his seat.
As Teresa walked back to her post along the side of the Chamber, Reginald B.F. Lewis said "Mr. Mayor, there is a seconded motion upon the table."
"And a point of order concerning it." replied the Mayor. "I agree with the point of order that personnel discussions should be in Executive Session. As to the point of order about the I.G., the veracity of the motion is debatable, meaning that it isn't shown that it's illegal. Therefore, we have a motion on the floor. Debate?"
"Mr. Mayor," said Dagmar Schoen, "I move we go into Executive Session for debate on this motion, as it's a personnel matter."
"I object!" yelled Kelly Carnes. "This vote should take place in public, in front of this audience! The People of this County should see who is supporting removing this---"
"There is a motion on the floor, Mrs. Carnes." said Mayor Allgood. "Are you seconding it?"
"No." spat Carnes.
"I second the motion." said J.P. Goldman, his face still looking furious...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Council Members filed up the stairs to the private chamber, Teresa took the opportunity to talk to J.P. Goldman.
"If you'd made that citizen's arrest," Teresa quietly to Goldman, "you could be sued, and you could very well lose, especially since the Mayor let Carnes publicly retract it."
"You still should've done it." said Goldman. "It's out there now, what she said. That can't be put back in the bottle, no matter what she says about retracting it."
"I agree." said Teresa. "But someone with standing needs to bring the charges, or a lawsuit against her. Let's just be patient. Once this works out, she'll get what's coming to her. The Iron Crowbar does not let insults pass." Goldman just nodded acquiescence.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Council Members sat down, with only Lt. Commander Croyle and the Sergeant-At-Arms also in the room, Mayor Allgood said "The Rules of Order apply, and will be strictly adhered to. There is a motion on the floor, and seconded. Raise your hand to be recognized to speak."
Kelly Carnes immediately raised her hand and was recognized to speak. "Donald Troy, a Police Officer who took an oath to uphold the law, is the subject of a serious FBI investigation. The FBI has supporting documentation of the allegations they are making----"
"Point of order." said J.P. Goldman, raising his hand. The Mayor nodded at him and he said "The FBI has not made any formal allegations, they have not brought criminal charges, there has been no Grand Jury convened----"
The Mayor tapped his gavel. "Those are worthy points, but should be made as part of the debate, not as a point of order. Mrs. Carnes, finish your narrative."
Carnes said "As I was saying before I was wrongly interrupted: the FBI has supporting documents which show that the reasons for their investigation of Donald Troy are based upon solid facts, and that the alleged crimes are very serious. The FBI does not make scurrilous nor specious investigations; therefore, we can take this matter very seriously, and we should."
"Furthermore to the point," Carnes continued, "for Donald Troy, a Police Officer who took an oath to uphold the law, to plead the Fifth when being questioned by the FBI, is reprehensible. Don't bother with the crap that he has the right, or that he's innocent until proven guilty; the fact that a Police Officer would not cooperate with the FBI, then would take the Fifth rather than tell the truth, is all the more reason why he should be suspended without pay until this matter is fully resolved."
Carnes was not done: "And since Chief Moynahan won't do it, and you know Sheriff Griswold won't step up and do the right thing, it is incumbent upon us, the Council, to do the right thing on behalf of the People of this County, and enforce the suspension."
Dagmar Schoen took it up: "I will bother with the concepts that Commander Troy has rights, and that he's presumed innocent until proved guilty, because those concepts, as well as the Constitution itself, are the foundation and cornerstone of our Nation and the Rule of Law. Commander Troy is under no obligation to help the FBI build a false case against him; indeed, it is the abuse of Federal Government power that caused the Founding Fathers to write and pass the Fifth Amendment."
Dagmar: "And those fundamental Rights are exactly the reason we are obligated not to take action against Commander Troy, an outstanding and heroic Police Officer, at the very least until a formal indictment is brought against him by a Federal Grand Jury."
Reginald B.F. Lewis: "I guess now might not be a good time to bring up how faithfully all those rights you claim on Donald Troy's behalf are equally applied by Police to People of Color, but I digress, I digress..." he quickly said as Mayor Allgood was about to use his gavel again.
Lewis continued: "My point here is that with Police Officers, and especially high-ranking Officers like Commander Troy, a higher standard applies. To even give the impression of impropriety must be acted upon dealt with very quickly in order to maintain any perception of integrity of the Town & County Police Force. And therefore, suspension is absolutely warranted, if not outright called for."
Malinda Adams: "I want to make the point that these specific allegations are that Donald Troy had sex with a woman in his custody. It may not be a formal rape accusation, but my colleague Kelly Carnes was fundamentally correct that a charge of this magnitude is on the order of a charge of sexual assault. And like my colleague Mr. Lewis said, the standard to which Police Officers must be held, especially with this charge that is by nature specific to people who can take persons into their custody, requires that we take immediate and strong action."
Sheila Sorrells: "I totally agree with Ms. Adams's comments, that because the charges involve alleged sex crimes against a woman, it is imperative that we suspend Commander Troy immediately, and until the allegations are completely resolved."
Susan Weston: "I just want to make two points. First of all, Commander Troy's actions besmirch the Town & County Police Force, and we are called upon to take action to show our Police Officers that we have their backs when one of their highest ranking leaders allegedly commits a crime of this magnitude."
Weston: "And I will say in response to Councilwoman Schoen's comments that while these allegations originated with the FBI, they are by no means only a Federal issue. The alleged crime occurred within the boundaries of this State, and if SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell would do her job instead of covering for Donald Troy---"
The Mayor tapped his gavel and said "It's not our place to evaluate the SBI Inspector's actions. Confine your comments to the motion at hand."



"My apologies, Mr. Mayor." said Weston. "But as I was saying, the charges might not be all Federal, and this Council needs to lead the way in taking strong and proper action in anticipation of State crimes possibly to come."
Ian McGhillie: "In response to some misguided comments about the TCPD, I'll say that the Police Force strongly supports Commander Donald Troy, they are inspired by him, and if this Council were to take actions suspending him before he's even formally charged with any crime would not be seen as taking pre-emptive action on their behalf, but as an attempt to deliberately demoralize the Police Force... which is what I believe some here want to do."
Edward R. Steele: "I agree with that completely, that this is an attempt to demoralize the Police. But I'm most concerned with the ease with which some here, including a former Police Officer herself, are willing to sweep aside the Constitutional rights of a man and suspend him with no charges against him, only the whispers of an allegation by possibly corrupt Federal Agents who have clashed with Commander Troy in the past, and based upon flimsy evidence which Commander Troy has accused of being false."
J.P. Goldman: "That's absolutely correct, and it's not surprising that some here are choosing to take cheap shots and try to get rid of Commander Troy in this despicable manner. Don't even try to tell me that you're doing this 'for the People' (air quotes) or that you give a damn about anything other than attacking a good man and outstanding Police Officer that has done more good for this County than you Democrats put together!"
There were no objections to Goldman's potty-mouth language nor his direct attacks. The Council Democrats sat silently, but they were openly smirking at Goldman as if they knew they had the upper hand.
John Colby wrapped it up: "I'll only say that if this Council were to suspend Commander Troy now, before any formal allegations are made or any real proof shown, and then it comes out that the charges are false, not only will we have egg on our faces, we'll have lost the trust of the People of this County to do the right thing in it's due time. So I make the motion to lay this upon the table."
"I second." said Dagmar Schoen.
"A motion to lay it on the table has been made and seconded." said Mayor Allgood. "It takes precedence and cannot be debated."
To some significant surprise, the vote was 2-8 to lay it on the table. "The motion to lay it on the table fails. Let's vote on the motion." That vote was 5-5.
"Before you vote, Mr. Mayor," said J.P. Goldman "if you don't vote, or vote present, the measure will fail."
"That's true, Mr. Goldman," said Mayor Allgood, "but I very much want to be on the record for this one. I vote 'nay', and the motion is defeated. And before we adjourn, I want to say that tonight shows we can debate rationally and in an orderly way, and I would really like to see more of it."
No one said anything. The Democrats looked like they still had something up their sleeve, while the Republicans just wanted to go home. It was Ian McGhillie who made the motion to adjourn, seconded by Edward R. Steele...
Part 8 - The Enemy Strikes!
5:00am, Wednesday, January 22d. Residents on the east side of the County and the University were disturbed out of their peaceful slumbers by the noise of two large, black helicopters flying low overhead in circles. The object of their attention was the home near the end of the mountain finger and nearly on top of it: The Cabin.
Drones also flew closely overhead, packed with infrared and radio-receiving gear as the convoy of six black vans drove up the road and the driveway. The shotgun-seat passenger of the first vehicle got out to open the gate by destroying the lock... only to find the gate already unlocked and partially open. Warily, he manually opened the gate the rest of the way, then waved the convoy through.
The invaders, wearing black clothing and armor with 'FBI' and 'ATF' printed on the front in very small letters and on the back in slightly larger letters, rushed up to the front door. Others ran through the open gate and along the side to the back deck, crouching in alert postures.
Two men came up, one carrying a large heavy metal battering ram. As the others crouched in their positions, the first man very quietly knocked and whispered 'Federal Agents' only loud enough for the cameras videoing the process to hear, then the man with the ram slammed it against the door. The door flew open too fast; it had been barely held in place at the point of the door jamb, and there was virtually no damage to the door.
The alarm began beeping, and a Federal Agent tapped in a code to turn it off. As twelve heavily armed Agents rushed in in a single file and began clearing the house, they were shocked when the lights of the house came on.
Four agents cleared the ground floor of the house, and two went down the stairs to the basement and cleared it. Six more went upstairs, followed by the two from the basement. "Clear!" chirped into the earbud microphones over and over, and eventually the "All Clear!" was given.
Among the Federal Agents were SAC Curtis Halsey, SAC Bob Rovers, and Special Agents Lindsey Black, Karl Coleman, Peter Page, David Rovers, Andrew Parsons, and Martin Nash. They were all wearing body armor, and were armed with their service weapons, M-4s 'assault' rifles, shotguns, as well as sledgehammers. Curtis Halsey was also carrying a black crowbar.
All of the Agents began trickling into the greatroom. "All right, Nash," said Curtis Halsey, "find the goddamn papers." A second later he was heard saying to someone on his radio: "It's empty. No one is here at all... Troy's cellphones are pinging from here, but we haven't found them yet..."
Nash rushed for the office area between the front room and the far garage. He saw that the trap door in the flooring was raised, exposing the hole to the wine cellar that had been dug into the mountainside. ATF Agents Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, on loan to the FBI for this mission, had followed him into the office.
"Be careful, it may be booby-trapped." said Lindsey Black as Nash peered into the dark hole, then shined his light down into it. "Maybe we should get a team to clear it."
"No, I've got it." said Nash. He descended into the small cavern below. Agent Black saw a light flickering in the darkness, then Nash said "Come on down. There's nothing here."
"Cover me." Lindsey Black said to Karl Coleman, then she descended into the cellar. She saw the empty racks meant for wine bottles, and the rock walls of the mountain. She noted the wires that led up to the ceiling and into the house next to the ladder, where a computer server had been.
"Nothing here." she said. "Troy knew we were coming. Whatever he had down here, he took out."
"God damn it!" exclaimed an exasperated Nash. "All right, let's get some sonar down here, to make sure there's no hidden room where he could've hidden----" He stopped speaking.
"McGinty's Materials." said Lindsey Black. "If he ever had them to begin with."
"He did, I'm sure of it." said Nash. "Maybe they're at his other house."
As they got upstairs and went into the front room, other Agents went into the office. The plexiglass over the desk that covered the map of the Town & County was shattered, and the map itself torn to pieces. The desk drawers were emptied of their meager contents; office supplies and a few papers, mostly bills, littered the floor. The porcelain tea cups and tea caddy on the shelves were smashed on the floor, and broken into shards of worthless pottery. The frames holding the citations on the wall were smashed and the documents behind torn out in search of hidden papers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and Special Agent Julius Jefferson drove up the road and were admitted past the TCPD cordon on the express orders of Lieutenant Micah Rudistan. They parked and put on their armored vests, then went towards the driveway, unhindered by other Federal Agents.
As they went up the driveway, they heard the chants from the road below, somehow within the cordon. A number of young people, some black with red Antifa shirts and some scruffy and white with green PCGW shirts, were loudly chanting "Lock him up! Lock him up!" as they were being filmed by KXTC and KSB cameras.
"This is all a set up." said Muscone to Jefferson as they walked up the driveway towards the door. "Watch your back."
"Roger that." said Jefferson as they stepped up to the door.
*KERASSHHH!*
Going inside, Muscone saw David Rovers at the fireplace between the greatroom and front room. He'd closed the glass panels, then proceeded to smash them with the butt of his M-4.
"You trying to start gas leak?" Muscone barked at Rovers. Rovers looked surprised, but stopped. The damage was done; the glass of the fireplace lay in shards on and around the concrete base of the fireplace.
"What the hell are you doing?" Muscone yelled at Peter Page, who was swinging a sledgehammer as hard as he could at one of the back windows. Another Agent was cutting into the cushions of the sofas, pulling out the stuffing like children opening presents on Christmas morning, and with the same amount of glee.
"Looking for hidden evidence, asshole!" yelled Page as he swung again, smashing the sledgehammer against the glass.
"That glass is bulletproof... asshole." yelled Muscone. "And it's obvious there is no evidence hidden within it!" He looked over at Jefferson, who just nodded slightly; Jefferson had a videocamera hidden on his person, and it was filming what was going on.
"Where's Halsey?" Muscone growled.
"Upstairs." said Page. He turned and smashed the sledgehammer against the wall. The sheet rock cracked, but the concrete behind it held. This house had been built to be fireproof, the Agents were just beginning to find out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The FBI's attack on The Cabin was relentless. Every television in the house was smashed to bits. In the kitchen, every plate, cup, and serving item that could be broken was smashed onto the floor, and the metal utensils were flung everywhere. The drawers were smashed and sledgehammers taken to the countertops. Somehow, the kitchen sink and dishwasher avoided being damaged, but the oven unit was pulled out from the wall then taken apart.
The basement rooms downstairs where Molly and her boys stayed were ransacked and damaged. The bedrooms upstairs were in the process of being destroyed. The wall safe in the Master Bedroom had been found and forced open; it was empty. The mattresses and pillows in every bedroom were being slashed open, the drawers of the dressers taken out, dumped, and smashed into pieces. Sledgehammers were being taken to the lavatories, toilets, and bathtubs, and water had started spewing everywhere until someone mercifully turned the water off.
As Jack Muscone reached the attic floor, he heard the sounds of Lego City being smashed. He saw Curtis Halsey swinging the black crowbar he'd brought, laughing demonically as he swung at each building. Legos were flying everywhere, as were railcars and pieces of rail from the once-great model train system. Martin Nash was standing near the top of the stairs, watching.
"What the fuck are you doing?" Muscone all but yelled.
"Looking for evidence, Fat Boy!" yelled Halsey as he turned towards Muscone. Muscone was a bit barrel-chested, but he was by no means fat.
"No you're not!" Muscone yelled. "You're just destroying everything for the sake of destroying it!"
"You damn right I am!" yelled Halsey, coming up to Muscone. "What are you gonna do about it, fatass?"
Muscone was beginning to throw a punch when Martin Nash intervened, getting between them and fronting Muscone. "Jack!" he said loudly. "Don't do it! He's right and you're wrong!" Muscone looked at Nash with sheer disbelief... and the beginnings of hatred.
"Whose fucking side are you on, Nash?" Muscone gasped.
"This is his mission, Jack." said Nash. "Not yours. You'll only get in trouble if you try to stop him."
"You call this..." Muscone said, pointing at the toys, "... a mission? Are you out of your tree?"
"If you don't like it, Muscone!" Halsey yelled, his eyes practically bugging out of his head, "then you can shove a crowbar up your fat ass!"
To emphasize his point, he raised his leg and smashed his foot down... on a brown and beige toy train car. The car splintered, the middle crushed in to the floor, the sides bulging out, the the little wheels bent almost flat.
"This is not the last of this." warned Muscone. Then he turned to Nash and said "And if you ever call me by my first name again, traitor... I'll shove that crowbar up your ass."
"I'm doing the right thing---" tried Nash.
"FUCK YOU!" yelled Muscone. "You call that the right thing?" he said as he pointed at the smashed toys. "You go straight to HELL, Nash!" With that, Jack Muscone turned and descended the stairs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nothing." FBI SAC Bob Rovers said to Curtis Halsey as the Agents gathered in the destroyed greatroom, near the dining table that had been smashed into pieces by Peter Page's sledgehammer. "The papers are all just bills. There was a server up in the attic, but it only has school stuff on it; it likely was being used by his kids for their schoolwork."
"Have our cyber guys rip through it for coded data." said Halsey. "Anything in that wine cellar?"
"No sir." said Karl Coleman. "Solid rock, no hidden openings or passages, except for one covered vent, likely an air vent to the surface so no one down there suffocates if the trap door was shut, and there was nothing in it."
"We found two burner phones with duplicates of Troy's SIM cards in them." said Bob Parsons. "Enough to give us a signal that appeared to be his, but not enough to get any good data. I might add that something of this quality is not something one just picks up off the street. He had help deceiving us. Very good help. Maybe Professor Marvin Milton."
"More likely his uncle, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart." said Martin Nash. "And you'll never touch him."
"Both garages are empty." said David Rovers. "Troy's wife car is at their other house closer to Campus. That Green Hornet contraption can't be traced; it could be anywhere. But it's not here."
"Another P. Harvey Eckhart specialty." said Martin Nash. "The car may be down at 'The Vision' compound in Coltrane County. With McGinty's Materials in it."
"If so, that's it for your paper chase." said Andrew Parsons, who still deeply hated Martin Nash for the crowbar beatdown Nash had given him months before. (Author's note: Riverboat Gambler', Ch. 02.) "I'd rather invade Fort Knox than try to get into Eckhart's compound."
"We'll deal with him later." said Curtis Halsey, bringing Parsons back to the lure. "What else?"
"We found the secret staircases, too." said Andrew Parsons. "Nothing in them. But why that bastard has those in the first place..."
"If you had any brains," said Lindsey Black, "you would've read that the house that was here before this one was burned to the ground, and Troy and his family barely got out alive. He obviously rebuilt the place with fire prevention and fire escape in mind." Parsons looked at Black with hatred in his eyes, making his dumb-looking face look even dumber.
"All right, keep searching." said Halsey. "Use sonar on every wall of this god-damned house. What about the other house, Fredricson's house?"
"The CIA objected to the warrant for that house." said Bob Rovers. "Dr. Fredricson used to work from home when she was Deputy Director for them. We can't raid that until the CIA has Officers there to oversee the search."
"Goddammit!" spat Halsey. "No element of surprise, then. Okay, let's get over there... and if the CIA does't show up by the time we get there, we're going in anyway!"
"Sir, that'll violate the warrant." said Lindsey Black.
"We'll burn that bridge when we come to it." snarled Halsey. "What we can do is arrest anyone there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30am, Wednesday, January 22d. Some of the contingent of FBI were now in the driveway of the Mountain Nest as light began brightening over the eastern horizon. The helicopters and drones were still flying around, and KXTC and the young people had relocated to the edge of the driveway, continuing to chant "Lock him up! Lock him up!" in front of the very happy Media people filming them.
Two CIA Officers drove through the TCPD cordon and into the driveway. "About time you got here!" yelled Curtis Halsey.
"We don't punch in to your time clock." the CIA Officer fired back. "And we're only doing this under duress."
"I don't give a shit about your 'duress'." snarled Halsey. "Okay, Rovers, let's go."
They went to the front door as other Agents encircled the house, going around back. Halsey knocked loudly, and announced the FBI's presence loudly, mostly because the CIA was here, and because the Media was a lot closer.
"It's open!" came a voice from inside, a female voice. Lindsey Black led the way, opening the door. Other Agents poured in behind her, some going upstairs, others downstairs.
As they came in, the redoubtable Bowser, wearing his Police badge on his collar, began barking at them from the greatroom.
"Shoot that dog!" Curtis Halsey snarled.
"That's a Police dog!" Martin Nash warned.
"I don't care!" shouted Halsey. "I'm going to kill that dog!" He drew his service weapon and aimed it at Bowser.
"Noooooo!" yelled a child's voice. From seemingly out of nowhere, Carole Troy burst into the room, wearing her yellow pajamas. She got between Bowser and cradled him to her chest, turning her back to Halsey.
"Get away from that dog!" yelled Halsey. "I'm going to kill it, and I'll shoot you too, to get at it!"
"You leave my dog alone!" Carole yelled angrily... and fearlessly, keeping herself between the business end of Halsey's firearm and her dog.
"God damn you." Halsey said as he clicked off the safety and took careful aim at Carole's back...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell is going on here?" barked FBI EAD Dr. Robin Isley as she came up the driveway. With her was FBI EAD Owen Lange.
"Destruction of a man's properties," said Jack Muscone, "disguised as a search warrant."
"Go fuck yourself, Muscone!" growled SAC Bob Rovers. To Isley and Lange he said "We just began executing the warrant to search this home."
"Why didn't you do this two hours ago?" yelled Dr. Robin Isley angrily.
"We had to wait for the CIA, because this is officially Dr. Fredricson's home, not Don Troy's----"
*BLAM!*
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Girl Power, Family Power
As ATF Special Agent In Charge Curtis Halsey aimed his weapon at Carole Troy's back, and at Bowser cradled to her chest, it seemed like a blur out of the corner of his eye that became TCPD Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, wearing an armored vest and TCPD helmet. She went to her knees in front of Carole, and once she had Carole pressed against her back, she aimed her own weapon at Halsey's head.
"Ha." said Halsey. "A fucking local cop. Get out of the way, Teresa Cunt! I'm going to shoot that dog."
"Better be sure." said Teresa, who had her weapon's trigger pulled, her thumb holding the hammer back. "I know my shot is going to hit you right between the eyes if you shoot me."
"Commander Croyle." said Martin Nash, his hand on his holstered weapon. "That's a Federal Agent you're pointing your gun at. Stand down."
"He's pointing his gun at a six-year-old child." said Teresa, her eyes not leaving Halsey for even one instant. "Whose side are you on, Nash?"
"He's a Federal Agent. You're not." said Nash. "Lower your weapon."
"It is a good day to die, Nash." said Teresa, in her best English translation of the original Klingon. She was still looking at Halsey, refusing to be distracted, as she said: "Are you prepared to die with us?"
"Yeah!" said Curtis Halsey, looking more demented than ever. "Shoot that bitch, Nash! Come on, shoot her!"
"That would be a very stupid thing to do."
Everyone except Teresa looked up to see that Melina Troy Allgood had come out of the 'Puter Room, wearing a gray dress and solid black stockings and pumps... but no armor. She had a powerful Beretta 92FS handgun in her right hand, pointed at the floor. She was being followed by Dr. Laura Fredricson, who was also armed.
"You're pointing that at my niece." Melina said as she walked up to Halsey.
"I'm going to kill her, too----" Halsey started.
*BLAM!*
"AAAUUUGH!" Halsey screamed as he dropped to the floor. Melina had shot him in the right leg, in the lower thigh, her gun aimed at a downward angle that took the bullet into Halsey's knee. He was now in excruciating pain, and would never walk normally again.
Melina looked over at Martin Nash and warned "You try to draw that gun, and I won't shoot you in the knee." Nash took his hand off his weapon, seeing that not only Melina but Teresa Croyle had aimed her weapon at him.
"I would shoot you in the balls, Nash." said Teresa, her voice ugly. "But you don't have any."
Laura went over to Carole and Bowser. "Carole, are you okay?" she asked, the worry in her voice very obvious to everyone.
"I'm good, Mommy!" Carole proclaimed. "Thanks to Aunt Melina... and Aunt Teresa again. Are you okay Bowser?" Bowser whimpered his relief.
"What is going on, here?" Dr. Robin Isley demanded to know as she came in. "Who shot Halsey?"
"Your boy acted stupidly." Melina said. "I suggest you get him out of here. Now. Before I shoot you, too, and end this charade."
"Get him out of here." said Isley. "Take him to Hammondsville Hospital."
"No." said Teresa. "He's under arrest, for the attempted murder of a Town & County K-9 Corps Police Officer, and a TCPD Auxiliary Police Officer."
Everyone gasped. Robin Isley was looking at Teresa furiously. Melina was watching Isley with contempt.
Laura, ever the doctor, was examining Halsey's wound, then put a gauze pad on the entry wound and taped it down. "He's not bleeding out, but get him to University Hospital." Two of the new TCEMS paramedics came in and put Halsey on a stretcher, and he was transported to University Hospital under heavy (local) Police guard.
"Okay, carry out the warrant!" Robin Isley yelled to her people, that had congregated outside. "Tear this house apart!"
"Hold on there!" yelled Jack Muscone, coming up to them. "Federal Judge K.M Landis has rescinded both the search warrants and the arrests warrants for Donald Troy!..."
Part 10 - Sleaze And Corruption
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 22d, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "The FBI had conducted raids against Commander Donald Troy's homes!"
Bettina was smiling brightly as she began: "Early this morning, a special FBI Task Force executed warrants to search Donald Troy's homes and arrest him for having sex with a woman in his custody nearly three years ago! Let's go to reporter Amber Harris, who has been covering these fast breaking and fluid developments! Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said a very happy Amber Harris from near the Mountain Nest home. The feed showed footage from the raid at The Cabin, with Amber voicing over it: "The FBI raided the homes as citizens gathered and yelled 'Lock him up!', desiring that justice be brought to Donald Troy for his crimes. The FBI reports that Donald Troy has fled his homes, leaving his family unprotected like the coward he is, and he is now a wanted fugitive!"
Back to Amber onscreen: "A second raid occurred at the home that is owned by his wife. Reports are that shots were fired inside the home and one Federal Agent was injured, but Donald Troy was not at the scene---"
The screen suddenly switched to Bettina. "Amber, hold on! We have breaking news... whaa?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Tim Sioban, KSB News in The City. We are being joined in progress by our affiliates KXTC in the Town & County, and KCAP in Midtown. And we are just getting the breaking news that Federal Judge K.M. Landis has rescinded the Federal warrants to search the homes of Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy and his wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, as well as warrants to arrest Donald Troy on allegations that he had sex with a woman that was in his custody."
Sioban: "KSB News has learned that FBI Special Agent In Charge Ashton Cardigan will be giving a Press Conference at the Federal Building in The City, which will explain the reasons for Judge Landis to rescind the Federal warrants, which were issued late last night by Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney. We now go to Amber Harris in the Town & County for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Tim!" Amber said from atop the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with the Federal Building across the Square in the background, and viewers not realizing she had just been transported there at rapid (and illegal) speeds. "Channel Two News has been following the FBI raids on the Troy homes earlier this morning. Those raids have been stopped, and the Federal Agents conducting them have left the properties for now and returned to the Federal Building here."
Amber: "There is still no word on Commander Troy's whereabouts, but Channel Two News has learned that Police Chief Sean Moynahan has sworn out a warrant for an FBI Agent, and Chief Moynahan will give a Press Conference later this morning. Back to you, Tim!"
"Thank you, Amber." said Sioban. "That was Amber Harris, reporting from the Town & County, where the controversy around Donald Troy continues to swirl..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am. FBI Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan and Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White walked into a packed Press Room at the Federal Building in the City, and up to the podium.
"Thank you for coming." said SAC Cardigan. "I am Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan of the FBI Cyber Branch, working with the Information and Technology Branch. With me today is Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White of this region's Criminal Investigative Division."
Cardigan: "The evidence of a document purporting to have been signed by TCPD Commander Donald Troy taking custody of Mrs. Jerry Morelli, a.k.a. Betty Morelli, was examined for authenticity... and was found to have been forged. Our findings were verified, then communicated to Federal Judge K.M. Landis and U.S. Attorney John Jones early this morning. Judge Landis rescinded the warrants against Commander Troy pending a further review of the evidence."
An image came onto the projector screen next to Cardigan on the dais as he said "There were two major discrepancies in the document. First, the standard form number on the document is the current one, which was implemented into service at the beginning of January, just over two years ago. However, the timeframe of the alleged incident was the April before that, nearly three years ago. It was physically impossible to use this document, which hadn't been created yet, for the timeframe of the incident."
The Press began murmuring, getting restless. Another image appeared on the screen as Cardigan continued: "This is the signature purported to be by Commander Troy. As you can see, it says 'James D. Troy' in rather crude and childish script. A case could be made that Commander Troy signed this left-handed, but I will show you why we think that's not only illogical, but likely not possible."
Another image appeared. "This is how Commander Troy signs his Police documents. As you can see, it's a lot bolder, more confident, and more natural-looking. But most important is this: We have examined as many of Donald Troy's signatures that we could find. We looked at his Army ROTC contract signature, his paperwork of his Commission and his military physicals, his papers while he was in the Army Reserve, his signature on Court documents when he worked in a State Crime Lab, and his signature during his Police career with the TCPD."
Cardigan: "At no time could we find any document of his that was signed 'James D. Troy'. He always signed 'Donald Troy', or 'D. Troy', and a rare few times we found 'J. Donald Troy' or a full 'James Donald Troy'. But never... ever... 'James D. Troy'. And therefore, we not only believe this signature is forged, but it is more than likely that there never was any custody paperwork at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, I de-clarrrre." said Chief Moynahan as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Congratulations, Commander. That just blew a gaping hole in the Feds's case."
"Thank you, sir." I said tiredly. "But it's only the Fed case. I'm hearing the State is going to try to put together their own case."
"So am I." said Captain Tanya Perlman, the only Angel to attend this coffee klatch.
Sheriff Griswold said "The good news is that they can't destroy your Cabin home much worse than they already have."
"I haven't seen it yet." I said.
"Lieutenant Rudistan did." said the Chief. "He rarely looks angry, but he did when he was talking about it." I nodded, then the Chief stood up as he said "If you'll excuuuuse me, I have some business to doooo, and a Press Conference to a-ttennnnnd."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Wednesday, January 22d. TCPD Chief Sean Moynahan came to the podium of a packed Press Room at TCPD Headquarters. When the shouting, disrespectful reporters finally shut up, he said "I have a statement at this time."
Chief Moynahan: "Earlier this morning, Federal Agents invaded the home of Commander Donald Troy and his wife Dr. Laura Fredricson on a warrant that has since been rescinded, having been issued on what we now know was forged documentary evidence. During the search of the home, an incident occurred, in which ATF Special Agent In Charge Curtis Halsey drew his service weapon and announced his intent to kill a Town & County K-9 Corps Police Officer."
Chief Moynahan: "Both State and local laws state that the killing of a canine Police Officer is a first-class felony crime, requiring no less than a fifteen year prison sentence if convicted, and attempting to kill a Police Office, whether human or canine, is also a first-class felony."
Chief Moynahan: "The K-9 Officer's badge was on his collar and clearly visible when Agent Halsey attempted to kill him. Our Officer's life was saved by the heroic actions of his six-year-old owner, who put her body between the K-9 Officer and the Federal Agent's gun. They were then covered by a TCPD Officer wearing armor protection."
Chief Moynahan: "Agent Halsey continued to attempt to shoot our Officers, both canine and human, and was stopped when another FBI Agent shot him in the leg. I am grateful to that Agent for interdicting Agent Halsey's crimes and possibly saving my Officers's lives."
Chief Moynahan: "I have sworn out a warrant for the arrest of Curtis Halsey, for these crimes, and I have renewwwwwed the charges for previous crimes Halsey committed during the Hospital Bombing incident. He has been taken into custody at University Hospital, where he will remain under arrest and under guard while recovering from his wound. I fully expect the FBI to fully cooperate with the Town & County Police, and ensure that Curtis Halsey will remain in our custody while he awaits and then undergoes trial for his crimes. If you keep it courteous, I'll open up the floor for your questions."
The Press did not keep it courteous. They began shouting questions at him and over each other. With a shrug, the Police Chief walked off the dais and out of the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Joint FBI-ATF Task Force met in a room in the Old Post Office building behind the Federal Building.
"So." said Dr. Robin Isley. "This has been an absolute disaster. Curtis Halsey is out of surgery, but the damage to his knee is so bad that he likely will be forced to retire from the ATF. And he's under arrest, too."
"We're not going to let these local shits keep him, are we?" said Bob Rovers. "Hell, let's raid the Hospital and fly him out of here, to Hammondsville."
"Good luck." said Robin Isley. "Chief Moynahan, Commander Troy, and Commander Croyle can fly Cobras, and they would shoot Halsey out of the air if we tried to evacuate him by helicopter."
"What is being done to Agent Allgood for shooting Halsey?" asked David Rovers. "I would've shot her dead myself this morning if you hadn't ordered us to stand down."
"Nothing will be done." said Robin Isley. "That child was her niece. And what's more, if you want to try to do something to her, you'll have to take it up with people above all our pay grades, like White-House-level pay grades. Best we simply forget about her."
"I agree." said Bob Rovers. "Especially since our target was Donald Troy."
"And McGinty's Materials." said Martin Nash.
"Which the bastard did not have." said Andrew Parsons. "You fucked up, Nash. Yet again."
"No I didn't, dumb shit." replied Nash. "Didn't you notice? Commander Troy took all of his valuables out of the house. His Japanese swords were gone, his Russian citations, the 'Deer Me, Mr. Holmes, Deer Me' slip of paper, all of it. What he left was copies. And he left the trap door to that cave wide open. Whatever was in there, he took out of there. We just have to find it now."
"And how did he know, dipshit?" replied Andrew Parsons. "How did he know we were coming? Maybe because you went and beat up his contractor, who told him of your visit? The failure for this is on you, Nash, and now you don't have your uncle protecting you. I heard Muscone wanted kill you, Croyle wanted to shoot you, and you know the Iron Crowbar will never forgive you for---"
"Stop it, guys." said Robin Isley. "I have good sources that told me Troy never did have them. We took the shot for you, Martin, and it didn't pan out. So that's back burner now. And with our so-called colleague telling the world that document was forged, we're going to have to take a backseat and let the U.S. Attorney work with the State people to charge Troy with his crimes."
"What are they going to do?" asked Bob Rovers.
"Work with the State people and our allies in the Press." said Isley. "This is not over for Donald Troy, not by a long shot..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Karl Handel, State Attorney General, candidate for Governor, and the poster child of the sleaze and corruption that was the Republican Establishment Elites, stepped up to the microphone at the State Capitol to make an announcement to the Press.
"Ladies and gentlemen," Handel said, "I am announcing the formation of a new Independent State Counsel, to investigate the allegations that Town & County Police Commander and SBI Reserve Inspector Donald Troy committed the felony crime of having sex with a woman in his custody. I am pleased to announce that Robert Mullen has agreed to take on this role to thoroughly investigate Donald Troy for these alleged crimes."
He took questions, the first being from the beautiful Indian reporterette in front. "Priya Ajmani, Fox University News." she announced. "Sir, do you believe Governor Jared will withhold his objection of this new Independent State Counsel?"
"I don't care what that racist Jared does." said Handel. "As you know, Priya, the Legislature can override Jared with 60% in each House, and my phone has been ringing off the hook with calls from Legislators that have told me they want Donald Troy to be investigated for these crimes... excuse me, alleged crimes. I'm confident the ISC investigation will be underway by the beginning of next week."
"Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Tim Sioban of KSB News. "Do you believe the Legislature, especially Democrats in the State House, will support you on this?"
Handel replied: "I believe that there is strong bipartisan support to investigate Donald Troy for these serious charges against him. Sex with a woman in his custody is on par with sexual assault, and this is the man who helped Jared get away with sexually harassing two women who made credible claims against the Governor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Wednesday, January 22d. Bettina Wurtzburg came on at the top of the hour. "This is Bettina Wurtzburg with breaking news! Deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared has formally objected to State Attorney General Karl Handel naming an Independent State Counsel to investigate TCPD Commander Donald Troy!"
Bettina: "The State Legislature has three business days to vote to override the Governor's objection, and it requires a three-fifths majority in each Chamber. Channel Two News has learned that the leadership of both Parties in both Houses of the State Legislature have set aside all other business, and are planning to hold a vote this afternoon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
During the noon newscasts across the State, it was reported that the State's U.S. Senators, Richard Nunn and Lorraine McGill, had issued statements demanding an investigation of the FBI to determine the source of the faked custody document. Senator Nunn also moved to convene the U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee to begin a formal probe. U.S. Congressman Travis Gowron (R - Florida) also moved to begin an investigation in the U.S. House of Representatives.
The Director of National Intelligence, Brendan Chapel, made a statement before Press cameras that a formal Congressional investigation was not needed, and that he was directing the Intelligence Community's Inspector General to begin an investigation.
His comments were immediately attacked by the State's entire U.S. Congressional delegation, with one exception: U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor (D- 1st District) could not be found, and his office had issued no statements. His opponent, former Town & County Mayor Larry P. Vaughan, issued a statement blistering Condor for being a no-show during this crisis time. Condor's political supporters in the Democrat Party issued a counter-statement blistering Commander Troy for being a no-show while his homes and family were attacked.



Part 11 - Everlasting Scars
2:00pm, Wednesday, January 22d. Two vehicles came through the TCPD cordon on the road that an in front of and below The Cabin. One of them was my Police SUV, with me driving, the Sheriff riding shotgun, and NCPD Chief Molly Evans in back. Behind us was a gray car with Town & County Examiner reporters Lisa Fillmore and Alison McFarland. Alison was going to be Lisa's camerawoman.
It seemed eerily quiet as we got out of the vehicles and went to the front door. I brought a small plastic bag with a few items, and we went inside. I thought I was mentally prepared for what I was going to see. I was not.
It literally looked like a tornado had demolished the insides of the house. Literally no piece of furniture had escaped serious damage, with the exception of the desk in my office. I saw the shattered cups and tea caddy on the floor and the opened trap door to the wine cellar cave below.
"First things first." I said, going to the kitchen. Stepping carefully among the shards of what once had been kitchen plates, I saw that the cans of cat food in the pantry had been swept to the floor, but appeared intact upon closer examination. I took the aluminum foil I'd brought in the plastic bag, opened two cans and dumped them onto a piece of foil, and headed out onto the back deck, with the Sheriff following.
I placed the food where I normally put cat food for Tiger Mom and her pride of feral cats. By the time I got back to the back door, famished cats were hungrily feasting upon the food. The Sheriff stayed on the deck, sitting on my metal mesh loveseat... the only piece of deck furniture not thrown over the edge of the deck down the hill.
Having taken care of the feral feline family, Molly and I and the reporters went downstairs to look around. The damage to the basement living quarters was bad, but nowhere near as bad as the bedrooms on the second floor. Alison McFarland was taking photographs and Lisa Fillmore was taking notes. I'd told them they couldn't video my home, and I wanted veto power over any photos shown, and Alison had agreed. She and Lisa were as shocked as the rest of us.
And then we went to the attic room. Molly gasped and failed to keep from crying as she saw the utter destruction of Lego City and the Troy Transcontinental Railroad to the bricks, literally. She pointed at the smashed brown and beige railcar, and asked Alison to take a photo of it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Wednesday, January 22d. Jim had stayed with his brothers Ross and Ian at Molly's condo in Nextdoor County, and Buddy had stayed there to help supervise the three rowdy boys. Today she picked them up from their preschool and brought them and Buddy to the Mountain Nest.
Bowser was happy to see his buddy Buddy return, but he was much, much happier when the Sheriff came through the door... with me. Bowser practically tackled me by running up to me and putting his front paws on my leg. I actually picked him up and received a face full of canine love as I held and petted my overjoyed dog.
Okay... Carole's overjoyed dog. I put Bowser back down just in time to be 'assaulted' by my firstborn child, who ran up and tried to tackle my legs like Wildcats linebacker Davis Smith tackled his Bulldogs opponents.
"Okay, let's go sit down." I said after giving Laura a long, warm hug. I sat down on the sofa against the far wall with Laura, while the Sheriff and Molly sat on the near-side sofa.
"It went almost exactly as you predicted." Laura said. "But it was a good thing Teresa and Melina stayed here overnight. I don't think anyone expected Halsey to try to shoot Bowser in front of everyone."
"I heard about that." I said, petting Bowser, who was sitting on the floor in front of me. "You okay, Bowser?" As Bowser looked up at me with pure love in his canine eyes, I said "I heard Bowser had his Badge on. Whose idea was that?"
"Mine." Carole said. "I was hop-ing it would protect him from being hurt. But that very bad man tried to hurt Bowser anyway. There's something wrong with that man, Daddy. The kind of 'wrong' that some of Mommy's patients are like." How a six-year-old understood her mother's medical profession and what her patients were like was beyond my comprehension at the moment. And more, for my six-year-old child to see far enough ahead to put Bowser's badge on his collar was extraordinary.
But that was Carole...
"Carole is spot-on about Halsey." growled Sheriff Griswold. "That man is nuts. He has literally gone over the cliff." Carole nodded vigorously in agreement.
I said "Because Bowser had his badge on, we are charging Halsey with trying to kill a Police K-9 Corps Officer, which he will find is no small legal matter. So that was a smart idea, Carole." I fist-bumped Carole, who was now sitting between me and Laura.
"Daddy," Carole said, "Mommy's not happy that I ran out to help Bowser."
"You got that right." Laura said, bit darkly. "Don, your fearless daughter ran out of the 'Puter Room where Teresa and I were keeping her, and ran in here and put herself between Bowser and Halsey's gun. She does not seem to be accepting my explanation that her life is more important than a dog's."
"I had to protect Bowser." Carole said defensively. "He's family, like Tasha and Jim and Ross and Ian."
"Yes, he is." I said. "You were very brave, Carole. C'mere." I gave my daughter a big hug.
"And you saved our Police dog's life, too." growled Griswold.
"You two are not helping." Laura said. Molly burst out laughing at that.
"Daddy," Carole said as Jim, Ross, and Ian came downstairs, "are Tiger Mom and her kittens okay?"
"Yes." I said. "I went and fed them just before we came here."
"How bad is it?" Laura asked. My look told her more than words possibly could, and everything she needed to know.
"It's bad." Carole said simply.
"Is our Lego City okay?" Ross asked.
I did not sugarcoat it. "No. They tore it down."
"Dad," Ian said, "can we go see what the FBI did to the house?" Adults began looking at each other.
I looked at Molly for a second, then looked at Ian and said "No point in delaying it. Let's go..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura was stunned at the damage. Carole was focused like a laser beam, and barely noticed the house as she went to the back deck. Her mission was to go out back and check on Tiger Mom and the kittens. "They're okay." she reported after seeing them by the side of the house, though they did not approach her nor the deck.
I took the boys up to the attic room. When they got to the top of the stairs, I watched their reactions. Jim was the most stoic about it, seeming to take it in stride. Ross looked angry. But it was Ian that felt the pain the most.
He saw the brown and beige toy car lying smashed on the floor and went over and picked it up. Tears were rolling down my four-year-old son's cheeks as he held the destroyed car that he and I had worked together on for so long and so carefully.
I knelt down beside him, the pain in my back no match for the pain in my heart as I wondered what to say. It was Jim that spoke first: "We can rebuild all this. And you can build more train cars, Ian." I appreciated his positive mental attitude.
"But we can't fix this one." Ian said, trying not to break down crying. He looked at the toy train car again, then bitterly uttered the words "I hate the FBI!"
Something inside me just knew that this was not a here-and-now event, that scars were forming on Ian's heart as well as his mind that would last his entire life.
"I know, son." I said, as I took the train car from him and held it gently in my hand. "We'll get 'em back for this."
"How, Dad?" asked Ross. "They're the FBI."
I looked at all of my sons, and said "We may not get them back today. We may not get them back tomorrow. But it doesn't matter how big they are. We will find a way to get them back. Remember, gentlemen... never let an insult pass."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly took the boys back to Nextdoor County for another night, again under Buddy's supervision. Our favorite Cocker Spaniel seemed to be very aware of Ian's pain, and all but made Ian give him skritchins.
Laura and Sheriff Griswold took Carole home. I stayed behind for a few minutes. I went into the far garage, where the Black Beauty normally was kept. Everything that was on shelves had been shoved onto the floor, and my toolbox emptied and its contents hurled away. Not to find anything, but simply to destroy as much as possible.
But I found what I was looking for. The plexiglass that had covered the map of the Town & County, and had provided the protection for the 'DEER ME, MR. HOLMES, DEER ME' slip of paper, the tiny slip that had brought down the Consultant of Crime, Raymond Kyle Westboro, had been cut from a larger sheet. I found the rest of the sheet and went to work.
I cut out rectangles just large enough to hold the railcar, and screwed them together. I put little hinges on one side to act as a door. Then I went into my office and rummaged through the papers and office supplies all over the floor until I found a pen and a notepad, which had light blue paper and, in darker blue ink, a TCPD Badge and 'From the desk of... Commander Donald Troy' on top.
I wrote a note, folded the paper into a small slip, and put it inside the end of the damaged railcar, willing God and the Universe to guide Ian to find it when the time was right. Then I put the railcar inside the plexiglass box, and left it on the desk while I started cleaning up the office...
Part 12 - Political Ploys
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, January 23d, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "In a stunning move, the State Legislature fails to override Governor Jared's veto of the Independent State Counsel!"
Bettina began: "Republican State Attorney General Karl Handel named Robert Mullen as Independent State Counsel, with the mandate to investigate Town & County Police Officer Donald Troy for the alleged crime of having sex with a woman in his custody. Deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared immediately formally objected to the creation of the ISC, throwing the matter into the State Legislature for resolution."
Bettina: "Three-fifths majorities in each Chamber of the State Legislature was required to override the Governor's objection, and it was widely expected that they would, and the process of investigating Donald Troy could begin. However, in a stunning vote last night, the measure failed in both Chambers of the Legislature!"
Bettina: "In the State House, only 45 of the 96 Legislators voted for the measure to override Jared's objection, and only 8 of 36 State Senators supported the objection. Many Democrats stated they voted against it because they did not want to give Republican Karl Handel anything he could use in his run for Governor. Republicans were mixed in their reasons, most of which were support for the Governor or for Donald Troy, with some saying the ISC process was too time-consuming and would be a waste of State tax dollars. Roll tape." 
Tape rolled, showing State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone (D - Southport) saying "An Independent State Counsel investigation of Commander Troy would take months, and very likely turn out to be nothing. Why should we give Karl Handel all that air time and free Media publicity?"
State Senator Moe Molinari (R - Westphalia and Eastphalia) said "I support the Governor's objection. Handel's idea of an ISC for this is ridiculous from the start."
Back to Bettina live: "However, one other important reason emerged. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Bettina interviewing State Senator Katherine Woodburn (D - 1st District). "One reason I am opposed to an expensive Independent State Counsel process is because this is a job the SBI Inspector is supposed to already be doing. Inspector Britt Maxwell should already be investigating this matter, and bringing charges against Donald Troy if there is any merit to the accusations. What we need to know is why State Inspector Britt Maxwell is not doing her job!"
Back to Bettina live: "Many Social Justice groups are also demanding that Inspector Maxwell investigate Donald Troy, while others are saying that it's too late, that Inspector Maxwell is covering for Donald Troy and Val Jared, and that she should resign immediately."
Bettina: "And now let's go to reporter Amber Harris for more news on charges that Judge Rodney K. Watts took bribes.Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris, who was somewhere in the copse of trees southeast of the Courthouse, with said Courthouse complex in the background. "The State Bar has recommended to the State Supreme Court that Judge Rodney K. Watts be suspended and referred to the State Legislature for Impeachment for possibly taking bribes in exchange for favorable rulings for Commander Donald Troy and also circumventing established processes in allowing some adoptions out of turn. The State Bar cannot suspend a judge like they can lawyers admitted to the Bar, but their recommendation will carry a lot of weight with the State Supreme Court and the Legislature---"
The screen split, and Bettina said "Amber, did the State Bar show any actual evidence that Judge Watts took bribes?"
Amber: "The State Bar has not shared anything they might have with us. However, their spokesperson said that the seriousness of the charge is the reason why Judge Watts needs to be suspended pending further investigation. And it is very important that we have honest judges, especially with the very serious allegations against Donald Troy that will require sealed evidence to be turned over to the FBI and the State..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell is that about?" asked Captain Tanya Perlman as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. Only Commander Cindy Ross was not present in the room for the command coffee klatch.
"What part?" I asked back. 
"Amber, and that part about Judge Watts." said Tanya.
"I suspect it's part of what's coming next, the State's attempt to take me down after the Feds failed." I said.
"Have they failed?" asked Chief Moynahan. "Is the Federal part of this really o-verrr?"
"Oh, it's over, all right." Commander Teresa Croyle said bitterly.
"No, I'm afraid it's not." I said. "But the Feds are going to have to piggyback on the State's case, then try to push their own. They do have some jurisdiction, still, since we were transporting Betty Morelli to a Federal Grand Jury appearance, and they want to press the old law about taking a woman across State lines for illicit purposes. But to Teresa's point, they're on thin ice after that document was shown to be a forgery."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "Thank God for small favors that you never signed your name 'James D. Troy', but always some form of 'Donald Troy'. They must have some special kind of stupid people working for them, to make that kind of mistake!"
"Yes sir." I said agreeably. "And like you said, sir, thank God for small favors. I'm not looking that gift horse in the mouth."
"At least you didn't get another five a.m. wake-up call this morning, Commanderrrr." said the Chief. "Or are you expecting another no-knock warrant like that from the State?"
I said. "I hear tell that some backlash against the FBI for that is building up. We'll just have to see."
"So what's our next moooove?" asked the Chief.
"We've got to do something about the shots they're taking at Britt Maxwell." growled the Sheriff. "She's a good person, and honest, and they're trying to take her down over this."
"Sheriff, you should tell the Governor to ask her to open an investigation." I said. "There's no reason for her to take flak on this."
"I've already talked to Val about this." said Griswold. "And our concern is that like your testimony to the State Legislature: no matter what she says or does, they'll come after her if the doesn't find... or create... something on you. If she exonerates you, or she can't find anything, they'll accuse her of covering for you and go after her anyway..."
I nodded. There just seemed to be no way out of this mess. And it could only get worse...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith. It is a busy news day, today."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith Peller. "Yes, between the political shenanigans at the State Capitol, the FBI's raid on Commander Donald Troy's home, and the findings that the document Commander Troy allegedly signed was a forgery, it's been explosive."
Catrina said "And we will have an exclusive for you regarding what can only be described as an FBI assault on Commander Troy's home."
"But first," Meredith said, "here's the latest news. The State Legislature refused to override Governor Val Jared's formal objection to State A.G. Karl Handel creating an Independent State Counsel to investigate TCPD Commander Troy for allegedly having sex with a woman in his custody."
Catrina: "The surprise vote came last night, and many Legislators cited their reasons for not voting against Governor Jared was because they thought Handel's actions were purely political and for his own benefit in his run for Governor."
Meredith: "As a result, there will be no Independent State Counsel at this time, but sources tell Fox Eight News that State Attorney Glenn Alberts will be investigating the State's case at the request of State AG Handel."
Catrina: "State Attorney Alberts headed the legal team that unsuccessfully defended the University in the Jan Camp lawsuit, after Dr. Camp accused the University of favoring student-athletes."
Meredith: "And in a surprise move, the State Bar recommended that the State Supreme Court refer Judge Rodney K. Watts to the State Legislature for Impeachment for bribery charges."
Catrina: "The State Bar has shown no evidence that Judge Watts took bribes, but said that the seriousness of the charge mandated their action against Judge Watts."
Meredith: "But the big story today is the backlash the FBI has gotten over their raid of Donald Troy's home yesterday morning."
Catrina: "Fox Eight News has obtained an exclusive report on the damage. You will not see this on our competitors's newscasts. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Lisa Fillmore in the driveway in front of The Cabin, saying: "This is Lisa Fillmore, Town & County Examiner Online! We have been given exclusive access to Donald Troy's home after the FBI ransacked it. We also have with us FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, who was not a part of the Joint FBI-ATF Task Force that did the damage you are about to see."
Lisa: "Mr. Muscone, the FBI had a warrant at the time, though it was later rescinded. So why is what they did so reprehensible?"
Jack Muscone: "Lisa, the warrant authorized them to search for documentation that supported the allegations they were making against Commander Troy. What they did was far in excess of anything they needed to do."
A photo of the destroyed dining room table was shown as Jack Muscone said "For example, this dining room table was solid wood, and there was nothing hidden in it. Yet, as you can see, it was splintered for no reason other than to cause damage."
"Another example," said Muscone, as the destroyed fireplace glass panels were shown, "this fireplace was clear glass all the way around. There was no need to destroy the glass to look inside the fireplace. This damage was done solely for the sake of damaging Commander Troy's property."



Photos of the destroyed sofas and bedroom mattresses were shown, then the bathrooms. Then the attic room was shown as Muscone said "As you can see here, Commander Troy's young sons had built a Lego Town and a railroad system. ATF Agent Curtis Halsey, who also tried to kill a Police K-9 Corps Officer and Commander Troy's daughter, went in there and just smashed everything. I came onto the scene as he was doing this damage, and saw it with my own eyes."
A photo of the destroyed railcar was shown. Muscone said "This railcar was built by one of Commander Troy's sons." A photo of Your Iron Crowbar working on the railcar with Ian was shown, followed by us watching it ride the rails on the toy tracks. I realized Molly must've taken the photos while Ian and I were working on the car and testing it out; and 'courtesy Chief Molly Evans, NCPD' was in small letters at the top right of the photo.
"As you can see," said Muscone, "the car was destroyed by Curtis Halsey. I watched him raise his foot and stomp the car deliberately. That was not a search for evidence, it was sheer destruction for the sake of destroying a child's toy."
Lisa: "Agent Muscone, why are you bringing this to the Public's attention, especially since you are also an FBI Agent?"
The camera zoomed in on Muscone as he said "Lisa, I've been in the FBI for a long time, and I have always been proud to be an FBI Agent and work for the great institution it once was. But I am sorry to say that my beloved FBI has been infected with Swamp Rats that are corrupting its soul. My FBI may not have been perfect, but we would never have committed this level of destruction just for the sake of doing it. But as you can see from this damage, there are some dirty Agents who had no problem doing this. I am hoping that by speaking out now, we can stop this corruption from spreading, so that this destruction of a Citizen's home won't become the norm for the FBI. If we don't stop this, it will become that norm."
Back to Catrina live. "We have with us Lisa Fillmore of the Town & County Examiner Online. Thank you for joining us today, Lisa."
"My pleasure to be here." said Lisa."
Meredith said "Lisa, that is just incredible destruction of that home. How can the FBI justify that?"
Lisa said "They can't, but they won't be forced to. I asked the leader of the Task Force, FBI Executive Assistant Director Dr. Robin Isley, for comment, and all she would say is that the FBI had a warrant, and were exercising it, and what they did was totally justified. But U.S. Senator Bill Nunn said that it was not, and he's scheduled Congressional hearings over it. And U.S. Senator Lorraine McGill, who is from this Town & County, has denounced the FBI's actions, and is demanding answers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What a handsome FBI Agent!" observed Tanya Perlman as we watched the report in my office to start the Angels Meeting.
"I'll take your word for it." I replied. "But tell Jack I do appreciate him going to bat for me like that. I'd imagine the Swamp Frogs will really go after him for that."
"They already have." said Tanya. "And Owen Lange pushed back, hard. Some inside baseball for you, that should not leave this room: it's becoming a war from the very top down. FBI Assistant Director Lawrence Lance is fast showing himself to be a Guardian of Justice. He's really supported Owen Lange and Jack, and he's already contacted Senator Nunn. He has friends around Washington, including within the White House, and he was a friend of the late Admiral Keating."
"On the other side," continued Tanya, "the DNI himself, Brandon Chapel, is possibly the highest ranking Swamp Frog in Washington, and he has considerable power. Robin Isley is his sycophant; she would do anything for him, and probably has, in bed and out. Chapel is setting himself up to be J. Edgar Hoover on steroids: he's creating a power structure that will be unbreakable, and no one will ever be able to get him out."
"He can't outrun a bullet." said Teresa Croyle. "Just ask that last dirty CIA Director." I smiled at that, knowing just which Guardian of Justice had successfully taken out that dirty CIA Director... after I'd been prevented from doing it myself. (Author's note: 'Causing A Commotion', Ch. 03.)
Tanya went on: "The bulk of the FBI rank and file are aghast at what's going on. It took forming this Joint Task Force to get up enough dirty Agents to do what they're doing. But the good guys are being ignored, and Senator Nunn is repeatedly being blocked from having them testify before his Committee. It's getting bad in Washington. I'm proud of Jack for what he's trying to do, but I just don't know if it'll be enough."
"It won't be... if we don't try." said Teresa. I nodded thoughtfully in agreement.
Part 13 - Round Two
9:01am, Thursday, January 23d. The women of 'Point Taken' filed into the studio at the University Journalism School to loud applause. Connie Chen, Donna Roselle, Zara Zeigler, and Rosie Berkmar took their seats.
Connie Chen said "We are back on the Campus of our State's great University, and it has been a very busy morning in this corner of the State today! For those tuning in late, the FBI staged a pre-dawn raid on the home of Police Commander Donald Troy yesterday morning. One FBI Agent was wounded in a shooting incident, but Commander Troy was not involved, as he was not at home and escaped being arrested and taken into Federal custody."
"Frickin' coward!" yelled Rosie Berkmar. "Why isn't he at home protecting his family? No, he runs away, like the coward he truly is!" The all-female audience applauded politely.
Connie Chen said "The story doesn't stop there. The FBI's left hand doesn't know what their right hand is doing, as FBI Agent Ashton Cardigan of the Cyber unit in the City publicly declared that the document Commander Troy allegedly signed was a forgery. The warrants were rescinded by a Federal Judge, and now everything is chaos."
"And the guy who is saying these documents are fake?" said the militant black Donna Roselle. "He's the same guy that said the signature of the Governor on that yearbook of the women the Governor sexually harassed was fake. Sounds like he's in the pocket of the racists Val Jared and Donald Troy!" A segment of the audience applauded strongly; others not so much.
The beautiful Zara Zeigler said "That judge didn't rescind the warrants on a whim. The FBI analysts had some solid points showing why the document was a fake. And it's better that this comes out now rather than during Donald Troy's trial, because without that document, the Federal custody and crossing-State-lines charges are dead."
"And this morning," Connie Chen said, "FBI Agent Jack Muscone worked with reporter Lisa Fillmore to show the Public the damage the FBI did to Commander Troy's home."
"LISA FILLMORE IS A RACIST!" yelled Donna Roselle, rising to her feet in hatred-filled anger, shocking everyone else. "That racist bitch sat right here on this show and said racist things! The FBI did the right thing to search Troy's home, and that RACIST BITCH is trying to make them the bad guys here? THAT RACIST BITCH LISA FILLMORE CAN GO... TO... HELL!"
A 'certain segment' of the all-female audience stood and applauded very loudly. Rosie Berkmar also applauded, though remaining seated. Others in the audience sat silently, as did Zara Zeigler and Connie Chen.
Zara Zeigler finally said "Your hatred of Lisa Fillmore does not take away from the fact---"
"NOTHING ELSE MATTERS!" yelled the militant black Donna Roselle as she flung herself out of her chair, and appeared ready to physically attack Zara Zeigler. "LISA FILLMORE IS A RACIST WHORE!"
"Let's go to break." said Connie Chen.
When they got back from the break, Donna Roselle was sulking angrily and looking at Zara Zeigler with hatred. Connie Chen said "And we are back. Zara, what are your thoughts on the FBI raid on Commander Troy's home?"
Zara Zeigler said "We can't bury our heads in the sand on this. The Town & County Examiner Online report has gone viral and national, and Members of Congress are asking for information on this, and some are demanding investigations. I don't think all FBI Agents are bad, or would be as unprofessional as this Joint Task Force team was, but the optics are very bad. Citizens should be scared that their home could be next to be destroyed by the FBI."
"You don't think the FBI was just doing its job?" said Connie Chen. "Executing a search warrant, looking for evidence?"
Zara seemed as exasperated as she'd ever been as she said "An FBI Agent was in that news report said it was wrong. How is destroying all the plates and dishes, the dining room table, and children's toys like that justified under any circumstances?"
"It's not the first time Law Enforcement has destroyed a person's home for no reason." said Rosie Berkmar.
"Yeah, especially People of Color's homes!" spat Donna Roselle, to applause from some in the audience.
"What I was going to say," retorted Rosie Berkmar, "is that Donald Troy goes around waving that crowbar of his, dishing out abuse, and now it's come back around on him. It's about time he got it done to him." The audience applauded.
"It's scary when the FBI does that to anyone." replied Zara Zeigler. "Black or white, cop or anyone else. It could be you or me next."
"The good news," said Connie Chen, trying to steer the subject out of certain lines and into new ones, "is that there is still a State case, and it's not based on that document. State Law says the woman was in Troy's custody even without documentation."
"But they're going to have to prove he had sex with her." said Zara Zeigler. "And like Ruby Russell pointed out yesterday, Betty Morelli is dead."
"How conveeeenient!" snarled Rosie Berkmar.
Connie Chen said "Well, let's see if we can get some answers. Our first guest is a respected reporter with KXTC News right here in the Town & County, and she has sparred with Donald Troy on many occasions. Let's welcome Amber Harris!"
The audience cheered loudly as Amber came out, and took her seat. She was wearing a sweater-blouse and blue jeans, as she had not yet fully 'recovered' from the effects of having just had a baby.
After congratulating Amber on her new baby, Connie said "Amber, the question stands: how can the FBI and the State prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that Donald Troy had sex with Betty Morelli?"
Amber replied: "What your audience may not know, ladies, is that Betty Morelli had a baby nine months after she was escorted to her Grand Jury testimony by Donald Troy."
The audience gasped loudly and 'oooooooh'ed at Amber's shocking words as she continued: "Betty's parents took custody of that baby, but they were old and subsequently died. So that baby should have been taken by DFACS and put into the system for adoption."
"And... hypothetically speaking, of course..." Amber continued, fooling no one at all, "if that baby can be found and DNA-tested, it could prove that Donald Troy is the father of Betty Morelli's child! Hypothetically, of course."
The audience gasped some more, then Connie Chen said "Of course, adoptions are sealed records. How can they find the baby, much less get it tested?"
Amber said "If they can find out who it is, the FBI and the SBI could ask for the adoption papers, then get subpoenas to have the baby's DNA tested. It'll require a judge to release the records, but any honest judge that hasn't been bribed would release the records."
"And one judge in this State is currently being investigated for taking bribes. A judge who is a sellout to The Man, and a traitor to People of Color!" said Donna Roselle. Anyone want to take bets that that little repartée wasn't scripted in advance?
"Soooooo," said Amber Harris, "maybe we need to look into adoptions that were handled by Judge Rodney K. Watts of the local Superior Court? Hypothetically, of course..."
The hostesses all nodded most agreeably, and the audience began clapping, as the 'Applause' sign telling them to clap lit up.
"One thing we need to see happen," said Rosie Berkmar, "is for State Inspector General Britt Maxwell to get off her ass and start investigating Donald Troy for these alleged crimes."
"Isn't she a crony of Don Troy and Val Jared?" asked Donna Roselle. "For all we know, she slept with Donald Troy, too!" The audience laughed and some cheered and jeered.
"I don't think so." said Amber Harris. "From what I heard, she doesn't play on his team, if you know what I mean." More jeers from the audience.
"Not that there's anything wrong with that." said Rosie Berkmar.
"But to the point that she's a Jared and Troy crony," said Zara Zeigler, "shouldn't she recuse herself from investigating Don Troy?"
"Hell no!" yelled Donna Roselle. "If she can't do her job, she should quit!"
"I agree." said Amber Harris. "She should resign if she can't... or won't... investigate Donald Troy. And if she doesn't come correct with the truth, that Donald Troy committed sexual improprieties with a woman in his custody... then we should talk about Britt Maxwell's lack of integrity."
Just then, Connie Chen said "Folks, we're about to be interrupted by breaking news..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Tim Sioban of KSB News. "We interrupt the 'Point Taken' broadcast with this important announcement. Let's go to our colleague Bettina Wurtzburg in the Town & County. Bettina!"
"That's right, Tim! And we welcome those of you joining our feed from stations all over the State." Bettina said as she reported from in front of the Courthouse complex. "I'm Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News, and Channel Two News has just learned that Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance has issued a Material Witness warrant for Town & County Deputy Police Chief Cindy Ross!"
Bettina was smiling as she said "State Attorney Glenn Alberts and State A.G. Karl Handel, who is running for Governor as a Republican, asked Judge Nance to issue the warrant for Commander Ross, citing that she was on the same trip with Commander Donald Troy when he escorted a woman to the City, and he allegedly had sex with that woman while she was in his custody. Once again, a Material Witness warrant has been issued by Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance to bring Town & County Deputy Police Chief Cindy Ross in for questioning in the investigation of Police Commander Donald Troy! Back to you, Tim!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Tim Sioban. "And KSB News has also learned that Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney has issued a Federal warrant concurrent with the State warrant for TCPD Commander Ross to answer questions from U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin, who has been assigned the Troy case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Agnes T. Spires, attorney for Cindy Ross, contacted State Attorney Glenn Alberts at the State Office Building. "My client is ready and willing to answer your questions." she said. "But not at the Federal Building. She fears for her physical safety in Federal hands after what was done to Commander Troy's home and the attempt to murder a K-9 Police Officer as well as her young cousin."
"You don't seem to understand." said Alberts arrogantly. "We call the shots here. Your client goes where we tell her to go, when we tell her to go there. If I tell her to go to the Federal Building, she damn well better go there."
It took a few seconds before he realized that he was speaking to a dead telephone line.
Three minutes later, Agnes T. Spires's cellphone rang. "This is U.S. Attorney Dalton Kendell. I'd like to apologize for State Attorney Alberts's rude behavior and his arrogance. We understand your client's concerns for her safety. Where do you propose we meet so that she can answer our videotaped questions?"
"Town & County Police Headquarters." said Spires.
"That's a non-starter." said Kendell. "We would have concerns for our safety there, or at either of the TCPD's Precinct Headquarters."
"Neutral territory, then." said Spires. "Nextdoor County Police Headquarters. Twelve noon."
"I'll call you back in ten minutes." said Kendell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What kind of idiot are you, Alberts?" Dr. Robin Isley hissed. She was in the Town & County Federal Building with her Team, as well as U.S. Attorneys Dalton Kendell and Richard Baldwin, and State Attorney Brafford Bacon, who had worked with Robert Mullen's Independent State Counsel.
"I wasn't wrong." said Alberts. "What we're doing is arresting Ross as a Material Witness. Do you think the TCPD lets street criminals dictate terms to them?"
"No." said Robin Isley. "But we're not dealing with street criminals, here."
"Ma'am," said Lindsey Black fearlessly, "Mr. Alberts is right. We are the Federal Agents here. We should dictate terms to these local cops and they should obey our orders, not the other way around."
Robin Isley affixed her freezing stare upon Black. "Mind your tone with me, Agent Black. And don't forget that Cindy Ross can snap your neck in less time than it took you to say that to me. I'd rather fight the Iron Crowbar than fight her; at least he has a bad back."
As Lindsey Black recoiled, Isley said: "You're right, we're the Federal Agents, but the Iron Crowbar has already humiliated us and made us look bad in Public. Washington is demanding answers of my bosses, and they are letting all the shit trickle down onto me. What U.S. Attorney Kendell did was correct. He negotiated in a friendly manner. This goofball Alberts showing his fat ass does us no good."
Glenn Alberts sulked, then said "Remember, Ms. Isley, this is the State's case now. We're in the lead after you Feds fucked it up. If you want----" He stopped as the Rovers Brothers advanced upon him. Then he said "What, is Ross right? Should she be in fear of her physical safety?"
"Alberts," said Robin Isley coldly, "you're not good enough at this to play the game. You're just an exercise in patience for me, and that patience is wearing thin. So shut your fucking mouth... or yes, your own safety will be in great jeopardy."
FBI/ATF Special Agent Karl Coleman came into the room and said quietly to Robin Isley: "Agnes Spires's cellphone was triangulated to TCPD Headquarters. Commander Ross's personal and Police iPhones also triangulate to there, but we've already seen the crap the Iron Crowbar pulled with his own phones. We used infrared at Ross's condo and her mother's condo, and no one is at either place."
Coleman: "Callie Carrington's phones are pinging from her place of work at Dr. Fredricson's office, but I'll tell you straight out, Carrington is active CIA and I don't want any part of that after the botched raid at Dr. Fredricson's home. We don't think Ross's daughter Betsy is at Fredricson's office; she and her grandmother may be at that Bar Code Eckhart's compound in Coltrane County." Robin Isley nodded.
Andrew Parsons spoke up: "If Kendell had said 'yes' to interrogating Ross at TCPD Headquarters, she would have had to be there, yes? So maybe she really is there. Let's call her attorney back, and agree to meet at Nextdoor County Police HQ. When Ross and her attorney drive out, we'll intercept their car and make the arrest, and take them wherever the hell we please. Probably here at the Federal Building, but wherever we go, the TCPD will have no access to her."
"What a great idea!" Robin Isley said, though some missed the sarcasm in her voice. "Let's just kidnap a TCPD Officer off the street! Take her away somewhere so nobody knows where she is! And I'm sure she and her lawyer will travel alone, with no Police escort."
"Sounds like a plan to me." said U.S. Attorney Baldwin.
"Says the guy who tried to kidnap Peter Blassingame from this County's jail." snarled Isley. "Remember that fiasco? And I'm sure the Press will just eat it up!"



"Then what do you suggest, Dr. Isley?" said Glenn Alberts witheringly.
"Mr. Baldwin," said Isley, "are you ready? You have the contingency plan ready?"
"Yes we do!" Baldwin said enthusiastically.
"Then let's call Ross's attorney and agree to meet at NCPD Headquarters in Hillside." said Isley. "And remember... we are not out to get Cindy Ross. We are out to destroy Donald Troy. He remains our goal. I want him in prison, if not dead, and we need Ross to make that happen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The convoy of six TCPD cruisers, two Police SUVs, and two Sheriff Department vehicles pulled out of the gated TCPD parking lot. They went in a convoy, blue lights on but no sirens, down Riverside Drive to Jefferson Avenue, then east to the Nextdoor County Highway.
Along the way, a contingent of black vehicles fell in behind them, with embedded red and blue lights, and car tags denoting them to be owned by the Federal Government.
"Charlie to India." said a voice on the Fed's radio frequency. "The TCPD's windows are tinted. We cannot tell which vehicle the target is in."
"Roger that." said Robin Isley into her radio. "Unless you get eyes on the target, do not interdict their convoy. Do we have eyes on TCPD Headquarters, in case this is all a feint?"
"Roger." said the voice. "We're triangulating the target and her lawyer's cellphones to the convoy, but can't get a fix on which vehicle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The procession proceeded down the highway and then down the road to Hillside. NCPD Headquarters was just north of the town. The convoy pulled into the parking lot and stopped, and were immediately surrounded by the Federal vehicles.
Doors opened, and contingents of heavily armed and armored TCPD Officers got out of their vehicles, shocking the Feds with their readiness for outright combat. They also noticed that the NCPD Officers were armed and armored.
"Where's Commander Ross?" snarled State Attorney Glenn Alberts. She was in none of the vehicles, so Alberts yelled. "Put out a warrant for Commander Ross's arrest---"
"Hey!" called a voice from the front door of NCPD Headquarters. They turned to see Cindy Ross, standing next to NCPD Chief Molly Evans. Cindy yelled "Are you assholes going to waste my time standing there in the parking lot, or are you going to come in and get this farce overwith?" She and Molly turned and went inside, and the Federal and State personnel followed...
Part 14 - Forced Betrayal
Nextdoor County Police Headquarters was not a modern, new building like Town & County Police Headquarters. It was relatively old, and while functional, it had that 1950s feel to it, especially in its Interrogations Rooms. They were lighted by old-style incandescent bulbs. The wood trim and greenish-brown paint absorbed some of that light.
Cindy Ross and her attorney were ushered into Interrogation-1 and sat down on the far side of the old wooden table, facing the one-way glass.
"I don't like it." whispered Karl Coleman to Robin Isley as they watched in the anteroom. "The TCPD brought a ton of firepower. I don't think we can fight our way out of here if things go sideways."
"No, we can't." said Robin Isley. "The goddamned Iron Crowbar wins again. Tell everyone we have to play this one straight."
As Coleman went to implement Isley's instructions, NCPD Chief Evans and Detective German came into the anteroom. Molly and Robin Isley glared at each other, then they turned to watch the interrogation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the Interrogation Room was State Attorney Glenn Alberts, who was pear-shaped and not in good physical condition; U.S. Attorney Dalton Kendell, who was in his upper 40s, with brown hair, glasses, and a brush mustache, and looking about as cheap as his suit; and Agent Lindsey Black, who was short with dirty blonde hair, and kind of cute but with an attitude.
They introduced themselves, Cindy introduced Agnes T. Spires as her lawyer. Kendell began reading Cindy her rights, and she said "I know the rights."
"Very well." said Kendell. "We appreciate your cooperation in meeting us today----"
"Spare me the bullshit." Cindy said flatly.
"Par-don?" Kendell asked with the French inflection.
"I said 'Spare me the bullshit.'." Cindy said again. "I am only here because a warrant was issued for me. Otherwise, you would not be speaking to me at all."
"Okay, we'll play it that way, if you want." said Glenn Alberts. "Commander Ross, where is your daughter right now?"
"That's irrelevant." said Agnes T. Spires.
"Is it?" asked Lindsey Black.
"It's also none of your business." Cindy said levelly, not rising to the obvious bait. "Your warrant is to question me, not a baby child. Or are you going to try to shoot her, like your colleague Halsey tried to shoot Commander Troy's daughter?" Lindsey Black gave Cindy a dark look. Glenn Alberts looked as if he were getting something over on someone.
"Again," said Agnes T. Spires, "that's irrelevant. What are your questions for my client?"
"Commander Ross," said Kendell, "did you accompany Commander Donald Troy and Betty Morelli when he transported her to the City for a Federal Grand Jury appearance?"
"Yes." said Cindy.
"You were with them the entire time?" asked Lindsey Black.
"Pretty much." Cindy said.
"What do you mean by that?" asked Black.
"I mean I didn't go into a men's restroom with Commander Troy, nor him into a women's restroom with me." Cindy said. "And Commander Troy and I took turns sleeping while the other stayed awake on guard duty."
"Let's just cut to it." said Lindsey Black. "Commander Cindy Ross... did Donald Troy have sex with Betty Morelli during that trip?"
Cindy looked at her attorney, who nodded, then Cindy said "On the advice of Counsel, pursuant to my rights under the Fifth Amendment of the Constitution of the United States, I refuse to answer that or any more questions regarding this matter."
"You're invoking?" asked Kendell.
"She just did." said Agnes T. Spires. "Stop asking her any more questions."
"Very well." said Lindsey Black, with a gleam in her eye and a hint of a smile on her face. She looked back at the one way glass...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the anteroom, Dr. Robin Isley looked over at FBI SAC Bob Rovers. "You're supposed to be a BAU unit. You're supposed to be Behavioral Analysts. Tell me, Rovers, what do you make of Commander Cindy Ross right now?"
"She's thinks she's getting away with something by taking the Fifth, like Troy did." said Rovers. "But she's scared. Play your trump card, and you will break her."
"A hundred dollars says you're dead wrong." said Isley. "No... I'd rather bet your job on it. If she doesn't give us Troy on a silver platter, your career with the FBI is finished."
"We'll see about that." said Rovers. "I've got friends, too. You aren't the only game in town, in the FBI or anywhere else."
They did not notice that Molly Evans was listening to every word...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin entered the Interrogation Room with a smug look on his face. He stopped in front of the table and said "These documents give you full immunity from prosecution for any crimes you committed or may have committed while you and Donald Troy were transporting Betty Morelli to her Grand Jury appearance. One is a Federal Judge's immunity agreement, and the other is a State Superior Court Judge's order." The judges were Ruth B. Taney and Harry R. Nance.
Agnes T. Spires looked over the documents. "I need a moment alone with my client, please." she said. Baldwin looked nonplussed, and Lindsey Black all but shoved him out of the room. They were followed out by Dalton Kendell and Glenn Alberts.
"They're valid." said Spires. "Total immunity in exchange for your truthful answers to their questions, and your truthful testimony in Court cases about this issue. There is no way out of this; you cannot refuse the Immunity or you'll be jailed for Contempt. However, while the judge's orders are valid, I recommend that we also sign the agreement, which makes it a binding contract they can't get out of, and shows your willingness to cooperate." Cindy just nodded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You still think she's scared, Bob?" asked Isley. "She hasn't blinked an eye over any of this."
"You may be right." Bob Rovers said. "Or she's resigned to her fate. She is going to have to betray Donald Troy... or go to prison herself. Wanna bet that C-note on which way she'll go?"
"No, and it's still your job on the line." said Robin Isley. Bob Rovers went silent.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lindsey Black, Dalton Kendell, and Richard Baldwin re-entered the Interrogation Room. "Which one is my copy?" asked Agnes T. Spires.
"The loose one in the left pocket." Baldwin said. He, Kendell, Spires and Cindy signed the documents in all the right places, Spires took her copy, photographed it with her iPhone, then put it in her briefcase.
"Thank you very much." said Richard Baldwin, unable to keep a smug smile off his face. He collected his papers, and left the Interrogation Room for the anteroom.
"What are your questions for my client?" Spires asked.
"Before I ask," said Lindsey Black, "I want to make sure you understand. You will either answer our questions truthfully, or you will go to prison. You will either betray your cousin Donald Troy, or you will go to prison and your baby will be taken from you and put in DFACS. If you lie, you're lying to a Federal Agent and a U.S. Attorney, and will be charged with Federal crimes relating to---"
"Stop harassing my client." said Agnes T. Spires. "She knows the law, and what you are doing is intimidation. You also have just implied that if her truthful answers to your questions don't implicate Commander Troy, you're going to falsely charge her anyway. She doesn't have to fall for that, Immunity Agreement notwithstanding."
"Okay, okay." said Dalton Kendell. "I'll be clear. As long as your answers and testimony are truthful, you have Immunity and will not be charged nor prosecuted for any crime relating to this matter. Agent Black, just ask your question without threats or harassment."
"First question, then." said Lindsey Black, enjoying the moment. "Commander Ross, at any time while he was transporting Betty Morelli to her Grand Jury appearance, did Donald Troy have sex with her, Betty Morelli?"
To be continued.
Dear Readers, is that it? Is there truly no way out for Cindy, and for Don? Will Cindy be forced by the rabid Federal Agents to betray her blood cousin? How can she possibly get out of this one without implicating him?
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Part 15 - The Better Mousetrap
It seemed like an eternity as everyone waited to hear Cindy Ross's answer.
"Well, Commander Ross?" goaded Lindsey Black. "Did Donald Troy have sex with Betty Morelli?"
"I don't know." Cindy replied.
"What do you mean, you don't know?" thundered Lindsey Black. "How could you not know?"
"Just what I said." Cindy replied. "I don't know if they had sex or not."
"You said you were with them, or at least her, the whole time." Lindsey Black said.
"And I was." Cindy replied. "But I also told you that Commander Troy and I slept in shifts during the night. If they had sex while I was asleep, I obviously was not aware of it."
"You think you're being cute?" Lindsey Black snarled. "You've lied to a Federal Agent, one way or another----"
"No she didn't!" Agnes T. Spires yelled. "She answered each of your questions truthfully. Stop your lies and intimidation tactics!"
"So why didn't you just answer the question before?" asked Dalton Kendell, trying to keep his voice calm. "Why did you take the Fifth, which is meant to be protection against self-incrimination?"
"Because *I* am the one who had sex with Betty Morelli!" Cindy fired back.
In the stunned silence of the room, she continued: "You've gone after Donald Troy alleging he had sex with her. You destroyed his home unnecessarily. One of your colleagues pointed a gun at his daughter and took the safety off, intending to murder her! And you think I was going to confess to having sex with her without immunity, and subject my daughter and my family to your brutality? Really?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No, no, no, NO!" yelled Richard Baldwin in the anteroom, realizing fully the implications of Commander Ross's statement. As he turned and began beating the back wall in bitter frustration, Robin Isley was immobilized, staring through the one-way glass. Bob Rovers could not take advantage; he was equally stunned.
"We just gave the bitch immunity!" gasped Baldwin. "We just gave away the whole game!"
"Maybe not." said Special Agent Peter Page. Everyone turned to look at him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Richard Baldwin re-entered the Interrogation Room. Lindsey Black stood up to let him sit in her chair, and she took the one to the side that had been occupied by Glenn Alberts.
"Okay, Ms. Ross." said Baldwin. "I want to be clear on this. You say you don't know if Commander Troy had sex with Betty Morelli, is that right?"
"I refer you to the reply I gave some moments ago." Cindy said.
"You did not see them have sex, you did not hear them have sex, is that right?"
"That is correct." said Cindy.
"After you and Commander Troy delivered Betty Morelli to the Federal Building," said Baldwin, "she took the Fifth and was released. She went to where her husband was, south of the City, is that correct?"
"All I can say to that," said Cindy, "is that Commander Troy and I found her with her husband later on."
"Of course." said Baldwin. "Ms. Ross, did you tell Betty Morelli's husband that Donald Troy had sex with Betty Morelli?" (Author's note: 'Film Noir', Ch. 02.)
"I don't remember my exact words." said Cindy. "But I was goading Jerry Morelli, and I might have suggested something to him along those lines."
"Ms. Ross," said Baldwin, "Federal Agents interviewed Jerry Morelli in Federal Prison, as well as some of his gang that were arrested and incarcerated with him. They said you definitively said that Donald Troy had sex with Betty Morelli. So I'll give you one more chance to tell the truth, before I bring the hammer down on you for lying to Federal Agents and a U.S. Attorney."
"Hmmphf!" Cindy grunted. "What did you offer them to get them to say what you wanted to hear?"
"You forget yourself, Commander." Baldwin said coldly.
"She's right." said Agnes T. Spires. "Do you really think any sane jury is going to accept the word of criminals who would grasp at straws to reduce their sentences or just get favors, over the word of a decorated Police Officer? And furthermore to this point, when I put them on the stand and ask what you offered them in exchange for whatever you wanted to hear?"
"I'm willing to give it a shot." said Lindsey Black.
"You gave my client immunity, then tried to entrap her." said Agnes T. Spires.
"You really should read up on that entire case." Cindy said. "We were goading Jerry Morelli into following us into a trap, a sting. It worked; we recovered Morelli's military-grade weaponry, and got to charge him with attempted murder, too. So of course I told any old lie to goad Morelli and enrage him."
"I think you admitted the truth then, and Morelli's men are telling the truth, too." said Lindsey Black.
"Which just proves what I've been observing all along." said Cindy. "You're not too good at thinking. Probably from lack of practice." Lindsey Black glared hatefully at her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dr. Isley, you have a phone call." said an NCPD Officer. Isley followed him out of the anteroom and to the Conference Room. "Line 2." the Officer said.
"Thank you." said Isley. She went to the landline phone on the table, pressed the button for Line 2. "Dr. Isley... that is correct, sir... no sir... no sir... yes sir." She hung up and went back to the anteroom.
"It's not working." said Robin Isley in the anteroom. "We don't have a case."
"We can't stop trying now---" Bob Rovers started.
"We don't have a case!" Isley repeated. "She has immunity. And you want to pin our hopes on Jerry Morelli's mobsters? Good luck with that. We've been told to drop it. Let's go."
As they began filing out of the anteroom, Isley said "Donald Troy is the State's problem now, Alberts. The Feds won't be taking part in prosecuting him."
"Like it should be." said Glenn Alberts, spiking the football. Isley did not respond as she collected her Agents and Attorneys, and left NCPD Headquarters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
News travels fast. When Commander Cindy Ross entered TCPD Headquarters, she found the hallway lined with Officers. Upon seeing her, they broke out into a sustained round of applause, and would not stop until she walked through the gauntlet to the anteroom of her office.
"Thanks, guys." she said at the entrance to her office suite. She went on in as the crowd dispersed. Her assistant Lauren Wilcox got up and hugged her, followed by Don's assistant Helena French hugging her.
"Oh, the Chief asked you to come to his office when you got here." Lauren said. Cindy reversed her direction and went to the Chief's office, and was ushered right in.
"Congratulations, Commander!" Chief Moynahan said. "Have a seat." As they sat down, the Chief said "I have a spyyyy in Nextdoor County Police Headquarters. She worked for me for many years, but you've known her farrrr longer."
"All my life, in fact, sir." said Cindy with a grin. They were referring to her sister Molly Evans, once part of Moynahan's team in Midtown, and now NCPD Chief.
"That was a well-conceived plan, to force the Feds to interrogate you there. Crowbar-worthy." said the Chief. "We have learrrrrned that the Feds intended to arrest you and take you over the State Line. Obviously that would not doooooo. And I know it was your plan all the way. Commander Troy said he had nothing to do with it."
"That's true, sir." said Cindy. "I haven't talked to him in days, since he had one of The Vision's people drive the Black Beauty to his compound in Coltrane County, with my mom and my daughter in it. I figured they'd give me Immunity when I took the Fifth, and it was greatly amusing to see their faces when I told them why I took the Fifth."
"And now you are protected forever from being prosecuted for anything to do with the Morelli trip." said the Chief. "So it's over, for you. Don... not so much."
Cindy replied "It's not quite over for me yet, sir. And yes, the State is going to come after Don. And even if he gets out of it, it's going to be a long, hard slog for him. And they may force you to suspend him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Thursday, January 23d.
"This is Priya Ajmani, KFXU Fox Eight News!" said the lovely Indian reporterette. "FBI Deputy Director Lawrence Lance is about to give a Press Conference in Washington about the Federal investigation of Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy, and the FBI raid that destroyed Commander Troy's home and nearly resulted in the death of his six-year-old daughter. We now join our national Fox Cable broadcast in progress."
"And we welcome our local affiliates to this breaking news report." said the Fox Cable anchor, his toupee perfectly in place. "And here comes FBI Deputy Director Lance now."
Lawrence Lance looked like the dictionary definition of a grizzled Police Captain, with a square-'ish' face, with what looked like unshaven jowls no matter how often or closely he shaved, and a 'decidedly' bald head, meaning he'd shaved his head of what little hair was there. He was of medium height and good build, and exercised to prevent the advancement of age from adding weight to his features.
"Thank you for coming." said DepDirector Lance. "A Joint Task Force consisting of FBI and ATF Agents, including from the FBI's Office of Professional Review, or OPR, and an FBI Behavioral Analysis Unit, or BAU, assembled to investigate allegations that Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy, who is also an FBI Consultant, violated the law by having sexual relations with a woman in his custody."
Lance: "This Task Force presented as evidence a document purportedly signed by Commander Troy taking custody of the woman, who was the wife of Mobster Jerry Morelli. She was being transported to The City to give Grand Jury testimony against her husband. This document was the basis for several warrants to be issued, including warrants to arrest Donald Troy and to search his homes."
Lance: "However, the FBI's Cyber-crimes Unit, working with the FBI's Information and Technology Branch, found strong indications that the document was a fake, with a forgery of Commander Troy's signature. The warrants were rescinded once this new information was provided to the Courts, but the search warrants already had been executed."
Lance: "Unfortunately, in the course of exercising the search warrants, this Task Force committed several egregious errors, including an unnecessarily overzealous search that resulted in severe property damage to Commander Troy's home, and one ATF Agent attempting to shoot a local Police dog, who was clearly identified by wearing his Police badge. The Agent did not stand down when Commander Troy's six-year-old daughter protected the dog with her own body."
Lance: "Charges against the ATF Agent will be filed, and the FBI will work with the Town & County Police to resolve their charges against the Agent. Furthermore, on behalf of the FBI, I apologize to Commander Troy and his family for the damage to his property as well as the endangerment of their physical safety. Last, I am ordering that the Federal investigation of Donald Troy be ended and the Task Force disbanded, as there is simply no way to prove the Federal charges against Commander Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had DVR'd the DepDirector Lance's remarks, and showed them to the kids. Jim and Ross said nothing, nor did Carole. Nor Bowser, for that matter.
However, Ian said "I don't care. I still hate the FBI."
"Even Pete's dad?" Carole asked him, meaning Jack Muscone.
"If he doesn't quit the FBI? Yeah." said Ian with alacrity. He then turned to me and said "Dad, have you stopped being an FBI Consultant yet?"
"I'm working on that." I said. "I have to make them rebuild The Cabin and buy us new furniture, first."
"Then you'll stop?" persisted Ian.
"We'll see." I said. Ian did not seem pleased by that. And it was at that moment I realized that while they did not have the Power of the Vibe to the extent Carole did, my boys had more going on in the attics of their heads than just Lego Cities. A lot more...
Part 16 - The New Deal
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, January 24th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "The State Legislature is demanding that SBI-OER Inspector Britt Maxwell open a criminal case against Town & County Police Officer Donald Troy!"
Bettina began: "Members of both Parties of the State Legislature are working together in a spirit of bipartisan cooperation to force Inspector Maxwell to begin investigating Donald Troy for having sex with a woman in his custody. If she does not, the Legislators say, then she should be impeached and removed from her Office. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was shown State Rep. Tasheeka Harris (D - Inner Midtown), who said "If Inspector Maxwell will not do her job and investigate the racist cop Donald Troy, she should be removed from office herself and replaced by someone who will go after Troy."
Then Republican State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds was shown, saying "Inspector Maxwell has a job to do, and it is not protecting Donald Troy. She must open an investigation, or she should resign. And if she doesn't resign, she must be impeached and removed, just as the racist Val Jared must be impeached and removed!"
After several more such examples, it was back to Bettina live: "SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin was asked for comment, and said that the SBI-OER, and especially State Inspector Maxwell is independent of him as Director of the SBI, and that he stood by whatever decisions Inspector Maxwell make. Director Goodwin is running for Town & County Inspector General against Bruce Finneran, and KXTC has endorsed Mr. Finneran for the I.G. position."
Bettina: "And in national news, Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel appeared on CNN and issued a scathing rebuke of FBI Deputy Director Lawrence Lance, chastising Lance for dropping the FBI's case against Donald Troy, but more for throwing the FBI under the bus by blaming FBI Agents for the light damage that occurred while searching Commander Troy's home."
Bettina: "DNI Chapel praised the FBI-ATF Joint Task Force for their professionalism and thoroughness in their investigation of Donald Troy, but conceded that the document purportedly signed by Troy being shown to be a fake was a devastating blow to the Federal case against Troy, and that he reluctantly supported shutting down the Federal case against Troy. And now let's go to respected reporter Amber Harris for more on the State case against Donald Troy. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted Amber Harris from the parking lot of the State Office Building. "State Attorney Glenn Alberts has issued a statement saying that he is continuing to investigate Troy for crimes that could include sexual battery of a woman in his custody. State A.G. Karl Handel has also said his Office will continue to investigate Troy, and he joined the chorus of Legislators that have condemned SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell for her inaction on the case."
Amber was smiling most happily as she continued: "Channel Two News has learned that Betty Morelli delivered a baby while in prison, nine months after her alleged sexual encounter with Donald Troy. The baby was taken into the home of Mrs. Morelli's parents, but they both died, and the baby was allegedly put up for adoption. State Attorney Alberts believes that if the baby can be located, then a Court can order DNA testing to show who the father of Betty Morelli's child is."
Bettina: "Amber, State laws about adoptions are very strict, and the records are sealed. How can that be broken? And what would it prove?"
Amber: "The State A.G. believes that because of the seriousness of the charge against Police Officer Troy, a Judge can order either a release of the adoption records, or at least provide the child's identity to the investigators, so that a DNA test can be administered. And if those tests show that Betty Morelli is the mother and Donald Troy is the father of that child, it goes a long way towards proving that Donald Troy committed those sexual crimes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Friday, January 24th. I drove up to The Cabin, with the Sheriff riding shotgun. The Sheriff had told me to wear a civilian suit and tie, which didn't make much sense to me, but I followed my orders.
When we got there, three men and one woman were waiting for us: FBI EAD Owen Lange, SAC Jack Muscone, ASAC Karina White, and Special Agent Julius Jefferson.
I led the way inside, and the Federal Agents were in utter shock at what they were seeing. "And this is the cleaned-up version." I said. I'd cleaned up my office and closed the trap door; it seemed almost normal. The kitchen floor had been swept clean of the shards of dishes that had littered it. The broken glass of the fireplace was cleaned up, and a lot of the stuffing of the furniture had been taken up off the floors, though the damaged furniture remained.
Still, it was bad. "Let's go upstairs and talk." Owen Lange said to me. We left the Sheriff and the other Agents in the greatroom, and Muscone, Lange and I went up to the attic room.
With the exception of the one railcar that was now preserved in a plexiglass box, the destroyed Lego City and the toy railroad remained in that destroyed condition. Lange looked around in shock. I was still feeling anger.
"I came here to see the damage," said Lange, "and to let you know that the FBI will be making financial restitution for the damages."
"Both literally and figuratively, Mr. EAD," I said, "this cannot be swept under the rug by paying off the damages. No amount of money can reimburse my sons for the time they put into this, and no amount of money can undo the invasion and violation of my home---"
"I get that." said the EAD. "But all we can do---"
"MY HOME!" I yelled at the EAD. "Where my wife sleeps! Where my children play... with their toys." My hand swept over the ravaged scene before us as I said it.
"My four-year-old son... FOUR years old... was in tears as he picked up a smashed toy train car he spent hours building with me." I said angrily. "That little railcar represented more than just the work or the fun of playing with it. It represented the time we spent working on it together. You can't replace that!"
I was just getting started: "And my son has declared his hatred for the FBI... all of it... for what has been done here. I know you had nothing to do with this, Jack, but my son hates you for it, and little Pete Feeley, too, because he's your stepson-to-be."
Me: "And what's more... my son asked me when I was going to stop being an FBI Consultant. Now what am I supposed to tell him, except that I handed you my FBI ID and said I'm not your Consultant anymore, eh?"
Indeed, I had my FBI Consultant ID in my hand. Lange and Muscone knew exactly what was being said.
"All right, what do you want?" asked the EAD. "And what will it take to keep you as an FBI Consultant? It serves all of us better if you remain one, and we need you to fight the Swamp Frogs. Lawrence Lance is a good man, and is trying to do the right things, and the DNI is already gunning for him."



"My terms are simple." I said. "My lawyer will be talking to yours about the financial restitution, and it won't come cheap. But what was most inexcusable was that bastard Halsey pointing a gun at my dog and then at my daughter. What I want, in exchange for keeping this card, is Halsey's head on a silver platter, like the head of the Baptist John..."
Part 17 - Pardon Me
After the meeting with the FBI Agents, and having been texted by my attorney Mike G. Todd that an attorney for the FBI had contacted him, the Sheriff directed me to drive to County Airport. When we got there, I saw that the TCPD's Bell helicopter was ready to go, with Sgt. Andrew Prince at the controls.
"Let's go, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "We have a meeting with the Governor. And this is not a request on my part." I now understood why the Sheriff had told me earlier to wear civilian clothes.
"Yes sir." I said, getting into the chopper with him.
We flew along the course of the River to Midtown, and landed on the helipad on the roof of the parking deck of the State Capitol Office Building. We went inside, then along the underground tunnel that connected to the State Capitol itself. We went down the marbled corridors of the seat of State political power, which was very busy with Legislators, aides, lobbyists, and reporters.
I was hoping to remain unnoticed. Yeah, right: I'm 6'4", broad shouldered, redheaded, and I'm the only one in the building toting a red crowbar. Reporters began noticing my presence, and came after us. Fortunately, we got to the door of the Governor's Office suite at the State Capitol, and were ushered inside in the nick of time. Reporters gathered outside the door and began talking amongst themselves.
We were shown into the Governor's Office. "Ah, hello gentlemen." Val Jared said as he rose to greet us. We shook hands with him, and then he said "Let's go in to the private office." We followed him into the smaller room, where he had us sit down.
"Have you briefed the Commander, Grizz?" asked the Governor.
"Not yet." said Griswold.
"What this is about, Commander," said Jared, "is that I am going to pardon you for any crimes you committed or may have committed in transporting Betty Morelli to the City in that timeframe, and you will accept the pardon and be free of this crap forever more."
It did not take Carole's abilities to know what was really going on here. I looked to my left, at Sheriff Griswold. He said "Yeah, I may have made a suggestion or two to the Governor. But he's right; you have to accept the pardon."
"You guys know I'd prefer to fight it all the way." I said. "And Governor, they're hell-bent on impeaching you. You can survive it right now, easily. But if you pardon me, and I accept, they may convict you, and that would be a disaster."
Jared said "My wife and I can retire and ride off into the sunset, and live the rest of our lives in quiet harmony. And Sharon Marshall would become Governor; it would give her a headstart in her campaign for Governor. It would be worse for us if Karl Handel won the nomination than if Corey Coons or another Democrat won in November."
"Sir," I said, "if you are impeached and convicted, the Press will be so full of themselves that they will be even worse, more corrupt, than they already are now. And they'll go after Sharon Marshall even harder than they've gone after you. They will be energized by having gotten rid of you. They will be relentless, utterly relentless."
"We know all that." growled Griswold. "But clearing you is more important. We can't have the uncertainty over our heads. The Enemy is beginning to take advantage of that uncertainty."
"And there's something else." said the Governor. "It's not just about you, Don. It's about Britt Maxwell."
I peered at the Governor, then said "Then have her open an investigation of me. That'll shut 'em up, for a while anyway."
Governor Jared said "I'm sure you've heard the coordinated assault by the Legislators and the Media against her. But they're not trying to force her to investigate you. They intend to impeach her, partly as a dry run before they come after me, but also because she is honest, and she is the one bedrock against the corruption within the SBI and all of State Government."
"I get that." I said. "Have her open an investigation of me, and their whole schemes are stillborn."
Governor Jared shook his head, and said "Yes, but what you may not realize is that by the time you hear something in the Media, the train has already left the station. They've already put the bills in place, and greased the wheels. They're going to move to impeach her today! Even if she opens a case now, they're going to say it's too late, and they're going to run her out on a rail."
"He's right, you know." said Sheriff Griswold.
"And that is Iron Crowbar thinking." I said. "And with all due respect Governor, I can see who figured this one out. Here, Sheriff, hold this while I sign these papers."
I handed Griswold the red crowbar. His mustaches twitched merrily as he tapped it in his hand. As he examined it, the Governor and I signed the already-prepared instruments of surrender--- er, pardon...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa Croyle burst into Cindy Ross's office and said "Turn on the TV!" Cindy did so, and they watched.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News, with a fast-breaking story! Let's go to our colleague Tim Sioban of KSB News at the State Capitol! Tim!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Tim Sioban at the State Capitol. "We have been given the five minute warning that Governor Val Jared will be making a statement to the Press. And we have just learned that Governor Jared has pardoned Commander Donald Troy for any crimes he committed or may have committed in the Betty Morelli custody case, and Commander Troy has accepted the pardon! Oh... here comes the Governor now."
Jared stepped up to the bank of microphones on the podium and began speaking: "Ladies and gentlemen, today I have exercised my prerogative as Governor to fully pardon Commander Donald Troy for any crimes he committed or may have committed while transporting Betty Morelli to a Grand Jury appearance on the dates of that event nearly three years ago. I did this in the interests of stopping the witch hunt against him and others, and Commander Troy has accepted the pardon."
"Why did you pardon that son of a bitch?" yelled Lester Holder. Other reporters murmured in agreement.
"Mind your language, Holder." snarled Jared. "I pardoned Commander Troy because he is an outstanding Police Officer who has more decorations for heroism than all of you put together have Pulitzers. Additionally, in order to try to prove these allegations, Agents at the Federal and State levels forged a document to get illegal warrants, and they destroyed his home and tried to shoot his six-year-old daughter dead. They have also harassed, browbeaten, and attempted to intimidate his colleagues and family. This pardon ends the witch hunts."
He might not have mentioned exactly which witch hunts he was thinking of, but those witch hunts were very effectively ended, to wit: Priya Ajmani saw State Rep. Tasheeka Harris in the hallway and came up to her. "Representative Harris, does this end the impeachment proceedings against SBI Inspector Maxwell?"
If Priya had been white, Tasheeka Harris would've walked a way with a sneer of utter contempt on her face. But since Priya was Indian, Harris stopped and said "Yes, there's no point in continuing that, don't you think?" Priya shrugged, and Harris said "But I can guarantee you this: Governor Jared's impeachment is right on schedule, and he just gave us the ammunition to finish him off..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they watched, Teresa looked over at Cindy, and saw tears rolling down her ruggedly pretty face. "You okay?" Teresa asked.
"He did it." Cindy said as she stared into space, her voice barely over a whisper. "He immolated himself by accepting the pardon. He stopped the whole thing cold."
Teresa knew what she meant. She turned to the TV, where Amber Harris (no relation to Tasheeka that anyone knew of) was onscreen, her face ugly in its total fury and hatred.
Amber: "For Donald Troy to accept that pardon is just like taking the Fifth! He might as well have shouted his guilt from Promontory Point! Donald Troy is nothing but a thug, a racist, a misogynist, and his equally corrupt crony Val Jared has covered Troy's corrupt ass with the toilet paper of that pardon!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We landed at County Airport. Sergeant Andrew Prince made a point to shake my hand and say "Congratulations, sir." I hoped everyone felt the same way.
We drove back to Police Headquarters, Sheriff Griswold still carrying my red crowbar. We did not speak of the pardon; there was no need. I knew Sheriff Griswold had put all that together, and I knew his stated reasons why, as well as his unstated real reasons why.
After parking and going inside, the Sheriff handed me my crowbar and went on ahead while I asked the Duty Desk Officer what had been going on while I was in Midtown. He said that Captain Damien Thompson was swamped with calls, but there had been no other activity nor demonstrations to worry about.
When I went into the hallway, there was a good crowd of Uniformed Officers and plainclothes Detectives in no particular order or formation. They all looked at me... and then began to clap.
At first it was slow, as if I were late to football practice. Then it began slowly building up, in rhythm but faster and then faster until it became a round of applause. I realized that Lieutenant Rudistan was coming up behind me; it was him that had organized and led this.
"Congratulations, Commander." Rudistan said jovially, coming up to me. "You beat them."
"Thank you, Lieutenant." I said quietly, shaking his hand. "Thank you all." I said more loudly. "Now let's go to back to work."
I appreciated the display of support from my Police Force. I didn't know if it was for real or a display, as I knew that they had every right to not feel the respect they might have had for me before. But they had also realized that the Enemy had done all this to try to destroy their respect and support, and they were having none of it.
And we would see in the near future just how much their support had eroded, and if the Enemy had succeeded in their plans...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, it's ovahhhhh." drawled the Chief as the Sheriff, Command Group, and my Angels sat in the Chief's Conference Room. "State Attorney Alberts announced he's dropping the investigation, and State A.G. Handel is looking for every camera he can find to denounce and attack Governor Jared for pardoning yoooooo."
"Yes, it's over, as far as the legal cases are concerned." I replied. "But it won't be over in the Press for as long as they can drag it out."
Surprisingly, it was not Cindy Ross who disagreed. She sat silently, a strange kind of quiet that was not normal for her, as Lt. Tanya Perlman said "They'll move on. That's why they're called the 'Drive-By' Media. And they're going to be concentrating on the Governor's impeachment."
Cindy then did speak up, saying "Amber Harris isn't going to let it go. I'm already hearing that she's looking for ways to keep it up. She's going to bring up Betty Morelli's death, ask questions about who killed her. And then Amber wants to tie it in to Betty Morelli's baby."
"Yes, Betty's baby." I said agreeably. "That's Amber's lodestone, if not her outright obsession."
"What's the big deal?" asked Tanya Perlman. "It's probably her husband's, and even if it's not, it proves nothing."
"Captain," said Teresa Croyle, "do not ever bring up nor mention Betty Morelli's baby again."
"What's the big deal----" started Tanya.
"That is an order, Captain!" Teresa said strongly, looking darkly at Tanya.
Tanya looked over at me, and I let my eyes bore into her as I said "You heard the Commander of Operations, Captain. We'll all say no more about it." Tanya looked shocked at me, wondering why the tension, and the ban on speaking of it.
And then it hit her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments later, Teresa Croyle and I went into my office. Before I let her sit down, I said "I have not had a proper chance to thank you for saving Carole, and Bowser. It seems to be becoming a habit, which I hope won't continue." I gave her a warm hug.
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa, hugging me back. "But it was my honor to do that. And sir... if you want to thank me, you can do so by giving me Martin Nash to handle. As a lifetime favor, neh?" A lifetime favor was an ancient Japanese custom, where a samurai would ask his liege lord for a favor, never to be spoken of again, and never to ask for another one.
"He's yours." I said. "And not as a lifetime favor. Just returning the favor..."
Part 17 - Retribution
"Don't get mad, get even."
---John F. Kennedy, 35th President of the United States.
4:30pm, Friday, January 24th. FBI Special Agent Martin Nash came into Town & County Police Headquarters, and to MCD, where he once worked. (Author's note: 'Point Hollow', Ch. 01 is when he left; see any story before that.)
"Hello, everyone." he said quietly. He was met by malignant stares.
"What are you doing here?" snarled Theo Washington.
"Meeting with the Chief and Commander Troy." said Nash. "Some of it is to apologize to Commander Troy."
"Yeah, you better apologize to him." Detective Julia Rodriguez said, her voice as hatred-filled as her stare at Nash.
Detective Teddy Parker got up from his desk and walked up to Nash. "You are no longer welcome here, Nash. Get out."
"What the heck?" Nash asked, stunned.
"Never mind our fellow Police Officer, the dog. One of your fellow Federal Agents points a gun at a six-year-old child." said Theo Washington, rising out of his chair to support Parker. "He also destroyed children's toys, and you not only let it happen, you helped him."
"The search warrant for The Cabin was his mission." Nash replied. "And he was wrong to point a loaded gun at a child with the safety off, but one of your Officers was pointing a gun at him. He's a Federal Agent, she's not."
"So you're good with him pointing a gun at a child. You didn't try to stop him." said Parker, getting right in Nash's face. "You're despicable! I'd rather have Julie Newton back than you. Get out of here."
"You heard the man." said a voice in the doorway. They whirled to see Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle there. "Get out of here, Nash. There is no meeting with the Chief."
"Yeah, move." said Parker. He pushed Nash with both hands toward the door.
"Hey!" Nash warned. "I'm a Federal Agent!"
*WHAM!*
Nash found himself face down on the floor, and his hands cuffed behind his back. "Did you hear me? I'm a Federal Agent! Do you realize what you are doing?"
He was turned over, and as the business end of a powerful handgun was jammed into his mouth, he saw the face of Deputy Chief Cindy Ross above him, her face a display of the ugliest hatred and anger he'd ever seen on a human countenance.
"Yeah?" Cindy snarled. "And how is that big bad Federal badge going to stop me from blowing your fucking head off, eh?" Nash's anger turned quickly to astonishment... and fear.
Cindy stood up and said loudly "Commander Croyle!"
"Ma'am?" said Teresa, coming up to them.
"Get this piece of dog shit out of my Police Headquarters." Cindy ordered. "And if you ever come back into this building, Nash... I'll kill you myself."
"Let's go." Teresa said, none-too-gently pulling Nash up off the floor and marching him out of MCD and down the hall.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
If Martin Nash thought it was over, he was sadly mistaken. Teresa guided him to her Police SUV and opened the shotgun-side door. "Get in." she growled.
"Are you keeping me handcuffed?" Nash asked angrily.
"Get your fucking ass in the car," Teresa growled, "before someone comes out here and shoots you just on account of your goddamn bad manners." Nash got into the vehicle. Teresa had put on latex gloves, and she took Nash's firearm, unloaded it, put the bullets in an evidence bag, and returned the empty magazine to the gun. Then she slammed the door and went around and got in the driver's seat.
As they were pulling out on to the road, Nash said "Where are you taking me?"
"You don't learn, do you, Nash?" Teresa said. "Keep your fucking mouth shut...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa drove her car into the far-side parking lot of University Hospital and to the very end of the lot. "Move." she said as she opened the door for Nash to get out, then she took his arm and forced him along to the back side of the Hospital's southeast wing. The door at the end was opened by Police Corporal Hicks, an Orange Order 'Blood Order' member.
They walked down the hall to the wall panel that had been slid to the side, revealing the elevator to the secret cavern below. Teresa forced Nash aboard, then got on and pressed the button, taking them down as Hicks stood guard above.
When they got out of the elevator, Teresa took Nash's cuffs off. "You know what the Police Boxing Matches are, Nash." she warned. "And you know I can and will whip your ass if you try any shit. Let's go."
They went down the corridor, Nash looking around in shock and awe, until they got to the emergency O.R. on the right side. "Recognize this place?" Teresa asked.
"Should I?" asked Nash.
"You tell me." said Teresa, as she walked around the O.R. bench to the table at the head end. "This is where I found and rescued Commander Troy the second time he was kidnapped and tortured. They brought him here to find McGinty's Materials, which he did not have. And one of his torturers... was your uncle, the former Deputy Director of the FBI!"
Teresa could see that Nash knew by the look in his eyes. He said "Then you must know who else was torturing him down here----"
"I don't care." Teresa interrupted. "And two things are much more important to you, right now. First, that, that I am more loyal to Donald Troy than anyone else on the face of this earth. And second, that I am not an Agency of the Weak Minded."
Teresa continued: "It is obvious that you participated in that raid, and sold out any integrity you had to the Devil to be on it, in order to find McGinty's Materials. You were, and are, desperate to find them. Your uncle tortured Commander Troy to try to find them, and you willingly went along with the Swamp Frogs and even took their side when your fellow Federal Agent pointed a gun at Commander Troy's daughter with every intent to kill her."
"No, that was Halsey, he was deranged----" tried Nash. It was a poor try.
"Yeah, and what did you do to stop it?" Teresa all but shouted. "You were about to draw your weapon on me when I covered Carole."
"He's a Federal Agent. You're not." said Nash. "I did the right thing, even if you don't agree with it."
"You're not in a place right now to try to claim to be right... which you weren't." said Teresa. "But I digress... you were after McGinty's Materials, and you did not find them, did you?"
"Where are they?" Nash said. "Give them to me, and I'll forget this little incident---"
Teresa reached under the table and pulled out... a deck of cards. "Thou fool." she said. "Let's play a little game. How about... three card monty. And you guess which card leads to McGinty's Materials." She dealt three cards in rapid succession, all face up.
"Joker!... Joker!... JOKER!" she yelled as the cards were revealed.
Nash reeled in shock. The Joker design on the cards was exactly the same as the Joker found in the empty storage space in the City! (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 05.)



He looked up at Teresa, who was staring back at him. "No, Commander Troy did not have the papers. I did. And now, they're dispersed to the Four Winds; you'll never get them back... especially the originals of this.
She had drawn a file folder with some papers in it and handed it to Nash. "Oh yes," she said, "they kept every record of it, of the deal your uncle made with them to take down Superior Bloodlines! But they easily got the upper hand, and didn't honor the deal. Fortunately for your uncle, Commander Troy did defeat Superior Bloodlines."
Nash's face wilted as he saw what was in the folder. "What does Commander Troy want?"
"He doesn't even know about this." Teresa said. "This is all me. And it is not a negotiation. Your conduct, as well as your uncle's, has been inexcusable. This information has already been disseminated to the Press, and to Congress. When it hits the airwaves, the damage to not only your uncle but the FBI itself will be worse than a nuclear bomb going off in the County."
"My God." Nash said. "You'd do that to the FBI? And to my uncle, who was just trying to destroy the White Supremacy group that----"
"I'm aware of that." said Teresa. "But like I told you, my first loyalty is to the man your uncle helped torture over those papers, to keep his dirty, shameful secret covered up. And Clan Troy never lets an insult pass."
"Again, what do you want?" Nash asked weakly.
"Nothing." Teresa said. "I'm not a blackmailer. There is only one honorable thing for your uncle to do. Perhaps it will occur to you on your elevator ride back up to the Hospital. Now go, before I change my mind and leave you trapped down here."
Martin Nash took the folder with him and almost ran down the corridor to the elevator. He got in and pushed the button to go up, and the elevator closed. He was not worried about how Teresa would get out, as his mind was exploding in fear at the impending disaster to his uncle's reputation, and the FBI's.
For herself, Teresa went the other way down the corridor, to the the secret passage the Iron Crowbar had found. There's always another way out, she thought to herself. There's never 'no way out' for those on the side of Justice...
Part 18 - Retribution Redux
8:30pm, Friday, January 24th. The lab technician showed the doctor the results. "White blood count is going off the charts."
"We've got to get him into the O.R., stat." said the doctor. He and two nurses went to the room of BATFE Special Agent In Charge Curtis Halsey. In the room with Halsey were ATF Special Agent Karl Coleman and FBI BAU Agent Peter Page.
"We're taking him into O.R." said the doctor. He and the nurses transferred Halsey to a gurney and took down the hall, down the elevator, and on down the hall to the O.R. section.
The Federal Agents attempted to go with Halsey, but the doctor stopped them at the entrance to the O.R. wing. "Only Hospital personnel beyond this point." the doctor said.
"We're coming in there with him." said Coleman. He suddenly found himself being confronted by Town & County Police Lieutenant Micah Rudistan, with Corporal Hicks backing him up.
"No, you're not." said Rudistan. "You heard the doc."
"Get out of my way, you faggot local cops." snarled Page. "We're Federal Agents."
"And we don't care." fired back Corporal Hicks, his hand on his holstered weapon. "If you go in there, we'll shoot you. Your big bad Federal badges won't make good armor protection for your heads." The Federal Agents were forced to relent. Kurt Coleman got out his cellphone and made a call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the creation of the new EMS, the County bought several of University Hospital's ambulances, but not all of them. University Hospital Ambulance 375 was still owned by the Hospital. It was the ambulance that had transported the Rev. Jonas Oldeeds and his murder weapon out of the Fairgrounds all those years ago. (Author's note: 'Case of the Executed Evangelist', Ch. 04.)
The medical team that had taken Curtis Halsey into the O.R. drove him into an ambulance and downstairs through the nearly-empty E.R. areas, then outside to the loading dock, where Halsey was put on Ambulance 375. E.R. Staff had seen that happen in the past, for a patient to be transported out of the Hospital that way, so they did not take much notice.
The ambulance was driven away from the Hospital with its lights flashing but no siren. After getting to University Avenue, the ambulance shut off its lights, and made its way down University Avenue to MLK Jr. Drive, upon which it turned, going west.
The ambulance then turned onto side streets and drove by a number of businesses and warehouses until it got to a metal-walled warehouse with white trim. It was not easy to see in the dark that the metal walls were red. This was the warehouse where a stolen nuclear weapon was found, and where Trent Ridge had met his destiny. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 03-04; 'A Death in the Family', Ch. 04.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And where was I during the early morning hours of Wednesday, January 22nd, as Federal Agents prepared to invade and destroy my homes?
The Eighth Street Latinos were meeting in a room behind a bar south of Town, not far from Hotel Row, where the County's small Hispanic Community mostly lived. They were stunned when the door opened and a broad-shouldered redhead in all black came into the room.
"Away put your weapons." I said. "I mean you no harm." That would hardly deter them, but the hand grenade I was holding with the pin pulled was the more eloquent argument that convinced them.
"He's got help." said one man. "One man in the bar, at least three others outside."
"And one right there in the backdoor." I said. They all turned to see the masked man in black, holding a grenade and also an M-4. They did not know that he was Teddy Franklin, Todd's close friend and a member of Clan Crowbar.
"What do you want, Iron Crowbar?" said the Rodrigo-san, who was sitting at the further back table, playing cards.
"That's the Iron Crowbar?" said a slender, very fit Latino man, that looked like he could've been in the Green Berets, who was sitting at the table closer to me.
"You must be Raoul." I said to the man.
"Not much gets past you, Iron Crowbar." said Raoul. "Take it easy, guys, this cabron is loco.." Turning back to me, he said "So again, I.C.. why are you here? What do you want?
"I want you to listen to some news." I said. "The DEA is trying to set you up. You're supposed to do a drug deal with T-Mac just west of the Junkyard on Friday night. But the other side is not T-Mac's boys, they're DEA. You were supposed to pick up product that would be delivered in a University Hospital ambulance, and it's not the first time you used ambulances to make your deliveries. But it will be the last."
"And you're here warning us?" said Raoul. The others started laughing. "What's in it for you?"
"Just a couple of things." I said. "That ambulance will deliver some bags of product, which will be sugar and cornstarch, not drugs, and you'll take that ambulance to the meeting spot. May I recommend you not have any drugs when you meet T-Mac's boys."
"Man, you ARE loco." said Raoul. "T-Mac's boys will light us up."
"Naah." I said. "They're bringing Monopoly money to the party. Literally. Monopoly money. You're going to embarrass the hell out of the DEA. The News Media will be talking about it non-stop."
"Yeah, that sounds good." said Raoul with mock joviality. "And what's in it for you again?"
I smiled one of 'those' smiles. "I get the person that will be in that ambulance when we meet at the location I'm going to give you. And I get you taking your filthy product out of my County. Go back to Southport, Raoul. If I catch you here, and with real drugs... I will bring the crowbar down on you like you've never been hit before."
"He ain't playing." said the Rodrigo-san...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just a few hours later, even as the FBI was raiding the Mountain Nest and Halsey was about to murder my daughter, I called Dwight Stevens from a burner in an 'unknown location'.
"Dwight," I said, "I know about that drug sting you're planning for Friday night. May I suggest that you not go through with it. They know you're coming. If they're even there, they won't have product nor money."
"What the hell..." said Stevens, but he was speaking into a phone whose connection had gone dead...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now in live time, the back of the ambulance was opened to reveal Curtis Halsey, his hands zip-tied behind his back, and his mouth stuffed with a plastic ball and then sealed off with duct tape. Masked persons in black got out as well. Several large sacks full of powdery substances were near the cab of the vehicle.
Halsey screamed into the gag as he was forced to hobble on has damaged knee to a small, strange-looking black car. It was made of composite materials, and designed to avoid detection. It also suppressed any radio signals. Halsey was stuffed into the trunk, and the lid slammed down on him.
Three Latino gangbangers had their dog go over and through the ambulance. He did not alert, and they nodded.
"Have a nice day." said a large masked man with a gravelly voice as the three Latino gang members and their dog got into the ambulance. The masked ambulance driver got behind the wheel of the small car, and the large man in the shotgun seat, with a smaller person in the very cramped back seat. They drove off. A moment later, the gangbangers drove off in the ambulance...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's Halsey's signal." said FBI EAD Dr. Robin Isley. She was in the Communications Room on top of the Federal Building. "It's headed southwest. Nothing but farm fields out there."
"Think Lange told the gangbangers what was going on?" Karl Coleman asked.
"Maybe." said Dr. Isley. "Owen Lange is an idiot, an utter fool. He really thought he could get Halsey out of the Hospital under our noses?"
"The transmitter Halsey swallowed is working perfectly." said Coleman. "The DEA Agents will recover him, under the guise of a 'drug sting'. And don't forget... we're doing this right under the Iron Crowbar's nose, too."
"Oh yesssss, I know." hissed Isley. "Okay, move on in. Let's get Curtis out of there before something happens to him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The three young Latinos, who hoped to become the equivalent of 'made men' in The Eighth Street Latinos organization, got out of the ambulance in the farm field, the lights of the Town to their northeast, and the fence enclosing the metal scrapyard to their east, shrouded in darkness.
From the other car, a white Cadillac Escalade, three of T-Mac's lieutenants got out. "Welcome to the party, gentlemen." said one of T-Mac's lieutenants. "If you got guns on you, you're fucked. Here come the Pigs." They all looked north to see the vehicles coming off the main road and along the dirt road. their blue lightbars blazing.
"TCPD!" yelled Officers as they pulled up to surround the two groups. The gangbangers raised their hands as they were surrounded.
"Hey, we got the Right to Peaceably Assemble." said one of the Latinos. "We even brought an American Flag." He was holding a small American Flag on a stick...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the fuck is that?" yelled DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens from the van that was the command vehicle, which was parked at one of the buildings on the edge of Town.
"TCPD is coming in and making our bust." said DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts, a young black man who had set up the sting.
"That bastard." muttered Stevens under his breath, thinking the Iron Crowbar had double-crossed him to take the glory for the bust. "Okay, Pitts, get in there, and take this away from the locals."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"FEDERAL AGENTS!" the Federal Agents yelled as they drove up to the scene, the blue lightbars of the TCPD vehicles bathing everything in an eerie blue light. "Drop your weapons!"
They were seeing six young men in civilian clothing sitting on the ground, not even handcuffed. Police Officers were going through both vehicles, and a drug dog was happily sniffing around the ambulance.
"TCPD!" said TCPD Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie, who was leading the mission. "Lower your weapons."
"This is our bust." snarled DEA Agent Pitts. "What the hell are you doing jumping our claim?"
"We're not jumping anything." said McGhillie. "But you might be glad we did. These guys have no weapons on them, at all. The money in the Escalade is Monopoly money. Literally. Yellow and pink and blue and light green. And our drug dog here has not alerted to anything. The bags in the ambo are cornstarch and sugar."
*WHIRRRRRRRR!*
"What the fuuuuuck?" said one of the gangbangers as everyone looked to the east. It was the sound of a powerful metal grinder being revved up...
*AAAUUUGGGHHH!*
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The masked persons had night-vision goggles. One of them was in the control room, about to turn on the grinder. The other, a large man, was standing on the catwalk over the grinders. Standing next to him, held in place, was Curtis Halsey.
"Show your face, Troy!" Halsey yelled, then laughed demonically. He was going insane, I realized. And yes,, I'd removed his gag. I wanted to hear him scream.
And his comment showed me that there might be a drone in the area. Had Isley caught onto us? I wondered to myself. Were her people on the way?
"Never mind my face." I growled, my voice whispery and gravelly. "You need to worry about your knee... and the rest of you." I pointed at the control tower, and the machinery turned on.
*WHIRRRRRRRR!*
And then I picked Halsey up and dangled him over the rail of the catwalk. Halsey began shrieking, but his shrieks were drowned out by the noise of the machinery as metal pieces began falling off the conveyor belt into the grinder.
And then I thought of Carole, and Bowser... and a little brown-and-beige train car that had been left smashed on the floor. No, it was not too hard, I thought, as I dropped Halsey off the catwalk and into the machinery, feet-first.
*AAAUUUGGGHHH!* Halsey screamed as his legs were caught by the machinery, and he was pulled down into it.
*GRIND!* *GRIND!* *GRIND!*...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We left the machinery running and worked our way south through the junkyard. Coming to the south fence, we went through the pre-cut slit in the fence, then ran over the hard earth of the frozen farm field to the dirt road and the small composite car.
"Q'plaa? asked the driver, Melina Allgood in good Klingon, of which Our Sheriff would approve, as FBI ASAC Karina White and myself took off our masks.
"Ohhhh, yeahhhhhh." I said. "And thanks for your help, both of you."
"Just finishing what I should've finished when I shot him in the knee." said Melina.
"And it was my pleasure to help." said Karina White. "That man did everything he could to destroy my career, for years. I just wish I could've dropped him in myself."
"I wish I could've let you." I said. "And from this point on, we shall never speak of this again." Both women agreed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's not there." said Karl Coleman into his cellphone to Dr. Robin Isley. "There was a device that was mimicking the signal of his swallowed transmitter. The Police and the DEA are all over the place, but they found no drugs. And no Halsey."
"Ma'am," said Lindsey Black, coming into the room where Isley was, which was just below the Communications Room, "we did get a brief blip of SAC Halsey's transmitter. Just east of where the ambo was found."
"What's at that location?" asked Isley.
"A metal scrapyard." said Black, stating Jameis's grandfather's name as the owner. "Our man embedded in the DEA team texted that everyone heard the grinding machine on the property turning on, and a scream."
"Oh, noooooooo." said Robin Isley...
Part 19 - She Just Won't Stop
7:00am, Saturday, January 25th. Dr. Robin Isley came up to the crime scene, which was crawling with Federal Agents, mostly of the FBI. Their invitation to have the State Crime Lab and TCPD CSI's join them was rebuffed, with both agencies citing the FBI's treatment of them during the Hospital bombing attack. (Author's note: 'Only Time'.)
She looked up at the grinding gears above, then the smaller gears and the railcar bin that captured the shredded material. ATF Special Agent Black said "Blood and flesh all the way down, ma'am, especially in the catch car down here. Types to SAC Halsey's. Our labs are running fast DNA tests."
"What a horrible way to die." Isley said, putting a tinge of both sadness and venom in her voice. "Whoever did this to Curtis is an animal. Where was Donald Troy last night."
"His cellphones pinged from his wife's house, as did hers." said Lindsey Black. After a pause, she said "He couldn't have acted alone in this. The test showing an infection was a false positive. The tech said there was contamination from the previous run. A doctor and two nurses took SAC Halsey to the O.R., but no one can say who they were, and their descriptions match no one on Staff. And Troy wasn't at the scene when the Police and DEA captured those gangbangers and their fake drug deal."
"Fake drug deal." said Isley. "That has Iron Crowbar written all over it."
"With respect, ma'am," said Lindsey Black, "how did the Iron Crowbar get two drug gangs, several Hospital personnel, and the DEA to work with him to do this?"
"I don't know." said Isley. "But I see why Brendan Chapel is so scared of him. Okay, was there anything on his vehicles? Especially that green contraption he thinks he can hide from us?"
"No ma'am, and that was the first thing I looked for." said Lindsey Black. "It's at Dr. Eckhart's compound in Coltrane County, and was there all yesterday and last night."
"But not underground where we couldn't track it." Isley said. "The Iron Crowbar wanted us to see it down there. And his Police SUV was at home, I'm sure."
"Yes ma'am." said Black.
Robin Isley nodded, her mood bleak. There has got to be a way we can beat that man, she thought to herself. There has got to be a way to take him down...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 8:00am, Saturday, January 25th. "The fallout over the pardon of Donald Troy by deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared continues to haunt them as the State Legislature prepares for Impeachment!"
Bettina began: "Commander Troy may have avoided criminal prosecution and prison after being saved by Governor Jared's pardon, but his popularity has taken a deep dive, according to Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling, who says that Commander Troy's favorables dropped to 50% while his unfavorables are at 52%, showing that Donald Troy is not trusted by the People of this State anymore."
Bettina: "And Governor Jared's favorables dropped to an all-time low of 28%, while his unfavorables are at 58% after unexpectedly and inexplicably pardoning Donald Troy for sex-related crimes. The State House Democrats, which were already holding hearings to impeach the Governor, have now found strong support with State House Republicans, and believe the Impeachment will come as early as Monday."
"There are also implications for the SBI." said Bettina. "Their Director, James 'Curly' Goodwin, is running for Town & County Inspector General against Commissioner Bruce Finneran, and his poll numbers have dropped after the Governor pardoned Troy. KXTC has strongly endorsed Commissioner Finneran for the Inspector General position."



Bettina: "Several Legislators of both parties are demanding that Donald Troy resign as SBI Reserve Inspector, and have made provisions in the Budget bill to defund the SBI if she does not resign. Meanwhile, State Inspector Britt Maxwell, who was facing her own Impeachment charges when she refused to open an investigation of Donald Troy, now faces her Office being defunded as part of State Rep. Tasheeka Harris's defund the Police initiative..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Crazy." muttered Sheriff Griswold as he, the Chief, myself, and Lt. Cmdr. Croyle drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "The Media is just out of control."
"No doubt, sir." I said. "They're just slinging whatever mud they can, to see what sticks."
"How can you have 50% favorables and 52% unfavorables?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Two different polls." the Sheriff replied. "KXTC expects their viewers to be too stupid to realize the numbers don't add up. And they're probably right that their viewers are that stupid."
"Including me, for even bothering to watch Bettina's filth." I said. "But since I'm not running for anything, I'm not really worried about Bettina's rigged, massaged, crap polls."
"I am." replied the Sheriff. "There are things over the horizon which will require your popularity and trustworthiness to get us through..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Saturday, January 25th. Teresa practically dragged Cindy into my office. As the Green Crowbar sat down in the hot chair nearest the door, the Iron Wolf expertly used the remote to turn on the television monitor, then sat down without being asked. That was no problem, and my curiosity was piqued.
"And welcome to 'Week In Review'!" said hostess Rosie Berkmar. "It's been a big week, a lot has happened. My guest today is respected reporter Amber Harris of KXTC. Welcome, Amber." The audience applauded as the camera panned out to show Amber sitting in the chair next to Rosie.
"Amber," said Rosie, "the FBI raided Donald Troy's home, and opinions are very divided on the legality of it as well as the amount of force used and property destruction that occurred. And then the Governor shocked the world by pardoning Troy seemingly out of the blue. Is this Governor Jared paying back Donald Troy for using his Police power to harass and charge two women that brought credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor?"
"Not only that," said Amber, "but the same FBI group that said that the booklet those women had was a forgery, also said the document that showed Troy signed for custody of Betty Morelli was a forgery. The fix was in from the beginning."
"Do you think the State could've proved their case against Donald Troy?" asked Rosie. "After all, Betty Morelli died in prison. Her death was called a 'suicide', but it was very suspicious." (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 04.)
"Let's talk about that for a minute." said Amber. "The death was suspicious. And Donald Troy was asked to go down and investigate the death, and he's come up with?... Zilch. Inspector Britt Maxwell was also asked to investigate Betty Morelli's death, and what has she found? Zilch.
Amber: "And who would be able to pull off something like Betty Morelli's death? Someone with connections to the Governor, and to the SBI Inspector? And let's talk motive. Who benefitted from Betty Morelli being silenced?"
"Those are really good points." said Rosie Berkmar. "But once again... could the State have proved their case against Donald Troy? Could they have put Troy in prison, if the Governor had not outrageously intervened, and thwarted Justice?"
Amber: "Let's remember one other thing: Betty Morelli had a child nine months after her alleged sexual encounter with Donald Troy. It is very unlikely she slept with her husband or other men, since her husband and his henchmen was arrested the next morning, and she was also incarcerated at that time."
Amber: "So I've asked where Betty Morelli's baby is, and who is the father? KXTC is being blocked from obtaining the adoption records of the child, who is around two years old now. Judge Rodney K. Watts, who the State Bar has recommended be suspended or even impeached for potential bribery charges, has sealed adoption records and blocked off any attempts to obtain them under the Open Records Act. And this is more than just the Public's Right To Know, which they do, but it's to prove that Donald Troy is potentially a sexual predator with a Police badge..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If you two will excuse me..." said Cindy as she stood up. She left the office without further comment, but I was almost overwhelmed by the vibe I was getting from her... and it was not a positive vibe at all.
"She just won't stop." said Teresa, meaning Amber, as I expertly used the remote to turn off the verbal diarrhea spewing from the television. "I mean, it's over, but she just won't stop trying to gin up shit."
"Yeah, I know." I said. I then turned on the bug killer and said "You got any plans for tonight?"
"What, are you asking me for a date?" Teresa replied with as much of a grin as I was going to get from her, which wasn't much.
"In a manner of speaking." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Cindy Ross was in her office. Her hands were shaking, and she could not control the thoughts crowding her mind.
She's coming for my child, Cindy thought over and over. That bitch Amber is coming for my baby, my little girl...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
The ringing of her cellphone jarred her out of her reverie. She answered it. "Hey baby," said Callie Carrington, "I saw that bitch's broadcast. You okay?"
"No, no I'm not." said Cindy. Then she got hold of herself. "Callie, I'm going to need your help..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Saturday, January 25th. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone appeared at my office door. With him was DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens.
"I'm just the referee." said Muscone as they came in.
"Hoo boy, what now?" I asked.
"That drug deal that wasn't." said Dwight Stevens. "What the fuck was up with that?"
"I did suggest you not go through with it." I said.
"My agent Pitts thinks you told me that so your men could come in ahead of him to get the glory for that bust." said Stevens. "What am I supposed to tell him?
"Just ask him a logical question." I said. "Just what are we getting glory for? We stopped a major purchase of... cornstarch. We recovered large amounts of... Monopoly money. Yeah, University Hospital is glad they're getting their ambulance back intact, but that would hardly be the DEA's Finest Hour, recovering that. The way I see it... we saved you from embarrassing yourselves. And I did try to tell you beforehand."
Stevens finally sat down in the 'hot chair' next to the one Muscone had already seated himself in. "Okay, okay." Stevens said with both resignation and exasperation. "But why all this? Why are The Eighth Street Latinos and T-Mac's crew making a fake deal like that? We had good intel; Pitts really thought he was going to make a good bust, there. And you obviously knew something, since you were able to tell me to stay away from it."
I replied "I guess the intel was compromised. It happens. The good news is that no DEA Agents were harmed in the exercise of the cornstarch bust. The bad news is that the Eighth Street Latinos might decide not to do Eighth Street Latino things in my County any more... well, that's not bad news for the Citizens of my County, of course."
Muscone looked at Stevens and said "I told ya... four hundred years ago."
"Yeah, and there are a lot of people that want to burn you at the stake, Don." said Stevens.  "But you did give me fair warning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm. It just must've been my day to have Federal Agents appear at my office door. This time it was FBI EAD Dr. Robin Isley. How she got past the Duty Desk, I did not know... but would be finding out and making on-the-spot corrections with language not fit to be printed here.
She had FBI Special Agents Peter Page and Karl Coleman with her, but they were surrounded by no less than four armed-and-armored TCPD Officers.
"Where's Curtis Halsey?" Isley hissed at me.
"You tell me." I replied acidly. "Not my day to babysit him."
"I think you know." spat Isley.
"I don't care what you think." I replied. "And you obviously need more practice at it."
"Where were you last night?" thundered Isley.
"He was with me."
Isley whirled around to see my wife Laura in the doorway to the anteroom. And that was a yellow crowbar my wife was wielding.
"Was he?" Isley said venomously. "And what's with that play toy? Giving yourself airs that you can actually do something with it?"
"You're about to find out." said Laura. "My sister may have shot Halsey in the knee, but I hold you responsible for him pointing a gun at my daughter and almost pulling the trigger. And you're going to pay for it."
"So!" Isley said loudly. "Having to fight your worthless husband's battles for you?"
"Dr. Isley," I said, standing up and coming around my desk, "I am not so chivalrous that I won't hit a woman, and that I won't hit you as hard as I can."
"Yeah," snarled Isley, turning back to me, "we know how you are with women in your custody. Did you knock Betty up?----"
*WHAM!*
My right-hand jab caught Isley right in her face, and I felt her nose cave in as my closed fist made full contact. Robin Isley collapsed to the floor. Laura, ever the doctor, knelt down and checked on the FBI EAD. Isley was unconscious.
Laura used smelling salts, and Robin came to with a start, then moaned in pain. "Get her out of here." Laura ordered Isley's Federal Agents. As they got Robin to her feet, Laura said to her: "And if you ever come back to this County, either my sister or I will finish you."
After the Federal Agents were gone, leaving for a Hospital across State Lines to have Isley's broken nose set, Laura turned to me with something of a scowl.
"Sorry, dear." I said. "I was going to let you give her a crowbar beatdown, but she pissed me off."
"That's okay." said Laura, hugging me warmly. "I like it when my man takes up for me... and our children."
"How did you know she was coming here?" I asked as I escorted Laura into my office.
"I didn't." Laura said. "I came to tell you something else. I have to go out of Town tonight."
"Uh oh." I said. "Meetings?"
"In a manner of speaking..." Laura said cryptically.
Part 20 - Crowbars Rule The Night
11:30pm, Saturday, January 25th. It was a cold, clear night, with temperatures dropping into the teens. Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington, dressed in black and moving stealthily like ninja in the night, came to the new house where Amber Harris was now living. They crept across the back yard, hearing no dogs in the neighborhood barking at them.
They saw the dim light in the upstairs room, and quietly climbed the poles to the patio deck. They looked in the crack of the not-quite-closed drapes through the sliding glass door... and found that they'd been beaten to the punch: two masked persons in all black were inside!
"What the hell?" Cindy whispered as she saw that the two home invaders had captured Amber and zip-tied her hands behind her. To one side was the crib for the new baby, with the one lamp bathing the room in dim light on the table at the foot of the crib.
One of the intruders was relatively short and agile, and looked to be a woman. The other was much taller, broad-shouldered. And then he reached up and took off his mask, and Cindy and Callie gasped...
It was the Iron Crowbar.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I had made our way to Amber's home and easily breached the garage door. I disabled the alarm with the manufacturer's code, and we went upstairs. Amber had just fed her newborn baby, and was putting him in his crib for the night.
"What the--- EEEK!" Amber screamed as the two masked figures in black suddenly rushed in and were upon her. She was taken to the floor and quickly manacled, and a gloved hand covered her overactive, overused mouth.
"Okay, bitch." I growled in my gravelly voice. "I am getting tired of your attacks on an innocent child."
"Your child, Troy?" Amber spat after suddenly moving her head to the side to free her mouth.
"What if she is?" I growled as I took off my mask. "And what are you going to do about it?"
"Whatever it takes, to expose her as your daughter, and humiliate you!" Amber snarled, trying to fight her bonds, but held too tightly in Teresa's grip.
"Soooooo." I hissed. "You think you can say anything you want, hurt anyone you want, hiding behind the Free Press First Amendment... while we can't do anything, constrained by the Law and our consciences? Eh? Well... what if if I choose to remove those constraints? What if I do to your baby that you've been doing to Betty Morelli's?"
With that, I got up, and advanced towards the crib.
"NO!" Amber screamed, fighting her captor and her bonds as hard as she could. "You leave my baby alone, you bastard! Leave him alone!---UHK!" She was forced to lie prone on her back as I advanced towards the crib, and the baby lying inside it, taking something out of my pocket...
To be continued.
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Part 20 - Crowbars Rule The Night (continued)
I looked over the edge of the crib, seeing the baby lying on his back. I reached down and grabbed his little cheeks, sliding the stick with the q-tip on the end into his mouth and swabbing his cheek thoroughly. As I let go and put the swab into the plastic capsule, the baby began getting fussy and crying a bit.
"Your turn, bitch." I said. Teresa helped turn Amber over, and I pried her jaw apart much more forcefully than I'd done to the baby. Amber tried to fight it, but was helpless to resist, and within seconds I was sealing her DNA sample in its plastic sleeve.
"So, I'm turning it around on you, bitch." I said. "I'm going to find out if your baby is Trent Ridge's child. If it is, that's proof that you aided and abetted him in evading capture by Police. It'll be enough to revoke your parole and send you back to prison, and for one hell of a lot longer than 36 months. And this time... you won't have Betty Morelli to talk to in prison, to try to get her to admit she had sex with me. Your gambit... has failed. Mine won't."
"You can't use that!" hissed Amber. "How are you going to explain how you got the DNA samples?"
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "Maybe I'll do what you've been trying to do... make the charge, then demand DNA samples. After all, Amber... it's the seriousness of the charge that counts, right?" My masked companion couldn't help but emit a guttural, evil laugh at that.
"So be sure to reconsider what you've been saying on the airwaves about Betty's baby." I said. "I can always come back for your baby... and it won't be to take a DNA sample." I nodded to Teresa, and as I put my mask back on, Amber's mouth was re-taped shut.
"We can go out the patio door." Teresa whispered as I turned off the lamp, leaving the room in darkness but for the moonlight streaming in through the glass of the patio door.
I went over to the patio door, opened it, leaned my masked head out and shook it at the two women trying to flatten themselves against the wall, then closed the door back.
"No." I said. "Let's go out the way we came in." Teresa did not understand, but she didn't argue. And I didn't explain that the Power of the Vibe was strong in my vicinity, and that I knew who was on that patio deck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I made our way across the street and down the dirt-road path behind the houses that the garbage trucks used to collect the trash. Several blocks over, we arrived at a larger street, where a strip mall was, and got into my Police SUV that was sitting behind one of the businesses.
"Listen." Teresa said as I turned on the car. The radio had come on, and was squawking about a 9-1-1 call that two masked persons had been spotted in what turned out to be Amber's neighborhood.
"Someone saw us, called it in?" asked Teresa.
"Could be." I replied agreeably. "We should go check that out."
"There are times I think you're crazy." Teresa said as we pulled out onto the street. "And then there are times like this... when I'm certain of it." I just grinned in reply.
We came up to a Police SUV near the end of the street which Amber's house was on. It was the 1st Precinct mobile command post van. As we got out, I saw that Teresa was wearing a trenchcoat that was identical to mine, but hers fit her perfectly, and had her rank of oak leaf clusters on the shoulders, while mine had a single star on each shoulder epaulette.
"Nice choice of outerwear, there, Ms. Croyle." I said. "I heartily approve."
"I thought you might, sir." said Teresa. We came up to Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie.
"Sir, ma'am," McGhillie said, "we got a 9-1-1 call that two masked persons in black were seen on a back patio of one of the homes on this street. We converged, and are attempting to locate and pursue them." I heard a drone go over our heads as McGhillie talked.
"Descriptions?" I asked tersely.
"Both medium height, about like Commander Croyle here." said McGhillie. "One fit, muscular; the other more slender. But neither of them was tall enough to be mistaken for the Slender Man, sir."
"Good." I said. "I don't feel like getting into a fight tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30am, Sunday, January 26th. Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington arrived at Cindy's mother Maggie's apartment. They were soaking wet and covered in mud.
"God, that was close." Cindy said. "Someone must've seen us and called the Police."
"But we evaded the great TCPD." Callie said with a grin.
"And we're soaking wet, freezing cold..." Cindy said, "... and the Iron Crowbar got there before us. I guess that was Teresa with her."
"I can't believe Don stuck his head out the door and waved us off." said Callie.
"Lucky for Amber they got there first." Cindy said. "I was going to make sure she could never speak again. Ever."
"Let's take a shower." said Callie. They showered together, then put on fresh clothes. Then they went to Betsy's bed, watching her peacefully sleep...
It was Callie that had noticed that TCPD vehicles were being seen on the road a little too frequently, and Cindy had realized that they had been spotted, and a 9-1-1 call made. She also knew they couldn't just allow themselves to be found; neither woman had ID, and they knew Amber might also call in her home invasion.
They'd hidden in drains that went under driveways by the road, then made their way to a patch of woods. Then they realized that drones were flying, and may have been catching their heat signatures.
They finally got to a drainage creek behind a neighborhood, that fed into the River west of them, and they walked along it for a good ways until they were out of the neighborhood. But the drones were still flying, and more TCPD cars seemed to be in the areas they were in.
And then it all stopped. The drones went away, and the TCPD cars vanished...
Back at the mobile command post, reports were coming in. "Drones show two possible suspects in Northside Creek. Pretty dirty water to be in, but we may have them cornered."
"Okay, let's call it off." I said. surprising everyone. "I don't want you guys getting wet and dirty for no good reason. If we catch them, we can't show that they were here, in this neighborhood. And unless and until someone reports a break-in, we're wasting our time and giving them a free meal at County Jail, even if we do arrest them."
"I agree." said Teresa. "Call it off. You've had enough practice for one night."
As the operation broke off and the mobile command unit broke down, Teresa and I went back to my Police SUV. As we headed home, Teresa said "Why do I get the feeling we weren't the only ones that went after Amber tonight?"
I grinned. "Quite possibly because we weren't. But we were not seen. They were. Stupid to be seen. If you are seen, you can be arrested. Or worse."
Teresa said "And you let the search go on for three hours, then called it off just before we had them circled in?"
"Yeah." I said. "Those two got enough S.E.E.R. training for one night." S.E.E.R. was the military training to get away from the enemy when being pursued. I'd absolutely hated it when I was in ROTC and OBC and OAC in the Army. And I felt sure that those two pursued persons had hated those few hours of their evening.
Teresa nodded, then cackled as she fully figured it out...
Part 21 - Sins of the Uncle
Meanwhile...
Dr. Laura Fredricson came up to the dark cabin on the east side of Lake Watchacoochie, across the lake and downstream from the property she and her husband owned. She knocked, getting no answer. But the door was unlocked, so she opened the door and went inside.
"William?" she called out.
"Back here." she heard the voice of the retired FBI Deputy Director say. He had been sitting on the deck by the fire in the fire pot, looking out over the water, but had come inside to see who was there. He was holding a bottle of an 'adult beverage'. Only the light of the streetlamp outside illuminated the interior of the house with an eerie yellow glow.
"Laura." he said. "It's you. I halfway expected it to be your husband, but of course it's you." He sat down at the kitchen table, and Laura sat down opposite him. She noticed the porcelain decanter on the table, next to a file folder with papers inside it.
"Yes, of course it's me." Laura said. "After all we've been through, I have to be here. And this isn't my husband's doing."
"I know. Want a drink?" the DepDirector said, his words slurring. "It's the last bottle of the Pappy Van Winkle you gave me. No sense letting it go to waste."
"No thank you." said Laura. "How did it come to this, William?" He knew what she meant.
The DepDirector slid the file folder across the table. Laura did not try to read it in the darkness. "They had everything. Mitt Willis, Conrad King, Brendan Chapel... they had it all, and they gave it to the Consultant of Crime, who put the proof in with McGinty's Materials."
He poured a shot for himself and drank it down, then slurred "All my life, I tried desperately to bring down the White Supremacists... Superior Bloodlines, White Roots, the Polar Bears... and I never could make things stick. And then I crossed the line. I used my FBI position to illegally obtain data, to get warrants based on false information, trying to build a case. But they were watching me, like an insect under a microscope, and they kept the records."
"And then..." he said, "... your husband came along, and wiped out Westboro, then wiped out Superior Bloodlines a year later. He ripped them to shreds, all of them, even got Mitt Willis cold for murder. The only one he hasn't got yet, is Chapel."
"And it's only a matter of time before one of them takes out the other." Laura said. "Anyway, that's why you and Martin were so desperate to find McGinty's Materials. And why Martin made a deal with the devil Isley, and took part in the raids."
The DepDirector nodded. "I swear to God, Laura, I didn't know what they were going to do! I didn't know that nutjob Halsey was going to try to kill your daughter!" He began sobbing. "I didn't want Don to get hurt, either, and he almost died from the enhanced interrogation..." He sobbed some more.
"I know." Laura said. "But I understand your motives. When this information comes out, the damage to the FBI, as well as your reputation, will be utterly destroyed."
"And I will spend what few years I have left in Federal prison, probably in 'keepaway' in a 9x6 cell." said the DepDirector. "The alternative... is better. You diagnosed my condition. It's only going to get worse, I'm dead in three or less years... very pain-filled years..."
"I know." Laura said.
"Just do one thing for me, please." said the DepDirector. "As a lifetime wish. Please let Martin live. Let him go about his life. He'll stay out of your way. Just don't..."
"I'll do what I can." Laura said. "But it's out of my hands. Don gave Martin's fate to... someone else."
"I know." said the DepDirector. "Teresa Croyle. Martin told me who gave him that folder when we met in the City last night, and that it was her that got between Carole and Halsey's gun, and Martin took that nutjob's side over hers. Still, I beg you, do what you can."
"She's loyal to Don, first and foremost." Laura said. "I can only try. And I will."
"Thank you." said the DepDirector. "And thanks for all the years. We did pretty well as a team, didn't we?"
"Yes, we did." Laura said. "More than people know. And maybe one day, they'll know how much good you did for our Country."
"Well," said the DepDirector, taking the decanter in his hand, "maybe it's fitting... that I die the way Conrad King did. Hemlock." (Author's note: 'Sandstorm', Ch. 04.)
He opened the decanter, poured its contents into his glass, and added the last of the Pappy Van Winkle, then said "I won't offer to share this drink with you. Farewell, Laura."
He drank the contents of the glass in four gulps. Then he took the folder and stumbled outside, onto the deck, and sat down in one of the chairs, looking out over the water of the lake, the view he'd come to love. He threw the folder into the fire, and watched the papers burn to ashes. Then he looked out over the black water of the lake.
Laura remained in the darkness for long minutes. Then she put on a full mask that covered her head, just in case, and went outside. She made sure the contents of the folder were burned completely, to unreadable ashes. Then she felt for a pulse, but there was none.
The DepDirector was gone.
Part 22 - Swamp Frog Retribution
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, January 27th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "The impeachment of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared is imminent!"
Bettina began: "The State Capitol was in near-chaos over the weekend as Legislators prepared for the historic action to impeach and remove Jared as Governor. Let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder for more. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder, reporting from outside the State Capitol in Midtown. "Channel Two News has learned that the State House Judiciary Committee on Impeachment will report three Articles of Impeachment to the floor of the State House today. The first charge is Abuse of Power, and the Committee is focusing on Jared's unexpected and inexplicable pardon of white Police Officer Donald Troy last week, saying that it was a quid pro quo with Troy for Troy harassing two women who made very credible claims of sexual harassment against the Governor."
Penis Holder: "The second charge is Obstruction of the State Legislature, as the Governor worked to obstruct his aides from testifying before State Legislature committees. The Governor is also accused of plotting with Donald Troy to have Troy take the Fifth rather than answer a Legislative Committee's legitimate questions, then having Troy lie to the Committee even after getting Immunity for his testimony."
Penis Holder: "The third charge is expected to be misuse of State Government funds, stemming from charges that the Governor inappropriately and illegally spent funds to suppress the rights of Undocumented Workers by rounding them up and assisting Federal ICE authorities in deporting them, and also investigating and bringing charges against any company that was shown to have hired Undocumented Workers, which suppresses the hiring of those minorities! This charge is considered to be an offer to State Republicans in order to get them to vote with Democrats to impeach and convict Val Jared."
Penis Holder: "We have with us State Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown." The camera panned out to show State Rep. Harris, wearing a black t-shirt with 'Black Voices Raised' in white letters, rather than the more respectful clothing most Legislators normally wore.. "Ms. Harris, can we expect the Governor to be impeached and removed from office?"
Harris: "He will be impeached, for damn sure. As to conviction, that will be up to the State Senate, but we're hopeful that even the Republicans will do the right thing and removed the racist Val Jared from office."
Penis Holder: "How is the State's black community responding to this action?"
Harris: "Minorities, especially People of Color, are sick and tired of the racist abuse by Val Jared. If he is not removed from office, there will be no peaceful outlets left for blacks to vent their frustrations!"
Penis Holder: "So if Senate Republicans don't convict Val Jared, whatever happens after that will be on them?"
Harris: "Yes, Lester. The consequences of leaving Val Jared in office will be the responsibility of the racist Republicans!"
Back to Bettina live: "And in national news, Channel Two News has learned that William Hargreaves, former Deputy Director of the FBI, died over the weekend at his Lake Watchacoochie home, of what appears to be natural causes. Deputy Director Hargreaves devoted his life and FBI career to destroying white supremacy groups, and was largely credited with destroying the Superior Bloodlines group just a few years ago..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwww." said Commander Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Martin Nash's uncle is dead?"
"Yes." I said. "His home is across the lake from our place up there. The Sheriff up there called me and said they found him sitting on his back deck, dead, and it looked like a heart attack or heart failure."
"He was one of the good guys." said Chief Sean Moynahan solemnly. "Was there any sign of foul play?"
"If there was," I said, "I haven't heard about it."
"Jack told me about it yesterday." Captain Tanya Perlman said. "They found an empty bottle of Pappy Van Winkle Reserve, and the remains of a fire in the fire pot on the back deck. The initial reports said that the DepDirector wasn't wearing a coat in the cold weather. He may have passed out from drinking too much, and died of hypothermia, but that's speculation."
"Changing the subject," said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle adroitly, "what did you guys think of that interview with Tasheeka Harris?"
"The one where she basically threatened riots by blacks if Republicans don't toe the line and convict Jared?" I replied.
"That's how I read her comments, too." said Teresa. "I'll have the Police Force step up riot training, and we'll try to nip anything in the bud before it gets started."
"Good idea." I said. "And I know you've been stepping up their training on that stuff for a while now." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Tanya asked "Sheriff, how's Governor Jared doing?"
"He's surprisingly upbeat." said the Sheriff. "I think he's just glad that it's all coming to a head, and the posturing and threats are over."
"Is he expecting to lose?" asked Cindy.
"No." said the Sheriff. "He's going to fight to the bitter end, and he thinks he'll win. But either way, the crap is over for him. If he's acquitted, he coasts after the Legislative session ends. If he's convicted, he starts retirement a few months early. Hmmm, maybe I should get impeached, and get a jump start on my retirement."
"You'd be bored as hell, sir." I said. "Klingon Warriors don't retire..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Monday, January 27th. My personal iPhone rang. It was my wife Laura.
"Hello, Darling." she said. "William's funeral will be Wednesday, at the City Cathedral, then burial at the National Cemetery in the City suburbs. I'll be going, but do you want to?"
"I'll be glad to escort you there." I said. "But advise me on it: should I go?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Articles of Impeachment were voted onto the State House Floor by a large majority. Democrats already held a 9-4 advantage on the Committee, and two Republicans voted 'Present', while the other two, State Reps William C. 'Billy' Williams (R - Town & County) and Peter Long Cox (R - Nextdoor County), voted against the measures.
"Billy Williams and Peter Cox are a disgrace to the Republican Party!" shouted State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds (R - Pottsville) into every Media microphone that he could find. "Their votes in support of Val Jared show their racist hatred of hardworking Undocumented Workers!"



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone invited me to lunch at the Cop Bar. Somewhat to my surprise, he had someone with him: current FBI Deputy Director Lawrence Lance. My initial impressions of him were confirmed: he looked like a cross between a harassed Police Captain and a determined pit bull.
"Pleasure to meet you." Lance said as we shook hands before taking our seats. "Though under unfortunate circumstances." He meant the retired DepDirector's death.
"Yes sir." I said.
"Are you going to the funeral?" Muscone asked.
"Laura worked closely with him, and they were good friends." I replied. "She wants me to go, as her escort and bodyguard if nothing else."
"I met Dr. Fredricson some years ago." said DepDirector Lance. "She was pregnant with your daughter, which did not stop her from giving a very chilling briefing on the technology being used by nations that are hostile to us to steal Government as well as industrial secrets. She really knew her stuff, too."
"Yes, she's forgotten more about some things than most of us will ever know." I said.
"And that was one reason I insisted the FBI take responsibility for that team's actions." said Lance. "I understand your lawyer and ours came to an accommodation?"
"I think so, sir, and I appreciate you stepping up on behalf of the FBI for that." I said. Mike G. Todd had informed me that the FBI had not blinked in agreeing to a ten million dollar overall settlement, some of which would be in the form of repairing and refurbishing The Cabin.
"Of course," I continued, "you've got the DNI gunning for you now."
"Chapel?" grunted Lance. "He's almost as batshit crazy as Curtis Halsey was. But I understand that U.S. Senators Nunn, McGill, and others in this region came down on Chapel like a ton of bricks for what happened to your home and your daughter. After she helped bust Marcie Harper, your daughter is a hero of Law Enforcement and Senators alike. Senator McGill especially thinks highly of her. Halsey made a bad, bad mistake trying to shoot Carole."
"I daresay." I said, knowing exactly what price Halsey had paid for that inexcusable action towards my daughter.
Jack Muscone hastily moved to change the subject by saying "And one reason Laura wants you to go to the funeral... is so you can see the DNI for yourself, if not meet him."
I nodded, then said "What's going on with Isley and her Task Force?"
"After her broken nose heals up," said Lance, with a big grin on his face, "she'll go back to carrying Chapel's water, like she was doing before. The Rovers BAU team is being broken up and reassigned all over the country... against my advice, by the way. And with Halsey pretty much in liquid form after somebody dropped him in that metal grinder, Coleman and Black got out of Town while the getting was good."
"Why did you advise against splitting them up?" asked Muscone. Lance noted that I had not asked.
"It's like a virus." said Lance. "Contain it in one place, and it sits there, and can be watched. But scattered out? Each piece goes out and infects the place it goes to, or is a mole within its new organization. That's how Chapel and the other Swamp Frogs like to work." I nodded.
"There is one other thing that might interest you, Don." said Muscone. "That computer whiz, who we call 'The Geek'? He's gone missing."
"Nobody told me he'd been found in the first place." I said, with a tinge of acerbity in my voice.
"They gave him back to Chapel after he was arrested in Palmyra County with Keiko Shimono." said Lance. (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman', Ch. 03.) "He was back to being their tech equivalent of a 'meth lab slave' under a plea agreement. We think he may have been behind that forged custody document, but when it was shown to be a fake, and it was clear he'd done such a lousy job with it, they took it out on him. Maybe we'll find his body somewhere soon."
"It would not hurt my feeling one bit if you did." I said. "So what now? Are they done trying to mess with me?"
"Which implies the question 'Why were they messing with Don in the first place?', of course." said Muscone.
Lance said "Things are going on in Washington, and on a national scale. Owen Lange believes they were trying to get you out of the way, Don, so they could implement their plans in this State and the Region. That also implies that they are on a timetable, so now that their gambit to take you out has failed, they'll continue with their plans anyway."
"And what would those plans be?" I asked.
Lance replied: "We think the Swamp Frogs, if I may use that term, want to gin up incidents and unrest all over the Nation, in order to consolidate their power within the Washington Establishment. They fear their candidates might be opposed by people more loyal to the Nation than to the Establishment. Brendan Chapel is a man who will never run for President himself, but knows he can control the puppet strings from behind the scenes IF the right candidate is elected."
Lance continued: "So all these Antifa people, and these Environmentalist Wackos, are merely Chapel's agents in the field to coax otherwise good people into what I call a 'state of rage', and get them to commit violent acts they otherwise would never do..."
Part 23 - Requiem
Wednesday, January 29th. I drove Laura, Cindy Ross, and Sheriff Griswold to the City for the DepDirector's funeral in Laura's Mercedes. Laura was in all black, with a black veil and matching black pantyhose, and black high heel pumps that made her taller than me but with no objection from me. Cindy, the Sheriff, and I were in our formal uniforms with ribbons and of course Medals of Valor around our necks. I was going as Laura's bodyguard, and Cindy as the Sheriff's bodyguard.
It was a Who's Who of Washington Elites that assembled at the City Cathedral. U.S. Senators Bill Nunn and Lorraine McGill greeted us, and I sat with them while Laura sat on the front row, as she would be speaking at the ceremony. Jack Muscone came with Tanya Perlman in her van, Tanya in her formal Police uniform with ribbons, and Jack sat next to me at the end of the aisle as Tanya parked her wheelchair next to him.
FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson has agreed to be a pallbearer, even though Jefferson despised Martin Nash. Owen Lange, Ted Crenshaw, Tim Jenkins, and Ashton Cardigan were also pallbearers of the American-Flag-draped coffin.
Claude Cardinal O'Leery, who had come to the ceremony awarding Father Romano the Police Cross (Author's note: 'Man of God', Ch. 02.), led the Funeral Mass. Martin Nash spoke of his uncle as a family man. Laura spoke of her friend's long career fighting injustice and racism. Other FBI Agents and Washington bureaucrats that had known the DepDirector very well also spoke.
After the ceremony and the interment at the National Cemetery, with Martin Nash being given the American Flag as the DepDirector's last living relative, people were gathered in clusters. Martin Nash had been talking with FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer. I did not try to approach her, but some moments later she left Nash and approached me as I talked to Julius Jefferson and Lindy Linares.
"Hi Don." said Sandra. "I'm glad you came today. Mr. Hargreaves respected you very much."
"And I him." I replied. "How's Greta doing?"
"She's fine." said Sandra. What was not being mentioned is that when Sandra had taken Greta to New York City, she had attempted to get a restraining order against me. I'd fought that (through my lawyers) vigorously, knowing that Leftist strongholds liked to use restraining orders to strip law-abiding Citizens of their 2nd Amendment gun rights. So we ended up with a custody decree by a New York judge, where I could not have contact with my daughter until she was 18 years old.
I'd learned that Sandra had done that partially out of fear for Greta's safety, and I couldn't argue with that after the threats against my other children, especially Carole. She also had done it out of fear that I would try to control her through Greta. In any case, I could not see my own daughter. And yes, it hurt, but as long as Greta was safe and well-cared-for, I conceded the point.
Further conversation suddenly stopped as it became eerily quiet around us. FBI Agents were moving out of the way, and I saw why: the Director of National Intelligence was approaching us.
Brendan Chapel was in his fifties, fairly tall, still fairly lean. His brown hair was a bit naturally curly, but still styled combed to one side like most Washington professionals (some because that's how toupees work). His also had a brush mustache, and his cheeks were prominent, as if intentionally blown up with air inside his mouth. His face was a bit florid, a potential indicator of high blood pressure.
I knew he'd been in the 82nd Airborne Division as an Enlisted man, then later was commissioned as an Officer. And his personality reflected that: he had the leadership bearing of an Officer, but couldn't hide that hard-drinking, hard-partying demeanor that many Enlisted personnel had, no offense to anyone.
As he came up to us, though, I felt his aura of power, not as much as the late DepDirector and the Chairman of the Joint Chief's had (and some say that I had), but still present. But I also felt something else. I remembered an old 'Calvin & Hobbes' cartoon, where Calvin said that if he had power, the thing he'd like most was crushing people that got in his way. Brendan Chapel was like that; I could sense he amassed power for the purpose of controlling others, with a sinister tinge of evil behind it.
Laura had appeared at my side as the DNI approached, and Chapel spoke to her first:
"Dr. Fredricson," he said, "thank you so much for speaking at the funeral today."
"It was my honor." said Laura, then used the old-style manners that her mentor, the Old Mother whose name could not be spoken, but Carole was partly named after, had taught her: "Director Chapel, may I present my husband, Commander Don Troy. Don, Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel."
"The Iron Crowbar." said Chapel as he examined me with his roving eyes. He extended his hand and I shook it firmly. "How many jumps did you have?" he asked unexpectedly.
"Seventeen," I replied, "including the one with the Israeli 55th Paras." I knew he had a lot more with the 82d Airborne, but my Israeli jump wings were good compensation versus his 'Master Blaster' status. Out of the corner of my eye, I noted Cindy's look of disapproval at that parachuting line of discussion, as well as our alpha-male games.
"Ah yes, the Israelis." said Chapel, almost sneeringly. "I've heard a lot about you, Commander. Your reputation precedes you."
"Thank you, sir, I think." I said. "But today I am merely the man who is accompanying Dr. Fredricson to the service."
"Yes." said Chapel. "Again, nice to meet you. Dr. Fredricson, it was good to see you again. Stop by my office the next time you're in Washington."
"I will." Laura 'promised'.
After Chapel left us and went to greet others, I said "I know one six-year-old who will not approve of you going to 'meetings' with that man. And her father will be in agreement.
"As will her mother." Laura said.
As we were leaving, reporters rushed up to us. They had been cordial and respectful to us and given us space up to this point, but now their restraint was broken, and I had an idea why. I got Laura, Cindy, and the Sheriff into the car, then went around the driver's side.
"Commander Troy!" yelled Priya Ajmani, who was leading the pack of hound dogs... er, reporters up to us. "What do you think of the latest developments in Midtown?"
"They impeached the Governor?" I asked, very sure. The reporters looked a bit crestfallen that I'd guessed correctly. Then I said "I'm not surprised. They've been on a witch hunt for him for years now. If they want to embarrass themselves and waste the taxpayers's dollars on a useless exercise that is destined to fail, that's their decision... and their legacy."
There was a lot of subtle meaning in my comment, and the reporters knew it. And with that, I got into the Mercedes and drove off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the way home, we listened to the KSB radio newscast: "And once again, our lead headline: in a bipartisan vote, deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared was impeached by the State House. All of the Democrats voted to impeach, and one-third of the minority Republicans, led by Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds, joined them in voting to impeach. One-third of the Republicans voted against the Articles of Impeachment, while the last-third voted 'Present'."
"Cowards." I muttered to myself, but loud enough to be heard. "Vote one way or the other, but take a stand and vote."
"You got that right, Crowbar." growled Griswold.
The radio announcer said "Two Articles of Impeachment passed, accusing the Governor of Abuse of Power and Obstruction of the State Legislature. The third Article, accusing the Governor of misspending State funds to arrest Undocumented Workers and turn them over to ICE for deportation, had strong Republican support, but the Democrats voted it down on a strictly party-line vote..."
"Whoa, why did they do that?" asked Cindy.
Sheriff Griswold growled in reply: "Just to rub the Republicans's faces in it, and intentionally walk back on what the Republicans thought was a deal. And the Democrats might want to misspend State funds in the future, so they're letting that one lie dormant..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, Martin." said Sandra Speer as she came up to him sitting at the bar at the local FBI's favorite watering hole in the City. "Why aren't you over there with the rest of us? Julius didn't come."
"Guess I'm not in the mood for company." said Nash.
"I'm sorry about your uncle." said Sandra. "They said he died of natural causes, but it was still unexpected?"
"Don't tell anyone this," said Nash, "but he was diagnosed with a progressive muscular disease, and was starting to slowly deteriorate. But that was potentially years off. So I guess it was 'natural causes'... if hemlock is a natural cause.
Sandra nodded. "The Iron Crowbar behind it?"
"I don't think so." said Nash, but saying no more.
"So, are you transferring to New York, staying in Pennsylvania, or going to Washington?" Sandra asked.
"Washington." said Nash. "Grimes still wants me on his OPR team, as does the Director and the DNI. I can do that."
"That's good." said Sandra. "Come visit when you're in New York." She was about to get up to leave when Martin stopped her.
"Tell me something, Sandra." Martin said. "You really went to New York City to get away from the Iron Crowbar? I thought that was to get away from Julius, or me, or Team Lazarus."
Sandra said "Some of all of it. I wanted a fresh start. But yes, I don't want Don to have influence on Greta. His daughters Carole and Tasha are already being influenced by him. Carole put herself in harm's way to save her dog... her frickin' dog... and Tasha is already being attacked and called racial slurs because she's his daughter. I don't want that for Greta."
"I totally understand." said Martin Nash. "It's either his way or the highway... and if you don't do it his way, you get screwed, even if 'the highway' is the right way. He's already got Jack Muscone taking his side over the FBI's..."
"Well," said Sandra, "Jack's wife-to-be has a lot of influence over him in that direction. But you're right... you're either with the Iron Crowbar, or you might as well be against him..."
Part 24 - Not Sorry
The Cabin had been put back together in a remarkably short amount of time. Most of the furniture had been replaced, as well as the television monitors. I'd taken advantage of the opportunity to put two double beds in the third bedroom instead of one king-size bed. And Laura had taken the opportunity to 'upgrade' the bed in the Master Bedroom. That Sleep Number bed was more than a little expensive, but I would come to appreciate that it was worth it.
Cindy Ross had flipped houses in the past, and 'The Vision' acolytes had often built or fixed homes as part of their charity work. So I learned a lot as she and I rebuilt the bathrooms, putting in whole new toilets (the tall ones, this time) and lavatories. Only the destroyed bathtub in the 'common' bathroom on the second floor was not fully replaced yet, but would be an easy-enough fix once the new unit I'd ordered came in.
Only the basement rooms, Molly's bedroom suite, Ross and Ian's bedroom, and what we called 'Molly's Man Cave', were not done yet; the FBI had hacked huge holes in the drywall down there, and torn out wiring. And the fireplace between the greatroom and front room was not operational; the glass sides were repaired, but the gas valve had been damaged; indeed, we were somewhat lucky there had not been a gas explosion on the day it was destroyed.
Jim and Ross had industriously begun taking what was left of the Lego structures apart, and separating Legos into piles of similar sizes and colors in preparation of rebuilding. The train system was taking longer; Ian and I had had to go through and test which tracks were still usable, and it would take an order to replace half of what we'd had laid to get us back up to speed. It was greatly fortunate that my Santa Fe 'Warbonnet', the Amtrak locomotive, and all the other engines either still worked or their motors could be replaced. Some freight cars had damaged bases and wheels, and were out of commission... as, of course, was Ian's railcar, now in its plexiglass box on Ian's bedside table.
The metal furniture had been retrieved from the mountainside below the deck, and only the umbrella over the metal mesh round table needed replacing.
And finally... the valuables that I'd taken out of my office and hidden away were brought back. I'd put the 'tiny slip' in a box, along with the real tea caddy and porcelain cups that were worth thousands of dollars, the 'Crowbar Katana' and its companion short sword, my appointment as Advisor to the Emperor of Japan, my Gold Star of a Hero of the Russian Federation and it's accompanying certificate, and other valuables, and taken them to Teresa and Todd's house next door, whereupon Teresa hid the box under the floor of their safe room. Perish forbid what might have happened to them if I had not secured them!
The wall of the south side of the greatroom, which was to the left as one looked out the windows to the back deck, had been repaired and repainted, and I took the opportunity to start something that would be a lifelong tradition. I put baby photos of six of my children, Carole, Jim, Ross, Ian, Tasha, and Greta in a row on the wall. And below each photo I put more recent photos, such as Carole's school picture.
But because Sandra would not send me more recent photos of Greta, the space below her baby picture had one of her as a toddler. And I hoped there would be a day that I'd be able to add Betsy's photo to the line. But that secret was not officially out, and it was not my secret to tell...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the evening of Saturday February 1st, we were back at The Cabin for the weekend. Present were me, Laura, Paulina Patterson, Molly, and Sheriff Griswold, and of course Carole, Marie, Jim, Ross, Ian, and Tasha. Cindy, Callie, and Betsy joined us for dinner, but would not be staying.
Tasha was very happy to be back, and I had seen her earlier on the back deck, surrounded by Tiger Mom and now-grown young cats. 'Bull' had been run off, as he was a male, but the others that remained were rubbing their bodies against Tasha, indicating she was their human, as she happily petted them.
Carole and Marie were doing Carole and Marie things in the greatroom, mostly coloring in books. Betsy was 'collaborating' with Bowser on a coloring book, which wasn't getting done because Betsy was spending more time petting Bowser than coloring. Jim and Ross were in the attic room (where else), making big plans for a great new Lego City. But Ian was in the front room, watching television and petting Buddy, who was taking one for the team and allowing himself to be petted for a long, long time.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I asked Cindy to come onto the back deck with me, and we sat in front of the fire in the fire pot. I extended a gift-wrapped box to her, and opened it.
"Wow, Canadian Whisky." Cindy said. "Special Reserve. This is great, but it's not cheap. So what do I owe the honor?"
"You pretty much put the bathrooms and walls back together in there." I said. "And it's also to celebrate how you totally destroyed the Feds when they came after you. I'm sorry you had to endure that on my account, but from what Molly told me, you totally crushed their spirit."
Cindy chuckled as she opened the whisky bottle and poured a healthy shot into the two glasses that came with the bottle. We clinked glasses and said 'Salud' and downed our shots.
"Mmm, good stuff." Cindy said. "So why didn't you let me kill Amber? That's two reporters that totally deserved to die that I've been prevented from killing."
"The main reason I didn't let you wax her, though she very much deserved it," I replied, "is because 'they' would've blamed me for it, and I need a break from the drama."
"I get that." Cindy said. "But if she doesn't drop the shit about Betty's baby, I'll go back and finish her off, no matter what."
"I wouldn't blame you if you did." I said. "And you don't need my permission. Do what you think is best. And by the way, I would've understood if you'd thrown me under the bus on the whole thing, to stop it from hurting you... and your family."
"No way I was going to betray you like that." Cindy said. "That's what they really wanted, more than anything. And I happen to know that Amber wasn't going to stop. If I'd betrayed you, they'd have used it to go after Betty's child, to get more proof. So it worked out better like it happened."
"That is Green Crowbar thinking, there." I said. We clinked our drink glasses again, and finished the drinks off as we watched the fire in the fire pot in silence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women were in the greatroom, fluttering like parakeets. The Sheriff and I were in the front room, talking quietly.
"Obviously you knew they were coming, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "The only thing you didn't anticipate was that nutjob Halsey trying to kill Bowser and Carole."
"Oh, I suspected that might be a possibility." I said. "That's why Teresa was there, and armored-up. What I didn't expect was my daughter anticipating Halsey, and rushing away from her mother to protect our K-9 Police Officer."
"But this ol' Klingon believes you saw all of this in advance. And you did, eh?" the Sheriff persisted. "Even the forged document?"
"We were fortunate that it was such a poor forgery, Sheriff." I said. "Very fortunate..."
Indeed, it was fortunate. It was damning when the Swamp Frogs came out with that document. It was enough to generate Media chants about my guilt, and worse, it got the FBI warrants to invade and destroy my home, and to arrest me if they could find me. So a forged document appeared to help the FBI. But that document was not forged by the Swamp Frogs. It was forged by me, Your Iron Crowbar.
Yes.
Of course I knew I'd never signed such documentation taking 'custody' of Betty Morelli from the Feds, but I also knew they might try to gin up a 'Fake News' document. And I also knew that 'The Geek' was behind the forged IDs and documents that had allowed previous jailbreaks and unauthorized entries. (Author's note: 'Shipping And Handling', Ch. 01.) And having kept track of The Geek since his arrest, especially since no one else was nor was telling me what The Geek was up to, I knew where to look for that forged document, and voila! there it was.
Their forgery had been good enough to succeed in their plans. So I changed the edition of the form to the current one, that wasn't in existence at that time. And I affixed my signature made with my left hand, and the words 'James D. Troy', which I'd never signed a document with in my entire life.
And it worked. The document was found to be a forgery. What, was the FBI going to come out and say 'Wait! That's not OUR forgery! That's not the forgery WE made!'? No, I blew up that try in their faces.
And yes, it was obvious what they were planning, all along. I'd always known that the one thing they could provably hold against me was having sex with Betty Morelli during that trip, and they could prove it because Betsy was definitely my daughter by Betty, and both Carole and Laura knew it... Laura because she'd had DNA tests done, and Carole because... well, she's Carole. Of course, Laura could never be compelled to testify against me.
Amber Harris's maneuver to get into the same prison as Betty Morelli (Author's note: 'Vox Populi Vox Dei', Ch. 01, 04 ) had not fooled me, and apparently it had not fooled someone else. Betty had died at a critical moment in their plans, and her death was not by my hand nor at my direction. And while many on the outside might have thought Betty was killed because she could exonerate me, a few of us knew better... including Teresa and Cindy herself.
So, that left the question of which of the three women would have Betty killed. Laura certainly had the wherewithal and resources, but so did Cindy, through her father, and Teresa, through both her husband and Clan Troy resources. So I still did not know which of them it was. And I had no plans of finding out.
And then the party just wouldn't stop. They went after Cindy.
No, I never advised the Green Crowbar on anything. Everything she did was on her own, and she figured it out brilliantly, in a way worthy of an Iron Crowbar. She'd anticipated they'd have immunity ready for her, eager to force her to betray me, her blood kin. And their house of cards collapsed even harder than Lego City when she told them she took the Fifth because she had had sex with Betty.
Sooooo, once the FBI threat was eliminated, though nearly at too great a cost, I had to worry about the State case. That was far more difficult to overcome, and Amber Harris was gunning to get around the adoption laws and expose Betsy as Betty's baby. Once that happened, it would take but one DNA test, and it was all over for me. And that was why the Swamp Frogs took the time to lay a case to accuse Judge Rodney K. Watts of bribery charges; after all, he was the one who had signed off on the adoption and sealed the file.
There was only one way to be completely protected from the State charges, and stop Amber's obsession with revealing Betsy's parentage. And that was to be pardoned by the Governor. I did not say nor suggest anything to Sheriff Griswold, but he was an outstanding Detective in his day, and still was to this day. He figured it out easily enough, though via realizing that Britt Maxwell also needed protection.
Sheriff Griswold convinced the Governor to pardon me, which I understand was easily done, as the Governor was exhausted by the relentless political attacks and battles. I 'reluctantly' accepted the pardon, knowing that it would hurt my reputation but would save my career as a Police Officer, stop the attacks on Cindy and Betsy, and end the witch hunt in its tracks. And so it goes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Will the Governor survive?" I asked the Sheriff as I came out of the reverie.
"We thought he'd have a lot more Republican support." said Griswold. "The State House vote rattled him and a lot of his advisors. And worse, the ones that voted for him, meaning against the Articles of Impeachment, are being attacked more by other Republicans than by Democrats."
"That's just Wilson Hammonds, isn't it?" I asked.
"He's been the most vocal, but by no means the only one." said Griswold. "The good news is that we now are seeing who is going to be loyal to State A.G. Karl Handel and who will support Sharon Marshall for the Republican nomination."
Griswold continued: "But the problem is in the State Senate. As you know, there are 36 Senators. 20 are Republican, 16 are Democrats, and they need 24 for conviction. They'll have the sixteen Democrats, so they need 8 Republicans to vote to convict. But of the 20 Republicans, only 10 are solidly pro-Jared Conservatives, leaving 10 that either will or might vote to convict. Sean Stockton is the Chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, and he's already said he's in favor of Impeachment."
"Well," I said bleakly, "it might help if Sharon Marshall becomes Governor, and gets a headstart on her campaign as an incumbent."
"Except for one thing, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "They're planning something. They're planning to do something that will severely damage all of the Republicans, and give the Democrats solid control of both Houses of the State Legislature as well as the Governorship. And I might not be nearly as great a Detective as you are, Crowbar, but this old Klingon Advisor can tell that they went after you to either get rid of you, or diminish you greatly, so you can't help him. Which they did."
"Well, they didn't get rid of me." I said as Betsy waddled over to us, followed by the redoubtable Bowser.
"No, but they did damage you, and make no mistake about it." said the Chief "The filthy Press will forever be reminding us that you took the Fifth and took that pardon, though those were necessary things to do."
"Yeah, they got me good, there." I agreed as Betsy indicated she wanted me to pick her up, which I did, sitting her down on my right thigh. She found the embroidered TCPD logo on my red shirt to be very interesting to look at and touch.
Sheriff Griswold said: "And your career to this point has been stellar, and almost everyone in Law Enforcement and out of it have a great amount of respect for you. This incident has and will cause you to lose some of that respect, and you're going to just have to bear the consequences of that, including not being able to help Val through this."
I nodded. Then Betsy looked up at me and giggled as I kissed her on her little forehead. Then she looked at the Sheriff and laughed out loud as he made a real crazy face and his mustaches twitched merrily.
"So, Crowbar," growled the Sheriff, "the Betty Morelli case got you a broken back, your home destroyed, and lasting repercussions. Any regrets?"
I looked down at Betsy, then looked squarely into the Sheriff's eyes as I replied:
"No sir. Not a single one."
Part 25 - Epilogue
Decades in the future...
The Joint House-Senate Committee was in session, wrapping up their case. For six weeks, U.S. Senator Ian McDonald Troy had been laying out the case against FBI Director Brien Coney, carefully and methodically presenting the details and proof of Coney's crimes and corruption that had deeply stained the FBI.
The Swamp Frogs had worked tirelessly to stop Senator Troy. They had threatened him and his family, whom he'd sent home to the Town & County. Attempts to kill his family had been detected and thwarted by Town & County Police Commander Donald David Troy, the Third Iron Crowbar, and his methods of dealing with the perps were ways that his grandfather would have most heartily approved.
Senator Troy had had allies, as well... his brother, CIA Director General James David Troy, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General David Marsden. They'd provided Senator Troy with data that was damning to Brien Coney.
And the Chairwoman of this Joint House-Senate Committee was U.S. Senator Susan Haskins Marsden, wife of General David Marsden. Threats by Coney and his cronies had failed to faze Senator Marsden; after all, she was one of Crowbar's Crew... and Coney could not have known that Susie Haskins had fearlessly stood up to the Slender Man. (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man', Ch. 02.) Compared to the Slender Man, Brien Coney was insignificant.
Those in the know would've marveled at how Senator Ian McDonald Troy had so methodically put together his unbreakable case, all the while avoiding and stopping threats to himself and his family. It was an effort eerily similar to the way his father had so completely defeated the Consultant of Crime over half a century before. While Ian's sister and brothers got credit for their great minds, Ian Troy had also inherited strong mental abilities from his father, and had used those powers to finish his life's work of bringing a very evil Swamp Frog and the organization he'd corrupted to Justice.
"At Emerald Ridge," Ian Troy was saying as he summarized his 'prosecution', "James Seaver's ten year old son was shot dead in the back at long range. The family dog was shot dead at long range. As they converged on the Seaver home, they shot dead James's wife standing in the doorway. She was armed... with a ten-month-old baby."
"As Seaver and his teenaged daughter lay huddled on the floor, being fired upon by FBI snipers," continued Ian Troy, "and with his wife lying dead in front of him, the FBI Agents constantly yelled taunts, such as 'What's your wife cooking for dinner?'. It took another team of Federal Agents arriving to prevent that FBI team from murdering Seaver, his daughter, and his baby."
"Afterwards," continued Troy, "Brien Coney, who personally ordered and oversaw the Emerald Ridge assault on the Seaver home, congratulated the FBI team, authorizing them bonus pay, and awarding them medals for the alleged 'valor' of gunning down a helpless family on their own property."
Ian Troy: "As the Emerald Ridge scandal began coming out, thanks largely to the efforts of Reed Hudson III and his radio show, Brien Coney, who had become FBI Director, attempted to use the power of his office to cover up the crimes. He had the IRS harass Mr. Hudson repeatedly, until Mr. Hudson's successful lawsuit exposed what was happening."
Ian Troy: "And when CIA Director James D. Troy legally provided data proving Coney's personal complicity in all this, FBI Director Coney tried to falsely charge him with crimes. FBI Director Coney personally signed FISA warrants to obtain telephone records of CIA Director Troy as well as Chairman of the JCS General Marsden's records. These FISA warrants were illegal, obtained with false documents under illegal conditions, utilized 'unmasking' techniques that were also illegal, and were used to persecute good, law-abiding Americans. Coney also unmasked active CIA Officers, resulting in them very nearly being killed."
Ian Troy: "In conclusion, the FBI has become lawless and corrupt under the Directorship of Brien Coney. He should stand trial for his crimes, and I have faith that he will. But first, he must be impeached and convicted, and since the President won't fire him, it is up to this Congress to impeach and convict FBI Director Brien Coney."
"Thank you, Senator." said the Chairwoman, Senator Susan Haskins Marsden. "Before the vote, I wish to close with these comments recognizing the work of Senator Ian Troy in bringing these crimes to light. Senator Troy has worked tirelessly for years to bring the deep corruption within the FBI to our attention, and to bring Justice on behalf of all the American People to the corrupt elements of the FBI."
Susie: "The Senator and his family were repeatedly threatened with physical harm, and one attack attempting to murder his family back home was detected and defeated by Senator Troy's nephew, Town & County Police Commander Donald David Troy... the Iron Crowbar. But through all of it, Senator Troy did not waver, and he has exposed FBI Director Coney's perfidy, upon which we shall be taking the vote to send our findings to the House for Impeachment."
Susie: "And I will break protocol by directly addressing Senator Troy, with whom I grew up in our Town & County. Senator Troy, your father, the original Iron Crowbar, is said to also have been the original Guardian of Justice. I believe that he would be very proud of you and what you have accomplished in rooting out this corruption on behalf of our Nation. Senator... like your father before you, you are truly a Guardian of Justice."
The chamber burst into a tremendous and sustained round of applause, which quickly turned into a standing ovation by the vast majority of those in the room. Ian Troy humbly acknowledged the ovation, no one knowing that the tears in his eyes were because of the memory of his father, and an act of destruction that had put him on an inexorable path to this moment...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
U.S. Senator Ian Troy went back to his office, which had a desk at the far end and a conference table extending forward in front of it. He saw the pictures of his family, and the one of him with his father on the day he was first sworn in as a U.S. Congressman caught his eye.
He heard a noise and looked up. FBI Director Brien Coney, who was very tall with curly dark hair and a slender build, was coming down the length of the conference table, his dark eyes blazing with inexorable purpose, and a .38 caliber revolver in his hand.
"You son of a bitch!" Coney hissed. "Did you really think I would let an insignificant piece of shit like you bring me down?"
"It's a done deal, Coney." goaded Ian. "A done deal."
"I'll tell you what's a 'done deal'." said Coney, raising his weapon and pointing it at Ian. "Your death."
*WHAM!*
In less time than it takes to read this, Coney's face was slammed into the conference table, and a hand had extracted his firearm, which clattered to the floor. Stunned, he felt himself being turned around, and two bunched fists grabbing his neck, choking him.
"You fucking bastard!" hissed General James D. Troy as he choked Coney, having subdued the dirty FBI Director with the Aikido he'd never forgotten.
"Go ahead, kill me." gasped Coney. "Or are you too gutless, too much a coward like your brother over there?"
"Let me tell you something, shithead." snarled Jim, his crimson face redder than his red hair as choked Coney harder. "My father was the Iron Crowbar. My sister was the Iron Crowbar... still is, but I digress. My son is the current Iron Crowbar. That red crowbar somehow looped around me, but make no mistake... their blood is my blood, and the Spirit of that Crowbar is the fire in my own soul!"
Jim: "And if you ever... EVER!... attempt to hurt my brother, his family, or any of my family again... then your dead body will be found floating down the Potomac River, with a crowbar shoved all the way up your faggot ass. Do you understand?... I said DO YOU UNDERSTAND?"
Coney did not reply; he was passing out. Jim let him go, and he gasped for breath. Jim shoved him to the floor.
"Get out!" the CIA Director ordered the FBI Director. "Move!" When Coney tried to get up, Jim rushed up and kicked him hard in the ass, making Coney stumble back down.
"Men walk." said Jim. "You are not a man. You will crawl out of this office. Now move!" Coney was forced to crawl to the door. As it opened and he tried to get up, Jim kicked him in the ass as hard as he could, making Coney sprawl onto the floor again.
"Well," said Susan Haskins Marsden, coming inside, "I guess things are under control."
"Except my temper." Jim replied. He went over and confiscated the firearm as Susie walked down the other side of the conference table.
"You okay?" Jim asked Ian. "You've got your armor on, don't you?"
"Standard Iron Crowbar issue," said Ian, "in the lining of my jacket and under my shirt. Too bad my tummy's too big for a 'girdle'."
Jim chuckled as he came up to the desk. He saw the shattered brown and beige rail car in its plexiglass box on the desk. "I remember that day, too." he said. "Did you ever find the note Dad left you in it?"
"How'd you know about that?" asked Ian as he opened the plexiglass box.
"Carole told me." Jim said. "No telling how she knew. Did she tell you?"
"No." said Ian. "When I was elected to Congress, I brought this with me. When I put it on my desk, I noticed the slip of paper protruding out the side. It was at exactly the right time. After I read it, I just put it back under the train." As he spoke, he'd carefully raised the train car and picked up the folded piece of paper underneath. He handed it to Jim, who carefully unfolded it.



The header on the faded, light blue paper said 'From the desk of... Commander Donald Troy'. Still legible was a handwritten note, which said:
Dear Ian,
Deuteronomy 32:35
Love, Dad
"That's Dad." said Jim, nodding, tears in his eyes.
"Even then, he knew." said Ian, tears in his own eyes. "I'm sure of it."
"And you've fulfilled your destiny, and gotten your vengeance." Jim said.
"What's Deuteronomy 32:35?" asked Susie.
The brothers recited their father's favorite Bible verse together:
"Vengeance is Mine, and retribution. In due time their foot will slip; For the day of their calamity is near, And the impending things are hastening upon them."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
10:00pm, Sunday, February 2nd. The weather was clear and cold at the University Observatory on the far (east) side of the mountain finger which dominated the eastern side of our County. On the Observation Deck, with the large telescope towering over us, were six smaller telescopes for observing the planets in the night-time sky.
Professor Stephanie Steele and a number of her graduate students were here. And despite it being a school night, Laura and I had allowed Carole, Jim, Ross, and Ian to be there with us, since Marie was there. Edward Steele and his daughter Selena were also there.
The grad students had made a point to talk to me, mostly to thank me for bringing Peter Blassingame to Justice and getting him convicted for the murder of their fellow Astronomy major, Steven Walter Henry. (Author's note: 'Unresolved', 'Vox Populi Vox Dei'.) I told them that getting Justice for good people like Steven is what made my job worth doing.
"Daddy!" exclaimed Carole as she looked into one of the telescopes, standing on a crate. "I can see Saturn's rings!"
"Let's take a look." I said. Carole hopped off the crate, keeping her feet and knees together like a good Paratrooper to make a good landing. I sat on the crate and looked into the eyepiece. Sure enough, Saturn was right in the middle of the view, and the rings were very visible.
"Let's get a couple of photos." said Stephanie Steele. The eyepiece had a viewer for the eye, and also one for a camera hookup. Stephanie aligned the telescope and took digital photos, which came out very well.
"Carole!" I heard Marie squeal from the next telescope over. "I can see Jupiter!" She and Carole took turns looking at Jupiter while Laura looked at Saturn. Then we parents went over and saw Jupiter, whose colorful bands were very visible, along with three of its moons.
"That's very nice." Laura said as she took photos with the digital camera. My wife had a strong interest in science and technology, dontcha know, so she was enjoying the evening as much as the rest of us.
"Daddy," asked Carole, "did you earn the Astronomy Merit Badge in the Boy Scouts?"
"Yes, I did." I said, knowing Carole had found my old Merit Badge sash in a box, and knew which Merit Badges I'd earned. And it is possible that Carole had help from her grandmother in finding that box and its contents. But I digress.
As everyone continued to look at things in the telescopes, Selena Steele said "I need to go. I have to go to the City to catch a flight to Charlotte, North Carolina tomorrow. J.P. (Goldman) normally attends this conference, but he's sending me in his stead, to meet all the so-called 'Big Boys'." With that, she hugged Carole, Marie, Stephanie, Edward, me, and Laura. Then she left.
Stephanie Steele and I had a quiet few minutes of conversation. "Did you ever hear any more about that serial bomber that was using my formulae as his pattern?" she asked me.
"No, I never did." I said. "Detective Beale in Atlanta said the bombings in Druid Hills just stopped right after Cindy and I visited there." (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 03.) "And the L.A.P.D. is watching, but nothing new there. I'm thinking the bomber either stopped and lay low, or went to another city and just hasn't been caught yet."
Laura finally announced that it was past certain kids's bedtime. They very politely thanked Professor Steele for hosting them to see the planets, which made me proud as a parent. Then we headed home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dawn, Monday, February 3rd. The Astronomy students thanking me for bringing Peter Blassingame to Justice was one of the many things on my mind as I stood in front of the gravestone of TCPD Corporal Peter M. Feeley on the anniversary of his death at the hands of Detective Angela Harlan, the Black Widow. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.)
It had been a hard year. Two more Officers had died, and while I took those deaths personally, they had not been the result of the utter failure on my part that had led to Pete Feeley's death. I resolved once again to Corporal Feeley's Spirit to not fail that way again.
I heard a noise behind me, and turned my head to look, halfway expecting to see Teresa Croyle there, ready to admonish me. And Teresa was there... as was Carole Troy, and Pete's son, Peter D. Feeley. Little Pete and Carole came up to me.
"Please excuse us for disturbing you, sir." said Carole with great formality.
"Please excuse us, sir." said Pete.
"You are not disturbing me." I said. "I am glad you are here."
"What was my daddy like, Mr. Crowbar?" asked little Pete, who was now becoming old enough to understand his father's sacrifice.
"Your daddy was a very good Police Officer." I said. "He was a very positive person, too, which is why your mom loved him."
"Carole says I'm going to be a Police Officer like my dad." said Pete. "Will you help me grow up to be a good Police Officer, so my daddy in Heaven will be proud of me?"
Wow, that one hit me right between the eyes, and I felt the emotion welling up inside me. "Of course I will." I said. "And so will your mom, and our many friends on the Police Force. But you can be anything you want... Police Officer, FBI Agent, something else. Don't grow up too fast, okay?"
"Yes sir." said Pete as he looked at his father's gravestone. After a few moments, we bowed formally, then respectfully retreated to our vehicles, where Teresa was waiting for us.
"Carole asked me to bring her and Pete." said Teresa. "Tanya will come by later today."
I nodded. Teresa said she'd take Pete home, and Carole got into my Police SUV with me. "So, Carole," I said, meaning it whimsically, "is Pete going to be a Police Officer?"
"It's a done deal, Daddy." Carole said. "A done deal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, February 3rd, from atop the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the distance behind her. "The Impeachment trial of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared gets underway today!"
Bettina began: "The State House Managers will begin laying out their devastating case in the State Senate Chamber today, showing why Val Jared's crimes of abuse of power, racism, and obstruction of the Legislature are more than enough to warrant his conviction and removal from office!"
Bettina: "It is expected that the Managers will begin by showing how the Governor conspired with Police Commander Donald Troy... who took the Fifth rather than cooperate with an FBI investigation, and accepted a pardon from the Governor... to harass two women who brought credible claims that the Governor sexually harassed them. They will then show that the Governor pardoned Commander Troy in a quid pro quo arrangement."
(Author's note: For the complete story of the Rodman/Braselton case and subsequent issues, newer readers (and older ones, too) should read 'The Saga Continues', Ch. 02, 03; 'Swamp Frogs'; 'One Night In Bangkok', Ch. 04; 'Shipping & Handling', Ch.01; and of course 'No Way Out', Ch. 03-05.)
Bettina: "Managers wanted to compel Commander Troy to testify against the Governor in the Impeachment trial, but Troy's lawyer said that Commander Troy had already testified truthfully under an immunity agreement, and that agreement was still binding upon the Legislature. It is not clear whether or not Donald Troy can be compelled to testify again, and whether or not the previous Immunity Agreement holds, and it would take months to work it out in the Courts."
Bettina: "And in national news, the FBI confirmed that they have reached a settlement with Donald Troy after they damaged his home during a raid to arrest him weeks ago. Donald Troy has not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment on the matter. And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more on that case. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder, from an 'undisclosed location' that appeared to be the backyard of KXTC studios. "While Governor Jared's pardon means Donald Troy's legal woes in the Betty Morelli case are over, experts are questioning if there was not evidence that would've proved Troy's guilt, and that that 'smoking gun' is the real reason Jared pardoned Troy. Experts also agree that Commander Troy's credibility with blacks, already at a low point, is now utterly destroyed, and it would be hypocritical of white Police Officer Donald Troy to arrest and charge blacks with crimes after he was pardoned himself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there it is." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room "I can't make arrests, now. And that Media mantra will soon be the whole TCPD being unable to arrest blacks as long as I'm Police Commander. And if we do make arrests, blacks will claim discrimination and abuse by the Police, and they'll start having protests, and so on and so forth."
"Yep." agreed Sheriff Griswold. "That's how I see it, too."
"That's why it won't be you out there arresting them, Don." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "It'll be me and our Officers making 'fair and balanced' arrests of all lawbreakers, regardless of color, creed, orientation, or national origin... or however that boilerplate goes." Captain Tanya Perlman smiled brightly at that.
"It's an optics game, Commander Croyle." said Chief Moynahan. "Perception is the reality, and the Media knows it. We have to be very careful; remember that the Feds are trying to hammer us and force us into a Consent Decreeee..."
It was then that everyone noticed that Commander Cindy Ross was not participating in the conversation. We looked over at her to see that she was looking at the television monitor, but was not seeing it.
"You okay?" Teresa asked quietly, right into Cindy's ear.
"Uhhh..." Cindy said, coming out of it. "Yes... yes, I'm okay."
"Thinking about what Penis Holder said about the 'smoking gun'?" I asked.
"I think I'll exercise my right to silence on the matter." Cindy said.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Lt. Jerome Davis. "Ladies, gentlemen," he said, "our guests are here."
"Ah yes." I said with a smile as I got up "One of our honorees today at Promotions and Medals Day has to attend elementary school, so we're giving her her awards early. If you'll follow me, please..."
Part 2 - Ceremonies
We were wearing our formal uniforms with medals today. We went into MCD, where the Detectives, also attired in formal uniforms, were gathered in a circle around their guest, who was wearing her 'Sunday best' and fearlessly holding court.
Carole Diana Troy had been talking about Saturn's rings and Jupiter's bands, and then Lieutenant Rudistan began engaging her in conversation. Rudistan had formidable repartée skills, but my favorite six-year-old was holding her own.
"So you're going to win the Police Boxing Matches, Carole?" Rudistan asked mischievously.
"One day I will." Carole said. "But it's going to be hard to beat Daddy and Aunt Cindy."
"But they're not competing." said Joanne Warner, who was officially returning from maternity leave. "The Chief won't let them."
"Nor me." said Jerome Davis, somewhat forlornly.
"That won't last forever." Carole said confidently. "One day my daddy will be Police Chief, and then it will be Kay-tee-bar-the-dorrrrr." Detectives broke out laughing at that.
"Ah," I said, coming up to Carole in the middle of the room, "I see that you are revealing my secret plans to catch up to Commander Ross in Police Boxing Matches trophies." A green crowbar was waved in my general direction. However, Carole's face fell a bit; she was taking me more seriously than she should have.
"Uh oh, I've said too much again." Carole said. "Daddy says I talk too much, sometimes."
"Your daddy is right about that." said Carole's mother, who'd been watching and drinking coffee while sitting at one of the empty desks. Some Detectives chuckled uncertainly.
"That's okay, Carole." said Rudistan with great joviality. "Commander Ross says that about me."
"And I'm right about that, too." admonished the Green Crowbar.
"Yes, it's okay, Carole." I said, patting her on the shoulder. "These Detectives need to feel the fear that I might indeed find my way back into the Police Boxing Matches ring."
"Whoaaaaa..." said a chorus of Detectives, and one Green Crowbar.
"You're not Police Chief yet, Mr. Crowbarrrr." admonished Chief Moynahan.
"No sir, and I hope it stays that way for a long, long time." I replied. "Okay, let's get started. One of our Detectives already has a mission today... second grade. So we'll have her awards early. Sheriff, will you do the honors?"
"I sure will." said Sheriff Griswold, beaming as he came up. He read the Certificate of Appreciation, which praised Carole for protecting a K-9 Corps Police Dog at great risk to her own life. Everyone applauded as Carole accepted the framed Citation and shook the Sheriff's hand.
Chief Moynahan stepped up, and announced a Certificate of Achievement for Carole's observations that helped lead to the successful cracking of the 'Time Flies' case. Carole politely shook the Chief's hand as she accepted the award and the Detectives applauded.
"And there's one more thing." I said, stepping up. "As you know, it is my job to make sure that this is the very best Police Force in the world. Fortunately, with great Officers, Detectives, and Leaders like all of you, that is not a hard job. But we can be just a little bit better."
I then grinned as I said "And just as we couldn't wait for Lieutenant Rudistan to grow up..." Laughter broke out and Rudistan grinned jovially at that, then I said "... we can't wait until this Detective graduates second grade, much less the Police Academy."
I took out a silver TCPD Auxiliary Detective Badge, No. 1642, pinned to a leather holder affixed to a chain necklace. "Carole Troy, please raise your right hand and repeat after me." I said. I then administered to Carole the TCPD Police Officer's Oath.
"Congratulations, Auxiliary Detective Troy." I said as I put the Badge on Carole's neck as if it were an MOV. "And there's no 'honorary' about it."
"Thank you, sir." Carole said happily. Then she crisply saluted me. I came to attention and saluted her back, knowing what salutes meant. This was the first salute exchanged between me and Carole as Police Officers.
It would not be the last.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Laura took Carole to school, the rest of us got ready for the Promotions and Medals Ceremonies. We were inducting six new Rookies to the Police Force, and there were a number of pay grade promotions among the Uniformed Ranks.
Roy McGhillie was getting a new badge that said 'Senior Sergeant', as he was moving to 1st Precinct and out of the Detective Corps. And Joanne Laurer was being promoted to Detective-1 from Senior Patrolman.
There were a number of Certificates of Achievement and a few Achievement Medals for Police actions during the 'Homewrecker' and 'Time Flies' cases, with all of the Intelligence Branch personnel getting something for their outstanding work on their inaugural cases.
And Sheriff Griswold ambushed me with a Certificate of Appreciation for organizing and conducting the Christmas Eve 'First Amendment Rally'. The applause from the Police Force was very strong, and I suspected that it was for more than just saving Christmas for the Cancer Kids. It was a show of support for their Police Commander, despite my having taken the Fifth and accepted the Governor's pardon in the Betty Morelli case...
Part 3 - Traffic Stop
10:30am, Monday, February 3rd. Amber Harris was driving in her KXTC sedan towards the KXTC studios when she saw a Police cruiser fall in behind her. She was already going below the speed limit, but slowed down more. That was to no avail; the Police cruiser's blue lightbar came on.
She pulled over to the side of the road, and speed-dialed a KXTC number that would record the traffic stop with her leaving the connection open. A moment later, Corporal Hicks exited his vehicle and came up to her window cautiously, and Amber lowered her window halfway, just enough to speak through.
"May I see your license and registration, please." Hicks courteously asked.
"Why did you stop me?" Amber angrily demanded to know.
"You were driving over the speed limit, ma'am." said Hicks.
"I was not!" Amber spat angrily. "I was under the speed limit the entire time!"
"May I see your license and registration, please." said Hicks again.
"No you may not!" Amber yelled. "I'm calling a lawyer right now."
"Ma'am, step out of the car, please." said Hicks, his hand over his holstered weapon.
"I demand a female Officer be present before I unlock the vehicle." Amber said.
"You got it." said another voice, coming up to the car. It was TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, carrying her green crowbar. "Get out of the car, Harris."
Amber stared hatefully at Cindy, but only when Cindy intimated swinging her crowbar to break Amber's car window did Amber finally respond. She undid her seatbelt and opened the door, and slowly swung her legs to get out. That was not fast enough for the Green Crowbar.
"I said get out of the goddamned car!" Cindy yelled, grabbing Amber's arm and violently pulling her out of the car. Amber stumbled to her knees, and Cindy forcibly pulled her up and slammed her against the rear door.
Amber was wearing a clingy blue blouse that showed off her big, milk-filled breasts, blue jeans that looked painted on, so tight were they, and brown high-heel sandals. Cindy began frisking Amber, getting good feels around her breasts and crotch, and letting her hand roam down the curves of Amber's shapely legs. It wasn't so much to get a good feel of Amber, but to humiliate her. After all, Cindy was the daughter of a master psychologist.
"Hey!" Amber protested as she was felt up.
"Shut up, bitch." Cindy said, her voice relatively low.
"Why was I pulled over?" Amber demanded to know.
Corporal Hicks said "You were going 36 miles per hour in a 35 MPH zone."
"And she failed to follow your lawful instructions to show her ID." Cindy said. "She also resisted arrest in not getting out of the car when I told her to." She was pushing Amber's neck, forcing the blonde reporterette's head to be pressed against the glass of the rear door's window. "Those are parole violations, Amber. Parole. Violations. Back to prison for three years."
"You're full of shit!" Amber said. "This is a unlawful stop, and Police harassment and brutality!" She barely noticed that Hicks had backed off and gone back to his vehicle, leaving Amber alone with Cindy.
"Let me tell you something, bitch." Cindy whispered into Amber's ear from close behind. "I'm sick and tired of your bullshit games about Betty Morelli's baby. I will not tolerate it---"



"What the fuck are you talking about, you fucking dyke?" Amber yelled, trying to goad Cindy into physical violence. Cindy did not take the bait... yet.
"Stop your shit. You know what I'm talking about." said Cindy. "And I don't care if it's you or your racist proxy Penis Holder talking about it on the air. If anyone at KXTC says another word about that baby on the air, I'm going to kill you."
"Making threats?" Amber goaded. "Some cop you are!"
"You should think about it, Amber." Cindy said quietly. "That's right: I'm a cop, authorized to carry and use a gun. And I'm a cop that can pull you over any time, or go into your home without a warrant because you're on probation, and send you back to prison and put your kids into DFACS... or I can just stop the shit permanently and just blow your fucking head off. This is your last warning, bitch. And if you don't think I'll do it, you just try me."
With that, Cindy shoved Amber into the car door one last time, then called Hicks over. "Write her a warning for the speeding and FFI, then she can go." Hicks wrote out the warning, which Amber took, crumpled into a ball, and threw it onto the car floor in front of the shotgun seat, then scratched off as she got back on the road.
"Some people just don't learn, ma'am." Hicks said to Cindy as they watched Amber leave.
"You got that right." Cindy replied. "Thanks for your help on that."
"No problem, ma'am." said Hicks. "And if you need more 'help' with that bitch, just let me know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Amber Harris rushed into the KXTC offices. She went to her desk and checked the tape recorders that had been in her purse and on her person. Both recorded through Hicks's correct stop, but became staticky with a droning hum when Cindy had come up.
She went to the office of Burt West. He was in there with Bettina Wurtzburg and Lester Holt. "Ah, come in Amber." he said.
"Did you get the recording from my phone?" Amber asked as she came in, shut the door, and sat down at the table with the others.
"Yes." said Burt West. "At least through the first part of the stop. Then it became all static, with an intermittent hum, as if the Slender Man had walked up to you."
"We have got to find a way to get around their jamming devices." said Bettina.
"Ross threatened to break out my car windows, then when I opened the door she pulled me out of the car, then slammed me against it." Amber said bitterly. "We should subpoena Hicks's dashcam----"
"It wasn't on, or at least that's what they're saying." said Lester Holder. "We've already sent an Open Records Act request for it. Commander Ross personally responded to it, saying Hicks's dashcam wasn't on, nor was the Officer-cam on his body, and she wasn't wearing one."
"That's bullshit!" Amber said hotly. "We need to----"
"Amber... Amber!" said Burt West, finally getting her to stop talking and to pay attention. "Look, you're right, that was pure abuse, and a demonstration of the sheer Power of Police that Jasmine Nix warned us about in her album. But Ross is going to get away with it. You start up any crap with them, and they'll use that stop, or gin up another one, to go to Court and revoke your parole. You'll be in prison for three years, and you know Donald Troy is dirty enough to get your kids put in DFACS."
Amber's face fell at West's words. Then Bettina said "Why did they stop you, Amber? By that I mean, what really happened?"
"Ross threatened me." Amber said. "She said she would kill me if anyone at KXTC brought up Betty Morelli's baby on the air again. She called you 'Penis Holder', Lester, and said that if you or anyone else brought up Betty's baby again, she would come kill me." Everyone looked around the room at each other for a second.
"Just shows we're getting to her." said Holder. "We need to ramp it up even more."
"No!" Amber spat. "Are you kidding? That bitch wasn't playing games! She meant it; I could tell. She will come after me if any of you keep it up!"
"But we've got to keep up the rhetoric against Donald Troy!" exclaimed Lester Holder. "And the way to do that is to attack his children on the air!"
"That almost got you killed, Lester!" Amber yelled back. "And what, are you trying to get me killed now?"
"I'm sure it's not that bad---" tried Burt West.
"You weren't there, Burt!" Amber yelled at her boss. "You didn't see the look in that bitch's eyes. She meant it! And if it's true that her adopted daughter is Betty's baby, she would kill me to protect her daughter. That's what those bastard Troys DO! Look at what happened to John Hardwood, and to that ATF Agent Halsey!"
"We have got to get Donald Troy!" countered Lester Holder, emotion in his voice. "We've got the bastard on the ropes; we have to finish him off!"
"By getting me killed?" Amber fired back. "Really?"
"Burt," said Bettina diplomatically, "we do need to consider the threats to us in all this. Why don't we discuss our plan of action going forward later?"
"All right, all right." said West, pretending to concede. "Amber, go get started on our six o'clock story about Jared's impeachment trial. Lester, check with our Fed contacts and see if we can gin up anything on that civil rights lawsuit against the TCPD. Y'all go ahead." Amber and Penis Holder acted upon their dismissal and left the room, a decided chill between them... at least by Amber towards Holder.
After the door closed, Bettina said "Amber really is scared. I could see it in her eyes. Maybe we should scale back, at least about Morelli's child."
"Lester was right about one thing, though." said West. "They are counting on us, KXTC, to do our part to destroy Donald Troy, and quickly. The Feds did their part; they almost got Troy charged with sex crimes. And damn the idiot that made such a bad forgery!"
"Yeah, that was a 'bad Buddha' on that." Bettina said forlornly. "But Troy is damaged goods."
"Not badly enough, though." said Burt West. "Bettina, you and I know that this is not about getting Jared. The primaries are in May, and the General Election in November will be here before you know it. And for our plans to ensure that Democrats win, no matter what, to succeed... we can't have that asshole Troy around. Look what he did when they tried to turn the Mayoral election for Weaver. He actually went and put someone in jail for it, rather than just letting it go. For what we have planned, especially in November, we have got to destroy Donald Troy."
"I hear you." said Bettina. "But is it worth getting Amber killed? I tend to agree with her that that dyke Ross isn't playing around. And Ross's fiancée is a CIA operative with that bitch Fredricson. Either one would kill Amber with nary a blink of the eye."
Burt West said "In the battle for power, real political power, there will be casualties. Winning that battle means more than Amber Harris's life. Destroying Donald Troy is more important than Amber and her children, or Penis Holder's life."
"Burt!" chided Bettina. "You're calling him 'Penis Holder', too?" Apparently what West had said about the (lack of) value of Amber's life didn't bother Bettina, but the offensive nickname did.
"That's all that faggot is, a penis holder." replied West. "The only reason I have that racist son of a bitch working for us is because he agitates Troy and the TCPD so much."
"As the TV show says, 'Point Taken'." Bettina said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was meeting with Captain Tanya Perlman, Lieutenant Jerome Davis, and Lieutenant Micah Rudistan in my office at 2:00pm, Monday, February 3rd.
"Okay," I said, "who are the partners in MCD?" Tanya indicated to Jerome to answer.
"Now that Warner is back," said Lt. Davis, "she's with Washington again. Coleman and Newman were partners in Vice, and are doing well together in MCD, so I'm keeping them as a team, and that leaves Rodriguez with Parker, which seems to be working well."
"I agree." I said. Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement.
"And I didn't suggest these partnerships due to this," said Davis, "but it pairs two white persons with two black persons, and one white person with a Hispanic person, and men and women as partners."
Tanya added "And the DOJ can't say we made these pairings just for Affirmative Action reasons. Coleman and Newman were already partners in Vice, so having them as partners in MCD is only natural. And Joanne and Theo were partners before she took maternity leave, so it makes sense they remain that way."
"True," I said, "but I'm not worrying about that. I am wondering why we haven't heard anything from the US DOJ. Neither has Mayor Allgood."
"That's easy, sir." said Rudistan jovially. "It's not time yet. The Primaries are in May, and the General Election is in November. We'll be hearing from the DOJ in April or so."
I did a double take and stared at Rudistan. "That is damn good thinking, Rudistan. Here, hold this." I handed him the red crowbar across the desk.
"Oh my God." Tanya said with a huge grin. "Rudistan with all that power? That's scary."
"No ma'am." said Rudistan jovially as he tapped the crowbar in the palm of his hand. "Our newest Auxiliary Detective will whip my butt if I try anything."
"Yes, yes she will." I said. "But that was good thinking on your part about the timing, Rudistan. So... tell me about Vice and your partnering ideas there."
"Yes sir." said Rudistan. "Statler and Waldorf are a good team, so I want to keep them together. Hardy and Drew came into Vice together, so I'm giving them the chance to keep working together. So we've got 'Ice Cube' Perry, Grubby Paul, and Joan Laurer. Perry stays undercover, so Paul and Laurer as a team is what's left."
"You good with that, Captain?" I asked, seeing in Tanya's face that she wasn't so good with it.
"Ewwwww, I'm... 'okay' with that." said Tanya. "Grubby Paul was a great undercover guy, until he got 'outed'. And I'm concerned that 'Ice Cube' is getting to that point where he'll become known. They would be a good partnership. Joan Laurer is a great prospect; she reminds me of Teresa Croyle when Teresa was in Vice, but without the bad attitude. Joan is going to be truly great, if she's developed properly. But putting her with Grubby Paul, who just doesn't get his paperwork done, and isn't all that orthodox nor out front... that could set her back."
I replied "Grubby has some good qualities, though. He's really good at stakeouts, at finding the right place to be, what to watch out for, what dangers are possible. He's good at getting potential sting deals started, and negotiating them. No, he's not Croyle nor Laurer when it comes to leading an armed raid, but that's not what I want him doing. And Grubby Paul is pretty good with motivating his fellow Officers; it was he that started the 'team effort' reply to a compliment, and instilling team values in the unit."
I continued: "So I'm good with letting Laurer work with Grubby Paul, and learning from him. But you're right: it won't last forever, and Laurer is too good a Detective and a leader to be held back for very long at all." Everyone nodded in agreement.
Everyone nodded, then Rudistan said "Uh oh, I better be careful! She could end up being my replacement!"
I said "I'm thinking more in terms of your successor Mr. Rudistan. Perhaps when you become Operations Commander, one day. And Laurer could compete with you, Mr. Davis, for Captain of Detectives." My Detectives looked shocked.
"And where am I going, sir?" Tanya asked, grinning but with an underlying seriousness to her voice.
"Deputy Chief." I said. "And Commander Croyle will be the Police Commander."
"And Deputy Chief Ross?" asked Tanya.
"She'll either be the Chief of Staff for the Sheriff," I replied, "or she'll retire and run her father's self-help empire after he retires or, perish forbid, passes away"
"And where will you be, sir?" asked a shocked Jerome Davis.
"I'll have to take one for the team and become Police Chief when Chief Moynahan retires or, perish forbid, passes away." I said. "I will be forced to sit behind a desk and be miserable while you guys have all the fun."
"Sir," said Tanya, "by that time, you'll be enjoying sitting back like Sheriff Griswold, twiddling your thumbs, and watching these young Detectives at work... especially the new one you just swore in this morning."
"Touché." I said with a grin. Rudistan handed Tanya the red crowbar, and my current Captain of Detectives cackled with glee.
"So the bottom line, here," I said, "is that we need to find Laurer a partner, and a good one."
"Yes sir." said Tanya...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We have a cranky six-year-old on our hands." I said to Laura after making some observations.
"We have a sleepy six-year-old on our hands." Laura replied. "She stayed up late last night, got up before dawn to escort little Pete to his father's graveside, then the awards ceremonies, then a full day at school that included races around the gym at recess. I'm surprised she's made it to this point."
Our guests this evening were Cindy, Callie, and Betsy, who had spent her time in a lovefest with Buddy and Bowser. That had irritated Carole, who said "Bowser is my dog!" until Daddy intervened and strongly advised sharing the canine love.
Carole had fought to stay awake through dinner, and did not respond well to Jim's taunts about several things, culminating when she overturned her glass of water and Jim teased her hard about it. She turned to me and said "Can I start making arrests now that I'm a Police Officer?"
"On what charge?" I replied.
"Disturbing the Peace." Carole replied. "And being an irritating younger brother."
"I don't think that last one is a crime." I said. "And thank goodness it's not, or my big sister Elizabeth would've put me in jail and thrown away the key." Jim laughed uproariously at that, then turned to begin flirting with Callie, which he'd been doing all evening. He was his father's son about things like that, for sure.
"So when are y'all going to set a date?" I asked Cindy and Callie. "Before Jim gets to legal age?" Jim laughed at that, though I don't think he understood the full import of the joke.
"We've been talking about that." said Cindy. "My father is in Malaysia, and is due back in April or May, when the weather here gets better. And we're staying out of the way of Tanya and Jack's wedding. That's gonna be huge."
"Wedding of the Century, part deux." I said.
"I heard Tanya asked Teresa to sing at the wedding." said Callie. "I hope Teresa will. She has an incredible voice."
"And she showed it, and shocked the world at the Christmas Eve rally." I said. Everyone nodded vigorously in agreement. Carole nodded off, then jerked back awake.
After supper, Laura would normally have the kids bring plates to the sink for washing, but I intervened to help Carole, who had lost the strength to carry plates. We then went to the greatroom, where Jim was telling Callie about building Lincoln Log structures as he worked with said Lincoln Logs on the floor. Betsy was continuing to administer pettings to two most very tolerant dogs, and Carole was reading a book.
Some moments later, Betsy waddled over to Cindy and pointed back at Carole, who was lying prone on the floor. I checked to see, and found that Carole had fallen sound asleep.
"I'm awake!" Carole yelled as I turned her over to pick her up.
"Not for long, Fussbudget." I said as I picked her up and rose to a standing position. "Time for you to go to bed. It's been a long day for us Police Officers."
I carried Carole upstairs, and Laura got her ready for bed. When Laura came downstairs, she said "She didn't get her pajamas all the way on when she fell asleep on the bed. I think we may have overdone it this time."
"True." I said. "But sometimes it's worth it. She'll remember seeing Saturn and Jupiter forever. And the ceremonies, too."
"She was so cute this morning at the ceremonies." Cindy said. "I don't think I've ever seen her happier than when you put that Badge around her neck, Don. But why did she want to go to Pete Feeley's grave site?"
"I didn't understand that, either." said Laura. "And Carole snuck around me by asking Teresa to take her, and Carole was awake and dressed when Teresa arrived. Don, any ideas on that?"
"Uh... I got the feeling she was the one that got Pete to go, and was accompanying him." I replied. "Now why..."
I didn't finish the sentence. I went into a reverie.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After taking the dogs out, I went upstairs to let Bowser into Carole's room, whereupon he got into his basket and settled down. Carole was sleeping very soundly and did not stir as I adjusted the covers over her. Yes, she'd overdone it today... we'd overdone it for her, too. But the experiences were worth it, I knew.
As I looked at my firstborn child, sleeping peacefully, I remembered the moments at Pete's father's graveside. I knew that teaching little Pete to become a good Police Officer was not my only task in life. I had the duty, and the privilege, of teaching my daughter to be a great Police Officer... and the next Iron Crowbar...
Part 4 - No Crimes Committed
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 5th. "In the face of devastating evidence of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared's guilt, his supporters use hysterics, lies, and threats of violence to try to save him!"
Bettina began: "As State House Managers lay out their overwhelming case for convicting Jared in the State Senate, his supporters are becoming increasingly hysterical and militant in their dishonest defenses of him. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Republican William C. 'Billy' Williams (R - Town & County), one of the Defense Managers, saying "Governor Jared has committed no crime! He has done nothing wrong! All he has done is disagree with the Socialist, crime-coddling agenda of the Democrats!"
Then State Rep. Johnny Perdue was shown, saying "No, Governor Jared will not resign. We are not capitulating to these false charges, we are fighting them all the way." That was apparently what Bettina thought was 'threats of violence'...
Back to Bettina live: "State Rep. Tasheeka Harris of Midtown, who is leading the State House Managers's prosecution of Governor Jared, has built an ironclad, devastating case that proves Governor Jared is a racist, a misogynist, and has abused the power of the Office of the Governor. Experts say that only Republicans voting along Party lines can save the corrupt Republican Governor."
Bettina: "The State House also is preparing a subpoena for Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy, to compel him to testify in the Impeachment trial about Jared allegedly asking Troy to use the Power of Police to harass two women that made credible claims of sexual harassment by Jared, and also about Jared's pardon of Donald Troy. The Managers also want to know who adopted Betty Morelli's baby, so that they can have DNA tests run to determine if Donald Troy is the father of Morelli's baby."
Bettina: "State Attorney General Karl Handel, who is running for Governor against Lieutenant Governor and Jared crony Sharon Marshall, said he believes that Donald Troy can be subpoenaed again and compelled to testify, and that the previous Immunity agreement will not cover the new testimony."
Bettina: "And in State news that affects our County, Judge Harry R. Nance has agreed to hear an appeal by Gwen Munson, attorney for convicted murderer Peter Blassingame. What is unusual is that Munson has demanded her client be present at the hearing, so that he can testify. Arrangements are being made by Federal Marshals to transport Peter Blassingame to our Town & County for the hearing..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good Lord!" gasped Police Chief Sean Moynahan as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "They just won't stop! Rodman and Braselton pled guilty to trying to frame the Governor, and you were correct to bust them, Commander!"
"Worse than that, Chief." I replied. "The Democrats's whole case is based entirely on that lie! The Media keeps chanting the lie, and the Democrats are attacking the Governor, and me as well, claiming the accusers were credible even after they recanted and took plea deals."
Teresa said: "And they keep insisting that Don acted upon the Governor's request or orders, when both he and Norm Chow testified under oath that Don acted on his own and informed the Governor later, and they can't prove otherwise. But they were going to try to charge Don with perjury for telling the truth!"
"Which brings up a point." said the Chief. "Can they compel you to testify again, Mr. Crowbarrrr?"
"I don't know." I said. "That's why Mike G. Todd is on retainer for me."
"I'll tell you what they just won't stop." Cindy said, staring at the television monitor, her voice eerie and seemingly far away. "They won't stop talking about violating adoption laws to find Betty Morelli's baby and force it to undergo a DNA test. They just won't stop..."
"And that is all overwith, tooooo." said Chief Moynahan. "So why are they pushing it?"
"For two reasons." I replied. "One, they think it will solidify their case against the Governor for his pardoning me. And two, so that their Media allies can claim a 'win'. They, the Media, can't stand losing; they'll do whatever it takes to win, to be able to say they were right all along."
"So they're not going to stop?" Cindy queried.
"The Media won't. Not as long as Amber Harris can speak into a microphone." I replied. "But the Legislature is on a timetable, and can't afford the time to work through the Courts. And Jared is a lame duck; this is his last year, and he won't be Governor when the Legislature convenes next year."
"Where is the Sheriff?" asked Captain Tanya Perlman.
"It's 'Fire Department Day' for him." said Chief Moynahan. "And to that point, all the Chiefs have a meet-ing with him this morning. So if you'll excuse me, I'll be on my way."
That was our cue. After respectfully standing up when the Chief did, we followed him out the door and to our respective offices...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women of 'Point Taken' filed into their studio to the raucous applause of their carefully chosen all-female audience, and took their seats.
"And we are liiiiive!" said hostess Connie Chen. "And let's welcome our newest member of 'Point Taken', Dana McMahon!"
Dana McMahon was in her mid-40s, and was a very attractive blonde, though not to the level of the glamorously gorgeous Zara Zeigler. Dana had worked in Journalism as well as Communications Departments of several politicians. She was very centrist, which was 'right wing' compared to the other ladies on the panel.
"We have a lot to talk about today." said Connie Chen. "The Impeachment trial of the Governor is underway." The audience booed at the mention of the Governor. Chen went on: "There are a number of key issues that have come up, and we're going to have some guests help us through it. First of all, we have State civil rights attorney Jenna Stiles." The audience applauded politely.
Connie Chen: "And we also have the Executive Publisher of the Town & County Examiner and hostess of the nationally renowned podcast 'Unresolved' with us. Please welcome Alison McFarland." The applause for Alison was good, since a lot of the audience knew of her from her podcasts.
"Okay, ladies." said Rosie Berkmar. "The headlines today are that Police Commander Donald Troy could be subpoenaed to testify again, and that some Legislators want to obtain adoption records of the late Betty Morelli's baby, which we understand was a girl, and do a DNA test to see if Donald Troy is the father. Jenna, Alison, can and will Commander Troy be subpoenaed?"
Jenna Stiles said "Let me break it down further. The question is whether or not Commander Troy would be covered by the Immunity Agreement he was given when he testified under oath on this same matter before the Legislature previously. His attorney contends that he would be covered, but State A.G. Handel says he wouldn't be. And it's likely that will have to be sorted out before you'll see Commander Troy testify again."
Alison McFarland said "More as a practical matter, I don't understand why they want to subpoena him again at all. Immunity Agreement or not, I don't think he'll change the testimony he gave earlier, which was that he acted on his own, and not at the Governor's request. His testimony is out there, and he'll just say 'I refer you to the testimony I gave earlier."
"That's true," said Connie Chen, "but they could ask him different questions. And we all want to know more about his alleged sexual liaison with Betty Morelli, and if she had his child. What are the legalities of that, Jenna?"
Jenna: "The issue that is being debated is whether or not the pardon Governor Jared gave Commander Troy..." The audience booed, then Jenna continued: "The question is if that pardon gives Commander Troy an immunity such that he can be compelled to testify about it, or if he still has the right to take the Fifth---"
"Yet again." interrupted Rosie Berkmar. The audience chuckled.
"The Fifth Amendment is a cornerstone of the Constitution and our law," said Alison McFarland, "and should be respected by everyone. Imagine if it were any of you that Federal Agents were trying to beat a confession out of." The audience got very quiet at that.
Jenna continued: "That's right, but the legal questions about it are pretty fascinating to a civil rights lawyer like myself. As to the adoption papers, State Law is pretty clear about the privacy of them. Sometimes Law Enforcement can get a warrant or subpoena for the records, but there has to be strong probable cause and a stringent process to get those records. Because Commander Troy was pardoned, he can't be charged with a crime regarding the case, and it is really not clear if the Legislature can otherwise muster that high standard to get the records."
Rosie Berkmar said "But it would prove Don Troy is the father of Betty Morelli's baby, and therefore they did have sex during that time. And that would show that the Governor pardoned Troy as a quid pro quo for Troy's retaliation against those two women for their credible claims of sexual harassment by the Governor."
Zara Zeigler finally spoke: "For the sake of accuracy, those women recanted and also took plea deals after it was shown the Governor's autograph they submitted was a forgery. I'm not saying there was no quid pro quo, there... indeed, it looks as if there was... but the Media needs to start getting the story right."
Alison McFarland said "That's right. It's not helping the State House Managers's case to try the Governor for what is a provable lie, and the People of the State know that. If they want to prove Abuse of Power, they need to show that abuse with a case based on true facts. I will add that the charge of 'Obstructing the State Legislature' doesn't exist at all, and I never understood why they even made that charge."
"Because Jared tried to stop his aides from testifying before the Legislature, even when they said they wanted to!" said Rosie Berkmar, getting a little bit 'exercised'. "And when he improperly spent that money ahead of time, he suppressed the investigation of it!"
"But he had the right to." said Jenna Stiles. "The Legislature makes the laws, they don't enforce them. They should've created another Independent State Counsel to investigate it, if there were indeed crimes. My point here is that they didn't handle it correctly, so they can't come back and say he obstructed them."
"I'm not sure I agree with that." said Zara Zeigler. "But you're right, it may be one for the Courts. But all that notwithstanding, if Governor Jared is found guilty, he'll be removed from Office." The audience burst out in strong applause at those words.
"True enough," said Alison McFarland, "but let's get real here. This is not so much a legal process as a political process. The current optics aren't good for the Democrats, and if they don't shore up their cases, the People of this State are not going to say justice was served. They'll say the Governor was railroaded."
"I don't care if he's railroaded!" said Rosie Berkmar. "I just want him out!" The audience applauded strongly.
"Before we go to break," said Connie Chen, "I want to ask both you ladies this: will Jared be convicted?"
Jenna Stiles: "It's going to be close. A number of Republicans are already coming out saying they'll vote to convict, and of course all the Democrats will."
Alison McFarland: "This will not be popular with your audience today, but I don't think he'll be convicted. Especially based on the weak cases we've seen so far." The audience didn't boo TOO much...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And welcome to Conservative Excellence in Radio. I am your host, Reed Hudson, and we have a packed program today. And there is just so much material here, I'm going to do something I rarely do, and have a guest on the program. We have with us today Lisa Fillmore, reporter for the Town & County Examiner. Hello, Lisa, and welcome."
"Hello, Reed." said Lisa Fillmore. "I'm glad to be here."
"So let's get right into this sham Impeachment trial." said Hudson. "As you know, we don't play the racist hate speech of State Rep. Tasheeka Harris on this program, but here's what the other Legislators are saying." He played a montage of Legislators from both sides of the aisle.
"So Lisa, what's your take on this?" asked Reed Hudson.
Lisa Fillmore: "The first thing that always comes to my mind is 'Just what crime has the Governor committed?'. Governor Jared has done nothing illegal, and nothing unethical. All he's done is keep the campaign promises he made. All he's done is enforce the laws of our State and Nation. And for that, they've relentlessly gone after him."
"That's very true." said Reed Hudson. "Break down their allegations of Abuse of Power for us, Lisa."
Lisa replied: "First, dishonest reporters like Bettina Wurtzburg, Tim Sioban, and Donna Roselle on 'Point Taken' constantly repeat the lie that the claims of the two women that accused Governor Jared of sexual harassment were, quote 'credible' unquote. Their allegations were not credible. They not only recanted their allegations, they were criminally charged for making them, and had to accept plea deals to avoid prison time."
Reed Hudson: "That's exactly right. As Hitler's Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels said, 'If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it.'. And that's what KXTC and KSB have been doing since Governor Jared was re-elected: they've told that lie about him again and again and again, desperately hoping to make people believe it."
Lisa Fillmore: "And someone forged a document to try to bolster the women's claims, and the document was found to be a falsehood. And history repeated itself when the FBI forged a document in an attempt to frame Commander Donald Troy, and used that false document to get an illegal warrant to invade his home and destroy it, and to almost murder his daughter."
Lisa continued: "And that's important, because the Media and the State Democrats have continued the lie by saying that Commander Donald Troy investigated those women on the Governor's orders, or at his request. Commander Troy testified under oath that he acted independently, and his enemies have never, ever, shown one shred of proof to the contrary. Yet they continue to tell the lie."
Reed Hudson: "That is the dishonest, corrupt Media for you. I can understand the politicians doing it. Both Parties lie about the other side to gain an advantage for themselves. But the corruption of the Media, which should be impartial and especially should be honest, is a danger to the very fabric of the Nation. But you brought up Commander Troy, so let's smoothly segue into that situation. Can he be compelled to testify again, and if he does, would the previous Immunity Agreement be in force?"
Lisa Fillmore: "I'm not a lawyer and I don't play one on TV, so I have no idea. And from what I'm gathering, neither does anyone else. I do know from sources close to this issue that Commander Troy will not testify without that Immunity Agreement still in place, so if they do subpoena him, it'll go to Court. And that could take months to get to the State Supreme Court. So they're going to have to decide if they want to even bother with it if they want to convict Jared."
Reed Hudson: "And what about the other issue? Let me spell out the background first. The State House Democrats are alleging that Governor Jared pardoned Donald Troy for allegedly having sex with a woman in his custody, Betty Morelli, and that it was a quid pro quo for Commander Troy bringing the Crowbar down on those two women that made their false allegations against the Governor. Now I don't know if Commander Troy had sex with Betty Morelli or not, I truly don't know. But the Democrats still want to prove the charge by accessing sealed adoption papers to find Betty Morelli's baby, and getting a DNA test. What about this, Lisa?"
Lisa: "First of all, I don't think it's relevant to the Impeachment charges. It's not abuse of power for the Governor to exercise his legitimate power to pardon, no matter what his reasons are. It's right there in the State Constitution, and that is that. And perish forbid a Democrat Governor ever pardon a crony of his or hers!"
Reed: "True. And there are two legal questions about it. State adoption records are sealed by State Law, and it's high standard of 'probable cause' for Law Enforcement to get that data, much less State Legislators. Can they get around that? And also, the pardon that Donald Troy accepted gives him immunity from prosecution for any crime he committed vis-a-vis Betty Morelli. The Democrats want to compel Troy to testify about that, and say he would be obligated to admit if he had sex with Morelli. Others say he still has the Right against self-incrimination. What do you say?"
Lisa: "He's never admitted nor discussed that in the past, and he did plead the Fifth on it when the Feds were questioning him. My belief is that he retains his Fifth Amendment rights, because of the potential Federal charges, for which he has not been pardoned. And I'll add that if the Legislators push it, this one won't stop at the State Supreme Court, because of those Federal implications..."
Part 5 - Crimes Committed
4:30pm, Wednesday, February 5th. Marie Steele and Carole Troy had been doing their homework in the corner of the classroom in the Physics & Astronomy Building on the University Campus. Professor Stephanie Steele was at the main table in the room with her six graduate students, having a group discussion about string theory and the possibility of multiverses.
Marie had not looked up from her second grade math problems. Carole, having finished her second grade math problems as well as her reading assignment, was listening to Dr. Steele and the students, and observing all of them. She did not understand too much about what 'Einstein's theory of relativity' was, nor that Albert Einstein's fields of study were Physics and Philosophy (the same as John Galt, Francisco D'Anconia, and Ragnar Danneskjöld, but I digress), but their talk sounded fascinating to her.
"Okay, we're over time, it's four thirty. We'll pick this up Friday." Stephanie Steele said a moment later. All the students collected their assortment of books and notebooks and trickled out of the room, some still discussing theories of the origins of the universe where things moved faster than the speed of light.
"Are you girls ready to go?" Stephanie asked.
"Yes ma'am." Carole said politely as she and Marie put their homework into their book bags. "Dr. Steele, what is the Speed of Light?"
"That's something I don't get asked about by six-year-olds very often." Stephanie said. "You know how you can see things with your eyes? Light is a form of energy that your eyes can detect. Heat, like from a fire or hot water, is also energy, that nerves in your body can detect. And that energy moves very very fast, and that's called the Speed of Light."
"Oh." said Carole. "So will the Light Police or The Flash give you a ticket if you exceed the Speed of Light?"
Stephanie Steele laughed heartily at that. "Some say the Speed of Light can't be broken. My research is based on the possibility that it can be. But please don't make any arrests while we're studying it."
"Okay." Carole said agreeably. "I'll stick to de-tec-ting crimes, like Daddy does."
"Sounds good." said Stephanie. "Okay, lets go to my office and get my purse, and I'll take you home."
They walked down the hall to Dr. Steele's office. When they got there, the door was cracked open.
"Wait." said Carole, getting a vibe. "Who opened the door? I saw you shut the door when we went to your classroom."
"You're right, Carole." said Stephanie. "Let me go in ahead of you, and see if anyone is in there." She pushed the door halfway open, and peered inside.
"AAAUUUGGH!" she screamed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:33pm. I was sitting at my desk, wrapping up paperwork for the day when my Police iPhone rang. "Troy." I said as I answered it.
"Daddy!" came the voice of my eldest child through the phone. "This is Carole. There's a dead body in Dr. Steele's office! Come quick!"
"I'll be right there." I said. Hanging up, I went to MCD. Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker were at their desks.
"You two, you're with me." I said. "I just got a call that a dead body was found at the Physics Building on Campus..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:38pm. When we arrived at Dr. Stephanie Steele's office, we found TCPD and State Crime Lab personnel already there, processing the crime scene. Several Campus Police Officers were present, as were TCPD Officers Johnson and Burrell... and Auxiliary Officer Carole Troy, sitting in a chair in front of Dr. Steele's desk. Also present were SBI Agents Terence Johnson and James Tarleton, who had offices in the nearby State Crime Lab building.
"Hello, Commander." Johnson said, coming up quickly to shake my hand. "Glad you got here so quickly. We just arrived."
I shook hands with him and Tarleton as I asked "So what's going on?" I was looking at the body of a middle-aged man on the floor. He was wearing a relatively cheap blue sportscoat with brown threads running through it, dark brown pants, and brown socks and shoes. He was lying prone and face-down, a pool of blood coming out from underneath him.
"Dr. Robert Stoddard, Head of the Departments of Physics and Astronomy." said Johnson. "Shot twice in the chest with a .38 snub-nosed revolver."
"Daddy!" Carole called out.
"We have a suspect in custody---" said Johnson, but he was interrupted again.
"Daddy! I have to tell you something." Carole persisted, looking anxious. I was getting a strong vibe from her.
"Hold on one second." I said to Johnson. I went over to Carole and said "It better be good."
"Daddy, it's all wrong!" Carole said. "They're making a mistake!"
"What mistake is that?" I asked as I pulled the other chair up to sit down next to my daughter.
"The purse on the desk they found the gun in was blue." Carole said. "But Dr. Steele had a black purse today."
"Sir, if I may," said Agent Johnson. I looked up, and he said "We found a blue purse, medium blue, on the desk. Dr. Stephanie Steele's wallet with her drivers license was in it, as well as her makeup items. And a snub-nose .38 revolver."



"Which you are assuming is the murder weapon?" I asked. Agent Johnson shrugged.
"Sir," said one of the State Crime Lab techs, "there were three unfired cartridges in the revolver, and two fired cartridges, very recently fired. It was literally a smoking gun, sir."
"Okay." I said. "So, Carole, tell me what's wrong with that." Carole started talking, and after I heard her story, I admonished her to stop. "Let me do this. Rodriguez! Get your Police iPhone out. Let's record this."
Julia Rodriguez came over with her Police iPhone. "You are 'go', sir." she said, to indicate she was recording.
"This is Commander Donald Troy," I said, noting the date, time, and location. "I am here with Carole Troy, who is a witness to the crime scene very shortly after the crime, and also was in the room before the crime. Carole, you saw the purse on the desk earlier in the day?"
"Yes sir." said Carole. "And it was a black purse. Dr. Steele is wearing a white dress with a black belt and black shoes, and the purse matched them. Mommy says that matching belts and shoes are a fashion must, and that matching purses are best, too."
"Carole's mother is Dr. Laura Fredricson." I said to the camera. "So, Carole, the purse was black? Where did Dr. Steele leave the purse?"
"She put it in the top right drawer of her desk, like she always does." said Carole.
"So what happened next?" I asked.
"Doc-tor Steele was going to take Marie and me home," said Carole, "so we came to her office for her to get her purse. She had closed and locked the door when we went to her class---"
"Okay, let me a question." I said. "Dr. Steele picked you and Marie up from school?"
"Yes sir." said Carole.
"And you came here to her office?"
"Yes sir." said Carole.
"And then she took you to her classroom, so you were with her during her class?"
"Yes sir." Carole said. "She always does that. She says she has to keep an eye on us, even though we behave."
"I'm sure you behaved, and she's just making sure you're safe by having you stay with her." I said. "So Dr. Steele closed and locked the door when you went to her class?"
"The door locks automatically." said Carole. "She has to use her card to get back into her office."
"Was the door locked when you came back to the office after the class was over?" I asked.
"No sir." Carole said. "The door was cracked open. I told Dr. Steele it was open, and she told us to stay back while she looked inside."
"And then what happened?" I asked.
"She looked inside, and then she screamed." said Carole. "I ran under her before she could stop me, and I saw the body on the floor. I said to not touch anything, and I got my iPhone out and called you."
"And that was exactly the right thing to do." I said. "So you didn't touch anything?"
"Just my phone, to call you." Carole said. "And nobody else touched anything until the Po-leece got here." Thorough, my six-year-old witness was.
"How fast did the Police get here?" I asked.
"Pretty fast." said Carole. "I was putting my iPhone back in my bag when a bunch of them came in."
"Did you see anything else?" I asked. "Anything not ordinary?"
"There was a blue purse on the desk. Medium blue, not dark blue." Carole said. "I knew it wasn't Dr. Steele's, so I thought it must be someone else's. But these Po-leece Off-i-srrrr said it was hers, because her pocketbook and her drivers license was in it. And a gun was in it, too."
I looked up. "Was there a black purse anywhere? In the drawer? In a trash can, maybe?"
"No sir." said Tarleton. "Nothing in the drawer. And the trash cans on this floor were examined immediately for a murder weapon or other evidence. That started before we found the gun in the purse."
"Okay, then." I said. "This is Commander Troy, ending my interview of eyewitness Carole Troy." After Julia nodded that she'd stopped recording, I said: "Detective Rodriguez, put that interview into the evidence servers. I'll write up the transcript and have Carole sign it."
"I'll write it up, sir." said Julia. "And have both of you sign it." I nodded in agreement.
"Where is Marie, by the way?" I asked Carole.
"With her mom." said Carole. "These Po-leece Officers took them to the other room." 
"We were going to take this girl, too." said SBI Agent Johnson, "but she refused to go. She also said she's a Police Officer, and then one of these CSIs said we'd better let her stay."
"Probably a good idea." I said. "And she is an Auxiliary Police Officer... and she's my daughter, too. Okay, Carole, let's go find Marie."
We went down the hall. In the classroom next door, Stephanie Steele was in a seat at the table where she'd just taught her class. She was wearing a white dress with black belt and black medium-heel shoes. She looked both worried and frustrated, and it was easy to see why: Campus Police Officers were questioning her.
"Don!" she said when I poked my head inside. "I need your help!"
"Granted." I said. "First things first. Where's Marie?"
"They wouldn't let her come in." said Stephanie, looking more worried. "I don't know where they took her."
The room got quiet as everyone observed the look of anger on my face and my face reddening. "Okay, where is Dr. Steele's daughter?"
"She's safe, sir." said one of the Campus Police Officers. It was a poor try.
"ONE MORE TIME!" I thundered. "WHERE IS THE CHILD?" Shocked Officers stared silently at me.
"Next door, sir." said Tarleton, coming up the hallway. I stalked off down the hallway, Carole rushing to keep up.
In the next classroom, a room nearly identical to the one we'd just left, Marie was sitting at the table, looking sad and scared. A male Campus Police Officer was sitting in a chair by the wall.
"Mis-ter Crowbar!" Marie exclaimed when she saw me. She got up and ran to me, and hugged my leg.
"Are you okay, Marie?" I asked. "Did anyone hurt you, or touch you the wrong way?"
"No sir." said Marie. "They were pretty nice. But this Officer said I had to stay in my seat, and wouldn't let me go see Mommy."
"She's okay, Daddy." said Carole, putting her arm around Marie. "She's just worried about her mom."
"Okay." I said. "Come with me, girls." Turning to Tarleton, I said "I believe Marie when she tells me she's okay. But I want to know why an underage female child was left alone with an adult male in a room for even one minute. I can assure you all that the Campus Police Commissioner will be hearing from me about this."
"Sir, I did nothing wrong." said the Campus Police Cadet Officer that had been watching Marie.
"I'm sure you didn't." I said. "And my report will reflect that. But let this be a 'teachable moment' for all of you: never, ever, put yourself in a situation where there is just one adult with one child, unless that child is your own. And especially you adult men with regard to underage girls. There are too many people in this world who would just love to accuse you of committing a sex crime, just because you're wearing a Police uniform. So always be cognizant of the tactical situation. Got it?" There were murmurs of agreement.
I took the girls back to the first classroom. Marie ran into the room when I opened the door. "Mommy, Mommy!" she cried out as she ran up to Stephanie, who hugged her.
"Are you okay, Marie?" Stephanie asked, her eyes 'wandering' up to me. I just nodded that everything was okay.
"Who let her in here?" the lead Detective with the Campus Police asked. She was a woman in her 20s with blondish hair, who reminded me a lot of ATF Agent Lindsey Black.
"I did." I said. "And you are?"
"Campus Detective Tracy Stone." said Campus Detective Tracy Stone, who was sitting opposite Stephanie Steele. "And the TCPD does not have jurisdiction on Campus. So who are you?"
"You must be new to these parts." I said, sitting down next to her. "I'm TCPD Commander Don Troy. If you have jurisdictional problems, I can be SBI Reserve Inspector Don Troy, if you like."
"Yes, he is." said SBI Agent Johnson. "And we welcome the TCPD's help with this case."
"This is not their jurisdiction." retorted Detective Tracy Stone.
"Detective Rodriguez," I said to Julia, "would you select one of these female Campus Police Officers, and the two of you take Carole and Marie to the other classroom, and get their full statements, please?"
"Yes sir." said Julia Rodriguez, realizing that she was getting time to write that transcript from the video testimony Carole gave. She took one of the Cadet Police Officers with her.
I told Carole and Marie to go with them. "Here, hold this." I said, handing Carole my red crowbar. Detective Stone's eyes widened in the shock of recognition as I told Carole: "If anyone messes with you, whack 'em and come running to me yelling as loud as you can."
"Yes sir." said Carole, taking the crowbar. "Can I hit 'em between the legs?" A mixture of shock and laughter (by gender, wouldn't you know) erupted in the room.
"Uh, try whacking 'em on the knees first." I said. Carole stalked off, followed by Marie and the female Detectives.
"O-kayyy, Detective Stone." I said. "What's going on?"
"Maybe one of these SBI Agents can brief you outside, while I'm interrogating the suspect?" Stone said.
"Suspect?" I said. "Why is she a suspect?"
"Sir..." started Stone.
"Detective Stone," said SBI Agent Tarleton, "when the Iron Crowbar asks you a question, answer it without giving him any lip."
"Then you brief him." said Stone. "I'm trying to interrogate a suspect, here."
"Was Dr. Steele mirandized?" I asked.
"No." said Stone. "We haven't arrested her yet."
"But you called her a 'suspect', not a 'person of interest'." I said. "So in this 'teachable moment', I'll give you the career-saving advice to mirandize her now. And Dr. Steele, you don't need to be mirandized to insist upon legal representation when being questioned by law enforcement authorities."
"I want a lawyer." Stephanie immediately said. Campus Detective Stone looked exasperated.
"Fine." she said. "Place her under arrest, read her her rights, and take her to the Campus Police Station." She turned to me and said "Satisfied?"
"Go with them." I said to Stephanie. "I'll take care of Marie, and I'll check on you in a few minutes, to make sure they're treating you... well."
Tracy Stone glared at me, then read Stephanie her rights. I insisted the two Campus Police Cadet Officers, one female and one male, to cuff her with her hands in front of her, not behind her. They did so, and escorted her out of the room.
"What the hell was that?" Stone all but yelled at me.
"Detective!" yelled SBI Agent Tarleton. "That is a Police Commander. He is the second-in-command of the Town & County Police Force, and he's the SBI Reserve Inspector. He outranks you every way you can think of, and you better show him some respect!"
"And if you shut your mouth and listen to him," said Agent Terence Johnson, "you just might learn a thing or two. Trust me, I learned that from experience."
They'd saved her. I was staring her down, and she relented. "My apologies, Commander. But why did you all but tell her to lawyer up?"
"To protect her Constitutional rights... and also yours." I replied. "The Miranda warning is as much for our protection as the suspect's, to ensure we don't damage a case by not affording the suspects their considerable rights. So... you were telling me why she's a suspect?"
"A .38 caliber snub-nose revolver with two rounds recently fired was found in her purse, on her desk, in her office, with two rounds fired." said Detective Stone. "And a dead man, Dr. Stoddard, was lying on the floor in the same room."
"Were you recording your interview with Dr. Steele?" I asked.
"No." said Detective Stone. "But I had several witnesses in the room. Now they're all gone, since you just dispersed them all."
"Okay." I said. "Is that your Campus Police tablet?"
"Yes." said Stone.
"May I use it to bring up some video for you?" I asked. Stone handed me the tablet, and I brought up the video of my interview with Carole, which Julia had uploaded to the evidence servers already. I had Detective Stone watch it.
"As you can see," I said when the video ended, "we have contradictions between Carole's testimony and the evidence, particularly with regard to the color of Dr. Steele's purse."
"Dr. Steele's ID was in the purse we found!" said Detective Stone. "It was in her locked office!"
"Let me play Devil's Advocate with you for a moment." I said patiently. "Why would Dr. Steele put her wallet with her ID into the blue purse and leave it on the desk with the alleged murder weapon also in the purse? And to that point, just when was Dr. Steele alone and able to accomplish the murder? She was with two little girls, then her class of students and those girls, then those girls again when the body was found."
"How do you know Dr. Steele didn't bring that purse with her in the first place?" said Stone.
"Because that witness told me, and told you through that video, that she saw Dr. Steele put her black purse in a desk drawer." I replied.
"Your witness is what, six, seven years old?" replied Stone. "And you're going to take a little kid's word for that?" I saw Tarleton and Stone look wide-eyed at that.
"I take her word for it," I said, "because when she was four years old, she made an observation at a crime scene that helped solve the case. The Apple Grove Police Department gave her a citation for it." (Author's note: 'Return To Apple Grove'.)
"And that girl is the girl that made the observations that directly led to the largest drug bust in this State's history, to the tune of four hundred million dollars." I continued. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.) "That girl took down Marcie Harper and her operation. She was given a Citation by the State Legislature as well as the TCPD for that. So yes, I tend to trust what she tells me."
Just then, Carole appeared in the room. "Here Daddy." she said, handing me my red crowbar. "You're about to need this."
"Okay, but why?" I asked.
I quickly found out. Dr. Lionel Carmela burst into the room.
"WHY IS THE TCPD HERE?" Carmela yelled, his face beet-red with furious anger. "AND ESPECIALLY YOU, YOU FUCKING BASTARD!" he yelled, jabbing his finger at me. "WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING HERE, YOU GOD-DAMNED SON OF A BITCH?!"
Carole had moved behind me as I slowly rose to my feet to meet the threat of Carmela's violently angry entry to the room.
"I'm investigating a murder." I said quietly. "What are you doing here?"
"You are out of jurisdiction!" Carmela yelled. "You have no place here! I demand you leave, NOW!"
"He has jurisdiction." said SBI Agent Terence Johnson. "And the SBI welcomes the assistance of the TCPD in this murder investigation."
"THE HELL HE DOES!" yelled Carmela. "I demand you leave, Troy! IMMEDIATELY!"
"And how are you going to make me do that, Carmela?" I asked, tapping my crowbar in the palm of my hand.
"You need to leave, sir." said Tarleton to Carmela, but Carmela pushed him back.
"And what is that fucking child doing here?" snarled Carmela. "Get out, you little piece of shit!" He made a move towards Carole, as if to physically grab her...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - The Investigation Begins
They saved him. SBI Agents Tarleton and Johnson moved quickly to stop Carmela, while Campus Detective Tracy Stone moved in front of Carole, protecting her.
"Whoa, buddy!" Stone said. "You better not touch this child."
"Damn right." said Tarleton as he and Johnson held Carmela against the wall.
I said: "Ladies and gentlemen, we are not Agencies of the Weak Minded, here. It is obvious to astute Detectives that Dr. Carmela here is attempting to goad me into a physical altercation with him... and he's about to succeed."
With a sudden and very violent move, I rushed Carmela, slamming my crowbar into his neck against the wall. "And I swear to GOD! if you so much as LOOK at my daughter, much less try to touch her, I will gouge your fucking eyes out! You hear me?... I SAID, DO YOU HEAR ME?!"
"We got him, sir." said Tarleton. I backed off as Tarleton turned Carmela around and began affixing cuffs. Carmela tried to fight out of his grip.
"What the fuck are you DOING?" Carmela yelled, his voice not as loud as the fury he was feeling. "Arrest that bastard! He assaulted me!"
"No, it's you that I am placing under arrest." said Tarleton. "For trespassing on a crime scene, failure to follow a Police Officer's instructions, disturbing the peace, assault upon a minor child, assaulting State Agents, assaulting a Police Officer, and resisting arrest." He and Johnson led Carmela away, using a good bit of force on the fat professor's arms, and Carmela continuing to shout a litany of curse words.
"Thank you for protecting me." Carole said politely to Detective Stone.
"Glad to help." said Tracy Stone. "So this man is your father?"
"Yes ma'am." said Carole. "He's the Iron Crowbar. And he doesn't like it when bad people try to hurt me."
You got that right, I thought to myself as I nodded most vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I heard a commotion at the end of the hallway, and looked over. Campus Cadet Police Officers Tatum and O'Neal, who I remembered from the Charles Westbrook case (Author's note: 'Return To Point Hollow', Ch. 03.), were preventing someone from coming down the hall. And that someone was Dr. Laura Fredricson.
"Hello, Officers." I said as I came up. Tatum was a female, and her eyes lit up upon seeing me. O'Neal was looking at Laura in a similar way. "What's going on?"
"This lady says she's a professor, and she's trying to come in." said Tatum.
"Mommy!" Carole said loudly as she came up behind me.
"As you can see," I said, "Professor Fredricson is here to pick up Carole and Marie for me. Come with me, Professor." The Officers (wisely) let Laura follow me and Carole down the hallway.
"What's going on?" Laura asked quietly as we walked down the hall.
"Trouble, and a heap of it." I replied. "I'll give you the details later, but Dr. Stoddard was shot dead, and what is likely the murder weapon was found in Stephanie Steele's purse."
"Oh. That's more than 'trouble', that's a heap of shit." Laura said quietly. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
We reached the second classroom, where Julia Rodriguez and the Cadet Officer were talking to a very worried-looking Marie. "You finished here, Detective Rodriguez?" I asked.
"Yes sir, we have Marie's statement." Julia said. "She wants to see her mom."
"Marie," I said, "why don't you go home with Carole and her mom, and I'll go check on your mom for you, okay?"
"Okay, Mis-ter Crow-bar." Marie said, looking like she wanted to burst out crying. Carole put her arm around her BFF and led her down the hallway, with Laura following...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Wednesday, February 5th. I went into Campus Police Headquarters, and was met by Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Bob 'Brick' Briscoe, formerly of the TCPD.
"She's in our conference room, which serves as our Interrogation Room, with her lawyer." said Briscoe. We went down the hallway and around a corner to the door that led to the small, dark anteroom. Through the one-way glass I saw Stephanie Steele, talking with her lawyer Bernadette Rosalyn Gillem of the Madison & Ives Law Firm.
Campus Police Detective Tracy Stone came into the anteroom. "They're ready for you any time." said Commissioner Briscoe to Stone.
"Yes sir." said Tracy Stone. She exited the anteroom. A moment later she entered the Interrogation Room, with Officer Tatum in tow.
"She'd be in a world of shit if it weren't for your daughter's testimony on video." said Briscoe.
"Yes, she would." I replied. "Let's listen to this."
Tracy Stone did the right thing and read Stephanie Steele her considerable rights from the card. Stephanie acknowledged she understood, but then said "Where's my daughter?"
"She's safe, and that's not your concern right now." said Tracy Stone. "I have some questions for you-------"
"Where is my daughter?" Stephanie thundered. "And why was she alone in a room with an adult man she didn't know?"
"If you want to see your daughter again, you better answer my questions!" Stone shouted angrily.
"This will not do." I said. I left the anteroom and went to the Interrogation Room and poked my head in.
"Dr. Steele, your daughter is safe with Dr. Fredricson." I said. "Ms. Gillem, please make sure your client's rights are fully protected, here."
"What?!" gasped Tracy Stone. She all but ran for the door after me. As we stepped into the hallway, SBI Agent Terence Johnson also came up.
"What the hell are you DOING, Commander?!" a very angry Stone all but yelled at me. "Whose side are you ON?"
"The side of Truth and Justice, Detective." I fired back. "And trying to intimidate Dr. Steele like that at this point of the investigation is premature."
"Premature to what?" Stone spluttered. "We've got tremendous evidence, here------"
"Which I suggest you consider most carefully in the overall picture." I said. "I showed you contradicting eyewitness testimony."
"From a six-year-old child!" said Stone. "I'm trying to investigate this suspect based on the evidence we have. And you are interfering with my investigation!"
"A lazy investigation, at that." I said. "You need more data. Remember the Peter Dwayne Gordon rape case? He was innocent, despite the initial evidence------" (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused'.)
"No he wasn't!" spat Tracy Stone. "I believe the victim, Kendra Luskin. Just because you got the bastard off at trial doesn't mean he didn't do it!"
"Detective, watch yourself." admonished Commissioner Briscoe as I squared up to Stone, malevolence in my gray eyes.
"Commissioner, I object to Commander Troy being part of this!" Stone said loudly. "This is our jurisdiction, not his! His daughter is a material witness, she and the suspect's daughter are best friends. He was on the Charter Commission with her husband. He and his Police Force cannot be unbiased in this case-------"
"Detective!" Briscoe almost shouted. "You are about to be insubordinate... YOU COME TO THE POSITION OF ATTENTION WHEN I'M ADDRESSING YOU!" Stone was shocked, but came to some resemblance of the position of attention as Briscoe lit into her:
"Now you listen, and you listen good, Detective." Briscoe snarled angrily. "That is a Police Commander, equivalent of an Assistant Police Chief in most jurisdictions. Furthermore, he's the best Detective you can ever hope to work with, and you are about blow the opportunity! So shut your goddamned mouth and learn something!"
Stone's face was beet red with anger, but she said nothing. Briscoe said to me: "Consider this a formal request for the help of the TCPD on this case, Commander."
"We'll be glad to back you up, Commissioner." I said. "Detective Stone did make some salient points, so I will not personally lead this investigation. Having said that, Detective Stone, do not ever again impugn the integrity of the Town & County Police Force like you just did."
I continued: "Also, I'm still going to keep myself in the loop, because I'm not stopping at Dr. Steele as the only suspect in this case. What I suggest, Commissioner, is that this case be given to SBI Agent Terence Johnson to lead, with Detective Stone's help and the TCPD supporting them." Johnson nodded his agreement.
"That works for me." Commissioner Briscoe said.
"Commissioner," said Tracy Stone, "if we're really going to play this straight by the book, I believe we should get an arrest warrant and put Dr. Steele through full booking right now. I believe there's plenty enough evidence to secure the warrant and hold her."
"Let's talk to her first." said Johnson. He led the way back into the Interrogation Room, with a still-angry Stone following.
"She's a good Detective." said Briscoe as we went back into the anteroom. "I'm not sure what all that was about."
"Neither do I." I said, though 'thoughts' were forming in my mind, such as 'How does Detective Stone know so much about my relationship with the Steeles?' I put that into a compartment of the mind as I listened and watched...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm SBI Agent Johnson." said Johnson, introducing himself as he and Stone sat down opposite Dr. Steele and her lawyer Gillem. "First, as Commander Troy said, your daughter is safe with Dr. Fredricson. And second, this is a serious situation involving the death of your colleague, Dr. Stoddard, and we need to ask these questions. I know you've been read your rights. First, let's go through what you did today, Dr. Steele."
They went through where Stephanie had been all day. A class, lunch, another class. She had picked up Carole and Marie from school, as she did most days, then returned to the Physics Building and to her office with the kids, and had noticed nothing amiss. Then she went to her 3:30pm afternoon class, again with the kids in tow.
"And you locked the door behind you?" Stone asked, almost harshly.
"It locks by itself." said Stephanie.
"And how can the door be unlocked?" Stone asked.
"I have to stick my University ID card into the slot, and then punch in a five-digit code on the keypad." said Stephanie. "There is also a physical lock that a key can unlock, so that the door can be opened if the power goes out or in an emergency."
"Can the door be left unlocked?" asked Stone.
"Yes, by pushing the button next to the latch itself, which can't be accessed when the door is closed." said Dr. Steele. "But I never use that. I keep my ID card on my lanyard around my neck. Your Officers took that when they brought me here."
"Does anyone else know the code, or have a physical key?" asked Johnson.
"Campus Security has a master key to all the rooms in the building." said Stephanie. "The janitors also have a card and code, not the same as mine, that allows them in to clean overnight."
"Did you have your purse with you at all times today?" Detective Stone asked.
"I had it when I went to pick up the kids." Stephanie said. "I put it in the top right hand drawer of my desk, where I always do, when we got back. And I left it there when I went to teach my class."
"What color was the purse?" asked Stone.
"Black." said Stephanie.
"Do you own a blue purse?" asked Tracy Stone.
"I have a navy blue purse." said Stephanie. "It's at home. It's more elegant than my regular one, so I don't use it very much. Usually just for formal, dress-up occasions."
"What about a medium blue purse?" asked Stone.
"No, just black, gray, white, and navy blue." said Stephanie.
"Do you own a firearm?" asked Stone.
"My husband does." said Stephanie. "I don't have one of my own."
"How many guns does your husband own?" asked Stone.
"I object to that question." said Bernadette Gillem. "Mr. Steele is not under interrogation here, and his firearm ownership is none of your business."
"It very much is my business." replied Stone. "A professor was found murdered in your client's office, and he was shot. Again I ask, how many guns are owned by you, your husband, or jointly?"
"Don't answer that." said Bernadette. To Stone she asked "Is my client a suspect in the murder?"
"She's under arrest as a material witness and a person of interest." said Stone.
"Then don't answer that question." said Bernadette, to Stephanie. "It violates your husband's rights, as well as your spousal privilege rights."
"We'll see about that." said Stone.
"Let's move on." said Terence Johnson to Tracy Stone.
"Okay, to continue: do you have a concealed carry permit?" Stone asked.
"Yes." said Stephanie.
"So you have a concealed carry permit, but you don't own a firearm except the one to which you've admitted your husband owns?"
"That is what my client has already said." replied Gillem, taking over the answering after touching Stephanie on the forearm.
"Then how do you explain, Dr. Steele," said Tracy Stone harshly, "that the black purse you claim to have had with you was not found in any drawer of your office nor anywhere else on that floor of the building? And a blue purse with your wallet, your ID, and a recently fired gun was found on your desk?"
"Don't answer that." said Gillem. To Stone she said "Unless you are arresting my client, she's not answering any more of your questions, and we're leaving."
"She's already under arrest, and she's not leaving." said Tracy Stone. "Stay here" She got up and left the room.
We met her in the hallway. SBI Agent Terence Johnson had come out, as well.
"Commissioner," said Stone, "we have enough to hold her, and she's not cooperating. I want to------"
"Exercising her Constitutional rights is not 'not cooperating' (air quotes), Detective." I said strongly.
"Like I said before, Commissioner," Tracy Stone replied, though calmly this time, "Commander Troy is not unbiased in this."
"But he is correct about that." replied Briscoe.
"Has she been through booking?" I asked.
"No." said Stone.
"We'll take her to TCPD Headquarters for booking and further questioning." I said. "And I'll call the judge about an arraignment tonight."
"What's wrong with here?" asked Tracy Stone sharply.
"Nothing." said Briscoe. "But their facilities are better, and they have an Intelligence Branch that even the FBI envies..."
Part 7 - Nets Closing In
7:15pm, Wednesday, February 5th. Edward Steele was escorted to my office at TCPD Headquarters, looking pale, and a bit angry. "Have a seat here on the sofa." I said, directing him to do so. I sat down next to him.
"What's going on, Don?" Edward asked. "They've arrested Stephanie? Where is she?"
"She's at the Courthouse, being arraigned." I said. "I called Judge Watts, and he agreed to come in immediately."
"Don, you gotta do something about this!" Edward said. "You gotta help her!"
"I'm doing all I can." I said. "And Ed, this is why I asked the Duty Desk to bring you to see me when you got here. I need you to understand that there is only so much I can do. I'm too close to you and your family, Marie and Carole are way too close, and the Campus Police know that. So I'm doing what I can. but it's going to have to be in the background."
"So exactly what are they accusing her of doing?" Edward asked.
I told him what happened and what had been found so far. "We're still gathering data, but the circumstantial evidence is strong enough to charge her with Dr. Stoddard's murder. We're waiting for the hearing now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Judge Rodney K. Watts gaveled the arraignment into session. "How does the Defendant plead?" he asked.
"Not guilty." said Stephanie Steele.
"Prosecution? Bail?" he said.
ADA Savannah Fineman said "Your Honor, the People ask that the Defendant be remanded without bail. She has frequently flown to many places in the world in connection with her job, and as such she poses an extreme flight risk with havens to run to. And the criminal charges include first degree murder."
"Your Honor," said Bernadette Gillem for the Defense, "my client has strong ties to the community, her family and work are here in this County, and she has no criminal record at all. Furthermore, we intend to show these charges are prematurely filed, thinly circumstantial, and-------"
Judge Watts interrupted, saying "Okay, okay, this is not the place to hash that out. Bail of $100,000 is granted, and ankle monitoring will be required. Defendant must surrender her passport, and cannot leave the County without notifying the Court and the Police Department." He banged his gavel; so let it be written, so let it be done.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm. The Detectives met in Classroom 'E'. Leading the meeting was Captain Tanya Perlman and SBI Agent Terence Johnson. Also in attendance were Lt. Jerome Davis, Lt. Mary Milton, Sr. Detective Teddy Parker, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, and Campus Police Detective Tracy Stone.
Watching in the Main Conference Room were Sheriff Griswold, Commissioner Briscoe, Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar, Your Green Crowbar, and Your Iron Wolf.
I'd called Laura, and she'd taken the kids (including Marie) and dogs to The Cabin, which had better security than the Mountain Nest. Bernadette Gillem also had Stephanie Steele take the Fifth, followed by the arraignment, and now she and Edward were taking Stephanie home. From my desk down the chain-of-command came a trickle of instructions for the TCPD to watch over the Steele household as well as The Cabin.
"Okay," said Terence Johnson, "for those I have not yet met, I'm SBI Agent Terence Johnson, and I'm in charge of the investigation of the murder of Dr. Robert Stoddard. I'm working with Campus Detective Tracy Stone, who has the lead for the Campus Police. We are working with the TCPD on this as a joint operation, and I very much appreciate the help you've given us at the scene and in gathering data."
"The Sheriff would love you." said Julia Rodriguez, meaning Johnson's ass-kissing skills.
"Our SBI friends might not be used to our sense of humor." said Captain Perlman when she saw Terence's 'wtf' look. "So let's get started. Three-M, what do we have on Dr. Stoddard?"
"Robert Stoddard, 56 years old." Mary Mahoney Milton said. "Holder of the Albert Einstein Chair of Advanced Theoretical Physics, Head of the Departments of Physics and Astronomy, published three major papers on String Theory, one of which was nominated for a Nobel Prize. Educated at MIT, doctorate at Colorado. Taught math and physics at the Air Force Academy, then came to our University here, and has been here for 20 years."
Mary: "He divorced ten years ago, no children from the marriage. His ex-wife moved back to Colorado, remarried, and lives in Denver now. The divorce was not especially acrimonious, but he did contest it because she originally wanted a lot of his money. He essentially won, keeping most of his assets. Part of that was because the University had first rights on his house, similar to their first rights to buy back Dr. Laura Fredricson's home, the Mountain Nest."
Mary: "And speaking of his finances, they're pretty good. His house is worth $220,000, so that would've been a nice enough nest egg for his retirement. He also was served well by his financial advisors, and had over two million dollars built up. His credit card use was modest. He had a credit card for an account that held his grant money and academic prizes, which is a bit unusual. He used that card for business-related travel, meals, et cetera."



"Do we know who inherits his estate?" asked Captain Perlman.
"No ma'am, not yet." said Mary. "His assistant said that he does have a will, and she thought either the University or his attorney would be the Executor of the will. We'll have to wait for it to be probated to find out what its terms are."
"Any video footage?" Tanya asked.
"None inside the building; there are no cameras in the hallways." Mary replied. "There's footage from a camera on a light post in the parking lot that covers the front door, and footage from the mechanical arm that allows people in and out of the parking lot that shows the side door nearest Dr. Steele's office. It's still being evaluated."
"Any enemies you've come up with yet?" Tanya asked. "Detective Stone, feel free to jump in if you have anything."
"Not yet, Captain." said Tracy Stone. "We're going to interview his students, other students, and other professors beginning tomorrow morning."
"Speaking of that," said Mary Milton, "Dr. Stoddard has.... er, had... only two grad students." She named names.
"Is that a lot or a little?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"To provide contrast and context," Mary said, "Dr. Stephanie Steele has six, and Dr. Laura Fredricson also has six Psychology students, as well as two Residents in gynecology in the Medical School. But Heads of Departments often don't have as many students, and Dr. Stoddard may have been winding that part of his job down. Something to look into."
"Hint hint." Julia replied. "I'll check into that, unless Agent Johnson and Detective Stone want to as part of their interviews with all the students."
"We may cross paths," said Terence Johnson, "but sometimes redundancy can be a good thing. So yes, why don't you check on that, and we'll compare notes."
"Okay, our first suspect right now is Dr. Stephanie Steele." said Tanya. She went through what had been found at the scene. "We also have this testimony from one of our Auxiliary Detectives. As Bettina says, 'Roll tape!'."
Tape rolled, or Mary's video did. Everyone watched Carole's testimony, then her and Marie's testimony later on, some of which I listened to very carefully:
"So after you took charge of the crime scene and wouldn't let anyone touch anything," Julia Rodriguez said, "what happened? Who came in?"
Carole: "Two Campus Po-leece Officers came in very fast after we found the body. Then the State CSIs came in. They made Dr. Steele and Marie leave the room, but I wouldn't leave because I had to talk to Daddy. So Christina, who is Aunt Tanya's friend, said I could stay and she'd watch over me, and she told me to sit in the chair and just watch. So I did."
Tanya told the watching group: "That's my friend Dr. Christina Cho, the Chief Chemist of the Crime Labs, that Carole is talking about."
The video then showed Carole saying: "The blonde Detective came in a minute later, looked around, then said she was going to talk to Dr. Steele. Then Daddy came in just a minute later."
"Her dad is Commander Troy." Tanya said. "As you can see, Carole Troy very accurately described Dr. Steele's office before and after Dr. Steele's 3:30pm class. She also observed Dr. Steele's purse, and is sure it was black."
"She's a six-year-old child." said Tracy Stone.
Julia Rodriguez came in hard: "She has three citations from two Police Departments for her observations that led to solving three crimes... one of which was a $400 million drug bust. The State Legislature cited her for that one, too. How many citations do you have, Detective Stone?"
"All right, all right, it's not a competition here." said Terence Johnson in the sudden silence that had enveloped the room, as Tracy Stone looked daggers at Julia Rodriguez, but barely matching Julia's look at her. "Suffice it to say that Miss Troy is proven, and her observations and testimony cannot be discounted due to her age. Having said that, we don't have a black purse, we have a blue one, with Dr. Steele's belongings and a firearm in it. So can someone tell us about her?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they had talked and I watched, it came to me: How was it that the TCPD Crime Lab team and TCPD and Campus Police Officers had arrived so quickly? Carole had called me immediately upon finding the body, and I'd scooted right up there with Julia and Teddy. Yet others had arrived and were working on the scene when I got there.
I made a quick phone call to Campus Police Headquarters. Their Duty Desk told me they logged a call at 4:15pm that there was a body in an office in the Physics Building.
Unknown to everyone else, Tanya was wearing an earbud, and I could speak to her through the headset I was wearing. I also could write texts that would appear on her laptop. I texted 'Who called it in?'. I then texted Lt. Mary Milton, and asked her to check the number I was texting her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Before you discuss Dr. Steele," Captain Perlman said, "we need to ask the first question Commander Troy always asks: who called it in? Detective Stone, when did the Campus Police Duty Desk get the call?"
"I'm not sure." said Tracy Stone, her voice sounding evasive. "I'll have to check with the Duty Desk."
"When were you notified?" Julia Rodriguez asked sharply.
"I don't remember exactly." said Stone.
Captain Perlman said "Okay, how were you notified?"
"My cellphone." said Tracy.
"Ah!" said Tanya, with Rudistan-ish joviality. "So check your cellphone now, and see when the text or call came in."
Tracy Stone rolled her eyes, but she pulled out her cellphone and fiddled with it. Finally she said "Looks like about 4:20pm."
Terence Johnson said "I checked with the Campus Police Duty Desk, and they got the call at 4:15pm. They immediately notified me and the State Crime Lab."
"And I'll tell you a secret now." said Captain Perlman. "Christina Cho, Chief Chemist of the State Crime Labs, very often calls me when they get a call. I got that call at 4:22pm, and sent a couple of our CSIs and some of our Officers to support the State Crime Lab's people."
"Is it normal for them to just go out of their jurisdiction like that?" Tracy Stone asked, her voice almost a snarl.
"We've been raising the legal question of our jurisdiction on Campus for some time." Tanya Perlman replied. "Certainly the Chief Chemist of the State Crime Labs can call our CSIs to assist her with her inquiries. And the Sheriff absolutely has jurisdiction over every inch of this County, including the University. That's been legally established."
"And Commander Troy is also the SBI Reserve Inspector." said Terence Johnson. "Within this State, he could not care less about politically drawn lines."
"And you don't care that that could destroy our legal case against the suspect?" Stone asked angrily.
"It hasn't yet, Detective Stone." said Teddy Parker. "And I'm willing to bet it won't be a problem here."
"Alright, let's get back to the case." said Terence Johnson. "Tell us about Dr. Stephanie Steele, please."
Lt. Mary Milton said: "Dr. Steele holds the Professor Stephen Hawking Chair of Astronomy at the University. She has been married to Town & County Councilman Edward Steele for over 20 years. They have one daughter, Selena, who we at the TCPD know is Edward's blood daughter and adopted by Stephanie, and they adopted Marie Saint about three years ago." (Author's note: 'The Other World', Ch. 02.)
Mary: "Dr. Steele has published eight papers, the last three being considered of major importance. The last one, published just late last year, has garnered a lot of interest and may get her nominated for a Nobel Prize. She has become a world leader of a group that supports theories of objects moving faster than the speed of light, and the ramifications of that. She has six students, which may expand to eight, and a large number of applications. Among her grants are two by the Department of Defense, as some of her theories have military applications."
Mary: "The Steele's finances are good. Edward is a developer, and has semi-retired. He also gets a salary as a Town & County Council Member, which is less than our Police salaries. Stephanie makes in the low six-figures. Like Dr. Stoddard, they've invested well."
Mary: "And what I know will be of interest to some here, Edward Steele owns one firearm, a Beretta 92FS in 9mmP caliber. Both he and Stephanie acquired concealed carry permits after they adopted Marie, when there were some potential threats to their family."
"What threats are those?" asked Detective Stone.
"I'll send you the files." said Mary Milton. "It's heavy but good reading about some of Commander Troy's biggest cases. Also, last year there was an attempt to kidnap Carole Troy while Marie was with her."
*CHIME!*
"That's my laptop." said Mary.
"Mine, too." said Tanya. "Martha has finished her autopsy. Here's the gist of it. Robert Stoddard died between 3:20 and 4:20pm, that's as near as she'll state it. He was shot twice, by either .355 or .357 caliber rounds. As you know, .355 is 9mmP, and .357 is .38 Special or .357 Magnum. Martha states that the bullets were really deformed, and notes that her experience of the past suggests the rounds were fired through a silencer, and she's turning the rounds over to Ballistics for further analysis."
"Makes sense." said Terence Johnson. "Nobody heard a shot, so a silencer explains that."
"True." said Tanya. "Anyway, she says the rounds were fired from about three feet away, and appear to be a double-tap, i.e. fired in quick succession. They struck------"
"Sorry to interrupt," said Tracy Stone, "but how can she tell that?"
Tanya replied "Wound channels and spacing. But why don't you visit her tomorrow and ask? If you ask nicely, she'll explain everything, and you can get to know her better. Anyhoo, the one of the shots destroyed the right side of his heart, and the other slammed into his spinal cord after severing several major arteries. In other words, he was dead before he hit the floor."
*CHIME!*
"When it rains, it pours." Tanya said. "The State Crime Lab sent the ballistics report. First, there were no prints on the gun nor the shell casings found in the blue purse. They are saying that that .38 Special revolver is likely the gun that shot Dr. Stoddard, but the tests are not conclusive because their test fires were without a silencer attached. That revolver was a snub-nose, but some illegal after-market silencers could possibly fit onto it, and markings on the firearm suggest that there may indeed have been a silencer attached."
"Any information on who that firearm is registered to?" asked Tracy Stone.
"Yes." said Mary Milton. "It was purchased by Selena Steele in Dallas, Texas, eight years ago."
"When Angela Harlan was going after her." said Teddy Parker. Tanya nodded. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow'.)
"So it was Dr. Steele's daughter's gun?" asked Tracy Stone. "What other guns does Selena Steele own?"
"A .380 ACP Beretta, a .380 ACP Kel-tec, and a 9mmP Kel-tec." said Mary Milton.
"Agent Johnson, I'm getting a warrant, to search Selena's home... and to arrest her, as well." She got up, effectively ending the meeting...
Part 8 - Legal Machinations
Judge Watts refused to give an arrest warrant after I told him that Selena was in Charlotte, NC all week, but he did issue a warrant to search Selena's home. Teresa Croyle was with me in my Police SUV, and she took a cell phone call as I drove.
"That was Cindy." she said. "She just got word from Jenna Stiles that Judge Harry Nance came in for Dr. Lionel Carmela's hearing. Jenna was the prosecutor, since the SBI arrested Carmela. Nance asked one question: if you, Don Troy were at the scene at all. Jenna had to admit you were, and Nance dropped all charges with prejudice, saying that Commander Troy's abusive Police tactics would not be tolerated in Nance's Court. Jenna says we can appeal it, but Leahy will likely let it stand. So Carmela walked."
"Damn." I muttered. "Nance is nuts."
"His nuts are in his head instead of his balls." Teresa replied. I chuckled briefly, and I think Teresa picked up on the tension inside me.
We arrived at a nice townhouse in a subdivision near the Heritage Cloisters north of Town. I'd come along with Teresa behind the others.
"The door is cracked open. Looks like it was forced." said SBI Agent Johnson as they went up the stairs and onto the porch.
"Teresa, let's clear it." I said, seeing that Teresa and I had armor on, as we almost always did. "Julia, Teddy, go around back."
"Roger that." Teresa said as Rodriguez and Parker went around to the back, to make sure no one exited undetected. Teresa asked: "'No knock'? Exigent circumstances?"
"Yes, and on my authority." I replied, knowing we had a warrant. "Ready? Go!"
I pushed the door open and Teresa rushed through, with me following. TCPD Officers Hicks and Burrell, who'd come to serve the warrant, followed us.
"Clear!" Teresa yelled as she cleared the den room.
"Clear!" I yelled as I cleared the kitchen. I then got behind Teresa, my right hand on her shoulder as we took the stairs to the next level. The wall was to our right, so my gun was in my left hand. Teresa's was pointing forward and up.
"Clear!" Teresa said, clearing the first guest bedroom, then the second.
"Clear!" I said, clearing the master bedroom suite. And so it went until the whole house was cleared.
In the master bedroom, a safe on the floor inside the closet had been forced open. "It's empty, except for one box of .380 ACP ammo." I said. Tracy Stone came up and looked, as if she didn't believe me. No other firearms were found in the house.
"That .38 revolver isn't here." said Stone. "She could've given it to her mother, or her mother came and got it."
"Or someone else stole it." Julia Rodriguez said. "I've called a CSI team to come in."
"We need to find any other guns she has, and confiscate them." said Tracy Stone.
"Does your warrant allow that?" I replied. "Does it allow you to confiscate any weapon, or just that .38?"
"Considering that she's the daughter of a woman under suspicion of murder," Stone replied, "we should confiscate any weapon we find. But your point is noted, Commander. I'll get another warrant."
"And you'll lose when I oppose the warrant in Court." I said.
"You're doing it again, Commander." Stone snarled. "This is MY case!"
"And it's MY Constitution!" I thundered. "Selena Steele is not a suspect, and she has the Right to Keep and Bear Arms! You have no basis to deny her her Constitutional rights, nor to confiscate her firearms!"
"The Second Amendment is not an individual right!" Stone almost screamed. "It only applies to State Militias! I think I have every right and reason to confiscate any weapon I find here!"
"And I'll stop you if you try." I fired back (pun intended). "I'll arrest you. And if you resist arrest, I'll shoot you. The Second Amendment has been confirmed by the Courts to be an Individual Right, and I'm telling you now I'll protect Ms. Steele's rights Second Amendment rights... and I'll do whatever it takes to do so!"
Tracy Stone looked at me in disbelief. "You would shoot me over that?"
"If I don't shoot you first." said Julia Rodriguez. Stone glared at her, then turned and left the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00pm, Wednesday, February 5th. I came into The Cabin, very tired from the exertions and the tensions of the day. Laura was sitting on the sofa in the greatroom, reading the latest edition of that renowned periodical 'Sexual Psychology'.
"Finally, you're home." Laura said. "Come sit down. I've been waiting all day to hear what's going on... what's really going on."
I sat down beside her. "It's a mess." I said. I recounted what had gone on, then said "Campus Detective Stone seems agenda-driven, and she's trying to twist facts to suit her theories. She's also ignoring strong evidence in Stephanie's favor, that being the eyewitness testimony that Carole gave us on video."
"Hmm." Laura said. "Just to play Devil's Advocate, we've seen what Carole does, but not everyone has."
"You think Carole's lying?" I asked sharply, my eyes cutting over to peer into Laura's.
"No," my wife replied, "that's not what I'm trying to say. But you were there when Carole made those observations in those cases, and you trust her word. So does Sheriff Griswold, for that matter, but I digress. I'm just suggesting to look at it from Detective Stone's point of view."
"And that's a point in itself." I said. "She's ignoring other things, as well. No one heard a shot, the death occurred while Dr. Steele had eight people in the same room with her------"
We were interrupted by the arrival of two outstanding dogs at the back door. "Oh, you guys need to go out?" I asked, standing up. And then I saw Marie come up behind them, wearing her coat over her pajamas.
"Marie, why are you up?" Laura asked.
"I couldn't sleep." Marie said, her voice sounding shaking. "Can I go with you to take the dogs out?"
"Sure." I said before Laura could object. I grabbed a shawl from the other sofa, and we went outside. Bowser and Buddy scampered around the side of the house, and Marie and I sat down on the metal mesh loveseat. I wrapped the shawl around Marie, and also had her sit so that my trenchcoat enveloped her.
"Is my mommy in trouble?" Marie asked.
"Yes." I said. " She didn't do anything wrong, at least I don't think so, but we have some problems to work out for her."
"Mis-ter Crow-bar, is my mommy going to come home? Are they going to take her away?" Marie asked, her voice breaking.
I realized what was wrong. When Bowser had led us to Marie in that ditch (Author's note: 'The Other World', Ch. 01-02.), she had never returned home. And her parents had been arrested and she'd never seen them again. And now the same thing was happening to her adoptive mother.
"Yes, she's out on bail, and you can see her tomorrow." I said.
"Will you help my mommy, Mis-ter Crow-bar?" Marie asked.
"I already am helping her." I said. "And I'm going to keep on helping her, and we'll never give up."
"What if something happens to my mommy, and my daddy?" Marie asked, and I could sense that she was terrified of being left alone again, like she was left outside in freezing weather one horrible night...
"Marie," I said, "it'll be all right. But if something did happen, your sister Selena would take care of you. And if something happens to her, Laura and I will take care of you. And then Aunt Teresa and Todd, and then Cindy and Callie, and then Pete's mom Tanya. And, of course..." I said as Bowser trotted up, "... Bowser is right here to protect you, too. Isn't that right, Bowser?"
Bowser whimpered slightly, and I patted my thighs. He jumped up into my lap and lay down so that his head was in front of Marie, and looked at her with pure love in his canine eyes. Marie petted Bowser, and I swear I heard my dog sigh as she began rubbing his right cheek like he loved.
Bowser would've given Marie two hours to stop, but I was more susceptible to the cold, and I saw Marie yawn hard, finally getting sleepy. So I guided Marie and the dogs back inside. Laura was not there; she'd gone upstairs to bed. I got Marie settled into bed in the third bedroom, with Carole asleep in the other bed and Bowser on guard duty. Buddy had gone downstairs, where Molly and her boys were, and taken up his station in the boys's room.
I went to the master bedroom. Laura was in bed, but had not gone to sleep yet. "How's Marie?" she asked.
"Scared." I said. "Scared for her mom..."
Part 8 - Continuing Investigation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, February 7th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "Negotiations to have Commander Donald Troy testify at the Impeachment trial of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared have broken down!"



Bettina began: "There were many legal issues regarding Commander Troy's testimony, but one issue proved impossible to overcome when legalexperts agreed that Troy retained the right to take the Fifth regarding the Betty Morelli case. Governor Jared's pardon of Troy, in an obvious quid pro quo for Troy suppressing the credible claims of two women against Jared, protects Troy against State charges of sex with a woman in his custody. However, Troy has no immunity against Federal charges of the same nature even though the Feds dropped their case against Troy, and therefore Troy can take the Fifth because of the potential Federal charges."
Bettina: "This has not stopped State House Democrats from attempting to access adoption records to find Betty Morelli's baby, so that they can force a DNA test to determine who the father of Morelli's child is. They have filed a lawsuit in Superior Court to obtain those records. KXTC has filed a 'friend of the Court' brief in support, as we believe the People have the right to know who the child of Betty Morelli is, and who the father of that child is. And even if the Legislators drop the lawsuit and the investigation, KXTC will continue to demand answers and bring you the truth in this matter. We will not rest until those names are discovered and revealed to you!"
Bettina: "In State news, State Attorney General Karl Handel issued a press statement that he supports State Attorney Jenna Stiles's appeal of Judge Harry Nance's actions last Wednesday to drop all charges against University Professor of Political Science Lionel Carmela with prejudice. The charges included trespassing on a crime scene, failure to follow a Police Officer's instructions, disturbing the peace, assault upon a minor child, assaulting State Agents, assaulting a Police Officer, and resisting arrest."
Bettina: "Judge Nance cited the presence of Commander Donald Troy and Troy's history of abusive tactics as reason for dropping the charges, but the SBI issued a statement that it was their agents that made the arrest, and that they have proof Carmela committed the crimes for which he was charged. State Attorney Stiles says that she will appeal this and all of Judge Nance's egregious rulings of this nature all the way to the State Supreme Court."
Bettina: "Meanwhile, student groups are demanding that University President Sidney P. Wellman fire or suspend Astronomy Professor Stephanie Steele, who was arrested and charged with suspicion for the murder of Professor Robert Stoddard on Wednesday. The groups say that the failure to remove Dr. Steele is an embarrassment to the reputation of the University. President Wellman issued a statement saying that Dr. Steele has not been convicted of anything, and will remain on Faculty for the time being..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, I don't get it." said Campus Police Commissioner Briscoe, who Chief Moynahan had invited to the coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room. "Why are those student groups demanding Dr. Steele be suspended?"
I replied, "I'd be willing to bet those students are Leftist in their politics, or led by Leftists, as Dr. Steele's husband is a Republican Council Member. And I do have some data to back that up: when Lionel Carmela was trying to get my wife suspended and her medical license pulled, Stephanie Steele came out in support of Laura."
"And Carmela was arrested at the crime scene on Wednesday." Teresa said. "Commissioner Briscoe, you should ask Commander Troy what he thinks of coincidences."
"Oh I know." said Briscoe. "I heard his comments on that many times while I was here with the TCPD." We all chuckled.
"So, Commander Troy," said Tanya Perlman, "you're off the hook vis-a-vis the Impeachment trial?"
"Looks like it." I said. "Lisa Fillmore hit the right spot on the Reed Hudson Radio Show the other day, and my attorney Mike G. Todd battered the Legislature with it. And once it was agreed by most people that compelling me to testify wouldn't work, they've moved on... at least for now."
"I still don't get why they're pushing that so hard." said Teresa.
"Optics." I replied. "They think it helps their case against the Governor, so they push it."
"But it doesn't." Teresa said.
Sheriff Griswold said "It's come to the point where those who want it to hurt the Governor will think that it does, and those who support the Governor will think that it doesn't. Bottom line, they won't be using the Iron Crowbar's good name to hurt the Governor."
"What about that business of trying to access the adoption records of that woman's baby?" asked Briscoe. The silence in the room that met him was deafening. "Anyone?" he asked after a moment.
The Sheriff replied "That's a matter not really up for discussion, here." Everyone else nodded in agreement.
To change the subject, Tanya said "So Commissioner, Agent Johnson and Detective Stone will be here for the meeting at 8:30?" That is why the Commissioner was there, by the way.
"They should be." said Briscoe. "Detective Stone didn't want to come, and she said yesterday that she did not want to cooperate any further with the TCPD. I told her that if she wasn't at this morning's meeting, I'd take her off the case... and then I'd start the process of firing her."
"Not to tell you your business, Commissioner," said Tanya, "but why not take her off this case anyway?"
"Because I'm not sure she's wrong about all this." said Briscoe. "And I was hoping she'd learn some things working with all of you, and become a better Officer and Detective for it. But I'm not sure that's working out so well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the coffee klatch, Cindy Ross went back to her office and shut the door behind her. Chief Moynahan, Sheriff Griswold, and Commissioner Briscoe went to the Main Conference Room to talk, and I joined them as the Detectives, Lieutenant Mary Milton, and Captain Perlman gathered in the Classroom 'E' just before 8:30am. Jerome Davis was excused; he was on a personal mission.
SBI Agent Terence Johnson came in at 8:26am, and was getting coffee three minutes later when Campus Detective Tracy Stone came in, looking like she wanted to be somewhere else... anywhere else.
"Thanks for coming, guys." Captain Perlman said with her usual perkiness. "Okay, let's get started. Who wants to go first------" She stopped as the door flew open, and in walked ADA Savannah Fineman.
"ADA Fineman." Tanya said with considerably less perkiness. "What brings you here?"
"I'm going to be at least co-prosecutor for this case." said Savannah. "And D.A. Walters is angry that you didn't notify us of this capital murder case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the same time, District Attorney Miriam Walters burst into the Main Conference Room. "Why the hell didn't you tell us about this case, much less this meeting?" Walters snarled. "I thought we had an agreement that you'd call us in on these big cases!"
"It's not our case, for openers." I replied before the Chief or Sheriff could. "We've been asked to assist the State with it, and are doing so in a spirit of harmonious cooperation and educational opportunities. And that infers the State Attorney will likely take the lead in the prosecution of the case."
"If you're cooperating with them, then why aren't you IN the meeting with them, Commander Troy?" Walters demanded to know.
"Oh, they don't need me in there to make things worse than they already are." I replied. "My question is why are you and ADA Fineman so eager to get involved with this one?"
"Are you kidding?" gasped Walters. "Dr. Stoddard was world-renowned, and Dr. Steele is the wife of a Town & County Councilman. This is a huge case!"
"Then let's listen to this." I said, nodding towards the monitor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How familiar with the case are you, ADA Fineman?" Captain Perlman asked.
"I've been briefed by Detective Stone." said Savannah. "I also handled the arraignment of Dr. Steele for the People."
"Have you been shown Detective Troy's testimony?" asked Julia Rodriguez.
"Commander Troy's?" Savannah asked back, not understanding.
"No, his daughter's." said Julia. "And it's strong stuff."
"No I haven't seen it." said Savannah, with a quick sideways look towards Tracy Stone, whose face had turned sullen.
"You need to see it, then." said Tanya. To Mary Milton, she said "Bring it up and show it to her."
"Oh, come AWWWN!" whined Detective Stone. "It's irrelevant! It's the ramblings of a self-important six-year-old child!"
"IT'S NOT IRRELEVANT!" shouted Julia Rodriguez, getting out of her seat and 'fronting the blonde Campus Detective. "AND THAT CHILD IS ALREADY A BETTER DETECTIVE THAN YOU'LL EVER BE!" Tracy Stone stared back at Julia malignantly. Terence Johnson looked shocked.
"Simmer down, Detective." Captain Perlman said. Julia returned to her seat, her face beet-red with furious anger... as was Tracy Stone's.
Tanya looked around, then said "I thought I asked for that video to be played. Did someone higher ranking than Captain say differently?"
"It's coming right up, ma'am." said Lt. Mary Milton hastily. A moment later, the video of Carole's testimony was played in its entirety...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd taken a laptop that mirrored what was shown on the screens in Classroom 'E', and turned it so D.A. Walters could watch.
"Wow." Miriam said as she watched. "No, I hadn't seen this, either. And it definitely creates issues."
"Enough that we need to keep looking for other suspects." I replied. Miriam nodded as she continued watching...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," said ADA Fineman as she sat back in her chair after watching, "that definitely is interesting, but as Detective Stone said, it's from a six-year-old child." That earned her some dark looks.
SBI Agent Johnson said "Why don't we move along, and talk about the data that's been accumulated."
"I've got a couple of things." said Teddy Parker. "We checked up on Selena Steele. She's at a banking conference in Charlotte, North Carolina, and she's been there all week. On Wednesday, she was filmed as she asked the Chairman of WorldBankTrust a question during his Q & A session, and it was within one hour of the murder. Charlotte Police have also confirmed through interviews with witnesses that she's been there the whole time."
"I confirmed that, also." said Tracy Stone, though not happily.
Parker said "The Charlotte Police interviewed Selena Steele yesterday, telling her that her townhouse had been broken into. She said that she had a .38 caliber snub nose revolver in the safe in her bedroom closet, and that she had not fired it nor carried it in at least a year, maybe two. Her 9mmP is secured in a drawer in her office at the J.P. Goldman Bank, and the .380 is secured in a locker at City Airport, since she couldn't take it aboard the airplane."
Parker: "We also got back the CSI report on what I am calling the break-in and burglary at the Steele townhouse. Videocameras went dead around 8:00pm Tuesday night, and were reported inoperative the next morning when the security office opened. Her burglar alarm did not go off, as it was disabled by a manufacturers default code. Neighbors saw nothing unusual, nor heard anything like dogs barking or someone breaking a door or window. There were no fingerprints in the house other than Selena's, her parents's, Marie's, and J.P. Goldman's, and none on the safe at all; it appeared to have been wiped down."
I sent a 'text' to Tanya's screen, and after reading it she said "See if you can get video footage going back a week, and see if there's anyone casing her place, unusual cars in the area, all that." Teddy Parker made a note as he nodded. as did Lt. Milton.
"Okay, what else?" Tanya asked.
Terence Johnson said "We talked to people on Campus yesterday as well as the day before, including Dr. Steele's students, Dr. Stoddard's students, and other people that have classes in that building at that time."
Tanya Perlman asked "And you and Agent Johnson conducted these interviews together?"
"Most of them." said Johnson. "But I wasn't there for Dr. Stoddard's assistant's and student's interviews, nor some others that Detective Stone will tell you about."
"Cool beans." said Tanya. "Go ahead."
Johnson: "First of all, no one heard a shot. No one at all. There's an acoustics lab on the ground floor just across the hall, and no one heard anything nor registered anything on the equipment there. Dr. Stoddard's office is on the other end of the hall from Dr. Steele's, so I'm not surprised his assistant heard nothing. Dr. Steele's assistant resigned about two weeks ago to take another job, and she had not been replaced."
Johnson: "Dr. Steele's students said they liked her, and the entire group was friendly with each other and with her. They said they liked Dr. Stoddard well enough, though most said they didn't know him all that well. They all said they were in the room for the full fifty minutes of the class, from 3:30pm to 4:20pm, and went about ten more minutes before they packed up to go. No one went to the restroom, nor left the room during that period of time. And I believe Detective Stone has some information from the Campus Police interviews of Dr. Stoddard's people."
Tracy Stone didn't seem pleased be called upon, but she began her report:: "I interviewed Dr. Stoddard's assistant, who said that Dr. Stoddard was well-liked by his colleagues, staff, and students. When I asked specifically about Dr. Steele, the assistant said that she very rarely came to his office at all, that he would go to hers or talk in one of the classrooms, and that as far as she could tell, their relationship was cordial and professional, though not particularly friendly."
Stone: "His two students were at the Observatory when I caught up to them, and they said Dr. Steele was nice to them, and she and Dr. Stoddard were cordial and professional when they saw them together. But they also said that they, Dr. Stoddard's students, frequently argued with Dr. Steele's students over telescope time, both at what times they could use it, and for how long. Part of the problem was that both professors were studying similar things, so their students were, also, and that created conflict."
Stone: "Last night we (Detectives) talked about Robert Stoddard's students, and I've found this out: the two he has are scheduled to graduate with their Ph.D.s this Spring. His death shouldn't set them back, as other professors can help them finish out. I asked his assistant why he didn't have more students, and she said he'd had more, but two others had transferred to Dr. Steele's tutelage, while two others had transferred to other Schools, one to State Tech, and the other to the Naval Academy at Annapolis, and he wasn't going to take on any more until Fall semester."
Stone: "I also interviewed two other students. One was named Dana Stirewalt, and she was taking a basic Astronomy course, so she frequently was in the building. She introduced Rob Lawton as her 'friend', and said he walked with her to many classes, even though he was not taking any Astronomy courses himself."
Stone: "Ms. Stirewalt said that she'd heard Dr. Steele and Dr. Stoddard arguing in Dr. Steele's office on several occasions, often loudly and venomously, and they were having a particularly heated 'spat'... that's the word she used... about 2:00pm of the day of the murder. Mr. Lawton confirmed that he'd also heard the arguments a couple of times, when he was with Ms. Stirewalt."
"Did she say what the arguments were about?" asked Captain Perlman.
"She didn't stay too long to listen, she said," said Stone, "but it sounded like it was about their theoretical ideas and their papers. She said she heard Dr. Stoddard say that Dr. Steele was plagiarizing from one of his papers."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they talked, I brought up photos of Dana Stirewalt and Rob Lawton. He was brown haired, broad-shouldered, and wore black thick-rimmed glasses like that guy on 'Mythbusters', but he didn't look particularly nerdy in them. Dana Stirewalt was 'not attractive', and I had a 'vibe' about her.
I sent Eddy the Bounty Hunter a text with their photos, and asked if they were familiar to him. He replied "She's the one that was taking your name in vain." I couldn't help but laugh, remembering how Eddy had 'taken one for the team' in that case. (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 01.) And from the looks of her photo, he had indeed taken one for the team.
As D.A. Walters gave me a funny look for having laughed out loud, I hit a button that connected me to Classroom 'E'. When everyone saw my face pop up on the monitor matrix of screens, the TCPD Officers said in unison "Hi Commander Troy!"
"Hi guys." I said. "I heard the name Dana Stirewalt, and I need to ask a couple of things: Detective Stone, did you get her interview and Mr. Lawton's on videotape?"
"No sir." Tracy Stone said.
"And how did you come across those two?" I asked.
"They came to Campus Police Headquarters." said Stone. "They said they'd heard about the murder, and wanted to tell us what they'd heard earlier. I interviewed them at the Duty Desk in front of Cadet Officer Channing, who initialed their affidavits as a witness."
"Excellent." I said. "But if possible, see if you can get them back to Campus Headquarters or to here at TCPD Headquarters, and re-interview them on videocamera. And my second question is more of an instruction: Lt. Milton, get Intel to check Ms. Stirewalt and Mr. Lawton out, particularly to see if they have had associations with Dr. Lionel Carmela."
I could see through the videocamera that Tracy Stone had reacted to that with something of a 'double take'. "Sir," she said, "what does Dr. Carmela have to do with this?"
"Well," I said, "he was arrested at the scene, trying to make a scene, pun not intended. You were there; you saw it. And I have come across Ms. Stirewalt's name before, through a Confidential Informant. So check her out, Ms. Milton."
"Wilco, sir." said Mary with alacrity.
As I closed the video connection and just watched, Captain Perlman said "I want to ask ADA Fineman what she thinks of this. If this went to trial, I'd think the case would be blown out of the water. What say you, Ms. Fineman?"
"The case is circumstantial, but it's strong." said Savannah Fineman. "The gun was found with the ID in the same purse, the purse was found on Dr. Steele's desk, no other purse was found, the gun used to kill Dr. Stoddard was the one in the purse, and that gun was registered to Dr. Steele's daughter Selena."
"And Carole Troy's observations mean nothing to you?" Julia Rodriguez asked.
"I've seen a ton of adults as well as children make mistakes about the color of purses or clothing." said Savannah, "so I can't just accept what she said at face value. And again, we have the gun, we have the name of its owner, and so on and so forth. We still need to develop the information we have, but it's a strong case against Dr. Steele."
"I'd say all we have to do is find a motive," said Tracy Stone, "and this case is in the bag."
At that point I sent Tanya a note, saying: "Shut it down. We'll talk later." My Angel hastened to execute my instruction.
Part 9 - Sparks and Flashes
After Walters, Fineman, Stone, and Johnson had left, I went into Intel. Going from the lighted hallway to the darkened room with the monitors and das blinkenlights was faintly shocking, as always.
"Commander on deck!" said Lt. Jerome Davis when I came in.
"Carry on." I replied. I went up to Mary Milton at one of the stations. "Mary," I said, "I want you and your team here to very quietly do two things, and don't share the information with anyone outside the TCPD. I want you to investigate Dana Stirewalt, but I also want you to dig deep into Lionel Carmela... really deep, if you get my drift." Mary nodded.



"And second," I went on, "I want you personally to look into Campus Detective Tracy Stone. Nothing extracurricular, just what you can find in a normal but thorough search."
"Yes sir." said Mary.
"Sir," asked Jerome, "do you think she's involved in some way? And Carmela, too?"
I shook my head and said "Stone? No, but she seems agenda-driven and twisting facts to suit theories. I just want to know the person we're working with, here. As to Carmela... hell yeah, I think that bastard is up to something. His name keeps popping up. What do we believe about coincidences, Mr. Davis?"
"They are figments of our imaginations, sir." said Lt. Davis. "Like Leg Rangers."
"For a Navy guy, Davis," I said, "you're pretty smart." That drew some chuckles through the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Friday, February 7th. Another meeting convened in Classroom 'E'. Present were: Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Me, Commander Ross, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Perlman, Lt. Davis, Detectives Rodriguez and Parker, and D.A. Miriam Walters.
"The reason for this meeting," I said, "is to get our own ducks in a row on all this without the SBI and Campus Police here. I'm not impugning them... in fact, I'm very impressed with SBI Agent Terence Johnson... but I want to talk with just you guys, and let's not let it get out of the room, okay?" Everyone nodded, even Miriam Walters when I glanced at her.
"Okay," I said, "anyone see any 'strangenesses' in all this?" There were some chuckles at that.
Teddy Parker said "Sir, Dr. Stoddard bled out in Dr. Steele's office, so I'm discounting him being shot elsewhere and moved into her office." Everyone nodded, and Parker continued: "So what I don't understand is why no one heard the shots. Silencers aren't as good as they show on TV; they don't suppress the sound one hundred percent. Someone should've heard something, like a blown up paper bag being popped, or something thrown on the floor. Especially the people in the room next door, Dr. Steele's classroom."
"Maybe the walls are that good." said Lt. Davis.
"Could well be, sir." said Parker. "But it's just strange to me."
"It's definitely a point of interest." I said. "Good observation, Mr. Parker. Anything else?"
Julia Rodriguez said "I'd like to know how Dr. Steele completed the tremendous magic trick of disappearing completely in order to be able to kill anyone, much less Dr. Stoddard, in what must be the timeframe of her 3:30pm class."
Julia continued: "Even if I didn't believe Carole's eyewitness testimony on the purse, which I do, both she and Marie said they were with Dr. Steele in her office from the time they got to the Physics Building after being picked up from School until they went to the classroom with Dr. Steele. No one at all left the classroom during the class, and Carole and Marie said they were with Dr. Steele when they went back to the office. Two girls, no matter their ages, agree on that."
I said "That is another excellent point, and one I think needs to be asked to ADA Fineman and D.A. Walters. That is a huge stretch of time in which Dr. Steele was in the presence of two or more people. Is that not right, Ms. Walters?"
"I agree." said Walters. "And I also need to say that I'm not dismissing your daughter's statement about the purses. But it is something that we need better resolution on. And I agree about Dr. Steele being in the presence of two or more people for the timeframe of the murder. That's pretty strong in Dr. Steele's favor."
"With respect, Ms. Walters," said Julia Rodriguez, "why are you letting ADA Fineman pursue this?"
Walters said "She believes she has a case. And I have to be candidly honest, here: the gun was registered to her daughter, and was found in that purse along with her ID. We do have to pursue these leads. And I've heard no other names brought up with regard to this case. If you want to exonerate Dr. Steele completely, you need to bring me another suspect."
"And also with respect, Ms. Walters," said Captain Perlman, "even if we don't have another suspect yet, there's so much there that will be 'reasonable doubt' in a trial..."
There were murmurs of agreement, and even Chief Moynahan pointed a few things out. Only the Sheriff and I were silent.
Miriam kept glancing at me as she silently listened to everyone's complaints, then she finally said "Commander Troy, why aren't you joining the chorus of everyone trying to tell me how to do my job?"
I gave a slight smile, then said "Oh, I think I prefer to silently allow you to think I'm an Agency of the Weak-Minded, than to speak and remove all doubt." The room instantly went into confused silence.
"With the Sheriff's blessing," I said, "I want you guys to go behind Detective Stone and Agent Johnson. Rodriguez and Parker, you may have a long weekend ahead of you, but I need you to re-interview everyone you didn't originally talk to. Confirm what they've said, but go deeper with follow-up questions that may not have been asked before."
Tanya was almost beside herself as she raised her hand high in the air like a school child. "Sir," she said when I nodded to her, "can I send some Intel people to do this? For 'edumacational' purposes, of course?"
"That is an excellent idea, Captain." I replied. "Tell you what, tell Penny Scott and Sidney Plant to put on plainclothes, and Penny can go with Julia, and Sidney with Teddy. You Detectives are in the lead, and make sure they know that. But maybe they'll learn something from you."
As we got up to go, I said "Oh, one more thing: don't attempt to contact Dana Stirewalt nor Rob Lawton. Leave them to me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I received a call from FBI ASAC Karina White, asking to have lunch with me at the Cop Bar. I met her there at 11:30am, and we were seated in the back 'Command Room'.
"So," I said as we sat down, "I know what Jack would order, but what's your favorite menu item here?"
"It's all good," Karina said, "and I'm still trying different menu items. I think today I'll try the... chop steak with mashed potatoes and mushroom gravy."
After we placed our orders, I said "So what do I owe the pleasure of this lunch?"
Karina replied "Well, I'm in Town, so I thought I'd touch base with you. Jack is in the City today. Keep this under your Tilley hat, but he's meeting with U.S. Senator Nunn and other Federal Agents for what he termed was a 'security exercise'. As a military man yourself, you know what 'wargaming' is. This is something similar; they're wargaming their preparedness for something like an outbreak of violence, riots and stuff."
"Are they expecting anything to happen?" I asked nonchalantly, a little bit too nonchalantly.
"They're allegedly preparing for the eventuality of Governor Jared being convicted and removed from the Office of Governor." Karina said. "But I've been around the block enough times to know that it's more than that."
"I tend to agree with you on that." I said. "In the first place, the vote on Jared's impeachment will probably be next week. If they don't have serious contingency plans all ready to go by now, it's a bit late to be planning for a riot now."
"True." said Karina. "And the impeachment is another reason Jack wanted me to talk to you, not necessarily at lunch, but to let you know. He's gotten word that someone in Midtown is claiming that they have McGinty's Materials, and that someone is going around telling Republican State Senators that if they don't vote to convict Jared, then the Materials on them will be released to the Media."
"Oh. Really." I said emphatically.
"That's the word." said Karina.
I nodded thoughtfully, then changed the subject and said "So how are things going in the City office of the FBI? Are they leaving Jack alone? And are you getting any new people?"
Karina replied "Well, they've left Jack alone so far. They haven't tried to force anyone on him. No OPRs, either. Martin Nash is in Washington, D.C. now, doing OPRs on Federal Agents. He was in Miami, last he heard. As to getting people in the office, we've got Julius Jefferson, Crenshaw, Jenkins, and Melina Allgood... well, sorta... and we've got some potential candidates coming in. Problem is, most of them are either fresh out of Quantico and as green as the PCGW, or they're as old as I am but having made no upward movements in their careers."
Karina: "Jack did talk to Ted Crenshaw about coming to the City and promoting Tim Jenkins in Southport, but Crenshaw balked at that, saying he's really building up a good operation down there, and he likes Southport better than the City, anyway."
"Hmmm," I said, "he's the only one I've ever heard say that. She must be something special to keep him down there."
Karina grinned, then said "Maybe. Jenkins says he likes Southport, too, though if he were offered a chance to come up to your Town & County, he'd take it in a New York minute."
"Oh really? I can't imagine why." I said conspiratorially, not quite able to hide a grin.
"Why Don!" Karina said with mock shock. "Are you telling me that the great Iron Crowbar has failed to notice how his eyes light up whenever he sees Cindy Ross?"
"As a matter of fact, yes." I said. "I've been too busy noticing how her eyes light up whenever she sees him." Karina's own eyes lit up as she laughed heartily...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to my office, I made a phone call. "Hello, Senator Molinari." I said. "I've heard a rumor that I need you to confirm or deny: is someone blackmailing politicians with McGinty Materials threats if they don't vote to impeach the Governor?"
"Not much gets past you, Commander." said Moe Molinari. "I've heard some rumors along those lines."
"Any idea who is making the blackmail threats?" I asked.
"I have absolutely no proof, Commander," said Molinari, "but I've heard that Tasheeka Harris of Midtown is the prime mover on that. And the threats are pretty effective, too; I've got a lot of scared Republican State Senators down here."
"Maybe I can help." I said. "Can you put together some kind of meeting with the Republican Senators? So that I can address all of them?"
"We're meeting tomorrow morning." said Molinari. He gave the particulars, then said: "I won't tell them you're coming until the meeting starts, so that our enemies don't have time to plan anything."
"Thank you, Senator." I said. "I'll see you tomorrow."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Friday, February 7th. Lt. Mary Mahoney Milton came to my office. I had her close the door and sit down. She refused my offer of freshly made coffee, which did not stop me from pouring some for myself.
"I dug into Campus Detective Tracy Stone, like you asked." Mary said. "She's 26 years old. Her father was in the Army, so she was a military brat until her mother divorced her father when she was fourteen. They moved to Pottsville, and she attended the University, majoring in Political Science, with a minor in Criminal Justice."
Mary: "She graduated with a 3.25 GPA almost four years ago, then attended the Police Academy that summer. She was in the dead middle of her Class, and by that I mean dead middle: there were 53 cadets in her class, and she was 27th; 26 above her and 26 below."
"Not the end of the world." I said. "Any idea who her Faculty Advisor was in School?"
Mary consulted her notes and said "According to her official University records, Dr. Grogan. Harrison Grogan, of the Political Science Department. But in the middle of her Junior year she switched to Dr. Charles Townsend of the Criminal Justice School. And per her transcripts, she began taking Criminal Justice-related classes, enough to get a Minor while finishing her Major in Poly Sci."
Mary: "I talked to my father-in-law, Dr. Marvin Milton. He said Dr. Grogan is an older man, nearing retirement. My father-in-law also said that the Political Science Department is totally dominated by Dr. Lionel Carmela, and he 'rules'... that's the word my father-in-law used... that Department with an iron fist. He can't fire tenured professors, but he can, and has, made some of their lives miserable if they are not in 'jackbooted lockstep' (air quotes) with Carmela's radically extreme Leftwing views."
Mary: "And students he takes a disliking to have been harassed and he's even tried to have some expelled. Carmela lost two lawsuits over those issues, and President Wellman threatened to use those to revoke Carmela's tenure and fire him, so he's backed off a little bit. But the word is out: if you're not a radical Leftist, avoid Carmela like the plague."
I nodded, and Mary continued: "Tracy Stone's Police Academy record was a mixed bag. She did well in the classroom portions and the physical fitness requirements, but only average in the problem-solving and fast-reaction portions, i.e. the field exercises. She also was negatively noted by one Instructor for her attitude towards the Second Amendment; apparently during one exercise she stated a belief she could confiscate Citizens's weapons pretty much on a whim."
"I've seen that attitude already." I replied. "So what did she do from there?"
"She did not find a Law Enforcement job until January the following year." Mary said. "She was finally hired by the City University Campus Police, then to our University Campus Police last Summer. Her record with City U's Police was good, but nothing exceptional."
"Nothing in that interim period between graduating the Police Academy and being hired by City U.?" I asked.
"I didn't get her tax records, sir." Mary said. "I got what I do have from the State Labor Department. They didn't have any employment records for them in that gap in time. However... I did a twist on the bastard U.S. Civil Rights Division by peeking into their records with regard to Tracy Stone. Several Police Departments in the State interviewed her, but apparently she didn't do interviews very well, because none of them offered her jobs... and in a time when any Cadet who graduates the Academy still breathing has a good chance to find work, and women are sought after to fulfill EEO requirements."
I said "That's true. And for them to have something in the official records shows they felt they needed to cover their fourth points of contact after the interviews."
Mary said "Yes sir. And most of the notes were that they either didn't think she could handle the field work, or they were concerned about certain statements she made. She may have touched the third rail of talking about politics or religion."
I nodded. "Okay, good. So, Detective Milton, you've seen her and you've seen this data. What do you make of it?"
Mary said "I'm not sure, sir. I understand her 'follow the evidence' method in looking into Dr. Steele, but I don't understand her complete dismissal of Carole's observations. And like I said before, I don't understand why she wasn't hired for months after graduating the Police Academy with a decent record."
"As a 'teachable moment'," I said, "I can see a few patterns here, though I don't insist upon them. I noticed that Stone all but changed majors by going to Criminal Justice in her Junior year, though she wisely stuck with Poly Sci to get her degree in four years... a rare accomplishment, these days. But she did make a switch there, and got away from her PolySci advisor." Mary nodded.
I continued: "As to why it took so long for her to get a job, there could be a lot of reasons for that, but it is 'interesting'. Okay, keep up the great work, Mary. And I cannot express enough how happy I am with you and your Intel Division's work. Make sure to tell them I said that."
"I will, sir. Thank you, sir." Mary said. She left the office. I heard Lauren Wilcox, Cindy's assistant, say "He's free." An instant later, Cindy appeared in my doorway. I invited her in, and she closed the door and sat down.
"What are you doing tonight?" the Green Crowbar asked.
"Dinner party." I said. "Edward and Stephanie Steele are coming to the Mountain Nest, and Selena and J.P. Goldman, also. Molly and Paulina are herding the Troy cats, feline and human, at The Cabin. Want to come to the dinner party?"
"Uh, I'll pass." Cindy said. "And that brings up a small point: I know you are friends with the Steeles, you were on the Charter Commission with Mr. Steele, and Carole and Marie might as well be sisters. But is it 'proper' for you to be having these contacts with Stephanie Steele right now?"
"Now more than ever." I replied, in the form of a quotation. "And I'll make no bones about it. I think she's innocent. I can't believe Savannah Fineman could possibly think otherwise, and part of tonight's dinner is to get our ducks in a row on what she should do to defend herself. But I get your point, and I'll be sure to let her know not to make any statements to me that she doesn't want me to have to testify about."
Cindy nodded. "Okay, then. Have a good evening."
Before she could get up to go, I said "Just one second. Since as Deputy Chief you oversee hiring, maybe you can help me with something." I told Cindy what Mary Milton had told me, then said "Is there a reason you can think of that would account for Stone not being hired out of the Police Academy?"
Cindy nodded thoughtfully, then said "I can tell you a couple of thing. First, ask Laura and Stephanie Steele about the reputation of our University's Political Science School with Dr. Lionel Carmela as the Head of the Department. And second... it's not politically correct to say this, especially in these times, but a lot of Police Departments don't want PolySci majors, especially straight out of School. And the University here, with the aforementioned reputation with Dr. Carmela, has that problem. It doesn't come up often, because PolySci students usually go on into Politics or apply to Law School, but I'd bet that's what Tracy Stone's problem was."
I nodded. "Thanks, that's good info to know. So... what are you doing tonight? Country Music Palace?"
"No, I think this is a 'quiet evening at home' night." Cindy said, getting up. "And I've got paperwork to finish before that happens. Have a good evening with your party."
After Cindy left, I made a phone call to Eddy the Bounty Hunter. "Hi Eddy, I need you to check something out for me..."
Part 10 - Dinner and Ducks (In A Row)
The six of us sat at the table in the formal dining room of the Mountain Nest (yes, we have one!). I was at one end and Laura was at the other. Edward Steele was to Laura's right, and Stephanie Steele to my right (yes, that's a formal seating arrangement). Selena Steele was to Edward's right, my left, and J.P. Goldman was to Laura's left and Stephanie's right.
I told Stephanie first thing that because she had invoked, she should make no statements at all about her case, because I was a Police Officer and would be obligated to testify about anything she said, and it might abrogate her Fifth Amendment rights. So her case was a verboten subject at dinner.
"How was the banking conference?" I asked Selena as we ate.
"Good, until I got the call that my home here had been broken into." said Selena.
"Who knew you were out of Town?" I asked, as nonchalantly as I could make my voice be.
"It wasn't a secret, but we didn't advertise it, either." Selena said. "I'm sure people around the office knew, but I would think they're all trustworthy."
I nodded. "I'm sure they are." I said. "So... what great banking secrets can you and Mr. Goldman tell me?"
Selena laughed, then said "The theme of the conference was banking and financial security against cyberattacks and other attacks on our systems. The underlying gossip was that a lot of the top-tier people, the so called 'Big Boys', are expecting something political to happen around the country in this Election year, something that will rattle the Markets and maybe even the banking systems."



"Hmmm." I said. "Unrest? Pandemic?"
"I never could get anyone to articulate any defined threats." Selena replied.
"I haven't gotten anything definite, either." said J.P. Goldman. "But as you know, Don, frogs are being slowly boiled under the surface."
"Good way of putting it." I replied. "And changing the subject somewhat, anything going on with the Council, or about Town?"
J.P. Goldman said "Not at the moment. February is usually our least active month. The Promotions Ceremonies are on the 1st of the month, our Budget is done in the Fall, the schools are pretty much in rhythm during this time. The audience was sparse on Tuesday, and Carnes and Lewis didn't try to make any issues of anything."
Edward Steele said "I'm not expecting that to last, though. Carnes will gin up something once she realizes you're distracted with Stephanie's case."
For some reason, that struck me. "Distracted..." I muttered, going towards a reverie. "Distracting me..."
"Speaking of distracted..." said Edward Steele humorously.
"Yeah," I said as I came out of it, "I just realized something. But never mind that. What's going on with Town High basketball?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner we sat in the formal living room (yes, we have one, just across from the dining room) and had after-dinner drinks. And we discussed 'business'.
"I still don't understand why they charged Stephanie with any crime at all, much less murder." Laura said.
"Neither do I," said Edward Steele, "especially since Carole and Marie said they were in her sight and she in theirs from the moment she picked them up from school until the body was found."
"I agree." I said. "There was no body in Stephanie's office before she and the girls went to her class, and the blood pool on the floor shows Dr. Stoddard was not dragged into the office from another location. Add to it the data of the autopsy report that Dr. Stoddard was likely killed during that hour Stephanie and her students and the girls were in the class, and I just don't see how you could be accused of doing it."
Laura said "I don't understand why someone took Stephanie's black purse, emptied its contents into another purse, put the gun in that other purse, then left with her purse. Why not just put the gun in the purse she brought with her?"
"Good observation." I said. "That's one of the 'strangenesses' about this case. Of course, Campus Detective Stone is saying Stephanie was carrying the blue purse all along, which offends Carole's fashion sense." Everyone chuckled at the joke.
"So what are the other issues in the case?" asked Edward Steele. He was obviously asking for a friend.
"Well," I said, "I'll keep working on it behind the scenes, while my Detectives investigate up front. The easiest way to prove Stephanie didn't kill anyone is to find the person who did kill Dr. Stoddard. And right now we have no leads. So if there is anything you remember that could help me, Stephanie, maybe pass it along through your husband, who is legally protected from having to testify against you..."
Part 11 - Driving While Media
10:30pm, Friday, February 7th.
"I can't believe it." Amber muttered to her cameraman as they came into KXTC's offices. "I got a tip from a normally good source that Police were ambushing Blacks on the street, and stopping and frisking them. But it turned out to be a red herring."
"True." said the cameraman. "I'm surprised they didn't send Lester Holder. Stuff like that is usually what he likes to go after."
"KXTC didn't send me." Amber said. "My source texted me. Like I said, he's normally reliable. I don't know what happened tonight."
"Maybe he got a bad Buddha." said the cameraman. "Hey, you want to go get a drink, or something to eat?"
"No. No thanks." Amber replied. "I'm going to head home. My sitter says the baby has been fussy, and he may be getting a cold."
Amber wrote up her report to Bettina and Burt West about the lead that wasn't, then gathered her things and went out to her car. As usual, she checked to make sure there were no tracking devices on it; since Commander Troy had appeared like a ninja in her home, she had been feeling very paranoid. And with Burt West and Bettina continuing to talk about Betty Morelli's baby in the newscasts, her 'Spidey-sense', which she'd always called her 'news nose', had been in overdrive.
She drove towards the residential neighborhoods north of Town but not as far north as the Heritage Cloisters and other subdivisions of the wealthy and powerful residents of the County. She'd been in contact with them about a publicity blitz over what they considered unfair school taxes vs. the amounts their district's schools were getting, and Amber knew she had several hot stories to come out of that.
She turned into the main road of her subdivision and approached the traffic circle. She saw the black car on the far side enter the traffic circle and slowed to a near-stop to make sure it was going to take the road to exit. She glanced right, then glanced back just in time to see the car driving right at her door!
*WHAM!*
The car slammed right into the driver side door of her car, T-boning her. The force of the impact sent her car sideways, and as the tires hit the curb, her car flipped over and rolled...
To be continued.
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Part 11 - Driving While Media (continued)
11:10pm, Friday, February 7th. I came up to the eerily lighted scene, thanks to many Police, Fire, and EMT lightbars. I'd received a call just as the dinner party was ending, and I rushed out while Laura saw our guests on their way before going to The Cabin.
"Hello, Sergeant McGhillie." I said to Roy McGhillie as I walked through the cordon and up to the scene. A car was in the grass, badly damaged, and I could see by the tire marks on the road and curb as well as the torn up grass that it had been shoved sideways and had rolled. "What do we have here?"
"That car, or what's left of it," McGhillie replied, "belongs to Amber Harris, the KXTC reporter. She's been taken to the Hospital to be checked out, but she appears to have been very lucky. She said a black car came around the traffic circle, sped up, and rammed her. Her side airbag deployed, which saved her life, and she had on her seat belt like good citizens should."
"Who called it in?" I asked.
"Occupant of the second house down the road." said McGhillie. "A Mr. Rutherford Tilden, retired, former BigPharmaCorp engineer. Heard the impact and looked out to see what happened, and called 9-1-1. Others came out of their homes to see if Amber Harris was okay, and we've taken their statements. Most of them say her car was the only one here, but a couple of them said they saw a black car speeding away, and that it had no car tag."
"Okay, good report, and fast work." I said. "You called in to get Intel working on camera footage?"
"Yes sir." said McGhillie. "The 9-1-1 call would've had them initiate that, but I called in just in case they hadn't been notified. They had been, and were beginning to gather what footage they could."
"Outstanding, and good initiative on your part." I said. Yep, Roy belonged out here on the beat, I thought to myself. "Did Amber say anything else helpful?"
"No sir." said McGhillie. "She said she saw the car entering the traffic circle from the other side, she slowed down, looked for other traffic, then WHAM! the car was right there hitting hers."
I nodded. I looked around, then saw Tanya's Van down the side road, and Tanya near it, watching. To my surprise Commander Cindy Ross was standing next to Tanya. I 'moseyed' over."
"Hello, ladies." I said. They returned the greeting, then I said "Paperwork getting boring for you, Deputy Chief Ross?" I asked.
"Always." Cindy replied. "And to tell you how boring it really was, I was listening to Police Band radio after putting Betsy to bed. Fortunately, my mom is staying with me while Callie is in the City tonight, so she's watching Betsy, and I came on over to see what was the matter."
"Well, I'm glad I was in the presence of two Council Members as witnesses." I said. "And I'm glad the car was black and not dark green. Otherwise, KXTC would be blaming me for this."
"Knowing them," said Cindy, "they'll blame you or me, or both of us, for it."
Tanya said "Naah, but it is another distraction for us. My question is: what was the motive for ramming her car?"
When I didn't answer, both Angels looked at me. "Don?" asked Cindy.
"Oh, sorry." I said. "You mentioned that this was a distraction, and my train of thought left the station."
"As to the motive: no data yet." I continued, which made the Green Crowbar chuckle. "We'll have to send Detectives, probably Julia or Joanne, to talk to Amber, and see if she was working on any news leads that might cause someone to want to fuck her up. Not that Amber will tell us anything, of course."
"One never knows." said Tanya. "Which one would you rather? Joanne or Julia?"
"You tell me, o Captain of Detectives." I replied.
"Joanne it is, then." Tanya said. "She just had a baby, like Amber did, so maybe she can get Amber to talk to her."
"Smart thinking." I said. "I might just promote you to Captain of Detectives yet."
"Don't you threaten me!" Tanya replied with a wicked grin. "Or I might just run over you like someone just ran over Amber."
"Touché." I said with a grin. "Okay, I've seen all I need to see. Y'all have a good night..."
Part 12 - Putting Out Fires
7:45am, Saturday, February 8th. I had intended to fly down to Midtown, but weather had come in. It was overcast and blustery, and promised precipitation of some kind. I was grounded by my air traffic controller. His name was 'Chief Moynahan'.
So I was in civilian clothes and cruising down the road in the Black Beauty. Teresa Croyle was with me, also in civilian clothes, and she was riding shotgun. I told her about the Amber Harris car crash.
"Sounds like someone is after her." Teresa said. "Good thing you have two Council Members as alibis."
"True, that." I said, inwardly chuckling at hearing the words I'd said myself at the scene.
"Any ideas on who might really be behind it?" Teresa asked. "Or is that a question I just shouldn't ask?"
"Hmmphf." I replied. "That's probably the case."
"Well, its just another distraction for you." Teresa said. After a moment, she realized I was not saying anything. "Don? You okay?"
"Uh, yeah." I said. "Reveries and driving probably don't mix. I was just thinking about what you said... distractions."
"Distractions from what?" Teresa asked.
"I dunno." I said. "Anyhoo, we're going to Midtown to speak to the State Senate Republican Conference. I have information that certain Democrats are threatening the Republican State Senators, saying that McGinty's Materials information on them will be released if they don't vote to convict Governor Jared."
I continued: "My intention is to tell them to call the Democrats's bluff, that McGinty's Materials is not in anyone's hands, and I know this because I busted McGinty, and his Materials are exactly as real as the Slender Man."
"Says the man whose back was broken by the aforementioned Slender Man." replied Teresa. (Author's note: 'Return of The Slender Man', Ch. 02-03.)
"But they don't know that." I said. "Anyhoo, my purpose is twofold. First, to basically tell them the threat is not real. And second, to hopefully find out who exactly is making those blackmail threats. If I can make a case, maybe I can make an arrest or two."
"You probably can't." said Teresa. "Todd heard about this from his lobbyists last night. Tasheeka Harris is the one making the threats, and she's pretty open about it. But you can't do anything because the Legislature is in session, and she has immunity from arrest while the Legislature is in session. The ol' 'Senator Russell' defense."
"That may be." I said. "But if I can get enough, I can try the case in another court... the Court of Public Opinion."
"And to play Devil's Advocate," Teresa said, "the Press hates you as much as they hate Jared. They won't help you."
"Not all of them hate me like KXTC and KSB do." I replied. "And it's also a matter of how I frame the conversation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:45am, Saturday, February 8th. We arrived at the State Capitol and went to the office of State Senator Moe Molinari (R - Westphalia & Eastphalia). Also present was Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall.
"The meeting is in fifteen minutes." said Sen. Molinari. "We were hoping to surprise them with your presence, but word of your arrival got out, and the Establishment Elitists are already planning on neutralizing you."
Sharon Marshall said "Don, you may not realize it, but there are Republicans who want Governor Jared to be convicted. They don't care if it hurts the Party now or in the November elections, but they fully intend to help the Democrats get him out."
"The good news," said Molinari, "is that they don't know exactly why you're down here nor what you're going to say. But just be prepared for some flak..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. We went into the large room where the Republican State Senators were gathering. Moe Molinari went to the podium. "Let's please take our places, everyone."
As they settled in, Molinari said "The reason we've called this meeting is because of certain potential crimes being committed, and blackmail threats against many of you in here." There were murmurs, which settled down as Molinari said "I've asked Commander Don Troy, who took down Bundy McGinty, to say a few words. Commander?"
"Thank you, Senator." I said as I came up to the podium. "I'll be brief so as not to waste your time. I have word, and the kind of word I hear as a Police Officer and SBI Reserve Agent, that some of you in here are being blackmailed to vote to convict Governor Jared. Someone is telling some of you that she has McGinty's Materials, and that information she has on you will be released publicly if you don't vote to convict the Governor in the Impeachment trial."
I continued: "Let me tell you folks something: I am the guy who busted Bundy McGinty. I've been looking for those so-called 'McGinty's Materials' from that day forward. Others are looking, as well; in fact, Federal Agents literally destroyed my home trying to find them. All I can tell you is that McGinty's Materials are exactly as real as the Slender Man."
It was dead silent in the room; not even a chuckle at that last lie. I continued: "I know that some of you have been threatened. You may not want to speak out publicly, in front of your colleagues, here, and I understand that. But if you contact me quietly and privately, I can keep your name out of the Media's hands. I will also say this: if you are being threatened, call their bluff! I can stand here and assure you that you have nothing to be afraid of, and calling them out will be successful---"
"How can you assure us of that?" yelled State Senator Cain Mitchell, who was from the late U.S. Senator Russell's home area of Rocktown, Aragon, and Van Waring. "Do you have those materials?"
"No I do not." I said. "And neither does Tasheeka Harris nor any Democrat Legislator! That's what I'm trying to tell you, here---"
"YOU'RE A GOD-DAMNED LIAR!" yelled Mitchell. "You can't prove that! What if they DO have those Materials? And I'll tell you something else, Don Troy! You're nothing but Jared's lapdog! You helped him suppress those women's credible claims----"
"They weren't credible!" I fired back.
"BULLSHIT!" blasted Mitchell. "I was there! I was there that day when you browbeat those women into false confessions I was there, I saw you do it!" (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues', Ch. 03.) "And on top of that, the Governor pardoned you after you raped that woman!"
That brought the red crowbar out, and I left the podium and went towards Mitchell. It looked like some Senators might try to stop me, so I stopped short and yelled "Say that one more time, in front of these witnesses, and I'll sue your ass to death for slander and defamation!"
"Do it, then!" yelled Mitchell. "Everybody knows you did it----" He stopped when Moe Molinari stood up.
"You better have proof, Mitchell." Molinari said. "I heard you say it, and if you can't prove it, the Iron Crowbar will take your sorry ass down! And I won't tolerate such lies myself. You better watch your tongue, Mitchell." Yes, that was a threat from a once-powerful Mob-related figure. It carried 'weight', maybe even more than the red crowbar did.
By now the room was buzzing with low pitched conversations. I went back to the podium and said "Once again, if any of you have been threatened and are willing to sign an affidavit to that effect, let me know privately and I'll use those affidavits to go after the blackmailers."
"Won't do you any good, asshole!" yelled Cain Mitchell again. "We Legislators are protected from arrest while the Legislature is in session!"
"That's not quite true." I replied. "You can still be arrested. We may have to transport you to and from the State Capitol every day, but see if I don't arrest you. And Mitchell, if I find that you are one of the blackmailers, I'll test my theory. And after the session is over, then nothing on God's green earth will save you when I bust your ass."
"We'll see about that!" yelled Cain Mitchell. "And you're nothing but Jared's dog shit, Troy! I'm going to rip you to shreds!"
"Is that a threat?" I barked, somewhat humored, but with an undercurrent of menace in my voice.
"It sure as hell is!" yelled Mitchell. "When I'm done with you, and the Press is done with you, you'll be nothing but a steaming pile of shit on the sidewalk!" With that, he tore off for the exit, and left the room.
"Like I said," I said, "if you've been threatened and want to talk to me, just call or text me. And I'll say this: I'm not trying to sway your vote. Whichever way you vote is your business. I just came to tell you this so that you can make your choice without a false Sword of Damocles over your heads..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that was... exciting." said Molinari as we sat down in the back room of the Midtown Luigi's restaurant.
"I'm sorry I missed it." said State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone (D - Southport). He had invited us to lunch as soon as the meeting had ended.
Teresa Croyle said "I know making law is like making sausage, but is it always that bad?" I couldn't tell if she was being humorous or serious...
"No among us Democrats, Commander Croyle." said Jimmy Cerone, and his grin gave away that he was teasing his colleague Molinari.
"That's not what I heard about the Black Caucus meetings when they talk about the Police." Molinari retorted. "Seriously, Commander Croyle, it's usually a lot more polite, and language like Cain Mitchell was using is absolutely frowned upon. He really was angry, Commander Troy. I think you touched a nerve with him, there."
"Yes, I think so." I said. "And I wasn't kidding when I said I may look into him as being in league with the blackmailer."
"Is Tasheeka Harris really the blackmailer?" asked Molinari, not caring that Cerone was sitting right across from him at the table.
"That's the information I have." I said. "Proof is another matter. I'm hoping to get some affidavits---"
*CHIME!*
"And there it is." I said. "First contact, as the Vulcans would say..."
Part 13 - Media Machinations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redhead MILF reporterette from near the scene of Amber's car crash, at 7:00am, Monday, February 10th. "Commander Donald Troy has been accused of meddling in the Impeachment trial of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared! We'll pause to allow our sister station KSB to join us."
Once she had the KSB audience, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that Commander Donald Troy met with State Senate Republicans Saturday morning to persuade them to vote to acquit the Governor! The meeting was described as contentious, and at least one State Senator challenged Commander Troy's integrity."
Bettina: "As you know, Jared pardoned Troy for allegedly having sex with a woman in his custody in a quid pro quo arrangement after Troy browbeat two women, who had made credible accusations that Jared sexually harassed them, into recanting their accusations and confessing under duress that they made up the story."
Bettina: "Commander Troy's actions have outraged Legislators of both Parties. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, first showing Rep. Wilson Hammonds (R - Pottsville) saying "It is insulting that a local Police Officer, especially one with Commander Troy's lack of integrity, would blatantly interfere with our political process."
Then Tasheeka Harris was shown, saying "For the racist Commander Troy to be helping the racist Governor Jared in this quid pro quo arrangement shows they are both totally corrupt. I urge all State Senators to convict Val Jared. Anything less than a unanimous vote for conviction on all counts would show the racism of the Republican Party!"
Then Cain Mitchell was shown, saying "This is the last straw for me. I will be voting to convict Val Jared, and I urge my fellow Republicans to also do the right thing and convict him."
Back to Bettina live: "Commander Troy has refused to respond to repeated requests by KXTC for comment on this disturbing matter. And for our KSB viewers, back to you Tim!"
Now back to the local-only broadcast, Bettina said: "And the Town & County Police have no leads in the hit-and-run attack against reporter Amber Harris Friday night. Our colleague's car was rammed by another car, which drove off. Fortunately, Amber was not severely injured, but was held overnight at University Hospital for observation, and was released Saturday..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, I wonder what's up with that?" I mused as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"What do you mean?" asked Tanya Perlman.
I replied "Usually when something happens to a reporter, that gets top billing and extensive coverage. But the attack on Amber wasn't mentioned until the end."
Cindy shrugged and said "Bettina wanted to get her shots at you in first, and with the State-wide feed." Tanya shook her head vigorously in disagreement.
"No ma'am." Tanya said. "Joanne interviewed Amber at the Hospital Saturday morning. She said Amber was surprisingly talkative, helpful, and candid in their discussions. She also said Bettina arrived while they were talking, and there was a decided chill in the air between Amber and Bettina."
"Hmmm." I said. "I saw Joanne's notes of that interview, and that's very interesting. Something's up about that."
"So Joanne got Amber to talk?" Cindy asked Tanya.
"Yes ma'am." said Tanya. "She went in the room, and the first thing she said was to ask how Amber's baby was. They talked motherhood for a while before Joanne even got to the interview part."
"That's very good on Joanne's part." I said. "But I think Amber was talkative for another reason, and I think it has to do Bettina. There's something there... there's something there..."
"Shall I bring him back to earth to ask about that crap with the Legislaturrrrre?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Sure, sir." I said, back out of it by now. "What do you want to know?"
"Everything." the Chief said simply.
I chuckled, then said "Well, first of all, Cain Mitchell is Bettina's source. She used the same word he did vis-a-vis Rodman and Braselton: the word 'browbeat'. I recommend everyone watch the KFXU broadcast at 8:00am. And that reminds me... Cindy, will you have Captain Thompson call a Press Conference for me at 1:00pm this afternoon?"
"Sure." said Cindy. "As soon as I beat you down to find out what you did with the real Commander Troy. Why are you suddenly talking to the Press?"
"I need to set the record straight." I said. "I also need to publicly humiliate KXTC, call out a dirty Legislator, and put out some fires..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the Fox 8 studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith brightly. "Let's go straight to Midtown and our Senior Political Reporter, Priya Ajmani. Priya!"



"Good morning Catrina and Meredith!" the beautiful Indian reporterette said. "We are being joined by our Fox affiliates around the State for breaking news!" After she was joined and had greeted the Statewide audience, Priya said "State Senators Moe Molinari, the Republican from Westphalia & Eastphalia, and Jimmy Cerone, the Democrat from Southport, are beginning a joint Press conference now. Let's join them in progress!"
"Thank you for coming." said Jimmy Cerone as he and Molinari appeared on the television screens of the State. "We're here to tell everyone that the news report you heard on KXTC and KSB and the SNN networks was a total lie!"
"That's right." said Moe Molinari, looking a bit angry. "I was at that meeting. What that dishonest reporter Wurtzburg said was totally untrue. Commander Donald Troy did NOT ask anyone to acquit Governor Jared. In fact, he made a point to tell my colleagues to vote how they saw fit. The reason Commander Troy was there was to inform my colleagues of the blackmail threats against them."
Molinari: "It would seem that some of my colleagues were told that a Democrat Legislator had McGinty's Materials, and would expose them if they did not vote to convict the Governor. I will be asking the SBI to investigate these blackmail allegations."
Cerone came to the microphones and said "I'm getting sick and tired of the lies by the Media about Commander Donald Troy. He's a good man and a good cop. And if KXTC and KSB continue their campaign of disinformation against him, I will vote to acquit Jared and encourage my Democrat colleagues in the State Senate to also acquit him!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is getting fun." said Tanya Perlman happily as we watched in my office to start the Angels meeting.
"Not really." I said. "I appreciate what Senators Molinari and Cerone did, but I have work to do to overcome Bettina's report trying to damage my credibility."
"I'm getting sick of her." said the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle, a 'Teresa Cunt' look on her otherwise lovely face. "There's got to be something we can do about her!"
"Hell," I said, "we had her up on treason charges, and the Swamp Frogs got her out of it." (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions'.) "I don't know what else we can do... within the constraints of the law, of course."
"Exactly." said Teresa menacingly.
"Okay, don't start going all 'Iron Crowbar' on me." I replied. "Anyhoo, we have a meeting with our Detectives and Intel people at 8:30, then a meeting at Campus Police Headquarters about the Stoddard murder at 10:00. So let's get through as much as we can before then. Whaddya got, Iron Wolf?"
Teresa said "We're ready for Peter Blassingame's hearing, which is likely tomorrow, but could be delayed to Wednesday. Security contingents around the Courthouse, extra security for whatever jail he might be held in overnight, if that becomes necessary. I personally think Gwen Munson insisted on his presence just to cost us money."
"I wouldn't bet against that." I said. "Lady Ironside? Anything besides the Stoddard murder? Anything on the Amber Harris incident?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "No leads at all on that."
Part 14 - Disturbance in the Force
8:30am, Monday, February 10th. The meeting in Classroom 'E' was well attended. The Police Chief brought in four boxes of doughnuts, which disappeared with unsurprising but tremendous speed.
"Okay, who wants to go first?" asked Captain Tanya Perlman.
"I'll go." said Lt. Mary Milton. "I got a few tidbits that may or may not be relevant to our case. First, I followed up on the discussion about Dr. Stoddard's students. He's had a number of students leave before finishing their advanced degrees with him, which on the surface looked suspicious, but were explained away when I dug deeper."
Mary: "Over the past eight years, Dr. Stoddard has had eight students leave. Two transferred to the Naval Academy, one to the Air Force Academy, and one to the US Military Academy at West Point. Three others transferred to Dr. Stephanie Steele's tutelage, and one to State Tech. I think Detective Rodriguez will have more on them in a minute, so I won't steal her thunder on that."
Mary: "I also found out that Dr. Stoddard is losing two Federal grants, but I could not find out specifically what the projects were that he was working on for them. I did not talk to my father-in-law about those, and thought it might be better to ask some of you in here with Top Secret clearances to pursue those lines."
I said: "I'm not sure we really need to. Dr. Stoddard has sent no less than four of his students to the Nation's military academies, so it's not too hard to surmise they worked with him on military applications of his theoretical work, then went on to apply those as members of the armed services. And those grants being pulled now suggests that someone in Washington, D.C. no longer has interest in his work for and with the military."
"Could that be a motive for his murrrr-durrrr?" queried Chief Moynahan.
"Yes sir." I said. "In fact, Dr. Lionel Carmela is so rabidly Leftist, anti-Police, and anti-U.S.-Military, that this information puts Carmela right at the top of the list of persons-of-interest. And we know that Carmela has no love lost for Dr. Stoddard nor Dr. Steele. Okay, what's next?"
"Sir," said Detective Julia Rodriguez, "I have to say that I believe Campus Detective Stone has been holding information back from us. We re-interviewed Stoddard's students as well as Dr. Steele's, and heard some things we had not heard before, but should have."
"Like what?" I asked.
"First," said Julia, "one of Dr. Steele's students said he thought he heard something like a bump in the room next to the classroom during the class... and that room would be Dr. Steele's office. He didn't think anything of it at the time... in fact, he said he couldn't really tell from where the sound occurred... but turning his head toward the sound caused him to look at the clock on the wall, and it was 3:55pm. He said he did tell the Campus Police that."
"Second," Julia said, "in re-interviewing Stoddard's and Steele's students and others, apparently Stoddard and Steele did have arguments. Stone told us that the students argued with each other, and she told us those two outsiders, Rob Lawton and Dana Stirewalt, heard the professors arguing... but not that the students had heard the professors argue. When I asked why they didn't tell the Police this information before, they said they had told the Campus Police Officers that had interviewed them."
"Oh really?" I said, acid in my voice.
"Uh oh." said Chief Moynahan. "It's official. The Iron Crowbar is disturrrrrbed."
"Yes sir, I am." I said. "But I'll put that aside for the moment. Any idea what the arguments were about?"
Julia said "They didn't hear the entire arguments, but just bits and pieces. The arguments occurred right around the time Dr. Steele was publishing her latest paper, which has had a strong reception, both positive and negative, in the Astronomy world. The students couldn't tell if they were arguing about Dr. Steele's claims, or about her publishing the paper in the first place."
"What would the problem be with publishing the paper?" asked Mary Milton. "That's what professors do... well, it's what they're supposed to do."
"Did he expect to be able to review her paper first, since he was the head of the Department?" asked Lt. Jerome Davis.
"He might have expected it as a courtesy," I replied, "but from what my wife has told me in the past, it's not necessarily a requirement. But that's her Psychology Department. I don't know what Stoddard expected of his people."
"Are professors secretive about their work?" asked Lt. Davis. "Maybe Dr. Steele didn't want anyone to know what she was publishing until it was published?"
I said "They don't want their claims jumped, to be sure. And maybe that's what Stoddard's beef was, if indeed it was his beef that led to arguments."
"Don," said Cindy, "is this a bad time to bring up those patterns from Dr. Steele's work ending up in Police Departments nationwide?"
"No, it's a great time to bring those up." I said. I explained to everyone about the serial killer patterns linked to Dr. Steele's papers. (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 03.).
"Would that serial killer go after Dr. Stoddard?" Cindy asked.
"Maybe we should start looking for serial killer patterns in this County." said Teddy Parker. "Or in this area, or even Statewide."
"Yes, someone could do that." I said. "As part of that, that someone is going to have to read Dr. Stoddard's papers, find out what he currently was working on, and see if there's a pattern. And ditto that for Dr. Steele's work."
"I'll do it." said Sr. Patrolman Sidney Plant, who was somewhat nerdy. "I'm not at Dr. Steele's level of theoretical physics, but I know some math, and I like that kind of stuff."
"Thank you for stepping up, Mr. Plant." I said. "And I think you'll be excellent for it. You'll be able to see the types of patterns we're looking for."
"Moving this along," said Captain Perlman, fearlessly regaining control of the meeting from me, "do we have anything else? Any other suspects?"
"Nothing concrete, ma'am." said Sr. Patrolman Penny Scott. "No one we interviewed over the weekend could think of anyone that would want to harm Dr. Stoddard. They were shocked at the suggestion Dr. Steele would want to harm him, and didn't know of anyone that had anything against her such that they'd try to frame her."
"Well..." I said, "there's one person that fits that category: Dr. Lionel Carmela. His hatred of me and Laura has extended itself to Edward and Stephanie Steele."
"You think it's him, sir?" asked Jerome Davis. "He was on the scene just after the crime was committed, and he had no real reason for being there."
"Except to protest my presence, which was his stated excuse." I said.
"Well, sir," said Mary Milton, "we just don't have much, yet." Her look at me said more than her words.
"You're doing very well, all of you, even if it doesn't feel like it at the moment." I replied. "Keep at it. Something will break for us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I got back to my office, my personal iPhone rang. It was Eddy the Bounty Hunter.
"I've got two things for you." said Eddy. "First, Tracy Stone was very active with Women's groups when she was in college, especially her Freshman and Sophomore years. Member of the State Organization for Women, the SOWs, and other on-Campus and off-Campus women's groups, but not the really militant ones, and she never got arrested at any protests. She used to volunteer for Malinda Adams's campaigns, until she was hired by the City University Police."
"That's good to know." I said. "What else?"
Eddy said "I found out one reason she couldn't get hired out of the Police Academy. I got a couple of people to tell me that Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the Political Science Department at the University, was instrumental in keeping Stone from getting any Police jobs after she graduated Academy. They said he would tell people she was dirty, cheated on tests, things like that. I can't imagine why that bastard's word would carry weight with anyone other than Satan himself, but he was sabotaging her as hard as he could for a while."
"Hmm, that's interesting." I said. "Okay, thanks. The check is in the mail. Let me know if you find out anything else..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After that call, I had Lt. Mary Milton come to my office. "I suspect you have something you want to tell me, just me, and nobody else but me?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "I told you about Tracy Stone, and I subsequently began investigating Dr. Lionel Carmela. And I almost immediately began running into roadblocks."
"What kind of roadblocks?" I asked.
"Federal ones." said Mary. "For example, Carmela came to the University as a full Professor fifteen years ago. Before that, he was an Associate Professor of Political Science at California, that being Berkeley. But when I try to get information on what he did there, what groups he belonged to, things like that, I get redacted files at best, and denied other files... by the Department of Homeland Security if not the Intelligence Community itself."
Mary: "While at Cal-Berkeley he wrote six major papers, three of which got national and international attention. One could've been an Economics paper, and expanded on Keynes's theories but added what was described as a 'hard left edge'. Another paper expanded on Karl Marx's theories, and was widely panned and debunked, but it established Carmela as one of the most Leftist professors in the Nation, if not the world."
Mary: "The third paper, published shortly before he left Cal-Berkeley, was nothing short of a treatise outlining how to overthrow the Constitution and the United States Government by economic means coupled with violence, beginning with demonstrations and riots, then outright revolution. That one got him put on the Federal Government's watch list as a potential subversive, and it made him too hot for even Cal-Berkeley to hold."
Mary: "Soooo, he somehow got the position here. And it's made our Poly Sci Department here a disaster ever since. He's published two major papers. The last one describes how to take over Government positions, including getting the right judges into the right places so that when rigged elections are contested, those judges can dismiss the challenges to the rigged results. It also discusses how to use riots and demonstrations to gin up discontent with elected leaders so that 'fundamental change' can be made in upcoming elections."
I said "Send me a copy of that. I need to read it... it looks like what is about to happen in this State, as well as the country."
Mary said "I sent it before I came in here, sir. Anyway, Dr. Carmela only has four students under him in the traditional sense. But he has a larger circle of students that are colloquially called his 'Politburo', and his students are watched by the Campus Police, the SBI, and the FBI as potential agitators for violence. Carmela has protested and even gone to Court over his students being watched."
Mary: "But the shoe can be on the other foot, as well. He's been sued several times for attempting to give students 'withdrawn failing' grades when they try to drop his class, even though they weren't failing. He lost two of those cases when the students secretly recorded him telling them he was failing them because they were politically Conservative. He's also been sued for trying to get students kicked out of school for alleged, trumped-up ethics violations, and he's had four restraining orders filed against him. And you won't be surprised to hear who one of those was filed by..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Monday, February 10th. We assembled in the Main Conference Room at Campus Police Headquarters. Commissioner Briscoe and Chief Moynahan were present, as were myself, Detectives Rodriguez and Parker, Lt. Mary Milton, SBI Agent Terence Johnson, and Campus Detective Tracy Stone. ADA Savannah Fineman was also there. Captain Perlman had been scheduled to attend, but notified me that she was diverting herself to the State Crime Lab building to meet with their Chief Chemist, Christina Cho.
After getting coffee and being seated, Agent Johnson deferred to Detective Stone. She said "We've found some new information that might suggest motive and means for Dr. Steele to have murdered Dr. Stoddard. First, others have come forward with information that Dr. Stoddard and Dr. Steele had heated arguments, and that he may have tried to prevent her from publishing her most recent paper."
"And second," continued Stone, "we've been looking into the finances of the Steeles. Dr. Steele might not've pulled the trigger herself, but she could have hired someone to make a professional hit. To that end, she or her husband or daughter could've moved money to pay for that pro hit."
For some reason, everyone else, including Terence Johnson, was looking at me. I glanced back at him, and then to Tracy Stone again, and the room got awkwardly silent.
"If I may ask," said Julia Rodriguez, "how did you get the warrant to investigate Edward and Selena Steele's finances?"
"We applied for one." Tracy Stone said snarkily. Julia's eyes flashed fire, and I saw that Chief Moynahan had had just about enough, as well.
"Commanderrrrr," drawled Chief Moynahan, "you are no longer on the bench, and that's an orrrr-derrrr. I want your input on this situation."
"Yes sir." I said, being a good soldier and obeying my Chief's orders. "I have one question: what judge issued the warrant. The Magistrate Court?"
"No sir." said Terence Johnson. "The Magistrate Judge is ill, so Judge Harry Nance of the Superior Court issued the warrant."
"And who sought it?" I asked. "You guys directly?"
"I did." said ADA Savannah Fineman. "The warrant is valid."
"No, it's a fishing expedition." I replied. "You're trying to find facts to suit your theory, and that in the face of plenty of evidence that exonerates the suspect. I could sit here and theorize all day that someone else did it, but I can't just go get a warrant on a whim."
"The gun used in the crime belonged to Selena Steele." said Tracy Stone. "That, and the possibility of Dr. Steele hiring someone to kill Dr. Stoddard while she was in her class, were plenty enough. And Dr. Steele's finances are co-mingled with her husband's."
"Lots of warrants have been issued on less than that." said Commissioner Briscoe.
"True, but that doesn't make it right, especially for Selena's finances." I replied.
"But it was her gun!" Tracy Stone exclaimed. Yes, as the Chief had said earlier, my harmony was being disturrrrrbed, and I thought it was most fortunate that Julia Rodriguez didn't carry a crowbar, from the look she was giving Stone.
"Okay, Ms. Stone, let's play the game." I said sternly. "You are suggesting that Selena Steele's gun being used in the crime gives you probable cause to get a warrant... to see if she hired someone else to kill Stoddard. I call that... a contradiction. And as Ayn Rand correctly wrote, 'Contradictions cannot exist.'."
"And to those points," I continued, "if Dr. Steele or her family did hire a pro to kill Dr. Stoddard, their money was poorly spent. Real and good professionals would much more likely use a .22 caliber weapons than a 9mmP or .357/.38 caliber. A pro certainly would not take the extra step to break into Selena Steele's home and steal her weapon; that risks capture."
I went on: "Additionally, a pro also would've likely murdered Dr. Stoddard at a time and in a place where there were fewer people around. In his office, getting in his car in the parking lot, while he was alone at the Observatory, or traveling to or from it on that quiet, lonely road over the hill. So I'm going to discount the hired pro hit."
"But they still could've gotten someone else to do it for them." said Savannah Fineman.
"True, but good luck to you proving that to a Jury beyond the shadow of a doubt." I replied acidly. "So, Detective Stone, to continue playing the game... you have some things to explain, to wit: the body was not in Dr. Steele's office before she went to her 3:30 class. Whatever you think of Carole's powers of observation, I believe that both she and her friend Marie would've seen a dead body on the floor when they went into that office before Dr. Steele's class." Julia Rodriguez was trying not to snicker.
I continued: "The blood pool suggests Dr. Stoddard was shot in the office and fell to the floor and died where he was found. You can ask the Medical Examiner for confirmation on that. What it really says is that if he'd been shot elsewhere and moved to that position, we'd either have no blood pool, or we'd have a blood trail. He wasn't wrapped in plastic or anything... again, check with the M.E. on that... and the only closet in the office did not have any blood in it, so he wasn't stored there and brought out later."



I was not done: "And you still have to explain, and in the face of eyewitness testimony to the contrary, why someone brought in a blue purse, emptied Dr. Steele's black purse contents into it, left the gun with it, and left. You'll also need to explain exactly why someone would steal Selena Steele's weapon, use an ill-fitting aftermarket silencer, and then do the purse business. That makes the simple into something complex. And that creates 'strangenesses' that cause the perp to just beg to be caught."
"I still don't agree with you about the purse." replied Tracy Stone. "I think Dr. Steele brought in a blue purse, not a black one."
"And how are you going to prove otherwise?" said Savannah Fineman. Her voice was almost a snarl.
"I have an eyewitness, regardless of her age." I replied. "But let's continue playing the game: explain to me why a woman with advanced degrees in Physics and Astronomy, who just published a theoretical paper that is being called 'groundbreaking' by the Scientific Community, and which is under consideration for a Nobel Prize... why she would be so stupid that she would put a gun she used to kill a man back in her purse with her ID."
"And despite the theories of the physics," I said, "how do you explain her being in two places at once... in her class, in front of her students and two observant six-year-olds, and in her office shooting Professor Stoddard?"
"You unleashed a tiger, Chief Moynahan." said Commissioner Briscoe said.
"A Wildcat, actually." replied Moynahan adroitly. "And I a-greeeeee with every word he has said. Detective Stone, you may be an excellent Detective, and you may even be partially correct about some things, such as a third party committing the crimmme. But you have something very frightening up against you... not one, but two Iron Crowbarrrrrrs."
"I pity the criminals when Carole becomes a Detective." said Julia Rodriguez. "Oh wait!... she already is one." Tracy Stone was joined by Savannah Fineman in giving Julia 'Teresa Cunt' looks.
"I look forward to the day she earns the red crowbar." I said. "So let me sum this up, just to have a 'teachable moment' and let you know what I'm thinking, and how and why. Based upon the evidence we have, this has to be the chain of events."
Your Iron Crowbar: "First, someone who knew Selena Steele was out of Town broke into her home and stole her gun. Moving to the day of the crime, the likeliest scenario is that someone was hiding in the closet of Dr. Steele's office, and even Carole did not realize he or she was there. When they left for Dr. Steele's class, the perp came out, somehow got Dr. Stoddard to come to Dr. Steele's office, let him in, shot him, did the purse thing, then left."
"Ohhhhhh, wait!" exclaimed Julia Rodriguez. "Dr. Steele and Captain Perlman have a similar 'Farrah Fawcett' style of hair, and a similar color. Someone else could wear a wig in a similar hairstyle, and if she kept her face generally hidden from closeup inspection, she could walk in and out of the building without attracting much notice!"
"Excellent use of your imagination, Detective Rodriguez." I said happily.
"So a woman did this?" asked Tracy Stone skeptically... more than skeptically, but I digress.
"Not necessarily." said Teddy Parker, catching on. "Dr. Steele is not fat, as in rotund, but she's big boned for a woman. So a man could dress up as a woman, wearing a wig with a big mane of brown hair, and slip in and out of the building. And anyone seeing her from a distance would think it's Dr. Steele, and not think anything of it."
"Maybe we should let you guys take over this case." suggested Commissioner Briscoe.
"No sir." I replied. "Despite how it may look, I think Detective Stone is doing a good job with this. I'd like for her to open her mind to other possibilities than Dr. Steele as the culprit, but I think she can get the job done. Prove me right, Detective Stone, prove me right."
Needless to say, only one other person in the room was not surprised... make that 'shocked'... at my words. And that person was Teddy Parker. After all, he'd been part of Operation ISCARIOT, and knew well just how sneaky I could be...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were leaving, Detective Rodriguez asked if she could ride with me and the Chief in my Police SUV. I assented, and Moynahan said he'd ride with Parker, giving Parker some good face time with the Town & County Chief of Police.
As we drove through Town, Julia said "Sir, I'm trying to learn from you, and that's why I'm asking this. So far, Detective Stone has been a disaster, in my opinion, anyway. So why did you say she's doing a good job, when Commissioner Briscoe was about to take her off the case?"
"Ah yes, some 'teachable moments'." I said. "First, I think I'm a decent judge of people, and Police Officers... I was right to bring you into MCD... and I think Detective Stone is not as bad as she's being made to appear. Second, within the extent of your knowledge of her, you are right about her. But I've learned a few things, and if I'm right... then Tracy Stone herself may be our best if not only hope to find out who did kill Professor Stoddard..."
Part 15 - Sowing the Wind, Reaping the Whirlwind
12:55pm. I put on my Duty Dress jacket over my uniform, and checked to make sure I looked good. As I came out of my office, Commander Cindy Ross, also in her Duty Dress jacket, came out of her office and walked down the hall with me.
"The Press pool is huge, so we moved it to the front steps outside." Cindy said.
"Good." I said. "Let 'em freeze their asses off for a few minutes. All right, here goes nothing."
We went through the door to the main lobby. Flanked by several heavily armored Officers as our bodyguards, we stepped outside. I stepped up to the podium and the bank of microphones at the edge of the 'porch'. Reporters began shouting questions, but stopped quickly as I took out my prepared remarks.
"Thank you for coming." I said. "I am here to discuss the true facts of my meeting Saturday morning with the State Senate Republican Conference. First, contrary to the dishonest reporting of KXTC and KSB, I did not ask any Legislator to vote to acquit Governor Jared. I did ask them to vote their own consciences, but I did not suggest they vote to convict nor acquit."
"Second," I went on, "the reason I met with them in the first place was to warn them of the credible evidence that had developed, that some Legislators were being blackmailed into voting to convict Governor Jared. I have four sworn affidavits that Representative Tasheeka Harris of Midtown personally contacted the Legislators, and she told them that she had McGinty's Materials, and if they did not vote to convict Jared, she'd give the information on them to the Media."
I went on: "As you know, I personally was instrumental in bringing Bundy McGinty to Justice. I also searched for McGinty's Materials, and I did not find them, and it was not for lack of effort on my part. I personally believe that McGinty's Materials are exactly as real as the Slender Man, and I'll let others make their own evaluations."
Your Iron Crowbar: "What I do know, is that if Tasheeka Harris does have McGinty's Materials, she is obligated to turn those Materials over to the SBI, or the FBI if she prefers. But if she really does have them, she has to turn them in. Therefore, I call upon Tasheeka Harris to either admit she has the Materials, as the four affidavits I have say she admitted to having; OR I call upon her to state for the record that she does not have them."
"If she has them," I said, "we will be obtaining warrants based upon these affidavits, to search her homes, businesses, and offices to find those Materials. If she does not have them, she'd better say so publicly, and quickly."
"Last, but not least," I said, "Bettina Wurtzburg of KXTC and Tim Sioban of KSB owe me an apology at best for their false assertions that I asked the Legislators to vote to acquit Governor Jared. If I do not get those apologies within 24 hours, I will be filing lawsuits for libel, slander, and defamation of character. I'll be taking no questions."
With that, I turned and went back into the Headquarters building, followed by the Green Crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did y'all think of that?" I asked as the Command Group and my Angels met in the Chief's Conference Room, with Sheriff Griswold having joined us.
"You were too nice to them." the Sheriff said simply.
"That's what I was thinking." Cindy said. "I'm surprised you didn't just file the libel lawsuit and take names later."
"And you're not going to open a can of whoop-ass on Tasheeka Harris?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"Oh, she'll be hearing from the SBI." I replied. "Britt Maxwell and Norm Chow have copies of those affidavits. But I chose the route I took because it's more important to force her to publicly admit she doesn't have McGinty's Materials than anything else."
"It may be saving her life, too." said Teresa Croyle. "McGinty's Materials are like famous diamonds and rubies: they bring nothing but pain to their owners. Someone might try to kill Tasheeka Harris if they think she has McGinty's Materials."
"Excellent point." I said. "Anyhoo, the seeds are sown. As Hosea 8:7 says: 'He has sown the wind, and he shall reap the whirlwind.', and we'll see what kind of whirlwind I've dusted up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm. Reporters gathered in the atrium of the State Capitol building in Midtown for Rep. Tasheeka Harris's (D - Inner Midtown) press conference. As the various networks cut in live, she approached the podium.
"I've called this Press Conference to answer the lies by Commander Donald Troy and the racist white Republicans that are claiming I blackmailed them. I absolutely believe that Val Jared is a racist who should be convicted of the crimes for which he was impeached, and I don't need to resort to blackmail to call upon all State Senators of integrity and conscience to vote to convict him."
"Do you have McGinty's Materials?" asked an Asian man at the corner of the dias.
"You're a racist." replied Tasheeka Harris. To her surprise, the man came on stage with her, and displayed his credentials.
"My name is Lieutenant Norm Chow of the State Bureau of Investigation." Norm Chow said where the microphones could pick up his voice. "First, you can put away the race card; I'm Asian. And second, this is a formal question related to our investigation: do you now or have you ever held what are known as McGinty's Materials?"
Seeing that the game was up, and that she could not use accusations of racism to get out of the trap he'd laid for her, Tasheeka Harris was forced to concede: "No, I do not have McGinty's Materials, nor have I ever had them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there you have it!" said Priya Ajmani into the homes of those tuned to the Fox network of channels. "Representative Tasheeka Harris has just stated to an SBI Agent in front of dozens of reporters that she does not now nor has ever had possession of McGinty's Materials!"
As we watched in my office, Tanya Perlman said "Wow, you did it! You forced her to admit she doesn't have McGinty's Materials." 
"Ohhh, I think Norm Chow forced that one." I replied cooly. "And I loved it when he told her to put away the race card. Only he could've done that to her."
"Did KXTC and KSB have it on air?" asked Teresa Croyle. "And more importantly, have they retracted their accusations of you, Don?"
"They carried it." said Cindy Ross, who had just come in and joined us. "No apologies yet, though. If they hold to traditional, established patterns, Burt West and Julie Moon, publishers of KXTC and KSB respectively, will try to issue a private, off-air apology. If you, Don, don't accept that, we'll have to see what they do next."
The answer was not long in coming. Cindy had left, but came in again and turned my monitor to KXTC. We watched the unfolding editorial:
"I'm Burt West, Executive Producer of KXTC." said Burt West, Executive Producer of KXTC.
"And I'm Julie Moon, Executive Producer at KSB." said the middle-aged Asian woman on the screen with West. Once a lovely reporterette, Julie Moon now had way too much makeup on, covering up the obvious, and in my opinion bad plastic surgery work on her face.
West said "KXTC and KSB acted upon information from reliable sources that Commander Donald Troy did ask State Senators to acquit Governor Jared. We believe what our sources told us, and we stand by our reporting on that issue."
Moon: "We also stand behind the integrity of reporters Bettina Wurtzburg and Tim Sioban. Remember that Donald Troy is a man who the Federal and State Governments accused of raping a woman in his custody, and was saved only by deeply unpopular and corrupt Governor Val Jared's pardon in a quid pro quo arrangement in exchange for Troy abusing the Power of Police against women who made credible claims of sexual impropriety against Jared. I'll take Bettina Wurtzburg's and Tim Sioban's integrity over Donald Troy's any day."
West: "As to Donald Troy, he can hold his breath waiting for an apology from us, which will never be forthcoming. And as to his silly threats of a lawsuit, we say 'Bring it on!'. We will not be intimidated by Donald Troy and his little red crowbar, and we will fight his silly lawsuits all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court, if need be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I texted Mike G. Todd. "You may file at will." He would have the libel lawsuits filed within the hour.
"The SNN networks carried West and Moon's comments." Captain Damien Thompson said a few minutes later when he came down to my now-busy office. "We're flooded with calls asking for Commander Troy's reply to them."
Everyone grinned at that one, especially when they saw my face. "Ohhh, I can't think of a reply good enough!" I said. "And definitely not one that won't violate FCC regulations." Everyone laughed, and I said "Captain Thompson, let's give Bettina a reason to say Commander Troy has refused to respond to repeated requests for comment."
"Yes sir." said Captain Thompson, who left for his office.
"Wow, Don." said Tanya Perlman. "They really hate your guts."
"Yeah they do." I said. "Especially after what I just did, which they know may have saved the Governor."
"Yet another Swamp Frog ploy failed." said Teresa.
"Ye-es..." I said, my voice drifting as I went into a reverie. When I came out of it, I was alone in my office...
Part 16 - Blackmail Redux
4:00pm, Monday, February 10th. I was asked to go into Classroom E. Present already were Captain Tanya Perlman, Lt. Jerome Davis, and Sr. Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington.
"How's Tony doing?" I asked Joanne as I had them sit down.
"He's awesome, sir." said Joanne happily. "Sleeping, eating, pooping, sleeping, eating pooping right on schedule, like the books say." Jerome and Theo chuckled. They obviously weren't parents yet, and didn't get the underlying humor in Joanne's remark.
"And before you ask, sir," said Joanne, "Leo is doing well, also. He sleeps under Tony's crib, watches over him, just like Bowser did for Carole when she was a baby."
"And still does." I said. "Good. And I hear Seth is settling into his new role as Hospital Administrator very well. I hear that from what I consider to be the most reliable of sources, my wife. Okay, whaddya got for me?"
Joanne said "Sir, we've been looking for the car that hit Amber Harris. We know it was black, and Amber told me the hood looked more like a matte black than the shiny black paint most cars are. So I've been expanding streetcam searches. I also went back several days to see if the car was casing the area."
"Good thinking." I said. "Did you find it?"
"The matte black car? No sir." said Joanne. "It disappeared very quickly after hitting Amber, and we couldn't find it on any street cameras."  
Theo added: "We've agreed that whoever was driving that car knew exactly where the cameras were, and was able to avoid them."
"Hard to do, but possible." I replied. "So, you're going to tell me you found it somewhere?"
"Not that car, sir." said Joanne. "But in checking, I looked at cameras around Selena Steele's neighborhood on Tuesday night, and this regular black car came up." She brought a video up, showing a black car going into Selena's neighborhood, then an hour later coming out.
Joanne said "We got a partial plate on it, so Captain Perlman asked her secret source within the FBI, actually his next-in-command, to use the Federal Government's program 'Kaleidoscope', which can find vehicles just about anywhere if they were on street cameras or security cameras. They came up with another hit."
She put the video up, and a black car could be seen driving into and then out of a parking lot... on the University campus... on the day Dr. Robert Stoddard was murdered!
Tanya said "The parking lot by the Physics Building is uncovered and open, but our suspect here parked in another lot just south, which is covered up from the sky and cameras by oak trees that are a century and a half old."
I said "And someone with good knowledge of the area would know he or she could park in that shaded lot, walk to the Physics Building pretty easily, and do untold mischief."
"And it keeps getting better, sir." said Joanne. "These perps are a little too good for their own good. They cased both Selena's neighborhood and that area of campus on Monday night. And we got a really good car tag as they left Campus on Monday night." She brought up more video, showing the car moving towards University Avenue. Other video showed the vehicle going south and on into Coltrane County.
"Outstanding!" I said. "And the plate belongs to?"
"One 'Tim Brock', who lives in the City." said Joanne. "That car tag was reported stolen six months ago. Mr. Brock is in his 50s, married, two grown children, and an employee at the Railyards. About six months ago they had a rash of car tag thefts. We think someone stole the tags and sat on them for rainy days, and whatever they're doing in our County this week is one of those rainy days."
"Could well be." I said. "This 'Kaleidoscope' program might search for recently stolen car tags, but not so quickly search for older ones. Hmmm, sehr interresant. Can you pull up the Police report? Was the car tag stolen at the Railyards?"
Joanne pulled up the report. "No, per the report, he said he noticed the car tag was stolen off his car in his driveway. His address is '11 Hudson Street'."
"Wow." I said. "That address is not far from where the Farrises lived in the 'Shipping And Handling' case. Coincidence? You make the call."
"Coincidences are like Leg Rangers." muttered Lt. Davis. "Figments of our imaginations. But where this gets us, I'm not sure."
"Gets us a long, long way towards the end." I said. "And here's why: whoever killed Dr. Stoddard at the Physics Building had already stolen a gun from Selena Steele's home. He or she, I'll say 'he' just for the sake of brevity, cased the home as well as the Physics Building and surrounding parking lots, and knew where to park. Very good, very careful, there."
I went on, almost ranting to myself: "Stolen car tags from half a year ago... that's starting to be professional grade. Someone works up a disguise, maybe, goes into the building, lures Stoddard into Stephanie Steele's office, kills him with Selena's gun that was fitted with a silencer... that there is also an indication of 'professional grade'. This is big, people. This is big..."
I would've gone into a reverie, but the door to Classroom 'E' flew open, and Commander Cindy Ross came in. "Commander Troy, can I see you in my office please? It's urgent."  When Cindy says something is 'urgent', I take her at her exact and literal word. I got up as fast as my back would allow me, and hurried out of the room after her...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got to the anteroom of our offices, I saw Campus Police Detective Tracy Stone sitting there. "Let's go into my office." I said, knowing that I wanted the lumbar support in my comfortable Command Chair for this.
Cindy and Tracy came in, and Cindy said "My friend needs your help." I nodded and had Tracy sit in the hot chair nearest the door, and Cindy in the other one.
"So," I said to Tracy Stone, "you're in some kind of trouble, thanks to Dr. Lionel Carmela. How can I help you get out of it, and maybe take that bastard down hard?"
"How'd you know?" said Stone, looking wide-eyed.
"Not much gets past him." said Cindy.
"In your case, Detective Stone," I said, "it's been obvious that you've been sticking like glue to the theory that Dr. Stephanie Steele is behind the murder of Dr. Robert Stoddard, even though it's obvious that the case holds no water. Add to it a few small details of your career in college that are readily and publicly available, and it's easy to see that something's going on."  "And what could that something be?" I asked aloud. "Well, you were a Poly Sci major, and Poly Sci professor Carmela actually came to the crime scene, where you confronted him when he went after Carole. I do appreciate you taking up for my daughter, and I didn't fail to notice some hostility between you and Carmela at that moment."
"You're right." said Tracy. "I hate that bastard. Here's the full story. As you know, I have certain political views, for which I do not apologize. When I was in School, I had ideas of working in politics on women's issues. I worked with Malinda Adams, and I've always respected women like Jenna Stiles and Commander Ross, here. But I'm not one of those militant feminist types. I don't participate in those illegal demonstrations, or get violent like some of them do. I was thinking in terms of being a lawyer, or maybe running for office one day."
"Laudable." I replied. "What happened? Carmela try to push you into more violent activism?"
"That, and more." said Stone. "In the Fall of my Junior year, he called me into his office. He said he wanted me to participate in demonstrations that were going on in Midtown. I told him that that wasn't my speed nor style, that I preferred quieter means of activism, like working on Malinda Adams's campaigns."
Stone: "Carmela pulled out a document bound in a file folder from his desk. He said that if I didn't start doing more, a lot more, for his causes, then the document he was holding, which he said proved I plagiarized someone else's work, would be presented to the University Ethics Board, and I'd be expelled from School."
"But you didn't plagiarize anything, did you?"
"No, I'm not Joe Biden." said Tracy Stone. "Hell, I didn't even write that paper! And the signature was a clear forgery."
"Oh, a forged signature." I said acidly. "Commander Ross, we've come across some forged signatures lately, have we not?"
"Have we ever!" Cindy replied. She turned to Tracy and said "You may have heard how those rogue Agents of the FBI forged Commander Troy's signature in the recent Betty Morelli case." Stone nodded.
 "And whether or not you believe Governor Jared or his accusers," I said, "the signature on a document they said was his proved not to be. And I can see Carmela's influence on both cases. So what did you do when Carmela tried to blackmail you?"
"I just left the office." said Stone "I didn't know what to do. Later that night, I visited Dr. Grogan, my advisor. He told me this wasn't the first time he'd heard of those tactics by Carmela, but he also told me he couldn't help me very much. He did get me a new advisor, from the Criminal Justice School."
"What did Carmela do?" Cindy asked.
Stone: "A week later he called me, and told me where the buses would be to take us to Midtown, and what time. I told him I wasn't going, and for him not to contact me again. The next morning I went and swore out a restraining order against him. He retaliated by submitting a complaint to the Ethics Board about me. But I never got called before the Board. The complaint somehow got lost."
Stone: "I was going to switch majors, but Dr. Grogan and my new advisor both told me to just work towards my current degree, and take the Criminal Justice courses to get a minor and finish out my degree. So I did, and I thought I was free of Carmela."
Stone: "But I wasn't. My application to Law School was denied, and applications to other Law Schools were also denied. I found out that Carmela was contacting them and telling them I'd plagiarized a paper, but it was too late to do anything about it by the time I heard about it. I also couldn't find any jobs with any Police Forces; Carmela was telling them that I'd been busted for using weed, and he'd gotten the charges buried but I was still dirty."
Stone: "I wasn't sure what I was going to do. I didn't have any money to sue Carmela. And then the City University Police hired me. Carmela had tried to stop it, but the Campus Police Chief over there had had issues with Carmela in the past, and hired me to spite Carmela."
Cindy said "How'd you end up with this Campus Police?"
Tracy Stone said "The former Commissioner here, Dexter Robinson, brought me in. His daughter worked for the City Police----"
"Still does." I said.
"So I was brought in, then Commissioner Robinson retired." said Stone. "Still, things were good. While you Iron Crowbars were solving huge crimes, I was investigating car thefts, assaults on Campus, and minor drug offenses. Still, it was good... until a couple of weeks ago."
Stone: "I was getting out of my car to go into Campus Police Headquarters, when suddenly Carmela was just standing there in front of me, with that folder in his hands. He told me that he was going to have me brought up on State ethics charges, and fired. He also said that drugs would be found in my car and home, and there was nothing I could do to stop him."
"I told him he was violating the restraining order, and his face turned red and very ugly." Tracy continued. "He said I was going to do one thing for him. If I did it, he'd hand me the original document and leave me alone, but if I didn't do it, I'd go to prison for drug distribution."
"And that one thing was to investigate the Stoddard case in a way to implicate Dr. Steele." I said.
Tracy said "He was vague about it; he didn't say anything direct. He just said I'd be contacted and would know when the time came. And when the Stoddard murder happened, I got a text from a burner phone, that said 'Stephanie Steele did it. Make sure it sticks.'."
"You still have that text message?" I asked.
 "Yes sir." said Tracy. "But I've already checked it out. Burner phone, bought at Wal-Mart, used one time, can't be turned on now."
"So why did you come to us now?" I asked.
"This morning," said Stone, "Commissioner Briscoe was going to take me off the case, and you intervened and said to keep me on it. What you may not know is that after you guys left, Briscoe told me that he'd intended to not only take me off the case, but to fire me on the spot. So I was between a rock and a hard place again. I called Jenna Stiles, and she said to contact Commander Ross. And Commander Ross said you'd know what to do, and you'd be fair to me."
"Well, Commander Ross, I appreciate your faith in me." I said. "As to knowing what to do, that's a bit murky at the moment. One thing you and Detective Stone need to do is talk to Chief Moynahan, have him talk to Commissioner Briscoe, then begin working on the case with the idea of really solving it and finding the real killer."
"And what will you be doing?" asked Cindy. "I'm asking for a friend, of course."
"I may not be available for the next couple of days." I said. "So Captain Perlman and her people, SBI Agent Johnson, and you, Detective Stone, will have to carry the water on this for a couple of days. And I suspect you will be able to do that..."
Part 17 - Dad Jokes
Family dinner at the Mountain Nest. Marie was staying with Carole, as Laura and I didn't want someone appearing at Stephanie or Selena's homes making arrests on a dirty illegal warrant given out by Judge Harry Nance, and Marie seeing it. Edward, Stephanie, and Selena joined us for dinner, as did Molly Evans.
"Okay, it's 'dad jokes' night." I said after dinner, to lighten the mood. "The winner gets the coveted 'Dad Jokes Blue Ribbon'." I held up a blue ribbon that I'd bought at the store for the occasion.
"I'll go first!" said Ian. "Want to hear a cat joke?... Just kitten!" The other kids booed and howled, which was part of the fun. I just mock groaned... okay, it was a real groan.
"I'll go." said Carole. "Did you hear about the kidnapping at school?"
"No, what happened?" I replied with mock surprise.
"The teacher woke him up." Carole replied. Groans and boos abounded.
"I'll go!" said Marie. "What's the least spoken language in the world?"
"I don't know." I said. "What's the least spoken language in the world?"
"Sign language!" said Marie. The kids booed. I half nodded; that one had been okay.
"Okay, Jim." I said.
"Ross and I are going to do this one together." Jim said. Ross nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Okay." I said. "Let's hear it."
Jim said "Why do kittens make good deejays?"
I said "I don't know. Why do kittens make good deejays?"
"WEE PAWS for station identification!" Jim and Ross shouted together. The other kids booed.
I groaned, but said "You know, that one's not so bad. Jim and Ross are the winners tonight." Jim and Ross took the blue ribbon and high-fived. The other kids and the adults clapped politely...
Part 18 - Agency of the Weak Minded
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" yelled the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, February 11th, from atop the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "Chaos reigns at the Legislative session in Midtown!"
Bettina began: "After stunning revelations yesterday by Commander Donald Troy, and bitter accusations traded by Legislators of both Parties, the Impeachment trial of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared is in total turmoil. Political experts that once believed Jared's conviction was a shoo-in, are now divided on the possible outcome after State Senator Jimmy Cerone, a Democrat, openly stated he would vote to acquit Jared if the blackmail threats continued!"
Bettina: "State Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown was forced to admit that she did not have the potential blackmail papers known as 'McGinty's Materials'. The SBI had been investigating sworn complaints that she was threatening to expose Republicans that did not vote to convict Jared. The Impeachment trial will get underway again today."
Bettina: "We have with us State Senator Katherine Woodburn of our 1st District. Senator, what can you tell us today?"
A split-screen appeared on the television screen. Katherine Woodburn appeared on the right half of the screen and said "Bettina, we're going to move forward with the trial of Val Jared today, and hopefully we can wrap this up and get the conviction the People of the State deserve by this weekend."
Bettina: "Senator, what about Commander Troy going to Midtown on Saturday and asking Republicans to acquit Jared?"
Woodburn: "I can tell you for certain that it's not true Commander Troy asked them to acquit Jared. You should be careful about saying that, because Troy has filed a lawsuit----" The screen blanked out, then went to color-bars-and-tone.
Bettina: "We seem to have lost our connection with Senator Woodburn. We'll try to get it back. In the meantime, we'll move on to other stories. Police continue to have no leads in the murder of University Physics Professor Dr. Robert Stoddard last week. Early suspicion fell upon his colleague Dr. Stephanie Steele, wife of Republican Council Member Edward R. Steele, but the Campus Police issued a statement last night saying that there is strong evidence supporting Dr. Steele's innocence."
Bettina: "And Police also have no leads on who deliberately rammed reporter Amber Harris's vehicle, and they don't appear to be working very hard on it. Our colleague Amber Harris has been released from University Hospital after suffering minor injuries in the attack, and she will resume working on several hard-hitting stories that you will hear only on KXTC Channel Two News."
Bettina: "And award-winning meteorologist Diane Lawrence says that today's cloudy skies are a prelude to an incoming snowstorm. Residents are advised to stock up on essential items, and to stay at home and not drive on the streets unless absolutely necessary...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The gray skies seemed to drain the color out of the fields on the sides of the road as the armored car drove up the Midtown-Southport Highway from Jacksonville State Prison. Federal Marshals in sleek black Escalades with powerful motors accompanied the paddywagon.
"Not much better out there than it is in prison." said Peter Blassingame as he looked outside.
"We can always take you back." said the Federal Marshal sitting next to Blassingame, a Death Row inmate. (Author's note: 'Unresolved', 'Vox Populi Vox Dei'.) Blassingame said nothing, his mood seeming to fit the gloom of the cloudy skies.
After getting through Midtown's traffic, the convoy headed up the University-Midtown Highway. As they neared the farmlands just north of the abandoned Pine Valley project (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards'.), Peter noticed a black Bell helicopter in the field to his left. It's rotors began doing rotor things, revving up faster and faster as the convoy approached.
Peter Blassingame was not in the paddywagon; that was a decoy. The last vehicle in the convoy had just passed his, making his the last. The driver braked the car to a smooth stop, then crossed the median into the southbound side and pulled over to the side of the road. The Marshal next to Blassingame unshackled the prisoner.
"There's your ride, bud." the Marshal said, nodding towards the helicopter. "Now get the fuck out of here so we can make our escape, too, before they notice us."
Blassingame did not waste time; he scrambled out of the car and ran to the field where the helicopter was waiting. As he got in and fastened his seat belt, the helicopter took off, rising into the air and turning to go west...
To be continued.
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Part 18 - Agency of the Weak Minded (continued)
As the helicopter took off, Peter Blassingame and the pilot looked out ahead of them, and saw a frightening thing... an armed Cobra helicopter right in their face.
"Enemy aircraft," came a voice on the radio, "this is Inspector Don Troy of the SBI. You are ordered to land your aircraft immediately and surrender to the Police. If you do not, you and your escaping prisoner will be shot down. How copy?"
The pilot turned his craft to run away from the Cobra, only to find another one waiting for him. "Enemy aircraft," the radio crackled, "a third Cobra is above you. Land your aircraft and surrender."
The pilot took off between the two Cobras, flying nap-of-the-earth for a moment towards a copse of trees. The pilot told Peter Blassingame "I'm going to land. You make a run for the trees." Peter nodded.
The helicopter landed and Peter jumped out and ran.
*BOOM!*
I fired a missile out of the Cobra, and it exploded on the ground 30 yards ahead of Peter Blassingame. Seeing that I would blow him away if he continued to run, he stopped and raised his hands.
I landed the aircraft and got out and approached Blassingame, my service weapon pointed at him, the safety off and a round in the chamber.
"How did you know?" Blassingame yelled as I came up to him. I forced him to his knees, then down to a prone position, holstered my weapon, and handcuffed the prisoners hands behind him. Then I forced him to his feet as another helicopter, a Bell 206, landed not far from my Cobra.
"Your daddy thinks I am stoo-pid." I said in Blassingame's ear as we walked towards the Bell. "He is lucky I didn't just shoot you."
"I wish you had." said Blassingame.
"That would be too honorable for you, shit eater." I replied. "I want to watch you die on the table at Jacksonville."
As we came up to the Bell, the door opened and out popped FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. "Well, well, well." he said with Rudistan-ish joviality. "Looks like Sheriff Griswold taught you how to fish, after all. You landed a big one, this time."
"Naah," I replied, "this piece of shit is just a minnow. You taking him back to Jacksonville?"
"Oh yeah." said Muscone. "Back to Death Row for you, Petey-pie." He took physical custody of the prisoner and forced him into the Bell as I returned to the Cobra...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, the escaping helicopter found itself continuing to be pursued by two Cobras. "Enemy aircraft," said a voice on the radio... a female voice... "this is your last warning. Land your aircraft and surrender, or be shot down."
To emphasize her point she locked her weapons onto her adversary's aircraft. Seeing that he was painted, the pilot made his wisest move of the day: he landed and shut down his aircraft. A moment later, he saw a female in all black coming towards him, her service weapon trained upon him. He got out, his hands raised.
"Get on the ground!" Teresa Croyle ordered. "Spread your arms and legs! I said spread 'em!" She frisked him, then affixed handcuffs to his wrists behind his back.
She waved to the third Cobra, which had been flying overhead. Police Chief Sean Moynahan backed it off as another Bell came in, this one belonging to the Town & County Police and flown by Sgt. Andrew Prince. Out of the backseat popped FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White.
"Well done, Iron Wolf!" Karina said happily as she took custody of the prisoner. "Wanna help me interrogate this prick?"
"I better not." Teresa replied. "I might be a little too rough on him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Tuesday, February 11th. We returned to TCPD Headquarters. Needless to say, the Green Crowbar and Lady Ironside had 'questions' for the Red Crowbar and the Iron Wolf, and we didn't even make it out of the hallway.
"It's all over the news." Cindy said. "The FBI captured the rogue Federal Marshals. They took all of them into custody, though it seems only four of the twelve had large deposits in their bank accounts."
"Another stain on the integrity of Federal Agents." said Lt. Mary Mahoney Milton, who had come up to us.
"Hey now." said Tanya, a bit darkly.
"Fiancés of present company excluded, of course." said Mary Milton quickly. "And yes, we're starting to put together the financial paper trail between the dirty Agents and Edward Blassingame's people."
"Can we arrest Gwen Munson?" Teresa asked.
"No." said Tanya. "Julius Jefferson and Lindy Linares went to the Courthouse, where Munson was waiting in Judge Nance's courtroom with him. Jefferson told them that Blassingame had attempted to escape and had been returned to Jacksonville, and he would NOT be allowed to come up here again. Nance started cussing him, but he told Nance to take it up with the Federal judges if he didn't like it."
Tanya: "Then Lindy arrested Gwen Munson right there in the Courtroom, and took her to one of the witness rooms, where she and Jefferson interrogated her. She denied any knowledge of the escape attempt, and dared them to try to prove it. Then she walked out, and they didn't have probable cause to hold her, so they had to let her go. So she's free, for now."
"We'll see if we can change that." I said. "Let's go into my office. I need some coffee."
We went into my office, and I made coffee for everyone. After Cindy poured everyone cups, I reached into the small refrigerator that was the bottom part of my little wardrobe closet, pulled out some Bailey's Irish Creme, and fortified my coffee with it. Tanya accepted my generous offer to spike her coffee, while everyone else said they were on duty(!).
"So how did you know, Don?" Cindy asked.
"Well," I said, "I was fortunate to remember that Bettina had said a little blurb about Blassingame being brought up here for a hearing, which is highly, highly irregular after being convicted and being on Death Row. But that's Nance for you; he was obviously in on it, as was Gwen Munson, who called for the Punk to be brought up. Unfortunately, we have no proof: no money in their bank accounts, unlike those Federal Marshals that accepted retirement-worthy payments to deliver Peter to that helicopter."
Your Iron Crowbar continued: "When I heard that small blurb, it just stuck in the back of my mind. We got official notification later, so it's not like we wouldn't have known, but I'll bet Bettina would give her eyeteeth to take that news nugget back if she could."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Anyhoo, let me just say that Dr. Lionel Carmela has been attacking me relentlessly for a while now. He's been behind a lot of the demonstrations and riots we had to deal with in the past, and more recently he tried to get Laura stripped of her medical license." (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 01.)
Your Iron Crowbar: "The whole complex operation to kill Dr. Robert Stoddard and blame it on Dr. Stephanie Steele had several motives behind it, all related to Carmela's goals. Stoddard had been working with the U.S. Government for years on theories with military applications. Carmela wants the Constitution destroyed and the nation 'fundamentally transformed' into a Totalitarian Socialist State, and he deeply hated Stoddard for being such a strong supporter of the American Military. So Stoddard was executed."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Framing Stephanie Steele also served Carmela's goals. He hated her for not being a radical Leftist, but also because her husband is a Republican Council Member and they are friends with me and Laura. And last, the murder and the framing served to distract me, as did Carmela's attempt to physically attack my daughter."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Edward Steele mentioned his wife's case being a distraction to me, and that struck me. Then 'distractions' was mentioned in the Amber Harris car crash. And then there was the 'McGinty's Materials' blackmail threats in Midtown, another fire I had to put out, as well as the other Media crap Bettina was throwing at me."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So I realized something was going on. And some of our Detectives most very astutely realized that the Stoddard murder was 'professional grade'... and I connected that dot to some of the ex-Navy-SEAL group that Trent and Quint were a part of. I strongly suspect that one or two of them broke into Selena Steele's home, stole her gun, and used it to kill her mother's colleague.
Your Iron Crowbar: "I remembered that those perps had connections, strong connections, to Edward Blassingame... whose son on Death Row was scheduled to be brought up here for a legal hearing... all that distance across our State. And I remembered Blassingame's fellow Swamp Frogs polluting our Federal law enforcement agencies. And I'm just paranoid enough to actually think about all of that being connected."
"Wow." Cindy said. "That is deep."
"Yep." I said. "So I had a few words with Jack Muscone and Karina White, and they quietly did some checking. They found the anomalies in the Marshals pretty quickly."
I added: "And we are not fooled by Chief Moynahan's willingness to let us fly the Cobras down there... after all, it gave him the chance to fly one of them." Teresa gave as much of a grin at that as I've ever seen from her.
"Why do they even try?" Mary Milton said.
"Because they think I'm an Agency of the Weak-Minded." I said with a grin. Then I let the grin disappear into an angry frown as I said "But Lionel Carmela is about to find out otherwise... the hard way..."
Part 19 - Set-Up
1:00pm, Tuesday, February 11th. I pulled into the parking lot of University Campus Police Headquarters, with Sheriff Antonio Griswold and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle riding with me. There was a group of Officers and other people around a gray car that was parked in the shade of a tree in the parking lot.
"What is that bastard Troy doing here?" yelled Lionel Carmela, who was standing next to the gray car.
"Investigating a crrrrime." I drawled.
"You don't have jurisdiction here, you son of a bitch!" yelled Carmela.
"Bullshit, Fat Boy!" I fired back. "I'm an SBI Inspector, and I have jurisdiction here!" I then lowered my voice and said "Why don't you try telling the County Sheriff that he has no jurisdiction here, you fat faggot?" Officers laughed as Carmela turned beet red.
"Soooo, is there a problem, Officers?" I quipped.
"There may be, Commander." said Commissioner Briscoe. "Dr. Carmela here said he witnessed Detective Tracy Stone hide a kilo of heroin in the trunk of her car, here. We borrowed your drug dog, Sergeant Tango, and he alerted. We opened the trunk and found a kilo of China White with the spare tire in the well."
"So desu ka?" I said. "Where is Detective Stone now?"
"In the building, being questioned." said SBI Agent Terence Johnson.
"So, since the esteemed Dr. Carmela's word is the probable cause for bringing in the dog, have you gotten his sworn affidavit yet?"
"No sir." said Campus Police Cadet Officer Tatum.
"Why, you need to get his sworn statement." I said. "Otherwise, there is no case against Detective Stone. The evidence will be thrown out."
"They don't need my statement." replied Carmela. "The dog alerting is sufficient probable cause for the search."
"Oh, you're a lawyer now?" I sneered at Carmela. "Again, folks, has Dr. Carmela giving his sworn affidavit that he saw Detective Stone put the heroin in her car?"
"No sir." said Agent Johnson.
"They don't need it, you fucking rapist!" Carmela yelled at me.
Sheriff Griswold went over and got in Carmela's face. "You say that slanderous comment again, and I'll personally haul your fat ass to County Jail... and put you in 'gen pop' with the gangbangers. They'll teach you what 'rape' really is!"
"Police brutality!" yelled Carmela. "He just threatened me!"
I laughed. "You think that is Police brutality?" I said incredulously. I held up the red crowbar and said "Police brutality begins... when I split your head in two with this thing. Now are you going to give a sworn statement? Or will any charges against Detective Stone be summarily dropped?"
Carmela grudgingly gave his statement to Cadet Officer Tatum, and also signed Agent Johnson's affidavit for the SBI.
"Very good." I said. "Agent Johnson, will you place Lionel Carmela under arrest, please?"
"FOR WHAT?" yelled Carmela.
"Perjury." I said. "You just gave a false statement on two sworn affidavits."
"You'll never prove that!" Carmela yelled as Sheriff Griswold personally effected the arrest, cuffing Carmela's hands behind him.
"Oh, I think I will." I said. "Let's go inside... and watch some TV."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the Conference Room. Sheriff Griswold read Carmela his considerable legal rights under a U.S. Constitution that Carmela despised. Then Detective Stone came in, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. Carmela's eyes showed unappeasable hatred when he saw her.
"Commander Croyle," I said, "what are my four favorite words, besides 'You are under arrest.'?"
"Let's watch some TV." Teresa correctly replied.
"Yes, let's do!" I said happily as I petted Sergeant Tango. A video came on the TV screen.
"Well," I said, "I apologize for being a bit distracted this morning, flying my helicopter across the State, arresting Peter Blassingame." I noted Carmela's eyes react just a little bit before he regained control. He's good, I thought to myself. But not good enough.
"I understand Detective Stone parked her car in that dark, shady spot." I said. "Hard to see, especially after sunset. Detective Stone went out to dinner with Officer O'Neal, then to his apartment, leaving her car here overnight. And here... oh my, what is that? The infrared is clearly showing someone coming up to Detective Stone's car. That is certainly not Detective Stone, it's clearly a man."
I continued narrating: "Oh look, there's a camera in the trunk of Detective Stone's car. Oh, there's two of them! One is getting a clear shot of the perp's face, while the other is showing him planting that heroin." The man was young, with black hair, and wearing a gray coat.
"Sooooo, Dr. Carmela," I said. "we've got some evidence that clearly contradicts your sworn statement."
"That does not prove I lied." Carmela said.
"Really?" I said. "Let's bring the witness in." The man who was shown in the video was brought in, his hands manacled behind him by Police handcuffs.
"Soooo, young man." I said. "Who put you up to planting that heroin?" The man couldn't help it; his dark eyes went right to Lionel Carmela. But he didn't speak.
"Save yourself, young man." I said. "Is the person who put you up to that in this room now?"
"Don't say a word." said Carmela. "Demand a lawyer. Don't let these thug cops browbeat you into giving up your rights!" I saw the man's dark eyes change; they were tinged with fear.
"I want a lawyer." the man said dully. I nodded, and he was taken back out of the room.
"Your bluff didn't work, thug." Carmela said to me.
"Didn't it?" I replied. "Guys, why don't we take Dr. Carmela to his office, so he can witness my search of it..."
"I want a lawyer." said Carmela. "And I protest any search without my lawyer present."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I used Carmela's keys to open his office door. Detective Tracy Stone shoved Carmela into the room, and I followed them in. Everyone else stayed outside.
Tracy forced Carmela to sit in his chair behind his desk, and I brought one of the chairs in front of the desk around to sit next to him.
"I want a lawyer." said Carmela. "You are abusing the hell out of my Constitutional rights, you fucking Pig."
"Yes," I said, "that same Constitution you've openly vowed to overthrow is what you are hoping will save you now. The irony and the hypocrisy are amusing."
"So you just abuse my rights, Troy?" said Carmela. "Like you did Rodman and Braselton, and that bitch you raped while in your custody? And you call yourself a cop?"
"Why, no." I said, letting my voice quieten as I said "I call myself... a Guardian of Justice." Carmela's eyes widened in shock, then narrowed in deep hatred.
"So you're counting on me being constrained by the Constitution and the Law." I said. "What if I choose to remove those constraints? Right now, there is nothing stopping me from taking this crowbar and beating you with it until you are dead. And Detective Stone? She's going to take your side? After you've threatened and blackmailed her all these years, and done all you can to keep her from getting her degree, and from getting jobs?"
"Is that what the lying little bitch told you?" Carmela said, his eyes boring in on Tracy. "She's just a liar, like you are. So go ahead, do whatever you're going to do. You'll never get away with it."
"You wish." I said. "You do wish. Fortunately for you, all I want today is this." I opened the drawer of Carmela's desk, and pulled out three file folders, and handed them to Tracy Stone. Carmela looked absolutely stunned; he had not placed those files there.
Indeed, it was ninja in the night that had found the files and placed them there. When Tracy had told me that Carmela had appeared at her car with the file folder in his hand, I knew it likely was in his office or his car. It wasn't in his car, so it had to be in his office. And my ninja found it, and the copies of it...
"Ahh, the original and two copies." I said. "That makes three. And as Mr. Sherlock Holmes tells us: 'they always stop at three'. Ah, right on cue."
I was referring to the door to the office flying open, followed by Gwen Munson bursting into the room. "What the hell are you doing, interrogating my client without me present?" she yelled.
"Oh, we're just having a conversation." I said.
"No we're not!" Carmela said loudly. "I asked for a lawyer, and this Pig Troy was interrogating me anyway."
"That's not true." said Tracy Stone.
"Any case you may have thought you had, is ovah!" yelled Munson. "You've violated my clients rights! I'm going to Judge Nance, and he's going to barbecue you over this!"
I had risen to my feet. "Better enjoy Nance's presence while you have it. He won't survive the next Election. And I may have him in prison before then." As Stone and I went for the door, I turned back: "And Ms. Munson, don't try to help Edward Blassingame break his son out of prison again."
"You'll never prove that I helped him." said Gwen Munson.
"I don't have to." I said. "It's enough that I know. And you might ask your fat client there about me being constrained by the law..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Campus Police HQ, Commissioner Briscoe said "So this guy we busted for planting the heroin, Terry Toole, is saying he and he alone planted the heroin, that he bought it somewhere in the Tenderloin District, and no one else was involved. He doesn't remember exactly where in the Tenderloin District he bought the China White, he says his motive was because Tracy Stone turned him down for a date, and he finally asked for a lawyer to stop us from asking more questions."



"I never met that guy before." said Tracy Stone.
"I'm sure." I said. "He's just trying to throw a story together. I was hoping he'd give you Carmela, or maybe Dana Stirewalt or Rob Lawton. But he acts like he was halfway and hastily brainwashed, and he's confused about things now."
"Well, Commander Troy," said Commissioner Briscoe, "I know I shouldn't be surprised when you do things like this, but this may be your best trick yet."
"Thank you, " I said, "but this one was too easy. Having Detective Stone park her car overnight, go out on a date with Officer O'Neal, for real or fake, and spend the night with him, again for real or fake..."
O'Neal and Stone's faces gave away that they had fucked each other's brains out, but I digress. I continued: "And we had our cameras ready. I don't know who this Terry Toole is, but I will know every detail of his miserable life soon, and maybe even before they get to him and silence him."
"Who are 'they'?" Tracy Stone asked, making air quotes.
"The people that are behind the murder of Professor Stoddard." I said. "And the people that tried to liberate Peter Blassingame from Death Row."
Sheriff Griswold said "Okay, you TCPD whippersnappers need to get back to your own offices and back to work. Commissioner Briscoe, we'll keep working to find who did kill Stoddard, but I'm not holding out hope we can nail the perp to the wall."
"And I appreciate all your help." said Commissioner Briscoe. "Especially you, Commander Troy. I was about to fire Detective Stone, if it hadn't been for you."
"Which would've been a mistake on your part and the Campus Police's loss." I replied...
Part 20 - The Verdict
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette from the anchor desk in the KXTC studios on Friday, February 14th. "At long last, the day has finally arrived!"
Bettina began: "The vote to convict and remove deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared is going to be taken at 11:00am today! Political experts agree that the State House Managers have made a strong case to convict, and that any Republicans who are thinking of acquitting Jared will reconsider when they realize that they will be primaried as well as strongly opposed in the General Election this November!"
Bettina: "Once he's convicted and removed, Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall will be sworn in as Governor. Many Legislators and Social Justice groups are urging her to resign, as she has supported Jared's racist policies and also has supported the Police, who many believe should be defunded due to institutional abuse of minorities! And if she does the right thing and resigns, House Speaker Isaac Jacobson, a Democrat, will become Governor."
Bettina: "And after the Town & County Police and Campus Police dropped all charges against Professor Stephanie Steele for the murder of Professor Robert Stoddard, ADA Savannah Fineman took the case to the Grand Jury, which indicted Dr. Steele on the murder charges. ADA Fineman says the case is strong. Solicitor Ted Mason, against whom Fineman is running for his Solicitor post, said that ADA Fineman's poor judgement in trying to prosecute this weak case is exactly why he should be re-elected Solicitor. Police Commander Donald Troy, a close crony of Edward and Stephanie Steele, did not return KXTC's repeated calls for comment on the matter..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you kidding me?" Cindy Ross just about exploded as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Fineman had Dr. Steele indicted?"
"Yep." I replied. "Judge Folsom released Stephanie on her own recognizance, so she didn't have to pay bail nor be ankle monitored, though she had to surrender her passport and must remain here in the County. But yes, Fineman went for an indictment, and got it."
"How?" asked Teresa. "There's so much evidence in Dr. Steele's favor."
"Which the Grand Jury did not hearrrrrrr." drawled Chief Moynahan. "As you know, they only hear what the Prosecutor presents to them. There's no defense testimony."
"That's a weakness of the Grand Jury system." said Cindy Ross. "That's one reason that of all the first world nations, only the United States still uses it."
"What I don't get," said Tanya Perlman, "is why Miriam Walters is allowing Savannah Fineman to go through with this. Doesn't she want Savannah to win?"
"Think about that." I said.
"Wha... oh. Wow." said Tanya, getting it.
"Enlighten us, Lady Ironside." said the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle.
"I get what Don is saying." said Tanya. "What if D.A. Walters doesn't want Savannah to win the Solicitor race?"
"I thought they were friends... cronies." said Cindy.
"They are friends." I said. "And Miriam wouldn't openly sabotage Savannah's campaign in a way Savannah realizes it. But if she tells Savannah 'Sure, prosecute the Steele case.', and Savannah does, gets slaughtered in Court, as she will be, and then loses the Election to Ted Mason... then Miriam keeps her favorite ADA, especially after Franklin Washington slaughters Harry Nance, and she has Mason to blame for things that go wrong."
"Wow." said Cindy. "But to put Stephanie Steele's life on the line like that? That's dirty."
"And unforgivable." I said, and my Angels did not fail to notice the undercurrent of menace in my voice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the clock neared 11:00am, we all found places to be. The Detectives were in MCD, watching the monitors. The Chief, me, Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya were in the Chief's Conference Room. Sheriff Griswold had gone down to Midtown, and was with the Governor and his wife in their time of needing support.
"And the vote is about to begin!" said Priya Ajmani, who was on all the Fox stations's feeds. Tim Sioban and Bettina Wurtzburg were anchoring the special coverage on KXTC, KSB, and the SNN Networks, but I thought Priya looked one hell of a lot better than the two of them put together. So did Cindy.
The vote was called manually, with each State Senator having to stand and say 'Aye' to convict and 'Nay' to acquit. As expected, all of the Democrats voted to convict, including Jimmy Cerone. He'd said he'd have to vote to convict to keep his influence over the Democrat Caucus.
Then the Republican votes came in. Cain Mitchell loudly yelled 'AYE!'. Moe Molinari loudly voted 'NAY!' in retaliatory response. But Cain Mitchell's Establishment Elite Republican allies seemed to be winning the day, and voting their unappeasable hatred of Governor Val Jared.
The vote was 23-12. One vote to go. Ross G. Edmunds, whose district was Cedarville and its surrounding farms south of Midtown, nearly to the southern State Line, stood to cast the final vote. An 'aye' vote would be 2/3s majority needed for conviction. A 'nay' vote saved the Governor...
To be continued.
And continued immediately:
"NAY!" Edmunds called out. Pro-Jared Republicans began cheering...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa got on the radio and gave orders to prepare for any rioting or violence, and TCPD Officers began deploying around the Old Mill, as well as the Fire Department Range north of Town.
"Well, that's that." I said, feeling much more relieved than I was letting on.
*CHIME!*
It was a text on my personal iPhone, from Sheriff Griswold. It said "Val wanted me to tell you thanks for your help." I texted back: "Tell him to thank someone named 'Ross'."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And it's over!" said Bettina Wurtzburg, looking crestfallen. "Deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared has survived by just one vote! That vote was cast by Republican Ross G. Edmunds of Cedarville... again, that's Ross G. Edmunds."
Tim Sioban said "We'll have reaction from other Legislators soon. Senator Edmunds has been surrounded by State Patrol Officers, and is being escorted out of the State Senate Chamber. Many black Legislators and other people are in the hallways, shouting angrily at Edmunds, but otherwise being peaceful."
Bettina then said: "This is a list of the State Senate Republicans that voted to acquit Jared. I'll leave this list up for a moment, so that you can get a good look at the names. We'll put up their phone numbers and home addresses soon. Again, these Senators voted in support of allowing Jared to continue his racist policies, and Commander Troy to continue his tactics of Police brutality!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why are they leaving their names up like that?" Tanya asked. "And they're going to put up their home addresses?" 
Teresa replied: "They're hoping their activists will protest them in their homes. It's called 'shaming'."
"No," I said, "it's called 'threatening'. The Media is hoping they and their families will be physically attacked, and harmed. That is what the militant Left and their Media allies do."
"Wowwww." said Tanya. "Is Sheriff Griswold in danger? He's the Governor's friend."
"He could be." I said. "The Left will stop at nothing to silence those who dare oppose their radical views."
"And it's only going to get worse." Teresa said as she got up. "If you'll excuse me, I'll go make sure the TCPD is ready to handle any crap the thugs try up here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Friday, February 14th. Having long since made the reservations, I was treating Laura to dinner at The Chop House, her favorite steakhouse, for St. Valentine's Day. My lovely wife was wearing a black dress that accentuated her lovely body, and the high heel pumps only helped all the more.
"I almost asked for just a quiet evening at home alone." Laura said. "But I'm glad I didn't. It's lovely, and my date for the evening is even better."
"Yes, we needed a night out like this." I replied. "And I'm happy to be showing off the hottest wife in the County."
"Ahhh, you sweet smooth talker." Laura said with a smile, her eyes sparkling,
After ordering, Laura said "So Savannah Fineman took Stephanie Steele's case to the Grand Jury?"
"Yes." I said. "But if Judge Watts gets the case, he's not going to waste much time issuing a directed verdict of acquittal. If Folsom gets it, it's hit or miss on whether or not he lets it go to full trial. Nance won't get it."
"I don't get it, either." said Laura. "I guess I should ask you how Savannah and Edward Steele got along during the Charter Commission days."
"No issues between them that I ever saw." I replied. "I'm wondering if there's something else going on."
"Like what?" Laura asked.
"Like Savannah is being blackmailed into following through with the case." I said. "Or some other motive we don't know about yet."
Laura said "What I do know is that Marie is very worried about her mother being taken away from here. And Carole told me that Marie feels much better whenever she talks to you about it."
I said "I think Bowser has a lot to do with that. But I try, just like I try with all the kids. Why doesn't parenting come with an instruction manual?"
"I guess someone is waiting for you to write it." Laura replied, making me chuckle.
"I do have one question." I said. "Am I right that you are the one that made Tracy Stone's ethics complaint disappear?"
Laura hesitated, then said "Not much gets past you, Darling. How did you know?"
I said "I know Carmela hates you unreservedly. And I know that something has held him in check all these years, or he'd have laid waste to the University by now. And the only person on Campus that I know of with the power to thwart him... is the biggest badass on Campus, with the power of the CIA behind her."
Laura nodded. "True enough. Yes, when Carmela was hired by the University, and I don't know how that happened, I was asked by the CIA to watch him. And they were right to ask; Carmela is an exceptionally dangerous man. He aspires to be the next Consultant of Crime, but in the political arena. But I think you've demonstrated that he is still 'minor leagues' compared to you."
"Yes, but he's a huge problem." I said. "He has connections. And much of the Swamp Frogs's ability to act has been due to his help behind the scenes."
"Yes, that's true." Laura said. "And he's now really starting to try to grow and expand his political power. He's working with a lot of the black candidates, which is legit. But I'm worried that he's also working to help steal elections for them, with dirty tactics. If you hear of the counters trying to exclude poll watchers in the wee hours of the morning, then suddenly a whole bunch of mail-in ballots suddenly get dumped, you better do something about it."
"So why did you help Tracy Stone?" I asked.
"Dr. Grogan asked me to. Secretly." said Laura. "Grogan is not a bad man, but he's scared to death of Carmela. Grogan has tried to get positions at other Universities, but Carmela has blocked him. Carmela can't fire Grogan, as Grogan has tenure, but he's dominated him and every other Poly Sci professor there, and Wellman can't fire Carmela without cause. And by 'cause', you'd have to get him convicted of a felony crime of violence."
Laura: "Anyway, Grogan asked me to help with Tracy. I checked into it, saw what was going on, and just removed the ethics complaint. When Carmela checked up to see why Tracy was still in school, he was told to drop it. When he gave me backtalk about it, he got a call from the IRS the next morning, telling him he was being forensically audited for the last seven years of his tax returns. He hasn't openly fucked with me after that... until last year, when he tried to get me fired for going into the OR with a bad arm." (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 01.)
I'd grinned at the IRS audit comment. It was nice to have a wife that was a badass, good in bed, and had all that political power behind her.
Laura said "So, what do you think of Tracy Stone?"
"Hard to tell." I said. "I think she's gotten a raw deal from Carmela all these years, and I admire her for standing up to him and plowing through it. But some of her political views... well, if it'd been up to her, Peter Dwayne Gordon would be sitting in prison for the rest of his life. And that... is not good."
Laura nodded. "Would she make a good FBI Agent?" my wife asked. "I'm asking for a friend."
"Obviously." I replied with a knowing grin. "And that's not the worst idea I've ever heard..."
Part 21 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the KXTC studios on Monday, February 17th. "Val Jared refuses to take responsibility for riots taking place throughout the State!"
Bettina began: "After the deeply unpopular Governor was acquitted of impeachment charges by just one vote, that of Republican Ross G. Edmunds of Cedarville, riots broke out in the City, Midtown, and Southport, fueled by anger and frustration at the racist policies of the Governor and the suppression of minority rights!"
Bettina: "There were sporadic peaceful protests here in the Town & County, but any beginnings of violence were quickly smashed by the heavily armed Town & County Police, led by Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, who once beat up a man at a DUI checkpoint. Her violent tendencies were emulated by her Police Officers, who crushed any protests with ruthlessly violent tactics."
Bettina: "The outrage resulting from the acquittal of the Governor has been very strong. Let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more. Lester!"
"That's right,, Bettina!" said Lester Holder from an 'undisclosed' location that was the backyard of KXTC's property. "It's what we've been saying all along: Republicans are racist! Republicans hate blacks and will do whatever it takes to suppress blacks's rights and keep them down! I don't know what it's going to take to stop the White Nationalists from continuing to impose their racism against minorities!"
Bettina: "That's right, Lester! And Legislators of both Parties agree. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds, who angrily said "Ross G. Edmunds and every Legislator that voted to acquit Jared are racists and an embarrassment to the Republican Party. I will be working to throw those traitors out of our Party."
Tasheeka Harris said "Racist Republicans have banded together to support a racist Governor and his actions. Blacks in this State have been politically lynched by Ross G. Edmunds and the Republican Party, and their rights brutally suppressed by the thug Police!"
Cain Mitchell said: "This is all Donald Troy's fault! Donald Troy worked hard to get Republicans to vote to acquit the Governor as part of their quid pro quo arrangement, and he succeeded in getting the Governor off!"
Back to Bettina live: "We have with us Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the Political Science Department at the University. Dr. Carmela, what's to be done, here?"
"We may have lost this battle," said Carmela, "but the war... and it is a war for the rights of minorities... is not over. We need to register as many minorities to vote as we can, and be sure to vote, so that our voices are heard, and the White Nationalists and their hateful racist actions are stopped."
Bettina said "Dr. Carmela, what about the Police, and their tactics of oppression of minority rights?"
Carmela: "As you know, Bettina, I've long advocated for defunding the Police, and replacing the brutal Police tactics of using force with 'community policing' where Police will be required to work with people instead of against them---"
*CLICK!*
The remote was expertly used by Teresa Croyle to turn off the verbal diarrhea that was spewing out of the television monitor.
"I'm done with Bettina's shit." Teresa proclaimed. "We didn't beat down anyone, we didn't suppress anyone. There was one march on MLK Jr. Drive, and we deployed. But they stayed peaceful, and we did not have to interdict them."
"Aw, come on, Iron Wolf!" I said. "You know headlines like 'Police show restraint' (air quotes) don't cut it with today's Media!" Yes, I got a 'Teresa Cunt' look for that display of 'humor' (air quotes).
"Is it just meeeee?" drawled the Chief, "or are things getting uglier and more divisive by the minute?"
"It's not just you, Chief." Teresa said. "And Don is right... it's the Media's doing. They're doing all they can to gin up hatred, and ultimately violence." Your Iron Crowbar nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I wonder what KFXU's broadcast will say." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise." said Catrina Pierce. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Hello Meredith!"
"Hello, Catrina. Hello everyone." said Meredith Peller. "Here's what's in the news. Radical groups violently demonstrated in the City and Southport after Governor Val Jared was acquitted of weak charges on Friday."
Video of businesses burning out of control in the City were shown as Meredith continued: "The violent protesters threw rocks at Police, set fire to buildings, and attacked innocent bystanders. They also looted stores and prevented First Responders from aiding injured people."
Catrina: "And a mob attacked the home of Cedarville's State Senator Ross G. Edmunds, who cast the deciding vote to acquit Governor Jared. Police were able to evacuate his family, but his home was set on fire and burned to the ground. Twelve arrests were made, and none of those arrested were from the area; most were from Midtown and Southport."
Meredith: "KSB and KXTC have been showing the names of the Republicans that voted to acquit, leading to several of them receiving death threats, and some of their families being harassed by angry mobs showing up at their homes. Police responding to protect the families have been attacked, and shots have been fired in the clashes, though there are so far no reports of deaths..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Bettina didn't mention that Senator Edmunds's home was burned down." Teresa said as we watched in my office. "Hell of a price to pay for voting his conscience. I can relate." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 03-04.)
"So can I." I said. "And my family was in the house when it was set on fire." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 04.)
"I should probably not say this." said Tanya. "But what does it say when people can't speak freely or act in good conscience without being assaulted, their families attacked, and their homes set on fire?"
"More than I care to say out loud." I said. "Okay, let's do what we can for the freedom of this little corner of the world. What's going on in our Town & County?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, my assistant Helena said I had a visitor. It was Detective Tracy Stone. I had her come in. I invited her to sit down, but she remained standing.
"I just came by to thank you, sir." she said. "Carmela was trying to shove me into a sewer, and without your help, he'd have succeeded."
"Maybe not; you're a tough fighter." I replied. "But yeah, Carmela is a very evil man, requiring constant vigilance. It's too bad we won't be able to make those perjury charges stick, but he'll trip up somewhere, sometime... and I'll be there."
D.A. Walters had elected to 'not pursue' the perjury case against Carmela, as it was thin to begin with, and indeed I had interrogated the fat bastard after he'd asked for a lawyer. But I'd gotten what I wanted, the papers on Tracy Stone that he had... and he was now very aware that I was gunning for him, and might not be constrained by the law next time...
"I still appreciate it." said Stone. "I do have one question: any openings in the TCPD I could apply for?"
"No." I said candidly. "First of all, the berths are full. Second, Detective Rodriguez is one of my best Detectives, and she despises you with a passion. May I suggest working on that."
"Yes sir." said Tracy Stone.
"The other thing that bothers me," I said, "is some of your political beliefs. You're entitled to them, but you can't let them get in front of you and cloud your impartial judgement. And the Second Amendment... that's sacred."
"I get what you're saying about impartial judgement." said Stone. "But on the Second Amendment, we'll just have to agree to disagree on that one."
I nodded. "By the way, you're going to be getting a call from an FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge. I told her you might be good for her team. Make sure you don't embarrass me by proving me wrong on that."
"Uh.. thank you, sir." Tracy said. "And I probably shouldn't ask this... but why are you going out of your way to help me?"
"Two reasons." I said. "One, to rub Carmela's nose in his own dung. And two... you protected my daughter from him. I don't forget people who help my daughter like that."
Tracy Stone nodded. "She's a wonderful girl. She's going to be a great Detective like her father one day."
"She's already better than me." I said. "An I'm scared to death of what's going to happen when she becomes a teenager, and actually begins believing she's better than me."
Tracy chuckled at that. "Why do I get the feeling that you can handle her? Anyway, thank you again. And the FBI? That may be something to think about."
"Yes." I said. "And if I don't miss my guess... and I rarely do... you'll do well with them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had two missions that took me out of Town. The first was to meet State Senators Jimmy Cerone and Moe Molinari at the Midtown Luigi's restaurant.
"It was a near thing." said Cerone as we enjoyed the delicious new Cajun Shrimp Fettuccine Alfredo recipe he'd introduced recently. "If it had not been for your help, Commander, the Governor would've been gone."
"Yes." said Molinari. "Ross G. Edmunds was one of those that was being blackmailed by Tasheeka Harris, though he did not come forward and give you an affidavit. But once you forced her to admit she did not have McGinty's Materials, he was free to vote his conscience."
"And lost his house to a fire as a result." I said. "Having had my own house burned down while I and my family were in it, that strikes a nerve with me."
"We understand fully." said Cerone. "And I'm a Democrat, and no soft-hearted pansy, but I don't like all this violence going on these days. Not good for the future of the Republic."
"Agreed. So... any chance for a Budget bill this year?" I asked, almost as a joke.
"Har." grunted Cerone. "I don't see it happening. Since everything was wrapped into the omnibus bill last year, if nothing is passed this year the SBI and State Patrol will be funded at the same levels for another year, and the State will continue to function. Next year we'll have a new Governor, no matter what, as Jared is term-limited. So he doesn't have to compromise, and neither do the radical Leftists like Tasheeka Harris and Nina Cortez."
"There is one ray of hope, though." said Molinari. "Katherine Woodburn is being her usual crafty self. I truly believe she is a female reincarnation of Machiavelli. I hope Mr. Cerone won't think I'm talking out of turn when I tell you that Ms. Woodburn has approached us with a compromise bill, one that might actually work out for the majority of the State Houses of the Legislature and the Governor, as well."
"And her payment in exchange?" I asked.
"Her usual: putting the SBI over the local jurisdictions." said Molinari. "But in a very subtle way. She basically wants to take all the drug enforcement money from local jurisdictions, and give it to a new SBI-NTF... basically the SBI-IDE now, but with the mandate to interdict illegal immigration stripped out... and that new NTF will handle all drug cases in the State."
"That won't fly." I said. "Governor Jared won't give up the immigration enforcement. And neither the City nor the Town & County will abide giving up jurisdiction to the SBI on just about anything."
"It's just an idea, and a starting point." said Cerone.
After lunch, I said "Now that the good part of the lunch is done... and it was exceptional, as always, Senator Cerone... I need to tell you why I asked to meet you today." I reached down and picked up my briefcase, opened it, and handed each State Senator a thick file of papers in folders.
"What's this?" Cerone asked as he took his file folder.
"Everything McGinty and the Consultant of Crime had on you." I said. "Ditto that for your file, Senator Molinari."
You could've heard a pin drop. Both former Mobsters were looking at me in sheer disbelief. And you better believe I had the anti-bugging device set to 'kill'... well, full power.
"So McGinty's Materials are real." said Cerone as he looked at the contents of his file.
"Were real. I've destroyed all of them." I replied. "And the true story is that I did not find them. Someone else did, and eventually gave them to me. Most of the data is worthless, outdated, as you'll see when you look at your own data. And that's everything McGinty had on you. I'm not holding anything back."
"Why... why are you doing this?" asked Molinari.
"You both have helped me at times, and I hope that'll continue." I said. "And you were very helpful with the Impeachment issues, and the Haters in the Legislature coming after me."
"Did you read this material, Commander?" Cerone asked.
"Every word." I said. "Most of it, I already knew about anyway. And I had to know, in case someone else comes after you claiming to have that data... like Tasheeka Harris trying to make her false claims."
"And before you say it... yes, I know what you're thinking." I continued. "That I'm dangerous to you because of that knowledge. But you knew that anyway. And you know that I have friends, too... friends that would be most very angry if something happened to me and either of you were involved in any way."
"Amazing." said Cerone. "You are truly a fearless man, Commander Troy."
"But he's right." said Molinari. "He's safe from us, and now we know what our enemies had on us. I appreciate your generosity, Commander. I am sure that if I can repay you by helping you out sometime, you only have to ask to receive that help." I shook his outstretched hand.
"Same for me." said Cerone as we shook hands. "So you had McGinty's Materials all along. All that power..."
"Like I said, sir," I said, "most of the data was outdated, from the Consultant of Crime's time. Almost everything was past the Statute of Limitations."
"And power?" I said, holding up the red crowbar. "My power, my true power, flows from a different place..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Edward Blassingame was brought into the Federal Prison interrogation room and handcuffed to the table. His lawyer Gwen Munson was brought in a moment later.
"What's this about?" Edward asked.
"I don't know." Gwen said. "I was told someone wanted to see you, and that I should be present."
"How's Peter doing?" Edward asked.
"Since he was captured after the escape attempt," Gwen said, "he's been very depressed. He's on suicide watch. He's talking of dropping his appeals so that he can get the execution overwith."
"Damn." said Edward. After a long pause full of gloom, he finally looked over at Munson and said "It's over for him, isn't it? It's really over."
"We're fighting like hell." said Gwen. "We're going to go through every legal recourse we have. And there's an Election this November. We get the right person in as Governor, and we'll work to get Peter clemency. A commutation of his sentence. Maybe outlawing the Death Penalty altogether..."
They were interrupted by the opening of the door. The tall, broad-shouldered redheaded man in a trenchcoat walked up slowly to them. I took the small chair on the other side, pulled it back, and sat down at an angle to them.
"What the fuck do you want, Troy?" grunted Edward Blassingame, his voice full of unappeasable hatred for me.
"I want you to listen to some news." I said. "Your son Peter was captured while attempting to escape prison. He was captured because I anticipated and interdicted your plan to break him out. You must think I am stoo-pid, but I obviously am not."
I continued: "But I'm growing tired of people being murdered, and other good people having to risk their lives because of your antics to free your son from Death Row. I am here to tell you that your son will be executed by the State for his crimes... unless you continue to annoy me with these silly escape attempts."
I went on: "The next time Peter Blassingame attempts to escape prison, he won't survive it. He will simply be shot dead rather than be recaptured alive. And that's if anyone catches him, not just me. The order is out... shoot to kill, ask no questions."
"And if he attempts to escape again, or if you come after my family, my extended family, my friends, or my Police Officers," I growled, "then Peter is going to be found dead... suicide like Epstein. And you will be found dead... suicide like Epstein."
I glanced at Gwen and said: "And you, Ms. Munson... oh, don't even try to tell me you had no part in the last escape attempt... if it happens again, you will be found gang-raped, your eyes gouged out, and your tongue cut out. Left alive, but left in such a state that you will wish you were dead."
I got up. "So that's it. Your son has a very slim chance, and years left to live, going through the appeals process. If he tries to escape again, he has less-than-zero chance of survival. Nor do either of you, nor your families. I'm done. You've sown the wind, and you are reaping the whirlwind. You've been warned."
With that, I turned and left. I sensed their hatred, but felt nothing; nothing was touching me right now. Robert Stoddard was dead, and for what? To distract me from being able to recapture Peter Blassingame when he escaped?
I really do get really pissed off when people treat me like I'm an Agency of the Weak-Minded. And Edward Blassingame just learned that, to his existential peril...
Part 22 - Epilogue
Saturday, February 22nd. We were having a party at The Cabin. Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts had accepted the Defense motion, and had issued a directed verdict of acquittal to Dr. Stephanie Steele, formally absolving her of the murder of Dr. Robert Stoddard.
"Yes, I've been looking into Lionel Carmela, as well as Terry Toole." I said to Edward Steele and Sheriff Griswold as we talked in the front room while all the ladies (Laura, Molly, Paulina, Cindy, Callie, Stephanie, and Selena) fluttered like parakeets in the greatroom. "I'm starting to find bits and pieces on Carmela and his political shenanigans, but nothing on the rest of it."
I continued: "I'm also looking a lot deeper into the Dr. Robert Stoddard angle. He was working with the U.S. Government a lot more heavily than people realized. I am starting to wonder if he was chosen to be killed not just to frame Stephanie, but for other reasons."
"Like what, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff as he sipped his bourbon.
"Like he knew too much." I replied. "Or he knew something someone didn't like him knowing. Or he was of too much value to someone, so the Swamp Frogs eliminated him."
"I'm just glad it's over for Stephanie." said Edward. "I was wondering that maybe someone with ties to the Consultant of Crime was doing this... and stealing and using Selena's gun would fit into that angle."
"I haven't found anything that suggests him." I said. "But it doesn't mean you're not right. But Occam's Razor suggests that Carmela's hatred of Stephanie, of you, of me, and especially of Laura may have been the guiding factors. I do have one question, Edward: were there problems between Stephanie and Stoddard?"
Edward said "Obviously I wasn't going to say anything while she was under indictment... but yes, she and Stoddard were beginning to clash more and more. His own theoretical work was okay, but not the truly groundbreaking work that Stephanie has been doing. I don't confess to understand any of it, but she's truly going where no man... nor woman... has gone before with her theories. I think Stoddard was jealous."
I said "And after two of his grants were ended, he may have been afraid of his livelihood as well as his prestige."
"One thing I still don't get." said Edward. "What was all that about the blue purse? Why not just leave the gun in her black purse?"
"Well," I said, "there were no fingerprints on that purse nor the contents, other than Stephanie's. Maybe they thought they'd contaminated Stephanie's purse, which would lead back to them. I say 'them' as plural, but it could be one person, of course."
Griswold growled: "Perp could've cut himself when he opened the drawer, bled on the black purse. So he binds up his wound, transfers the contents to the purse he has, and drives on."
"Detective Griswold got game!" I said with a grin. "That could well be it, though we found no blood on the desk nor drawer. My own theory has been that it was an unnecessary finesse: just another thing for me to think about, to distract me." Everyone nodded.
"So, Crowbar," growled Griswold, "any new connections to those serial killings that were supposedly following Stephanie's formulas?"
"No sir." I said. "But maybe that'll turn up as I keep looking into everything."
Just then, Laura called for us to come over, and I was bidden to sit down on the sofa in the greatroom facing the back windows. Everyone gathered around as Marie, escorted by Carole and the redoubtable Bowser, came up with a wrapped present, obviously a framed photo or painting of some kind.
"I made this for you, Mr. Crowbar," said Marie, "to thank you for helping my mom. And for you talking to me and not letting me give up hope."
"We should never give up hope, should we?" I asked as I began tearing away the wrapping paper. When I saw the contents, I gasped.
"Wowwww." I said in awe. "Marie, this is... amazing!"
In an 11" wide x 17" tall frame was a painting. The edges of the white backing were left undone, like the 'unfinished portrait' of FDR at the Little White House in Warm Springs, GA. In the middle was the painting of me, Your Iron Crowbar.
If one remembers the big banner of Drago in one of the 'Rocky' movies, it was like that. I was looking up and to my right from under my Tilley Hat, facing forward. I was wearing my trenchcoat, and my right side just forward of my left. My red crowbar was in my right hand and across my chest at 'port arms', and in my left hand and arm I was holding the redoubtable Bowser, who was looking forward at whatever I was looking towards.
Everyone was amazed as they all looked at it. "This is wonderful, Marie." I said again, then hugged Marie as if she were my daughter, a hug she very vigorously returned.
Stephanie said "Marie told us that you talked with her on the back deck, and made her feel less scared. We all thank you for that. And of course I appreciate everything you did to help me. It is frightening to be framed like that."
"Don't I know it." said Selena, whom I'd saved from being framed for murder by Angela Harlan, the Black Widow. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow'.)
"I'm glad I was able to be of help." I replied. "And now I have to solve the case of where to display this wonderful painting. Here at home, or in my office at work..."
This first work was amazing for an artist of any age, and even more impressive for a six-year-old. I saw at the bottom, where the painting ended and the 'unfinished' part began, the tiny words 'Marie Steele' worked into the edge. This would become Marie's trademark way of signing her paintings, which over the next several decades would become very sought after... and ultimately very expensive and valuable artwork.
It was the first portrait of me that Marie had painted, but it would not be the last. And that is a story for a future time...
Finis.
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Dedicated to Laura Branigan. Beautiful lady. Amazing voice. Gone too soon.
Part 1 - Prologue
Tuesday, February 25th. My daughter Tasha was four (FOUR!) years old today, and the kids were having a party at The Cabin. Carole, Marie, Jim, Ross, Ian, Betsy, Doug, Mike, and Jack Burke were in attendance. With Edward Steele at a Council meeting, Stephanie had brought Marie, Teresa had brought her boys, and Cindy had brought Betsy. Molly, who lived at The Cabin, was there as well.
And the evening was spent... watching DVR'd episodes of 'Supergirl' and 'The Flash' on television. That was followed by cake and ice cream. Your Iron Crowbar heated up some fudge and caramel so that the grownups (and I'm not sure who those were) could make ice cream sundaes. The kids (and I do know who those were) consumed the entire cake.
"Mmm, these Bessemer Butter Cookies are wonderful." said Stephanie Steele. "Please take them away before I eat too many and get fat!"
"I'm the choir. You are preaching to it." said Molly. "I love the Bessemer Sugar Cookies, too."
"Me three." I said agreeably.
Then came gifts. Carole gave Tasha two smaller-than-normal basketballs... because Tasha had asked for them. Jim gave Tasha an illustrated book written for children about how Courts of Law work... good stuff, seeing as Tasha's mother was an ADA and her father was a Police Officer.
Ian gave Tasha a book about cats, as Tasha was fascinated by Tiger Mom and her kittens. Mike, Doug, and (theoretically) little Jack Burke combined to give Tasha a doll house, complete with a couple of dolls... a white man and a black woman. Betsy may not have realized that she gave Tasha an 'advanced' coloring book.
And then came Marie's present. Yep, a booklet. Drawings of Tasha petting Tiger Mom; Tasha as a judge in Court, with her mother as an attorney before the Bench; Tasha playing with Carole and Marie; and Tasha with her dad, a red crowbar in her hands.
"Ahhh," I asked Tasha as I saw it, "are you going to earn a crowbar one day?"
"Yes, she will." Carole said. "Her whole team will, when she wins the Nash-u-null Champ-ion-ship in basketball."
"Write that one down, too." Cindy said, suiting the deed to her words with the 'Notes' app on her iPhone.
"So let it be written, so let it be done." I replied. "With what team will Tasha win a National Championship?"
"Daddy!" Carole chided me. "With the Wildcats, of course!"
Ross went last, and we were stunned when he gave Tasha a small box. Inside was a necklace, with the symbol of two fish... Pisces, Tasha's Zodiac sign.
"Oh wow, that's neat!" Tasha said, her happiness surprising us a bit... but what woman doesn't like to get jewelry on her birthday? Ross put it on Tasha, getting the clasp right the first time, and Tasha showed it off like it was one of the Crown Jewels.
"He saw it in the store, and said he wanted to get it for Tasha." Molly told me quietly a few minutes later.
"Maybe he had his own vibe." I said.
"Maybe." Molly said. "Ross is very good about organizing things, and his clothes in his drawers and the closet could pass a military boot camp inspection. I can see the wheels turning in his head when he's working on something, too."
I smiled, then said: "Jim is like that, too. Carole... not so much on the neatness, to her mother's dismay. But Carole has the powers of observation and deduction, and the Power of the Vibe on top of it."
Molly said "I wish Ian would develop those powers, too." Little did she know...
Part 2 - Midtown March Madness
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 2nd, from the KXTC studios. "The Legislative session for the year is becoming a disaster!"
Bettina began: "After failing to remove deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared by just one vote, cast by Republican Ross G. Edmunds, State House and Senate Democrats are showing no willingness to work with Republicans on the State Budget nor any other issues!"
Bettina: "Democrats, who control the State House, have passed several bills on purely partisan Party line votes. The 'Common Sense Gun Control' Bill would raise the legal age to own a firearm to 25 years of age, limit private ownership to one firearm of any type per household, outlaw all 'assault style' rifles, limit pistol magazines to five rounds, and would impose a $1-per-round tax on ammunition."
Bettina: "Also, as part of common sense Police reform measures, all ammunition purchased by Police Forces in the State would be taxed at a rate of $2-per-round. And Police would be limited in the quantity and type of firearms they can purchase, including a ban on 'assault style' or military-style firearms."
Bettina: "Other passed bills include common-sense measures to combat climate change, and an additional tax on the State's wealthiest citizens and businesses. The State Senate, controlled by Republicans, is blocking votes on these reasonable and important measures. Governor Val Jared has said he would veto those bills anyway, especially the common-sense gun control and climate change measures."
Bettina: "And while failure to pass a Budget will not harm the State this year, as it would operate on this past year's Budget levels, Val Jared would be leaving his successor of either Party with a potential disaster for next year. Legislators of both Parties blame Jared for the gridlock in the Legislature..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Holy Mother of God." Teresa gasped, her voice barely a whisper, as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Two dollars per round?"
"For the Police, yes." I said. "That's what Tasheeka Harris proposed as part of her 'Police Hatred' bill, as I call it."
"And one dollar per round on ammunition for everyone is prohibitive." muttered Chief Moynahan. "They sell 'bricks' of .22LR ammo in lots of 1000 each. The Democrats want that brick to be over one thousand dollars to buy? That has to be an infringement of our Second Amendment rights!"
"Raising the legal age to own a firearm to 25 is definitely an infringement." I said. "As is limiting household ownership to one firearm."
"It has no chance of passing." Cindy said. "So why are y'all whining about it?"
I stared hard at her, then said "That they are even proposing those things show their utter disregard, if not outright hatred, for the Constitution. But worse, what you are hearing is their Party platform being announced. If the Democrats win power, be it in the State Legislature or the Federal Congress, what you are hearing is what they fully intend to DO to us. And it's what they intend to run on."
"He's right, you know." growled Sheriff Griswold. Cindy 'shrugged' her eyebrows in acquiescence, and said no more.
"If they run on that," said Tanya Perlman, "then Republicans will control both Houses of the State Legislature -and- the Governorship come November."
"Don't be so sure." Teresa said. "The Democrats are gaining in the suburbs, and they're going to be having huge voter registration drives."
"And the Establishment Republicans are just cowardly enough to not push back." I said.
"Do we have anything more positive to talk about?" Cindy queried, frustration creeping into her voice.
"Sure." I said with a grin. "I get to put my 'better living through chemistry' skills to good use, and make my own bullet cartridges rather than pay $2-per-round." Everyone else chuckled, but the Green Crowbar was 'not amused'...
Part 3 - It Begins
At 9:00am, a visitor arrived at my office. I had FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone sit down after pouring himself some coffee.
"Less than a month away." I said, referring to Jack's upcoming wedding to Tanya Perlman.
"Yep." said Muscone. "And I'm very excited... that we'll finally be getting it behind us. No, I shouldn't say that. Tanya is very excited about it, the girls are excited about it, and I'm looking forward to making that wonderful woman my wife. But these wedding ceremonies are definitely for the Bride."
"I understand entirely." I replied. "But until that great day, we have work to do and perps to bust. So whassup?"
Muscone said "First of all, we interviewed Tracy Stone at your recommendation. Julius Jefferson and Lindy Linares liked her. I was on the fence about her, but Karina White and Stone really hit it off. It's really Karina's team to assemble, so I went along when Karina didn't let Tracy leave the office without accepting a job offer. So Stone is going to Quantico, and if she does well there, we'll have a new Team member this summer."
"Good." I said.
Muscone said "I also came by to ask you if you've found anything else on the Stoddard murder, or Lionel Carmela."
I said "Nothing new on Carmela. He's very well connected with Leftwing politicians and academicians across the country and even around the world, and he seems to be playing a long game... recruiting and developing far-leftwing disciples and putting them in positions in politics and the Media... not that the Media needs any special help with that."
"Heh." said Muscone agreeably. "You got that right."
I continued: "The biggest 'strangeness' about Carmela that I could find is that he had his security clearance revoked years ago, probably at Laura's direction, but it kept being restored. Revoked and restored three times, before the recently deceased FBI Deputy Director slammed the hammer down on it by exposing it to Congressional Republicans."
I went on: "But nothing on Carmela we didn't already know. As to Robert Stoddard, I found out that he'd been working hand-in-glove with the U.S. Military on a number of projects, but those were being wound down... and I can't quite get a handle on whether it was him or them opting out."
"Do me a favor," said Muscone, "and theorize with what data you have."
I nodded. "My guess is that the Swamp Frogs infiltrating our Federal Government, and subtly working to weaken us, had been shutting down his projects. And the data I have to back that up is the way his murder went about... it was professional, but not like a Mob hit kind of 'professional'. It was more like a rogue Agent, or a team of them, planned and executed Stoddard's, well, execution."
"Consultant-ish?" asked Muscone.
"In some ways." I said. "Westboro loved complex schemes, and having someone dress up to look like Stephanie Steele from a distance, which I increasingly believe happened, would be something he'd advise someone to do. But he's not alive anymore."
"But Carmela is." said Muscone.
"And if you're trying to hint to me that Carmela aspires to be the next Consultant of Crime," I replied, "I'd disagree with you on a few points. This feels more like a Rogue Hit Team, like a 'Mission: Impossible' IMF team gone bad. Like... Trent and Quint's rogue SEAL team."
Muscone nodded. "Well, what a BAU team I talk to... not the Rovers BAU fools, but a real BAU team... what they're suggesting is that Carmela may have had some connection to the team that bombed University Hospital as well as the Stoddard murder." (Author's note: 'Only Time' for the Hospital bombing.) Maybe he asked them to murder your wife and murder Stoddard, or maybe they wanted to do it and asked for his advice. What do you think?"
I thought about it for a minute, or pretended to for Jack's sake, then said "It just... doesn't fit what I know about Carmela. He's running a long game, a subtle game, to gain long-term political power. He'll advise resorting to violence only when the time is right for it. Murdering Stoddard fits well within his plans, but the Hospital bombing?..." I shook my head. "No, that's not Carmela, at least I don't think so."
Muscone nodded. "I'll pass those thoughts along, with your permission." I nodded and Muscone continued: "What about the serial killer using Stephanie Steele's formula as his guide?"
I shook my head. "The Atlanta Police and LAPD have been extremely courteous and helpful to me, but they have a lot of work to do and not enough manpower to do it. But Detective Beale of the Atlanta PD has not given up on it, and devotes what time she can to it. She's been looking into the employees of the Centers for Disease Control, the CDC, in Druid Hills, that were there at the time of the serial killings. But the CDC has been much less than helpful on the matter, so she's not able to make much headway."
Muscone: "The CDC is a Federal Government institution. Is that why you and Beale suspect them?"
"To say we 'suspect' them is a bit strong." I said. "But some low- or mid-level employee with a Federal ID or badge could be inserted into there without much problem, then be extracted later. Anyhoo, Detective Beale and I have also worked on the victims to try to find a motive for the serial killer. Imagine if Stoddard had been killed as part of a string of serial murders. We'd have looked at his case in a whole different way that we did."
"So you're saying that one of the victims was the target," said Muscone, "but others were killed to make it look like it was for a different reason?"
"I'm saying it's a possibility, that's all." I said. "Anyway, how are they treating you, these days?"
"Not bad." said Muscone. "They're not giving me anything to do, so it's giving me a chance to clean up some old stuff, like Trent and Quint and their old SEAL Team, and issues related to Barsbane and Shimono and their connections to Edward Blassingame." I peered at him as he spoke.
"Okay... what else is on your mind?" I finally said.
"Four hundred years ago..." muttered Muscone. Then he made the click-the-ink-pen sign for me to turn on the bug-killer. I did so, then nodded.
Muscone said "Did Teresa ever tell you about the guy who killed her sister in that drunk driving collision?" (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 05; 'Teresa's Christmas Story'.)
I instantly understood. "No, but she didn't have to." I said quietly.
Muscone nodded. "Well... my brother disappeared, and was later found murdered. The case was never solved, nor pursued very hard. But I just got word from a friend of a friend that the case is being reopened... by the Rovers BAU team, at the request of someone in the FBI's OPR Department."
I again instantly understood. "Martin Nash?" I asked.
"Not much gets by you." said Muscone. "After all I did for that guy, and he repays me by tearing this one back open."
"It may not be you Nash is going after." I said.
"Then who?..." Muscone gasped, then it hit him. "Oh."
"Yep." I said. "Teresa."
"Well," said Muscone. "I was sent this by my friend of a friend. It's what Nash sent Bob Rovers." He brought up a video on his FBI iPhone, and handed it to me to watch. I worked hard to keep from gasping when I saw it.
"Okay," I said when the video was over and I'd handed it back. "We have work to do. First, let's go see Cindy in her office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went next door to Cindy's office. "Hi Jack," she said. "I'd say you're in the wrong office, except that Don led you in here himself. What's up?"
"Something big." I said, closing her office door. "And important." Jack wordlessly handed her his FBI iPhone, and she watched the video as we found chairs to sit in at her bidding.
"Wow." Cindy said. "Why did someone send that to you?"
"As you know," Jack said, "Teresa's sister Alexis and a friend were killed when a drunk driver crashed headlong into them. The man in the other car, that you saw in the video, was my half brother."
Cindy's ice blue eyes could not have widened any further in shock. "I... I had no idea." she said.
"It wasn't exactly something anyone advertised." I said. "But we have two issues now... first, who obtained that video, and how; and second, do we need to show this to Teresa?"
"Uh, yeah." said Cindy. "First, we have to eliminate a suspect." She pulled out her Police iPhone, and called FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins in Southport. "Hi, Tim, this is Cindy Ross. I'm going to put you on speaker." She pushed the button, set the phone on her desk, and said "I'm here with Commander Troy."
"Hi Commander." said Tim Jenkins.
"Howdy." I said.
"Tim," Cindy said, "the Christmas before last, you helped me record some videotapes in Teresa's hometown." (Author's note: 'Home for the Holidays', Ch. 01-02.) "Did you keep a copy of the recordings?"
"No, I never did." said Tim. "If I recall correctly, we made two copies. You took one, and the Library there kept the other."
"Okay, I appreciate it." Cindy said. After disconnecting, she said "I believe him, though he could've made a third copy and I wouldn't know about it."
"I don't think he did." I said. "And I'll show you why in a minute. But first... should we show Teresa?"
"It's your decision, Assistant Chief Troy." Cindy replied. Passing the buck, she was. Shirk my duty, I did not...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa came into Classroom 'E'. In addition to myself, Cindy, and Jack Muscone, Sr. Patrol Officer Sidney Plant of the Intel Division was in the room, working a couple of devices. Father Romano was also present.
"You wanted to see me, Commander?" Teresa asked.
"Yes." I said. "Have a seat." I indicated the chair next to the Chaplain.
"Is everything okay?" Teresa asked, incorrectly assuming that Father Romano's presence meant really bad news was imminent. "Is Todd okay? The boys?"
"They're fine. They're fine." I said. "Cindy?"
"Teresa, do you remember that video I made for you Christmas before last?" Cindy asked. "The one showing your races here and in your hometown?"
"Yes, of course." Teresa said.
I took it up. "What we didn't tell you at the time, was that there was more video. And some of it is disturbing. We've debated showing it to you, and now something has come up that is making the decision for us."
"Okay." Teresa said. Sidney Plant dimmed the lights, then began showing the video from Cindy's CD. It showed someone filming on a downtown street. Two cars had collided head-on, and a man wearing a hoodie over his head could be seen getting out of the far car, walking to the car he'd smashed into and looking inside, then walking away behind his own car.
Just a moment later, Police vehicles arrived, bathing the scene in the blue shades of their lightbars. A female Police Officer walked up to the passenger-side window. The camera operator came up closer, and was moving around the Officer, but just before the persons inside the car were shown, the camera shook violently then stopped filming.
I glanced at Teresa. She was fighting desperately to control her emotions, and not shame herself before me by bursting out crying.
"It's okay." I said quietly to her.
"That was..." Teresa said, tears streaming down her face, "that was Alexis in that car! That Policewoman is the one that told me at the hospital... that Alexis's last words were telling her to tell me she loved me... that... must've been when she said that, then closed her eyes... forever..."
Teresa lost the battle; she began sobbing. Father Romano put his arm on her shoulders in a hug of support.



I turned to Plant, and said "Show the two tapes, side by side." He did so, and we watched the CD and Jack's iPhone versions playing side-by-side.
I said: "The one that was sent to Jack is very poor quality, as if someone used their cellphone to tape the video or the CD being played. My thesis is that that happened at the Library at Teresa's hometown."
To Cindy I added: "And that's why I don't think it's from Tim Jenkins, even if he retained a CD of the videotapes." Cindy nodded.
"What's going on with all this?" Teresa asked, trying to recover.
"Someone sent Jack Muscone a copy of this tape." I said. "We sus-pect... it's because of the man in the other car, the car that crashed into Alexis's. Don't say out loud if you know who it is, by the way." Teresa got a little (more) wide-eyed at that, but heeded my admonition: she nodded and said nothing.
"And Jack," I said, "don't research this on a computer. Don't look into it, don't look at old case files. I strongly suspect you're being monitored to see what you do about all this."
"Yeah, that's a thought." Jack replied.
"What now?" asked Cindy. "Where do we go from here?"
"I'll contact Police Chief Harold Bennett out there." I said. "And have him ask if anyone looked at those tapes at the library."
As we all got up to go, Teresa asked Cindy "Is there anything else? Any more videos?"
Cindy said "Nothing with you, nor Alexis or your father; not that I could see. I'll show you everything I have, if you want." Teresa nodded. Cindy put her arm around her BFF, and they left the room together...
Part 4 - Memories of the Past
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
That sound was followed by the appearance of Captain Tanya Perlman at my door. I waved her in as I hung up the phone.
"Whassup?" I asked as she parked herself on a dime (literally, the one taped to the floor) in front of my desk, and I turned on my bug-killer, having a good idea of what Tanya was about to ask.
"I came to ask you that." Tanya said, her face 'not perky'. "What's going on with Jack?"
"What has he told you?" I asked in reply.
"Pretty much everything." Tanya said. "He said he got word of Martin Nash sending the Rovers BAU team a video of the night Teresa's sister was killed in that DUI crash, and that the driver of the other car was Jack's brother, who is now deceased."
"Have you seen the video?" I asked. When Tanya said she had not, I brought it up on the monitor from the evidence servers, into which Cindy had put a copy from her CD, and I explained what it was.
"Wow." said Tanya, tears in her eyes. "Poor Teresa, having to see that."
"Yeah." I said solemnly, then added in my normal voice: "One thing I did notice was the driver of the other car. He got out, looked into Alexis's car, walked behind his car and out of sight. It's hard to see who he is due to the hoodie, but Jack says his height and build matches his brother."
My computer chimed, indicating an email had come in. I opened it, sent a reply of thanks to the sender, then printed off the contents. I said to Tanya: "I called Chief Bennett in Teresa's hometown. He just sent this fax of the Police report of the car crash, and he's going to talk to the library people about who might've looked at the CDs of those videotapes."
Tanya nodded, and looked at the Police report copy as I looked at in on my computer monitor. I said "The name of the driver of the first car is Jack's half-brother. Hmmm... he was arrested almost a block away from his car. And he was not tested for DUI for an hour. The FBI sent attorneys later, and got the charges dropped."
Tanya said "Not to be judgmental, but if a TCPD Officer submitted this Police report, I'd hand him his ass on a platter. It's bad... bad!"
I nodded, then said: "I told Jack to not look up anything to do with his brother, and I did not access the FBI files via my own FBI login. Anyone seeing the access will see that it was made by a 'Dr. Robin Isley'. She will be furious when she is approached about it, but she will be helpless to do anything about it." Tanya burst out laughing at that.
I went on: "Okay, Jack's brother had a pretty poor record. Several DUIs, none of which seemed to stick. Then another FBI Agent was killed... family man, wife and kids... and Jack's brother was deemed responsible. But he got off again, then disappeared and was found murdered a month later. A 'clean' gun was found at the scene, no fingerprints, no serial number, and it was ultimately written off as a Mob hit."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
Teresa Croyle was at my door, but seeing I had a visitor, she said "Sorry, I'll come back."
"Wait!" I called out. When Teresa turned back, I said "Get Commander Ross and both of you come on in." Within a minute we were having an Angels Meeting.
"Have you seen this Police report?" I asked Teresa as I handed her and Cindy copies.
"I saw it a few years ago," Teresa replied, "when I first looked into Alexis's death."
"Please don't ever let a TCPD Officer write a Police report as sloppy as this." I said. "I also want to discuss what I saw in the video, the first part of it. The driver of the other car was wearing a hoodie. It was Christmas Eve night and probably cold, so that's not surprising. But we can't really see the guy's face."
I went on: "Then he disappears behind his car, out of the video's sight, as if he went on down the road. Some minutes later, we see a similarly attired man, but not wearing the hoodie over his head. He's under arrest, and he's taken out of sight, likely to a Patrol car. But he's not tested for DUI for what, an hour?"
"Something like that." said Cindy as she looked through the papers.
"Jack said the man under arrest is his brother." said Tanya. "Don, you think something is wrong with all this?"
"Let me just say this." I said. "I'm suddenly remembering... Officer Barker and Wayne Shaw." (Author's note: 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 02.) "But instead of being drugged into committing the fatal act like Shaw was, someone else ran his car into Alexis, then walked past Jack's brother, who was arrested for it. In other words, he was either set up, or was willingly the fall guy for it."
"But why?" asked Teresa.
"I don't know." I said. "And I'm sorry for the pain I'm going to have to cause you in asking you these questions... but to your memory, did anyone have something against Alexis, or your father... or perhaps even you?"
I saw Teresa's eyes flicker as if she were remembering something. Cindy was peering hard at Teresa, and I could feel the power of her mind from across the desk.
Teresa finally said "I don't remember ever knowing anything specific. I beat up that guy Kenny when he was bugging Alexis, but he never said anything from that time until Alexis died, so I dunno. The only thing I can think of that might be suspicious to our paranoid minds today... is that I was supposed to go to that party with Alexis, and then she refused to take me. Maybe she knew something."
I nodded. "Okay. Maybe I'm just being wild-ass crazy in thinking that something's there, when it really may not be. And I again apologize for the pain I'm causing you."
Teresa said "It's okay, sir. It is what it is. And if there is something there, I want to know what it is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, I went to Tanya's office and availed myself of her offer to have a seat.
"Chief Bennet called me back." I said. "He said he went to the Library and asked if anyone had asked to look at the CDs of those old videos. The librarian said that someone had, during the last few days of January. He said he was a reporter from our Town & County, and was getting some background information on Dr. Cordell, who had served in the Vietnam War with Teresa's father. He used the library's computer to watch the CDs, and the librarian said she didn't know if he used a cellphone to record some of it."
I continued: "The man was in his early 30s, medium height, dark brown hair, fairly fit, certainly not fat. The librarian said he was the kind of guy that didn't stand out, that you wouldn't really notice in a crowd, and he was wearing black slacks, a red shirt, and a gray windbreaker."
Tanya grinned and said "He doesn't stand out, but she noticed the details of what he wore."
I chuckled, then said "Small town like that, they notice things, and in detail. But the description is pretty vague, and it doesn't really fit any reporters in our County, except maybe Tim Geiger, who works for the Town & County Examiner. I called him, and he said he was in Town all that last week of January and early part of February."
Tanya said "First thought that came to my mind was Martin Nash. But Nash's hair is pretty much black, not any shade of brown. And he always wears a full 'FBI' suit and tie... even to pool parties."
I chuckled again. "Anyway, that's what we have. And I really have no desire to go to Teresa's hometown and have anyone look through photos. Well... maybe I could go on March 28th."
"You are headed for a crowbar beatdown, brother!" Tanya 'warned' me, though she was grinning, knowing the 28th was her and Jack's wedding day. Then she turned serious and said "Don... is there some kind of threat to Jack, or Teresa, in all of this?"
"I don't know." I replied. After a pause I said "I guess I should just say it. Since the Swamp Frogs came after me so hard, and Jack helped thwart them, I've been concerned that Robin Isley would come after him." (Author's note: 'No Way Out'.) "So I've been watching, and maybe that's why I'm so high-strung about this. It could be the beginning of their move against Jack."
"And I did not fail to notice," I added, "that that visit to Teresa's hometown was right at the end of the Swamp Frogs's attack, when I was getting the upper hand on them. And they're always a step ahead of us... I was dealing with that, and they were already working on their next thing. But don't worry... if they try anything, we'll fuck them up like we always do."
Tanya gave a wan smile, then said "Just between us, Don... Jack and I have had some long, long talks about our futures. He loves the FBI, but he also realizes that he may have to leave it for the sake of his family... not just me, but his daughters, and Pete. If Curly Goodwin wins the Inspector General's race and leaves the SBI, Jack might well apply to be the SBI Director."
I nodded. "Well, all is not lost yet. Lots of time between now and the November Elections."
As I was getting up and about to leave, Tanya said "Don, one more question, if I may." I turned to her and she asked "Who knew about that video? Of the car crash? You guys didn't even tell Teresa until today."
"Point taken." I said. "Cindy knew, of course. She told me, and I think the Sheriff, too. The library people would know, if they watched those tapes. Someone at the scene of the car crash might know they'd been taped. And the only other person that I'm sure had knowledge of it... is Tim Jenkins..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy, Callie, Cindy's mother Maggie, and little Betsy were our guests for dinner at the Mountain Nest. Maggie had arrived early and insisted on doing the cooking, and Canadian farm wives and mothers know how to cook. It was all delicious.
After supper, Carole and Betsy were mostly giving the dogs skritchins while Jim worked on a Lego structure. Betsy picked up a Lego and handed it to Jim, who politely said "Thank you." and added it to his project. Seeing that she was being useful, Betsy began picking up other Legos and handing them to Jim, and she was very happy to be contributing to the structure that was being created.
As the others women talked, Cindy and I went into the 'Puter Room for a moment of private conversation. She said "When you asked Teresa if there was anyone that wanted to hurt her or her family at the time Alexis died, Teresa had a huge mental reaction; I felt it pretty strongly."
"So she knew something, but didn't want to tell us?" I asked.
"It was more like... she was suddenly remembering something, but in a different light." Cindy said. "It was what, 20 years ago? and it was the most traumatic event in Teresa's life, but she may not remember all the details. Then you asked that, and she starts remembering... and things that either didn't make sense before or she didn't really think about, suddenly come out differently."
I nodded. "I'll buy that for a dollar. And maybe she'll talk to one or both of us about it if she remembers anything. But I can't stop coming back to Square One on this: someone sent Jack Muscone that video, not Teresa. I get the nagging feeling that this has more to do with Muscone than with her."
"Me, too." said Cindy. "One thing that struck me was how they knew that video was there in the first place. I only told you and the Sheriff about the car crash video. I guess the librarians would know. And Tim knows... Tim Jenkins... but why would he tell the Swamp Frogs about that?"
"I don't think he did." I said. "Well, not directly, and certainly not with malicious intent. If he wanted a copy of that video, he wouldn't have had to travel all the way back to Teresa's hometown, he'd have asked you to borrow your CD!"
"Flawlessly logical." Cindy said. "Unless he didn't want me to know he was interested in it, and circumvented me."
I said "If he had gone back there, the librarian likely would've recognized him. And if it wasn't the same librarian, the description she gave doesn't match Tim. Ergooooo, I'm excluding your friend Tim from my list of suspects."
And I did not have to have my mother or Carole's powers of observation to see that Cindy was tremendously relieved to hear that...
Part 5 - Mousetraps
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF report at 7:00am, Friday, March 6th, from the warmth of the KXTC anchor desk. "Legislators struggle to pass compromise bills as the Legislative session ticks away!"
Bettina began: "The Session ends Tuesday, March 31st, and it may become the first Legislative session in our State's history to have no bills passed at all. Both Parties are blaming the other side, as several sensible measures passed by State House Democrats have been defeated by State Senate Republicans, and the radically extreme bills passed in the State Senate have been voted down in the State House!"
Bettina: "Some groups are not giving up hope, however. The so-called 'Foodie Group', led by Republican State Senator Moe Molinari and Democrat Jimmy Cerone, both restauranteurs, has been working out a compromise Budget bill that will give cost-of-living increases to State employees. State Senator Katherine Woodburn, leader of the bloc known as the 'Block of Granite' group, has said the Molinari-Cerone proposals have strong merit."
Bettina: "However, State House Democrats, led by Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown and Nina Cortez of Eastern Midtown, have said that any Budget proposals that do not defund the Police and address Climate Change are dead on arrival in the State House Ways and Means Committee, from which all Budgets must formally originate. And House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds and State Senator Cain Mitchell issued a joint statement that no Budget will be acceptable until hardworking Undocumented Workers are protected from arrest and placed on a pathway to citizenship."
Bettina: "And in other news, Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police have rejected the U.S. DOJ's Civil Rights Division's generous offer of a settlement of the civil rights lawsuit filed by the USDOJ against the TCPD. Chief Sean Moynahan stated that the DOJ's 'so-called offer' was nothing but an onerous Consent Decree that would require the TCPD to admit guilt, which the TCPD has so far refused to do. As usual, Commander Donald Troy, who was pardoned for sex crimes by deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared in a quid pro quo deal, has refused to respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm honestly amazed." said Captain Tanya Perlman as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Bettina has been saying that about Commander Troy not responding to requests for comment, over and over, for years now. Nobody cares; hell, people make a mockery of it. But she keeps doing it like a broken record."
"They just don't see it the same way we do." I replied.
"Really?" asked Teresa Croyle. "How can they not see it? Their ratings suck; people are flocking to KFXU, who may move Catrina and Meredith to 7:00am instead of the national newscast at that hour."
"And I hope they do." said Tanya Perlman.
I replied: "Bettina is the poster child for the Mainstream Media. She and they are so arrogant that they refuse to believe they possibly can be at fault on anything. Bettina probably genuinely believes that her shots about me not responding to them is hurting me both personally and in the eyes of their viewers. Obviously I'm losing no sleep over it, and her repeated shots haven't caused me to run to a microphone and beg for her forgiveness and grant her interviews. But apparently she thinks it's working for her, and she'll keep believing that unto death, rather than admit that it doesn't work."
"Let's change the subject." said Chief Moynahan, somewhat to my surprise.
"Sure, Chief!" Tanya Perlman said happily. "Great job by you to tell the USDOJ where to shove it, sir!" Everyone nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Don't get toooo excited, Captain." said Moynahan. "It was a non-starter from the get-gooooo. I'm insulted they even made that offerrrrr."
"So why did they?" asked Cindy. Everyone looked at me.
"Optics." I said. "It's a reminder to us that they're still out there. And they want the win in the Court of Public Opinion, and Bettina is doing all she can to help them with that."
"Chang-innngggg the sub-jeeeect," said Chief Moynahan, "are we going to get a Budget this year, Sheriff?"
"I doubt it." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Val is a lame duck now, and after a lot of the Establishment Elite Republicans voted to convict him like the yellow-belly cowards they truly are, he has little interest in helping them. He'll only sign a bill on his terms, especially regarding Illegal Persons."
"Even a compromise bill that just gives more COLA money?" asked the Chief.
"They'll have to give him something to get even that." growled Griswold. "He wants to rub Cain Mitchell's nose in it this year like he rubbed Wilson Hammond's nose in it last year." (Author's note: 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 05.)
"And on the other side," continued Griswold, "State House Democrats are increasingly militant on the Climate Change fraud, and now defunding the Police, and they think those are winning strategies in the upcoming elections. Never say never, but I don't see it."
"Neither do I, but for another reason." I said. "They can get away with not passing a Budget this year, since they passed one last year. But if one doesn't pass this year, both sides will be saying there will be no Budget out of next year's session, unless their Party is elected in the majority... and to the Governorship, of course."
"Holding the Budget hostage again." said Cindy. "I wish those assholes would stop fucking with our lives."
"And that's exactly why they're doing it." retorted Teresa. "Because they have that power to fuck with our lives..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange came to my office. We shook hands and I had him sit down in a hot chair after he refused my offer of coffee or water.
"Yeah, Cardigan's team caught 'em trying to watch Muscone's computers." said Lange. "Robin Isley said it was a 'training exercise' for her cyber people, and I called 'bullshit' on that immediately. Tim Jenkins said that when he's been asked how he met Cindy Ross, he's said he helped her convert some videotapes to CDs, but he doesn't think he ever told anyone where that occurred. Ted Crenshaw confirmed Jenkins told him that. So I think Jenkins is good, and didn't backstab Muscone."



"Me too." I said.
Lange: "I had people check on Nash's whereabouts during the timeframe of that visit to the library, and he was here, in the Town & County or the City, for just about all of it. The Rovers BAU Team was also in this area. So either they sent someone else, and we haven't figured out who it is yet, or it's not our rogue guys."
"What did Nash say about sending that video to the Rovers Team?" I asked.
"He denied it was him that sent it." said Lange. "We showed him our data showing it was from him, and he said we should check it out harder as being fraudulent... like your forged signature on that Morelli custody document."
"And he may be right." I said. "I also wonder why he'd deny it if he really did do it. It's not like he did anything illegal in it."
"Except that other branches go to the OPR with complaints, not the other way around like this time." said Lange. "And while you're technically correct, the optics are that either he's a snitch or he's got a vendetta against Muscone. And the FBI hasn't gone so far over to the Swamp Frogs that his actions would be excused. Quite the opposite, as he has a reputation for having survived only because his now-deceased uncle was the FBI Deputy Director for a long time. A lot of FBI field agents don't like Nash."
"I understand." I said. "But I'm interested mostly because it concerns two of my Angels, Teresa and Tanya. Jack can handle himself, though I'm ready to assist him if need be."
"And you were right to tell Muscone not to look up his brother's case nor anything else." said Lange. "They may have sent that video to see how Muscone reacted, to see if he'd give himself away, but he didn't. And to that end, I looked all that up. The case of Muscone's brother was never solved, and to my surprise they never spoke with him about it."
Lange: "Some of the Agents that investigated thought Jack was involved or had done it, but they knew he'd just plead the Fifth if they asked him about it. Others said there was insufficient evidence to investigate him, while others didn't think he was involved because his brother had a lot of enemies. So it was dropped."
I nodded. "It's also occurred to me that all this was done to see what Teresa Croyle will do, how she will react to all of this. And I'm calling 'dirty pool' on that... bringing up the most painful event of her life, just to fuck with us? Crowbar beatdowns will be occurring... when I find out who is behind this."
Lange nodded. "I'll be glad to help, if you'll loan me a crowbar for a few moments."
"I might take you up on that." I said. "In the meantime------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Owen Lange's cellphone. He answered it. I saw a looks of shock and consternation on his face as he listened to the voice on the other end. "All right." he finally said. "Keep me informed."
After he disconnected, he looked at me and said "That was Nate Grimes, the Supervisory Special Agent of the OPR in this region. Someone in the Washington OPR just re-opened the case of Muscone's brother's assassination. And they want to set up an interview."
"For Jack?" I asked.
"No." said Owen Lange. "You were right... they're going after Teresa Croyle. It's her they want to talk to..."
Part 6 - The Never-Ending Story
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, March 10th, from the KXTC studios. "The chaos and gridlock in the State Legislature is not popular with the People of the State!"
Bettina began: "Citizens are increasingly becoming angry at the gridlock in the Legislature, and polls show they are blaming the Republicans, especially deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared! Jared, who is a lame duck and will be out of office at the end of the year, has made no effort to work with Legislators of either Party to get something done in this Legislative session."
Bettina: "We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling." A split screen with Karl Frazier appeared "Karl, what do the Citizens of our State want to see?"
Frazier: "Bettina, they're tired of the gridlock, and what they see is the obstinacy of the State Republican Party. People want to see Republican politicians crossing the aisle to work with the Democrats on common-sense legislation. While gun control is not one of those issues, voters want to see the Republicans accept the Democrats's proposals for health care and Climate Change."
Bettina: "What could this mean for the Elections, Karl? After all, the primaries are May 5th in this State. Is Jared having a negative effect on the Republicans? Can the Democrats win control of both Houses of the State Legislature AND the Governorship?"
Frazier: "Our polls are showing that it will depend on who the nominees are. Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall polls very poorly against any Democrat running for Governor, including Corey Coons, who is the most stridently Leftwing candidate. State Attorney General Karl Handel polls well against Democrats, but he's running well behind Lt. Governor Marshall for the Republican nomination."
"Thank you, Karl!" said Bettina as she was brought to full screen. "And in other news, Federal Judge K.M. Landis egregiously stepped in to take the case 'USDOJ vs. Town & County' from Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney, and Landis denied the USDOJ's request to force the TCPD into a Consent Decree. The TCPD has insisted upon a full Court trial, and has refused to negotiate with the US DOJ at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, Bettina," I said, "don't bother mentioning that Taney tried to take the case from Landis, who has jurisdiction over our County and also is the Chief Federal Judge for this Circuit. She was in the wrong, but Bettina makes it sound like he did something bad for doing the right thing."
"Sounds like the Civil Rights Division of the USDOJ is a little desperate." said Tanya Perlman. "Trying to force a Consent Degree without a trial? And I haven't even gotten to the contradiction in terms: forcing a Consent Decree." We all chuckled at that.
"I agree." I said. "That reeks of desperation."
"What I want to know," said Cindy Ross, "is what's going on with the FBI and the Iron Wolf, here."
"Nothing, so far." said Teresa. "Agnes T. Spires is ready to go, and eager to engage the Feds again in legal combat. But they haven't contacted me yet, and I'm wondering if EAD Lange got a 'bad Buddha' about them coming at me."
"I don't think he did." I said. "He heard about it early on, and maybe they weren't as ready to come at us as fast as we thought they'd be. Just keep your eyes and ears open, and don't let them take you into custody."
"It's sad that we have to disssss-trust the Feds that much." said the Chief. To Teresa he asked: "Are you going to cooperate and talk with them if they ask you toooo?"
"It depends, Chief." said Teresa. "If they're up front and honest, and don't play games... and if they tell us what it's about up front... then I'll probably cooperate. If they play the crap games like they did with Commanders Troy and Ross... I will not be participating in those games."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise." said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Meredith Peller. Hi Meredith."
"Hi Catrina." said Meredith. "Hello, everyone. Here's what's in the news. The Legislature is in gridlock, and nearing total meltdown as we enter the final month of the session. Democrats are accusing the Republicans of not negotiating the Budget in good faith, but as Representative William C. 'Billy' Williams says, it's not that simple. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing our 1st District State Rep saying: "The Democrats's ideas of 'negotiation' and 'compromise' are for the Republicans to do exactly what the Democrats order them to do, and that's not going to happen. We're ready for real negotiations, but we're not going to bend over like wimps for the Democrats, like the Mitt Romney-John McCain Republicans in Washington do."
Back to Catrina live: "We have with us Peter D. Gordon of Clear Call Polling." The camera panned out to show Peter Dwayne Gordon sitting in the KFXU 'hot chair'. "Peter, what are the polls saying about the gridlock?"
Peter: "The Citizens of the State are as evenly divided on the issues as they are over Parties and their policies. For example, 83% of respondents say they are tired of gridlock, but when we ask how that gridlock should be resolved, it's right down the middle, 50-50... those that identify right-of-center say the Democrats need to compromise or capitulate, while those that identify left-of-center say the Republicans should be the ones to capitulate."
Peter: "And the 17% that say they prefer the gridlock identify 95% as right-of-center. These respondents believe that almost any compromise weakens the Constitution and individual liberties."
Meredith: "Let's talk about the races for a moment. Sharon Marshall probably is closest to Governor Jared in her positions. How is she doing?"
Peter: "She is polling very, very well with respondents that identify as Conservative or leaning Conservative. She has an almost 2-1 advantage over State AG Karl Handel, who is widely identified as the Republican Establishment's 'great white hope', to use some boxing lingo, there. Lt. Governor Marshall also does reasonably well in our polling when compared to every specific Democrat... but when it's the unnamed, 'generic' Democrat, she doesn't do as well."
Catrina: "And how does AG Handel do if he's the Republican nominee?"
Peter: "If Handel is the Republican nominee, almost every Democrat would wipe him out in the General Election in November. Only Maxine Watts polls poorly against him."
Meredith: "Is Governor Jared hurting Republicans in the State and local races?"
Peter: "We're not seeing any signs of it right now. The Governor's popularity ratings are at a base 40%, but that's not hurting Sharon Marshall, nor other races. Other pollsters are saying there's going to be a 'blue wave', and the Democrats will take full control of the State House, State Senate, and the Governorship, but I'm certainly not seeing that in our polling. The Democrats may win the City and Southport by 85-15% margins, but the rest of the State is nowhere near those numbers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don't you just love political season?" Tanya Perlman asked with a great deal of sarcasm as we watched in my office prior to the Angels Meeting.
"When is it ever not political season?" Teresa countered.
"Damn good point!" I said, pointing at Teresa.
"Would you say that right now is the most bitterly divided America has ever been, politically?" asked Cindy Ross.
"Er, noooo." I said. "I think the 1860-1861 timeframe takes the 'blue and gray' ribbon for that." (Author's note: That was Abraham Lincoln's election and the months leading to the American Civil War.)
Teresa said: "But we may be headed towards that level of rancor again. I can see America splitting into three parts: the liberal Northeast, the hardcore-leftwing Pacific Coast, and the Conservative 'Flyover County' between, especially the South, the Plains States, and the near-Northwest."
"Don't tell Carole and Marie that," I said, "or they'll start drawing maps. And I can see another way of seceding. Take New York, or Illinois. Upstate New York is strongly Conservative. But New York City is so populous, it rides roughshod over the rest of the State."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So what if the rest of New York says 'we want to be a separate State from NYC.'? To become a separate State, they have to get approval of Congress as well as the State they're separating from. And Democrat-controlled New York would never let the split happen."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So the only thing they could do, is secede. Become a separate country entirely. That could create a cascade effect, it could lead to Civil War. But that's about the only thing they can do."
"Bottom line," Cindy said, "no more United States of America."
"Yeah." I said. "Anyhoo, what's on the Police Force agenda for today, besides serving and protecting, protecting and serving?..." My Angels laughed politely.
"It's quiet... too quiet." Teresa said. "Not quite yet time for Spring Sports to start up, nor Spring Break to be an issue on Campus."
Tanya said "Lt. Rudistan told me yesterday he's beginning to hear about a trickle of poor quality drugs into the Southside: dirty heroin, meth, some fentanyl. The fentanyl bothers him; Marcie Harper had the monopoly on that stuff, and no one really wanted to touch it since she was busted. But that aversion ended, and someone has picked it up."
I said "And what is Rudistan's response to that?"
Tanya said "He's putting Vice's ears to the ground to see what they can come up with. Not much, so far. We start sending undercover Officers in to make small buys if we don't get some good intel by next Monday."
I nodded. "Okay, but speed that up. Do the undercover buys over the weekend if you don't hear anything by Friday." Tanya and Teresa nodded and made notes.
Tanya said "I guess the only other thing is the wrap-up of the Stoddard murder. It's about to go cold. The guy we caught trying to plant drugs in Tracy Stone's car lawyered up and clammed up, and we have absolutely nothing to connect him to the murder. Ditto that for Dana Stirewalt and Rob Lawton; nothing to connect them to anything other than being Carmela's sycophants and being idiots."
"I'm still doing some work on that in my spare time." I said. "I'll let you guys know if I come upon any live wires."
"Vat ees thees concept of 'spare time', ov vich yoo speek?" Cindy asked in her best German accent. "And yoo ov all pee-pul have none of thees 'spare time' to yoose."
"C'est vrai, mon Commandant!" I replied in real French. "Okay, you guys get crackin'..." That was a dismissal, and my Angels smartly executed it.
Part 7 - Selling One's Soul
Tuesday, March 10th. FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White called and asked me to come to the Cattleman's Club for lunch. When I got there, I saw that she had a guest: Supervisory Special Agent Melina Allgood.
"I hope you don't mind me asking Melina to join us." Karina said as we were seated at our table.
"I certainly don't mind having lunch with two lovely ladies." I said. "Better ask her about eating with her ex-husband, though."
"Still the ol' silver-tongued devil, you are." Melina said. "But no worries. The divorce was amicable, and Don and I are still friends." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
After we ordered, all of us ordering steaks for lunch, Karina said "I asked both of you to come so that we could talk about what's going on with this thing with Jack Muscone. He's ignoring it, or trying to, and he's getting ready for his wedding. Soooo, it falls upon me to get the straight scoop on the issues, and the danger they represent to him, and to the rest of us." Both women looked at me.
"I wish I had some 'scoop' to give you." I replied. "But I don't have a thing. I'm as much in the dark about this as everyone else."
"Maybe you can tell us what the issues are." said Karina. "I saw that video of that car wreck. Jack won't talk about it... it's almost like he's taken the Fifth about it... and no one else knows what's going on.
I nodded. "There's a reason Jack won't talk about it, and why the rest of us shouldn't. But I'll tell you this much so you have the gist of it."
I began: "You may or may not know that several years ago, Teresa Croyle beat up a worthless piece of shit that was driving drunk, ran into a family, and wiped out the mother and her two daughters. The perp was the son of the late State Senator Nathan Allen, and Senator Allen used his political power to protect his son, arrest and imprison the father, and to go after Teresa."
Your Iron Crowbar: "They were about to fire Teresa, and I asked for a weekend to just find out why Teresa had done it. I went to her hometown, where Jack Muscone and I found a photo of Teresa and her sister after winning a race, and we learned the truth about Teresa... how a drunk driver had wiped out Teresa's sister and a friend, leading to a chain of events that led to Teresa whipping Dean Allen's ass for wiping out that family in our County here." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story'.)
"Oh, wow." said Karina.
Your Iron Crowbar: "After saving Teresa's job, I began quietly looking into that whole situation. I found out that the person who collided with Teresa's sister was a man who had several DUIs, but was also an FBI Agent, and the Bureau got him out of trouble every time. And that guy was also Jack Muscone's half-brother."
"Does Teresa know that?" Karina asked.
"Yes." I said. "She began looking into the case a few years ago, once she knew I knew her secret about her sister's death. She independently found out what I did. But now... the rest of the story."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Jack's brother was found dead about a month after another incident that got an FBI Agent killed, which was blamed on Jack's brother. The case was never solved, and it was attributed to a Mob pro hit. And that's the gist of what I know." (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 05.)
"So why the secrecy about it?" Karina asked. "Why won't Jack nor anyone else speak of it?"
"You're a Detective, and a good one." I replied. "Connect those dots."
"And say no more of it." Melina admonished.
"Okay." said Karina. "So what's our play?"
"We don't have one." I said. "We're just sitting and waiting to see what's going on. I've heard they're coming after Teresa, and they better come correct or I will be all over them like a wet blanket. And I'm ready to help Jack to the extent I can, as well."
Karina nodded. "Well, I don't have much to add to what you already know. The OPR office opened an investigation and handed it off to the dirty Rovers BAU. They haven't done anything so far, but that may be because they're in the doghouse after destroying Commander Troy's home last month."
"You have a different idea, Don?" Melina said, and correctly reading the expression on my face.
"Ehhhhh, I'm just not liking it." I said. "I'm sure they're up to something, but what it is, I don't know."
Our food had arrived, and as we ate Karina asked "So... is Tanya taking Jack's surname? Or keeping her own like your wife did and Teresa Croyle did?"
I replied: "She's taking his name. She'll be 'Tanya Muscone' after the wedding. But Jack is not formally adopting Pete, just assuming guardianship of him, so Pete will still be 'Pete Feeley'."
"Was that Tanya's idea?" asked Melina.
"No, it was Pete's decision." I said. "However, I understand that a six-year-old girl that was not minding her own business advised Pete to keep the 'Feeley' name."
"Wow." Melina said. "I'll bet Laura went ballistic about that. But why did Carole tell Pete that?"
I said "No, Laura just told me to handle it. She and I have a deal about Carole over things like that. As to the 'why' of it, I don't know, and all Carole would say is 'I don't know why, but I know it's the right thing to do.' And that was the last word on the subject... the subject..."
I was in a reverie. When I finally came out of it, I saw Karina watching me, and Melina eating but glancing over at me with a knowing look on her lovely face.
"And that, Karina," Melina said, "was a world-famous Iron Crowbar reverie. It usually leads to perps being arrested."
"And I think it's going to this time, also." I said. But no more would I say about it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, Melina said "Don, can I get a ride with you? I have a family issue I have to ask you about." She had come with Karina, so we made our goodbyes with her, and Melina sat in the shotgun seat of my Police SUV while I drove.



"Okay, back to Police HQ or drive around the Bypass?" I asked.
"Neither." said Melina. "Drive up to my house." She began texting on her iPhone, as well.
"O-kayyy." I said. I drove up the road by the Stadium and turned left, where turning right would lead to The Cabin. I drove by the turnoff to Promontory Point, then past Seth and Joanne Warner's home.
There was a vehicle in the driveway of Melina's house, and I parked next to it. "Federal Government tags." I said.
"Not much gets by you." Melina replied sardonically. "He's around back, on the patio." I went around the house on the walkway as Melina went inside, and I heard Dorothy barking and Melina 'shushing' her.
When I went around back, I saw the man sitting in one of the chairs on the patio, enjoying the view. "Hello, Mr. Crowbar." he said.
"Hello, Deputy Director." I said to Lawrence Lance, the new Deputy Director of the FBI. His tough face looked tinged with worry, but also purpose. "To what do I owe the honor?"
"You'll have to excuse me for getting past the politenesses and moving straight to business." said Lance. "I know your time is valuable, as is mine. I have a proposal for you."
"Before you do," I replied, "what's going on with Muscone and this beeswax about his brother and my Officer's sister?"
Lance said "That's the Swamp Frogs trying to dig up some dirt. But I have no idea what that dirt could be. Commander Croyle was nowhere near Muscone's brother at the time he disappeared, we've ascertained that for sure. So why that particular video was sent in Martin Nash's name, I don't know. And if they're going to go after Muscone, there's other incidents involving his brother."
I nodded. "My theses is that it's Teresa they're going after. Which of course gets my hackles up, since she's family to me."
"And not just through her husband. We get that." said Lance. "And that's partly why I'm here today. Don, have you heard of so-called 'dark agents' within the FBI and other Federal agencies?"
"No sir." I said. "Not officially, anyway."
"Good answer." said the Deputy Director. "I'm here to tell you, unofficially, off the record, that they do exist. I'll deny it to my grave if you or anyone ever says I said that, but between us, they do exist."
I heard Melina's voice cut in as she came onto the patio. "You know how Sheriff Griswold talks about Star Trek? You've heard of their secret 'Section 31' organization?"
"Yes, of course." I said.
"Our so-called 'dark agents' are like that." said Lance. "Ms. Allgood, here, for example. She's an SSA in the FBI... officially. But she also has another status, one that gives her far more power."
"Enough to make Robin Isley back off, and keep Jocelyn Moran from arresting me." I said. (Author's note: 'Return To Point Hollow', Ch. 04; 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 03-04.) "But don't tell me you want me to become a part of that."
"I will, and we do." said Lance.
Melina said as she sat down in a chair facing us: "Before you just say 'no' out of hand, consider these things. First, let me tell you what the 'dark agents' are. We're the closest thing the USA has to the 'double-oh' agents of British legend. We are totally independent. We're not rogue, we don't have licenses to kill; those exist, but are separate things. We just have the authority to 'fix' problems, like Robin Isley was being a problem."
"So why are you offering me this?" I asked.
Lawrence Lance said "Because being an FBI Consultant is not enough. We need you to have the same authority at the FBI level as every Special Agent has, and there may be times we need you to have more, especially if and when you cross a State Line."
"I get that." I said. "But again, why are you offering this to me? And now?"
Melina said "For the time you're going to need it, which will be soon. Once you accept, you'll be briefed on some of the threats that are coming our way... internal threats, ginned up by politicians that want to thwart the will of the American People, but mostly the threats generated by the Mainstream Media. You, Don, are one of the few people who truly understand the depths of corruption of the Mainstream Media, and their deepest desires to destroy all the good in America."
"So what does this thing entail?" I asked. "I don't want any part of any anti-Black or anti-Jewish cabal. And after what was done to my home, my son despises the FBI and would not understand if I became more a part of it than I already am."
"It's not like that." said Lawrence Lance hastily. "There are Jews and Blacks among us. All this is, is a license that gives you a special level of authority. To the world, you'll be an FBI Consultant. But during times you're out of your home State, you'll have this to fall back on. You'll know when you need to use it."
I remained skeptical, but I also realized that something was going on... something really, really deep. I said "What if I get into this, then see that I don't want to be a part of it?"
"Then you put the special ID in your wall safe and never use it again." said Lance. "I may be explaining it badly. It's not an organization; we're not even as cohesive as the Guardians of Justice were. Congress secretly wrote in the authority for our existence decades ago. Even J. Edgar Hoover didn't know about us. I only know... because I'm one of them, like Melina here is."
I knew I needed to think of this. And then I heard something that sounded like Carole's voice in my head, telling me to walk into this 'trap' headlong.
"All right." I said. "But if this ever gets out, if my son Ross finds out and says one word... I'm out."
"Fair enough." said Melina. And so I signed the paperwork and took the oath making me a full FBI Agent, and was given both regular and 'dark' IDs.
And somehow, I felt like I'd made a deal with the Devil, and had sold my soul...
Part 8 - Serial Patterns
Tuesday, March 10th. Getting back to my office after lunch, I told Helena that I did not want to be disturbed unless it was an emergency. Helena knew whose phone calls or personal appearances constituted an 'emergency'.
Sitting down at my desk, I began bringing up records of the victims of the serial killer attacks in Atlanta. Not all of the victims had been murdered; some were injured by small bombs in mailboxes, while others were killed.. Others that had died had received larger boxes on their front porches, which had exploded when opened.
It only took half an hour to find what I was looking for. I picked up my landline phone and made a call to the Atlanta Police Department: "Hello, Detective Beale, this is Commander Troy... yes, I'm fine, and you?.... good, good. Listen, the reason I called you is because I think I've found the reason for the 'Faster Than Light' serial killings..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Serial Patterns (continued)
6:00am, Wednesday, March 11th. Jack Muscone and I deplaned from the Delta Air Lines jet that had brought us to Atlanta on the 'redeye' flight. As Agents of the Law, we had been allowed to have our weapons on the flight, and also were allowed to disembark first.
Waiting for us in the hallway were Detective Amanda Beale and Sergeant Larry Taylor. We shook hands and I introduced Jack Muscone. Beale asked about Cindy, who'd she'd met on our last visit to the A-T-L. (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 03.) As we began walking down the hallway, I marveled to myself how it had been nearly a year since we were there before.
We went to an office suite within the Atlanta Airport complex, an office most of the many airline passengers never see. The APD had offices there, and so did the Georgia Bureau of Investigation (GBI), and the Federal agencies: BAFTE, FBI, Homeland Security, Customs... and the CIA, though not even the other Feds realized it.
"You know FBI Special Agent James Conrad?" said Amanda Beale, re-introducing us to the long-haired Agent.
"Yes, I do." I said, shaking Conrad's hand. "Do you know SAC Jack Muscone?"
"Yes, we've met." said Jack as he and Conrad shook hands. We all sat down at the table after getting cups of coffee.
"So you've solved our case?" asked Amanda Beale.
"I have hopes." I said. "What I found was that one of the victims was named Justin Carson. A package bomb was put on his front porch, which exploded when he opened it, killing him. It was the fourth bomb to go off, and the first that wasn't a mailbox bomb. The bomb was alo more powerful than the others.
I continued: "Carson graduated from Georgia Tech and Emory, but when I tried to go back further, I couldn't find anything."
Detective Beale was looking through a file folder. "We didn't find anything, either, but I don't think we looked very far."
I said "Very likely you didn't. Here's his ID at the time of his death." The Georgia drivers license photo showed a man with black hair and a think black beard but no mustache.
"This may be politically incorrect to say," said Jack Muscone, "but he doesn't look like a 'Justin' nor a 'Carson'."
"Is he Hispanic?" asked Amanda Beale (who was black, but I digress).
"No, and I'll get to that." I said. "Here's his wife, Melissa Carson." I put up a Georgia ID of Melissa Carson. She was white, with brown hair, decent-looking but fairly plain.
"And here is what the trick was." I said. "Melissa Carson's maiden name was... 'Carson'. Justin took his wife's surname when they were married! And that allowed him to have a dual identity."
Everyone gasped as it began hitting them. I continued with my lesson:
"Justin's father is a man named 'Fasil'." I said. "He was an interpreter for the CIA during the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s, as he speaks Arabic and Farsi. Fasil's wife's mother was Iranian and her father was white, and named 'Justin', so I'm thinking our guy here was named after his maternal grandfather, and perhaps with deceptive intentions."
I continued: "So Justin Fasil married Melissa Carson, and he took her surname. But he was also able to use his 'maiden name' to get an ID as a CDC employee."
Sgt. Taylor said "But why didn't we catch that? No 'Justin Fasil' ever was reported as missing, or anything like that."
I said "My theory is that Melissa Carson was... and is... part of the ruse. My data to back that up is that I checked up on her, and found that she was an activist Feminist while at Emory University, which is where she apparently met Justin. She had connections to a student group that also has a Chapter on my University's campus, and the Faculty sponsors of that group are Dr. Jan Camp and Dr. Lionel Carmela, both very leftwing activists themselves."
Jack Muscone let out a low whistle. "I think I see dots connecting." he muttered.
"Yes." I said. "And here's what's going on with that: a Physics professor named Robert Stoddard was recently murdered in my County. Dr. Stoddard had strong, strong connections to the U.S. Military, though I'm assured he himself was not a CIA Officer. And here's the rub: the killer or killers attempted to frame Dr. Stephanie Steele for that crime. And the professor whose pattern in her paper that was used for these serial killings... was Dr. Stephanie Steele."
"Dots connected." said Amanda Beale.
"To a point." I said. "So let's go back: Mr. Fasil is considered loyal to the United States, but his wife, Justin Carson's mother, is very radically anti-Jewish, and in her younger days she called for the eradication of Israel and the extermination of all Jews. I also believe that Justin Fasil, a.k.a. Carson, may be used his CDC identity to get information on the CDC, and he possibly could've stolen bacteriological cultures, viruses, and drugs from there."
"Forgive me for not being the Iron Crowbar." said Sgt. Larry Taylor. "Help me understand this." Everyone else murmured in agreement.
"Sure." I said. "My thesis is that Robert Stoddard found out about Justin Carson, or someone found out and contacted him. He could've seen Stephanie Steele's paper before it was published, or at least her graphical diagrams. He used that pattern, or suggested it be used, to get to Justin Carson and kill him, but make it look like it was part of a serial killing, and not a specific targeting."
"I get that." said Taylor. "Where I'm stuck is why he and his cronies would go through with all that, and kill five other people."
"My idea on that," said Jack Muscone, "is that the Federal Government did not want it to get out that he'd infiltrated the CDC. Maybe he stole something like the smallpox stored there, or the COVID-SARS or -MERS viruses, or something else that could cause a major pandemic. They don't want that getting out, so they go through all this."
"That's a good thought." I said. "But Sergeant Taylor is right... it's pretty bad if they're willing to kill five people just to get to the one."
"So what's our next step?" Amanda Beale asked.
"To get a warrant," I said, "and pay a visit to Melissa Carson..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The home in Druid Hills, Georgia was very old, very large, and almost obscured by the massive old trees on the property.
"Antebellum?" Jack Muscone asked as we arrived.
"No, they burned Atlanta down, remember?" I replied. "Definitely after the war, but this area was once a neighborhood of the wealthy and powerful. Emory University is a small but outstanding school, and Emory Hospital is to cardiac and heart patients what St. Jude's is to cancer patients. And the Woodruffs, who created a drug formula they called 'Coca-Cola', are just one of the big-time families contributing to the School."
We knocked on the door, but there was no reply. Amanda Beale tried the door; it was unlocked. "Hell-ooooo!" she called out as she went in. "Atlanta Police!" There was no reply.
"Looks like Melissa Carson bolted." said Muscone as we looked around and the almost totally empty house. "Wonder how she and her husband could afford this place?"
"Oh, they had help." I said. "And she had some money in her own right."
"Looks like she's flown the coop." Amanda Beale said after it was determined no one was at home. "I wonder how long ago? Right after her husband died?"
"Recently." I said. "Very recently. There's still dust with clean floors showing with sharp corners. There's no musty smell, no mildew growths in the bathtubs or toilets, and the electricity is still on."
"They needed more than a few hours to clean out the house." said Muscone. "So our trip here now isn't what triggered her."
"You are correct." I said. "I wonder if Melissa was warned after the Stoddard murder, and she bolted before we could possibly connect the dots and get here."
"So do we have a mole?" asked Jack.
"That..." I said, "...or we're being watched."
Part 9 - From Where Power Comes
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, March 13th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the Federal Building in the background across the Square. "A serial killing spree in Atlanta may be connected to our Town & County!"
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that a series of mailbox bombings last year were in a pattern based upon a recently published scientific paper by Dr. Stephanie Steele of the University's Astronomy Department. Authorities in Atlanta as well as our Town & County believe that Dr. Robert Stoddard, who would've had access to Dr. Steele's papers, may have been associated with the serial killer. Dr. Stoddard was recently found murdered in Dr. Steele's office on the University Campus."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that one of the serial bombing victims, Justin Carter, was being targeted by the killer or killers, as he was a CDC employee under his original surname of Justin Fasil. He took his wife's name when he was married, which enabled him to deceive authorities and acquire the sensitive position in the CDC, which gave him access to dangerous biological substances as well as chemicals."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has also learned that Commander Donald Troy was in Atlanta last year helping the Atlanta PD investigate the serial killings, and that he was instrumental in the break in the case that allowed Police to identify Carson as the intended target of the crimes. As usual, Commander Donald Troy has refused to respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment."
Bettina: "And all negotiations in the State Legislature have been called off by the State House Democrats, who are in the majority in the State House. The Democrats are calling State Senate Republicans 'unreasonable' and 'obstinate'. State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds and State Senator Cain Mitchell, both Republicans, said that deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared is responsible for the lack of progress in any negotiations."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I suspect that something's going on behind the scenes in Midtown." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Why do you suspect that, Mr. Crowbarrrrr?" drawled the Chief.
"Because Our Sheriff is lousy at hiding his facial expressions." I said. "He's trying hard not to grin like the Cheshire Cat. He knows something." Everyone else chuckled as I cooly sipped my coffee in the face of the Sheriff turning and peering at me.
"Not a damn thing gets by you." muttered Griswold.
"What, are they going to have a bill pass, after all?" asked Tanya Perlman.
"Don't let this get out." said Griswold. "But things are looking good for a Budget that's the same as last year but with COLA increases and some baseline budgeting increases. Val can spit in Cain Mitchell's face if it goes through."
"Speaking of 'not a damn thing getting by the Iron Crowbar'," said Teresa Croyle, "that was some damn awesome work figuring out that serial killer pattern, Commander." There were murmurs of agreement.
"I don't get why that guy's wife didn't skip town within a month of her husband's death." Cindy said.
"She had ties to Emory University." I said. "She may have been purloining information out of there, and from other Schools through their interweb connections. Then Stoddard died, and that's when they decided to take the precaution of getting her out. But why they took all the furniture? I dunno..."
"DNA, maybe?" said Tanya. "Jack said the entire place was wiped down very well. They didn't get diddly-squat, not even from the drains and the toilets. But does that happen at our University? Stealing information, that is?"
I replied "Laura says that research gets stolen more than people realize, especially if there is an industrial or military application. The Red Chinese are behind a good bit of it. Her own Psychology Department is careful, as well."
"Don," Cindy said, "doesn't that anger you that Bettina has all that information and is spewing it out?"
"Yes." I replied. "But there's not much I can do about it, unless and until I find out whoever is leaking to her. And when I do... well, I probably should just not say anything, for the sake of 'plausible deniability'."
"If I find out before you do, Crowbar," said the Sheriff, "you won't need 'plausible deniability'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, Jack Muscone came to my office. As we sat and drank mugs of coffee, he got me up to speed on things.
"We touched base with the LAPD over the serial killer out there that was using an astronomy theory pattern," said Muscone, "and they're looking for victims where the husband took the wife's surname upon marriage, as well as suspects that did the same. We'll see if something pops up." I nodded.
"As to this Justin Fasil Carter," Muscone said, "his father appears to have been a good guy all the way around, loyal to America, all that. But his wife, Carter's mother... we're starting to find some links between her and Iran. She may have radicalized her son, and had him spying for her and for Iran, getting CDC information on things the Iranians could use to create bioweapons and unleash them upon the American People."
"So he was taken out," I replied, "and in a way that wouldn't gin up publicity... until now. Any idea who is behind those leaks to Bettina?"
"No, and it wasn't just Bettina that got the information." said Muscone. "The Atlanta Media, including CNN, have the story, which means it's a national story now. And that's one reason I came to talk to you today... who do you think leaked it? Bettina made sure to mention your involvement last year and this year."
"Yeah, but that was local." I said. "No one else is mentioning my good name, that I know of. But the question is interesting: who benefits, or thinks they benefit, from putting this out there?"
"Yes, that's the $64,000 question." said Muscone. He then made the 'ink pen' sign, and I turned on the bug killer. He said "So I'm curious. I know you accepted the 'dark agent' credentials. I'm one of the ones that pushed Lange and Lance to get them for you. But I am wondering why you accepted them?"
"Laura was surprised, too." I said. "And please, don't let this get out any further. Ian won't talk to Pete because you're an FBI Agent, and he gets his hackles up at Carole when she takes Pete's side on it. As to why I took it... I'm not sure. My own 'vibe' told me to, and I realized I may need Federal credentials stronger than those of an FBI Consultant. But I don't know if this is going to last very long."
Muscone nodded. "Well, it's power if you need it."
I replied "That's one thing I'm waiting to see... just who has my back if I do use the power? For example, there was a couple in Missouri being threatened on their own property by a mob. The used their firearms to defend themselves. But it was in a Democrat-controlled city, so the couple was arrested and jailed for defending their property with their Second Amendment Constitutional right... and nothing was done about the mob thugs threatening them."
I continued: "What good is the Second Amendment if it's not honored, not backed up? What good are our rights when Democrat politicians side with the thugs, the looters, the lawbreakers, over the law-abiding citizens that only want to have their businesses and raise their families? And those Democrat politicians let good people's businesses be burned to the ground while working as hard as they can to defund the Police?"
I finished up: "So we'll see what happens, but if I don't think I have the support these 'dark agent' credentials require... I'll be returning them to you and walking away from helping the FBI any more, ever again... like Myron Milton and his father and his wife want me to do... and like my son wants me to do."
Muscone looked very worried at those comments as I stopped to draw breath. "Don't let it get to you, Dog." he said. "Besides, I need a happy, smiling Best Man in two weeks..."
Part 10 - Representation and Taxation
Tuesday, March 17th. I was wearing my 'casual' uniform of khaki pants, green golf/polo shirt with my TCPD badge embroidered over the heart (and the metal one on my belt), and a very visible orange t-shirt underneath.
On this St. Patrick's Day, the Detectives were wearing either green or orange shirts, or both like me. Chief Moynahan and Teresa Croyle wore green shirts with green t-shirts. Uniformed Officers were allowed to wear green or orange scarfs around their necks, tucked neatly into their shirts, like they did with their neckties if wearing them. Lieutenant DeLong, who was black, called me and told me he'd never seen so many 'Black Irish' Officers in one place as there were at 2nd Precinct Roll Call.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette in her clingy green dress at KXTC studios at 7:00am. "It's over at the State Capitol!"
Bettina happily began: "Thanks to the racist policies of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared and his Republican allies, all hopes of a compromise Budget that would give cost-of-living-adjustment raises to State employees are over! State Representative Elijah McKinney, chairman of the powerful State House Ways & Means Committee, could not reach an agreement with State Senator Cain Mitchell, Chairman of the Senate Budget Committee."
Bettina: "Efforts by the bipartisan group known as the 'Foodie Group' were ineffective in bringing Senator Mitchell off of his obstinate positions to include tax breaks for the State's wealthiest citizens and biggest businesses. And Governor Jared did not help the Republicans's cause, nor their chances of election in November, when he said he would not sign any bill that included the provisions to address Climate Change that Representative Nina Cortez was demanding as part of the Democrats's 'Green New Deal'."
Bettina: "Conditions under the Gold Dome of the State Capitol are now described as 'hopelessly gridlocked', with Republican State Representatives not even bothering to represent their Districts by attending Committee meetings. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was shown State Rep. Peter Long Cox (R) of Nextdoor County, who said "There's no point in attending Committee meetings. The Democrats just ram through what they want without any discussion."
State Rep. Hoyt Stenson (D) of Jacksonville was then shown, saying "We don't owe the Republicans anything, not even the time of day. We're going to pass what we want, and the Republicans can sit and spin..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What happened, Sheriff?" Tanya Perlman asked as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "I'm not trying to be a jerk, but I thought they were going to sneak something through."
"Last week," growled Sheriff Griswold, "Val Jared, Jimmy Cerone, Moe Molinari, and Elijah McKinney thought they had a package... COLA raises, and little bits of pork for all. You know how it works in Midtown. Everyone gets a little something for their Districts." We all nodded.



"Over the weekend," continued the Sheriff, "State Senator Cain Mitchell blew it all up. He insisted upon a 'clean' bill, no pork for anyone, just the COLAs. The Leadership of both Parties worked their asses off to get that accepted, and it looked like they were going to get it done. Getting McKinney's blessing was a near-miracle, but they got it, and he worked with them to get everyone to go along."
"And then," Griswold said, "yesterday, Tasheeka Harris forced through an Amendment, stripping Police of the COLA money. Not even defunding them any further, but just denying COLA adjustments to the State money that goes to the Police. The Amendment passed by a strictly Party-line vote in the House, and every single Democrat voted for it."
"That bill, with the Amendment," said Griswold, "was put up for a vote in the State Senate. They didn't try to strip the Amendment in the Senate version; the Senate Republicans as well as some moderate Democrats in tenuous districts just shot HB 1 down as if it were hit by a Cobra missile. So yeah, it's over."
Teresa said "Todd heard from his lobbyists that there was a backroom agreement between Tasheeka Harris, Cain Mitchell, and others in both Parties to do that. Harris gets her 'defund the Police' message, Cain Mitchell denies the Governor anything... though it's no skin off Jared's nose... and both sides can now run on having to have a Budget next year. Word is... that Cerone and Molinari are furious, and feel like they were lied to and stabbed in the back."
"And McKinney?" asked Tanya. "He voted for the Amendment, which scuttled it all?"
The Sheriff replied: "Elijah McKinney is black, so he was pretty much forced to vote for the Amendment... or he'd have been replaced on the Ways And Means Committee by Tasheeka Harris within the hour."
"And yes, Cerone and Molinari are pissed." I said. "And I don't know about you guys, but I wouldn't want to piss off two men that were once the most powerful Mob men in this State and even Region. You gotta carry a big crowbar to do that and think you can get away with it."
"Speaking of large crowbars," said Cindy Ross with a considerable twinkle in her ice-blue eyes, "are you going to the Council meeting tonight?"
"I dunno, should I?" I asked.
"It might be a good idea if you did, sir." said Teresa Croyle. "I'm hearing it's going to be well-attended by residents in the County High system... the Heritage Cloisters residents and others. They got their tax assessments last week."
"Ooooo-wee, I wouldn't want to miss that." I said with considerable sarcasm in my voice.
"As the author of the new Char-terrrrrr," drawled Chief Moynahan, "maybe you should skip this one."
"Uh oh, he's got that gleam in his eye." said Tanya Perlman, with a gleam in her eye.
"Har." barked the Sheriff, looking over his shoulder at me. "You are about to be a handful of trouble, aren't you Crowbar?"
"Must be the Irish in me coming out, Sheriff." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, March 17th. I was wearing a brown sportscoat, khaki pants, and a green pullover mock turtleneck shirt. My badge was on its leather holder, affixed to the pocket of the sportscoat over my heart, so that it was easily visible. Teresa was wearing a green dress, with her badge on its holder hanging from a chain around her neck, like the badge I put on Carole.
The main audience chamber was absolutely full. They were mostly white people wearing nice clothing, a few in suits and ties and 'dressed up' dresses, but most in what would be described as 'business casual'. There was a good contingent of armed and armored Deputy Sheriffs, with strong augmentation from the TCPD ready and waiting just outside.
At 7:30pm sharp, the Mayor and Council walked into the chamber and took their places behind the long, curved bench. Mayor Daniel Allgood gaveled the session into order. To the Clerk of the County, Trudy Morton, he asked "How many lawsuits are there?"
"Two hundred and fifty-one, Mr. Mayor." said Trudy. The audience burst into sustained applause. The Mayor tapped his gavel until order was restored.
"Anyone want to make a motion to dispense with the verbal reading," asked Allgood, "and have the Clerk revise and extend the Council Minutes of the Meeting to include the lawsuits at a later time?" The audience began booing, but quickly hushed up when Teresa and I rose to our feet out of our chairs.
"I so move." said Edward R. Steele.
"I second." said Ian McGhillie.
"Point of order!" yelled Kelly Carnes. "I want every one of those lawsuits read into the Minutes verbally, at this meeting, right now. I want you to hear the complaints of the Citizens of this County in the form of these lawsuits!"
"You can vote on the motion on the floor." said Allgood. "So the point of order is denied. Any debate on the motion?" There was not. The vote was 8-2, with Kelly Carnes voting against... and J.P. Goldman also voting against. Upon being asked, he declined to give his reasons for his 'nay' vote, leaving everyone else to wonder why he and Carnes had voted the same way.
"Okay, we have a lot of people that want to speak tonight." said Mayor Allgood. "Speakers will be given one minute each to speak. Any further remarks will have to be made on the comment forms in the hallway outside."
One by one, people came up, all of them complaining bitterly about the tax assessments on their homes. They were all from within the County High School system's districts. For the most part, no one said anything, except Mayor Allgood calling out "Time!" when someone's minute was up.
But about halfway through, Kelly Carnes stood up and said "I agree with what you are saying! And I want you to know that that man right there..." she pointed at me as she finished: "... is the man who wrote the Charter to tax you more and give you less! When you read your property assessments, blame Donald Troy for it!"
As everyone looked over at me, I smiled brightly and waved at everyone... then began tapping my red crowbar in my hand. My message was clear: I would not be intimidated by Kelly Carnes's 'shaming' (actually 'threatening') tactics, and I was ready and quite willing to hit back...
...and I don't necessarily fight fair.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa rode back to Police HQ with me in my Police SUV after the Council meeting. We went in and sat down in my office, and ended this St. Patrick's Day with shots of Irish Whisky from my 'medicine' drawer.
"Good stuff." Teresa said as she downed her shot and I poured her another, which she sipped at a reasonably slow pace.
"Yes, it is." I said. "Tell me, did your property assessment go up?"
Teresa replied: "On our home next to The Cabin? No. But some of the people that I still talk to in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision said their assessments shot up a lot. Some of it is their own fault: when tax assessors came by, they let them into their homes."
I said "And they didn't realize they can refuse to let the assessors in? They came to The Cabin, and I asked for their warrant to enter my home, which they did not have. That ended that."
"Well, you do carry a crowbar to back you up." Teresa replied.
"True." I said. "And the newly elected County Tax Commissioner is a Democrat, and I got word that she instructed her assessors to, quote, 'stick it to those rich white people', unquote."
I did not mention to Teresa that my source was the Intendent, Adele Peabody, who had told me that while we were cuddling after sex, and my semen was seeping out of her well-fucked pussy.
Teresa replied: "And according to them, the residents are supposed to apply for arbitration if they have a problem with their assessments. And you wrote it into the Charter that the Inspector General's Office would be the Arbiter, not the Tax Office's hand-picked arbiter. However, the residents are suing the County in Superior Court. They're angry and they're going to fight like hell."
"A part of me can't blame them." I replied. "I just wonder why J.P. Goldman voted with Carnes to force reading every one of those lawsuits into the record."
"Maybe he's just being ornery, too." Teresa said. "Mr. Goldman has really changed since that ipecac attack that hospitalized him. He is a lot more bitter at Council meetings now." (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 02.)
"Yep." I replied. "And how did you like the way Carnes singled me out like that?"
Teresa exhibited a 'Teresa Cunt' face, and said "I'm starting to understand what you were saying about 'shaming' really being 'threatening'. That was wrong of her, and she'd better watch herself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 18th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Citizens's anger has boiled over!"
Bettina began: "At last night's Council meeting, over two hundred and fifty lawsuits were filed by the County's wealthiest citizens, protesting the property assessments of their homes. The large majority of the lawsuits were by wealthy white homeowners in the gated subdivisions north of Town."
Bettina: "County law requires that citizens submit their protests to a binding arbitration process. Before the new Charter passed, the Tax Office would name the Arbiter, but the new Charter gives that to the Inspector General's Office. However, this process is being bypassed as people file lawsuits against the County in Superior Court. Experts are divided over whether these lawsuits will be thrown out, combined into one class-action lawsuit, or allowed to proceed separately."
Bettina: "The highlight of the meeting was when Council Member Kelly Carnes, who is the elected representative on the Council for the majority of the affected citizens, stood up and pointed out that Donald Troy, who was present at the meeting, had been the Charter Commission Chairman, and was responsible for the tax assessments under the new Charter. Commander Troy actually waved to the crowd when he was announced, which deeply offended and angered many of the those in the gallery. Donald Troy has not responded to Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oooooh, you've angered them, Commander." quipped Tanya Perlman as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Don't laugh or make jokes about it." Teresa Croyle said darkly. "What Commander Troy has been saying is true: Kelly Carnes was trying to 'shame' him by pointing him out at the Council meeting, but what she really was doing was subtly threatening him. And Bettina is all but ginning it up, saying how 'angry' and 'offended' people are at him."
"She's right, you know." said Sheriff Griswold.
"My apologies." said Tanya, looking shocked. "I didn't realize it was so serious. You guys really think they're trying to bring Don to harm?"
"Ask Ross G. Edmunds about his burnt-down home." I replied. "And when Teresa came up against the Heritage Cloisters HOA, her house was set on fire." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 03-04.) "So yes, I'm taking the potential threats very, very seriously..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next day, Thursday, March 19th, Sheriff Griswold, Edward R. Steele, and I were invited to Mayor Daniel Allgood's office. At 10:00am we arrived. Already there was City Attorney Dennis Garland.
"Thanks for coming, guys." said Mayor Allgood, who had us sit down in the chairs brought in and set in front of his desk. "I called Don and Edward in as Charter Commission participants, and Sheriff Griswold in as our unofficial County Historian. I need your opinions on these tax assessments."
"Before I say anything," I said, "I'd like Mr. Garland to give us his legal opinion of the matter."
Dennis Garland said "We have three options. First, we can ask the Superior Court judge that gets the cases to dismiss them, citing that none of the plaintiffs have followed County Law in first using the arbitration process to resolve the disputes. Second, we can ask that the lawsuits be combined into one class-action suit for the purpose of addressing any legal concerns beyond the actual assessments, then asking the judge to force the plaintiffs to use the binding arbitration process for the actual assessments. And third, we can countersue, and ask for Court costs as well as finding all the assessments in the County's favor."
I asked: "What are the issues beyond the actual assessments?"
Mayor Allgood said "J.P. Goldman called me. He's heard that the Tax Commissioner made statements that were racist in ordering that the County High system citizens be assessed at an unfairly high rate. Also, the rates themselves are supposed to be uniform throughout the County, the same millage rate for all... but that definitely has not happened. About half of the complaints are over that different millage rate."
Allgood: "The other half are at the correct rate, and we think they're suing because they don't like the way school tax revenues are distributed."
"Sheriff, what happened in the past over the arbitrations?" I asked. "Did people who lose take it to Court?"
"Some tried." said the Sheriff. "The very vast majority of those lawsuits were dismissed with prejudice, citing that the plaintiffs had agreed to the arbitration. It's kind of a dirty circle there... go through arbitration, and you might give up your rights to redress your wrongs through the Court system. Bypass the biased arbitration system, and the judge might dismiss the case because you bypassed the arbitration system. In other words, Crowbar, it was a rigged game all the way. You and Edward broke through that by naming the I.G.'s Office as the arbiter, but it's still a problem."
I said "So why don't those who are being charged the wrong millage rate have their problem addressed and corrected, and the others forced to go to arbitration?"
Mayor Allgood: "I spoke with the Tax Commissioner this morning, and asked her to do that. She outright refused, and all but attached the word 'racist' to the end of every sentence she spoke. She said they would have to go through arbitration to challenge the rates, and she expected the Courts to give way and force the arbitration process to happen. She's elected, so I have no power over her to force her to do the right thing."
Edward Steele asked: "Can the Council pass a resolution forcing the Tax Office to go back and apply the correct millage rate?"
Dennis Garland said "The Tax Commissioner can and very likely will take you to Court over it. It could drag on for months, and they might take her side that your resolution would be invalid; -or- they might say the Council has no standing, as the Town & County Assembly sets all tax rates."
"What do you want to do, Mr. Garland?" I asked. "If it were totally your decision right now, what would you do?"
Garland did not like being put on the spot, I could tell. When the Mayor said "Dennis?", prompting him, he finally spoke:
"I would do what I outlined a few minutes ago, and in that order." he said. "I'd ask for the lawsuits to be dismissed with prejudice, and demand that the citizens use the binding arbitration process... and I would make it very clear to them that by going to arbitration, they give up all future lawsuit rights."
"I like the idea of combining all the lawsuits into a class-action," said Edward Steele, "then getting one ruling on all the legalities so that we have something, some precedent, going forward."
"Who's the lawyer for the plaintiffs?" I asked.
"There's a bunch of 'em." said Mayor Allgood. "Andrew Cardigan has about fifty of them."
"I can almost guarantee that the judge will get a ton of Motions to Sever." I said. "I suspect that one of the purposes of all this, especially for the people who are being taxed at the correct rate, is to clog up the Courts and force the County to spend money defending all of them."
"And if they get stays, and don't have to pay the taxes until the cases are resolved," said Edward Steele, "that will hurt our schools tremendously. I smell the NEA in all this." He was referring to the powerful Teachers Union, who had fought vigorously, and sometimes violently, to get their way on the school tax issues.
I nodded, then said "Sheriff, we are no longer needed here. Let's go bust some perps."
"You have no advice for us?" Allgood said, his voice connoting his surprise.
I said "Sheriff, why don't you ask the Inspector General to formally investigate the Tax Commissioner over the incorrect rates. And especially her refusal to correct them. When she starts crying 'racism!', we can say that the law applies equally to all persons in the County, and for her to put the race card back in her pocket. If you or the Mayor don't want to do that, I'll get in front of Lester Holder and do it myself."
Mayor Allgood said "Joint request from you and me, Sheriff?" Griswold nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Mayor, Sheriff, and Inspector General held a joint news conference at 12:00 high noon, announcing a formal investigation of the Tax Commissioner for incorrect application of tax rates, and worse, for refusing to address and correct the issue.
At 2:00pm, the Tax Commissioner gave Lester Holder of KXTC an exclusive interview, which would be prominently featured during the 6:00pm newscast. She would accuse the Mayor of being racist and illegitimate, and saying that the arbitration process was the proper way for people who think they were incorrectly assessed to get it corrected. She said that if the I.G. investigated her, it was because he was a racist.
With her was Bruce Finneran, who told Holder that cases like these were exactly why he was running for I.G., and that under him, the I.G.'s Office would not be used by rich whites to exercise racism against the Tax Commissioner because she was black...
Part 11 - On The Move
I love my office. It feels like home, it's always had that 'vibe' of being the right place for me to be. I've also been amazed at the level of the people have come to my office to see me, rather than the other way around. Heck, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff had come to my office to talk with me! (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 05.)
So it didn't really surprise me when FBI EAD Owen Lange came to my office at 10:00am, Friday, March 20th. I poured us cups of coffee as he sat down in a 'hot chair'.
"I've got two pieces of information to give you." EAD Lange said. "First, the OPR's Supervisory Special Agent, Nate Grimes, wants to interview Commander Teresa Croyle sometime next week."
"What's it about?" I asked.
"All I know," said Lange, "is that it's about her sister's death. Grimes has been cooperative with me in the past, but I can't force him to discuss OPR cases, and he'll only say to me that it's something the Washington OPR office wants him to do. I think we all know it's about Jack Muscone, but I just don't understand Ms. Croyle's involvement."
"I'm not sure there is one." I said. "So where will this interview take place? Here, at Police Headquarters? Because I'm not letting Teresa go to the Federal Building unless she has half the TCPD as an armed escort."
"If you're good with here, so am I." said Lange. "I get why you're skeptical of going to the Federal Building. But Grimes is not one of the bad guys, so I don't think you guys have anything to fear."
"Who's coming from Washington to interview Teresa with Grimes?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Lange. "I didn't even think about that. I just assumed someone from the City office would come with him. I'll check and see what I can find out."



I nodded, then said "Okay, what's the other thing?"
Lange said "Do the names 'William Drew' and 'Mort Springer' mean anything to you?"
My eyes widened in surprise. "They sure as hell do!" I exclaimed. "They were two of the Navy SEALs on Trent and Quint's team! Or more accurately, LT Jeff Bayport's team."
"That's right." said Lange. "Here's the story. There is an airport next to the Hammondsville Railyards, across the State Line from here. That airport is mostly for small private planes, but is big enough that smaller freight planes can take off and land, and deliver freight to and from the railcars in the Hammondsville Railyards."
"Yes, it also was used to fly in transplant organs before our County Airport was expanded some years ago." I said.
"Suffice it to say it just isn't used very much nowadays." said Lange. "Railroad executives might fly in, but that's it. Of course, you can figure out that the Government can use that resource to our advantage, as well." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Lange continued: "When anything does come in or out, it tends to be noticed at the Railyards. Especially since incident with the train carrying arms was hijacked, not to mention the EMPTY QUIVER event." (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 04; 'The Nuclear Option'.)
"So a small freight plane came in, and two boxes were offloaded, and two loaded on. But during that time, two men in suits also got off, and their pictures were taken at the Railyards." Lange showed me a photo, which was grainy but clearly showed the two men.
I said "The blonde one is Mort Springer. So the other one is William Drew?"
"That's right, as far as we can tell." said Lange. "Facial rec identified Springer, as well. It gave a 60% probability of a match for Drew."
"When was this taken?" I asked.
"Yesterday, about noon." said Lange. "They aren't there now, though. We locked down the Hammondsville Railyards as soon as we got this information yesterday afternoon, but they were nowhere to be found. So they're in the wind."
"I'll put out an alert to the entire TCPD to be on the lookout for them." I said. "If they're lying low at one of the hotels, we'll see if we can find some trace of them. Or do you want this kept quiet?"
"Have your Police Force look for them," said Lange, "but maybe don't mention their names or anything. Just two wanted fugitives, possibly armed and extremely dangerous. Do you need photos?"
"I have Drew's LAPD photo, and Springer's CHP (California Highway Patrol) photo." I said. "I'll couch it in the right terms. In fact..."
I got on my landline phone and asked Teresa to come to my office. When she arrived, she and EAD Lange exchanged greetings, then I filled her in on what was going on.
"Let's have Detectives, including Intel people, go to the hotels, ask if those two have been seen or checked in." I said. "Check video footage around the hotels going several days back, and also vehicles coming in from Hammondsville. You might also have the Intel people looking into any rail shipping that came in during the last few days, but don't get the Railroad's people's hackles up about anything."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. As she turned to leave, I said "One more thing, Commander. If you'll have a few minutes of conversation with EAD Lange, here, I'll go get Intel up to speed on these two guys myself." I excused myself, leaving Teresa and EAD Lange alone in my office to talk about her situation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Friday, March 20th. Jack Muscone came to my office. I had him sit down.
"I heard about Mort Springer and William Drew showing up within smelling distance of here." Muscone said. "Anything new on that?"
"No." I said. "My Intel people got some highly-sought-after field time in by going to all the hotels in the County and asking about them. None of the hotel employees asked about it had seen them, nor were they checked in under those names. And my people said they watched the reactions of the hotel peoples, and didn't think anyone was deliberately lying to them."
Muscone said "If they are somewhere, they likely are not under their real names."
I said "True. And worse, these new apps, like the Bed and Breakfast app that gets my old home in Apple Grove rented out every weekend, makes it easy for someone to find lodging and us not knowing a thing about it. The I.T. and Intel people are focusing all our County cameras on looking for these two, so if they show up to go out to dinner, or drive down one of the main streets, maybe we'll get something."
Muscone nodded. "I think they're doing similar things in Hammondsville's county, as well as Coltrane County, Nextdoor County, Hamilton County, Valley Villages, and around the nuclear power plant. So... what does the Iron Crowbar think those two are up to? Besides obviously up to no good, of course."
I smiled wanly, then said "The only thing that occurs to me is a small event that is occurring next week. Some FBI guy is marrying a Police Captain, and that'll distract the entire TCPD and half the FBI in these parts."
"Oh, shit." muttered Muscone. "You're right about that."
I said "The good news is that the wedding is on the property of BOW Enterprises, and I happen to know the CEO of that joint. Better yet, one of my Police Officers actually has influence over him."
"Women are amazing." said Jack. "Just between us, because they have what they have between their legs, they have total power over what we men have between our legs."
I broke out laughing, then said "I don't think I'll say that out loud in my Angels's presences. One of them is in charge of H.R. Anyhoo, I've called Todd and told him of the potential threat of these guys, who are associates of Trent and Quint, and he's upgraded security. BigPharmaCorp, Crown Chemicals, and the University have done likewise."
"So you think they're going to do something while we're all at the wedding?" Jack asked.
"I have no idea, Jack." I said, almost witheringly as I leaned back in my chair. "I only answered your question by pointing out that the wedding is happening... unless the Groom gets cold feet and backs out." Yes, I was grinning at that.
"Heh." muttered Muscone. "I'd rather endure a Crowbar beatdown than face the wrath of your Angels if I did that..."
Part 12 - Inexorable Pressure
Saturday, March 21st. Amber Harris was putting the groceries she'd just purchased away when there was a knock on her door. As she went to see who it was, she found her Parole Officer was already in her front room. And she was not alone.
"What are you doing here, Ross?" Amber asked witheringly as the Parole Officer and two of her people began leading the TCPD's outstanding drug dog, Sergeant Tango, through the apartment.
"The drug dog is my responsibility, so I'm watching over him." said Cindy Ross. "And of course, I'm here with your Parole Officer, going through your house and your possessions... because I can.."
"Police harassment?" Amber sneered.
"You don't get it, do you bitch?" Cindy said, walking up to Amber then lowering her voice. "You're on parole. The State owns your ass. And that means I own your ass. Call it what you want, but Bettina keeps talking about Betty Morelli's baby, and that means I'm going to be crawling up your ass for three years... and who knows if you'll survive the next visit. A brick of China White found in your heating vent... or worse, a gun found under your mattress. And you're back in prison and your children taken from you. You won't see them until they're eighteen... if you can find them... if they survive to eighteen in DFACS hell."
"God damn you to hell." Amber snarled quietly.
"And the funniest part of it," Cindy said, "is that it won't even be your fault. If Bettina and Penis Holder keep it up... I take it out on you."
"Nothing here, Commander." said the Parole Officer.
"This time." Cindy replied. "Okay, let's go. I'll take Sergeant Tango back to Headquarters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Amber really is frightened." said Bettina as she and Burt West sat at the bar of the Cattleman's Club and sipped their drinks. "We may be pushing this one too hard. Ross is as dirty as her cousin. She almost murdered me. No telling what she might do to Amber." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 03-04.)
"Yeah, I know." said Burt West. "But I'll be damned if I'm going to let that dyke blackmail or force me into stopping what we're doing... which is honestly reporting the news that the People have the right to know. And Amber knew the risks, and eagerly joined us in our righteous war on that bastard Donald Troy."
"Yes, but Amber's children didn't sign up for that." said Bettina.
"You didn't complain too much when Hardwood put Troy's daughter in that warehouse with all that ammonium nitrate." West said. (Author's note: 'Teresa Christmas Finale', Ch. 01-02.)
"Sure I did!" Bettina protested, her face getting redder than her hair. "That was just as wrong, and you sure as hell didn't hear me supporting what Hardwood did! And if you ever say that about me again, Burt, I'll cut your balls off and feed them to you!"
"Point taken." said West, pretending to concede. "So what do you want to do? Capitulate to Troy? Gonna give him a blowjob to make up with him?"
"I'd rather give him a blowjob than give you one." Bettina retorted. "And Donald Troy whipped the Slender Man's faceless ass. How'd you do against the Slender Man, Burt?" (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man'.)
"All right, you're crossing the line." West said, now irritated himself. "The question remains: what do you want to do? I'm not dropping the war on Troy."
"Let's agree to disagree, then." said Bettina. "I'm leaving the kids out of it. I'm not going to pursue the Morelli baby story anymore. Get Lester to do it, if you still want to go there. And ditto that for Lester calling Troy's daughter filthy names. I'm about ready to call him out over that. It makes Lester and KXTC look as racist as Val Jared."
Burt West finished off his drink, then said "Okay. You're the Managing Editor; it's your choice to make. But remember this: Donald Troy helped Val Jared overcome those two women that had him dead-to-rights on that sexual harassment issue. Donald Troy saved Jared's ass by exposing Tasheeka Harris's efforts to get Republicans to vote to convict him. Donald Troy overcame Raymond Westboro. Donald Troy put Peter Blassingame on Death Row, and perp-walked Mitt Willis to his premature death."
"What I'm saying Bettina," continued West, looking right through her eyes, "is that the stakes for political power have never been higher. And we're going to do whatever it takes to get our piece of that pie. And for that to happen, we have to destroy Donald Troy. And quite frankly, I don't care how we do it, or if his kids get hurt in the process."
Bettina stared at Burt West. "You're beginning to sound like John Hardwood. But beyond Donald Troy and his kids... are you okay with Amber Harris getting hurt? And her kids getting hurt? Lester barely survived that beatdown he took. Destroying Troy is one thing, but do we have to sacrifice ourselves to do it?"
West got up and threw some green dollar bills on the counter. "Like I said, Bettina," he said, "do what you want." He turned and left, leaving Bettina alone to contemplate over her drink...
Part 13 - The Inquisition
10:00am, Tuesday, March 24th. TCPD Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle and her attorney Agnes T. Spires were sitting in the Main Conference Room, awaiting the FBI Agents that were coming to question her... about what, they did not know.
The Duty Desk Sergeant escorted the Agents to the Main Conference Room. The first to come in was FBI Supervisory Special Agent Nate Grimes, who greeted the women affably. Things went downhill from there.
"What is she doing here?" yelled Teresa when Special Agent Lindsey Black came in with a smug look on her otherwise cute face.
"She's been assigned to this investigation." said Nate Grimes. "But I'll be asking the questions." He began setting up a portable videocamera, to tape the interview.
"Before you ask anything," said Agnes T. Spires, "what is this about?"
"You're not asking the questions, here." said Lindsey Black, putting a menacing, ugly tone into her voice.
"Hold on." said Nate Grimes. He turned to Lindsey Black and said "We agreed that I would lead this conversation. There's no need to agitate them. Okay, what this is about, is an investigation into the murder of an FBI Agent several years ago. You know his half-brother, FBI Agent Jack Muscone."
"What does that have to do with my client?" asked Agnes T. Spires.
"That's my first question." said Nate Grimes. "Commander Croyle, you are of course aware of the drunk driving car collision that took the life of your sister, Alexis?"
"Of course she is." said Agnes T. Spires.
"The man that drove the car that collided with your sister's." said Nate Grimes. "Are you aware of his identity?"
"And you have to answer. Not your lawyer." interjected Lindsey Black, a sneer of triumph on her face.
"That's not true." said Agnes T. Spires.
"I'll answer it." said Teresa. "Yes, I am now aware of who the man is that was arrested at the scene." Grimes didn't seem to take notice of the form of Teresa's sentence, but Lindsey Black was peering hard at her.
"He is the man who was later found murdered, and whose murder we are investigating." said Grimes. "Are you aware that he is Jack Muscone's brother?"
"I am now." Teresa said.
"When did you become aware of that fact?" asked Grimes.
"Which fact?" asked Agnes T. Spires before Teresa could answer.
"That the man who ran his car into her sister, killing her sister, was Jack Muscone's brother?" said Grimes.
"I don't recall." Teresa said.
"What do you mean, you don't recall?" barked Lindsey Black. "At some point in time, you found out that the man who killed your sister was your associate Jack Muscone's brother! He's marrying your fellow Police Officer! Information like that would be a big frickin' deal to you! If you say you don't remember, you're lying! So when was it that you found out?"
"Don't answer that." said Agnes T. Spires. To Black, she said "That is a presumption on your part. I am advising my client to refuse to answer that question, and for the reason you just stated yourself... you're attempting to accuse my client of lying to a Federal Agent." That was one trap avoided.
"Look," said Nate Grimes, "I understand you may not remember exactly, and you don't want to be accused of lying to Federal Agents. But we can go through a long, drawn-out series of questions like a Court trial, or you can just tell us what you knew and when you knew it."
Agnes T. Spires said "Ask your specific questions to get specific answers, then. Right now I'm thinking of calling this off, because I think Agent Black here is dishonestly and disingenuously trying to entrap my client. So nothing open-ended, and I will stop my client if you try to make her expand on her answers in an open-ended way."
Nate Grimes was a lawyer, and was very used to this. But Lindsey Black was showing her exasperation, and Teresa saw it and took advantage.
Teresa said "Speaking of open-ended, why don't you guys get to the point, here. Stop beating around the bush. Why are you questioning me? What is your purpose? What is your end game?"
"We ask the questions, here." snarled Lindsey Black. "Confine yourself to answering them."
"Agent Black." said Nate Grimes, an undercurrent of anger in his relatively calm voice. "I've asked you not to ratchet up the hostility." Black looked angrily at him as he turned to Teresa and said "Okay, let's cut to the chase: Commander Croyle, did Jack Muscone ever tell you he murdered his half brother?"
"Don't answer that!" Agnes T. Spires almost yelled.
"She has to answer!" Lindsey Black outright yelled. "Or I'll arrest her right now, for Obstructing a Federal Investigation!"
"THEN DO IT!" Teresa yelled, standing up and holding out her arms as if to allow herself to be handcuffed. "Go ahead! Arrest me!"
"Wait a minute---" tried Grimes, but Teresa was past the games.
"No, I'm calling your bluff, bitch!" Teresa snarled at Lindsey Black. "I'm not some lower-middle-class Citizen you can threaten and push around! I know the Law, and I have the money to fight you all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court!"
"And to that point," Teresa continued, "you're going to have to PROVE that I know something that's relevant to whatever sham investigation you're doing right now! And if you can't PROVE that, then I'm not obstructing a damn thing! So go ahead, try to arrest me!"
"This interview is over." said Agnes T. Spires, standing up herself. "You've just accused my client of two crimes: one being obstruction of a Federal investigation, which my client has very correctly called you out on. And your question insinuates that Commander Croyle was told of a crime and didn't act on it. So not another word, Commander."
"Get out of my Police Station." said Teresa Croyle. "And if you want to talk to me again, get a warrant."
"This ain't over, Teresa Cunt." snarled Lindsey Black. "I'm going to take your dirty ass down!"
"Let's go, Agent Black." Nate Grimes said angrily as he got up and collected his things.
"Don't leave Town, bitch." Lindsey Black said.
"Am I under arrest?" Teresa fired back.
"No, not at this time." said Nate Grimes.
"Then go fuck yourself, bitch." said Teresa. "I'll go where I damn well please, whenever I damn well want to. You want a war with me? Bring. It. On."
Nate Grimes all but forcibly dragged Lindsey Black out of the Conference Room, and the Officer that had been at the doorway in the hallway escorted the Federal Agents back to the front lobby.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what do you make of that, Commanderrrrr?" asked Chief Moynahan as he, Sheriff Griswold, myself, Teresa, and Agnes T. Spires sat in the Chief's Conference Room. We had watched (and recorded) the 'inquisition' of Teresa by the Federal Agents.
"I loved the way you called Lindsey Black's bluff." I said. "And I'm going to go out on a limb and say SSA Nate Grimes did not like the hostility Black was creating."
"You are too forgiving, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold. "He's still taking part in this charade... or maybe 'witch hunt' is a better term."
I nodded vigorously in agreement. "Yes sir, that's what it was. A fishing expedition. But we now know a lot more than we did. We know that they're going after Jack Muscone. We know they're clutching at straws trying to pin his brother's death on him. And there is one other thing that I did not fail to notice: Lindsey Black told Teresa to stay in Town!"
"I know you see things none of us dooooo, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." drawled the Chief. "I'm not seeing this one."
"Isn't that just something they commonly say?" asked the Sheriff.
"It's something we local LEOs say." I said. "The Feds should be interested only in Teresa trying to leave the country. But Black made a point to tell Teresa to stay in Town, even though they don't have a shred of anything to charge Teresa with. And something is telling me that that was big, and much more important than it appears on the surface..."
Part 14 - Dry Runs
10:00am, Thursday, March 26th. FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White came into my office with FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange. After pouring all three of us cups of coffee, we got down to business.
"Jack Muscone is semi-off-duty." growled Owen Lange in his scratchy voice. "We're saying it's because of his upcoming wedding, but its also to keep him out of the spotlight. This thing about his brother is not a joke. The good news is that everyone is holding back until after the wedding is over."



"The Independent State Counsel didn't do that." I replied. "That bastard Robert Mullen tried to subpoena Teresa to testify on her wedding day." (Author's note: 'Soap Opera', Ch. 03-04.)
"Maybe Grimes thinks he knows where Muscone will be on Saturday, so he doesn't have to resort to dirty tricks." said Lange. "Also, Grimes kicked Lindsey Black off the investigation after she totally botched the questioning of Commander Croyle, and Deputy Director Lawrence Lance backed Grimes up on that."
"Is Grimes clean or dirty?" asked Karina White.
"For now," I said, "I tend to say he's on the 'clean' side, and one of the good guys. And that's because he showed us what was going on by asking Teresa that question, if Jack had admitted to her he'd murdered his brother. The question itself let the cat out of he bag big-time. And the way he went about questioning Teresa... it was extremely poor technique for a guy who we know knows better."
"That's a good point." said Lange. "Anything else you're seeing?"
I replied with a grin: "I'm always glad to see you, Karina, but your presence here suggests something is going on with William Drew and Mort Springer. And possibly something that is the pervue of the ATF, of which you were once a part."
Karina grinned as she raised her arms and fists in 'victory', and said "I get to say it! Not much gets past you, Commander Troy!" Owen Lange chuckled as heartily as I'd ever heard him chuckle. I couldn't help but chuckle, either.
Karina continued: "You're right. We got a tip from some people in the ATF that I'm on good terms with. Shipments to and from the Redbird Arsenal that go through the Hammondsville Railyards are monitored closely. Last night, a train carrying two cars full of military-grade high explosives that shipped out of Redbird, came into the Railyards. As per protocols and for safety reasons, such trains are kept to the very outside of the railyards, away from the populated buildings." I nodded.
Karina: "When the train got to the railyards, a flag suddenly popped up. The original orders were for the train to come east, through this State and the State to the east, to a military installation. However, orders came through to divert the shipment to the line going north, and to another military installation. Further checks showed that there was a conflict between the two sets of orders. So the two train cars with the explosives were held in place, and the rest of the train moved on."
"Are the explosives accounted for?" I asked. "All correct in quantity, lot numbers, all that?"
"Yes." said Lange. "The lot numbers on the boxes were checked at sunrise this morning, and the boxes counted. Everything was there; nothing has disappeared."
"The train cars are in the same place they were when they were brought in?" I asked incisively.
"Uh, I'm not sure." said Karina, checking her tablet. "They're on the south side of the Railyards, having come in from the west. The train had to be taken apart and the rest of it put back together, so where it is now may not be exactly where it was when it came in."
"But it was being monitored the entire time." said Lange. "And those railcars are being guarded right now, as well as having cameras on them that they're watching from the Dispatcher's Tower."
I nodded. "Okay." I said. "And in a related question: any new signs of Drew and Springer?"
"No." said Lange. "We've gone through with manned sweeps several times, and also used drones to see if there are any hot spots that would be human bodies. No one was found that was not legitimate and accounted-for. So... any idea where they might have gone to?"
I shook my head. "No. And it would be hard for them to lay low without food, so we've watched the restaurants and the grocery stores. Unless they have help getting food and other provisions, they haven't shown themselves in this County."
"That's a Herculean task." said Karina. "Trying to watch every grocery store, convenience store, pizza joint, Subway shop, and restaurant. And then there's Uber Eats and other delivery services."
"I agree." I said. "But the gist of it is that these guys haven't popped their heads up around here, and we're looking for them very hard." I then said "Let me ask this, Mr. EAD: if we were to see these guys, and I called you... what would your response be?"
Lange said "I'm assuming you mean 'not in this County', because you wouldn't call us if you saw them here; you'd go after them yourself." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Lange: "But to answer your question: we'd get a posse of Federal Agents and go after them. Augmented by local LEOs, if we can gather them in time."
I said "And if all your Federal Agents, and local LEOs... were at a wedding on Saturday?"
"Ohhhhhhh." said Karina, falling back in her chair as it hit her. "You think they're going to try something during the wedding? What, rob a local bank?"
"I dunno." I said. "But highly trained operatives like Springer and Drew would be like a triphammer crushing a nut when it comes to hitting a bank."
"Unless it's the safe deposit boxes they want to hit." said Karina. "Then guys like those would be good. And maybe not a bank, but another secure entity."
Owen Lange said "At least BOW Enterprises would be safe, what with all that LEO firepower on site." I nodded almost sardonically in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, March 27th. The Rehearsal had gone smoothly, though the chill in the air in the early evening had been uncomfortable for some. The Wedding the next day, on the grounds of BOW Enterprises, would be at 2:00pm, and warmer weather was expected. In the event of inclement weather, we'd have the ceremony in the small building behind BOW Enterprises... where Lt. Ivar Irwin had died. (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family'.)
"Bessemer Sugar Cookies." I said as we gathered at the Lilibet House for the Rehearsal Dinner. Don't blame me; it was Laura who'd set the dinner up for me. "I always loved those."
"I like their Butter Pecan cookies." said Laura. "But I can't eat too many, or I'll get fat."
"Har. You'll never be fat, you sexy young woman you." I said. Laura smiled at the compliment.
"So Christina Cho is the Maid of Honor." I said. "Tanya didn't choose Cindy or Teresa?" Teresa and Cindy were coming up, and they began laughing hard at that, then finally told us the reason why...
Flashback...
Cindy and Teresa were in Tanya's office. Tanya said "I can't decide which one of you to ask to be my Maid or Matron of Honor."
"We can play rock/paper/scissors for it." Cindy suggested.
"Or we can take it to the Police Boxing Matches ring." Teresa said with a gleam in her eye. "Winner take all."
Tanya's eyes acquired a wicked gleam of their own as she said "Nooooo, Commander Troy is not going to be my Maid of Honor."
"Oh my God!" Teresa exclaimed in open-mouthed surprise. "Take us both down with one shot, why dontcha?" She stood up and high-fived Tanya across the desk in acknowledgment of that verbal takedown.
Cindy was looking a bit more darkly at Tanya, and then she started laughing. "Now I can't un-see Don as Maid of Honor." she spluttered. The office was filled with sustained laughter for several minutes at the image of the Iron Crowbar as Maid of Honor, in a dress...
Finally, Tanya said "I asked Christina Cho to be my Maid of Honor, and I'd be grateful if both of you would be Bridesmaids."
"That's a great idea." Teresa said. " You and Christina are such good friends."
"And it'll allow the 'tradition' to happen, too." said Cindy. When the other women looked at her, she said "You know, where the Best Man and the Maid of Honor have sex? Well... it is in the Queen's countries... England, Canada..."
"Oh yeah!" Tanya said. "Christina would fuck Don's balls off!" More laughter and fluttering of parakeets ensued...
Back in present time...
"You have my permission to fuck Christina." Laura said quietly after hearing that story. "And while you're at it... I heard that a couple of guys who work for her are pretty good in bed. I might just have to find out for myself."
"Why do I get the feeling this is being orchestrated?" I replied.
"Not much gets past you, Darling." Laura replied.
The Wedding Party consisted of Cindy, Teresa, and Mary Milton as Bridesmaids, and Christina as Maid of Honor; Julius Jefferson, Ashton Cardigan, and Ted Crenshaw as the Groomsmen, and me as the Best Man. Sheriff Griswold had agreed to Tanya's request to escort her down the aisle, and his quivering mustaches gave away the emotion he had felt at being asked.
One of the guests at the Dinner was Tim Jenkins. He approached me as everyone talked in the lobby before the dining room was opened. He asked "Any idea what was going on with that video?"
"No." I replied. "I was going to ask you if you've heard anything at the Federal level."
"I did hear one thing." said Jenkins. "Because of our pursuit of Organized Crime in the Southport area, I frequently talk to the FBI's Offices in New Orleans, Miami, Chicago, and New York City. And I've been told that it's all over the NYC office that the Rovers BAU team is laying the groundwork for the OPR to go after Jack Muscone for the murder of his brother."
As I peered at him, Jenkins said "I took interest, especially since that video of the car crash in Teresa's hometown was sent to Jack, and I was out there helping Cindy copy the old videotapes. There is absolutely nothing that could attach Jack to his brother's murder, except that Jack's brother is believed to have visited Jack on the last day he was seen alive by anyone."
"What did Jack say about that?" I asked.
"Nothing." said Jenkins. "They never interviewed Jack, even after his brother's body was found. So I don't know what they think they have. Knowing them, they'll try to create something, like they tried to do to you, and like the Fake News Media creates stories instead of just reporting the facts."
"Tell me this." I said. "Are other offices also talking about this?"
"No, just New York." said Jenkins. "And I'm not sure why they know all that. The Rovers Unit is not based there."
At that point, we were called to go into the dining room. As we went, I felt sure why the NYC office knew more than others, and why it was getting to Tim Jenkins: my daughter Greta's mother, Sandra Speer, was working in that NYC office now. And my only question is whether this was coming out to hurt Jack Muscone... or help him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The FBI Groomsmen gave Jack Muscone a lot more grief in their speeches and toasts than I did. I mostly admonished him to take care of my Angel. On the Bride's side, there was a lot of lighthearted ribbing of Tanya for driving her wheelchair at high speeds, and things she'd done while with the State Crime Lab and the TCPD.
But it did get emotional when Teresa Croyle, the most-decorated officer on the Police Force, told everyone how much she admired Tanya for overcoming all her hardships to be a great Captain of Detectives, as well as to reach her wedding day...
Part 15 - The Wedding of the Century Redux
12:00 high noon, Saturday, March 28th. I was in the tent set up for the Groom and Groomsmen. Jack Muscone was outwardly calm, but I could see and sense that he was nervous inside.
"Don't we have some pictures to take, or something?" he asked.
"Relax, Jack." I said. "They'll start that in about an hour from now."
"I'm 'relaxing' now." said Jack. "I'd like to do something besides 'relax'. This waiting is killing me."
It's killing us, too, having to listen to this, I thought to myself. I curbed my irritation; I was restless, too.
A moment later, a young, slender man came into the tent. He was white, wiry slender, and his Deputy Sheriff uniform barely fit him properly. He was not the image of the Sheriff's Department I'd want to project, but he was also redheaded, which was about the only saving grace I could find in him.
"Commander Troy, sir," he said nervously, "there's an FBI Agent in the warehouse that wants to speak with you and Agent Muscone. He said his name was Agent Lange, sir. I'll take you to him, if that's okay sir."
"Sure." I said. "Something to keep you from being bored, Jack." I said.
"Thank Heaven for small favors." replied Jack.
As we walked up to the warehouse, I said "I don't remember seeing you before, Deputy."
"Yes sir." said the young man. "I'm Deputy Baker. I just started in January. And it's an honor to be working in this County with you, sir."
"The Sheriff is going to like you, I can tell." I said, thinking of Griswold's liking of asskissing.
We went into the back door of the warehouse. I looked around, seeing the grate that covered the spot where Irwin had come out of to save Todd's life. Then I saw a van with the logo of the wedding caterers. "Where's Lange?" I asked as I turned around. "Ho-lee shit!"
"What?" asked Muscone, turning around... to find three men pointing powerful handguns at us, one of them being Baker. The other two men were dressed in well-fitting suits and ties.
"Well, well, well." I said, recognizing them. "If it isn't Mort Springer and William Drew."
"Very good, Commander Troy." said the Springer, who was blonde and had a handsome face. If he were in movies, he could play Ragnar Danneskjöld, I thought to myself. "I'd say it's good to meet the great Iron Crowbar, but this isn't a happy occasion."
"I don't recall you two being invited to the wedding, either." I said.
"All the more reason we need to get the fuck out of here." said William Drew, who had brown hair and somewhat harder features than Springer. Both men were young, younger than me anyway, and obviously very well physically conditioned, having once been Navy SEALs. "Cuff 'em."
'Deputy Baker' moved behind me as Springer said "You have a lovely fiancée, Agent Muscone. Don't do anything stupid, or she's not going to survive her wedding day."
I allowed Baker to handcuff my hands behind my back. He then frisked me for weapons, finding my service weapon in its holster in the small of my back, which he removed. "What the hell is this?" he asked, feeling my 'girdle' around my back.
"It's a back brace." I said.
"Yeah, I heard about that." said Springer.
Muscone was handcuffed by Drew and searched, with no weapons found on him. Then we were marched to the van, and forced inside. Before the side door to the van closed, eyeless full-headed masks made of black cloth were put over our heads, shrouding us in complete darkness.
The van door closed and the engine started, and I felt the van starting into motion. I tried to keep up with the motion, and realized that the catering van was being driven out the rear entrance to the BOW Enterprises compound. The van briefly stopped, and I heard 'Baker' say "We're going to get another batch of hors d'oeuvres, and I'm running security for them." We were let through.
We turned right a couple of times, and I sensed we were going north on County Road 5. Then we turned left, and drove steadily. I heard the sound of us crossing the bridge that led to the State west of us, and Hammondsville.
After an interminable time of driving, in which no one spoke a word, we finally stopped. I heard a gate being opened, and the van drove through, then another minute of driving before stopping.
"No tricks, gentlemen." said Mort Springer. Our masks were taken off, and we were guided out of the van. I looked around. We were at a very small airport, next to a very small turboprop plane that would've been some kind of ride for a company executive, except that the skin was bare aluminum, and there were cargo boxes inside.
"Let's go." said Springer. "On the plane. Baker, you drive the van back to the pick-up point."
"Yes sir." said Baker, who went around to the driver's side of the van, and pulled out and drove away. As he did, I could see a fence at the end of the airport, due east. And beyond that fence was a rail yard. We're at the Hammondsville Railyards! I thought to myself.
"Where are you taking us?" Muscone barked. "I've got a wedding to get to."
"We'll make sure you're there right on time." said William Drew. He climbed aboard, and into the cockpit. Springer had his weapon pointed at us, and he waved it towards the door. We climbed aboard, and were made to sit side-by-side on the bench of the far side from the door. Springer pulled up the stairs and closed the door, and Drew started up the engines. Soon we were taxiing towards the runway.
I looked around. The back of the plane was packed with wooden crates and boxes. The crates were marked as military-grade explosives. Ah, I thought, these were taken from those railcars left behind after the conflicting manifests!
"So you did get the explosives off that train." I said.
"The boxes on the train are empty." said Springer. "We painted them exactly the same as the ones we took. I never cease to be amazed how plumb stoo-pid Federal Agents are."
Then I saw that the crates and boxes were wired together with detcord. Looking to my right, towards the cockpit, I saw two black bags with harnesses hanging next to the exit door. A chill went through me as I put it all together.
"Oh my God." I said quietly.
"What?" said Muscone.
"Those are parachutes." I said, nodding at the black bundles hanging by the door. "They weren't lying when they said they're going to deliver you to your wedding. They're going to crash this plane into the wedding, and kill everyone there..."
To be continued.
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Part 15 - The Wedding of the Century Redux (continued)
"Very good, Iron Crowbar." said Mort Springer. "You really are as good as they say you are. I'm impressed."
"Why are you doing this?" asked Muscone.
"Are you kidding?" said Springer. "Most of the TCPD, all of its top leadership, and a lot of the FBI and its leadership, gathered together in one place. How could we resist that opportunity?"
"They'll notice we're gone." I said. "They'll disperse."
"We'll see about that." said Springer. He then came over and sat down to my left. There wasn't a lot of seating room. "Getting rid of all of you will help the next phase of our plans. You got to Westboro's gold before we could find it, but there's more for us out there, like you wouldn't believe."
Why does killing an entire wedding party help you find any more gold stashes?" I asked.
"It's not gold." said Springer. "But... we need to know what you know about that, and about your Operations Commander's sister's death. You probably don't know anything, but I believe in being thorough."
With that, he brought out a small wallet from his jacket pocket, and extracted a syringe full of a clear, dark blue liquid. "Ah, I see you recognize this. It's the same drug you injected into Trent Ridge. Yes, we found pieces of his body soaking in sulfuric acid in Coltrane County. Not a damn thing to prove you did it... not that it matters now... but there was enough of him left to identify, and to determine what killed him."
He stabbed the needle into my back, just below the neckline of my shirt, and began injecting the liquid.
"Aaaugh!" I gasped as I felt pain begin to start up. Then I said "Do me one favor?"
"What?" said Springer, stopping the injection.
"Inject the rest of it in my lower back. Right over where I was injured." I said.
"You're nuts." said Springer. "It'll only make your back hurt worse. But here goes." He injected the liquid into my back, just over the girdle, until the syringe was empty.
"Thank you." I said. And then, with a movement faster than he could react to, my hands came around from behind my back. My left hand grabbed the syringe and as my other hand grabbed his neck, and I stabbed him in the eye with the syringe!
"AAAUUGH!" Springer screamed. I was already up and moving around him, wrapping my arm around his neck. With a violent twist, I snapped Mort Springer's neck, then dropped his body to the floor.
I rushed up to the cockpit. William Drew was only beginning to realize what was going on, and it was too late for him. I grabbed him by the neck, snapped it, then pulled his body out of the pilot's seat and dropped it to the floor.
The plane had begun diving, but I knew enough to be able to level it out. Then I engaged the auto-pilot, and went back to the cargo cabin and used the bobby pin I'd used to get out of my own handcuffs to free Muscone.
"You just carry bobby pins as a matter of course?" asked Muscone.
"One in my holster, one in my belt in back, and one in my belt under the buckle." I replied. "Saved our asses when I was cuffed to that nuke, too." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 03.)
"Don, you just eliminated two highly trained Navy SEALs without breaking a sweat." said Muscone. "And what was that drug he injected you with?"
"That... was aspirin." I said. I took a small pillbox out of my jacket pocket, selected one (red pill or blue pill? you make the call), and swallowed it.
"Now what?" Muscone asked. "It could be rigged to blow if we get too low, like that helicopter Westboro made you fly." (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 02.)
"I doubt it, but you may be right." I said. "They wanted the plane to explode either on contact with the ground, or very close over it."
"Here, put these on over your suit." I said, handing Jack a pair of coveralls with the cargo company's logo on it. "I suspect they were going to wear them, in case they were caught after jumping out of this plane."
I put the other coveralls on, then went over and took one of the parachutes and helped Muscone into it, then checked to make sure it was correct.
"Once you're out of the plane, you pull this handle here..." I said, pointing at the handle over the strap over his chest. "... and the chute will deploy. If it doesn't, pull this handle on the reserve. If they both fail, don't worry about it... you'll only have about two seconds left."
"Very reassuring." said Muscone.
"Your correct answer is "All okay, Jumpmaster!" I said. I then put the other parachute onto my own back, feeling some pain at the places where I'd been injected with the blue liquid.
I sat in the pilot's seat. "We're headed southeast." I said. "Ah, there's the State Line River up ahead. I'll follow it north, and we'll jump out near BOW Enterprises."
"What about the plane?" asked Muscone.
"I'm going to take the autopilot off before I jump." I said. "It should crash into empty farm fields. These bastards apparently have a homing device secreted at the wedding site, that the plane would home in on. I've disconnected it at this end, but just to be sure, I'm going to point the plane the other way."
"When did you learn to fly a plane?" Muscone said. "Is it like flying a helicopter?"
"The gauges are similar." I said. "But the controls are not. But I did some training on an Xbox simulator, and I'm going to take plane flying lessons... if we survive this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:15pm, Saturday, March 28th. Laura parked her Mercedes-Benz in the VIP parking area, and she and Paulina Patterson got out of the front seats. Carole and Tasha poured themselves out of the back seats. Golf carts drove up to drive them to the wedding area.
"Mommy," said Carole as she saw her father's Police SUV parked close to the BOW Enterprises main building, "where's Daddy?"
"He's probably with the Groom, Mr. Muscone." said Laura. "He's the Best Man, remember?"
"Yes ma'am, I remember." said Carole. "Mommy, can you check and make sure Daddy's all right?"
"I'm sure he's fine, Carole." Laura said. "And he's very busy right now. Being the Best Man means he has to check to make sure everything is okay."
They arrived just outside the area with the seats, which were in the same place as Todd and Teresa's wedding. (Author's note: 'Soap Opera', Ch. 04.) The Police Honor Guard was there, ready to make an arch of swords for the wedding party. With one exception, they were the only Uniformed Officers at the wedding area; Security was further out of the way, and at the entrances.
"Mommy," said Carole, "will you call Daddy and make sure he's okay?"
"For Goodness sake, Carole." Laura said, trying to hide her exasperation. "No, we're going to leave your daddy alone, and we're going to sit down----"
"Hi everyone." said Cindy Ross, coming up to the four ladies. "Carole, everything okay?"
Carole said "Aunt Cindy, can you check on my daddy and make sure he's okay?" Cindy saw Laura's look of 'disapproval'.
"Sure, I'll check on him." Cindy said diplomatically. "Why don't you have a seat with your mom? Marie's already here with her parents, too." She pointed at the Steele's, hoping that would distract Carole.
Cindy also was feeling a vibe, though she thought it was just Carole's concern. But she kept her word and went to check on Don. At the Groom's tent, there was a sign on the door that said 'Back In A Minute'. There was a man inside, dressed in a BOW Enterprises security uniform.
"They went to have some pictures taken, ma'am." said the security man in answer to Cindy's query of their location. "I'm not sure where."
"Thanks." Cindy said. She went to the tent where the bridesmaids were.
"Everything okay?" Teresa asked, seeing Cindy's 'purposeful' look.
"Don and Jack are not in the Groom's tent." Cindy said. "And Carole is having a vibe about it, which means I'm having a vibe about it."
Teresa got her cellphone out of her purse and dialed a number. "Hi, Lieutenant Rudistan." she said. "Listen, I need you to get in touch with the security detail. Find Commander Troy and Jack Muscone. They're not in the Groom's tent. I want to know where they are, inside, outside, going to the potty, wherever." She then hung up and said "Rudistan will call me back..."
Meanwhile, Carole was constantly looking over the back of her chair at the tents at the top of the hill. Laura said "Carole, you said you would behave if I brought you to the wedding. Now sit up straight in your chair, looking forward, not behind you."
"I'm worried about Daddy." Carole said, her voice beginning to break. Then she looked up at her mother and said "You don't believe me, do you?"
"It's not that I don't believe you, Carole," Laura replied trying not to show the anger she was feeling, "but there are a lot of Police Officers here, and we're safe. And your dad is busy. Whatever you're feeling, it's probably just your daddy being nervous."
"Daddy never gets nervous." Carole said, looking back at the tents. Despite herself, it was Laura that was beginning to feel nervous...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I managed to turn the plane in a northerly direction and the State Line River was below me to my left. I put the plane on autopilot, noting that the transponder was off, as was the radio.
I went to the door and opened it, then guided Jack to it. "STAND! IN THE DOOR!" I commanded. I saw BOW Enterprises coming up in the distance. "GO!"
Jack froze.
It was a Jumpmaster's dream. I raised my leg, then kicked Jack right in his ass, and booted him out of the plane!
I turned and raced to the cockpit, took the autopilot off, then pushed the controls forward. The plane began to dive. I rushed for the door, which was already at an angle, and jumped out as hard as I could, hoping I'd get far enough away from the tail. I looked up and saw it go over and past me, then I pulled the ripcord...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross was coming down the aisle to where Laura and Carole were, along with Tasha, Paulina, the Steeles and Marie. She said "Laura, can I speak to you for a second in back?"
"Don't worry." said Carole. She then pointed at the sky and said "There's Daddy, being a Para-troooper." Cindy and Laura looked up, and saw two rectangular parachutes descending to the earth, one lower than the other, with humans in coveralls beneath them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ah, the exhilaration of a parachute jump! I thought to myself as I looked around. I saw Jack's deployed chute well below me, then saw it billow out as Jack landed. I'd never jumped with a civilian parachute, but it was easy enough to figure out. As I neared the ground, I put my feet and knees together and pulled the risers down, and the parachute braked my horizontal motion. I landed and began stumbling as I ran. I finally tumbled, and I was glad for the coveralls I had on; they kept my tuxedo clean.
I gathered the chute, then looked up. I was only 150 feet from the wedding site! People were coming towards me, led by TCPD Officers. They got to Jack first, then Rudistan came up to me.
"Nice day for a parachute jump, sir!" Rudistan said with great joviality. "And just in time. The wedding is about to start---."
*BOOM!*
To our north a huge fireball rolled upwards to the sky. The plane had crashed, and the explosives had gone off.
"Rudistan," I said, "radio in and have the TCPD check out that plane crash. There are two dead men inside it already. I just hope the plane landed in a farm field, and not on the Hammondsville Highway or the bridge."
"Or BigPharmaCorp." said Rudistan. He had his Police radio, and began radioing instructions.
Meanwhile, I was walking up to the tents when Cindy Ross appeared in front of me. Her ice blue eyes were shooting cold fire. And I couldn't resist:
"That's eighteen jumps." I said with a smile as I handed her my bundle of parachute material. I am not permitted to print Cindy's reply here, but I did learn some new 'Canadian' words...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura met us at the Groom's tent. She checked out Jack, who had no damage. I began taking my jacket then shirt off. "I need you to drain these bumps." I said.
"How did you get those?" Laura asked.
"The perp injected a drug into me." I said. "It didn't work as he thought it would, and I took an antidote pill I always carry. The poison has congealed around the injection points."
"I'll have to get my medical kit--- oh, hello Carole." Laura said as Carole brought up her mother's medical bag. My daughter had gotten Paulina to take her to the Mercedes to retrieve it.
"All right, lie down." Laura said, having me lie down on my side on the parachute that Jack just jumped with, which made a clean sheet to lie on (parachutes are awesome). She used a device I'd seen on 'Dr. Pimple Popper' to make a round incision that usually takes a skin sample. Carole was watching with great interest.
"AACH!" I gasped in pain, then felt the pressure go away as the congealed liquid began draining out. Laura poked and prodded to get as much of it out as she could, then she did the one over my lower back. To my surprise I felt no pain at all.
"That's because the nerves around your injured spine don't work all that great anymore." Laura said. "The good news is, your chronic back pain might be less than it used to be."
"Silver lining." I said. "Silver lining."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Explanations would have to wait. Laura bandaged my wounds and I dressed again. I checked to make sure the Bride was ready.
"Don, what are you crazy people doing out there?" Tanya asked, looking amazing in her white wedding dress, the lower part wrapped around her legs.
"Long story." I said. "Let's just get you married right now. Oh, you ladies look lovely." Indeed, the women were wearing pale blue dresses, and they looked lovely.
"And I didn't even get to see you parachuting in," Tanya said, "because I can't see the Groom before the wedding."
"I'm sure someone videoed it." I said, glancing towards Cindy.
"Not me." Cindy said acidly. "I am not encouraging nor enabling your batshit-crazy Airborne behavior." But yes, a number of people had videoed the two jumpers coming in, as well as the plane descending to the ground.
"Get the Groom in place, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "And I hope you have the rings."
"Oh no!" I said, and everyone went still, looking shocked. Then I pulled them out of my jacket pocket. "All good!" I announced. Everyone began breathing again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were a little late. At 2:15pm Jack Muscone and I took our places at the front, next to Police Chaplain Alberto Romano, who was wearing his black vestments and his exquisite rosary and Cross. 'Ave Maria' began playing through the speakers.
Jack and I watched as his daughters Tiffany and Jennifer walked under the Police arch of swords and down the aisle, strewing rose petals. Tanya's son Peter D. Feeley walked down the aisle with a white satin pillow, upon which sat the Bride and Groom's wedding rings. He took his place next to me.
Then the Bridesmaids and Groomsmen began walking under the arch and down the aisle. Mary Mahoney Milton was first, her hair and makeup as 'normal' as I'd ever seen it, and a tattoo on her ribs visible; it was the first time I'd seen that. Then Ted Crenshaw came down. Teresa came down, and winked at us as she got to the front, then Ashton Cardigan, then Cindy Ross, who still was 'not amused' that I'd completed my eighteenth parachute jump (heh heh heh heh). Julius Jefferson came next.
Then Christina Cho as Maid of Honor came under the arch of swords. She looked very lovely in her blue dress, her hair falling around her head and face in gentle curls. Yowza, I thought to myself.
"Everyone," announced Father Romano, "please remain seated. Again, please remain seated."
The music changed to 'Here Comes The Bride', the arch of swords crossed with a clang, and Tanya appeared underneath it, holding her bouquet of flowers, with Sheriff Griswold 'pushing' her wheelchair. The Sheriff was the only person besides the Honor Guard wearing his uniform, as Tanya had requested him to do, and it was the right call on her part.
I glanced at Jack, who was mesmerized at the sight of his Bride rolling down the aisle. The Bridesmaids all had looks of awe on their lovely faces, and Tanya's cheeks were rosy with perkiness... and happiness...
Part 16 - The Power of Love
After the vows were exchanged, the rings put on, the Groom kissing the Bride, and everyone walking (or driving) back out, with me escorting the Maid of Honor Christina Cho, people began heading to the big reception tent. The Wedding Party took requisite photographs, then went inside the reception tent for the traditional dances and cake-cutting.
Neither Jack nor Tanya had living parents, so Tanya and Jack 'danced', which consisted of holding hands and swaying. Tanya then 'danced' with her son Pete, and Jack danced with each of his daughters.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said Tanya, who'd obtained a microphone, "I have asked my friend Teresa to sing a special song from me to my new husband as we dance." Teresa came up and took the mike, and Tanya was beaming as Teresa went off to one side in the dimming lights, and began singing Laura Branigan's song Power of Love. It started out simply enough:
"I hold on to your body
And feel each move you make
Your voice is warm and tender now
A love that I could not forsake..."
The late, great Laura Branigan had nothing on Teresa as she hit it out of the park:
"'Cause I'm your laaaa-dyyyyyy
And you are my man
Whenever you reach for me
I'll do all that I can"
Everyone in the audience began clapping as Teresa hit the high note perfectly, her voice strong. She continued singing as everyone watched the very happy Bride and Groom holding hands and swaying in the center of the tent.
I put my arm around Laura, and she put her arm around me as we swayed. I saw other couples, including Edward and Stephanie Steele also getting close and joining hands or arms. And I saw Carole put her arm through Pete Feeley's and hold on. Hmmm...
Then Teresa finished it off, pouring her heart and soul into the power of her voice in this, her gift for her friends:
"I'm your la-dyyyyyyy
And you are my man
Whenever you reach for me
I'll do all that I can
We're heading for something!
Somewhere I've never been!
Sometimes I am frightened but I'm ready to learn
About the power of loooooove"
Everyone applauded once it was over. Teresa came over and hugged Tanya for a long moment, and there were tears in both ladies's eyes. Then Teresa hugged Jack before going over to stand next to her own husband Todd, who put his arm around her and grinned his brilliant grin.
And then Tanya, with her eyes sparking and a wicked look on her face, asked the Best Man and Maid of Honor to dance together. So Christina Cho and I danced together, and I could see in her dark eyes that she was enjoying it... and so was I...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Rather than a formal dinner, there were finger foods and snacks, and Bessemer Sugar Cookies. People danced (and drank) and ate. I noticed a certain County Sheriff sampling the bourbons, and needing several samples to decide which one he liked best. I had Scotch and Soda, and Laura had a Godmother (Amaretto and Vodka).
As everyone was dancing, I saw young Davie Marsden and Timmy Austin at a table. Susie Haskins and Frieda Franklin were off to one side, sitting on a table rather than in chairs.
I made observations and deductions, then went over to Davie and sat down in the chair next to him. "Davie, why haven't you asked Susie to dance with you?" I asked.
"I don't think she wants to dance with me." said Davie uncertainly, which was not characteristic of him.
"I beg to differ." I said. "I think Susie is hoping you'll go over and ask her to dance."
"How do you know, Mr. Crowbar?" Davie asked.
"Because I am a Detective, Mr. Marsden. And a very good one." I replied. "And I can see Miss Haskins looking over at you every few seconds. So go prove me right or wrong."
Davie went over to Susie and asked nervously "Would you like to dance?"
"Yes!" Susie exclaimed as she practically flew off the table. She took Davie's hand, and practically dragged him onto the dance floor. That had to be a confidence builder! I thought to myself. And it had a positive domino effect. Timmy Austin and Frieda Franklin soon joined them on the dance floor.
Laura and other ladies were chuckling as they watched. I summoned up my courage and went up to her, and said "May I have this dance?"
"Certainly." Laura said, leading me to the dance floor.
As we danced, Laura said "Davie and Susie are a cute couple. Think they'll have a future together?"
"Oh yes." I said, though we had no way of knowing just how much of a future they'd have together... as General David and Senator Susan Marsden would become Washington D.C.'s 'Power Couple' in the far-flung future...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Carole and Pete were dancing together, and my son Ross was dancing with his sister Tasha. Jim had somehow gotten Callie Carrington to dance with him, there being no lack of confidence in my eldest son. And where was Cindy? She'd danced with Tim Jenkins a couple of times, interspersed with them conversing at one of the tables over drinks.
And then there was Ian. He was drinking club soda and talking with Sheriff Griswold. The Sheriff would later tell me that Ian asked him a lot of questions about running for political office, and they were questions the Sheriff would've expected of a much older kid. "Damned if that boy don't have a lot brains packed in his head, too." the Sheriff would say, and I would nod vigorously in agreement.
Paulina danced with a lot of guys, including both Julius Jefferson and Ted Crenshaw. Lindy Linares corralled me for a dance, as did Karina White, Teresa, and Callie. Cindy was having no part of me today; not only was she a dirty nasty Leg, she was a pouting dirty nasty Leg...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I swear," said Stephanie Steele, "these Bessemer cookies are going to be the death of me yet."
"They are delicious." said Paulina Patterson. "Maybe your Investment Club should invest in their stock, Laura."
"Way ahead of you, my dear." said Laura as she ate a Bessemer Butter Cookie. "We looked into the company. They were once family-owned, by the Belvedere family. Charles Belvedere, who went by 'Old Man Belvedere', had the cookie and chocolates company, sugar plantations, cocoa plantations, and a lot of farmland. He sold out to a subsidiary of BigAgraFoods in a deal that was part stock and part cash, for close to 75 million dollars."
"Must be nice to be a Belvedere heir." said Stephanie Steele. "How many heirs were there?"
Laura said "Belvedere and his wife Clara, née Lenora, had three daughters but no sons, which may be why he sold everything. If the stock were held onto, with splits and the natural rise of stock prices, it'd be worth about 300 million dollars to the Belvedere heirs in today's money. Divided by three, that's 100 million apiece, give or take..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the party was nearing its end, I had my moments of talking with Tanya.
"Thanks for making sure Jack got to the wedding, and on time." she quipped.
"Nothing was going to stop him from getting here and making you his wife." I replied.
"And thanks for being his Best Man." Tanya said. "You have no idea how much he loves you."
"And the feeling's mutual." I said. "And I know he loves you more than anything, and he'll take care of you."
"And Don..." Tanya said, and I could sense the emotion within her as well as see it on her face, "thank you... for everything. And I mean everything. I know I'm not as much of an Angel to you as Teresa and Cindy are, but I'm just thankful for all you've done for me..."
I put my arm around her and said "You are every bit as much my Angel as Teresa and Cindy are. Every bit. So don't ever let me hear you say you're any less, or I will get in your face like you get in mine when I need it." Tanya chuckled through her tears and we hugged warmly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
People were beginning to make their goodbyes and leave when Rudistan came up to me. "I've got good news and bad news about that plane crash, sir." he reported. "The good news is that nobody was killed except the two men you said were already on the plane, and there was no damage to the Hammondsville Highway, the bridge, the railroad line, nor BigPharmaCorp."
"Excellent." I said. "What's the bad news?"
"The plane crashed into the Police Impound Yard." said Rudistan. "It's... a mess, sir. People won't be getting their impounded cars back, and the vehicles in evidence are a lot smaller pieces of evidence now."
I couldn't help it. I began laughing. Must've been the way Rudistan was telling me about it...
Part 17 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 30th, from near the site of the obliterated Impound Yard, with said Yard in the background. "The County Tax Commissioner relents!"
Bettina began: "After County citizens began putting together a recall drive, the Tax  Commissioner finally agreed to fix the incorrect tax rates accidentally applied to some properties without those property owners having to go through binding arbitration. There was strong and surprisingly broad condemnation after she said that anyone who complained without going through the arbitration process was racist."
Bettina: "However, many lawsuits against the County for improper property assessments remain. Judge Rodney K. Watts surprisingly allowed the lawsuits to go forward instead of dismissing them as County Attorney Dennis Garland had requested. Mr. Garland's motion to have the lawsuits combined into one class-action was rejected by Judge Watts after attorneys for the plaintiffs filed briefs that they would file over 150 Motions to Sever, which would re-separate the bundled lawsuits."
Bettina: "And in other news, Commander Donald Troy is being blasted by Social Justice groups for allowing a plane loaded with explosives to crash into the Police Impound Yard. Documents obtained by Channel Two News under the State Open Records Act and the Federal Freedom of Information Act showed that Commander Troy and FBI Agent Jack Muscone were abducted at gunpoint on Saturday and put on the airplane. They escaped and parachuted to safety, but the plane crashed, leaving the Impound Yard destroyed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why did Watts allow the lawsuits to go forward?" asked Captain Tanya P. Muscone as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "He's usually a law-and-order judge."
"Word I got," growled Sheriff Griswold, "was that he's not a fan of the arbitration process, and he thinks something sinister is going on, even though the Tax Office agreed to correct the improper tax rates. So he's letting it go forward, for now at least."
"People got really up-in-arms about all that." said Cindy.
"Just remember," I replied, "the American Revolution supposedly happened because of tax issues. If there is one thing that will get people's hackles up, it's taxes."
"I have a quest-yunnnnn that is actually work-rel-AY-teddddd." drawled Chief Moynahan. "What happened to the fake Deputy that led you to being captured?"
I said "He's in the wind, as is the guy Cindy saw in the Groom's tent, dressed as a BOW Enterprises security guard. 'Baker', as I'll call him for lack of a better name, was not Navy SEAL material, and not really military material, so he wasn't part of Bayport's SEAL Team. From what the perps said, I'm surmising that he was supposed to pick up Springer and Drew after they jumped out of the aircraft, and he probably high-tailed it out of the area when it all went wrong for them."
Teresa said "And we found a homing device inside a woman's purse that had been left on one of the seats, right in the middle of the wedding area. No luck identifying her, assuming it's a 'her', even with the videocameras all over the place. And yes, Don, we looked specifically for Lindsey Black on the video."
I said "That was a longshot, and maybe wishful thinking on my part. But it's more likely that it was a woman we are not very familiar with, or could easily become unknown to us with a little bit of a disguise."
"Any fallout from the ease with which the perps took those high explosives off that train?" the Sheriff asked.
"Not as much as you might think, at least not yet." I said. "There is some considerable embarrassment that empty crates were substituted for the ones the perps stole, and that the swap wasn't detected. However... and don't let it get out of this room... Melina Allgood is putting together a special team to investigate that whole operation. Someone had to give the orders that caused the explosives to be left where they were, and that bespeaks someone who knew very well how the system worked, and how to game it. And it took a good number of people in relatively high places to make that work as it did."
"You'd think..." growled Sheriff Griswold, "... that after the EMPTY QUIVER event, they'd be a lot more careful, and on higher alert."
"And that's exactly the point, Sheriff." I replied. "That's what Melina and her team are going to be looking at. For this to happen again, and not long after the EMPTY QUIVER event, as well as those arms that Barsbane stole to be taken so successfully? Yeah, that needs to be looked into."
"Anyone in here going to be helping Melina and her team?" asked Tanya P. Muscone, with a wicked gleam in her eyes that matched the rings on her left-hand finger.
"I admit it." I said. "After Teresa told Melina that all I do around here is twiddle my thumbs, my ex-wife decided I need some work to do."
"How do you even get up the energy to get your thumbs twiddling, you lazy bum?" Teresa asked acerbically in retaliatory response. We all broke out laughing at that as a red crowbar was waved in the Iron Wolf's general direction...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, April 1st. "This is not an April Fools joke: the State Legislature adjourned sine die without passing a single bill!"
Bettina began: "While all the functions of State Government will continue, based upon the previous year's Budget numbers, it sets up a potential crisis for the next Legislative session, when a Budget will have to be passed. Legislators on both sides blamed deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared for the failure to get anything passed. And the rancor on both sides of the political aisle was very high, and there were no efforts to get any legislative work done."
Bettina: "Now everyone turns to the election season! The Party primaries are on Tuesday, May 5th in our State, and promises many bruising political battles, and a lot of political advertisements for viewers to watch..."
Part 18 - Boot-To-Ass Contact
Saturday, April 4th. It was just after sunset, and Jack Muscone and I were sitting on the back deck of The Cabin, sharing some Highland Park Single Malt Scotch. Tanya, Jennifer, and Tiffany were inside, talking with Stephanie Steele, Selena Steele, Laura, and Molly.
Pete was upstairs with Jim, Ross, and Ian, working on New Lego City and Troy Transcontinental Railroad. Carole and Marie were doing Carole and Marie things with picture books. Buddy and Bowser were supervising, and letting Tiffany and Jennifer practice their dog-petting skills.
"Yeah, Tanya and I are going to go on our honeymoon when it's warmer, after school lets out." Jack said.
"Where are you going?" I asked.
"We're not sure yet." said Jack. "We thought about taking the kids to Washington, D.C., as tourists, seeing the sights and all that. But I've seen plenty enough of Washington. We've also thought about just the two of us going somewhere. We were thinking about San Francisco, but it's gotten really bad with the homeless people on the streets. Maybe Vegas."
"Cindy and Callie were talking about going to Nashville." I said. "Taking in a show at the Grand Ole Opry, stuff like that. But they're country music fans. If you like historical places, you could go to Andrew Jackson's home near Nashville. You could also go to Charlottesville, Virginia, see the University of Virginia and Thomas Jefferson's home Monticello. Seeing as he's the President this County is named after, of course."
Jack nodded. Then he said "Just between us, and I'll never speak a word of it, but what was Springer talking about when he said they'd found Trent Ridge's body in barrels of acid? And had developed that drug they shot into you from what they found in his body?"
"Delusions of a criminal mind, and a figment of our imaginations." I said. "I'd say what happened to Trent Ridge is like what happened to your brother... unmentionable."
Jack nodded. "Like I said, I won't say a word."
I said "I didn't mean that in a tit-for-tat kind of way, and I hope it didn't sound like it. I'm just happy that two more of Bayport's rogue SEAL Team are now taking dirt naps."
What I didn't say out loud was that in reverse-engineering my nephew Ned's pain-causing formula, I'd come across all the variants already. When I saw the darker blue of what was in Mort Springer's syringe, I not only knew they'd fucked up somewhere, but that what was in the syringe was closer to the antidote than the formula itself.
So when he injected me, the result was some localized pain, but overall pain relief for my hurting back. And that allowed me to attack and defeat in personal combat two young, fit, men with extensive CQB training.
"So they were going to crash the plane into the wedding?" Jack asked. "And kill everyone?"
"Taking them at their word, yes." I said. "And I should've seen that coming long before they kidnapped us and took us to that airplane. I had all the clues, but I didn't put them together until I saw the explosives and the parachutes on the plane. Very bad on my part."
"Tanya will beat you up for berating yourself." Jack admonished. "And she's right... you're not a mind reader... like Carole apparently is."
"Yes, and she and her mother are at odds again." I said. "Anyway, it was a really good plan on the perps's part. Yes, all the top leadership of the TCPD was there, as well as a good bit of the FBI in this region of the country, from Southport's organized-crime-killers, to the City's units, including Ashton Cardigan and his really good cyber-unit. And you and Owen Lange, of course."
"So why kidnap you and me?" Jack asked.
"As Springer said, they wanted to interrogate me, see what I knew about some things." I replied. "I will also purely speculate that they wanted to guarantee your death, and mine. Great damage was going to be done, but if I'd strayed away and gone to the potty or something, and they missed getting me, it'd be hell for them and they knew it. So with us actually on the plane, it ensures our deaths, and would be considered revenge for what we've been doing to them and their Swamp Frog buddies."
"And Westboro's gold?" Jack asked.
"That is something that they genuinely know more about than I do." I said. "The legend is that Raymond Westboro, the Consultant of Crime, converted large amounts of his considerable fortune to gold, physical gold, and hid the gold in various places around the country. It is possible that some of that gold was found. What do you think of our new Intelligence facilities, Jack?"
Muscone barked a laugh, then got serious. "You think they're going after more of that gold? They know where it is? And that it has to do with Teresa, and her sister's death?"
I replied: "Springer said the fortune they were trying to grab wasn't gold. He was expecting me to die, so he was loose with his tongue. But I wish he'd told us just a little bit more. And I don't know how it could be related to Teresa. I thought all of that they were doing was to get at you."
"And they still might be." said Muscone. "Look, Dog, I'm not the Iron Crowbar, I don't pretend to be, and I don't play one on TV. But I didn't get to where I am in the FBI without having a few 'little gray cells' up here, as Agatha Christie would say." He was tapping his temple as he spoke.
"And I can see what's going on." he continued. "This thing about my brother... it's someone coming after me, and I know it. They came after you for your one weak spot... the Morelli case... and now they're coming after me for what they think are the same reasons: they think this is my weak point."
"If you keep your mouth shut," I said quietly, "there's no way they can prove a damn thing."
"It's not about proof of it." Jack said. "They just want me out. And I'm thinking of giving them what they want."
"Is it marriage doing that to you?" I asked. "Or landing on your head after that parachute jump?"
"It's taking stock of my life." said Muscone. "Hey, I love the FBI. But I've had more than two decades of it. The organization itself is becoming corrupt at the highest levels in Washington. It used to be that field agents like myself were beneath that, and could do our jobs and let the politicians do politician things. But not any more."
"All the more reason for you to stay." I said.
"I'll tell you something else, Dog." said Muscone. He held his hand out, sweeping it over the vista of the twinkling lights of the Town in the valley beneath it. "This Town... there's something about it. You know it. You feel it. And Tanya loves it as much as you do. And it's grown on me. I still love the City, but I'm finding I'd rather be here, in this Town, and not just because of Tanya. I want my girls to be raised here. I want to be a part of this."
I nodded. "I understand. This Town gets into your head, then your heart. And then your very soul."
After another round of Scotch, Jack said "Well, it's getting late, so I better get going." We stood up, and Jack extended his hand.
"Thanks for everything, Dog." he said. "For being my Best Man, for getting me to my wedding pretty much on time, and everything else."
I shook his hand. "And we had some fun along the way."
"Well, you did, anyway." Muscone said. "My butt is still sore from being kicked out of that plane. You enjoyed that one, didn't you?"
I began whimpering a laugh, and couldn't stop. More whimpers of laughter followed, and Jack joined in. I finally nodded and said "Yeah, that was a... once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. And I'd really be pissed at myself if I'd not taken it." And then we broke down laughing harder.



"All okay, Jumpmaster." Muscone said. "Maybe I'll get the opportunity to return that favor, neh?"
"I hope not." I said. "I hope not..."
Part 19 - Epilogue
After everyone had left, we were cleaning up and getting ready for bed, when Carole asked me "Daddy, can I take the dogs out with you?"
"Carole," Laura said sternly, "it's way past your bedtime."
"It's okay." I said, seeing the look on my daughter's face. "Just for a minute. Hey Buddy, Bowser! You want to go... I guess so." The dogs were at the back door already.
We went outside, and Carole and I set on the metal mesh loveseat with a blanket over us as the dogs went to do their business.
"I'm glad you're okay, Daddy." Carole said.
"Thank you, Fussbudget." I said, giving her a hug. "I'm glad I'm okay, too."
"Daddy," Carole said, her voice becoming forlorn, "Mommy didn't believe me when I was worried about you. She never believes me."
Hoo boy. What to say about that?
"Well, she doesn't think you're lying." I tried. "I think she knew there was nothing y'all could've done at the wedding. I had to fix that one myself."
Carole said no more for a moment, and then she said "Daddy, do you remember last Christmas Eve?"
"Of course." I said. (Author's note: 'Christmas in the County', Ch. 01.)
"When I was visiting Aunt Trreesa at her sister's statue," Carole said, "her sister's ghost whispered something to her, that Aunt Trreesa would find out the truth about her sister."
"Okayyy..." I said, realizing I was hearing something important.
"Do you believe me, Daddy?" Carole asked, looking up at me.
"Yes. Yes I do." I said, looking right back at her. "What about Aunt Teresa and her sister?"
"Her sister was right." Carole said "She's about to find out the truth. And Aunt Trreesa will need your help. It's going to be hard for her."
"And she'll have my help." I replied. "Just as you'll have my help when you need it." Carole didn't say anything. She just hugged me.
"Okay, it's time for bed." I said as the dogs came up to us. We went back to the door and Carole went on inside with the dogs. I said to Laura, who was in the greatroom "I forgot to bring the Scotch and the glasses back in. Be right back." Laura nodded.
I sat back down in the metal mesh loveseat and poured one more drink. As I looked over the Town, I saw the light of a train appear over the western horizon, then disappear as the train took the curve southward.
Yes, I thought to myself, it was coming. I breathed in and out, clearing my mind. I knew I'd have to be at the very top of my game. I could sense it, as could Carole, and I knew that what was coming was going to be big. It would have effects that would last for decades... no, for Centuries...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"And you're a cherry blossom
You're about to bloom
You look so pretty
But you're gone so soon..."

--- Fall Out Boy, 'Centuries'.
Tuesday, April 7th. Teresa Croyle, Father Romano, and I were at University Hospital, in the room of a nine-year-old girl named Sarah, and her mother Beverly.
Beverly had left her abusive husband when Sarah was very little, and had struggled mightily to raise her child in Midtown. She'd had a small flower shop in Midtown that had done well enough for them to survive. And then Sarah had become ill.
The little girl's condition was misdiagnosed, then finally determined to be a rare soft-tissue cancer that doctors said could not be cured. Sarah's medical bills had piled up while BigBenefitInsurance had canceled her mother's medical insurance. Beverly had lost her flower shop and her home as her debt had piled up. Beverly and her very sick child were about to be forced to live on the streets.
Their plight had come to the attention of Midtown Police Detective Nell Bell, who had called me. Laura had worked with me and with Dr. Napp to get little Sarah admitted to University Hospital, and her mother stayed at the Ronald McDonald House on the other side of University Avenue.
Father Romano, seeing that Beverly was almost out of hope, had called in someone to help, a woman known for never giving up. Teresa and Sarah became fast friends, because Sarah liked to sing, no matter how bad she felt. And Teresa would sing with her.
Alas, Dr. Napp told us that Sarah's condition had no cure. He told Sarah and Beverly that he could enroll Sarah in a research program, an experimental process with no certain results. Sarah had wanted to try it, and Beverly, almost out of hope, agreed.
But it had not worked. And Teresa had watched Sarah slowly deteriorate, like she had watched Amy deteriorate. (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 04.) And now the end was expected... partly because the Death Cat had come into the room, and was perched on the cabinet next to the bed, silently watching.
I was sitting with Beverly on the couch Beverly had been sleeping on as Teresa sat at Sarah's right side, with Father Romano praying on Sarah's other side. The little girl opened her eyes and smiled when she saw Teresa.
"Hi Teresa." she said, her voice barely audible. Teresa took her hand and said hello.
"Will you sing for me, Teresa?" Sarah asked.
"Sure." Teresa said. "What would you like me to sing?'
"Ave Maria." said Sarah. Teresa nodded, then began singing, her wonderful singing voice adding to the beauty of the song:
"Ave Maria, Gratia plena
Maria, gratia plena, Maria, gratia plena
Ave, ave Dominus, Tecum
Benedicta tu in mulieribus, Et benedictus
Benedictus fructus ventris tuae
Ventris tuae, Jesus
Ave Maria"
Sarah was smiling as she watched and listened to Teresa sing. Near the end of the song, with the smile still on her young face, she closed her eyes... for the last time.
As the heart monitor went to monotone and Father Romano prayed whispered incantations, Beverly began sobbing bitterly. I took her in my arms and she collapsed against me. She had lost everything desperately trying to save her child, and now she'd lost her child, as well. I felt terrible for her, but I knew that I could not know the pain she was in, as I had not lost a child myself. All I could do was be there, to give the grieving mother an anchor to hold in the midst of her sea of total misery.
Teresa did not stop singing, but finished the song. Finally, as nurses came in, Father Romano took over tending to Beverly. I walked with Teresa out of the room, the Death Cat leading the way. As he went the other way, we walked down the hall towards the elevators.
"You okay?" I asked.
"I will be." said Teresa. "I just... I just wish there was something I could do."
"You did all you could." I said. "And Sarah died with a smile on her face, listening to you sing to her."
"I don't mean that." Teresa said, tears in her eyes. "I mean... just look around. This is a great Hospital, it's done so much teaching people to be doctors, and nurses. And kids are surviving cancer at greater and greater rates. I just wish I could do more to help those kids with the rare diseases, the ones that don't get all the research money."
"I hear you." I said. "But Jesus said 'the poor will always be among us'. There's only so much we can do."
Teresa said "I know. And I'm not an advocate of State Socialized Medicine, as there will never be money for research under that system... but I just wish I could do something to help make that research possible... so that little girls like Sarah, and... and Amy... wouldn't have to die so young."
I just nodded and put my arm around Teresa's shoulders, and led her out of the Hospital and to my Police SUV...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the pre-dawn gloaming of Friday, April 10th, Police Chief Harold Bennett stopped his vehicle on the road in front of the cemetery. Walking through the gate and up the walkway, he came upon the tombstones of Teresa Croyle's family. Her sister Alexis's headstone was on the right. In the middle was her father's, with the words 'Medal of Honor' inscribed. And to the left was Teresa's mother's headstone, in pink marble... which was now a pile of shattered rock.
"Who the hell would do something like this?" Chief Bennett said angrily to himself and the Wind that was blowing across the grounds. He turned to go back to his car. Just as he arrived, three masked men, wearing all black, sprang from around the car!
"Get him!" one man uttered as they attacked the Police Chief with baseball bats and tire irons. There were three of them, and Chief Bennett had no chance to fight back. He curled into ball, protecting his head as much as he could with his hands, and absorbed the blows until consciousness left him.
One of the men got Bennett's cellphone out of the car, tried each of Bennett's fingers on it until one of them opened the phone. He went and took a photo of Teresa's mother's destroyed headstone, and sent an email that contained the photo. Then the men ran down the road to a waiting car, leaving Bennett lying on the ground beside his Police car...
Part 2 - It Begins
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am (local time), Friday, April 10th, from the rooftop of the building on the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Election season is becoming heated as candidates trade barbs!"
Bettina began: "In the race to succeed Reginald B.F. Lewis on the Town & County Council, Edgar Silas and Dr. Joseph E. Williams will hold competing rallies over the weekend. Mr. Silas, who was formerly the lead Commissioner of Boards of Inquiries investigating Donald Troy for Police brutality, is running on that record, and waging his campaign based upon unequal treatment of blacks, especially by the Police. Dr. Williams, who served on the Charter Commission with Donald Troy, is championing his own accomplishments in bringing better school conditions to black children in the County."
Bettina: "And Councilwoman Malinda Adams is being primaried by Town & County Assemblywoman Stacey Jacobs. Ms. Jacobs, who is black, attacked Ms. Adams for not doing anything for her black constituents. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Stacey Jacobs saying "Malinda Adams has not done anything for the plight of blacks in this County! Because she's white, she does not understand the abuse and prejudice blacks are subjected to every single day!"
Then Malinda Adams was shown, saying "I have supported minorities all my life, and especially women, who have also been subjected to discriminated by white men! But I support all minorities, while Stacey Jacobs only supports blacks! She has done nothing for women, nothing for Hispanics, and nothing for the poor constituents of this County!"
Back to Bettina live: "And in State politics, Ruby Russell, daughter of the late U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, and former hostess of the 'Point Taken' television program, is battling former State Secretary of State Brian Cagle for the Republican nomination for Lieutenant Governor. Roll tape."
Ruby Russell was shown, saying "I will stop the racist policies of Val Jared, Sharon Marshall, and the corruption of Brian Cagle, and I will restore the Republican Party to the Establishment policies of great men and women like Mitt Romney, John McCain, and my father, Samuel Russell!" KXTC chose not to show anything by Cagle.
Back to Bettina live: "The winner of that race will likely face State Senator Corey Coons from the City in the General Election. Maxine Watts is running for her old State Senate seat in the City rather than mount another bid for Lieutenant Governor. And it's a fierce race for the Republican nomination for Governor, as Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, a crony of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared and a supporter of his racist policies, is being challenged by State Attorney General Karl Handel, an enlightened Establishment Republican that supports hardworking Undocumented Workers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Just when I thought Bettina was being 'fair and balanced' to the candidates, she goes off on a biased rant against Sharon Marshall." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"You think she wants Sharon Marshall to lose?" Teresa Croyle asked with just a wee bit of acerbity in her voice.
"You okay?" Cindy asked, having turned to look at Teresa.
"I will be." Teresa said. "We buried little Sarah yesterday. Her mother didn't have enough money to send Sarah back to Midtown for burial, so the TCPD's Funeral Detail acted as pallbearers, and we buried her in the indigent section of the cemetery here."
"What's her mother doing?" Cindy asked.
"She doesn't know." said Teresa. "I'm paying for her to stay at one of the hotels near Junction Station, and Father Romano has her come to their soup kitchen to help out, and she eats there. She's trying to look for a job here, since there's nothing for her in Midtown."
"That's sad." said Cindy. "Maybe my dad can help her."
"I have a question." said Tanya P. Muscone. "I was surprised Bettina showed Ruby Russell's comments. I'd think KXTC would want Cagle to beat her."
"Nooooo." I said. "Ruby Russell is, to coin a phrase, deeply unpopular with Jared and Marshall supporters. Bettina and the Media hope she'll win the primary, and then get crushed by Corey Coons, who is black and a rising star among State Democrats. I thought he would run for Governor, but he didn't."
"Har." growled Sheriff Griswold. "You don't know a damn thing about politics, Crowbar." Everyone laughed, knowing that Our Sheriff was ribbing me, and hard.
"Thank God for small favors, Sheriff." I replied, as a red crowbar was waved in his general direction in retaliatory response.
"Who is running for Governor for the Democrats?" asked Cindy.
"Hoyt Stenson, the State Representative from Jacksonville, leads the field." I said. "Justin Madoff from the City was considering a run, but was 'persuaded' to run for his seat again."
"Why him? Why Stenson?" asked Cindy. "He's white, elderly, and a moderate."
"Exactly." growled Griswold. "The Democrats can nominate radical Leftists in safe districts, like Stacey Jacobs in Malinda Adams's district, and Maxine Watts in the Badlands District in the City. But Statewide, they have to think of the General Election. Stenson for Governor provides cover for Coons as Lt. Governor."
"That's true." I said. "Coons is not the most extreme Radical out there, but he's black, and he'll be expected to sling the slogans like 'defund the Police'. But by not being on the top of the ticket, and moderate Stenson there, the Dems hope to win both positions. You're right, Sheriff, I should've seen that. I'll stick to the day job."
Everyone laughed at that. Then Tanya said "So Maxine Watts chickened out of another run for Lt. Governor?"
Teresa said "I don't blame her. She was absolutely crushed by Sharon Marshall for the Lt. Governor seat last time." (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 05.)
Cindy said "I still don't see why they think Stenson can win."
I replied: "Stenson is indeed a moderate Democrat, but he was calling for Governor Jared's impeachment early on, which gives him puppy points with the State Democrat Party. And the Democrats really, really want to beat Sharon Marshall, who I believe will win the Republican primary. They'll do whatever it takes to beat her."
"Will the Democrats cheat to win?" asked Teresa. "Will there be fraud in the General Election?"
Sheriff Griswold growled; "Does a cat got climbing gear?"
*CHIME*
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
The chime was Teresa's personal iPhone, and was an email. The ringing phone was Chief Moynahan's. He answered it.
"Whaaa?" they both said simultaneously. Moynahan got up and walked out of the room.
Teresa said "I just got an email message from Chief Bennett in my childhood home town. No words, just a photo." She showed us the photo, showing her mother's tombstone having been reduced to a pile of pink rubble.
"Who would do something like that?" Cindy asked, anger showing on her ruggedly pretty face.
"I don't know." said Teresa. "But I can't go out there, right now. Todd's in Apple Grove; they had another fire at the BOW Enterprises factory up there. Damage was minor, but he went up to check on things." (Author's note: 'Red Squad', Ch. 04 for the first fire.)
Just then, Chief Moynahan came back in. "That was my friend, the former Police Chief in Teresa's hometown. They found Chief Bennett next to his car near the cemetery, severely beaten. He was rushed to the hospital 30 miles north of there, and is in critical condition."
We all gasped at the news. Teresa said "But... but he just sent this email. How did he send this email?"
I said "I have a feeling these two incidents are very much related."
"So do Iiiiiii." drawled the Chief. "Ms. Croyle, why don't you go out there and see what's going on? And you go with her, Ms. Ross."
"What about me, Chief/" I asked as the women got up to go.
"I need you here, Mr. Crowbarrrr." the Chief said. "Go ahead, ladies." Cindy and Teresa left.
"I'm going, too." said Sheriff Griswold, getting up. "Harold Bennett was a good man for me here in the TCPD. I'll call my office, and tell them I'll be out of Town for a few days. I'll see how Bennett is doing while the girls investigate that headstone destruction."
As he left, Chief Moynahan looked at me, to find me looking at him. "You want to go out there with them, don't you, Mr. Crowbar?" he said.
"You know it, sir." I said simply.
"So I guess Captain Muscone here will be in charge while you're gone?" the Chief asked.
"Between you and her, Chief, it'll be all good." I replied.
"Then what are you waiting for?" replied the Chief. "Go... go. Before I change my mind..." I moved out smartly.
Part 3 - The Crime Scenes
"Some legends are told,
Some turn to dust or to gold,
But you will remember me,
Remember me for centuries..."
--- Fall Out Boy, 'Centuries'.
2:00pm local time, Friday, April 10th. The BOW Enterprises Learjet came in for a landing at the airport nearest Teresa's hometown. On the flight, we discussed what was going on. I got out my laptop and got into the FBI's files with my FBI account.
"Okay, the attack was on Teresa's mom's headstone," I said, "so maybe it was something against her. Teresa, what was your mother's maiden name?" When I didn't get an answer, I looked up, to see Teresa in what could only be described as a reverie. "Teresa?" I said as we all peered at her.
"I... I don't know." Teresa finally said as she looked into space. Then she turned and looked at me and said "I don't think I've ever known."
"Alexis didn't tell you?" Cindy asked. "She never said anything?"
"No." Teresa said, still trying to search her memory. Then she said "Alexis was only two years old when my mother died in childbirth with me. She may not have known. And we never talked about her when I was growing up. My father never even talked to me, much less had a conversation about my mother, and he may not have spoken to Alexis about that 'live wire' subject."
We all nodded. "Okay, I'll research it the hard way... damn, there's nothing there." I typed some more. "According to military records, you dad put your mom on record as his wife and his prime beneficiary in late 1968, not long after your father was commissioned into the Army, but the only records of her have his surname, i.e. her married name."
"So why would someone destroy her headstone?" Cindy asked. "It only had her married name, also, didn't it?" Teresa nodded.
"We'll just have to see what the townspeople say." I said. "Maybe I can talk with the old schoolteacher Mildred, see what she knows. And we can see if there's a marriage certificate record in City Hall or the Courthouse..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a sunny early Spring day as we landed, but the wind was blowing steadily and fairly hard, which made windbreakers a welcome part of our wardrobes.
"I reserved the house we were at when we were here last time." said Teresa. (Author's note: 'Home For The Holidays', Ch. 01-02.) "But I get the feeling we need to be careful. The BOW Enterprise pilots will stay with the plane, sleep on board, and guard it, and we can come back to if if we need to."
"I agree about being careful." I said. "Make sure no one goes anywhere alone. Cindy and Teresa, stay with each other. I'll stay with Sheriff Griswold." Everyone nodded.
"How are we going to get into town?" Cindy asked. "Ubers?"
"I think these vehicles might can give us a lift." I said. A black Escalade was driving up, followed by a Police car. To everyone's surprise, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and Special Agent Tim Jenkins got out of the Escalade. I noticed Cindy's eyes light up at the sight of Tim, and his eyes soften as he saw her.
A second later, the driver got out; he was Supervisory Special Agent Eduardo Escobar, formerly of Jack Muscone's team but now stationed in Texas. "Jack called me, and asked me to help out over here." said Eduardo as we shook hands.
The two Police Officers came up to us. "We're here to take a couple of you to see Chief Bennett."
"I'll go with the Sheriff." said Jack Muscone after a 'general discussion' amongst ourselves. I noticed there was a sheet on the backseat of the Police car.
"We took the Chief to the hospital in this car, rather than wait for an ambulance." said one of the Officers. "We cleaned it out, but put the sheet down just in case we missed a bloodstain." I nodded as Griswold and Muscone got in the backseat, and the Police car drove off.
"Where to, ladies and gentlemen?" asked Eduardo.
"Let's go see the cemetery." I said. We piled into the Escalade. I was offered the shotgun seat and took it. Tim Jenkins sat in the back, next to Cindy, who was in the middle. Teresa was behind the driver's seat, and just watched out the window as we got onto the road...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's been good in Texas." said Eduardo Escobar as we drove along the road. "I've been in San Antonio, working mostly on gang activity crossing the border... drugs into the USA, guns into Mexico."
Meanwhile, Cindy asked Tim Jenkins "How did you guys get here ahead of us?"
"Jack got a call from Chief Harold Bennett last night." said Jenkins. "Bennett said that something strange was going on around here. He's been seeing strangers around for a few weeks. He thought it might have to do with the Midwest & Pacific Railroad's plan to build a railroad line through here, but the guys who are with the Railroad said they weren't with them."
Jenkins: "Jack didn't say much more, but I know about that video he was sent, since you guys asked me about it yourselves. I was in the City overnight, so Jack had me meet him at City Airport, and we took an FBI plane out there. We landed at the military post northwest of here, and Eduardo Escobar's plane flew in about ten minutes later."
I had half-turned my head to listen, and I caught Teresa's eyes cutting over to mine. She was deducing what I was: there was more, a lot more, to this story. Not one but two FBI planes committed to this mission? And Jack Muscone bringing in Escobar, someone he trusted? And after hearing from Chief Bennett... who coincidentallywas attacked this morning, and in the hospital now? Hmmm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone." said Jack Muscone as he showed his credentials at the front desk of the hospital. "This is Sheriff Griswold." He declined to mention the Sheriff's jurisdiction. "We're here to see Chief Harold Bennett."
"Yes sir." said the receptionist. "He's in Room 108, but I don't know if he's come out of his coma yet."
"We'll just look in on him, then." said Griswold. "He's an old friend of mine."
"Yes sir." said the receptionist. "I'm sorry your friend was hurt. But don't go in unless he's awake."
At Room 108, they saw Harold Bennett in bed, with a doctor doing doctor things, examining him. The LEOs went inside.
"How is he, Doctor?" asked Griswold.
"He's coming out of it." said the Doctor. "He's out of danger, but he still needs a lot of rest. Are you relatives of his?"
"I'm an old friend," said the Sheriff, "and this is an FBI Agent who is his friend, and is looking into the case for me."
"Okay, but he's in and out right now. I'll give you five minutes." the doctor said, then left the room.
The Sheriff and Muscone went to the sides of the bed, seeing some of the damage. There were bruises on Bennett's face and head, and a lot worse bruises on his forearms. They couldn't see the damage to his chest and legs, but it was bad.
Bennett's eyes half-opened and he said "Uhhh, I must've died and gone to Hell. I always knew you were the Devil, Chief Griswold. What are you doing here, Grizz?"
"Wondering why you didn't duck." said the Sheriff, chuckling at Bennett's joke. "Jack Muscone of the FBI is here with me. What happened, Harold?"
"After I called you last night, Jack," said Bennett, "I never got any sleep. Just before dawn... I got a call that something was going on at the cemetery. I got in my Patrol car and went straight down there... and one of the headstones was smashed... I was going back to my car to call it in, when I got jumped. I tried to protect my head... but they got me pretty good."
"Anything you remember that can help us?" Muscone asked.
"They were in all black, and black ski masks... couldn't see anything." said Bennett. "They weren't... all that fit... one of them had a belly..."
"Okay, that helps." said Griswold.
"I passed out." said Bennett. "I came to for a minute, and one of them was pressing my fingers to a cell phone... guess it was mine, and they were trying to open it... then I don't remember anything else until I woke up a few minutes ago..."
"Okay, you get some rest." said Griswold. Harold Bennet followed those instructions; he fell back asleep.
As they walked out of the hospital, the Sheriff told Muscone about Teresa getting the photo. Muscone asked: "You get the idea they meant to lure Teresa here?"
"Sounds like Iron Crowbar thinking, there." said the Sheriff. "Let's get back down there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We approached the large grassy area that was the de facto town square. To the east was the cemetery, and north of it was the Police/Fire Station complex. To the right of the cemetery, going east-west, was the road that led to the Downtown district, literally one block of stores and shops. On the other side of the grassy field was the City Hall, Courthouse, and Library.
"I'm going to stop by the Library first." I said. "Eduardo, if you'll come with me, Tim can stay with Cindy and Teresa and check out the cemetery."
"Sounds like a plan." said Cindy. Eduardo and I went northwest as the others walked east.
Going into the library, I saw an attractive women in her late 30s or early 40s behind the desk. She gave me a bright, flirtatious smile as I approached the desk.
"Hi," I said, giving her a smile, "my name is Don Troy, and I'm with---"
"I remember you." the woman said. "You were here several years ago, asking about that girl Teresa and her family."
"Yes, I was." I said. "You have a good memory."
"You spoke to Mildred." said the woman. "I remember that because Mildred died a couple of weeks ago."
"Oh no." I said sadly. "I'm sorry to hear that. She was very nice to me, and very helpful. What happened"
"It was so sudden." said the woman. "She came down with a cold, or so we thought. Then she had vomiting, coughing, fever, and she couldn't breathe. The doctor thought she had pneumonia, as she had fluid in her lungs, and they took her to the hospital. But she just got worse, and her blood pressure dropped, and she died. It just happened so... fast! Like one day she was here, and fine; and the next..." She didn't finish the sentence.
"That's terrible." I said. "Let me ask you this. Do you remember these two persons?" I showed her pictures of Cindy and Tim Jenkins.
"Oh yes, they were here the year before last, right around Thanksgiving." the woman said. "Cute couple, too. They had 'bedroom eyes' for each other." The woman was looking at me with her own 'bedroom eyes', and I just grinned and nodded. "They recorded some of our old videos onto CDs, and gave us a copy of them."
"Have you seen them since then?" I asked.
"No, not them." said the woman. "But someone else did come in to look at the DVDs."
"Was that person one of these people?" I showed photos of Martin Nash, as well as the members of the Rovers BAU Team, Mort Springer and William Drew.
"No, none of them." said the librarian. "This guy didn't stand out. He was the kind of guy who blended in with the crowd... even when he was alone in the room, here in the library."
"I see." I said. "Okay, thank you very much. You've been a great help."
"Any time." said the librarian. "If you're looking for a good place for lunch or dinner, I'll be glad to show you."
"That's kind of you." I said. "I'll let you know." With that I turned and collected Eduardo, and we left.
"She's married, but she's hot as hell for you, Don." Eduardo said, teasing me.
"True on both counts." I said.
"What about that woman that died?" Eduardo said. "Who was she? Anything in that?"
"Yeah." I said, my face and voice turning grim. "She was the woman that gave me the story about Teresa some years ago, then helped lead Cindy to those tapes in the library. And those symptoms... they could be pneumonia... but they sound more like ricin poisoning to me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And this is supposed to match
The darkness that you felt
I never meant for you to fix yourself..."
--- Fall Out Boy, 'Centuries'.
Teresa noticed a relatively new grave site a ways down from her family's as she, Cindy, and Tim Jenkins came up to the headstones. Teresa saw the quarter she'd left on her father's headstone... it had been superglued down and never touched since... and her sister Alexis's grave.
Then she allowed herself to look at the shattered headstone at her mother's burial place. Police tape surrounded it.
She felt Cindy put her arm around her as Cindy said "I'm sorry about this. It ain't right."
"No, it's not." Teresa said. "Whoever did this obviously wanted to get me here. So... I'm here." They went inside the tape to look more closely at the damage.
"You're violating a crime scene!" they heard a voice say. They whirled to see three men. One of them was Teresa's age, maybe a bit older, with black hair, a thin beard, and a hard look on his features. The other two were younger men, and were wearing Deputy Sheriff uniforms.
"Well, well, well." said the older man. "If it ain't Teresa Cunt."
"And if it ain't Kenny Belton." Teresa replied. "As worthless an asshole as ever."
"You're violating a crime scene, bitch." said one of the Deputies.
"It's my mother's grave, and I'll look at it if I want to." Teresa said. "You really think you can stop me?"
"We don't care." said the Deputy. "We'll shoot you if you go inside that tape again."
"You're not welcome here, cunt." snarled Kenny. "Get out of town. By sundown."
"And if we don't?" Cindy said menacingly, tapping the green crowbar in her hand. Tim Jenkins was off to one side, his hand over his holstered gun under his jacket.
"Then you two bitches are going to be raped, and then your throats slit." promised Kenny.
"Oh really?" Teresa said with disdain. "By you? Just tell me now: do you want me to break the same shoulder I broke last time? Or break the other one... to even things out."
"We'll see about that." snarled Kenny, who advanced upon Teresa. Cindy came forward, ready to use the crowbar. The two Deputies went for their guns, as did Tim Jenkins.
"Who the fuck are you?" one of the Deputies asked Jenkins, bringing his gun up to face off with Tim's.
"FBI." said Tim. "You're pointing your gun at a Federal Agent."
"And you're pointing your gun at us." said the Deputy. "This is our County, not yours. We have jurisdiction here."
"What?" Teresa said disbelievingly. "You haven't had a Sheriff's Department here since--- er, for almost 20 years."
"We're going to elect a Sheriff this year." said the Deputy. "Until then, the County Council has authorized a Sheriff Department, and we Deputies answer to the Mayor."
"And who is that?" Cindy asked, still ready to destroy Kenny with her crowbar.
"My father." said Kenny. "You remember him, don't you, Teresa Cunt?"
"Call her that again..." Cindy said, advancing on Kenny. The two Deputies trained their guns on her, and Jenkins once again pointed his at the Deputies.
"Bring it on, bitch." said Kenny, to Cindy. "Guys, just blow her dyke ass away."
*WHAM!*
Kenny pitched forward as the red crowbar slammed his squarely on the back. The Deputies looked over just in time to see the red crowbar slam into their arms, knocking their aim off, followed by a powerful blow to one man's chest and another to the other's ribs. Then I slammed them in their backs, knocking them down.
"Don't even think about it, motherfucker!" I growled in my 'Batman' voice as one man tried to raise his firearm while on the ground. I knocked it out of his hands, and he screamed in pain; crowbar blows on knuckle joints hurt. "If either of you try any more shit, I'll gouge your fucking eyes out!"
Tim Jenkins and Eduardo Escobar collected the Deputies's weapons as I turned my attention to Kenny. "And you, punk." I said as I got in his face. "You would be dead already if you didn't have those two bozos with you."
"The Iron Crowbar." said Kenny disdainfully. "Better get your bitches here back to your home Town... unless you'd rather bury them at this cemetery here. Come on guys, let's go." He and the Deputies walked to the car they'd arrived in, and drove off with a screech of tires.
"What in the fuck was that about?" Cindy asked.
"Are they faking being Deputies?" I asked Teresa.
"I... I don't know." said Teresa. "I don't know if you heard me a minute ago, but there hasn't been a Sheriff here for nearly 20 years."
"Yes, I heard that." I replied. I looked around, seeing the damage to the headstone. I walked over to the other new grave site. As I suspected, it was where Mildred was buried.
I invited Teresa to come over, then said "You owe your Police career to this woman. She's the one that told me and Jack about your story when I first came here." Teresa nodded silently in acknowledgement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were at the Police Station. Jack Muscone and Sheriff Griswold had procured a second Escalade for the drive back. Wow, I thought... two planes and two Escalades. These FBI Agents are living it up!
One man in his early 30s, named Griffith, was a Police Lieutenant. "Yes, I guess I'm in charge here until the Chief gets back. How's he doing?"
"Better." said Jack Muscone, who had arrived with Sheriff Griswold some moments before. "What happened this morning with him?"
"We got a 9-1-1 call that he was lying on the ground at the cemetery, and went over." said Lt. Griffith. "We must've gotten there right after the attack. My guys just put him into a squad car and drove him up to the hospital. An ambulance would've taken half an hour, at least."
"Your guys did correctly." said Sheriff Griswold. "So let me ask you, do you have any idea why your Police Chief would be attacked that way?"
"No sir." said Lt. Griffith, politely giving respect to the older man. "This town is quiet to the point of nearly dead. That may change if the new railroad line brings in new businesses, though. But I don't know who'd want to attack the Police Chief."
I could see in his eyes that there was something he was holding back, but unfortunately I did not have time to get it out of him. Instead I said "Do you have the Chief's cellphone here?"
"Yes sir, but it's evidence." said Lt. Griffith.
"That's fine, I just want a look." I said. An officer brought out the bagged cellphone. I looked at it.
"Yep," I said, "there's blood on the finger-reader, there. I think the perps used his fingers to get the one that opened up the phone, then they used it to take a photo of the destroyed headstone and send it to you, Teresa."
"Not much gets past you." said Sheriff Griswold. "I hadn't yet had the chance to tell you that that is what Harold Bennett said at the hospital... he regained consciousness while they were pressing his fingers to the phone."
"But why?" asked Eduardo Escobar.
"To take that photo of Teresa's mother's destroyed headstone," I replied, "and to send it to her seemingly from Chief Bennett."
"I think Teresa had it right at the cemetery." said Cindy. "They did it to get her out here. And as soon as she got here, we had a thug and two wannabee Deputies confront her. I don't think they expected an armed FBI Agent, though." She punched Tim Jenkins lightly on the shoulder as she said it.
"He may have saved your lives with his presence." I replied. "Okay, before it gets to 4:00pm and everything closes down, I need to get to City Hall. If you, Jack, and you, Teresa, come with me, I'd be grateful. Eduardo, if you'll escort the Sheriff, and if you'll let me assign you a mission, Sheriff, I'd like you to go to the newspaper office." As I spoke, I handed Sheriff Griswold a folded piece of paper.
"We're on it." said the Sheriff.
"And Cindy and Tim," I said, "I'd like you to do a couple of things. Take the Escalade and drive around. You've seen the video of the night Alexis died, so see if you can find that street, and look around it. Then drive all around town. See if you can find the junkyard where Alexis's car was towed. But if you see you're being followed, abort and come straight back to the Police Station here..."
Part 4 - Data Gathering and Organizing
We pulled up at the Courthouse and went inside. The receptionist gave us a look... not unfriendly, but like an 'I'm almost out of here for the weekend; go away!' look.
"Hi." I said. "I know it's late, but we're FBI Agents, and we really need this information. It's about this lady's parents, and we need to find their marriage certificate."
"Well, we're about to close." the woman said.
"Please!" Teresa said pleadingly. "It was a thousand-mile trip to get here."
The woman peered at Teresa and said "You're Teresa Croyle, aren't you?"
"Er, yes." Teresa said.
"You don't remember me, do you?" asked the woman.
Teresa peered at her, then said "I'm sorry, I don't."
"It's okay." the woman said, then introduced herself and said "I was in 5th grade when you were a Junior in High School. My older sister Janet was in your Class."
"Oh yes, Janet." said Teresa. "She was the Homecoming Queen when she was a Senior, wasn't she?"
"Yes! She was." said the woman. "Okay, you guys can come on in." She took us to the huge file room, and Jack and I began going through the records of 1968.
"Here it is." I said. I pulled the record and we all looked at it as I took photos with my iPhone. "First name 'Sarah', which we knew already. Says here your mother's maiden name was 'Lenora'." To the woman, I asked "Are the birth certificates stored here?"
"No sir, those are stored in the Archives, at old City Hall." said the woman. "You have to go to the current City Hall building and put in a request, then someone goes and finds it. It'll take days."
"That's okay, it was a long shot anyway." I said. "I very much appreciate your help."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn, I don't know how Crowbar does it." growled Griswold as he took the old photo out of the file drawer. "He was right As usual."
"What did he want you to find?" asked Muscone. Griswold showed him the note I'd written.
"Wow." Muscone said. "You know, the FBI can get that colorized for you."
"Let's go ask them if we can borrow this." said Griswold...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yep, we're being tailed." said Cindy as she rode shotgun in the Escalade, with Tim Jenkins driving. "Dark blue Ford GT. But he's eye candy. There's a Police vehicle further back, also tracking us."
"Neat trick." Tim said. "They're hoping that if we spot the LEO vehicle, we'll think he's following the muscle car."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." Cindy said with a smile. "Not bad, for an FBI Agent."
Tim grinned. "I took the driving course at Quantico. They teach everything from defensive driving, driving a VIP and the 'escape and evade' techniques, and also how to spot tails, and how to tail without being spotted."
"All right." Cindy said. "When I looked at Apple Maps, I saw the Junkyard down that street, on the east side, just before you get to the only hilltop in this whole county, it seems. If we take that road, they'll know we're looking for the junkyard. And it's a dead end, and a great way to get ambushed."
"I hear that." said Tim. "Okay, the downtown area. It ain't much. What did Don want us to see?"
"I think I saw what he looking for." said Cindy. "Alexis's car came north from the road further south, which is the road she'd take from her house. That subdivision is just south of the downtown district. The north-south road that is Main Street is narrow, with buildings on both sides. There was no place for Alexis to go. Her car was in the left lane, almost parked to the side when she was hit head on."
"Yes, I remember." said Tim.
Cindy went on: "I think Don wanted us to realize that there was another car involved. Maybe coming up the wrong way, forcing Alexis's friend, who was driving, to go left. Then Jack's brother's car comes up and plows into them."
"So Don is building a murder case, here." said Tim. "Or trying to."



"Yep." said Cindy. "And he didn't send Teresa with us, so that she wouldn't have to bear the pain of it all any worse than she has already..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We gathered at the house Teresa had rented. I checked thoroughly for bugs... and found some. So we didn't talk about the case at all; instead, we talked about where to have dinner.
"There's the Diner, which is decent," said Teresa, "and there's a Country Music bar and restaurant."
"Hey, country music!" Cindy said.
"And likely a place where a fight will quickly break out." I replied. "And I've had enough fun for one day."
"You know," Teresa said, "I could've handled Kenny and his slugs."
"I know." I said. "But those bastards were looking to shoot you, not fight you. So I ambushed them. Left my calling card, so to speak."
Cindy was on the phone, and a moment later she said "The Country Music place is divided in two; the bar and the restaurant. And the restaurant has a back room, and a big back table with a table for eight. I made the reservation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was not too bad, I thought to myself. The bar was seedy, with peanuts and sawdust on the floor, and what looked like a rough crowd of men that didn't have a lot of hope, and women that offered to help them ease their pain... for a price, of course.
The restaurant side was better, but not by a heck of a lot. We were seated in the back room at the back table by a young woman that was trying hard to be friendly and helpful, in hope of a big tip from this rare large party of strangers.
"Shame about Mildred." said Muscone when I told her she had died. "She was a nice old lady."
"I'm not sure the schoolchildren of this town would agree with you." I said. "I had the feeling she was pretty strict... which is what the kids here needed even if they didn't like it. But she was helpful to us."
"By the way," Muscone said, even more quietly, "Sheriff Griswold found what you asked him to look for. You were right."
"That's one more small piece of this puzzle." I said. "Okay, let me check for bugs."
I checked for bugs around the table, and found none. After we'd ordered, I said "So... let's figure out what's going on, here. Who wants to start?"
"I will." said Teresa. "I believe my mother's headstone was destroyed to get me to come out here. I don't know why yet, and I don't know why they felt they had to beat up Chief Bennett and send a pic from his iPhone to do that. The Police would've called me."
"I agree." I said. "One thing is obvious, also: the Police here are not dirty."
"Not that I don't agree," growled Griswold, "but how can you tell?"
"They suddenly constitute Deputies and schedule a Sheriff election after... what did Teresa say... 20 years?" I asked "Sounds like someone wants an LEO force to counter a Police Force that is honest, if you ask me."
"And Sheriff Griswold did ask." Cindy said, earning a withering look from me and chuckles from everyone else. "But I agree... I got the vibe that Lt. Griffith at Police HQ is a decent man, but he's under pressure about something."
"And that girl at City Hall?" Teresa said. "Fake as a three dollar bill. The girl in my Senior Class that was Homecoming Queen was named 'Gina', not Janet. And I wasn't here my Senior year. I took classes by correspondence, graduated in December, and began college that Spring."
"She also called me 'Teresa Croyle'," continued Teresa Croyle, "and I was never called that name while I was here. So she knew my current name."
I said "I am sure that she was racing for the phone just as soon as we left. They've been waiting for us, and are keeping tabs on us now. And it's serious, people. Mildred's death, for example. Her death certificate said she died of pneumonia, and that's it. Her body was claimed by one of the Town Council persons, and they gave her a nice, well-attended funeral and burial."
I continued: "But when the librarian told me what Mildred's symptoms were, I immediately thought of ricin poisoning. I looked up the autopsy... and there was none. Unusual, considering how fast Mildred went from being fine to dying."
"Why kill her?" asked Tim Jenkins.
"They were expecting our arrival, or at least Teresa's arrival." I said. "They may have known we'd talked to Mildred in the past, and might well talk to her again. And they may have known that she had information they don't want us to find."
"My mother's maiden name." said Teresa.
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said.
"But we found that easily enough." Teresa said. "It was on my parents's marriage certificate."
"But we were unable to confirm it with a birth certificate." I said. "And 'Lenora' sounds like a first or middle name. She may have used it on her marriage certificate instead of her real surname, again for reasons currently unknown. So Sheriff, did you find anything at the newspaper office?"
"No records of the marriage." said Griswold. "No records of Alexis's car crash, as you know. They burned up in that fire they had. And no wedding photos nor photos of the car crash, though the photo archives still exist intact."
"Okay, Don," said Jack Muscone, "you've got some idea in that red head of yours. What is it?"
"Just theories without data, for now." I said. "And you know I hate to theorize without data---"
It had suddenly gotten quiet. The music in the bar area had been shut off. I heard a lot of scraping of chairs and tables, and people getting up and getting out.
The door to the back room darkened, and the two Deputies that had been with Kenny Belton at the cemetery came through it, armed with shotguns. We all put our hands over our firearms. Cindy, Teresa, Sheriff Griswold and myself had Federal Firearms Permits, and the Federal Agents had Federal Agent badges, of course.
Following the Deputies in was an older man. He looked just like Kenny, who was behind him, but his hair was gray, and he had a big gray mustache as well as a heavier beard. He also looked like he was chronically, perpetually drunk, and his eyes seemed to be almost bulging at times.
Behind Kenny were two more men, dressed in Country & Western garb, but carrying most very modern firearms. They looked oddly and vaguely familiar to me, but I couldn't place them in my mind at the moment. And I had other, more pressing things to think about at the moment.
The Federal Agents had risen to their feet, handguns drawn and ready. No one moved quickly as the Deputies moved to each side, and the older man came forward.
"Which one of you... is the Iron Crowbar?" he asked.
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Confrontation
I slowly rose to my feet, then wordlessly began tapping the red crowbar into the palm of my hand as I distanced myself from the table a little bit.
The older man nodded a few times as we peered at each other. "Do you know who I am?" he finally asked.
I shook my head slowly. "Besides the obvious fact you're Kenny's father, no I do not."
"His name is Harmon Belton." Teresa said as she stood up and came around to stand next to me, her gun drawn but pointed at the floor. "He's the Mayor of this town, and the 'Boss Hogg' of it, so to speak. He owns most of the properties, and he's been trying to crush the people of this town for 40 years... but he can't outrun a bullet, and he knows it."
"And you don't have a permit for that gun." said one of the Deputies.
"She has a Federal Firearms Permit." said Jack Muscone.
"Did I say you could speak?" drawled Harmon Belton looking over at Muscone with pure derision in his eyes. "Keep your worthless Federal Agent mouth shut, then."
"Say that again," I said, "and I'll shut your mouth. Permanently."
"I'm ordering you all to drop your weapons." said the Deputy, who was beginning to irritate me.
"Drop yours." said Jack Muscone.
"Tell you what." Teresa said as she holstered her weapon. "Molon labe. Come take my gun from me... especially if you want me to break your shoulder like I broke your worthless son's all those years ago."
"You fucking-------" growled Kenny, moving forward. He was stopped by his father.
"Boy, you still haven't learned, have you?" Harmon drawled at Kenny. "The little bitch is goading you. He turned to Teresa and chuckled, then said: "You really are just like your father, Teresa Cunt. You think you're brave, but you're just as stupid as he was."
He turned to me and said "Let's talk, Iron Crowbar."
"We have nothing to talk about." I said.
"Oh, I think we do." said Harmon Belton. "You come into a man's place uninvited, acting like you own the world, beating up law enforcement officers with that crowbar, like you think you're a big shot... like your little cunt's father tried to be. Yeah, we got something to talk about. Like you leaving this place a-live."
"Oh, that's a given." I said. "We're leaving alive. Whether you and your boys do, that's another matter. And I will make damn sure that Kenny is the first to die."
The threat to his son seemed to strike the man. "Tell you what, I'll buy you a drink. Meet me at the bar." He turned and began walking out, the Deputies watching us warily as they covered the retreat.
"What now?" asked Muscone.
"He offered to buy me a drink." I said. "I'll take him up on his offer."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eduardo Escobar and Tim Jenkins went through the door first, in the manner of clearing a place, then Muscone and Griswold, then me. Teresa and Cindy covered the rear. Fortunately, Harmon Belton's men were on the other side of the room, sitting casually, though their guns were ready to go under the table.
Harmon Belton was sitting at the bar. A young man was the bartender, and he looked nervous... very nervous. More like scared.
"Two bourbons." said Belton. The man poured two glasses of bourbon. "Mix 'em up." said Belton. As the man began rotating the glasses in his hands, Belton said "I know what you're thinking; one of these glasses has poison in it. I don't play that way."
The man put the two glasses of bourbon on the bar. Belton picked up both of them and downed both. "Ah, that's good." he said. "Fill 'em up. Let the Iron Crowbar pick out his glass."
I reached down and picked out a glass among sixteen on a tray, and the man half-filled that glass along with Belton's two others.
"Salud." said Belton, clinking his glass to mine. I sipped mine while Belton downed his shot. An alcoholic he was, I astutely observed.
"So... why are you here?" Belton asked.
"I was hoping you would tell me that." I answered.
Belton let out a laugh at that. "Good one. Good one." he said. "You're here... because I want you to understand something. You have your Town, and I have mine. And this town is my town. It's not yours, it's not that little cunt's over there. It's mine."
"No, no it's not." I said. "And Teresa was right... it never has been yours. You've never been able to control the Police here. Only now are you making your play to gain control. Why? Because the Railroad is coming back?"
"Oh, hell no." Belton said. He downed another shot, then said "The Railroad does not fucking play. And I'm nearer the end of my time than the beginning. Hell, I'm going to sell out to them just as soon as they lay the rail."
"Then what is the fucking purpose of all this?" I asked harshly.
"Hmmphf." snorted Belton. "You want to leave your kids a legacy, don't you? I want the same for my son, that's all. But the one thing I'm not abidin'... is Teresa Cunt's interference. She shouldn't have shown up here. Take her home. And don't come back here again. Ever."
"I'd be more than happy to do that," I replied, "but for one thing: why fuck with Teresa's mother's gravestone?"
"That was stupid, I agree." said Belton with false agreeability. "But it wasn't my doing. I don't want that cunt here any more than she wants to be here. Hell, I'll put up a nice new gravestone for her whore of a mother, pay for it myself." He then looked at me with alcohol-addled eyes and said "Once. You. Leave."
"Thanks for the drink." I said, downing the rest of my drink. I got up, and saw a movement by the more irritating Deputy at the far table. With a fast movement I threw a shuriken, a Japanese eight-pointed star at the Deputy. It embedded in the wall just inches from his head.
"I can take your ass out anytime I want." I admonished him. "Leave my people alone." With that, I walked to the door and outside. Jenkins and Escobar covered our retreat.
"Where to?" asked Sheriff Griswold.
"Someplace we can talk." I said. "Let's go back to Teresa's rented house."
Part 6 - Friends And Lovers
I went in and took out the bugs I'd found previously, and flushed them down the toilet. Then I swept for bugs again, finding none this time. Still, I had the bug killer on and we spoke in hushed tones as we sat on the floor in the den room, with no lights on.
"I actually got the feeling that Harmon Belton is scared of our presence." I said. "Why, I don't know. He also said he wasn't behind the destruction of Teresa's mother's headstone."
"And you believe him?" Cindy asked.
"I dunno." I replied. "As Teresa said, he owns most of the property in this town. He's like a Boss Hogg... people pay him high rent rates in perpetuity, and they live their lives under his 'benign dictatorship' (air quotes). And he says he wants to sell out to the Railroad when it comes in, and leave a legacy for his son."
"People come in," Jack Muscone said, "he sells at high prices and retires and walks away. He's already fairly wealthy, from the tax reports of him I just peeked into. Plenty to live on for his remaining years, then leave the rest to his son."
"If he didn't destroy my mother's headstone, or he wasn't behind it," Teresa said, "then who did, and why?"
"The 'why' is to get you here." I said. "Whether for friendly or hostile reasons, I'm not sure, though we'll presume hostility for the moment. Harmon Belton has a secret, and he fears our presence. I want to know what that secret is."
"I have one idea." said Cindy. She recounted the reconnaissance mission she and Tim had gone on. "It looks like the crash that killed Alexis was set up all the way. In other words, it was murder. And there is no Statute of Limitations on murder...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I watched the Escalade leave. Jack Muscone had gotten everyone BOQ (Basic Officer Quarters) guest rooms at the military installation to the northwest, which were like nice hotel rooms, and where they would be a lot safer. Cindy had wanted to stay with us, but I insisted she go with them and get some dinner and some sleep. The Sheriff and Tim Jenkins persuaded her to go.
We were dressed in all black, with barely visible outlines of the Clan Troy mon on the front and back of our shirts. Teresa had bought some frozen pizzas earlier in the day, and we heated them up in the microwave and ate them, washing them down with Cherry Coca-Cola Zero.
Then I went about setting up a device. "This is a carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide alarm." I said. "If the Tau Fraternity members had had one of these, they might be alive today." (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 05.)
"So you think they're going to flood us with CO gas?" Teresa said. "And then come in and kill us?"
"Yep." I said. "But we have the alarm, and we have Todd's five-minute air masks. So we can lay in wait for them, then ambush the ambushers. Then I can 'interrogate' (air quotes) them to find out just what the hell is going on here."
"Sounds like a plan," said Teresa, "unless there are more of them than we can handle. Remember, they're expecting seven of us to be here, or at least four."
"True." I said. "But if they think we're unconscious, they may think they only need a few people... like two to four... to come in and kill us in our sleep."
"Those two Deputies?" Teresa asked.
"And those other two guys that were with Harmon Belton at the restaurant." I said. "They looked familiar to me, but I can't figure out where I've seen them before."
"Mug shots?" Teresa asked.
"Could be." I replied. "Could well be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What would you say if I told you,
I've always wanted to hold you,
I don't know what we're afraid of,
Nothing would change if we made love.
So I'll be your friend and I'll be your lover,
'Cause I know in our hearts we agree,
We don't have to be one or the other,
Oh no, we could be both to each other."
------ Gloria Loring and Carl Anderson, 'Friends And Lovers'
"That was good pizza." said Tim Jenkins as he and Cindy walked along the hallway towards her room.
"You were starving." Cindy said. "So was I. And the beer was good, too."
"I think you and I finished off a pitcher just between the two of us." said Tim, feeling no pain.
"Yeah we did." Cindy agreed as she reached her door. "And I lost track of time, talking with you. It was fun."
"Yes, it was." said Tim.
Cindy used the card and unlocked her door, then turned back to Tim. Their eyes locked, and she could see the purpose and desire in his. Don't ask! she thought to herself, just do it!
And he did.
Tim leaned forward and kissed Cindy on the mouth. She felt her own desire for him rising as her loins melted. "Mmmmph." she managed to gasp through the kiss as his arms slid around her waist and her arms around his neck. She was pulling his face to hers as their tongues began twining together, and she did not resist as he backed her into the room and the door closed behind them.
Clothes fell to the floor as they undressed each other and themselves, barely adding to the gasps and smacks as they kissed hungrily. Tim was guiding Cindy to the bed, and he eased her down on it and slid onto her, only their underwear remaining. The hot, athletic blonde pulled the slender, fit stud's briefs down his thighs, freeing his iron-hard seven inch cock.
"I think..." Tim said between kisses, "I have... a condom in my wallet..."
"Forget it." Cindy breathed into Tim's mouth as she slid her panties off her firm ass and down her athletic thighs. "Take me bare."
Tim helped her get the undergarment down to her ankles and off. Once the panties were no longer her last defense of her honor, she spread her legs up and back in welcome as he positioned himself on top of her. Her hand reached out and gripped his throbbing hard cock, and she guided his manhood into her sopping wet womanhood.
"Uhhh!" Cindy moaned as Tim's cock penetrated her labes and began sinking in. He flexed his ass a couple of times as he slowly slid into the tight, wet heat of her cunt, forcing her vaginal walls to reluctantly but eagerly stretch and yield to his male invasion.
"Unnnh." Tim gasped as Cindy spread her legs that last little bit, and the last bit of his cock sank in until his balls were resting against her cuntlips and 'taint'. "Oh wow." he muttered as he withdrew half his cock, only to sink it back in nuts-deep as Cindy gripped his asscheeks in her hands and pulled him in.
"God, you're tight." Tim grunted as he began fucking the hot, athletic blonde beneath him. He tried to keep a slow rhythm, but Cindy was having none of it. She pushed her ass up to receive his thrusts as he drove in, her urgency compelling him to piston in and out of her with increasing speed and power.
"We keep... this up..." he gasped as they lustily fucked, "I won't be able to last..."
"Give it to me, hard and fast!" Cindy gasped as she felt a powerful orgasm building up inside her. "We'll make it last next time..."
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The room filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as the rutting couple humped passionately on the bed. Tim's thighs smacked into Cindy's as he plunged into her again and again with hard, driving thrusts. Cindy was keeping up, receiving his cock into her depths with seemingly desperate hunger.
Tim slammed his mouth against Cindy's in a hard kiss, and felt her wrap her arms around his neck. Their tongues twined and battled as eagerly as their loins merged together lustily over and over.
It was too much. Tim felt the intense painful ecstasy of his climax building, and knew it was unstoppable.
"I'm... I'm gonna come." Tim gasped into Cindy's ear as he nuzzled her neck. "I'm going to come inside you."
"Yes!" Cindy gasped, tightening her arms around his neck and wrapping her strong legs around his back, trapping him inside her. "Do it! Come in me... OHHH!"
Her own orgasm ripped through her loins, and she felt her cunt clamp down on Tim's pistoning prick. The intense ecstasy flooded her mind, and she was unaware of Tim pushing hard into her as he came, coating her cervix with long, thick streams of his potent, virile semen...
Part 7 - Spirits In The Night
"We've been here forever
And here's the frozen proof
I could scream forever
We are the poisoned youth"
------ Fall Out Boy, 'Centuries'
2:00am local time, Saturday, April 11th. Teresa was dozing on the sofa, and I was sitting on the floor, resting my back against the sofa's armrest, with the alarm device next to me. I was letting my mind range over everything that was going on, and while I was seeing fragments of the problem, pieces of the puzzle, they were too disjoined and had too many gaps...
I blinked my eyes, and when I looked up, I saw that I was sitting on a bench in front of the local Library. The moonlight bathed the cemetery across the field in front of me in an eerie light. As I looked around, I saw the old man coming up to me.
"Hello, Iron Crowbar." he said. "Mind if I sit down with you?"
"Please do." I said, then added: "Last time I saw you, you went into a bathroom and disappeared." (Author's note: 'Secrets of Apple Grove', Ch. 03.)
"Yes, I slipped past you that time." the man said.
"What's your name?" I asked.
"Oh, my name doesn't matter." said the old man.
"Neither did my question." I said. "Your name is Wilkins. You were in Teresa's father's unit, which makes you an Airborne Paratrooper in the 173d Airborne Brigade."
"As they say from where I live now," said Wilkins, "not much gets past you. So, what do you want to know?"
"Everything." I said. The man chuckled.
"Mildred, he wants to know everything." the man said.
"Then tell him." said a woman's voice seemingly behind me. I turned to see Mildred, the deceased school teacher, silhouetted against the moonlight that was lighting the cemetery.
"You mean about your friend Teresa, of course." said Wilkins. "Well, what I can tell you now is that her mother and father met right after he was commissioned into the Army. She was something of a wild child, but she was smitten with him, and as you know he was head-over-heels in love with her." I nodded.
"Her family did not approve of her marrying what her father considered to be a man of such low standing." said Mildred. "So she eloped with him. They ran away together, came to this town, where they thought they would not be found, and they got married. She used her middle name as her maiden name, and in that way eluded her family that was searching for her."
"You know the story," continued Wilkins, "that Teresa's father went to Viet Nam, and the great things he did there. He survived the war, thanks to that Navy Corpsman, Cordell, and he came back home."
"And you know," said Mildred, her voice eerie and seeming to fill my head, "that his beloved wife died in childbirth with Teresa. Such a sad story, but in its own way very necessary to future greatness." It struck me that she meant Teresa saving Carole, which would lead to The Greatness... and perhaps even more?
"What was Sarah's maiden name?" I asked, mentioning Teresa's mother's first name.
"That," said the old man, getting up off the bench, "is for you to find yourself. But you will, you will... you always do..."
*WHEEEEEE!*
I opened my eyes in shock. I was back on the floor of the house... and the CO alarm was going off!
"Teresa!" I whispered loudly, waking her up. We both went for our air masks, and put them on. Then we began silently looking around. Out the window, we saw two men near the laundry room dryer vent, running a tube into the vent. The tube was connected to a car exhaust, and the car was running.
I swiftly went to where I could look outside onto the front porch and the front door. Two more men were crouching, waiting to break in. Going back to Teresa, I whispered right into her ear: "Four of them that I can see."
Teresa nodded. She pointed at the two in back, and then pointed at herself, indicating to me that she'd take the two in back. I tapped my chest and pointed toward the front door: those two would be my fish to catch.
We crouched and waited. We did have to change out the masks once when the air ran out. Just when it looked like the men were going to break in, the beams of a car's headlights suddenly lit up the front porch!
I went to look out the living room window. A car had pulled into the driveway, having shut off its headlights just as it turned into the driveway. The perps on the porch had run to the far and of the house and around it, and now they and the men in back clambered into that car and drove away!
Three people got out of the car and came to the front door. I whispered to Teresa who they were, and that I'd hit the lights after they forced their way in.
The leader was a woman, and she was short. She said too quietly in a near-whisper "Federal Agents!", then one of the two men used a ram to batter in the front door.
The three rushed through... only to trip and go flying headlong to the floor, over the rubber tubing we'd stretched and tied down as tripwires for the original perps. As they collected themselves, the lights came on, and they found themselves staring down the barrel of Teresa's powerful handgun... and me, tapping a red crowbar into my palm.



"That was a mighty quiet announcement of your Office, Agent Lindsey Black." I growled. "Mighty quiet. What are you doing here?"
As she got up, Lindsey Black said "I told Croyle not to leave her Town & County. I'm here with these Federal Marshals to arrest her..."
Part 7 - Federal Agents, Federals Issues
"You have got to be kidding me." I said. "First, put your weapons on the floor... NOW!"
When the Federal Marshals with Lindsey Black did not comply, I got out my FBI 'dark agent' ID and exhibited it to them. They're eyes widened. I repeated myself: "Drop your weapons, or I will simply shoot you right here and now." The Marshals complied.
"What are you DO-ing?" Lindsey Black gasped, her eyes wide. I showed her my 'dark agent' ID, and she didn't seem to understand. "So you're a Fed now, too? It doesn't matter. We're still taking Croyle into custody."
As Teresa took up the Agents's weapons, I said "I doubt it. First, I think we are very safe in asking you to exhibit the Federal warrant under which you intend to arrest her.... ohhh, I see. You don't have one." Their looks had given them away.
"Second," I said, "you're on the wrong end of Ms. Croyle's powerful handgun to be making threats of arrest right now. So why don't you just tell me why you are here."
"Just following orders." Lindsey Black tried. It was a poor try.
"Ms. Croyle," I said witheringly, "they think we are stoo-pid."
"I pity the fools." Teresa replied.
"I don't." I said. "I don't really care how much this is going to hurt them. Agent Black, I am giving you one last chance... your final answer... to tell me why you're so scared of Ms. Croyle being here, in her childhood home. No, no, don't even try lying to me. You didn't so much want her to stay in her Town & County as you did not want her coming here. Now why is that, Agent Black? Why is that?"
"You won't believe me if I tell you." said Black.
"So maybe you should actually try telling me." I said. "And my own counsel will I keep on what I believe."
Lindsay Black said "We're trying to save her life. If she stays here any longer, she's going to be killed."
"By who?" I asked.
"By the same people that want to frame Jack Muscone for his brother's murder." said Black. "Her being here throws a wrench into their gears."
"How? Why?" I asked. Lindsey Black said nothing, though I could tell she wanted to. I tried a different tack:
"Federal Marshals Dugan, and Powell, if memory serves me correctly..." I said, remembering them from the Colombian Cartel case. (Author's note: 'Only Time', Ch. 01.)
"And it always does." Teresa replied, as if on cue. The Federal Marshals nodded.
"So why are you here?" I asked. "Aiding and abetting this disgraced Federal Agent's unlawful entry of this premises, attempting to essentially kidnap my Operations Commander, and going along with these stupid games. Why are you destroying your careers this way, not to mention that I could've just shot you dead when you came in here. So what's it about, hmmm?"
"Believe it or not," said Dugan, "we really are just following orders. And from a lot higher up than Agent Black. She's just doing what she was told, too."
"By who?" I asked.
"Dr. Robin Isley." said Dugan.
"Would you shut up?!" growled Lindsey Black.
"Ma'am, it's the truth." said Dugan. "You're about to go down for something that's not your wrongdoing."
"And it's my call to do that." Black said.
"Commander," Teresa said, "are we going to listen to these vaunted Federal Agents bicker amongst themselves? Or can I start getting confessions out of them... the Iron Wolf way?"
"That sounds scary, ladies and gentlemen." I said. "Absolutely frightening. So... the truth. You're here to save Ms. Croyle's life? I'm touched. So why does her life need saving?"
"I've already told you. I'm done talking." said Black. "And you two better keep your mouth's shut, too." she said to the Marshals. Looking back at me, she said "Either arrest us, or let us go."
"As you wish." I said. I took out my iPhone and called the Police Department...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was driving the black Escalade, with Teresa riding shotgun. The Police had come, and had agreed to keep the Federal Agents in their jails until the morning after I told them that we'd come get them in the morning and transport them to an FBI facility for further questioning.
"Think they'll be there when we do go get them?" I asked.
"Yes." said Teresa. "Both Chief Bennett and my friend the previous Chief hired good people, most of them from somewhere else. The only thing that might happen is that Robin Isley might be here, or will send someone to come get them out." I nodded.
"So, Don," Teresa said, "why does my life need saving?"
"Well," I said, "we have a long way to go and a lot of data to obtain for me to prove this, but there are two separate but parallel reasons why your presence here, and mine too, for that matter, is scaring the living daylights out of some people. One is Alexis's death. If I'm right, then it was murder... not just a DUI accident, but premeditated, cold-blooded murder. The other reason is less clear, and I'm asking you to indulge me to not say anything until I get more data."
Teresa said "It's about my mother, isn't it?" My eyes cut over to her. She said "You're not the only Detective around these here parts. You've been trying to find out her full name and her past almost relentlessly, and it was her tombstone that was destroyed to bring me here, not Alexis's nor my father's."
I said "I think knowing more about her will answer some questions about why you were enticed to come back here. And I'll tell you this... Lindsey Black may not have realized just how truthful she was being about keeping you away to save your life, though why she'd want to save your life, I dunno."
Teresa nodded. "Okay, what's next?"
"Kenny, and his father." I said.
Teresa said "That's part of the story, too. Harmon Belton has been gouging people, though legally, for a long time. He would've been a really good businessman if he'd set his mind to doing it legally... and if he'd stayed sober. But Kenny? He's just a loser that's been living off his daddy all his life."
"If you wanted to say Kenny had a job," Teresa went on, "it would be 'enforcement'... like a Mob enforcer. He'd provide the muscle for his daddy, and he was doing it since his high school days. That's one reason that me whipping his ass and breaking his shoulder created such a sensation around here... more that I'd stood up to him than the physical beatdown itself."
I said "Where does old man Belton live? And Kenny?"
Teresa said, "Go north to Belton Hill Road and turn right, which is east. They live in what people here call the 'Big House' at the end of the road."
I took the road and we drove down. The houses were nicer along this road, which gradually sloped downhill, then over a bridge that was a dam for a lake, then back uphill. At the end of the road on the left was a large two-story house, with five windows across the front behind the columned front porch.
"So there are woods on the other side?" I said, seeing the trees and brush.
"Yeah, and a lot of mule deer in there." Teresa said. "You can see the radio tower at the top of the hill there." I could see further southeast the tall, thin spire of the radio tower reaching for the sky, the red light on top winking in warning to aircraft.
"On the other side of the hill, east of the tower," said Teresa, "is Federal Government property. That's pretty common out here; I think the Federal Government owns 50% or more of the land in this State. That's one reason the Railroads stopped running through here, though Todd and the Midwest & Pacific executives are finally cutting through a lot of the crap red tape." I nodded.
"Okay, just one more thing, but we'll wait until morning." I said. "It's a long shot, but if we can find and examine Alexis's car as well as the car that crashed into her, we may still get a bit of forensic evidence that will help us."
"And I may can help with that." Teresa said. "But yes, it will have to wait until morning, and you will have to know how to neutralize a true 'junkyard dog'..."
Part 8 - The Morning After
"Yes, it's a chance that we're taking
And somebody's heart may be breaking
But we can't stop what's inside us
Our love for each other will guide us.
So I'll be your friend and I'll be your lover
'Cause I know in our hearts we agree
We don't have to be one or the other."
------ Loring, Anderson, 'Friends And Lovers'
Cindy woke up, feeling groggy. She looked at the window, seeing the light of early dawn. Then she felt the arm around her waist, and the warmth of Tim's body pressed against her in a 'spoon' position. She smiled and relaxed back into him, and tried to go back to sleep. But sleep wouldn't come.
She stirred, and groaned as the soreness of her well-fucked pussy made its complaints. She remembered that after that first intense coupling, they had made love at a more leisurely pace. Tim had taken his time, and had used every bit of skill he had in order to bring her to a couple of orgasms... not as intense as that first one, but very fulfilling.
She turned to face him, and saw his eyes open, then look over into hers. "Good morning." he whispered. "Sleep well?"
"Mmmm, very well." Cindy said, smiling. She slid her hand over his taut belly as she said "That was an amazing night."
"You're an amazing woman." Tim said. He turned his body to face hers, wrapping his other arm around her, then gently kissed her. Cindy returned the kiss, then let her hand slide down to her new lover's half-hard cock, and gripped it in her hand, feeling it lengthen and harden.
"So..." Tim said, "where do we go from here?"
"To the bathroom, to breakfast..." Cindy quipped. Tim chuckled and kissed her on the nose. Then she said seriously "I don't know. Things just got... complicated."
"How so?" Tim asked. "Things seem simple for me right now... as we're lying here together with your hand stroking my cock."
Cindy whimpered a laugh. "Well, unless you have seriously deceived me, you're not engaged to be married, and you don't have a baby at home."
"True." said Tim. Then his voice got serious as he asked "And what about that? Listen, I don't want to scare you off, but you're all I've thought about since the day I met you. I'm definitely not sorry about last night, and I would like to see more of you... a lot more of you."
Cindy nodded. "And right now... I want that, too. But my head's not on straight right now." She bent over, sliding her body down his. "Soooo, for right now, this is all I want to think about."
And with that, she kissed the head of Tim's hard cock, then slid her lips down the taut shaft until she had buried every inch in her throat. She sucked hard as she slid her lips back up, enjoying the sounds of his groans and the quivering of his body. She began to fellate him in earnest, eager to swallow every drop of the semen she intended to orally force out of him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00am local time, Saturday, April 11th. Teresa and I drove up to the military installation, where my FBI credentials got us on post. This ID was really coming in handy, I thought to myself.
Per Sheriff Griswold's text, we went to the lobby of the BOQ/guest hotel to meet the others. As we sat and waited, reading newspapers, I saw Cindy and Tim come down the hallway to meet us.
I've seen it for years, from my days in the Lab at Midtown, to being on the Town & County Police Force. When a couple comes in together in the morning, then tries to walk down the hall keeping that little bit of distance between them, as if to say "oh, nothing to see here, we're just friends'... then I know they hooked up. And as Cindy and Tim came up to us, I couldn't help but grin as I attempted to bury my nose in the newspaper.
And yes, Cindy noticed that I'd noticed, or she'd felt the vibe. She chose to go sit by Teresa and ask how our evening was as I said hello to Tim.
"We have a story to tell," Teresa said, "but why don't we wait until everyone gets here." That did not take long, as Sheriff Griswold came down the hallway, followed by Muscone and Escobar.
"You young whippersnappers must be starving." Griswold said to us, having made the astute observation. "Let's go to the dining hall."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Your Iron Crowbar loves military dining halls, mess halls, and even field chow lines. The United States Military has taken Napoleon Bonaparte's adage that 'an army travels on its stomach' most very seriously. I have to admit that Air Force bases have the very best chow halls, but the Army and Navy are not far behind, at all. This cafeteria-style dining facility had great food, including made-to-order omelettes and scrambles, pancakes and waffles, hash browns, S.O.S., bacon (always a good thing), sausage, fruits, biscuits, coffee, and cold milk, plain and chocolate.
We sat down at a table at the far end of the facility. I recounted to everyone what had happened, beginning with how four perps had been scared off by three perps in the guise of Federal Agents, led by Lindsey Black, and then what she'd lied to us about.
"It's never been good when she's shown up." said Muscone. "Were they really going to arrest Teresa?"
"If we hadn't been waiting for real perps and ensnared her in our web," I said, "they may well have."
"Whaddya wanna do with 'em?" Sheriff Griswold growled. "Press charges? Let Jack here handle it?"
Muscone asked "You think we'll get anything out of them?"
"Depends on what you want to know." I replied. "They're not going to tell you the real reasons why they're here, for sure."
"Let me call the Police Department there, and tell them I'll be there in a little while to get them." said Muscone. He suited the deed to his words.
Cindy said "Tim and I melted the ethernet last night looking for any data that might could help us. First, there's no 'Sarah Lenora' that we could find in the electronic databases, nor anyone with the first and middle names 'Sarah Lenora' that fit the timeframe of Teresa's mother."
Tim Jenkins said "We see fake identities a lot in Southport. I know that Teresa's mother lived in a time where electronic data wasn't the norm, but a lot of data has been copied into electronic media. So to find nothing suggests that Teresa's mother didn't want to be found, and was successful in that."
"That makes sense." I said. Remembering my 'dream' talk, I said "Let's hypothesize something... that Teresa's mother and father eloped, that her family didn't want her to marry him and she ran away to do so. Then he goes to Viet Nam, from where a lot of junior Officers did not return alive. But he did return. And Teresa's mother died young, when Teresa was born, so anyone that might've been looking for her later on could easily have never found her. Only now has interest been generated in finding her, which means something recently happened to generate that interest."
"Could it possibly have anything to do with the Railroad planning to come back here?" asked Eduardo Escobar. "That has really generated interest, but in a 'quiet' way. This military installation's people are very interested in that railroad line being built, so they can get a spur line built to here." I just shrugged.
"No." Teresa said, musing as if she were halfway in a reverie. "It... it has to go back to Alexis's death. I don't remember everything from that timeframe all that well, but I remember enough to know that Alexis didn't let me go with her the night she was killed, and in hindsight I have to wonder if she knew something. And Kenny and his father were bullies back then, like they are now. And my dad... well, I remember he didn't brook much shit from bullies like them, kind of like... the Iron Crowbar."
"Awww." I said, sensing some of the emotion that Teresa was feeling in saying that. Cindy's eyes also were a little too wide for her ruggedly pretty face and her rosy cheeks... wait, whaa?
Teresa said "I'm just thinking that they must've hated my dad. Maybe all this had something to do with him and the Belton bullies."
"Could be." growled Griswold. "And the way the Iron Crowbar handled Belton last night was... spooky. I'm glad I'm on your side, Crowbar."
"So am I, Sheriff." I said.
After we finished eating (and Teresa and I ate a LOT), Sheriff Griswold said "Okay, folks, what's next?"
I said "Jack, you want to go visit Lindsey Black? Maybe take Tim and Eduardo with you? And we Town & County LEOs can check into a couple of things. Did you secure rooms for two nights?"
"No, and you can't." said Muscone. "We'll have to 're-apply', so to speak, and we may not get the same rooms we had last night. But after 12:00 noon, I'll try to book another set."
"Okay." I said. "I just want to find a place to get on the computer and do some research, and send a few emails."
"You can do that at the hospital, if you take me to see Bennett." said Chief Griswold.
"That'll work." said Teresa. "I need to see about getting a new headstone for my mother's grave."
"I'll go with you to do that." said Cindy...
Part 9 - Junkyard Dawgs
Chief Harold Bennett was doing much better when Sheriff Griswold and I went in to talk to him, and he was in good spirits. But the bruising was beginning to work its way to the surface, and that was uncomfortable for him.
"Chief," I asked, "what's the situation like in town? Does Harmon Belton run everything? Have you had problems with him?"
"Yes and no." said Chief Bennett. "Sometimes Harmon can be a really nice guy, like that benevolent uncle that wants to help you out when you're down. But when he's been drinking, he can be mean. And if he thinks someone is double-crossing him, or not giving him his cut of their profits, it can be ugly."
Bennett: "I've had a couple of run-ins with him, both times over his son Kenny. The first thing my predecessor Police Chief told me, and the first thing that the Police Officers and some townspeople told me, was that Kenny was a mean-spirited bully, and that he would test me and the Police. My Officers broke Kenny down hard a couple of times, and his daddy did a lot of yelling at me. But I just let him rant, realizing he was just venting. I think Harmon has a certain level of respect for us. Kenny... not one bit."
Bennett: "Because I was in the Town & County Police, and knew Teresa, when I first got here I asked around about her. And I got a lot of cold shoulders and pinched-mouth silence. Teresa, Alexis, and their parents are the one forbidden subject around here, especially Alexis's death. People have been beaten up, like I was. And I guess you've heard of Mildred, and how she died."
"What do you think of that?" I asked, peering at Chief Bennett.
"I think that not much gets past the Iron Crowbar." said Bennett, seeing my look, and lowering his voice as he spoke. "As you demonstrated to me all too many times." Sheriff Griswold chuckled.
"Ricin?" I asked quietly.
"Like I said, not much gets past you." said Bennett quietly. "The Coroner and I were talking at the Kiwanis meeting. He told me that the family had not wanted an autopsy, then he found out that her body was claimed by a Councilman, a crony of Belton, and they wasted no time getting her cremated and buried. He mentioned that after he heard that, he realized her symptoms were very similar to ricin poisoning, but there was not much to be done about it, and I agreed with him."
I nodded. "Okay, I'll let you and the Sheriff catch up on old times while I look up some data..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, Sheriff Griswold came up to me in the 'wired' waiting room that had WiFi, as I was typing on my laptop.



"Q'plaa?" he asked in the original Klingon.
"Success indeed, sir." I said as he sat down next to me. "I've sent a couple of emails to the right persons, including Teresa's father's attorney, who helped Teresa claim her father's medals after he died. We'll see if he corroborates my small ideas in that direction."
"And you're not going to tell your ol' Sheriff what those ideas are, are you?" said Griswold. Figured me out, he had.
"Sure, I'll tell you,... on the way back." I said. "The key here is that there are two separate but parallel cases. All that is one of them. The other is something upon which Teresa will need your help, and my help, as Clan Troy family."
"I'll be glad to help in any way I can." said the Sheriff. "What's it about?"
"Avenging the first-degree murder of Teresa's sister Alexis." I said coldly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Saturday, April 11th. Sheriff Griswold and Cindy came to the office of the town's junkyard, which was on the west side of the fenced-in area.. A middle-aged black man in greasy coveralls was sitting in a rocking chair working on a motor.
"Hi there." said Griswold affably. "This is a long shot, but we were hoping you might have some body parts for an old car... uh, what was the model of that car, girl?"
"O65 Imperial Crown." Cindy called out, looking out the back . She saw a pitbull run up to the gate of the fenced in junkyard and begin barking furiously at her.
"Naw, we ain't got nuthin' like that." said the man.
"Hey, doggy!" Cindy said, training her mental power upon the dog, but to no avail. He was mean and angry.
"That dog don't like people." the man said. "He really don't like nosy people that are not minding their own business, like you two."
"Why do you say that?" asked Griswold.
"Because Harmon Belton has already told me to be on the lookout for you." said the man. "And some other people, too. He said a tall redhead was the worst of the lot of you... I reckon he's talking about the Iron Crowbar, but I didn't ask. I just mind my own business. Like you should be doing."
"You've heard of the Iron Crowbar?" Griswold asked, not needing to pretend to make his voice sound incredulous.
"Harumph." said the man. "Everybody's heard of the Iron Crowbar, whether they admit it or not. We had a man like him around here, twenty to thirty years ago. Used a crowbar on Old Man Belton's truck one time, like that 'Walking Tall' guy. Went insane when his daughter died in that car wreck. That ended all hope for this town. Maybe your Town will do better with your Iron Crowbar."
"It's too bad you don't have any O65 Imperial Crown parts." Cindy said. "I know a man who would pay you top dollar for them, and extra on top as a finders fee. C'mon, Pops, lets go." As she spoke, the dog on the other side of the fence perked his ears up, then began racing into the junkyard.
Once clear of the owner's sight, Cindy got out her cellphone and speed-dialed a number. It rang three times and she hung up.
"He knew us all the way." said Cindy. "But he kept talking."
"He was covering his ass but trying to help us at the same time." said Griswold. "Typical of a town with a Boss like Belton... good people, but scared..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There it is." Teresa said as we came up to the blue vehicle that was on top of another junked car.
While Cindy and the Sheriff had distracted the old man, and more importantly the dog, as well ask knocked out any videocams with 'Slender Man' efficiency, if you get my drift, Teresa and I had breached the fence at the northeast corner of the property.
"How'd you know it was here?" I asked as I quickly examined the car all over, videotaping with my Police iPhone.
"Remember that my father burned down our house on the night Alexis died." Teresa said. "I had nothing, nothing at all, to remind me of Alexis, until..." Her voice broke, then she regained control and said "... until you found that photo of us and brought it home." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story'.)
Teresa: "Right after her death, I came here and asked if I could see if anything of Alexis's was still in the car. Hell, even a bubble gum wrapper would've been something. The owner said he didn't think there was anything, but he let me come here and look. He was right that there was nothing in the car; it had been totally cleaned out and wiped down."
"An interesting observation in its own right." I said.
"So that's how I knew where the car was." Teresa said.
"Cool beans." I said. "Okay, I'm seeing what I expected to see. First, the airbag deployment system was sabotaged. See that cut wire, there?"
"Wow, yeah." said Teresa as we looked under the hood. I make photographs.
"And I think the brakes may have been fucked with, too." I said.
"Hey Don," Teresa said, looking around, "that car over there... does it look like the brown car that crashed into this one?"
"Yeah, it does." I said. "No front end damage, though. Let's take a look." We went over and looked at the car, which had nothing inside it.
"Concrete-reinforced front quarterpanels and bumpers." Teresa said as she made observations. "We've seen that in a couple of our cases back home."
"We sure have." I said. "And it may not hold up in Court, but it proves to me that-------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my iPhone, which was in my hand, recording. I saw that it was Cindy, and then the call dropped. It was a warning, and it was barely in time...
*Grrrrrrrrrr*
We looked down to see a very unhappy pitbull on the ground, looking up at us, and growling in a way to bare his teeth. That was NOT a good thing.
"Hey doggy." I said, trying to project my mental power at him... to no avail. We were trapped.
"Are we going to have to shoot the dog to get out of here?" Teresa asked, concern in her voice.
"No." I said, as I took a wrapped package out of my windbreaker pocket. "Let's try this." I unwrapped the package and hurled the sleeping pill wrapped in bacon (always a good thing) to the ground in front of the dog. The dog was not distracted.
"He's trained well." I said. "Last resort." I took a small tranquilizer air gun out of my other windbreaker pocket, and fired at the dog, getting him on the left shoulder. The dog began barking angrily, but within a moment he fell asleep.
"Let's make like sheep and get the flock out of here." I said. "The owner may have heard him barking."
"You don't have to ask twice." Teresa said. We scrambled down off the cars and ran pell-mell to the breach in the fence we had made. Once out, we ran into the woods towards the radio tower, which we could see above the trees.
When we got to the road that led to the radio tower, we stopped. I looked north, from where the road was coming, and saw the large, columned house that I knew belonged to the Beltons.
The Escalade came down the road from the other (southerly) direction. Cindy was driving, and the Sheriff was riding shotgun. Teresa and I scrambled into the backseat, and Cindy turned around and went south.
"Did you find it?" Cindy asked.
"Yes." I said. "Both cars, actually." I reported our findings.
"That seals it, then." Sheriff Griswold said. We all nodded, knowing what he meant.
Side note: the dog would be okay after he slept off the tranquilizer. The owner was pissed, but he was also glad his dog was not shot dead...
Part 10 - Calm Before The Storm
"They didn't give us much of anything." said Tim Jenkins as we ate lunch at the Diner. "Eduardo and I questioned them while Jack watched through the one-way glass. The two Federal Marshals said they were told to accompany Agent Black here, act as her bodyguards if need be, and to arrest Teresa Croyle and take her back home to our Town & County. I don't think they know much, and are blindly following orders."
"That's the job description of the U.S. Marshals." Jack Muscone said derisively. He was not a fan of the U.S. Marshals Service.
"As to Lindsey Black," Jenkins said, "she knows more than she's letting on. She knew who I was but not who Eduardo was. She said she was sent to bring Teresa back to the Town & County, that Teresa was a material witness in the FBI OPR's case being built against Jack Muscone. I hit her hard on that, asking what was her proof and where was her warrant to arrest Teresa, and she said she wanted a lawyer and a phone call. We made her use my cellphone, and she called Dr. Robin Isley in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania."
"Hmmm." I said. "Interesting."
"Why is that?" asked Muscone.
"They're playing the optics game." I said. "They want us to see Isley in Pennsylvania, and not Washington. That's... interesting."
"So what did you guys do with them?" Cindy asked.
Tim said "We took them into Federal custody, then took them to the airport. They're being flown to Kansas City, then to Washington in our FBI plane. The pilots have their weapons in a lockbox, and will give them back when they arrive in Washington. Once there, they may or may not be taken into custody by Nate Grimes. But they're out of our hair for now."
"Good." I said. "Nice way of handling that, too."
"We've got a small mystery to report." said Cindy. "We went to the place where the tombstones are cut. They were already working on another one for Teresa's mother. and they said it was paid for. We asked who'd ordered it made, and they said it was someone who said he wanted to remain anonymous." She was looking right at me as she said it.
"It wasn't me." I said. "It probably was a townsperson around here. They can't speak of Teresa's family, or outwardly show support or help, but someone is doing something anonymously."
"So what now?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Well, there's not a whole lot left to do." I said. "I'm hoping to hear from someone tomorrow, but it may be Monday. Some of us will have some work to do tonight, but that's a private party that I'll need 'plausible deniability' on. Soooo, Jack, you can reserve rooms at the BOQ, if you like. Teresa, did you reserve the house for two nights?"
"Yes." said Teresa. "And I imagine I can get it for Sunday night, if we need it."
"Go ahead and make that reservation." I said. "As for right now, I need some sleep."
"Me, too." Teresa said.
"Me, three." said Griswold. "I'm getting old, and that wasn't my own bed I was tossing and turning in last night." No one present was fooled; we knew Our Sheriff had been worrying about us young whippersnappers all night.
"I want to play the disc golf course." said Cindy. "Anyone care to join me?" she asked, looking right at Tim.
"If you have an extra disc, I'll play with you." said Tim Jenkins.
"That leaves us, Eduardo." said Jack Muscone. "Why don't we find a place to start the mountain of paperwork we're going to have." No one was fooled by that, either, but I had no idea what Muscone really wanted to do...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into one of the upstairs bedrooms of the rented house and lay down on the bed. I tried to do the breathing exercises and let another of those dreams come to me, but if one did, I didn't remember it.
When I opened my eyes, the shadows were pointing in a different direction, and the quality of light showed me that it was nearly sundown. I got up and did my toilet, then came down to the den room, where Teresa and the Sheriff were. There was also an abundance of Chinese takeout, of which I partook.
"Everyone else has gone back to the military installation." said Sheriff Griswold. "Jack Muscone got a phone call, and he needed to go there to obtain a secure means of communication, and they told us to drive up and join them when we were done; they'll have rooms for us."
I nodded. "Good." I said. After eating, I checked for bugs, finding none. I still used the bug-killer as we gathered in a close circle and talked in quiet voices.
"Here's the deal." I said. "Teresa, you may or may not remember some of this, and there's some stuff we've found out that you neglected to tell us."
"Like what?" Teresa asked.
"Like who your father really was." Sheriff Griswold said. As Teresa's eyes widened, he patted her shoulder and said "It's okay, we understand. But nothing gets past this man here," he pointed at me as he spoke, "and he's solved a twenty-year-old murder."
"Teresa," I said, "your sister Alexis was murdered. And you were supposed to be. I believe the man in the video that ran into her car was Kenny. His height and build are similar to Jack Muscone's half-brother, who was arrested for it. And it was upon his father's orders, to get back at your father. And it worked... your father was mentally never the same again, as you know." Teresa nodded.
"And as you know," I said, "the Clan of the Crowbar does not excuse actions that harm our family... and your family is my family; they might as well have done this to my sister and father."
Teresa was nearly in tears as I continued: "What happens tonight, will ultimately be up to you. It's your call to make. But I will say this: we will not be making arrests tonight." Both Teresa and the Sheriff nodded.
Part 11 - Ambushed
We packed our belongings and cleaned up the house; it was possible that we would not return to it, at all.
At 11:00pm, Saturday, April 11th, Sheriff Griswold took the wheel of the black Escalade. Teresa and I were in the back seat. We were all dressed in our black ninja wear, with the Clan Troy icon in barely visible dark gray outline.
We also were wearing black cloth full-head masks, with goggles on the inside, one of BOW Enterprises's more secret creations. One of the eyes could be turned on for night vision; the other for infrared detection. We also had our swords, and small packs with items we might need. And, of course, I was carrying my red crowbar.
Griswold drove without lights down Belton Hill Road. At the spot where the road dammed the lake, he stopped and let Teresa and me out. We put our masks over our heads and started out on foot towards the Belton 'mansion'.
The landscape was eerie: it was illuminated by the strong moonlight, but was drained of color, and the shadows seemed to conspire with the wind to create rustles and other noises that reminded me of the sounds of the Damned at Point Hollow.
The house was dark save for one light in the middle upstairs window. We went around the left side, where the attached garage was... and the alarm system box, which was commingled with the cable TV and telephone connections. I saw that I was able to shunt the alarm system in a way that would not set off the alarm, and I did so, thinking that it was a good thing for this world that I was not a professional criminal...
A small window to the garage was open. I peered inside, first using the night vision, then using the infrared. Then I turned to Teresa and whispered into her ear from just an inch away: ""It's empty. No motion detectors. Let's try it."
Teresa nodded and I cupped my hands for her to use as a step. I pushed her up into the window, then followed myself. My back let me know it did not like that, but the adrenaline rush I was experiencing combatted the pain.
We went to the door to the house. I tried the handle, finding the door unlocked. I slowly opened it, halfway expecting an alarm to go off at any moment. But there was no sound. We went into the kitchen, then to the stairs and up, and came to a doorway that was cracked open.
The lighted room was a den or sitting room, not unlike the upstairs sitting room at the Point Hollow house; indeed, the two abodes had similar floor plans, though the Point Hollow house was much older... and haunted. I thought to myself that after tonight, this house might become haunted, as well... well, no...
There was a fire in the large fireplace in the back of the room, which gave the room plenty of light and probably too much warmth. Sitting on a sofa halfway between the fireplace and the door through which I was looking was Harmon Belton, in a button-down shirt, slacks, and a 'smoking jacket', which looked like a housecoat.
In a chair, his back to us, was Kenny. He didn't seem to be moving. And to his left and right, facing each other, were two empty hardback chairs, like those I'd expect to find at a dining room table.
Teresa was looking through the crack at the level of my abdomen. I backed up, and pulled on her shoulder to get her to step back into the hallway, which was eerily lit by moonlight coming through the windows.
I whispered "I'll go in first. I suspect a trap. If Kenny makes a move, come in after him." Teresa nodded. I opened the door and stepped inside.
"Ahhh, the Iron Crowbar." said Harmon Belton as he looked up and saw me. Though I was masked, it was pretty obvious who the broad-shouldered 6'4" man with a red crowbar in his hand was. Kenny had turned his head to look.
"We've been expecting you." said Harmon, his voice connoting easiness... and a drunken buzz. "I thought you'd bring that little cunt with you, but that's okay. Help yourself to a drink. Have a seat, there." He meant one the two hardback chairs.
"I'm not here to drink with you." I growled, my voice connoting purpose, and menace.
"That's what I figured." said Harmon. "Boys!..."
From a concealed side door to my right, the two Deputies burst into the room, bringing their shotguns to bear on me!
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Night of the Iron Wolf
"And I can't stop 'til the whole world knows my name
Cause I was only born inside my dreams
Until you die for me
As long as there's a light
My shadow's over you
Cause I am the opposite of amnesia"
------ Fall Out Boy, 'Centuries'
Like throwing a disc golf disc backhanded, my right hand came across my chest as my arm extended to my right.
*FWUP!* *FWUP!*
The shuriken flew across the room. Each one found an eye of a Deputy. I dropped to the floor, and their shotgun blasts fired well over me as they howled in pain.
Kenny had sprung out of his chair, and was bringing the large Ruger revolver up to fire at me. But he aimed at the wrong person (me), and he was not fast enough. Teresa was already flying up to him, and her forearm found his belly. He went down, doubled over, and Teresa had him turned over and his hands cuffed behind him before anyone realized it had happened.
As Teresa forced Kenny up and back to the chair he was sitting in, I went over and flung the Deputies's shotguns away, then zip-tied their hands behind them. Then I brought one over and put him in one of the hardback chairs... which had been meant for me and Teresa when were were captured... in a way that his manacled hands and arms were behind the backrest. Then I did the same for the other man onto the other chair. The shuriken were still embedded in their eyes, and they were whimpering in pain.
Harmon Belton had not moved. Teresa went over and forced him to stand up as I brought a fourth chair and put it down facing Kenny, forming a circle of four perps. Teresa zip-tied his hands behind him, then forced him into the chair. Meanwhile, I'd re-zip-tied the Deputies hands so that the were behind the hardback chair, making it harder for them to move.
Harmon Belton began chuckling, then laughing... the kind of laughter of a man losing his mind. "Well, well, well. You are that good. And your little cunt has learned well from you, like she learned from her worthless daddy."
"Enough of your bullshit." I said. "I'm here to get the truth out of you------"
I stopped and whirled around as the door opened. Three masked men in all black came into the room. One of them was Sheriff Griswold, I observed. One of them was tall and broad-shouldered. The last one was medium height and slender, but very fit.
"I want to hear the story, too." growled Griswold. "But first... I think we need to take care of these shit eaters who have besmirched the uniforms of Deputy Sheriffs."
"Go to hell, you fucking bastard!" the lead Deputy spat.
"Let's take these two outside." said Griswold. The Deputies were dragged out of the room by the two younger men. A moment later we heard screaming from the hallway. It went on for a moment, then suddenly cut off. Then Griswold came back into the room, carrying one of those Klingon knives like those on the television shows. But it was a very real knife, and it was soaked in blood.
"Oh God! Oh God!" Kenny gasped, his face a mask of horror as he saw the knife and knew what it meant. "Dad!"
"Nuthin' I can do, son." drawled Harmon Belton. I peered at him upon hearing his voice.
"You can tell us the truth." I said. "You can tell us everything. And you're going to." I took out a small billfold, and extracted from it a syringe full of a blue liquid.
"Oh, you don't need that stuff." said Harmon Belton quietly, his voice slurring. "Just pour a condemned man a drink, and I'll tell you everything."
"Fair enough." I said, replacing the billfold in my pocket. I went over to the decanters and poured a glass half full of bourbon. I brought it to Harmon and put the glass to his lips.
"Hell, son, I don't sip bourbon anymore." Harmon said, not happy with the slow pace I was letting him drink it. Griswold chuckled in agreement. So I poured the adult beverage faster, and Harmon easily gulped it down.
"Where shall I begin?" he said after finishing the drink.
"At the beginning." I said. "Or better yet... why don't I just tell you what happened, and you correct me where I go astray, okay?"
"Fine with me." Harmon said agreeably. Teresa's eyes had widened a little bit. She should be used to me by now, I thought to myself. Griswold was nodding.
"My friend's father married her mother, then went to Viet Nam." I said. "You tried to woo her, or more accurately, you tried to get into her pants. She slept with other men, but she refused to sleep with you. Maybe that's because they were real men, while you only have a three-inch dick, and can't really get that up."
"You bastard." Harmon snarled angrily, his eyes blazing. "How do you know that?"
"Oh, I illegally accessed your medical records." I said. "It's too bad they didn't have in 1972 the same plastic surgery they have today, that male pornstars use to make their dicks bigger. But I digress... she wouldn't have anything to do with you. She realized what a contemptible loser you were."
"Worse," I said, "when her husband came home from Viet Nam, you found that he could not be corrupted, and that he fully intended to stop a lot of your crap. He crossed your path, he incommoded you, he seriously inconvenienced you, he hampered you in your plans, and finally things reached a point where this town wasn't big enough for both of you. And when his daughter beat the shit out of your son and broke his shoulder, that was the last straw, wasn't it?"
"Yeah." said Harmon Belton, chuckling that demonic chuckle. "I warned the bastard to get himself and his daughters out of here, or something would happen to them. He didn't listen."
"And one of those daughters rejected Kenny as the loser he is," I said, "just as her mother rejected you as the loser you are. And the other daughter whipped your son, humiliated him in front of everyone. Isn't that right, Kenny?"
Kenny had unappeasable hatred in his eyes. "Eat shit and die, you son of a bitch!" he snarled.
*WHAP!*
"Did I say you could speak?" Teresa yelled as she backhand-slapped Kenny hard on the side of his face. "Keep your worthless mouth shut, then."
"And so," I said, "there was a party on Christmas Eve a few short months later. You had told Kenny to make sure that both Alexis and Teresa went to that party. You intended to wipe both of your nemesis's daughters out. But Alexis must've gotten wind of it. She refused to take her sister with her, and she rode with a friend instead of driving herself. Someone cut off that car, and after it swerved, another car plowed head-on into it."
Harmon Biller began laughing again... the low, chuckling laughter of a demented man. "Yeah, you're right. That' s how it went down. And it was... beautiful." More demonic laughter.
"You set up an FBI Agent that had been here looking into your dirty deals to buy land on the cheap from the Railroad that was dismantling its road and leaving." I continued. "He was a bad FBI Agent, with several DUIs to his credit, and he was sent by someone who wanted the investigation fucked up, to protect you. You needed a patsy, and he was chosen by your ally in the Federal Government."
I went on: "So, Kenny, were you the driver that night? Are you the one that got out of that car, looked at the severely injured girls, then walked away with no more feeling than if you'd swatted a couple of flies?"
"Like Dad said, it was a beautiful sight." Kenny said, menacing hatred in his voice. "I thought Alexis was already dead. If I'd have known she was still alive, I'd have gouged out her eyes before slitting her throat." I could sense as well as see the effect his words had on Teresa. Kenny was not helping himself.
"Yeah," said Harmon, laughing, "it's too bad you didn't get to do that. And it's too bad they didn't make it to that party. Some of the boys were going to take her and you, cunt, somewhere, and rape you both until you were dead. Both of you were supposed to die... and somehow you got out of it. But your sister didn't, and nothing will ever bring her back."
"I have to admit," I said, "your plan worked. It was very effective. Teresa's father went insane, like you're going insane now. He went to his home in a daze, leaving Teresa at the hospital, only to find his on fire, burning to the ground. Everyone, including his daughter, thought he'd set it on fire... but it wasn't him, was it?"
"How'd you know?" said Harmon.
"I didn't, until just now." I admitted. "That was what we call a 'wild-ass guess'. Thanks for confirming it for me." Teresa was in total shock by now.
"Come on in, boys!" I heard Griswold shout. The two masked men came in again, this time with cans of aromatics and barrels of gunpowder, which they began pouring around the room. They'd been doing that to the rest of the house while we were 'having a conversation'.
"Either way," I said, "you left a sixteen-year-old girl with a dead sister, an insane father, and absolutely nothing else. And you burned down the newspaper office to try to erase any possible hope of her finding out the truth. It was easy enough to intimidate the residents not to say a word about it. But you didn't destroy the photo archive, and I got to it."
I looked up at Teresa and said "And now you know... the rest of the story."
"Yes." said Teresa, with an unnerving quietness.
"Harumph!" barked Harmon Belton. "Now you know. So what? Gonna arrest me?"
I barked a laugh and said "Ohhh, I don't think this one is going to see the inside of a Courtroom."
"No, it won't." said Teresa, taking off her mask so that her Enemy would see who was defeating him. "I'm going to do to you what you did to my family. I'm going to kill your son in front of you. And then your house will burn, the way mine did that night."
I heard a *CLICK* as Teresa twisted the handle of her short sword, and then drew it out of its scabbard. She went over to one of the masked men, who poured aromatics on the blade.
"So," said Teresa, to Kenny, "you would've gouged my sister's eyes out? You only wish that's all I'm going to do to you."
"Dad! Help me!" Kenny gasped as Teresa approached him.
Harmon chuckled derisively, demonically. "Good God, boy. I figured you'd be the death of me, but at least die like a man."
"Dad!" Kenny called out, total fear in his voice. "Help me! Help me! NO! AAUUGGGH!"
Teresa stabbed Kenny in the abdomen, on his left side, then sliced across his belly. Then she stabbed him just above the groin and sliced upwards, in the classic hara-kiri method. Kenny screamed as his guts began to spill out into his lap. A very bad smell began to permeate the room.
"And we're done here." I said as Teresa wiped down the sword. I took out another syringe from the billfold, which was clear pink in color, and injected it into Harmon Belton's back. "That won't cause pain," I said, "but it will make sure you don't survive."
Teresa had pulled 'Ward Harvester', her katana, out of its scabbard, and the masked man poured aromatics on it as a substitute for oil. Then she got behind Kenny as he sat screaming.
"YAAAH!" she yelled as she swung 'Ward Harvester' with all her righteous might, and took Kenny's head off his shoulders. Since he'd been screaming, the teeth chattered in the head as it came to rest on the floor.
"Get the guys into your car," I told Griswold, "and get them out of here. The Police and Fire Department will be here soon." Griswold left, and a moment later I heard the Escalade driving up the road.
"I have a distinct feeling," I told Teresa as I poured a trail of gunpowder on the hall and down the stairs, "that Lindsey Black's friends are going to be on the lookout for us. They'll have IR-detecting devices, and maybe drones. They may stop Griswold and our two friends, but he'll be okay, where you and I would not be."
"So what are we going to do?" Teresa asked, her voice quiet, calm, and strong.
"We're going to go into the woods. I'm hoping they'll have trouble detecting us." I said. "Head for the radio tower if we get split up. It's heat signature will protect us from being spotted by IR."
"Roger that." Teresa said. As we walked out the front door, I turned, struck a match, and lit the gunpowder trail. Then we ran for the woods across the road.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd hoped to get to the road that led to the radio tower, but as the first faint sounds of sirens wafted over the wind to our ears, it became apparent we couldn't do that. Several black cars with Federal tags were driving up and down that road.
"All right." I said to Teresa. "We'll cross the road here and climb the hill in the woods on the other side." As she nodded, the beams of headlights came over the hill. We ducked into the ditch, and the Police car whizzed by us, going north towards the Belton home.
It was a good twenty minutes later when we arrived at the radio tower. We broke the lock on the gate (crowbars are awesome), went inside, and got on the roof behind the A/C unit. We had a good view over the countryside, though not as high up as The Cabin was above our Town. I could see the lights of the town to our west, and the junkyard much closer to us to our west.
A moment later, I heard singing. I realized that it was Teresa, and she was singing softly, barely audibly. When I glanced over at her, I could see that she seemed to be almost in a trance as she sang:
"Ave Maria,
Gratia plena,
Maria, gratia plena,
Maria, gratia plena..."
I could see blue and red lights going down Belton Hill Road. And as Teresa and I looked north, we could clearly see the Belton Mansion on the other hilltop. It was engulfed in flames, a massive conflagration that would be seen for miles. A swirling column of fire reached to the sky. And I knew that as we watched and Teresa sang, we were thinking the same one thought:
Alexis was avenged.
Part 13 - Brand New Day
"Everybody's glad, Because our silent fear and dread is gone
Freedom, you see, has got our hearts singing so joyfully
Just look about, you owe it to yourself to check it out...
Can't you feel a brand new day?
Can't you feel a brand new day?"
------ 'A Brand New Day', from the musical 'The Wiz'.
Sunrise, Sunday, April 12th. The growing light brought the wind, and the smell of the fire that had permeated the air the night before was being blown away. The light revealed the total ruin of the Belton Mansion; it had burned to the bricks. And so fast and fierce had the fire been, the Fire Department had chosen to let it burn rather than risk injury or death trying to put it out.
The local Police had not been particularly interested in the charred remains of the four bodies that had been found, even after Federal Agents that had come to the scene had pointed out the obvious injuries that suggested that three of the four had been 'terminated with extreme prejudice'. Lieutenant Griffith of the Police Department had told the Feds to get their noses out of his business, and that their 'help' was not wanted.
Our Sheriff is a sneaky Sheriff. He had accepted Chief Harold Bennett's invitation to use Bennett's home if needed. The Sheriff and the two Clan Troy ninja had stayed there after leaving the Belton Mansion, and they would leave the house in better condition than they found it: laundry done, kitchen cleaned up completely, all the rooms vacuumed.
But there was just one problem. The house Chief Bennett had bought was the house Ivy Sanders had lived in before being moved into Witness Protection. (Author's note: 'Sting of the Scorpion', Ch. 03.) And that house was the one built on the lot where Teresa's family home had been, the one burned down on that horrific Christmas Eve. Teresa would have no part of staying there, and I could not blame her.
So where did Teresa and I go? 'We did a bad bad thing', to quote that song in 'Eyes Wide Shut'. A car with two Federal Agents came up to the radio tower and stopped to look around. They heard a sound in the woods on the other side of the tower building from the road. They went to check it out, only to find the next sound was their car doors closing and their car driving away.
The car was found pretty soon afterwards... in the parking lot of the town's Police Headquarters, next to the other Federal vehicles. And the culprits? Sheriff Griswold had obtained the key to Chief Bennett's office, too. Teresa slept pretty well on the couch in the room, and I did well with the cot they'd provided us. And we had access to the showers in the Police locker room in the morning. The Feds never knew we were there.
And why were we getting this help?
Professional courtesy would be one answer. But there was another. It first manifested itself when we went by the cemetery that morning. Bouquets and pots of flowers were showing up at the grave sites of Teresa's family. Some by her mother's grave, a few more by her father's... and a lot of flowers by Alexis's grave.
"Nobody dared put flowers at those graves, if Harmon Belton owned their property." said Lt. Griffith when I called him. "Now they're free to do so."
"Brand new day." Teresa said.
We met the rest of our party at the Diner. We were being taken through to the back room, when an old man got up and stood in front of Teresa. "You're Teresa, aren't you?" he asked.
"Yes, I am." said Teresa.
"You came back." the old man said. "You came back and saved us from that monster Kenny Belton. You've given us hope. Thank you." As people became aware of what was going on, they began clapping.
"Don't thank me. Thank this man." said Teresa, pointing at me. "He says hope never dies, and he backs it up." The applause continued. And we would find our bill paid, too.
It was hard to believe that conditions like those existed in America in this day and age, I thought to myself. But it was easy to believe those conditions could easily return, if we were not vigilant and did not protect our freedoms. 'Brand new day' could cut both ways...
As we sat down at our table in the back room, Chief Griswold and his two associates came in. "There's my loving husband!" Teresa said happily, getting up and hugging Todd Burke as he came in, looking like a million bucks and then some in his well-fitting suit, and grinning his handsome grin.
"And there's my babydoll." Todd said as he wrapped his arms around his wife and hugged and kissed her. Then he introduced the other man, also looking good in his suit. "This is my business partner, Teddy Franklin." Yes, astute Detectives have figured out that Todd and Teddy were the ninja helping us the night before.
As they sat down, Todd said "It's official; we've bought the land and we're going to start a factory out here. And a silver mining operation, too. The Midwest & Pacific has already begun to lay rail. And Teddy is moving out to this area, to oversee the BOW Enterprises operations. It's pretty much going to be his show to run out here."
"That's great!" Teresa said. "I just hope you don't get too bored out here."
"Oh I won't." said Teddy Franklin. "Our lawyers are going to get rich, what with all the Government red tape we have to deal with. I'm going to be herding cats. And if things go according to plan, this place is going to grow. And I expect we'll get a McDonald's and Wendy's out of it."



"So much for Belton's plan to sell out to the Railroad." Teresa whispered to me as our food came and we began eating.
"He was a major obstacle to those trying to get things done out here." I said. "We may have done them a favor... and we may have beaten them to the punch in taking care of that business, if you get my drift."
"I do." Teresa said. "And the whole town is so much happier now, it seems. It's the first time I've ever felt anything resembling hope, here. Maybe we should've waxed Kenny the last time we were here."
"But you would not have learned the truth." I said. "And not just about Alexis, but everything else... which I hope we'll be able to talk about at some point later today."
"You are sure being secretive about that." Teresa chided.
"With good reason." I said. "If it's what I think it is, and it works out, then it's all good. If not, then I didn't get your hopes up about it."
Teresa sighed. "You're just teasing me now, aren't you?"
"Not on purpose." I said. "I leave that stuff to Todd." That got the heartiest laugh out of Teresa that I think I'd ever heard.
A few moments later I said "Todd, how is Apple Grove, and your grandmother?"
"Grandma is doing very well." Todd said. "She just moved into her retirement home, and is making new friends as well as seeing some old ones. Apple Grove is beginning to grow, in a pretty controlled fashion. I told the Council Leader here, who will become Mayor now that Belton is dead, to get in touch with Apple Grove's leadership about growing in a coordinated way instead of just pell-mell."
I nodded. "And that fire at BOW Enterprises? Not as bad as you'd originally been told?"
"I heard not much gets past you, Uncle Don." Todd said with a grin. "Yeah, it wasn't bad, just an electrical fire. Once new wiring and fuses were put in, we were back up and running. And yes, Uncle Don, I don't need to be Grandma or Carole to see that it was a distraction to lure me up there while you and Teresa were 'gallivanting' around out here."
Teresa said "You think that's what that was about?"
I nodded. "When that photo of your mother's headstone came to your phone, the first thing I thought about was the fire in Apple Grove that took Todd away. But it didn't stop you from having an airplane to use, and coming on out here..."
Part 14 - Brothers In Arms
After we ate, Sheriff Griswold got a text. He said "I would like for you all to come to the cemetery for a small ceremony." No more would he say, but we piled into the cars and drove over, parking at the library parking lot.
A moment later, yet another Escalade pulled up. This one had tags denoting it belonged to the United States Navy, and on the front was a red placard with four stars, which indicated that a Flag Officer was aboard.
I made the deduction, but most of the others were surprised when the man got out of the back seat, bedecked in the formal white Navy uniform of an Admiral. Medals glittered on his chest, including the Navy Cross, and above them was pinned the Army Parachutist Badge (the formal name for Airborne wings).
"Dr. Cordell!" Teresa called out as she went up to him. They hugged, and Teresa asked "Did you come... to visit my father's grave?"
"Yes." said Admiral Leonard R. Cordell, USN (Ret.), emotion already in his voice. "I've been meaning to do this for years, but would always say I'd do it 'tomorrow'. Well, I don't know how many 'tomorrows' I have left. And when I heard of your mother's headstone being damaged, I knew I needed to come on out."
"I'm glad you did." Teresa said. "I'll take you there." She took Admiral Cordell by the arm and they walked towards the cemetery as the rest of us waited near the library and watched.
As they walked, I noticed that a very attractive woman with a mane of blonde hair had gotten out of the Navy vehicle, with a small but very good videocamera. She was Alison McFarland, Executive Publisher of the Town & County Examiner. She came up to us and said "Dr. Cordell is allowing me to do a piece on his life. I didn't expect this, though."
"Start filming." I said. "This is big." Alison began filming.
About 50 feet from the entrance to the cemetery, Teresa stopped, and held her hand out, letting Dr. Cordell go forward alone. I could feel the emotion, and Cindy felt it even more, as we watched Dr. Cordell approach the resting place of his Captain, whom he had not seen since that day he pulled the man out of enemy fire on the wrong side of a politically drawn line. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01.)
For long moments, Admiral Cordell stood before the gravestone upon which the words 'Medal of Honor' were inscribed, remembering their time in war, when and where bonds of brotherhood were forged that could not be made anywhere else.
After several moments, Admiral Cordell went forward and put a dime on the headstone, next to the quarter that was glued down. A dime meant he had served with the deceased, and these men had served together with great distinction in combat. And within the hour, that dime would be superglued next to the quarter by the same guy that glued down the quarter Teresa had left on her father's tombstone... Todd Burke.
Admiral Cordell came to attention and saluted his Captain, and I saw Cindy recording the event on her iPhone as Alison recorded on the videocamera. The Admiral came back to Teresa, who escorted him back to the rest of us. I could see that tears had been running down the old man's face.
"Admiral," I said quietly in the silence, "did you know a man named Wilkins in Viet Nam?"
"Yes... he was in our unit. Sergeant, one of the squad leaders." said Cordell, searching his memory. "I think he was from this town, or this part of the country. I believe he died over there, in Viet Nam, but I don't really remember. Is his grave here, too?"
"No sir." I said. "He's buried in Arlington Cemetery. His name came up while I was researching what's been going on here."
Well, that was technically true. And in his own unique way, Sergeant Wilkins had done his duty to his Captain, by guiding me and Teresa over the years to the Truth...
Part 15 - Ancestors and Heiresses
11:00am local time, Sunday, April 12th. We were all gathered at Teresa's rented house. After he changed clothes into civilian attire, we filled Dr. Cordell in on what had been going on, except for the Clan events at the Belton Mansion, of course. The Admiral alternated nodding his head and shaking his head as certain parts of the story were discussed.
"No, he never mentioned his wife's full name." said Cordell. "Just her first name: Sarah. He looked at her picture a lot, but he didn't talk about her much to the rest of us, not even me."
Just then we heard the crunch of tires on gravel as a car pulled into the driveway. We looked out to see a Police car on the road; it had led an expensive Audi to our location, and the car was parking. A man in a suit got out.
"That's the lawyer that took care of my father's estate." said Teresa as we looked out the window.
"Yes, it is." I said. I turned to Alison and said "If Teresa permits it, you should record this.
Alison spoke to Teresa as I went out to greet the legal eagle. "Is it good, or better?" I asked him.
"I think it's going to be the best possible news." he said. I ushered him inside, and everyone found seats to hear his story.
"My name is Arthur Blankenship." said Arthur Blankenship. "I was the attorney for Teresa's father's estate, and helped her make her claim to his estate. I'm happy to report that I looked into something at Commander Troy's request..."
All eyes went to me, then he continued: "... and I've found that Teresa's mother's full name was 'Sarah Lenora Belvedere'. She was the third of three daughters of Charles and Clara Belvedere, the Bessemer Cookie magnates."
Blankenship: "Sarah fell in love with an Army Officer, and when her family objected to her marrying him, they eloped. Apparently she used her middle name, which was her mother's maiden name, and they ran away from Louisiana to this town, avoiding being found."
Blankenship: "Charles Belvedere had no sons, so he sold off his estate and created three trusts, one for each of his daughters... including Sarah, with instructions to maintain the trust and hand it over to Sarah or her heirs when they came forward or were found. We've finally found that heiress... you, Teresa. And once we prove you're the heiress, you'll inherit the trust fund... which is now worth over one hundred million dollars."
Almost everyone gasped. Teresa looked over at me, a look on her face I hoped to remember for the rest of my life, and said "I can help! Now I can help!"
"Thoughts become things." I said, remembering her words at University Hospital just days before. I was very happy that Teresa's first thought upon learning she was a super-wealthy heiress was to help sick children. For all the bad said about her, I knew that Teresa had a wonderful heart... and she was showing it.
Arthur Blankenship said "Charles Belvedere's oldest daughter, Clarissa, is still alive, and she has already given us a DNA sample. If her mitochondrial DNA, which would come from her mother and your grandmother Clara, is the same as yours through your mother, that will be sufficient proof for the Court. We just need to have a doctor obtain a sample."
"And I'm your doctor, right here." said Doctor Cordell, standing up. He went to get his medical kit.
"Congratulations!" Cindy said, hugging Teresa. Everyone else added to the accolades, then Cindy said "Any idea what you are going to do with all that money?"
"Oh yes." Teresa said. "And I'm going to need your accounting skills, and I'm going to need some damn good financial lawyers."
"What do you have in mind?" Cindy said. She glanced over at me, and saw that everyone else was a couple of steps behind my vision...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's what this was all about." Cindy said as we talked after the lawyer Blankenship had left, with Todd and Teresa having given him a $100,000 retainer, and Dr. Cordell giving the Police Officers Teresa's DNA sample, to be kept under two-man control until they got to the hospital to have it tested.
"I believe so." I said. "I'm no legal expert, but someone found out that Teresa's mother was the missing heir to the Belvedere fortune, and got dollar bill signs in their eyes. Sarah's will left everything to her husband, and they probably found his will that left everything to Alexis... who preceded her father in death leaving no will. So they intended to make a play for the fortune, then found out that you, Teresa, had been granted legal inheritance of your father's property... which now included that fortune."
I went on: "To have a chance of getting it, they had to try to make a pitch that with her father dying intestate, the Federal Government could make a claim on the money. Some wanted to just kill Teresa, while others hoped to do it without having to kill her. Either way, they hoped to find a way to make that claim without Teresa being able to interfere."
"How?" asked Cindy. "The records are in Court now."
"Yes, they are." I said. "They hoped to bypass those, or they could find another way... if you remember Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's story The Hound of the Baskervilles, the villain Stapleton was a potential heir to a fortune, and was killing those in front of him to get at that fortune. When asked how he could've made the claim, Sherlock Holmes said he was smart enough to find a way."
I said: "So I think it was something like that... they'd get rid of Teresa, then find a way to make their claim. These rogue Feds like forging documents, as we know from what they tried to do to Governor Jared and to me, so maybe they'd have forged a will. But the key was to get Teresa out of the way, either by killing her or keeping her at home and far away from this place."
I continued: "The perps that wanted to kill Teresa destroyed her mother's tombstone, and sent it through the Police Chief's iPhone to get her to come out here. They set fire to Todd's factory in Apple Grove to draw him away, and I'm halfway expecting to hear of a crime in our County that should've kept me busy. And as soon as you got here, there was Kenny and two Deputies, ready to shoot you right then and there... until they found out how much it hurts to absorb a crowbar beatdown."
"So Kenny was behind it?" Teresa asked. "And his father, too?"
I said "I'm sure Kenny was. He was a bad actor, and he was starting to stray from his father's orbit and being in league with some bad people... Swamp Frog kind of bad people. When his initial ploy didn't work, Lindsey Black and two Federal Marshals were sent to arrest her, after Teresa failed to heed Black's orders to stay in our County."
"You think Lindsey Black was in on this?" asked Jack Muscone angrily. "I'll have her ass strung up in ten seconds flat------"
"Hold on, hold on." I said. "I'm not sure Agent Black intended Teresa harm... just to keep her away from here. I suspect, I strongly suspect, that Robin Isley and the Rovers BAU Hit Team... yes, I'm aware of the words I just used to describe them... were involved. Isley probably wanted Teresa out of the way without having to be killed, while the Rovers BAU makes decisions that do not take into account the value of human life."
I then said: "And as I've been suggesting, there may have been more than one group at work, here, competing for the same prize. And after the confrontation at the Country Music place, I realized something, then looked it up. Do these guys look familiar to you?" I showed everyone two photos on my Police iPhone.
"They are the two guys that were with Kenny and Harmon Belton at the Country Music Bar." said Cindy. "Not the Deputies, but the other two guys in the Western outfits."
"Right you are, Green Crowbar." I said. "Anyone remember seeing them anywhere else?"
"Yeah, they look familiar," said Jack Muscone, "but I'm not placing them at the moment."
"I've seen them, too." said Tim Jenkins. "But I don't remember where, nor in what context, other than at the bar." Eduardo Escobar said he had not seen them, except at the bar.
"Their names are Gil Cox and Gary Fenton." I said. "Two of the worst of the rogue Navy SEAL Team led by LT Jeff Bayport. I didn't remember that while we were at the Bar, and if I had, I would've done whatever it took to make sure they didn't leave alive. Opportunity missed, but when I did remember, it made me realize that there were some big-time players involved in this."
"And while Lindsey Black was doing what she said she was doing... trying to get the thing done without having to kill Teresa," I said, "this other group fully intended to kill Teresa, and perhaps any of her friends that got in their way."
"Lord have mercy." growled Sheriff Griswold. "We were lucky again, weren't we?" I understood what he meant.
"Yes sir, we were." I said. "I don't know if they were acting on their own, or for someone else. But in any case, a hundred million dollars or more is a prize certainly worth going after."
"Oh yeah!" Jack Muscone exclaimed. "That's what Mort Springer said! They were going after a big cache of money, but it wasn't gold!" (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 03.) "And Springer and Drew were part of the same Rogue Team as Cox and Fenton!"
"Exactly." I said. "But let me get this train of thought out of the station. I believe it was Fenton and Cox that were going to help Kenny and the Deputies... yeah, I know, that sounds like a name for a country music band... they were going to gas us and come in and kill us. Lindsey Black and the two Marshals interrupted their plans, so maybe they're not part of the same team, n'est pas? And after that went wrong, Fenton and Cox have gone into hiding; we haven't seen them since."
Teresa, Griswold, Todd, and Teddy knew what I meant... the two rogue SEALs weren't at the 'party' at the Belton Mansion the previous night.
I went on: "So Harmon Belton is nearing retirement, or even death, as he was a raging alcoholic. He also showed some disdain for his own son while at the bar." I did not mention that he had also shown disdain for Kenny when we were about to kill him.
"Kenny was in with these very bad seeds." I said. "I don't think his father was, though. Harmon had a completely different motive: to prevent the truth about Alexis's murder coming out."
"We'll be talking a lot more about this, Jack," I said, "but your half-brother was set up to take the fall for Alexis's death. Kenny drove the car, which was concrete-reinforced, into Alexis's car, whose airbags system had been defeated. Harmon Belton knew about that; indeed, it had been on his orders when he thought his grip on this town was slipping, because Teresa had whipped Kenny in personal combat."
"Harmon intended to cause Teresa's father the pain of losing his daughters." I said. "Teresa was supposed to have been in that car with them, and Kenny approached the car to make sure both daughters were dead. But Teresa wasn't in the car. The plan did work to the point that Teresa's father had to be committed to Shady Acres, and Harmon was free of his main antagonist."
"Question." said Tim Jenkins. "What made Teresa's father Harmon Belton's problem?"
"I can answer that." said Sheriff Griswold. "The FBI colorized a photo for me, that Don had me go look for. I swear I don't know how you do it, Crowbar."
The Sheriff handed Tim a photo in a frame. It showed ten-year-old Alexis, smiling. To her left, the picture's right was eight-year-old Teresa, with that introspective, inscrutable look we'd seen on her face at times as an adult. Behind them, his right hand on Alexis's shoulder but his left hand not touching Teresa, was their father... wearing the uniform of a county Sheriff.
"Your father was the Sheriff of this county?" Cindy gasped when she saw the photo. Teresa nodded, and Cindy said "Why didn't you tell us? Dr. Cordell, did you know?"
"I never knew that." said Cordell. Cindy looked at Teresa.
"As you know, I've never been comfortable talking about my father." Teresa said. "And as a little girl growing up, my idea of a Sheriff was... my father, a man who never spoke to me. During that time, a lot of Sheriffs on TV and the movies were shown to be corrupt, and while I knew my father wasn't corrupt, I grew up thinking I'd be anything but a law enforcement officer."
"Also," Teresa went on, "I think I always knew in the back of my mind that my father being Sheriff was part of the reason Alexis was killed. And I blocked out a lot of stuff about that time. The policewoman that helped me that night at the hospital made me realize that Police were good people after all, and that's when I first thought of being one myself. And of course I realized Sheriffs weren't all bad after Sheriff Griswold got elected to be one."
"Har!" barked Sheriff Griswold. "Good asskissing skills." He petted Teresa on the shoulder, his mustaches twitching merrily. "What I want to know is how Crowbar figured it out."
"I knew for sure after Teresa slipped during her confrontation with Kenny," I said, "and she said 'there'd been no Sheriff since'... then stopped and said 'for 20 years'. I think it hit me then that her father was the Sheriff, and there had not been one since that Christmas Eve night. I checked and found that he was indeed the last Sheriff, and that the position had been done away with after he committed to Shady Acres. And of course Teresa's father being Sheriff explained why he and Harmon Belton were adversaries, as well."
"And I also have realized," I said, "that just as your mother rejected Harmon Belton... Alexis rejected Kenny. And that's why Kenny was bullying her when you stepped in and made him your bitch."



Teresa nodded. "Yeah, Kenny said he loved Alexis, and wanted her to marry him... well, I think he just wanted her, but she wanted no part of him. And remember, back then girls around here got married out of high school, and I think that's all Alexis wanted... to find a husband and have babies. But she sure as hell wasn't going to marry Kenny. And my father was the one man Harmon couldn't bully around and literally force a shotgun marriage for his son with Alexis."
"Which would've given him some kind of power over your father, too." Cindy said.
Teresa nodded. "Like I said, I don't remember everything about all that... and I don't really want to."
"Let me ask this." said Sheriff Griswold, to move the conversation to something else. "Who sent Muscone's brother here all those years ago? And don't say 'no data yet'."
Everyone chuckled and I smiled as I said "Okay, I'll take an 'edumacated' guess: Brendan Chapel, the current DNI in Washington."
As everyone gasped, I continued: "Chapel has been spinning his webs for years. He had corrupt connections to BigRoadAndRail even then, and may have worked with Harmon Belton to hurt the Midwest & Pacific's interests in this area. When I see Fenton and Cox here, and Robin Isley sending Lindsey Black here to get Teresa out, all roads point back to Chapel. And a hundred million dollars is certainly a prize that Brendan Chapel would drool over."
Alison McFarland added: "It also explains why Isley and Black tried to keep Teresa away then take her out without killing her. My dad says they really aren't killers, like some of the others you've encountered."
"I'll say this, though." I replied. "Robin Isley and Brendan Chapel are two people upon whom I hope my life never depends..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We packed up to go. Admiral Cordell invited us Town & County folk to fly home with him on the Navy executive plane that had brought him. Teddy Franklin would use the BOW Enterprises plane to return to the Town & County in a few days. The FBI Agents would use their plane to deliver Eduardo Escobar to San Antonio, Texas, then Muscone and Jenkins to the City.
The Navy plane was very nice. There were seats facing tables as well as 'normal' airplane seats. Sheriff Griswold and I were in 'normal' seats, supervising while 'resting our eyes', as taught us by the redoubtable Buddy at home. Cindy and Teresa were talking around the table with Dr. Cordell, and I was following Carole's bad example by surreptitiously listening to conversations that did not concern me.
"Dr. Cordell," Teresa asked, "how come you never got married?"
Dr. Cordell said "Well... I could tell you my Navy career came first, but that's not really true. Truth is..."
He paused, then began pouring out his story: "Not too many years after I completed medical school and was at Bethesda, I met a woman. She was a little bit older than me, and she was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen. We began dating, and we had a relationship you kids would call 'hot'." Cindy chuckled and Teresa smiled at that.
Adm. Cordell: "I was being transferred to a hospital in Europe, and I asked her to marry me and come with me. She refused, and admitted for the first time that she was in the CIA, and had her own career path along those lines. I was hurt she'd rejected me, but I was far more hurt she hadn't told me from the get-go that she was in the CIA."
"Did you ever see her again?" Cindy asked, and I could tell by the tone of her voice that she was getting a vibe about something. "What was her name?"
"Her name doesn't matter now. She died a few years ago." said Cordell. "I heard she got married some years after she left me, to a CIA Officer, and that he was one of the names betrayed by Aldrich Ames, and was captured and executed by the Russians."
"Sad." Teresa said solemnly.
"I also have to admit..." continued Dr. Cordell, "her being in the CIA and the secrecy and dishonesty was one reason I turned whistleblower when I discovered their illegal operations in Afghanistan and exposed them. I was trying to patch up soldiers that were in the meat grinders of war, though nowhere near the meat grinder that was Viet Nam, and the CIA was there ginning up things for their own interests."
Cindy said, very quietly, thinking I was asleep, "Don't tell Don that. Laura was in the CIA for decades." Cordell nodded and said nothing more. But it was Teresa's vibe that struck me... she knew what I knew, about what had happened in an underground room below University Hospital... and the lengths that CIA Officers would go to in order to achieve their goals... (Author's note: 'Secrets'.)
Part 16 - Truth and Consequences
"Mommy!"
That wonderful sound was made by little Betsy when she saw her mother Cindy come in the door of her condo. Callie put Betsy down, and the toddler waddled over to give and receive very warm hugs.
"Hey, how's my girl?" Cindy said, picking up Betsy and coming over to sit down on the sofa. "And how's my big girl?" she asked Callie, who grinned and then kissed Cindy.
"We're good." said Callie. "Things in California are going well. How did things go in Teresa's hometown?"
"Crazy... as usual when we go out there." said Cindy, then, not shirking what she had to say, said "And there's something I need to talk to you about, after we put Betsy to bed."
"You go ahead and do that." said Callie. "I'll make us some drinks."
"Light wine for me." Cindy said, causing Callie to glance at her as Cindy took Betsy to Betsy's crib. Mother and daughter 'talked' as Betsy was put in her pajamas, then Cindy sang to Betsy as the little girl quickly fell asleep.
Coming back into the main room, Cindy sat down next to Callie, who said "So, being around all you Detectives has rubbed off on me. Something happened out there."
"Yes." Cindy said. "Tim Jenkins went there with Jack Muscone, and... Tim and I hooked up."
"Just a one night stand?" Callie asked. "Or something more?"
Cindy said "I don't know. I honestly don't know." She took Callie's hand and said "Callie, I love you and want to marry you and be with you forever. And I've been a 'committed' lesbian all my life... I ran away from home because my Canadian parents did not accept my orientation..."
"And there's a 'but' coming here." said Callie.
"When Tim and I... it was more than just sex." Cindy admitted. "We made love, like I've never done with a man before. I wanted him inside me like nothing I'd ever felt before."
"I get it." Callie said. "And thank you for telling me up front, and being honest with me."
Cindy said "So... where are you with this?"
Callie said "Well... I let you go once, and I came back because I knew I didn't want to be without you. And I have no intentions of letting you go." Cindy nodded, tears in her eyes, and she wrapped her arms around Callie and hugged her tightly.
"I'm not letting you go, either." Cindy whispered. "I'm sorry..."
"Don't be sorry." Callie said, breaking the hug. "Look, I haven't exactly been monogamous... I made three porn films while I was in California last week... and I've seen how you and Tim Jenkins looked at each other. Laura saw it, too, and we talked about it. She and Don have their open relationship, and Laura says her and Don's love for each other is strong enough to make that possible. And I think our love will be that strong."
Cindy nodded. "And I do love you, baby." she said as she nestled into Callie's arms.
Callie said "We'll figure it out, just like we did when I first came back to claim you." (Author's note: 'The Other World', Ch. 04.) "Whatever the consequences, we'll figure it out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
And that wonderful sound was made by my daughter Carole as I came into The Cabin. She ran up to hug my legs, followed closely by her sister Tasha. Usually I would bend over and 'hug' them by patting them on their backs. But tonight I knelt down and took each daughter into an arm, and we had a big group hug.
"Hey Fussbudget. Hey Little Love." I said. "Have you been good girls this weekend?"
"Yes Daddy." Carole said. "And I helped De-tec-tive Julia solve a crime, too!"
I led the girls over to their mothers in the greatroom, and sat down on the sofa facing the back windows, with Carole on my left and Tasha on my right... and a lap full of Buddy and Bowser on my belly and legs.
"Tell me about your case." I said as I petted Buddy and Bowser.
"Let Aunt Paulina tell you the dee-tails." said Carole.
Paulina said "After you left Friday, the TCPD got calls from several hardware stores and the Home Depot. They'd all been broken into Thursday night, but only one item or group of items was stolen."
"Crowbars!" Carole interjected.
"Yes." said Paulina. "Stephanie Steele had an appointment at the University, so I picked up Carole and Marie for her. They were in my office with me when Julia Rodriguez came in. We were talking about the case when Carole came over, and Julia showed her the video footage we'd obtained, showing two men in jeans, leather jackets, and black masks at each of the scenes."
Paulina said "They disabled the alarm systems at every location, went in, and came out with arms-full of crowbars, of every color the stores had, and put them in the back of a dark blue SUV. And that's when Carole made her deductions."
Carole said "I told them those guys were doing that to mess with you, Daddy. And that it was stoo-pid of them because messing with you is like messing with Sasquatch."
All of us adults laughed at that, causing Buddy and Bowser to look up at me. I said "So what happened?"
Carole said "I told them to look around County Air-port for the car, because once they figured out you weren't here, they'd try to go where you were."
"And she was right." said Paulina. "We found the car in the County Airport parking lot, and all the crowbars still in the back."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "And that was good thinking on your part, Carole." I was remembering Gary Fenton and Gil Cox, who had shown up in Teresa's hometown. They could easily have conducted these burglaries to distract me, only to find out they were too late...
"Daddy," asked Tasha, wanting to be part of the conversation, "did you and Aunt Trreesa catch any bad guys on your trip?"
"We sure did." I said. "And we found the truth about some things, too, which is very important."
"Good!" exclaimed Tasha, leaving me wondering what was going on inside her little head...
Part 17 - The War At Home
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, April 17th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the Federal Building in the background across Courthouse Square. "The US Department of Justice is taking aim at our Town & County!"
Bettina began: "The Civil Rights Division of the US DOJ filed over a dozen lawsuits around the country, including two in our Town & County. One is against Mayor Daniel Allgood, for alleged racist actions against Council Members Reginald B.F. Lewis, who is black, and Kelly Carnes, who is a woman. The other is against the Town & County Police, citing systemic racism in their hiring practices as well as chronic racist actions against People of Color in our County. Let's go to reporter Lester Holder for more. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder, from the parking lot of the 'Jasmine' jazz club, with a number of black persons wearing 'Black Lives Matter' and 'Black Voices Raised' t-shirts behind him. "The Civil Rights Division expanded their investigation and subsequent lawsuit against illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood..." The audience booed at hearing Allgood's name, then Penis Holder continued: "... by including complaints from Councilwoman Kelly Carnes that Allgood was not permitting her to speak at Council meetings because she is a woman!"
Penis Holder: "And the Civil Rights Division's complaint against the TCPD cites their total failure to hire minority and female Police Officers, assigning white Police Officers to patrol in areas populated by minorities, especially blacks, and failing to adhere to Federal guidelines on 'community policing'. The complaint was amended to include abuse and intimidation by Commanders Donald Troy and Cindy Ross, who carry crowbars and use them to intimidate minorities and women!"
In a surprise move, the screen suddenly split, to show Executive Producer Burt West at the KXTC studios on one side, with Penis Holder on the other side. "Lester," said Burt West, "is there anything more on the baby of Betty Morelli, which is believed to have been fathered by Don Troy while she was in his custody?"
Penis Holder smiled maliciously as he reported: "We're following leads on that, including attempting to get records from DFACS that will lead us to the child, so that we can tell our viewers who adopted that child, and demand a DNA test. However, those Government records are being denied to us under the flimsy claim that adoption records are sealed. We will continue to fight to learn the truth, and bring to the viewers what they have the right to know!"
Burt West: "Do you think the DNA test will show that Donald Troy is the father of Betty Morelli's baby, Lester?"
Penis Holder: "We need a DNA test to determine the truth, Burt. Remember that Donald Troy is well known to be a philanderer. He's sired one halfbreed child out of wedlock, when ADA Paulina Patterson betrayed her race and spread her legs for a white man and actually had a halfbreed child with him. Would Donald Troy impregnate a woman in his custody? That's what we need to find out, Burt."
Burt West: "Excellent work, Lester. Keep it up! Let's go back to Bettina Wurtzburg. Bettina!"
The feed came back, but no one was in front of the camera. It then went to color-bars-and-tone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Captain Tanya Muscone as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Civil war, anyone?"
"What do you make of that, Crowbar?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
I just shrugged. "I'm speechless, Sheriff. I don't know what to say about that. It's a new low for KXTC, for sure."
"I have to give Bettina some credit." said Chief Moynahan. "It's obvious she didn't like it, and left the camera after Holder's racist reporrrrrt."
"Not me, Chief." said Commander Cindy Ross. "I'm not giving her one bit of credit, unless she resigns from KXTC in public protest of that... filth."
"She won't." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said flatly.
"Holder's racism is not why she walked off the set." I said. "My edumacated guess is that it was Burt West continuing to bring up Betty Morelli's baby, and outright saying I fathered the child, that caused her actions."
"Why don't we discuss something more pahhhh-si-tive." drawled the Chief. "Any word on your inheritance, Commander Croyle?"
"It's in the works, sir." said Teresa. "The DNA tests came back, and showed that I'm a Belvedere, through my mother. I now have an aunt I never knew I had, too."
"Are you going to reach out to her?" Cindy asked.
"I don't know." said Teresa. "My family... is here. Todd, the boys... and you guys..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Friday, April 17th. Teresa and I were in the Main Conference Room, in a videoconference with Arthur Blankenship.
"It's done." the lawyer said. "The judge passed off on it. They're sending all the papers to Judge Watts in your County, who is handling the setting up of the restructured trust fund."
"Thank you, sir. And for all you've done." Teresa said. After we disconnected and stood up, Teresa hugged me. "Thank you, Don. For all of this. It would not have been possible without you."
"Glad to be of help." I said. "We'll have a little celebration tonight, at The Cabin..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Friday, April 17th. Amber Harris ran out of the KXTC building into the parking lot. "What the hell are you people doing?" she yelled.
Commander Cindy Ross turned and said "We're going through your car. Unlock it."
"And if I don't?" Amber yelled.
"You'll go to prison for parole violation." the Parole Officer said.
"And we're going to search the car, no matter what." Cindy said. She held up the green crowbar that was in her hands. "You can unlock it, or I'll open it myself. Through the smashed-in window." Defeated, Amber unlocked the car. The Parole Officers tore it up, throwing everything out of the front seats, back seats, including the baby seats, and the trunk.
"What the hell is going on, here?" yelled Burt West as he came up to them, followed by a man with a videocamera.
"You better not be recording us." said Cindy.
"And what if I am?" snarled West.
"I'll arrest you, for filming Police Officers." Cindy said. "Oh, it doesn't matter. Let's go in and search Amber's desk."
"Where's your warrant?" barked West.
"I don't need one." said Cindy. "Your bitch here is on parole. I own her, and I don't need a warrant to search her home, her car, and her desk at her place of work."
"Bullshit!" West yelled. "You cannot come into KXTC without a warrant! We will have the right to shoot to kill you if you try."
"Oh?" Cindy replied as she took out her Police iPhone. She said into the phone: "I need fifty armed-and-armored Officers, and the full SWAT Team, to KXTC right now."
They arrived within three minutes. (You get the idea they were prepared and waiting?) They had subdued badges so that it was not easy to see individual badge numbers, and were masked under their helmets, so that their faces could not be seen.
They rushed into the KXTC City Room and forced everyone to lie down on the floor. "What the hell is this?" yelled Lester Holder. He was thrown hard onto the floor, and found the business end of an M-4 pressed into the side of his head.
"You're a traitor to your race." Holder snarled, seeing that the Police Officer that had accosted him was black. Because the Officer was masked, Holder could not see that he was Patrolman Kevin Buchannan, whose baby had been saved during its delivery by Commander Troy's wife. (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 01.)
He pulled out his service weapon and stuck it into Holder's mouth. "Say that again, faggot." Buchannan growled. "Go ahead, say it again. I'll blow your fucking head off!"
Meanwhile, Cindy (armed and armored, and masked) and the Parole Officers came in, forcing Amber to come along with them. At Amber's desk, the Parole Officers began looking through the drawers as Cindy forced Amber to lie on the floor, and an armored Police Officer put his gun to her head.
Cindy got impatient and said "Gentlemen, let me show you how to properly search this desk." She pulled out a drawer and emptied its contents onto the floor. Papers went flying.
Cindy looked to make sure there was nothing taped to the inner walls of the desk nor under the drawer, then she threw the drawer to the door with a *CLANG*, and went for the next drawer, emptying the files of papers, making a huge mess. Then she unzipped the cushions of Amber's chair, pulled out the foam pads and ripped them into pieces.
"Okay, nothing here... this time." she said. She went over to Burt West, who was standing near the door of his office, under guard, and said "And we'll be back any time we want to be. Any time I hear about Betty Morelli's baby on your network, I search Amber for drugs... and one day, I'll find some. And that'll give me probable cause to search all your desks, and I'll find a brick of 'China White' in your desk."
"Go fuck yourself, dyke." Burt West gutturally uttered. "We are GOING to destroy Donald Troy, and there's not a damn thing you can do about it."
"Vee shall see." Cindy said in her 'German' accent. "Okay guys, let's go!"



Yes, KXTC's reporters and staff had tried to record the raid. Their video and phone recordings were staticky, with a lowly drone... as if the Slender Man had been amongst them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Burt, you have to stop this!" Amber said, her voice breaking, tears streaming down her cheeks. She, West, Bettina, and Lester holder were in West's office. "That bitch is going to kill me! Or plant drugs on me and send me back to prison!"
"You have to stop this, Burt." Bettina said.
"NO!" Burt West shouted. "I am not stopping the war on Troy, even if they do kill you! Destroying Donald Troy is our goal, and more important than anything!, including our lives!"
"Really?" asked Bettina as Amber gasped in shock. "Have you gone over the cliff, like Hardwood did?"
"We're not that far along." said Lester Holder.
"Really?" Bettina replied. "You're on the air calling his daughter a 'halfbreed', even trying to incite others to attack her. That's just about to the level of what Hardwood tried to do to his other daughter." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale'.)
"So be it, then." said Holder. "I'm not stopping, no matter what."
Bettina said "Burt, you have to stop the shit about Morelli's baby. We're not going to get the adoption records, and I for one am not going to prison for revealing that information on air, like you pretty much did."
West stared malignantly at Bettina. "You know what's coming, Bettina! And destroying Troy is necessary!"
"And getting me killed is worth that?" Amber asked.
"YES!" West yelled. "Whatever it takes!" He then sat back in his chair, breathing to control his furious anger. "Look," he said more calmly, "Amber, you probably need to get out of this County. Out of the State, even. I can help you find a job somewhere, until your parole ends. Okay, get out of here. You too, Lester. I need to talk to Bettina."
Amber and Holder got up and left the room. Burt West turned his full fury on Bettina: "What the fuck was that stunt you pulled this morning? Leaving the camera?"
Bettina said "I told you I'd have no part of the Morelli baby thing. You said it was my decision to make, then you did that end run around me. I'm not playing that game with you, Burt."
"Then submit your resignation." West snarled.
"No." said Bettina. "And if you try to fire me, I'll expose everything that's going on... and I'll sue you for sexual harassment. Amber might well join that lawsuit. And she's right... her life is on the line, here. That little demonstration by that dyke Ross today was an attention-getter. And it was for your eyes, Burt."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was West's desk phone. He answered it. "Okay." he said. He put his hand over the mouthpiece and said "Shit. It's Katherine Woodburn..."
Part 18 - Celebration
Friday, April 17th. It had been a good dinner at The Cabin. Molly and her boys were there, of course. Todd, Teresa, their boys, Cindy, Callie, Betsy, and Sheriff Griswold had come. Edward and Stephanie Steele were on a weekend getaway at one of Dr. Eckhart's couples seminars, and Selena had a date, so we were keeping Marie for the weekend, to no one's complaint.
When Teresa had arrived, Buddy had run to the door to meet her, jumping up and putting his front paws on her leg. She sat down and gave him lots of skritchins as he pressed himself into her and tried to lick her face.
"Why is Buddy reacting like that?" Laura asked as we all watched.
"Because Aunt Trreesa avenged her sister." Carole replied. Laura rolled her eyes, which earned her (Laura) a 'look' from me. Cindy fist-bumped Carole.
As the women talked in the greatroom, the Sheriff, Todd, and I went upstairs to check on the progress of 'New Lego City '. And a lot of progress had been made.
"Very impressive." said the Sheriff. "It's coming along well."
Ian said "Dad, I saw on YouTube that someone built railroad tracks on shelves on the wall. Can we do that here?"
I said "We can look into that. I'd rather spend the money on railroad cars, but we can see about some shelves." Yeah, it was a done deal, and Ian knew it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have Me."
------ Jesus Christ, per the Gospel according to St. Matthew 26:11 (New Living Translation).
"So Todd," said Laura as we ate, "tell everyone what you did for Beverly, little Sarah's mother."
"This was all Teresa's idea." said Todd. Teresa shook her head and pointed at him. He went on: "The florist that owned the Town & County Flower Shop wanted to retire, so she put the flower shop up for sale. I asked Beverly if she would run the shop for me; it's the shop that's contracted with the cemetery to provide flowers, and they do good business with the funeral homes and the Hospital. Beverly has agreed to manage it, so I bought it, and she'll live in the apartment on the second floor."
"That's wonderful news." I said. And it was what I loved about my Town & County. We couldn't help everyone, but we rose to the occasion whenever we possibly could...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, Sheriff Griswold and I went onto the back deck, armed with bourbons. The fire in the fire pot was going, offsetting the slight chill in the air.
"Chief Bennett is out of the hospital." Griswold reported. "He's a tough old bird. He said the town has a whole new feel, an energy it's never had before."
"Did they hire any new Deputies?" I asked.
"No." said Our Sheriff. "That was Belton's doing, trying to legitimize his muscle by giving them badges."
"Pissed you off, that did." I said as I looked into the fire. "And you broke in that Klingon knife."
"It's a real, no-shit knife." growled Griswold. "And yeah, I just put 'em out of their misery. I've got your shuriken at home, by the way."
"Get a dartboard and practice with them." I said. "You never know when they might become useful...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some time later, Teresa and I went and sat on the back deck. Rather than sit in her own chair, she had chosen to sit on the metal mesh loveseat with me. And she'd brought me a gift: a bottle of 30-year-old Highland Park Scotch.
"This is kind of you." I said as we sipped the Scotch. It was damn good stuff. "What's the occasion?"
"To thank you." Teresa said. "For bringing the Light of Truth to what happened with Alexis, and finding my family tree that led to the inheritance... and for helping me avenge Alexis."
"I appreciate the Scotch," I said, "but you know you don't have to thank me for anything. We brought some way-too-long-delayed Justice to some bad people."
Teresa was becoming emotional as she said "And that's just it... it was my giri, my duty, to avenge my sister. But it wasn't yours. And you and Sheriff Griswold helped anyway."
"You know something?" I said. "You're right: it was your duty, but it wasn't mine." As she looked at me, I looked into her eyes and said: "It was my privilege to be there and to help you, and I should be thanking you for allowing me be there. I wouldn't have missed that for the world."
Teresa nodded. I peered at her, feeling the vibe. "Teresa," I said, "this has been a lot for you. Are you okay?"
"Yes." Teresa said. "I talked to Father Romano, and confessed those things I could confess. And... well, it's all good now. Thanks to you, it's all good." She collapsed into my side and I felt her arms wrap around me in a crushing hug.
And as I watched the light of a train coming out of the western horizon, I felt her body jerking, racked by the silent sobs as she finally conceded to the emotions she had held within her all these days. There was but one thing I could do for Teresa, and I did it: I held her in my arms and let her get it all out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After we'd come back inside, we were sitting and talking with the others, when Carole climbed onto the sofa beside me and whispered into my ear: "Daddy, why are Aunt Cindy's cheeks so rosy?"
That caused me to look over at Cindy, who was holding Betsy as she talked to Molly and Laura. Carole had made the correct observation. And I used the words that my father had used a few times too many in my childhood, that I had not wanted to say but were absolutely correct to say in this instance. I turned to Carole and said:
"Go ask your mother."
Part 19 - The Long Winding Road
"And just one mistake
Is all it will take
We'll go down in history
Remember me, for centuries..."
------ Fall Out Boy, 'Centuries'.
2:00pm, Saturday, April 25th. It was a beautiful, sunny Spring day, and just cool enough that wearing our formal Police uniforms with ribbons (but not MOVs) was not uncomfortable.
We were seated in chairs in front of the front porch of University Hospital. Sheriff Griswold sat with me, Cindy, Tanya and Jack Muscone, and EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell. Fire Marshal Roy Easley and Asst. EMS Chief Zoe Singer were here. The Mayor, his lovely wife, and most of the Town & County Council and their spouses were among the guests.
On the patio, behind the podium, sat the University Regents, the Trustees, the Hospital Board members, many of the doctors on Staff, including Laura, and many nurses. University President Sidney P. Wellman and his wife, and some of the University Faculty were there, with Hospital Administrator Seth Warner and his lovely wife Joanne. And Todd Burke and his lovely wife Teresa Croyle were up there.
The Media was also present, recording the event. The reporters didn't look very happy, though. I surmised that they just didn't like reporting on good news.
"This is amazing." said Cindy to me, as the Sheriff and Tanya listened in. "From her sister's death when she was a teenager, to this moment now. Anything goes differently, and none of this happens."
"And more," I said, "try this on for size: what if Teresa had done the right thing, and had not attacked Dean Allen at that DUI checkpoint?"
"Wowwww...." Cindy said as it hit her.
"If she doesn't make that one mistake," I said, "then Jack Muscone and I don't go to her hometown, find that picture of her and her sister, and learn her story. And without that, we don't understand her pain, and she ends up getting fired, or worse, killed on a drug raid or something."
"Wow. Just one mistake." Cindy said. "And because of it, hope won't die for a lot of children..."
President Wellman was getting up and coming to the podium. "Thank you all for coming." he said into the microphones. "It's a beautiful day for this auspicious occasion, and we're thankful for that. Let's get started. I'd like to welcome the members of the Hospital Board, the University Trustees, and our great Medical Staff, and our distinguished guests. And now, let me introduce Hospital Administrator Seth Warner. Seth?"
Seth Warner came up, looking handsome in his suit and tie, like the executive he was quickly becoming. "Thank you, President Wellman. I'd like to welcome you all here, also. This is a truly great occasion. We've been given a wonderful gift. Teresa Croyle has assigned a trust fund to us, worth over one hundred million dollars!" Everyone clapped strongly for a moment.
Seth: "The interest from the trust fund will allow University Hospital to expand, and to conduct research on many diseases that have not been properly funded before. From ALS to rare liver diseases and cancers, we will now have the chance to find cures and save the lives of many children." More applause.
Seth: "As you know, last Autumn our Hospital suffered a tragic blow when we were attacked by terrorists. We were not stopped then, and because of the generosity of Teresa Croyle and others, we will not be stopped as we go forward into the future." More applause.
Seth: "I'm also pleased to announce that Ms. Croyle has accepted a position on the Hospital Board, helping guide our great Hospital on this new journey into research medicine, and teaching the best and brightest students to be the best and brightest doctors." More applause.
"And now, I'd like to ask Teresa Croyle to say a few words, and also conduct a special ceremony." He looked back at Teresa and began clapping, as did we all. Teresa got up and came forward. Everyone got up and gave her a standing ovation that lasted many long seconds.
Once everyone was re-seated, Teresa did what she does best: took charge of the situation. "Thank you, Seth, Mr. Wellman, Mrs. Myrtle L. James, and the Trustees and Hospital Board. University Hospital is a great institution, and its doctors and nurses have performed miracles of medicine within its halls. I should know; I've been a patient here wayyyy too many times for my boss's liking." There were chuckles and applause for that. Her boss was nodding vigorously in agreement.
"I am honored and blessed to be able to donate this trust fund's proceeds to the Hospital in perpetuity, to make the great even greater." Teresa said, not using notes as she spoke. "My dream, and now goal, is that any child who is sick of any illness, will have hope." Applause.
Teresa said "And we owe someone a huge debt of gratitude for making this day possible. The man who taught me that hope never dies... is the great man that found the inheritance that is allowing me to help achieve this dream. He gave our Cancer Kids hope last Christmas, promising them they'd sing a joyful noise in concert. He is the greatest Detective any of us have ever met, and he is the kindest, wisest, and bravest man I have ever known. Please help me thank Commander Donald Troy for making this day possible."
The audience rose to their feet, applauding me. I was not all that happy... this was supposed to be Teresa's day, and the Hospital's day... but I finally stood and acknowledged the sustained applause. I waved at Teresa in thanks, then I sat back down and (thankfully) everyone followed suit.
"This day was already planned." said Teresa. "We are lighting an Eternal Flame, to remember those that died in the Hospital bombing. But I want this Flame to mean even more... that as long as it burns bright, and as long as this Hospital is here, and great doctors and nursers are here, hope for our children will never be extinguished!" Applause.
"I'd like to ask a wonderful doctor," said Teresa, "a great personal friend who stitched me up, who has saved the lives of mothers and their babies, and who survived the bombing last Fall, to light this Eternal Flame with me. Dr. Laura Fredricson, would you please come up?"
Laura came up as everyone again stood and applauded. She hugged Teresa, then they both lit long wooden matchsticks and lit the Eternal Flame that was behind them on the patio...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You wanted to see me, sir?" Dr. Robin Isley asked as she came up to the desk of DNI Brendan Chapel in his office.
Chapel's eyes flickered upwards at her for a moment, then he sat back in his chair, not offering her a seat but letting her stand there. "I just saw on television where Teresa Croyle gifted that hospital her mother's entire inheritance."
"Almost, sir." said Isley. "She also set up trust funds for her three adopted boys."
"Over one hundred million dollars." said Chapel. "That could've been mine... er, ours. But your people let it slip through their fingers. They had Croyle, and they let her off the hook."
"No sir." said Isley. "The Iron Crowbar ambushed Black and the Marshals. He had Croyle protected all the way."
"I am getting tired of hearing those words, 'Iron Crowbar'." said Chapel. "One hundred million dollars, Isley. Do you know what I... er, we... could have done with that money?"
"Well, it's over now." said Isley, feeling a desire to goad Chapel in his moment of helpless anger. "The money is the Hospital's now, and she structured it to be a tax-free transfer. There's no way you can claw it back now."
"Yeah. She won, she got the money before we could. I can live with that." lamented Chapel. Then his voice turned harsh and angry as he said "But do you know what really frosts me? What's really pissing me off? What infuriates me the most?"
Isley was shaking her head as Chapel continued: "She gave the money away! She could've been one of the richest women in the world! All that money, all that power, and she just... gives it away, like it's nothing. I can't even wrap my head around it. It's an insult!"
Yes, thought Robin Isley to herself, something is an insult around here...
Part 20 - Epilogue
Decades in the future...
I sat down in my chair on the front lawn of the Hospital in the warm sunshine, my uniform feeling big on my 76-year-old body. Losing weight, I was.
They had built the front and back halls of University Hospital over time. It now looked like a rectangular '8', with three long rows instead of one, and the two sides like they'd always been. I looked up to see the 'GO TERESA' banner, which the Cancer Kids had displayed to exhort Teresa Croyle to victory in the Triathlon race many years before (Author's note: 'Media Matters', Ch. 01.), hanging from the roof of the front wall.
"Where did that banner come from?" asked Cindy Ross, sitting in her wheelchair next to me. The muscular and neural degeneration was beginning to sap her ability to walk normally, but she was fighting like the Green Crowbar she was, and she was as mentally tough as she'd ever been. "Surely it's not the same one from the triathlon."
"Oh yes, it is." I replied. "It was in a storage closet at Police Headquarters, in a box that said 'Contact Commander Troy before touching or moving'. And it has sat there for all these years. I figured it was appropriate for today."
"It sure is." Cindy replied, tears in her eyes.
We had buried Teresa just three days before, with all the pomp and ceremony that I could muster in a funeral procession. Cancer had come back to her, and it would not be denied its claim this time.
For years, Teresa had refused to allow what was about to happen today, and she'd made me promise not to allow it. I'd simply responded that I wouldn't while she was alive, so she had better stay alive. I'd kept that promise... and then didn't wait a week after her death to do the right thing.
Others were coming up to us and sitting down. Carole, Marie, Pete Feeley, Jim, Ross, Tasha, Betsy... and Todd Burke and his sons Mike and Doug. And on stage just in front of us was the Vice President of the United States... Jack Burke.
Yep. He had arrived with his entourage of Secret Service, greeting people like the professional politician he was, accepting the condolence offers of other politicians over the loss of his adoptive mother. I noticed that he did not try to greet Carole and Pete... the Secret Service had objected to the red crowbar in her hand, and I'd made a point to object to their objections. Jack had told his bodyguards to let it go, but he stayed away from them. He would have, anyway, just as he avoided most of us.
The Hospital had been eager, just a bit too eager, to have the Vice President of the United States speak at the ceremony. Those who knew Jack Burke best... did not agree.
"This is just not right." said United States Senator Ian Troy, sitting on my other side from Cindy. "Jack didn't give a damn about his mother... about Aunt Teresa, that is."
"Oh, I think he did." I said. "This is hurting him more than he wants us to see, but it's hurting him."
Todd was sitting next to Ian, and he said "Your dad's right, you know."
"He's always right." Ian said, needling his ol' dad. "Nothing gets past this man, even to this day."
"And don't you forget it." Ian's dad said as he nodded vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *



Vice President Burke was introduced by Hospital Administrator Tony Warner, eldest son of Seth and Joanne Warner. Vice President Burke waxed eloquent on the virtues of motherhood and the importance of gifts to the field of medicine, a political speech all the way. Then he introduced Todd, whom everyone expected to make the big reveal.
"Teresa was my wife," Todd said as he assumed the podium, "but I'm not the one to do this. This one belongs to the great man Teresa admired the most, that we all admire... the First Iron Crowbar. Uncle Don, would you please come up here and make this happen?"
Everyone there applauded politely as I made my way up to the podium. "Thank you, Todd. Thank you, Mr. Warner." I said, not saying the expected thanks to Vice President Burke. "It was Teresa's generosity, but also her leadership that has made this Hospital into the premiere research hospital in the Nation!" Applause.
"Teresa deserves more than a statue in a park, or even just her name on a building." I went on. "Only a living monument that continues to give hope to our children as she gave hope to us for so long, is good enough for the greatness of her heart. So without further ado... roll it up!"
The banner at the top of the Hospital began rolling up, to reveal the lighted blue lettering across the top of the wall, which said:
TERESA CROYLE MEMORIAL HOSPITAL
Everyone stood and applauded for long moments. A few astute Detectives noticed that Cindy was openly crying... and so was I...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I went in to the remodeled front lobby, walking slowly amongst the other guests. On the left side wall was a large portrait of Teresa, in her formal Town & County Police Chief uniform, with the Medal of Valor around her neck. It was one of Marie Steele's very best works.
There were other photos of Teresa on display for today, taken over the years. The old photo of her and Alexis as teenagers having won their race was one of them, next to the photo of Teresa and Cindy after they'd won the Triathlon together.
"That one is my favorite." I said, pointing to the photo of Cindy, Tanya, and Teresa side-by-side-by-side, their hands in a prayer or Namaste formation, taken during a most very special occasion. My three Angels...
We went on through the glass doors on the other side. What had been the front porch of the Hospital was now an enclosed little park. The flat, polished granite block with Teresa's name, birth and death dates, and her accolades was lying before us; Teresa's ashes had been entombed here. A ring of poles with a chain running through them, forming a circle barely three feet off the ground, marked off the grave.
At the foot of the gravestone was the Eternal Flame, not unlike President Kennedy's at his grave. The Eternal Flame here now represented Teresa's undying Spirit, and her eternal hope that this Hospital that now bore her name would in her memory cure every child that came here.
And behind the head of the gravestone was a statue of two Angels... an exact replica of the one at Ward Harvester Park, but the girls's faces etched in even greater relief and more easily recognizable. Amy and Alexis would forever watch over Teresa.
"This is... so nice." Cindy said as she held onto my arm. "I can feel her presence, still here."
I nodded. "As long as that Flame burns bright, and this Hospital saves children's lives, she is here. And, Lord willing, she'll be here... for Centuries..."
"Some legends are told
Some turn to dust or to gold
But you will remember me
Remember me for centuries
And just one mistake
Is all it will take
We'll go down in history
Remember me, for centuries..."
Finis.



        Black and Blue Ch. 01

        Tensions build over cases and incidents in the TCPD.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/black-and-blue-ch-01

Title: Black and Blue Ch. 01

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Tensions build over cases and incidents in the TCPD.

Tags: drama, iron crowbar, mystery, police drama

Series: Black and Blue


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
***
Part 1 - Prologue
12:30pm, Wednesday, April 29th. The students of Ms. Billings second grade class at Eastside Elementary filed back into their classroom after lunch. After a few moments, Sidney, the nerdy kid with thick glasses raised his hand.
"Ms. Billings," he said, "my baseball is missing."
"Jameis stole it." said Shawn Redmond. "He put it in his desk."
"I didn't steal anything!" Jameis protested.
"Let's look in your desk, then." said Ms. Billings. She raised Jameis's desktop. Among the notebooks and pencils was a baseball.
"See?" Shawn Redmond said excitedly. "Jameis did steal Sidney's baseball."
"Jameis, this is very bad!" said Ms. Billings. She reached for the baseball...
"Don't touch it!"
Everyone looked over at Carole Troy, who had stood up. "Jameis didn't steal it, Ms. Billings! Shawn stole it and put it in Jameis's desk to frame him!"
"Why would Shawn do that?" Ms. Billings asked, very skeptically.
"Because Shawn hates black people." Carole said simply. Jameis was black, and Shawn was white.
"You're lying!" Shawn yelled at Carole. "Jameis stole the ball!"
"Carole, how can you say Shawn stole it? How do you know?" said Ms. Billings.
"Because I saw him do it." Carole replied. She came up to Sidney's desk and said "And if you'll call my dad, and ask him to bring someone here who can take fingerprints, that will prove it." She had with her a plastic baggie, which had been holding her pencils and erasers until she emptied it, and was now holding it open.
"All right." said Ms. Billings, carefully picking up the baseball mostly by the laces and putting it in the baggie. Then she took the evidence to her desk. She looked up to see Carole by her (the teacher's) desk, already speed-dialing her cellphone from her book bag. She handed the phone to Ms. Billings.
"Commander Troy." the teacher heard through the phone. "Carole, is that you?"
"Hi Commander, this is Ms. Billings..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came into the classroom with Detective Julia Rodriguez. Jameis had insisted his grandfather be called, and his grandfather had arrived. Shawn's father Bill Redmond had also been called in, though no one present was sure who'd notified him. Bill Redmond glared at me as I came in, and I returned it; there was bad blood between us from a previous altercation between Carole and Shawn. (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 01.)
"Let's go into the hallway for a second." I said to all of the adults. We did just that.
After Ms. Billings told us what had happened, she handed Julia the baseball in its evidence baggie. I said "Okay, we'll need to get Sidney, Shawn, Jameis, and your fingerprints, Ms. Billings. Then we can----"
"You're not taking my son's fingerprints!" snarled Bill Redmond, who was hotheaded and mean-tempered. "I'll sue you to death if you try! And my son has already told you that that black kid stole the baseball. Why hasn't the black boy been suspended already?"
"Because another student said she saw Shawn take the ball and put it in Jameis's desk." said Ms. Billings.
"Who is that little liar?" snarled Redmond. "I want his or her name."
"Don't answer that." I said to Ms. Billings. Then I turned to Bill Redmond and confronted him. "Let me make this very clear, Mr. Redmond. This is about to become a formal, criminal investigation. I have the right to take your son's fingerprints, and without a warrant... it's called 'physical characteristics', and we Police do it all the time. Feel free to waste your money enriching a lawyer if you like, but I will take your son's fingerprints."
"I'll physically stop you if you try." threatened Redmond.
"Oh really." I said. squaring up to him. "Detective Rodriguez, call Headquarters and have them send down two Uniformed Officers. They'll be arresting Bill Redmond if he tries to stop me... and transporting Mr. Redmond to the hospital, to have a crowbar removed from his ass after I shove mine in there."
Julia got out her cellphone and made the call, then we went into the classroom. "Hello, kids!" I said brightly. "Would you like to see how we Police Officers process a crime scene?"
"YEAAAHHH!!" a classroom full of second graders replied enthusiastically.
"Okay, we have the baseball here." I said. "Detective Rodriguez is going to take fingerprints."
Julia began the process as she explained the steps to the class. After applying the chemical spray, she trained the darklight on the baseball. Fingerprints glowed on it, and Julia took snapshots with her Police iPhone.
"Okay, Ms. Billings's print came back from the FBI database." said Julia. "She was fingerprinted when she applied to become a teacher. Now we have two clear sets of prints, so we'll take Sidney's prints, and Shawn and Jameis's prints, and see who held the baseball last."
Sidney went first, and pressed his fingers to Julia's iPhone. Then Jameis went, after his grandfather told him to do it. Last, was Shawn.
"I don't want to do this." Shawn said.
"You don't have a choice, Shawn." Detective Rodriguez said.
"Don't cooperate, Shawn." snarled his dad. "Smear your fingers so they can't get a print."
"Shawn," I said loudly enough everyone could hear. "As the Town & County Police Commander, let me explain what is going to happen if you don't cooperate."
I took out a pair of handcuffs and said "First, I will arrest you and take you to Police Headquarters, and we will fingerprint you there. We've forced many adults a lot stronger than you to give their prints, and we'll do the same for you." Shawn was looking very nervously at the handcuffs.
"Second," I continued, "if your father tries to interfere in any way again, I'm going to arrest him. He will go to prison, Shawn, and you will not see him again for ten years. Ten years, Shawn. So... what will it be?'
Shawn looked at his father, as did I. Redmond said nothing. Just then the two Uniformed Officers came in.
"Okay, let's take this to Headquarters." I said, motioning to the Officerds. "Take Redmond and his son into custody---"
"All right, all right!" snarled an exasperated Bill Redmond. "Sean, let them take your fingerprint." Sean pressed his fingers to Julia's Police iPhone. Not even a minute later, the results came in.
"Sidney's prints, and Shawn's prints." said Detective Rodriguez. "Jameis's prints are not on the baseball at all." The kids cheered. Marie turned and fist-bumped Carole, who was sitting behind her.
Bill Redmond's face was redder than his son's hair. "This doesn't prove a thing! You will not do anything to my son----"
"Let's take it outside." I ordered.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We adults went to the Principal's Office. Julia Rodriguez had stayed behind, answering questions from the class about the process that had happened, and other things that interested them about the Police.
"In light of the evidence and his false accusation," said the Principal, Mrs. Carson, "Shawn will be suspended for the rest of this school year."
"In-school suspension?" asked Ms. Billings.
"Theft-by-taking and attempting to frame another child for the theft is too much for in-school suspension." I said.
"You are NOT suspending MY child!" Bill Redmond yelled. "I don't care about that fingerprint crap! If my child said that black kid did it, then that's what happened! Why isn't that black kid being suspended the rest of the year?"
'Because he didn't steal the baseball." I said. "Your son did."
Redmond yelled "Bullshit! My lawyers will barbecue every one of you alive if you try to suspend my kid for even one day!" For some reason, everyone was looking at me.
I tried to keep my voice calm as I said "Right now, everyone," I said, "this is pretty much a school matter. But we not only have fingerprint evidence, we have the eyewitness testimony of a student who has been sworn in as an Auxiliary Police Detective, that being Carole Troy."
"Your daughter?!" shouted Bill Redmond. "All the more reason I'm going to fight you like hell! Your daughter is as dishonest as you are! And not only that, you fathered a halfbreed child, and the Governor had to pardon you for raping that woman---UHK!"
Nope, I didn't remain calm. I shoved my crowbar into Redmond's neck as I shoved him against the wall. "Say that again, asswipe, especially about my daughter, and I'll rip your throat out!" Because of what he'd said about Tasha, no one else seemed to be witnessing my exercise of Police power, much less my fury as a father.
I released him, but stayed in his face as I angrily said: "Get the picture here, you son of bitch! Your son is a racist and tried to frame a black boy for a crime he didn't commit. And I strongly suspect he learned his racism from his father. You say one more word... ONE MORE WORD!... and it'll become a formal criminal matter. I'll arrest Shawn. He will be tried in Juvie Court, and I have the evidence to put him away until he is eighteen years old... for the theft as well as the hate crime. He will be in jail... jail! Redmond!... and if you think Juvie Prison is any less horrific than adult prison, you got another think coming!"
"You son of a bitch!" Redmond hissed.
"Okay, fine." I said. "I'll go make the arrest----"
"All right!" snarled Redmond, stopping me as I was about to walk out. "Mrs. Carson, let's talk without this rapist cop here."
"I want Commander Troy here." said Mrs. Carson. "I fear for my safety and that of my employees and children in your presence without him here." Redmond's eyes widened in shock as well as anger...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't know how Carole saw Shawn steal the baseball and put it in Jameis's desk." said Ms. Billings as she, Jameis's grandfather and I walked back to her classroom, followed by the two Uniformed Officers.
"How did Shawn sneak off to do it in the first place?" I asked. "However he did it, she must've done it the same way. She must've seen Shawn sneak off, and she followed him." I said. Ms. Billings didn't seem convinced. I made deductions.
"So Shawn won't be returning to this class?" asked Jameis's grandfather.
"No sir." I said. "Shawn is suspended for the rest of the year, and will have to continue his lessons online, if he bothers. His father wanted to transfer him to the County High school system, and that'll happen next year, but Shawn is still suspended and it's on his permanent school record. I will also be filing a Police report of the incident."
"I appreciate you doing this, Commander." said Jameis's grandfather. "Without you, and your daughter, they'd be trying to put my grandson in Juvie for a crime he didn't commit."
"Not if I can help it." I said. Then I turned to him and said "There is one thing you can do to thank me. Tell everyone you know what happened here today. Tell it to your friends, the Black Business Council, your church, to everyone."
"I'll do that." the man said. "And for older people like me, it'll have a positive effect. But young blacks? They need a whole lot more to happen before they'll give the Police any benefit of the doubt."
"So tell me, how do I create that benefit?" I asked. "What can I do to improve things between the Black Community and the Police?"
Jameis's grandfather looked at me, then said "I don't know if I have an answer to give you, Commander..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, in spite of the fact that a TCPD Detective was in the room, Shawn was confronting Carole. "You're a snitch!" he said as he walked over towards her.
"I'm not a snitch!" Carole declared, standing up to meet the threat. "I am the Police, and you better get used to it!"
"I'm going to kick your ass at recess." Shawn threatened.
"Bring it on, loser!" Carole fired back. "I whipped you already, and I'll do it again!" The other kids were enjoying the spectacle, and cheered at Carole's words.
Shawn was about to do something stupid and try to hit Carole, and Detective Rodriguez was about to intervene, when we came in. "Shawn, come with me." Ms. Billings said. Shawn was being escorted to the Principal's Office, and would not be seen at Eastside Elementary again.
"I just want to say something." said Jameis's grandfather. "There was a time when it was dangerous to speak up, especially for a black person being accused or bullied by a white person. I'm old enough to remember those times."
He went over and extended his hand to Carole, and said "Thank you, child. Thank you for coming forward, and telling the truth."
"You're welcome, sir." Carole said politely, shaking his hand. "But I did it because Jameis is my friend. And it was the right thing to do, no matter what color he is."
"It was the Iron Crowbar thing to do!" Marie said loudly, generating cheers from her classmates.
"Yes." said Your Iron Crowbar, the original one. "Yes it was. Here, Carole, hold this for me... for the rest of the day. Don't lose it." I handed my wide-eyed daughter the red crowbar as the other students said "Wowwwww!"
"That one's Tommy." Julia Rodriguez said to me, having identified Tommy for me at my request.
"Hey, Tommy, come up here a second." I said. Tommy came up as the other kids stopped to watch.
I said "I understand your cousin was in the Army Rangers in Afghanistan?"
"Yes sir." said Tommy. "He's home now, but he has trouble finding a job." (Author's note: 'Homewrecker', Ch. 02.)
"Tommy," I said, extending my card. "Have your cousin call me. I might have something for him."
"Gee, thanks Mr. Crowbar!" Tommy said. He pocketed my card.
Ms. Billings returned, and we took the opportunity to leave. Class would not be as exciting for the rest of the day, we knew...
Part 2 - The Science is Settled, All Right
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 1st, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "The Republican primary races are getting ugly!"
Bettina began: "The Republican primary race for Lieutenant Governor has reached new lows in levels of hatred and vitriol, as candidates Ruby Russell, daughter of the late U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, squares off against former State Secretary of State Brian Cagle."
Bettina: "Cagle, who resigned as Secretary of State rather than comply with a judge's order to certify Sharon Marshall as Lieutenant Governor, was accused by Ms. Russell of being complicit in the Republican Caucus scandal a year and a half ago, where there was widespread disparity between the votes cast and those reported by the State Republican Party." (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 02-03.)
Bettina: "Cagle has fired back at Ms. Russell, accusing her of lying to authorities to help cover up her father's complicity in the rape of a woman, and of not cooperating with authorities in the matter of her father's death, which was ruled a suicide but the case never formally closed. He also taunted Ms. Russell with comments that she was, quote, 'woefully inexperienced in the rough-and-tumble of State politics', unquote, insinuating that Ms. Russell would be ineffective and helpless in the face of brutal budget negotiations."
Bettina: "The one thing the candidates do agree on is their shared loathing of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared. Both candidates have condemned Jared as being a racist, whose abusive policies towards hardworking Undocumented Workers have harmed the Republican Party's image. Both candidates also said they will not work with current Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall if Marshall wins the Governor's race."
Bettina: "And in that Republican primary for Governor, Jared sycophant Sharon Marshall blasted her opponent, State Attorney General Karl Handel, for ducking out of a debate scheduled for Monday, the night before the primary vote on Tuesday, May 5th. Marshall has repeatedly attacked her opponent for his role in the Republican caucus scandal, while State AG Handel has accused Marshall of being a Jared clone that would continue his policies of racism and misogyny."
Bettina "And now let's bring in Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling." The camera split-screened to show Frazier. "Karl, what are the State and local numbers telling us?"
Frazier: "In the State races, Bettina, it's a neck-and-neck dogfight between Ruby Russell and Brian Cagle, but the real news is that both candidates are very unpopular with voters expected to vote Republican next Tuesday. When asked if they would have preferred a third candidate, a whopping 67% of respondents said they would. And whoever wins the primary will face a huge uphill battle against the expected Democrat nominee, State Senator Corey Coons."
"What about the local races, Karl?" Bettina asked before Frazier could bring up the Marshall-Handel race.
Frazier: "The contested races are pretty strongly contested, Bettina. In the Council race for Reginald B.F. Lewis's seat, Edgar Silas and Dr. Joseph E. Williams are in a very tight race, 48-48%. And in Malinda Adams's Council District, Ms. Adams leads challenger Stacey Jacobs 54-46%..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How can that be?" Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle asked as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room, drinking coffee.
"What's that?" Sheriff Griswold asked.
"How can Malinda Adams be ahead in the race against Stacey Jacobs?" Teresa replied. "After all, Stacey Jacobs is black, and nearly militant black at that."
I replied: "Malinda Adams's district is most of the University campus, the areas south of it, and goes across University Avenue to a section of Town north of Jefferson Avenue. It doesn't have nearly the black population of the areas further south and west, which are in Reginald B.F. Lewis's district."
"Ergo," I continued, "that district is strongly Left-leaning, and the winner of this primary should easily win the General Election in November, but... how shall I say this?... the demographics don't really support the platform Stacey Jacobs is running on. They're more interested in their own causes of gender inequality, gay rights, and the fraud that is Climate Change."
"Climate Change is a fraud?" Cindy asked, a bit darkly. "The science is settled, isn't it?"
"Harrumph." I grunted. "Just because John Kerry says that doesn't make it true. My degree is in Chemistry, so I'm a lot more of a scientist than John Kerry and most of these Socialist politicians are. And I say the science is settled, all right... it's fraudulent."
"You're saying that dozens of scientists, dozens of college professors, are wrong?" Cindy asked, her voice dangerously near a sneer towards me.
"Yes I am." I said strongly. "First of all, these same scientists, these so-called 'experts', were saying in the 1970s that we were experiencing global cooling, and we were headed to a new Ice Age. Only thirty years later, a very short time for geologic conditions to flip, they were saying it's global warming. When that contradiction was pointed out, they decided a new name was needed, so they, in association with their agenda-driven Media allies, began calling it 'climate change' or 'global climate disruption'."



"Based on the science." Cindy replied. She should be a professional softball pitcher, I thought to myself.
"And here's what's happening with that." I replied, handing out a sheet of blank notebook paper to each of my three Angels. "Teresa, hand me that piece of paper and tell me it shows man-made climate change is a fraud. Then Cindy can hand me a piece of paper that claims climate change is real. Tanya can give me her sheet of paper and say whatever she wants. I'll play the U.S. EPA, the Government agency pumping out the money to study this. Go ahead."
Teresa handed me a piece of notebook paper and said "Climate Change is a fraud."
"Oh, why thank you for this." I replied. "We don't need for you to study this any further."
I nodded to Cindy, who all but flung her piece of notebook paper at me. I said "Oh, this agrees with our political agenda that climate change is real. We need for you to study this further. Here's a hundred million dollars in grant money for you to keep studying this. Okay, Tanya, whaddya got?"
Tanya slid her paper over and said "Uh, I'll just say climate change is real, so I can get the hundred million."
"That's exactly what I wanted and expected to hear." I said. "Here's a hundred million dollars for you to study climate change further. And as the Government, I have billions to give away to study this more... as long as you conclude what our agenda wants you to conclude. Teresa gets left out, since she found the truth, not what we the EPA wanted to hear."
Teresa said "Good thing I inherited my hundred million, n'est pas?" We all laughed at that.
"But the point is well made." said Sheriff Griswold. "And the same people paying for the so-called research are the ones that are demanding you 'trust the science'."
"So what is the point of doing that?" asked Chief Moynahan. "What is the end benefit?"
"Political gain." I said. "The redistribution of wealth, and the crushing of capitalism. The Left, should they get power, will say that 'climate change is the greatest threat we face', and use that to regulate energy production to the point it's destroyed, and to regulate businesses to the point they can't profit because they're spending all their time trying to meet the onerous regulations. Their costs go up to the point they can't continue. And transportation by air, rail, and trucks will be so impacted and become so expensive that they can't operate any more."
I continued: "And it also allows the Left to redistribute wealth. The ridiculous Kyoto and Paris Accords were nothing but a pure effort to drain America's business wealth into the semi-Socialist states of Europe. Any American President that would agree to such a theft of America's production and achievement is nothing more than a traitor to this nation and our citizens."
"Why don't the Republicans say something?" asked Captain Tanya P. Muscone. "Why aren't they calling the Democrats out on it?"
"Because of the corrupt group that is the most dangerous threat to our Freedom today: the God-damned Mainstream Media." I replied.
I went on: "Some Conservatives DO call out the Dems over the fraud, but the Media calls them every vile name they can think of, including to accuse them of wanting people to drink dirty water. And that's only when they can't stop us from hearing any opinion that is not in jackbooted lockstep with the Media's downright Socialist agenda."
"And to that point," I said, "If Teresa's paper here were to get out to public viewing, the Media would tell the Public that 'those are just political Conservative talking points', while whatever agrees with them is 'proven, settled science' that we are expected to believe."
"Strong letter to fol-lowww." said Chief Moynahan as I paused to catch my breath.
"I'm glad you're ambivalent about it, Crowbar." teased Griswold, his mustaches twitching merrily.
"I'd apologize for the 'waxing poetic' and the diatribe," I said, "but the fraud of 'climate change' is one of my pet peeves in this world, and something that people need to realize."
Cindy got up and said "Excuse me a moment." She rushed out of the room.
"Was it something you said, Mister Crowbarrrr?" Chief Moynahan said, meaning it humorously.
"No sir." I said. "I suspect Commander Ross is in the ladies room, getting sick... and she would've done so no matter what we were discussing."
"She got sick yesterday morning, too." said Teresa. "She didn't want me to tell y'all about it, and said it'd pass."
"Is she okay?" asked the Chief. "Is there a flu bug going around?"
"No sir." I said. "I strongly suspect it's... morning sickness." Yes, that got me a few hard looks.
"You're all Detectives." I said in reply to the looks. "Observe and deduce, people. Observe and deduce..."
Part 3 - May Day Activities
9:00am, Friday, May 1st. It was one of 'those' days, where we did promotions and medals. The proper uniform was 'semi-formal', with ribbons instead of full medals, and we MOV recipients had all agreed to not wear the actual medals around our necks, saving those times for the bigger February and August ceremonies.
"Feeling better?" I asked as Cindy came into my office with the 'bling'.
"Much." Cindy said. "And I hear tell the cat somehow got out of the bag about my
'condition'."
"You're in a building full of the best Detectives on the planet." I replied. "Cats do escape bags around here."
"And not just here." Cindy replied. "It was your eldest daughter that asked her mother why my cheeks were so rosy, prompting your wife to all but force me to come to her office for an appointment, whereupon she confirmed... that I'm pregnant."
"Congratulations." I said, as it was the first time Cindy had admitted it. "Actually, Carole asked me first about your rosy cheeks, and I told her to go ask her mother about it." That made Cindy chuckle. I then said "Okay, what are we giving away today?"
"Mostly Certificates of Achievement." Cindy said. "Two of those are for you, for your part in the solving the 'Faster Than Light' serial killer case in Atlanta, and for delivering Jack Muscone to his wedding by... unapproved methods."
"The next time we have to jump out of a plane wired with explosives, I'll try to get your approval beforehand." I replied. "So Julia Rodriguez is getting a Certificate?"
"Yes." said Cindy. "Captain Muscone, Captain Perlman at the time, thought she rose above the pack on the Stoddard murder. I suspect résumé-padding for future promotions, but I'm okay with it. Anyhoo, there are Certs for a number of Uniformed Officers. Patrolman Kevin Buchannan is getting one, for issuing the most citations that held up in Court. And then there's one.. for Sergeant McCombs."
"What?!" I almost exploded. "What did that dirtbag do to deserve anything?"
Sergeant McCombs was the dirtiest Officer still employed by the TCPD. He'd worked with Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples', dirty Commander Brownlee, Brett Bryce, and Jeremy Hatch. And he and Justin Hendricks always seemed to show up when something dirty was going on. (Author's note: 'The Porno Set Mystery', Ch. 01; 'Silverfish', Ch. 02-03; 'Going Rogue', Ch. 03-04; 'Red Squad', Ch. 02, 04; among others.)
"He made a drug bust here while we were in Teresa's hometown." Cindy said. "He pulled over a car with four black men, all in their early 20s, and found three kilos of dirty smack and one of fentanyl hidden in the trunk."
"Damn, I don't remember seeing that when I reviewed everything." I said, getting introspective in my thinking. "And I don't have time to look at it now."
"I looked at it when I first saw the citation." said Cindy. "It seemed legit, and Sergeant McGhillie and Lt. Hewitt both passed off on it."
"And that's part of the problem." I said as we collected the 'bling' into the boxes and walked into the hallway. "Don't Hewitt and McGhillie know what a dirtbag McCombs is? Anything he does should be thoroughly reviewed."
"Well, it's spilt milk now." Cindy replied. "And it may be all good. Even a blind squirrel finds an acorn every once in a while..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Ceremonies went smoothly and efficiently. We swore in two new Officers. One of them was Detective Lisa Monroe from the City Police Department (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 01.). We'd hired her away from them as a Detective-2, and she was joining our Vice Squad.
Also being sworn in was Captain Damien Thompson's wife LaTasha, as an Auxiliary Police Officer. She was working in Intel as a civilian, but now had the authority to carry and use a firearm if necessary.
I got a sense of something on two occasions. The first was when Sergeant McCombs was awarded his Certificate of Achievement. He looked rather smug as the Chief handed him the framed certificate, but I noticed that his fellow Police Officers seemed unhappy about it... even Officers Justin Hendricks and Jeremy Hatch, who normally were McCombs's cronies. And the black Police Officers did not applaud McCombs's receiving the award.
Next was Julia Rodriguez's Certificate... I sensed that the other Detectives weren't particularly happy about her receiving that award.
The largest applause was when Chief Moynahan announced that the brackets for the Police Boxing Matches would be posted later that afternoon.
After the ceremonies were over, I told Lt. Commander Croyle to let Lt. Hewitt and Sr. Sgt. McGhillie know that I wanted to meet with them later in the day, and that it was about the McCombs award.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had Captain Tanya Muscone go to my office immediately. Once she was parked and I was seated, I said "I'm curious about that cert for Julia Rodriguez. Why did you put her in for it?"
Tanya replied "She really stepped up and challenged Tracy Stone when Stone was about to make a mess of things. I thought Julia showed good leadership and good thinking in working to keep the case preserved." When I just nodded thoughtfully, she asked "Something wrong, sir?"
I replied "I'm not sure. Tell you what, do a quiet, private poll of your Lieutenants, and see how that award went over with Rodriguez's colleagues. And the other thing I wanted to ask you about was that drug bust McCombs made while we were in Teresa's hometown. I didn't know about it until I saw McCombs's cert today. It's my bad that I didn't see it, but while I have you here now, give me your two bits on that."
Tanya's face got a little worried and also 'inquiring' as she said "No sir, it's my bad that you didn't hear about that. I should've briefed you on it earlier. What happened is that Intel Branch had been putting together some stuff on Jacquez Wilson and his gang, the 'Block House Boyz'. Jacquez has been cutting into T-Mac's turf, and there have been some shooting skirmishes that we fear may become a drug war in the Southwestern Ghetto." (Author's note: 'Time Flies', Ch 01.)
Tanya: "Our undercover man J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry has made some inroads into Wilson's gang, though not enough to become a full member or anything like that. So we have some names, car tags, and burner phone numbers we've been following. Wilson has become more active in the drug trade recently, and word in several places is that he's raising money to arm blacks for what the FBI believes is about to be upcoming black unrest and riots all around the country."
Tanya: "So McCombs is driving down County Road 5 when he spots a brown Impala driving east on a private property farm road. When they turned onto County 5, he pulled them over. The car tag was one that Intel knew about, and the radio dispatcher told McCombs that, so he made the four men get out of the car. He frisked them for weapons, finding none on their persons, then he called in the drivers license of the driver. His real name matched that of one of Jacquez's top lieutenants, who goes by the nickname 'Toddler'."
Tanya: "So McCombs called in for backup, and Justin Hendricks and Jeremy Hatch arrived shortly afterwards. No, I don't know why Hatch was on patrol. McCombs also called in for Sergeant Tango, our drug dog. Tango alerted, and the smack and fentanyl was found in a hiding place in the trunk that's a pretty standard place to hide stuff. Additionally, a firearm was found in the glove compartment of the car."
"What's the status of the four perps?" I asked.
"Two are out on bail, awaiting trial." said Tanya. "And you don't need me to tell you who the judge was that gave them bail: Nance. He did set it at $100,000 apiece, and only two of the perps, 'Toddler' and 'Camo', made bail. The other two are rotting in County Jail, last I heard."
"So they've skipped Town?" I asked.
"I can get Intel to check and see, sir." said Tanya.
"Do that." I said. "And be prepared for a meeting today, with your Lieutenants also attending. You can go."
"If I may, sir," Tanya said, "Lisa Monroe was hired into Vice. I'm thinking you want me to partner her with Joan Laurer?"
"You are thinking correctly." I said. "And Grubby Paul will officially be partnered with 'Ice Cube' Perry..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Tanya drove out at a high rate of speed, I turned to my computer and looked up the McCombs bust. I read the Police reports, McCombs's and Hendricks's reports, and the report of the K-9 Corps handler of Sergeant Tango. I also saw how I'd missed it: it hadn't been properly filed nor notated in the Duty Logs.
I called Lt. Commander Croyle into my office, and pointed out the discrepancies. She made a note on her notepad, and I knew some asses would be missing chunks in the near future, and rightfully so.
"In the meantime," I said, "let's you and me look at this. By sheer coincidence I'm sure, this happened on the night of Friday, April 10th, while we were in your hometown."
We began perusing the case. I said "It looks clean and legit. Probable cause is a bit weak, though. McCombs says he was patrolling south on County Road 5 when he spotted the car coming east from a dirt road that went through a farm field. He pulled it over when the car turned onto County Road 5."
Teresa said "McCombs wrote that his probable cause was the intel that had been developed on the perps, especially on the driver 'Toddler'. And by the way, where do they come up with those wonderful nicknames?"
"Same places we do... Iron Wolf." I quipped. "And yeah, that'll hold up in Court... in Court... Ohhhhh, shit!"
"What?" Teresa asked.
I shook my head, then said "Okay, McCombs said he called for backup, and Hendricks and Hatch responded that they were nearby and were responding. Their dashcam was on when they got there." I pulled up the footage from the evidence servers.
I narrated as I watched: "The video shows the four men sitting on the edge of the road behind their car and McCombs's car, none of them cuffed, with McCombs watching over them. Then Sergeant Tango and his handler show up ten minutes after being called for. The dog alerts on camera, McCombs makes the search, finds the contraband quickly enough. Then Hatch finds the firearm in the glove compartment. Hatch's Officer-cam was not on."
Teresa said "The four men got angry when the gun was produced. They were all saying that wasn't in there, and that Hatch had planted it. McCombs told them to shut up, and the evidence was bagged and tagged. Then two CSIs showed up and took charge of the vehicle as McCombs, Hendricks, and Hatch cuffed the four men and took them to County Jail."
I said "Seems cut and dried, no whining when the drugs were found, only when the weapon was found. Sooooo, what happened in Court? Hmmm, per this Court record, they were represented en masse by... ah, crap!... Gwen Munson, of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C. That doubly sucks."
"Why?" Teresa asked.
"I'll tell you in a minute." I said. "So they all pled 'not guilty', and demanded the preliminary hearing not be waived on the gun charge. Nance agreed, and set the date for... good grief, next Monday, May 4th."
"May the Fourth be with you, young Skywalker." Teresa said.
"And we'll need it." I replied. "But sheesh!... that's a long damn time to give Munson for a preliminary hearing."
"I hadn't thought about that, but you're right, sir." said Teresa. "It is a long time."
"Okay, what time is the Police Boxing Matches bracket reveal?" I asked.
"One o'clock." said Teresa. "Not that I care; I'm prohibited from participating."
"Me too." I said. "And I say that as Defending Champion unable to defend his title... for the second time."
"So something bad happens every time you win." Teresa said with a straight face. "All the more reason to keep you out of it."
"Unfortunately you're right." I said. "Okay, put out the word: after that, have the Precinct Captains and Lieutenants, meaning Sr. Sgt. McGhillie as well, and the Captain of Detectives and her Lieutenants Three in the Main Conference Room. Feel free to invite Deputy Chief Ross, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Moynahan was at a meeting with Sheriff Griswold, the Fire Chief, EMS Chief, and Public Health Officer. Our Sheriff liked to buy them lunch and talk candidly on the 1st or 2nd of every month.
Ergo, it was left to Your Iron Crowbar to execute the most dangerous assignment in the TCPD: putting up the brackets for the Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division). Captain Thompson helped me put up the large sheets of paper behind the glass mounted on the gymnasium wall, then we got out of the way. I pointed at Lt. Rudistan, who pushed the handle on the gym door to release the lock, then ran out of the way.
With neither Cindy nor Teresa holding them back, the Officers burst through the door and rushed to the brackets on the wall in a huge group, some running at the top of their speed, and not hesitating to push others out of their way...
*TWEEET!*
The Police whistle was blown by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "What in the HELL are you people DOING?" she yelled angrily. "Get your asses back to the door and out of here! MOVE! NOW!" We just watched, stunned, as the Iron Wolf moved everyone back to the door, then stood in front of it once they were in the hallway.
"If you can't comport yourselves with discipline and patience," Teresa yelled, "then don't come in here! You will not embarrass me in front of the Police Commander like that again!"
Then she backed out of the way and blew the whistle... and everyone rushed in again, though not quite as badly as the previous time. Cindy and I were laughing as Teresa came up to us.
"You just couldn't resist being a badass one more time, could you?" I teased my Operations Commander.
Teresa just 'shrugged' her eyebrows in acquiescence, then asked "Who are the top seeds?"
"Julia Rodriguez is in the No. 1 slot." I said. "She's the only one of last year's final eight left. We can't compete, and neither can Rudistan, Davis, nor Hewitt. And Irwin is... no longer with us." We all paused for a moment at the memory of Lt. Irwin and his passing. (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family'.)
"The Chief should've let the Lieutenants compete." Cindy said.
"He should've let the Commanders compete, also, but that ship has sailed." I replied. "Anyway, Julia is in the No. 1 slot, with Kalsu and Patrick of the SWAT Team at No. 2 and No. 3. And I think some people will be surprised at No. 4: Joan Laurer."
"I'm not surprised." said Tanya Muscone, who was watching with us. "Hell, I'd have put her in the No. 1 slot. She's been training hard for this."
"What about the division where they actually box?" asked Teresa.
"In the regular Boxing division, Lieutenants and Captains can compete." I said. "So we've got Rudistan, Morton, Towson, and Hewitt, along with Detective George Newman and a fair amount of Uniformed Officers. We have a female division in regular boxing, but only four women entered. It won't surprise me if Lydia Green wins that..."



Part 4 - Teachable Moments
At 1:30pm, we trickled into the Main Conference Room. With the Chief and Sheriff still at their working lunch, I led the meeting, taking the chair at the end of the table nearest the door. Commander Cindy Ross took the chair at the far side of the table. To my right, nearest the door, was Captain Tanya P. Muscone, and to her right were Lieutenants Mary Milton, Jerome Davis, and Micah Rudistan.
On my left was Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle, then Captains Hewitt and Abram, then Lt. DeLong and Sr. Sgt. McGhillie.
Filling the 12th and last chair, to Cindy's left, was ADA Savannah Fineman. She had called Tanya about the case, as the preliminary hearing was Monday, and was told about this meeting.
"Thank you all for coming." I said. "I wanted to touch base with all of you about this drug case, and I apologize for not doing this sooner. First, where do we stand on this preliminary hearing? And is Gwen Munson confirmed to be the Defense attorney?"
ADA Fineman said "I've sent out subpoenas for Sergeant McCombs, Officers Hendricks and Hatch, Lt. Milton, and Sonali. And Gwen Munson has handled everything so far, so as far as I know she'll be defending them Monday."
"Why Sonali?" Cpt. Muscone asked.
"Isn't she the normal Vice data guru?" Savannah answered with a question.
"That used to be the case." said Mary Milton. "But now we spread the load around in Intel, except Purvis handles the major financial stuff. Having said that, I think Sonali is still the right point of contact for the stuff we've worked up on Jacquez Wilson and this bunch of losers McCombs busted."
"Okay," I said, "I've read through the reports, looked at the video, and skimmed over what Intel Branch had prepared, and I have one question: what gave McCombs probable cause to pull over that car?"
Sr. Sergeant McGhillie said "He saw a suspicious car come off a farm road onto County Road 5, sir."
"Is that illegal?" I asked.
"Not on its own, sir," said McGhillie, "but the car and car tags had already been identified as the property of a person or persons working with Jacquez Wilson, known for drug distribution. McCombs called in the tag, and was informed of that. And that'd be enough to pull them over."
"That's debatable." said Cindy.
"I think it was plenty enough." said Savannah Fineman. "Especially since the car was seen on a farm road that is not a public road but on private property that was not the car owner's."
"Hold on, folks." I said. "First, to play Devil's Advocate, we're starting to accumulate a big timeframe for McCombs to have seen the car, gotten behind it, radioed it in, gotten an answer, then pulled the car over. From what I'm seeing, he pulled it over pretty quickly after it turned onto County 5. Is that not so?"
"Within 100 feet, sir." said Mary Milton. "And he hit them with the lightbar just as soon as they turned on to County 5."
"And why is that a problem?" asked Savannah.
"It's not." I said. "And don't get me wrong, here. I may not be doing a good job of asking the questions to get where I want to go. So let me ask this, Ms. Fineman: when you go into that hearing Monday, in Judge Harry Nance's Court, the first thing out of defense attorney Gwen Munson's potty mouth will be 'what was McCombs's probable cause?'. What will your response be?"
Savannah said "What Sergeant McGhillie just said. Suspicious car on a farm road, known to be involved in drug distribution."
"And that's what I'm getting to." I said. "How was it known to be suspicious, so that McCombs could be told it was suspicious?"
"Our intel, sir." said Mary Milton. I gave her a dark look; I had wanted to hear that from Savannah herself.
"And how was that intel developed Ms. Fineman?" I asked.
"Ohhhh..." Tanya groaned. She then looked at me with less than zero perkiness on her face and said "I see where you're going with this, sir."
"Share with the whole class." replied Teresa Croyle.
"I'll be glad to." I said. "Lieutenant Milton, am I correct that this intel was developed by either an embedded C.I. or undercover Police Officer?"
"Yes." said Mary, also starting to understand. "Ice Cube." She meant Detective J.J. Perry, our deep undercover man.
"And here's the 'teachable moment', Commander Croyle, and everyone." I said. "We have C.I.s and sometimes undercover Detectives who are so valuable that we have been willing to drop cases and let the perps go free rather than reveal the identities of those assets. We have as one of our Vice Detectives a man that most of you have probably never seen; and if you did, you didn't realize he was part of the TCPD like yourselves."
Your Iron Crowbar: "When we have a case big enough that we don't want to let it go, we work to find other means of confirming our data, so that when we go to Court we can give that as the probable cause without having to expose our C.I. or Officer. The intel this asset was bringing us was building up for something far bigger than just busting four lowlifes on a farm road."
Me: "It probably should not have been disseminated to McCombs when he radioed in the car tag. We might have been a wee bit too efficient, there, Ms. Milton. I'm not placing blame, just pointing this out so we can do better in the future. But the issue, Ms. Fineman, is if we want to just drop this case or not, especially if Gwen Munson tries to get our asset publicly identified."
"Do we have a workaround now?" asked Teresa.
"I don't know." said Savannah. "If we have to put McCombs on the stand, he will very likely say what he put in his Police Report, that he radioed in the car tag and it came back flagged."
"And Gwen Munson knows that already," Tanya said, "and has probably already worked out a line of attack. But... you don't think she knows enough to go after our asset, do you?"
I replied: "Think about it: Gwen Munson herself is the attorney for four dirtbags! She normally does not handle this riffraff; she handles big-time clients. So her personal involvement in this has my hackles up."
"It may not matter." said Fineman. "The charge the four dirtbags didn't waive the preliminary hearing for is the gun possession charge."
"And to that point," I said, holding up a CSI report, "is this correct that there were no fingerprints found on the one gun found in the car? Not on the gun nor the cartridges? No prints at all? "
"That is correct." ADA Fineman replied. "But it was still found in the car, in the glove compartment, so we can charge them for it."
"No fingerprints at all." I said with emphasis, which ADA Fineman was studiously trying to ignore. "That in itself is almost 'reasonable doubt' to pin this gun charge on these four bozos. And that's another 'teachable moment' for all of you."
I continued: "I've seen this a lot of times: someone doesn't even squeak over one criminal charge, but fights like holy hell over another one, especially an added gun charge. They usually fight when they really are innocent. And that's the case here: the video shows all four perps not even blinking when the drugs were found... but raising hell when the gun was found."
"So what?" Fineman said, beginning to sound exasperated. "It was found in their possession!"
"So whose gun was it?" I asked. "Specifically whose?"
"It doesn't matter!" said Fineman. "I'm charging all four with it. And I'm expecting the three whose gun it's not to tell us whose gun it is. Is your Police Department going to help me get that out of them, or not?"
"First of all," I said, "you've had weeks to make that happen... and none of them have gone for the bait. Second, it's pretty obvious, at least to me, they're not going to snitch. And third, the gun was found by the most incompetent Police Officer on the Force, in tandem with the two most corrupt Officers on the Force, all of whom have their jobs only because I haven't found a way past the Union to get them kicked to the kerb."
"So what are you saying, Commander Troy?" said Savannah Fineman angrily, nearly yelling.
"Isn't it obvious?" I replied angrily. "I'm saying this gun was very likely planted! And even if it wasn't, how can you prove which individual's gun it was?"
"For God's sake!" Fineman yelled. "Why are you always trying to sabotage my cases?!"
"I'm not!" I yelled back. "I'm trying to point out how flimsy this is, and prevent you from getting your ass whipped in Court over it! You don't have a case here!"
"I don't agree." said Fineman. "I'm taking this to Court on Monday! Now are you going to help find out who the gun belonged to, or not?"
"What, help frame them?" Teresa Croyle asked. When ADA Fineman glared at her, Teresa said "Commander Troy is exactly right. That gun charge is so suspicious, and so easy to defeat, that it could kill your entire drug case."
Savannah Fineman began collecting her things to go. "I just don't get it." she said, as if talking to herself. "We've got four criminals dead-to-rights, yet you jerks are doing all you can to exonerate them and put them back on the streets to sell more drugs and kill people."
"That's not what we're doing." I said. "We're----"
"You're doing the same God-damned things you accused Gil Krasney of doing!" Savannah yelled as she stood up. "We have a case here, a good case, a big one! And you're bringing up every objection on behalf of the Defense that you can!"
She went for the door, saying "Those of you who got subpoenas, be ready to testify Monday morning!" She exited the room.
"Okayyyy." I said to break the silence in the room. "Despite what Ms. Fineman just said, I am going to look further into this, to get to the truth of it. Everyone not named 'Commander' or 'Muscone' is free to go... and should go." Everyone not named 'Commander' or 'Muscone' left quickly, leaving me with my three Angels.
"Was I wrong to say what I did?" Teresa asked as Cindy came up to sit by Tanya.
"Not at all." I said. "Except that you beat me to it."
"You think Savannah's trying to frame those guys?" Cindy asked, her eyes a bit wide-eyed.
"No, not her." I said. "She sees this as a big case, to help her in the election for Solicitor, and she's overlooking some obvious problems in order to make the case. However... did Hatch plant that gun, and was that possibly a situation planned by McCombs, Hendricks, and Hatch? Very possible."
"I wouldn't put it past them." Tanya said. "But how did they do it?"
I said "More teachable moments. We have to make sure the Intel we're developing on anything doesn't get out too soon. Again, I'm not bringing the crowbar down on anyone for being too helpful when McCombs radioed in the car tag; that shit happens sometimes. But my thesis is that someone knew of that Intel before that stop, and McCombs was just waiting on those guys when he caught them, rather than coincidentally come up the road at the same time."
"Because he hit the lightbar so fast?" Teresa asked.
I nodded, then said "And Hatch is not supposed to be on patrol. Unlike you, Iron Wolf, I have been able to force desk duty upon that slug, and Court courier duty. So he's patrolling with Hendricks? Coincidence? And Hendricks being so close by, and right there to back up McCombs? Coincidence? They're starting to become a steaming pile of suspicion, at least to me."
"I agree with every word you're saying." Tanya said. "I am just not understanding the 'why' of it."
Teresa said "You know, McCombs didn't have his Officer-cam on, nor his vehicle's dashcam when he pulled them over. All our information on that is from radio triangulation and Hendricks's dashcam. No telling what McCombs said to those guys before Hendricks got there... like maybe racial epithets."
"Stupid if he did, though." said Cindy. "Four of them, one of him---- ohhhh!"
"What?" Teresa asked, seeing me nod in knowing what Cindy was thinking.
"That would all but prove those guys didn't know that gun was in the glove compartment!" Cindy said. "McCombs starts going off on them, calling them the n-word or something, and he'd be getting shot."
"I entirely agree." I said. "Want a crowbar? Ohhh, that's right, you already have one." My Angels laughed, and Tanya and Cindy fist-bumped.
"All right." I said. "I'm going to go to County Jail and talk to the two perps we still have in custody."
"Is that a good idea?" asked Cindy. "They may have invoked already, and Fineman already thinks you're trying to screw up her case."
"To hell with what she thinks." I muttered. "Who wants to go with me?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Patrolmen Kevin Buchannan and Ron McElwane were driving along one of the side streets near Al Sharpton Elementary in the southwest corner of Town, in the Southwestern Ghetto that was the poorest area of the County. McElwane was white and Buchannan was black. (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 04; 'Only Time', Ch. 03; 'Time Flies', Ch. 02 for McElwane; 'Believer', Ch. 01 for Buchannan.)
"How's your baby doing?" asked McElwane as they drove along.
"Good." said Buchannan. "Growing like a weed---"
They were interrupted by the radio. "Be advised of a possible abduction. Black male, approximately 30 years old, 5'9" tall, medium build. Believed to be with a male child, black, 10 years old, wearing a red and white striped shirt and blue jeans..."
"Hey, what's that up there?" said McElwane, seeing a man and a boy walking through an empty lot between two buildings.
*WOOP-WHOOP!*
The siren blast stopped the pair, and they turned to face the Officers as they got out of the car.
"Get your hands up!" yelled McElwane, who had drawn his gun. Both the man and boy complied. "Get on your knees!"
"I'm unarmed." said the man.
"GET ON YOUR KNEES!" yelled McElwane.
"I ain't getting on my knees in front of my son." said the man.
"Hold up." said Buchannan, going forward.
"What are you DOING?" barked McElwane. "He may be armed! You're putting the child in danger!"
"Dude, chill out!" said Buchannan. "Lower your weapon." To the man he said "Put your hands on your head. Stay standing, but put your hands on your head." Both the man and boy complied.
"Okay, I've got to frisk you." said Buchannan.
"What's this about?" asked the man. "I didn't do nothing."
As he frisked the man, Buchannan said "We got a call about an abducted boy, matching your son's clothing. We gotta check it out." To McElwane he said loudly "He's clean!" McElwane did not holster his weapon but came closer, pointing it at the ground.
"Where's your ID?" McElwane asked harshly.
"ID?" the man said incredulously. "I ain't got no ID!"
"Y'all stay here a minute." said Buchannan. "Kid, can I talk to you a second?"
"Am I in trouble?" said the kid, who sounded as scared as he looked.
"No, not at all." said Buchannan as he led the kid a few feet away. "What's your name?"
"Oliver." said the kid. "Everyone calls me 'O'."
"Hi, O. I'm Kevin." said Buchannan. "Who is this man with you?"
"My dad." said O.
"Where you guys going?" Kevin asked.
"Home." said O. "My dad walks me home from school every day."
"Where do you live?" Kevin asked. Oliver gave him an address.
"Is your mom there?" Buchannan asked.
"My grandma is." said Oliver.
They went back to the others. "What's your address?" he asked. The man gave him an address, which matched what Oliver had said.
"Okay, let's take them there." said Buchannan...
Part 5 - Against the Grain
3:00pm, Friday, May 1st. Teresa was riding shotgun as I drove my Police SUV out of the parking lot onto Riverside Drive. Instead of turning left to go north, I turned right and went south.
"I'm going to get to County Jail by the long route of going up County Road 5." I said as we went down to MLK Jr. Avenue and turned west. Crossing the bridge over the River, I then turned north onto County Road 5.
"Here's the turnoff where McCombs spotted those guys." Teresa said. I pulled over to the side of the road and turned on my lightbar.
"Interesting." I said, looking around. "What do you see here, Commander Croyle?"
"A lot of flat farm fields." Teresa replied. "And they're not growing corn, here. What are those, carrots?"
"I dunno." I said. "But you're right, there's nothing tall being grown here. And that's what I wanted to see. McCombs was coming south on this road, so the driver coming east on that dirt road should've been able to see McCombs's Patrol cruiser from a good distance away."
"In plenty of time to throw that gun out of the car... if it was there and they knew it." Teresa said.
"Right you are, Iron Wolf." I said. "But it also helps McCombs's story. He saw them from a distance, then got behind them and pulled them over when they got to County 5."
"He couldn't see their license tag, though." said Teresa. "And according to the tracking of his car radio, he didn't stop for any length of time on this road. He turned off Jefferson and came south just in time to see them and pull them over right after they made the turn south."
"Well, he could've stopped them, radioed it in, got the info on the car being suspicious, then gotten out and made them get out of the car." I said. "But what interests me is the timing of him coming down the road just as they were getting to it... and he wasn't sitting there waiting for them. What about Hendricks and Hatch? Did their car stop?"
"Yes, off and on, a lot." said Teresa. "But they were in a Patrol cruiser, also, and farther north when the call came in. Which would make sense that they were nearby if they heard the call and came on down the road."
"It makes sense, and it's made to look like coincidentally good timing." I said. "Still, for those two clowns to be closest to the scene right when McCombs needs them to be... just a wee bit too much coincidence."
"So what are you thinking?" Teresa said. "Someone else was watching the perps, and alerted McCombs?"
"Yes." I said. "An unmarked car, or a drone But more than that, the perps were being watched coming out here in the first place."
"So they had the intel on 'Toddler' in advance," said Teresa, "found him, followed him, then alerted McCombs, who moved in and busted them. Aside from the fact that McCombs is dirty, I don't see the problem."
I said "Well... maybe I'm paranoid, going against the grain, seeing things that are really not there..." I was falling into a reverie.
"Bullshit." said Teresa. "That's why you're the Iron Crowbar. You do see what no one else sees, except Carole. And when you go against the grain, we all pay attention."
I nodded pensively, not responding to the attempt at humor about Carole "Yeah, and I'm seeing something here, too. What's on the other side of that dirt road?" I began looking it up on the map app on the small computer. "Hmm, it goes to the River, and stops. What is that north-south dirt road there?"
Teresa replied: "It goes along the River from the Hammondsville Highway to County Road 2 near the southern County line. Technically the farms here own the land up to the River, but the County has an easement or right-of-way to travel on the dirt road with County vehicles, including Police vehicles."
"Good place for a drug deal to go down?" I asked.
"Plenty of privacy." said Teresa. "But if a drone spots a group of people out here, it's something we the Police would quickly check out, especially after dark. It's a bit too lonely and open, if you know what I mean."
I nodded. "And we do patrol it. Kevin Greeley was found over there." (Author's note: 'The Other World', Ch. 03-04.) I then turned to Teresa and said "If it were anybody besides Sergeant McCombs, I'd be thinking nothing of this, nothing a'tall, and we wouldn't be out here looking at it. But it is McCombs, and something's just not right about this. Okay, let's go to County Jail."



I pulled onto the road, then turned off my lightbar as we headed north...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The two black men were brought into the Interrogation Room at County Jail. I specifically ordered that they not be handcuffed to the table, even though there was one of me and two of them.
Also present was their attorney, Hunter Harris, of the Rosemont & Burisma Law Firm. He was a Public Defender, and he looked a little bit like former World Chess Champion Garry Kasparov.
"How did you get assigned to this?" I asked as we met in the anteroom before going into the interrogation room. "I thought Gwen Munson was their attorney."
"These two split off, over the gun charge." said Hunter Harris. "They asked for a Public Defender, and I'm it. We're going to make the Motion to Sever during the Monday morning hearing, if the charge isn't dropped. I volunteered to represent them; those charges are crap, especially the gun charge."
"Just between you and me, completely off the record," I said, "what's really going on here?"
"I can't really speak to you about it." said the legal beagle. "I'll just say this. Savannah Fineman is the poster child of 'airhead blonde' if she really thinks she has a case, here. On the gun charge, anyway."
"They're really fighting that one hard." I mused, trying to keep my voice as casual as possible.
"And I don't blame them." said Harris.
We went inside. Hunter Harris sat at the end, to the right of his clients, as I sat down opposite them, reading their files.
I said "I know you've been read your rights, but you have not formally invoked yet." I looked at the files then looked at the man on the right, nearest the lawyer. I said musingly him: "Hmmm, 'JF', which stands for 'Jesus Freak'. How did you get that name? You hate or love Jesus?"
"You obviously didn't grow up Catholic." replied 'Jesus Freak'.
"No, I didn't." I said. "Says here you were in a Catholic orphanage in the City, and they didn't believe you when you said every kid there was being raped every night... until you killed two of their priests one night."
"That's right." said 'Jesus Freak', his voice low and menacing as the memories I'd just brought up were obviously troubling him.
"And you, 'Mr. Handsome'?" I said, looking at the other man, who was older, and had an ugly pug face, reminding me of Mr. Wrestling I and Mr. Wrestling II, two 'wrestlers' from decades past that wore masks to hide their ugly features. "Why are you hanging out with these other cats? You've only been arrested for petty thefts, shoplifting, purse-snatching a couple of times. Nothing big, nothing involving drugs. What, The Teacher expanding into the drug trade?"
"I got nuthin' for you." muttered 'Mr. Handsome'.
"Not even to tell me why you were caught with a gun in your car?" I asked.
"That wasn't our gun!" Jesus Freak yelled. "None of us in that car had any guns on us! That was a set-up!"
"What about the drugs?" I asked. "What, three bricks of smack and a key of fentanyl? That's a lot of fentanyl. What are you doing, trying to kill every man, woman, and child in the City?" The two men said nothing. "Nothing? Not even a protest of your innocence?"
"We ain't snitches." muttered Mr. Handsome.
"You ain't out on bail, either," I said, "though your buddies Toddler and Camo are. Why have they left you to rot for a month, huh?" That seemed to rock the perps; they both blinked as if startled. Then they recovered.
"We'll be out Monday." said Mr. Handsome. "Unless you wanna let---"
"Stop talkin!" ordered Jesus Freak. He turned to me and said "We ain't got nuthin' for you, Iron Cracker, not after your Pigs set us up like they did."
"Okay then." I said with seeming joviality. I got up, then said "Before I go, I'll say just one thing: I know what you're thinking, and what you've been told. But you better think twice, and not believe Gwen Munson's shit. You're looking at twenty years, the hard way... and in a place they're gonna do to you what those priests did to you as a boy, J.F. So think about it." With that, I turned and left the room.
Teresa had been watching in the anteroom. As I came out, she came up to me and said "Sir, the Chief is in the Conference Room on the 1st Precinct side, and he said he wants us to go there when you're done here."
"Let's get moving, then." I replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got to the Conference Room, we found Chief Moynahan was not alone. District Attorney Miriam Walters and ADA Savannah Fineman were with him.
"Hello, Ms. Fineman." I said. "Why didn't you come join me for that instructive questioning of those suspects?"
Chief Moynahan said "We watched from here, thanks to the miracullll of modern technologyyyyyyyy."
"And we're wondering why you've suddenly taken such an interest in this case," said D.A. Walters, "which to this point was cut-and-dried, and headed to a solid prosecutorial win."
"Are you familiar with the case, Ms. Walters?" I asked as the Chief directed for Teresa and me to sit down.
"Well enough I could walk into Court and prosecute it myself." said Miriam Walters.
"And that gun nor its cartridges having any fingerprints doesn't bother you in the slightest?" I asked. "Nor that these guys don't raise a finger to defend themselves when I mention the drugs, but when I mention the gun their heads practically explode?"
"SO WHAT?" yelled Savannah Fineman, her face beet red with total fury.
"Calm down, Savannah." Miriam Walters said, but Fineman was having none of it.
"No! I'm tired of this crap, and I've already gone through this with this... this Police Officer." she yelled sneeringly, apparently about to call me something else. "Whose side is your Police Officer ON, Chief Moynahan?"
Teresa Croyle had had enough of it. She stood up and all but yelled "You're right: we did already go through this! And I reassert what I said before: Neither Commander Troy nor any other Police Officer is under any obligation to help you frame those four men!"
"She's not framing anyone!" D.A. Walters said strongly but coldly. "This is a solid case. We have four perps found with drugs in their vehicle and a gun in the glove compartment of their car. What more do you want?"
"I want to save the life of my undercover Police Officer." I said levelly but coldly. "As we already went through with your ADA, Ms. Walters, the only 'probable cause' Sergeant McCombs had to pull that car over and search it... was intel developed by that undercover C.I."
I turned to Chief Moynahan and said "I apologize for not informing you of this earlier, Chief, but you were in a meeting. Based upon everything I have learned today, especially the knowledge that Gwen Munson is going to be the Defense counsel Monday, I believe that if we don't drop this case, our asset will be exposed."
"That's certainly an isssssuuue, Commander." replied Moynahan.
"You want to drop this?" Savannah Fineman said incredulously, and angrily. "I've got a solid win, putting four drug pushers in prison!"
"And an election in November." replied Teresa cattily. Savannah glared at Teresa again, and got a 'Teresa Cunt' look right back at her.
"If you would keep your mouth shut for one minute, Savannah," I said, deliberately using her first name to demean her, "you might learn that your assumptions are inaccurate."
I turned to the Chief and said "Sir, we may not have to drop the drug charges, especially if we offer to drop the gun charge in exchange for guilty or even nolo pleas on the drugs. The way those two were acting today, they may take us up on it."
I continued: "Failing that, let D.A. Walters and ADA Patterson go into the hearing and see how it goes. Maybe they won't ask for the probable cause, especially if we're not pushing on the drug charges. And if they do... we need to decide before then whether or not to ask the charges to be dropped, or let the source be burned to get these four put in jail."
"You consider that an option?" Chief Moynahan asked, stunned.
"First of all," said Savannah Fineman angrily, "this is MY case, not Paulina Patterson's. And second, Ms. Walters, I'm opposed to dropping the gun charge. I say we have them dead-to-rights on it, it will add years to their prison terms, and it's still a bargaining chip to get them to turn on their fellow drug pushers."
"We need to talk about that further." said Miriam Walters. "Chief, why don't you and I talk alone about it, and----"
"That will not dooooooo, Ms. Walters." said the Chief. "I need to hear more from my Police Commander. And I'll tell you now, this decision belongs with him more than anyone else right now."
"You're the Police Chief!" Savannah said rudely. "It's not his decision to make!"
"Oh, but it is." said Chief Moynahan. "You see, there's a reeeeee-son he's carrying that crowbar. Why don't you and your boss discuss things here, while I take my Commanders here and make Captain Hewitt sweat a little bit while we do a snap inspection of his Precinct?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We first inspected the round concrete table and curving concrete benches around it that were on the front lawn behind the flagpole of the 1st Precinct and County Jail Headquarters. There were no pigeon droppings, so that was a 'Pass'. Chief Moynahan had us sit down and enjoy the afternoon sunshine as we observed Police vehicles coming in for the upcoming shift change.
"Was Ms. Fineman always that ruuuude when she was on the Charter Commission with you, Commanderrrr?" drawled the Chief.
"No sir." I said. "She was close to that incompetent, though. And what you heard in that meeting was pretty much a repeat of what we said earlier, but she's acting like she's ignorant of it."
"If I may, sir." Teresa said, and we both nodded and she continued: "From her reaction, I think that I hit a nerve when I accused her of trying to frame those four guys. I don't think it's just getting a political win, there, either."
"Racial?" the Chief asked.
Teresa shrugged as she said "I don't know for sure. But I do know McCombs and Hendricks have been reported to I.A. for race-related incidents."
I said "I think what Fineman is doing is political all the way. And I haven't seen anything to suggest she and McCombs are in league on this."
"Changing the subject," said the Chief, "What I wanted to ask you about, and not in the D.A.'s presence, is that I take it from your comments that you think it might be time to bring our spy in from the cold?"
"Yes sir, that is what I'm thinking." I said. "Ice Cube Perry has been totally undercover for several years now. It's only a matter of time before he gets outed. And we need someone in Vice... a regular Vice Detective... so now might well be the time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The grandmother identified both of them." said McElwane as he and Buchannan drove back towards the Old Mill. "But you know, if he'd been armed, you could've been shot."
"But he wasn't." said Buchannan. "And he didn't act scared when we first came up, either. And walking out in public like that... that's not what a kidnapper would do."
"Hmmphf." said McElwane. "You gonna apply for a blue crowbar?"
"Naw, it's not like that." said Buchannan. "And one more thing... when a white cop tells a black man to get on his knees, especially with his children watching? He ain't gonna do it."
"It's standard procedure." said McElwane.
"No it ain't." said Buchannan. "There's a bunch of ways that can be handled, but I'm telling you: if you tell a black man to go to his knees like that, he ain't gonna do it. And if you'd shot an unarmed black man in front of his child, this place would be burning tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After more discussion, we went back inside. D.A. Walters and ADA Fineman had left, with Walters leaving the Chief a written note that said simply 'Call me for a one-on-one.' The Chief sent me and Teresa on home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday evening, May 1st. We were having dinner at The Cabin. Edward and Stephanie Steele had come over with Marie, and Laura, Paulina, and Molly were also present. After dinner, Edward and I talked on the back deck.
"How are the Council primaries going to go?" I asked.
"Good, I think." replied Edward. "Only two of the seats have any primary competition: Malinda Adams versus Stacy Jacobs, and Silas vs. Dr. Williams for Reginald Lewis's seat. I think Malinda will win against Jacobs; that district doesn't have the demographics for a black candidate to run on pure identity politics, like Jacobs is doing. And the winner of the Lewis district is going to win the General, but it's a dead-even race for the moment."
"Any preferences?" I asked.
"I think everyone, even the Democrats, want Malinda to beat Stacy Jacobs." said Edward. "Jacobs is rabidly into issues like defunding the Police. We all think she'll be more bombastic on the Council than Kelly Carnes and Reginald B.F. Lewis put together. And J.P. Goldman told me that she believes 'Black Lives Matter'... and nobody else's lives matter."
"Sounds like Lester Holder." I said.
"It's the mantra of the whole Mainstream Media nowadays." said Edward. "Anyway, I think we'd prefer Dr. Williams wins the other primary. He was easy to work with on the Charter Commission, and while he's solidly Democrat and devoted to black issues, I think we can work with him. Silas got really bad, like Finneran, when he was on the Boards of Inquiry, and I never quite understood why. But he's become a strong supporter of defunding the Police."
I nodded. "Are you worried about the integrity of the Election?" I asked. "Think they'll try to cheat to help Jacobs win?"
"I don't know." replied Edward, as if he hadn't thought about it. "Do you?"
I said "Stacey Jacobs and Dr. Lionel Carmela are allies, and I wouldn't put anything past him to get the most rabidly Leftist candidates elected. So we'll be watching. Closely."
Edward nodded. "Let me ask you this in return: what's going on with Savannah Fineman?"
"In what way?" I asked.
"It's already getting out about her zeal in prosecuting that gun charge on Jacquez Wilson's boys." Edward replied. "Dr. Williams told me the whole Black Community is watching that case. They think Hatch planted the gun."
"All I can say about that," I said, "is that I would not have pressed the gun charge, just the drug charges. I don't know what Savannah's up to with that."
Edward said "I know you didn't think much of Savannah's contribution to the Charter Commission, either."
I said. "Well, I was disappointed. I was hoping she'd contribute a lot more to the legal and the process stuff, but she seemed determined to max the minimum standard. And that's been her career in the D.A.'s Office, per two most confidential sources within it. But she's going after this one hard..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We came back in for dessert, and then it was time for some kids to get ready for bed. "Okay, guys," I said, "we'll have Dad Jokes night, and then you can get ready for bed without fussing about it, okay?"
Most of the kids agreed enthusiastically. The exception was the future Second Iron Crowbar... the reason Carole got the nickname 'Fussbudget' from me was because of the fusses she always put up about going to bed.
"Jim and Ross, as defending champions and holders of the blue ribbon," I said as I took the blue ribbon from them, "you get to go first."
"We're going to go separate, this time." said Jim. "Here's mine: "What's brown and sticky? A stick." Everyone groaned.
"That's not going to win you consecutive titles." I said. "Ross?"
Ross said "What do you call a sad cup of coffee? Depresso." The kids groaned and booed. The adults chuckled.
"Not bad, Ross." I said. "Okay, Carole, you're up."
Carole said "Mommy told me I could be anyone I wanted to be. Then Daddy said that identity theft is a crime." The kids booed, of course. The adults were more favorable in their laughter. Laura and I fist-bumped.
Marie said "I can tell when Carole is lying just by looking at her. I can tell when she's standing up, too." The kids booed, especially Carole, but she fist-bumped Marie anyway. The adults liked it.
"I have one!" Tasha said. I pointed at her to go, and she must've had help from her mother, as she said "If you don't like my way of measuring liquids, you will be held in contempt of quart." The kids groaned, and the adults were very polite about it in complimenting Tasha's bad dad joke.
'Okay, Ian," I said, "you're the last hope tonight."
"Okay." Ian said. "How can you tell that a train has come through here? Because it left tracks!" The kids booed, of course. But the adults liked it, especially the one that counted and was holding the blue ribbon.
"Okay, Conductor Ian is the winner tonight." I said, handing him the ribbon. Everyone, including the other kids, clapped for him.
Part 6 - Increasing the Stakes
Saturday, May 2nd. Amber Harris was packing her suitcase when she heard the door alarm go off. She went to the stairs and looked down, and saw two Parole Officers coming into her home, followed by Police Commander Cindy Ross.
"For God's sake!" Amber all but wailed at them. "What now?"
"I heard that you were planning on leaving Town." Cindy said, coming up the stairs. She went to the bedroom and saw the suitcase.
"Going somewhere?" Cindy said. "You've got the Court's permission to travel outside the County?"
"I'm trying to get away from you," Amber said loudly, hoping the other Parole Officers would hear her, "because you keep threatening to kill me!"
"You leave this County, take even one step over the line," Cindy said, "and you're going back to prison."
"Then DO it!" Amber yelled, at her breaking point. "For God's sake, what do you WANT from me?"
"I've told you." Cindy said darkly. "KXTC mentions Betty's baby, or Don being the father, and I take it out on you.
"I can't stop them!" Amber wailed, beginning to cry hysterically. "I've tried! I told them they have to stop, but Penis Holder says he'll never stop, and Burt West won't either! West even told me to my face that he would keep it up even if you killed me!"
Cindy said "Then I guess we'll have to make an example out of you, so that he understands."
"Then DO it!" Amber yelled again. "Take me to prison, or kill me! If you do, it will become public that your adopted daughter is Don's baby, and the Feds will charge him for it! But stop threatening me, and either kill me, bust me, or leave me alone!"
Cindy said "The Feds don't have that case, which is why they tried to forge a document... and got caught. And as you know, your beloved Governor Jared pardoned Don for any State charges. You don't have a leg to stand on, Amber. And if you try to leave the County, your dead body will be found lying in the street, and your children... one of them Trent Ridge's child... will be in DFACS hands. And if Penis Holder keeps it up... your dead body will be found, not his. Yours. You will die for HIS actions."
"Then do it." Amber said softly through her tears. "I can't stop him. I've tried, and I can't stop him."
"She's right."
Cindy looked around to see Bettina Wurtzburg on the landing. Bettina came on up the stairs and said "Amber's right. She's begged Burt West and Holder to stop. I've fought with Burt West over it. He's gone 'Hardwood' on us over this, and he actually said he didn't care if Amber dies, as long as he gets Donald Troy."
"Then you two had better work a lot harder to stop them." Cindy said menacingly.
"Look." Bettina said. "I'm asking you stop persecuting Amber over this. It's out of her hands----"
"Persecuting?" Cindy said, pretending shock. "Both of you whores got on TV and repeatedly lied about Commander Troy, repeatedly supported Holder calling his daughter... my cousin... a racial slur, and both of you repeatedly brought up Betty's baby. And now you're asking ME for mercy? How dare you! How dare you both! You're standing there, begging me to stop, and you haven't even said one word of apology for your own actions in all of this!"



Cindy looked at Amber and said "I'm not kidding... you leave the County, and Federal Marshals will escort you straight to prison, where you'll have much longer than a three year sentence. And I'm still holding you... and this redheaded whore that spreads her legs to get stories for her broadcasts... responsible for Burt West and Penis Holder's actions."
Cindy turned to Bettina and said: "Either find a way to stop them, or resign from KXTC with a public statement detailing what they are doing to hurt Don, me, Betty's baby, and the Police. That's your only hope with me. Or maybe Officer Hatch visits with us next time... and plants a gun on Amber like he did to those four poor black kids they busted."
With that, she brushed past Bettina and down the stairs, and left with the Parole Officers. On the way out, she turned off the anti-bugging device, which had caused Bettina's concealed tape recorder to sound like she'd recorded an interview with the Slender Man...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
I drove my Police SUV to Promontory Point and parked in the gravel parking lot. Promontory Point was the highest point in the County, and the view of the Valley below was magnificent. It was also where kids came to 'park', i.e. have sex, and there were cameras monitoring the parking lot. I noted there were two cars in the parking lot already.
A trail and steps led up to the picnic area on the very top of the mountain behind the parking lot I walked up the steps, feeling the wind swirling around me. At the top, I saw the two figures at one of the picnic tables. One of them was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. The other was FBI Supervisory Special Agent (and who knows what else) Melina Troy Allgood.
"You know there are cameras monitored by the Police up here." I said as I sat down to Jack's left, across from Melina.
"Harumph." Melina said. "They're not working very well right now."
"So I was told, when they radioed in to me." I said. "I told them I'd check it out, so not to send anyone, since you'd already asked me to come by. So... whassup?"
Jack Muscone said "A couple of things. First is my part: We're starting to gather information from all over the country. Radical Socialist groups like 'Antifa' are putting plans in place, marshaling their forces, and working closely with the Mainstream Media to create massive, violent unrest in as many places as possible."
Muscone: "We know they're going to target the City, Midtown, Southport, and this Town in this state. Crenshaw and Jenkins have already alerted Orrin B. Taggart in Southport, and 'The Music Man', Anthony B. Capella, the Boss of Bosses in the City, to the threats in the hope they'll help us quell the violence when it breaks out."
"What will be their trigger to go off on us?" I asked.
Muscone said "We believe either an actual incident between the Police and a black person or persons, or a ginned-up incident. For example, this gun charge against Jacquez Wilson's boy 'Toddler' and the other three that were in the car with him. I've never seen anyone so vehemently deny a charge as those four are denying that gun was theirs. We're monitoring to see if the Black Community starts staging demonstrations over it, beginning with the preliminary hearing Monday."
I nodded. "And it's a very, very thin case. Maybe we get some puppy points for publicly dropping that gun charge, though Savannah Fineman has been really dug in about it, so far."
Melina whimpered derisively. "Forget her, she's crap." my ex-wife said. "What you need to worry about is Jacquez Wilson. He's a mean son of a bitch, and he has fighting skills that rival yours and Cindy's... and he's eager to test those skills in personal combat with either of you. He also would really like to physically harm Police Officers, and if Antifa gins up unrest, he'll make good on that."
I nodded, then said "Like I was just asking, any idea what incident they want to gin up to trigger their planned riots?"
Muscone said "No, not for sure. And it could be a real incident that triggers it, like the 'Ferguson' incident, or maybe some white Police Officer putting his boot on a black man's neck and suffocating him to death. As to the timing, we think it'll be in the next month or so, as political races start getting hot in the summer. Jared is a lame duck, but if Sharon Marshall wins the nomination, they'll target her, for sure."
"I'm sure." I said "But you didn't need to bring me up here to tell me this. So what else is there, besides enjoying the view?"
"I told you nothing gets past this guy." Muscone said to Melina.
"Maybe you should marry him, like I did." Melina said. "Worked for me."
"Ha ha." I said. "Okay, what is it?"
"I'll be in the parking lot." Muscone said. He got off and ambled down the trail, leaving Melina and me alone.
"He needs plausible deniability for this." Melina said. "I've found out some more things, involving those Civil Rights lawsuits against my husband and the TCPD by those racists in the US DOJ. Does the name 'Ice Cube' mean anything to you?"
"Yes it does." I said. "And I think I know what you're going to tell me. So go ahead and confirm it."
Melina said "Jocelyn Moran is leading the effort to destroy my husband, though she has no case, and her shakedown tactics are not working. Ava Hinds has been assigned the TCPD case. She's not nearly as rabid nor as racist against whites as Jocelyn Moran is, but she's plenty bad enough." (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 03 for more on Ava Hinds.)
I said "I'm not sure I agree that she's less racist than Moran. But what about her?"
Melina said "Ava Hinds was looking through the TCPD employment records as part of her case. She came upon the name of J.J. Perry, a.ka. 'Ice Cube'. Though you guys have redacted just about everything about him, due to his being deep undercover, Ava Hinds dug as deep as she could on him."
Melina continued: "As you like to say, it is possible (air quotes) that I looked into some texts without authorization or even a warrant. Ava Hinds openly emailed Jocelyn Moran about J.J. Perry. And Moran secretly emailed Gwen Munson and Bettina Wurtzburg, and gave them everything on Perry. And worse, Moran, Munson, Bettina Wurtzburg, and Harry Nance are working together to publicly expose Ice Cube's identity to the world..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Betrayal
"And there it is." I said. "The missing link."
"What do you mean?" asked Melina.
I said "I was starting to get my head wrapped around what was going on with Sergeant McCombs and those four low-level perps he busted, but I wasn't seeing the full plan, and the endgame. And now a lot of things begin to fit. McCombs made his bust when I was out of Town. They kept me from seeing it by misfiling the logs, and I didn't realize anything was going on until they gave McCombs a citation for the bust."
I continued: "And it's Gwen Munson, of all people... Gwen Munson!... who was handling their case. She normally handles big cases for Big Boys, like Darryl Dawson." (Author's note: 'Homewrecker'.) "Yet there she is, taking the case for these four drug soldiers."
Melina asked "So why plant the gun, as that little shit Hatch obviously did?"
I said "That's the fly in the ointment. I'm thinking McCombs, Hendricks, and Hatch don't know the full plan. They were asked or told to make the bust, and they did. So... either we have two separate actions with equally desired outcomes, or this is much, much deeper than I've been realizing."
Melina said. "Well, there's more..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Saturday, May 2nd. Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, and myself were meeting in the Sheriff's office in City Hall, to discuss the unfolding developments. I told them what I'd learned, though not from whom I'd learned it.
"You think Fineman is in on this?" growled Griswold.
"No sir." I said. "Well... she may be in with McCombs to make the drug bust. I found out that it was her that recommended to Hewitt to award McCombs that citation, and he did, not realizing how I feel about McCombs."
"How is it she's making recommendations like that to a Precinct Captain?" Chief Moynahan asked, a bit harshly.
"Maybe over a drink." I said. "Or maybe it was... pillow talk."
"Oh, geez." muttered the Chief. The Sheriff barked a laugh.
"We meet with D.A. Walters in one hour, in her office." said Griswold. "What do you want to do?"
I said "I need both of you to approve this, but my decision is to bring in our spy from the cold, to use the Chief's words, and bring back J.J. Perry as a regular Vice Detective."
"I concurrrr with that use of my worrrrrds." said Chief Moynahan. "He's been undercover for a long, long timmmme. And from what Commander Troy just told us, he's already been outed."
"I just want to know one thing before we do that," growled Griswold, "and we'll have to find a way to ask him first: is he working on anything so big that bringing him back out would do more harm than good. If he's about to bring us something that would put Jacquez Wilson or T-Mac in prison in a major drug bust, maybe we should let him finish that work?"
I said "I would agree, Sheriff, but we may not have a choice. It'll depend on Monday's hearing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Saturday, May 2nd. We walked across City Hall to the office of District Attorney Miriam Walters. She was sitting at the conference table in front of her desk. With her was ADA Savannah Fineman.
"Franklin Washington not here?" asked Chief Moynahan as we came into the office.
"It's not his case, and never was." said Miriam Walters. "Have a seat, gentlemen." We sat down, the Chief to Walters's right, then me, then the Sheriff. Don't blame me; Griswold chose his seat first.
"I have some new information for you." said Miriam Walters. "About two weeks ago, Gwen Munson petitioned Nance's Court to not waive the preliminary hearing on the drug charges. Previously it had just been the gun charge she'd objected to. Nance granted the petition, rolling it into the hearing Monday. The problem is that we, the D.A.'s Office, were not informed of this. A 'clerical error' was cited as the reason."
"Furthermore," continued Walters, "literally at 4:55pm yesterday, a subpoena was issued by Gwen Munson to have Detective J.J. Perry appear as a material witness. I understand that Detective Perry is a deep undercover operative, so if he's called to the stand, he will no longer be able to go undercover."
"Yezzzz, we are aware of that." said Chief Moynahan. "We also have some new information. Commander?"
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "What I've learned is that the Black Community has become aware of the gun charge, and it's becoming a rallying point for them, for lack of a better term. They believe Jeremy Hatch, who is truly a dirtbag, planted the gun------"
"We've gone over this, Commander!" Savannah Fineman said angrily.
"Not this aspect of it." I replied, trying to keep my voice calm and level. "And if you let me finish, you'll see the whole picture." Savannah pretty much rolled her eyes at that.
"Go ahead, Commander." said D.A. Walters. "What are the issues?"
I said "You've got them on the drugs. And the Black Community doesn't seem to be very excited about the drug charges, though they as well as the perps were up in arms about the gun charge, pun not intended. You don't need the gun charge, and pushing it might just get the perps acquitted on the drug charges, too. So if you drop the gun charge, you not only have a better chance to win the drug case, you take away the potential issue of the gun charge leading to protests... and worse."
"I don't give a damn about that." said ADA Fineman. "That gun charge is important. It adds years to the perps's sentences, it's a worse parole violation than the drugs. I want to put these bastards away for years, and be able to say we took gun-toting criminals off the streets."
"If you want to win the Solicitor election in November------" I started, but Savannah cut in.
"This is not about the Election!" she all but shouted. "This is about taking four slimebags off the streets for as long as we can!"
"Let the Commander finish." admonished Sheriff Griswold.
"Yes, please." I said. "What I'm trying to tell you, Ms. Fineman, is that black people vote, too. If you want to win the election in November, drop the gun charge. You will be slaughtered in November if you push those charges, whether or not they're convicted or acquitted."
"Furthermore to this subject," I said, "if protests become violent, it's my Police Officers that will have to put their lives on the line to protect innocent lives and property. They'll do their jobs, but I don't want to subject them to harm if its avoidable... and in this case, it may well be."
Savannah turned to Walters and said "We've discussed this. I want to push forward with this, including the gun charge. Especially the gun charge."
Knowing her own electability might be an issue, Miriam Walters said "Let's look at the whole picture, here. First, we don't really have to make a decision on whether to keep or drop the gun charge tomorrow. We could drop it later, especially as a carrot for a guilty or nolo plea on the gun charges."
"And we have our undercover Detective to considerrrrr." said Chief Moynahan.
"Again, I don't care about that." said Fineman. "I want a conviction on this case."
"And you may get it," I said, having been perfectly set up by Chief Moynahan to make this pitch, "if you'll agree to do something my way, and see what happens..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office after the meeting, I talked with Teresa and Tanya, who'd come in to watch the early Police Boxing Matches rounds. I told them what had transpired, all of it. They agreed on my recommended course of action.
I took out my Police iPhone and sent a text. It read: "Beauregard. Come in from the cold."
"The 'Beauregard' protocol means that Ice Cube has been exposed." I explained. "The rest of it means for Perry to come see me..."
Part 8 - Politics and Religion
"Not God bless America! God damn America! God damn America!"
------ Rev. Jeremiah Wright, Barack Obama's pastor.
"...Police power showing up in a kind of gangster and thug mentality -- you know you can wear all kinds of colors and be a thug, you can sometimes wear the colors of the state and behave like a thug,
------ Rev. Rafael Warnock, U.S. Senate candidate in Georgia (as of this writing).
Sunday, May 3rd. I was wearing civilian clothes, as was the Sheriff, as we sat on the front row at the Town & County A.M.E. Church. Also in attendance were my wife Laura, wearing a very tasteful navy blue dress; Carole, wearing her Sunday best; Marie, in her Sunday best; and Marie's parents, Edward and Stephanie Steele, in their Sunday best. Edward was there in a show of political support for Dr. Williams.
Next to Carole and Marie sat Jameis, and his grandfather was sitting next to him on the other side. We had been invited by Jameis's grandfather to the service.
There were also members of the Press, who were in the back of the church. They were filming Dr. Williams's sermon, which often was as much politics as religion. But Dr. Williams was not known for the fiery speeches of hatred that some pastors of predominately-black churches were known for.
"We know that there have been times that relations between the Black Community and the Police have not been good." Dr. Williams was preaching. "Many do not acknowledge the actions of good Police Officers that try to be fair, and do the right thing, and I think that is a mistake."
Dr. Williams: "I agreed to work with the Charter Commission because I knew that Commander Donald Troy would be a fair and honest man in attempting to restructure our County Government. And he endured the wrath of the Teachers Union to bring a much more fair education system to our County. It is now up to us to use that system to educate our children! Only through education, knowledge, and perseverance will we rise to be truly free!"
Dr. Williams: "And while there are many acts of racism still practiced by people with evil in their hearts, we have to acknowledge those acts of good, of those who stand up and speak out, and those who work for equal justice for all! Sheriff Griswold and Commander Donald Troy have stood up and are working for real justice!"
Dr. Williams: "Edgar Silas has chosen to attack Commander Troy, and attack me for working with Commander Troy. Silas sees only the hatred, and uses it for his own political purposes. We must rise above that! We must work with the good for the good! Not only will I not renounce my professional relationship and personal friendship with Donald Troy, I will stand proudly by the achievements we have made together!"
Dr. Williams: "I have seen what Edgar Silas refuses to see. I have seen Commander Troy's true heart. Not only in his unswerving devotion to our Town & County as a Police Officer, and not only in his work with the Charter Commission... but in how he is raising his children."
Dr. Williams: "When someone attempted to frame our brother Jameis, and said he did it because Jameis is black... another child stepped up to tell the truth. She said she did it because it's what an Iron Crowbar would do, and she wants to be an Iron Crowbar like her father. And young Carole showed not only her integrity, and her courage, she showed that she is worthy of carrying that crowbar one day!"
Dr. Williams asked Carole to come up to the front. He said "Many years ago, I had the honor of meeting Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. I was very young then, not a lot older than you. All us kids at that event were given these necklaces. I'm going to pass this on to you, Carole, in the hopes you will continue to be a beacon for equal justice for all people, black and white, Jew and Christian, Protestant and Catholic."
He put the necklace, which had a small Cross on it, around Carole's neck. She very politely said "Thank you, Reverend." and shook his hand as the congregation rose in applause. Carole came back to her seat and fist-bumped Marie and Jameis before sitting down.
After the service, I had a lot of people come up to me, and to the Sheriff as well. Many were asking about the gun charge against the four black 'youths' that had been arrested. I just said that I was familiar with it and that we were working to get to the truth of the matter. What more could I say?
Carole kept the necklace in her jewelry box, along with the 'Daughter of a Paratrooper' necklace and a few other items she'd accumulated. She'd eventually give Tasha the necklace to commemorate a special occasion in the future.
Meanwhile, Marie went up to Rev. Joseph E. Williams and said "Doc-tor Williams, why are there black churches and white churches?"
"Well," said Dr. Williams, "that started up a long time ago, before the Civil War even. And it just continued. But now, anyone can worship the Lord here."
"But wouldn't black people and white people get along a lot better if they went to church together?" asked Marie.
"That is a very good observation, Miss Marie." said Dr. Williams. "A very good observation..."
Part 9 - Exposure
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the rooftop at Riverside and College, at 7:00am, Monday, May 4th. Star Wars Day: May the Fourth be with you.
Bettina began: "Early voting for the Party primaries has been relatively light, and experts believe there will be a strong turnout at the polls tomorrow. Two important primaries in our County are on the Democrat side, while several Republican primaries at the State level are considered crucial. Let's go to Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling for more. Karl!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Karl Frazier as the television went to a split-screen. "The local Council races are very important, and the primary for the seat held by the retiring Reginald B.F. Lewis is crucial. The race is tight, split right down the middle, and we just may not know who the winner is until very late into the night or early the next morning. In the primary between Malinda Adams and Stacey Jacobs, the incumbent Ms. Adams holds a pretty strong lead, 53-47%."
Bettina: "Karl, watch this tape, and tell us if you think this will hurt Dr. Joseph Williams in the vote tomorrow. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing Dr. Williams's favorable remarks towards me in his sermon. Bettina made sure that Carole was not shown at all... so much cuteness would win the election for Dr. Williams, fer sure.
Karl Frazier: "We'll have to see, Bettina. Edgar Silas has tried hard to make Commander Troy the issue in his campaign, and in a very negative way of a white cop abusing blacks with his crowbar. But as I said, despite his refusal to renounce his association with Commander Troy, Dr. Williams is right in the thick of this race."
Bettina: "Thank you, Karl! And now let's go to reporter Lester Holder on a developing case. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" Lester Holder said. "A preliminary hearing will be held today in the Courtroom of Judge Harry R. Nance. Four young black men were pulled over by a TCPD Officer and made to get out of their car. Other Officers arrived, all of them white, along with a drug dog, who alerted. In the subsequent warrantless search of the car, several kilos of drugs were found."
Penis Holder: "But what has the Black Community enraged is that a gun was found in the glove compartment of the car by a white TCPD Officer. The gun had no fingerprints on it at all, and was not registered to any of the four young black men, nor was it ever reported as stolen. The four men vigorously denied the gun belonged to any of them, and it is increasingly believed that the white Officer, who has a very substandard record as a Police Officer, planted the gun to incriminate the black youths."
Bettina: "Lester, who is prosecuting this case? Who in the D.A.'s Office?
Holder: "Neither the TCPD nor the District Attorney's Office would return KXTC's repeated calls asking for comment, but it is believed ADA Savannah Fineman, who is running for Solicitor against incumbent Solicitor Ted Mason, is handling the Prosecution, at least for the preliminary hearing."
Bettina: "Thank you, Lester, and we'll be closely following this important breaking story as it develops..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I appreciate what Dr. Williams said." growled Sheriff Griswold as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "but it could cause him trouble in the primary tomorrow."
"He told me he was going to say that," I replied, "and I asked him if he was worried about it hurting him with the voters in that district. He said that win or lose, he felt he had to speak his truth on it."
"Well, it's not hurting him in the polls." Cindy Ross said.
"If the polls can be trusted." replied Teresa Croyle, with a degree of cynicism in her voice. "Todd's hearing that Silas is slightly ahead, and has been for a couple of weeks. He's also hearing that Malinda Adams has blowout numbers against Stacey Jacobs, on the order of 57 to 58 percent. Jacobs has not polled well at all in that District, and she may regret giving up her Assembly seat to run."
"Which is why we really need to have LEOs in support of the poll watchers." I said.
"Our Deputies are all over it." said Griswold.
"And we have a contingent of TCPD Officers to back them up with some numbers and force, if need beeeee." said Chief Moynahan.
"What about that slug Holder's report?" asked Tanya. "Is that something to be worried about?"
"I didn't think it was," said Sheriff Griswold, "until I had at least a dozen people come up to me at the A.M.E. Church yesterday and ask about it. And a bunch of folks were asking Crowbar about it, too." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Were they hostile about it?" Teresa asked incisively.
"No." I said simply. "Of course we were in a church. But there was awareness, and interest in it, that surprised me. And now the Media is starting to lay a foundation for it to become a problem."
"Speaking of Bettina and Penis Holder," said Teresa, "I heard a rumor that Burt West is on his way out of KXTC. Any truth to that?"
"Maybe." said Cindy. "My secret source said that State Senator Katherine Woodburn ripped him a new ass over something, but she, my source, didn't know what it was about." We all knew Cindy's source was the lovely Indian reporterette, Priya Ajmani.
"I thought Katherine Woodburn was prohibited from owning nor being a part of any radio or TV network station." Sheriff Griswold growled.
"That's true, Sheriff." I said. "But Katherine is still highly influential with KXTC, having owned it in the past. And she could easily get around the FCC ban with proxies. Having said that, I suspect Katherine intervened in KXTC's doings for another reason. They must've been doing something that did not mesh with her plans, whatever those nefarious plans are..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay," I said as Teresa, Tanya, and I convened in my office for the Angels meeting, "what's going on?"
"Are you aware of the incident Friday?" Teresa asked. "There was a call to the Old Mill... not 9-1-1, but the Precinct... that a black man had abducted a black boy, and by 'boy' I mean underaged male child. Buchannan and McElwane spotted them, and checked them out. The man didn't have ID, and McElwane drew his gun and ordered the man to get to his knees."



"Uh oh." I said.
Teresa said "The good news is that Buchannan intervened. I looked at the dashcam and the Officer-cam, and he did a really excellent job diffusing the situation. He got the guy to submit to being frisked, standing up, then he talked to the kid privately. Then they checked it out, and they were indeed father and son, just walking home from school."
"Good." I said. "And I think we need to reinforce with the Uniformed Officers about attempting to force black men to their knees, which has become a point of contention with the Black Community."
"I've already put that out to the Precincts, to be announced at the Roll Calls at the beginning of each shift." Teresa said. "Anyway, I started looking into it, then asked Intel and Myron to peek into it. The call about the abduction was from a burner phone, and pinged off the cell towers along Riverside Drive."
"Oh really!" I said. I brought up the Police reports. "Well well well... Buchannan said the kid said his father walks him home every day, and I think we'd be safe in assuming they walked the same route every day."
"Ahhhh," said Tanya, "so someone sees them walking home, calls in an abduction and describes the kid's clothing, then the Police come in and we almost have a little incident, there."
I nodded. "That's Lady Ironside thinking, there. It's shit like this that could all too easily be ginned up into something bad. We really... really... gotta be careful out there..."
After a moment's reflection, I said: "Tell you what... have someone in Intel follow up on this. Get camera footage of the area, see if any Media were there, or people recording with iPhones, stuff like that."
"Think there's something to that?" Tanya asked, almost mischievously.
"When it comes to the corrupt Mainstream Media," I said, "there well could be. There well could be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, May 4th. The Courtroom was surprisingly full, as many reporters had come in and taken seats. I was in the front row, behind the Prosecution's table. To my right was Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. Sheriff Griswold was talking with the bailiffs at the side entrance.
I peered at the Bailiffs. One had gold Captain's bars, and I recognized him as Chief Bailiff Clark Alexander. (Author's note: 'Homewrecker', Ch. 04 for his previous appearance.) He was black, and the other Deputy with him was also black, but lighter skinned, almost like Tasha. What drew my attention what the afro he was wearing; it looked like a toupee. And his mustache was heavy and droopy, in contrast to the rest of his clean-shaven face. After a moment, he and Sheriff Griswold went through the side door and out of sight.
On the Defense side were lawyers Gwen Munson and Hunter Harris, joking and laughing about something. Savannah Fineman came in and took her place at the Prosecution table. She looked back at me, then leaned over and whispered to me and Teresa: "I spent three hours yesterday haggling with them and their public defender. They've circled the wagons, and wouldn't even consider anything when I offered to drop the gun charges."
"I'm not surprised." I said. "They're moving the goalposts------"
"Oyez oyez oyez, all rise." said the Chief Bailiff, a bit listlessly. "Court is in session; the honorable Harry R. Nance presiding."
Judge Nance came in and sat down, then said "Be seated." As we sat down, the Chief Bailiff called out the first case. The four black men, all wearing very cheap, ill-fitting suits, were led into the Courtroom from the side entrance and shown their places at the Defense table.
"This is a 'show cause' preliminary hearing." said Judge Nance. "Prosecution, are you ready?"
"We are, Your Honor." said Savannah Fineman. "But first, I have these briefs to be filed with the Court, protesting the actions of the Defense, particularly Gwen Munson." She handed the Chief Bailiff several file folders, and he took them up to the Bench.
"So noted." said Nance. "Enter them into the record." The Bailiff handed the documents to the Court Reporter. "Call your first witness."
Sergeant McCombs was called. His uniform was fairly neatly pressed and his gig line straight, though his shoes needed more shining. He answered Savannah's questions about pulling over the car, calling in the car tag, then having the four men get out of the car and sit on the curb until backup arrived. He then recounted the drug dog coming to the scene and alerting, creating probable cause for the search that ultimately revealed the drugs.
Gwen Munson then had her turn. "Sergeant," she said "what was your probable cause for pulling over the car in the first place?"
"They were in a sedan on a private dirt farm road." said Sergeant McCombs. "It's not usual to see that type of car on a farm road like that, so when they turned onto the paved road, I turned on my lightbar and pulled them over."
"And you radioed it in, and the car tag came back as belonging to a known drug offender?" Gwen said.
"Person of interest, anyway." said McCombs. "At that time, I asked all four people to get out of the car and them sit on the roadside while I called in the driver's license. He came back as a person of interest in a drug operation, so I called for the drug dog to come out."
"I see." said Gwen. "Sergeant, why did the car tag and driver's name come back as an alert? How was that determined?"
"I'm not sure, ma'am." said McCombs. "I just know what I was told when I radioed it in."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After McCombs was released from the witness chair, Judge Nance said "You haven't shown me anything yet, Prosecutor. Who's your next witness?" Savannah called up Sonali, Vice's data guru.
Savannah said "So how do you accumulate data that leads to being able to flag a car tag or a name if it's called in?"
"We gather information from many sources." said Sonali "Traffic stops, interrogations of suspects in the past, and such. We build a database from that, and we can analyze patterns and trends."
Gwen's turn: "Sonali, do you and your fellow Intel personnel also use information from confidential informants to build your databases?" Sonali affirmed that, and Gwen said "And also from undercover Police Officers?" Sonali affirmed that.
"So Sonali, this specific information on the suspect 'Toddler', as well as his vehicle." Gwen said "Specifically from where was that information harvested."
"As I said," tried Sonali, "from several data points that we gathered into a database------"
"But specifically where?" Gwen persisted. "From what particular piece of data was that car tag and that name derived?"
"I am not sure." Sonali said. "There were many pieces of data-------"
"You better get sure." interjected Judge Watts. "Prosecutor, this will not do. I want more specifics, a lot more specific information than this Court is being given. Proceed, Defense counsel."
Gwen Munson said "Did the specific data that was used to inform Sergeant McCombs come from a C.I. or undercover Detective?"
Sonali said "I cannot answer that with a 100% degree of certainty. But it is likely."
Gwen Munson asked "What was the source's name?"
"I don't know." said Sonali.
Judge Nance said "Ms. Sonali, you are under oath here. Why can't you say with certainty, and why can't you give a name?"
Sonali replied "Because sources like that are redacted, Your Honor. I never see the name, but just a code name for that resource. I'm never told the real name, so I have no name to give you."
"Who would be able to testify to give that information?" Gwen Munson asked. "Who in the TCPD has access to those names, and could tell us who provided the information that led to the pulling over of these four defendants?"
Sonali: "I don't know. It would have to be someone in the Police Force's leadership. It's above my pay grade..."
Unable to get more out of Sonali, Judge Nance let her step down, but told her to stay at the Courthouse and be ready to be recalled to the stand. Teresa whispered to me "Is that normal, for a judge to intervene like that?"
I replied "No, but it's not unheard of. Judges can create their own objections if a lawyer is not doing his or her job properly. But in this case, it's part of the plan... part of the plan..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Prosecutor, call your next witness." said Judge Harry R. Nance.
"Your Honor," said ADA Fineman as she stood up, "we believe we've adequately shown that Sergeant McCombs had good probable cause to stop the vehicle and subsequently execute the search that led to the discovery of the drugs and the weapon in the car. Therefore, I have no more witnesses at this time."
"Are you sure, Ms. Fineman?" asked Nance. "Because right now, I do not agree with you that probable cause has been properly demonstrated."
"Your Honor!" called out Gwen Munson. "May I approach the Bench?"
"Both sides, approach." said Nance. The legal eaglets came up to the Bench.
"Your Honor," said Munson, "I believe the Prosecution is attempting to deny my client their Fourth Amendment rights to face their accusers. Though it is irregular, I want to call witnesses to the stand to prove this."
"Your Honor, this is not the trial itself." said Savannah Fineman. "The Defense will have that time to make their case, but this hearing is neither the place nor the time------"
"It is if I allow it." said Nance. "I will allow you to call your witnesses, Ms. Munson, but don't waste the Court's time with theatrics."
The lawyers returned to their tables, then Gwen Munson said "I call TCPD Lieutenant Mary Milton to the stand." Lt. Mary Milton was brought into the Court and sworn in.
"Lieutenant," Gwen Munson said, "do you have access to the names of Confidential Informants and undercover Detectives?"
"Yes and no." said Mary Milton. "By that I mean that I can access the data, but it's encrypted. And the decryption key is protected by two passwords over three databases, and no one person has both passwords."
"Could the data be breached by a hack?" asked Gwen Munson.
"It would be of no value if it weren't decrypted." replied Mary.
Judge Nance intervened: "For the Court's understanding, Lieutenant, explain in general terms how the data is stored and protected over, what did you say? three databases?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said Mary. "Each informant, be it a Detective or C.I., is entered into a database and assigned a unique identifier, called a U-I-D. The name column is encrypted. A second database table has the UID in one column, and that is married up to a code name. The code name, such as 'Person Alpha', is used if needed in any intel reports that are generated."
"So," said Nance, "even if you knew the name 'Person Alpha', you are saying you cannot go into your databases and retrieve the actual name of that informant?"
"Not without the decryption key, Your Honor." said Mary. "And I would have only one of the passwords needed to use it to get the actual name."
"Who has the other one?" asked Nance.
"The Police Command Group would have to be asked to input the second code." said Mary. "And as far as I know, only Chief Moynahan, Commander Troy, and Commander Ross know that password, and they don't know the password that I or Captain Perlman... excuse me, Captain Muscone know." Nance nodded, then looked at Gwen Munson, indicating for her to continue.
"Lieutenant," said Munson, "are you familiar with the intelligence information that led to flagging the car and person that Sergeant McCombs stopped."
"Yes." said Mary Milton.
"How many sources of information were there in the development of that information?" asked Munson. "How many separate sources?"
"As far as I know, just one." said Mary Milton.
"And who was that one?" said Munson.
"I don't have the name, and never did." said Mary.
"Who would have that name?" Gwen asked.
"I don't know who actually would have it, so I can't testify to that," said Mary, "but I do know that no one of less rank than a Police Captain should have that information at all."
"Lieutenant, do you know who J.J. Perry is?" Gwen asked, with a glance in Savannah's direction... and mine.
"I don't know him personally, nor have I ever met him." Mary said.
"But you know who and what he is?" Gwen persisted. "Is J.J. Perry a Vice Detective?"
"He's on our books as one." said Mary.
"But you've never met him? Really?" Gwen asked.
"Really." Mary replied.
"What is his role, his mission with the TCPD?" asked Gwen. "Specifically, is he an undercover Detective?" Mary glanced over at me, and I nodded slightly.
"To my knowledge, that is his role." said Mary.
"Is he the source of the intel that led to the arrest of my clients?" Gwen asked.
"I don't know." Mary said. Gwen had no more questions, and neither did Savannah Fineman.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Mary stepped down, Gwen said loudly "Your Honor, I call TCPD Detective J.J. Perry to the stand."
"Objection, Your Honor!" Savannah Fineman said, rising to her feet. "As I noted in those complaints I handed to you earlier, Defense Counsel Munson only applied for a subpoena of that individual late Friday afternoon, giving us no time to prepare."
"Overruled." said Nance, and I could see the glee rising in him. "You've had weeks to prepare, and to this point your preparation appears to have been very poor. And that's your problem. The called witness will take the stand."
Savannah said "May I approach the Bench?"
"No." said Nance. "Speak from there."
"Your Honor, the People wish to drop all charges against these defendants." Savannah said.
"Objection!" said Gwen Munson. "Why?"
Now if you aren't figuring out that the Defense Counsel is objecting to dropping the charges, then no crowbars for you!
"We'd rather preserve the secrecy of our undercover operative than continue------" started Savannah.
"The objection is sustained, and the request to drop the charges is summarily denied!" said Nance loudly. "One more time, the witness will take the stand! These defendants have the Constitutional Sixth Amendment right to face their accuser, and they will get to face him. He is going to sit in this chair, where they and all of us can see his face; and he will testify, so that everyone can hear his voice. Now where is he?"
If it wasn't crystal clear before, it was now: the purpose of this whole charade was to expose J.J. Perry, and at the very least make him useless for future undercover work. And it was clear to this Iron Crowbar that every bit of this was worked out in advance, from the moment Federal bitch Jocelyn Moran had betrayed Perry's identity to Gwen Munson and Bettina Wurtzburg.
Savannah Fineman looked back at me, and I just nodded calmly, which seemed to disquiet both Judge Nance and Gwen Munson; perhaps they expected me to react more strongly? Savannah then nodded to the Chief Bailiff, who opened the side door. Into the Courtroom came Sheriff Griswold and the other Bailiff, the one with the afro and the thick mustache. And to everyone's shock, the Deputy went to the witness box!
"What are you doing?" asked Nance, his voice both inquiring and harsh. And then, to the gasps of people in the room, the Deputy removed his afro toupee and his heavy mustache! In his place was a light-skinned black man with brown-black hair nearly shaved completely, and a clean-shaven face that looked younger than his actual age.
"I was called to the stand, Your Honor." said the man. "I'm J.J. Perry."
As reporters in the room gasped in astonishment, Judge Nance said angrily "And you're impersonating a Deputy Sheriff!"
"No, Your Honor." said J.J. Perry. "I'm a TCPD Vice Detective, and this is my real badge. And Sheriff Griswold authorized me to wear this uniform, in writing." He extended his arm, a document in his hand.
"Good grief." Nance muttering, waving away the document being offered. "What's the point of this deception?"
Sheriff Griswold said loudly "To show everyone how good he is at his job." Nance glared malignantly at Griswold, who just calmly looked back at the angry judge.
"Swear him in." said Judge Nance...
Part 10 - The New Guy
11:00am, Monday, May 4th. The District Attorney's Office had a suite of rooms in the Courthouse Complex, with offices and a conference room. In the Conference Room were D.A. Walters, ADA Fineman, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (me), and Lt. Commander Croyle.
"That went as well as could be expected." said Miriam Walters. "Judge Nance bound over the case for trial, though as you predicted, Commander Troy, we had no choice but to unmask Perry."
I nodded. "You all could easily see how that was planned and contrived all along, by Gwen Munson as well as Nance. And Ms. Fineman played her part very well: most people would say she should've objected to the course of that hearing again and again, and normally she would have. But by letting it go, she allowed Nance and Munson to expose themselves. Well done, Savannah. Well done."
Savannah said "I saw early on how it was going to go, so I went along with what you'd suggested I do. And when Munson actually objected to us dropping the charges, I could see that something was wrong, bad bad wrong."
"You got that right." grunted the Sheriff. "I also commend your performance today, Ms. Fineman. And since they were going to out Perry no matter what, at least you've got your case against the perps."
"It is too bad that had to happen." said Miriam Walters. "From what I hear, Perry has given us a lot of evidence that has led to many a conviction."
"True, but it was a done deal anyway." I replied. "I learned some things over the weekend that showed me Ice Cube's cover was blown already, so might as well let him testify and put these perps in prison. We're bringing Perry back into the fold."
"One thing I found very interesting," said Teresa Croyle, "is that Judge Nance refused to let you drop the gun charge, even though Gwen didn't object when you asked for it."
"I couldn't believe that." said Savannah. "What is that all about?"
"They need an issue to riot around." I said. "The Black Community is increasingly agitated about the gun charge... not about the drug charges, just that gun charge. That's being ginned up by someone, and Nance obviously at least knows about it, if he's not outright involved. Dropping the charge means the issue goes away, and may even look like we're responding to the Black Community's concerns. Can't have that if they want to gin up riots..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff treated me and Teresa to lunch at the Cop Bar. With us was 'Deputy' J.J. Perry, still in the Deputy uniform with his TCPD badge, but not wearing the disguise anymore. In case you're wondering, Police badges have blue lettering, while the Sheriff Department personnel have brown lettering on their gold star-and-wreath badges... except the Sheriff, whose star was gold and wreath was silver, denoting an elected official, and had black lettering.
"Welcome home, Ice Cube." I said. He'd gotten that nickname for not being rattled no matter what the situation around him was... and as an undercover operative, the situations around him were often fluid if not chaotic.
"Thank you, sir." said Perry. "To be candidly honest, I think I'm glad this happened. I've been undercover way too long."
"You did a magnificent job, J.J." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Incredible, really. And to have never been found out by The Teacher, that takes some doing."
"That's what happens when you don't show up for work." quipped J.J., showing a sense of humor. We all chuckled.
"Speaking of that," I said, "now that you'll be coming in to work, you'll have to get acclimated. It's not going to be easy going from a life of total deception to one of general stability. I'm also worried about potential threats to your safety, so instead of never coming inside Headquarters, you'll now be pretty much never leaving during work hours, at least for a few weeks. And you probably will get tired of the debriefings our new Intel division are going to put you through."



"And I can't wait to have you begin teaching the Detectives what you know." Teresa said. "Including me."
"I'll have a lot to learn from you guys, too." said Perry. "Especially how to survive an exploding building. I've never had the chance to tell you how amazing I thought what you did was, Commander Croyle."
"Aww, thanks." said Teresa as they fist-bumped...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All Detectives, MCD, Vice, and Intel, be in Classroom 'J' at 1:00pm. my text said. And at 1:00pm Classroom 'J' was full of Detectives and their Leadership when I came into the room with Ice Cube Perry in tow.
"Ladies and gentlemen," I said, taking the podium, "we have a new employee... sort of. I'm happy to say that after a long and distinguished career as a deep undercover operative, Detective J.J. Perry is returning to us in a 'normal' role. J.J., stand up and be recognized."
Perry stood up, and was followed by Detective Teddy Parker, who began applauding. Then everyone stood up and applauded, giving Perry the recognition he so very well deserved.
After everyone sat down, I said "Ice Cube, you'll be partnered with the only person in here besides me who knew who you were, Grubby Paul." Perry and Paul fist-bumped, as they were sitting next to each other. "Laurer, you and Monroe will be partners, and may God have mercy on the criminals after what I saw Laurer do in the Police Boxing Matches last weekend!"
Joan and Lisa fist-bumped as some laughter erupted. Joan had absolutely destroyed her first two opponents in the Matches, in a way reminiscent of Cindy Ross or me in our heyday.
"You just missed getting in, Ice Cube." said Julia Rodriguez.
"From what I'm hearing, I think I'd be safer going back undercover." said J.J., making everyone laugh.
"There's always next year, Ice Cube." I said. "Okay, I need for all of you to help me with something. I need you to contact your C.I.s and get what you can on the reaction to the gun charges against Jacquez Wilson's people that were arrested by Sergeant McCombs last month. I'm hearing that 'social unrest' (air quotes) is being generated over the gun charge, and I want to know why. And while I have you here, what are your questions of me? Ask anything you want, just keep it clean."
There were polite chuckles, then Teddy Parker raised his hand and said "Commander, what is the status of the Civil Rights lawsuit against us by the Feds?"
"It's sitting there." I said. "There's been no movement on it, as far as I know. I do know the TCPD is not negotiating with the DOJ at all, and we will never consent to a Consent Decree. And to that point, put out the word that if the DOJ contacts anyone on this Police Force, you are not to speak to them, and you're to let your leadership know immediately."
Teresa Croyle raised her hand, then said in her cattiest voice and with a perfectly straight face: "Commander, is it true that Deputy Chief Ross is pregnant?"
As gasps filled the room, I worked hard to roll with that one. I settled upon the reply of "I'm not allowed to speak of the medical condition of our fellow Officers. You'll have to ask her that question..."
Part 11 - Day Of The Vote
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 5th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The polls are opening now as voters prepare to choose their Party nominees!"
Bettina began: "Political experts believe that turnout will be strong in the rural areas as well as our Town & County, but not as strong in the City, Southport, and Midtown. The Statewide Republican contests are expected to drive Republican turnout, while the local races in our County will bring out Democrats. And now lets go to our reporter in the field, Amber Harris, reporting from the voting location at Mitt Romney Elementary School in the northern suburbs. Amber!"
Amber Harris came on the screen and said "That's right, Bettina! The turnout in the early moments is light here in the northern districts. Kelly Carnes has no Democrat opposition for her Council seat, and Bill Redmond of Redmond Enterprises is expected to win the Republican nod to face Mrs. Carnes in November."
Amber: "This polling location is being closely monitored to gauge Republican interest in the primaries, with the Sharon Marshall - Karl Handel race for the nomination for Governor, and the Ruby Russell - Brian Cagle race for Lieutenant Governor in the balance. And now let's go to political reporter Lester Holder, who is covering the important race to replace Reginald B.F. Lewis on the Town & County Council. Lester!"
"That's right, Amber!" said Lester Holder, coming on screen. "Normally this District's polling location is the A.M.E. Church, but with its pastor Dr. Joseph E. Williams running for the Lewis Council seat, the location was moved down the road to here, George Floyd Elementary School. Turnout is already heavy here, with people getting in line over an hour before the polls opened. The race for Lewis's seat is very tight"
Penis Holder: "We have with us Dr. Lionel Carmela, Head of the Political Science Department at the University." The camera panned out to show Carmela next to Holder. "Dr. Carmela, do you expect any problems in today's voting?"
Carmela: "Not unless Commander Troy tries to beat up poll workers, like he did in the last election." (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 05.) "But both Parties have poll watchers present, with a contingent of Deputy Sheriffs backing them up. I'm confident the results will be correct."
Penis Holder: "Dr. Carmela, Dr. Joseph E. Williams not only did not renounce Commander Troy and his Police brutality, but he's actually embraced his relationship with Troy, even though he claims to be a Man of God while Troy has sired a halfbreed child out of wedlock. Is that going to be a problem for Dr. Williams with the voters?"
Carmela: "It could be the difference in the race, Lester."
Penis Holder grinned, then turned to the camera and happily said "Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Lester." said Bettina. "And in other local news, ADA Savannah Fineman has so far refused to drop controversial gun charges against four black men. In a statement to KXTC, attorney for the four black youths Gwen Munson stated that her clients vehemently deny the gun charges, and claim the gun was planted by Police Officer Jeremy Hatch, who has one of the poorest records of any Officer in the TCPD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What district are you in, Don?" asked Cindy Ross.
"Ian McGhillie's." I said. "His District is the east side of the County, including the Sheriff's home and those around Reservoir Lake, and it goes just over the mountain to include The Cabin and Todd and Teresa's house."
"And that's your official residence?" Teresa Croyle asked. "The Cabin?"
"Yes, for the purposes of having our kids in the Town High District as well as voting." I said. "The Mountain Nest is technically on the University's property, and Malinda Adams would be our rep if we registered as living there."
"What about yourrrrrr District, Ms. Ross?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Susan Weston's," said Cindy, "which covers the north side residential areas of Town."
"So am I." said Tanya Muscone dejectedly. "I vote against her every time, but the problem is that nobody runs against her, except a Libertarian that gets a grand total of one percent of the vote. What about you, Chief?"
"Edward Steele's." said the Chief. "Northeast part of Town."
"What did you guys make of that interview with Carmela and Holder?" asked Tanya.
"I noticed Holder got in his cheap shot at Tasha." said Cindy, a dark look on her ruggedly pretty face.
I replied "And it sounded like both Holder and Carmela were trying to hurt Dr. Williams's chances to win by pointing out his associations with me. Edgar Silas has basically run his campaign on that, almost as if I'm the one running for that seat."
Teresa said "I noticed that Carmela made a point to say the election results would be 'correct'. Think he has something up his sleeve there?"
"Like fraud?" growled Sheriff Griswold. "Think they're going to rig the election, then demand we accept the outcome?"
"For a primary?" Cindy replied skeptically.
I said "Whoever wins the Democrat primary for Reginald Lewis's seat is going to win the General Election in November. I'm not sure there is even Republican opposition, there."
"Yes there is." said Tanya. "You remember Katina, who worked at the Cub Club, then got a job at J.P. Goldman Bank?" (Author's note: 'Eyes Only', Ch. 01, 03.) "J.P. Goldman supported her making a campaign run. I don't think she has a prayer of winning the General Election, but she's out there, trying to get Blacks off the 'Democrat Plantation', so to speak."
"See?" said Sheriff Griswold, his mustaches twitching. "I told you Crowbar don't know a damn thing about politics!" Everyone broke out laughing. Your Iron Crowbar was being ribbed, and hard, by local Klingon political hacks.
"No, I don't... thank God." I replied affably. "But it's great Katina is running. Anyway, everyone with more political knowledge than me knows that the primary winner will be the prohibitive favorite in the November election. And that should be true for Malinda Adams's seat, though Holder and Carmela didn't push that one."
"Maybe because it's a done deal for Malinda Adams." Teresa said. "So say Todd's pollsters, anyway; they give Malinda a 57-43% edge over Stacey Jacobs."
"I'll just say this, despite having no knowledge of politics." I replied. "If Malinda wins by less than 53%?... you know there was election fraud going on. That's the bellwether in all this..."
"By the way," said Our Sheriff, "the Council meeting was postponed until tomorrow evening. I've made a submission to the Council, and I'll need Crowbar and Captain Muscone there. Commanders Ross and Croyle, you are welcome to come, also..."
Part 12 - The UNION At Work
"What's the Council meeting about?" asked Teresa as she, Tanya, and I gathered in my office for the Angels Meeting.
I replied "We're putting Ice Cube Perry up for the Distinguished Service Medal. And we'll award it privately, or in front of the Force in the auditorium, instead of waiting for the August ceremonies."
"Think he'll get it?" asked Teresa.
I shrugged my shoulders. "I dunno. It'll depend upon the mood of the Elected. I'm sure Susan Weston will accuse us of awarding medals like candy, and try to downgrade it to a Certificate of Achievement. But if Malinda wins her primary race, maybe she'll be happy enough to help put it through."
"I'm still pissed off at how Ice Cube was outed." Teresa growled. "First, I don't understand why Federal Agent Jocelyn Moran would do that to him, and us, even with the lawsuit going on. And second, I do understand why Gwen Munson wants to hurt us, and I want to slap her down silly for it."
"Start carrying a crowbar, sister." Tanya 'advised'.
"Oh, I don't need one to beat down Gwen Munson." Teresa said.
"But it would be more fun if you did use one." I replied. "But to your question, let me just say this: I agree about Jocelyn Moran. She's full of racist hatred, but I don't think she did that just out of that hatred. Therefore, there must be a practical reason for it. So what do you ladies think that might be?"
Tanya replied "We talked a lot with J.J. yesterday, debriefing him, then Mary and I and our husbands took him out to dinner. Jack liked him a lot... in fact, you better watch out if the DEA's Dwight Stevens shows up; there may be some recruitin' goin' on." I nodded.
Tanya continued: "One thing that came out was about Jacquez Wilson's boys that had been arrested. The Block House Boyz are doing what they can for 'Toddler' and 'Camo', but J.J. said they had planned to let 'Mr. Handsome' and 'Jesus Freak' take the rap and try to plead down. And in general, according to J.J., everyone knows that's the price of doing business, and they're not making too much of a fuss about it. They got caught; they did the crime and they'll do the time."
Tanya: "Then that gun charge was added, and that's got everyone riled up. The entire Black Community believes that gun was planted, and they're bitterly angry about it. J.J. said Jacquez Wilson, who is rabidly anti-Police and would love to do us harm, would really like to make something out of it politically."
Tanya: "But J.J. also told us that it's not just the gun charge in and of itself. Southport isn't that bad; the Mob rules with a heavy hand down there, and so their Police Force, which is already heavily black, doesn't need to come down on blacks. But the City is like a powder keg: no-knock warrants routinely exercised; blacks being 'disappeared' to secret locations where they are interrogated by methods normally reserved by the CIA, and some of it open torture. And then there's 'stop-and-frisk', including demanding to look into book bags and such; car stops without probable cause, i.e. 'driving while black'; and white Police often being sent en masse into primarily black districts to conduct those practices."
I said "How does J.J. think things are around here?"
Tanya said "Not as bad as the Media tries to gin up about you. Because they know you and Sheriff Griswold by name, and know the good you've both done and that you're doing your best to weed out racist and dirty Officers, and partly because T-Square has let it be known you and the Sheriff are 'good guys' (air quotes), it's not at a boiling point here. But this gun charge thingy might change that; it's not going over well at all."
Tanya: "And J.J. said one more thing to Jack that struck me: he thinks Jacquez Wilson and The Teacher both know something, and that it may be part of a larger Statewide and even nationwide plan to gin up unrest for political purposes."
Tanya: "And THAT is the point I was getting to... Jocelyn Moran might've betrayed Perry so that he had to be pulled, and now he can't gather information on whatever they're planning."
"That makes sense." I said. "A lot of sense." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Tanya said "And now, we don't really have any undercover assets. We have some C.I.s, and some of them are really good and help us a lot, but our job is officially harder now that J.J. has been outed."
"As if it ever gets easier." I replied. "But we'll just-------"
We all looked up when we heard my assistant Helena yell "Stop! You can't go in there!" followed by my door bursting open and two men in expensive suits coming in. I recognized them as Police Union reps.
"What the hell are you doing questioning Sergeant McCombs's citation?" one of them yelled.
I don't think they expected my response. I flew out of my chair, the red crowbar coming with me, and came around my desk and slammed into the first man, grabbing his collar near the knot of his necktie.
"What are you DOING?" yelled the second man. He rushed me, in order to help his comrade, but Teresa had sprung up from her chair and was attacking him. She pushed him back, and when he rushed at her she executed a karate kick to his groin. He tumbled down, howling in pain.
Meanwhile, the first man was trying to fight out of my grasp. I slammed my fist into my belly and he doubled over and went to his knees.
*CLICK!*
That sound was made by Tanya's service weapon, which was a revolver. The business end was in the man's earhole. He looked like he wanted to attack Tanya, but he knew that if he did, he would not survive what I would do to him, even if Tanya did not pull the trigger.
"Give me an excuse. Please." said Lady Ironside in a rather threatening tone of voice.
"What the hell is wrong with you people?" the man gasped, though he'd stopped struggling. I took the opportunity to literally pick him up off the ground by his collars, then I flung him into the second man, who was picking himself up off the floor. They both tumbled into the hallway.
"DO YOU REALLY THINK..." I shouted as I pursued them, "that you can disrespect me in front of my Officers by just barging past my assistant and into my office, and start yelling at me?... and think that I won't beat your asses down like the shit eating dogs you are?!?! Huh?"
When he didn't answer, I rushed forward and grabbed him again, choking him. "I ASKED YOU A QUESTION, YOU SON OF A BITCH!"
"What is going ON here?" asked Chief Moynahan as he rushed into the hallway. Cindy was also watching from the doorway to the Chief's suite. 
"I'm showing two pieces of shit what happens to them when they disrespect me." I growled loudly and angrily.
"Take them to the Main Conference Room." said the Chief.
"How about the Interrogation Room, Chief?" said Tanya as she drove into the hallway. "They came in here as if they were going to attack me. Commander Troy just defended me." We all knew what she was really doing, and I appreciated it.
"I'm sure." said the Chief. "Main Conference Room. Get a couple of Officers down here to watch over them. All of you..." he continued, pointing at me, Teresa, and Tanya, "go get a cup of coffee or something...
 * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sr. Patrolmen Hardy and Drew from Vice went into the Conference Room, along with Commander Cindy Ross. The Green Crowbar was the Chief's physical protection. Fifteen minutes later the Union reps came out, their faces beet red. They left hastily. We went inside.
"The idiots said they wanted to press charges against all of you." said Chief Moynahan. "I told them that the first thing they should dooooo when in a deep hole was to stop digging any further. And I eventually got it out of them why they came here in the first place."
"It would seeeeeem," continued the Chief, "that they wanted to know why you, Mr. Crowbar, were investigating Sergeant McCombs's citation for the drug bust. They said it was a properly-awarded citation for a good bust. I told them that you were investigating the drug bust itself, as that was what Iron Crowbars doooooo."
Tanya laughed at that. I grew thoughtful. Cindy said "Spill it, Red Crowbar."
I said "Why... in the world... would it bother them that I was investigating the bust? Or was it the gun charge they're worried about me looking at? Or...."
Yep, full-blown reverie. When I came out of it, only the Chief was in the room with me.
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrrr," the Chief drawled, "may I suggest just a bit less physicality in front of so many witnesses?"
"Chief," I said, "if they'd come into your office the way they came into mine, what would you have done?"
"I'd have called you in." the Chief said promptly. "And then I'd be suggesting just a bit less physicality in front of so many witnesses."
I whimpered a laugh at that, then Moynahan continued: "Seriously, I have also not failed to no-tissss that their aggressive actions bespeak a position of both power and desperation. Having said that, the Union is not very strong with the Force in this Town & County, but we don't want to agitate anything. So if they do anything to goad you in the near future, just let it gooooo."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't get it. I just don't get it." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone as he sat down to lunch in the back 'Command' room of the Cop Bar. Also present were Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White, me, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. Teresa and I had just told the Federal Agents about the altercation with the Union bosses.
"You weren't trying to take away Sergeant McCombs's citation, were you?" Karina asked.
"No." I said. "I never had any intention to do that, nor did I ever suggest I'd do that. No, it was the case itself they didn't want me looking into."



Teresa said "Well, it's solves one mystery for me. I have been trying to find out just who screwed up the duty logs and misfiled the reports so that Commander Troy would not see them. I don't think Hatch has the brains, and McCombs and Hendricks couldn't get to the paperwork. But Patrol Office Lydia Green is active with the Union, and she also could access the files. I can't prove it, but I'll bet it was her."
"But she couldn't persuade Captain Hewitt to issue McCombs a citation." I said. "I'm glancing in Sergeant Clark's direction. Of course it could be him and Lydia Green, working together, and upon the Union's instructions."
"Whoever did it," Jack Muscone said, "he or she has made my wife very angry, very angry indeed. She hated losing your undercover man."
"Who, I'm told, is being recruited by the FBI and DEA." I said.
"Who told you that lie?" Jack asked, then bit into his delicious double cheeseburger. Karina didn't even try to hide the expression on her face, of being caught with her proverbial hand and the proverbial cookie jar..
"Ms. Iron Wolf," I said with mock severity. "They think we are an Agency of the Weak-Minded. So... observe and deduce."
Teresa glanced around, and thought about it, then said "Oh, I get it. Why are this region's FBI SAC and ASAC here in our Town & County?"
"I live here now." said Jack Muscone. "And of course the double cheeseburgers are here." I just glanced over at Teresa.
"Jack wants me to think it's about recruiting Ice Cube." Teresa said. "But it's not. He's here because of the Elections. Methinks they believe something underhanded is going to happen."
"Not much gets by you, Iron Wolf." conceded Karina White. She and Teresa fist-bumped.
"To get granular," I said, "they're here to protect us from shenanigans by the rabidly racist Jocelyn Moran and Ava Hinds of the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division. If cheating occurs, everyone knows I'll do something about it, and Moran and Hinds will then try to accuse me of some civil rights violation. But with these high-level FBI Agents here, it will be harder for them to try any crap."
"Ooooh, he's gooood." Karina said, with a flirtatious look in my general direction.
"Nothing at all gets past him." said Muscone. "You're right, Don, though we're not really here specifically for Moran and Hinds. We do think there may be a test run to do something fraudulent here. The two Council races are the Left's targets, to see what they can get away with."
"This is the wrong County to be trying that in." Teresa said.
"I dunno." said Muscone. "They don't look at it the way we do. To them, they think they're setting up a no-win scenario for all of you, or more specifically, for Don. If nothing is done, they get away with their fraud. If the law is enforced, they attack you for it. They're still calling Daniel Allgood an 'illegitimate' Mayor after Don refused to let them steal the last election."
"And this time," added Karina White, "they have the US DOJ Civil Rights Division all over you, just looking for something to add to their ridiculous lawsuits."
"So what do you do in a situation like this?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Weak politicians would consider the optics." I said. "But in this Town & County, we will enforce the law."
Part 13 - Those Who Count The Votes...
"And it's seven o'clock here at the KXTC Decision Desk," said Amber Harris at 7:00pm, sitting at the KXTC anchor desk, "and the polls are closing!"
"That's right, Amber!" said Bettina Wurtzburg, sitting beside Amber at the newsdesk. "Let's go to our political reporter Lester Holder, for more. Lester!"
"Thank you, Amber and Bettina!" said Lester Holder. "We are here outside George Floyd Elementary School, where the line to vote extends out of the front door of the school and to the sidewalk. Sheriff's Deputies have just gotten behind the last voters in line, and are not permitting anyone else into the line, disenfranchising them of their right to vote!"
"Is anyone protesting not being allowed in line?" asked Bettina, almost happily.
"Yes, Bettina." said Holder. "And we have just gotten word that attorneys for Edgar Silas have filed a suit in Superior Court to force the polls in this district to remain open! Judge Harry Nance will be ruling within minutes!"
"Thank you Lester!" said Bettina as the camera came back to her. "And... what's that? Okay. This just in, ladies and gentlemen! Channel Two News has learned that Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom ordered the Silas lawsuit to be heard in his Court and not that of Judge Harry R. Nance! Both Judge Nance and the lead attorney for Edgar Silas protested Folsom's action..."
She pretended to listen into her earpiece, then said "And Channel Two News has just learned that Judge Folsom has denied the lawsuit by Edgar Silas's attorney, saying that there have been no reported problems with the voting at Floyd Elementary, and there was no reason to allow that District's polls to remain open. He also cited State and Federal Law, which requires that either all or none of the County's polling places remain open..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A 2x2 matrix of monitors had been installed in the Main Conference Room. Money from the 'R.C. Christian' grant had bought them for the Intel Room, then a newer matrix was bought for them and the old ones installed in the Main Conference Room. A sleight-of-hand move, fer sure, but it was the Deputy Chief's job to explain that one, I thought wickedly to myself.
The Sheriff, Police Chief, Sheriff's Chief of Staff Oswald, Commander Ross, and Lt. Commander Croyle were watching with me in the Main Conference Room. The KXTC feed was on the top left monitor, and KFXU next to it on the top right monitor. Teresa's nose was buried in her Police iPhone.
"According to this," Teresa said as she perused texts, "Deputies let anyone in the parking lot at 7:00pm get into the line. When the first late group of people came up demanding to be let in line, some of them wearing red shirts with the Antifa logo, the Deputies asked for their IDs. Their IDs said they weren't even from this County, and a couple of them tried to say they just moved here. When they got loud, the Deputies threatened to arrest them for attempting to vote under false pretenses."
"That surrrrrrely cannot be the only thing they're going to tryyyy." said Chief Moynahan.
"Setting up lawsuits." I said tiredly. "They'll sue for being required to have an ID and being properly registered to vote, per State Law, and some activist Federal or State Judge will say the State's Voter ID law is illegal. The Left uses the Courts to nullify good sense laws designed to keep elections free and fair."
"Okayyyyyy, I can watch this from home, holding my little girl." said Cindy. "If you'll excuse me, I'll see you tomorrow."
"Have a good night." I said with alacrity, not stopping her from leaving. The Sheriff had peered at her, and was now peering at me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Tuesday, May 5th. "And all of the local races are called, except the Adams-Jacobs and Silas-Williams Council races." said Amber Harris. "In those races, Dr. Williams currently has a 2500 vote lead with 99% of the votes counted, and Malinda Adams has a 53-47% lead with 98% of that District's votes counted. Let's go to our colleague Tim Sioban of KSB News in the City for the interesting developments in the Statewide primaries. Tim!"
"That's right, Amber!" said Tim Sioban. "In a shocking vote in the Republican Gubernatorial primary, current Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, a crony of Val Jared and supporter of his racist policies, has a 67-33% lead over State Attorney General Karl Handel! And newcomer Ruby Russell, daughter of the late U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, is beating former State Secretary of State Brian Cagle 59-41% in the Lieutenant Governor primary."
"Wow, those are huge, blowout numbers!" said Amber, stating the obvious. "The Marshall numbers are very disturbing, Tim. Do you know why they're that one-sided for Marshall and Russell?"
Tim Sioban: "Political experts are telling me that Ruby Russell may have gotten a sympathy vote from Republicans after losing their beloved U.S. Senator Samuel Russell just months ago. She also was running against the corrupt Brian Cagle, who resigned as Secretary of State rather than obey a judge's order to certify Sharon Marshall as the Republican Caucus winner in that very heated and controversial race." (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 02-03.) "Additionally, Amber, sources tell KSB News that a large number of Democrats in the City voted in the Republican primary, and voted for Ms. Russell, who they believe will be easier to defeat in the General Election."
Sioban: "And in the primary for Governor, Sharon Marshall is very popular with Grassroots Conservatives that utterly despise the Republican Establishment. These same voters that put Jared back into the Governor's Mansion, causing all of us pain and themselves embarrassment, are now ensuring a Democrat victory in the General Election by saddling Voters with a candidate that supports Jared's racist views..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And this just in to the Fox 8 Decision Desk," said Catrina Pierce at 11:25pm, "with two races too close to call, the Chairwoman of the Election Board has declared that vote counting will stop at midnight, and resume at 6:00am tomorrow morning. She is telling all employees as well as poll watchers to go home at midnight and come back in the morning..."
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Those Who Count The Votes... (continued)
"That won't do." I said, getting up from my chair. "You ready to do this, Sheriff."
"You bet your sweet ass I am." growled Griswold as he got up.
"What's going on?" asked the Chief.
"They're trying to throw out the poll watchers, then they'll sneak back in and resume counting without them." I replied.
"Not any more, they won't." said Teresa under her breath.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Everyone go home! We're shutting down!" said the Election Chairwoman at midnight. becoming Wednesday, May 6th.
"Hold on!" Everyone turned to see Your Iron Crowbar coming up, followed by a large contingent of TCPD Officers and TCSD Deputies. I went up to her and said "I am Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD."
"And I am Sheriff Griswold." said Sheriff Griswold, who had come in with me. "We're going to search the building, to make sure no one remains inside. If even one person is still here, every poll watcher shall remain."
"We also will post LEOs at every entrance to this building, as well as on the roof." I said. "And we'll have infrared detectors sweeping the building to make sure nobody sneaks in by any abnormal method. No one will be permitted to re-enter until the poll watchers have been alerted and can come in with you."
"What the hell is the point of all this?" the Election Chairwoman.
"I'm making sure that every vote is counted only while poll watches are present." I replied. "You will not be permitted to sneak in and count votes without those poll watchers here to watch."
"You goddamned Crackers." the Election Chairwoman muttered under her breath. Then she said loudly "You've been hitting yourself on your own head with that crowbar if you believe that crap." Then to everyone: "Okay, everyone, keep counting the ballots..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We found eight people in a back office." said Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie. "They said they were on break. There were no ballots in that room, but we've noticed several plastic tubs of ballots stuffed under the side tables out here."
"We should ask out loud about those." said the Sheriff. "See what that Chairwoman has to say about them."
"Yes, let's do that." I said. Then I said to Sheriff Griswold: "Clearly we were right; they were going to close down, kick out the poll watchers, then those people in that breakroom would come out and start counting again."
"Sir," said a Patrol Officer, coming up to me, "about twelve of the cars in the back parking lot had three or four people in them. We asked them why they were sitting there, and they said they were waiting to come back in and start counting ballots again after the poll watchers had left. They didn't even try to lie about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Over the next hour, Officers were getting sworn affidavits... sworn testimony under penalty of perjury, mind you... of voting irregularities.
"There was one woman that kept running the same ballots through the machine." said one woman. "Ran one through ten times, and I was literally shouting at her. Then the Chairwoman came over with guys in uniforms, but they were security, not real cops, and she threatened to have me arrested and physically removed. A couple of real Deputies came over, but no one would do anything about the woman counting the ballot multiple times, and she did it two more times until that Deputy just stood right behind her..."
"I've been physically pushed back three times." said another poll watcher, a male. "We're supposed to be allowed within six feet, but they kept pushing us over until we couldn't see the monitors nor what they were doing. At one point they had us 30 feet away and to the side, and we can't see diddly without binoculars at those distances..."
"Well, Sheriff," I said, "it's gonna be an all-nighter for me, but if you want to go home..."
"Hell no." replied the Sheriff. "I'm staying, and mostly just in case any assholes from the USDOJ show up and try to start some shit with you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:45am, Wednesday, May 6th. Catrina Pierce and and Priya Ajmani were at the Fox 8 Decision Desk. "And once again the latest news: County Sheriff Griswold and Police Commander Troy went to Election Headquarters, where they are reported to have stopped the Election Chairwoman from shutting down the vote counting."
Priya: "Reports are mixed and conflicting, but some are saying the Sheriff and Police Commander ordered the vote counting to continue, while others tell Fox Eight News that they only threatened to post Deputies at the doors and not allow the poll watchers to leave as long as so much as one person remained in the building. When Commander Troy said that his LEOs would not be leaving, the Election Chairwoman reversed her earlier announcement that vote counting would stop for the night, and the counting continues... with the poll watchers in place."
Catrina: "Several poll watchers have given sworn affidavits of voting irregularities, including ballots being counted multiple times each, and poll watchers physically intimidated and forced to places where they cannot see the vote counting taking place. However, since Sheriff Griswold himself showed up, and Police Commander Troy with him, there have been no reported irregularities..."
Part 14 - The Morning After
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 6th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The votes have been counted, and primary winners chosen!"
Bettina began: "The votes have been fairly and accurately counted, and were certified by the Elections Board Chairwoman in just the last hour. In the primary for Malinda Adams's Council seat, Ms. Adams prevailed by a 51-49% margin. Stacey Jacobs refused to concede, saying that she believed there were voting irregularities and that not all black votes were properly counted."
Bettina: "And in the race to succeed Reginald B.F. Lewis on the Town & County Council, Edgar Silas has been declared the winner by 228 votes. This razor-thin margin will trigger an automatic recount, which will begin today at noon. Poll watchers and Deputy Sheriffs are already at the Election site to make sure the recount does not start without poll watchers present. This was ordered by the Sheriff after an issue broke out last night, when poll watchers were asked to leave but refused to after TCPD Officers and Sheriff's Deputies arrived and forced the vote to continue with the poll watchers present."
Bettina: "And in Statewide elections, Democrat Corey Coons won the nomination for Lieutenant Governor by his party, while Ruby Russell won the Republican nod. And for Governor, to replace lame duck, deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared, moderate Democrat Hoyt Stenson won the Democrat nomination, while Jared's racist crony Sharon Marshall won the Republican nomination by a surprisingly large margin over State Attorney General Karl Handel, who refused to endorse Lieutenant Governor Marshall. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Handel angrily saying "The racist Grassroots voters have humiliated the Republican Party by voting for Val Jared's racist crony, Sharon Marshall! We cannot afford four more years of Jared's hateful policies that discriminate against hardworking undocumented workers! I urge the State Republican Party to renounce this embarrassing outcome, reject Sharon Marshall as the Party's nominee, and return our Republican Party to it's true values!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This coffee is strong!" said Cindy Ross, looking bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as we watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"It's just right." I replied tiredly.
"Yeah it is." grunted the equally tired Sheriff.
"You guys didn't get any sleep?" Cindy asked.
"I got a few hours," growled Griswold, "but only because this young whippersnapper forced me to."
"Yeah I did." I said. "But I'm getting to be a not-so-young whippersnapper, and I had to stay at the Election Center until they finished the vote count around 4:30am. And then I came here and worked out and cleaned up."
"Couldn't the TCPD and TCSD Officers have kept watch through the night?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"No." replied the Sheriff before I could say anything. "The Election Chairwoman had her own Security there, and there were constant standoffs with the Deputies and Officers as they tried to keep the poll watchers from seeing what was going on. Only when Crowbar himself showed up, ready to bust some heads, would the Security people back down. They were scared of him, but nobody else."
"Your reputation precedes you, Don." said Cindy, and I felt like it was a sneering jab at me. I glanced most unfavorably in her direction.
"Good thing, too." growled the Sheriff. "It was clear they were trying to cheat, and only Crowbar's presence was keeping any semblance of order."
"Why? I mean why were they doing that?" asked Tanya P. Muscone. "It's not like this was the General Election? What were they trying to accomplish."
"While I was there, I got two impressions." I said. "First, they were testing us, just to see how far they could push, and would have to push. I did hear some talk about getting Judge Nance to issue an injunction to force us LEOs out of there, leaving the poll watchers to the mercy of the Security bullies, but someone mentioned the Christmas Eve rally, and they dropped the lawsuit talk." (Author's note: 'Christmas In The County'.)
"They realized you wouldn't follow an order from Nance, and wouldn't leave." said Teresa Croyle, making the correct deduction.
I said "I also go the impression they weren't showing their full hand. This was just a skirmish, a forward Cavalry raid. They'll go for the full meal deal in the General Election, and in districts more favorable to their antics. Anyway, my second impression is that they wanted to cheat to help Stacey Jacobs beat Malinda Adams more than any interest in the Williams-Silas primary."
"That makes sense." said Teresa.
I continued: "And they damn near succeeded. Malinda had been up huge in the polling leading into the race, then was up by several percentage point. And then all of a sudden, all these Jacobs votes started coming in. And that would happen when the poll watchers over the counters for that district were being harassed by the Security people. So I pretty much stayed over there, but then someone would gin up a confrontation elsewhere, I'd go over there, and time I got back, Jacobs had another half-percent made up."
"Why didn't they do the same for the Silas-Williams race?" asked the Chief.
"They may have, Chief." I replied. "Those numbers were fairly tight, but Dr. Williams was beginning to pull ahead a bit. Then there was a sudden jump in Silas's numbers, very similar to the Jacobs numbers, but not nearly as obviously fraudulent as the Jacobs fraud..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Wednesday, May 6th. "After an eventful and sometimes controversial Election primary night, we have the results so far. For those, let's welcome my co-host, Meredith Peller. Hello Meredith."
"Hi Catrina." said Meredith Peller. "It was quite a night last night, and it's still not over. First, let's cover the big story of the night: The Town & County Police and Sheriff Departments were mobilized to monitor the election counting after reports of threats and intimidation against poll watchers by private Security hired by the Elections Commissioner."
Catrina picked it up: "The Elections Commissioner was going to stop the counting at midnight and send the poll watchers home. Sources tell Fox Eight News that after the poll watchers left, she was going to have some workers come back in and restart the count without the watchers present."
Meredith: "However, Sheriff Antonio Griswold and Police Commander Donald Troy appeared on the scene. While some witnesses claim that Commander Troy forced the Elections Commissioner to stay open until the ballots were counted, others say the Commissioner decided to keep the count going after realizing Commander Troy would not let anyone remain in the building without the poll watchers being there."
Catrina: "The results were certified very early this morning, and show that Edgar Silas has a 228-vote lead over Dr. Joseph E. Williams in the Council race primary to succeed Reginald B.F. Lewis, which will trigger an automatic runoff. But the big news of the night is that Malinda Adams won her Council seat's nomination by only two percent, 51-49%."
Meredith: "Stacey Jacobs has refused to concede to Adams, and has threatened to file a lawsuit in Court, saying that black voters in the district were disenfranchised. Adams retaliated with an accusation that she believed there were fraudulent votes for Jacobs, and that she, Adams, actually won by a much wider margin."
Catrina: "And State Attorney General Karl Handel is appealing to the State Republican Party to disavow the results of the primary that saw him defeated by Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall in wipeout fashion, and to make him the formal nominee of the Party for the Governor's seat. Ms. Marshall issued a statement saying that Handel had his chance to convince the voters to elect him, and the Grassroots soundly rejected him."
Meredith: "And the Lieutenant Governor's race should be a barnburner, as Ruby Russell, daughter of the late U.S. Senator Samuel Russell, who is revered by Establishment Republicans to this day, will face off against State Senator Corey Coons..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You guys think there was fraud in the Williams-Silas race?" Tanya Muscone asked as she, Teresa Croyle, and I sat in my office watching the KFXU broadcast to start the Angels Meeting.
"I do." said Teresa. "When big leads vanish so suddenly like that? And Todd's lobbyists told him Dr. Williams was pulling ahead in the last few days. Don? What do you think?"
I sat back into my comfortable 'Command Chair' and threw my arms out in a shrug. "I dunno. I dunno. It was close to begin with."
"What about Malinda Adams's race?" asked Tanya.
"Oh, I think there definitely was fraud there." I said. "I witnessed some of the attempts last night. They just didn't get over the finish line on that, and very likely because the Sheriff and I intervened in time to stop the fraud that was happening."
"So they really wanted the black candidate to win, and were willing to cheat to make it happen?" Teresa asked, her voice withering.
I replied "I'll refrain from saying it was purely race based, and just say they wanted the most far-Left candidate to win there. 'They' (air quotes), whoever 'they' are pulling the strings on this, wanted someone more reliably far-Leftist than Malinda Adams. Stacey Jacobs is rabidly, and I mean rabidly, far-Left in her views, just like..."
"Just like?" Tanya asked as she and Teresa peered at me.
"Just like Lionel Carmela." I said. "And I have a gut feeling who one of 'they' (air quotes) are that are pulling the strings... and Carmela is one of them."
After a few moments of silent reflection, followed by everyone getting more coffee, I said "Okay, what's happening in Chief Moynahan's Police Department that I need to be able to discuss with him?"
Teresa said "Something weird happened late yesterday, and I just got the report this morning. I still had a bee in my bonnet about who called in that fake abduction story that McElwane and Buchannan were a part of, so I asked Corporal Kirkpatrick to look into it, and to talk to Buchannan and McElwane. So he went to 2nd Precinct to talk to them, after informing Lt. DeLong, who was good with it."
Teresa: "They both came in, and Kirkpatrick said he had some questions about the incident. Buchannan was ready to answer questions, but McElwane asked for a Union Rep. Kirkpatrick said that he was not questioning anything McElwane did, that this was something else. Buchannan said out loud that McElwane did nothing wrong, as well. But McElwane just said he wanted a Union Rep, and would not answer any questions without one present."
"Sounds suspicious." Tanya said.
"Not necessarily." I replied. "Put yourself in McElwane's position. He didn't do anything wrong per se, but he's a white Officer that drew his weapon upon a black man who turned out to be unarmed, and in the presence of a minor child. And then a Corporal comes in with questions about the incident. So, Teresa, what did Kirkpatrick do then?"
"He just stopped talking to either of them, and called and asked me how he should proceed." Teresa said. "I told him to just let it go for now. So now I'm here asking you what you want me to do."
I said "Call 2nd Precinct and have them send Buchannan and McElwane here. Interview them in the Main Conference Room, and tape it. And here's how it should go..."
Part 15 - Issues and Answers
Patrolmen McElwane and Buchannan walked down the hallway to the door of the Main Conference Room. Buchannan knocked and heard a voice inside say "Come in."
Going inside, they found Lt. Commander Croyle sitting at the near end of the table. "Hi guys, thanks for coming. Have a seat." she said. They sat down in the first two seats to her right, their backs to the door.
Teresa said "I have a few questions about that situation you two had the other day."
"Ma'am," said McElwane, "I want a Union Rep present, and I will answer no questions without that Union Rep present."
"You don't even know what I'm going to ask." Teresa said. "This is not about you. You really don't need a Rep."
"With respect, ma'am," said McElwane, "it doesn't matter. I insist upon a Union Rep."
"Okay, then." said Teresa. "Get out of here. Report directly to Commander Troy in his office." McElwane got up and left the room. In the hallway, he saw me at the door to the anteroom of my office.
"Come on in." I said to him. He followed me in.
"Have a seat." I said as I went around my desk and sat down.
"Sir," said McElwane, "I want a Union Rep."
"Sit down, Officer." I ordered. When he didn't comply, I said "Sit. Down. I'm not asking you anything. Now sit down." When he finally complied, I expertly used the remote to turn on the monitor as I said "Let's watch some TV."
The image of Teresa and Buchannan in the Main Conference Room filled the monitor. "Okay, Kevin," said Teresa, "just to keep things tidy: that camera is on, and is recording this conversation. And I'll ask if you want a Union Rep."
"No ma'am, it's good." Buchannan said.
"All I want to ask you about," said Teresa, "is what you saw while you and McElwane was at the scene. Did you see any other people in the area?"
"There were people on the street, in the distance." said Buchannan. "None of them were very close to us, and nobody approached us in a way that appeared to be a threat."
Teresa nodded, then said "You didn't see anyone in the buildings in the area? No one looking out the window at you?"
"No ma'am." said Buchannan. "And I was watching to make sure a gun barrel didn't appear in a window to shoot at us."



"Did you see anyone filming you?" Teresa asked. "Anyone using cellphones to film the stop? Or videocameras?"
"No ma'am." said Buchannan. "Not that I saw, but you can check our Officer-cams and dashcam."
Teresa nodded. "And you didn't see any Media vans, anything that might make you think the Media was watching and filming?"
"No ma'am." said Buchannan.
"Okay, that's all I need." Teresa said. "You can go find McElwane and the two of you can leave if Commander Troy is finished with him."
"Can I say one thing, ma'am?" Buchannan said. Teresa nodded and Kevin continued: "I don't know why McElwane wants a Union Rep, other than he has the right to one. But he didn't do anything wrong during the stop."
"I agree." said Teresa. "By the way, how are your wife and baby doing?"
"Great, ma'am!" Kevin replied, his eyes lighting up "I had no ideas babies got so big so fast, but he's doing great."
"That's good." Teresa said with what was for her a smile. "Okay, you can go." Buchannan left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"As you can see, Patrolman McElwane," I said after we watched the Buchannan interview, "that's all we wanted to ask you about... if anyone like the Mainstream Media was watching you or filming you. And I hope you observed that Buchannan has your back on this, so there's nothing to be concerned about."
"Sir," said McElwane, rising to his feet and coming to attention, "I've asked for a Union Rep to be present during any questioning of me about that... situation. With all due respect, sir, I feel I'm being denied that representation while being questioned about it."
"No, you're not." I said. "I haven't asked you anything. I will say this: I am disappointed in your lack of cooperation. You are dismissed to your Patrol duties. Go." McElwane moved out smartly.
A moment later, Teresa came into my office. "How did it go, sir?" she asked.
I said "He started getting cranky about it. I didn't ask him a single question, but he said he felt like he was being interrogated without asked-for representation. I'm starting to think Tanya's right, but it doesn't matter as far as what we want to know. Buchannan answered your questions, and I made observations of McElwane as he watched the interview."
"If I may ask, what were those observations?" Teresa asked, with Cindy-ish curiosity.
"He looked like some ideas were popping into his head." I replied. "He's starting to see the light on all this, the real light. Anyhoo, if you don't have anything else to do but twiddle your thumbs, why don't you and I go to the scene and see what we can see."
Teresa replied with a glint in her eyes: "Well, sir, my thumbs are going to miss their twiddling exercise, but let's go. We do need a Patrol cruiser to escort us into that part of Town, though..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Wednesday, May 6th. Corporal Hicks and Sr. Patrolman Johnson followed my Police SUV to the southwest area of Town, the 'Southwestern Ghetto', the poorest area of the County. We were all wearing armor over our uniforms, and everyone but me was wearing a Police helmet. Drama Queen me was wearing my ubiquitous blue Tilley Hat with a miniature badge beneath my Airborne wings.
Hicks and Johnson took up somewhat defensive postures, watching the buildings and down the street as Teresa and I surveyed the weed-infested area between two abandoned industrial buildings,
"Okay," I said, "there was a building here, but it caught fire and burned down years ago. The structure was unsafe and homeless people were living in it, so it was condemned and razed. You can see that trail through the weeds that people use to walk through to the other side, where there are Progressive State Housing apartments down that street. It's definitely where someone walking his kid home from Sharpton Elementary would go through during daylight hours."
"The buildings on either side don't have any side windows, just solid brick walls." Teresa said. "I guess someone could be on the roofs, but it's not the best place to film the incident. Across the street, though, it looks more possible. Gated parking lot in front... someone in a car could've filmed the incident from there."
"Sir," Hicks said, coming up to me, "there aren't any pedestrians walking down these streets. There's no stores nor places to eat. Those are on the other side of the empty lot, on the street parallel to this one. If someone wanted to film us abusing a black citizen, that side of the lot would have been far better."
I said "I totally agree, if what they wanted was for real citizens to see and film the incident. Corporal, contact Intel Branch, and ask to get video of this street, but looking away from this spot. And have them get footage of the street on the other side of the lot."
"Yes sir." said Hicks, who then moved out smartly to implement my instructions.
Teresa said quietly "I've already asked for that footage, and reviewed it. I didn't see anything."
"It won't hurt to do it again, and have other eyes look at it." I replied. "But there's an element missing in this, whether on this side or that side of this empty lot. Care to guess what that is? And to help you answer that, put yourself in the position of the person setting it up."
After a moment of looking around, Teresa said "I think I see what you're getting at, sir. They didn't have total control of the situation. They couldn't control Buchannan and McElwane finding the father and son when they did, nor where they did. They made the call apparently leaving everything to chance."
"You're on the right path." I said. "So what does that suggest to you, Iron Wolf?"
Teresa said "I don't know, sir. I don't have the Power of the Vibe like you, Cindy, and Carole do, but I get the nagging sense that something's not right about all this. What are you thinking, sir?"
I said "First, now that I've seen this location, I think it exonerates McElwane from complicity in any shenanigans."
"Sir?" Teresa asked with a gasp. "So why is he refusing to answer the most basic of questions, and demanding a Union Rep every time he turns around?
"Think about it." I said. "He let Buchannan defuse that situation, rather than escalate it into a racially-charged incident. And like I said before, he's starting to realize some things... like maybe he was potentially being set up to be the fall guy if something happened. And that's why he's protecting himself with the Union requests."
"He thinks we're setting him up?" Teresa asked.
"Maybe us, maybe someone else." I said. "So let me do this..." I turned and called out "Corporal Hicks! Over here, please!" as I made a 'come here' motion with my arm. Hicks hurried over as I made a 'Blood Order' sign with my fingers, causing him to turn off his Officer-cam.
"Hicks, this is a Blood Order thing." I said quietly. "I need you and people you trust to watch Buchannan and McElwane's backs. Let me know if someone starts messing with either of them."
"Yes sir." said Hicks. He moved back towards his vehicle.
"And the other thing I'm seeing," I said to Teresa, "is you're right that they didn't have control of the situation... but they didn't intend to. It was a dry run. They just wanted to see what would happen, what we would do."
"So you think they'll do something like this again?" Teresa asked.
"Maybe." I said thoughtfully. "Maybe..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:10am, Wednesday, May 6th. Having dismissed Hicks and Johnson to their regular duties, Teresa and I went in my Police SUV to the A.M.E. Church. We went inside to the office area, and were admitted into Dr. Joseph E. Williams's office after he asked the large number of political people and lawyers to give him a few minutes with me and Teresa.
"Why do you guys have armor on?" asked Williams, perhaps humorously. "You don't think it's dangerous coming to see me, do you?"
"No sir." I said with a grin. "We've been out to areas a little less friendly and safe than your church, and to tell the truth, I forgot we were wearing our armor."
"I hear that." said Dr. Williams. "I do want to tell you that I appreciate you going to the Election Center last night. I'm hearing some really bad things. We think Silas is stealing this election. Do you think that, too?"
I said "I don't know, Reverend. I do think the Sheriff and I got there in time to stop some really ugly stuff from going on, but your election was so close that they'll have to recount and forensically audit the results to be able to tell."
Williams nodded. "I was a couple of thousand votes ahead with virtually all the votes counted. Then all of a sudden, the lead was cut in half, then in half again. In a matter of minutes. I've refused to concede, and we've asked for the recount. I'm also going to demand that audit, even sue if I have to. But money's tight; I can't afford a long, drawn out legal battle."
"How are Silas's finances, sir?" asked Teresa.
"That's another thing." Dr. Williams said acidly. "We think Silas didn't report everything he brought in, like he should have. We think Lionel Carmela, the Political Science professor on Campus, funneled some money from an unregistered PAC into Silas's campaign. Carmela was supporting Stacey Jacobs more openly, but we think he's also funneling illegal money into Finneran's campaign for Inspector General as well as Silas's."
"Why the secrecy, and the illegality?" Teresa asked. "Why not just register the PAC and openly support the candidates?"
I replied "Because they'd have to reveal the donors, and it might get Carmela into hot water with the University. But most of all: Carmela doesn't want our right hand to see what his left hand... his very Left hand... is doing. Democrats are divided between a moderate and a much more Socialist agenda, and Carmela wants to support he more Leftwing candidates without being seen doing so."
"But why would he support Silas?" Dr. Williams asked. "Silas is relatively moderate, like I am."
"Yes, sir," I said, "but Silas hates me and was running against me, while you were on the Charter Commission with me, and you refused to denounce me."
"I don't get that, either." said Dr. Williams. "Don, you are not hated by the Black Community. They appreciated what you did for our children's education with your structuring of the new Charter. And our polling showed that your name was never a problem for our campaign."
"Hence the ballot box stuffing to get you defeated." I said. "Unfortunately, there's nothing I can do. You'll just have to follow the process on this. Anyhoo, there is one other question I'd like to ask you. There's a lot of tension between black and the Police. What can we do, what can I do, to help defuse that? No, I'm not 'woke', so I'm asking seriously: what do blacks want?"
Dr. Williams said "I don't know, Don. Different people want different things, and for different reasons. Maxine Watts wants reparations, she says... but she's using that as a political tool. Edgar Silas and Bruce Finneran attack the Police constantly... for political gain.
Dr. Williams: "But a lot of the division is legitimate frustration, especially with the Police, and the Judicial System. There's a lot of frustration that might never go away, no matter what you do. You're doing all you can, Don, and I'm sure you are as well, Teresa... but then there's just one incident of a gun being planted on four black kids, and just once incident of a white cop forcing a black man to get on his knees at gunpoint... and all the good work you've tried to do is gone... poof!... like the wind."
Dr. Williams: "And solutions? You and I did a lot for education here, but that's a long, slow process, and some people aren't patient. They want 'change' now, but never seem to say exactly what change they want..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were leaving the A.M.E. Church, we found that the Press had been made aware of my presence, and six (six!) news vans were in the parking lot, having almost killed three church members as they drove through the barricades to get in. Now reporters and cameras were about to rush us.
"Allow me to clear the path for you." said Teresa, spoiling for a fight with the despised members of the Media.
"You don't even carry a crowbar." I said as I brought my red crowbar out. "But go ahead. If Penis Holder gets in the way, let me have him myself.:"
Teresa led the way, occasionally shoving a camera out of our path. I didn't have to use the crowbar; the gutless reporters were too afraid to challenge it and the redhead carrying it.
"Why are you here, Commander Troy?" I heard the reporters shouting. "Are you working with Dr. Williams, Commander?" "Will you be investigating the election results?" "Are you the reason Dr. Williams lost, Commander Troy?"
Near the end of the line, Lester 'Penis' Holder stepped forward to shove a microphone in my face. I threw an excellent, really an NFL-quality stiffarm, which caught Holder right on his cheek. I shoved him hard to the ground, then got in the passenger-side door of my SUV that Teresa had opened. Then she went around to the drivers side and got in.
"Neat trick so you could drive my vehicle." I said as I handed her the keys.
"Moohahahaha." Teresa replied as she cranked the car. The reporters tried to get in front to stop us, and I turned on the lightbars. When Penis Holder got up, Teresa swerved to try to hit him, making me chuckle as he leapt into a couple of other reporters to get out of the way.
I got on the loudspeaker. "Clear this roadway or you will be arrested." I said. The turning on of the lightbar made their stopping the vehicle a felony crime in this State. Teresa began going forward, literally pushing rabid reporters out of the way, and threatening to run them clean over if they didn't move.
That didn't bother me a bit; after all, those weren't even human beings; they were worthless reporters. Male or female, whatever ethnicity, they were all equally worthless, because they were journalists..
Have I mentioned that I utterly despise the Press?
Part 16 - Water, Water Everywhere
3:00pm, Wednesday, May 6th. I was called into the Chief's office.
"Why are you wearing armor?" the Chief asked.
"I just never took it off after we went to the Southwestern Ghetto to see the scene of the McElwane-Buchannan incident." I replied.
"And that's why I called you in here." said the Chief. "McElwane went to the Union and filed a grievance that you and Commander Croyle have repeatedly continued to question him after he requested Union represen-tay-shunnnnn. The Union Reps called me about it a few minutes a-goooo. They are demanding a meeting with you, and are demanding that we leave McElwane a-lonnnnne."
"I don't think we've violated anything, sir." I said. "Corporal Kirkpatrick stopped asking questions when McElwane asked for a Rep, and so did Teresa. I never asked him a question at all, and I have that on videotape. I won't give them the videotape until they actually grieve me, and then I'll use it to humiliate them."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "I told them that McElwane was not under investigation, and we were not interested in investigating him, as Buchannan had confirmed McElwane's actions were not improperrrrrr. I also suggested that we could suspend McElwane for not cooperating with our investigation of the incident, and then he'd have real reason to request their representation."
"Did they say why they wanted a meeting with me?" I asked.
"Nooooo," said the Chief, "but my experience suggests it's 'optics', so they can go back to whoever cares and say they pushed you a-rounnnnnd."
I said "Well, if they want to see me, they can make an appointment through my assistant---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. The Chief indicated with a hand gesture that I should answer it. "Troy... whaaa?... okay, I'll be right there."
After disconnecting, I said "They began the recount at the Election Center at noon. Five minutes ago, a water pipe burst, flooding the main counting room..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's really bad." said Lieutenant DeLong as he and I surveyed the extensive damage while other Police Officers and Firefighters milled about. "The pipe was overhead, above the drop ceiling, and it was a branch right off the main feed. The pipe burst almost completely in two, and water just poured out of it, through the ceiling, and into the room. The servers are in here as well as the electronic counting machines, and they were blown out; we're lucky there wasn't a full-on electrical fire."
"And the ballots themselves?" I asked, pointing to plastic bins full of water and sheafs of now-worthless paper.
"Yes sir." said DeLong. "Those are boxes of ballots waiting to be counted. They were soaked, and pretty much destroyed. The Election Chairwoman said she thinks about half of the ballots cast yesterday have been wiped out, and cannot be recounted."
"Wow." I said. "And nobody shut off the water?"
"That wheel valve was stuck open." said DeLong, pointing to a pipe that came out of the floor and went to the ceiling. "They tried to shut it off, but it wouldn't budge. The Fire Department shut it off at the connection outside when they got here, but water flowed like a mighty river for over ten minutes, making this room a swimming pool."
"Listen," I said, "have the Officers ask all the employees how the ballots were brought in and stacked where they were, and see if we can get a composite story that they were put where the most damage would occur if a water pipe just happened to burst."
DeLong grinned. "No wonder you get the results, sir, thinking the way you do." He then moved out to give the word to everyone.
After a few minutes, I left the scene and went outside, where employees were huddled in groups being interviewed by the Police. I saw Fire Marshal Roy Easley near a fire truck and went over to him.
"Hey Roy," I said as we shook hands. "Do me one favor. When you get in there, check to see if the pipe rupture was sabotage."
"I've already given my team instructions to do that." Roy said. "And to see if the condition of the shutoff valve was natural or... shall we say... induced to freeze up like it did."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what is the law pertaining to this?" I asked Paulina on the phone as I drove back to Headquarters.
"If it were a General Election," Paulina said, "they would have to do the whole Election over again. But with it being a primary, it's up to the Parties at the State and Local levels to determine what to do. They can accept the original results, or pay for another election..."
Part 17 - (Pulling) Rank And File
4:15pm, Wednesday, May 6th. Officers Buchannan and McElwane were at their lockers in the Old Mill's locker room. "See you tomorrow." McElwane said as he got up off the bench, then left the room.
"See ya." said Buchannan. A moment later he looked up to see Sergeant McCombs standing over him.
"Stay there." said McCombs. He straddled the bench and sat down, to Buchannan's left. Out of the corner of his eye, Buchannan saw Hendricks and Hatch peeking from behind the end of the next row of lockers.
"What's this about?" Buchannan said warily.
""Why are you cooperating with the Brass investigating McElwane?" snarled McCombs. "Why didn't you demand a Union Rep, like he did?"
"I didn't need one." said Buchannan. "And they're not investigating either of us."
"What did you say about McElwane?" snarled McCombs. "Why are you throwing him under the bus?"
"I'm not!" Buchannan retorted, as much stunned as angry. "I told 'em he didn't do anything wrong."
"Let me tell you something 'Boy'." McCombs snarled, meaning the word as derogatory towards blacks. "If you know what's good for you, you'll shut your fucking mouth and stop talking to Troy."



What's your fucking problem?" Buchannan shot back.
"Watch your mouth, boy." hissed McCombs. "I'm a Sergeant."
"Why are you threatening me over nothing?" Buchannan said, not backing down.
"I'm going to tell you one more time, Boy, and you better answer what I want to hear." said McCombs. "Tell me you are not going to say another fucking word to the Brass without a Union Rep present----"
"Is there a problem here?"
The voice belonged to Corporal Hicks, who was coming up with Patrolman Johnson.
"Get out of here." ordered McCombs.
"Buchannan, everything okay?" asked Hicks.
"I TOLD YOU TO FUCKING LEAVE, CORPORAL!" yelled McCombs, flying to his feet and fronting Hicks. "I'm a Sergeant! You do what the fuck I tell you to do, or your career is OVER! Hendricks! Get this bastard out of here."
Hendricks was coming forward, his gun drawn. "Let's go." said Hicks, to Johnson. He pulled Johnson out of there. Hendricks followed.
"Now, one more time." McCombs said to Buchannan. "What are you going to do when Troy or Croyle ask you about that stop?" He noticed Buchannan look past him, towards where Hendricks had been standing. Then McCombs realized someone was standing behind him.
"I TOLD YOU ASSHOLES TO LEAvvveee..." he started as he turned around... and saw Your Iron Crowbar standing there, tapping my crowbar into the palm of my hand.
"Take a walk, Buchannan." I said. Buchannan got up, closed his locker, and left. McCombs tried to follow him out, but found a red crowbar in front of his chest, impeding his way.
"I didn't tell you you could go." I said, my voice low and menacing. "And you wanna play the rank-pulling game? I'm one hell of a lot better at than you are... Sergeant."
"I want a Union Rep." McCombs said.
"I'm sure you do." I replied. "You're going to have to fight your way out of here to get one. But I'm not asking questions, I'm giving you orders. Let me be clear: I don't know why you're harassing that Police Officer, but I better not hear of it happening again... by anyone. And if I do, I'll take it out on you."
I turned to go. "Oh, one more thing." I said, turning back. "You try to pull rank on other Officers like that again, and I'll make sure you can't... by busting your worthless ass down to Patrol Officer Trainee. Test me on that. Please."
And with that, I left the locker room, headed towards Captain Abram's office...
Part 18 - Seeking Council
7:30pm, Wednesday, May 6th. The public Council Chamber was packed full of Citizens, the vast majority of them black. Many were wearing t-shirts showing them to be supporters of Dr. Joseph E. Williams, but there were also contingents that were Silas supporters and Stacey Jacobs supporters. The non-blacks in the audience were Malinda Adams supporters.
A strong contingent of Deputy Sheriffs was present, and armed-and-armored TCPD 2nd Shift Officers were in a nearby room, just out of sight. I was standing next to Lt. Commander Croyle on the floor of the Chamber, to the audience's left side. Both of us (still) had our armor on over our uniform shirts. We were not there for security; we would be attending the expected Executive Session, along with the Police Chief and the Sheriff
"What's with this crowd?" Teresa asked.
"People upset with the Election results." I replied. "And that water main break didn't help matters."
"Think it was deliberate?" Teresa asked.
"One of the largest water pipes in the building bursts wide open." I said. "The water floods the area right where bins of votes were put. The shutoff valve was stuck, all but welded open. I dunno, what do you think about coincidences?"
Teresa chuckled, then said "So what's going to happen?"
I said "I dunno. They'll sort it out."
Just then, the Council Members and the Mayor filed into the room and took their seats. Mayor Daniel Allgood gaveled the meeting into order, then handled the paperwork issues. After that, he said "Old Business? Second Readings?" There was very little old business, and it was dispatched quickly.
"New Business?" asked the Mayor. "Edward Steele is recognized."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Edward R. Steele. "We have a special request for an Public Safety Department award. As it is a personnel matter, we will ultimately need to go into Executive Session. I am not making the Executive Session motion now."
"I'm seconding that motion for that award." said Ian McGhillie.
Mayor Allgood said "Before we take up this motion, I want to address the audience. I know that many of you came here to speak about the Election results from last night. You may also know that a water pipe failure has led to severe damage of the votes cast, as well as damage to many of the counting machines and the servers."
Mayor Allgood: "We, the Mayor and Council, have no answers for you about any of that. It's up to the State as well as the political Parties to sort it out and decide what will happen going forward. So if you're here to speak about that, it's premature, and we need to find out what's going on, and I'd suggest coming back next week to voice your concerns."
The crowd did not like that, and were making booing and hissing noises. The Mayor asked if anyone was there to say something that was not related to the Election. No one approached the microphone.
John Colby, his baritone voice always a bit surprising to hear from his wiry body, said "I move we go into Executive Session to discuss the motion under consideration." The Council was all too eager to pass that, 10-0.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I went into the private Council Chamber with the Council Members, joined by Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Griswold, and sat down in the chairs on the left side of the wall. The Sergeant-At-Arms was also there.
"Okay, Mr. Steele," said Mayor Allgood, "why don't you explain what this is about."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Edward R. Steele, handing out folders. "For many years, TCPD Detective J.J. Perry, nicknamed 'Ice Cube', acted as a deep undercover operative, leading an exceptionally dangerous life. Because of this, he never was able to participate in Police functions nor even appear in the Police Headquarters building. The folders I just handed you contain his record of exceptional undercover service."
"Recently," continued Steele, "Detective Perry's identity became public after a Federal Agent unmasked his identity to the Media and an attorney known to be hostile to Police, making it necessary to bring him in from the cold, so to speak. Because of this, the Sheriff, on behalf of the TCPD, has submitted this award request now, and will award Detective Perry immediately upon our positive action, rather than wait for the August ceremonies."
"Why now?" Kelly Carnes snottily asked. She had not bothered to read the contents of the folder provided to her. "Why can't this wait until August?"
"Commander Troy?" Mayor Allgood said.
"I didn't ask him!" Carnes yelled. "I asked Councilman Steele!"
"And I called upon Commander Troy to answer the question." Daniel Allgood said levelly. "And one more outburst like that from you, Carnes, and I'll have any one of these Police Officers arrest you and take you to jail."
"Dibs!" Teresa called out, earning her some glares from several Council Members. I fist-bumped her, which did not improve their mood.
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." I said. "There are two reasons we want to award Detective Perry this medal immediately. First, to introduce or re-introduce him to the Force by awarding this in front of them. And second, just in case someone tries to murder him before August."
"Therefore," said Edward Steele, "I move that we award Detective J.J. Perry the Distinguished Service Medal."
"And I second." said Ian McGhillie.
"And there he goes again." said Susan Weston. "Commander Troy giving out medals like candy."
The Chief all but backhand-slapped me on the chest to keep me from replying as he said "Are you suggesting, Ms. Weston, that Detective Perry's years of sacrifice and achievement do not merit that award?"
Susan Weston said "I'm saying that the TCPD gives out medals, and the highest medals, like candy. The Distinguished Service Medal is supposed to be awarded after a full career of service with distinction, preceding retirement or a transfer, such as Fire Marshal Zoe Singer's move to the EMS. If it had been up to me, Chief, neither Commander Troy nor Lieutenant Commander Croyle would have been awarded DSMs."
"Withhold my surprise." I said acidly.
Weston ignored me and continued: "I move to amend this bill, to award Detective Perry a more appropriate award, the Police Medal."
"I second the motion." said Sheila Sorrells.
Mayor Allgood said "Let's go around the horn for comments. Carnes?"
"As you know," Kelly Carnes said sneeringly, "I will not vote for any positive Police actions as long as Donald Troy is employed by the Police Force."
Reginald B.F. Lewis said "Perry is black?"
"I bee-lieeeve he is of mixed ethnici-teeeesss." said the Chief.
"Aren't we all?" fired Edward Steele at Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"So he's a half... no I better not say that." said Reginald B.F. Lewis, smiling as if it were a joke. The Democrats on the Council thought that was funny. Your Iron Crowbar did not. And the tapping of my red crowbar into my palm as I stood up with a frighteningly menacing look on my face was their first clue they were about to cross the line.
"I think a Police Medal is adequate." Lewis said, looking over his shoulder as if he expected to see a crowbar being swung at his head.
When it was J.P. Goldman's turn, he gave them both barrels: "I guess Ms. Weston didn't feel adequately rewarded during her unexceptional Police career; hence, her disrespectful comments about the well-deserved awards our Public Service personnel have received over the years." Susan Weston glared hatefully at Goldman.
He went on unperturbed: "I'd like for everyone to think about what J.J. Perry went through for this County's citizens. Risking his life consorting with the filthiest of criminals. Risking his life to get the information he learned to the TCPD, so that they could use it. Having to watch his back every minute of the day, never knowing if the next moment was his last. Sleeping with his eyes open. Unable to associate with his fellow Officers."
"And for what?" Goldman finished. "Being outed by a dirty Federal Agent. Definitely having to watch his back now. And now told that the medal he truly deserves is 'candy'. I find you despicable, Ms. Weston---"
"POINT OF ORDER!" all the Democrats yelled.
"Noted." said the Mayor, tapping his gavel. "Finish up, Mr. Goldman."
"I'll find out what all of you really are when you take these next two votes." said Goldman. "Do you support our Police? Or not?"
"Let's vote." said Allgood after the debate was done. The vote was 5-5 on the Amendment. "The Mayor votes 'nay', and the amendment is defeated. Do we need discussion on the motion, or move to the vote?"
The vote was 5-5, and Daniel Allgood said "The vote being tied, the Mayor votes 'Yea', and the motion carries. Do I hear a Motion to Adjourn?" He certainly did.
Part 19 - Hiring Practices
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, May 7th, from the parking lot of the Town & County Election Center. "A major catastrophe leaves the results of Tuesday's primaries in limbo!"
Bettina began: "A water main break here at the Election Center severely damaged vote counting equipment as well as a large portion of the ballots that were to be recounted in the Council District currently served by Reginald B.F. Lewis. The first vote tally showed former Board of Inquest Commissioner Edgar Silas winning by 228 votes. Just a few hours after the recount was started, the water main break occurred."
Bettina: "Because it was a Primary and not a General Election, it is unclear what will happen going forward. Stacy Jacobs, who ran against Malinda Adams for Adams's Council seat, is demanding a new race, as is Dr. Joseph E. Williams. Dr. Williams has promised legal action if another race is not run, while his opponent, Edgar Silas, declared victory. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Silas yelling to supporters at an outdoor rally: "I won this race, and I call upon Joseph Williams to concede! He lost because he chose to associate himself with abusive cop Donald Troy! My win is a mandate to remove Donald Troy from the TCPD, and if they won't fire him, then I will defund the Police!"
Back to Bettina live: "The original results had been sent to the State Secretary of State, so the Statewide races are unaffected by the water main break. It will be up to the political Parties as well as State officials to determine what will happen next..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You knowwwww," mused Chief Moynahan as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "Silas used to be a fair, impartial man on the Boards of Inquiry. Then he started changing. I used to think Finneran was influencing him, but after that display of hatred against our Police Commanderrrrr, I wonder where all that hate has come from."
"Chief," said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, "you're not blaming The Batman for the Joker's hatred, are you?"
"Nooooooo." replied Chief Moynahan. "I'm just wondering what really drove Silas over the cliffff."
"I'd say the final straw was when I chaired the Charter Commission to write Boards of Inquiry clean out of existence." I said. "But Silas was already going down the Dark Path. I'm the one they name, but maybe it's the Police in general that he hates."
"Not that it's my day to babysit him," said Commander Cindy Ross, "but where is the Sheriff this morning?"
I said "I think he's having coffee with the Fire Department leadership. Probably making casual inquiries about that water pipe break. And just so you all know... the Fire Department treated that like an arson case. They found that the pipe was rigged with thermite, which cut the pipe in two, and wasn't put out by the water blasting out. The water valve was sprayed with a chemical like Loc-Tite, which froze it up so it couldn't be shut off. But that wasn't done very recently; that valve has been that way for months, maybe a couple of years."
Captain Tanya Muscone said "The State Crime Lab is analyzing the water pipe and the thermite. It may have been rigged days ago or months ago, as well, but we'll have to see what comes back from their tests."
Cindy said "I don't see how it could've been done in the past few days. Either it's been busy with employees and watchers in the building, or Deputy Sheriffs have been guarding it while it was empty."
"I agree that it would take some doing to get in there this week." I said. "And that's why I think it was done in the days or weeks beforehand."
"So they planned to do that all along?" asked the Green Crowbar skeptically.
I nodded vigorously, and said "Yes, and I believe it was the Adams-Jacobs race they were trying to steal, and had that contingency put in just in case something like this recount might happen. And I find that to be just a little bit... scary."
"You don't just buy thermite or make it at home." Tanya said. "Someone with access to that stuff bespeaks either a lot of money... or a Government influence, there."
"You sound like an FBI Agent." I said. "What, you married to one or something?"
"Same reason you sound like a CIA Spook with a ton of conspiracy theories." Tanya fired back. "What, you married to one or something?" We all broke out laughing.
"Touché." I conceded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching the KFXU broadcast, which discussed the deliberate water damage and its ramifications, Cindy, Tanya, Teresa, and I began the Angels meeting.
"We're starting to see signs that the perps are reacting to J.J. Perry being outed." Tanya said. "Three C.I.s quit being C.I.s, and two have left the County. No dead bodies have shown up, but there's a lot of scrutiny going on, and people are being 'asked' (air quotes) to show their loyalty."
I said "The Teacher really closed ranks. And as an aside, I've put out the word that if anyone tries to take a shot at Ice Cube or harm him in any way, the Crowbar is going to come down on everyone like a ton of bricks. T-Square infinitely prefers not to have Police Officers raiding his clubs, and he's sent the word down to T-Mac. And The Teacher doesn't want his junkyard burned out to ashes and his people constantly being arrested."
"Doesn't matter anyway." Cindy said. "The Feds are coming for Ice Cube. The DEA really wants him, either to go undercover or to teach others the spycraft."
"We'll see about that!" Tanya said. "I'm going to fight to keep him."
"I'm not worried about Ice Cube leaving." I said. "I'm a lot more worried about water main breaks and incidents involving the Black Community... and the Union's strange actions around all that."
"What's going to happen with the elections?" asked Teresa. "New ones?"
"You tell me." I said, which earned me some less-than-Angelic looks from all of my Angels.
"This is a sheer guess." admitted Tanya. "But I think they'll have to have another election in the County."
Teresa said "I think they'll re-do the two Council primaries. Especially if your thesis that Stacey Jacobs was trying to steal Malinda Adams's seat is true."
"According to my sources," said Cindy, "none of the Republican races were close, so they don't want to pay for a re-do. The Democrats still might, though; that's undecided as of this morning."
I nodded. "And your sources are pretty much correct." I said. "However... I'm hearing that the Democrats are happy with the Silas outcome, and are willing to cut bait and drop the attempt to force Jacobs on the Council. And they don't want to pay for another election. So my edumacated guess is there will not be a re-do."
I then said: "Okay, tell me about the morale of our Police Force, especially vis-a-vis the Union."
Teresa said "The Union has been contacting a lot of Officers, maybe gauging how the rank-and-file feel about the McCombs and McElwane situations. But I'm not hearing of any widespread disgruntlement."
"Okay, good." I said. "Tanya, I'm going to interview Terry Halston today for the Intel Branch. He's Carole's classmate Tommy's cousin, and he was an Army Rangers in Afghanistan. Word is that he has some mad skills with computers, but even more, with drones and communications equipment. But he has PTSD. So have both Lieutenants Milton be there for it... if I may borrow Myron, Deputy Chief Ross?"
"By all means." Cindy said. "Would you like me in on it?"
"By all means." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Thursday, May 7th. Terry Halston looked like an Army Ranger: lean, fit, chiseled face, and a full head of black hair. His eyes were blue and penetrating... then one noticed they seemed to roam all over the place. He also had nervous twitches that were either precursors to Parkinson's Disease, or aftereffects of PTSD.
He came into the Main Conference Room dressed in blue jeans, a plaid shirt with a white t-shirt underneath, and a windbreaker jacket. The clothes were old but clean.
Present for the interview were me, Cindy, Tanya, and Mary Milton. I immediately established some rapport with him by saying "Thank you for coming in, Ranger Halston."
"Were you in the Rangers?" Terry asked, his face lighting up a bit.
"No, I never had the privilege." I said. "I was in an Airborne M.P. Reserve Unit. And I appreciate all you did for our country."
The interview went fairly well. Halston occasionally stuttered a bit, but was very knowledgable about things like drones, explosives, and firearms, and he had some good though basic computer skills. He brought up his own record very quickly when asked to by Mary Milton.



I asked Mary to give Terry a tour of Headquarters, including the Intel Center. After she did so, then escorted Terry to the front lobby, she came back to my office, where we'd congregated.
"Whaddya think?" I asked. "Mary?"
"I think he knows his stuff." said Mary. "The only questions are how well he gets along with the others, and if he'll have PTSD episodes. And we can't have him become an Auxiliary Detective and carry a gun."
"Not right now, anyway." I said. "Tanya?"
"He checks all the boxes." said Tanya. "And I know you're not hiring based on this, sir, but he's been 'certified' by doctors as having PSTD, which makes him officially handicapped. So hiring him would help our EEO in that regard."
"I think we're covered on that, seeing as our Captain of Detectives qualifies for that, also." I replied. "It's a point, though."
Cindy said "Flip side of that is that he's a white male, and Ava Hinds will foam at the mouth over it."
"Okay, guys," I said, "points noted. But I'm not hiring based on Identity Politics, and I'm definitely not hiring to make Ava Hinds less rabidly radical than she already is. Cindy, what did you think about Halston as a potential employee."
Cindy said "I was feeling the vibe that the guy really wants to find work, and he'd be very grateful to work in a place like this."
I nodded. "And that's important." Then I added with a wicked grin: "And I'm sure you agree, Green Crowbar, that we need more Airborne-qualified personnel here."
"As long as they don't try to make parachute jumps with broken backs, like some dumbasses around here do." Cindy said levelly, giving it right back, and not jovially. Tanya and Mary looked at her in total shock.
"Ladies," I said, "I guess that's why you should aspire to Command Group level. She gets to say that to me. Okay, Mary, you make the call."
Mary said "Let's give him a 90-day trial hire. If he works out, we'll bring him in and go from there. If not, we'll try to find something else for him."
"Okay." I said. "Call him and tell him we want another interview with him tomorrow. Don't tell him that that interview will be with me, the Chief, and the Sheriff. And if they like him, you have a new hire..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30am I got a call from Councilwoman Malinda Adams, (politely) asking me to come to her office. I said I would be there by 11:00am.
The Council Members have offices next to the Mayor's office, which is in the back right (northwest) corner on the second floor of City Hall. Unlike the Mayor's spacious office, one enters a door from the main hallway, and the Council offices are down the row, five on each side of the narrow hallway. The offices themselves are not large, and indeed I thought to myself that Tanya Muscone would never run for Council office with the expectation of being squeezed into one of these offices.
Malinda Adams was in her early 50s, but could look to be in her 40s if she tried. She was very slender, 'willowy', but she had ample breasts and shapely legs. She wore glasses that made her looks 'schoolmarm'-ish, and her hair was combed straight down to her shoulders on either side. She wasn't drop-dead gorgeous, but I definitely would not mind getting balls-deep into her.
"Thank you for coming, Commander." Malinda said after Adele Peabody (who was drop-dead gorgeous, and who'd I'd enjoyed getting balls-deep into many times) escorted me to her office. Malinda had me sit down, and offered me coffee or water, which I politely refused.
"I wanted to thank you for intervening in the election Tuesday night." Malinda said. "I also wanted to ask you about the recent primary election, as well as what happened at the Election Center with the water main break."
I told her about what the Fire Department had found, and added "The pipe rupture does not look natural to me, but I don't see how anyone outside of Spider-Man could've gotten into that space above the drop ceiling and sabotage the pipe in the last few days There were just too many people around, and at all hours of the day and night."
Malinda said "So you do think it was sabotage?"
I replied "Officially, that's for the Fire Department to determine. Between you, me, and this red crowbar, it's pretty obviously sabotage, and those bins of ballots were in the very worst place to be when the pipe burst. But we'll never be able to prove anything."
Malinda said "What I really want to know... and off-the-record, unofficially, just between us... do you believe Stacey Jacobs was trying to steal the election from me?"
I said "Let me ask this first. What did your internal polling leading into the election say?"
Malinda said "As you probably know, various Media outlets had me up 59-41% in some polls to 53-47% in others. My own polling showed me up 56-44% the weekend before the vote, and our polling of those that voted early, and admitted it, showed me up 55-45%."
I nodded. "So for Jacobs to suddenly pull within 2% of you like that? Yeah, that's more than suspicious."
Malinda said "Exactly. And Jacobs wants another election. I'm in touch with Katherine Woodburn as well as the State Democrat Party. Opinions are all over the place; some say I should oppose another election, while some say I should allow it. I know you're on the other side, but what would you do if you were me?"
I said "First of all, I'm not a Republican either, so in that respect I'm not on the other side of you. Also, I'd much rather have you on the Council than Jacobs. She's a rabid proponent of defunding the Police. So my two cents worth is for you to oppose another election. It won't be well-attended, the chances for fraud are rife, and Jacobs will be marshaling her people to get out the vote for her."
Malinda nodded. "I agree." she said as she stood up, which caused me to stand up. "I appreciate you coming by, Don, if I may call you Don and you call me Malinda. And if you're not on the other side, maybe we can get together for a drink sometime."
"That sounds like a good idea." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went down the hall to the Sheriff's office, and found the Sheriff there, behind his desk. "Come on in, Crowbar." he said when I looked into the door. I came on in, and he said "I just got off the phone with Fire Marshal Easley. They're calling the water pipe break as well as the stuck valve to be the result of sabotage."
"Consider me 'not surprised', Sheriff." I said. "I just got out of a meeting with Malinda Adams. There's debate about having another primary."
"Think that'll happen?" asked the Sheriff.
"No sir." I replied.
"Neither do I." growled Griswold. "Word I'm getting is that they flipped the Lewis seat to Silas over Williams, and will be happy with that, even though they didn't get Stacey Jacobs. I also heard, well under the radar, that Jacobs and Lionel Carmela are going to start a campaign of 'suppression of the black vote' led to Adams stealing the election, and they'll use that to start a voter registration drive."
I nodded, and said "That sounds like a better course of action... provided the registrations are legitimate."
"Yeah, and that's the issue, there." said Griswold. "Crowbar, do you realize that you have to have an ID to drive a car on the road, and you have to have an ID to board a commercial aircraft... but you cannot ask someone for their ID to vote in an Election because judges like Harry Nance say you can't?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"Let's change the subject." said the Chief. "I'm hearing war drums over the horizon... being beaten by the Police Union. They're pissed that you kicked them out of your office, and at the point of Lady Ironside's gun, and they're really pissed that you're looking into the McElwane incident, even though there's no 'there' there, and then you confronted McCombs. What the hell is wrong with them?"
"I'm not sure, sir." I said. "Me thinks they doth protesteth too much, though, and it's gotten my hackles up."
"Well," said the Sheriff, standing up, "let's do what we normally do when solving the world's problems... go to lunch." I had nooooo problem agreeing with that..
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Thursday, May 7th. We were celebrating Marie's 7th birthday at The Cabin, mostly so that the Steele's home wasn't inundated with kids and dogs. Marie scored a good haul of gifts, mostly crayons, paints, and sculpting clay. And then there was a gift from Teresa and Todd that stunned everyone: a small but fully functional electric piano.
"Carole suggested it." Teresa told me and Laura. "She says Marie is going to be a great musician as well as a great artist. So I asked Stephanie if she could endure it, and Stephanie said that Marie was already asking them if they'd buy a piano for their house."
After cake and ice cream, the kids began doing kids things, so Edward Steele and I went to the deck. Tiger Mom came out on deck and watched us from a distance, and I observed that she might be pregnant again. (Her whiskers were rosy.)
After discussing the sabotage of the Election Center, I asked him what his 'feel' for the situation was.
Edward said "I can tell you that the Republicans are not going to pay for another primary race, and they're going to accept the original numbers of Tuesday's vote, which doesn't change anything in the Statewide primaries. The State Democrats are huddling today to decide what they want to do. Joseph Williams may sue to get another run in his District, and Stephanie said that word is going around the Campus that Lionel Carmela is really pushing for a re-do in Malinda Adams's district."
"Sounds like it may be a done deal, then." I replied.
"Not so fast, my friend." Edward said, making me chuckle. "A lot of people would be happy if Silas was just declared the winner over Williams. And Lionel Carmela does not run the Democrat Party; in fact, he is absolutely despised by the Party moderates, which is one reason he works behind the scenes rather than openly. Carmela is not a Democrat; he is an outright Communist, though young people don't even know what that term means anymore."
"Will it make that much of a difference on the Council?" I asked. "After all, the political balance won't change."
"Au contraire, mon frère.." Edward said. "They're both Democrats, but you saw that we were able to work with Dr. Williams on the Charter Commission, and I think he'd have been a calming influence on the Council, someone we could craft compromises with. Silas is really dedicated to getting you fired from the TCPD, and he's really anti-Police in general."
Edward: "And Malinda Adams plays the gender card, but for the most part she's reasonable. But if you want to see a rabid Leftist dedicated to defunding the Police and ginning up race-based hatreds? Just install Stacey Jacobs. She makes Reginald B.F. Lewis look like Rush Limbaugh. She'll be paving the way for Jocelyn Moran and Ava Hinds to come in and absolutely destroy the Town & County Police Force. Silas, we can deal with. Jacobs... is an outright threat..."
Part 20 - Incidental Contact
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 8th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "There will be no re-do of the primary Elections!"
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that after hours of intense debate that went late into last night, the State Democrat Party has informed the State Secretary of State that they will accept the original results of the primary Election in our County. As a result, Edgar Silas will be the Democrat nominee to replace Reginald B.F. Lewis, and with very weak Republican opposition in that District, it is likely that Mr. Silas will be Mr. Lewis's successor on the Council. Also resulting from the decision, Malinda Adams will be the Democrat nominee to defend her Council seat in the November Elections."
Bettina: "The decision was not accepted by the losers of the two races. The Reverend Dr. Joseph E. Williams, head pastor of the A.M.E. Church, has promised to file a lawsuit to force the County to hold another primary, and for the State Democrat Party to accept those results. Additionally, spokespersons for Stacey Jacobs, who lost to Malinda Adams by only two percentage points, have said they will consider what action to take in response to the decision. Dr. Lionel Carmela, head Professor of the School of Political Science at the University, issued a statement accusing the State Democrat Party of racism in not demanding a new election for Ms. Jacobs."
Bettina: "And now let's go to Sports reporter Jeff Hull with breaking Sports news. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, with University Memorial Stadium in the background. "Channel Two Sports has learned that Wildcats Head Coach Richmond suffered a mild heart attack Wednesday! He has already been released from the hospital, and is at home recuperating, but sources tell Channel Two News that he will announce his retirement over the weekend! There has been no response from the Wildcats Athletic Department so far..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is that true?" a stunned Cindy Ross asked as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Yep." I said solemnly. "Jamaal Washington told Theo, who told me yesterday. They're keeping it quiet until Coach Richmond decides what he wants to do, but the word is that he'd been thinking of retirement anyway, and this might just be the catalyst to make it happen. If it does, Coach Marshall will be the interim head coach."
"I hate the Wildcats," Cindy said, "but I don't wish anyone ill. I hope he recovers and will be okay." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"What do you guys think of the decision not to have another primary?" asked Tanya Muscone, trying to start trouble, and succeeding. "And will Dr. Williams's lawsuit be successful?" Though I'd been declared to not know anything about politics, everyone looked at me.
I said "I'm not surprised they're not going to spend the money on another primary. As to Dr. Williams's lawsuit, which he will file, it will depend on which Judge gets it. Nance will order another election, to give Stacey Jacobs another chance to steal the nomination from Malinda Adams, while Watts or Folsom will dismiss the suit."
"Okayyyyy," said Chief Moynahan, "what are you guys doing to my Police Force today?"
"Making it better, Chief." I replied. "Seriously, FBI Agent Tim Jenkins is coming up. He wants to meet me about something, and didn't want to discuss it on the phone." Then I wickedly added "I'm not sure what he's going to be doing the rest of the weekend."
Cindy stepped right up to the plate and hit it out of the park as she said "I do. He and I are going to have dinner tonight, and play disc golf at Ronald Reagan Park tomorrow. Since we played in Teresa's hometown, he's become a big disc golf fan."
Teresa said "I've got a meeting with the Precinct leadership. The Union has been spreading a lot of lies about Commander Troy's confrontations with them and with McCombs, and trying to gin up unrest. Most of the Force is telling them to pound sand, but it may be starting to have an effect with some people."
"Let me know how that mee-ting gooooes." replied the Chief. "If things are getting bad, I'll have to step in myself, especially to tell the Union to pound sannnd."
Tanya said "Intel branch is starting to develop some stuff. We're getting word that some of the 'professional' (air quotes) agitators with Antifa and the PCGW are trickling into our County, and FBI metadata obtained under a warrant is showing a LOT of cellphone activity from cell towers that triangulate to Lionel Carmela's office and home."
"That could just be about the Primary Election." said the Green Crowbar. The Red Crowbar shook his head in vigorous disagreement.
"No." I said. "The Election is a front, maybe even an unintentional distraction. It's a piece of the puzzle, but a small one I don't think all this Union crap, McCombs crap, Antifa and PCGW thugs sneaking into Town, and Carmela's activity are coincidental nor unrelated. And for Carmela to give Bettina a statement playing the race card?" I began grumbling to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30am, Friday, May 8th. FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins came down the hall with Commander Cindy Ross and into the anteroom of my office. She went into her office as Tim knocked on my open door and I bade him come in and sit down. He did so, closing the door first, and getting some coffee at my hand-gesture invitation.
"How are things in Southport?" I asked.
"Don't ever tell anyone I said this," Tim replied, "but there are times I'm glad for the Mob's existence. There is a ton of shit boiling under the surface in the City, Midtown, and here, but it's not nearly as hot in Southport... because the Mob controls most of that town with an iron fist."
"Is that why you came up?" I asked. "To tell me about what's going on all over the State?"
"Yes and no." said Tim. "I was planning to brief you on things, unless you'd rather wait until my meeting tomorrow in Westphalia with elements of the SBI and the City PD. But I also came up to show you something else." He handed me a file folder with papers inside.
"Oh wow." I said as I perused the material. "So someone is really outing J.J. Perry?"
"We're getting word all over the Nation." said Jenkins. "The underworld is really putting out the word on who he is, with pictures of him and everything. And we, meaning me and Muscone and Cardigan, have found out that elements of the Swamp Frogs in Washington have been leaking his identity, complete with photos, to the various drug rings and cartels. We've rarely seen anything like this. Cardigan says the last time he saw something like this, it was about you after you destroyed Westboro and his Organization."
I said "And this definitely will kill Dwight Stevens and the DEA's attempts to hire him away from us."
Tim replied "Yes. Yes it will. And we're worried that someone might try to put out a hit on him. Having said that, we know that Cerone and Molinari put out protection orders in Southport and the City, essentially saying to leave Perry alone as long as he stays in your Town & County."
I nodded, and said "I put out word around here that nothing had better happen to him. And if I read this right, I think the word is out on him to nullify his effectiveness as an undercover agent, not to go after him. Put out the word on him like this, totally expose him, and there's no need to do anything else."
"I certainly hope so." said Tim. "And I'm sure you'll let him know about this."
I nodded and said "Yes, I will. So what are you going to tell the SBI and the City tomorrow?"
Tim replied; "If they accept the invitation, I'll be telling Southport, Midtown, the Twin Cities, and your Police, too." He sat back in his chair and said "We're finding some strange things going on. In the City, they've been pushing a lot of white Police Officers into the Badlands, the Railyards District, and other majority-black areas, and implementing aggressive stop-and-frisk practices, traffic stops, drug interventions of the dime-bag sellers, and high-visibility patrols. Then they began doing the same in Midtown."
I said "I know Chief Soltis in Midtown would never go for that, so it's not the MPD itself. And maybe the City PD is not doing that as policy, but groups within are acting... independently. I know we've had an incident or two up here, but it's easier to keep tabs on our Police Force than their bigger ones."
Tim said "Well, we're going to share some of our info and let everyone know. We know something's going on, and if God-forbid we have some kind of racial incident... things could get ugly."



I nodded, then Tim craftily asked: "So... what does Cindy want to tell me tonight?"
I didn't let my face show a thing nor skip a beat as I said "She hasn't said a word to me about it."
Tim peered at me. "But you know."
"I'm sure you'll have a nice dinner tonight." I replied.
"Remind me not to play poker with you." Tim astutely said.
"Don't play poker with me." I replied immediately...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Friday, May 8th. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle blasted through the anteroom of my office, saying "Emergency!" to Helena on the way. She stopped in my doorway and said "We just got a 9-1-1 call of a child abduction in the Southwestern Ghetto. Same as the other time, except..."
"Except what?" I asked as I went for my armor and began putting it on.
"I had Dispatch tell me where McCombs and Hendricks are." Teresa said. "They're right by Sharpton Elementary!"
"And there it is." I said, grabbing my crowbar. "Let's go..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Police SUV all but flew south on Riverside Drive, lightbar and sirens blazing. Some cars tried to get out of the way, but others didn't, prompting me to sit on the horn and almost collide with a few of them.
We came up the road we'd driven down just the other day. At the same lot where the previous incident had occurred, there were four Police cruisers. Buchannan and McElwane were among the Officers, but they were being held back by fat Officer Justin Hendricks.
"There's the Media." Teresa said. "Up the street. KXTC. And at least eight people with cellphones, videotaping this."
And facing the black man and his son, the same pair as the last time, was Sergeant McCombs. He had his service weapon, a powerful handgun, out, and was pointing it at the man.
"I said get on your knees, nigger!" McCombs yelled at the man as I barreled my SUV right in and up to him. He just went a few feet closer to the man, still aiming his gun at him. "Get on your knees in front of me! NOW!" The man's hands were raised, but he did not move.
"What the hell are you doing?" I yelled at McCombs. "Stand down!"
"FUCK YOU, TROY!" McCombs yelled. "This is MY bust! And that nigger is a threat to that child and these Police Officers!"
"Bullshit!" I yelled back. "One last time: stand down! Lower your weapon!"
"NO!" yelled McCombs. "Last time, nigger! Get on your knees, or I will shoot you!" I could see his hand and finger tightening on the trigger as he counted down: "One... two... three!"
To be continued.
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Part 21 - Deadly Force
*WHACK!*
*POW!*
I'd swung my crowbar upward, catching McCombs's gun's barrel and pushing it upwards. The gun fired as McCombs pulled the trigger, but the bullet flew over the head of the man and his son that McCombs had been aiming at.
*THUD!*
As McCombs turned, I thrust the end of my crowbar at his face and solidly connected. He went down, falling flat on his back. I saw him try to raise his gun and point it at me.
*WHAP!*
Crowbar metal met gun metal, and got some of McCombs's fingers. "Drop it!" I ordered. I swung the crowbar like a baseball bat and hit him across the knuckles again, and the gun fell out of his hand as he cried out in pain. As I moved to kick it away, McCombs tried to roll to attack me. I grabbed his left wrist and twisted, forcing him on over onto his belly. Almost before he knew it, McCombs's hands were cuffed behind him.
And in case you were wondering, Officer Hendricks had been stupid, too. He was going to shoot me, and found himself disarmed and on the ground, courtesy of a two-time Police Boxing Matches Champion with a bad attitude.
"Well hello, Commander!" said Lieutenant Rudistan with great joviality as he came up with Lieutenant DeLong. "Getting in a little practice for the Boxing Matches that you can't compete in?"
"More like stopping cold blooded murder." I said. "Rudistan, you and Hicks take these two stains upon the TCPD badge to Headquarters, and run both through booking. The charges for McCombs will begin with attempted murder in the first degree."
"You're lying!" McCombs shouted. "I was protecting my Officers! You stopped me from doing the right thing! I want a Union Rep!" I just jerked my thumb at the Patrol cruiser, and McCombs was taken to it.
Meanwhile, Officer Buchannan had again gone up to the man and his son. "Hey, you remember me." he said. "I don't know what's going on, but I gotta check you out." He frisked the man and the boy, finding nothing dangerous. 
"What the hell is going on here?" the man said. "This is twice in a row now?"
I had come up, and I saw the boy's eyes get very wide. I said "My name is Commander Troy. Someone has been pranking us, calling in a boy matching your son's description and clothing as being kidnapped. And this time, it looks like someone tried to do something worse, and I'll be personally busting his ass."
"Are you the Iron Crowbar?" the boy asked, his voice connoting shock and awe.
"Hey, 'O'." I said. "Yes, I'm the Iron Crowbar. You doing good in school?"
"He could be doing better." said his father, whose hands were still on his head.
"So are you going to start doing better?" I asked. "For your dad and for me?"
"Yes sir." the boy said.
"Good! Get good grades, and you might get a Sports scholarship to college somewhere." I said, planting a little seed in the boy's mind. I had Buchannan get their statements, and had Teresa get everyone else's statements as well as their Officer-cam and dashcam videos into evidence.
Teresa said "McCombs wasn't wearing an Officer-cam, and his dashcam was off. Hendricks was wearing his Officer-cam, but he turned it off right after he got out of his car..."
Just then, we saw the news van approaching us. "Stop that news van." I said. "Keep them back. Put up some crime scene tape..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm, Friday, May 8th. When Teresa and I came into the employees entrance of Police Headquarters, the Duty Officer said "Sir, the Chief----"
"We're on our way." I said. We went straight to the Chief's office, do not pass Go, do not collect $200.
"Betcha a C-note that a Union Rep is already in the Chief's office." I said.
"What, do I look like an FBI Agent that would be dumb enough to bet against you?" Teresa replied, showing her pawky vein of humor. I chuckled at that.
And yes, when we got to the Chief's office and were ushered in, we found him with the Union Rep that had charged into my office and had Tanya's gun put in his ear.
"Have a seat, Mr. and Ms. Commanderrrrs." said the Chief. "We were just discussing this afternoon's inssss-i-dennnnt."
"Discussing?" the Union Rep said in sheer disbelief. "I thought I made it clear that this is a notification that we're grieving Commander Troy's physical assault against Sergeant McCombs. And I'm going to barbecue your ass, Troy!"
"Chief," I said, "I'm not going to even play around, here. McCombs tried to commit first degree murder. He tried to murder an unarmed black man in cold blood."
"He was following Police procedures disarming a suspect!" shouted the Union Rep, his face beet-red with fury. I felt like my face was just that red, too.
"IT IS NOT POLICE PROCEDURE TO CALL SOMEONE THE N-WORD!" I shouted back. "And that is what McCombs did! And he was in the act of pulling the trigger to shoot that unarmed black man in front of his underage child! I've got it on my Officer-cam!"
"And I witnessed it." Teresa said.
"I didn't ask you, missy." the Union Rep said haughtily.
I was in the process of grabbing the Union Rep and at the same time handing Teresa the red crowbar so she could break his ribs while I held him up. Unfortunately, the Chief intervened.
"That's enough, Mr. Crowbarrrr." the Chief said. I sat the utterly shocked Union Rep back down in his chair as Moynahan said to him: "Say that again, and I'll borrow that crowbar and beat you down with it myself."
"You asswipes are nothing but a bunch of thugs!" snarled the Union Rep, well known for his own Union thuggery. "I want to see my client. I want to see Sergeant McCombs. Now."
"What about Hendricks?" I asked.
"Apparently you're hard of hearing as well as stupid as a box of rocks." the Rep said angrily. "I said I want to see McCombs, and I want to see him NOW!"
The Chief said "You do not make dee-mannnds in my Police Station, no matter how much that suit cost you. You'll see him when I decide you will..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I were in the anteroom of Interrogation-1, watching McCombs and the Union Rep talking. McCombs was wearing an orange jumpsuit, the standard wear of guests of the TCPD's 'graybar hotel'.
I had the microphones on so that we could hear their conversation. When I'd flipped the switch, Teresa had looked at me funny, and I'd said "He's not a lawyer, and their conversation is not privileged." Whether that was true or not would depend on if Nance was the presiding judge, but I wasn't worried about that.
Even so, they were keeping their voices very low and hiding their faces to make it hard to read their lips. A moment later, McCombs's lawyer came in. It was Gwen Munson, of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C. I flipped off the microphone, cutting off the sound, to keep things legally tidy and tight.
"We've got the bastard dead to rights." said Teresa. "We've got him using the n-word, what he said to you, the insubordination beyond that, then trying to attack you after you beat his gun out of his hand. He's finished, and so is Hendricks."
"As the Klingons say, don't count your chickens before they're hatched." growled the voice of Sheriff Griswold as he came into the anteroom. "The Union has already formally grieved you, Commander Troy, saying you assaulted McCombs as he was doing his lawful and correct duty. They were also trying to get Judge Nance to have McCombs released, but Paulina Patterson beat them to Judge Watts, who has the case and has ordered McCombs remanded without bail until his hearing Monday morning."
"They're moving fast on this." I said. "I'm glad we're moving faster."
"I'll also give you another heads-up." said the Sheriff. "KXTC and a couple of ambulance-chasing lawyers have gotten to the victim and his son. It is very likely the TCPD will be sued for twice accosting that man. KXTC has called Captain Thompson and demanded a comment from you personally, Crowbar."
"Oh, I have a comment for Fake News KXTC, Sheriff." I said. "But I'll get fired if I say it out loud to them. But seriously... this could get ugly, Sheriff. Really ugly. Especially with KXTC ginning up their dishonest crap..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
McCombs was taken under heavy guard to County Jail, where he was put in an isolation cell as a 'keepaway'. Hendricks was left in a holding cell at Headquarters.
"Gwen Munson was hanging around County Jail, expecting you to come in and question McCombs." said Teresa as we sat in my office at 6:00pm. "She finally left when they took him to his cell to eat, and told her he'd be there for the rest of the night. Out of curiosity, why didn't you talk to him?"
"For three reasons." I said. "First, because it's in Internal Affairs's hands, where it should be. Second, because he wouldn't answer any questions I have anyway. And third... because I'm tired, getting hungry, and ready to go home. Are we going to meet at the Cop Bar tonight?"
"I don't think anyone is going to be there." Teresa said. "KXTC Fake News propagandists... I mean 'reporters'... are sitting like vultures in the Irish Pub parking lot. There is also a crowd of reporters in the Press Room, but Captain Thompson and Commander Ross have already gone home. I'll drop dead of shock if you go in there, so that leaves the Chief, if anyone is going to make a statement to them."
"Yep." I said. "By the way, make sure you have your ducks in a row when you talk to I.A. or anyone else about busting McCombs and Hendricks. I have a feeling that we're going to be thrown a curve ball on this, and they may try to come at me through you."
"Bring. It. On." Teresa said, her voice full of menace. "But how can they come after you? You just saved a man's life! And you stopped a potential racial issue."
"Exactly." I said. "Okay, I'll call Laura and see if she can handle you and Todd and your kids coming next door to The Cabin for dinner, if you'd like to come."
"Let me call Todd." Teresa said. She did so as I called Laura...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Friday, May 8th. For some reason, chaos was ensuing in my home, and most of it was tracing back to young Jack Burke. He had been bugging Tasha, and then Ross got in his face and told him to leave Tasha alone. Jack didn't, and it looked like personal combat was brewing, but Carole ended that one by getting my red crowbar and taking over and handing it to Ross... who took it and turned to use it on Jack Burke.
Todd and I quickly intervened, then Todd told Jack to behave, Molly told Ross that she appreciated him taking up for his sister but it would be better to let us adults handle it, and I 'suggested' to Carole that the red crowbar was not hers yet, so she should leave it alone unless there was a real danger to deal with. 
And then we heard a very rare sound: Bowser angrily growling, and no cellphone going off. Little Jack Burke was trying to get into the coat closet, where my Police gunbelt, including my service weapon, was stored on the shelf. The closet had an electronic lock on it, and the shelf was too high for young Jack to get to, but Bowser was doing the correct Police dog thing by alerting me to the danger. Jack earned a talking-to from Teresa for the error of his ways.
And at dinner, Jack Burke took potato chips off of Ian's plate and ate them. I said to Jack "You do realize there are Police Officers here that could arrest you for that?"
"Can I arrest him, Daddy?" Carole said eagerly... WAY too eagerly.
"No, Carole." I said as Teresa got up and took Jack to the kitchen. "I think his mom's handling it. Just like your mom handles things when you cause trouble." That caused Carole to quieten down rather quickly.
Listening to a conversation that did not concern me, I heard Teresa tell Jack "If you don't improve your attitude and begin behaving, I'll take you home and you'll sit in your room all weekend long..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, Jack played video games in the front room while five young boys, one grown-up boy (Todd), and two outstanding dogs worked on New Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad. Carole and Tasha did Carole and Tasha things with coloring books, and the rest of us adults (me, Laura, Molly, Paulina, Teresa, and Sheriff Griswold) talked in the greatroom.
"So someone literally tried that same stunt again." Paulina said. "They called in an abducted child, Police responded, McCombs acted in an exceptionally racist manner in multiple ways, he's literally about to murder that unarmed man, who was only saved when you physically stopped him."
"And with a Media van present this time." I said. "That wasn't a coincidence."
Molly said "The first time it happened, I understand the Police response, and it was handled fairly well. But it doesn't take the Iron Crowbar to see that this second time was not only ginned up, but McCombs's actions were part of it. What I don't understand is why a racist like McCombs would be a part of trying to gin up a racial incident that would only help blacks and the Media to take political advantage."
I replied "My first theory without data is that he was paid, and paid well, to do it. My second idea is that he's not a part of the (air quotes) 'conspiracy' by the Media and others to gin up an incident, but 'innocently', for lack of a better term, played into their hands."
"I'm not buying that." said Teresa. "After the McElwane and Buchannan incident, the word about proper handling of situations like that was discussed at every roll call, and was reinforced by separate emails from me and the Precinct Captains. So for McCombs to go off like he did was not 'innocent' nor 'natural', for lack of a better word."
I said "I'm not disagreeing with that. I'm just saying that McCombs might not have been working the Media on it. Also, McCombs was harassing Buchannan about not talking to us without a Union Rep, and we have the Union's 'anxiety' (air quotes) over me looking into McCombs's citation... and we're seeing strange stuff there, too. So I agree with you, Iron Wolf, on McCombs's perfidy." Teresa and I fist-bumped.
Then I said "Paulina, do you think we can get a warrant to dig through McCombs's finances? See if he suddenly got a huge amount of money?"
"Not yet." Paulina said. "We need more to show a pattern. Find something, and I can be all over it."
Sheriff Griswold said "The McCombs incident is now in the Inspector General's hands, because of your part in it, Crowbar. And the McElwane incident might be taken up by IG Wellman as part of his investigation of McCombs. He might try to get a warrant to check into their finances."
I said "There's one other way that might happen, too, though I pray to God it doesn't happen: if an incident like this one happens somewhere else, like the City, Southport, or Midtown, then that might be enough of a pattern to show cause for a warrant."
Sheriff Griswold said "Chief Moynahan told me he called Chief Soltis in Midtown and Captain 'Coldiron' Masters of City I.A., and told them to be on watch for something being ginned up. He also asked Cindy to have Tim Jenkins spread the word to the Southport Police as well as the FBI nationally."
"Speaking of Cindy and Tim Jenkins," Teresa said, the cattiness in her voice almost unnoticeable, "they're on their dinner date right now. I wonder how that's going?"
Laura said "That'll depend on how well Tim takes to being told he's going to be a father."
Teresa said "How is Callie taking that?"
I said "Are you sure you're not related to us? Your inquisitive nature is as bad as Carole's."
"Thank you for admitting that about Carole." Laura said to me, with the merest hint of acerbity. "As to Callie... I'm not sure. She always has that happy-go-lucky personality, and she seems to be taking it in stride." Laura's husband was shaking his head vigorously in disagreement. "You don't think so?" she asked me.
I said "She's an actress, and it's definitely a façade. I think she's worried about her relationship with Cindy..."
Part 22 - The Fuse is Lit
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, May 11th, from the rooftop of the building on Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "County and State Politics erupt into chaos!"
Bettina began: "A lawsuit filed by Dr. Joseph E. Williams to force a new primary election in our County was dismissed with prejudice by Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance. The ruling cited the State Democrat Party's willingness to accept the original results, and the Party's unwillingness to pay for another election. Dr. Williams has vowed to appeal the ruling."
Bettina: "And Stacey Jacobs, who narrowly lost her primary race to incumbent Malinda Adams, refused to concede nor to endorse Ms. Adams, but issued a statement saying she accepted the State Democrats's decision. She also stated that she would work to register blacks via voter drives, and to make sure every black vote was properly counted in the future."
Bettina: "Statewide, the Republican nominees for both Governor and Lieutenant Governor are not getting strong support from their State Party colleagues. Ruby Russell, daughter of the late US Senator Samuel Russell, was chosen over Republican Establishment stalwart Brian Cagle, and has received lukewarm support from State Republican leaders such as State Rep Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville."
Bettina: "But Ms. Russell is loved much more than the voters's choice to run for Governor, current Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, a close crony of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared and a supporter of his racist policies. While Republican State Senators that voted to acquit the Governor of Impeachment charges have endorsed Marshall, the State Republican Party and every Establishment Republican has not only refused to endorse Marshall, but some are considering openly endorsing her opponent, Democrat Hoyt Stenson of Jacksonville."
Bettina: "And now let's go to reporter Amber Harris for more on a crisis brewing in the Town & County Police Department. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette as the camera feed switched to her with Police Headquarters in the distant background, but not showing she was on the same roof as Bettina, and only ten feet away from her. "Channel Two News has learned that the Police Union has filed a formal grievance against Police Commander Donald Troy, after Troy allegedly physically assaulted another Police Officer!"
Amber: "Sources tell Channel Two News that an Officer was making a stop of a man believed to be armed and with a child reported to have been abducted, when Commander Troy arrived and assaulted the Officer with his well-known, trademark red crowbar. The Police Union alleges that the Officer was making a lawful stop of the alleged criminal, and acted properly to protect other Officers and the child."
Amber: "Also, the Union has grieved Commander Troy's conduct in harassing several Officers by improperly investigating them and their actions, and attempting to question one Officer without requested Union representation. The Union is demanding Commander Troy be suspended without pay while the incidents are investigated, but as usual, Sheriff Griswold has taken up Troy's side, and declared that his favored Officer has done no wrong and would remain on full duty."



Bettina: "Just to be clear, Amber... Commander Troy physically beat up a Town & County Police Officer? And what did Commander Troy have to say about his abusive actions?"
Amber: "Yes, Bettina. It seems that Commander Troy's Police brutality doesn't just stop with blacks and women in his custody, and he's now beating up his own Officers! The Police Department has refused to comment, citing the ongoing investigation, and of course Commander Troy has refused to respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment."
"Thank you for that excellent report, Amber!" said a smiling Bettina as the feed came back to her. "And now let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder for breaking news on other incidents between blacks and Police. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder as he appeared on screen, with a screen showing the skyline of The City in the background. "Yesterday afternoon, a white City Police Officer shot and killed and unarmed black man in front of his son! According to eyewitnesses and other reports, the white Police Officer, identified as Sergeant Thomas Chauvin, an 18-year-veteran of the City Police Department, ordered the victim, Kenneth Taylor, to get down on his knees. Mr. Taylor's hands were in the air, but he refused to drop to his knees in front of his son, and Sergeant Chauvin immediately shot Taylor twice in the chest, killing him."
Penis Holder: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the Black Community considers an order by white Police Officers to a black man to get on his knees, especially in front of others, to be racist and demeaning. Furthermore, according to eyewitnesses, Mr. Taylor was just walking down the street with his son and had done nothing wrong to warrant being accosted by Police in the first place. And finally, no weapon of any kind was found on Mr. Taylor's person nor on his young son."
Holder: "Additionally, several eyewitnesses videoed the event. Some have posted it to YouTube, while others sent their footage to our affiliate KSB and other Media outlets. KSB News is reporting that the City Police Department is attempting to get Court Orders to have the videos removed and prevent the Media from showing you what you have the right to know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there it is." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. The Sheriff was not in attendance.
"There's what?" asked the Chief as I got my Police iPhone out.
"The pattern we need, Chief." I said. "Paulina can go to Judge Watts and get a warrant to investigate McCombs's finances."
"Hold off on that." ordered the Chief. "Don't send that text." I looked up at him in sheer disbelief.
"Sir?" I asked incredulously.
"Why not, Chief?" asked an equally shocked Teresa Croyle.
"Bee-cauuuuse, Mr. Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, looking at me and ignoring Teresa, "we need to be verrry careful what we doooo, here. McCombs's case is in the Inspector General's hands---"
"Not the attempted murder charge, Chief!" Teresa Croyle said, interrupting the Chief. "And there's no reason why Paulina can't get a warrant, be it for us or the I.G."
"Mr. Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, getting up, "fortify your coffee mug if you like, and join me in my office. The rest of youuuuu... can go to your dooo-tees. No Press statements, please..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat, Commander." the Chief said as he went behind his desk and took his seat. "And be adviiiised that this is not a friendly conversation, but a formal meeting." I nodded and sat down.
"First," said the Chief, "you need to understand something, Commander. The McCombs incidents, all of them, from the locker room altercation with Buchannan to the incident on the street, are in the hands of the Inspector General's Office now. And that is because of your involvement in them. You are not under investigation by the I.G., but I felt it best that the I.G. take it out of our Internal Affairs's hands. So you are off the case, at least as far as directly investigating McCombs, even for the attempted murder charge."
"Second," said the Chief, before I could protest, "as I've heard you say a few times, we have to 'keep abreast of the tactical situation at all times'. What that means in the here and now is that while you averted a serious incident, a similar incident was not averted in the City. This could be the match that lights the fuuuuuze of the powder keg that has been building up between the Black and the Bluuuue... and as you have so rightly pointed out, the Media is going to be all over it."
"Third," said the Chief, "the Union has formally grieved you. That won't stop us from pressing the criminal charges against McCombs, but if they win the grievance they could force us to drop the insubordination charges, which are our avenuuuuue to stripping McCombs of his badge and thereby protecting the TCPD from worse legal damage than we may already be innnnnn."
After a pause, the Chief said, "I'm sure we'll be having meee-tings about this sooooon. You can goooo." As I stood up, the Chief said "Oh, do me a favor, and send Commander Ross in here."
I peered at the Chief, then said "Don't do it, Chief."
"Excuse me?" the Chief said, looking up at me in surprise.
"Don't ask Commander Ross to 'unofficially' (air quotes) intervene with Commander Croyle over what you perceived to be her insubordination in there. Teresa is my Officer, under my direct chain-of-command. If you have a problem with her, you come to me, and I'll handle it."
The Chief looked at me, utterly stunned. "I think I know now where young Carulllll gets her mind-reading abilities. How did you know that was what I was going to doooooo?"
I flashed a brief half-smile, then said "Oh, I'm nowhere near Carole's level of insight, but I do make observations, Chief. And you are much easier to read than you realize."
"Get out of my office." ordered the Chief. I executed that order as fast as I could...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise." said Catrina Pierce. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Let's go right to the news, Meredith."
"Yes, we have several fast-breaking stories for you." said Meredith Peller. "Fox Eight News has learned that Town & County Police Sergeant McCombs, who is white, allegedly accosted an unarmed black man and his son near Al Sharpton Elementary School. Sergeant McCombs ordered the man to get on his knees even though the man's hands were up in the air."
Catrina: "When the man did not comply with Sergeant McCombs's order to get on his knees, which many blacks consider to be racist and demeaning, McCombs allegedly was pulling the trigger to shoot the man when Police Commander Troy intervened, knocking the gun off target with a crowbar blow. Commander Troy then knocked the gun out of Sergeant McCombs's hand, and arrested McCombs."
Meredith: "The Police Union does not agree with Commander Troy's version of the incident, though Officer-cams and dashcams of several Officers show Sergeant McCombs's and Commander Troy's actions to be as described in the official Police reports submitted to Internal Affairs. The Union has formally grieved Commander Troy's actions and Sergeant McCombs's arrest, saying that Sergeant McCombs was acting properly and for the safety of the child and other Officers when Commander Troy physically assaulted Sergeant McCombs without provocation."
Catrina; "The Union also grieved Commander Troy for allegedly preventing Officers from acquiring Union representation during questioning for other incidents. Officer McElwane reported to the Union that several Officers attempted to question him over a separate incident even after Officer McElwane asked for a Union rep."
Meredith: "And a very similar incident to that of Sergeant McCombs occurred in the City over the weekend, with disastrously worse results. An unarmed black man was shot in front of his young son by a white Police Officer after the Officer and his partner stopped them as they walked along a street in the Ferguson Park district. The City Police issued a statement saying that the incident is under investigation, but that the Police appeared to have acted properly. The man was struck twice in the chest, and died at the scene---"
"I have to interrupt you, Meredith." said Catrina, appearing to listen into her earpiece. "There is breaking news from our Fox Midtown affiliate! They are reporting that there was an Officer-involved shooting in the Inner Midtown District."
Meredith: "We're getting that across the wires now. Four Officers, three white and one black, executed a no-knock warrant on a home suspected of being a drug distribution center. Based on new intel information, they went to the home, rammed the door, and burst inside. The man of the house, who was black and also a known drug distributor, fired at the Officers, striking one in the leg. The Officers returned fire, missing him, but perforating his live-in girlfriend, who was black and a former EMT in this County before 'The Purge', as the Fire Department here still calls it."
Catrina: "The Midtown Police issued a statement saying that the incident is under investigation, but that the Officers appear to have acted correctly in raiding the home, and that the warrant was legitimate..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." Tanya P. Muscone whispered as she, Teresa, and I watched in my office to start the Angels Meeting. "Is this what I think it is?"
"Sure looks like it." I said. "That incident in Midtown may be real, but the one in the City is wayyyy too close to the one here to be a coincidence."
Teresa said: "I noticed Bettina's report this morning did not give the details of the McCombs incident, as if she's trying to hide how identical those incidents are."
"But the Fox 8 report did give the details." Tanya said.
I said "I have a feeling that the people who watch KSB and KXTC don't watch KFXU like we do, and vice versa. But the real question is going to be the reaction by the Black Community, especially to that shooting in The City."
"Where is Ferguson Park?" Tanya asked.
"South of the Airport, stretching towards the City Center." I said. "It's not the worst district in the City, but it's northwest border is with The Badlands, which are southwest of City Airport, and one of the worst areas of the City, along with the City Railyards. The Badlands are Maxine Watts's old district, and likely hers again after the November elections."
"Figures you'd know." said Teresa.
"Definitely comes in handy when I'm working with the SBI or FBI in some way." I said. "And speaking of the FBI..."
"Way ahead of you." Tanya said. "I'm going to call my husband and see what the Federal perspective on all this is."
"We can just ask Cindy." Teresa said cattily. "Maybe Tim Jenkins talked in his sleep about it."
"Tanya, you go on ahead and call Jack. Teresa, stay here." I said. Tanya drove out, and I turned on Teresa: "Look, that's going to be problem enough as it is, so lay off, willya?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said. Then she peered at me and said "How do you feel about all that? Cindy's pregnant by a guy she really likes, even if she won't admit how much she likes him, and I think she's happy about it, the pregnancy. Her mother Maggie and her sister Molly sure are."
I said, more quietly than I really needed to be: "I think she's happy about the pregnancy. But she's just beginning to realize that there's going to be a lot of issues for her with Callie, and Cindy has a lot of mixed feelings right now."
Teresa peered at me again, then said "You know, I'm starting to wonder if you have more of Carole's vision than you're letting on." I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"I'm good, but I'm not that good." I said. "I actually have to see something with my eyes--- oh, shit..." I went into a reverie.
Part 23 - More Fuses Lit
10:00am, Monday, May 11th. I'd been invited to a meeting in the Mayor's Office, and it was the kind of invitation I could not refuse. Also there were Commander Ross, Chief Moynahan, I.G. Horace S. Wellman, City Attorney Dennis Garland, D.A. Miriam Walters, and of course Mayor Daniel Allgood, the People's Choice.
"Thank you all for coming." Mayor Allgood said as we sat in the Conference Room by his office. "I want to touch base with all of you on this McCombs thing with regard to what has happened in other cities. Where do we stand on everything?"
Chief Moynahan said "I've talked to Chief Soltis in Midtown and Captain Masters of City I.A., both of whom were with me in the Midtown P.D. In the Midtown incident, Soltis is fully backing his Police Officers, and says they acted properly, especially since the perp fired the first shot and wounded an Officer. The problem therrrre is State Rep Tasheeka Harris, who is already trying to use the incident to gin up racial disss-corrrrd."
Moynahan: "In the City, it's a whole different ballgame, and a lot, lot worrrse. 'Coldiron' says that not only did the white Officer shoot the unarmed black man in cold blood and without provocation, it was videoed by a number of people with cellphones, and they are giving or selling that video to the Press and posting it to YouTuuuuuube."
Moynahan: "And City Mayor, Lucian Phelps, and their City Council, which is more like the State Legislature than our wonderful little Council body, has condemned the Officer and come out strongly against the Police in general. Their Police Commissioner, Whitney 'Buck' Savage, is coming under fire from the Media as well as the politicians, and is considering resigning."
Moynahan: "And that's on top of the unrest that is beginning to occurrrrr, which appears to be organic and spontaneous, as opposed to be ginned up like the Media and professional agitators do herrrrrre."
Mayor Allgood said "It helped a lot that Commander Troy stopped McCombs from murdering that man in our County, but we'll get to that in a minute. Don, you have anything from your Statewide contacts?"
I replied "I talked to Detective Nell Bell in Midtown. They're happy that Chief Soltis has his Police Force's back, but are worried that the politicians are as spineless as cooked spaghetti, and might do to them what the City politicians are doing to their Police Force. And I talked to SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell as well as Director Curly Goodwin, and they confirmed what the Chief just said about the seriousness of the situation in the City, and the Police there are being prevented from preparing to respond to any violent riots."
Cindy said "I talked to Special Agent Tim Jenkins of the FBI. He said that Southport is relatively calm right now, but if violence breaks out elsewhere, the Police there are not fully equipped to handle major violence if it breaks out there. Midtown could go either way, but if Chief Soltis does the right thing, he could end problems before they start up. And Tim agrees with what y'all have said about the City. He thinks The Badlands are going to burn."
"Do you have anything, Ms. Walters?" asked Mayor Allgood.
"Yes." said D.A. Miriam Walters. "I have contacts, sources if you will, that have contacts in the US DOJ. I'm hearing that Ava Hinds and Jocelyn Moran may already be here in this County or somewhere nearby, and that Hinds is hoping the Police do something to quell any demonstrations that start up here, so she can come in and have Commander Troy arrested. And worse, and I'm not making this up: my source said that Jocelyn Moran has told others that she intends to tell the Federal Marshals sent to arrest Don to shoot to kill first and don't bother asking questions later."
"She's already tried that once." Daniel Allgood said. (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 03-04.)
"Just telling you what I've heard." Miriam Walters said.
"And we appreciate it." I said. "Now that we know, we can burn that bridge... and Moran's racist ass... when the time comes."
"Okay," said Mayor Allgood, "let's move on to the next part of the meeting, which is why IG Wellman and City Attorney Garland are here. Horace?"
"Thank you, Daniel." said Horace S. Wellman, brother of University President Sidney P. Wellman. "The investigation of Sergeant McCombs, and to a lesser extent Officer Hendricks, is pretty cut-and-dried. I'll be recommending McCombs's termination by the end of the week."
Wellman: "The problem is that the Union wants to take it to a Board of Inquest... and they want to subject you to the Inquest, Don, not McCombs."
"Are they crazy?" Chief Moynahan spluttered. "Well, yes, they are, but do they really want to take Commander Troy to the Inquest Board?"
"Yes, Chief." said I.G. Wellman. "They know I'm not going to find against Commander Troy in any way; hell, I might recommend him for a citation for saving an innocent man's life. But they are hell-bent on doing this, since they know the rank-and-file are taking Don's side over McCombs and won't strike over this."
I said "Let me ask a clarifying question: is it more gunning for me... or just protecting McCombs? In other words, if it had been Commander Croyle, or Lieutenant Rudistan, or Officer Buchannan that had done what I did to stop McCombs, would they be pursuing their grievance with the same fervor as they are for me?"
"I hadn't thought of that." the Chief said thoughtfully. The Green Crowbar nodded vigorously in agreement. 
Wellman said "I'm not sure, Don. They're working hard to fight the insubordination charges, so it may just be that you outranked him. They're saying that you telling McCombs to stand down put other Officers in danger of their lives."
"Do they really expect that to hold up?" Cindy Ross asked. "The man was unarmed, his hands were in the air, his son was right by him, other Officers were there, yadda yadda yadda."
Chief Moynahan said "I knowwwww that the Yuun-yunnn often will protect and fight for bad Officerrrs, but this..."
"I have an idea of what it might be." said City Attorney Dennis Garland. "Mr. Wellman, if you find that Sergeant McCombs was wrong in his actions as well as insubordinate, what happens to his indemnity as a Police Officer?"
"That will depend on the outcome of all the various proceedings." said Wellman. "But in all likelihood he will lose his indemnity."
"And I'm gunning for that." I said with alacrity. "I want him terminated and stripped of his indemnity."
"And that may be the problem, Commander." said Garland. "Right now, we have a really bad problem that the TCPD can be sued by that man, because he was twice accosted at gunpoint by white Officers, and the second time nearly murdered."
"No way." I said. "The TCPD got calls of child abductions, upon which we had to act. That's in evidence. We responded, and Buchannan was part of the first response. He's black, and he acted totally properly. And he said McElwane did nothing wrong, either. The second time, McCombs was out of control, and I did what I had to do to prevent an innocent man from being murdered. So how can the TCPD be at fault?"
"Because Sergeant McCombs is a Town & County Police Officer." said Dennis Garland. "Take the name out of it. You had two white Town & County Police Officers on separate occasions tell a black man to go to his knees in front of the man's son. You had a Town & County Police Officer call a black man the n-word. You had a Town & County Police Officer point his loaded, chambered service weapon with the safety off at the unarmed black man. You had a Town & County Police Officer fire his weapon at that unarmed man."
"And the Officers were responding to abduction calls." I replied. "What are we supposed to ignore those? And you had a Town & County Police Officer involve himself to defuse the situation in the first incident. And you had one Town & County Police Officer be insubordinate to a superior Officer, which strips him right there of his being part of this Police Force. And then a Town & County Police Officer intervened to prevent the unarmed man from being murdered. Does none of that count for anything?"



"No, it doesn't." said Garland. "Not as far as a potential lawsuit is concerned, and the Town & County's liability for it."
"Bring it on, then." I said. "We'll fight that lawsuit like hell, and we'll win."
"It's not your decision to make." said Garland. "Ultimately, it's the Council's decision. And the optics of a case like this are such that fighting it would be futile, and you'll be called racists for daring to fight it."
"I'm being called a racist every day by KXTC." I fired back. "And I don't give a shit about the optics. The truth is on our side, and we should fight it with everything we've got...
And then I raised my voice and said coldly: "Or is the problem the current City Attorney's unwillingness to do the right thing in the face of Media lies?"
Dennis Garland turned beet red at that. "I resent that!" he shouted. "One more time, Commander Troy: it's not your decision to make. It's the Council's."
"Ultimately, you're right, it is." said Daniel Allgood "And I hold the tiebreaking vote. Furthermore, it'll be my decision who the City Attorney will be when the time comes to fight it."
Garland's face turned even redder. "I've given you no reason to say that, Mr. Mayor. But before I leave this meeting, I have the duty to tell you all one other thing: do not talk to the Press nor anyone else about McCombs. It could be harmful to the Town & County's position in any lawsuit filed against us."
"What about Bettina's lies about me?" I asked. "She's saying I assaulted McCombs, and I'm getting tired of it. I think (air quotes) 'the People have the right to know' that McCombs nearly committed murder, and that I stopped him, not helped him."
"If you say that to the Press, Troy," said Garland, his voice menacing and very angry, "then you're admitting the TCPD is liable for what happened to that man, and you've guaranteed we get blown out of Court in the lawsuit that surely will be filed."
"I don't agree." I said.
"You're not a lawyer!" thundered Garland.
"I might as well be!" I shouted. "We Police have to know one hell of a lot about the law so that we don't fuck up and give defense attorneys easy cases! And I DO know that if we fight any lawsuit like hell, we have a much better chance of winning. We have NO chance if we capitulate like cowards!" I barely refrained from saying 'like you apparently are'.
Dennis Garland got up and collected his things. "Mr. Mayor, I'll talk to you when we can talk alone. I've given sound advice here, to not talk to the Press nor anyone about the McCombs case. You do whatever you want to do." He turned and left the room.
"I can't act as a City Attorney nor give legal advice in a way that can be construed as personal services." said D.A. Miriam Walters in the awkward silence. "But you don't hear me saying Commander Troy is wrong in any way. And yes, I will be prosecuting McCombs for attempted murder with everything I and my Office can muster. And you can have Paulina for this one, Commander."
"Much obliged." I said, a bit levelly.
Walters: "Having said that, I need to let you know that the case against Hendricks is far, far weaker. McCombs used the n-word, which pretty much destroys his assertions that he was acting properly or to protect other Officers. It shows hostile intent. But Hendricks is on camera just drawing his weapon, and he's stated he thought you, Don, were criminally assaulting his Sergeant, and he was only acting to protect McCombs before Commander Croyle assaulted him and took him down."
"I'm glad she's not in here to hear that." Cindy said. I nodded most very vigorously in agreement.
"Which is another point." said Miriam. "Don't take my head off for this, I'm just the messenger. But Gwen Munson is Satan's spawn, and she will endlessly bring up the Dean Allen incident and whatever else she can to show that Commander Croyle has tendencies to violence, and exercised those tendencies against Hendricks. No, it won't wash, but it could get Hendricks an acquittal or a hung jury."
"It's funny how the Union isn't grieving that, nor really helping Hendricks at all on any of this." I mused.
"All right." said the Mayor. "I suspect you guys are busy and are going to be getting busier soon, so I'll let you get back to it. By the way, Don, per the new Charter, who is 'acting Mayor' after me?"
"The Sheriff." I said.
"And after him?" asked the Mayor.
"The Inspector General." I said. "Then it devolves to the Council Members, in order of seniority of time served."
Allgood nodded. "The reason I ask: the US DOJ's Civil Rights Division is all over us again. I won't talk to them because they're suing me. They're also suing the TCPD, so I don't know if Sheriff Griswold can or should talk to them. Soooo, Mr. Wellman, expect a call from Washington."
"And people wonder why I didn't run for another term." muttered Wellman...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I had Teresa and Tanya come into my office. It was a one-way conversation and it did not take long:
"Have everyone wear armor." I said. "Loddy doddy everybody. No exceptions, unless they haven't been issued any and there is none to spare. But that would be an exceptional exception. Also, I would infinitely prefer that no Police Officer be out in public alone, either on duty or off duty. And be mindful of your families; they should also be very wary at all times."
I continued: "I don't want any abnormally large or obvious Police presence on the roads. Maintain current levels of patrolling. However, they should be very alert out there, and if they seen anything that suggests trouble is brewing, they need to call it in, pronto. Tanya, have the Detectives, Vice and MCD, go around in unmarked cars, and not the same cars to the same places all the time. Have them watching to see if any groups start forming. And let's keep in contact with our C.I.s, and I'll authorize extra rewards or bounties for information that comes in fast, is valid, and helps us stop anything in its tracks."
Me: "Have the perimeter plans for the Old Mill and Police Headquarters ready to be instantly implemented. And have plans for City Hall, the Government buildings, and the Courthouse complex ready to go, as well."
Me: "Teresa, have the SWAT Teams and various 'Takedown Teams' on high alert and ready to go at a moment's notice."
"Finally," I concluded, "if the Council passes J.J. Perry's medal Tuesday in a second reading, we'll award it to him at shift change, 8:00am Wednesday morning. I want loddy doddy everybody there. Every Officer, all Precincts, all shifts. Even if we don't award the medal, I want everyone there, but put out the word that it's for the medal so that the God damned Press will think that's what it's about. What are your questions pertaining to these instructions?"
"Sir," said Teresa, "are you sure you don't want increased patrols, in a show of strength? To deter anyone getting any ideas?"
"No." I said. "We start overdoing it, and the Black Community will take that as the Police being overbearing on them... and you damn well better believe the Fake News Media will portray it that way..."
Part 24 - Council Cancel
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 12th, from the rooftop of the building on Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the background. "Tensions across the State and even the Nation are building after white Police Officers murder unarmed blacks!"
After going through the incidents in the City and Midtown, Bettina said "Let's go to our KSB affiliate in the City, Tim Sioban, for more on deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared. Tim!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Tim Sioban, who was reporting from the roof of a building with The Badlands in the background... where plumes of black smoke could be seen. "Blacks are peacefully demonstrating the murder of Kenneth Taylor at the hands of City Police Sergeant Thomas Chauvin. Marches are planned through major streets, including those that go to City International Airport, which could cause traffic disruptions."
Sioban: "Governor Val Jared called City Police Commissioner Whitney 'Buck' Savage to discuss sending State law enforcement assets, including the National Guard, to the City in the event the demonstrations turn violent. The meeting was described by Jared spokeswoman Sarah Honeysuckle as 'constructive' and 'positive'. However, City Mayor Lucian Phelps had a strong response to that. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Mayor Phelps angrily yelling "I am telling Val Jared to keep his racist nose out of my City's business! Unlike the racist Val Jared, this City's elected Democrat leadership are sensitive to the plight of blacks constantly being harassed and even murdered by white Police Officers. I am demanding a full investigation of the City Police Officers involved in the brutal murder of Kenneth Taylor! And this murder is one good reason that it is time to defund the Police, and replace them with community policing that is responsive to our black citizens's needs!"
Back to Tim Sioban live: "City Police Officers are angry at the lack of support from the City's leadership, and reports are that over 200 Police Officers have called in sick today, many of them from the Ferguson Park, Badlands, and Airport districts. Mayor Phelps and several City Council members have condemned the Police sick-outs as 'insensitive' and 'a failure to do their duty to this City and its citizens."
"Thank you for that report, Tim!" said Bettina as the feed abruptly changed back to her. "And Commander Donald Troy was involved in an incident similar to the murder in the City, when an unarmed black man was assaulted by white Police at gunpoint, called the n-word, and ordered to get on his knees in front of his son. Let's go to trusted civil rights reporter Lester Holder for more. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder as he came onscreen. He was at the Jasmine Club, and many young blacks were behind him, wearing 'Black Lives Matter' and 'Black Voices Raised' shirts, some holding up signs to make it hard to see just how many people were actually there.
Penis Holder: "There is a lot of anger towards the Police, and especially the racist Commander Donald Troy, after a series of incidents across the State. Democrat nominee for the Town & County Council Edgar Silas has demanded a meeting with Donald Troy to discuss these issues, to force Troy to acknowledge the TCPD's insensitivity towards black citizens of the County, and to force Troy to not use force against peaceful demonstrations. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Lester!" said a beaming Bettina. "And as usual, Commander Troy is shirking his duty by not responding to repeated requests by KXTC for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm getting tired of Bettina again." Captain Tanya Muscone said as we drank coffee and watched in the Chief's Conference Room. "She made it sound like Commander Troy was the one that attempted to murder that unarmed man."
"Yeah, I'm about to go nuclear on her for that." I said.
"Easy, Commanderrrrr." said the Chief. "Wouldn't want to o-ffennnd Dennis Garland."
"I'm gonna stick my crowbar up his ass." I threatened. "It'll be the only spine he has, but maybe he'll use it."
"Two hundred sick-out calls in the City?" Teresa Croyle said, her voice denoting shock. "That's almost the number of the entire TCPD."
"How many Offices does the City PD have?" Tanya Muscone asked casually.
"About 4000, last I checked." I said. "The Metro City area is about 20 times as large as us, and so they have about 20 times as many Officers. I think it was 4150 when I did a DuckDuckGo search while we were writing the Charter."
"No unrest in Southport?" the Chief asked.
"No sir." said Cindy Ross. "Not according to FBI sources."
I said "Welllll... I talked to Eugene Graham with the Southport PD, and he said the Mob-controlled areas, especially those along the rivers, are quiet. But the predominantly-black areas north and inland are getting restless. I'm told the inner northside of Southport is almost as bad as the southside of Chicago.
I continued: "Also, Turpin Heights, in the State south of Southport, had a night of looting, and the Police there pulled back rather than try to contain it. And that's a jurisdiction where the politicians do not support their Police, which is one reason why Turpin Heights is Satan's sewer system."
"Midtown could get ugly, toooooo." said Chief Moynahan. "Chief Soltis says that the politicians are very divided on whether or not to support the Police or throw them to the dogs. And State Rep Tasheeka Harris is not helping. She's demanding Governor Jared call a special session of the Legislature, for the purpose of defunding the Police, as well as calling for the Officers there to be indicted for murder."
"I could not get clear on what happened there." said Tanya. "Nell Bell sent me all their Police reports and Officer-cam data, and just in time: Internal Affairs took over the case an hour later."
"Then it's dead and buried." Teresa said. "They'll sweep it under the rug."
"Maybe not." I said. "Tanya?"
Tanya: "It seems cut and dried that the boyfriend, who was a known drug distributor, fired shots at the Police after they announced and then rammed the door open. The girlfriend was sitting next to the boyfriend, and was shot in the chest and died. The boyfriend was damn lucky he wasn't perforated 41 times, or something like that."
"So what's the issue?" Cindy asked.
Tanya said "They didn't announce all that loud, if you ask me. It sounded loud on the video in evidence, but that could just be the guy speaking right into the microphone, or... or it could have been enhanced later. The perp told Federal Agents interviewing him in the presence of his lawyer that he did not hear any announcement at all."
"Federal Agents, huh?" I asked. "Any idea which particular ones?" The Chief and Cindy both looked at me funny, and not a good 'funny'.
Tanya: "No sir, I don't know. Also, while I was kidding about the 41 times, the girlfriend was struck at least six times, while the boyfriend was not struck at all. The Officer-cams show him dropping his weapon and surrendering, and he'd fired the first shot right as the Officers were coming in the door, so that wasn't on video."
"I'll bet Nell Bell would love for Commander Troy to go down there and investigate the case." Teresa said 'innocently'.
"You were the one in Midtown I.A." I replied. "Anyone you still know you could talk to?"
"The only person I really knew during my six months there was some Canadian Detective named 'Molly'." Teresa replied, referring to Cindy's sister, Molly Evans. "Her kids seem cool, but I heard her sister wasn't very good in the Police Boxing Matches."
The cold fire that poured out of Cindy's eyes would kill mere mortals. I tried to hold it in, but broke down laughing so hard that my head was on the desk as I cried.
"Six." Cindy finally said, denoting her unparalleled number of championships.
"Two." Teresa replied. "As in 2-0, my record against you."
"Oh boyyyyyy." groaned the Chief. "Even when forbidden to compete anymore, you still find wayyyyys to talk smack about it. Sooooo... how were things in our County last night?"
"Relatively quiet, Chief." I said as I regained my composure. "I looked at the duty logs when I came in, and there were no incidents involving groups, or buildings or cars set on fire."
"They must be waiting for something." said Teresa Croyle.
"Why don't we think possss-i-tivvvve-ly, and maybe there won't be any riots here." said Chief Moynahan.
"I hope you're right, Chief." I said. "I hope you're right. By the way, where is the Sheriff? I really thought he'd be here with us this morning."
"You'll have to ask himmmmmm." said the Chief. "Okay, let's get to work. Commander Troy, your Board of Inquest has been set for next week, probably next Monday or Toooss-dayyyy..."
"Happy happy, joy joy." I said as Teresa turned to peer at the Chief, then at me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Tuesday, May 12th. Teresa and I had expected a packed house for the Council meeting, so she'd had a large contingent of Officers ready to augment the armored Deputies. However, it was only about two-thirds full inside the public Council Chamber.
But outside? It was the beginnings of chaos. Hundreds of persons were on Courthouse Square in front of City Hall, and on Riverside Drive that ran behind the building. They were surrounding the flagpole and the statue of President Jefferson, but so far had left the statue alone.
"They seem to just be walking in a slow circle around the building." said Teresa. "Most of the signs are about Kenneth Taylor, who was shot in the City."
"There's still over an hour of daylight left." I said. "The demonstrations in the other cities have been pretty peaceful during daylight hours, but got 'less peaceful' after dark, when the City tried to enforce a curfew."
"I'm slowly bringing in more people as it gets darker." said Teresa. "My worry is what to do when the Council Members are ready to leave. They'll have to drive through the mob to get on the road to their homes."
"Let's shut off Riverside to them now, then." I said. "Tell them they can be on Courthouse Square as long as they're peaceful, but they can't be blocking the street..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went back to the Council Chamber. To my surprise, Sheriff Griswold was on the floor, to the gallery's left and the Council's right. I went up to him and said "Hi Sheriff. Long time no see."
"Har." barked Griswold. "Yeah, I've been busy, too. How's the situation outside?"
I told him, then said "It'd be really nice if the Council shut down early and went home." Sheriff Griswold nodded in agreement. I handed Adele Peabody, the Intendent, a note to give to Mayor Allgood.
The Council Members filed in and took their seats, and Mayor Allgood gaveled the meeting into session and dispatched the routine stuff. "We have one item of old business, a second reading, that will be done in Executive Session. Any other old business?"
"Mr. Mayor," said J.P. Goldman, "many of these people in the audience wish to speak about the Election results from last week and the very suspicious water main break that prevented a fair and accurate recount of the votes." A large number of people in the audience applauded.
"Point of order." said Kelly Carnes. "It's not really our pervue, and the political Parties at the State level have made their decisions about it."
"Are you saying these people don't have the right to speak about it?" fired back Goldman. The Mayor tapped his gavel.
"Let's pass out cards, so that people can write what they want to speak about." said the Mayor. The Intendent began leading the charge in doing that as the Mayor continued: "I have been informed that there is a large gathering of people outside demonstrating. The demonstrations appear to be peaceful, but I am urging this Council to wrap up tonight's business as quickly as possible, so that the Police can get us out of here as soon as possible. Any new business?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor." said Kelly Carnes. "I move that we pass a resolution urging the Town & County Assembly to defund the Police after the near-murderous attack upon an unarmed black man by white Police Officers in an incident in which Commander Donald Troy was involved---"
"POINT OF ORDER!" yelled J.P. Goldman. "Commander Troy stopped the incident from becoming deadly!"
"Point of order!" yelled Sheila Sorrells. "Councilman Goldman is out of order!" The Mayor began tapping his gavel.
"Mr. Goldman," said the Mayor, "you will have the right to make that assertion during debate of the bill... if it's even seconded."



"I second the motion!" Reginald B.F. Lewis said loudly.
"Mr. Mayor," said John Colby, "I move that we go in to Executive Session to discuss this motion."
"Why?" snarled Kelly Carnes. "Why can't this be discussed in front of the People of the County?"
"I second the motion!" Dagmar Schoen said quickly in retaliatory response to Carnes.
Mayor Allgood said "It's based upon the advice of City Attorney Dennis Garland. There's a seconded motion on the floor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff and I joined the Council and the Sergeant-At-Arms in the private Council Chamber. As we were walking up to the room, I checked in with Teresa.
"They got a barrier up, cutting off Riverside Drive from College Avenue," I told the Sheriff quietly, "but they couldn't get one set up at Elm Street. So Riverside Drive can be secured going south, but not north if the demonstrators get ugly about it." The Sheriff nodded.
"If you need my authority behind you to enforce clearing Riverside," growled the Sheriff, "I'll give the word." I nodded in acknowledgement.
"Okay," said Mayor Allgood as everyone found their seats and made use of them, "let's get the Second Reading out of the way, on the motion for Detective Perry's medal. Without objection?" There were five immediate objections. The vote was 5-5.
"The Council being evenly divided," Allgood said, "the Mayor votes 'Yea', and the motion carries." He turned to me and the Sheriff and said "You can make that presentation at any time, Commander Troy." I nodded in acquiescence and thanks, then glanced at Susan Weston, whose eyes were smoldering with hatred.
"Commander," asked the Mayor, "what is the situation like outside? Will we be able to safely get out of here?"
"It's the Police's job to get us out of here safely." snarled Kelly Carnes.
"And yet you made a motion that we ask the Assembly to defund the Police." retorted J.P. Goldman.
"POINT OF ORDER!" yelled five Democrats.
"Denied!" said the Mayor. "Mr. Goldman's comment pointing out the hypocrisy of Mrs. Carnes's statement is absolutely correct, and it was she that spoke out of turn. Commander?"
The Sheriff and I had been checking our Police iPhones for texts, and I said "You can exit the garage and go south on Riverside Drive and then back into the Downtown District. But you can't go north."
"And why not?" snarled Kelly Carnes.
"Well, you can go north," I said, "but you'll be surrounded by demonstrators."
Sheriff Griswold added: "And we're not going to force them back as long as they aren't getting violent."
"Before the Sheriff and Troy leave," Kelly Carnes said, "I want them to tell us what their contingency plans are for any riots."
I replied "We have several plans ready to go, depending on the situation. Peaceful demonstrations will be allowed to happen, but if any violence starts up, we'll shut it down."
Carnes said "Thanks for nothing with that vague statement. I'm asking for you to brief this Council on the details of your plans to shut down any violence. How many Officers will be involved? What type of force and what weapons will be used? Where are you deploying your Officers lying in wait for any protests?"
"We will deploy to where the violence is, of course." I said. "But let me be clear: I am not telling you, Mrs. Carnes, the exact details of our plans and contingencies, so that you can go running to the Media and the protesters and give them that information."
"I resent your insinuation!" Carnes shouted. "And when a Member of this Council asks for a detailed briefing, you will give us one!"
"Like hell." said the Sheriff. "You are not the boss of me, nor of my Public Safety Officers."
"And it's not an 'insinuation', Mrs. Carnes." I said. "I'm outright stating that I believe you want that briefing so that you can give it to our Enemy, the Media, and to the professional agitators ginning up the unrest."
"You son of a bitch!" Kelly Carnes snarled. "I asked you a question----"
"POINT OF ORDER!" yelled five Republicans.
"Agreed!" said Mayor Allgood. "You just crossed the line, Carnes. Apologize for that remark or I'll have you removed----"
"You go to hell, Allgood!" Kelly Carnes replied. "It'll be a cold day there before I ever apologize to that son of a bitch Donald Troy! Go ahead, have me arrested, you racist, illegitimate Mayor! I'll just tell the Media that you're doing it to stop me from pressing my resolution calling for defunding the Police, and those demonstrators will burn this Town to the ground!"
"That's sedition!" snarled J.P. Goldman. "Commander Troy, will you please arrest Kelly Carnes? I'll press the sedition charges myself."
"Hold on, Crowbar." said the Sheriff as I was about to get up to effect the arrest. "Mr. Goldman, we can't arrest Mrs. Carnes for sedition until she actually causes violence. Mr. Mayor, may I recommend adjourning before tensions actually get high enough to warrant Mrs. Carnes's arrest?"
"I move to adjourn." said Jack Colby.
"I second. " said Ian McGhillie.
The vote 4-6 against adjournment. In a surprisingly bipartisan vote, only Colby, McGhillie, Susan Weston and Malinda Adams voted against the adjournment. The Sheriff pretty much dragged me out of the meeting...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff was riding shotgun in my Police SUV as I pulled out of the parking lot onto Riverside Drive. We could see that the TCPD had managed to put up a roadblock on Riverside but south of Elm Street, and demonstrators were blocking Riverside north of the roadblock. Riverside Drive was also blocked off south of Police Headquarters so that demonstrators could not (easily) reach it.
"May I ask a question, Sheriff?" I said.
"Why I stopped you from arresting that whore Carnes?" the Sheriff replied. I nodded and he said "When you pointed out that Carnes wanted that briefing so that she could tell the Enemy what our contingency plans are and get around them, I realized she had some plan in mind. She was goading Daniel into having her arrested and kicked out, and I suspect that's part of the plan."
Griswold continued: "I'm sure you realized that, Crowbar, but you were just a bit too eager to arrest Carnes, so I stopped you. It's like in chess... sometimes its best to make a fortifying move rather than attack prematurely without proper preparation."
"You are the Master." I said. "I am but the Class C chessplayer."
"Modesty is a human trait, Crowbar." said the Chief. "I've seen you play chess. You give Timmy Austin a better game than most of the rest of us do. And your rating is 1826, a Class A rating."
"Touché. But you're right about the political situation here, Sheriff." I said as we pulled into the gated parking lot of Police Headquarters. "It's devolving into checkers... just brute force is all there is about it.
"I do have one other question, sir." I said. "My Angels and I are wondering why you are not at our coffee klatches."
"Let's go inside, and I'll tell you over a shot or two of that medicinal bourbon in your drawer." the Sheriff replied. That was a deal I could accept...
Part 25 - Ceremonies and Cautions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 13th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "An explosive Council meeting dissolves into acrimony!"
Bettina began: "Councilwoman Kelly Carnes introduced a resolution asking the Town & County Assembly to convene and defund the Police, after several incidents across the State, including one in this County that involved Commander Donald Troy. Unsurprisingly, the Council Republicans banded together to block the symbolic but powerful message for black rights and against Police brutality!"
Bettina: "The motion was defeated on a strictly party-line vote, with the Mayor making a point to go on record by casting the vote to defeat the reasonable measure. Additionally, Republican Ian McGhillie refused to recuse himself for the vote, despite the fact that his son Roy McGhillie is a TCPD Officer, which further embittered the Democrats on the Council at the fundamental dishonesty of McGhillie and his fellow Republicans."
Bettina: "And now let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder for more on the growing crisis Statewide. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Holder as he came onto the screen. He was once again in the Jasmine Club parking lot, surrounded by young blacks in red Antifa shirts or black 'Black Lives Matter' shirts. "Peaceful protests of the abuse of People of Color by white Police Officers were held yesterday and through the night in the City, Midtown, and Southport. A demonstration here in our Town & County was broken up by Town & County Police, using abusive tactics to force the peaceful protesters to disperse."
Holder: "In the City, demonstrators created a Police-free zone in the Ferguson Park district, near where Kenny Taylor was brutally gunned down by a white City Police Officer. Barricades have been set up, and City Police who tried to enter the zone were surrounded by hundreds of peaceful protesters. City Mayor Lucian Phelps, former State Senator Maxine Watts, and several City Council members demanded that the City Police and State Patrol honor the Police-free zone and not attempt to go into it."
Back to Bettina: "Thank you for that insightful report, Lester! And now let's go to Amber Harris, for a report on the situation in Midtown. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris, who was in front of a 'green screen' with an image of the State Capitol behind her. "Demonstrations in Midtown have been largely peaceful, but a Police-free zone was established in the Inner Midtown district. State Rep Tasheeka Harris, who represents that district in the State Legislature, has demanded that the Midtown Police stay out of that area. Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis has said that he will not respect that Police-free zone, but so far has not sent any Police Officers into it."
Bettina; "Amber, what is deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared's response to the peaceful protests?"
Amber: "There has been no official response from the lame-duck Governor nor his Office, but sources tell Channel Two News and other Media outlets that the Governor has been in touch with the City Police Commissioner, Whitney 'Buck' Savage, Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis, and our Town & County Sheriff Antonio Griswold, urging that their respective Police Forces violently crack down on the largely black peaceful demonstrators."
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina as the screen came back to her. "And US DOJ Civil Rights Division spokesperson Jocelyn Moran has stated that her Division is carefully watching Town & County Mayor Daniel Allgood and Police Commander Donald Troy, and that any TCPD action of violence against peaceful black protesters will bring, quote 'strong retribution' unquote, by the Federal Government against Allgood and Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Penis Holder outright lied." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "We didn't do anything to disperse that demonstration near City Hall. It dispersed of its own accord right after the Council Meeting ended and the Council Members and the Mayor left."
"Get a statement out to the Press saying that." growled Sheriff Griswold. The happiness amongst most of us at his presence could not be overstated. "And demand a retraction from KXTC." he continued.
"And while you're at it," I said, "demand that KXTC clarify my role in the incident with McCombs, and report that I stopped it."
"We can't doooo that, Mr. Crowbarrr." said Chief Moynahan. "Dennis Garland says that will cause the TCPD to be liable for McCombs's actions."
"With all due respect, Chief," I said, half turning in my chair towards him, "Dennis Garland can go to hell. I'm tired of KXTC's insinuations that I was part of that in a negative way. People need to know I stopped it, so that when the real shit hits the fan, they'll know I'm not the bad guy, here." Teresa was nodding vigorously in agreement.
"KFXU has already said you stopped it." tried the Chief.
"The people that need to hear it aren't watching the Fox channel, Chief!" I replied. "If Cindy and Captain Thompson don't add it to the statement about Holder lying, I'll make my own statement."
The Chief looked more than a little displeased at that, and Captain Tanya P. Muscone intervened by saying "Those protests, especially in the City, aren't peaceful. Several businesses in the Ferguson Park area of the City were set on fire, and the Fire Department was stopped from going to put out the fires... by the City Mayor and politicians there. My question is: why haven't they tried to get violent here?"
"They're scared of the Iron Crowbar." Teresa said.
"I wish it was, but that's not it." I said. "I get a real sense that they're waiting for something, and once whatever they're waiting for happens, they'll start acting like the thugs in Midtown and the City. But I'm not looking the gift horse in the mouth... we're having J.J. Perry's ceremony in the Auditorium at 9:00am, and I'll be able to address the Force about all this before anything really bad has happened."
"Okayyyy." said the Chief. "Commander Ross, I need to speak with you in my office before this Department puts out any press statements. I'll see the rest of you at the ceremonyyyyy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am sharp, Wednesday, May 13th. Every Police Officer on the Force, of every Shift and every Precinct, was in the Main Auditorium at Headquarters, as Auxiliary Officers and Civilian volunteers manned the duty desks and other nominal functions.
They stood and came to attention as the Police Chief, Deputy Chief, and Police Commander came into the room, wearing our semi-formal jackets with ribbons over our uniform shirts, and Cindy and I (and Teresa) wearing our Medals of Valor. Chief Moynahan took the podium.
"Thank you. Stand at ease, but please remain standing for this special award. Detective Perry, please come up." J.J. Perry, wearing his semi-formal uniform, came up onto the stage.
I read the proclamation, which praised J.J. Perry's years of undercover work that led to the arrest of many perps and the removal of drugs from getting to our children, and ended with "... for his sacrifice and his actions, Detective J.J. Perry is awarded the Distinguished Service Medal."
And as Cindy held the box and the Chief pinned the TCPD's third-highest award on Perry's jacket, the Police Force began applauding. For two full minutes, Perry was subjected to the long, thunderous ovation.
Afterward, Chief Moynahan said "And now Commander Troy has a few words for you. Commander?"
"Thank you, Chief." I said, taking the wireless microphone and affixing it to the lapel of my uniform jacket. "Take your seats, please." As one, the Police Force sat down.
"I think you all know that there have been several incidents all over the State, and are beginning to spread all over the Nation." I said. "You also know that we've had an incident in this County, and despite the lies of KXTC, you know that I was able to prevent that incident from becoming a tragedy."
I began walking around as I said "I'm not saying that to give myself airs; quite the opposite. What I want you to know is that if any of you, from the Chief and me to the newest Rookies on the force, sees someone committing an action that you know is wrong, interdict it and stop it! And if and when you do, I will back you up all the way, as will the Chief and the Operations Commander!"
"It is my belief," I said as I walked up and down the aisle, "that this Police Force is
going to be thoroughly tested in the coming days. We will allow peaceful protests and demonstrations, the operative word being 'peaceful'. But if those protests turn into violent riots, you will be asked to oppose that violence. And then you will be subjected to the full hatred and condemnation of the deeply corrupt Mainstream Media. I want you to know that no matter what filth the Media says, I have your backs!" The Police Force applauded.
"I need only one thing from you." I said as I returned to the front of the room, standing just in front of the stage. "I need your commitment to the Constitution, to the rule of Law, and to the service and protection of our law-abiding Citizens, their lives and their property. I know you are well trained. I know you are outstanding Police Officers; that's why I have you wearing the TCPD badge. And I know that you will stand up and do you duty in the face of violence, and in the face of a relentless enemy, the Media, hurling its insults at you."
I was about to conclude, when I saw Mayor Daniel Allgood, who had just come in the side door. "Mr. Mayor, do you want to address the Force?"
"If you don't mind, Commander." said Daniel, coming up to me. I handed him the wireless microphone, and he just held it as he spoke: "Thank you, Chief, Commander, for allowing me a moment to speak to you. I just want to tell you that while the politicians in the City and other places are doing all they can to hurt their Police and cower before the violent agitators, you should know that the Town & County Police Force will have the full backing of this Mayor. You won't hear of any orders from me to stand down, nor of condemnation of you as you do your duty!"
The Police Force rose to its collective feet and gave the Mayor a thunderous round of applause. They knew, as I knew, that what Daniel Allgood was doing for them was worth its weight in pure gold: unlike the cowardly politicians that weren't backing their Police, and even trying to defund the Police, our Mayor was supporting our Police.
It would make all the difference.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching a DVR of the 8:00am KFXU broadcast, which made it clear that the protests were not as 'peaceful' as the non-Fox Media was portraying them, I started the Angels meeting.
"I'm not staying." said Cindy, getting up. "I just came in to tell you that the Chief has instructed me to put out the statement to the Press only about what Penis Holder said this morning, and not to say anything about your involvement in the McCombs incident." The gloom that statement created in my office could've been cut with a katana.
Cindy continued: "He also said he'd talk to you directly and privately about Press statements concerning you."
"All right. We'll talk later." I said in a clear dismissal. After Cindy left the office, I said "Okay, what do you guys have for me?"
Tanya handed me a folder with some papers and photos in it, and a placard on the outside that said 'TCPD SECRET'. "I had Detectives from MCD, Vice, and Intel following the Media around. As you can see in these photos, Lester Holder was meeting with groups of people all over Town. What surprised me the most was that only a couple of those groups were black Antifa people. He met with groups of white people that we've identified as being part of the Proactive Citizens of Greenworld (PCGW), People Protecting the Planet (PPP), and People For A Greener Planet (PFGP) groups. And it doesn't take the Iron Crowbar to figure out I had a handsome FBI agent help me with identifying them."
"That's fine." I said as I perused the photos and the information. "And yes, Penis Holder is clearly doing the talking in these photos."
"Marching orders?" asked Teresa.
"Very likely." I said. "And it's part of the answer to the question of why the agitators are waiting to act in this here Town & County... they're coordinating their actions."



Teresa said "If that's the case, they (air quotes) 'coordinated' a hell of a lot faster in the City and Midtown."
"I dunno." I said. "I don't think this is the first time the Media and the agitators have talked and planned. Did anyone follow Lionel Carmela around?"
"Yes sir," said Tanya, "but he's not as stupid as Holder and Amber, and he's very cautious... almost as paranoid as you are." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction, then she continued: "He basically has stayed on Campus, mostly in his office or his building, and only traveled to go to his home and back to Campus. And we think he recognized Sonali's car, which Coleman and Newman borrowed."
I nodded as I said "The Teacher is damn thorough, and probably has told Carmela what cars every Police Officer and their families own... for which Carmela would have paid quite handsomely. Okay, Teresa, are we ready to show our disrespect for 'Police-free zones'?"
Teresa smiled that smile one does not want to see, and said "Yes sir. It would seeeeem that some of our Officers have Combat Engineering experience, and we have an array of tools and weapons to clear the obstructions the Enemy has set up, and to enforce our will upon them."
"That's what I wanted to hear." I said. "And just how I wanted to hear it...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, Assistant Special Agent in Charge Karina White, and Supervisory Special Agent Melina Allgood came to Police Headquarters, and were escorted to the Main Conference Room. At the near end of the table was Chief Moynahan. I was to his left, with Lt. Commander Croyle to my left. The Sheriff was at the far end of the table, and Commander Ross was to his left. Muscone sat down at the middle of the table on the near side, to the left of his wife Tanya, followed by Melina and Karina White to the Chief's right.
"We have some new information for you." said Jack Muscone. "First, and I know you know because your best Detective ever, in my opinion since she's my lovely wife, and I talked about this..."
All the women in the room sighed a well-coordinated "Awwwww!", followed by laughter from all of us.
Jack continued: "We know that a lot of the agitators are not just black social justice groups, but white environmentalist wackos working behind the scenes. Now don't get me wrong... a LOT of the demonstrations, especially the peaceful ones in daylight, are blacks with legitimate frustrations. But a lot of the violence itself is coordinated and ginned up, especially with the help if not the outright leadership of the deeply corrupt Mainstream Media."
"You sound like the Iron Crowbar." said Cindy. The beginnings of laughter were cut short when everyone saw the look on my face: I was NOT amused by Cindy's remark.
"I can think of worse things than to be in agreement with the Iron Crowbar about the corrupt Media." replied Jack Muscone, and more than just politely. "But I need to move on. The second thing we've discovered that you need to know about, is that Jocelyn Moran and Ava Hinds and a dozen Federal Marshals and other Federal Agents, are just across the State Line, in Hammondsville."
"Ahhhh." I said. "And there it is."
Everyone looked at me inquisitively. I continued: "We were wondering what the agitators were waiting for, and now we know. They were waiting for the USDOJ Civil Rights people to get here with their lapdogs. So if we try to stop what the professional agitators are going to do here, and probably tonight, those bastards will come in after me and Daniel Allgood... and they'll be trying to shoot us dead, not arrest us."
"Are you kidding?" asked the Chief. "You think they're going to try to kill you?"
Melina said "Yes, Chief. Jocelyn Moran's intent is to murder my husband and my ex-husband. She's stated it out loud in private meetings we were able to... listen in on. The Marshals that came with her are dedicated Swamp Frogs, and we know the Rovers BAU Team is also going to augment them. They are going to come in after Don and Daniel, and if the Police resist them, they will be shooting to kill."
"Jocelyn Moran will be arrested if she comes into this County." Teresa said.
"Let me assure you that you won't get a chance to arrest her." Melina said, and no one present had any illusions about what she meant... and that she had the 'license' to do it.
"What about Ava Hinds?" Cindy asked.
"Hinds may the one that comes in the front door." said Karina White. "Unlike Jocelyn Moran, who is universally despised, Hinds has a lot of respect amongst the Washington Elites. If anything happens to her, it'll get really ugly around here."
"So let me seeee if I get this straaaaaight." said Chief Moynahan. "You are telling me that if we, the TCPD, do our jobs and stop violent mobs, we will be considered by the USDOJ Civil Rights Division to be the 'bad guys' in all this?"
"Yes, Chief." I said. "And this has been their plan all along. This is why Kelly Carnes and Reginald B.F. Lewis have been goading the Mayor so constantly for so long. This is why the DOJ sued Daniel and the TCPD. This is the groundwork Bettina Wurtzburg, Amber Harris, Lester Holder, and Burt West have been laying for all this time. And this is why Hatch planted that gun on those four blacks and why McCombs tried to murder that innocent, unarmed black man, though they are useful idiots that do not realize what they are doing."
"All this, to take the side of the agitators in a race-based conflict?" asked the Chief, his voice connoting his disbelief.
"No sir." said Teresa. "The riots are what they are, but Feds's plan and the Media's plan... is to assassinate the Iron Crowbar."
"Come on, Ms. Croyle." said the Chief. "That's pure paranoia."
Teresa and I looked down at Sheriff Griswold, who said "It ain't paranoia, if they really are out to get you. "
"With all due respect, Sheriff," said the Chief, "all of this, just to get at Mr. Crowbarrr, here?"
"Yes, Chief." I said. "And I'll say this: if the Consultant of Crime were alive, I'd say this is his doing. It has all the hallmarks of his schemes against me: not just to kill me, but to shame me, humiliate me, destroy my reputation first."
I continued: "The Media has relentlessly... relentlessly... tried to paint me as a racist. They've chanted the mantra that I commit Police brutality against blacks at the drop of a hat. Penis Holder has tried his hardest to get me to physically assault him in front of other reporters with his filthy remarks about my daughter."
Me: "And the Swamp Frogs amongst the Feds are doing their part. They came after me and destroyed my home, and tried to shoot my dog and my daughter, and their Media allies smeared me publicly with as much zeal as their capacity for hatred permitted"
"He's right." said Melina. "And now, the US DOJ Civil Rights Division is being used by the Swamp Frogs to publicly paint him as a racist, so that when they kill him, he won't be a martyr or a rallying point for good people, but a racist that got what he deserved."
"She's right, you know." said the Sheriff agreeably...
Part 26 - Police-Free Zone
4:30am, Thursday, May 14th. I came into Police Headquarters and checked with the Duty Desk. They reported no issues, but that 2nd Precinct might have a report for me. I went to my office and called their Duty Desk, and was informed that two Police cruisers driving along MLK Jr. Avenue were struck by people throwing rocks.
Also, there were 'clumps' of people wearing red Antifa shirts in the 'Jasmine' club parking lot and a Wal-Mart parking lot on Jefferson Avenue around 1:00am. Police were not sent into the parking lots, even though there was supposed to be a curfew from midnight to 6:00am... because Media news vans had been spotted parked behind the Wal-Mart building and behind the building west of 'Jasmine' by Police drones. I began looking at video footage from many cameras in the area, and making observations.
"Anything?" I heard a voice growl from my doorway. It was Sheriff Griswold. And it was 6:45am.
"Yes sir." I said, then showed the Sheriff some of the videos recorded by many cameras of the two groups. "And the Media was nearby, probably hoping we'd send Police cruisers into the parking lots to disperse these crowds."
"Let's go get some coffee." said the Sheriff. I followed him into the Chief's Conference Room, where Teresa had just made coffee and the Chief was taking his seat. We filled our coffee mugs, added the appropriate pollutants (cream and fake sugar for me), and sat down. Cindy and Tanya came in moments later.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded reporterette from in front of the Courthouse complex at 7:00am sharp. "Judge Harry R. Nance has just issued two huge rulings that will affect the Black Community!"
Bettina: "Judge Nance has ruled that the gun charges against four black men arrested by Sergeant McCombs will remain in place! Judge Nance rejected a plea bargain for the four men in which they would plead guilty to drug distribution charges but the gun charges would be dropped. Judge Nance said that the gun charge was the worst charge, and that the four men, if found guilty, would receive long prison sentences!"
Bettina: "And Judge Nance also took the bold step of dismissing with prejudice the attempted murder charges as well as internal Police charges against Sergeant McCombs, saying that Sergeant McCombs acted totally properly in demanding that a black man get on his knees in front of his son, and that Sergeant McCombs would have been correct to shoot and kill that black man for not complying with McCombs lawful and reasonable order! Let's go to Lester Holder with more on this important story. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder, from the 'Jasmine' parking lot. "Members of the Black Community are outraged at the rulings. They believe the gun was planted by a Town & County Police Officer, and for a white Police Officer to order a black man to get on his knees is considered a racist act. It comes as no surprise that Commander Donald Troy's Police Force would accost innocent blacks with racist actions, and this will only fan the flames of the tensions between the Black Community and the Police..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we watched, absolutely stunned, my phone rang. It was Paulina.
"Judge Folsom has already put out a judicial order countermanding dropping the McCombs charges." Paulina said. "Nance had no authority nor right to drop the charges. But when Miriam Walters called Burt West at KXTC, he told her that KXTC would not go on the air with, quote 'anything helpful to the Police', and that if Walters didn't like it, she could go fuck herself, and that's a direct quote, there."
Then Teresa's Police iPhone began chiming, followed by my own device sounding off. I was glad Bowser wasn't here; he'd be verrrry agitated right now.
Teresa speed-dialed a number, and I heard her saying "Yes... okay... okay... wow, okay... yeah, get ready... the code word is imminent." She disconnected, and said "That was Captain Abram. Two hundred red-shirted people suddenly appeared in the 'Jasmine' parking lot, then began marching onto MLK Jr. Avenue. KXTC and KSB vans were there recording it. Two Patrol cruisers on MLK Jr. Avenue turned around and retreated to the Old Mill after some of the crowd began throwing rocks at them, and one Patrol reported hearing gunfire, but they weren't hit and couldn't tell where it was from."
Teresa's iPhone chimed again and she read the text, then said "The red shirts have split into two groups, and now each group has several hundred people in normal clothes, marching west along MLK Jr. Drive and east on Jefferson Avenue. They're putting up barricades so that traffic cannot access either road from south of MLK and north of Jefferson."
"That's it, then." I said. "They're going to take control of those streets and that part of Town between them, and declare it a 'Police-free zone'."
"If that's all they doooo, it's not all that much." said the Chief. "Confine them to that space, but hold off on direct confrontation in that zone, for now."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "Implement a dusk-to-dawn curfew. Announce it over the Emergency Alert System, including texts and emails. And give the word to the entire Public Safety Department, to get ready." He got up and said "Chief, let's go to your office. Crowbar, you are in operational charge to meet this threat. Give the code words as you see fit."
"Yes sir." I said as the Sheriff practically forced the Chief out of the room.
"Did the Sheriff just do what I think he did?" Cindy said, meaning pretty much usurping the Police Chief's authority and handing it to me.
"Yes." I said. "Teresa, the code word to get ready is 'Wildcat Shield'. This will trigger the Precincts to cancel all leaves and vacations, and bring in every Police Officer of every shift to the Precincts's Headquarters. It will also trigger preparing our equipment to engage rioters, to include zip-ties. Hundred, thousands, of zip-ties."
"To subdue rioters?" asked Cindy.
"To arrest them." I said. "And take them to County Jail, where we'll have the same setup we had on the night of 'Sturgis on the Square'." (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 06.) "If those bastards try any violence, any at all, we will make them pay. Commander Croyle, the word is given: Wildcat Shield. Execute, execute, execute."
Teresa got on her iPhone and sent the text: 'Wildcat Shield. Execute, execute, execute. This is not a drill.'
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Thursday, May 14th. I was in the Main Conference Room, studying the large map of the Town that was on the near-side wall when Teresa came in, "They're in orbit, sir." she said. "West on MLK Jr., north on Riverside, east on Jefferson, and south on Piccolo Street, which is next to and parallel to University Avenue. We stopped them from getting to University Avenue, and so far they haven't attacked our barricades."
I nodded. "The most important thing to do is watch where the Press goes. The agitators need their Media allies, so expect something to happen wherever they are. Did you see the footage in the City from last night?"
"No." Teresa said.
(Author's note: the following is based upon a true event.)
I went to her laptop and brought up a KSB snippet on the monitor. Tim Sioban was reporting, and behind him were people running back and forth, and a building was completely engulfed in flames. "As you can see," said Sioban, "these are peaceful protests here..."
"Wow," Teresa said, "do they really expect anyone to believe that?"
"Yes." I replied. "They absolutely do think that if they tell you it's peaceful, then it must be true. You're expected to ignore that burning building in the background, and people attacking each other..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Thursday, May 14th. "The area is mostly industrial businesses." said Teresa as she met with the Precinct Captains, Precinct Lieutenant and Sergeant, and me in the Main Conference Room. "But there are places, mostly toward the east side of the zone, where there are apartments above the shops. Residents there are calling in that they can't get out. Some that have tried have been assaulted and beaten, especially if they're white."
"We've put out shelter-in-place announcements." I said. "KXTC refused to show the PSAs until the FBI went to their offices and threatened Burt West with arrest if they didn't broadcast what we were putting out on the Emergency Alert System. But the messages are everywhere else."
Teresa said "Guys, this is your last time coming here. After we dismiss you, go back to your Precinct Headquarters and lead your Officers from there. Commander Troy, do you want to give them the plan if the Enemy implements a 'Police-free zone'?"
"Sure." I said. I began giving the plan. "I think they're expecting us to stage out of the Old Mill and Headquarters here, but I'm going to redirect their expectations in a very painful way. Here's what we're doing, and what we're going to do. When they declare a 'Police-free zone', listen for the code word 'Wildcat Spear'. When that is given, we execute the plan. And let me be massively clear on this one point if nothing else... any reporters inside that zone are to be treated as the Enemy. They are to be arrested. If they resist, lethal force will already be authorized to kill them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:50pm, Thursday, May 14th. As the sun found the western horizon and began to disappear behind it, it began.
"Turn on KXTC." said Teresa as she came into my office. I did so as she turned off the overhead light, so that only the lamp on my desk and the television and computer monitors lit the room.
A very fit, muscular black man, with broad shoulders and arms and ham fists that looked to be as iron-hard as my red crowbar, was on the screen, being interviewed by Lester Holder. They were on the western side of MLK Jr. Avenue, not all that far southeast of The Old Mill. He was wearing a red t-shirt that seemed molded to his body, with 'Black Voices Raised' inscribed in white lettering on his chest.
"That's Jacquez Wilson, leader of the Block House Boyz." I said as we watched, and I began putting on my armor. Teresa already was fully armored up.
"We are declaring this a Police-free zone!" yelled Jacquez Wilson, to the cheers of hundreds of people behind him. He was brandishing a semi-automatic pistol as he yelled: "Police are not welcome here! Police brutality will not happen here! Any Police here will be killed! Any white Pigs we catch in here will sodomized! Any female white Pigs we catch will be raped until they are dead!" The crowd cheered lustily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun vanished, Teresa and I went outside Police Headquarters. Courthouse Square was cordoned off by Police, and there were no protesters. They were all needed for the Police-free zone.
"Let's go down there." I said. We headed south, towards Jefferson Avenue. Teresa and I were surrounded by a good number of Officers, including most of the Detectives.
We got near Jefferson Avenue, and could see Bettina Wurtzburg, who was interviewing Kelly Carnes near the northwest corner of the now-Police-free zone, at Jefferson Avenue and Riverside Drive. Bettina saw us and pointed at us, and Kelly Carnes began hurling unprintable curses at us.
"This is a Police-free zone!" Carnes yelled (among other things) as demonstrators behind her cheered. "Donald Troy's racism and brutality are not allowed here!" More cheering.
Bettina asked "What do you plan to do within your Police-free zone?"
Kelly Carnes yelled "We're going to live free of Police brutality! It's going to be a Summer of Love!...
To be continued.
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Part 27 - WILDCAT SPEAR
Hearing Kelly Carnes's proclamations of lawlessness, I provided the 'appropriate' response.
I hit the break button on my Police radio, then said "Break break break! All units, this is Commander Troy. Prepare to reclaim the illegally-occupied zone. First option is beanbags and rubber bullets, but on my authority, you are authorized to use lethal force if confronted by lethal force. Arrest anyone you can, we have space for hundreds. Media reporters are not exempt; I say again, Media reporters are not exempt and are to be arrested if they are inside the zone. Codeword is imminent; I say again, codeword is imminent."
"What the hell are you doing, you son of a bitch?!" yelled Kelly Carnes. "This is a Police-free zone! It's to protect these people from your brutality!"
"That's right!" yelled Bettina. "You are are not welcome there!"
"Place Carnes under arrest," I said, "for sedition and inciting to riot." Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Joan Laurer moved swiftly to implement my instructions, and Kelly Carnes was not fast enough to evade them. A successful arrest was made, and Carnes was hauled off to Police Headquarters and taken through full booking.
I turned to Bettina and said loudly "There is not one inch of this County that is a Police-free zone, and I'm going to demonstrate that to you. Please make sure to document what the Town & County Police do to rioters that act violently and unlawfully."
"All units are ready, sir." said Teresa. "Shall I give the code word?"
"I'm pulling rank, and doing it myself." I said. I took up my radio, hit the break button, and said into it: "All units, this is Commander Troy. Warrior Spear! I say again, Warrior Spear! Execute, execute, execute."
"May God damn you to hell!" Bettina spat at me as an armored paddywagon suddenly rolled up and crashed through the barricades the thugs had set up. Tear gas canisters were thrown into the crowd of demonstrators. TCPD Officers poured into the breach, and attacked those demonstrators trying to hold the position as they coughed and retched in the tear gas atmosphere. Many of them were knocked down and zip-tied, and other protesters began running east down Jefferson Drive and into the side streets.
But that demonstration was just for Bettina's cameras. The main assault on the 'Police-free zone' came from the east. The water cannon paddywagon was used where MLK Jr. Drive intersected University Avenue to drive the protesters back, followed by tear gas and beanbags fired from shotguns.
More Police and other deputized Agents of the Law poured into the breach, their chemical masks (actually, most of them were BOW Enterprises's five-minute air masks) obscuring their identities. It would seeeeem that there were more of them than the total number of Police and Deputies we had on the payroll.
And that was true... there were more. Where did they come from? I knew that that was where Sheriff Griswold had been the last couple of days. He'd been deputizing these American Patriots.
They were the Guardians of Justice M.C.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina and her crew were told that if they entered the former 'Police-free zone', they'd be arrested and charged with sedition and inciting to riot. As the Police moved in, someone came up to me and said "There's a KXTC news van and crew up ahead. Inside the zone."
"Good." I said. I took my M79 grenade launcher (Author's note: 'Summer In The County', Ch. 02.) and went up to where I could see the news van. I was surrounded by nervous Police Officers that were dedicated to my personal safety.
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
The tear gas grenade exploded in front of Lester Holder and the camera crew by the van. I saw thugs running away from the back of the vehicle, and I knew I'd just broken up a 'strategy session' between the perps and their hand-in-glove Media allies.
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
As another tear gas canister exploded, spewing CS spray all over the van, they began yelling "Stop shooting! We're the Press!"
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
"Stop shooting! We're the *cough* Press!" yelled Lester Holder.
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
I tried to hit him with that shot, and barely missed. The gas grenade exploded on contact with the ground just to his side, spraying him with CS agent and obscuring him for a moment.
"Beanbags!" I ordered. Teresa and the Detectives with me got their beanbag shotguns ready.
"Stop! We're the Press!" the crew said, walking towards us with their Press IDs in their hands, their arms extended to show us.
"Fire at will!" I ordered. A barrage of beanbags battered the KXTC employees, knocking them down. The shots fired after that first volley went over them, and pummeled Lester Holder, who was violently vomiting from the tear gas.
"Place them under arrest.' I said. My orders were enthusiastically followed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd had the main force come in from the east because there were more residences there than on the more industrial west side, and I wanted to keep the perps from setting fire to those buildings. It worked; the only buildings set on fire were a couple of stores and a storage shed on one of the industrial sites. The TCFD was able to arrive and quickly douse the flames. A few agitators tried to rush the Firefighters, and got the full blast from the water hoses in their faces, knocking them down. The Police followed up to make arrests.
Demonstrators tried to run down side streets outside the zone, hoping to escape. They found their routes blocked off. Those that did not surrender were fired upon with beanbags and rubber bullets. But as they realized that we were not going not going to let them escape, that we intended to capture them and take them to jail, some began organizing into groups and fighting back, using locks on chains, tire irons, and even a few crowbars(!) to attack the Police. They were engaged in personal combat, and they were pummeled. Those that used crowbars were tagged; they would be receiving my personal attention later on.
Police drones recorded everything. We would be looking for the leaders of the perps. Jacquez Wilson eluded capture, but we rounded up a number of perps that facial rec would show had been photographed 'consulting' with Lester Holder earlier.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." sobbed the redheaded reporterette at 11:30pm, Thursday, May 15th. Tears were running down her face, and not from CS gas.
"It's over." Bettina wailed. "The Town & County Police have crushed the peaceful protesters, and reclaimed the 'Police-free zone' that was meant to create dialogue and understanding of the frustrations of Blacks at the way the Police have treated them. And now Commander Donald Troy has ruthlessly destroyed them, and every bit of hope they had left..."
Meanwhile, Mayor Allgood was being interviewed by Catrina Pierce of KFXU, with KSB and other news agencies in attendance. He said "The Police acted in as restrained a way as they possibly could, using non-lethal force to break up the illegal 'Police-free zone'. They have arrested hundreds of agitators, and we'll be working with the FBI to determine who the leaders are so that we can charge them with high crimes such as sedition."
"And you allowed this?" asked a stunned reporterette.
"We enforce the rule of Law in this Town and County!" the Mayor said with alacrity. "And you better believe I support the Police and approve of their actions to restore law and order tonight. Unlike the squeamish Democrat politicians in the City that have failed to support their Police, and where innocent people are being killed, we've acted decisively and correctly to end the violent protests and save innocent lives!"
"This was a peaceful protest!" yelled one black man, who was a reporter from out of State. "Your Police just violently crushed black people peacefully exercising their First Amendment rights!"
"That's a load of crap!" I yelled as I came up next to Daniel. "We've got it on video. And like the Mayor said, we enforce the law to keep innocents from dying. There are so far no reported deaths here. The City's spineless politicians can't say that about the unchecked violence there!"
"Just another white cop attacking innocent blacks that dare to raise their voices." snarled the black reporter. I went forward and fronted him.
"PUT THE GODDAMNED RACE CARD BACK IN YOUR POCKET, AND GO BACK TO WHEREVER THE HELL YOU CAME FROM!" I yelled right into his face.
I went on: "This is not about black and white, or even black and blue! This is about protecting the innocent from the violent! And I'm going to do that, no matter what color the criminals are!"
"The only violence I see is cracker cops beating down blacks yet again." snarled the reporter.
"Then open your blind eyes, you racist reporter!" I yelled into his face. Just then, Theo Washington and Kevin Buchannan appeared.
"Get that racist reporter out of here." Theo said. Buchannan was in front of me, but was slowly backing up, 'nudging' me towards the safety of other Officers.
"I get the hint, Kevin." I said quietly, and I heard Buchannan chuckle. Still, he and Theo escorted me and the Mayor back to the safety of our lines...
Part 28 - Aftermath
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." said the exhausted-looking redheaded MILF reporterette from the corner of Jefferson and Riverside at 7:00am, Friday, May 15th. "Journalists were the primary targets of the Town & County Police offensive against peaceful protesters!"
Bettina: "What started as peaceful protests during the day, dissolved into a violent clash with Police after the protesters attempted to create a 'Police-free zone' as night fell. Police Commander Donald Troy lost no time in ordering the 'Police-free zone' to be breached and smashed, and he made sure his shock troops focused on journalists covering the protests."
Bettina: "The TCPD made clear its hostile intent towards the Press by physically assaulting reporters and camera crews as well as verbally intimidating them. Our colleague Lester Holder, who is black, was repeatedly fired upon with tear gas and beanbags fired from shotguns by TCPD Officers that invaded the Police-free zone just hours after it had been established. Mr. Holder had to be rushed to University Hospital, where he was treated for his injuries and released."
Bettina: "In several places, reporters and camera crews shouted that they were the Press, and showed their credentials. The TCPD's Stormtrooper seemed to take special delight in using violent force to injure and arrest reporters. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing what two or three cameras had videotaped, that the TCPD was ignoring the Press's claims of being the press, as Bettina said "As you can see, the Police made every effort to prevent journalists from just doing our jobs, and treated journalists as if they were the marchers. At least twelve journalists and camerapersons were arrested after the Police used excessive force on them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Penis Holder was arrested." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "How is it he was taken to the Hospital? And how did he manage to get released?"
Teresa said "He was complaining of having trouble breathing, even after the tear gas had cleared. Unlike rogue elements of the New York Police Department, when someone says they can't breathe, we do the right thing. Some Officers took Holder to the E.R. at University Hospital, where he bitched up a storm about the tear gas and the bruises he got from the beanbags."
Teresa: "Dr. Morgan ran tests, and said Holder wasn't having a heart attack or anything, so the breathing problems were likely residual issues from the tear gas. They didn't admit him as a patient, but they watched him in the E.R. area for an hour. Then Burt West came in and took Holder out, and West had an order from Judge Nance releasing Holder. So our Officers let West take Holder home."
I nodded. "And all Bettina talked about was how her fellow journalists were attacked. Not a word about the agitators's insurrections and violence, nor of people being assaulted by them, nor of the fires the criminals set. Nope, just those poor, poor journalists being picked on by the mean ol' TCPD. Geez... I've never seen a bunch of more arrogant, self-centered pieces of shit in my life."
To change the subject, Tanya Muscone asked "How many arrests did we end up with?"
Sheriff Griswold said "We had exactly 420 arrests, far less than 'Sturgis on the Square'." (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 06.) "About 50 of them showed they lived inside the zone, and Judge Watts let them go. Everyone else that identified themselves and were from this County were given a warning citation and won't have to appear in Court, unless they try something like this again. Those that weren't from this County, and those that refused to identify themselves or otherwise cooperate with Police were remanded without bail for the time being."
Chief Moynahan said "Have we gotten everyone's statements? Everyone's?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya Muscone enthusiastically. "Our deputized GOJMC friends also gave their statements, and slept in the gym here until everyone was done. They left an hour ago. And just about every Officer has submitted at least a preliminary Police report, with three exceptions... Sheriff Griswold, Commander Croyle, and you, Chief Moynahan."
Teresa gave us a guilty look that resembled my dog Buddy when he knew he'd done something wrong. The Chief did not bat an eyelash.
"You got yours in, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff, and he sounded surprised.
"Yes sir." I said. "Well, a preliminary one, which I said I would 'advise and extend' later today."
"So what's the plan?" asked the Sheriff.
"We're identifying the leaders and separating them from the others." I said. "We're going to meet with Tanya's favorite FBI Agent and his team about who they want to take custody of and have further conversations with. The rest of them will be processed, then be at the mercy of the Court system."
"You're giving some of them to the FBI?" the Chief asked, his voice skeptical, and a bit worried. "Do they have habeas corpus for any of this?"
I replied "If any show up on the FBI's databases as being involved in riots or violent demonstrations in the past, or have ties to domestic terror groups like some of these so-called 'Climate Change' Environmentalist Wacko groups really are, then I'll be happy to let the Feds have conversations with them... at their facilities."
"I want to be inforrrrmed of whoever you in-tennnnnd to give to the Feds." said the Chief. "In fact, I want to sign off on them before custody is transferrrrred."
"No problem, sir." I said. "The last thing is that we're evaluating to see if the agitators try any crap around here again. We're on heightened alert and the dusk-to-dawn curfew is still in force until we can assess the threat level as diminished."
"We do have one other issue." said Cindy Ross. "The USDOJ Civil Rights Division. My sources tell me that Gwen Munson and Lionel Carmela have already filed complaints about last night, and word is that Jocelyn Moran and Ava Hinds are on the way... with a lot of Federal Agents."
"Let not your heart be troubled." I said cryptically. When everyone looked at me, I just said "The aforementioned FBI already has plans to deal with Jocelyn Moran. And that's all I'll say for now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It is amazing to me at times how an example of courage and leadership leads to other similar examples.
As my three Angels and I watched before the Angels Meeting, Catrina Pierce was reporting for KFXU: "Over five hundred arrests were made, and arraignments were held at County Jail by Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts. However, a few persons that were arrested were taken to Police Headquarters and booked, and will face arraignment this morning. Those persons include Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, who was outside the Police-free zone when she was arrested... one moment..."
We looked up to see 'BREAKING NEWS!' on the screen. Then Priya Ajmani's lovely face appeared on the screen. She looked a bit silly in a Police helmet and armor that didn't fit her well.
"This is Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News, reporting from Midtown!" she said. "The Midtown Police have just begun an operation to recover those parts of Midtown that were considered part of the Police-free zone! There has been sporadic gunfire, and plumes of smoke and tear gas can be seen in sections of Inner Midtown, where the Police-free zone was established!"
Priya: "Chief Frank Soltis gave the order to assert Police authority in the Police-free zone after learning that the Town & County Police destroyed a similar zone in their County last night. State Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown is furious, and has demanded the USDOJ Civil Rights Division investigate the Midtown Police, Chief Soltis, and the Midtown Mayor and City Council Members for permitting Police brutality against People of Color..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Griswold had come into my office, and said: "Val called me, and said Frank Soltis acted on his own after seeing what we did last night. And their Mayor and Council down there are frozen in place... they're not coming out in support of him, but they won't promise to fire him or go after the Police."
I said: "And that has Tasheeka Harris twisted up in knots?"
"She is pissed, and like no one's ever seen her before." replied Griswold. "Now the City is the hotspot, and attention is diverted from Tasheeka Harris's personal plans and agenda. And, of course, there's attention here for our very fast action to interdict the demonstrators. A lot of cities in America that have let stuff like this fester, that have supported the criminals over the Police and let their cities burn... are looking pretty embarrassed right now."
"No sir." I said. "They'll just double down on the hatred. They'll condemn us, accuse us of Police brutality, and double down on demanding (air quotes) 'community Policing' and other such stuff."
"What exactly is (air quotes) 'community Policing'?" asked Teresa.
"What we've been doing up here for years, but they won't give us credit for it." replied the Sheriff, with a lot of acid in his voice. "Creating relationships with the communities we serve, particularly the Black Community. Having our Officers get to know the districts they patrol, and the people in them. Having dialogue with our Citizens."
"Yes sir." I said "That's the gist of it. And advocates of it will say the goal is to create partnerships with the community to police their areas. Neighborhood watches, things like that. But then it began evolving into an idea of fewer Police, and of those remaining, more of them of minority ethnicities. The theory is that people will report more crimes if they trust the Police more."



"In other words," Teresa said, "like the Sheriff said: what we've been doing for a long time now."
Sheriff Griswold: "You got that right. We've been engaging the Black Community for years with dialogue. My campaign for Sheriff pretty much was one big dialogue, and Crowbar was doing it through the Charter Commission. And I thought we'd done a lot of good with it. Now... I'm not so sure."
I said: "Nowadays, the Media and Democrat-controlled cities are bastardizing the term, as they do so often. They're now using the term to basically say the Police should be defunded and scaled back, almost to the point of being done away with. And like the Sheriff said, I did everything I could with the Charter Commission to address many black concerns, such as Education; and we revamped the Boards of Inquiry so that dismissing bad Officer actions wasn't easy to sweep under the rug. And for that, I'm called a racist every day by KXTC, and accused of Police brutality every time I sneeze."
"Back to the original point: it mayyyyyy not be as bad as you think." Tanya replied. "I'm betting they stop talking about what we did. Like you said, it makes those other places look bad for their inaction, and the Media cannot have their allies looking bad like that."
I stared at Tanya for a second, then with a wink I said "You're probably right. Like the Sheriff said, I don't know shit about politics." That brought the house down with laughter. Yes, it was funny. And yes, we were all exhausted after a long night with no sleep.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa came to my office not long after the Angels Meeting had ended. "We're getting a lot of calls from the bars and restaurants along University Avenue and on the north side of Town. They're complaining about the dusk-to-dawn curfew. They say they're losing huge revenue, especially with the University students about to go home for the summer, and this weekend is one of their biggest weekends of the year."
"When's graduation?" I asked.
"A week from tomorrow." Teresa said. "Finals end Wednesday for undergraduates, and Thursday for the Law School."
I nodded. "I understand the problem. What do you think? Can we loosen the curfew so people can go to restaurants and bars? Maybe 10:00pm to dawn? Or midnight to dawn?"
Teresa said "My problem is that if people start massing near 'Jasmine' or 'Rhythms & Rap', we'll have to gear up and mass up in anticipation of them. Once they figure that out, they'll start playing us."
I said "And the Media will use it against us, too. If we're not spread out watching literally everyone, they'll say we're harassing the black clubs and the black areas."
"True, sir." Teresa said. "Me, I'd rather just keep the curfew in place through the weekend. I think we'd be justified in doing that."
I said "But one reason the anarchists are doing what they do is to hurt good and innocent businesses. Yeah, we need to think about that. So how are things out there right now?"
Teresa said "Quiet, so far. But we are openly following Media vans around. If they try to speed up to get away from us, we pull them over and give them tickets. But I'll be damned if we're going to just let them drive around and gin up groups of protesters to do something."
I replied "Smart thinking. We'll be right there if they try to stop and incite any groups to anything. And if it irritates the Press, so much the better."
Teresa said "I like it because the groups, especially groups of blacks, will think we're either working with the Press or following them to protect them. So maybe good citizens will mistrust the Press, and won't talk to them."
"I like they way you think, Iron Wolf." I said with a grin. "It's too bad you don't carry a crowbar. Oh, and I don't think I've said this enough: you did an outstanding job last night. Really outstanding..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30am, Friday, May 15th. Paulina Patterson came to my office. As soon as I saw the look on her face, I had her sit down and I poured her a mug of coffee.
"Ah, that's good, I needed that." said Paulina as she drank the elixir of life, fortified with just the right amount of pollutants (of course I knew her amounts).
"Bad day already?" I asked as I sat back down in my chair.
Paulina said "I just got back from the Courthouse. Despite me and Miriam Walters literally begging him not to, Judge Folsom gave Kelly Carnes's case to Judge Nance. Nance promptly dismissed all the charges with prejudice, saying that Kelly Carnes's free speech rights were denied by the TCPD in arresting her."
I said "I'm not a bit surprised that Nance did that, but why did Folsom give him the case over the D.A.'s objections, not to mention yours?"
Paulina said "I've mentioned to you before that Folsom simply doesn't see Nance for what he is, to the point of refusing to see Nance's activism and ridiculous rulings, so he dismisses out of hand our vociferous objections to Nance. But Miriam thought it was more this time, and I think she's right: she said Folsom doesn't want the hot potato of trying a Council Member for Sedition and Inciting to Riot, but rather than make the ruling himself, he conveeeeeniently hands it off to Nance, knowing Nance will quickly and gleefully dismiss the charges."
"Oh, wowwww." I said sadly. "That does make sense, that that was the reason Folsom passed the buck. Man! we just can't get a break getting rid of dirty slugs like Carnes."
Paulina nodded vigorously in agreement, then said "Any word on the USDOJ coming in on you?"
"Not yet." I said.
Just then there was a knock on my door, and the Chief opened it and looked in. "Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," he drawled, "you have the high honor and distinct privilege of being the speaker at the Press Conference in our Press Room at 10:00 a.emmmmmm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Press Room was chock full of rabid animals that claimed to be 'journalists'. The velvet ropes that provided a path along the left side wall (which was the front wall of Police Headquarters, for those interested) had been pushed in to make the path narrower by the reporters, and when TCPD Officers went to push it back out, they were called 'Pigs' and worse by those 'impartial', 'fair and balanced' reporters.
At 10:00am sharp, Captain Damien Thompson came up to the podium, which was very top-heavy with microphones. Reporters began shouting questions, totally out of control...
*TWEEEET!*
The blast of the Police whistle suddenly silenced the room. They turned to see Commander Cindy Ross in the doorway in back. "Start acting like adults, or I will clear this Press Room!" she threatened. After another few seconds of silence, Cindy announced: "Ladies and gentlemen, the Police Commander!"
I strode into the room with a file folder with some documents in one hand, and the red crowbar in the other hand. As I mounted the raised flooring and stood behind the podium, I looked over the crowd of hatred-filled reporters without moving my eyes. And all I saw was unappeasable hatred on their faces. I must be looking in a mirror, I thought to myself. I despise the Press as badly as or even more than they despise me...
I started: "I will read a statement, and if you comport yourselves with adult manners and decorum, I will take questions. Last night, anarchists attempted to cut off access to a section of Town marked mostly by Jefferson Avenue and MLK Jr. Avenue. The Town & County Police and Sheriff's Departments moved swiftly to restore the rule of Law to that area in order to protect innocent persons's lives and both public and private property."
Your Iron Crowbar: "We were able to restore law and order with no one being killed. There were some minor injuries, and one reporter claimed to be injured but was found to be perfectly fine when taken to the Hospital. We made 420 arrests, which were processed at County Jail by one of our Superior Court Judges. Those who lived inside the recovered zone were released, even if they'd been arrested on the streets, and those that cooperated with Police and the Judge were given warning citations and released. The rest were required to post bail before being released."
Your Iron Crowbar: "A general dusk-to-dawn curfew remains in effect. However, due to the concerns of local businesses such as restaurants and bars, we will not be cracking down unless we see large groups congregating. Even if they are peaceful protests, organized demonstrations and marches are not permitted during the curfew hours, and that is for the protection of our Citizens and property."
And then, in an act of tremendous bravery, I said "What are your questions concerning last night's actions and related issues?"
An (India-)Indian reporterette that I'd seen before said "Commander, why did you order your Police to violently assault peaceful demonstrators?"
"I don't accept the premises of your question." I replied. "I did not order the Police to 'assault' anyone. The act of attempting to close off any area of this County, especially to law enforcement officers, is an act of lawless anarchy, is illegal, and will be treated as such. The Police and Deputies restored the rule of Law in this County."
"Commander Troy," said the black reporter that I'd gotten in the face of the night before, "your shock troops assaulted only blacks, who set up the Police-free zone to peacefully protest their frustration with the way they are treated by white cops----"
"Let me stop you right there!" I thundered, holding up my hand in a 'stop' sign. "First, you're making a speech, not asking a question, and therefore you are wasting my time and everyone else's time. Second, we are not 'shock troops', and as I just said, we did not 'assault' anyone of any color. We enforced the law against those who were assaulting the Law and us. Third, we enforced the law against all lawbreakers, regardless of the color of their skin. And the Town & County Police enforces the law on behalf of citizens of every color."
"The protesters were almost all black!" shouted Bettina Wurtzburg. "Why did you shut them down, but you don't lift a finger to stop white supremacists---"
"That's not true!" I all but shouted, "and most of you in here are aware of my role in shutting down White Supremacy groups some months ago. Furthermore to this point, and let me be very clear: I don't give a damn what color a lawbreaker is. Black or White, Green or Blue, if you're breaking the law, we will arrest you and prosecute you. Make damn sure to quote me verbatim on that."
"Commander," said a young black reporterette, looking at me with a mixture of craftiness and hatred, "do black lives matter?"
I had my reply ready, and I fired it back immediately: "Does my daughter Tasha's life matter?"
"So you won't answer?" said the reporterette with a sneer on her face.
"I just did." I replied, staring her down.
"I asked you first." she said.
"Then you answer first." I said. "Does my daughter's life matter?"
"NO!"
It was Lester 'Penis' Holder, who was near the back door, and he was screaming. "NO! Your daughter's life does NOT matter! She's not pure black, she's a filthy HALFBREED! Every pure black man or woman should spit in your halfbreed daughter's face and tell her she's as worthless as you are, you God-damned racist Cracker!"
Gasps of shock were running through the Media like an electric current. Officer Kevin Buchannan and Captain Damien Thompson were already on the way to interdict Holder. Astute observers noticed that my hand had a death grip on my red crowbar... operative word being 'death'.
"You hear me, Troy?!" shouted Holder as Buchannan grabbed him by his collar and started pulling him out of the room. "Your daughter's a HALFBREED! Her life is worthless! She doesn't matter!"
"Yet that racist Hater sure puts up a fuss about her." I said to everyone else as Holder was violently pushed out of the Press Room. "And I'll just say this now: any one of you so-called 'journalists', any at all, that does not openly and publicly condemn Holder's remarks as racist hate speech... might as well have said it yourself. Are you really human beings? Or are you just the same as him?" There was no response, just unappeasable hatred in their eyes. And not for their colleague Holder. For me, and for my daughter.
I gathered my things and said "That will conclude my portion of this Press Conference." I walked out of the room as the reporters' restraint broke, and they began shouting at me. I think they were questions, but they mixed in some comments comparing me to animals that provide bacon for my breakfast...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Most of the Press Corps had literally run out of the building to get my vitriolic Press Conference before the eyes and ears of the State and the Nation. Only a few cubs were left behind to try to pick up any crumbs they could get.
"That was awesome, sir." said Teresa Croyle as we walked down the hallway towards our offices. "And I'm not saying that to kiss ass, either."
"They're still going to twist it around, if they can." I said. "We need to have someone in Intel monitor the Media coverage. If they try to splice my words into something I didn't say, I will bring my lawyers as well as the FCC down on them like a ton of bricks."
"Wilco, sir." said Tanya Muscone, who had driven out of her office and had heard what I said.
"What happened to Holder?" Cindy asked Captain Thompson.
"Burt West and several KXTC employees were in the lobby when Buchannan dragged Holder out of the Press Room." said Thompson. "West demanded we release Holder immediately. I could've run Holder through booking, but you know they'd just run to Judge Nance, then would spend all day and night on the air saying we were persecuting black reporters."
"How did the Press Conference look on the air?" I asked.
Cindy replied: "KXTC cut their feed the second Holder started yelling at you. I'm not the Iron Crowbar, but I can see that they had a good idea that Holder was going to go off on you in there, and were ready to cut it off when he did. But KFXU showed it, and they've been replaying it again and again, and it's getting out to all the Fox affiliates across the State and the country."
"Good." I said. "People need to see that----"
"Ladies and gentlemen!" I heard Chief Moynahan call out as he came around the corner. "Would you please honor me with your presences in Classroom 'E'?"
Part 29 - Exchange of Fire
When we went into Classroom 'E', we found a full complement of FBI Agents: Owen Lange, Jack Muscone, Karina White, Julius Jefferson, Lindy Linares. Ted Crenshaw, Tim Jenkins, and Melina Allgood. They were all wearing armor, including Melina.
Sheriff Griswold was also in the room, wearing armor. And, to my surprise, Mayor Daniel Allgood was also there, wearing his old Police armor over his civilian attire.
"While the Press was saying ugly thinngggggs in the Press Roooooom," drawled the Chief, "we were sneaking these Federal Agents and His Honor the Mayor in through the employee entrance. Everyone find a place to sit." We all found places to sit, and we sat.
Jack Muscone said "We came to tell you that Jocelyn Moran has left Hammondsville, and is headed east, to here. She's bringing a motorcade with between eight and twelve Federal Marshals, and she believes she has a warrant issued by Judge Ruth B. Taney in Midtown to arrest Mayor Daniel Allgood and Commander Donald Troy for willfully violating the civil rights of People of Color by invading the Police-free zone last night." 
Melina took it up: "However, Federal Judge K.M. Landis overturned the warrant, saying it was invalid for myriad reasons, and he has brought the legal hammer down on Judge Taney. But the fun part is that no one has told Jocelyn Moran yet... we can't get in touch with her."
Lindy Linares said "And it's not for lack of trying on our part, as we've documented thoroughly."
Muscone: "We think Moran is going to tell her Marshals the warrant is valid, and order them to take you and Daniel into custody... but what we also think is that she's going to say you 'resisted arrest' (air quotes), and they're going to shoot you. And it won't matter about the warrants nor anything else if you're dead."
"Soooooo," said Chief Moynahan, "we refuse to allow them in, saying we have word the warrant is invalidated, and that she should check up on it... as will weeeeee."
Just then, Lieutenant Mary Milton burst into the room. "Sorry to bust in, sir," she said breathlessly, "but two big helicopters are flying in, headed right for Police Headquarters. They're Federal Government choppers, and they' told Air Traffic Control Town & County that they're going to land at the Fairgrounds.
"Well then," I said, getting up, "everyone should be armored up to the hilt. Let's get ourselves out to the Fairgrounds. Flying bullets won't do much for the decor of our hallways, here."
To my surprise, no one said a contradictory word about it... not even Cindy nor the Chief. Maybe they expected this.
As we walked down the hallway to the gym, so that we could go out the back exit, I was in the lead. Melina was walking next to me, and she said quietly "Be careful, Don. You're their main target. They'll shoot you on sight."
"Good." I said. When Melina's eyes cut to me, I looked back at her and said "I'm counting on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We picked up 24 TCPD Officers along the way to the Fairgrounds. As we walked, I said to Owen Lange "We could've used this Federal firepower last night."
 "We were there." Lange replied.
"Ah, you were pretending to be GOJMC?" I replied.
"Not much gets past you." Lange said. "Your Sheriff deputized us along with the other GOJMC people. And that was a brilliant idea, to have them help you. A lot of them are former military, some have LEO training. They did a great job stopping the riots." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
We went through the back gate of the employees parking lot and onto the Fairgrounds. As we arrived, the caravan of Federal vehicles were pulling into the vehicle entrance, just to our south. The choppers landed behind them, further south. They contained Federal Agents, but had space to take two people away...
"Does anyone have a music player?" I asked as we watched them get out of their vehicles. "Now would be a good time for some 'The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly' standoff music.
"Not funny, Red Crowbar." said the Green Crowbar.
"Okay, okay." I said. "Flight of the Valkyries, then. Just sing the Elmer Fudd words to it." Cindy shook her head, but gave up the verbal repartée as I nodded to Melina. We went forward, trying to angle over so that no one was directly behind us.
"FEDERAL AGENTS!" yelled Jocelyn Moran, who was not visibly armored, but had a powerful handgun pointing at the ground for the moment. "I have a warrant to arrest Donald Troy! Any attempt to resist arrest will result in his death and all your deaths! Drop your weapons and surrender!"
"That will be the day." Melina said quietly. Then she yelled loudly: "You are acting illegally under a rescinded warrant! It is I who order YOU to drop your weapons and surrender!"
"Die, you Cracker whore!" yelled Jocelyn Moran, raising her weapon.
Time slowed down. It felt like I was moving too slowly, but my body was ahead of my mind, and was already in motion. I barely realized I was jumping in front of Melina...
*POW!* *POW!*
"Arrrgh!" I grunted as the rounds impacted my armor, one over my right pectoral and collarbone, the other near where Ned had shot me years before, in the lower left ribcage. (Author's note: 'Sperm Wars', Ch. 04.)
As I felt myself falling backwards and down, I also felt Melina grab my collar with her left hand as her right hand came up. I barely heard her powerful handgun make three eloquent statements in rapid succession.



*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
Two bullet holes appeared side-by-side in the center of Jocelyn Moran's chest. A third appeared in the dead middle of her forehead, just above her eyes, as she was falling. She was dead before she hit the ground.
"STOP!" yelled FBI EAD Owen Lange, who was not wearing head protection, as the Federal Marshals were raising their weapons. "Lower your weapons! All of you! Now!" Amazingly, with Moran dead, everyone complied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had fallen to the ground, and Cindy had rushed up to me as Melina stood over me and watched the Enemy. "Don!" Cindy cried out. "Are you okay?"
"I've felt better." I gasped as Cindy pulled me behind a wall of TCPD Officers that had come up to protect me. She saw the two bullets flattened into the front of my first layer of armor. She tore at the velcro straps to remove it, then opened my shirt, to find the innermost layer of armor undamaged.
"Double layer." Cindy sighed. "Thank God!"
"Thank Your Iron Crowbar... and my tailor." I quipped. "It's actually a triple layer, and the girdle helped absorb the impact of the second shot." And I needed it; Moran had fired illegal cop-killer bullets for maximum lethality.
Under TCPD and FBI questioning, the Marshals with Moran told their stories that they'd been ordered to attend Moran to arrest Commander Troy, and had been assured that she had a legitimate warrant. EAD Lange said "The warrant was illegally obtained, and was rescinded. It's possible none of you were told that. But you've still got a lot of questions to answer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We were lucky again, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold as he and Cindy helped me back to Headquarters. I had my arms around their shoulders, like an injured football player being helped off the field.
"Yes sir." I said. "Better lucky than good. And that's why we have 'TCPD' in large letters on the front of the armor... can't armor-plate my head." Actually, I was wearing a Police helmet, but the face shield wasn't crap for stopping bullets. It could've been bad, but it wasn't.
Yes, lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar.
The Press had heard the shots and had come running to investigate. They found a LOT of Federal Agents and TCPD Officers blocking their progress. And that allowed us, and Daniel and Melina, to get inside the Headquarters building before the Haters (i.e. the worthless Press) realized what had happened.
I was escorted to the Infirmary room, where my favorite doctor was waiting. Melina assured her big sister that she was okay, and recounted the story that I'd intercepted the bullets. Laura said to me "Chivalry is not dead, I see. Lucky you aren't, either, Don."
"Better lucky than good." I said agreeably as Laura helped me take my armor off. Melina inspected the armor while Laura inspected me. There was a big bruise forming where the first round had impacted my upper chest, and another purple band on my lower left ribcage. Breathing deeply was a bit painful, but not impossible.
"If you start coughing," Laura said, "and especially if you cough up so much as one drop of blood, we will go directly to the E.R. at University Hospital, do not pass 'Go', do not collect $200. Is that clear?"
"Yes ma'am." I said, not arguing with my Boss..
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Friday, May 13th. Owen Lange came into the Main Conference Room to brief us.
"We have the names of the Federal Marshals," said Owen Lange, "and we'll be following up with them. But it looks like they were just following orders, and thought it was a legit mission. Ten of the 12 Marshals were black, hand-chosen by Moran, and they were pretty pissed at first, but once I explained the deception, as well as the fact we have evidence that Moran intended to shoot Commander Troy, not arrest him, they quietened down. They're beginning to realize that discretion is the better part of valor where their careers are concerned. They were taken to the Federal Building, and will be released once we check them out further."
"What about the shoo-ting?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"It's my finding that Jocelyn Moran fired the first shot, and was not provoked into doing so." said Lange. "As I just said, Moran had no intention of arresting anyone; she meant to shoot Don, and damn the consequences. Melina fired back in self-defense, and the defense of her husband and the rest of us. And she already has some people well above my pay grade working in Washington to make that story stick."
"So it's Federal on Federal," Lange continued, "and since the Iron Crowbar is technically a Federal Agent with that special ID he has, I'm sure you'll have no problem with letting us handle this at the Federal level."
The Chief glanced at me and I nodded. "As you said, Mr. Lannnge... noooo problemooooo." the Chief said agreeably.
"So where is Ava Hinds?" Melina asked.
"At the Federal Building." said Jack Muscone. "And in fairness to her, she was totally shocked by what Moran tried to do, if I don't miss my guess. I also gave her a copy of the information the TCPD provided us, showing Lester Holder working with both white and black agitators, and she's realized that we have a lot of ammunition, pun not intended, to fight back against any civil rights charges."
"It's a good think she didn't show up." I said.
"You got that right." Melina said. "I have one question: why was Moran targeting Don? I thought my husband was her lodestone, and Don was Ava Hinds's target." All eyes went to me.
"Moran hated me as much as Hinds does, maybe even more after we arrested her at that Council Meeting." I said. (Author's note; 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 02.) "And it also occurs to me that they need Daniel alive, so they can keep pressuring the Town & County through him. But I'm intractable, and they know I'll never permit the TCPD to enter into a Consent Decree. So I'm the one Jocelyn Moran marked for death..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Friday, May 15th. EAD Owen Lange had allowed the Federal Marshals to leave, and had also had Jocelyn Moran's body removed from our morgue and sent out of State.
Teresa reported that a group of mostly young black persons had marched from T-Square's club 'Rhythms & Rap' to his club 'Jasmine' along MLK Jr. Drive. The march had been peaceful, and the Police had not only been unobtrusive, they'd helped block traffic as the demonstrators marched along the street.
Teresa also reported that there had been almost as many reporters as there were marchers, recording the event, and the only trouble that occurred was when the Media tried to get close-ups of the Police, particularly our Officers's faces. That was stopped with strong force being applied, authorized and encouraged by a Police Commander that utterly despises the Press.
Jack Muscone and Karina White took me, Cindy, and Melina to the Cop Bar for lunch. To absolutely no one's surprise, double cheeseburgers and baskets of fries were brought out before we'd even ordered. And Pops, the owner of the establishment, said this one was on the House after the Police actions of the night before.
"How do you feel, Don?" Karina asked as we sat down.
"Sore." I said. "But I only had one layer of armor when Dominic Ellis shot me. That hurt much worse." (Author's note: 'Only Time', Ch. 04.)
"Still, they were cop-killer bullets." Melina said. "I only had one layer of armor on, and they might well have gone through it. So you are officially credited with saving my life, and I'm grateful to you for it."
I fist-bumped Melina and said "Yeah, I take care of people who own dogs that are descendants of Bowser." Everyone chuckled, then I asked "So how is Dorothy doing?"
"The kids love her." Melina said. "Joanne Warner and I have been coordinating dog-walking times, so that Dorothy and Leo can inspect their domains together. And speaking of Joanne, how is she doing in the Police Boxing Matches?"
"She's still in it." said Cindy. "But she faces Kalsu next, and he's been running through the field. I think he'll win it all. What say you, Don?"
I said "I think Joan Laurer may meet him in the Finals. She's ripping through everyone, too. I get the feeling that she did some training with the Green Crowbar." Cindy shrugged her eyebrows a couple of times in acknowledgement as I said "Laurer has Inga Gunddottar tomorrow."
After lunch, Melina asked to ride with me in my Police SUV. Cindy drove the Federal Agents to the Federal Building in her Police SUV. I suggested we take the 'scenic' view, around the Bypass, as I wanted to observe what any demonstrators might be doing.
Melina glanced over at me, then said "Pull over." I pulled my vehicle to the side of the road and turned on the lightbar. Melina took what looked like a cellphone out of her purse, and pressed a button on the side. Not only did my radio get knocked out, but the entire car shut down!
"This is no-shit anti-bugging power." Melina said. "I rarely use it. It's knocked out the electronics in your car's computer, which is why the car just shut down, but you can crank it back up when I turn this off."
"I have got to get me one of those!" I said jovially. "So what do you want to tell me?"
"I really do appreciate you stepping in front of me, Don." Melina said. "Jocelyn Moran had told some people in Washington that she intended to kill you, not arrest you, and I won't tell you how we recorded that. But the fact we did, and that Moran is posthumously being charged with attempted murder in the first degree of Federal Agents, is causing the Swamp Frogs to back off." I nodded.
Melina: "So we knew she wanted to kill you, and probably Daniel, and maybe the rest of us. The only thing we did not expect was that Moran was using cop-killer bullets. So your triple-layer of protection saved both our asses."
I said: "After you and Jack told me what was going down, I suited up for her. I was fully expecting for Moran to do something active. As were you."
Melina said "Yes. And I know nothing gets past you, so I'll say this to you and no one else. You know how I feel about... blacks. And I make no apologies for it. The violence you're seeing now is ginned up for political purposes, and blacks are being agitated on purpose for the politicians's and especially the Media's agenda. Jocelyn Moran was part of that. And just like I exterminated Jasmine Nix with extreme prejudice, pun intended, I went out there with the purpose and intent of exterminating Jocelyn Moran. And I admit: I enjoyed removing that racist nigger bitch from the face of this earth."
I nodded. "I understand. But you're right: not much is getting past me, here. You are not acting alone in what you are doing."
Melina said "No, I'm not. Look, we are not like Superior Bloodlines and White Roots. We are simply pushing back against the politicians and the Media that are using identity politics and race to destroy our Constitution and our country. And I'm telling you this because I know how good you are, and that you're not in lockstep with me on some of this. All I want is for you to cut me some slack and let us do what we have to do."
"All I can say is 'keep it out of my County'." I replied. "So... how do you feel about Tasha?"
"She's a sweet little girl." Melina said. "And to that point, I don't hate people for the sake of hating them. I just have no tolerance for blacks that use race for political or other gain, and hypocritically hate whites for being white."
I was not fooled by that, but I had nothing to say; after all, Jocelyn Moran had attempted to murder me. I wordlessly pointed to Melina's device and she turned it off, and I cranked the car and pulled onto the road...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got home to The Cabin that evening, I had Carole help me take the dogs out.
"Okayyyy, Fussbudget." I said after we'd sat down together on the metal mesh loveseat. "Let's talk about your bust of Shawn Redmond for stealing Sidney's baseball and framing Jameis for it."
"What about, Daddy?" Carole said, not looking at me, but observing the train coming out of the western horizon.
"Carole," I said, "you didn't actually see Shawn steal that ball, did you?"
Carole's face fell. "Am I in trouble, Daddy?"
"No." I said. "No, you are not. Especially since it's a school matter... and you were right."
"I did see Shawn do it." Carole said. "In my mind. And I could tell he was guilty. He was thinking it."
I nodded. "I understand. And you did the right thing, bringing it up. But when you get to be an adult, and a full Police Officer, there's something called 'due process' we have to follow. Part of that is something called 'probable cause'. At school, students don't have a lot of protection from their desks being searched. In the adult world, we can't just search people's belongings without that probable cause."
"Is this a 'teachable moment?" Carole asked astutely.
"Yes, it certainly is." I replied. "When you get to be an adult, you have to actually see the crime to be a witness to it. Juries don't understand what you can do. So you have to see it with your eyes, or find another way to show how you found out something."
"Oh." Carole said. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be sorry." I said. "You did the right thing. Shawn was very, very bad to do what he did, and I suspect we'll be tangling with him when we're adult Police Officers and he's grown to to be... whatever he's going to be. And you saved Jameis from getting in trouble. You did the right thing, Carole, and I'm very proud of you for speaking up when you needed to. I'm just telling you this now so you can learn from it, when you become an adult."
"Part of being an Iron Crow-bar?" Carole asked.
"Yep." I said.
"Mommy doesn't want me to be an Iron Crowbar, though she doesn't say it out loud." Carole said.
"What does she want you to be?" I asked, genuinely curious.
"I think she wants me to be a normal lady." Carole said. "But that ain't gonna happen. I'm going to be like you, Daddy. A Po-leece Off-i-cer, and a great De-tec-tive. It's a dunnnnn deal."
"I'll take your word for it." I said, inwardly pleased, as Bowser and Buddy came up. "But before that happens, let's take these outstanding dogs inside, and start getting ready for bed. Daddy's tired, even if you aren't..."
Part 30 - Chatter and Gossip
Saturday, May 16th. I came into the gym at Police Headquarters, which was pretty full of Police Officers. They were watching the Freestyle Division Police Boxing Matches going on. I came up to Lieutenants Rudistan and Davis.
"Congratulations on your win this morning, Mr. Rudistan." I said. Rudistan had won his (Boxing Division) boxing match earlier.
"Thank you, sir." Rudistan said happily. "You know, sir, these matches just aren't the same without you and Commander Ross."
"See Jerome?" I said. "Sheriff Griswold has taught Rudistan very well about kissing ass."
"Yes sir." said Jerome with a grin.
"How's Inga doing?" I asked, seeing Corporal Gunddottar boxing with Detective Joan Laurer. Cindy Ross was the referee. The Chief had 'hinted' that he wanted those of us that were denied participation to referee matches. Cindy and Rudistan had agreed. Teresa and I had outright refused; we were still pissed that we couldn't participate.
"She's getting her ass beat." Jerome said quietly. Indeed, though Inga had trained hard and was defending herself well, Joan Laurer was delivering strong punishment to Inga every time the Icelandic blonde tried any offensive maneuvers. Laurer was not just good, she was damn good. PBM Champion kind of good, if I didn't miss my guess.
Sure enough, a moment later Inga overpressed, and Laurer took her down with a simple judo throw, and dropped on top of her. Inga yielded before Cindy could get down to three-count the match.
The combatants man-hugged... well 'woman-hugged', and complimented each other on the match. Then they climbed out of the ring and down to the floor.
"Nice job, Laurer." I said. "My disappointment that I won't get a chance to go against you cannot be overstated."
"I'll see you after I win the title, sir." Joan said. I said that we were 'AWN!' if she won the whole thing, and we fist-bumped.
Meanwhile, Jerome was 'consoling' Inga. "Want to go to lunch?:" he asked
"Oh, I'm going to lunch with Detective Laurer." said Inga. "We had a bet; loser buys the winner lunch."
I said "Jerome, why don't I take you and Rudistan to lunch while the ladies have lunch and talk about us guys." Rudistan laughed jovially at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We sat in the back 'Command Room' at the Cop Bar, whose main rooms were full of Public Safety personnel, Police, Fire, and some EMTs.
"You guys did a great job the other night." I said. Rudistan had led the 'Commander Troy Protection Detail', implementing Our Sheriff's orders that a certain redhead with a red crowbar not extend himself or walk into anything dangerous. (Who, me? ME?) Meanwhile, Jerome had been at the Old Mill, working with Captain Thompson as a liaison to the Intel Branch, getting and working on the data that we used to effectively shut down the 'Police-free zone'.
"Thank you, sir." said Jerome. Rudistan nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I do have one question for you both, but especially you, Jerome, as a black man." I said. "And I want you both to speak freely on this. How did you feel during that time, as a black man and also a Police Officer?"
"I'm a Police Officer first, sir." said Jerome. "And I can't speak for anyone else, but almost all the black Officers on this Police Force feel the same way. We know you, and Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Griswold, are very fair to the Black Community and don't tolerate assholes like McCombs."
I nodded, then Jerome unexpectedly continued: "I do have to say this, sir. My father doesn't feel the same way I do about some of it. He told me that as fair as the TCPD's leadership may be, blacks have been abused by the Police, and especially white Police Officers, far too long to just suddenly have a basis of trust."
"That's a good point," I said, "and leads to another question I wanted to ask both of you: how do we get to that level of trust? What can we do to get past the hatreds, to address the frustrations of blacks while being fair to all the other ethnicities out there?"
Rudistan spoke first: "Sir, I grew up in the Projects, with mostly black kids. A lot of it is money, economic conditions. My dad was no-shit tough with me; he made me go to school and study. I ran away from home, and almost joined a gang. And then I watched some people I grew up with get blown away in a gang-related drug shooting, and I knew that I had to find ways to make money that didn't get me killed. And that's when I started realizing my dad was right to make me go to school and study."
Jerome said "As a Navy brat, I didn't see a lot of what Micah saw, and nothing was ever a question for me. My dad wasn't happy I became a Police Officer, but he accepted it a little better once he saw that I was working with good people. But to your question about race, sure I've been subjected to racism by whites, and I'm hated by Blacks for wearing blue. I just drive on with it."
I said "That's good, but to my question: what can we do, what can I do, to help all sides come together?"
Jerome said "I'm not sure, sir. Not all whites are racist, nor are all blacks. But like Micah said, a lot of it is economic. Some blacks will go to work, make money, participate in the American Dream. Other Blacks either don't think the American Dream is attainable, that whites are preventing them from attaining it, or they hate America from the get-go, and don't want to be a part of it."
Jerome: "And some think they're owed something by others, which helps fuel the divisions. That's why you see Maxine Watts talking about slavery reparations all the time... to gin up that hatred, envy, and sense of entitlement. Unfortunately, there are too many who accept and believe that."



Rudistan: "And it's not just blacks with that... Socialism, from Soviet Communism to Nazism to Venezuela, people use that economic envy to gin up hatreds and impose their Socialist agenda... and then everyone suffers."
I said "And as long as the Mainstream Media aids and abets ginning up that hatred instead of helping solve the problems, I fear there is no solution to any issues, race relations and otherwise. God! I hate the Media!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Rather than go to the Cop Bar, Joan and Inga went to the Applebee's near the Northpoint Mall.
"So," Joan said, "how are things with you and Lt. Davis?"
"Pretty good." Inga said. "He's a good guy, treats me well, good in bed..."
"Bu-ut..." Joan said.
"Nothing, really." Inga said. "Like I said, he's a good guy, and I shouldn't complain... but I'm not sure he's 'the one'. He's been talking in terms of doing things together that married couples do, and making hints along those lines. But I'm nowhere near that level of commitment yet."
"And you told him this?" Joan said.
"In so many words." Inga said. "I say we need to take it slow, but we've been seriously dating for months now. So I'm not sure where we are." Joan nodded and wisely just said nothing.
"What about you?" Inga said. "Are you dating anyone?"
"Not seriously." Joan said. "Not really at all. Most of the guys I meet are boring as hell, and a bunch of wimps. I don't know what schools are doing, but all the guys I meet are... emasculated. Either they're afraid of their own shadows, or they believe the crap that asking a woman out is committing rape, like those feminists yell all the time."
"I know what you mean." said Inga.
"Yeah, why can't I find a guy that's like Commander Troy?" Joan said. "Now there's a man who is not afraid to be a man. If he weren't above me in the chain-of-command, I'd drag him to bed and fuck his balls off!"
Inga giggled. "Get in line. Half the women in this County have the same fantasy, and the other half is lying if they say they don't." Both women laughed at that.
"True." Joan said. "Anyway, I'm okay with how things are for me right now. Being a Detective is great, and Vice is a great place for me to be. I love what we're doing, and it's never dull, even on a slow day."
"I like where I am, too." said Inga. "And there's nothing better than being a TCPD Officer..."
Part 31 - Epilogue
Saturday, May 16th. After lunch, I went back to my office and made a dent in the mountain of paperwork I had to do. At some point I realized that I could do a lot of this from the comfort of my own home, so I filled my briefcase with papers and let the Duty Desk know I'd be working from home and they could reach me there if something cropped up.
I drove along Riverside Drive, Jefferson Avenue, University Parkway, MLK Jr. Drive, then further south as I came back east towards the roads home. There was no unusual activity, no groups of people wearing t-shirts with any particular logos on them. Restaurants seemed to be doing a good business.
Maybe we're past the worst of it, I thought hopefully to myself.
I got to The Cabin, and was promptly ambushed by five boys (mine and Todd's, excluding Jack Burke) coming out of the woods. I surrendered quickly but declined to be taken hostage. The boys went back to playing.
Inside, Laura, Paulina, and Molly were talking in the greatroom. I asked where the girls were.
Laura said "They're in the attic room. Jim and Ross gave them a large box of unused Legos to build something with, and the girls were doing just that.
"Nice of the boys to let the girls play with their toys." I said, a bit drily, causing all three of the women to laugh out loud. I put my briefcase in my office, then went upstairs.
Carole, Marie, and Tasha were very proud of the stockade they had built. The problem was that the stockade had imprisoned the redoubtable Bowser, whose eyes expressed a need for my help in executing a jailbreak.
"Okay, I need to take Bowser out." I said, picking him up and setting him down outside the stockade. I took Bowser downstairs, found Buddy, who was guarding my office with his eyes closed, and took the dogs out.
I sat down on the metal mesh loveseat and looked over my Town in the early afternoon light, enjoying the 'just right' warmth of the day. The night before last, it had been the scene of a battle of frustrations that had become physical, and violent. Today, from atop the mountain finger, it appeared to be tranquil, with the promise of reward for the exercise of production and trade.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and I heard Bowser barking most very furiously at the sound. I took the call: "Troy."
"Don!" said Teresa Croyle. "Turn on a national news outlet!"
I herded Buddy and Bowser inside, and saw that Carole was already expertly using the remote to turn on the television monitor in the front room.
"What are you doing, Carole?" Laura asked.
"Turning on the TV for Daddy." Carole said. "There's something he needs to watch." As I came up to the monitor, Carole handed me the remote and took off back upstairs. Bowser did not follow. I stopped wondering how Carole knew as I turned my attention to the monitor. The women had also come over to see what was the matter.
"This is Meredith Peller with KFXU Fox University!" said the lovely blonde. "We are joining our national Fox Cable affiliate!"
The feed switched to the national political reporters. They were showing a riot beginning, cars on fire, a lot of black people milling about. The reporter said "We are here in Wilmington, Delaware, where protesters are spilling into the streets, marching and chanting! A Police car has been set on fire, and several persons were attacked and injured by the protesters!"
Back to the anchor: "For those of you just tuning in: yesterday afternoon, a white Police Officer subdued an unarmed black man, handcuffed his hands behind his back, and then stepped on the man's neck. The man was gasping that he couldn't breathe, but the Officer kept his boot on the man's neck for over eight minutes. There were three other Officers at the scene, all white. One of them tried to stop the first Officer, but the other two intervened, saying the man was fine and that he needed to be subdued in that fashion."
The anchor said "The man fell unconscious and was taken to the hospital. Late last night he was pronounced brain-dead, and his life support equipment was removed. He died an hour later. This morning, the Wilmington, Delaware District Attorney announced that there would be no charges against the white Officers...
"Oh, nooo." said Molly Evans. "This'll start a firestorm across the country!"
"Literally." I said. "They're already setting things on fire." I got out my Police iPhone to call Teresa, the Chief, and the Sheriff...
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"I am a woman in love
And I'll do anything
To get you into my world
And hold you within
It's a right I'll defend
Over and over again..."
--- Barbra Streisand, 'Woman In Love'.
Sunday, May 17th. Callie Carrington woke up to see sunlight streaming through the bedroom window. She turned over to find that she was alone in the bed... the same way she'd gone to bed the night before.
Oh good grief, she thought to herself, don't tell me Cindy spent the night with Tim Jenkins and left Betsy alone with me.
She got up and checked the other bedroom. Betsy's bed was empty. As she went back into the main room, the front door opened and in walked Cindy Ross in athletic gear, and Betsy in her arms.
"Good morning." Cindy said. "It's beautiful outside this morning, so I took Betsy for a walk. Did you have fun, Betsy?"
"Yeah." Betsy said.
"When did you get home?" Callie asked.
"About midnight." Cindy said. "You were asleep, so I crashed on the sofa." It was only then that Callie saw the rumpled up sheet at the end of the sofa.
Callie made coffee while Cindy fed Betsy. As they sat at the breakfast room table, Cindy said "Bowser and Sadie Mae hooked up again, and they should have another litter of puppies in a few months. Should I tell Don we want one of them? Betsy loves Bowser and Buddy."
"Uhhh, I don't know." Callie said. "I have to travel a lot, your Police schedule is pretty much 'on call, all the time', and your mom has said she likes Bowser and Buddy, but she doesn't want to take care of a dog or cat full time. And you're going to have your hands full in a few months with the baby on the way."
"Yeah, that's a point." Cindy said. "By the way, there's one other thing I wanted to ask you about. With all the riots going on in the big cities, including Southport, Tim is going to be up here a lot more, at Jack Muscone's request. Why don't you come to dinner with us one night?"
"I don't know if that's a good idea." Callie said Cindy looked over at her, then peered at her.
"You don't like him, do you?" Cindy said.
"It's not that." Callie said. "It's... well, put it this way: if I started dating someone seriously, say Benny Black, and I asked you to come to dinner with us, how would you feel?"
"I... uh... well, I don't know." Cindy said. "If you were pregnant and he were the father, I'd probably understand and go to dinner with you."
"Really?" Callie said, a bit sharply. "You'd be okay with me seriously dating another guy, having another person in my life like that?"
Cindy looked at Callie for a moment, then said "You're worried that I would leave you for Tim?"
"I don't know." Callie said. "Look. I'm the last person on earth that can complain about you having sex with someone else, even another guy. After all, I make porn films every time I go to California. But you've been spending a lot of time with Tim, as if you're dating him, and you're pregnant with his baby right now. So yeah, I'm wondering where we are right now.
Cindy nodded. "Well... I never thought about it any other way than we are in love and going to get married, and hopefully soon. But yes... I'm having a baby, and Tim is going to be part of the baby's life."
"How much a part?" Callie said. "Is he more to you than a sperm donor?"
"Hold on." Cindy said. "First of all, yes he is... he's the father of this baby inside me. And yes, I'd like for him to be a father to the baby, for them to be in each other's lives."
"How can you say that?" Callie said. "What about me? What about us? And it's your baby, not his!"
That shocked Cindy. "No, it's Tim's baby, too. And he wants to be a father to it." After a pause, she said "Look, Don wants to be a father to Greta, but when Sandra Speer took her away to New York, and won't send Don so much as a picture of her, it hurt him, and it hurts him now that he can't be there for his daughter when she needs him. I don't want to hurt Tim that way."
"But what about us?" Callie said. "If we get married, that baby is mine too, isn't it?"
"And the flip side of that." Cindy continued. "Paulina Patterson kept Tasha away from Don for a while, then realized that Tasha needed a daddy, and Don was... and is... a great daddy. And Laura was good with that, and she and Paulina are close, like sister wives. Paulina knows she's not Don's wife, that she's not first in his eyes like Laura is.
Cindy went on: "That may not be the best analogy. Maybe like divorced parents with children, and one parent remarries. Anyway, what this boils down to is... I'm not asking you to be close with Tim, but just to realize he's going to be part of the baby's life."
After a long silence, Callie said she would go take a shower, leaving Cindy in a long reverie...
Part 2 - Unpacking Adjectives
"I unpacked 'frustrating' first.
Reached in and found the word 'worst'.
Then I picked 'soggy' and
Next I picked 'foggy' and
Then I was ready to tell them my tale.
'Cause I'd unpacked my adjectives."
--- Schoolhouse Rock, 'Unpack Your Adjectives'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 19th, from atop the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the distance behind her. "The Police Union has denounced the Inspector General!"
Bettina began: "Inspector General Horace S. Wellman has been condemned for his findings, issued yesterday, that Commander Troy did nothing wrong when he physically attacked a Police Sergeant who the Union contends was making a lawful stop of a black man believed to have abducted a child. The Union has filed several grievances against Commander Troy, and meetings to resolve those issues are expected today or tomorrow. Commander Troy has suspiciously refused to respond to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment on the matter."
Bettina: "And now let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder, for more on the protests occurring in many parts of the State and the Nation. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester 'Penis' Holder from the parking lot of the 'Jasmine' jazz club. "An unarmed black man, who was handcuffed and forced to lie prone on the ground, was choked to death by a Wilmington, Delaware Police Sergeant by putting his boot on the man's neck for over eight minutes. After the incident was posted to YouTube and other social media outlets, the four Police Officers involved were arrested, but so far have not been charged. As a result of the murder as well as the slow response to arrest the murderous Officers, riots are beginning to break out over the Nation as the frustrations of blacks erupt over the brutal tactics of Police aggression against People of Color."
Penis Holder: "Several blocks in The City just southwest of City International Airport have extensive fire damage as rioting and looting goes unchecked there. In Southport, marchers attempted to approach the wharf and docks areas, including the renowned Dagny Piers, but were savagely beaten back by Police and what are being described as 'security forces'. Experts are saying that those security people may have Mob ties, and are exercising brutality against peaceful black protesters at the direction of white Organized Crime bosses."
Penis Holder: "In Midtown, the Inner Midtown and East Midtown districts suffered major fire damage as protests erupted there again. Those areas had been designated 'Police free zones', but Midtown Chief Frank Soltis ordered his shock troops in to savagely quell the peaceful protests there. However, the Midtown Police are no longer attempting to interdict protesters there, but are containing the protests to the Inner Midtown area."
Penis Holder: "State Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown is furious with the Midtown Police, and has demanding that the Midtown Mayor and Council fire Chief Soltis and order the MPD to withdraw from their lines and not harass the peaceful demonstrators. So far, the Midtown politicians have declined to show any backbone and stop the Police brutality."
Penis Holder: "Channel Two News has also learned that City Mayor Lucian Phelps has sued deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared after Jared told the State National Guard to prepare to be activated, with the intent of sending them in to violently end the peaceful protests in the City. Superior Court Judge Mohammed Omar of that District issued a stay enjoining the Governor from sending in any State troops or State law enforcement entities. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you for that insightful report, Lester!" Bettina said. "And now let's go to Amber Harris for more on the local situation. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde from the same rooftop Bettina was on, but positioned to show the State Office Building in the background. "Here in our Town & County, it's been relatively quiet. Police have allowed peaceful protests during daylight hours, but have strongly enforced what is supposed to be a dawn-to-dusk curfew. However, they are not strictly enforcing the curfew until midnight."
Amber: "Police Chief Sean Moynahan, responding to a request for comment by KXTC, said the curfew was being eased in the early evening hours to allow restaurants and bars to remain open and conduct business while School is still in session. This is Final Exams week, and Graduation is Saturday at the University."
Amber: "And in local politics, Dr. Joseph E. Williams has refused to concede the primary race in the district to replace Reginald B.F. Lewis, and has refused to endorse the winner of that race, Edgar Silas, despite calls by the State Democrat Party and local Civil Rights leaders to do so. Silas won by 228 votes, and a recount was ended when a water pipe malfunction damaged nearly half the paper ballots cast and the State Democrat Party declined to pay for another election. Let's go back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "And in the Council race for Kelly Carnes's seat, Republican Bill Redmond filed complaints with the Federal and State Election Authorities, accusing Mrs. Carnes of money laundering violations. The Carnes Campaign issued a statement saying "The Redmond Campaign is already showing its desperation by making these scurrilous, false accusations..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Adjectives." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Lots and lots... of adjectives."
"What do you mean, Crowbar?" asked Sheriff Griswold.
"When the Media begins using a lot of adjectives," I replied, "then we know they are not reporting facts, but their opinions. In fact, the adjectives themselves are opinions; ergo, proof of my concept, there. All of that was opinion propaganda, not accurate news journalism."
"Yes sir, you got that right." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "Those KSB and national reporters are using the adjective 'peaceful' to describe these protests... while right behind them on the camera are burning buildings, people looting, and other people throwing rocks at each other and the Police. It'd be funny if people weren't getting hurt and even dying."
I said: "My adjectives for the Press are 'frustrating', as in my frustration with them; 'worst', as in the level of their reporting; and 'foggy', as in the state of their mental capacities."
"I hope you are not frustrated with the relative level of quiet in this County, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief.
"I'm hoping it'll remain that way, sir." I said. "But it won't take a lot for them to go off on us."
"Out of curiosity," said Command Cindy Ross, "maybe even as an intellectual exercise... why is it so relatively peaceful here?"
"Because the TCPD crashed down on that 'Police-free zone' like a ton of bricks." said Captain Tanya Muscone. "And that's my favorite FBI Agent's opinion as well as mine. We're allowing peaceful marches, and they know we'll crack down hard on violence, so they chant their slogans, march their signs down the road, and go home after dark like the rest of us do."
Teresa said "I'll add to it that the TCPD's hard crackdown on the Media helped greatly. The Agitators know that they need Media coverage, but any Media covering them is specially targeted by LEOs."
"And we need to be carefullll about saying that out loud, Ms. Croyle." drawled the Chief. "KXTC is already threatening to sue us over firing beanbags, rubber bullets, and tear gassss at Lester Holder and his news crewwwww."
"Bring it on." I said. "I'd love to get their asses in Court and barbecue them."
"Our taxpayers have to pay for that, Mr. Crowbarrrr." replied the Chief.
"Point taken, sir." I said, 'conceding' the argument.
"So what's going on with the Union?" Cindy asked. "Now that the IG has found that McCombs tried to murder an unarmed black man, though KXTC didn't include that in their report this morning, will the Union drop their silly grievance?"
The Chief said "So far, they have not. And they're still pushing McElwane's grievance... hard."
Cindy said "Even if they win that, the McElwane complaint, what of it? Is it really that bad?"
"It's piling on." I said. "And trying to drum up support among the Rank and File. Trying to created divisions, and discord."
"And speaking of the Rank and File," Teresa said, "I'll be meeting with the Precinct Leadership this morning, and I'll get an idea of how much trouble the Union is ginning up over all this."
"Changing the subject," said Tanya, with the merest twinkle in her eye, "when are Commander Ross and Callie Carrington going to set a date?"
"Uhhh, we're looking at this Summer." said Cindy. "When my father's back in-country."
But there was something about the way she'd said it, and I permitted myself to turn my head sllloooowwwwwlllyy to look at her. My gray eyes locked with her ice-blue peepers. We engaged in a 'blink' contest until everyone could see what we were doing.
The Sheriff broke the awkward silence as he got up and said "I'm going to go across the street and see how our EMS friends are doing." The coffee klatch broke up after that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:55am, Tuesday, May 19th. Cindy Ross knocked on my open door and came on in.
"Good morning." I said. "Feeling okay? Morning sickness still an issue?"
"Not as much," Cindy replied, "but you'll understand if I rush out of here during the Angels Meeting." I nodded. Cindy then said "And don't say anything." She mean about our 'Blink' contest earlier.
"I haven't said a word, and I'm not going to." I replied. "Unless you really want me to by saying you don't want me to."
"That sounds like one of Carole's games." Cindy said as she sat down. "Anyway, 'The Vision' has its summer camps most weeks of the summer, but my father has said he'll clear a weekend for me... what?" She saw that I was peering at her.
"Those camps are reserved months in advance." I said. "That's a lot of people to tell that their camp has been canceled."
"No, we wouldn't cancel anything." Cindy said. "But to your point, we don't have anything set in stone yet."
The entrance of my other Angels saved Cindy from being peered at even harder. We moved along to business.
"I have a question." Teresa said. "I don't think the McCombs grievance is going to be routine. What's happening there?"
I nodded and said "Yeah, it's getting... 'complex', to coin a phrase. First of all, we really have two grievances and two issues: McCombs, and McElwane. The McElwane grievance should be routine: it should go to a panel hearing, then maybe up to the Public Safety Review Board, the short panel or the full meal deal."
The Public Safety Review Board consisted of 13 persons: the Sheriff, his Chief of Staff, Police Chief, Fire Chief, EMS Chief, Public Health Officer (PHO), Police Commander, Police Deputy Chief, Assistant Fire Chief, Fire Marshal, Assistant EMS Chief, and two Assistant PHOs. The 'short panel' would be the Sheriff and the four Chiefs of his Departments.
I continued: "The McCombs situation is very complex, because McCombs has been charged with felony crimes, as well as criminal insubordination and other LEO-specific crimes. Normally that would be allowed to play out in Court, and that would usually take care of the rest of it."
I went on: "However... the Union is trying to wrap the two together into one, and make me the object of both the grievances. That means that the I.G.'s Office would assign someone to investigate it and handle it, and not as a mediation but as a full-bore Internal-Affairs-ish investigation. We're going to try to sever them into two cases, but we'll have to see how that works out."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone calling. "Hi Jack." I said as I answered it. "I'm in a meeting with your Boss, Mrs. Muscone." Tanya grinned at me.
"Put me on speaker." Jack said. When I did, he said "We're having an 'all hands on deck' meeting at the Federal Building. Any of you with Top Secret clearance are invited to come over. EAD Owen Lange is running the meeting, and he, I, and SSA Melina Allgood are guaranteeing your safety, Don."
"All the same," I replied, "I'll bring Angels to watch over me."
"Awwwww." said all three of my Angels at once...
Part 3 - All Hands On Deck
9:00am, Tuesday, May 18th. We congregated in a large meeting room on the second floor of the Federal Building. The Sheriff, Chief, me, my Angels, Jerome Davis, and Joanne Warner were there. Jack Muscone's team of Karina White, Julius Jefferson, Melina Allgood, Ted Crenshaw, and Tim Jenkins were present, as well as Ashton Cardigan and Lindy Linares. Dwight Stevens was there as the DEA rep. And to my surprise, my wife Laura and Callie Carrington were in the House.
Naturally, I went and sat by Laura in the back row of chairs. "Wow, they got you out of bed early, eh? It must be big." I said. Laura tried to pinch me on the hip, but the 'girdle' saved me... I knew there was a good reason for wearing it!
Callie was sitting on Laura's other side, and Cindy went up to sit with her. The rest of the TCPD contingent were right in front of us, except for Tanya, who'd parked at the end of the front row.
Laura said "EAD Lange called me and asked me to bring Callie. From what I'm understanding, the physical safety of the Federal Buildings in the City and Southport are in question from all the rioting, so Jack had the people he needs come here." I nodded.
A moment later, Jack Muscone and Karina White came in, and Jack went to the podium. "Thank you all for coming." he said. "Don, you're hiding in the back with the CIA, there?"
I took Laura's hand in my own and said "I'm sitting with my wife, so that all of you can see that I'm the luckiest man in the room." All the women giggled. Laura smiled and squeezed my hand.
Jack said "I'm taking over the title of the lucky one, with my lovely wife here with us." That also got a round of "Awww"s from the ladies.
Jack said "Okay, I invited the TCPD people as a courtesy, but I'm glad to have you in the loop on what we're doing. We've got several things going on, most importantly these riots in the State as well as all over the Nation. EAD Lange will be talking about that in a moment. We also have some drug-operations-related news that Dwight Stevens will be getting us up to speed on in a minute."



Muscone: "First, though, and especially for the TCPD's ears, the issue with Jocelyn Moran, including her being shot and killed, is considered a closed case by the OPR, the Deputy Director of the FBI, and the Attorney General. And SSA Allgood has been fully exonerated, and the incident declared a 'good shoot' on her part."
"Yayyyy." Teresa said, a little more loudly than she should have. Everyone chuckled, though a bit quietly.
EAD Owen Lange stood up and said "Don't celebrate too much. Elements of the USDOJ Civil Rights Division are bitter about it, as is DNI Brendan Chapel. Why don't I go ahead with my briefing."
He took a small fob that controlled a laptop computer, and a presentation came up on the screen. "First of all," he started, "the incident in Wilmington, Delaware seems to be genuine. The Sergeant that stepped on that unarmed man's neck had a history with that man. The fourth Officer, that tried stop Sergeant and was kept back by the other Officers, is also being charged with the full complement of crimes by the District Attorney there. The Judge, whose rulings tend to be on the side of the Left, refused a Motion to Sever, which is being appealed. I'll just say that Wilmington, Delaware has become a center of sleaze and corruption in this country." Many of us nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Second," said Owen Lange, "we cannot find any traces of any money being given to McCombs, be it through wire transfers or cash deposits, nor could we find anything on that white Officer who shot that black man in the City. Now I am in the Iron Crowbar's camp on the unlikelihood of coincidences, but we haven't found any connection yet."
"Third," said Owen Lange, "we've arrested and interrogated leaders of these anarchist groups that we're seeing on video ginning up the unrest. We've made some good headway showing that it's organized, but except for the photos the TCPD took of KXTC reporters talking to agitators, we have a ways to go to show just how organized it is, and how far up the ladders of Power in Washington as well as the Media that the collusion goes. I need not add that the Swamp Frogs are fighting us the whole way; Dr. Robin Isley has shut down two investigations already, and at the direct order of Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel. Jack?"
"Thank you, sir." said Jack Muscone. "And now Dwight Stevens of the DEA will be giving a report."
"Thank you, sir." said Dwight Stevens, coming up and fiddling with the laptop until another presentation appeared. "One thing we've been trying to investigate is how the people organizing these insurrections are being paid. We're looking into drug deals where the money is being diverted, as well as drug deals that provide the financing. Our super-computers are collating data in an attempt to connect names of drug dealers with these political activists."
Stevens: "One other thing we've looked at is international drug trade money being brought into this country to support the orchestrated unrest. The Media likes to blame the Russians for everything, but we're also looking at Iranian and Red Chinese interests being behind the seditionists. We are working with the CIA on the foreign aspects of this, and Marla Hanson, who some of you know, has been working with me out of Langley." (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 03, for Marla Hanson.)
"Any idea how they're piping that money into this country?" asked Owen Lange.
"We have some general ideas, sir, but no specifics." replied Stevens. "One common way is for someone in Europe to deposit money to an account in the Caymans, or one of the many British-held Caribbean islands, then someone here reaches in and grabs it. Someone in the U.S. Government may be helping cover it up, too." Several people nodded.
After Dwight Stevens was finished, Jack Muscone got up. "We're basing out of here right now, because the Leftwing seditionists have been attacking Federal Buildings and Courthouses. Portland, Oregon was particularly hard hit, and the political leaders there refuse to protect the property nor allow the Federal Government to protect it. It's a different political climate here in this County."
"You got that right." I said, a little more loudly than I should have. There were some chuckles in the room.
"Okay." said Muscone. "This local Federal Building is being very helpful to us and providing us space, here and in the Old Post Office right behind this building. The TCPD has also offered us space in the Old Mill, along the lines of the EMPTY QUIVER event all those months ago. And Dr. Fredricson will be working out of her office on Campus, and we can have a couple of people there."
Muscone: "Here are your assignments. Cardigan, I'd like you and Lindy to keep doing what you're doing, just do it from here, not the City. I understand we're fully equipped here to handle your cyber-researches." Cardigan nodded.
Muscone: "Ted Crenshaw, you're our point man for Southport, just working from here. There's space in the Old Post Office or at The Old Mill for you. Julius, I'll need you to liaison with the Midtown PD, and be my point man for Midtown. If you have to go down there, that's fine, just let me know. And Tim Jenkins, I want you to be my liaison to the CIA. Work with Ms. Carrington at Dr. Fredricson's office." Eyes went wide at that, and it seemed that an uncomfortable silence was slowly filling the room.
"What?" asked Muscone, looking around. "Is there a problem?"
"Uh, no sir." Tim Jenkins said. Callie said nothing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the meeting was breaking up, I went up to Dwight Stevens. "I've got a question for you, about McCombs." I said. "Have y'all looked to see if he had any cash inflows to pay for creating that racial situation?"
"We didn't." said Dwight Stevens. "EAD Lange had his financial people working on it. We work with them all the time, but we haven't on these so-called 'peaceful protests'."
I nodded. "Do me a favor. If I send you what the TCPD had on that drug bust McCombs made, do you think it might help find any money McCombs was being paid?"
"You know, that's not a bad thought." said Stevens. "I'll have my guys check into that, but don't get your hopes up. Most drug deals like that are cash transactions."
"And the guys McCombs busted had the drugs on 'em, not cash." I said. "Well, it may come to nothing..."
"Jack warned me about you saying things like that." said Stevens. "Your 'maybe nothings' become 'definite somethings'. I'll take a look..."
Part 4 - Good For The Soul
When I got back to my office, my lovely assistant Helena handed me a note. "Corporal Hicks called and asked you to contact him by any means as quickly as possible. He said it was urgent, and it was about a blood spill."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "What time did he call?"
"About fifteen minutes ago." Helena said. I thanked her and went on into my office, shut the door, and speed-dialed Hicks on my Police iPhone. The words 'blood spill' were Blood Order code. Something big was going on.
"Yes sir, thanks for calling me back, sir." said Hicks. "Can you come up to County Jail, sir?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With Teresa in tow, I headed up to County Jail. Corporal Hicks just happened to be outside, waiting for us, and a distance from the guardhouse at the gate and the building itself.
"What's it about, Hicks?" I asked. He gave the Blood Order sign, which Teresa and I properly responded to.
"Sir," he said quietly, "you remember 'Jesus Freak', one of the four that McCombs arrested with those drugs?" I nodded, and Hicks said "He got me to come to the door of his cell he's sharing with 'Mr. Handsome'. He whispered he needed to talk to you, sir, and said the words 'It's a blood pool thing.'."
"I see." I said. "Okay, go inside, bring J.F. to the 'Confessional' room, and make sure no one else is around. Commander Croyle will be my lookout."
"Yes sir." said Hicks, who moved out smartly to execute the mission.
I'd long ago made a deal with The Teacher, that if any of his people were in my jails, and used the words 'blood pool' to a Blood Order member, they'd get word to me, and I'd try to help the perp if I could... in exchange for important information, of course. It was the kind of thing to be done in as much secrecy as possible, to keep people from being killed. The Teacher, and everyone he gave the code words to, knew this was something not to be taken lightly, nor abused.
The 'Confessional' was just that: a real confessional, with a room for a priest on the other side. It had a small table and chairs, and inmates could confer with their lawyers there if the other Interrogation Rooms were busy. It had no microphones nor listening devices, and of course I could ensure 'privacy', anyway.
After getting a text saying 'Confession is good for the soul.', I went through the priest's entrance into that chamber, then stepped on out into the room. 'Jesus Freak', a.k.a. J.F., was sitting at the table.
I pulled the other chair to the side and close, so that our left knees were almost touching. "Whassup, J.F.?" I asked quietly.
"Did you really have to bring me into a Catholic confessional room?" said 'Jesus Freak'.
"Sorry about that." I replied. "But it's the only safe place in County Jail, especially for you. So, whaddya need?"
"If I tell you something, something big," said J.F., "will you get that gun charge dropped for all of us?"
"You don't want me to get you off the hook, and somewhere far from here where you'll be safe?" I asked. "Or make you a C.I., and you can get paid by us 10% of any drug busts we make based on your info?"
"Naw, it's cool. I just want that false charge dropped." said J.F. "For all of us."
"It's already in the Court system," I said, "but I'll move heaven and earth to make it happen, short of killing someone. And if I can't get the charge dropped immediately, I'll pay your bail and get you out."
'Jesus Freak' considered the words, then said "Okay, here's the deal. We were told to drive that car down that road with those drugs in the trunk. We knew they were there, and we knew that cop was going to pull us over."
"Okayyyy..." I said, waiting for more.
"We also had cash in the car." said J.F. "Two McDonald's bags of it."
"How much was in the bags?" I said, trying hard not to make a University of Tennessee comment.
"Nobody told me," said J.F., "but from my experience of the way the bags were, about $200k in all. The deal was that we'd go along with getting busted for the drugs, then we'd skip bail and get out of the State. And if we didn't get bail, the lawyer said he'd get a plea deal where we'd go to Twin Cities Correctional for eight months, maybe 5 months with good behavior, make connections, and be ready to make some serious coin when we got out."
"And the cop kept the cash?" I said, beginning to see the light.
"Yeah." said J.F. "He made us get out of the car, then he took the bags out of the backseat and put them in his cop car trunk. A few minutes later the other cops came up. One of those bastards planted the gun in the glove compartment. And that dumb blonde A.D.A. is pressing the gun charges, so that plea deal is totally fucked."
I nodded. "Yeah." I said. "So the Sergeant made you get out of the car, confiscated the cash, and then waited for the others, right?" J.F. nodded.
"And then the other cop 'found' (air quotes) the gun." I went on. "Tell me... how did that Sergeant react when the Officer came up with the gun?"
"I don't really remember." said J.F. "We were all reacting when that dirty Pig pulled that gun out."
"So who gave you the orders to walk into that arrest?" I asked. "Not Jacquez Wilson?"
"Oh hell no." said J.F. "That man wouldn't work with the Pigs to save his mother's life. He totally hates you Pigs." He then stopped talking.
"Come on, J.F." I said, after the pause had become long enough. "They didn't bail you out. They planted a gun on you to keep the plea deal from going down, which means they're trying to put you away for fifteen years. What is it they don't want you telling me?"
J.F. considered my words for a full minute, then finally said: "This whole thing was Toddler's joint. We're his boys. He's Jacquez's boy, but he does some things on his own, and we back him up and we get paid. I can see Jacquez bailing him out but not us, but I don't understand why Toddler didn't get us bailed out."
J.F.: "I'm not sure who hired Toddler to do this, but it was a lawyer that arranged it and handed Toddler the cash. The same guy who came in here and said he was our Public Defender."
"Hunter Harris." I said.
J.F. nodded. "Yeah, I thought when he showed up, he was gonna take care of us. But he hasn't shown up for days! He's just left us in this shithole, like Toddler left us in this shithole."
I nodded. "Okay, I'm going to see about getting that gun charge dropped. And I'm going to do what I can to get you a plea deal, or at least bailed out until your trial. Thanks for everything. Stay here a minute."
I got up and went out the 'Father Romano' way, then texted Hicks to come get J.F. and take him back to his cell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." Teresa said as we talked in my office when we got back. We were going through all the video evidence and various reports of the McCombs arrest of the four. "So what exactly is your thesis here?"
"That McCombs was paid to gin up that racial incident," I replied, "and the method of payment was that cash in the perps's car that McCombs confiscated before anyone else got out there."
"So that wasn't to expose Ice Cube Perry?" Teresa asked.
"No, it was that, also." I said. "But things that didn't make sense before are starting to make sense now."
"There was no video prior to Hendricks and Hatch getting there." said Teresa. "So I doubt you'll find anything about McCombs getting the cash."
"I'm not looking for that." I said. "I'm looking to see if Hatch went and got one of the sacks of money. There were two sacks. One was for McCombs, and if my guess is right, the other was for Hatch, for planting the gun."
Teresa said "And why pay Hatch to do that?"
I replied "So that whoever set this up could renege on the deal with Toddler and his crew. The gun charge kills any hope of the plea deal or light sentences they were promised; it adds as much as fifteen years to their sentences, and that's fifteen years of hard time at Jacksonville, not easy duty at Twin Cities Correctional. And yes, they would've been pissed about the gun being planted anyway, but now we know why they were berserk about it."
"And not nearly as upset at the drugs being found." said Teresa, starting to connect the dots. "They didn't get upset over the drugs because they expected them to be found."
"Exactly." I said as I typed on my computer. "Okay, I'm texting Wes 'Coldiron' Masters of City I.A. and Dwight Stevens of the DEA, and asking them to look into City PD Sergeant Thomas Chauvin, who shot Kenneth Taylor in the City. I specifically want to know if Chauvin's bank accounts got richer, and if he had any drug busts just prior to shooting Taylor in cold blood."
Teresa said "Maybe we need to do the same for McElwane. After all, he almost started an incident, and only Buchannan being there defused it."
"True." I said. "And McElwane demanding Union representation if we so much as look in his direction starts to make sense when viewed through this new lens. But to your point, I did look into McElwane's activities, and he hasn't made nor been part of a drug deal bust or anything where significant money was involved."
"I just have one question, one thing I'm just not seeing." Teresa said. "Why? Why is McCombs trying to agitate blacks, which ultimately helps blacks, when McCombs is a racist himself? And who is behind it all?... because it can't be Jacquez Wilson."
"I agree." I said. "I don't think Wilson was or is a player in this particular game. Toddler is doing it because he's being paid a lot of money as well as being able to set up his own drug rings, and get away from being under Wilson. Hunter Harris is a Public Defender, and they're usually, not always but usually, Leftwing in their political views. But it's not even him that's behind this."
"Who then?" Teresa asked.
"Think about it." I said. "Politically Leftist, as these riots are just what the Leftwing Democrat politicians can take advantage of. Who fits that bill?"
"Dr. Lionel Carmela." said Teresa.
"Ye-es." I said. "But this one may be even deeper, and dirtier, than what Lionel Carmela likes to do. Carmela wants to overthrow the Constitution and have pure Socialism, like Venezuela is now. This... is just to create political unrest in the here and now. And chaos."
"If the Consultant of Crime were alive," Teresa said, "I'd say it was him. Complex operation, creates chaos, even anarchy, all the while he's behind the scenes amassing money, drug connections, political power..."
"But he's not alive, thank God." I said, with feeling. "Having said that, you're close enough that I won't keep you in suspense. I suspect that we are seeing... a new Consultant of Crime coming out of the Shadows..."
Part 5 - With Friends Like These...
"We have a meeting with the Union Officials at 2:00pm at the Sheriff's Office." said Chief Moynahan as we stood in his office, me in front of his desk, him behind it. "Why don't we see the D.A. thennnnn?"
"Because, Chief," I said, "time is of the essence. We need to speak to D.A. Walters and get her to go to Folsom and get those gun charge dropped against Toddler's crew. And it would be most very good for our case against the Union to be able to tell them the charges are dropped at today's meeting."
"I just hearrrrd your discussion about McCombs and Hatch, Mr. Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, "but I don't see how that's going to affect the Union meeting."
"Sir," I said, trying to keep my patience, "the Union jerks actually barged into my office whining about me looking into that McCombs bust. They're defending McCombs to the last ditch when he tried to murder a man. I tell them the gun charges against those four perps are dropped, and they'll be eager to drop McCombs like a hot potato."
"I don't under-stannnnd it," drawled the Chief, "but I'll play along." He picked up the phone to call Miriam Walters...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Tuesday, May 19th. The Chief and I were ushered into the office of District Attorney Miriam Walters. "Gentlemen," she said, rising to her feet and walking out from behind her desk, making a hand gesture for us to sit at the conference table in front of the desk. "You wanted to see me?"
"Yezzzz." said Chief Moynahan as we sat down, "and thank you for seeing us. Commander?"
"What's it about?" Miriam asked, wanting to get to the point quickly.
"Ms. Walters," I said, "I am here to appeal to you to drop those gun charges against Toddler's crew."
"Why should I do that?" said Miriam, fixing her beady black eyes upon me.
"First," I said, "because the case is flimsy to the point of unwinnable. Second, it will ratchet down the racial tensions in this County. It might even be seen as a goodwill gesture. And third... I've developed intelligence information from a C.I. whose name I will not share that implicates a dirty cop, and dropping those charges will help us nail him to the wall."
"One moment." said Miriam. She picked up the phone and said "Savannah, can you come into my office---"
"Mizz Walters," interjected the Chief, "we were hoping to speak with you a-loooone about this?"
"Come on in, Savannah." said Miriam emphatically, and hung up the phone. Seconds later, the door opened and ADA Savannah Fineman came in. Yep, that was pre-planned, I observed.



"Have a seat, Savannah." said Miriam Walters. "These Police Officers want you to drop the gun charges against the four perp Sergeant McCombs busted."
"We've gone over this with these Police Officers time and again!" Savannah said angrily. And my answer is the same: no way in hell! I fully intend to press those gun charges and take all four of those thugs to trial, and ask for fifteen years for each of them if convicted."
"I'm not even going to waste time debating with you on that." I said. "We need those charges dropped to decrease the racial tensions in the County---"
"Seems like your Police Force handled that very efficiently... if not brutally." replied Savannah.
"I'll let them march unabated to your house next time, if you think we acted incorrectly." I fired back. "But another reason is to work a case against a dirty cop. Will you help us?"
"What is this case against a dirty cop?" Savannah asked.
"They claim to have a C.I. that has information that can help with their case." said Miriam.
"Who is the C.I.?" Savannah immediately asked.
"As I told the D.A.," I said, "I refuse to name the C.I."
"Then I'm not helping you in any way." said Savannah. "Go back to your job of stopping those... thugs... from marching in our streets, and let me do my job of putting four dirty drug pushers away for fifteen years for their illegal possession of a firearm."
I got up and headed for the door. "I'm going to ride this case to the Election!" Savannah called out, goading me. I was opening the door, but stopped for a second.
"You won't win." I said, then pointed at D.A. Walters. "That's what she wants, by the way... for you to lose to Mason. Au revoir."
The Chief had gotten up and was rushing to follow me out the door. "Oh by they way, Ms. Fineman," he said, "the Iron Crowbar is correct. Your chances of winning are... slimmmmm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was walking at a high rate of speed across Courthouse Square, when I heard the Chief calling out: "Slow down, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr... wait for meeeee..."
I stopped and half turned, allowing him to catch up to me. He'd come up to my left side, so I instinctively circled around to put him in the 'place of honor' to my right as we continued my walk towards the Courthouse complex.
"Where are you go-ing, Mis-ter Crowbar?" asked Moynahan, trying hard to keep up with me.
"To see Judge Folsom." I said. "I'm going to try to persuade him to take the case away from that corrupt bastard Nance, and drop the gun charges."
"You'll have a much better chance of that with the D.A.'s cooperation." said the Chief.
"As you just saw, Chief," I said, "that cooperation is not forthcoming. And I don't have time to waste arguing with that cunt Savannah Fineman." The Chief was shocked by my potty mouth language, but it helped him to understand how bitterly angry I was.
We went into the Courthouse complex, our badges and IDs getting us through the detectors without having to relinquish our firearms. We went to the Chambers of Judge Patrick R. Folsom, whose assistant told him we were there, and who ushered us in upon his request.
"It's not often that the TCPD's Finest come to see me in Chambers." said Judge Folsom. "What can I do for you, gentlemen?"
"Your Honor," I said, "I know this is going to be a bit irregular, but I need your help. I need you to take over the case of those four perps Sergeant McCombs busted, and drop the gun charges part of it."
"You're right... that is highly irregular." said Judge Folsom. "Why can't you just ask Judge Nance to drop those charges?"
"That has been tried, Your Honor." I said. "He's already refused a plea bargain that would've dropped those gun charges. Your Honor, that's an unwinnable case, and I can show you why right now----"
"No." said Folsom. "No, I'm not conducting a trial right here and now. And I don't know what your problem with Judge Nance is. He's a sitting Superior Court Judge, and his opinions are to be respected, even if they are not agreed with every time. I had the D.A. and one of her ADAs in here the other day, literally begging me not to give Judge Nance the Kelly Carnes case. I just don't understand it."
"Your Honor," I said, "I can prove Nance is corrupt. And I mean prove it. He's been referred for impeachment twice, and only partisan politics has saved him from conviction---"
"Now just a minute, young man!" Folsom said angrily. "You may be a brilliant Detective, but you don't come in here and besmirch and sully the reputation of a Superior Court Judge like that! And the impeachment process worked like it was supposed to!"
In the frigid silence, Judge Folsom finally said "Look, the case is ADA Fineman's prosecution. Get her to come to me and ask me to drop it, and I'll consider overruling Judge Nance and dropping those weapons charges. Otherwise, it plays out in Judge Nance's Court."
The Chief and I looked at each other, then stood up. "Thank you for your time, Your Honor." the Chief said as I exited the room without waiting to be excused. The Chief lingered behind...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I texted the Chief that I'd meet him at the Sheriff's office in time for the Union meeting. I then drove into the Downtown area, and to the building of the Town & County Examiner.
"Hey Don!" said Alison McFarland, the lovely blonde publisher of the Town & County's Paper of Record, and renowned podcaster of the 'Unresolved' podcast series. "You just caught me. I'm about to go to lunch."
"I'll buy you lunch, today or tomorrow, if you'll help me with something first." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, Deputy Sheriffs came to the cell of 'Jesus Freak' and 'Mr. Handsome'. "You guys made bail. Let's go."
"Whaa?" said Mr. Handsome. "How'd that happen?"
"That Public Defender must've finally remembered us." said Jesus Freak.
When they got to the hallway, they were in for a shock. "Your bail is paid, gentlemen." said the tall, broad-shouldered redhead, wielding a red crowbar. "But give me two minutes of your time." The Deputies left us alone in the hallway. My bug-killer was 'on'.
I said "I think you can help me nail a dirty cop to the wall by his foreskin. I can't make you help me, but I paid your bail, so maybe you can give me some goodwill back. You need to do a couple of things. First, do not trust your lawyer Hunter Harris, nor that bitch Gwen Munson. If they find out you're bailed out, and they find out where you are, you'll be dead in ten minutes... and if you know my reputation, you know I don't bluff about shit like that."
"Second," I said, "there are people outside waiting to give you a ride anywhere you want to go inside the County. One of them is a podcaster and newspaper publisher. Consider giving her an exclusive on how a dirty cop took money out of your car... after your trial. I'm working on getting those gun charges dropped, and I'm willing to testify on your behalves to get you acquitted, if it comes to that."
"Why are you doing this for us?" asked a stunned Mr. Handsome.
"Yeah, what's this shit about?" asked Jesus Freak, playing a role so Mr. Handsome wouldn't know he'd talked to me before.
"Like I said... I do a favor for you, you do a favor for me in the future." I said. "Get moving, guys."
They went through the outprocessing procedure. When they came out the front of the jail, they found two people waiting for them. "I'm Alison McFarland, with the Town & County Examiner.." said one of them. "This is Eddy the Bounty Hunter. We're here to give you a ride to wherever you want to go, within County Limits, that is."
"What, is this some kind of trick?" asked Mr. Handsome. "Where's our lawyer?"
"You probably don't want to talk to him right now." said Eddy.
"Especially if you want to live." Alison said. "Come on. We'll explain at the office..."
Part 6 - (Not) Friends And Lovers
Meanwhile...
Laura had set up a table in her office, just in front of the windows, with some hookups. Callie Carrington came in with her laptop. "Are you sure I can't do this in my cubicle?"
Laura was sitting behind her desk and looked up at Callie. "There's not enough room in there for both you and Tim."
"And that's the point." Callie said, which caused Laura to look up through her eyebrows.
"Is there a problem with Mr. Muscone's request that you work with Tim?" Laura asked.
Callie looked a bit stunned, then said "Laura, the guy got my fiancée pregnant, and things between me and Cindy right now are very uncertain because of her relationship with him."
Laura said "This might be a good chance to work on that, by getting to know him---"
Her phone buzzed, and her assistant said Tim Jenkins was there. A moment later Tim came into the room. "Have a seat over there, Tim." said Laura. He went over and began setting up his laptop next to Callie.
Laura said "I've got to go teach my class, so I'll leave you two to it. Don't forget to log out completely if you leave the room, and Callie can access the safe for you to put your laptops and classified materials in." With that, she exited the office, which became very quiet.
"Awk-wrrrrd." Callie said, almost to herself.
"Yeah." said Tim. "So do we ignore the 800-pound elephant in the room, or air it out?"
"I don't want to talk about it." Callie said severely. "Let's just get this overwith."
"Good enough." Tim conceded. "All right, what are we looking at first."
"The French Connection." Callie said. "French drug gangs, the French Mafia, and pipelines either to or from Russia, then to the USA."
"Where are we getting this intel from?" Tim asked.
"We have a very, very good connection in the Israeli Mossad." Callie said. "She has forgotten more about smuggling in France than most of us will ever know." She began typing on her computer in an effort to stop the conversation with Tim.
Jenkins began looking at the material he'd brought in his briefcase, and they worked silently for long minutes, broken only when Tim said "Got something. Paul Claisson. French smuggler and drug dealer."
"No way." Callie said. "He's dead." (Author's note: 'The French Connection', Ch. 01-02.)
"Not according to this." Tim said, turning his laptop so that Callie could see the information on the screen. Callie turned to her laptop and began typing furiously upon it.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, he's definitely dead." said Melina. "I watched him die myself." She did not mention that she had more than watched; she had been the one to terminate Claisson.
Tim Jenkins's alert to the the group had brought her, DEA Special Agent Dwight Stevens, and FBI ASAC Karina White over to Laura's office. Laura was also there, having returned after her class had finished.
"According to this report from the FBI office in the U.S. Embassy in Paris, France," said Tim Jenkins, "a drug operation out of Marseilles, Corsica, and Sardinia was being monitored, and this guy came up." He brought up a photo of a man at the entrance of a warehouse in Corsica.
"Yeah, it looks like Claisson." Melina said. "I wonder if he has a twin."
"Wouldn't be the first time we've seen twins around here." Laura said, remembering Tomoko and Keiko Shimono, and possibly Joe Arruzio and his twin brother from the 'Case of the Murdered Lovers'.
"Not according to the CIA's file on him." said Callie. "They've got him reported as dead, too... killed over two years ago, though his last mission is redacted. Before that, he was a smuggler between South America and France, but that was a front for CIA operations, and he was deep undercover for the Company."
"He has a history in this County, too." said Laura. "He was involved in one of the TCPD's cases, the murder of Melissa Darby Cash." (Author's note: 'Lady Ironside'.)
"So why is his name popping up now?" asked Tim Jenkins. "Oh, this report says that the FBI and Interpol believe he was siphoning off money from the drug operation and wiring it to the French Antilles. From there, the money went to the Cayman Islands, and promptly vanished into thin air."
"I'll start digging into it." said Callie.
"Me, too." said Dwight Stevens.
"Hold off on that for a minute." Laura said, getting her cellphone. "Let me see if I can get in touch with Don about this. I've been around the Iron Crowbar long enough to know that he'd call this a 'strangeness'."
A moment later a text came back. "Damn." she said. "He's in 'meetings'..."
Part 7 - Union NO!
2:00pm, Tuesday, May 19th. The Union Reps came into the Conference Room next to the Sheriff's Office in City Hall. Waiting for them were the Sheriff, Police Chief, me, and my attorney Mike G. Todd.
They were the same Union reps that had barged into my office. (Author's note: 'Black and Blue', Ch. 02.) One of them came up and extended his hand.
"No hard feelings about that visit to your office, eh?" he said. I did not return the gesture; instead, I just stared malevolently at him. When he continued to hold his hand out, I just crossed my arms and stared at him, making the awkward even more embarrassingly awkward. He finally dropped his arm, but was now looking angrily and hatefully at me... just returning the way I was staring at him.
"Let's sit down." growled the Sheriff. After we sat down, he said "Everyone knows everyone here, I think. Commander Troy has chosen to have legal representation rather than a Police Captain Union Rep, and this is his attorney, Mike G. Todd."
Sheriff Griswold: "This is a formal first meeting concerning the Police Union grievances against Commander Donald Troy over an incident involving Sergeant McCombs, who is not here, as well as Officer McElwane, who is not in this room but is on standby outside. This proceeding is being recorded by video and audio devices."
"Why isn't Sergeant McCombs here?" asked the Union Rep.
"Because he is in jail, charged with attempted murder, and bail for him was denied." said the Sheriff. He then handed the Union Rep a document. "Furthermore, as this document attests, as of close-of-business yesterday, Sergeant McCombs's employment with the Town & County Police Department was terminated for cause."
"You fired him before our grievances?" the Union Rep all but yelled. "That is illegal!"
"Not at all." said Chief Moynahan. "And don't start up dishonest crap like that. The Inspector General recommended McCombs's termination, and we've acted upon it. McCombs was reduced in rank to Patrol Officer, and he loses his time toward any pension with the Town & County. And most importantly... he was stripped of his indemnity."
"This is... this is outrageous!" yelled the Union Rep.
"So is attempted murder." I said levelly.
"And that's our whole point!" growled the Union Rep. "Sergeant McCombs did not try to kill anyone! He executed a lawful stop, and acted according to correct procedure. He was assaulted by this... thug, by Commander Troy, who is the one that should be in jail!"
"Trying to kill an unarmed man is not lawful procedure." I said. "Furthermore----"
"He did not try to kill that man!" the other Union Rep all but shouted. "That's your opinion, Troy, and we believe it to be a false opinion based upon an attempt to cover up your assault upon Sergeant McCombs!"
"He fired his gun at the man!" I said angrily.
"No, it went off when you struck Sergeant McCombs." said the first Union Rep. "The videocamera and eyewitness testimony confirms that."
"Whose eyewitness testimony?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Officer Justin Hendricks's testimony." said the Union Rep.
"Considering we're going to fire him for cause, al-sooooo," said the Chief, "he's not a very good witness. And the testimony of at least three other Officers on the scene, as well as the video evidence, contradicts Hendricks's claims, and support Commander Troy's version of the events."
"They're covering up for Troy." said the second Union Rep.
"Bullshit." I said. "And furthermore to your points, there is one thing the videocams clearly show... McCombs used the 'n-word' in ordering that unarmed man to his knees, and was clearly counting down to shoot him. You can't get past that."
"That doesn't excuse your assaulting Sergeant McCombs!" said the second Rep.
"I didn't assault him!" I said, the volume of my voice rising with the level of my exasperation and anger.
"YES YOU DID!" yelled the first Rep. "Sergeant McCombs acted lawfully! He acted properly! He did absolutely nothing to justify your actions assaulting him! You're out of control, Troy! You're just a fucking thug!"
"That's a load of crap." growled Griswold. "And give Commander Troy his proper title."
"FUCK YOU, old man!" shouted the first Rep. "We'll call this son of a bitch whatever we God damned well please! And if you don't like it, you can shove his crowbar up your own ass!"
"Sheriff," said Mike G. Todd, "I see no point in continuing this charade." 
"Neither do I." said the Sheriff.
"If I may, Sheriff," the Chief said, "there are two grievances. Why don't we separate them and dispose of the McElwane complaint, possibly to the Union's satisfaction---"
"No way in hell!" the 1st Rep snarled. "We're keeping them combined. We demand one summary ruling against Commander Troy."
"You're not going to get it from us." growled the Sheriff. "And the I.G. has already determined that Commander Troy acted correctly to stop McCombs from committing murder in the first degree. He didn't assault McCombs; McCombs assaulted an unarmed black man, and used racist language in doing so."
"We demand binding arbitration by the Federal NLRB." said the 2nd Rep.
"I categorically reject that." I said. "I refuse to submit to binding Federal arbitration."
"You don't have a choice." said the first Rep.
"The hell I don't." I fired back.
"Commander Troy is right." said Mike G. Todd. "Both sides have to agree to binding arbitration, and he's just rejected it. Furthermore... Sheriff, am I safe in saying you plan to reject the Union's claims?"
"That is correct." said the Sheriff. "The Union can take it to their membership, see if they can gin up a strike, but that's all they have left."
"That's a lie." said the first Rep. "We're going to file a lawsuit against the TCPD and Commander Troy personally. We're also going to demand a Board of Inquest against Commander Troy."
"Which is it?" Mike Todd said. "You can't both sue him and demand a Board of Inquest. So which one will it be?"
The Union Reps got up. "You'll be hearing from our team of lawyers soon." They walked out of the meeting.
"Looks like you and your fellow lawyers are about to get a lot richer." I said to Mike.
"You've already paid me my retainer." said Mike. "But yes... get ready for a lot of legal activity."
"What is the Union going to dooooo, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief.
I said "I suspect they'll sue the TCPD to stop the McCombs termination, but they'll take me to a Board of Inquest, and if they lose they'll sue me."
"I just don't get it." growled Griswold. "I mean... this is cut and dried. The videocams don't lie, and neither do the Officers at the scene... except that fat boy Hendricks. How can they possibly think they can win?"
"I'd be idly curious to know exactly what they really want." I mused.
"Well, now that this hearing is o-verrrrr," said the Chief, "I am going back to Headquarters and read McCombs his term-i-nay-shunnnnn..."
Part 8 - Distractions
When I got back to Police Headquarters, I'd barely had time to pour a cup of coffee and sit down in my comfortable 'Command Chair' when Teresa came to the office. I had her come in and sit down.
"How'd it go, sir?" she asked.
"Not well." I said. "The Union thugs are saying McCombs acted completely properly, and that I criminally assaulted him. And they are prepared to go down with that ship. They're fighting to the bitter end."



*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Tanya Muscone drove into my office and parked herself next to Teresa. "Sir, we have some new information for you."
"Don't keep me in suspense." I replied.
Tanya: "I contacted the I.G. and Commander Orosco in I.A. to get permission to review the McCombs and Hatch drug bust, with the idea that there was cash that disappeared----"
"How did you find out about that?" I gasped, feeling my eyes widen in shock.
"Uhh... Jack told me." Tanya said. "After you contacted Dwight Stevens and 'Coldiron' Masters in the City."
"I didn't tell them that cash may had disappeared from the McCombs bust crime scene." I said, my eyes boring into Tanya's. "So try again."
"I told her, sir." Teresa said, stepping up to the plate and taking responsibility. "We were discussing what you'd told Stevens and 'Coldiron', and I told her about your earlier conversation with me. Was I wrong to?"
"Yes... and no." I said, realizing that the mistake was mine, and that I had to be patient with my Angels, who had just been trying to do their jobs as rapidly and efficiently as possible..
"I didn't tell you not to say anything." I said. "But the problem is that this is not standard C.I. material. I'm really having to keep this one under wraps, and it'll never be good enough to be 'probable cause'. I was hoping Dwight or Coldiron would find something, and then that could become our probable cause to circle back around to McCombs."
Teresa's face fell, in disappointment that she'd made a big mistake. Tanya added to my pain: "Sir, the Feds are all over it now, so I have Intel looking into it, too... for us. And with what they found on Paul Claisson, it's starting to add up---"
"Wait." I said. "What did they find on Paul Claisson?" Tanya's eyes widened as she realized I didn't know. "From the beginning, please." I added.
Tanya said "The Paris FBI office was watching a drug operation over there, and the name 'Paul Claisson' came up. Of course some of us know that he is dead, but not everyone did. So Jack's team is looking into several possibilities."
"We are really over our skis right now." I said. "First, did they find any pipeline of money into this country?"
"Yes." said Tanya. "Jack is going to brief you on all that."
I nodded, then said "What did Intel find on McCombs and Hatch?"
Tanya said "Nothing new on McCombs. But Hatch deposited $9,000 into a brokerage account. Legit account, but I have no idea where the money came from."
"Okay." I said. After a moment of thought, I said "Well, the cat's out of the bag now. But you need to go tell Intel that this is highly classified and critical, and anything you find is NOT to get out of here, not even to Jack or Laura, without you running it past me first. Leaks could lead to lives lost. Go tell them now, and call Jack and tell him, too."
Tanya didn't wheel out with the speed I wanted to see, but she did get moving. After she was gone, Teresa came to her feet and stood at attention.
"Sir," she said, "I accept full responsibility for----"
"Sit yer ass back down." I ordered. "We'll work on being a lot more careful about things like that, but in the here and now let's drive on with what we're doing. Hopefully that info won't get out, especially to the Media."
"So what can we do?" Teresa asked. "What's our next move?"
"Well, we need to----"
I was interrupted by a knock on my door, and the Chief's assistant Cassie poked her head in. "Sir," she said, "the Chief needs to see you in the Main Conference Room."
"Both of us, or just me?" I asked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief wanted to see just me. He was sitting at the near end of the long conference table, and had me sit to his left so that we could see the monitor on the wall at the other end of the room.
"First," said the Chief, "the Union must've had a lawyer on standby at the Courthouse. They ran to Nance, who first issued an order enjoining us from terminating McCombs. When I called the Court and said that I'd already terminated McCombs yesterday, Nance turned it into a stay while the Union grievance is in the works."
"And where is that?" I asked.
Moynahan said "Nance's ruling is in reply to the Union filing a lawsuit against the TCPD. They did not file a lawsuit against yoooooo, but they have filed a formal complaint with the I.G.'s Office, demanding a Board of Inquest against you. As they have to state their desired outcome for the Inquest, it is to have your employment with us terminated 'with extreme prejudice'... yes, they used those words, and perhaps intentionally ironically."
I nodded. "Okay, then." I said. "I wrote the Board of Inquest into existence, so it's only fitting they use it on me first."
Moynahan: "I doooo think we're seeing the 'dark side' of it. Anyhoooo, the second thing I wanted to tell you is that the Council has postponed its scheduled meeting for to-night, citing the civil unrest going onnnnn."
I nodded. "Good. We won't have to divert Officers to protect them."
"And the third thing..." said the Chief as we heard a knock on the door.
Lt. Myron Milton poked his head in. "The three-way videoconference is ready, sir." he said. The Chief gestured for Myron to set it up, and an instant later we had Jack Muscone and EAD Owen Lange on one monitor, the people in Laura's office on the second, and Wes 'Coldiron' Masters of City I.A. on the third.
"All right," said Owen Lange after everyone had exchanged greetings, "we've got a lot of new data. Why don't you go first, Captain Masters?"
"Thank you, sir." said Wes Masters. "First, I checked on Sergeant Thomas Chauvin's busts prior to his incident with Kenneth Taylor. He was involved in two drug busts, and one of them was a deal going down at the time. That was three days before he shot Taylor. I tried to get the information on any cash at either bust, but everything to do with Chauvin has been locked down, even to City I.A., allegedly to prevent leaks to the Press."
Owen Lange said "Let me interrupt you here and add to that. Chauvin hasn't had any financial transactions lately, but he did go to City & Counties Bank, where he accessed a safe deposit box. None of the boxes there are in his name, and the bank said they had no record of that visit, though they're required to report all safe deposit box entries to the State and Federal Governments. So we don't know which box to get a warrant for."
Owen Lange: "Also, we found out that Officer Jeremy Hatch deposited $9000 into a brokerage account. We'll have to leave it to you in the TCPD to pursue that. Okay, go ahead, Captain."
Coldiron: "Thank you, sir. I thought I would give you a briefing on what's going on here that the Media is not reporting. In fact, I don't know what's going on with the Press; what they're reporting is a completely different story than what's actually going on."
"Nothing new there." I said.
Wes Masters grinned and said "I do remember how you felt about the Press while I was working with you, Commander. And I'm seeing it firsthand now, over here. The Media is reporting peaceful marches during the day, and some violence during the night. But in reality, the Media pretty much stages the daytime marches for their cameras, and they don't cover the windows being broken out of stores, the looting of stores, and physical assaults on passersby that are dumb enough to go out into the streets."
Masters: "At night, it's a pure war zone. We've had whole blocks of buildings burned to the ground in the Badlands areas. City Airport had to delay flights for several hours yesterday because the winds were blowing the smoke from the fires over the airport, creating a visibility hazard. And the Media helped allow the Fire Department to put out one fire in Ferguson Park... which they filmed and showed to the world. But that was the only building saved. The CFD cannot get to the other fires, and have been shot at when they tried."
Masters: "The Police on the streets are also targeted with gunfire, which the Media hasn't said anything about. Two Precinct buildings have been taken over by the violent rioters, and the one in Ferguson Park was torched. And any time the Police hold a line and don't let the violent protesters advance, the Mayor and City Council members run to microphones to accuse the Police of brutality against 'peaceful protesters'. Several Assistant District Attorneys here are refusing to prosecute arrests, to the tune of about 75% of the referrals by the Police being dropped, and the perps released back to the streets. The City Police Force is really, really demoralized here."
Masters: "Also, the Mayor has refused to allow National Guard troops or even State Patrol troopers to come in and help. He ordered that any State Patrol Troopers be arrested on sight. It's almost as if the Mayor wants his city to be burned down. He's white, but he's a pretty far-Left Democrat, and he hates Governor Jared with a passion. He's blaming it all on the Governor, and the Media can't give him enough air time whenever he's yelling about Jared being a racist. Ditto that for the City Council members and some of the ADAs here."
One could almost feel the appalling shock that Captain Masters's report generated in the rest of us. He said he needed to leave the call, and after goodbyes were made, his monitor went dark.
EAD Owen Lange said "We've got some more information, too. We're looking all over the Nation to see if cops accused of crimes had drug deals go down just before the incidents, and there may be something in a few places, such as Wilmington, Delaware. There's a lot of corruption in Delaware, and Maryland, too. But nothing on the Officers in Midtown. That appears to be a good, clean action by the Officers. Okay, what do we have on this French Connection?"
Laura came onto the camera that was in her office, and said "I've contacted Langley about this guy who is using Paul Claisson's name. Our French colleagues had nothing on him; they also have it on record that he's dead. The drug gangs he supposedly was working with have been busted, hard, so if it was a money pipeline into the USA, that particular source of income will be reduced to a trickle."
I said "Laura, have you gotten any grief from Washington or Langley about any of this?"
"No." Laura said. "But the Company has limited their actions into checking on Claisson. Everything else is going to be turned over to the FBI and DEA. The Company wants no part of any of this, and I don't blame them. It's not their job."
I said "I understand. I have a sneaking suspicion that this is a distraction. I'll work to confirm that, but in the meantime... don't spend too much time on this new Claisson. He's unimportant to what we're dealing with locally, here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the videoconference was ended, my Police iPhone rang. It was Owen Lange.
"This is for your ears only, Mr. Crowbar." he said. "The Bayport Rogue SEAL Team may be on the move. Four of them: Shaun Stevenson, Parker Cassidy, Gary Fenton, and Gil Cox. No sign of LT David Carter or the leader of the group when they were a SEAL team, LT Jeff Bayport."
Owen Lange: "As you know, Stevenson and Cassidy were with the DEA in California, and then dropped off the grid. Everyone out there thought they'd gone undercover, then over time realized they'd just disappeared. Fenton and Cox were running tac team schools, but are off the radar right now."
"And you think they're in this area?" I asked.
"We don't know." said Owen Lange. "I can't say any more on the phone. We'll talk later." And with that, the line dropped, leaving me holding a silent phone...
Part 9 - Media Plays
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 20th, from the rooftop of the building on Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Police Union is demanding that Commander Donald Troy be fired!"
Bettina began: "After a contentious and unproductive meeting between the Police Union and the Public Safety leadership, the Union has filed a lawsuit against the TCPD and a complaint with the Board of Inquest against Commander Troy. The Union is demanding Commander Troy be fired for physically assaulting Police Sergeant McCombs as McCombs was making a lawful stop of a man believed to have kidnapped a child."
Bettina: "The TCPD has attempted to fire Sergeant McCombs, but Judge Harry Nance issued a stay of the termination order, demanding that Sergeant McCombs have his day in Court as well as allowing the full Union grievance process to take its course. And now let's go to Amber Harris, for more on an important breaking story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde as she appeared on the screen, in the copse of trees east of Courthouse Square, with the Courthouse complex behind her. "The State Life to Right Committee has filed a new lawsuit, this time against the State, demanding that the State release the adoption records of the baby that Betty Morelli delivered while in prison."
Amber: "SRLC spokesman Reverend Steven Ikea says that a DNA sample taken from the child would prove that the father is Commander Donald Troy, and that the FBI can re-file charges against Commander Troy for sexual assault of a woman in his custody. The lawsuit was filed in Federal Court, in the district of Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney in Midtown. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you for that huge story, Amber!" Bettina said happily. "And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more on black rage at Police brutality. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder, from near Al Sharpton Elementary School. "Blacks are largely peacefully demonstrating after several examples of white Police brutalizing blacks have surfaced in the last few weeks. The most egregious was City Police Sergeant Thomas Chauvin murdering Kenneth Taylor, who was unarmed. But outrage is growing in Midtown, where four Police Officers are not being held accountable for murdering a woman in cold blood during what they alleged to be a drug bust."
Penis Holder: "In our Town & County, the TCPD continues to aggressively patrol black neighborhoods while ignoring white neighborhoods. People near the Mall and along University Parkway are going to restaurants and bars unhindered by Police, while customers to black businesses are harassed by white Police patrolling those black districts."
Bettina: "Lester, have there been any demonstrations in the black districts leading to violence?"
Holder; "No, Bettina, any demonstrations that have happened have been peaceful, just as the demonstrations in the City, Midtown, and other cities in America have been peaceful, in spite of white Police trying to agitate black citizens into violence. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you for that insightful report, Lester!" said Bettina. "And in other news, the University is set to hold its graduation ceremonies Saturday afternoon at University Memorial Stadium. Security for the event will be tight, even though deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared has canceled his appearance and speech at the event."
"In local news," Bettina said, "District Attorney Miriam Walters issued a Press Release naming ADA Savannah Fineman as Chief ADA for the District Attorney's Office. The statement said that ADA Fineman's superior administrative abilities was the reason for the promotion..."
"And in a related story," Bettina said, "ADA Franklin Washington has confirmed that he is taking a leave of absence from the District Attorney's Office as he pursues the Judicial seat currently held by Harry R. Nance..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was eerily silent in the Chief's Conference Room as some of us drank coffee and others just stared at the monitor, unable to believe what they'd just heard. The Sheriff was not present with us.
"Buildings are burning down." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said. "People are being shot to death on the streets. One man, a black man, was beaten to death trying to protect his store from looters. They literally beat his head to a bloody pulp on the street, until his brain matter was coming out of his skull. And the God-damned Media calls that 'peaceful'?!.
"And that same Media all but stated that Commander Troy assaulted McCombs." said Captain Tanya P. Muscone. "Can we sue Bettina for that?"
"I'm not trying to troll you when I say this." I said quietly. "But Bettina simply stated the Union's side of the dispute. Granted, it was totally only one side presented, and made to sound as bad for me as possible. But if we sued over that, we'd be laughed out of Court."
"With respect, sir," said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, anger in her voice, "that was nothing short of a smear job, and we all know it. We've got to respond in some way. At the least, you should go on the air and tell people what really happened."
"I agree." I said. "And I'm about to do just that."
"We've discussed that, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "You can't make a statement to the Press because of liability issuuuues."
"WHAT liability issues?" Teresa all but shouted. The Chief looked at her angrily, almost malevolently.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Thank God. It was my Police iPhone. I answered, said "I'll be right there." an disconnected. "That was Owen Lange." I said to everyone. "He's in my office. Commander Croyle, if you'll come with me, please, we'll leave the rest of you to your coffee."
I all but dragged Teresa out of there. In the hallway I said "Just go to your office and cool off. I pulled you out of there before you got really insubordinate with the Chief, where you would be fired, and I'd have had to submit my retirement papers. I'll talk to you in a few minutes. Go."
Teresa trudged down the hall, and I went into my office. "Good morning, sir." I said to EAD Owen Lange, who was already sitting in a hot chair. "Coffee? Water?"
"No thanks, I've had some." said Owen Lange said in his scratchy voice as I sat down. "I came here to tell you what I couldn't say over the phone yesterday. Is this room bugged?"
"It's okay to talk." I said, having turned on the bug-killer.
Owen Lange: "I won't discuss how we got the information that the Bayport SEAL Team is active, but nothing gets past you so I think you can figure it out. Part of what we've found out is that their chatter has been about Trent Ridge. They've talked about him, and about revenge."
"Did they give you anything more specific?" I asked.
"No." said Owen Lange. "I'm concerned that with this region's top FBI and DEA people massing here due to the threats to Federal Buildings in the cities, they may see this as an opportunity to take us out... like they tried to do at Jack's wedding." (Author's note: 'Power of Love'.)
I did not need a reverie for this. I took out my Police iPhone and sent a text. Then I said "Mr. Lange, if you'll talk to the Chief or something, I have to speak to Commander Ross, and it can't wait. I'll be back with you as soon as I do that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy came into her office a moment later, and I was waiting for her. "Whassup?" she said. "Things got a little testy at the coffee klatch before you left."
"We'll get to that later." I said as we sat down. "This is a lot bigger than that. My bug-killer is on, so yours doesn't have to be."
"Okay, what is it?" Cindy asked.
I said: "I know you've been going with Parole Officers to visit Amber Harris whenever she talks about Betsy on the air. And it's been a good idea on your part do do that, and pressure Amber into cutting that shit out. Having said that, I heard what Amber said on this morning's broadcast, and I know what you're thinking. But before you do anything, here's some things you need to know..."



To be continued.
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Part 10 - Truth and Optics
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Wednesday, May 20th, in the KFXU studios. I"m Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning everyone." said Meredith Peller. "Here's what's in the news. Riots, looting, and burning continues in the City, as well as other cities in the Nation, all of them controlled by Democrat Mayors. In The City, Democrat Mayor Lucian Phelps has refused to allow State assets such as State Troopers and the National Guard to assist the City Police in controlling the riots, and he has ordered City Police to not breach the 'Police-free zone' in the Ferguson Park and Badlands districts south and southwest of the Airport."
Catrina: "The number of sick-out calls within the City Police reached 700 over the weekend, and nearly 500 yesterday. Additionally, the number of retirement applications within the City Police in the last four weeks alone has exceeded the total number of retirement applications in any full year in City Police history."
Meredith: "In Midtown, Police continue to contain the violence to the Inner Midtown district, which is represented in the State House by Democrat Tasheeka Harris. Last night, two people were killed as violence erupted, when the Midtown District Attorney announced that there would be no charge against the Police Officers who executed a drug raid at a home in Inner Midtown. Officers returned fire after one of them was shot and injured, and their gunfire killed a woman who was sitting next to the wanted drug offender that fired the first shot."
Catrina: "In Southport, attempts to bring riots and violence to the docks and business districts has been quelled by Police and what are described as 'security forces', believed to be in the employ of the OBT Rail & Shipping company. Most of the violence there has been confined to the poorest blighted areas of Southport."
Meredith: "Governor Val Jared has condemned the looters as violent anarchists, and he also condemned the Democrat politicians that are refusing to support their Police and help stop the violence. He is threatening to send the National Guard into the City over the objections of Mayor Phelps if the Mayor does not take action to restore the Rule of Law."
Meredith: "In other news, the Police Union representing the Town & County has filed suit against the Police Department, and also has demanded a Board of Inquest against Police Commander Donald Troy for allegedly assaulting Town & County Police Sergeant McCombs during a stop-and-frisk procedure. The Union is demanding Commander Troy be fired."
Catrina: "However, unlike what our competitor KXTC has reported, there is another side to this story. We are now joined by Police Commander Donald Troy. Thank you for joining us today, Commander."
"Thank you for having me, Catrina and Meredith." I said as those watching saw me join the show on a split-screen. I was in the Press Interview Room at Police Headquarters.
"Commander," said Catrina, "what really happened during that stop?"
I said "The Police got a call that a tender-aged child had been abducted, and the description of the clothing matched a boy that was seen walking near Al Sharpton Elementary School. The Police investigated, and found that the man with the boy was the boy's father, and that no crime had taken place."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Although several other Officers were around, Sergeant McCombs ordered the man, whose hands were raised, to get on his knees. That is not only not normal procedure, but is considered to be racially offensive, and the entire TCPD was told to not do that just days before."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Sergeant McCombs ordered the man to get to his knees, then called the man the n-word. We have that on video from multiple dashcams and Officer-cams. I ordered McCombs to stand down and lower his weapon, and McCombs not only disobeyed my orders, he used some offensive language towards me and then began counting down to shoot the man. I swung my crowbar upward to knock the gun up, so that when McCombs fired, the bullet fortunately went over the unarmed man's head."
Me: "I then attempted to arrest McCombs, and he fought back, which brings further criminal charges against him. I subdued him, and he was taken to jail and booked. And again, we have all this on several dashcams and Officer-cams, as well as the eyewitness testimony of multiple Officers."
Meredith: "Commander, your version of events is in direct contradiction with the position of the Union, that McCombs was making a lawful stop and that your action constituted an assault of a Police Officer just doing his job. What do you say to that?"
Me: "I say that McCombs using the n-word and counting down to shoot an unarmed man whose hands were in the air is neither a lawful stop nor normal Police procedure. And we'll see what happens in McCombs's trial for attempted murder."
Catrina: "Commander, some say that what you're telling us now will result in the TCPD being liable for the assault on that unarmed black man. What do you say to that?"
I said: "What you just heard me say is what a Jury is going to hear me say under oath. So the liability, if there is any, would come out anyway, and we cannot and should not sweep that under the rug. But I also don't think the TCPD is liable... I think one rogue, dirty, racist cop is liable, especially after he is stripped of any indemnity he may have had..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to my office, I found three absolutely stunned Angels seated there. I went around to my place behind my desk and sat down. "Any questions?" I asked jovially.
"Just one, sir." said Teresa. "Did the Chief know you were going to do that?"
I said "Yes. Yes he did. While Owen Lange was talking to Tanya and trying to recruit her into the FBI..."
Everyone looked at Tanya, who blushed, then I continued "... I went into the Chief's office, and we said out loud what we did not say in the coffee klatch. When I told him that the liability couldn't be avoided because I was going to testify to it anyway, he realized the dam was going to break. so he said he wouldn't try to stop me if I spoke to the Press. I don't think he realized how quickly I'd speak to them, though."
Teresa said "And you had to do it. You had to hit back at Bettina."
"She'll just double down." said Cindy. "And Lester Holder will find a new way to call Tasha a name, then openly challenge Don to do something about it."
Tanya said "I am scared to death that someone is going to cap Penis Holder and try to blame Don for it------"
Just then there was a knock on my door, and the Sheriff appeared. "Those of you with stars on your shoulders, you're wanted in the Main Conference Room."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and I entered the Main Conference Room to find the Chief, the Mayor, and City Attorney Dennis Garland. Garland normally looked composed, like what you'd expect a lawyer to look like, or maybe a brokerage consultant. But right now, the man looked as if his eyes were going to burst out of his head, and his hair and beard looked unkempt.
Daniel Allgood pretty much took over the meeting. "Okay, Don, what was that interview you gave KFXU about?"
"It was a response to the lies and smears by KXTC." I said. "I'm getting tired of being accused of being the bad guy in all that. And I sure as hell don't see anyone else defending me nor taking my side."
"Do you realize you just told the world that a TCPD Officer assaulted unarmed black man?" Dennis Garland almost shouted. "The Town & County is now liable, and will lose a Court case to the tune of millions of dollars... because you just told them that!"
"Bullshit!" I said. In the silence that followed, I went on: "I just have one question. Serious question, and I want a serious answer. What were you going to do, Mr. Garland, when I was called to the stand and swore on the Bible to tell the truth? Because what I am going to say under oath, at McCombs's trial, my own Inquest, and in any lawsuits, is the truth: that a TCPD Officer, that being McCombs, did assault an unarmed man in front of multiple witnesses and on video cameras. Did you think the truth was not going to come out? Did you expect me to lie on the stand?"
After a long moment of silence, I said again: "I'm waiting for your answer, Mr. Garland... did you expect me to lie on the stand? Because I'm not going to lie on the stand. It's going to come out anyway. So I've given nothing away, not a damn thing, by defending myself against filthy lying journalists and telling the truth to the world!"
Garland said nothing, and I pressed on: "What you need to be doing, Mr. Garland, as City Attorney, is preparing to fight the lawsuit by showing that McCombs was rogue, insubordinate, committed a hate crime, and was murderous in his intent, and that the TCPD was not the one that was liable------"
"ARE YOU KIDDING ME?" Garland yelled, his voice cracking. "You really want ME to go out there and fight a lawsuit by an unarmed BLACK man against the TCPD and a WHITE Officer? Are you kidding? They will crucify me! And you better get ready for REAL riots when the shit hits the fan, when the Media tells the Black Community that the TCPD is fighting a lawsuit by a black man who was assaulted by white Police!"
I peered at Garland, making observations. "Mr. Garland," I said, almost softly, "are you being threatened? Or blackmailed?" Garland almost jumped out of his skin, then looked at me as if I were the Devil Incarnate.
"NO!" he shouted back at me.
"Dennis," said Mayor Allgood, before I could say anything else, "why don't you go on back to your office. I'll talk to you later."
"Let me have an Officer walk you out." I said, reaching for my Police iPhone.
"I'll do it." said the Mayor. "I'll be back in a minute." After they left, the Sheriff and the Chief were staring at me; the Chief in shock, the Sheriff in awe.
"What?" I said. "Just look at the man. He's about to come apart at the seams."
"He doezzz have a point, though, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "I know you don't care about optics, and I often agree that you shouldn't. But in this case, bad optics can lead to bad results. Really bad result, like burning buildings and looted businesses."
A moment later, Daniel Allgood returned to the silent room and sat down. "I asked an Officer to drive Mr. Garland home rather than to his office, and told him to get some sleep. He was literally breaking down in front of me as we walked down the hall. You might well be right, Don, that something was done to him to put him in that condition."
I nodded. "Well, I was hoping he'd say something, and then we could help him. But until he does, we can't."
Daniel Allgood said "He seemed genuinely frightened about having to defend a lawsuit by a black person against the TCPD."
Chief Moynahan said "We were just discussing that, Mr. Mayorrrr. Mr. Garland has a point that the optics are terribullll. But enough to go insane over?"
I said "Even if it's not external pressure, I'd say any ideas he had of a future run for District Attorney or a judgeship are now 'ovah', at least in his mind."
"He could be right." said the Chief. He then said to me: "So what would you dooooo, if you were in Mr. Garland's position?"
"Settle." I said simply. "Tell the man he ain't gonna get rich to the tune of millions over that, but offer him a scholarship fund for his kid, and somewhere in the low-five-figures. Unless he's got some really bad people in his ear, he'll probably take it."
"That actually sounds reasonable." said Daniel Allgood. "The optics look a hell of a lot better if we're doing something for the kid, too..."
"That's a great idea, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. Then he peered at me and said "You okay, Crowbar?"
"I'm just tired, Sheriff." I said, feeling as physically tired as I'd felt in a long, long time. "Maybe I'm coming down with something..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
At the Federal Building, EAD Owen Lange was leading a meeting.
"Okay," he said, "we're putting together pieces of a coordinated effort to gin up the unrest we're seeing. Don't get me wrong; there are a lot of genuinely angry people out there, and there's been a lot of tensions building up over the years, especially between the Black Community and the Police. However, the unrest is being stirred up and made worse deliberately. It only takes a few people to get the genuinely angry people behind them and fired up, and then you see what we're beginning to see now."
Owen Lange: "What we are seeing are people with political motives, such as radical college professors, staffers for politicians, and well-funded advocacy groups, the so-called 'social justice' groups, working hand-in-glove with the owners of the Mainstream Media companies to stir up as much unrest as possible, and then give cover by calling the protests 'peaceful' or 'justified by Police brutality'."
Owen Lange: "While many people within the FBI are working very hard to discover who is behind the riots and stop them, especially field agents up to Special Agents in Charge, there are elements within the upper echelons of Government agencies, which the American People call 'bureaucrats', that are working to stop the investigations and also use the unrest to their own advantage. Some of this is coming out of Washington, but some of it is originating out of Wilmington, Delaware, where that white Officer choked that restrained black man to death."
Owen Lange said "So you won't hear me discussing how Federal Agents are making arrests in Portland, Oregon. The rioting is far, far worse there than anything you're hearing about here, or even in The City. In Portland, I've heard that, hypothetically, Agents are pulling leaders off the streets, and you won't be seeing those radical seditionists again any time soon. And hypothetically, they're getting good information on the Swamp Frogs behind the unrest..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd just returned to my office when Lt. Myron Milton came to see me, and was allowed past my watchdog, er... assistant, Helena. He had his ubiquitous tablet with him.
"Sir," Myron said, "an email came to your Police email account, and was flagged when it was routinely checked for viruses. So we checked it out, and there weren't any child porn pictures that some people try to send to frame you, but the contents were a jumble, and we feared malicious code or malware."
"And you checked that out?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Myron. "We're convinced it's not malware, but we checked to see if it's a cipher, as the first letters contained the phrase 'odd +4'. So we ran our software on it, and +4 didn't decode it, nor did -4 nor +3, et cetera. And we tried the odd-numbered letters and applied the same treatment. No joy."
"Who did it claim to be from?" I asked.
"It was wired through the Dark Web, so chances of tracing it back are slim." said Myron. "The header said 'Shalom', which is what got it flagged in the first place."
I grinned. "So that vaunted Federal Government decryption system didn't break the code?" I asked.
"No sir." said Myron. "Should it have?"
"I have just one question, Mr. Milton." I said. "Does that thirty-million-dollar program speak French?"
Myron was utterly shocked. "Uh, I don't know, sir."
"Let it come through." I said. Myron typed on his tablet, and a moment later my email chimed. I opened it, then copied the contents into a text editor, and applied a not-so-expensive decryption program to it."
"And this is what you got?" I asked, showing Myron the results.
"Yes sir." Myron said. "What is it?"
I said "It's French, without spaces... which I'll provide now." As I typed, I grinned and looked at Myron, and said "Amazing how easy it is to get around the Federal Government, wouldn't you say?"
"Oui, mon Commandant." Myron astutely replied, making me laugh. "But who is sending you coded French messages? Or should I not ask?"
"My sister." I replied. "We both speak French, and she speaks it like a native, so she sends her letters to me in French. It's probably driving the Swamp Frogs nuts. Okay, thanks Myron. I'll take this from here." Myron was disappointed to be dismissed, but he took it in stride and left.
Part 11 - Relationships
"Life is a moment to space
When the dream is gone
It's a lonelier place

I kiss the morning goodbye
But down inside
You know we never know why..."

------ Barbra Streisand, 'Woman In Love'
11:30am, Wednesday, May 20th. Laura came back into her office to find Callie and Tim Jenkins working at their stations. She made observations in the silence of the room, seeing Callie studiously looking at her monitor, and Tim sitting very uncomfortably.
"Anything new?" Laura asked.
"No ma'am." said Tim Jenkins. "I think Don was right... this whole Claisson thing might've been planted to distract us. Other than that one reference we found, there's nothing else there regarding him."
"You agree, Callie?" Laura said, to try to get Callie into the conversation.
"I guess." Callie said disinterestedly. Then she said "I've been looking into the money trail into the U.S. It pretty much ends at a subsidiary of WorldBankTrust in the U.S. Virgin Islands. After that, money just disappears into the Cloud, it seems. WorldBankTrust could easily be laundering it, and if the Treasury Department or the Intelligence Community chose to help them cover it up, then it'll be covered up and we won't break through."
"WorldBankTrust, eh?" Laura said. "Swamp Frog alert. Okay, you guys have been working hard on this. Why don't I take the two of you to lunch?"
"Thanks," said Callie, "but I've got some errands to run."
"O-kayyy." Laura said, having not expected that. "Tim, I just upgraded to the Cattleman's Club for lunch."
"Sure, ma'am." Tim said.
"Oh, and there's the downgrade back to Mickey D's." Laura said. "I'm kidding, but stop calling me 'ma'am'. I'm not that old... well, at least so my husband tells me..." She noticed that Callie didn't react to the joke at all, not even the merest change of facial expression...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the Cattleman's Club, Laura said "How are you liking it in Southport?"
"It's good, really good... as far as being an FBI Agent is concerned." said Tim. "But it's a dirty, grimy town if you're in the wrong part of it."
Laura nodded, then said "So how is working with Callie?"
"Ugh! You don't beat around the bush, do you?" Tim said. "Look, I know you're Cindy's gynecologist and Callie's boss here. And because I'm the father of Cindy's baby, Callie has a... healthy distrust of me, to put it nicely. I've tried to be nice to her, and to work professionally with her, but I can't break through that ice wall. And it's hurting our mission, in my opinion. I was going to take lunch to go talk to Jack Muscone about it, but then you asked us to lunch."
Laura said "Yes, I can see that it's not working very well. I'll call Jack if you want me to Orrrrr... you can go check in with Jack and his people at the Federal Building, and I'll talk to Callie and get her head out of her ass on this..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Teresa and I were having lunch at the Cop Bar. The Fire Department had taken over the 'Command Room', so we were in the main back room.
Teresa asked "So why isn't I.A. and the I.G., going after Hendricks? He was going to shoot you when you took down McCombs. That makes him an accessory to attempted murder, doesn't it?"
I replied "Well, this is the rest of that story, and don't take my head off for telling it to you: they're going to run McCombs through the processes, those being the Union grievance and the criminal charges. McCombs is fired for cause, and there's nothing the Union can do about it except try to organize and call a strike. But I heard through a secret source, whose name won't be mentioned but his initials are (F)ranklin (W)ashington, that Miriam Walters is skeptical that even Paulina can get a conviction for attempted murder."
"Why not?" Teresa said, almost gasping. "I was right there! I saw it happen! And so did other Officers. And the videocams don't lie!"
I said "Keep it calm, mon ami. Listen, I understand, and I agree with you. The assault charges should stick, and the Feds are ready to come in and charge McCombs with a hate crime, too. But the attempted murder charge is going to come down to who the Jury believes: me, or the Union's lawyers."
I continued: "Anyway, the point is that Hendricks will be far harder to convict of anything. If the criminal trial or the Inquest believes that McCombs acted legitimately, then Hendricks will never be convicted for coming to McCombs defense. Hendricks is basing his whole defense on his belief that McCombs acted correctly and that I was in the wrong. Even though we know the truth, it's likely plenty enough to save Hendricks's fat ass."
"That guy is worse teflon than Sharples ever was." Teresa said bitterly. "Hendricks showed up with Bryce at the Saskia Warehouse when I found Amy, and was going to help Bryce kill me, Amy, and Buddy." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story Redux'.) "Yet somehow, he skated on that. And now, he's openly supporting McCombs, and he's going to skate on this, too?"
"Hendricks is fast running out of friends." I said. "His day of reckoning is coming, as is Jeremy Hatch's."
Teresa said "I guess I should count my blessings that I wasn't charged for taking down Hendricks when he tried to shoot you."
"And the Chief might yet bust you up, if you keep being insubordinate." I said, meaning it humorously.
Teresa rolled her eyes. "And that's another thing." she said. "Why won't he let you defend yourself-------"
"Just... let all that go." I admonished, realizing I'd made a mistake bringing that up that way. "And let me be the one to engage the Chief in discussions of that nature..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura returned from lunch to find Callie typing away at her laptop at her station. "Find anything new?" Laura asked.
"No." Callie said. "Well... I communicated with a couple of contacts I have, secret sources if you will, and they're telling me that something is up within the Intelligence Community in Washington. All these riots are part of it, but the elimination of Jocelyn Moran is part of it, too. Word I'm getting is that Dr. Robin Isley is angling to get Owen Lange's investigations shut down."
"That bitch again." muttered Laura.
"Laura, there's something else I need to talk to you about." Callie said.
"Tim Jenkins?" Laura said.
"Yes ma'am." Callie said. "I don't want to work with him any more."
"Because of his relationship with Cindy?" Laura asked.
"Yes." Callie said. "It's bad enough the woman I want to marry is pregnant with his child. But to have to work with him on top of that is beginning to be too much for me."
"Come over here and sit down." Laura said, referring to the most very infamous 'two couches' in the middle of the room. Callie came over and was about to sit opposite Laura when the older woman said "No, over here, next to me. This is not a psychological evaluation." Callie moved over, and sat down to Laura's right.
Laura was very expert in getting people to talk, even if they didn't want to. And she soon had Callie gushing her story and her concerns. "And Cindy wants Tim to be part of the baby's life, even as it grow up." Callie was saying. "I get that, but I don't want the guy around her, and I don't want to be around him, either."
"I understand," Laura said, "but I can understand Cindy's position, too. She's doing what she thinks is right by the child, too."
"Why can't she and I be parents to that child?" Callie said. "Like we are to Betsy?" She did not notice Laura's face visibly react to that. "Look, we talked about this. Cindy says one reason she wants Tim in the baby's life is because of how Sandra Speer treated Don by taking Greta away. And I get that. But... I guess I'm wondering where I'm supposed to fit in all this."
"You love Cindy, don't you?" Laura said.
"Of course!" Callie said. "I came back here for her. I couldn't stand being away from here, and now I'm fearing that... I'll lose her again."
Laura said "I get the idea that Cindy is in love with you, too. Yes, she and Tim hooked up, and now she's trying to do right for herself by having the baby, which she's always wanted but wouldn't admit it to herself, much less anyone else; and she's trying to do right by Tim as the baby's father. And where you come in is to make sure you and she do the right things by each other."
Callie said "I know I can't complain... I make porn films... but what's going on between Cindy and Tim isn't making porn films. She's pretty much dating him. Hell, they play disc golf together!"
Laura said "I did not realize disc golf was the new dating standard." Then she said "But seriously... is Cindy making her plans for the future around Tim? Or around you?"
Callie said "Well... I guess around me. But that can change on a dime with this baby on the way. And that brings up something I've wanted to ask you: How do you and Don deal with having an open relationship, and him having all those kids?"
Laura said "We talked about it... a lot... back before we got married. I was in love with the man from the minute I laid eyes on him, but I knew that even with that, there would be other sexual encounters for me, with men and women. And he understood. I don't think he intended to sleep with other women, and he said that if I told him to stop, he wouldn't sleep with anyone but me. I knew that wouldn't happen, but it works for us because we set our ground rules, we follow them, we trust each other, and what we have is beyond the bedroom."
Callie asked "But what about the other kids? They're great kids, but didn't it bother you that he was siring them?"
Laura said "Well, first of all, when I had my cancer scare and my hysterectomy," (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 02.) "I knew I couldn't give Don any more children, and he wanted more. So I was okay with it that he fathered Ross, Ian, and Tasha, especially knowing he'd do right by them as their father. And, of course, Molly is Cindy's sister as well as a good friend, and Paulina is close to us."
Callie said "Which relationship most resembles what I'm dealing with now?"
Laura said without hesitation: "Tasha, and Paulina. You know, Paulina at first didn't know if she really wanted Don in her life as Tasha's father, then decided it was best for Tasha... especially since the other relative in Paulina's life is her brother T-Square. And are you aware of Paulina's relationship with Don and me?"
"I know you're close, but what don't I know?" asked Callie.
Laura replied: "You know how Paulina stays with me and Don on the weekends. Don and I are in love with each other. Paulina and Don love each other, but it's not the same. And Paulina and I are having what most people would call a full-blown love affair. Even without Don, Paulina and I hook up on the weekends. It works out for all of us, and Tasha gets to see her father and sister and brothers a lot."
"Wowwwww." Callie said. "But don't expect me to feel that way about Tim."
"Oh I don't." Laura said. "My point is that you and Cindy need to work everything out, including where Tim is in your lives..."
Part 12 - Smoke and Mirrors
Teresa and I returned from lunch to find Sheriff Griswold using the office on the other side of the Chief's suite from mine, the office once used by Jenna Stiles. When he saw us come down the hall, he beckoned us in and had us sit down.
"I can actually get work done in here." the Sheriff growled. "The Union Reps either can't find me, or they're scared to come into this building. Ditto that for Edgar Silas and Eldrick X. Weaver. I cannot be-lieve how irritating Silas has become."
"What do they want from you, sir?" Teresa asked.
"An optical illusion." replied the Sheriff. "They think meeting with me will make them look productive and important. What they really want is to have me force Crowbar here to meet with them. I see myself as saving them from themselves by not cooperating on that." We all chuckled at that.
Griswold: "I did hear from Val Jared. Keep this under your hats, as it's not official yet, but Jared is going to call up the National Guard tomorrow. He's already given the word to the Guard's leadership to get ready."
Teresa said "Sheriff, didn't a Judge enjoin the Governor from sending the Guard into the City?"
"Yes." said the Sheriff. "Judge Mohammed Omar, one of the most far-Left judges you'll ever see. It's been said he and Harry Nance have a competition going to see who can be the most outrageous. But the good news is that they have Appellate Judges over there that aren't as Leftist as Judge Leahy over here. One of their Appellate Judges over there reversed Judge Omar's ruling, so Val is free to act."
"What triggered him calling up the Guard, sir?" I asked.
Griswold said "The politicians in Midtown were starting to wobble, and were going to come out and demand Chief Soltis pull the Police back. In other words, they were going to throw him under the bus. Jared let them know that if they didn't support Soltis, he'd call up the Guard to maintain order in Midtown."
Griswold: "And if he does that, he might as well send the Guard into the City and put down the riots there. But like the politician he is, he's going to go all public about it and make demands and threats for the optics of it. He thinks it'll help Republicans and especially Sharon Marshall in the General Election."
"And he's right." I said. "And I'll bet his poll numbers will skyrocket, and Bettina will be crying about it all morning on her newscast."
"You think so?" the Sheriff asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "People want law and order. They're tired of spineless dishrag politicians letting their businesses burn."
"Harumph." growled Griswold. "Maybe you do know something about politics, Crowbar."
"I try, Sheriff." I said as Teresa began what was laughing for her. "I try..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tim Jennings went into the Federal Building and up to the FBI's suite of offices. Jack Muscone and Owen Lange were sharing a small makeshift office, but only Jack was in the room when Tim knocked on the door.
"Come on in." said Muscone, and Tim did so and sat down at Muscone's bidding. "Anything new?"
Jennings replied "No sir. It looks like that Claisson thing was a distraction, to throw us off and waste our time looking into it. And they succeeded, though our French friends and Interpol brought the hammer down on the drug operation."
"Hmphf. Interesting." Muscone grunted. "So does CIA Officer Carrington agree that the Claisson reference is a hoax, a distraction for us?"
"I'm not sure, sir." said Jennings. "And that's what I came here to talk to you about. You may want to assign someone else to work with her. She's making it clear she doesn't want to work with me."
"Why not?" barked Muscone.
"Sir," said Jennings, "I'll be shocked if your wife hasn't told you that Cindy Ross is pregnant, and I'm the father."
"Yeah, she told me." said Muscone. "But she didn't need to. I was at Teresa's hometown, and anyone with eyeballs could see the way you two were acting towards each other. So Carrington is not happy that you stole her girl?"
"Sir, that's just it." Tim said. "I'm not trying to steal her fiancée away from her. But she must think I am, and she won't talk about it, nor talk about anything else with me, professional or personal."
"Then you need to find a way to overcome that, at least professionally, and find a way to work together." said Muscone. "So get back over there, and you guys find me some useful data."
"Well, sir," said Jenkins, "I can't go back there until Dr. Fredricson gives the 'all clear'. She said to come over here and see what you guys have found while she talks to Ms. Carrington."
"Fine." said Muscone. "But it's your job, and it's your assignment to work with CIA Officer Carrington, and I expect you to get the job done, and in a professional manner..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
EAD Owen Lange came into the Chief's Conference Room, where the Sheriff, Chief, myself, and Commander Ross already were. I poured the EAD some coffee, and he began drinking it gratefully.
"Thanks, I needed that." he said. "I came by to give you guys a heads-up on things. First of all, we're keeping these perps that you arrested the other night and turned over to us. We've been able to tie them to other riots, including in Atlanta. Formal paperwork will be following within a couple of days."
"Thank yooooo." said the Chief. "Are you rounding up 'usual suspects' in other places?"
"It might be a good idea if I just don't answer that." said Owen Lange. "Gives you guys plausible deniability." The Sheriff barked a laugh and I chuckled. Cindy and especially the Chief did not.
"Okay, let's connect to the others." Owen Lange said. I initiated the three-way call with Laura's office and the Federal Building, and soon the bright, shiny faces of Federal Agents appeared on the screens.
"There are a few things I need to tell all of you." said Owen Lange. "First, Dr. Robin Isley is no longer on the rolls as an FBI EAD. She has transferred to the National Security Agency, and I don't think even Dr. Fredricson knows the true organizational structure of the NSA. But Isley is up there somewhere very high."
"You're right, they keep things pretty tight at the NSA." Laura said. "And it's a very, very bad thing if Isley has been put there by Brendan Chapel. It's like giving a drunk teenager the keys to the Black Beauty. Isley now has all the tools she needs to really fuck with any of our personal and professional lives."
"I agree." said Owen Lange, "The second thing you need to know is that the Rovers BAU Team is in Wilmington, Delaware right now, so we don't think they're watching us right now. But before you start celebrating, that could be a bad thing... because we believe elements of the Bayport Rogue SEAL Team may be in this area, i.e. the Town & County, and if the Rovers Team and Isley are not here, that means the ex-SEALs are playing in your sandbox without adult supervision."
"Scary indeed." I said. "Do you know if all of them are here? Or just a team of two, or four?"
"At least four of them." said Owen Lange. "We have no idea why." He glanced furtively at me as he said it, then looked back away, so I knew that he didn't want to share with everyone what he'd told me about Trent Ridge being a possible reason.
"Anyone else got anything?" asked Jack Muscone. "Anything on that Claisson connection?"
"I have something on that." I said. "I heard from my sister about Claisson. She said the real Paul Claisson died in Paris two years ago. She also said that the photo of Claisson that the FBI office in Paris came up with... is at least three years old. She'd already seen it, and had figured that out."
I continued: "So my edumacated guess is that someone set that up for us to find and waste a lot of time over. And it was targeted specifically for us, right here, because people in Portland or Wilmington wouldn't know Paul Claisson from Jean-Claude Van Damme."
"That's a good point." said Jack Muscone. "But why would they do that?"
After a flurry of theorizing without data by the Federal Agents, I finally said "We just don't have data on that, so let's not speculate too much. Anyhoo, I've got local crimes and Union irritations to deal with, so if you'll excuse me, I'll leave you to it." I got up to go, and Cindy followed me out the door. The meeting concluded moments later...
Part 13 - No Honor Among Perps, nor Press
3:00pm, Wednesday, May 20th. Amber Harris went into the office of KXTC Managing Editor Bettina Wurtzburg. To her surprise, State Senator Katherine Woodburn was also in the office.
"Come on in, Amber." Bettina said. "Katherine and I were just talking about your... situation."
"Yes." said Katherine. "You're expecting a visit from your Parole Officer tonight?"
"It's all set." Amber said. "One of my sources within the Parole Office said that Cindy Ross called to set up an inspection of my home tonight."
Bettina said "After Amber gave that report about Steven Ikea and the SRLC trying to get at Betty's baby to get a DNA sample, Ross went right to them."
"Just be careful." said Katherine. "One day Ross is going to plant a gun in your home, then 'find' it... like Patrol Officer Jeremy Hatch did to those four niggers during that so-called drug stop... and then you're in a world of hurt, Amber."
"Katherine!" Bettina exclaimed. "Language! And you're supposed to be a Democrat!"
Katherine said "Oh, you ladies know that the Democrats make promises to the Black Community, but it's to keep them on the Democrat Plantation and voting Democrat. If they really thought about it, they'd realize that the Democrat Party has done nothing for blacks almost since the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed."
Katherine: "But they don't... and partly because the Republican Party is so damned stupid that they actually allow the Democrats to paste them as racists. We piss in the Republicans's faces, and they just lap it up with a smile and ask for more. And with you guys in the Media working hand-in-glove with us to keep that narrative going... it won't be too long before the Republican Party can never win an election again."
"That will be a wonderful day." Bettina said.
Katherine said "So it's all set? You've got members of Trent Ridge's team ready to capture Cindy Ross and force the TCPD to allow a DNA sample in exchange for Ross's return?"
Bettina said "No, it's an even better plan. Ross might fight them to the death, and attempting to capture her will bring down the wrath of her cousin, the Iron Crowbar."
"Why are they scared of him?" Katherine said. "Four Navy-SEAL-trained operatives?"
Bettina said "Trent Ridge and Quint Starr were SEAL-trained, too. Quint Starr was blown away after he kidnapped and tortured the Iron Crowbar's nephew, and Trent Ridge was soundly beaten twice in personal combat by the Iron Crowbar. The Rogue Team can't prove it, but they're pretty certain Trent is dead, that Troy murdered him after he went after Troy's daughter Carole."
"So what are they going to do?" Katherine said.
"I'll be at Amber's, as will my cameraman, Scott Turnbull." said Bettina. "If Ross tries to plant a gun or drugs on Amber, she'll have witnesses, too. And while Ross is harassing Amber, the Rogue Team will be going after their real target... Callie Carrington."
"Are you kidding me?" Katherine gasped. "You do realize she's a CIA Officer... and that her boss, who happens to be the Iron Crowbar's wife, is one of the most legendary and feared CIA Officers on the planet?"



"They think they can get Ross to allow a DNA test of her daughter once Carrington is captured." Bettina said.
"Okay, then." said Katherine. "I didn't hear a word of this. I'll leave you ladies to your plans. By the way, the shit is about to hit the fan over McCombs's stop of that man in the Southwestern Ghetto. The TCPD is going to settle with the man, and while they won't claim liability, you Media guys can chant that up. And then maybe some riots happen here, which is good for us Democrats and bad for our Sheriff and Police Commander..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm tellin' ya, man!" said the pug-faced man known as Mr. Handsome. "Jesus Freak snitched!"
They were in the small pool hall called 'The Block House.' It was on MLK Jr. Drive west of the bridge over the River, and the railroad tracks that ran north-south were literally 30 feet further west. The whitewashed concrete-block building's entrance was on the north side, and the east side was painted with a big Coca-Cola logo and 'The Block House' painted above it.
The building was longer east-west than north-south, so the one pool table inside ran east-west, as well. On the west side was a small kitchen with an open window and countertop to the main room, from where hamburgers, hotdogs, pizza, and beer was sold.
It was also the 'headquarters' of Jacquez Wilson. He was a large, muscular black man, with one of the meanest faces anyone would not want to see in front of them. His ham fists were so large and powerful that it was legend they could kill a man with just one punch... but it wasn't a legend: Wilson had killed men with one punch, just as he'd choked men to death or snapped their necks with the raw power of his arms, hands, and fists. It was said that even the Rodrigo-san was frightened of Wilson's physical power.
Jacquez Wilson's other claim to 'fame' was his total, consuming hatred of Police. He was a rising 'star' in the drug trade in the area, and he had one hard-and-fast rule: anyone working for or with him or his people that cooperated with the Police would be subjected to violent death.
When he had heard that 'Ice Cube' Perry was actually an undercover Police Officer, he put out the word that he would reward the person that killed Perry $100,000 in cash. But when the Iron Crowbar had put out the word that Perry was under the protection of the Crowbar, no one had the temerity to attempt to claim the reward. Wilson was a mean man, everyone knew. But they did not know exactly how crazy the Iron Crowbar was, nor what he was truly capable of doing...
Toddler had brought Mr. Handsome to the Block House for an audience with Jacquez Wilson at Mr. Handsome's request. Mr. Handsome was hoping for a reward, a crumb, from Wilson and Toddler. Toddler just hoped his last moment on earth wasn't with Wilson's ham fists crushing his neck.
"Why you say that?" Wilson asked Mr. Handsome, about J.F. snitching.
"I heard J.F. talking to a Deputy, but I couldn't hear what they said." said Mr. Handsome. "Then they came and got him. He came back an hour later, and said they tried to interrogate him without a lawyer, but he wouldn't talk. And then we both got bailed out... by that woman that publishes the newspaper."
Jacquez Wilson's hard eyes glanced over at Toddler, then back to Mr. Handsome. "And they bailed you out, too."
"That's why I'm here." said Mr. Handsome. "I had no part of any of that, and I want to make sure you know I ain't snitchin' or working with the Pigs. I ain't in with J.F. on any of his shit."
Jacquez Wilson nodded, then said "All right. Glad you came correct, Mr. Handsome. Toddler, I want you to call a meeting of your crew. Somewhere quiet, where Pig cameras ain't around. When you hear cars coming up, you guys and Camo get out of the way, find someplace to be that ain't next to Jesus Freak. He's going to meet Jesus tonight."
Toddler said "The roller skating rink by the Quick Stop. I'll have J.F. there tonight."
The Quick Stop was the building where the murder occurred in the Domingo tranny murder case. (Author's note: 'A Day In The Life'.) The club next to the Quick Stop had gone defunct. Someone had tried to start up a roller skating rink there, but that business had failed within 18 months.
"Naw, make it the Quick Stop itself, around the back side of the building, away from the road." said Wilson...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Katherine had left to go talk to Burt West, Amber said to Bettina "I'm not sure I like this new plan. Ross is the one they're supposed to capture."
Bettina said "I know, but they're the 'experts' in these kinds of things. They want to get Ross off your back to protect your son, who they and we know is Trent Ridge's son. And we have no choice but to let them play their game by their rules."
Amber nodded. "Okay, then. It's set." She got up and left the room.
Bettina checked the tape recorder she'd secretly had running of her conversation with Katherine Woodburn. To her shock, it was all static, as if the Slender Man had been in the room with them. And he might as well have been: Katherine had learned well from the Iron Crowbar years before (Author's note: 'Dark Side Of The Force', Ch. 01.), and her own bug-killing device had done its job to destroy Bettina's attempt to record her racist language...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, May 20th. Cindy, Teresa, and I were enjoying a spread of Chinese takeout in the breakroom. We were all wearing our 'black' uniforms, with Teresa and I wearing pants and Cindy wearing trousers (being Canadian, dontcha know). And we were all wearing armored vests over our uniforms.
I had gone into Cindy's office that morning and filled her in on some information that I knew but no one else did. First, Mort Springer had told me on that airplane that the Rogue SEAL Team knew Trent Ridge was dead. (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 02-03.) Second, the remaining elements of the Rogue SEAL Team was believed to be in or near our Town & County. And we knew Trent Ridge's son was Amber's son, and his teammates would look after their comrade's child like my friends would look after my children.
I'd surmised they were coming to help Amber against Cindy's (more than) threats to frame Amber and send her to back to prison if anyone at KXTC kept talking about Betty Morelli's baby, who we knew to be Betsy Ross. And I'd surmised that Cindy's parole visit would end up being a trap set for her, especially after Amber so blatantly talked about the SRLC's actions to get a DNA sample from Betsy.
Oh, that... I'd also heard from SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell that SBI Chaplain Ikea had called her and totally denied his or the SRLC's involvement in getting adoption records for Betty Morelli's child, and he had no idea where Amber's story had come from...
"Okay, we've been watching all day." I said in present time as we ate our Chinese food. "We have hidden cameras set up to watch Amber's front yard and back yard, street cams, and Lisa Monroe and Joan Laurer are doing stakeout duty. I asked them to do it just in case The Teacher is not as familiar with them as with everyone else. We also have Bettina's house under surveillance. And we're going to do infrared scans after dark."
"Is that legal?" Cindy asked.
"According to the SCOTUS ruling that Police can scan without a warrant for hot lamps being used to grow weed, yes." I said.
"What about Amber's mother's house?" Teresa asked.
"Empty." I said. "We'll scan it with an IR drone again, but Amber's mom apparently is out of town this week. Conveeeenient, eh?"
Cindy said "Amber's Parole Officer is coming, and he'll have on armor. But we'll have Robert Kalsu and Daniel Patrick from the SWAT Team instead of the usual Parole Officer people, and Laurer and Monroe covering the back. If the perps's plan is to kidnap me, it will be one hell of a firefight, fer sure..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm. We moved out in an unmarked 'ubiquitous white van' with ladders on top to look like a painter's van. The Parole Officer, me, Cindy, Vice Detectives Lisa Monroe and Joan Laurer, both armored up, and SWAT's Daniel Patrick were in back. Teresa Croyle was riding shotgun, and SWAT's Robert Kalsu was driving.
"Commander, this is Terry Halston." said Terry Halston on Channel 5 Encrypted Police Radio. "We have no IR signatures in Harris's mother's home. House appears to be empty, and no appliances turned on. Wurtzburg's house has three signatures in an upstairs bedroom, and the TV downstairs is on. Harris's home has two signatures in the main room, the TV is on, and there are two signatures in the back left bedroom upstairs." I acknowledged the report.
"That bedroom would be perfect for an ambush of anyone coming up the stairs." Cindy said. "Someone coming up to the landing would have their back turned to that door."
"Good to know." I said.
"So who's downstairs?" Teresa asked. "It'd be stupid of Bettina and Amber to be there, and in the line of fire."
"I know." I said... then fell into a reverie.
"Something wrong, sir?" Teresa asked.
I said "I dunno... something's not quite right here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jacquez Wilson got into the shotgun seat of the old Impala. One of his most trusted lieutenants was driving, and another man was in the back seat.
"Let's go twist this nigga's cap around." Wilson said as he worked the action of his powerful handgun, chambering one of the 9mmP rounds with cop-killer bullets. The driver pulled out and crossed the bridge, then turned north on Riverside Drive towards Jefferson Avenue and the Quick Stop...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's Bettina's car in the driveway of Amber's house." said Teresa as we passed by the house. "Terry said she gave Amber a ride home and they went inside about 6:00pm, and they have not exited the house by the front or back doors. I asked about the side door out of the garage, and Terry said the camera coverage there is distant, and the shadows of the trees behind it play tricks on the cameras."
"Who lives next to Amber on that side?" I asked. Teresa got on the computer mounted on the vehicle's dashboard.
"Martha Faulkner and her husband." the Iron Wolf said after a moment. "Martha is KXTC's newest reporterette, and she did the 6pm broadcast tonight."
"Terrific." I said. "Bettina and Amber could've gotten to her house, and then left. They may not even be inside Amber's house."
"Sir?" asked Cindy, "What about Amber's children? What happens if they're there?"
"Wait! That's it!" I exclaimed, realizing what had been bothering me. Everyone was staring at me as I grabbed my radio, turned it to Channel 5 Encrypted Radio, and hit the break button.
"Break! Break! Break!" I said. "Commander Troy to Terry Halston. Commander Troy to Halston!"
"Go for Halston." said Halston from the Intel Center.
"Halston!" I said into the radio. "Did your IR scans show small signatures, like small children in the house?"
"Negative, sir." said Halston. "The signatures are what we'd expect to see of adults. Ditto that for Bettina's house."
"What about the house next door?" I asked.
"It's empty, sir. No one is home." reported Halston.
"Roger that." I said. "Thanks, and keep me informed of any changes."
"Roger. Halston out." said Halston.
I looked at the others in the van. "It's good the babies aren't there." I said. "But that means that it's definitely a trap for us."
"What are we going to do?" Cindy asked.
"What do you think, when I'm here with you." I replied with a grin. "We're going to walk right into it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove right up into the driveway and parked behind Bettina's car. I took a second to put a tracker on Bettina's car, under the bumper. Then Lisa Monroe, Joan Laurer, and I went along the side of the house, staying pressed to the walls, and around back to the backdoor. Cindy, Kalsu, and and Patrick were with the Parole Officer, who was walking up to the front door with a key in his hand.
"In position." I heard on the wire-fed earpiece from my radio. It was Kalsu. I pointed at Lisa Monroe, who went to work picking the lock of the back door. As she worked, I was behind her when Joan Laurer wedged herself between us, in front of me.
When I looked at her, she whispered "Sir, both Commander Croyle and Captain Muscone were very explicit in their instructions that we were not allowed to let you go ahead of us."
"They are ruining all my fun." I said. "Okay, I'll push the door open, and you two clear the way." Monroe got the lock and I grabbed the handle and pushed the door open and said "Go!"
The alarm was going off as we went into the dark kitchen. Lisa and Joan went to the doorway into the rest of the house while I shut off the alarm with the manufacturer's code. Then I went up behind them.
"Breach. Breach. Breach." I said into the radio. A second later we heard the lock being activated, then the front door opened and the SWAT Officers came in. Joan was holding up her badge so that they would see us across the living room. Kalsu used hand signals to guide his and Patrick's movements, and headed to the den room behind the living room, and to the left of the kitchen as one looked from the front of the house.
Meanwhile, Cindy slowly went up the stairs. When she got far enough to point her weapon between the posts of the railing above, she did so, aiming at the room on the left side. Teresa and Laurer went on up the stairs and melded into the wall. I came up next to Cindy, then past her to the top of the landing, and waved Teresa back to me.
"Crawl to that door and open it, then pull back hard." I whispered into her ear. "It may be booby trapped." Teresa nodded, then I went back to Cindy and whispered "Do not fire unless you see actual human bodies, even if a gun goes off when she opens the door." Cindy nodded.
I signaled for Teresa to go. She reached across and turned the door handle, then Joan pulled her back as she pushed the door open.
*POW!* *POW!* *POW!**POW!*
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a fence between the properties of the Quick Stop at Jefferson Ave. and Riverside Drive, and the defunct skating rink building on Jefferson. Twining vines of ivy, honeysuckle, and weeds had used the fence to grow, and the back alley of the Quick Stop was shrouded in darkness as a result. There was a dumpster a third of the way down the alley, just before getting to the back door of the building.
The lights of the skating rink parking lot were mostly not working; only a couple of lights gave any illumination to the entire lot, and they were not near the fence that ran along the right side of the lot and the building.
'Jesus Freak' got out of his car and walked around the side of the Quick Stop and around the back corner. 'Toddler' and 'Camo' were waiting. After exchanging man-hugs, Toddler said "Where's Mr. Handsome?"
"He went in to buy cigarettes." said J.F.
"Those things'll kill him." muttered Camo, and perhaps more accurately than he realized.
"What's this meeting about?" J.F. asked.
"Jacquez Wilson has something for us." said Toddler. "A deal is going down behind the building next door in twenty minutes. Jacquez is bringing the cash------"
Just then, Mr. Handsome came around the corner, drinking a beer he'd just bought. "Damn, man!" said Toddler. "Jacquez don't need us stumblin' around sloppy drunk!"
"It's just one." said Mr. Handsome. "I'll go throw it in the dumpster." As they watched the older man walk over to the dumpster to throw the beer away, they didn't think to ask why he didn't just throw it on the pavement. And that lack of thought would cost them...
The old Impala gathered speed as it hurtled north on Riverside Drive, then suddenly turned into the Quick Stop parking lot. Two people all but dived out of the way as the car hurtled around the side of the building. The passenger-side windows were down and two powerful handguns were ready to fire...
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Smoke And Mirrors
"Hold your fire!" I yelled out. "Do not fire! Do not shoot!"
There was no further sound from the bedroom, but an eerie orange-pink light. Teresa went to the edge of the door and peered in as Kalsu and Patrick began coming up the stairs, then she went in the room, followed by Laurer.
"Clear!" Teresa called up. "Commander, you gotta see this." I went upstairs, holstering my service weapon.
When I went into the room, a strange sight greeted me. There were two blowup dolls, but they were clear plastic and not really anatomical. Attached the them were small blowers, pumping heated air through them, and orange and pink lights illuminating them.
"Sir," said Kalsu as he came into the room, "there's two more just like this in the den downstairs."
"What was that gunfire?" Cindy asked.
"This." I said, pointing to the remains of tiny firecrackers that had been attached to a tripwire across the door. "It pops, and they're hoping we'll start shooting."
"What the hell is the purpose of all this?" asked Joan Laurer, mostly to herself.
"Can we get Amber on a parole violation for the firecrackers?" Cindy asked hopefully.
"No ma'am." said the Parole Officer. "Those little things aren't considered to be an offensive weapon, even if they were thrown at Police during a riot."
"As to the purpose, Detective Laurer," I said, "it's obvious it's to fuck with us. Just as a prank to embarrass us, or a more sinister warning, I'm not sure."
"Maybe to distract us, sir?" asked Teresa Croyle.
"Could well be." I said. "But why? And by whom? Don't try to tell me that Amber has the brains to figure out and set up something like this."
"Bettina might." said Cindy. "But my money is on that Rogue Team that we were expecting to meet."
"Okay, call your families." I said. "Tell them to watch out for anything out of the ordinary, and for them to lock their doors, and stay inside with a cellphone near them---"
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was Teresa's Police iPhone, which was on vibrate mode. Meanwhile, I was getting an earful of the 'break' noise on the radio.
"Break break break! Duty Desk to Commander Troy." said the Duty Desk Sergeant.
"Go for Troy." I said into the radio, unplugging the earpiece so that all could hear.
"Sir, we have shots fired at the Quick Stop at Jefferson and Riverside." said the Duty Desk. "Multiple casualties."
"Roger that." I said. "I'm on the way." I turned to everyone and said "Laurer, Monroe, stay with the Parole Officer and Commander Ross. Take photos of these... contraptions... then take them to the Station as evidence. Leave everything else of Amber' untouched, and make it look like we were never here. Don't leave any bugs; they'll find them. Kalsu and Patrick, you come with Commander Croyle and me to the crime scene..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police were directing traffic along Jefferson and Riverside, not letting rubberneckers stop or even slow down. The Quick Stop parking lot was cordoned off, as was the parking lot to of the defunct skating rink, but of course I was allowed to drive past the barriers. I parked in the skating rink lot with several other Police vehicles, one of them being Tanya's van.
The scene was an eerie landscape of flashing lightbars and LEOs scurrying about. I saw an ambulance and two EMTs in the parking lot, right at the corner of the streets, and other Police vehicles. Yellow crime scene tape was already up around the parking lot, and more blocking off the side of the store near where the bodies were behind the building.
Tanya herself was in her 'Tank', the tracked wheelchair. She was wearing an armored vest and a Police helmet, like everyone else but me (ubiquitous Tilley Hat). Kalsu and Patrick were behind me, and watching warily; they were my bodyguards. Teresa was checking with the Uniformed Officers manning the perimeter.
"Whaddya got, Muscone?" I asked gruffly as I came up to my Captain of Detectives.
"Four dead." Tanya replied. "Three right here near the corner, and a fourth on the other side of that dumpster. Looks like he tried to get behind the dumpster, but may have been shot before he got there, and he died there."
"Who called it in?" I asked.
"We got four 9-1-1 calls." Tanya said. "The guy working the counter inside the Quick Stop, and three people in the area on cellphones. They were here when the first Patrol cruiser arrived, and we've interviewed them. Their stories match in that an old car came up Riverside... going north... and sharply turned into the parking lot. The color of the car was described as everything from gray to tan, and I'm thinking the lighting here may be part of the problem, there."
"I agree." I said. "Keep going."
Tanya: "The car rushed around to the side here, shots were heard, then the car took off onto Jefferson, going east. The employee behind the counter said he didn't really see what happened other than the car coming into the lot. Others said it went on around, and again reports differ on how long it was there. One eyewitness said it stopped for quote 'a few seconds', while another witness said it pulled up, and had hardly stopped when the car screeched off and went onto Jefferson and kept going."
I nodded. "Okay, I'll go look at the bodies. Kalsu, Patrick, stay here with Captain Muscone, make sure she doesn't get shot." They acknowledged the order and stayed with Tanya as I went into the alleyway behind the store. Powerful temporary klieg lights illuminated the area. I observed Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Theo Washington down the alley, in plainclothes but wearing armored vests, which pleased me.
"Hello, Bobby." I said to Bobby Patrick, one of the CSIs. "Are you related to Daniel Patrick?"
"Third cousins, sir." said Bobby. "Our grandfathers were brothers. Sir, this is our newest CSI, Garst Gailey. Started May 1st. Chemistry degree." Gailey was a youngish man, likely not long graduated from School and the Police Academy."
"Chemistry degree? I like you already." I said, shaking Gailey's hand. "Where are you from?"
"Honor to meet you, sir." said Gailey. "I graduated from Missouri, and worked in The City for two years before Captain Muscone snagged me. Glad she did; things are ugly over there right now."
"Yeah they are." I said. "They're ugly here, too. Any idea who these cats are?"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
"Prints just came back." said Tanya as she rolled up to us. "Toddler, Camo, Jesus Freak, and Mr. Handsome."
"Ohhhhh, nooooooo." I said softly. I pulled back the tarp covering one of the bodies to see the lifeless face of 'Jesus Freak'. One bullet had gotten him right over his left ear, and gone through his head.
"Sir," said Technician Gailey, "all four victims were shot two or three times in the upper body, and at least once in the head."
"What do you make of that, Mr. Kalsu?" I asked the SWAT Officer, who was right behind Tanya.
"Sir," said Kalsu, "that sounds like what we were trained to do in the military: double tap to the chest, then one to the head. Looks like the perps fired three or four shots to the chest in these cases."
"I agree." I said. "Very efficient executions. We rarely see this in gang warfare---"
"Commander! Over here!" I heard Detective Julia Rodriguez call out. I went over to the other side of the dumpster. Lying in a sitting position against it, his body but not his face covered with a tarp, was Mr. Handsome.
"I'm trying to understand this, sir." said Julia. "The others pretty much fell where they were standing. But this guy managed to get behind this dumpster. The problem is that he must've been hit before getting here, but there is no blood trail from where the others were, nor from anywhere else."
"You're right." I said. "Excellent observation, Ms. Rodriguez. Mr. Washington, what do you make of that?"
"The only thing that make sense to me, sir," said Theo, "is that this guy was already down here, or close by. We're getting videocamera data from inside the store and around the area to confirm what we were told by witnesses, that one guy was inside, buying a beer and cigarettes. Maybe he came out the back door here, and walked into the ambush."
"You're right that he was already close by, already down here when he was shot." I said.
"I hate to burst your bubble, Theo," said Tanya, looking at her tablet, "but the video is already uploaded to the evidence servers, and this guy here did buy beer and cigarettes... but he went out the front door and went around the corner where the other three were, in the shadows."
I said "Okay, let's get someone to pull his body forward, so I can see the wall behind him."
"Sir?" Julia asked involuntarily.
"The wall behind him, Detective." I said, careful not to make my voice too harsh or condescending. Garst Gailey and a Uniformed Officer that had gloves on and was helping collect evidence came over at Tanya's radioed-in request, and they pulled the body forward as Theo videoed everything.
"Ah" I said as I squatted to the side of Mr. Handsome's body. "Get this on film, Theo. Two bullets went right through the man and slammed into the concrete wall. What does that tell us?"
"He was sitting there when he was shot." said Garst Gailey. Julia, Theo, and Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I'm trying to understand this, Ms. Rodriguez." I said, playing on her words from a moment before. "Make me understand how this happened?"
"Not enough data yet, sir." Julia said thoughtfully as I glanced over at the vine-covered fence.
I got out my Police iPhone and speed-dialed Mary Mahoney Milton. "Terry Halston is already getting video data, sir." she said. "I'm helping him with it, and Myron is helping from home."
"Outstanding." I said. "Listen, have Myron stop. Call me paranoid about the security of the lines he's using to plug in. And don't have him come in. You work with Halston like you're doing now. I want him and you to get all the video from the parking lot of the old skating rink building. Whatever you can get, from any angle, pointing in any direction. How copy?"
"Loud and clear, sir." Mary said. "We're on it." We disconnected the call.
"Okay," I said to Julia, "let's go back to the parking lot, and I'll present you with more data." We walked back past the other bodies to the side parking lot.
"So the car came up right to about here?" I asked, standing at a point that looked into the back alley.
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "Great line of sight to those three, if they were standing where they fell."
"This is interesting, most very interesting." I said, looking at the concrete of the parking lot, then walking around in wider circles. Finally I stopped and said "Tell me what you guys observe."
"You walking in a circle, Commander." Tanya said. "Other than that, not much."
"In fact, nothing at all, is that not right?" I asked loudly.
"Uh oh." said Julia Rodriguez. "I think we're about to get hit with a 'teachable moment'."
"Just a quick question." I said. "Where are the shell casings?"
You could've heard a pin drop... or a shell casing... as everyone looked around and realized that there were no shell casings on the pavement! Not one...
Part 15 - Stitching It Together
11:15pm, Wednesday, May 20th. Chief Moynahan and I came into Classroom 'E' with Commander Cindy Ross and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. Already there were Captain Tanya Muscone, Lt. Mary Milton, Lt. Jerome Davis, Lt. Micah Rudistan, and Detectives Julia Rodriguez, Theo Washington, Lisa Monroe, and Joan Laurer.
"It's your meeting, Commander Troy." said the Chief as we sat down. "I'm just here to hear all this firsthand."
"Sir, Halston is in the Intel Center if you need to talk to him." Mary Milton said.
"Good." I said. "And tell Halston I'm very happy with the work he's done tonight. I need to go to Carole's classroom more often, and get more tips on people to hire. And Garst Gailey impressed me as well, Captain Muscone. Where did you find him?"
"Working as a CSI for the City Police, sir." said Tanya. "It is possible that he was noticed by someone in the State Crime Lab, and recommended him to me."
"Your Maid of Honor, perhaps?" I said with a grin, referencing the State Crime Labs Chief Chemist, Dr. Christina Cho.
"Perhaps." Tanya replied with a twinkle in her eye and her cherubic smile. "And yes, he's doing well for us."
"Okay, so as not to waste any more of the Chief's time," I said, "who wants to start?"
Tanya brought up a presentation on the matrix screens and said. "Here's the timeline we pieced together. As this video montage shows, this faded tan Impala, that looks gray under the bright lights of the service station, came up Riverside Drive and sped up as it neared Jefferson Avenue. It barreled into the parking lot and continued to the left of the store, almost hitting a couple of pedestrians."
Tanya: "It went around left, stopped for a second, and we can see the passenger-side windows are down, and the barrels of semi-auto pistol appear. Then this is where it gets weird: the guns are drawn back into the car, and the car scratches off onto Jefferson. It turned down a side street a few blocks down, and got lost in the Southwestern Ghetto."
"Those guns did not fire, did they?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"No, Chief, they didn't." said Tanya. "Both Halston and Kalsu examined that tape, and they both said they should've seen muzzle flashes. Also, it looked like they were going to extend the guns outside the car, but then pulled them back. If they try to shoot from inside, where shell casings might stay in the car, it'd be less accurate, but also a heck of a lot noisier... as in ear-ringing noisier, possibly affecting the driver, too."
"Maybe they saw the dead bodies, and got the heck out of Dodge?" asked Lisa Monroe.
Tanya replied: "That's a good thought, but the eyewitness statements said they heard gunfire right as that car went around the corner."
I said: "So they may have been about to shoot, then seen that someone else was in the process of shooting the four victims! So they bolted. That's either amazingly coincidental timing... or on purpose."
"So where did the gunfire come from?" asked Tanya.
I said "The clue to that is that Mr. Handsome was shot while hiding behind that dumpster... well, he thought he was, as he was expecting the other three to be gunned down by that car. He had a great hiding place from that, but---"
"The other side of the fence!" exclaimed Julia Rodriguez. "They were shot through the fence!"
"So I read the riddle." I replied. "Commander Croyle, did you have Officers walk that fence line from the other side, the abandoned building side?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "The lighting wasn't great, and I had concerns that perps might be in or behind that building, ready to shoot at us, or that there might be tripwired booby traps. So they stopped short of the building. We've secured the parking lot, and will check again in the morning."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door was opened to reveal Terry Halston. "I.. I... I... I'm sorry to disturb you all, but I have some new video you need to see."
"Come on in, Mr. Halston!" I said jovially. "Don't keep us in suspense."
Halston came in and plugged his laptop into the connection port on the table, then brought up a video. "Th...this is from the parking lot of the skating ring, on the light pole furthest away from the Quick Stop." he said, somewhat excitedly but nervously. He played the video, which showed the fence line. On the right edge, the Impala could be seen leaving the parking lot and getting on the road.
"It shows a little of the car, but not much." said Cindy.
"Wait" I said. "Uh, can we get the lights in here dimmed?"
"I can turn off most of them." said Mary Milton, getting up. She turned off all the fluorescent lights and dimmed the one row of pot lights.
"Play it again, Mr. Halston." I said. Halston replayed the video.
"Oh, wowwww, there they are." I said, leaning forward and looking hard.
"I see them, tooooo." said the Chief.
"Where?" asked Cindy. "I'm not seeing it."
"If you were in combat like Colonel Moynahan and Ranger Halston were," I said, "you'd have learned to see it. Halston, can you sharpen that up?"
"S.s.s.sir," said Halston, "I can run this with a slight delay overlap, to enhance movement."
He did so, and everyone was able to see the movement of two well-camouflaged men along the fence line. They stopped and melded into the vine-covered fence just before the Impala left the parking lot.
"Wow, that's amazing." said Julia Rodriguez. "So why weren't any shell casings found along the fence line?
"M.m.ma'am," said Halston, "they might have had rifles that had an attachment to collect fired rounds, so that they'd leave none behind. I heard that some Green Beret teams had those."
"I'll bet Navy SEALs have them, too." I replied. "This is outstanding work, Mr. Halston, really outstanding." Everyone applauded, making Halston blush.
"Okay, Commander Croyle," I said, "I hate to do this to you, but round up a posse of well-armored SWAT. Take in infrared devices and have dogs sniff around first, and check behind and inside that building. Exigent circumstances to enter without a warrant. Consider the two men we are looking for to be exceptionally dangerous..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00am, Thursday, May 21st. Cindy and I were in my office.
"Callie and my mom took Betsy to The Cabin, and Paulina and Laura took your kids there. Everyone's still there, and safe and sound." Cindy said. "The drones and IR cams around my condo and Mom's place have shown nothing, and the guards at Mom's gated community have reported nothing unusual."
"Good." I said. "I'd like to think I was wrong, and those two bozos at the Quick Stop are the only ones around."
"But you don't." Cindy said, feeling the vibe.
"But I don't." I said softly. "I think they realized we're onto them, and called off anything they were going to do to you or your family."
"So why the charade with the blow-up dolls at Amber's?" Cindy asked.
Just then Teresa Croyle came in, still armored up over her 'black' uniform. I had her sit down.
"The dogs alerted to a scent." Teresa said. "IR cameras and drones showed nothing, and the dogs traced the scent to behind the building and through a hole in back. That property is someone's home, so we didn't try to follow the trail."
"They were long gone, so don't worry about that." I said. "Intel is getting every piece of video they can from those neighborhoods, so maybe we'll catch a break."
Teresa said: "There's a hole in the fence between the Quick Stop and the abandoned building, too, way down at the end of the Quick Stop property, but the dog didn't try to go there."
"That's good to know.' I said.
"We searched the building, too, but found no one there." Teresa continued. "We'll go see if there's any other evidence when it gets daylight. I just have one question: was all that bullshit at Amber's just a distraction so they could execute Toddler's crew?"
"Maybe." I said. "Big-time overkill to do that, though. We had no idea anyone was going to come after Toddler's crew like that."



Cindy said "Maybe coincidences do exist, and the two events are unrelated."
"We definitely should consider the two incidents separately." I said. "One thing that comes to mind is that a not-as-well-trained Police team might've started shooting when that firecracker went off. And then KXTC is ginning up all kinds of shit, ranging from why are TCPD Officers doing Parole searches, and why we opened fire on blow up dolls. And, of course, we'd have Amber suing our asses off."
I continued: "However, the bigger question for me is: why would a couple of obviously very-well-trained killers want to take out Toddler and his crew?"
"They were paid to." said Teresa.
"Sure," I said, "but by who?"
"Jacquez Wilson." said Cindy.
I shook my head. "I'm willing to bet that Jacquez or his boys were the ones in that old car, and planned to take out Toddler and his crew himself. And I'm willing to bet he and they were totally shocked to see that someone else was taking care of their business for them. No... someone else wanted Toddler's crew taken out. And there's only one reason I can think of that explains why: someone is protecting McCombs, and maybe Hendricks and Hatch."
Teresa said "One other thing I thought of was that those gun charges the Black Community wanted dropped? Well, they're dropped." I pointed at Teresa with a nod, acknowledging her idea.
Teresa continued: "What I don't like about my own idea is that the Black Community is always looking for something to be offended about, and the gun charges suited their agenda well. Now they don't really have the issue anymore."
"They'll find a new issue, and soon." I said. "Okay, let's all go to the mountain top and get some sleep. Cindy, you can ride with me to The Cabin..."
Part 16 - The Morning After
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, May 21st, from the west side of Riverside Drive, with the Quick Stop in the background. "Four men are dead in a massacre shooting!"
Bettina began: "Last night, four men were killed at the Quick Stop behind me here at Jefferson Avenue and Riverside Drive. The names of the four men have not been released, but Channel Two News has learned that they are the same four men that were involved in the drug arrest and finding of a firearm in their possession, which they hotly disputed."
Bettina: "Video taken at the scene by bystanders and shared with Channel Two News shows an old Impala racing into the parking lot and around the side. Gunfire was heard, and the car sped away, leaving four men on the ground. Channel Two News has learned that all four men died instantly of their wounds." As she spoke, the video was shown.
Bettina: "In a statement to the Press just before we came onto the air, Chief Sean Moynahan of the Town & County Police stated that the investigation is in its early stages, and what happened is still being determined. Bystanders told Channel Two News that Commander Donald Troy was personally investigating at the scene, but Troy has refused to respond to repeated attempts by KXTC for comment on the matter. And now let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder for more on this story. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Penis Holder, coming onto the screen. The skating rink was in the far background, indicating he was on Jefferson Avenue. "Civil rights leaders and the Black Community are concerned about the level of violence displayed last night in the mass murder, which resembled the St. Valentine' Day massacre in Chicago under Al Capone. Leaders fear that the unchecked violence shows that the Town & County Police are overwhelmed, and cannot guarantee the People's safety. Candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver, and Council candidate Edgar Silas are demanding a meeting with Commander Donald Troy and Mayor Daniel Allgood to discuss the violence against black Citizens in the County. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you for that important report, Lester!" said Bettina. "And in State news, Channel Two News has learned that deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared plans to call up the National Guard either today or tomorrow, to violently quell peaceful protests in Midtown and The City. The Governor stated that he has every right to unilaterally send the Guard into the City, especially since Mayor Lucian Phelps is, quote, 'coddling the violent criminals while leaving citizens at the mercy of those criminals', unquote."
Bettina: "Mayor Phelps said he would order the City Police to shoot-to-kill any National Guardsmen that come into the City without the Mayor and City Council's permission. Candidate for State Senate Maxine Watts of The Badlands, the areas hardest hit by the violence, said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Maxine Watts saying "The racist Governor should not only be impeached again, he should be put on trial for the deaths of the blacks killed by racist white cops! Jared's racism incited these riots, and he should be shot dead himself!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So the demonstrations are peaceful," Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said, "but the Governor incited them?"
"And advocating the murder of the Governor is neither racist nor hateful, I guess the Media will tell us next." I replied. "But we're not supposed to notice the hypocrisy nor the calls for Jared's murder."
Sheriff Griswold added: "Nor Holder and Black leaders's sudden concern for the safety of our Citizens, which they did not seem to have the other day when they were trying to set up Police-free zones."
We were drinking coffee in the Chief' Conference Room, and the Sheriff was present for this one. And most of us were dragging, as we'd been up very late the night before.
"Why did you give a Press statement, Chief?" Teresa asked, making me work hard not to openly wince.
"In situations like theeeeese," said the Chief, "it has to be dunnnnnn. We had to say something, and a generic statement that the investigation is on-go-innnng gives them something while being relatively generic and harrrrm-lesssss."
"What is going on with that business about civil rights leaders demanding meetings with the Mayor and Commander Troy?" asked Captain Tanya P. Muscone.
"Same old crap optics and politics." growled Our Sheriff in reply. "If they refuse, the black leaders and the Media will call Crowbar and Daniel racists for not meeting with them. If they have the meeting, it makes them look like weak appeasers, and allows the black leaders to tell the Press 'we called them the racists that they are to their faces!'."
I said "That's true, but in this case I think there's even more to it. They should be demanding to meet the Chief, not me. They're calling for me to deliberately insult the Chief, and in several ways." The Chief nodded in agreement.
"So," said the Sheriff, "this might be a good time to get our ducks in a row on what we're going to do about these murders, and what we're going to present to the world and the Media about it."
"What do you mean, Sheriff?" Cindy asked.
"I see what the Sheriff means." I said. "We have something of a paradox, and a conundrum. We in here know that the Jacquez Wilson did not kill those four, but he would have if someone hadn't beaten him to the punch. Still, he did not do it, but I'm not sure we want it advertised that two guys in camo and using highly sophisticated weapons blew away four people like that."
I went on: "The problem is... everyone saw the car come up, heard gunfire, car drove away, dead bodies left behind. If we don't make an arrest, the Media will be demanding to know what we're waiting for. If we say we don't have evidence, which is true, we will be slaughtered in the Court of Public Opinion, unless we reveal what we know... and again, I really don't want to do that."
"So issue a warrant for Jacquez Wilson." Cindy said simply. "As a material witness, if nothing else."
I looked at her and said "Do you want to go serve that warrant, and go arrest Wilson? The Block House is a fortress. It once had room for two pool tables, but now has room for only one... because they installed an inner concrete wall. It's a frickin' double hull. And it's never empty; at least three of Wilson's people are in there at all times. They eat there, sleep there, and Wilson himself often stays there for days at a time."
I continued: "It would take a genuine military team to penetrate; our best SWAT Officers just for starters. And it would be a bloodbath; Wilson won't be taken alive, and he'll try to take as many of us a possible with him."
"Is that place lined with explosives?" asked the Chief.
"I don't know, sir." I said. "They may have some plastique stored in there, but I don't know if the walls or doors are lined with anything. I do know they have guns out the wazoo, and illegal ammunition... i.e. cop-killer bullets. And the bottom line is that I really don't want to risk our Officers's lives nor anyone else's trying to serve a warrant on Wilson... unless we absolutely have to. And right now... we don't absolutely have to."
"Changing the subject... anyone think the City PD will shoot at the National Guard?" Tanya asked, almost whimsically.
"What City PD?" Teresa replied. "Over 800 sickouts yesterday. Either the Mayor is making an empty threat to try to stop the Governor, or he's badly out of touch with reality, like the Mayor of New York City."
"IS the Governor going to send in the National Guard?" asked the Chief.
"I don't know." said the Sheriff. "I talked to him last night, and he admits it'll be a bloodbath either way. He's probably going to crush the Inner Midtown violence first, and see what the response to that is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the coffee klatch broke up, Sheriff Griswold did a righteous thing. Tanya and I followed him to the Intel Center.
"Sheriff on deck!" said Tanya as we went inside. Everyone stood up politely.
"Heh!" said the Sheriff. "Folks, that is not necessary for me. Sit back down." Everyone sat back down, and Griswold growled: "I want to thank all of you for your great work, especially during the taking down the Police-free-zone, and also last night. You're doing a tremendous job in here. And I want to give recognition to some great work last night by Terry Halston, seeing those camouflaged perps, and getting that video. Well done, Halston. You're making a difference already."
"T.t.thank you, sir." said Halston as the Sheriff shook his hand. Everyone else applauded.
"Crowbar, Muscone, you're with me." said the Sheriff, dragging us out of there with him, leaving behind an energized Intel unit with very high morale...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To start the Angels Meeting, we watched the KFXU broadcast. Though certainly no Angel, the Sheriff watched with us.
"And in State news," said Catrina Pierce, "within the last hour, Governor Val Jared called up the National Guard as well as State Patrol Troopers trained in anti-riot tactics. Political leaders in Midtown and The City are scrambling to find ways to prevent the deployment of those troops. The Midtown Mayor and Council issued a statement in support of the Midtown Police in their efforts to contain the violence in the Inner Midtown district. It is not clear what the response will be in The City, but the Police Union has announced that City Police will not obey orders to shoot at State Patrol Officers nor National Guardsmen, nor engage them in combat in any way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15am, Thursday, May 21st. Alison McFarland came to my office, and handed me an envelope. "That's the bail money you gave me for 'Jesus Freak' and Mr. Handsome's bail." she said. "I went and reclaimed it after it came out they were dead. Anything on the record you can give me about any of that?"
"Have a seat." I said. Alison sat down, and I said "Anything said is deep background, and embargoed until I give you permission to run with it, okay?"
"Sure." Alison said.
"It's too early to tell what exactly happened last night." I said. "But I'll give you a few cluuuuues. I commend your attention to the wounds the four men sustained, and also to the evidence accumulated at the crime scene last night."
Alison nodded. "I'd say there's nothing there we can't find anyway, but you're suggesting I look at things a bit differently than that airhead Amber is going to." I shrugged my shoulders in response, and the blonde Alison said "Amber gives blondes a bad name."
"No doubt about that."
The voice was the platinum-blonde Cindy Ross's, and she'd just walked into the office, as was normally her right to do. "Consorting with the Press, Commander Troy?"
I shrugged my shoulders in response, then said "The Examiner is the exception to the rule when it comes to the Press."
Alison said "I just came by to tell Commander Troy that my special on EMS Chief Cordell will be coming up soon. KFXU picked it up for a prime-time special."
"That's great!" I said.
"Are you going to do the continuation with Commander Croyle?" Cindy asked, and only I could pick up the very slight hostile inflection in the Green Crowbar's voice.
"Yes." Alison said. "Commander Croyle was very accommodating. And that brings up another thing... I've been able to locate some of her family, on her mother's side. I'll give her that info on the way out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. The meeting convened in Classroom 'E". The Sheriff, Chief, me, Cindy, Teresa, Tanya, Rudistan, Jerome Davis, Julia Rodriguez, Teddy Parker, Lisa Monroe and Joan Laurer were in attendance. So were FBI EAD Owen Lange, SAC Jack Muscone, ASAC Karina White, SSA Melina Allgood, Special Agent Tim Jenkins, DEA SSA Dwight Stevens, CIA Officer Callie Carrington.
The Mighty Miltons had not wanted to interact with the Federal Agents, and I had excused them... over Captain Tanya Muscone's objections. I told her we'd talk about it later.
I was sitting in the middle of the long table, facing the matrix of screens. The Chief was at the end nearest the door, and the Sheriff at the end on the far side. Today Cindy made a point to sit next to me, to my left... and not by either Callie or Tim Jenkins, who were sitting far apart.
"It's your meeting, Commander Troy." said the Chief. "And this is very good coffee, Lieutenant Davis." There was a general acclaim as Davis thanked the Chief.
"Okay," I said, "I asked for our FBI friends to join us because last night's quadruple homicide may affect their investigations, and we're also at the point where you here in the TCPD need to be filled in on some things. But first, let's get the autopsy report and any new information that has come in. Captain Muscone?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya, bringing up an image that covered half the matrix of monitors. It was a computer-generated drawing of four bodies, with markings showing where the bullets had struck the bodies of the four victims.
"Martha the M.E. sent me this to give some perspective." said Tanya. "As you can see, each victim received at least two shots to the upper chest, and at least one to the head. The shot groups are very tight, suggesting the shooters were very well trained. Martha says she only recovered fragments of the bullets, but the entry wounds suggest .30 caliber rounds. "
Tanya; "One man, the one called 'Camo', was struck at an angle, then a slightly different angle, which suggests he heard the gunfire behind him, i.e. not from the parking lot, but through the fence, and was in the process of turning around when he was struck. The other two appear to have been facing each other and were struck at the same time. Martha's conclusion is that they were hit simultaneously by two shooters, then one finished off Camo while the other turned his attention to the man behind the dumpster."
Tanya: "That guy behind the dumpster, whose nickname was 'Mr. Handsome', wasn't so handsome after a bullet struck him right between the eyes. The two rounds to the front of his chest passed through and struck the concrete, and were fragmented and badly deformed, as well. But the key feature is that Martha confirmed what Commander Troy suggested last night... that this victim was sitting down, hiding behind the dumpster, his back to the wall of the store. The trajectory of the shots fired are conclusive that someone fired through an opening in the fence."
Tanya: "The only other thing Martha found was that Mr. Handsome had recently used marijuana, and there was codeine in his system, as well. The other three had no indications of drug use either recently or for at least the last three months. And that's really everything of significance from her report, except the time of death... which we knew anyway."
"True, that." I said. "Good report, thanks. Okay, any other forensic evidence we need to know about?"
"Just the absence of any," said Teresa Croyle, "which in itself is very telling. The plate on the car that drove up was stolen from a School System Truant Officer vehicle. There were no shell casings found in the parking lot, so it doesn't look like whoever was in that Impala fired any shots. In a related story, there were no drugs nor cash found on any of the four victims, nor in the dumpster or around the building. So it's not likely they were gathering to make a drug deal."
I said: "Jacquez Wilson may have told them he'd be bringing money or drugs for a deal, which is why they were found without any of that stuff. But I've interrupted you. My apologies. Go ahead."
"It's quite all right, sir." said Teresa. "So... after Halston found the video of those two creeps walking along the fence line, we went through there, both last night and this morning. There were no shell casings found, but we did get some bootprints where they stood while shooting the four victims. This morning at first light, the SWAT Team cleared the abandoned skating rink, then the CSIs went in. Nothing in there, not even any trash to show someone had camped out there, but there were bootprints in the dust in the back areas not made by our guys. Can't tell how recent those bootprints were made, but they were fairly fresh."
"What video is this?" asked Tim Jenkins. I had Tanya play the video from the previous night.
"Halston made an enhanced video, to show these guys a bit more clearly." Tanya said. It was not the enhanced video Halston showed us the night before, but an even better one, that showed the two camouflaged figures a bit more clearly.
"Professional grade." said Jack Muscone. "The criminals, that is."
"Who the heck are those guys?" Tim Jenkins asked. I looked over at EAD Owen Lange, who nodded and got up.
"This form requires you to not reveal what you are about to learn." said EAD Owen Lange as he began passing around the non-disclosure forms. "Some of you know some of this, but now is the time for Commander Troy to paint the full picture."
"Sir," said Lt. Rudistan, "I was going to say before we got off track... that Impala has been seen many times at the Block House, Jacquez Wilson's hangout, and Vice believes it's one of his rides. It may have some bulletproofing inside the door panels, stuff like that, and from what we saw on the video, it has a heck of a motor."
"That's true." I said. "I think we're safe in hypothesizing that Jacquez and/or his trusted lieutenants were in that car."
After everyone had signed the forms, including all the FBI and CIA personnel, Lange gave me the floor.
"First of all," I said, "I know that Lisa Monroe probably doesn't know this, having just transferred in. So I'll tell you this, and confirm what some of you have always suspected: that 'military exercise' we had a little over a year ago... it was what you thought it was. It was an EMPTY QUIVER event, a stolen nuclear weapon. It was brought here, to our Town & County. I found the weapon, and ended up handcuffed to it with 20 minutes on the timer." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.)



"Oh my God!" gasped Lisa Monroe. "A real nuke? Here?"
"Yes." I said. "Fortunately my divorce some years ago was amicable, and my ex-wife helped me stop that party from ending with a bang." That generated some laughs. Melina shrugged her shoulders.
"Here's the complete story." I said. "Two of the perps that hijacked the nuke and stole it were Trent Ridge and Quint Starr. We believe they were involved in the murder of LCDR Thomas Waring." (Author's note: 'Four Square'.) "Quint was killed in the Todd Burke hostage crisis at BOW Enterprises, which also took the life of Lieutenant Irwin." (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 02-03.)
The room got even quieter at the mention of our fallen fellow Officer. After a pause, I went on: "Trent Ridge was captured, but escaped, and I have reason to believe that he was aided and abetted by reporter Amber Harris in that escape. Ridge officially remains at large, but we've come across information, whose source I'm not at liberty to share, that suggested he's dead." (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 04; 'Power of Love', Ch. 02-03.)
Your Iron Crowbar: "Trent and Quint were part of a Navy SEAL Team in Iraq and likely other places. Their team was disbanded after allegations that they committed war crimes, including raping wives and daughters while the husbands and brothers were forced to watch, then executing everyone. They dispersed to different parts of the country after returning home... no formal criminal charges against any of them, by the way."
Your Iron Crowbar: "One of the Navy Officers connected to that team was Lieutenant David Carter. Some of you may remember that we had some issues with MegaTech Industries down in Palmyra County, and he was an integral part of those issues." I did not mention Laura's part of those 'issues'. (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman'.)
Your Iron Crowbar: "More recently, the members of the Rogue Team began disappearing from their jobs in places like California, and we think elements of them may have been showing up around here more recently. Two of them were William Drew and Mort Springer, who favored me and Jack Muscone with that short plane ride to his wedding. They're dead now, of course." (Author's note: 'Power of Love'.)
"Yayyyy." said Tanya Muscone, just a bit too loudly. Everyone laughed.
I continued: "We think that it's possible this Rogue SEAL Team is working with elements of the Swamp Frogs, including Dr. Robin Isley, now with the NSA, and the deeply corrupt Bob Rovers FBI BAU team. There are four Rogue SEAL Team members left, and two Officers: Carter, Navy Lieutenant Jeff Bayport, and Shaun Stevenson, Parker Cassidy, Gil Cox, and Gary Fenton."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Cox and Fenton ran schools to train what the FBI and Navy CIS calls 'TRP's, which means 'tactical role players'. You know that training Commander Croyle had us do, raiding a house and freeing hostages?" (Author's note; 'Red Squad', Ch. 01.) "Fenton and Cox's school were similar, though more advanced."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Stevenson and Cassidy were DEA Agents in California, and were thought to have gone undercover before it was realized they'd just vanished... deserted. All four of these men are in the wind, as are their two Lieutenants."
Tim Jenkins said "So you think these two guys playing the shadows in that video are part of that Rogue SEAL Team?"
"I think it's a real possibility." I said. "Sophisticated clothing, gear, and weaponry. Excellent training in both movements and accurate shooting. The Feds had an idea that they might be in this area, too."
Chief Moynahan said "So my questionnnn is why are these really high-level assets here? And taking down a bunch of low-life drug pushers?"
"Are those guys, the four perps that were shot up, even of interest to us Feds?" asked Karina White. "Were they agitators of these riots with Federal connections?"
"No ma'am." said Dwight Stevens. "But Jacquez Wilson has been on the DEA's radar for a while, and he is increasingly coming onto the FBI's radar as a potentially violent protester for black-related issues. Toddler and his crew were part of Wilson's drug trade operations."
"In other words," asked Tim Jenkins, "if the Swamp Frogs control this Rogue Team, or are working with them, why would they bring in a couple of human howitzer cannons to blow away these four local losers?"
"No reason that I can think of." I replied. "We need more data."
"I have a different question, sir." said Julia Rodriguez. "From the video, it looked like the people in that car, one of which very likely was Jacquez Wilson himself, were going to shoot and kill Toddler's team. Why would he want to kill his own people?"
"He must've thought they betrayed him in some way." replied Lt. Rudistan. "And Jacquez Wilson is very well known for the tremendous discipline within his organization. The punishment for any transgression is death."
"That's it!" I whispered, just a bit too loudly. Everyone looked over to see me slumping back into my chair, in a semi-reverie. I blinked my eyes and saw everyone staring at me.
"Sorry." I said. "I just realized something, and I think I know what happened. See if this theory fits the data: there is a hole in the fence between the Quick Stop and the skating rink. Let's just theorize that Toddler and his crew were gathering to meet Jacquez Wilson. They'd go down and through that hole, then behind or into the skating rink building. I suspect they believed they would meet Jacquez Wilson back there... and he would blow away Jesus Freak."
"How do you know that?" asked Cindy.
"I don't know it." I said. "What I do know, and some of you in here know, is that there may have been cash payments to Sergeant McCombs and Officer Hatch, by them securing cash that was in the car when McCombs pulled over and arrested Toddler's crew. My Confidential Informant for that... was Jesus Freak."
"Ohhhhh." whispered Teresa, just a bit too loudly. But no one seemed to notice.
"Yep." I said. "He said that McCombs secured two McDonald's bags of money, and that they had made a deal to let themselves get arrested so that that money could be 'laundered' to McCombs. They were supposed to have the charges dropped, or get a plea deal... but then Hatch planted the gun, and Savannah Fineman apparently prefers to lose an election and see the Town & County burn in riots rather than drop those charges."
"Ohhhhhhh." said the Chief. "Lots of things are making sense now."
"Not everything." said Cindy Ross. "Keep talking, Red Crowbar.
Your Red Crowbar: "My thesis is that Mr. Handsome realized that Jesus Freak talked to me, and went running to Jacquez Wilson, hoping to get a reward for snitching on the snitch. Wilson may have had Toddler set up a meeting, ostensibly for a drug trade."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But it was a trap... and Mr. Handsome knew it! He makes a point to buy a beer inside, then goes to throw it away... right as Jacquez Wilson's Impala is coming up. It was timed, and Mr. Handsome knew exactly what time Wilson would be there... ergo, his delay in the store. He thought he'd hide behind the dumpster while the others got shot."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But that did not happen. He was blown away at point-blank range through the fence, as were all three of the others instead of just Jesus Freak. So now, my 'snitch' theory vanishes into thin air, and we are left with... all four people arrested by McCombs and Hatch being left dead on the pavement."
"Good Lord." muttered Our Sheriff.
Your Iron Crowbar: "So we have two 'separate but equal' cases here, to coin a phrase. One of them is Jacquez Wilson. The other is that someone sent those two professional mercenaries to do what they do best. Why? To cover up the payments to McCombs for McCombs attempting to gin up that racial issue by murdering that innocent black man. But there is one other option to consider... that another asset was being protected, and by someone at the local level."
"Why is it that things are never simple where the Iron Crowbar is concerned?" asked Dwight Stevens. Some chuckled, taking his comment lightly, but he also got some dark looks from those that thought it was a shot at me... including me.
"Thank God we have the Iron Crowbar." Sheriff Griswold growled with some feeling in his voice. "He makes the complicated simple."
"So where do we go from here?" asked EAD Owen Lange. "Do I need to bring in more Federal assets? Are these guys trying to gin up race riots?"
"I'm not sure, sir." I said. "But I do know this: the Media is going to hear that this was drug deal gone bad, and some of the perps were gunned down as a result..."
Part 17 - Weaponizing the News
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 22nd, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the distant background. "The TCPD ignores black concerns in the wake of a mass murder shooting!"
Bettina began: "Four young black men were shot to death behind the Quick Stop at the corner of Jefferson Avenue and Riverside Drive, and black leaders are outraged that the Town & County Mayor and the Police are not doing more to solve the crime. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Eldrick X. Weaver shouting to an unseen audience: "Illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood doesn't care about four black men being shot down like dogs! If they had been white, Allgood would've run to your Media microphones demanding the Police catch the killers, but since they're black, he doesn't care!"
And Edgar Silas was shown, yelling "Police Commander Donald Troy isn't doing a damn thing to solve the murders of four black men! If they were white, he'd be working on it and solving it. But since they're black, he doesn't turn his lily-white hands to bring justice for the victims! He won't comment to the Press, and he just ignores our pleas to meet with him about these contentious issues!"
Back to Bettina live: "Mr. Silas won the nomination in the race to succeed Reginald B.F. Lewis on the Town & County Council, and Mr. Weaver is running for Mayor again after having the Mayoral election stolen from him by Daniel Allgood in the last election. Neither Mayor Allgood nor Commander Donald Troy would respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment on these important issues."
Bettina: "And now let's go to our reporter Amber Harris, for more on deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared's horrific actions. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde from that same rooftop, but with the State Office Building on the other side of Courthouse Square in her background. "Governor Val Jared unleashed the dogs of the State National Guard against peaceful protesters in Midtown last night. National Guard troops and Midtown Police used tear gas and sheer physical violence to arrest peaceful black citizens in the Inner Midtown district."
Amber: "Governor Jared said yesterday that he will send the National Guard into The City over the weekend if the City Mayor and Council do not begin fully supporting the City Police and allow the Police to do their jobs and stop the riots. City Mayor Lucian Phelps filed a lawsuit in both Federal and State Court to prevent the Governor from implementing his plans, saying, and I quote, 'Jared is a racist that only wants to kill blacks, rather than working to understand their frustrations with the brutality of white Police against them. We will vigorously oppose National Guardsmen and State Troopers invading our City, and I cannot guarantee the safety of the Guard or State Patrol in the City if they do invade our borders', close quote. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Amber! And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder with an important interview. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder. "I'm here with Jacquez Wilson, a spokesman for black causes in the Town & County area." With Holder was the mean-looking Jacquez Wilson, wearing a black 'Black Voices Raised' t-shirt. Some kind of heavy cloth tarp was behind them, cutting off the view of wherever they were.
"Mr. Wilson," said Penis Holder, "four black men were gunned down, and the Mayor and Police are doing nothing to solve the crime. Is this racism by the Police and the Mayor?"
"All white Pigs are racist, and are guilty of the brutality of white Police against People of Color." stated Jacquez Wilson. "The white Pigs leave murdered black men to rot on the pavement, while crushing peaceful demonstrations by blacks."
"What can blacks do to have their voices heard, Mr. Wilson?" Penis Holder softly lobbed.
"The day is coming," said Jacquez Wilson as a manifesto to the camera, "for blacks to raise their voices in unison and their fists in rebellion against the brutality and oppression of the Pigs and their White Nationalist masters! We are coming for you, Pigs! We are coming for you and your crowbar, Iron Cracker! You're too gutless to face me one-on-one, you won't come in here and arrest me. You're just a coward, Troy!"
Holder: "What do you think of Donald Troy having a halfbreed child with a black woman?"
"Those mistakes will be erased, and soon." warned Jacquez Wilson. "But make no mistake... the white Pigs will be the first to pay for their brutality against People of Color..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They know." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "They know what really happened. Bettina knows. Amber knows."
"How do you know they knowwwww?" asked the Chief.
"Because, sir," I replied, "we put out yesterday that we were investigating the crime as a drug deal gone bad, or perhaps a pro hit. But KXTC did not say one word about any of that."
"Are they trying to goad us into revealing what we know?" Teresa Croyle asked.
"No." I said. "They don't care about any of that. It's clear, at least to me, that KXTC worked all day yesterday on that narrative that Police are doing nothing, the Mayor is doing nothing, that we're being racists and not solving the case because the victims were black. Totally agenda-driven Fake News filth."
"Where was Holderrrrr doing that interview with Jacquez Wilsonnnnn?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"My guess is at the Block House." I said. "They put that sheet up so we couldn't see what else was in there, but the chairs they were sitting on looked like pool hall high chairs."
"Interviewing Wilson like that seems almost an affront in and of itself." said Tanya. "Like they're goading us to go arrest him."
Sheriff Griswold replied "Or setting something up with him creating some kind of racial issue, and them covering it." I nodded most very vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After introductions, the KFXU anchorettes began giving the news:
Catrina Pierce: "And in a new poll, Governor Val Jared's favorable rating jumped up a full ten points overnight, to 52% after he called up the National Guard yesterday. In that same poll by Clear Call Polling, respondents are saying that the violence in the City and other areas is not being properly dealt with by Democrat leaders."
Meredith Peller: "The inaction of the Democrat leaders is hurting their political candidates for office. Republican candidate for Governor Sharon Marshall surged five points to take a 55-45% lead over moderate Democrat Hoyt Stenson. In the Lieutenant Governor race, Corey Coons still holds a lead over Ruby Russell, but that lead has been cut in half, to five points."
Catrina Pierce: "And in local news, the Town & County Police are investigating new leads in the shooting of four men in what is believed to be a drug deal gone wrong. Commander Donald Troy gave a statement to KFXU and the Town & County Examiner Online that the car that rushed into the parking lot might not have been the source of the gunfire that killed the four known drug distributors. Police are considering that gunfire might have come from the other end of the Quick Stop, catching the four victims off-guard..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That'll work." said Tanya Muscone as my Angels and I began our meeting after the broadcast. "It shoves it in KXTC's face in that you gave KFXU a statement, it 'explains' Mr. Handsome's death behind the dumpster, but doesn't give away what we know about these Rogue SEAL perps."
"Yes." I said. "I think KXTC knows what happened, and wants to ambush us on things like no shells being found in the lot, forcing us to either admit what we know about the Rogue Team -or- making us look like idiots that can't read a crime scene properly. Hopefully my statement to their competition will be poking a sharp stick in KXTC's eye, in more ways than one."
Tanya then dropped the bomb: "So how are Tim Jenkins and Callie getting along, working together?" That drew cold fire from the Green Crowbar's ice-blue eyes as she turned to stare daggers at Lady Ironside.
"What?" Tanya said. "Jack assigned them to work together so they could get to know each other better, since they'll be thrown together a lot in the future."
Cindy got up and left without saying a word, and it was my turn to stare daggers at Tanya. "And just who gave Special Agent In Charge Muscone the idea to pair up Jenkins and Carrington?"
"Uh..." said Tanya. A long moment of silence ensued. Seeing that I was not dropping it, and that I was awaiting an answer, she finally said "I thought it might help Cindy."
Teresa was wide-eyed with shock. I was still staring hard at Tanya. "You need to call Jack." I said to Tanya. "You need to get him to pull Jenkins back, and end that plan. It is already a disaster, and is going to end up hurting everyone involved."
"Do it today, Captain, do it today." Teresa said, and we all knew what she meant... that Tanya needed to do it immediately.
"But..." Tanya started, but I stopped that right away.
"There ain't no 'but' about it!" I thundered. "Now, Captain. Go fix that steaming pile of stupid idea before someone steps in it. Move!" Tanya wheeled out, looking angry... at me.
Teresa and I were staring at each other in disbelief. "I guess she meant well." Teresa said.
"The road to Hell is paved with 'I meant well'." I replied. "I just hope she can get to Jack and get it fixed in time."
Part 18 - Paved With Good Intentions
Nope.
Tim Jenkins came into Laura's office, and found only Callie Carrington inside, working at her desk. Laura was not in the room; she was meeting with her graduate students.
He went over to the small safe in the cabinet to get some papers. "Can you open this for me?" he asked. Callie didn't even look up, much less respond; she just continued typing on her laptop.
After a minute, Tim just punched in the code and took all his papers and his laptop out. "How the hell did you know that code?" Callie asked angrily, glaring at Tim.
"I watched you type it in yesterday." said Tim. "And I'm getting tired of waiting for you to open it for me, so I just opened it myself."
"Geez." Callie muttered.
Tim came over and set up, then logged in. "Anything new?" he asked. He received no response. Callie acted as if he wasn't there. "Okay." he said. "We gotta talk about this."
"No we don't." Callie replied curtly. "There's nothing to talk about."
"Yes there is." Tim said, trying to keep anger out of his voice. "You don't have to like me, but we have to work together on this. So will you at least act professionally about this?"
"Are you saying I'm acting unprofessionally?" Callie snarled.
"Yes." Tim replied. "And I'm getting tired of it. Jack assigned me to work with you, so that's what I'm trying to do. Meet me halfway, willya?"



"He's not my boss, so I'm not working with you, in case you haven't figured it out." Callie fired back.
Tim said "Look, Jack says my job depends on it---"
"Good!" Callie said. "Maybe you'll get fired. And then you'll never have reason to come up here again."
"I'll always have reason to come up here," Tim countered, "as long as Cindy's here... with my child."
"It's not your child!" Callie spat. "It's hers! And once she marries me, I'm going to cut you out completely!"
Tim closed his laptop and disconnected it, gathered his papers, and put it all in his briefcase, then got up.
"You're leaving with classified material?" Callie asked darkly.
"I'm taking it back to the Federal Building." Tim said. "I won't be coming back here." He exited the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tim Jenkins entered the Federal Building and went up to the makeshift office Jack Muscone was using.
"What are you doing here?" Muscone asked. "We don't have a meeting until this afternoon."
Jenkins said "I know." After a pause he said "I just came from Dr. Fredricson's office. I can't do it, Jack. I cannot work with Callie Carrington. She just won't let me. She's putting up brick walls that I can't get through."
"You gotta try harder." said Muscone.
"No, I've done all I can." said Jenkins. He placed the briefcase on Jack's desk. "This is my laptop and all the classified material I have on this case. I'm turning it in to you now, and I'm leaving for Southport."
"Leaving?" gasped Muscone. "What the hell are you talking about?"
Jenkins stood erect and said "You told me that it was my job and my assignment to work with her. I am unable to do it. I cannot fulfill your assignment nor follow your orders regarding it any more. And I am not going to waste any more time trying to. I'll email you my resignation when I get home. Here's my badge and ID now." He placed his FBI Badge and his ID on the briefcase.
"Hold it!" gasped Jack. "You don't have to resign! Sit down. Let's talk this through."
Jenkins said "There's nothing to talk about, Mr. Muscone. A few days ago I was excited that I'm going to be a father, and I had a good career going with the FBI. Now, all of that is up in smoke. If you'll excuse me..." He turned for the door.
"No, I won't excuse you!" Jack called out. "Come back in here and sit down!" But he was saying it to Jenkins's back as Jenkins left the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander Ross." said Cindy as she picked up the buzzing landline phone on her desk.
"Ma'am," said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "A Tim Jenkins is here to see you."
"Tell him to come on in." Cindy said. "He's an FBI Agent."
"Ma'am, he doesn't have his ID on him." said the Sergeant. "Shall I escort him to your office?"
Cindy was perplexed, wondering what this was about. "I'll come get him." she said. She hung up, then got up and hurried down the hallway.
"Hi, Tim." she said as she opened the door by the Duty Desk window. "Come on in."
"Ma'am," said the Duty Desk Patrol Officer, "he'll need to sign in and wear a visitor's badge." Cindy had Tim sign in.
"Why don't you have your ID?" she asked as they walked down the hall.
"I'll tell you in your office." Tim said. A moment later they were in Cindy's office, and seated. Tim told Cindy of the 'conversations', or lack of them, he'd had with Callie, including the one earlier in the morning.
"Look," Tim said, "I'm not telling you this to cause problems with Callie, or to blame her for any of this. I'm telling you just so you'll know why I'm doing this. Muscone assigned me to work with her, and she won't even speak to me. She's built up brick walls that I can't get through, and that means I am failing to do my job and the assignment given me. There's no way to complete that assignment, but Muscone was still insisting I try to work with Callie. So I turned in my badge. I'm leaving the FBI."
"What?!" Cindy gasped. "You resigned?!"
"Yeah." said Tim. "Cindy, you know how much I think of you, and I was really looking forward to being a father and having the baby and you in my life. But I'm ruining your life and your relationship with your fiancée. I still want to be the baby's father, but she said she was going to cut me out, so we'll have to find another way to do it---"
"Hold on!" Cindy said. "It's not her decision to make. It's mine, and I want you in my life and especially the baby's life." She stood up. "Will you do something... two things... for me now?"
"What's that?" asked Tim.
"Don't leave for Southport yet." Cindy said. "Give me a chance to talk to some people about this. And second... come with me."
She went for the door, and Tim followed. She pivoted into the office next door. "Don, this guy just resigned from the FBI. Tim, tell him what you just told me. All of it. I'll be back in a while." She all but pushed Tim into the office and closed the door behind him.
I just looked up at Tim Jenkins, making observations and deductions. Then I indicated a 'hot seat' and said "Have a seat..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy committed the cardinal sin: she blew past Laura's assistant Laurie and flew into Laura's office. Laura was back from her meeting, and was sitting at her desk.
"Don't you knock?" Laura said acidly, then realized that Cindy's beet-red face was a sign of 'trouble'.
Cindy did not even acknowledge Laura's rebuke. Her blazing eyes were fixed upon Callie. "You. Let's go talk. Now!"
"Back room." Laura said, pointing to the old nursery room behind her desk. Cindy pretty much chased Callie into the room and closed... er, slammed the door shut.
With over three decades experience of listening to conversations that were none of her business, Laura had no qualms about turning on the baby monitor that was still in the room, and listening in on Cindy's 'discussion' with Callie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I understand a lot of how you feel." I said to Tim Jenkins after he poured out his story. "Sandra Speer took my daughter to New York City. I want to call my daughter, I want to get on a plane and go see her... but I can't, because her mother got a Court Order prohibiting me from having any custody of Greta nor even being able to see her."
I said "So you're very lucky that Cindy wants you to be part of the baby's life. You need to be part of that baby's life, no matter what anyone else says. And I'll add this unsolicited advice: that baby, especially if it's a boy, is going to need you in the future. If he's a boy, he's going to need a father, a male father, in his life. That's one reason Paulina changed her mind and let me back into Tasha's life. So don't give up on being the baby's father."
Tim said "I hear you. And I do want to be there for my kid. But I don't want to cause Cindy pain, or mess up her relationship."
I nodded. "Well, that's something Cindy and Callie will have to work out for themselves. I'm hearing the talk in contradictions on occasion, and as Ayn Rand teaches us: contradictions cannot exist. They'll have to get things resolved between themselves, and that's something you cannot do nor help with. In the meantime... let's talk about your professional future..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the fuck is going on?" Cindy angrily asked Callie. "Tim just resigned from the FBI! Because of you! Why were you being such a shit to Tim, when you were supposed to be working together on this case?"
"I don't want anything to do with him." Callie said. "He's come between us enough, and I feel like he's destroying our relationship. And he's using that baby to worm his way into your life and take you away from me!"
"No he's not!" Cindy said. "Unless you keep acting this way, that is. Now we've talked about this. Tim is going to be this baby's father----"
"WHY?" Callie screamed out, and the tears started flowing. "Why can't that be OUR baby, like Betsy is our baby?"
Cindy said "First of all, I adopted Betsy, and you haven't yet... and there's something you need to know about that. You know Don is the father of that baby. I didn't know this at the time, but when I was adopting Betsy, Laura went to the judge with a contract. Don gave up parental rights, but Laura put in a clawback clause in the event the adoption didn't go through... or something happens to me. If something happens to me, Don is going to have custody of Betsy."
"Whaaa..." Callie gasped. "I mean, I knew he was the father... but if I adopt her..."
Cindy said "That's not how it's going to work. And Don and Laura don't even know that I know, so don't go talking about that in front of either of them, and especially don't say anything in front of Carole."
Well, Laura now knew that Cindy knew...
Cindy continued: "But I digress. Look, Tim is going to be part of the baby's life, and you just have to respect that."
"Why?" Callie spat. "I don't accept it. I don't want him in our lives----"
"He's already in our lives!" Cindy shouted back. "At least... he's in mine."
"Even if it's him or me?" Callie said, looking into Cindy's eyes. Cindy held the look.
"I want to marry you and be with you for the rest of our lives." Cindy said. "But Tim is going to be in this baby's life. And if you have a problem with that, then maybe you should go to The City, get on an airplane to California... and never come back."
Callie gaped at Cindy, then her eyes went jet. "Yeah. Maybe I should." she said quietly. She got up and left the room. By the time Cindy came back into Laura's office, Callie was gone.
"My God." Cindy said softly to Laura. "What have I done?"
"What you had to do." Laura said. "You've heard the old adage: If you love something, set it free. If it comes back to you, it's yours. If it doesn't, it never was..."
"I let her go once before." Cindy said. "I don't know if I can stand it if she doesn't come back to me this time."
"I was talking about her." Laura said. "She has to set you free, too. And accept your choices and your decisions for your child..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I rapped my knuckles on the door of Tanya Muscone's office and then opened the door and walked right on in.
"Come... oh." said Tanya, sitting behind her desk. "Sir?"
My eyes were boring into Tanya's as I said authoritatively: "Did you call Muscone about Jenkins?"
"Uh... may I speak freely?" Tanya asked warily.
"No you may not." I replied. "I just asked you a question as your direct boss, Commander to Captain... did you call Muscone like I told you to?"
"Not yet, sir." said Tanya. "And like I've said before, I don't like being put in the middle between----"
"This is not about your personal life!" I thundered. "This is official Police business! Why didn't you make the call when I told you to?!"
"Okay, I'll call him now." Tanya said, reaching for her landline phone.
*WHAM!*
I swept my hand across the desk, sending the phone flying to the floor. "It's too fucking late now!" I yelled. "Tim Jenkins has resigned from the FBI!"
Tanya was already shocked at my outburst of physical violence, and the news of Jenkins's resignation added to it. "Whaa?" she gasped. "He resigned?"
"Yes!" I said angrily. "Your husband ordered him to work with Callie, and made it clear that his, Tim's, job was on the line if he didn't make it work. And Callie showed her ass and wouldn't work with him, making it impossible for Tim to complete his assignment. So he turned in his badge rather than beat his head against the wall trying to work with her any more!"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Lucky. Lucky Lady Ironside. It was my personal iPhone, and it was Laura calling. "Yes, I heard." I said in reply to her first words. "I'm having a philosophical exchange of values with Captain Muscone about it right now... I'm not surprised... No, I have no idea... Okay, then... I love you, too... bye."
As I disconnected, I said "That was Laura. Nobody knows where Callie is, and she's not answering her phone. I'll go have the Duty Desk put out an APB. With the Rogue SEAL Team at large, she could be in danger..." With that I left Tanya's office, both of us knowing this was not over yet...
Part 19 - Farewell, Auf Wiedersehen, Goodbye
11:15am, Friday, May 22nd. Callie Carrington was in tears as she packed her two suitcases and one carry-on bag with clothing and other items she would need. She didn't have to take everything right away, as she had clothing in her condo in California. She debated taking any of the photographs, and on a whim took one of her, Cindy, and Betsy.
She thought to herself that she would drive to the Airport and fly to California, then arrange to fly back and get her car and drive it cross-country, and maybe with the rest of her things. All she knew now is that she had to get away. She'd hurt Cindy, the last thing she'd ever wanted to do, and she knew she just needed to get out of Cindy's way.
As she got onto the road, going east on North Street to take University Avenue south, she felt a huge wave of nostalgia that she had not expected to feel. Everyone had told her that this Town & County grew on a person, and got into one's soul. She now knew that was true as she drove down University Avenue, seeing the University on her left. She saw the Psychology Building and thought of stopping to say goodbye to Laura. Laura had been good to her...
Then she looked up and saw The Cabin high above, nearly at the top and end of the mountain finger. She thought of what Cindy had told her about Betsy, and Betsy's true parentage. She knew Betsy was as well-protected as a child could be, and she hoped Betsy would be okay.
She didn't stop. She turned onto the road leading to the Nextdoor County Highway, that would lead to The City and its Airport...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tim Jenkins had packed his belongings and checked out of the University Hotel. As he pulled onto University Avenue, to go south to the University-Midtown Parkway and on to Southport, he saw Callie Carrington's car pass by. Eerily coincidental, and fitting as a reminder of the disaster that had just happened to him.
Then he noticed the car behind Callie's, a black Buick. Something was out of place about it, he thought to himself, but he wasn't sure what it was. Then he saw the car turn left behind Callie's, and instinct kicked in. He swerved over and turned behind the other car as the light went to yellow.
The three cars were driving east. Tim was trying to find his cellphone, but it was in his pants pocket, and he couldn't contort himself to get it out. Maybe this is nothing, he thought to himself as the cars crossed the line into Nextdoor County.
Nope.
Just as they got past AGC Trucking and to the dirt road that went to 'the Fucking Field' (Author's note: 'Unresolved', for that story.), the black car suddenly sped up, passed Callie's car, then hit the brakes, forcing Callie to stop!
Callie was trained in defensive driving, and she didn't even consciously think about it as the two masked men jumped out of the black car, brandishing weapons. She threw the car into reverse and hit the gas, driving backwards...
*WHAM!*
She felt the jolt of the back of her car slamming into the vehicle that had come up behind her, trapping her. Again she was in motion, getting out of the car and running away from the two perps as the other car door opened. She barely had time to realize that it was Tim Jenkins.
"Keep running!" Tim called out. "Get behind me!" Callie ran past him as the two masked men opened fire. Jenkins returned fire, but he was hit, once in the neck, and one bullet driving through his chest. He did not have on any armor protection, and he felt himself falling, still firing his service weapon at the perps, his shots off-target. Then the gun clattered to the pavement as he fell on his side and rolled over onto his back.
Callie's first instinct was to pick up Tim's gun to shoot at the perps. They saw her action and were getting into their car. They screeched off with a squeal of tires by the time Callie could pick up the gun and aim at them.
She ran back to Tim, and saw the damage. "Hang on!" she yelled as she put her hands on his neck wound to stop the flow of blood.
"Take care... of Cindy..." Tim gasped as his eyes fluttered shut.
"Hang on!" Callie yelled. Then she screamed at the top of her lungs "HELP! SOMEBODY HELP US!"
To be continued.
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Part 20 - Objects In Motion...
11:40am, Friday, May 22d. Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans was driving west on the University-City Highway, which is what everyone else but Town & County residents call it. She'd heard the APB go out for Callie Carrington's vehicle, and was traveling along the road looking for it when she came upon the scene of the crime.
"All units!" she called into her Police radio. 'Situation on the U-C Highway, near AGC Trucking. Need all Police cars to the scene!"
She hit the lightbar and pulled over so that her vehicle blocked eastbound traffic from getting close to the two collided cars and the two people, one of them down and bleeding. As she got out of her vehicle, she saw Detective German driving up.
"What happened?" she asked as she knelt by Callie, who was sobbing as she held pressure on Tim Jenkins's neck wound.
"He was shot. They shot him." Callie sobbed. "He's an FBI Agent."
Molly ripped open Tim's shirt and saw the small entry wound to his right side. "Sucking chest wound." she said, getting out an evidence bag from her pocket and turning it inside out. "Commander Troy taught me this. He had to do this on me, and he saved my life." (Author's note: 'Schools And The Second', Ch. ) She applied the plastic of the bag to the wound, and taped it down with tape that was in the first aid kit German had brought up.
As two more Police vehicles arrived, Molly said "Let's get him in my car. I'll get him to the Hospital by the time an ambo (ambulance) gets here." German and one of the Patrolmen picked up Jenkins and slid him into the back seat. Callie also got in, continuing to apply pressure to his neck wound. Molly told German to take charge of the scene, then put her radio on the TCPD frequency before driving off.
"Break! Break! Break!" Molly said into the radio. "This is Chief Evans of the NCPD. I have a Federal Agent with multiple gunshot wounds, one to the neck, and one sucking chest wound.. Advise University Hospital that I am en route with the victim!"
"Commander Troy to Chief Evans." I said in reply as I stood in my office, holding my Police radio. "We copy. All units, clear all roads and hold traffic to allow Chief Evans to get to the Hospital unimpeded. Troy out."
And then the Iron Crowbar began doing Iron Crowbar things: I was in charge, so I took charge.
"Croyle!" I yelled as Teresa came running out of her office. "Go across the street and get Dr. Cordell, and transport him to University Hospital, pronto. He may be needed to help with emergency surgery." Teresa took off.
As Tanya came out of her office, I said to her "I need you to contact the NCPD, tell them we're sending CSIs to the scene, and we'll provide them with any other help they need. Send two MCD Detectives, but make sure our guys know they're there to assist, not to take over."
"After that," I continued, "make damn sure every Officer on this Police Force has armor on at all times. We're on high alert. And third, contact the Feds and tell them what happened, if they don't already know. And take charge here. I'm going to take Cindy to the Hospital."
I saw Tanya's eyes shift, which told me the Green Crowbar was coming up behind me. "Cindy, go get your armor and I'll drive you to the hospital."
"Do you... know who it is?" Cindy asked, her voice quivering.
"Not yet. Let's go find out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly's Police vehicle hurtled up the drive and to the E.R. entrance to University Hospital. E.R. technicians rushed out and expertly got Tim Jenkins onto a gurney and wheeled him into the E.R., where Dr. Morgan was waiting to examine him. Meanwhile, a nurse helped Callie and Molly clean the blood off their hands. An instant later, Dr. Laura Fredricson appeared, and escorted them to the E.R. waiting room.
"What happened?---" Molly began but was interrupted by the Green Crowbar hurtling into the room, followed by the Red Crowbar.
"Thank God you're okay!" Cindy gasped, all but pulling Callie out of her chair and hugging her tightly, a hug Callie returned. "When we first heard, I was so scared it was you."
"It's... I'm sorry, it's Tim Jenkins." Callie said. Cindy nodded, trying not to cry more than she already was.
"Is he... still alive?" Cindy asked.
"He was when they took him into the E.R." Molly said. "So what happened?"
"Hold on." I said, taking out my Police iPhone. "Let's save some time and make this a formal statement." I turned on the video, and said "This is Commander Donald Troy, TCPD, interviewing witness Callie Carrington regarding the shooting of Federal Agent Tim Jenkins. With us are Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, TCPD Commander Cindy Ross, and Auxiliary Officer and Police Psychologist Dr. Laura Fredricson."
I asked Callie to describe what happened. She said "I was driving on the Nextdoor County Highway, going to City Airport..." I noticed Cindy bow her head at that, then turned my attention back to Callie, who continued: "... when this black car came around me and cut me off. Two men got out of the car, and they had short-barreled, semi-auto rifles. I've taken defensive driving school, so I put the car into reverse to get out of there, and ran into the car behind me. It was Tim Jenkins's car."
Callie: "He got out and got in front of me and faced off with the perps. They opened fire on us, and Tim was hit, but he was shooting back at them. They ran back to their car and took off, going east.'
I said "Can you describe the two men?"
Callie: "They had on ski masks covering their faces, but they were white males, wearing all black, including military boots. Both average height... medium height... and they appeared to be fit."
"Did they say anything? Yell anything at you?" I asked.
"No, not that I heard." Callie said.
"What about the car they were driving?"
"Black Buick." said Callie. "Pretty big car, but not an SUV. The license plate was funny... like a car dealer tag, maybe. It wasn't normal. And I couldn't make out the numbers on it."
"You did very well, especially in the chaos of the moment.' I said. I concluded the formal interview, then said "Okay, I'm going to get this out there." I left the room.
"I'll go check in with the NCPD." said Molly. She also left the room.
"I'll go see if I can get an update on Tim." Laura said. She also left the room, leaving Cindy and Callie alone. And Callie broke down.
"I'm sorry!" she wailed, collapsing into Cindy. "I'm so sorry! This was my fault!..."
"Nooooo, nooooo." Cindy said as she wrapped her arms around her fiancée.
"If I hadn't have been acting like such a shit," Callie sobbed, "and hadn't made you so angry with me, this wouldn't have happened!"
"I'm not angry with you." Cindy said. "And you're where you're supposed to be... in my arms, and I'm never letting you go." Callie said nothing. She just cried. Cindy just let her, and held on to her.
Part 21 - Knocking on Heaven's Door
12:15pm, Friday, May 22nd. Jack and Tanya Muscone came to the O.R. waiting room, to which we'd all reassembled. "Any news?" Jack said, his face ashen.
Laura said "One of the E.R. nurses said his carotid artery was not damaged, but his jugular vein was nicked. Callie saved his life by keeping pressure on it. The nurse didn't know how bad the chest wound was."
"He's still in surgery." I said. "Commander Croyle went and got Dr. Cordell and rushed him to the Hospital here, and Dr. Cordell is doing the surgery himself, so I'm told."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:10pm, Friday, May 22d. Detective Julia Rodriguez came into the waiting room. "Ma'am, sir," she said to Tanya and me, "I have a report of the crime scene."
"Sit here between us," I said, "and give us both the report at the same time." Julia sat down and opened her tablet. Tanya was opening the email she'd just received on her own tablet.
Julia said as she showed us photographs: "We got some tire impressions from the edge of the road here, where the NCPD Officer is standing. This is where we believe the perps car was when they cut off Callie Carrington's car. We've sent the tire impressions to Lieutenant Myron Milton and to the State Crime Lab for analysis."
Julia: "Callie attempted to back her car away from the perps and execute a 180-degree turn, but she only made it about 10 feet when she ran into Agent Jenkins's car as he came up behind her. I'm afraid his car was totaled with engine damage, and the back of her car is pretty messed up, too." She showed photos of the collided cars. Tim's car's driver-side door was still open, as was the driver door to Callie's car.
Julia: "You can see by the blood on the ground where Agent Jenkins fell. It looks like he was going to use his car door as a shield, but stepped out far enough to shield Callie when she ran by him, and that's when he was hit."
I said "Did you find any shell casings?"
Julia: "From Agent Jenkins's firearm, yes. But none at all from where the perps were, and we did a wide area search. They may have been using firearms similar to the ones used to shoot up Toddler's Team the other night."
"A very solid hypothesis." I said. "I would not be surprised at all to find that they are the very same weapons... if we can ever find those weapons, that is, and if there are any bullet fragments recovered from Agent Jenkins."
After Julia wrapped up and left with instructions from Tanya and me on what to do next, I settled back into my chair. Jack Muscone came and sat beside me. "Anything, Dog?" he asked.
"Not right now." I said, staring forward. "Give me a few minutes. I need to think." And with that, I was unaware of anything but what was going on inside my Mind Palace for a long, long time. Everyone else left me to my full-blown reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tim Jenkins opened his eyes to see a bright Light overhead. In front of him was a pastel-colored bridge over a stream, its rushing water cool and inviting. On the other side of the stream was a beautiful meadow, and he thought he could hear faint music. On the near side of the stream, to the left of the path leading to the bridge, was a bench. And seated on the bench was Tim's late mother.
"Mom?" he said. "Where's Dad?"
"Hello, son." Mrs. Jenkins said happily. "Your dad's on the Other Side. We've been waiting for you. You've fulfilled your purpose in Life... you are leaving behind a son, who will do wonderful things. You can choose to cross the Stream now, and be with all of us, or you can stay behind. Are you ready to cross the Stream?"
"No." Tim said, suddenly very certain. "I... I want to see my son. I want to be there for him." He looked up at the Light...
When he opened his eyes again, he was looking up at the bright Operating Room lights. "Doctor, the patient is awake." he heard a nurse say.
"So I see." said the old doctor that was working on him. "Hello, Tim. I'm Dr. Cordell. We've just about finished patching you up, so just relax..." Tim relaxed, and his eyes closed, seemingly just for a second...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, FBI EAD Owen Lange came into the room. "Any news on Jenkins?" he asked in his gruff, scratchy voice.
"No sir." said Jack Muscone. "But Dr. Cordell is leading the surgery, so I'm optimistic."
"Thank God." said EAD Owen Lange. "That man is the best trauma surgeon in the world. Tim will make it, if Dr. Cordell has anything to say about it."
"And he does." said the aforementioned Dr. Leonard R. Cordell, coming into the room. "I appreciate the sentiment, and I'm just glad I'm able to help put people's bodies back together again." Teresa Croyle nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Agent Jenkins is out of surgery." said Dr. Cordell. "The bullets did not expand, and went right through him, so the damage wasn't as bad as it could have been. The jugular vein was nicked, but we were able to get that repaired pretty well. He'll be fed from a tube for a few days, so he won't have to eat hospital food."
I could tell who had been in the hospital as patients before by the fact that those of us who had been patients laughed the most at the joke. Then Dr. Cordell said: "Actually, the food here has improved a lot, thanks to your new Hospital Administrator. Anyway... all-in-all, if there is no infection, Agent Jenkins should make a full recovery."
"Yayyyy." said Tanya Muscone, and not a bit too loudly.
"Commander Troy, can I see you for a moment, outside?" asked Dr. Cordell.
"Sure." I said. We went out of the waiting room and down the hall a bit. Teresa came with us, at my hand-gesture bidding.
Cordell said: "What I want you to know in your professional capacity is that it could've been worse. A lot worse. The bullets went through his body and we found no fragments. But I could tell that they were small-caliber and very fast; they went through him before they really had chance to expand. My guess is that they were cop-killer bullets, and Agent Jenkins was actually fortunate that he wasn't wearing the standard FBI light armor... or we'd have been cleaning out a mess and potentially burying that man."
I nodded. "Thanks, Doctor. And thanks for coming in to operate on him."
Dr. Cordell grinned a bit as he said "I was running to Police Headquarters through the employees parking lot when Teresa drove up to me. I was going to ask one of your guys to drive me over there. Glad you and I had the same idea." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
As Dr. Cordell went to do post-op and paperwork things, Teresa said to me "Combined with the lack of shell casings by the perps at the scene, can we safely guess that the same guys that did the wiping out of Toddler's crew did this also?"
"Well," I said, "If not the very same ones, it's at least perps from the same team..."
Part 22 - Hypotheses
Hospital Administrator Seth Warner had made available their Hospital Board Conference Room, so Teresa led most of us up to it. I swept for bugs, finding none. Laura swept the room again, and found the microphones that recorded the Board meetings, but they were inoperative. She found nothing else wrong, either.
Other Federal Agents had arrived: ASAC Karina White, SSA Melina Allgood, and DEA SSA Dwight Stevens. Police Chief Sean Moynahan had also come in with NCPD Police Chief Molly Evans.
Cindy and Callie stayed behind in the waiting room, fortified by the arrival of Cindy and Molly's mother Maggie, who brought Betsy with her. Sheriff Griswold stayed with them, as well.
EAD Owen Lange sat down in the chair the Hospital Board Chairman usually sat in, in the center of the long table. I was directly across from him at his direct request, and others found seats around us.
"This is a very serious situation." said Owen Lange, with the prodigious power of understatement. "A Federal Agent was shot, and apparently defending another Federal Agent. And we feel about attacks on good Federal Agents the same way you TCPD guys feel about attacks on your own." We all nodded in understanding.
"So," said Owen Lange, "we are going to be peeling off of all this other stuff, and work exclusively on finding out who shot Special Agent Jenkins, and bringing those perps to Justice."
"If they're the same people that shot those four guys behind the Quick Stop," said Teresa Croyle "then we're working on the same thing anyway, aren't we?"
"I understand that." said Owen Lange, sounding a bit peeved. "What I'm saying is, is that we're---"
"We know what you're saying, Mr. EAD." I said. "Excuse me for interrupting, but Commander Croyle is right: while one Federal Agent was wounded in the interdiction of the attempted kidnapping of another Federal Agent, the reasons for it are personal to us, the TCPD... and to me, and my family."
"Kidnapping?" asked Dwight Stevens. "They came out with guns and started shooting. Why would you think it was a kidnapping?"
"Because it was. Isn't that obvious?" I fired back.
"No, it's not." said Dwight Stevens. "In fact, there's nothing to suggest that it was a kidnapping!"
"Don, maybe you can explain why you think it's a kidnapping attempt?" asked Karina White, her voice connoting her desire to defuse the tension. But I was exasperated past the point, and very tired of Dwight Stevens at that moment. I lit into him.
"No, since DEA Agent Stevens seems to know everything that's going on," I said, my voice thundering through the room, "why don't we let him explain what happened. And while you're at it, Agent Stevens, why don't you explain why the perps didn't shoot Callie once Tim went down?"
I ranted on: "Why don't you explain why, if they wanted her dead, they didn't shoot her coming out of the Psychology Building on Campus? Or at her home? Or going into or out of the Federal Building? Why don't you explain why that Rogue Team is here, in this County, in the first place? Why don't you explain what they're doing?"
It grew 'awkwardly' silent in the room as Stevens and I stared each other down, and it became clear I wasn't going to say anything until Stevens did. Owen Lange stepped in.
"Dwight, why don't you go back to the Federal Building and check with our colleagues in the City, Midtown, and Southport?" Owen Lange said. "Warn them about the attack here, and tell them to be on high alert. Also have them check around and see if there's any other Federal Agents being followed in those places."
Stevens clearly was unhappy about his dismissal, but he got up and left the room. All eyes went to me.
"I believe you were telling us that this was a kidnapping attempt, Commander Troy?" Owen Lange said, perhaps a bit drily.
"Yes sir." I said, trying to calm down and drop some of the tremendous tension and anger I was feeling inside me. "There are some things we know that Agent Stevens clearly doesn't know. However, some of this information was gathered in ways that will not stand up to scrutiny in Courts of Law. So I will indulge you to allow me to make a 'hypothetical' statement, and remember the adage to not ask questions that you might not want the answers to."
The tension still in the room could be felt as no one chuckled at the joke, but got comfortable as they waited to hear my story.
I began: "I think we all know that Trent Ridge and Quint Starr were part of the Rogue SEAL Team, and were behind the BOW Enterprises attack, the murder of LCDR Waring, the Fitch case, and other crimes. Quint Starr is dead for sure, as are William Drew and Mort Springer. Trent Ridge escaped from our custody, and we believe he was aided and abetted in his escape by someone in the Town & County area. Trent is officially listed as still at large, but likely is dead." (Author's note: 'A Death in the Family', Ch. 04.)
Your Iron Crowbar: "We also know that Amber Harris had her baby in mid-January. We know Trent Ridge was in the area nine months earlier, So let me give you a 'hypothetical' idea... what if DNA evidence could prove that Amber Harris's second child was fathered by Trent Ridge?" Murmurs began cropping up in the room.
Your Iron Crowbar: "If DNA tests were done on Amber's child, and it turned out to be Trent's, that would be enough to show that Amber knew where Trent was while he was at large as a fugitive from justice. And in an anything-but-ironic mirror image of Amber's desire to use Betty Morelli's baby to prove I had a 'liaison' with her, proof of Amber's child's parentage could be enough to revoke her parole, put her in prison for years, and get her babies taken away from her and put in DFACS."



Your Iron Crowbar: "So let's further hypothesize that the remaining living Rogue Team members know this. And they know that the threat over their friend Trent's child hangs above Amber like the Sword of Damocles. So what do they do about it? They work with Amber, and maybe Bettina and others in KXTC, to get proof of Betty Morelli's baby's DNA. At best, they'd have a stalemate of sorts. At worst, they'd try to bring the Feds back into the picture against me."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And how to do that, get a DNA test of Betty's baby? Why, by forcing the adoptive mother of Betty's child to submit the child to a DNA test. How to do that? Well, they'd have trouble kidnapping the baby or her mother... green crowbar beatdowns hurt, and that statement is not hypothetical. But if they kidnapped someone near and dear to the adoptive mother? Ahhh, that might work a little better."
"Ergo," I finished up, "because I know things that some of you know, but none of you knew completely, I am able to see that what happened today was an attempt to kidnap Callie Carrington as opposed to killing her, and by the grace of God and the Universe, Tim Jenkins just happened to get in the way, and saved her at great cost to himself."
You could've heard a pin drop for a full fifteen seconds. Then Jack Muscone broke the silence.
"Four hundred years ago." he said, shaking his head in disbelief.
"Only you could have put all that together, Don." said Karina White admiringly. A lot of people nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So what now?" Teresa asked. "Cindy, Callie, and Betsy are all still in danger."
Laura replied "As are our kids, and your kids as well, Teresa. And Marie. And maybe even the Muscone kids, and Pete?"
"And Daniel and Melina's children." I said. "The kids being potential targets is nothing new, and we have pretty good safeguards around them. And the best way to protect them is to find these bastards and take them out."
EAD Owen Lange said "And like I said before, that's our priority mission right now. Of course you'll be working on it, also, and I welcome a joint effort."
Teresa said "I want to know what role Amber Harris and her colleagues of the God-cursed Media have played in this. If you're right, Commander, and I will never bet a hundred dollars against you being right, then they're hip deep in this sh--- er, crap."
Her hundred-dollar bet remark was directed at the Federal Agents, who were known to have foolishly made bets in the past against me being right about things.
"How is the Media invollllllved in this?" Chief Moynahan asked, a bit sharply.
I came to Teresa's rescue: "It's more specifically KXTC Chief." I said. "Amber, Bettina, that slug Holder, and Burt West..."
And then it hit me, a thought that slapped me upside the head so hard it left me speechless for a moment...
"He's gone." said Tanya. "Reverie time. And I feel sorry for some perps when he comes out of it..."
Part 23 - Lack of Understanding
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 26th, from the rooftop at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Police Union demands that Commander Donald Troy be fired, as well as the reinstatement of a suspended Police Officer!"
Bettina began: "Officer Justin Hendricks was suspended without pay as part of the incident where Commander Troy assaulted Police Sergeant McCombs during a lawful stop-and-frisk incident. Officer Hendricks drew his service weapon to protect Sergeant McCombs, and was subdued and arrested by other Officers. The Police Union is demanding his immediate reinstatement and back pay.
Bettina: "The Union had demanded a Board of Inquest against Commander Troy, but Inspector General Horace S. Wellman refused to convene one, citing that he had already made a finding in the case that Commander Troy acted correctly and Sergeant McCombs had acted criminally, as well as committing a hate crime. The Union is now demanding Commander Donald Troy be fired for assaulting Sergeant McCombs, and their spokesman said they are prepared to file lawsuits against the TCPD and Commander Troy personally if he is not fired."
Bettina: "And in a related story, the Union and attorneys for Sergeant McCombs have demanded that his criminal trial for attempted murder be moved up, saying that his Constitutional right to a fair and speedy trial was being infringed. Sergeant McCombs has been denied bail, and his formal termination from the TCPD was stayed by Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance."
Bettina: "And now let's go to our colleague Tim Sioban of KSB News with a Statewide report on the peaceful demonstrations protesting white Police brutality against People of Color. Tim!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Tim Sioban. "Peaceful protests continued in The City despite deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared sending National Guardsmen to stop them."
It was made to look 'live', but it was a taped segment by Sioban that followed. He said "Hundreds marched down streets in the Ferguson Park district over the weekend, many carrying signs with the faces of Kenneth Taylor and other blacks that have died at the hands of white Police in the past few weeks. The protests remained peaceful through the night, though many of the protesters went home." Empty nighttime streets were shown.
Sioban: "Political leaders in Wilmington, Delaware complained that the FBI has been snatching peaceful demonstrators off the streets and torturing them in secret locations. The political leaders blame White Nationalists within the FBI and the Federal Government for this abuse of peaceful citizens simply exercising their rights."
Back to Sioban live: "Reports that National Guard troops have been inserted into the City by Governor Jared have been denied by City leaders, who are claiming victory and spiking the football by saying Governor Jared backed down, cowed by the legal threats against him if he did deploy troops. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Tim!" said Bettina. "And yesterday, planned ceremonies at the War Memorial at the cemetery were canceled when a large number of protesters massed and marched towards the cemetery. Police did not allow the protesters to enter the cemetery grounds, but otherwise did not interfere with the peaceful protests..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Teresa Croyle as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "an FBI Agent is lying wounded in a bed at University Hospital, and KXTC doesn't even say one word about it."
"Old news, maybe?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"I'll bet KFXU Fox Eight News mentions it." I said. My bet offer was not taken by anyone.
"How is Tim doing?" Teresa asked, mostly to Cindy Ross.
"Very well." Cindy said. "Much better than anyone expected. He's awake, and they're already having him do those cursed breathing exercises. He can talk a little bit, but not too much."
"That's good." Tanya Muscone said. "So... no Board of Inquest for you, Commander Troy?"
I shrugged my shoulders, then said "That was more Fake News from the dishonest Bettina Wurtzburg and KXTC. The I.G. did not summarily dismiss having an Inquest Board, but he told the Union that there was no point in having one until McCombs's criminal charges are adjudicated. That prompted the Union to ask for McCombs's trial to be moved up, and it'll probably happen in early-to-mid June. The lawsuits against the TCPD and me are the same old ones, as far as I know."
"And the Hendricks issue?" Teresa asked.
Chief Moynahan said "The Union did demand that the pay he would've received if he weren't suspended be put in escrow pending adjudication of his grievance. That, and everything else, will be based upon McCombs's criminal trial. If he's found guilty, then Hendricks's actions were also unlawful and insubordinate, and Hendricks will be gone. If McCombs is not found guilty, it is likely Hendricks will evade punishment."
"What about McElwane?" asked Tanya Muscone.
"That's sitting there with the rest of it all." said Moynahan. "I was ready to concede it, and agree that asking for a Union Rep would be treated like a perp asking for a lawyer, but the Union won't separate it from the other crappolaaaa."
"Sheriff," I asked, "I could have sworn the Governor did deploy the Guard to The City. What was Sioban's reporting about?"
"Mr. Sioban just declined to mention that the Guard's presence is why the protesters are going home for the night." growled Griswold. "They suddenly have been standing down and ratcheting down the violence. Obviously they're organized, and are being coached in that response, to make sure Val doesn't look good crushing them."
"If it stops the violence..." Cindy said, deliberately not finishing the sentence.
"Speaking of that," said Tanya, "what happened at the cemetery? The Police reports don't seem to say too much."
I said "The Veterans of the American Legion were going to have a ceremony at the Memorial at the cemetery. Nothing big, just presenting a wreath, playing 'Taps'. And then a couple hundred Haters in Antifa shirts began marching down MLK Jr. Avenue to University Highway, chanting anti-military slogans. The organizer, who was in the front line of the protesters, was Dr. Lionel Carmela. They were not allowed to get to the cemetery, but the ceremony was called off and the Vets were evacuated, just in case."
Teresa was shaking her head. "Do those thugs respect anything at all?"
"No." I said. "They don't. They want to destroy the Constitution, which makes their existence and free speech and freedom of assembly rights possible. I would say I can't wait to see what happens when they get their wish, then are slaughtered en masse by the Government Guns of the Totalitarian State that they helped create... but that would mean my children would be in that Totalitarian State, and I don't want that for my kids..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Catrina and Meredith did mention Tim Jenkins being wounded in the Nextdoor County incident, and that the Nextdoor County Police and FBI had no leads, as it was early in the investigation.
Afterwards, we had the Angels Meeting, including Cindy. "Okay," I said, "first the important news. I'm going to toot my own horn on my prescience in the Police Boxing Matches brackets. Not a single upset yet, in the Boxing or Freestyle Divisions."
Teresa said "It was close with Julia Rodriguez, though. The youngest guy on the SWAT Team, Taylor Hawley, took her almost to the end of the third round, and he only lost when he slipped and fell."
I said "I was watching Joan Laurer destroy another SWAT guy, Eric Donald. I want to know which one of you has been training her. If we could compete, she'd be right up there with us." None of my Angels would admit to it, and it is not a lie to withhold the truth.
"Okay, then." I said. "One more week of school, and then we can keep all the kids in one place, preferrably The Cabin. Until then, Eastside Elementary looks like the 3rd Precinct that Reginald B.F. Lewis always wanted, what with all the Patrol cruisers in that area. The rest of the kids are at The Cabin with Maggie and my mom, who came down from Apple Grove over the weekend, and Laura is keeping Betsy in her office, since she has no more classes."
Teresa said "Every patrol is on high alert to catch these guys. We've told them they're the suspects in the Jenkins shooting, but we haven't told them specifics of the threat against our families. Myron Milton is keeping track of Bettina via that tracking device you put on her car, and our patrols have been told to take particular notice of any KXTC News vehicles. But I don't think watching them will mitigate the threat."
"I agree." Cindy said. "There's only one solution for them."
"Let's not speak out loud of those things, though I totally agree with you." I said. "But to that subject, I happen to know that Amber is working with attorney Gwen Munson to file a complaint about you going in with the Parole Officers."
"Tough shit." Teresa said. "She's on parole. She has no rights. At all."
I said "I'm not an attorney, and I don't play one on TV, but I got word that Munson filed papers in the Court of Harry R. Nance. She's complained about TCPD Officers going on visits with the Parole Officers, but she also made an offer to the judge on Amber's behalf... six months in prison again, and no parole afterwards. Further word I have is that District Attorney Miriam Walters has signed off on that new 'plea deal' of sorts. After that, Amber will be free."
You get one guess where my information came from, and it'd better be 'Paulina Patterson'.
"Wow, what is going on with Walters?" Tanya asked.
"She's pissed at Don." Cindy said. "In a fit of pique, he pointed out to Savannah that Miriam was sabotaging Savannah's campaign. Franklin Washington took leave from the D.A.'s Office to get away from Miriam, and now Miriam is in talks with Jenna Stiles to work with our D.A.'s Office to fill in."
"Walters should show more respect." I said. "She did me dirty, and she did the Chief dirty, too." Cindy said nothing in response, but I could feel the vibe that she was not happy... with me.
"At least you got Paulina as the Prosecutor in the McCombs trial." Tanya said.
"How'd you know that?" I asked.
"She's already contacted me about data for her case." Tanya said.
I nodded. "Okay than. Commander Ross, would you please excuse us? I have some business to take care of."
"I'm heading to the Hospital." Cindy said. "I'll see you guys after lunch." She got up and left. I bored in on Tanya.
"I'd stand at attention if I could." said Tanya, know what was coming. "I submit myself for disciplinary action."
"And that is what is about to happen." I said. "Do you want a Union Rep?"
"No sir." said Tanya.
"Are you good with Commander Croyle as the formal witness?" I said.
"Yes sir." Tanya said. I pulled out two file folders and placed them side-by-side on my desk.
"I have here two file folders." I said. "I am going to open only one of them. One contains a formal reprimand for your failure to implement my direct orders in a timely manner, and also contains a reprimand for your objection to my decision to excuse the Miltons from a meeting that included Federal Agents. "
I continued: "The other contains an assignment naming you as the TCPD's official liaison to the FBI in the Town & County and also their City office. You don't necessarily have to contact your husband, but it will be your duty to contact and work with the FBI upon those occasions the Sheriff, Chief, or I instruct you to."
Tanya said "I think I want that Union Rep. I object to your reprimand over the situation with the Miltons. I am Lieutenant Mary Milton's direct boss, and I believe that if I order her into a meeting with Federal Agents, it is her duty to attend, and also work with those Federal Agents when I ask her to. I believe you were wrong to override me on that."
"Have you forgotten," I said angrily, "that FBI Agents beat Myron Milton's father almost to death? I also have a lot of reasons to not work with any Federal Agents, but I continue to work with Jack's team because he's a good guy and his team are good people. But I definitely understand Myron and Mary's objections, and since I don't want to lose them by seeing them resign rather than be forced to work with the FBI, I'll make that decision and I'll override your objection every time."
Tanya: "I will add that for you to demand I put myself in a situation I've objected to many times, of using my personal relationship with my now-husband as a crutch, for lack of a better term, is no different, and is hypocrisy on your part, especially if you want to force me to formalize it as this 'liaison' to the FBI."
"Sounds like you've made your choice." I said, opening one of the file folders, and signed the sheets of paper, then handed one copy to Tanya. "You have the right to go to the Union, but since you declined a Rep earlier, I'm imposing this now. I'll take into account your objection to being the Fed liaison due to your personal relationship with your husband. But I will not tolerate it if you attempt to force the Miltons to work with Federal Agents, and a further conflict along these lines could lead to further formal action... up to and including your dismissal from the Town & County Police Force. A formal reprimand will appear on your record. You are dismissed."
Teresa opened the door and Tanya drove through it, not looking back. Teresa closed the door, then returned to 'her' hot seat, the one furthest from the door and nearest the bulliten board to the right side of my desk.
"I'm not sure I understand why she was trying to force Mary Milton to work directly with the Feds." Teresa said. "Mary does her job; she just doesn't want to meet with them."
I said "I have a strong hunch... a 'vibe', if you will... that Tanya takes the Miltons's refusal to work with the FBI as a personal insult against Jack, and therefore a personal affront to her. And while I love Tanya to death, for her to leave for the FBI would be less damaging to the TCPD than having the Miltons leave."
Teresa said "I understand. It must've been hard for you to have to do that, reprimand her that way. At the same time, she deserved it. She didn't contact Jack and get Tim and Callie separated in time."
I sat back in my chair, and spoke in a more musing voice: "Ultimately, as long as Tim doesn't die, that might've worked out for the best. If she had called Jack, and in time, then Tim likely doesn't get shot... but the perps would still be out there trying to kidnap Callie... or may have already."
I went on: "And I probably should be more angry at Muscone than at Tanya. After all, he's the one that followed her crappy advice and put Tim and Callie together like that."
Teresa said "That was going to blow up in our faces, anyway. And it could've ended up splitting Callie and Cindy apart forever. At least now, they have a chance to find happiness together. And I definitely can talk about how hard it is to find happiness..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Callie Carrington came into Tim Jenkins's hospital room as the nurse finished doing nursing things. "He's awake, but don't stay longer than five minutes." the nurse said. Callie nodded.
Tim's neck was braced to keep it still, but his eyes cut over to Callie. "Glad... you're okay." he whispered, not knowing until now if she'd survived the attack.
"I have you to thank for it." Callie said. "You saved my life. I'm grateful to you... for that." Tim tried to nod, but it was virtually impossible.
"I don't understand one thing." Callie said. "You could've let them kidnap me, or shoot me. Why did you save me? You would've had Cindy all to yourself."
Tim's eyes got a strange look, then he whispered: "You're... right... you don't... under...stand... Cindy... and I... are close... but she is in love... with you... I took... the bullets... because... it would... break her heart... to lose you... Don't blow... what you have... with her..."
Callie nodded, and saw that Tim's eyes were flagging shut. "I won't. Thank you again." She left the room and returned to the waiting room.
Some minutes later, Cindy came in and sat down next to Callie. "The nurse said he's doing a lot better, and that you went in to see him."
Callie nodded, seemingly a million miles away. "I thanked him for saving me. He said for me... he said don't blow what I have with you."
"Heyyy, give me a hug." Cindy said. Callie did, and her hug was more like grabbing a lifeline. Cindy did not mind holding her fiancée up, both physically and mentally.
"Well!" said a scratchy voice underneath a shock of white hair. "I'm sorry to intrude upon this touching moment..."



"Father!" Cindy said as she turned and saw Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help group, at the doorway. "Welcome home!" she said as she released Callie and exchanged a warm hug with her father. He then hugged Callie warmly.
"I just returned from Malaysia." said Dr. Eckhart. "I heard about the most unfortunate incident. Oh yes, I also heard that I am going to be a grandfather. Congratulations, my dear!" He hugged Cindy again.
"I'm glad you're here, Father." Cindy said. "Callie is worried that I don't want to spend the rest of my life with her, and I know of only one way to totally allay her concerns... how soon can you host a wedding ceremony?..."
Part 24 - Union NO! Redux
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, May 29th, from atop the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Black leaders are furious with the District Attorney's Office!"
Bettina began: "After the deaths of four black men who had been charged with drug crimes and a weapons charged, black civic leaders, including candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver, Council candidate Edgar Silas, current Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, and Dr. Joseph E. Williams, pastor of the A.M.E. Church, appealed to District Attorney Miriam Walters to posthumously drop the gun charge.
Bettina: "Many in the Black Community believe that white Police Officer Jeremy Hatch planted the gun to frame the four black men, and even Police Commander Donald Troy issued a statement saying that he would have no problem with those gun charges being dropped.."
Bettina: "However, Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman, who is running for the Solicitor position, issued a statement saying, and I quote: 'I strongly believe that the four suspects were guilty of possession of the firearm, and I will not drop the charges, especially just to symbolically pander to black civil rights leaders working for their own political agendas', close quote."
Bettina: "Blacks were outraged, and took to the streets in marches down several major roads through the Town & County. The marches were peaceful, and Police blocked only the area around Courthouse Square and the Government buildings in the area. Sheriff Griswold announced that the dusk-to-dawn curfew would be strictly enforced over the weekend. And now let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder, for reaction to this issue. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Penis Holder as he came onto the screen. "There is renewed outrage over the District Attorney's Office's refusal to drop the false gun charges, even if it would be symbolic gesture, showing the racism against People of Color by the American IN-justice system.
Penis Holder: "In addition to D.A. Miriam Walters and ADA Fineman running for office, ADA Franklin Washington is also running... to replace Harry R. Nance as Superior Court Judge. While white, Judge Nance's rulings have been very sympathetic and favorable to the black community, while black ADA Washington has cracked down hard on black with merciless prosecutions and demands for long prison sentences on behalf of his white masters in the Town & County Police Force."
Penis Holder: "And also part of the corrupt D.A.'s Office is ADA Paulina Patterson, who claims to be black but spread her legs for a white man, the racist Donald Troy, in another example of white men using black women for their sexual pleasure, resulting in the breeding of a filthy little halfbreed child. So it should be no surprise that ADA Fineman, a white woman, had shown her extreme racism against blacks by allowing false charges against them to stand..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was silent in the Chief's Conference Room. Everyone was looking at me; even the Sheriff had turned his head to gauge my reaction. His eyes met mine, and I think he could see the inexorable purpose beginning to mount behind my gray peepers.
"You okay, Don?" Cindy asked, easily sensing the enormous vibe coming out of me.
"No." I said. "But I'll say no more about that piece of dog shit Holder. It's just best... if I say no more. If you'll excuse me..."
I took my coffee mug and left the room, and headed back to my office. I sat down in my 'Command Chair'. I looked at the pictures on my desk, of my children. As I looked at the ones of my sons, I remembered what I had told them: to never let an insult pass. (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 03.) And then I looked at the picture of Tasha, and the rage inside me at the insult to my little girl built and built.
I swear to you, Tasha, I thought to myself, that I will not let the insult to you pass. Lester Holder has crossed the line for the last time. He will pay for his insults to you and your mother. I am going to find a way to do it, and get away with it. My vow, to you and to myself.
I am going to kill Lester Holder.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Union Reps were ushered into the Main Conference Room and told to sit down. A moment later Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, and Sheriff Department Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald came into the room.
"Yooooo requested this meeting." said the Chief to the Union Reps. "Don't waste my time. What do you want?"
"We appreciate you seeing us today." said the first Union Rep with a courteousness that fooled no one present. "We'd like to find a way to resolve these grievances in a mutually beneficial way."
"And how do yoooo pro-pose to do that?" drawled the Chief, with near-amusement in his voice.
"We'll drop all lawsuits and grievances against the Police Department and Commander Troy," said the second Union Rep, "in exchange for all charges being dropped against Sergeant McCombs, and his reinstatement to the Police Force with his rank, titles, and time toward his pension restored."
"Deputy Oswald," said Chief Moynahan, "I need to check my calendar." He then turned to the Reps and said "I didn't realize it's April Fools Day today."
"Very funny." said the first Rep. "It's a serious offer, and a generous offer, and we would appreciate serious consideration of it."
"May I, Commander?" the Chief drawled. Cindy silently handed him her green crowbar, and he tapped it in his hand.
"You know," said the Chief, "I now understand why you and Commander Troy carry these things. The temptation to use this now is... over-whellll-minnnng."
He looked up at the Union Reps and said "McCombs is gone, and he will never, ever, be back on the Town & County Police Force."
"Chief, be reasonable." said the 2nd Rep. "If McCombs isn't convicted... if he's acquitted or even gets just a hung jury... he's coming back. And even if Commander Troy isn't fired, we're going to put that son of a bitch in his place. Or... we can compromise, and do the right thing, here."
"May I, Chief?" Cindy asked. The Chief nodded. Cindy turned to the Reps and said "McCombs is on audio and video calling an unarmed black man the n-word, and telling that man to get on his knees. The rest of it notwithstanding, would you please tell me why it's 'the right thing' (air quotes) to allow a racist like McCombs to return to the Police Force unpunished in any way?"
The silence in the room grew awkward as it went on. Cindy finally said "Well? I'm waiting for your answer."
"I'll go you one furrr-therrrrr." drawled the Chief, still tapping the green crowbar in his hand. "The Black Community is just looking for a reason to start rioting and setting buildings on fire. If the TCPD announced that McCombs was reinstated, and without punishment, they would have that reason, and blood would be shed. Is that what you want? To have your constituent Union member Police Officers put in harm's way like that?"
"You can order your Officers to stand down." said the 2nd Rep. "Like the City Police Officers wisely did when faced by overwhelming numbers."
"I don't believe what I'm hearing." said Chief of Staff Oswald. "I can't believe the Police Union would have Police Officers act like cowards and shirk their duty like that."
"Hear hear." said Cindy. "We're going to do our jobs, and our duty. We will stand up to the violent agitators, and we will take them down. But our questions remain... why would you want us to restore a racist like McCombs to any Police Force, much less this one? Are you racists yourselves?"
"Watch your mouth, little girl." said the first Union Rep angrily. Ice blue eyes flashed cold fire. Cindy held out her hand, and the Chief put the green crowbar back in it.
"My answer to you is 'no'." said the Chief. "Your compromise offer is rejected. McCombs is not coming back, even if he is acquitted of the murder charge. Let me remind you: he has Federal hate crime charges against him, alsoooo."
"And you want that to go to trial?" asked the 2nd Rep. "The USDOJ Civil Rights Division is already suing you. You really want to give them the ammunition to come in and force you into a Consent Decree?"
"Interesting contradictory terms." said Cindy. "How can we be 'forced' into a 'consent' decree?... little boy."
"You watch your mouth, little girl," snarled the first Rep, "or I'll come over there and shove that crowbar down your throat."
"Bring it on... racist!" Cindy fired back, rising to her feet.
"Gentlemen," said the Chief, his hand on his service weapon under the table, "don't you know the first rule of finding yourself in a deep hole... is to stop digging? I suggest you leave... before the Deputy Chief shows you just how badly it hurts when your kidneys are ex-pllloooo-ded by a crowbar blow to your backsides."
The Union Reps got up. "We'll be seeing you in Court, Chief." said the first Rep. "And your little girl, too."
Cindy was ready to expiate some serious tension in her life with some Police Boxing Matches practice, but the Chief's hand in a 'stop' sign prevented her from attacking them. And the Union Reps didn't stay around long enough to become the objects of her derision. They hastily exited.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They must be desperate." I said as Cindy and I talked with the Chief in his office. "We're in the endgame now. McCombs is gone, pretty much no matter what. I don't understand why they want to save him so badly."
"I would sayyyy," drawled the Chief, "that they would consider getting him reinstated a 'win' over yooooo, Mr. Crowbarrrrr. But it doesn't feeeeeel right."
"Speaking of 'feeling'," Cindy said, "I got a massive vibe off that one Union Rep when I asked them if they were racists. And after that, he got real... touchy... with me, calling me names, threatening me. And the vibe I got... was that I'd touched the hot spot, that his agenda was to gin up a racial situation..."
Part 25 - Prescience
It was the last day of school! Carole and Marie were very excited as they rushed to Stephanie Steele's car and climbed in. "Look, Mom!" Marie said. "We got certificates for Perfect Attendance!"
"You both have had perfect attendance both years." Stephanie said. "That's very good."
She drove them to her office in the Physics Building. Thirty minutes later, Teresa Croyle came and got Carole. Pete Feeley was also with her.
"I'm going to take Pete to his house, then you to yours." Teresa said to Carole.
"That'll work." Carole said, almost cryptically. Stephanie laughed and Teresa gave what was for her a chuckle.
As they drove towards the Muscone home, Teresa seemed to be thinking about something, and she seemed to take special notice of various SUVs on the road.
Carole 'noticed', then said "A big SUV would be a good idea. It would be easier to carry all those boys around."
"I think you're right." Teresa said, wondering how in the world Carole had known Teresa was thinking about buying an SUV for 'troop transportation'.
When they got to Tanya's home, Pete said "Can Carole come in with me? She needs to tell Mom something."
"Okay, we'll all go in." Teresa said. She walked the kids inside.
"Mom," Pete said, coming up to Tanya, "Carole needs to tell you something."
"Okay." Tanya said. "What is it, Carole?"
"Would it be okay if I gave you some ad-vice?" Carole said.
"Uh, sure." Tanya said. "What is it?"
"Let it roll." Carole said. "I know you're mad at my dad now, but if you let it roll, everything will be good by Chriss-muss."
"How will it be good?" Teresa asked, enormously curious herself.
"I don't know 'how'." Carole said. "I just know everything will be good, as long as you stay in the Po-leece Force." Pete nodded vigorously in agreement, though even he did not know why...
Part 25 - Wedding of the Century, Pt. 3
D-Day, the Sixth of June. It was also my son Jim's 6th birthday. He got Legos for his birthday, but he also got a book on football and a camouflage-pattern book bag, for when he'd be starting school in the Autumn.
But this day was also going to be a day of celebration for another reason. 'The Vision' in Coltrane County was hosting the Wedding of the Century III... the last of my three Angels was getting hitched.
Everything was set up near where the River cut across the Vision property. It was not unlike how the weddings at BOW Enterprises had been set up, but the slope of the hill was a little bit steeper, and there were no banners encircling the wedding setup.
Happy Vision acolytes were especially happy today, and were dressed in all white as they ushered and assisted guests. There weren't all that many invited guests, and of course the wedding had been announced pretty suddenly and things were fast-moving. Cindy had put out word that Police Officers could attend if they were not on duty, and that they should not give her gifts.
As a result, there were a surprisingly good number of Police Officers and their significant others, and there were a good number of Firefighters, EMS, and Public Health Department personnel, especially those that were involved in keeping the books... Cindy was all but doing them for EMS, and helped Chief Deputy Oswald with a lot of it, as well.
I arrived with Laura, Carole, and Marie. Paulina brought Tasha, and Molly came with Chief Moynahan. Needless to say, none of the boys had any desire to attend. The girls and their mothers were sitting down while I held back, surveying everything from the top of the hill near the Vision World Headquarters building.
"Hello, Crowbar!" said Sheriff Griswold as he came up to me. "Beautiful day for a ceremony!"
"And for some bourbons at the receptions afterwards." I said, needling Our Sheriff. He barked a laugh. I said "You're not officiating the service?"
"Naw." said Griswold. "I would have, if they'd asked, but they didn't. I hear tell Mayor Allgood might do it."
"No, it's not me." said Mayor Daniel Allgood as he, his wife Melina, and their daughter Patricia came up to us. "I would've done it if they'd asked, but I think they got someone else."
"Probably a good thing." said Melina. "You guys have to run for office again, and the Press would love to use you officiating a lesbian wedding against you."
"Hi Uncle Don!" Patricia said, coming up to me and hugging my legs. I 'hugged' her by patting her on the back with both my hands.
"Hey, Patricia!" I said. "Where's your brother?"
"He's with Cousin Jim and all the other boys." said Patricia.
"Why don't we go find seats." said Daniel. I pointed out where Laura was sitting, and they headed in that direction.
"Hi Sheriff, hi Commander." said Deputy Strait as he came up. We greeted him with handshakes, then some talk. Strait said "Yeah, I told Cindy she'd broken my heart, but I'm real happy for her."
Sheriff Griswold said "You'll find the right girl, and soon. I'll predict that the next wedding I attend in this county... will be yours, Straight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, hello young Donald." said Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart as he came out of the building. "Wonderful day. Beautiful weather." 
"Hi Uncle Harvey." I said. "A great day for you, as well, as the father of the bride... one of them."
"Yes, I cannot tell you how happy I am." said Dr. Eckhart. "I never thought I'd see this day... to walk my daughter down the aisle, and to know she's carrying my grandson. Young Tim Jenkins, he's a good young man. He says he had a dream... that it's going to be a boy."
"That's great." I said. "So you're walking Cindy down the aisle. Who, if anyone, is walking Callie?"
"Ah, young Benny Black, our nephew's brother." said Dr. Eckhart. Benny Black was Todd's half brother through their father Michael Burke. Dr. Eckhart saw someone waving at him and said "Ah, I'm needed. I'll see you at the reception, young Donald." He walked back towards the building.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went and sat down by Laura just before the service was to start. I saw Tanya and Jack Muscone and Jack's daughters Tiffany and Jennifer to our left. Cindy had offered Tanya a bridesmaid position, but after seeing the terrain, Tanya had said she'd be better off as a guest. She was driving her 'Tank', which was more suitable for the terrain than her regular wheelchair, and she was right: it would've been a problem to account for.
Soooo... Cindy's gym partners, Wanda and Ariel, were bridesmaids, as were two of Callie's pornstar friends from California, neither of who had been part of the 'Porno Set Mystery'. Teresa was officially the Matron of Honor for both brides.
And officiating... and not worrying about what the Press would say about her conducting a lesbian wedding... was one of the State's highest-ranking public officials... SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell. As beautiful as the two brides were, Britt was hotter. I did not mention that to Laura, though... I am not an Agency of the Weak-Minded.
Benny Black escorted Callie down the left side aisle as Dr. Eckhart escorted Cindy down the right side. There were no words of 'who is to give away this woman?'; they just handed off their charges and sat down together on the first row. Britt led Cindy and Callie through the lines of the ceremony, which were simple and relatively quick. Then they walked back up the aisle, and we all followed soon afterward...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting with Sheriff Griswold and Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. Dr. Eckhart and one Carole Diana Troy were having a fascinating conversation about the Power of the Mind, and Dr. Eckhart recommended something to Carole that would come to be known as the 'fish trick'. Carole said she'd try it whenever we went to our favorite Chinese restaurant again.
"She is a delightful child." said Dr. Eckhart. "She has an incredibly powerful mind, one of the most powerful I've ever encountered. It's like... a sixth sense, and those fortunate enough to have it, and develop it, will find it useful in every part of their lives. Unfortunately, many children's minds are dulled by parents that tell them 'no', that do not encourage them, but suppress their abilities. I am glad you are helping Carole find her way, as is Sheriff Griswold."
"Her mother is not, though." I said. "But I think I'm winning Laura over to accepting Carole for what she is."
"Keep dreaming, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold, who had already sampled a few bourbons. "Wishful thinking on your part. But I'll say this: in the battle of wills I'm seeing between mother and daughter... the daughter is winning. Carole has more willpower than anyone I've ever seen... except you, Crowbar. Except you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Like Tanya had done at her wedding, and I'd done for the Christmas concert, Cindy availed herself of Teresa's beautiful singing voice as Cindy and Callie danced together. Teresa had shown herself to be the equal of the late, great Laura Branigan, and now she was showing she would take no back seat to the legendary Barbra Streisand as she sang 'Woman In Love':



"The road is narrow and long
When eyes meet eyes
And the feeling is strong
I turn away from the wall
I stumble and fall
But I give you it all

I am a woman in love
And I'll do anything
To get you into my world
And hold you within
It's a right I'll defend
Over and over again..."
Part 26 - Epilogue
Nearly midnight, June 6th. She looked out from the balcony outside her bedroom over the neighborhood, hearing the sounds of the Town in the distance. She wondered briefly to herself why she didn't have one of the homes on the mountainside that overlooked the Town, with their much better views. She took a sip of her drink, a rare and expensive sherry.
As she listened to the sound of a siren in the distance, she took stock of the situation. Things had not gone as well as she'd hoped. The God-damned Iron Crowbar had been doing Iron Crowbar things, and had figured out the method of getting the cash to the dirty cops in both the TCPD and the City Police that were in her employ. That had been a setback, but Chauvin had done his job, and the Badlands were burning in the City. But not here, she thought to herself... at least not yet.
But there was still hope. Blacks were angry that ADA Savannah Fineman would not drop the gun charges against the four now-dead worthless pieces of crap. McCombs would be going on trial, and when he wasn't convicted, blacks would get even angrier. And I still have other excellent assets, and the Iron Crowbar has no idea who is pulling the strings... and yanking his chain.
She finished her sherry and turned to go back into the bedroom. Even though the stud in her bed and vigorously eaten her pussy and then fucked her and come in her, she was still horny. She crawled into the bed and slid up to her sleeping lover, and took his flaccid penis into her hand and began jacking it to hardness.
"Mmmf!" the man moaned as he came fully awake. The intense pleasure of her wet mouth sliding up and down his slimy shaft coursed through him. He watched her head bobbing up and down as she expertly fellated him.
"Mmmm, are you're awake, Jeff?" she said as she looked up at his face. "How about I ride your cock until you fire another load into my aching pussy?"
"Sure, babe. Climb on" Jeff said sleepily. She eased her sexy body up and straddled him, and fit the head of his fully erect six inch cock into her labes, then groaned deeply as she impaled her sopping pussy onto his hard male meat...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Y'all really had the Police Boxing Matches on my wedding day?" Commander Cindy Ross asked as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room at 6:50am, Monday, June 8th. Everyone broke out laughing.
"No." I said. "I wanted to see the Matches, too. So we had them yesterday, on Sunday. And to that point... why aren't you on your honeymoon?"
"We're going to go later this summer." Cindy said. "Maybe the July 4th timeframe. We got married so fast that we didn't have time to plan a honeymoon."
"That's what my hometown calls a 'shotgun wedding'." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said. "Seeing as you're pregnant, and all." Everyone broke out laughing at that.
"That was a contributing factor." Cindy said with a wan smile. "I wanted to fit in my dress before I begin showing. Another factor was that my father and 'The Vision' people are beginning their Empowerment Camps and Enlightenment Camps, so we got the wedding out of the way rather than wait until the July 4th weekend."
"I for one am glad yoo diddddd." drawled the Chief. "You kept it sweet and simple, it wasn't too crowded, and it was too hot yet. And no chaosssss."
"Oh there was chaos." I replied. "Chief, maybe you didn't see Carole, Marie, and Tasha doing what they do best... getting into trouble?"
"Did they get into trouble for trying to cross the River to get to the other side?" asked Captain Tanya Muscone, "... without using the bridge?"
"Yep." I said. "Their mothers had a few words for them for that."
"What happened?" Teresa asked.
I said "The girls thought the River was shallow, and found out that it was a little too deep for them to walk across without using the bridge. After their mothers were done with them, I had a 'teachable moment' about safety in situations like that, and the end result is all the kids, including Pete and Tasha, are getting swimming lessons this summer."
As everyone laughed at that story, the Sheriff expertly used the remote to turn on the television monitor, and to Channel 2...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 8th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "The City has sued the Governor for his outrageous encroachment of their sovereignty!"
Bettina began: "City Mayor Lucian Phelps filed suits in both State and Federal Court, accusing deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared of abuse of power in attempting to send National Guard troops into the City to stop peaceful protests in the Ferguson Park district. The troops were sent in Saturday night when two buildings caught fire, which Mayor Phelps said was coincidental, and not set by any demonstrators."
Bettina: "Federal Judge David Herbert of the Eastern District of the State dismissed the Federal lawsuit, stating that the Governor was within his rights to call up and deploy the National Guard in his State, and that Mayor Phelps did not have standing to challenge that in Federal Court.
Bettina: "Mayor Phelps stated that the City has semi-sovereign status within the State under longstanding laws as well as agreements over time that now constitute Common Law. However, State Superior Court Judge Mario Cruz, considered a rightwing extremist judge, ruled that the Governor has jurisdiction over every inch of the State, and especially the City, and that Jared could send National Guard stormtroopers to violently suppress peaceful black protests."
Bettina: "Civil rights groups demanded that Judge Cruz resign from his seat on the Bench, and State Senator Corey Coons, the Democrat nominee for Lieutenant Governor, filed a Civil Rights complaint against Judge Cruz and Governor Jared with the U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division."
Bettina: "And congratulations are in order, as Police Deputy Chief Cindy Ross married actress Callie Carrington over the weekend at 'The Vision' compound in Coltrane County to our south. SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell officiated the ceremony. The State Right to Life Committee and other Republican groups expressed outrage that Town & County Mayor Daniel Allgood attended the lesbian wedding ceremony..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Leave it to Bettina Wurtzburg and KXTC to find a way to use my wedding as a way to attack someone." Cindy said, seeming to be calm on the outside.
Teresa said "I'm a little surprised that Bettina didn't just say 'CIA Officer' Callie Carrington... or 'porn actress' Callie Carrington."
I replied: "They can get into serious legal trouble if they identify a CIA Officer without that Officer's and the CIA's consent. And I think Bettina didn't call Callie a 'porn actress' or 'porn star' because she wants to highlight that it was a lesbian wedding, and use that to turn around and attack Mayor Allgood."
"In fairrrrrr-nessssss," said the Chief, "the Reverend Ikea of the State Right to Life Committee did come out with the condemnation of the Mayor, so Bettina is just reporting the news, there. He also came out with a statement saying the lesbian wedding was corrupt and sinful in the eyes of Goddddd, but Bettina chose not to share that part with us."
Cindy said "Daniel told me he'd officiate the ceremony if we had it in the Town & County, but I already had Britt lined up to do it. And it's ridiculous that in this 21st Century, a Mayor is politically attacked for attending a friend's wedding."
"Oh, I wouldn't have gone, if you weren't my first cousin." I said to Cindy. A wicked twinkle in my gray eyes gave it away that I was needling my first cousin. Cindy still glared at me.
"How do you feel about lesbian weddings, Commander?" asked Teresa Croyle, taking advantage of the huge opportunity to start 'trouble'... and succeeding. Cindy turned and affixed her ice-blue eyes upon Teresa, who just looked back with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.
"Cindy's not dating me," I said, "so she can date and marry whoever she wants."
"Surely the Red Crowbar agrees that anyone has the right to marry whoever they want." Cindy said levelly.
"And don't call me Shirley." I replied. Then I exhibited a slight grin, and said "My answer is 'Yes and no'."
(Author's note: Here we go. Don't say I didn't warn you...)
Then I got philosophical: "Seriously, my philosophy is that 'rights', such as Constitutional rights, can only be given to and claimed by individuals, and must affect and be equally applicable to all as individuals."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The concept of 'group rights' is a contradiction in terms, and contradictions cannot exist. The Media has once again bastardized terms and outright lied, by saying that 'group rights' exist, that 'civil rights' apply to groups, allowing one group to be treated differently than others. That's not true, or at least it shouldn't be. For example, a Black person should not be discriminated against... as an individual. Nor should a White, Asian, or Hispanic person be discriminated against... as individuals. ALL individuals are equal as individuals in the sight of God and the Constitution."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And attempting to apply 'rights' to one group that don't apply to another is not only not 'rights', it is discrimination. The Media and politicians attempt to use so-called 'group rights' to advance a certain agenda, but what they are advancing is not true 'rights'."
"And gays and lesbians?" Cindy asked, again levelly.
Your Iron Crowbar: "I have a theory, that I won't try to prove nor get into the weeds over academically, that humans, and indeed all animals, have two basic instincts: to survive, and to reproduce and propagate the species. Everything else is learned."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Some learning comes from those instincts. We have to eat to survive, and we get hungry. That's instinct. But good cooking technique is learned. We have sex to reproduce, and that's instinctive. But good sexual technique is learned. At least my wife says so. And higher order mathematics are not needed to survive, and have to be purely learned. Heck, 2 + 2 must be learned; we don't require that knowledge to survive nor reproduce."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Heterosexuality is instinctive; it reproduces the species. Homosexuality, however, does not reproduce the species. It's learned. And I know the academicians say that one is born homosexual, but I don't agree with that. My point is that both homosexuality and heterosexuality are behaviors."
"But we were talking about marriage." I said. "I just gave that background to round out the picture. My point here is that marriage between persons cannot be a 'right'. An individual may claim a right to marry whoever they want, but the institution of marriage by definition is between at least two people, and therefore it's not a 'right'... it is a contract."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And because it's a contract, per the Constitution it can be regulated by the State. And the US Supreme Court has ruled that marriage between persons of the same gender is a legal contract, and they are the Constitutional authority of the Land and their ruling is binding. Ergo, gay marriage is Constitutionally legal."
Yeah, that started up some conversation.
"So," Cindy said "you're saying that if they passed an actual Constitutional Amendment outlawing gay marriage, that would be legal?"
"It would be Constitutional." I said. "And let me be clear that I'm not judging right or wrong. Many religions adamantly consider gay marriage to be 'wrong'. But it's a legal contract. An Amendment that regulated that contract a certain way would be legal... because its the Constitution."
"Not all laws are good, but they are laws." said Tanya.
"Yes." I said. "And that is why there's a difference between 'the law' and 'Justice', but I digress."
"So let me see if I get this straight, pun not intended." said Sheriff Griswold. "By your definitions there, a marriage between a man and two women could be legal?"
"Yes, Sheriff. Or a man could marry multiple women, or vice versa." I replied. "The Mormons did that for a while, but gave up polygamy later on. And practically speaking, most men have trouble dealing with one wife, so IMHO they'd be crazy to have more."
That drew laughter, then I said: "But to your question, Sheriff: yes. If the SCOTUS said such marriages were legal, or if a law were passed legalizing polyamory, those marriages would be legal, per what I just said..."
Sheriff Griswold said "Jack Muscone is right about you, Crowbar. And what's more, I think you're trying to be burned at the stake.." That generated more laughter...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There she is!" said Theo Washington happily as Joan Laurer came into MCD to watch the news with the other Detectives. "Ladies and gentlemen, Police Boxing Matches finalist Joan Laurer!"
Everyone applauded Joan, including Julia Rodriguez, who had been soundly defeated by Joan in the semi-final match the day before. Julia had not lasted the full first round, and Joan had mercilessly turned Julia into a pretzel before taking her down. In a related story, SWAT Team member Robert Kalsu barely beat his fellow SWAT Team member Daniel Patrick in the other semifinal match, which went into an overtime fourth round. Only the now-famous match between the Red Crowbar and the Green Crowbar the year before had gone longer. (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 01.)
"Thanks, guys." Joan said, unable to hide her happiness. "I was motivated. I'm too poor to buy lunch if I lose the bets."
"That's the worst of it." Julia said. "Not only did I get my fourth point of contact beat down, I have to buy her lunch, too."
"None of us have any grounds to be talking." said Teddy Parker. "We've all been beaten down now."
"And my money is on you, Joan," said Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan, " to take the title for the honor of the Detectives." There was an acclaim for that.
"Where's Lieutenant Davis?" asked Joanne Warner. "He's always at the coffee klatches with us."
"He's in his office, I know that much." said Rudistan. "Maybe he's busy with something."
"Maybe he broke up with Inga Gunddottar." said Roark Coleman. The room fell into silence, and all eyes were on him.
"You know something I don't know?" asked Theo Washington, with a tinge of harshness.
"Not specifically." said Roark. "But rumors are going around that they've been having problems recently." Seeing the eyes still on him, some connoting hostility he said, "Hey, I'm not trying to start trouble, but the Lieutenant isn't here on a Monday morning... after talk have been going around."
"Not my business." said Julia. "Not yours either." Detectives turned to their duties at their desks...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "It was an exciting weekend, and here's what's in that news: FBI Agent Tim Jenkins, who was shot and wounded while protecting other Federal Agents in a murderous attempt by unknown perpetrators, is recovering well at University Hospital. Doctors tell Fox Eight News that he could be released from the Hospital sometime this week."
Catrina: "Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police issued a statement exclusively to Fox Eight News that they are following several leads obtained by examining the evidence at the crime scene. Commander Troy also said he believes the perps have fled the Town & County area, and that the TCPD and Nextdoor County Police are working with the FBI to apprehend the criminals."
Meredith: "In State news, Governor Val Jared ordered the State's National Guard into The City to end violent demonstrations in the Ferguson Park and Badlands districts. Rioters were setting cars and buildings on fire, throwing rocks and bottles at Police and other people, and two people were struck by gunfire. Eight persons, including two Police Officers, were seriously injured, and as of this morning two persons had died."
Catrina: "Governor Jared is being praised for his strong law-and-order approach to what he terms as 'seditionists' and what Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall called 'anarchists'. Ms. Marshall is the Republican nominee for Governor, and has said that when she is elected Governor, she will be at least as forceful in restoring the Rule of Law to the City and the rest of the State, while her opponent, Hoyt Stenson, is too weak to lead in crises like the violent protests."
Meredith: "City Mayor Lucian Phelps, a Democrat, sued the Governor for sending in the Guard, but both the Federal and State lawsuits were dismissed. State Senator Corey Coons, candidate for Lieutenant Governor said, quote 'the Gestapo tactics of rightwing extremists Val Jared and Sharon Marshall to suppress black voices and the rights of peaceful protesters is typical of racist Republicans!', close quote."
Meredith: "And Ruby Russell, the Republican nominee for Lieutenant Governor, issued a statement saying, quote 'Val Jared's heavy-handed actions are too harsh and will only lead to lives lost'. State House Minority Leader and Establishment Republican Wilson Hammonds also issued a statement condemning Governor Jared and demanding that Jared resign immediately, saying, quote, 'Val Jared's brutality towards People of Color does not reflect true Republican values, but the racism of Rightwing Extremists!', close quote."
Catrina: "Let's bring in Peter Dwayne Gordon of Clear Call Polling." The camera panned out to show Peter sitting in the Fox Eight 'hot chair'. "Welcome, Peter. What are the most recent numbers?"
Peter: "Thank you for having me, Catrina and Meredith. First, all of these polls are a rolling three-day polling of likely voters, with a margin of error of 3 percentage points. And the data shows that while Governor Jared's overall popularity has risen from 39% to 45%, his job satisfaction numbers skyrocketed from 40% to 55%. His numbers of his handling of the riots shot up to 57%."
Peter: "Sharon Marshall's numbers also shot up amongst all likely voters as well as Republican likely voters, but in what may be a warning flag, Ruby Russell's numbers dropped significantly among Republicans. "
Meredith: "Peter, how are their numbers among Democrat likely voters?"
Peter; "Governor Jared's job performance raised from 5% favorables among Democrats to 10% favorables. But Sharon Marshall's numbers went up from 10% to 19%, while Hoyt Stenson, her opponent for the Governor's mansion, has not moved in the polls. Corey Coons increased his already overwhelming lead against Ruby Russell."
Meredith: "So coverage of the violence in The City and other cities across America are helping the Republicans?"
Peter: "The coverage appears to be helping Conservative Republicans the most, as they are either calling for or implementing strong law-and-order measures. If you look at Sharon Marshall as an extension of Governor Jared... a third term for Jared, if you will... the violence that people are seeing on television and the strong response is helping Conservative Republicans like her greatly, and hurting Democrat candidates..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Muscone drove into the Main Conference Room at 9:00am sharp. Waiting for her were her 'Lieutenants Three'... Jerome Davis, Mary Milton, and Micah Rudistan.
"Everyone have a good weekend?" Tanya asked as she parked her wheelchair and took out her tablet.
"Liquor available at a wedding?" replied Rudistan jovially. "You know it, ma'am." Tanya and Mary chuckled. Jerome was oddly silent, and seemed distracted. Tanya glanced at him; he looked like he hadn't had much sleep, either.
"Don't ask Commander Troy about lesbian weddings." Tanya said. "We got a lecture this morning worthy of a Philosophy class at the University."
"He's opposed to them?" Mary asked unbelievingly.
"Quite the opposite," said Tanya, "but he went through a whole spiel on individual rights, instincts and learning, marriage as a contract. My head was spinning... okay, I've distracted you. What's going on? Anything on these bozos that tried to kill Tim Jenkins/"
Mary said "Nothing new, ma'am. Nextdoor County, Coltrane County, and the counties around them are really watching out for that black Buick, but so far it's 'no joy' on that. I think that if the perps have tried to get back here, or they're going to, they'll get another, different car."
Tanya nodded. "I agree with that. I know Commander Troy thinks they were going after Callie Carrington, and we can't let our guard down. But she's on full alert now, as are we all. Whatever their motives were in going after her, or after Tim, I really wonder if they still want to waste energy pursuing it. Okay, what about the quadruple murder? Anything new, Jerome?... Jerome?"
Jerome Davis seemed to come to with a start. "Oh... sorry ma'am. Uh, nothing new on the murders. Julia, Theo, Teddy, and Joanne all think it's very likely the perps that shot Toddler's crew were the same guys that tried to get Callie Carrington. And we've had nothing else big in the last week."



"O-kay." said Tanya, peering sideways at Jerome, who still seemed to be out of sorts. She said "Anything from Vice?"
"Yes ma'am." said Rudistan. "I talked to a few old school friends yesterday. None of them are in gangs now, but they keep their ears open. They don't tell me anything unless it's really big, and by that I mean bigger than the risk of telling the Police anything."
Tanya and Mary nodded, and Rudistan continued: "There's a lot of pent up anger in the Black Community. A lot of people want to go on marches and protests, and they're not really interested in truly peaceful protests that people are ignoring. They want to get noticed, and that generally means violence and property damage."
"So we're in imminent danger of a riot?" Mary asked.
"Maybe." said Rudistan. "What I'm hearing is that this general frustration is being taken advantage of. There's people going around trying to start stuff up. We got one video off YouTube, where some people were marching along peacefully on MLK Jr. Drive, and this white guy in a dirty t-shirt comes driving up in a car and says 'I've got some bricks! You want some bricks to throw through windows or at the cops?' Well, the marchers told the guy where he could shove his bricks, but there's a lot more of that going on that doesn't get filmed."
Tanya said "Any info on who's ginning this up?"
"No ma'am." said Rudistan. "But I did hear that there are two incidents that are going to be used to outrage the black community: that gun that Hatch allegedly planted on Toddler and his crew, and Sergeant McCombs's trial. If McCombs isn't convicted, that could turn ugly really quick. Like the Rodney King riots all those years ago, when those four Police Officers were acquitted."
Tanya said "Mary, is Intel getting anything about that?"
Mary Milton said "Nothing specific that I've heard, ma'am. But I'll go ask after this meeting, and I'll ask them to start looking for some confirmation and further information."
Tanya said, "Jerome, I want you to put the MCD Detectives back in cars, and... Jerome?"
"Yes ma'am." said Jerome Davis, seemingly coming back from a 'reverie'. "You want the MCD Detectives back in the field?"
Tanya said "I want them watching the Press again, especially KXTC. And driving around looking for clumps of people congregating."
"Roger that." said Jerome, making a note.
"Okay," said Tanya, glancing over at Jerome. "Mary, Micah, you guys go ahead. Jerome, I need to talk to you for a minute." Milton and Rudistan left the room.
"What' going on, Jerome?" Tanya asked.
"Uh, nothing ma'am." said Jerome.
"Jerome, you look like you haven't slept in a week, and you're a million miles away." Tanya said. "If I didn't know you as well as I do, I'd send you to the clinic to take a drug test right now. So what's up?"
"Really, ma'am... nothing." said Jerome. "I didn't sleep well last night, that's all. I've just got personal stuff going on."
"Normally I'd let that go." Tanya said. "But you're not just a Uniformed Officer on the beat. You're the MCD Lieutenant. So, I can keep it quiet, but I need to know... before Commander Troy takes one look at you." Jerome nodded, but said nothing.
"Is it Inga?" asked Tanya. "Problems there?"
"No ma'am, things are good between us." said Jerome. After a pause, he finally said "All right, I'll tell you: my father called and asked me to come down to Valley Villages. He said he wanted to talk to me about something. So after I attended Commander Ross's wedding Saturday, I drove on down to my dad's place."
"Is he okay?" Tanya asked. "He's not sick or anything, is he?"
"No ma'am, it's nothing like that." Jerome said. "He... when I got down there, he told me he wants me to quit the TCPD."
Part 2 - Fathers and Sons, Black and Blue
9:30am, Monday, June 8th. I was studying Intel reports when there was a knock on my (open) door. I turned to see Cindy Ross standing there, having pivoted out of her office.
"Come on in." I said. "The coffee's fresh; have at it." Cindy poured a cup into the mug she'd brought into the office (hence my amazing deduction that she wanted coffee), and poured some into my Airborne School mug as I turned to face her.
"I just came in to ask what's going on with Tim?" Cindy said as she sat down. "He said you're going to put him up in the MIL apartment at the Mountain Nest?"
I said "Yes. My mom is staying at The Cabin and helping guard the kids that are congregated there, and Laura agreed that Tim could stay in the downstairs apartment of the Mountain Nest for a while as he recuperates. There's a secure connection through Laura's hookup, and he should be fairly safe there-------"
"Sorry to interrupt, but let me cut to it." Cindy said. "He could stay at the University Hotel or at the FBI's apartment here, at no charge to him. So while I'm sure he appreciates your hospitality, why is he staying at the Mountain Nest?"
"I think you're making the deduction already." I said. "Jack told Tim he never got a resignation, so as far as he's concerned, Tim is still an FBI Agent. But Tim has not decided for sure what he wants to do. And also... you can go visit him without anyone else getting in the way."
"You mean Callie." Cindy said.
"Or Laura, or Jack, or Tanya, or Owen Lange, or Bowser, or anyone else." I said.
"Speaking of Tanya..." Cindy said, "I blinked and missed something. You wrote her up? You formally reprimanded her?"
I nodded. "Yeah. Did Teresa tell you any of it?"
Cindy said "No, and I got the vibe that she's a bit scared of you, too; at least on this. Quite an accomplishment, considering she's the most fearless woman I've ever met."
"Me, too." I said. "But I understand her caution." I then told Cindy about Tanya moving like pond water when urgency had been required, her failure to follow my instructions, all of which led to Tim Jenkins in the Mountain Nest's MIL apartment. I also discussed the situation regarding the Mighty Miltons and the FBI. And I also told her about Teresa slipping and talking about the smuggling of the cash to McCombs and Hatch, which led to a bit too efficient a response.
"You think Tanya will go to the FBI?" Cindy asked. "EAD Lange is trying to recruit her, you know."
"Yes, he wants her as a forensic analyst, working with SAC Cardigan." I said. "But if I'm reading various people's body language right... she's not going to. She'll stay with us."
"Do you want her to stay with us?" Cindy asked.
"Of course I do!" I said, looking at her funny. "Why would you even ask that?"
"I dunno." Cindy said. "I'm not saying you were wrong to do it, but you came down on her like a ton of bricks. Made it real easy for her to choose to go to the FBI, if that's what she wanted to do and had any reservations."
I said "Noooo. I would only want her to go... if she truly wanted to go. But I had to do what I had to do."
Cindy nodded. "So, are you going to try to get rid of me next?" I was not fooled by the veneer of humor she tried to present.
"Hell," I said, "I've been trying to get rid of you for years." After several seconds, we both began whimpering laughs, which became uncontrollable.
"It's... really not a good day for that kind of humor." Cindy said after we stopped laughing. "I already had to endure your philosophy lecture this morning."
*BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!*
It was Helena, and she said I had visitors: Captain Muscone and Lieutenant Davis.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, ma'am," said Jerome, "I mean no disrespect, but can I talk to you alone, Commander Troy? And be able to speak freely?"
"Sure." I said. "Captain Muscone, touch base with Commander Ross, and bring each other up to speed on things, if you will."
"Yes sir." Tanya said and drove out. Jerome closed the door behind her. As he sat back down, we put our badges on the desk. My bug-killer was 'on'.
"So," I said, "as the old Franklin Covey adage says: seek first to understand. Help me understand why your father wants you to leave the TCPD."
Jerome said "First some background, sir. As you know, my father and I weren't all that close when I was growing up, and we really were estranged when I went to the Police Academy instead of the Navy. I thought things were going a lot better after he came here and saw what we did while he helped Charlie Griswold." (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons'.)
Jerome: "I also thought that because he was in the Navy, he put that ahead of racial politics. He loved the Navy, still does, and I thought he was more about Navy blue and Army green than black and white politics.... but I was wrong."
Jerome: "When I got down there, he asked me how I felt about taking down blacks that were protesting Police brutality. I told him I didn't see it that way, that we were arresting white people, too... and that no matter what color they were, I had an obligation and duty to protect innocent lives from those committing violence."
Jerome: "He began reciting stories to me, of blacks he knew growing up being subjected to Police harassment and even brutality. And I saw for the first time why he'd been so opposed to me going to the Academy and becoming a Police Officer... because he still holds a bitter hatred of Police to this day."
Jerome: "I asked him about his Navy service, and he said that the Navy was better than the civilian world for blacks, but there was still racism in it, too... and he'd had to retire a Senior Chief Petty Officer rather than a Master Chief Petty Officer because a white Navy Captain held him back when he was younger."
Jerome: "I asked him if he thought the TCPD was racist, and he said it was better than most, that Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, and you were good people, and he believed you weren't racists... but that when push came to shove, as it's doing now... he doesn't think you'll understand the frustration of blacks. He brought up you crushing that Police-free zone. I told him you took that down before it really got started, saving a lot of lives. He didn't really care; he said the TCPD was crushing more than just peaceful marches... he said we were destroying hope for 'our people' (air quotes)."
I said "Where are you on all that?"
Jerome said "I told him I thought I could make the most difference by working from within the TCPD, that I was as much Blue as Black, if not more. He really didn't like that. He quoted Scripture, saying 'no man can serve two masters', and that I can't be loyal to the TCPD and 'our people' (air quotes again)."
I nodded. "I know it's tough for you, and for Theo and George, and for every black Officer on the Force. And I don't pretend to be able to know just how much it affects you on the inside, seeing as I'm white. So do you know what you want to do?"
"Oh yes sir." said Jerome. "I'm not going anywhere. I'm staying with the TCPD. I just... I just am trying to come to grips with what that is going to mean for my relationship with my father... the end of it."
I said "I don't know if this will help, but I can relate a little bit. My dad did not like it at all when I chose to go into Army ROTC and get a Commission in the Army Reserve. He was a lawyer, mostly in real estate, and darn good at it. And no other lawyer in Fillmore County would defend blacks that got arrested, so he pretty much became the on-call Public Defender, and he did give each case his best effort."
Me: "But he was a Liberal, not in the sense the Media bastardizes the term today, but in the true sense of the word. And he was a Pacifist, and did not like nor respect the military. But I held firm, and got my Commission. Our relationship was cordial but a bit strained after that. It might've been anyway; he was 'old school' stiff and formal, and deeply religious, and I was not. We didn't really talk all that much nor do things together like play ball. But he took care of us."
After a moment of introspection, I said "He died not long after I joined the TCPD, so I don't know how he would've regarded my Police career." (Author's note: 'Interlude', Ch. 04.) "But the bottom line, Jerome, is that I chose the paths I chose because only I could choose my paths, and I had to choose them for me. I can't tell you if that is the right thing for you to do; you'll have to decide that for yourself."
I stood up and picked up my badge, and Jerome did likewise. I said "If you need to talk to our Police Psychologist, let me know; I'm pretty influential with her. And if you need a Chaplain, or if you want to talk to the Chief or Sheriff, let me know that and I'll arrange it. All I ask is that if you do decide to leave us, to let Captain Muscone and me know ASAP."
"I will, sir." said Jerome. "And thank you, sir, for all your help and advice." We shook hands, and he left the office, looking much better than he had when he'd come in...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's not gone yet," said Teresa Croyle, "and until he is gone, I'm not going to worry about it."
My Angels and I were in the back 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar. I had offered to take them all to lunch, on me, and they had all gratefully (and wisely) accepted. Ranks were off, and we were discussing the Jerome Davis situation.
"We have to worry about it, for two reasons." I replied. "First, if he does choose to leave, we need to discuss who the next MCD Lieutenant will be. And second, is this a problem within the TCPD, especially among black Officers?"
Teresa said "Lieutenant DeLong assures me that it's not an issue, that he's talked to black Officers and their morale is good, and they don't have any conflicts that would prevent someone from doing their job. But I also thought that Jerome was one of our most rock-solid guys regarding stuff like that. So maybe people aren't talking to their leaders nor each other, and unexpressed frustrations are being held inside that could lead to trouble later."
Cindy said "I'll ask Captain Thompson about it, see if he's heard anything internally."
Tanya said "Not really changing the subject: what's the word on the McCombs trial?"
I said "It begins next week. Pre-trial motions and stuff on Monday, then they'll seat a Jury, hopefully by the end of the day."
Tanya asked "Who's the attorney for McCombs?"
I said "One of the Union Reps that called Commander Ross a 'little girl' is one of them. I'm not sure who else is on their team. The Union is paying for them."
Tanya said "I heard an unsubstantiated rumor that Gwen Munson is going to be the lead attorney during the actual trial."
"Who told you that?" asked Teresa.
Tanya said "All I'll say is that she contacted the State Crime Lab about the forensic evidence, which is Sergeant McCombs's gun." That meant that Dr. Christina Cho was likely Tanya's source.
I got out my personal iPhone and texted Paulina to check on that. "If Gwen Munson is their legal beagle, that means that Big Players are interested in this case. And I'd like to know why. I also want to know why they're trying to sneak her past us..."
Part 3 - Stark Contrasts
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, June 12th, from atop the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the background. "A huge trial involving a white Police Officer is set to begin next week!"
Bettina began: "TCPD Sergeant McCombs will go on trial in what is being described by experts as a shadow trial of Commander Donald Troy. McCombs is accused of attempted murder, abuse of Police power, a hate crime in using racially offensive language during the stop, and other offenses after making what he and the Police Union consider to be a lawful stop of black man who was in the company of a child that had been believed to had been kidnapped."
Bettina: "Commander Troy allegedly assaulted Sergeant McCombs, and his striking McCombs's service weapon is what caused it to fire. As a result, this trial is as much about Commander Troy's actions as Sergeant McCombs's actions. The Police Union has filed grievances and lawsuits against Commander Troy for what they describe as, quote, 'his brutality that put innocent lives in danger', close quote."
Bettina: "The case has been assigned to the Court of Judge Rodney K. Watts, who is black, and also has one of the harshest records in the State for the sentences given to black men convicted in his Courtroom. Sergeant McCombs's defense team and the Police Union are expected to demand Judge Watts recuse himself because he is black."
Bettina: "The prosecution of the case has been assigned to Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson. Although black herself, ADA Patterson has often prosecuted black defendants with no thoughts of leniency nor plea deals. District Attorney Miriam Walters recently named ADA Savannah Fineman as the her chief ADA, so this could be a very important case for ADA Patterson's future career with the Town & County's District Attorney's office. Also, Paulina Patterson has often worked closely with Commander Donald Troy, and if he were here now, our colleague Lester Holder would remind everyone that Troy and Patterson had a child out of wedlock."
Bettina: "And Channel Two News has learned that the Defense Team for Sergeant McCombs will be led by Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C. Ms. Munson is an accomplished attorney that has fearlessly challenged Donald Troy on the stand on several occasions."
Bettina: "Experts tell Channel Two News that the repercussions and ramifications of this trial could be significant. The Black Community is already furious that ADA Fineman refused to drop gun charges against four black men, who strongly maintained their innocence and accused a Police Officer of planting the gun, and not dropping the charges even after those men were gunned down in a mass shooting that the Town & County Police have not solved and seem to take no interest in pursuing. If Sergeant McCombs is not convicted, especially after using racially insensitive language during the stop, the Black Community could perceive this to be yet another injustice against Blacks by the American Court System."
Bettina: "If Sergeant McCombs is not convicted, then attention will be turned to Commander Troy's actions during the incident. The Police Union has already sued the TCPD over his actions, and he could face a Board of Inquest, a new institution that he himself created as Charter Commission Chairman..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wonder what verdict they're hoping for?" asked Captain Tanya P. Muscone as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"I couldn't telllll." drawled Chief Sean Moynahan. "Bettina was all over the plaaaace on that." I turned and glanced at him. "What?" he asked. "She made a point to mention the Judge and ADA are black."
I didn't respond; I genuinely could not tell if the Chief was serious or if he was trolling me.
"What was with the shots at Paulina?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "Is her job really on the line if she loses this case?"
"This is the first I'm hearing of any of that." I said. "I don't think Walters would fire Paulina over this one case."
Tanya said "I know Penis Holder hates Paulina and Tasha because of you, Commander Troy, but this is the first I've seen of Bettina taking those kinds of shots at them for any reason. What was her motive there?"
"Maybe Savannah Fineman was behind it." said Teresa.
"Ehhhhh... no." I said. "I agree that Bettina has little reason for taking shots like that at Paulina. But I'd bet that Miriam Walters was behind that, as opposed to Savannah."
"Why?" came a chorus, then Teresa added "To fire Paulina?"
I replied "Not so much to fire her as to keep her down and use it against her. Miriam wants to dictate terms on who we have to work with in the D.A.'s office, but Paulina's success rate is the main obstacle to that... we ask for Paulina because she gets the job done, and done well."



"I would thinnnnnk..." drawled the Chief, "that Ms. Wal-terrrrs would want her ADAs to be successfulll, and would keep the good ones around. As an analogyyyy, it makes me look a whole lot better when cases here are solved.. by the Iron Crowbarrrr. Incentive to keep you arounnnnnd, Commanderrrr."
"Thanks, Chief... I think." I replied, again not knowing if the Chief were serious or if I was being trolled...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
One hour later, we began the Angels Meeting, with Cindy present. We watched the KFXU broadcast first.
"It's amazing how two news broadcasts one hour apart can be so completely different." the Green Crowbar said. "Catrina and Meredith barely mentioned the McCombs trial, and didn't go through who the players were so carefully. But they did report on the ongoing riots in The City, which Bettina did not even mention."
Teresa replied: "The Governor's plan of sending in National Guard troops and State Patrol Troopers has had a very positive effect, and the dirtbags of KXTC don't want us to see that. The riots in the Ferguson Park district are just about over. We can't tell with The Badlands... two or three murders a night was par for the course in Maxine Watts's district, and that's what we have now."
"Sorta changing the subject," I said, "how is Lieutenant Davis?"
"He's fine, sir." said Tanya. "He appears to have gotten over the shock of what his father said, and he's gotten better every day this week. And he's committed to this Police Force, so I don't have any worries about him in the leadership position he's in."
"Good." I said. "I was a little bit worried about that. Father-son relationships can be... difficult."
"I am the choir." said Teresa. "You are preaching to it." I pointed at her in acknowledgement.
"No doubt." I said. "My own relationship with my father was... well, it wasn't bad. He eased up on me after Elizabeth left home due to his excessive use of religion. And he really didn't like it that I got an Army Commission, but it wasn't like we became totally estranged. And he died very shortly after I became part of the TCPD."
"You know my story, too. My Canadian dad and my real father, Dr. Eckhart." said Cindy. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 05.) "But it worked out, and I was able to reconcile with my Canadian dad before he died." (Author's note: "Teresa's Christmas Story Redux'.) "What about your father, Tanya?"
"If you care to tell the story." I said. It was then that Cindy and Teresa both realized that they'd never heard anything about Tanya's parents.
"No soap operas in the Perlman household when I was growing up" Tanya said. "I think they were surprised when I chose to become a Police Officer, but they were proud of me. They died in that plane crash from New York to London ten years ago, just off the New England coast. I still think terrorists shot the plane out of the sky, but they came up with some idiotic explanation about something sparking fumes in the main gas tank."
"Wow. I said. "That's sad. So... what about the Police Force in general, and the black Officers within it?"
Teresa said "I've talked with DeLong, Carter, Buchannan, Captain Thompson, and several other black Officers, and I tell them to speak freely and with the assurance of anonymity. They all tell me that morale is good, no black Officers are suggesting sick-outs or anything like that. The only problem we've had is Union people going around, trying to gin up interest in a strike because of the McCombs situation, but McCombs is pretty despised and known to be dirty, so there's no support for him... especially against you, Commander."
"Good." I said. "Okay, let's keep on watch for any trouble brewing while the McCombs trial is going on. Teresa and I will have to be at the Courthouse when the trial starts, since we're witnesses. I expect Gwen Munson to be an ass about it, as she usually is, so if something starts up, you might not even be able to get in touch with us. Soooo, the Precinct Captain of the Precinct where the trouble starts will be in charge until Teresa or I can be found. If it grows, the Chief will step in, and likely assign the Green Crowbar to overseeing the kicking of asses and taking of names. Okay, anything else?"
"Just one thing, sir." said Teresa. "You know my aunt, the one that gave the DNA sample to prove I'm a Belvedere?" (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 03.) "She contacted me, and she's invited me to come down to Louisiana to meet the family I never knew I had. Todd and I are thinking about the July 4th weekend..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Friday, June 12th. Four lawyers entered the Chambers of Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts. Three of them were the McCombs legal Defense team, including two Police Union lawyers and Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C. Paulina Patterson was the lone representative for the Prosecution.
"No one helping you with this, Ms. Patterson?" asked Judge Watts.
"No, Your Honor." said Paulina. She did not add out loud that D.A. Walters had refused to assign her any help of any kind.
"All right, then." said Judge Watts. "Let's go through the pre-trial motions still pending. I see this objection to the Defense list of witnesses. Why is that, Ms. Patterson?"
"Relevance, or lack of it, You Honor." said Paulina. "Those Officers I objected to have no relevance to the case. They weren't at the scene, nor involved in any way."
"Your Honor," said the first Police Union lawyer, "those Officers are being called to testify to the good character of Sergeant McCombs."
"And you could not have had them videotape depositions or give written affidavits to that effect?" asked Judge Watts.
"No, Your Honor." said Gwen Munson. "In-person testimony will have a more positive effect on the Jury. Plus, the Prosecution will be able to cross-examine them, if she so chooses."
"So nice of you to consider the Prosecution in your thinking, Ms. Munson." Judge Watts said witheringly.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "if the Defense can call those witnesses, can I call two dozen witnesses that will testify to the lack of integrity of the Defendant, as well as Internal Affairs reports regarding him?"
"Unless they are very specifically relevant to these specific charges, no." said Judge Watts. "But your point is well made, Prosecutor, and I uphold your objections to these witnesses. Defense must show relevance, and my window for that is very, very narrow. Okay, what else?"
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson, "Commander Troy and Lieutenant Commander Croyle are witnesses. We insist they be at the Courthouse, in the Witness Room, during the duration of the trial."
"Your Honor," countered Paulina, "they will be across the Square at Police Headquarters, on call while they're doing their jobs running the Police Force."
"But they should be here, Your Honor," insisted Munson, "and in the Witness Room where they can't hear other witnesses's testimony. And they shouldn't be allowed cellphones, either."
"No, I won't go that far." said Judge Watts. "They have to have a way to be directly contacted, in case a Police emergency comes up. But I agree they need to be at the Courthouse during the trial, though not necessarily confined to the Witness Room."
The Defense tried to have thrown out the audio and video of McCombs calling the black man he'd accosted the n-word. "It will be highly inflammatory to the Jury, and could prejudice their thinking." said Gwen Munson with an absolutely straight face."
"No doubt about that." said Judge Watts. "And considering that the Defendant has been accused of a hate crime under State Laws, it's absolutely relevant to the case."
"Your Honor, we wish to subpoena Commander Troy's crowbar, and put it into evidence." Gwen Munson said. "And he should be enjoined from carrying any other crowbars during the trial."
"I guess you'll be asking me to enjoin the Police from wearing any armor, too." Judge Watts said very sarcastically. "Commander Troy will be enjoined from carrying the crowbar into my Courtroom for the trial, but can still carry it wherever else he wishes to. And as to subpoenaing it? You should've asked for that a long time ago, and I can't imagine the relevance of actually having it in evidence would be."
"We wish to show the failure of the Police to properly process the crime scene." said Gwen Munson.
"Your Honor," Paulina said, "Defense counsel is being a hypocrite. She wants the crowbar in evidence... to show the Police did not take it into evidence?"
"Good point, Prosecutor." said Judge Watts. Gwen Munson's eyes flashed hatred at Paulina.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "I'd also like to remind the Defense counsel that Sergeant McCombs is on trial here, not Commander Troy------"
"Why isn't he?" the Union lawyer practically yelled. "Your Honor, our defense is going to show that Commander Troy was the aggressor in this incident, and that his actions were wrong and our client's actions were correct."
"All well and good." said Judge Watts. "But I get the Prosecutor's point. If you take it too far off the reservation, or bring up stuff about Commander Troy that is irrelevant to this trial, such as that Morelli baby business, then I will hold you in Contempt, and have you confined... in Commander Troy's jail."
After bickering over everything else that Gwen Munson could possibly bicker over, including times for bathroom breaks (which usurped the prerogative of the Judge of the Courtroom), Judge Watts finished it up:
"I'm going to wrap up with this." he said. "This case has become very important due to outside influences and Media manipulation. I am placing a gag order on all of you. You are not to talk about this case to the Media in any way. If I see leaks, and I will know them when I see them, I'll bring the Iron Crowbar's crowbar down on you like Thor's hammer. This case will be tried in my Courtroom, not in the Media."
"Second," said Judge Watts, "Ms. Munson, the only reason you're on the Defense team in my Courtroom is because Judge Folsom insisted I allow it. But you have two strikes against you already. You try any antics in my Courtroom, any at all, any of your usual crap, and I'll hold you in Contempt of Court and put you in jail for the duration of the trial."
"Your Honor, we have the right to defend our client------" started Munson, but the Judge was having none of it.
"You better do it very scrupulously with regard to the Law and Court procedures." Judge Watts fired back. "You will not waste my time nor the Jury's time, nor will you try any cheap tricks to get a mistrial..."
Part 4 - Sandstorm
10:00am, Saturday, June 13th. As I climbed into the boxing ring in the TCPD Headquarters gym, the well-known techno music of Darude's Sandstorm began playing, at first softly, then rising in volume until the entire gym was engulfed in the noise. The huge crowd was jumping to the music, and were waving either red or blue plastic strips... or white if they were neutral.
Teddy Parker, an Ole Miss graduate, had the correct SEC attitude about Sandstorm. He was wearing a garnet University of South Carolina collared shirt. Football games tended to break out in Williams-Brice Stadium when Sandstorm was played there.
Next to him was Terry Halston, wearing a black t-shirt with the United States Army Ranger tab on the front in yellow lettering. A couple of other SWAT Team members were also wearing black Ranger t-shirts, in solidarity with one of the two Finalists... and because they were entitled to wear those t-shirts. They'd earned their Ranger tabs!
I stood alone in the center of the ring in the crush of sound and motion, waiting for the two finalists to arrive. I was wearing my red golf/polo shirt with the embroidered badge, khaki pants and my gunbelt (this was a uniform, however casual).
And then the roars of the crowd just got louder as the two Finalists came out of their respective waiting rooms and made their way through the crowd to the sides of the ring. The No. 2 seed, SWAT Team member Robert Kalsu, had had his choice of colors, and had taken the blue-trimmed armor and blue football helmet. The No. 4 seed, Vice Detective Joan Laurer, came out in red trimmed armor and red football helmet.
I looked down at Kalsu and said "Would you like a shot... at the title?"
"Don't mind if I do." Kalsu correctly answered. The crowd roared.
I then looked at Joan Laurer and said "Would you like a shot... at the title?"
"Don't mind if I do." Joan answered. The crowd roared some more, and Sandstorm began playing again. As the Finalists and referee Micah Rudistan climbed up and into the ring, I got the heck out of there and back to the main floor, walking over to the Chief, Sheriff, Cindy, and Teresa.
"I've never seen a tan crowbar before." Cindy said, observing Kalsu's crowbar.
"I'm toldddd it's the color of the Army Rangers's berets." said Chief Moynahan.
"Mighty cheeky of Laurer to be using a red crowbar." Teresa said. She looked at me to see a grin on my face, and said "That's not..." I just nodded.
Yes, it was the red crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour before the final bout, Halston went into the SWAT room, where Kalsu and some of his SWAT teammates were. "Hey Kalsu, I've got something for you." He extended a tan crowbar. "Ranger beret color." Halston explained.
"Yeah, that's what I'm talking about!" said Kalsu as he took the crowbar amid acclaim. "Thanks, Halston!" He high-fived Halston. The others had Halston sit and talk military 'XYZ' talk with them, making him feel like one of them for the first time since he'd come to the TCPD...
Meanwhile...
The Detectives were congregated in MCD with Joan Laurer. Cindy and Mary Milton were also in the room. Joan was cheerful and excited about the upcoming match.
"Maybe if I win," she said as they drank coffee, "the Iron Crowbar will give me an exhibition match."
"I think that can be arranged." said Your Iron Crowbar as I came in the door, to an acclaim. "But you gotta win first."
In the pause that followed, I said "And I have something to help you with that. Since I wasn't allowed to compete and easily defend my title... isn't that right, Green Crowbar?..."
"Harumph!" growled Cindy amidst the 'whoaaa's and catcalls. "The Chief saved you from a Green Crowbar beatdown, is what he did." More banter; we never quit.
"Anyhoo..." I said, and everyone settled down as I continued: "... I won't be needing this today." I held up the red crowbar.
I went on: "I came to the TCPD as a Detective, and I still consider myself to be a Detective... and one of you. So on behalf of the Detectives... maintain its honor." I extended the red crowbar to Joanne. The MCD room erupted.
"Thank you, sir!" Joan gasped as she took it, her eyes sparking. Woe betide anyone who had to face her today. Woe betide...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in live time, Referee Rudistan took the mike to make that most important of announcements: "The rule is suspennn-dedddd... to allow the Finalists to use their... own... crowbars!" The crowd roared.
Rudistan called the Finalists up and read them the Riot Act... er, the Rules, emphasizing the one about not hitting the referee. The Finalists clanged their crowbars and went to their corners. The bell rang, Rudistan yelled "Box!", and we were AWN!
Kalsu was very fit, in shape, had Army Ranger training and additional close-quarters-battle (CQB) skills. He was also used to overpowering his opponents, especially females. His only tough contest had been against fellow SWAT member and Ranger Daniel Patrick in the semifinals.
But Joan Laurer was tall for a woman (and a lot of men), very fit and strong, and had trained in mixed martial arts... including 'range time' with Cindy. She had trained hard, knowing what it meant for a woman Police Officer to lose a battle with vicious male perps... to be violently raped before being murdered. Now, she was simply trying to win the trophy. And trying well.
Kalsu was very level-headed, didn't get too emotional one way or the other, which made him a good SWAT member and a good leader. He was fighting the same way, cooly, calmly, looking for openings to exploit and attack. Joan was more energetic, more aggressive, and looked to create openings to exploit and attack.
*WHANG!* *CLANG!*
Kalsu's attempts to power Joan's crowbar out of her hands failed, but in the attempt he had not committed himself to the point of creating a weakness. Both sides continued their feints and probes.
"If there's no winner at the end of the third round," Cindy asked me, "then who's the Champion?"
"It goes on, since neither is defending Champion." I said.
*WHANG!* *CLANG!* *WHANG!* *CLANG!*
Another flurry of blows, but this time Kalsu pressed, and exhibited a shoulder joint. People using red crowbars know what to do with those.
*WHAM!*
Laurer managed a judo throw that put Kalsu on his back, but he was up quickly before she could press an advantage. Still, I could tell he was shaken up by it, and he resorted to a defense posture until the bell to end the first round rang.
"I felt a strong vibe from Kalsu when Joan put him down." Cindy said. "I don't think he's ever quite felt that before."
"Pain? Fear?" I asked.
"Astonishment." replied Cindy.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just as the bell rang to begin the second round, I noticed that Joan Laurer was not looking up at her opponent, but down... at the crowbar in her hands. And I had a sense of what she was realizing: she had the Power of the Crowbar in her hands, and it was time for her to use it.
Robert Kalsu came out much more aggressively than he had during the first round, and attacked. The clangs of iron on iron could be heard over the roars of the spectators as the Finalists finally engaged in personal combat the way a Police Boxing Match was meant to be battled.
"What, is Kalsu trying to wear Laurer down now?" asked Teresa. "If so, it ain't working. She's in as good a shape as he is."
"I don't know what he's trying to do." I replied. "But I get a sense that he's getting desperate to make something happen."
Indeed, Kalsu was getting more aggressive... and more reckless. Laurer must've realized it, and she began a systematic defense that seemingly let him attack her, only to have his blows staved off. She was making him expend a lot of energy, and he was getting nothing for it.
And then... it happened. Kalsu made a strong attack, expecting Laurer to parry the blow, but she did not. She sidestepped it, and Kalsu began going off balance as his blow struck empty air. But as she moved in for the kill, Kalsu deftly stepped to the side and counterattacked her counterattack. It looked like he was going to get her in a hold and take her down, but she just managed to slither out of it and move on past him. The crowd roared as the bell rang.
"This is amazing!" said the Chief excitedly. Neither Cindy nor I said anything, but we could tell in our glances at each other that we were thinking the same thing: this was nothing compared to the great Red Crowbar-Green Crowbar matches of the past.
The bell rang for the final round. I observed that Kalsu was tiring, which surprised me considering his good physical conditioning. Or maybe he was rope-a-doping, faking it. Either way, it didn't work. Laurer began pressing a consistent attack, not enough to make a real move, but enough to keep Kalsu on the defensive. And then for the first time, we heard it:
*CRUNCH!*
It was the sound of metal on plastic. The red crowbar had scored the first hit directly on the opposition's plastic armor, in the ribcage. The armor was good, but the blows still hurt, and Kalsu showed that he was feeling the pain. Joan then moved in for the kill. She began swinging side to side, trying to hit Kalsu on the arms or ribs, and he was barely able to stave off the blows. Then she engaged him in a takedown maneuver we Police used on the streets to bust down perps, and he went down hard.



The roars grew deafening as Joan grabbed Kalsu's wrist and pulled his arm behind him.  But he rolled with it, and reached up to grab her and throw her off. And that... was his mistake. She dropped the red crowbar, grabbed his other wrist, and rolled him on along, then put her knee into his back. He was immobilized, but refused to yield.
*WHAP!* *WHAP!* *WHAP!*
That was the sound of Referee Rudistan slapping the mat three times, ending the match. Joan grabbed the red crowbar and moved hastily to a neutral corner. Rudistan came over and raised Joan's hand, signifying her as the winner.
"How 'bout that." I said to Cindy and Teresa. "The red crowbar wins again."
"It's gotta be the shoes." Teresa said with a perfectly straight face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the winners were announced, with Morton winning the Boxing Division and Laurer the Freestyle Division, the Chief had me present the trophies as he announced them. Joan handed me my red crowbar, and I handed her the coveted Champion's Trophy, the first time in eleven years that someone not named 'Ross', 'Troy', or 'Croyle' had won it.
Afterwards, Kalsu and Laurer reported to the Infirmary Room, where my favorite doctor examined them and found them to be relatively unharmed. "I am stunned that neither one has a concussion after any of these exercises in barbarism." my wife told me as she reported on my Officers's good health.
"And you're happy as heck that I was not allowed to participate." I replied.
"I make no apology for being happy that my husband has not come to any harm." Laura replied back. I made a note to send her some roses...
Part 5 - Pre-Trial (E)motions
3:30pm, Saturday, June 13th. Everyone was at The Cabin, and Paulina and I were in my office, doing final trial prep. Paulina told me about the meeting with the Judge the day before.
"I really wonder," she said, "if Munson is going to gin up some crap, despite the Judge's warning. I mean, it's Law School stuff that one gets character witnesses lined up for affidavits long before the trial, but apparently she didn't do any of that."
I said "I do know the Union lawyer and other Union people have been talking to a lot of Officers. I thought they were trying to gauge interest in a Police strike... and found none there... but maybe they were seeing who they might call as character witnesses."
Paulina said "I've had over a dozen Officers contact me, saying they'll testify that McCombs is a dirtbag, but the Judge won't let me put them on the stand. So it's only the people at the scene."
"You calling up the guy McCombs accosted?" I asked.
"He's on the witness list." said Paulina.
"So who is helping you with the case?" I asked. "Hannah Doss?"
Paulina grimaced as she said "No. I asked her if she could help, but Savannah ran to Miriam and asked for Hannah to help her, Savannah, with processing the prosecutions from the 'Police free zone' arrests, and of course Miriam was more than happy to tell Hannah to help Savannah and not me. So I'm completely solo on this one. The good news is that it's my only assigned case."
"That's not good news." I said, knowing what was really going on.
"You're right." said Paulina. "Don... I've tried giving Miriam the benefit of the doubt. I've never believed her motives were racial. But now, Miriam has more than hinted that my job depends on winning this case and convicting McCombs. And I may be down to two choices... file a racial discrimination complaint against her, knowing Franklin will back me up on it... or find a new job."
I said "There's plenty of legal work you can do around these here parts. And T-Square's business alone could keep you occupied for years. And there's teaching at the University. Laura could help get you a position..." And then I saw the look on Paulina's face, and it sent a chill down my spine.
"Don..." Paulina said, her voice almost breaking, "what I love doing, is being a Prosecutor. And if I can't do that here... I might have to find something somewhere else."
"And move away?" I asked, floored at the thought.
Paulina nodded sadly. "I don't want to, but I might not have a choice. And that would mean Tasha wouldn't see you and her brothers and sisters nearly as often."
To say I was in pain inside my heart was an understatement. I was already not a part of my daughter Greta's life, but I never really had been. But Tasha was part of the family now...
"Hopefully things won't come to that." I said. "Let's worry about winning this case first." Paulina nodded and we got back to work on it. But I knew one thing, for sure...
The stakes had just gone up a lot more...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That night after supper, I said "Tasha, would you like to help me take the dogs out tonight?"
"Yes, Daddy!" Tasha said excitedly. The two dogs magically appeared out of nowhere, and were at the back door.
Carole was less happy. "What about me?" she asked.
"You help me most nights." I said. "Let's give Tasha a turn, shall we?"
"O-kayyy." said Carole.
Tasha and I went onto the deck and sat down in the metal mesh loveseat as the dogs went around to do their business. "Look, Daddy. There's a train." she said. Indeed, the headlight of a train could be seen coming out of the western horizon towards Town.
"Yes, there is." I said.
"And Tiger Mom is peeking at us." Tasha said. I had to squint to see Tiger Mom peering around the side of the house and through the deck rail. I realized that Tasha had 'sensed' Tiger Mom's presence in a way similar to how Carole senses things.
"Yes." I said. "You like Tiger Mom and her kittens, don't you?"
"Yes, Daddy, I love them." said Tasha. "And they love me because they let me pet them."
"That's true." I said. "So are you happy staying with us on the weekends?"
"Yes, Daddy." Tasha said. "I wish I could stay with you all the time. Why does everyone live in a different place during the week? Why can't we all stay here all the time?"
"Well," I said, "Laura works at the University, so our other house is closer. And your mom is closer to her job, too."
Tasha said "Mom said she might have to find another job soon."
"She told you that?" I asked.
"No, Daddy." said Tasha. "She told Aunt Laura and Aunt Molly. I don't think she knew I could hear her."
"Probably not, so it's probably good not to talk about it to anyone at all, okay?" I said.
"Okay, Daddy." said Tasha. "And I hope we don't have to move to some other place. Tiger Mom would miss me."
"And so would Carole and your brothers." I said. "And I'd miss you more than anything. So maybe you won't have to move away."
The dogs came back around the corner, and I told Tasha to let them inside and go in with them. She hugged me and then went inside with the dogs, leaving me to contemplate. At least Tasha seemed aware of things, I thought to myself. But I wasn't kidding when I said I would miss her more than anything if she and her mom had to move away...
Part 6 - Trial And Error
"You okay?" Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle asked me as we gathered in the Chief's Conference Room for the coffee klatch. It was 6:50am, Monday, June 15th.
"Yeah." I said. "I just didn't get a lot of sleep. A lot of stuff on my mind. Are you okay?"
Teresa said "Not much gets by you, sir. It was a rough weekend in the Burke household. Todd didn't get the contract he hoped for from the Defense Department for his hybrid drone/choppers. Oh... I probably shouldn't be talking about them now..."
"You can't tease us and not tell us about it." Cindy Ross said, having come in with Tanya Muscone and heard us. Teresa saw me turn on my bug-killer, so she relented.
"Okay." the Iron Wolf said. "BOW Enterprises developed a small helicopter... some would call it a 'toy' helicopter... that's made of stealth technology composite materials. It's also virtually soundproof if one is in front of it. It can be remotely flown, and it also can carry two people, but they have to be fairly small... you'd be very uncomfortable in it, sir."
I nodded. "Bigger than the Whirlybat, but smaller than a regular chopper, even a Cobra."
Teresa: "Yes sir. Todd's prototype fires up to eight small rockets that are alcohol-fueled, and the chopper can be mounted with a small Gatling Gun. The selling points was that it can be assembled and disassembled within minutes from fairly small parts, it can go on reconnaissance missions with its stealth capabilities, and it can go on long range patrols as a drone if fuel packs are put into the pilot and gunner seats. And the stealth technology works really well. I've flown the thing myself over half the County's farm fields, and County Airport has not yet said one word about it."
"I have got to get me one of those!" said Tanya Muscone with her wickedly cherubic grin. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Why was it rejected?" asked Cindy.
Teresa replied: "It was considered a jack-of-all-trades, master-of-none device, and the Military already has drones that do a lot of jobs and full choppers that do a lot of jobs. The stealth worked well, to a point, but an AWACS plane that was well above and behind it spotted it... of course they were looking for it, but still..." We all nodded sympathetically.
I said "Did anyone else have a competing device, one that the politicians greatly favored, and so it was chosen over Todd's device?"
Teresa said "You're two-for-two this morning, sir. Not much gets past you. Yes, MegaTech Industries had a similar device. The stealth technology on it is shitty, it's bigger than Todd's device but could only fit one person. In fairness, though, it was much faster than Todd's entry, and was able to be installed with more devices and electronics."
"And the Big Boy company won the contract," I said, then added most sarcastically, "which I'm sure was through a completely fair and impartial process..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 15th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "A huge trial is set to begin today!"
Bettina began: "In what experts are calling a referendum of the American Justice System in the eyes of blacks, the trial of TCPD Sergeant McCombs begins today. Judge Rodney K. Watts is the presiding judge, and will be making pre-trial rulings before jury selection begins."
Bettina: "This trial is also important for the future career of Police Commander Donald Troy, as the Union has grieved Commander Troy's actions in the incident and have demanded his firing. For more on this, let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester 'Penis' Holder as he appeared on camera near the Courthouse complex, surrounded by a large number of people in red Antifa shirts and black shirts that said 'Black Lives Matter' and 'Black Voices Raised'. They were holding up signs to obscure exactly how many persons were there.
Penis Holder: "Many People of Color are wondering why Commander Troy is not the one on trial here, as sources tell Channel Two News that there will be an eyewitness that will testify under oath that Commander Troy's actions are what caused Sergeant McCombs's gun to accidentally fire. This is a real black eye for the American System of Justice in the eyes of People of Color, who believe that Commander Troy is more racist and more dangerous to blacks on the street than any Patrol Officers."
Bettina: "Lester, how do blacks feel about this trial, and the Court system?"
Penis Holder: "Bettina, blacks here are telling me that if a white cop is not convicted when the Judge and Prosecutor are black, it will show that the American System of Justice is corrupt and cannot be trusted by People of Color. But they also realize that the Prosecutor in this trial, ADA Paulina Patterson, gave birth to an illegitimate halfbreed child sired by her illicit lover Donald Troy, so they don't believe that the victim in this case will get justice of any kind."
Bettina: "Yes, Lester, it's obvious that Paulina Patterson's relationship with Donald Troy is far more than professional. Will this affect her ability to prosecute this case?"
Penis Holder: "Bettina, Patterson is a 'hanky-headed house negro' that has never put the abuse of blacks at the hands of the American Justice System above her zeal to prosecute and imprison them------"
The feed cut off Holder and went back to Bettina, who said "And now let's go to Amber Harris for a fast-developing local story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde as she came on screen. She was in a parking lot on Riverside Drive with the back of City Hall in her background. "Channel Two News has learned that City Attorney Dennis Garland is taking a leave of absence from his duties due to an undisclosed illness. Illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood, who stole the Mayoral election from its rightful winner Eldrick X. Weaver, issued a statement announcing the leave of absence, and also wished City Attorney Garland a speedy recovery."
Bettina: "Amber, any idea of who might be a temporary replacement for Mr. Garland until he gets back?"
Amber: "Not yet, Bettina. Illegitimate Mayor Allgood did not take questions after issuing his statement, but Channel Two News has learned that former ADA Jenna Stiles might be in consideration for that position."
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said, then continued: "In a related story, the US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division issued a statement over the weekend, saying that they will be closely monitoring the trial, and that a conviction of Sergeant McCombs on Federal civil rights charges will be sufficient cause to force the TCPD into a Consent Decree. Responding to Channel Two News's request for comment, Compliance Officer Ava Hinds said that Commander Troy's continued employment by the TCPD will be one of the issues addressed under the Consent Decree..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Paulina ought to run to Daniel and apply for that City Attorney position." said Captain Tanya Muscone as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"It's only a temporary opening." I replied. "Garland will be back... when he gets out of rehab."
"Say whaaaaa?" sang a chorus of Angels.
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrrr." drawled Chief Moynahan. "You are not supposed to disseminate medical information like that."
"So I guessed right?" I said with a grin.
"And you just saved yourself by saying that." growled Sheriff Griswold.
"Well, the cat's out of the bag now." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "Don't tease us like that." The Iron Wolf did not like being teased.
"Fair enough." said the Sheriff. "Keep this in this room: Garland always was a drinker, though he kept it under control. But after Crowbar gave that interview to KFXU, Garland lost it. He was found unconscious in his home the other day after freebasing some illegal drug, but tests showed he had not used drugs before that first disastrous attempt. So the Mayor quietly had him go to rehab for alcohol abuse, which will also get him some psychological counseling. And if he makes it through that, he'll have his job back." (Author's note: 'Woman in Love', Ch. 02 for the Crowbar interview incident.)
"That's nice of the Mayor to do that." said Tanya. "Is Garland really the only City Attorney?"
"Yes and no." I said. "The, quote 'City Attorney' unquote, is the official attorney of the Town & County, but he has attorneys working for him. Most of them are right out of school, and take the job on a salaried basis to get experience, so there's turnover every couple of years or so. It's not like the D.A.'s Office, where the D.A. has ADAs... there's no 'Assistant City Attorney' or 'Deputy City Attorney' by title. It's Garland's shop, and he runs it. And therefore, it's not only possible but likely that someone will be brought in to run the shop, even temporarily, as opposed to someone already there stepping up to the plate and doing Garland's job for him."
"Paulina may still want to apply for that job." said Commander Cindy Ross. "Especially if McCombs is acquitted. And that's just a guess to get the Iron Crowbar to tell us the real story." Everyone laughed.
"Well played, Green Crowbar, well played." I replied. "And you may have guessed more correctly than you realize. First, did you observe the way KXTC was reporting it? They didn't mention McCombs having to be acquitted... they kept stressing if he wasn't convicted. In other words, they're building it in that blacks should be angry and get violent if there's a hung jury."
"Oh wow, you're right." Tanya said quietly. "And there's no doubt they've been trying to set the table to gin up riots based upon the trial's outcome."
"Yes." I agreed. "And Holder is out there supposedly reporting, but he's actually staging people for his broadcasts. And it won't be too much of a next step to stage them to begin rioting."
"You're saying the Press is ginning up these riots?" asked the Chief skeptically.
"In so many words, yes sir, Chief." I replied. "Also, Paulina had me doing trial prep this weekend at home, and we talked about things. I don't think I've ever seen her this worried about a trial outcome."
"Why?" asked Teresa. "This thing's a slam dunk. We've got video. We've got audio. The gun fired. Hendricks is the only Officer not saying the same thing as everyone else and what the video shows."
"It's the attempted murrrr-der charge." drawled the Chief. "If the Jury doesn't believe McCombs's intent was to shoot and kill that man, then they'll acquit. And as you all knowwwww, very often when the big charge isn't met, the lesser ones fall, toooooo."
"Why didn't Walters offer a plea deal, then?" Teresa asked, a wee bit of anger creeping into her voice.
"They did." I replied. "In fact, the Union lawyer wasn't even going to listen to it, but Miriam threatened him with an ethics complaint if he didn't present it to his client. So they made the plea offer of aggravated assault, as well as dropping the assault charge on me, and not pressing the civil rights complaint. When they were done, the Union lawyer said, and I quote: 'I can sum up our reply in two words: fuck. you.' He then said they intended to go to full trial and go scorched earth on that."
"Well," growled Griswold, "at least Walters put her best ADA on it."
"That's what I didn't under-standddd." said the Chief. "If Miriam wanted to help Fineman win the Solicitor post, then a trial like this is the one to let Savannah show her stufffff."
The Sheriff said "Savannah's already in very warm water after not dropping those gun charges against those four losers that are now taking dirt naps. If she prosecutes this case, the Black Community will have nothing to do with her."
"So Garland was riiiight..." said Chief Moynahan. "He went nuts when he realized he'd have to fight for the TCPD against a black victim. He could seeeee where the optics were on all that."
"So Walters kept Fineman away from that, and had Paulina take the case." said Cindy. "If she loses, they might not hate her since she's black, too, thus saving the D.A.'s optics. And I'll add that Walters tends to give Paulina the cases that Don really wants to win. She knew this was big for him, so she gave him the Prosecutor he wanted."
"She does do that... give me Paulina if I make a big enough deal of it." I replied, then lowered my voice to a very serious tone as I continued: "But make no mistake about it: Walters is throwing Paulina to the dogs on this one. She's basically putting Paulina's job on the line with this case. Not necessarily to fire her, but if Paulina doesn't win, then Walters will use it to justify making Paulina little more than an intern for Savannah in the D.A.'s Office. And if Paulina makes a racial complaint, Miriam will just say Paulina's a 'disgruntled employee'."



"Miriam is a fool." said Teresa Croyle.
"She's the duly elected District Attorney." chided Chief Moynahan. "We may not like some of her decisions, but they are hers to make."
"Chief," I said, "racial discrimination is not something to be excused just because Walters is elected-------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Saved by the bell, so to speak. We'll never know the outcome of my insubordinate 'fronting of the Chief as I answered my Police iPhone. "Troy." I said. "Yes... now?... right now?... okay... yes, I'll get her. We'll be there in ten minutes..."
After disconnecting, I rose from my chair. "That was Walters. She wants me and Teresa at the Courthouse now. Right now."
"Why?!" Teresa asked, a stronger connotation of anger in her voice.
"It doesn't matter whyyyyy." said the Chief, a connotation of authority in his voice. "Go. Get moving."
"Croyle, Muscone, my office. Quickly." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We don't have a lot of time." I said as we gathered in my office. "Teresa, go put the entire Police Force on high alert. Put out the word to the Precincts and the Duty Desk here that loddy-doddy all Officers are to wear armor at all times while in public. Tanya, tell Intelligence and the Detectives to begin actively looking for groups that may become larger protests or demonstrations. Be prepared to interdict and shut down any demonstrations that start growing, even if they're relatively peaceful."
Tanya drove out. Teresa stopped at the door, then turned and said "Who's in charge while you and I are at the Courthouse?"
"The Chief." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Off the record or for the record," Teresa said as we drove out of the parking lot in my Police SUV, "the Chief is starting to piss me off again."
"I suspect the feeling is mutual." I replied. "And remember, unlike D.A. Walters, he IS the boss of us." Teresa said nothing, which worried me more than if she'd replied.
I parked my Police SUV in the "Authorized Vehicles Only" lot behind the Courthouse. I drove it just in case there was an emergency of magnitude enough that I'd need it and could get right to it.
We were escorted by a Deputy Sheriff to the Courtroom called 'New Courtroom'. The old Courtroom was the first one in the original Courthouse, and was still often used for large trials. 'New Courtroom' was the first Courtroom built in the new complex, and was larger than the other Courtrooms in the complex but smaller than Old Courtroom. There were already reporters in the room. D.A. Walters and ADA Patterson were in the Witness Room, off to the side of the main entrance to the gallery of New Courtroom.
"It's about time you got here." said D.A. Walters as we went into the Witness Room.
"Where's the frickin' fire?" I asked curtly.
"You're witnesses." said Miriam. "You're supposed to be here."
"Court's not even in session yet!" Teresa said. "And they have to impanel a Jury!"
"I didn't ask you." Miriam snarled, looking darkly at Teresa. That got Your Iron Crowbar in her face.
"You do not speak to my Operations Commander like that." I hissed. "You show her some respect, or I'll hand you your ass on the end of a crowbar."
"Touchy, touchy." Miriam said witheringly, trying to both mitigate and 'win' the brewing situation.
"You're about to find out just how 'touchy' I will get, when you disrespect my people like you just did." I growled.
Miriam's beady black eyes tried to hold my fire-spitting gray peepers, then she turned to Paulina and said "Are your witnesses prepped?"
"Yesss." Paulina said witheringly, looking at Miriam as if Miriam were a turd on the floor. "I prepped them last week and over the weekend."
"Good." Miriam said curtly. "You have a lot riding on this case." She turned to me and said "As do you, Commander Troy."
She was about to leave, but found her way blocked... by a red crowbar. "Commander Croyle," I said, "why don't you step outside and guard the door. No one is to come in or out without my say-so."
"Yes sir. With pleasure." Teresa said. She opened the door... and in walked Town & County Sheriff Antonio Griswold.
"Ms. Patterson," growled the Sheriff, "why don't you and my Commanders get a cup of coffee, while I have a moment of stimulating conversation with the District Attorney here." As we turned to go, he said "You can leave that crowbar with me, Commander."
Yeah, I was shocked, but I handed my crowbar to him. "It packs a punch, Sheriff." I said. "Feel free to find that out for yourself." I turned and exited the room.
In the hallway, Teresa, Paulina, and several Deputies were looking at me. Teresa said: "I'm glad the Sheriff got here when he did. I have a feeling it was about to get ugly."
"It's getting ugly in there now." I said. "And it wasn't a coincidence that the Sheriff showed up." I pulled out my Police iPhone and showed that it had been on an open line with the Sheriff.
"Wowwww." said Teresa. "But why?"
I said "The Sheriff suggested it the other day, though we thought it'd be Savannah Fineman playing that game this morning. And that's why I gave the orders to go on high alert. No better time to start something then when you and I are all but locked away in the Courthouse."
"Sir," said Teresa, "if something breaks out, I'm going to leave and lead my Officers, no matter what the consequences."
"And I'll be right with you-------" I started, but was stopped by a cannonball firing out of the Witness Room in the form of D.A. Walters, who took off down the hallway. The Sheriff was standing in the doorway.
"Come on inside." the Sheriff said. "You too, Ms. Patterson..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the Witness Room and sat down at the table. The Sheriff said "I told Walters that if you didn't barbecue her ass on a spit for what she said to Teresa, I was next in line to do it. She doesn't seem to understand the concept of 'taking up for one's people' like you do, Crowbar."
"No doubt about that, Sheriff." I said.
"I also told her that she was 'not helping' by making comments about the importance of the trial." said the Sheriff. "I told her that she might be threatening Paulina's job, but she should consider that if any riots happen, my Police Officers could be injured or killed, and she damn well better hope that doesn't happen. That's when she left the room in a huff."
Griswold: "And Paulina, I know you won't want to do this... but when this trial is over, you need to consider bringing a racial harassment complaint against Walters, no matter the trial's outcome..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina went into the Courtroom as Court went into session. Teresa and I had our own Witness Room, as other witnesses were sequestered in another room.
Teresa said "They're going to sequester the Jury, so I worked with Chief Bailiff Alexander to make sure security is good at University Hotel."
I nodded. "Wow... sequestering the Jury. Is this really that big?"
Teresa said "Judge Watts told Chief Bailiff Alexander that he doesn't trust the Media not to contact the Jury if they're not sequestered. If you ever start a Media Hate Club, Judge Watts will be the first to join it."
I chuckled. "And it'll be a big club, too."
Teresa said "Oh, I was going to ask you, sir... After all this is over, if Intel is not busy, can I get one or two of them to help me find out about Amy's family, if she had any?"
I peered at her. "Don't you have enough to do already?" I asked.
Teresa said "More than enough, sir. But this business about my own family that's come up... a family I never knew I had. Well, it's made me wonder if Amy had family like that, and they might like to know what happened to her."
"I have no problem with you looking." I said. "But be prepared to find out that the results may not be what you expect... nor want to see."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:00pm, the Judge sent word that the witnesses could go home for the day. "They might get a jury seated sometime tonight," said the Bailiff that came to give us the word, "but even if they do, there won't be any testimony today."
An hour later, I was in my office, catching up on the Police Department's busy day, when Sheriff Griswold came in. "They seated a Jury." he said as I poured him and myself 'medicinal' shots of bourbon from my stash in my drawer. "Seven men, five women. Eight whites, four blacks."
I nodded. "Sheriff, if I may ask... why did you tell Paulina to file the racial discrimination complaint against Walters?"
"I would think it'd be obvious to the Iron Crowbar." replied the Sheriff.
"Maybe I'm too close to it, Iron Klingon." I replied.
The Sheriff nodded, then said "I could say it's because Walters is out of her tree and in over her head, and she needs to be brought down a notch. But that's not the reason, and yes, Crowbar, you're too close. Miriam hates Paulina, and not because Paulina is black... but because Paulina is good, and better than Miriam. And Miriam hates you for the same reasons, as Krasney hated you... because you're too damn good for their own good."
Our Sheriff: "Paulina's only recourse to save her job is to play the race card, for right for for wrong. And if she doesn't, Miriam will either get rid of her, or make her life so miserable that Paulina will leave. And either way, Paulina will find an ADA job elsewhere."
Our Sheriff: "And if I may be so presumptuous... Crowbar, your children are the closest thing I have to grandchildren... and Tasha is one of my grandchildren. And I want her growing up with her family, and with me watching her grow up."
He stood up. "Thanks for the drink. Now go home and get some rest. You've got some big days ahead of you."
I'd stood up when the Sheriff had out of respect and decorum. "Thank you, sir." After he left, I cleaned up the glasses and then headed out for home.
The Sheriff was right, and he was seeing the stakes as clearly as I was. Everything was on the line. Not just a trial of a dirty cop, that was big. But it was a whole lot more.
I'd lost one daughter... and I sure as hell did not want to lose another one...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Testimony
"Oyez, oyez, oyez!" cried the Bailiff at 9:00am, Tuesday, June 16th. "Court is now in session, the Honorable Rodney K. Watts presiding."
Everyone stood up as Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts entered the Courtroom and took his seat behind the Bench. "Be seated, please." he said as he banged the gavel. "Anything before I bring in the Jury and get this started?" Neither the Prosecution nor the Defense had anything, so the Jury was brought in.
There were seven men and five women. Three of the women were black, and one of the men was black. The other two women and six men were white; there were no Hispanics, Asians, Klingons or Vulcans on this Jury. The six alternates were all men, three white and three black.
The gallery was packed full, almost exclusively by reporters. Sergeant McCombs didn't have any family that anyone knew of, and the Sheriff had put out an order that no one employed by the Town & County Public Safety Department were allowed to attend, save the Bailiffs and employees working there, of course.
McCombs was wearing a civilian suit and tie as he sat at the Defense table, seemingly not really interested in what was going on around him. He would be the last to stand for the entrances and exits of the Judge and the Jury, and the first to sit back down.
Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and I made a point to show up five minutes before 9:00am, which infuriated D.A. Miriam Walters. But she did not say a word to either of us.
During a recess, Paulina came in and talked to us. "You two will be the last of the Police Officers I call. With any luck, that'll be before the end of the day, but you know how Gwen Munson is. I don't know these Union lawyers, so I don't know what games they'll play, either."
"How do you like the Jury?" I asked.
"To be blunt... I don't." said Paulina. "Watts rode us hard; he wanted that Jury seated before we went home yesterday. He denied several of my attempts to strike for cause, but he also denied several of theirs. So we ran out of strikes pretty quickly, as did they."
"What does that mean for the trial?" Teresa asked me as Paulina was called back into the Courtroom.
"It means that a potential juror that has pre-conceived notions could have gotten through instead of being struck." I replied. "And that makes the potential for a hung jury much more likely..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(Note: Not every question nor answer is shown here, just the pertinent ones. And for the sake of brevity (I know, too late), some questions are combined, and would not be allowed in a real Courtroom...)
After opening statements. Paulina began slowly and methodically building her case, while at the same time trying to close any loophole the Defense might try to exploit.
First, she had the two 9-1-1 calls of the alleged abductions played, and attempted to enter the affidavits of the 9-1-1 operators into the record. Gwen Munson immediately objected to that. "We are not being afforded the opportunity to cross-examine those 9-1-1 dispatchers, Your Honor."
"Did Prosecution provide you a copy of these affidavits?" asked Judge Watts. Munson said they had. "And you didn't subpoena the dispatchers yourselves?"
"We tried, Your Honor," tried Munson, "but you disallowed it." Judge Watts was having none of it.
"Approach the Bench." Judge Watts said. When the lawyers got to the Bench, Watts hissed "You just barely fouled off a third strike, Counselor Munson. I told you I am not having these games. You've had time to petition me to put those witnesses on the list, and you should've said something about the affidavits a long time ago, if you considered them to be a problem. You're objection is denied, and consider this your final warning about your antics in my Courtroom!"
Paulina called up Officer McElwane. His uniform was fairly neat, but his shoes would not have met the Airborne standard, nor the TCPD Commander's standard. She began leading him through the incidents.
"Officer McElwane," she said, "during the first situation that was called in, which you and Officer Buchannan were the first to respond to, you ordered the man with the boy to get on his knees, correct?"
"That is correct." said McElwane.
"Was your service weapon drawn?" asked Paulina. "Did you aim it at him?"
"I had drawn my weapon, but was pointing it at the ground." said McElwane. "Officer Buchannan had moved between us."
"Was that standard procedure?" asked Paulina. "To have a suspect go to his knees?"
"Yes it was." said McElwane.
"After that incident," said Paulina, "was there an announcement or other communication that suspects were not to be ordered to drop to their knees during stops?"
"There was an announcement in the Precinct roll call a few days later." said McElwane.
"I'd like to enter these affidavits into the record, Your Honor." said Paulina. "They show that the announcements were made at both Precinct roll calls, and also an email to all Officers from Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle---"
"Objection---" said Gwen Munson
"Commander Croyle is on the witness list, Your Honor." replied Paulina.
"Objection overruled." said Judge Watts. "The evidence will be entered into the record."
Paulina then said "Officer McElwane, you were at the second situation involving the alleged kidnapping incident, also?"
"Yes." said McElwane.
"Did Sergeant McCombs order the man to drop to his knees?" asked Paulina.
"I didn't hear what he said clearly." said McElwane.
"That is not what is in your Police report." said Paulina. "I'd like to enter this into evidence as Prosecution Exhibit 2, Your Honor. It is Officer McElwane's Police report."
"So entered." said the Judge.
"Officer McElwane," Paulina said, "would you please read this passage from your Police report?" McElwane was forced to read where he'd stated that McCombs had yelled at the man, and it sounded like he'd ordered the man to his knees."
"So, Officer," said Paulina, "which way is it? Why did you put in writing that the Defendant ordered the man to his knees, but now you're saying you didn't hear him clearly?"
McElwane became very unsettled, and sweat began forming on his brow. He finally said "At the time, the other Officers were saying that's what Sergeant McCombs said, and I felt like I was being pressured to agree with them."
"Did any one of them at any time actually tell you to put that into your report?" Paulina asked.
"None of the other Uniformed Officers did." said McElwane. "But later on, I was told to amend my report to include what Sergeant McCombs said, and specifically said to address those words. I didn't want any more trouble, so I just said that's what I thought he said. And he might have, but now I'm not as positively sure."
"Who told you to amend your report?" Paulina asked.
"Commander Croyle." said McElwane.
"Did she specifically tell you to put in your report that you heard that?" asked Paulina.
"She said to amend our reports to include what Sergeant McCombs said." replied McElwane, repeating himself.
Paulina moved on, saying: "Did Sergeant McCombs aim his weapon at the man?"
"Yes." said McElwane.
"Did he use the n-word when addressing the man?" asked Paulina.
"I was behind Sergeant McCombs, and couldn't really hear what he said." said McElwane. "And he and Commander Troy were yelling at each other, which added to the confusion and the tension of the moment."
Paulina: "Did Commander Troy strike the Defendant's weapon with his crowbar?"
"Yes."
"Did Commander Troy swing the crowbar upwards? Downwards? Sideways?" Paulina asked. That was 'leading the witness', but for some strange reason, the Defense lawyers did not object.
"Upwards." said McElwane. "He struck Sergeant McCombs's gun barrel from underneath."
Paulina: "Did it appear to you that Sergeant McCombs was pulling the trigger of his service weapon?"
"Objection!" called out Gwen Munson. "Calls for speculation."
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "I'm asking the witness what he himself observed."
"I'll allow it." said the Judge, to Gwen's obvious anger.
"From where I was," said McElwane, "I couldn't tell if Sergeant McCombs was in the act of pulling the trigger."
"Your witness." said Paulina.
The Union lawyer got up. "Officer, I need to be clear on this." he said. "Was it standard procedure to order a suspect to drop to his knees in a situation like this where he might have been armed?"
"Yes sir, it was." said McElwane.
"And that procedure is taught at the Police Academy?" asked the Union lawyer.
"Yes sir, it was when I went through the Academy."
"Officer," asked the lawyer, "after the first incident, did the TCPD leadership harass you about it?"
"Yes sir." said McElwane.
"How did they harass you?"
"They attempted to question me about it," said McElwane, "and I asked for a Union rep during any questioning, as is my right. Commander Troy then proceeded to pressure me into answering questions, and I again asked for a Union rep, then I told him that I was being questioned without a rep even after I'd asked for one."
"Thank you." said the lawyer. "No more questions."
"Redirect, Your Honor?" asked Paulina. Watts gave his assent. Paulina got up and said "Officer, was it ever written, specific TCPD standard procedure to order a suspect to go to his knees?"
"It was standard Police Academy procedure, and we follow those---"
"That is not what I asked you." Paulina interrupted. "I asked you if it was specific Town & County Police written standard procedure to order a man to go to his knees during a stop."
"It wasn't prohibited, until the edict came out after the first incident---" McElwane tried.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "would you please instruct the witness to answer my direct yes-or-no question with a direct answer?"
"You heard her, Officer." growled Judge Watts. "Answer succinctly and directly."
"No, it wasn't written procedure," said McElwane, "but there are many procedures we follow that aren't written----"
"Thank you, Officer." said Paulina. "That's enough."
The Union lawyer got up and asked "So many procedures you use are not specifically written down?"
"No sir." said McElwane. "We're told to use what we learned at the Academy, unless we're specifically told something else."
"And until that email came out and the announcement was made," said the Union lawyer, "TCPD Officers were not prohibited from having suspects go to their knees, and since it was taught at the Academy, it was considered standard, is that not right?"
"Objection, calls for speculation on the part of an Officer who does not make up those regulations." said Paulina.
"Overruled." said Judge Watts.
"That is correct, sir." McElwane said.
On further redirect, Paulina asked "Officer, did Commander Troy actually ask you a question after you asked for a Union rep?"
"He kept saying he wanted to ask about certain things, and he made me watch as Officer Buchannan was being questioned----"
"Officer, I really wish you would just answer my questions instead of trying to write a novel about them." Paulina said angrily. "Did Commander Troy actually ask you any questions after you asked for a Union Rep?"
"As I said," started McElwane, "he was pressuring me to answer questions without a Rep---"
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "I'd like to ask that you hold this witness in Contempt---"
"OBJECTION, YOUR HONOR!" yelled the Union Rep most very loudly. "Prosecution is badgering the witness!"
"Mind your tone, Defense Counselor." ordered the Judge.
"Sidebar, Your Honor?"
After the discussion, in which the Defense said that that particular line of inquiry touched upon McElwane's grievance against Commander Troy, the Judge said that the Prosecution would have to find another way to address that issue... knowing as Paulina did that such a means of address would be occurring later...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Officer Kevin Buchannan was called to the stand, and Paulina led him through his story.
"Did Officer McElwane point his service weapon at the man or the boy?" Paulina asked.
"Not that I ever saw." said Buchannan. "He kept it pointed at the ground."
"You did not draw your weapon, did you?" asked Paulina.
"No ma'am."
"In your Police report," Paulina asked, "you made the suggestion that the TCPD no longer demand suspects get on their knees during the initial stop, is that right?"
"Yes ma'am." said Buchannan.
"Why did you suggest that?" asked Paulina.
"It has become a point of contention between Police and the Black Community." said Buchannan. "It could have become a problem in that situation, and it wasn't necessary for the man to get on his knees. If we'd been arresting him, that might've been different."
Paulina: "Did you hear the Defendant call the man the n-word?"
"Yes ma'am." said Buchannan. "Very clearly. He yelled the word very loudly, twice."
Paulina named a date. "On that date, were you confronted in the Police locker room?" (Author's note: 'Black and Blue', Ch. 03.)
"Yes ma'am." said Buchannan.
"Is the person that accosted you in this room?" Paulina asked.
"Objection!" yelled Gwen Munson. "Relevance!"
"I'm establishing that relevance, Your Honor." said Paulina.
"The Prosecution is using an irrelevant situation to unduly prejudice opinion against my client!" Gwen Munson almost yelled.
"Overruled." said Judge Watts. "But Prosecutor, get to your point, and keep it on the straight and narrow path."
"Yes, Your Honor." Paulina said. She repeated the question to Buchannan, who identified McCombs as the man who accosted him.
"What did the Defendant say to you, Officer Buchannan?" Paulina asked.
"He called me 'boy', in the racially derogatory sense of the word," said Buchannan, "and he told me to refuse to answer any questions about the incident, the first one, without a Union Rep present. I told him I didn't need one. He threatened me, pulling rank on me, and when other Officers came over to see if everything was all right, he ordered them to leave, pulling rank on them, too."
After wrapping up, Gwen Munson bounded out of her chair. "Officer Buchannan," she said, "in that incident in the locker room, weren't you insubordinate when being addressed by Sergeant McCombs?"
"No." said Buchannan. "He came at me aggressively, especially with his words. I defended myself and stood up for myself."
"So you took up for yourself." said Munson. "So what happened after Sergeant McCombs, who does outrank you, ordered the other Officers out of the room?"
"Commander Troy came in." said Buchannan. "He told me to leave the room, and I did."
"Oh, so Commander Troy intervened." said Gwen Munson, her voice massively sardonic. "So he had to come in and rescue you?"
"He didn't have to." said Buchannan. "But he showed up, and he told me to leave. And Commander Troy does outrank me, so I left."
Munson asked next: "Did Officer McElwane violate any regulations or protocols during the first stop?"
"No, he didn't do anything wrong." said Buchannan.
"Then why did you feel the need to get between him and the man and the boy?" asked Gwen.
"To defuse the situation, and make sure it didn't get any worse." said Buchannan.
On redirect, Paulina said "You didn't attempt to get between the Defendant and the man and boy during the second incident, did you?"
"No ma'am." said Buchannan.
"Why not?" asked Paulina.
"Because I thought McCombs was going to shoot that man, and would shoot me if I got between them." said Buchannan.
"Objection!" called out Gwen Munson. "Speculation!"
"Overruled." said Judge Watts harshly. If he had not been a black man, one would've seen him blush with increasing anger...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina got through Corporal Hicks and Patrolman Johnson, including getting through Hicks's account of the locker room incident. Outside the Courtroom, we were told we could go to lunch at 1:00pm, and we headed to a bistro on the southside of Courthouse Square.
Teresa said "I'd sure like to know what's going on in there. I know Paulina can't talk to us about it until we've testified, but I'd like to have an idea of when they're going to call me to the stand."
I said "By observing who the witnesses are in the various witness rooms, I can see that Paulina is calling up the Officers that were at the scene, and probably you and then me will be last. Then the Defense will call Hendricks, who will perjure himself on the stand, and maybe some others. My question is if they can drag it out until Friday, which is 'Juneteenth'."
"What exactly is Juneteenth?" asked Teresa. "Is it a fake, completely made up thing, like Kwanzaa?"
"It's the anniversary day of when slavery was outlawed in one of the States; Texas, I think." I replied. "Unlike the CIA-created joke that was Kwanzaa, which the Media doesn't seem to talk about anymore, Juneteenth is a real anniversary. But I think the Media is ginning it up to rile up and agitate blacks, and keep them as angry as possible. It's June 19th, which is Friday. If they could maneuver it so that the verdict comes out that day, especially if it's an acquittal... that could be a bad, bad thing..."
Part 8 - Beetlejuice, Beetlejuice, Beetlejuice (It's Showtime...)
6:45am, Wednesday, June 17th. Paulina couldn't talk to me about the trial, but Our Sheriff met me early in the Chief's Conference Room, and it was possible that he mentioned what happened at the trial the day before, since he was not a witness and had been in attendance.
"Paulina did a good job." growled Griswold as I poured his mug full of coffee, then did the same for mine. "McElwane tried really hard to not answer her questions, and he was damn near being cited for Contempt. The Union lawyers did most of the work questioning all the Police Officers on the stand. The biggest problem is that Gwen Munson seemed to be laying groundwork to help the Union's case against you regarding the McElwane grievance."
"How did the Jury look to you, Sheriff?" I asked.
"Bored." said Griswold. "And only a few of them were taking notes at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 17th, from the copse of trees with the Courthouse complex in the background. "The trial of Sergeant McCombs is becoming a disaster for the Prosecution!"
Bettina began: "ADA Paulina Patterson resorted to badgering one witness, Officer McElwane, and was embarrassed by the sterling defense of Counselor Gwen Munson on other occasions. Legal experts are saying that ADA Patterson is doing so poorly that if the trial ended today, defendant Sergeant McCombs would be acquitted of all charges."
Bettina: "And it's not likely to get better for the Prosecution, as Police Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle and Commander Donald Troy are expected to be called to the stand, where Ms. Munson's cross-examination will expose their Police brutality and corruption. And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more on the Black Community's plans for 'Juneteenth'. Lester!"



"That's right, Bettina!" said Penis Holder as the feed switched to him in the 'Jasmine' club parking lot, surrounded by young blacks wearing red Antifa and black 'Black Voices Raised' t-shirts. "Friday is the important anniversary of emancipation known as 'Juneteenth', and black civic leaders are calling for peaceful marches to protest white Police brutality against People of Color."
"I'm with Town & County Council candidate Edgar Silas, who won his nomination race fairly." said Holder. The camera panned out to show Silas standing next to Penis Holder, who said "Mr. Silas, why is it important to hold peaceful protests on Juneteenth?" (Talk about a stupid question, but that's the Mainstream Media for you.)
Silas: "Lester, the Black Community must rise up in protest of the treatment of People of Color at the hands of white Police and White Nationalist politicians like illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood. We must march to show white Conservatives that their racism will not be tolerated!" The crowd began cheering and chanting...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa was typing furiously on her Police iPhone. "I'm sending all the relevant Captains and Lieutenants orders to get our people ready for Friday. I don't need to the be the Iron Crowbar to see what's going to happen."
"Hell, they're actually telling us what they're going to do." I said.
"Maybe the protests will be peaceful." said Chief Moynahan. I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"It's like we've discussed before, Chief." I said. "Truly peaceful protests will not get one bit of Press attention, which is what they're craving. They're announcing their marches so that We the Police will respond, and they fully intend to get violent so that we'll have to respond and the Media can film it. Then the Media will carefully edit the footage to make it look like the Police are the aggressors."
"I totally agree." growled Sheriff Griswold, a comment directed at Chief Moynahan.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. I answered. "Troy... at Headquarters... okay, we'll be there in a few minutes." After disconnecting, I said "You get one guess who that was, and it should be 'District Attorney Walters'. She wants Teresa and me to come to the Courthouse now, theoretically for prep. They're expecting us to be called to the stand today..."
I was actually glad D.A. Walters had called; it was starting to get tense between the Sheriff (on my behalf) and the Chief again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina could talk to us in the Witness Room, and she did so. "They're going to try to give both of you grief." she said. "Just answer the questions simply; remember, you're talking to the Jury, not to Gwen Munson. Don't get into anything with them. Let me protect you with objections."
After she left the room, D.A. Walters came in. "Just answer the questions as simply as you can. Don't worry about the Jury; you'll never please all of them all the time." She looked us over, finding our uniforms impeccable. "Do you always shine your shoes that brightly?" she asked, noting my patent leather shoes had a practically mirror finish.
"Oh yes." I said. "I can't let my Officers look better than me." Teresa barely hid a smirk, knowing that my best efforts couldn't overcome Theo Washington for 'G.Q.' supremacy.
"You know," Miriam Walters said, "it would suit me just fine if Gwen Munson fucks up and we have a mistrial on this. Maybe the Black Community will understand, if that's the reason for it."
"That's a thought." I said. Walters excused herself and left the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The People call Teresa Croyle to the stand." Paulina announced.
Teresa came into the Courtroom through the back door and strode up the aisle to the Bench, acting as if she owned the room. She was wearing a skirt, and her black high-heel pumps were shined to the daughter-of-a-Paratrooper standard. Her oak leaves on her shoulders were as shiny and bright as her badge and name tag. The many ribbons over her right pocket flap were aligned perfectly. The Medal of Valor on its red ribbon around her neck reflected the light.
After being sworn in and seated, Paulina said "State your name and occupation, please."
"Teresa Croyle, Operations Commander for the Town & County Police."
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "to establish the credibility of this witness, I'd like to state her record for the Jury."
"Objection." said Gwen Munson. "Her name and occupation are sufficient."
"Overruled." stated Judge Watts. Paulina read Teresa's awards into the record, which included the Medal of Valor, Distinguished Police Cross, Distinguished Service Medal, six Purple Orders, and the Governor's Gold Medal.
Paulina said "Commander, you were present at the second incident?"
"Yes ma'am." replied Teresa, being polite and respectful to help Paulina's status with the Jury.
"You arrived with Commander Troy?"
"Yes ma'am, I was riding in his vehicle with him." Teresa said.
Paulina guided Teresa through testimony about the first incident and issuing the prohibition of ordering someone to their knees if they weren't belligerent, as well as a few more questions pertaining to who was at the scene and the early stages of the conflict. Then Paulina asked "Did the Defendant point his service weapon at the man and the boy?"
"Yes ma'am." Teresa said.
"Did the Defendant use the n-word?" asked Paulina.
"Yes ma'am." said Teresa. "He shouted it so loud it was easy to hear him clearly."
"Did Commander Troy strike the Defendant's weapon with his, Commander Troy's crowbar?"
"Yes ma'am." said Teresa.
"Did the Defendant assault Commander Troy after that?" asked Paulina.
"Yes," said Teresa, "but I did not see much of that."
"Why not?"
"I was busy taking down Officer Justin Hendricks after he unnecessarily drew his service weapon and aimed it at Commander Troy." Teresa said.
"Why did he do that?" asked Paulina.
"Objection." said Gwen Munson. "Calls for speculation."
"Sustained." said Judge Watts.
Paulina said "To confirm, Officer Hendricks had drawn his weapon and was pointing it at Commander Troy?"
"Yes." said Teresa.
"Your witness." Paulina stated. The Union lawyer got up.
"Lieutenant Commander Croyle," he said, "could Officer Hendricks have drawn his weapon to cover the man and the boy, what with the distraction of the altercation between Commander Troy and my client?" Paulina could've objected on the grounds that it called for speculation, but she allowed Teresa to answer.
"No." Teresa said. "Hendricks was looking at Commander Troy the entire time, and like I said, he pointed his weapon at Commander Troy, not at anyone else."
"Just so that we can understand fully," he said, "will you confirm that you saw Officer Hendricks looking at Commander Troy the whole time, and that he did not look towards the others?"
"I confirm that I never saw Hendricks look at anything but Commander Troy." Teresa confirmed.
"So you were watching Hendricks the entire time?" asked the wily lawyer.
"I was keeping an eye on him." said Teresa.
"So tell me, Lieutenant Commander Croyle," the lawyer thundered, "how you could have also seen Commander Troy use his crowbar to strike my client's weapon!"
Teresa paused only slightly before saying "It was all right in front of me." It was only a slight pause... but it was enough for the Jury to notice. The Union lawyer pressed:
"So you were looking in two places at once, Lieutenant Commander Croyle?" he thundered. "How can you so clearly state that you saw two different things that were happening at the very same time?"
"I don't accept the premise of your question." Teresa said levelly. "They weren't right at the same time."
"Weren't they?" asked the Union lawyer. "I don't understand how you can say you saw both Commander Troy assault my client by striking his service weapon, then my client supposedly assaulting your Commander, and then say you could see where Officer Hendricks was looking and what he was doing! And on top of that, do you mean to tell me that you weren't distracted by the rather loud noise of my client's firearm going off?"
"Objection!" yelled Paulina, rising to her feet.
"I withdraw the question." said the Union lawyer. "One other question, Lieutenant Commander Croyle: Officer McElwane testified under oath that you ordered him to put into his Police report things that my client said or might have said, and he felt pressured to go along with what other Officers said, though he himself was not sure. Did you order him to amend his Police report in that fashion?"
"What I said was----" Teresa started.
"It's a yes-or-no question!" the lawyer thundered.
"No it's not." Teresa said. "What I actually said was----"
"Your Honor," said the lawyer, "would you please order this witness to answer the simple question, or hold her in Contempt?"
"Objection!" Paulina shouted. "Counsel is badgering the Witness!"
"Sustained." said the Judge. "Let her answer the question."
"I withdraw the question." said the lawyer, surprising most people in the room.
On re-direct, Paulina tried to salvage the situation: "Commander Croyle," she said, "what exactly did you order your Officers to do regarding their Police reports and what the Defendant said during the incident?"
Teresa said "I told them that if they need to, they should amend their reports to include what they heard Sergeant McCombs say during the incident, knowing that the subject would come up at trial."
"Did you tell them what to put in their reports?" Paulina said.
"Only to add what they saw and heard." Teresa said. "But I did not tell them what words to put into the reports, nor ask them to form a consensus opinion and put that into their reports."
Paulina continued: "And during the incident, you were keeping an eye on Officer Hendricks?"
"Yes." Teresa said.
"Why?" Paulina said.
"Because I didn't trust Officer Hendricks." Teresa said. "He has been associated with Sergeant McCombs and other Officers where Internal Affairs investigations have been needed---"
"Objection." stated the Union lawyer. "Relevance."
"May I approach the Bench, Your Honor?" Paulina asked.
"Yes. Both sides." said Judge Watts. He looked over at the Jury, then astutely said "Let's let the Jury take a ten minute recess for a potty break." The Jury was escorted out.
Paulina said at the sidebar: "Your Honor, I can show the relevance, but I will need to gather corroborating Police reports. So I ask that this Witness be subject to recall for tomorrow."
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson, "Prosecution has not provided the Defense with these materials that she now wants to sneak into evidence under our noses. If you allow that evidence, I demand a continuance to allow us to study it."
"What reports are you thinking of?" asked Judge Watts to Paulina.
"The Brett Bryce incident, Your Honor." said Paulina. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story Redux'.) "Patrolman Bryce tried to kill a teenage girl and her dog, and Commander Croyle intervened. Officer Hendricks was present, as Bryce's backup. I just need to get the Police report to back the story up."
Judge Watts said "If you get it at lunchtime and submit it when Court reconvenes, with a copy for the Defense, then you can recall this Witness tomorrow morning. That should give the Defense plenty of time to review it."
"Your Honor, it's still an issue of relevance." said Gwen Munson. "My client was not present at that incident; it had nothing to do with him at all."
"Overruled." said Judge Watts. "But make sure you get that Police report in, Prosecutor, or I will not allow you to recall Commander Croyle."
As Judge Watts told Teresa she was subject to recall and would have to wait in the Witness Room, one of Gwen Munson's aides came into the Courtroom and up the aisle with a note. Munson read the note, blanched, then turned to her co-Counsels for an urgent conversation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The People call Donald Troy to the stand." Paulina announced sonorously. The double doors in back swung open, and in strode Your Iron Crowbar.
I was silently humming to myself the Star Wars 'Imperial March' as I walked down the aisle, keeping myself as tall and straight as I could. The 'girdle' helped. I had my highwall Police hat under my arm, trying to imitate Jack Nicholson's entrance in 'A Few Good Men'. I could feel and see the eyes upon me. The Press stared at me with hatred. Paulina made a point to not look at me, having once told me she would have to fight the urge to jump my bones and bang me right then and there...
I glanced at the Jury as I came in. Most are usually impressed with the rows of ribbons on my uniform jacket and the MOV with Oak Leaf Cluster around my neck. But this Jury looked very uninterested. Not good, I thought. Not good.
I was sworn in. "Please state your full name and occupation."
"James Donald Troy, Town & County Police Commander." I replied.
Paulina asked to read my record so as to give me status as an 'expert witness'. Gwen Munson objected, though not with her usual fervor. Judge Watts overruled it, and Paulina read my awards, ending with "... the Governor's Gold Medal, the State Citation of Merit, the Secretary of Defense Medal for Valor, the FBI Medal for Meritorious Achievement, the TCPD Distinguished Service Medal, two TCPD Purple Orders, and he is the only person ever to be awarded two Town & County Medals of Valor."
With that, Paulina began. She guided me through explaining what had happened coming up to the incident with McCombs, then the details of what happened. She went through why I carried a crowbar in the first place, then what I knew about the first incident.
Then she led me through my portion of the locker room incident, before getting to the second incident, the one involving McCombs.
"You heard the Defendant use the n-word?" Paulina asked, more as a statement.
"Yes." I said. "More than once."
She asked "Commander, you struck the Defendant's weapon with your crowbar, correct?"
"Yes ma'am." I replied.
"What was the make and model of the Defendant's service weapon?" she asked.
"A Beretta 92D, nine millimeter semi-auto pistol." I said.
Paulina then got up and faced the Jury with a document in her hand. She said "A stipulation is evidence or a fact that the Prosecution and Defense agree upon. This document has been issued by the Beretta Corporation, and states----"
"Objection!" said Gwen Munson. "Defense never agreed to any stipulations." The Union lawyer all but pulled her back into her seat and told her that they'd agreed to it. If looks could kill, he'd be dead.
"I withdraw the objection, Your Honor." Gwen announced, her face beet-red with anger and humiliation.
Paulina said. "The Beretta Corporation issued this report, stating that none of their 92 series service weapons could discharge solely upon being struck by an object such as a crowbar, especially from underneath."
She then turned to me. "Commander, the Defendant's service weapon did discharge, did it not?"
"Yes it did." I said.
"If, as the manufacturer's report stipulates, it could not have fired simply by you striking it, how could it have gone off?"
"Objection, calls for speculation." said the Union lawyer.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "Commander Troy's record, as well as his experience with firearms in his military and Police service, more than qualifies him as an expert witness on the subject."
"I agree." said Judge Watts. "The objection is overruled. You may answer the question, Commander."
"Thank you, Your Honor." I said. "The only way that Sergeant McCombs's weapon could be fired was if he was in the act of pulling the trigger."
"So he was pulling the trigger, to shoot the unarmed black man, when you struck the weapon and caused him to miss." Paulina said.
"Yes." I said.
Paulina picked up an evidence bag, which contained McCombs service weapon. "Was this the gun that the Defendant fired at the victim?" she asked.
"May I?" I asked, all according to script. I put on latex gloves, took the firearm out of the bag, examined it, and said "This does appear to be the gun. It's the same model, for sure, and there's a mark on the bottom of the barrel where my crowbar struck it."
"Would you please tell the Jury how you are certain that the gun could not have fired by the crowbar blow causing him to reflexively pull the trigger?"
"May I stand, Your Honor?": I asked. Judge Watts nodded and I stood up and half-faced the Jury. I first cleared the weapon, which was empty but I always make sure. Then I said "The Beretta 92D is a double-action only, or DAO, which means it cannot be cocked like a Beretta 92FS and other similar pistols."
"Like this weapon?" Paulina asked, holding up another bagged firearm. It was actually from the TCPD's Armory.
"Yes." I said taking it out of the bag. I cleared the weapon. "As you can see," I said to the Jury, "this 92FS's hammer has cocked when I pulled back the slide. In this configuration, the trigger is a hair trigger, and can easily be pulled back." I pointed at the floor and gently pulled the trigger, and the hammer came forward and struck the back of the firing pin.
"In double action mode, with the hammer not cocked" I said, pulling the 92FS's trigger with the gun not cocked, "it takes an effort to pull the trigger, to make the hammer cock back." I demonstrated to the Jury. "And by the way, I am keeping the weapon pointed in a safe direction, even though I know it's empty."
I handed the 92FS back to Paulina, who bagged it again, and I picked up the 92D. "As you can see, the hammer of the 92D is 'bobbed', so that it conforms to the curve of the back of the slide. I cannot manually cock it." I pulled back the slide and released it. "And working the action also does not cock it, as doing that for the 92FS did."
I continued: "What this amounts to, is that the 92D cannot be cocked and won't have a hair trigger. Therefore, unlike the 92FS, the only way it could fire was if McCombs was actually intentionally pulling the trigger. Ergo, he was firing it, and my intervention prevented the bullet from striking his intended target nor anyone else."
As I looked at the Jury, I observed something I considered to be a 'strangeness'. The blacks on the Jury, especially the three black women, were nodding their heads and actually smiling a little bit. But three of the white men were frowning, as if my lesson was something they did not want to hear.
Paulina said "And you were close enough to see the model of weapon that the Defendant was holding, correct? So you knew it was a DAO weapon."
"Yes." I said.
After some more questions about McCombs attack on my and my skillful refutation of it, followed by the pressing of charges for insubordination and assaulting a Police Officer (me), Paulina said "Your witness."
Somewhat to my surprise, it was the Union lawyer that got up instead of Gwen Munson. "Commander," he said, "how could you tell that the Defendant was going to pull the trigger?"
"He said he was going to." I said. "He started counting down. And as I said before, he actually fired the gun."
"The gun fired at the same time your crowbar struck it." said the lawyer. "In fact, due to the speeds of bullets, the gun had to have fired after your crowbar struck it, or it would not have fired over everyone's heads, is that not right?"
"Objection, calls for speculation." said Paulina.
"As you made clear," said the lawyer, to Paulina, "the Commander is an expert witness."
"You may answer, Commander." said Judge Watts.
"It would be speculation to try to answer that." I said. "I could probably get a determination of that from studying the Officer-cams that recorded the incident, but I have not studied them to that level of detail. So I can't definitively say."



"But you did swing that crowbar and hit his gun." said the lawyer. "My question, and my point, is this: what made you decide to swing that crowbar at his weapon?"
"He was pointing it at an unarmed man, saying he was going to shoot, and counting down. I took him at his word." I said, repeating my earlier answer. "Even if he had not have fired the weapon, I acted to force the weapon to be pointed in a direction other than the victim, his minor son, nor anyone else."
"Didn't that endanger the lives of your other Officers?" asked the Union lawyer. "If that man had been armed, he could've pulled out his gun and shot any number of you!"
"The incident, at least the part involving the man, his son, and two of the Officers present," I said, "was a repeat of the earlier incident. And the other Officers at the scene stated in their reports that he never made any move suggesting he might be armed. And as it turned out... he wasn't."
"Speaking of other Officers's reports," said the Union lawyer, "Officer McElwane has testified that he was pressured to put into his report that my client used the n-word. Did you issue those orders, and did you pressure Officer McElwane to put a preconceived story into his report?"
"I did not directly issue the orders," I said, "and I definitely did not tell anyone specifically what words to put in their reports."
"Commander Troy," said the Union lawyer, trying to make his voice sound serious and important, "did you attempt to question Officer McElwane about the first incident after he asked for Union representation at any such questioning?"
"Objection." said Paulina. "Relevance. And Commander Troy is not on trial, here."
"Overruled, for now." said Judge Watts. "You may answer the question, Commander."
"I did not ask Officer McElwane any questions at all after he asked for a Rep... as you know." I replied.
"I know no such thing." said the lawyer. "Commander Troy did you pressure Officer McElwane to answer questions?"
"I explained that we were not trying to entrap him with any questions." I said. "I could have----"
"Yes or no will suffice, Commander." said the lawyer, trying to cut it short. "No more questions."
"Re-direct, Your Honor?" Paulina asked. Judge Watts assented, and Paulina got up and said "Just to clarify, you did not ask Officer McElwane any questions after he asked for a Union Rep, is that correct?"
"That is correct." I said.
"So him saying you did is factually incorrect." said Paulina.
"Objection." said Gwen Munson. "That's the Prosecutor's opinion, and not a question nor statement of fact."
"I'll restate." Paulina said. "Commander, could you have ordered Officer McElwane to answer questions about that first incident?"
"Yes, I could have." I said. "And at that point he could've taken the Fifth. But as I said, I respected his request for a Union rep and did not ask him any further questions."
"No more questions." Paulina said.
"Re-cross?" asked the Union lawyer.
"Approach the Bench." said Judge Watts. When everyone was at the Bench, he asked "Are you going to ask further questions about divergent opinions on what 'being pressured' means?"
"I intend to ask the Commander to clarify his statements." said the Union lawyer.
"No." said Watts. "Not here, and not now. That's for your Union processes, not a trial of someone else for attempted murder. Anything else you want to re-cross on?"
The lawyer had nothing else. And to my stunned amazement, neither side asked that I be subject to recall. Not even Gwen Munson. I was free to move about the Courtroom... and out of it.
Part 9 - Lying On The Stand
Teresa and I went to the Cop Bar for lunch. The Sheriff had his various Chiefs in the back Command Room, so Teresa and I sat at a back table in the regular back room.
"I think I fucked up." she said. She recounted how the Defense lawyer had made her look bad about seeing two things at once, then said "Paulina tried to salvage it on re-direct, but I don't think it went over well with the Jury."
I said "Don't worry about it. I don't think it's going to matter."
"Why not?" Teresa asked.
I replied: "I was observing the Jury when I came in, and when I gave my demonstration of McCombs's gun being a DAO model. I can't think of any other time I've seen a Jury acting quite like this one. Most of them had all but tuned out for most of it. Almost none of them are taking notes, either. It's as if..."
"Their minds are made up already?" Teresa asked, finishing my sentence.
"More like their minds would be made up no matter what was going on." I said. "I fear that at least some of them will make their decisions on the identity politics rather than the actual facts of the case."
"So what's next?" Teresa asked.
"I think I was the last Prosecution witness, pending your possible recall." I said. "And I'm not sure who the Defense will call up... besides Hendricks. I tend to doubt they'll let McCombs take the stand in his own defense. Paulina would shred him if they did."
After a pause, I added: "There is one other thing that is bothering me. I expected a long day of legal repartée with Gwen Munson. But she asked me very few questions, and made very few objections. She even let Paulina 'lead the witness' on some of the questions, instead of objecting as she rightly could have."
"What do you think that's about?" Teresa asked.
"I don't know... wait... maybe I do." I said. "Teresa, do you have your bug-detector ink pen with you?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said.
"When you get back to your Witness Room," I said, "sweep it for bugs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Court session resumed, Paulina entered the Bryce incident Police report into evidence. The Union lawyer objected, but Judge Watts overruled the objection.
I was now sitting in the front row behind the Prosecutor's table, watching the proceedings. Sitting next to me was Sheriff Griswold. I had told him as we sat down to observe the Jury and also Gwen Munson.
"Call your next witness." said Judge Watts.
"The People call Lester Holder to the stand." Paulina announced. Ripples of murmurs coursed through the reporters in the gallery. Sheriff Griswold whispered to me "What's this about?" I just grinned and said nothing as Lester Holder, in one of the standard suit-and-ties he always wore on-camera, came in through the back door. He was sworn in.
"State your name and occupation for the record, please." said Paulina as she faced the reporter that had repeatedly called her daughter a 'halfbreed' on the air.
"Lester Holder. Journalist." replied Holder.
"You work for KXTC Channel Two News, Mr. Holder?" asked Paulina.
"Yes." said Holder.
"Your Honor, I'd like to replay the video footage of Officer Buchannan's dash cam." Paulina said.
"Objection." said Gwen Munson. "That's been played, and replaying it is a waste of our time."
"Not at all, Your Honor." Paulina said. "It's to refresh the Jury's memories, and also to ask the Witness specific questions.
"I'll allow it." said Judge Watts. "But get to your point quickly, Prosecutor."
The tape played, and Paulina, who was controlling the feed with a hand-held remote, paused the tape at a certain point. "Mr. Holder," she said, "that van down the street, which can be clearly seen on this video... is that a van owned or used by your employer, KXTC?"
"It's hard to see from that blurry image." Holder said, though the image was not blurry.
"Mr. Holder," said Paulina, "it's clear enough we can see the lettering on the side. So I'll ask you directly: were you in that van at the time of the incident that was occurring right then?" Holder did not reply immediately, and it was obvious (to me, anyway) that he was trying to form an answer that would not be a direct confirmation. Paulina did not let him get away with it.
"Mr. Holder, it's a yes-or-no question." Paulina said. "Were you in that van?"
"Yes." said Holder, realizing he was trapped, and that if he lied, Paulina likely had enough proof to prove he'd lied.
"Who else was in that van with you?" asked Paulina.
"My cameraman." said Holder, naming his cameraman's name.
"Why were you there?" asked Paulina. "Oh, let me be more specific: why was a KXTC van at that spot, within visible range of an Officer-cam that was recording, and where an Officer-involved incident was occurring right at that time?"
"I was told to go to that spot." said Holder.
"By whom?" Paulina asked. "Specifically, what person told you to go there?"
"I don't remember specifically." said Holder.
"Mr. Holder, either someone instructed you to go to that spot at that time," Paulina said, "or you went there of your own accord. Which was it? And if you were ordered to go there, who ordered you?"
"Objection." said Gwen Munson. "Leading the witness, and badgering the witness."
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "permission to treat this witness as hostile?"
"Objection!" Gwen Munson cried out.
"Your objection is overruled." said Watts. "Yes, Prosecutor, you may treat this witness as hostile." That allowed Paulina to 'lead the witness'.
"Mr. Holder, who is your direct boss at KXTC?" Paulina asked.
"Bettina Wurtzburg." said Holder.
"Who, besides Bettina Wurtzburg, can instruct you to go somewhere for a story, and it would be considered an order?" Paulina asked harshly.
"Burt West." said Holder.
"Did Bettina Wurtzburg order you to go to that spot?" Paulina asked.
"She didn't order me to." said Holder.
"Then who did? Or did you go of your own accord?" Paulina asked. "What I am asking is for you to tell the Jury how you got to that spot at the exact time, the exact time that a Police-involved incident was occurring?"
"Objection!" Gwen Munson all but yelled. "Relevance!"
"I am going to show the relevance very soon, Your Honor." Paulina said.
"Yes, do make it 'very soon', Prosecutor." said Judge Watts. "You may answer the question."
"I don't remember exactly what was said by who." said Holder, beginning to get his wits about him. "We got a tip into the newsroom that the Police had gotten a child abduction call. There'd been a previous incident a few days before, so we went down to that same area again."
"Who called in the tip?" Paulina asked.
"I don't know," said Holder, "and if I did it would be a protected source."
"And you got that tip in time enough to get in your KXTC van and drive it to that spot," Paulina said, "and you got there even before some of the Officers at the scene did, after they got the actual call? That is a mighty fast time window, isn't it?"
"Objection!" called out Gwen Munson.
"Withdrawn." Paulina said. "No more questions."
"Move to strike, Your Honor." said Gwen Munson.
"Bailiff," said Judge Watts, seeing what was coming, "escort the Jury out, please. I'll see Council in Chambers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I still don't get it." whispered Griswold, the only person I knew who could make a whisper sound like a full growl. "At least I don't see how this is going to show that McCombs attempted to murder that man."
"It's attempting to show that that second incident was a ginned-up setup." I whispered in reply. "We were hoping Penis Holder would be forced to admit the Media knew what was coming."
"But he weaseled out of it, if you ask me." said Griswold. "That might negatively impact the Jury, you know."
"I don't think that's going to matter, Sheriff." I replied. "As you know, I'm pretty good at observing... and I don't like what I'm observing about this Jury..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson as Judge Watts settled into his chair in his Chambers, "the Prosecution has shown no relevance for any of Mr. Holder's testimony. I ask that all of it be struck from the record and the Jury to be instructed." By that she meant for the Jury to be told they did not hear what they thought they heard.
"I intend to show the relevance, Your Honor." said Paulina. "I'm showing that the Media was aware of the second incident before it occurred, and had a van there to record it. And that's part of showing that there were two such incidents, the second of which the Defendant was at, and used the n-word while threatening the victim and his minor son. And that's to show intent, and why the attempted murder charge rises to that status."
"I get that." said Watts.
"With respect, Your Honor, I don't." said the Union lawyer. "The Prosecution said nothing of that in her opening statement, and hasn't built up to it in any way. And therefore, my co-Counsel is correct in that the entirety of Mr. Holder's testimony is irrelevant to my client's case."
Judge Watts leaned back in his chair and thought about it, then said "I'm going to do both sides a favor, here. I'm not going to strike Holder's testimony. Defense, you can begin your cross-examination of him when we resume..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mr. Holder," Gwen Munson said in her sweetest, friendliest, most reassuring voice, "you received a tip about an incident at that location, and you went there, correct?"
"Yes ma'am." Holder said, as respectfully as he could make his voice sound. I found the lovefest revolting.
"And the Press receives tips like that all the time, yes?" Munson asked.
"Yes." said Holder.
"So, nothing out of the ordinary about this particular tip?"
"No ma'am." said Holder.
"No more questions, Your Honor." said Munson. Judge Watts looked at Paulina, who was looking downcast. She just shook her head, indicating that she had no further questions.
"Next witness." said the Judge.
Paulina got up and addressed the Court: "We wish to recall Commander Croyle tomorrow, so the People will not rest until then, Your Honor. But we have no more witnesses at this time."
"Objection." said Gwen Munson. "The Prosecution should rest if they are finished presenting their case."
"I'm not playing those games with you, Counselor." said Judge Watts. "That's another pitch you just fouled off. Begin presenting your defense."
"The Defense calls Officer Justin Hendricks to the stand." Gwen Munson said.
Hendricks came in the back door. He was not wearing a formal Police uniform that would include a jacket. His dark blue uniform was not pressed and looked slovenly on his overweight, pear-shaped body. His shoes were not shined to any standard at all. His 'gig line', where his belt lined up with his pants zipper and the buttons of the shirt, was not straight at all. He'd shaved, but his hair was unkempt. I'm not sure who was more offended: me, or Sheriff Griswold.
Officer Hendricks ambled to the Witness chair, was sworn in, and sat down. The Defense attorneys did not bother to have his record read aloud, and I could not blame them; it was not a good record at all. The Union lawyer began the questioning.
"Let's first talk about the locker room incident." said the lawyer, naming the date. After leading Hendricks through what he (Hendricks) was doing, the lawyer said "Was Officer Buchannan insubordinate to Sergeant McCombs?"
"Yes." said Hendricks.
"How so?"
"Officer Buchannan spoke disrespectfully to Sergeant McCombs," said Hendricks, "and confronted him physically in what looked to me to be a threatening manner."
"Let's talk about the incident with the man and the boy." said the lawyer. "You came up to the scene of the incident with the Defendant?"
"Yes sir." said Hendricks dispassionately.
"What was going on when you arrived?"
"Objection." said Paulina. "Leading the witness."
"Sustained." said Judge Watts.
"When you arrived," said the lawyer, "were other Officers there already?"
"We pulled up right behind Buchannan and McElwane." said Hendricks.
"Was the Defendant the first to get out of either vehicle?" asked the lawyer.
"No." said Hendricks. "Buchannan got out of his car first. But he did not move to stop the potential assailant."
"So the Defendant interdicted the suspect?" asked the lawyer.
"Yes sir." said Hendricks.
"And what were you doing at the time?"
"I was watching, with the other Officers." said Hendricks. "Sergeant McCombs was in charge, and was taking charge of the situation, so I just stayed ready to help him if he needed it."
"Did the Defendant use the n-word at any time?"
"Not that I heard." said Hendricks.
"Not at any time?" asked the lawyer.
"I did not hear him use any kind of racist language." asserted Hendricks.
"Did Sergeant McCombs order the suspect to his knees?"
"He correctly did so." said Hendricks.
"Would you explain to the Jury why that was correct?"
Hendricks said "The suspect could have been armed, and was near the minor child. Having him on his knees would immobilize him, and make it more difficult for the suspect to take the child hostage as a human shield, or run as he drew a weapon."
"Did the suspect comply with the Sergeant's legal orders?"
"Objection!" said Paulina. "The presumption that the orders were legal is in doubt."
"I'll re-state." said the Union lawyer. "Did the suspect comply with the Sergeant's orders?"
"No, he was not compliant, and refused to follow the Sergeant's orders." said Hendricks.
"In your opinion, as an experienced Police Officer," said the lawyer, "were the Sergeant's orders lawful, and/or necessary?"
"Yes, they were definitely necessary for the protection of the child and the other Officers." said Hendricks. "And at the time, I believed they were fully lawful and legitimate."
"And then Commander Troy came up in his vehicle?"
"Yes sir." said Hendricks.
"What then?"
"Commander Troy attacked Sergeant McCombs, without provocation." said Hendricks.
"Did it appear to you that the act of striking the Defendant's weapon with his crowbar cause the gun to fire?" asked the lawyer.
"Yes." said Hendricks.
"What happened next?"
"Commander Troy struck Sergeant McCombs in the face with his crowbar." said Hendricks. "Then he hit Sergeant McCombs with the crowbar again while the Sergeant was on the ground."
"What did you do then?" asked the lawyer.
"I was drawing my weapon to order Commander Troy to stop assaulting Sergeant McCombs, when I was also assaulted, by Lieutenant Commander Croyle." said Hendricks.
"No more questions." said the lawyer.
"Officer Hendricks," said Paulina as she got up, "what were the results of your last physical, particularly with regard to your hearing?"
"I don't follow." tried Hendricks.
"I think you do." said Paulina. "I'd like to enter this into evidence, Your Honor. It is Officer Hendricks's last physical, and it shows his hearing to be just fine."
"Objection----" tried the Union lawyer.
"Over-ruled!" Judge Watts said, beginning to show anger. "So entered. Continue, Prosecutor."
"So in spite of every other Officer at the scene saying or putting in their reports that they heard the Defendant use the n-word," said Paulina, "despite him shouting it, as we've seen on several Officer-cams and dashcams, you are testifying that you did not hear him say that word?"
"As I said before, I did not hear him say that word." said Hendricks.
"You just testified that you heard the Defendant order the suspect to his knees." Paulina said. "Did you hear him say that?"
"Yes."
"But not him saying the n-word?" asked Paulina.
"No." said Hendricks. "Commander Troy was shouting at Sergeant McCombs, and I couldn't clearly hear what was being said between them."
"After Commander Troy interdicted the Defendant and they were engaging in personal combat," said Paulina, "you drew your service weapon?"
"Yes." said Hendricks.
"Were you going to shoot Commander Troy?" asked Paulina.
"I was going to stop him from assaulting Sergeant McCombs." Hendricks said flatly. "If Commander Troy had not stopped, I might have shot him to stop his attack upon Sergeant McCombs." I heard murmurs behind me. I kept my face impassive, realizing some of the Jury members had looked over at me... but other Jury members had not.



"Your Honor," said Paulina, "I have no more questions at this time, but I would like to have this witness be subject to recall."
"Objection!" cried the Union lawyer. "The Prosecution should finish her cross at this time. There's no reason to wait----"
"Approach, Your Honor?" Paulina said.
"Bailiff, escort the Jury out for a short recess." said Judge Watts. "I'll see both sides in Chambers.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "the Defense can't have it both ways. They've insisted I wait until tomorrow to re-question Commander Croyle, but say I have to finish with Hendricks today... and it's the same subject matter I want to question both of them about! If the Defense insists I finish with Hendricks now, then I should be allowed to re-question Commander Croyle today as well; otherwise, I should be allowed to recall Hendricks tomorrow."
Judge Watts looked over at the Defense lawyers. "She's right, you know. So which way do you want it? Both today, or both tomorrow?"
"Your Honor," said the Union lawyer, "we're already planning any appeal around allowing that Police report on such short notice and no discovery. I believe we're well within our rights to insist upon---"
"Your Honor," interrupted Gwen Munson. "May I have a moment to confer with my co-Counsel?"
"Get your ducks in a row, Counselor." said Judge Watts, his voice tinged with exasperation, but also tiredness.
After some whispering, Munson came back and said "Tomorrow for both, Your Honor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Sheriff Griswold went out of the Courtroom and to the Witness Room. Though the Deputies at the door probably should not have allowed him in, they wisely did not obstruct their boss's progress. The Sheriff did not go inside, but just opened the door and looked in.
Teresa was playing Solitaire with a real deck of real cards (and not all of them Jokers), and looked up at the Sheriff when he poked his head in the door. She looked up at the light and also pointed at the corner of the table, and said simply "Confirmed."
The Sheriff nodded, then (after going to the potty) came back in and sat down next to me. "Teresa said 'confirmed'." he reported. I just nodded, knowing that meant that Teresa had found that the Witness Room was bugged.
"What do you want to do about it?" asked the Sheriff.
"We can't do anything in front of anyone." I said. "It would generate a mistrial."
"We'll have to get the bugs out later, then." said the Sheriff.
"Yes, but in a way nobody finds out." I replied. "Do you have any idea how many appeals of how many cases could be generated if the knowledge gets out?" The Sheriff nodded, and I said "Either the bad guys will go back in and get them, or we can come get them in the dead of night or something..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before the Jury was brought back in, the Union lawyer stood and said "Your Honor, the Defense asks for a directed verdict of acquittal. The Prosecution has not proved their case."
"The case is not over, and won't be until tomorrow." replied Judge Watts. "Renew your objection at the proper time."
After the Jury was brought in, Judge Watts said "Call your next witness."
"Your Honor, subject to tomorrow's testimony, the Defense rests." said the lawyer. The Judge ended the session for the day.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:50pm, Wednesday, June 17th. I drove Teresa and the Sheriff back to Police Headquarters. Teresa went to her office to call her Precinct Captains, and the Sheriff and I met with Cindy and Chief Moynahan in the Chief's Conference Room.
"So Hendricks lied like a dog in the shade." said Cindy, after I told them of the day's testimony. "Can we go after him for perjury?"
Sheriff Griswold growled "He was well coached. He said everything in a way that can be said to just be his opinion. He never definitively said anything that was factually wrong."
"Everyone else's testimony contradicts his." Cindy said.
"So what?" said the Sheriff. "How can we prove he didn't hear McCombs use the n-word, even though McCombs screamed it twice? We really can't. And Hendricks said that it was his opinion that Crowbar here was the aggressor in the altercation with McCombs, though everyone else saw it differently. And he openly said he intended to shoot Commander Troy, but it was defending McCombs."
"Soooo," drawled the Chief, "it allll boils down toooo a 'he said, he said, she said' situ-a-tionnnnn."
*KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK1*
The door opened to reveal Teresa Croyle. "Ladies, gentlemen," she said, "I've just gotten a briefing from the Precincts. They're both reporting groups of people massing, especially on the Southside. And demonstrations around the Courthouse over the trial. Nothing large or serious... yet..."
Part 10 - Storm Clouds Gathering
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, June 18th, from a restricted-access parking lot near the Courthouse complex. "The McCombs trial continues to be a disaster for the Prosecution!"
Bettina began: "The testimony of Officer Justin Hendricks was devastating to the Prosecution's case against Sergeant McCombs, as Officer Hendricks refuted the allegations of Commander Donald Troy, testifying that it was Commander Troy who was the aggressor and caused Sergeant McCombs's gun to fire, almost killing an unarmed black man and his tender-aged son."
Bettina: "Additionally, the testimony of Police Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle was unconvincing, and the Defense poked holes in her story as she attempted to cover up for Commander Troy. Lieutenant Commander Croyle and Officer Hendricks are expected to be recalled to the stand for follow-up testimony, and the case could be in the Jury's hands by this afternoon. And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder for more on planned activities for 'Juneteenth'. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Penis Holder as the feed switched to him. He was on the grounds of the Civic Center, with City Hall behind him. A good number of young blacks were behind him, all wearing red or black shirts with slogans upon them.
Holder: "The Black Community is planning peaceful marches through the major streets of the Town & County, as well as here on Courthouse Square, to observe the 'Juneteenth' anniversary. The marches are to bring more attention to continuing white Police brutality against People of Color."
Bettina came on via a split-screen, and asked "Lester, are there any plans to peacefully march in protest of an acquittal or even a hung jury in the trial of white Police Officer McCombs?"
Holder: "Uhh... I'm not aware of any actual plans, but the Black Community is closely monitoring the trial. The US DOJ Civil Rights Division is also monitoring the trial, and anything less then a conviction could lead to action by the Federal Government against the TCPD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hmmm, were Bettina and Holder out of sync on that?" Captain Tanya P. Muscone asked as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "He seemed to be startled by her question about protests of the trial's outcome."
"Yezzz, that was... interesting." said Chief Moynahan.
"Bettina get ahead of her skis?" Commander Cindy Ross asked. "Or was Penis Holder ambushed by the question?"
"Tell us what that means, Crowbar." said the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching with amusement.
I replied "My first impression was that he wasn't expecting that question. But as I think about it now, I would say that Bettina wants people to be watching for the possibility... it stresses the Police Force and creates drama... while Holder knows there are plans to riot over the verdict, and didn't want to talk about them nor warn anyone in advance. I will add that the Agitators are going to riot no matter what the verdict is."
"Even a 'guilty' verdict?" asked the Chief, his voice connoting stunned disbelief.
"Yes sir." I said. "A conviction will be taken a proof that a white Police Officer tried to kill an unarmed black man, requiring violent protests in response to that white Officer's actions. Remember that many blacks don't consider the American Justice System to be fair nor good, so they won't see a conviction as 'sufficient' punishment. And, of course, they want and need the attention that only violence can bring."
"Does Commander Croyle know this?" asked the Chief. "Are we pre-pairrrrred for this?"
"I've talked about it with her." I said. "And we're as prepared as we can be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oyez, oyez, oyez.:" said the Bailiff at 9:00am sharp. "Court is now in session, the Honorable Rodney K. Watts presiding." Everyone rose to their feet as Judge Watts came in and took his seat.
"Be seated, please." he said. "Anything before I bring in the Jury?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said Gwen Munson. "We renew our objection, and request that Lester Holder's testimony be stricken from the record in its entirety and the Jury instructed. We also renew our objection of the Police report submitted yesterday being entered into the record. It was not given to us in a timely manner, and it's irrelevant to this trial."
"I've already ruled on both of those objections," growled Watts, "and nothing has changed. Prosecution, you are up."
"Thank you, Your Honor." ADA Paulina Patterson said. "The People recall Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle."
Teresa was brought in and went to the witness chair. Judge Watts said "I remind you that you are still under oath, Commander."
"Yes, Your Honor." Teresa acknowledged.
Paulina led Teresa through the Bryce incident, then asked "During that altercation, it was Officer Hendricks that was backing up Patrolman Bryce when Bryce assaulted you and the tender-aged child?"
"Yes ma'am." said Teresa, working hard to not get emotional at her memories of that Christmas Eve night.. .the night she found Amy and Buddy.
"So Officer Hendricks has a history of supporting Police Officers that get in trouble, do the wrong things, assault innocent persons?"
"Objection!" started Gwen Munson.
"I withdraw the question." said Paulina. "Your witness."
"Commander Croyle," Gwen Munson said, her voice sounding sweet but with an underlying tone of viciousness, "that night was the night you found Amy Croyle, was it not?"
"Objection. Relevance." said Paulina.
"Overruled." said Judge Watts, giving both sides wide latitude with this situation.
"Yes, it was." said Teresa.
"And she died only a month later?"
"Objection!" Paulina yelled. "Your Honor, there is no relevance in this! Defense counsel is badgering the Witness and deliberately attempting to inflict emotional pain!"
"I will show the relevance within the next two questions, Your Honor." replied Gwen Munson.
"You'd better." said Judge Watts. "Continue."
"Yes, she died a few weeks later." said Teresa, channeling her pain into smoldering anger and hatred for Gwen Munson.
"And Christmas Eve was the day your sister Alexis died, is that not right?" Gwen asked.
"Yes." Teresa said.
"So that was an emotional time for you, wasn't it?" Gwen said. "You were angry, bitter, at your sister's death. And when you had the chance to retaliate against Officer Hendricks, by physically assaulting him as he attempted to protect Sergeant McCombs, who was also being assaulted, you took it, didn't you?"
Paulina was about to get up, but Teresa said to her "It's okay." To Munson and the Jury, she said "I was not thinking of that at all. I was busy trying to prevent Officer Hendricks from attempting to murder Commander Troy, which I did. And Sergeant McCombs was not being assaulted, he was the aggressor----"
"That's enough." Gwen Munson said. "No more questions for this witness, Your Honor."
Paulina did not have any re-direct questions, so Judge Watts said she could step down and was released from being an on-call Witness. Teresa came over and sat down beside me on the first row behind the Prosecution. Somewhat to my surprise, I sensed no wave of emotion in Teresa.
"The People recall Justin Hendricks to the stand." Paulina said. Hendricks ambled in from the back doors, his uniform looking only slightly better than the day before. He was reminded by the Judge that he was still under oath.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "I'd like to read Officer Hendricks's Police record into evidence."
"Objection." said Gwen Munson.
"Overruled." Judge Watts said simply.
Paulina read Hendricks's record. The awards record did not take much time; there was little to report. The suspensions and I.A. investigations were also read into the record, and there were plenty of them.
Paulina then led Hendricks through the Bryce incident. "Why were you even there, Officer Hendricks?"
"I was backing up Patrolman Bryce." said Hendricks.
"And you were backing up Sergeant McCombs during this more recent incident." said Paulina.
"Yes."
"Patrolman Bryce resigned rather than face criminal charges in that prior incident." said Paulina. "And now Sergeant McCombs is the defendant in this trial. Why is it, Officer Hendricks, that your name consistently appears backing up the Officers getting into serious trouble?"
"Objection!" yelled Gwen Munson.
"I withdraw the question." said Paulina Patterson. "No more questions for this witness."
"Defense?" queried the Judge.
"No more questions, Your Honor." said Munson...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After closing statements, the Jury was sent to lunch while the Judge's instructions to the Jury were haggled out. I was later told by Paulina that Gwen Munson barely participated in that, that she only continued to try to have Lester Holder's testimony struck from the record, which seemed to be the bee in her bonnet. The Union lawyer worked most fervently to make sure any negative things about me would be allowed to be considered.
After lunch, the Judge took over an hour to charge the Jury, stressing the importance of coming to a unanimous verdict. They left the Courtroom to begin deliberations. Judge Watts thanked both sides for a speedy and efficient trial, some reporters left to file their stories, and everyone settled down to wait...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How are you guys feeling about it?" Sheriff Griswold asked as he, Teresa, and I sat down in the 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar for lunch. I looked at Teresa to go first.
"I didn't see as much of it as you did." Teresa said. "I don't understand why Munson brought up my past. I don't see the relevance, and I realized while I was on the stand that it only made me the sympathetic figure in all that, which calmed me down considerably."
"True, about it making you the 'good guy' in all of that." I said. "I think Munson did that just to cause you pain. She is truly an evil bitch." Teresa and the Sheriff nodded.
Then I said "As to the trial, I'm not sure. Paulina spent a lot of time... a lahhhht of time... trying to discredit Hendricks, more than I thought was necessary. And I'm not sure how well she proved the case. I don't think we're going to get a conviction on the attempted murder charge. Aggravated assault, maybe. What did you think, Sheriff?"
Griswold growled "After you mentioned how the Jury didn't seem interested, I started paying more attention to them. And you're right about some of them. But I also noticed that some were interested when Teresa was on the stand, and others were interested when Hendricks on the stand. That suggests they were looking for confirmation of their already-formed opinions, as opposed as evaluating the information on the merits."
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
"Well, look who's here!" said a voice. It was FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, accompanied by his wife, TCPD Captain Tanya Muscone. "May we join you?"
"Of course." said the Sheriff. "How are the happy newlyweds?"
"Happy, Sheriff." Tanya said with her cherubic grin, pulling up to the table next to the Sheriff, and giving and getting a hug from him.
"How's the trial going?" Jack asked.
"The Jury has it." I replied.
""Tanya told me what you think... that there's going to be riots no matter what." Jack said. "My sources are telling me similar things. KSB in the City has been focusing on the McCombs trial pretty heavily, and our offices there believe there will be 'Juneteenth' riots there as well as here. And Washington, D.C. has told all the field offices to expect violent protests nationwide."
*CHIME!*
It was Teresa's Police iPhone. She checked the text that had come in. "That was from Rudistan. Hardy in Vice got word from one of his C.I.s that Lester Holder was observed meeting with known Antifa leaders in the parking lot of Sharpton Elementary. The C.I. tailed Holder, and said that Holder drove to the Block House, which is west of Sharpton Elementary."
"Jacquez Wilson." I said. "That's not good. Most violent agitators don't go too far... they set fires, throw rocks, overturn cars: things the Media can record and show. But Wilson, he advocates serious violence, like killing people, especially Police Officers."
"Holder's got nerve, going into the Block House." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Those bastards will bend him over and rape him in the ass just as soon as they'd talk to him."
"He'd enjoy that." Teresa replied.
"It does ratchet things to a new level, though." I said. "Something's up." Before I realized it, I was going into a reverie.
"And there he goes." Tanya said with grin.
When I finally came out of it, Sheriff Griswold said "What got your attention on all that?"
I replied "You all know that they're always one step ahead of us. By the time we're seeing their next move, they're working on their move after that. These 'Juneteenth' protests... they've been planning them for weeks, if not months."
I continued: "So I'm wondering what Penis Holder is ginning up with Jacquez Wilson, and vice versa. I'm getting an idea that we may have stumbled onto what they're planning to do after the next set of riots..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to the Courthouse from lunch, I said to Teresa and the Sheriff "Let's go through the back hallways." Those were restricted access areas, where the Judges's Chambers, Jury Rooms, and other offices were.
As we went by the Jury Room for the McCombs trial, the Bailiff outside the door stood up and whispered to us "I can't hear what they're saying, but voices are being raised already. That's one reason I'm stationed here; in case they come to blows."
At 4:30pm, a note was passed to me to join Judge Watts in his Chambers. I asked the Sheriff to come with me. When we went in, Judge Watts had us sit down.
"I just got a note from the Jury." said Watts. "They say they are deadlocked, and cannot come to a verdict. I'm going to have them come in, then tell them they'll be back tomorrow giving it a better effort. In the meantime, I just wanted to tell you to get ready for possible problems."
Minutes later, we were back in the Courtroom. The Jury Foreman, one of the older white men, said that the Jury was deadlocked. Judge Watts told them to try again, to work until 8:00pm, and if they weren't resolved by then, he'd have them back in the morning continuing to work on it...
Part 11 - The Verdict
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, June 19th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the Courthouse complex in the distant background. "On this important day of 'Juneteenth', the fate of a Town & County Police Officer is in the hands of the Jury!"
Bettina began: "Both the Prosecution and Defense wrapped up their cases yesterday, and the Jury began their deliberations. Legal experts are predicting a swift acquittal of the Defendant, saying that ADA Paulina Patterson did not prove the more serious charges against Sergeant McCombs. The Police Union is so certain of anything but a conviction that they have already issued a demand that Sergeant McCombs be reinstated to the TCPD with his rank intact."



Bettina: "And today is 'Juneteenth', an important date for People of Color, as it marks the date of the Emancipation of black slaves in Texas in the 19th Century Peaceful demonstrations by blacks to protest white Police brutality against People of Color are expected to be held all over the Nation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No one builds up the anticipation like Bettina." said Teresa Croyle sourly as we watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"You got that right." Sheriff Griswold growled just as sourly.
"No Lester Holder?" Cindy Ross said, having made that correct observation. "What, is he out there staging the protesters?"
I replied: "Either that, or that little faux pas between him and Bettina yesterday is coming home to rrrrroost."
"Are we ready for anything that might happen today?" growled the Sheriff.
"Yes sir." I said "We are prepared to stop any violence with overwhelming force... and to make a lot of arrests."
"Lethal force is not authorized without my authorization, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "Is that clear?"
"Crystal clear, sir." I replied, looking right at him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. A Bailiff brought a document in an envelope to the Bench. Judge Watts examined it. He looked at me, then said something to the Bailiff as Judge Watts said he'd be in Chambers. The Bailiff invited me to join the Judge in Chambers, and of course I accepted the invitation that could not be refused.
Once in Chambers, the Judge said to me before I could even sit down: "The Jury Foreman just sent me this..."
To be continued.
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Part 11 - The Verdict (continued)
10:20am, Friday, June 19th. 'Juneteenth'.
Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts entered the Courtroom, sat down in his seat, and gaveled the trial into session. "Bring in the Jury." he said.
Everyone rose as the twelve members of the Jury came in and took their seats in the Jury Box. After everyone was seated, the Judge addressed the Jury.
"Ladies and gentlemen of the Jury," he said, "have you reached a verdict?"
"No, Your Honor." said the Foreman, who had stood up. "We are unable to reach a unanimous verdict."
"Members of the Jury," said Judge Watts, "it is vitally important that you strive to achieve a verdict, one way or the other. I want you to continue to deliberate, and find a path to a unanimous verdict. You have all weekend ahead of you to work on it---"
The Foreman stood and said "Your Honor, with all due respect, we are hopelessly deadlocked. Jurors on both sides are dug in, and intractable. No amount of time is going to change that."
Judge Watts nodded. "Then I have no choice but to declare a mistrial."
"Your Honor," Paulina Patterson called out, rising to her feet, "may we have the Jury polled?"
"Yes, certainly." said Judge Watts. To the Jury he said "What that means is that I'm going to ask each of you to state out loud what your final vote was, starting with the Foreman."
"Guilty... not guilty... guilty... guilty... not guilty... guilty... guilty... not guilty... not guilty... guilty... guilty... not guilty." It was a 7-5 split.
"Thank you, Your Honor." Paulina said.
"A mistrial is declared." said Judge Watts, banging his gavel. So let it be written; so let it be done.
"Your Honor," said the Union lawyer, "we ask that Sergeant McCombs be released on his own recognizance."
"Objection, Your Honor." said Paulina. "The District Attorney's Office plans to re-try the Defendant. We ask that he continue to be held without bail pending the next trial."
Judge Watts said "Defendant will be held without bail until this coming Tuesday at noon. By that time, Prosecutor, the D.A.'s Office must commit to re-trying the Defendant, or tell me he will not be re-tried. I'll consider bail or release at that time. The Jury is released with my thanks. This Court is adjourned."
He banged his gavel, then got up and left the Courtroom. The Jurors were escorted out, then McCombs was taken back to County Jail by Deputies in an unmarked black van that was armored enough that it could be used in military combat.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women of 'Point Taken' were bickering mightily when the screen was filled with the words BREAKING NEWS. An instant later, Bettina Wurtzburg was shown, sitting at the KXTC News Desk.
"We have breaking news in the trial of a white Police Officer accused of attempting to kill an unarmed black man!" Bettina said, trying not to smile brightly. "The Jury reported to Judge Rodney K. Watts that they were hopeless deadlocked, and Judge Watts has declared a mistrial!"
"The Jury was deadlocked with seven members voting 'guilty', and five voting 'not guilty'." continued Bettina. "Channel Two News has learned that Jury members on both sides got into verbal arguments, and Bailiffs had to intervene to prevent physical altercations!"
Bettina: "There has been no word yet from District Attorney Miriam Walters whether or not the County will try Sergeant McCombs again. The Police Union has issued a statement calling for the charges to be dropped and not re-tried, and for Sergeant McCombs to be reinstated to the Town & County Police Force with his rank, years of service, and indemnity intact."
"Once again," Bettina said, "a mistrial has been declared due to an irretrievably hung jury. We now return you to Point Taken, already in progress..."
Part 12 - Consequences
"They never got past the first charge." said Paulina.
It was 1:30pm, and we were in the Main Conference Room at Police Headquarters. The Sheriff, Police Chief, me, and my three Angels were joined by D.A. Miriam Walters and ADA Paulina Patterson.
Paulina said "The Foreman and one other Juror agreed to be interviewed, and the Defense lawyers were in there with us. What basically happened is that three of the black Jurors, the women, made it clear that they were going to vote 'guilty' no matter what."
"Kind of an inverse 'jury nullification'." I said.
"Exactly." said Paulina. "They said out loud that this was their chance to put away a white cop, and they were going to do it."
The Chief said "Why didn't the Foreman report that to the Judge, and have those three replaced with alternates?"
"Several reasons, Chief." said Paulina. "First, those women got three of the white men's hackles up, and they declared they would vote 'not guilty'... on all counts, no matter what. The arguments and accusations of racism by both groups was the shouting that the Bailiffs could hear from the hallway. And what that meant was that six of the twelve Jurors would have to be replaced, and that would use up all the alternates. And then if even one of the remaining jurors said later that they were going to vote a certain way no matter what, we were hosed."
"Second," Paulina continued, "the Foreman realized they were still deadlocked, even if there were replacements. A couple of the others, including the black man and a white woman, were voting guilty and could not be dissuaded. They said they really thought he was guilty. And one of the white men was adamant that I didn't prove the case, particularly the attempted murder charge, and he was not going to change his mind, nor his vote."
"What about the other charges?" I asked.
"Like I said, " said Paulina, "they hardly even got there. The Foreman did try to get votes on them, to see if there was any common ground anywhere. But the three black women and three white men dug in on all of the charges, just to be opposites. And there you have it."
"Well," I said, "at least we have some idea of the things we'll need to do in the next trial---"
"There's not going to be a 'next trial'." said Miriam Walters with alacrity... and a seeming undercurrent of hostility in her voice.
"Why not?' growled Sheriff Griswold. "Maybe we work on a reduced charge from attempted murder, but the other charges are still winnable."
Cindy Ross added "And while I hate saying this, the optics of trying it again are important. Otherwise the Black Community will get the impression that we're going to let a white Police Officer get away with attempting to kill an unarmed black man."
"It's an unwinnable case." said Miriam Walters. "It won't be worth the expense of another trial, not to mention the time you Officers had to take to be at the Courthouse."
Oh, now she's sympathetic to us having to be there, I thought to myself...
"She's right." Paulina said. "Guys, I want to try it again, also. But the vote was 7-5, not 11-1 or even 10-2. It was a clearly and badly split Jury, the Identity Politics notwithstanding. We are very likely not going to get much closer to a unanimous decision... and if we did, it's more likely to be an acquittal."
We all nodded in understanding. "So what's next?" Teresa Croyle asked.
"Legally, for us, nothing." said Miriam Walters. "The Police Union is trying to get me to charge Commander Troy for assaulting McCombs, but not only would that not fly in a trial, for the same reasons we couldn't convict McCombs, I think the Union is full of crap. Having said that, Commander, be prepared for them to come after you."
"I've been ready for that." I said.
"But to Commander Croyle's question," Walters continued, "I would not be surprised if the Union sues to have Sergeant McCombs restored to the Police Force."
"He's already been fired." said Chief Moynahan. "And he will not be back. We'll take it to the US Supreme Court, if necessary."
Miriam Walters said "You can also expect to hear from the US DOJ Civil Rights Division. They've been after you, anyway, but after the murder of Jocelyn Moran---"
"She was not murdered!" I said hotly. "She was shot while attempting to commit murder. Huge difference there, Ms. Walters!"
"Even so," said Walters, having physically recoiled from the strength of my words, "your legal troubles with them are just beginning. Okay, is there anything else? Otherwise, we'll be getting back to City Hall."
"I need to have a private word with Ms. Patterson, here." growled the Sheriff.
Walters looked surprised, but nodded. "That'll give me a chance to have a word with Commander Troy, if you don't mind, Commander?" she said.
"In my office." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat." I said as I led Miriam Walters into my office. "Coffee? Water?"
"No thank you." Miriam said as she sat down.
I filled my Airborne School mug with coffee and sat down in my comfortable 'Command Chair'. "How can I help you?" I asked as politely as I could make my voice sound.
"I have a couple of questions for you." said Walters. "First, what was that business calling Lester Holder to the stand during the trial about?"
When my dogs Buddy and Bowser see something that interests but confuses them, they will cock their little canine heads to the side as if saying 'Whaa?'. I exhibited a similar face to Miriam Walters, then asked "What do you mean?"
"Why did she even bring him to the stand and bring that up?" Miriam asked. "Did you have her do that?" 
"I didn't 'have her do' (air quotes) anything." I replied. "She was working to make a case that the Media had advanced knowledge of what was about to happen, in order to show that McCombs's did what he did with intent, therefore showing it was indeed attempted murder."
"Which the Defense could have and would have shredded." Miriam said. "Why would McCombs have the Media there, and then commit a capital crime in front of them?"
"Why did he commit that crime in front of other Officers and on camera in the first place?" I asked. "And use the n-word while doing it?"
"The bottom line is that leads to the second thing I want to tell you." Miriam said, studiously ignoring my reply question. She straightened up in her chair a bit and said "You better get used to working with Savannah and other ADAs I'm about to hire. I'm demoting Paulina. Her incredibly poor performance in that trial is one major reason."
She was peering at me, gauging me for a reaction. Except for a slight flattening of my eyes as I peered back at her, I made no reaction. I couldn't even straighten up like she did... the 'girdle', dontcha know. It keeps me upright from the get-go.
I finally spoke: "So you put her in an impossible situation, set her up to fail, then use that to demote her? And when she's the best ADA you could ever hope to have?"
"That's a matter of opinion, and mine's the one that counts." said Walters. "The truth is that she's substandard, always has been, and only your extraordinary abilities as a Detective has saved her to this point. But no more. I'm demoting her."
"Don't try to use me to justify your actions." I said menacingly. "And her record of successes against a very few inevitable hiccups is the envy of every Prosecutor in the State."
"I don't agree." said Walters. "In any case, she won't be trying any more cases. She'll be assisting Savannah Fineman with legal research. And to that point, and as I've told the Chief and Sheriff, I expect full professionalism and cooperation from you and your Detectives."
I took my ink pen out of my pocket as if making a note, then put it back up... with the bug-killer 'ON'. "Since you're expecting a reply, I'll make just one small one." I said, then looked at her dead in the eye and added: "Up to now, how you've run your Office has only affected me professionally, and it is what it is. But what you are doing now is going to affect me... personally."
"How?" spluttered Walters. I almost gaped at her in disbelief, but held my face.
"Why don't you go ask Lester Holder that." I said. "He'll be glad to tell you... with every racial slur he can think of to use." My implication was that it affected my daughter Tasha, especially if Paulina had to move away to be a Prosecutor elsewhere.
Walters connected the dots. "That's your business." she said, seemingly unmoved.
"You gave me fair warning, I gave you fair warning back." I said. "There will be consequences if you take your best ADA away from us."
I rose from my chair as fast as my back would permit. "In the course of this very unpleasant conversation, I'm neglecting catching up on my duties around here, so if you'll excuse me..."
Miriam stood up, her face showing anger at not only the dismissal, but at my implied threat. "I'll let you get back to your Police work, then." she said. "I'll find my own way out." She suited her deed to her words, and exited my office.
A few moments later, Sheriff Griswold came in. "Was it what we thought it would be?" he asked. I nodded vigorously.
"Let not your heart be troubled, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. Easy for him to say...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where have you been?" Miriam Walters said angrily as Paulina Patterson was ushered in by Walters's assistant... the formality being a sure sign of trouble. "And what did the Sheriff want to talk to you about?"
"A private, personal matter." Paulina replied.
"Personal business on work time?" Miriam sneered.
Paulina said "No, and my point is that it was a private conversation with this County's Sheriff that is going to stay that way."
"That's insubordinate." said Walters, taking the seat at the head of the conference table in front of her desk. "Sit down."
After Paulina sat down, Miriam handed her a document. "This outlines your new duties within the District Attorney's Office. You will no longer be trying cases. You will devote yourself to doing legal research for Chief ADA Fineman and assisting her on cases when and where she requires----"
"You're demoting me." Paulina said, as a statement, keeping her voice calm.
"Technically, no." said Walters. "I'm 'reassigning' you to duties more consistent with the abilities you've shown while working here... which are in my opinion substandard."
"I think you're doing this because I'm black." Paulina said. "And I'm filing a racial discrimination complaint against you."
"This has nothing to do with race." Miriam said. "It has much more to do with your piss-poor performance in the McCombs trial, as well as your overall attitude around here the last few months. And I've go the documentation to justify it."
"Oh?" Paulina shot back. "You better have. Because I'm done with your harassment of me, for whatever reason. I didn't want to think it was because of race, but now I believe it is. Franklin Washington has already filed a complaint, and will back me up on mine, as well." She got up to go, taking the document Miriam had given her with her.
"Fine, complain to H.R." said Walters. "I was going to let you keep your job, but if you file that complaint, not only will I fight you like hell over it... at the end of it, I'll fire you."
"Oh, I'm not going to H.R." said Paulina. "I'm filing it with the Inspector General's Office... oh, did I mix up my tenses? I've already filed it. That's why I was late getting back here and to this meeting."
"What?!" yelled Walters. "That's not proper channels!"
"It's a legitimate alternative to H.R., especially since you're an elected official in this County." Paulina replied. "But like I said, I'm done with your harassment of me." She turned and exited the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Friday, June 19th. As Teresa and I talked in my office about our plans to handle any trouble today or tonight, we were asked to come into the Main Conference Room. When we got there, we found Dr. Leonard R. Cordell, wearing his EMS Chief uniform, and two Paramedics, as well as Chief Moynahan.
"This is Ellen Brooks, my senior Paramedic." said Dr. Cordell. "And Kevin Randolph."
"I remember you guys." I said as I shook their hands. They were the first paramedics that had arrived at the Jackson Ripley shooting. (Author's note: 'Time Flies', Ch. 04.)
Dr. Cordell said "I've asked them to take the lead in planning our response to any injuries or dangerous situations they might be exposed to. I'd like for them to work with you, and Paramedic Brooks can be our liaison to you, if you don't mind."
"Not at all, sir." I said. To the paramedics I said by way of introduction: "You remember Commander Croyle? Commander, take the Paramedics on a tour of Intel, and then our Infirmary Room. Then bring them to Classroom 'E', and we'll start integrating them into our overall response plans..."
"I want to see that Intel room, too." said Dr. Cordell...
Part 13 - Fallout
4:00pm, Friday, June 19th. Normally it was shift change at the Precincts. Today, first shift was going to stay on until midnight, then second shift would augment third shift by staying on until 8:00am tomorrow morning.
We were already seeing the beginnings of unrest. Crowds of people, mostly black but with some 'straggly' whites, wearing mostly red Antifa shirts but also some black shirts and green shirts with various political slogans on them, were beginning to mass at the Jasmine club and also on the east end of Courthouse Square, in front of the Courthouse complex. So far, they were mostly standing around, chanting slogans, and did not have any weapons that our drones could see.
In retaliatory response, we the Police were already shutting down Courthouse Square. College Street, which was the southern border of the Square, was blocked off at its west end, Riverside Drive, and westbound traffic was not allowed on it for a couple of blocks east of the Square, near where First Baptist, First (and only) Presbyterian, and the Catholic Churches were. Elm Street, the Square's northern border, was already shut off to all but foot traffic, and now it was shut off from pedestrians. And Riverside Drive was still open for afternoon rush hour traffic, but would be shut down from Jefferson Avenue (south of the Square) to North Street (north of the Square) at sunset.
"When and where are they going to hit us?" I asked Teresa Croyle as we met in Classroom 'E'. Present were everyone in the TCPD whose first name was 'Sheriff', 'Chief', 'Commander', 'Captain', or 'Lieutenant'.
"We think they're waiting for sunset to begin the real violence." Teresa said. "As far as where: the group in front of the Courthouse is trying to stay there to have a foothold. But we're already massing armed-and-armored Uniformed Officers behind them on the Square, and we can surround them if and when we need to. If we do that, no one inside the circle can leave, not even the Press nor innocents that work in the area."
I said "Allow me to interrupt, here." To everyone I said "That technique is called 'kettling'. It's like a mass arrest of anyone within our perimeter. Anyone like the Press who wants to leave will have to give their name and show a photo ID, and we will photograph that ID. Any Press going into the perimeter will have their name written on a piece of tape, which will have to be displayed on their clothing."



Your Iron Wolf took it back up: "We will warn them at some point in time, and after that we'll begin making a full circle around them. As to marchers, we break those up at the first sign of violence... smashed window, damaged car, Molotov cocktail thrown, anything. Resistance will be futile; we will be trying to make as many arrests as possible. County Jail is ready to process large numbers tonight, if need be. And our Federal friends are ready to help us process those suspects in order to find repeat offenders or national-level 'threat actors', as they call them."
Your Iron Wolf: "Additionally, we have everything in place to implement our plans to shut off the major streets into Town if anything starts up. And we've let the bars along University Avenue as well as the clubs on MLK Jr Drive know that we will implement an immediate curfew and start shutting down alcohol sales at the first signs of trouble."
"They're not gonna like that." said Lt. Rudistan with more joviality than the situation called for.
"Actually," said Captain Tanya P. Muscone, "the bars along the University are okay with it, since they could become targets of the violence. They've already been having incidents of pseudo-'students' accosting their customers that are sitting outside, and demanding those customers vocally support their anti-Police agenda. So they'd welcome the clean-up."
"Having said that," continued Tanya, "the clubs and strip joints in the Tenderloin District are bitching about it, and apparently don't mind being part of the problem instead of helping with our solutions."
"We'll cross those Rubicons when we get to them." I said. "In the meantime, where are the Press deploying themselves?"
"KXTC is trying to act like nothing is going on," said Lieutenant Myron Milton, "which is a sure sign that something is going on."
After the chuckles died away, he said "all of their vans except two are in the KXTC parking lot. The other two, we cannot find at all. We think they're parked inside buildings somewhere and are completely shut down so as to not give away any electronic signatures. Bettina Wurtzburg and Amber Harris are at the KXTC offices, but we are not sure where Lester Holder is. His cellphone is not pinging from anywhere, and did not come on when we tried to activate it remotely."
"Good Lord." groaned the Chief. "Don't get us in legal trouble, please. We've already got a hostile USDOJ just looking to beat our heads in."
"No worries, sir." I said. "What about KFXU and any other Press?"
"KFXU's vans have been out and about," said Myron, "but in patterns consistent with what they do every day. And we've seen no groups of people near any of their vans, either. Compare and contrast with Lester Holder often meeting with groups, especially around the Jasmine club."
Myron: "We did have one sighting of a reporter from a national news network, whose name won't be mentioned but their initials are 'C-N-N', on the University campus near the Political Science building."
"That could be about anything." Cindy said.
I replied "Maybe they're doing a story about how coincidences exist." That was not 'well-received' by the Green Crowbar, who waved her green crowbar in my general direction.
When Teresa finished detailing our plans to shut off and shut down trouble, I stood up and said "I just want to say one thing before the Chief dismisses us. You've all done a great job, truly a great job, the past few weeks. There are a lot of Police Forces that wish they were us right now."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And I want to single out someone for especially exemplary service during this time. Commander Croyle has done virtually all the planning, and most of the implementing of everything we've done to this point, saving lives and untold amounts of property. And she's had to deal with me in all of it. So Commander Croyle, there are not words enough to properly praise you for the outstanding job you've done, and I am very grateful you are on our team."
"Hear hear." growled Our Sheriff as everyone applauded, giving Teresa the ovation she deserved, which made her blush...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a really full house at The Mountain Nest. Sheriff Griswold had brought himself, and catered the barbeque dinner, which was set up in a big open tent in the backyard. Tanya and Jack Muscone had brought Pete, Tiffany, and Jennifer. Cindy and Callie had brought Betsy, Edward and Stephanie Steele had brought Marie, Todd and Teresa brought their boys, and Daniel and Melina Allgood brought their kids, adding to Molly and Paulina and their kids.
After supper, some boys played softball in the yard, albeit not well, while some played board games with some of the girls. Tasha, Patricia and Betsy were petting Buddy and Bowser, who were not complaining about it a bit. Melina was supervising the girls and dogs while they were outside.
Meanwhile, we adults were sitting under the tent and discussing Paulina's situation. Teresa and I were not drinking; we were expecting to be called in if any trouble arose in Town. Everyone else was drinking, to various degrees.
"I know you want to be a Prosecutor, Paulina," said Cindy. "But my father has a ton of legal work you can do, and he'll pay you well."
Teresa said "The Hospital is going to need more lawyers, too, as they ramp up to hire more Staff and add new research facilities."
Todd says "I can always use more legal help at BOW Enterprises."
Daniel Allgood said "If you want to be the City Attorney, I'll hire you on the spot. Dennis Garland is very likely not going to be coming back to that position."
"Rehab not going well for him?" Cindy asked.
Laura said "I probably should not say anything out loud, so keep this to yourselves, but Mr. Garland's problems are much deeper than his alcohol addiction, though it'd be good to get him over that. I'll just say that he's in therapy with one of my fellow psychologists at the University."
Laura continued: "And if you'd like to do something like teaching, Paulina, the University Law School would hire you, especially if I tug at some strings."
I said "And to round out the picture, Paulina... you don't have to do anything for a while yet. Your brother T-Square has agreed to collaborate with me on supporting you, and of course I'll make sure Tasha's taken care of, no matter what."
"I appreciate all of the offers, and all of the support." Paulina said, some emotion in her voice. "And when I was deciding on whether or not to make the racial discrimination complaint against Miriam, part of that was to consider my future. And I realized that I've got too much here to move away from... especially all of you as family. And removing Tasha from her dad and all her brothers and sisters would be... I just can't do that to her."
"So what do you think will happen?" asked Edward Steele. "I know that several of us Council Members are ready to give Miriam Walters hell over this, but we'll follow your lead on it."
Paulina said "I'm not sure. I don't even know if I've been fired yet, or suspended. I guess we'll see on Monday. I do know that I'm not going to fool with that crap about being Savannah's 'researcher' (air quotes). I'm a lawyer, not a glorified intern."
"I just don't get it." said Daniel Allgood. "Franklin Washington is gone; he's running for Nance's judicial seat, and I know I'm praying Franklin wins. Hannah Doss is running for Magistrate Court Judge, and things look good for her to win. If Savannah Fineman wins the Solicitor position, Miriam Walters will literally have no ADAs left. What is she expecting to happen?"
Sheriff Griswold growled "That's what Paulina can leverage, if she wants to remain a Prosecutor----"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Teresa's cellphone rang, following by mine a split-instant later. We answered, then said 'I'll be right there." at the same time. As we disconnected the calls, I said "All right, folks. It's starting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had set and the last of its light was disappearing over the western horizon as the we came into Headquarters, the Sheriff having ridden with me in my Police SUV, and Cindy with Teresa in Teresa's Police SUV. We went to Classroom 'E', which was where we were setting up our Command Post, and where Chief Moynahan and Lieutenant Mary Milton were sitting.
'Where's Captain Muscone?" asked the Chief as we took seats.
"She's helping transport all our kids to The Cabin." I said. "She'll be here soon."
"Tell you what..." the Chief said, taking out his Police iPhone. Then he made a call, and I heard him say "Yes, Captain, this is Chief Moynahan... yes, I heard that... Do you have your laptop with you?... Listen, what I want you to dooooo, is to stay at Commander Troy's home on the mountain, watch over the kids, keep your eyes and ears open, and check in with us via your laptop... Yes, you're our person in the 'undisclosed location' in case the Seditionists try to overrun Police Headquarters and the Old Mill... okay, thank you. Bye."
"That's a good idea." I said. "Though I don't see County Jail nor this Headquarters being overrun."
"An abundance of cautionnnnn." the Chief said. "Okay, Loo-tenant Milton, brief them."
"Thank you, Chief." said Mary Milton. Images from various cameras appeared on the screens as she spoke: "Two KXTC vans arrived at Courthouse Square just before sunset, on East Street (which is the north-south street that forms the eastern border of Square). They didn't pass through a barrier checkpoint, so we think they were parked very close by, within our cordon, and moved in right as the sun was setting."
"So much for this being a spontaneous event." I said. "And the thugs arrived shortly afterwards?"
"Very shortly afterwards, sir." said Mary. "The group of Antifa thugs that have been on the east side of Courthouse Square since this afternoon began chanting and yelling right when the KXTC vans arrived, literally as if on cue. Their numbers also began swelling, as people came on foot from the north, east, and south."
"Past our barriers?" Cindy Ross asked sharply.
"Yes ma'am." said Mary. "The plan, if I understood it correctly, was that we would not impede small groups going into that area. Was that not right, Commander?"
"You got it right." I said. To the others I said "We're allowing them in so that we can bust more of them when we surround them. How are the cameras doing to get facial rec, Mary?"
"We have drones up, getting good images," said Mary, "and the extra cameras we've installed are working well, also. The thugs have taken out two older street cameras that the knew about, and they're trying to knock the drones out of the sky if they fly too low."
"Is that a good idea?" Cindy asked. "Letting them mass like that? They'll be harder to deal with."
"We're 'kettling' them." said Teresa. "We're going to surround them, and take them into custody."
"We're concentrating them in one area," said the Chief, "and then we hit them with the artillery, so to speak."
"What about other areas of Town?" I asked. "Any problems?"
"There was a KXTC van trying to hide behind the Jasmine club." said Mary. "We sent in four Patrol cruisers with four armed-and-armored Officers in each car to the scene, and told the KXTC people to leave. When they started giving us lip, and when people started noticing and massing, our guys told the KXTC people to either drive away, or we'd arrest all of them and impound the vehicle and drive it out of there."
Mary: "So they drove away, and the Police vehicles followed them around until they realized we weren't going to stop following them, and they drove back to KXTC's offices and parked. They're still there. Oh... we also have word that the KXTC vehicles at Courthouse Square have only cameramen and technicians. No reporters. At all."
"That's curious." Teresa said.
"And it means they have something planned." I replied. "Any other Press vehicles on the Southside?"
"No sir." said Mary. "The two at Courthouse Square are the only ones."
"Where are our people?" Teresa asked.
"Just behind the buildings that ring the Square." Mary said. "A large group is inside the Courthouse, ready to defend it but also to come out and complete the ring."
"When are we going to send them in?" I asked Teresa.
"At the first sign of actual violence, or when we think we have as many in the ring as we're going to get." Teresa replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We've been spotted." we heard over Police radio. We had one two desktop radio units on the table, rather than have all our Police radios on. One of them was listening to the regular channels, and one to Channel 5 Encrypted Radio. That last communication had been on Channel 5.
"Roger that." said another voice, which I recognized as Sr. Sergeant Roy McGhillie, who was in the tactical lead in the field. "Any more perps coming in?"
"Just a few." came the reply. "Wait... they're starting to realize we're around them. They're throwing things at our guys to the north." We could see on the Courthouse cam that thugs were throwing what appeared to be rocks or brinks from left to right... south to north as the crow flies."
I grabbed the microphone of the desktop radio and hit the 'Break' button, and I knew the loud noise we heard was being duplicated on every Police radio.
"Break break break!" I said into the microphone "This is Commander Troy. Move in! I say again, move in! Surround them, and arrest all of them!" My Officers complied.
"It's working." Teresa said with something resembling happiness in her voice. We watched as Officers poured out of the Courthouse and from between buildings, and also from the west, where they'd been waiting on Riverside Drive. The thugs were caught unawares and were surrounded.
"You are all under arrest!" a voice boomed out, the voice of Roy McGhillie on a bullhorn. What's neat is that we had a couple of newfangled bullhorns with radio transceivers, and what Roy was ordering was being broadcast through four bullhorns. "You are surrounded! Lie down on the ground!"
The circle closed in relentlessly. The front line of Officers had shields. As they got to the Antifa thugs, they would deftly move their shields out and then back in to capture a thug in a pincer movement. Then the Officers behind them forced the perps to the ground, and zip-tied their hands behind them. The perps were then moved to the rear of the circle, and paddywagons and a borrowed school bus began being filled.
As they saw they had no chance, many of the perps began lying down, but not moving when ordered, which was passively resisting arrest. Others raised their hands and began chanting "Hands up! Don't shoot! Hands up! Don't shoot!" One by one, they were all taken into Police custody.
When it was over, 142 arrests had been made. By 10:30pm, it was all over, and the TCPD Officers were mostly in the Headquarters gym, waiting for their next assignment. Teresa and I went to the gym, and I used a bullhorn to say "Outstanding job tonight! Give yourselves a huge round of applause." A huge round of applause ensued.
As Teresa and I were walking back towards my office, Lieutenant Rudistan came rushing down the hall to meet us. It was unusual to see Rudistan running like that, not that he couldn't move, but he rarely chose to do so.
"Sir!" he all but shouted. "We need you in the front lobby!" He stopped at the door to MCD and said "Where's Lieutenant Davis?"
"Right here." said Davis, coming out of his office.
"Come with us." said Rudistan. As we walked down the hall with him, Rudistan said "I recognized one of the people we arrested tonight, so I had him brought here to Headquarters instead of being processed at County Jail."
"Uh oh." I said, figuring it out, and maybe having just a wee bit of a vibe. "All right, let's go see if I'm right.
"You are, sir." Rudistan said as we passed through the metal door into the lobby. Standing between the waiting room and the door to the Booking areas, his hands zip-tied, attended by Corporal Hicks... was Jonathan Davis, Lt. Jerome Davis's father.
Part 13 - Serving Two Masters
"Commander," said Jerome Davis, his voice full of anger, "I'm taking this criminal through Booking myself."
"Make sure he's unarmed," I said, "but don't make him change clothes. Put him in I-1 when you're done." After Jerome led his father into the Booking area, I said quietly to Hicks "Go with them." Hicks went inside the Booking area, and Teresa and I went back through the main door and down the hallway to my office.
"Ohhhh, wowwwwww." Teresa said as I started a pot of coffee in my coffeemaker.
"Yeah." I said simply "That was all we needed. Okay, before I go tell the Chief, I want to ask you something. What did you think of tonight's incident overall?"
"I thought our Officers handled it very well." Teresa said. "The kettling maneuver worked well... er, is that what you meant with that question?"
"Yes and no." I said. "Tell you what... go check with your Precinct leadership and also see if anything new appears to be brewing. I'll go tell the Chief about Jerome's dad...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You have got to be kidding me." the Chief groaned when I told him the news. The Sheriff said nothing, but looked stunned. We were in the Chief's Conference Room, where I had found him and the Sheriff in conversation.
"No sir." I said as the Chief extended his hand to have me sit down. "Jerome is taking his father through Booking now. I told him to put his father in I-1, and I'll talk to Jonathan there... or bring him to my office."
"I don't get it." said Sheriff Griswold. "Jonathan was so helpful with Charlie that time." (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons'.) "I thought he was good with the Police, and he and Jerome seemed to have really repaired their relationship."
"Yes sir." I said. "I need to understand Jonathan's thinking."
"What are you planning to do after you talk to him?" asked the Sheriff.
"It'll depend on what he says." I said. "Right now, I'm of a mind to release him, on account of his Navy service and his help with Charlie that time. But I need to know just why he's consorting with Antifa thugs..."
There was a knock on the door, and Lt. Jerome Davis opened the door. "Commander, he's in I-1."
"Come on in, Jerome." I said. I had Jerome sit down next to me, and I said "Did you have any idea your father was going to join this protest."
"No sir." said Jerome. "But I haven't talked with him at all since that day he told me he wanted me to quit the TCPD."
I nodded. "I know this has to be tough for you, Jerome. But due to your being kin to him, you're off the case vis-a-vis his involvement. Say nothing to him, at all."
"Sir," said Jerome, "I want to make sure full charges are pressed."
"I'm sure you do." I said. "But we're letting a lot of first-time offenders go, and have been. We don't have that much room in our jails nor time on the Courts's dockets. I'm going to talk to him, and then I'll decide what to do. And if I do let him go, I expect you to understand, even if you don't agree."
"Yes sir." Jerome said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into I-1. Corporal Hicks was the Uniformed Presence. I asked Hicks to escort Mr. Davis through the anteroom and down the hallway to my office. Being 'Blood Orange' as well as a good and loyal Police Officer, Hicks did so, then stood watch in the anteroom while I talked to Jonathan Davis.
Remembering he was retired from the Navy as a Senior Chief Petty Officer, I said "Chief, do you think I'm a racist?"
Jonathan seemed surprised at the question; his eyes widened. "No, Commander." he replied. "I know you well enough to know you're not."
I asked "Do you think the TCPD is institutionally racist?"



Jonathan looked a little more heavy-lidded as he said "I don't know. I don't think your leadership is, and you don't tolerate much. But that Sergeant tried to kill that unarmed black man, and the USDOJ wants to put the TCPD under a Consent Decree, anyway. They wouldn't do that unless there was a problem."
"Unless they were doing that just to get at me," I said, "for taking down Mitt Willis, Edward Blassingame, and their dirty kids. And we're fighting the USDOJ all the way; they're going to have to prove we're institutionally racist, and I don't think they can."
I then leaned back in my chair and said "I asked those questions because I remember the help you gave us with Charlie Griswold, and how you worked well with us, the Police, during that time. I also remember your service to our Nation in the Navy. To be honest, Chief... you are the last person I expected to see in my Headquarters this night, much less arrested for participating in unrest that was becoming violent."
"It's not personal to you, Commander." said Jonathan Davis. "But I've come to realize that my People have to stand up, and speak out against Police brutality that is common throughout the Nation. And I have to speak out myself. And don't tell me you understand. You cannot understand. You're white, and you're a cop."
"From the perspective of being black, you're right." I said. "I'm not black, and I cannot understand, from that perspective. I'll never be 'woke', from that perspective." Then I leaned closer and said "But I do understand some things. I have a mixed-race daughter as well as other children that I am trying to raise not hating people because of the way they were born... despite the hatred being spewed at her."
"And I also understand from another perspective... one I thought you shared with me: respect for the Constitution." I said. "Oh, it's not perfect, but its the best thing people of any skin color can possibly have on this earth today. You served and protected our Nation under that Constitution for over two decades, and I'm trying to serve it now. So I don't understand why you're working with people who want to destroy it, and destroy the rights and freedoms of all Individuals living in this land under it. Make me understand that."
"Like I said, Commander Troy." Jonathan replied. "I know you personally are not a racist, and I know you love your daughter like all your other children. But you are serving a Police Force, as is that man I thought was my son. You are serving a Police Force that has brought the hammer down against my People, who are crying out for Justice, who are crying out to stop our People from being gunned down in the street, or forced to their knees in subjugation."
"No one's perfect." I said. "And not to give myself airs, but give me a little bit of credit for cleaning out what was a really bad mess a few years ago."
I then said. "And while I understand and respect your desire to speak up for Justice for All, I definitely don't respect you working with people whose desires are to commit violence, harm innocents, and implement anarchy and Socialism upon an unwilling people. Racism is bad, Mr. Davis, but I contend that the brutality of Socialism in the destruction of Individual Freedom of people of all colors and ethnicities is even worse... much, much worse."
Jonathan seemed to be moved a little bit by my words, then he 'hardened his heart' and said "I'll tell you what I told my son, Commander. No man can serve two masters. You cannot serve the true cause of Justice, and continue to wear the uniform of a Police Officer. You cannot say you understand or respect the plight of People of Color, and at the same time wear a Police badge and carry a Police gun."
Jonathan: "And that's why I want my son to leave the Police Force. You're going to do what you're going to do, Commander Troy, but don't drag my son into it. Don't force him to make a a choice he will come to regret."
"Your son is an outstanding Police Officer and a highly respected leader of my Detective Corps." I replied. "His decisions and choices regarding that are entirely his own. What to do about you, however, Mr. Davis, is my decision and choice to make..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"As we surrounded the perps," Teresa said when she joined me in my office at 11:30pm, "a lot of them dropped whatever they were carrying or was in their pockets. We found 24 cigarette lighters, 32 padlocks, 28 lengths of chain, six Molotov cocktails, four tire irons... and three crowbars."
"How dare they." I said flatly. "Okay, any other activity tonight?"
"A group of people in black 'Black Lives Matter' shirts were congregating in the parking lot of the 'Jasmine' club as well as nearby parking lots of other businesses." Teresa said. "They acted like they were waiting for something, then started dispersing. I think they were expecting to find that Media van that we forced to leave, and there were no other Media vans in the area, so they left."
"No reason to set fire to anything and go to jail if the Media's not there to record it so everyone can see it." I said.
"Sir," said Teresa, "if I may ask again... you asked a question about how things went, and I don't think I gave the answer you wanted. Can you tell me what you were thinking at the time?"
"Iron Wolf is figuring Iron Crowbar out." I said with a half-grin. "Seriously, you're right... what I was getting at was the scope of tonights unrest. What was it versus your expectations?"
The Iron Wolf connected the dots with a nod of her head, then said "I get it now... it was relatively tame. I was thinking we'd have multiple riots in multiple locations, stretching our forces thin. Maybe they'd even try again for a 'Police-free zone'. Instead, we got one point of trouble, and we were ready for it, and we handled it."
"Exactly." I said. "I agree... it was almost nothing. And after the trial's hung jury, I really thought they'd use that as an excuse to go off on us."
Teresa said "Maybe they thought we were ready with overwhelming force, like we showed when we crushed the Police-free zone."
I said "In a related question... how is the processing going at County Jail?"
Teresa said "We arrested the KXTC people at the scene and forced them to show their IDs and Press IDs, which we photographed. Then we let them go. About half of the perps we arrested showed their IDs, and if they had no priors they were let go. The FBI took custody of six people and hauled them away, saying they showed up on their national databases. We just waved goodbye to them and let them have those perps. In the end, we have 22 arrested, charged, and held without bail for being repeat offenders or for parole violations. That's not counting Jonathan Davis."
"Hmmm," I mused, "twenty-two... martyrs."
"Huh? What?" Teresa said. But she received no reply. I was in a full-blown reverie...
Part 14 - Chess Moves
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 22d, from atop the building at Riverside and College, with the Courthouse in the distant background. "Social Justice groups are condemning the Town & County Police use of excessive force against peaceful protesters!"
Bettina began: "A peaceful group of mostly blacks, that were demonstrating outside the Courthouse in response to the failure of a Jury to convict TCPD Sergeant McCombs, were surrounded by Police and forced to drop to their knees. Everyone inside the ring, including KXTC reporters just doing their jobs and reporting to you what you have a right to know, were arrested."
Bettina: "Twenty-two people are being held without bail, and black civic leaders have dubbed them the 'Juneteenth 22', as they were arrested last Friday, which is an important anniversary date for People of Color. Those civic leaders as well as Social Justice groups are demanding the 'Juneteenth 22' be released immediately with all charges dropped."
Bettina: "And in other news, Channel Two News has learned that Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson has filed a racial discrimination lawsuit against District Attorney Miriam Walters! Let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder for more on this explosive story. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" Lester 'Penis' Holder, reporting from the parking lot of George Floyd Elementary School on the southside of Town. "Paulina Patterson, who has made her career out of prosecuting blacks and asking for lengthy prison sentences, resorted to using the race card after D.A. Miriam Walters took steps to demote Patterson after she, Patterson, totally botched the McCombs trial."
Penis Holder: "That trial resulted in a hung jury for the white Police Officer, despite audio and videotape that clearly proved Officer McCombs used the n-word in attempting to kill an unarmed black man in front of his minor son. D.A. Walters responded to a request for comment from KXTC Channel Two News, saying that she was 'reassigning' Patterson for Patterson's poor performance in that trial, as well as an overall attitude of insubordination and substandard performance."
Bettina: "Lester, ADA Franklin Washington, who is running for Harry Nance's Superior Court seat, has also made claims of racist actions by D.A. Walters. Any more on that?"
Holder: "All I know, Bettina, is that it's pretty hypocritical for Paulina Patterson, who sold out to The Man in using her office to crush blacks accused of minor crimes, and who spread her legs for a white Police Officer and had a halfbreed child by him, to now be whining that she's been racially discriminated against."
The feed went back to Bettina, who said "And let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on the fallout of the McCombs trial. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris, who was in the secure parking lot behind the Courthouse complex. "Channel Two News has learned that the District Attorney's Office will not retry Sergeant McCombs on the attempted murder charges, and will defer a decision on the lesser charges to the US DOJ, who must decide whether or not to charge Sergeant McCombs with a hate crime for using the n-word during his otherwise lawful stop of an unarmed black man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, June 22d. Four years ago on this date was my final confrontation with the Consultant of Crime. It seemed like just a short time ago... and like a lifetime ago. It was the day of the helicopter crash that damaged my back (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 02-03.), which was further damaged by being shot on that spot as well as the Slender Man's destruction of it. (Author's note: 'Film Noir', Ch. 02; 'Return of the Slender Man', Ch. 02-03.)
And for what did I endure all that pain for all this time? A rabidly dishonest Mainstream Media, that hypocritically contradicts itself as well as outright lies and about the facts... not to mention the brutal, racist attacks on my daughter and her mother.
"We didn't order anyone to their knees." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle hissed angrily. "We ordered them to lie prone on the ground."
"They forgot to mention all the weapons and other illegal objects recovered at the scene, either." said Captain Tanya Muscone, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
"And they somehow missed Jonathan Davis's arrest." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I'm sure they'd have mentioned that if they knew who his son is."
"They know." I said. "And the reason they didn't report it is because there is no formal record of his arrest."
"Uh oh." said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. "What did you do?"
"What I'm legally entitled to do." I said. "I dropped the charges, though they hadn't been filed yet, and I walked Mr. Davis out the jail side entrance and told him that he was free to go, and that he should return to Valley Villages and stay there."
"What's Jerome going to say about that when he finds out?" asked Tanya.
"I told him already." I replied. "He was a bit ticked off about it, but I told him that I did not release Jonathan on Jerome's account, which is true. I released him in appreciation of his over two decades of military service to the Nation, and also in remembrance of the help Jonathan gave us with Charlie Griswold."
"Good." said the Sheriff. "I was going to do that, release him on account of how much he helped Charlie, but I see you beat me to it... as usual."
"Mr. Davis didn't show any hatred of Police when he was helping us with your son, Sheriff." said Teresa. "Anyone have an idea of what happened to him?" Everyone who was anyone knew the question was directed at me.
"I don't think anything 'happened' (air quotes) to him." I replied. "I think he's harbored certain sentiments for a long time, but didn't let them really come out until this recent unrest all over the State and the Nation. He never wanted Jerome to go to the Police Academy, but we all thought, and maybe he told himself, that it was because he wanted Jerome to go into the Navy."
Tanya said "Jerome told me his dad told him that he, Jonathan, was impressed with us, Jerome's associates. So maybe he's always disliked the Police, thought better of it when he got to know us, but reverted when he saw all the crap the Media has been ginning up on TV." Most of us nodded in agreement.
"Changing the subject," said Cindy, "Penis Holder must have vertigo, the way he spins like a top on whose side he supports. By rights, he should be ardently supporting Paulina's racial complaint... but instead, he attacks her and defends Miriam."
"And takes his cheap shots at Tasha, too." I said, my voice low and menacing, which caused the Chief to peer at me.
I then said "Look, there is one thing the rabid Left, including their Media allies, hates more than white Conservatives... and that's black Conservatives, which Paulina is. Remember how viciously the Left attacked Clarence Thomas, even ginned up false sexual harassment complaints against him? Having a black Conservative SCOTUS Justice to look up to was worse for the Left's agenda than just about anything else."
"I don't disagree, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "But I think with that slug Holder, it's personal. You've heard that adage 'the enemy of my enemy is my friend'? For right now, Holder considers himself to be on Walters's side, and that Walters is your enemy." I nodded.
Cindy said "Apparently Miriam thinks so, too. She gave that statement to KXTC when they called for comment. And let me add this, just for those of you in this room, who I'm trusting not to let get out of this room: I talked with Jenna Stiles yesterday. Miriam called her and asked if Jenna was interested in returning to the Town & County D.A.'s Office. Jenna demurred, and Miriam asked if there were others that might be interested... like Glenn Alberts."
"Glenn Alberts?" I said, with sardonic disbelief in my voice. Then I mused: "She's clutching at straws."
"Why is that?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"He's the guy who ran that failed defense of the University in the Jan Camp case." I said "The University's boosters and alumni hate her immeasurably, and he's a fairly close second place. He comes here, and he'll be run out of Town on a rail... or worse."
I noticed the Sheriff's face become thoughtful as I said that. Now what is our Iron Klingon thinking now? I wondered to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise." said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Monday, June 22d. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Hello, Meredith!"
"Hello Catrina, hello everyone." said Meredith Peller. "Here's what's in the news: over a hundred arrests were made Friday when 'Juneteenth' demonstrations turned violent. Police surrounded dozens of demonstrators near the Courthouse, and moved in to arrest them. After the arrests were made, Police found 24 cigarette lighters, 32 padlocks, 28 lengths of chain, six Molotov cocktails, four tire irons, and three crowbars that had been dropped by the alleged agitators."
Catrina: "After the arrested suspects were processed at County Jail, Judge Rodney K. Watts held Night Court there, and ordered 22 of them held without bail for having participated in violent protests in the recent past or for parole violations."
Meredith: "Local black civil rights leaders are demanding meetings with the Mayor and the Police Chief to discuss the situation. When contacted by KFXU for reply, Mayor Daniel Allgood issued a statement saying he had no interest in meeting with the civil rights leaders, and that the arrests were a Police matter. Police Chief Sean Moynahan said that the Police acted properly and would continue to do so when met with unlawful, violent actions, and that 'meetings' were not going to change that."
Catrina: "There were no other significant acts of violence, even though the news was received that Sergeant McCombs's trial ended in a hung jury, and also with Friday being 'Juneteenth', which Blacks say is an anniversary of an Emancipation Day centuries ago."
Meredith: "And in other news, Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson filed a racial discrimination lawsuit against District Attorney Miriam Walters after D.A. Walters attempted to demote Ms. Patterson. Ms. Walters claims the 'reassignment' was not race-based, and was due to Ms. Patterson's poor performance prosecuting the McCombs trial, which ended in a hung jury."
Catrina: "However, ADA Franklin Washington, who took leave from the D.A.'s Office to run for the Judicial seat currently held by Harry R. Nance, supported Ms. Patterson's claims of chronic, institutional racism by D.A. Walters, and that Ms. Patterson's action was long overdue."
Meredith: "You know, I'd like to ask ADA Washington why he didn't file a complaint, and much earlier, if he felt that way."
Catrina: "Maybe because it was this last action by D.A. Walters, demoting Ms. Patterson, that was the final straw. And it was an actual action that could be complained about."
Meredith: "And D.A. Walters has a point, there. The prosecution of that case was pretty bad. My opinion, there, but I'm not alone in thinking it."
Catrina: "Wow... how quickly we're forgetting Ms. Patterson's prosecution of Peter Blassingame in the Stephen Henry/Wendy Withers case. She not only got a conviction, she got the Death Penalty for Blassingame." (Author's note: 'Unresolved'; 'Vox Populi Vox Dei'.)
Meredith: "But that was Commander Donald Troy that solved that case."
Catrina: "Sure, he and the TCPD did the Detective work. But it was ADA Paulina Patterson that prosecuted it, and prosecuted it very, very well."
Meredith: "Okay let's go to break. When we return, we'll have more on the arrests of what black civic leaders are calling the 'Juneteenth 22'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Teresa as we watched in my office before the Angels meeting. "They were almost arguing, there."
Tanya said: "Meredith was all but taking up Walters's side, while Catrina was taking up for Paulina and Franklin."
I said "Yeah, that was... interesting. Catrina is the more conservative of the two, yet Meredith was taking Walters side... like Lester Holder was on the KXTC newscast."
As the KFXU newscast came back on, I noticed Teresa squirming in her chair. "Potty's right down the hall." I said, meaning it as a joke.
"I just realized something." Teresa said. "I think I understand now what you meant about those arrested people being 'martyrs'."
"It's about time, Iron Wolf." I said. "Share with the entire class."
Teresa explained to Cindy and Tanya about our earlier conversation, then said "The Media has already given them a nickname... the 'Juneteenth 22'. The so-called black leadership is already trying to make them... martyrs, to use your term, Don... and the Media is happily going along with it."



"The term 'going along' is not strong enough." I said. "More like 'actively participating in'. And you're right, Teresa. This is what the Media and the Left do. They gin something up and start laying the groundwork. The Media likes to give things catchy slogans... they really pushed 'Juneteenth' as a holiday that it has never been before, and now they're calling the people we arrested the 'Juneteenth 22'."
"What's their plan here?" Cindy asked.
"It's hard for me to sit here and say what form it will take," I replied, "but I think we'll see it soon enough. It'll look spontaneous, and the Media will just act like they're reporting on breaking developments. But they were at the Square last night to get footage in advance, and except for the one van at the 'Jasmine' club they didn't deploy anywhere, and... by sheer coincidence, I am sure... nothing else happened on that suddenly important holiday..."
"Okay," I said as I snapped out of my reverie, "Teresa, put out the word to loddy-doddy-everybody: no Officers are to go out or be out alone while on duty. Every Officer has a partner; be with that partner at all times. Or be in larger groups. Tell the Force to watch out for each other. And don't be alone off-duty or after-hours either, if they can help it. Tell them to watch their backs at all times. And I'll say it just to hear myself say it in front of all of you: armor up. Every Officer is to wear armor at all times when on duty or even off duty if in public."
"Why does this have to happen when the weather's getting hot?" mumbled Cindy.
"I just control the things I can control." I said flatly, not really amused at Cindy's comment. "Tell the Force to stay as safe as possible out there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, June 22d. District Attorney Miriam Walters came into the Atrium of City Hall, where a podium with a few microphones waited.
"Where is everyone?" she whispered to Savannah Fineman, who was attending her along with her (Miriam's) assistant. Savannah shook her head and shrugged. They were looking at a nearly empty room. Only three 'cub' reporters were there, waiting for her called-for Press conference.
Walters stepped up to the podium and asked "Where is everyone? I did say nine o'clock, didn't I?" The cub reporters nodded, but either didn't know or were choosing not to tell why no one else was there.
"Okay, I'll begin, then." said Miriam, seeing that KXTC and KFXU cameras were there, recording. "Ladies and gentlemen, as you know, I acted to 'reassign' ADA Paulina Patterson for poor performance in the Courtroom. In retaliation, Ms. Patterson played the race card, and filed a specious and unwarranted racial discrimination complaint against me."
Walters: "I have filed a counter-complain to Ms. Patterson's false accusations. Furthermore, I am suspending Paulina Patterson as an Assistant District Attorney without pay, effective immediately, for filing her complaint with the I.G. rather than the proper channels of the Human Resources Department. I'll be taking no questions at this time."
With that, she walked away from the podium and out of the Atrium, going back to her office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She didn't even notify me." Paulina said to me on the phone a few minutes later. "I found out when I got to my office and was locked out. She changed the locks to my office! I can't even get my pictures of Tasha from inside there."
"I have a master key." I said. "And if that doesn't work, the Sheriff will authorize the door to be busted down, if you want."
"Thanks, but that's not the most important thing." Paulina said. "She's going scorched earth now. Any hope for a resolution is probably gone."
"As a wise Klingon told me, 'let not your heart be troubled'." I replied. "Things are in motion. By the way, the Sheriff told me that only three 'cub' reporters showed up at Walters's presser. Any idea why so few?"
"No idea." said Paulina. "Maybe I can get a job as a reporter, and find out."
"Don't you dare." I said. "Don't even joke about becoming a reporter."
Paulina laughed. "What, you stopping me from my lifetime dream of being the next Nancy Grace?... Don... you there?"
Yes, I was still there, but I couldn't stop laughing so hard that tears were coming out of my eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:50am. Cindy came into my office, poured herself some coffee, and sat down in the hot chair nearest the door, the one she normally sat in. "I'd say Walters has gone 'all in'." she said, utilizing the prodigious power of understatement. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"All the rest of it aside," Cindy said, "I don't understand how she thinks she's going to be re-elected D.A. after this."
"She's got over two years to put it past her." I said. "The Sheriff and D.A. positions are elected every four years, while just about everyone else is two years, including the Solicitor post."
"Why'd y'all do that?" Cindy asked, referring to the Charter Commission. "Savannah's contribution to the literature?"
"As a matter of fact, she did advocate it." I replied. "But it made some sense. We were concerned that it would be a lot harder to hire good Deputy Sheriffs, as well as the effects on the various Chief positions if there was turnover in the elected Sheriff position every two years. And we thought that made sense for the D.A. position hiring ADAs, as well... especially as we were allowing people to run for D.A. along Party lines instead of non-partisan races like the Judicial positions are."
Cindy nodded, then asked: "Why didn't you do that for the Mayor position?"
"We talked about it." I said. "Dr. Williams and Edna Carter were for it. And I wasn't against it at the time. But Edward Steele privately convinced me to not support it. He said that a good Mayor would be able to be re-elected in two years, but to have to wait four years to get rid of a bad one could be disastrous."
*CHIME!*
It was Cindy's personal iPhone. "Whoa!" she exclaimed as she read the text. "It's from a burner phone that I happen to know is Priya Ajmani. She says KXTC just gave a one-minute warning, and they're going to break into 'Point Taken'."
As I expertly used the remote to turn on the television monitor, my phone buzzed. It was my assistant Helena, telling me that Commander Croyle needed to see me. I had her tell Teresa to come on in.
As Teresa sat down in the hot chair nearest the wall and sofa, her normal place, she said "I think we now know why there was nobody at the D.A.'s news conference."
The 'BREAKING NEWS' warning filled the screen, then Bettina was shown, sitting at the KXTC News Desk. "This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! We interrupt this broadcast to bring you an important developing story!"
Bettina: "Black civil rights leader Jacquez Wilson has demanded that the Town & County Police release the 'Juneteenth 22', the twenty-two persons arrested during peaceful demonstrations last Friday, which was the Juneteenth anniversary, an important anniversary date for the Black Community. Let's go to trusted political reporter Lester Holder, who is with Mr. Wilson right now. Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder as he appeared on screen. A hanging sheet was behind him, white with the words 'Black Voices Raised' in black, blocking the view of whatever was behind it. "I'm here with Jacquez Wilson, who has an important message for the Black Community, as well as white Police Officers!"
Next to Penis Holder was Jacquez Wilson, in a clean white t-shirt and black denim jeans. Holder said "The floor is yours, Mr. Wilson."
The camera did not zoom in on Wilson, and I deduced it wasn't hand-held, but likely set up on a tripod. The very muscular, mean-looking black man looked into the camera with eyes showing violent anger and hatred as he said "The time has come for all black brothers and sisters to rise up against the oppression of the filthy Pigs! We will no longer tolerate the brutality of white Police against peaceful People of Color who have raised their voices in a cry for liberation!"
Wilson: "I call upon all black brothers and sisters to resist Police brutality! I call upon all blacks to disobey any Police orders, to tell the filthy Pigs to go to hell! Don't cooperate at traffic stops, don't show the filthy white Pigs your IDs, don't help the Pigs in any way!"
"What about the 'Juneteenth 22'?" asked Penis Holder, unable to hide a grin as he served up that little morsel of batting practice.
Wilson: "I demand that the 22 good, peaceful people that were arrested Friday be released from their unlawful imprisonment immediately! Until all of them are released and the charges dropped, NO filthy cop in this County is safe! We will shoot any cops we see trying to arrest any black persons! We will take your wives and rape them in front of you! Release our people now! Or else!"
Lester Holder just looked at the camera and said "Back to you, Bettina."
Bettina came back on the air and said "We apologize for the strong language used in that broadcast. That was black civil rights advocate and leader Jacquez Wilson, demanding that the 'Juneteenth 22' be released, or else the TCPD will face consequences..."
Part 15 - COTU (Center of the Universe)
Teresa had ordered the Precincts to recall all Officers out on patrols to their respective Headquarters, and every Officer was to be shown that video. The TCPD was now on highest alert.
FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White joined us in the Main Conference Room, as did Captain Damien Thompson. A few minutes after they arrived, Sheriff Griswold arrived, being escorted by a contingent of Deputy Sheriffs. All of us (including the FBI Agents) were wearing armor. The Sheriff's red face was my first clue that something was 'not right' in the Klingon Empire.
"I called that bastard Burt West." growled Griswold. "I asked him why he allowed that terrorist and drug pusher Wilson to be on the air unfettered like that. You know what he said? He told me to go to hell. Literally."
I'd later find out that that was not all West had said. He'd very explicitly told the Sheriff "Why don't you go shove a crowbar up your ass, you son of a bitch!"
"Can we charge them with anything?" Tanya Muscone asked.
"We're gonna try." I said. "Needless to say, we've filed formal complaints with the FCC and the FBI. But we're also filing a criminal complaint for reckless endangerment, conspiracy to incite to riot, and aiding and abetting domestic terror. We're also attempting to charge Lester Holder personally for conspiracy to commit domestic terror. We've gone to the Court of Rodney K. Watts, bypassing Harry R. Nance."
"Who'd you get to do it?" asked Jack Muscone. "Paulina's suspended, and Walters and Fineman won't do the right thing."
"Hell," said Teresa Croyle, "Savannah would've run straight to Nance, so he'd refuse the case and Savannah's ass would be covered."
"Exactly." I said. "Which is why I pressed the complaint myself. It's rare, but as a Principal for the County and an Officer of the Court, I'm entitled to do it. And Judge Watts accepted the case."
"They'll just say they're protected by the First Amendment, won't they?" asked Cindy Ross.
"They'll try." I said. "But just as one does not have the Free Speech right to yell 'Fire!' in a crowded theater, we're going to argue that the First Amendment does NOT protect KXTC from aiding and abetting terrorist threats to murder Police Officers."
"It's being picked up by the National Media." said Captain Damien Thompson. "And the Press Room is already filling up."
"Get your steak seasoning ready." quipped Teresa. "They're going to want that red meat."
Jack Muscone said "I'm here partially to work with you in a coordinated response to the domestic terror threat Jacquez Wilson represents. But I also came to tell you that I've learned that US DOJ Civil Rights Division Officer Ava Hinds flew into the City last night, but did not show up at the Federal Building. And she was not alone: the Bob Rovers BAU Team flew in with her. Bob Rovers, David Rovers, Peter Page, Andrew Parsons."
"What about Martin Nash and Lindsey Black?" I asked.
"Not them." said Karina White, unwittingly revealing that she was the one gathering that info on the Swamp Frogs's Agents. "At least not that we've heard about yet."
"One thing's for damn surrrrrre." drawled Chief Moynahan. "We are not releasing those 22 thugs."
"Speaking of them," said Teresa, "they're in the most protected part of County Jail, where we kept Peter Blassingame when he was our guest there. It will literally take a Combat Brigade of Infantry or Marines to get them out of there, and the Officers and Deputies at the Jail are ready and willing to demonstrate the futility of trying."
"The last thing we neeeeed," drawled the Chief, "is unwarranted bloodshed. Having said that, the threat to our Officers and their families is such that I'm delegating the authority to allow lethal force to be used to you, Commander Troy, and you, Commander Croyle. And you can delegate it on down, but for now to no lower than Lieutenant level."
"Thank you, sir." I said, grateful to hear that. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So is this it?" asked Cindy. "Are we the Center of the Universe again?"
"Looks like it." I said, suppressing a chuckle that would've been most very inappropriate...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Monday, June 22nd. Teresa came to my office with a report.
"One Patrol cruiser on the Southside came under gunfire." Teresa said. "Intel pinpointed it to a couple of warehouses in the Southwestern Ghetto, so we sent a heavily armored contingent in. They found some expended brass by one building, .45 ACP caliber. Didn't find any persons, but as they were leaving, gunfire struck one of the Patrol cruisers in the left rear door panel. Everyone went back, and again found nothing."
Iron Wolf: "There was also a call of a domestic violence dispute in the Southwestern Ghetto neighborhood where one of those dogs was shot a few years ago." (Author's note: 'Going Rogue', Ch. 01.) She named the street, then said "We sent three Patrol cruisers in rather than the normal two, and everyone was fully armored."
Iron Wolf: "When they got there, someone started shooting at our vehicles from the end of the street, where some trees around the creek there provided concealment. Our guys pulled back, and called for a drone and backup. The drone was fired at from the woods. One of the Patrol cruisers sustained damage to the engine, and the drone got some shotgun fragments but was able to fly out of there and was recovered safely."
"Anything north of MLK Jr. Avenue?" I asked.
Teresa replied: "Two incidents of rocks being thrown at Police cruisers on Jefferson Avenue. One hit the shotgun-door window, and the other hit the lightbar on top of the vehicle. Minor damage to both vehicles. Nothing else anywhere else, though. And part of that may be because I've pulled back the routine Patrols. I don't want our Officers nor our vehicles being like those little ducks at the carnival stand being shot at."
I said "I agree. And that domestic dispute call really worries me. It's like those abduction calls that led to the McCombs incident... they call in a crime, we respond, our Officers get shot at. Or worse, hit."
After a pause, I said "What's your recommendation for our deployment going forward?"
Teresa said "I hate like hell to do it, but for right now, we have to pull back and limit our exposure, especially after sunset. Myron Milton tells me that he's fitted a couple of our drones with longer-range cameras, so they can fly higher and see more. And if we get a call in, we can put a drone up to see if someone is lying in wait. But it's an imperfect solution, at best. And this crap could go on for weeks, or months."
I picked up my landline phone and called Captain Damien Thompson. "Captain," I said after he answered, "I have you on speaker with Commander Croyle here. I wanted to ask you about the Media. Are they massing? And has the National Media outlets sent people here?"
"Yes to both questions, Commander." said Thompson. "Over 30 reporters have come into the Press Room in the last two hours, including from KSB, KCAP, and reporters from the City that are representing the national networks: ABC, CBS, NBC, and so on."
"Okay, thanks." I said, and disconnected. "Believe it or not, that's a good thing." As Teresa gave me a 'Buddy' look in confusion, I dialed another number. "Hello, Mary." I said to Lt. Mary Milton. "I'm on speaker with Commander Croyle, here. Have you Intel guys been tracking KXTC vehicles?"
"Yes sir, and Lester Holder in particular." replied Mary. "KXTC redeployed all their vans to a parking lot near the Southpoint Mall on Depot Street. It's got secure fencing, and we think KXTC either owns or rents it. As to Lester Holder, he has traveled by his POV to the Block House twice, and took a camera inside, but he left with it half an hour ago and is currently at KXTC's offices."
"Okay, thanks." I said, and disconnected. To Teresa, I said "KXTC is deploying to the southside in case we close off the streets from the north, which would prevent them from getting down there."
Teresa nodded, then said "So why is it a good thing to have all the Media here?"
"Critical mass." I said. "The great Rush Limbaugh called the Media the 'Drive-By' Media, and by that he meant that the Media inundates us with stories for a few days, then they move along to their next agenda item, leaving destruction in their wake."
I continued: "So if they're all here now, it means they expect something to happen now, or soon. They're not going to camp out here for weeks on end with nothing going on. Ergo, and in reply to what you said a minute ago, we're not going to have to pull back and not patrol for weeks on end... something is going to happen soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:15pm, Monday, June 22d. Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, Detective Joan Laurer, Corporal Inga Gunddottar, and Sr. Patrolman Penny Scott (of Intel) came out of Town Fitness Centers after their workout in the women-only side. They were all wearing armor, as required.. even Julia had on an armored vest over her civilian clothes.
"I'm glad they have that smaller room, where we can lock the door and take off our armor." said Joan Laurer. "Workouts would be tough, otherwise."
"That was Commander Ross's idea." said Julia. "I'm glad the owner is one of us Sisters in Blue. Our membership discounts help, too."
"I'm just glad we haven't been restricted to working out at Police Headquarters." said Penny Scott. "If we were there, all the men would be ogling us. Don't get me wrong, I love men... but not while working out." All the women laughed.
"Okay, we'll see you at the Cop Bar." said Julia. "I want to hear Inga's perspective on how Jerome is taking that incident with his father."
"I was going to ask you the same thing." said Inga. "He won't talk to me about it."
"Okay, guys," said Julia Rodriguez. "Stay together. I'll see you at the Cop Bar." She watched as Penny and Joan got into Penny's Police cruiser, and Inga got into her POV, then Julia got into her vehicle.
Penny and Joan left the parking lot first, turning right (east). As Inga approached the entrance to the road, an old brown Impala suddenly drove up, blocking her way. Two men in masks poured out of the right side doors!
Inga did not have time to react as the men rushed up to her vehicle. One of them hit the driver side window with a (black) crowbar, the shattered glass showering Inga. The perps unlocked and opened the car and pulled Inga out. She tried to resist, but one of the perps smashed his fist into her jaw, stunning her. She was dragged to the brown car and thrown in, and the perps followed.



Julia Rodriguez was just pulling out of her parking spot when she saw the attack. She grabbed her service weapon and bolted out of the car, yelling "STOP!" But it was too late; the Impala screeched off, driving west.
Getting back into her car, Julia grabbed her Police radio and hit the 'Break' button. After the loud noise, she said "Break break break! Officer abducted! Officer abducted!" followed by the car description and tag number.
Hearing the radio blast, Laurer and Scott looked around. "Behind us!" yelled Joan, who was riding shotgun. Penny executed a U-turn as Joan turned on the lightbar and siren. But just as they got turned around, another old car going east suddenly swerved into their lane!
*CRUNCH!*
The cars collided. "Ambush!" yelled Joan, seeing two black men, not masked, get out of the other car with guns in their hands. They were on Penny's side, so she did not open the driver's door. Joan opened hers, having some protection, yelled "Police! Drop your weapons!", then started shooting back when one of them fired at her.
By now, Julia was coming out of the parking lot, and saw the collided cars. She pulled up and came out of the driver's side, her own service weapon firing at the perps. The two perps died, their bodies riddled with accurate Police gunfire. But their mission was accomplished.
"We lost her." Joan Laurer said, among other words not fit to be printed here.
Julia got on her radio and reported in. "Officer abducted, Officer abducted." She gave the direction the Impala went, then said "We've lost them..."
i>To be continued.
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Part 16 - Constrained by the Law
6:00pm, Monday, June 22d. The street in front of Town Fitness Centers was closed off, and the scene was lit up by the lightbars of many Police vehicles and a couple of Fire and EMS vehicles. Paramedics Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph had checked on the Policewomen, and found that Penny Scott had hit her head against the doorjamb when the cars had collided, and had a concussion.
Captain Tanya Muscone was in her Tank, wearing armor and a Police helmet, and was in charge of the investigation. FBI SAC Jack Muscone was also there, but was just sitting back and watching everything.
I was talking with Detective Sergeant Rodriguez. With me was Lieutenant Jerome Davis. Though he was a light-skinned black man, his face was literally a shade lighter than normal, and showed his shock and fear.
"We stayed together," said Julia, "but we should've had more than one person in each car. We were going in convoy to the Cop Bar, and they hit us just that fast."
"Laurer," I said to Joan Laurer, who was sitting next to Penny on the back of the EMS ambulance, "when those guys got out of their car after hitting yours, did you get the impression they wanted to kidnap you, too... or kill you?"
"Now that you mention it, sir," said Joan, "I think they intended to shoot us. They came out firing."
I nodded, then said "Julia, if there had been two people in the car, then they might have kidnapped both... or shot one of you and taken the other one. But riddle me this: did you ladies habitually come here to work out as a group?"
"Not like today." said Julia. "We usually come separately to work out. We came together today as a group because of the threats, and your orders to not be alone."
"Sir," said Jerome, "did they go after Inga specifically? Or just any one of them they could've gotten?"
"I don't know." I replied grimly.
"Sir," said Mark Walker from our CSI Team, "I found this on Corporal Gunddottar's car, under the rear bumper." He held out an evidence bag containing a small black box.
"Tracking device." I said. To Mark I asked "Were there any devices on any other vehicles?"
"Not on these ladies cars." said Walker. "But I checked all the Police vehicles out here, just in case. And we found this... on Lieutenant Davis's vehicle." He held up another evidence bag, with a tracking device in it. Lt. Davis's face turned angry.
"That answers your question, Jerome." I said. "Yeah. Inga, and you, were targeted specifically."
Tanya was on her Police iPhone, then hung up and drove over to us. "Sir," she said, "this perp car is wearing car tags that were reported stolen last week. And we've gotten some footage of the Impala that Inga was dragged into. The car tags are stolen, and different from the ones on the Impala that made the hit at the Quick Stop, but markings on the car suggest it's the same vehicle." (Author's note: 'Woman In Love', Ch. 02-03.)
"Jacquez Wilson." I said. "Have we got eyes on the Block House?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "There's a couple of people there, but no one has gone in or out since Lester Holder earlier today. And Wilson himself is not there."
"APB on Wilson." I said. "Priority. Okay, who are these two dirtbags?"
"Howard Little, age 54, and Duncan Johnson, age 58." said Tanya, consulting her iPad tablet. "Good number of drug-related priors when they were in their early 20s, ending up doing 20 years each at Jacksonville State Prison when a Police Officer was shot and killed during a drug bust they were involved in. That was in the City. They were released two years ago, and have not been heard of since, until they were arrested in the City as part of the Ferguson Park riots a few weeks ago."
"And they weren't returned to prison for violating their paroles?" I asked.
"They weren't on parole." said Tanya. "One reason they did 20 full years was that their plea bargain included no parole at the end. And they were released with a lot of others that were involved in the City riots, a lot like we've done here."
"Have Intel dig deep into these guys." I said. "This operation was well planned and almost flawlessly executed, but they pretty much committed suicide-by-cop. Gotta wonder what compelled them to do that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Monday, June 22d. Police Headquarters was busy, but there was a pall hanging over everyone as I walked down the hallway towards the Chief's office suite. MCD and Vice Detectives were on the phones, talking to Confidential Informants and anyone else they knew of that might give us a clue to Inga's whereabouts.
I went into the Chief's Conference room, where the Chief, Sheriff, Deputy Chief, and FBI Special Agent in Charge were waiting. My Operations Commander came in almost immediately afterwards. My Captain of Detectives was getting a briefing in the Intel Center.
"Anything?" the Chief asked as Teresa and I sat down.
I just shook my head. "I've put out an APB on Lester Holder as well as Jacquez Wilson, but it's 'no joy', so far."
"Why have you put out an APB on Holder?" asked the Chief. "What's going to be your probable cause to arrest him?"
"As if I need it," I said, "he interviewed Wilson when Wilson made those threats against the Police. If we find Holder, we might can find Wilson."
"That's no where near good enough, Mister Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "He'll demand a lawyer, and then we'll have to let him go or face a lawsuit."
"Well, what the HELL do you WANT me to do, Chief?" I shouted at him. "I'm trying to find our Police Officer! And if Holder knows where Wilson has her, I will get it out of him!"
The Chief was gaping at me as I stared him down. Not so much for the insubordination, but that I'd just said out loud, in front of others, that I would torture Penis Holder to get the information I needed.
"Chief," said Cindy Ross, "Don may be right. Holder has been in contact with Wilson several times, and we can't find Holder now. Captain Thompson and I both called KXTC. Burt West told Thompson, and I quote: 'I don't care.'. He said that he would not help us, and hung up on Thompson. So I called Bettina and told her that our Officer had been abducted and was likely being raped like Bettina was all those years ago, and we were trying to get her back alive." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers', Ch. )
Cindy: "She said 'hold the line', and transferred me to West. When I told him of the danger, he literally said 'Tough shit for her.', and told me not to call him again without a warrant."
"I don't need any more proof that the Press work hand-in-hand with those that hate the Police."said Chief Moynahan. "But we cannot cross that line---"
"We have to, Chief!" Cindy replied, shocking me with the strength of her voice. "My point is that I don't think the Founding Fathers wrote the Constitution with the idea of helping slugs like Holder help thugs like Wilson rape and possibly murder one of our Officers. We've got to find her before it's too late, Chief, and damn the consequences later on."
"Exactly." I said. "All I want to do right now, Chief, is get Gunddottar back alive. We'll burn the other bridges when we get to them."
Sheriff Griswold said "Crowbar, we don't even have Holder in our sights, or know where he is. That's why I think there may be another, better way to find Gunddottar than having you do something to Holder that might not work or be in time, anyway... if Ms. Ross is willing to do it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Monday, June 22nd. People working in the City Room at KXTC were surprised to see two women walking through the large space towards the office of Executive Publisher Burt West. One woman had dark red hair and darker eyes that flashed both fire and a freezing stare. The other woman was a platinum blonde in a Police uniform... and carrying a green crowbar.
They burst into West's office, where he and Bettina Wurtzburg were strategizing their coverage of the kidnapping of Police Corporal Gunddottar. "What the fuck?" West exclaimed as Cindy Ross literally pulled him out of his chair, twisting one arm behind his back. "What the fuck are you doing? Oww! you're hurting my arm!"
"One more word out of you," replied the Green Crowbar, "and I'll break your arm." She guided him out of the office, closing the office door behind her, and pushed West into a seat at a desk.
"Someone call the Police!" West yelled.
"By all means!" Cindy loudly agreed as she hovered over West. "Please do call the Police! Ask for Chief Moynahan himself!" Seeing the futility of that, West moodily settled into the chair to wait...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Inside the office, Jenna said "Look, you and I have something in common, and we think Cindy does too... we were all captured and gang-raped. We're alive because the TCPD came to save us." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers', Ch. 05 for Bettina; 'Fire In The Embers', Ch. 04 for Jenna; 'Causing A Commotion', Ch. 02 for Cindy.)
"And now Inga Gunddottar has been kidnapped." Jenna continued. "Jacquez Wilson is known as a rapist and for his hatred of white cops, so you know as well as I do what he's doing to her right now."
"I have no way of helping you." Bettina said, trying to keep her voice firm. "I have no idea where he is or where he took her."
"Where's Lester Holder?" Jenna asked.
"I don't know." Bettina said. Seeing the look on Jenna's face, she said "Really, I don't! Lester hasn't been here all day."
"Come on, Bettina!" Jenna pleaded. "Help us save that girl!"
"I don't know where Lester is!" Bettina shouted.
Jenna opened the door and said to Cindy "She's not helping us at all."
Cindy went into the office and slammed and locked the door behind her. "Come on, Bettina!" she practically shouted. "They're going to kill Gunddottar! Do you really want her blood on your hands?" Bettina said nothing, and Cindy could sense their pleas weren't touching Bettina.
"Why won't you help us?" Cindy asked, her voice connoting her sheer disbelief that Bettina could be so cold to another woman's plight.
Bettina said "As I told Jenna, I don't know what to tell you that can help! I don't know where Lester Holder is, either." She didn't realize that Cindy was already getting the vibe, and she knew Bettina was lying... and why.
"COME ON, BETTINA!" Cindy yelled into the reporterette's face. "FOR JUST ONE MINUTE, WOULD YOU DROP YOUR GODDAMNED WAR WITH DONALD TROY, AND HELP US SAVE THIS POOR GIRL?!?!"
Finally, something had an effect on Bettina. Cindy went on: "You know firsthand what that girl is going through right now! Are you really so full of hate for Don Troy that you'd let that girl be raped to death? Really? Are you really that evil a person, Bettina? You'd let that girl die, just to make a point against Don? Really?"
"Come on, Bettina." Jenna pleaded, piling on. "Please... help us save her."
Bettina acquiesced, though with a pained look on her face. She took a notepad on the desk and wrote something on it, then handed the paper to Jenna. "Those are Lester Holder's three burner phones... all the ones I know of, anyway. That's all I can give you."
"Thank you." Jenna said as Cindy took the slip of paper that held the balance of Inga's life on it. Jenna had to run to keep up with Cindy as she tore out of the building to her Police SUV...
Part 17 - Brutality
*WHAP!*
Jacquez Wilson swung his arm, and his huge hand slammed against the side of Inga Gunddottar's head. She was almost unconscious, and was lying limply on the table.
"Hold the cunt's legs apart." Wilson ordered his henchmen as one of them rammed his cock into the Icelandic blonde's violated vagina. The young man grabbed her thighs and thrust as hard as he could, cruelly driving his dick into her with savage fury, over and over.
"Yeah, give it to her!" yelled Wilson. "Make that cunt feel every inch of it!" The man raping Inga began speeding up his thrusts. He was getting close. Wilson grabbed him and pulled him back, then stood himself between her spread legs.
"Let me show you how to fuck a cracker cunt!" Wilson snarled as he fit the head of his own cock to Inga's cuntlips, then slammed it balls-deep into her. Inga didn't react. She was bleeding from her nose and mouth, her eye sockets, nose, and jaw broken by the savage blows from Wilson's ham fists.
"Bitch! Cunt! Bitch!" Wilson yelled as he swung his hand back and forth, backhand- and forehand-slapping her face as he thrust hard again and again. "Take my nigga sperm, you worthless whore cunt!" With a grunt, he began climaxing, firing his load into Inga's stretched, abused pussy.
Once he was finished, he withdrew and was quickly replaced by the man who'd been raping her before. Wilson went over and put his jeans on, but not his shirt, and began setting up the camera Lester Holder had left behind. He heard the other man groan as he pumped his full climax into the badly beaten woman.
"Turn her over." said another of the henchmen. "I'm gonna fuck this bitch in the ass."
"Yeah, tear that cracker ass apart!" growled Wilson. The other perps pulled Inga up off the table and turned her around, then bent her over the table. She collapsed on it, limp and all but out of it.
The perp lined his cock up and began sinking it into Inga's ass. Wilson heard her gasp in pain and went over to the group. As the other man began pushing against her her asscheeks, shredding the walls of her rectum, Wilson came over and drove his ham fist into her ribs.
*THWACK!*
"Yeahhhh." Wilson said quietly as he felt her ribs give way, cracking under the force of his powerful punch...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Any luck yet?" Cindy asked as she and Jenna came to my office door.
"Intel is working on it." I said. "So are the Feds. We've got State and Federal warrants, and they're going to try to activate the burner phones and see where they are."
It was 9:10pm, and we had not been idle in pursuing the slim lead of the burner phone numbers Cindy and Jenna had brought us.
"You guys did a great job getting those numbers out of Bettina." I said. "It may be the difference between life and death for Inga."
"It was the Sheriff's idea." said Cindy. "And Jenna here was the one that got Bettina to give us the information."
"No, that was all you." Jenna replied.
"You both did an outstanding job." I said.
"Yes they did." came a voice behind them. It was Chief Sean Moynahan. "Any word?"
"No sir." I said. "Holder's burners and his regular cell phone are not pinging, but Muscone and Cardigan are trying to turn them on from the Federal Building."
Cindy's cellphone chimed and she looked at the text. "Oh shit." she said. "It's a text from Priya's burner phone. KXTC is breaking into their programming in one minute or less."
"Chief! Commander!" called out a voice from the hallway. It was Myron Milton. "KXTC is breaking in with a news update! I'm already trying to trace their transmission signal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We watched in Classroom 'E' as the feed came on. It showed a black man in a full mask over his face and head. He was wearing jeans but no shirt, and his chest and abs were 'ripped', exceptionally well-developed and muscular. His arms and hands were huge.
In front of him, on her knees, her broken eye socket black with bruising, her nose and mouth bloody, and more blood smeared on her face and upper chest, was Inga. She was naked at least from the waist up, and her breasts were visible on the camera. The masked thug was holding up her head by her hair so that we could see who she was, but her eyes were closed.
"Oh my God." whispered Teresa Croyle. Tears were flowing down Cindy's cheeks. Everyone else in the room was somber, in shock.
The masked man spoke, and I knew it was Jacquez Wilson's voice as he said "You have not released the 'Juneteenth 22' yet. You have until midnight to release them so that they can be transported out of the County. If you release them and then try to re-arrest them, we will kill 22 white cops, one for each of them, and we'll start with this white whore here."
*THWACK!*
He hit Inga on the side of the head as hard as he could, then then he said "Midnight... or else..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Got him!" Penny Scott said from her console in the darkened Intel Room. "One of Lester Holder's burner phones. Back room of Town & County Wine Distributors, between Jefferson and MLK Avenues."
"KXTC antenna van just south of there." said LaTasha Thompson. "Strong signal from it, almost like they want to get caught. Lieutenant Milton... the other Lieutenant Milton... is looking for other cellphone signatures near it."
"They were probably relaying the feed so that KXTC could broadcast it." said Lt. Mary Milton. "Let's let Commander Croyle know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Town & County Wine Distributors sells wine wholesale to restaurants and bars in the area." I reported to Chief Moynahan. "They're also suspected of being a front for drug distribution, but we've never been able to get anything resembling proof. It's a very likely location for Jacquez Wilson to be at."
"What do you want to doooo, Mr. Crowbar?" drawled the Chief, asking a question he already knew the answer to.
"Hit it, and hit it hard." I said. "It's not that far away from here; we can deploy fast and be there in minutes, and maybe even catch them totally by surprise."
"Make it so, Number One." the Chief said. As I was going to leave the room, he said "But not you."
"Sir?" I gasped.
"Tell Commander Croyle, and have her give the orders to the SWAT Teams." said the Chief. "But you're staying here. I don't want you leading with your face, and the only way to guarantee that is to keep you right here next to meeeee."
"Yes sir." I said. I fished out my Police iPhone, and speed-dialed Teresa...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Five-OH!" yelled of Jacquez Wilson's men, holding a cell phone to his ear. "Five-Oh deploying from HQ and The Old Mill."
"Fuck!" snarled Jacquez Wilson. "They've already traced the transmission. Okay, go dump this cunt on Jefferson Avenue, make sure she's covered with gunfire. Shoot anything that tries to go help her. But don't shoot her, or they won't try to rescue her. Kill as many fucking cracker cops as you can. Shoot any Uncle Tom cops that try to rescue her, too."
His gangsters moved out to implement his instructions...
Part 18 - Desperate Measures
10:10pm. Teresa came into the Chief's Conference Room and reported to us (me, Cindy, the Chief, and the Sheriff). "No one at the Wine Distributors, but there was a table with blood on it in the back room, and a bra that's Inga's size on the floor. A KXTC van drove south to MLK Jr. Drive right after we deployed from here, and there were six or more cars that passed by right in that time frame, before we could close Jefferson Avenue. I'm sorry, sir, it was my fault we didn't get Jefferson closed in time."
"It couldn't be helped. You are not The Flash." I replied. "Okay, let's get Intel working to get footage from every street cam in that area---"



"Sir!" said Mary Milton, who had burst into the room without knocking. "Inga was just dumped in the middle of Jefferson Avenue, two and a half blocks east of the intersection with Riverside Drive, and just north of where we pinged Penis Holder's burner phone. Blue very old model Mercedes, stolen license tags on it. It headed south after dumping the body, and we're working to get camera footage of where it might have gone."
"Make sure we have eyes on the Block House at all times." I said as I got up. "Teresa, redeploy to the intersection of Jefferson and Riverside----"
"Where do you think you're going, Mr. Crowbarrr?" asked the Chief.
"Chief, if you want me next to you," I said, "you'd better get up and come with me."
"I'll get my armorrrr..." the Chief drawled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
'Status report, Mr. Kalsu." I said as Teresa, the Chief, and I came up to the Police checkpoint at Jefferson and Riverside, where a command post vehicle was set up, and a wall of vehicles and shielding protected the area. Cindy and the Sheriff were already there, as was Lt. Myron Milton.
A Police cruiser was one block east on Jefferson, with many bullet holes in the side and its lightbar shot out. Kalsu handed me binoculars and said "You can see her lying there in the middle of the street about three blocks down. Hicks and Johnson volunteered to take that Patrol car to get her, but gunfire began from at least two different places, raking the car from the front and passenger side. It stalled out almost immediately. Hicks had a bulletproof shield, and they used that to protect themselves as they got back to here."
Hicks showed us the heavy metal shield, which had six pockmarks where bullets had struck it.
"They're not playing, are they?" Teresa said. She had once been behind one of those shields that took gunfire, when she led the rescue of Jenna Stiles. (Author's note: 'Fire In The Embers', Ch. 05.)
"Lot of people on the streets," I said, "but they're keeping a distance away, and no one is going out there to help Inga. There must be more perps ready to shoot."
"Yes sir." said Kalsu. "There were more people, but a lot of them ran off or pulled back when the perps started shooting at the Police car."
"Is Gunddottar alive?" asked the Chief as I handed him the binoculars.
"Yes sir, we think so." said Lt. Myron Milton. "We're scanning her with infrared, and her body temperature is what we expect to see of a living human being, and she's not cooling off." That was smart, I thought to myself.
"Myron, call in for more drone support." I said. "The ones with tear gas and explosives. I'll be right back. Here, Commander, hold this." I said to Teresa, handing her the red crowbar. I ran back to my Police SUV and got my M79 grenade launcher out of the back, along with the knapsack of grenades.
"Oh, you carry an M79 all the time, Commander?" asked the Chief as I came back up.
"No sir," I said, "just for parties like this one. The question now is how to get to Inga. Do we have an armored paddywagon?"
"Sir!" I heard a female voice call out. It was Paramedic Ellen Brooks, standing by her EMS ambulance just north of us. "This ambulance is an old Police paddywagon that the TCPD gave us when the EMS was started up. The windows are bulletproof and the sides are reinforced metal."
"That's great!" I said, feeling some hope for the first time in hours. "Okay, we need to get some Officers to volunteer to take it in." 
"Sir, we'll do it." said Ellen Brooks. Her partner, Paramedic Kevin Randolph, nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I can't let you two risk it." I said. "They're going to start shooting at you the minute you go down that street."
"We have combat experience, sir." said Kevin Randolph. "Ellen was a Medic in the XVIII Airborne Corps, and I was a Medic with the 82nd Airborne in Afghanistan. We can handle it."
"Paratroopers, eh?" I said. "I feel better already. Who's your driver?"
"I am, sir." said Randolph.
"We need a third person." I said.
"I'll drive, sir!" offered Robert Kalsu. "I've driven vehicles in combat."
"Mr. Kalsu was an Army Ranger before joining us." I said. "Chief, you good with this?"
"If you don't have anything better, I sure don't." said the Chief.
"I agree." said a voice. I looked over to see EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell coming up to where the Chief was. Former Navy Corpsman. Airborne Paratrooper, too.
"Okay, then." I said. "You guys need armor." I took off my armor and put it on Kevin Randolph, helping him velcro it on. Teresa did the same for Ellen Brooks. We gave them our Police helmets, also.
I have never seen Police Officers move faster than the Officers at the checkpoint moved to surround us with their bodies. To say the Town & County Sheriff was 'hopping mad' would be an understatement.
"Get those Commanders some armor!" barked Griswold. "And Dr. Cordell, too!" It took a minute, but someone came up with some armor for us. As we waited, I endured an asschewing from the the Sheriff: "Goddammit, Crowbar, you just left yourself exposed out here, and people are just waiting to shoot you!"
"I've got the girdle on, Chief." I quipped, but that did not work.
"That's a kevlar girdle, not Wonder Woman's magic girdle!" the Sheriff shouted angrily. The Officers surrounding me could not help but chuckle at that. Fortunately, spare armor vests arrived, and Teresa and I suited up.
"Keep your eyes peeled!" I yelled once I got back to the Command Post. "You see gunfire, return fire! Lethal force is authorized!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ambulance started down Jefferson Avenue. A kevlar cloth was tied to the front, to try to protect the engine. As it went past the disabled Police cruiser, gunshots could be heard. They were sporadic at first, then got heavier as the ambulance approached Inga.
"We're taking gunfire!" I heard Kalsu say into his radio. "My four o'clock, my seven o'clock!"
"I see the near one." I called out. I armed the M79 and executed a 'point and click' maneuver where I'd seen the flash of gunfire from a second-story window.
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
The grenade went right into the window where the gunfire had come from, and smoke began pouring out of that window. I fired another smoke grenade, and someone threw a smoke grenade along the street, to try to mask the shooter's view. But shots continued, so I loaded up a CS gas grenade.
*POOMP!* *WHIZZZZZZ!* *POP!*
Another direct hit, and the firing stopped. "How do you shoot that thing so accurately?" Chief Moynahan asked, vastly impressed.
"Just point where I want it to go, and pull the trigger, Chief." I replied.
"He has the Vibe with that thing, Chief." Teresa said helpfully, having seen enough to know she'd seen enough to know.
"Sir!" said an Officer at the Command Post. "The other firing position is too far away, and Kalsu is reporting they're shooting 7.62 rounds!"
"Ah, crap." I said. "See if we can get a drone to spot it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the Intel Center, Terry Halston was driving a drone, frantically looking for the source of the gunfire. "There it is!" he said, seeing a flash, then a barrel of a rifle spitting automatic fire. On infrared, the hot barrel glowed like a neon sign.
"Yeah, but how can we get to it?" Mary Milton asked as she stood behind Halston and watched.
The machine gun was firing, an Halston heard the frantic calls from Kalsu that the ambulance was taking heavier fire. And he did what he had to do. He aimed the explosive-armed drone right at the gunfire, and flew it right in.
*BOOM!*
The video from the drone was lost, but at that moment Kalsu radioed "The gunfire has abated. Thanks, guys, I'm taking us in!"
Mary Milton was shocked. "Halston, do you know how much those drones cost?"
"I... I had to do something." Halston said.
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Muscone drove up. "They cost money, and can be replaced. Human lives can't be counted in money, and can't be replaced. Good work, Halston."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Halston, very relieved.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Target that explosion, and fire!" I yelled into my radio.
Myron drove a drone to the spot and launched a small missile from it, which contained the same amount of CS tear gas as my M79 grenades. Another drone also came in, but the gunfire from that position had stopped.
The ambulance got to Inga. Kalsu drove just past her and stopped, and Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph opened the back doors. "I've got her!" Ellen yelled and jumped to the street.
RATTA-TATTA-TATTA!
Gunfire whizzed all around them. Rounds struck the open back door of the ambulance. More gunfire raked the side of the vehicle, and sparks flew off the street; the perps were trying to hit the tires.
Ellen grabbed Inga and hoisted her up to Kevin, who pulled her in as Ellen lifted her legs.
RATTA-TATTA-TATTA!
"AAUGH!" Ellen cried out. "I'm hit!" Kevin saw blood spurt from her arm, then saw Ellen seem to stumble forward and slam against the back of the ambulance. Bullets had struck her in the armor protecting her back. Kevin grabbed Ellen by her armor at the shoulders and physically lifted her into the ambulance.
"GO! GO! GO!" Kevin yelled. Kalsu heard that, and wheeled the ambulance around, and drove west at the top of his speed.
He did not stop at the checkpoint, but turned north onto Riverside, following two Police cruisers with lightbars blazing. The convoy turned east on College Avenue, then drove to University Parkway, which was blocked off to traffic to allow the ambulance to make record time getting to University Hospital...
Part 19 - Aftermath
"Good work." the Police Chief, Sheriff, and EMS Chief said to me, one after the other.
"Team effort, sir." I said to each of them. As the Chief went around praising everyone and shaking their hands, I said to Dr. Cordell "I'm glad you hired Paratroopers, Admiral. They got the job done. All the way and then some, sir."
"Airborne all the way." replied Paratrooper Cordell. "Kalsu radioed in, and said Ellen Brooks was wounded in the arm and leg. Her armor was impacted, but it held. I'm going to head over to the Hospital and see if I can help out."
"Let me take you in my SUV, Doctor." said Teresa. "Just in case someone wants to start shooting at you."
"Take Jerome Davis too, if you don't mind." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came into Police Headquarters, utterly exhausted, but running on adrenaline and other fumes that kept me going. I had a lot of work still to do.
As the Chief and Sheriff went to the Chief's Conference Room, I went to Intel. "Who flew that drone into that gun nest?" I asked, already knowing the answer.
"That was me, sir." said Halston. "I'm sorry I destroyed it, sir; I know they're expensive and---"
"Don't be sorry." I said, stopping him. "You saved lives tonight, Mr. Halston." I shook Halston's hand, then said "You all did a great job tonight. Keep up the great work."
"Team effort, sir." someone said. I gave them a 'thumbs-up' as headed for the exit.
I then went to my office. Teresa was already back from taking Dr. Cordell and Jerome Davis to the Hospital, and came in to report... and to give me back my crowbar.
"We've shut down the street, and a full curfew is in force until dawn." said the Iron Wolf. "But we're not patrolling in cars. We're just flying drones and really hitting the street cams, and only send patrols in groups of three if we see any groups massing. So far, nothing has happened, and KXTC's vehicles are all at their headquarters. And there's no activity at the Block House, so we're not sure where Jacquez Wilson is."
I nodded. "Did you hear anything about Inga and Ellen while you were at the Hospital?"
"No sir," said Teresa. "I just dropped them off and watched them walk inside, then came on back. Oh, Cindy and Captain Thompson are in the Chief's Conference Room with the Chief, the Sheriff, the Mayor, and Chief of Staff Oswald."
"Yes." I said. "They tend to not invite me to meetings involving the Press, and their response to it. Okay, Teresa... you did a great job today and tonight. I know you won't go home even if I tell you to, so at least go lie down on the sofa in your office and get in a power nap..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Chaplain Romano. He was at the Hospital with Jerome Davis.
"Any word on Gunddottar and the EMT Brooks?" I asked.
"Ms. Brooks was being treated by Dr. Cordell as an outpatient." said Father Romano. "The bullets to her arm and leg were along the edges of her arm and leg, not deep at all. Dr. Cordell is stitching her up. She also has some deep bruises from where the bullets impacted her armor on her back, but they're non-life-threatening."
"Okay, give it to me straight on Inga." I said, knowing the Chaplain was hesitating on that.
"She's still in surgery." said Alberto. "There were two doctors in there, and then your wife was called in to assist, probably with the injuries to her... nether regions. I'm on standby in case I'm needed for... for the Last Rites."
"Okay." I said. "Please call me if there's any news at all... especially bad news..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00am, Tuesday, June 23d. Cindy Ross came into my office, and accepted my offer of coffee before sitting down.
"Any word of Inga's condition?" the Green Crowbar asked.
"Just that Laura was called in to help with the surgery." I said. "That's bad, because Laura would do surgery to repair the damage of anal rape as well as vaginal rape. Also, Father Romano is literally on standby to administer the Last Rites." Cindy nodded, then bowed her head to hide the tears she was shedding.
After a long moment, she looked back up at me. "How are you doing? I'm not getting a sense of much anything from you, as if you're shutting down."
"I'm just tired." I said. Then I added: "You know... I hate it when something is totally beyond my control, like today was. There was literally nothing I could do. You and Jenna got those burner numbers from Bettina; that was a great job on your part, and I never could've gotten that out of her, at least not in time to do anything with it. But I couldn't anticipate anything, couldn't figure out anything... I felt... helpless today."
Cindy said "I'll tell you this: the Sheriff was not happy that you gave up your armor to the paramedics, but the rest of the Force that was there... they got it. All they see and hear from the Media is that nobody has the Police Force's backs, that they'll let us hang out to dry. And then they see how you endangered yourself to rescue one of us that might not make it."
"Just doing my job." I said.
"No." Cindy said. "You did more than your job tonight, so don't try to dismiss it... or I'll call the Sheriff in here to make you celebrate your win, however small."
"Let's see if Inga makes it first." I said. "So how's it going with the Media?"
"That's what I came in here to tell you." Cindy said. "They're acting strangely. There was a bare minimum of coverage of rescuing Inga. KFXU got some footage with their helicopter and from the Command Post, though that's long distance and grainy. And I sent them and Bettina some of our drone footage, in return payment for her giving us Holder's burners. But so far, there's just no coverage of it, even though the national news networks are here."
"Hmmm." I said. "Were they not expecting Inga to be dumped there, nor for us to attempt to rescue her?"
Cindy shrugged, then said "The Press pool at the Hospital is also very small. Maybe they have agreements to disseminate the information? If they even care?"
"That's it!" I said, though not loudly. "They don't care. And why not? Because tonight was not a big part of the story... nor part of the story at all. And that means... they're waiting for something else to happen!"
"Okay, you should go try to get some sleep." I said. "I'm going to go get a couple of things done." Cindy left the office, as did I...
Part 20 - Black Lives Matter, Blue Lives Don't
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, June 23d, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the background. "The Civil Rights Division of the US Department of Justice is weighing in on the actions of the Town & County Police Department!"
Bettina began: "In the wake of harsh and even brutal Police actions to crush peaceful protests by People of Color over Police brutality, Civil Rights Division Compliance Officer Ava Hinds has issued a warning to the TCPD, reminding them that they are already being sued by the DOJ for racist discrimination against blacks and women, and that their current actions will lead to a Federal Judge imposing a Consent Decree against them."
Bettina: "Police used tactics that included what is known as 'kettling' to round up innocent civilians, Media reporters, and peaceful protesters during a demonstration last Friday, marking the 'Juneteenth' anniversary, an important historical date for People of Color. Social Justice groups condemn tactics like 'kettling', which they say abuses the Constitutional rights of those arrested without probable cause."
Bettina: "Police Chief Sean Moynahan responded to Ms. Hinds's statement, saying that the Police have acted to stop violent protesters, and that the Police will continue to do so despite false accusations by a, quote, 'agenda-driven DOJ', unquote. Chief Moynahan also noted that the TCPD is vigorously fighting the DOJ's charges in Federal Court, and will never consent to a Consent Decree."
Bettina: "And last night the Police rescued a kidnapped Officer. This is exclusive video that you will only see on Channel Two News. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing from fairly close up the ambulance driving in and picking up Inga, and the sparks of bullets impacting the sides of the ambulance and the street below could be seen. It was shot from a street south of Jefferson Avenue; i.e. the camera was looking north.
Bettina said "The victim has been identified as Police Corporal Inga Gunddottar, a decorated TCPD Officer that disappeared earlier that day. She was taken to University Hospital, where she was taken into emergency surgery for severe injuries as a result of being beaten by her captors. Her condition is reported as 'grave', which is worse than 'critical'. And now let's go to Jeff Hull, for Sports. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And now we know." I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room... and I drank a '5-Hour Energy' shot with mine.
"Know what?" asked the Chief.
"Cindy and I were talking earlier about why the Press coverage wasn't all that strong during the rescue last night." I said. "And now we know why: they were... and probably still are... waiting for reaction by Ava Hinds and the USDOJ. THAT is the Drive-By Media's big story in all this, what the Government is going to do to us Police for daring to arrest violent protesters and use force to rescue one of our own."
"Mighty interesting 'exclusive' (air quotes) camera coverage KXTC had there." growled Sheriff Griswold. "That camera was right there where the body--- excuse me, where Inga was dumped on the street. What has the Iron Crowbar taught me about coincidences?"
"And they didn't play it until this morning." I said. "It must've come from Lester Holder and the KXTC van that we pinged yesterday."
"Think we can get a warrant to arrest that son of a bitch Holder?" asked the Sheriff.
"We can try." I said. "But it'll have to be Holder specifically, not KXTC. Not even Judge Watts is going to touch a warrant against the Press right now."



"How is Inga doing, by the way?" asked Captain Tanya Muscone.
"Bettina was accurate about that." said Chief Moynahan. "I sat at the Hospital with Jerome Davis until the doctors came out... which was nearly six o'clock, an hour ago. They did what they could. Dr. Fredricson spent nearly three hours repairing the damage to Inga's torn large intestine and anal cavity, and stopping the bleeding in her vagina. They also operated on her chest, to repair the punctures made by her shattered ribs in several places. They'll still need to operate on her face, but have to wait for the swelling to go down."
Chief Moynahan: "But according to Dr. Morgan, it could've been even worse. Apparently Wilson was so intent on delivering blows to Inga's face that he never hit her in the throat. If her larynx had been crushed, that rescue last night would've been in vain. He also apparently hit her where ribs were, and didn't punch her in the abdomen very much... at least not enough to cause massive internal bleeding. And he never hit her in the back, especially around the kidneys."
Teresa said "It sounds like he knew what he was doing, to the extent that he wanted her left alive so we'd try to rescue her, and they could shoot at us."
"How's Jerome doing?" I asked the Chief.
"He is... devastated, I guess is the word." replied the Chief. "I think he felt hopeful when Inga made it out of surgery alive. I also think that what's on his mind is a lahhhht more than just her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The KFXU morning report with Catrina and Meredith was much more pro-Police, saying the Police stopped violent riots and rescued a kidnapped Police Corporal. But their report was subdued, and they also read Ava Hinds's full statement on the air.
"I wonder if the FCC forced them to read Hinds's statement." Teresa Croyle said after the broadcast as we started the Angels Meeting."
"I wouldn't be surprised." I replied. "Okay, status reports. Where are we on everything?"
Teresa started: "After last night, I told the Precincts to have everyone stand down as much as possible. Clean equipment and firearms, work out in the gym, catch up on paperwork, get some food. But very limited patrols, at least for today, unless a mob starts massing somewhere."
"How do the Uniformed Officers feel about that?" I asked.
Teresa understood, and replied: "A lot of them want to go out there, and show that we're not afraid of them. But an increasing number of them realize that it's getting dangerous out there, and holding back and being ready to hit massed protesters with more people is the right way to go."
"IS it the right way to go?" asked Tanya Muscone. "I worry about the common criminals, The Teacher's people, thinking they can get more active and commit more crimes."
"I hear you." I said. "And my answer, which I've told the Chief and the Sheriff already, is that it depends on the amount of Press scrutiny. As long as they're lying in wait, as they are now, we hold back. When they get bored and leave, we can return to normal patrols."
"I know you hate the Press, Don," Cindy said, "but do you really think they're behind all of this?"
I replied: "It might be more accurate to say they're working hand-in-glove with the people who are behind it. They, meaning those who plan these things, are always a step ahead of us, and we can only figure it out and react to it when it starts to happen. By way of contrast, the Press seems to either know in advance where to be, or knows who to follow around to be in front of the story."
"And in this particular case," I added as my gray eyes bore into Cindy's ice-blue peepers, "Lester Penis Holder sure has had a lot of timely access to Jacquez Wilson."
"Point taken." said Cindy.
"So what's next?" Teresa asked. "And don't say 'no data yet'." She meant it as a joke, I think, but I took her seriously.
"Oh, we have a ton of data." I said as I stood up and paced the floor behind my desk. I looked out the window over the parking lot, then paced some more. Then I looked up and said "The purpose is twofold, but the lines run parallel to each other."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The first thing they're trying to do is gin up a national story showing that white cops are racists and are exercising brutality against blacks, and we the TCPD are the Drive-Bys's latest target. The riots in the City are winding down, and the Press has been avoiding reporting on Wilmington, Delaware. So someone decided that our Town & County should be the next place to smear the good names of good cops."
Your Iron Crowbar: "They tried to do it with McCombs, and that generated local interest but not national interest. Then they went for the 'Juneteenth 22' plan, followed that up by shooting at Patrol cruisers, and when that didn't get the response they desired, they followed up by kidnapping, raping, and beating an Officer nearly to death."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And that's the second thing they're doing. From Penis Holder calling Tasha filthy names, to what happened last night... everything to this point has been done to enrage the Police, hoping we'll overreact with acts of brutality and excessive use of force. And if and when we do, there's the USDOJ Civil Rights Division, ready to come in like the Cavalry and save the day by forcing the TCPD into a Consent Decree."
"It hasn't worked... yet." Tanya Muscone said. "And that means you expect something else to happen."
"I sure do." I said. "Which leads me to ask: where is Jacquez Wilson?"
"In the wind." said Tanya. "Intel is working like dogs, and they're becoming exhausted. I put them on four-hours-on, four-hours-off shifts, and pulled the divider walls in Intel so they could get some sleep on cots on one side of it. But I digress... so far there's nothing on Wilson or any of his Block House Boyz gang, except the two inside the Block House, guarding it."
I nodded. "Okay, concentrate on Lester Holder's burners. I suspect one will light up sometime today... before the six o'clock news on the east coast. Also, track the KXTC vehicles. They're our best intel source on things about to happen before they do happen."
"What about Ava Hinds?" asked Cindy.
"We'll hear from her after we find Jacquez Wilson and go after him, if I don't miss my guess---"
"And you never do!" said a chorus of Angels.
I smiled briefly, then said "What I was going to say that when we go after Wilson, Ava Hinds will pop up and demand we treat the black suspects with 'respect' and 'dignity' and 'understand their frustrations'. And when they start shooting at us, if we shoot back, Ava Hinds will be there chanting 'Police brutality!'."
"No matter what we do, we lose." Cindy said glumly.
"Why Commander Ross!" I exclaimed jovially. "You have forgotten who you are speaking to!" I then lowered my voice and said "I don't like to lose, especially when it comes to Justice for one or more of my Officers."
*CHIME!*
It was Teresa's Police iPhone, and she glanced at it. "Oh crap." she muttered. "It's Father Romano." We all groaned.
Teresa looked up, then said "It's not about Inga. He says Jonathan Davis just arrived at the Hospital, and there's a lot of tension building..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
TCPD Lieutenant Jerome Davis was looking through the glass window into ICU when his father Jonathan Davis came up the hallway. Jerome glared at Jonathan, then turned back to the window.
"How's she doing?" Jonathan asked.
"She's fighting." said Jerome, his voice seemingly far away.
"What about you?" asked Jonathan, peering at Jerome. "You're angry? Full of hate?"
Jerome turned and peered hard at Jonathan, and said "What do you think? Of course I'm angry!"
"That's why I came up here, to talk to you about that." said Jonathan. "Is there somewhere we can talk?"
Jerome led the way to the nearest waiting room, where he'd been for hours. Father Romano was reciting prayers, but came out of it and looked up at them. Without anyone saying a word, he got up and left the waiting room, and neither Davis noticed him getting his Police iPhone out of his pocket.
"What do you want?" Jerome asked, his voice unfriendly, and angry.
"I know you're angry," said Jonathan, "and I know you want to lash out in revenge. I'm sure Commander Troy and the Police want to, as well. But what I came here to say is that you can't do that. You have to control your emotions and rise above it, and not react like I'm sure Commander Troy is going to."
"What?!" Jerome spat. "You were marching with those thugs, and you want to lecture me about it?"
"I want you to understand two things." said Jonathan, his voice getting more forceful, and perhaps a bit angry. "This wasn't right, but neither is the treatment of our people by racist whites. And Police brutality in response to this is not the answer to any of our problems----"
"Go out there and look at her!" Jerome shouted, pointing towards the window to ICU. "Look at what your fellow Haters did to her! You think that's okay?"
"Son, do black lives matter?" Jonathan asked. The look on Jerome's face cannot be adequately described here.
"Yeah?" Jerome fired back. "Do white lives matter? Do BLUE lives matter? Do Police Officers's lives matter?"
"No, blue lives don't matter!" Jonathan hissed angrily. "This is about our People, Jerome! This is about your People! And your family!"
"My people... are Blue," Jerome replied, his voice barely a whisper but with tremendous energy behind it, "I am far more Blue than Black. My family... is the Police. And they are the only family I've got left... I no longer have a father."
"Then I no longer have a son---" snarled Jonathan. He was interrupted by a loud beeping from the hallway.
"_/ ../ _ _/ .
_/ _ _ _
_ _ ./ _ _ _"
"T-i-m-e t-o g-o." Jonathan spelled out as he heard the Morse Code. "Time to go... whaa?" He went out into the hallway, and Teresa Croyle went past him into the waiting room, followed by Chaplain Romano. Jonathan went around the corner to see Your Iron Crowbar standing there, holding up my personal iPhone, using the Morse Code app on it to broadcast the message.
"What is this, Commander?" Jonathan asked.
"Walk with me, Chief." I said. I walked him to the elevator. He followed, saving me the need to force him to. At the elevator I said: "Mr. Davis, I am grateful and always will be for the help you gave us and Charlie Griswold. But the good will... and my patience... are beginning to erode. You need to go back home, Mr. Davis."
"Yeah, I'll go home." said Jonathan Davis. "But there's one thing you better not do. You'd better not lead my son down the dark path you're on, and you've been on. Oh, I know... we all do... that you're not going to let what happened to that young lady go unavenged. But don't take my son down that black hole with you."
I just held up the iPhone:
"_/ ../ _ _/ .
_/ _ _ _
_ _ ./ _ _ _"
Jonathan got on the elevator as it opened, and the doors closed between us.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Tuesday, June 23d. Jack Muscone and Karina White of the FBI came to my office, and I had them sit down.
"Just came over to give you a quick update on things." said Muscone. "Ava Hinds is at the Federal Building in the City, as are Lindsey Black and Martin Nash. The Rovers BAU team is across the State Line, in Hammondsville. EAD Owen Lange was called to Washington for 'meetings'. I spoke with him an hour ago, and he says the DOJ is watching the developing situation here in your Town & County very closely."
Karina White said "Ava Hinds has four Federal Marshals assigned to her, apparently as bodyguards, and other Federal Marshals in the State have been put on alert to support her if needed. They're being very open about that."
"Let me ask this," I said, "especially to a former ATF Agent like you, Karina: are they sending in any ATF people to this area?"
Karina said "Not much gets by you, Don. Yes, the ATF Agents assigned to both the City and Southport were told to report to the Conference Center at the University today, for what is described as 'refresher training' and 'situation briefings'. But they're not the Swamp Frogs's people... a lot of them worked with me in the past, and were part of that team that helped us with the ISCARIOT raid." (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 04-05.)
I grinned. "Y'all are calling it that, too." I said amusedly. "So you two must be thinking what I'm thinking."
"We're not exactly Agencies of the Weak-Minded, either." said Jack Muscone, with a twinkle in his beady black eyes, and as much of a smile as we were going to get from him. "Mort Springer and William Drew had explosives and lots of 'em." (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 02-03.) "We've also been watching out for Jacquez Wilson, and we think he and his gang have plastique in their 'Block House'."
I nodded. "I'm sure of it. And the Rovers BAU Team would say that Wilson would flee this jurisdiction if he hasn't already, but I don't think he has. And since he's crossed a line he can't uncross, and with the example of two men who seemingly willingly died in the kidnapping incident, I suspect he wants to make one final stand... and take out as many Police Officers as he possibly can."
"Sooooo," I continued, "I'm waiting for Wilson to show up somewhere, probably the Block House. And then we'll hear from Ava Hinds. And if we the Police attempt to arrest Wilson, and there is a philosophical exchange of values in the form of bullets flying everywhere, the TCPD will be accused of Police brutality and Hinds will try to get a Federal warrant to pretty much shut the TCPD down."
"She's already tried that." said Muscone. "She tried to line that up in advance with Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney in Midtown, but Federal Judge K.M. Landis got wind of it and reminded her that he is the exclusive Federal Judge to deal with for issues concerning the Town & County Police. We think that if anything happens, Hinds will go to Taney anyway, and if Landis tries to stop them, the Media will start chanting ugly things about Landis."
"I'm glad you brought your friendly ATF Agents in." I said to Karina. "We may need their help."
Karina said "It won't matter if you engage Wilson's thugs in armed conflict. Ava Hinds is going to come down on you, and the Media is salivating at the chance to chant 'Police brutality' at you."
I said "Then we'll have to make sure we don't do anything they can use against us..."
My desk phone buzzed and I answered it. I listened to the message, then hung the phone back up and said "It looks like it's about to go down..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am. The Sheriff, Police leadership, and Muscone and White assembled in Classroom 'E'. Captain Tanya P. Muscone began the briefing.
"About fifteen minutes ago," Tanya said, "a group of people began massing at the Block House, which is southwest of Town, and near the railroad branch line that splits off the main transcon line just south of BOW Enterprises and Crown Chemicals and comes into Town. The building was once owned by the railroad and was like a Depot building, so it's right next to the track."
Tanya: "The group of people began ringing the Block House, keeping about 20 yards out, and then this happened. As Bettina says, 'Roll tape'." Tape rolled, showing a KXTC van approaching the Block House, and being admitted within the ring of people.
Tanya: "As you can see, the van backed up to the main door of the Block House, which is in the north side wall, and apparently someone, maybe more than one person, went into the Block House. The KXTC van then drove out of the ring of people and went to Al Sharpton Elementary School... where several other Press vans drove into within the last hour and are setting up their antennae to transmit their feeds."
"How did someone manage to herd those cats into that one parking lot?" I asked in stunned amazement.
Cindy said "Ohhh, I might've leaked word to some people that the TCPD would not molest any Media vans that were in Sharpton Elementary's parking lot, but we'd impound vehicles found parked anywhere else in that area."
"Wow, that is just... outstanding." I said in awe.
Cindy made the 'muscles' pose, and everyone chuckled. Then she said "I can't take credit for it... it was Sheriff Griswold's idea."
"You made it happen, young whippersnapper." growled Griswold, his mustaches twitching merrily.
"Modesty is a human trait, Sheriff." I said, flat deadpan. "I will excuse it." Laughter erupted.
Tanya then said "Within the past few minutes, one of Lester Holder's three burner phone numbers activated, and we traced the transmission to the Block House. It's not the same burner as the one used the other night, though. Our FBI friends at the Federal Building may or may not be trying to get the data on that call."
"And we have it." said Tanya's husband, Jack Muscone. "It's to a burner phone in the City. The nearest cell tower it's pinging is the Federal Building in the City."
"Letting Ava Hinds know they're in place." I said. "Let's not disappoint her. Have we got the warrants to arrest Jacquez Wilson?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya. "But we don't know for sure if he's at the Block House."
"As dangerous as it is to assume," I said, "I think we can make an 'edumacated' guess on this one. Teresa, form a ring around the ring of people protecting the Block House. No one goes in or out. Arrest anyone who tries to get out or go in, but otherwise leave them alone as long as they don't do anything active. I need not say what the armor complement should be, but I will: maximum body armor, helmets, shields, girdles, the whole nine yards."
"If you'll excuse me, sir," Teresa said, getting up, "I'll go make that happen right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
By 12:59pm, the TCPD had fully encircled the ring of people encircling the Block House. Most of those people were young, black, and wearing red Antifa shirts, or black shirts with 'Black Lives Matter' and 'Black Voices Raised' on them. To my surprise, I did not see a single white person in the group, much less wearing green Environmentalist Wacko shirts.
Their numbers were such that they were an estimated five yards deep, with a bit of spacing between them; they were not like sardines. What surprised me, though, was that they were maintaining a distance from the building of about 45-50 feet.
"KXTC just put out the one-minute warning to break into their programming." Cindy said after reading a text on her Police iPhone. "And this is from KXTC... they want us to know about this."
"Let's watch some TV." I said. Some of the matrix of screens on the wall of Classroom 'E' were used to show the KXTC broadcast.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg with breaking news!" said Bettina, from the anchor desk in the KXTC studios. "Town & County Police have surrounded the pool hall known as the 'Block House', where they believe Jacquez Wilson has barricaded himself. The building is surrounded by 200 supporters of Mr. Wilson, who is a black activist and civil rights leader. And now let's go to trusted reporter Lester Holder with an exclusive that you will only see on Channel Two News! Lester!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lester Holder as the feed cut to him. A white sheet with the words 'Black Voices Raised' in black was behind them, screening the rest of the room from view. Next to Penis Holder was Jacquez Wilson. "I am here with civil rights leader Jacquez Wilson, who is being persecuted by Town & County Police. Mr. Wilson, what do you have to say to Commander Donald Troy and the Police?"
Jacquez Wilson said "The Juneteenth 22 have not been released; therefore, 22 white cops will die. We will also kill the families of white cops, and their dogs, too! If you think you can stop me, Iron Cracker, here I am! Come and get me! Come get me yourself!"



Then the feed became staticky, and cut off, followed by color-bars-and tone. A second later, Bettina was back on the air. "We seem to have lost the signal." she said. "We're working to get it back. In the meantime, to get you up to date, Jacquez Wilson, a black civil rights leader, is holed up in The Block House, surrounded by 200 peaceful demonstrators protesting Police brutality against People of Color, and... what's that?"
She was pretending to listen to her earpiece, then said "We now join KSB in progress with an important announcement."
The feed cut to a podium in some briefing room. "That's our Press briefing room at the Federal Building in the City." Jack Muscone said. A second later, Ava Hinds walked to the podium, flanked by attorney Al Kehoe and several Federal Marshals.
"Thank you for coming." said Hinds. "I am US DOJ Civil Rights Division Compliance Officer Ava Hinds. I am the lead Officer investigating the Town & County Police for institutional racism and Police brutality, and the DOJ has already brought suit against the TCPD for racism."
Hinds: "I am here to put the TCPD on notice that they are to respect the rights of Jacquez Wilson and anyone who is with him at his present location. I demand that the TCPD not resort to the tactics of Police brutality so often exercised by Mayor Daniel Allgood, Commander Donald Troy, and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle."
Hinds: "I demand that Mayor Allgood and the TCPD negotiate in good faith with Mr. Wilson, and bring their standoff with him to a peaceful conclusion, with no lives of any peaceful protesters lost. The Civil Rights Division is ready to assist by mediating the negotiations."
Hinds: "I insist that the TCPD show good faith by releasing the 'Juneteenth 22' that were wrongly and unlawfully arrested and imprisoned by the TCPD. And in fair warning: any use of violence by the TCPD resulting in the deaths of peaceful protesters will be met with a strong response by the USDOJ Civil Rights Division, including further lawsuits and criminal charges. I'll be taking no questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there it is." I said.
"Just as you predicted." said Teresa. There were murmurs of agreement.
"Black lives matter, blue lives don't." I said. "I noticed she 'warned' us about any protesters dying, but said nothing about Police Officers dying, or being brutalized by those protesters---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Cindy's Police iPhone. She scowled when she looked at the caller's name, then answered: "What do you want, Ms. Hinds?... hold on one second..."
She put the phone on mute then said "It's Ava Hinds. She says she wants to know where we want to have her set up to mediate the 'dispute' (air quotes)."
"May I?" Chief Moynahan. Cindy handed him the phone and he took it off mute and said "This is Police Chief Moynahan. To whommmm am I speak-innnng?... Well, Ms. Hinds, I'll just tell you that we do not accept your offer to mediate, nor am I inclined to give any credence to your threats... oh please, they were threats and you know it... Let me just sayyyy, that we are going to bring Jacquez Wilson into Police custody for charges that include rape, aggravated assault, and attempted murder, and... again, let me be clear: I don't give a damn about you, nor anything you say... Good-bye, Ms. Hinds." He vigorously pressed the disconnect button.
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," said the Chief as he handed the phone back to Cindy. "Try to solve it peacefully, but let me be clear: lethal force absolutely is authorized. And make sure none of those... thugs... surrounding the Block House escape arrest. Including Lester Holderrrrr..."
"Roger that, sir." I said, getting up. "Especially Lester Holder..."
Part 21 - Confrontation
The standoff dragged on into the early evening hours. The National Media was giving non-stop coverage, using drones and helicopters to show the standoff from the air... which gave us Police some good intel to work with.
Lester Holder had sent several reports from within the Block House, but the transmissions kept being cut off. "That's not us doing that." I reported to the Chief and Sheriff.
"Damn right it's not." growled Griswold. "It's Jack Muscone and the FBI doing it."
At 6:00pm, I addressed the Police Force in the Main Auditorium: "The situation is that there are 200 protesters ringing the Block House. We're going to try to take them alive, but in any case they are preventing us from arresting Jacquez Wilson; therefore, they are aiding and abetting a wanted criminal to escape arrest. They will all be arrested, and they will all be charged with that crime. Furthermore, if anyone dies tonight, they will all be charged with first-degree murder in the commission of those felonies."
Indeed, our Intel people were doing a great job of getting good photos of the faces of the perps, every one of them... the technology law enforcement has in being able to do that is astounding... and frightening.
I continued: "We believe the Block House is wired with high-grade explosives and detcord, so we cannot and will not just walk in there. We will use CS gas to subdue and/or smoke out the suspects, then send in a robot to find the explosives. Again, do not attempt to enter the Block House..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm. I gave a final briefing in Classroom 'E'. I had called in Jerome Davis, as well. After giving assignments, I finished up:
"BOW Enterprises is allowing us to use their emergency Command Center as a backup in case the Old Mill and Headquarters are attacked. Croyle, you and Davis will go there and monitor the situation. Captain Muscone is in tactical charge here at Headquarters. Commander Ross is helping Captain Thompson with the Media. And I'll be leaving here and going to the scene shortly."
After the meeting, Green Crowbar followed Red Crowbar into my office. "Don, what are you going to do? I mean, I don't see anything you can do but engage the ring of perps, and then Jacquez Wilson will be shooting at Police and maybe blowing up the building. So what do you really have in mind?"
I smiled as I put on my armor. "I see you've realized I have something else in mind, and you're right. Ava Hinds wants us to 'negotiate'... and that's exactly what I'm going to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before sunset, Teresa drove her SUV onto the grounds of BOW Enterprises and around to the back side of the main building. She went through the garage door, which closed behind her as she stopped.
"Let's go to the Command Room." she said. "You need to see it, so you can describe it."
"Say whaa?" asked Jerome as Todd Burke his assistant Takaki Mariko came up to them.
"Hi Jerome." said Todd. "I'm sorry about Inga."
"Thank you, sir." said Jerome.
"Tonight is retribution, if you so desire." Teresa said. They went down the elevator to the command room. "As you can see," Teresa said, "It's well-equipped to monitor what is going on."
"Wow." said Jerome. "But why do you need a place like this?"
"We used it in Commander Troy's final battle with Pastor Westboro, for one thing." Teresa replied. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01.) Jerome nodded.
"Okay, let's go to the hangar." Teresa said. Todd and Mariko did not come with them as Teresa led Jerome down the hall and to a flight of stairs. When they went through the door, they were in the warehouse building, the one where Lt. Ivar Irwin had made the supreme sacrifice. In front of them was a small helicopter, made out of what seemed to be matte black plastic. Four small missiles were inside cylinders on either side of the device, and there were two seats that looked to be a tight fit.
"Okay, Jerome," Teresa said, "Don and I wanted you to be the one to have this chance. I'm going to pilot this baby chopper. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to fire the missiles when the time comes, and wipe out the Block House. If you don't want to go, I'll understand, and you can drive my SUV back to Headquarters. Of course, I'll have plausible deniability, as 20 BOW employees are seeing me in the Command Room or around the facility."
Jerome was hearing his father's words, about going to the Dark Side. He would be committing to killing an evil man, but also other people, all of them committed to the destruction of the Police. And for what? Their sincere belief that white Police were oppressing them, keeping them down. Their sincere belief that all whites, and especially all white cops were racist.
He remembered how his father was so committed to the cause that he was willing to completely give up his relationship with his own son. He had tried to get Jerome to leave the Police, he had been arrested protesting the Police. That was some commitment, Jerome thought.
But there was some truth in Jonathan's words. This wasn't just a Police action. This was something else. Was it Justice? Or vengeance? And would he follow Donald Troy and Teresa Croyle's paths? Down a dark rabbit hole with no clear resolution at the other end?
He could feel Teresa's eyes on him, waiting for him to decide. And one other thought entered his mind...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:05pm, Tuesday, June 23d. I arrived at the Command Post, which was at the 45º mark (northeast) of the circle of Police around the circle of perps. The inner line of Police had the big metal shields, and Officers were taking turns holding them up, as they were very heavy.
There were actually two circles of Police. The outer ring wasn't a well-defined circle, but was completely cutting off access to the area, and were also covering the backs of the inner ring, in case someone started shooting at us from the outside.
"Arrre yooooo readyyyy..." I said to Sheriff Griswold as we came up.
"Make it so, Number One." the Sheriff said.
"Sir," said Myron Milton, "KXTC just broadcast another interview of Jacquez Wilson by Penis Holder." We watched, hearing Jacquez Wilson exhorting his followers to kill as many white Police as possible, and to not be afraid to die in the Cause.
"Okay," I said, fishing out my Police iPhone. "Here... we... go..." I dialed a number, the number of Penis Holder's second burner phone.
"Who is this?" Holder answered.
"This is Commander Troy of the TCPD, shit eater." I said. "Come outside, so I can give you my instructions for Jacquez Wilson."
"Come give them to him yourself, Cracker." replied Holder.
"Yeah, right." I said. "In case you haven't figured it out, Holder, it's your own life in the balance, here. You're not leaving that building alive. A lot of cops out here want to shoot you as much as they want to shoot him. So if you want to live through this, you better come out and play 'middleman'."
Holder hung up, but half a minute later he came out of the Block House and through the ring of protesters. I went to the front of the Police line. Though armored, I was exposing myself to the '200 martyrs'.
Holder came up. "I only came outside to tell this to your ugly white face, Cracker. Jacquez is not going to surrender. Ever. He's not even going to talk to you until the 'Juneteenth 22' are released from jail. And these good people here? They're committed to the cause of liberating People of Color from American Police oppression."
"Nice speech." I said, holding out a piece of paper. "Take this to him."
"Eat shit and die." Holder said. He turned to go back, and I reached out with my left arm and grabbed him by the back of his jacket collar.
"What the fuck?" Holder gasped as I pulled him back. "Let go of me! You can't grab me like that!"
Still holding his collar with my left hand, I got in his face and yelled "I'll do whatever I goddamn well please to you! I'll piss in your face, right here and now, and you'll lap it up with a smile!" I slapped the piece of paper hard into his chest. "Now you take that in there and give it to Wilson. Those are my orders for him."
"You don't give him orders, you son of a bitch!" Holder yelled.
"Listen, faggot," I said, "you go in there and tell Wilson to come out and get on his knees in front of me!"
"That will be the day." Holder scoffed.
"You tell that black 'boy' that he's going to come out and go to his knees in front of my white ass!" I said, seeing that my offensive language was infuriating Holder, as I fully intended for it to. "You tell Jacquez Wilson that the entire world is going to see his black ass on his knees in front of my white ass. And I might just make him suck my white dick in front of everyone, too! You tell him that... verbatim!"
"Fucking prick." muttered Holder, holding the piece of paper as I shoved him towards the ring of protesters. Then, in a fit of pique, I went forward and kicked Holder in the ass, hard, pushing him forward. He stumbled and fell, then got back up and rushed me.
"You fucking son of a bitch!" he snarled.
"Yeah, bring it on, faggot!" I yelled as he got almost close enough for me to ram him with my crowbar. But then he caught himself, and backed off. He went through the ring of protesters. Some of them, seeing me in front of the Police line, exposed, started coming towards me. My Officers pulled me back into the safety of our lines...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I promised you, Dad, not to do the things you've done
I walk away from trouble when I can
Now please don't think I'm weak, I didn't turn the other cheek,
And papa, I sure hope you understand
Sometimes you gotta fight when you're a man."
--- Kenny Rogers, 'Coward of the County'
The 'toy' helicopter was flying 'nap-of-the-earth', barely 20 feet above the ground, following the railroad tracks south. When it got to the Block House, with the surrounding area lit up by bright lights, its pilot, Teresa Croyle, turned east to face it, and lifted the helicopter higher off the ground. No one in the crowds of hundreds heard a thing.
"Press both buttons when it locks." Teresa said. Jerome Davis had his hands on the steering wheel, which looked and felt like a gaming console. The small screen in front of him showed crosshairs moving around and a dot in the middle.
*BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!*
The crosshairs locked on, and Jerome did not hesitate: he pressed the buttons. Two missiles launched, one from each side of the aircraft. The blue flames of the alcohol fuel were almost invisible and they flew unerringly towards their target...
Backstory: CIA assassins, and those of foreign services as well, send two marksmen to shoot a target if it's going to be through a window. The first shot shatters the window, and the second shot, unfettered by the window, strikes the target itself.
The missiles were similar. The first missile homing in on the transmitter inside, attached to the collar of Lester Holder's jacket, hit the roof of the Block House, exploding and opening a gaping hole. The second missile flew in and detonated inside.
*KA-BOOOMMMMM*
The two explosions were in such rapid succession that they seemed like one big fireball. They set off the plastique in the walls and stored in the kitchen, adding to the tremendous power of the blast.
Many of the 200 people ringing the building were knocked down, and some hit by shards of concrete. But they were far enough away that, amazingly, no one outside died. Even so, many of them panicked and ran away from the building... and right at the Police cordon.
"Take them down!" I yelled. "Arrest every one of them!" Police began engaging the running perps in personal combat, knocking them down, subduing them, zip-tying their hands behind them in a very coordinated way... as if they'd practiced and knew who would do what.
Some of the perps decided to attack me and the command post. It was a poor decision. Officers took the attackers down. I was right there with them, delighting in smashing my crowbar into perps's faces, swinging hard and hitting arms and bodies, and administering as much pain as possible to the lawbreaking thugs.
And then I felt myself being grabbed and pulled back. Rudistan and Hicks had followed the Sheriff's orders, and had extricated me from the melée. The Sheriff did not need words to make clear his orders that I was to stay back and let our Officers get the job done.
It was over in ten minutes. The Police made 202 arrests, and the perps were taken to County Jail for processing. And then I looked what was left of the Block House, which was 'very little'. The building had all but disintegrated in the explosion.
Leaving the world no poorer, eight men died. That one of them was Jacquez Wilson was good; he had gotten what he had so totally deserved. But I felt a much greater satisfaction, born from the knowledge that the Penis Holder would never again threaten my daughter, nor call her a 'halfbreed'. Ever again.
Lester Holder was dead.
To be continued.
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Part 22 - Deuteronomy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 24th, with the remains of the Block House in the distance behind her. "A standoff between Police and black activists ends in a terrifying explosion!"
Bettina began: "Police obtained a warrant to arrest Jacquez Wilson for a host of crimes that included alleged rape and aggravated assault. Wilson, considered by some to be a black civil rights activist, retreated to his headquarters, known as the Block House, and approximately 200 black protesters surrounded the Block House to protest Police brutality against People of Color, preventing the Police from executing the warrant."
Bettina: "Channel Two News's Lester Holder was granted exclusive access to Mr. Wilson, and he was with Mr. Wilson inside the Block House when it exploded. Channel Two News has confirmed that our colleague Lester Holder was killed in the blast, along with Mr. Wilson and six of his associates."
Bettina: "The Federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, which still goes by the initials 'ATF', has taken over the investigation of the incident. We have with us FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White." The camera panned out out to show Karina White, and Bettina said 'You were formerly with the ATF, were you not, Agent White?"
"That is true, Bettina." said Karina White. "I was with the ATF for over 20 years before coming over to the FBI."
"What can you tell us about the explosion?" Bettina asked. Lobbing softballs, was she now?
Karina said "It's very early in the investigation, but the initial findings are showing that explosives known as 'plastic explosives' or 'plastique' detonated inside the building. We are investigating the possibility that explosives were stored in the building, or even that the building was wired with explosives, and would have been detonated when Police went into the building to arrest Wilson."
"Could there have been something else that caused the explosion?" asked Bettina.
"It's possible, of course," said Karina, "but it's way too early in the investigation to know for sure."
"Thank you for your time, Ms. White." said Bettina. The camera zoomed in on her as she said "After the explosion, the Police made 202 arrests at the scene. Some of the protesters were treated for minor injuries, but there were no deaths nor serious injuries of anyone outside the Block House building itself, which experts consider to be a minor miracle. And now let's go to KXTC Executive Publisher Burt West, with an editorial comment."
"That you, Bettina." said Burt West as the feed switched to him in the KXTC building. "This latest explosion that claimed the life of our KXTC colleague Lester Holder is just the latest in a long line of incidents involving Police Commander Donald Troy. Commander Troy has long carried a crowbar instead of a defensive billy stick, and has used that crowbar to exercise Police brutality against People of Color."
West: "Commander Troy has interfered in our elections, resulting in the last Mayoral election being stolen by Daniel Allgood from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver. Allgood is not only an illegitimate Mayor, he's been sued by the Civil Rights Division of the US DOJ for racist actions against People of Color."
West: "Commander Troy has been accused of other crimes as well, and had to be pardoned by White Nationalist Governor Val Jared to avoid prosecution for having sex with a woman in his custody, possibly forced sex. He bullied two women that made credible claims of sexual harassment against Governor Jared into recanting their claims, which I believe to have been truthful and legitimate claims against the corrupt Governor."
West: "When our colleague Lester Holder was severely beaten, the Town & County Police made no effort to solve that crime, leaving us to wonder who actually committed it." (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 02.) "It is no secret that Donald Troy and Lester Holder clashed on several occasions, when Troy did not like the truth of Mr. Holder's incisive questions and comments."
West: "Donald Troy is the most corrupt cop in the history of the Town & County Police, and really of any Police Department in the history of our State. Furthermore, the current investigation is under the command of this region's FBI Special Agent In Charge... Jack Muscone, who is married to Commander Troy's Officer, Tanya Perlman Muscone. Troy was married to this area's Supervisory Special Agent, Melina Troy Allgood, and she is now the wife of illegitimate and White Nationalist Mayor Daniel Allgood. Troy has worked with Muscone, Karina White, and their Agents on many occasions for years, and they cannot be trusted to conduct a fair and honest investigation of this incident."
West: "And that is why I'm calling for an independent investigation of the Block House explosion that killed our colleague as well as a black civil rights activist. I want to know what... and who... really killed our KXTC colleague, and I want Justice in their names to be done. I'll be asking for a Board of Inquest to investigate Troy's actions in last night's incident, and I'll be communicating with Federal agencies like the Department of Homeland Security, and asking them to investigate. As long as the name of Donald Troy is connected to this crime, we cannot trust the current investigations to tell us the truth..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Captain Tanya P. Muscone as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Bettina has Karina White on for an interview, then Burt West does all he can to discredit her, as well as my husband and the FBI."
"Never mind that." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "Burt West just asked for a crowbar beatdown, or maybe he needs another visit from the Slender Man." (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man', Ch. 01.) "Were you expecting that one, Don?"
"No, not quite like that." I said. "I thought Bettina would be the one to make that speech."
"You know," observed Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, "Bettina didn't look very broken up over the loss of her 'colleague' Holder. And her report wasn't nearly as inaccurate and biased as many we've seen in the past. Maybe, just maybe, she refused to do that, so West had to do it."
I replied: "Good point, though West did not have to do it. He was more than willing, and even seemed to be enjoying it. As to the contents of West's diatribe and call for an independent investigation, it makes some sense in the context of some things I knew already... like the Rovers BAU Team being just across the State Line, in Hammondsville, and Martin Nash and Lindsey Black being close by. We'll be seeing all of them soon."
"They just don't stop, do they?" said Teresa, her voice filled with exasperation. "I mean, these bastards are rioting, destroying property and hurting innocent people, and they abduct and brutalize one of our Officers, not to mention Lester Holder and KXTC outright colluding with the criminals... and all they can think of is to attack you, Don."
'Welcome to the Leftwing Looneyverse." I replied. "That is what the Left and their Media allies do. They don't give a shit about innocents, nor Inga, nor the law, nor the Police. All they care about is their agenda."
"Okayyyyy." drawled Chief Moynahan. "Let's change the subject just a little bit. I heard from Chaplain Romano at the Hospital. Corporal Gunddottar's condition is unchanged; she is still in grave condition. But she has survived these last 24 hours, and that's a good first step." We all nodded. "You may text that to the Force, Commander Ross."
"On it, sir." said Cindy, getting out her Police iPhone and sending that text.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Karina White also appeared on the KFXU broadcast, but I didn't see it. I was in the Press Interview Room with the Chief, on a video call with the Precincts and Officers at Headquarters as they underwent their respective Roll Calls. The Chief complimented everyone on their professionalism and bravery in doing their excellent jobs over the past few days, then I gave my own compliments followed by reminding them that they were entitled to Union Reps if not lawyers during any 'independent investigations' by Federal Agents, especially those of the USDOJ Civil Rights Division.
"I got some scoop from Priya." said Cindy when I got back for the Angels Meeting. "She says the national networks significantly reduced their coverage of the Block House incident, and many of them are going to hang around for 24 more hours then start packing up and going to their next assignment."
"Drive-By Media in action." I said. "It's amazing how prescient Rush Limbaugh has been on so many things." Teresa and Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I'll tell you something else I've observed." said Tanya. "Chief Moynahan has been as supportive of you, of us, and just about everything, as I've ever seen him. He authorized lethal force almost from the get-go, and didn't get in the way at all during the Inga rescue and last night's Block House incident."
Teresa said "Father Romano said that the Chief stayed at the Hospital with him and Jerome Davis all night, and that the Chief seemed really moved by what happened to Inga. I think the Chief has realized that it's a war, and that we're doing some things we have to do."
Cindy said "I caught a vibe when Don went off on him about going after Holder to find out where Inga was, and then when I followed up and said we had to consider crossing the line. But you're right, Teresa... it was what they did to Inga that really got to him."
"Well," I said, "let's not look gift horses in the mouth. And let's smoothly segue into the next phase of all this... get ready for hostile Federal investigations, and harassment from the US DOJ."
As my Angels were leaving my office, Teresa turned back at the door and asked: "What do you think is going to happen to the 200 you arrested last night? You think Walters will really go along with charging them all with murder in the commission of a felony?"
"Time will tell." I said cryptically. "Time will tell..."
Part 23 - A Twisting of Arms
Town & County District Attorney Miriam Walters and ADA Savannah Fineman were walking down the hallway of City Hall towards Miriam's office.
"I can't believe Troy wants to charge all 202 people they arrested last night with murder in the commission of a felony." said Savannah. "And Watts let them make the charges in his kangaroo Night Court last night."
"I can understand some of it, though." said Miriam. "After what happened to Corporal Gunddottar, Commander Troy is not the only one who wants to open a can of whoop-ass on those slugs. And by charging them with murder, it sends a strong message to those that want to keep up with these protests, that they'll face consequences if they do."
"Yes," said Savannah, "but the time, manpower, and expense of all those trials by all those Juries? And after the McCombs trial, we're starting to see jury nullifications based on identity politics. We might be wasting our time with it all."
"We'll go through the names," said Miriam as she reached her door and unlocked it to go inside, "and decide which are the worst or repeat offenders, then see about reductions and plea deals-------" She stopped when she saw State Senator Katherine Woodburn (D - 1st District) sitting at the head of the conference table in front of her desk.
"How did you get in here?" snarled D.A. Walters.
"It was unlocked when I got here." said Katherine, not mentioning that 'was unlocked' was a verb, not a descriptive adjective, and not mentioning that the County Sheriff had used his master key to let her in. "Let's talk, Ms. Walters. Alone."
"Why don't you go to your office, Ms. Fineman." said Miriam. Savannah left, and Miriam went around to her desk instead of to the conference table. "What do you want, Senator?"
"I'm here to make you the ubiquitous offer you cannot refuse." said Katherine, standing up and looking at Walters across the desk. "Lawyers for Paulina Patterson came to your office. They and your lawyers worked out an agreement whereby ADA Patterson will continue to work in that role, will work with Commander Troy, will not be assigned to menial crap like working as that worthless piece of shit Fineman's intern, and will remain unmolested by you for as long as she chooses to continue to be an ADA here."
"You sound like the Iron Crowbar, what with that mixing of tenses." said Miriam. "That meeting will be this afternoon?"
"You're catching on." said Senator Woodburn.
"It was not a compliment that I said you sounded like the Iron Crowbar." said Miriam. "What's more, you sound like you were coached by him in what to say in this meeting now. Are you colluding with him on this?"
"Why no." said Katherine. "He does not even know that I'm here, nor that I'm doing this."
"Then why are you doing this?" Miriam demanded to know.
"Because it behooves and benefits me to do so." said Katherine, a bit harshly. "Ms. Walters, I'm told you can be a good D.A., a really good D.A., and not a piece of excrement like Krasney was. But you can just as easily and quickly be 'ex-D.A.', and if you think I can't make that happen, you're in for an education on real politics."
"It helps you, too." continued Woodburn as she began pacing in front of the desk. "You're short-staffed. You need help. And if you want to be re-elected... without my interference either way... you need wins in Court. You used that atrocious McCombs case against Paulina, but it will just as easily be used against you in the next election... and against Fineman in her failed bid to win the Solicitor race... oh, did I mix up my tenses again? No, that was a prediction."
"With all due respect, as I know you're a powerful and influential member of the State Legislature," Miriam said, "do you really think you're so influential that you can affect my election in the future, or Savannah's this Autumn?"
"Oh yes..." said Katherine Woodburn...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Flashback...
The day before, while I was busy handling the encirclement of Jacquez Wilson's Block House, State Senator Katherine Woodburn had been in a conference with University President Sidney P. Wellman, Chair of the Board of Regents Myrtle L. James, Regent J.P. Goldman, and selected Heads of Departments.
After a sumptuous luncheon, Dr. Laura Fredricson approached Katherine and asked if the State Senator could spare a few minutes for a private conversation after the conference was over. Katherine agreed, very curious to know what Laura wanted to discuss.
After meeting privately with Dr. Wellman, Katherine made her way to Laura's office, and was shown in by Laura's lovely secretary Laurie. "May I offer you some coffee, or water?" Laura asked as she sat down on one of the two sofas, indicating for Katherine to sit on the other one.
"No thank you." said Katherine. Though a smart, astute, and even cunning woman, Katherine Woodburn was manipulated by Laura into sitting on the sofa that faced the windows and put her into the light, and Laura into relative shadow.
That did not stop her from seeing and admiring Laura's lovely legs. No wonder the Iron Crowbar married her, Katherine thought to herself. My legs are good, but I can't compete. She's out of my league.
"So what can I do for you?" Katherine asked.
"I want to offer you a quid pro quo." said Laura. "Oh, nothing illegal nor underhanded. Just an offer to do you a favor if you do me a favor."
Katherine had to decide if she was being played, or if this were a chance for her to play Laura. She decided that it might be a good idea to play this one straight; after all, Laura Fredricson was once one of the most powerful women in the entire country, and still wielded considerable influence both locally and at the national level.
"What favor do you want of me?" Katherine asked.
"I want you to find a way to resolve the dispute between D.A. Walters and ADA Patterson." said Laura. "I want ADA Patterson to remain where she is... Assistant District Attorney... and for Walters to leave her alone and let her do her job."
"That's some favor." said Katherine. "And in return?"
"Twofold." said Laura. "First, there might be a time in the future when you will be wanting my help. Oh, I won't betray my husband nor our country in any way, of course. But if it's a legitimate thing I can do, I'll do it."
Laura then took a folder with papers in it, and handed it across to Katherine. "And here's the second part." Laura said. "That's everything that Bundy McGinty had on you... well, it would be far more accurate to say that it was everything Pastor Raymond Westboro had on you."
Katherine was wide-eyed with shock. "Mc... McGinty's Materials? They exist? Your husband has them?"
Laura replied "They did exist. And it would amuse me that people think he had the papers just because he solved the McGinty case... except for the fact that people tried to harm him and his family over them. Suffice it to say they had the wrong Troy. But don't get any ideas that you can use that knowledge; the papers have been destroyed."
Laura continued: "As to that information in your hands, it's mostly out-of-date, past the Statute of Limitations. I make a gift of it to you so that you know what Westboro had on you."
Katherine and been thinking fast, and saw her opportunity. "As a matter of fact..." she said, "there is one thing I want from you, and you have the power to make it happen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Wednesday, June 24th. District Attorney Miriam Walters came into the Main Conference Room... with ADA Paulina Patterson.
"Miriam and I accepted a deal." Paulina had excitedly told me and Laura at lunch. "I get to be an ADA. I'm practically autonomous, and I will be assigned to any case you request, Don... I can also hire one Deputy District Attorney to help me. In return, Miriam doesn't admit guilt in settling, she does not have to give me any cases other than the ones you request, and the settlement is sealed and I'm under a gag order not to talk about it publicly, especially to the Press."
Now in the Conference Room, Miriam said "Congratulations, Commander Troy. It's not every Police Officer that has his own personal ADA."
"Not every Police Officer is the Iron Crowbar, either." growled Sheriff Griswold in retaliatory response.
"I appreciate you settling your issues," I said to Miriam, "and I have a good feeling that it's going to work out well."
"It may not work out as well as you hoped, though." said Miriam. "If you insist on pressing the murder in the commission of a felony charges, Paulina will have to do every bit of that work, and try every one of those cases."
"And I'm looking forward to that." Paulina said.
"I think we'll be able to provide the evidence to secure convictions." I said.
"There is one other thing." said Miriam. "The number of cases, should you press them all, will mean that Judge Folsom is going to have to give some of them to Judge Nance, who will be inclined to give directed verdicts of acquittal."



"We'll handle it." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was like the old days, almost. The two offices between the Main Conference Room and the Chief's Suite, were re-occupied. The office on the left, nearest the Chief's Suite, was for the Sheriff's use. The other office was now assigned to Paulina Patterson. She'd once been in the office that was now Cindy's, but there was no way the Green Crowbar was going to be pried out of it (pun fully intended).
"I still have my office in City Hall," Paulina said, as I sat with her in the office, "but having this one will let me work more closely with you, and I can stay out of Miriam's way... and Savannah's."
"So how did the compromise come to pass?" I asked. Paulina looked at me funny.
"I thought you were behind it." she said. When I shook my head, she said "Miriam actually moved up the time for the lawyers to meet, and made that proposal. The only thing I added to it was the right to hire a DDA to assist me. If Hannah Doss somehow loses her race to be the Magistrate Court Judge, I'll snap her up."
"She's not going to lose." I predicted. "But no, I had nothing to do with any of it."
"I did hear that State Senator Katherine Woodburn visited Miriam in Miriam's office." said Paulina. "Maybe she was behind it, though why she'd want to help me, I don't know. We are politically not on the same side of things."
"Hmmm..." I mused. "Interesting..."
Part 24 - Federal Investigations
3:00pm, Wednesday, June 24th. We were meeting in the Main Conference Room. Present were the Sheriff, the Chief, me, Cindy, Teresa, Tanya, Jack Muscone, and Karina White. FBI EAD Owen Lange also had joined us, having just gotten into Town.
"Okay, here's what's going on." said (Jack) Muscone. "ATF took over the investigation last night, as is their privilege to do in cases involving explosives and possible terrorism, foreign or domestic. Miles Winters of Homeland Security is in tactical charge at the scene, but Karina here is the overall coordinator for the investigation."
Muscone: "Karina knows most of the ATF Agents, and I agree with her that they're good people. They've been working well with the TCPD and the SBI-BFE (Bureau of Firearms and Explosives), and have shared evidence samples with the State Crime Lab here in Town, partially for redundancy, but mostly in a spirit of cooperation. My FBI people have been interviewing TCPD Officers at the scene, and we thank you for your cooperation as well as the Police reports you've shared with us."
"That's the good news." said EAD Lange. "Here's the potentially bad news. Burt West's call for an independent investigation went viral on Social Media. It also got the attention of Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel, and he has asked the FBI's OPR to look into it. Washington is sending Martin Nash and Lindsey Black to independently investigate."
"If I may, Mr. EAD." I said. He nodded, and I said "Nash and Black are already nearby, so it's not like they're coming from Washington. But what about Ava Hinds and the DOJ? She's the one that will keep all this racial crap going."
"We're not sure what's going on with her." said Owen Lange. "My own suspicions are that she's waiting for the results of the investigation to move against you, the TCPD, and maybe the Mayor, too."
"Hmmm." I mused, then realized I'd said that out loud because everyone was staring at me. "Sorry. I was just wondering if there might be another reason they want to wind down the racial tensions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm, Wednesday, June 24th. Deputy Chief Cindy Ross and Press Relations Captain Damien Thompson entered the Chief's office. "Sir," said Thompson, "the Press is pushing for a press conference at 5:00pm our time."
"Rather presumptuous of themmm," drawled the Chief, "considering that I haven't decided to do a Press Conference in the first place."
"Neither has the FBI nor the ATF investigation teams, sir." said Cindy. "But I was thinking along the lines that if they're covering a Press conference here, they're not covering one by Ava Hinds, Brendan Chapel, or Democrat politicians taking potshots at us."
"I'll call Mr. Musconnnne, and see what he wants to doooo." said the Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm local time. There were so many national and local reporters that the Press conference was being held in the theater auditorium of the Civic Center, where the Charter Commission had held its hearings on the Police structure months before. On the stage were Owen Lange, Jack Muscone, Karina White, Miles Winters, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan... and Your Iron Crowbar.
Winters opened the presser: "I'm Miles Winters with the Homeland Security Department, leading the on-site investigation of the explosion that occurred during the Police standoff with a wanted suspect. We are currently interviewing Police Officers and witnesses at the scene, and testing forensic evidence to determine exactly what caused the explosion. I'll now call up Karina White, who has more details for you."
Karina came up and said: "I'm FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White. Before coming to the FBI, I spent over two decades with the ATF, and I am familiar with their methods as well as the conduct of investigations of explosions. First, in reviewing the overall incident, I want to commend the Town & County Police Department on their professionalism and their restraint in dealing with this very tense situation, and I commend the Police leadership for their actions at the scene, and also their cooperation with us in the investigation."
Karina: "I'll first go over the results of our testing of the forensic evidence. We sent samples to two different labs for testing, the ATF's facilities as well as the State Crime Lab here in Town, and both labs have confirmed the presence of residues of C-4 plastic explosives, detcord, and blasting caps. We believe at least part of the building was prepped with the explosives so that it could be detonated if the Police entered the building."
Karina: "Next: we've also analyzed video footage of the explosion from several sources. The walls blew outward, consistent with an explosion from within, and not a projectile striking the walls from the outside nor explosives wired outside. Confidence is high that the explosion came from within the building, but we are waiting for further results to get an idea of whether or not the explosion was deliberately triggered, or accidentally set off..."
After her remarks, Karina opened the floor for questions. "I'm Priya Ajmani, Fox 8 News. Has anyone found from Social Media or other sources that Jacquez Wilson intended to commit suicide and also kill Police Officers by blowing up the building?"
Karina: "Wilson definitely left us with plenty of material to look through. We're still going through the data to determine if that was his plan, and also to determine who provided the explosives, detcord, and blasting caps, which are tightly controlled materials."
"Bill Hacosta, for the SNN networks." said Hacosta. "The TCPD has been sued for institutional racism in their actions against People of Color. Are you looking for evidence that the TCPD is behind the explosion?" There were some gasps and murmurs at the question, but Karina was not rattled.
"In the words of the immortal Sherlock Holmes," said Karina, "we do not twist facts to suit our theories. We form our theories based upon the evidence we find. Next question------"
"Agent White!" Hacosta continued, loudly and haughtily, "In light of the previous racist actions by the TCPD, are you not even considering that they might've set off the explosives?"
"First of all," said Karina, "I don't accept the premise of your question regarding the previous actions of the TCPD. And second, I've already answered your question, and no amount of you trying to ask the same thing in other ways is going to change my answer."
I was delighted to see Karina handling the assholes of the Press like she was. And then it became apparent that Hacosta's question was a set-up for what came next:
"Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Sioban. "Our KXTC colleague Burt West has called for an independent investigation because your immediate superior, Jack Muscone, is married to Commander Troy's Captain of Detectives, and your comments today praising the Police as well as your answer to my colleague Mr. Hacosta shows your own bias in favor of Commander Troy and the TCPD. Will there be an independent investigation? And will you and Mr. Muscone recuse yourselves from the investigation because you can't possibly be unbiased?"
"Let me take this one." said Owen Lange, coming up to the podium. Karina gave way, and the EAD said "I'm FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange. Do not impugn the integrity of my Agents. I have full faith in the integrity of SAC Muscone and ASAC White, and she is very experienced and highly qualified to lead this particular investigation. The Agents of the FBI and ATF conducting the investigation are impartial, and will come to a fair and honest conclusion based upon the evidence."
We should've ended it there, but a black reporterette got up and shouted "I have a question for Commander Troy!" Owen Lange looked at me, and I nodded and came up to the podium. The black reporterette said loudly "Commander Troy, do black lives matter?"
"Does my daughter Tasha's life matter?" I replied.
"I asked you first."
"So answer first." I replied. "And I'll give you a hint: the answer to both questions is exactly the same." I turned to leave the podium.
"Commander Troy!" the black reporterette yelled. "Are you happy that Lester Holder is dead?" There were some gasps at that, but also something resembling snickering. I returned to the podium. 
"I'll reply with this question." I said. "Are you happy that a white Police Officer was raped and beaten nearly to death, and lies in the hospital in grave condition?" After a pause I said "Are you?"
You could've heard a pin drop. And you could've cut the Press hatred in the air with a katana...
Part 25 - Swamp Frog Investigation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, June 25th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The District Attorney is letting a white cop off the hook!"
Bettina began: "District Attorney Miriam Walters informed Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts that her Office will not retry white Police Sergeant McCombs after his first trial ended in mistrial. D.A. Walters and ADA Paulina Patterson did not respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment. Judge Watts released Sergeant McCombs from custody without bail."
Bettina: "The Police Union issued a statement saying that they look forward to Sergeant McCombs being restored to the TCPD with his rank, indemnity, and years toward his pension intact. The Union also stated that they are pressing their lawsuit against Commander Donald Troy after the TCPD ignored their grievances against his actions. Sergeant McCombs was fired by the TCPD for cause, and Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement saying that he will not restore McCombs to the TCPD quote 'under any circumstances', close quote."
Bettina: "And in related news, ADA Paulina Patterson dropped her racial discrimination complaint against D.A. Walters after the two sides reached a compromise settlement, the details of which were not disclosed. Channel Two News has learned that ADA Patterson will continue to prosecute cases, including the 202 cases in which the peaceful protesters at the Block House that were arrested will be tried for first degree murder in the commission of felonies, which experts say is an overreaching and brutal crackdown on peaceful black protesters. Mayoral candidate Eldrick X. Weaver issued a statement saying that the charges are, quote, 'yet another example of the racism of the American Justice System against People of Color', close quote."
Bettina: "In national news, Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel has responded to calls for an independent investigation of the Block House explosion here in our County, and has asked the FBI's Office of Professional Responsibility to follow up the current FBI-ATF investigation with an investigation specifically looking into the actions of the TCPD during that incident. Neither the TCPD nor Commander Troy has responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is that independent investigation going to be by the US DOJ?" asked Captain Tanya P. Muscone as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"No." said Commander Cindy Ross. "I got word last night that she flew back to Washington, D.C."
"For 'consultations' or 'instructions'?" Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle asked. "Will she be part of Chapel's independent investigation?"
"Not likely." I said. "Bettina was just now reporting on Chapel's investigation. His comments had to go out last night, which means the independent investigation is already in motion. They wouldn't recall Hinds to Washington if she were part of it."
"So why recall her?" asked the Chief.
"Because they're going to back off on the civil rights stuff, at least for now." I replied. "And to that point, I'll bet Cindy has heard from her confidential source that the National Media is packing up and leaving Town."
"Not much gets by you." replied Cindy. "Yes, Priya called me and said that after the disaster of a press conference last night... disastrous for the Media, that is... they continued to report for about an hour, then suddenly began dropping it. Behind the scenes, the National Networks started asking the local Media for the background on your confrontation with that black reporter, wanting to know the situation about Tasha, as well as your 'relationship', for lack of a better term, with Penis Holder."
Cindy: "Once they got the backstory, they realized that they couldn't really attack you over it, and just the fact that you have a mixed-race child destroys any intended narrative they wanted to create about you. So CNN and MSNBC just suddenly stopped talking about it at all, and everyone except Fox Cable are finding other things to talk about on their morning shows."
"Any idea why?" asked Teresa.
"Yep." I said. "As you know, Peter Dwayne Gordon of Clear Call Polling, who I was able to help a little bit to overcome the false rape accusations against him, sent me an email last night." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused'.) "Both local and national polling is showing that the violence by black activists is really hurting Democrat politicians in the polls, and helping Republicans, especially Conservative Republicans calling for law and order."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So someone at a pay grade much higher than mine has concluded that they're not getting any more traction out of what has happened here, so they are moving on, like the Drive-Bys tend to do. And I'll entertain bets that the National Media begins really winding down coverage of the violent protests."
"I'm not taking that bet." said Tanya. "Just because I'm married to an FBI Agent doesn't mean I became dumb enough to bet against you like they do." Laughter ensued.
"I'm still shocked no one outside the Block House was killed." mused the Chief.
"They stayed a distance away from the building, Chief." said Teresa. "I think they knew explosives were in there. They probably thought the Police would run through them to get to the Block House so they could run away while we got blown up with Jacquez."
"I dunno." said Cindy. "I don't think Lester Holder intended on dying with them. I think he was going to come out, perhaps deliver a new ultimatum, then he'd slither off unnoticed."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Someone give that woman a green crowbar!" Everyone chuckled, and the aforementioned green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Tanya's Police iPhone. She answered, said to us "It's Jack.", then put the phone on speaker. "You're on speaker with all of us, Jack." she said. 
"Hi everyone." said Jack Muscone. "Guess who just arrived at the Federal Building?"
"Martin Nash and Lindsey Black, and probably a couple of Federal Marshals." I 'guessed' (not really; I knew).
"Not much gets past you." Jack retorted. "Dugan and Powell are the Marshals with them."
"What about the Rovers BAU team?" asked Tanya.
"No, no sign of them yet." said Jack.
After he disconnected, I said "The BAU team still hates Nash for whipping Andrew Parsons's ass... giving him a crowbar beatdown, in fact." (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler', Ch. 02.) "So they won't be coming in to help Nash. I suspect they would've come in to support Ava Hinds... Parsons and Rovers helped Jocelyn Moran try to arrest me... but if Hinds doesn't show up, they likely won't, either."
"Well... they're herrrrrre." drawled the Chief. "Get your lawyers ready to support you if and when needed. I'll notify the Force, and I'll tell the Union to be ready to send lawyers to help..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
But we heard nothing from them that day. Nor the next. Nash and Black were given a small conference room in the Old Post Office Building behind the Federal Building, where they worked on the data. DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 04.) and ATF Agent Karl Coleman were working with them.
At various times, they discussed their findings, to wit:
"Okay, every TCPD Officer is accounted for, except two." said Karl Coleman. "They had the RFID chip data, cellphone location data, radio data, and whatever else for every Officer all ready to go, and gave it to Karina White. Mighty convenient that they had it ready, I'd say."
"They expected to be asked about it." said Martin Nash. "So who were the two that were unaccounted for?"
"Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, and Lieutenant Jerome Davis." said Coleman. "Her Police SUV was at BOW Enterprises, and the Police Chief and Police Commander's reports say that Troy sent them to the BOW Enterprises emergency command center in case rioters attacked Police Headquarters."
"I'm looking at the forensics data, at the lab tests." said Lindsey Black. "Definitely a lot of C-4 in there."
"Could Troy have planted it?" asked Coleman.
"Not that much." said Martin Nash. "And the Block House was always guarded, and virtually impregnable. Even the Iron Crowbar is not that good, to be able to get in there at all."
"Oh yeah, here we go." said Lindsey Black as she looked at a report. "There are traces of other high explosive residues from the mass spec, nowhere near as much as C-4 residues, but it's there." She began correlating the locations of the samples taken, to a map of the Block House on a piece of paper. "Yeah, this other stuff is not uniformly distributed. It's concentrated in a spot near the entrance, where we think Holder and Wilson were sitting, with the sheet behind them."
Nash said "I'm looking at the video footage from the Police cams as well as some of the Media's coverage. Here, take a look at this." Lindsey came over and Nash said "This camera is facing west. You can see the Block House, just one second before the explosion. You see that little blue smear in the black sky just behind the Block House, to the west?"
"Artifact of the video?" asked Lindsey. "Or a reflection from the lens?"
"Maybe I can enhance that." said Coleman, who had come up. "Media cameras usually record the infrared and UV as well as visible light. If I run this to show the infrared end... well, it's not much, but it's brighter than the surrounding sky. It's a heat signature."



"What does that tell us?" Lindsey asked.
Nash said "Take a look at this." He handed them a sheaf of documents, and said: "BOW Enterprises submitted a bid for what they described as a 'toy helicopter'. Bigger than a drone, but not as big as a full helicopter. And it could fire missiles."
"Wait, let me see that!" exclaimed Kevin Pitts. He went through the papers, then pulled one out, saying "Yeah, this is it. Those missiles were short-range, and burned alcohol fuel to accelerate to their target. And alcohol burns with a nearly invisible blue flame!
"Holy shit, we may have something!" Lindsey Black said, her hopes surging. "Let's review the explosion tapes again."
They watched the tapes, and Lindsey said "Now that we know what to look for, it gets easier to see. The four walls exploded outward, so nothing struck the walls from outside. The walls did give way, but that's why nobody outside was killed... you can clearly see that a lot of the force of the explosion goes upward, which is the path of least resistance. The roof had been blown open!"
"Wow." said Martin Nash. "But there's only this one blue smear, not two or more."
"That's a pretty long tail, there." said Kevin Pitts. "It could be two rockets close enough to each other to look like one."
"Let's get a warrant." said Nash. "In the meantime, Coleman, Pitts... sift through the physical evidence recovered at the scene, which is in the large back room of this building. See if you can find anything that could be a homing device for any missiles that were fired at the building..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How can I help you, Agents Black and Nash?" said the CEO of BOW Enterprises, Todd Burke, who appeared at the front desk within seconds of Nash and Black entering the facility, accompanied by one of his legal eagles.
"We have a warrant to examine your TH-69 toy helicopters," said Martin Nash, "which were the demo models you used for the bid you submitted to the Military." He handed the lawyer the warrant, who examined it and nodded to Todd.
"Right this way, then." said Todd. "Let me call to have them brought to the warehouse." He called, then he, the lawyer, security officers, Nash, Black, and their escorting Marshals walked to the warehouse.
"Are you wearing armor under your suit, Mr. Burke?" asked Martin Nash.
"Absolutely." said Todd. "I have no desire to undergo the abduction and torture I went through before." (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family'.)
"Isn't that illegal?" asked Lindsey Black.
"No, I have all the permits to wear concealed armor, having shown the potential threats to my life and safety." Todd replied with a winning smile towards Lindsey.
They entered the warehouse, where six large crates were sitting. "These are the babies." Todd said. "My guys can have them assembled in ten minutes, which was one of the selling points in our bid."
"Go ahead and do that." said Nash. As they watched the workers enthusiastically put together the aircraft, racing each other to have theirs completed first, Nash said "When was the last time one of these was assembled?"
"Oh, I'm not sure." Todd said. "We'll have a team assembling one or another of them to try something new. They make records of what they do, which I can furnish you."
"Yes, if you would." said Martin Nash. Within minutes, six small helicopters were sitting in front of them.
Lindsey Black examined the three that had missile launchers attached, the other three having Gatling guns attached. "This isn't going to tell us much." she said. "Missiles have been fired out of all of these." She wiped all the tubes, putting each wipe in an evidence bag. "Nothing fresh, so far."
"Where do you keep the missiles?" asked Martin Nash, as Lindsey continued.
"In our bombproof bunker below the main building." said Todd. "Very secure, two man control at all times when we take them out. Again, we can provide the records for you."
"What high explosives are in the warheads?" Lindsey Black asked.
"C-4." said Todd. "Blasting cap in the tip of the nose cone, that goes off on contact with the target. Kind of like a firearm firing pin striking the primer of the bullet cartridge, that sets off the gunpowder. Those tips screw on and off, separating the blasting cap from the explosive when we're storing them."
"Any other high explosives that you've tried?" asked Lindsey Black.
"Not that I know of." Todd said. "The Army may have tried something when they were testing the devices."
"What propellant do the missiles use?" Lindsey Black asked.
"Don't answer that." said the lawyer, speaking for the first time. "Aspects of this developmental program are classified by the Military."
"We have Top Secret clearances." said Martin Nash.
"I don't know that, and I'm not taking your word for it." said the lawyer.
"I believe that information is in the specs of our bid to the Military." said Todd. "You can ask them for that information.
"We'll do that." said Nash, failing to mention that he'd already done so. "Mr. Burke, can your wife fly one of these?"
"As I'm sure you know," said Todd, "she is licensed to fly helicopters, and the controls are simplified standard helicopter controls. So I'm sure she can."
"HAS your wife flown one of these?" Lindsey Black asked incisively.
"Don't answer that." said the lawyer, speaking for the first time.
"We're Federal Agents." snarled Lindsey Black. "He has to answer."
"Not only is that not true," replied the lawyer angrily, whose hackles were now fully up, "but Mr. Burke can invoke spousal privilege to not answer any of your questions about his wife, whom we all know you're investigating, here. So don't start playing 'Federal Agent' games with me nor my client, or I'll have a Restraining Order against you in ten minutes."
"And to that point," the lawyer continued, "I suggest you end this conversation, Mr. Burke, and ask these Federal Agents to leave your property. And without those bagged wipes that Agent Black is trying to sneak out of here without a warrant."
"We have a warrant." snarled Lindsey Black.
"To examine the helicopters, not to confiscate them, nor to obtain evidence from them under false pretenses." replied the lawyer. "I don't like the way you're trying to play this game, Agent Black."
"I have to agree with my lawyer." said Todd, not smiling anymore. "You don't play fair, Ms. Black. Hand over those wipes."
"But Mr. Burke did offer to send us records, and I hope he'll be as good as his word." said Martin Nash as Security Officers approached them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"BOW Enterprises sent the records Mr. Burke promised." said Karl Coleman several hours later, as darkness fell across the land. "They don't prove a damn thing, except compliance with State and Federal ordnance laws. We'll never make a case from them, for damn sure."
"You know, Nash," said Lindsey Black, "we could have kept those wipes I made."
"Maybe, but it would've been a fight, and would have escalated." said Nash. "And I'm not sure what we would prove."
"That alcohol-fueled rockets were recently fired." said Lindsey Black. Nash was getting irritated at her.
"Agent Black," he said, "first of all, it is very unlikely the evidence would stand up in Court, especially after the way you took the samples. Second, you've dealt with the Iron Crowbar before, and I worked for him for several years, so we both know what we're up against, here. If we're going to show that he or the TCPD was behind the explosion, we're going to have to build a solid case with a good foundation."
"You're an idiot, Nash." said Black. She got up to leave, but stopped as Kevin Pitts rushed into the room.
"I might have something." Pitts said.
"A smoking gun?" Lindsey said.
"Could well be." said Pitts. "First: Karl, tell them about what we found among the evidence."
Karl Coleman: "Oh... we found nothing. There isn't much of anything left. The pool table was blown to splinters, and residues suggest it was lined with explosives, which would create projectiles. The main refrigerator in the kitchen was also blown to bits; there was probably C-4 being stored in it, and while it contained some of the explosion, it was still enough to destroy the entire kitchen."
Karl Coleman: "Also, I found out that Karina White's ATF people think there was C-4 in the walls, and that when it went off, it created a shockwave on the inside of the building, but not so much on the outside, and the blasts from the walls would actually prevent the C-4 inside the building from blowing the walls out more than they were."
"So that's why people outside didn't get blown away." said Martin Nash. "Is that the so-called 'ring of fire' effect Commander Troy used to talk about?"
"What's that?" asked Pitts.
Nash: "Commander Troy once told us that when he was in the Army, they trained on using napalm and detcord to create booby traps. One was a 55-gallon drum filled with napalm and half buried in the ground at a 45º angle. Set it off, and a huge shower of burning napalm blows out, which could wipe out troops marching nearby."
Nash: "He said another thing they did was have a huge circle of detcord, with gallon jugs of napalm every few feet, buried just below the surface of the ground or just lying on the ground, then set it off when enemy troops walk inside it. They were told to stay outside the circle while constructing it, because if the detcord went off by accident, people outside the circle would get knocked back and probably concussed, but anyone inside the ring would be obliterated."
"Yeah, I've heard about that." said Coleman. "And that probably was what happened with the Block House. Those people inside were pulverized."
"So you were saying, Kevin?" asked Nash.
"Yeah," said Pitts, "I was wondering how someone could've planted a homing device inside, even though the place was guarded. I reviewed some of the tape, and I found this."
He brought up a video on the laptop. It showed Lester Holder coming out of the Block House and through the ring of protesters, and up to Commander Troy. Pitts paused the tape.
"As you can see here," Pitts said, "Commander Troy grabbed Holder by the back of Holder's jacket collar and pulled him back. They yell in each other's faces, then Troy pushes a piece of paper into Holder's chest. Holder takes it, then Troy shoves him towards the Block House, then comes up and kicks Holder in the ass, knocking him down. Holder gets up to charge Troy, but stops short, then goes back to the Block House. But note that the piece of paper is on the ground; Holder dropped it when he stumbled after being literally kicked in the ass."
"Okay." said Nash. "What does that mean for us?"
Pitts said "I was thinking that when Commander Troy grabbed Holder, he attached a homing device to Holder's collar! Holder's clothes are still at the Morgue, bagged as evidence."
"Head on over to the Morgue." said Nash. "Lindsey, want to go with him?"
"Sure." said Lindsey Black, eager to get away from Nash...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Morgue was in the TCPD Crime Lab Building, which was on the other side of the employees parking lot of Police Headquarters, on the street that led to the entrance to the Fairgrounds, and now across that same street from the new EMS Headquarters.
"Nash is such is a fucking Boy Scout." growled Lindsey Black as she and Pitts drove to the Morgue. The Federal Marshals were following in another car. "And naive as hell."
Pitts said "Well, that's why he's with the FBI's OPR Division; they usually get all the Boy Scouts in the FBI or other Federal Agencies."
"True," said Lindsey Black, "but he's playing this straight. Too straight." Then she said, "And for that matter, why is a DEA Agent part of the independent investigation?" Pitts himself was the DEA Agent to whom Black was referring.
"A whole bunch of reasons." said Pitts. "I'm familiar with this area. We were looking into Jacquez Wilson for drugs, and were asked if he might've picked up explosives along the way. But also... I was the DEA Agent in charge of a drug bust that was supposed to go down last January. I had it set up. Then it went to hell in a handbasket. The perps had cornstarch, sugar, and Monopoly money... real Monopoly money... but no drugs."
Pitts: "Commander Troy had fucked up that deal. And that was the night someone threw Curtis Halsey into that metal grinder, and what came out the bottom was less than what was left of the Block House." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 04.)
"Oh yeah, that." said Lindsey Black, remembering Curtis Halsey. "So... the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Are you after Troy, too?"
"If we can fuck him up, and take him down legitimately, I'm all for it." replied Pitts. "And that's what I'm doing here, which I suspect is what you're doing here. But Nash is right about one thing... we have to play this one straight. Muscone and White, and my boss Dwight Stevens, are the real Boy Scouts, and worse... they're believed to be associated with the Guardians of Justice."
"Fucking white nationalists. Makes me hate 'em all the more." muttered Lindsey Black. "So... you're a black man. How do you feel about what Troy did to Holder and Wilson?"
"I would've been pissed," said Pitts, "but then Wilson and his gang abducted that girl and did what they did to her. There's no excuse for that. None."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Federal Agents went into the Morgue, and introduced themselves to Martha the M.E. "I've already filed my autopsy report." Martha said.
"Yes ma'am," said Pitts politely, "but we need your help with something. We'd like to see the body of Lester Holder, and also the clothes he was wearing."
"You mean what's left of them?" Martha said. "Sure, let's go over there." She led the way to the 'vault', where one wall was lined with metal doors. She opened one and pulled out the tray, upon which rested the mortal remains of Lester Holder.
"Geez." said Lindsey Black, who was feeling a bit sick, and her skin approaching the shade of the green crowbar in Cindy Ross's possession.
"As you can see," said Martha, "he was literally torn to pieces. I don't know how much you know about autopsies, but in all my years of doing them, I don't think I've ever seen this much damage to a human body. Even in explosions, bodies usually remain intact. Maybe they lose a limb or something, but this is exceptionally extensive."
"Any idea what caused it?" Pitts said, then made a face at his own words and said "Well, I mean.. we know what caused it, but..."
Martha saved him by saying "I know what you're saying. Dr. Cordell, who is the Chief of the EMS service now, was a doctor in combat theaters in Afghanistan and maybe Iraq. I asked him to take a look, and he did. He said that an artillery shell exploding right in front of someone would do this, and Claymore mines used in Viet Nam also would do this to someone if they were literally a foot or two away from it. He believes that Holder, and Jacquez Wilson, who was not left in much better shape, were right next to some of the explosives, no more than a foot away."
"The others in the building weren't torn apart like this?" asked Pitts.
"Nowhere near." Martha said. She showed them a couple of the other bodies, and Lindsey Black said she got the idea.
"As to Holder's clothes," said Martha, "they are in as many pieces as he is, and some of them burned." She took a box out of the locked evidence container and opened it, noting the date and time. Pitts looked through the clothing.
"Oh wait." he said. "This looks like a scrap of his jacket collar."
"Collars are folded over, so the inner side may have survived." said Martha.
"What is this?" Pitts asked, showing Martha a black smear on the cloth.
"I didn't see that." Martha said. She examined it closely, then touched it with her latex-gloved finger. "It looks and feels like a small piece of melted plastic."
"Do you have a magnifying glass we can look at this with?" Pitts asked.
"Yes." Martha said. She led them over to the large magnifying glass mounted on a swivel over a table. Pitts slipped the piece of cloth onto the table under the magnifier, and examined it.
"It looks like a couple of tiny metal pieces, almost like wires, are in that plastic." he said. Black and Martha also looked at it. "Any idea what that is?" Pitts asked.
Martha said "My only suggestion is that a flying droplet of melted plastic fused with a piece of metal and happened to land right on that piece of cloth."
"It's not a button?" Lindsey Black asked.
"There usually aren't buttons on the back of the collar of a jacket." said Martha.
"Can we take this to the Crime Lab to be analyzed? We've got two man control, here." said Pitts."
"No you cannot!"
They whirled around, to see FBI ASAC Karina White standing there. Behind her was FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson. "I am in charge of the main investigation, and all evidence belongs to me. We can jointly take that over to the State Crime Lab, but I am not letting you take it by yourselves..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julius Jefferson took custody of the evidence with Kevin Pitts, and they rode in Jefferson's vehicle, with Karina White and Lindsey Black following in Lindsey's car. The Federal Marshals brought up the rear of the three-vehicle convoy.
"How did you know we were there?" Lindsey Black asked, and not exactly respectfully of the Agent that outranked her by a good bit.
Karina's eyes cut over to her, then back forward as she said "You walked into a building that shares a parking lot with Town & County Police Headquarters. The former head of the TCPD's Crime Lab is now their Captain of Detectives. She's also married to my direct boss. Q.E.D."
At the Crime Lab, Dr. Christina Cho met the Federal Agents in the lobby and brought them up to the Crime Lab. Kevin Pitts explained what he'd found, and wanted to know what it had originally been.
"We can x-ray it." said Christina. She did so as they watched, and everyone looked at the developed x-ray. Christina said "There's a little clump of metal inside the plastic, but it's too badly damaged to determine what it used to be. The exposed bits of metal you can see outside the plastic may have been wires of some kind."
Pitts thanked Christina, who added the evidence to the other evidence at the State Crime Lab, and the Federal Agents went their own separate ways.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Black and Pitts and the Marshals got back to the Old Post Office Building, they found that Martin Nash had ordered in a barbeque dinner. Hungry Federal Agents consumed it all quickly.
As they ate, Kevin Pitts said "The reason I got interested in that piece of plastic is because we've used something like that in the DEA before. A button, like a coat button, that has a little metal wafer in it that's a tiny fractal transmitter/receiver. There's no external power source, and it's not strong enough to be an active transmitter, but it can reflect an active signal... take it in and put it back out, so to speak."
"So maybe the toy chopper was putting out an active signal?" asked Lindsey Black.
"That'd be dumb." said Karl Coleman. "It'd be like using active sonar to track Russian subs... the perps would figure it out."
Martin Nash said "And to that point... while y'all were at the Morgue, I was in contact with County Airport and also the Communications Center on top of the Federal Building. The toy choppers are stealth technology, so I wasn't surprised the Airport didn't detect one of them. But the commo center said they received no active transmissions other than the Media transmissions to their satellites."
"That's it!" said Pitts. When they all looked at him, he said "If that was some kind of tracking device Troy put on Holder's collar, it would need an active transmitter signal to relay or reflect. And Lester Holder had a KXTC videocamera in the building!"



"Dayum!" said Lindsey Black. "That's a thought... and definitely a trick that would come to the Iron Crowbar's mind. But where could he get technology like that?"
"I'll pretend you didn't ask that." said Nash, trying to be humorous, but failing and therefore sounding offensive. "Troy's wife was formerly the Deputy Director of the CIA's Science and Technology Directorate. His uncle is Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart of 'The Vision', and Troy is tight with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and Army General McFarland. Any of those would do."
"That also explains why Holder was in so many pieces." said Lindsey Black. If the transmitter was on the collar of his jacket, then that's where the rocket would've gone. That poor S.O.B. never had a chance..."
Part 26 - Assisting with their Inquiries
Monday, June 29th. As we gathered in the Chief's Conference Room for the coffee klatch, Chief Moynahan disappeared for a moment. When he came back, he had ADA Paulina Patterson with him.
"I hope you don't minnnnd me asking Mr. Crowbar's fourth Angel to have coffee with us." said the Chief.
"Not at all." I said. My three Angels enthusiastically agreed, as did the Sheriff, who expertly used the remote to turn on the television monitor.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am sharp, from the parking lot of the Federal Building, with said building in the background. "The Federal investigation of the Block House incident continues!"
Bettina began: "Federal Agents continue to look into the explosion that claimed eight lives, including wanted suspect Jacquez Wilson and KXTC reporter Lester Holder. The investigation being led by FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White has found evidence that Jacquez Wilson and his gang, called the 'Block House Boyz', illegally purchased quantities of C-4 explosives, which were identified as the explosives that detonated in the building."
Bettina: "However, an independent investigation requested by the US DOJ Civil Rights Division and Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel has found evidence that the explosion could have been triggered by external means. With me is former TCPD Detective and now Special Agent with the FBI's Office of Professional Responsibility, Martin Nash. Agent Nash, it's been a minute since we've seen you."
The camera panned out to show Martin Nash standing next to Bettina, who said "Good to see you again, Bettina."
Bettina: "Agent Nash, what is your investigation finding that the other one is not?"
Nash: "I wouldn't say we've found anything that ASAC White's investigation hasn't, but we're following some additional lines of inquiry regarding the confrontation, particularly regarding your colleague Lester Holder's presence. We believe the videocamera he was using to interview Wilson may have been the signal transmission source that someone honed in on to trigger the explosives."
"Our camera?" asked Bettina skeptically.
"Not intentionally, of course." said Martin Nash. "But the camera was the only active transmitter in the building at the time of the explosion, as all the cellphones inside were turned off. As you may know, strong radio signals can possibly trigger blasting caps, which could have caused the wired building to explode prematurely."
"Oh my gosh!" Bettina said. "That would be tragic for our colleague. Thank you, Agent Nash." As the camera zoomed in on her again, she said "And now we have an exciting announcement! KXTC has been repurchased by its former owner, now-State-Senator Katherine Woodburn!"
As the camera panned out to show Katherine Woodburn, Bettina said "The FCC's ban on Senator Woodburn's ownership of a media company was lifted, and the newly reconstituted Woodburn Media Group has bought KXTC! Senator Woodburn...welcome back!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Katherine Woodburn. "While I am serving as the 1st District's State Senator, I will not have an active role in the operations of KXTC. And so I am proud to announce that KXTC's new Executive Publisher is none other than... Bettina Wurtzburg!"
After a pause, Katherine said "Burt West and KXTC have mutually agreed to part ways, and we wish him well in his endeavors. And one directive I have given Bettina and her colleagues at KXTC is for them to make Channel Two News the most accurate and trustworthy news source anywhere..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting there, speechless, my eyes wide as saucers. Some things do get past me, and this was one of them.
Cindy Ross was going for her iPhone, but I pointed across the table at her without removing my eyes from the monitor, and I said "Do not even think about taking a photo of me."
"Awww." pouted Tanya Muscone, but with a wickedly cherubic look on her face and a twinkle in her eyes. "But we may never get to see a surprised look on your face again, Don."
"So explain this one, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold.
Then he and everyone realized I was in a reverie. But it only lasted a few seconds, and then I came out of it and sipped my coffee. "Okay, that must be it." I said to myself. "Genius, too..."
"Don't even try to not tell us." Cindy 'warned' me.
"I'll just give you three words, and then I'll say no more about it, and you'll have to figure it out yourselves." I paused, then said "Quid. Pro. Quo."
Though I tried not to, my eyes glanced at Paulina. She caught my glance, and I think she understood. My three Angels had some mental work to do, though...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:50am. My three Angels arrived earrrrrly for the Angels Meeting.
"Come on, Don, you gotta tell us what's going on." said Teresa. "How did Katherine Woodburn get the ban on her owning a media company lifted?"
"Guys..." I said, my voice connoting warning, "it's like I said: figure it out for yourselves. And my not telling you should be a cluuuuuue as well as what I told you earlier. I'll say no more, not even to confirm or deny anything you figure out."
My Angels were 'not pleased', and their faces showed it. I said "I don't believe you guys. You took beating me in the Police Boxing Matches as a challenge, even though that was far more hopeless than this little mystery is."
"You know, Don," Cindy said as she closely examined her green crowbar, "when you're in a deep hole, the first thing to do is..."
"... stop digging!" said a chorus of Angels. That started some laughter, which became infectious.
"Changing the subject," Tanya said, "I usually don't discuss 'pillow talk', but Jack told me that the Nash Team found some piece of melted plastic with wires in it on Lester Holder's coat collar. Karina White intercepted them and forced them to take it to the State Crime Lab, and Christina told me it had metal inside the plastic."
"So what?" Cindy said.
Tanya replied: "That they even knew to look at Holder's coat collar suggested to Jack that the Swamp Frog team may know something we don't."
"I wouldn't stress on it." I said nonchalantly. "Unless they try to fabricate evidence... and I wouldn't put that past them... then what happened is what really happened; the C-4 exploded, destroying the building. I did think Martin Nash's theory of the KXTC camera triggering the blasting caps was interesting, though."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal our Police Chief. He said "I just got a heads-up that Martin Nash and Lindsey Black are on their way heeerrrre. You may want to call your lawyerrrrs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am. FBI Special Agents Martin Nash and Lindsey Black came into the front lobby of TCPD Headquarters, attended by Federal Marshals Dugan and Powell. Chief Moynahan came out to greet them, attended by Sr. Patrolmen Hardy and Drew of Vice, and Kalsu and Patrick of SWAT... armed and armored.
"We need to interview you, Commander Troy, Commander Croyle, and Lieutenant Jerome Davis." said Martin Nash. "And we'd appreciate a room for the interviews."
"The Press Interview Room is available." said Chief Moynahan. "And you can use Interview Rooms A,B, and C, here, as long as we don't have a sudden rash of people come in that we need to talk toooo. Per our protocols, as you know, Agent Nash, there will be a uniformed TCPD Officer in attendance for all interviews, and they will be recorded on our standard recording devicessss."
"We object to that-------" started Lindsey Black, but Nash raised his hand to stop her.
"That'll be fine, Chief." said Nash.
"Also, all of my Officers have been advised that they are entitled to Union representation as well as lawyers if they so desire." said the Chief. Lindsey Black looked put out by that, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the same time, DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts and ATF Special Agent Karl Coleman appeared at BOW Enterprises, asking to interview a number of employees. CEO Todd Burke brought them to a conference room, had coffee, water and doughnuts brought in, and told the Agents that a BOW Enterprises lawyer would be sitting in on every interview, whether asked for or not.
And a good thing they were. The Agents tried to trip up employees about the times they assembled the aircraft, and such things. The lawyers advised their clients to refer to the written logs, and the employees did. When Coleman protested, and asked them to verbally answer the questions, one of the employees summed it up succinctly by saying "Yeah, and if I say anything different from the logs because I can't remember, you jerks will arrest me for lying to a Federal Agent. So no, I won't answer. Read the logs..."
"They've been coached." Coleman told Pitts during a break in the interviews. "They're all saying the same thing, they're all saying refer to the paperwork."
"But they're all saying they didn't put together any choppers on the day of the incident." said Pitts. "I agree with you, though: they've been coached, the lawyers are obstructing the hell out of us, and we're not going to get anything..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief was interviewed first. He told Nash and Black that he'd delegated the on-site decisions and operational control to Commander Troy. He had agreed with Commander Troy's decision to have Croyle and Davis monitor from BOW Enterprises. He said Commander Troy had told him that he chose Croyle and Davis because Croyle was the wife of the BOW Enterprises CEO, and Lieutenant Davis was too close to Inga Gunddottar to be allowed to be at the Block House."
You get one guess who the 'uniformed presence' was for my interview, and it had better be a jovially-guessed 'Lieutenant Rudistan'. I came into I-A from the anteroom side and sat down opposite Nash and Black. And that's when the fight started.
Not really, but after my rights were read to me (Nash had learned that much while in the TCPD!), I said "I want an attorney present during any and all questioning."
"Call him, then." said Nash. I texted Mike G. Todd. I'd actually already called him, and he was on the way.
"While we're waiting," said Lindsey Black, "will you confirm you sent Commander Croyle and Lieutenant Davis to BOW Enterprises? Why those two?"
"I want a lawyer." I said. "I will not answer any questions without an attorney present."
"For crying out loud." muttered Black. "We can't even ask a simple question like that, and not get any cooperation here?"
"I want a lawyer." I said as if reciting a memorized lesson. "I will not answer any questions without an attorney present." I did that just to infuriate Black, and I succeeded admirably. Her face turned beet red; she was furious with anger.
"We're just trying to have a conversation here," said Nash, "and clear up some procedural things before the actual interview begins."
"Lawww-yerrrrrrrrrrr." I said again. You think these Federal Agents would get the message.
We sat in silence for a few minutes, then Mike G. Todd came in from the anteroom side. "Hi, Commander." he said brightly. "Are these Federal Agents respecting your Constitutional rights?"
"Not really." I said. "They continued to interrogate me after I asked for an attorney to be present for any questioning."
"Oh come on!" Lindsey Black started.
"It's on tape." I said, pointing at the camera mounted on the wall. "And Lieutenant Rudistan observed it. Try to deny it, and I'll have you arrested and put through full booking." Nash leaned over and whispered something to Black, and she sat back in her chair and crossed her arms in a full pout.
"Before you begin," said Mike G. Todd, "my client has already taken the Fifth with regard to previous accusations by the FBI and other Federal Agencies. Answering questions today is not a revocation of that earlier invocation, nor does it give up Commander Troy's rights to invoke at any time. I will be speaking for him during this interrogation."
"It's not an interrogation of him as a suspect." said Martin Nash. "It's a witness interview as part of our investigation of an incident------"
"I've instructed my client to treat this as a hostile interrogation, as if he's a suspect." said Mike G. Todd. "We'll act accordingly, or I'll cut it off now."
"All right." said Nash. "Commander, why did you send Commander Croyle and Lieutenant Davis to BOW Enterprises during the Block House incident?"
"You can answer." said Mike.
"As a precaution." I said. "In the event agitators used that incident as a distraction while they attacked Police Headquarters or 2nd Precinct Headquarters and overran it."
"Why them, specifically them?" asked Lindsey Black. It was more like a snarl.
"Commander Croyle is married to the BOW Enterprises CEO." I said. "I was on the scene of the standoff, so her presence there would be redundant. And Lieutenant Davis is dating Corporal Gunddottar, who was attacked by the slugs that were in the Block House, so his presence at the scene would've been a conflict-of-interest issue. So he was a reasonable choice to go to BOW Enterprises with Commander Croyle."
"What caused the explosion of the Block House?" Nash asked. It was a trap question.
"That's for the Federal investigation to decide." said Mike G. Todd.
"I'm just asking for the Commander's expert opinion." said Nash.
"I've answered your question." said Mike. "Move along."
Lindsey Black got out her laptop and opened it. "Let's watch some TV." she said, openly mocking me. I glanced up at Rudistan, who was trying hard not to laugh. A photo was brought up on the laptop.
"Do you see this blue streak against the night sky?" said Black. "What is that?"
Mike Todd said "Don't answer that."
"Could that be the trail of the propellant of a rocket?" asked Martin Nash. "A rocket that was fired to strike the Block House, and kill everyone inside?"
"Don't answer that." said Mike Todd. To the Agents, he said "You guys better start asking real questions rather than asking for speculation about who knows what the hell you're trying to make up."
"We absolutely will, then." said Martin Nash, trying to act like he had the upper hand, and was circling me like a shark circles its prey. That might work on Citizens that are scared of Federal Agents... but I was not one of those.
A video played, showing me grabbing Lester Holder by the collar. "That's you," said Martin Nash, "grabbing Lester Holder by the collar of his jacket, is it not?"
"What of it?" said Mike Todd.
"I'd like to hear Commander Troy confirm that himself." said Nash.
"Don't answer." said Mike Todd to me.
"What," exploded Lindsey Black, "you can't answer one frickin' question confirming what's on a video right in front of you?"
"I smell an entrapment attempt." Mike said as I just stared at Lindsey. "What's your point in asking that question?... especially since it's right there on video, as you said..." Lindsey glared at Mike.
"We found this on the collar of Mr. Holder's jacket." said Nash, showing a photo of a shiny black blob, that looked like melted plastic. "Do you know what that is?"
"Calls for speculation." said Mike Todd. "Don't answer."
"This isn't a fucking Courtroom!" exclaimed Lindsey Black.
"For the purposes of my client's Constitutional rights," replied Mike G. Todd, "it might as well be."
Martin Nash said "This piece of melted plastic has been identified as the remains of a transmitter/receiver device, that could be used as a homing beacon for a rocket fired at the building, which would have been the cause of the explosion rather than the speculation that there was C-4 inside the building. It was on Lester Holder's coat collar... right at the place where you grabbed that collar. We're building our case, Commander. Why don't come clean an tell us what really happened there that night?"
"Speculation is not evidence." said Mike Todd. "Find some actual evidence if you want to continue to speak to my client about this."
I looked at Mike Todd and said "I think we're done here. I'd rather read the fantasy books my six-year-old daughter writes than listen to this verbal excrement."
"I couldn't agree more." said Mike G. Todd. "This interrogation is over."
"We're not finished." said Nash.
"Yes you are." said Mike Todd. "My client is answering no more of your questions."
"He has to." said Lindsey Black. "Or he has to take the Fifth again, here and now."
"That's a lie." I said. "And if you ever say it again, to me or anyone in my presence, I will arrest you, and I will also sue you. Final warning." With that, Mike and I left through the anteroom door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jerome Davis came into I-1 with attorney Bernadette Gillem, Mike Todd's partner in the Madison & Ives Law Firm, and Fire Chief Emeritus Gillem's daughter.
"We hope that Corporal Gunddottar makes a full recovery." said Martin Nash after introductions. Jerome said nothing.
"What are your questions for my client?" said Bernadette Gillem matter-of-factly. Nash seemed taken aback by the hostility.
He read Jerome his rights from the card, then said "We just want to ascertain a few things about the night of the Block House explosion. First, you were assigned to BOW Enterprises that night?"
"Yes." said Jerome.
"You were there with Commander Croyle?"
"Yes." said Jerome, in a monotone voice, devoid of inflection or emotion.
"What times were you there?"
"I don't remember exactly when we arrived." said Jerome. "It was just before sunset. We were there until 11:00pm or so. The Federal investigation was already starting when we got back to Police Headquarters."
Lindsey Black said "Were you in the control room the whole time?"
"Pretty much." said Jerome, again woodenly. "I went to the restroom, got a Snickers bar from the vending machine, but yeah, we were in the command room the whole time."
"Commander Croyle was there the whole time?" asked Lindsey Black.
"She went to the potty a couple of times." said Jerome. "But she was there with me the whole time."
"How long was she gone from her potty breaks?" asked Lindsey Black. "Specifically, how many minutes?"
"I didn't time her." said Jerome. "But not very long."
"What is the point of questions like that?" asked Bernadette Gillem. "Are you trying to entrap my client by forcing him to answer a granular question like that?"
"We're trying to ascertain what happened that night." said Martin Nash.
"If you're going to play the typical Federal trap game," said Bernadette Gillem, "find someone else to play it with. I'm advising my client to answer no more of your questions."
"So you're taking the Fifth?" snarled Lindsey Black.
"That is not what I said." replied Gillem. "And your reputation precedes you, Agent Black. Don't start your tricks with my client, or I'll twist your cap around in Court with a lawsuit. Let's go." She and Davis got up.



"So you won't help us with our investigation?" Lindsey Black said, hurling the words at Jerome. "And your father was in the Navy over 20 years? I'm sure he'll be real proud of you."
Lindsey Black may not have realized how close to Death she came at that moment. But with a huge effort, Jerome pulled himself back from the cliff, mentally speaking.
"I'm sure." he replied woodenly, and walked out the door, followed by his attorney.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They called in Teresa Croyle next. She didn't even play; her lawyer Agnes T. Spires came in with her.
"We meet again, Ms. Spires." said Lindsey Black, remembering meeting Spires when Spires was defending Cindy Ross. (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 03-04.)
"That does not please me at all." Agnes T. Spires said witheringly. "Get on with it."
Martin Nash read Teresa her rights, then said "This is an interview as part of our investigation of the Block House explosion. We're interviewing you as a witness, not a suspect."
"You must think I'm stoo-pid." Teresa said venomously. "And I resent the inference." Nash all but recoiled at that.
"Commander Croyle," said Lindsey Black, "you were at BOW Enterprises at the time of the explosion?"
"Yes. In the Emergency Command Room." said Teresa.
"Why were you there?" asked Black.
"Because Commander Troy told me to go there." replied Teresa.
"Well, duh." said Lindsey Black. "What time did you get there? And what time did you leave?"
Spires nodded, and Teresa said "We got to BOW Enterprises just before sunset, whenever that was. And we got back to Police Headquarters just after 11:00pm. You can check the logs on the exact time we got back."
"Were you in the command room the whole time of the Block House confrontation?" Black asked.
"I may have gone to the restroom a time or two." said Teresa. "But for the most part, I was there."
Martin Nash said "Commander Croyle, can you fly helicopters?"
Agnes T. Spires said "Don't answer that." To Nash she said "What is the point of that question?"
"We're ascertaining if Commander Croyle can fly helicopters." Nash said simply.
"You know, or you should know if you were doing your jobs," said Spires, "that she is licensed to fly both helicopters and airplanes."
"Then I'll be much more specific." said Nash. "Commander, BOW Enterprises has an experimental helicopter under what they call the TH-69 program. Have you ever flown one of those helicopters?"
"Again, what is the relevance of this?" Agnes T. Spires demanded to know.
"Just answer the question." said Lindsey Black to Teresa.
"No, don't answer that." said Agnes T. Spires. "I am advising my client to not answer any more questions if you don't provide the relevance for them."
"We'll ask the questions as we see fit." said Lindsey Black. "And we expect your client to answer them."
"Then we'll stop this charade right now." said Agnes T. Spires. "Let's go." She and Teresa got up to go.
"Hey, get back here!" yelled Lindsey Black, getting out of her seat as if she was going to rush and physically stop Teresa. Teresa turned and assumed a defensive posture, but it was the 'Teresa Cunt' look on her face, showing her desire to do some physical harm to some Federal Agents, that stopped Black in her tracks...
Part 27 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
Sheriff Griswold, myself, and my three Angels met Jack Muscone at the Cop Bar for a late lunch at 1:30pm, Monday, June 29th. Jack had... what else?... double cheeseburgers. I had the Double Breakfast Burger Plate, as did Our Sheriff. Cindy had the... what else?... fish and chips basket. Tanya and Teresa enjoyed huge Steak Caesar Salads.
"I've half a mind to send our tapes of Lindsey Black's interrogation techniques to FBI Deputy Director Lawrence Lance, OPR SSA Nate Grimes, and my Congressman and Senators." I said. "I am really getting tired of her antics."
"May I offer you some simple and sincere advice?" asked Muscone. I nodded, and he said "Don't. I understand your frustration. But Deputy Director Lance has bigger fish to fry, and Nate Grimes won't care. To be honest, Dog, her way is more the norm than out of the norm. You're more of the exception in that you play it as straight by the Constitution and the Rules as anyone."
"Okayyyy, I won't stir up that hornet's nest." I said. "But I am very tired of her shit."
Sheriff Griswold piped up: "What is y'all's expert opinions on those inquisitions... I mean 'interviews'?" We all chuckled at the joke.
"Fishing expeditions." I said. "They have their wild-ass theory, but with no real evidence to back it up."
"I agree." said Teresa. "I got the sense that they really wanted to paste something on us, especially Lindsey Black. I guess she's trying to be elected Poster Child for the Swamp Frogs." Everyone chuckled.
Cindy said "Y'all may be surprised to hear this... but I got the vibe that Nash is playing it straight... 'honest within his heresy', so to speak. He probably really believes that theory, and has let Black and her cronies lead him down the Dark Path. Now Black? She's a slug, bordering on becoming a full-time dirty Agent. I understand your advice to Don, Jack, about not sending that tape, but I'm going to keep a copy of it for the future."
Tanya said "Do you think Lindsey Black knows about the rift between Jerome and his father? Did she say that to rub salt in the wound?" We all shrugged, not knowing, then Tanya said "I will say this, and then I will never speak of it again: if they are right, and you did what they think you did... it was a brilliant piece of work."
"Wish I could claim credit for it." I said. "But come on... would I put a transmitter on Lester Holder, knowing it might fall off and to the ground, or he'd realize it and take it off? If it came off and fell to the ground, then most of the TCPD would've been wiped out, basically doing what Jacquez Wilson was trying to do to us." Everyone nodded.
I went on: "And I'll tell you this: I peeked in on Christina Cho's findings concerning that thing, and even if it was what they say it was, it wouldn't be strong enough to send a signal of any kind more than a few feet. The Feds have some technology that small, but their stuff uses tiny batteries, and Christina didn't find any lithium or any battery material; her analysis found silver, gold, and copper, which passive electronics would be made of."
"What about the KXTC feed signal?" Tanya asked.
"All of the Media trucks sending signals to satellites were at Al Sharpton Elementary." I said. "So any missile homing in on that would be credited with obliterating a school and a lot of Media vans... hey! that's an idea."
"Uh oh." Cindy said. "And just when Katherine Woodburn bought KXTC and is corralling Bettina, and Holder is dead..."
"For the record, in case any Swamp Frog bugs are picking this up," I said, "I was kidding about that. But seriously, the feed from the camera Holder had in there isn't strong, and can be subject to interference. Usually there's a van or relay station very nearby... but there again is the issue: any missile fired at that likely hits the relay van or station, not the building."
I finished up: "So if there was a homing device, it would have to be a bigger and much stronger one, and it would have to be inserted into the Block House... which was constantly manned, guarded, and there's simply no way to get in there and plant such a device... and a device which Jacquez Wilson probably had the means to detect, and would have."
"I agree with all that." said Jack Muscone. "I'm going to tell Karina that, and have her send it up the chain to refute the Nash Team's assertions, which they are making to Brendan Chapel and Robin Isley. That whole theory is just bunk."
Yes, I thought to myself as everyone chatted. I did put that device on Lester Holder's collar, but of course what I said about it coming off and endangering the Police Force, as well as 200 other lives, would be poor management of the case on my part, to say the least.
So what did the rockets Teresa fired unerringly home in on? Under the Sherlock Holmes adage that once the impossible has been stripped away, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth: obviously a transmitter inside the Block House was the homing device. And how did it get there? Why, I went into the Block House and planted it myself.
Yes.
How? Easy peasy. The Tau Fraternity House members were incapacitated by carbon monoxide being pumped into the Frat House. In Teresa's hometown, they attempted the same thing to incapacitate me and Teresa. (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 05; 'Centuries', Ch. 02.) Soooo... in the dead of the night before, while Jacquez Wilson was still hiding elsewhere, a lone ninja in all black snuck up to the Block House, introduced an incapacitating sleeping agent that knocked out the guards inside. I then simply went in, confirmed that there was indeed C-4 all over the place (very important to do that, by the way), and then I put a powerful transmitter on the back of the refrigerator in the kitchen.
The small device I put on Holder did have two good purposes... first, it did pick up the transmission feed from the KXTC camera, and relay it... but only to the real homing device just a few feet away, which activated it. I did have a backup plan in case the device did fall from Holder's coat pocket, but I did not have to use it.
And second, I realized all along that someone might see the helicopter or the rockets, or that a camera might pick up the barely-visible flame of the propellant. And sure enough, the Swamp Frogs team did indeed find that. And they saw the video of me and Holder, and connected the dots, then found the melted transmitter. Not a bad job by them, really.
But I saw further. And while they were looking at the shiny object in the right hand, they were not seeing nor looking for what the left hand was doing. As to the execution (literally) of the plan, Teresa was more than willing to fly the chopper and fire the missiles, but she gave Jerome the chance to avenge Inga, a chance that he accepted, and one that, if I don't miss my guess (and I rarely do), went a long way towards his mental healing.
I got my MCD Lieutenant back, I avenged Tasha and Paulina having to endure Penis Holder's unforgivable and unforgiven insults, and the world was seeing that a premature explosion killed Wilson and his men... not 'Police brutality' by the TCPD that the Media so desperately hoped to see. And no TCPD lives lost trying to capture Wilson was the cherry on top. Q.E.D.
Cindy noticed my reverie. "I'm getting a vibe from you." she said. "Satisfaction. Whatever you did, it worked, and worked well."
I just looked at her and said "So, have you figured out how Katherine Woodburn was allowed to buy KXTC back?"
"You are cruisin' for a bruisin', brother." the Green Crowbar replied. "But I think I have. Jack looked into it and told Tanya, who told me, that Federal Judge K.M. Landis is the one who relaxed the restrictions from the plea deal and instructed the FCC to allow Woodburn to purchase media companies again. He's one of the good guys, so that means he was influenced to do so by a Good Guy."
Cindy: "And I heard... from Jenna Stiles... that it was Katherine Woodburn who twisted Miriam Walters's arm to settle with Paulina, and take Paulina back. Why would Katherine do that? To get something in return. Quid pro quo, as you hinted to us. And who is a Good Guy that exudes that much Federal power -AND- would have an interest in helping Paulina, and so would help Katherine in exchange for Katherine helping Paulina?"
Cindy: "I don't know if Tanya even knows this, but Teresa and I do... that when Paulina stays at The Cabin, she sleeps in the master bedroom... and with you and Laura if you are there. I've had my own share of threesomes with Callie and Priya, so I understand it. But what I also realized is the reason for a vibe I've been getting for some time... Paulina and Laura are more than just friends or fuck-buddies... they are lovers in every sense of the word."
Cindy concluded: "Soooo... Laura got Katherine to work over Miriam, and in exchange, Katherine got KXTC back, which is obviously a lodestone for her. Laura gets to keep Paulina, so to speak, and you get to keep Tasha, so to speak. How's that?'
"That is outstanding!" I said most very sincerely. "That is truly Iron Crowbar thinking, there. It took me a minute to figure it out, too."
"Exactly one minute." Cindy replied. "Took me all morning."
I said "Don't sell yourself short. You knew about Katherine's meeting with Miriam from Jenna Stiles. I learned it from... another source." (That would be the Intendent, the lovely Adele Peabody.) "And Laura hasn't said a word to me, so let's you and I just not mention this any further, either."
"Cool beans." Cindy said. "By the way, Laura invited Callie, Betsy, and me to dinner at the Mountain Nest tonight."
"Cool beans." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were finishing lunch, Jack Muscone asked "So what's going on with the Union and Don?"
Sheriff Griswold said "They're still pushing both forcing us to reinstate McCombs, and continuing the grievances and lawsuit against Crowbar, here. As Crowbar predicted, they did offer to drop the grievances if we reinstated McCombs, but I am sorry to say that Chief Moynahan told them that it would be a cold day in Hell before we let McCombs back on the Force... and the only reason I'm sorry about that is because Moynahan got to tell them before I could!" Everyone laughed at that. Good asskissing skills, we had.
Sheriff Griswold said "The lawsuit is likely going to be dismissed. But there probably will be a Board of Inquest. That won't be until after the July 4th holiday this weekend, though. In the end, it'll work out. It always does..."
Part 28 - Epilogue
Later that afternoon, Teresa got a text, telling her to dress up very nice for dinner. And Teresa cleans up very nicely when she's of a mind to.
The BOW Enterprises limousine picked her up in the employees parking lot of Police Headquarters. In the back was Todd Burke, dressed in a tuxedo. After Teresa got in the car, her loving husband presented her with a dozen roses.
"Oh wow!" Teresa said, stopping to smell the roses. "What's the occasion?"
"I'll tell you at dinner." said Todd.
They drove to the Chop House, where Todd had a back room reservation... the entire back room. Teresa never liked live music at restaurants, but the room was lit by nothing but candles. After pulling out the chair to help Teresa be seated, Todd poured them champagne.
Teresa said "Okay, Uncle Don has hit us with a mystery today, and one's enough. What's the occasion?"
Todd said "Well, it would seem that some people became aware of the TH-69 baby chopper system, and the right words were whispered into the right ears. General Alexander McFarland ordered a re-examination of the choppers by the Army Procurement Office. EAD Owen Lange still has high-ranking Navy contacts, as does Admiral Cordell. And Uncle Don is tight with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who 'suggested' that the Marine Corps look into our baby choppers. And US Senators Bill Nunn and Lorraine McGill might also have made some calls to the Pentagon."
"The bottom line," Todd said, "is that we have a contract."
"Oh, that's awesome!" Teresa said.
"Yep." said Todd. "We have an order in hand to build 30 more of them, which will become 100 or more as long as the choppers don't egregiously fail... and I think everyone secretly knows that one of those choppers did not fail on the night the Block House blew up."
"What about MegaTech, and their contract?" Teresa asked.
"Oh, they still have it." Todd said. "But the word General McFarland was getting is that there was a lot of dissatisfaction with it in the field. All the more reason to look to us."
Their steaks came, and they were delicious. For a few minutes the only sounds were the clinking of silverware on plates. As they ate dessert, Todd said "This contract is coming just in time, too. Our expansion into your home State has taken a lot of money. It'll come back to us in huge profits, but that initial layout was beginning to pinch."
"You're not in money trouble, are you?" Teresa asked.
"No, and we never were." Todd replied. "But with this contract, our cash flow just amped up big-time. Having said that, the money flow issue did cause Teddy Franklin, Barry Oliver, and me to start looking at things. We've been spending a lot of money, very fast, and we're going to start cutting some costs and saving more for a rainy day."
Teresa nodded. "That's wise. Of course we're not hurting personally. After all, I have my Police salary." She meant that humorously.
"You know, we've been very fortunate." Todd said. "You have a job you love, and they actually pay you to do it. I've got a job and a company I love, too... but the very best and luckiest thing that has happened to me is my wonderful, beautiful wife."
"Awww." Teresa said. "And I have the bestest husband in the world... and he's good in bed, too." That got some laughter, and both of them knew that they were going to spend several hours that night enhancing their skills in bed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy!"
That wonderful sound greeted me at the Mountain Nest when I got home, and was followed up by Carole trying to tackle me. Cindy and Callie were already there, talking to Laura. Betsy waddled up in imitation of Carole, and hugged my legs. I picked her up and gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
Carole said "Daddy are you ready to take the dogs out?"
"Sure." I said, seeing Buddy and Bowser at the back door. For Carole to ask to take the dogs out meant she had something to ask me. I handed Betsy to Cindy, and followed Carole and the dogs out the door. And once we were settled in the metal mesh loveseat while the dogs went to inspect the territories and do their business, she asked:
"Daddy, what does quid pro quo mean?"
"Uh, it means I do you a favor and you do me a favor." I replied. "For example, Marie might offer to help you clean up your room in exchange for you helping her with her math problems."
"I help her with those, anyway." Carole said.
"And your room is a mess, too." I replied. "It was just an example."
"Is it a good or a bad thing?" Carole asked.
"It can be either." I said. "Sometimes politicians make deals that are sneaky and crooked, and it's used to describe that. But some deals are good, too. By the way, where did you hear about quid pro quo?"
"Aunt Cindy was telling Callie something, and said that." Carole said.
"And you were listening to conversations that did not concern you again, weren't you?" I asked. Carole cut her eyes over at me. I looked back at her.
"Not too much, Daddy." she said. "There were right there in front of me and Betsy. They said something about Tasha, but I couldn't hear what they were saying about her."
"I see." I said. "What was your mom doing?"
"She was on the phone in the 'Puter Room." said Carole "Mommy doesn't like it if we kids go in there, so I just leave that place to her and you."
"Probably a good idea." I said, seeing two outstanding dogs coming back to us. "Okay, let's go back in and eat supper. I'm hungry."
"Meeeeeeee, too!" Carole replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that night, after Cindy and Callie had taken Betsy home and the kids were put to bed, Laura and I were sipping our drinks when I said "I heard you talked to Katherine Woodburn at a Faculty meeting the other day."
Laura's eyes cut to me, showing me exactly from where Carole had inherited that trait.



"Yes," she said. "And she was admiring my legs, like you're doing now."
"I can see why." I said. "You have the most beautiful legs I've ever seen."
"You married me for my legs." Laura sad as she cuddled into me.
"And a few other things, too." I said. I kissed her on the cheek, then planted a softer kiss along her jawline, then another.
"Mmm, keep that up," she said, "and you're going to have these legs wrapped around you in no time."
"That's the plan." I said. We got up and I led my wife up the stairs hand-in-hand to our bedroom...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"What are little girls made of?
Sugar and spice and everything nice;
That's what little girls are made of.
What are little boys made of?
Snips and snails and puppy-dog tails;
That's what little boys are made of."
--- attributed to Robert Southey, English poet and historian.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, July 2nd, from near the entrance to the Fairgrounds, with Police Headquarters and the Crime Lab/Morgue buildings in the background. "The Town & County Police has made a huge drug bust!"
Bettina began: "Police raided a building near Al Sharpton Elementary School on the southwest side of Town, and arrested eight persons believed to be members of the Block House Boyz gang that was once led by Jacquez Wilson. Those arrested are alleged to have been cutting and packaging heroin and fentanyl into small bags, called 'dime bags', for sale on the streets. Police confiscated ten kilos of highly purified heroin, colloquially called 'China White', as well as quantities of fentanyl, with a street value in the millions of dollars."
Bettina: "Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan issued a statement praising his Vice Squad and their supporting teams of Officers for the takedown, and also the new Intelligence Division for developing the information leading to the busts from what he described as 'numerous anonymous tips'. Chief Sean Moynahan also issued a statement praising the work of all the Officers involved."
Bettina: "In other news, the Police Union's lawsuit against Police Commander Donald Troy was dismissed with prejudice by Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom, who stated in his ruling that the Union was not following the protools outlined in the Collective Bargaining Agreement in their grievance against Commander Troy. He also cited over 150 'Friend of the Court' briefs filed by Police Officers stating that the Union was not acting in their interests in attempting to get Commander Troy fired. Commander Troy still may face a Board of Inquest over his actions in the McCombs incident."
Bettina: "In State news, candidate for Governor and current Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall will attend the Independence Day Triathlon here in our Town & County on Saturday, July 4th. Town Assemblywoman Stacey Jacobs, who narrowly lost her bid to unseat Malinda Adams as the Democrat nominee for Adams's Council seat, issued a statement saying, quote, 'It's not surprising that the racist, illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood would invite the racist, White Nationalist Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall to attend a celebration of a day of White Supremacy that is offensive to People of Color', close quote."
Bettina: "In a related story, Democrat nominee for Governor Hoyt Stenson canceled his expected appearance at the Police Chiefs Association picnic and fireworks show in Midtown, and he did not cite a reason for backing out. In a related story, the Stenson Campaign did not send anyone to a meeting with the Marshall Campaign and the State League of Women Voters, who sponsors State-level debates, leaving a series of three debates in limbo with regard to time and place."
Bettina: "Democrat Candidate for Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons will attend a 'Black Lives Matter' rally in The City on Saturday. His opponent, Ruby Russell, will attend a State Republican rally in Pottsville, hosted by State House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds and State Senator Cain Mitchell..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, let's go find the real Bettina's body." Captain Tanya P. Muscone said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. Teresa Croyle was not with us, but Paulina Patterson was. "Katherine Woodburn has to have disposed of it somewhere, and put that doppelgänger in Bettina's place."
"It was definitely a refreshing channnnnge." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"It sure was." said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, looking at me. I said nothing, and just stared at her, so she changed the subject:
"Congratulations to you and the Vice Squad, Tanya!" said Cindy. "That was a great bust!"
"Thanks!" Tanya said happily with her cherubic grin. "But it truly was a team effort, and I didn't have much to do with it. Lieutenant Rudistan led the whole thing, Joan Laurer led the physical raid, and we ambushed the perps really good. Not a shot fired, and they all just put their hands up and surrendered."
"You got 'a lot' (air quotes) of anonymous tips?" Paulina Patterson asked.
"Yes." said Tanya. "From what Mary Milton was telling me, we got two separate calls on our 'hot tip' line, then several C.I.s confirmed it when our guys contacted them. We pretty much cleaned up what was left of Jacquez Wilson's gang."
"I wish all our busts were that easy." I said.
"What do you mean, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief.
"I'm not trying to diminish what Vice and the Police Force did in any way," I said, "but isn't it amazing how quickly and completely the Block House Boyz were taken out?"
"Ahhhh... you heard what I heard, Crowbar, didn't you?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
"Though probably from different sources, Sheriff." I replied.
"What did y'all hear?" Cindy asked.
The Sheriff indicated for me to do the talking, so I said: "Again, not to diminish what the TCPD did... but I got word that KXTC itself was the source of the anonymous tips and the C.I.s getting word of that facility. And before you ask: the reason why was to cover their asses."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Word was getting around the Black Community as well as the Underworld that Lester Holder and Burt West set up Jacquez Wilson to be killed, that they guided him into that standoff, and it went wrong for Holder when the explosives in the building went off early and killed him, too. Add to it those two guys who basically committed 'suicide-by-cop' during the abduction of Gunddottar, and the gang was wondering if the Media misled and set them up, too. Ergo, the Block House Boyz were getting pissed."
Cindy said "I got word from my Media source that Martin Nash and Lindsey Black were trying to leak it to the Media and the Black Community that someone, whose name won't be mentioned but his initials are (I)ron (C)rowbar, fired missiles at the building, or otherwise somehow caused the explosives to go off early. But the National Media left Town and the locals didn't seem interested. But she... my source... didn't say anything about this business involving KXTC."
I said "Priya's with KFXU, so she may not hear what KXTC is doing as quickly as she used to. Also, after Karina White burst Nash's bubble with the 'official' (air quotes) report saying the explosives went off early, and maybe because of the radio transmissions from the KXTC camera in the Block House, Nash and Black gave up and went home."
Me: "Anyhoo, the new story is that KXTC set up Jacquez Wilson, and word was that his gang was going to retaliate with a hit on KXTC reporters. So someone puts out word where we could find the rest of the gang, and hey, presto! we clean them up completely. That's not a complaint, just the facts. I just don't want KXTC to think we're Agencies of the Weak-Minded, and that we weren't aware that we were doing their cleanup for them."
Tanya said "I have another question. I get it that Corey Coons will appear at a 'Black Lives Matter' rally on Saturday; after all, he's running his whole race on race, pun not intended. But why did Stacey Jacobs come out with that pure racist hate speech about July 4th?"
I said "I think that's what you're going to hear from the Media going forward: patriotism is racism. If you love America, you're a racist. If you support the Constitution, especially out loud, you're a racist. Salute the Flag, you're a racist. And July 4th? A day for racists to celebrate white slave owners."
I continued: "Look at what happened with the NFL A worthless slug that was about to get cut because he was not good enough to play quarterback anymore starts playing the race card, wearing socks depicting Police Officers literally as Pigs. That saved him for one more season, then he got cut anyway. But then... blacks started kneeling for the National Anthem in protest."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Hey, they can protest all they want for the other 23 hours and 58 minutes of the day, but for the two minutes of the National Anthem, show some respect, huh? But no, that's when they want to disrespect the Flag and our Nation with their Identity Politics protest. And now... the NFL itself plays the so-called 'Black National Anthem' before games. There's only ONE National Anthem, people, and I find the whole term and concept of a 'Black National Anthem' to be racist and offensive!"
"Strong letter to follow." said Cindy Ross.
"He's right, though." said Paulina. "And it extends to the Justice System. According to these race baiters, the Constitution was written by white slave owners, and it permitted slavery and counted blacks as three-fifths of a person. So the Constitution is racist, even though it was fixed and slavery outlawed. And since the Constitution is racist, then the Justice System under it is racist."
"Strong letter to follow." Cindy said again, trying to lighten the mood, which was getting tense.
I said "My question for Our Sheriff is: why isn't Hoyt Stenson's Campaign at least negotiating debates with Sharon Marshall?"
"Har." barked Sheriff Griswold. "I'll just say this: I want all of you to watch Hoyt Stenson's press conferences, public statements and speeches, and make observations and deductions. Having seen my wife in the early and later stages of Dementia, I'm seeing a man in the early stages of Dementia."
"That explains why he's hiding in his basement, avoiding public appearances and debates." said Tanya. "Does the Media know about this?"
"Oh yes." said Griswold. "And they're going to protect him as much as they can---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal cellphone, and the caller was my wife Laura. I listened to her, then said "Okay, thanks for calling... I love you, too. See you tonight." As I disconnected, I looked up at everyone.
"That was Laura at the Hospital." I said. "She was calling to report on Inga Gunddottar. Sepsis has not set in, and they've upgraded her to 'critical'. She's still in an induced coma, she will have more surgery next week, and she has a long ways to go. But 'critical' is a damn sight better than 'grave'."
"Oh, that's awesome news." Tanya said. "Every day she doesn't get worse is a win." Cindy and I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"How's Jerome Davis doing?" Cindy asked Tanya.
"He's doing his job pretty well." said Tanya. "But he leaves here, goes to the Hospital, and stays there all night. I've talked to him, the Chief has talked to him, Father Romano has talked to him, and we tell him there nothing he can do at the Hospital. She's not going to wake up out of the induced coma until they bring her out of it, and people will be fighting for a phone to call him if and when that happens."
"I'll talk to him, then." I said. "Possibly with a little more authority in my voice..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Righteousness exalteth a Nation; but sin is a reproach to any People."
---- Proverbs 14:34.
"Tell me again why we could not just have used the BOW Enterprises plane?" Teresa asked Todd.
It was the same Thursday, July 2nd, and they were sitting in the terminal at Dallas-Ft. Worth Airport (DFW), waiting for a connecting flight to Lake Charles Regional Airport (LCH) in southwest Louisiana. She noticed a large plane coming into the terminal at the Gate next to theirs.
Todd replied "First of all, I left the plane available for Teddy Franklin's use while he sets up our businesses near your hometown. He's also having to fly to Washington, D.C., as well as to meet the executives of the Midwest & Pacific Railroad to coordinate things."
"So why not charter us a plane?" Teresa asked.
"And that's the second reason we're not flying the BOW plane, nor a charter." Todd said. "I told you before we're doing a lot of cost-cutting. It's much, much cheaper to fly commercial than fly our plane down there, what with all the fuel and housing expenses. And it's hard to justify a personal trip to take it off our taxes. And honey, I did splurge for first class."
"True." said Teresa. "And that makes sense. I'm mostly concerned about security issues, being a near-paranoid cop and all---"
She stopped talking as she saw two boys at the window, overlooking the tarmac and the planes at the gate. "Wow!" one of the boys said. "There's Army guys there, and a hearse!" She got up and went over to them, and saw what they did; an Army Honor Guard was taking a Flag-draped coffin off the back of the big plane.
Teresa instinctively came to attention, and exhibited her beautiful singing voice as she began singing the Battle Hymn of the Republic:
"Mine eyes have seen the Glory of the coming of the Lord,
He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored;
He has loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword,
His Truth is marching on..."
People heard her singing and got up to see what was going on, and soon almost everyone at those Gates were standing respectfully. Two Army Enlisted men in camo uniforms came to the window, came to attention, and saluted. And as the coffin was loaded into the hearse, which then drove away down the tarmac, many people there joined Teresa in the chorus:
"Glory, glory, hallelujah!
Glory, glory, hallelujah!
Glory, glory, hallelujah!
His Truth is marching on!"
As everyone went back to their seats, the two enlisted soldiers came over to Teresa and said "Thank you, ma'am."
"It was my honor. And I appreciate your service." Teresa replied. She saw the unit patches on their uniforms. "503d Military Police Battalion, I see. Airborne unit."
"Yes ma'am." said one of the soldiers. "We're headed back to Fort Bragg, North Carolina. If I may ask, how did you know our unit?"
"Your unit patch." Teresa said. "My boss and I are Police Officers, and he was a Captain in a Reserve MP unit, and a Paratrooper, so we talked about MP units as well as the Airborne units..."
Part 2 - Mirror Image
9:05am, Thursday, July 2nd. My assistant Helena buzzed me to tell me that Captain Muscone and State Crime Lab Chief Chemist Christina Cho wanted to see me. I had them come in.
Christina was wearing a white dress and cork-high-heel white sandals, and she was looking mighty tasty. I remembered that 'tradition' that the Best Man and Maid of Honor would have sex, and as we'd been in those roles in Jack and Tanya's wedding, my little crowbar was hoping that tradition would come true. But I digress.
"So what can I do for you?" I asked after offers of coffee or water had been politely refused.
"Sir," Tanya said, "the State Crime Lab analyzed some of the drugs we confiscated
last night, including samples ranging from the bricks of pure 'China white', to the already packaged dime bags. This is to show it was what we thought it was, and also sometimes we can tell specific batches if there are enough unique 'markers' in the samples."
"And that's the case here?" I asked.
"Yes, Commander." Christina said. "We found something very unusual in the small packages, and then in the batches of bulk heroin. It had been cut with mostly starch, but there was some sugar, plain old table sugar, in there. We analyzed it more closely, and we found this." She extended a file folder with papers to me, and I examined them.
"Ohh, I see what you're saying." I said. "The sugar is L-dextrose... well, I should say L-glucose. That is interesting. And I see why you came to me with it."
"Someone clue me in." said Tanya. "On what that is, and why it's a BFD."
I said "Sugars, like glucose, have isomers that are mirror-images of one another, but can't be turned to be identical. D-glucose is what occurs in Nature, for whatever reason God and the Universe decided. L-glucose is not natural, but can be made synthetically."
"Like some potassium isotopes are radioactive?" asked Tanya.
"Not quite." I said. "Isotopes are at the atomic level. Isomers are variants in chemical structures." I held up my hands, then put them together as I said "Our hands are mirror-image isomers like that; mirror images of each other, and they can't be turned in a way to line up identically." Tanya nodded as she put her hands together the same way.
I continued: "And the reason it's important is because the L-sugar doesn't occur naturally; therefore, it was probably introduced somewhere in the line of this batch of drug's pathway to our County, and on purpose so it could be traced. And that suggests we've stumbled onto a Government operation. I'll explain more fully later, but listen as I make a phone call."
I got out my Police iPhone and called FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. "Hi Jack." I said. "I'm going to put you on speaker. I'm here with your lovely wife and her lovely Maid of Honor."
"Hi ladies." Jack's voice said through the speaker. "What's up?"
I said "Jack, will you do me a favor? Call Dwight Stevens of the DEA, and tell him Commander Troy wants to know if he uses sugar in his coffee."
"Whaa?" said Jack. "Ask if he uses sugar in his coffee, you said?"
"Exactly that." I said. "And ask him that way. And after he uses a lot of words he did not learn in my daddy's household, tell him that Commander Troy is ready to help him with his case if he wants that help..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30am. My assistant Helena was again called upon to admit visitors to my office. They were FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens. Muscone was wearing his ubiquitous FBI suit and tie. Stevens was dressed more casually, like an engineer on a construction site or something.
"Yeah," said Jack as they sat down at my bidding, "I didn't learn any new words, but I heard some old ones."
"Okay," said Stevens, "how much do you know, and when did you know it?"
I handed him the file folder. "As you may have heard, our Vice Squad made a big bust of a stash house last night. The State Crime Lab analyzed some of it, and found some small amount of sugar was mixed in with the starch they were cutting the drugs with. The sugar was not naturally-occurring D-glucose, but L-glucose. They came to me, and I subsequently came to you."
"Why us?" asked Muscone.
"Just as our Universe is positive-matter, with virtually no antimatter in existence," I said, "when our earth was created, for whatever reason the D-sugar became dominant and then exclusive. Animals, including humans, can and do process D-sugars as food. L-sugars cannot be chemically processed by our bodies, which were made to process D-sugars, but L-sugar tastes exactly like D-sugar, and it can be synthetically created."
"As such," I continued, "L-sugar would be a great substitute for D-sugar for diabetics, or just for those wanting to lose weight. And some years ago, BigAgraFoods and BigPharmaCorp did research and development of foods with L-sugars. They discontinued the projects after it was determined that making L-sugars were too expensive to make to be economically feasible."



Me: "But the Government has the money to have BigPharmaCorp or someone else make them a batch or two of L-sugars, and the L-sugar could be used to trace the path drugs were taking, from a little bit in otherwise pure bricks, to the sugar being part of the cutting agent. Soooo, Mr. Stevens, have we stumbled onto a DEA operation?"
"Yes, you have." said Dwight Stevens. "And I appreciate you coming to me about this first. And kudos to your Crime Lab for catching it; most crime labs wouldn't be looking for this."
Muscone said "Dwight, tell him the details of it, before he goes off finding out for himself."
"Okay." said Dwight. "Here's the full story, Don, and I know you have the clearance, so just verbally agree before this here witness Mr. Muscone that you won't talk out of turn about it."
"Scout's Honor." I said, making the Boy Scout sign with my right hand. I'm an Eagle Scout; I can do that and mean it.
Dwight Stevens started: "Good enough. The project is called 'Operation CHICAGO SPICE', because Chicago has the L-Train, and someone got cute about the name. It's exactly as you said: we had the idea to put some L-sugars into drug shipments into the United States. We had people in Mexico that could put L-glucose in their shipments over the border, and some people in Miami adding other, more complex sugars into their incoming shipments."
Stevens: "It was kind of like the 'Fast & Furious' operation with guns, but we didn't provide drugs, just added the L-sugars at the sources. All this was, was to trace the path of the drugs. Unlike radioactive particles, which could be detected, the sugars were untraceable unless one really knew what to look for. We weren't really trying to make busts, at least not originally. "
Stevens: "The project began four years ago, and I was vetted for it and put on the team almost three years ago. And in the early going, the project went very well. We were able to trace some major pipelines into the USA, and where the drugs were going. We learned a lot about the operations the cartels set up and how they ran their businesses."
Stevens: "Of course, one problem would be that eventually the sugars would branch out, like tree branches or blood vessels, and there would be so many traces around that the information would become less and less useful. And we also had to use different chemicals, as we can't tell one batch of dextrose from another if it was from two different sources. But we got good information for a good while.'
Stevens: "The party stopped a few months ago, when we we found this huge batch of pure heroin with L-glucose in St. Louis, then another one in Kansas City. We looked for where those batches came from, and they didn't match up with any previous known batches we'd marked with the L-sugars. So we thought we might have a whole new pipeline. But then someone figured out that this was a whole new batch of L-sugar, and not part of the original project."
Stevens: "So, we figured that someone else had independently had the same idea we had, and inadvertently stepped on our toes by running their operation. But it was 'no joy' on finding out who had done that. And then we realized that someone might've found out about our program, and put these batches out to fuck up our whole project... which succeeded. We were going to wind it down anyway, but that made us go ahead and wrap it up even faster."
I nodded. "Will what we found help you in any way?" I asked.
Stevens said "Sure. It's a data point, if nothing else. I'll send it to the analysts, and they'll run it against the existing data."
I said "I'd appreciate it if you could share any findings about this with us. The Block House Boyz are finished as an organization, but I'd love to know where they were getting their China White and their fentanyl from, and maybe this would help."
Stevens said "Sure, I'll send whatever we find to you. I can tell you what you probably know already, that since Marcie Harper's operation was taken down," (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.) "most of the drugs come up the River to Midtown from Southport, then by whatever means up the highways to here. The City also has pipelines into it, but most of the product stays there, to meet the needs of the City's addicts."
"Why does the River traffic stop at Midtown?" Jack Muscone asked.
Stevens said "The River is navigable up to the northwestern edge of Midtown. The State Line River is very navigable up to Randolph Heights, which is across the State Line River from Benning County in this State, and then river shipping suddenly can't go further north."
I said "A professor with the University's Geology Department was telling me about the meteor strike that formed Lake Reservoir, and he also told me that there was a major fault line that ran through Midtown and roughly northwest across the State west of us. About 400,000 years ago that fault line moved, a lot. If the San Andreas fault moved as much, the professor said, San Francisco and Los Angeles would be utterly destroyed."
Jack emitted a low whistle. "Wow, that must've re-routed some rivers." he said.
I replied "And more. It created waterfalls at the fault line, which is why Midtown was settled and populated, and there's a waterfall at Randolph Heights. It also damaged the land that is now Benning County, making it virtually unusable for growing crops. But ships can't climb the waterfalls, and the rivers above the fault line aren't navigable, anyway."
"Fascinating stuff." said Jack Muscone. "But back to the lines in the here and now: drug lines. I agree with Don that this might be an opportunity to learn about how drugs are being distributed through the State, and especially up to our children here at the University. Who are the DEA's people in Southport?"
"Juan Alberto Morales is our team leader down there." said Dwight Stevens. "Good Agent, and a good guy."
I said "Jack, this might be something we can have Tim Jenkins work with me on, as well."
"How's he doing since he was wounded?" Dwight Stevens asked. (Author's note: 'Woman In Love', Ch. 03-04.)
"Physically, he's just about fully recovered." Jack Muscone said. "He's agreed to stay with the FBI, and he's on our equivalent of desk duty down in Southport again. And I agree, Don, this would be something he could work on with us, if Dwight and the DEA agree."
"Absolutely." said Stevens.
"And here's something Jenkins can work on." I said. "One reason I called you when I saw the Crime Lab report, is because the cutting agents the Block House Boyz were using had a lot of L-sugar in it. I can see where the pre-cut pure China White had some of the L-sugar from your previous operation, but for them to have fresh sugar with the L-sugar in it? That's new and different.. and a starting point for us to look into."
"I see what you're saying." said Muscone. "What did the Block House Boyz know, and when did they know it?..."
Part 3 - Cajun Country
The heat and humidity of the Louisiana summer hit them like a blast wave as they disembarked from the aircraft at Lake Charles Airport. "I don't think we're in Kansas anymore, Toto." Todd quipped. He was wearing a suit and tie, and was paying the price for that choice of clothing now.
"I'm about to melt like the Wicked Witch." Teresa replied. She was wearing a green dress, which was much cooler than Todd's suit. "Let's go get our luggage."
After retrieving their luggage from Baggage Claim, they headed to the main entrance, and the parking lots beyond. As always, Teresa was looking around warily. Suddenly, she pulled Todd back behind a column near the entrance.
"Whaa?" Todd gasped, surprised. "What is it?" Teresa pointed for him to look through the glass of the entrance foyer, and he saw what she had seen. Outside the entrance/exit to the building, several people were holding placards with names. One young man was holding one with the name 'Burke' on it.
Teresa said "You said you rented a car, right?"
Todd said "Yes. Did your family send a car anyway?" 
Teresa said "Even if they did... I told them that my husband was coming with me, but I never told them your last name. They only know my name, 'Croyle'!"
"We could get Airport Security to check the guy out." said Todd. "Or do the Iron Crowbar thing, and walk into the trap."
"Do you see me carrying a crowbar?" Teresa replied. "And now you know why I don't. Yeah, let's get security--- oh, wait."
She was seeing the back of a dark-haired man come up to the young man. She could not see the man's face, nor anything but the long, black hair of the back of the head of the woman that was with him. They began walking in the other direction, giving Teresa no chance to see their faces.
"False alarm." Teresa said. "There's another Burke in the Bayou, I guess. Coincidences do exist."
"You can always have one coincidence." said Todd as they went out toward the rental car area. "I wonder who that 'Burke' is, though he's probably not related to me."
"I dunno." Teresa said. "As prolific as your father was with women around the country, maybe he left you a brother here in Cajun Country. His hair color was the same as yours."
"Yeah, it was..." Todd said thoughtfully.
"Like uncle, like nephew." Teresa said with as much of a grin as anyone was going to get from her. "Reverie time."
"Naah." Todd said. "Maybe just me being as paranoid as you usually are. I just had a fleeting thought that that was the brother I do know about... Benny Black."
"Hmph!" Teresa said. "So who was the black-haired beauty with him?" Todd merely shrugged his shoulders in response...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they drove east-by-southeast out of the populated areas, unerringly guided by the Siri program in Todd's iPhone, Teresa watched the landscape. "We are definitely on the bayou now." she said.
"Yeah." Todd said. "It's awesome, isn't it?"
"Gives me a new meaning, really the old meaning, for the word 'diversity'." Teresa replied.
Todd chuckled. "So tell me again who we're going to meet?" he asked.
Teresa started: "My mother's parents were Charles and Clara Belvedere. His father began a confectionary business, which supplied the Army with candies during World War Two that were distributed in the solders's food rations."
Teresa: "The business began floundering after the War, and my grandfather Charles took it over. He made it into a chocolate and cookie company. He also had three daughters: Clarissa, the oldest, who we're going to visit now; Dora Clara, the middle child; and Sarah Lenora, who eloped with an Army Officer that served in combat in Viet Nam."
"Your parents." Todd said.
"The same ones." Teresa said, then continued: "Dora Clara married a man named Edward Bessemer, who had started a cookie company. He not only married my aunt, he merged his company with my grandfather's, and together they created Bessemer cookies, which are still very popular today. Unfortunately, Edward died in a workplace accident. Legend has it that he slipped off a catwalk into a huge vat of flour, and suffocated before they could dig him out."
"Ouch." lamented Todd. "Horrible way to go."
"Yes." said Teresa. "With Edward dead, and Charles Belvedere not having any male sons, and having sons-in-law he either didn't know or didn't like, he sold his company to what is now BigAgraFoods for about $250 million in today's money. Upon his death, the money was divided equally into three trusts for each of his daughters, amounting to about $75 million each."
Teresa: "You know that Sarah had disappeared, so her share was untouched, and by the time we learned that I was the heir to it, it was worth over $120 million, of which I put $100 million in trust for the Hospital, and the remainder in trusts for the boys." (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 03.) Todd nodded.
Teresa went on: "Clarissa, the oldest child, inherited the family home, which we're headed to now. I understand that it's a very stately old plantation home from a long-bygone era. She married a man named Esterson, and has two children: Colin Esterson, and Jen Esterson Sakai. Jen married and subsequently divorced a Japanese man."
"I've heard the name 'Colin Esterson' before." said Todd. "Not sure where, though. Anyhoo, sorry to interrupt; keep going."
Teresa kept going: "Dora Clara died of cancer, leaving behind two daughters. The older daughter, Tessa, had two girls at a young age, and they are now teenagers. Tessa and her husband died in a plane or car crash, I'm not sure which. The younger daughter, also named Clara, is married to a Republican Louisiana State Senator, and they have no kids."
Teresa finished up: "We'll meet Aunt Clarissa and her kids, for sure. I'm not sure if the others are going to be there, or if they will join us over the weekend. I'm sure they'll inundate me with a lot of family history, and they will want to hear mine, so I hope you won't be bored. And I need not say that until we get to know them, we should not share too much about ourselves."
"I agree." said Todd. "Let's not mention to this Jen Sakai that I speak Japanese at all, much less fluently, until Mariko-san and her family have a chance to check her husband out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two old oak trees with gnarly trunks stood in front as sentinels. The old home was raised on piles of brick, cement, and wood columns, allowing flood waters to flow underneath, and there were two floors of living space. Porches wrapped around both floors, making the house look bigger than it was.
"Just about what I imagined." said Teresa as they parked in front and got out of the car.
"What did you think would be different?" asked Todd.
"I dunno, I guess I expected moss to be hanging from the trees and the house." Teresa said. "And I guess I thought it would look swampier than it does."
They went to the front door and Teresa rang the doorbell. It was answered by a tall older man in semi-formal attire. 'Ye-ezzz?' he intoned.
"Hi, I'm Teresa Croyle and this is my husband Todd." Teresa said. "We're expected."
"Yezzz. Please come in." said the butler. He led them through the hallway and to a sunlit room in the left rear of the house, and announced "Mr. and Mrs. Croyle, by appointment, madam."
"Thank you, Charles." said a woman past middle age but not all that elderly-looking. "Some lemonade for our guests." she said as she got up out of her chair in the far corner of the room. In the face, she looked a lot like what Teresa might look like in her older age, and one could see they were related. She had once had an hourglass figure like Teresa'a, but she had put on weight, especially around her hips, derriere, and thighs.
She came up to Teresa and Todd, using a cane to assist her in walking. "Ah, Teresa." she said, taking Teresa's hand. "It is so good to finally meet you. You are even lovelier than your photos. And... oh my, what a handsome young man you are! I'm Clarissa Belvedere Esterson."
"I'm Todd Burke, Teresa's husband." said Todd, giving the older woman his most winning smile as he took her hand in a formal 'old school' handshake.
"Please, come in. Do sit down." Clarissa. "And dispensing with formalities, do call me 'Aunt Clarissa', if you like."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Teresa, following the woman into the room, and sitting on the sofa next to the corner chair into which Clarissa plopped down.
"You had a pleasant flight down?" she asked.
"Yes ma'am." said Teresa. "I did want to ask you... you didn't send anyone to pick us up at the airport, did you?'
"Why no." said Clarissa, looking surprised. "You said in your email that your husband had arranged all of your transportation."
"He did." Teresa said. "I just asked because someone had a sign with the name 'Burke' on it. It was probably for someone else with the name 'Burke'."
"Likely." said Clarissa. The butler brought three lemonades. "Please try our lemonade. I hope it's not too sweet."
Teresa tried it. "Mmm, it's just right. Very good." she said truthfully.
"We have 'medicinal' things you can mix with your lemonade, if you like." said Clarissa. "Charles makes an excellent mint julep, as well."
"This is wonderful, just like this." Teresa said, sipping some more of her lemonade.
"The rest of the family will be arriving this afternoon, to meet you." said Clarissa. "And we'll be having dinner. We haven't had a really big family dinner here in quite some time, and I for one am delighted to be adding a newfound member."
Clarissa rang a little bell, then said: "I am sure you have many questions about us, as I have for you, but I am sure you're tired from your trip and want to get some rest. Charles, would you please show Teresa and Todd up to their room and fetch their luggage for them?"
"I've already taken the liberty of taking their luggage to their room, ma'am." said Charles. "If you will please follow me." They followed the butler upstairs to their room. It was not large, but comfortable enough, and ornately decorated. The window faced the backyard, and the view was spectacular as Teresa looked out.
"Oh wow, you can see water back there." Teresa said. "We must be closer to the swamps than it looks from the front."
"Yes, it's neat." Todd said. Then he noticed Teresa going around the room, using her ink-pen bug detector as they talked. The room was not bugged, she finally determined.
"What did you think of your aunt?" Todd asked.
"She seems to be very nice, in that old-school matriarch-of-the-manor Southern style." said Teresa. "But she seemed... a little nervous. What did you think?"
"The nerves may have been meeting a relative that she never knew she had, for the first time." said Todd. "You were a little nervous, too."
"Yeah." Teresa said. "I'm not really tired, but I could definitely use a shower. Care to join me?"
"Don't mind if I do." said Todd with his mischievous grin...
Part 4 - Working The Case
2:00pm, Thursday, July 2nd. FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins and DEA Special Agent Juan Morales had been flown up in an FBI plane, and were now having a late lunch with Jack Muscone, me, Cindy Ross, and Dwight Stevens in the 'Command Room' at the Cop Bar.
"Yeah, I feel good." said Tim Jenkins when asked. "I'm still taking it easy, though. Right now I'd come in third in a race with this pregnant lady." We all laughed at that.
As we finished our lunches, Dwight Stevens said "I talked with our DEA Special Agent In Charge, Rutherford Lyndon. He says that since Project CHICAGO SPICE is being shut down, he's okay with anyone in the TCPD that already has a security clearance working on it with us. My question is: what exactly is it you want to do, Don?"
"A couple of things." I replied. "We never got a firm grip on where Jacquez Wilson was getting his supply of product from. I'd like to establish that pipeline, maybe shut it down from the source end, but definitely keep anyone else from tapping into it and bringing drugs into my County."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And second... I've got my hackles up a little bit about those big drug shipments being found in St. Louis and Kansas City. And so I want to help you start peeking into some things, to find out where the perps got those supplies."
"You've got a suspicion about something?" asked Jack Muscone.
I said "I'll put it this way: when the TCPD is done with drugs that are in evidence, we take them under at least two-man control to the facility at the State Crime Lab, and they incinerate the stuff. They also use two-man control, and we get official notification back that the materials are destroyed."
I continued: "Most other Police Departments do the same thing, or similar. But there was a situation in Chicago where some enterprising Officers sent notification that the drugs submitted for destruction were indeed burned... and then those drugs ended up on the streets again. The Officers were selling the drugs to a major supplier and enhancing their retirement incomes very nicely."



"So I'm not making accusations," I said, "but my questions are: how does the DEA dispose of its no-longer-needed drugs stashes? Did Operation CHICAGO SPICE have quantities of L-sugar laced product still in a vault somewhere? And was that leftover product destroyed?"
"I don't know, but I can check." said Dwight Stevens.
"But do it quietly." I said. "If perps stole those drugs and sold them in St. Louis and Kansas City, there was likely insider help, and you don't want to tip them off."
"That's a good point." Juan Morales said. "Commander, do you think that's the case here? That some of our supply meant for the project was stolen and sold?"
I said "I need to eliminate it as a possibility. If that's what happened, then there's some mess and dirty people you can clean up. If not, then we move on with other ideas."
"Don is so often right the first time," said Jack Muscone, "that you DEA guys should really look into it."
"Or you FBI guys can do it for us." said Dwight Stevens. "It might be better if you do, rather than us investigating ourselves." Jack nodded in agreement.
"And I have one other question." I said. "DEA Agent Kevin Pitts. Good? Bad? Clean? Dirty?"
Juan Alberto Morales said "He's a good Agent, as far as I know. Clean record. He's had some good busts."
Dwight Stevens said "I agree. No complaints about him that I know of. You can look him up on our database with your FBI account, if you like."
"I do like, and I already have." I said. "And yes, his record is good. But he's also had a few set-ups that didn't go perfectly. No big deal; nobody's perfect, and drug deals don't go down right nor smoothly, sometimes. But would it be unfair to say Pitts is... 'ambitious'? That he has his eyes on citations on the wall? Maybe things to get noticed, leading to promotions?"
"In fairness, most Agents do." said Dwight Stevens. "And I don't say that as a negative. Some want to move up the ladder, while some don't mind sitting back and serving their entire careers on the lowest rungs. Pitts? Yeah, he wants to move ahead, and with the added advantage of being black, he likely will get opportunities, and soon."
"Opportunities with whom?" Cindy said quietly and cryptically at me. I just nodded in her direction; she'd realized what my 'citations on the wall' comment truly referred to...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Thursday, July 2nd. Captain Tanya P. Muscone came to my office. "I've asked Jerome Davis and Joanne Warner to work on it with Penny Scott, who had a clearance in the Military that we reconstituted for her. It'll give Jerome something to do, to take his mind off Inga for a while."
"Good." I said. "They're Federal Consultants, so the DEA won't have an issue with them. But let me ask you this: how is Jerome? Really?"
"He's okay. Really." Tanya said reassuringly. "When he's at work, his head is in the game."
I nodded. "Good. But I still may have him talk to Laura."
"Why?" asked Tanya. "I mean... you think there's a problem with Jerome?"
I said "I'm concerned about him spending literally every moment of his free time at the Hospital, when he can't do anything for Inga, and they won't bring her out of her induced coma without letting us know first. If and when Inga recovers, it's going to be long and hard for her... mentally, as well as physically."
"And she'll need his support." said Tanya.
"True." I said. "And that's why I don't want Jerome exhausting himself now, and not be fully there when the time comes that she needs him the most."
Tanya said "I get that... but I think there's something more going on in that red head of yours about it. So spill it."
"You Angels know me too well, at times." I said. "But yes, I'm also worried that... well, when Inga wake up, she may not remember what happened to her... or she may remember every bit of it. Cindy doesn't remember anything, but Jenna Stiles does. She's been tough, and she puts on a good outward appearance, but she still has nightmares about what happened to her, and she still talks to the psychologists."
I continued: "The bottom line is that Jerome needs to continue living his life, because he may find that things between him and Inga will have changed, permanently and for the worse for their relationship."
Tanya nodded. "I'm not trying to shirk my own duty, but I'm going to leave that up to you. So... what do you want my guys to concentrate on in this sugar drug case?"
I said "The State Crime Labs here and in Southport are running all the drug samples that they, we, and the Southport PD have in evidence, for L-sugars. Make that Penny Scott's priority. I want Joanne Warner working with Tim Jenkins on those St. Louis and Kansas City busts. And Jerome can supervise both of them, and look for any crossover correlations."
Tanya said "You think Tim will work better with Joanne than Callie Carrington?" I saw the wicked gleam in her eye, and a red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"I'm sure it will be fine... as long as Tim does not try to steal Joanne's dog Leo." I replied...
Part 5 - On The Bayou
"Jambalaya and a crawfish pie and fillet gumbo
Cause tonight I'm gonna see my ma cher amio
Pick guitar, fill fruit jar, and be gay-o
Son of a gun, we'll have big fun on the bayou."
---- Hank Williams, Sr., 'Jambalaya (On The Bayou)'
Todd and Teresa dressed nicely for dinner; Todd in a suit and tie that was cooler than the suit he'd worn on the trip, and Teresa in her clingy, shimmering green dress and beige high heel sandals that made her legs look like Todd's net worth.
At 4:30pm, they'd gone downstairs, and found that Clarissa's great-nieces, Beatrice and Eugenia Windham, had arrived home from their Prep School. The teen girls's eyes lit up upon seeing Todd as he was introduced to them.
"My aunt on my father's side was named Beatrice." said Teresa. "She took care of me after my father... was unable to. So that's a name I like."
"Oh, cool! And it's great having a new cousin." Beatrice said to Teresa, though still glancing over at Todd a lot.
"And we need some new relatives around here." said Eugenia, also looking at Todd flirtatiously. "Except for Grandma Clarissa, the old ones are boring, and full of themselves."
"You two need to go up to your room and get ready for dinner." said Clarissa. "It's semi-formal, for our guests. Run along now."
As the girls went up, Clarissa said "Beatrice is 16, and Genia is 14 now. Their mother Tessa was my sister Dora's older daughter. Tessa and her husband Weston Windham died in a plane crash four years ago, and I took guardianship of them. They're good girls, and I've tried to avoid the mistakes I made raising my children Colin and Jen by not spoiling Beatrice and Genia."
"Windham." said Teresa. "I used to know someone named Easton Windham. Did Weston Windham have a relative named Easton?"
"Not that I recall." said Clarissa, seeming to think about it. "But I never really got to know him that well, nor my niece Tessa, for that matter." Teresa nodded silently, not revealing that 'Easton Windham' was the name of her first husband... (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story'.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:30pm local time, more family arrived, and Clarissa introduced them: "This is my son, Colin Esterson, and his wife Wendy."
Colin was 5'8" tall, slender, with raven-black hair that had a natural wave to it. He also had what looked like a perma-sneer on his face, as if he believed he was better than everyone else and always wanted to be showing it. He was wearing a suit and tie that fit him fairly well. Wendy was dark haired and tall for a woman, almost as tall as her husband, and very thin... 'willowy' was the word that came to Teresa's mind. She was wearing a blue blouse, flower-print skirt that went down to her ankles, and a matching light jacket.
"Nice to meet you." Colin said politely, his voice sounding nasally and condescending, as he shook hands with Todd and Teresa. Teresa noticed his grip was weak. Todd had his charming smile etched on his face, but Teresa knew her husband well enough to know that he did not think much of Teresa's cousin Colin.
Just a moment later, another woman came in. She had dark red hair, a decently shaped body, though not as fine nor as fit as Teresa's, and her face looked like a cross between Colin and Clarissa's.
"I'm Jen, Jen Sakai." she said, introducing herself. "I'm Colin's sister."
"Nice to meet you." Teresa said. "I'm Teresa, and this is my husband Todd." As Jen shook Todd's hand, Teresa made the observation that Jen had looked her over more than looking Todd over. I'll bet she's a lesbian, Teresa thought to herself.
Charles the Butler made and served adult beverages, and just as everyone sat down and chatted, there was another arrival. A dark-haired man strode in with a woman that bore a strong resemblance to Teresa, and also Clarissa.
"This is my niece, Clara Bessemer Edwards, Dora Clara's younger daughter." Clarissa said. "And her husband, State Senator Robert Edwards."
"Call me 'Bobby', please. Very nice to meet you." said Edwards, with the manners and voice of a practiced politician. He was beginning to get portly, and had a face full of life under his dark brown hair. Clara shared Teresa's dirty blonde/light brown hair in both color and style, and her body was a shapely hourglass figure like Teresa's, though only because she exercised hard to keep it that way.
"Yes, it is so nice to finally meet you, ma cousine." said Clara. "I've heard so much about you."
"Just the good things, I hope." said Teresa. "I must confess that I know very little about any of you, and I hope to remedy that with our visit."
"I thought you were going to be delayed in your arrival, Bobby." said Colin Esterson, and his voice connoted that he'd have been happier if Sen. Edwards had indeed been delayed.
"I was able to get away early." said Edwards with studied politeness and a false joviality that did not fool Teresa (who was used to Rudistan). "I didn't want our new family members to be subjected to stories that might unduly influence them."
"But Cousin Teresa is a cop, Uncle Bobby." said Beatrice. "It'll be hard to unduly influence her!" Everyone laughed politely. Teresa wondered if Beatrice was just 'stirring the pot' with that comment, as Beatrice's eyes glinted like Tanya Muscone's did whenever Tanya was stirring up trouble...
As everyone sipped their pre-dinner drinks, with Clarissa and Teresa having Scotch on the rocks, Todd having bourbon and water, and everyone else having more exotic mixed drinks, Teresa asked Jen "Your surname is Sakai? Japanese?"
"Oh, yes." said Jen, seemingly taken aback for a split instant. "I'm divorced now, but my husband is Japanese. We lived in Houston, and we split up after he wanted to return to Japan and I wanted to stay here in the United States. I moved back home shortly afterwards."
"Ah." said Teresa. "Did you visit Japan?"
"Yes, I went with my husband on business trips there." said Jen. "Tokyo is a bit too big for my tastes, though. I always felt like it was... crushing me, you know what I mean?"
"I think so." said Teresa. "I'd love to visit Japan, maybe the country outside of Tokyo. Like Mount Fuji."
"Yes, you can see Fujisan from Tokyo, on a clear day." Jen said. "But outside Tokyo, you really have to know your Japanese to get around, if you're not part of a tour group. And those are very limited in the places they go."
Just then, Clara Edwards came up to Teresa, all but interrupting the conversation with Jen. "So my niece Beatrice said your aunt was named Beatrice?"
"Yes." Teresa said. "And it's funny... I always thought she was my mother's sister, at least that's what she told me. But she wasn't... she was my father's sister. I knew she and my father didn't like each other, but I never understood why she told me that fib."
"Yes," said Clara, "families, especially families like ours, families with old money and history... they can have some deep, dark stories. But I'm glad to get to meet you, the cousin I never knew I had."
Meanwhile, Robert Edwards was talking to Todd. "So you're the CEO of BOW Enterprises." Robert said. Todd managed to keep the surprise off his face; neither he nor Teresa had told anyone that fact, nor his last name before they arrived.
Robert went on: "Yes, I've heard a lot about you, and your exciting new technology company. We should talk before you go home. Louisiana is a great place for dynamic new companies like yours. Maybe if you're planning to start a new branch or factory, you'll consider us."
"I just expanded," said Todd, "so I'm not quite ready to expand again. But when the time comes, I'll check things out down here. I guess I'll have to learn French, though."
"Ah, you can get by without it." said Edwards. "I think Aunt Clarissa is the only one here who speaks French fluently."
"Is Republican Senator Edwards trying to goad you into building another air-polluting plant here?" said a voice. It was Colin Esterson, coming up to them with his wife Wendy. He was keeping his face fairly passive, though the perma-sneer never left. By way of contrast, Wendy's face betrayed her hatred for Edwards.
"You mean new business and job opportunities for the People of Louisiana, don't you Colin?" Edwards fired back, pretending a joviality he clearly did not feel.
"My company won a national Conservation award this past year," Todd said politely, "and we clean up as we go. And what do you do, Mr. Esterson?"
"I am a Founding Member and the Operations Officer of the Global Climate Change Trust," said Colin Esterson importantly, "an organization dedicated to the global implementation of Climate Change rules set in place by the Kyoto Protocols. We are a brokerage of carbon credits both nationally and worldwide."
"An organization dedicated to the redistribution of wealth into his own pockets via the inducement of guilt, a.k.a. shaming of free enterprises businesses." replied Edwards, his voice mocking and goading.
"You know," Todd said, the merest hint of mockery in his eyes behind his 'business' smile, "I've never understood how those carbon offsets work. How does me buying one actually reduce carbon emissions?"
"There's a difference between 'carbon credits' and 'carbon offsets'." Esterson said, his voice becoming condescending, as if he were lecturing a pathetically dumb child. "And how carbon credits work, per the Kyoto protocols, is that polluting nations and businesses pay for the credits in recognition of their contribution to pollution and the destruction of the earth's environment, and the money is used to help developing nations develop in ways that are responsible, and cognizant of the Environment."
Todd said, his voice slightly more skeptical: "So a company can buy these carbon offsets, or credits, and go right on polluting. I'm just not sure I see how these carbon credits actually stop the pollution, nor actually reduce the carbon levels."
"They don't." said Robert Edwards. "All it is, is a scheme for the redistribution of wealth from productive nations into the pockets of parasites... and their own pockets, of course.:" replied Edwards.
Wendy Esterson was staring daggers at Edwards. "Evil Capitalists are always making excuses for their destruction of the environment and consumption of the world's resources."
"And evil Socialists are always creating schemes like the fraud of Climate Change to redistribute wealth into their own pockets." fired back Edwards with practiced smoothness.
"Ahem!" said a voice. Clarissa Belvedere Esterson came up and took Todd by the arm. "Dinner is ready. And we have one rule here: absolutely no discussion of politics at the dinner table."
"An excellent rule." Todd said as he allowed Clarissa to lead him away from the others...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CHIME!*
It was my personal iPhone, and an email came in as I was wrapping up the day's business with Cindy Ross in my office.
"It's an email from Teresa." I said. The email read: "Uncle Don, we arrived safely and we're at my aunt's house. Todd asked me to ask you to do a check on Colin Esterson of the Global Climate Change Trust, and Louisiana State Senator Robert Edwards. And I'd like to ask you to run a check on Jen Esterson Sakai, and maybe her ex-husband. Have a good weekend, Love Teresa and Todd."
After I read the text out loud, Cindy said "I know for a fact that Teresa ran checks on her family, so why does she want you to?"
I said "First, she may not have known some of their full names. Second, once she and Todd got down there, they may have gotten their hackles up over something. Todd's related to us, and he has the Vibe to some extent. And I trust Teresa's instincts completely. Ergooooo, it's no big deal. I'll see what I can find." I turned to my computer and began typing, with a very curious Green Crowbar watching...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Clarissa sat at the head of the table. Being a widow, she had no one sitting at the other end of the table, and so she had Teresa sitting at the other end, and Todd to her (Clarissa's) immediate left. To Clarissa's right was her son Colin Esterson, as heir apparent, and Wendy was to Colin's right.
To Todd's left was Clara Edwards, and Robert was to her left. Jen Sakai was down the table to Robert's left, and Beatrice and Eugenia were down the table to Wendy's right. They probably should have been on the other side, but Teresa had noticed Robert Edwards glancing at the teen girls in a rather inappropriate way, and subsequently observed that Beatrice and Eugenia stayed well away from him.
Dinner was a three-course French meal. "We will be having a Cajun dinner tomorrow night, as part of a tour we've arranged for you." Clarissa said. "And on July 4th, you'll be my guests at the Lake Charles picnic. Plenty of gumbo choices, crawfish, but also hamburgers and hotdogs. And a great fireworks show."
"Sounds wonderful." said Teresa.
"So how are Genia and I related to you?" Beatrice asked Teresa, who noticed a sight scowl on Clarissa's face. Children are to be seen and not heard, the matriarch believed.
Nevertheless, Teresa answered: "My mother and your grandmother were sisters, so that makes you my second cousins, or 'first cousins once removed'."
"Why did you become a cop... er, a Police Officer?" asked Eugenia.
Teresa said "My sister Alexis was killed in a car crash one Christmas Eve, when she was 18 and I was 16. A policewoman helped me that night, and I after that I thought of becoming one myself. And it worked out."
"I daresay." said Robert Edwards. "Medal of Valor, Police Cross, six Purple Hearts for being wounded in the line of duty. Quite an impressive record." Seeing her look at him, he said "Oh yes, we had you and your husband checked out, back when Aunt Clarissa was asked to donate a DNA sample to prove your family relationship. And I'm sure you had us checked out, as well."
"Maybe not to that extent." Teresa replied, politely but firmly. "But just to see who you all were."
"When I heard that my sister Sarah's heir had been found," said Clarissa, "I was more than happy to help prove the blood kin relationship. It was a very pleasant surprise to finally learn about my sister Sarah and her family, and while I was saddened to hear of her passing, I am very glad to have her daughter here as my guest."
"I was glad to learn the truth about my mother and her family, as well." Teresa said.
"Which was the greater shock?" Colin Esterson asked, and rather rudely. "Learning that you had a family? Or that you were one of the richest heiresses in the world?"
"Colin!" Clarissa said sharply, a scowl on her face. "That is very inappropriate."
"It's okay, ma'am." said Teresa, affixing her eyes on Colin, letting him know without speaking that she was most very aware that he'd done that as a probe of her. "And to answer the question: I was surprised by both, but not shocked."



"All that money did not shock you?" said Wendy Esterson skeptically.
"No. It was a surprise, and a pleasant one." Teresa said. "It allowed me to fulfill a dream of mine, and fund University Hospital to research rare diseases."
"You gave them a nice endowment, then." said Robert Edwards.
"Indeed." Teresa said. "I gave them all of it." She was strangely inwardly pleased to hear the gasps at the table.
"You gave it away? All of it?" Colin Esterson gasped.
"I did set up trusts for Todd's boys, whom I adopted when we were married." Teresa replied. "But yes, I put most of it in charitable trusts for the Hospital."
"That was... truly generous." Jen Sakai said, her voice sounding stunned, and not pleasantly so.
"You gave it to a hospital?" Wendy Esterson said. "To rich doctors?"
"Just imagine what that money could've done to help the Environment, and combat Climate Change." said Colin Esterson. His mother Clarissa looked at him most disapprovingly.
Teresa said politely but firmly "You have your causes, and I have mine. I've watched too many young children die of cancer and other rare diseases that have no cure, and I had cancer myself. So I was happy to provide an endowment that will go to funding research for cures."
"That is a very noble cause." said Clarissa firmly, her eyes sweeping around the table to make sure no one dared to say anything to the contrary.
"You had cancer?" Beatrice said. "Our grandmother died of cancer."
"Yes, I heard." said Teresa. "I had ovarian cancer, but it was caught in the very early stages... when I was shot in the hip." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Ordeal', Ch. 02.)
"Leading to one of those six Purple Orders." Todd said. Beatrice and Eugenia's eyes had widened at that, and they wanted to hear more.
"Not at the dinner table, young ladies." chided Clarissa. "Yes, cancer has been the bane of many in this family. I'm glad you were able to overcome it, Teresa."
"I have one question for you." said Jen Sakai. "Is it true that your boss is the Iron Crowbar?"
Teresa smiled, what was a smile for her, and said "Yes it is." Beatrice and Eugenia' eyes widened again.
"And he's Todd's uncle as well, is he not?" asked Clara Edwards.
"Yes, he's my mother's brother." said Todd. "You guys really did check up on us."
Jen Sakai said "I happened to hear about it from news reports, and other places."
"Wow, the Iron Crowbar!" exclaimed Beatrice. "Is he really ten feet tall?" Todd burst out laughing at that, and Teresa looked up, a little bit stunned, remembering the words Amy had asked her when they first met at the Saskia Warehouse. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story Redux'.)
Teresa said "You know, you are not the first person that has asked me that. And no, Commander Troy is not ten feet tall... but he may seem to be that way to the criminals that dare to oppose him."
"What's he like?" asked Eugenia. "Is he like The Batman?" Todd laughed heartily again.
Teresa said "Well, he did major in Chemistry like Bruce Wayne did in the comics. And he solves mysteries even better than Batman does. And he's probably just as scary to the bad guys. But to us, he's just a big ol' teddy bear."
Todd whimpered yet another laugh. "I'm sorry, everyone." he said. "If you knew Uncle Don, you'd know why I'm laughing."
"Perhaps we can all meet the Iron Crowbar one day." said Clarissa, glancing across the table at Teresa, who just slightly nodded back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a knock on my door, which opened to reveal Cindy Ross. Terry Halston of Intel came in after her.
"There's something I thought I should show you, sir, ma'am." said Halston. He expertly used the remote to bring up internal Police Channel 2 on the monitor. The DVR playback showed the national Fox Cable news.
"And that will do it for the Panel." said the host. "Finally tonight, from our Fox affiliate in Dallas." A video played, taken by someone at DFW Airport with their smartphone. A woman was singing, and we recognized her immediately as Teresa. The video showed the Flag-draped coffin being taken off the airplane by a military Honor Guard, then panned to show everyone standing respectfully. Then everyone could be heard singing the chorus as the hearse was loaded and then drove away.
The Fox host said "The woman that began the singing was identified as Commander Teresa Croyle of the Town & County Police Department. The deceased soldier was identified as Sergeant Benjamin E. Myers of the 75th Ranger Regiment, who was killed in Afghanistan as he covered his soldiers's retreat when they were ambushed. He was being returned to The City for burial. An Army spokesperson informed Fox News that Sergeant Myers will be posthumously awarded the Silver Star for his heroism..."
"Wow." I said when it was over. "Thanks for showing us that." We talked with Halston about it for a minute, then he was excused and left the office.
Cindy said "Did you find out any more about Teresa's family members?"
"Yes." I said. "And some 'strangenesses' may be coming out. I've sent a message to Takaki Nagamasa, asking about Jen Esterson Sakai's Japanese husband, Hideo Sakai. And Interpol has some very interesting things to say about Colin and Wendy Esterson. I sent Todd an email..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the sun set, the temperatures dropped considerably, so Clarissa had everyone go out to the large patio behind the house. Tiki torches were lighted around the enclosed, well-manicured back yard, which was also lit by spotlights from the corners of the house high above them. Electric bug zappers helped the torches repel bugs, and occasionally one heard the *ZZZT!* of a flying insect crisply meeting its destiny.
The butler Charles brought a box of fine cigars around. Robert Edwards took one, but Todd declined. "They're Dominican, some of the finest in the world that we can legally import into the United States." Robert said.
"Thanks, but I don't smoke." said Todd.
"I'll try one." said Teresa, who had no problem smoking a cigar to go along with her Scotch, neat. She took one from the box and sniffed it, per custom. "Mmm, nice. Jen, would you like one?"
"Don't mind if I do." said Jen Sakai. As Charles moved along, Jen quietly said "I like cigars, but Mother frowns on me having them. Thanks for giving me the cover."
"My pleasure. I thought you might like one." said Teresa. She puffed on her cigar, finding it to be mild and of excellent taste. "Mmm, these are good." she said.
She heard Todd's cellphone chime, and saw him look over at her as he read it. "Excuse me a second." she said to Jen, and went over to Todd, who'd walked into the yard to give himself some space as he read the email. "Everything okay?" she asked her husband.
"Yes." said Todd loudly, keeping his back to the others. Then he said quietly, barely moving his mouth, "Like I said before: don't tell Jen Sakai about our Japanese connections, nor that I speak Japanese fluently."
"Sure, but why?" Teresa asked.
"We'll talk later, but here's the email I got from Mariko-san." Todd said. He handed Teresa his cell, and she read the email, which said: "Beware Jen Sakai. Her former husband Sakai Hideo is a spy for the Red Chinese."
"O-kayyy." Teresa said quietly. "I'll confine our conversation to cigars, then." They returned to the group.
"Everything okay?" asked Clara Edwards as they came up to her and Robert.
"Fine." said Todd with his winning smile. "I was just checking in on the kids. They're staying with my uncle while we're here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Young ladies," said Clarissa Belvedere Esterson as she came up to Beatrice and Eugenia talking with Teresa, "it's getting towards your bedtimes."
"Aw, Grandma Clarissa," said Beatrice, "tomorrow's not a school day; we're out for the July 4th holiday."
"Even so," said Clarissa, "it's been a long day, and young ladies need their rest. Off to bed with you." The girls sadly said goodnight to everyone, and went inside the house.
"I must apologize for the girls bothering you." said Clarissa to Teresa as she sat down on the wicker sofa next to Teresa. "Children should be seen and not heard."
"Please don't apologize." said Teresa. "They're a joy to talk with. And very smart, too, if I don't miss my guess."
"Yes, they are." said Clarissa. "Beatrice wants to go to Tulane, and she knows she has to get the grades to be admitted there, so she studies. Eugenia is naturally very smart, but her goal... and that may be too strong a term... is to go to LSU and find a good husband."
"Their parents's deaths must've been hard on them." Teresa said. "I'm glad they had you to take them in."
"Yes, and that is its own story." said Clarissa. "Their mother Tessa essentially eloped... like your mother did, but we'll talk about that tomorrow. Tessa and Clara did not get along well growing up. When Tessa and her husband were killed four years ago in that plane crash, Clara would not bring the girls into her home, even though she and Robert are childless. That's not a complaint, as I love the girls and they've become the center of my life. So... you adopted your husband's boys?"
"Yes." said Teresa. "Todd sowed a few wild oats in his younger days, but he took responsibility for his kids, and he's a good father. He was married before, but his wife died. And one of the kids is actually his brother's son, and after his brother died Todd took him in, too. Little Jack can be a brat, but he says he's going to be President of the United States one day. At least he has a goal."
"Heh heh. Ye-es." said Clarissa. "Well, my dear, they're waiting for me to go to bed, so they can leave and go up when they wish. Feel free to stay up as long as you like . But don't go outside the fenced-in yard areas, back or front. There are dangerous creatures out there... and not all of them are animals, but human. We have good security here, as I'm sure your experienced eye has noticed, but outside the grounds they can't help you."
"Yes ma'am." said Teresa, getting up as Clarissa did. She had indeed noticed the fences, the videocameras in various places, and realized the enclosed space in the unattached garage was very likely the security room that controlled it. She also noticed that Charles was armed and probably part of that security.
Everyone said goodnight to Clarissa, then Teresa said to Todd that as the guests, they should go inside, as well. They did so, and the others followed in short order.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Soooo... what do you think of your new family?" Todd asked Teresa as she again swept the room for bugs, finding none.
"They're... very interesting." Teresa said. "Don and your grandmother would have had a field day making observations and deductions about them."
"We don't need to be the Iron Crowbar to make a few deductions of our own." Todd said. "For example, you didn't tell them my name, but they knew it, or at least Robert Edwards did. So while your aunt denied having sent a car to pick us up at the airport, it doesn't mean one wasn't sent for us."
"I'd agree with that," Teresa said, "except that someone did respond to the placard. But you're right... they knew a lot about us. They even knew who my boss was, and that he's your uncle."
"Harumph." Todd snorted. "My mother says that the whole world knows who the Iron Crowbar is. If they were researching us in a way I think they're capable of, his name would come up quickly."
"True." said Teresa as she looked out the window over the backyard, then stepped out onto the balcony. The lights had been turned off, and Teresa could see droplets of light in the distance. The moonlight was strong, and she could make out the slight differences between the water and the land.
Coming back inside, she said quietly "I feel like I'm in one of those movies on the Hallmark Mysteries Channel. All the family tension, and then a dead body shows up."
"Well, I sure hope not." said Todd. "But if there was, whose dead body would it be? There's no love lost between Robert Edwards and the Estersons, Colin and Wendy. And I don't think it's just their political differences."
Teresa said "There's also a problem between the Edwards and the kids, Beatrice and Eugenia Windham. Particularly Robert. If I had a daughter and he looked at her the way he looks at them, I'd be borrowing Don's crowbar for a minute, and making good use of it."
Todd said "What about Jen Sakai?"
Teresa said "I noticed something very strange about her. When she introduced herself, she did so as Colin's sister, not as Clarissa's daughter. And Aunt Clarissa, ever the stickler for form and decorum, did not introduce Jen to us at all, though she introduced Colin and Wendy. And then there's that email that Mariko sent you. Did you hear back from Uncle Don yet?"
"I just did, and I'm reading it now." Todd said as he read the email on his smartphone. "He says he's checking into some things and hopes to hear something overnight, and that Nagamasa or Mariko might email me about Jen Sakai and her husband. He says to be guarded in conversations with Colin and Wendy Esterson, as well."
"Okay, then." Teresa replied. "Why don't you get ready for bed, while I finish this Scotch on the balcony."
"I'm surprised you're not looped, what with the Scotch and the cigar you had earlier." Todd teased with a bright smile. 
"I can smoke and drink your sweet ass under the table, and you know it." Teresa said, giving it right back. She went onto the balcony, hearing the night sounds of the bayou, especially the frogs. She was a bit surprised how loud the sounds of the night were.
And then she heard a voice. It was from Jen Sakai's room, next to hers, to her right as she looked out the backyard. She turned and went in, putting one finger over her mouth in a 'hush' sign, and the other hand beckoning Todd to come over. When he did not move quickly, she waved him over more urgently.
"Listen." she said into his ear as she led him onto the balcony. Todd listened, and nodded in acknowledgement of what Teresa had wanted him to hear: Jen Sakai was talking to someone in Japanese!"
"Hai." Jen said, and I'll translate the rest to English: "Yes, the CEO of BOW Enterprises. He is here, at my mother's house! Yes, he would have immense knowledge of his company's technologies. Yes, he would know a lot about the Mutanix... or the company would give you that knowledge in exchange for him if he were a hostage!..."
When it was apparent Jen had disconnected her call, Todd and Teresa went into their room and closed the doors to the balcony. "Did you understand any of that?" Todd asked.
Teresa said "Mariko has taught me some basic phrases, but that was too fast for me. I did catch some words like your name, 'BOW Enterprises', and 'Mutanix'."
Todd told Teresa what he'd heard, and Teresa said "Should we go back home? You'll be much safer there."
Todd thought about it, then said "Let's stay. You're just getting to know your family."
"One of whom may be arranging your kidnapping." Teresa replied.
Todd grinned. "Now I know how Uncle Don feels about walking right into traps. If Jen is that bad, we need to bust her and her criminal confederates. I'll contact some people, get some support down here. One thing you can do is ask your Aunt Clarissa about what she does for security... for her, for this place, for the teenage girls."
"All right." said Teresa. "But don't let the dead body in our Mystery Channel movie be yours..."
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Security Review
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, July 3d, from the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Civil Right leaders are calling for a boycott of all July 4th festivities in our Town & County!"
Bettina began: "Eldrick X. Weaver, who some say was defrauded of a victory in the last race for Mayor, has joined with Edgar Silas, the Democrat nominee for the Council seat held by Reginald B.F. Lewis, and Stacey Jacobs, who narrowly lost to Malinda Adams in a bid for Adams's Council seat, in calling for People of Color to boycott the Town & County Triathlon, Picnic, and Fireworks show tomorrow."
Bettina: "The Civil Rights leaders are calling for the boycott to show that America's Independence Day is a day commemorating White Nationalism and the values of the white slaveowners that founded the Nation. They are also calling for a rally at the 'Jasmine' nightclub, named after Jasmine Nix, who was murdered just as her album Power of Police was released, an anthem of protest of Police brutality against People of Color."
Bettina: "Additionally, civil rights leaders are calling for everyone to boycott the Town & County Triathlon, as the honorary Starter for the event is Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, the Republican nominee for Governor. Social Justice groups consider Lieutenant Governor Marshall to be a White Nationalist like deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared, and demanded that Ms. Marshall be disinvited from attending the event. Town Mayor Daniel Allgood ignored those demands, saying the Ms. Marshall is welcome in our County on Saturday or any other day of the year."
Bettina: "And in a related story, the funeral of our colleague Lester Holder will be today at 2:00pm at Martin Luther King, Jr. Park. The funeral was originally to be at the A.M.E. Church, but the Paster of the Church, the Rev. Joseph E. Williams, refused to officiate at the ceremony, saying in a statement, quote: 'Lester Holder did not die a martyr for black causes, but as a common criminal associate of Jacquez Wilson, who sold filthy drugs to black children.', close quote. Edgar Silas blasted Dr. Williams's comment as 'insensitive to the plight of People of Color', but no other black leaders have come out and publicly condemned Dr. Williams."
Bettina: "The Police Union continues to call for the reinstatement of Sergeant McCombs, whose trial for attempted murder of an unarmed black man ended in a hung jury. However, the Union's calls for Commander Donald Troy to be fired for a separate grievance has met with strong pushback by Police Officers in the TCPD. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing MCD Lieutenant Jerome Davis saying ""The Police Union's call for Commander Troy to be fired is not shared by the vast majority of TCPD Officers. The TCPD is lucky to have leadership like Commander Troy, Chief Moynahan, and Sheriff Griswold. They have our backs. The Union only has the back of a corrupt white cop that showed racist hatred towards blacks."
SWAT Team Member Robert Kalsu. who was white, was also shown, saying "I don't know why our Police Union continues to whine about Commander Troy and call for his firing, when he is one of the best leaders we could possibly have. He has our backs and we know it, and we've told the Union that. For whatever reason, the Union continues to push a political agenda rather than serve the dues-paying Town & County Police Officers they are supposed to be representing."
Bettina said to Kalsu: "If the Union is not responding to its members, what can you do?"
Kalsu: "This State allows Union members to disallow automatic withdrawal of Union dues from our paychecks. If the Union persists in taking positions contrary to the best interests of the Officers of the TCPD, we will not only stop the automatic withdrawal, we will withhold paying any Union dues. Decertification of our Union is also an option for us."
Back to Bettina live: "And Police Officer Inga Gundottar, who was allegedly kidnapped and badly beaten by Jacquez Wilson and his associates, remains in critical condition at University Hospital. She is scheduled for another round of surgeries next week if her condition continues to improve. And now for Sports with Jeff Hull. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who authorized Kalsu to speak on camera like that?" asked Chief Sean Moynahan as we drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"I did, Chief." I said, stepping up and taking responsibility. "I approved Jerome, too."
"So did I." said Cindy. "And I all but twisted Bettina's arm to include Jerome's comments." Actually, it had been Captain Damien Thompson's idea to include Jerome, since Jerome was black. But Cindy stepped up and took responsibility for it like the outstanding leader she was, in case the Chief didn't like what Jerome had done.
"I under-stannnnnd." drawled the Chief. "But we'll have further discussions lay-terrrrr on who should be talking to the Press."
"Chief," I said, "it is very possible that Kalsu might take on a role of leadership with regard to the Police Union, and what he's doing now is gaining him tremendous respect."
"No-tedddd." said the Chief. "As I said, we'll talk later."
"Give Bettina credit for showing that, too." Cindy said. "They are what they are, but Bettina and KXTC are worlds better than what they were before Penis Holder died and Burt West was kicked to the kerb. Wouldn't you agree, Don?" Her ice-blue eyes twinkled as she looked at me, and Tanya Muscone also had a gleam in her eyes. I just slowly turned my head and looked at them as if they'd fallen out of their trees.
"I did find it interesting that she reported on Dr. Williams's decision not to officiate Penis Holder's funeral." I eventually said.
"That one really rocked the Black Community." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I expected more condemnation of him than he got."
"Why did he do that?" asked Tanya.
I said "The reason he gave is valid: he really hates drug pushers selling dope to black kids, because he knows it keeps blacks down more than anything the politicians of either Party are doing. And to the Sheriff's question: Dr. Williams is still bitter about the primary election last May, and thinks it was rigged for Silas to steal the election from him. He's even considered endorsing the Republican candidate, Katina Jones, in that Council race." (Author's note: 'Eyes Only', Ch. 01, 03, for Katina's origins.)
Your Iron Crowbar: "And Edgar Silas bitterly hates Dr. Williams, as well, especially for refusing to concede the race and endorse him, Silas. Ergo, Silas's attack on Dr. Williams, while no one else wants to touch that live wire."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news." said Meredith Peller. "The Police Union has come under heavy criticism from its own membership after the Union called for the firing of Commander Donald Troy over a grievance filed by a Patrolman weeks ago. The Union also has demanded that Sergeant McCombs, who allegedly attempted to shoot and kill an unarmed black man, be reinstated to the Police Force."
Catrina: "TCPD Chief Sean Moynahan has said many times that Sergeant McCombs will not be reinstated to the TCPD, and lawsuits by the Union were dismissed by Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom. But the big story is that the Police rank-and-file has taken the rare step of publicly opposing their Union's positions regarding Commander Troy. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing the same footage that KXTC had shown.
Meredith: "And in other news, local black politicians have called for boycotts of the Town & County Triathlon, Picnic, and Fireworks show, party due to Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall's expected campaign appearance at the start of the Triathlon race. They have called for rallies protesting July 4th as a day celebrating white slaveowners, and protesting Police brutality against People of Color."
Catrina: "Mayor Daniel Allgood refused demands by black politicians to disinvite Lieutenant Governor Marshall from Town & County festivities. And Fox Eight News has learned that Lieutenant Governor Marshall will visit TCPD Headquarters, to thank the TCPD and its leadership for standing firm against violent agitators and anarchists, and enforcing the Rule of Law..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I never cease to be amazed." said Cindy Ross as we watched in my office to begin the Angels Meeting. "The same items discussed by two different newscasts, and they sound so completely different."
"Catering to specific audiences, they are." I said in my best Jedi Master Yoda grammar. "Unbiased, neither side is." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So Sharon Marshall is coming here? To TCPD Headquarters?" Tanya asked.
"Yes." I said. "After the race starts, she'll be transported here. You'll be participating in the wheelchair race, Tanya, so you will miss her visit. And keep this under your hats, but part of her visit will be to 'quietly' consult with the Mayor, Our Sheriff and me on political campaign issues."
"How long is she staying up here?" Cindy asked. "Surely not all day?"
"And don't call me 'Shirley'." I said with a grin. "Seriously, she may or may not be here when the race ends, and if she's here she may or may not give out the medals to the winners. But no, she won't be here into the night. At least that's what I was told."
*CHIME!*
It was Tanya's Police iPhone. She checked the message, then read it aloud to us. I said "Okay, let's move this meeting to the Main Conference Room, invite the Chief in, and have the Precinct Captains and Lieutenants attend via videoconference..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Present in the Main Conference Room were Chief Moynahan, me, Commander Ross, Captains Muscone and Thompson, and Lieutenants Mary Milton, Rudistan, and Davis. On video monitors were Captains Hewitt and Abram, Lieutenant DeLong, and Sr. Sergeant McGhillie.
After initial greetings, the Chief turned the meeting over to Lt. Mary Milton. She said "The Intel Division has developed and confirmed information that at least one group of Agitators, led by Eldrick X. Weaver, are going to march and protest on the starting line of the Triathlon, to mess up Lieutenant Governor Marshall's appearance there. Our sources tell us that the Agitators intend to get violent if the Police intervene, and that Mayor Daniel Allgood will be targeted by them... and by that I mean they intend to bring him to physical harm."
Audible groans were heard in the Conference Room and through the videoconference speakers. The Chief quickly stepped in, and said "Commander Troy, what are the security arrangement for the Lieutenant Governor?"
"The State Capitol Police, the SBI, and the State Patrol are in charge of her security." I said. "The TCPD was not going to do much more than they normally do on July 4th: traffic and crowd control for the various races, the picnic and the fireworks show. The Mayor will be accompanying the Lieutenant Governor, and will be inside the State security detail's protection, as well as having Deputy Sheriffs assigned to him."
I continued: "One thing we were going to do that we don't normally do is to restrict general access to the starting area of the Triathlon. We were going to have security checkpoints like airports have, where people have to be screened and 'wanded' to get into what the State people call the 'green zone', where Lieutenant Governor Marshall will be."
"A large enough group of those slugs could overrun those checkpoints." said Captain Muscone. "I'm worried about the wheelchair racers... by definition, they will be wheelchair-bound and could be targeted by the thugs."
"And you would be their first target there." I replied.
"You'd think those slugs would've learned after the Block House blew up." Jerome Davis said, a tinge of anger in his voice. "I guess we'll have to teach 'em another lesson about respecting the law and the rights of all citizens."
"Strong letter to follow." said Mary Milton, meaning it humorously.
"I'm serious." said Jerome seriously. "These slugs are pissing me off."
"And that's one reason they're doing this." said Captain Thompson. "To piss us off... and hope we respond violently. It's the optics that are worrying me."
"And the optics for the Mayor and Loo-tenant Guv-nrrrr." drawled the Chief. "I'm sure they're hoping to force them to flee or have to be protected, and then the... what did you call it, Commander Troy... the Leftwing Looneyverse will start calling the Mayor 'Bunker Boy' (air quotes), and the Loo-tenant Guv-nrrr a coward."
"The same Leftwing Looneyverse that was calling country singer Kenny Rogers a racist for supporting Grassroots Conservative politicians." I replied. "We need to send those Haters back to the Center of the Leftwing Looneyverse... Wilmington, Delaware."
"I'll tell you what's pissing me off." Cindy said angrily "I know we had to spend the money, but the cost of those operations to put down the violent riots was steep... and Officers on duty tomorrow will get Holiday double time pay. I was hoping and thinking that the majority of our Officers could spend this July 4th holiday with their families, enjoying the festivities. But apparently these asshole agitators just won't give us even one day of peace, and now we're going to have to have the majority of the Force on duty, fully armored in the summer heat, and working these tense conditions."
"Strong letter to follow." I said, being the only person besides the Chief that had the rank... and the cojones... to say that to the Green Crowbar. And indeed, a green crowbar was waved in my general direction. Jerome joined in the laughter, which was good.
I continued: "But maybe we don't have to call up the entire Police Force. Have them keep their cellphones on them and turned on, but not on duty, where they'll just look like a military force... once again playing into the optics the Agitators want."
"Commander," said Captain Thompson, "if you're thinking about the Guardians of Justice M.C., it won't look good for the optics if a mostly-to-all-white Motorcycle Club engages the black Agitators, either."
"Ohhhh, I beg to differ." said Tanya fearlessly. "It would show the Left and their Media allies that people are tired of having their holidays and peaceful lives hijacked by violent protesters, and they're taking their streets and their holidays back."
"I have to a-greeee with Captain Thompson." said the Chief. "The Media would have a field day with that. They'd probably blame Governor Jared and Loo-tenant Governor Marsh-ull, and try to impeach Governor Jared a second time."
"Darn it, Chief." I said. "I hate it when you make too much sense like that." There were some polite chuckles at that.
"Why, thank yoooo, Mister Crowbarrr." said the Chief. "And since Commander Croyle is missing all the fun, what are your plans to handle this? And do we neeeed to warn Ms. Marshall? Should she cancel her plans to visit?"
I replied "Let me get with the State Patrol, SBI, and Capitol Police, and see how they want to handle it..."
Part 7 - Louisiana Security Review
8:00am local time. Teresa came out onto the back patio of the Belvedere house. Her aunt Clarissa was the only one at the table having breakfast.
"Good morning, Aunt Clarissa." Teresa said. "Where is everyone?"
"Good morning, Teresa. Have a seat here by me." said Clarissa. "Everyone else is still in bed. Maybe it's me getting old, but I like to enjoy the sunrises while I'm still here to enjoy them."
"Well, I hope you'll see many more." Teresa said as the butler Charles poured her a cup of coffee. "Todd will be down in a moment. He's sending out some emails to his company back home."
"Todd has the air of a carefree playboy," said Clarissa, "but he can't totally hide the fact that he has a brilliant mind and a good work ethic. And, of course, he's totally in love with you."
Teresa gave a smile at that, then said "So, while we're alone... what's the gossip on all my newfound relatives?"
Clarissa chuckled at that, then said "I'm sure you made many observations of your own last night. I saw your eyes going everywhere, analyzing everyone. That's what good Detectives do, of course. So I would imagine you could tell me as much about my family as I could tell you... except your mother, of course. I'm going to have Beatrice and Genie sit in with us as I tell you about your mother in her younger years."
"Sounds good." said Teresa. "So! If, perish forbid, something happened to you, what would happen to Beatrice and Genia?"
"I have trusts set up for them." said Clarissa. "Enough to send them to any college they wish to go, and if they graduate, they get the rest paid out to them. As to guardianship of them... that's a lot tougher. I have it in my will to ask Clara to take them in." Teresa noticed her aunt's eyes 'wander' to Teresa's eyes as she said that.
"What about Robert, though?" Teresa asked, knowing she and her aunt were thinking the same thing.
"I see you've made the proper observations and inferences." said Clarissa. "No, I don't like the way he looks at the girls. And he is definitely a philandering lech. But they're getting big enough to take care of themselves. And I know that Colin and Wendy won't be taking them in. For all their talk about caring about the Environment, there's not much room for caring about their family."
"And Jen?" Teresa asked casually, a bit too casually.
"I strongly suspect that once I'm gone, Jen will not be staying here any longer than she has to." said Clarissa, keeping her voice quiet. "Once she has her piece of the inheritance pie, she will go to California or Washington, D.C... where she will enjoy the weather climate as well as the political climate a lot more."
"I see." Teresa said. "Well, if worst came to worst, I'd be willing to take the girls in. But hopefully we won't have to worry about that until they're long past graduation, n'est pas?"
"You're using that incorrectly." said Clarissa. "But I agree with the sentiment."
"So, if I may ask in the spirit of 'professional interest'," Teresa said, "what are your security arrangements around here?"
Clarissa said "We have cameras covering the entire property outside, as well as fencing and motion detectors. I'm sure you've realized that Charles's duties extend to security, especially of the girls, and we also have a team of three people in the security room in the garage building. You'll see them on our trips today and tomorrow."
Teresa said "What about for all of you? I'm asking out of concern for Todd's security much more than my own. As the CEO of an avant-garde technical company, he could be a potential target for mischief-makers."
Clarissa said "I can understand that. As our security is based mostly around the girls, I'd suggest staying in a group with them. And speaking of young Todd, here he comes now. Good morning, Mr. Burke."



"Good morning, ma'am. Good morning, honey." said Todd, kissing Teresa on the cheek as he came up.
"Oh, do call me 'Aunt Clarissa' like your lovely wife is entitled to." Clarissa said. "Have a seat, have some breakfast. I hope everything is going well back home."
"Thank you, and it is." said Todd. "I was just getting some routine reports. And Uncle Don says hi, Teresa." Teresa nodded in acknowledgement of the unspoken confirmation that Todd had talked to Don about Jen Sakai, and perhaps other things. 
"Good morning, Grandma Clarissa!" said Beatrice as she appeared at the door, followed by her sister Eugenia. "Good morning, Todd and Teresa." Eugenia also greeted everyone as they sat down to breakfast...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. The other adults were just beginning to have their breakfasts when Teresa sat down next to her aunt on the sofa in the 'sitting room', as Clarissa called it, the original room where they had first met Clarissa. Beatrice and Eugenia were in chairs just across from them, and Todd was sitting nearby but slightly apart from the others.
As she handed Teresa a large book of photographs, Clarissa said "Thanks to the marvels of modern technology, I've reproduced all the photos of your mother Sarah that I have, and put them into this book for you to take home, if you like."
"Thank you, that's very thoughtful." Teresa said. She opened the book to see photos of her mother, from the time she was a baby to not long after her high school graduation.
"Your mother went to college, and met your father." said Clarissa. "She brought him home... once. It became clear that the family did not think much of him, nor he of us. Physically, he was a handsome man, tall, strong, everything you'd expect an Army Officer to be. He had a strong, commanding presence, which I see in you, Teresa. He was a natural leader, and he embraced it. And it was clear he loved Sarah, and she loved him."
"So what went wrong?" Teresa asked.
"As you know," Clarissa said, "the Vietnam War was raging in the late 1960s, and he was actually looking forward to going over there. My grandfather's business grew as a result of making candies for soldiers in World War Two, but they cut off his contract after the Japanese surrender. He did not blame the military, but I think my father did, and my mother definitely did. And on top of it, you can generally see the political direction of this family, with Colin being the most extreme example."
Teresa said "But Robert Edwards isn't. He's a Republican."
"True." said Clarissa. "But he married into the family. Clara is fairly neutral in her politics, and doesn't speak much about political issues, but she is not necessarily in sync with him on things... and please note that they never had any children."
Clarissa: "Anyway, after meeting your father, my father attempted to force Sarah to have nothing more to do with him. She rebelled, and things grew quite heated. I might say that Sarah was always the 'rebel' (air quotes) of the family. She often went her own way, did what she wanted, broke the rules, dated the most disreputable of young men... which made it all the more surprising that she fell in love with your father, a committed military man."
Clarissa: "Two weeks later, Sarah ran away from home. Apparently she and your father had anticipated potential problems, and had everything planned for her to pack a bag of clothes and meet him somewhere nearby. We... never saw her alive again."
She spoke the last words sadly. Then she said "My father searched for her. He hired detectives, but they were not 'Iron Crowbar' quality, and they failed completely. He contacted the Army to find your father, but they would give us no information about him. Despite all of his power, my father never found either of them."
Clarissa: "Many junior Officers that were sent over there never came back alive, so we thought he would be killed in Viet Nam, and Sarah would come back home. But she never did---"
Colin Esterson came into the room. "So, didn't die in Viet Nam, after all." he said. "What, did he have a cushy desk job in Ho Chi Min City? Run a mess hall or something?"
Todd saw the merest flash in Teresa's eyes, that often foreshadowed somebody getting hurt. But she remained calm as she said "My father was in the 173d Airborne Brigade, leading his soldiers in some of the hardest combat of the Vietnam War. After the 173d came home in 1971, his unit remained and undertook some of the most dangerous missions of the war. He was wounded leading a rescue of a team of Green Berets, for which he was posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor a few years ago."
"Colin, you owe your cousin an apology." Clarissa said strongly. Colin was not happy about it, but he stepped up and did the right thing.
"No offense meant. I do apologize." he said. Teresa let it go. "How did your mother pass away?" Colin asked.
"In childbirth, delivering me." Teresa said. "I never knew her."
"Did she have cancer, like you had?" Clarissa asked.
"I don't know." Teresa said. "From my conversations with... a gynecologist at University Hospital, who found my cancer and got me treatment for it, it could have been any of several things. My own understanding is that the doctors of that time did not realize she was bleeding out until it was too late to help her."
"That must have been hard on your dad." Beatrice said, not realizing just how much of an understatement that was.
"Worse. He never got over it." Teresa said. She began telling the basics of her story of growing up with Alexis, leaving the worst parts out, but telling how Alexis's death on Christmas Eve had driven her father over the edge, and also had affected her (Teresa's) life for many years. As she told the story, the rest of the family trickled in.
"Just a few months ago," Teresa said, finishing up, "someone vandalized my mother's headstone over her grave. We went to check it out, and came across some things, including who my mother really was and the inheritance that ultimately came to me." (Author's note: 'Centuries'.)
"Wow." Beatrice said sadly. "I don't know what I would've done if I'd been in that situation. You're very tough."
"Not really." Teresa admitted. "I was beginning to spiral down, too. And then the Iron Crowbar pulled me out of the abyss. I'm here... literally, still here on this earth... because of him."
Then she looked at Beatrice and Eugenia and said "The Iron Crowbar takes care of his people, his Police Officers, and his family. He does not leave any of us behind, bleeding on the battlefield. And that's what I want to be remembered for, also. You two will never have to endure the unendurable, because I will be there for you if and when you need me..."
Part 8 - Infinity Circle
"Any more on that drug case?" Jack Muscone asked as he, Tanya, Cindy, and I were eating lunch at the Cop Bar.
"Yes, I think so." I replied. "First of all, please thank Dwight Stevens and Ashton Cardigan for their help. I've gotten every piece of information I've asked for about the operation."
"And what does that data tell you?" Muscone asked.
"Well," I said, "the names of those undercover agents that allegedly put the L-sugars into the original heroin shipments are redacted, and rightly so. But I've also come to realize that just trying to put some sugar into the pure product would not have been feasible. Ergo, while I think Dwight Stevens believes what he was told, that heroin was not supplied at the beginning of the chain... I believe it was."
"Aw, crap." said Muscone. "You're probably right. And that makes this thing bad, like 'Fast & Furious' was vis-a-vis guns."
"Yes, maybe." I said. "But here's my deduction from that: the DEA made up several large batches of pure heroin, then somehow got some of it into the hands of the original distributors. And then they started doing their tracing job. That led me to peeking into some files that not even most of the 'CHICAGO SPICE' team know about."
I continued: "I discovered that six batches were made: three with L-glucose that went to Texas; and three with more complex sugars, that went to Miami. One batch of L-heroin, for lack of a better term, was substituted for a batch en route to Houston, Texas. Another was sold at the source in Mexico. The same in Miami: the perps's batch was substituted for in a warehouse, while another was sold to the suppliers."
"What happened to the stuff they confiscated and swapped with the L-heroin?" Jack asked.
"That is one thread I'm still looking into, and it may take some time." I said. "It might have been destroyed... it should have been destroyed... or it might've been laced with more L-sugars in another facet of the operation."
"Anyhoo," I went on, "that left a couple of big batches left from the original source product. Since the stuff was 'off-book', and meant to supply heroin in the first place, those batches were likely stored somewhere for future use. I have not yet found anything that is telling me where the batches were stored nor what happened to them."
I continued: "As to the important question of where the L-sugar the Block House Boyz were using to cut their product with came from? I think that's what I'm going to be looking at next..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, as Cindy and I drove to County Jail, she said "Was it just me, or was Jack really pressing you for information?"
"He was pressing." I said. "And he has been ever since we discovered the L-sugar secret and I had him call Dwight Stevens. What's your vibe on it?"
"He's... nervous." Cindy said. "But I'm not sure exactly why nor what about. I don't think he's worried that you'll find something out, but maybe he's worried that whatever comes out may be more harmful than good."
I said "And taking that further, what do you infer from it?"
"That this could be like 'Fast & Furious', and embarrass the Federal Government?" Cindy guessed.
I replied: "You know how frogs drink water all day just in case you pick them up? I'm thinking along the lines that we may have picked up a frog... a Swamp Frog, and it's going to get messy."
There is a building on the grounds of County Jail, separate from the Jail and Precinct facilities, and enclosed by another layer of fencing with triple-concertina wire on top. It was the long-term Evidence Warehouse. In addition to older evidence, we stored large size or large quantity items there.
We drove up, and I was happy to see that Lt. Jerome Davis, Sr. Detective Joanne Warner, and Sr. Patrolman (soon to be Detective-1) Penny Scott were waiting for us, as was DEA Special Agent Juan Alberto Morales It is possible that Cindy was happier than I was to see who else was there: FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins.
"You're looking much better, these days, Mr. Jenkins." I said as we came up to them and I shook his hand.
"I'm feeling better, now that I have this case to work on." said Tim "And it's shaping up to be a big one."
"All of the Iron Crowbar's cases somehow end up that way." said Cindy.
"And we wouldn't have it any other way, ma'am!" Joanne Warner said brightly.
"Okay," I said, "we're here to examine the evidence from the Block House Boyz bust. And after we look at the evidence, a couple of us will interview the arrested suspects while the rest of you will have to watch from the anteroom."
We went inside and checked in. A Deputy Sheriff escorted us to where the evidence was being stored. "It's all stacked on the shelves of that far wall, sir." the Deputy said.
"What about the cutting agents?" I asked. "Are they in here, too?"
"They should be, sir." said the Deputy. "We don't separate drugs from non-drug paraphernalia. The only things we ever store separately are explosives and flammables, including unfired bullet cartridges."
"Okay, thanks." I said. We went into the fenced-in room and started to look at the packaging.
"Ah, this is interesting." I said, picking up (in my latex-gloved hands) a kilo brick of pure China White, wrapped in plastic. "Any of you ever see this symbol before?" It was a sideways '8', the symbol for Infinity. Through each circle of the 8 was one large circle."
"The Eighth Street Latinos?" suggested Joanne Warner.
"They do use an '8' as a symbol," I said, "but it would be upright, and this '8' is on it's side. It's the symbol for Infinity. Juan, have you come across this in your DEA work?"
"No sir, I can't say that I have." said Morales as he examined it. He got out his iPhone and took a photo of it, then used an app to run it. Meanwhile, I was looking through boxes until I found what I wanted to find.
"Eureka!" I said. "They're here!"
"What is it, sir?" Jerome Davis asked as he looked into the box.
"The cutting agents." I said. "Our CSIs and Crime Lab were kind enough to label the packages. These are bags of cornstarch, and this one bag is sugar... and I'll bet it's the source of the L-sugar the Crime Lab found."
"It is, sir." said Joanne Warner as she looked through the paperwork and checked the ID numbers against the analysis reports.
"And lo! and behold!" I said. "That Infinity Circle logo is on the box of the stuff. That's pretty huge." I photographed the box of sugar, which was a plain white box with the logo hand-drawn on it.
*CHIME!*
It was Morales's app on his iPhone. After reading the information, he said "You were right, Commander... this symbol is in the DEA's national database as being from a gang called 'Infinity Circle'. There's nothing here on them; it says 'contact your Special Agent In Charge for more information'."
"Don, how did you know that name 'Infinity Circle'?" Cindy Ross wanted to know.
"Uh, just a guess?" I tried. "It's the Infinity symbol and a circle." Cindy wasn't buying it, and Joanne and Jerome caught on quickly.
"You don't guess. You know." Cindy replied. "Spill it, Crowbar 1."
"All right, you got me." I said, realizing I'd made a mistake in saying the name. "Yes, it's the logo of a drug gang called 'Infinity Circle'. And since you all have clearances, I can tell you this, but don't say even one word of it to anyone else. 'Infinity Circle is a front... it's really the DEA itself."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In County Jail, Wahir Al-Jabazz of the Block House Boyz gang and his Court-appointed attorney were waiting in I-1 when we got there. I said that Lt. Jerome Davis would go in with me, while the others watched and listened in from the anteroom I had an earbud in my ear, so that those in the anteroom could ask a question through me if something came up.
Their eyes barely flickered when Jerome went into the interrogation room, but the same could not be said when Your Iron Crowbar appeared in the doorway a second later. The lawyer looked surprised. Al-Jabazz looked totally shocked... and afraid.
"What have I done," said Al-Jabazz shakily, "to merit the personal attention of the Iron Crowbar?"
"It's just your lucky day." I said, not saying if it was his good or bad luck.
Jerome read Al-Jabazz his rights from the card, then said "We know you have not invoked yet. We just have a couple of questions for you. First, where did you get the pure China White from?"
"My client is not answering questions like that without an Immunity Agreement." said the lawyer. I laughed out loud.
"I have to admire you for the grandiose level of your fantasies." I said. "We have your client dead to rights on numerous drug charges. I may consider cutting him a plea deal like he was cutting that smack with that sugar... if he cooperates."
"Immunity, or nothing." said the lawyer. Al-Jabazz put his hand up, stopping the lawyer from continuing. The lawyer looked put out, rolling his eyes when Al-Jabazz whispered something to him, but then said "My client insists upon us hearing you out. What's your offer?"
"Everything dropped to misdemeanor status if your client cooperates fully." I said. "Which means much less time in jail, but there will be either parole or deportation, depending on what the judge wants to do. But I'm not even promising that."
"What are your questions, then?" asked the lawyer.
I said "Like my fellow Officer here asked, where did the Block House Boyz get that product? And where did they get those cutting agents?" The lawyer looked impassive, but Al-Jabazz peered at me.
"Why do I think that you are more interested in those cutting agents than the product itself?" he asked. I did not let my face show anything as he peered hard at me.
"I'm interested in all of it." I replied. "So what's your answer?"
"I will only say this, and it is not a confession to anything." said Al-Jabazz. "Jacquez Wilson, may he rest in peace, obtained the supplies of everything. He had a deal with someone, I know not who. He obtained everything very cheaply, even the China White. The cutting agents were familiar to Jacquez, may he rest in peace. They were seized by the DEA after those filthy Federal Agents did not find any drugs... just the cornstarch and Monopoly money."
"Ah, so you know about that." I replied.
"As you apparently do, Iron Crowbar." snarled the lawyer. "Did you throw Curtis Halsey into that metal grinder?"
"I'm not the one being interrogated here." I replied flatly. "Wahir, you will get the deal if you tell me who Jacquez's trading partner was?"
Al-Jabazz shook his head slowly. "I sincerely do not know. Your Vice Squad was very good; they were pinching off the normal supplies. And the shipment had fentanyl; Jacquez, may he rest in peace, did not like dealing in fentanyl. It was too inconsistent, and he did not want to sell bad product that would kill people accidentally. Bad for his reputation, and for business."
"No doubt about that." I said. Then I heard in my earpiece to ask him if he knew where Jacquez Wilson got the C-4 plastique from.
"Any idea where the plastique came from, the stuff that blew up and killed Jacquez and his associates?" I asked. As I expected, the lawyer stepped in.
"Don't answer that." said the wily lawyer. "That's totally outside the scope of the charges against my client. Go fishing somewhere else, Iron Crowbar."
"And I don't know anything about the explosives." said Al-Jabazz, earning a rebuke from the attorney.
"This interview is over." said the attorney. "You've colored outside the lines, Iron Crowbar."
"Did I." I replied flatly. But Jerome and I got up and left, anyway.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We interviewed everyone." I told the Chief as those of us at County Jail and Captain Tanya P. Muscone sat with him in the Main Conference Room. "Al-Jabazz was the most forthcoming, but I don't think the others knew much of anything. I did get one tidbit from Al-Jabazz... he did know the source of that product and cutting agent, though he may not have known individual names."
"And who was that source?" asked the Chief.
"Anyone want a shot at the title?" I asked the room.
"Undercover DEA Agents?" said Cindy Ross.
"Close." I said. "Verrrry close. Let me put this sequence together for y'all: Al-Jabazz was not one of those at the Block House when it blew up, lucky for him. So he wasn't one of Jacquez Wilson's closest people, but he was a trusted associate vis-a-vis drugs. He knew where the cornstarch came from... and his lawyer had the temerity to ask me about an event that happened that same night, but I digress."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So Wahir knew that. I also remember that I believe KXTC was the source of the tips that led to the gang's arrests. KXTC heard what some of us heard: that the Block House Boyz thought KXTC had betrayed them, which may be true."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But it occurs to me that KXTC was working closely with the US DOJ Civil Rights Division to blame the Police for any violence caused by Jacquez. And who else has been working with Ava Hinds and the Civil Rights Division? The Swamp Frogs."



"Ergo," I went on, "I conclude that rogue, Swamp Frog elements of the DEA, or perhaps other agencies, gave Jacquez a sweetheart deal for product and cutting agent. Super low price. In exchange, Jacquez agreed to agitate against the TCPD, maybe not realizing the explosive conclusion that resulted would occur."
I said "And that worked out well for them in soooo many ways. First, if someone took the product from a DEA warehouse and sold it, it's pure profit... so they can offer Jacquez a price so good that he takes it even if he had reservations about it. Second, it got rid of some of the L-sugar... and also contaminated Operation CHICAGO SPICE. Third, it might well have worked to get the US DOJ Civil Rights Division the excuse they needed to hammer the TCPD... making that building explosion all the more fortuitous for us, the TCPD."
Tim Jenkins said "And these rogue Agents used some of the CHICAGO SPICE product and cutting agent to make that deal?"
"So it appears." I said. "What I'm not sure of is just how extensive the 'Infinity Circle' drug gang is. Was it created just for CHICAGO SPICE? For the L-sugar operation? Or is it bigger, and that operation was just a part of it, and just used their logo-marked product for their operations?"
Juan Morales said "I'll ask SAC Muscone and DEA SAC Rutherford Lyndon. I need to let them know, anyway. The 'Infinity Circle' secret is compromised, no matter what else." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Another plan that did not work out so well for a lot of the Enemy." said Tanya. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
I said "I have to commend the Swamp Frogs for a good plan in some areas, though others were left to chance and therefore failed. And someone had to have given the Block House Boyz the idea that the Media was behind the betrayal of Jacquez Wilson... and it wasn't me."
"A master manipulator, all the way around." said Tanya. "But who has the brains and the means to do that?"
"Dr. Robin Isley, easily." I said. "But we may be making an assumption in thinking the Master Planner is one of the Swamp Frogs. It could be someone far worse." I then absentmindedly mused: "Far, far worse..."
Part 8 - Funeral? Or Rally of Hatred?
"Not God bless America! God damn America! God damn America!"
--- Rev. Jeremiah Wright, Barak Obama's pastor.
2:00pm, Friday, July 3rd. Bettina Wurtzburg and State Senator Katherine Woodburn, dressed in all black, got out of the black Escalade at MLK Park. Other KXTC employees were arriving in other cars, though not all of them by any stretch of the imagination. And some were working, videoing the impending funeral of Lester Holder.
"Not all that many people here." said Katherine. "So why are they having it outside, in the heat and humidity?"
"Maybe more of the demonstrators they've asked to come will arrive soon." said Bettina. She then nudged her head to her left and said "There's Burt West." Katherine looked over, seeing West talking with Eldrick X. Weaver, Edgar Silas, former State Senator Maxine Watts, Stacey Jacobs, and Bruce Finneran.
"Ah, crap." Katherine said quietly. "It's going to be political. They're going to make a circus out of it." After a pause she said: "You go ahead, and catch a ride with the KXTC people when this is over."
"You're leaving?" Bettina asked, totally shocked.
"You better believe it." Katherine said. "I want to get re-elected." With that, she went back to the Escalade and got in, and it drove off...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The crowd was not as large as originally expected, despite the efforts of the political leaders to get the active protesters to the service. The numbers had risen to perhaps three dozen young people in red Antifa shirts and one dozen scraggly-looking white students in green shirts with logos of Climate Change groups.
The Reverend Ralph Warlock, a radical activist as well as pastor of Third Baptist Church, began the funeral: "Brother Lester Holder was a black man and a reporter, making him doubly the target of Cracker cops and Republican politicians. He paid the ultimate price to bring the light of truth of white Police brutality against our People."
"Tomorrow," Rev. Warlock said, "white people and their white nationalist politicians will celebrate a day they call 'Independence Day'. Isn't that rich? That whites have a day when they say they were given their freedom? They celebrate with picnics, and fireworks. Celebrating the creation of a nation born of white privilege and black slavery, with laws created to keep blacks enslaved. That's what they're celebrating."
Warlock: "They celebrate holidays devoted to the mil-i-tar-y, calling upon us to remember their 'sacrifice'. Sacrifice for what? I tell you now that no man can serve two masters! No man can serve God and also be in the military! And that extends to the Po-leece... the Po-leece that murdered Brother Lester and other good black men when we tried to peacefully celebrate a true day of emancipation, Juneteenth!"
The crowd, especially the red-shirted agitators, began cheering and chanting as Warlock finished. The Third Baptist Church Choir sang the civil rights spiritual "Let My People Go", suggesting Holder was a Moses-like figure leading blacks out of slavery. Eldrick X. Weaver came to the podium.
Weaver: "The history of corruption of the Town & County Police, and their institutionalized abuse of power against People of Color is long, deep, and stained with the blood of good black men like Lester Holder. And that white nationalism and abuse of power starts at the very top. The reason Lester Holder is dead, the reason we are here remembering his sacrifice for our causes, is illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood!"
Weaver: "Allgood has not only stolen an election he knows in his corrupt racist heart that he lost, he has not only stood by while white Police terrorize and abuse good black people, he has enabled the Police brutality. Because of him, corrupt white racist cops like Donald Troy feel enabled to do whatever they want to blacks, including murdering them, knowing they have their white nationalist illegitimate Mayor to back them up!
Weaver: "That's why this next election is so important! We must crush every Republican, kick all of their racist asses out of office! But most important of all is destroying Daniel Allgood! I know that when I'm Mayor after this election, Allgood will be made to pay for his crimes, especially the crime of protecting that racist white cop Donald Troy!"
Edgar Silas was next: "I agree that the root cause of the racism in this County is Donald Troy! That corrupt 'Uncle Tom' Joseph E. Williams worked with Troy to re-write the County Charter, and destroy the Boards of Inquiry that were all we had to keep Troy's unchecked racism and abuse of People of Color in line! We must elect Bruce Finneran as Inspector General, and me to the Town & County Council, so we can destroy Donald Troy! We'll destroy... Donald Troy! We'll destroy... Donald Troy!"
The agitators, led by an obviously pleased Bruce Finneran, picked up the chant: We'll destroy... Donald Troy! We'll destroy... Donald Troy! We'll destroy... Donald Troy! We'll destroy... Donald Troy!..."
And then came Burt West. He tried to remain calm, but as he spoke, people were reminded of the obsessive hatred of not only Lester Holder, but another reporter: John Hardwood.
Burt West: "Lester Holder was my Media colleague. As a member of the honorable profession of Journalism, Lester was committed and devoted to discovering and exposing the truth, especially about the Police brutality of white cops against People of Color. He endured a severe beating and hospitalization, a crime the Town & County Police under Donald Troy did not even try to solve." (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 01-02.)
West: "Lester Holder was exposing the Police persecution of Jacquez Wilson, a civil right leader devoted to the cause of justice for blacks. Lester was giving Mr. Wilson a voice in our never-ending war against Donald Troy! And I don't believe for a minute that the Block House just blew up of its own accord. The blood of Lester Holder and the others will forever stain the filthy white hands of the most corrupt cop in this State's history, Donald Troy!" The agitators cheered.
West: "Lester Holder was beaten, and ultimately murdered, because the corrupt, racist Donald Troy could not allow the voice of truth about him to be told! Troy is whining about his racist white cop being beaten and in the Hospital, but he didn't give a damn when my colleague was beaten and put in the Hospital! Troy didn't give a damn about his white cops pulling over blacks for D-W-B, or arresting and charging blacks with crimes committed by whites... but when Lester Holder was exposing Troy's corruption, Lester Holder was assassinated to silence his voice, just as Jasmine Nix was!" (Author's note: 'Sandstorm', Ch. 03-04.)
West: "I call upon you to resist! Resist the corruption of Donald Troy! Resist the corruption of his White Nationalist allies, and his white motorcycle gang that comes in and beats peaceful, innocent black citizens! Tomorrow Troy will be at the starting line of the Triathlon with other White Nationalists... you will know who they are, because they call themselves 'Republicans'! I know the other speakers here are calling for us to boycott the Day of White Independence, but I say you should confront Donald Troy and his fellow racists, and let them know how you feel! Show them your rage! Make them answer when you ask them 'Do black lives matter?'! Don't let 'em off the hook!"
The agitators in the crowd cheered lustily. What they did not notice was that most of the Media reporters that had been sent to cover the funeral were beginning to break their equipment down, pack, and leave. They had the footage they needed, but most of them would not use that footage, nor even report on the funeral, knowing the vicious rhetoric they were hearing might help their enemies, like Sharon Marshall, more than the good of ginning up division and hatred based on race would do them..
Part 9 - The Real Swamp
Meanwhile...
Teresa and Todd were with the entire Belvedere family on a boat traveling slowly along one of the swamps between the Belvedere home and the coast line to the south. The boat had an awning built above it to shield the passengers from the blazing sun, and the tourists were looking over the rails at the tremendous diversity of animal and plant life in the swamp eco-system. Everyone ooh-ed and aah-ed whenever an alligator was spotted, and there were four such creatures sighted during this excursion.
Todd was wearing a white golf/polo shirt, khaki short pants, and high-top tennis shoes. Teresa was wearing a white pullover shirt that she did not tuck in, khaki pants that went just over her knees, and what amounted to work boots. "Your Lara Croft look, eh?" Todd had teased her when he first saw her.
As they'd taken their seats when boarding the boat, Jen Sakai had sat down by Teresa, and had noticed the well-concealed handgun Teresa was carrying. "You're armed?" Jen said quietly. "Aren't you out of jurisdiction?"
"I have a Federal Firearms Permit." Teresa said. "And while I'm not expecting any trouble, I'm always concerned for my husband's safety." And for her own safety, too, though she didn't say that.
"I can understand that." Jen said, then added: "If Colin or Wendy see it, they'll go bananas. They are bitterly anti-gun-rights."
"So they think only Police Officers should have guns?" Teresa asked nonchalantly.
Jen chuckled at the subtle humor; after all, Teresa was a Police Officer. Jen said: "And they want to defund the Police, too. I'm a little surprised they haven't made snarky remarks to you about being a cop."
"I think they're too busy preaching to Todd about Climate Change." said Teresa. "They're either trying to shame him, or they want a donation from him." Jen laughed at that.
Meanwhile, Todd had been 'corralled' by 'Bobby' Edwards, who was wearing a button-down shirt along with long-sleeve khakis and shoes not really meant for outdoor excursions like this.
"So how are you liking Louisiana, so far?" Edwards asked.
"I'm the man who accompanied Teresa Croyle to Louisiana." said Todd. "And I'm enjoying it very much."
Edwards chuckled, then said "Louisiana is a great place for business. We've got a little of everything, here. Oil and gas production; Louisiana is the third-largest producer of petroleum in the United States. and fully one-quarter of the Nation's natural gas is from this State. And with that comes petrochemicals, and a strong overall chemical production industry."
"My uncle would love that, being the chemist that he is." Todd said.
"And your own business has been active in the chemical industry." said Edwards. He continued: "Beyond that, Louisiana has a huge commercial fishing industry, accounting for 25% of the seafood consumed in the United States. In agriculture, we're second in sugar cane and sweet potatoes, and we have high yields of feed grains and soybeans."
"What part of Louisiana are you from?" Todd asked.
"Shreveport, in the northwest corner of the State." said Edwards. "Shreveport was the capitol of Louisiana from 1863-65 during the Civil War, when the filthy Northerners captured Baton Rouge. It's the third-largest city in Louisiana, after Baton Rouge and New Orleans. Barksdale AFB is up there, too."
Todd said "Well, when I'm ready to expand, I'll take a look around here."
"When you do," said Edwards, "you'll find that we're like many places... it's who you know more than anything else. And I can help you get in touch with the right people. Of course, the 'cost of doing business' is part of doing business, and the businesses that work well with our civic leaders are the ones that get business done here."
"I'll keep that in mind." said Todd. He looked over and said "Uh oh, I better go rescue my wife from our Climate knights in shining armor."
"Watch out for them." Robert said in a low voice, with some menace tricking into it. "They may sound like harmless quacks, but they mean to destroy Free Enterprise, and they'll stop at nothing to achieve their goals..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The boat tour included a stop of an antebellum plantation home. It was was a mixture of French and American Southern styles, and had once been a sugar cane plantation.
"They grew sugar cane here, and still do." said Clara Bessemer Edwards, to Teresa, as they followed the tour group around. "My family... er, our family... probably bought a lot of it to make their chocolates and cookies. My father, Edward Bessemer, really prided himself on using local Louisiana sugar to make Bessemer cookies."
"I'm sorry he died before his time." Teresa said. "If he hadn't, maybe you'd still have the company."
"Maybe." said Clara. "My mom always thought the company would've been sold off anyway. My grandfather loved it, and my father loved it... but I think everyone else cared more about the money. Aunt Clarissa, bless her heart, she's a good person... but she didn't lose a minute's sleep having the annuities to live on for the rest of her life. And her kids are rotten to the core, so sorry."
"Maybe the real Louisiana sugar is why Bessemer cookies are the tastiest on the market." Teresa said, to change the subject. "My friend Tanya got married a few months ago, and featured Bessemer cookies at her reception. And everyone was raving about them. I didn't know the family connection then, of course."
"Oh I agree." said Clara. "Local ingredients, especially the sugar, make Bessemer cookies the best. I'm glad BigAgraFoods still purchases Louisiana sugar to make some of the cookies, especially the sugar cookies. The stuff they get from other places may be cheaper, but the cookies they make with that stuff simply aren't as good."
"So why did they change?"
"Same reason Coca-Cola arranged that whole 'New Coke' fiasco." said Clara. "So that when they went back to 'Classic Coke', they weren't using sugar at all, but high-fructose corn syrup. Similar taste but not quite the same... and a heck of a lot cheaper."
Teresa nodded, then said "The only thing I really know about Coca-Cola is that cocaine is a byproduct of making it, and the Federal Government closely supervises the destruction of it. I can only imagine the disaster if some of that stuff was simply 'disappeared' by those Feds, and sold onto the open market..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the boat tour, the tour group was treated to a Cajun dinner. Part of it was a low country boil, where the ingredients were boiled and then poured onto a table, and everyone helped themselves. Additionally, there was a buffet with other dishes.
"I'll give you newcomers a small warning now." said Clarissa Belvedere Esterson. "It is way past the prime crawfish season, so what they have here was likely frozen, then thawed out and steamed. It's still good, but it's not good, fresh crawfish."
But the jambalaya and gumbo made up for it. And Teresa went back for seconds and thirds of the shrimp and grits. "This stuff is good." she said to Todd as she ate her third helping.
"It's all good. This gumbo is to die for." said Todd as he ate a large bowl of it.
"You should try the spicy gumbo." said Wendy Esterson. "What you're having is very mild, by comparison."
"It's really good for a beginner like me." replied Todd with a grin. "The crawfish pie is good, too, even if it is made from frozen crawfish."
"It's a shame, too." said Colin Esterson. "Robert talks about the commercial fishing industry like it's a good thing, but they're overfishing our waters so badly that they're destroying the eco-system. That, and that oil and gas they're leaking into the waters, which is further damaging our planet."
"I guess I better enjoy the crawfish pie while I can, then." Todd said jovially, a bit too jovially. Colin and Wendy didn't particularly like that comment.
"There will be plenty of fishing for years and years to come." said Robert Edwards as he came up to them with a plate of food from the low country boil table. "Don't let the ridiculous predictions and outright lies of the Left distort your thinking."
"Typical Republican." snarled Wendy Esterson. "Doesn't give a damn about anything but lining his own pockets with the blood money of crony capitalists. Are you a Republican, Mr. Burke?"
"Oh, I don't belong to any political party, Mrs. Esterson." Todd replied lightly. "What I have observed, over time... is that the Establishments of both Parties work hand-in-glove together while pretending to argue about things."
That ended all political commentary for the evening...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at home, everyone was having drinks on the back patio again. Beatrice and Eugenia's were non-alcoholic. Teresa was having a cigar with her Scotch, neat, again, while Jen Sakai was having a rum and Coke with her cigar. Colin had brought out his Meerschaum pipe, lacking only a deerstalker cap to look like a Sherlock Holmes wannabee.
"Pipe tobacco smoke smells very good, aromatically," said Clarissa as she sat with Teresa, overlooking the back yard, "but it tastes awful. Cigars smell like tobacco, but taste a lot better. I used to enjoy them, until my health declined and I had to give them up."
"I rarely smoke anything, especially in front of our boys at home." Teresa said. "But these cigars really are that good... and so is the Scotch."
"I'm glad you're enjoying them." said Clarissa. "So what are Todd's vices, if any?"
"It used to be women." said Teresa. "But he really slowed his roll on that when he had children to take care of. He's really a very good father."



"That's fortunate." said Clarissa. "I wish I could say the same of some of the men in this family."
"Didn't Beatrice and Genia's father die in an accident?" Teresa asked.
"Oh yes, and he was a good father to them." said Clarissa. "And their grandfather, Edward Bessemer, he was a decent father to his children."
"So he died in a work-related accident?" Teresa asked, adroitly probing her aunt for more information.
"Yes." said Clarissa. "And the legend that he fell into a vat of flour is true. A horrible way to die, I am sure... though one secret about that accident never did come out: he was dead when he fell into the vat."
"Murdered?" Teresa gasped, her professional instincts kicking in.
"I don't know, not for sure." said Clarissa. "But my father had a private talk with the Coroner. The final autopsy report came out that Edward had died of asphyxiation, but I remember that the preliminary finding was that his heart had stopped before he fell. I naturally thought he'd had a heart attack right at that moment, and fell into the vat as he lost consciousness. But nothing was ever said of that in the autopsy report."
"So who would want to kill him?" Teresa asked. "And why?"
Clarissa chuckled merrily, almost a cackle. "Heh heh heh heh! Ever the Detective, you are, my dear! You were born to be one, if I don't miss my guess."
And I'll bet you rarely do, Teresa thought to herself. Out loud she said "Yes, I have to admit it's professional interest... my profession."
"Well, I'll tell you what I know, which isn't a lot." said Clarissa as Charles the Butler poured Teresa another Scotch, and added a few drops of water to release the flavor of the Scotch. "As you know, Edward is credited with saving the Belvedere Company from spiraling into bankruptcy, and his cookies saved the company, and therefore all of us from financial ruin. Had he lived, he would have been tapped to succeed my father as the CEO of the company."
Clarissa: "After he died, my father began preparing to sell the company. He had come to despise my husband's lack of business acumen, and he simply did not consider that I or Dora Clara could run it; after all, that was the mid-1970s, the heyday of the Glass Ceiling, Helen Reddy, and the Equal Rights Amendment."
Clarissa: "It took a while, but BigAgraFoods's subsidiary company finally paid a fair price for the company. My father put almost all of the money into trusts for his three daughters, including Sarah in the hopes she would contact us and return home one day."
Clarissa: "My father was named to the Board of Directors of the subsidiary company, but I believe the boredom of his retired life was a large part of his eventual passing away, and my mother died shortly afterwards of a broken heart."
Clarissa: "So I guess I'm one of your suspects, as the house and a substantial fortune came to me, as well as to Dora Clara. From what I understand, neither your mother nor your father ever knew about any of this, so you can safely eliminate them from your list of suspects. Additionally, my husband gave up all pretenses of working for a living. I did not divorce him, but we led separate lives out of separate bedrooms. So he benefitted, as well."
Teresa asked "Did Edward have any other enemies? And to that point, did your father? Was there pressure on him to sell out to the Big Boy company?"
"Ah, you're already ahead of me." said Clarissa. "And the answer to your question is that several large companies wanted to buy the company, but their first efforts were to destroy it. Edward overcame the attempts to bankrupt us, attempts my father couldn't handle. BigAgraFoods was run by a despicable man named George Willis, and he enjoyed crushing his competition."
"Did George Willis have a son named Mitt Willis?" Teresa asked.
"Why ye-ezzz!" said Clarissa. "You know who Mitt Willis was?"
"Oh yes." Teresa said. "He tried to destroy the Iron Crowbar. He lost. And I was there when one of Willis's employees took him out. I watched Mitt Willis die, and to this day I don't feel one bit of regret nor pity." (Author's note: 'Swamp Frogs', Ch. 02.)
"Well, I'll declare!" said Clarissa. "But yes, George was Mitt's father, and every bit as despicable. And would Willis have my brother-in-law killed to force my father to sell the company? There can be no doubt."
"Of course," Clarissa continued, "it could easily have been one of the other competing companies. And then there was the Union representing the sugar cane workers... the Unions were just becoming powerful and asserting themselves in those days, before President Reagan broke PATCO. Edward was a hard-liner against the Union's attempts to unionize the company's employees as well as the sugar cane field workers. They did successfully unionize it all after Edward died."
"Last, but not least," said Clarissa, "were the politicians. As you've seen from Robert, Louisiana politics can be very rough-and-tumble. They want their cuts, their pieces of the action. I'd rather deal with Organized Crime, with the Mob, than Louisiana politicians, and my niece's husband is one of the filthy predators. My father usually dealt with them the normal, way: he paid the protection money in the form of campaign donations. But Edward didn't play around with them; he refused to give 'em a dime."
Teresa said "I'm not sure Edward's death, and the sale of the company to BigAgraFoods, benefitted the politicians. Big Boy companies play the game, but can't be intimidated by politicians the way the little companies can be."
"There's truth in that." said Clarissa. "Tell me, does your husband have to deal the Mobs, and with the politicians?"
Teresa replied "He plays the game with the politicians; he'll give campaign contributions in reasonable measure to politicians of both parties, to ensure he gets and keeps his permits. It's the Federal Government that has given him the most trouble, when they accused him of passing secrets to Israel, then rogue agents tried to steal one of his research projects."
She did not mention how far they had gone in their attempts to steal BOW Enterprises secrets, including the Mutanix. (Author's note: 'Moonlight Shadow', 'The Nuclear Option', 'A Death In The Family'.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Returning to their room for the night, Todd was 'not surprised' when Teresa began sweeping their room for bugs. And she found some: one in the lampshade on the bedside table's lamp, one in the landline telephone on the other bedside table, and one in the lights over the vanity in the bathroom.
They went onto the patio and closed the doors. Teresa swept there for bugs, but found none. They sat down on the two metal mesh chairs, and talked very quietly.
"Those bugs weren't there yesterday." Teresa said. "So who planted them?"
"The security guys were with us, so it was either Charles or a family member." said Todd.
Teresa nodded. "Want to go home? After what Jen said on the phone last night, I'd be much less worried about your safety."
Todd grinned, and said "Naah, I feel safe with my security blanket with me, that being you. But we were going to leave Monday morning. If you want to up that to Sunday, I'll claim some kind of business emergency."
"Let's do that, for Sunday afternoon." Teresa said. "So, how was your day with my relatives today?"
"The tour was really nice, and the dinner was good." Todd said. "And State Senator Robert 'Bobby' Edwards invited me to bribe him if I wanted to do business here. He was surprisingly open about it."
Teresa said "Aunt Clarissa said those politics are about as old as Louisiana is. Clara Edwards is well-versed on some of the business things about Bessemer cookies, probably to aid her husband in talking up Louisiana to businesses thinking of coming here. Oh, and Jen Sakai noticed my concealed weapon, and seemed very taken aback by it."
She then told Todd about George Willis, Mitt's father, and how BigAgraFoods had pressured Belvedere to sell the company, and that Clarissa was not convinced that Edward Bessemer's death was a tragic accident, but possibly was a tragic murder. "It's a small, small world, that Mitt Willis's father was the one who put the screws to my grandfather. I told Aunt Clarissa that I was there when Mittens died... but not that I almost tackled him in time to save him."
Todd nodded. "Yes... and I have the feeling that this family might have to deal with the Willis's and BigAgraFoods again... didn't Mitt Willis have kids?"
Teresa said "Yes, and his son Matthew was implicated in the Tau Fraternity hazings and rapes, but never formally charged." (Author's note: 'Unresolved'.) "Yes, I agree that he will take the Willis family to new heights of crime."
Little did either know what would be wrought...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhh..." the listeners heard. It was Teresa's voice. "Ohhh, you're cock is so... big!... Oh yeah... just like that... ohhhh..."
"That's right, baby," they heard Todd say, "take very inch of my big dick! Oh yeah, you're so tight... so wet..."
It definitely enhanced their lovemaking to be as noisy as they could for whoever was listening to the bugs. And those listeners were enjoying it, as well...
Part 10 - Let Freedom Ring
"Let freedom ring,
Let the white dove sing,
Let the whole world know that today,
is a day of a reckoning!
Let the weak be strong,
Let the right be wrong,
Roll the stone away, Let the guilty pay
It's Independence Day."

--- Martina McBride, 'Independence Day'.
7:00am, Saturday, July 4th. Wearing my Police uniform of a light blue shirt, dark blue pants with double-light-blue piping down the sides, and an armored vest, I drove in my SUV from The Cabin around the mountain and down the road past McGhillie's Golf Course and onto Reservoir Road. I was allowed through the checkpoint, and went down the road to the Start Line, the starting point of the Triathlon.
Security was being set up near where Reservoir Road ends at the Nextdoor County Highway, and the road that led past The Cabin and Teresa's home was blocked off to all but emergency vehicles just up from where the road dumps into University Avenue.
And speaking of emergency vehicles, I saw an ambulance parked on the other side of the road from the starting line, and went to it. Paramedics Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph, who had saved Corporal Inga Gunddottar's life, were sitting on the back bumper. Their EMT uniforms looked sharp, I was pleased but not surprised to see.
When they saw me, they stood up and (unnecessarily) saluted me. "All the way and then some, sir!" Ellen Brooks said enthusiastically.
"Air-borne!" I replied happily as I returned the salute. "How are you guys doing? You recovering from your wounds, Brooks?"
"Yes sir." said Ellen. "I'm back on duty."
"Good." I said. "Be ready August 1st. Purple Order on the way for you." I looked over the ambulance. "This is the ambulance Kalsu drove you in to rescue Gunddottar?"
"Yes sir." said Kevin Randolph. "We're generally going to follow the race. After everyone has done the swim, we'll join the ambulance at the bike ride starting point, and then migrate to the finish line. We are also prepared to be called up in case of... trouble."
I nodded. "Good plan. Okay, I'll most likely see you again at the Finish Line."
"Oh, sir!" said Ellen as I was about to leave. "Some of us in the Police, Fire, and EMT services are planning on having a civilian parachute jump, maybe to raise money for equipment or for charity. Would you be interested in jumping with us?"
"Would I?" I exclaimed. "You betcha!"
"That will be the day!"
The voice behind me belonged to the Green Crowbar, and Cindy was tapping it in her hand as she came up to us. With her was Callie Carrington, Cindy's mother Maggie, and Betsy Ross, who was in her grandmother's arms.
Cindy was wearing her Police uniform like I was, and also wearing armor. She did not even bother to speak to me, but went up to Ellen and Kevin and said "This man's back has been broken at least twice, and if he tries to make another parachute jump, I will break it again if the jump doesn't. So don't be getting his hopes up."
"Yes ma'am." said Ellen. "Sorry sir, I didn't know about your back."
"Oh, it's just fine." I said. "I didn't have any problems when Jack Muscone and I jumped into his wedding."
"The only reason I didn't bust him up then," said Cindy, "was because the plane was wired with explosives, and blew up the Impound Yard when it crashed." (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 03.)
"Seriously," I said, "I do appreciate the Deputy Chief looking out for my health and safety---"
We were interrupted by a contingent of vehicles coming into the Start Line area. Among them was the Commander of the State Patrol (all of it), Colonel Hartmann. With him was the Commander of State Patrol Post 1, the 1st District post, Captain Cortese.
"Good to see you again, Commander." said Hartmann in his typically energetic style. His uniform was pressed to razor-sharp perfection. "We're here to get in place for Lieutenant Governor Marshall's arrival."
"Good morning, Colonel, Captain." I said, shaking their hands. "You know Deputy Chief Ross, and this is her family. And allow me to introduce Paramedics Brooks and Randolph, who went in and rescued my injured Police Officer in that standoff."
"Mighty fine work." said Colonel Hartmann as he shook their hands. "Forgive my abruptness, but I need to get started. What time is the Lieutenant Governor getting here?"
I said "The race starts at 9:00am, and she's the official Starter of it. So I'd imagine minutes before then. I'll show you where you can set up your command post." I excused myself from everyone else, and went along with the State Troopers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
People began trickling in. The racers were allowed within the security rings and were checking in. We'd limited the crowds to invited guests and families, that had passes not unlike what I'd observed at Augusta National Golf Course when Cindy and I went there. (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 03.) People went through 'airport security' metal detectors, then were wanded, and they had to have their passes in plastic sleeves on lanyards around their necks at all times.
The dignitaries began arriving at 8:30am. Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Council Members Edward R. Steele, J.P. Goldman, John Colby, Dagmar Schoen, Katina Jones, State Reps Billy Williams of the Town & County and Peter Long Cox of Nextdoor County, Mrs. Myrtle L James, and State Senator Moe Molinari were all here. Ian McGhillie was running point helping park the State Troopers... and making sure they didn't destroy his golf course by encroaching onto it. Daniel Allgood would be arriving with Lt. Governor Marshall.
Also present were representatives of that most despised of institutions: the Media. I saw a couple of Media vans, and maybe three camerapersons with their cameras.
Alison McFarland of the Town & County Examiner had gained access to the area with her Press credentials. But she seemed more interested in handing out flyers announcing her big podcast on Wednesday night, which I knew was being picked up by KFXU... and was about Admiral Cordell.
"Sheriff," I said quietly to the Sheriff, "there doesn't seem to be a large contingent of Media today."
"The Fox channels are using Fox Eight's feed." said Griswold. "KXTC has a van here, as does the SNN Network. KSB may just be using KXTC's feed. But if your observation is that the Mainstream Media wants to cover Sharon Marshall as little as possible, you're probably right."
I replied "The silver lining to that cloud is that maybe they don't expect a lot of trouble from agitators today."
"We can only hope, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "We can only hope."
"And speaking of hope," I said as I looked down the road, "here comes our hope to be the next Governor." The Sheriff followed my gaze, and saw the procession of State Troopers coming up the road, lightbars blazing.
A moment later, the State Patrol's armored Escalade opened to reveal Sharon Marshall, Lieutenant Governor of the State, and Republican nominee to succeed Val Jared as Governor. Also getting out of the car was the Honorable Mayor of the Town & County, Daniel Allgood. I noted that Melina was not with him. Whassup with dat? I wondered.
Amidst tight security, Sharon Marshall came up the line of dignitaries waiting to shake her hand. She had Katina Jones come with her, giving Katina as much publicity as possible.
I had attempted to get out of the way, but Colonel Hartmann himself prevented that. "Come on, Commander, you know the Lieutenant Governor wants to be seen with you. She'd put you on a leash and make you follow her around if she could get away with it!"
"Sounds kinky." I said. "My wife the sex professor might want to study that, but I'll pass." Colonel Hartmann guffawed at that.
"Don!" Sharon Marshall exclaimed when she got to me. A handshake wasn't enough; she hugged me, and very warmly at that. Katina Jones hugged me even more warmly, perhaps remembering our hot interracial liaisons in bed. (Author's note: 'Eyes Only' Ch. 03.)
I'd also felt that Sharon's jacket was very stiff... it was light armor, not unlike the armor in my specially-tailored suits and in the lining of my trenchcoat. Better than nothing, I thought to myself.
"It's great to be here!" said Sharon Marshall as she spoke into the microphone near the Start Line. "I'm honored to be here to celebrate the Fourth of July at one of our State's greatest traditions, the Town & County Triathlon!" The crowd cheered.
"As you know, I'm involved in another race, a race of a different sort." said Sharon Marshall. "I'm going to need your support! We need all of you to get out the vote, to get people registered to vote, to make everyone aware of the differences between us and our opponents this year!
Marshall: "Our thoughts and prayers are with the TCPD Officer who was badly injured by a filthy drug gang! And I'm proud to have with us the paramedics that went through enemy gunfire to save her!" The crowd roared as she pointed to Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph, who just looked stoic.
"I will tell you now," said Sharon Marshall, "that when I am elected Governor, all this talk about defunding the Police will fall on deaf ears! I support our Police! And I support great Police Officers like Commander Donald Troy, who has stood fast against the anarchists bringing crime and death to our streets!" She pointed at me as I stood near Ellen and Kevin. I was grateful to hear the loud cheers of applause for me.
"How come I don't get recognized like that?" Cindy whispered to me, knowing I had not asked for that nor wanted it.
"Because you won't let me make any parachute jumps." I replied with an evil grin.
"When in a deep hole, mon cousin." the Green Crowbar replied. "When in a deep hole..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the racers were told to assemble at the Start Line, Police radios started squawking.
"Break, break, break!" I heard on the earpiece in my ear that was plugged into my Police radio. "Large crowd coming down Reservoir Road from Nextdoor County Highway, wearing red shirts, wielding chains with locks on the end, tire irons, crowbars, and aluminum baseball bats."
"They're approaching the main checkpoint!" I heard someone else say. "We are badly outnumbered! Do we have permission to disperse with tear gas?..."
All eyes in the vicinity were on me...
To be continued.
What do you think will happen?
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Part 11 - Let Freedom Ring, Redux
The rebel Colonel Prescott proved he was wise;
Outnumbered and low on ammunition
As the British stormed his position
He said,"Hold your fire till you see the whites of their eyes!"
--- Schoolhouse Rock, 'Shot Heard Round The World'
"I got this, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold as he took out his radio and spoke into it: "This is Sheriff Griswold. Do not engage! I say again, do not engage! You have reinforcements coming!"
After giving his instructions, the Sheriff glanced over at me, to see me peering at him. I said "Why do I get the idea that someone called the Governor and got us some help?"
The Sheriff said nothing. But his mustaches were twitching most very merrily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The chanting demonstrators in their red Antifa shirts had unloaded from the buses that had driven in from Nextdoor County and let them off at the turnoff to Reservoir Road. They were marching up to the checkpoint, a red wave of hatred and desire to cause harm... and suddenly stopped in their tracks.
Coming up the road to oppose them was a huge contingent of State Troopers, every one of whom had volunteered to come to our County and help against the unlawful unrest. But worse for the Haters, the State Troopers were joined by an equally large contingent of National Guardsmen, who'd also asked for the privilege of this duty when the Governor had called for help. Both the State and National Guard troops were heavily armored and ready for combat... real combat. They would be showing the hatred-filled red-shirted thugs no mercy.
Seeing as they were outmanned, outmaneuvered, and outclassed, the Antifa thugs turned to go back... and found that more State Patrol Troopers had slipped in behind them. The Agitators were surrounded, and the circle was closing in fast as the 'kettling' procedure was executed flawlessly.
Dozens of arrests were made. Buses provided transportation to County Jail, where they were efficiently processed... after all, they'd given us plenty of practice over the last few weeks and months. We'd learned. You'd think they would have, too...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was only a slight delay, and Sharon Marshall fired the gun to begin the Triathlon race. As the first racers went into the water for the swim, I headed to my Police SUV. As I got in, I heard a tapping on the shotgun-side door. It was Sharon Marshall. I unlocked the door and she climbed into the vehicle.
"Mind if I catch a ride with you?" she asked as she closed the door, pretty much making it a fait accompli.
"I'm not sure your security is going to be happy about it." I said.
"I told them that your SUV is made to survive ambushes, and already has." Sharon replied. (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 03-04.) "I'm safer with you than with them or anyone else."
"Okay, then." I said. I pulled out on to Reservoir Road, noticing that I was being followed by the contingent of vehicles that had been meant to transport the Lt. Governor.
I turned onto the road that went over the hillside, avoiding the main roads. As we passed The Cabin, I said "That's my house up there, the one the rogue FBI agents tried to destroy."
"I heard about that." said Sharon. "I can't believe they tried that."
"I can." I said. "They were desperate to get me out of the way, so that their ginned up race hatred couldn't be stopped. But they failed. Stupid to fail. Unforgivable."
"And that's one thing I wanted to say to you privately." Marshall said. "You have no idea how grateful the Governor and I are that you held the line against those Antifa thugs and that drug pusher Jacquez Wilson. It's just about the only example of Law and Order prevailing over the hate and lawlessness of those bastards."
"I could say it was just doing my job." I said. "But I know as you do that it's a lot more. It's war... a war for the Constitution and the soul and fabric of the Nation."
"Yes," said Sharon, "but even so, the Governor and I very much appreciate the example you've made..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were driving into Town, I got a call on my Police iPhone. "Sir, this is Lieutenant Rudistan. I'm at the Start Line for the Wheelchair Race, and there's a problem..." He explained the problem and I told him I'd be right there.
"You get a full lightbars-and-siren ride today, Ms. Marshall." I said as I turned on the indicators and sped up my vehicle.
"Please, call me Sharon, and I'll call you Don." Sharon said. I agreed with that.
We got to the Start Line of the Wheelchair Race, where a large number of Police Officers were, and weapons were drawn. The problem was that two State Troopers had spotted Tanya Muscone's service weapon, being carried very openly in its holster on a leather sash over her clothing.
"There's two problems here, sir." said Rudistan. "One is that scruffy looking guy in the green Environmentalist Wacko shirt was offered an American Flag to put on his wheelchair---"
"You can wipe your ass with that American Flag!" yelled the man, who was surrounded by Officers. He was young, white, scruffy looking, and was wearing a green PCGW shirt.
Rudistan said "The girl that tried to give him the flag complained to us Police about his language, and other racers want him removed."
"He's got First Amendment rights." I said. "Doesn't make him less of a total dirtbag, though. What's the second problem?"
"They're telling Captain Muscone she can't carry her weapon." said Rudistan. "She showed them her badge, but they tried to take her gun, and she pulled it out and pointed it at their heads, causing a lot of us TCPD here to do the same thing." Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement, and I need not say she did not look very perky at the moment.
"Who's in charge of the State Troopers here?" I asked.
"I am." said a man who was a Sergeant in the State Patrol, and whom I'd not met. "And it's against State Law for her to carry a weapon in the race."
"What law is that?" I thundered. When he didn't reply, I said "I'm waiting for your answer. Cite the law." He tried citing the law about concealed carry, and I stopped him.
"That law specifically states that Police Officers can carry their weapons if they have their badges on them... and Captain Muscone exhibited hers, did she not? So try again."
"This race will not go forward unless she gives up her firearm or withdraws from it." said the Sergeant.
"Do you know who he is?" replied Rudistan, pointing at me... or more specifically, my crowbar.
"I don't care who he is." said the State Police Sergeant. "She is not racing while armed, and I will enforce that." He did not understand the sudden quiet that happened.
I said to Tanya: "Captain, you are good to go to race with your service weapon." Turning to the Sergeant, I brandished my crowbar as I said "You try to stop this race, and you will find out who I am, at the cost of your job, if not worse."
"I OBJECT TO HER HAVING AGUN IN THIS RACE!" shouted one of the other racers... and you get one guess who: the scruffy dirtbag in the Environmentalist Wacko shirt.
"She's carrying it to protect you and the other racers." I said loudly. "If your Antifa colleagues attack you, she'll be all you've got to save your worthless ass."
"I OBJECT TO HER HAVING A GUN!" yelled the man, his eyes darting around. I suspected he was looking for a Media camera. "And i don't care if she's a cop! Cops should be defunded and stripped of their guns!" A few people in the crowd applauded, only to be overcome with a chorus of boos.
I went up to him. "You have two choices, dirtbag." I said. "You can withdraw from the race, or you can race in it with her also racing, and racing armed.
"This is Police harassment! This is Police brutality!" the man shouted, again looking around for a Media camera.
I simply turned and saw Hicks among the TCPD Officers. "Corporal!" I said loudly. "Follow Captain Muscone during the race. If this environmentalist wacko dirtbag tries to cut her off or tries to assault her in any way, take him down. Throw him face-down on the pavement, cuff his hands behind him, and haul him off to jail for assaulting a Police Officer. After you run him through booking, put him in the 'gen pop' holding cell with the gangbangers."
"He'll already be dead, if he tries to fuck with me." Tanya said, staring right through the wacko.
The guy chose to withdraw from the race, bitching and moaning. I told him he could have an American Flag as a consolation prize, and was rewarded with a hatred-filled look. But he didn't say or do anything, to my extreme disappointment.
"Anyone taking bets on which Media network gets to him first?" I asked the others as I came back to them. The TCPD Officers and some State Troopers laughed.
"Thanks for the help, Commander!' said Tanya, getting her perkiness back.
"You're quite welcome." I replied, then said loudly: "Okay, we are honored to have the Lieutenant Governor of the State start this race. Ms. Marshall?"
"Thank you, Commander." said Sharon Marshall. Media cameras suddenly appeared as she said "I admire all of you for rising above your challenges to compete in this race today! Let's get started!" Everyone got to the line, and Marshall fired the starter gun, and they were off!
While I'd been letting the PCGW dirtbag know what might happen to him if he caused my Police Captain trouble, Captain Cortese of the State Patrol had come up, escorted by FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. Cortese told the Sergeant to come with him, and that Sergeant was never seen in my County again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The meeting was in Classroom 'J'. Attending were Sheriff Griswold, me, Lt. Governor Sharon Marshal, Council candidate Katina Jones, Congressional candidate and former Mayor Larry P. Vaughan (the People's Choice), Mayor Daniel Allgood, Council Members John Colby, Dagmar Schoen, Edward R. Steele, J.P. Goldman, as well as Selena Steele, I.G. candidate James 'Curly' Goodwin, State Rep. William C. 'Billy' Williams, State Rep. Peter Long Cox, State Senator Moe Molinari, State Rep. Marsha Collins, and State Rep. Lamar Linder of Hamilton County, who was the State Republican Chair and was being groomed by the Establishment for future opportunities.
Also present were staffers for State Secretary of State candidate Kirby Grace, U.S. Senators Richard Nunn and Lorraine McGill.
Many Republicans that had been invited had refused to attend. My expectations that Wilson Hammonds, Cain Mitchell, and Jeff Canton would refuse to come were fully (and rudely) met. And Ruby Russell also declined to attend, though much more politely. But to my surprise, Bill Redmond, Shawn's father, who was Kelly Carnes's opposition in her Council district, had refused to attend, and he'd declined to attend the start of the Triathlon. Additionally, Ted Mason was nowhere to be found.
"I appreciate all of you coming to this meeting today." said Sharon Marshall. "The purpose of it is to work out a coordinated strategy and message for the State Republican Party as we go into the race, and to get the advice of the Iron Crowbar while he have his tremendous brains available to us."
"Really?" said Lamar Linder. "What can he tell us that our experienced people can't?"
"How to win." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And you need that."
"Exactly." said Sharon Marshall before Linder could object. "To show the problems, I'd like to ask my Campaign's pollster, Peter D. Gordon of Clear Call polling to run some numbers by us. Peter?"
"Thank you, ma'am." said Peter Dwayne Gordon, coming up to the front and beginning a slide presentation. "I'll give the raw numbers first: Ms. Marshall, you lead Hoyt Stenson in the Governor's race, 40-35%, with 25% claiming they're undecided or for a third-party candidate. For Lieutenant Governor, Democrat Corey Coons has a 52-44% lead over Ruby Russell, with only 4% saying they are undecided this early in the race."
Gordon: "In the U.S. Senate race, incumbent Lorraine McGill leads newcomer John Osmium by double digits, though there's still a good bit of undecided vote there. Senator Nunn must run again two years from now. For U.S. Congress in this district, Mayor Vaughan leads incumbent Congressman Condor 60-40% with not a lot of undecideds, as Mr. Condor has not overcome the scandal of his sweet young intern coming up dead at one of his parties." (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 04.)
Gordon: "In local races, Katina Jones is behind Edgar Silas 70-30%. That sounds bad, but in that district, we'd expected it to be 90-10%. The other truly contested Council race is incumbent Kelly Carnes against industrialist Bill Redmond. That race is dead even right now, with about 10% undecided. Mayor Allgood's race with Eldrick X. Weaver is 49-48%, with three percent undecided. And SBI Director Goodwin leads NAMbLA member Bruce Finneran 48-46% with 6% undecided."
Gordon: "One thing we're doing is to attempt to assign some of that undecided vote based upon past voting habits or Party affiliation, if they give us that information during our surveys. Large percentages of undecideds mean people really haven't made up their minds, while smaller percentages suggest that most have made up their minds, but just won't tell us what they're going to do. That's particularly prevalent in Ms. Marshall's race, but not so much in Ms. Russell's."
"Why don't you just get on with this, and get to the bottom line." said Lamar Linder.
"Mind your manners." said Moe Molinari, who had taken offense at Linder's haughty and rude comment. Linder shut his mouth, at least for the moment.
"Thank you Senator." said Peter Gordon. "Our analysis is not as ironclad as Commander Troy's crowbar, but it does suggest that Ms. Marshall has a good chance to win, Ms. Russell does not, and the Mayor and Inspector General races are going to be extremely tight. I also believe that Kelly Carnes will solidly defeat Bill Redmond."
"Damn." muttered J.P. Goldman. I couldn't help but grin at that.
"Why?" asked one of the staffers.
"At this point, I'm going to leave the analysis to some of you." He glanced pointedly in my specific direction.
"Thank you, Peter." said Sharon Marshall. "The reason for the meeting today is because many of our pollsters and staffers say they don't understand why some of us are losing and some are winning, and why there are so few undecideds in some of the races. We understand Condor has a scandal following him, and Ruby Russell's father died under ignominious circumstances. So how can we shore her up, as well as get a platform for a winning agenda? And that's where I want Commander Troy to come in and advise us."
"Thank you, ma'am." I said, coming to the front but taking a seat on the raised platform. "First, let me try to answer that question about the disparities. There are a lot of reasons. In some cases, it's the unique races that tilt the data different ways. For example: blacks rabidly desire to defeat Mayor Allgood, because they believe the Media's oft-repeated lie that the Mayoral election was stolen. They don't like Finneran's NAMbLA status nor rumors that he is gay and may prey on tender aged boys, but they rabidly desire an Inspector General's Office that will always rule against the Police, and will help shut us down, which Finneran has promised to do."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Hoyt Stenson is an elderly, moderate Democrat that is basically running on Ms. Marshall being a third Jared term, and voters are not strongly attracted to him. By way of contrast, black voters are solidly behind Corey Coons, and Republicans are not getting behind Ruby Russell. At all."
"How do we change that, then?" asked Lamar Linder. "Especially for our good candidates like Ms. Russell, Mr. Redmond, and Mr. Krasney for State AG?"
"Let me answer your question with a question." I replied. "This doesn't apply so much to Ms. Marshall but it's key to Ms. Russell's campaign so I'll ask this way: "Why should I or anyone else vote for Ruby Russell?"
"Because if you don't," said Lamar Linder, "you'll have Corey Coons as your Lieutenant Governor, running the Senate!"
"That is exactly what I thought you would say." I replied. "And it makes both my points. First, to whom are you making that argument? That if we don't vote for Ms. Russell, we get Senator Coons. Who is your target audience, there?"
"The voters, of course." said Linder.
"Which voters?" I asked back.
"All of them, of course." replied Linder, acting as if he were addressing a stupid child.
"No, I get his point." said Edward R. Steele. "You're basically appealing to your own base."
"Exactly." I said. "Let me make a short story long by this reminder of history: In 1980, Ronald Reagan upset the Establishment's applecart by handily winning the Republican nomination over their favored candidate, Elder George Bush. Reagan went on to win the General Election, and then was so successful that he was re-elected in a massive landslide in 1984, and Bush became the first sitting Vice President since Martin Van Buren to win the Presidency, so strong was Reagan's popularity."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Reagan got the crossover votes by offering sincere opportunities, not just meaningless words... and he backed up his words with action. He ran positive campaigns, and then he acted to bring that positivity to the People. He lowered tax rates from as high as 91% to the twenties and thirties, creating an economic boom and a vibrant middle class. He defeated the Soviet Union in a Cold War that the Establishments of both Parties had perpetuated for decades."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The Media at that time said that Reagan won in 1980 because of the so-called 'Reagan Democrats'... Dem voters who crossed Party lines and voted for Reagan. And that was a correct assessment. But that caused a problem for the Democrats, so they went to their Media allies and said 'Don't call them Reagan Democrats! It hurts our brand!', and the Media dutifully came up with a new name for them: 'Independents'." I made air quotes at that last term.
I continued: "There really aren't any true 'independents'. There are a rare few that look at the candidates and make a choice, but they are indeed rare and few, and may affect local races more than national ones. Also, a candidate with integrity issues may tilt the general expectations. But most people have their own political ideas and vote for candidates that agree with their own ideas."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Several Republicans perceived to be Establishment Elitists lose because the Evangelicals or Conservatives stay home rather than vote for them. They don't even get their own base, much less crossovers from the other Party. They're perceived as 'Democrats Lite', so the voters they hope to get just stay home. And just trying to appeal to your base in your ads won't help them get that base, much less crossover votes."
Lamar Linder said "Sometimes Democrats are very energized to vote for their candidates, or energized to vote against the opponent. That's what is going to happen to Ms. Marshall if she continues to run as a Jared clone, and it's going to cause Mayor Allgood's defeat, as well. Their opponents are strongly motivated to defeat them."



"We'll see." I said. "It does cut both ways, though. Sometimes Democrats perceive their candidate as weak, or corrupt, and they stay home or even cross Party lines, like what happened when Reagan defeated Carter in 1980, and Mondale in 1984, and Bush defeated Dukakis in 1988. The Dems ran bad candidates."
I didn't add that other time that Dems did not vote for the most corrupt politician in all American history, choosing other candidates over her, and then when she rigged the process to get the nomination, Democrats stayed home or crossed Party lines... and she was soundly defeated by her Republican opponent. But I digress.
"My point to all this," I said, "is that if you're running ads to appeal to your base, you're finished. And that's what Ruby Russell is doing. She... and all of you... have to get moderate Democrats, who the Media call 'independents'. You have to give them a reason to cross over the aisle and vote for your candidate. And the old way, that Establishment Republicans have always counted on, is that argument of 'If you don't vote for us, you'll get the Democrat.' And that no longer works!"
Your Iron Crowbar: "Even moderate Democrats are no longer swayed by the arguments of 'opportunity to achieve', by empty campaign promises to lower taxes, nor by the way overused platitudes of exclusivity to Patriotism. You're not going to get even moderate Democrats to vote for you by saying 'We're patriotic and love the military!'."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The Democrats are actively working to destroy the middle class, and the Establishment Republicans are doing nothing to stop it. The Republicans, especially the Establishment Elites, do nothing when the Democrats and their Media allies paste them as racists; they never fight back."
Lamar Linder's face was getting redder by the second, and he finally exploded: "Like hell we don't! We go to the Media every day, and show them how they're wrong, and we're not racists! It's not our fault they refuse to report it!"
"Oh really?" I said witheringly. "My first response is that the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over again expecting a different result. You go to the Media, they spit in your face... and as you just admitted, you keep doing the same thing over and over again, somehow thinking they will change."
"But my second point is the stronger one." I continued. "Why don't you call them out? Why don't you sue them for slander, again and again and again, until they are drained financially? You don't fight back at all, you LET them paste you as racists! Why aren't you fighting back?"
"Because we need them!" yelled Linder. "We have to work with the Media, or we'll never get our message out!"
"So they beat you down, again, and again, and again." I said. "And you cower in fear, letting them destroy you, and you never... fight... back."
"You have no idea how powerful the Media is!" yelled Linder. "You have no idea what they can do!"
"Like a reporter putting my four-year-old daughter in a warehouse full of explosives, trying to kill her?" I fired back. "Or another reporter trying to get people to physically attack my other daughter because of the color of her skin?"
In the utter silence that ensued, I finally said "Yeah, I think I'm pretty fucking aware of just what lengths the corrupt Media will go to in order to get what they want. But you sure as hell don't see me coddling them---"
"You're not running for office!" yelled Linder.
"Sheriff Griswold doesn't brook their shit." I replied. "Mayor Allgood doesn't play their game. Governor Jared didn't, and Lt. Governor Marshall doesn't---"
"I can't speak for your Sheriff's situation." said Linder. "But Allgood is going to get crushed in November. And so is Lt. Governor Marshall, if she doesn't get right and get with the Republican Party platform!"
"In order to win," I said, "you have to have a platform that people can see you truly believe, and your actions have to match your words. For years, Republicans promised to 'build the wall'... so where the hell was the wall for all those years? Why weren't they building it? Establishment Republicans promised to rein in the Budget... but never did. So those that you need to cross the aisle and vote for you? They don't believe what you say, they don't believe you'll keep your promises."
Lamar Linder stood up. "I think you're full of crap... to be specific, you're full of 'Grassroots Conservative' crap. We've been successfully doing it our way for decades. The Grassroots Conservatives, may God damn them! are more harmful to us than the Democrats are, and the State Republicans can and will win without your and Jared's White Nationalism." He turned and exited the room.
Everyone had been spellbound by what had just happened, but the silence was now getting awkward. "So what do you recommend for the rest of us?" asked Mayor Allgood. "I certainly don't think I'm going to get crushed in November."
"You won't be." I said. "You've stood up to the liars of the Media, and you've called out the 'woke' cancel culture that tried to shame you into submission, and even the US DOJ that tried to intimidate you. And that counts for something. Ditto that for Val Jared and Sharon Marshall."
I finished up: "So my point is to have a message that goes beyond just appealing to your base. You can't count on 'If you don't vote for us, you'll get them' (air quotes)... because that just doesn't resonate, especially coming from a weak Establishment Republican."
"What can I do?" Katina Jones asked. Her eyes suggested she was asking semi-humorously; after all, she was running in a heavily black district, and even though she was black, she was fighting a huge uphill battle running as a Republican.
"Keep doing what you're doing." I said. "You've been telling your district's constituents that there's another way, that they don't have to remain chained and enslaved on the Democrat Plantation. You're doing more than you know to fight for the Individual Freedom of all God's children."
"Sounds like you've got your campaign ad right there." said Sheriff Griswold. There were murmurs of agreement.
"Don't get me wrong, and I hate to say this," said Larry P. Vaughan, "but Linder was right about one thing... we can't fight the war against the Media that you are fighting, Iron Crowbar. You can ignore them, you can sue them, you can fight them... but we do have elections we have to win."
"Just remember: the Media is never going to change their ways." I replied. "You meet them halfway, and they'll try to hurt you just as much as when you call them out for their lies. So why try to meet them halfway? Stop whining about them, stop doing the same old things expecting a different result. Find new ways to combat the rabidly dishonest Media."
"Maybe we should write stories about the Media on adult websites." Peter Dwayne Gordon suggested. Not a bad idea, I thought to myself. Not a bad idea at all...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joan Laurer joined the very short list of current Police Boxing Matches Champions to win the Independence Day Triathlon, as she and Daniel Patrick of the TCPD Police Team edged out several good teams to win the race.
And just as Thomas Patton had raced with a purpose for Tom Usagi's sake the year before (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 03), Joan had run an inspired race, and was heard saying "This one's for Inga!" as she was awarded her medal by Lt. Governor Sharon Marshall.
Lt. Governor Marshall took a lot of photos with racers, people in the crowds, and especially with the wheelchair racers. One of her with Captain Tanya Muscone would make all the media outlets, as well as the front page of the weekly printing of the Town & County Examiner. Then she and her entourage left, following the example of most of the non-local politicians and Media in our County...
Part 12 - Laissez Le Bon Temps Rouler!
'Laissez le bon temps rouler!' is actually a Cajun French saying, and not really used in other French-speaking countries. But it was appropriate for the celebration they were at, Teresa thought to herself.
It was like a huge County Fair, though Louisiana had parishes instead of counties. Booths were set up, and people could try small bowls of gumbo, jambalaya, shrimp and grits, Boudin sausage, and pecan pie. There were also hotdogs and hamburgers, and of course beer, wine, and ice-cold Coca-Cola.
There were hundreds of people at the event, and Clarissa Belvedere Esterson was something of a matriarchal icon. A great many people came up to her, and she introduced Teresa to a great many of them. Teresa endured it well.
Most of the family stayed together, and the security people were with Clarissa, Beatrice, and Eugenia, as well. Robert and Clara Edwards were acting like a political couple running for office as they greeted people, and Colin and Wendy Esterson wandered off from time to time.
But it was Jen Sakai that Teresa had been trying to watch. Sakai was on her smartphone, getting and sending texts frequently, and she'd even gotten a few phone calls. She'd stayed away from the others, so Teresa and Todd could not pick up what she was saying.
There was a hillside at the far end of the park where people were laying down blankets to sit on to watch the fireworks show after dark. One of the security men was holding Clarissa's blankets, but people generally didn't try to mess with others's blankets. A reservoir was over the hill behind them, and to their right as one looked when sitting on the hillside, was a patch of woods that were restricted access. Many of the people selling food had their kitchens in that area. Teresa and Todd sat down before everyone else got there, but were soon joined by the Edwardses, Clarissa, and Jen.
"Yes!" Teresa exclaimed as she checked the text that had come into her iPhone. She then said to Todd: "I just got a text from Cindy. Joan Laurer and Daniel Patrick won the Triathlon!"
"Cool!" Todd said. "I'm glad the TCPD Team stepped up. How'd Tanya do in the wheelchair race?"
"There were 224 entries this year, of which 50 were no-kidding professional racers." Teresa said. "Tanya came in 183d overall, and third place among women... first place among non-pro women racers."
"That's not very good." sneered Colin Esterson, who'd come up and was sitting next to Wendy and Jen.
"She's the race organizer." Teresa said. "The win for her is the number of participants. It's growing every year."
"That must be hard." Eugenia said. "Being a Police Officer and in a wheelchair."
"And she never, ever, says one negative word about it nor complains at all." Teresa replied.
"That is very admirable." said Clarissa, almost more at Colin than at Teresa. "You have some extraordinary Officers on your Police Force."
"We sure do." Todd said, then added with a grin as he put his arm around his wife's shoulders: "Especially this one right here."
"Awwww." said Teresa, Beatrice, and Eugenia all at one time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun disappeared over the western Louisiana horizon, and people found places to be to watch the fireworks show, Jen Sakai came up to the family group with a drink in a plastic cup.
"These are really good drinks." said Jen. "They're selling them just past the fence wall back there. Here's a pass to get back there." She handed Todd the pass.
"Uh, sure." Todd said. "Let's go try them. Come with me, Ms. Croyle." Teresa looked at her husband skeptically, but got up and went with Todd.
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
As they were walking to the back fence, they both got texts.
"What is this?" Teresa asked. She did not understand the text, which read "Firebird".
"It's the name of a disc golf disc, as is mine." said Todd, whose text said "Starfire. Restroom building.". Let's go see what's going on."
"Why do I feel like you're following your uncle's bad example of walking into traps?" Teresa asked. Todd just grinned.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jen Sakai watched as Todd and Teresa diverted towards the restroom building, and she lost sight of them as they went inside. Some minutes later, she spotted Teresa, then saw the back of Todd's head. They were walking to the back area. Jen breathed a soft sigh of relief, and sent a text.
The man at the entrance to the back area just nodded when they showed the pass. They saw the stand where the drinks were being sold. To their surprise, there were no other customers.
"I don't like this." Teresa said. "Let's get out of here." They turned to go back, only to find eight men in front of them!
"Get 'em!" snarled one man...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The afternoon had been peaceful in my Town & County after the initial problems of the morning. I was told that the State Patrol Sergeant that had tried to disarm Tanya was formally suspended pending an investigation. The 150 arrested Antifa perps were sitting in the makeshift cells at County Jail. Judge Watts said they could sit there overnight; he'd set up his 'mobile Court' to process them the next morning.
Clan Troy was walking around The Fairgrounds, where the big picnic was, and from where we'd watch the big fireworks show. Paulina, Molly, her mother Maggie, Laura, Stephanie Steele, myself, Edward Steele and Daniel Allgood were herding the Troy, Steele, and Allgood cats, a.k.a. Carole, Marie, Jim, Ross, Ian, Tasha, Dan, and Patricia.
Cindy, Callie, and Betsy were with Cindy's father, the founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire, Dr. P. Harvey Eckart. Happy 'Vision' acolytes were cooking and giving out the hamburgers, hotdogs, and ice-cold soft drinks.
"What, no stringbeans?" Jim had lamented after we went through the line and got our food. He was needling his big sister Carole, which was becoming a dangerous thing to do.
"One day, Jim." Carole 'warned'. "Wuuunnnnn day... POW!... right in the kisser!"
"Bring. It. On." Jim replied fearlessly.
"Both of you need to settle down." I said, wondering where Carole had heard that line from that ancient TV show.
"Daddy, where's Todd and Teresa?" Carole asked.
"They went to meet Teresa's family." I said. "In Louisiana."
"Where is Louisiana?" asked Marie.
"Next to Texas." said native-born-Texan Laura Fredricson.
"It's where the Miss-i-sippp-i River flows to." Carole said. "Did Teresa and Todd go to Noo Orr-lee-uns?"
"No, I think they went to a town called Lake Charles." I replied. "And that's very good, knowing that's where the Mississippi River goes to."
"The Amtrak trains go to New Orleans." said Ian, happy to have some knowledge to share. "The Sunset Limited and the Crescent trains."
"That's right, and that's very good, Ian." I said, extremely impressed by my son's knowledge.
"I don't like the 'Aints'." declared Jim, speaking disrespectfully of the New Orleans NFL team. "They paid players to hurt other players." How do my kids know all this stuff? I was wondering to myself.
"Uncle Daniel, where's Aunt Melina?" Carole asked Mayor Allgood.
"She had to go on a business trip." Daniel said, looking very uncomfortable. Carole didn't say any more, but glanced over at me before being distracted by something Marie was saying.
"Everything good?" I quietly asked Daniel.
"I think so." said Daniel. "Melina said she had to go on a surveillance mission. She usually doesn't tell me where she's going until she gets back home, but I happened to see the plane ticket she printed out."
"Where'd she go?" I asked.
"DFW Airport." said Daniel. "Then to Lake Charles, Louisiana...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Really?" Teresa said sourly. "Eight against two? You're making it too easy for us."
The men drew weapons. "Maybe us being armed and shooting your asses dead will even the score." the leader snarled.
"FEDERAL AGENTS! DROP YOUR WEAPONS!" yelled a voice. The eight perps suddenly found themselves surrounded, with guns in their earholes. Teresa found herself being covered by the young man that had taken Todd's place... Benny Black!
The perps had been quickly disarmed, and they surrendered and were taken into custody. As they were taken to several black SUVs with Federal car tags, Teresa happened to notice one of the Special Agents driving one of the vehicles. He waved to her, and she recognized him as Eduardo Escobar, who was once with Jack Muscone's Team Lazarus.
As all but one of the Escalades drove off, two persons approached Teresa and Benny from the side... Todd Burke and Melina Troy Allgood!
"As Sheriff Griswold would say: Q'plaa!" Melina quipped. "Well done."
"Hey, brother." Todd said, hugging his brother Benny Black. "Not a bad imitation of me. But I just want you all to know that I could've handled those perps, too." Teresa had to work hard not to burst out laughing when she saw the look on Melina's lovely face, and Melina's eyes rolling.
"You're my hero, anyway." said Teresa as she hugged Todd. No one had any doubt that Teresa could have and would have handled the perps, especially with Benny's help. "So, what's going on with all this?"
"Ma'am," said a Federal Agent, coming up to Melina, "we've run the numbers of the cellphones we confiscated off the perps. They're all burner phones, and one was texting another burner. We've pinged it to this location, and two Agents are going to the specific spot."
"Is it among the crowd?" Teresa asked.
"No ma'am." said the Agent. "It's near the restroom building."
A moment later, two more Agents came up, one of them a female. "We were watching Jen Sakai." she said. "She was following Teresa and Benny at a distance, then broke off and went to the area of the restroom, then back to her family on the hillside."
"We found the burner phone." said the male Agent, exhibiting a cellphone in an evidence bag. "It was in a trash can near the restroom. It looks like it was wiped down, and I never saw Sakai with it in her hand nor throwing it away."
"Neither did I." said the female Agent.
"So we don't have anything on Jen Sakai." Teresa said.
"I'm afraid not." said Melina. "But you netted us a big haul of fish."
"So what's going on?" Teresa asked. "How did you guys get here?"
"Benny and I followed you down here." said Melina. "We've had Jen Sakai on our radar for some time. Her former Japanese husband is believed to be a spy for the Red Chinese, and she may be one as well. She's also as much of a Socialist as her brother is, though she hides it a little better than he does."
Teresa said "So that guy at the airport with the sign 'Burke'? He was a bad guy?"
Benny's grin looked just like his brother Todd's as he said "Well, I'm a Burke, so Melina and I walked into that 'trap'. And yes, he drove us out into the swamps with the intent to kill us. He was... er..."
"He was interrogated." Melina said with alacrity. "And he broke pretty easily. His information put us onto this cell that was going to kidnap you tonight. We can't prove it, but we think Jen Sakai alerted them to who you are, Todd, and she coordinated your kidnapping here."
"How did you know to follow us down in the first place?" Teresa asked. Then she saw her husband unable to hide a grin. "You knew... you did know, didn't you?"
"Yeah, you busted me." Todd said, still grinning. "When I ran checks on your family before we came down here, Jen's name came up as a potential flag. Mariko-san had her father check Jen's husband out, and he stood out like a neon sign on a dark night. I knew you could take care of yourself, so I came on down with you."
"Like uncle, like nephew." Teresa said to Melina.
"My ex-husband was never like that when he was married to me." Melina replied. "I still can't believe what he's become."



"So Don had you follow us?" Teresa asked. "To watch over us?"
"No." said Benny Black, "Mariko-san and Nagamasa-san coordinated with Melina and me, and we came down on an FBI plane just in front of you. You almost saw us at the airport, and we've really had to be careful while we were watching you. Your boss has trained you well, Teresa."
"You have no idea." Teresa replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the time for the fireworks show neared, Clan Troy met up with Clan Muscone: Jack, Tanya, Jennifer, Tiffany, and Pete. Also with them were the Barkers, with Frieda Franklin, Timmy Austin, Susie Haskins, and Davie Marsden. We found a spot at the south end of the Fairgrounds (the north end was where the Picnic was), spread our blankets, and sat down.
Tasha sat down right in front of me, and I wrapped my arms around her in a big bear hug as I kissed her on the temple of her head. She giggled uproariously at that. Then I put the red crowbar in her lap and said "Here, hold this.", which made her smile happily as she held it up.
*BOOM!*
The fireworks began, and (almost) all eyes were looking skyward as the colorful pyrotechnics filled the air, accompanied by patriotic music from the Town High Band. As usual, I made sure to glance around the Fairgrounds, as did Tanya and Jack Muscone. It was unfortunate, but it was what I signed up for when I joined the TCPD... to be ever vigilant on behalf of the Citizens of our little corner of that great nation called 'America'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BOOM!*
Everyone oohed and ahhed at the the fireworks going off as Teresa and Todd returned to the Clan Belvedere location. Jen Sakai did not quite hide her utter shock to see them coming up.
"Welcome back." said Clarissa. "I was worried I'd have to send a rescue party to find you."
"The stand with the drinks was closed." Teresa said, knowing Jen was listening intently. "So we wandered around and got some more food. My husband eats like there's no tomorrow." Todd grinned at that.
"I think he likes Cajun cooking." said Clarissa. "I'll have to give you a few recipes to make for him."
"I hope you have one for shrimp and grits." Teresa replied, not mentioning that she did not do very much of the cooking, and that there were reasons for that...
Part 13 - The Party Never Stops
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, July 6th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "State Republicans hold a secret meeting during the July 4th festivities!"
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, who is the Republican nominee for Governor to replace deeply unpopular Val Jared, organized a meeting with State and local Republicans after she officiated at the start of the Town & County Triathlon and also the Wheelchair Race."
Bettina: "Sources describe the meeting as a strategy session for Republican races and an attempt to create a consistent message for local and State candidates. These same sources confirmed that Police Commander Donald Troy attended the meeting, which was also attended by Sheriff Antonio Griswold and Mayor Daniel Allgood, who many believe stole the last Mayoral election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver."
Bettina: "Mr. Weaver, who is running again for Mayor against Allgood, said that he believed using Police Headquarters for a meeting of a political Party was illegal, and was, quote, 'typical of the cowboy lawlessness of illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood', close quote. Sheriff Griswold responded to KXTC's request for response by saying that there is no law prohibiting a private or political meeting at a Police facility, and that if Democrats want equal time, he'll make the same room available for them."
Bettina: "In a related story, deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared was strongly condemned by civil rights groups for sending National Guard troops to our County, along with State Troopers, to crush peaceful demonstrations by Black Lives Matter protesters. The peaceful protesters were walking along Reservoir Road towards the Start Line of the Triathlon when they were surrounded, 'kettled', arrested, and held at County Jail over the weekend. State Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown called for the State Legislature to be called into special session so that Jared could be impeached a second time."
Bettina: "In another incident at the Start Line for the Wheelchair Race, one racer alleged that he was threatened and intimidated by Police Commander Donald Troy after he complained about another racer being armed with a powerful handgun. An investigation by the State Patrol revealed that the armed racer was TCPD Captain Tanya Muscone, who has qualified with her service weapon and is permitted to carry arms as part of her Police duties."
Bettina: "The Black Community largely heeded the calls to boycott the Races, Picnic, and Fireworks show. They instead held a rally at MLK Park, which was peaceful. And across the State, peaceful demonstrators protested at the Republican Rally in Pottsville, which was attended by candidate for Lieutenant Governor Ruby Russell. The attendees moved their event inside, and there were no arrests made."
Bettina: "Going forward, Town & County Inspector General Horace S. Wellman, who is not running for re-election, is being pressured by the Police Union to convene a Board of Inquest against Commander Donald Troy. The Union says that Commander Troy assaulted Sergeant McCombs during an incident last month. Charges against Sergeant McCombs were dropped, and the Union is demanding the Police Department fire Commander Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Bettina's really cleaned up things since Katherine Woodburn bought KXTC back." said Deputy Chief Cindy Ross as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Not even one (air quotes) 'Commander Troy did not respond to repeated requests for comment'."
"Were we watching the same broadcast?" replied Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle.
Yes, Teresa was back. She and Todd had left Sunday afternoon after a farewell lunch with the Belvedere family sans Jen Sakai, who'd told Clarissa that she had to go visit a sick friend... in Houston, Texas. Teresa had invited everyone to come up to visit her, especially at Thanksgiving or Christmas.
Beatrice, Eugenia, Clara, and Clarissa were enthusiastic. Colin and Wendy Esterson said out loud they didn't believe in Christmas, and that Christmas trees contributed to global climate disruption(!).
Teresa and Todd had arrived at City Airport that evening, and had given a ride home to Melina and Benny Black, who'd flown on the same flights with them.
"What do you mean?" Cindy queried, turning to look, at Teresa, who was to Cindy's left with the television monitor to their right on the far wall.
"She's still calling violent protests 'peaceful'." Teresa replied. "She's still repeating the lie that Daniel Allgood didn't legitimately win the Mayoral election. She's still 'using adjectives' (air quotes) to describe Governor Jared. She's trying to gin up an issue with the meeting held here at Headquarters, when there is nothing wrong with that. Shall I continue?"
"I'll continue." I said. "That demonstration in Pottsville was not peaceful, and the Establishment Republicans and their families had to be moved inside for physical protection. The Police over there made arrests, and the D.A. immediately dropped all the charges... or refused to file the charges, however you want to look at it... and demanded the agitators be released. So it's technically true the agitators weren't charged, but it wasn't peaceful in any way."
"To Ms. Ross's point, though," said Chief Sean Moynahan, "Bettina's re-port-innnng is not as viciously personal as KXTC used to beeeee, and she's just reporting what others said."
I replied: "Sure Chief, of course she's parsing her words carefully for what they believe is plausible deniability. But her report is still deeply partisan, disingenuous, is carefully designed to create false impressions, and in some places is outright dishonest."
Teresa changed the subject by saying "So what's up with Lady Ironside trying to shoot up the Wheelchair Races?" Captain Tanya P. Muscone rolled her eyes.
I was the one to respond: "I'm not sure that PCGW dirtbag was the one that complained to the State Patrol, but I did make sure he didn't have any thoughts of threatening or intimidating Tanya during the race. And if he wants to whine about me intimidating him? I guess he has that First Amendment right."
"And I appreciate you doing that." Tanya said to me. "I couldn't believe that State Trooper said that about you, though."
"That's why Jack Muscone and I are investigating him." I replied. "His words reminded me of Penis Holder trying to get me to do something."
Teresa said "I was surprised to hear there weren't more and worse protests, especially with Sharon Marshall up here."
"You may thank Our Sheriff for that." I said with a grin. ""The Haters were not expecting to see the National Guard there, ready to lay waste to them"
The Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily, both at my praise of him, and of the success of his plan, as he said "A lot of those Guardsmen were in the City during the Ferguson Park riots, and they endured a lot of crap. They loved the chance to take the offensive and round up some of the bastards."
I said "And when they saw and realized that the National Guard and State Troopers were up here in force, the so-called rally at MLK Park curiously stayed peaceful."
"What I remember the most about the day," Tanya said, "is that at the fireworks show, Don handed his red crowbar to Tasha, and her little face lit up like it was Christmas. You may have yet another future Iron Crowbar on your hands, Don."
"Carole assures me that Tasha is destined for even greater things." I replied. "She won't say what, though."
"What could be greater than being the Iron Crowbar?" Tanya asked. Little did she nor any of us know...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome." said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the Fox Eight studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "Good morning everyone. Here's what's in the news. Governor Val Jared deployed National Guard soldiers and State Patrol Troopers to our Town & County after information developed that violent agitators were going to attack Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall at the Start Line of the Town & County Triathlon. The marchers were stopped on Reservoir Road and surrounded, and Police confiscated numerous weapons that were dropped by the protesters as they were surrounded."
Catrina: "Lieutenant Governor Marshall started the Triathlon race, which was won for the first time in several years by the Town & County Police Team. Joan Laurer and Daniel Patrick took the gold medals, while the University Army ROTC Team came in a close second." She also named the winners of the Wheelchair Races.
Meredith: "Though not scheduled to start the Wheelchair Race, Lieutenant Governor Marshall showed up there and started the racers off. Over two hundred people participated."
As the photo of Sharon Marshall and Tanya Muscone was shown, Meredith continued: "Lieutenant Governor Marshall praised Town & County Police Captain Tanya P. Muscone for organizing and growing the Wheelchair Race over the last few years. Captain Muscone was paralyzed in an assassination attempt several years ago, and has worked to inspire other paraplegics to achieve great things." (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 01-02.)
Catrina: "And with Lieutenant Governor Marshall here in our County, she met with several local and State candidates for public office at Police Headquarters. Reached for comment, Ms. Marshall said that the meeting was to coordinate a consistent, positive message for all the Republican candidates, and that it was productive."
Meredith: "Democrats complained about the meeting location, but there is no law against it. Additionally, Police Commander Donald Troy was at that meeting, though he is not running for any public office. Reached for comment, he said that he attended at the request of Lieutenant Governor Marshall, but declined to say what was discussed at the meeting."
Catrina: "The Police Union continues to press for Commander Donald Troy to be fired over the incident involving Sergeant McCombs, and for McCombs to be reinstated to the Police Force. However, rank-and-file Police Officers are demanding the Union to whom they pay dues stop, quote, 'harassing' Commander Troy, and sources tell Fox Eight News that decertification of the Union is a possibility."
Meredith: "And tomorrow night the Town & County Council is expected to take up several measures, including the package submitted by Sheriff Griswold for the Public Safety Department's promotions and medals ceremonies coming up on August 1st. Candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver has called for protests against any Police medals or commendations made while, and I quote 'crushing the hopes of emancipation for People of Color'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I expertly used the remote to turn off the monitor in my office, and turned to my three Angels sitting on the other side of my desk. I said "Well, Sharon Marshall is guaranteed to win, if she just keeps showing that photo with my Angel."
"Hear hear." said Teresa.
Tanya's eyes twinkled as she said: "She'll win if she listens to the advice you gave her in that meeting... whatever it was."
I said "I just told them to grow spines, and not to act like spineless dishrag Establishment Elitists. And I don't know if some of them can bring themselves to do that."
Cindy said as she got out of her chair: "If you're going to talk politics, I'm going back to my office."
"We're not. Sit back down, if you will." I said. Cindy sat back down, and I said "What's going on in the Chief's Police Department today?"
Tanya said "Jerome Davis and Father Romano aren't here. They're at the Hospital. Inga is being taken into surgery, if she's not in already."
"I thought that was scheduled for tomorrow." I said.
"They moved it up a day." Tanya said. "Didn't your wife tell you?"
"Er, no." I said. "Admittedly I was busy yesterday with... some Federal stuff."
Tanya said "Inga's been recovering well, and all the swelling and bruising is down, so they're going to go in and repair all the damage to her face, as well as some cleanup stuff."
I nodded. "I hope she does well. So, Teresa, how was your trip?"
"It was... interesting." said Teresa. "It's kind of weird, meeting a family I never knew I had---"
"Testify, sister!" said Cindy. "I still remember the day Don told me we were first cousins." (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 05.)
"And that worked out well." Teresa said. "For me... I'm not so sure. I really liked my Aunt Clarissa... my mother's older sister. And I thought there would be a rapport with Jen Sakai, until... well, she might not be the most trustworthy of persons."
Teresa: "My cousin Colin and his wife Wendy... they're very... passionate people. If you ever piss me off, Don, I'm going to lock you in a room with them for five minutes and let them whine about Climate Change to you."
I grinned. "Make it ten minutes and I'll have them crying as I demolish their suppositions."
"I'm sorely tempted." said Teresa. "Anyway, my cousin Clara is nice enough, but she's married to a Louisiana State Senator, the poster child for Establishment Republicans, and I suspect he's well versed in the slime of Louisiana swamp politics."
"As they say," Tanya said, "you can choose your friends, but you can't choose your relatives."
"Tell me about it!" Cindy and I said at the same time. Red and green crowbars were then waved in each other's general directions at the same time, and everyone laughed.
"No, I'm glad I've met them." Teresa said. "Aunt Clarissa told me a lot about my mother, stuff I never knew and thought I'd never get the chance to know. And my cousins Beatrice and Genia, they'll carry on the family line... which I'm unable to do."
There was a brief moment of quiet, which I broke by saying "Okay, I'm glad you enjoyed your trip, and I'm glad you're back. Hopefully we're past the worst of these agitators ginning up trouble."
"Think things will wind down nationally?" Tanya asked. "Or will they just move to another location now that they've been routed here multiple times?"
"They'll move to another location." I said. "But we won't hear about it as Election time nears, since the stories of unrest only helps Republicans... oh, you're going?"
Cindy had gotten up again, and this time did not stop. "I'll talk to you all later. I've got work to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some few minutes after the Angels Meeting ended, I called Teresa back into my office and I told her to bring her coffee cup. She did, and we filled our mugs before getting down to business.
"I heard about that attempt on Todd and you while you were in Louisiana, and the capture of those perps." I said. "And that's what I was working on yesterday. First of all, you did a great job protecting Todd and helping capture those slugs."
"This is how we do." Teresa replied. "By the way, are you the one that had Melina and Benny watch over us?"
"It wasn't me." I said. "What happened is that Mariko did Mariko things, and checked out your family behind Todd's back. She recognized Jen's former husband, Hideo Sakai, as a 'person of interest' to Japanese Intelligence. She notified her brother and her father, who contacted EAD Owen Lange. Lange contacted the Houston office of the FBI, and he also sent Melina and Benny down to watch over you."
"And he didn't contact you?" Teresa asked, obviously surprised.
"Not at first." I said. "And Mariko didn't tell Todd at first, either, which we'll talk about in a minute. I got wind of the situation when you and Todd texted me about Jen Sakai, as well as Colin and Wendy Esterson, and Robert Edwards. When I started peeking into it, the Feds saw it, and that's when Owen Lange contacted me and told me what was going on."
"By that time," I continued, "the FBI and Takaki Misaki's Japanese Intelligence were already seeing the opportunity to take out Jen Sakai's cell. All Americans, all white, none Chinese, but they were spies for the Chinese. And the Good Guys got most of those bad guys, too."
"But not Jen." Teresa said.
"They couldn't get enough for an arrest." I then took out my ink pen bug-killer and turned it on, then said quietly "And just between us and the crowbars... the perps 'broke', if you get my drift. Apparently it didn't take too much to break them, either. They sang like canaries, but never implicated Jen Sakai, and may never have known who she really was."
"Someone had to know who she was." Teresa said, telling me about what she and Todd had overheard Jen say in Japanese on her phone.
"She probably went through intermediaries, or she contacted her handler, who then arranged for the attempted kidnapping." I replied as I turned off the bug-killer, to preserve its battery "Anyway, Eduardo Escobar is getting a lot of props for taking out what may be a major Chinese spy ring in the Texas-Louisiana area. And they're watching Jen Sakai very closely."
Teresa asked "Are Colin and Wendy involved in any way? They're very Leftist, and I suspect they would be very sympathetic to the Communist government of China."
"Not that anyone can find." I replied. "They may be 'honest within their heresy', so to speak... except that when I started looking into them, I found some things. Did they tell you they are 'brokers' (air quotes) of carbon credits?" Teresa nodded in confirmation.



I continued: "Interpol and the Russian FSB and SVR have been investigating Colin Esterson's organization for blackmail and fraud with regard to those carbon credits, but the American Government has not cooperated and is essentially shielding Esterson and his partners from being extradited. Jack Muscone says our own Federal law enforcement agencies are aware of the Estersons's activities, but they're low on the totem pole of the things the Feds are having to deal with."
"Wow." Teresa said. "What did I walk into, down there? And what about Robert Edwards?"
I replied "He's a very typical Establishment Republican lawmaker. He's all about crony Capitalism. He's been suspected of taking bribes and giving bribes, but he's very slick and nothing actionable on him has been found. From what I gathered, he's typical for Louisiana politicians, and unless he gets egregious about the money involved or gets caught up in something like drugs, they're not going to waste a lot of time on him."
Teresa said "I was wondering if he was preying on sweet young interns. Or is that all too common, too? Well, never mind all that. You said that Mariko doesn't tell my husband things?"
"And Todd's aware of it." I said, turning on my anti-bugging device again. "You either know or have figured out that Todd's company has worked closely with Japanese and Israeli companies. Nothing wrong with that, nothing treasonous, a lot of companies have foreign partners."
Your Iron Crowbar: "What you may not know is that Ichimoku Industries in Japan and Zion Dynamics Technologies in Israel, Todd's foreign business partners, work closely with their Governments and their militaries, just as BOW Enterprises works more closely with our military than Todd lets on."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Mariko's real job is to protect Todd personally... as she did by alerting everyone to the Sakai threat... and to ensure the safety of the classified projects in all three companies. Ergo, when she first perceived the threat that Jen Sakai possibly represented, she did what she was supposed to do... tell her father."
"But to not tell Todd of the possible danger?" Teresa asked.
"Before y'all got down there," I replied, "I'm not sure anyone was aware that there was a threat at all. Only after you spotted that person with the sign saying 'Burke' did anyone realize it. Benny and Melina acted quickly to intercept that, not realizing you were close enough to see it, and them, though you didn't recognize them. Oh, and on that score... you need range time, my friend."
Teresa half-grinned, and said "Would you have done better?"
"Oh yes." I said. "I would've spotted the eyes in the back of Melina's head." That made Teresa laugh out loud.
She then said "Todd did wonder out loud if the man was Benny, so give him some credit. But yes, I was pretty shocked when Benny and Melina intercepted us at the restroom at the Picnic. So, do you and the Feds have anything on who the perps were?"
I said "Owen Lange is keeping me in the loop as a courtesy, since Todd is my nephew and you are my Iron Wolf and one of my Angels. The perps are not a part of the Bayport Rogue Seal Team, but are enforcers for a Houston-based Chinese spy ring. They intended to kidnap Todd, maybe both of you, and extract everything he knew about the Mutanix, and also whatever Todd knew about his mother's operations in Israel. I understand that my sister has become a real thorn in the side of those who wish to spy on and do harm to Israel."
As I tapped a text on my Police iPhone, I continued: "The FBI is picking off a few Chinese spies, and I doubt I'll hear any more about that, nor do I really want to. As to Jen Sakai, she still had an apartment in Houston, and is there now, and there is no unusual cellphone traffic coming from her. I'm betting she goes dormant."
"Is there a threat to the rest of my family?" Teresa asked.
"No." I said. "And I'm not sure what to advise you on how much, if anything, you should tell any of them---"
There was a 'commotion' outside my office, and Robert Kalsu and Daniel Patrick appeared the door. "We're ready, sir." said Kalsu.
"Thanks, guys." I said. "Commander, come with me, please."
Teresa and I followed Kalsu and Patrick to Classroom 'E'. Already there was the Chief, my other Angels, Joanne Warner, Julia Rodriguez, Penny Scott, Terry Halston, and several other Police Officers that had served in the military.
"What's this about?" Teresa asked.
"Let's watch some TV." I replied loudly. Tanya hit a button on her computer, and the YouTube video of the Fox report of Teresa singing at DFW Airport was shown. Teresa was stunned that her action had made a national newscast.
After the report ended, Terry Halston came forward with a large bouquet of roses and carnations. "On behalf of all of us that were Rangers," Halston said, "we'd like to give you these for the respect you gave Ranger Myers."
"Aww. Thanks, guys." Teresa said as she took the flowers. "It was my honor to do that. I didn't even know who he was. So he earned the Silver Star?"
"He was an outstanding soldier, ma'am." said Ranger Patrick. "I knew him, and I wasn't surprised to hear that he died when he covered his squad's retreat, and got them all out alive."
"I was in his unit, ma'am." said Terry Halston "He took care of his people, like you take care of us. He deserved that Silver Star."
Teresa was struggling not to shed tears. She said "I'm sorry for your loss. And if I haven't said it before, or enough, I'm grateful to all of you for serving in the military for our country. Especially those of you that jumped out of perfectly good aircraft while in flight. Right, Cindy?"
"When in a deep hole..." Cindy said in the form of a quotation as everyone else laughed...
Part 14 - Snips and Snails
10:00am, Monday, July 6th. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, Special Agent Tim Jenkins, and DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens came to my office. They had brought with them another guest: DEA Special Agent in Charge Rutherford Lyndon. As a result, we moved the meeting to the Main Conference Room, and I invited Chief Moynahan to attend.
"I came into brief you on some things, and to be briefed and ask questions on some things." said SAC Lyndon as we got down to business. "First, Operation CHICAGO SPICE has been formally and completely shut down by the Washington brass. They're no longer accepting new data on it. Agents and analysts are being reassigned, and are being told to write their final reports."
Lyndon: "Second, the Infinity Circle gang is being shut down as an entity. It's been used in many places nationally to present the appearance of a gang to conduct sting operations, and was used to sell the heroin and fentanyl to the Block House Boyz. The problem is that the DEA did not authorize the sale of that product to the Block House Boyz at all, so we believe it's been compromised and misused."
Lyndon: "And third, our investigation of those large drug batches found in St. Louis and Kansas City is raising a lot of flags, but providing few answers. Both batches had been found in warehouses based upon anonymous tips, and were seized and taken to our evidence warehouses in those areas. The initial record of the tips and the investigation that led to finding the batches exist; however, both batches have vanished completely. We cannot find the batches now, nor any record that they were destroyed. The records of them being brought in no longer exist, though we do have the receipts given to the Agents that brought in the batches."
Lyndon: "We interviewed both the current employees and those that had been there at the time... the ones we could find. None of the current employees remember ever seeing the batches in question, and they all passed polygraph tests. There was a lot, and I mean a lot of turnover and reassignments right after those batches were brought to the two facilities."
Lyndon: "Two employees were still there, and they denied any knowledge, passed their polygraphs, and nothing against them was found. We found two reassigned employees... in Seattle. They refused to take polygraphs, leading to their suspensions. We checked their finances, and there's nothing unusual there, and they had good clean records prior to that time. The only thing that's out of place is their refusal to take polygraphs, which Commander Troy would assert is their right."
"Yes I do." I replied flatly.
Lyndon went on: "They're now suing over their suspensions, too. Anyway, two other employees resigned from the DEA and now we can't find them. They'd been assigned to those facilities only a week before the big hauls were brought in."
Lyndon: "Upon finding these results, I formally submitted a report that the batches had been stolen, and a full investigation of the criminal thefts needed to commence immediately. That request was approved at every level up to the Administrator. And then... nothing. I was told the Administrator requested the FBI investigate the thefts, but the FBI says they never got a request. And then the Administrator was told that it was being investigated, but he was to say no more about it, by an official in the National Security Agency... Dr. Robin Isley."
"Consider me 'less than surprised'." I said. "And it fits."
"What have you found?" asked Lyndon.
"First of all," I said, "I've gotten great cooperation from SSA Stevens, Special Agent Morales, and the FBI guys, and I appreciate that very much."
I went on: "When we first found the L-sugars in the Block House Boyz raid, we had the State Crime Lab run all the drugs in evidence in the entire State for the L-sugars. We also ran the drugs from the Marcie Harper bust for them."
"You still have all that stuff?" Dwight Stevens asked.
I said "No, most of it has been destroyed. What we did is take a small sample of every brick of product that we seized, enough for a few analysis runs if needed, then we destroyed the rest under a lot of watchful eyes. So the Crime Lab ran tiny bits from the small evidence bags we retained."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I'll make a long story short by telling you that virtually none of the Marcie Harper drugs had any L-sugars, which I found mildly surprising... I'd expected to find bits of contamination here and there, but it was 'no joy'. The Crime Lab did find L-sugars in a few other seized batches, especially in The City, and I forwarded that data to the DEA for analysis... which has now been discontinued."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I also concentrated on those two batches seized in Kansas City and St. Louis. Dwight made a comment early on that I found interesting... that someone had said the batches were not part of the original Operation CHICAGO SPICE operation. I talked to Dwight about it, and he found the report that said it, but it was just a line in a memo filled with lines from 'unnamed sources'."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I dug further, because I really wanted to know who'd said it was a separate thing... and how he or she was able to make that assertion. We can't distinguish one batch of L-glucose from another, and these batches were laced with L-glucose, so how did that person know?"
Your Iron Crowbar: "There are only two possible answers: the person making the assertion had prior knowledge that it was not from CHICAGO SPICE... or else that person was lying, and it was part of the CHICAGO SPICE batch."
"Wow, I totally missed that." said Dwight Stevens. "It makes sense, though."
"Don't berate yourself." I said. "It was one line in a long memo, and I realized it because I was looking for it. Let me explain: someone had also asserted that DEA Agents introduced the L-sugar to the heroin that was in the hands of the drug pushers, but I explained earlier why I thought that was not likely and that the DEA had made big batches of the sugar-laced smack and sold it to the pushers."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So it occurred to me that these two batches of Missouri product might have been part of the batches the DEA made up. I began looking into that, and found that not all of the batches had been put into circulation; some of it was still in DEA hands, in reserve. I went looking for those batches, and I found that some of them went missing from a storage facility in Texas.."
"So," I said, "it stands to reason that those Missouri batches were from the missing batches that weren't sold into the system. And it follows that whoever tried to tell everyone the Missouri batches weren't part of CHICAGO SPICE not only knew that it was part of the operation, he or she was complicit with whoever stole the stuff. Unfortunately, it has been 'no joy' finding out who the source of that memo line was."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I next looked into the source material for what Infinity Circle delivered to the Block House Boyz. I should say that nearly every Infinity Circle operation has been very well documented, since the operations often end up in Court cases. But a few haven't been documented well, and in some cases not at all. I'm not blaming poor recordkeeping; I suspect that outsiders were using the Infinity Circle name when they weren't supposed to... 'off the books' operations, or outsiders pilfering Infinity Circle's good name."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The Block House Boyz operation appears to have been started as a legit operation, but then went 'off book'... recordkeeping stopped. I suspect that happened when someone decided to make the deal with Jacquez Wilson to sell him product on the cheap, pocket the money, then let their US DOJ Civil Rights Division allies hammer the TCPD if and when we moved against Jacquez Wilson."
"That sure didn't work out for them." said Rutherford Lyndon. I couldn't tell if that was sarcasm or said seriously.
"Anyhoo," I said, "I did get a name... of the DEA Agent who requested product under the Infinity Circle operation... Kevin Pitts....
Part 15 - End Around
1:30pm, Monday, July 6th. Paulina Patterson came to my office, and her lovely face was a mask of furious anger.
"Miriam cut off my funding for prosecuting the 'Jacquez 200'!" she all but shouted. The 'Jacquez 200' was our colloquial name for the 200 perps we were charging with first degree murder in the commission of felonies.
"What happened?" I asked.
"I just got an email from the D.A. Office's bookkeeping department." Paulina said. "It said that the funds for my cases had been cut off and diverted to other cases! I'm going to go over there and tell Miriam that she's breached our agreement, and I'm going to reinstate the racism lawsuit!"
"Before you do," I said, "will you give me a few minutes to find out what's going on?"
"Isn't it obvious?" Paulina said. "She's trying to end-run the agreement by cutting off my funding!"
"Give me a few minutes." I said. When Paulina went back to her office, I took out my personal iPhone and made a call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm. Without bothering to knock, I went onto Miriam Walters's office. She was sitting at her desk alone. Without speaking, I picked up a chair and brought it next to hers and sat down, Michael-Corleone-style.
Miriam had said nothing to this point, but said "What is this?" when I put a piece of paper in front of her.
"That," I said, "is an accounting statement, showing funds being diverted from Paulina's prosecutions of the perps at Jacquez Wilson's Block House the night he blew himself up. It looks very much to me like you're trying to do an end-around of your agreement with Paulina by cutting off her funds."
I watched Walters most very carefully as she picked up the paper and examined it. "I never authorized this!" she finally said. "And I'm not trying to end-run Paulina, either."
"Fortunately for you, I believe you." I said. "Savannah Fineman is the one behind this. And may I suggest you barbecue her before Paulina barbecues you by reinstating the racism lawsuit against you?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes, I diverted those funds." Savannah said to Miriam as Sheriff Griswold and I watched from Miriam's conference table's seats. "I need them for drug prosecutions of the Block House Boyz, and there's no way in hell Patterson can win those ridiculous murder cases, anyway."
"You did this without my authorization." said Miriam. "Just so you know, I called and had the funding for Paulina's cases restored, and made sure they understand that any more diversions had better be cleared with me first. Consider this a verbal warning not to do that again, or the Police might take interest in it."
"Why?" Savannah said. "I did nothing wrong."
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "Misallocating government funds is a felony offense. And if you do that to Paulina again, I'll ask the SBI-OER to do a full investigation. You'll go to jail, and Ms. Walters here can kiss any hopes of re-election goodbye."
"Bring it on." Savannah snarled. "It's not illegal."
I turned to the Sheriff and said "I dunno. I dunno. Maybe I'm not making myself clear."
"I guess not." barked the Sheriff as I got up.
I went over and towered over Savannah as I said venomously: "Then I'll make it clear. What I see is you fucking with Paulina's prosecutions, and if you haven't figured it out, I get really, really pissed when people fuck with the mother of my child. Furthermore, anyone with more brains than a Betta fish can see that you tried to make it look like Miriam diverted the funds, and to do an end-around of her agreement with Paulina. If I were Miriam, I'd bust your sorry ass down so bad that you'd never sit in the Solicitor's chair... but fortunately for you, it's her call, not mine."
"That's a load of crap." Savannah said angrily. "And I sure as hell am not staying in here and listening to this filth." She turned on her heel and left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few minutes later, Paulina came in to brief Walters, me, and the Sheriff on her prosecutions. "Judge Watts denied bail for all of them, and I've been giving him lists of those that can be given bail and ankle monitoring. The worst 50 or so are still at County Jail."
Paulina said "Gwen Munson has been representing them en masse, but started filing Motions to Sever. Judge Watts said that anyone granted a Motion to Sever could not be represented by a lawyer representing any of the other 199 accused. So that slowed all that stuff down considerably."
"Anyone asked for a plea deal?" asked Miriam.
"We've had a number of contacts about that." said Paulina. "A few are even agreeing to plead guilty to all other charges as misdemeanors, if we'll drop the murder charge. I've flat out refused, and said the murder charges will be prosecuted, especially for those we have solid video or photographic proof that they were there at the time of the explosion."
"Here's what I need to know." said Walters. "In every case you have to try, you run the risk of just one Juror refusing to vote to convict because of Identity Politics... just like the McCombs case. Can you get any convictions?"
"I very strongly believe I can." said Paulina. "And once we get a few to start, I believe others will start agreeing to plea deals for stiff charges. And if we don't... I'll have to reassess at that time."
"All right, then." said Walters. "Do what you have to do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff said he would walk to Police Headquarters with me. As we walked out onto Courthouse Square, he said "So Walters wasn't involved in that diversion of fund end-around?"
"So my source tells me." I said. My source had been the most powerful person in our Town & County: Adele Peabody, the Intendent. It was to her that I'd made that phone call.
"You know I love you like a son, Crowbar." said Griswold. "But if you'd done what Savannah had done, I'd have fired you."



I smiled. "And of course I'd never do that to you." I said.
"I don't get why Fineman did that." said the Sheriff.
"She didn't." I replied. "Ted Mason was the one behind it. He was trying to drive a wedge between Miriam and Savannah, and cost Savannah the Solicitor election. Mason is a Krasney disciple, and just as dirty and dishonest. And before you ask... Savannah took the blame for it because she thought she was protecting Miriam, who didn't really need protecting."
"And why did Savannah think that?" asked the Sheriff.
"Ohhhh, I think we're now back to the example of having less brains than a Betta fish." I replied as we went into Police Headquarters. The Sheriff couldn't stop laughing for a full minute...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The humorous feelings did not last. As the Sheriff and I went down the hall towards my office, Cindy came out into the hallway to intercept us, looking solemn.
"Don, you need to call Laura at the Hospital." she said. "It's about Inga..."
To be continued.



        Sugar and Spice Ch. 04

        Conclusion; some answers, some new questions.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/sugar-and-spice-ch-04-1

Title: Sugar and Spice Ch. 04

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Conclusion; some answers, some new questions.

Tags: drama, police drama, mystery, iron crowbar

Series: Sugar and Spice


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
***
Part 16 - Piling On
"Oh, no..." muttered Sheriff Griswold. He and Cindy followed me into my office. As we sat down, I took out my personal iPhone and speed-dialed my wife.
"Hi honey, it's me." I said. "Cindy said I needed to call you? About Inga?"
"Yes." Laura said. "She's in post-op. Dr. Morgan just briefed me on her surgery."
"She's still alive?" I asked, my eyes looking at Cindy and the Sheriff as I said it. "That's good, isn't it?"
"Yes." Laura said. "For the most part, everything went as well as could be expected. They set her jaw so that it will heal properly, and cleaned up the upper body damage around her ribs. But it's not all good news."
"Okay, hit me with it." I said, seeing the concern spring into Cindy's face at my words.
"The damage to her bones around her eyes was worse than they first thought." Laura said. "There was a lot of pressure from the inwardly-crushed bones on her eyes. They reset the bones, but the damage to her eyes may have been worse than they first thought, and may be permanent."
"So what does that mean?" I asked, sensing and dreading the answer.
"They won't know until she recovers consciousness," said Laura, "but she may be permanently blind..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Monday, July 6th. Word travels fast in a Police Force, and somehow the news about Inga was already spreading around Headquarters and the Precincts Headquarters, casting a pall over everyone.
"Laura said that Father Romano is with Jerome at the Hospital." I said to Cindy as we sat in my office. The Sheriff had gone to tell the Police Chief the news. "He's pretty devastated."
"Well, they don't know for sure yet." said Cindy. "So let's keep hope alive."
"Yes. You're right." I said. "We'll keep hope alive. Okay, at the risk of telling you how to do your job, you probably should go talk to Captain Thompson and get a message ready for when the Media begins calling about it. And I'm going to drown my sorrows in work: we've got some potentially big things going on with this Block House Boyz drug case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, Jack Muscone came to my office. "Hey Dog," he said, "I heard about Inga, and I'm hoping to hear something better soon."
"Thanks." I said. "Have a seat. Whassup?"
Jack said "I'm hearing some rumors, and I didn't want to talk about them on the phone. This isn't official yet; I'm just letting you know ahead of time. The DEA brass in Washington is pressuring Rutherford Lyndon and Dwight Stevens to federalize the Block House Boyz case, and take it over from the TCPD."
"Consider me 'not surprised'." I said. "Sounds like the Swamp Frogs are beginning to try to bury the whole thing before we get too close to the truth."
"What truth is that?" Muscone asked.
I said "I have absolutely no proof of this yet, and may never get it. But I strongly suspect that DNI Brendan Chapel himself is behind stealing those drugs from the DEA in Texas. And when an anonymous tip led the DEA to the drugs in Missouri, he had them stolen again and sold, and the money is going into his pockets."
Jack emitted a low whistle. "Wow, when you theorize, you theorize big. What data are you basing this upon?"
I said "Bits and pieces of purely circumstantial data, but are the edge pieces of the puzzle. First, we know there was an attempt to move in and take Teresa's inheritance from her before she found out about it. And who were the threat actors in that case? The Swamp Frogs. Now we have drugs sitting in a warehouse, worth in the tens of millions of dollars, disappear and subsequently are sold on the street. And who are the threat actors that are manipulating things, making information disappear, and now we hear are trying to get this thing off of my radar? Swamp Frogs."
"Robin Isley?" Muscone asked.
"I'll bet she's involved," I replied, "but her lodestone is 'citations on the wall'. Brendan Chapel's lodestone is money; his avarice is unquenchable. He is a greedy, greedy man. So I'm thinking all the way to the top."
Muscone nodded, then said "What do you want to do? What do you want us to do?"
"Let's just sit back and let it play out, for now." I said. "We'll decide at the time if we want to fight the Federal takeover."
*BUZZZZ!*
It was my desk phone, and it was the Chief of Police inviting me to come to his office. "I'll go see my lovely wife." Jack said, getting up.
"You're getting the better deal." I replied as I followed him out the office door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief had me sit down next to the Sheriff in the Chief's office. "I've just heard from our legal counsel. The Police Union filed a complaint with the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) over our inaction on their grievance against yoooo. We formally refused Federal mediation, saying we consider the grievance by McElwane to be totally resolved. So the Union filed a lawsuit against us in the Court of Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney."
"Did Federal Judge K.M. Landis take it from her and squash it?" I asked.
"No, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold "He's on vacation this week. But even if he were here, Judge Taney has traditionally been the Federal Judge on this Circuit that handles Union and Labor issues."
Chief Moynahan said "We are attempting to use the same legal arguments we used in the State Courts: that the lawsuit is outside the proper application of the collective bargaining agreement. Howeverrrrr, Judge Taney is a very activist, Leftwing judge, and is likely to side with the Union's position."
"Okay." I said. "What does that mean for us? More specifically, for me?"
"There is going to be a hearing next week." said the Sheriff. "The Union plans to push for your suspension while the case is being adjudicated, but that's not likely to happen. They also are going to ask the Judge to force us into binding Federal arbitration, and we will let her know that we'll appeal that to the US Supreme Court, as well as involve our Congressmen and Senators. That might scare her into holding back; things are tenuous for Unions with Congress right now."
I said "I'm not going to count on that, though. In God We Trust. Congress? Not so much."
Chief Moynahan said: "Another thing we have going for us: I bee-lieeeeve Judge Taney is stunned at the number of 'Friend of the Court' briefs she is getting from our rank-and-file Officers. They are saying that they will move to decertify the Union if the Union does not drop their complaints against yooooo."
"And that might be our saving grace." added the Sheriff. "Taney is not going to want to harm the Union, so she might be willing to find a compromise both sides can agree on, rather than just slamming the Union's demands down our throats."
I said "I hope so. The most important thing is that we aren't forced to submit to binding Federal arbitration. I might not get fired... or more accurately, be forced to retire... but they'll hammer us on the Union's behalf, and may even force us to re-hire McCombs."
"Soooo, Mis-ter Crowbarrrrr," drawled the Chief, "what do yoo pro-pohhhhhse we do?..."
Part 17 - Council and Candy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 7th, from atop the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Police Union files suit against the Town & County Police Department!"
Bettina began: "The Police Union, which represents Police Officers up to and including the rank of Lieutenant, filed a lawsuit in Federal Court against Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD after the TCPD refused to act upon the Union's grievances against Commander Troy, and then refused to accept binding arbitration by the National Labor Relations Board. The Federal lawsuit, filed in the Court of Judge Ruth B. Taney in Midtown, seeks to force the TCPD to submit to binding Federal arbitration, to suspend Commander Troy without pay until the Federal hearing can be held, and to immediately reinstate Sergeant McCombs to the TCPD."
Bettina: "Responding to requests by KXTC for comment, Police Chief Sean Moynahan stated that Sergeant McCombs would not be reinstated to the Police Force under any conditions, citing McCombs use of racist language during a stop of a black man and his son. Chief Moynahan also stated that he was eager to oppose the Union in Judge Taney's Courtroom."
Bettina: "And in other news, black civic leaders are demanding the resignation of District Attorney Miriam Walters after it was learned that the D.A.'s Office is charging the 'Jacquez 200' with first degree murder in the commission of a felony, called 'Felony Murder' for short.. The 'Jacquez 200' are the 200 protesters, nearly all of them black, that were arrested when they surrounded and protected Jacquez Wilson to prevent the Police from arresting him."
Video of the Block House explosion was shown as Bettina said "The arrests were made after eight persons, including our KXTC colleague Lester Holder, were killed when explosives inside the building detonated and destroyed the building. In a statement, Commander Donald Troy said that the murder charges were being brought, quote, 'in order to show that violence and unlawful actions will have consequences for the perpetrators committing the crimes', close quote."
Bettina: "The black leaders are asserting that the white District Attorney is pressing the murder charges because the peaceful protesters are black, and that the charges far exceed the level of any crimes that might have been committed. District Attorney Miriam Walters did not respond to numerous requests by KXTC for comment."
Bettina: "And Council Members Reginald B.F. Lewis and Kelly Carnes have promised to introduce legislation at the Town & County Council meeting tonight, that will defund the Police after the fatal standoff between Police and Jacquez Wilson. Coincidentally, the Sheriff's proposals for promotions and medals in the Public Safety Department will also be submitted..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Can they do that?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference room. "Can the Council usurp the prerogative of the Town & County Assembly, and defund us?"
"No." said Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson. "And I don't understand why Bettina would even suggest that they could."
"Welcome to the agenda-driven reporting of the Mainstream Media." I said "On the face of it, Bettina is just reporting what Lewis and Carnes plan to do. But she knows, as they know, that it's all empty rhetoric, and designed to make political points. It's disingenuous, and a total lack of integrity. But that's never stopped Bettina before."
"And you actually gave a statement to that Press?" Deputy Chief Cindy Ross asked me, her twinkling ice-blue eyes showing that she was teasing... or goading... me.
"Yeah." I said. "I'll gladly take the arrows on what we're doing to enforce the law and make examples of those 200 criminals. And maybe, just maybe, if they get the idea that they will be punished for their crimes, it'll cause others to think twice before committing violence or shielding criminal slugs like Lester Holder and Jacquez Wilson.
"I noticed they went after D.A. Walters instead of you, Paulina." said Captain Tanya Muscone.
"I noticed that, too." said Paulina. "We've all told them that I'm the driving force behind this, not Miriam, but they're going after her for it."
"It doesn't matter what you tell them." I said. "They're definitely not going to say the black ADA is the one pressing the charges, so they dishonestly say the white D.A. is doing it. I might also add that they're trying to pressure Miriam to force you to drop the charges."
I continued: "The black civic leaders know that if we succeed in pushing the Felony Murder charges, it could cripple their ginned-up demonstrations. They see that we're not playing the game, that we really are going after them, and they're reacting like cornered cats... they're going to come out fighting as viciously as they can."
"How are those cases go-ingggg?" asked Chief Sean Moynahan.
"We have clear evidence against 185 of the 200 that they were there at the time of the explosion." said Paulina. "Now it's just a matter of getting the worst offenders in front of Judge Watts first, and starting the dominoes falling."
"Are you going to give any plea deals and lesser charges to anyone?" Cindy asked.
"Maybe," said Paulina, "as long as every single one of them gets at least one felony charge on their record."
"What about the Union lawsuit?" asked Tanya. "Is it anything to worry about?"
"No." said Teresa. "Well, let me put it this way... if the Union persists in the B.S. crap against Don, the Union will be decertified, which will make everything else moot. The rank-and-file Officers are really energized about this."
Tanya said "I don't understand why the Union is being so hardline about it, especially since their membership is not in sync with their position on it, at all."
"It's obviously all about Don, and it's personal." Cindy said, perhaps meaning it to tease me.
"Tanya's right." Teresa said. "They're not going to get Don fired or even suspended, and the rank-and-file are as completely behind Don as I've ever seen any group be behind anyone. Even Journalists don't support Democrats the way our guys support Don." We all chuckled at that.
"Yeah." said Tanya. "Their acting almost as childishly as the Teacher's Union was during the Charter writing."
"Whaa?..." I said, peering at Tanya. And then I went into a reverie. When I came out of it, six coffee cups were clustered right next to mine in front of me. I didn't even blink; I just got up, got the coffeepot, and refilled all of them.
"What was on your mind, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked as I slid the cups back to their rightful owners.
"What Tanya just said, Sheriff." I replied. "That they're acting like the Teacher's Union. And that might be the real answer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Tuesday, July 7th. Teresa and I were in our Duty Dress uniforms, and both of us wearing 'trousers', as we watched the Main Council Chamber begin to fill up with Citizens. We (the TCPD and Deputy Sheriffs) were openly prohibiting anyone wearing a red Antifa shirt, any 'Black Lives Matter' or 'Black Voices Raised' shirts, or any green Environmentalist shirt from coming in, and all but daring those wearing them to sue us over it. There were still a lot of blacks coming in, many middle-aged or older.
"A lot of older people in the crowd." Teresa observed. "Are they here to support the Police, or the agitators?"
"They're here to support Reginald B.F. Lewis and Kelly Carnes." I said. "They'll be a lot more civil about it than the young 'BLM' agitators, and this is a place they can make their voices heard with less danger to themselves than by marching on the streets."
Just then, EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell came in and came up to us, wearing his 'Duty Dress' EMS uniform. He shook hands with me and Teresa.
"Ready for Alison McFarland's show tomorrow night, sir?" I asked.
"As ready as I'll ever be." said Dr. Cordell. "I have to admit: as it's gotten closer and closer to the airing date, I've gotten more and more nervous about it."
"You'll be a rock star, sir." Teresa said, making Dr. Cordell chuckle.
Sheriff Griswold and Fire Marshal Roy Easley also came up to us before the session began. "Looks like the kids in the BLM shirts went home rather than protest outside." the Sheriff said. "That was a great idea, Crowbar, to prohibit them from entering while wearing those shirts."
"I just hope we don't get sued over it." Teresa lamented.
"We won't." I said. "It's actually in State Law that just as political slogans on clothing is disallowed at voting places, it also can be disallowed in the chambers of State and local government meetings. The law was made to prevent agitators from disrupting sessions of the State House or State Senate, and I have no problem using it for Council meetings..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:30pm, the Mayor and Council Members filed in and took their seats. Mayor Allgood gaveled the meeting into session. "Okay, let's have the legal actions and the monthly reports." the Mayor said.
"I move that these be entered into the record without verbal readings." said J.P. Goldman. Edward Steele seconded.
"Without objection?" said Mayor Allgood. There were five objections. You get one guess which political Party they all were in, and it'd better start with a 'D'. The Mayor called for a vote, and he broke the tie, which approved Mr. Goldman's motion.
"New business?" asked the Mayor. "Mr. Steele is recognized."
"The Sheriff has submitted the Public Safety Department package for promotions and medals for August 1st." said Edward R. Steele. "I move that the Council approve the package."
"I second." said John Colby.
"The motion is seconded." said the Mayor. "Discussion of the package will require Executive Session, and I'll entertain a motion for that after we conclude the evening's public business. Any other new business? Ms. Carnes is recognized."
"I move that we act to defund the Police, and strip all money from the Town & County Police Force after their brutality against a KXTC reporter and others in a shameful display before the State and the Nation a couple of weeks ago."
"I second!" Reginald B.F. Lewis said loudly. The black persons in the audience applauded loudly. Mayor Allgood patiently gaveled for order, only getting verbal and banging the gavel harder after 35 seconds of applause.
"Point of order!" yelled J.P. Goldman, anger in his voice.
"Mr. Goldman is recognized." said the Mayor.
"That motion is illegal." said Goldman. "Only the Town & County Assembly can budget money and reallocate or remove an allocation afterwards. I believe Carnes knows that, and is making the motion only to make political points---"
"Point of order!" cried out three voices.
"Okay, stop it." said Daniel Allgood. "Mr. Goldman is correct that the motion introduced usurps the authority of the Town & County Assembly."
"I disagree!" said Kelly Carnes forcefully. "I believe this Council has the authority to suspend the disbursement of that budgeted money. I believe we can, and should, discontinue paying any Police salaries until the TCPD accepts a Consent Decree from the US Department of Justice----"
"Point of ORDER, Mister Mayor!" J.P. Goldman shouted. "The motion is unlawful, and there should not even be debate on it! I again strongly object to Carnes being allowed to make those viciously hateful statements---"
"Point of order!" cried out five voices.
"Keep this up," said Mayor Allgood, "and I'll reinstitute strict adherence to the 'speak only when spoken to' rules."
"Mr. Mayor," said Sheila Sorrells, "I move to lay it on the table."
"I second." said Malinda Adams happily.
"Point of order!" yelled J.P. Goldman furiously, his face getting redder.
"There is a motion to table, and it can't be debated." said the Mayor.
"Mr. Mayor," said Edward Steele, "the whole point is that the motion is illegal in the first place, and therefore the motion to table is illegal; therefore, Mr. Goldman's point of order is valid and should be recognized. I also ask that all discussion of this illegal motion cease, and that you deny its entry into the record."



"Even if the contents of the motion are found to be invalid," the Mayor said, "the motion to lay it on the table is valid. So without further discussion, let's vote."
The vote ended in a 5-5 tie, the Democrats voting to table it, and the Republicans voting against. "The vote being equally divided, the Mayor votes in the affirmative, and the motion is tabled." The audience booed. The Mayor banged his gavel until there was order in his Council Chamber.
"Is there any more public new business?" asked the Mayor. There was none. "I will entertain a motion to go into Executive Session."
"I so move." said J.P. Goldman, with Ian McGhillie seconding. The motion carried by voice vote.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There were five of us besides the Mayor, Council Members, and the Sergeant-At-Arms in the executive session: the Sheriff, Me, Teresa, Roy Easley, and Dr. Cordell.
Astute Detectives have figured out why we were there, and what this was about. Dr. Cordell was the Chief of the EMS Service, and the rest of us were Medal of Valor recipients. And included in the medals package were three nominations for the Medal of Valor: the TCPD's Robert Kalsu, and the TCEMS's Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph, for their actions that successfully rescued Inga Gunddottar while under Enemy gunfire.
"Okay," said Mayor Allgood, "keep it civil, and I'll allow a freewheeling discussion."
"I move we separate the Medal of Valor applications from the rest of the package." said Sheila Sorrells.
"I second." said Ian McGhillie, to everyone's surprise. The vote was 8-2, with Kelly Carnes and Susan Weston dissenting.
"I move we accept the rest of the package." said Edward R. Steele. Dagmar Schoen seconded.
"I don't think we should accept the whole package in just one chuck without serious debate on each of the items within it." Susan Weston complained.
"There aren't really that many items in it." said Edward Steele. "Since the new Charter allows the Departments to make their own promotions below Lieutenant without our approval, and medals up to the Purple Order without our formal approval, there's little to discuss... unless someone wants to upgrade something."
"How many blacks are being promoted? Especially within the Police Department?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis.
"Crowbar?" the Sheriff said loudly. The Mayor nodded to me to speak.
"There are several promotions of blacks as well as women within the Police Force." I said. "But none of them are to Lieutenant or higher. And that's because we're not promoting anyone of any ethnicity to those positions this go-round."
"Why aren't you filling the 1st Precinct Lieutenant position?" asked Susan Weston sharply.
"Senior Sergeant McGhillie is doing an excellent job in that position," I said, "but he's a bit young and needs more time-in-grade to be promoted. And as his father here will tell you, he's more worried about his wedding this Saturday than taking the Lieutenant's exam. Maybe we'll review this in October."
Everyone except Weston and Carnes laughed at that. And yes, Roy McGhillie and Becca Larrington were finally going to tie the knot.
"So no blacks are being considered." said Lewis. "Typical."
"That's not true." said Edward R. Steele. "And for once can we have a meeting without you throwing the race card around and making false race-based accusations?"
The Mayor tapped his gavel. "Let's stay on topic and discuss the proposed awards, please."
"We shouldn't be talking about medals for cops." snarled Kelly Carnes. "We should be talking about defunding the Police and firing Donald Troy!"
*tap tap tap tap*
"We've discussed that in the public session----" started the Mayor.
"Blow it out your ass, you White Nationalist, racist, illegitimate Mayor!" Kelly Carnes yelled.
As the Republicans all yelled "Point of Order!", Mayor Allgood tapped his gavel, then raised his hand for silence as every Council Member had started chattering all at once.
"You just couldn't do it, could you Carnes?" Daniel Allgood said. "You couldn't go through even just one meeting without showing your ass."
He raised his voice and said "From this point onwards, the Rules of Order will be strictly enforced. Raise your hand to be recognized, and speak only when spoken to. Any breach of the Rules or of decorum will be met with your arrest, and I have four Law Enforcement Officers right here ready to make those arrests."
Not only Daniel Allgood was staring daggers at Carnes. Most of the other Council Members here looking at her with anger, even some of the Democrats.
"Ms. Weston is recognized." said Daniel upon seeing Susan Weston raise her hand.
"Once again, Commander Donald Troy is attempting to give out our highest awards like candy." Weston said. "It is utterly ridiculous, especially since it was his actions that put his Officers as well as those EMTs in danger in the first place! I could understand the Star of Gallantry, or even the Police Medal or EMS Medal, but does this rise to the level of the Medal of Valor?"
"Are you trying to deny a woman the honor she deserves?" Malinda Adams fired back.
"Would you put the feminist card back in your pocket for just one meeting?" Weston said witheringly.
The Mayor began tapping his gavel. "It's formal, people." he said. "And you can blame Kelly Carnes for that. Ms. Weston, are you finished with your statement?"
"For now." said Weston.
"Responses?" said the Mayor. "And that includes anything our guests wish to say."
You know it: I raised my hand. "I would like to ask exactly what Ms. Weston considers the standard to be to be awarded the Medal of Valor?"
"You're asking that in spite of being awarded two of them?" asked Reginald B.F. Lewis, and no one could tell if he was serious, kidding, or testing Mayor Allgood's strict adherence to the rules.
"A man with one watch knows what time it is." I replied. "A man with two watches is never sure. Seriously, I want to hear Ms. Weston's definition of the standard."
Susan Weston said: "Someone going far beyond the call of duty at existential danger to themselves in the face of Enemy action to save innocent lives. I don't believe all of those criteria are met. Kalsu was in a bulletproof vehicle, and not in existential danger. Furthermore, he's a SWAT Team member, and is expected to face the dangers he faced. And the Paramedics were former military personnel, so they were trained for situations like that, or worse; ergo, their actions were not far beyond their training nor their call of duty."
Teresa almost spoke, but raised her hand and was recognized. "By that convoluted and stupid twisting of logic, my father would not have been awarded the Medal of Honor. After all, he was a trained soldier and expected to face the dangers." The Sheriff beat me in fist-bumping Teresa. Susan Weston looked daggers at Teresa.
Malinda Adams raised her hand, but began speaking before the Mayor formally called on her. She said "That's not the same thing. Your father was in war. Our Peace Officers are not soldiers, nor should they be behaving in a warlike manner. In my mind, you, Commander Croyle, and Fireman Easley are the perfect examples of the correct awarding of the Medal of Valor. I believe what the Paramedics did was brave, but it was to save a Peace Officer, not an innocent civilian. So while they should be recognized, the Medal of Valor is too much, in my opinion."
"Point of information." said Edward Steele, and he was recognized: "The actual definition, as passed by the Council during the Merger, and brought forward by the new Charter, does not require 'Enemy action' (air quotes) for the Medal of Valor to be awarded, only actions in the line of duty but beyond the normal expectations of duty, at existential risk to life or limb, that results in saving lives or removing a threat to lives. I'd certainly say that being under enemy fire or at risk of dying from bombs or explosives set by an enemy constitutes existential danger."
I raised my hand, then said "And to the point of who is being saved: Sheriff Griswold's MOV was awarded because he saved other Police Officers's lives. Ditto that for Commander Ross. So I don't agree that Corporal Gunddottar being a Police Officer would preclude Paramedics Brooks and Randolph from receiving the MOV for rescuing her while under Enemy fire, nor Kalsu, either."
"Point of Inquiry." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "Is there an EMS Cross, like the Police Cross or Fire Cross?"
"No." said Edward Steele. "There was an EMS Medal when the old EMS existed, but there never was an EMS Cross. Apparently no one expected a situation like this one, and the old EMS was attached to the Fire Department and was eligible for the Fire Cross."
"Let's give 'em the Fire Cross, then." muttered Kelly Carnes.
"Speak when spoken to, and when recognized." warned Daniel Allgood, pointing his gavel at Carnes. If looks could kill, Daniel would be dead, and Carnes under arrest for murder.
"Don't even think of insulting my EMTs by trying to give them a Fire Department award!" Dr. Cordell said loudly, and angrily. "The EMS is not a part of the Fire Department!"
"Hear hear." growled the Sheriff in strong agreement.
"Point of Inquiry." said Dagmar Schoen. "In the past, MOV applications were run through Boards of Inquiry, whose reports were then acted upon by the Council. With Boards of Inquiry no longer existing, what are our next steps? A Board of Inquest?"
Edward Steele deferred to me, and I said "No. Promotions and medals are explicitly excluded from Boards of Inquest. It's up to the Council to determine the validity and merit of the MOV application. The new Charter is not specific as to what to do, but my recommendation is a Committee of the Whole to act as the inquiry entity."
"I move we refer these MOV applications to a Committee for study." said Sheila Sorrells.
"I second." said Malinda Adams.
"I move to amend," said Edward Steele, "that we refer this specifically to a Committee of the Whole, and that the Committee must report before July 21st, so that we have two meetings to pass and have a second reading on the awards."
"I second." said Ian McGhillie.
"Point of order." said Kelly Carnes. "As the father of a Police Officer, you should be recusing yourself; therefore your seconding of the motion is invalid. Furthermore, I believe you must recuse yourself from any participation or voting on this measure."
"I do not recuse myself, and I don't have to." said McGhillie.
"I agree." said Mayor Allgood. "The Point of Order is summarily denied, and the second is recognized. Debate?"
The Amendment passed, 6-5. The overall bill then passed 7-3, as Sheila Sorrells and Malinda Adams had to vote for it because they proposed and seconded the bill...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Sheriff, Teresa, Dr. Cordell, and I walked back to Police Headquarters, taking advantage of the pleasantly warm night to be out in it, Teresa asked "So what will they do?"
"There's no telling with that bunch." growled the Sheriff. "I thought Irwin was a shoo-in for a posthumous MOV, and they downgraded that."
"I never could understand that, until tonight." Teresa said. "But after hearing Weston spouting her verbal diarrhea, I see why. I completely disagree, but I understand now."
"Weston has always bitched about any awards we try to award, especially high level awards, no matter what." I said. "And Kelly Carnes is just a Hater. She doesn't just want to defund the Police, she wants to abolish the Police."
"Was what I saw tonight normal?" asked Dr. Cordell.
"I'm afraid so, Doctor." I replied. "And that was actually one of their more behaved meetings." Teresa chuckled at that.
"What I meant was," said Dr. Cordell, "do they really not see the heroism under fire those people showed?"
"I am sorry to say, Doctor," I replied, "that the Left does not see their actions as heroic. They despise the Police, and are actually angry that Inga was successfully rescued. They despise heroism and examples of it, and will fight rewarding it to the last ditch. You saw that tonight in Kelly Carnes's hatred-filled attitude, and we're going to see a lot more of it all across this Nation going forward."
"Back to my question." Teresa said. ""What will they do?"
"They'll give Ellen Brooks the MOV." I said. "Randolph will get a lesser award, either a newly-created EMS Cross, or an EMT Medal. And Kalsu's award will be downgraded to a Certificate of Achievement."
"What?!" Dr. Cordell exclaimed.
"Har har." Teresa said. "That's a standard joke around the Police Force, Doctor."
"It was a standard joke in the Navy, too." said Admiral Cordell.
"And the Army." I added. "Seriously, Kalsu, like Irwin, won't get the MOV. The Council Republicans will compromise to get the EMTs the award they deserve..."
Part 18 - Blast from the Past
"Hello and welcome to another Fox Eight White Paper!" said Alison McFarland as her show came on KFXU at 8:00pm, Wednesday, July 8th. The live audience applauded, an audience that included me, Cindy, Todd, Laura and other doctors on Staff at University Hospital, Edward and Stephanie Steele and Marie... and Carole Diana Troy, who'd insisted on coming, for reasons she didn't explain and for which I did not ask.
Alison was on the studio stage as she began talking. "We have a very special story tonight, a fascinating chain of events whose effects on our Town & County is much more significant that anyone realizes. Just as World War Two became a faded memory over time, the Vietnam War is receding into the twilight of Time. This is the story of Dr. Leonard Cordell."
Alison: "Dr. Cordell recently accepted the position of Chief of the new EMS branch of the Public Safety Department. Before that, he was the Hospital Administrator at University Hospital. His life's journey that led him to our County began in Viet Nam."
A previously made video of Dr. Cordell being interviewed was shown. He said: "Back in those days, a lot of kids were drafted, and a lot of people refused to go into the military. Some went to Canada to avoid conscription, and some became conscientious objectors."
Cordell: "I was never a true 'conscientious objector', I had no objection to the military, but I didn't want to be drafted. So I looked into other options, like volunteering to join medical units. The Army couldn't guarantee me a spot in a non-combat role, but the Navy did, and they also said that there were opportunities to go to medical school. So that's what I did."
Alison (live): "Dr. Cordell joined the Navy, and was trained as a Corpsman. He knew he could be sent to Viet Nam, and he was."
Cordell (video): "I was on an aircraft carrier, the U.S.S. Forrestal, and I thought I'd have reasonably safe duty. But there was a call for Navy Corpsmen to support Army field troops, and I volunteered for it. I was taken with some others to Bien Hoa Air Base near Saigon, and this Captain of a unit in the 173d Airborne Brigade came up to us, looked at me, and said 'I'll take him.' I had no idea what I was in for."
Alison: "Along with his unit, Corpsman Cordell took part in 'Operation Junction City', the only combat jump the 173d Airborne Brigade made in Viet Nam. As a result, he was automatically awarded Army Airborne Wings, which his Captain pinned on by punching them through his shirt and into his chest, a practice called 'blood wings'. Dr. Cordell served with the man he calls 'my Captain' throughout his time in Viet Nam."
Cordell: "The 173d was sent home in 1971, but our unit and a few others remained behind, attached to other commands. We were considered an elite quick-reaction force, and I learned a lot about patching people's bodies up as I tried to save as many as I could from the meat grinder of war."
Alison: "And then came a seminal point in Dr. Cordell's life. In an operation that has recently been partially declassified at the request of Fox Eight White Paper, a Green Beret unit was trapped by Viet Cong forces."
Cordell: "My Captain told us to get the choppers started up, that we were going to go get those Green Berets out of there. We were told to stand down, but the Captain said a few things I can't repeat here, and we took off."
Cordell told the story of the rescue (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 03-04; 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01-02), including the red and yellow smoke, and the fighting retreat, leaving no one behind. "I never saw my Captain alive again after that."
Alison: "The Captain was medically discharged, and returned to his wife and civilian life. In the meantime, Dr. Cordell went to the Naval Academy at Annapolis, followed by Medical School. As a Navy doctor, he had many assignments commanding medical units on ships and ashore. And then, he was sent to Afghanistan."
Cordell: "I know that the CIA has to do things that are... well, best not discussed. Most CIA Officers are very honorable, patriotic people, doing the best they can for our country that they love. But there are some that go rogue, or cross a line that just cannot be crossed. I found out about an operation that wasn't legit, and I exposed it."
Alison: "Dr. Cordell was a Navy Captain then. His report of the illegal operations were investigated, found to be true, and shut down. But Afghanistan was now too hot to hold him, and Dr. Cordell was sent back to America."
Cordell: "They promoted me to Rear Admiral, expecting me to retire, and assimilate into civilian life. But then a few good people, including a past Vice President that respected what I'd done, took me on upwards, and I retired a full Admiral."
Alison: "Dr. Cordell also was awarded the Navy Cross, for his actions pulling his wounded Captain out of the line of fire and getting him evacuated. His Captain had been awarded the Silver Star, but Dr. Cordell and a few other men never forgot what their Captain had done. And after the Captain died, Dr. Cordell never stopped pushing to have him awarded the medal he truly deserved... the Medal of Honor."
A photo of a White House ceremony that I had attended was shown, showing the Vice President of the United States with Admiral Cordell, with the Admiral holding the box containing the Medal of Honor. Alison did not show other pictures yet, as part of her surprise for the rest of the show. (Author's note: 'Her Last Bow', Ch. 02 for the Medal of Honor ceremony.)
Alison went through Dr. Cordell coming out of retirement and becoming Hospital Administrator, then accepting the EMS Chief position, while showing video she'd taken of him in his office, talking with EMTs Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph by their ambulance (before it was shot up on the raid saving Inga), and in his doctor's coat at University Hospital.
Sheriff Griswold appeared on a taped interview: "We were lucky to get a man of the experience and quality of Dr. Leonard Cordell to be the Chief of the new EMS. I knew that if anyone could make a new EMS succeed, it would be Admiral Cordell, and he's done a really outstanding job getting it off the ground."
And then she said "Just a few months ago, Admiral Cordell permitted me to go with him as he visited the graveside of his Captain. Let's watch."
The video of Admiral Cordell visiting his Captain's grave, putting a coin on the tombstone, and that final salute were shown. There were also fleeting shots of those of us that had been there. (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 03.) It was an emotional moment, and I felt as much as saw Carole paying rapt attention to all of it.
When the show came back to live, Alison said "Please join me in welcoming Dr. Leonard R. Cordell." Cordell had been ushered onto the stage while the video was playing, and was now seated in one of two chairs to Alison's right. The audience was shown giving the Admiral a sustained standing ovation.



As the applause died and we all sat down, Alison said "Thank you for joining us, Doctor, and I want to say how much I appreciate you sharing your story with us, and allowing me to follow you around and videotape you."
"I appreciate you telling the story." said Dr. Cordell. "It's not about me, but about two very great human beings, a father and a daughter, that I've had the privilege to serve."
"And we'll have that story, after this break." Alison said. The show went to commercial as everyone applauded.
As we waited for the show to resume, I overheard Carole tell Marie "Daddy knows a lot of Para-troooo-pers." Yes, yes I do, I thought to myself. And I'm grateful for most of them...
When the show resumed, Alison said "You may have noticed when Dr. Cordell visited his Captain's gravesite, that there were a couple of quarters next to the dime he put there. The dime meant he served with the Captain, and the quarters were put there by the two people who were at the Captain's bedside when he died. And that... is the next part of this amazing story."
Tape rolled, showing a pre-recorded interview... of Teresa Croyle. She said "On the day Commander Troy defeated the Consultant of Crime, Raymond Westboro, Cindy Ross and I were at the Ward Harvester Warehouse. Mr. Ward had been shot and dumped into a maintenance pit, and we were in it tending to his wounds when we were ambushed."
Teresa: "I was hit by a ricochet shot, and rushed to the Hospital. I woke up on the operating table, and there was this doctor operating on me. He said that he knew my father in Viet Nam. I fell back asleep, and when I woke up and was recovering, Commander Troy brought that doctor to my room. It was Admiral Cordell, and he told me the story, and a lot of things about my father that I'd never known." (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 02-03.)
Alison: "You were able to be at your father's bedside when he died, weren't you?"
"Yes." Teresa said. "When my sister was killed in a car crash, my father's mental and physical condition deteriorated. When he was close to death, they found me here. My now-husband Todd convinced me to go there, and Commander Cindy Ross went with me."
Teresa: "We got there just in time. I think my father thought I was my mother, and he died very shortly afterwards. I had not even known he'd served in Viet Nam, but someone there told me he had, and I was able to collect his medals from a safe deposit box. And the next time we visited the grave site, Cindy and I put quarters on his tombstone, because we'd been there when he'd died."
Back to Alison live: "And now please welcome TCPD Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle." Teresa was now sitting in the chair next to Admiral Cordell. She received a strong ovation from the studio audience.
Alison: "Among the many amazing coincidences in your stories... when Dr. Cordell visited your father's gravesite, you were there, and you learned some other things about your family, is that not right?"
"Yes." said Teresa. "I found out that I'd inherited from my mother a large trust, which I was happy to donate to the Hospital to fund research for rare diseases." The audience applauded.
Alison: "Dr. Cordell, how is Commander Croyle like her father? And different than him?"
"He was a very courageous man, but she's even more so... she's downright fearless." said Dr. Cordell. "And she's a strong leader, but her father was even more so. He was a leader's leader. He was a man that others wanted to follow, a man that others would follow into Hell and back out, like that last rescue mission. No one had any qualms about disobeying orders and going with him."
Cordell: "And in all my years in military and civilian life, I've only met one other man who commands that level of respect and loyalty that he did, and who is as great a leader as he was... this Town's Police Commander, Donald Troy."
I was stunned at the Admiral's words, and felt many people looking in my direction. Carole grabbed my arm and hugged it as the studio audience applauded.
"Well, I have an Army connection or two myself," said Alison, not mentioning that her connection was her father, a four-star General, "and I was able to procure a little suprise for you both from the Army's archives." She extended two wrapped packages, that were obviously framed photographs. Cordell and Teresa opened them. They were copies of the same photo.
The photo was black and white, but showed very sharp detail. It was from the time Dr. Cordell and Teresa'a father were in Viet Nam. Her father was on the left of the picture, tall, broad-shouldered, his head bald, probably on purpose. He looked very much like Teresa's sister Alexis.
To his left was a much younger Leonard R. Cordell. They were at a slight angle towards each other and looking forward, so it looked like Cordell was looking to the left of the photo, and Teresa's father to the right. Cordell was smiling, and it looked like Teresa's dad looked cheerful and was talking as the photo was snapped.
They were in military fatigues of the day, during a time before the Army went to subdued unit patches. I could see 'US ARMY' on the Captain's shirt, and silver Master Blaster Airborne wings above it, while on Cordell's fatigues it said 'US NAVY' below his Airborne wings.
"Oh wowwww..." Dr. Cordell said quietly as he looked at the photo. I could see the emotion in his face, and the beginning of tears welling up. "This is... amazing." He wiped his eyes and Teresa patted him on the back as the audience applauded...
Part 19 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, July 9th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the distant background. "Tensions between the Police Union and their membership have reached the breaking point!"
Bettina began: "After the Police Union filed a Federal lawsuit to force the TCPD to suspend and ultimately to fire Commander Donald Troy, the rank-and-file membership of the Union called for a meeting, scheduled for tonight, to begin the process of decertifying the Union. Many Officers have also taken the proper steps to end Union dues being automatically withdrawn from their paychecks under a provision in the last omnibus bill to pass the State Legislature that was forced upon us by deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared."
Bettina: "Both sides will be permitted to make their cases, and then the members will take a vote by secret ballot. Experts say that the vote could be close, as Police Officers need Union representation during a time when politicians are seeking to defund the Police, and also because Commander Donald Troy is not as popular with the rank-and-file as his supporters claim he is."
Bettina: "And in other news, Town & County Council Democrats are calling upon the US DOJ's Civil Rights Division to bring charges against Mayor Daniel Allgood for his heavy-handed abuse of the Rules of Order in Council meetings. Several Democrat Council Members have complained that Republican Mayor Allgood, who some say stole the Mayoral election from its rightful winner Eldrick X. Weaver, applies the Rules of Order unequally and more strictly against the black and female Democrat Council members. Mayor Allgood has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment."
Bettina: "And in State news, Republican nominee for Governor Sharon Marshall is calling upon her opponent, State Representative Hoyt Stenson, to meet with her staff and the League of Women Voters to schedule a series of debates. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Sharon Marshall yelling at a rally of her supporters: "And my opponent Hoyt Stenson won't schedule debates with me! What is he afraid of? Why is Hoyt Stenson a coward, too scared to defend his positions and his Party's positions calling for defunding the Police!? What's wrong with Hoyt Stenson, making him too much of a gutless coward to debate me?"
Bettina live: "Democrats and Social Justice groups condemned Ms. Marshall, calling her comments 'hateful', 'mean-spirited', and not worthy of response in the realm of civil discourse.', but the Stenson Campaign avoided answering questions on why they're not scheduling debates nor when they will meet with the League of Women Voters to make those arrangements..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I seeeeeee that Ms. Wurtz-burrrrrggg has moved on from Commander Troy, and is now complaining about Mayor Allgood not returning her late-night calllllllssss." said Chief Sean Moynahan as we drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. Paulina was not in the room with us.
"She really has been worlds better since Katherine Woodburn bought KXTC." said Commander Cindy Ross. "Don't you agree, Don?" Her ice-blue eyes were sparkling; she may have been teasing me. I did not take it that way.
"No, I don't." I replied as seriously as I could make my voice sound as I glared at her. "She is still as agenda-driven, biased, and dishonest as she has ever been, as is KXTC."
"You just won't give her, nor KXTC, any credit at all, will you?" Cindy said, half-sardonically and half-accusingly. The look of her face turned to surprise as she saw my face turn deep red with furious anger and my gray eyes flash fire.
"Don't, Crowbar." the Sheriff said, seeing my look and putting his hand on my shoulder.
"I was just kidding, Don." Cindy said, though her voice didn't sound particularly apologetic.
"It's not funny---- ah, forget it." I spluttered. I got up to leave the room, knowing I had to get out of there before I lost control and went off on her.
"Going so soon?" asked the Chief. I just glared at him, then turned and exited the room, slamming the door behind me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
At 7:50am, Tanya Muscone drove up to my office door. "Sir," she said, "in lieu of an Angels Meeting, can we meet with the Detectives in Classroom 'E'? Commander Croyle is welcome to attend, of course."
"Sure." I said. "I'll tell Teresa and the Chief, and you round up the Usual Suspects."
Ten minutes later, at 8:00am, we began the meeting. All of MCD and Vice were in there, as well as Lt. Mary Milton of Intel Branch and Lt. Commander Croyle. Chief Moynahan was still in a meeting with the Sheriff, and so was not in attendance.
"First of all," said Captain Muscone, "on behalf of everyone, and making the Sheriff very happy with my asskissing skills... that was a great Alison McFarland show last night, especially your part in it, Commander Croyle." Everyone applauded. Teresa nodded and slightly waved in acknowledgement.
"Did you bring that photo with you, ma'am?" Julia Rodriguez asked.
"It's at home." Teresa said. "I'l bring it in tomorrow for y'all to see, if you want."
"Sir," said Tanya, "we've got some information for you, that may pertain to the Block House Boyz drug case as well as the drug sugar case." She called upon Lt. Mary Milton.
"Sir," said Mary, "you remember Howard Little and Duncan Johnson who ran interference for the bastards that kidnapped Corporal Gunddottar, and were shot at the scene?" (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 03-04.) I nodded, and Mary said "We've been digging into them like you asked, and we found some stuff."
Mary: "After Little and Johnson were released from prison a couple of years ago, they became foot soldiers for the Block House Boyz gang, mostly transporting trucks with drugs or money to and from associates they'd known in prison, making DEA, SBI=IDE and local drug stings a lot harder because they knew the others by sight. They otherwise laid low and never got caught again. As a side note, I think we're going to be coming across a lot of Jacquez Wilson disciples that stayed below the radar over the years." I nodded in agreement.
Mary: "Little and Johnson participated in the Ferguson Park riots in The City. We don't know why, and we don't know if they did it on their own, or if Wilson had them help out the rioters by marching with them. Either way, they were arrested, but the official City Police records show that they were released along with a lot of others."
Mary: "It took some digging, and we owe City Captain 'Coldiron' Masters and Detectives 'Sapper' Warren, and Robin Ventura some big favors, but we found out that Little and Johnson were secretly turned over to the Federal DEA, as they had prior drug charges and did 20 years."
I said "So that's why they weren't officially held, even though they had stout rap sheets."
Captain Muscone interjected, and said: "Yes sir, and there's more to it. I checked with my husband to find out what happened at the Federal level. He found out that the DEA in this region, SAC Lyndon and SSA Stevens and their guys, weren't the ones that picked Little and Johnson up. In fact, they had no record of taking custody of those perps at all."
Lt. Milton said "So Captain Masters looked into it in his official capacity as City Police Internal Affairs. The buried paperwork by the City P.D. was pretty standard C-Y-A stuff; they just created a record in case of blowback... like is happening right now. The Federal Agents that took custody of Little and Johnson were not DEA Agents, but pretending to be."
"Like that Agent Dixon I had the pleasure of shooting that time?" said Joanne Warner. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 02.)
"That's a good analogy." said Tanya Muscone. "Anyway, EAD Owen Lange touched base with some of his people, and found out that the so-called DEA Agents have ties to the National Security Agency itself."
"Robin Isley." I muttered.
"Neither they nor we could solidly confirm her involvement, sir." said Tanya. "Just the NSA itself."
"And what's more, sir," said Mary Milton, "Howard Little and Duncan Johnson may have been the go-betweens that arranged for Jacquez Wilson to buy the L-sugar-laced heroin and fentanyl that we busted the Block House Boyz with. Adding to the fun, Martha the M.E.'s autopsy's toxicology report came back, and showed that when those bozos attacked the Police in that suicide-by-cop mission, they were amped up on drugs that were similar to what the Consultant of Crime used to amp up his mercenary army." (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', among other places.)
"That's great work, guys.' I said. Dots are beginning to be connected. We're starting to get a real trail, here---"
"I hate to burst your bubble," said a voice as the door opened, "but you're going to have to shut it all down."
That voice belonged to FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. Tanya's eyes lit up upon seeing her husband. Everyone else was dismayed at his words.
With Muscone was DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens, who said "We've been ordered to shut down the entire case... Operation CHICAGO SPICE, the theft of large amounts of bulk product, the appearance of some of that product in your County. It's all been classified at a higher level, in the name of (air quotes) 'national security', by the National Security Agency."
Everyone groaned, and Lt. Mary Milton looked particularly pissed. I said "Okay, then. Captain Muscone, have people generate Memoranda for the Record that our investigation occurred before the reclassification, so the Swamp Frogs can't come in and say we breached security."
"Wilco, sir." Tanya said dully.
"Okay, you guys wrap things up," I said, "and I'll have a word with these Federal Agents in my office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We got the word from our brass, the DEA Administrator and the Deputy Director of the FBI." said Muscone as we sat in my office. They'd accepted my offer of morning coffee, and we were all partaking of the Elixir of Life. "The Swamp Frogs weren't going to tell you guys in the TCPD about it. They were probably hoping to charge you with breaching national security and mishandling classified information."
"It wouldn't hold up," I replied "but it's definitely a dirty trick they'd try. So we must've been getting close to them."
Muscone: "We agree. We FBI guys were starting to get on the trail that was leading right to DNI Brendan Chapel, and the edict suddenly came down. Of course I'm wondering how shutting down the cases are in the interests of (air quotes) 'national security'."
"More like Chapel's personal security." I said. "Well, you guys are hamstrung now. Fortunately... I am not."
"Uh oh, what are you about to do?" asked Muscone as he and Dwight peered at me.
"Oh, nothing." I replied with one of 'those' smiles. "My hands are washed of this matter, as are yours."
"I hate it when he does that." said Dwight Stevens to Muscone, but very much loud enough for me to have heard it.
"I do have one question." I said. "Kevin Pitts. Did he tip off the DNI, and Robin Isley? Was he the go-between that set up the deal to sell the drugs to the Block House Boyz?"
"We were looking into that when the 'cease and desist' order came in." said Stevens. "So far, we don't have a thing to show he might be dirty. But we're going to transfer him... we're telling him it's a 'special assignment'... and we'll see what happens."
"Where are you sending him?" I asked.
"North Dakota." said Stevens. "Drugs have followed the workers into the oil fields up there."
"Great. A black man in North Dakota. He'll really blend in up there." I said.
"And we'll see what Pitts does and how he reacts to things." said Muscone. "In other news, we've put Jen Sakai's name on the 'no fly list', and we're watching her pretty carefully. She's still holed up in Houston, but the only phone calls in or out have been with her mother and her brother."
"She wouldn't be stupid enough to use her own phone to contact anyone but her family." I said. "I'll be curious to see what she does. It should be instructive for the FBI, to see her methods of escaping the country..."
Part 20 - The UNION At Work
7:30pm, Thursday, July 9th. Union Hall was the traditional building where various Union meetings were held. It was where Union leader Jack Naples was murdered (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 02-03.), and it was full of Police Officers this night.
Robert Kalsu and Micah Rudistan were the de facto spokesmen for the meeting. The Union Rep, the one that had been trying to get me fired from the moment all this first started, was wearing an expensive suit. He tried to take over the meeting, saying "We're here to answer your questions about this situation----"
"That is not why we're here!" Kalsu said, rising to his feet and coming forward. "This meeting is to start the process of decertifying the Union. You were invited here to give your side of it. But don't try to trick us into thinking this is anything but the beginning of the decertification process."
As the meeting went on, one salient point came out, as espoused by Patrolman Sims, who moonlighted as security at Eastside Elementary: "I'm on Commander Troy's side in this. McCombs is a racist, and McElwane is a dirtbag. But I don't want to decertify the Union. I want the Union there, speaking for us during contract negotiation, and supporting us in this era of politicians throwing us under the bus in the name of political correctness."
Patrolman McElwane spoke: "I'm not voting to decertify, and I'm prepared to file a lawsuit to prevent it. My grievance is exactly why we need the Union; without the Union, Commander Troy would've already retaliated against me, and probably ginned up something to get me fired, and that's after he abused my Constitutional rights and my rights to have a Union rep when he interrogated me."
"He didn't interrogate you after you asked for a rep." shouted Lieutenant Jerome Davis, standing up to oppose McElwane.
"Yes he did!" McElwane said.



"You're lying to cover for Troy." snarled the Union Rep from the front.
"You call me a liar again," said Davis, "and I'll come up there and beat your ass down so bad you'll never walk right again."
"Okay, guys." said Rudistan, getting up and facing everyone. "Let's keep it more civil than this piece of shit in the $2000 suit is doing." He turned to the Union Rep and said "And if you say something like that again, Loo-tenant Davis won't have a chance to break your legs, because I'll have done it myself already."
"Bring it on, Fat Boy." snarled the Union Rep. That got (Ranger) Patrick and other hardcore Officers standing up.
"All right, everyone." said Kalsu. "I'm sure Patrolman McElwane believes what he is saying, and he had the right to file a grievance. The problem here is that even if Commander Troy was totally wrong, and that has not been established, it wouldn't merit his firing nor the lawsuit filed against him. And because the Union Rep in his expensive suit won't listen to the vast majority of us that are paying Union dues for him to be able to buy that expensive suit, we have little choice but to consider decertification."
Sr. Patrolman Hardy stood up and said "I support Commander Troy and agree he should not be fired, and the Union's position on this is wrong and untenable. Having said that, I don't want to decertify, either. Can't those of you who want to decertify just stop paying Union dues, and let the rest of us have our Union?"
Sergeant Carter stood up and said "I want to ask the Union Rep to explain why he's out for Commander Troy's blood when it's obvious that the vast majority of us support Commander Troy."
The Union Rep said "We're doing it because it's in the best interests of you Police Officers, even if you don't realize it. Commander Troy's actions and words are an embarrassment to the Force. The USDOJ Civil Rights Division has filed a lawsuit against you because of Troy's racism, and---"
"You better watch your mouth!" said (black) Patrolman First Class Kevin Buchannan as he stood up "Commander Troy is no racist. While his wife was helping save my wife and baby, Commander Troy sat with me the whole time." (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 01.) "He didn't have to do that. And I was there when that racist McCombs tried to murder that unarmed black man, and Commander Troy saved that man's life. I ain't hearing no shit about Commander Troy being a racist."
"You got that right." Lt. Jerome Davis said with alacrity.
"I have one question for the 'suit' here." said Rudistan jovially. "Is it true, sir, that your sister is a member of the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union?"
The Union Rep frowned as he said "What's that got to do with anything?"
Rudistan said "Ohhhh, I dunno... the Teachers Union was very angry when Commander Troy wrote the new Charter that excluded the Teacher's Union's wishes on school taxes. They even sent thugs to threaten Commander Troy, and tried to beat up the Assistant Fire Chief and rape his girlfriend." (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 04; 'Balance of Power', Ch. 01-02.)
Rudistan: "So I have to wonderrrrr if you're doing your sister's Union's dirty work for them, and trying to get Commander Troy fired due to their personal vendetta."
Murmuring sprang up in the Union Hall. The Union Rep looked at Rudistan malignantly, perhaps calculating if he could whip the Vice Squad's Lieutenant in personal combat. That answer would be 'no', and unfortunately the Rep chose not to find out.
"No." he finally said.
"No, your sister is not a member of the Teacher's Union?" asked Rudistan. "You sure about that?" The Rep knew that Rudistan knew.
"No, it's not a personal vendetta." growled the Union Rep, his face red with furious anger. "It's because Donald Troy is a racist, no matter what you say; Donald Troy is a bully that smears the Police Force's good name carrying that crowbar and exercising Police brutality; and Donald Troy is a rapist and a stone-cold killer that should be in prison right now. And yes, I'm going to fight with everything I've got and the Union has to get him fired."
He faced the crowd: "You need to think about what you're doing. If you decertify the Union, there will be no one protecting you from Donald Troy. There will be no one protecting you when you have to lawfully shoot someone in the line of duty and the Black Lives Matter people demand you be fired and tried for murder no matter what the truth is. There will be no one negotiating on your behalf for the salaries and overtime pay you deserve. Now I get it that some of you like Donald Troy's brutal methods, but is keeping him really worth decertifying the Union and being left helpless against Reginald B.F. Lewis, Kelly Carnes, and Daniel Allgood? You'll answer that question... with your vote..."
Part 21 - Epilogue
8:00am, Friday, July 10th. Teresa had brought in her copy of the photo of her father and Dr. Cordell in Viet Nam, and the Detectives were looking at it while Teresa was in the Angels Meeting.
"You know, I think I understand something now." said Joanne Warner. "Teresa's father is tall, broad-shouldered, and you can just see that he exudes confidence and leadership. Remind you guys of anyone?"
"Commander Troy, for sure." said Julia Rodriguez as she looked at the photo.
"Exactly." said Joanne. "And that might explain some of Commander Croyle's loyalty to Commander Troy. He's everything her father was, but he also has taken care of her in ways her father did not. Commander Troy is the father, or big brother, Commander Croyle wished her father had been, but wasn't."
"I can certainly agree with that." said Jerome Davis, who had had the Iron Crowbar's support when he (Jerome) and his father took opposite sides in the war between Black and Blue.
Teddy Parker said "Admiral Cordell did say that Commander Troy was the only other man that he'd ever seen with Commander Croyle's father's leadership and loyalty qualities... and I saw that in the Union meeting last night."
"I had to miss that." said Joanne. "How did it go?"
"They had a non-binding straw poll on decertification." said Parker. "It was about sixty-forty to decertify. Enough to scare the Union Reps, but since it wasn't a huge majority, Kalsu and Lt. DeLong are going to meet with the Union Reps to see if they can work something out."
Jerome Davis said "I think that was a mistake. The Union will just use the time to let Federal Judge Taney rule on their lawsuit. That Union Rep made it pretty damn clear he's not going to stop trying to get Commander Troy fired."
"I'm not worried about Commander Troy getting fired." said George Newman.
"Neither am I." said Julia Rodriguez. "But I shudder to think of this Police Force without Commander Troy leading it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm, Friday, July 10th. The sun was setting over the western horizon and it was getting dark over Lake Reservoir as I walked across the backyard of Sheriff Griswold's home. He had a fire going in his fire pot, and the remains of two fish he'd caught, prepared, and eaten were sitting to one side.
"Have a seat, Crowbar." he said as he poured me a shot of bourbon, and another for himself We clinked glasses and he said "Salud!", and we downed our shots. I politely declined another shot, saying I had to drive home.
"I appreciate you coming by." said the Sheriff, who had called and asked me to come. "There are some things I need to talk to you about in privacy."
"No problem, sir." I said.
"First," said the Sheriff, "we, the Chief and myself, are wondering if you are handling the pressure of this Union business and all the other stuff okay."
"Any reason why you think I'm not, Sheriff?" I asked.
The Sheriff nodded, then said "We know you limitlessly hate the Media, and no one in the world can blame you after what reporters tried to do to your two daughters. Hell, I'm surprised you didn't just take Penis Holder's head off with that sword of yours. That's what I wanted to do."
Griswold continued: "It was also wrong of Cindy to say what she did in the coffee klatch the other morning. We all know you have no sense of humor when it comes to the Media, and I told her she knew better than to even attempt to tease or goad you like she did. And it's not the first time you and she have just about come to blows over the Media."
"Yes sir." I said, waiting for the punch line, for the shoe to drop.
"Having said that," growled Griswold, "you just about went off on her in front of all of us, and walked out on the Chief when you left the room. So we're wondering if you're trying to pretend to feel like things are okay when they're not."
"I'm really not worried about the Union, nor the US DOJ." I said. "Should I be, sir?"
"No, not really." said the Sheriff. "But I am telling you we're watching you, like we did after you were rescued from Casey B. Walker's torture of you." (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver', Ch. 04.)
"I get that." I said.
"Also," said the Sheriff, "the Chief had you top guys stop attending the Detectives's coffee klatches because of all the politics being talked and issues with it. And now his klatches are becoming the same way. So, there will be no more klatches in the Chief's Conference Room."
"I get that, too." I said.
"Last, but not least," said the Sheriff, "is a problem I've been watching grow for a while now. You and Ross are blood kin, but you're like oil and water, especially about the Press. With her pregnancy, she'll be getting grounded soon enough, then taking leave. But that's just a temporary solution, and I have to find a more permanent one."
Uh oh, I thought to myself.
"The bottom line, Crowbar," said the Sheriff, "is that the Town & County Police Force is not big enough for the two of you. And it's my job, and my duty, to find a solution to that..."
Finis ... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
(Author's note: This story is a continuation of 'Sugar and Spice', and if I had it to do all over again, I'd have made it the last chapters of that story. Thanks for your patience with it.)
2:00pm, Saturday, July 11th. Becca Larrington was a beautiful bride. With her father nowhere in the world to be found, she had asked me to walk her down the aisle and give her away to the Groom, Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie.
It was a 'Police wedding' all the way, with the Groom and his groomsmen in their formal Police uniforms, and even the officiating Officer, Father Alberto Romano, wearing his formal uniform with clerical collar. The Best Man, Roy's father Ian McGhillie, was in a civilian suit of dark blue, very similar to the Police Uniform colors.
As we got in line to walk under the Arch of Swords, the same one as when Teresa had been married (Author's note: 'Soap Opera', Ch. 04.), I noticed the locket necklace Becca was wearing. I'd seen it before; indeed, I'd brought it to Becca from Paris after her sister Kathy had died. (Author's note: 'The French Connection', Ch. 02.)
"Yes, I'm wearing Kathy's locket." Becca said, seeing my eyes observing it. "This locket is all I have of her to be here with me today. That's my only regret... that she's not here."
"She's here." I said. I tapped my chest with my fist and said "And as long as she's here in our hearts, she's never gone."
Becca nodded, and a forming tear threatened her makeup. "Thank you for bringing her locket back home... and for being there with her... and for walking me down the aisle."
"It's my honor." I said. "Now let's go get you married and creating much happier moments." We stood at the beginning of the Arch of Swords as the music changed from 'Ave Maria' to 'Here Comes The Bride', then the swords clanged together as we walked down the aisle. No one noticed me; they were seeing a blushing, beautiful young bride walk down the aisle to be joined in matrimony with the man she loved...
Part 2 - Morning Coffee
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 14th (Bastille Day in French-speaking parts of Europe), from in front of Union Hall. "The Police Union stands firm on its demand that Commander Donald Troy be fired!"
Bettina began: "After a long and bitter negotiating session with representatives of its membership yesterday, the Police Union issued a statement reiterating its demand that Commander Donald Troy be fired for assaulting Sergeant McCombs as well as violating the rights of a Patrolman during an inquiry. The initial discussions were the result of a movement by a large percentage of the Officers to formally decertify the Union if the Union persists in demanding Commander Troy's firing."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the Union leaders pressed the point that if they are decertified, there will be no one protecting the Officers nor speaking for their interests when the Police leadership or the Town & County political leadership throw the Officers under the table when Social Justice groups call for Officers to be fired or even criminally charged for just doing their jobs. The Union also pointed out that their defense of the Patrolman against Donald Troy's actions are exactly the reason they are needed to represent the rank-and-file Officers."
Bettina: "While no Officers were willing to go on camera, several Officers told Channel Two News under condition of anonymity that if the Union is decertified, those that don't want to decertify the Union could go on strike. This adds to the considerable tension of the overall situation, as those Officers discussing decertification have also discussed going on strike if Commander Troy is fired or even suspended over these issues."
Bettina: "And in a related story, Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney has set Thursday, July 23d as the date for the two sides to make arguments in her Court. The Police Union filed the Federal lawsuit after the TCPD failed to respond to the Union's grievance of Commander Troy, and after their lawsuit in State Superior Court was dismissed with prejudice...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So who are Bettina's sources?" Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle asked as she, ADA Paulina Patterson, and I sat in my office and drank coffee as we watched the broadcast.
"The Union." I said. "Who else?"
Teresa said "That's what I'm wondering. The Union is defending McCombs, who displayed outright racism when he tried to murder an unarmed black man, and a dirtbag Officer who I noticed Bettina refused to name out loud. And besides the fact they're attacking you, it's clear they don't have the support of their members. So why leak to Bettina?"
I said "To make a short story long... a lot of people have a blind spot in that they believe everyone sees things the same way they themselves do. I suspect that that is what's happening here. The Union thinks people will agree with their position and take their side on this when their Media allies report on this situation. It would absolutely stun them that a lot of people out there do not agree with them, nor believe what the Media is saying about it. From what I hear, they're shocked that their membership has not marched in jackbooted lockstep with them, much less actually opposing them."
Teresa said "That makes some sense. I talked with Rudistan yesterday and Kalsu last night, and they told me what happened in the meeting. The Union Reps really blasted them, Kalsu and DeLong, for daring to oppose their support for McElwane against you, and repeatedly asked what the rank-and-file were going to do if you treated any of them the same way."
Teresa: "And that may be a genuine complaint, but Kalsu thought they were just bluffing and biding their time on the rest of it. They threatened that the Officers that didn't want to decertify would strike if the decertification went through, and at 35-40% of the overall Force, that's not an idle threat."
Teresa: "Additionally, Rudistan exposed that the lead Union Rep's sister is a leader of the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, and that it's their personal vendetta the Police Union is pushing for them. That doesn't help their cause with the rank-and-file vis-a-vis you, sir, but it did show Kalsu and DeLong that the Reps were dug in and had no intention of giving an inch, but were willing to string along the talks until Federal Judge Taney makes a ruling. And when Kalsu pushed that point about the relationship with the Teacher's Union, the Union Reps told him to, quote, 'fuck off', and they got up and left the meeting."
"Sounds about right." I said.
"What did you hear?" Paulina asked me.
"Nothing." I said. "But I was expecting things to go that way, and anticipating the result that did happen."
Paulina asked "Do you think Federal Judge Taney will force the TCPD into binding Federal arbitration?"
"You tell me." I said. Paulina was learning that when one comes to my klatches, one gets 'tested'. She'd tested me on the law enough times, too...
Paulina said "I can't. Since you're personally named in the grievance, I can't advise you, as that would be considered 'personal services'."
"At least not in front of my tattle-tale Operations Officer." I said with a grin. If Teresa carried a crowbar, it would've been waved in my general direction. As it was, her 'look' at me was plenty enough.
I then said: "It's not in our CBA (collective bargaining agreement) to have to accept binding Federal arbitration of any disputes. So an attempt to force us to do that could result in us getting out of the CBA, which would de facto decertify the Union. Judge Taney doesn't want to hurt the Union. Also, the Federal Appeals Court we'd be taking it to is friendly to us, and not to the Leftwing Looneyverse."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
At 7:55am, Captain of Detectives Tanya P. Muscone came to my office for the Angels Meeting.
"Where were you at 7:00am?" asked Teresa.
"Since the Chief is not having coffee klatches anymore," Tanya replied, "I invited my Lieutenants Three to watch with me in my office. It's not really big enough for the four of us, especially when Rudistan is in there, but we had a good time. Rudistan has some great wit that was missing from the Command Group's klatches."
"I'm sure." I said drily. "And do not dare complain about the size of your Captain's office." Tanya grinned wickedly, and even Teresa cracked a smile at the running joke.
Teresa said "I was going to have the Precinct Captains and Lieutenants join me for a morning klatch, but the Chief is meeting with them today. He's going to meet with the support people tomorrow. I suspect he's gauging support for and against the Union, and getting feedback."
"He wants to join me and the Detective Lieutenants one day, too." said Tanya. "So you might be right that he's gauging the mood of the Force."
"I wouldn't be surprised." I said, turning on the KFXU broadcast. "Okay, lets watch some TV."
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" we heard Catrina Pierce say. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith Peller "Good morning everyone. Here's what's in the news. A meeting between the Police Union and representatives of its membership ended abruptly when the Union Reps walked out. Sources tell Fox Eight News that the Reps walked out after it was brought up that one of the Union Reps's sister is a member of the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union."
Catrina: "The Teacher's Union is still very bitter over the new Charter giving school taxation to the Town & County Assembly rather than the School Board. Some Officers believe the Police Union is demanding the firing of Commander Donald Troy as a favor to the Teacher's Union, only adding to the Officers's anger over the Union's desire to have Commander Troy fired."
Meredith: "Judge Ruth B. Taney has set a date of July 23d to hear arguments on the Union's Federal lawsuit against the TCPD. Legal experts say that Judge Taney could make any number of rulings, ranging from forcing Federal arbitration of the dispute, to having it adjudicated here in our Town & County."
Catrina: "Judge Taney did refuse the Union's request to have Commander Troy suspended while the Federal suit plays out in Court, and also refused to order the TCPD to reinstate Sergeant McCombs to the Force pending resolution of the matter. Experts say that McCombs firing for racial slurs and nearly shooting an unarmed black man will likely stand up, even if the Union wins all the other points of the dispute..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So our guys are KFXU's sources?" asked Teresa after the broadcast.
"Possiblee, possiblee." I replied.
Teresa added: "KXTC didn't tell us that Judge Taney shot down suspending you and reinstating McCombs."
"No they didn't." I replied. "And that's really, really good news for us... especially her refusing to reinstate McCombs."
"For the rest of us," said Tanya, "you not being suspended is the bigger deal."
"What did she mean about the case being adjudicated locally?" Teresa asked. "I thought the lawsuit in State Superior Court was dismissed with prejudice."
I replied "My attorney Mike G. Todd said that Judge Taney had asked the TCPD to provide a brief on Boards of Inquiry, and she was told that they no longer exist. Then she asked what replaced them, and was told Boards of Inquest. She then 'invited' the Charter Commission Chairman to explain our Board of Inquest process, and I sent it to her last night."
"What is that process?" asked Teresa. "I'm asking for a friend, of course."
"Of course." I replied with a half-grin, then said seriously: "The Board of Inquest is not unlike Coroner's Inquests, but there can also be differences if someone is accused of something. The Council cannot have a Board of Inquest determine if Medal of Valor or a promotion is warranted, but it can ask the I.G. for an investigation of the situation that led to the Medal application, and he can call a Board of Inquest to investigate the incident itself.
Your Iron Crowbar: "In cases like that, there is no 'defense', just the Presiding Officer and the six-member jury, and maybe someone to present and explaining the application."
"Like Grand Juries?" Tanya asked. "No defense, just the prosecutor."
"Yes, pretty good analogy, there." I said, then went on:: "When there is an accusation, like I'm being hit with, then the Board of Inquest is more like a trial. There's a Presiding Officer, which can be a judge, there's the six-member Jury, and the Defendant has the right to legal representation and to face his or her accusers. The main difference between a Board of Inquest and a trial is that the result of the Inquest is not binding... the Jury makes its finding, and it goes to the Council or the Inspector General for further action... or not."
"I guess I'm confused about this." said Teresa. "The Jury's findings are not binding? Then why bother?"
I replied: "It's meant to get at the truth, like a Coroner's Inquest. And the legal processes of a trial aren't so strictly observed; ergo, things that would generate a mistrial on appeal in a Court trial might be allowed in an Inquest hearing. So I guess what I'm saying, but explaining badly, is that a Board of Inquest is in-between Coroner's Inquests and full trials-by-jury."
"And you did all that, rather than just revise the Boards of Inquiry?" Tanya asked.
"You betcha." I replied. "The main reason we set this up this way was to stop that NAMbLA faggot Finneran's shenanigans, and Silas's attempts to subvert the process. And we tried to do it in a way that would prevent any future shenanigans."
"You think that's what Judge Taney will do? An Inquest Board?" asked Tanya.
"It's an option for her, and potentially a good one." I replied. "It's going to depend on how much Judge Taney wants to wash her hands of the matter..."
Part 3 - Two Sides
At 11:00am, Tuesday, July 14th, Paulina Patterson asked me to come to her office at Police Headquarters. I went in and she had me sit down, then said "I've been working on the 'Jacquez 200' cases. We're going to trial next week with the first 20, who did not make Motions to Sever. They've got the worst criminal records beyond the charges filed for their involvement with Wilson that night."
"Great!" I said enthusiastically. "But that's not why you asked me to come to your office."
"Not much gets past you." Paulina said. She extended a file folder across her desk. "Here, look at this."
I took the file and opened it, and said as I perused it: "Breonna Bryant, age 21, black. University student, 3.75 GPA in Interdisciplinary Studies. Pretty solid photographs of her in the group of 200, and facial rec identified her pretty easily. Okay, what's the deal?"
Paulina said "She had no priors, not even a speeding ticket, until she was arrested on Courthouse Square during the 'Juneteenth' kettling." (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 03.) "She's a model student, active in many groups at the University, and she's well-liked by her teachers and fellow students. Her parents are middle-class, no criminal record for either of them, and are active members of the A.M.E. Church."
I said "I'm looking at her University transcript and records that you included here. Very thorough on your part, I might add." Paulina smiled at the compliment, then I said "I'm seeing that she's taken a couple of courses taught by Dr. Lionel Carmela, and received 'A's. He's also sponsoring her application to Graduate School."
"Yes, I saw that." said Paulina. "But here's the issue: Miriam Walters somehow saw this file, and wants to meet with the Chief, you, and me over it this afternoon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm, Tuesday, July 14th. District Attorney Miriam Walters was escorted by the Duty Desk Patrolman to the Chief's Conference Room. Waiting for her was Chief Moynahan, sitting at the near end of the table like he always did. To his left, facing the door, was me, Your Iron Crowbar. To my left was Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, who was invited by the Chief at Walters's request. ADA Paulina Patterson was across from Cindy. Miriam Walters was invited to sit in the empty seat to the Chief's right and Paulina's left, and she did so.
"So what did you want to talk about, Mizzz Walterzzzz?" asked the Chief.
Miriam said "I understand that one of the 'Jacquez 200' cases involves a young woman who has no priors before the Block House night."
I said "Before we discuss that... tell me about the 20 cases going to trial next week."
Miriam looked confused. "What do you mean?"
I said "Just what I asked: tell me about those cases."
Miriam said "What does that have to do with anything? I'm talking about Breonna Bryant---"
I held up my hand and interrupted her. "Okay, I don't have time to play your circle-around word games, trying to avoid answering my question. So I'll be a lot more direct: you don't even know about those 20, do you?"
Miriam said "Again, what does that have to do----"
"How do you know about the Breonna Bryant case, but not the others?" I all but yelled. "Are you birddogging Paulina, in violation of your agreement with her?"
"No I'm not." said Miriam. "Not that it's any of your business."
I said "I told you before that you crossed the line, and that it's personal and not professional with me anymore. And nothing's changed there. Once again: where did you hear about the Breonna Bryant case among all of these 200 cases?"
Paulina was catching on, and her face was beginning to show anger. Miriam already looked angry... at me.
"I bee-lieeeeve," said the Chief, "that the Iron Crowbar has asked a very legitimate question, herrrrrre."
Miriam said "All right. I got a call from KXTC, asking about it, so I looked it up."
"Who specifically at KXTC?" I asked, my eyes boring into Miriam. She did not answer, and the silence became awk-wrrrrd.
"Ms. Walters," Cindy interjected, "it really would be a good idea if you don't lie to the Iron Crowbar. Be honest with us."
Miriam's eyes changed to a look of resignation. "Okay, it was Burt West that called and asked. He's starting up a podcast, and is doing a story on Breonna Bryant's arrest, and what he calls her 'persecution' in being charged with first degree murder for just participating in a demonstration. His words, not mine."
"And what is your position on the case?" asked the Chief.
Miriam said "I've never been a strong proponent of charging them with felony murder, a.k.a. murder in the commission of a felony, in the first place. It's going to be brutally hard to win those cases, and expensive to try them, and I do have to look at the overall expenditures. But I did agree to let Paulina prosecute those cases as she saw fit, and to this point I've let her."
Miriam continued: "The problem now, is optics. If Burt West knows about this case, and is already trying to define it as 'persecution', you know that the rest of the Media will be on it like vultures on a dying carcass. So I wanted to discuss with all of you the idea of letting that one go, and strongly prosecuting much more favorable cases."



Cindy said "What's special about this case?" I handed her the folder that I'd kept and brought in, and she looked at it and saw the issues. After a moment, she said "If it weren't for the fact this girl is closely associated with Dr. Lionel Carmela, I'd probably agree it'd be smart to drop it. We are really using a triphammer to crush nuts with the felony murder charges."
I said "I agree that the Enemy is going to use the optics of it against us as hard as they can. They're going to say we're destroying a good young woman's promising career just because she's black, in addition to the murder charge for merely participating in a protest. And they're going to use her to protest the murder charge for all the 'Jacquez 200'. That is what the Enemy has to stop, and they know it. They can't have their violent protesters actually bearing the consequences of their actions."
"Exactly." said Miriam Walters. "And I understand the point you're trying to make, Commander. But is destroying this girl's life really making that point? Is this girl the one to make that example out of?
"Mizzz Patterson?" asked the Chief.
Paulina said "The worst argument I ever had with Don was the time I threw the book at Coach Grimes for keeping kids in his home without notifying Child Services." (Author's note: 'In Black And White'.) Seeing the unrequited fire flash in my gray eyes, Paulina stared hard at me as she said "To this day I don't regret that decision, and would do it again."
Paulina continued: "To me, it's like what Franklin Washington and I always heard from those arrogant County High kids and their parents when they were busted for drugs and we prosecuted the cases hard. 'Oh, he's a good kid! Oh, it's just a little weed'... or cocaine as the case often was. And those parents always accused us of trying to destroy their kids's lives because they were white and rich. No, we prosecuted them because they were criminals."
Paulina: "I put myself through college and law school, and I never used marijuana nor any other drug without a proper prescription. I also never felt the need nor made the really bad choice to violently demonstrate or obstruct the Police from arresting a rapist. So I definitely have no qualms at all about making an example of this criminal."
"But is she really a criminal?" Miriam asked. "A protester, yes. But a murderer?"
"Yes. It's the law." Paulina replied with alacrity.
"Okay, then." said Miriam, who was between a rock and a hard place. Overruling Paulina would lead to a renewal of hostilities for breaching the fragile agreement between her and Paulina. But the optics were going to get ugly.
Miriam continued: "I asked you to be at this meeting, Commander Ross, because we're really going to have to get our ducks in a row in our message about this."
"That's an 'Easy Button' answer." I replied. "We're prosecuting a criminal to the fullest extent of the law."
"And we'll have more riots in the heat of summer." Cindy replied. "With our guys having to be fully armored."
"I'll be right there with them, sweating through it." I said. "My point is that what I just said is a consistent message with our past messages and actions. Now is not the time to start backtracking, or showing weakness."
"Is it really 'weakness' to quietly drop the charges against this one girl?" replied Miriam Walters, "who is not a criminal, and indeed is a promising college student?"
I replied "You think Burt West or Lionel Carmela won't pounce if you try to (air quotes) 'quietly' drop the charges? And others won't use her example to try to weasel out of their own culpability for their crimes?"
"I'm not dropping the charges," said Paulina, "though I'll take a plea deal... as long as it includes a guilty plea for felony charges of some kind. She's not walking away from this unscathed."
"I thought..." drawled the Chief, "that we were discussinggggg our message to the Public..."
Part 4 - Candy Council
6:30pm, Tuesday, July 14th. Edward Steele asked me to come to his office in City Hall before the Town & County Council meeting. His office was small enough that Tanya P. Muscone could rightfully complain about it, should she ever serve on the Council herself.
"We met this afternoon in a 'Committee of the Whole' meeting, about the MOV applications." said Edward. "Daniel Allgood was there, because the Democrats know that if he's not, J.P. Goldman would run the meeting. And if you think Daniel's strict..." He did not finish the sentence, and did not have to. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Yeah, I can see that." I said. "So what happened?"
"It's... a mess." said Edward. "Malinda Adams is with us that Ellen Brooks deserves 'consideration' (air quotes) for an MOV, but she doesn't want to award it to Kevin Randolph, and she's against Kalsu getting even a Police Medal for his part in it."
Steele: "Of course Kelly Carnes is against anything positive for the Public Safety Department, and Reginald B.F. Lewis made a point to say that the rescue was, and I quote, 'part of the Police actions of brutality against People of Color'. J.P. Goldman immediately accused Lewis of racism, and it took ten minutes for the shouts back and forth to be brought under control."
I said "Everything is 'race' with people like Lewis, and it's only going to get worse."
Steele: "True. Furthermore, Susan Weston keeps saying that you, Don, want to give out medals like candy. She wants to downgrade them, all of them, especially Kalsu's, who she continues to insist was in no personal danger. I invited her to look at the photos of the damage to the ambulance, and she wouldn't even look at them."
I said "We should insist she go with the SWAT Team next time they have a mission."
Steele: "Heh. Exactly. Anyway, Sheila Sorrells suggested creating an EMS Cross and awarding it to Randolph, as all of us Republicans are steadfast in that we will not permit EMS personnel being awarded the Fire Cross in lieu of an EMS award or an MOV. But Dagmar Schoen wants us to hold out for the MOV for him, and I do agree with that. And Susan Weston is right there again, saying Randolph wouldn't deserve even that. She really wants to downgrade these awards, and she's the former cop on the Council! Any idea why she's like that?"
I said "No reason I can see. It goes well beyond any personal hatred she might have for me, or for Tanya Muscone. And Sheriff Griswold can't remember her being denied an award while she was with the TCPD that would have embittered her. But I'm a little surprised that Sheila Sorrells suggested any award at all for Randolph. She's relatively quiet about it, but she's definitely a Leftist."
Edward said "I think she was trying to find a middle ground. She knows the optics will look bad if we don't award them something... we caught hell for not awarding Irwin a posthumous MOV... and while she has no opposition this year, she knows her seat is not the Democrats's safest seat, nor is Weston's or Carnes's."
I said "I hate to burst your bubble, especially this early in the election season, but I'll tell you right here and now that Carnes is going to mop the floor with Bill Redmond."
"Stop bursting my bubble." Edward said, meaning it humorously. "Anyway, the Mayor wants to push for a vote tonight, and unlike his normal practice, he is very willing to break a tie on this one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, July 14th. Standing next to Commander Teresa Croyle and Sheriff Antonio Griswold, I gauged the audience in the Public Council Chamber. The 300 seats were filled to capacity, most of them black, and most of them well dressed. 'Antifa' and 'PCGW' (and other Environmentalist) shirts were still being forbidden in the public Chamber during Council meetings.
"Why do we have a full house tonight?" Teresa asked quietly as the Council Members filed in.
"I don't know, not for sure." I whispered, though I had my suspicions.
Old Business was dispensed with quickly, with the Mayor promising an Executive Session on the MOV applications after the public meeting. Then he asked for New Business, and Reginald B.F. Lewis asked him to begin hearing from the audience.
The first person to go to the podium was a well-dressed black woman who said she was a University Student. And she confirmed my suspicions when she said: "The District Attorney is charging my friend and fellow student Breonna Bryant with Felony Murder just for exercising her rights of Free Speech as she protested White Police brutality against People of Color. I ask you to stop that racist abuse and free Breonna!"
"FREE BREONNA!" yelled much of the crowd in unison. They only yelled it once, though.
The Mayor looked puzzled. "Commander," he said to me, "just what is she talking about?"
I took a microphone at the side of the room, which could be taken into the audience to have people ask questions from their chairs, turned it on, and said "She is one of the 'Jacquez 200' that was arrested while preventing Police from serving a warrant and arresting Jacquez Wilson. We have solid proof she committed multiple felony offenses, and we've referred the case to the District Attorney's Office for prosecution to the fullest extent of the law." The crowd booed loudly, some screaming racial epithets at me.
Daniel Allgood stood up, taking his microphone with him. "Okay, I'm going to say this once. We have nothing to do with that. That is the arena of the District Attorney's Office and the Courts. I have no power to do anything about her case nor any other, nor does this Council nor any of its Members, save an individual paying someone's bail."
"Therefore," said Allgood, "if you're here to clog up the microphone and waste our time on it, don't bother. I'll stop anyone who brings this up again, and we'll have Deputies escort you out---"
The audience began yelling, chanting and catcalling. As Mayor Allgood tapped his gavel, Deputies and TCPD Officers began pouring into the Chamber, the result of a text from the Iron Wolf. Seeing that they were about to get arrested, they shut up all at once, as if on cue.
One woman came up to the microphone and said "You are denying us our First Amendment Rights of Free Speech and to petition the Government for the redress of grievances!" The crowd cheered, then stopped as Daniel tapped his gavel. He stood up again.
"I'll tell you why it's not violating your rights." said Daniel. "First, you can petition the Government in writing, but there is nothing that says we have to take your complaint verbally. Second, I just told you that this Council has nothing to do with the Court system... another Constitutional precept, the Separation of Powers, remember? So if you're addressing the wrong place, then your rights to waste our time with it can and will be severely curtailed. And Free Speech rights don't mean you can come in and disrupt an orderly Council meeting."
Another young black woman came up. "This is something different." she said. The Mayor indicated for her to speak, and she said "I would like for this Council to pass a resolution in support of the Police Union in their grievance against Commander Donald Troy, and to join the Union in demanding Commander Troy be fired."
"I so move!" Reginald B.F. Lewis said loudly. The audience cheered.
"I proudly second!" yelled Kelly Carnes.
"Exactly what is the motion you are making?" Mayor Allgood asked.
"A resolution to support the Police Union in their grievance against Troy, and adding our voice to the Union's voice calling for his firing." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. The audience cheered.
"Point of order!" barked J.P. Goldman. "We've already defeated a resolution along exactly those lines."
"Point of order." said Sheila Sorrells. "The previous ordinance proposal was for us to suspend Troy. Today's resolution is a non-binding resolution expressing our support for and solidarity with the Police Union against Troy."
Daniel Allgood said "I'm not sure just how much different it is, but since this is, as you say, non-biding, I'll allow a vote. Discussion?" J.P. Goldman was recognized... he was already out of his chair, standing up.
"I just want to say one thing to all of you out there in the audience." Goldman said. "The Union is grieving on behalf of a corrupt, rogue Police Officer that pointed his gun at an unarmed black man, called him the n-word multiple times, and tried to murder him. Commander Troy deflected the shot and took down the rogue cop who tried to commit the murder. So I'm not sure why you're cheering for the Union, nor why you would want any of us to support the Union protecting a racist white cop. And I will tell you now that I won't be supporting the Union, nor this resolution."
You coulda heard a pin drop. And I love it when the Leftwing Looneyverse has to choose between their so-called 'principles'... support a Union that is supporting a white racist cop that tried to commit murder, or support the guy the Media has told them to hate, who stopped the black man from being murdered...
Kelly Carnes spoke: "That is not what the grievance is about. The resolution is to support the Union that is trying to rid the TCPD of the dirtiest, most racist cop in its history, Commander Donald Troy. This is about getting rid of that racist cop that sired a halfbreed child."
You coulda heard a pin drop. Maybe it was because I was right there in the Chamber. Maybe it was because the Sheriff's face was more red with furious anger than mine was. And maybe, just maybe, because everyone was tired of a small, biracial child being subjected to racist hate speech.
"POINT OF ORDER!" five voices on the Council yelled. J.P. Goldman shouted "I demand Kelly Carnes be arrested for that racist hate speech!"
"I demand she be removed from the Council." said Dagmar Schoen.
Daniel Allgood said "Ms. Carnes, will you apologize and retract your statement?"
"Hell no! you illegitimate Mayor!" Carnes shouted. She then turned to me and shouted "You hear me, you racist cop? Your daughter is a halfbreed!" She then extended her right hand, the middle finger pointed straight up in that well-known universal symbol as she yelled "And you can burn in Hell, Troy!"
Sheriff Griswold had moved to put himself between me and Kelly Carnes. He need not have bothered; I was having to hold Teresa back. She had somehow whisked my crowbar out of my hand and was about to use it on the hatred-filled Carnes.
"Deputies!" called out Mayor Allgood. "Remove Kelly Carnes from the Council Chamber." Deputies moved quickly to take Kelly Carnes out of the room.
"O-kayyyy." said Mayor Allgood. "I appreciate your tremendous restraint, Commander Troy. And I will entertain a motion to go into Executive Session."
I left by climbing the steps and walking out the main (back) door of the Chamber. I didn't really notice, but I was told later that everyone, visitors and Deputies, got out of my way when they saw the look on my face as I went by...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff, the Iron Wolf, and Your Iron Crowbar did not go to the Executive Session. Chief Moynahan, EMS Chief Cordell and EMS Assistant Chief Zoe Singer were in there. Kelly Carnes was also in there... she hadn't been actually arrested, and she insisted on being in the meeting.
I invited the Sheriff and Teresa to my office for a 'medicinal' libation. Canadian Whisky was the medicine of choice.
"I've got to keep my eyes on you, Iron Wolf." I said. "You had my crowbar out of my hand before I even realized it. I thought you said you didn't need one."
"I don't." said Teresa. "But it would've made it easier to split that bitch's head in two---"
"And what did that bitch Carnes say about our daughter?" thundered Paulina Patterson as she came in. She'd been working late in her office here at Headquarters.
"Same thing the late, and I emphasize the words 'the late', Lester Penis Holder said about her." I replied, pointing my hand at a 'hot chair' for Paulina to sit down upon. "How'd you hear about it?"
"Bettina Wurtzburg just called me for comment." said Paulina. "When I asked what she was talking about, she told me what Carnes had said. It's been replaying on the Town & County Public Access Channel."
Teresa said "Bettina wasn't there. How did she find out so fast?"
Sheriff Griswold said "They usually have a 'cub' reporter there. He or she must've told Bettina."
I said "Then the 'cub' would've called Paulina... and me... for comment. But I haven't been contacted on my personal or Police iPhones, and the Duty Desk said I had no calls come in. So my 'edumacated' guess is that Bettina knew Carnes was going to say that."
"It's part of a plan?" Teresa gasped.
"So I read the riddle." I said.
"And what plan is that?" Teresa said. "I'll play Green Crowbar and say you're paranoid."
"The Green Crowbar can speak for herself, thank you very much." said the Green Crowbar, Cindy Ross, as she came into my office. "And I would never call the Red Crowbar paranoid in front of Our Sheriff; I know what the reply would be."
"I'm running out of chairs." I said. Cindy sat down on the sofa next to the Sheriff, who'd given his seat to Paulina. "So who told you?"
"The Chief called me and asked me to come in." said Cindy. "He's going to break out of the Executive Session and come here, where he and I will discuss our public response to Carnes's racist hatred. So what is the plan you are seeing?"
I said "The audience in the Council Chamber was packed tonight with mostly young blacks, and the first one to speak brought up the Breonna Bryant case." Paulina's eyes widened, then she looked downcast as I continued: "And Daniel really broke off the rest from bringing it up over and over again. But the seeds were laid."
I continued: "I suspect we're going to start hearing a lot more about that, about how eeee-vil Paulina and I are for prosecuting Bryant. So when Daniel shut off further talk about it, Carnes took the next step in the plan by calling my and Paulina's daughter the same racist name that the late Penis Holder did. That is not only to try to make me angry and do something in front of others, it's to connect Holder's death to the Bryant case, and therefore to make it look like Paulina and I are pursuing a personal vendetta against a successful black University student by charging her with murder when she was just 'innocently' (air quotes) protesting."
"That makes a lot of sense, now that you've explained the links of the chain." the Sheriff said. "Why do they keep trying this crap?"
"The party never stops in the Iron Crowbar's Town & County." said Teresa. "But Kelly Carnes has just crossed the irreversible line. Did she not see what happened to Penis Holder?"
Cindy said "Speaking of that, it looks like the Iron Wolf prevented you from shedding some blood tonight, Don?"
"Actually," I replied, "it was the other way around. I think Teresa secretly wants to carry a blood-crimson crowbar."
"I almost did tonight, and I don't apologize for it." Teresa said. "I'm just stunned at your restraint, Don."
"Well, I'm not going to do the obvious thing in front of over 300 people and on TV." I replied. "And for the sake of plausible deniability, I'll just say 'Deuteronomy 32:35', and then say no more..."
Part 5 - Stealing The Show
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 15th, from the copse of trees near the Courthouse complex, with said Courthouse in the background. "White Republican Mayor Daniel Allgood refuses to let black people speak at last night's Council meeting!"
Bettina began: "In a brutally oppressive use of parliamentary tactics, Mayor Allgood denied hundreds of requests, mostly by black citizens, to speak at the public session of the Town & County Council. This occurred after one citizen stood up and asked the Council to do something about the plight of Breonna Bryant."



Bettina: "Breonna Bryant is a promising student at the University, majoring in Interdisciplinary Studies. She was arrested near the Block House, peacefully protesting Police Brutality against People of Color, after the building exploded, killing civil rights leader Jacquez Wilson, our colleague Lester Holder, and six other Persons of Color. Ms. Bryant has been charged with 'Felony Murder', which is the shorthand name for murder in the first degree in the commission of a felony."
Bettina: "Ms. Bryant's plight is being publicized as a stark example of the sheer abuse of power by white Police Commander Donald Troy and the Office of white District Attorney Miriam Walters. We have with us Dr. Lionel Carmela, Head of the Department of Political Science at the University." The camera panned out to show the fat body and heavily bearded face of the rabidly Socialist Dr. Lionel Carmela. "Dr. Carmela, what do you make of the treatment of a promising black student by Donald Troy?'
Carmela: "Bettina, it's outright racist what Troy and the District Attorney are doing to this poor girl They are literally charging her with murder in the first degree for merely peacefully protesting the treatment of People of Color by racist white cops. This girl has no criminal record, she's doing well in School, and that's what racists like Troy are scared of: they can't have a black person succeeding and doing well, so they try to crush this poor girl with a triphammer, and make a severe example of her for other blacks who dare to rise up and achieve."
"Thank you, Doctor." said Bettina. As the camera came back to her, she said "And stay tuned to Channel Two News for a Press Conference by Dr. Carmela, several black civic and political leaders, concerning the Breonna Bryant case. That will be at 8:00am this morning!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there you go." I said as the Sheriff, Lt. Commander Croyle, and ADA Patterson drank coffee with me in my office. "It begins."
"Not that I'm a publicity hound," Paulina said, "but the prosecutions of the 'Jacquez 200' are all me. Miriam has virtually nothing to do with it, and Bettina is very much aware of it. I know that because I told her myself."
"And that's all the more reason she's emphasizing D.A. Walters." I said. "You're black, which really hurts the narrative of this being racist whites prosecuting a seemingly innocent black girl. They also want to create more strife and division between you and Miriam, hoping that Miriam will be angry at you for the publicity she's getting, when it's the dishonest, race-bating Media that she and everyone should be angry at."
"Hear hear." said the Sheriff.
Teresa said "And they're doing it to help harm Miriam's chances for re-election in a couple of years, unless she get's 'woke', and also starts toeing the line drawn by the Far Left and their Media allies." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"And she didn't even mention Kelly Carnes's racist attack on Tasha." said Teresa.
Sheriff Griswold growled: "They also scheduled their Press Conference for 8:00am... the exact same time we're having a huge Press Conference on the 'front porch' of City Hall, to condemn Kelly Carnes for that racist hatred she displayed. I'm going to be a part of that, and I'll be bringing a very special guest."
Paulina said "Miriam surprised me by telling me she is going to be there and speaking out against Carnes. I'll have to be there, too. We're also going to have the Republicans on the Council, the Reverend Joseph E. Williams, Chief Moynahan, Chief Davies, and Chief Cordell. I'm surprised you weren't invited, Don."
"Oh, I was." I said. "But I'm going to be here watching Carmela's presser instead."
Everyone looked at me as if I had fallen out of my tree. "Just kidding." I said reassuringly with a grin. "I'll be there. And I'll be bringing a very special guest, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Wednesday, July 15th. The podium was set up on a raised dais at the base of the semi-circle steps in front of City Hall. Reporters had gathered, and there were also a good number of 3rd Shift TCPD Officers getting some overtime, since 1st Shift was having roll call right now. A fairly large group of people, of all ethnicities, were gathering behind the reporters, spreading out sideways from the statue of Thomas Jefferson, the 3rd President of These United States.
"Thank you for coming." said Mayor Allgood, to start the Press conference. "We are here to address the abhorrent, filthy language used by Councilperson Kelly Carnes at the Council meeting last night. Ms. Carnes called Commander Troy and Paulina Patterson's daughter a racial epithet I won't repeat here, but it's the same one the late Lester Holder of KXTC... that's Channel Two News... constantly used in his race-bating and goading of Commander Troy."
Allgood: "I am fully condemning Kelly Carnes's racist hate speech, and I am calling for her to resign from the Town & County Council. I also believe that if the US DOJ Civil Rights Division wants to investigate anyone in this County for racism and hate speech, they should concentrate on Kelly Carnes. Mr. Goldman?"
J.P. Goldman: "Thank you, Mr. Mayor. I also condemn Kelly Carnes for her racist hate speech, and I demand that she resign from the Council. She is an embarrassment to the voters of her District of all ethnicities, she is an embarrassment to the Council, and an embarrassment to the County. She cannot effectively represent her District!" Some of the people watching applauded Mr. Goldman's words.
John Colby came up: "What Kelly Carnes said last night was one of the most despicable things I've ever heard. It was racist, it was hateful, and it was directed at a small child. We don't need that kind of hatred on the Council nor in this County, and I also demand Kelly Carnes do the right thing, and resign."
Ian McGhillie came up: "As the proud father of a Police Officer, what Kelly Carnes said last night is abhorrent to me because it was directed at another Police Officer, Commander Donald Troy. Ms. Carnes has the right to her opinions regarding our great Police Force and its Police Commander, but to attack him and the Police Force by calling a young child such filthy names is inexcusable, and the Police take umbrage at their Commander's family being treated with such ugly hatred."
Dagmar Schoen: "Kelly Carnes's racist hate speech is exactly what everyone of all races, creeds, colors, and orientations should be condemning. Especially because it was an attack upon a small child who has done nothing to deserve that hatred and derision. I call upon all our County's citizens to condemn Kelly Carnes, and demand her resignation or removal from the Town & County Council!"
Edward Steele came up: "I just want to say I agree with my fellow Council Members's words, and I strongly condemn Kelly Carnes and her racist hatred. And now I'd like to introduce a man I've gotten to know as we worked on the Charter Commission together, a man who has shown me his integrity, his values, and his love of people of all races and creeds, the Reverend Doctor Joseph E. Williams."
Many in the crowd applauded as the Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams came up and said: "It is time to stop the hatred we are seeing in this County, and across the State and indeed the Nation. And we can stop the hatred on all sides by coming together as God's children and condemning racism and also violence. I pray that God will show Kelly Carnes the sinfulness of the hatred in her heart, and that He will show her the way to love, inclusion, and happiness. And that has to start with her. I call upon Kelly Carnes to apologize for her hateful words, that are only adding fuel to the fires of anger, chaos, and division."
Next was D.A. Miriam Walters: "Tasha Troy-Patterson is a lovely child, always with a smile on her little face. By way of contrast, I don't think I've ever seen Kelly Carnes smile. I've seen nothing but anger and hatred on her face." There was some laughter and applause in the growing audience.
Walters: "When I heard what Kelly Carnes said about that little girl last night, it sickened me, and I hope it sickened all of you, too. The divisions and hatreds we've seen over the last few weeks and months, both here and across our State and Nation, are tearing us apart... and Kelly Carnes shows her hatred and rage by attacking a sweet little girl."
Walters: "My job is to prosecute persons committing crimes, regardless of their ethnicity, background, or circumstances. I don't want to prosecute people that are peacefully protesting, but when they break the law, when they commit crimes, especially crimes of violence, I must and I will do my job." Cheers broke out among some of the growing audience on the Square.
Miriam: "I will be contacting State and Federal authorities concerning the hate speech and civil rights abuses committed by Kelly Carnes last night, and I will work hard to have her punished to the fullest extent of the law. What she said is not free speech, but hate speech. I don't have tolerate it, and neither should you." There was applause in the crowd.
Sheriff Griswold: "I see some of you reporters getting bored back there. If you stick around, you'll definitely want to hear from the person that will be following me." That got the reporters's attention back, which had begun to flag, with some of them looking to get out of there. The man can read the room, I thought to myself.
Griswold: "I've said before that the greatest decision I ever made, except for asking my wife to marry me, was to hire Donald Troy into the Town & County Police Force. Donald Troy is the most brilliant Detective I have ever seen, and he has put some of the most despicable criminals of all ethnicities into prison, protecting all the good people of all ethnicities."
Griswold: "Donald Troy is more than just a Police Officer to me. He's family. And his children are the grandchildren I never had. And when I heard one of the most despicable human beings I've ever encountered, Kelly Carnes, calling Donald Troy's daughter a viciously racist slur just because she hates how good Donald Troy is, it made my blood boil. Kelly Carnes is a disgrace. A disgrace to the Council, a disgrace to this County, and a disgrace to all human beings! I call upon her to resign."
Griswold: "I'd like to bring up someone who loves Tasha Troy-Patterson as much as i do... because he really is her blood kin. Please welcome my good friend T-Square!"
Ripples of murmurs went through the reporters and the crowd as T-Square came up, wearing a well-fitting suite and tie, and wearing his trademark shades. After hugging Sheriff Griswold, he said: "I want to thank my good friend Sheriff Griswold for inviting me to speak to you. What I heard last night about what my sister's child was called was despicable."
T-Square: "And I'll tell you this: I love my niece, but nobody in this world loves that little girl more than her daddy does. Too many men in this world do not take care of their children, but that cannot be said of the Iron Crowbar. He is a wonderful father to his children, and an example for all fathers to follow."
Applause broke out in the crowd, then T-Square wrapped up: "I agree with Dr. Williams, that God's children of all races and creeds must move past their hatreds and the slights done to them and that they have done. Kelly Carnes can begin the process by resigning from the Town & County Council. Her presence and her despicable hate speech does nothing for blacks nor whites nor any of our precious children in this County. And now I'd like to ask my sister... .my blood sister... to say a few words."
Paulina came up and she and her brother hugged. Then she took the podium. "My brother and Dr. Williams are more forgiving than I am. Maybe it's because it's my daughter that was so cruelly attacked. Maybe it's because of the abuse which my daughter and I were subjected to by the late Lester Holder. I also demand that Kelly Carnes resign, but whether she does or not, I will be doing everything I can to have her charged with hate crimes for what she said about my daughter."
She looked around and said "Who's next?"
"Where's Commander Troy?" reporter Keith Madden shouted out. Astute Detectives will realize that it was right on cue.
"Glad you asked!" said the Sheriff briskly. He turned and looked up the steps and said "He's right there."
It was a solid entrance as Your Iron Crowbar appeared on the portico of City Hall, then began slowly descending the steps, carrying a most very special package: my special guest... my daughter Tasha. Everyone watched, just a little spellbound as we came down the stairs and to the podium.
I was going to hand Tasha to her mother, but the Sheriff came up to take her. But before he did, he whispered something to Tasha. She reached out and hugged me, then said loudly "I love you, Daddy!" and kissed me on the cheek.
Daddy's heart was thoroughly melted. "I love you, too, Little Love." I said, then kissed her cheek and handed her to the Sheriff. I held out the red crowbar and said "Hold this for me?" Tasha took the crowbar with the biggest, happiest smile she could possibly make. She had just stolen this whole show.
Just then, a 'cub' reporterette shouted "Aren't you ashamed of your white privilege?" There was a hush among the crowd, then a few hisses started up.
"I'm glad you asked that." I said enthusiastically. "I make no apologies for how I was born, and I think I can speak for Paulina when I say that we are raising our daughter to be proud of who she is, too." Paulina nodded vigorously in agreement as loud applause and cheers emanated from the crowd.
After it died down, I said "I consider it much more of a privilege to serve this Town & County as a Police Officer. In a day and age when the Police are attacked verbally and physically, when politicians and reporters not only use racist hate speech to call my daughter filthy names solely because she is my daughter, when hatred-filled politicians like Kelly Carnes demand Governments defund the Police, I stand here and say that I love my daughter unreservedly for the wonderful person she is, and I am proud to be one of the Thin Blue Line, and lead the greatest Police Officers in the world!"
There was more applause from the crowd, but the Press was tuning out, as they did not like what I was saying. I finished up: "So my full answer to you is that I'm white because I was born that way, and it is what it is... but I'm Blue because I want to be, and choose to be!"
The crowd applauded. The Press, most of them, looked utterly disgusted. And that pretty much ended the Press Conference...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I returned to Police Headquarters, a gauntlet of Officers and Detectives assigned to Headquarters had formed in the hallway, and I was subjected to a round of strong applause as I walked through it towards my office. At the end, I turned and said "Thank you all. Now let's get back to doing what we do best... serving and protecting, protecting and serving..."
Everyone laughed. Lt. Commander Croyle called out "Dismissed to your duties!" and followed me into my office as the gauntlet broke up. Captain Tanya Muscone was already parked on her dime (literally) in front of my desk.
"Dayum!" Teresa said as we sat down. "That was righteous!"
"It was more than righteous." said Chief Moynahan, who had followed me in, along with the Sheriff. "That... needed to be said, especially about being a Police Officer."
"I had to do something, sir." I said. "The Sheriff was trying to get me all emotional by having Tasha say that to me, and hug and kiss me." Our Sheriff's mustaches twitched most very merrily.
"You'll have to watch the DVR." said Teresa. "That came across very, very well."
"And the smile on her face when you handed her your crowbar?" Tanya added. "That was a 'wow' moment, too."
"So." I said. "For those of you that watched on TV, how effective was the presser, and the mini-speeches?"
"It will depend on who watched it." said Tanya. "KFXU carried it live, but KXTC didn't show a minute of it. They were showing Lionel Carmela make a total ass of himself."
Teresa said "You all gave Bill Redmond plenty of material to make campaign ads--- and speaking of that, where was Bill Redmond? That was the opportunity of a lifetime to verbally beat down his opponent Carnes."
Sheriff Griswold said "I called him and invited him, and I know J.P. Goldman did, as well. You're right, Teresa... he just wasted a huge opportunity, there."
"Where is Commander Ross?" asked Teresa.
"Right here!" a voice said from the anteroom, that being Cindy Ross. She was allowed to squeeze past people to get into the office, then said "Too many people in here."
"Commander Troy!" Tanya Muscone said loudly. "The size of your office is too small for all these people to fit in here!" That brought the house down...
Part 6 - The Gathering Storm
After everyone dispersed, I held a late Angels Meeting, with Cindy joining it.
"Let's watch some TV." the Green Crowbar said as she expertly used the remote to turn on my television monitor and bring up the DVR'd Press Conference on KXTC.
Breonna Bryant's parents were at a table, holding a photo of their daughter. They were dressed nicely, looking like the middle-class couple that they were. They were flanked by Dr. Lionel Carmela on their right, and their daughter's attorney Gwen Munson on their left. Stacey Jacobs was to Munson's left. The KXTC camera made sure to not show the Press pool, which only had three 'cubs'; it was a poorly attended Press conference.
"Thank you for coming, and thank you to KXTC and KSB for carrying this Press conference live." said Dr. Carmela. "I'm Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the Political Science Department at the University. To my left are the parents of Breonna Bryant, and to their left is attorney Gwen Munson, and to Gwen's left is Stacey Jacobs, who was cheated out of her rightful win as the Democrat nominee for the Council seat held by illegitimate white Council Member Malinda Adams. We're here to make you aware of the racist abuse the cops and the D.A.'s Office are subjecting one of my most promising students to."
Carmela: "Breonna Bryant is majoring in Interdisciplinary Studies with a 3.75 GPA. She is a model, active student, with no arrests nor even a speeding ticket, but she is being imprisoned without bail at County Jail. While exercising her First Amendment rights of Free Speech and Expression, and her right to Peaceably Assemble, Ms. Bryant was arrested by the racist thug cops under the command of racist cop Donald Troy and illegitimate White Nationalist Mayor Daniel Allgood. She was charged with Felony Murder just for raising her voice in protest of white cop brutality against innocent People of Color. Ms. Munson?"
Gwen Munson said in her deceptively sweet voice: "In addition to her First Amendment rights being brutally suppressed by white cops simply because she is a black woman, for her to be charged with Felony Murder, which is first degree murder in the commission of a felony, just for peacefully protesting the treatment of her People by racist white cops has to be a violation of the Eighth Amendment prohibition of cruel and unusual punishment. To even charge her with Felony Murder violates a multitude of my client's rights under the Constitution."
Stacy Jacobs was called upon, and said: "This is exactly why People of Color don't trust the American Injustice System. Whites whine about their rights, but when a Person of Color, and especially a promising black student, raises her voice in peaceful protest of Police brutality, the corrupt, racist Court system is used to suppress the rights of People of Color, and destroy their attempts to succeed and achieve greater things."



Bryant's father went next: "We've always done everything the right way. We worked hard for what we earned. We raised our daughter to study hard, work hard, be respectful of the Law, and to make a difference in the world. We did everything right... and now that racist white cop Donald Troy is doing everything he can to destroy my daughter, to effectively end her life, just because she's a promising young black woman on the verge of success. And Donald Troy can't have that. He can't have a successful black person that is not in jackbooted lockstep with his racist white views!"
Breonna's mother said "I am praying that District Attorney Miriam Walters looks past her white privilege and considers what Donald Troy is trying to do to my daughter and other People of Color just because of the color of their skin. I beg District Attorney Walters to end this shameful charade, and give us true justice by dropping all charges against my daughter."
Carmela: "I agree, and let me reiterate: we call upon white District Attorney Miriam Walters to stop the racism being implemented against the 'Jacquez 200', to drop all charges against Breonna and the other 199 peaceful protesters, and to resign as District Attorney. I also call upon the Town & County Council to immediately terminate the employment of Donald Troy, who is leading the charge to violate the rights of Breonna and the other People of Color---"
*CLICK!*
I expertly used the remote to stop the DVR playback and shut off the television monitor. "I don't need to see any more of that to smell the sewer that is Carmela, Munson, and Jacobs." I said.
Teresa said "The parents sound like they've been 'radicalized', for lack of a better word."
i said "They were clearly coached by Carmela. It would've been better if he'd just have let them speak from their hearts."
Teresa replied: "That's my point... I think they were speaking from their hearts, and have imparted those 'values' into their daughter."
"Could be." I said, not wanting to argue the point at the moment.
"Just to pick nits," said Tanya. "Weren't there 202 arrests and charges being made?"
"Yes.:" I said. "And that's the perfect example of how the Media gets it wrong, then it becomes 'factual'. They rounded down bccause their slogan of the 'Jacquez 200' sounds better, and now everyone thinks it's 200 arrests and not 202. And that's why the Media lies and repeats the lie, knowing the lie will become ingrained, and the truth forgotten."
Cindy said "Captain Thompson is beginning to be swamped with calls from the the Media, and they aren't asking questions so much as demanding he publicly condemn you, Don, or else resign. To them, he's holding our line, but privately he has told me he's uncomfortable with the Felony Murder charge.
I nodded, then turned to Teresa: "How does the rank-and-file feel about it? Especially our black Officers?"
"I don't know yet." Teresa replied. "I think most of the guys of all ethnicities that were on the front lines that night, and have been on the front lines taking the crap from the thugs, don't have a real issue with it. They know you and Paulina are doing that to try and stop the violent protests."
Teresa said "Having said that, you just know that with the Media parading Bryant's parents in front of the cameras, chanting Carmela's dishonest talking points and telling people exactly what to think, the optics are going to be terrible, and people who want to believe their side won't stop for a minute to consider the actual truth."
Cindy said "That's my worry... the optics. And let's just say it goes to trial, and Bryant is convicted. It won't be a scripted, ginned-up riot then... it'll be for real, and it'll be very ugly."
"Yes, it will be... for the violent criminals." Teresa replied.
"Don't say things like that out loud." I admonished. "I want plausible deniability if anything actually does happen." Teresa nodded in understanding.
"There is one other thing." said Cindy. "KXTC didn't show it over the air, and I'm not sure why, but their raw feed showed Carmela praising Kelly Carnes for calling Tasha that racial epithet."
"KXTC has been doing all they can to bury that story." I said. "Maybe because Carnes is a Democrat in a contested Council race, or because it might remind people of their reporter Lester Holder's racist hate speech. But they're doing all they can to avoid it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
'And we are live!" said Connie Chen as the ladies of the Point Taken show sat down after filing in to the applause of the all-female audience. "We have a couple of competing stories out there, so lets get right to them."
"First," said Dana McMahon, the 'conservative' of the group, who was actually an Establishment Elitist, "condemnation of Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes was strong and swift in coming after Ms. Carnes publicly called a biracial child a 'halfbreed' at last night's Town & County Council meeting. The child, who is the daughter of Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, who is black, and Police Commander Donald Troy, who is white, has been subjected to that verbal abuse in the past, most notably from the late KXTC reporter Lester Holder. Let's watch."
Tape rolled, showing an edited cut of the press conference earlier that morning, and of course Tasha hugging and kissing her father, and receiving a kiss and a red crowbar in return.
After it ran, McMahon said "As you can see, rap superstar T-Square, who is ADA Patterson's brother, condemned Ms. Carnes, as did District Attorney Miriam Walters, with whom ADA Patterson had allegedly been feuding. Okay, guys, what do you make of this?"
"That was just despicable!" shouted Donna Roselle, who was black and a militant supporter of Police-hatred groups. "For that racist Donald Trump to use his daughter a s a prop to make political points is worse than anything Kelly Carnes said! And handing her that crowbar, which blacks consider to be the very symbol of Police brutality against People of Color? That was so low that the racist Donald Troy has to reach up to touch bottom!"
Some in the audience cheered strongly, as did Roselle's co-host Rosie Berkmar. But co-host Zara Zeigler, who was far and away the most beautiful woman on the set, looked disgusted with Roselle, and proceeded to call her out:
"Why are you trying to change the subject?" Zara said. "This is about what a Democrat Council Member called that adorable little girl. Kelly Carnes's words were pure racist hate speech, but you not only don't condemn it, you try to deflect from it."
"You damn right I did!" yelled Donna Roselle. "Donald Troy is the true racist there! And to use his daughter as a prop, and stage that hug? It's just despicable!"
"And the Democrats have never staged anything, have they?" Dana McMahon said witheringly. Roselle looked at her with pure disgust and derision in her eyes.
Zara Zeigler: "Even if it was staged, it was a powerful thing to see. You can't stage the love that little girl showed for her father. And if you say Donald Troy was using her as a prop, what was Kelly Carnes doing? Using that same little girl to attack her parents and exhibit pure racist hatred." The audience, some of them, anyway, applauded.
Connie Chen said "I want to ask this question to you, Rosie. Isn't there a double standard here? A black reporter, may he rest in peace, and now a white Democrat have called that girl that despicable name, and there's no universal condemnation from the Press nor Democrats. You know if a white person had called her that, it's all we'd be seeing on TV, and the condemnations would be ringing from coast to coast!"
Rosie Berkmar was white, but was overweight and boisterous. She said loudly "If her father weren't Donald Troy, a white supremacist and a rapist that had to be pardoned by White Nationalist Governor Val Jared, no one would be calling her anything. It's unfortunate that he is her father, but she's going to bear the brunt of the sins of her father."
"That's not what she asked you." Dana McMahon said. "She asked what the reaction would be if a Republican had said that about Paulina Patterson's daughter, in comparison to the lack of reaction by Democrats to Carnes's racist hate speech---"
"And we have to go to break!" said Connie Chen, interrupting Dana and saving Rosie Berkmar, whose face was becoming red with anger.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When they got back from break, Rosie Berkmar was the 'moderator'. She said "In what may be the biggest story of the day, the Town & County Police, led by white cops Chief Sean Moynahan and Commander Donald Troy, and Town & County District Attorney Miriam Walters, who is white, are charging the 200 peaceful protesters that were at the scene of the Block House when it was destroyed by an explosion with Felony Murder, which is first degree murder in the commission of a felony."
Rosie: "One of the People of Color being charged with murder just for protesting against Police brutality is Breonna Bryant. She's a Senior at the University, majoring in Interdisciplinary Studies with a 3.75 GPA, active in many groups on Campus as well as charity events. She has no prior criminal record, not even a speeding ticket. However, she was arrested at the scene of the Block House on the night it blew up, killing reporter Lester Holder, civil rights leader Jacquez Wilson, and six others. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the gist of the Press conference, showing mostly the parents, but also some of Dr. Lionel Carmela talking. Afterwards, Rosie said " Okay, everyone, what does it say when a young woman speaks up in protest of white Police brutality against People of Color, exercises her First Amendment rights, and gets charged with murder?!"
Donna Roselle: "It's just another example of the White Elites using the Power of Police to crush the hopes of all People of Color! This is a smart, beautiful young woman, the daughter of successful parents, who is doing well in School and will have success in life... but the MINUTE she opens her mouth in protest of what racist white cops like Donald Troy are doing to blacks, they go after her! And they mean to destroy her, to show that blacks will not be allowed to succeed in this racist country!" Some in the audience applauded loudly.
Zara Zeigler said "First of all, we need to report the facts accurately, here. ADA Paulina Patterson, who is black, is prosecuting these 202 cases... not 200, but 202... and she has told the Media that on many occasions. Second, Breonna Bryant was arrested previously, during a protest that turned violent at the Town & County Courthouse, but that case hasn't been adjudicated in Court, so technically she has no record yet. And third, she clearly was in the ring of 200 people preventing the Police from exercising an arrest warrant for Jacquez Wilson, which was not peaceful in any way, and she was charged with several felonies as a result."
Connie Chen: "But to be charged with murder? Really? There is no way she could have known that there were explosives in the Block House, and several black civil rights leaders have cited FBI findings that suggest Police fired a missile into building. That's not Breonna Bryant's fault nor doing."
Dana McMahon: "The Media narrative here is misleading and even dishonest. As Zara pointed out, Paulina Patterson is the one prosecuting these cases, and my sources tell me that this is her doing, not D.A. Walters's doing---"
"Walters is the D.A!" yelled Donna Roselle. "It's her Office! She's Paulina's boss, and she could order Paulina to drop these charges!"
"I let you have your rant," Dana McMahon said, her voice angry, "so let me finish my points." As Connie Chen silently 'shushed' Roselle, McMahon continued: "It's Paulina Patterson who is prosecuting these cases, but the Media never mentions her because they're trying to create a narrative, and a false one, that it's all whites against only blacks, and for purely racial reasons."
Dana McMahon: "The second thing the Media is doing is cherrypicking. There were over two hundred people arrested, many who had been arrested before for violently protesting, and this girl was one of those. She'll have her day in Court, but the Media is singling her out as being some sort of victim, and making it sound like she was singled out. She's not a victim; no one forced her to be at the Block House obstructing the Police from arresting a drug pusher who was alleged to have raped and beaten a female Police Officer---"
"But murder?" Connie Chen repeated. "Isn't that piledriving her into the ground? And would she be getting charged with murder if she weren't black?"
Dana: "Again, 200 people are being charged with that, not just her. The Police did not single her out for arrest nor prosecution, but the Media is singling her out to make her a sympathetic figure, and they are dishonestly reporting about it to create a false narrative---"
"SHE HAS THE RIGHT TO PROTEST AGAINST POLICE BRUTALITY!" Donna Roselle yelled, almost coming out her chair.
"NOT LIKE THAT, SHE DOESN'T!" Dana fired back. " And if she didn't want to be charged with crimes, she should not have been there committing crimes!---"
"Let's go to break." said Connie Chen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dana is spot-on." said Tanya Muscone as she, Teresa, and I watched the DVR'd segments. "I'm surprised they even let that make it to the airwaves."
"Roselle tried hard to stop it." I said. "And I've noticed during the few times I watch that show that they always have Dana go last, then Connie Chen goes to break to cut Dana off. And she did that again today." Tanya nodded vigorously in agreement.
Teresa said: "At least a little bit of both sides got through. Channel Two News is presenting only one side of the Bryant case, and they're not reporting on Kelly Carnes at all."
Tanya said "Don, I have to say this: I know that technically you and Paulina are correct in making the felony murder charges, but looking at what the Media is doing, they are winning the optics game, and winning it big. No matter what you do, you're going to come out looking bad. Persist in the charges, and you're hammering a promising young woman because she's black. Drop or reduce the charges, and they'll say you capitulated. And if you drop the murder charge just on her, the other 201 will have a field day in Court with it."
I nodded and said "You're right, and that's the trap the Media is laying. They simply cannot have violent protesters held accountable for their crimes. And yeah, felony murder is a triphammer of a charge, but it's proper and correct, and will be a huge deterrent to more violence in the future... at least in this County. And the Media has to have that violence... they're not going to get ratings showing peaceful protests day after day after day."
I continued: "And I'll add that the optics game is one the Left almost always wins, especially with the agenda-driven, totally dishonest Media fully on their side if not leading them. Try to cut spending even a little bit, and the Democrats yell 'Draconian spending cuts that hurt minorities!'. Try to stop Illegal Immigration so that Americans, especially black Americans, can have the jobs? You're a racist. Try to enforce the law? Well, you see what they're doing with that, these days."
"Strong letter to follow." Teresa said. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. She then said "So what do we do now?"
"We see how things play out." I said. "And you might be surprised to hear this, but I might be willing to relent and drop the felony murder charge against this girl if we really need to. But she's going to have to accept a felony record, for consorting with that Socialist thug Carmela if nothing else."
"In the meantime," I said, straightening up in my chair as an indicator this meeting was about to conclude, "I think I need to concentrate on Kelly Carnes. This is a big chance to get her off the Council..."
Part 7 - Pushing and Pushback
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, July 17th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the distant background. "Police Commander Donald Troy weighs in on our County's controversial issues!"
Bettina began: "As the fallout over charging University student Breonna Bryant with felony murder charges grows, Katina Jones, candidate for the Council seat held by Reginald B.F. Lewis, made this statement yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Katina addressing the Media: "I have asked Commander Donald Troy and ADA Paulina Patterson to meet with me to help me understand the seeming overkill of the felony murder charges against Breonna Bryant. While she was in the group of 200 that were illegally obstructing the Police from arresting drug pusher Jacquez Wilson, like many of you I question the necessity of destroying her life with the murder charge."
Bettina live: "An hour later, Commander Troy gave a Press conference at Police Headquarters. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Your Iron Crowbar at the podium of the Press Room, saying "I don't understand why Bill Redmond, Kelly Carnes's opponent in the race for her Council seat, did not join our presser this morning. I have confirmed that at least two people invited Mr. Redmond, but he did not show up. I call upon Bill Redmond to publicly denounce Kelly Carnes for her racist hate speech, and to affirm that her hateful words and actions are abhorrent to good Citizens of all ethnicities."
Your Iron Crowbar; "I also am aware of Katina Jones's request for a meeting, and I will be glad to meet with her to discuss her concerns about the case of Breonna Bryant and the other 201 persons that were arrested obstructing the Police from serving a warrant to arrest Jacquez Wilson. I can't speak for ADA Patterson, but I will work with her as well as Ms. Jones's Campaign people to arrange a time and place to meet, hopefully as early as today or tomorrow."
Back to Bettina live: "Channel Two News has learned that that meeting is scheduled for this morning. Meanwhile, neither Bill Redmond nor his Campaign have responded to repeated request for comment on Commander Troy's call for him to condemn his opponent Kelly Carnes."
Bettina: "And the Black Community is becoming increasingly outraged over the crushing overcharging of the 'Jacquez 200' that were arrested on the night the Block House exploded. After Breonna Bryant's parents's press conference yesterday with her Faculty Advisor, Dr. Lionel Carmela, and her attorney, Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., black civil rights leaders and Social Justice groups are demanding that District Attorney Miriam Walters drop all charges against those arrested, and that she resign from the D.A. position. They are also calling for ADA Paulina Patterson to resign..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn!" exclaimed Sheriff Griswold as we watched and drank coffee in the Main Conference Room. "Crowbar, you are one Machiavellian son of a ... gun." I grinned at that.
"I agreeeeeee." said Chief Sean Moynahan. He had joined us, as had my Angels and Captain Tanya Muscone's Lieutenants Three, ADA Paulina Patterson and Captain Damien Thompson, Press Relations Officer.
"So do I, but why do you say that, Sheriff?" asked Commander Cindy Ross.
"He got them to talk about what Kelly Carnes said," growled the Sheriff, "by taking that potshot at Bill Redmond. They could've edited that out, but KXTC was so eager to show Don slamming the Republican running against Carnes, they allowed the Carnes story to be discussed."
Cindy said "Oh, you didn't force KXTC to agree to that, in exchange for having a presser in the first place?"



I shook my head. "Nooooo. I just called the presser after seeing Katina's public statement and request for a meeting. Now she's the Machiavellian one. And don't give Bettina any credit. During my presser, she asked if me having Tasha at our morning presser was using my daughter as a prop. My reply was that it was Kelly Carnes that was using my daughter as her prop to spew her racist hate speech. I notice that didn't make this morning's report." Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan laughed jovially at that, causing everyone else to chuckle a little bit.
"So did you work that out with Katina?" asked Tanya.
"No, she did that on her own." I said. "She really did call and ask for a meeting, and I agreed to it, as has Paulina. And I think I know what she's going to say, but I'll reserve comment until she actually says something."
Captain Damien Thompson said "Sir, the optics are looking really bad for you and ADA Patterson on this. Are you considering reducing the worst of the charges?" By that he meant the felony murder charges.
I replied: "It's ADA Patterson's call on that. But the great Rush Limbaugh called the Media the 'Drive By' Media because they come in, distort the truth, then move on, leaving a trail of destruction and broken lives in their wake. We'll see if they move on from this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Thursday, July 16th. Katina Jones came to Police Headquarters, accompanied by Council Member J.P. Goldman, who was Katina's boss at the J.P. Goldman Bank and had encouraged her to run for Reginald B.F. Lewis's Council seat. They were escorted to my office, and I had them sit down in the comfortable 'hot chairs'. I poured coffee for them and filled my own Airborne School mug, as well.
"Don..." said J.P. Goldman, who was beginning to show his advanced age, "don't take this the wrong way... but what the hell are you doing putting Bill Redmond on the spot like that? He's a Republican, and we really need for him to beat that... beat Kelly Carnes!"
I briefly grinned, then said "Sir, do you remember the Battle of Sekigahara?"
"Not really." said Goldman. "I know it's the Japanese battle that James Clavell patterned his book 'Sho-gun' about."
I nodded, then said "The battle was, in my opinion, one of the ten most important battles in world history. It occurred in Gifu Prefecture on October 21, 1600, between the forces of Tokugawa Ieyasu and the Toyotomi Alliance. During the battle, one army, led by Kobayakawa Hideaki, hesitated, and did not join the battle. Tokugawa ordered his cannon to fire on Kobayakawa, to get them to get off their fourth points of contact and join the fight. You'd think that being fired upon would cause Kobayakawa to go against the Tokugawa, but instead he joined them. Tokugawa Ieyasu ultimately won the battle, and ultimately became Shogun of all Japan."
"My point of boring you with that story," I said, "is that Bill Redmond is not taking the incredible opportunity in front of him to wipe out Carnes, so I'm calling him out in hopes of getting his rear in gear. And if he doesn't? Not much else I can do for him."
J.P. Goldman nodded. "He's already well behind, and I'm concerned that you calling him out like you did might hurt him further. But I also understand what you're saying. If he can't even come out and condemn Carnes for her despicable hate speech, then he may not be good enough to win."
Goldman got up. "Stay seated." he said as I was about to get up. "I'll go talk to the Chief. Official Council visit, dontcha know. You and Katina can plot her victory over that slug Silas." As he left the room, I got on the office landline phone and called Paulina.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina came in and sat down in the chair Goldman had vacated. My introductions were not necessary, as they knew each other already.
"We have one thing in common." Katina told Paulina. "We've both slept with this stud." Paulina's eyes widened, and I just looked at the ceiling.
"Okayyyyy." I said. "Back to the present. What did you want to talk to us about?"
Katina said "I just told Paulina that about sleeping with you because you remember that story I told you, about my own issues in the past?"
"Yes." I said. "Tell Paulina." Katina told Paulina about her abuse by the Court system and the late Harold Malone. (Author's note: 'Eyes Only', Ch. 03.)
Paulina said "There's a ton of those stories around here. I remember how the Iron Crowbar saved Nathaniel Jones from being framed." (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', Ch. 01.)
"And we've cleaned up a lot of the crap that was going on then." I said.
Katina said "Because of my own issues, I felt a personal empathy with Breonna Bryant when I heard about this case, and I just wanted to get clarification on it, and see what can be done."
"Okay." I said. I took a file folder from several on my desk and handed it to Katina. "First, this is the arrest record and Court arraignment of Breonna Bryant, for participating in a protest in front of the Courthouse that turned violent. Per our usual standard, since she had no priors, she was given a Court date and released on her own recognizance. The reason that's important is because unlike what the Media is falsely reporting, Breonna Bryant does have a prior arrest record, though no convictions yet."
"Second," I said, "let me show you this." I handed her another file folder. Katina opened it, and almost dropped it.
"Oh my God!" she exclaimed. "What IS this?"
"Those," I said severely, "are the photos of Police Corporal Inga Gunddottar's face, taken at the Hospital after she was rescued. As you can see, she was beaten so severely that she is barely recognizable. The other photos are of the beating she took to her body, as well as of damage that occurred when she was repeatedly sexually assaulted both vaginally and anally. Please, go on, look at it."
"I don't need to." said Katina, slapping the folder shut, her face a mask of horror at what she had just seen.
I continued: "We have DNA evidence that the late Jacquez Wilson and some of the perps that died in the Block House with him, were the same persons that beat and sexually assaulted my Officer. And that was the basis of our most very legitimate warrant to arrest Wilson and his cohorts."
I turned to my computer and brought up a file. "Okay, let's watch some TV. If you'll just look at the TV monitor on the wall, I'll bring this video up on it." I went through several videos, all showing Breonna Bryant among the 200 people ringing the Block House. "As you can see, Ms. Bryant was clearly at the scene, and one of the persons blocking the Police from executing the warrant and arresting Jacquez Wilson and the others in the Block House."
"So we have an ironclad case against her." I said. "And when the Block House exploded, killing eight persons, those people committing felony crimes by obstructing the Police and protecting the rapists from being served our warrant and being arrested, became guilty of murder in the commission of the felonies they were committing."
"I... I'm sure she didn't know that building was gong to explode, and she didn't cause it." said Katina.
"It doesn't matter." said Paulina. "She and the others were committing the crimes, and people died in close association with their actions."
"I get that." said Katina. "But isn't murder too strong of a charge? She didn't set off the bombs, and that likely would've happened anyway. It just looks like you guys are coming down on her, and really all of them, with sledgehammers... when a crowbar would be more than sufficient."
"I understand where you're coming from." I said, extending another file to her. "But take a look at this. It's not nearly as bad as Inga's photos."
Katina took the file, and as she looked at the contents I said "Those are photos and reports of the mission to rescue Corporal Gunddottar. Two paramedics and one of my Officers drove in to rescue her, and took heavy incoming gunfire from automatic and semiautomatic weapons. Paramedic Ellen Brooks was wounded, though her injuries were not life-threatening."
"The point of that," I said, "is to show you that I am having to put my Police Officers's lives in existential danger to protect innocent people from the violent protests. And Gunddottar was kidnapped and nearly murdered just because she was a Police Officer, as Wilson tried to use her to ransom out the 'Juneteenth 22' from custody."
I went on: "The Police did not initiate any of the conflicts. But we are not going to let the protesters harm innocent persons and destroy people's property for any reason. Now if people would protest peacefully, carry their signs, chant their chants, then go home for supper, I'd gladly get out of their way, and even provide protection and traffic control for them. But not when they get violent. Not when they get violent."
"Still..." Katina said.
"Katina, I have to find a way to stop the violence." I said, some frustration in my voice. "Nothing else has worked, so far. But maybe when some of them go to prison for years, maybe for life... maybe that will sink in and let them know that there are consequences for their violent and criminal actions. And so yes, I'm using a triphammer on these perps."
Paulina: "And I find it especially insulting that the Media is dishonestly saying that Breonna Bryant is some innocent victim in all this. I know your story, and you were falsely accused and the system was used to crush you. Myself, I used to be pulled over all the time by Harold Malone's white stormtroopers, for D-W-B, and I always wondered if they'd drag me out of my car and rape me right there on the street---"
"She's not exaggerating." I said. "They pulled my nephew and his wife of that time over, and were going to rape her when we got there and intervened." (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', Ch. 02.)
Paulina said "So I'm very aware of the racism blacks are subjected to. But I never felt the need to violently protest and harm people. I never committed a criminal act; instead, I worked my ass off to become a lawyer and do what I could to make the System work right."
Paulina: "But Breonna Bryant, perhaps under the influence of the virulently Socialist, anti-Government Dr. Lionel Carmela, made poor choices. We're not falsely charging her. She didn't have to be at the Bock House when it exploded. She chose to be there. She didn't have to protect rapists from being arrested, but that is what she chose to do. She made her choices, and she has to pay the consequences for her actions."
Katina looked absolutely stunned. She had not expected this, I could tell. Finally, she said "I still think a murder charge is too much, whether she's black or white. And yes, she was there, she did what she did... but she really is a good person and a good student. And someone that can inspire black women to overcome obstacles and reach higher."
"That's the example you are making." I said. "And one I hope my daughter will make. I'll tell you what: I'll tell the Press that I'll talk to Breonna, see what she has to say, see if she understands and shows remorse for her actions at the Block House, and we'll see what happens. You in, Paulina?"
Paulina looked like she didn't want to do it, but she said "Okay, I'm in."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am. The Press Room was chock-full of reporters, who were pushing and shoving at each other to get the best places. Their mood was not a good one; they sensed that nothing they were going to hear bode well for their agenda of division and hatred.
As Katina, Paulina, and I headed down the hallway, J.P. Goldman and Chief Moynahan came up to us. I advised them of what we were going to do and say at the Press conference.
"I called Bill Redmond at his place of work, his home, and I called his Campaign Office, such as it is." said Goldman. "His assistant dodged and weaved. She said one time he was in a meeting and could not be disturbed. When I called back fifteen minutes later, prepared to demand she get him out of the meeting, she said he was on the floor of one of his factories, and couldn't be reached. His Campaign said they were unable to reach him."
"Don't sweat it, nor him." I said.
We filed into the Press Room and to the dias, where Captain Thompson was waiting for us. "Ladies and gentlemen," he said, "the Police Commander."
"Thank you, Captain Thompson." I said as I took the podium. I was wearing my Police jacket with ribbons, to make a little more impressive effect on potential viewers. I said: "Joining me today are ADA Paulina Patterson and candidate for the Town & County Council Katina Jones, with whom I just held a meeting. Council member J.P. Goldman also met with me as well as Police Chief Moynahan, and they may be speaking to you as well."
Your Iron Crowbar: "This is my second press conference in two days. I know what you're thinking: what did I do with the real Commander Troy?" Katina laughed, as did Captain Thompson and Chief Moynahan. Paulina and J.P. Goldman smiled. But the Press did not laugh. At all. They were utterly silent.
I continued: "I'll let Ms. Jones make her comments first. Katina?"
Katina took to the podium first. "Thank you, Commander." she said. ""Good morning, and thank you all for coming. I asked ADA Patterson and Commander Troy to meet with me to discuss the Breonna Bryant arrest, and they were kind enough to make some time for me. I also appreciate Mr. J.P. Goldman for coming with me and also meeting with Commander Troy and Chief Moynahan."
Katina: "We had a a very productive meeting, where I voiced my concerns about the appearance of the 'Jacquez 200' in general, and Breonna Bryant in particular, being overcharged after their arrests, and they shared with me some information that I was not aware of. One thing that apparently has been forgotten in the Media narratives of this situation is what happened to Police Corporal Inga Gunddottar, and also that three Public Safety Department servants risked their lives to rescue her, with one Paramedic being shot and wounded."
Katina: "No woman, whether she's white or black, nor whether she's a Police Officer or not, deserves to be kidnapped, repeatedly sexually assaulted, beaten so badly that she can't be recognized, and nearly murdered. No woman deserves that. But that is what Jacquez Wilson and his fellow criminals did to Inga Gunddottar, and that can be proved beyond a doubt. Therefore, anyone who was in that ring of 200 people preventing the arrest of Jacquez Wilson does not have my sympathy. At all. And no one else, be they black or white, Police or Press, should have any sympathy for the criminals that perpetrated that horrific crime."
Katina: "Having said that, I still do have concerns about the felony murder charge, and I'll ask Commander Troy and ADA Patterson to make their comments on that now."
Paulina came up and said: "I agree with Katina that we had a good exchange of ideas, and a lot of stuff that the Press has ignored was discussed in our meeting, including the real victim here, Inga Gunddottar."
Paulina: "I also explained that the reasons for the felony murder charges are because the perpetrators have to realize that if they are going to violently protest... and their protests have been violent, not peaceful as the Press falsely claims... then there are serious consequences that could affect them for the rest of their lives. However, I have agreed to defer to Commander Troy's decision concerning Breonna Bryant. Commander?"
Some would say Paulina was throwing me under the bus by saying that, but it was me that told her to say it. I came up to the podium and said: "Thank you, Paulina and thank you Katina. I have never met Breonna Bryant, but I have agreed to talk with her and attempt to understand her reasons for being at the scene and obstructing the Police in arresting Jacquez Wilson. And if she impresses me as much as she's impressed you Press people that have also never met her, I'll discuss with ADA Patterson the extent of the charges."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I also met with Councilman J.P. Goldman. Mr. Goldman, would you like to say a few words?"
"Thank you, Commander." said J.P. Goldman as he came up to the podium. "First, I want to express my appreciation for you and ADA Patterson meeting with Ms. Jones today. She has brought up some very important issues, especially concerning the brutal assault on Ms. Gunddottar, which the Press has completely ignored. And I appreciate Commander Troy agreeing to meet with the suspect."
Goldman: "Having said that, I believe in the Rule of Law and the need to have civil discourse rather than unproductive violent demonstrations, and I fully support ADA Patterson charging the criminals to the fullest and maximum extent of the law."
Goldman: "I also agree with Commander Troy that candidate for the Council Bill Redmond needs to come out and publicly condemn Kelly Carnes for her racist hate speech and calling a child a despicable racial epithet. And you Press people need to be reporting on that. We're not going to let you bury that story to protect the racist Kelly Carnes."
When he was finished, I said "Chief, would you like to say a few words?"
"Nooooo." drawled the Chief. "You're doing an excellent job, Mr. Crowbarrr. Captain Thompson's job might be in dain-gerrrrrrr." Captain Thompson grinned, and Paulina and I chuckled. The Press was utterly silent.
"Does anyone have any questions before we conclude?" asked Katina.
"Miss Jones," said a black reporterette for a Southport television station, "do black lives matter?"
"Allow me." I said to Katina, almost pushing her aside as I came up to the podium and put my hand on Paulina'a back to include her. I said loudly "Does our daughter Tasha's life matter?"
"That's not what I asked her!" the reporterette snarled.
"ONE MORE TIME!" I yelled furiously. "DOES OUR DAUGHTER'S LIFE MATTER?"
"You're a racist." the reporterette snarled, though a bit quietly.
"Get her out of here!" Captain Thompson ordered. Two Officers, one of them Joan Laurer in uniform, came forward. In the wisest move of her life, the reporterette did not resist, and exited the room with the Officers behind her.
"Are you always going to do that?" Bettina Wurtzburg asked loudly.
"Do what?" Katina replied.
"Reply to a legitimate question about black lives mattering by asking about his daughter." Bettina said.
"You betcha." I replied. "And I think you well know, but will never admit on air, that the answer to both questions is the same..."
Part 8 - First Impression, Last Chance
J.P. Goldman took the Chief, Me, Paulina, Katina, and Captain Thompson to lunch at the Cattleman's Club. We were seated in the back room for a little more privacy.
"You're very good in front of a crowd." I said to Katina. "Lots of practice from your campaign appearances?"
"That's a lot of it." said Katina. "But Franklin Washington's wife Susie works with a television production company, and she's worked with me a lot."
"How'd you guys think the Press conference went?" I asked.
"Good, I think." said Katina. "But there's a lot of hostility between you Police guys and the Press. Was that normal?"
I replied: "Considering that a reporter put one of my daughters in a building that exploded, and a reporter started that crap calling my other daughter that filthy racial epithet... this was a relatively peaceful day." Katina looked shocked; this had been a hugely eye-opening day for her.
"I thought it went well." said Paulina. "But only KFXU viewers will ever see it. KXTC and the SNN Networks are going to bury that like a body of a person with Bubonic Plague."
"I agreeeee." said the Chief. "And Don, I also like the way you are handling the Press when they ask if black lives matter. They can't get around your comeback question."



"I don't even know why they were asking me that question." Katina said.
"So that they can call you a traitor to your race, and whatever they call female 'Uncle Tims'... er, 'Uncle Toms'." I said, the 'Uncle Tim' reference being what Democrats called black U.S. Senator Tim Scott (R - South Carolina) on the Unsocial Media platforms.
I continued: "Watch for Edgar Silas to really ramp up race-based attacks on you, especially when your poll numbers go up."
"I agree with that." growled J.P. Goldman with a touch of anger in his voice.
Captain Thompson said "So you're going to talk to Breonna Bryant, Commander?"
"Yes." I said. "This afternoon. I'd like for you to come and watch from the anteroom, Katina. And you're welcome to come, too, Captain Thompson. I'm not giving the Chief permission to be there, though."
"Heh heh heh heh." drawled the Chief, knowing I was kidding him. "Good thing I don't neeeeed your permission, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." I chuckled at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Breonna Bryant's attorney Gwen Munson had insisted we transport her to Police Headquarters for my meeting with her, which most Police Officers would call an 'interrogation'. So we did... in the bulletproof ambulance, courtesy of the TCEMS. The decoy Police paddywagon we sent out was not molested. Maybe I'm just paranoid. Maybe not.
Bryant and Munson were in I-1, and Joan Laurer was the Uniformed presence... which is why she was wearing a Uniform instead of plainclothes this morning, and at my request.
Paulina and I went in as Katina, Captain Thompson, and Commander Cindy Ross watched from the anteroom, and the Chief joined several others, including Captain Tanya Muscone, in the Monitor Room to watch.
I was wearing my standard uniform without jacket: blue shirt, soft shoulderboards with one embroidered silver star just above an embroidered thin gold bad at the end, and the 'boxes', metal-rimmed ribbons denoting my multiple MOVs and Purple Orders, and also the Distinguished Service Medal. Paulina was wearing a dark gray jacket and skirt with tiny pink threads interwoven, and a pink blouse.
I read Bryant her rights from the card. She didn't answer when I asked if she understood the rights. Gwen Munson said "she understands the rights."
"I'd like to hear her say that herself." I replied, peering at Bryant. She still said nothing, but I noticed something in her dark eyes... she had been trying to hide it, but the beginnings of derision were showing themselves. That was 'Strike One', I thought to myself.
"Ms. Bryant," I said, "by all accounts, you're a good student from a good family, active in the community, do good charitable work, and until now you've never been charged with anything. So why have you been arrested not once but twice for participating in violent demonstrations."
"Don't answer that." said Gwen Munson in her extremely deceptively sweet voice. She said to me and Paulina "My client has every right to Peaceably Assemble, and to protest Police brutality against People of Color, as well as her Right of Free Speech."
I said "Like yelling 'Fire!' in a crowded theater, she doesn't have the right to violently demonstrate, which is what was going on when she was arrested... both times. So again I ask, Ms. Bryant, and in an effort to understand you, why were you part of the group encircling the Block House and illegally obstructing the Police, which may just lead to the destruction of your future career and even your life?"
"There's no Death Penalty for Felony Murder." said Gwen Munson.
"But life in prison without possibility of parole might as well be." Paulina said. "And that's what the sentence will be when she's convicted."
I said "Ms. Bryant... Breonna... I just want to understand. Your parents are successful, middle class. No arrests themselves. And you've been a model student for a child of any ethnicity while in school. I hope my daughters make the good grades you did."
Not a flicker in Bryant's eyes as she looked dully at me. I went on:
"I need to understand, if you want me to help you." I said. "Did Police Officers hurt you as a child? Hurt your parents?" No answer.
I took out a folder from Paulina's briefcase and took out some photos. "They guy you were protecting... he did this to this woman." The photos were the ones of Inga. Katina Jones had been horrified. Gwen Munson, bless her heart, looked sick. Breonna Bryant looked as if she could not have cared less.
"Are you really okay with that, Breonna?" I asked. "Protecting the thug that we can prove did that to this woman? If that were you, or your mother, or your best friends... would you have protected that slug that did this?"
Breonna Bryant's dark eyes had become jet. They finally flickered to life as she looked at me, then Paulina, and said: "All my friends are black, not white like that Cracker bitch. She got what she deserved." That would be 'Strike Two', and it looked like she'd chosen to go down swinging.
Gwen whispered something into Bryant's ear. Whatever it was, it didn't work. Hatred grew in Bryant's eyes as she peered at me.
"So," Bryant said, "you two racists are the parents of that worthless little halfbreed, aren't you?"
Gwen looked shocked, and said "Breonna! You can't say that!"
"Yes I can." said Bryant defiantly, the hatred showing clearly now. "In fact, let me be clear. I support what Lester Holder and Kelly Carnes said about your worthless little piece of shit. She's not even a human fucking being. She's a God-cursed halfbreed!"
Paulina was looking at Breonna Bryant in shock. For me, it was 'Strike Three', swinging.
"I've seen what I came to see." I said to Paulina. "I think we're done here." With that, I got up to go. Paulina took the time to get the photos and put them in her briefcase, then followed me back out.
As we walked down the hall, I said to Katina "Did you hear that?"
"Yes." Katina said, in shock and nearly in tears. "I can't defend her any more, not after that."
Katina and J.P. Goldman left. Paulina and I were in the Chief's Office.
"Welllll, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "I think I know what I'm about to hear."
"Yes, Chief." I said. I turned to Paulina and said " Give her the whole nine yards!"
To be continued.
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Part 9 - The UNION in Federal Court
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, July 20th, from the copse of trees near the Courthouse complex, with said Courthouse in the background.. "Police Commander Donald Troy is once again hauled into Court!"
Bettina began: "Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney has scheduled a hearing this morning at the Federal Courthouse in Midtown to determine if the Police Union's Federal lawsuit against Commander Troy and the TCPD can go forward. Sources tell Channel Two News that Judge Taney is looking for alternative solutions to a long, dragged-out fight in Court."
Bettina: "And pressure is mounting on Councilwoman Kelly Carnes to apologize for remarks made by her about ADA Paulina Patterson's daughter. Channel Two News has learned that several Council Members are going to try to have Mrs. Carnes permanently removed from the Council due to her language, which some have called racist and others have called inappropriate."
Bettina: "And political experts are confused and concerned by Mrs. Carnes's opponent Bill Redmond's silence on the issue of her remarks. Mr. Redmond has made no public statements on the issue, and his Campaign says they currently have no plans to run any ads focusing on his opponent's words..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oooh, you're looking sharp, Commander." said Captain Tanya P. Muscone as we watched the Bettina broadcast in my office with Sheriff Antonio Griswold and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "You too, Sheriff."
"Good asskissing skills." Griswold growled. I was wearing my 'ribbon' Uniform jacket, the semi-formal uniform just one step below wearing medals, with one silver star on each epaulette on my shoulders. Griswold was similarly attired in his 'ribbon' Sheriff jacket, with four gold stars gleaming on the epaulettes of the jacket as well as the collars of his shirt.
"We're flying down to Midtown with Mike Todd," I said, "for our hearing with Federal Judge Taney."
"The Chief isn't flying down with you?" Teresa asked.
"No." I said. "He had a 'get-together' with Molly, Frank Soltis, and 'Coldiron' Masters in Midtown yesterday, and stayed overnight." Molly, Soltis, and Masters were Moynahan's team when they were with the Midtown PD, and their bonds were not unlike my bonds with my Angels.
"How do you think the hearing will go?" asked Tanya.
"I have no idea." I said truthfully. "Judge Taney is pretty Leftist herself, but either we or the Union will appeal anything she hands down that we or the Union doesn't like. Mike thinks Judge Taney will look for a compromise solution both sides will accept." The Sheriff nodded vigorously in agreement.
"How was your weekend?" Teresa asked me.
"Good." I said. "Today is my wedding anniversary, so Laura and I celebrated yesterday with a day out, then dinner at the Chop House last night. Of course, she will find a bouquet of roses on her desk when she arrives at work this morning."
"Awwww." chorused my Angels. Teresa said "How long?"
"Seven years." I said. "Hard to believe."
"Well, you two are well past the seven-year-itch stage." Tanya said with a wicked grin. Teresa pretended to be scandalized as I waved a red crowbar in Lady Ironside's general direction. The Sheriff's mustaches quivered merrily.
After discussing what my Angels did this weekend (stay at home with husbands and kids), Teresa asked "It looks like Bettina is now on the Kelly Carnes story, and off the Breonna Bryant story. After you came out this weekend and said you'd be asking Paulina to press full charges, I figured Bettina would give you 'the whole nine yards'. Why didn't she?"
"I'm not sure." I said. "Part if it is so she can concentrate on the Kelly Carnes story. Don't be fooled by Bettina's rhetoric... she's trying to save Carnes. If she, Carnes, does not apologize publicly for what she said about Tasha, she will be expelled from the Council at tomorrow night's meeting. And she knows good and well that her lawsuit will be crushed immediately."
"I don't get why Bill Redmond hasn't pounced on that." Tanya said.
"That's an 'Easy Button' answer." I said. "Redmond's son Shawn was Carole's classmate until Shawn tried to frame that black kid Jameis and Carole exposed Shawn as the real perp." (Author's note: 'Black and Blue', Ch, 01) "Bill Redmond hates me immeasurably now, and the main two reasons he's running are to try to do something about the school taxes and revenues, and also to get me fired from the TCPD."
I continued: "So practically speaking, he may think that if he comes out against Carnes's racist hate speech, he'll look like he's a black sympathizer and will lose votes. But at a deeper level, it's more: what some people don't full realize is that Shawn Redmond became a little white racist because his father is a big-time white racist. Bill Redmond had no issue with my daughter being called that."
"I think his silence will come back to bite him in the ass." growled the Sheriff. "Okay, Crowbar, let's get on down to Midtown..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police Sergeant Andrew Prince and I flew the TCPD Bell 206 along the course of the River to Midtown, with Mike G. Todd and Sheriff Griswold in the back seat. We landed at Midtown Police Headquarters. A Midtown PD van, courtesy of Chief Soltis, transported us to the United States Courthouse and Post Office in Midtown.
Upon signing in, Police Officers (and the Sheriff) in uniform were allowed to keep our firearms, and of course I had the red crowbar. We were then ushered to the waiting room of the Chambers of Judge Ruth B. Taney. As we waited, others trickled in: Robert Kalsu and Lt. Jerome Davis had driven down. Chief Moynahan came in, as well.
Then, coming in all at once, were the Union Reps, former Police Officer McCombs, Officer McElwane, and Gwen Munson, as McElwane's legal representation. McCombs's hateful stare at me was more than match by my stare at him... which was just one of several of the Police Officers in the room.
"How's Inga?" I asked Jerome Davis as he sat down next to me at my bidding.
"The doctors say she's improving." said Jerome. "They're saying they may bring her out of her induced coma as early as this weekend."
"That's great." I said. "When they do, take all the time you need to be at the Hospital."
"Thank you, sir." said Jerome.
At 10:00am, we were ushered into the Chambers of Judge Taney. She was sitting at her desk, and there were plenty of chairs in front of the desk in the large office. I made a mental note to tell Tanya Muscone to get an appointment as a Federal Judge, since the offices were apparently not a problem with regard to size.
Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney looked very much in the face like my sister Elizabeth, especially since she was wearing spectacles identical to what my sister wore. Taney was at least a decade older than Elizabeth, and while her hair was styled the same way my sister's was, it was gray with the occasional silver streak. Her body type was similar, as well, but her legs were nowhere near Elizabeth's magnificent legs.
There was one hardback chair, and I immediately took it, knowing my back would likely need it. Everyone else found chairs, naturally dividing between the Union and the TCPD.
"Everyone be seated, please." said Judge Taney. "There's coffee and water at the back table; feel free to get some at any time." No one moved; it would have been more than impolite to get up and get coffee at this point in the hearing with the Federal Judge.
Her eyes affixed onto me, and I could tell she was giving me the once-over. Then she gave a little smile and said: "It's easy to see who the Iron Crowbar is, so I'll ask the rest of you to introduce yourselves." When that was done, she said "The formal hearing will be in the Courtroom, but I am hoping that a formal hearing won't be necessary and that we can come to a resolution in this more informal setting. So, let's hear from the Union side first."
This was not unusual; it was like pre-trial motions being debated in a Judge's Chambers. The first Union Rep, the guy in the expensive suit that Kalsu and Davis (and others) had gotten to calling 'The Suit', said "With all due respect, Your Honor, we request the formal hearing immediately... so that we can put Donald Troy on the stand and force him to testify under oath."
Mike G. Todd said "Your Honor, as I filed in one of my briefs, Commander Troy was accused by the Federal Government some months go of several crimes, in which they forged a document to get a warrant to search his home. They ended up destroying his home, and on purpose, but my point is that Commander Troy took the Fifth in that case. And as he has never been given immunity for the Federal charges, he remains obligated to not testify in Federal Courts." (Author's note: 'No Way Out'.)
'Your Honor, that's absurd." said Gwen Munson. "That's another case, and this is to get to the truth of this case------"
"Hold it right there." said Judge Taney, giving Munson a freezing stare. "Young lady, do not ever tell me when someone's right to Fifth Amendment protection applies or doesn't." Turning to the Union Rep, she said "I agree with Mr. Todd. If and when Commander Troy is put on the stand, he'll reassert his rights under the Fifth Amendment, and that will be that."
"Then, Your Honor," said the Rep, "if Troy won't testify, we'll ask you to summarily find for our side, including firing Commander Troy."
"Which won't happen." said Judge Taney. "So why don't we begin discussing the particulars of this case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a grueling next hour, and there were times I wished it was a formal hearing. Several times the Union's people and lawyers interrupted ours, especially Kalsu and Davis, and the Judge seemed okay to let it be freewheeling... until our people pushed back, and then the Judge would tell us (especially Kalsu and Davis) to let the Union Reps finish their sentences.
However, it was not all one-sided, and it was becoming clear to Detectives with red crowbars that Judge Taney was becoming irritated at one person in particular... Gwen Munson.
"The situation with you, Officer McElwane." said the Judge. "Officer, you are claiming that Commander Troy interrogated you after you asked for Union representation?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said McElwane.
"Even though the audio and video tapes show that he asked you no questions?" asked the Judge.
"Your Honor," said 'The Suit' Union Rep, "we're asserting that Commander Troy pressured the Officer in violation of the Officer's rights, and while he may not have actually asked a question, we believe that's a dodge... Commander Troy acted in a way to pressure the Officer into answering future questions without the Union representation the Officer had asked for."
"Your Honor," said Gwen, "this is something we want to question Commander Troy about... under oath..
"I can ask him now." said Judge Taney. "Commander, isn't it semantics that you're saying you asked no questions, but you pressured Officer McElwane to submit to questions?"
"May I, Your Honor?" asked Chief Moynahan. Judge Taney nodded, and the Chief said "We, meaning the TCPD and our Internal Affairs Department, were attempting to clarify-------"
"Why can't Commander Troy answer this himself?" Gwen Munson said loudly, looking over at the Chief. "And under oath?"
"Because I allowed Chief Moynahan to speak." said Judge Taney, her eyes conveying a clear message to Munson. "Chief?"
"As I was saying, Your Honor," said the Chief, "part of our rejection of the Union's claim is that as a Police Officer, McElwane is obligated to answer our questions clarifying his Police report. And asking for a Union Rep is not the same as a suspect taking the Fifth and asking for a lawyer."
"We're grieving Commander Troy's actions that showed his intent to get around the Officer's right to Union representation, Your Honor." growled the Union Rep.
"And you're assuming that was his intent?" asked Judge Taney.
"That's what we want to ask Commander Troy about." said Gwen Munson. "On the stand. Under oath." She apparently did not understand the nature of the Federal Judge's glare at her.
And some few momenta later, as the Union Rep accused the Iron Crowbar of assaulting McCombs, Mike Todd said "That's not true, Your Honor. He's just outright lying."
"Then let's put Commander Troy on the stand!" Gwen Munson practically shouted. 'And make him deny it... under oath."
Judge Taney had had just about enough. "We'll take a ten minute recess. I need to talk to the Union lawyer in my private study." she said, getting up. "The rest of you can take a potty break or get coffee."
They went into the private side room. The Union Reps ran to get coffee. Kalsu and Davis went for the doughnuts; they must be Police Officers, I thought to myself. Sheriff Griswold and Chief Moynahan were not beaten to the potty. They must be old Police Officers with old bladders, I thought to myself.
"How do you think it's going?" the Sheriff whispered to me when he got back. "Any idea why she wanted to talk to the Union lawyer alone?"
"My vibe says she's pissed at Munson." I replied quietly. "She's probably telling him that Gwen's about to cross the line for continuing to push for me to have to testify under oath, and could be held in Contempt. That's a Federal Judge, not Harry R. Nance."
Griswold growled "Munson has a way of winning friends and influencing people, doesn't she. But why is she so eager to have you testify under oath, and keeps pushing that?"
I said "We now know what her real motive is, and that of 'The Suit', as well. They were hoping to force me to testify under oath, then they'd ambush me and ask about the Morelli case, hoping the Judge would force me to answer. But the Judge beat that back hard."
"So none of this is about the grievances?" the Sheriff asked.
"Yes and no, sir." I said. "Munson's lodestone was getting me on the stand under oath, on behalf of her fellow Swamp Frogs. 'The Suit' is still trying to get me fired over the grievances, and thought me reasserting the Fifth would help him with that."
"I've still got a bad vibe about it." Griswold whispered. "What's your sense of it?"
I replied "The only grievance that has merit is McElwane's, and even if the Judge says I was totally wrong, it's not something I could be fired over. The McCombs grievance will never be upheld, and he'll never be allowed to return to the Force..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Judge's conference with the lawyer lasted well over the expected ten minutes, and at one point she stepped out and called 'The Suit' into the room.
"The rooms keep getting smaller." I said to the TCPD Officers and the Sheriff.
"What do you mean, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff.
"We're here for a hearing in the Courtroom." I said. "She brought us into her Chambers, a smaller room, for a less formal, private session. Now she's brought some of them into a smaller room for an even smaller, more private session. What's next? Session in a bathroom stall?" Kalsu and Davis laughed out loud at that. Good asskissing skills, I knew the Sheriff was thinking.
"That's where this whole thing belongs, if you ask me." growled the Sheriff. Kalsu and Davis laughed some more.
A moment later, the Union lawyer came out and took Gwen Munson aside. He began whispering to her, and then she began angrily whispering back. It looked like it might become heated, but Gwen finally nodded, her head downcast.
The Union Rep came out, trying to look angry. But I saw a slight gleam in his eyes when he glanced in my direction, and I knew something was up.
"Commander Troy," said Judge Taney, appearing in the door, "may I see you alone for a moment?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The side room was sparsely furnished, with a table, a couple of chairs, a phone, and a plug-in for a computer connection. I suspected that it originally had been a large storage closet, and was converted to a small room where a Judge could take a phone call or look at something privately if people were in his or her Chambers.
"Thank you for coming today, Commander." said Judge Taney, sitting down and inviting me to do so with a hand gesture. "I hope we can get this resolved quickly."
"Yes ma'am." I said, keeping it a bit stiff and formal. I wasn't sure where she was taking this.
Judge Taney said "I can tell you right now, though it's not official, formal, or on the record, that there's no prayer for returning Sergeant McCombs to the TCPD. He'd become a target for demonstrators, and while this is not an accusation against your Officers, the man would not be safe."
I could take that as an insult, as impugning the integrity of my Officers, or I could let it go because it was the truth: like 'Sergeant' Sharples before him, McCombs had worked his way into a situation that if he did come back to the Force, he'd be 'fragged'.
I said nothing, so Judge Taney continued: "The Union is really pushing me to have the formal hearing, and they're going to call you to the stand. And I really need to understand what went on with Officer McElwane. So maybe we can avoid a full hearing, if you'll talk with me here, in the privacy of this room."
"I can do that, Your Honor." I said. "But I think it might be best if my lawyer, Mr. Todd, joins us."
"Oh, that's not necessary." said Judge Taney. "It's just a conversation. I'm not interrogating you."
Like seeing an opponent's plan in a chess game, I realized what she was doing. And like in a chess game, a part of me admired the opponent's plan.
I smiled and said "With respect, Your Honor, I cannot allow you to think I'm an Agency of the Weak-Minded. You are doing to me now what the Union is accusing me of doing to McElwane."
Judge Taney had a little smile on her face, but her eyes showed her true feelings on how her action had failed. "As I've heard about you many times, Mr. Iron Crowbar... not much gets past you."
I said "Thank you. But to answer you, I think I should have that lawyer with me... unless you'd like to give me a written Immunity Agreement?"
Judge Taney smiled a little more. "So who's being Machiavellian now? No, I don't think I can do that, at least not in the here and now. But you can see the similarities between your situation with the FBI, and McElwane's situation with you."
"Again with respect, Your Honor," I said, "it's not the same thing at all. In the first place, the ATF and FBI formally accused me of criminal actions. An ATF Agent pulled a gun on my six-year-old daughter and tried to kill her and a Police dog. By way of contrast, McElwane was not charged with a crime, we were only trying to clarify his report, and I was surprised at his actions in so vehemently requesting Union representation."
After a few more minutes of conversation about the McElwane situation, Judge Taney said "I understand you wrote the new Town & County Charter?"
I was surprised to hear that, since I knew she knew it. "I was the Chairman of the Commission that wrote it." I replied.



"I received your email, but I still need you to clarify how a Board of Inquest works." said Judge Taney. "Like a Coroner's Inquest?"
"I think the best way of describing it, Your Honor," I said, "is that it's between a Coroner's Inquest and a Court trial. If someone is accused of something, there can be a defense, unlike a Coroner's Inquest. But it's not as formal as a Court trial, just like this meeting in your Chambers is more informal than an actual hearing or a trial. And the Jury's verdict is more like the Coroner's Inquest Jury's findings, or a Grand Jury's findings when they tour County facilities... not binding like a criminal or even civil Court trial is."
"I think I understand that." said Judge Taney. "Okay, we're about to go to the formal hearing, and the Union is going to call you to the stand. Are you going to take the Fifth?"
"Your Honor," I said, "I think I have a better answer for you...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Judge Taney ended the informal meeting, and said that the formal hearing would begin at 1:30pm in her Courtroom. I took the liberty of inviting all the TCPD Officers and Mike Todd to the Midtown Luigi's.
"Do we have time?" asked Robert Kalsu. "The waiting line is usually two hours long."
"Oh, I think we'll be okay." I said. Indeed, when we arrived, I handed the receptionist a card, and within two minutes we were seated on the back patio. The plastic sheeting that was used to encapsulate the patio in Winter to keep the heat in was now deployed to keep the air conditioning in, though not perfectly.
"It's warm, but we're seated." I said as everyone sat down. The huge salad and delicious garlic bread sticks alone would've been a full meal, but casseroles of the best lasagna in the State arrived, and everyone began eating hungrily.
"What happened in that private meeting with the Judge?" asked Sheriff Griswold. "I think she had the hots for you, Crowbar. Did she try to drag you into a bathroom stall?" We all broke out laughing at that, and the Sheriff's implication.
"No sir." I replied. "But don't take Judge Taney lightly. She's smart, and she's tricky, too. And she is very much on the Union's side."
"So we're dead, then." groaned the Chief.
"So decertification is our only option?." said Kalsu.
"Well, let's not get over our skis on it." I said. "Judge Taney is looking for a way out. One little secret that 'they' (air quotes) don't tell you is that Federal Judges are really the Judiciary Branch's politicians. They have their politics and agendas, just like the Congresscritters do. Judge Taney is ambitious; she wants to be the Chief Judge in this Circuit, and maybe the Appellate Courts and beyond."
I said: "To that end, she doesn't want to have to make a ruling on this case. Either way, it gets appealed and possibly overturned, and she has egg on her face. So we'll see what she does to weasel out of it------"
"Well, look who's here! The Iron Crowbar!" said a voice, followed an instant later by the presence of State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone (D - Southport).
I stood up and shook Cerone's proffered hand. "Just having lunch with my fellow Officers, Senator." I made introductions.
"I won't shake hands with you, since you're all eating." said Cerone. "I'm glad you're enjoying the food." Kalsu and Davis were seated next to each other, and Cerone clapped them on their shoulders. "There was a time when young Police Officers like you being this close to me would worry me, but now I'm just a humble servant of the People. And unlike Media-spread rumors that Organized Crime people don't like Police Officers, in truth they greatly appreciate what you do to keep our Citizens safe and their businesses secure. So enjoy dessert on the House today." Everyone expressed their appreciation.
Dessert was on the House... and I was charged a total of $1.00 for the rest of it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm, Monday, July 20th. When we all walked into the Courtroom from the side door, we saw that the pews were full of people, mostly reporters.
I sat at the Defense table, with my lawyer Mike G. Todd, Esq. The Union Reps and their attorneys sat at the Prosecution table. We all stood, as did everyone in the room, when Judge Taney was announced.
"Be seated, please." she said. As we sat down, she said "This is a preliminary hearing for the case of Police Union v. Town & County Police. The Union may call its first witness."
"Your Honor, we call Police Commander Donald Troy to the stand." said Gwen Munson as loudly as her sweet voice could be made. The Union Reps had allowed her to be the one to call me up. It backfired.
"Objection, Your Honor." said Mike G. Todd. "Commander Troy has been specifically named the defendant in this case, and therefore has the right not to have to testify against himself."
"Your Honor, this isn't a------" Gwen started, but was stopped by Taney's freezing stare, which I had come to learn was well known in judicial circles.
"The objection is sustained." said Taney. "The way the complaint is worded, Commander Troy is specifically listed as the Defendant, and therefore enjoys the right to not have to testify against himself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With the wind taken out of their sails, the Union and the TCPD mostly made motions and put things into evidence. The audience seemed mystified by most of it, as things weren't being explained to them as the hearing went along. We'd discussed most of it in the Judge's Chambers.
Finally, at the end, Judge Taney had a swift ruling: "There are two problems with the Union's lawsuit at the Federal level. First, the TCPD followed the protocols outlined in the Collective Bargaining Agreement with regard to the adjudication of the grievance, so the Union's attempt to elevate it to the NLRB and to this Court is not valid. Second, the number of 'Friend of the Court' briefs filed by the Police Officers of the TCPD, who are also the rank-and-file composition of the Union's membership, is far and away the most I've ever seen in a case of this nature, and shows clearly that the Union is acting outside the support of its membership... and outside it's members's interests."
Taney: "There is also another method of adjudicating this case, which is within the bounds of the CBA, and which should be taken to ascertain the truthful facts: a Town & County Board of Inquest. And as I read the new Charter, I believe I can refer this case to the Board of Inquest for a finding and a ruling, and from that point on it will be in the hands of the Town & County Council. And that is what I'm doing: I'm ordering this to be remanded to the Town & County I.G. for a Board of Inquest, and I am dismissing the lawsuit at the Federal level. This Court is adjourned."
With a bang of her gavel, Judge Taney ended the session and walked out the side door towards her Chambers. The Union Reps looked utterly stunned.
"Let's get out of here while the getting is good." growled Sheriff Griswold. As we left by a side door, enabling us to avoid the rabid Press, I saw Gwen Munson watching us, more specifically me, with a look of pure hatred in her eyes...
Part 10 - The Ideology Comes First
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 21st, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Kelly Carnes apologizes for words spoken in anger!"
Bettina began: "Surrounded by black civic leaders, Ms. Carnes made a heartfelt apology for her words calling ADA Paulina Patterson's daughter a racial epithet. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Kelly Carnes at a podium on the portico of City Hall. To her left was Reginald B.F. Lewis. To her right was Eldrick X. Weaver. Also there were Edgar Silas, Bruce Finneran, Dr. Lionel Carmela, Stacy Jacobs, and others.
Carnes said "I would like to apologize to Paulina Patterson for my words about her daughter, spoken in anger. Those words are not reflective of my true values and the values of the Democrat Party, and I am deeply sorry for using ADA Patterson's daughter as an object of my misguided anger."
Carnes: "However, I do NOT apologize to Donald Troy! Donald Troy is a rapist who had to be pardoned by the Governor to avoid prosecution for his crimes! Donald Troy is a racist for supporting the deeply offensive policies of White Nationalist Governor Val Jared and Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall. Donald Troy carries a red crowbar around, an instrument of white cop suppression of People of Color, and Troy uses that crowbar to beat down blacks with the power of a white cop's badge. I'll never apologize for what I've said to or about that racist, rapist scumbag Donald Troy!"
The others around Carnes applauded and cheered, and cheers could be heard from the unseen audience... and I couldn't tell if the cheers were real or dubbed in by KXTC.
Bettina came back live a second later and said "And black leaders are urging citizens to forgive Kelly Carnes for her mistake. Roll tape."
Tape continued. "We must forgive Ms. Carnes for words spoken in anger. Ms. Carnes has always had the interest of People of Color in her heart." said Reginald B.F. Lewis.
Bruce Finneran (who was white as well as a NAMbLA member that believes sex between grown men and underaged boys should be legalized) said "We must understand that Kelly Carnes was enraged by the very presence of the white nationalist Donald Troy, and her words were spoken in anger. If there is anyone to blame for this, it's the racist Donald Troy!"
And Eldrick X. Weaver said "Kelly Carnes's good heart is shown by her adherence to Democrat principles. The true racist on the Council is illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood!"
Back to Bettina live. "Neither Paulina Patterson nor Commander Donald Troy, who produced that biracial child out of wedlock, returned repeated calls by KXTC for comment. Meanwhile, the Council will vote tonight on several measures, including the Public Safety Department package for promotions and medals, and retaining Ms. Carnes on the Council."
Then Bettina tried to brighten up as she said "And in other news, a Federal Judge has ordered a Board of Inquest for Commander Donald Troy! Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney of Midtown heard arguments by the Police Union in their lawsuit against the TCPD and Commander Troy. Judge Taney remanded it back to the local jurisdiction, but did order that a Board of Inquest be convened to determine the truth of what happened between Commander Troy and Sergeant McCombs."
Bettina: "And tune in this weekend to The Burt West Podcast, a new podcast by our former colleague Burt West, which will cover important topics concerning our Town & County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Er, noooooo." I mused as my Angels Three, Paulina and the Sheriff watched with me in my office. "She ordered the McElwane grievance be referred to the Board of Inquest. The McCombs grievance was shot down by Judge Taney with prejudice, pun not intended."
"What's Judge Taney like?" Cindy asked. "Someone told me she looks like me."
"Welllll, not to me, she doesn't." I said. "But she does look a lot like your cousin Elizabeth. And like my dear sister, Taney is very intelligent but also has a degree of low cunning in her head."
"So is that a win or loss for the Union?" asked Tanya.
"A mixed bag." I said. "They still get a Board of Inquest, but a lot of what they truly wanted was crushed."
"I'd say it was a win for the Union." said Teresa. "Kalsu is saying that more of the rank-and-file want to wait until the Inquest Board makes a ruling before doing anything vis-a-vis decertification. If you win, Commander, they'll probably call off going through it."
"I can't win for losing." I mused.
"Speaking of that." said Tanya, "what about Kelly Carnes's (air quotes) 'apology'?"
"I didn't return KXTC's calls," said Paulina, "but I did put out a statement saying that her insincere apology was not acceptable unless she apologized to the child's father, as well. KXTC chose not to mention that. They are totally despicable."
"I don't get why all those black politicians were surrounding her, and being on her side." said Teresa.
"Because she is a Democrat, and they are Democrats." I replied. "And with Democrats, the Ideology always comes first. Bill Clinton violently raped women, yet Patricia Ireland, head of the National Organization for Women, the NOW gang, refused to condemn him in any way. And the Media was totally complicit: Tom Brokaw issued an order that the name of Clinton's rape victim, Juanita Brodderick, was never to pass anyone's lips nor be said on air."
I said "Democrats can commit crimes up to and including murder, but they'll be supported because they are the Leftwing Looneyverse! The ideology comes first with them."
Cindy was getting out of her chair and leaving. "I've got work to do." she said. No one else said a word as she left and went to her office.
"Is she a Democrat?" Paulina asked.
Teresa said "She's not a Democrat, like Don's not a Republican. She's outwardly a political atheist, but inside she's left-of-center, like Don's right-of-center."
"You're such a Centrist, Don." Tanya said with a wicked grin and a twinkle in her eyes. As a red crowbar was waved in her general direction, I noticed that the Sheriff's eyes were not twinkling and his mustaches were not quivering...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're still going to try to get Carnes off the Council tonight, that joke of an apology notwithstanding." said J.P. Goldman as he, Edward Steele, Selena Steele, and I had lunch at the Cattleman's Club.
"What's the chance of you succeeding?" I asked.
"Under the new Charter, probably not much." said Edward. "But we're still going to try."
"What's the criteria?" Selena asked.
I said "Normally a 2/3 vote of both the Council and the Assembly. But if a Council Member does something 'egregiously embarrassing that causes shame or disrepute to the Council', like getting caught taking bribes, or the money laundering charges we tried to bust Carnes on before, then a simple majority of the Council can refer it to a Board of Inquest, and if the Inquest Jury finds by a 5-1 or 6-0 vote that it was egregious enough, they can greenlight the Council expelling the Member by a simple majority."
I continued: "The goal was to have a way of getting rid of dirty Council or Assembly Members, like Thomas P. Cook, but not to make it so easy that one political Party could just purge the other Party's members on a whim."
"And Carnes's racism and hate speech should be enough." said J.P. Goldman.
Edward Steele said "Don, you know as much about the new Charter as Sheriff Griswold did about the old, and the old way of doing things."
Selena said "Orange is the new Black, and Don is the new Sheriff Griswold." Everyone chuckled.
I said "It's always an honor to be mentioned positively in the same breath with Sheriff Griswold. We are truly blessed to have him as our Sheriff, and his leadership guiding us. And for me personally, he's like a grandfather to my kids, especially since my real father has died."
"Marie thinks the same way about him." said Edward Steele...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:15pm, Tuesday, July 21st. As Teresa and I stood at floor-level in the public Council Chamber, Edward Steele came up to us from the area where the Council Members sat.
"We had our Committee of the Whole meeting this afternoon." said Edward. "The Democrats dug in, so with the Mayor not being able to break ties in Committee meetings, nothing was passed to be moved forward."
"Does that mean no MOVs?" Teresa asked, shocked.
"Oh, we'll ram it through in the Executive Session tonight." said Edward. "I just wanted to let you two know that it got ugly. They refused to pass anything in the Committee of the Whole meeting unless we agreed to an amendment to not refer Carnes to a Board of Inquest. J.P. (Goldman) just about had a heart attack over that, and furiously swore that he would never make any such promise. So the Dems dug in."
I nodded. "Okay, then. Thanks for letting us know. Have fun tonight... and don't drink the water." Edward chuckled, then left to get ready for the public meeting. Teresa and I perused the audience.
"Almost full," Teresa noted, "but not all black. A good number of whites, middle-class. The kind that normally don't show up for Council meetings."
I said "Yes, you're right. I get the feeling they're here over Kelly Carnes."
The Council Members filed in at 7:30pm, and the Mayor gaveled the meeting into session. After the dispensation of the routine business, the Mayor said "We'll discuss the old business of the Public Safety package in the Executive Session after the public meeting. Any more old business?" There was none. "New business? Mr. Goldman is recognized."
"Mister Mayor," said Goldman, rising to his feet, "I move that Kelly Carnes be expelled from this Town & County Council for racist hate speech and false accusations."
"I second!" yelled Dagmar Schoen. Many of those in the audience stood and applauded, prompting Mayor Allgood to tap his gavel until he had order, which meant a quiet auditorium.
"Point of order." said Reginald B.F. Lewis. "Councilwoman Carnes has made no false accusations."
"Calling Commander Troy a rapist and White Nationalist without proof are false accusations!" yelled Goldman.
"The point of order is denied." said Mayor Allgood.
"Point of order." said Sheila Sorrells. "Ms. Carnes apologized for her remarks; therefore, attempting to hold them against her is not only a violation of her Free Speech rights, but no longer meets the criteria for removal."
"I'm denying the point of order on the way it was stated." said Mayor Allgood. "However, I am going to make my own Point of Order now. A vote to remove Ms. Carnes will require a 2/3 majority of both the Council and the Assembly. However, a vote to refer Ms. Carnes's hate speech to a Board of Inquest and receiving back an Inquest Jury finding against her by a vote of 5-1 or 6-0 will allow a simple majority, with the Mayor breaking any ties, to remove Mrs. Carnes. The Inquest Jury can make the decision on whether the apology is strong enough to overcome the embarrassment Mrs. Carnes has caused this Council."
"I move to amend," said John Colby, "that we refer this to a Board of Inquest, with the purpose of gaining a Jury verdict that will allow a simple majority to remove Carnes from the Council." About half the audience applauded strongly.
"I second." said Edward Steele.
"Any discussion?" asked Daniel Allgood.
Reginald B.F. Lewis said "For the racist, illegitimate Mayor to be calling for my colleague Mrs. Carnes to be removed for her correct speech and accurate, truthful comments about Donald Troy is pure hypocrisy."
Kelly Carnes herself spoke: "I'll be suing in Court over any attempt to remove me from this Council when I exercised my First Amendment rights, as well as told the truth about the rapist Donald Troy------" Five objections came forth.
"It's true and I stand by it!" Kelly Carnes yelled. "Donald Troy raped a woman, and was pardoned by the corrupt, White Nationalist Governor to cover it up! Sue me over it, Troy!" A number of people in the audience applauded loudly, most of them looking at me. They did not realize that a lawsuit was not what I had in mind for Kelly Carnes.
"The points of order are sustained." said Daniel Allgood calmly. "The accusation without proof is not acceptable, and will be added to what is sent to the Board of Inquest upon referral to it of this matter. Any further comments?" There were none.
The vote was 5-5. The Mayor said "The Council being evenly divided, I, the legitimately elected Mayor of this Town votes in the Affirmative, the motion carries, and Kelly Carnes is to be referred to a Board of Inquest to determine if her racist hate speech justifies her removal from this Council."



The applause by some audience members was drowned out by boos from the others in the audience, then the applauders rallied hard to cheer more loudly. Mayor Allgood just asked through the noise if there was a motion to go into Executive Session, which soon was made, seconded, and passed. The cheers and jeers did not stop after the Council Members left, but only when Deputy Sheriffs poured into the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I were sitting in the Sheriff's Office at City Hall. The Sheriff, EMS Chief, and Police Chief had been invited by the Mayor to the Council's Executive Session. Teresa and I were hanging around in case someone needed arresting, and a crowbar beatdown to go with it.
As Teresa looked around the office, she observed that there were pictures on the credenza behind the Sheriff's desk. A few were of his wife or him and his wife, there were a couple of his late son Charlie, including the one where the Governor had awarded Charlie the Governor's Gold Medal. (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons'.)
She noticed that several were of my kids. There was one of the Sheriff with Carole and Marie, one of him and Carole when they were at the Carlton Fisher crime scene, him showing Carole how to analyze a scene (Author's note: 'Time Flies', Ch. 02.), one of him with Carole and Tasha, and one of him with my three boys, observing the great Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad.
"He loves your kids." Teresa said. "He loves my kids, and Tanya's kids, and Cindy's kid and kid-to-be, too. But your kids are like his grandkids. And you're like his son."
I nodded. "Yes. And he thinks Carole is a prodigy, which is why he's approving of me bringing her to crime scenes as an Auxiliary Police Detective."
Teresa said "Do any of your other kids have the Vibe like Carole does?"
I said "I think so, though not to the extent she does. Ross is incredibly orderly. His room would pass a military inspection, and his brain works that same orderly way. Jim is somewhat between Ross and Carole... orderly mind, has insights. Ian? I think he may be the closest to me. Very often I'll think about something for the Railroad and Lego City, and he'll suggest the same things... before I say a word about it. He doesn't have Carole's full powers of the mind, but he'd make a great Detective one day, if that's what he chooses to do."
I went on: "Tasha seems to be empathic, like Counselor Troi in 'Star Trek: The Next Generation'. She can sense things... she told me our cat Tiger Mom was pregnant before Tiger Mom showed anything, and Tasha has a rapport with animals and babies, she can do the 'fish trick'... but not to the degree Carole does. Carole sees things we just don't see."
Teresa nodded. "What is the 'fish trick'?"
I said "I'll have to show you sometime. You know those big red goldfish in Asian restaurants?" Teresa nodded, and I said "If one concentrates and projects one mind, the fish can sense it, and they'll respond by swimming towards you, and congregating in a group when they do. Dr. Eckhart showed Carole the process, and she showed Tasha..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm. Teresa and I had mapped out the promotions for November, next February, and next May when the Sheriff and the Police and EMS Chiefs came into the office. The Sheriff's florid face and mustaches twitching in anger showed me all I needed to know about how the meeting went.
"We fought off the Romulan hordes trying to take over your office, Sheriff." I said. "How did the Council session go?"
"I'd rather fight off Romulan hordes than deal with the Council." the Sheriff replied. He sat down behind his desk and the others found chairs to sit down in. He also reached into his drawer, took out some medicinal Jack Daniels Rye Whiskey, and poured five shots. We all clinked our shot glasses and downed our medicine.
"I swear to God," growled the Sheriff, "that Kelly Carnes is literally the spawn of Satan. I have rarely seen such hatred in a human being as what I saw from her tonight. And Susan Weston is not much better when it comes to denying Police Officers the awards they deserve."
"Any idea why, Sheriff?" asked Chief Moynahan. "She was a good Officer when she was with the Force. And one doesn't make Captain without being a good Police Officerrrrr."
"Yes, and that's what mystifies me." said Griswold. "I can only guess that she thought the support people didn't get rewarded as well as the front-line Officers and the Detectives. I do know she hates Tanya Muscone with a deep and abiding passion, and doesn't have much for Crowbar after he took Tanya's side against her that time." (Author's note: 'Case of the Paper Trail', Ch. 02.)
"So they had to ram through a 6-5 vote?" I asked.
"No, it was 7-3." said the Sheriff. "Malinda Adams was supportive, and brought Sheila Sorrells along. But the Republicans showed an unnecessary willingness to compromise..."
Part 11 - Double Standard
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Thursday, July 23d, from the Fox University Sunrise studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Hi Meredith!"
"Hello Catrina." said Meredith Peller. "Hello everyone. Here's what's in the news. SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell is complaining that State Attorney General Karl Handel is stonewalling an investigation of the son of Hoyt Stenson, the Democrat nominee for Governor."
Catrina: "Hunter Stenson, son of Hoyt Stenson, is accused of lying on Federal and State gun purchase forms, both felony crimes. SBI-OER Inspector Maxwell has confirmed that the State form was incorrectly filled out and then signed, and that it cannot be a mistake but has to be deliberate because Hunter Stenson also made the same false statement on the Federal firearms form, as well."
Meredith: "Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, the Republican nominee for Governor, has demanded that State A.G. Handel prosecute Hunter Stenson for the crime, and also has demanded that Hunter's father Hoyt Stenson stop, and I quote, 'hiding in his basement' and make a public statement about his son's alleged crime. State A.G. Handel made a statement saying that, and I quote, 'White Nationalist Sharon Marshall should go hide in her basement instead of agreeing with Governor Val Jared's racism'. close quote."
Catrina: "Hunter Stenson has been accused in the past of possession and use of drugs, including heroin, cocaine, and fentanyl, and sources tell Fox Eight News that Hunter entered rehab a few years ago in a deal brokered by his father. He also has been investigated by State authorities for influence peddling, arranging access to his father in exchange for financial payments."
Meredith: "State Rep Stenson's office issued a statement denying that his son broke any laws nor did anything wrong. The Republican and Democrat nominees for State A.G., Gil Krasney and Glenn Alberts, respectively, did not respond to KFXU's requests for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Captain Tanya Muscone, and I watched prior to the Angels Meeting. "I did not hear Bettina mention that in her broadcast. At all."
"And you won't." I replied. "They're going to suppress it. The only thing about Hunter Stenson you'll hear from KXTC or the SNN Networks is that he stopped for ice cream on the way to his cushy lobbying job. The double standard at work."
"I guess election season is heating up." said Tanya. "So much for a cool, quiet summer. Does anyone else remember when election campaigns didn't get heated up until after Labor Day?"
I said "That got changed with early voting laws. In this State, early voting begins just over three weeks before Election Day. In some States, it's as much as four weeks. And that doesn't count absentee ballots going out. So now campaigns have to move their timetables up by a month."
I then said "Okay, let's get some work done. What's going on in our great Police Department today?"
Tanya said "The good news is that they're going to take Inga out of her induced coma today. She may not wake up until tomorrow, but I've told Jerome Davis that his duty station is at the Hospital for the next few days."
"Good." I said. "Any other big cases the Detectives are working on?"
Tanya said "Nothing big, sir. Vice is watching out to see if anyone fills the void left behind by the Block House Boyz being dismantled. But Lieutenant Rudistan says not much may happen until School starts ramping up in late August, and customers of their products start coming in." I nodded.
Tanya: "There's nothing major going on in Major Crimes. And Intel is not coming up with anything about planned demonstrations, violent or peaceful. We've been expecting some stuff to develop over the Breonna Bryant situation, but nothing so far."
I said "I suspect they'll wait until she's put on trial, which might happen as early as this Autumn. Right now it's hot outside, and people are tired of the violence... including those perpetrating the violence. So until the Media gets back into it and starts stirring the pot, maybe we'll have a few quiet weeks, neh? Okay, Teresa, whassup with everything else?"
Teresa said "It is really tense in the Precincts, sir. A lot of it is worry over what is going to happen to you at the Board of Inquest next week. Yours is the first one under the new Charter, that you wrote, and the irony is not lost among people carrying green crowbars."
"She can volunteer to write the next Charter." I said witheringly. "But they shouldn't worry about me. How's the esprit-de-corps otherwise?"
"Strained." said Teresa. "A lot of those favoring decertification are openly saying that those who wanted to stay Unionized are supporting McCombs's racism and McElwane's stupidity. A lot of younger Officers, mostly Rookies, don't want to decertify and are complaining formally about being harassed about it."
"Nip that shit in the bud." I admonished. "Do it today, Commander, do it today."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Also, McElwane is having problems. Buchannan is the only Officer willing to partner with him on patrols, since they'd partnered before and since Buchannan is trying to set a solid example. Lieutenant DeLong has told both of them to be armored at all times while on duty... not just on patrol, but on duty."
"Make sure you and the Precinct leadership monitor that very carefully." I said. "And I'm going to talk to Orosco about it, and have I.A. monitor things from within."
Seeing Teresa's face change just a bit, I said "I gotta do it. If we start having racial issues or some kind of 'Red Squad' crap, we have to nip it in the bud before it gets started."
"I understand, sir." said Teresa...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Thursday, July 23d. The Chief called me and Cindy into the Chief's Conference Room. Sheriff Griswold was already there.
"Your Inquisition... I mean Inquest... is on Monday at 10:00am." said the Chief after we'd sat down. "The presiding judge will be Robert Mullen."
'Don't even joke, Chief." I said.
"No, I really shouldn't." said the Chief. "But the Union really did ask for him to be the presiding judge, and I.G. Wellman said 'Don't even joke.' Well, maybe he said something more 'colorful' in denying that request."
"How does that work?" Cindy asked. "Is there a permanent judge?"
"No." I said. "And the word 'judge' isn't wholly accurate. The formal name is 'Presiding Officer', and he or she could be a judge, but could also be another official. The Mayor could do it, the I.G., any of us in the Command Group in the Public Safety Department. It would be rare for us to do it, though, as the Presiding Officer is expected to be impartial to whatever is being examined."
I continued: "When we wrote the Charter, we were hoping that retired Judge Lorraine McGill would agree to preside over big cases. But someone suggested to the Governor to appoint her this State's newest United States Senator------"
"And someone suggested to me to suggest that to the Governor." growled Sheriff Griswold, giving it right back to me. Cindy and the Chief chuckled.
"Anyhoo," I said, "I.G. Wellman will get someone to be the Presiding Officer, and we know it won't be Judge Nance... nor Robert Mullen."
"So how does Jury selection work?" Cindy asked.
"As you know," I said, "every Monday morning there's a new Jury pool reporting to the Courthouse complex. If a Board of Inquest is scheduled, and it's not Monday, the I.G. or his designee will go there and ask six people who have been struck as Jurors in trials to serve on the Inquest Jury. If it's Monday, people in the overall pool will be asked to volunteer, and if they do their jury service will be considered to be served."
I continued: "Potential jurors are given a questionnaire that is supposed to screen them, but it's not rigorous, and there's no empaneling session like a Court trial. So we're pretty much going to get 'pot luck' in six Citizens on our Inquest Jury."
"The I.G. sure has a lot of power with regard to these Boards." Cindy lamented.
"Boards of Inquest are meant to be extensions of the I.G. Office." I replied. "And Boards of Inquiry were worse... the Mayor had almost complete power over them. Mayor Vaughan didn't exercise that power, but delegated it wisely; and Mayor Allgood also held back, but got a lot of flak from the Council Democrats when he tried to curtail Silas and Finneran. But you're right, Cindy, in that if Bruce Finneran were elected I.G., it's be a disaster..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Thursday, July 23d. The Chief called me into his office. Sheriff Griswold was already there. The Chief had me sit down, then turned the floor over to the Sheriff.
"The I.G., Horace Wellman gave me a call." said the Sheriff. "The Union is already trying to manipulate the Board of Inquest. Wellman is set to name Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dean of the University Law School, as Presiding Officer. The Union threatened to sue if he, Wellman, did not name their choice, Robert Mullen, as Presiding Officer."
Chief Moynahan said "That prompted a phone call from the I.G. to Federal Judge Taney, who called the Union and told them that any lawsuit against the Town & County regarding the Board of Inquest would be considered a willful Contempt of Federal Court."
"Good." I said. "I admit to some surprise over that, but I won't look the gift horse in the mouth."
"Good man." growled the Sheriff. "But that's not all. The Union wants more say-so in the Jury selection. They want veto power over the six selections and two alternates after they've been chosen. Horace wants to know if we also want veto power over the Jury."
"Good grief." I muttered. "That's not how it works. They're already trying to rig the process."
"What do you want to dooooo, Mr. Crowbar?" asked the Chief.
"With respect, Sheriff, call the I.G. and tell him... no, demand of him to follow the outlined process. Tell him to tell the Union to pound sand on Jury selection and anything else that is not in jackbooted lockstep with the process..."
Part 12 - Double Standard Redux
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, July 24th, from in front of the Cold Stone Creamery ice cream store in the Downtown District. "Police Commander Donald Troy comes under fire from every direction!"
Bettina began: "The Police Union has bitterly complained about Inspector General Horace S. Wellman's choice of the University Law School Dean, Dr. Clarence P. Chase, as Presiding Officer of the Board of Inquest being convened to hear the Union's case against Commander Donald Troy, which was referred to a Board by Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney."
Bettina: "Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the Department of Political Science at the University, condemned the I.G.'s choice, saying that Dr. Chase should recuse himself because Commander Troy's wife is Dr. Laura Fredricson of the University's Psychology Department, creating a conflict of interest for Dr. Chase. Both IG Horace Wellman and his brother, University President Sidney P. Wellman, rejected Dr Carmela's reasonable observation, and said the choice of Dr. Chase will stand as long as he is willing to do it."
Bettina: "Bruce Finneran, the Democrat nominee for Inspector General, also condemned the choice of Dr. Chase, saying in a statement that he would choose someone not beholden to Donald Troy as the Presiding Officer of the Board of Inquest. KXTC Channel Two News has strongly endorsed Mr. Finneran for the I.G. position in this November's election."
Bettina: "In State news, State Senator Corey Coons, the Democrat nominee for Lieutenant Governor, has demanded a meeting with Police Commander Donald Troy after Troy released a statement urging District Attorney Miriam Walters's Office to prosecute University student Breonna Bryant to the fullest extent of the law, including not dropping the felony murder charges. Commander Troy did not return KXTC's repeated calls for comment on Senator Coons's reasonable request."
Bettina: And nationally, USDOJ Civil Right Division Officer Ava Hinds released a statement saying that the charges by the TCPD against Breonna Bryant and the 'Jacquez 200" peaceful protesters are an egregious violation of their civil rights, and the Civil Rights Division will be opening an investigation of the TCPD if they do not drop or significantly reduce the charges against all 200 protesters as well as the 'Juneteenth 22' protesters still being held and charged."
Bettina: "In other news, as this tape provided by our sister station KSB shows, Hunter Stenson, son of Democrat Candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson, stopped off at a Cold Stone Creamery ice cream shop as his father attended a strategy session of State Democrats."
Tape was rolling, showing Hunter Stenson enjoying ice cream and talking to people as KSB's Tim Sioban said "Hunter Stenson is an important member of his father's Campaign staff, and has pointed out many times that Republican candidate for Governor Sharon Marshall would be a clone of White Nationalist Val Jared..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, talk about a double standard!" I muttered as I sipped my coffee, as Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Captain of Detectives Tanya P. Muscone watched the Democrat propaganda... er, Bettina Broadcast with me. "Hunter Stenson should be under investigation for felony crimes at the State and Federal level, but Bettina shows him stopping at an ice cream shop."
"What's the deal on that Corey Coons meeting?" Teresa asked.
"There is no deal." I replied. "And there is no meeting. When their campaign called, my assistant Helena told them that I would not meet with Coons, neither publicly nor privately."
"Why would that race-baiter even ask for a meeting?" Teresa asked. "I mean, I get it he wants the publicity that the Media will very willingly give him, but he had to know that you were going to tell him to shove a crowbar up his ass."
"You have it right... the publicity." I said. "First, Katina Jones's poll numbers shot up in the Black Community after her well-publicized meeting with me, even after I met with Bryant and told Paulina to throw Bryant under the Courthouse, so maybe Coons thinks he can get some publicity that way. Second, he's keeping that false Bryant narrative in the Press that poor, innocent Breonna Bryant is being persecuted by the bad ol' TCPD Police Commander. Just ginning up more hatred, chaos, and divisiveness."
Tanya added: "And laying yet more groundwork for the Democrats's assertions that blacks should not be held responsible for their crimes." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Teresa said "And the USDOJ Civil Rights Division suddenly pops their heads up and starts whining. Anything to that?"



I said "May-be. First of all, Bettina said that Ava Hinds is threatening to open an investigation of the TCPD if we pursue the charges against the 'Jacquez 200' and also the 'Juneteenth 22'. You guys see any 'strangenesses' in that?"
Teresa said "I thought they'd already opened an investigation of us."
"Exactly!" I replied, pointing at her in acknowledgement. "They already have. So either Bettina erroneously said they were (air quotes) 'going to' open one, orrrrrr Hinds did say that, and as a threat to pressure us. Either way, they, meaning the national-level Democrats as well as the Swamp Frogs, must be very scared of our prosecution of Breonna Bryant to get the USDOJ to threaten us again... with an investigation they've already started. It also shows support for the criminals, keeps the racism narrative going, and puts pressure on our elected Officials like Wellman and the Mayor-------"
I didn't realize it, but I had gone into a reverie. When I came out of it, Teresa had poured all three of us fresh cups of coffee.
"What is it, Don?" Tanya asked.
"The Mayor." I replied. "Teachable moment: if either of you were the DOJ Civil Rights Division and wanted to hurt the Mayor and the TCPD as much as possible, what would you be doing?"
Teresa replied; "I'd be doing that investigation they keep threatening but never seem to get around to."
"Oh, I get it!" said Tanya. "You're thinking they would open the investigation right before the early voting begins in the Elections, for maximum effect to hurt Daniel's re-election chances!"
"Give that Detective a blue crowbar!" I said. "That's exactly what hit me. I agree, they were waiting until late September to announce the opening of the investigations, especially against Daniel Allgood. And they still can. But they threaten the TCPD with it now. Now why do you suppose..." I did not need to finish the sentence.
"By the way," said Teresa, "you nailed it on Hunter Stenson going to the ice cream shop------ what?" I had gasped out loud and gone into another reverie. It was a brief one, and I came out of it quickly.
"You two, hold here." I said as i reached for my landline phone. I unscrewed the caps on both ends, looking for bugs, but there were none. Putting the phone back together, I called Lt. Myron Milton.
"Myron," I said, "I need your very best team of bug sweepers to come sweep my office, Commander Croyle's office, and Captain Muscone's all-too-large office. Hell, sweep the Chief's and Deputy Chief's offices as well." Myron said he was on it, and I hung up the phone.
"What is it, Don?" Tanya asked, peering at me.
"What Teresa said." I replied. "Yesterday I did say that about the Media covering Hunter Stenson if he went to an ice cream shop. And what happened? Exactly that. And it didn't hit me until Teresa mentioned it, but think about it: Hunter Stenson went to an ice cream shop! And yes, the Media covered it... but remember where Bettina was, this morning: in front of an ice cream shop!"
"They could generate electricity from Dame Agatha Christie's grave, the way she must be spinning over these 'coincidences'." Teresa said.
"Exactly." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:30am, Helena buzzed a call through to me. I picked up the receiver and said "Troy."
"Commander, this is State Senator Corey Coons." said Corey Coons. "What time are you putting aside for our meeting?"
I was in sheer disbelief. It took a second, but I decided upon the wisest course of action, which was to simply hang up without saying a word. And that is what I did.
"Helena," I said after calling my assistant into my office. "Why did you put that call from that corrupt bastard Coons through?"
"I'm sorry, sir." Helena said, blushing furiously. "He told me he was returning your call."
I was now the one red-faced, with furious anger. I kept my voice level as I said "No, I never called him. He lied to you. So if he or anyone associated with him calls again, tell them that I will not speak to them nor return their calls. And if you're unsure at all, buzz me and ask."
"I will, sir." said Helena. "And I'm sorry I let that one through."
"Don't stress on it." I replied. "Like I said, the corrupt bastard lied to you. That's par for the course for Democrats..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrr*
Ten minutes later, Captain Muscone drove into my office, looking worried. Following her on foot was the TCPD's CIO, Lieutenant Myron Milton, and following him was TCPD Deputy Chief, Cindy Ross.
"We found two bugs, sir." said Myron. "One was secreted in Captain Muscone's wheelchair. It was connected to the battery of her wheelchair, and has a relatively powerful transmitter, enough to overcome any interference her wheelchair's motor might cause."
Myron: "The other bug was in the Main Conference Room, attached to the back of the videocamera in the corner that shows the room. That bug was not only a listening device, but its transmitter was designed to eff-up the camera, as if The Slender Man was in the room. As far as I can tell, it was never activated."
I swore unprintable curses. Then I said "That's good work, finding those. Cindy, you'll need to report this to the Chief and the Sheriff, but please don't speak of it to anyone else. Myron, say nothing of this to anyone who doesn't already know, including your wife. And your team now has a lot of work to do... sweeping Headquarters, both Precincts's Headquarters and all of County Jail, the Sheriff's office and those of his people at City Hall and the Courthouse. Go ahead and get to it."
Cindy and Myron left, and only Tanya and Teresa were in the room. "I'm sorry, sir." said Tanya. "I've caused untold damage------"
'Stop right there." I said, getting up out of my chair. I came around and pulled the near-side hot chair back so that I was sitting in a triangle with Teresa and Tanya. "Don't blame yourself. It's a teachable moment for you... and all of us... to be much more careful and observant, in every situation. But don't blame yourself for this."
"And what bothers me," I continued, "is who could've put that bug in your wheelchair, which would've taken some time as well as knowledge of how to do it. And that means it's very likely someone close to you. And I'll add to it: remember the final confrontation with Red Brooke, when your gun didn't fire because someone had unloaded it?" (Author's note: 'Agents and Angels', Ch. 03.)
Tanya and Teresa both gasped. "Yes!" Tanya said. "We never found out who unloaded it."
"That's right." I said. "But it had to have been someone close to you. So now I have to say something i don't want to say, and do something I don't want to do." Seeing Tanya's look of worry, as if I was going to fire her, I said "No, I'm not going to fire you, just put you back in that Lieutenant's Office."
"Can you fire me instead?" Tanya asked. We all laughed.
I said "Seriously, it's obvious that someone close to you was able to get to your gun before and your wheelchair now. And we're going to have to investigate you... not you personally, but those in your life. I doubt Jack Muscone has any knowledge of this, but don't even say anything to him or your kids. And I'm going to have to have someone who outranks you lead the investigation."
I turned to Teresa and said "Commander, you are personally in charge of the investigation, and I want solid answers, quickly. And say nothing of this to anyone else, not even your husband... Tanya's wheelchairs were made by BOW Enterprises, and it's possible an employee is involved in some way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Friday, July 24th. I got a phone call on my personal iPhone from my wife Laura.
"I've got great news." Laura said. "Inga Gunddottar just woke up. She's really groggy and not really responsive verbally yet, but Dr. Morgan checked her eyes and says they're responding to light very well. That's a good sign."
Relief coursed through me like a wave. "Thank God." I said. "Is Jerome there?"
"Yes." Laura said. "I told him that he could speak to her, let her know he was there, and then I'd shoo him out of there so we doctors could do doctor things, as you and Carole like to say. She recognized his voice and he said she squeezed his hand when he spoke to her."
"That is wonderful news." I said. We said our 'I love you's and disconnected, and I got up and went to Cindy's office.
"Hey, I just heard from the Hospital." I said. "Inga is awake, and her eyes were responsive to light.
"Aw, that's great!" Cindy said.
I said "My info came from that most confidential of sources, my wife. So have Captain Thompson confirm Inga's condition with the Hospital people, then y'all can put out word to the Force, and also a public statement. I'll go tell the Chief now, and call the Sheriff."
"Wilco." Cindy said. Twenty minutes later, the 'loddy-doddy-everybody' text went out...
Part 13 - The Burt West Podcast
6:00am, Saturday, July 25th. I was on the deck of The Cabin, looking out over my Town in the growing light of the dawn on the other side of the mountain finger. The dogs were doing their business. I heard the back door open, and a moment later Carole appeared in front of me. She climbed onto the metal mesh chair with me.
"Good morning, Daddy." Carole said sweetly... a little too sweetly.
"Good morning, Fussbudget." I said. "And don't ask. You'll find out what you're getting on your birthday... on your birthday."
"O-kayyy." Carole said in resignation. Then she changed tack, shocking me: "Daddy, is Tasha in danger?"
"Uhhh, I hope not." I said. "Why do you ask?"
Carole said "People are calling her bad things, and they want to hurt her."
"How do you know that?" I asked.
"I can just tell." my firstborn child replied. Power of the Vibe, she had. "But don't worry, Daddy, I'll help watch out for my sis-ter."
"I appreciate that, very much." I said. "And like always, be very aware of everything around you." As two outstanding dogs came back onto the deck, I said "Okay, let's go make breakfast for everyone."
"Can I make the pancake batter?" Carole asked. I laughed, as this was becoming a running joke. Carole was not allowed anywhere near the pancake batter after the time she made it with salt instead of sugar... and Your Iron Crowbar had not been fooled: that may have been a practical joke instead of an accident.
"Nooooo." I said. "But you can help set the table..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Saturday, July 25th. The redoubtable Bowser barked angrily at my personal iPhone when it rang, but I answered it anyway. It was Alison McFarland.
"Don," she said, "The Burt West Podcast just went up. Did you listen to the live airing?"
"No." I said. "Was it worth listening to?"
"Under the 'know thine enemy' concept, maybe." Alison said. She told me where I could find it; a website that carried her own 'Unresolved' podcasts, as well.
Almost immediately after I disconnected the call, my Police rang. Bowser was furious with anger, and voiced his displeasure even when Carole tried to 'shush' him. I answered it anyway.
"Don, this is Cindy." said Cindy Ross. "Captain Thompson and I are being deluged with calls from the Media, wanting your reaction to the Burt West Podcast. I don't know anything about it; do you?"
"No." I said. "Don't give the Media any reply at all until we've heard the podcast."
After disconnecting the call, I joined Carole in giving Bowser skritchins, calming him down considerably. Then I went into my office and got on the computer and found the website, then the Burt West Podcast. It was two hours of verbal diarrhea on the airwaves, of which I report the salient points here...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Burt West, bringing you the Burt West Podcast." said Burt West to begin the podcast. "The purpose of this podcast is to bring you the truth about the issues of the day, issues that the Town & County Government and the State Government of the disgraced Val Jared are trying to cover up. And that means exposing the criminal acts, the Police brutality, and the racism of Police Commander Donald Troy."
After a dialogue of Leftwing Journalist pure hatred, West said "We have with us Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, and also Mr. Daunte Bryant. Mr. Bryant is the father of Breonna Bryant, who was arrested at a peaceful protest of Police brutality near the building known as the Block House, which suspiciously exploded when Police surrounded the building, purportedly to arrest Jacquez Wilson for several unproven, alleged crimes on June 23d, a month ago."
West: "Breonna Bryant's case has drawn Statewide and even national attention. The USDOJ Civil Rights Division has threatened to open an investigation of the TCPD if the charges aren't dropped, and candidate for Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons demanded a meeting with Commander Troy over the case, which was summarily rejected by Troy."
West: "Mr. Bryant, your daughter is a lovely young woman. Never got in trouble, certainly no criminal record. Always did well in school, and was doing well at the University. Yet Commander Troy is trying to make an example of her with these over-the-top felony murder charges. What do you say about that?"
Bryant: "It's not just my daughter I'm speaking about, but all of the People of Color that were arrested just for speaking out against the injustice of white cops exercising brutality against our People. Donald Troy is using the Power of Police to crush the rights and the voices of a People that yearn to breathe free, and live without fear of being harassed or worse by white cops."
"But sir," West said, "what about your daughter? You did everything right. You and your wife worked hard. You taught your daughter to work hard and do well, to achieve. And all it's gotten you is for your daughter to be charged with murder just for protesting against white Police brutality."
Bryant: "I think it's hypocritical of Donald Troy to be whining about something said about his daughter when he's doing everything he can to destroy my daughter's life and take her away from me. Maybe if it was his daughter that was put in danger of being put away for life even though she's done no wrong, he might be whining a different tune. And that's why I say that People of Color should make an example of Donald Troy and his daughter if he's going to make this totally unjust example of my daughter."
West: "Yeah, Troy likes to whine about his daughter being called the halfbreed that she is, as my colleague Lester Holder correctly pointed out... and died for doing it as he fought for the rights of People of Color against white Police brutality. Kelly, when you correctly asserted that, they unloaded on you."
Carnes: "I need to say that just as what Troy is doing to Mr. Bryant's daughter is wrong, it was wrong of me to use a small child to attack Donald Troy. It's definitely Donald Troy we should be talking about, and his racist persecution of People of Color. Remember, Burt, that Donald Troy is a rapist that had to be pardoned by the racist Governor Val Jared to get out of it. Lester Holder's death is suspicious, and some Federal Agents believe Troy was behind Lester's... well, yeah, I'll say it: Lester's murder."
Carnes: "Donald Troy aided and abetted the racist white Mayor Daniel Allgood in stealing that election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver. Donald Troy suppressed the rights of Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, even physically assaulted Councilman Lewis when he rightly called out Allgood's illegitimacy. Donald Troy is the most racist, dirtiest cop on the face of this earth, and until he is destroyed, wiped out, none of us, especially those that are black, will ever be safe..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Troy boys were successfully defending The Cabin from invading hordes over the top of the mountain, and accumulating dirt on their bodies that would scandalize their mothers in a few hours. Carole and Marie were on the back deck, playing a board game. Tasha was also on the deck, but playing with dolls.
"Where's Tiger Mom?" Marie asked Tasha.
"In her little place under the house." said Tasha. "She's about to have her babies. And why are you playing that game out here, when you could be inside in the A/C?"
"Because your dad is mad at something." Marie said.
"He's not mad." Carole said. "He's just de-terrrr-mnnnd. He acts that way when he's about to do something, like bust a bad guy."
"Why is he mad?" persisted Marie.
"He's not mad, Marie." Carole insisted. "And I can't feel what he's feeling when he gets like that, so I don't know why..."
Part 14 - Anonymous Warning
The meeting and strategy session of local Democrats had not been going well. It was attended by nearly every local Democrat candidate as well as those from the area running for State or even National office. Even U.S. Congressman Condor was there. Also attending were pollsters and the Democrats's closest allies: the journalists of the deeply corrupt Mainstream Media, who knew without being told that what was said was 'off the record'.
And when Katherine Woodburn attended one of these sessions, it usually bode poorly for someone. She was in attendance, and tonight Kelly Carnes was the object of her 'tough love'.
"Kelly, you have to pull back on the rhetoric." Katherine said. "Your Council seat is the only one in any danger of being flipped, and we have to have you on the Council. It'll do no good doing whatever we have to do to make sure Eldrick Weaver beats Daniel Allgood if the Republicans have a 6-4 advantage."
"What do you want, Katherine?" Carnes fired back. "I apologized for what I said about Patterson's daughter. I said it again on the Burt West podcast, even though West and Breonna Bryant's father were really pushing me to call Tasha that name again. I don't know what you want from me."
"And I don't see why she had to apologize at all." said Stacey Jacobs. "Donald Troy is whining about his daughter being called the halfbreed she is, while at the same time trying to send Daunte Bryant's daughter to prison for the rest of her life just for speaking out against Cracker cops's brutality against our People. At the very least, we should be pointing that hypocrisy out."
"I totally agree with that." said Eldrick X. Weaver.
Bettina Wurtzburg said "No. Kelly was right to apologize. Calling Troy's daughter that epithet got my colleague Lester Holder killed. Oh, they're saying it was an accident, or that Jacquez blew himself up. But I believe what a couple of FBI Agents told me... that they believe Troy somehow set off those explosives."
"I wouldn't be surprised if the white cops murdered Jacquez and Lester." said Weaver. "But I don't agree with you about the apology. It was more harmful than what she said about Troy's daughter. It made Ms. Carnes look weak. It made all of us look weak."
Kelly Carnes glared at Weaver, but held her tongue. Katherine Woodburn audibly sighed, then said "Maybe you can explain it to them, Karl."
Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling said "The race card does not play well in some parts of this County, including Kelly's Council district. Especially her district. Not everyone in this County hates Donald Troy, and attacking his daughter doesn't go over well with a lot of people, including many blacks------"
"How would you know?" snarled Stacy Jacobs. "You're a Cracker, too!"
"I know because I've polled people in every part of this County, of all ethnicities." said Karl Frazier, keeping his cool. "And Senator Woodburn is right... if Ms. Carnes had not have apologized for her remarks, she could very easily have turned a race she's been easily winning into a close struggle, despite Bill Redmond's pathetically incompetent campaign."



Karl Frazier: "And I might add that the rhetoric against Commander Troy could cost Mr. Weaver here the Mayoral race. I understand that those of you in heavily black districts are going campaign to the issues that are important to your constituents. But the Mayoral race is County-wide, and attacking Troy... not just his daughter, but attacking him, and the Police... is polarizing and energizing whites that would otherwise consider voting for Mr. Weaver, or at least against Allgood or staying at home."
"Exactly." said Katherine. "Thank you, Karl."
U.S. Congressman Gerald A. Condor said "It could also hurt my race. My opponent Larry Vaughan was a popular Mayor, and he's neck-and-neck with me in the polls."
Stacy Jacobs snarled: "Maybe if you hadn't been banging your intern and then had her come over all dead after having that Republican Senator bang her, you wouldn't be losing big like you are."
"Now you watch your mouth!" shouted Condor, rising to his feet, his face a mask of furious anger. "You got your fat ass whipped in the primary because the voters rejected your race-hatred policies------"
"Who the fuck are you to say that, you God damned Cracker!" yelled Eldrick X. Weaver, also rising to his feet.
"Sit down, both of you!" ordered Katherine Woodburn. "We need to have a unifying message, not this infighting-------"
"No, I think I'm going." said Condor. "I'll talk to you tomorrow, Katherine. Ms. Carnes, I'll give you a call, too, when it's a lot quieter and the racist rhetoric is toned down------"
"Who are you calling a racist, you fucking Cracker?!" yelled Stacy Jacobs.
"I'M CALLING YOU ONE!" yelled Katherine Woodburn, rising to her feet, worn to anger, her patience ended. "You're more of a racist than Donald Troy and Daniel Allgood put together! Everything you see, everything you do, everything you say... it's nothing but racist hatred of anything and everything that's not black!"
In the silence that enveloped the room, Katherine said "And one more thing, Jacobs. You can go tell your puppetmaster Lionel Carmela that he is not the Democrat power in this County, and he never will be. And I'll be happy to make an example of both of you if you don't get your heads out of your fat asses and figure it out."
She said to Gerald Condor and Kelly Carnes "Let's get out of here." Bettina Wurtzburg, Karl Frazier, and several others also got up to leave.
As they walked to their cars after exiting the building, Kelly Carnes said to Katherine, Bettina, Condor, and Frazier: "Why don't we continue our discussions at my place. I've got cognac, wine, and Scotch, and we won't have to share it with those Haters in there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I understand what you're saying, Katherine." Kelly Carnes said as everyone came into her home. "But the voters in my District hate Donald Troy because of what he and the Charter Commission did with the schools... we have pay all the taxes, and it's going to the black schools, not the County High system schools. So attacking Donald Troy is a real winner up here."
"Is that true, Karl?" Katherine asked Karl Frazier as they sat down in the formal living room.
"It's an issue." said Karl Frazier. "But like I said earlier, Donald Troy is not necessarily the object of their anger, at least not personally, and I caution you all to not make him the focus of your campaigns."
"So what should we make the object of our campaigns?" Kelly Carnes said as she poured and handed out glasses of cognac.
Karl Frazier replied "Public Policy Polling is seeing a rising trend in two areas: the wealthy County areas north of Town, and the Southwestern Crescent district outside of the Town on the southside. The northern areas are mostly right whites, while that Southwestern Crescent is relatively wealthy blacks that moved out of the bad areas of Town."
Frazier: "We're seeing a definite trend towards secession... well, splitting the Town and County governments apart, like it was before the Merger."
Bettina said "We've been getting hints of that at KXTC, also. Right now, though, the black protests are getting in the way of that. But when all that calms down... and we in the Media are stopping coverage because it helps Republicans... when it goes down, you might see the de-unification issue come up more prominently."
"Strange bedfellows." mused Congressman Condor. "Rich whites and well-off blacks working together------"
"That will be the day." snarled Kelly Carnes. "Like I said, and you agreed, Frazier... our money going to the BTW High School system is the big issue up here. And that's what I'm running on, for the most part."
Katherine said "Don't let this get out, and Bettina, this is definitely off the record, period: there's a State-level situation going on that might affect the separation of the Town and County. Ideas are being floated to merge some of the counties in the State, particularly where it will dilute Republican strength. Coltrane County and even Nextdoor County could be merged with our Town & County. If that happens, it is very likely that the Town will get its own government back, while the unincorporated County will be a lot larger."
"Wow." said Condor. "No one told me about that."
"It's just an idea being circulated by a few people." said Katherine. She did not mention that Condor was not included in the discussions because it was expected he was going to be crushed in November because of the death of his sweet young intern Chandra. (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 04.)
"Would anyone like a 'French Connection' or a 'Godfather'?" Kelly Carnes asked. "The 'French Connection' is cognac and amaretto, and the Godfather is Scotch and Amaretto."
"You've piqued my curiosity." said Katherine Woodburn. "I'll try a 'French Connection'."
"Let me go get the Disaronno." said Carnes. She left the room for the back den, where she kept most of the liquor.
Karl Frazier said "It's going to be a tough election for you Democrats if you can't get on the same page, especially on the race issues------"
"AAUUUGGHHH!"
Everyone got up at the sound of Kelly Carnes's scream and rushed into the den room. They saw what she had seen, and gasped in shock.
On the fireplace mantle was a Guy Fawkes mask, the empty eye spaces seeming to stare at them, the smile unnerving them. It was the symbol of Anonymous!
Beneath the mask, taped to the front of the mantle, was a piece of paper. Printed in black in on it were the words of Anonymous:
"We are Legion.
I do not forgive.
I do not forget."
And below were the words, printed in red ink, that chilled them all to their very souls:
"Expect me."
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Exposing Anonymous
SBI Agents Carter Fischer and Ted Ruble came into the living room where the Democrats and their Media ally Bettina Wurtzburg were sitting. They were drinking the 'French Connection' cocktails that Bettina had made... and they all needed them. Kelly Carnes was in the den room, having been separated from the others for individual questioning.
A State Crime Lab CSI tech came up to Carter Fischer. "No fingerprints on the mask or the paper, at all. No smudges, nothing. Nothing on the fireplace mantle, either. Whoever put them there was very careful. There's no sign of forced entry anywhere; all the doors and windows are locked, except the front door we all came through to get inside."
"What about the alarm?" asked Bettina.
"We downloaded the information temporarily stored in the alarm panel." said the CSI. "It was shut off by a shunt, which was removed about five minutes later." He named the timeframe, which was when the Democrats had been meeting. "We're checking with the alarm company, but we don't expect anything more. Also, there were no fingerprints on the alarm box nor the wall around it, but we found a minuscule amount of cornstarch. That suggests the perp used common latex gloves."
"All right, thanks." said Carter Fischer. To the others, he said: "Okay, one more time... why did you call the SBI in instead of the TCPD?"
Bettina said with alacrity: "Because I believe Donald Troy is the culprit. He's worn an 'Anonymous' mask before. One time he confronted another person wearing a Guy Fawkes mask at Police Headquarters. Another time he wore one on Guy Fawkes Day when he was running with the University ROTC cadets." (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 05; 'Case of the Fake Badges', Ch. 04.)
She did not mention out loud that after the Consultant of Crime, Pastor Raymond Westboro had died, an Anonymous mask and a warning had been found in Westboro's church office. She did not mention it because she was not supposed to know that. (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 05 Epilogue.)
SBI Agent Ted Ruble said "I remember something about that. The group 'QAnon' today is ultra-conservative and desires violence against the Government. But back in the day, when Commander Troy did that, the 'Anonymous' at the time was Left-leaning and complaining about the Republicans. And it was the Left-leaning one that used those lines in his YouTube videos."
Bettina said "Commander Troy has a side business selling alarm systems, and supposedly has great knowledge of how to disable them... and he'd know something about that from being a cop. And Kelly Carnes recently called Troy's daughter a halfbreed, so there's motive if you need it."
Agent Fischer said "But didn't she publicly apologize for that?"
Agent Ruble said "Not to Commander Troy; in fact, she doubled down on her attacks on him."
"All right, we'll check up on him." said Carter Fischer, though not with enthusiasm. "Ruble, we'll need to check with the Heritage Cloisters front gate guardhouse, as well as get street camera video..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Sunday, July 26th. The redoubtable Bowser was furious with anger. He and Buddy had been trying to find the source of tiny meows, to no avail, and now he was suffering the indignity of hearing my Police iPhone ringing. I answered it anyway.
"This is Chief Moynahan, Commander." said Chief Moynahan. "Can you come down to Headquarters? And it might be good to wear a uniform."
"Uh, sure, sir." I said. The Chief's words about the uniform were code, suggesting that I prepare for 'trouble'.
When I got to Headquarters, I went to the Chief's office. "Don't sit down, Mr. Crowbarrr." said the Chief. "We're going into the Main Conference Roooom. Do you want a Union Rep?"
"Do I need one?" I replied.
"You make the call." said the Chief. I followed him into the Main Conference Room. Sitting at the table were SBI Agents Carter Fischer and Ted Ruble.
"What's this about, Chief?" I asked. The Chief indicated to Agent Fischer.
"Commander, we need to ask you a few questions." said Carter Fischer, who looked a lot younger than he really was, and had a full head of brown hair.
"What's it about?" I asked.
Agent Ted Ruble said "We just need to ask some clarifying questions about a case we were asked to investigate last night."
"What case is that?" I asked.
"We'll give you the details," said Ruble, "but we need to ask a few questions first."
I looked over at the Chief. "No, Chief, I don't need a Union rep. But I want my lawyer here for this questioning."
"It's just a conversation, Commander." said Ruble. "No need for a lawyer yet, though we understand if you want your Union Rep."
"What's it about, then?" I repeated.
"As I said, we'll tell you after-"
I held up my hand. "Lawyer."
Carter Fischer turned to Ruble and said "He knows the Game, so we're wasting time trying to play it." To me he said "Yes, call your lawyer, Commander..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Half an hour later, my attorney Mike G. Todd arrived. When Fischer and Ruble attempted to begin the questions, he stopped them immediately.
"Gentlemen," he said, "you either tell us what this is about, NOW... or I'll just stop the charade. And I'll remind you that you're speaking with an SBI Inspector and the Police Commander, not some rookie Agent or Police Officer, much less a civilian on the street."
"And I'll remind yooooooo," admonished the Chief, "that you are talking to someone who not only knows the Game, he's the best at interrogations that I have ever seeennn. So why don't you stop wasting our time, and tell us all what this is about."
Ruble looked angry, but Fischer said "Okay, that's fair. Last night someone left an 'Anonymous' mask, also called a 'Guy Fawkes' mask, along with a threatening letter inside someone's home. That person had to have broken into the home to leave the mask and letter where they were found. The alarm was compromised to gain entry to the home."
"Did this happen here, in our Town & County?" asked the Chief.
"Yes sir." said Fischer. "But the SBI was called in because a witness the scene suggested that you, Commander Troy, was the culprit. So... may we ask our questions?"
I nodded, and Mike Todd said "Go ahead, but ask them through me."
Ruble said to Fischer "In that case, we should read him his rights."
Fischer said "That's not necessary at this point."
Your Iron Crowbar said "Ruble is right. You should read me my rights, as you should for any questioning that has reached this point. For your own protection as well as mine." The SBI Agents were stunned that I'd self-closed that potential loophole. "The Constitution comes first." I said, having 'read' their thoughts.
Ruble read me my rights, then asked "Commander, where were you last night from 7:00pm to 11:00pm?"
"At home." I said.
"Can anyone verify that?" Ruble asked. Mike Todd nodded, and I answered:
"My wife, Laura Fredricson." I said. "Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans. ADA Paulina Patterson. I would say my children, but there is no way on God's green earth I'm letting you speak to any of them. And, of course, K-9 Corps Police Sergeant Bowser. You should interview him."
"Commander, this is a serious investigation." said Ruble. "I suggest you take it seriously, and answer our questions seriously."
"Then... seriously... maybe we should just end it now." said Mike G. Todd.
Carter Fischer said "Have you ever worn a Guy Fawkes mask, also called an 'Anonymous' mask, in public?"
"Uh, yeah." I said, as if surprised and letting the answer hit me. "Several years ago, when the Consultant of Crime was still alive. Some bozo was protesting in front of Police Headquarters wearing an Anonymous mask, and I went out there wearing one and confronted him. And one time I wore one while running with the University ROTC cadets on Guy Fawkes Day, because the Press was trying to film me running with them."
"What happened to that mask?" Fischer asked.
"I have no idea." I said. "I haven't seen it for years. It's probably in the County Landfill."
"That's not a statement of fact." said Mike G. Todd. "Just speculation."
"How'd you feel when Kelly Carnes called your daughter a 'halfbreed'?" asked Ted Ruble.
"Ah, she must be the one who called you guys in." I said.
"How did you feel about what she said?" persisted Ruble, though he looked chagrined that I'd deduced that about Carnes.
"Pissed off, of course." I said. "But she apologized."
"How about the things she said about you, Commander?" asked Carter Fischer.
"If it's about me, it doesn't bother me." I said. "I've heard a lot worse."
"Will you allow us to download the GPS logs of all your vehicles?" asked Ted Ruble.
"Not his Po-leece vehicle, at least not without a warrant.": said Chief Moynahan. "That's SOP as well as State Law."
"And not his private vehicles, either." said Mike G. Todd. "At least not until you exhibit your lawfully obtained warrant based upon probable cause... which you do not have."
"So now," I said, "you will tell me everything about this case that you know. The what, who, when, where, and how."
"We can't do that while we're investigating-" started Ruble. I held up an object in my hand... my SBI Reserve Inspector badge.
"That wasn't a request." I said. "And I can assure you that if you refuse to tell me, the SBI Director and SBI-OER Inspector will ask the same things of you, and then tell me. Your only other option is to go to the SBI-OER and ask them to take over the investigation."
"All right, here's what happened-" said Carter Fisher.
"Hold on." said Ruble, stopping Fischer.
"It's also a local jurisdiction case," said Chief Moynahan. "When the Sheriff hears of this... and he willlll... it's going to get verrrry toasty around your backsides."
"It's our case." said Ruble.
"One more time." I said. "You can be brought up for insubordination, or you can transfer the case to Britt Maxwell. What's it going to be?"
"He's right, and it's a legal order." said Fischer to Ruble. He then told us what had happened the night before.
After he finished, I said "So Bettina Wurtzburg was there? All along?"
"Yes sir." said Carter Fischer.
"And she was the one that pointed out that I'd worn a Guy Fawkes mask in public before?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Carter Fischer.
"And she was actually at the scene of the crime... while I was at home, petting my Police dog." I said as a statement... and a 'hint'. Fischer got that hint; Ruble looked like he wanted to pretend he had not heard it.
"All right, let's go." Fischer said to Ruble. To us he said: "Thank you for your time and cooperation."
"Stay in Town." said Ruble.
I laughed derisively. "Agent Fischer, educate this poor lost soul." I said, my eyes boring into Ruble's.
After they left, the Chief muttered "Pretty damn arrogant of that guy Ruble."
"He's one of those SBI Agents from the past that contributed to the Agency's useless reputation." I replied. "Fischer, he's not a bad guy, but he's a bit too willing to do what he's told by the likes of Katherine Woodburn."
"So the Press is behind this?" asked Mike Todd.
"So I read the riddle." I said. "And a riddle I don't really care to dwell on..."
Part 16 - The Board of Inquest
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, July 27th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Day of Reckoning for Commander Donald Troy has finally come!"
Bettina began: "The Board of Inquest to determine Commander Troy's fate is scheduled to begin at 9:00am this morning. The Police Union will finally get its chance to make its case for Commander Troy's firing after the Town & County Police ignored the Union's grievances of Troy's actions that abused the rights of two of his Officers."
Bettina: "Dr. Clarence P. Chase, the head of the University Law School, will be the Presiding Officer, and his actions will set the path of future Boards of Inquest in how they will be run. Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the University Department of Political Science, has demanded that Dr. Chase step down from being the Presiding Officer, and that if Dr. Chase refuses, he should be fired by University President Sidney P. Wellman, tenure notwithstanding."
Bettina: "The Police Union threatened to file a new lawsuit after their demands to have more involvement in the jury selection was denied, but Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney, who ordered the Board of Inquest as an alternative to Federal mediation of the dispute, told the Union it would be in Contempt of Federal Court if they did so."
Bettina: "Unlike trial juries, Inquest juries are selected almost at random from the weekly jury pool at the Courthouse. Their rulings will be non-binding. Even so, experts believe the Union will score a resounding victory at the Inquest, citing Commander Troy's clear guilt in denying an Officer his rights to Union representation and then harassing that Officer."
Bettina: "And in other news, D.A. Miriam Walters's Office is seeking to move Breonna Bryant's trial up to early August, just a few weeks away. Experts believe Ms. Bryant will be easily acquitted of the brutally overbearing charges, but her Defense counsel is resisting efforts to move the trial up, and have expressed their preference that the trial be in September..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that didn't last long." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Captain Tanya Muscone, and Sheriff Antonio Griswold watched with me in my office. "Bettina's back to her rabidly dishonest ways."
Teresa, the Sheriff, and I were in our semi-formal uniforms with full 'fruit salads' of ribbons on our jackets, as I was technically the Defendant. Teresa and the Sheriff were going to be called to testify.
"I know she'd love for the Union to win," Tanya said, "but Teresa's right... she was particularly vicious and dishonest in that report. What got her ticked off?"
I just shrugged my shoulders, not saying out loud that I suspected it was because of the 'Anonymous' visit to Kelly Carnes's home. Bettina and KXTC owner Katherine Woodburn both knew that mask and note were more than just a warning.
I then said "What I noticed is that Bettina made sure to mention that the Breonna Bryant trial, but did not say one word about Inga Gunddottar coming out of her coma and recovering steadily. And that's in spite of Captain Thompson putting out a statement about it, and Cindy personally calling KXTC with the news. But not one word from KXTC."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "That's because it would remind their viewers that black men committed violent actions against a white woman, which does not fit the Media's narrative and agenda to create hatred against whites based on race."
I said "I read on a Police-only website, not available to the general public, that a Police Officer in Wilmington, Delaware severely beat up a demonstrator, and his partner stood there and did nothing, except laugh. But not one word from the Media at any level, local or national."
"Ahhh." Tanya said. "I'll bet the Police Officers were black. Doesn't fit the Media narrative."
"Give that Detective a blue crowbar!" I said enthusiastically. "And as your reward, you're Acting Commander today while we're gone."
"Aw, that's chickenshit." replied Tanya with a wicked grin. When I 'looked' at her, she said "I'm Acting Chief today. Chief Moynahan is going to be with you at the Inquest Board, and Commander Ross has her appointment with her gynecologist... you know that doctor, by the way... and Cindy will go see Inga afterwards. So the power is mine! MINE! Moohahahahahaha!" We all broke out laughing at my Captain of Detectives's blatant power grab...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am. We were at City Hall, waiting for the Board of Inquest to begin. After talking with Mike G. Todd, I asked Teresa "By the way, anything on those bugs in Tanya's wheelchair and the Conference Room?"
Teresa replied: "Tanya and I spent all day yesterday discussing it. The worst of it is that we're having to look at some of the people closest to her and her husband, as well as BOW Enterprise employees, and that's pretty demoralizing. Jack Muscone is pretty upset about it all, too... and yes, he knows. He's not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, either, and he knew something was up when Myron came to the Muscone home to sweep it for more bugs. So we told him in confidence."
"That's okay." I said. "We could use his help. But he needs to not tell anyone at all about it."
"Yes sir, we told him that." Teresa said. "Anyhoo, one thing we're hypothesizing is that if it's the same person planting both bugs, it has to be a Police connection. That does not exclude the FBI, though it makes the BOW people less likely... except me, of course."
I chuckled, then said "That's true. But I'm not enthusiastic about the hypothesis that only one person planted both bugs."
"I agree, sir," said Teresa, "but it's just our starting point. And another reason for a potential Police connection is that Tanya is very rarely away from her wheelchair, unless she's in the tracked Tank, which means the wheelchair would be left unattended in her modified Police van."
"Good thought." I said. "I thought of something, too. Look into University Hospital... Tanya goes to rehab every Wednesday, and that's a time she's away from her wheelchair at times."
"That's a thought, sir." said Teresa.
"Soooo," i said, "with the data you have, what are your theories on who and why?"
Teresa barked a laugh. "The 'why' is easy... to gather intel on us, the Police. Getting more granular, bugging Tanya' wheelchair is the perfect way to hear a great many of the Police Leadership's conversations, as well as her discussions with the Detectives and Intel... such as potential raids on drug deals and stash houses. As to 'who'? I don't have as much data on that."
I replied "I think we can safely formulate a few theories. First of all, remember that I got onto it because Bettina Wurtzburg was arrogant enough to report from an ice cream shop about Hunter Stenson stopping at an ice cream shop... after I mentioned that earlier."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Ergo, Bettina, and more accurately the Media, are getting the information from the eavesdropping. And as you've heard me mention, the Media is driving certain agendas and cooperating with certain entities, and information on what we the Police have been saying, planning, and doing would be vital to the Media's agenda..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Dr. Chase gaveled the Inquest into session. He laid out the ground rules: the Jury of six women, four white and two black, who were already in their seats, were tot make findings, like a Grand Jury would, as opposed to a verdict.
Witnesses would be under oath, but the rules of questioning them were more relaxed than a Court trial, which meant 'leading the witness' would be okay. More importantly: rather than the formal questioning of a trial, both sides would be questioning a witness at the same time, with the Presiding Officer controlling the civility of the back-and-forth. That had not been set in stone before, but Dr. Chase wanted to try it... and he was 'the man' when it came to this new experience. And it seemed to work well in the early going, and contributed to the brisk pace of the proceedings.



Rather than call McElwane up immediately and just get to the gist of his grievance, the Union lawyers chose to focus on the McCombs incident. They called up Officer Buchannan and the other Officers at the scene (except me as the Defendant). They had craftily arranged for Teresa to be called before McElwane, Justin Hendricks, or McCombs were. That was a mistake. Teresa had figured out the 'rules'.
"Commander Croyle," said the Union lawyer, "you assaulted Officer Hendricks while Troy was assaulting Sergeant McCombs-"
"He's not a Sergeant." Teresa interrupted. "He's not even a Police Officer anymore."
"Confine yourself to answering my questions." snarled the Union lawyer haughtily. "You're out of line."
"No she's not." replied Dr. Chase, to the utter shock of the Union lawyer. Seeing Mike G. Todd raise his hand, Dr. Chase said "Mr. Todd?"
"Your Honor, I request we show the various tapes of the incident now, so that the Jury will have the proper reference and context." said Mike.
"You'll get your turn." the Union lawyer said.
"And he'll get that turn right now." said Dr. Chase. "I agree, now is the time to show the video." The many videos of the McCombs Incident were shown, as well as my recording of my 'conversation' with McElwane in my office.
When it was done, the Union lawyer said "To ask my question, when Troy assaulted Sergeant McCombs-"
"That's a lie." said Teresa. "Commander Troy did not assault former Officer McCombs. He prevented McCombs from murdering an unarmed black man in a racist act of hatred-"
"Sergeant McCombs is not on trial here!" yelled the Union lawyer.
"Why isn't he?" Teresa fired back. "It's absolutely ridiculous that you're trying to protect an outright criminal as well as a pathetic excuse for a Police Officer, while the best Officer this Police Department has ever had is considered to be the Defendant in this proceeding!"
"Your Honor," cried the Union lawyer, "we want this witness held in Contempt!"
Dr. Chase intervened. "I'll remind the Jury that this is not a Court trial, and that you are not reaching a verdict of guilt or innocence of criminal charges. And no, not only will I not hold the witness in Contempt, I'm allowing her words to remain fully on the record."
When Officer Justin Hendricks came up, looking slovenly in his uniform... which was not complete because he did not wear his jacket, in violation of Police policy on uniform appearances in proceedings like this... Mike G. Todd really ripped into him.
"So you are asserting that you did not hear former Officer McCombs call the man he was trying to kill the n-word?"
"No I did not hear Sergeant McCombs use the n-word." said Hendricks.
"You won't be a Police Officer much longer, then." said Mike Todd. "They do have standards for hearing acuity, and everyone else at the scene says they heard him say it, and we all can hear it on the videotapes!"
"Objection!" cried the Union lawyer.
"Overruled!" fired back Dr. Chase.
The Union tried their last trick: "We call Commander Donald Troy to the stand."
"Bailiff, escort the Jury out for a ten minute recess." said Dr. Chase. As soon as they were gone, he lit into the Union lawyer: "You were already told that Commander Troy could not be called to testify, and I told you that you could not call him to the stand!"
The Union lawyer fired back: "Then let the Jury see and hear him refuse to go on the stand!"
"I've already ruled on that." snarled a visibly angry Dr. Chase. "I'm not sure I can hold you in Contempt of Court for your blatant disregard of my earlier ruling, but I'll be finding out. I will say that if you try any more dirty tricks like that in violation of my previous rulings, I'll just direct the Jury to find against you. Do you have any other witnesses to call?"
The Union called McElwane last, and he asserted repeatedly that he felt I was denying him Union representation and also interrogating him without representation that he'd asked for. Mike Todd had already laid the groundwork (as well as showing the video) that I'd asked no actual questions, and earlier had worked with Chief Moynahan to assert that McElwane was obligated to clarify his Police report, but McElwane dodged and weaved when Mike tried to pin him down on anything. I felt like the proceeding ended on a bad note for my side...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm, Monday, July 27th. Much to my surprise, they got in the whole Board of Inquest proceeding in one day. The Jury was instructed that they could deliberate tonight and begin to write their findings, and would come back tomorrow to finish their work and submit their report. The rest of us were excused.
Seeing me, Teresa, and the Sheriff file into my office, Cindy Ross came out of her office and knocked on the door. "How'd it go?" she asked.
"Come on in." I said. Cindy did, closing the door behind her, and sitting down by the Sheriff on the sofa. I sat down in the near-side hot chair (the one closer to the door). The 'medicinal' Canadian whisky came out, even though it was still afternoon.
I said "That rough-and-tumble format was interesting, but I suspect it'll get more formal in future Inquests. As to how it went, the Union made a huge mistake bringing up the McCombs case early: as soon as they heard McCombs on videotape calling that man the n-word, the black jurors all but tuned out for the rest of the day."
"Good, then maybe we'll win." growled Griswold.
"But it's not all good, Sheriff." I said. "I don't think we made a good case for ourselves in the McElwane grievance. And that was the last thing the Jurors heard at the end of the day..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On my way home from Headquarters, I diverted myself to University Hospital and went up to Inga Gunddottar's room. Her head was still wrapped in bandages, but she was vastly improved over what the Paramedics had rescued that horrible night.
Jerome Davis was sitting in a chair in the corner of the room. When he saw me come in, he quickly got to his feet.
"How is she?" I whispered as we stood at the side of the bed.
"Getting better." said Jerome. "She's still out of it, for the most part." And then, almost in deliberate contradiction to that, Inga opened her eyes. I leaned over so that she could see me.
"Hey." I said. "Welcome back."
"Sirrrr..." Inga managed to whisper. "I'm sorrryyy..."
"Shhh." I said. "You have nothing to apologize for, so don't even start. You just work on getting better and getting out of here. Orange Order dinners aren't the same without you."
That made Inga's eyes crinkle with amusement. She was trying to stay awake, but her eyes began fluttering, and soon she was asleep again.
Jerome and I went out into the hallway. "She looks like she's improving." I said. Jerome nodded, and I said what needed to be said: "I know you want to stay here for support, Lieutenant, but we need you back at work, at least during the day. Father Romano can stay here when you're away, so she won't be alone, but you need to get back."
"Yes sir." Jerome said, his voice neutral. If he was upset at my words, he was not showing it...
Part 17 - Dad Jokes
I needed to be cheered up, and petting the dogs was only helping so much. So we had supper at The Cabin and invited the Steele's over. And that meant 'Dad Jokes' night.
I held up the prized, highly-sought-after blue ribbon and said "Okay, who's starting us off?"
"I will!" said Tasha. "Where does Tiger Mom go when she loses her tail? The retail store!" The other kids booed loudly, but we adults laughed.
Marie said: "I'm so good at sleeping, I could do it with my eyes closed!" The other kids booed loudly. The adults chuckled.
Ian said: "Did you hear the one about the roof? Never mind, it's over your head." That one got some well-earned boos, though the adults were amused.
Ross said: "I was going to make a joke about pizza, but it was really cheesy." The other kids booed. I groaned. They weren't getting any better.
Jim said: "They say memory is the second thing to go. I forgot what's first." The other kids booed (no surprise, there). The adults thought it was funny, but seemed to forget why.
Carole said: "I saw a robbery at the Apple store today. That makes me an iWitness." The other kids booed loudly. But it must've just struck my funny bone, because I laughed out loud at it.
"Okay, there is a clear winner tonight," I said, "and it is Carole." Carole squealed with delight as she came up to accept the blue ribbon. The adults clapped, and the other kids politely joined the applause.
And I felt much better, for the moment.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Afterwards, Edward Steele and I sat on the back deck and discussed things.
"We have the second reading of the Promotions and Medals package tomorrow night." said Edward. "There is rarely debate on second readings, but I'm hearing that Carnes and Lewis want to use it to make a stink over the Breonna Bryant trial. But don't worry; it'll pass. Mayor Allgood is going to vote with us and ram it through, if need be."
"Good." I said. "Am I the only one getting real tired of their antics?"
"Get used to it." said Steele. "It's becoming par for the course. Civil discourse is gone, and so is civil political debate. I've never seen things so polarized, be it locally, State-wide, or nationally. And I don't see it getting any better. So, how did the Board of Inquest go?"
I filled him in on what had happened. "I think we're going to win, so unless the Union wins an appeal in Federal Appeals Court, we should be able to put most of this behind us."
"Most of it?" Edward asked.
"Yeah." I said, frustration in my voice. "Hendricks is still on the Force. McElwane is a piece of shit, and he will be a bottom-rung Patrol Officer for the rest of his career, but as long as he doesn't actually fuck up, he'll have that career. But Hendricks is dirty, like McCombs is and Sharples was, and Hendricks is a cancer within the Force."
Steele said "Let me circle back to the Inquest Board. Do you think we'll be able to get rid of Kelly Carnes with it?"
I replied: "It will depend on the composition of the Jury, and who the Presiding Officer is. Dr. Chase was willing to be the Presiding Officer this time, but he doesn't want to make a habit of it. It'll probably be I.G. Wellman himself, and he'll set new precedent on how it's run."
Edward said "The really sad thing about this is that Kelly Carnes is a truly despicable excuse for a human being, and you'd think we'd be rooting hard for Bill Redmond to win against her in November. But except for J.P. Goldman, who believes the enemy of his enemy is his friend, none of us like Bill Redmond at all, and we're not sure if he'd really be much better than Carnes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The kids were put to bed and the adults were not going to be far behind. Laura asked me to join her on the back deck for a 'nightcap' as the dogs went to do their business. We sat together on the metal mesh loveseat, sipping Larceny wheated bourbon, an excellent and (much) less expensive alternative to Pappy Van Winkle's wheated bourbon whiskeys.
Laura said "How was your visit with Inga today?"
"Brief." I said. "Too brief. I think she knew who I was, but she fell back asleep. She tried to apologize, and I told her to stop that, then told her a joke to make her feel better."
Laura said "Did you tell Jerome Davis he needs to spend less time at the Hospital with her?"
I said "I told him he needed to be at work during the day, and I think he realized that was not a suggestion."
Laura said. "Good."
"Why?" I asked. "Is he in the way at the Hospital?"
Laura said "Well... yes and no. I've been talking with Inga. She's in and out of it a lot, but I've gathered that she remembers being abducted, and, unfortunately, remembers some of being raped. She didn't remember all of it, and I suspect her memory stopped working when Jacquez Wilson started throwing punches into her face and head." I nodded.
Laura: "She has some very traditional reactions. You said she tried to apologize, and that's one of the reactions... she's blaming herself, as many rape victims do. I can work with her to get past that."
With some insight, I said "And it might be better if you do your work without Jerome around as much as he has been?"
Laura said "Not much gets past you, Darling. And yes... I'm increasingly believing that Jerome's presence is not helping Inga emotionally. She needs some space for now."
I said "I'll make sure that happens, then..."
Part 18 - Repercussions and Ramifications
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 29th, from between the Federal Building and the State Office Building, with City Hall in the background. "The Union is appealing the Board of Inquest ruling!"
Bettina began: "As you heard yesterday on Channel Two News at Noon, the six-member Jury of the Board of Inquest determined that the Town & County Police acted correctly in stopping former Police Sergeant McCombs from shooting an unarmed black man, and said that McCombs was correctly terminated for cause, and correctly stripped of his rank and time-in-grade."
Bettina: "The jury of four white and two black women also found for the Police in the grievance against Commander Troy, saying that he technically acted correctly in interrogating an Officer after that Officer requested Union representation. However, the Jury did find that the Police should review their policies, and be much more 'respectful' of Officer requests for Union representation regardless of the circumstances."
Bettina: "The TCPD issued a statement saying they consider the matter to be closed. However, upon hearing the Jury's findings, the Union immediately filed an appeal in Federal Appeals Court, seeking a new Federal hearing and binding Federal arbitration of the grievances. It is not yet known when the Federal Appeals Court will hear the case."
Bettina: "And Council Democrats are once again objecting to the oppressive, heavy-handed tactics of Mayor Daniel Allgood, again citing his use of threats of arrest to suppress legitimate debate of the issues. Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis, who is not running for re-election, said in a statement to Channel Two News that, quote, 'illegitimate Mayor Allgood is suppressing the voices of blacks and women Democrats, while coddling his fellow racist Republicans', close quote."
Bettina: "Those complaints come after a bitterly contentious Council meeting last night, in which the Council immediately went into Executive Session. The second reading of the Public Safety Department promotions and medals package was passed 6-5, with Mayor Allgood inserting himself into the partisan politics by breaking the tie..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Union's appealing?" asked ADA Paulina Patterson as she, Captain Tanya P. Muscone, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Chief Sean Moynahan, and Your Iron Crowbar drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. 'Coffee Klatch Lite', I called it to myself.
"Yes." I said. "They were really, really bitter about the Inquest Jury's findings, especially on the McElwane grievance."
"Shouldn't they have appealed before the Board of Inquest?" Tanya asked.
"My understanding is that is going to be our side's response to the appeal." I said. "I was hoping Judge Taney would slap them with a Contempt charge, but they have the right to appeal. Mike Todd says that it's likely the appeal will be denied, but 'never say never' when it comes to Federal Courts."
"I heard a rumor," said Teresa Croyle, "that someone is responsible for Bettina not being able to broadcast from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College." Everyone looked at me, and saw me grinning like the proverbial Cheshire Cat.
"It is possible," I said, "that I went with the County Health Inspector to that place of business and inspected it. We also contacted the building's owner, and I told him that allowing reporters on the roof was violating several Town & County ordinances as well as being a civil liability threat. I then communicated those issues to their insurance company."
I continued: "The business owner wasn't going to stop Bettina from broadcasting from up there... he was being paid well to allow it... but the building owner and the insurance companies put the kibosh on it. So Bettina can't broadcast from up there anymore."
"And what spurrrrred you to do that, Mister Crowbarrrr?" drawled the Chief.
"Bettina's Monday morning report, Chief." I said. "I don't have to tolerate her crap. And I noticed that her report today was a damn sight better, at least relatively speaking."
"What happened at the Council meeting?" Tanya asked, partially to change the subject.
Teresa replied: "The audience was packed, but pretty silent and well-behaved. And it didn't matter much: the Council went into Executive Session almost immediately."
Chief Moynahan said: "I was in the Executive Session meeting. Mayor Allgood announced it would be formal at the beginning, but Carnes and Lewis started up with their crap, trying to hold up our promotions and medals over the Breonna Bryant case. They traded barbs under the dis-guizzzze of 'points of order', but they finally got it to a vote, and the Republicans rammed it through by a 6-5 vote. That was interesting because Malinda Adams had voted for the package the first time, but voted against it the second."
"I wonder if she was 'warned' to toe the Party line." mused Teresa.
"Someone said something to somebody." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, I was called into the Chief's office. Commander Cindy Ross was already there. The Chief had me sit down next to her.
"Okayyyy." drawled the Chief. "The Inquest Jury did not find against you, Commander Troy, but they did write in their findings that in general, we must be more cognizant and respective of Police Officer's rights to Union representation when asked for. I interpret that as their way of saying that yoo were not on the side of right in pressuring McElwane to answer questions. Sooooo, we're going to be implementing new policies re-garrrr-ding future incidents, so that the Union cannot bash us over it."
"Firrrst," said the Chief, "if a Police Officer asks for a Union Rep in a situation like McElwane's, we will provide it, and we will not ask questions of the Officer until he has it. There will be a flip side to that, though: the Officer will be immediately relegated to Desk Duty, and not permitted to return to Field Duty, until the issues are resolved to the Police Chief's satisfaction. And it will be stated in the new policy that returning to Field Duty will be contingent upon passing a weapons requal-i-fi-cay-shunnnnnn."
"The Union just might grieve those new rules, Chief." I said. "Especially requalification." If there is one thing Police Officers hate, it's having to requalify with one's service weapon. To have that in the policy was a stroke of genius, I thought, but something the Union would fight against.
"Either I or the Sheriff will be putting it out as a 'clarification' of current rules, not needing Union consent." said the Chief. "One thing we do know is that the Union spent a lot of money on the McCombs and McElwane situations, and are not flush with funnnds. If they choose to fight this, we'll just drain more of their money in legal actions."
"Payback is hell." I said.
"And karma is a bitch." Cindy added. "They've been trying to drain us, especially Don, financially. It's long past time we hit them back..."
Part 19 - Seven
"I hear babies cry
I watch them grow
They'll learn much more
Than I'll ever know
And I think to myself
What a wonderful world"
- Louis Armstrong, 'What A Wonderful World



Dawn, Saturday, August 1st. As the dogs went to do their business, I was sitting in the metal mesh loveseat on the deck of The Cabin, looking out over my Town. The streetlights were still twinkling in the growing light, and I saw a train coming out of the western horizon, its glowing light announcing its presence.
I was also remembering the day I watched as Laura delivered our firstborn child. (Author's note: 'Interlude', Ch. 07.) Seven years ago this day. And as a parent, my hope was that my children would grow to do more and greater things than me. And Carole was well on her way to that.
"Good morning, Daddy." the birthday girl herself said as she came up to me.
"Good morning, Fussbudget." I said. "Happy birthday!"
"Daddy, I'm seven years old now." Carole said as she sat down next to me. "You don't have to call me that anymore."
"I have news." I said. "You're my Fussbudget, and I'm going to call you that until the day I die. So get used to it."
"O-kayyy." Carole conceded. "So what is your nickname going to be?"
"Whatever my firstborn grandchild names me." I said. "I think that's one of the Fifteen Commandments."
"There's only Ten Commandments, Daddy." Carole said.
"I think the third tablet broke." I said, remembering an old movie that had that as a joke. "But it's a Law of the Universe that the firstborn grandchild gets to name the grandparents."
"Look, Daddy!" Carole said excitedly as she looked behind her and to her left. "There's Tiger Mom! She's eating."
I looked over. We had not seen Tiger Mom since she'd had her latest batch of kittens. She was ravenously eating the food I'd just put out for her when I'd come outside. And I realized that she was instinctively living her life to raise her children, just as I was living mine to raise mine.
What a wonderful world...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Because it was Saturday and we were not having Promotions and Medals Day until Monday, we were able to throw a big party for Carole for her birthday. But before the party that afternoon, we satisfied Carole's request to go to a Chinese restaurant for her birthday.
I had reserved a back room at 'China Heaven', a very good restaurant, for lunch. We had the 'back room', which really was to the side. Present were Carole, her parents, her brothers, her sister Tasha, Paulina, Marie and her parents, and Todd, Teresa, and their kids. We'd be joined by others at The Cabin for the big birthday bash later that afternoon.
The 'wall' between the main dining area and the back room was a large aquarium with red goldfish in it. After we ate, I said "Tasha, why don't you show Teresa the 'fish trick'."
"Okay, Daddy!" Tasha said excitedly. She got up and practically ran to the fish tank. She pulled out a chair and put it in front of the tank, climbed onto the chair and stood on it, and stared into the tank. To Teresa's surprise, the fish began swimming towards the side of the tank, right to where Tasha was looking into it.
"Wowwww." Teresa said quietly, amazed. "How are you doing that?"
Carole had come up behind Teresa and said "Uncle Harvey Eckhart showed me how, and I showed Tasha. He said it's one of his proh-cess-ees at his Enlightenment Camp. All you have to do is let your mind flow to them, and let your mind say 'I am part of you, and you are part of me. What say you?', and you can hear them talk back to you in your head."
"And the fish look so happy." Teresa said, noting the seeming look on the fishes as they responded to Tasha's mind.
(Author's note: This really does work, and I've done it myself with red goldfish and other creatures. Give it a try sometime.)
A moment later, Tasha got off the chair and Carole went to the tank. The fish seemed to bunch up even more tightly as they looked towards her. Then Teresa tried it, with decidedly more mixed results.
"You have to let you mind flow, and connect with them." said Carole. "It's like when you see Amy and Alexis at the statue... you have to let them in." Teresa nodded, and the fish swam to her a little better the next time.
"So now you're a fish whisperer?" Todd asked with a grin when Teresa and the girls came back to our table.
"Why don't you go try it, smart ass." Teresa whispered back.
"I have." said Todd. "But Uncle Don is the best at it."
I said "The times I notice it are when I see little babies at a restaurant or somewhere. Sometimes I'll 'project' to a seemingly happy baby, and it will start talking or laughing happily at me."
"Wow." said Teresa. "I wouldn't have believed it if I had not seen it."
"And that is why you fail, young Jedi." I said in my best 'Darth Vader' voice. Carole and Tasha giggled mightily at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at the Cabin, we were joined for Carole's party by Molly, Cindy, their mother Maggie, Callie, Betsy, and Sheriff Griswold. Pete Feeley, as well as Tanya and Jack Muscone, also came, though Tiffany and Jennifer were at some summer camp. And we had a surprise guest: Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart had come, at my and Cindy's invitation.
"Tasha and I showed Aunt Trreesa the fish trick." Carole reported as she hugged him.
"Good!" said Dr. Eckhart. "You both have very powerful, positive minds." He hugged Tasha, also.
"Daddy," said Carole, "do I get to name Grandpa Grizz, since I'm the oldest grandchild?"
"I think you just did." I replied, drawing laughter. Our Sheriff's mustaches twitched most merrily, and I noticed the softening in his old eyes, especially when Tasha came up and hugged him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole raked in a good haul of gifts. Laura gave her a nice 'Sunday' dress. I gave her three 'Nancy Drew' books, knowing that most seven-year-old girls weren't at that reading level yet, but my future Detective was.
Sheriff Griswold gave her 'The Complete Sherlock Holmes', the entire Canon in one book. He also gave Carole a 'deerstalker' cap like the one Holmes wore, and Carole put it on and kept it on the whole time.
Dr. Eckhart gave Carole a gift certificate so that she and her friends could have a party at Mellow Mushroom Pizza, and Laura made sure that Carole acted happy to get it. Not that she needed to worry: Carole likes pizza, and she likes parties with her friends.
Jim gave his sister a crystal-growing set, where crystals of different colors could be created. Ian gave Carole Dr. Seuss's 'Happy Birthday to You' book. Tasha gave her sister a pillow, that came with stickers one could decorate it with. I knew the stickers wouldn't last, but the pillow would.
But it was Ross that made Carole really happy when he gave her a red Wildcats t-shirt. She put that on very quickly.
Pete gave Carole a birthstone necklace, the greenish peridot stone offset and made brighter by the black chain that held it. Carole was ecstatic, and after Pete fastened it around her neck, she turned and gave him a big hug. Hmmm, her Daddy was thinking to himself, I better watch out for those two...
Little Doug, Mike, and (technically) Jack Burke gave Carole pink 'Dreamingbox' binoculars. They were real binoculars and actually pretty good quality. And Betsy (with a little help from Mom and Mom) gave Carole a '3D Galaxy Moon Lap', which would find a revered place on Carole's bedside table for many years.
And then came Marie's gift. It was a picture book, the adult-professional-artist quality drawings impressing all of us with their excellence. They were pencil, charcoal-ish, black and white drawings, but with the clarity of good comic books.
"Seven Reasons Carole is The Greatest!" Carole read as we all watched and listened. She opened the tome and read. "Number 1: Her mom is a professor like my (Marie's) mom, and a great doctor." The drawing was one of Laura in her doctor coat, listening to Marie's heartbeat with her stethoscope. Also shown were Carole and Bowser, waiting to be examined.
Carole read: "Number 2: She takes care of her sister Tasha, and keeps her brothers in line." The adults laughed. The drawing showed Carole surrounded by Tasha in her lap, Marie to one side, then the boys all around. In front of Carole and Tasha was the redoubtable Bowser, which I suspected would be a recurring theme in the book.
Carole: "Number 3: She writes great Detective stories for Grandpa Grizz." Everyone said "Awwww." and the drawing was of Carole in a deerstalker cap, using a magnifying glass to find clues, and Marie and Sheriff Griswold reading a book. Examining his food bowl for clues was the redoubtable Bowser.
Carole: "Number 4: She survived an exploding building... with Aunt Trreesa's help." The drawing showed Teresa with Carole in her arms, racing to the pit that was beyond the edge of the page. It grew kind of quiet, then Carole got up and went over and hugged Teresa. "Thank you for rescuing me. If you hadn't, we wouldn't be having this party!" Everyone 'awww'ed. Teresa hugged Carole back, working hard not to become emotional herself.
Back to the book. Carole said "Number 5: Carole is my hero Bowser's owner." The drawing of Bowser showed him with his Police badge on his collar, and Carole and Marie petting him.
Carole said: "Number 6: Carole's dad is the Iron Crowbar. Nuff said." Everyone laughed. The drawing showed me in my trenchcoat and Tilley Hat, and holding my crowbar. Carole was at one side... holding a red crowbar, also. Marie was on my other side, and the redoubtable Bowser was sitting in front of me.
Carole said: "And Number 7: Carole is my bestest friend ever." The drawing showed Carole and Marie arm-in-arm in what appeared to be the Mountain Nest's back yard, with Bowser in front of them."
Carole hugged Marie warmly as she said "Thank you, Marie! You're my bestest friend ever, too!' All the parents were saying "Awwww." and Cindy was taking video on her iPhone.
Then Jack Burke said "Okay, okay. Time for ice cream!" The kids cheered, and we moved on to the cake and ice cream. Carole likes caramel cakes, and there were two of them as well as a red velvet cake...
Part 20 - Day of Honor
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 3rd, from the southwest corner of Courthouse Square, with Police Headquarters in the background. "Social Justice groups express outrage over the Police Promotions and Medals Ceremonies!"
Bettina began: "Many groups have taken to the Internet to slam the Town & County Police Department, who intend to award a large number of medals to Police Officers that violently crushed peaceful protests and exercised Police brutality against People of Color. Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the University's Political Science Department, had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Dr. Carmela saying "It's just sickening that not only is Commander Donald Troy leading his shock troops in exercises of Police brutality against peaceful black protesters, he's going to give them medals for it, as well. The sooner the Union's lawsuits are acted upon and Commander Troy is fired, the happier... and safer... our County's citizens, especially People of Color, will be."
Back to Bettina live: "Social Justice group are planning to march in protest against the Police during the ceremony at City Hall at 11:00am. Channel Two News has learned that at least one Medal of Valor will be awarded. The Social Justice groups say that disrupting the ceremony will draw attention to the plight of People of Color being systematically brutalized by Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Really?" Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle moaned as she, me, Captain Tanya Muscone, and Sheriff Griswold watched in my office. "Do we really have to deploy armored Officers for this?"
"Relax." said Sheriff Griswold. "Governor Jared is sending State Patrol and National Guard assets to help us out."
"And I won't be surprised if these protests don't materialize." I replied.
"Why do you say that, sir?" asked Tanya.
"No Media presence." I said. "They're all in Wilmington, Delaware now, which has become the Center of the Leftwing Looneyverse. Everything you heard in Bettina's hate-filled propaganda piece was pure KXTC, trying to keep the narrative going."
"To hell with them." said Teresa Croyle. "The only mystery for me today is who is going to put the Medal of Valor around Ellen Brooks's neck."
"And your guess is?" I replied.
"You." Teresa said, to me. "What I don't understand is why Kalsu is getting his medal at the ceremony at City Hall, especially since the Council downgraded it."
Sheriff Griswold said "It's something of an 'in your face' move. And I have a few more of those ready." That caused me to peer hard at Our Sheriff...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. The Police Force assembled on the bleachers behind Headquarters. Only KFXU and the Town & County Examiner sent any Media coverage.
"O-kayyyy," said Police Chief Sean Moynahan, "this is going to be a verrry busy ceremony, so let's get started."
Indeed it was busy. First, eight new Police Officers were sworn in. Four White, two Hispanic, and two Black. All of them male.
Next came Certificates of Achievement and Certificates of Appreciation. Jenna Stiles was awarded a Certificate of Appreciation for her successful effort to get us Lester 'Penis' Holder's burner phone numbers from Bettina. Though they were not here, all of the members of the Guardians of Justice MC that had been deputized as Agents of the Law, and had helped subdue rioters and end the 'Police Free Zone', were awarded Certificates of Appreciation.
Then came Achievement Medals. All of the Officers who participated in our actions against violent protesters, be it crushing the 'Police Free Zone', crushing the 'Juneteenth' protests on Courthouse Square, and of course the siege of the Block House, were awarded Achievement Medals, and it took a while to give them out. Then Cindy Ross was awarded a Public Safety Achievement Medal for her role in securing Lester Holder's burner phone numbers. Cindy received strong applause as the Sheriff pinned the medal on her uniform.
Auxiliary Officer Terry Halston received the Police Commendation Medal for his quick thinking and fast action in using a drone to stop gunfire directed at the Gunddottar rescue team, making the rescue's success possible. As Lt. Mary Milton pinned the medal on Halston's civilian suit jacket, a huge "RANGERS LEAD THE WAY!" shout came out of the bleachers. I suspected the SWAT Team was behind that one. I also suspected that meant as much to Ranger Halston as the medal itself.
Corporal Hicks and Sr. Patrolman Johnson received Police Commendation Medals for their attempt to rescue Inga Gunddottar. And Officer Kevin Buchannan was awarded a Public Safety Commendation Medal by Our Sheriff for his excellent de-escalation of the 'McElwane incident', as the first incident was now being called, and also for his support in other things. The applause for him was very strong as I pinned the medal on his uniform jacket.
And the Sheriff had one more Public-Safety-level Commendation Medal. I'd put nothing in for myself, but our Iron Klingon ambushed me. It was for stopping McCombs from killing that unarmed black man, and I strongly suspected Sheriff was awarding it to spit in the Union's face. The applause for me was very strong, also to the Union's chagrin.
And I had been shocked to learn that there were NO Purple Orders being awarded to any Police Officers, despite all they'd done to stop the violent protests. As I announced that, I commended the Force on using their training and trusting their equipment to make that feat possible.
"Okayyy." said the Chief as the ceremonies were concluded. "Eleven o'clock, in front of City Hall. Be there. It will be an a-MAIZE-ing dayyyy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Monday, August 3rd. I didn't lie when I said it would be a long time before any more Fire Department or Police Medals of Valor. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 03.) I may have just failed to mention the first-ever MOVs awarded to EMTs in our Town & County.
To no one's surprise, Susan Weston and Kelly Carnes were boycotting the ceremony that was being held on the portico of City Hall. But to his credit, Reginald B.F. Lewis did appear. No stage had been built, as experts had said that attendance would be light. They were wrong: over 2000 people showed up and crowded onto the western end of Courthouse Square.
The four streets that made up Courthouse Square had been shut off to all vehicle traffic, but that did not prevent the Fire Department Ladder from bringing EMS Paramedics Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph to the site in a parade around the Square. The Booker T. Washington High School Band led the way with their renowned Drum & Bugle Corps, followed by the rest of their band and elements of the Town High School Band.
As we took our places on the portico, EMS Assistant Chief Zoe Singer came up to me and gave me a huge hug. "Thank you for this." she said. "I know it was you driving these awards. You have no idea what this means to me."
"I think I do. It means a lot to me, too." replied the only two-time MOV recipient in Town or County history, that being me.
Mayor Daniel Allgood came to the podium to begin the ceremony: "We are honored to be here today, to recognize three exceptionally brave Public Safety Officers for their acts of tremendous courage in the line of duty, resulting in the saving of a Police Officer's life. And now I'll hand it over to Sheriff Antonio Griswold."
After making his opening remarks, we began executing what we were calling 'the Great Compromise'. Medals of Valor were traditionally awarded by previous MOV recipients, if there were any that were alive. Ergo, Dr. Cordell, and Zoe Singer as well, were 'excluded' from making the presentations.
The Paramedics had suggested they wanted me, l'il ol' me, to make the presentations... and yes, if you haven't figured it out, there were TWO Medals of Valor being awarded this day. It seemed that they remembered that I'd given one of them my armor. Teresa was reading a joint citation, as their citations were identical in their language.
I had suggested that Our Sheriff, who had led the drive to reconstitute the EMS, make the presentations. And then someone asked which one of the EMTs would be awarded the MOV first. And so, we compromised.
First, Robert Kalsu was awarded the Public Safety Legion of Excellence with Valor Device. It should've been at least a Police Cross or more, Teresa and I agreed, but the Council Republicans agreed to lower his award to get Kevin Randolph the MOV. Lt. Micah Rudistan held the box as Captain Tanya P. Muscone pinned the medal on Kalsu's uniform jacket... they were the previous recipients of the award, and a new tradition was forming.
Dr. Cordell's participation was in pinning the Purple Order on the uniform jacket of Paramedic Ellen Brooks, assisted by Assistant EMS Chief Zoe Singer. Astute Detectives were realizing that it was a chest drape, and not a ribbon necklace... and we all knew what that meant.
And then, Paramedics Brooks and Randolph were brought up, standing side by side. And as Teresa read the joint proclamation for them, they became the first persons to be awarded MOVs together in the same ceremony. Ellen Brooks won the coin flip, so I draped the MOV around her neck as Sheriff Griswold simultaneously put an MOV medal with its red ribbon around Kevin Randolph's neck. The Sheriff and I then stepped back and joined the applause as the two EMS heroes received the tremendous ovation they had earned in the most harrowing of circumstances...
Part 21 - Epilogue
6:00pm, Monday, August 3rd. The MOV recipients (Sheriff Griswold, Me, Cindy, Teresa, Roy Easley, and now Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph) were having celebratory beef nachos and beer on the outside deck of the Cop Bar.



"We may have to put off our charity Airborne jump until next Spring." said Ellen Brooks. "The Army is willing to work with us to make it happen, especially with Dr. Cordell and General McFarland pulling strings, but the Army can't get it done for a few months."
"At least they're going to help us do it." I replied.
"What's this 'us' business?" Cindy Ross immediately replied. "You're going to be watching from the ground, buster." I shrugged my shoulders in helpless acquiescence.
"Chief Cordell was happy to hear about the delay." said Kevin Randolph. "He's going to train and get in shape, and make the jump with us."
"He's entitled to." said Teresa Croyle.
"And he needs to." I replied. "He's not even a five-jump-chump graduate of Airborne School. He has a grand total of ONE jump. Granted, it was a combat jump, and he absolutely earned those Wings..."
"That's right, young whippersnapper!" Dr. Cordell himself said as he and Zoe Singer came up to us from inside. "My wings have that little star on the shroud." That star meant he had a combat jump. Dr. Cordell then said "I'm looking forward to doubling my number of jumps."
"I have a question, Commander Troy." said Ellen Brooks. "I was told you had 17 jumps. Why aren't you wearing the Senior Parachutist Badge?" The Senior Parachutist Badge was Airborne Wings with a star on the top of the canopy in the middle. The Master Parachutist Badge, colloquially called 'Master Blaster', was Airborne Wings with the star encircled by a wreath.
I replied: "I had the jumps at the time, though it's a minimum of 30 jumps now. But I never went to Jumpmaster School. If I'd stayed in the Reserves, I probably could've gotten to go. Alas..." Jumpmaster School, where one qualifies to be a Jumpmaster that gets the Paratroopers out of the airplane by the time-honored process, is formally called the Advanced Airborne Course.
Dr. Cordell said. "Water under the bridge, Mr. Crowbar. And by the way, Ms. Croyle, you'd better get your ass in shape, too. You're going to jump with us!"
Teresa looked stunned for a second, then said "I'll be right behind you, sir."
"No, you'll be in front of him." I said. "You'll be first in line, standing in the door." Dr. Cordell chuckled.
"Have a seat with us, sir, ma'am." said Teresa.
"We're not staying." said Dr. Cordell. "We just stopped by to say congratulations."
"And we have not earned seats at this table." Zoe Singer added. After more congratulations and goodbyes, they went back inside.
"I'm just glad we didn't have any protests at the ceremony." Teresa said. "Was that just a red herring by Bettina, to make us scramble and have to wear armor?"
"I suspect..." I said, "... that it was Bettina and KXTC trying to gin up something with the Social Justice groups, but then nobody attended the party. I also heard that T-Square put out the word to let things be for a while, that everyone... and by that he meant the Black Community... needs a break."
"Maybe it's over, then?" Cindy asked hopefully.
"Until the Breonna Bryant trial." I said. "Until then..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Don't tell your mother
kiss one another
Die for each other
we're cool for the summer"
------ Demi Lovato, 'Cool For The Summer'
Dawn, Saturday, August 8th. Cindy Ross woke up to feel Callie Carrington's arm around her waist and Callie's toned abs pressing into her magnificent hard asscheeks. As she stirred, she felt Callie begin rubbing her hand in circles on her belly.
"Mmm, is that a baby bump I feel?" Callie whispered.
"It's starting to be." Cindy said quietly. "Mmm, that's nice." she mewled as Callie began kissing her neck from behind. She turned to face her partner, quickly putting a breath mint in her mouth, as Callie had done. They shared warm kisses, and Cindy felt Callie's hand sliding over her belly towards her bush. She felt her loins melting.
"Mmm," Cindy said, "I'd like to stay and play, but I can't. I've got an appointment with Laura."
"Not this early, you don't." Callie said as she bent down and sucked Cindy' hard nipple.
"Yeahhhh," sighed Cindy, "but it's early enough, and you know I don't like being late."
"I know you worry about it too much." Callie whispered as she slid the sheet off of Cindy's magnificent, athletic body, and began kissing her way down Cindy's 'baby bump' to the fur-lined treasure below.
"I'm not worried about it." Cindy protested. "I just like being on time... ohhhhhh...." Callie had found Cindy's clit, and had lashed her tongue at it. Then Callie slid her splayed tongue up and down Cindy's rapidly swelling labes, then licked her again, deeper.
"That's right, baby. Just relax." Callie said as she began tracing letters of the alphabet over Cindy's slit, going deeper and deeper as she traced the 'H', 'I', and 'J'. Then she slid her index finger into Cindy's tight, wet hole, making the ruggedly pretty blonde moan.
"Oh, yeahhhh." Cindy moaned. "Why don't you get on top of me, and I tongue you out, too." Callie wasted no time in getting up and turning around, then straddling her wet pussy over Cindy's face before bending down and resuming her feast at the 'Y'.
As Cindy pointed her tongue up like a spike, Callie expertly rocked her body back and forth, sliding her slit over Cindy's face. Cindy's hands were massaging the firm globes of Callie's magnificent ass as she ate her pussy.
The sounds of moans and groans filled the air as the women felt their orgasms beginning to build deep inside their loins as they got face-deep in each other's pussies...
*KNOCK* *KNOCK* *KNOCK*
"Mommy?" they heard Betsy's voice call out on the other side of the door. "Are you awake?"
Callie started laughing as she got off Cindy. "The joys of motherhood." she said.
"Betsy doesn't want me to be late, either." Cindy quipped as she got up and put on a robe to go check on her daughter...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
I took my cup of freshly made coffee onto the back deck of The Cabin as the dogs scurried around to inspect the territories and do their business. I sat down on the metal mesh loveseat and looked over the Town's twinkling lights in the gloaming dawn. A train came out of the western horizon, and I felt drawn to it, compelled to watch as the train took the curve and headed south.
"Good morning, Daddy." I heard Carole's voice say, followed by her appearance next to me, wearing her Wonder Woman pajamas. She climbed onto the loveseat with me.
"Good morning, Fussbudget." I said. "Why is it that neither your mother or I can get you to wake up on school days, but on the weekend you're up at the crack of dawn?" It is possible that I was not the only parent over time that wondered about this phenomenon of Nature.
"I get up in the mornings, Daddy." Carole protested. "It's Jim that won't get out of bed until Mommy makes him."
"That'll be changing when he grows up." I said. "Especially if he wants to be in the Army."
"Ross makes him get up." Carole said. Then she asked: "Daddy, when does school start back?"
"August 31st, I think." I replied.
"Good!" my daughter replied with alacrity. "I'm ready for school to begin. I'm bored with summer." Now that was something I suspected very few parents of third-graders-to-be heard during summer break.
"Bored?" I asked. "You're not having fun playing with Marie and Bowser and Buddy, and playing ball with your brothers?"
"That's okayyyy." said Carole, a bit witheringly. "But the boys are boring. They just play the same old games."
"Well, why don't you find a project to work on." I suggested. "And by the time school gets here, you'll want to keep working on it."
"Yeah!" Carole said having a thought. "I'm going to finish my mystery play! It's going to fool even you, Daddy!"
"Challenge accepted." I said. "And if I do figure it out, you'll just have to write more mysteries until you do beat me."
"Okay, Daddy!" Carole said happily. The dogs came back to the deck upon hearing their Mistress and Owner's voice, and she went with them back into the house, now fully energized with a purpose for the summer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Saturday, August 8th. Cindy and Callie came into the anteroom of Dr. Laura Fredricson's office in the Psychology Building on the University campus. Laura's assistant Laurie was not at work on the weekend day, but there was s sign hanging from the knob of Laura's office door that read 'Do Not Disturb'.
"Okay, we'll go sit in my cubicle until she gets done." said Callie, turning to go the other way. Just then the door to Laura's office opened to reveal the doctor with her client.
Both Cindy and Callie almost gasped when they saw the woman. It was rare for Callie to see a woman more beautiful than herself, but she was seeing it now. The woman was in her mid-twenties, with brown hair that fell in long, gentle waves across her shoulders and over her back. Her lips were full and perfectly shaped, and her dark eyes sparkled over her pronounced cheekbones. She looked to be at least partially Hispanic.
And her body was equally perfect. She was about Cindy's height (average for women), a bit slender, but shapely with toned, flat abs, and breasts that stood out proudly. Her ass was a mouthwatering heart-shape, and her legs rivaled Laura's for perfect shapeliness. Cindy and Callie were openly gawking for a second, but recovered quickly.
"Let me know your progress," Laura said, "and I'll see you again soon."
"Thank you, Doctor." the woman said. "And thank you for seeing me on a Saturday."
As the woman came out of the office, she smiled at the two women and then went through the door to the hallway. Laura invited Cindy and Callie into her office and closed the door behind them.
"Oh my God." Cindy said. "I know it's none of my business, but who was that?"
"Yeah." said Callie. "No offense to you two, but I have never seen a more beautiful woman in my life! She could make a lot of money with my company..."
Laura smiled. "Well, I'll tell you two in the strictest confidence. Her name is Carla Rose, and she's married. She's getting off the Pill to start a family, so she was here for a checkup. And speaking of starting a family, let's get started on your checkup, Cindy..."
Part 2 - Lusty Liaisons
10:45am, Saturday, August 8th. Cindy Ross walked into Town Fitness Centers and made her way up to the office of her partner Ariel, which was on the second floor of the women-only side, overlooking the gym floor. It was very near where Cindy had earned a Purple Order in a gunfight with Sergei Molotov's perps that had invaded the gym. (Author's note: 'Russian Roulette', Ch. 01.)
She knocked on the open door of Ariel's office, seeing the lovely woman sitting behind her desk. Ariel had a mane of very dark brown-to-black hair and very penetrating eyes. Her face was very 'handsome', and her body was naturally very athletic, and made more so by years of working out. Like most women featured in the Iron Crowbar series, she had great legs, and their feminine beauty could not be completely hidden by her workouts to develop their muscularity. Her hands and feet stood out; they were exquisite, her feet seemingly made for the high heels she wore in the 'Miss Physical America' competitions with Cindy, competitions that Ariel had won many times.
She was also a lesbian, and no 'bi' about it. Like many porn actresses, she detested men and did not want to even be touched by a man, from just a hug or being given a massage, to having sex. That made her perfect for working the women-only side of the gym.
"Hey, Cindy." Ariel said as Cindy came into the office. "Wow, time flies. I didn't realize it's almost eleven o'clock."
"I'm a few minutes early." said Cindy. "Where's Wanda?"
"My guess is she's still in her office on the co-ed side." Ariel said. "Probably getting fucked by Carl."
Carl was the young stud that had deflowered and impregnated Stella during the time of the Jeremy Moreland murder case (Author's note: 'The Knave of Jacks', Ch. 01.). He had met Phyllis Troy and had a hot sexual liaison with her, then Phyllis had introduced him to Wanda, Cindy and Ariel's business partner. That had blossomed into a true love May-December relationship and ultimately marriage. (Author's note: 'The Stuff of Legend', Ch. 01.)
"Uh oh." said Cindy. "I hope the clients are not noticing."
Ariel smiled. "They're not. Carl and Wanda are discreet about it... I've never actually caught them in the act... but they fuck like rabbits whenever they get a chance. Usually in her office."
"She's thirty years older than him." Cindy said. "And he's an insatiable Satyr, from what I've heard. How does she keep up?"
"It's more like 'how does he keep up?'." Ariel replied. "She keeps him satisfied, though."
"He's not seducing clients, is he?" Cindy asked.
"Nooooo, no, nothing like that." Ariel said. "Not that some of our women clients don't try to get into our male employees's pants."
"Geez, that's all I need." said Cindy. "I can just see Bettina Wurtzburg's headlines now: 'Male prostitution ring running out of Police Officer's gym!'."
Ariel laughed, then said "No, nothing like that. But it's that bitch Alison McFarland and her goddamned podcasts you'd better worry about."
"Now now." said Cindy. "I know you don't like her, and I'm not a fan, either. But she helped solved the Tau Fraternity rapes and murders." (Author's note: 'Unresolved'.) "And she may be the only reporter in this world, much less this Town, that the Iron Crowbar doesn't despise..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhh, yessssss!" Wanda hissed as Carl's eight inch cock slid in and out of her with a steady, deep rhythm. The athletic older woman was lying on her desk. Her fit, blonde husband was pushing her thighs down onto her body, her feet straight up in the air.
She was keeping her legs as close together as she could, to make her cunt tighter around her husband's pistoning cock, increasing the already extremely pleasurable sensations in both of them. But as Carl began to fuck her harder, she couldn't help but let her legs spread wider. She bent her knees and brought her feet down onto her young husband's muscular shoulders and upper chest, which he enjoyed very much.
"Oh yeah, baby." Carl said. "Your cunt is so hot and wet. I'm going to come soon. I'm going to fill that juicy cunt of yours up with my hot seed!" His dirty words only served to make his wife even hotter, and he could feel her cunt tightening around his pistoning meat, a sure sign she was about to explode in orgasm.
"Oh yeah, do it, come in me!" Wanda gasped out, making sure not to get too loud. "UHH! I'm coming!"
As her cunt clamped down powerfully on her young husband's cock, he turned and began kissing the insides of her shapely feet, one after the other. The act, as well as the tightness of his wife's cunt, drove him over the edge.
"UNNGH! Take it! Take my cum!" he grunted loudly as he reached the crest. Spurt after spurt of his thick, ropy jism fired into her quaking quim. The musky smell of his potent semen mixed with her copious juices filled the air of the office.
Carl leaned over and kissed Wanda's mouth. "I love you, babe." he said.
"I love you, too." Wanda said, wrapping her arms around her young stud's neck. Then she saw the time out of the corner of her eye.
"Oh shit!" she said as she pushed at Carl to get off of her. "I'm late for my meeting with Cindy and Ariel!" Carl stood up and stepped back, his cock sliding out of her wet, cum-filled hole. Wanda got up and went over and tried to wipe up her husband's load, but it was just too much...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, there you are." said Cindy as Wanda rushed into Ariel's office.
"I'm sorry I'm late." Wanda said, her face red with embarrassment. "I totally lost track of the time."
"I get it." said Cindy. "You're married to one of the hottest studs in the County." Wanda blushed even more as she sat down by Cindy.
"Okay, let's go over these figures." Cindy said. "I'm glad to see that business is doing very, very well..."
Part 3 - Groundwork
"So on we go
His welfare is of my concern
No burden is he to bear
We'll get there
For I know
He would not encumber me
He ain't heavy, he's my brother."
------ The Hollies, 'He Ain't Heavy, He's My Brother'
Dawn, Monday, August 10th. It was the anniversary of the day Sheriff Griswold's son Charlie died. (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons', Ch. 03-04.) As the Sheriff and I pulled up to near the grave site in my Police SUV, we saw another car there. Someone was in the car, behind the wheel. Then we saw a lone figure at the grave of Charlie Griswold.
Getting out of the vehicle, we walked up the hill to the grave. The figure turned to look at us, and to our shock we saw that it was Jonathan Davis, Lt. Jerome Davis's estranged father.
"I just stopped by to pay my respects." said Jonathan. "I'll leave you alone to pay yours."
"No, please stay." growled Sheriff Griswold. "You spent a lot of time with Charlie in the last days of his life."
We laid our bouquets of flowers next to the one Jonathan had brought, and Sheriff Griswold laid another upon his wife's nearby grave.
We all remembered Charlie in silence for a long moment. And I was not fooled: Jonathan Davis had had to make specific plans to get a car to bring him up, and to be here on this day. He had thought enough of Charlie Griswold to make the effort.
"How is Corporal Gunddottar doing?" Jonathan asked, breaking the silence in the growing light.
"She's recovering well." I said. "They're planning to release her from the Hospital in the next few days."
"That's good." said Jonathan. "She's a nice young lady. Didn't deserve what happened to her." No doubt about that, I thought, but I was also remembering that Jonathan had taken 'the other side', and had even tried to get his son to leave the TCPD, creating a huge rift between father and son.
"I'd better get back to Valley Villages." said Jonathan. "My friend Will drove me up here, and he doesn't want to miss his breakfast." We made our goodbyes, though no one offered to shake hands, and Jonathan went back to his car.
As it drove off, I said "He's not well."
"That's what I thought, too, but I wasn't sure." said the Sheriff. "You think this rift with Jerome is affecting his health?"
"I don't know." I said. "It may be because he's dying on the inside. But he's definitely dying on the outside, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you rarely do." said Sheriff Griswold, right on cue. After a moment, he said "Thank you for bringing me out here, Crowbar."
"You're welcome," I said, "but I was coming anyway. Charlie was the closest thing I ever had to a brother." The Sheriff understood what I was really saying with that comment.
"Let's go." said the Sheriff. "We have the living to protect and serve." We walked back to my Police SUV, leaving the Sheriff's wife and son to the silence of eternal overwatch...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 10th, from the KXTC anchor desk, with a photo of City Hall in the background. "The political races are adding to the summer heat wave!"
Bettina began: "The race for the Town & County Council seat currently held by Reginald B.F. Lewis turned white-hot with rancor Saturday, when the Reverend Dr. Joseph E. Williams, chief pastor of the A.M.E. Church, publicly endorsed Republican Katina Jones in her race against Edgar Silas. Dr. Williams, who repeated his false claims that the primary election was stolen from him, said that Ms. Jones would better serve the Black Community than, quote, 'the carpetbagging race baiter Edgar Silas', close quote."
Bettina: "Social Justice groups were outraged at Dr. Williams's endorsement of Katina Jones, as well as his continued false claims that Edgar Silas did not win the primary. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Dr. Lionel Carmela and Stacey Jacobs. Jacobs said "For Dr. Williams to endorse that hanky-headed house negro Katina Jones is just a slap in the face to all good People of Color. He needs to resign as pastor of the A.M.E. Church, and be defrocked, as well."
Carmela said "Remember that Dr. Joseph E. Williams served on the Charter Commission with the most racist, corrupt cop in this County's history, Donald Troy. And Williams worked with Troy to force the most racist, white-privileged Charter of Government upon us since those racist slave owners wrote the Constitution of the United States!"
Back to Bettina live: "And in State news, Democrat candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson made a speech outlining his agenda to raise taxes on guns and ammunition, to as much as one dollar per round, and an excise tax of at least one thousand dollars on every firearm sold in the State. And then reporter Keith Madden of the Town & County Examiner stepped in with a question. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Madden shouting "If you're elected, will you prosecute your son, who committed a felony by lying on his own firearms purchase forms?"
"You say any more lies about my sone like that," shouted Stenson furiously, walking towards Madden as if to attack him, "and I'll come over there and pop you in the nose!"
"Bring it on!" Madden fired back. "Your son is a felon!"
Back to Bettina live: "Mr. Stenson was escorted by his staff out of the building. KXTC joins other Media organizations in condemning Keith Madden in the strongest possible terms for his unprofessional, unethical, and embarrassing behavior..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What about Hoyt Stenson's unprofessional and embarrassing behavior?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, ADA Paulina Patterson, and I watched in my office.
"He's a Democrat." growled Griswold. "Two sets of rules, two sets of standards."
"Ditto that for journalists." I said agreeably.
"On the one hand," said Paulina, "I can understand Stenson taking up for his son. I've heard a certain crowbar-carrying man take up for his children on occasion------"



"I'm not running for political office." I said, a bit strongly. "And none of my children have committed a felony crime, at least that I know of."
"I was just going to say," said Paulina, though with some trepidation in her voice, "that it's the Media's cover for both Stensons that's the unethical and embarrassing behavior."
I said "What I noticed is that the Media, and Bettina in particular, feel the need to use adjectives in reporting on those Williams/Silas race results. Bettina called them 'false claims' every single time she mentioned them, and she went out of her way to repeat her lie."
"If Commander Ross were in here," Teresa said flatly, "she'd say that we'll never know."
"And that's my point." I replied. "The Media is repeating it over and over and over again that there is only one side to that story, when we know there's the other side. The Media takes time and effort to attack and ridicule anyone who dares say out loud that there is even a possibility that there was election fraud."
I went on: "Just imagine if there were a Presidential Election where there was clear and obvious fraud, and it was very likely that Election was stolen from its rightful winner... and rather than reporting facts and both sides of the argument, the Media attacks anyone not in jackbooted lockstep with their one-sided view, that dares oppose their view in any way. And that's why I believe the Media is the greatest threat to our Constitution and our Individual Freedom today."
Teresa said, meaning it humorously: "Commander Ross would say that could never happen here in America." I don't think she expected to see my face turn as red as my crowbar.
I did keep my voice calm as I said "Commander Ross can run back to Canada. It's the rest of us that will suffer the consequences of the Media's dishonesty. Inga Gunddottar, Ellen Brooks, and our Police Force has been paying the price of the Media's constant lies and agenda-driven reporting all summer. And one day... it could lead to civil war."
"Strong letter to follow." growled Griswold as he got up. He stopped us from getting up out of respect, and said "You young whippersnappers get back to work, and I'll do the same with a little visit to the EMS Headquarters across the street." With that, he made his goodbyes and left the office, and ultimately the Headquarters Building.
"Uhhh, was he upset?" Teresa asked after having made astute observations of Our Sheriff.
"I think maybe we should not bring attention to the political differences between Ms. Ross and myself." I replied. "That's the main reason the Chief stopped having coffee klatches in his office, and the Sheriff is a good Detective that can still make solid observations and deductions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White appeared at my doorstep. I had them sit down and provided them with much needed coffee. I refilled my own mug with coffee, as well.
"So," I said, "what's going on with my two favorite Federales?... now that Laura's retired, of course." The Federal Agents chuckled politely.
"We do have some developing news." said Jack Muscone. "We've been glancing into Teresa's cousin Jen Sakai." (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice'.) "As you know, her ex-husband is a Japanese national that was caught spying for the Communist Chinese. Jen may have been involved in that, but we've found a bit more."
"Illegal whisky trade?" I asked. Jack's eyes just about bugged out of his head.
"How do you do that?" he gasped. "Or have you been looking into her, as well?"
"Not really." I said. "But I'm the little brother of one of the best smugglers in the entire world, and I realized that the Belvedere Clan had sugar plantations in Louisiana, some of which they still own at least part of. And their cookie dough recipes are just begging to double as mash bills for making whiskies. Japanese whisky was really popular a few years ago, though the frenzy has abated somewhat. Put that all together, and you have a potentially lucrative market for the Japanese Yakuza to delve into."
"You're on the right track." said Muscone. "And further along, the DEA and their Japanese equivalent believe that that whisky trade may be a front for smuggling drugs into Japan, again with Jen Sakai and her confederates doing a lot of the smuggling."
"I would not be surprised." I said. "But I'll be curious to learn why she's risking all that, when she comes from a wealthy family and could just sit back and twiddle her thumbs."
"We have something on that, too." said Karina. "The Belvedere family isn't as wealthy as they appear to be on paper. Teresa's aunt Clarissa owns the family home and estate, and she was well-served by whoever set up the trust funds for her. She gets a good stipend once a month, though the house and its bills and taxes drain a lot of it."
"And her kids mooch off her, too, from what I've heard." I said.
"True." said Karina, "though those expenses aren't too bad. The problem for her is that she also has variable life insurance policies that she can take loans against, if and when she needs an infusion of cash. And that's what her hanger-on kids have drained from her. She's been a little too generous with them, especially Colin and Wendy Esterson."
Karina: "And some of their chickens, as well as those of Jen Sakai and Robert Edwards, are coming home to roost. They're all in serious debt, for various reasons. But Clarissa is not playing around; she lets them live in her home, but she is not bailing them out."
"So I take it this is a joint DEA/ATF investigation. And you're working with the Japanese authorities on all this?" I asked casually... a bit too casually. And Jack Muscone noticed.
"To an extent." he said. "Yes, it's a joint task force being put together on our end. We're finding out stuff on this end, and giving it to the Japanese to work on their end. We've gotten some feedback, but not a lot, especially on the potential espionage and national security issues Oh... and there's one other thing: Takaki Misaki is ill."
"Oh no." I said, concerned. "Terminally ill?"
"Ultimately, though he could live for months, even a few more years." said Muscone. "But he's turning over more and more things to his son Nagamasa, who is already becoming the de facto head of all Japanese Intelligence. So there is urgency for Misaki to get this case wrapped up."
I nodded. "Okay, then. So... what's the other reason you're here?"
Karina grinned. Jack just shook his head and muttered "Four hundred years ago..." Then he said "We both know about that bug found in Tanya's wheelchair. Do you have anything new on it?"
"Why don't I call in the Officer in charge of that investigation." I said. I picked up the landline phone and asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle to favor us with her presence in my office. Within seconds she was seated between Karina and Jack, in a chair she'd brought in and put down where Tanya normally parked her wheelchair.
"Yes, sir, I was going to give you my report later today." Teresa said, which meant she had intended to give it to me when she and I were alone in the office.
"Speak freely in front of our friends, here." I said. "I know they won't say one word of what they hear. My office is 'Vegas' to them."
"Yes sir." Teresa said without smiling at the joke. "First let me tell you the background information, as well as some factual things we've found." I nodded, and Teresa continued: "In talking with Tanya, I'm finding that she is very rarely out of her wheelchair, even at home. The four most common occasions are when she is in bed, when she is in her 'Tank' at a crime scene, when she is at her weekly rehab at University Hospital, and when Todd's BOW Enterprises people are doing maintenance on it."
Teresa: "At home, she is almost always surrounded by family. On those rare occasions that Jack and all three of the kids are away, she usually comes to visit me, Cindy, you, or Christina Cho...and she's in her wheelchair at those times." I nodded.
Teresa: "When she's in her Tank, her wheelchair is almost always in her van, which she keeps locked. Still, it's usually unattended, and is among several Police vehicles while everyone's attention is on the crime scenes themselves. So that's a possible time, but there are reasons why it's not all that likely."
Teresa: "That leaves while she's at rehab, and during maintenance. And the story behind that is that there are six technicians that are assigned to the chair's maintenance in addition to other duties. All six have excellent records with BOW, no criminal records, and have Top Secret security clearances, which shows their integrity."
Teresa: "Still, I'm looking into them. Todd is helping with their BOW records, and I'm not going to discuss the investigation of their other finances in the presence of Federal Agents, however trustworthy, so sorry."
"I don't blame you a bit!" I said enthusiastically. Then, seeing Jack's 'not amused' look, I said "Just kidding. So are these six people eliminated as suspects?"
"Too early to tell, sir." said Teresa. "I'm also looking into what transpires at University Hospital while Tanya is in rehab. On most days she goes there, her wheelchair is in the rehab room. But on some occasions, one of the BOW techs will meet her there and do routine maintenance while she's doing rehab things. I was going to talk to you for guidance before I do anything, but one plan is to interview Hospital staff and employees... but they know me as a Board Member as well as being Police, so I might stir up some dust even in the innocent asking of questions."
Jack Muscone said "Anything at all on the possibility that any Federal Agents are behind this? If so, I am really itching to bust some heads."
Teresa replied "Not really, sir. She's usually in the chair when she's in contact with any Federal Agents, present company included. Nobody's name has stuck out, but on the flip side of that coin I can't positively eliminate anyone, either."
"Okay, good report." I said. "We'll talk more about what we'll do going forward. Keep looking into those six BOW employees, and we'll want to interview them, as well. But not until we have more data."
"You're not hauling them in now?" Jack asked. "Is BOW going to suspend them or anything?"
Teresa looked over at me, and I said "I'm advising against that, at least for now. If they're innocent, we'd be fucking them up for no reason. And one other thing occurs to me... we have to ask ourselves the question: 'who benefitted most from having that bug planted on Tanya's wheelchair?'. As of right now, I simply can't see how that benefitted any of the BOW technicians."
"Who does your fertile little mind think it benefitted?" asked Jack.
"My first thought, of course, is the Press." I said. "But it also depends on when the bug was planted. If it was planted while some of us were in Teresa's hometown last April, then it could have been people who knew the issues with the Black Community were about to explode, and wanted to know what we, the Police Leadership, were planning to do about it."
"Wait." said Karina White. "You're saying that all those black riots were deliberately created?"
"Absolutely." I said. "I sincerely believe that the Mainstream Media was behind most of the violence that occurred both here and all over our Nation!"
"But..." Karina said, not quite understanding, "they started when blacks were killed by Police, for the most part."
"True." I said. "But the Press has contingencies for these things. When some sicko shoots up a school, like what happened at Nextdoor County High," (Author's note: 'Schools and The Second'.) "the Press puts a pre-planned narrative in action: blame the gun, gin up 'groups' to demand more gun legislation... and that to confiscate guns from law-abiding citizens, not the bad guys... and so on and so forth."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The Press was a huge part of the Counterculture demonstrations and riots in the 1960's... though young whippersnappers like you, Karina and Teresa, won't remember that. And they were helping their beloved Soviet Union: the Russians even admitted years later that they were part of ginning up the anti-war sentiment in the Viet Nam era."
Your Iron Crowbar: "What they do is get a few people to go in and start up the angst, using the natural frustration for their purposes and concentrating the anger and hate until you see those large demonstrations, and ultimately violence. So when a white Police Officer kills a black citizen, for right or for wrong, there is genuine anger and frustration about it, but in example after example... from 'Ferguson', to 'Minneapolis', to 'Chicago', to 'Wilmington, Delaware' to 'Portland, Oregon'... it's been found out that the rage and hatred was first ginned up by paid agitators in full cooperation with the Mainstream Media."
Teresa said: "Well, you've got Don off and running on his favorite subject now. But he's right... I saw it myself in those demonstrations after the Nextdoor County High School shooting. Remember that during that crisis Democrats and their patsies stormed the State Capitol, damaging it. And the Wisconsin State Capitol was also attacked by Leftists because of their Republican Governor doing the right things. Remember that... especially if and when anyone storms the U.S. Capitol and the Press jumps to blame ALL Conservatives and Republicans for it."
Karina said "Come on, could that really happen?"
I said "You better believe it. When Benjamin Franklin was asked 'What have you given us?' when he came out of the Constitutional Convention, he said 'A Republic... if you can keep it.'. Our Constitutional Republic, with Government of the People, by the People, for the People, is a very fragile thing. It won't take too much Democrat abuse of power and stealing elections for people to rise up in defiance... and for the second American Revolution to begin. And that scares the living hell out of the Democrats..."
Part 4 - Contradictions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 11th, from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "State politics heat up as the Labor Day Holiday nears!"
Bettina began: "Democrat nominee for Governor Hoyt Stenson gave an interview to the SNN Networks, where Mr. Stenson outlined his proposals for sensible gun control measures. Candidate for Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons gave his views on Police brutality against People of Color. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the elderly, white Hoyt Stenson being asked by Tim Sioban: "So your policy will be to force all the citizens that want to own guns to get a Government permit to buy them, to force them to register their firearms, and they will face felony criminal charges if they're caught with an unregistered gun? Isn't that just a first step towards confiscation of all guns from law abiding citizens?"
"Bingo!" Stenson said loudly, a huge smile on his face. "We're going to stop the sale of dangerous guns in this State, and we're going to find ways to confiscate people's guns."
"But what about Second Amendment?" asked Martha Faulkner of KXTC.
Hoyt Stenson: "I will be directing the State to join lawsuits that will force the Courts to properly interpret the Second Amendment as a protection of State Militias, i.e. State Government authorities, and not an individual right. Individual citizens owning guns is dangerous."
More tape rolled, showing the young(er) black, bald-headed Corey Coons shouting at a rally: "And Hoyt Stenson and I will not accept any Budget that does not fully defund the Police! We will also join the US DOJ Civil Rights Division in investigating Police Departments in this State that have physically abused People of Color as well as using the legal system to suppress their voices, and we will abolish those racist Police Departments!"
Back to Bettina live: "We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling." A split-screen with Frazier came up. "Karl, what can you tell us about the State and local races?"
Frazier: "The race for Governor between Sharon Marshall and Hoyt Stenson is close. Ms. Marshall has a four point lead, 46-42%, with 12% undecided, with a three point margin of error. Corey Coons leads Ruby Russell 50-42%, again with a three point margin of error. And for State Attorney General, Republican Gil Krasney and Democrat Glenn Alberts are in a virtual tie, 45-45%, with the same margin of error."
Bettina: "What about the local races?"
Frazier: "In Reginald B.F. Lewis's Council district, Edgar Silas leads Republican Katina Jones by an 85-15% margin of respondents that expressed a preference. But in the overall, there is a whopping 30% of likely voters that are undecided. This may be due to Katina Jones raising the issue of the charges against Breonna Bryant, and successfully getting a meeting with the Town & County Police, showing she is capable of getting things done."
Frazier: "In the other contested Council race, incumbent Kelly Carnes has a 50-40% lead over newcomer businessman Bill Redmond. And in the most important local election for all, for Mayor, Eldrick X. Weaver leads incumbent Daniel Allgood by a four point margin, 44-40%, with 16% saying they are undecided or declining to state a preference."
"Thank you, Karl!" said Bettina. As the screen came back to her alone, she said "And tonight the Town & County Council will meet in public session. Channel Two News has learned that the Council will consider an ordinance requiring the Town Assembly to pass a Budget by November 1st. The new Charter, written by Commander Donald Troy and the Charter Commission, requires that the Budget be passed by Election Day, but states that an earlier date may be set by law. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, with the University football practice fields in the background. I could tell by the light that this was recorded and not live.
Hull: "The University and all the Conference teams began their summer camps last week. Bulldogs Coach Thrasher had a great recruiting year, and the Dogs are expected to compete for the Conference title. State Tech's recruiting class was not as strong, and their coach is said to be on the hot seat if things don't improve for the Engineers."
Hull: "And with Wildcats Coach Richmond retiring after suffering a mild heart attack, new Head Coach Erskine Marshall will have to find replacements for Heisman Trophy winners Jamaal Washington and Clarence Appletree, as well as a new quarterback. But they should be stout on defense with Davis Smith and Gregg Scott returning, and kicker Kevin 'Fear The Frames' Rodriguez is a candidate for the Lou Groza Award, given to college football's best kicker..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did Bettina get back on the roof of that building?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, as she, ADA Paulina Patterson, and Sheriff Antonio Griswold joined me for coffee in my office.
"The building owner filed a lawsuit over my 'health and welfare' inspection." I replied. "Judge Harry Nance issued a stay, so Bettina can go up there now. And I'm sorry to say that the County Attorney and the Mayor are already agreeing to pull the inspection in exchange for dropping the lawsuit. In Daniel Allgood's defense, he said Bettina falling off the roof would be a good thing, and I can't argue with that."
"Hear hear." growled the Sheriff.
I continued: "And Karl Frazier's report in that segment should be required viewing for all of our Detectives. Not for the politics of it, but to observe and deduce the nuances of his presentation."



"Har." growled Sheriff Griswold agreeably.
"Like giving percentages differently for the Silas-Jones races than the other races?" Paulina asked witheringly.
"Exactly." I replied. "Also, I notice he did not mention the Curly Goodwin - Bruce Finneran race for Inspector General."
"Har." growled the Sheriff again. "Goodwin is wiping the floor with Finneran's pedophile ass. No, you won't see KXTC bring that up, if they can possibly help it."
"I'll bet Commander Ross will be pissed that Jeff Hull gave more time and talk on the Wildcats than the Bulldogs." said Teresa with a wicked gleam in her eye.
"Why, what-ever do you mean?" I asked 'innocently'. "He talked more about the superior team, of course."
Just then, Sheriff Griswold's personal iPhone chimed. "It's a text... from Peter Gordon of Clear Call Polling." he said as he read the text. "He says that KXTC didn't show all of the interview with Hoyt Stenson, and KFXU is going to show the rest of it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, from the KFXU Studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said Meredith Peller. "Let's go right to our political reporter Priya Ajmani with breaking news. Good morning, Priya!"
'Good morning Meredith and Catrina!" the beautiful Indian reporterette said happily. "Fox Eight News has learned that Democrat candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson gave a shocking interview, where he railed against the Second Amendment. Our competitors KXTC and the SNN Networks carefully edited that interview, but we have the entire interview. Let's watch!"
Tape rolled, showing Stenson saying "Bingo!" when asked about confiscating guns. Then it showed something that Bettina's broadcast had conveeeeeniently left out: Stenson continued, saying "I am eager to confiscate the guns of those who might use them against Government authorities. Only State and Federal Government authorities should have guns. No one else, and especially not radical Right-Wing Conservatives!"
The tape showed Priya asking: "So you think only Police should have guns? Even though you want to abolish the Police?"
Stenson said, as if reciting a memorized lesson: "Local Police, especially those that used crushing brutality against peaceful protesters, need to be defunded and their guns confiscated. Only State and Federal Agents that obey the commands of their superiors... er, their lawful superiors, should have guns."
Then Keith Madden asked: "So, Mr. Stenson, you want to defund the Police, yet also confiscate guns from law-abiding citizens. So how are they supposed to protect themselves?"
"Uhh...they're not." said Stenson, his voice becoming shaky. "They should rely on the Government to take care of them..." As he stuttered through his answer, his Campaign Manager came up and ended the interview. The KFXU camera showed Stenson being led out of there, looking dazed and confused...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwwww." said Teresa as she, Tanya, Cindy, and the Sheriff watched the broadcast with me prior to the Angels Meeting. "That's going to hurt Stenson's candidacy."
"The gun confiscation part, or the confusion part when he was taken off-script, and had to be led away?" I asked in reply.
"Oh come on." Cindy said acerbically. "He stumbled over a question. They all do it at some point."
"Young lady," Sheriff Griswold said with some strength in his voice, "I watched my wife go through Alzheimer's before she died. And what I am seeing of Stenson is the same thing I watched my wife go through in the early stages of her disease."
"For myself, Teresa," I said, "I really enjoyed watching him try to get past the contradiction of wanting to abolish the Police while at the same time wanting to confiscate the guns of law-abiding citizens."
"That's not a contradiction, sir." said Teresa. "At least not to them. Both defunding or abolishing the Police and confiscating all guns helps them towards their goal to exercise full control over an unwilling Populace." I pointed at her and nodded in acknowledgement.
Cindy was about to get up and leave, but the Sheriff beat her to it. "Stay here, Ms. Ross. I'm no Angel, so I'll leave you all to your meeting."
"You're right, Sheriff." I said wickedly. "And you are definitely not good looking enough to be one of my Angels."
"Har! No doubt about that." growled the Sheriff. "Nevertheless, you ladies need to teach this man better asskissing skills."
"No doubt about that, sir." Cindy said, needling me, as the Sheriff exited the office.
"Okayyyy." I said. "We're not abolished yet, so let's do our jobs and run this Police Department. What's going on today?..."
Part 5 - An East Wind Blowing
Jack Muscone and Karina White invited Teresa and me to lunch at the Cop Bar, and he 'warned' us that it would be a 'working' lunch. We got there at 11:45am, only to find that the Fire Department brass had beaten us to the back 'Command' room. So we were in the regular back room, in the very back of it, and the owner Pops put 'Reserved' signs on the tables around us to give us a bit of privacy if and when more patrons came in.
Jack ordered (what else?) the Double Cheeseburger Plate, and I had the Double Breakfast Burger Plate. Teresa had the (single) Breakfast Burger plate, and Karina wisely went for the Steak Caesar Salad.
"I suppose you're wondering why I called this meeting today." said Jack Muscone.
"To have a Double Cheeseburger." I replied wickedly. "So what's the less important, secondary reason?"
"Does there need to be another reason?" Jack said with a twinkle in his beady black eyes and what was for him a smile. Then he said "Seriously, we've been following up on this Jen Sakai case, and we've come across some more stuff. Teresa, do you know who Weston Windham is?"
"More like 'was'." Teresa replied. "He was married to my cousin Tessa Bessemer Windham, daughter of Edward Bessemer and my mother's sister Dora Clara. Tessa and Weston had two children, Beatrice and Eugenia, and they died in a plane crash some years ago."
"Do you remember exactly how long ago?" Muscone asked.
"Uh, about four years ago, I think my Aunt Clarissa told me?" Teresa said.
"What about Easton Windham?" asked Jack. "Do you know that name?" One could sense the stillness overtake the room.
"Before I answer," replied Teresa, "what's it about?"
"What do you mean?" asked Jack. He got a look from Teresa that verged on her signature 'Teresa Cunt' look.
"I mean, why are you asking about Easton Windham?" Teresa fired, almost angrily. "What brought him to your attention?"
"Just..." Muscone started, then said "Look, just answer the question: what do you know about him?" Teresa did not answer, but stared at Muscone.
"She's not playing the game, Jack." I said, coming to Teresa's defense. "And neither am I. Now what is this about?" He looked at me, to find that my eyes were boring right through him.
"I seem to have touched a live wire, here." he said. After a long pause, he said "Well?" He was met with stony silence.
Karina tried to help. "Guys, what's going on? We're all friends here, right?"
"If we are," I said, my gray eyes still flashing fire (and that was nothing compared to what Teresa's eyes looked like), "then start telling us what this is about?"
"I'll tell you." said Jack Muscone. "But I don't understand the hostility about it."
I looked over at Teresa and nodded. She said "Easton Windham... was my first husband." Jack and Karina looked shocked.
"So!" I said, stopping Teresa from saying any more. "Why don't you tell us what this is about." It was not a request, and the Federal Agents knew it.
Karina White said "Weston Windham, who was married to Teresa's cousin like she said, may have been working with Jen Sakai to smuggle moonshine whisky to the Yakuza in Japan. And that plane crash that killed him and his wife may not have been an accident, but his assassination."
"Okay." said Jack Muscone. "Now you know how this works, guys. I need you, Teresa, to tell me what you can about Easton Windham before I say anything about him. And then I'll tell you what we know."
"Fair enough." I said, again nodding to Teresa.
Teresa said "I'm a little bit older than Don, here, but I graduated almost two years after him. When I went to college I didn't have much money, so I would have to take a quarter off... we were on the quarter system, not the semester system... and I'd work and earn enough to keep going."
Teresa: "I met Easton in school, and we began dating and then got married at the Justice of the Peace's office... mostly so we could live in Married Housing at the School. And for some of that time, a guy named Jack Burke lived with us. Yes, that Jack Burke, Don's college roommate and the father of the boy Todd and I have custody of." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers' among other stories, for more on Jack Burke.)
Teresa: "Jack moved on when he got scared that someone was coming after him. Shortly after he moved out, Easton and I realized that our marriage was not going to work. We'd been married less than a year, so we had the marriage annulled. We graduated from school and went our separate ways. I lost track of him pretty quickly, and I eventually ended up here with the TCPD. And that's really the whole story."
"What was Easton Windham like?" asked Jack Muscone.
"Tall, broad-shouldered, brown curly hair." said Teresa. "Pretty quiet, studious, didn't get into any trouble."
"Did your family tell you anything about Weston Windham?" asked Jack. "Description? Personality?"
"No." said Teresa. "When I heard the name, I mentioned I'd known an Easton Windham, but I didn't tell them in what capacity. No one really reacted to that, that I observed. But we didn't talk much about Weston Windham because his and Tessa's deaths were still pretty fresh and raw to their daughters Beatrice and Eugenia."
Jack and Karina nodded. Jack said "Thank you for telling us that. Here's what's going on on our side: As I said a minute ago, Weston Windham may have been involved with Jen Sakai to smuggle moonshine whiskey to Japan. But we kept coming up with the name 'Easton Windham' as we dug into records. Dwight Stevens of the DEA is speculating they may be the same person using two aliases, while Karina and ATF people she knows think they were related, maybe even brothers. We're working to find paper records to confirm or eliminate that hypothesis."
"Easton never mentioned to me that he had a brother." Teresa said.
"I'd say they're two different people." I said. "Teresa, Easton was your age, wasn't he?"
"A little younger than you and me... and Jack Burke." Teresa said.
"And your cousin Tessa was older than you?" I asked. "In her forties when she died?"
"Yes." Teresa said. "And her younger sister Dora Clara is also older than me, in her forties now."
"And you have no idea where Easton Windham might be?" asked Muscone. Teresa just shook her head.
"Teresa," said Karina White, "would you be willing to talk to your family and get more information on Weston Windham?"
"I guess I could talk to my Aunt Clarissa." Teresa said. "But she's a sharp Belvedere cookie... pun intended. If she has any idea what's going on with her daughter Jen, she'll figure out why I'm calling and asking."
"We can get the information in other ways." said Jack Muscone. "So maybe hold off on that, for now... unless an inroad to bringing it up happens by surprise..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Teresa as she and I sat in my office that afternoon. "The coincidences abound."
"Which ones are you thinking of?" I asked.
"Jack Burke was your college roommate." said Teresa. "He knew Melina, in the Biblical sense. He was my first husband's friend and became our roommate, and I knew him... in the Biblical sense. Shortly after you arrived here, we were investigating his murder... and we found out that Jack Burke had a blood brother... who was coincidentally your nephew, and became my husband. And now I'm the adoptive mother of his child."
I said "I guess he's the focal point that has bound our lives together."
"Both him and you are candidates for that." Teresa replied. "Anyway, now I'm finding a family that I never knew I had, and there's a potential connection with my first husband and them."
"And Dr. Cordell was your father's medic when they were in Viet Nam," I said, "and he appeared right on time to save your life in surgery. And so on and so forth."
"And Takaki Taichi happened to be here in our Town & County," Teresa said, "and his father happens to be the longtime head of Japanese Intelligence, and Taro's sister is Todd's assistant, and so on and so forth... and then we find that my cousin Jen Esterson Sakai has crossed their paths."
"The party never stops in our beloved Town & County." I said. "And I wouldn't have it any other way. And speaking of our Town & County, are you ready for the Council meeting tonight?"
"Yes." said Teresa. "Standard security arrangements. What I don't get is why the Council suddenly found the need to up the Town Assembly's budget deadline."
"That's an Easy Button answer." I said. "Because I suggested it to Edward Steele."
Teresa was getting good, I thought to myself. She almost didn't show her reaction. After a second, she said "Why?"
"That..." I said, "... will become apparent later this year..."
Part 6 - Assembled and Council-ed
7:00pm, Tuesday, August 11th. The public Council Chamber was only about 1/3 full as Sheriff Griswold and I came up to Lt. Commander Croyle on the floor to the audience's left side.
"Not a very large audience tonight." I observed out loud.
"I don't know why," Teresa said, "but I'm not complaining."
"It's going to be boring as hell for most people tonight." growled Griswold. "They're going to be talking about the Assembly and the Budget."
"And that's why I'm surprised by the lack of attendance, Sheriff." Teresa said. "I figured the 'defund the Police crowd would be here in force."
I said "Naah, they're waiting for the Breonna Bryant trial to find something to be agitated about. This in rote internal County Government politics."
At 7:30pm, the Town & County Council Members filed into the public Council Chamber and sat down. The Mayor gaveled the session into order. Routine and Old Business was quickly dealt with.
"New business?" asked the Mayor. "Mr. Steele is recognized."
"I move that the date by which the Town & County Assembly be required to pass the County budget be moved up to midnight, the end of October 31st."
"I second." said John Colby.
"Point of order!" cried out Sheila Sorrells. "As I would expect Charter Commission member Edward Steele to know, the new Charter states that the deadline is Election Day."
"Point of order in reply." said Dagmar Schoen. "The new Charter also states that the due date may be moved up a reasonable amount of time by law, which means this Council passing said law."
"I agree." said Mayor Allgood. "The Point of Order by Ms. Sorrells is denied. The motion is made and seconded. Debate?"
"I would like to ask Mr. Steele why he has made this motion." said Susan Weston. "And by that I mean what problem is he perceiving, and why this is a solution to that problem."
Edward Steele said: "There are a couple of reasons why, one of which I can state publicly now. With the political rancor in both this County and the State at a level I never dreamed possible, much less have ever seen, an earlier deadline will mean the Budget will get done that much sooner, and the Assembly won't face the pressure of Election Day being their deadline."
"The other reason," said Steele, "hasn't officially occurred yet, so I would be remiss to state it out loud, especially since Kelly Carnes will just run to Bettina Wurtzburg to blab it all over the place."
"Point of order!" yelled Kelly Carnes and Reginald B.F. Lewis together.
"Denied!" yelled Mayor Allgood.
"We haven't even said it yet-------"
"I said 'DENIED!'." Allgood yelled loudly. "Shut your mouths while Mr. Steele has the floor!"
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Steele. "As I was saying, the other reason will have to wait to be stated publicly. If it doesn't come to pass, then it's 'no harm, no foul', and the reason I did state is good enough on its own. Also, it's just a few days we're talking, not weeks or months."
Reginald B.F. Lewis raised his hand and was recognized to speak. He said "Do you really think moving up the deadline is going to stop us from defunding the Police?"
"I don't think that's going to happen, anyway." said Edward R. Steele.
"It will if you don't 'Free Breonna'!" Kelly Carnes snarled.
"You are out of order and not recognized to speak, Carnes." said Daniel Allgood assertively. "One more outburst like that, and I will have you arrested and removed from the Chamber."
Carnes was about to say something in reply, but out of the side of her eye she saw Teresa Croyle step towards her while getting handcuffs out of its pouch on Teresa's belt. Carnes made a wise decision, and spoke no further.
"I believe we should get the Town & County Assembly's input on this before forcing an earlier deadline upon them." said Sheila Sorrells. "Therefore I move we lay it on the table."
"I second." said Malinda Adams.
As motions to lay it on the table required a vote with no debate, the vote was held. To everyone's shock, it was defeated 4-6, with Reginald B.F. Lewis joining the majority against. His fellow Democrats looked at him as if he'd told them Jupiter had left orbit.
"I think we should defeat this piece of crap now, not leave it alive." said Lewis.
"I move..." said Susan Weston, "that we send this to a Committee of the Whole to study, discuss, and debate it further. I really would like to have the Assembly's input on this before we proceed with it."
"I second." said Ian McGhillie, somewhat to his fellow Republicans's surprise. The vote was 8-2 to pass, with Kelly Carnes and Sheila Sorrells voting against.
"We're in luck." said Mayor Allgood with a smile. "It just so happens that the Town Assembly is here tonight, and will meet with the Committee of the Whole right now. Is there any other business? Or do I hear a motion to go into a session of the Committee of the Whole?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When one enters City Hall at the front atrium, the Council Chamber is to the right. To the left is the Town & County Assembly Chamber. What is not widely known is that on the floor below them, which is the first floor from the back of the building but halfway underground from the front, is a chamber with five rows of ten seats for a total of 50, and a raised stage in front. It was meant to be a Press Room, but subsequently became a place where Departments could meet to give presentations or discussions and debates.
It was in this room that the Town & County Council and the Town & County Assembly met. Joining them were Our Sheriff, Your Iron Crowbar as the Charter Commission Chairman, and the Iron Wolf as our security. The Mayor moderated the discussion.
A white Republican male on the Assembly started us off: "I don't think we have a problem with moving up the date by just a few days------"
"Speak for yourself." said a black Democrat woman. "I have a problem with it."
"May I ask why you have a problem with it?" asked Edward Steele.
"Because you're trying to stop us from defunding the Police." said the woman. "And I'm here to tell you that we're going to do that anyway."
"That's presumptuous." said another white Republican male on the Assembly. "We're going to fully fund our Police, and you don't have the votes to stop us." The woman looked at the man with deep hatred in her eyes.



Edward Steele said "I'd also suggest that the Council won't ratify any Budget that defunds the Police, so I agree that it's presumptuous to assume you'll get that through. But to respond to your answer to my question... if we wanted to take that away as a political weapon, we'd have set the date up to October 15th, not October 31st."
"Then why are you even bothering doing it?" asked a Democrat white woman, who was a friend of Malinda Adams.
"It actually gives the Assembly some political cover, and takes the pressure off of you, even though the date is sooner." said Edward Steele. "With the Budget done and passed, you can go about your re-election business, as can everyone else, without having to worry about------"
"In other words," said Reginald B.F. Lewis, "you want to take the threat and the weapon of defunding the Police out of our hands."
"So you're admitting that you do intend to use that as a political weapon?" J.P. Goldman fired back.
"You damn right we do!" yelled the first Assemblywoman that had spoken.
"I'd say it's more like a political 'issue' than a 'weapon'." said Sheila Sorrells. "I just don't see the reason to move the due date up by less than one week, which essentially will take that final weekend before the election and the budget deadline away from the Assembly."
"So what's the real reason you're doing this?" said the black male Assemblyman.
"I'd tell the rest of you," growled Sheriff Griswold, "but Kelly Carnes is in the room, and she'll just go running to Bettina Wurtzburg with it. As long as Carnes is in the room, I'm not saying a word, especially as it hasn't formally happened yet."
"Shove it up your ass, old man." snarled Carnes. "Maybe you need to get the shit beat out of you------" She stopped when she saw Your Iron Crowbar rise from his chair to confront her.
"Are you threatening the County Sheriff?" I asked menacingly, brandishing my red crowbar.
"What if I am?" snarled Carnes. "What are you going to do about it?"
I didn't answer, but gasps filled the room as I hurled myself at Carnes, threw her violently to the floor and twisted her arm behind her back, then affixed handcuffs to her.
"Kelly Carnes, you are under arrest." I said. "For making terroristic threats against a County Law Enforcement Officer. Commander Croyle, take this criminal terrorist to jail and put her through full booking."
"Officer," said J.P. Goldman loudly, "I'd like to make a sworn statement corroborating that Carnes threatened the Sheriff." Others, all of them Republicans, chimed in.
"As I was saying," said Sheriff Griswold, addressing the absolutely stunned Assembly after Teresa had roughly escorted Kelly Carnes out, "there is another reason for moving up the deadline..."
Part 7 - Teflon and Trackers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 12th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Police Commander Donald Troy physically abuses a woman at last night's Council meeting!"
Bettina began: "Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, long a nemesis of illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood and Commander Troy, was arrested after allegedly threatening Sheriff Antonio Griswold with bodily harm at a joint meeting of the Town & County Council and Assembly. Commander Troy made the arrest by unnecessarily and physically slamming Ms. Carnes to the ground, twisting her arm behind her, and handcuffing her behind her back."
Bettina: "Several officials at the meeting, all of them Republicans, joined the criminal complaint against Mrs. Carnes, as did illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood, who many say stole the last Mayoral election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver. As usual, Commander Troy did not respond to repeated requests by KXTC for comment. The TCPD issued an official statement saying that charges were being filed against Mrs. Carnes, and the legal process would run its course. District Attorney Miriam Walters has not returned KXTC's repeated calls for comment."
Bettina pretended to listen to her earpiece, then said "And this just in: Mrs. Carnes's opponent in the race for her Council seat, Bill Redmond, issued this statement saying, and I quote: 'I call upon my opponent to apologize for the hateful comments she made about Sheriff Griswold. However, there was no excuse for the physical violence used by Commander Troy against Mrs. Carnes, who is a woman and represented no physical threat to anyone. I demand that Commander Donald Troy be fired, and if he is not, then I will work to have him terminated for cause when I am elected to the Council.', close quote."
Bettina: "And the joint meeting of the Council and Assembly was due to a Council motion to move up the deadline for the Assembly to pass the County budget, up to October 31st from the Election Day deadline stated in the new Charter. Black Assembly and Council Members accused the Council Republicans of racism in taking that action..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said as she, Sheriff Griswold, ADA Paulina Patterson, and Captain Tanya Muscone watched and drank coffee with me in my office. "Bill Redmond must really not want to be elected."
"He's a single-issue candidate." I replied. "And we now know what that single issue is: me."
"If Cindy were here," Teresa said, "she'd say it's always about you." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Have you talked to Miriam about this, Paulina?" Tanya asked Paulina.
"Not yet, but it's early in the morning." said Paulina. "And Miriam doesn't call me of her own volition, so I might not hear anything until you all do... and through the Press."
"Think the charges will stick?" Teresa asked.
"In my expert legal opinion? No." said Paulina. "I'd press them, but a host of others will pressure Miriam to drop them. And while a lot of people heard it, and it was a threat, it's borderline on just how much of a threat it was."
Paulina: "And Carnes will probably sue you, Don, for excessive use of force in the takedown, again at the urging of many people that hate you. I don't think she can win, and you're likely indemnified anyway, but the optics are such that Miriam might strike a deal with Carnes to drop the charges in exchange for dropping the lawsuit."
"That bitch is teflon." muttered Sheriff Griswold. "We just can't make anything stick to her."
"She's special, Sheriff." I said darkly. That got a room full of people glancing at me; things like that coming out of my potty mouth usually bode ill for someone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The KFXU broadcast was markedly different from the KXTC report. Unlike Bettina, Catrina and Meredith, especially Catrina, pointed out what Kelly Carnes had said, and also reported that my takedown of Carnes was not excessive, but a reasonable arrest of a criminal making violent threats.
After the broadcast, Teresa reported that three of the six BOW Enterprises technicians on Tanya's Tank team had been seen several times at the Hospital on Tanya's rehab day, usually Wednesdays. She was going to go interview them at BOW Enterprises this morning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00am, Paulina came into my office. "I just got off the phone with Miriam." she said. "Total shocker, but she called me, not the other way around."
"She's dropping the charges?" I asked.
"Another shocker: no." Paulina replied. "But Gwen Munson has already filed a lawsuit against you in Harry Nance's Court. Miriam said she's going to play hard, but ultimately she might go for a nolo contendere plea for a lesser, misdemeanor charge in exchange for dropping the lawsuit against you, and a public apology to the Sheriff."
"She'll never go for that." I said. "Or more accurately, Gwen Munson won't let her accept that. So... changing the subject, how are the cases against the 'Jacquez 200' going?"
Paulina said "The Breonna Bryant trial will be next month, and it's the first biggie test of the Felony Murder charge. Everyone else is waiting to see how that goes. If I get a conviction, I've privately heard from a bunch of lawyers that they'll plea to lesser but still felony charges, and I'll likely take those plea deals. If I lose, they'll fight harder, but I'm still going to try the cases I really do think we can win."
"Good." I said. "I'll have the Police Force ready for any rioting------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. "Troy" I answered. "Go ahead, Commander... yes... oh really?... okay, yeah, bring him in to I-A... see you in a few."
After disconnecting, i said "That was Teresa. She's bringing in someone, and she says I need to hear his story..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Angels Meeting, Teresa went up to BOW Enterprises with our official Police Photographer Connie, who also videotaped interviews for us at times. At BOW Enterprises, they set up a camera in a conference room, then Todd had the six technicians that worked on Tanya's wheelchair made available. Teresa was wearing her Police uniform of light blue shirt with soft shoulderboards denoting her rank, and dark blue pants with thick light blue piping down the sides.
One of the technicians was named Archie Brody. He was young, with a full head of very black hair, which was a bit of a mess on his head. Otherwise, he reminded Teresa of Seth Warner, Detective Joanne Warner's husband and the current Hospital Administrator.
After explaining that she needed to ask some questions, Teresa said "We once had a Sergeant Brody on the TCPD. Are you related to him?" (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge' for Brody.)
"No ma'am." Archie Brody said. "I remember hearing about him some years ago, because of the same last name. But we're not related, to the best of my knowledge, anyway."
Teresa nodded. "So you've lived in the Town & County for a while."
"All my life, ma'am." said Archie Brody. "I went to State Tech, then got this job when Mr. Burke started up BOW Enterprises."
"So you're assigned to Police Captain Tanya Muscone's wheelchair?"
"Yes ma'am." said Archie Brody. "I helped design and build the Tank, and I help maintain her regular wheelchair."
Teresa said "Do you go to University Hospital and do maintenance on it while she's in rehab?"
"I've only done that a couple of times." said Archie. "The last time was in April, when I installed the tracker."
"Er, what tracker is that?" Teresa asked, trying to keep a straight face.
"I was asked to put a tracker in the wheelchair," said Archie, "so that you Police Officers could track it if something happened to Captain Perlman... I mean Captain Muscone."
"And who told you to do that?" Teresa asked.
Archie looked puzzled for the first time as he said "Uh, I'm surprised you don't know. It was Commander Troy himself that asked for it..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - The Way Forward
"All right, Mary," I said to Intel Lieutenant Mary Milton as she stood in front of my desk at 10:15am, Wednesday, August 12th, "I want you to very quickly and very quietly begin looking into this 'Archie Brody' guy. And bring your results directly to me, not to Captain Muscone. Do I make myself clear on that?"
"Yes sir." said Mary, with enthusiasm. "Is there anything in particular I should be looking for?"
"I'll say 'no', so as to not bias your research." I replied. "But take note of any red flags you find, and start digging deeper depending on what you find."
"Wilco, sir." Mary said. I dismissed her and she left the office. I got up and headed down the hall to the anteroom for Interrogation Rooms A, B, and C. I looked in I-A to see Teresa talking to Archie Brody inside. I listened in for a moment.
"Okay, Archie," Teresa said, "we brought you down here to get your statement on camera. This interview is being recorded. And to protect your rights as well as ourselves, I'm going to read you your rights." She did so from the card, then asked if he understood the rights.
"Uh yeah, but what's this about?" Archie asked. He looked and sounded rattled. "Do I need a lawyer?"
"You have the right to one at any time." Teresa said. "Right now what I am doing is getting a more complete picture of what you said at BOW Enterprises. You said that you concealed a tracker in Captain Muscone's wheelchair?"
"Yeah, like I said earlier, Commander Troy asked me to." said Archie. That was my cue to go in, and I did so.
"Hello, Archie." I said as I sat down next to Teresa. "In case you don't know, I'm Commander Don Troy. You're saying that I asked you to put that tracker on Captain Muscone's wheelchair?"
"Uh, well, it was another Police Officer. A Sergeant." said Archie, who then added almost desperately "But he had a letter signed by you, asking me to install the tracker."
"What day was this?" I asked.
"It was in mid-April." said Archie Brody. "Saturday. Maybe the 11th?"
"Yes, April 11th was on a Saturday." I said, remembering that Teresa and I were in her hometown that day. (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 03.) "So just walk me through what happened that day."
Archie Brody said "A TCPD Officer... a Sergeant... came to BOW Enterprises and asked for me. When I came to the front desk, he asked if I was part of Captain Perlman's... er, Captain Muscone's wheelchair team. I said I was, and he told me that Commander Troy wanted me to put a tracker on Captain Muscone's wheelchair when she got to rehab that day, and that he'd drive me up to the Hospital to do it. He gave me a letter, signed by you, with those instructions."
"Was the tracking device a BOW Enterprises device?" I asked.
"No sir." said Archie Brody. "He had the device with him, and asked if it would work with the wheelchair's battery. I said it should, so we left for the Hospital. Captain Perl... sorry, I keep forgetting she's married now... Captain Muscone came in for rehab and I told her I was going to do some work on her wheelchair. So I installed the tracker, the Police Sergeant gave me a ride back to BOW, and that was that."
I had an insight, and brought out my Police iPhone and brought up a photograph. "Is this the Police Sergeant."
"Yeah, that's him!" Archie exclaimed. "He had a beard when he came to pick me up, but I think that's the guy."
I showed Teresa the photo. It was the last official Police portrait of Sergeant McCombs. Teresa's eyes widened just a bit, then she nodded as she made some notes on her notepad.
"What did he say his name was?" I asked.
"Gray." said Archie. "Sergeant Earl Gray." I managed not to react, but I saw Teresa's eyes shoot up at that.
"Do you have the letter he gave you?" I asked Archie Brody.
"Uh, no, I think he took it up while I was working on the wheelchair, and he just kept it." said Archie. "I didn't give it a second thought, really."
"Okay, I appreciate your cooperation." I said. "We're going to have to verify the details, and we're doing so now. What I can tell you is that I did not write that letter, nor did I authorize anyone to get you to install anything on Captain Muscone's wheelchair. That device was not a tracker; it was a bug, a listening device. We found it in a routine sweep of our offices."
Archie Bunker's face was a combination of shock and fright. "I... I'm sorry, sir, I had no idea... I thought it was you asking for that to be done---"
I held up a hand to stop him. "I understand. And you were trying to be helpful. As fair warning, and I'll be having the BOW Enterprises CEO put this out to everyone, don't be afraid of asking to verify anything like this if it happens again. For now, Mr. Burke has sent a car to come get you and take you back to BOW Enterprises. They'll have you stay in the conference room until we verify the story. Don't say anything to anyone about this, either..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Wednesday, August 12th. My Team was well trained, and had executed their missions flawlessly, and we were now meeting in Classroom 'E'. Present were: Chief Moynahan, me, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Muscone, Lt. Davis, Lt. Mary Milton, and Lt. Myron Milton at my request and as a courtesy.
Lt. Davis started us off: "Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington went up to the Hospital, and had a number of people confirm that Archie Brody was at the Hospital a few times working on Captain Muscone's wheelchair. They picked his face off a piece of paper 'lineup' with six persons on it. But they said he was not there very often, and not on any kind of regular pattern. And other guys worked on it, as well."
"I have a question." asked Teresa. "Tanya, why were you in rehab on Saturday, when you normally go on Wednesday."
Tanya replied: "I think that's when you and Commander Troy were in your hometown, and I was 'Acting Commander' (air quotes). I told the Hospital that if they could fit me in on Saturday to do so, as I didn't know when you'd be back."
Teresa said "And it was right when you predicted it might be, sir."
I said "Their timing was prodigious. We were out of Town, they conveeeeeniently had a weekend slot for Tanya come open, and McCombs went and got Archie Brody and brought him to do the installation of the bug."
"How did they pick up the signal transmissions?" asked Jerome Davis. I looked at Myron Milton.
Myron: "Probably McCombs, or another Police Officer in league with him, was able to park a car in the parking lot near Commander Troy's office and Captain Muscone's spacious office." Tanya burst out laughing at that, followed by the rest of us.
Myron: "So I believe a device in the car picked up the bug's transmission and relayed it somewhere. All in all, if they were sophisticated enough to get the bug planted and working, re-transmission would be no problem for them."
I said "I agree with that. If McCombs was involved, then it likely is a further inside job with other corrupt stains upon the TCPD Badge. Okay, what else do we have?"
Jerome Davis said "Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker went to BOW Enterprises with Lt. Commander Croyle. The Saturday receptionist was called in, and picked McCombs off our sheet with six persons on it, but she said he had a beard when he came to BOW. She said McCombs asked specifically for Archie Brody, and they talked for a few minutes then left together."
Davis: "The gate guard for that day was called on the phone, and confirmed that Sergeant McCombs, who he recognized by sight, let Brody out of the car outside the gate and then left, leaving Brody to go through the gate and walk all the way up to the BOW Enterprises main building. He said he remembers it because he thought it was weird, and that McCombs was driving a blue Camry, but he didn't get the tag number."
"That's still good information." I said. "Has anyone put out an APB on McCombs?"
Teresa said "Not only 'yes', but 'hell yeah! sir." Everyone laughed, and Teresa said "I had that out the minute you showed Brody that photo. But the unit we sent to his home said that no one was at home, there was no car in the garage. They didn't have a warrant so they didn't try to enter the home, but they didn't think he was there."
"Probably not." I said. "Okay, we've got some good information here, and---"
"I'll let Jack and Karina know." Tanya said. "Maybe they can---" She stopped when she noticed that Myron and Mary were staring darkly at her, and I was shaking my head vigorously in disagreement. "What? Why shouldn't I tell Jack?"
"Because neither I nor Commander Troy have authorized you tooooo." said Chief Moynahan, saving me from having to. "I know he's your husband, Captain, but this is a TCPD matter that the TCPD will handle, and I do not want this information disseminated to any-wunnnnnnn without my or Commander Troy's explicit authorization. Is that understoooood?"
"Yes sir." came a chorus. Tanya had not joined it, and felt as much as saw my eyes boring through her. She finally said "I won't say anything.", but it was clear she was not happy about it.
"Anything on Archie Brody?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Mary Milton. She began her narrative: "Archie Brody graduated from State Tech with a 3.0 GPA. Not great, not terrible."
"You sound like Comrade Dyatlov from the 'Chernobyl' movie." I said.
"Thank you, sir... I think." Mary said. "But you have more experience than me with nuclear bombs."
"Touché." I replied. "But don't bring that up anymore, even among friends. So what about Archie Brody?"
"He was hired by BOW Enterprises almost straight out of school." said Mary. "His employee reviews show him to be competent, but not particularly impressive. I noted a pattern, that he'd be assigned to a team and always end up doing the rote work, the cleanup work, not the cutting-edge research work. No bad marks, but nothing exceptional. Not great, not terrible."
"Yes, I am indeed sensing a 'Comrade Dyatlov' pattern, here." I replied.
"Archie Brody was assigned to what they call the 'Tanya's Tank' team." Mary went on. "Once they got her wheelchair, Tank, and van modifications done, others on the team were reassigned new projects. But Archie was left on the team, apparently to do the routine maintenance."
"So he's useful, he can do the jobs he's given," I said, "but he's not the brightest bulb on the string... ergo, he was the perfect person to be tricked into planting that bug."
"Sounds about right, Commander." said the Chief. "For myself, I'm much more worried about who else in this Police Force may have been helping McCombs. It is always a terrible thing to think we have traitors in our midst, but we have to consider the possibility. Therefore, let's continue to keep this under tight wraps." Everyone nodded.
"Just one more question." I said. "Any anomalies in his finances?"
"He keeps his credit cards paid off, sir." said Mary. "But no spending spurges or big debts incurred followed by big payoffs. We're getting a warrant to get his bank records, but so far there's nothing out of the ordinary for him; no deposits or withdrawals of over the $10,000 reporting threshold..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"May I speak freely?" Tanya asked as she just about ran over me driving into my office behind me.
"Always, when we're alone like this." I replied.
"Why can't I tell Jack about this?" Tanya asked. It was more of an accusation than a question.
"For several reasons." I said. "First, we now know how the bug got there, and who was behind it, but we still need to find out who was behind McCombs. No way in Hell he's smart enough or good enough to be the brains behind that bug or the real leadership of whoever we're up against."
"Second," I went on, "I'm actually trying to keep Jack out of the line of fire on this. If it is Federal Agents or Swamp Frogs behind this, then he might inadvertently tip them off by trying to find them. I'd rather we get some more data and then really ambush the shit out of them when we're ready."
"And third," I continued, "I have a real nagging feeling that this is not something that Jack can help us with, that it's a local thing. Ergo, again, he could inadvertently hurt our cause if he's being watched. Soooo, I'm going to hold off telling him or any Feds what's going on, and I expect you to do the same, even if you understandably don't like it."
"No I don't like it." Tanya said, almost defiantly. "And I'll tell you what I really don't like. If Myron and Mary Milton had looked at you the way they looked at me in there, you'd lock their heels, at best---"
"We've had this conversation." I said sternly. (Author's note: 'Woman In Love', Ch. 04.) "And I've had an Angel or two... or three... look at me that same way from time to time. Let. It. Go..."
Part 9 - Stains Upon The Badge
At 2:30pm, Wednesday, August 12th, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle came to my office. "We've got him, sir." she announced. "McCombs was found in Pottsville. He was arrested by Detective Seamus O'Brady and Pottsville P.D. Officers, and is being transported back here by State Patrol Troopers."
"Outstanding!" I said. "Who found him, and how?"
"After the APB was put out," Teresa said, "State assets were put to work finding his cellphone. It was found, easily enough, pinging in Pottsville. So O'Brady went to the house where McCombs was staying, and he and his escorting Officers made the arrest. They report that McCombs asked what it was about, but did not struggle nor resist arrest in any way. The house he was in apparently belongs to his cousin's husband."
"Good." I said. "When he gets here, put him through full booking, including the ubiquitous orange jumpsuit, then bring him into either I-1 or I-2 and let him call his lawyer if he wants one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30pm, McCombs and his State Patrol escort arrived, whereupon he was taken into TCPD custody and put through full booking. He was then brought into I-1. Detective Teddy Parker went into I-1 with Lt. Cmdr. Croyle and led the interrogation, thoroughly prepped by Your Iron Crowbar on what I wanted asked. Sr. Patrolman Johnson was the Uniformed presence.
Parker read McCombs his rights from the card. To no one's surprise, when Parker routinely asked if McCombs understood the rights, McCombs simply stated "I want an attorney, and will answer no questions without an attorney present." He was allowed to call his attorney, and again to no one's surprise, it was Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C.
She took her time getting to TCPD Headquarters; it was 4:15pm before she deigned to darken the doorstep with her presence. Then she asked to speak to her client alone. Parker, Croyle, Julia Rodriguez and I watched from the anteroom.
"Sir," asked Julia Rodriguez, "isn't it strange that Munson wanted to speak alone with her client, but she never asked why we arrested McCombs, nor anything else about any of this?"
"Outstanding observation." I replied, then tested her: "What do you infer from that?"
"Uh, that she knows something already, sir." Julia replied.
I replied: "I wouldn't be surprised if she does know something, but in this case I think she's just stalling, trying to waste our time. We'll know for sure soon... the longer they take without her asking us what's going on, the more likely I'm right that she's just being her normal self and wasting our time."
At 4:35pm , they were still talking, so I had Teresa and Teddy go back in. Gwen Munson acted offended. "We haven't finished our conversation yet."
"You can talk about non-essential things on your own time and your own dime." Teresa retorted. "And don't say you're talking about the case... we haven't even discussed with your client why we arrested him, and you definitely haven't asked... or DID you know... somehow?"
Realizing she'd been defeated on that one, Munson said "Okay... what's it about?"
Teresa sat down, followed by Parker, who said "Your client has been arrested as a person of interest in the State and Federal felony crimes of planting listening devices at Police Headquarters and upon the equipment of one of our Officers."
"You have got to be kidding me." Gwen Munson said.
"It's not a joke, and no one is laughing." Teresa replied coldly. She looked over at Parker, who picked up the bit:
"Your client was picked up out of a printed lineup as having been at BOW Enterprises, talking to their employee about planting the bugging device." stated Parker. "The gate guard knew your client by sight, and has given us his story. Your client also gave the BOW employee a ride to the Hospital, where the victim's equipment was bugged."
"So my client did not actually plant the bugs." said Gwen Munson. "And it's not a crime to talk to someone or give them a ride."
"It is when it's Conspiracy." Teresa replied.
"Fine. We'll see you in Court." Munson said, acting as if she was about to get up. To McCombs she said "Go ahead and invoke, and I'll go to the Courthouse and begin arranging your hearing and bail."
"Better be sure." Teresa said to McCombs. "Once you invoke, there are no deals on the table. And going to Court is what we do."
McCombs knew the law, so he said "I'm not answering any questions at this time---"
Everyone in the room was a bit shocked to see the door open and Your Iron Crowbar come in. "Patrolman Johnson, take McCombs to a holding cell. McCombs is a 'keepaway', so go with them, Detective Parker, and make sure he's isolated. Ms. Munson, stay here."
"Why?" snarled Munson as Johnson led McCombs out, followed by Parker. "I'll leave if I damn well please."
"Oh no you won't." I said as I put my fists on the table and leaned over like Snoopy the Vulture in the 'Peanuts' comic strips. "Commander Croyle here will stop you, by physical force if necessary, and it's likely that she is praying that it becomes necessary. Now I just have one question for you, Ms. Munson: you used the word 'bugs'... plural... How did you know we found more than one planted bug?"
Gwen's eyes looked confused for just one second... then narrowed in hatred as she realized that not only had she slipped up, but that I'd caught it.
Still she tried: "My client told me that. You must've fucked up and said something to him, or in his presence."
"You are the one fucking up, here, Ms. Munson." I said coldly as I straightened back up. "Like Commander Croyle said when she and Detective Parker came into the room: we had not told either you or your client what the situation was until after your private conversation with him. So no, I do not believe he told you nor that we mentioned it to him. And it certainly was not mentioned about how many bugs... hell, they didn't even mention exactly what the equipment that was bugged was!"
"So!" I said, "let's try this again, Ms. Munson, and while it pains me to have to waste my time dealing with a clearly inferior intellect, I suggest you begin telling us what you know about all this."
"Am I under arrest?" snarled Munson, standing up. "If not, I'm walking out now. And you can shove it up your rapist ass, Mr. Crowbar."



Gwen turned to go, and Teresa looked at me, her eyes just begging me to have her stop Munson. But I had to disappoint her by shaking my head, allowing Munson to go.
"Why'd you let her go, after she slipped up like that?" Teresa asked as soon as the door closed behind her.
'It'd be hard as hell to prove at trial in Court." I replied. "And I really want McCombs to tell us who is pulling his strings. Rattling Munson without making her dig in is the way to do that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm. Chief Moynahan made his goodbyes and left Headquarters, freeing the rest of the Police Leadership to do likewise, if we so desired. I so desired, and began putting papers away and shutting down my computer when Teresa appeared at my door.
"Going to the Cop Bar tonight?" the Iron Wolf asked. "We're going to have celebratory beef and nachos, and maybe a dram of a good single malt Scotch."
"Sounds good." I said. "I'll call Laura and let her know---"
I was interrupted by the Duty Desk Sergeant coming up behind Teresa. "Sir, ma'am," he said, "McCombs just yelled something at the camera, and when a couple of Officers went to see what was the matter, McCombs asked to speak to you, Commander Troy... in the Interrogation Room. And he said not to call his lawyer."
"Some kind of trick?" asked the ever-skeptical Teresa.
"Only one way to find out." I said. To the Duty Desk Sergeant I said "Have them bring McCombs to I-1, and send a Uniformed Officer in to watch. I'll come down when they're ready..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa watched from the anteroom, and Tanya and Jerome Davis were watching in the Monitor Room as I went into I-1. McCombs was sitting at the table, and at the doorway to the 'jail side' was Patrolman Sims, who moonlighted as Security at Eastside Elementary. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 01.)
I got out the card to re-read McCombs his right, but he said "I know the rights. Just give me a second to tell you why I asked you to come in."
"Okay." I said, my voice skeptical.
"Look, Commander," said McCombs, "I still have Federal charges against me for that incident with that (n-word) and his boy, and they could re-file the local charges after the mistrial. You're familiar with this: you were pardoned for the State crimes in that Morelli case, but the Feds could still bring charges. So you have to maintain your Fifth Amendment rights. Well, so do I. " I nodded.
McCombs: "So I want to talk to you about a... 'hypothetical' situation. I'm not confessing to anything, I maintain my rights to silence. Just a 'hypothetical'."
"And you don't want your lawyer here for this?" I asked.
"No." said McCombs. "She'd try to keep me quiet. If she knew I was talking to you now, she'd go ape-shit. So, do we have a deal? I give you a 'hypothetical', and then that conversation never happened?"
It's times like this where good Detectives make their money and earn their stripes, or higher. I've always hated 'hypotheticals'; they often taint any evidence we find based on them, and then our case gets thrown out of Court. And it was walking on quicksand to even be talking with McCombs without his lawyer present.
So my first instinct, and what almost any other Detective would do, would be to contact the ADA in charge of the case, or at least insist the suspect have his or her lawyer present. But then my second instinct kicked in: that I might learn something important, here, and that knowledge of that information might be more important than the legal case.
"All right. You've got a deal." I said.
"Okay," said McCombs, "what if someone... hypothetically a Police Sergeant... hypothetically was told to contact Archie Brody at BOW Enterprises, give him a device and tell him it's a tracking device, and have it installed on Captain Muscone's wheelchair. You'd hypothetically want to know who that Sergeant's contact was... the person who gave the Sergeant that device, and the forged letter, and the instructions, wouldn't you?"
"Of course." I said. "So... hypothetically... who is it?"
McCombs's eyes glanced furtively around, and then he said "What if it hypothetically was Officer Jeremy Hatch?"
"It makes sense... hypothetically." I said. "Was Hatch hypothetically the one that had you arrest Toddler and his crew?" (Author's note: 'Black and Blue'.)
"I've said all I'm going to say." said McCombs. "And don't ask me to testify against him, about anything. I'd be dead before the next sunrise."
Mind you, that would be an outcome perfectly suitable to Your Iron Crowbar, as I despised this dirtbag that had stained the TCPD Badge. But I digress...
"Do you know who is hypothetically pulling his strings, as well as yours?" I tried.
"Hypothetically, I would have no idea of that." said McCombs. "And that's all I'm going to say about any of this."
"All right." I said. To Sims I said "You can take him back to his cell. Make sure he gets there, put him on suicide watch, make sure no one else goes in his cell." Sims escorted McCombs out, and after they'd left and the door had closed, I exited out the anteroom side.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Teresa as she, Tanya, and Jerome Davis sat in my office, discussing what we'd just witnessed. "Why is he giving up Hatch like that?"
"If I may, ma'am." said Jerome Davis, and we nodded as he said: "I'm not sure we can trust what he says. He may be doing this to worm his way out of what we have on him, and distract us from what he was doing."
"First," I said, "Jerome, this is an open discussion; you can speak relatively freely. Second, you've made an excellent point, but let's parse it down."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Let's look at this from a larger perspective. Do any of you guys think McCombs is the true leader of what is obviously a sophisticated operation of a size possibly larger than a collection of a few dirty cops?" They all shook their heads; no, they did not think McCombs was capable of that.
Teresa said "To that end, McCombs was the one that created that situation with the black man and his son. The top General would not do that. An expendable grunt would be ordered to do it."
"I agree." I said. "I'm also remembering that Hatch is the one that planted the gun on the Toddler Crew, and Hatch was the one that secured the McDonalds bags full of money. So McCombs may be right to the extent that Hatch is the boss of him, in the criminal perp sense."
"What doesn't make sense, sir," said Tanya, "is that we'd believe Hatch is anything but one of the dumbest and worst Police Officers on the Force. You've written him up a couple of times, he's constantly watched by Internal Affairs, and he's not permitted to be on field assignments; he's relegated to desk duty and tasks like taking documents to the Courthouse... and he can barely get those tasks done."
"Exactly, sir." said Jerome. "That's why I'm wondering if McCombs is pasting Hatch with this to distract us and waste our time looking into it."
"I hear you." I said. "Let me counter with this idea: what if Hatch is playing dumb, and has been playing dumb all these years, but in reality is a lot sharper than we've given him credit for?" You could've heard a pin drop.
"Wowwwww." said Teresa, breaking the silence. "How long has he been here?"
"Over six years, at least." I said (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', Ch. 01, for Hatch's first appearance.) "He came up on I.A.'s radar in the 'Black Badge case. He's simply never done anything egregious enough to get himself fired, and of course the Union always protects him and fights for him to the last ditch"
Your Iron Crowbar: "But the second McCombs said Hatch's name, it hit me that Hatch playing the fool is a perfect cover... and would require someone with brains to make work out. 'Ice Cube' Perry was our deep undercover guy for a long time, because he had the brains, street smarts, and cunning for it. Hatch plays dumb and incompetent, and we not only don't question that, we assign him courier duty... where he can and probably does look at everything we send over there, and therefore gathers intel on our operations."
I finished up: "Let's keep what we know confined to this room. Commander Croyle, take Hatch off courier duty. Put him on Desk Duty here at Headquarters until further notice. I'll contact Ted Orosco with Internal Affairs, and give him an edited version of what is going on. You can go now. So can you, Lieutenant Davis, and that was some good mental work you've done today. Captain Muscone, stay here one moment." Teresa got up first, then Jerome followed her in both leaving the office.
I said to Tanya: "This is one of the reasons I told you not to tell even your husband about any of this. Now I need you to call him and ask him to come in, so I can talk to both of you at the same time."
Part 10 - Loyalties
When FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone got to my office, I did not need Carole's power of the vibe to see that he was not happy.
"All right, Dog," he said as he sat down next to his wife, "you need to come correct with me."
"Yes I do," I said, "and that's why I asked Tanya to get you to come over. Here's what we know about the bug planted in her wheelchair." I gave a summary of what we'd found, leaving out Archie Brody's name. And I could see as I spoke that Jack knew more about it than he should... had Tanya talked to him despite my instructions to the contrary? I wondered.
"Who is the guy who actually planted the bug?" Jack asked levelly, his beady black eyes trying to stare right through me.
"I'm not saying, at least not until I've consulted with the District Attorney's Office." I replied. "And I told Tanya not to say anything to you, party because I wanted this to play out, and get past him. I think he's innocent and was tricked into planting the bug. We also believe there was and may still be a relay vehicle in the parking lot, suggesting an inside TCPD job. And last but not least, I don't think this is the Swamp Frogs nor any Federal Agents; I think it's a local thing."
"Are you sure of that?" Jack asked. "We've had a lot of Swamp Frog activity in this area, especially in the last few months. You barely still have a home, a dog, and a daughter, and you don't have an Impound Yard anymore." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', 'Power of Love'.) "And that issue with McCombs and Hatch arresting Toddler's Crew was a front to start up racial issues to help politicians at the national level and their Media allies."
"What I'm sure of," I said, staring right back at Muscone, "is that if I give you the name of the person who actually installed the device, you'll go after him. You'll arrest him and file Federal charges against him, then you'll interrogate him in typical Federal fashion. You won't get any more out of him that we have, and you'll totally destroy his life, much less his career. So I'd appreciate it if you would trust me on this, and let me handle it."
Muscone clearly did not like that. I glanced over at Tanya, seeing that she was just listening and would give me no help. Jack finally said "What about McCombs? Can we get a few minutes with him?"
"He has invoked." I said. "He gave me what I got on a 'hypothetical' basis, pretty much off-the-record. So sure, you can talk to him, but Gwen Munson will be right there getting in your face. And before you ask, I don't want you going after Hatch, either. If you do, he'll clam up, he'll know we're onto him, whoever his handler or his boss is, they will know, and we won't be able to check further into him and then possibly use him to our advantage."
"All right, I get it." said Jack. He turned to Tanya and said "If the Iron Crowbar is done talking to you, why don't you go get your things, and we'll head on home. I need to talk to Don for just one more second." I nodded to Tanya, giving permission for her to go, and she exited the office.
"I need to ask you one thing." said Jack. "Are you going to fire Tanya?"
"Not only 'no', but 'hell no!'." I replied, a bit shocked. "Why would you even ask that?"
"I know there have been issues between her and her subordinates over working with the FBI." Jack said. "I understand the reasons. I also know that there are times you want her to keep Police business things from me. If there's a problem, both she and I need to know about it."
I said "Tanya is not going anywhere, unless she resigns purely of her own accord. I want her in the TCPD for as long as she wants to be."
Then I added "Having said that, it is possible that she could leave the Captain of Detectives position... by being promoted."
It was Jack's turn to be surprised. "Promoted?" he asked sharply. "To where?"
I said "The two likeliest places would be Chief of Internal Affairs, which is a Lieutenant Commander position, or Deputy Chief, which is a Commander position."
Jack openly gaped at me. "Do you expect either of those positions to become open?" he asked.
I said "Keep this between you and me, but if Sharon Marshall wins the Governorship and Curly Goodwin wins the I.G. post here in our Town & County, and I believe he will, the SBI Director position will become open. And if you don't weasel your beady-eyed self into it, it is possible that both Orosco and Cindy Ross would be considered for the job, opening up a position. But that is not a done deal by any means, so don't even tell Tanya about it for now."
I added: "And I'll also say this: there are times I will indeed ask Tanya to not tell you some things. And I'm not sympathetic to any complaints about that. I've been married for seven years to one of the highest-level CIA Officers in the Nation. We've never talked 'shop', and there are things we both understand we must keep from each other. Hell, Laura didn't even tell me she was in the CIA; I had to tell her that I knew." (Author's note: 'Interlude', Ch. 09.)
"I get it." said Jack. "And I might as well touch the third rail... what about the situation with the Miltons? I know they don't like the FBI nor any Federal Agents, and I understand why after Myron's father was beaten nearly to death." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 03.)
Jack: "But it's pissing Tanya off that they're practically insubordinate to her in their refusals to do any work that you might give to us. So what's the real story with that? Are they being insubordinate?" 
I just looked at Jack as I said: "I appreciate all of my good Police Officers, and the jobs they do, and do well, for me. And I love my Angels, all three of them, like my closest family. But I have rarely seen two people more indispensable to any job than Myron and Mary Milton are to this Police Force in their respective positions. Losing them would be absolutely devastating to us."
Jack got the message. "Okay, then. I'll hold off making any arrests. But keep me in the loop on this." I nodded and he got up and said "I'll leave you to it. Have a good night."
"You too." I said. As I watched him exit the office, I wondered if I'd just torn open a breach I'd never be able to close...
Part 11 - Legal Choke Points
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MLF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, August 13th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the background. "The Police Union files another grievance against the TCPD!"
Bettina began: "Yesterday, Pottsville Police arrested former Police Sergeant McCombs based upon an APB and warrant issued by the Town & County Police, and the State Patrol brought Mr. McCombs back to this jurisdiction. The warrant named Mr. McCombs as a person of interest in an incident of a listening device being found on the equipment of a Police Officer."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the piece of equipment was the wheelchair used by Police Captain Tanya P. Muscone, and that the bug was planted by a BOW Enterprises technician, who has so far not been charged with any crime."
Bettina: "The Police Union, which is still fighting to have Mr. McCombs restored to the TCPD, claimed in their grievance that the Police are accusing Mr. McCombs of a crime to harass him, and that they have no evidence to show that Mr. McCombs had any role in the planting of the listening device. The Union cites the fact that the TCPD has not arrested nor charged the BOW Enterprises technician as solid proof that they are focusing on Mr. McCombs as an act of harassment and retaliation."
Bettina: "And in other news, White Nationalist Conservatives are outraged at candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson's proposals for reasonable gun control measures. Republican candidate for Governor Sharon Marshall, who is a close crony of deeply unpopular Governor Val Jared and supports his racist, White Nationalist policies, issued a statement demanding that Hoyt Stenson debate her publicly in front of live cameras and a live audience..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good grief." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, ADA Paulina Patterson, and I drank coffee and watched in my office. "How did Bettina learn about all of that?"
I was tapping away on my computer, then made a phone call to the Duty Desk. Upon hanging up, I turned to face the ladies on the other side of the desk.
"Okay," I said, "no one visited McCombs last night. Gwen Munson did not come to Headquarters at any time. The duty logs are issued to the Press once a day... usually at 8:00am after I've reviewed them. Yesterday's duty logs have not been officially issued to the Press."
"So we have a mole?" asked Teresa.
"Probably," I replied, "but the Press would've heard about the APB and the arrest. And unlike the past, they'll share information rather than try to scoop each other, in order to cause maximum damage to us, the Police."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So KXTC hears about it, and starts investigating. Bettina reported what they have, which is in the public record, for the most part. I wouldn't be shocked if someone wrote in a document that the wheelchair is what was bugged. I would imagine they've called Gwen Munson, and they also have a mole in BOW Enterprises; ergo, they know from that, too."
"Bettina didn't mention the technician's name," Teresa said, "but she was really pointing out that he hadn't been arrested... and then pointed out that that was the Union's reason behind their grievance."
"Can the Union grieve that, considering that McCombs is not a Police Officer now?" Paulina asked.
"I don't think so." I said. "And I'll be bringing up some ideas to respond to that with the Sheriff and Police Chief. But the most damaging thing about all of that... is that Hatch and whoever is pulling his strings now know that we're aware of the bug in Teresa's wheelchair. Any element of surprise we had is now lost."
"That bites." Teresa said.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my landline phone, and I answered it. After hanging up, I said "That was Chief Moynahan. He wants you and me, Teresa, in his Conference Room. Bring your coffee mug..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Griswold was in the Chief's Conference Room, and Commander Cindy Ross walked in just in front of us. We all took our seats.
"Mighty exciting news report this morning, Mr. Crowbarrr." drawled the Chief. "First, fill us in on everything." I told everyone everything that had transpired the afternoon and evening before, including my 'hypothetical' meeting with McCombs at his request.
"We'll hear no end of that." growled Griswold. "Gwen Munson will be screaming at us until she's hoarse."
Teresa said "Sheriff, I have affidavits from all the Officers that McCombs asked to meet Commander Troy, and specifically without a lawyer present. Also, I've preserved the tapes of their discussion, showing Commander Troy about to read McCombs his rights again, then McCombs reiterating he didn't want the lawyer present, then their agreed-upon hypothetical conversation."



"It's good you have all that," drawled the Chief, "but I'm not sure it'll hold up if Munson can get it into Nance's Court instead of the other judges's."
"C'est la guerre." I replied. Seeing the Chief turn and glare at me, I said: "I mean, what am I supposed to do when a suspect asks to talk, and asks that his lawyer not be called?"
"Call his lawyerrrr, anyway." said Chief Moynahan. "Make him fire her, or he'll have to choose if he wants to speak in her presence."
"He wouldn't have." I replied. "Chief, McCombs knows the law; he was a Sergeant in the TCPD for years and made a lot of arrests. He did everything exactly right in proposing discussing a 'hypothetical'. I had to make a judgement call, and I chose to agree to his terms and hear him out."
"I trust your judgement, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff, more as a statement to the Chief than to me. "I think you did the right thing, and damn what Gwen Munson thinks."
"And what about Hatch?" asked Cindy Ross. "Are you going to suspend him? Arrest him and interrogate him?"
"Now there is where we have to be careful." I said. "We don't have any evidence more than McCombs's word... which is not very credible... and some financial anomalies after a McDonalds bag of money disappeared by his hands. The Union could and definitely would fight like hell for him if we try anything. I did the only thing I could do: I put him on the Duty Desk, the only place I could think of where he doesn't have access to records, Court document, or could control the direction and actions of other Officers."
"Assign him to taking 9-1-1 calls." said Cindy. "That's what Officers recovering from injuries and pregnant Officers get, a lot of the time. I'm halfway expecting the Chief to send me there at any time." We all chuckled at that.
"Taking you seriously," I said, "if Hatch shows his incompetence and fucks up a 9-1-1 call, and someone dies... I'd rather deal with Gwen Munson for talking to her client without her there, thank you very much."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened, and Paulina Patterson poked her lovely head in. "I just got a call from Miriam Walters. Gwen Munson just called her, and Munson is livid, accusing Commander Troy of violating her client's rights. Miriam is on her way here, and wants an explanation."
"And we will give her one." I said. "Have her come to the Main Conference Room. Teresa, get those tapes ready to show..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:35am. Town & County District Attorney Miriam Walters was escorted to the Main Conference Room. Waiting for her were the Sheriff, the Chief, me, Paulina Patterson, and Teresa Croyle.
"All right." she said. "Show me the tapes of what actually happened." Teresa 'drove' the computer and showed the tapes. She also handed Walters a copy of the affidavits she had obtained.
"Now would you mind showing me the case against McCombs in this bugging incident?" Miriam asked. I spelled it out for her, omitting only the name of Archie Brody."
"And you didn't arrest this technician?" Miriam asked. "Even though he admitted bugging the wheelchair?"
"He did not admit to that." I said. When Miriam looked up at me, her beady black eyes reminding me of Jack Muscone's, I said "He admitted that he planted a tracking device at the request of a Police Sergeant who showed him a letter with my name forged on it. It would appear people forging my name on documents is becoming popular, but I digress. He didn't know the device was a bug."
Miriam said skeptically. "Come on, he's a technician, isn't he? And he had no idea of what he was planting?"
"A transceiver listening device and a device that emits a signal to be tracked would look very similar." I replied. "I think he blindly followed what he genuinely thought was a genuine Police request. I don't think he's guilty of any criminal intent."
"I will also add," said Sheriff Griswold, "that we're looking for whoever is behind this. We found the guy who tricked the technician into installing the bug, that being McCombs. The information he gave Commander Troy, even under a 'hypothetical' that we can't use as evidence, still gives us something to work with going forward."
"And before you say it," I said, "we do have more on Hatch that gives us probable cause when it's time to take his sorry butt to Court."
Miriam Walters dropped the papers in her hand and sat back in her chair. "Yeah." She said, then added: "The only reason I think you did no wrong, Commander Troy, is that the original case against McCombs is so weak that I likely would not have prosecuted it."
Teresa said "What would you suggest that Commander Troy,or any of us, for that matter, do if this situation ever comes up again?"
Walters said "You should've notified his lawyer, for openers."
"And then he would not have said anything, under any conditions, real or hypothetical." I replied.
"From my point of view," said the District Attorney, "you didn't gain anything actionable from what he said. And if you do get to Hatch by other means, a good Defense attorney... which Gwen Munson actually is, even if she is annoying... will use it to contaminate our case. And while you did nothing legally wrong in accepting McCombs's offer, it's going to be a point of contention. I might add, Commander Croyle, that Commander Troy could accept that deal offer, but you cannot."
"Aren't I an Officer of the Court?" Teresa asked, though not angrily.
"Yes," replied Miriam, "but only a member of the Command Group, acting as a principal for the County, can do what Commander Troy did." She then looked at me and said: "And I would also advise in similar situations in the future, Commander Troy, is for you to contact me, Paulina, or one of the other ADAs before accepting the deal. You might ignore our advice, but at least we could give you some."
"That's a good point." I said, pretending to concede that point.
Just then, my Police iPhone chimed with a text. I called the Duty Desk Sergeant, who said "Sir, there's a Gwen Munson up here demanding to talk to you and D.A. Walters. She's getting really ugly about it, and I'm going to arrest her if she doesn't calm down."
"Escort her yourself to the Main Conference Room." I said. "Do not send her with Hatch..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell did you think you were doing, talking to my client without me here?" yelled Munson. "You've violated his rights! You might as well drop the charges and have him released!"
"Sit down, Ms. Munson." I said. "And I'll show you that your client asked to talk to me specifically without you present----"
"Bullshit!" Gwen yelled. "This is just another of your lies! Now I want to see my client, and then I'm going to go to Court and file motions to--- awk!" Lt. Commander Croyle had gotten up, come around, and very strongly forced Gwen Munson to sit down. "Why you bitch---"
"SHUT THE FUCK UP!" Teresa yelled right in her ear. "Or I will personally drag your ass through Booking!"
"That's assault!" Gwen complained. "That's Police brutality!"
"No, that's not assault." I said. "But Commander Croyle seems to be very willing to show you what 'assault' really is, if you don't shut your goddamned mouth. Now as I was saying, we have it on tape, and we have the affidavits: your client asked to talk to me specifically without you present. I agreed to his request to speak of a 'hypothetical' issue, which can't be used in Court, of course, but did not violate his rights... especially as, once again, he asked to speak without you present."
We played the tape of McCombs in the holding cell yelling that he wanted to talk to me, then in I-1 saying he did not want Munson in the room. I stopped the tape there.
"Show the rest of it." Munson demanded.
"Oh I will... in Court." I said. "Not before." The hatred in Gwen's eyes accurately showed her immeasurable hatred for me.
"What do you have to say to this, Ms. Walters?" Gwen asked the D.A. haughtily. "Are you complicit in this dirty cop's assault on my client's rights?"
Teresa said "That's hypocrisy if I've ever seen it: you calling anyone else dirty."
"Drop dead, cunt." Gwen Munson.
My hand on her shoulder restrained Teresa from doing the obvious thing. Gwen's eyes were gleaming in the pleasure of having nearly taken the Iron Wolf over the edge... and then I saw her eyes flicker up to the camera mounted in the corner of the room near the ceiling.
"Oh, that camera?" I said. "It's not working. Nor are your attempts to goad us into an incident."
Munson returned her glance to me, the goading look turned to pure hatred. "I want to see my client McCombs. Now." she demanded.
"Commander Croyle," I said, "go see if McCombs wants to see his lawyer. If not, and I suspect he does not, then leave him in his holding cell until his arraignment." Teresa got up and left the room.
"Wellll," drawled Chief Moynahan, "there' no reason for me to hang around here. Ms. Walters, Ms. Patterson, may I offer you some coffee in my office?"
"That sounds good." said Paulina. "Miriam, the Chief does make a good cup of coffee."
"Sure." said Miriam, understanding that the Chief was doing that to get them out of the room... and leave Gwen Munson alone with the Sheriff... and me. I got up and opened the door, and they exited. I closed the door, but remained standing there, blocking it. I reached up and fiddled with my ink pen.
"Soooo," said Gwen Munson cattily, "you stopped your little cunt from assaulting me. It doesn't matter. She'll fuck up one of these days. She can't help it----UHK!"
I moved so fast that she did not have time to even move. I grabbed her, twisted her up and out of her chair, and slammed her onto her upper back on the edge of the table, choking her neck with my left hand. My right hand and withdrawn my service weapon from its holster, and I jammed it into her mouth.
"She's not your problem, you corrupt bitch!" I growled, feeling the fury that she must've been seeing in my eyes. "You just don't seem to get it, do you? I'll kill you just as soon as I'll look at you, just on account of your goddamned bad manners!" 
Munson was struggling, to no avail. The looks of hatred, derision, and cunning were no longer in her eyes. Just pure fear.
"I'd suggest you listen to the Iron Crowbar, Ms. Munson." growled Griswold. "And I'd suggest an attitude adjustment on your part. It's you who is going to fuck up and cross a line you can't uncross."
"And when you do," I hissed, "I'll be there."
"All right, Crowbar." the Sheriff said. I let Gwen go and re-holstered my service weapon. Munson grabbed her satchel of papers and fled the room.
Part 12 - Roll Call and Bad Calls
Meanwhile...
At 8:00am sharp, Thursday, August 13th, the roll call at 1st Precinct Headquarters began. Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie called out the names by rank and then alphabetically. On this morning, he shocked the room by calling out a particular name:
"Gunddottar!"
"Present!"
Despite being in formation, everyone turned to see Corporal Inga Gunddottar standing at thee back of the room. A smattering of applause built into an avalanche of a strong ovation.
"Welcome back, Corporal." said McGhillie as the ovation ended. He finished the roll call. Many of Inga's fellow Officers came up and welcomed her back, then Captain Hugh Hewitt came in and had her report to his office, to let her know that she was on extremely light, restricted duty...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. Teresa Croyle as she came into my office at 10:00am and sat down at my hand gesture bidding. "Inga Gunddottar is back." the Iron Wolf said. "She was assigned to the Dispatch desk while she's on restricted duty and not re-qualified with her service weapon."
"Good." I said. "She really shouldn't be back, but she really wanted to, and Laura told me privately that bringing Inga back on light duty would allow the psychologists to evaluate her better."
Teresa nodded, then said "McCombs did not want to see Gwen Munson when he was asked this morning, so the Duty Desk Sergeant, which is Carter today, told Munson she could not see him. She left in a huff for the Courthouse."
I said "So I heard. I also heard that Munson ran... not walked, but ran... to the Chambers of Judge Harry R. Nance. Unfortunately for her, she was too late. The City Attorney's representative legal eagle was already there, filing a lawsuit against the Union, and they went ahead and got McCombs's arraignment on Judge Folsom's docket. Gwen is furious, which is the normal state for her when she deals with the TCPD."
"And specifically with you." Teresa replied. "So what happened in there after you sent me out?"
I said "What happens in the Conference Room, stays in the Conference Room. We'll just leave it at that. The Sheriff was in the room with me the whole time, so whatever Munson says, nothing happened... of course."
"Of course." said Teresa, understanding. "So what's going on with those legal actions? We're suing the Union?"
"We sure are." I said, much more happily. "We're saying that the Union's action is harassment and designed to cause us financial and emotional harm. We're contending that McCombs is no longer a Police Officer and that the situation regarding his status is closed and has been for some time. The Union says their grievance is still ongoing; ergo, they have the 'right' (air quotes) to continue representing him and grieving on his behalf."
Teresa said "Good. I hope we can blast them to Hell in Court. What about McCombs, though? Please don't tell me he skates on this."
"Okay, I won't tell you." I replied. "Seriously, I'm not sure what's going to happen. Paulina has asked Miriam to let her, Paulina, pick the case up. Left to her own devices, Miriam probably would drop it just to show me up for allowing that 'hypothetical' conversation, but she's considering Paulina's request. All in all, it's just part of the legal muddle we're wading through right now."
Teresa said "Cool beans." Then she hesitated before saying "May I speak freely, sir?" I knew that this meant Teresa wanted to talk about something personal more than any notion of speaking out of protocol.
"Always, when we're alone like this." I said. "Whassup?"
"Are things okay with Tanya?" Teresa asked. I nodded, understanding the underlying nature of the question.
"Before I answer, and I will," I replied, "why do you ask?"
Teresa said "She's normally the perkiest person in the world, much less this Police Department. She makes 'perky Katie Couric' look like Kelly Carnes. But Tanya has had a little edge to her the last day or two. She also has been talking to Cindy a lot. She talks to me more when she doesn't mind you knowing about it, and she talks to Cindy when she'd rather you not know about it."
I knew it!" i said with mock joviality. "I knew that sneaky Green Crowbar was keeping things from me." Teresa cracked what was for her a smile.
My mock humor left as I continued: "That's interesting. And here's my promised answer: Tanya really did not like it when I instructed her to withhold the information we'd learned about her bugged wheelchair from all Federal Agents, including her husband. There's also continued friction between her and the Miltons, and part of that problem is that I take the Miltons's side against her... which is dead wrong of me, but cannot be helped."
"Does Jack know about all this?" Teresa asked. "And if so, how does he feel about it?"
I said "I think he gets it. I told him that some things are like me and Laura... she and I can't and don't talk about our jobs if we don't have to, and that his and Tanya's marriage needs to be the same way---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Paulina Patterson, which sent a shock of worry through me; she normally calls me on my personal iPhone. I answered the call: "Troy."
"Don, it's Paulina." said Paulina. "I just wanted to give you a huge 'red alert' about something. The Feds have filed charges against McCombs, and are seeking to take physical custody of him!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Thursday, August 13th. The Sheriff, Chief, and I were in the Main Conference Room. With us were District Attorney Miriam Walters and ADAs Paulina Patterson and Savannah Fineman.
I had tried to call Jack Muscone on three separate occasions on both his personal and professional lines. Everything went to voicemail. My texts to him generated auto-messages that he was driving his vehicle.
Miriam Walters said: "McCombs was brought in for his arraignment. Savannah was handling it for the People of the Town & County. She asked that McCombs be remanded into custody, as he was arrested outside the jurisdiction and posed an extreme flight risk. Gwen Munson, defending him, asked that he be released on his on recognizance, saying that he was well-known after his hung-jury trial, and that he had ties to the community."
Walters: "Before Judge Folsom could make a ruling, a Deputy brought in a file folder and handed it to the Judge. It was a writ from Federal Judge K.M. Landis, ordering that McCombs be held while a Federal warrant was served to take custody of him. The warrant was being sought by the FBI, as Federal charges were being filed for bugging the wheelchair of the wife of a Federal Agent."
"Did the Feds take custody of him?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Yes." said Savannah Fineman. "Federal Marshals came in about ten minutes later with a Federal warrant to take custody of him, and they took him away from the Courthouse holding cells."
"Did you contest that?" I asked Savannah Fineman. "Any of that? At all?"
"Are you kidding?" Savannah shot back. "It was from a Federal Judge."
"You could've asked Judge Folsom to make the Federal Government prove it has habeas corpus, which I don't believe they had. And if you'd asked Judge Folsom for a hearing before letting the Feds have him, he'd have granted that."
"Why would I do that?" Savannah all but snarled at me. "You just about destroyed our local case with that frickin' 'hypothetical' bullshit you let him do."
"Commander," said Miriam Walters, "remember that McCombs still was a TCPD Officer at the time he allegedly had the technician Brody install the device. And Gwen Munson is the Devil in high heels; she would be fighting those charges to the last ditch."
"And they're just not significant enough to waste all our time and money on." Savannah added.
"Still," I countered. "you could've fought the Feds on this, and kept McCombs in our custody until this thing played through. Did you even ask yourself why the Feds want McCombs so badly on these charges that you consider so insignificant?"
"Why are you always trying to make things so hard?" Savannah Fineman practically wailed. "And why are you always trying to tell me how to do my job?"
"Because I want you to do your job!" I fired back. "Do you have any idea of the damage you've done by giving McCombs to the Feds?"
"What damage?" Savannah yelled. "And the Marshals were there in just a few minutes. I had no time to call about it!"
"By your own admission," I said, "you had ten minutes to call us before the Marshals got there. What were you doing with that time? Twiddling your thumbs?"
"Like you consulted anyone in the D.A.'s Office before pulling that 'hypothetical' stunt with McCombs, which was wrong?" Savannah yelled, her face turning redder and redder with anger that matched my own.
"He asked to see me." I said. "And I got good information from him by doing that, and what I did was not wrong and you know it---"
"I'm done with your shit!" snarled Savannah, getting up and gathering her things. "I was doing my job... and trying to mitigate the damage you did by fucking up your job! The Feds did us a favor, in my opinion." She stalked to the door and exited the room.



Miriam Walters said "I'll never ask you about Commander Troy again, Chief Moynahan." She was referring to Savannah just walking out, as I'd done on a few occasions. But her attempt at humor fell flat, and the Sheriff let Miriam know it.
"Commander Troy is right about this, Ms. Walters." growled Griswold. "He was offered the chance to get some information by McCombs's voluntary action. He did his job. Ms. Fineman did not do hers properly, and now lives may be in danger."
"Tell me how." Miriam said, anger creeping into her voice. "Tell me how lives are in danger over this. I know you have your jobs to do, but I'm getting tired of the secrecy, the lack of transparency. You throw out this shit about lives being in danger, but you won't say why. So... tell me, whose lives are in danger, and how?"
Everyone was looking at me. I said "Your points are well taken. But you know we have to have secrecy when developing leads, and when trying to protect our Officers, our Confidential Informants, and innocent people. I'll just say this... Hosea 8:7 says 'Ye have sown the wind, and ye shall reap the whirlwind'. By not doing her job, Savannah Fineman has sown the wind. And I think you'll be seeing the 'whirlwind' within a few days."
Miriam got up to go. "Well, it's done now. The Feds have him. And I for one say 'Good riddance!'. I'll call you later, Paulina." With that, she exited the room.
"If I may be excused, Chief," I said, "I've got fires to put out."
"By all means, Mr. Crowbarrrr." replied the Chief. "By all means..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Leaving the Conference Room, I made a beeline for the office of Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. The Iron Wolf was 'in'.
"Sounds like things went to hell in a handbasket, sir." Teresa said.
"I'm trying to stop that from happening." I replied. "And I need you to call Todd and tell him to warn Archie Brody that the Feds might try to arrest him. I'll call Mike Todd to be prepared to represent Brody if he is arrested."
"Wow." Teresa muttered. As she fished her cellphone out of her pants pocket, she asked "Who's behind this? I can't believe Jack Muscone would be doing this to you."
When I didn't answer out loud, she looked up at me, and my return look at her said more than words could. "Go ahead and give Todd that call." was all I said before turning and leaving the office...
Part 13 - Breach of Trust
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 14th, from a middle class neighborhood that I did not immediately recognize. "We have breaking news of an imminent arrest by Federal Agents of a BOW Enterprises technician... and here they come!"
The camera showed Federal Agents pulling up in black limousines. Armed and armored Federal Agents ran up to the door of the home right behind where Bettina was, announced themselves by loudly yelling "FEDERAL AGENTS!", then immediately rammed in the door. At least twelve Agents swarmed inside, by my count. No effort was made to impede the KXTC camera nor Bettina's reporting.
A moment later, Agents came out of the house, half-walking half-dragging Archie Brody, who was wearing only boxer shorts. Bettina was shoving a microphone into Brody's face, yelling "Did you plant a bug in the wheelchair of a Federal Agent's wife? Did BOW Enterprises or Commander Troy tell you to bug the wheelchair?" The cameras were right in Archie Brody's face, making sure to clearly show it to the viewing audience.
Brody didn't get to answer. He was violently shoved into the back of one of the black Escalades, and half of the vehicles left in a convoy. The rest of the Agents began tearing Brody's home apart, almost as destructively as they'd destroyed The Cabin. (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 02.)
Bettina began reporting: "Federal Agents have served a warrant for the arrest of Archie Brody, a BOW Enterprises technician. The warrant was issued by Federal Judge K.M. Landis after intel information was developed that indicated Brody allegedly planted a listening device on the wheelchair of TCPD Captain Tanya Perlman Muscone, who is the wife of FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone!"
Bettina: "As of this morning, the Town & County Police had made no move to arrest Brody, though sources tell Channel Two News they were aware of Brody's involvement in the planting of the bugging device. The TCPD did arrest former Police Sergeant McCombs, but Federal Marshals took custody of him yesterday, and the Town & County D.A.'s Office issued a statement saying they were not going to pursue local charges against Sergeant McCombs until the Federal issues were resolved..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room consisted of Sheriff Griswold on the far side (meaning the other side from the door of the room), nearest the monitor screen, me 'behind' him as we faced the monitor (to his right as we faced the screen), Chief Moynahan at the near end of the table, Commander Cindy Ross to the Chief's right on the near side of the table, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle in front of her.
And we were all absolutely stunned by what we'd just seen on Bettina's broadcast.
"Did Bettina really just try to inject your name into this, Commander Troy?" Teresa asked angrily.
"Yes." I replied grimly. "But you won't hear much more of that. The Feds want this to be all about Archie Brody, not about me."
"I've walked in late to this party." Cindy said. "Why do you all look like you just heard that Bowser died or something?"
"Because something did just die." I said. "Trust... between me and Jack Muscone."
To emphasize my point, I got out my personal iPhone and dialed Jack Muscone's number. It went straight to voicemail. I repeated the action, but this time on speaker so that everyone could hear it go to voicemail. I then tried on my Police iPhone, on speaker, with the same result.
"He's busy?" Cindy queried. "Or is he just not answering?"
"Where's Captain Muscone?" Sheriff Griswold growled.
"In her office." said Teresa. "She's been hosting coffee klatches with her Lieutenants, but they're all in MCD today. So I guess she's alone in her office."
"Don," said Cindy, "are you going to ask Tanya to get Jack to call you?"
"No." I said quietly, looking at my iPhone in my hand. "I'm not going to say one single word to her." The look on Cindy's face showed everyone else that she'd read my vibe, and that it was 'not good'.
"What nowwwww?" drawled the Chief.
I replied "I talked to Mike Todd today, and he's on standby to help Archie Brody. If we can find him, that is."
"What do you mean by that?" Cindy asked a little too incisively, and I'd had just about enough.
"What the hell do you think it means?" I said angrily. "It means that the Feds may be taking Archie Brody out of State, or who knows God damn where on the face of this earth, and they will subject him to their standard methods of 'enhanced' interrogation'."
"You think they're going to torture him?" Cindy gasped.
"Not like the CIA interrogating terrorists." I said. "But the FBI can subject him to psychological procedures, such as putting him in a room where he has no sense of time, keeping him awake. They can interrogate him relentlessly, threaten him with all sorts of stuff if he doesn't 'confess' to what they want to hear. And Cindy, Archie Brody is nowhere near as mentally tough as you were when the Feds tried to do those things to you." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 03-04.)
"But why would they do that?" Cindy asked.
"You'll have to ask Jack Muscone that.:" I said. "Why don't you try to give him a call, and ask him."
Cindy's look turned to anger at that. "Well, from what I understand, he did plant the bug on Tanya's wheelchair."
"He was duped into it." I said. "I checked him out three ways to Sunday, and there's nothing to indicate that he is anything but too trusting. But worse, I told Muscone that, and he said he'd hold off arresting or charging Brody."
"I still don't get why you think they're going to 'rendition' him." Cindy said. That got me staring at her.
"First of all," I said in my 'authoritarian' voice, "did you notice that Bettina was on the scene, ready to tape that arrest? She knew about it in advance. And she was told so that Archie Brody's perp walk would be very publicly shown to the world. That public humiliation is the second step in the Feds's psychological warfare against Brody."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The first step was to invade his home in the early morning as if he were a terrorist. I might add that they did that same thing to my home early one morning." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 02-03.) "And they've probably destroyed Brody's home the same way they destroyed mine. Thank God he doesn't own a dog, or they would've killed that dog right in front of him. Again, I can think of an attempted precedent for that."
"All right, all right. We get the point, Mr. Crowbarrr." drawled Chief Moynahan, trying to ease the rising tension in the room. "The question now is: what are we going to doooooo about it?"
I said "I'm going to find out where they took Brody, and get him some legal help---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone. I answered it: "Troy."
"Hi Don, this is Alison McFarland." said the Executive Publisher of the Town & County Examiner. "I just wanted to give you a heads-up to watch the KFXU broadcast this morning. It's going to be a barnburner..."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Cindy's iPhone and she answered it. After hanging up, she said "That was Priya Ajmani. She said we need to make sure we watch the KFXU broadcast at eight o'clock..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
During the in-between time, I went to my office and called Mike G. Todd, and asked him to find Archie Brody and be his representation. Mike agreed to do it, and said he'd call me back later.
My calls to other FBI Agents, including Julius Jefferson, Ted Crenshaw, Tim Jenkins, and Karina White were answered, but they appeared to be playing dodgeball. Jefferson was in the City and said Muscone must be in my Town & County. Crenshaw and Jenkins said he wasn't in Southport; he must be in the City if he wasn't in the Town & County. Karina White sounded like she did not want to say the words she was saying, and she only said that she didn't know where Jack was, but would try to get in touch with him and have him call me.
My call to Melina Allgood was more dire. When she answered, I asked if she knew where Jack Muscone was and could she get him to call me. Her reply was "I don't know where he is. By the way, Daniel is really looking forward to starting school at the end of the month."
That was code that she couldn't or didn't want to talk on the phone. I said I was looking forward to my kids starting first grade, and we made our goodbyes and disconnected.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said a brightly smiling Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Friday, August 14th, from the KFXU studios. "As always, I'm joined by Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith, who looked considerably less happy than Catrina. "Good morning everyone." She did not being delivering the news headlines as she normally did.
Catrina said "We have a fast breaking story with huge implications for the Governor's race! Let's go to our political reporter, Priya Ajmani, with more. Priya!"
"That's right, Catrina and Meredith!" said the beautiful Indian reporterette as she came on screen. "I'm with Alison McFarland of the Town & County Examiner, who broke this story online last night, and is here exclusively on the Fox networks in our State! Alison, what can you tell us?"
The camera panned out to show Alison McFarland, who said "Hi Priya, and thank you for making time for me." She turned to the camera and began her report: "The Town & County Examiner has learned that a laptop computer belonging to Hunter Stenson, son of Democrat candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson, was found in a taxi in the City and turned over to the SBI!"
Alison: "According to SBI Inspector General Britt Maxwell, the laptop contains texts and emails to and from Hunter Stenson, showing that Hunter was selling access to his father in exchange for money and also drugs. There are also a number of texts where Hunter Stenson uses the n-word to describe Corey Coons and other blacks in political offices."
Alison: "Fox Eight News and the Examiner tried to ask Hoyt Stenson about his son's alleged influence-peddling and drug use, and got this response. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Hoyt Stenson after making remarks at a political rally in his home district of Jacksonville. When Keith Madden asked about the laptop and the alleged charges, Stenson angrily yelled "That's a goddamn lie! All of it! You print one word of that, and I kick your ass all over the State!"
"So you deny your son has a drug habit? And that he used the n-word to describe Corey Coons?" Keith Madden yelled. "The SBI has the proof that he did!"
"You filthy son of a (beep!)" yelled Stenson, who tried to attack Madden but was restrained by staffers.
"What, you gonna hit me, Stenson?" goaded Madden. "Really? Give it your best shot!" But by now State Troopers had arrived, and helped the staffers get Stenson out of there. A couple of them also escorted Keith Madden out of the area, as reporters were starting to snarl threats at him for daring to ask a Democrat a tough question.
Back to Priya live: "And Fox Eight News has learned that SBI Inspector Maxwell has sought and received warrants to investigate the finances of Hunter Stenson as well as C-level executives of BigAgraFoods, BigWirelessCorp, and SPS. None of these companies's spokespersons responded to requests for comment by the Examiner nor Fox Eight News..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Awk-wrrrrd." Teresa Croyle said, showing her pawky wit.
"You bet it is!" growled Sheriff Griswold, his mustaches twitching most very merrily.
"But will anything come of it?" asked Cindy Ross.
"I would say to watch if Bettina or the SNN Networks report on it at all." I said. "But Bettina was covering that perp walk of Archie Brody this morning, and today is Friday, giving them a whole weekend to not report the story, and therefore to bury it."
"Still, sir," said Teresa Croyle, "this will get out, and it can't help but hurt Stenson's chances in the Governor's race.
Chief Moynahan said "Hoyt Stenson has already said that it's not truuuuue, and even pretended to try to attack that reporrrrrterrrr. People who want to believe that will find solace in his words of denial, which isn't just a river in Egypt." We all politely chuckled at the joke, practicing good asskissing skills.
"What I'm looking forward to seeing," I said, "is what Corey Coons is going to say about Hoyt Stenson's son calling Coons the n-word. Reminds me of Bill Clinton and the Reverend Jesse Jack-snnnn in 1992, over the 'Sister Souljah' incident." (Author's note: if you don't remember that, duckduckgo it, i.e. look it up...)
"He'll find some way to wave it off." said Teresa. "Or he'll say he doesn't believe those texts are real."
"I want to know how that laptop just happened to come into the SBI's possession." Cindy said. "Consider me skeptical that Hunter Stenson just left it in a taxi."
"Well," I said, "they were looking into Stenson for some things already." (Author's note: 'The Whole Nine Yards', Ch. 02.) "So maybe someone 'helped' (air quotes) it get lost and then found in that taxi..."
Part 14 - Storm Clouds Gathering
11:00am, Friday, August 14th. I had finally reached EAD Owen Lange, whose cell phone Myron later told me was pinging from the City.
"Yeah, I heard about that arrest." said Lange. "I don't know where Muscone is, nor where our Agents took Brody, but I'll find Muscone and get him to call you."
Ten minutes later, Mayor Daniel Allgood called me and asked if I'd like to have lunch with him and his wife. I knew what this meant, and I accepted the invitation.
We met at 11:30am at the Cattleman's Club, and were put in the back room, which was empty for the moment. After ordering, I said "Thanks for calling me. I'm hoping that you have some information for me, Melina?"
"I've found out a few things." Melina said. "First of all, I'm pretty sure they're listening in on my phone calls. As you know, the Federal Government has the tools to listen in on cellphone conversations if they know the numbers and internal codes of the phone being used, and they do know mine. I have burner phones, but just to be on the safe side, I thought it'd be better to take you and my husband to lunch." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Melina: "Second, this whole Archie Brody arrest and perp walk was organized by Jack Muscone personally, and he began the planning almost from the moment he left your office yesterday. They had the warrants yesterday afternoon, but decided to ambush Brody in his home rather than try to go into BOW Enterprises and take him out of there."
Melina: "The one thing I cannot find out is where they've taken him. I've been able to find out every Federal vehicle that participated in the raid on Brody's home, and they all went to the Federal Building on Elm Street. As you know, at least I think you know, there are holding cells and Interrogation Rooms in the basement, there. I do know Brody is not there. So they must've used a car I don't know enough about to trace to take him somewhere."
For those who don't know: that little 'THEFT' light blinking in your car? It's a whole lot more. If someone doesn't pay their car bill, the repo people can trace the car via that device to repossess it. And if you've ever wondered when you hear a news report how quickly some perp was found and arrested while attempting to flee the authorities? Yep. And there's even more, but Melina is not going to tell us those secrets...
"I appreciate everything you've done." I said. "If you find him, let me know."
Melina said "I'll do you one better. I'll go with Mike Todd to provide him with legal representation, to protect Mike. And I won't be alone." I expressed my gratitude at the offer.
Daniel Allgood said. "I've got a question or two about a completely different subject. What do you think of that stuff about Hoyt Stenson and his son Hunter?"
I replied "Like the McDonald's song says: I'm lovin' it! But I'm not sure it's going to come to anything, at least not before the General Election in November."
Daniel nodded, then asked "My campaign's polling shows me ahead of Eldrick X. Weaver by four points. Are you hearing anything new and different? And do you think there will be shenanigans in the vote count?"
"Pun not intended," I said, "I'm almost counting on fraudulent counting. The Sheriff is going to have Deputies crawling all over the Elections Center, where the votes will be counted, and I'll be augmenting that with volunteer TCPD Officers. Judge Folsom has already told Judge Watts and Judge Nance that only Watts will be taking any legal actions, and that if anyone tries to go to Nance, both that lawyer and Nance will go to jail for Contempt. Nance pitched a huge fit about it, but Folsom told Nance that he, Nance, could resign if he didn't like it."
"I still don't trust them." Melina said. "I'm expecting sudden dumps of thousands of last-minute ballots, that will be 96% for Weaver."
"Those will be disallowed." I said. "Unlike the City, drop boxes for ballots are not allowed in our Town & County. Absentee ballots must come in through the mail, that being the U.S. Post Office. And ballots are not being mailed out without an absentee ballot request."



Melina said: "The niggers will haul the County into Court over that, like they hauled Midtown into Court."
"But Midtown won." I said. "Tasheeka Harris does not control that city yet!"
"I'm more worried about the City." said Daniel Allgood. "They do have those drop boxes, and automatic mailouts of ballots. And I'll bet you a dollar to a box of doughnuts that they'll dump 150,000 ballots at the last minute... with whatever percentage they need to make sure Hoyt Stenson and Corey Coons win their elections."
"Coons won't need it." I replied. "He is going to absolutely destroy Ruby Russell in the voting. And don't be surprised if Hoyt Stenson becomes damaged goods."
Melina said "They know as well as we do that Hoyt Stenson is in the beginning stages of Alzheimers. And that's their plan... get him elected, he becomes too ill to govern, and voila!... Corey Coons is suddenly the Governor of the State."
I replied humorously: "And here I was, thinking they'd arrange for Stenson to be blown up in a building or something."
"It didn't work the first time, so I doubt they'll try it again." Daniel replied, knowing exactly what I was referring to. (Author's note: 'Fire In The Hole', Ch. 01-02.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to my office, Cindy saw me come in, and saw the look on my face. She came to the door of my office and said "Is everything okay?"
"No." I said darkly. "I need a few minutes. Would you close the door?"
Cindy closed the door and went back to her office. She was just sitting down when her personal iPhone rang. It was from Dr. Laura Fredricson. "Hi Laura, what can I do for you today?"
"Hold the line just one second." Laura said. A second later another voice came on the line, a man's voice.
"Tim!" Cindy said after Tim Jenkins had said hello. "How are you? And why are you on Laura's phone?"
"I'm in her office on Campus, as well." said Tim. "And we're doing this to get around any FBI surveillance on me. Listen, I need to talk fast. That arrest and perp walk of Archie Brody this morning is all Jack Muscone's doing. He apparently thinks Don is wrong about Brody not knowing anything about that wheelchair bug, and he, Muscone, is going to get it out of Brody by any means necessary, if you get my drift. And the Feds are very well aware that the Iron Crowbar is pissed, on the warpath, and could make a lot of noise and a lot of trouble about this."
"Oh shit." Cindy said. "Yeah, I'm getting a huge vibe off of Don, and now I know why. Do you know where they took Brody?"
"No." said Tim, "but a few of us are working on it. Cindy, you do remember that I'm going to come up and visit you tomorrow, don't you?"
"Uhhh..." Cindy said, then caught on. "Oh yeah, I remember. I'm looking forward to seeing you. I do have an appointment with Laura tomorrow morning at her office, then we can go to lunch afterwards."
"Sounds good." said Tim. "I'll pick you up at her office. Gotta go."
After they disconnected, Cindy sprang out of her chair, bringing her green crowbar with her. She 'walked with a purpose' down the hall, and without knocking went right into Captain Tanya Muscone's office.
"Whaa?... er, ma'am?" Tanya gasped.
"Where is your husband? Where is Jack Muscone?" Cindy asked harshly.
"At work, I guess." Tanya said.
"Guess better." Cindy said. "Call him on the phone. Get him over here now."
"Why don't you call him?"
"Because I'm not his wife!" Cindy yelled, her face beet red. "I need for you to call him and get him over here now, before a total disaster between him and Don breaks out."
Tanya's face lost all perkiness and hardened even further. "I won't call him. And I don't like being used as their go-between."
"That was not a request, Captain." Cindy said quietly but levelly. "Call your husband, get him over here."
"You can go after my job if you want to," said Tanya stubbornly, "but I won't do it."
"I'm trying to save your job, dammit!" Cindy yelled, her restraint breaking. "And a whole lot more!" Seeing Tanya just stare sullenly at her, she said "Aw, fuck it." She turned and left the office.
Having heard the commotion, Teresa Croyle went after Cindy. Iron Wolf followed Green Crowbar into Cindy's office. "You okay?" Teresa asked.
"Shut the door and sit down." Cindy said...
Part 14 - Confrontation
At 3:00pm, Helena buzzed me. "You have two visitors, sir. EAD Lange... and SAC Muscone.
"Send them right in." I said.
EAD Owen Lange opened the door, and practically pushed Jack Muscone inside. I notice that there were several Federal Marshals in the hallway.
"Sit down, Jack. You two talk." said Owen Lange. "I'll go see the Chief. And please don't kill my Federal Agent, Mr. Crowbar."
"That will depend on what he says." I said levelly as Jack sat down and the door closed, leaving us alone. I could see in Jack's beady black eyes that he was mentally digging in for a fight. I'm sure that he read in my gray peepers that I was about to give him one.
"You told me you would hold off making any arrests---" I started.
"And I wasn't going to make any." replied Muscone. "But Miriam Walters was going to let McCombs walk away, so we arrested him. And he gave us Archie Brody very quickly."
"So you went after him," I said, "even after I explicitly asked you not to, and you said you wouldn't."
"I had to." replied Muscone. "You weren't going to, and he has a security clearance and works at BOW Enterprises, which has become a company vital to the national security interests of the United States and two of our allies. We have to know Brody's role in this, and who else is in on it with him."
"We already know that." I said. "He gave us McCombs. It was clear that McCombs duped Brody into planting that device---"
"How do you know that for sure? How do you KNOW he's innocent?" Muscone fired back. "How do you know he and McCombs didn't cook that up to give Brody cover? Huh?"
I was staring at Muscone. "Where are all those '400 years ago' comments from you now? For years I've shown you time and again that I know what the fuck I'm doing---"
"What if you're wrong this time?!" Muscone yelled, his anger erupting like a volcano. "He DID plant the bug! And don't forget... this is my wife's wheelchair that was bugged!'
"And my Police Officer's wheelchair that was bugged." I replied. "But I'm not going to destroy an innocent man's life because of that. I certainly would never have humiliated him by putting him through that public perp walk---"
"Stop it." snarled Muscone. "You know damn well why we do that."
"Oh yeah, I know." I replied. "Your fellow Federal Agents tried to do that to me. They tried to shoot my dog and my daughter, too."
"I had nothing to do with that, and you know it." said Muscone. "And we didn't shoot anyone. We arrested a man who bugged an FBI Agent's wife's wheelchair, a man who might be a national security threat----"
"Stop it." I said. "That's pure bullshit, and excuse-making. Where is he, Jack?"
"Where's who?" Jack replied. I felt the blood rush into my cheeks.
"Don't treat me like I'm stupid, Muscone." I said menacingly, becoming angry. "Where is Archie Brody now? Exactly where?"
"Why do you want to know?"
"So I can send a lawyer to represent him while you and your fellow Federal Agents are... interrogating him."
"He'll get his lawyer in due time." said Muscone.
"Where is he, Jack?" I asked one last time.
"I'm not going to tell you." Muscone replied.
I got out of my chair, reaching under my desk to grab the red crowbar, and brought it with me. I walked over to my office door and opened it.
"Get out." I said.
"I don't want any crap out of you---" Muscone began, having stood up as I'd come around my desk. I cut him off.
"You remember how I physically kicked your ass out of that airplane?" I asked. (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 03.) "I'm about to do it again, and physically kick you out of this office."
"Is that a threat?" Muscone asked levelly, squaring up to me.
"GET YOUR FAT FEDERAL ASS OUT OF MY FUCKING OFFICE!" I yelled into his face. "NOWWWWW!!"
Jack strode to the door and walked out. He turned as if to say something. I slammed the in has face:
*WHAM!*
To be continued
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Part 15 - Insemination
"Take me down into your paradise
Don't be scared, cause I'm your body type
Just something that we wanna try
'Cause you and I,
we're cool for the summer"
--- Demi Lovato, 'Cool For The Summer'
Saturday, August 15th. The 'Do No Disturb' sign was on the doorknob of Room 404 of the Hyatt Hotel in the northwest corner of Town. Laura Fredricson's beautiful blonde assistant Laurie was undressing, and being helped by Ariel, Cindy's partner at Town Fitness Centers. Cindy's other partner Wanda was watching with interest, as was Wanda's young husband Carl.
Laurie was 32 years old and relatively tall for a woman, which accentuated her slender build. Her legs were long and shapely, her thighs slender tubes. She was wearing black high heel pumps and a blue dress... which Ariel was removing to reveal that Laurie was also and in excellent shape.
Her pale blue panties fell around her feet, and she stepped out of them. Naked except for the high heel pumps, the beautiful blonde lay down on the king-size bed, adjusted the pillows, and pulled her long blonde hair out from behind her back: she was ready and eager for sex.
Carl eased on the bed next to Laurie and leaned over to kiss her. Laurie practically lunged up at the young blonde stud, mashing her full, lipsticked lips against his. As he slid his tongue over hers and deep into her mouth, she twined her tongue around his and sucked hard on it.
Carl's strong hand went to Laurie's pert breast and massaged it, then pinched and rolled her hard nipple, making her moan into his mouth. His hand slid down her abdomen.
Laurie felt hands spreading her legs, then caressing her thighs. Thinking it was Carl's hand, she spread her legs wide, her pussy soaking wet and aching with desire for the young stud's big cock. She slid her hand down his chiseled, six-pack abs toward his groin, wanting to feel his large balls, hoping that her baby was inside them, waiting to be fired into her fertile, wet depths. And then... she moaned into Carl's mouth as she felt a tongue lick her slit!
"Mmmmmf!" she moaned, her eyes wide. She tore her mouth off of Carl's and looked down her body, and saw that Ariel was lying between her legs, licking the blonde's swollen labes with her splayed tongue.
"Oh... but... but Ariel, I'm straight." Laurie said, her voice barely more than a whisper.
"So is spaghetti," said Ariel with a wicked gleam in her eye, "until it get wet."
She slid her tongue deeper into Laurie's slit, then began kissing and sucking her petals of her womanly flower, and Laurie did not try to stop the hot brunette from eating her out. Like many women, Laurie had not had sex with a woman since her experimental days in college, but Ariel's tongue felt great on her cuntlips.
She looked over at Carl to see him lying on his back. Between his muscular legs was his wife Wanda. The older woman was fellating her husband, deeply sucking his cock, her lips gliding up and down the long, thick shaft of his stiff member as she swallowed his inches into her throat.
As Carl's cock popped out of Wanda's mouth and her tongue lashed at the spongy head and taut shaft, Laurie looked at it, knowing that that big young cock was going to be pistoning in and out of her cunt in just a few moments, and the thought of that combined with Ariel's tongue flicking her clit made the beautiful blonde gasp in pleasure.
"Fuck me, Carl." Laurie begged, her voice hoarse. "I need your cock inside me."
"Are you ready to get pregnant, babe?" Carl asked as Wanda slid off the bed.
"Yes!" Laurie gasped. Carl leaned over and mashed his mouth to hers. She barely felt Ariel get off the bed, only aware that Carl was rolling on top of her, settling between her long, spread legs.
The hot couple lustily French-kissed as Carl dryhumped Laurie with deft movements of his hips, matching her undulations beneath him. He'd fucked many women, especially for his young age, and he'd rarely met a woman so eager to have his cock deep inside her as Laurie was. His cockshaft was getting slicker as her cuntlips wet it down, which would make his entry easier.
"Here it comes, baby." Carl grunted as he raised his ass up. The helmeted head of prick slid down her labes and unerringly found her juicy hole. He flexed his hard asscheeks, pushing forward, and Laurie cried out as the young stud entered her and sank his cock more than halfway into her!
"Oh, yes!" Laurie cried out as Carl raised up then thrust hard, driving the full length of his eight inch cock into her until their pelvises met. Carl grinded his loins against Laurie's, churning her hot, wet cunt into a creamy lather.
"Oh, yesss..." Laurie moaned as Carl slid almost all of his cock out of her invaded snatch, making her feel the emptiness of the loss of him. Then he drove forward again, burying his full length into her again, making her cry out with pleasure.
Laurie spread her legs wider and pulled her knees back as Carl began fucking her with a hard steady rhythm, plunging into her again and again. She slid her arms around the young stud's neck, her hands caressing his blonde hair. She looked between their bodies, seeing his cock disappear into her, reappearing shiny and wet with her copious juices, only to sink back to the hilt in her burning, sopping wet depths.
Laurie pulled Carl down to her, kissing his neck and jaw. He finally turned his mouth to hers and sank his tongue almost into her throat as their lips smashed together.
*CHOCK* *CHOCK* *CHOCK* *CHOCK*
The room filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as the rutting couple humped lustily on the large bed. Ariel and Wanda were intently watching the mating in front of them, enjoying the sight of a hot couple copulating in front of them. Ariel had a finger buried deep in her own snatch, and Wanda was rubbing her jeans between her spread legs.
"Unnnh... unnh... UHH! OH YES!" Laurie cried out. Her orgasm had overwhelmed her out of nowhere, the force of the sexual explosion within her almost knocking her out. Her cunt clamped down tight on Carl's invading cock, and his short stabbing thrusts into her only added to her pleasure.
As the spasms of her orgasm subsided, Carl resume his steady, relentless thrusts into Laurie's pussy, working to reach his goal of achieving his climax, and filling the beautiful blonde writhing beneath him with his potent, virile sperm.
"Oh yesss..." Laurie moaned as her young lover's thrusts became shorter and harder. He was pulling only a couple of inches out of her before thrusting balls-deep back into her. She felt another intense orgasm building inside her as the thought of hosting his sperm burned inside her mind.
"I'm close, baby." Carl whispered. He pressed his body down onto hers and slid his hands under her back, gripping the glorious globes of her asscheeks and pulling her to him. Laurie raised her long, slim legs and wrapped them tightly around Carl's torso, using her body to pull him into her and receive the full fruit of his virile loins.
He began pumping rapidly into her, then cried out "Oh yeah, here it comes... oh yeah... oh yeah!... UNNNGH!" A thick spurt of ropy jism fired out of the end of his cock and splattered against the back wall of her quaking vagina, followed by another spurt and another, filling her and coating her cervix.
"Oh yes!" Laurie cried out, feeling the jerking violence of Carl's young body. "YES! UHH!" Her vagina clamped down on him as another orgasm exploded in her loins and up her spine, ecstasy ripping through her whole body. She clutched him as he rode her through the final spasms of his climax, hanging on for dear life as he collapsed onto her.
For a long moment, the only sound was the naked couple's heavy breathing as they recovered. Finally, Carl raised up and let his semi-hard cock slip out of Laurie's semen-soaked pussy, both of them knowing that his sperm were already on their mission to find and fertilize her waiting egg.
"Wow." Laurie said, her voice utterly content. "That was great. Thank you."
"You're welcome, babe." Carl said. He leaned down and kissed her mouth, more of quick peck than the warm, loving kiss she wanted. He lifted up off her and straddled her. Laurie sucked his half-hard cock into her mouth, worshipping his scepter of lust, cleaning him of their combined juices.
They got up and began getting dressed. Carl said: "Let me know if you don't 'take', and we'll do it again next month."
"I almost hope I don't, so I can get your cock inside me again." Laurie said. "But I'd rather have the baby..."
Part 16 - Loyalties
Saturday, August 15th. Cindy Ross was gathering her things to go to her appointment with Dr. Fredricson. "Hey Callie," she said, "I'm going to meet Tim Jenkins for lunch after my doctor appointment with Laura. Would you like to join us?"
"Naah, that's okay." said Callie. "I'm going to run some errands with Betsy, then we'll spend the afternoon playing."
Cindy peered at her wife. "Are you sure? Or is there still an issue with you and Tim?"
"No, seriously, it's not that." replied Callie. "You have a good lunch with Tim. Besides, I get the idea you'll get some information about that rift between Don and Jack Muscone if you're talking alone with him."
Cindy peered at Callie again. "Oh? You know something I don't?"
"Not really." Callie said. "But Laura has been helping find Archie Brody. And Laura is still incredibly powerful within the secret halls of the Federal Government..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Saturday, August 15th. I was in my office when my Police iPhone rang. It was my attorney, Mike G. Todd.
"Here's what's going on." Mike said after initial greetings. "I went to the Federal Building here in our Town & County with BOW Enterprises's attorney, Rudolph 'Bulldog' Louis. We told them we were Archie Brody's legal counsel. The person at the front desk said there was no one by that name at the Federal Building. I said I didn't believe that, and that I wanted to speak to the FBI Special Agent In Charge. They said he wasn't there, that he was in the City."
Mike G. Todd: "I called the City Offices of the FBI. I got the same runaround; they don't know where Brody is, they don't know where Jack Muscone is... they said they thought he was here in Town. I asked to speak to ASAC Karina White, and was told she was in meetings. I said to get her out of the meeting, that it was urgent. At that time... and I did record this... the person on the phone said that she would be in meetings whenever I called, and that she would never be made available for me to talk with, nor would Jack Muscone."
Mike G. Todd: "So, I called to Federal Judge K.M. Landis, and explained what was going on. I said I was about to file complaints with him. He said he'd be glad to act on the complaints... if I can find out where Brody is. He said he would not act upon my request to force Jack Muscone to present himself to the Judge so that I can serve Muscone with papers, until I can show that Muscone is actively denying Brody legal representation."
I said "So we have to find out where Brody is, and give that to the Judge?"
Mike said "Yes, if I understood the Judge right..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya Muscone drove into the Intel Center, and saw Lieutenant Mary Milton and Sr. Patrolman Sidney Plant working at computer consoles.
"What are you guys doing here?" Tanya asked. "What are you working on, on a weekend?"
Mary Milton said with alacrity: "We're trying to find where Archie Brody is."
"WHAT?!" Tanya exploded. "The Feds have him. He's in their custody. And that's their business, not yours!"
Mary replied "Commander Troy wants to provide Brody legal representation, but the Feds are dodging telling us where they took Brody. So I'm looking for Brody, and doing everything I can to help Commander Troy find him."
"Again, that is their business, not yours!" Tanya replied harshly. "You're on the verge of obstructing a Federal investigation. Now you stop trying to find Brody, and don't start looking for him again. Do I make myself clear, Lieutenant?"
"That order... is countermanded!"
Tanya whirled to see who had said that, and saw that it was me, Your Iron Crowbar. And the anger in my eyes matched hers.
"Lieutenant Milton, continue your search." I said authoritatively. "Captain Muscone, come with me. Now." I opened the door to the hallway, let Tanya drive through it, then followed her out."
"I'm her direct boss, Commander!" Tanya protested as we went down the hallway. "And Archie Brody is the Feds's business, not ours!"
"His Constitutional rights are definitely my business." I replied as we came into the back hallway. Tanya was about to drive to my office, but I said "This way." indicating the Chief's suite.
I opened the door to the Chief's office, walked in, held it as Tanya drove in, then closed it behind us. Tanya drove up to the Chief's desk and stopped, noticing that Sheriff Griswold was sitting on the sofa to the side.
"Pull up your chair, Captain. Have a seat, Mr. Crowbarrr." drawled the Chief. I sat down in the seat to Tanya's right. "Captain Muscone, we have a very serious situation heeerrrrre. First, I am asking you, as your Chief of Police... do you know where the Feds have taken Archie Brody?"
"No sir." said Tanya. The Chief looked over at me.
"I believe you." I said to Tanya. "And I certainly hope your husband would protect you by giving you the plausible deniability of not telling you. Having said that, I strongly recommend you say nothing to defend your husband or the FBI against us, the TCPD."
When Tanya glared at me, I said, trying to keep my voice level but authoritative: "Captain, you need to understand that the Feds are lying to the attorney I hired to represent Mr. Brody. Their office here is telling us that your husband is in the City, and their office in the City is telling us he's over here. And they are either denying or just refusing to tell us if Brody is at either of their locations."
"So what?" Tanya started. "He's in their custody---"
"Captain!" growled Sheriff Griswold, with about as much anger in his voice as I'd heard in a long, long time. "The Iron Crowbar just told you not to try to defend the FBI and its actions in this case. To do so will not be considered taking your husband's side; it will be construed as you taking the FBI's side against the Town & County Police Force, requiring your removal from the TCPD!"
Tanya's face showed her utter shock at the Sheriff's words. And perhaps only at that moment did she truly realize where this was possibly going.
I said "I'm doing everything I can to keep you and me off that cliff, Captain. But I'm also going to find Archie Brody, one way or another. And to that end, I instructed both Lieutenants Milton to use every tool at their disposal to find Brody. Mary was following my direct orders----"
"She's my subordinate, sir." Tanya said. "How many times have you and Chief Moynahan said that someone should follow their direct superior's orders, even if higher-ups say otherwise? And with all due respect, Commander, you should've given Lieutenant Milton that order through me, and any orders to Lieutenant Myron Milton through Commander Ross."
"How do you know I didn't go through Commander Ross to instruct Myron?" I shot back. "But your points are well taken, which is why we're here now."
"Yezzzz." said Chief Moynahan. "I had a conversation with Looo-tennant Mary Milton this morning, which I'm telling you about now." He extended a document across his desk. I reached forward and took it, and handed it to Tanya.
Chief Moynahan: "That document is my order putting Lieutenant Mary Milton directly under Commander Troy in the chain-of-command until the end of the calendar year, at which time we will re-reviewww it. It applies only to her, and she will continue to follow your instructions in running the Intel Branch. But if there is any conflict of orders between yours and Commander Troy's, his take legal precedence over yours. Is that clear, Captainnn?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya dully as she examined the document. "Is there anything else, sir? May I be excused?"
"Not yet." said the Sheriff, getting up. "Let's you and I go to your office, Captain." He opened the door for Tanya to drive out of, and they exited the room.
"Do you think we're going to lose her?" asked the Chief.
"I hope not, Chief." I said, almost sadly. Then, almost to myself, I repeated: "I hope not..."
Part 17 - Search and Rescue
At 11:00am, Mary and Myron Milton came to my office. I had them sit down in the hot chairs.
"Okay, Mary," I said, "you officially belong to me now. Follow Captain Muscone's instructions regarding normal Detective operations, but my orders to you now supersede hers if there is any conflict." Mary nodded, then I said "So, anything?"
"I apologize for this unsatisfactory result, sir." said Mary. "But I have nothing."
"You watched that HBO special on Chernobyl, didn't you?" I asked with a grin.
"Busted, sir." said Mary. "And it was riveting. But how did you know?"
"You used that line 'not great, not terrible'." I said. "And just now you're apologizing like the techs in the control room... which you don't need to do. This is not the Soviet Union, Lieutenant." Mary and Myron both smiled at that.
"Sir," said Myron, "I may have a little bit, though it's not directly helpful. Jack Muscone knows that Mary and I are here, and that we have the capability to find Archie Brody if there is any record of where he was taken. So he's being careful not to put anything in texts or emails, nor typing anything on his computers to print later. I also don't think he's said anything to any of his team, to have plausible deniability but also just in case they show signs of more loyalty to you than him." I nodded.
Myron: "But I did find out that he sent a request for an FBI BAU team to come to the City. Not the Rovers BAU team, but one that has a good reputation for honesty and integrity, as well as getting results. They're based in New York City."
"When did he request them?" I asked. "Oh, let me tell you... right after his meeting with me last Wednesday, when he promised not to arrest Brody."
Myron: "Yes sir... the request went out about 7:00pm our time on Wednesday. EAD Owen Lange passed it up the chain, and that BAU team flew into the City early yesterday, Friday, morning. They went to the Federal Building there, but after that the trail goes cold."
I nodded. "Well, it's something." I said. "And I appreciate your efforts. Keep it up, see if anything pops up... but at this point, don't get extracurricular and cross any lines. By now I'm sure they're watching you, and they'd love to bust you for something. And it's not worth the risk, because like you said, Myron, Jack Muscone knows us all too well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am, Saturday, August 15th. When Cindy came into the anteroom of Laura's office, she noticed that Laura's assistant Laurie wasn't there. She turned right and knocked on the door of Laura's office, and heard a voice call out "Come in!"



Going in, she saw Laura sitting behind her desk, and FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins sitting in front of the desk, which sent a little thrill of excitement through her at the sight of him. Tim got up and came up to hug Cindy, and she returned it... and pressed her mouth to his in a very warm kiss.
"Wow, I need to visit more often." Tim said. "How are you feeling?"
"Good!" Cindy said as she guided Tim back to Laura's desk. "Hi Laura. Care to have lunch with us?"
"You don't have an appointment with her?" Tim asked Cindy. "A check-up, or anything?"
"No," said Laura, "that was just an excuse for her to come up here while you're here. As to lunch, you two go ahead, and enjoy yourselves, and I'll get some errands run...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Cindy and Tim left, Laura put her things away and left for The Cabin. When she got there, she was greeted by two outstanding dogs.
"Hi, guys." she said, reaching over and petting them. "Where are your owners?"
"Over here, Mommy!" Carole said. She was working hard writing something as Marie made drawings. Tasha was coloring in her coloring book. Paulina was doing legal work at the dining room table.
"Molly took the boys to Day Camp over in Nextdoor County." Paulina said.
"Mommy, did you call Mr. E-A-D for me?" Carole asked.
"Yes, I did." said Laura. "I'll text him again now." She texted EAD Owen Lange. He arrived about ten minutes later.
"Hi, Laura." he said as Laura let him in. "I'm glad you called. I need to talk to you."
"Okay, we can talk on the back deck." Laura said. On the way, they were intercepted by Carole.
"Mr. E-A-D?" Carole asked, holding up a card in an envelope, "will you send this to my sis-ter Greta in New York City? It's my sis-ter's birth-day to-morr-ow. Daddy can't send her a card, but I can!"
"Awww, that's sweet." Laura said.
"Yes, it is." said Owen Lange. "And yes, I will make sure Greta gets this." He took the card, and a very happy Carole went back to writing her Detective novel...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Carole is one smart kid." said Owen Lange as they sat at the table on the back deck under the opened umbrella, and Laura poured them ice-cold lemonades, yellow lemonade for Owen, pink lemonade for herself, as she preferred pink lemonade. (Author's note: 'Pink Lemonade', Ch. 01.)
"Yes, she's already figured out about the custody agreement Don made to not contact Greta until she's eighteen." Laura said. "And I'm glad to see Carole remembered her sister's birthday and is thinking of her. I just hope Greta gets the card."
"I'll make sure she gets it." Owen Lange promised. Then he got to business. "How's Don doing?"
"Not good." said Laura. "Jack was one of Don's best friends, and Don really is taking Jack's move against Brody as a betrayal. But worse is what's happening with Tanya. It's not a personal thing between her and Don, but she's a Captain in the TCPD, while married to Jack. And beyond that, she and Teresa and Cindy are 'Crowbar's Angels'. That's a bigger deal to them, and to him, than almost anything else. Teresa even had things built into her house so that Tanya can stay there and get around despite her paralysis."
"Don really expects their loyalty." said Owen Lange. "And maybe that's part of the problem, here."
"No, you've got that wrong." Laura said. "Don does not expect anyone's loyalty. Not even mine; he knows that in my CIA capacity I've had had to put my loyalty to the Nation ahead of my loyalty to him at times. And he and Cindy don't always see eye-to-eye, which he actually appreciates. Teresa is totally loyal to Don, and that's by her own pledge... and Don fully reciprocates that; he may trust her more than he trusts even me."
Laura: "And Don knows that Tanya is married to Jack, and will be loyal to her husband. The problem with her is that she's also a Captain in the TCPD, and it's a matter of where her loyalties lie. And he really thought Jack had seen enough of him to trust him, and to leave Brody alone because he, Don, had said Brody was okay."
"Yeah." said Owen Lange. "In Jack's defense... everything he's doing is legit. Brody admitted to planting the device, there's security interests involved, and we have to know what Brody knows. If it weren't for Don's insistence that Brody was duped, and is innocent... there would be nothing to this."
"Owen, no one understands that more than I do." said Laura. "But I also watched Curtis Halsey point his gun at my daughter, and he was about to pull the trigger when Teresa Croyle got in the way. I know as well as anyone what Federal Agents can do if they want to, and how much they can get away with. And I also know that when my husband told Jack Muscone that Archie Brody was not a problem, Jack should've trusted my husband's judgement... and he didn't."
Owen Lange said "I'll probably catch hell for this... but is your husband always right?"
"Just about all the time." Laura said. "And someone inherited the trait from him--- oh, hello Carole."
Carole was holding her mother's cell phone in her hand. "You're about to get a phone call, Mommy."
"Oh." Laura said, taking the phone. "Well, thank you for bringing it to----"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"You should take that." said EAD Owen Lange. Laura answered the call as EAD Owen Lange looked back in sheer disbelief at Carole, who was already walking back into the house...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, that was great!" Cindy said as she finished off her steak. She and Tim were at the Cattleman's Club. They'd kept the conversation lighthearted, making sure to talk about innocuous things unrelated to the tense situations at their places of work. They definitely talked about the prenatal progress of their baby.
"How's Callie doing?" Tim had asked.
"She's doing well." Cindy said. "She said to tell you she hopes you're doing well. I asked her to come to lunch with us, but she had other things to do."
"She's not trying to avoid me, is she?" Tim asked.
"No, I really didn't get that from her." Cindy said. "I do think she didn't want to get in the way of me talking to you today, be it about friendly things or... work things."
Tim nodded. After they'd finished eating their large portions of delicious food, he said: "Yeah. I might as well bring up the 800 pound gorilla in the room. This thing between Jack Muscone and the Iron Crowbar has sent shockwaves through the Region. Julius Jefferson feels caught in the middle. ASAC (Karina) White owes a good bit of her career to Don, as do I. Crenshaw is more solidly on Jack's side, but he's worried that Jack may be crossing the line overreacting to his wife's wheelchair being bugged."
Cindy nodded. "It's bad for Tanya, as well. It's not so much a Don vs. Jack thing... even Don expects Tanya to be loyal to her husband... but Tanya is close to crossing the line and taking the FBI's side over the TCPD's."
"What, you wouldn't take my side over the TCPD's?" Tim said. Cindy whimpered a laugh, along with a bit of a 'look' at him, making him hastily add "Just kidding."
"I know." Cindy said. "Seriously, I'm Don's first cousin, and we are closer than that in many ways... but I'm not loyal to him over the TCPD. And maybe not over Sheriff Griswold, either, who did a lot for me before Don got to the TCPD, and afterwards also. Teresa, by way of contrast, told her husband Todd that she loved him and would honor him as his wife, but if it came right down to it, her total loyalty is not to him nor the TCPD, but to the Iron Crowbar."
"I hear you." said Tim. "Tell me... if Don found out where Archie Brody was, what would he do?"
"He'd send his lawyer to help Brody, and represent Brody." Cindy said. "He intends to use the legal process to do that, but if your fellow Federal Agents start up any shit, then Don will blow them up in very embarrassing ways... both publicly and privately."
"So Don won't go 'scorched earth' publicly, if he finds Brody?" Tim asked.
"If he finds him in time." Cindy said.
"Let's go back to your office." Tim said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura drove up to the guardhouse at the employees's entrance of Police Headquarters in her Mercedes. As the guard, a rookie Patrol Officer, was asking for her ID, Lieutenant Micah Rudistan walked up.
"I've got this, Officer." Rudistan said. "Hello, Dr. Fredricson. Hello, Carole."
"Hi Mis-ter Roood-i-stan." said Carole. "Congrat-u-lations on your big drug bust!"
"What drug bust is that?" Rudistan asked jovially.
"Oh, that's not until Wednesday night." Carole said. "Sorry." Laura just looked at Rudistan with her eyebrows up in a 'hoo boy' expression.
"Well I hope you're right, Carole." Rudistan said. "I love busting bad guys."
"Meeeeeee, too!" Carole said enthusiastically.
"Go on through, ma'am." said Rudistan. "I'll see you inside."
"Thanks." said Laura. She drove on through and around to the back, where the gym entrance to the building was. Just a couple of moments later, that door opened, and Rudistan's jovial face came into view. Laura and Carole went inside, followed by the person that had gotten out of the back seat, wearing a shawl to cover her head and face.
Carole was looking up at the back wall of the gym, over the locker room entrance. "You guys need some paintings there, Mr. Rood-istan." she said.
"That's a good idea, Carole." Rudistan said jovially, unaware that a seed had just been planted in Carole's mind that would one day be acted upon.
Going down the back hallway, Carole looked reverently at the photos of previous Police Chiefs, then at the Medal of Valor recipients photos, seeing her father's photo up there twice.
"That's a very special wall, Carole." said Rudistan, seeing her reverent look, his voice as solemn as he could make it.
"Yes sir, it is." Carole said. "And my picture is going to be there, one day."
"Let's get you to your dad's office." Laura said. They walked on down the hall, to my office.
"Hi Daddy!" Carole said as she came in, followed by her mother. Rudistan continued down the hall towards his own office.
"Hi Fussbudget." I said. "Hi Laura." I pretended not to notice that someone went into Cindy's office behind them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy and Tim arrived at her office and went inside. To Cindy's surprise, a woman with a shawl covering her head and obscuring her face was sitting on the sofa, which was against the near wall, facing her desk.
"It's all good." Tim Jenkins said as he closed the door behind them. The woman slid the shawl back and Cindy almost gasped... it was FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White!
"Uhhh, hello." Cindy said uncertainly.
"I'm here to give you the information you and the Iron Crowbar need." Karina said as she put on latex gloves. She got up and went to Cindy's desk, picked up a Post-it notepad and pen, and printed an address on it."
Tim said "Commit it to memory, then burn it."
Cindy said "I have to show it to someone. I'll let him memorize it." She put on latex gloves and took the top sheet off. Exiting the office, she pirouetted into mine, opening the door without knocking.
"This is the big one, Daddy." Carole said. "You gotta act on it, for Pete's sake. I peered at my daughter, getting a vibe that she wasn't just saying the phrase... she meant that this had to do with young Pete Feeley. Now why does that matter to Carole now, I wondered to myself.
I had no time to ponder it. Cindy was holding the post-it note up. "Don't touch it, just read it and memorize it. I did so. Cindy then took the ashtray on my desk, not used for smoking but just these moments. She lit the piece of paper on fire, and crushed the remnants of the paper to small flakes of ashes.
"I'll take Carole home now." Laura said.
"Bye, Daddy!" Carole said. "See you at dinner tonight!"
"See you there, Fussbudget." I said. The instant my door was closed with me alone in the office, I fished out a burner phone from my desk. I dialed a number, told the recipient of my call the address I'd just memorized, and disconnected. Then I began taking the steps to utterly destroy that burner...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's a warehouse on City Airport property, Your Honor." Mike G. Todd was saying to Judge K.M. Landis is the judge's Chambers. "We know the Federal Government owns the property."
FBI Supervisory Special Agent (and Dark Agent) Melina Allgood said "I con confirm that, Your Honor. That warehouse has been used for covert meeting at the Airport for several years. There is a basement facility not on any public maps or floor plans, which has prison cells that can be used to interrogate suspects with enhanced psychological methods."
"And you think they took Brody there?" asked K.M. Landis, a Federal Judge renowned for his love of the Constitution, and also a friend of the Police, which some said could not possibly co-exist. He was elderly and had white hair, and just looked like what a renowned Judge should look like.
They were in Lexington, in Hamilton County. (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 02 for more on Lexington.) In its infinite wisdom, the United States had decided to build a United States Courthouse and Post Office for the Western District of the State in this town of 2000 people, rather than the more populous Town & County up in the corner of the State.
"Yes, Your Honor." said Melina. "My sister has vouched for its reliability. When Judge Landis asked who Melina's sister was, his eyes widened in shock when he heard the name 'Laura Fredricson'.
"That's good enough for me." said Judge Landis, knowing very well who Laura was. He issued a warrant for City Police, the SBI, and 'reliable' Federal Agents to enter the property to search for Archie Brody. It also instructed the FBI to bring Brody to City Police Headquarters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"Yeah?" said Jack Muscone, answering his cellphone. "Shit! All right, thanks for calling." As he disconnected, he said "They found us. Federal Judge Landis has issued a warrant to search this place."
"What do you want to do?" said Supervisory Special Agent Aaron Russo, head of the BAU team.
"Let's get him back to the Federal Building." said Jack Muscone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Saturday, August 15th. An 'anonymous tip' had come to Melina, saying that Archie Brody had suddenly appeared at the Federal Building in the City. She arrived with Mike G. Todd and Rudy 'Bulldog' Louis at the Federal Building. City Sheriff Deputies also arrived.
Supervisory Special Agent Aaron Russo met them in the entrance to the FBI offices. "We'll take you to him." said Russo.
"No." said Mike G. Todd. "This warrant requires you to give him over to the City Deputies to transport him to City Jail. We'll interview him there."
Russo didn't bat an eyelash, but turned to one of his team, Special Agent Luke Morgan, who was black and very muscular, and said "Bring him here."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived at City Police Headquarters and was met by City Detective Sapper Warren. I had brought Laura with me in the Black Beauty, and while she did not complain about the speeds I drove, her knuckles had turned white as she held on for dear life.
"He's in the interrogation room." said Sapper Warren. "He was really out of it for a while. We gave him some water and some energy bars, and he drank almost half a gallon of water at one sitting."
When we got to the Interrogation Room, I saw Melina and the two lawyers, as well as Todd Burke and Teresa Croyle. Todd was there to represent his employee's interests. Teresa was there to protect me.
There were also several FBI Agents there... but not Jack Muscone. One of the FBI Agents came up to me.
"I'm Supervisory Special Agent Aaron Russo. I'm in charge of the New York Behavioral Analysis Unit." said the tall white man with a full head of black hair. "This is Special Agent Luke Morgan, and Special Agent Emily Lewis." Emily Lewis was a white woman in at least her upper 30s, slender and fit, with raven black hair, as well. Must be a requirement for this BAU team, to have raven black hair, I thought to myself.
"I'm Donald Troy, here in my capacity as SBI Inspector and FBI consultant." I said. "This is Dr. Laura Fredricson, on Staff at University Hospital and head of the Psychology Department with the University."
"We've heard of Dr. Fredricson, of course." said SSA Russo. "It's an honor to meet you, ma'am."
"I wish I could say likewise," Laura said severely, "but this is a very serious situation."
"Yes, it is." I said. "Doctor, would you please give Mr. Brody a physical and psychological examination at this time? His lawyer will video it, as well as the City Police cameras." Russo didn't bad an eyelash; either he's that good, I thought to myself, or he doesn't think anything wrong has happened here.
Laura went into the Interrogation Room. A City Police Officer freed Archie Brody from the handcuffs that were holding him to the ring on the table. Rudy Louis was filming with a handheld camera, and Laura had a video camera secreted in her medical bag, which she deftly positioned on the table.
As Laura examined Brody, she asked him questions, and I was impressed how well she asked the questions in a doctor-like way, but was gleaning a lot of information. I'll give a synopsis of what Archie Brody told her here:
"They put a cloth bag over my head after they arrested me." Brody said. "I have no idea where I was. When they took the mask off, I was in a jail cell. There was no window. There was a toilet, but it didn't work, so after I dumped in it, it didn't flush."
Brody: "They gave me a little bit of water, but no food. They told me I'd get food when they told me what I wanted to know. I asked for a lawyer over and over, and they said I'd get a lawyer after I told them what I wanted to know. I told them that a cop had asked me to install that tracking device, and they said I was lying, and that I was going to jail for ten years for lying to Federal Agents. But I wasn't lying! I told them nothing but the truth!"
He was getting agitated, and started shaking. Laura soothed him down until he was calm. Some minutes later, she came back out.
"He's badly disoriented." Laura said. "He was held in that confined, windowless space with no concept of time. He's badly dehydrated, and was probably much worse before the City Police gave him food. He's starving, and needs a full meal immediately; in fact, I'd give him an IV if I had one here with me."
I just looked over at the FBI BAU Agents. Special Agent Emily Lewis dared to speak up. "We gave him water at regular intervals. He was increasingly resistant to us, requiring us to increase the pressure on him----"
"For what purpose?" I asked, interrupting her but trying to keep my voice calm.
"He was not telling us who he was working with." said SSA Russo.
"He did tell you that." I said. "He told you that a Police Officer had him install that device in a Police Captain's wheelchair."
"Police Captain?" asked Russo, very startled. "We were told she's the wife of an FBI Special Agent In Charge."
"And that is also true." I said. "But Archie Brody here told the Town & County Police that he was asked by the TCPD to install the tracking device. The cop was rogue, and forged my signature on the document. As Mr. Todd Burke here will tell you, Archie is one of the techs that worked on that Police Captain's wheelchair regularly. Archie acted in good faith, but he was duped."
The BAU Agents were looking at each other with 'WTF?' looks on their faces. I continued: "And I'll bet that's exactly what he told you under your more-than-harsh interrogation techniques. The reason they didn't work, giving you the excuse of working him over even harder, is because he was telling the truth all along. Did that not occur to you, at all?"



"We weren't told everything, Commander." said SSA Russo. "We were told Brody admitted to planting the bug, and that he is potentially a national security threat, and SAC Muscone wants to know who Brody's handler is, since it was his wife whose wheelchair was bugged."
I glanced over at Teresa, whose eyes were gleaming as she looked back at me; she'd caught Russo's slip, also. I then said "Mr. Brody also asked for a lawyer, and was not provided one. And I strongly suspect he wouldn't have one now if we hadn't have been working like dogs to find him."
Special Agent Emily Lewis said: "We can hold a national security suspect 72 hours and interrogate him or her. Are you not aware of the legal rendition programs for suspected terrorists?"
Laura spoke up. "Oh, I'm very well aware of those programs. And this does not quality for them."
"And who are you to say that?" Emily Lewis asked harshly. She might have noticed the many pairs of eyes that went wide at that, including mine, Teresa's, and Todd's.
I looked over at Laura, who looked Emily Lewis straight in the eyes and said "I was the Deputy Director of the CIA for Science and Technology for many years before I recently retired. I have forgotten more than you will ever know about rendition programs in your lifetime."
SSA Russo stepped in. "It is very obvious that there are a lot of things going on here that we need to get worked out. Brody has his lawyers now, and we will not question him any further without his attorney present. In the meantime, we're still holding him on Federal charges."
"Which won't be for too much longer, if I have anything to do with it." I said. "We're going to the Federal Judge to get these charges dropped, especially in light of the abuse of his rights by denying him legal representation after he asked for it."
"And what is your role in this?" Special Agent Luke Morgan asked harshly.
"Ask your SSA, here." I replied, unable to keep a little bit of a grin off my face. "He called me by my real first name... Commander. He knows who I am."
SSA Russo looked pained that I'd caught his slip. He said "He's Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police, and he's also the Reserve Inspector of the SBI."
"The Iron Crowbar..." Emily Lewis almost whispered with a look of awe in her eyes.
"Oh yeah," said Luke Morgan. "You're the guy. You come in here whining about Constitutional rights, while you beat down black protesters with excessive force, and charge innocent peaceful protesters with felony murder. And that's after you raped a woman in your custody. The Federal charges can be brought back up---"
"Shut your mouth." said Melina Allgood, levelly but menacingly, as she got in Morgan's face. "Your fellow Federal Agents tried to frame him with a forged document, so you've got no room to be speaking. And just to make sure you understand, here's my ID, and my standing to be here."
She showed the BAU Agents her 'Dark Agent' ID. SSA Russo blanched. SA Emily Lewis looked shocked, then looked at Russo as if for guidance. SA Morgan looked dully at me, unable to hide the race-based hatred in his eyes.
"All right." I said. "Brody is staying here at City PD. His attorneys will be working on his release with the Federal Judge. SSA Russo, just as I believe Brody was duped and acted in good faith, I think you and your team acted in good faith based on what you were told. It's not you that is incurring my wrath... though Agent Morgan here had best be careful of his racism in his accusations. It's SAC Jack Muscone I'm pissed at. Where is he? by the way."
"In his office, at the Federal Building in the Town & County." said a scratchy voice. It was EAD Owen Lange, who had either just come in, or was listening to conversations that did concern him from out of sight.. "Commander Troy, I appreciate your restraint, here. All you FBI guys, let's go back to the Federal Building here in the City."
"Why isn't Muscone here?" I asked Owen Lange, who understood fully what I was really asking.
"He's scared of you. As are we all." said Owen Lange. He then glanced over at Luke Morgan and added: "At least those of us with any brains are."
As they passed by me, Luke Morgan hissed quietly: "I'm not scared of you, you fucking white racist. And I'm coming for you. I wonder what a DNA test of Cindy Ross's daughter will show."
Emily Lewis was right behind Morgan, and her eyes widened in total shock when she heard that. "Are you crazy, Luke? Keep walking." Morgan kept walking. Emily Lewis followed him out.
Part 18 - Free At Last
Sunday, August 16th. It was my daughter Greta's birthday, and the pain of not being able to see her was ever present in my soul. I was a good dad to my other kids, I thought to myself, but a rabidly Leftwing judge in New York had tried to put a restraining order on me that would disallow me from carrying a gun, even for Police duties. He was forced, as I was forced, to allow a custody agreement without that restraining order, but it was still onerous, and it still hurt that I couldn't communicate with my daughter. But she'd be eighteen one day... one day.
I had to put that into a compartment of my mind, as I was in the Chambers of Federal Judge K.M. Lands in Lexington, Hamilton County. And one did not want to be in front of this Federal Judge with a cluttered mind, nor not paying full attention.
In Chambers with me were Judge Landis, of course, as well as Mike G. Todd, Rudy 'Bulldog' Louis, Melina Allgood, and Dr. Laura Fredricson. Also present were SSA Aaron Russo and two U.S. Attorneys, John Jones and Dalton Kendell. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', 'Environmental Hazards', 'The Saga Continues' for John Jones; 'Only Time', 'No Way Out' for Dalton Kendell.)
And at Judge Landis's 'invitation' (that could not be refused), EAD Owen Lange had brought SAC Jack Muscone into the room. To his credit, he met my stare with his own; he was giving no quarter on this.
"I appreciate you all coming in on a Sunday." said Judge Landis, though it was us that should have been thanking him for that. "I'm going to swear you all in, so that your answers to my questions will be considered to be under oath." He did so.
Judge Landis: "I'm looking at the motion by Archie Brody's attorney, asking that the charges be dropped based on perceived abuse of Mr. Brody. Dr. Fredricson, you examined Mr. Brody. What is your expert opinion, as a medical doctor as well as a psychiatrist, of his physical and mental condition. And was he physically assaulted in any way?"
"Physically," replied Laura, "he was dehydrated, and had not had substantive nutrition for at least 24 hours. I saw no marks on his body to suggest he was physically beaten nor any indications that anything like electric shocks were administered to him. Mentally, he was very disoriented from being unable to tell the passage of time and being kept awake and denied REM sleep. He was also very agitated and bordering on hysteria from the relentless interrogations."
"These are standard FBI techniques for interrogating non-cooperative suspects." said SSA Russo in reply to a question from the Judge.
"Your Honor," said U.S. Attorney Dalton Kendell, "we have a number of legal precedents allowing this interrogation of persons suspected of being a national security threat."
"But there are rules outlined for the use of such methods." said Judge Landis. "It's a narrow path, and you've walked along the edges of it throughout the renditioning of Mr. Brody. Mr. Russo, did you gather any information beyond what Commander Troy has told us, that Mr. Brody had acted in good faith to what he perceived as a Police request?"
"No, Your Honor." said Russo. "He told one story, and never changed it. But I have to add, Your Honor, that we did not have the full 72 hours we needed for these relatively 'gentle' processes, for lack of a better term, to work properly."
"Commander Troy," said Judge Landis, "while I am not happy with the way this has been conducted, because of several factors, including the fact Mr. Brody had a security clearance and was working in a sensitive position at a company with ties to the U.S. Military, I'm not convinced they FBI acted excessively with respect to PATRIOT Act laws and other regulations. How would you convince me otherwise?"
"Your Honor," I said, "the Federal Government has a myriad of powerful tools to investigate American Citizens and Foreign Nationals. We the Police also have many tools, and I used them to investigate Mr. Brody when his name first came up. Federal Government authorities can look into his finances, his credit card use and his banking transactions. They can find out where he's driven his car, who he's talked to on the phone. They can subpoena his employment records. They can interview people who know him. And in Mr. Brody's case, they can review their investigation of him when he applied for his Top Secret security clearance... which was granted after a thorough investigation."
Your Iron Crowbar: "If the FBI had done these things, they'd have found out if there were any red flags on him... which I don't believe exist based upon my own Police investigation of him. And they certainly would not have needed to put him through these psychological processes usually reserved for hardened terrorist suspects. Your Honor, the FBI has used a triphammer to crush a nut, here... and an innocent nut, at that."
"And the background investigation was done, Mr. Muscone?" Judge Landis asked.
"We were in the process of doing that, as well as lawfully interrogating the suspect as the national security threat I believe he is." said Jack Muscone. "And our investigation of him and his background continues, Your Honor."
"So," said the Judge, "why shouldn't I drop the charges with prejudice?"
"Because, Your Honor," said Muscone, "I don't believe Brody bugged my wife's wheelchair innocently. I believe he did it with purpose and intent, and in cahoots with other threat actors."
"And his story that it was done innocently?" queried Judge Landis.
"He'll have the chance to prove his innocence during his trial." said Muscone.
"With respect, Your Honor," I said, speaking up, "the Constitution of the United States does not require him to (air quotes) 'prove his innocence'. It requires the Government to prove his guilt. Which they have not done to this point, despite these... extraordinary methods of psychological... interrogation." Everyone with more brains than a Betta fish knew what I was implying with those pregnant pauses.
"That's true." said Judge Landis. "But that's why we have trials: for the Government to prove its allegations. What does the Government want to do, Mr. Kendell?"
"Your Honor," said Dalton Kendell, "it is the official position of the U.S. Government that Brody represents a security threat to the United States, and we intend to prove this at trial. We also ask that he be remanded into Federal custody without bail until the trial."
"Defense?"
"Your Honor," said Mike G. Todd, "we believe there is no way that this man should be allowed to remain in Federal custody, especially after what they've already done to him in one Agent's unholy zeal to force a confession out of him. We also believe he should be given bail, as he is not the threat this Federal Agent... again in his unholy zeal to irrationally pursue these charges... is making my client out to be."
Judge Landis said "I've known SAC Muscone a long time, Mr. Todd. He's an outstanding Agent, and I'm not accepting that his actions represent 'unholy zeal'. I have to say that he and the FBI must be allowed to investigate your client. Having said that, I believe that home confinement with ankle monitoring is acceptable, and he will be remanded to your custody, Mr. Todd."
And then Judge Landis said "Okay, I need for U.S. Attorney John Jones, Mr. Mike G. Todd, and Commander Donald Troy to remain. The rest of you are excused, and that means go." Everyone not 'invited' to remain moved out smartly.
After they were gone, Judge K.M. Landis peered at me, then said: "Commander Troy, I have followed your career with the TCPD almost from the moment it began, and I have always been exceptionally impressed with your record of successes, and your making sure to have good legal cases when you hand them over to the Court system."
"Thank you, Your Honor." I said, not sure where this was going.
Judge Landis: "I was told that you were threatened by one of the FBI Agents at City Police Headquarters. Still trying to attack you through a baby that allegedly is your daughter. I'm putting an end to those threats."
My heart leapt as Judge Landis continued: "You and U.S. Attorney Jones will sign a written Immunity Agreement, which I will accept and endorse. In exchange for full immunity from Federal prosecution for any crimes related to the transportation of Betty Morelli to her Grand Jury appearance, you'll no longer be taking the Fifth when you need to testify on... anything."
"Thank you, Your Honor." I said, trying to keep my voice calm. I didn't know why he was doing this, but I didn't look the gift horse in the mouth. I signed the document, as did U.S. Attorney John Jones and Judge Landis. We were excused, and I walked out of there with the Federal Sword of Damocles no longer over my head.
No, I never asked, and Judge Landis would never tell if I did. Very few people knew that he owed his Federal Judicial appointment to the recommendation of a good friend and a great man named Jonathan Keating... Navy Rear Admiral Jonathan Keating, who was murdered by the Swamp Frogs. (Author's note: 'We'll Always Have Paris', Ch. 03.)
Judge Landis had watched with interest my career and my struggles against the power of the Swamp Frogs. And in his innermost soul, Judge Landis had never forgotten, much less forgiven, the murder of his friend. He was retaliating in a way he'd long wanted to, but only now had the chance, by making it easier for me to wage war against the Enemy's insidious evil...
Judge K.M. Landis... was a Guardian of Justice.
Part 19 - The Party Never Stops
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 17th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "Governor Val Jared commits his most outrageous act yet!"
Bettina began: "Val Jared, the deeply unpopular lame duck Governor of the State, outraged politicians of both Parties by injecting himself into State politics and naming an Independent State Counsel to investigate Democrat candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson and his son Hunter Stenson for alleged influence peddling by Hunter Stenson!"
Bettina: "The investigation stems from a laptop that was found, upon which allegedly incriminating emails and texts were found. SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell had been investigating the alleged charges until Governor Jared stepped in with his egregious actions. Political experts are calling this nothing short of pure political retaliation for Hoyt Stenson's strong support of the Independent State Counsel that investigated Jared before, and for advocating Jared's impeachment long before many other Legislators did."
Bettina: "Here with us today is Dr. Adam S. Keller, senior Fellow at the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." The camera panned out to show 'Pencil Neck' Keller with Bettina. "Dr. Keller, is this a serious attempt to investigate alleged crimes based on a laptop that mysteriously appeared, or pure partisan politics by the outgoing, lame duck Governor of the State?"
Dr. Keller answered in his smooth talking way: "It's just pure partisan politics of the dirtiest kind, Bettina. There simply is not enough to investigate Hoyt Stenson for as much as littering, but in Jared's zeal to support the candidacy of his White Nationalist crony Sharon Marshall, he took this ridiculous, hyper-partisan action."
Bettina: "Dr. Keller, will this harm Sharon Marshall's candidacy for Governor?":
'Pencil Neck': "Considering that Sharon Marshall is a clone of Val Jared, and shares his White Nationalist, rabidly racist views, it should really be something that the Voters of the State pay close attention to."
"Thank you, Dr. Keller." Bettina said with a bright smile. As the camera focused back on her, she said "And politicians of both Parties expressed their outrage at Val Jared's hamfisted action. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the outrage of the professional politicians: "Governor Jared's unconscionable act to appoint an Independent State Counsel is racist and offensive!" yelled Tasheeka Harris.
"For Governor Val Jared to appoint an Independent State Counsel to investigate the Democrat candidate for Governor is the most partisan abuse of political power possible! It's unconscionable!" shouted State Senator Katherine Woodburn at a political rally.
"Val Jared continues to show why his white nationalist views are so deeply unpopular, and destructive to the Republican Party!" said House Minority Leader Wilson Hammonds. "His aggressive act of establishing an Independent State Counsel to investigate a good man like Hoyt Stenson is unconscionable!"
Back to Bettina live: "And in other news, Archie Brody, who was arrested by Federal Agents and charged with a number of crimes related to planting a listening device on the equipment of a TCPD Officer, was placed under house arrest over the weekend instead of the far harsher treatment of being remanded to custody without bail. Though he faces multiple Federal charges, neither the TCPD nor the Town & County District Attorney's Office are filing formal charges against Brody. Neither the District Attorney nor Commander Donald Troy could be reached for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there it is again." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said as we drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. "Commander Troy couldn't be reached for comment."
The Sheriff, Commander Cindy Ross, Chief Moynahan, ADA Paulina Patterson and myself were present, but Captain Tanya P. Muscone was not. And I wasn't sure exactly why Chief Moynahan had invited us to this coffee klatch, but I did not question it.
"Why does she do that?" Paulina asked with a puzzled voice. "I mean, why bother? It adds nothing to the story."
"In the warped, twisted minds of the Leftwing Looneyverse and the Mainstream Media, they think it does." I replied. "Bettina's gappy reporting of the Archie Brody case was carefully written and reported to make the FBI sound good and the TCPD to sound bad. Bettina's thinking, and she may truly believe this, is that by attaching my name like that, it adds to the negativity of the story for Brody and for the TCPD."
Teresa said "Sir, I think there's even more to it. Bettina is saying that as a message to you. You found Archie Brody, provided him with lawyers, and got him out of that scary-as-hell situation of being in the hands of Federal Agents with a very real desire to do him some harm. It's almost like Bettina said that to mock you... she's not reporting what you did, but only that you won't talk to them, the Media about it."
"Could well be." I said. "Could well be."
"I was noooo-ti-cinnnng that everyone used the word 'unconscionable' in their comments." drawled Chief Moynahan. "Coincidence?"
"No sir, Chief." I said. "It's like the time the great Rush Limbaugh pointed out how thirty-three different reporters separately used the word 'gravitas' on the various Sunday news shows to say George W. Bush didn't have any. Thirty three separate times, in one day... and the kicker was that the word 'gravitas' had never made it to the Lexis-Nexis database, at all, prior to that day."



"I'm sure it was coincidentally in an Agatha Christie book somewhere." Teresa said cattily. I chuckled at her pawky vein of humor.
Cindy asked "Sheriff, this Hunter Stenson laptop thing must be pretty big, for the Governor to call for an Independent State Counsel."
"It is." growled Griswold. "Obviously Bettina won't say anything, much less tell the truth about it, but that laptop is a smoking gun. The SBI Inspector's Office, that being Britt Maxwell and Norm Chow, have already found confirming evidence from the phone and text records of the people at the other end of Hunter's texts. They were surprisingly 'not careful' (air quotes) about their transmissions."
Griswold: "They also got Hoyt Stenson's official Legislative daily calendar, and Hunter's texts and emails line up perfectly with meetings with his dad a few days later. And a lot of data on drug buys by Hunter that have been verified in several ways. The bottom line is that we've got him. Hunter is toast... if anyone will prosecute the case."
"Bring it here." said Paulina Patterson. "If the evidence is that good, I'll roast Hunter's ass on a spit."
Cindy said "So why create an Independent State Counsel? Why can't Britt just handle it?"
"I believe Crowbar could answer that." said the Sheriff.
"Yes sir, I can." I said. "And there's two reasons, both rooted in getting things done faster. First, the ISC can impanel a Grand Jury. And if they put together a solid case, they can get an indictment a lot faster and more efficiently. If Britt Maxwell does it the normal way, she can eventually go to a Grand Jury, but it will take more time."
I continued: "And relating to the first reason, if for any reason this thing were to drag out past the November Election, and the Democrats win, especially Stenson, then Britt Maxwell could be impeached and removed from her post as SBI Inspector, and the investigation buried. But by law, that can't be done with the Independent State Counsel."
"So the Republicans have an 'October surprise' all ready to spring on us." Cindy said sourly.
"Nooooo," I said, "remember that early voting commences on October 12th this year, and absentee ballots can be requested and will be sent out a couple of weeks earlier than that."
"So it'll have to be a 'September surprise'." Cindy said, making us chuckle.
"You sure look happy this morning, Cindy." Paulina observed. "Good weekend?"
"Very good." Cindy said. "I didn't realize it showed so much."
"It does." Teresa said "I'd say Tim Jenkins came up to visit."
"He did." said Cindy. "We had a really good lunch Saturday. But that's not why I'm happy. I got some... good news yesterday. And that's all I'll say, so don't ask."
Indeed she had. The day before, after getting home from the meting with Judge Landis, Laura and I invited Cindy, Callie, and Betsy to The Cabin for dinner. It was just the six of us (with Carole included). And while Laura and Callie talked, and Carole and Betsy had a lovefest with two outstanding dogs, I took Cindy into my office and showed her the Immunity Agreement.
"That's great!" she had said, knowing what this meant for Betsy's safety as well as my own. "How'd you make that happen?"
"I don't know why Judge Landis did it." I said. "He said he'd been told about that BAU Agent threatening me, so he lifted the Sword of Damocles from over my head. And I'm not asking why; I'm just grateful for it."
And for some reason, I felt a special delight in framing that document and also Governor Jared's pardon of me, and hanging them on the wall of my office next to the huge map of the Town & County, and just under the framed 'tiny slip' of paper that said "DEER ME, MR. HOLMES, DEER ME"...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said athletic blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Monday, August 16th. "We're glad you could join us on this busy news day. Meredith Peller is on assignment, so we have political reporter Priya Ajmani with us. Hello Priya!"
"Hi Catrina, it's great to be with you today." said the beautiful Indian reporterette. She turned to the camera and said "Term-limited Governor Val Jared appointed an Independent State Counsel to investigate allegations that Hunter Stenson, son of Democrat candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson, peddled access to his father in exchange for money and drugs."
Catrina: "There are also allegations that texts and emails on Hunter Stenson's laptop show Hunter Stenson using the 'n-word' when talking about Democrat Lieutenant Governor candidate Corey Coons. State Senator Coons did not respond to KFXU's requests for comment."
Priya: "Governor Jared made a statement yesterday on why he is appointing an Independent State Counsel. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Governor Jared saying, in response to a reporter's question: "No, I'm not doing this as a political attack; in fact, an Independent State Counsel will act to clear this matter up more quickly than a standard SBI investigation would. So if there's nothing to it, then Hoyt Stenson will be cleared that much more quickly, and that is more fair to him than allowing a standard investigation to linger."
In response to another question, Governor Jared said: "No, this is not politically motivated. You haven't seen the contents of the laptop, which the SBI has verified is Hunter Stenson's. There is a lot of evidence of potential wrongdoing, and an Independent State Counsel is the best route of accurately determining the facts of the case."
Back to Catrina live: "Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall, who is the Republican candidate for Governor, said this at a campaign appearance yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Sharon Marshall saying at a well-attended outdoor rally: "I support Governor Jared's naming an Independent State Counsel to investigate the serious allegations of corrupt influence peddling by my opponent and his son. I call upon my opponent Hoyt Stenson to stop hiding in his basement and hold a public Press conference, and answer questions regarding these allegations. And I renew my call for Hoyt Stenson to debate me in a public forum in front of a live audience! What is he running away from? What is he trying to hide?" The crowd roared.
Back to Priya live: "Fox Eight News has learned that retired City Police Captain Rockford 'Rocky' Garnett has been named as the Independent State Counsel. Garnett is a tough, grizzled veteran of the City Police Force, known for his integrity, and he was involved in the arrest of City Police Captain Susan Wexler several years ago..." (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 01-03 for Rockford Garnett.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Rocky Garnett." I said as we watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference room. "Now there is a name I have not heard in a while. I remember him as Sapper Warren and Robin Ventura's Lieutenant when we busted Susan Wexler, but haven't heard anything since."
"He was offered a promotion to Captain upon his retirement a couple of years ago." said Chief Moynahan. "About the time you took down Bundy McGinty." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok'.)
"So how did he come to be appointed Independent State Counsel?" I asked.
"Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters suggested his name to meeeee," said the Chief, "and I passed that along to the Sheriff."
"And I might have mentioned his name to the Governor." said the Sheriff.
Cindy Ross said "But he's not a lawyer... or is he?"
"No, he's not." said the Sheriff. "But I've always said Police Officers almost have to be lawyers to do our jobs. And Garnett was a good leader of his people when he was with the City P.D. So he'll hire good lawyers. And he'll be working with Britt Maxwell and Norm Chow, but they are now in the background to keep political pressure off them."
Chief Moynahan said "Coldiron said that Garnett was offered the promotion in exchange for retirement because he was considered a little too honest and apolitical for his superiors's liking. Carrot and stick approach, very much common in the City P.D..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And we are live!" said hostess Connie Chen after the women of the hit talk show Point Taken filed into the studio and took their seats, to the raucous applause of the all-women audience.
"We have a great show for you today, and we have a lot to talk about." said Connie Chen. "Before the news of Governor Jared appointing an Independent State Counsel broke---" She was interrupted by loud boos and hisses from the audience. What was not shown was the cue lights that told the audience to boo and hiss.
After letting that die down, Connie continued: "Before that happened, there were allegations that the texts on Hunter Stenson's laptop showed him using the 'n-word' to describe State Senator Corey Coons, who is the Democrat nominee for Lieutenant Governor. Let's bring out Senator Coons now!"
The audience applauded, some louder than others, as Corey Coons came out in a well-fitting suite and tie. His (deliberately shaved) bald head did not gleam too much in the studio lights, thanks to the miracle of television-industry makeup.
"Thank you for coming, Senator." said Connie. "Rosie?"
"Governor... er, Senator," said Rosie Berkmar, drawing chuckles at the deliberate Freudian slip, "Hoyt Stenson is running for Governor, and you for Lieutenant Governor. These allegations that Hoyt's son Hunter used racial slurs about you are beginning to cause some upset stomachs in Democrat circles. What do you say about all this?"
Corey Coons said "First, ladies, I appreciate your networks being the adults in the room and not spewing out rumors like the Jared-loving Fox networks have been doing. Second, after this broke, my Campaign talked to Hoyt's Campaign, and I talked with him. He's assured me that the allegations are 'fake news', completely untrue. He said that he doesn't believe the computer is even his son's, and that this is just a dirty trick by the White Nationalist supporters of Val Jared." The audience applauded, because the cue sign told them to.
The beautiful Zara Zeigler was called upon. She asked "Senator, one issue these allegations have brought out is that your Campaign and Representative Stenson's campaign don't seem to be working together. Do you plan to change that?"
Coons: "The State offices aren't really like the Presidential and Vice Presidential candidates running as one ticket on a national level. The Lieutenant Governor is the 'Speaker' (air quotes) of the State Senate, and I'll have a lot of control of the agenda there when I'm elected. Hoyt is running for Governor, which is the Chief Executive of the State. I'm sure we'll have some joint appearances, but we're also running separately for our separate positions."
"If I may," said Zara, to keep control of the questioning, "I may need to clarify my question. Many people, including many Democrats, are saying you're not running with a unified message. You're talking a lot about defunding the Police and other Minority issues, which is understandable and respectable,. But Mr. Stenson is not. The only policy platform he has really talked about is gun control."
Coons: "Again, we're two different candidates, which is good in that we can talk about different issues among the many problems we have with Val Jared and the Republican Party. But I get what you're saying, and I think you'll hear us having a more unified message in the many weeks leading up to the Election."
Dana McMahon, the very moderately conservative (some would say 'Establishment'), said "Senator, what if the allegations against Hoyt's Stenson's son are true? The SBI has said that the computer does belong to Hunter Stenson, and---"
"Let me say it again." interrupted Coons. "Hoyt Stenson has told me that the computer does not belong to his son, and that everything the Republican-controlled Fox stations are reporting is pure lies."
"But Senator," persisted Dana, "just because Hoyt Stenson is denying his son did wrongdoing, it doesn't mean the allegations aren't true. The SBI has confirmed the computer is Hunter's----"
"He just TOLD you that's not true!" yelled Donna Roselle, the militantly black member of the panel.
Dana went on as if Donna didn't exist: "The SBI confirmed the laptop IS Hunter's, and have confirmed that the emails calling you the n-word, Senator, are real. And for the Governor to be able to create an Independent State Counsel means that there is fire under that smoke---"
"Let's go to break." said Connie Chen, interrupting Dana and rescuing Corey Coons from any embarrassment. They show immediately went to commercial advertising...
Part 20 - Exercise of Government Power
11:00am, Wednesday, August 18th. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle texted me on my Police iPhone to say she had two visitors that needed to talk to me. I told her to bring them to my office, and for her to come in with them and sit in on the meeting.
A moment later my assistant Helena admitted Teresa, along with Todd Burke and Rudy 'Bulldog' Louis. I had them sit down in the hot chairs. In open disrespect for what the great Rush Limbaugh called 'feminazis', Teresa poured coffee for all of us before sitting down in a chair between her husband and the BOW Enterprises attorney.
"Problems, I perceive?" I said.
"Yes sir." said Todd. "On Monday morning, BOW Enterprises was informed that Archie Brody's security clearance was revoked... not suspended, but fully revoked. I was told at that time that it was expected that Brody's employment would be terminated as a result."
"So much for 'innocent until proved guilty'." I said. "But do you have to fire him? Couldn't you find him a role that doesn't require a security clearance?"
"That was my first thought, too, Uncle Don." my nephew said. "However, yesterday morning I was called by a civilian in the Department of Defense, who is my liaison to the Government vis-a-vis our contracts. He asked why Brody had not been formally terminated yet. I told him Brody was under house arrest, that we'd shut down any computer access he had to us, and that we were awaiting the results of his fair trial by a jury of his peers before taking 'harsher' steps."
Todd Burke: "He said that wasn't good enough, and that if we didn't immediately terminate Brody's employment, then literally every BOW employee would have their clearances revoked. And on top of that, our contracts with the DOD would be ended."
"Geez!" I muttered, shocked. "Can you fight that?"
"I could, Uncle Don." said Todd. "But we'd lose. And what's more... after we got the contracts for those baby choppers, we ramped up production... hiring people, buying the parts and machinery to make more of them... and we're just beginning to recover those outlays as we produce and deliver the choppers."
I nodded in understanding, then said "And if they shut you off now, it'll be hell trying to get any money from them to cover those costs."
"It won't happen. I'll be left holding the bag." Todd said. "Uncle Don, I'll just say it straight out: they've got me by the balls. They can dictate these terms to me and I have to accept them, or BOW Enterprises will be facing disaster. And if my employees's clearances are revoked, it'll be hard on them to find new jobs that require clearances."
After a pause, Todd continued: "So I did what I had to do... I terminated Archie Brody's employment yesterday. And that's where Rudy comes in."
"Yes sir." said Louis. "Todd tried to report it as a layoff, and reported to the Unemployment Office that he would not contest Brody getting unemployment benefits. So I went this morning to apply for benefits on Archie's behalf... and I was told that the Federal Government, specifically the FBI, had contested the layoff, saying that it was a termination for cause, or should be, and that Brody should not be given any unemployment benefits."
"Can they do that?" I asked.
"Yes sir... well they did do it." said Rudy. "Is it legal? That'll be an expensive, time-consuming Court fight against the full power and unlimited financial resources of the Federal Government."
"What's more, Uncle Don," added Todd, "I got another call from my contract liaison. He 'apologized' for not being more clear before, then told me that a layoff was not sufficient; that I had to terminate Brody for cause. He said I should amend my form to the Unemployment Office to reflect that, so that I could not be accused of making a false statement on the form. So I did what I had to do."
Rudy Louis said "They've also frozen Brody's bank account. He has no money, and no means to get any money. He can't even buy food."
I was told later that I had a very dark look on my face as I contemplated that information. Finally, I looked at all three of them looking at me.
"Shigata ga nai, neh?" I said.
"Sir?" Teresa asked, shocked.
"There's nothing we can do." I said. "Jack Muscone is going to destroy Archie Brody, come hell or high water, just to make a point. And he has the full power of the Federal Government to do it."
"With respect, sir," said Teresa,"are you sure it's him behind this?"
"Of course." I said. "How else does Todd's civilian liaison in or near Washington know what's happening in our local Unemployment Office? This is not the Swamp Frogs, this is Muscone, purely on a personal vendetta, and refusing to admit he was wrong..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, August 20th, from the parking lot between the Federal Building and the Old Post Office building. "Edward Blassingame is to be freed from prison!"
Bettina began: "In a stunning move yesterday, Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney ruled that Edward Blassingame's plea deal and confession of Federal crimes was broken because the Federal Government did not meet their end of the plea bargain. She has ordered that all charges against Mr. Blassingame be dropped with prejudice, and that Mr. Blassingame be released from prison."
Bettina: "U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin, who made the plea deal with Edward Blassingame, said that freeing Mr. Blassingame is, quote, 'the right move', because, and again quoting Mr. Baldwin, 'Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD prevented us from honoring our side of the deal', close quote. Commander Troy did not respond to repeated requests by KXTC and the SNN Networks for comment."
Bettina: "However, U.S. Attorney John Jones did file an appeal of Judge Taney's ruling, and Mr. Blassingame is under house arrest while the appeal process continues..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The party never stops, does it?" I said as the Sheriff, Lt. Cmdr. Croyle, Commander Ross and I drank coffee in my office.
"Now why did Judge Taney go and do that?" asked Teresa.
"This is where Commander Ross gets to say that it's all about me." I replied.
"It's always all about you, Commander Troy." intoned Cindy. "But in this case, why?"
I said "Well, it's really more of a proxy fight between Judge Taney and Judge K.M. Landis. When I met with her recently, she rebuffed giving me an Immunity Agreement; she even refused to allow the Union call me as a witness so that it wouldn't come into question." (Author's note: 'The Whole Nine Yards', Ch. 02.)
I continued: "Judge K.M. Landis did give me that Immunity Agreement, which truly hurt the Swamp Frogs that wanted to use the issues involved against me again, and likely would've done so when Amber Harris gets out of jail in a few weeks with no parole to worry about. Judge Taney retaliated by freeing Edward Blassingame."
"Where's Captain Muscone?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
"In her office, Sheriff." said Teresa. "She'll be here at 8:00am on the dot for the Angels Meeting, but she just doesn't socialize with us since that riff between Jack and Don."



The Sheriff turned to face us. "Commander, ladies... we have got to find a solution to that problem, particularly regarding Captain Muscone..."
Part 21 - Epilogue
5:00am, Friday, August 21st. I came into the home of Archie Brody, one of the smaller homes in one of the wealthy subdivisions north of Town. It was a two-story house, and the foyer inside the front door faced the stairs going to the upper floor. The ceiling of the foyer was the same height as the top floors.
A hole had been cut in the ceiling to expose a crossbeam in the attic. To that beam had been tied a thick rope. Hanging from that rope, a noose tied securely around his neck, was Archie Brody. He had handcuffed his own hands behind his back, then jumped from the stairway landing, hanging himself. He was dead.
CSIs were working over the house as I came in. Paramedics Ellen Brooks and Kevin were at the scene, as was Martha the M.E. Lieutenant Jerome Davis and Detective Julia Rodriguez were present, as was Rudy 'Bulldog' Louis. District Attorney Miriam Walters and ADA Savannah Fineman arrived just ahead of us, having been called by me. Teresa had ridden with me in my Police SUV.
"Who called it in?" I asked. "And how did the caller find him?"
"Sir," said Jerome Davis, "his ankle monitor is one of those newfangled ones that can sense his heart rate through his ankle. When his heart stopped, the device sent out a signal to the 9-1-1 dispatchers, but they mistook it as a possible escape attempt, thinking he'd taken the device off. They called for a Patrol car."
Davis: "Senior Patrolman Johnson and his assigned Officer Trainee took the call and arrived first. They could see through the glass panes inlaid next to the front door, and saw Brody hanging, so they entered the home under 'exigent circumstances'. Johnson leaned over the rail of the stairs to see if he could find a pulse, but there was none, and he was obviously dead. They called in for the paramedics, but it was way too late for their services."
"This is not the house the Feds raided the other day." I said as I looked around.
"Sir," said Julia Rodriguez, "this is his parents's home, which he inherited after they died two years ago. He'd been living in his other home, and renting this house out, but it has been vacant for the last two months. And when the Feds totally destroyed his home to the level they destroyed yours that time, he decided to live here while under house arrest."
"Good information, quickly obtained." I said. "Good work, Detectives. And yes, you can see the engineer in him, the way he made this makeshift gallows, and made sure the rope wouldn't slip. He could not have done this in his other home." Detectives and CSIs began looking at the things I pointed out.
After a moment I walked up to Miriam and Savannah, and began delivering cannon fire. "Well, Ms. Fineman," I said, pointing to the hanging body above us, "this is why we should fight the Feds for custody of innocent men."
"Are you really blaming her for this?" Miriam queried, taking up for her ADA like a good leader should.
"Why, no." I said simply. "I'm not blaming her for anything. I am blaming the FBI. But as I said to you before, by not challenging the Feds, she would 'reap the whirlwind'. Archie Brody's suicide... is that whirlwind."
I then said: "I'm just saying, Savannah, to remember this the next time they try to take one of our suspects out of our jurisdiction by running roughshod over our rights." Miriam stopped Savannah from saying anything, and Savannah wisely listened to her boss.
Martha the M.E. came up. "Commander, can we take him down now, so I can get him to the morgue for an autopsy?"
"Not yet." I said. "Commander Croyle, call Captain Muscone and tell her to get her and her husband's asses over here now. Right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Now what the hell is this all about?" growled FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone as he barreled into the house 20 minutes later. "Why did I have to come up... heeeeerrrrrr..." He was immobilized by the sight of Archie Brody hanging above him, his beady black eyes wide with shock.
"Crap." Tanya Muscone said when she saw it, exercising the prodigious power of understatement.
"Happy now, Muscone?" I said bitterly. "He's no threat to anyone NOW, is he? Thanks to you!"
"You're not pinning this on me---" started Muscone. I was having none of it.
"Look at it, Muscone!" I yelled as loudly as I could, my voice ragged. "LOOK AT IT!" I pointed up at the body as I yelled in Muscone's face: "He's DEAD! And his blood is on YOUR filthy Federal hands!"
"Bullshit!" spat Muscone.
"You went and arrested him after you promised you wouldn't!" I yelled, going into a full rant. "You had your BAU team psychologically torture him, trying to coerce a false confession out of him! Little water, no food, denying him REM sleep! You tortured that man!"
"And THEN," I continued yelling, feeling the heat on my face and the back of my neck, "you revoked his security clearance, but that wasn't enough, was it? No-o-o, you forced his employer to fire him, not a layoff, but a full firing... and then froze his bank account, so he couldn't even buy food!"
"He was a security threat!" Muscone yelled.
"BULL SHIT!!" I yelled again. "So after I found him and got him a lawyer, you go and cut off his bank account? What, you were going to STARVE him into submission, literally STARVE him until he made a false confession, or died? Well, he's sure not a security threat NOW, is he? No! He's DEAD! And his blood is on YOUR hands! All just to make a point, just to fuck with ME!"
"Commander!" Tanya yelled. "That's neither fair nor true----"
"SHUT YOUR FUCKING MOUTH, CAPTAIN!" Teresa yelled, getting right in Tanya's face. "That is a direct order! One more word out of you, and I'll haul your ass up on full charges of insubordination!"
"HEY!" shouted Muscone, turning to confront Teresa, "you can't talk to my wife that way!" He made a move as if to attack Teresa, only to find the rounded end of a red crowbar jabbed under his jaw. My eyes were as wide as saucers... with the furious anger of a lion about to attack its prey.
"Yes she can talk to her subordinate that way." I said quietly but threateningly. "And if you so much as touch Commander Croyle, so help me God I will physically beat you to death, right here in front of awlllllll these people."
"I don't have to listen to this horse shit." snarled Malone. He brushed past me, shoving the crowbar aside. I was about to smash the side of his head with a left-handed haymaker (I'm ambidextrous, remember? Muscone didn't.), but Teresa intercepted me and stopped me from doing the incorrect but badly needed thing.
Tanya drove out behind her husband, glaring at Teresa and getting a full 'Teresa Cunt' look in retaliatory response. It was dead quiet in the house; everyone was stunned at what they'd just heard and seen.
"You can secure the body now." I said quietly. "I think we're done here..."
Finis. ... pour le moment.
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Part 1 - Prologue
FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange went into the daycare room of the FBI offices in New York City. The caretakers recognized him, but were surprised to see him in the daycare center.
"Hello, ladies." he said to the two women on duty. "I have a birthday card for Greta Speer from her sisters." One of the women took him to where three-year-old Greta was playing.
"Hi Greta." Owen Lange said. "This is a birthday card from your sisters." He handed her the card, which he'd already taken out of its envelope.
"I have sisters?" Greta said in wonder as she looked at it, and at the photo of Carole and Tasha inside, with great interest. "Mommy, I have sisters?"
"Yes, you do." said FBI Special Agent Sandra Speer, coming up behind EAD Owen Lange. "Sir, can I see you outside for a moment?"
They went into the hallway, and Sandra turned on her superior Agent. "Sir, with all due respect, that was wrong of you to give Greta a card from her father! He agreed not to contact her at all! I didn't let her see the card he tried to send through Jack Muscone last year------"
"Hold up, Agent Speer." Owen Lange said in his scratchy voice. "First, you will have to believe this, and I will also testify to it in Court, that Don didn't know anything about this, at all. This was all Carole and Tasha's doing. And I promised Carole I would give Greta the card, and I've fulfilled that promise."
"I didn't want her to even know she had sisters." Sandra said darkly.
"Yes, I know." said Owen Lange. "But she was eventually going to find out, one way or another. You're up against something way too powerful for either of us to fight against. I just made things a little easier for you."
"Don Troy may be the Iron Crowbar, Mr. EAD, but he is not all powerful." said Sandra. "And he damn well better honor the custody agreement he signed."
"I wasn't talking about Don, Sandra." Owen Lange said. "I was talking about Carole..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, August 23d. We were at Teresa and Todd's house for the party celebrating Mike Burke's fifth birthday. Even Jack Burke was on good behavior, and spent most of his time talking to Carole, who to my surprise not only tolerated Jack, but played video games with him in the den room.
All my kids and their mothers were there, as were Cindy, Callie, and Betsy. And Daniel Allgood had brought Dan and Patricia. Dan played with his brother Doug a lot, while Patricia and Tasha found things to do that did not include boys. But Melina had not attended... and neither had Pete Feeley.
"I invited Pete and his parents, and Tiffany and Jennifer too." Teresa told me and Laura quietly and privately as the kids consumed amazing quantities of ice cream and cake. "But I just got reply on the Evite that they would not be attending. Nothing personal, by voice or phone or email."
"Tanya's been that way all week at work, too." I said. "Stiff and formal... with me, the Chief, Cindy, you... and even with all the Detectives. She's doing her job, and she has answers for every question I ask... and I've asked a lot to keep her on her toes... but she's definitely 'not perky' right now."
Laura asked "What was the ruling on Archie Brody's death?"
"Suicide." I said. "We had an amazingly fast Coroner's Inquest, in which Martha the M.E. and I both testified. Everything was totally consistent with suicide, so no conspiracies to form theories about."
"Carole has been unhappy that she hasn't seen Pete all week." Laura said. "I told her she needs to be prepared to not see him as much------ oh, hello Carole."
Carole had walked up to us. "Daddy, you gotta fix things, so we can see Pete again. It's important."
"Why is it important?" Laura queried our daughter, perhaps a bit sharply.
"I don't know why, Mommy." Carole said, standing her ground. "I just know that it is. And Daddy and Mis-ter Muscone have got to be friends again, so they can bust bad guys together again."
"No he doesn't!" Ian said, having come up to us, also. "Pete's daddy is the FBI! He's bad, so Pete's bad! I'm glad he didn't get to come!"
Carole turned on her brother and yelled "Pete's not bad! He's better than you!" She looked like she was going to attack her brother, and he was dug in to give her that fight. Laura intercepted Carole, while I took Ian aside for some remedial discussion on not holding his hatred of the FBI against Pete... which was not well received.
"Carole," I overheard Laura tell our daughter, "you should never take someone else's side against the family, especially your brothers and sister." Good advice from my 'Corleone' wife, I thought to myself.
"Pete's more family than Ian is... to me." Carole said, then added cryptically: "He will be, anyway."
I felt a vibe, and looked over to see Cindy across the room, staring at Carole. Then her ice-blue eyes drifted to my gray peepers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday, August 31st, 8:15am. Parents of first graders were lining up along the walkway of Eastside Elementary School, forming a gauntlet for their children to walk through. My wife Laura was near the front end, as was Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans. Molly was in her uniform and taking charge of the students, which reassured nervous parents.
The gauntlet of parents ended at the bottom of the three steps leading up to the the patio in front of the entrance to the school. Deputy Chief Cindy Ross was at the end of the parents's line, with a digital camera. Waiting at the top of the steps were the Town Mayor, the County Sheriff, and Your Iron Crowbar, holding the instrument for which I was named.
Cindy and Molly were communicating by earbuds, and I heard Cindy tell Molly to start the kids through as she (Cindy) hit a button on the big boombox next to me. The Black Eyed Peas song 'Let's Get It Started' blasted out and the parents began clapping and cheering in rhythm as the kids started coming through, getting high-fives or fist bumps along the way... and of course parents were taking photos of their child coming through.
The first first-grader to come through was my son Jim, followed by my son Ross. Jim came up the steps, grasped the rounded end of my red crowbar, and turned to the others and yelled "Touch the crowbar for good luck!" as his sister Carole had two years before. (Author's note: 'Ethical Dilemmas', Ch. 01.) A tradition, this had become.
Ross followed Jim in grabbing the end of the crowbar. Cindy was photographing every child as they came through and posed touching the crowbar for one second. Next through was young Dan Allgood. He posed with me and the crowbar, then went over and hugged his father's legs before running into the school building.
Young Pete Feeley came through. To my surprise, I felt some emotion at seeing him, remembering how close to death he had come as a baby, and his mother's sacrifice for him. (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 01-02.) To my further surprise, he hugged my legs and said "Hi Mister Crowbar!" before posing holding the crowbar.
Eastside Elementary had become a 'magnet' school in the Town High School system, and as such had a very diverse range of ethnicities in its student body. White children, Black children, Hispanic children, and Asian children all came through. Every single one of them held the crowbar and posed with me. And every parent received a print of their child posing with me and the crowbar, courtesy of the Daniel Allgood Campaign for Mayor.
After the 20 minutes it took for every first grader to go through, the gauntlet began breaking up. Parents came up to me to thank me for being there, perhaps unaware that two of the kids were mine, so it took me a few moments to get to Laura and Molly at the other end. Laura was dabbing tears from her eyes, as she had when Carole had gone through two years before.
"I promised myself I wouldn't cry." Laura said as I put my arm around her to lead her to my Police SUV. "I just can't believe how quickly my baby boy is growing up."
I had seen Tanya and Jack Perlman near the front of the line, but they had not spoken to me... especially Jack Muscone, who was definitely avoiding me.
Laura said "Are you going to send your mother the photos of Jim and Ross?"
"Yes." I said. "And then I'll call her in Apple Grove. It's her birthday today, you know..."
Part 2 - Whisky Central
"Winter's city side, crystal bits of snowflakes
All around my head and in the wind
I had no illusions that I'd ever find a glimpse of
Summer's heatwave in your eyes..."
------ Alphaville, 'Big In Japan'
10:00am, Monday, August 31st. My lovely assistant Helena buzzed me and announced two visitors. A moment later FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White and DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens were sitting in the hot chairs in front of my desk. I poured them coffee and refilled my own Airborne School coffee mug, as well.
"This must be about Commander Croyle's cousin Jen Sakai." I said.
"Not much gets past you, Don." Karina said with a smile. "And it's about a lot more. We've uncovered a fairly large, sophisticated smuggling operation that involves both whisky products and drugs; ergo, Dwight and I are spearheading the joint task force investigating it."
"Due to your past ATF experience." I said to Karina. She nodded vigorously in agreement.
SSA Dwight Stevens said "Karina is our adult supervision. We've put together a pretty elite team on this. You remember FBI Agent Eduardo Escobar from the old Team Lazarus? He's working with us from Texas. DEA Agent Juan Alberto Morales in Southport is working with us. And Lindy Linares has been assigned to help with our cyber and digital needs."
Karina said "And from the ATF, we have Nancy Harding, who I knew from my days with them. She's a very good Agent, and one of the good guys. I tried to get her on my FBI team, but they wouldn't give her up."
I nodded, understanding why I was being told all this. My rift with Jack Muscone meant that I was skeptical (at best) of all Federal Agents, and Karina and Dwight were making their pitch for this team.
Dwight Stevens: "The unfortunate thing is that the Swamp Frogs are aware of our investigations, and they tried to force DEA Agent Kevin Pitts on us. He's not a dirty  Agent, not like Curtis Halsey and Lindsey Black, but Jack Muscone told them in no uncertain terms that Pitts was not welcome on this joint task force."
"Good." I said, not letting my face show anything, feeling as well as seeing that Karina was intently watching my reactions. "So... whaddya got? And what do you need from me?"
"Any help you can give us." Dwight Stevens said. "We'll make all of our data available to you, and maybe you can do Iron Crowbar things and correlate bits of information that we don't see the patterns for."
"Okay," I said. "Give me the Cliffs Notes now."
Karina took a jump drive out of her pocket and handed it to me. Then she began talking: "After the incident where Jen Sakai attempted to have Todd Burke kidnapped," (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice', Ch. 03.) "we've been digging into her and her husband, Sakai Hideo. He's long gone; he went back to Japan and may have made it to Red China. But Jen was using her contacts with the Yakuza and family connections in Louisiana to smuggle distillates to Japan for making Japanese whisky."
I said "So they basically made a form of moonshine whisky, and sent it to Japan for barreling. I would also imagine they are taking raw molasses, a by-product of sugar production, which is the basis for making rum, and sending that, too."
Karina: "Yes, and the smuggling ring also stole some barrels meant for legit Texas whiskey producers and sent those to Japan... and even barreled some of their own whisky and rum distillates for several years and sent that over. And the Yakuza pays handsomely for finished products like that."
"I'm sure." I said. Then I sat back in my chair and looked at them. "But tell me... Jen Sakai and her husband had connections to the Red Chinese. Her ring in Texas, that the FBI busted up, had connections to the Red Chinese. I'm sure those that could afford it would pay huge to have good whiskey smuggled to them in China, and the Chinese Government might just look the other way because their own officials would be getting their share of it. Anything along those lines?"
Dwight and Karina looked at each other for a second, then Karina said "You're right, Don. That's what we're looking at now, but we're just starting to get any threads to pull. And we have the full cooperation of Takaki Misaki and the Japanese Government in our investigations. The Chinese Government talks a good game, but they're not nearly as helpful when push comes to shove, probably because, like you said, the Government officials are probably getting their cut."
Dwight Stevens said: "With your permission, I'd like to go talk to Commander Croyle, if she's available, while ASAC White talks to you." I called Teresa's office. The Iron Wolf was 'in', and said she'd talk to Stevens.
After he left the office, Karina said "First, Don, I want to apologize for my role in helping Jack Muscone keeping you from finding Archie Brody. And I want to apologize on Jack's behalf, and try to heal this breach------"
I held up a hand, stopping her. "I accept your apology for yourself. But not for Jack. He's going to have to apologize for himself."
"I get that." said Karina. "There's other news, too. Martin Nash opened an OPR on Jack over the Brody suicide and the events that led up to it. He may come here, to your Town & County, to interview you and other Police Officers, as well FBI Agents in this Region."
"Hoo boy." I said. "According to Federal Judge Landis, Muscone and the Russo BAU Team did nothing illegal. What's to investigate?"
Karina: "It may just be taking a cheap shot at Jack. Or it could be the Swamp Frogs piling on him like they tried to pile on you over the Morelli case. Don, you have no idea how angry they are that you got that Immunity Agreement from Judge Landis on top of that pardon from Governor Jared."
"Oh, I have a pretty good idea of that." I replied with a wan smile. "Still, there's nothing on Muscone to go after."
Karina said "Unless EAD Owen Lange is right, and they're using this as an inroad to investigate Jack for his brother's death all those years ago..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Look," said Teresa Croyle, "I'm not trying to avoid your questions in any way. It's just that there is literally nothing I have to offer you in the way of information."
She was sitting behind her desk, and DEA SSA Dwight Stevens was sitting on the sofa in front of her. She continued: "I was married to Easton Windham for less than one year, and that was some fifteen years ago. I have absolutely no idea where he went off to after we separated and had our marriage annulled. And I just found my mother's family a few months ago, and I barely know any of them."
Dwight Stevens said "I understand. We're just trying to understand who Easton Windham and Weston Windham are... or were. We understand that Weston died in a plane crash four years ago, and it may be related to what Jen Sakai and her husband were doing. What I wanted to ask was if you would put in a good word with your aunt, Clarissa Esterson, for her to talk with us about that."
Teresa said "Like I said, I've met her a grand total of once. I feel like I'd be imposing on her. You really might be better off just knocking on her door yourself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Monday, August 31st. Chief Moynahan had invited me, Cindy, and Teresa to lunch at the Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar, his treat. We were in the back 'Command Room', and I was having the Double Breakfast Burger Plate. Cindy was having the Fish & Chips Basket; Teresa, the Steak Caesar Salad; and the Chief was having a double cheeseburger, but with a salad instead of fries.
"How was the first day of schoooool, Mister Crowbarrrr?" the Chief asked.
"Good, sir." I said agreeably. "Jim and Ross were ready to get started. I suspect getting away from Carole contributed to Jim's enthusiasm, and Ross was Ross... he just deals with whatever is in front of him."
"Jim and Carole aren't getting along?" Cindy asked.
"They can be like oil and water sometimes." I said. "Jim is less than a year younger than Carole, but two grades behind. And he would rather she not tell him things, and let him experience and learn for himself, while she wants to be 'helpful' and tell him everything. But they're nowhere near like what Elizabeth and I were like."
Cindy said "Molly called me after the walkthrough party was over. She said she wasn't as emotional about it as she thought she would be, that she was just happy for Ross. Then she told me that Laura was all but bawling her eyes out when she hugged Jim and he went through the line."
"How were Tanya and Jack about Pete?" Teresa asked.
"Molly said Tanya was a bit emotional but mostly happy." Cindy said. "Jack was just there. Not that he didn't care, but he just didn't show any emotion."
I said "I have to admit that when Pete came through the line, I was remembering that day Tanya was paralyzed after wrapping him in her armored vest. And then Pete hugged my legs. That hit me more than Jim and Ross coming through."
"Sooooo," drawled the Chief, "good segue: how are things with Captain Mus-connnnne?"
I said "About the same, sir. She's doing her job, staying on top of things. But she's keeping stiff and formal, not seeming to have fun like she used to."
Teresa said "I have to admit... this morning I got a feeling like she must've been having. Dwight Stevens wanted me to contact my Aunt Clarissa and pave the way for the Feds to talk to her about my cousin Jen and also Weston Windham. It's not that I wouldn't do it, but I told him that I didn't know her all that well, and it'd be just as good if he just knocked on her door himself. But I thought of Tanya always complaining of being asked to be the go-between to Jack, and the imposition of it."
"Says the woman that bitched Tanya out at the Brody crime scene." Cindy said cattily.
"That was totally correct to do." I said sternly. "Tanya wasn't just taking Jack's side against me, she was taking the FBI's side against the TCPD, in front of all the TCPD Officers, CSI's, and the Medical Examiner at the scene."
I turned to Teresa and said: "Having said that... maybe if you go tell Tanya how you felt when Dwight wanted you to intercede with your aunt, maybe that'll be a first common-ground step to making things better------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Teresa's personal iPhone, and she answered it. "Hello?... hi, Aunt Clarissa, how are you?... er, you want me to come down there as soon as possible? Are you ill, is everything okay?... er, I might could come as early as tomorrow, but my husband can't leave right now..."
Cindy said "I'll go down there with you." She knew I would not let Teresa go alone.



"Okay, I'll get down there tomorrow." said Teresa. "Okay, bye." After disconnecting, Teresa said "Aunt Clarissa wants me to come down there as soon as possible. She said she would tell me everything about Weston Windham, and leave it up to me what to tell the FBI."
I was staring right at Teresa, and said: "Hmmm, Todd can't go down there with you? Any reason for that? A reason named... 'Takaki', perhaps?"
"Not much gets past you, sir." Teresa said. "Todd is expecting for Mariko to be recalled to Japan at any time. They're not letting it get out publicly, but Misaki-sama is more ill than they've been saying. Mariko is much more than just Todd's assistant, she manages a lot of stuff for him. If she has to leave, he pretty much has to be there at BOW."
"And when she does leave," I said, "it is very likely that she will not come back... to America, much less BOW Enterprises. She'll be expected to help the Takaki family business... running Japanese Intelligence for their Government."
"Wow." said Cindy.
"Damn." Teresa said. "I'd forgotten that Teddy Franklin took the BOW plane to Washington. I guess I better get some airline tickets..." She fished out her cellphone, but Cindy stopped her.
"My daddy's private plane is bigger than your husband's." Cindy said, a bit cattily, making me and the Chief chuckle. "Seriously, with him at home during summer camps, it's available..."
Part 3 - Scotch On The Bayou
11:00am, Tuesday, September 1st. Teresa and Cindy pulled up to the stately Belvedere family home in their rented vehicle. "Wowwww." Cindy said as she looked around. "This is awesome!"
"Yes," said Teresa, "it's a relic of older, simpler times. I've never been comfortable with wealth like some people are, but it's very nice in the historical sense."
"I know what you mean." Cindy said as they walked up to the door, which was opened by Charles the Butler.
"Madame Clarissa is expecting you, Madame Teresa." Charles said. He led them to the sitting room in the back of the house.
"Ah, Teresa, my dear." the matriarch said as she got up out of her chair. She hugged Teresa.
"Aunt Clarissa, may I present my friend and colleague Cindy Ross?" Teresa said.
"Ah, yes," said Clarissa, shaking Cindy's hand. "Teresa told me so many good things about you on her last visit. I'm very glad to meet you. Sit down, ladies, do sit down."
After being served lemonades and with Bessemer cookies available, Clarissa said "My apologies for coming right to the point, but I need to talk quickly before anyone else arrives. I understand that there has been some trouble regarding my daughter Jen, and also some mystery involving my niece Tessa's husband Weston Windham."
"Yes ma'am." said Teresa. "On my last visit, we stumbled upon some issues regarding Jen, which drew the attention of the FBI. How much of that do you know about?"
"Oh my dear, I've had my suspicions for many years." Clarissa said. "I never liked that man Jen married... Hideo, I think his name was. He had shifty eyes. No, I don't mean slanted eyes, but shifty eyes. I never understood what Jen saw in him, but they were married, then divorced when he went back to Japan."
"Do you know why he went back to Japan?" Teresa asked.
"I would imagine to avoid being arrested." Clarissa said. "I became aware of the FBI looking into our family finances as well as what little of our businesses we still owned, and he and Jen suddenly stayed in Houston all the time. And the FBI suddenly lost interest in us almost to the minute after Jen told me she was divorcing him and he was leaving the country."
"Excuse me, ma'am," Cindy said, "you said the FBI was investigating you? How long ago was that?"
"Oh, I think 'investigating' us is too strong a term." said Clarissa. "It was more like just looking into our books, and most of that through the IRS. My idea of them 'investigating' us would be for Federal Agents to be swarming all over the place, which did not happen. And I would've noticed or been informed if that had happened."
"When was this, if I may ask?" Cindy queried.
"Six years ago." said Clarissa. "Two years before Weston and Tessa were killed in the plane crash... which is why I asked you to come down, Teresa. I can't show you these photos over the phone, and I don't trust talking over these newfangled cell phones, either."
"I totally agree about that." Teresa said. "First, let me ask this: did Weston ever mention having a brother, or another relative, named 'Easton'?"
"He never mentioned it." Clarissa said. "But when he and Tessa became engaged, I had him checked out, thoroughly, and perhaps in ways I should not speak to Police Officers such as yourselves."
Cindy smiled as she said "Oh, I think the Statute of Limitations is well past on that, so don't worry about that or anything else you need to say."
"Thank you, my dear." said Clarissa. "Anyway, the results were more important than the means of the investigation. They found that Weston had a younger brother, named Easton. There was very little about Easton. He'd married a woman named Teresa------ oh, my...."
"Yes, ma'am." Teresa said. "You could not possibly have known at the time, but that was me."
"I see." Clarissa said, her voice ever so slightly shakier than it had been. "That explains some things. Yes, the record showed that Easton Windham married, then the marriage was annulled about eight months later. After that, he vanished almost without a trace. His name came up in a report commissioned by a man named Henry Wargrave, and the subject of the report was a young man named Jack Burke, son of Michael Burke." (Author's note: 'A Case of Revenge', Ch. 02.)
Then it hit Clarissa: "Oh, wait... isn't your husband Todd named Burke, also?"
"Yes ma'am." said Teresa. "Michael Burke was Todd's biological father, and Michael's son Jack Burke did know Easton and me." She did not elaborate on how well they'd known Jack Burke.
"Oh, of course." said Clarissa. "I am a fool for not having seen that before. Anyway, this Easton Windham is believed to have been working for an oil company in Texas, doing chemical research, but disappeared. He may have remained in the Houston area."
Having read the Wargrave report on Jack Burke, Cindy said "Jack Burke was also spotted in Texas, working for an oil company. Teresa, do you think he and Easton got back into some business together? Like a criminal enterprise business?"
Teresa said "I'm not sure Easton had it in him to be a criminal. I always figured he found a job in a library or something, and just dropped off the grid. Aunt Clarissa, what can you tell us about Weston Windham?"
Clarissa said "He wasn't the most aggressive man, either, at least on the surface. He was hired by Bessemer Cookies, and worked in the Quality Control department. He did some research on the various cookie dough recipes, as well as bread recipes. He met Tessa and they fell in love and were married, and if I am any judge of character they were very much in love with each other. We didn't know of your existence, Teresa, so Weston and Tessa were the family's great hope, going forward."
Clarissa continued: "Weston despised my son Colin and his wife Wendy, and was on indifferent terms with Tessa's sister Clara, as was Tessa. But he was on very good terms with my daughter Jen and her husband. They often talked in business terms, and while I tried not to listen to conversations that were not my business, I heard enough snippets to believe that they were talking of possibly going into some kind of business together. That never came to pass, and Weston and Tessa died in that plane crash just over four years ago."
"If I may ask," Cindy asked, "what was the nature of the plane crash? How did it happen?"
"I don't know the details." said Clarissa. "I'm sure the NTSB has a report of it filed, somewhere, and you could look that up." Cindy nodded.
"I can tell you this much, though." said Clarissa. "Tessa originally wasn't going to go with Weston on that trip. It was supposed to just be an overnighter for some business deal Weston was arranging. But then he suggested to Tessa that they stay at the Opryland Hotel and go to the Grand Ole Opry. Tessa loved Country music, and so Beatrice and Genia came to stay with me, while their parents went to Nashville for the weekend. But as you know... they never made it."
Clarissa had a faraway look on her face, so Teresa changed the subject by asking: "Did any of the Belvedere companies go into making whiskey? Or rum?"
"Oh, nooooo." Clarissa said, snapping out of her reverie. "Remember, my dear, that you are in the Deep South, and in a State that was deeply religious for many decades. Alcohol was considered the instrument of the Devil. In some ways that was unfortunate; we could've made distilled spirits and a lot of it, and it would've been very profitable. As it was, we sold a lot of the molasses that came from our sugar production, and it likely was to companies that made rum. But we never acknowledged that, and the cookies did well for us. Oh... do you think that is what Weston and Jen were thinking about going into business for?"
Teresa shrugged. "I have no idea. I only asked because my boss, Commander Troy, has a Chemistry degree, and he said that the cookie dough recipes could be used as mash bills for making whiskies, and the molasses for making rum."
Clarissa nodded thoughtfully. "But not Scotch, as we are not in Scotland. And if memory serves me correctly, you and Jen enjoy Scotch as much as I do, if not more." That made Cindy chuckle. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Let me show you photos of Weston Windham." Clarissa said. She took out a book of photographs. "This was when Weston and Tessa were married."
"He's not Easton," Teresa said as she looked at the photos, "but the family resemblance is very strong." She got out her Police iPhone and said "May I take photos of these photos?"
"By all means." Clarissa said. As Teresa photographed several photos, Charles came in and announced that lunch was ready.
Clarissa said "Please do join me for lunch, ladies. Why don't you ladies wash up, and I'll take the rest of those photos for you." Teresa handed Clarissa her cellphone and she and Cindy went to wash up. Moments later they met in the dining room, where cold cuts and iced tea were waiting for them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Tuesday, September 1st. At the Lake Charles Airport, Cindy and Teresa approached the 'The Vision' plane with its pilot, to return home. As they neared the plane, Cindy said "Uhhh..."
"You okay?" Teresa asked.
"Uh, yeah." Cindy replied. "I just got a huge vibe, though... that you need to co-pilot this plane, Teresa."
"I'm not yet qualified for this aircraft." Teresa said.
"I can refile our flight plan," said the pilot, "to have you be a pilot trainee. It'll get you the hours towards being certified, too."
"Okay, let's do that." Teresa said. They got on board, and the pilot got on his cellphone and adjusted the flight plan as Teresa settled into the co-pilot seat and began going through the pre-flight checklist. Cindy strapped into the jump seat behind them.
"You might be more comfortable in the cabin." Teresa said to Cindy, seeing the platinum blonde's action.
"I get the feeling I should be here." Cindy said.
They taxied out to Runway 33. "There's a storm coming from the west." the pilot said. "After we take off, we'll fly at 9,000 feet under the high clouds until we clear it, then ascend to 28,000 feet. I'll be the pilot flying, and you'll be the pilot monitoring."
"Roger." said Teresa. She contacted the tower and they were given clearance to take off. The pilot revved the engines and took off the brakes, and the plane began speeding down the runway.
"V-1." Teresa said.
"Rotating." the pilot said. The nose of the plane ascended and the plane lifted off the ground.
"Vision Two-Niner, this is Lake Charles Departure." said the radio from the airport tower. "Ascend to nine-thousand and contact Dallas-Ft. Worth (DFW) Central for further instructions. Have a good day."
"Roger, nine thousand, Vision Two-Niner." Teresa replied.
They flew north-by-northwest. When they got to the airspace controlled by Dallas-Ft. Worth Airport, and were clear of the weather, the pilot contacted DFW Central for permission to ascend to 28,000 feet.
"Vision Two-Niner, ascend to flight level two-eight-zero and maintain course and speed." said the radio transmission from likely the tower at DFW.
"Roger, flight level two-eight-zero, Vision Two-Niner." Teresa replied. The pilot dialed the auto-pilot for 28,000 feet, and the plane began climbing. At 12,000 feet, they heard a noise.
*POW!*
Oxygen masks descended from their compartments above. Everyone put them on quickly, then the pilot radioed in: "Mayday Mayday, Vision Two-Niner, we've had sudden decompression. Descending to 9000 feet and requesting vectors for emergency landing at DFW or Love Field."
"Roger, Vision Two-Niner, descend to 7000 feet. Contact DFW Approach when you're ready to land, any runway will be yours." The tower also gave vectors to land at DFW.
"Vision Two-Niner, this is DFW Approach." the tower said after the pilot turned to that frequency. "Advise on your situation."
Teresa said "We have decompression, but we are in control of the aircraft. Mayday mayday, request clearance for emergency landing. Vision Two-Niner."
"Roger, Vision Two-Niner," said the controller. "Any runway preference? And can you taxi in, or do you need runway assistance?"
The pilot said "I'll take One Seven Right. We're on final approach, and will taxi in. Vision Two-Niner."
"Roger," said the Tower. "One Seven Right is clear to land. And good luck."
Cindy heard the automatic systems count down the distance as the plane approached the runway. "Five hundred... four hundred..." then "one hundred... fifty...". Then the harsh bump as tires met runway. The pilot brought the plane to a good controlled landing, then taxied to a designated area as emergency vehicles convened to greet them.
"Well done." Teresa said to the pilot.
"You, too." replied the pilot. "You did everything right..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they got off the plane in the hanger to which they'd been directed, two men were walking up to them, followed at a distance by a third.
"Hello, I'm Hugh Gray with the FAA." said a middle-aged man with a receding hairline, graying hair, and a gray mustache.
"I'm Darren Wheeler of the NTSB." said a younger, taller man with black hair. "Our 'Go' team will be here soon."
"And I'm Eduardo Escobar with the FBI." said Eduardo Escobar, catching up to them.
"Hi, Eduardo!" Cindy said enthusiastically. Seeing the other men's looks, she said "We're Town & County Police Officers, and we've worked with Eduardo in the past."
"Is that why you're here, Agent Escobar?" asked Agent Wheeler.
"Partially." said Eduardo. "I happened to be here on assignment, and when I heard about the Mayday and the emergency landing, I looked to see what plane it was. And I recognized my friends Cindy and Teresa."
"Who owns this plane?" asked Wheeler.
"My father's company." said Cindy.
"Okay, we'll need to get some statements from all of you." said Wheeler. "Let's look at the plane now."
They began walking around the plane. A cargo door near the rear of the plane was badly damaged. "I've seen this before." said Wheeler. "If the door doesn't lock properly, the pressure inside can damage it, leading to decompression of the hold. Damage to the hold structure then causes the main cabin and galley to decompress."
"They had no luggage." said the pilot. "The door was secure when we left Town & County Airport, and I never opened it at Lake Charles. And there's an indicator light in the cockpit that should've come on if the door wasn't secured properly."
Teresa asked "Did anyone work on the plane while we were at Lake Charles? And were you watching it the whole time?"
"It was refueled, but that's all." said the pilot. "I can't say I had eyes on the plane the entire time, though. And I was inside it for much of the time, too, so if anyone opened the cargo door, I might not've seen it. But I still should've seen the warning light, and it did not come on."
Teresa said "I agree, it did not come on, even after the decompression."
Cindy nodded. "Mr. Wheeler, Mr. Gray," she said, "one thing you need to look at in your investigation is deliberate sabotage, with the intent to bring down this plane and kill its occupants."
"Really?" asked a surprised NTSB Agent Wheeler. "Who would want to kill you?"
"That's where I come into the picture." said Eduardo Escobar. "The reason I'm here at DFW is because we've been tracking some perps that Commander Croyle and Commander Ross likely know about. And to that point, Mr. Wheeler, go ahead and do your investigation, but confine your interview to what happened on the plane to cause the emergency landing. I'm going to need to talk to these ladies about the criminal aspects of these issues, and it's a sensitive international investigation we're dealing with..."
Part 4 - The Mash & Drum
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 2nd, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College. "Two local Police Officers are involved in an airplane emergency landing in Dallas!"
Bettina began: "TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross and Operations Commander Teresa Croyle were aboard a private plane that was forced to make an emergency landing at DFW Airport in Dallas, Texas yesterday! A cargo hold door was damaged, which led to decompression of the cabin of the plane after it reached 12,000 feet altitude. The pilots and passengers were able to put on air masks and keep control of the aircraft, which landed without further incident."
Bettina: "The NTSB and FAA have begun an investigation of what caused the aircraft to become damaged and lose cabin pressure. The plane belongs to 'The Vision', the self-help empire created by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, who is also the father of TCPD Commander Cindy Ross. It is a relatively new aircraft with a spotless service record. The pilot is very experienced, with over 10,000 flight hours logged on various aircraft, including the Boeing 737 jet. Lieutenant Commander Croyle was listed as the co-pilot in a trainee role."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI has joined the investigation of the incident, and they believe there is a possibility of foul play. An FBI spokesman reached for comment confirmed that an investigation was in progress, but would give no further details, including who was possibly being targeted in the incident. The TCPD Public Relations Office issued a statement saying that their Officers were unharmed, but that they had no further details to report, and to contact the NTSB and FBI for further information."
Bettina: "In other news, Channel Two News has learned that Republican candidate for Mayor Daniel Allgood, who many say stole the last Mayoral election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver, will be holding a rally at The Fairgrounds on Labor Day. Again, Daniel Allgood will be holding a rally at the Fairgrounds on Labor Day. And now lets go to Jeff Hull for Sports and the upcoming college football games. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, every black hair on his head perfectly in place, and a lot of stage makeup on his face to hide age lines. "The college football season began last Saturday as Alabama crushed Clemson 49-28 in the Chick-Fil-A Kickoff Classic at Mercedes-Benz Stadium in Atlanta. This weekend there will be a full slate of games as our University Bulldogs will scrimmage against FCS school Taco State, and State Tech will go to Eastern State."



Hull: "And after losing to Alabama in the National Title game to end last season, the Wildcats will try to put the pieces back together without Heisman Trophy Winners Jamaal Washington and Clarence Appletree. And it won't be easy as they travel to Neyland Stadium in Knoxville, Tennessee to take on another SEC school with powerhouse tradition in the Volunteers of Tennessee. Sports experts are calling the Wildcats a three point underdog...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Bettina might as well just come out and say she wants agitators to go out and protest Allgood's rally." growled Sheriff Griswold as he, me, Chief Griswold, Commander Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Captain Tanya Muscone, and ADA Paulina Patterson drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. It was a Full House coffee klatch!
"Maybe the NTSB should ask Bettina what happened to your aircraft, Cindy." I said. "She seems to know more than anyone else about it." The Green Crowbar nodded vigorously in agreement.
"That had to be very frightening." Paulina said.
"Not really." said Teresa. "Once we got below 10,000 feet, and the aircraft was responding to our controls, we were okay. I'm just glad it didn't happen at a lot higher altitude, like the pro golfer Payne Stewart's aircraft."
"The pilot was very experienced and did a great job." Cindy said. "And his co-pilot, that being Teresa, did a great job, too."
"That's scary, thinking of possibly losing both of you." Tanya said. "I'm just glad you made it back safe. Do they know what happened yet?"
"The cargo door wasn't properly sealed." said Teresa. "I believe the pilot when he said it was sealed when he checked it. And there's a warning light on the instrument panel that should have come on, but didn't. I gave a sworn statement to that effect."
"What time did you guys get home last night?" I asked casually, a little too casually.
"Just after midnight." Teresa replied. "I thought we'd have to stay overnight and fly commercial, but after we gave our depositions, Eduardo Escobar brought us with him on an FBI plane."
"I got the vibe that he really wanted to get us out of there and safely back up here." Cindy added.
"I'm glad he was able to do that." I said. "But if you guys need rest, take a few hours. Or go home earrrrrly."
'Yes, ladies, please dooooo." drawled the Chief, "By the way, Mis-ter Crow-barrrr, I bee-lieeeeve Mr. Hull was taking cheap shots at your Wildcats, therrrrrre."
"I agree, Chief." I said. "And I suspect his reporting will be much less happy after next Saturday night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we left the Chief's Conference Room, I detected out of the corner of my eye a movement at the back door to MCD. As I stepped into the hallway, I heard an audio file being played in MCD. It was the University of Tennessee's fight song 'Rocky Top', played by their band.
As Teresa and I walked into MCD, I saw that Teddy Parker, an Ole Miss graduate and big SEC fan, was playing the offending tune. "SEC rules the Wildcats, sir!" Teddy had the audacity to say loudly.
"We'll see about that." I said.
Teddy Parker continued to walk along the cliff's edge (not really) by saying: "Friendly bet, sir? If Tennessee beats the Wildcats, sir, you have to sing 'Rocky Top' for all of us."
"Now why would you want to punish everyone else's ears?" Teresa said cattily with a gleam in her eyes.
I turned and 'looked' at her, and said in true Han Solo style: "Laugh it up, fuzzball..."
The audio began playing 'Rocky Top' again, and it was more than Joanne Warner could stand. She said "Turn that disgusting thing off!"
"What, not rooting for the SEC team, Joanne?" I asked the blonde beauty and Alabama fan.
"Never Auburn, and never Tennessee!" replied Joanne with alacrity. "Nothing sucks like a Big Orange!"
"I totally agree, especially this week." I said. "Teddy, we'll see who's singing what after Saturday night, and if you're still playing that audio."
"If not, sir," said Teddy Parker, "I'll just save it for when Tennessee beats Alabama in October."
"Sir!" said Joanne, "Detective Parker has lost control of his... mental faculties. Hoover High School in Alabama would give the Crimson Tide better competition than the Tennessee Volunteers will! Put him on Desk Duty, sir, until he figures it out!"
"Naah, desk duty is reserved for Commander Croyle if she ever gets another Purple Order." I replied. "Or crashes an airplane she's flying. I'd really be mad if she did that." Everyone laughed, and then applause broke out for Teresa, led by Jerome Davis. Teresa took it in stride...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. The Labor Day holiday is approaching, which will mark the beginning of the final push for the candidates going into the General Election on November 3rd. And as they scramble to get their messages out, candidates for both local and Statewide offices will be making public speeches at public rallies on Labor Day... except one."
Catrina: "That's right, Meredith. Democrat candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson is not scheduled to make any public appearances on Labor Day. His opponent, Sharon Marshall, was quick to pounce on that. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Sharon Marshall addressing a large crowd, saying "My opponent refuses to debate me, he refuses to have live press conferences, and now he's not even going to appear in public on Labor Day! Ask yourselves: why is Hoyt Stenson hiding in his basement? Why is Hoyt Stenson scared to debate me on an open, public stage? What is Hoyt Stenson trying to hide?"
Catrina: "Hoyt Stenson did briefly appear before reporters at the State Capitol after a Democrat strategy session, but it did not go well when he was asked about the Independent State Counsel investigation of his son and himself. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing reporter Greg Wallace saying "Greg Wallace, for the State Fox Networks. Mr. Stenson, will you end your candidacy over the credible allegations that your son took bribes in exchange for getting access to you, and committed a felony by lying on his firearms purchase forms?"
"That's all lies!" screamed Hoyt Stenson, his face red with fury and looking like he wanted to attack the reporter. "C'mon, man! That's fake news!"
"So why is there an Independent State Counsel investigating the allegations?" yelled Keith Madden of the Town & County Examiner. Stenson didn't get a chance to answer. His campaign people physically guided him away, and two security people confronted Keith Madden. Greg Wallace and Priya Ajmani began yelling at the security people for their clear harassment and intimidation of Madden as the video cut off.
Back to Meredith live: "And two Town & County Police Officers were involved in an emergency landing at DFW Airport..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hoyt Stenson is off the rails." said Teresa as my three Angels and I watched the broadcast in my office.
"Yeah." Cindy said quietly and unhappily. "He can't keep making those mistakes, and looking as weak as he just did."
"I'm not saying this in a political way," said Tanya, "but how can Hoyt Stenson and his Campaign believe he can win by hiding in his basement?" For some strange reason, all of my Angels were looking at me.
"They don't really have a choice," I said, "if what Sheriff Griswold believes is true, and Stenson is beginning to show signs of Alzheimers. My other answer is that they think Sharon Marshall is so unpopular that she can't possibly win. They're making the huge mistake of believing that others think and feel the same way they do, and they apparently have no idea just how strongly enthusiastic Conservatives are about Sharon Marshall."
"So Greg Wallace is with the 'State Fox Networks'?" asked Teresa. "What, is that some counter to the SNN Networks?"
"Somewhat." Cindy said. "Priya told me that with her being hired by KFXU as their political reporter, and Keith Madden officially being with the Examiner but working with KFXU a lot, Greg Wallace was getting unhappy with his diminished role. So KFXU worked with Fox Midtown and the other Fox affiliates for Wallace to be a sort of free agent, reporting for any or all of the Fox affiliates in the State. He gets more work, he gets paid, and the Fox stations benefit, as well."
"Blatantly changing the subject," said Tanya, "I want to hear more about this emergency landing. I saw the initial FAA and NTSB reports, but they don't say much yet. What happened?"
"Just what we said before in the Chief's Conference Room." replied Teresa. "A cargo door didn't properly seal shut and was damaged, leading to the plane's decompression."
"And you think it was sabotage?" Tanya asked. "But why?"
"I do." said Cindy. "Teresa and the pilot said in their sworn statements that the cargo door warning light did not come on. We also heard a 'bang' that sounded to my Police ears like an explosion, not just a sound of rending metal. Maybe a natural decompression does sound that way, and I hope to never find out from experience again, but it was strange."
"I agree." said Teresa. "I called my Aunt Clarissa yesterday, told her we were okay, then I suggested that she be very careful herself, just in case it wasn't just an accident. She said she'd be fine... in the way of having taken precautions as opposed to being heedless of any danger. As to the motive... well, this whole Japanese smuggling thing with my cousin Jen Sakai may be bigger than we thought."
"You don't think your cousin tried to kill you, do you?" Tanya asked.
"I sure hope not." Teresa said, halfway in a reverie.
"Okayyyy." I said. "Let's get to work. I need to talk to you, Commander Croyle. I'll talk to you later, Captain Muscone. And I might speak to the Green Crowbar about lunch, but otherwise I'm getting out of her way. It's Budget season."
"Yes. Yes it is." Cindy said. "And the Town Assembly is acting like the Council moved the date up to October 1st, not 31st, so they're pushing us to get our proposals in. And I'm pretty much doing the EMS budget as well as the Police Department's."
As Cindy got up to go and Tanya drove out, I heard Cindy say "Why don't you come into my office and we'll go over the figures for the Detectives?" Tanya drove into Cindy's office as Cindy closed my office door.
Now alone with Teresa, I said "Anything you want to tell me that you didn't want to say in front of Tanya?"
"Uh, no sir." Teresa said, a bit surprised. "It's not like the Feds aren't already all over this, and I can't think of any secrets we're trying to hide from them. Why? You think there's something going on?"
I nodded as I sat back in my comfortable Command Chair, grateful for the lumbar support to my back. "Well, as Cindy got a vibe about, Eduardo Escobar was already at DFW when you landed, and he was right behind the NTSB and FAA guys. Inference: he was very interested in what happened, as he knows you and Cindy well; but more, he was there because the Feds likely were doing something at DFW, and he was making sure you didn't interfere with that operation by accident, to the point he flew you back home."
Teresa said "You're right. Eduardo didn't say a lot, but when I told him why Cindy and I had gone down to Lake Charles, he said that it fit that our presence might've spooked someone, who took a shot to get rid of us (air quotes) 'just to make sure'. Eduardo said Jen Sakai is in Houston, still, and they think she's laying low until she can get out of the country."
"I'm stunned she isn't in Mexico already." I replied. "From there, it'd be a lot easier for her to get to a South American country that has good relations with Red China, and she could get a flight to China with relative ease. And from my own research... mostly asking my wife... as well as information from the Takaki clan, Jen is well trained as a spy."
"Then... why?..." Teresa started as gears began turning in her head.
"Exactly." I said. "My idea is that by sitting in Houston, she is causing the FBI to watch her, and therefore not watching something else that is going on. But Eduardo is no fool, and he's a really good FBI Agent, so he's watching that 'something else' that's going on from Dallas."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And to the point of Jen Sakai possibly trying to kill you, I'm inclined to believe against it. It would be amazingly fast for her to get wind that you were visiting her mother, then arrange for your plane to be sabotaged... a Vision plane, not a BOW plane, I'll add. And she's long known, at least since you visited Louisiana the first time, that you know or might learn family secrets... yet your Aunt Clarissa is still alive, you're still alive all this time, and so forth and so on."
Teresa said "So who sabotaged the plane? Elements of this smuggling ring that the FBI, DEA, and ATF are investigating?"
I replied "Let me answer by asking you this: who specifically was the person the saboteur trying to kill, or at least get out of the way?"
Teresa said "I'm the most logical answer."
"Yes. You." I replied. "And why?"
Teresa said 'Obviously someone was worried that I learned something or know something that the saboteur doesn't want known. But like you said, Jen has been aware of my presence for months now."
"Yes." I said. "So... whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. And what remains, in my mind anyway, is that someone saw or became aware of your arrival in Lake Charles, and was spooked... because you, and only you, represented a threat to that person."
"But... who?..." Teresa started, then leaned back in her chair in a full-blown reverie...
Part 5 - Malt Musings
Information began trickling in. I went into the Intel Branch room, which sounded like an old-style newsroom, what with the tactile clicks of keyboards. Lieutenant Mary Milton was among those busy Officers typing away as she stared at her monitor screen.
"Oh! Sorry, sir, I didn't see you come in." Mary said as she realized I was standing next to her.
"Good, that means you're busy." I said. "What are you guys working on?"
"If you'll give me five minutes, sir," Mary said, "I'll come to your office with a full report..."
Ten minutes later, Mary was in my office. I shut the Levelor blinds over my window, as the bright sunlight was hurting her eyes after being in the dark room for so long.
"We're working on several things, sir." said Mary, glancing at notes she'd quickly taken. "First, I personally have been working on the McCombs-Hatch situation, at the request of Commander Orosco of Internal Affairs. Unfortunately, there's nothing to tell. After everything with McCombs broke out, Hatch has gone virtually dormant. He hasn't talked to anyone on his phone, other than calling in to the Duty Desk for assignments. He's spent no money other than for groceries, gasoline for his car, just the basics."
Mary: "Hatch has had no inflows of money into his account other than his Police pay via direct deposit. If he's still getting paid under the table, he may be hoarding the cash. Also, we're tracking his movements, and since the McCombs admission to you happened, Hatch has gone nowhere but to the grocery store, the gas station nearest his home, and to work, currently at County Jail as a hallway monitor."
Mary: "Officer Justin Hendricks is a different story. He's been assigned to things like street-crossing duty at Sharpton Elementary, but that entails having a Patrol cruiser, and he does go on loops of the Southside before going back to 2nd Precinct Headquarters. He also stops at various convenience stores, where he buys snacks and sometimes beer. But there are no unusual inflows nor outflows into his back account."
I said "We're letting him have that Patrol cruiser under the concept of 'giving him enough rope to hang himself'. He's going to fuck up one day, and I intend to be right there to barbecue his fat ass."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "And in other news, we've wrapped up our investigation into Archie Brody. There is simply nothing there to show nor suggest he did anything but act in good faith when McCombs had him plant that device in Captain Muscone's wheelchair. If there is more, it'll be up to the Feds to find it... or plant it. Not the first time they've tried to frame someone."
"All right, all right." I said, knowing that both myself and Mary's father-in-law had been previous victims of abuse at Federal hands. "Yeah, just drop that, don't spend any more time on it. What else do you have?"
Mary said "Penny Scott, who has the security clearance, has been looking into any Town & County connections to this drug and whiskey ring, since someone possibly connected to it tried to take down Commander Ross's plane... with Commander Croyle and Commander Ross in it. So far, Penny has found nothing on it."
I said "Tell you what, let's hold off on looking into that until we have more data, like the NTSB report, and more from Eduardo Escobar of the FBI. If there is a connection, we'll hit it at the right time."
"With respect, sir," Mary said, "the NTSB report could take months, even years to complete..."
"That's normally true," I replied, "when there's a plane crash, and pieces of the plane are everywhere and all the people are dead. In this case, it was just an emergency landing, the plane is intact, the pilots and witness alive and well. They've already secured video from the Lake Charles Airport, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa invited me and Cindy to lunch at the Cop Bar. As the Sheriff and his various Department Chiefs and Sheriff's Chief of Staff Oswald were in the 'Command Room', we sat at a table in the regular back room.
After ordering, Teresa said "I looked up the NTSB report on the plane crash that killed Weston Windham and his wife Tessa Bessemer Windham. Care to guess what the cause of that crash was?"
"Decompression of the cabin, after a cargo door wasn't secured properly?" Cindy astutely guessed.
"I'd say... explosive decompression." I said.
"As usual, nothing gets past you, sir." Teresa replied. "You're both right. Let me first give you some background. I checked into the Payne Stewart plane crash. It occurred on October 25th, 1999. The plane, which was a good bit like the Vision plane we were in, took off from Orlando, headed for Love Field in Dallas. It climbed to over 36,000 feet when radio contact was lost. And instead of turning west, it continued flying straight, which was northwest."
Teresa: "Fighter jets that were scrambled to intercept the plane and check it out reported that the windows were dark or frosted, and they could not see inside. They also reported seeing no external damage on the plane. The plane finally ran out of fuel and crashed in South Dakota at nearly Mach 1. The plane totally disintegrated, so the NTSB couldn't figure out exactly why the plane suffered decompression. One thing that came out of that crash was that the emergency instructions were changed to masking first, then figure out what went wrong, which we did on our aircraft."
Teresa: "There was another incident, involving a Boeing 737 jet belonging to Helios Airways in Europe in 2005. The plane took off from Cyprus, bound for Athens and then Prague. There had been a test of a cargo door, and the auto pressurization was not reset properly. The plane decompressed, and everyone fell unconscious. One flight attendant, named Andreas, was able to get into the cockpit and tried to save the plane, but he was unable to, and it crashed."



Teresa: "On June 12th, 1972, American Airlines Flight 96 from Detroit to Buffalo, a DC-10 aircraft, suffered decompression and near-fatal loss of rudder and an engine, but the pilots were able to land the plane, and no one died. The accident happened because a cargo door that appeared to be secured actually wasn't. A part of that design flaw was that the cargo door warning light didn't activate, either. On March 3d, 1974, Turkish Airlines Flight 981 from Paris to London, also in a DC-10, suffered the same cargo door blowout, and they were not so lucky; the plane crashed with the loss of all aboard."
Teresa: "Newer planes have better safety features to ensure cargo doors are properly secured, and for the damage to be minimized even if they do blow out, as well as for the aircraft controls to not be damaged so easily. And that brings us to Weston Windham's accident. That plane took off from Lake Charles, bound for Nashville, Tennessee. It ascended to 36,000 feet, then dove to the ground and impacted at high speed in the Delta National Forest, just north of Vicksburg, Mississippi."
Teresa: "The NTSB determined that the plane had decompressed, and the co-pilot was found to have collapsed onto the controls, which put the plane into the dive so it didn't just fly on until it ran out of gas. Like Payne Stewart's plane, Weston's plane disintegrated on impact, so they never found the exact cause of the decompression."
Teresa: "But there were two notes in the NTSB report of Weston's crash: someone noticed that a piece of the fuselage had strange burn marks that were not really consistent with a plane on fire or the fuel exploding. He had it analyzed, and there were traces of mercury fulminate."
"Ahhhh." I said in a falsetto voice. Then I said in a normal voice: "Just to 'mansplain' and as a teachable moment, the fulminate ion is a carbon-nitrogen triple bond with an oxygen attached to the nitrogen, which is the unstable part. As you know, many nitrogen compounds are explosively unstable. As an interesting side note, at least to me: silver fulminate and silver cyanate have different properties but the same chemical structure."
Teresa said "Yes sir. The second piece of data was that someone had called into the airport and said there was a bomb on the plane. But it was too late; by the time that message was relayed, the plane had taken off and had already crashed. That and the fulminate discovery led the NTSB to bring in the FBI on account of the possibility of a malicious act that brought the plane down. But the FBI closed their investigation rather quickly, with no resolution of the case. Don... Don?"
I was in a reverie, looking at the ceiling. "So they knew then..." I said to myself, then woke up and realized I was not alone in the room.
"Who knew what when?" Cindy asked.
"The FBI knew Weston Windham's plane was taken down by an act of sabotage." I said, my voice still far away. "And Eduardo was right there at DFW..."
"You don't think the FBI had anything to do with either sabotage, do you?" Cindy asked, her voice connoting her disbelief.
"Oh, no... no, no, no, nothing like that." I said. "My thesis, admittedly with very little data, is that the FBI was on the lookout for possible plane sabotage, at either DFW in Dallas or George Bush Intercontinental Airport (IAH) in Houston... and trying to prevent a catastrophe."
"What catastrophe?" Cindy asked.
"Teresa," I said, "if I'm right, then Jen Sakai was not trying to kill you. Someone intended to kill either her or someone else, and only went after you at the last minute. And all that leads me to the deduction that the FBI is trying to turn Jen Sakai, and get her to defect back to the US."
"Oh, wowwww....." Teresa whispered. "That explains why she hasn't left Houston yet...maybe she's already agreed to turn."
"But isn't she in Houston?" Cindy asked. "Certainly she's not in Lake Charles, nor is the FBI... that I could see, anyway. And..." She suddenly stopped, then took a bite of her food.
"And... what?" Teresa asked.
"No. It's nothing." Cindy said. "Just me being a blonde airhead again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to Headquarters, Teresa peeled off and went to her office. As I went into my office, I saw Tanya sitting in Cindy's office, working on something. "Come on into my office." I said to Cindy. She followed me in, and I shut the door and we sat down.
"You are a blonde, but you are not an airhead." I said. "I'm getting a 'vibe' that the thought you had that you wouldn't say out loud... is that you were wondering if Teresa's Aunt Clarissa might be behind all this."
"And now we know from where Carole inherits her mind-reading powers." Cindy replied.
"Oh, I'm nowhere near you nor Carole in your powers of the mind." I said. "But yes, it does logically hold that Clarissa would potentially have motive, means, and opportunity to protect her family interests, and her financial assets, by taking out Jen Sakai and even luring Teresa down to arrange for that plane accident on the way back home."
Cindy said: "It struck me that Clarissa could have known all about Easton and Teresa being married, and about Jack Burke. She also could have been behind Weston and Tessa's plane crash. On the flip side of that is my vibe: I got nothing from Clarissa except genuine surprise when she connected the dots about Teresa, Todd, Jack, and Easton. If she could fake that, and so cold-bloodedly kill members of her family, then she's far more formidable than I've given her credit for."
I said "Yes, it's something we have to consider, but there are some things in favor of Clarissa being one of the good guys, too. For example, if she's smart and cold-blooded enough to do all that, then she's smart enough to figure out she doesn't need to lure Teresa down to Louisiana to kill her... she could have that done up here, and nowhere near her, Clarissa. Likewise, if she wanted her daughter Jen dead, Jen would've been dead a long time ago."
Cindy said "Still, the data we have does support the theory, or at least doesn't rule it out. Ditto that for Jen being the possible assassin." 
"Or other possible theories." I said. "And one very obvious suspect."
"Who?" Cindy said. "I don't see anyone else."
"Don't you?" I said cryptically. "Oh, and one more thing. If Clarissa is not the bad guy in this, why did she have Teresa go down there to see her? In spite of her protestations, she could have emailed or texted the photos of Weston Windham."
"You're just strengthening my case for me." Cindy said.
"Am I?" I replied. "Well, I don't insist upon it. Okay, I need to speak with Commander Croyle, and borrow her Police iPhone to download those photos..."
Part 5 - The Whiskey Dictionary
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, September 3rd, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College. "Divisions within both Parties grow as the races heat up!"
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that Republican candidate for Lieutenant Governor, Ruby Russell, daughter of the late Senator Samuel Russell, turned down offers to appear at campaign appearances with Sharon Marshall, the Republican candidate for Governor. Sources tell Channel Two News that Ms. Russell does not want to be associated with the racist White Nationalism of Sharon Marshall and deeply unpopular Val Jared."
Bettina: "Ms. Russell is ten points behind State Senator Corey Coons in the Lieutenant Governor race. The Russell campaign is planning a series of ads as well as public appearances to boost their sagging poll numbers, and sources tell Channel Two News that the ads will focus on the contrast between Ms. Russell's 'compassionate Conservatism' positions and Senator Coons's positions promoting Critical Race Theory being taught in our schools, and defunding the Police.."
Bettina then smiled brightly as she said "And Channel Two News has been informed that Senator Corey Coons will be in our Town & County on Labor Day! He will be making appearances with candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver, who many say was defrauded of his rightful win in the previous Mayoral race. Senator Coons will also be calling for the ridiculous, racist charges against Breonna Bryant to be dropped..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Corey Coons wants to defund the Police, yet his Campaign has demanded Police protection during his visit here next Monday." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle witheringly as she, Commander Cindy Ross, ADA Paulina Patterson, Sheriff Griswold and Your Iron Crowbar drank coffee in my office.
"And what are you going to do?" Cindy asked.
Teresa replied "I've had very little trouble getting Officers to volunteer to work Monday, seeing as they'll be getting double time. We have to have a large contingent for the rally at The Fairgrounds hosted by Mayor Allgood, as the Intel Branch tells me they've gotten wind of agitators planning to protest there, possibly violently. But I told the Coons Campaign that we'd give them some extra security beyond what we were normally going to provide for Weaver."
"It'd be nice if all those agitators would just go cheer for Senator Coons and Mr. Weaver," said Cindy, "instead of creating a scene and getting arrested interfering with the Mayor's rally."
I said "I heard that that's why Coons decided to come up here. Black violence has helped the Conservative law-and-order candidates, which is why KXTC and the SNN Networks aren't covering the violence anymore. He's hoping to draw agitators to peacefully support his appearance and Weaver's campaign."
"What about Ruby Russell's campaign?" asked Paulina. "Sharon Marshall is wiping the floor with Hoyt Stenson in the polls right now. Isn't Ruby's only shot to win is to run alongside Ms. Marshall?"
"You'd think so." growled Sheriff Griswold, "but the Establishment Elitist Republicans hate true Conservatives more than they dislike Democrats. Ruby Russell would rather lose to Coons than work with Sharon Marshall."
"That's stupid." said Teresa. "Ruby is cutting off her nose to spite her face, so to speak."
I said "Ruby and her Campaign truly believe that if they run ads contrasting Establishment Republican pro-Illegal-Immigration 'compassion' (air quotes) and a pro-business, tax-cutting agenda against Corey Coons's far-Left agenda, she'll win the race."
"Like Ms. Croyle said, that's stupid."growled the Sheriff. "And it's not like you didn't tell them that that won't work, Don." (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice', Ch. 03.)
"I give, and I give, and I give." I said with mock sadness, making everyone chuckle.
I continued: "But in one way, I'm glad Ruby Russell turned down Sharon Marshall's generous offer to campaign together. Marshall's campaign, which is killing Hoyt Stenson right now, might really have taken a hit by associating with Russell. And Sharon Marshall can't save Ruby Russell, either."
Just then the door to my office opened. "Good morning, everyone." said Chief Sean Moynahan. "The local chapter of the FBI has requested a meee-tinnng with us. I've invited them to join us in Classroom 'E', and they'll be here at 9:00 a.mmmm...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 9:00am, we all went into Classroom 'E' to get the best seats before the Feds got there. The Sheriff, Police Chief, Deputy Chief, Police Commander, Operations Commander, Captain of Detectives, MCD and Vice Lieutenants, and Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Joanne Warner, who had security clearances, were present.
As Captain Tanya Muscone drove in in her wheelchair, she looked around and said "Where's Mary Milton?" The room went silent. Blood transfusions were needed, as my stare at Tanya was more than enough to freeze blood... everyone in the room's blood.
Chief Moynahan rescued Tanya by saying "She's ex-cuuussssed, Captain. Let's just worry about who is heeeeere."
A moment later, the Federal Agents arrived. I was not surprised that Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone arrived, nor was I surprised that he barely said hello to anyone and definitely not to me. He sat down next to Tanya.
Also coming in were FBI EAD Owen Lange, FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White, DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens, FBI Supervisory Special Agents Melina Allgood and Eduardo Escobar, DEA Special Agent Juan Alberto Morales, FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins, and a woman I did not know. I need not add that Cindy's ice blue eyes lit up upon seeing Tim Jenkins, and she made room for him to sit next to her.
Karina White said "For those who have not met her yet, this is ATF Agent Nancy Harding. I've known her a long time, and she's a very good Agent." Nancy Harding was dark haired, and her 'big boned' but not fat body reminded me of former TCPD Detective Gayle Tunnin.
"Hi, Agent Harding!" we all said in unison.
"I can see that this is going to be a fun group to work with." Nancy Harding said.
"Nice to meet yooooo, Ms. Harding." said Chief Moynahan. "O-kayyyy, let's get started. Mr. EAD?"
"Go ahead, Karina." Owen Lange said. Karina White called upon Eduardo Escobar to give a report on the plane incident.
Eduardo said "The NTSB sends what they call a 'go team' as the first response to a transportation accident, be it aircraft or trains, or even Government vehicles if the situation warrants. They've already released their initial findings for Vision Flight 29."
Eduardo: "Two places of sabotage were found. First, the cargo door's locking mechanism was rigged so that it didn't set off the warning light in the cockpit, but it wasn't completely secure. And second, the remnants of a small explosive device was found. It caused the incompletely secured cargo door to blow open, and also blew out a safety ventilation screen that normally keeps the passenger cabin from being decompressed if the hold decompresses. That caused the cabin and cockpit to decompress."
Eduardo: "The explosive device, believed to be a fulminate compound though we haven't gotten lab confirmation yet, was designed to damage itself when it exploded. We've found remnants, and it looks like there was a timer that set it off------"
I raised my hand, then said "Is it possible that it was an altimeter that set it off?"
Eduardo said 'They're still analyzing it, as it was badly damaged by the explosion. But the face of it could possibly be an altimeter instead of a clock face timer. Why do you think it might be an altimeter?"
I replied "It would just makes more sense if it was. For example, if there was any delay in the aircraft taking off, a timer might go off while the plane is still on the ground. Also, the idea would be to blow the cargo door when the aircraft reaches an altitude above 10,000 feet, whereupon hypoxia could set in and knock out the crew. A timer can't guarantee that like an altimeter could."
"My only counter to that, sir," said Teresa, "is that the explosion happened at about 12,000 feet. It would've been much worse for us if it had exploded when we got to 28,000 feet or more."
"You're right, it would have." I said. "So what does it infer that it went off at 12,000 feet especially if it was meant to go off at that altitude?"
"We don't even know for sure yet that it was an altimeter and not a timer." said Jack Muscone.
"No, we don't." I said. "But work with me and let's use our imaginations a bit. If it was an altimeter... and I think that'll be found to be the case... and if it was indeed set for 12,000 feet, what does that tell you?"
"Oh, I get it." said Julia Rodriguez. "It says that whoever set the device may not have been trying to guarantee the deaths of the occupants. If they do die, well and good for the perp. But if not, they're diverted to an emergency landing."
"Exactly." I said. "Good job, Julia." As murmurs began cropping up, I continued: "Yes, it has occurred to me that Commander Croyle here was the target, but the perp did not necessarily want her death... but just to distract her and waylay her. And it worked."
"You just made the mystery bigger," said Cindy Ross, "unless you know something we don't, and you're holding it back."
"You've seen everything I have." I replied. "Even more, in fact."
EAD Owen Lange said "Your hypothesis is interesting, Commander, and doesn't disagree with what we know to be going on. And I'm sure you've figured out a lot of it out already."
I said "Yes sir. Neither my Angels nor myself failed to notice how quickly Agent Escobar arrived at DFW Airport, suggesting he was already on the scene. I'd be stunned if he knew in advance that Teresa and Cindy had gone to Louisiana, as it was a sudden, last-minute thing. And of course, their plane might've landed at Love Field or other airports in eastern Texas instead of DFW."
I continued: "Soooo, we've accidentally intruded upon a Federal operation and stepped on your toes. I'm guessing that Eduardo's wife Rosalyn was at George Bush Airport in Houston, doing similar things to what Eduardo was doing in Dallas, and that she's running the continuing operation down there while you're up here, Eduardo."
"Good grief." ATF Agent Nancy Harding gasped. She was not used to me yet, obviously. Eduardo was; he just smiled and kept listening.
"As to what the operation is," I said, "I have no idea, and it could be any of several things. I do suspect it involves Jen Esterson Sakai, who is Teresa's newfound cousin and also the ex-wife of known Red Chinese spy Hideo Sakai. And I'll just stop talking now, lest I get myself in trouble."
"Too late!" said a chorus of TCPD Officers and Federal Agents. Sheriff Griswold laughed merrily at that.
"Oh, don't stop now." growled EAD Owen Lange.
"I'll just ask this, and then say no more about it." I replied. "Does Ichimoku Industries have a plane similar to the one owned by The Vision that carried Teresa and Cindy to Louisiana?" EAD Owen Lange rolled his eyes, probably regretting having asked me to continue.
"It's a bit bigger, but to answer your question, yes." said Karina White. "And it's still at Love Field in Dallas."
"Decoy?" asked Teresa, who was catching on. Karina nodded.
"But no way the perps mistook that plane for the Vision plane." Tim Jenkins said skeptically.
"No, they didn't." I replied. "But the point is that they were ready to sabotage an airplane. And for some reason, they diverted to Lake Charles to sabotage Teresa's plane rather than continue with their plan to sabotage the Ichimoku Industries aircraft."
EAD Owen Lange said "I know that a lot of you are not seeing the gaps here that the Iron Crowbar has clearly worked through. So Dwight, why don't you give us your report now."
"Yes sir." said Dwight Stevens. "As you know, after the attempt to kidnap Todd Burke, the FBI began seriously investigating Jen Sakai. That led to the discovery of s drug and alcohol smuggling ring being run by the Yakuza, the transnational organized crime ring originating and still centrally based in Japan, which led to this joint DEA/ATF/FBI task force."
Stevens: "The Yakuza has traditionally left Takaki Misaki, the head of Japanese Intelligence, and his family alone, somewhat out of respect for what the Takaki are doing for Emperor and Country, but also because they don't want the retribution that would follow. The only thing worse for them would be to attack the Japanese Imperial Family itself."
Stevens: "However, that recently changed as we began following the links of the chain of this smuggling ring. We've found that it's much larger and more sophisticated than we originally thought... and that if we can truly bust it, we'll make a huge, if not fatal dent in their operations in North and Central America. This ring is almost as sophisticated as what Henry Wargrave had set up to run arms, and Elizabeth------ Don's sister, had going in Europe for a while."



"No, it's nowhere as good as that." I said.
"Why do you say that?" asked Nancy Harding.
"Because if it was as good as my sister's, you still wouldn't know it existed." I replied. "But I've interrupted you, Agent Stevens. Please carry on."
"O-kayyy." said Dwight Stevens, a bit shakily. "The bottom line is that we're starting to tighten the nets around the group. And the Yakuza believes that the Takaki have been either behind our actions, or working with us. Ergo, they put out a bounty on Takaki Nagamasa and Takaki Mariko, Misaki's children. They thought Mariko was in Texas, trying to get Jen Sakai to turn double agent and help them against the Chinese. But Mariko was not down there; she's still up here, working with Todd Burke at BOW Enterprises."
I felt as much as saw Teresa's eyes on me. I met her look, and barely noticeably shook my head: no, don't say anything, my eyes conveyed.
"And Mr. Burke's wife showed up in Louisiana," said Nancy Harding, "and spooked them. So they went for her plane instead."
"Soooo," I said, "we need to be on the lookout for someone coming up into my Town & County, and trying to do mischief to Takaki Mariko, Todd Burke, and maybe Teresa again?"
'So we're reading the riddle." Owen Lange said. "How wrong are we?" The TCPD Officers (except Tanya) chuckled at that. The Federal Agents didn't seem to be as amused.
I shook my head. "You're not." I said. "I've reached a similar conclusion, though for other, totally unrelated reasons. Any idea just who we're dealing with? Any super-spies or assassins of whom I need to be aware?"
ATF Agent Nancy Harding said "The Yakuza have trained assassins that root themselves in the traditions of the ancient, legendary ninja. They're assassins that work alone or in small groups, and are virtually unstoppable. They are extremely dangerous."
"Challenge accepted." I said. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. Nancy Harding looked utterly shocked.
"There's also the Amida Tong." said Melina, speaking up for the first time. "The name is a fiction, but the Red Chinese Government allegedly has an elite unit that trains as assassins in the traditions of the ninja and the old Persian Assassins. They've come to be known as that, the Amida Tong, in Intelligence circles around the world."
"Why would they be interested in any of this?" asked Nancy Harding.
Melina: "If the Red Chinese want to get their operative Jen Sakai back, or kill her if they think she'll turn back to us, they might send someone from a covert unit like that."
"This just left my pay grade." Jerome Davis said jokingly.
"Not if they're coming here, to our home turf." I replied, very seriously...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting broke up, I invited Karina White and Nancy Harding to my office. They declined my offer of coffee or water, which did not stop me from pouring coffee for myself.
"So, Agent Harding," I said as I sat down, "it's very obvious that you are very expert on the Yakuza and their smuggling operations here in the USA."
"Yes, she is." said Karina White. "That's why I asked the ATF to loan her to us for this investigation."
"I'm based in Seattle." said Nancy Harding. "That's one of the Yakuza's major US operations hubs. I've been after them for years, but this operation in Texas may be our biggest chance ever to really hurt them."
"Good. And I hope you get that big win." I said. Then, after a pause, I said "But what I need to know, for the sake of the safety of my Officer and her husband, who is my nephew, is how the perps knew Teresa was in Lake Charles, and were able to sabotage her aircraft as quickly as they did."
"I... I have no idea, Commander." said Agent Harding. Karina also shrugged and shook her head slowly; she didn't know, either.
"It's just a something to look into, if you're of a mind." I said.
Karina said "You were vague in the meeting, but I get the sense you have ideas in your head that something is going to happen, and soon. Anything you can point out to us, to help us in our mission?"
"Yes." I said. "In spite of all this excitement, don't take your eye off the ball that is the original reason for your investigation. This is still about an illegal whisky and rum smuggling operation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After all the Feds had left the building, Teresa came to my office. Being a smart Police Officer, the Iron Wolf accepted my offer of a cup of coffee.
"Do you want me to say anything to Tanya over asking about where Mary was?" she asked..
I thought about it for a few seconds, then said "I'll leave it up to you to decide. If and when I say anything, it'll be official and formal, and I don't want to go there."
Teresa nodded, then said "The reason I came in here is because of what they were talking about in the meeting. You and I know that Mariko left for Japan because her father is ill, but the Feds don't seem to know that. So we're not sharing that with them?"
"Noooooo." I said. "First of all, are you absolutely sure Mariko went to Japan?" That caused Teresa's eyes to widen with shock for a second, and then she recovered.
"Uh, Todd was very sure, and he's been keeping in touch with his people in Japan about Misaki-sama's condition." she finally said. "But I guess he could've been tricked, also? So I guess I'm not so sure."
"Well," I said, "I am sure. She's in Japan. So either the Feds know that, and that ruse is part of their operation; or they don't know, and perhaps think Mariko really is still up here in our Town & County. That would explain why Eduardo Escobar came on up, and why ATF Agent Nancy Harding is up here instead of in Texas, where she rightfully should be."
"Damn, this thing is getting really convoluted." Teresa said.
"No, not really." I said. "But listen: I need you and Todd to be very careful for the next few days. Keep your eyes peeled, be on watch for any danger to yourselves and your children. The dangers to you are not over yet, especially if the Enemy thinks Mariko is still here."
"So you're expecting something to happen?" Teresa asked, peering at me.
"I'm hoping not." I replied. "But I won't be shocked if something does happen..."
Part 6 - It's Bourbon Night
Sundown, Friday, September 4th. Teresa, Sheriff Griswold, and I were on the deck of The Cabin. We had several bottles of different whiskeys on the table, and the Sheriff was educating us on them. Teresa would be educating him back on Scotches at a future date, but tonight was bourbon night.
"For a whiskey to be a bourbon," the Sheriff said, "it has to be distilled in America. Not necessarily Kentucky, but definitely in the USA. The mash bill must be at least 51% corn, and distilled to no more than 80% alcohol-by-volume (ABV), i.e. 160 proof. It has to be stored in new, charred oak barrels... the Lumber Lobby got Congress to mandate that one... and put into those containers at no more than 62.5% ABV, or 125 proof."
Sheriff Griswold: "There is no specified aging requirement, but it must be bottled at no less than 40% ABV, or 80 proof. If it's aged at least two years, and has no coloring, flavoring, or other spirits added, it can be called 'straight' bourbon. Bottled-in-bond (BIB) whiskey, which meets certain Government specifications, is aged at least four years."
Sheriff Griswold: "Bourbon is 51% corn, and there is just about always a percentage of malted barley, as that has the natural enzymes to turn the starches into sugars that get fermented into alcohol. Most often it has rye grain, which give a 'spicy' flavor, not in the hot-sauce-spicy sense, but the black pepper sense. Sometimes rye is not used; instead, wheat is used as the other grain. Makers' Mark, Pappy Van Winkle, Larceny, and Weller are 'wheated bourbons'. They generally have a 'softer' taste than the rye bourbons, and rye whiskies."
Sheriff Griswold: "Whiskey that is 51% rye grain is called rye whiskey. Rye that is only 51% rye mash is called 'barely legal'. Canadian Royal's Northern Harvest Rye is 90% rye, and Bulleit Rye is 95% rye. Rye whiskeys faded in popularity after Prohibition, but have been making a comeback. Even Jack Daniels has made a rye whiskey, their first non-bourbon mash bill in over a century, so they say."
Teresa asked "Isn't Jack Daniels Tennessee whiskey?"
Griswold: "Jack Daniels qualifies as bourbon that is then taken through what they call the 'Lincoln County process'... their relatively famous charcoal filtering process. That Lincoln County process is what enables Tennessee whiskeys, and the rye, to be given the 'Tennessee' label."
"Does anyone make whiskey that is 51% wheat?" I asked.
"You betcha." replied the Sheriff. "Those are called 'wheat whiskeys'. Old Elk in Colorado makes a 95% wheat, 5% barley mash bill whiskey. And ASW in Atlanta makes a 100% malted rye whiskey, called 'Resurgens'... like the city after Sherman burned it."
"I remember Wild Turkey from college days." I said. "That and Jack Daniels were the big ones to mix Coca-Cola with."
"Har." said the Sheriff. "Funny thing is, Wild Turkey worked on their reputation, and they're now considered to be a premium sipping whiskey, especially their 'Rare Breed' bottling."
I had produced three 'Glen Cairn' glasses for sampling these bourbons. They were tulip shaped, with bulging lower end that tapered to a smaller top, which held the vapors coming off the liquids better. Sherif Griswold poured one of his stash into our glasses.
"This is Angels Envy." the Sheriff said. "It's finished in port wine casks. So, you may know this, but I'll explain anyway for Crowbar's benefit. We call what I just poured a 'pour'... using the word as a noun. Scotch drinkers call their pours 'drams' sometimes. What we do is 'nose' the pour, using the word 'nose' as a verb."
"Obviously someone who'd already had a few drinks came up with that abuse of the English language." Teresa quipped as she 'nosed' her 'pour'. We laughed.
"What do they do with the used casks?" I asked. "By definition, they can't use them again to store and age bourbon."
Teresa said "The Scotch makers buy and use them. The also buy casks that had been used to make sherry or other wines. The bourbon and sherry casks impart flavors to the Scotch, and usually good ones." I nodded.
"This stuff can get complicated pretty quickly." I said.
"And we haven't even begun talking about the chemistry of it all." growled Griswold. "That's for you to tell us, Crowbar."
"I won't bore you with it, at least not tonight." I said.
The Sheriff had us sample some Maker's Mark (wheated bourbon), Buffalo Trace, Wild Turkey 101 ('normal' bourbons), and Bulleit 95% rye, to distinguish between the flavors.
"Wow, spearmint." I said as I sipped the Bulleit 95 Rye.
"You have a good nose. "said the Sheriff. "We call what we smell and taste a 'note'. So you're getting that spearmint note?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"I'm getting a spicy flavor... like when I put too much black pepper on something." Teresa said. As they drank, I saw a nearly-full bottle of Jack Daniels Rye and picked it up.
"That's 70% rye mash bill." said the Sheriff. "The Lincoln County process dulls the spice of the rye, if you ask me. But go ahead and try it."
I did so, rinsing out my Glen Cairn glass with water, then pouring a healthy sample of the JD Rye. "Cheers." I said as I sipped it. A moment later, I said "Wow, I'm getting a banana flavor... er, note."
"Jack Daniels products are well known for having a banana-'ish' note." said Griswold. "What else are you getting?"
"A little bit of the charcoal," I said. "And maybe some... dill?"
"That's from the rye." said Griswold. "As you probably would get from the Bulleit if you really tried." He peered at me, then said "You like that Jack Daniels Rye?" His voice connoted disdainful surprise.
"Yes sir." I said. "In fact, I think I like it best of what we've tasted here."
"You can keep that bottle, then." said the Sheriff. "What do you think of the Maker's Mark, Teresa?"
"It's good, sir." said Teresa, practicing good asskissing skills. "Wheated bourbons taste softer than those with rye in them. Makes me wonder what Pappy Van Winkle is like?"
"Why don't we find out?" said a voice behind us. We turned to see Laura coming up, carrying a bottle of Pappy Van Winkle 15 year Reserve... which sold on secondary markets for $3000 or more a pop. I observed that the bottle was already opened, and was about 80% full.
We cleaned out our glasses and Laura poured us all a 'pour', including one for herself in the glass she'd brought out. We 'nosed' it, then tasted it.
"Mmmm..." said Sheriff Griswold. "So this is what money tastes like." We all chuckled, practicing good asskissing skills.
I said "Maker's Mark was created by a man named Bill Samuels. He didn't have time nor money at first to experiment, so he took the recipes he'd thought of and had loaves of bread made with each one, then went with the one he liked best. But on top of that, he got a lot of help from another expert wheated whiskey maker... a guy named Pappy Van Winkle, whose distillery was making Weller products at the time."
"That's the legend." Laura said. "And I believe it to be true. I'm not sure Pappy is really all that much better than Weller or even Maker's Mark... but like the Sheriff says, it's the taste of money that must make the difference."
"Har." said the Sheriff. I noticed he helped himself to a couple more 'pours' of it, for testing purpose, of course. And I noticed his cheeks becoming rosier and rosier...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Bowser began barking furiously as my Police iPhone rang at nearly 1:00am, Saturday, September 5th. I had been dozing on the sofa of the greatroom while reading the NTSB report of Weston Windham's plane crash.
"Troy." I said, answering. "Wow.... okay, send a Patrol car up to The Cabin to take me there." While we had stopped drinking relatively early, I did not think it would be wise (nor legal) of me to drive myself.
Bowser watched me most unhappily as I dressed and then put on my armor and gunbelt. I took a few minutes as I waited to be picked up to pet him and soothe his nervousness at my getting a phone call and then leaving. I don't know how he remembered, but that night I was called and walked into an ambush remained fresh in his canine mind. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 03-04.)
Lieutenant Jerome Davis was driving 'his' Police SUV that came and picked me up. As we drove towards the crime scene location, I texted Cindy to go pick up Teresa and bring her to the scene, but to not let her inside without my explicit and personal permission.
"How are things with Inga?" I asked Jerome after I finished sending my texts.
"Well... I'm not sure, sir." Jerome said. "She seems to be recovered, and will be re-qualifying with her service weapon next week. But things with me are going much slower. We go out to lunches, and we talk about things, but it's not like it was before..."
"I hear ya." I said. "Okay, this is the house. Hmmm, it's the house that belonged to Cassie Sanderson. Murder was done here in the past." I gave Jerome a brief synopsis of that case. (Author's note: 'The Hot Wife Photos'.)
Captain Tanya Muscone was already on the scene, as were Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker, who led me to the room that had once been Cassie Sanderson's office/study room. I just looked into the nearly empty room from the door.
The body of the dead man was sitting in a chair, tied to it. He was naked, and I could see that he was fairly tall, broad shouldered, still fit in his mid-30s to possibly early-40s. He had brown hair that appeared to be curly, but was also now matted with blood. Blood was all over the room around the victim, much of it having soaked into the carpet around the chair.
"Sir, you know that phrase about tearing him a new one?" Tanya said as she looked on, eating a lollipop as she did so. "Well, they did... literally. It looks like they gouged out one of his eyes while he was still alive, then they forced an object into his rear end and forced him to sit down on it. I'm not Martha the M.E., but from the blood that poured from him, I suspect that object punctured a kidney. It's also possible that they whacked him on the back over his kidneys until one or both burst."
"He would've bled out quickly, then." I said. "If they were torturing him for information, they weren't going about it very well."
"It may have been their last act on him." said Tanya. "You see the knuckles on his fingers and toes? The purple and the swelling? I think they were crushing his knuckles with pliers, one at a time. Then they went to work on his eye, and then got serious with his ass."
"Okayyyy." I said. "You know my first question: how did we find out about this? Who called it in?"
"Neighbors." said Tanya. "One family across the street, another a couple of doors down, made separate 9-1-1 calls, both reporting hearing noises like screams. And the woman across the street said she saw a light on, and the house has not been occupied for some time."
"That's not quite true, though I would not expect her to know the truth." I said. "Was anyone seen leaving?"
"Yes sir." said Julia Rodriguez. "The woman across the street said a black car backed out of the garage and drove away just before the Police arrived. I called it in to Intel branch, and they are working on getting film footage of the area."
"Good." I said. "Anyone get a fingerprint off this guy?"
"Yes sir." said CSI tech Garst Gailey. "We sent it in on the app to the FBI and State databases. The SBI came up empty, but the FBI inquiry sent a message saying the information was unavailable, and to contact the nearest FBI office for more information. That's a standard message if the prints belong to someone in the FBI, or is the subject of one of their more classified investigations or operations."
"Yes, yes it is." I said. "And I'm not surprised, if this guy is who I think it is------"
Just then we heard a commotion outside. "Teresa's here." I said. "I gave orders to keep her from being allowed in."
"Why can't she come in?" Tanya queried.
"For the same reason I didn't let you into a crime scene once." I said. Tanya's eyes grew wide with shock as she remembered the night Officer Peter M. Feeley was murdered. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.)
I excused myself and hurried back to the front door of the house. Teresa Croyle had arrived with Cindy, and was being prevented from entering by several Officers, led by Lt. Rudistan.
"What could possibly be so bad that I'm not allowed to see it?" Teresa was complaining, though not in full 'Teresa Cunt' mode yet. "I don't understand why I can't go inside."
"Because I said so." I said, coming outside.
"Okay, sir, but why not?" Teresa asked.
"Because I don't want you to see what is in there." I replied. "I believe the victim is your ex-husband, Easton Windham..."
To be continued.



        Big in Japan Ch. 02

        The investigation continues, with twists and turns.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/big-in-japan-ch-02

Title: Big in Japan Ch. 02

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: The investigation continues, with twists and turns.

Tags: crime drama, police drama, mystery, iron crowbar

Series: Big in Japan


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
Note: if you try any of the whiskeys discussed in this story, please drink responsibly.
***
Part 7 - Flashback: Teresa's Polyamory Relationship
(Author's note: A long time ago, seemingly in a galaxy far, far away, in 'Case of the Murdered Lovers', I'd promised a prequel called 'Teresa's Polyamory Relationship'. I never finished and published that story, so I present an edited synopsis of it here, with updates for the present time. Thanks for your years of patience.)
10:00am, Friday, September 4th. My wife Laura had called and asked me to come to her office. When I arrived, she was sitting behind her desk, and had me sit down in one of the chairs in front of the desk.
"When you mentioned the names Easton and Weston Windham," Laura said, "it triggered a memory for me. As you know, I've studied open relationships and polyamory relationships for many years. Several years ago I got this letter from Easton Windham, literally out of the blue. He'd heard about Jack Burke's murder, and apparently heard about me and my studies, and he sent it to me." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers'.)
"It was about Teresa?" I asked.
"Yes, but it's more than just that." Laura said, "I wrote Easton about his relationship with Teresa some time ago and his reply letter didn't have much. But then he heard that Jack Burke had been murdered and he sent me this letter, which goes into much deeper detail about their relationships. Go ahead and read it." She handed me the epistle across the desk.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dear Dr. Fredricson," the letter said, which will be given here as it was written:
"Teresa and I met in a class at School. I wasn't the most outgoing person, and Teresa really kept to herself, and could be really bitchy at times. Being the class 'outsiders', we partnered up for a project. We would go out to eat after working or studying. We didn't really date, but we began having sex regularly. After my Junior year, dorm space became a problem, so Teresa and I went to the Justice of the Peace and got married, more to qualify for Married Housing than anything else.
"Around the first of October, my friend Jack Burke came to our place. You'd asked how I'd met him, and my answer is that a mutual friend and I visited (Wildcat School) for a big weekend blowout a couple of years before. Jack was a very charismatic guy. Everyone really liked him. For some reason, he began talking to me, and invited me to what he called the 'after-party'.
"There were a lot of drugs at the party. Weed, cocaine, hard smack, whatever anyone wanted. I smoked some weed and was just hanging out with some guys in a back room when Jack brought a girl in. Everyone else was cheering as Jack stripped the girl, then himself. That was the first time I saw Jack's cock, and it was huge. I'd never seen a cock that big.
"The girl sat down on the bed and sucked Jack's cock until it was throbbing hard. I had no idea how she was going to handle his size as Jack had her lay down on her back on the bed, but she did. He got on top of her and shoved that monster snake into her pussy until his big hanging balls were bouncing off her asscheeks She'd taken every inch of him.
"Everyone in the room just watched, smoked weed, and drank as Jack fucked the girl for what seemed like forever. He must've come in her, because I saw a lot of frothy foam around her stretched cuntlips after a while. I must've fallen asleep, because when I woke up, Jack was weirding out on whatever drug he'd taken, and another guy was on top of the girl. It excited me knowing that the guy was getting sloppy seconds.
"I didn't see Jack for a while, and it surprised me when he showed up at our apartment. I introduced him to Teresa, and they it off immediately. His charm easily overcame her bitchy attitude. He was pretty overt, almost insulting in the way he told her he liked her big tits and challenged her to show them to him to reveal the truth if they were real or not. She'd tell him he couldn't handle the truth, nor her, and he'd just laugh. For me, it was strangely fun to watch them flirt by insulting each other.
"Jack was just going to crash with us over the weekend, then the next week, and it was quickly apparent that we had a new roommate. Teresa bitched about it at times, but after she and Jack traded overtly sexual barbs, the sex between her and me was scorching hot."
"Teresa would tease Jack by wearing revealing shirts and Daisy Duke jeans or short-shorts, even when it got cold in the winter, and she was always wearing the high-heel slides she liked to wear. Both Jack and I loved seeing her dressed like that, and when Jack told me she'd better stop teasing him or he was going to fuck her whether she wanted it or not, I felt strangely aroused by the thought of that.
"I did tell Teresa to be careful about teasing Jack, but that seemed to just cause her to tease him all the more. And when she was particularly rough on him, he'd go out and bring a girl back home, and we would lie in bed listening to her moans and screams as he fucked her with his monster cock.
"One night in early February, things came to a head. Jack was in the bathroom taking a shower when Teresa put on a t-shirt, a bikini bottom and her high heels, and walked into the bathroom, supposedly to brush her teeth. She'd closed the door behind her and had locked it, so I could only hear what was going on in there.
"I heard some talk for a minute, then the shower stopped and some more talk. Then Teresa began saying something like 'STOP!' loudly, and Jack was calling her a tease, and was saying he was going to give her what she needed. Then I heard her crying out and loudly grunting. I rushed to find the key or a wire that I could pick open the lock. When I got back, I could hear Teresa moaning as I picked the lock. When I finally got it open, I could only open it a few inches as Jack's foot was blocking it. I just looked inside, and got a shock.
"Teresa was on the floor lying on her back, her legs spread and her bare feet pointing at the ceiling. On top of her was Jack. His muscular ass was flexing up and down as he pistoned his huge cock in and out of Teresa's juicy hole. His thighs were slapping hers with loud smacks, and I could see his huge nutsack bouncing off her red asscheeks.
"I heard Jack yelling 'Take my cock, you fucking pricktease! You know you want this!'. And Teresa was moaning and gasping 'Oh yeah!' over and over. I realized that this wasn't my wife being raped, but her giving Jack the rough, hard sex he craved.
"I heard Jack yell something like 'God, you're tight! I can't hold back!' and I saw his balls tighten and pulse. He cried out in pain, then I saw his thick cum smearing his cock and Teresa's cuntlips as he filled her with his large load. I just closed the door and went back to our room, feeling angry and humiliated, but also hotter and hornier than I'd ever felt in my life.
"A few moments later Teresa came in, wearing the torn t-shirt and her high heels, and carrying her bikini bottom. Her cuntlips were distended and swollen, and Jack's cum was leaking out and down her thighs. I was so aroused that I grabbed her, practically threw her onto the bed, then got on top of her and shoved my cock into her. The feeling of her spermy pussy was amazing, and I couldn't get enough of it. I just fucked her, harder and harder, until I finally felt the pulses of my cock pumping my full climax into Teresa.
"We fell asleep without saying a word. At dawn the next morning, we woke up and looked at each other as we realized what had happened. I told Teresa she'd gotten what was coming to her for teasing Jack. She didn't say anything, and she had this weird look on her face that she gets sometimes and I've never been able to figure out.
"I told her she needed to apologize to Jack, and she got out of bed, still wearing only the t-shirt. She put on her high heel slides and walked out of the room. She went into Jack's room but left the door cracked open, and I peeked in on them.
"Teresa was standing beside Jack's bed and he was sitting in bed looking up at her. She was apologizing for teasing him, and begging him to let her make it up to him. Jack told her to take off her t-shirt and she pulled it over her head, showing off her magnificent breasts. Jack pulled back the covers and Teresa got in the bed with him, lying on her back.
"Jack leaned down and kissed Teresa's mouth, and she returned it. She reached up and pulled his head to hers, and I saw her hands running through his hair. Jack pushed the covers on back, and rolled over onto Teresa. I heard her cry out as he penetrated her, and she wrapped her arms around his neck as he nuzzled her neck and began deeply fucking her.
"Watching Jack fuck my wife made my cock throb until it was hurting. I began stroking it, jerking off as I watched the naked couple lustily fucking. Jack had slid his hands under Teresa's hips and ass, and he was pulling her to him as he thrust powerfully into her. Teresa was moaning, keeping her arms around Jack's neck. Jack kissed his way over Teresa's face to her mouth, and they shared a hot, deep, tongue-twining kiss as he plunged into her again and again. Jack finally grunted and came in Teresa. She wrapped those lovely legs of hers around him and wouldn't let him withdraw for a long time.
"When Teresa came back to our room, full of Jack's spunk, she just got on the bed on her hands and knees and I got behind her and fucked her, pulling her hips back to me with each thrust as my groin smacked into her ass over and over. It felt great fucking her slimy pussy as I churned Jack's cum into a frothy, creamy lather, and I didn't last a minute before adding my cum to Jack's huge load.
"Things were really good after that. I'd watch Jack fuck Teresa, sometimes openly in front of me, and sometimes secretly. There were times Jack and Teresa made passionate love, deeply kissing a lot as they slowly fucked, and Teresa would come around Jack's cock multiple times. Then she'd always come back to our room and take care of my painfully throbbing member, letting me get sloppy seconds and add my cum to Jack's. Teresa wasn't on the Pill, so how she didn't get pregnant is beyond me, but she didn't.
"In late April, Jack suddenly left. He was there one day, then suddenly gone the next. He'd packed his rucksack with his clothes, and had left everything else he'd acquired while living with us behind, including his cellphone. After four days, we finally notified the Campus Police and local Police.
"A few days later the Campus Police told us that they'd turned the case over to the FBI's Missing Persons office. They said that other people had contacted them and the local Police, looking for Jack Burke, and they didn't know if those other people were friends or not, nor if he'd run off with them or they'd done something to him. The FBI never said anything to us. We were waiting to hear if a body would turn up, but one never did.
"Teresa's relationship with Jack did cause problems for us. Teresa admitted she really missed the sex with Jack. And while she didn't say it, I think she'd developed feelings for him, that she felt a closeness with him that I'd never achieved with her. As for me, I found that I increasingly had problems getting an erection. At first, Teresa would talk about her trysts with Jack, and that'd get me hot. But eventually, that wasn't enough. I would get painfully throbbing boners if I saw other people fucking, but I couldn't get it up to fuck my wife.
"We graduated in May. While I loved Teresa and I think she still cared for me, we both realized our marriage was not going to work. So we got the marriage annulled. Teresa went east and I went to Texas, and I lost touch with her completely...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in live time...
After reading the letter, I looked up at Laura to see her studying me. "Well, this fills in some gaps of our knowledge." I said. "For example, why Teresa married Todd... she's a size queen!" Laura nodded vigorously in agreement.
"But it doesn't explain how Easton Windham was able to so totally disappear for so long after he and Teresa split up." I said. Then I looked hard into my wife's eyes as I said "And to that point... I cannot allow you, my darling wife, to think that your loving husband is an Agency of the Weak-Minded. It's time for you to come correct with me..."
Part 8 - Whiskey Mountains
"Things will happen while they can
I will wait here for my man tonight
It's easy when you're big in Japan"
------ Alphaville, 'Big In Japan'
1:30am, Saturday, September 5th. Teresa had been stunned into silence when I had told her that our murder victim was likely her ex-husband. Cindy looked equally shocked. Then Teresa said "Easton? My ex-husband? What's he doing here?"
"All in due time on all of that." I replied. "Right now, they're processing a very ugly crime scene, and I don't want you to see it."
"Don, I'm okay." Teresa said. "It was a long, long time ago, and I haven't seen him for years. And we were married for less than a year."
"I understand." I said. "But the fact he's your ex-husband also means that you must be recused from being involved in the investigation. So I'm keeping you out of this for those reasons as well, just as a legal precaution."
As we were waiting near Cindy's Police SUV, we saw FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and Supervisory Special Agent Eduardo Escobar come up... wearing ubiquitous FBI suits and ties even at this hour of the morning.
"Who's the victim?" asked Muscone, keeping his voice and mannerisms stiff and formal.
"I believe it's Easton Windham." I replied, also stiff and formal. "But the fingerprint app won't tell us who it is. Says to contact our nearest FBI office."
"I'll go run the print on my app." Muscone said. He disappeared inside the house.
"Another murder in Cassie Sanderson's house." said Cindy, remembering the Hotwife Photos case.
"What was that?" asked Eduardo Escobar.
Cindy gave him the details of that case, ending with "It was one of the Iron Crowbar's most brilliant successes. And if memory serves me correctly, it was the first time the Consultant of Crime got to see firsthand just how good Don was."
"And still is." Teresa added. "Don, is Easton's presence here related to our plane incident?"
"I think so." I said. "But let's wait until we get done here. We can talk about all that at Headquarters."
A moment later, Cindy said "Teresa, you okay? I'm getting a weird vibe from you."
"I'm fine." Teresa said. "I was just thinking that no matter how expensive Pappy Van Winkle is, I still prefer Scotch." I failed to suppress whimpers of laughter.
A moment later, Jack Muscone came back outside. "Yeah." he said gruffly. "It's Easton Windham."
"Four hundred years ago, eh?" Cindy the Canadian said. Even in the dark, I did not fail to notice Muscone's beady black eyes flash just a little bit.
"Crap." said Eduardo Escobar flatly.
"We're bringing out the body." said Martha the M.E. as she came up to us. "Teresa, I'll understand if you don't want to look at this right now, but at the same time we could use an eyewitness identification of the victim."
"I'll do it." Teresa said. Then she looked at me and said "Really, I'm okay with it."
"Make it so, Number One." I replied.
As the gurney was driven out with the body in a body bag, it was stopped near us. Paramedic Ellen Brooks unzipped it to reveal the face. Teresa did not even flinch at seeing the damage to the body's eye.
"He's older, but it sure looks like him." said Teresa. "Martha, I'll come to the morgue later on, but here are some marks and moles that were on Easton's body, and you can see if they match up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00am, Saturday, September 5th. After going home and getting in a good shower and shave, then putting on a fresh uniform, I returned to my office to find a pot of 'Navy' coffee already made in my office. Jerome Davis had also made two pots in MCD.
Teresa came into the office, also cleaned up and in a fresh uniform. "I went by the morgue. All the moles I told Martha about were there. It's him."
I nodded. "For what it is, my condolences to you." I said "And now, before the Feds get here for our 8:00am meeting, I'll tell you some things that I'd prefer to keep between us for now."
"Can we keep that between you and Your Green Crowbar, too?" Cindy asked as she came in, carrying her green crowbar.
"Sure, sit down. Get coffee if you want. Jerome made it." I said. I was 'dismayed' at the speed with which my Angels moved to get coffee. What, was something wrong with mine? I thought to myself. At least Cindy had the manners (asskissing skills) to refill my Airborne School mug with more coffee.
"Okay," I said as we settled in, "first, that house where the body was found. Cassie Sanderson defaulted on it, but her son Sean worked out a deal with the J.P. Goldman Bank and was able to keep it. He lives in the City now, and he's been renting out the house."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Officially, BOW Enterprises is renting it. But due to my close family relations with their CEO, I was able to find out legally but unofficially that BOW secretly sublet the house to Ichimoku Industries America, Inc., which is Ichimoku's official America-incorporated subsidiary. As you two know, Ichimoku Industries is a real company, but it might as well be the official front for His Imperial Majesty's Secret Service in Japan." Teresa and Cindy both nodded.
Your Iron Crowbar: "Todd's assistant Mariko, who is Takaki Misaki's daughter, officially lives in one of the smaller homes in the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. She had a protective detail there, and I would imagine Ichimoku Industries and the organization behind it has used it for their various purposes from time to time. But Mariko didn't stay there all the time. Ichimoku Industries was leasing several places, and the Sanderson home was one of them."
"Safehouses?" Cindy asked.
"In a manner of speaking." I said. "Except for the Heritage Cloisters home, she never stayed in the same place two nights in a row, and she didn't stay there more than two or three nights in a row. As to the Sanderson home and some of the other safehouses, to use Cindy's term, she never went to the location during the day, but only after sunset in the dark of night. It was always a black car she was taken in, and it pulled into the garage before she got out and went into the residence. Rooms that had windows to the front of the house were never used; neighbors never saw lights on."
"I'd have had timers on lamps or something, to make the house looked normally lived in." said Cindy.
"The only problem with that is that neighbors would wonder why they see lights on, but never see a resident." I replied. "They'd wonder who lived there, and might come knocking on the front door. Anyhoo, I am not sure yet how much of this we should share with the Feds, so you two don't say anything, refer them to me, and I'll play it by ear as we go along..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 8:00am, Julia Rodriguez came to my office. "Sir," she asked as she handed me a written report, "how much of this should I mention in the meeting with the Feds?"
"All of it." I said as I looked at the report. "Just report normally, as if you're just talking to me and your fellow Detectives. But if the Feds start asking a lot of questions you really don't have an answer to, nor want to answer, defer to me on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, we all convened in Classroom 'E'. Representing the TCPD was Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar, Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, Tanya Muscone, Jerome Davis, Julia Rodriguez, and Joanne Warner.
"No one from Intel is here?" Tanya asked as she drove in, her voice downright scornful.
"No." I said, a bit woodenly. "Penny Scott is in the Intel Room now, working on data. Everyone else was told, and told by me personally, to stay at home today."
"But sir..." Tanya started. I looked right through her.
"You may consider me to be all the 'Intel Branch' we need today." I said authoritatively. "Do I make myself clear, Captain?"
"Yes sir." Tanya said, though she was clearly still unhappy about it.
Federal Agents were ushered into the room. They were Jack Muscone, Karina White, Melina Allgood, Eduardo Escobar, Tim Jenkins, Nancy Harding, Dwight Stevens, Juan Alberto Morales, and Lindy Linares.
"Okayyyyy,:" said Chief Moynahan, starting the meeting. "First, I appreciate Loo-tenant Davis making our coffee this morning in good Navy tradition I for one needed this coffee molasses to get woken up." We all chuckled; indeed, Jerome's 'Navy' coffee was made strong.
"Commander Troy," said the Chief, "tell us what is going on, herrrrrre."
"Yes sir." I said. "Let's start with the crime scene report."
"I have that, sir." said Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez. "The home is owned by Sean Sanderson, who rescued it from near-bankruptcy after his mother Cassie Sanderson went to prison for murder. He has been renting it out to BOW Enterprises for several years, and they've maintained the rent and the house all that time, but apparently it is not regularly lived in."
Julia: "The house itself was strangely furnished. There were cooking and eating utensils in the kitchen, one sofa and chair in the main living room but no television set, and the office room that was the crime scene only had one desk and chair. Upstairs, the master bedroom and bath were fully furnished, and were clean but looked lived-in. The other two bedrooms had beds, as well."
Julia: "As I said, there were no televisions in the house at all, nor any landline phones. But there is a wi-fi internet setup, and it is one of the most modern, up-to-date, and powerful setups that exist today. The security it has made me jealous."
"BOW Enterprises guesthouse?" asked Nancy Harding. "An out-of-town guest there might need the security, as BOW is involved in several classified projects." Several pairs of eyes looked over at me.
"Yes, someone needed that level of security." I said. "Keep going, Julia."
Julia: "Yes sir. The deceased has been positively identified as that of Easton Windham, who was Commander Croyle's former husband, and my condolences to you, Commander." There were murmurs of similar sentiment around the room
Teresa replied "Thank you, but it's been years and years since that time."
Nancy Harding said "With all due respect, since you do have that past connection with him, shouldn't you recuse yourself from this investigation?" The TCPD Officers in the room, including the Chief, were looking at Harding with daggers in their eyes. Some of the Federal Agents also were looking at her with stunned expressions on their faces.
I said "I kept her out of the crime scene for just that reason, and she will not be actively participating in my Detectives's investigation. She's here in this meeting precisely because she has that long-past connection, and my have helpful information over time. Continue with your narrative, Detective Rodriguez."
Julia continued: "Thank you, sir. The body was found in the office room, just off the hallway that goes to the garage. The perp or perps tortured him. Martha the M.E. will have more details on the sequence of events when she releases her full autopsy. She did tell me that the official cause of death was bleeding out, and that the time of death was likely within an hour of the first responding Officers arriving and finding the body around 12:30am."
"Oh, it was closer than that!" said Tanya. "The body was warm and the blood was very fresh."
"Ma'am, and everyone," said Lt. Jerome Davis, "I also checked and found that our guys got to that house within ten minutes of the last 9-1-1 call, which came in at 12:20am."
I said "Martha will never be convinced to give an exact time of death, unless there are eyewitnesses that can independently testify to it. Suffice it to say our Officers got there nearly in time. Go ahead, Julia."
Julia: "Thank you, sir. And to that point, our Dispatchers did what they were supposed to: they activated all the street cameras we have control over in that area. To give you Federal Agents a complete picture: the cameras are always on, and can be monitored. But they usually don't record unless and until someone runs a red light, speeds through an intersection, drives the wrong way or in the wrong late, stuff like that. In this case, our dispatchers manually activated the recording devices in that area."
Julia: "Unfortunately, what we recorded was apparently too late. We've drawn a total blank. Camera coverage showed no cars going in or out of that neighborhood once they began recording."
"How well were the cameras operating?" Lindy Linares asked. "By that I mean, did you check to see if there are gaps in the coverage, stuff like that?"
"We need someone from Intel in here to tell us that." said Tanya Muscone, drawing some dark looks... especially from me.
Julia said "Officer Scott in Intel collected the video and sent it to me to analyze this morning, which I did. I saw no gaps in the timestamps, but the perps wouldn't need but two seconds... literally... to freeze a camera's image. Kind of like getting that 'circle of death' for just one second when you're watching a YouTube video."
"That's a good analogy." I said. "And yes, the technology exists for someone in a car to cause a street cam to freeze like that for just a second or two, and you can't tell when you see the digital video, since the clock runs while the feed is frozen. It's a flaw in the system that can be exploited if one knows how to do it... and few people outside national Intelligence agencies really know how to do it."
"Has our Intel Branch gotten anything on the victim, Easton Windham?" Tanya Muscone asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm and derision.
"Why don't you and I go check that out now, Captain?" Teresa Croyle said as she got up.
"We're in a meeting, ma'am-------" Tanya started.
"Cap-tnnnnn," said Chief Moynahan, "that was not a suggestion from your direct superior Officer. You are ex-cuuuuused. Get moving." Tanya scowled, but put her wheelchair in motion and drove out the door Teresa was holding open for her. The Iron Wolf followed her out, then shut the door behind them. The Federal Agents had been looking over at Jack Muscone, to see what he was going to do.
Muscone looked angry, but he made a wise decision for a change: he said "Not to besmirch the TCPD's Intel Branch, but I would be surprised if they found anything beyond what Commander Croyle told them about her ex-husband. And I say that because we Feds have not done much better. Lindy, do you have anything at all?"
"Not much, sir," said Lindy, "and it's not from lack of trying. If it weren't for Teresa... er, Commander Croyle, we might not know a thing about him. He and Teresa were enrolled at a small School out west, and his records are obscure except for his transcript and confirmation of his graduation. And he may have been using aliases to get jobs, because we simply have no employment trail nor IRS trail on him at all."
"If I may," said Eduardo Escobar, "that is one reason we were speculating that Easton Windham was using his older brother Weston Windham's identity. We originally thought they might have just been the same person, masquerading as two different people."
"Still," said Karina, "and not to impugn you, Lindy, nor the data people of either the FBI or the TCPD, but how does someone disappear so completely for so long?"
I said "It's not all that hard, really. There are three reasons why someone might seemingly disappear off the face of the earth. One, he doesn't want to be found by law enforcement authorities, and makes efforts to hide or change his identity. Two, by chance his life is totally mundane, and he does things like pay all his bills in cash, and therefore he slips through the cracks. Three, because the Government doesn't want him found, which applies to people placed in Witness Protection, or become CIA assets, i.e. spies."
"For example," I continued, "none of you in here could possibly know, unless Teresa told you, that while she and Easton were married, they had a roommate in their apartment in their School's Married Housing. His name was Jack Burke."
I felt the mental ripples in the room, but I continued anyway: "If you look into Jack Burke, you may eventually find that he was my college roommate for a while, that he left (Wildcat School) under strange circumstances, and generally disappeared."
Feeling Melina and Joanne's eyes on me as I discussed the stud that had deflowered both women (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers', Ch. 02 for Melina; 'The Eightfold Fence', Ch. 01 for Joanne.), I continued: "Jack was a drifter. He never changed his name, but it took an expensive investigation by Henry Wargrave to find his story for his parents. We do know he was briefly in Texas, working on oil rigs. And then he made his way to our Town & County, and ended up murdered."
I continued: "And Easton Windham was Teresa's roommate, so to speak, then disappeared, was briefly known to be in Texas working for an oil company, then ended up in our Town & County... murdered. Funny how coincidences work, eh wot?"
"Not funny at all." Jack Muscone muttered. Then he said more loudly. "Eduardo, why don't you fill in the picture of why this murder is a disaster for our investigation."
Eduardo said "I believe everyone in here has a security clearance?" Everyone nodded, and Eduardo said "We had a twofold mission in Texas. First, my wife Rosalyn was trying to turn Jen Sakai back to our side, and we got wind that people... serious people... did not want that to happen, and were trying to come after Jen."
Eduardo: "Our second mission was the whisky and drug smuggling through Mexico to nations friendly to Red China, and then into Asia. To be honest, the whisky part didn't bother us so much, but the drugs did. And the ATF was also looking into possible arms smuggling, which would be really bad in a country like Japan that has strict gun laws. Law-abiding subjects of His Imperial Majesty aren't armed like here in the USA."
Eduardo: "We had been working with Japanese Intelligence on a lot of this. We hoped that Takaki Mariko would work with us, to turn Jen and also to help interdict the trafficking. But she never came down to Houston; the Japanese determined that there were threats to her safety. Those threats turned out to be the same ones towards Jen Sakai. So we joined forces with them, put out some 'fake news' about secretly transporting Jen and Mariko to Dallas and then flying them to Seattle."
"So why did you think the Yakuza would try to sabotage the Ichimoku plane?" I asked, my voice sounding casual, belying the pointed nature of the question.
"Uh, I'll get to that in a minute." said Eduardo, who was rattled by the question. "So where I'm going with this, is that the perps instead went after Teresa Croyle and Cindy Ross's plane at Lake Charles Airport. We were totally blindsided by that. And we're still struggling to understand why. We're speculating that Jen Sakai managed to get a message out, and had to prevent Teresa from talking to Clarissa Esterson, or taking Teresa out afterwards to keep any knowledge Teresa had from getting into the open."
"Theorizing without data." I said.
"You think that's wrong?" asked Karina White, mostly to open the door for me to speak. And I walked right through that door.
"Let me answer that question with a question." I said. "How did Jen Sakai even find out Teresa was going to Lake Charles, much less be able to redirect a planned sabotage operation from Dallas to Lake Charles, or even Houston to Lake Charles? And how would Jen Sakai know that they were flying in a Vision plane, not a BOW Enterprises plane?"
I continued: "And what information could Teresa be told that would require her being killed? And for that matter, why hasn't there been an attempt to kill Teresa's aunt, Clarissa Belvedere Esterson, who is the only person that could've given Teresa that really important information? And if Clarissa had such information, why wasn't she killed years ago?"
Your Iron Crowbar: "And I'll leave you with this last question, then say no more: What was the result of the FBI investigation of the plane crash that took the lives of Weston and Tessa Windham?"
"Was there an FBI investigation of that plane crash?" asked Karina. "I'm sure you know that the NTSB handles those things..." She let her voice trail off deliberately.
"I also know that the NTSB called in the FBI when they, the NTSB, found evidence of sabotage." I replied. "So... what was the result of the FBI's investigation?"
"Sounds like you already know." said Muscone. "If you do, stop playing around and tell us."
"And that's the point." I said. "I shouldn't have to tell the FBI about what the FBI did... or else you, plural, already know, which I believe to be the case." Muscone looked daggers at me. I just looked right back at him.
Eduardo Escobar broke the building tension in the room by saying: "You're right, Commander. I did look up the NTSB and FBI reports of that case after Teresa's incident. The NTSB found a fulminate compound, which is an explosive and often used to detonate more explosives. The FBI's investigation was inconclusive, and they closed it pretty quickly when they couldn't find anything that led them to who might have done it. In other words, they didn't waste time nor manpower on it."
"And there you go." I said. "My point of it is the FBI ended their investigation very quickly... almost prematurely. And like I said, I'll just leave it at that. Whether or not you go forward with it, is up to you."
"Are you trying to tell us something, Commander?" Nancy Harding asked sharply.
"He just did tell you something." said Cindy Ross. That had Jack Muscone peering at her.
"If you know something," Muscone said, "you need to tell us." Cindy just looked over at me.
"Better be sure." I said, knowing what she was thinking about. "Reeeeel sure."
"What?!" Muscone almost yelled. "If you know something, you have an obligation to tell us!"
"Obligation?" Cindy fired back. "I have no obligation to you! None at all!" Muscone was rising to his feet in anger, and Cindy did the same defensively.
"And furthermore to the point," the Green Crowbar said, "I understand what the Iron Crowbar is implying, that if I say something an innocent person may die. And I trust the Iron Crowbar's judgement over my own. We've already seen what happened when you didn't listen to Don, and an innocent man hanged himself-------"
"HE WASN'T INNOCENT!" Muscone yelled.
"You got proof of that?" I asked, still sitting down, but gripping my crowbar and preparing to spring out of my seat, my back notwithstanding.
"MIS-TER CROWBAR!" the Chief said loudly. "Let's just not go therrrrre."
"I'm done here." said Muscone. "Federal Agents, we'll take this back up at the Federal Building. Let's go." He began walking to the door, then looked back when the Federal Agents were slow to get up and go with him. They gathered their things and followed at various rates of speed... except Melina, who remained seated.
"You coming?" Jack Muscone growled at her.
"No." said Melina. "I've got further business with these guys." Muscone said nothing, but walked out, shutting the door hard behind him. Astute Detectives would realize that she either had considerable moxie or considerable power to defy a higher-ranking Federal Agent like that. You make the call on which one it was... or both.
"It appearrrrrs," drawled the Chief, "that we still have a mountain to climb to repair our relations with Mis-ter Mus-connnnne..." He was looking at me as he said it. I just looked right back at him, and did not say a word.
"Commander," the Chief continued, "is there something the Feds need to know, that you're not telling them?"
"Nothing factual, sir." I said. "Some of my opinions, most definitely. And sir, during the course of this morning's conversations, I gave them as many clues as I could. If they have their heads so far up their Federal fourth-points-of-contact that they can't figure it out... that's not my problem, sir. No offense, Melina."
"None taken." Melina replied. "And you are absolutely right that some of them have their heads up their asses..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It did not get better. When I went to my office, Teresa Croyle was already waiting inside. She refused my offer of coffee, so I poured myself some and sat down heavily in my chair, my back already hurting.
"What?" I said simply.
"Sir," Teresa said formally, "it's Captain Muscone. I know she's directly under your command and not mine, but I'm getting sick and tired of her insubordination, to me and to you. She keeps whining about the structure change that puts Lieutenant Mary Milton directly under you. I tried to talk to her in a 'friendly' way about the snide comments she made regarding no one in Intel being in the room, and she said she should've been able to force Lieutenant Milton to be at that meeting, and force Lieutenant Milton to help the Feds."
"Okay, I'm done with this." I said. "I'll need either you or Cindy to be the formal witness to this. Is she still here?"
"I don't know, sir." Teresa said.
I found out by speed-dialing her Police iPhone. "Where are you?" I asked when she answered.
"In my office, with Jack." Tanya replied.
"Come to my office." I said. "Just you. And now. Right now."
Part 9 - My Bourbon Journey
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Tanya drove into my office and parked in front of my desk. Teresa closed the door behind her, and then sat down on the sofa, putting herself behind Tanya and off her left side. I made a point to show the seriousness of this meeting with my first question:
"Do you want a Union Rep?" I asked.
"Sir?" Tanya asked, then recovered and said "Do I need one?"
"That's for you to decide." I said. "But this is formal, it is pure protocol, so no speaking freely. Commander Croyle is here as my formal witness, and I will be writing up a report of this meeting."
"What's it about, sir?" Tanya asked.
"I'll just cut to the chase, and get right to the core of it." I said. "What is your problem with Lieutenant Mary Milton?"
Tanya's face bore a look of determination set in stone as she said "Lieutenant Milton has been insubordinate to me, her direct boss at the time of the incidents. She also has refused to work with or help the FBI despite my legal and reasonable orders to do so. I believe that I had every right and expectation for her to work for and with the FBI if and when I told her to, and I still do. She is wrong, dead wrong, to refuse to help them, especially when instructed to do so."



Tanya: "Furthermore, sir, I believe you were wrong to change her rank structure to exclude me. It is causing problems in the structure with the rest of the Detective Corps in general, and the rest of the Intel Branch in particular. I believe I should've been able to insist upon having Lieutenant Milton at this morning's meeting, and have you back me up on that."
"So," I said, "even though your husband's fellow Federal Agents beat her father-in-law, Myron's father, nearly to death, you would force her to work with them or on their behalf?"
"You damn right I would!" Tanya said. She was not giving an inch on this, I could see.
"Even though they harmed her father-in-law like they did?" I asked.
"With all due respect, sir," Tanya said boldly, "I don't give a damn about that. The FBI is a good organization, and I expect her to put her differences aside and do... her... job. And if that means helping the FBI, she should rush to do it."
"And if you were the Police Chief, or in my position, what would you do?" I asked.
Tanya looked right into my eyes and said "If I had that authority, sir, I would already have fired Lieutenant Milton."
"That's what I thought." I said. I looked over Tanya's shoulder at Teresa and said "You heard that?" I asked her.
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
"What?" Tanya said angrily. "What's wrong with what I said? You expect us to follow your orders. Why shouldn't I expect Lieutenant Milton to follow mine?"
"I'll answer that with a question." I replied. "Captain Muscone, have you ever seen, heard, or have known me to do anything to harm the TCPD?"
You could've heard a pin drop.
I continued: "Yes, I have to order Officers into potentially harms way, but that's their job. But have you ever known me to take action that would make the TCPD less good, less able to do their jobs and do them well? Have you ever known me to hurt the TCPD like that?"
Tanya paused a long moment before answering, then finally said "No sir."
"Then why are you telling me you would harm the TCPD?"
After another pregnant pause, Tanya said "What do you mean, sir?"
"I mean," I said, "that the Miltons come as a set, so firing one means the other leaves also. And just look at the good they've done for us. Without them, Swamp Frogs... Federal Agents, I might add... would've utterly destroyed our computers and networks. Myron has kept us not only safe, but able to keep doing our jobs, and his drones have literally saved lives, such as Inga Gunddottar's. Mary is a wizard with code and with data mining. If she can't find something, then that something just cannot be found. And her leadership of the Intel Branch has been outstanding."
I continued: "They could easily go elsewhere and make a lot, and I mean a LOT of money. MegaTech or Google would pay them well into the six figures if not the seven figures for their skills. Yet they work here, for the TCPD, helping us do our jobs and do them well. And they do it because they love their jobs here. There is but one thing they ask in return, and that is that they don't have to work for or with the FBI nor other Agents of thee Federal Government."
"That shouldn't be an option." Tanya replied. She was just refusing to get it.
Your Iron Crowbar: "But they do have that option, Captain. They can leave. They can quit. You can order them to help the Feds that kidnapped and beat Myron's father nearly to death, and they can give you the bird finger and tell you to go fuck yourself... and turn in their badges and their resignation letters. You can never force them to work for or with the Feds, and I'm more than willing to let them refuse to help the Feds in order to keep them here working for us."
"And there's another aspect to this," I continued, "which bothers me one hell of a lot more. Beyond the personal aspects, what I'm seeing is you taking the FBI's side over the TCPD. And that, Captain, is totally unacceptable."
"I'm married to a Federal Agent!" Tanya blustered.
"So am I!" I yelled back. "I married one of the highest ranking CIA Officers in the Nation, but I've never, ever, taken the side of the CIA over the TCPD! And my wife understands that I'm not going to. And I fully expect the same of you. Even if your husband is a Federal Agent, if you're going to work for the TCPD, I do expect your loyalty to it... not to me, but to the TCPD."
"So," I said, "if you really would fire Mary, and force both of them out, especially over not wanting to help the Feds, I have to question your judgement as well as your loyalty to the TCPD Badge."
"But she's still being insubordinate." Tanya said. "And now I'm at a point where I almost cannot even do my job. And you're taking her side over her boss's side!"
We were staring at each other as if across an interplanetary distance. Finally, I said "You're going to make me say it, aren't you?" I looked at Teresa as I stood up and said "She's going to make me say it." Teresa nodded sadly.
Then I leaned over my desk like Snoopy the Vulture in the Peanuts comic strips, with my weight on my fists on the desk. "You have not heard one word I've said." I said, trying to keep my voice level. "Cindy is my blood kin, and Teresa is married to my blood kin, but I love you just as much as I love them, like family. And that goes for little Pete, too; he's like my own kids to me."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But like I said: my job, and my duty, are to the Badge. My job, and my duty, are to make this Police Force the very best it can possibly be. I brought you back to the TCPD because you're a damn good Detective, and I needed your abilities, and still do. But to be blunt, Captain, if you drove out of here today forever, I could find another Captain of Detectives. I cannot find the talent that Mary and Myron have, that have their loyalty to the Badge and are willing to work for the Badge at the paltry amount of money we're paid... and that's before the God-cursed Leftists try to defund the Police."
"So I'm sorry to say it," I finished, "but if you force me to make the choice that you're pushing me to have to make, then for the sake of the TCPD Badge, that choice is obvious. I keep them, and you'll have to be the one to go."
As I finished, I felt absolutely exhausted. I straightened up, seeing the shock on Tanya's face and the profound sadness on Teresa's.
"So that's where we are." I said. "You're dismissed."
"I've got something to say to you, too." said Teresa, getting up. "Come to my office."
"No, stay here." I said. "Y'all can talk here. I've got to go talk to the Chief." I exited my own office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa sat down in the hot chair next to Tanya, and said "Do you know how much that hurt him to say that?" Tanya said nothing, and Teresa pointed at the framed TCPD Badges still on my wall, and said "That man busted his ass to get you back here. He busted his ass to keep me here, as well."
Teresa: "But the point is that while he understands you're married to Jack, and he's happy for you for that... it is just killing him on the inside that you are putting him in the position you've put him in. He does not deserve that, especially from you nor from me. But there are no questions where my loyalties lie, and my loyalty to Don is making me say this: you need to decide where your loyalties are, and if they're not to the TCPD Badge, if not to him, then do the right thing."
And with that, Teresa got up and left the office. And Cindy came in.
"Am I really that wrong?" Tanya asked, her voice beginning to sound miserable.
"You're not wrong, at least not in normal situations." said Cindy, sitting down beside her. "But we're all in a unique situation."
"So should I just resign now? Or re-retire? Or make him fire me?" Tanya asked.
"None of the above." Cindy said. "Look, Don has to make decisions that affect people's lives. He had to send Police Officers out into harm's way to enforce the law against the Haters. He's right out there with them, but its still him making those decisions. And he has to make decisions for the good of the Police Force, even if it means personal pain for him and for those of us he loves. In this case, I'd say just roll with it, and things will work out."
"You've gone toe-to-toe, head-to-head with him before." Tanya said. "Why is this different?"
"It's not as different as you may think." Cindy replied. "And just as you're finding out that the Miltons are indispensable, I've found out that the Sheriff, and the Chief more begrudgingly, consider the Red Crowbar more indispensable than the Green Crowbar."
And then she lowered her voice and whispered: "And don't tell a soul I told you this... but they're right..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Welllll," drawled the Chief, "while I knowwww you were right about Archie Brody, and what happened to him was abhorrent, there are times when it's a good thing to be able to work with the Feds. I knowwww Ms. Ross started that with Muscone today, and your patience on it is... limited. But is there any way we can get past what Ms. Ross is calling 'alpha-male games', and repair the relationship?"
"I don't know, sir." I said. "And it might get worse before it gets better." I filled him in on what had happened with Teresa, Tanya, and myself.
"Okayyyy," said the Chief. "Now let's discuss these cases of the plane incident and the murder of the most unfortunate Mr. Windham. Are they related?"
"Yes sir." I said. "All three incidents, involving both Windham brothers..."
Part 10 - Scotch 4 Dummies
Saturday, September 5th. Teresa had been morose all day, so the Sheriff took the liberty of inviting her and himself to The Cabin, this time for a discussion and tasting of Scotch whiskies. He had challenged Teresa to get him, a bourbon aficionado, to like Scotch.
So before the Wildcats-Volunteers game, during which we'd be having a supper of hamburgers and hotdogs (most definitely kid- and dog-approved), we convened on the back deck with Buddy supervising us from Teresa's lap, while Laura, Molly, and Paulina talked inside, and the redoubtable Bowser supervised the kids.
Teresa started her lesson: "To be Scotch, it has to be distilled in Scotland, duh. To be called 'single malt', it has to be all barley malt from a single distillery. The 'single malt' sounds like it's just one malt, but 'single' and 'malt' are actually separate terms. A bottle can be from different barrels, as long as they are from the same distillery. The Highland Park and Bruichladdich we are going to try tonight are examples of single malts."
Teresa: "Then there's 'blended malt'. These are blends of single malts from different distilleries. The Johnnie Walker Green Label, Monkey Shoulder, and The Naked Grouse... yes, that's its name... are examples of blended malts. If a label says 'blended Scotch', it could and likely does have other grains mixed in. Johnnie Walker Red Label, which claims to be the best selling Scotch in the world, is that. Red Label is cheap and decent for mixing, but sipping it neat will not endear you to it."
Teresa: "To be Scotch, it has to be aged in oak barrels for at least three years. If a Scotch has an 'age statement' on it, that age is the youngest-aged whisky poured in, though much older liquid could also be poured in. You said last night, Sheriff, that bourbon has to be aged in new charred barrels. So what do the bourbon makers do with their used casks? They sell them to Scotch producers! Makers of wines also sell their casks to the Scotch producers, so you'll see Scotches 'finished' in sherry casks and bourbon casks, and sometimes combinations, which impart different flavors, or 'notes', to the whisky."
Teresa: "And now we move into the best part of Scotch whisky. There are officially five regions of Scotland in which distilleries make the good stuff: Islay, pronounced 'eye-luh'; Highlands, which is in the north; Lowlands, further south; Speyside, which is a small area surrounded by Highlands; and Campbeltown, which has the minimum three distilleries needed to be a region. There is an unofficial region that's part of the Highlands called the 'Islands', which are all just that: islands."
Teresa: "And these regions have become known for the flavor of their Scotches, mostly in if they are 'peated' or 'unpeated'. Peat is a product of organic decay of plants, and it can be burned. When the barley malt is being dried, some places burn the peat and dry the barley with that smoke, giving the malt and ultimately the Scotch a distinctive flavor. Others use hot air to dry the barley malt, so Scotches made from those malts don't have that distinctive flavor."
"What causes that flavoring?" asked the Sheriff. Teresa looked at me.
I said "In the chemistry sense, if you look at bottle of cherry cough spray, the active ingredient is phenol. That's what coats your tongue and throat to stop the coughing. Well, the peat flavor is also phenol, and can be measured in parts per million, or ppm. The higher the ppm of phenol, the higher that peat flavor, and it'll feel oily on your tongue."
I said "Many people get a medicinal taste out of peated Scotches. The smoky flavor is often associated with the peat, but a higher peat ppm number does not necessary mean it's more smoky-flavored. Many Scotches with a smaller ppm number are considered to have more of the smoky flavor."
Teresa said "That's right, and a lot of people refer to the taste of a heavily peated scotch to be a campfire on the beach... the saltiness of the sea air combined with the smoke flavor of the fire. Some taste like the smell of a barbecue grill fire that has been used and put out."
Teresa: "Anyhoo, the Islay region is known for peated Scotches, though the Bruichladdich Classic Laddie we're going to try is from Islay and is unpeated. Highlands is also often peated, and the Highland Park from the Orkney Islands... making it an unofficial 'Islands' Scotch, uses about 25% peat-dried barley malt, and the rest hot-air-dried, so it's more mildly peated. Speyside and the Lowlands are known for unpeated Scotches, but that's not an ironclad rule."
Sheriff Griswold said "So Scotch gets its flavor from that peat? And thus from where it's made?"
I said "To a point, sir. As you said last night, for bourbon to be bourbon, it has to be aged in new charred oak casks, thanks to the Lumber Lobby. But what that means is that every single bourbon out there has pretty much that same flavoring from the barrels, and artificial flavors and colorings are verboten. Ergo, the differences in flavor are due to the different mash bills, the amount of the corn, rye, wheat, and/or barley ingredients, and somewhat to the aging process, i.e. the temperature of the warehouse where a barrel happens to be sitting."
I continued: "With Scotch, which is pretty much barley malt and that's it, the flavoring comes from the peat, but also from the nature of the casks the liquid is stored in for aging. Sherry casks will impart a different taste than the bourbon casks. And since barrels can be reused, a sherry cask used over and over and over will impart less and less sherry notes, making the wood taste of the oak, a.k.a. the tannins, more prevalent. Of course in all cases, the proof, the alcohol-by-volume, or ABV, makes a difference."
"All right, then." said Griswold. "Let's have a taste!" Teresa poured a dram into each of our Glen Cairn glasses from a bottle with a tan label.
"This is Monkey Shoulder." said Teresa. "It's a blended malt, 43% ABV, or 86 proof. Even they will tell you that it's made for mixing, but it's good enough to sip neat as a starter Scotch."
"How did it get the name 'Monkey Shoulder'?" asked Sheriff Griswold as he 'nosed' his dram.
Teresa replied: "Back in the old days, they would spread and turn the drying barley malt by hand and shovel. It was eight hours or more of arduous work, and when the workers were done, their arms would be hanging down like a monkey's, and thus that condition was called 'monkey shoulder'."
"Wow." said Griswold. "It smells sweet, a bit floral, but there's definitely some oak notes in there." He then tasted it. "Yep, he said. "It dries the tongue a bit, but the finish isn't all that lasting, and has the bitter wooden taste of the tannins."
"Our Sheriff, the sommelier." I said. "You missed your calling, sir."
"Har." said the Sheriff.
Teresa next poured drams from a clear bottle with no label on the bottle, just the neck. The color was a reddish-amber.
"This is Naked Grouse." said Teresa. "It's a blended malt, 43% ABV, or 86 proof. You may get just a hint more peat from it than the Monkey Shoulder, but otherwise it's similar."
"Yeah it is." said the Sheriff as he nosed, then tasted it. "Maybe I'm just missing it, but I'm not getting any smoke. Just the sweet floral notes. Is that from the sherry casks?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "And this bottle has been open for a while. Sometimes the peat starts fading out over time and lower liquid volumes, especially if there wasn't much to begin with."
Next came a dram from an opaque bottle that was a catchy light blue in color.
"This is The Classic Laddie, from Bruichladdich." she said as we 'nosed' our drams. "It's unpeated, and 50% ABV, or 100 proof. Most Scotches are in the 80s and 90s, proof-wise, so I like it that these guys bottle this at higher proof."
"Wow." said the Sheriff as he nosed, then tasted it. "Now that is good." He tasted some more, then some more. His dram disappeared quickly.
"Yes, this is very good." I said. My own dram also didn't last long.
"It's one of the best." Teresa said. "I keep it stocked. There's a little code on it that you can enter into their website, and it'll tell you what batch and barrels it came from. Okay, next: Johnnie Walker Green Label, aged 15 years. Also a blended malt."
"Mmm, smooth." said the Sheriff as he nosed and tasted it. "Not bad at all."
"It's reasonably priced at $45 here in Town," said Teresa, "but it is massively popular and disappears quickly when a case comes in. So I make sure to buy at least one bottle whenever I see it."
"But not as hard to find as Pappy Van Winkle?" the Sheriff quipped.
"No sir." Teresa said. "Of course, Pappy seems to be easy to find around here. Just find an NCIS Supervisory Agent or a high-level CIA Officer, and you're hooked up."
"Hardly." I said. "My wife doesn't share it even with her loving husband all that much."
"Okay, Sheriff." Teresa said, "it's time to start climbing the peat ladder."
"Hoo boy." said the Sheriff. "Okay, then." Teresa poured us a dram each of Highland Park 12, aged 12 years."
"Mmmph." I said as I swirled it in my mouth upon tasting. "It's not as peaty as I remember it from several years ago."
"I can taste it." said the Sheriff. "Kind of a smoky, campfire note." He took another sip. "Now I'm getting used to the peat, and I'm tasting the floral notes. I guess this is what sherry-cask-aged Scotch tastes like?"
"That and bourbon-cask-aged." said Teresa. After an official palate cleanse, consisting of a saltine cracker and water, she poured us our next dram."
"This is Port Charlotte 10-year Heavily Peated." said Teresa. "It's made by Bruichladdich, who made the Classic Laddie. But it's more of a peat bomb."
"Good Lord, yes it is!" growled Griswold after one 'nose'. Then he tasted it and said: "Yeah, salt air, campfire, really oily texture on the tongue, lasting finish. Hard to believe it's from the same distillery as that Classic Laddie stuff."
"For the life of me," I said, "I just cannot get the salt or brine taste a lot of people say is there. I definitely get a salt note from tequila, but not Scotch."
"That's why they make so many brands, sir." Teresa said. "What one person won't like, another will love. How are you liking your Scotch journey, Sheriff?"



"Better than I expected." Griswold conceded. "Not bad at all, so far."
"Okay, then," Teresa said, bringing out her last bottle. "Time for the real deal. Ardbeg 10!"
"Yay!" I said enthusiastically. "My favorite. This stuff is awesome!"
The Sheriff took my words a little too literally. He brought the glass right up to his nose and sniffed hard. "Aaugh!" he gasped, his head snapping up and back. "Good Lord! That is nothing like anything I've ever smelled or tasted before. Is this really Scotch?:
"True Scotch, if you ask me, sir." I said. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"My God." muttered the Sheriff. "I just got bombed with that smoky, earthy smell. And yeah, a medicinal note. Cheers!" He took a sip, made a face, then took another.
"It's like chewing on a campfire." the Sheriff said. Then he took another taste. "Hmmm, now I'm starting to get the sweeter, floral notes, but that peat flavor just sticks to my tongue..." He sipped some more. "Long finish, but peaty all the way."
"Keep drinking that dram, sir." I said. "The other notes will come out."
As he sipped the rest of his dram, the Sheriff said "This would be good right after a barbeque, or a good steak cooked on an outdoor grill."
Teresa said "I have a bottle of The Dalmore Cigar Malt that I haven't opened yet. It's supposed to be great with a cigar, but Lord God is it expensive!"
"Which do you like the best, Sheriff?" I asked the Sheriff.
"The stuff in that blue bottle." Griswold growled in reply. I took the bottle and handed it to him.
"It's all yours, sir." I said. To Teresa I said "I'll buy you another bottle, when I buy myself one."
"That's okay." said Teresa. "That one's on me."
"Okay, the ball game is about to start." I said. "Let's watch some TV..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Edward and Stephanie Steele had brought Marie over. Stephanie talked with Laura, Paulina, Tasha, and Molly on the back deck... well, Tasha was herding cats, literally. Meanwhile, Edward joined me, the Sheriff, Teresa, Carole, Marie, Jim, Ross, Ian, and our canine supervisors in front of the television monitor in the front room.
Carole and Marie were properly attired in their Wildcats jerseys, while Ian was apparently attempting to get 'attention' by wearing an orange shirt, darker than Tennessee orange, but still orange.
"Daddy," Carole snitched, "Ian is wearing the enemy's colors."
"I know, Fussbudget." I said. "All I can say is that I'd 'bett not' see him wearing that orange shirt again, unless it's St. Patrick's Day."
"And when Auburn is playing." Teresa said. "Then you can wear it while we watch Auburn beat Georgia and Alabama." Ian and Teresa fist-bumped.
The national television audience was being told what to think by the same announcers that had done a previous Wildcats-Bulldogs game. I had despised the color analyst during that game. I despised him more when he started this one:
"The Wildcats have lost big chunks of their offensive power to the pros after being humiliated by Alabama in the natty last year." the color analyst said tauntingly. "They're having to rebuild, and their first test is a seasoned Tennessee team that is used to playing much bigger games in the SEC."
"And getting their asses beat by those teams." Teresa remarked. Then she realized the kids were in the room, and said "Oh. Sorry, kids. Don't talk the way I do."
Idiot Color Analyst: "Tennessee has a quarterback that is expected to contend for the Heisman Trophy this year, while the Wildcats are starting true Freshman Mason Murphy. He's a five-star recruit, but many experts say he's not ready for prime-time, especially against SEC competition."
Idiot Color Analyst: "And Heisman Trophy winners Jamaal Washington and Clarence Appletree are being replaced by Freshmen. Zamir 'Zeus' Black is the Freshman tailback, and D'Andre 'Chubby' Cedarwood is a big back that will be spending some time as a fullback. The Wildcats best receiving hope against the formidable Tennessee cornerbacks is Darnell Pitts, a tight end that has good speed and can run good routes."
"And Tennessee gets the ball to start." said the announcer. It's at the 25 yard line. The quarterback throws to the right side AND IT IS INTERCEPTED!"
"What a poor choice to throw that." said the color analyst. "He should know better than to do that."
"If he hadn't have been diving for the ball," said the announcer, "that would've been a pick-six. The Wildcats are up to the line, they hand the ball off AND THERE GOES CEDARWOOD! Right up the gut, 28 yards for the touchdown!"
Idiot Color Analyst: "The Tennessee front seven is going to have to play much stouter than that. I'm not sure what they were expecting, but they acted like they just weren't even ready..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And that'll do it." said the announcer. "The clock is winding down, and the Wildcats douse Coach Erskine Marshall with Gatorade. The Wildcats have come into Neyland Stadium and upset the Tennessee Volunteers thirty-eight to nothing, Tennessee's worst loss at home since Georgia shellacked them 41-0 a couple of seasons ago."
Idiot Color Analyst: "Tennessee just did not look like they were prepared to play today, on either side of the ball. There will be calls for the head coach to explain what has happened here today..."
"I'll tell you what happened, Mr. Idiot, Biased Color Analyst." I said to the television. "The Wildcats didn't rebuild, they reloaded. And they beat the crap out of an SEC team that is not going to meet the standard, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." said Teresa. "I was hoping Tennessee would be able to compete with the Enemy (Alabama) this year, but they're not going to beat Vanderbilt with that team and that coaching..."
Part 11 - Labor Day Labors
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 7th, from MLK Jr. Park on the southside of Town. "As we celebrate the working men and women during Labor Day, candidate for Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons is coming to our County for a political rally!"
Bettina happily began: "State Senator Coons will be appearing at a rally at MLK Park with candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver, who many say was robbed of his rightful win in the last Mayoral race. Senator Coons and Mr. Weaver are expected to highlight the ridiculous criminal prosecution of Breonna Bryant for simply peacefully protesting Police brutality against People of Color."
Bettina: "Also appearing at the rally will be Bruce Finneran, candidate for the Inspector General's Office, who has been strongly endorsed by KXTC Channel Two News. Mr. Finneran's campaign has focused on homophobia and the abuse of the LGBTQ Community at the hands of White Nationalists and the TCPD."
Bettina: "Meanwhile, the person who many say stole the Mayoral election from its rightful winner will be holding a rally of extremist Conservatives at The Fairgrounds. Daniel Allgood will be spewing his message of White Nationalist hate as he reiterates his support of the abusive tactics of the TCPD. As of this time, no other Republicans have agreed to share the platform with Allgood."
Bettina: "And the Town & County Police have no answers in the case of a man found murdered early Saturday morning in the Kensington subdivision of Town. The deceased has been identified as 'Easton Windham', and sources tell Channel Two News that he was once married to now-TCPD Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle. Neither the TCPD nor Commander Donald Troy responded to repeated request for comment by KXTC Channel Two News..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Is it even possible for Bettina to be more corrupt in her reporting?" Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said as she and I drank coffee with Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Chief Sean Moynahan, Commander Cindy Ross, and Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson in the Chief's Conference Room.
''She's definitely lying about no one appearing with Daniel." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Katina Jones is going to be there, as is Curly Goodwin, who is running for I.G. against that pedophile Finneran. J.P. Goldman may show up, as well."
"What about Bill Redmond?" Cindy asked. "He is way behind Kelly Carnes in the polls, according to Priya Ajmani."
"He was invited to show up, but never responded." growled the Sheriff. "The Allgood Campaign called his Campaign and said they'd love to have him say a few words, but Redmond's Campaign said they were going to make other appearances. But to my knowledge, there are no other rallies of any significance... except the Democrat rally at MLK Park."
"I wonder if Katina's presence is the reason Redmond declined to be there." I said. No one replied.
"My question is..." said Paulina, "how did Bettina know about Easton Windham being Teresa's ex-husband? That has not been in any public documents such as the Police reports and logs."
Teresa said "I suspect the Green Crowbar gave Priya that, in exchange for juicy tidbits of information." My eyes widened at that accusation, even if delivered cattily.
"Say that to me again," Cindy said, "and you better be carrying a crowbar to defend yourself." The green crowbar was being waved in Teresa's general direction as that was said.
"I'm just kidding, of course." Teresa said. "And Priya plays on KFXU's team, not KXTC's. But Paulina is right... that information has not been made public. Should we start checking for bugs again?"
I replied: "I think the 'Easy Button' answer is that it was a planted leak at the Federal level." I heard slight gasps in the room.
"You don't think Muscone or any of his team leaked it... do you?" asked the Chief, his voice just the slightest bit shaky.
I replied: "No, I don't think Jack Muscone leaked it, nor Karina White nor Eduardo Escobar... nor Tim Jenkins. But I'll reserve judgement on the rest of them. And there are other possibilities: if I don't miss my guess------"
"And you never do!" said a chorus. I Just drove right on.
"Then we'll be hearing some new and shocking news soon." I continued. "Like... the FBI OPR opening an investigation on Jack Muscone, ostensibly for his mishandling of the Archie Brody case. But that will be a front, a smokescreen... for a deeper investigation of him by the Swamp Frogs and their useful idiot, Martin Nash."
"Speaking of the Windham murrrrr-derrrrr," said Chief Moynahan, "do we have any new information on that?"
I said "Martha is not releasing the official autopsy report until 8:00am tomorrow morning. She also wouldn't give me... me!... a sneak preview. She said she's deciding if she wants to call for a Coroner's Inquest, and the Coroner would then decide if he wants to do that."
"What are the issss-uuuuuues?" asked the Chief.
"The intent." I replied. "We know Easton was tortured, but as I observed before, if they were trying to get information from him, they went about it in a poor way. Ergo, they just decided to cause the man some serious pain before he bled out and died. And that begats the question of whether it was payback of some kind, or a warning to others."
I continued: "And that's legally important because this is a murder in our jurisdiction, but there's a Federal case involving Windham, and they may push to get jurisdiction of it."
"And where are you on them taking it from us, Crowbar?" growled the Sheriff.
"As always, I prefer to have control of cases in our jurisdiction, especially when it's a State vs. Feds issue." I replied. "But if the Feds do take it, I won't argue about it. I will just wash my hands of it, and I will not be giving the Feds much assistance... if any at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15am, Monday, September 7th. Bettina Wurtzburg and her camera crew came up Fairgrounds Street, the small road that led from Riverside Drive to The Fairgrounds, going past the Crime Lab building and Police HQ parking lot on the right, and the newly built EMS Headquarters on the left. At the end of the street, sawhorse barricades manned by TCPD Officers blocked the entrance to the Fairgrounds. They were only permitting vehicles and people with permits through.
"You got any weapons in there?" asked Lieutenant Rudistan loudly when Bettina came up and demanded entrance to the Fairgrounds.
"Yes." Bettina said. "The most dangerous weapon of all... news cameras and journalists, exposing the truth of your Police Commander's corruption!"
"Take her at her word." Rudistan said jovially. "Search the vehicle."
"What?!" Bettina exploded. "You can't search us without a warrant!"
"Ma'am," said Rudistan jovially and politely, but with an underlying current of menace in his voice, "you just said you have weapons in this van. By State Law, weapons are not permitted at political rallies, unless being carried by Police Officers you are trying your hardest to defund. Your admission just gave us the right to search your vehicle."
"That was obviously a joke." Bettina yelled. "And I say now that you cannot search our vehicle without a warrant!"
"What is going on here?" yelled a woman's voice. State Senator Katherine Woodburn's black Escalade had been following the KXTC News van. Now she was walking briskly up the road to the barricade.
"Your reporter just admitted she had weapons in her van." said Rudistan. "We have it on videotape from our Officer-cams. So either we search the van, or it is denied entrance to this rally."
"That is the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard!" Katherine Woodburn almost screamed. "I'll have your badge for this, you asshole!"
"Yeah, right." said a voice behind her. She whirled around to see the Iron Crowbar walking up, the red crowbar in my hand. "You'll have to go through me to get his badge, Senator. And all the Senate's horse's asses and the Senate's women can't do that."
I looked at Rudistan and said "Traffic's backing up. Search that van! Thoroughly!" I then looked back at Katherine Woodburn. "By the way," I said to her, "are there any weapons in your vehicle, Senator?"
"My security men have licenses to carry arms as part of their duties." Katherine said as Rudistan and three other Officers began meticulously searching Bettina's van, possibly throwing a lot of things all over the van floor. "And yes, they are carrying weapons. Got a problem with that, Commander?"
"Why no." I said. "We have weapons, too." I then lowered my voice and said: "And if your security men so much as touch their weapons, they'll be shot dead before they know what hit 'em. I'll shoot them myself, personally?"
"You probably really would." Katherine Woodburn said scornfully.
"And why are you here, Senator?" I asked witheringly in reply. "The Democrat rally is at MLK Park."
"Oh, this one is going to be so much more fun, don't you agree?" Katherine replied enigmatically.
"No weapons in the van, Commander." said Rudistan as they finished their search.
"Let 'em through." I said. "Keep an eye on 'em at all times."
Katherine said to me "Commander, you really should consider that since I bought back KXTC, it has gotten much better, and more fair. So you should consider giving them credit, and treating them more fairly."
"Oh really?" I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. Literally... I almost drooled down my chin.
"Why, yes." Katherine said. "Treat us fairly, and we'll do the same for you. My promise, as the owner. And you should be grateful that I'm trying to meet you halfway."
Something like a whimper came out of my mouth, then I said "So let me get this straight. You want me to forget that a reporter kidnapped one of my children and put her in a room full of explosives with the intent of watching me watching her die?" (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 01-02.)
I said "And then I'm supposed to forget that your KXTC reporter Lester Holder, constantly called my other daughter racist terms, and exhorted others to physically harm her?" (Author's note: Choose your reference story from among the many. Penis Holder died in 'Consequences', Ch. 04.)
I went on: "Your station has done everything it can to get me and my family harmed both physically and in the Court of Public Opinion. And just this morning, Bettina continued her often-said remark that I did not return repeated calls for comment. Well, fucking 'duh!'."
"Oh, does that bother you?" Katherine said with a malicious gleam in her eye, thinking she was getting something to use agains me.
"No, doesn't bother me at all." I said. "I just bring it up as an example of your network's continued dishonesty and corruption. And Bettina looks like an idiot every time she says it; people know what's going on and see right through her. It makes your station look weak and petty at best... which is why her ratings are so low she has to reach up to touch bottom."
"Now who's using hyperbole?" Katherine said, her voice a sneer.
"The bottom line, Woodburn," I said with as much disrespect that I could put into my voice, "is that in spite of your 'fake news' claims, I see NO let-up in the Media's dishonesty and partisanship. So no, your expectation of my gratitude is misplaced at best, and downright insulting."
"Okay, then." Katherine said. She went back to her Escalade, got into the back seat, and was driven through the barrier into The Fairgrounds..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Bettina and her crew set up in the designated Press Pool area, and began putting everything back up in the van after the Police trashed it, she looked around.
"Where are all the cops?" she asked "Where's the security contingent? Where are the Imperial Stormtroopers?"
"Problem, Bettina?" asked Deputy Chief Cindy Ross as she walked up, wearing her light blue Police shirt and standard Police armor over it. With her was Corporal Hicks, as her bodyguard at Your Iron Crowbar's direction and insistence.
"Isn't there going to be any security here?" Bettina all but wailed. "What if someone tries to kill Allgood? What if protesters show up?"
"But won't they be 'peaceful' protesters?" Cindy said cattily. "After all, you keep telling us over and over on TV that they're 'peaceful'."
"Oh, go fuck yourself, Dyke." Bettina snarled. Her insult did not go unnoticed.
"I just have two questions, Bettina." Cindy said. "You do realize that green crowbar beatdowns hurt just as badly as red ones, don't you?"
"Is that a threat?" Bettina growled.
"It's a lead-in to the second question." Cindy said. She lowered her voice and said "What makes you think I won't kill you just as readily, if not more readily, than the Iron Crowbar will?"
"That's definitely a threat." Bettina said.
"And exactly what are you going to do about it?" Cindy growled. "You think you can call me names to my face, then get on TV and lie constantly for the sake of your race-hatred agenda... and I'll just sit here and take it? Better be sure, Bettina. Better be sure."
Bettina was about to reply, but Cindy was already walking off, with Hicks following. Bettina turned to her sound man and said "Did you get any of that?" 
"No ma'am." said the sound man. "A whole bunch of static started up when that dyke walked up to you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A group of young people with red 'Antifa' shirts, about 100 strong, were marching up Fairgrounds Street. When the agitators were seen, armed and armored Police swarmed to the entrance.
"We demand access to the Fairgrounds!" a man yelled when they were stopped at the checkpoint. "We demand our right to peaceably assemble!"
"Not while you're wearing those red jerseys with that hatred group's logo." I yelled back. "Who is your leader? Let your leader come forward!"
I didn't really expect an answer, but a moment later Dr. Lionel Carmela strode up, with four large, muscular black men as his protection. He was not wearing an Antifa shirt, but I told my Officers to take photos of him with the Antifa thugs.



"Hey! You can't do that! Stop taking my picture!" Carmela yelled.
"Tough shit, Carmela." I said. "How are you going to stop us from taking your picture? And I'm going to give it to the Press, so that everyone will see you marching with the Haters!"
"Fuck you, Troy." Carmela said. "Now get out of our way! We have the right to be here, to assemble here, to exercise our Free Speech rights here. This is public property!" The crowd of thugs cheered.
"Whoever you bought your law degree from needs to give you a refund!" I said loudly in reply. "Like I rented Courthouse Square on Christmas Eve, this property has been rented in a legal, binding contract, and the renters are the ones with the right to not allow you here. And that's what they're doing, and I will happily enforce that. Your rights end where Mayor Allgood's begins. You have NO rights here, Carmela."
"And what are you going to do when these over 100 people charge past you by force?" Carmela threatened.
"You've been asking for a violent confrontation with Police for a long time, Carmela." I said. "I'm getting tired of you, so I'm going to give you one. You try to push through, and my Officers will shoot you... shooting to kill. Not to arrest you, not to subdue you, but to kill you, to take your lives. So! Are you willing to die for your cause? Because we're willing to be the instrument that causes your deaths."
"You're insane." growled Carmela. "You're diseased! You need to be shot down like the rabid dog you are!"
"Do it, then!" I yelled back. "Or try to. OH! By the way... any of you carrying guns?"
"Don't answer that!" yelled Carmela, evading the trap in which Rudistan had so neatly snared Bettina.
"We do have guns, Carmela." I boasted. "And we're aching to use them on you and your racist Haters."
Someone came up and whispered to Carmela. He'd seen the over 100 armed-and-armored Police Officers in the TCPD Headquarters gym, ready to pour out and take on the now-outflanked Haters.
"Damn, the shit eaters have anticipated us." said Carmela. "Let's go over to the Democrat rally." They turned and left.
I looked back, seeing Bettina and her cameraman filming us from about 75 feet away. She looked disgusted that the violence she was praying for had not happened. She had nothing she could use to make Daniel Allgood's rally look bad...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where the hell is our security?" blasted Corey Coons as his entourage parked in their designated 'safe spaces' (yeah, we had fun with that one) at MLK Park.
"What do you mean, Senator?" asked Captain Damien Thompson, who was wearing Police armor over his light blue Police uniform shirt, and soft shoulderboards with Captain's bars on them. He rarely wore that; he preferred pinned-on metal ranks. But the armor made it necessary to wear what he was wearing.
"I thought you guys were going to give us security." Coons said. "At least my Campaign people said so."
"That's what we were told." said one of Coons staffers.
"The security is here." said Thompson. "It's just unobtrusive. If anything starts up, you'll suddenly see a lot of Police here, ready to stop the trouble."
Coons didn't appear happy. "Are you in charge of security, Captain?"
"No sir." said Thompson.
"That would be me." said a voice behind them. They turned to see Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle come up, also in Police armor over her light blue uniform shirt.
"Where's our security, Colonel?" Coons said.
"It's 'Commander'," Teresa said, "and we've provided more than the standard security complement for you and the other speakers today."
"I'd like to see a little visibility." said Coons.
"I'm sure you would." said Teresa. Her eyes then bored into his as she said with alacrity: "Senator Coons, I'm not a fan of yours nor your mantra of 'defunding the Police. So I consider it pretty damn rude of you to come in here and whine about that Police security that you want to defund. And my Police Officers are here to actually do their jobs of protecting and serving, not to be a visible prop for you to take cheap shots at."
"You're just a fucking racist Cracker." snarled Coons.
"No she's not." said Damien Thompson, who was black himself. "And neither am I, but I completely agree with the Commander about your hypocrisy and rudeness."
"I'd sure like to have a word with your Chief------" started Coons.
"We-ellllll, whaddya know, Corey!" said Chief Moynahan, walking up to them, trying to be as jovial as Rudistan, and almost succeeding. "I haven't seen you since I left Midtown and came up here. Yes, let's have a worrrrrd."
"Chief Moynahan." said Coons. "It has been a minute."
"Yezzzzz." said the Chief. "And I might suggest circum-SPEC-shunnn on your part when you call Commander Croyle any names or falsely accuuuuuse her of racizmmmm. She tends to have a bad att-i-tuuuuuude, and you really do not want to see a demonstration of it." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Keep her away from me and my people, then." said Coons.
"Would you rather deal with the Iron Crow-barrrr, then?" drawled Moynahan. Coons didn't answer. He just turned and walked quickly away, followed by his entourage. Teresa and the Chief just looked at each other, and were not quite able to keep from smiling wickedly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And Daniel Allgood is a racist that supports Police violence against People of Color!" screamed Eldrick X. Weaver to the crowd of a few hundred, being augmented by the red-shirted Haters that had come over after being rebuffed from causing trouble at the Fairgrounds.
"Daniel Allgood had to cheat to keep from being beaten by a black man!" whined Weaver. "Let's not elect him this time, either!" The crowd roared.
Bruce Finneran spoke: "And when I'm elected Inspector General, I promise you I will destroy the ability of the TCPD to abuse blacks! Any white cop that so much as physically touches a black person will be brought up on charges, and not only removed from the Police Force, but imprisoned!"
As the crowd cheered, Finneran continued: "As your next Inspector General, I will rein in the reign of terror by Commander Donald Troy! Gone are the days when cops with crowbars can get away with the murder of good black men like Jacquez Wilson and Lester Holder! When I am Inspector General, I will work tirelessly and ceaselessly to destroy Donald Troy! He will not just go to prison for his crimes against People of Color! I will remove him from the Police Force by any means necessary!"
The red-shirted thugs cheered lustily, but a few astute people noticed that the rest of the crowd slowly began cheering less loudly and less certainly. They were wondering, and correctly, what 'by any means necessary' truly meant...
Part 12 - The Emperor's Summons
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, September 8th, from MLK Park on the southside of Town. "A great rally boosts the poll numbers for several Democrats!"
Bettina began: "Candidate for Governor, excuse me, Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons gave a rousing speech yesterday, where he called for defunding the Police. But the highlight speech was given by candidate for Inspector General Bruce Finneran, who said he would use the power of the Inspector General's Office to rein in the abuse of People of Color by abusive white cops, most notably Commander Donald Troy. Commander Troy has not responded to multiple reasonable requests by KXTC for comment. KXTC Channel Two News has strongly endorsed Bruce Finneran for the Inspector General post."
Bettina: "And political experts are asking why Mayor Daniel Allgood, who many say stole the last Mayoral election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver, doesn't have his wife and two young children with him at his public appearances and rallies. Sources tell Channel Two News that yesterday's appearance included no plans for an appearance by his family, and experts are saying that Allgood is wasting a huge political windfall by not having them appear with him as a family unit. Allgood has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News on this matter..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They definitely edited out a lot of what Finneran said." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, the Sheriff, the Chief, Paulina, and I drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "I considered what he said to be literally a physical threat to you, Commander Troy."
"Yeah, I heard," I said, "and I agree that it sounded like a threat. Bettina bringing up Daniel Allgood's family, trying to goad him into having them at appearances, also sounds like subtle threat to my ears."
"Mine, too." Paulina said.
"Did those red-shirted racist Haters make any trouble at the Democrat rally?" asked the Sheriff.
"No sir." said Teresa. "I think they know where their bread is buttered. I did hear that Lionel Carmela did not make it to that rally; he apparently took his tiny Socialist balls and went home." That caused some chuckles, though no spitting of coffee.
"I'm surprised they didn't make more trouble at the Republican rally." said Chief Moynahan. "Are they suddenly a-fraaaid of you now, Mr. Crowbarrrr?"
"They'd better be." muttered Teresa.
"I do wish they were, Chief." I said. "And Bettina was all set up to record anything that did happen. But I think they're choosing their spots, and Carmela decided that rally wasn't the right spot."
"What will be the right spot?" asked the Chief.
"The Breonna Bryant trial." I replied. "And speaking of that, when does that start, Paulina?"
"Next Monday." said Paulina. "Munson finally stopped whining for continuances."
"How long do you think that trial is going to last?" Teresa asked.
"About a week." Paulina said. "Unless jury selection gets so bad that it goes more than a full day. And jury deliberations could be anywhere from one hour to one week, so who knows?"
"Damn." said Teresa, very astutely. "They almost got it to the beginning of early voting. Not quite, but almost..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" Catrina Pierce said happily. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith!"
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "Good morning everyone. Here's what's in the news. At the Democrat rally at MLK Park yesterday, candidate for Inspector General Bruce Finneran made what sounded like threats against the life of Commander Donald Troy. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Finneran's remarks. Then Meredith said "Finneran's opponent, current SBI Director James Goodwin, gave this comment exclusively to Fox Eight News. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Curly Goodwin saying "Not only are Finneran's comments an actual threat to the life of a decorated Police hero, they show that Bruce Finneran will not be guided by principles of honesty, fairness, and getting to the truth, but a brazen partisan zeal to deliberately harm our Police! Finneran is not fit to hold the office of Inspector General!"
Back to Catrina live: "And candidate for the Council seat held by the outgoing Reginald B.F. Lewis, Katina Jones, stole the show with her inspiring speech yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Katina Jones saying "The outrageous calls by radical Leftists to defund the Police will put the lives of Black children and Black families in danger! I want to keep all families's lives safe! I want to RE-fund the Police! Let's RE-fund and support our brave Police Officers that protect us from the violence of the Radical Left!" The crowd cheered mightily.
Meredith: "The rally was largely peaceful, but there was one disturbing incident when our competitors at KXTC were surrounded by attendees of the rally. Watch this."
Tape rolled, showing a lot people in front of but not really surrounding Bettina and her crew, shouting "CHANNEL TWO SUCKS! CHANNEL TWO SUCKS! CHANNEL TWO SUCKS! CHANNEL TWO SUCKS!"
Back to Meredith live: "State Troopers at the scene stood between the journalists and the unruly crowd, and escorted the KXTC vehicle off the premises. There were no reports of any injuries."
"Of course there weren't!" interjected Catrina. "The people didn't surround the KXTC position, just stood in front of it, and all they did was yell the truth at them! They didn't throw anything, they did not attempt to breach the Police line. That was far more peaceful than what the Antifa agitators did earlier this year------"
Meredith interrupted: "But aren't you disturbed by the assault on Journalists just trying to do their jobs?"
Catrina: "They weren't being assaulted, Meredith! That's the kind of Fake News KXTC puts out there. And no, I don't have a problem at all with those liars being confronted by people who are tired of being subjected to KXTC's partisan filth------"
"Let's go to break." Meredith said, and the broadcast went to a commercial about laxatives.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ooo-wee!" said Captain Tanya Muscone as my Angels and I watched the broadcast. "Catfight in Studio B!" Finally and at last, she was back to her perky self again, at least for a moment.
"I wonder if Meredith will be fired before the end of the day?" Teresa said, almost to herself.
"Why should she be the one that's fired?" Cindy fired at Teresa. "Catrina was the unprofessional one!"
"And Meredith was actually taking the side of their competition." I replied, then aware that Tanya was present, I added:. "That's the ultimate in lack of professionalism."
"And you're the guy that whines about the partisanship of KXTC." Cindy said. "Fight me on this."
"Oh, I will." I replied. "My problems with the Media are a lot more than just partisanship, but also their lack of honesty in their reporting and their lack of integrity in trying to say they're impartial and fair when they absolutely are not."
"So what's going to happen, Don?" Teresa asked, to get us back on track, sort of. "Which one of them will get fired?"
"I doubt either will be fired." I replied. "Meredith might be relegated to the 1:00pm show, opposite 'Days of Promise' on KXTC, or to a weekend slot, though."
"Okay, then." Cindy said. "I'll leave you to your meeting. I have a Budget to put together, and to a Town Assembly that wants to defund the Police."
"RE-Fund the Police!" Teresa and I said simultaneously.
"Jinx on both of you." Tanya called...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Tuesday, September 8th. A meeting convened in Classroom 'E'. Present were the Chief, me, Teresa, Tanya, Lieutenants Mary Milton, Jerome Davis, and Micah Rudistan, and Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Joanne Warner.
"All right, we have the autopsy from Martha." said Mary Milton. "The Feds are pushing hard to get it, but Martha sent me the report early so we can see it before they do."
"Don't keep me in suspense." I said, seeing a dark look on Tanya's face.
"I'll try to keep this from being too squeamish." said Mary. "From bruising on his arms and wrists, it appears he was ambushed by his attackers but fought back, then he was subdued and his arms tied behind him. One of his eyes was gouged out, and the knuckles of his hands and feet were crushed with pliers. I might add that the knuckle-crushing is a standard practice of Intelligence Agencies worldwide, including the Americans and especially the Russians."
"I might add that I can confirm that." I replied. "Keep going."
Mary: "Martha said that what they did next happened pretty quickly after the knuckle-crushing, or else they'd have been far more swollen than they were. They had an iron bar a little over a foot long. Martha says it looks like a railroad spike. They forced the pointed end into his derriere... and then forced him to sit down on it." There were a lot of squeamish looks on a lot of faces at that.
Mary: "Martha says the tip of the spike punctured the victim's left kidney, which is why he bled out so quickly. He was left there, tied to the chair, and lost consciousness and died pretty quickly."
Chief Moynahan said "So either he broke very quickly, and told the perps what they wanted know from him, or they thought someone was coming and finished him off quickly before leeeee-vingggg."
"With respect, sir," said Julia Rodriguez, "it sounds mighty personal."
"I agree." I said, my voice sounding nearly lost in thought. "Whether they got any information, or knew they had to get out before the TCPD arrived, to make him sit down on a spike didn't guarantee a quick death; it could've missed his kidney. Ergo, they did that to cause him tremendous pain. If they wanted to kill him quickly, they'd have slashed his throat or stabbed him through the heart."
"Sooooo, Mister Crowbarrrrr," drawled the Chief. "And ideas on whoooo might have done this?"
"Yes sir and no sir." I said. "I don't believe we the TCPD will be able to figure it out. So let's go ahead and give this one to the Feds... unless Teresa wants to keep it for any personal reasons?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "Pass it on------"
Just then, the Duty Desk Sergeant knocked on the door and came in. "Commander Troy, Commander Croyle," he said, "there are two people here to see you. One is Mr. Todd Burke. The other guy says he's from the US Department of State."
"Oh, no..." I gasped.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I went to the Main Conference Room, followed by the Chief. Inside were Todd Burke, looking solemn, and a youngish-looking man with a nice suit and a head full of black hair. He looked like a diplomat-wannabee.
"My name is Michael J. Parker, with the Department of State." said Michael J. Parker of the Department of State. "We have received a formal diplomatic communication from the Japanese Government, requesting the two of you and Mr. Burke to fly immediately to Japan. The communique says that Takaki Misaki is extremely ill, and on Death's door..."
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Land of the Rising Sun
10:00am, Tuesday, September 8th. The Ichimoku Industries jet that arrived at County Airport was the largest that the Airport could safely land and take off. During the hour it had taken to arrive, Teresa, Todd, and I had packed, including bringing our samurai swords in their tubes.
Laura had been 'invited' to go with us, as well, and it was an invitation that could not be honorably refused. Both she and I had always been concerned about flying together on the same aircraft, in case the unthinkable happened, but we knew that our children would be well cared for if we did not return.
As we boarded, the two Japanese pilots were near the door, and the rituals began by them saying "We are honored to be the pilots for the Iron Crowbar." as they bowed. I bowed back and said "I am honored to have you as our pilots."
There were Japanese and American persons aboard, diplomats and State Department personnel from Washington. All of the Japanese aboard stood and bowed to us, and we returned the bows properly. The Japanese were looking skeptically at the Americans on the plane, and one of them asked quietly "Should we be bowing, too?"
"It would be good manners if you did." replied Laura. The older Americans, who knew who she was, got up and bowed, followed by (most of) the younger Americans. We bowed back, and tension in the aircraft was relieved.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The whole plane was pretty much first class, except for the rear area, which was meant to be a Press pool. The first-class seats could even be made into beds. Laura, Todd, and myself were a bit too tall for that, but we could recline and be comfortable. Curtains partitioned us from the others in the seats behind us, affording us some privacy.
"It's going to be an eleven-hour flight, with stops in Seattle and Anchorage." I told my group. "Japan is 14 hours ahead of us, so it's midnight going into Wednesday there now, and will be about 11:00am Wednesday local time when we get to Tokyo."
"Once we're there," Todd said, "we'll ride to Gifu Prefecture on a Shinkansen train. The Shinkansen is the Japanese network of bullet trains, their high-speed rail system. I would imagine, Uncle Don, that they will want you and Teresa to go immediately to see Misaki-sama." I nodded solemnly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We refueled in Seattle and Anchorage, adding time to the trip. We also added more passengers of both Japanese and American nationalities. What was going on was a 'BFD', I knew, but I may have underestimated just how 'B' an 'FD' it truly was.
Just before we were to arrive in Tokyo, we all changed clothes. Laura and Teresa put on silvery white kimonos with the Clan of the Crowbar logos and black sash belts, while Todd and I donned black kimonos with the Clan mon. My sash belt was red, while Todd's was black. And yes, Teresa, Todd, and I were wearing our swords. Laura had a tantō, a very short short-sword, which she deftly concealed; that was adequate.
The Japanese on the plane had also changed to formal kimonos of various colors. Most of the American diplomats aboard did not understand, and had wasted a huge opportunity to learn some things during the flight.
At 1:00pm local time, Wednesday September 9th, we disembarked at Tokyo Narita Airport (NRT) and were taken through hallways, that the Public did not see, to the rail terminal. We boarded a special express train and were whisked into Tokyo, about 60 km west of the airport.
We stopped in Tokyo, where the other Americans got off the train. They were being taken to the American Embassy. Some of the other Japanese also got off there. The rest of us went through a series of rail switches, and were soon going southwest.
"There's Fujisan." Todd said as the famous Mount Fuji came into view. It was an impressive sight, and much prettier than any photos I'd ever seen.
The train then curved to go more westerly. "Gifu Prefecture and the town of Gifu is just north of the city of Nagoya." Todd said. "It's mountainous there, mostly farms and small towns. Takaki Misaki-sama was born there; it's his family's ancestral home."
I nodded as i looked at the scenery out the window. It was indeed beautiful, mountainous, with villages surrounded by farmland. And I understood why Misaki-san had returned here.
He had come home to die.
Part 14 - Big In Japan
At Nagoya's train station we disembarked. We were met by a cousin of Takaki Nagamasa and Mariko, who introduced himself with great formality. As he was an Agent of the Japanese Intelligence Services, I will not name him here, but simply refer to him as 'our host'. He told us that we would be staying in a guest cottage on the grounds of the Takaki family estate.
We were loaded into a shuttle van. Japanese Police vehicles escorted us as we were driven to the town of Gifu. "It's all very pretty." Laura said as she looked out the window with great curiosity. "The Gifu Festival would be fun to visit, but it's in the Spring."
"And the Gifu Nobunaga Festival is the first Saturday and the following Sunday in October." I said. "It honors Oda Nobunaga, who unified most of Japan but was assassinated. Ultimately, that led to the Battle of Sekigahara, where Tokugawa Ieyasu won the Shogunate. Where is Sekigahara, by the way?"
"It is in the southwest corner of Gifu Prefecture, Sire." said our host. Not very far from here." I nodded in acknowledgement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we arrived at the Takaki home compound, we found it to be abuzz with activity. Guests of very high rank in Japan were here, and being tended to in the guesthouses. We were brought to a cottage near the main house.
"Gomen nasai, Don-sama." our host said as our things were taken inside. "This guest cottage is totally inadequate for an advisor to the Emperor who is so greatly admired by my uncle. I am so sorry that we have to use it."
"It is excellent." I said in reply. "It will do very well. On behalf of my family, I thank you for your generosity."
Indeed, it was very nice. Two bedrooms, a main room, a small Buddhist shrine in the corner, and a dining room with a low table. The kitchen was in back, semi-detached, as was the bathroom. Both had running water, which was good.
No sooner had we put our things down when our host said "Please excuse me, Sire, but it is imperative that we go to see Misaki-sama immediately. We truly do not know how much time he has left."
"Certainly." I said. We put our swords in their correct places in our sash belts. I also put on a starched overmantle, which was expected of me as a 'personal adviser to the Emperor' and peer of Misaki-san."
It was late afternoon and the shadows were beginning to lengthen as our small procession went to the main house. When we went inside, we were formally greeted by Misaki's children, Nagamasa and Mariko.
"We are so honored by your arrival, Don-sama." Nagamasa said as everyone exchanged bows. "You are just in time."
I presented everyone to them, and of course everyone knew everyone. Then they took us to a small reception of dignitaries. The most important of those was Ogaki, Prince of the  Seventh rank, cousin of the Emperor. He was the formal representative of the Chrysanthemum Throne. Teresa and I had met him when she went through her samurai ceremony. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 03.)
Prince Ogaki received us with formality, and though time was of the essence, we went through the meticulous ritual. Once we were able to, Mariko led us up to Misaki's room. I steeled myself, not knowing what to expect, then went inside, followed at a respectful and respectable distance by Laura, Teresa, and Todd.
Takaki Misaki, patriarch of the clan Takaki, personal advisor to the Emperor, head of all Japanese Intelligence, was lying on a hospital bed next to a window that gave him a good view of the valley outside his home. He was attached to monitors that told the tale... his life was coming peacefully to its close.
"Sire." Mariko said. "Commander Troy-sama is here. With his family, and clan." The ancient man had looked old when I first met him; and he looked old now as he opened his eyes and fixed them upon me. I bowed formally.
"Ah, Don-san, you have arrived in time." he said, his voice weak, as Mariko retreated, giving us privacy.
"I am honored to be here and at your service, Sire." I said.
"Heh heh." Misaki said. "Ever polite. You know our customs well, Don-san."
"Arigato, Sire." I said, then waved Laura up. "May I present my wife, Laura?"
"Ah, Laura Fredricson." Misaki said, his eyes lighting up a bit. "I have not had the honor to see you since... how many years ago?"
"Over twenty, Misaki-san." Laura said. "Circumstances did not permit us to meet very often."
"Yes. But you married this great man. That is very good." Misaki said. "Ah, hello Todd-san. Thank you for watching over my daughter for these past few years."
"It has been my honor, Misaki-sama." Todd said, bowing. "Her service to us has been invaluable."
"And Teresa-san... the Iron Wolf." said Misaki, his old eyes lighting up considerably. "You are truly what a samurai warrior, a true warrior, should be. Your bravery, rescuing that child, it will live forever... as will your gift to your Hospital. Your example is the true meaning of the word samurai: to serve. I am greatly honored to know you."
"Arigato, Misaki-sama." Teresa said, bowing formally.
"Listen, there is not much time." Misaki said. "Please excuse me, but I must talk to Don-san." Everyone else bowed and retreated back to where Mariko and Nagamasa were.
Misaki said: "First, Don-san, I want you and Teresa-san to stay here, and be formal witnesses to my... to my death."
"We would be greatly honored." I said, bowing. And I was. With that gesture, Misaki had all but called me part of his family. And his admiration of Teresa was just as great.
"And second," said Misaki, "I ask you to help my son and daughter whenever you can. Watch out for them when you can."
"Of course, Sire." I said.
"Ah, yesss..." Misaki said, his voice and eyes wandering. "I remember that day... so well... when I asked you how my son Taichi-sama died, and you told me 'he died well'. I bound you to me that day, Crowbar-san. I knew then that you were the man of honor that would defeat all our enemies..." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 05.)
"It was my honor, Sire." I said. "And your son's bravery and sacrifice will live forever."
Misaki was flagging, as the effort of greeting us and talking was draining his already rapidly dwindling strength. With a bow, I retreated to where the rest of the family was and sat in a chair to wait...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had set, and darkness had enveloped the land. The only light in the room was from the monitoring equipment and a candle that was on a table. Incense and flowers would be put on that table after the death, as a small shrine. I could see through the window, and I saw drops of light in the inky blackness of the night; they were people's homes.
At one point in time, we were invited to go to another room to eat. Everyone except Nagamasa, Teresa, and me left the room. When Mariko and their relative (who had initially greeted us, and I call 'our host') returned, Nagamasa went to eat. I whispered to Teresa that she should go eat, but she stayed right there with me.
As we waited, I turned my mind inward. I contemplated life and my purpose in it, then had thoughts of gratitude for my family and closest friends. Then my mind inexorably went to the cases in front of us, from the plane sabotage to the death of Easton Windham in my Town & County. And the puzzle fell into place, one piece at a time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I heard a bell toll somewhere. It was now Thursday, September 10th in Japan. Mariko brought in some cha, and served all of us the fragrant tea in beautiful porcelain cups.
Some time after that, Misaki-san opened his eyes and whispered "Cha, dozo." Mariko poured and served him the tea, helping him to drink it. It was close to room temperature, so he was able to drink it more easily. He then began speaking in Japanese, which 'our host' quietly translated to me and Teresa.
"Listen," Misaki was saying, "this is my death poem:
"The wind
has brought me secrets
to use and to keep,
Now I become the wind
no more secrets
to keep."
We all bowed low as we measured Misaki-sama's words against our souls. Misaki looked over all of us with a smile of affection on his ancient face, then said "Protect my children, Don-sama." And by 'children', I knew he meant not just his own children, but all the children of Japan and her allies, against all enemies foreign and domestic.
As I bowed in acknowledgement, Misaki closed his eyes for the last time. For two hours we watched as his breathing became more and more shallow, with gaps between them. And then the barely audible monotone of the monitor told us that the final chapter of his story was written.
Takaki Misaki now walked with the kami.
Part 15 - Sex In Japan
After Misaki's death, his children Nagamasa and Mariko performed the matsugo-no-mizu, the 'water of the last moment', placing water on their father's lips. At the same time, 'our host' put out the candle on the small table, placed flowers around the candle... and then covered it up with a white cloth. That was to keep impure spirits from coming in.
At 7:00am local time (Thursday, September 10th), Teresa and I were taken back to our cottage to have some food. We were served a very delicious fish soup, then fried rice with fish and vegetables. Breakfast in Japan is often a small meal, and may be mostly leftovers of the previous day's dinner. So I had to break some protocol and ask for a second helping of the fried rice, which I got.
Some minutes later, Todd and Laura came out of one of the bedrooms. It was obvious to me that Laura had relieved Todd's sexual tensions by sucking his huge cock and then draining his balls into her deep, clutching pussy. I felt my own 'little crowbar' stirring.
"I don't suppose they have any coffee, do they?" Laura asked as she and Todd sat down Japanese-style at the low table with us.
"Oh yes." Teresa said. "There's a coffeepot in the kitchen, and they were making some." Indeed, an instant later a young Japanese woman, whose smile reminded me of the happy acolytes of The Vision, came in with four coffee mugs. Another young lady poured our cups of coffee, then they left us.
"We're being listened to." Laura said quietly as she sipped her coffee.
"No doubt." I said. "We're on the ancestral grounds of not only the center of Japanese Intelligence, but of the spymasters of Japan of many generations. As an example, think of an unbroken line of Iron Crowbars going several hundred years."
"I hope that will happen." Teresa said.
"We won't be here to see it." Laura said, subtly signaling her lack of approval at the thought. Hmmm....
"So what's going to happen today?" I asked Todd.
He said: "Nagamasa-san and Mariko are notifying the authorities and going through the legal stuff, and notifying the Buddhist Temple. This morning a nōkan, or encoffining ritual will be performed. It's an ancient practice, but basically the equivalent of our funeral homes preparing a body. As you know, Misaki-sama was very much into ancient rituals, and we'll see some things not normally done during modern Japanese funerals."
Todd: "After the nōkan ceremonial, he'll be dressed in a white death kimono, and six coins for crossing the River of Three Crossings will be put in the coffin with him. The coffin will be placed for what I'll call the 'wake' with the head facing north. Some want their bodies placed facing west, where the Amida Buddha is believed to be. One interesting thing is that while we're alive, we wrap our kimonos left-over-right. The deceased's kimono will be wrapped right-over-left."
Todd: "Normally, the funeral would be held the day after the wake, which will be this afternoon, followed by cremation and a ceremony where the bones are picked out of the ashes with metal chopsticks, with two people plucking bones at the same time, and placed in the burial urn. That's why it's considered very bad manners for two people to hold food or something else with chopsticks at the same time, or pass food directly via chopsticks... it reminds the Japanese of the funeral process." That was interesting, I thought as I nodded.
Todd; "But Mariko told me that Misaki-sama wanted something different. So they will have the cremation and the bone picking tonight, and at tomorrow's funeral Misaki-sama's ashes will be in a simple wooden coffin, which will be put on a pyre and set afire..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, when you're big in Japan, tonight,
big in Japan, be tight
Big in Japan, ooh, the eastern sea's so blue
Big in Japan, alright,
pay then I'll sleep by your side
Things are easy when you're big in Japan"
------ Alphaville, 'Big In Japan'
Laura and I went to our bedroom, ostensibly to change to bathrobes to go to the bath house. My wife had other plans. She turned at the side of the bed and dropped her kimono to the floor, revealing her glorious, naked body.
Her black pubic bush was matted with Todd cum, and the sight of it, and the rest of her, made my cock iron hard and throbbing with lust. I disrobed quickly.
"Mmmm," Laura said as she stepped forward and took my cock in her hand. "God, you're hard. Are you just happy to see me, or are you thinking that you're about to fuck my pussy that's full of Todd's cum?"
"Both." I groaned as Laura knelt in front of me and took my bobbing boner into her mouth, her lipsticked lips sliding down the taut shaft. I groaned as my wife fellated me, sucking hard as she pulled back, only to engulf my member into her throat again.
"Mmm, you're too horny." Laura said. "You're going to pop off." She stood up, then pulled me by the handle of my cock to the bed. She reached over and took some fragrant oil, and coated my cock with the slippery substance for lubrication. Semen isn't always the best lubricant.
After my cock was shiny, slick and wet with the oil, Laura fell back on it on her back, spreading her legs obscenely as she pulled me on top of her. I fell on her, and my cock unerringly found her juicy cunt hole. I sank into her, balls-deep in ecstasy, until our pelvises ground together.
"Oh God! that's good!" Laura gasped out as I began pistoning my throbbing dick in and out of her, fucking her hard and deep, enjoying the wetness of her vagina.
"Mmm, you love getting sloppy seconds, dontcha?" Laura said huskily as she gripped my hips, pulling me into her as her loins rotated to help me churn her cunt into a creamy, frothy lather. Her previous lover's semen bubbled around the edges of our joined loins as I lustily fucked her. "You love fucking me after another man has come inside me, don't you?"



"Oh yeah." I gasped. "I love reclaiming my Vixen with her Bull's cum already in her." I began fucking my wife as hard as I could, feeling my nut rising. I concentrated completely on the fuck, putting all my hara into it.
Along with the nastiness of the sloppy seconds, the length of time since I'd come, and just the wonderful heat and wetness of my wife's warm, welcoming womanhood, I wasn't going to last very long. I didn't try to fight it as my climax built inside me, then exploded as the familiar gray mist swirled behind my eyes.
"UHHK! GHACK!" I gasped out. The first burst of semen fired out of my cock and splattered against the back of Laura's vagina. "UHHH!" All the tensions fired out of my body along with my semen. After several intense pulses, I was spent, and I felt myself collapsing on top of Laura.
We had made love in Paris, and now we'd made love in Japan, I thought to myself as I fell asl....
Part 16 - Brotherhood and Sisterhood
After two hours of sleep and a Japanese bath... being scrubbed down followed by a few moments in an extremely hot hot tub... I felt much refreshed as I dressed in a fresh black kimono with black leggings for the rituals ahead.
Our host came to visit us. "There is a shrine on our property, with the family graves nearby." he told us. "We will have the wake at the shrine, which is a large room with side rooms. The funeral tomorrow will be outdoors in what Misaki-sama called 'the meadow'. It's view over the town and the valley was his favorite."
"Are Takaki Taichi-sama's ashes at the cemetery?" I asked.
"Yes." said our host. "And you may visit and pay tribute, but only after the ceremonies for Misaki-sama are over. Also, Don-sama, we understand that you are a student of our history. We have arranged for you to visit Sekigahara, the site of the great battle in the year 1600 of your counting."
"Ah!" I said happily. 'Arigato! I will enjoy that very much!"
"It is our honor to arrange it for you." said our host. "Also, the Israelis have sent a small delegation, and one of them has asked to see you."
I understood that fully. "We'll do that now." I said. "Todd, Teresa, you're with me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Taking a wrapped package with me, I was driven with Todd and Teresa to what we would call a hotel nearer the town. There were twelve guesthouses around the large Japanese garden with a tea house in the middle of the garden. Several European countries had rented guesthouses for their delegations, as did Israel, and security around the compound was strong.
When we were ushered into the Israeli house, a paper-lattice door slid back to reveal the lone person inside the room, a scarf and veil hiding her identity. As the door closed behind us, she threw back the scarf and veil. She was, of course...
... my sister Elizabeth.
"Konnichi wa, Brother." she said. "Konnichi wa, Todd, Teresa."
"Hi Mom!" Todd said. Abandoning all protocol, he went forward and gave his mother a warm hug, which she returned as warmly.
"Please, have a seat." Elizabeth said, indicating the low table with a teapot and cups on it. I noticed she was wearing her Clan necklace, identical to mine but in blue with a white background.
I nodded, and we sat down around the table. Teresa poured tea, and was about to offer the first cup to our hostess, expecting her to have Teresa offer it to me. Instead, Elizabeth said "I think we can observe American customs more than Japanese ones, yes?"
I agreed, so unlike Japanese protocol, Elizabeth took the first cup a point to make the first sip of the tea, to show that it was safe to drink. Todd followed suit, then I drank from my cup and Teresa from hers.
I said "Should I be surprised that you are here, Sister?"
"Oh no, I insisted upon coming." Elizabeth said. "Misaki-sama and I shared information often. As you know, Iran and North Korea, the DPRK as we call them, are allies with each other, and enemies of us. I shared with Misaki information we learned about the Iran-DPRK axis from Iran, and he did likewise with information obtained from the DPRK."
Elizabeth continued: "He would always send glowing remarks about my son's company's successes, and I'd compliment his daughter's role. But it was what you did, Teresa, giving that money to University Hospital, that truly impressed him the most. He said that you were the most worthy samurai he'd had the honor to know, all present company included, and that I should be very proud to be the mother-in-law of such an honorable woman."
I knew that my sister's words were an ever-so-subtle dig at me; some things between us would never change But I merely said "I agree with the Misaki-sama's evaluation of my niece-in-law and Crowbar Clan member." Teresa bowed, partly to hide that she was blushing.
"How are Carole and Tasha and your boys doing?" Elizabeth asked me.
"Carole has inherited her beauty from her mother, her intelligence from her father, and her unlimited capacity to get into great trouble from her aunt." I said, replying to my sister's little 'dig' at me. Todd laughed out loud and Elizabeth grinned at that as Teresa poured all of us more tea. My sister then asked Todd and Teresa about their families, and they asked her about Israel, the things she could talk about, anyway.
And knowing it was required of me, I offered Elizabeth the wrapped package. She unwrapped it to reveal a kimono, her size, black in color. The mon was blue but only outlined in white, and the background was black like my own icon.
"Ah, you knew I would be here." Elizabeth said, immediately understanding what this meant. "As usual, not much gets past you."
"You will be part of our Clan group at the funeral tomorrow, and the wake today." I said. "The Misaki-sama would want you to be properly attired."
"Arigato, Brother." Elizabeth said. "And now, I must ask you to give me a few moments alone with my brother." I nodded, and Todd and Teresa excused themselves and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Elizabeth spoke very quietly, barely audibly. And she alternated speaking in French and English, which I present in all English here:
"I heard about that plane sabotage, and also Easton Windham's brutal death." Elizabeth said. "It angers me greatly that my daughter-in-law was targeted like that, so I have some information for you. What little I know, anyway."
"I'll be grateful for anything you can give me." I replied.
Elizabeth began: "As you know, Brother, at least I think you know, I spent some time chasing down Jack Burke. Jack was in Houston, working for an oil company. What you may not know is that Easton Windham, also was in Houston, working for that oil company."
Elizabeth: "It turns out that Easton was part of a group of very nasty people. You've heard of doctors that are 'doctors for the Mob' (air quotes)? Easton was the 'accountant for the Mob', or one of them. Jack Burke was not a part of that, but he and Easton met and became friends again, until Jack got wind he was being pursued and disappeared again."
Elizabeth: "It also turns out that Easton did work for the Yakuza, helping them to launder money from various smuggling operations back to Japan. As you know, I did some smuggling work back in the day, and on rare occasion worked with the Yakuza. But my interests were in Europe, while they dealt with Asia."
Elizabeth: "But I digress. What I wanted to tell you was that more recently, but still several years ago, Easton Windham was in contact with his older brother Weston. In their younger days, the Windham brothers were like you and me in our younger days: anything but friends. But we made up, and it looks like they made up, too... and worked together."
Elizabeth: "As you know, molasses is a by-product of sugar production, and is sold and used to make rum. I always believed that the Windham brothers were involved in an illegal rum trade operation, along with Jen Sakai and her then-husband Hideo. And only now is that operation becoming known to the woefully inadequate ATF and DEA. They've gone after Jen Sakai as an enemy spy, but that is either misguided, or intentionally misguided. And that's all I really know."
"That explains some things." I said. "Thank you for telling me. Just one question, if I may: was Jen Sakai working with the rogue people in the Government that I call the 'Swamp Frogs'? Or do they have some other reason to want to kill her?"
Elizabeth smiled. "Not much gets past you, baby brother. All I can say is that I don't know, not for sure, but there are a few people high up in the American Intelligence chain, and by that I mean more than just the CIA, that are very, very corrupt, and are using their positions of power in the American Government for their personal enrichment as well as wielding power over others... crushing those who get in their way, as that Calvin & Hobbes cartoon strip said. And could they have worked with her? It's certainly possible."
I said "In payback for what you've told me, here is what I've been seeing: Easton Windham was so off-the-radar that I believed he was part of those same American Intelligence Services. And now your information tells me that he may have been a double agent. He may have been playing both sides, and got caught up."
Elizabeth said "Again, not much gets past you, baby brother. Okay, Don, you have the amazing gift of being able to spend every day with your sons, while I rarely get to see mine."
I took the hint. "I'll send him in to you." I replied as I got up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to our cottage, Laura and I were asked to see Nagamasa-san in the main house. We were ushered into a small room, which was an office.
"Thank you for coming by." said Nagamasa-san. "Let me explain what is going to happen today. At what you Americans call the 'wake', the family will be up front, nearest the coffin. There is an urn in front of the coffin, in which we will three times offer incense by putting it in the urn to slowly burn. You will be part of the family group."
Nagamasa: "There will be another urn behind us, in which dignitaries and friends will offer their incense. That is normal. What is not normal is that in a side room will be a number of persons who will wear full black ninja style masks. They are active spies, and were hand-selected by my father for their work. They will make their incense offerings in there. And they have asked that you, Don-sama, and you, Laura-san, meet with them before the formal wake begins.
"Why?" asked Laura.
"I know the reason," said Nagamasa, "but please excuse me if I do not answer you now. All will be revealed at the proper time."
"We are honored to accept the invitation." I said before Laura could say anything. Unlike her daughter at times, my wife most very wisely kept her mouth shut.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm local time, Thursday, September 10th. Nagamasa-san, Mariko, Laura and I went into the shrine and were led to the side room, which had two Japanese military men as guards. We were admitted.
Inside were over 80 men and women, the men in black suits with black ties, the women in black kimonos. They all were wearing full-head black masks, with a silvery film over their eyes, so that they could see out but their eyes could not be seen. They were all wearing latex gloves, as well, so that no identifying marks or moles could be seen, and also so that they left no fingerprints.
Standing in front of them was Prince Ogaki, also wearing a black suit and tie, representing the Chrysanthemum Throne. They all bowed as one as we walked in front of them, and we (Nagamasa, Laura, and I) bowed back most formally. Then Ogaki handed Nagamasa a scroll, which he accepted, opened, and examined the hiragana characters.
Nagamasa said "These Officers of His Imperial Majesty's Intelligence Services have joined their late Master, Takaki Misaki-sama, in expressing their admiration for the abilities and the years of tireless work of Dr. Laura Fredricson of our sister Service, the Central Intelligence Agency."
"Bow." I whispered to Laura. We both bowed to the assemblage, and they bowed back, honor satisfied.
Nagamasa said "They have petitioned Dr. Fredricson to accept these swords as a token of their admiration, and for her to accept the title of Honorary Officer of His Imperial Majesty's Intelligence Services."
Laura had never been all that fond of our Clan doings and all the Japanese rituals. But she knew this was about as high an honor that Japanese Intelligence could bestow upon a foreigner, and it was for her Intelligence work. So she bowed and said she was honored to accept.
Ogaki was brought a long box, which he opened. "Don-san, would you be kind enough to give these to your wife?" I took the daishō, the sword pair, out of the box. Inlaid in the handles were the seals of the Japanese Intelligence and the CIA. I offered the wakizashi, the short sword first, and Mariko helped Laura put it into her sash. Then I properly handed my wife the katana, which she also put into her sash.
Laura bowed and said loudly "Arigato gozaimasu." In return, Ogaki led the Intelligence Officers in a sustained round of applause. Laura bowed again, this time to hide the emotion she was feeling...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We came out of the side room and made our way to the family group. I had introduced Elizabeth to the family, and she was with us now, attired in her black kimono with blue icons. We took our places near the front. The casket with Misaki-sama's body was on the raised stage in front of us, surrounded by a virtual garden of flowers, and his photo and a placard with his name in Japanese was also there.
We'd been given three sticks of incense each, and one-by-one we went forward, lit one stick, and put it in the urn. With others doing the same, it was not long before the air was heavy with the smell of the incense.
During the wake, condolence money is offered by the guests to the hosts, in this case Nagamasa and Mariko. This was what the Japanese did, of course, but Misaki had in his lifetime asked his children to donate the money to Japan's best research hospital. I began to sense a pattern, there...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun set in the west, Misaki's blood relatives went to perform the cremation and bone-picking ceremonies. Knowing it was my duty to do so, I hosted a dinner for the guests that had lodgings on the family property. An Ichimoku Industries Officer that Todd knew well was among the guests, and told us some stories.
"In olden times," he said, "we Japanese traveled in large numbers along the great roads between Edo, now Tokyo, and Kyoto and Osaka. Kyoto was the capital, where the Emperor was based in those times. People would stop along the way at inns, and would have feasts like these, with song and, of course, drinking." Everyone laughed.
"So let us celebrate tonight the life of the Misaki-sama," the man continued, "and remember his love of the ancient traditions." With that, several women in kimonos, their faces painted white in the tradition of the 'gei-sha', came out with shamisen, also called samisen, the three-stringed instrument. They played and sang as everyone talked... and drank.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was late, and Nagamasa, Mariko, and 'our host' had returned and joined the dinner. Not long afterwards, I thanked everyone for coming and told them to remain as long as they wished, and we took our leave of them. This allowed the guests to leave, and the party began breaking up pretty quickly.
As we headed back to our cottage, our host came up. "Sire," he said, "someone has asked to see you. He is at the tea house's reception room." That room was a 'normal' sized reception room that people could meet and talk before attending a chanoyu in the much smaller formal tea houses.
"Teresa, you're with me." I said. And she was, as my bodyguard. As we went towards the house, with a number of Japanese security and Police attending, I told Teresa in English what I expected this to be...
Part 17 - Rituals of Honor
When we got to the tea room, it was set up for a formal reception. There were two cushions, one bigger than the other, and the smaller one on a lower level than the upper one. "Put the smaller cushion on the same level with the bigger one." I said. "And no saké. Bring cha for our guest." Maids rushed off as one man went in and rearranged the cushions.
I sat down Japanese-style on the larger cushion, facing the doorway. I had my short sword, but instead of my katana, I was carrying my red crowbar in my hand. Teresa was to my left, and a teapot and three cups were on the small round table between the cushions. She was fully armed (with her gun as well as her sword), and ready to defend me.
A Japanese man appeared at the doorway. He was of medium height, slender, had a rugged face that I'm told women considered handsome, and a full head of black hair. He was wearing a black suit with a black tie. He was frisked for weapons by the security people, then allowed to come into the room.
He bowed properly at the doorway, and we bowed back. He then came to about five paces away and bowed again. "My name is Saigawa Masaharu, representing the Ninkyō Dantai." I knew that was the name the Yakuza called themselves. "I request the honor of speaking with the Iron Crowbar, and with the Iron Wolf also, if you please."
"Please, be seated." I said, indicating the cushion. Saigawa came forward slowly, and sat down and bowed, and we bowed back.
"Please excuse me for speaking English." I said. "Would you care for some cha?"
"Thank you, Sire." Saigawa said in English. Teresa poured the first cup and offered it to Saigawa, who said "Please, give the first cup to the Iron Crowbar."
"I could not possibly be so impolite." I said. "Please, honor me by accepting the cup, as my guest." Saigawa allowed himself to be persuaded, then Teresa gave me the second cup.
"Pour some for yourself, Iron Wolf." I said. Teresa did so. "So," I said, "how my I be of service, Masaharu-san?"
"Thank you for agreeing to hear me out." said Saigawa. "I've come with a message for you, and information. We want nothing in return, except to ask that you check my words to see that they are true, and then believe them when you find that they are."
"Certainly." I said. "Please, go ahead."
Saigawa began: "I want you to know that the Ninkyō Dantai had nothing to do with the attempt to sabotage the Iron Wolf's aircraft, nor anything to do with the murder of her former husband, Easton Windham."
I said "I believe you already. Cha?" Teresa poured us all more of the tea.
Saigawa said "I also must tell you that you have been lied to by your FBI, and that our organization has never attempted to kill the children of Takaki Misaki-san, nor did we put a bounty on them. Nor would we. And the same goes for your families. We have very little interest in what is happening in America. We have plenty of business over here to worry about."
I said "Thank you for telling me that. So why is the FBI lying to me?"
"Some of them may not realize that they are, Sire." said Saigawa. "They may simply be repeating what they have been told, or what they believe to be true. In any case, it is what you Americans call the 'red herring'. And their efforts against us are misguided. But I will also tell you this, Crowbar-sama. Your country's Director of National Intelligence, Brendan Chapel... he is a loathsome, totally dishonorable man that does not keep his word."
"I could not agree more." I said agreeably. "Any help your organization can give me that will help me bring him to further dishonor will be greatly appreciated, and possibly rewarded in many ways.."



Saigawa bowed formally. "I will relay that request, and I thank you for your generosity, Crowbar-sama."
I then said "I must ask, Masaharu-san: is your organization smuggling whisky and rum products from the United States?"
"Japanese whisky and rum very popular here in Asia." said Saigawa. "But smuggling efforts from the United States are not profitable, at least not for us. We do provide customers in... Asia... the products they desire, but the whisky smuggling from there is done by others. And before you ask, Sire, we don't know who is, nor do we care."
I nodded. "I understand. I appreciate you taking your valuable time to come here and bring me this information. Cha?"
"Thank you, Sire." Saigawa said, accepting a third cup, as did I. "It is no trouble to come here, and I am honored to meet the Iron Crowbar and the Iron Wolf. Your successes are known the world over, and I am not exaggerating when I say that. I can assure you that the Ninkyō Dantai have no desire to draw your ire nor have you come against us."
"I feel exactly the same way." I said. "Is there anything else you can tell me, that can help both of us?"
"Only to ask that you consider carefully the reasons for the murder of Easton Windham." said Saigawa Masaharu. "The true answers may surprise you."
"I would think," I said, "that the location of his death is the most important aspect of that case. Again, I thank you for your information, and you taking the time to visit. And please do tell your organization to keep any business they do in my County legal and legitimate." This time, it was a dismissal, and Saigawa honored it.
He barked a small laugh, then bowed. "I will be sure to do so. Please excuse me." I nodded and Teresa bowed, and Saigawa slowly got up, went to five paces out, turned and bowed again, then bowed again at the door. Then he exited, and was gone.
Teresa looked over at me. "A cup of cha for your thoughts, Sire." she said.
"I'm practically swimming, and my bladder is screaming." I said. "But that was interesting. Your thoughts?"
Teresa said "My first thought is that the Yakuza must have reason to worry, if they're sending their consiglieri to speak to you and deny their involvement in our American cases."
"True." I said, noting Teresa's astuteness in observing that the man was likely a legal eagle for the Japanese Mob. "But 'worry' may be too strong a term."
"Do you think he was telling the truth?" Teresa asked.
"Yes and no." I replied. "Of course the Yakuza has smuggling operations in the United States, but ATF Agent Nancy Harding is no closer to them now than she ever has been. But he's right about the whisky smuggling. While it is profitable, and they do smuggle whisky into Japan and Communist China, the cases we're dealing with are home-brewed smuggling, pun fully intended."
I continued: "But I do agree with Saigawa that what we are dealing with in Texas and our Town & County has little-to-nothing to do with the Yakuza. Okay, let's get home and go to bed. These poor guards are stationed here because we are here, and I'm tired... as I'm sure you are."
"Not much gets past you, Sire." Teresa said tiredly.
Part 18 - Remembrances
Friday, September 11th. I was spending this anniversary of the 9/11 attacks halfway around the world, in another country.
The funeral was set for 10:00am, local time. A funeral pyre had been built, with four gates in the manner of ancient traditions. The gates were aligned north, south, east, and west. The south gate was the 'important' one. A bowl of fruit was placed there, in case the kami of the deceased wanted to eat before leaving.
The coffin was of simple wood and was sitting on top of the pyre. The head was facing north, per tradition. The guests were sitting to the east of the pyre (looking west to see it). Family and honored guests would approach from the right, and just before reaching the pyre they would see the photo of the deceased and a placard with his new name.
By tradition, the deceased are given a new Buddhist name in Kanji script by the Temple, so that the kami will not return when his name is called. I recalled from television reports how even Emperor Hirohito had received a new name (and the era named after it) when he'd died. The spymaster formerly known as Misaki was now named 'Kami-noh-Supai', which Todd told me translated to 'spirit of the spies'.
The guests were in place and a Buddhist priest began chanting a sutra. Nagamasa and Mariko walked in from the audience's right and bowed before their father's coffin, then threw small pieces of aromatic wood onto the pyre. Then the deceased's other family came through. And then my family.
I had to walk alone, as I was considered to be here partly as extended family, and partly as the ceremonial 'advisor to the Emperor'. I bowed, threw my piece of wood on the pyre, bowed again, then walked to the audience's left. The family was seated there, at a right angle to the audience. I bowed formally to them, and they returned it, then I walked a little further down and sat down in my place, to the family's right, facing the left side of the audience.
Next came Todd and Teresa, in black kimonos, with Teresa walking two steps behind Todd in Japanese custom. Her kimono had the mon of the Clan of the Crowbar, but Todd's kimono had in white the four-leaf icon of the Takaki Clan. I remembered that upon their marriage, Todd was 'loaned' to my Clan as a 'hostage'. (Author's note: 'Soap Opera', Ch. 04.) On this solemn occasion, he was correctly wearing the icon of the Clan to which he'd originally pledged his loyalty.
Following them were Laura and Elizabeth. My sister was wearing the white-trimmed blue icon with the black background, while Laura wore the gold-trimmed red icon on black background. The four of them then walked over and bowed to the family, then came over and sat down next to me.
Honored guests, about a fifth of the total assemblage, also walked through and added pieces of wood to the pyre, then bowed to the family. But they continued down the line and came and and bowed to me and my family, as well. I bowed back, of course, and realized that my back was going to be hurting by the end of the day.
The finale of the funeral contained a surprise. Mariko rose from her position and came down the line and stopped and bowed... in front of Teresa. "Dozo." Mariko said.
"Hai." Teresa replied, getting up. The women walked forward to the pyre. Prince Ogaki, the formal representation of the Chrysanthemum Throne, lit a torch from a small charcoal fire in front of the pyre. With many bows between them, he handed the torch to Teresa. Everyone rose to their feet as she turned and walked to the south gate and entered inside the four gates., then began lighting the pyre. The wood, soaked in flammables, quickly caught.
Teresa continued down the line, lighting the pyre in several places. At the end, she placed the torch on the pyre, bowed, backed out the south gate, bowed again, then went to a safe distance and watched and waited.
So impressed had been Misaki-sama with Teresa's bravery in rescuing Carole, and then with her service in her donation to University Hospital, that among his final wishes he had asked that she be the one to light the funeral pyre, and she had been honored to accept the invitation.
As we watched the flames reach to the sky in a swirling column, I made a mental note to include in my final instructions that I wanted this for my own funeral. And I wouldn't be there to see it, but my final wishes would be honored...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm local time, Friday, September 11th. Elizabeth had taken her leave of us, as she would be flying out with the Israeli delegation. Laura and I gave her goodbye hugs, then left her alone with Todd and Teresa for their farewells.
After lunch, Todd said that he had meetings with BOW Enterprises and Ichimoku Industries executives, and Laura was meeting with a group of Americans that I suspected were part of her 'Company'. So when 'our host' told us that it had been arranged for us to go on a short sightseeing trip, Teresa and I jumped at the chance.
We loaded up into an SUV with a Japanese Police escort and began traveling west as the crow flies. "Where are we going?" Teresa asked quietly.
"If I don't miss my guess... Sekigahara!" I replied, and Teresa smiled slightly as she observed that I was unable to keep the enthusiasm from my voice.
The trip took a little over half an hour. We went first to a spot that overlooked the famous battlefield upon which one of the greatest battles in all history had taken place on October 21st, 1600. When we got out, I saw a plastic-enclosed map on a tilted table, that pointed out (mostly in Japanese) the location of the various armies and battle points. I looked out over the valley...
There were buildings on it.
Yes, Japan is a country of 126 million people in an enclosed space, so I understood when I saw the large buildings and warehouses, and what we would call subdivisions of homes. But my feeling was not unlike how one would feel viewing Gettysburg or Chickamauga's battlefields with subdivisions and warehouses on them...
Oh, well, I thought to myself as I looked out over the valley. I did not get the huge vibe I got on Massada Mountain (Author's note: 'We'll Always Have Paris', Ch. 02.), but I definitely felt the sense of history.
Our host translated from the map. Then we got back into the cars and spent the next couple of hours visiting the various shrines as well as the Sekigahara Museum. I definitely felt more of the sense of history at the shrines and memorials.
As we were driving back towards Gifu, Teresa asked "Did you enjoy the visit?"
"Yes, very much." I said. "In my opinion, Sekigahara was one of the ten most important battles in history, as it directly impacted not only Japan's future, but world history even up to World War Two."
"What are the other battles on your big list, if I may ask." Teresa said.
"Well, D-Day, June 6th, 1944, has to be Number One." I said. "Another one is Gettysburg, where the Confederate States of America's chances for independence died with their defeat there. There was a great battle between Muslims in the 1200s, that if it had gone the other way, all Islam and their relations with the rest of the world might've been different to this day... and for the better. And Charlemagne defeating the Moors at Tours is on my list..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we arrived back at the Takaki compound, we were driven to the family shrine and nearby cemetery.
"Kami-noh-Supai has not been interred yet." said our host, using Misaki's post-death name. "This would be a good opportunity to pay respects to your friend Taichi-sama." I nodded and Teresa and I got out of the vehicle, and took possession of a small bouquet of flowers that I'd asked to be purchased. We went to the monument that bore Taichi's name, placed the flowers at the foot of the grave, then with bows I sat down Japanese-style on my knees, and Teresa did likewise.
I permitted myself to remember that night, where Takaki Taichi, second son of Takaki Misaki but estranged from his father, and dying of cancer, committed the ultimate sacrifice by driving his explosives-laded truck into a vehicle full of criminals intent on committing acts of evil. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 05.) I remembered him giving me his Death Poem scroll, which I gave to his father. And all that had led to these moments, here, in the Land of the Rising Sun...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That night, Todd hosted a dinner for us, as well as some BOW Enterprises and Ichimoku Industries executives. It was a farewell to Mariko, who had informed Todd that with her father's passing, she would be remaining in Japan, and would not be returning to the United States, nor to BOW Enterprises.
Most of us were in western attire, suits and ties for the executives, dresses for the women, including Laura. Teresa and I were wearing kimonos, though not black ones.
There were a lot of toasts after dinner, which meant that a lot of saké was consumed, mostly by the executives. Before the evening was done, they were 'in their cups', totally 'sauced'. Todd was drunk enough that his mischievous side was coming out, and he was flirting with the women there, including Mariko.
"Naah, it's okay." Teresa said when I asked if we needed to rescue her husband. "You know he fucked Mariko every day at work. If she hadn't been draining his balls so much, his libido would've been going nuts on me... and who knows who else. He's going to miss that frequent sex."
"Oh, I'm sure you can take care of his needs." said Laura. "And Don has never minded me helping with that."
"Hmmph." I said. "No, it is what it is, and we are what we are. Though I'm slowing down in my old age."
Laura said, just a little too brightly: "Oh, we can always get you back on 'gray viagras'... with extra vitamins and minerals for strength and stamina."
Yes, that was the saké talking... I hoped...
Part 19 - Homefront
10:00am, Saturday, September 12th, local time. Our Ichimoku Industries jet was at Chubu Centrair International Airport (NGO), southwest of the city of Nagoya. Most of the Japanese and American executives that had come with us would be on the plane, many of them badly hung over after overdoing the saké the night before.
The Airport was built on an artificial island, which intrigued me as we boarded the aircraft. We'd be flying directly to Anchorage, then Seattle and City Airports... no, not our Town & County Airport, due to expected bad weather.
"Twelve hour flight, all told," I said, "but by crossing the International Date Line we're getting 14 hours back. So it'll be Saturday morning again when we arrive at City Airport."
"I know what I'll be doing." Laura said. She put on a black eye mask and reclined in her seat, and was soon sound asleep. An example I could easily follow... and did.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Saturday, September 12th, local time... Town & County local time. Our plane landed at City International Airport and taxied to the International Terminal. Somewhat to my surprise, we learned that our plane had diplomatic status, so we were able to avoid going through Customs. That was most very good, since we didn't really care to discuss the four long cylinders that each carried a set of samurai swords.
"Hey, look over there." Teresa said as we were walking to the exit and our waiting BOW Enterprises van. I looked over and saw what Teresa had seen: walking ahead of us with luggage were FBI Special Agent Martin Nash, ATF Special Agent Lindsey Black, and DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts. They did not look back, and likely did not see us as we turned to a door and exited the terminal.
"What is Team Swamp Frogs doing here?" Teresa asked when we were in our van and being driven out.
"I don't know." I said. "We'll find out when we get home, I guess."
We were dropped off at County Airport, where our cars had been parked. Laura and I put our things in my Police SUV and drove up to The Cabin, where everyone was. Teresa and Todd were right behind us.
"Mommy!" exclaimed Jim when Laura led the way in.
"Daddy!" exclaimed Carole and Tasha as I came in behind Laura.
"WOOF!" exclaimed the redoubtable Bowser at all the noise.
I knelt down and hugged Carole in one arm and Tasha in the other, then it was 'brace for impact' time as Ross and Ian decided to help their sisters dogpile Daddy. Bowser again barked loudly, and I didn't know if he was protesting the treatment of me, or egging the kids on. I reached up and gave him skritchins, anyway.
Meanwhile, Todd endured attempts to tackle him by Mike and Doug. Little Jack Burke declined to participate in the muggings, a rare refusal by him to create trouble, but he did hug Teresa back when she hugged him. Then she had to attend to Buddy, who had jumped up and landed his front paws on her leg. She sat down and gave him lots of skritchins as he looked up at her with pure love in his canine eyes.
After all that settled down, I went and got our things, locking the swords in the office room lest too-inquisitive children might injure themselves or each other.
Molly and Paulina had made lunch, and we all sat down at the adult table, while the kids had their own table. "How was your trip?" Molly asked.
"It was a sad occasion, with the death of Misaki-san and all," I said, "but it was a good visit to Japan."
"Todd goes to Japan a lot more than I do." Teresa said. "So it was good to get to go and see some of the country. But like Don said, it was a sad occasion. Misaki-sama was a very revered man, very big in Japan."
After lunch, Todd and Teresa went to their house next door, leaving the kids with us for the afternoon. Laura unpacked our stuff while I went into the office, put my swords in their proper place on the wall-mounted holder, then called Chief Moynahan.
"I am ree-lieeeeved to hear that you are back in one piece, Mr. Crow-barrrr." said the Chief. "It has been an... exciting week without the calming influence of your presennnnce."
"Uh oh." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff and Chief accepted my invitation to join us for dinner, as did Cindy, Callie, Betsy, and Maggie. Teresa and Todd also came back for dinner, and Todd regaled everyone with our accumulated photos while the Chief, Sheriff, Cindy, Teresa, and I sat on the back deck.
"I ree-ceeeved two phone calls yesterday... Friday." said the Chief. "One was from Martin Nash. He said that an OPR had been opened on Jack Muscone's actions in the Archie Brody case, and he wanted to interview yoooo for it, preferrably on Monday. I told him that you might be called as a witness in the Breonna Bryant trial that was beginning Monday, but otherwise it would be up to yoooo. "
"The second call," continued the Chief, "was from EAD Owen Lange. He asked me to persuade you to agree to the interview, that it was benign, and fact-finding, not an Inquisition."
"Did he tell you who would be conducting the interview?" I asked.
"Har." barked Sheriff Griswold.
"He said Martin Nash would be doing it," said the Chief, "but did not mention if anyone else would be nor who that person might be."
"Let me fill in those blanks, then." I said. "When we got to City Airport this morning, the eagle-eyed Iron Wolf spotted Martin Nash... and Lindsey Black and Kevin Pitts."
"Team Swamp Frogs." Teresa said, making Cindy and the Sheriff bark laughs out loud.
"Yes. Their junior team, the minor leaguers." I said. "We'll see who walks in the door Monday, Chief. But I can tell you this now: if it's Lindsey Black, I won't do the interview. At all."
"I don't blame you, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold. "In fact, I'll personally order that she be forbidden from entering any Police facility in this County, if that'll help."
"Why don't we wait and seeeee what happens, Sheriff." the Chief said. "And if she's not one of the Inquisitorrrrrrs, Mr. Crowbar, will you acquiesce to the interview?"
"You know..." I said, my voice thoughtful, "yeah... I mean 'yes sir'. I'll do it."
"Uh oh." said Cindy. "Gears are turning in that red head of yours."
"You betcha." I replied. "Okay, any progress on the Easton Windham murder?"
"No." said Cindy. "We've found no new physical nor eyewitness evidence that is giving us so much as a cluuuuue to who might have killed him. Tanya and Julia Rodriguez even suggested it might have been a paid-for pro hit, and we might never catch them."
"Even if it is a pro hit," I said, "we need to know why that hit was made, and why Easton Windham was the target of it. But I would suggest it is not a paid-for murder-for-hire. What they did to that man? That was... personal."



Chief Moynahan said "I bee-lieeeeeve that Eduardo Escobarrrrr is one of the good guys. But he has asked us, the TCPD, to let the Feds take the lead on it, because of their ongoing investigations. I told him that we would continue our end of it, but would cooperate with themmmm."
"You okay with that, Crowbar?" growled the Sheriff.
"Oh, yes sir." I said. "I don't think we're going to have much to cooperate with them about, so it's 'no harm, no foul'. They just want to make sure we don't step on their toes concerning their investigation... like someone did when she flew down to visit her aunt last week. And no, I'm not saying the FBI tried to down The Vision' plane... it's pretty obvious who that was."
"Whaa?!?!" came a chorus of voices...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the party broke up, Cindy had me stay on the deck for one extra moment. She said "What you said about Tanya hurting the TCPD by her actions and by wanting to fire Lieutenant Mary Milton really got through to her. She was on her best behavior while you were gone."
"Good, I'm glad to hear that." I said, very relieved.
"On the flip side, with both you and Teresa gone, and her not interacting with Mary and Intel very much, it was a potential void of leadership. Mary, Jerome, and Micah work very well together, but as you know, a Police Force is not meant to be run by committee."
"No doubt about that." I said. "Time will tell, but I hope things will settle down and work out..."
Part 20 - Back To The Routine
"In nomine Patri, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti..."
Sunday, September 13th. Those words of Father Romano seemed to carry on the wind as he said the final incantations for the soul of Easton Windham at the graveside service.
Teresa had claimed the body of her former husband, and arranged for his burial. The plot happened to be near the final resting place of Tomoko Shimono. And Teresa was here, as were Todd, Cindy, Callie, Sheriff Griswold, and myself.
"He was a friend to me, in a time when I had no one... no one at all." Teresa had said when asked why she had made the effort. "He deserves a decent burial and a headstone, if nothing else."
I subsequently overheard Cindy say to Callie and the Sheriff: "I'm not surprised. Teresa is a very loyal person, especially to those who showed her kindness or helped her. She still won't say a bad thing about Captain Malone. And I don't even need to say that she considers her loyalty to the Iron Crowbar more sacred than her own life..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 14th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College on the southwest corner of Courthouse Square, with the Courthouse on the east side of the square in the far background. "The show trial of Breonna Bryant begins today!"
Bettina began: "In one of the most controversial prosecutions in Town & County history, white District Attorney Miriam Walters's Office is bringing felony murder charges against black University honors student Breonna Bryant. Ms. Bryant is being charged in connection with the deaths of civil rights activist Jacquez Wilson, our KXTC colleague Lester Holder, and six others when the building they were in exploded during peaceful protests." (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 04.)
Bettina: "Ms. Bryant, a student at the University, was arrested for merely being near the scene of the peaceful protests, and was charged with 200 others for felony murder, which carries the same weight as murder in the first degree. Her trial is the first under these onerous charges, which experts say are extremely excessive."
Bettina: "In other news, the Town & County Police are totally clueless in the case of Easton Windham, who was found tortured and murdered in a home in the Kensington subdivision. As you heard first on Channel Two News, Easton Windham is the former husband of TCPD Operations Officer Teresa Croyle, and the house where the crime took place was being rented by BOW Enterprises, whose CEO Todd Burke is Police Commander Donald Troy's nephew and Teresa Croyle's current husband. Commander Donald Troy has not responded to numerous requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment."
Bettina: "And in local politics, both Federal and State lawsuits filed by the State Democrat Party to force deeply unpopular Republican Governor Val Jared's Independent State Counsel investigation of Hunter Stenson, son of candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson, to be ended, were dismissed with prejudice. The Federal Court ruled that the lawsuit did not have Federal standing, and State Superior Court Judge Clarence Scales in Midtown ruled that the State Democrat Party did not have standing to sue. He also stated that attempting to use the Court System to stop a legal investigation was a violation of the Separation of Powers."
Bettina: "And Republican candidate for Lieutenant Governor Ruby Russell responded to Press questions on why she has declined to make any joint appearances with Sharon Marshall. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Ruby Russell saying "My campaign differs from Lieutenant Governor Marshall's. I am a true Republican, running on a campaign of true Republican values of compassionate Conservatism, and supporting hardworking undocumented workers in their hopes of a legal path to Citizenship and work here in the United States, as well as lowering taxes for the State's hardworking citizens and productive businesses."
"Would you say Sharon Marshall is a White Nationalist?" yelled a reporterette.
"She's not Val Jared." said Ruby Russell. "No one is as much a racist as Val Jared is. But to more accurately answer your question, Sharon Marshall's views are not in line with the Republican Party and true Republican values..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That bitch is doing everything she can to insinuate that we had something to do with Easton's murder," said Commander Teresa Croyle, "besides investigating it, of course."
We were drinking coffee as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room. Only Paulina was not present; she was at the Courthouse, preparing for the trial.
"It was that way all last week." Captain Tanya P. Muscone said.
Chief Sean Moynahan added "KXTC even filed a lawsuit to get our evidence and the full autopsy reporrrrt. Judge Folsom denied it, but then Bettina went on air to say that yooooo, Mr. Crowbarrrr, were trying to hide the details of the invest-i-gayyy-shunnn."
"O-kay, I see what she's doing." I said.
"Isn't that obvious?" replied Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. "She's trying to get people to think that you and Teresa, and maybe Todd, are the perps, or are covering up for the perps."
"You're right, in a manner of speaking." I said. "She does get to take her cheap shots at us, especially me, and of course she thinks it bothers me that she does that 'refused to respond' crap. She can pound sand on that for all I care."
I continued: "But I'll bet it's more, to wit: The Windham death is part of the wider Federal investigation, and they're not telling Bettina a 'freeking' thing. So she comes out with this in the hope that we do respond to it. Even if we were to give KFXU an exclusive, it works in her favor. She wants us to come out and say (air quotes) 'we're working with the Feds' on the case, and that will let the cat out of the bag and give Bettina and the rest of the Media what they need to really dig and push on the Federal investigation."
"Egregiously changing the subject," Teresa said, "that ISC investigation of Hunter Stenson must be really hurting Hoyt in the polls, for them to sue over it."
"And hurting him legally, too." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I'm surprised Bettina even mentioned it."
"She almost has to, Sheriff." said Cindy Ross. "My trusted source, that being Priya, told me that the SNN Networks are mentioning that so that they don't have to mention the other stuff about Hoyt Stenson that is trying to get out."
"Ewwww, what stuff is that?" Tanya asked enthusiastically.
"I'll give you this hint." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Make sure to watch the KFXU broadcast this morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce in the KFXU studios at 8:00am. "I'm Catrina Pierce. Meredith Peller is on assignment, so we're happy to have our political reporter Priya Ajmani with us today. Hi Priya!"
"Hello, and I'm happy to be here with you this morning, Catrina." Priya said sweetly, then said "Here's what's in the news today: Republican candidate for Governor Sharon Marshall has called for her opponent, Hoyt Stenson, to undergo a cognitive test. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Sharon Marshall being interviewed and saying "I believe that Hoyt Stenson is not in full control of his faculties, and may be showing early signs of Alzheimer's. I'm am calling upon Stenson to take a cognitive test by a doctor agreed upon by both our Campaigns."
More tape rolled, showing Marshall at an outdoor rally over the weekend, shouting "Hoyt Stenson won't debate me, he only shows up in public for very scripted events, he never takes impromptu Media questions! Why aren't you guys in the Media demanding he give a Press Conference? Well, I'm demanding that Hoyt Stenson stop hiding in his basement and come out and debate me in public on live television!" The crowd roared.
Back to Catrina live: "The Stenson Campaign did not respond to numerous requests for comment by KFXU as well as other networks. The Stenson Campaign also did not answer questions about the Independent State Counsel investigation against Hunter Stenson, son of Hoyt Stenson. Hunter is being investigated for felony violations of the law regarding lying on a State Firearms Purchase form, as well as emails found on a computer belonging to him that caused allegations of influence peddling."
Priya: "Among the emails on the computer, Hunter Stenson allegedly referred to Corey Coons as the 'n-word'. State Senator Coons is the Democrat candidate for Lieutenant Governor, and to this point in the campaign he has not made a joint appearance with Hoyt Stenson."
Catrina: "To be fair and balanced, the Republican candidates for Governor and Lieutenant Governor have not campaigned together, nor are they likely to." Tape rolled of the same remarks by Ruby Russell that Bettina had reported to us.
Priya: "Lieutenant Governor Marshall had this to say in reply. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Sharon Marshall being interviewed by the much shorter Priya, saying "My views are the views of the majority of the American People and the People of the State that want our immigration laws to be faithfully enforced, supporting our Police that risk their lives to serve and protect us, and less intrusive Government in our lives, as opposed to the crony capitalism of Establishment Elites like Wilson Hammonds and Ruby Russell..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Teresa as my three Angels, the Sheriff, and I watched in my office prior to the Angels Meeting. "So Bettina is only showing part of the story, because this thing about Hoyt Stenson's mental abilities is going to hurt him in the Election."
"It already is." growled Sheriff Griswold. "His poll numbers are starting to drop."
"Don," Cindy said, almost cattily, "what do you think about that tête-à-tête between Ruby Russell and Sharon Marshall? And Fox even showing it?"
I replied: "I'm no fan of Fox overall, but that does show how much more integrity KFXU has than Bettina and KXTC. I also notice that Meredith Peller declined to be part of that report. She tends to be (air quotes) 'on assignment' whenever something really bad about Hoyt or Hunter Stenson is being featured in the reporting."
I continued: "As to Marshall and Russell, I'm most surprised that Sharon Marshall even bothered to take those shots at Hammonds and Ruby. I'd have expected her to take a higher road. But I'm not surprised at what Ruby said. She's being crushed in the polls by Corey Coons, while Marshall is ahead of Stenson. And as I've tried to tell y'all many, many times: the Republican Establishment Elites would rather see the Democrats win than a true Conservative win. And I think you just saw proof of that."
Cindy asked "Aren't you worried that the Republican split will cost them the Governor's Mansion, as well as both Houses of the State Legislature?"
I said "I'd like to see an experiment in the Republican primaries one day, where one true Conservative runs for President against 16 or 17 'low energy' Establishment Elites. I'd be willing to bet that that Conservative would pound every one of those Establishment pieces of crap into the ground, despite Media cries of each Establishment candidate in turn being 'our last hope' before falling by the wayside, and the Conservative would win the nomination going away."
"Don't you dare bet against him on that." Teresa 'warned' Cindy, who wisely just shrugged her shoulders and gave up.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am, Monday, September 14th. Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts had 'invited' Paulina Patterson and Gwen Munson into his Chambers.
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson, "we have Commander Donald Troy and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle on our witness list, as does the Prosecution. But neither of them are here in the Witness Room."
"Your Honor," replied Paulina, "we're going to be most of the day if not all day doing Jury selection and opening arguments. The FBI has made a request to interview Commander Troy and Commander Croyle, and are doing it today before they get called to the stand."
"Your Honor, this is intolerable!" Gwen Munson exclaimed. "Commander Troy should be in the Witness Room and nowhere else until he is called to the Stand. Why is he allowed to flout the rules of this Court like this?"
"Let me get this straight." said Judge Watts. "You, Ms. Munson, are whining about the rules of this Court being flouted? Really?"
"Your Honor," Gwen said fearlessly, "I ask for a continuance so that I can ask a higher Court to have you removed as the Judge on this case. I believe you are biased, especially against me-------"
"DENIED!" Judge Watts yelled, making Paulina almost jump out of her seat. "And I'll tell you right now, Munson: this is a high-stakes case with a lot of Media and political interest. As such, I expect you to act at all times in a professional manner within the rules and procedures of this Court. You don't even get two strikes and foul pitches in this one... the first time you start your shenanigans up, you'll be in Commander Troy's jails for Contempt of Court. Do you understand me?"
"No, Your Honor." Gwen said icily. "I renew my objection to you as the judge because of your bias and lack of impartiality."
"Object all you want." said Judge Watts. "But this trial goes forward... today. And if you cross the line even one time, Ms. Munson, you go to jail... today. Having said that... Ms. Patterson, you do need to have Commander Troy get through with his business with the FBI as quickly as possible. When it's time to call him to the Stand, he needs to be here and ready to go."
"But Your Honor!------" Gwen started up. Paulina thought the 'Teresa Cunt' look was the deadliest thing on earth... but Judge Watts's glare at Gwen was a close second. Still, Gwen turned to Paulina and said "Well, I guess your lover gets to flout the rules yet again."
"You are despicable." Paulina said to Gwen.
"And your daughter is a halfbreed!" fired back Munson. Deputies came in and separated the women after Paulina launched into the attack...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, the Duty Desk buzzed me and said that three Federal Agents were here to interview me. They were identified as FBI Special Agent Martin Nash, DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts, and ATF Special Agent Lindsey Black.
"Let me handle this." said the Chief as he came out of his office suite as if fired from a cannon. "You go into the Main Conference Roommmm." I did so, with my attorney Mike G. Todd, who was in my office with me.
As the Federal Agents came down the hallway with a Patrol escort, the Chief and Deputy Chief met them before they got to the entrance to my office. "I'll just tell you nowwww," Moynahan said, "that Commander Troy will not answer any of your questions if Agent Black is in the room."
"Good!" said Lindsey Black. "Then he's obstructing a Federal Investigation, and I'll arrest him right now." She started towards the main Conference Room, but found a green crowbar blocking her path, held by it's owner. Speaking of 'if looks could kill'...
"Assaulting a Federal Agent, eh?" said Black. "You're under arrest, too."
"Try and make that happen, bitch." Cindy growled. "And we'll add 'murder of a Federal Agent' to my charges."
"Ladies, please." said the Chief. "Agent Black, why don't you come with me, and you can watch in my Conference Rooooom. That is, unless all of you just want to leave."
"We'll take that." said Martin Nash in his dispassionate voice.
"I won't!" Black said angrily. "They're under arrest..."
"Stop it, Lindsey!" said Kevin Pitts. "They're not obstructing, and you haven't been assaulted!"
"Who's side are you ON?" Lindsey fired back.
"YOU ARE NOT HELPING US! JUST... STOP!" Pitts yelled into her face.
Shocked, Lindsey Black gave Pitts and Nash ugly looks, then went with the Chief and Cindy to the Chief's Conference Room. Nash and Pitts were brought to the Main Conference Room, where my attorney and I sat on the far side, our backs to the sunlight coming through the windows lining the far wall.
As they sat down on the near side (to the door) of the table, Kevin Pitts said in as friendly a voice as he could: "Commander, you don't really need a lawyer. This isn't about you, and it's just a conversation."
"I am being interrogated by Federal Agents." I replied, keeping my voice calm and level. "I have the right to an attorney, and I insist upon that right."
"Very well." said Martin Nash. "I don't have to read you your rights, Commander, but you know that lying to Federal Agents is a felony Federal crime. So, let's get started. On or about Wednesday, August 12th, you met with Jack Muscone, is that not right?"
"What is this about?" asked Mike G. Todd.
"We're asking the questions, here." said Nash. "Commander------="
"No, I'm asking the question." I said authoritatively. "What is this about?"
Nash saw that I wasn't going to play his way, so he said "This is part of an FBI OPR on the conduct of Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone regarding the investigation of Archie Brody and Brody's subsequent suicide. Now if I may ask my questions-------"
I said "I'll save you the trouble. Federal Judge K.M. Landis told me, to my face, that the actions of SAC Muscone and the Russo BAU team were well within the bounds of the Law. So what is the point of this interrogation?"
Kevin Pitts tried. He said in a persuasive voice "Commander, it's not an interrogation. It's an interview. We're just trying to ascertain the facts, and get to the truth here------"
I held up a hand to stop him then looked hard into his eyes as I said "Agent Pitts, I realize that you don't know me very well, and I don't know you very well, either. But Agent Nash here knows me very, very well, so he knows I don't play bullshit games... yet he's here trying to get me to play this... bullshit game."
I continued: "What I also know, Agent Pitts, is that the FBI does not open expensive OPR investigations just to determine the truth of something. They open them, and spend all that taxpayer money, to ultimately bring a case for termination or to bring criminal charges against someone. And as I just said, a Federal Judge said that Muscone broke no laws in the Brody case. Go interview Judge Landis, he'll tell you that himself."



"So," I said, turning my eyes back to Nash, "I want to know what is really going on here."
One disadvantage of Nash having worked for me and the TCPD is that he had more 'resistance' to my stare, and the persona behind it. He didn't bat an eyelash as he said "Commander, Jack Muscone acted against your strong recommendation to not go after Brody, and Brody ended up dead because of it. This is your chance to do something about that."
I sat back in my chair. "So that's it." I said levelly. And then I ripped him: "You think, Nash, because Muscone went against my advice, that I'll just turn over and help you try to get something on him? You think I'm that dirty a player? Well let me tell you something, Nash: I'm not you. I'm not a pussy like you are. And I won't help you and the Swamp Frogs you've joined to bring down a good... no, a great Federal Agent. Find your 'Judas Iscariot' elsewhere."
As I got up to go, I said "As I said, Federal Judge Landis said that Muscone broke no laws in the Brody case, so who am I to argue with a Federal Judge? And that's all I'll say, and all I'll testify to. I'll have an Officer show you out." With that I left the room, followed my Mike G. Todd...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhh, she did not like that one bit." said Chief Moynahan as Mike Todd, Cindy, the Sheriff and I met with him in the Chief's Conference Room. "She wanted to go in and try to arrest you again."
"She did agree with you about one thing, though." Cindy said. "When you called Nash a 'pussy', Lindsey said 'He's right about that, Nash is a pussy.'." I nodded.
To my surprise, Cindy then got up, saying "If you all will excuse me, I have something I have to do."
"By all means, Ms. Rossss. By all meeeeens." drawled the Chief. I began getting a small vibe... What were these guys up to? I wondered to myself.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy went into the Intelligence Center, and up to the station where Auxiliary Police Officer Terry Halston was working. "Hi, Terry." she said. "Did you get it for me?"
"Yes ma'am." said Halston as he handed her a jump drive. "And I think it'll work for you."
"Thanks, Terry." Cindy said. She took the drive and exited the Intel Center, then walked around the hallway down to Tanya Muscone's spacious Captain's office. She knocked on the door and heard Tanya call out for her to come in.
"Here." Cindy said, handing Tanya the jump drive. "Plug this in, and look at it now. I want you to show that to your husband, then destroy the jump drive."
"Okay, ma'am." Tanya said. She plugged in the drive, and watched the video that had been recorded of my 'interview' with Nash and Pitts. "Wow." was all she said when it was done.
"Just one thing." said Cindy. "Agent Lindsey Black also saw the interview, so if she gets wind that your husband has seen it, she might try to use it against him. So mums the word, and do destroy that drive... after you show it to Jack."
"I will, ma'am." said Tanya...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, as soon as I walked into my office, Teresa was walking in to report.
"We've got about a hundred protesters on Courthouse Square." Teresa said. I turned on my wall television monitor and brought up feeds from cameras on the Square as she said "So far they're fairly peaceful in front of the Courthouse, though they've been chanting slogans whenever Media cameras come by."
"Hey!" I said hopefully, "do we have any footage of the Media staging the protesters? I'd love to charge the Media with conspiracy to cause riots and insurrections."
"I've been looking for that," said Teresa, "as has Terry Halston and Penny Scott in Intel. But it's 'no joy' on that, so far. I suspect they're communicating by burner phones, and the agitators know to not be seen being staged, but to 'get hot' in front of the cameras."
"Okay, I'm sure you've got people ready to go if the agitators get bad." I said.
Teresa said "One more thing, sir. We've gotten complaint calls from the restaurants and bistros on the southside of the Square, and there were some complaints from restaurants on the east side last week, that people are coming up to customers and trying to force them to say they support Black Lives Matter."
Teresa: "Police have come up and broken up the mobs, but the agitators are getting increasingly aggressive. Courthouse Square is pretty much empty now, and the businesses are complaining that they're losing business. I sent links to the Police reports of the incidents to your inbox."
"Thanks, I appreciate that." I said. "Let me know if any more calls come in. I might just go handle them... personally." Teresa nodded and exited the office as I turned and opened the email and began reading the Police reports...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To my surprise, at 5:00pm Paulina Patterson came into my office. "The Jury is seated." she announced.
"You're kidding." I said. She shook her head and I said "What happened?"
"We had 120 people in the initial jury pool." Paulina said. "Of those, 31 of them, all black, had been arrested during last Spring and Summer's riots. Most of them were released, but I moved to strike all of them for cause. Munson objected, of course, saying that if they had no convictions, they were entitled to be on a jury, but Judge Watts struck them for cause."
Paulina said. "Another 30, all black, had priors for various crimes. As you know, Don, people like them usually don't even show up for Jury Duty, but in this case they did. But they were struck for cause. And all this before we actually got into the Courtroom to start the empaneling."
"I take it this is being held in the Old Courtroom?" I asked, knowing it was the largest Courtroom.
"No, in New Courtroom." Paulina said, which was the name of the second-largest Courtroom, and the largest of the new Courtrooms that had been built as part of the new complex. "Chief Bailiff Clark Alexander recommended that it be in the new building for security reasons." I nodded.
Paulina said "So we're down to less than 60 in the pool, and 40 of them had heard about the case and said they had opinions on it, or so they wrote on the written questionnaires. i got the feeling that a lot of them just didn't want to serve on this Jury, and therefore said they had opinions. They were struck."
Paulina: "So Judge Watts called for the twenty that were left to be augmented by another group of sixty. You might have guessed by now that they called almost twice as many for Jury Duty as on a normal week." I nodded.
Paulina: "The clerks of the Court had already excused potential jurors with arrest records, especially for previous riots, so we didn't have to go through that again. We got 30 people out of that, and then the empaneling questions began. We got lucky in that of the first ten on the list, eight were white males, and all but four of the black persons were towards the back end of the list, and part of that second pool that had been brought in."
Paulina: "So Gwen used 8 of her 9 strikes on the first ten, and I used one of my 8 on the Black woman that looked to be Breonna's age. We'd seated four people, two White women, one Asian woman, and one Hispanic man, when Gwen used her last strike on a White man. Eight out of the next ten were White or Hispanic, and I let them through, striking the two Blacks."
Paulina: "So we have a Jury of eight White, two Hispanic, and two Asian people, eight men and four women, and six alternates, all White. The five women are one Asian and three White."
I said "Cool. Now do me one favor." I leaned over my desk and said quietly "Please do not ever tell anyone else that story that I've already forgotten I just heard."
"Why?" asked Paulina.
I said "Because if Bryant is convicted, Gwen Munson will appeal and say that Bryant did not have a (air quotes) 'jury of her peers' because no Blacks were on it. And mark my words, Paulina... there will come a time in the future where any Black that is convicted by a Jury with no Blacks on it will appeal on those grounds."
"Wow, really?" Paulina said, shocked and also skeptical. 
"That is a prediction." I said. "Time will tell if I am right or not..."
Part 21 - Town & County v. Breonna Bryant
9:00am, Tuesday, September 15th. Teresa and I were in one of the Witness Rooms at the Courthouse. Because of the group of 'peaceful' protesters outside, Judge Watts had allowed a Patrol Officer to be in the hallway with our Police iPhones in case something started up and we got texted. This was over Gwen Munson's vociferous objections, of course.
"What they don't know," said Teresa quietly after I'd checked for bugs, "is that we have a contingent of State Patrol Officers at the Civic Center, which is closed to the Public this week." The Civic Center was at the northwest corner of the Square.
Teresa continued "The State Patrol Commander, Colonel Hartmann, is a strong Jared supporter. He hand-selected other Jared supporters for this mission. They are ready to assist us in quelling any violence by whatever methods the Iron Crowbar deems necessary."
"Good." I said.
Teresa said "I don't understand why we have to be here, while Dr. Lionel Carmela is allowed to stay at the University and teach his Communism classes."
I said "First, because we're being called by the Prosecution, while Carmela is a Defense character witness. Second, as a trade-off for us being allowed to be on call, and being able to leave and handle any emergencies that might come up."
Teresa said "And why am I being called by the Prosecution? I wasn't there, so I don't know what Paulina thinks I can add."
I said "Partially to protect you, so you can give your story before Gwen starts accusing you of batshit crazy stuff like flying a helicopter and firing a missile at the Block House. But also it might look bad to the Jury for you to be called by the Defense and not the Prosecution..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After going through the preliminaries, Judge Watts had the Jury brought in. Eighteen Citizens filed into the Jury Box, one of the Four Boxes that were the cornerstones of our Liberty (along with the soap box, the ballot box, and the cartridge box).
Observers would tell me later that Breonna Bryant was the slowest to stand when the Jury went in and out, and the fastest to sit back down. Other than that, Gwen Munson had coached her very well to dress nicely, pay attention, even taking notes, and to act like a nervous, innocent lamb being led to the slaughterhouse.
After opening statements, Paulina got to work, bringing in the evidence. She introduced the videos that clearly showed Bryant not just at the protest, but actively participating to block the Police from reaching the Block House. Several TCPD technicians testified to the veracity of the film footage, easily weathering the storm of Gwen Munson's repeated attacks upon the data as well as attacking their integrity and competence.
Then came fourteen Police Officers, six of them Black. They all testified to clearly seeing Breonna Bryant among the 202 criminals surrounding the Block House, and when asked if that person was in the Courtroom, they all pointed at the Defendant and identified her. And as their records with the TCPD were spotless, Gwen Munson had nothing with which to impugn their integrity nor their testimony.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00pm, Tuesday, September 15th. Released for lunch, Teresa and I picked up some sandwiches from the Subway on the Square, which was almost devoid of customers. Protesters, many of them White with green Environmentalist Wacko shirts, were walking on the 'inside' side of College Street, on the Square side, ready and eager ready to intimidate anyone who dared to eat lunch on the Square. However, they wisely chose not to get anywhere near me nor Teresa, for the good of their own health and safety.
At Headquarters, I wolfed down my food and then studied emails and duty log entries. There were no mass protests outside the Courthouse Square area, but the protests in the Square were getting larger.
Helena buzzed me and said that Melina Allgood wanted to see me, without appointment... which meant that Helena did not approve of my ex-wife just showing up and wanting to intrude upon me. I said that was fine and to let Melina come on in.
"I think you're well aware that I'm working independently of both Jack Muscone's Team as well as that circle-jerk of an operation in Texas." Melina said as she handed me a file. "I've been independently monitoring that situation in Texas, as well as Louisiana. And I came across this."
I read the contents of the file, then got on my landline phone and buzzed Teresa to come to my office. Seconds later, she appeared, and without asking Melina's permission, I handed Teresa the file.
Inside, it read: "Jen Esterson Sakai is not in Houston, as we believed she was. We do not know to where she has gone, but we do know she has not approached her family nor their residence near Lake Charles. We believe she may be heading to her cousin Teresa Croyle's home, the Town & County"
"She's coming here?" Teresa asked with a gasp.
Melina said: "I've confirmed through other sources that she is not in Houston, and was not there for at least part of the time the FBI thought she was there. And my sources agree with that report... Jen Sakai is coming here... where you are, Teresa."
My ex-wife then noticed Teresa's eyes lock with mine for a second, and she realized that the Iron Crowbar and the Iron Wolf knew things that even she did not...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm. As the trial got back underway, ADA Paulina announced "The People call Police Commander Donald Troy to the stand."
I strode down the aisle and took my place in the witness chair after being sworn in. Paulina had me state my name and occupation, then asked to read my accomplishments into the record. To my amazement, Gwen Munson did not object! Hmmm, I thought to myself.
Paulina guided me through what I had ordered my Officers to do that night... including having Teresa go to BOW Enterprises. I explained that they had a communications room from which she could direct our operations if the unthinkable happened, and we and our Headquarters and our 2nd Precinct Headquarters were overrun.
"And why did you send Commander Croyle specifically?" Paulina asked.
"With me at the site, her presence would've been redundant." I said. "And with her being the wife of the BOW Enterprises CEO, it made sense to send her there."
I did notice that Gwen Munson did not challenge this line based on relevance. That also told me volumes.
After Paulina ended her questions, Gwen Munson started in on me. "Commander, did you actually see the defendant at the scene of the alleged crime?"
"Not personally." I said. "Which means nothing."
"Your Honor, will you ask this witness to confine himself to just answering the questions?" Gwen said.
"You'll regret it if I do." replied Judge Watts. "Continue."
"Commander Troy," said Munson, "let's look at that decision that you made, to send Commander Croyle to the BOW Enterprises facility. Why that facility? Why not County Jail, or Police Headquarters?"
"County Jail was a busy place, processing our arrests of violent criminals." I replied. "And Headquarters and 2nd Precinct Headquarters were much closer to the crime scene, and seeing that Precinct Offices in other cities have been attacked by violent protesters, they were obvious potential targets."
Gwen went to her table and pretended to search for something, then turned back with a piece of paper in her hand. "Commander," she said, "On June 7th, just over a year ago, BOW Enterprises was invaded, and its CEO, your nephew I might add, was captured and held hostage. So would you please explain why you would think of sending Commander Croyle to that much less safe place?" (Author's note: 'A Death in the Family', Ch. 02)
I said "The perps who committed that crime were trained in military tactics, and their leader was a former Navy SEAL. And since that time, the facility upgraded its security tremendously."
"I see." said Gwen. "And during the rescue of Mr. Burke, the CEO, some of your Officers used a tunnel to access the warehouse where he was being held, is that correct?"
"That is correct." I said.
"Are there any other tunnels under BOW Enterprises?" Gwen asked.
"I don't know." I said.
"You're under oath, Commander." Gwen said. Paulina objected, and Judge Watts sustained the objection. Gwen persisted: "How can you sit there and say you don't know of any other tunnels there?"
I shrugged and said "Because I don't know, not for sure, and I'm not going to speculate while under oath... which you just reminded us that I am."
"All right, Commander..." Judge Watts said quietly as people in the Courtroom chuckled, including a couple of Jury members. He was not pleased with that last remark I'd just made.
"Commander," Gwen Munson said, "the Block House was destroyed by a very large explosion, which officially was attributed to explosives inside detonating. Is it possible that they were detonated by missile being fired from a helicopter?"
"Objection!" Paulina said, rising to her feet. "Calls for speculation! And relevance, I might add."
"Sustained." said Judge Watts.
Gwen said "No more questions, Your Honor, but I would like this witness to be subject to recall."
"Objection!" said Paulina. "She needs to finish her cross of Commander Troy or make clear why she wants him subject to recall."
"I intend to show that as I question other witnesses." Gwen retorted.
"The objection is sustained." said Judge Watts. "Finish with this witness, Counselor."
"No more questions, Your Honor." Gwen said, seemingly exasperated... but with a slight gleam in her eye.
"You may step down, Commander." said Judge Watts, who made a point to add: "And you may remain in the Courtroom if you so desire."
"Thank you, Your Honor." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina did not call Teresa to the stand. At 5:00pm, Court adjourned after the Prosecution rested its case. I went back to Headquarters along the normally-closed-off Elm Street, noticing that the crowds protesting were large, but not very active at the moment.
"It was weird." I said to the Chief and Sheriff as we sat in the Chief's Conference Room. "Munson went completely off-course, asking about tunnels under BOW Enterprises, and trying to get me to speculate on a helicopter-fired missile hitting the Block House."
Griswold growled "They must be trying to gin up that crap from earlier, that Nash and his FBI team tried to gin up on us." (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 05.)
I shook my head. "Maybe, sir," I said," but that's not relevant to Breonna Bryant's charges. The perps died, she's been shown to be there committing felony crimes. So the felony murder charge would stick. Gwen Munson was wasting everyone's time, including the Jury's, on her fantasies." Both men chuckled at that.
"There was one thing that I didn't understand." said Sheriff Griswold. "Why didn't Paulina bring up that you agreed to meet with Bryant, and that she said that about your daughter when you did talk to her?"
I was struck by that. "I... I..."
"My God, Sheriff." said the Chief. "You just stumped the Iron Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Wednesday, September 16th. The TCPD began making preparations for riots, and we were not playing around. Rubber bullets, beanbags, CS grenades, flash-bang grenades, and live ammunition was distributed, as well as shields to compliment the armor and helmets the Officers would be wearing. The State Patrol did likewise. And National Guard troops began being bussed in, and were staying in the gym in the basement of the Old Post Office Building behind the Federal Building.



Gwen Munson began the defense of her client Breonna Bryant with character witnesses. Paulina would do a minimum of cross-examination, asking a few if they'd ever heard Breonna make racially-motivated statements, which they denied. She asked that two be held for recall... as they were, like Breonna, students of Dr. Lionel Carmela. Judge Watts allowed it.
And then Gwen said "The Defense calls Dr. Lionel Carmela to the stand." Dr. Carmela came in, wearing a black outfit that resembled what the North Korean leader (that I call 'Weeble Wobble') and the pantsuits Mrs. Bill Clinton likes to wear... very typical Communist attire. His black hair looked oily and unwashed, and his thick black beard looked tangled and dirty.
After being sworn in, Gwen led Carmela through a series of questions, showing that Carmela was Breonna's Faculty advisor, had recommended Bryant for Graduate School, getting in Bryant's 3.75 GPA, as well. Carmela waxed eloquent on what a good student Breonna was, and how active she was in student events and charities. And then Paulina got her shot.
"Dr. Carmela," Paulina said, "just to be clear... you are a Professor of Political Science at the University, right?"
"Yes, and Head of the Department of Political Science." boasted Carmela.
"And you've written a number of papers that have been published?" Paulina asked.
"Objection!" yelled Gwen Munson, rising to her feet. "Relevance!"
"Oh, I'm going to establish relevance, Your Honor." Paulina fired back.
"Objection overruled." said Judge Watts. "But start connecting the dots, Counselor."
Paulina said "I'd like to add these into evidence. They are six papers published by Dr. Lionel Carmela, as well as an official report from the Department of Homeland Security, placing Dr. Lionel Carmela on their formal watch list as a potential subversive." (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising', Ch. 03, for more on those papers.)
"Objection!" yelled Gwen Munson! "Relevance! And the Prosecution is------"
"Overruled!" Judge Watts practically. "The documents are entered into evidence."
"May I approach, Your Honor?" Gwen Munson demanded, her voice furious with anger.
"I'll do you one better." said the Judge. "Ten minute recess. I'll see both attorneys in Chambers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your Honor," Gwen Munson was all but yelling, standing (not sitting) in front of the Judge's desk, "that watch list document is highly prejudicial and should be excluded! Dr. Carmela is not on trial here!"
"Counselor," Judge Watts said, taking the tone of a parent instructing a stupid child, "shredding a witness's credibility has been going on since adversarial trials in Courts of Law began centuries ago. And I see where the Prosecution is going with this, and she has every right to do so in her Prosecution. It's your job to defend your client, not mine."
"Your Honor," said Gwen Munson, "I ask for a continuance, to appeal not only that ruling, but to ask that you be recused for obvious bias."
"Your Honor!" Paulina said loudly before Judge Watts did the obvious thing. "She's goading you. If you jail her for Contempt now, we'll have to start the trial over... and that's what she wants. Not only because she's losing, but to delay the trial until closer to the Election."
Judge Watts's head did not move, just his eyes as he looked at Gwen Munson. She, however, was staring at Paulina with smoldering hatred in her eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dr. Carmela," said Paulina, holding up a document as the trial resumed, "in one of the two papers you published while at the University, you advocate what is called 'critical race theory', saying that our schoolchildren should be taught that all Whites are racist from birth, and that White children should be ashamed to be White."
"Objection." said Gwen Munson, though dully.
Paulina said "Your Honor, may I have the witness read these lines from his paper to the Jury?"
"I'll be glad to do that." said Dr. Carmela. So Judge Watts allowed it.
After Carmela was finished, Paulina said "Breonna Bryant took two classes from you, Dr. Carmela. And she got 'A's in both classes, as the transcript the Defense put into evidence shows, is that right?"
"Yes." Carmela said. "Ms. Bryant was an excellent student, and worked hard to get those good grades."
"I'm sure." replied Paulina. "One of those classes was based on your paper supporting riots and violent protests as means of bringing 'change'... your own words in the paper were 'fundamental transformation'... of the Government. And the other class was based on the paper you just read, that schools should be required to teach 'critical race theory' to our children. Is that not right?"
"That is correct." said Carmela.
"And just to confirm," Paulina said, "the Defendant got an 'A' from you in that class?"
"Yes." said Carmela. "She was a excellent student." I observed that Breonna Bryant was looking hatefully at Paulina, then Gwen saw it and whispered to Bryant... who quickly put on her 'scared innocent victim' face again.
"Dr. Carmela," said Paulina, "you're white. How do you feel about that?" And Gwen did not object to that.
"I'm deeply ashamed to have been born white." Carmela replied. "I atone for my shame by exposing institutional White racism against People of Color, and fighting against White Police brutality against innocent blacks." He looked at Breonna as he said that, with look on his face that suggested he believed he'd won that one. I was looking at the Jury...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Defense calls Teresa Croyle to the stand." said Gwen Munson. Teresa strode into the Courtroom, looking sharp in her well-fitting Police semi-formal uniform with ribbons. She was sworn in.
"Commander Croyle," Gwen said, "on the night the Block House was destroyed, where were you at the time of the standoff with Police?"
"At BOW Enterprises." Teresa said, not volunteering anything further.
"Why were you there?" Munson asked.
"Because Commander Troy instructed me to go there, and monitor events from their control room." Teresa said.
"Did you leave that control room before or during the time the standoff was going on?" Gwen asked.
"I went to the bathroom a couple of times." Teresa said. "I don't remember the exact times to the hour and minute, though."
"Commander Croyle," Gwen said, "are you licensed to fly helicopters?"
"Objection! Relevance!" Paulina said as she sprang out of her chair.
"Sustained." said Judge Watts. "Ten minute recess. Escort the Jury out." The Deputies escorted the Jury out of the Courtroom. "Approach the Bench." said the Judge.
At the Bench, Gwen said "Your Honor, you let the Prosecutor smear the good name of Dr. Carmela with irrelevant crap like that Homeland Security document, so I demand you let me show that there is a reasonable alternative in why the Block House was destroyed, per a Federal investigation-------"
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "even if the Defense counsel's conspiracy fantasies were true, it doesn't matter with regard to the charges against her client. No matter how it happened, those men died while the Defendant was committing felony crimes blocking the Police from arresting Wilson, which might've saved his life."
"Thank you, Prosecutor," said Watts, "for saying what I was about to. Defense Counsel, you will not litigate that in my Courtroom during this trial. Prosecutor, I might have to call a mistrial and put the Defense counsel in jail for Contempt, anyway."
"All I ask, Your Honor," Paulina replied, "is that you have Commander Donald Troy personally transport her to County Jail."
"Is that a threat?" Gwen growled, her voice ugly.
"You tell me." Paulina replied with a wicked smile.
Judge Watts tried not to laugh, and failed. "That is an excellent, excellent idea, Prosecutor. I'll do that. Consider yourself warned for the final time, Ms. Munson. And do be aware that no matter what, after this trial is over I am going to do whatever it takes to have you disbarred."
Munson gave up. She had no more questions for Teresa, and neither did Paulina. Teresa was excused and came over and sat down beside me, in the front row behind the Prosecutor's table. The Defense rested.
On re-direct, Paulina recalled the two women that had been Carmela's students with Breonna Bryant. She forced them to reveal the Marxist and racist nature of Carmela's teachings, and had to admit that Bryant never disagreed with one word of it. Gwen mitigated the damage by having the women reiterate what a good student and good person Breonna was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:45pm, Wednesday, September 16th. Closing arguments. Yep, the trial had lasted just three days.
Paulina went through the details once again, re-explaining the 'felony murder' charge and the other felonies with which Bryant had been charged. Gwen waxed poetic on all the glorious things others had said about Breonna Bryant, about what a good student she was, and how everyone loved her. She also focused on the race card, a lot more than she had during the actual trial.
And then Paulina got the final word... and I saw now why she had not questioned me before about my meeting with Bryant. (Author's note: 'The Whole Nine Yards', Ch. 01.)
"You've been told by the Defense counsel's witnesses that Breonna is a sweet, innocent victim, and a good person. Now, I'm going to show you the real Breonna Bryant. The hatred-filled racist that had no problem with protecting the man who raped and beat a white woman, and who called a little girl subhuman, and a filthy, racist slur."
She brought out a monitor and began playing a video. It was the recorded video of my conversation with her, showing Breonna Bryant saying 'cracker' Inga Gunddottar 'got what she deserved', and calling my daughter a 'halfbreed' multiple times.
"That's the real Breonna Bryant." Paulina said. "A racist that has no compassion for others, just pure hatred. I ask you to do the right thing, and convict her of the crimes with which she has been charged..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After being charged by the Judge, the Jury filed out to deliberate. As it was only 4:30pm, Judge Watts said "We'll give them until seven or eight o'clock to get the process started, then we'll sequester them for the night and go home ourselves."
At 5:40pm, a legal aide from Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C., Gwen Munson's legal firm, came up the aisle and whispered something to her. For a fleeting second I saw total horror on Gwen's face, then her look softened as the aide continued whispering to her.
Five minutes later, at 5:45pm, a Deputy came in with a note from the Jury. Judge Watts read it, then looked up at the lawyers, and then at me...
To be continued.
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Part 22 - Town & County v. Breonna Bryant Redux
"Prosecutor, Defense Counsel, I'll see you both in Chambers." said Judge Watts. They followed him out the door as we all sat there, wondering what was going on.
"What's going on?" Teresa whispered to me. "Do they have a verdict already?"
"I don't know." I said. "But Judge Watts looked right at me for a second before asking the lawyers to join him in Chambers. So maybe they dooooo..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once in Chambers, Judge Watts said "The Jury sent this note to me. They are unanimously agreed on seven of the eight charges against the Defendant, and the only one left is the Felony Murder charge. They are asking if they can consider a lesser charge, such as Voluntary Manslaughter. I want your input before I give them an answer."
"Someone in there must know the law." said Paulina. "Man-1 would be the next level down."
"But that wasn't one of the original charges." said Gwen Munson. "So I'm opposed to allowing them to consider a lesser charge. 'If the charge don't fit, they must acquit.'."
Judge Watts grunted a laugh at that play on attorney Johnny Cochran's words in the O.J. Simpson trial ("If the glove don't fit, you must acquit!"). "Very amusing." he said. "What say you, Prosecutor?"
"If there is any possibility that considering a lesser charge could lead to a successful appeal and overturning the verdict," Paulina said, "then leave it as is."
"Oh, any guilty verdict is going to be overturned after all of the points of appeal I've accumulated." Gwen Munson said cattily.
"But you won't be the one making those appeals after I move to have you disbarred." said Judge Watts. To Paulina's shock, Gwen Munson just smirked at the Judge.
"I'm going to tell them that I'm considering their question overnight, and send them to their hotel." said Judge Watts. "Be here at 9:00am tomorrow morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, September 15th. For reasons of safety and better security, Laura and I and our kids and dogs were staying at The Cabin on a weeknight, as were Molly and her boys. Paulina had brought Tasha to spend the night, as well.
"Well, it's just about over." Paulina said to us as we adults sat in the greatroom after supper. She told us about the meeting in Chambers after Judge Watts had gotten the Jury's note. "I have no idea if they're in agreement to acquit or to convict, but the Felony Murder is the only sticking point, from what the Judge said."
"Sounds like they're leaning toward convictions." said Molly.
"I'd like to think so," said Paulina. "But nothing is final until that verdict report is signed and the Jury states it in open Court. They could be voting unanimously today, but then the Judge says they have to vote Felony Murder or nothing, and in a snit they change their previous vote to acquit on all charges."
"True." I said, almost absentmindedly. "But I think Molly's right. Tell me this... could Gwen arrange a plea bargain at this late hour?"
Paulina emitted a low whistle, which got the redoubtable Bowser's attention. As he padded over, Paulina said "Wow, I don't know. I've seen cases where insurance companies fight a claim for eight years, take a plaintiff suing them right up to the moment a line is formed outside the door for jury empaneling, and then they settle. But I don't think I've seen a plea bargain made after the Jury has been charged and is deliberating. I guess it's theoretically possible, and may have happened the past. But knowing Judge Watts, he'd never allow it at this point. Why?"
"Just curious." I said as I petted the redoubtable Bowser. A moment later, Carole appeared.
"Daddy," said Carole, "Sheriff Griswold is about to arrrrive. He wants to talk to you, and it must be im-por-tant."
I said "I'm sure it will be------"
"WOOF!" barked Bowser. A second later we heard the sound of tires on the driveway. And a moment later, Laura opened the door to admit Our Sheriff.
"Hello everyone." he said as Carole and Tasha hugged his legs. "Hi Bowser." he said as he petted Bowser, who wagged his tail mightily at the attention. "Don, can I talk to you outside for a moment?"
"Sure, Sheriff." I said. "Bowser, do you need to go out?" Buddy appeared out of nowhere and beat Bowser to the door. They scampered around the side and down their hillside trail to do their business as the Sheriff and I sat in our 'usual' places on the deck.
"It's getting cooler." growled Griswold. "We'll be using that wonderful fire pot soon."
"Would you like me to light it now?" I asked, taking the hint and moving forward to light it.
"Sure." the Sheriff barked. I started the gas and lit the fire pot, then sat back in the metal mesh loveseat as the Sheriff settled into his seat to my left, and began:
"I acted on your advice", he said, "and personally searched the Jury Room for bugs after they were taken to their hotel for the night. I'll add that we had them get their belongings and we put them in different rooms with no television nor wi-fi access." I nodded.
Griswold continued: "I found a bug in the Jury Room. Small but high quality transceiver. I left it alone, because if I tell the Judge, he'll have to declare a mistrial. We'll find a way to get it out of there later. So... how did you know?"
I said "Just before the Jury sent the Judge that note, one of Gwen Munson's minions came up to her and began whispering something. Munson had a look of horror on her face for a second or two. And then Judge Watts sent the Jury to the hotel. I didn't know it for sure, of course, but it struck me that the Jury room might be bugged; hence, my call to you------"
I heard the back door open, and turned to see Teresa Croyle coming onto the deck. "Sorry to bother you, gentlemen," she said, "but I got a call from Headquarters. They're monitoring the situation in Courthouse Square. The number of protesters have doubled in the last hour. They're not really doing anything, but they are clustering in groups, as if they're getting marching orders, for lack of a better term."
"Are there Media people there?" I asked. "Anyone staging the protesters?"
"We're looking for that." said Teresa. "But so far, nothing like the way Penis Holder used to stage them."
"With the Sheriff's permission," I said, "let's institute the dusk-to-dawn curfew, especially around the Square."
"Hell, I'll do you better." growled Griswold. He got out his cellphone and made calls, instituting the curfew himself. Teresa followed up with orders to clear Courthouse Square...
Part 23 - The Trial, Concluded
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, September 17th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the Courthouse complex in the far background across the Square. "Tensions rise as the Jury decides the fate of Breonna Bryant!"
Bettina began: "The Jury is now deliberating eight criminal charges against Breonna Bryant, four of them felonies, including a ridiculous charge of Felony Murder. The University Honors student, who had no prior criminal record, is on trial for her life after peacefully protesting White Police brutality against People of Color on the night eight men died in the Block House explosion."
Bettina: "Last night, Sheriff Antonio Griswold ordered a dusk-to-dawn curfew throughout the County. He also ordered Courthouse Square to be cleared. As you can see behind me, there is no one except Police marching on the grounds of the Square. Sheriff Griswold is a close friend of deeply unpopular White Nationalist Governor Val Jared, and a strong supporter of illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood as well as Commander Donald Troy, who had to be pardoned by Jared after allegations of raping a woman in his custody were made."
Bettina: "Politicians throughout the State are condemning white District Attorney Miriam Walters for allowing the prosecution of Ms. Bryant to have taken place at all, and they're also rallying to Breonna Bryant's support. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Corey Coons condemning White Police and promising to defund the Police Statewide. Then Hoyt Stenson was shown, reading a prepared statement from his basement (literally), saying: "And when I'm Governor, I will fully pardon Breonna Bryant for any crimes for which she's convicted, felony or misdemeanor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As my Angels and I drank coffee in my office, Cindy said "My confidential Media source told me that the SNN Networks and even some National networks are sending vans here. They've been traveling by night, and probably will come on in and set up by the time Court goes into session this morning."
Tanya said "I have word that the US DOJ Civil Rights Division sent Ava Hinds and her team to the City, and they could be anywhere in the area."
"They're in Lexington, in Hamilton County." I said. Tanya looked wide-eyed in my general direction, probably wondering how I knew that.
"Why are they attacking Miriam Walters?" asked Teresa. "Paulina is prosecuting the case."
"Doesn't do much for their narrative if they say a black ADA is doing the prosecuting." I said. "Also, there's something more, and you'll hear more about it soon: in many large cities that have been experiencing riots and bloodshed, from Portland, Oregon, to Wilmington, Delaware, rabidly Leftwing District Attorneys are refusing to prosecute black criminals and violent protesters."
I continued: "The Police arrest someone, the D.A. says 'I'm not prosecuting him because he's black and was arrested by racist white cops.', and they have to let him go. The Police arrest the same thug the nest day after he beats or shoots dead someone, and the same Leftwing D.A. makes a point to release the perp again."
Your Iron Crowbar: "That's why the Media is attacking D.A. Walters... how DARE she actually prosecute criminals! How DARE she not let them go and curse the Police for arresting the murderer! THAT is what the Media has to stop, so that the criminals continue to go free and the Police are demoralized."
"If Bryant is found guilty," Tanya asked, no perkiness in her voice, "will there be more riots?"
"Yes, and they'll be worse than anything we've seen to this point," I said, "even if Media cameras are not there to stage it and record it. And we, the TCPD, are going to show the corrupt politicians of Portland and especially Wilmington, Delaware exactly how violent criminal protests should be handled------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. I answered it, then said "Yes, Your Honor... I'll be right there, Your Honor." After disconnecting, I said "Let's move, Iron Wolf. Judge Watts wants to see you and me in Chambers right now, before anyone is really aware that we're there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank you for coming so early." said Judge Watts after Teresa and I had been admitted to his Chambers and followed his example of getting some coffee before sitting down at his desk. "You are sworn to secrecy on what I'm about to tell you, but I need to tell you so that you can prepare your Police Force."
"We appreciate that, Your Honor." I replied.
Judge Watts said "As you know, there are a total of eight charges against Breonna Bryant, four of them felonies. The Jury has found the Defendant guilty of seven of those eight charges, but even the felonies carry only a short amount of prison time, if any at all. They passed me a note yesterday asking if they could consider a lesser charge than the Felony Murder, such as Voluntary Manslaughter."
Judge Watts: "Both the Prosecution and Defense opposed consideration of the lesser charge, though for different reasons. But even if we end up with a hung Jury or an acquittal, I expect there will still be guilty verdicts. And I know what that's going to mean out there."
"Yes sir." I said. "We're ready, Your Honor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:45am, Thursday, September 17th. Bettina Wurtzburg got into the shotgun seat of the KXTC van that was parked in the alley behind the building from where she did her morning broadcasts. Her cameraman was driving. As they got to Riverside Drive, the cameraman turned on his signal to turn left, to go south on Riverside, which was opposite of the way to go to get back to the KXTC studios.
"Why are you turning left?" Bettina asked.
"Look over there." said the cameraman. Bettina turned and looked out her door's window, and saw TCPD Officers putting up barricades, closing Riverside Drive where it formed the west border of Courthouse Square, going behind City Hall.
"They're closing the Square?" Bettina said with a gasp. "Stop the car! Back up back into the parking lot!" She meant the four parking spaces behind the building, one of which KXTC paid the building owner well in exchange for exclusive parking rights. The driver backed into the space, and Bettina got out and ran up Riverside Drive to the corner with College Avenue. Two Uniformed TCPD Officers came up to her.
"The Square is closed, ma'am." one Officer said.
"To pedestrians?" Bettina asked, shocked.
"Yes ma'am, to everyone." the Officer said. "By order of the County Sheriff. No vehicles, no pedestrians." Bettina looked along the length of Courthouse Square. There had been a few protesters in their red 'Antifa' shirts beginning to gather, but they had been escorted off, under threat of arrest.
"Oh my God." Bettina said as it hit her. She turned and yelled to her cameraman: "Scott! Let's go!" As they got back into the van, Bettina was on her cellphone: "Yes, it's me. Listen!... Goddammit, shut up and listen to me! It's going down now! The Police are closing off the Square! They know something! The Breonna Bryant verdict must be imminent!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. Judge Watts was announced, came in and sat down, and gaveled Court into session. "Prosecution, Defense, do either of you have anything before I bring the Jury in?"
"Sidebar, Your Honor?" said Gwen Munson.
"Both sides, approach." said Watts. Both sides approached the Bench. It is possible that Your Iron Crowbar was admiring Paulina's lovely backside in the tight jacket and skirt suit she was wearing, and remembering how those luscious asscheeks had felt smacking into my groin as I deeply fucked her dogstyle the night before... But I digress.
"Your Honor," said Gwen, "how are you going to instruct the Jury on consideration of a lesser charge?"
"You're about to find out, Counselor." said the Judge. "When I bring in the Jury and answer their question."
"I ask, Your Honor," said Gwen, "because I know this is irregular, but if the Jury cannot consider manslaughter, I'd like an hour continuance... to negotiate a plea deal with the Prosecution for Man-1."
Watts looked stunned. He looked at Paulina, who did not seem to look as stunned, and silently reminded himself to never play poker with her. "Prosecutor?" he asked.
"I'm bound by the Code of Ethics to consider it, Your Honor... if you allow it." Paulina said. "I will have to contact District Attorney Walters and get her ultimate approval."
"You have one hour." said Judge Watts...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa and I waited, sitting in the front row behind the Prosecution table, I felt a strange vibe. Without turning my head, I moved my eyes over to the Defense side of the room. I saw Breonna Bryant and her father both staring at me, with looks of bitter, malignant hatred on both their faces.
I turned my head and looked squarely in Breonna's eyes, then her father's, and I held his look until he finally looked forward again. But the sense of utter hatred did from him did not dissipate in any way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:10am, Thursday, September 17th.
The Judge returned to the Bench, and a moment later the two attorneys were called up for a sidebar.
"No progress, Your Honor." said Gwen Munson. "The Prosecution will not agree to any reasonable terms."
"I'm not dropping the other charges, nor reducing them." said Paulina, insinuating that something of that kind had been part of Munson's demands in exchange for a guilty plea for Manslaughter-1.
"Very well." said the Judge. "I likely would not have accepted a plea bargain, anyway. You may return to your seats." They did so as the Judge said "Bring in the Jury."
Everyone stood up as the Jury filed in, Breonna Bryant looking sullen and put out at having to honor that formality. I studied their faces hard, but could not get any reading from them.
"Ladies and gentlemen of the Jury," said the Judge, "I have pondered your question of being able to consider a lesser charge, such as Manslaughter, instead of Felony Murder. You are considering eight charges, all of them separately from each other, and deciding if each charge has been proved in its own right. But none of them cover a lesser charge than the Felony Murder charge, and there were no additional but lesser charges tacked on for you to consider."
"Therefore," said Judge Watts, "you must consider the Felony Murder charge itself, and come to a unanimous verdict, one way or the other. So, please return to your Jury Room and continue your deliberations."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She was willing to let Breonna plead to Involuntary Manslaughter, but she wanted the other felony charges dropped." Paulina said to me and the Sheriff as we talked in the hallway during a recess called by the Judge (who needed a potty break for himself). Teresa was doing Teresa things, checking in with her Captains to make sure the TCPD and our allies were ready.
"And then she pushes an appeal of that, and the other felonies are gone." I said. "I'm glad you held out. What did Miriam say about it?"
"She said it was my call." Paulina said. "She did say that it was more important to her that we not lay grounds for any appeals, so to take that into consideration. Between you, me, and the crowbar, she fully realizes that Munson and the Media would love to get a new trial closer to Election time, or just still have it hanging out there, unresolved."
Teresa came up, and I excused myself and stepped away from the others so that she could whisper to me: "Protesters are at our barricades all over the perimeter around the Courthouse." I knew that extended for a few blocks in all directions, and that College Street was shut down all the way to University Avenue.
Teresa: "I did get one report from Intel Branch. They've been following the Press, trying to get some evidence of the Press staging rioters or otherwise criminally aiding and abetting the violence. We didn't get that, but KXTC and the SNN Networks have been a beehive, trying to get into positions in several places around Town. And their cub reporters in the Courtroom have spoken to Bryant's father, maybe to make sure they can get statements from him."
"They know something." I replied. When I looked over, Paulina had already returned to the Courtroom. I saw The Intendant, Adele Peabody, near the entrance to the back hallways, and I said "Wait here a second." Teresa waited, though she moved four feet down the hallway to engage Our Sheriff in conversation, filling him in on our preparations.



"Don," Adele said as I came up to her, "let's go back here a second." I followed her through the door and down the hallway to an empty room, and Adele shut the door. She did not notice me reach up and 'fiddle' with my ink pen in my shirt pocket.
"Don, don't ask how I know," Adele Peabody said, "but Judge Watts is about to be informed that the Jury already has a verdict on all eight charges... and that verdict will be 'guilty' on all counts!"
"Thanks." I said. "I've got to go put the Force on alert." We left the room and I went back into the front hallway. "Teresa, put the Force on full alert." As Teresa whipped out her cellphone and began texting, so did I.
My text was to Cindy, and said simply: "Tell her it's going down." Cindy knew that 'her' was Priya Ajmani, and for her (Cindy) to tell Priya and KFXU what Bettina and KXTC had found out by means of a bug planted in the Jury Room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Members of the Jury, have you reached a verdict on each of the charges?" asked Judge Watts after Court was reconvened and the Jury brought in.
"We have, Your Honor." said the Foreman, standing up. He handed the forms to the Bailiff, who walked them over to the Judge. Judge Watts read the forms, then passed them to the Clerk for recording and reading of those verdicts.
The Clerk stood and looked at the Defense table. Gwen Munson rose, but Breonna Bryant remained seated. Gwen had to practically pull Bryant to her feet. Behind them, Bryant's father also stood up but his eyes were not on the Jury. He was staring squarely at me.
The Clerk read the verdict. "On Count One of the Indictment, Murder in the Commission of a Felony, we the Jury find the Defendant, Breonna Bryant... guilty."
Reporters near the back scrambled for the door, almost climbing over each other. Gwen Munson looked disappointed and a bit angry, but I was surprised to see that Breonna Bryant did not look upset nor scared... she looked a bit sullen, but had a strange look of determination on her face. By way of contrast, her father had a look of bitter anger and deep hatred on his face, totally directed at me. I just looked right back at him.
Judge Watts banged his gavel until he had order in his Court from those remaining. Then he had the Clerk read the remaining counts, and they were all 'guilty' verdicts. When that was done, the Sheriff, Teresa, and I stood and shook hands with Paulina. Breonna Bryant and her father hugged one last time, then she was taken out of the Courtroom by Deputies...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, with breaking news!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the designated Press area in front of the Courthouse complex. I had cynically put up signs around it saying 'First Amendment Area', for which I would get a 'talking-to' by the Chief. But I digress...
Bettina: "A jury with no blacks on it has convicted Breonna Bryant of Felony Murder! Ms. Bryant, an Honors student at the University, was charged with that crime after our colleague Lester Holder, civil rights activist Jacquez Wilson, and six others died in an explosion while Ms. Bryant and other People of Color were peacefully protesting outside the building."
Bettina: "We have with us the father of Breonna Bryant." The camera panned out to show Breonna Bryant's father, looking upset and angry. "Mr. Bryant, how do you and Breonna's mother feel about this?"
"We're devastated, Bettina." said the man. "Breonna's mother is so sick with worry that she had to be hospitalized, and is now at home recovering. I'm here, but I'm just sick and angry at this."
Bettina: "Mr. Bryant, your daughter was an Honors student at the University, socially active, and never had so much as a speeding ticket before this. How do you feel about the way your daughter was treated by the American Justice System?"
"Bettina," said Mr. Bryant, "it's the American IN-justice System. We've always done it the right way, the way we were told we were supposed to. We obeyed the Law, we raised our daughter to work hard and study hard to make her own way. And for that, the White Oppressors, led by the racist Governor Val Jared, Mayor Daniel Allgood, and especially Police Commander Donald Troy, crushed my daughter and destroyed her life."
Bettina said: "Also with us is Dr. Lionel Carmela, Breonna's Faculty Advisor at the University, who testified on her behalf about her good character. Dr. Carmela, do you blame a dishonest, White-biased legal system for this? Is the American Legal System biased against People of Color?"
"Absolutely, Bettina." said Dr. Carmela, who was clearly enjoying the moment and the spotlight. "The racism of the White dominated legal system was apparent, especially in the Police brutality of Commander Donald Troy."
"Mr. Bryant," asked Bettina as a crowd of reporters were sticking microphones in their faces, "do you believe the Police arrested your daughter because she was protesting White Police brutality against People of Color?"
"Bettina," said Bryant, getting emotional, "Donald Troy is a racist cop that personally made sure my daughter was destroyed. Donald Troy took my daughter from me. He's effectively ended her life, and I'm sure he's happy about it. I just hope People of Color that are as outraged as I am will act. I just hope that one day Donald Troy will feel the pain that I am feeling now, the pain of having his halfbreed daughter taken from him forever!..."
Part 24 - The Waiting Game
11:00am, Thursday, September 17th. I was leading a meeting in Classroom 'J'. Present were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, the Sheriff's Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald, Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey, Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Precinct Captains Hewitt and Abrams, Captain Tanya P. Muscone, Lieutenants Davis, Mary Milton, Myron Milton, Rudistan, and DeLong (2nd Precinct), Sr. Sergeant McGhillie, and SWAT Team leaders Patrick and Kalsu.
Also present were Captain Cortese, commander of the local State Patrol Office, and in overall command of State Troopers sent to our County to help, and Captain William Thorpe, in command of the National Guard troops sent to help. He was the son of legendary General Whittington S. Thorpe, and a hardcore leader in his own right.
A clear plastic whiteboard/chalkboard was next to me on the slightly raised stage floor at the end of the room. A large map of the Town & County, similar to the one framed in plexiglass in my office at The Cabin, was attached to the back side of the board, so that I could draw on the plastic in dry-erase pen.
"Status report, Commander Croyle?" I said after making introductions all the way around.
"Yes sir." Teresa said. She was in the front row, so she stood up and faced sideways, addressing me and everyone else: "There were initial attempts to breach our barricades near the Courthouse, from the east, going along Elm Street, and the south, near J.P. Goldman Bank. By the way, Eastside Elementary, east of and behind the Courthouse complex, is within the perimeter, and is locked down."
Teresa: "The attempts to breach were repelled with smoke near the school, and tear gas near the other locations, as well as rubber bullets and beanbags fired at the few that breached. We made six arrests, and pushed the rioters back almost a block. We also extended the blockade of Riverside Drive to Jefferson Avenue, so that Police Headquarters is within the perimeter."
Teresa: "There were attempts by two groups, mostly young and looking like University students, to cross University and march west along North Street, which is a major road. One group attempted to go further north, into the wealthy suburban areas north of Town... Kelly Carnes's District. Another group attempted to divert south back towards the Square. Both groups were immediately interdicted and forced back. They ran back to Campus, and it appears they've dispersed for the time being."
Teresa: "Another couple of groups attempted to cross from the Campus onto Jefferson Avenue and MLK Jr. Avenue. We stopped both groups cold, and forced them to disperse. So far, they've been more noisy than actually violent."
Lieutenant DeLong raised his hand. "Sir, ma'am," he said upon being recognized, "it looks like those incursions from the Campus were staged. But we're expecting more spontaneous events to crop up, which might be more violent or destructive in nature."
"I agree." I said. "I also expect them to get larger and more persistent, especially as night falls."
Cindy raised her hand and was recognized. She said "We've had all of the schools call for the buses, and for parents to be called to pick up their children. We've also activated the Emergency Alert System and broadcasted that a total dusk-to-dawn curfew is in effect, and to avoid driving into large groups of demonstrators."
"Good." I said. "Thank you." I went to the map board and began drawing with the Sharpie. "Okay, everyone, this is our plan. I'm going to ask the State Patrol to deploy on Campus, and break up any relatively large groups that begin forming. I believe we have the power to lock down the Campus, but if it's the State Patrol enforcing it, the Haters can't complain as much. At any rate, that should remove threats from Campus."
I continued: "The TCPD is going to base out of this Headquarters and 2nd Precinct Headquarters, and work from west to east, then north to south. We will deploy to break up any groups that form anywhere, but I think that as darkness approaches we're going to have to start creating a perimeter line that we cannot allow to be breached. With the help of the National Guard and the State Patrol, that line will form along Jefferson Avenue and University Avenue. We'll push the line west from University, protecting the businesses and clubs of the Tenderloin District on that side; and we'll push south, protecting the Downtown District, then the Industrial and Warehouse District."
"We're protecting the Tenderloin District?" asked Captain Cortese of the State Troopers.
"You betcha." I said. "That last thing I want is for T-Square's clubs to be set on fire like the old Cub Club was, and for T-Square to subsequently take the violent protesters's side and gin up even larger riots."
Captain Cortese said "But if they burn his places down, why would he then join them?"
"Are you familiar with the Battle of Sekigahara, Captain?" I asked. Seeing nearly everyone's looks of confusion, I said "I'll explain that later. Lieutenant?"
"So we're basically pushing them into the southwest area of Town." said Lieutenant DeLong, and we all could sense what he was insinuating.
"The verb 'push' was probably not the best word I could have used." I replied. "If I have my way, we'll 'push' (air quotes) the violent agitators right into the River. So 'contain' or 'confine' might have been a better term. And to more accurately state our mission, it's to protect lives and property, and in the form of the businesses."
Chief Moynahan got up and said "Let me try to explaaaain in military terrrrrms." He relieved me of the Sharpie and drew a line that encompassed all but the Southwestern Ghetto, then said "By holding the line in the southeast, we protect the businesses in the southern, predominately-black areas of Town; and by stopping anything at all from forming to the north of the line, we protect the business of all ethnicities in the Town business centerrrrrr."
The Sheriff then got up and addressed the elephant in the room. "Let me address what I think Lieutenant DeLong was rightly asking about. I know what that looks like on that map, and I'll address it head-on. And you're all Police blue or Army green here, so I'm going to be very politically incorrect in saying what needs to be said."
Griswold: "If you study riots and unrest, from the Chicago 1968 riots to the Watts riots in L.A., both in the sixties and after the Rodney King beating verdict, as well as more recent riots like Minneapolis, Portland, Atlanta, the City in our State, and especially the hellhole that is Wilmington, Delaware, you'll see that they occur mostly in the most poor districts. Notice I didn't say 'Black districts', but only a fool can't see that many poor areas are predominately Black."
Griswold: "So our military minds in Chief Moynahan, Commander Troy, and Captain Thorpe are planning with regard to where the violence is coming from, and where it's likely to take place. And our true goal is to stop all of the violence in its tracks, before people get hurt, businesses burned, and property destroyed."
"Thank you, Sheriff." I said as the Sheriff and Chief gave me my meeting back. "And I'll add one thing that you, Commander Croyle, and you Precinct leaders need to get out to the Officers: I know that the situations we had last summer heightened racial tensions within the Force as well as without. So if there are any Officers, especially black Officers, that have any problem with what we are going to do to put down any violent riots, I'll understand."
I continued: "There are plenty of things that need to be done, support tasks, manning posts at the Old Mill and Headquarters, or County Jail. There are ways Officers can help the Force achieve our mission without being on the front lines next to me. Put out that word, and we will not hold it against anyone that has reservations about what's going on here."
Captain Muscone raised her hand and asked "Sir, should we be watching the Press in all this------"
I held up my hand and said "Stop. We'll talk about that later."
"Sir, the Press may show us where they're congregating to-------"
"Captain!" I said severely, "I said 'Stop talking.' We'll talk about the Press later." Tanya looked very sullen at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting was over, I called Tanya into my office. When she came in, I said "I apologize for having to bear down on you like that in front of everyone. But I did not want you talking about the Press in front of everyone."
"Why not, sir?" Tanya said defensively. "As the Sheriff says, if you study previous riots in other cities, these things always start or escalate right in front of the Press's cameras that all too conveeeeeniently are there------"
I held up my hand. "I know. I know." I said. "I know more than anyone that the Press are partners with the thugs in creating the violence that destroys property and gets people killed. But the State Patrol and National Guard commanders were in the room, and we can't say in front of them... nor our own junior leadership, to be honest with you... that we follow the Press to find the thugs, and we certainly can't tell them that I'm trying to get evidence that the Press is ginning up the riots, so that I can put reporters in prison."
"Didn't you get that last time?" Tanya asked.
"On Lester Holder." I said. "And he's dead now. Anyhoo, that's why I bore down on you. Also, there is something I need you to do while the Enemy thinks we are distracted by the protests, and you may feel free to confer with local elements of the FBI on it. I need you to continue looking into the Easton Windham murder, seeing if Jen Sakai or any other bad people are being bad in our County here, and just keep eyes on all that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You know," Cindy said as she, Teresa, and I assembled in my office, "Lieutenant DeLong made a good point. And while Captain Thompson is the consummate professional Police Officer, I know he has some inner feelings about the Bryant trial and things going on between the Police and the Black Community. So DeLong was not just speaking for himself when he talked about us pushing the agitators into the Southwestern Ghetto."
Teresa asked witheringly, almost bitterly: "Well where are we supposed to confine them to? The Heritage Cloisters?" Cindy turned and gave Teresa a dark look, as if she considered Teresa's reply to be insubordinate.
"Of course not." I said, rescuing my Iron Wolf. "Unfortunately, Cindy, there is just no good, politically correct way to say it. This may be the biggest 'kettling' operation in American history."
"Then let me ask you this way." Cindy said. "Is this a Police operation, or a military one?"
"Yes." I replied.
After an awkward moment of silence, Cindy said "Seriously, which is it?"
I leaned back in my chair and said "You're going to put me on the spot? You're going to make me say it out loud?"
"Don," Cindy said, "you know if you cross the line, the Press will be all over you and the TCPD. And the US DOJ is just salivating at the chance to come in and sue us, and force you out."
"We're not crossing any lines!" Teresa shouted. "We're doing our fucking jobs!"
"Mind your tone with me, Lieutenant Commander." Cindy fired back, her ice-blue eyes flashing cold fire.
"Stop that." I said. "And Teresa is right. But just so you fully understand, Deputy Chief Ross: I have the full backing of this County's politicians, unlike the Police of cities in the Leftwing Looneyverse, who were forced to abandon a Police Precinct building and let the thugs invade and destroy it, like what happened in Minneapolis, who are forbidden to make arrests, and if they do, the Leftwing D.A.s won't prosecute the perps."
I continued: "And with my Mayor, Sheriff, and Chief's backing, I'm going to do the job I have to do. If they come against us with violent force, I will respond with overwhelming violent force."
Cindy obviously did not like that, and since she had put me on the spot, I returned the favor by saying: 'If you were in my position here, what would you do?" Teresa turned her head and joined me in looking hard at Cindy.
Cindy tried to brush it off. "All right, you're going to do what you want-------"
I didn't let her: "I asked you a question, Deputy Chief Ross. And I'm not letting it go until you answer: if you were in my position here and now, what would you be doing about this?"
Cindy said "I'm not in your position, so I'm not going to do hypotheticals." I have to admit, she did a good job of turning my own oft-used words on me.
Cindy got up to go. At the door she said: "I just hope you can see the other side of this."
"It's not my job to see the other side of this." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Helena buzzed me and said I had a visitor, and I told her to let that visitor in. A moment later Corporal Inga Gunddottar was standing in front of my desk.
"I'm here to help, sir." she said.
"I appreciate that, Corporal." I replied. "But I can't put you out there. You're not cleared for field duty."
"Any duty, sir." said Inga. "Anything that will help."
I picked up the landline and called Lt. Mary Milton. "Lieutenant, I'm sending Corporal Gunddottar to Intel. Put her to work in there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Thursday, September 17th. I went into the Intel Center for an update.
"The National Press Corps is set up at the south end of the Fairgrounds." said Lt. Mary Milton. "The Sheriff said to let them stay there, as it makes it easier to watch them."
"The Sheriff's expertise in dealing with the Press is... im-press-ive." I quipped. "What about KXTC, KSB, and the local networks?"
"One van is at the Courthouse, in the 'First Amendment Area'." Mary said with a wicked grin I grinned too, then Mary said "Their other van is with the National Media vans at the Fairgrounds. I'm not sure if that's to stay in touch with them, or if they're using it as a staging area to jump off to wherever trouble starts."
"What about drones?" I asked. Mary called over Terry Halston.
"Sir," Halston reported, "our Police drones are being monitored downstairs in the I.T. and Communications area, and they're relaying data to our Patrols whenever we see vandalism occurring. I'm monitoring the Press drones that they're sending up from the Fairgrounds. So far all I'm seeing is standard flight patterns. It appears they're looking for trouble spots the same way we are."



"Okay, good." I said. "Keep that up."
"Oh, LaTasha Thompson has something, too." Mary said. She called Mrs. Damien Thompson over.
LaTasha said "Sir, I've been in 'informal' contact with D.A. Investigator Artis Lattimore. He told me that he believes KXTC has hired private investigators or others such people to go and find out where the protesters are congregating. The Press people know that their Press vans and their privately owned vehicles are being watched by the Police."
"That would make sense." I said. "And it would make it harder, much harder, to catch them and prove they colluded with the criminals, especially if we don't know who their hired spies are. Okay, you guys are doing a great job. Keep it up."
As I went back towards my office, I was called into Classroom 'E' by Teresa Croyle. "Sir," she said as I went in, "we're monitoring arrests being made, looking to see if there are patterns, and also to see if any known perps are making trouble. Two of our teams just made arrests of individuals who were going down Jefferson Avenue smashing windows, on on the east side and the other on the west side of Town. No links between them yet, but we're starting to get more people marching down Jefferson."
"Shut off Jefferson Avenue." I said. "Let people drive out, but no one gets onto the street that isn't already there."
"One more thing, sir." Teresa said. "I know the windows to this building are bulletproof, but I'd advise you to not sit in your office. We'd be glad to have you in here."
"Not a bad idea." I said. "But I'll risk it for now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina came into my office and I had her sit down. "Calls are pouring in to the D.A.'s Office. Lawyers for the 'Jacquez 200'. After Bryant's conviction, they're all of a sudden seeking plea deals, and are willing to accept manslaughter instead of felony murder. We're going to offer either Man-1 or Man-2, depending on priors and such."
"Great!" I said. "So your gambit of taking Bryant to trial has worked out." Paulina nodded somewhat solemnly, and I said "What's the matter?"
"You heard what Bryant's father said right after the trial, didn't you?" she asked.
"Uh, no." I said. "I was at the Courthouse then, or maybe on my way back here."
At Paulina's request, I contacted the I.T. people in the basement, and they uploaded the DVR recording to my television monitor. As I heard Breonna Bryant's father's hatred-filled words calling for our daughter to be harmed, I had to suppress the outrage that was welling up inside me.
"Where is Tasha now?" I asked.
"At Laura's office." said Paulina. "Marie's sister Selena picked her up from Little Friends Kindergarten on the way to pick up Carole and Marie."
I called Laura. "Hello, darling." she said. "Yes, I saw what that racist bastard said, threatening Tasha... She's here with with me. So are Carole and Marie... Jim is staying with Ross and Ian at Molly's condo in Nextdoor County..."
"Why don't you bring the girls to Police Headquarters." I said. "They'll be safer here than anywhere else."
"It may become a target." Laura said.
"So might The Cabin." I replied. "And I can't protect the Mountain Nest, since it's technically on Campus grounds, and I don't know if the Campus Police can... or will... handle it. Besides, we're going to be thin and everyone needed in Town, as it is."
"Darling, don't worry about it." Laura said. "I'm as protective of the children as you could ever be. I'm much more worried about you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News at Six!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 6:00pm, Thursday, September 17th, from the KXTC van at the Fairgrounds. "The TCPD is using violence to crack down on peaceful protesters!"
Bettina: "Police have totally shut off the areas around Courthouse Square as well as Jefferson Avenue, and have used violently abusive tactics to clear peaceful protesters from attempting to walk down the street! On Jefferson Street, Police forced pedestrians to divert onto side streets. Several persons refused and were violently thrown to the ground and arrested."
Video of people yelling at a barricade was shown. What people couldn't tell was that that was not a Police barricade, but one set up by the Media itself, and the chanting protesters were paid by the Media for their acting.
Bettina: "I'm here with Edgar Silas, who is running for the Council seat held by the retiring Reginald B.F. Lewis. Mr. Silas, are all People of Color committed to peacefully marching against the brutality of our White Nationalist Mayor and his band of thug cops, led by Donald Troy?"
Silas: "Not everyone, Bettina. Joseph Williams continues to whine about the election that he lost fair and square to me, and Williams endorsed my opponent, a hanky-headed house negress and traitor to her race. Williams has to pay for his refusal to walk with us as we protest the subversion of justice, the atrocity committed against Breonna Bryant this morning by a jury with no blacks on it!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Extend our pincer line further west." I said. "We have to protect the A.M.E. Church."
"You think they'll target Rev. Williams's church?" asked the Chief, looking a bit stunned.
"We cannot allow Edgar Silas to continue to think that I am an Agency of the Weak-Minded." I said. "He was calling for an attack on that church just as surely as Bryant's father called for people to physically harm my daughter this morning."
"Commander, this is a serious questionnnn." said the Chief. "I'm not trying to joke nor troll yoooo. Do you really think they're going to have planned, ginned-up riots? So far, everything has seemed spontaneousssss."
"Sir," I said, "the way these things have worked from the riots of the 1960s Counterculture to the violence in Portland, Oregon, the City in our State, and the sewer called Wilmington, Delaware, is that a few people gin it up, and then the so-called 'Useful Idiots' take over with mob mentality and it becomes more spontaneous. I think the same is going to happen here. And one reason I say that is because I expected more violence today... but for the most part they've held off. Gotta wonder why, Chief. Gotta wonder why..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"KXTC has a news van parked behind the building across from the A.M.E. Church." reported Mary Milton at 7:30pm as we sat in my office. It felt strange, because I'd put down the Levelor blinds and closed the curtains, and it felt like night-time.
Mary continued: "There are also increasing numbers on the north-south side streets south of Jefferson Avenue. We send patrols down the roads and they scatter. We can't do much about them."
I said "That could mean one of two things: they're starting to figure out that we really mean business, and we will stop any protests; or, they're in that area for a purpose. As to the KXTC van: yeah, the other stuff may be spontaneous, but KXTC is working hand-in-glove with someone to attack the A.M.E. Church."
"Who, sir?" Mary asked.
I replied: "The logical answer is that KXTC is working with Edgar Silas and his butthole buddy Bruce Finneran, to burn down the church of Dr. Joseph E. Williams, who truly was cheated out of his nomination win. Silas is still bitter about Dr. Williams not conceding the nomination and Dr. Williams endorsing Silas's opponent, Katina Jones..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I saw Cindy Ross exit her office with Captain Damien Thompson... both of them wearing armored vests.
"Commander Ross!" I called out. She wasn't going to stop, but I did not come in third in the race with the pregnant woman, and chased her down the hall.
"Where are you going with that armor on?" I asked, seeing out of the back of my head that Chief Moynahan had come out of his office suite, as well.
Cindy said "We're setting up a Press tent at The Fairgrounds, so we can try to control the flow of information to the Press there."
"That's a good idea." I said. "And Captain Thompson and his people will do a great job for us there. But you are not going."
Cindy had Captain Thompson go on ahead, then turned on me and said defiantly: "And who is going to stop me? You?" I might add that a green crowbar was being brandished.
"Why, nooooo, Commander Ross." said the Chief. "I will be stopping you, with a direct order. What you Crowbar people do while waiting around heeeeeere.. is up to yoooooo."
"With respect, Chief," Cindy said, "why can't I go?"
A red crowbar was pointed at Cindy's growing belly, almost tapping her. "You see that?" I asked. "Chief, you see that?" The Chief nodded vigorously. Then I said "That's my second cousin under construction in there."
"And that meeeeens," added the Chief, "that you are on Restricted Doooty, Ms. Ross..."
The Chief won the argument. The look in the Green Crowbar's ice-blue eyes suggested that the Red Crowbar was in for a crowbar beatdown in the future. On behalf of my second cousin under construction, I would gladly endure that...
Part 25 - How It SHOULD Be Done
8:30pm, Thursday, September 17th. The sun had set, and darkness was enveloping the Town & County. I went into Classroom 'E', which was becoming the 'War Room'. The Sheriff, Police Chief, Teresa, Tanya, Jerome Davis, Micah Rudistan, and Precinct Captain Hewitt were in the room. Precinct Captain Abram was at his post at The Old Mill, 2nd Precinct Headquarters.
"Your interdictions earlier today seeeeem to have worked, Mr. Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "We've set up a barricade line, and are in control of everything north of Jefferson Avenue and east of Leon Street, where T-Square's Regiment member Holden was killed." (Author's note: 'Knights of the Round', Ch. 01.)
"Yes sir," I said, "but we don't have a grip on areas near the A.M.E. Church. I'm deploying one of the SWAT units and our best tactical teams from 1st Precinct there. The other SWAT unit and the 2nd Precinct tactical teams are at the Old Mill, ready to deploy to any problem areas."
"And we have one." said Captain Hewitt, looking at his Police iPad. "Kalsu is reporting that large groups are coming towards A.M.E. Church from all sides..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"NO JUSTICE, NO PEACE!... NO JUSTICE, NO PEACE!" yelled the mass of protesters as they marched down both sides of the road, with the A.M.E. Church as their destination. How it happened, they were not sure, but a couple hundred Police in riot gear, shields, billy sticks, and other weapons seemed to form out of nowhere, ringing the Church.
The protesters thought they could march right up to the Police, but when they got within 30 feet, Police began firing tear gas, smoke, and beanbags at the perps. From the parking lot of the church, the Police water cannon vehicle began spraying the perps. Anyone hit directly was knocked down by the powerful blast of the water.
Then everyone saw a spurt of orange flame in the crowd. A Molotov cocktail was thrown at the church. It missed, hitting the front yard and blowing up relatively harmlessly. But another Molotov cocktail was thrown at the Police line. It burst in front of the LEOs.
Fortunately no one was hurt... yet. But the Officers were given the order on their radios: "Lethal force is authorized! Lethal force is authorized! Confirmation 'Troy, Alpha Damascus One'. I say again, confirmation 'Troy Alpha Damascus One'." Suddenly a barrage of tear gas canisters were fired into the group, and the beanbags became rubber bullets. Anyone not going the other way was hit with rubber bullets and beanbags, and some in the upper chest.
Other perps had tried to come at the church from behind. They were met by the TCPD's most elite SWAT Team Officers and State Troopers. Many perps were injured, some badly, by the barrage of beanbags and rubber bullets fired at the perps.
The KXTC van covering the attack? It appeared that a lot smoke grenades were fired over the perps's heads, and landed around the van, obscuring the cameramen's visibility. And 'stray' rubber bullets hit the truck, badly damaging the windshield and sides, as if a hailstorm had struck... and in a way, one had.
By the Grace of God and the actions of the TCPD, the historic Town & County A.M.E. Church was saved.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We sent in a mop-up team." said Lieutenant Rudistan in Classroom 'E'. "They pursued the perps that went east, and funneled them all towards the southwest corner of Town. We've made 32 arrests, and 23 people were injured significantly enough to be taken to the Hospital."
I nodded as I looked at the map on one of the monitor screens. "All right, Teresa, alert Patrick and his team. I think they're going after The Old Mill next."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The mass of protesters from the failed attempt to destroy the A.M.E. Church joined another mass that had congregated just east of the remains of the now flat, cleared land upon which once stood The Block House. They began marching north on Riverside Drive and west on MLK Jr. Drive, having been unable to get to the 'Jasmine' nightclub, behind which a KSB news van was trapped, held in place by Agents of the Law.
"Here they come." I heard on the radio. Jerome Davis brought up a feed from a TCPD drone flying down Riverside Drive.
"Geez." muttered the Chief. "There must be over two thousand people in that crowd."
"Where are they going?" asked Captain Abram.
"The Old Mill." I said. "They're trying to do what was done in Minneapolis, and invade a Precinct building. But in Minneapolis, the politicians ordered the Police to abandon their posts and let the Haters win. We are not them. We will pro-tect... our... House."
The Media got active for the first time. Their drones took flight, often interfering with and almost hitting LEO drones. We were not letting the vans at The Fairgrounds leave, but many of them had additional vans or other vehicles on the southside, and were feeding video of the march into the homes of the State and the Nation.
As they approached, chanting slogans such as "NO JUSTICE, NO PEACE!" AND "FREE BREONNA"... and a lot of "FUCK THE POLICE!" and "KILL THE PIGS!"... I could see from above that red-shirted thugs were surrounding others that were carrying things in bags, trying to hide from us their true intentions.
"They're coming up to the Old Mill." we heard on the radio. "two hundred feet away... 150 feet... 100 feet..."
"Molotov cocktail!" said another voice on the radio. "They threw it at us!"... "They're throwing rocks at us... correction, bricks. They're throwing bricks at us!".... "They're within 50 feet!"... "They're at the barricade!"... "Watch out!". A Molotov cocktail had been thrown at the thin Blue line, followed by more.
The Police ringing the Old Mill but on the outside of the fence literally had their backs to the wall. The protesters could crush them by sheer force of numbers in close quarters battle. And they began fighting like it. Round after round of tear gas was fired into the crowd. Those that tried to throw or kick the canisters back at the Police were hit with barrages of rubber bullets.
But it wasn't enough. The thugs sensed victory, and were about to press their advantage. More Molotov cocktails were being thrown, and within throwing distance of the Police.
This was it. In the silence of Classroom 'E', I looked at the Chief and Sheriff. The Chief just nodded. Sheriff Griswold said "Do it, Crowbar."
I took out my Police radio and hit the 'Break' button. After the loud noise got everyone's attention, I said "Break break break! Now hear this! Use whatever force is needed to protect the Old Mill and disperse that crowd. Lethal force is authorized! I say again, lethal force is authorized! Confirmation 'Troy, Alpha Jericho Two', I say again, confirmation 'Troy, Alpha Jericho Two!'."
The thugs were monitoring our radios. When they heard my authorization to use lethal force, a lot of them faltered and stopped, while others pressed on. When they saw more Police, augmented by the National Guard troops, coming south on Riverside Drive, many of them started peeling off and running back south. But not all of them. One man broke from the group, but only to run up to throw a Molotov cocktail at the ring around the Old Mill...
*POW!*
Quoting Snoopy in his famous novel It Was A Dark And Stormy Night: 'Suddenly a shot rang out!' The man in the act of throwing suddenly fell back. He dropped the bottle filled with gasoline as he went to the ground.
The 'peaceful' protesters seeing that suddenly realized that we were playing for keeps. They began turning and running south, many of them in a panic. It was beginning to be a stampede. Police fired more tear gas and smoke behind them and into them.
I got on the radio and ordered the Police that had been coming down Riverside to pursue and arrest any protesters that remained. They swarmed the thugs that had not run away, arresting them with punishing physical force.
The assault on the Old Mill was broken.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, reporting for the SNN Networks!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 11:00pm (or so), Thursday, September 17th. "Town & County Police are using extremely violent force against peaceful protesters!"
As the networks showed protesters marching earlier in the evening, Bettina said "Mostly black protesters marched up Riverside Drive to peacefully protest the conviction of University Honors student Breonna Bryant for Felony murder by a Jury that had no blacks on it. As they approached the Old Mill building, which is 2nd Precinct Headquarters, Police opened fire with live ammunition, killing one harmless, peaceful protester. There are unconfirmed reports that at least thirty peaceful protesters were severely injured when they were struck by rubber bullets and burning tear gas canisters."
Bettina: "And now let's go to Tim Sioban of KSB News for an important development. Tim!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Tim Sioban, broadcasting from in front of the United States Courthouse and Post Office in Lexington, Hamilton County. "The U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division has filed an emergency petition with Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney in Midtown to order the Town & County Police and State Patrol to cease and desist any actions against any peaceful protesters, as well as, and I quote, 'any Person of Color', without the USDOJ's explicit, written permission."
Sioban: "Judge Taney issued the order, but it was immediately overturned by Federal Judge K.M. Landis here in Lexington, who is senior to Judge Taney. Judge Landis said that the Town & County Police have, quote, 'every right to protect themselves against the violent protesters', unquote. The US DOJ appealed to the Federal Appeals Court, but their appeal was summarily denied. Back to you, Bettina."
Bettina: "Thank you, Tim!" As drone footage was shown of a couple of buildings on fire in the Southwestern Ghetto, she said "The Police have contained the peaceful protesters to an area in the southwest part of Town. Two buildings in the 'historic Black Business District have been set on fire, and some looting has been reported in that area of Town, as well..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the night wore on, there were a couple of feeble attempts to break out of the Police front lines, especially to the east, trying to get to the Tenderloin District and T-Square's clubs. The attempts were repulsed.
The TCFD made no attempt to go put out the fires in the Southwestern Ghetto. That was one thing about all those riots that I'd never understood: why are they burning down their own neighborhoods? They're only harming themselves, I thought to myself...
Part 26 - The Morning After



"... and the number of protesters here began dwindling around 2:00am," said SNN reporter Bill Hacosta from the Fairgrounds as the sun was rising on Friday morning, September 17th, "when it became clear that they would not be allowed to leave the area encircled by local and State Police, aided and abetted by the National Guard wrongfully deployed by White Nationalist Governor Val Jared."
Hacosta: "As one example, a young woman approached the Police line with her hands up and her ID in her hand, saying she just wanted to go home, which was outside the zone. She was immediately arrested and taken to jail, charged with violating the dusk-to-dawn curfew. When other demonstrators began shouting at Police over the young woman's arrest, tear gas and rubber bullets were immediately used on them."
"Meanwhile," Hacosta continued, "riots in The City and in Portland, Oregon were not stopped by Police. The Ferguson Park district in the City was again overrun with peaceful protesters, while Portland continues to have unrest..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's over."
Those words were pronounced by me at 8:15am, Friday, September 18th, as I sat in Classroom 'E' with Teresa, Precinct Captain Hewitt, and the Chief.
"How do you knowwwww, Mister Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief, his voice sounding very tired, and sleepy.
"The Press vans are leaving." I said. "Even if they're not colluding with the thugs, they know that the Police and politicians here are not like the wimps of Wilmington, Delaware, and Portland, Oregon: we're going to shut down the illegal, violent protests. The Press has been pulling out of the Fairgrounds for the last half hour------"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
"And we have have proof of your theory, Commander." said Captain Tanya Muscone as she drove into the room. "Check this out."
A DVR'd video was shown. District Attorney Miriam Walters was at City Hall on the portico, along with ADA Paulina Patterson, Mayor Daniel Allgood and Sheriff Griswold. Miriam was saying "Unlike District Attorneys in other cities, the Town & County District Attorney's Office will prosecute criminals regardless of their skin color, creed, or orientation. For the US DOJ Civil Rights Division to attempt to get a legal order to not arrest people because of the color of their skin is pure racism on the DOJ's part!"
Paulina then spoke: "I agree with D.A. Walters. What the US DOJ Civil Rights Division did was racist, and we will be bringing their racism up when we fight their politically motivated lawsuits against the Mayor and the TCPD. And unlike other cities, whose 'woke cancel culture' DAs refuse to prosecute criminals that exercise violence and burn down businesses, this Town & County is no refuge for that criminal behavior. We will support our Police by prosecuting the criminals they arrest!"
"And Law Enforcement in my County will be making those arrests of those criminals," said the Sheriff as he stepped up to the mike, "and we will stop them in their tracks when they try to burn down churches and neighborhoods. This is not lawless places like Portland, Oregon and Wilmington, Delaware."
Mayor Allgood came up. "I stand behind our Law Enforcement Officers as well as our District Attorney and her team of hardworking ADAs that are prosecuting the criminals our Police arrest. We stand for the Rule of Law here, and we will not tolerate the violence we saw last night and on the night the Block House was destroyed..."
As Tanya turned off the DVR, Teresa said "Yep, that explains why the Press is leaving. There's no story here for them."
"And they sure don't want to show people what happens when law and order is demanded and enforced." I said. "That might make the People of Oregon or the People of Chicago begin to demand law and order in their places, too. Can't have the deeply corrupt Mainstream Media pushing that. Doesn't fit with their narrative."
"Think the US DOJ is going to come after us?" Tanya asked.
"Hear me now and believe me later." I said. "The week before early voting begins in October, they'll announce they're coming after Daniel Allgood. But I think they'll wait until after the November Election to come after the TCPD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I sent emails to 'loddy-doddy-everybody', praising my Offices for their outstanding work the night before. I sent separate emails to the State Patrol and Army National Guard commanders, and was told my email was read to all of them.
Then the Chief called me and my Angels into his Conference Room for a meeting. The County Sheriff was also there, having come to Police Headquarters after his Press Conference.
"O-kayyy." drawled the Chief. "What were the casualties?"
Cindy said "Six dead, but only one is confirmed to be by the LEOs... the guy throwing the Molotov cocktail at the Old Mill. Four appear to be black-on-black gang crime, and the last one was an older man who died of a heart attack. He was not struck by any Police projectiles; he just had a heart attack, as near as Martha can tell."
Cindy: "More problematic is injuries. University Hospital reports treating 53 people with injuries of varying levels. Four of them were relatively severe... people hit in the head with rubber bullets. And three public health clinics on the southside report treating 42 more injuries, including broken fingers, broken arms, broken ribs, and a few concussions."
"What about our side?" I asked.
Teresa said "There were no LEO injuries sufficient to warrant Purple Orders. One TCPD Officer blew out his knee when it went the wrong way on him as he and others were running to get into place, but that's not considered being wounded by enemy action. Fortunately, none of our guys were hit by Molotov cocktails, rocks, or anything like that."
"We were lucky." Cindy said, practically out of turn. "It could've been a lot worse." I knew her real, underlying meaning in that statement, and I'd had just about enough of it.
"Yeah." I replied acidly. "We might have Democrats for our Mayor and District Attorney. If we had, it would've been a lot, lot worse."
"A Democrat D.A. would not have tried Breonna Bryant for murder." Cindy fired back. "And we would not have had that quasi-military war on our streets last night!"
It suddenly became very still in the room. Cindy and I were staring at each other across the table, as if we were playing the 'Blink' game. I felt the heat in my face and on the back of my neck, and saw that Cindy's face was reddening just as much. Everyone else wondered what was going to happen.
"Commander Troy!" the Sheriff said loudly, breaking the spell and getting my full attention, "why don't you continue your Angels Meeting with Teresa and Tanya in your office"
"Yes sir." I said, knowing the Sheriff was trying hard to stop the impending disaster in the making. I got up, opened the door, let Tanya drive through and Teresa follow, then I exited and closed the door without looking back.
When we got to my office, I said to Tanya, "Captain, I have a mission for you. I want you to poll all the Detectives, of all ethnicities, and also LaTasha and Damien Thompson, and get a consensus on who the Black Community respects the most, and whose word they will most likely follow. By that, I mean if that person got up and asked or told the Black Community to stand down from further riots, they might listen. Go ahead."
Tanya drove out smartly. I closed the door behind her and went to my chair and sat down heavily as Teresa sat in her normal hot chair, the one farthest from the door. For a long time I sat, my head bowed so that my chin was almost to my chest, and Teresa waited patiently.
Finally, I looked back up, and at Teresa. "Just as we were about to get Tanya back into the fold," I lamented, "now Cindy goes and does that." Seeing the Iron Wolf's face, I said "Speak freely."
Teresa said "You know I'm on your side, and I'll follow you into Hell and back. But I think Cindy reached her limit and couldn't hold her true feelings back any longer."
"I got that." I said. "Teresa, I'll tell you what the problem is. Cindy is not evil like Robert Brownlee was, may he burn in hell fire for all eternity. And I don't think she'll ever reach the level of strident partisanship Della Harlow did."
I continued: "But do you remember the progression of Harlow's actions that led to her ultimate dismissal from the Force? Once one of the best Officers on the Force, ultimately forced out after being demoted? She ordered that you and your Officers not be issued tear gas grenades." (Author's note: 'Summer in the County', particularly Ch. 02.)
"How could I forget." Teresa replied.
"And now I'm seeing something very similar from Cindy." I said. "She just let her politics supersede her duty to the TCPD. And while she's my family and I love her to death, that's just... not acceptable."
"Speaking freely, sir," Teresa said, "you've made your political views known from time to time."
I said "I know, and I expect the Chief is going to say something to me along those lines. But this thing with Cindy has been building for a long time, and I know the Sheriff knows it and is worried about it. What it boils down to, Teresa, is that ultimately this Police Force won't be big enough to keep both Cindy and myself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To this day I do not know what was said between the Sheriff, the Chief, and Cindy. I do know that my own expected reprimand did happen. I was called into his office. The Sheriff was sitting on the sofa. The Chief had me sit down... well, he pretty much made me sit down.
"This is unofficial, and between the three of us and that there red crowbar, Mister Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "The bottom line is that there is to be no more political discussions by you when Commander Ross is in your presence... here at work, anyway. What y'all fight about at home is your business, but in coffee klatches or Police meetings, I don't want to hear any more political o-pin-yunnns from either of yoooo."
"Yes sir." I said. Nope, now was not the time to argue anything.
"O-kayyyy, that part's over." said the Chief. "This is official: I congratulate you on the outstanding job you did leading our response to those thugs last night. Extend my congratulations down the chain-of-command to every Officer. And I'm sure the Sheriff shares my sentiment when I say that we have your backs all the way, on anything that might crop up as a result."
"Damn right, I share that sentiment." growled the Sheriff.
"Thank you both." I replied. "And the Force is willing to do what has to be done because they know you have our backs. I might add that D.A. Walters's statement at this morning's Press conference will also bolster our morale..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Captain Tanya P. Muscone drove into my office and parked on a dime (literally, the one on the floor). "Sir," she said, "I've talked to a lot of people, and the consensus is... that there is no consensus."
"Consider me 'not surprised'." I said. "What did they tell you?"
Tanya replied: "Rudistan, George Newman, and J.J. Perry had the most information, while Damien Thompson has the political scoop from his Media contacts and sources. Between them, I learned that there are two major factions within the Black Community, not unlike the factions within the Democrat Party: moderates, and more hardcore activists."
Tanya: "The more moderate group are the more elderly people, and the middle-class blacks. They would respect and follow the Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams, pastor of the A.M.E. Church. They also look up to Reginald B.F. Lewis, but that was before he announced he wasn't running for the Council again. Younger moderates, for lack of a better term, look up to T-Square. The problem is that those people are not the ones we are most likely to encounter in the streets trying to burn down the Town and kill Police Officers."
"True." I said. "But they could persuade others, maybe."
Tanya said "Maybe, but let me tell you the rest of it. The next group are people that don't normally show racism or hatred, but having increasingly done so as racial tensions rise in the country. Many of them are tired of having tried to live normally with other ethnicities, only to find themselves targeted for DWB, their children given bad grades that white children aren't getting, business opportunities denied them that whites and Asians get, and feeling that elections their candidates win were stolen from them."
Tanya: "J.J. Perry says that this would be the vast majority of blacks, these days. This group used to listen to Reginald B.F. Lewis, but they're now listening to people like Eldrick X. Weaver, Edgar Silas, and even white filth like Bruce Finneran."
Tanya: "But there is now a third group, that once were part of the second group. They are what Jerome Davis calls 'radicalized', and he said his father is a good example of them. Breonna Bryant and her father are more examples. The young Antifa-shirt-wearing people are in this group, as well, and they're the ones we most often see packing the Council meetings and demonstrating on the streets."
"And they are led by?..." I asked.
Tanya replied "Stacey Jacobs, in this County. Maxine Watts and Corey Coons, Statewide. And Rudistan thinks Edgar Silas is 'seeing the light', at least as far as his political fortunes go, and is joining that hardcore faction."
"Ah, crap." I muttered.
"What, sir?"
I said "I was hoping that either I or the Sheriff could appeal to one or two of these Black Community leaders, get them to appeal to the masses to stop the violence. But I seriously doubt Weaver or Silas will help us, and they certainly won't appear with the Reverend Williams. And even perky optimists like you probably realize our chances of getting Lionel Carmela associate Stacey Jacobs to help us in any way." Tanya nodded, and I said as I picked the landline phone: "Oh well, let me call the Sheriff, see what he wants to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The time is now... to cast aside violence!" T-Square was saying at what appeared to be an outdoor rally. "The time is now to work in other ways, to enlighten and educate everyone of all races and creeds, to engage in dialogue to make everyone understand the unique history and situation of People of Color! So I ask you to end the violence. Stay at home tonight. Have dinner with your families, and talk to them. Pray to the Lord of Hosts..."
"That's very good." said the Chief as we sat and watched in the Chief's Conference Room. "Think it'll help?"
Sheriff Griswold said "I hope so. I really had to work to persuade T-Square to go public with that. He's stayed behind the scenes to this point, but Breonna Bryant's father's threat against Tasha is what finally swayed him."
I said "No one else was willing to help us. Rev. Williams was, but said he wouldn't have anything to do with Silas, who he believes tried to have the A.M.E. Church burned down last night. I asked Damien Thompson to call Stacey Jacobs. She hung up on him the minute he started requesting she help us."
Me: "Silas didn't even take my phone call, but Eldrick X. Weaver did. He was not as hostile as I expected him to be, but he said he wouldn't speak out publicly against peaceful protests by People of Color. He then said he abhors the violence, but he doesn't believe the people committing violence are the majority of the protesters, and that we were too harsh on everyone because of a few bad apples."
"At least he's admitting that." Sheriff Griswold growled. "Well, Crowbar, you tried. And it was a good try."
"How effective do you think it will beeee?" the Chief asked.
I said "Maybe more than we originally thought. I do know this: the National Guard is leaving Sunday evening. I asked them to be on standby, but they don't have to deploy tonight unless something big breaks out and we have to call on them. I'm going to have the TCPD and State Troopers ready to defend the area I think the thugs will try to hit: the Tenderloin District..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Stacey Jacobs and Bettina Wurtzburg were meeting with Dr. Lionel Carmela in a conference room at the University Library.
"And that's all I have." said Bettina. "After you told me Thompson tried to contact you, Stacey, I did some digging and found out that Troy and Griswold contacted multiple black leaders. But only T-Square agreed to speak out, and he did."
"That nigga has gotta get his head on straight." said Stacey Jacobs, who was black. "If he don't, we need to twist his cap around."
Carmela said "And that's what we're going to do. Stacey, get ahold of your 'student leaders'. Tell them that tonight's target is the Jasmine Club and Rhythms & Rap, but if they burn down that God-damned Jew Weinstein's strip club too, I won't complain..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00pm, Friday, September 18th. Over 200 young blacks, all wearing red Antifa shirts, marched out of side streets onto MLK Jr. Drive. They were shouting phrases like "FUCK THE COPS!", "DEATH TO WHITE COPS!", and "DEFUND THE POLICE!" and carrying signs as they marched in almost-uniform ranks from the east and the west towards T-Square's two clubs.
And then, seemingly out of nowhere, smoke grenade began dropping onto the street. When the smoke cleared, the found T-Square's clubs surrounded by heavily armored Law Enforcement Officers.
"You are in violation of curfew!" a voice called out, eerily seeming to be from everywhere at once, but in reality coming from drones overhead. "Disperse immediately and go home! I will not say it again! This is your last chance! Disperse and retreat immediately!"
The crowd began chanting "NO JUSTICE, NO PEACE!", then chanted "FREE BREONNA!" over and over. But they did not retreat, and I did not give them another warning. I issued the 'Go!' command.
The tear gas and smoke barrage had some effect, but only when the Police began charging the perps from the side, knocking people down and making arrests, did the crowd begin dispersing. They ran in every direction. We were only able to make 35 arrests, but those arrests we did make.
By midnight, it was over.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy came into Classroom 'E', where we'd been monitoring the battle, and said "I got word from Priya that Eldrick X. Weaver quietly put out to word to not join any marches or riots tonight, to do what T-Square said and stay home. Edgar Silas may have also put out that word. Priya says Stacey Jacobs was urging her agitators to burn down T-Square's clubs, but she took calls from Silas and Weaver, and she may stand down now that she has no more support."
After Cindy left the room, Teresa looked over at me with reverence and said "It did work, Commander. They didn't say anything publicly, but they called off the dogs." I nodded vigorously in agreement. Then everyone else in the room stood (except Tanya, of course) and applauded me. Just for reaching out, for trying.
Whatever crap the Media and the Leftwing Looneyverse says about 'community Policing', which are their codewords for defunding the Police, the Sheriff and I had done real 'community Policing', and it had worked...
Part 27 - Attack and Reprisal
Saturday, September 19th. The Wildcats had an away game at Western State, and it was one of those early games, meaning an 11:00am local time kickoff. Laura did not have any desire to watch the game with me and the boys, so she and Paulina decided to take Tasha and Carole to the playground behind Eastside Elementary and walk the path around the playground while Carole and Tasha played on the swingsets and the 'gym set' that was there.
I was surprised that Carole wanted to go with her mom and Tasha instead of watching the Wildcats game, but she said "I should go with them, Daddy, and watch over Tasha." I told her to have fun... and after they left I called Headquarters and suggested that a Uniform Patrol loitering around Eastside Elementary would be a good idea. Call me 'paranoid'...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sergeant Carter and Patrolman Kevin Buchannan were in a shady spot near the edge of the school playground. With them was Patrolman Daunte Wagner, who had been sworn into the TCPD the previous February, after two years with the Southport Police. Like Carter and Buchannan, Wagner was black.
"I gotta say," said Wagner, "the politicians here sure have supported us better than they did in Southport."
"It's even worse in the City." said Sergeant Carter. "Patrol Officers have to get the permission of at least a Division Superintendent to chase a suspect on foot. If some perp ran by here right now, and this was the City, we'd literally have to radio in, and they'd have to get ahold of someone at the Lieutenant Commander or above level just to get permission to chase that suspect."
"Might as well not bother trying." said Buchannan. "I grew up in the City. I feel bad for those guys over there."
Sergeant Carter said "And if we did get permission to chase that suspect and make the arrest, if it were the City the D.A.'s Office would refuse to prosecute, and we'd just have to put the perp on the street again... and get permission to chase him down tomorrow."
"So why are we here, at this school, today?" asked Patrolman Wagner.
Buchannan pointed to the two kids on the equipment, who were among eight total kids. "See those two little girls? They're Commander Troy's kids. The bi-racial one is ADA Patterson's daughter, and she's a potential target. The white girl with the straight bangs? She's already an Auxiliary Detective, and is credited with solving more crimes than all three of us put together."
"Including putting the TCPD on the trail that led to a $400 million drug bust." said Sergeant Carter. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.)
"Wow." said Wagner. "Whoa! What's that?" The other Officers looked, and saw a black man in his late 20s, muscular and bald, sprint from around the side of the school from the street. He was making a beeline for Carole and Tasha!
'Hey, stop!" Buchannan yelled, seeing that the man had a serrated hunting 'Rambo' knife in his hand as he ran. "POLICE! STOP!" Buchannan yelled as he ran, Carter and Wagner running after him... but the distance was going to be too much to make up in time.
Tasha turned and saw the man coming at her, and shrieked loud enough to wake the damned. The man yelled "KILL THE HALFBREED!" as he ran right at her, raising his knife to strike...
To be continued.
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Part 27 - Attack and Reprisal (continued)
*WHAM!*
The perp face-planted on the playground soil. Seven-year-old Carole Troy had grabbed one of his legs, tripping him up.
"Run, Tasha!" Carole yelled as she got up. Tasha ran as fast as she could towards her mother and Laura, who were running up themselves. But Carole did not run. Instead she ran up and began stabbing her fingers at the man's eyes as he turned over and tried to get up, and she connected a couple of times.
"AAAUGH!" the man screamed in pain. "You little bitch! I'll kill you!" As he started to get up, Carole chose discretion over further valor, and took off running for her mother.
"Bitch!" the perp yelled, his eye still in pain and beginning to swell. But he did not get far. The three TCPD Officers had come up. Patrolman Wagner tackled him again, and Patrolman Buchannan put a knee into his shoulder blade (no, not his neck) to keep him down as Sergeant Carter helped Wagner affix handcuffs to the man.
"We got him, ma'am." said Buchannan to Laura as they bodily picked the man up off the ground. Tasha had been picked up by her mother Paulina, but was now squirming to get down.
"That was a great tackle, Carole." said Sergeant Carter. "You saved your sister's life."
"Thank you, Sar-gent Car-ter." Carole said politely, having observed Carter's name tag as well as the Sergeant stripes on the arm of his Uniform shirt.
"Thank you, guys." Laura said. "We'll go to the Police HQ infirmary. I'm going to make sure Carole wasn't injured, then we'll make our statements."
"Sure thing." said Carter. He then went over and bagged as evidence the knife the perp had dropped.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Officers roughly dragged the man the other way, around the side of the school where the perp had appeared. Seeing a shady spot on the side of the building that looked obscure and private, Buchannan said "Stop here."
They stopped and Buchannan slammed the man against the wall. "Oh, so it's like that, huh?" he said, getting in the perp's face. "You gonna try to kill a little black girl? Huh? So that's what it's come to?"
"She ain't black!" the man snarled. "She's a fucking halfbreed! And you're just a fucking Uncle Tom!" He spit at Buchannan, hitting the Officer right on the word 'POLICE' on Buchannan's armor.
*WHUMP!*
Buchannan bunched his large fist and slammed it into the man's ribs. The perp bent over, coughing.
"Hold this nigga up." Buchannan said. He drew back and drove his arm upward, smashing his fist into the man's ribs.
"UHH!" the man gasped. Another blow to the solar plexus, and the man went limp in the Officers's arms, and began retching.
*WHAM!*
Buchannan drove his fist into the side of the man's face, boxing his ear. Then another haymaker to the other side of his head. The other Officers pulled the perp up, and Buchannan smashed him in the nose.
"Pol...ice... bru.. tali...ty..." the man gasped weakly.
"Shoulda thought of that before you spit on me, punk." Buchannan said. "And this ain't shit. Wait until the Iron Crowbar gets a hold of yo ass for trying to murder his daughter..."
After several more punishing blows to the perp's body and head, Sergeant Carter said "Okay, that's enough. Let's get him to County Jail." They turned and began half-walking, half-dragging the man to Buchannan's Patrol cruiser. As they got up to it, they looked up to see a KXTC van, and the cameraman filming them.
"Oh, crap." said Wagner, realizing that KXTC had just filmed a TCPD Officer exercising a beatdown of a suspect in their custody...
Part 28 - Repercussions
Laura and Paulina had brought Carole and Tasha to Police Headquarters, where Laura examined Carole most very thoroughly for injuries.
"It doesn't hurt anywhere, Mommy." Carole protested as Laura looked her over.
"Now Carole," Laura said, "you tackled a man much large and heavier than you. Just his leg running into you could injure you. Now is not the time to be a hero and pretend you're not feeling pain if you are."
"I'm not, Mommy." Carole said. Still, Laura checked her for concussion, prodded and probed Carole's ribs and abdomen and back to see if Carole reacted in pain, then made Carole put her arms up like she was blocking someone in a football game, and turn from side to side.
"You're not feeling any pain at all?" Laura asked yet again.
"No, Mommy." Carole said.
Laura also checked out Tasha, talking to her and asking her questions. But it was more than just a physical exam; it was a subtle psychological exam, being executed by one of the very best psychiatrists in the Nation.
"I was scared at first," Tasha said, "but after Carole made the man fall down and I could run away, I wasn't as scared."
"You did very well." Paulina said reassuringly. "And Carole, you were very brave. Thank you for saving Tasha."
"You don't have to thank me, Aunt Paulina." Carole said. "Tasha is my sis-ter, and I'm a Po-leece Off-i-sirrr now."
Paulina hugged Carole warmly, trying not to break down crying. Laura looked much less amused...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The KXTC van hurtled into the parking lot of KXTC's headquarters. Reporter Pat Stellum and his cameraman grabbed their stuff and rushed inside. The cameraman hurried to the A/V editing room while Stellum ran to the 'city room', the large open area where the reporters's desks were.
Pat Stellum was white, short, and getting(?) overweight. He had black hair that clearly revealed the large bald spot on top of his head, which literally shone if television pancake makeup was not applied.
"We've got 'em!" he yelled as he rushed into the 'city room'. "We've got TCPD cops beating up a black man!" The reporters all cheered.
"What happened?" asked a 'cub reporter.
"We were at Eastside Elementary, where we were told to go." said Stellum. "Apparently something happened behind the school, in the playground. The cops arrested a guy, but when they brought him around the side, thinking they couldn't be seen, one of them started just beating the shit out of the guy, who was handcuffed and in custody."
"What's the full story?" asked Carl Lemay. Lemay was black, articulate, looked good in a suit, and had recently been hired as Lester 'Penis' Holder's replacement as KXTC's 'Reporter of Color'. "Why was that guy arrested? What happened behind the school?"
"After we heard all the commotion on the Police radios, we got the footage from the school's cameras while you were coming back here." said the blonde reporterette Martha Faulkner. "That perp attacked a little girl with a knife. Fortunately, the guy tripped and face-planted, and the girl got away and was able to get to her mother."
"It would've been nice," said a voice coming from the office areas, "if you'd actually gotten some film footage of that." The voice revealed itself to be Bettina Wurtzburg, Executive Publisher and Managing Editor of KXTC Channel Two News.
"Ma'am," said Stellum, "we did what we were told. We parked on the street and waited for something to happen. And we got the cops beating up a black man in their custody!"
"Anyone know who the little girl is?" asked Carl Lemay, redirecting the flow of the conversation.
"Oh yes." said Bettina Wurtzburg. "Tasha Troy-Patterson, ADA Paulina Patterson's daughter." Pat Stellum looked around as the pall of silence suddenly enveloped the room.
"What?" Stellum asked.
"You're new here." Bettina said. "So you may not know that Tasha is also the daughter of Police Commander Donald Troy... the Iron Crowbar. And Tasha is the little girl that our colleague Lester Holder kept calling a 'halfbreed', which I can't prove but personally believe led to our colleague's death. In any case, Pat, come with me. Let's review your footage and the school-cam footage..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Upon being called by Laura, I rushed down to Police Headquarters. I noticed that KXTC was manning cameras on the roof of the building at Riverside and College, and also at ground level across Riverside Drive from Headquarters... all cameras pointing at Police Headquarters and the parking lot. Now how did they hear about this so quickly? I wondered to myself. And what the hell are they up to?
I parked and rushed inside. I almost made it to the door of the anteroom to my office when Tasha rushed around the corner of the hallway and headlong into my legs. I picked her up and got a very strong hug.
"Daddy," Tasha said, trying not to cry, "a bad man tried to hurt me."
"I know, Little Love." I said. "It's all right now. We've got the bad man in jail."
"And Carole saved my life by tackling the bad man." Tasha said. "I was scared and ran, but she didn't. I'm sorry I was scared and ran." Uh oh, I thought to myself.
"That's okay." I said. "You did what you were supposed to." I carried her into my office as Paulina, Laura, and Carole came down the hallway, and sat Tasha down on my desk.
"Tasha," I said, sitting down in my chair, "what happens when you've seen Buddy or Bowser go after one of Tiger Mom's kittens? What does the little kitten do?"
"Runs away to its mommy." Tasha said.
"Yes." I said. "And what does Tiger Mom do?"
"She swats Buddy and Bowser on their noses." Tasha said.
"And so do the kitten's bigger brothers and sisters." added Carole helpfully, seeing where I was going with this (I think).
"That's right." I said. "So you did what little kids and kittens are supposed to do... you ran for your mom. Your big sister and your mom and Aunt Laura helped you escape the bad man."
"As did your Officers." said Paulina. "I'm glad they got there before that madman went after all of us."
I nodded, then said "So, Tasha, you did the right thing, and it's okay that you felt scared when you were in danger, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." said Tasha. She gave me another big hug and I hugged her back.
"C'mere Fussbudget, so I can hug you, too." I said. Carole came around the desk and I gave her a big hug, too...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina Wurtzburg, Pat Stellum, and Carl Lemay sat in Bettina's office, reviewing the KXTC camera footage as well as the school camera footage, which was grainy and of poor quality.
"I really wish you'd gotten footage of the attack on the girl." said Bettina, her voice denoting her clear derision.
"Ma'am," said Stellum, his voice connoting his own exasperation, "I did exactly what the City Room email said to do: we parked across the street, and watched to see if anything happened."
"Who sent that email?" Bettina asked.
"It was the City Room's official email account." said Stellum.
"Oh, geez." Bettina said. "Over twenty people have access to that account, and it could have been any one of them. All right, it's good you got this, Stellum... but we can't use a bit of it."
"Whaa?" Stellum and Lemay both said simultaneously. Then Lemay said, "Why not, ma'am?"
"Take a look at that footage again." Bettina said. "Go ahead, replay it." They replayed it.
"I don't see the problem." said Stellum. "I see three TCPD Pigs beating the living shit out of a black man. Why isn't that news?"
"That's not what I see." Bettina said flatly.
"Ohhh, I get it." said Carl Lemay, somewhat sadly. "The cops are all black."
"That's right." said Bettina. "If even one of those cops was white, we'd have the story of the decade, and you'd be getting a Pulitzer for getting that story. But they're all black."
"So what?" said Stellum. "They're cops! People will see that first."
"Stellum," said Bettina, "you're just not getting it. You're making me say it out loud, so I will: it does not fit the Media's narrative to show black cops beating up anyone at all. The narrative is to show white cops exercising brutality against blacks. Ergo, Stellum, this video footage does us no good whatsoever."
"That's right!" said a voice. They turned to see State Senator Katherine Woodburn, owner of KXTC, come into the room and shut the door behind her. Bettina saw both men admiring Katherine's gorgeous, shapely legs, and as always, Bettina felt jealous of the better-looking Katherine.
Katherine said: "Bettina's right, we can't use that. And we won't. Bury it. Bury it deep."
"I... I don't understand!" said Pat Stellum, frustrated beyond belief that his big break was being buried like that. "This is Commander Troy's cops beating up a restrained black man! The only thing better------ I mean 'worse', is that if the man had died."
Katherine said "Pat, let me ask you a question: do you want Eldrick X. Weaver to beat that illegitimate piece of crap Allgood for the Mayor's post? Do you want Bruce Finneran to beat Curly Goodwin for the I.G. post, and the enormous ramifications that will have for Donald Troy and the TCPD?"
"Of course I do!" Stellum said. "And this will help them win!"
"If you want Daniel Allgood to win," Katherine said, "just show that footage on the news. Go ahead, I won't stop you."
"I will." said Bettina. "I agree with Katherine, guys. Showing this would undermine everything we've done. It would make Lester Holder's death meaningless. It might even get Katina Jones elected over Edgar Silas. No, guys, we're burying this. Katherine, what about a story on the attack on Paulina's little troll?"
"That's a tougher one." said Katherine. "We can hold off until Monday morning, and see how things play out."
"If you will excuse me..." said Stellum. He got up and left the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Saturday, September 19th. I went into Classroom 'E'. Lt. Jerome Davis, Lt. Mary Milton, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, Senior Detectives Theo Washington Detective George Newman, Sr. Patrol Officer Penny Scott, and Auxiliary Officer Terry Halston were already there.
"All right, guys, whaddya got?:" I asked.
The perp's name is Tommy John... yes, like the name of the baseball player and the surgery." said Penny Scott. "Tommy has a long rap sheet of petty thefts, assaults, mostly bar fights, one count of sexual battery, and was arrested for partaking in the Juneteenth demonstrations at the Courthouse, but somehow fell through the cracks and was released with a lot of others."
"And I dug a little deeper," Mary Milton said, "and found that he had been flagged to be held, but that somehow got reversed and he was let go. I'm still digging into who hacked into us and did that."
"Interesting." I said, mostly to myself. "Anyone talked to him yet?"
"Yes sir." said Theo Washington. "George (Newman) and I went to County Jail and talked to him. He said this before he lawyered up. As Bettina says, 'Roll tape!'."
Tape rolled, showing Tommy John saying "Yeah, I was trying to kill that worthless little halfbreed! Why? Ain't it obvious? After that racist Iron Crowbar and that hanky headed house negro ho put Breonna Bryant away for the rest of her life, her daddy said he wanted the Cracker to feel the same pain of having his daughter taken from him! That was the least I could do for him and all Parents of Color that have had their children taken away by racist white cops!"
"So," Theo said, "you did it because Breonna Bryant's father said he wanted the Iron Crowbar's daughter to be taken away from her father, is that right?"
"You bet it is! you fucking Uncle Tom Pig!" John yelled, his body shaking with fury.
Back to live time in Classroom 'E': I said " 'Parents of Color', eh. Sound like he was coached to say that. Sounds like some flowery line that Leftwing academicians and their allies of the Mainstream Media would say to create a sound bite."
"I agree, sir." said Theo, practicing good asskissing skills. "This guy Tommy John, he ain't the sharpest tool in the shed. Judging by his rap sheet, he can be easily convinced of things. That sexual assault charge wasn't worse because he kept saying the woman he allegedly raped led him on and enticed him to make a sexual move on her, then accused him of rape only afterwards. Also, word has it that he's one of Stacey Jacobs's 'enforcers', the equivalent of T-Square's 'Regiment'."
"He's definitely been 'radicalized'." said Jerome Davis.
"More like 'brainwashed'." said Mary Milton. I pointed at her and nodded vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Saturday, September 19th. Detectives Theo Washington and George Newman (both black) were in Interrogation-1 at County Jail. Opposite them were Tommy John and his attorney, H.J. Lynch of the rabidly anti-Police Chase, Lynch & Berry law firm.
"As your Commander likes to say, 'Let's watch some TV!'." said Lynch with barely suppressed excitement. He pulled out his tablet and brought up the video. It was KXTC's coverage of the beating Tommy John had taken from Officer Buchannan earlier.
"You might as well drop the charges now." said Lynch. "That won't stop my lawsuit against you, nor the US DOJ's lawsuit and forcing a Consent Decree on you, of course." As he stood up, he said "Come on, let's go."
"Your client is not going anywhere." said Theo. "He's charged with attempted first degree murder with the aggravating circumstance that the victim is a minor child, as well as making terroristic threats and assaulting a Police Officer-------"
"Are you kidding?!?!" Lynch yelled, his face nearly purple with apoplectic fury. "Your cops beat the hell out of my client, he can't even open his eye, and you're going to even try to charge him with assaulting a Police Officer? You bastards are outrageous?"
"He spit on a Police Officer." said Theo. "By the way, he got those injuries when his intended victim's sister tackled him and he went down hard on his face, then she poked him in the eye to stop his murderous assault. We have her sworn affidavit on that. As to that video? Looks like it was staged by KXTC... just how did they know to be right there at that time. It's almost like... KXTC knew in advance that your client was going to try to kill Commander Troy's daughter."
It really looked like Lynch was going to have a heart attack. "You... you... you'll never prove that!"
"I think we have a solid if circumstantial case," said George Newman, "and maybe you should tell your buddies at KXTC that. As to getting the charges dropped.. I'm sure Judge Harry Nance will eagerly drop the charges... and then your client will be released. And like my fellow Detective here said, the little girl your client tried to kill... is the Iron Crowbar's daughter."
"Is that a threat?" Lynch snarled.
"You tell me." said Theo. "But think about it, Tommy. You walk out of here after trying to kill the Iron Crowbar's daughter... and if Commander Troy doesn't get to you, whoever set you up to do that is going to want you silenced. That's not a threat, just an honest evaluation of your chances to live."
George Newman said "Orrrrr... you take a generous plea deal from the District Attorney, agree not to sue, and it's ten years max with possibility of parole."



"Whose side are you ON, Black Man?!" yelled Tommy John.
"I know I'm not on the side of a crowbar beatdown... brother." Newman said.
"I need to talk to my client alone." said H.J. Lynch.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:40pm. Officer Kevin Buchannan and I walked into the Chief's office, wearing our Duty Dress jackets over our uniforms. Buchannan came to attention in front of the desk. "I submit myself for disciplinary action, Chief."
"Yezzzz." drawled the Chief. He looked up at Buchannan and said "Don't ever do that again. A note of this verbal reprimand will appear in your unit personnel file. Dismissed."
Buchannan was stunned, and I literally had to take him by the arm and walk him out of the office. Once back in my office, he said "What was that, sir?"
"That..." I said, standing next to him, "was a Police Chief covering his and the Police Force's ass. You've been verbally reprimanded, if the Press asks.. and we expect they will. Say nothing more of this, take the Fifth if the Feds try to question you, and drive on with the TCPD mission. Dismissed."
"Uh, thank you sir." said Buchannan.
As he turned to go, I said "Kevin... thank you." He knew what I meant.
"It's all good, sir." Buchannan said. "And after you and your wife saved my baby and stood by us, I owed you."
"And you were there to save my daughter's life.' I replied. "I owed you back; hence, the verbal reprimand. But the slate never wipes clean; I will not forget what you did for me and my family today."
"Thank you sir." he said. Our handshake turned into a full hug...
Part 29 - Issues and Answers (Solution)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 21st, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College. "Breonna Bryant's father arrested by the Police over the weekend!"
Bettina began: "In a related incident this weekend, a man identified as 'Tommy John' attacked ADA Paulina Patterson's daughter Tasha on the playground of Eastside Elementary School." The school's video was shown, which was grainy and distant as Bettina continued: "The man was armed with a knife, but was subdued and arrested before he reached the child."
Bettina: "During interrogation by the Police, Mr. John admitted that he attacked the child after hearing Breonna Bryant's father calling for Commander Donald Troy's daughter to be taken away from him. Roll tape." Tape rolled, first showing the perp Tommy John giving his reason for attacking Tasha, followed by Bryant's father making those threats.
Bettina: "The District Attorney's Office, where the victim's mother Paulina Patterson is employed as an Assistant D.A., swore out a warrant for Mr. Bryant's arrest, charging him with felony making terroristic threats and inciting a criminal act. He reached a plea deal, whereby he avoids jail time in exchange for making this public statement. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Bryant saying "I made a statement in my grief and anger over the unjust verdict against my daughter. While I did not intend for those words to be acted upon in a violent or murderous way, apparently someone did try to harm that child, who can't help it that she's Donald Troy's daughter. I appeal to all Persons of Color to not resort to vindictive crimes in retaliation for the unjust verdict by a Jury that did not have a single Person of Color on it."
Back to Bettina live: "Tommy John also took a plea deal, accepting a ten year prison sentence with the possibility for parole. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, shown with University Memorial Stadium behind him. "The Bulldogs will be playing Eastern State this weekend in what is becoming a hotly contested regional rivalry. Meanwhile, the Wildcats host Protestant. But the big game of the week nationally will be in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, as Auburn travels to LSU in a battle of Top-Ten Tigers in a game that could decide the SEC West..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwww..." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "Not one word about those guys beating the shit out of that perp." She looked around at our faces, then said "Okay, what am I missing here?"
She, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Commander Cindy Ross and myself were drinking coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. The Chief had invited us to watch together because we'd expected to get hit with it, and we were going to discuss our response.
"First," I said, "they're just following the example of the National Mainstream Media. When a black Police Officer in Wilmington, Delaware beat the living crap out of someone, and his partner, also black, did nothing but laugh, the Mainstream Media buried it. Not one word, because it didn't fit their narrative. Methinks we're seeing the same thing here: it does not fit the Media narrative of white Police brutality to show black Officers beating down a black suspect."
"That's true." said the Sheriff before I could continue. "My sources, mostly the Governor himself, told me that the Hoyt Stenson Campaign asked Katherine Woodburn to have KXTC bury the story, and so did people close to Eldrick X. Weaver. If this had been April or May, they might've mentioned it, but it's full-bore Election Season now."
Cindy said "My source (Priya) told me that all the Media had been asked to bury it, partly because it was Tasha that was attacked, and the Media's political allies don't want people sympathetic to you, Don, nor to Paulina."
I said "That could well be. But there's a second reason, that I doubt many people know about. It is possible that someone asked Katherine Woodburn how KXTC knew to have a van right there at Eastside Elementary while my family was there. And he asked her why they didn't go to the playground to film, but stayed off school grounds and just happened to be well-positioned to get footage of our Officers taking the perp away. Katherine had no answer, and she got the hint, too: if KXTC had raised crap, I was going to raise crap."
"Wow, I didn't even think of that." said Chief Moynahan. "And yezzz, now that you mention it, that has to be beyond co-in-ci-dennnnnce. So was that attack arranged by KXTC?"
"Not directly, or else they would've had a camera at the playground to get the 'scoop' on it." I replied. "But I think they were told something would happen, maybe they were hoping I'd be there and would be the one that administered retribution, or that it would be white Officers that were at the scene. No joy on that, though."
I continued: "But to answer your question, Tommy John has ties to Stacey Jacobs, who has ties to the odious Lionel Carmela, who was arrested for almost assaulting my other daughter. Connect. Those. Dots." (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising', Ch. 01-02.)
And while I didn't mention it, astute Detectives will realize that it was no coincidence that the Officers sent to Eastside, who had volunteered for the duty, were all black...
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Captain Tanya P. Muscone. "Sorry to interrupt, guys," she said, "but Federal Agents want to meet with us here, at 8:00am. I'm not sure what it's about, but Jack said it was a 'BFD'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Monday, September 21. Federal Agents Karina White, Nancy Harding, Dwight Stevens, Eduardo Escobar, Lindy Linares, Julius Jefferson, and Juan Alberto Morales came into Classroom 'E'. To my surprise, Kevin Pitts was in the group, as was EAD Owen Lange. But the biggest surprise of all was Jack Muscone's presence.
Representing the TCPD was the Sheriff, Chief, Deputy Chief, Police Commander, Operations Commander, and Captain of Detectives.
"Sorry, Cindy," said Owen Lange in his scratchy voice, "but Tim Jenkins is in Southport. He and Crenshaw are taking care of some things for me." Cindy nodded. Owen Lange then said: "Commander Croyle, has your cousin Jen Sakai tried to contact you recently?"
"No sir, not recently and not at any time." Teresa said. "We haven't communicated since I met her in Louisiana months ago."
"Okay, good." said Owen Lange. "It's important that if she does try to contact you, that you contact me, Jack Muscone, or Karina White. Her life may be in danger."
"No doubt." I said. "Why don't you tell us what it's about."
"Sure." said Owen Lange. "As you know, we were tracking a smuggling operation in Texas, and we believed Jen Sakai was running it. Well, there is a smuggling operation, and we're about to close it out."
Owen Lange: "You also may have noticed that Lindsey Black came down to this County with Martin Nash. Yes, Agent Pitts here also came down with them, but you can see that he is sitting here at my invitation, while Lindsey Black is not. And that's to show all of you that Agent Pitts is worthy of our trust, while Lindsey Black is not." I bit my tongue to stifle a biting reply. Teresa did not.
"Nor is Martin Nash." the Iron Wolf said with alacrity.
"No ma'am, he's not dirty." said Kevin Pitts. "Not like Lindsey Black is. Nash is the perfect OPR guy; almost too clean for his own good."
"Let's just work from our point of agreement." I said. "Lindsey Black is a Swamp Frog, and her loyalties are to them, rather than to the Nation or whatever Federal agency she pretends to be working for at any given moment."
I continued: "And with all due respect, EAD Lange, allow me to tell you what you're taking way too much of our time telling us: Jen Sakai has come here, to our Town & County, and she is doing so to avoid being murdered elsewhere by Lindsey Black and her fellow Swamp Frogs."
"Oh my God." Owen Lange said quietly. "You do know."
"Yes." I said. "Just as I know that part of this whole operation in Texas is to try to expose the Swamp Frogs so you can go after them. But I have to tell you now that they know that you know, and they're just trying to set a trap for you, and us."
"How do you know all this?" asked ATF Agent Nancy Harding, her voice more than skeptical... it was outright hostile.
"I've had the good fortune to be in the unique position to learn some things most of you haven't, and won't, at least not from the same sources." I said. "Shall I tell you all what's really going on, and you just correct me where I go astray?"
"I suspect we won't even know if you do go astray." said Owen Lange. "So go ahead."
I observed the Green Crowbar's ice-blue eyes sparkling as I started: "You've been right about one thing: Jen Sakai is a spy for the Communist government in Beijing, and has been for a long time. Her husband was a Japanese subject, but also a spy for Red China, though not a particularly good one."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And here's the rub, that I'm not sure you guys knew about: Easton Windham was recruited by Jen Sakai, and became a spy for the Red Chinese. He was working with Jen, using the assets of the oil company he worked for to smuggle drugs into America. There was a James Bond movie about dissolving drugs in gasoline to smuggle into the country, and he was doing something similar."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And here's the further rub: Weston Windham was also a spy.. for the United States of America. He was recruited by someone in the CIA, whose name I cannot mention here. He was trying to work his way into Jen's organization, and may have been succeeding when he was ratted out... by his own brother, Easton."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Easton saw Weston and recognized who he was before Weston saw Easton. A plane 'accident' (air quotes) was arranged for Weston, killing him and his wife. The only thing I don't know is if Jen Sakai was knowledgeable or a part of that murder, but Easton had his brother killed."
"But I digress." I said. "What you need to know in the here and now is that certain Swamp Frogs believe that being in their positions of Federal power means they can use that power for their personal enrichment as well as to control others. That's why one of the dirtiest Swamp Frogs went after Teresa, to try to grab her part of the Belvedere family fortune, that she subsequently gave to the Hospital."
Your Iron Crowbar: "He also was involved in the CHICAGO SPICE drug operations you guys had to shut down, and enriched himself by taking DEA drugs out of warehouses, selling them, and putting the money into his own pockets." (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice'.) "As a high-level member of the Intelligence Community, he knew who Jen Sakai and her gang were, but rather than do the right thing and bust them up, he essentially blackmailed them and took a share of the profits."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So yes, you Federal Agents have been trying to work Jen Sakai, and get her to turn to our side... not knowing that your own Intelligence Community was working against you. But Jen now knows the heat is on, and that if she's captured alive by the wrong Agents, she'll be murdered to silence her voice. Ergo, she's coming here, because she knows that Teresa and I are her only hope to live."
You coulda heard a pin drop in the utterly silent room for a full 30 seconds. Finally, it was Jack Muscone who said "I can understand her trying to reach Teresa, but why you?"
"Because she knows something that none of you do." I said. "Something Teresa doesn't know, either. And you're just going to have to trust me, or not, when I say that I cannot and will not reveal that information."
"No, you shouldn't reveal it." Cindy said. I looked over at her, realizing she was 'hinting' that she also knew those secrets, and I knew how and from where she'd learned them.
"I agree. Don't say any more." said EAD Owen Lange, who did not even flicker an eyelash. "And I'll just tell all of you that it's something at security levels and pay grades much, much higher than anyone in this room's."
"Okay, I'll go along with that." said Jack Muscone skeptically. "But it sounds like our plans are blown. So what do we do now?"
"I say we continue the plan we came up here to execute." said ATF Agent Nancy Harding. "We find Jen Sakai, we arrest her, and we find out what she knows."
"And then you'll kill her?" Teresa said venomously.
Harding looked at the Iron Wolf with reptilian eyes, and said "She's a traitor and a spy. We put spies to death."
"Well, well, well." I said, staring hard at Agent Nancy Harding. "Your plan has worked, Mister Lange. I believe we've found our mole for the Swamp Frogs."
"Whaa?" said Karina White. "No! Come on, Don, I've known Nancy for years. She's a good Agent."
"She may be." I said. "But how many years has it been since you've worked with her... closely with her?"
"You son of a b------" Nancy Harding said, standing up, her hand slowly going to her belt line. Teresa also stood up, and her service weapon was in her hand and almost all the way out of its holster.
"What the hell?" Nancy Harding gasped. "You're pulling a gun on a Federal Agent?"
"I'm not going to allow another 'Dominic Ellis' incident." Teresa snarled, staring daggers at Harding. (Author's note: 'Only Time', Ch. 04.)
And to my surprise, Jack Muscone got up and went over to Harding. "Keep your hands up." he said as he deftly removed Harding's ATF service weapon from its holster.
"You gotta be kidding me." snarled Nancy Harding as Muscone cleared the weapon. "This is a mistake."
"No, we're not kidding." said Owen Lange. "And if it is a mistake, you'll be fully restored. Julius, Lindy, take her back to the Federal Building." Jefferson and Linares escorted Harding out of the room.
"I heard about the Dominic Ellis situation, where he shot you in the chest, Commander, yet you somehow stood right back up." said Kevin Pitts, remembering my feat that had become the Stuff of Legend. "So I understand Commander Croyle's reaction. But are you sure Agent Harding is the Mole?"
"No." I said. "But when Teresa asked that, Harding said it herself... spies are executed. And a few of us in here can sense that she wasn't talking about through the legal process. And it probably wasn't good to say that in front of Jen's first cousin."
Teresa said, with a wicked gleam in her eye, "What if someone had said that about your first cousin, Commander?" People began chuckling in the room.
"Gotta watch out for those sneaky first cousins with green crowbars and raging hormones from being pregnant." I said, looking right at my first cousin, Cindy. The room erupted in laughter...
Part 30 - The Spy Who Came In From The Heat
1:15pm, Monday, September 21st. I was in the Main Conference Room with Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya. We were in three because of the very large map on the wall, and I was staring at it as my Angels talked among themselves.
Cindy said "I would have to believe that if Jen Sakai comes up here, she'll try to contact Teresa in some way."
"But she knows the Feds are watching me, and expecting that." Teresa replied. "And if the Swamp Frogs are involved, Robin Isley is probably using NSA assets to track my cellphones and any calls or texts to them."
Tanya said "Well, if Jen wants to find Teresa, all she has to do is walk into this Police Station, and she will find Teresa. And she'd be a heck of a lot safer in here with us than anywhere on the outside."
"But she doesn't know that." I replied, still looking at the map. "And if she comes in here, she'll be placed under arrest, and she doesn't know that we know about the Swamp Frogs desire to kill her."
"Don," Cindy said, "you're really staring hard at that map. Do you think the location she goes to is more important than who she tries to contact, if anyone?"
"No." I said. "You were right. She came up here to contact someone, someone she either trusts or believes can help her. As I look at this map, I'm hoping it'll trigger something..."
And then my eyes wandered to the right of the map, where the University was. And I almost instinctively looked at the Psychology Building, where my wife was... where my wife was...
"Ohhhh, crap." I said. I fished out my Police iPhone and dialed Laura's number. "Crap, it went to voicemail." I looked at the clock, and said "Damn, she's teaching a class right now, and put her phone on voicemail."
"Laura?" Cindy queried, about who I was calling.
"Oh, shit." Tanya gasped, figuring it out quickly.
"Yep." I said as I took my personal cellphone out and dialed a different number... an extra cellphone Laura always kept in her purse, but never used.
The phone rang several times, then finally Laura answered. "Hello, Commander Donald Troy." she said.
"Laura, listen." I said quickly, not grasping the code she'd just used. "Jen Sakai is in our County, and may try to contact you. So be on the lookout for------"
"Yes, Commander Donald Troy.." Laura said. "I know."
And then it hit me. "She's there, isn't she?"
"Yes, she is." Laura said.
"And she's holding you hostage?" I asked. "Anyone else?"
"No, just me." Laura said. Then the phone line suddenly disconnected.
"Crap." I said. "Jen's with Laura, holding her hostage. Teresa, go suit up. Cindy, go advise the Chief and the Sheriff that there is a hostage situation on Campus, involving my wife."
"I'll call Jack------" Tanya said.
"No!" I said strongly, then said more quietly "The Swamp Frogs are probably monitoring both your phones and his. If you have a codeword that only the two of you know, then text that, but that's all."
Seeing the look in Tanya's eyes, I said "This isn't a matter of trust, Tanya. If the Swamp Frogs get there before I do, then both Jen Sakai and Laura will be murdered." Then I went to my office and got my armor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Laura W. Fredricson had come into the classroom to teach her Criminal Psychology course. It was a combined Senior Undergrad/Graduate course, and both undergrads and graduate students in Criminal Justice as well as Psychology were taking the class.



The room in the Criminal Justice Building in a smaller 'auditorium'-style room: the teacher's bench up front, with semi-circular rows of seats, the ones further back on raised flooring for better viewing. The entrances were in the the back of the classroom, and on each side of the teacher's bench. There was a small partition wall in front of the double-doors at the rear of the classroom, not unlike many movie theaters, cutting off the view of the classroom from the doors to the hallway.
At 1:15pm, the bell rang and the class started. "Okay, everyone," Laura said, "we're going to take up where we left off about the psychology of a desperate criminal. The first thing to know is------ whaa?"
A woman with dark red hair had come into the room from the side entrance to Laura's right. As Laura turned to see who it was, the woman held up her right arm. A powerful Smith & Wesson.357 Magnum revolver was in her hand, and was pointing at Laura's head.
As students started screaming (why do idiots scream and cause chaos so much?), the woman came up to Laura and put the gun to Laura's head, then yelled "Get out! All of you! Get out now! Go! Take your goddamn cellphones and get the fuck out!" Panicked students rushed out of the back of the room, some screaming, some almost running over others.
Once they were alone, Laura said "Jen Sakai, I presume. What is this about?"
Jen Sakai said "I need your help, and your husband's."
"By putting a gun to my head, and holding me hostage?" Laura said.
"We both know I'm not going to shoot you unless you try something stupid." Jen said. "Now those students I just let go are calling the Police now. I need you to call your husband and get him here ahead of them."
"You know who my husband is." Laura said. "What do you think he's going to do when he hears about this?"
"I think the Iron Crowbar will figure it out pretty quick, if he hasn't already." Jen said. "Now pick up that cellphone, and call your husband."
"You sure you wouldn't rather me call your cousin Teresa?" Laura said. "She's your better chance of surviving this. If you surrender to her------"
Jen said "We both know that the Iron Crowbar is the only person who can keep me from being murdered by Robin Isley and Brendan Chapel! Now pick up that goddamn cellphone and call him!"
Laura did not move to pick up the phone. "Jen, they won't let him in here. His own Police Officers will stop him from coming in. The Chief won't let him come in. Let me call Teresa------"
"STOP STALLING!" Jen yelled, fully aware of Laura's tactic. "Call your husband NOW------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was not Laura's cellphone on the bench, but one that was in her purse. Jen grabbed the purse and emptied it. When the burner phone appeared, ringing, Jen grabbed it, opened it up to answer and put the phone to Laura's face.
"Hello, Commander Donald Troy." Laura said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa and I sped in my Police SUV across Town, blue lights blazing, I heard on the Police radio: "Hostage situation, Criminal Justice Building, Room 102..."
I took my Police radio, hit the Break button, and after the loud noise subsided I said "Break! Break! Break! This is Commander Donald Troy. Do not enter the building! I say again, do not enter the building! Wait for me to get there before doing anything!"
They didn't listen. When we got there, the hallway was full of Campus Police and TCPD Officers, all of them armored. The TCPD SWAT Team had somehow beaten me there, and were ready to go.
"Everybody get back!" I said loudly. "What are you even doing in this building? I thought I said to stay out!'
"Sir,:" said Robert Kalsu, "the Campus Police had already been called and were already here. They called for the SWAT Team, and we got your Break order after we were already here."
"Doors to the side entrances are locked and jammed shut." said Daniel Patrick. "This door is unlocked. We ran this camera around the side of that wall, and this is what we have."
I looked at the tablet with the video, and saw that Jen Sakai was behind Laura's right shoulder, with a powerful revolver to my wife's head. The chair's seatback prevented Laura from being able to quickly turn and subdue Jen.
"Okay, that woman is a very well trained foreign operative." I said. "All of you stay back. I'm going in there and diffuse this."
"Sir, she might shoot you!" Kalsu said, a look of shock on his face. "And we know it's your wife in there, which is all the more reason you can't go in there." I saw Detective Joan Laurer, the Police Boxing Matches Champion, and she looked poised to help stop me. Anger welled up inside me, and I felt the heat on my face as it turned beet red.
"Sir," said Vice Lieutenant Rudistan, trying to get between me and door, "am i going to have to sit on you again?"
"Get out of my way." I said. When Rudistan didn't move, I yelled "I SAID GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY WAY! YOU WILL NOT STOP ME! I AM THE POLICE COMMANDER HERE, LIEUTENANT! AND THAT IS A DIRECT ORDER!"
"Stand down, Commander!" said Chief Moynahan, coming up to us. Sheriff Griswold was a distance behind him, almost running to catch up as the Chief said "You knowwww you can't go in there."
"Goddammit, Chief!" I said loudly, then yelled to everyone "NONE OF YOU KNOW WHAT IS REALLY GOING ON HERE! I DO! NOW STAY BACK AND LET ME HANDLE THIS!"
"Let him through!" growled Sheriff Griswold loudly. Rudistan was clearly reluctant, but he moved out of my way.
I took my gun in its holster off my belt. "Croyle... Croyle? Where's Croyle?" Everyone looked around. Teresa was nowhere to be seen.
"Ah, shit." I said. I handed my gun in its holster to Sheriff Griswold. "Don't let any Federal Agents come in here." I opened the door to the classroom and went inside.
As the door loudly creaked shut, I heard a voice call out "Who's there? Get out of here!"
"It's me, Commander Troy." I said. I extended my hands beyond the wall, the red crowbar in my left hand, then poked my head around. Then I slowly came around the wall. "I'm unarmed. I left my gun outside."
"Just stay back there!" Jen Sakai yelled out as I slowly began walking down the steps toward her and Laura.
"I'm not going to yell across the room." I said, still walking slowly. "And you know I need to be up there, because my body is the only thing between yours and a whole lot of Government guns."
"Keep your hands where I can see them." Jen said. "I know you don't want your wife to get hurt."
"No, I don't." I said agreeably, coming up to the front of the bench. I set my red crowbar on it, keeping my hands where Jen Sakai could see them. "Why don't you let her go. I'll be your hostage."
"Chivalrous of you." Jen said. "But I can't do that, because Brendan Chapel's agents would love to shoot you to get to me."
"Point taken." I said. "So... let's talk about getting you out of here and into friendly hands..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone that could see the tablet was watching, and the other Officers were waiting to see what would happen. And then Federal Agents started pouring into the room: Special Agents Lindsey Black, David Rovers, Peter Page... and Nancy Harding. EAD Owen Lange, ASAC Karina White, Special Agent Julius Jefferson, and DEA SSA Dwight Stevens were behind them.
Lindsey Black handed Chief Moynahan a document. "That's a Federal warrant to apprehend Jen Sakai, wanted for espionage, international smuggling, and treason. We're taking over this case. Get your cops out of here, we'll handle this situation."
No one moved.
"There's nothing we can do, Chief." said EAD Owen Lange. "The warrant's valid, and we have our orders from Washington."
"And what are you going to do with Jen Sakai?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
"We're taking her into Federal custody." said Nancy Harding. "After that, it's none of you local cops's business what we do."
"Let's go, guys." said Lindsey Black, opening the door to the classroom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You did what you did to me,
now, it's history I see
Things will happen while they can
I will wait here for my man tonight
It's easy when you're big in Japan
------ Alphaville, 'Big In Japan'
The side door to Jen and Laura's left, and my right, opened. Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle came through, her service weapon pointed up at Jen. But what shocked me more is who followed her into the room... it was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. He had his hands up, to show he had no weapon in them.
"Drop it, Jen." Teresa said. "The Feds are about to come in here, guns blazing. Lindsey Black has orders to shoot to kill you, and worry about it later. Drop it, and let me take you in."
"And who is this guy?" Jen asked. "Oh, Jack Muscone. Why are you here? You can't do anything for me."
"I can do two things." said Muscone as he walked around behind me. "I can keep you alive while you're in Federal custody. And I'm going to stand here behind the Iron Crowbar, and have his back. Those rogues might shoot him, but if they shoot me, it's Federal-on-Federal when my people shoot the rogues------"
"FEDERAL AGENTS!" yelled Lindsey Black as she and her cronies ran around the partition wall and took up positions behind desks at the back of the room. "DROP YOUR WEAPONS! YOU TOO, CROYLE!"
"Lower your weapons!" Jack Muscone called out, having turned to face the others, positioning himself right behind my back.
"DROP YOUR WEAPON, SAKAI!" Nancy Harding yelled. "I'M NOT TELLING YOU AGAIN! I WILL SHOOT YOU!"
*CLICK!*
The sound of a powerful handgun being cocked in her ear caused her to glance over. It was Karina White's gun, with Karina White behind it, ready to pull the trigger.
"Drop it, Nancy." Karina said. "That's a Special Agent In Charge you're pointing that gun at, and my boss. And you will not assassinate the Iron Crowbar today."
Harding looked over to see that EAD Owen Lange had his powerful handgun in Lindsey Black's earhole, and Julius Jefferson and Dwight Stevens had Peter Page and David Rovers well covered. Then she turned back to Karina. "You bitch." she spat.
"Takes one to know one." Karina said as she secured Harding's weapon. "This is what you get for betraying my trust."
Meanwhile, Lindsey Black was saying angrily: "We have a warrant, Mister Lange!"
"And Muscone will exercise it." replied Owen Lange. "Not you."
"I protest this." said David Rovers. "We've done nothing wrong, nothing to be held at gunpoint and our weapons taken from us."
"Yeah, go whine to Martin Nash and the OPR." Julius Jefferson said.
"It's not that wimp Nash you need to worry about." said Lindsey Black...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Teresa came towards Jen and Laura. "Let her go, Jen." Teresa said quietly. "Let me take you in."
"Brendan Chapel will have me killed." said Jen. "Not even Dr. Fredricson can stop that."
"Ye of little faith." I said to Jen. "Your cousin there outran an explosion. She's a badass. I'm impressed with her. Brendan Chapel? He may be the DNI, but unless he can outrun a bullet, he ain't a badass. And I'm not impressed with him at all."
"Confidence. You've got that in spades." Jen Sakai said. "I'll take my chances with you." She took her gun away from Laura and flipped it, showing she was not holding the trigger. Teresa came up and pulled Laura away, shielding my wife with her own armored-covered body.
I went around and took the gun from Jen Sakai as I said "I'm keeping my body between yours and the Federal Government Guns. And I'm cuffing your hands in front of you instead of behind you, so you won't be helpless." I suited the deed to my words.
Jen turned to Teresa and said "Would you have shot me, Teresa? Your own flesh and blood? Would you have?"
"I'm glad you didn't make me find out, Jen." Teresa replied.
Part 31 - Cleanup on Aisle (00)-7
As Teresa and Joan Laurer took Jen Sakai and Laura out the side door and to Police Headquarters, Jen under arrest and Laura to be interviewed as a witness, I said to Jack Muscone. "Thanks for having my back, Jack."
"Least I could do for the Iron Crowbar." Jack said. "I knew you were right about all this. And I know you had my back when that pussy Nash tried to get you to throw me under the bus... even though you would have been right to."
"Nooo, I don't play that way." I said. "It's five o'clock somewhere... let's go get a beer."
As we headed up the aisle and into the hallway, I saw Rudistan just outside the door. "Sorry I yelled at you, Rudistan." I said, putting my arm around him as we walked to the building exit door. "But I'm too old and feeble to let you sit on me anymore."
"I was just following orders, sir." said Rudistan.
"Yezzz, he wazzz." said Chief Moynahan. "My office, Commander, as soon as you get back to Headquarterzzz..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was standing in front of the Chief's desk, at attention. The Chief was sitting behind his desk, and the Sheriff was sitting on the sofa to the side... and looking unhappy.
"Commanderrrr," the Chief said, "I understand, I get it, that you knew things no one else did, and that's why you insisted on going in there. But that's the point... you didn't tell any of us any of it, so we didn't know! And I have told my Police Force to not let you lead with your nose, so they were just doing their jobs."
"Yes sir. I know." I said. "But I didn't have time to explain. I had to get in there before Lindsey Black did. And besides, sir... what I know is classified, and I can't tell you, even if I want to."
"I have a Top Secret clearance, Mister Crowbarrr." said the Chief. "So you could've told me at least some of it-------"
"And I'll tell you that now." said a voice behind me. I whirled to see my wife Laura coming into the office, with two file folders in her hand.
"If you and the Sheriff will sign these NDAs," Laura said, "I'll fill you in on what you need to know about this case. Darling, would you excuse us?"
I may have been wide-eyed at that dismissal, but the Chief just nodded, so I turned and exited the office... and headed towards I-1.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Tanya P. Muscone and ADA Paulina Patterson were in I-1 with Jen Sakai, who had waived her right to an attorney. Why Officer Lydia Green was the Uniformed Presence for this, I did not know.
"Look," Jen said, "I have to tell you this now, so stop asking questions about the other stuff."
"We're asking the questions here." said Tanya. "Now where------"
"You heard her, ladies." I said, coming into the room. "You're doing this wrong. Let her have her say, and then I'm sure she'll answer your questions."
"But Don-------" Paulina started, but I just opened the door to the anteroom and waved for them to go out. Tanya got the hint, and prodded Paulina to leave."
"You can wait outside, Officer Green." I said.
"Sir, regulations require I be inside-------"
"That was not a request, Officer." I said strongly. "Wait on the other side of the door." Officer Green left the room for the hallway to the jail side of Headquarters.
I got out my cellphone and texted Teresa to have Lydia Green replaced, and to not let Green be anywhere near Jen Sakai. "Okay, Jen, tell me what you can, while we have time." Jen did so, outlining how now-DNI Brendan Chapel forced her and her smuggling ring to pay 'tribute' to him, amounting to millions of dollars.
"I'm sure you have proof of this." I said. "Where is it?"
Jen looked up at the camera that had recorded everything she said. "Turn off that camera, so I can tell you." I texted Teresa in the Monitor Room to shut off the camera. The green light on the camera went off. Still, Jen covered her right hand with her left so the camera couldn't see it, and I watched closely as she tapped the fingers of her right hand under her left, in Morse Code, her index finger for dots, her bird finger for dashes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm, Monday, September 21st. Teresa Croyle came into I-1 with a bottle of Bruichladdich Port Charlotte 10-year Heavily Peated Scotch Whisky, two Glen Cairn glasses, and a cigar. She poured two drams. "Cheers." she said, clinking Jen's glass, then sipping hers. Jen sipped hers, as well.
"Wow, that's smoky!" Jen said. "Great stuff."
"Here." Teresa said, holding up a cigarette lighter. She lit Jen's cigar as Jen (huffed and) puffed.
"You're not having a cigar, too?" Jen said.
"Nahhh, it's bad enough I'm drinking on duty." Teresa said. "And by the way, nothing you say to me will be admissible; after all, I'm giving you liquor, getting you drunk."
Jen barked a short laugh, then said "I appreciate you bringing me this. I'll probably never have any Scotch or a good cigar again."
Teresa said "I dunno. From what I'm hearing, if you cooperate with the CIA, you'll go into Witness Protection, and be in a safehouse somewhere. House confinement ain't much, but I can send you the occasional bottle of your favorite Scotch whisky."
"And if I don't turn, if I don't cooperate?" Jen said. "The Feds have been offering me a lot more than a good Scotch to turn back."
"So why haven't you?" Teresa said.
Jen paused to pour two more drams of the Scotch, then said "Slàinte." They clinked glasses and sipped.
"You know, I'm glad I got to meet you, Teresa." Jen said. "It was nice having a family member, a cousin that I could talk to, someone with brains as opposed to those idiots that I have for a brother and his wife, and that corrupt Republican pedophile that Clara won't do the right thing and leave and divorce."
"And your mom?" Teresa asked. Jen shook her head vigorously in disagreement.
"Nooo, not her." Jen said. "Anyway, you're not going to like me when I say this, so I wanted to get that out before I say it. To answer your question, Teresa.... I was leading the Feds on for as long as I could, to stay out of jail as long as I could, and I'm not going to turn now."
"But why not?" Teresa said.
Jen replied: "You saw my family. What did you think of them, politically?"
Teresa said "They were pretty much all on the Liberal side of things, some more than others."
Jen nodded. "Yeah, Colin and Wendy whine about 'Climate Change', but that's as much for their financial gain, and does little for the true Cause."
She then looked up at Teresa and said "Teresa, I am a committed Communist. I am devoted to the cause of bringing Communism to the entire world. Everything I have done has been with the goal of weakening the United States and Japan, so that their opposition to Communism can be eradicated."
Jen: "My brother Colin is weak, and he's a 'useful idiot' for our goals. So was your former husband Easton, who pretended to share our goals but was really in it for money. But I became a spy for Red China because they are a Communist government, and my work was to help them spread Communism to Asia and the world."
If she was shocked, Teresa did not show it. Her face had not even flickered. She said: "No, I don't agree with your philosophy, far from it. But I don't hate you for it. And you're still my blood kin. Until a few months ago, I didn't know I had any blood kin left, at all. So it is what it is."
She poured two more drams, then raised her glass and said "Soooo... to the Workers of the World."
"Slàinte." Jen replied, clinking their glasses, then downing her drink...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm. We gathered at the Cop Bar, and had the whole back room to ourselves since it was Monday. I bought Rudistan, Kalsu, and Patrick a pitcher of beer and the 'bottomless basket of wings', and they were consuming them in the main front room.
The Sheriff, myself, Cindy, Teresa, Todd, Tanya, Jack Muscone, Karina White, and Dwight Stevens went into the 'Command Room' for a more private conversation. Chief Moynahan was spending time with the Detectives and others in the main back room, and astute Detectives were taking advantage of getting 'face time' with their Police Chief.



"So the whole operation in Texas was a sham?" asked Dwight Stevens.
"No, it was real." I said. "And they really were trying to take down a smuggling ring. They just didn't realize the tiger they had by the tail. The Chinese tiger, that is."
"Don," Cindy suggested, "why don't you just tell us everything, and there's no one here to correct you if you go astray... which you won't." Everyone chuckled.
"Okay." I said. "It really started years ago, when Teresa and Easton Windham annulled their marriage and went their separate ways. Teresa ended up with us... thank God Almighty... while Easton went in another direction... to Texas. Records are still very spotty, and that suggests to me that he was involved in smuggling operations."
"The Yakuza?" Dwight Stevens asked.
"No, and let me circle back with you on that." I said. "So Easton took a job with an oil company, ostensibly for research, but actually to gain access to the company's assets for smuggling purposes. That got him noticed by two groups of people: the Federal Government, and a group of smugglers that turned out to be Jen Esterson Sakai's group of spies, using smuggling as a front for their espionage activities."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Jen Sakai and her husband Hideo Sakai found that they could siphon off molasses, a byproduct of the sugar production for Bessemer Cookies, and sell it on the black market to make rum. That expanded into whiskey, and they actually did have idea of putting together a company with Weston Windham to legitimately make rum and whiskey. But Clarissa Belvedere Esterson, Teresa's aunt, put the kibosh on that, at least as far as the Bessemer company having anything to do with it."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And let me touch on that, since I brought it up. Weston Windham was Easton's older brother. He met Teresa's cousin Tessa Bessemer 17 years ago, and they were married and had two children, Beatrice and Eugenia. And like Teresa's father, he found that he did not like most of the Belvedere family, and they didn't like him very much."
"Nobody told me that." Teresa said.
"He was dead." I said. "They didn't want to speak ill of the dead, especially in front of the girls. And they didn't want to dredge something else up, which I'm about to tell you about:
I went on: "Weston and Tessa moved away, to Baton Rouge. They did keep in touch with State Senator Robert Edwards and his wife Clara Bessemer Edwards. But maybe things will begin to make sense when I tell you that Weston Windham had been recruited into the CIA."
"Oh." said Cindy. "Yeah, that puts some puzzle pieces in their places." Teresa looked inquiringly at her BFF.
"Yes, it does." I replied. "So what happened is that the 'Company' had gotten wind of Jen Sakai's spy ring, but rather than tell the FBI like they were supposed to, they had Weston Windham investigate it. He dutifully did so, and he pretended to form a friendship with Jen and her husband."
"And then... things went sideways." I said. "Weston was trying to get into Jen's spy ring, but unbeknownst to him or the CIA, Easton Windham was already in Sakai's smuggling ring. At this point I must say that I am not sure who exactly did it, but I can't see Jen nor Easton not knowing about the arrangement to kill Weston Windham by sabotaging his plane and causing it to crash in Mississippi."
"Which explains why the FBI closed that case so quickly." Jack Muscone said. "The CIA probably told them to drop it, and the FBI did."
"Wow." said Karina White. "That's pretty hardcore of Jen, to kill her cousin Tessa off, as well as Weston."
"Oh, that's right!" Teresa exclaimed to herself. Then she recovered and said "Sorry. I just remembered that there was something that Aunt Clarissa told me and Cindy: Tessa originally wasn't going to go with Weston. It was a last-second decision to go to the Grand Ole Opry. I'll bet Jen didn't know Tessa was on that flight... until it was too late."
"I think you're right." I said to Teresa. "Anyhoo, Weston was eliminated, ending the threat to Easton's exposure. So, let's now move up in time a little bit. Last April, some of us went to Teresa's hometown, where we learned some truths. One of those was that Teresa was the heir to her mother's portion of the Belvedere inheritance. To prove the family link, Clarissa Belvedere Esterson was contacted, and provided a mitochondrial DNA sample, which did prove Teresa's membership in that family." (Author's note: 'Centuries' for all of that.)
Your Iron Crowbar: "And now we get back to our current Director of National Intelligence, Brendan Chapel. Chapel is an odious, evil man, and his avarice for money is unappeasable. He was behind Lindsey Black showing up in Teresa's hometown after trying to keep her from going to her hometown. He wanted that $100 million in his own pockets, but in that he failed miserably."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Chapel has been a longtime high-ranking member of the Intelligence Community, so it is not surprising that he became aware of the Sakai spy ring. And it is likely Chapel that directed the CIA to not tell the FBI of the ring operating on American soil. And it is further likely that Chapel was ultimately behind the betrayal and murder of Weston Windham."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Chapel basically made Jen and her husband an offer they could not refuse: he took a huge cut of their operations. I'm sure that in exchange he helped keep any heat off of them, maybe opened up a few ports, via air or sea, to do their operations. In fact, Chennault International Airport (CWF) is next to Lake Charles, and is an 'International' Airport because it has a Customs office. But it doesn't handle passenger traffic, just freight traffic. A perfect setup for Chapel."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So Chapel is making a lot of money at the expense of the Red Chinese and maybe the Yakuza. I was told while in Japan that the Yakuza thinks Chapel is a very dishonorable man, which is one of the worst insults they can use. I now realize that when the Sakai ring was slowly becoming exposed, Brendan Chapel had to cut bait. And that meant bringing down the Yakuza operations in America, with which Chapel had close ties."
I said: "We know that ATF Agent Nancy Harding had been trying to bring down the Yakuza operations for years, but with near-total failure. In fact, she was getting heat from her superiors about it. The reason she was failing is because Brendon Chapel was making sure she failed, and protecting his Yakuza buddies from her."
"But then," I said, "Chapel needed the Yakuza gone. So he makes Harding an offer... she redirects her loyalties to him, personally, and she'd get her career-making takedown of Yakuza America. The Yakuza knew that, of course, which is whey they despise the two-faced Chapel so much."
Karina groaned. "And she took the deal." After a moment, she said "Guys, I really have to apologize for vouching for her. She really was a good Agent, back in the day."
I said "I'm sure she was. But Brendan Chapel has a way of corrupting people, of making them abandon their integrity, either through threats or offers of reward, or both. But he is truly the Snake in the Garden of Eden. Nancy Harding believed his lies, and would have murdered Jen Sakai... and Teresa... and me... and Laura... and Lindsey Black was ready to kill us all, also."
I said "And I'll add here that EAD Owen Lange had Agent Kevin Pitts in that meeting as well as Harding, to see if Pitts would reveal himself as a Swamp Frog. Harding failed the test; Pitts, however, appears to have passed."
"I heard," said Dwight Stevens, "that Pitts never was a true Swamp Frog like Lindsey Black, and that he got really disenchanted with her and with Nash. So EAD Lange is monitoring him, but he's also giving him a chance to show he's all right."
I nodded,then said: "Anyhoo, we're circling back to the point that it's the same Brendan Chapel that was involved with Sakai and her ring."
Cindy said "Is that how Chapel came across the knowledge of Teresa'a inheritance? From Jen Sakai?"
Teresa said "Jen didn't know about me, until Aunt Clarissa was contacted for a DNA sample. Or did she?"
I said: "The timing is most very interesting. We barely beat the Swamp Frogs to your hometown on that, so I think they only found about it just before we got out there. I've also had 'thoughts' that someone destroyed your mother's headstone to entice us to go out there. But did Jen know who you were before all that? All I can say is that someone did. Okay, what else?"
"Easton's murder." Cindy said. "In our County."
"Retribution." I said. "For Weston and Tessa Windham's murders, and maybe for the attack on you and Cindy with the Vision plane. And that's a perfect segue into the rest of this mystery."
Your Iron Crowbar: "One thing that Teresa, Todd, and I knew, that apparently no one else did, was that Takaki Mariko had gone back to Japan because her father was ill, and indeed he died. But we kept being told things like the FBI operation down there involved Mariko, that Mariko was trying to get Jen and her husband to turn back to our side, and become double agents or to rat on the Red Chinese."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Now I believe that Eduardo and Rosalyn Escobar are good people and good, honest Agents, so I considered it likely that they were being given a big ol' package of 'hooey'. And with DNI Chapel in the mix, one has to take that into consideration. So my suspicion is that all that was a red herring, part of the same story that it was the Yakuza trying to kill Mariko and ending up sending Easton Windham here to kill her."
Your Iron Crowbar: "It also ties into the sabotage of the Vision plane. I believe Easton Windham was brought to our Town & County to identify Teresa, who was marked for death after appearing in Lake Charles and surviving that sabotage attempt. I have no proof of this, but I think someone, maybe Easton, identified Teresa at Lake Charles Regional Airport, thought she was there to get information from Clarissa, and felt the need to eliminate the possible threat. Only Jen Sakai or Easton Windham could identify Teresa, and the probabilities are very strong that it was Easton."
'The son of a bitch." muttered Teresa levelly. "No wonder I wanted to annul our marriage."
"I'm not sure he actually did the sabotage," I said, "but he was a part of it. Anyhoo, you didn't die, but the FBI operation was somewhat exposed as a result of your plane accident. Easton was then drawn up to our Town & County, ostensibly to help kidnap Takaki Mariko, we were told. But Mariko was in Japan and Teresa and I knew that. So what remains, and it's not improbable, is that Easton was brought up here to identify you, Teresa, and that you were the intended victim of what happened to him."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But Fate, and someone else, intervened. Windham was quickly and brutally interrogated, probably broke very fast, and then was brutally molested and left to die. That shows a personal hatred, and a thirst for vengeance. In any case, he would bother us no longer."
"After that," I said, "some of us were invited to go to Japan by someone that one does not say 'no' to, that being the Emperor himself. We had the very sad but honored occasion to attend the death and funeral of Takaki Misaki-sama. And while there, I learned some things, including that the Yakuza had no part of the cases we were investigating."
"After that," I said, "we got word that Jen Sakai was coming up here. I believed it was to surrender to me and Teresa, because she correctly didn't trust anyone else with her life."
"I have a question." Cindy said. "Why Laura? I mean, yes, Laura is your wife and that did get your attention... but she could've been shot in an instant, or subdued by Laura herself."
I replied: "I have almost no data for this theory, but we know that for some strange reason Dr. Robin Isley has great respect for Laura, though it is not reciprocated at all. If Jen Sakai and Isley had any contact, Isley may have told Jen about Laura, and maybe even told her to contact Laura if anything went sideways. And Jen really does have a way of talking with people, making friends with them, so she may have found more of a friend than she realized in Dr. Robin Isley."
"Jen does have that way about her." Teresa said agreeably.
I saw the slightest hint of 'something' in Cindy's ice blue eyes. "You have a different idea?" I asked her.
"Naaah, it's probably me being a dumb blonde again." Cindy replied. And no more would she say.
"Well, we can investigate what she told you," said Jack Muscone, "but we have to get some solid proof. It'd be nice if she stashed something somewhere, but unless she tells us or gives it to us, we don't have much."
"Let not your heart be troubled." I said, with a gleam in my gray peepers.
"Oh boy." Muscone groaned. "I hate it when you do that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the party began dying down, I bought two pours of Buffalo Trace bourbon whiskey and gave one to Jack Muscone. "Here's to you, for having my back today." I said. We clinked glasses and downed our shots. Jack asked for a second round for both of us.
"Here's to you, for having my back against Nash." Muscone said. After we downed our shots, he said "Nate Grimes of the FBI's OPR office told Owen Lange that he didn't think there was anything to the investigation of me, and he's tried to close it... three times. But it got re-opened every time, and DepDirector Lawrence Lance was called by DNI Chapel personally and told not to try to close it again."
"Yeah, keep your head on a swivel." I said. "I get the feeling this is just their opening salvo. They've got something else up their sleeve, just waiting to spring on you."
Meanwhile, Cindy and Tanya were watching us from across the room.
"I'm glad they're talking again." said Tanya. "I was getting worried, there, for a minute. And Pete's been miserable, not being able to play with Jim and Ross."
"And Carole." said Cindy, very sure. Lady Ironside just glanced over at the Green Crowbar, who just smiled a little bit as she returned the look.
And yes, Jack and I were on better terms again. But there was always a barrier there; we kept it more professional than personal. And Jack never said '400 years ago' nor mentioned any burnings at the stake, ever again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00am, Tuesday, September 22nd. Selena Steele let Teresa and me into the J.P. Goldman Bank, and led us to the safe deposit boxes. I inserted one key into its slot in one of the boxes, and Selena put the bank's key in the other slot. We opened the door and I took out the box inside, put it on the table, and opened it as Teresa filmed us with her Police iPhone.
"Solid gold." I said as I looked at the papers inside. I took them and the jump drives and put them into an evidence bag, sealed it, and made the proper annotations, telling the camera what I was doing every step of the way.
Teresa and I were wearing all black, and we left the Bank by the backdoor and got into the TCPD paddywagon that had just driven up. Corporal Hicks drove us to Police Headquarters, a drive of not much more distance than the length of Courthouse Square. Other Officers screened us as we went inside. Once inside, we went to the basement, to the I.T. area. Myron and Mary Milton were there, waiting for us.
"It's all here." I said. "A lot of dirt on Federal Agents. Put every bit of it into the evidence servers, make multiple duplicates and copies." Myron and Mary went to work very enthusiastically...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Why all the secrecy and playing the shadows?
Jen Sakai's Morse Code message to me was to tell me the bank and safe deposit box where she'd secured evidence, proof of Brendan Chapel's criminal wrongdoing. After I'd finished talking to her, I called Teresa into my office.
"Remember when we got back from lunch after you got back from Louisiana?" I asked. "Well, I took the protective cover off your Police iPhone, and I found this." I opened my hand, and a safe deposit box key was revealed.
"How did she get that there?" Teresa gasped.
"She didn't." I replied. "She gave the key to her mother, Clarissa. Either you or Cindy told me that Clarissa had finished taking photos of Weston Windham while you and Cindy washed up for lunch."
"Oh yeah, that's right." Teresa said. Then it all hit her. "Jen gave the key to her mother? But they didn't like each other much."
"True," I said, "and there are reasons for that. But they both knew this was Jen's only chance to survive Brendan Chapel. I kept the key in a safe place, but I didn't know the bank or box number that it goes to. Now I do... and Jen's statements give us 'probable cause' to get a warrant..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in live time, Teresa and I were in my office. "Yes," she said, "I saw the vehicles following us earlier today, and you found those trackers on our vehicles. They must really be desperate."
"They should be." I replied. "What little of that stuff I saw was damning. Having said that, don't get your hopes up that this'll get Brendan Chapel out. But it should be enough to keep Jen Sakai alive."
"But how do we get it out there, to the Public?" Teresa asked. "The Press sure as hell won't help us."
"Ohhhh, I think Senator Bill Nunn is the way to go on that." I replied...
Part 32 - Bayou Bengals and War Eagles
Dawn, Saturday, September 26th. The BOW Enterprises plane landed at Ryan Field, Baton Rouge Metropolitan Airport (BTR), and we taxied to the General Aviation hangers. We secured a rental car and Teresa insisted on driving, so I rode shotgun as we got on Interstate-10, bound for Lake Charles.
"Nice place." I said as we drove up to the Belvedere Estate.
"It's a lot nicer in the cooler weather we're starting to have now." Teresa said. We went to the front door and rang the bell, and Charles the Butler opened the door.
"Madame Clarissa is expecting you, Madame Teresa." said Charles. He led us to the dining room, where breakfast had been laid out. Sitting at the table was Clarissa Belvedere Esterson, her niece Clara Bessemer Edwards, and her great-nieces, Beatrice and Eugenia Windham.
"Oh, it's so good to see you again, my dear." Clarissa said as she came up and hugged Teresa.
"And you, Aunt Clarissa." Teresa said. "May I present my uncle-in-law, Commander Donald Troy."
"Oh my, yes you may." Clarissa said, her eyes lighting up as I shook her hand formally, and 'old school', but not bending over far enough to kiss her hand. "What a handsome young man you are, Commander."
"Please, call me Don." I said. "And it's an honor to meet you."
Teresa said "This is my cousin Clara. And these young ladies are Beatrice and Genia." Both girls were stunned.
"Wow, the Iron Crowbar!" Beatrice exclaimed, seemingly in awe. "You really are ten feet tall!" I couldn't help but laugh merrily at that.
"You must be hungry after your flight." said Clarissa. "Charles, some coffee for our guests. Teresa, Don, help yourselves to the buffet." We did so, and I got plenty of eggs, bacon, and grits. Yep, we were in the South. I was just glad it wasn't a French Continental Breakfast(!).
We made small talk as we ate, including Teresa's bombshell announcement. "My husband gives almost as much money to Auburn as he does his own alma mater." she said. "He gets Auburn season tickets, but usually gives them away to business clients. But he got two away-game tickets to the Auburn-LSU game tonight, so I'm taking this here Wildcat to the game, to show him what real college football is about... the SEC."
"And I certainly did not refuse the invitation to be schooled." I replied.



When Teresa had told me a few days before, I'd said "Wait a minute... my nephew gets Auburn season tickets and away games? He can get Auburn-Georgia tickets every year, and has failed to mention that to me? I'll have to speak to his mother about that."
Teresa chuckled. "Imagine how I felt when I found out he's given away his Auburn-Alabama tickets every year. I had to remind him that he is my 'hostage' with Clan Crowbar, and redirect his suppositions on giving those tickets away anymore..."
Back in live time, I asked "Wasn't the 'earthquake game' an LSU-Auburn game?"
"Yes sir." said Genia. "It was in 1988. It wasn't a real earthquake, but when LSU scored in the final seconds, the seismograph at the Geology Department at LSU recorded it as if it was one."
I love my Wildcats, but I knew in my soul that there was nothing like SEC football...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I do appreciate you being able to spare Jen's life." Clarissa said as she, Teresa, and I sat in the 'drawing room' and had (more) coffee.
"She's not out of the woods just yet." Teresa said. "But we think she has a chance to live, now that we've exposed those who want to kill her."
"I am so grateful that your wife was uninjured, Don." said Clarissa. "I'm sure that was a frightening experience for you both."
"To be honest, ma'am," I said, "we both knew it wasn't as bad as it might've appeared to the world."
"And I was so sorry to hear of the passing of your former husband, Teresa." Clarissa said, and no one was fooled that it was anything more than an obligatory politeness.
"Please don't be." Teresa said. "I did not know Easton very well. He became a much worse person that the young man I knew all those years ago. And he had it coming... after he arranged his own brother's death."
Clarissa did not bat an eyelash. "Ah, so you know about some of that foul business."
I said "We know about a lot of it. As you know, ma'am, my wife was a former Deputy Director in the CIA. And she remembers your late husband."
"Whaa?" Teresa gasped. "I didn't know that."
"I was obligated to not tell you." I said. "Of course you've heard of the wall at CIA Headquarters at Langley, Virginia, where blue stars are cut into the wall to represent those CIA Officers that died in the line of duty."
I took a photograph out of my jacket pocket. "This star in the middle was the one cut for your husband, Claude Esterson, who died in the line of duty in the service of our Nation."
Clarissa looked sad as she gazed at the photograph. Finally she said "Thank you so much for bringing this to me." She extended the photo back to me, but I would not take it. 
"Please, keep it." I said. Clarissa nodded, and put the photo on the table next to her chair.
Teresa said "Aunt Clarissa, what's the real story on him?"
Clarissa said "We had a story, a 'backstop', if you will, that my husband was a semi-retired moocher off the Belvedere fortune. It was a perfect story to cover up his real life's work. He could go on his missions and return, and no one really was the wiser, since he had no job to go to."
Clarissa: "He died on what was supposed to be a routine mission to South America, going to advise the American Embassy staff on some things, and being a courier for some highly classified materials. But the drug cartels got wind that someone else in his group was a spy, so they ambushed and destroyed all of the vehicles. I told the children that he'd died in a car accident, which wasn't a lie, and I told people here that he'd died in an accident, suggesting that it was here."
"I'm sorry." said Teresa.
"My sister married a war hero, whose bravery behind enemy lines could not be discussed publicly for many years, and for which he was recognized only recently." Clarissa said, speaking of Teresa's father. "I married a hero, too, and I don't regret it. I only regret that the accolades for him still must be kept secret. So many secrets in the CIA, wouldn't you say... Commander?"
"I entirely agree." I replied, totally aware of what she was really saying to me.
"Like the secret of who put that key inside the cover of my cellphone." Teresa hinted.
"Yes." said Clarissa, with a little smile that reminded me of Teresa's 'little smiles' at times. "Both Jen and I thought Robin Isley or Brendon Chapel was behind your plane's sabotage. Jen had given me that key before she left for Houston some months ago. I knew it was too hot for me to hold, so when you came back down, I put the key inside your cellphone's cover."
Clarissa continued: "I should tell you the complete story. You've seen the political persuasions of my family, Teresa. But I didn't realize that Jen was literally a traitor. I found out when Weston and Tessa were killed. Jen was distraught about it. I accused her of sabotaging Weston's plane, and she admitted that it was people in her organization, but that she would never have allowed it if she'd known Tessa was on the flight with him."
I said "And in fact, she tried to stop the flight. She called in that there was a bomb aboard, but it was not acted upon with sufficient urgency to stop the crash."
Clarissa: "Yes, I believe that is true. But the damage was done. I banished Jen from the house and the family, but relented after she divorced her husband. I thought she'd renounced spying for the Red Chinese, but she never really did stop."
Teresa asked "Why didn't you turn her in?"
Clarissa said with some sadness: "Teresa, did your mother get to hold you before she died?"
Teresa was surprised by the question, and she thought about it. "I don't know.'" she finally said. "I just know she passed out, and that was when the doctors realized what was happening to her, and it was too late to save her."
Clarissa nodded, then said "I hope she did get to hold you, even if it was for just one minute. As I'm sure the Iron Crowbar knows, there is nothing like holding one's newborn baby." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Clarissa: "Maybe I should have turned Jen in. But I kept remembering her as a baby in my arms, as a child growing up. And I always felt guilty about my children's attitudes, that the way they ended up was at least partly due to the all-too-permissive way I raised them. And even when I knew she was involved in Tessa's death, I just couldn't do the right thing. I hope neither of you ever have to make a decision like that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After satisfying Beatrice and Eugenia's requests for selfies with the Iron Crowbar, Teresa and I made our goodbyes and drove back towards Baton Rouge. The traffic was a LOT worse, as a great many people were going to the LSU-Auburn game.
As we drove, Teresa said "I think Aunt Clarissa didn't tell us everything she knows."
"There's things she can't tell you." I said. "And some things that are best not spoken aloud, as well."
"But you know?" Teresa prodded.
"I can't believe you're even asking that question." I said.
Teresa gave what was for her a grin, and said "I think I know now how Cindy feels at times."
"If I'm not telling you something," I said, "it's either because I can't, or it's best not spoken aloud. And you just have to take my word for it that you'll find out when it's the right time for you to find out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We returned to the airport and turned in the rental car, then took a shuttle bus to downtown Baton Rouge. We visited the Louisiana State Capitol. Instead of a dome, like most State Capitol buildings, Louisiana built a 34-floor tower in the middle of theirs. We went up to the top and enjoyed the impressive view.
Teresa had put on a blue shirt with the Auburn logo in burnt orange over it. Me, I was wearing a red shirt with no logos on it, but it sure stood out in comparison to blue-and-orange and purple-and-gold. We went and toured the campus, then Teresa took us to the 'official' Auburn tailgate party, where big Auburn donors were. They knew Teresa as Todd's wife, and she introduced me as Todd's uncle. I got asked a lot if I was a Georgia or Ole Miss fan, but I assured them that tonight I was rooting for the Tigers. Which Tigers, I did not say. :-)
As the sun began setting, we headed to the game at Tiger Stadium. Death Valley. Even Bear Bryant (who went 14-2 there) said that it was the worst place for a visiting team to play. I was just loving the SEC college football atmosphere. The stadium held 102,000+ people, and it was packed.
Our seats were amongst the Auburn allotment, so we surrounded by other visiting fans. "Wow, this is great!" I said. "Thanks for bringing me."
"My pleasure." replied Teresa. "I wanted you to see what a real Conference's football games are like." I laughed, and had to admit my agreement.
As the opening kickoff commenced, the Auburn fans around us yelled "Warrrrrrrr EAGLE! Hey!" And then it went downhill from there. The LSU receiver took the opening kickoff over 100 yards. As he broke free, the noise level in the stadium just rose and rose until I thought I was going deaf.
And it didn't get any better... for the Auburn faithful. LSU had a championship-class team that year, and Auburn did not. At halftime it was LSU 24, Auburn 3. I asked Teresa if she wanted to stay or go.
"Auburn gets the ball to start the half." Teresa said. "Let's see if they can do anything." And they did. The visiting Tigers executed a solid drive against the home team Bayou Bengal Tigers and scored, making it 24-10 LSU. Teresa and the Auburn fans cheered mightily.
Alas, that was their last hurrah. LSU clamped down, and it was 38-10 when we left with six minutes to go in the game. We caught a shuttle bus to the airport, boarded our plane, and settled in as it took off.
"Well," I said, "it wasn't the best result for your team, but it was a fun trip."
"Yeah, it was." Teresa said. Then after a minute's thought, she said "So you and Jack Muscone are back on good terms? And all is good with Tanya?"
"Yeah, I think so." I said. "There's still the rift between Tanya and the Miltons, though. And here's a secret just between you and me: I fully expect Inga Gunddottar to leave the TCPD for another job somewhere."
"Aw, that sucks." Teresa said. "What, just too much baggage here? Or something to do with Jerome Davis?"
"All of that, and more." I said. "Anyhoo, maybe things will calm down, we won't have any more riots, and we can get back to what I like doing: solving crimes."
Teresa said: "I'd prefer we just have no crimes for you to solve, and that you'll be twiddling your thumbs at your desk."
"I thought that was your job." I said, teasing Teresa. We talked about plans for training and personnel moves, then fell asleep. Neither of us realized it, but events were already set in motion, events that would shake us to our core, and would change the TCPD forever...
Part 33 - Epilogue
Sunday, September 27th. Charles the Butler announced Clarissa Belvedere Esterson's visitor.
"My dear," said Clarissa as she hugged her old friend, "I haven't seen you in ages! What has it been, twenty years? Twenty-five?"
"Something like that." said the guest, whom Clarissa had sit down in the drawing room. Coffee and Bessemer Cookies were served. "It's wonderful to see you again, as well, Clarissa."
"You don't look hardly a day older than the last time I saw you." said Clarissa. "But good genes always ran through your family."
"I think you're right, to some extent." said the guest. "I am so sorry for the imposition of visiting you with such short notice, but there are a couple of things that I must discuss with you."
"Oh, think nothing of it." Clarissa said. "I get so few visitors these days, and it's wonderful to see you. And... not unexpected, to tell the truth."
"Ah yes, of course." said the guest. "So, how much came out? And what does the Iron Crowbar know?"
"Nothing came out, especially about the Old Mother, which was my deepest concern in all this." said Clarissa. "Her secrets... and yours... appear to be safe. As to what the great Iron Crowbar knows? Well, I do believe he knows a great many things. He should've been a CIA Officer, like my husband."
"And like you were, yourself." said the other woman. "And it wasn't for lack of trying on the CIA's part to bring him into the fold. But... it worked out for the best, I suppose."
"Yes." said Clarissa. "He is a wonderful young man. My niece Teresa practically worships him. And my young great-nieces were awed to meet him."
"Oh I agree." said the guest. "And speaking of good genes, his firstborn daughter is going to be even greater than him, if I don't miss my guess."
"Yes, he turned out well, unlike my own disasters of my children." Clarissa said. "You should be very proud of your son."
"Oh, I am. I'm very proud of my son." said Phyllis Troy...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Saturday, September 12th. The dress fell in a puddle on the floor and she stepped out of it, totally naked except for the high heel sandals on her elegant, shapely feet. The young blonde stud looked over her body appreciatively, admiring her curvy calves, firm thighs, taut abs, her big breasts on her firm chest, and up to her beautiful face. Her eyes sparkled and her mouth was slightly open in anticipation of his kiss.
He did not waste time, but took her into his arms and mashed his mouth onto hers as she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling herself into his muscular chest and six-pack abs, feeling his large cock pressing into her belly through his underwear, his last remaining garment.
"Mmm, let me get you out of these clothes." she said huskily as their kiss broke and her hands slid down his sides. She sat down on the end of the bed, looking up at him as she slid his underwear down his hard thighs. His eight inch cock was half-hard, but lengthening and thickening as he stepped out of the flimsy garment. The half-Latina, half-White wife was the most beautiful woman he had ever encountered, and lust was urging through him in anticipation of copulating with her.
"God, I love your cock." the woman said as she gripped it and began gently jacking it. "David, I'm going to suck Carl's cock now."
"Yes, suck his cock, Carla." David said. He was sitting in the chair in the corner of the condo's bedroom, watching with avid interest, his own cock, much smaller than the young stud's, already throbbing and stiff with lust.
David had brown hair and a mustache and glasses, and looked and dressed a lot like Ned Flanders, Homer Simpson's neighbor in the animated TV show. He tremendously enjoyed watching his wife having sex with other men, and Carla had found a magnificent specimen in Carl. The blonde stud was a personal trainer at Town Fitness Centers, and his tall, slender frame was chiseled to hard muscular perfection.
In addition to his good looks and charming manners, Carl was blessed with eight thick inches of cock and, more importantly, large balls hanging beneath it. Carla was gently jacking his meat as she kissed his abs and groin, shaved to hairless smoothness. He became rock hard, and pre-cum was forming in the slit at the top of the spongy, helmeted head of his weapon of lust.
"Mmmmf!" Carl gasped as Carla opened her mouth and guided his size past her full lips and over her outstretched tongue. He moaned softly as she closed her lips around his thick shaft and sucked hard as he slowly pulled his prick out of her mouth. He put his hand on the back of her head and gently guided her head back and forth as he began to slowly and steadily fuck her gorgeous face.
David couldn't stand it. He opened his pants and took out his modest cock and began stroking it. He was careful not to jack it too hard, as he was intensely aroused watching this amazing young guy fuck his Carla's face.
After some moments of her oral ministrations, Carl felt his nut rising too prematurely. She was just too beautiful, too hot and too good. He slid his prick out of her amazing mouth.
"Am I doing something wrong, baby?" the gorgeous woman asked as she looked up into her young lover's eyes.
"No, babe." he said. "You're too good. My balls are like rocks, and you're about to make me come, and waste my sperm. Why don't you lay back?"
Carla's eyes glowed with readiness as she scooted her luscious asscheeks back onto the bed until her head was on the pillow, then spread her shapely legs in welcome, exposing her pretty pussy. Her swollen labes and the bright pink hole between them made both men in the room iron-hard with lust. But it was Carl's privilege to use that pussy for his pleasure, and he was going to exercise that privilege by fucking it until he filled it with his potent, virile semen.
The young blonde stud eased onto the bed. He took the woman's right foot in his hand and gently kissed the top and side, then up her ankle. He alternated between her calves and her knees as he slowly made his way up her legs to the womanly treasure between them. David watched intently as Carl settled between Carla's legs and slid his splayed tongue over her labes.
"Ohhhhh!" Carla moaned loudly. "That feels so good, Carl. Eat me, eat my pussy!" With a growl, Carl slid his pointed his tongue into her cunthole and clamped his lips over her labes. After swirling his tongue around her vaginal walls, he slid his lips over her labes, then began tracing letters of the alphabet over them. When he reached the letter 'I', he just began licking deeper and deeper until he was face-deep in her glorious womanhood.
"Ohhh... ohhh... ohhh... ohhh..." Carla moaned, her head back on the pillow as her left hand stroked through the blonde hair on Carl's head, gently pulling his face deeper into her cunt. Waves of pleasure rocked through her beautiful body. As Carl's tongue moved up and found her clit, she couldn't stand it anymore.
"UHHH! I'M... COMING!" the gorgeous wife cried out as her sweet juices washed over Carl's probing tongue. He pressed his face into her, sliding his tongue as deep as he could get it into her hole as she shivered through her orgasm.
"Oh baby, he made me come!" Carla called out to David as the last ripples flowed through her body. "I've got to have him. I've got to have Carl's cock inside me."
"Do it, baby." David said as he stroked his cock. "Guide him into you. Fuck her, Carl. Fuck my wife. She needs your cock."
"Yeah, I'm going to give your wife my cock." Carl said. "I'm going to fuck her, and I'm going to come inside her. I'm going to knock your wife up, right here in front of you!" With that, he raised up and eased forward, mounting the married beauty. As he settled onto her, he felt her spreading her legs, grabbing his throbbing shaft with her warm, elegant hands, and guiding him to her wet slit.
"Ohhh!" Carla gasped... in frustration. Carl had not entered her, but slid his long cockshaft between her labes. He began dryhumping her with long strokes, getting the shaft of his cock wet with her copious juices, making it slick and easier to sink all the way into her.
"Please, Carl, don't tease me!" Carla begged. "I've got to have your cock inside me." Carl raised up slightly, and she guided the helmeted head of his prick into the folds of her cunt. He pushed down and they groaned together as he entered her, then slowly slid his entire length down into her until their pelvises met.
"Oh yeah, that's good!" Carl gasped, the pleasure of being nuts-deep in this woman overwhelming him. He pulled back out, then plunged his length down into her again as she grabbed his hard, muscular asscheeks and pulled herself up to him. He began fucking her slowly, stretching her cuntal walls apart as she acclimated to his size.
David groaned as he watched Carl's ass bobbing up and down as the young stud began deeply fucking the gorgeous woman. Her legs pulled up and back as Carl began plunging into her again and again, increasing the speed and power of his hard, driving thrusts. Soon they had a hot, steady rhythm going, and David matched the speed of his hand stroking his cock to Carl's rhythm.
Carla wrapped her arms around Carl's neck and pulled her to him as she wrapped her legs around his torso. The young stud smashed his mouth onto hers, and her tongue twined around his as his tongue explored her mouth and throat. His strong hands slid down her hips and cupped her luscious asscheeks, pulling her to him as he drove his cock all the way into her eagerly receptive cunt.
"God, you're too tight!" Carl gasped, breaking their kiss. "I'm not going to last too long this first time. Your cunt is too good."
"Yes!' Carla cried out. "Come inside me! Fill me with your sperm! Give me your baby!" She was kissing his face and neck as he whispered into her ear his intent to pump his full climax into her, and she felt her own orgasm building s Carl's cock got harder and he began fucking her with shorter, stabbing thrusts.
"Oh God, here it is!" Carl announced. "UHHH!"
"YES!" Carla cried out as her orgasm overwhelmed her. Her cunt clamped down on Carl's spasming prick, milking his jism out as he pushed as hard and deep into her, feeling the pulses throughout his loins as he fired spurt after spurt of thick ropy jism against her cervix.
It was too much for David to bear. Spurts of thin, watery semen erupted from his cock as he furiously jacked it, coating his cockhead and dribbling down his hand. He felt spent as he watched Carl deeply kiss Carla after their mutual orgasm began to subside.
"Oh wow." Carla gasped as she caught her breath. "That was amazing! You're amazing, Carl."
"So are you, babe." said the blonde stud. "I think we have time to do it again."
"Yes, please." said Carla. "But this time, let's take out time."
"Sure." said Carl, dismounting the beautiful wife and standing at the side of the bed. "Why don't you suck me up hard again, and then I'll fuck a baby into that fantastic body of yours."
As Carla sat up and began orally worshiping his huge, half-hard cock, wet and shiny with their combined juices, Carl glanced over at David. The cuck hubby looked dazed as he watched, and his cock was already getting hard again. He would stroke it to two more climaxes as he watched the rutting couple on the bed fuck slowly, deeply, and passionately until Carl emptied his big balls into Carla a second time, planting his sperm inside her to find and fertilize her waiting egg...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, September 25th. Dr. Laura Fredricson came into the exam room in the clinic attached to her office in the Psychology Building on Campus.
"Congratulations, Carla." Laura said. "You're pregnant."
Carla squealed with happiness. "I am? Oh my goodness, that's so great!" she gasped with happiness, tears forming in her lovely eyes. She hugged Laura warmly as she said "Thank you, Doctor! Thank you for everything!"
"It's my pleasure." Laura said. "I'm very happy for you. Okay, this is just the beginning. Here's some things you need to start doing to make sure your baby is healthy and develops properly..."
After getting the instructions, Carla said "I can't wait to go tell my husband! Thanks again, for everything..."
Part 2 - Morning Coffee
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 28th, from the back parking lot of the Federal Building, with said Federal Building in the background. "The US DOJ Civil Rights Division has filed lawsuits against Mayor Daniel Allgood and the Office of District Attorney Miriam Walters!"
Bettina began: "The Civil Rights Division filed the lawsuit in the Federal Court of Judge Ruth B. Taney in Midtown. The lawsuit accuses Mayor Allgood of institutional racism against People of Color. Previous charges of suppressing the voices of black and female Council members were augmented by more recent charges that Mayor Allgood fully supported the Police brutality against People of Color exercised by Police Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD that led to the deaths of civil rights activist Jacquez Wilson, our KXTC colleague Lester Holder, and six others, the arrests of 200 peaceful protesters at the time of their deaths, and charging those 200 with excessive charges, including Felony Murder."
Bettina: "The lawsuit against Miriam Walters's Office stems from charging and trying Breonna Bryant for Felony Murder, suppressing her Free Speech rights, pressing charges against the other 'Jacquez 200', the vast majority of them being Persons of Color, and using her Office to assist Mayor Allgood in suppressing the Free Speech rights of People of Color in general."
Bettina: "A spokesman for the US DOJ Civil Rights Division issued a statement saying 'These lawsuits are being brought partly because Allgood and the Town & County District Attorney's Office are enablers of the abusive tactics of Police Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police Department!"
Bettina: "We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling." Karl Frazier was standing next to Bettina. Bettina said "Karl, are these lawsuits hurting Daniel Allgood, who many say stole the previous Mayoral election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver?"
Frazier: "It's too early to tell, Bettina. But the polls on the Allgood-Weaver race this time have not substantially changed for months. People are polarized about this race and these men, and the people supporting Mayor Allgood don't really care what the US DOJ Civil Rights Division says."
Bettina: "What about Bruce Finneran in the important Inspector General race?"
Frazier: "Uh... ah... Mr. Finneran has a strong following among Blacks that want to something done about Commander Donald Troy's aggressive tactics in breaking up protests."
Bettina: "And candidate for Town Council Edgar Silas as well as Eldrick X. Weaver, had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Silas and Weaver together at a political rally, both saying variations of the words: "Daniel Allgood and Miriam Walters are enablers of the White Nationalist Donald Troy and the white D.A., Miriam Walters!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"But there, they repeat themselves." I said as the Sheriff, Chief, and my Angels drank coffee with me in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Scripted?" Captain Tanya P. Muscone asked with a wicked gleam in her eyes.
"You betcha." I replied. "They literally get their talking points and use them verbatim, perhaps not realizing they could be shown in sequence, like the US DOJ spokesman and then Weaver and Silas were in that report."
"I have a question." said Commander Cindy Ross. "Why didn't the USDOJ Civil Rights Division sue the TCPD, too?"
"Last I checked," barked the Sheriff, "nobody in the TCPD is running for office in November."
"And there it is." I said. "The Sheriff is right: that was purely political, designed to hurt Daniel Allgood in the polls, and intimidate Miriam Walters for daring to prosecute blacks that commit crimes."
Police Chief Sean Moynahan said "I agreeeee about the timing with respect to the Electionzzz. And coming against the TCPD just helps Republicans, which is why the Press stopped reporting about violent black riots."
Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said: "I also suspect they're prepping something else for the TCPD, something bigger, something worse." I pointed at her and nodded vigorously in agreement.
"By the way," growled Griswold, "Daniel Allgood made a rebuttal statement at a Press Conference, which Bettina did not show. I wonder if Fox Eight News will show it."
"I just hope they show your speech, Sheriff." I said with a wicked gleam in my eyes. The Sheriff said nothing, but his mustaches twitched with merriment.
Tanya said "I loved the way Karl Frazier had to dodge and weave after Bettina put him on the spot about that NAMbLA pedophile Finneran. He must be way behind for Frazier to avoid giving numbers like that."
"He is way behind." said the Sheriff.
Cindy queried: "So why did Bettina ask him that? Did she think the numbers were better than they really are? Didn't she ask him about it before they went on air?"
I said "I think Betta fully expected Frazier to outright lie... you know, like Bettina herself does all the time. And it's to his credit that he wouldn't go that far..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. And also joining us today is Priya Ajmani. Hello ladies!"
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith Peller. "Welcome, Priya. Start us off today."
"Thank you both. It's great to be in studio with you today." the lovely Indian reporterette said happily. "And here's what's in the news. Mayor Daniel Allgood filed a countersuit against the US DOJ Civil Rights Division in retaliation for what he calls a 'politically timed and motivated harassment action' after the DOJ filed a Federal lawsuit against him and District Attorney Miriam Walters. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Daniel Allgood saying calmly at an indoor Press conference: "It is obvious that the timing of this specious and unfounded lawsuit is deliberately intended to harm my political campaign against Eldrick X. Weaver, who I legitimately defeated in the last Mayoral election! My countersuit is intended to show the Federal Government that their tactics of intimidation, harassment, and political bias will be resisted, and I will take this all the way to the US Supreme Court if need be!"
Miriam Walters was then shown, saying "This lawsuit against the D.A.'s Office is designed to intimidate and harass me into not prosecuting blacks for any crime. They expect me to act like racist Democrat District Attorneys in Portland, Oregon, and Wilmington, Delaware, and just let murderers, rapists, and violent offenders be released based upon the color of their skin. In this Town & County, we prosecute the criminals that our Police arrest, regardless of their ethnicity, creed, or orientation! And I will not be cowed by the racist US DOJ Civil Rights Division!"
Back to Catrina live: "And in other news, the State Brotherhood of County Sheriffs formally endorsed Sharon Marshall for Governor! They cited Hoyt Stenson anti-gun-rights positions, but also pointed out that Mr. Stenson's health appears to be failing. Sheriff Antonio Griswold of the Town & County said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Our Sheriff at an outdoor rally with Sharon Marshall, and he said: "As many of you know, my wife died last year. She was in the later stages of Alzheimer's, of Dementia. I watched her go through that, and deteriorate. Ladies and gentlemen, I am seeing the exact same symptoms in Hoyt Stenson!"
Griswold: "The People of this State deserve to have Hoyt Stenson take a cognitive test and publicly release the results! And I call upon Stenson to stop hiding in his basement and publicly debate Sharon Marshall before a live audience and on live TV!"
Back to Meredith live: "The Stenson Campaign has denounced Sheriff Griswold as, quote, 'a personal friend of the racist, White Nationalist Governor Val Jared', unquote. They have demanded that Sheriff Griswold retract those statements and apologize for them, and are threatening to sue him for slander if he doesn't."
Catrina: "Sheriff Griswold responded that he hopes the Campaign will sue him, so that he can countersue and force Stenson to take a cognitive test, and show the People of the State that Hoyt Stenson is not mentally fit to hold public office."
Priya: "The State Brotherhood of County Sheriffs declined to endorse either candidate in the Lieutenant Governor's race, citing Corey Coons's positions on wanting to defund the Police, but also expressing dissatisfaction with Establishment Republican Ruby Russell's statements against supporting both National and State immigration laws..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *




"Oooo-WEEEE!" I said enthusiastically as my Angels and the Sheriff watched in my office. "Sheriff got serious political game!"
"Iron Crowbar got serious asskissing skills." growled Griswold in friendly retaliatory response. My Angles were laughing at our repartée.
"Sheriff," said Cindy, "aren't you worried the Stenson Campaign will sue you?"
"They'd be fools to." replied the Sheriff. "If they do, I really can countersue and demand a cognitive test. And it keeps the story in the public eye... at least those eyes watching the Fox channels. KXTC and the SNN Networks won't touch it."
"Do they really think they can win, the way they are going?" Tanya said. "That line about hiding in his basement is accurate, and is hurting Stenson."
"They must really be thinking that Sharon Marshall will be rejected by the Voters as being a Val Jared clone." Cindy said. "And they may be right. Sorry, Sheriff, but Jared is despised."
"Not nearly as much as you think, young whippersnapper." the Sheriff replied. "And Sharon Marshall has a really strong following with Conservatives, and with the 'Independents'... the ones that Crowbar correctly said used to be called 'Reagan Democrats'. Marshall is well ahead in our internal polling."
Cindy said "No disrespect to you, Sheriff, but I don't agree. And I've heard some poll numbers that I believe, and show that Marshall is barely ahead at all. She could easily lose."
I said "There is only one way Sharon Marshall can lose. And that's if there is Election fraud so rampant that it will be obvious to the world."
"I've got a question." Tanya said with a gleam in her eye. "Is Priya part of the Fox Eight morning newscasts now?" For some strange reason, all eyes went to the Green Crowbar.
Cindy said "Priya told me that the KFXU Brass has been talking with her about appearing on the Fox University Sunrise show more often, and having more air time when she's in the field, like when she's in Midtown during the session of the State Legislature in the Winter. But I can't really say more on it."
I said "I might have a bit of a source on this also, for a rare change. Alison McFarland at the Town & County Examiner told me that there has been rising tension behind the scenes between Meredith Peller and Catrina Pierce, and between Peller and others there. Catrina is pretty Conservative, while Meredith is a moderate Leftist, but definitely Leftist. They've even sparred on-air at times on some issues, and they're not leaving the bad blood behind when the cameras are turned off."
I continued: "Meredith has objected to the negative coverage of Hoyt Stenson as well as the criminal allegations against his son Hunter Stenson, and on a couple of occasions outright refused to report on them. So if you've watched the newscasts, like the one this morning, you'll see that Catrina does the negative reporting on the Stensons and positive coverage of Republicans, while Meredith gives neutral or positive reports about the Democrats."
I finished up: "Soooo, the KFXU Brass is bringing in Priya more and more to show Meredith that she's not inexpendable. She'll either toe the network line, or she'll be replaced." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement..
Part 3 - Stags And Vixens
10:00am, Monday, September 28th. Dr. Laura Fredricson's graduate students took their seats in the classroom on the same floor as her office in the Psychology Building, but on the other side of the hallway. There were tables in a large square configuration that the group sat around, with Laura sitting with them at the center of one of the tables.
"Okay, let's get started." Laura said. "Does anyone have any questions from last week's class?"
"I do, ma'am." said Karyn, an extremely attractive brunette with flowing brown-black hair, doe eyes and full lips, and a saucy hourglass body. "I'm not quite sure of the difference between a 'cuckold' and a 'stag'." There were murmurs of agreement.
Laura said "Okay, let me back up just a bit. First, the technical and most widely understood definition of a 'cuckold' is 'the husband of an adulteress', and is usually applied derisively. The verb form, 'to cuckold', is the wife and/or the other man acting to have sex. The term comes from the same Old English term for the coo-coo bird, which lays its eggs in other birds's nests. So a man who mates with and potentially impregnates another man's wife, is cuckolding the husband."
Laura: "In our studies of alternative relationships to the standard and most common monogamous man-woman relationship, some terminology developed. Decades ago... some would say in my heyday... the term 'swingers' was used to denote persons who engaged in extramarital or group sex. More recently, the term 'hotwife' has been used to denote the wife that has sex with men other than her husband. The man she engages in sex with is termed the 'bull'."
|Laura: "And that's where we get to the 'Stag & Vixen' relationship. As I said before, the term 'cuckold' is often used derisively. If the wife is outright cheating on the unsuspecting husband, and everyone but him knew what was going on, they'd call him a cuckold. But what about a husband that willingly shares his wife with other men?"
"It's not cheating if her husband approves, is it?" asked Peter, a white guy with a fit body and very black hair and a friendly, outgoing face. He was somewhat the class comedian, and was grinning as everyone chuckled at that latest joke.
"So they say." said Laura. "And the point is a good one. Is a husband who knows about and permits his wife to have extramarital sex a cuckold? And that's where the term 'stag' came in. A stag is a male deer, often a younger one. In humans, a male who goes to a party without a date (air quotes) 'goes stag', And male-only parties, such as a bachelor parties, were called a 'stag parties'... back in my day."
Laura: "In deer herds, the alpha-male gets to mate with the does and will force other stags to back off if they try to mount his does. And the other stags have to just stand there and watch as the alpha-male mates with the does. That alpha-male, especially in human sexual encounters, has become known as the 'bull'."
Laura: "So in our discussion of human relationships, the Stag allows the Bull to mate with his hotwife... and in this particular relationship, she is called the 'Vixen'. Often the Stag will 'reclaim' his Vixen after she returns to him or after the Bull has left."
"So the Stag is a cuckold." said Tamara, a wiry girl with stringy brown hair and big glasses that made her look nerdier than she really was. She had an annoyingly nasally voice.
"Technically, yes." Laura said. "But in these relationships, the word 'cuckold' has come to be more specific. In the Stag-Vixen relationship, the husband may not be present as his Vixen copulates with her Bull. Or he may be present and simply watches his Vixen mate with her Bull. He may participate, but often doesn't. And he's not into the humiliation aspects."
Laura: "The Cuckold, however, may be into the humiliation of his wife being taken by another man. He may get aroused on the jealousy itself... the psychology term for that is 'zelophilia'... or he may not enjoy it at all. Also, in the Stag-Vixen relationship, the Bull rarely goes about humiliating the Stag... if he does, either the Stag or the Vixen, or both, might end the relationship right there. But the Bull as well as the Hotwife may humiliate the Cuckold, especially if the Cuckold wants that."
Laura: "And last are the situations where the Cuckold either wants to or has sex with the Bull, whether forced or consentual. The Cuckold is often bisexual or has latent homosexual leanings. The Stag usually doesn't."
Karyn asked "So the difference is the humiliation aspect of it?"
Laura replied "That's some of it. But I like to look at the two situations as almost totally different relationships between the husband and the wife."
"What about when the husband also cheats... er, has sex outside the marriage?" asked Jill, a tall, cute girl with frilly light brown hair.
Laura said "I'm glad you asked! Because that segues right into today's discussion, on Polyamory relationships....
Part 4 - Death and Anger
12:00 high noon, Monday, September 28th. Carl called his wife Wanda, who was a partner in the Town Fitness Centers operation. "Hey baby," he said into his cellphone, "I'm done, I'm on my way back... yeah, I dropped my load in her... yeah, she came hard several times; that helps, doesn't it?... okay, I'm on the Bypass, I should be at the gym in 20 minutes or so... love you, too. Bye..."
After disconnecting, the young stud put the cellphone in the cupholder between the front seats of his silver Toyota Corolla. As he neared the northwest corner of Town, where the Bypass met with North Street, he only saw the merest flash in his driver-side door mirror.
*CRUNCH!*
His head jerked left and he saw that a black muscle car with heavily tinted windows had smashed into his car just forward of the door hinge. As he instinctively hit the brakes, he realized that the car was pushing him off the road!
"What the hell, dude?" he shouted as he fought to resist, but the other car was too much. There was a sloping embankment to the right, and he realized that he was going over the edge of it at an angle!
He fought to turn the tires to the right, into the direction of his slide, and was able to prevent the car from flipping over. As the car hit something and came to a sudden stop, the airbag deployed, slamming him in the chest and lower face. The blow as well as the overall accident left him stunned for a second.
As he gathered his wits, he looked out the window to see someone in all black running down the embankment. As the man neared, Carl saw with horror that the man had a gun in his hand. "What the fuck!------" Carl started yelling.
*FWUP!* spoke the pistol, the silencer at the end of the barrel muffling almost all of the sound. The driver door window shattered. The man put the business end of the pistol almost to Carl's head and pulled the trigger...
The masked man reached through the shattered window and unlocked all the doors. He opened the left-side rear door and disappeared inside the car for a moment, then came back out with Carl's cellphone. He ran back up to the embankment and got into the black car, just as other cars were stopping and pulling up, likely to see if they could render aid in any way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove north on the Bypass in my Police SUV, with Teresa riding shotgun. As we neared the congregation of blue lights, mixed with some red and white lights, I noticed that Police had closed off the right lane, forcing everyone into the left lane.
"Very efficient." I told Teresa. "Good plan, and good training. Well done, Commander Croyle."
"Team effort, sir." Teresa said.
We stopped on the side of the road, got out, and walked up to the scene. Patrolman Culver allowed us through the perimeter barricade. I noticed Firefighters putting away their equipment. "It never caught fire, Commander." one of them said to me.
"I'm glad you were here anyway." I replied. "Good job." We went on until we were at the edge of the embankment. I saw the torn up turf that showed where the car had gone off the edge, and the tracks of shredded, dug up grass that led to the car. I also saw a lot of other tracks, of Police Officers and Firefighters that had walked along that same path to get to the car.
"Hendricks was the first on the scene, and said the guy was still alive, so we got him out." said Sr. Patrolman Johnson. "The paramedics are rushing him to University Hospital, but it didn't look good to me. He was shot in the side of the head, just in front of the ear. It looked like a small caliber bullet, and the wound was not bleeding much at all."
"Where's Hendricks now?" I asked.
"I think Sergeant Clarke sent him up to do traffic control, sir." said Johnson.
"Okay, thanks." I said. "So is Sergeant Clarke in charge here?"
"Right here, sir." said Sergeant Clarke, coming up to us.
"Hello, Sergeant. Do you know who called it in?" I asked.
"All I know is that 9-1-1 was called, and dispatched the ambulance." said Sergeant Clarke. "Maybe one of the people who stopped to help when they saw the accident called it in. We're getting their statements now."
"We'll need them." I said. "Just look at this terrain, Sergeant. It could not be more walked over if I'd brought a herd of cattle through here."
"Yes sir." said Sergeant Clarke. "And this isn't meant to be excuse-making, sir, but a lot of that was Fire Department personnel."
"Sir," said a Firefighter Captain that I did not know as he came up to us. "We had to get to the car to put out any fires that might've started up, and the Paramedics had to get the guy out, since he was still alive."
"I get that, Captain, I truly do." I said. "Commander Croyle, we need to have much, much more thorough training in securing crime scenes like this. And I'll have a word with the Sheriff to arrange for us to instruct the Fire Department on their role in helping us secure these scenes."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, making notes in her notebook.
"We're about to clear out, Commander." said the Fire Captain. "Is there anything you need before we go?"
"Just notify your Chief that I would appreciate it if any Firefighter that was up close to the car could either be interviewed by my people or make a written statement of what they saw." The Captain promised to put out the word, and I dismissed him.
"Sir," said Senior Patrol Officer Penny Scott of our Intel Branch, in uniform, "the guy's wallet and ID were in a pocket of his clothes, and I ran the car tags. His name is Carl Ryder. He works at Commander Ross's gym, Town Fitness Centers."
"Yes, yes he does. I said. "Sergeant Clarke, put out the word that nobody is to put out the victim's name on Police radio. In fact..." I took out my radio and hit the 'Break' button, then said "Break! Break! Break! This is Commander Troy. Absolutely no one is to put out the name of the Bypass car crash victim over Police radio. Stop all radio communications; use cellphones to communicate about this incident from this moment forward."
I said "Sergeant Clarke, make sure that happens. Ms. Scott, the Press and their drones are not here yet, but they soon will be. Cover up that car tag. Go do that right now." Penny Scott scurried off.
"Come on, Commander Croyle." I said. "We need to get to the Hospital, pronto!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My blue lightbar was blazing and my siren wailing as we sped towards University Hospital. I had Teresa call Cindy on her cellphone and apprise the Green Crowbar of what was going on. After disconnecting, Teresa said "Cindy's going to go to the gym and get Wanda and take her to the Hospital. And I guess you're trying to keep the Press from identifying him so that they don't start hounding Wanda about it?"
"That's some of it." I said. "I also want to get a headstart on finding out who shot Carl. But with him being an employee of Cindy's gym, and his wife being Cindy's business partner, you know that Bettina would just love to blab that out all over the place, which will hurt our pursuit of the criminals."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, then she said: "Sir, I apologize for the deplorable condition of that crime scene. I have utterly failed in my duty to properly train your Officers, and to make sure proper procedures were implemented."
"I accept your apologies." I said. "Just make sure it doesn't happen again. And part of the re-training should be that We the Police have guns; the Fire Department does not. By that I mean that I can understand the Paramedics getting to the guy as fast as they could, and getting him out of there. But the Police do not have to let the Fire Department run roughshod over a crime scene like that, and they should take whatever steps are necessary to maintain the integrity of said crime scene..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30pm, Monday, September 28th. We arrived at University Hospital and parked in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' area behind the Emergency Room entrances. We went inside the entrance at the 'T', the place where the side wings connected to the main middle part. We went to the Nurses Station at the corner."
"He was rushed into surgery on the 2nd floor." said the Nurse on duty. "Dr. Morgan is with him now, as is Dr. Fredricson."
"Dr. Fredricson?" I said, confused. "Last I checked, she's a gynecologist."
"All I know, sir," said the Nurse, "is that she went in with Dr. Morgan to assist."
"Okay." I said. "When Police Deputy Chief Ross gets here with the victim's wife, have them come up to the 2nd floor Waiting Room."
Teresa and I went up to the waiting room ourselves. I remembered the day Cindy and I were in that room with Chief Griswold when his wife died. (Author's note: 'Vox Populi Vox Dei', Ch. 02-03.)
I called Captain Tanya Muscone and asked which MCD Detectives she was assigning the case. She said "Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker. This one's big, since it's Cindy... er, Commander Ross's business partner's husband."
"That's true." I said. "Have you got Carl's cellphone?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "It wasn't found anywhere in the car. His wallet was in the pocket of his athletic pants, with over one thousand dollars in it. We bagged the wallet and money separately as evidence."
"Okay." I said. "Let me know what else they find." After disconnecting, I called Lt. Mary Milton of Intel, and said "Mary, I need you to find out Carl's cellphone number, and I'll get a warrant to get the metadata for it, since the phone itself is missing."
"Wilco, sir. I'm already on it." Mary said. "Uh, sir, should I report my findings to Captain Muscone, or to you?"
"Both." I said. "Send her the report, and cc: it to me." Mary said she would, and we disconnected. Teresa noticed me shaking my head as I sent a text requesting the warrant.
"Problems, sir?" she asked.
"Ahhh, just having to play ring-around-the-roses between Tanya and Mary Milton." I said. "Anyhoo, Carl's cellphone is missing, and I suspect it was taken from his car. So we're going to get a warrant to get metadata------"
Just then Wanda burst into the room, followed by her business partner Ariel as well as Cindy Ross. "Is there any news? What happened?" Wanda asked, her voice sounding shocked and miserable.
"We haven't heard anything yet." I said. "Why don't you ladies sit down. Cindy, you're officially recused from this case, so you can stay with Wanda for all the time she needs you to. I do need to ask you, Wanda, and you, Ariel, a couple of questions."
"Like what?" Ariel asked.
"Like if either of you know if anyone wanted to hurt Carl?" I said. "Was anyone threatening him? Did he have any altercations with anyone at the gym? Dissatisfied customers? Or any problems with anyone that you know about, Wanda?"
"No, no, nothing like that." Wanda said. "Definitely not at the gym."
I said: "Wanda, and Cindy, we're going to need the list of his personal trainer clients, both at the gym and any away from the gym."
"Uh, sure." said Cindy.
"We need to talk about that, Cindy." Ariel said.
"Is there a problem with that?" I asked, a bit sharply.
"Yes there is." Ariel replied. "I don't want our clients harassed by the Police unless and until you have something on someone in particular. And then we'll honor a warrant for those particular persons."
"That's a point." Cindy replied, causing me to 'look' at her "We'll talk about it later, Don."
I'm not sure who was more in disbelief at that, me or Teresa, but I just said "Yes, we'll have to discuss it later. I'll go see what I can find out about Carl's condition. Teresa, stay here with them."



Teresa nodded and I went out into the hallway. I saw Laura come out of a door at the other end of the side wing hall, near the window that looked out over the backside 'Authorized Vehicles Only' parking lot. She stood there, not coming towards me. Not a good sign.
I made the walk to her, and looked briefly out the window at my Police SUV in the parking lot as Laura also turned to face the window. "He's dead." she said simply.
"Is he on life support?" I asked.
"No." Laura said. "He was DOA when he got here. Everyone saw the shot to the side of his head, but he was also shot in the back of the head, which destroyed the parts of the brain that serve the autonomous systems. I'm not sure how the paramedics got a pulse, to be honest... to be candid, that is."
"Okay, I'll go tell Wanda." I said, turning to go back down the hall.
"I can do that, or Dr. Morgan can." Laura said.
"Thanks, but it's my job." I said. "We'll talk later." I walked down the hall, and Teresa met me just outside the waiting room. I just shook my head, and Teresa's face showed her pain.
I went into the waiting room, and observed that Cindy had gotten the vibe as well as seeing my face, and I think Ariel saw my face also. Wanda, of course, was doing everything she could to avoid knowing. But I had to proceed to break her heart.
"I'm sorry, Wanda." I said. "There was nothing they could do------"
"He's... he's... nooooooo." Wanda wailed as Cindy took her in her arms and held onto her. Ariel also sat down, on Wanda's other side, and tried to comfort her friend. Cindy allowed Ariel to take Wanda in her arms, then walked into the hallway with me at my silent 'shoulder throw' request.
In the hallway I said "I know this is a bad time, but there will be no better one. So I'm going to have Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker come over and interview Wanda and Ariel when they get done with the crime scene------"
We were interrupted by the athletic blonde Alison McFarland coming up the hall. As she got to us, she said "I heard something happened to Wanda's husband------"
"WHAT IS THAT BITCH DOING HERE?" yelled Ariel, her face a mask of pure fury. "GET OUT OF HERE, YOU FUCKING BITCH!"
"I... I just came to see if I could do something to help..." Alison started, but Ariel launched herself past Teresa to attack Alison.
"I SAID GET OUT OF HERE, YOU BITCH!" Ariel yelled. I grabbed her just in time to stop her from grabbing Alison by the neck. As Ariel turned, I spun us around so that I was between them.
"Ariel!" I said loudly as Nurses and Hospital employees began popping into the hallway to see what was the matter. "Stop! Get ahold of yourself!"
"GET THAT PRESS BITCH OUT OF HERE!" Ariel yelled, her fury bordering on insanity. "I'LL KILL YOU, BITCH!" To me she yelled "LET GO OF ME!" and grabbed me to throw me off of her. She was very strong, but she didn't have leverage on me. So when that didn't work, she resumed her efforts to get to Alison by pushing me in the chest.
Oops. Wrong answer.
*WHAM!*
I executed an outstanding takedown, and Ariel found herself face down on the floor. I had one handcuff affixed to her left wrist, but she was too fast and got her other hand away, still struggling. I pressed down on her sciatic nerve, which caused pain, as Teresa got her other arm behind her and the handcuffs fastened. We got Ariel to her feet, but she was still filled with rage and struggling against us.
"Ariel!" yelled Cindy, who'd come out and gotten in front of Ariel. "Stop this!"
"Get that BITCH out of here!" Ariel screamed, still fighting violently despite being cuffed and restrained. Just then two Hospital Security Officers came up.
"Teresa," I said, handing her the keys to my Police SUV, "take Ariel to Headquarters. She's under arrest, for assaulting a Police Officer. Full booking, then put her in I-1, handcuffed to the ring." By that I meant the ring embedded in the table in the Interrogation Room. Teresa and the security people took the still-furious Ariel with them.
"I'm sorry, I was just trying to help." said Alison
"Your help is not wanted here." Cindy said coldly to Alison. "Ariel is right, you need to leave." Fortunately for me, Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker came down the hallway.
"Cindy, help the Detectives talk to Wanda." I said. "Alison, come with me." I 'guided' her down the hallway, whispering along the way "I know you just came to help, but as you can see, they don't want it."
"I get that," said Alison, "but why was Ariel so outraged? She looked like she literally wanted to kill me. And by the way, that was a nice takedown; Ariel is very strong, and good with martial arts, and you treated her like a rag doll."
"That's why I train like hell in the martial arts myself." I replied. "And part of the reason for Ariel's anger may be that you're officially the Press now. At any rate, why don't you do me the favor of driving me back to Headquarters, and I'll promise you a scoop if I'm able to give one. On another story if not this one."
"Fair enough." Alison said. So after I made sure Julia had things well in hand at the Hospital, I left with Alison.
Part 5 - A Swift-Flowing River
1:45pm, Monday, September 28th. After going by the Courthouse, I got to Headquarters and went to the anteroom of Interrogation-1. Inside, Ariel was sitting in a chair against the wall (to the one-way glass's right), hands handcuffed behind her, and 'chained' with a second pair of handcuffs to the rail that lined the wall.
Teresa joined me in the anteroom and said "Sir, I know I'm good enough to take her down like you did, but she struggled against us the whole way here, and just would not calm down. So I just left her cuffed and chained her to the wall rather than try to cuff her to the table."
"Good." I said. "Now let's think about this. We've known Ariel for years, and we know she's normally a good person that would never act like she's acting now. And I know she hates Alison McFarland with a passion; that's leftovers from their days with the 'Miss Physical America' competitions. But that kind of rage requires an explanation. So let's go inside and have her give us one, shall we?"
I led the way into the room. Ariel looked up at us, her eyes still showing anger, but much less rage than before. I pulled a chair up next to her, leaving her restrained, and sat down.
"Your audition for the Red Lantern Corps went very well." I said. (Author's note: if you don't get that reference, google it... particularly Queen Mera, wife of Aquaman.) "Still, going through me to attack someone else is not a good idea. It leads to a thing called 'felony charges'. So why was an intelligent woman like you doing unintelligent things back there?"
Ariel said "I didn't mean to attack you. I don't know how much Cindy has told you, but there is no one I hate more on this planet than that bitch Alison McFarland. For Christ's sake, Wanda just lost her husband, and that fucking bitch shows up..." Ariel began shaking with rage again.
"Is it because of your past," I asked, "or is it because Alison is part of the Press now?"
"Some of both, maybe." Ariel said. "Either way, for that bitch to show up in the middle of what must be the worst moment of Wanda's life, that's just rude, disrespectful, and... reprehensible. And if she goes anywhere near Wanda again, the next time I see her------"
"Stop." said Teresa. "You're not helping yourself, here."
"She's right, you know." I said. "Assaulting a Police Officer is a felony, so you might not see Alison again for ten years if you keep up the threats. Now I really don't want to do that, but you gotta calm down. And you're not helping Wanda by doing any of this." I was observing Ariel carefully, and I noticed the merest flash in her eyes... ahhh, she must think she is doing Wanda good by doing this. But why?
"Okay," I said after a minute. "If you stay calm, I'll uncuff you, and we'll go over to that table and have an intelligent conversation." I began uncuffing Ariel, and she did not attempt to attack either of us.
Teresa guided Ariel to the table and had her sit down, then stood by the jail side door as if she were the Uniformed Presence. I sat down opposite Ariel. "Okay," I said, "so why don't you want me to have the list of Carl's clients?"
Ariel said "I never said I didn't want you to have the list. I said I think you have to have a warrant, and only for those persons you can connect to the murder. Big difference, there."
"Okay." I said. "So without naming names, is there anyone on the client list, or those client's spouses, that might have a reason to do Carl harm."
Ariel said "No. I'm not playing your fishing game."
"You're obstructing a Police investigation." Teresa said. I winced; I love Teresa more than life itself, but she'd just made a huge mistake.
"Then if you're charging me with a crime," Ariel fired back, exploiting Teresa's error, "I want a lawyer, and I will answer no more questions without a lawyer present."
"All right, no more questions, then." I replied. "But do consider that the husband of your business partner and friend was just murdered, so if you think of anything that can help me find and catch that killer, consider telling me." To Teresa I said "Escort her to the desk to get her things. We're dropping the charges... as long as she doesn't try to assault anyone again."
As Ariel got up, I said, "Oh... one more thing." I handed her a document. "That's a Restraining Order. You and Alison McFarland are ordered by Judge Watts to stay at least 500 feet away from each other. I've already given her her copy. Don't give me reason to think you're violating this."
"What about Wanda?" Ariel asked. "Why don't you have a Restraining Order to keep that bitch away from Wanda?"
"Because," I said, "I'm expecting you to be helping Wanda through her time of grief, and that you'll be with her all the time for the next few days. So if Alison gets near her, she's violating the Order regarding you."
"Flawlessly logical." Teresa added helpfully... and cattily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I headed back to my office, Corporal Inga Gunddottar came up the hallway. "Sir!" she said almost breathlessly. "Commander Ross called, and asked you to contact her. She says it's urgent!"
"Roger that." I said, fishing out my Police iPhone. "Thank you, Corporal." Inga went back to the Intel Center while I speed-dialed the Green Crowbar.
"Don!" Cindy said when she answered. "I need you to come over to Wanda's house. Someone's broken in and ransacked the place!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:15pm. I came into Wanda and Carl's home, which was in a decent suburb to the northwest of Town. A lot of Police and firefighters lived a little further west, and the nicer gated neighborhoods were to the east. The house was a one-story 'ranch' style.
As Teresa and I walked up to the front door, more vehicles arrived. They were the TCPD's CSIs. "Wow, how did we get here ahead of them?" Teresa asked in some astonishment.
"I'll bet it's because a certain Green Crowbar called me before she called them." i replied. Indeed, Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker were pulling up behind the Technicians as they were getting their stuff out. I waited for Julia and Teddy to get to the door, then we all went inside.
The place was ransacked, but not totally destroyed. Sofa and chair cushions were thrown onto the floor, books were thrown out of the bookshelves on the floor, and drawers and cabinets in the kitchen were left open. But the television monitor on the wall was still there.
Seeing wires from both the monitor and the wall, Julia said "Looks like they had an Xbox or other device to stream movies from, and that was taken. Maybe their cable box, too."
"We didn't have cable." said a distraught Wanda, who was standing with Cindy to one side. "Just a Roku box and a Playstation. They're both gone."
One of the three bedrooms had been converted into a study/den, and drawers were emptied and papers strewn about. "Looks like a computer was taken from the desk." Julia said. "Internet router missing, too. But a television is mounted on the wall, and is sitting on the floor now. Ergo, it was not taken, and that's strange."
I looked into the bathroom between that bedroom and third second bedroom. The medicine cabinet with mirror door had been pulled out of the wall and placed but not thrown onto the floor.
We went to the main bedroom suite. Drawers in the bathroom vanity were pulled out and set on the counter. The medicine cabinet on one side was pulled out like the other bathroom's had been. The bedroom itself had been ransacked. The television monitor had been torn off the wall, but was left on the floor, leaning against the wall. The mattress was pulled off the bed, drawers opened and clothes thrown about. The bedside tables had also been treated to a search.
"Check out the third bedroom, sir." said Julia. I walked in and saw that the bed's mattress had been thrown off the bed, sheets removed, the box springs's flimsy covering torn open. But I saw what Julia was looking at. There was a circle of adjustable lights attached to a metal ring that was mounted on the ceiling, and there were white sheets set up like a photography studio, to reflect the bright lights pointing up at them. There were tripods in one corner, but no cameras nor video equipment.
"Looks like something you and Dr. Fredricson would put together, sir." Julia said. I chuckled, but Teresa was offended.
"Detective Sergeant!" she said sternly. "You forget yourself!"
"It's okay." I said. "I get the point... this room was created as a studio, and no, it does not take my wife to figure out what was being recorded here."
After our tour, as the technicians worked diligently, I went with Teresa and the Detectives to the main room. I said to Cindy and Wanda "I need to see the two of you outside." We went outside. I said "First, Wanda, I don't think you can stay here tonight. Is there anywhere you can stay?"
"She can stay with me." said a voice behind us. I whirled around to see Ariel coming up the path. She hugged Wanda, who looked like she needed that lifeline of support.
"Good enough." I said. "But there will be Officers watching over you. I fear that whoever ransacked Wanda's home may come after yours next, since I don't think they found what they were looking for here."
"How can you tell that?" Cindy asked.
"I can't tell you," I said, "because you are officially recused from this case. Why don't you help your business partners with whatever they need in Wanda's time of grief."
The Green Crowbar's ice-blue eyes flashed fire at me for that, but she astutely observed that I wasn't playing around and I wasn't in the mood. She nodded and relented.
"Okay," I said, "I have to ask this: Wanda, what's that third bedroom about?"
Wanda understood. "We made some fitness videos in there. And we also liked to film ourselves having sex." she said.
"Was your camera and video equipment stolen?" I asked.
"If it wasn't in the room, yes." Wanda said. "We would download the digital files to our computer in the den room. It was missing, also."
I nodded. "Okay, then. Cindy, why don't you take Ariel and Wanda to Ariel's place for the time being? And ladies... I may have to call you back to Headquarters for more questions, so don't leave the County without telling the TCPD... and that means me personally... where you're going..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:15pm, Monday, September 28th. The meeting in Classroom 'E' was attended by Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Me, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Muscone, Lt. Davis, Lt. Mary Milton, Lt. Myron Milton, Lt. Micah Rudistan, Detectives Teddy Parker and Julia Rodriguez, and Penny Scott and Inga Gunddottar from Intel.
"Welcome to the party, Corporal Gunddottar." I said. "How are you liking Intel?"
"I am learning a lot, sir." said Inga. I did not take time to analyze that comment, but put it away in its compartment of the mind for the moment.
"She's doing a really good job helping us out in there." said Mary Milton, ever the good leader.
"Good." I said. "With your permission, Chief?"
"By alllll meeeeens, Mister Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief.
"First, I want to say that this one is hitting close to home for some of us." I said. "The victim was the husband of Commander Ross's business partner, and some of us knew him to varying degrees. Commander Ross is recused from this case, and you, plural, should not discuss the case with her, except for formal interviews and the like. I don't think I need to recuse myself at this point, but I would like to be in the background as much as possible."
After letting that sink in, I said "Okay, Captain Muscone."
"Okay, Lieutenant Davis." said Captain Muscone.
"Okay, Detective Rodriguez." said Lieutenant Davis.
"The 'okays' and the bucks stop here." quipped Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, generating some chuckles. "First, the crime scene. All Police Officers at the scene have filed their Police reports... even Justin Hendricks. So have the EMTs that responded to the scene. The Fire Department is not getting their reports in as quickly as we'd like, though."
"I'll take care of that." muttered Our Sheriff. He took out his Sheriff iPhone and began sending texts.
"From all the reports, as well as Teddy's and my observations at the scene," Julia said, "it appears that Carl's car, a silver Toyota Corolla, was struck by a black vehicle that was described as a 'muscle car' by Hendricks and some of the civilians that stopped to help. It was a hit-and-run, and no one got the car tags on the offending car."
Julia: "There are no cameras in the immediate vicinity of the accident scene.... I guess I should say 'crime scene'... but we did get a camera shot at the intersection of the Bypass and North Street, which becomes the Hammondsville Highway going west out of State. The car tags looked like they were smudged with mud or something, and we can't get a clear reading on them. The car went east and disappeared in a low-coverage area; it may have gone behind the buildings of a strip mall of stores. We then picked it up going west, and crossing the bridge at the State Line."
Julia: "Carl's car was run off the road, and it appeared to a passerby in the other lanes, going north-to-south, that a man in the shotgun seat got out of the black car and went to help Carl. The passerby said the man was wearing a black sweater with a hoodie that was on his head, so he didn't see anything in the way of facial features. Another passerby who was coming up from south-to-north said he saw the man just as he was getting back in the black car, and the man was wearing a hoodie and possibly a mask over his eyes. That passenger stopped, but a Police vehicle pulled up right behind him, and the Officer told him to wait in his car, which he did."
Julia: "That Officer was Hendricks. He worked his way down to the car, said he checked for a pulse and got a faint one, and yelled that to the next Police cruiser that came up, which were Officers Wagner and Buchannan. An ambulance appeared just then, having been notified by 9-1-1, who apparently was called by passersby right when the accident happened."
Julia: "Wagner and Buchannan began the proper procedures to divert traffic to the left lane, which was later joined by other Officers. In the meantime, Hendricks told the paramedics coming up that he'd felt a pulse, so he and they and Johnson got the driver side door open and got Carl out, and they rushed him to the ambulance and to the Hospital."
Julia: "Other Officers and CSI techs that came up began searching the car. His keys were missing from the car's ignition, and the trunk had been popped open, so maybe the perp took the keys to open the trunk. In any case, they found no fingerprints at all, but they did find blood spatter on the driver's seat top, that the shot to the side of the head wouldn't cause."



Julia: "They think the perp opened the back door, got in, shot Carl in the back of the head as well as the first shot from the side, then found his cellphone and took it, along with anything else in the car. But they did not search him for his wallet, apparently. As to the caliber of the weapon, Officers that saw it thought it was small-caliber, but we'll have to wait for Martha the M.E.'s autopsy for that."
"Which she is not releasing, even to me." said Tanya, almost pouting.
"That's because I texted her and told her not to release it to anyone, until she had a full and complete report." I said. "And I did that to keep the God-cursed Media from finding out anything before I am good and ready for them to."
"Har!" barked Our Sheriff. "Good luck with that!" I just shrugged.
Julia: "The car was towed to the Crime Lab's new garage, and they're excited to have something to use all their new toys on. They're still examining it."
Back when we'd worked on the Charlie Griswold car crash (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons', Ch. 02.), we realized we needed better facilities for examining vehicles. So on the far side of the Crime Lab building (next to The Fairgrounds), a small annex was built that could house a vehicle. Tools inside could do everything from spread a crushed car back out to sonar analysis to computer analyses. It had taken two years to fully 'furnish', but it was now a world-class facility.
Julia said: "Intel got got the meta-data for Carl's cellphone. There------"
"Did they get a warrant for that?" Tanya asked, rather sharply.
"Yes." I said. "I got the warrant for them myself." Tanya's look seemed to be one of... disappointment? I thought to myself.
Julia said "There was one 'strangeness' about it, to use your term, Commander. Carl called his wife's cellphone about two minutes before the accident, and the call lasted about a minute. Then, a burner phone called him, and it had to be right at or after the time of the accident, from all the accounts and data we have."
"Hmmm," I said, then it hit me: "Do you have an approximate location of the burner phone? Was it right at the same place as Carl's phone?"
"Uhhh," said Mary Milton, looking up the data on her laptop, her fingers flying faster than my vision could comprehend. "Wow. Yes, sir, it was... at least the cell tower triangulation data matches perfectly. How did you know that?"
"It confirms the criminal got into the car to search for Carl's cellphone." I said. "He dialed the number... which he knew, I'll point out... so that Carl's phone would ring and the perp could find it. It probably flew into the backseat or under the front seats; hence, the perp got in the back to retrieve it."
Seeing the 'how does he do that?' looks on everyone's faces, the Sheriff barked a laugh, his mustaches twitching merrily. "And he waves the magic crowbar again, folks." he growled amusedly. "Good job, Crowbar. So what's next?"
I said "What about Carl's wallet, and the money in it?"
Tanya replied: "Carl's wallet had his ID, his credit cards, a photo of him and Wanda at their wedding, and $1050 in cash, of which $1000 was a folded wad of ten one-hundred-dollar bills. The serial numbers were not sequential and appear to be different ages and different conditions of wear. We're analyzing for any significant drug residues, and Martha said she'd look for signs Carl having had drugs in his hands or in his system. There was nothing else in the wallet, no slips of paper with any codes or passwords, or anything like that."
"Good report." I said. "Detective Rodriguez, you interviewed Wanda at the Hospital?"
Julia said "Yes sir, with Commander Ross present. Wanda said she had no idea who might want to harm her husband. She said he normally is at the gym in the morning, but he was running errands this morning, and he called and said he was on his way to the gym. That must be the call just before he was run off the road."
I nodded. "Did she say what the errand was that Carl was running this morning?"
"No sir, I didn't get that far." Julia said. "Wanda started breaking down, and Commander Ross asked if we could talk to Wanda later."
"Hmmmmmm." I said, and it ended up being a growl. "That is... unfortunate. Yes, you need to re-interview Wanda and interview Ariel, good thorough interviews. You also need to talk to Carl's fellow employees at Town Fitness Centers, see if he said anything about any problems he was having, or if his mannerisms had changed in the last few days or even weeks." Julia nodded and made notes.
"O-kayyyy." I said. "The break-in at his home. Anything on that?"
Teddy Parker said "The Crime Lab techs are still processing the scene, but so far they've found no fingerprints other than Carl's and Wanda's. Entry was gained via the back door, apparently by using Carl's keys taken from the car crash scene. The alarm was turned off at 12:10pm, with a company code that isn't normally known by anyone except Commander Troy, and it was not turned back on."
"So the perps went from the accident scene straight to his house?" said the Chief. "But the black car went west, and on out of State?"
I said "Sir, it turned east first. The passenger, the perp that did the shooting, may have gotten out of that car and into another one, and he or they drove to Carl's house. Or they handed off the keys to others." The Chief nodded, and I nodded at Teddy to keep going.
Teddy: "It appears they did a very rapid but very thorough search. Wanda said a lot of their electronic devices, such as their Roku, Playstation, computer, and video cameras were stolen. But they left three television monitors on the walls or the floors, the camera tripods in the third bedroom, which Wanda says are expensive in their own right, and an expensive radio that has expanded bandwidths, including short wave and the Police bands."
"Did they have any CDs or DVDs?" I asked. "And were those stolen?"
"Uh, I don't know, sir." said Parker. "I'll need to check with the CSIs and Wanda on that."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Mark Walker of my CSI team. "Commander," he said, "we've found something strange in the car that you need to see..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:45pm, Monday, September 28th. Teresa, Julia, Teddy, Jerome Davis, and myself came into the Crime Lab's auto annex. We were met by Lead CSI Technician Mark Walker, who led us to the trunk of the car.
"Sir, there's a hidden compartment back here." he said, showing where a panel had been removed. "It's also accessible from the back seat by pulling the seatback forward. There's not a lot of room, but we found this inside the compartment."
He led us to a nearby table, where a black gym bag was, with athletic wear piled on the table next to it. "The bag was mostly full of gym clothes, sir, and they're all clean, freshly laundered. But inside, we found this."
He handed me a rectangular plastic box, about 5" x 3" x 1" in dimension. "It looks like a Wi-Fi router or modem." I said.
"Yes sir, it does." said Walker. "But it's not. Let me show you." He pressed a spot on the side, and the side opened to reveal a very thin video screen, and a tiny keyboard and mousepad.
"This is technically a laptop." said Walker. "But if I'm right, it's not an ordinary computer. It has one USB port and a tiny port for a connector. And if you look inside this black gym bag, you'll see a very thin wire under this side flap, which plugs into that tiny port on the computer. We haven't analyzed any further, and to be honest sir, I'd like to have Lieutenant Milton... Myron Milton... help us with this."
"By all means." I said. "Make sure it's under two-man control at all times, and the same with this bag. Take them to Headquarters and analyze the crap out of them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was 7:00pm, and we were at The Cabin, on the back deck. Molly and her boys were there, as always. I'd offered to have Ariel and Wanda stay there, but they'd declined.
"Ariel and Wanda are at Ariel's condo." Cindy said. "It's not far from my mom's condo, and it's gated. It also has cameras that the TCPD is tapping into, and watching over. Teresa told 1st Precinct to increase Patrols in that area, and have cars park every so often for a few minutes."
"Good." I said. "We're also watching Town Fitness Centers. It closes at 10:00pm, and the cleaning crews will be there until midnight or so, and then we'll have the 2nd shift Uniformed Officers Captain Hewitt is sending there go on home once the building is vacated. Third shift will patrol the parking lot regularly."
"You really think something's going on, that someone will try to break into there?" Cindy queried.
"It's possible." I said. "The perps broke into Carl's home looking for something. They didn't find what they were looking for in his car... if they had, they likely would not have gone to his home... and I have a nagging feeling they didn't find what they were looking for at his house, either."
I did not mention the gym bag and the computer device we'd found in the car. Instead I said "Julia Rodriguez is going to interview Wanda again in the morning, and I hope Wanda can tell us something. And where I could use your help is getting Wanda to fully cooperate with us. She could be in danger, also."
"I'm sure she will, if she can." Cindy said.
I then said "I also need the names of Carl's client list, the people who have hired him as a personal trainer through the gym. And away from the gym, if you have that information."
Cindy said "Yeah, about that. Ariel came to me about it, and she is dead set against giving out that information without a warrant or subpoena... and a specific warrant for specific names at that, based upon leads developed elsewhere. She says our clients deserve privacy, and should not be subjected to a 'fishing expedition' (air quotes)."
"And she'll be served that warrant in the morning, if I can't get that information voluntarily." I said. "Look, I get it about the privacy, and I understand her... and you... wanting to guard your clients's privacy. But I am going to get that data, and through a warrant if I need to."
"And think of this, ma cousine." I continued. Even if I get a warrant from Judge Watts or the Magistrate Court, Harry Nance will find out about it, and he'll be calling KXTC faster than Jamaal Washington can run the hundred. And the Press can make an Open Records Act request for the details of the warrant."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Even if we don't give it to them, if and when Bettina finds out, she'll blab it all over the place, especially that Cindy Ross's gym's clients are being investigated by the Police. Whaddya think that's going to do to your business? And you know Bettina would love to harm you that way."
"You're good with the psychology. What, did you marry a psychiatrist or something?" Cindy replied. Seeing what I was doing, she was. Successfully persuading the Green Crowbar, I was not.
I chuckled, then Cindy said "Look, I understand. But while I'm majority partner, Ariel and Wanda have a say in this. I'll talk to them, but if Ariel digs in, then it might be better for my professional relationship with her if you do go the route of getting the warrant..."
Part 6 - News Of The World
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, September 29th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College. "A home invasion and murder directly affects the Town & County Police!"
After the opening 'hard charging' music, Bettina began: "Carl Ryder, a personal trainer at Town Fitness Centers, was run off the northbound Bypass road and then shot to death yesterday. As his death was being investigated, it was learned that his home had been burgled and ransacked. Mr. Ryder's wife Wanda is a minority Partner at Town Fitness Centers, and the majority Partner is TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross."
Bettina: "Mr. Ryder was pronounced dead on arrival at University Hospital after being shot twice in the head after his car was run off the northbound Bypass road. Sources tell Channel Two News that his keys were removed from the vehicle. Shortly afterward, Police were called to his home, and sources tell Channel Two News that his own key was likely used to effect entry. The house was ransacked, and a number of electronic items and video equipment were taken."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that TCPD Commander Cindy Ross has been recused from investigating the case. Commander Ross is the first cousin of Police Commander Donald Troy, but he has not recused himself from the case despite that family connection. Neither Commander Ross nor Commander Troy responded to numerous requests by KXTC for comment."
Bettina: "In other local news, the Town & County Council is expected to take up the issue of the US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division's lawsuit against Town & County Mayor Daniel Allgood, who some say stole the last Mayoral election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver. Some members of the Council are expected to demand that Mayor Allgood resign as well as drop out of the current Mayoral race, while others will pledge their full support for the Mayor in opposing the US DOJ's legal action."
Bettina: "And with early voting beginning on October 12th, many of the local and State races are very tight. We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling." Karl Frazier was brought in on a split-screen. "Karl, how are the races shaping up?"
Karl Frazier: "Bettina, we're seeing a mixed bag in this State unlike any I've seen before in my over 30 years of professional polling. Rather than consistent Party-line support, voters are really looking at the individual candidates. For example, Republican Sharon Marshall leads Democrat Hoyt Stenson in the Governor's race 54-42%, with 4% undecided, while Democrat Corey Coons is crushing Republican Ruby Russell 58-39% with only 3% undecided."
Frazier: "In the State Attorney General race, Republican Gil Krasney, your County's former District Attorney, leads State Attorney Glenn Alberts 55-45% among respondents with a preference. Glenn Alberts is best known as the State Attorney that defended the University against Dr. Jan Camp and lost very badly, angering many University alumni."
Bettina asked "What about the local races, Karl? Are the Democrats ahead like Senator Coons?"
Frazier: "Again, Bettina, it's a mixed bag. Daniel Allgood and Eldrick X. Weaver are neck-and-neck, literally 50-50 among respondents expressing a preference. However, there is a whopping 14% undecided component to that race. Democrat Kelly Carnes is ten points ahead of her Republican challenger, industrialist Bill Redmond, and the experienced Edgar Silas leads Republican newcomer Katina Jones 90-10% in the race to replace Reginald B.F. Lewis on the Council."
Bettina: "And what about the important Inspector General's race, Karl? How is Bruce Finneran doing?"
Frazier said: "Uhh... there's just no sugarcoating those numbers, Bettina. Ahh... SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin has a strong lead over Mr. Finneran right now------"
Karl Frazier's image on the screen went to color-bars-and-tone. Bettina quickly said "We've apparently lost the connection with Mr. Frazier. We'll try to get that back for you. Meanwhile, let's go to Sports with Jeff Hull. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Sean Moynahan, Captain Tanya Muscone and I drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "They cut him off when he started telling the truth. Just when I think KXTC can't surprise me any more, they find a way to do it."
"How bad is that pedophile Finneran looo-zinnng, Sheriff?" drawled the Chief.
"I'll put it this way." said the Sheriff. "I am envious of the numbers Goodwin is leading Finneran by. We're talking over 80% support for Goodwin by likely voters, across all spectrums: political Party, ethnicity, creed, and even orientation. Not even the LGBTQ faction is supporting Finneran."
"Looks like Karl Frazier had a random act of journalistic integrity, there." I said.
Tanya Muscone said "What did you guys think of Bettina's reporting of Carl's death?"
I said: "Bettina mentioned Cindy and her business as often as she possibly could, almost to the point of making that the story instead of the murder. Bettina also made a point to mention the business's clients. The reason I noticed that is because I told Cindy that if have to get a warrant for Carl's client list, Bettina would find out and blab it all over the place to try and hurt Cindy's business as much as possible. Silly me... Bettina is blabbing it all over the place and trying to hurt Cindy's business anyway."
"Commander Ross didn't just give you that data?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Not yet, sir." I replied. "She said that Ariel and Wanda have input as partners, and I can understand that."
"I don't." growled the Sheriff... rather sharply, I might add. "She's a Town & County Police Officer."
"With respect, Sheriff," I said, "she's a business owner, too, and with partners that absolutely do not want to turn the data over voluntarily. I'm going to get the data anyway, sir, one way or the other."
It was very rare for Our Sheriff and Your Iron Crowbar to not be on the same side on something, and I could sense everyone else's amazement at what they'd just heard. The Sheriff looked back over his shoulder at me, and I met his look.
"I still don't like it." growled Griswold.
"Sheriff," said the Chief, to change the subject, "did the Fire Department get back to you on their tardy reports?"
"Yeah." said the Sheriff as he turned to face the table, and all of us. "Fire Chief Davies called me last night. He apologized for what he called a 'misunderstanding'. He said he thought our Officers were going to interview the Firefighters that were at the scene, so he told them to hold off submitting their reports until the interviews were done. I might add that that's not uncommon due to the influence of the Union, so I told him the TCPD would send some Officers over to interview his people."
"What, they can't submit their reports anyway?" asked Tanya Muscone, with some (okay, with great) skepticism.
"Like the Sheriff said, it's a Union thing." I said. "I wouldn't be totally shocked if the Firefighters getting interviewed either have or ask for Union reps. And to that point, Teresa, I wouldn't be shocked if Hendricks wants a Union rep when our guys talk to him. If he does, get him a Rep in there."
"I also have some great news." said Paulina. "The 'Jacquez 200' cases are almost a done deal. All but 20 of them took plea deals that included at least one serious felony, and State prisons will have 182 new visitors for at least the next two to five years, including Breonna Bryant. Those other 20 are going to be tried as one group, and Judge Watts is not entertaining Motions to Sever. So we're in good shape on that."
"That's great news!" I said enthusiastically.
Tanya said "Miriam really backed us up on all that. How are things in the D.A.'s Office?"
Paula shook her hand in a see-saw motion. "The jury's out on that, to coin a phrase. I think she was sincere in her stand against the Haters, and she intends to give the US DOJ holy hell. But Franklin and I aren't sure just how much of that was political motivation, and if she still wants to ultimately get rid of me. We'll see how things go with my caseload."
"And the Election." I said. "No one's talking about the Solicitor's race. Any idea how that's going Sheriff?"
"Most voters don't even know who's running." growled the Sheriff. "And worse, many don't even know what the Solicitor position is, nor what it does."



"They don't teach Civics in our Public Schools anymore, Sheriff." said Teresa. "I'm stunned at what my kids tell me that they're being taught in school."
"That's true." said the Sheriff. "Anyway, to answer your question, Ted Mason is leading Savannah Fineman... 39-31%, with a whopping 30% undecided..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Between the Bettina broadcast and the Angels Meeting, I did what I normally do during that time: I went over the duty logs from the night before. And I saw an entry that Police had responded to the burglar alarm at Town Fitness Centers at 2:00am.
TCPD Officers had been patrolling nearby; indeed, one car was parked nearby at my 'suggestion' to Teresa and 1st Precinct Captain Hewitt. The fire exit door had been jimmied open, probably with a crowbar (how dare they, I thought to myself), but had fled before the Police arrived, literally a couple of minutes later.
I remembered that side exit door... from that landing outside, the Reverend Jonas Oldeeds had been assassinated at long range by one of the best snipers in CIA history. (Author's note: 'Case of the Executed Evangelist' for the murder; 'A Case of Revenge', Ch. 05, for the full solution.)
As I reminisced, two of my Angels came in with the Sheriff and parked themselves. I said "Let's watch some TV." and turned on the Fox Eight broadcast:
"Hello, and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me are Meredith Peller and Priya Ajmani. Good morning, ladies." After they said good morning back and chit-chatted, Catrina called upon Priya to give the news.
Priya: "In a heartbreaking story, Carl Ryder was shot to death yesterday after being run off the northbound Bypass road. Carl was an employee at Town Fitness Centers, which is part-owned by his wife Wanda. Police also discovered that Carl's home was broken into and ransacked at about the same time he was attacked, and Police believe that the criminals took his keys from his car and used them to enter his home."
Meredith: "Police have not determined the motive for the crimes, but experts believe that he may have made enemies in the past. As a college student at the University, Mr. Ryder was involved in the case where student Jeremy Moreland was attacked. Mr. Moreland died of his injuries after his parents won a lawsuit against the State Right to Life Committee to remove his life support." (Author's note: 'The Knave of Jacks', Ch. 01; 'In Black And White', Ch. 01.)
Catrina: "Sources tell Fox Eight News that Carl Ryder was popular with his co-workers and customers at Town Fitness Centers. The Town & County Police have issued no statements on the case, saying that it's too early in the investigation to determine the root causes of the crimes."
Priya: "And in other news, with early voting beginning October 12th, the State as well as local races are very close. Let's bring in Peter D. Gordon of Clear Call Polling. Peter, how are the big races shaping up?" The camera panned out to show Peter D. Gordon sitting in the 'hot chair' in the studio with the ladies.
Peter Gordon: "It's a mixed bag, ladies. Sharon Marshall leads Hoyt Stenson, while Corey Coons is running roughshod over Ruby Russell. Mayor Daniel Allgood and the Democrat he defeated in the last Mayoral election are evenly divided with a large undecided segment, but in what may be the biggest race this cycle, SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin is destroying NAMbLA member Bruce Finneran by nearly 60 points among likely voters."
Priya: "So despite our competitor KXTC strongly backing Bruce Finneran, he's losing big?"
Peter: "That's right, Priya. KXTC's endorsement of Finneran has not helped him at all, and his name on the Democrat ticket could drag down other candidates, such as Eldrick X. Weaver and Edgar Silas..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's the advantage of going second." I said as the Sheriff, Teresa, Tanya and I watched in my office. "They watched Bettina's propaganda------ er, broadcast, and were able to not only have Peter Gordon give the real poll numbers, but they could take shots at Finneran, and KXTC's endorsement of him."
"They also didn't say one word about Cindy." Teresa noted. "Is that because of her close friendship with Priya?"
"Likely." I said. "Okay, Sheriff, do you want to stay for the Angels Meeting, even though you will never qualify as one of my Angels?" My Angels giggled.
The Sheriff stood up as he said "Yeah, I'll let you get to it------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. "Troy." I answered.
"Sir, this is Myron Milton. Can Mary and I come up to your office for a moment?..."
Part 7 - Making Progress
The Sheriff stayed; my Angels got out. When Helena admitted Mary and Myron, I had them sit down in the hot chairs with the Sheriff on the sofa behind them. For the record, Mary's hair was very bright pink today. "Whaddya got?" I asked them.
Myron brought out the gym bag found in Carl's car, in an evidence bag. He also brought out the small computer box found in the bag.
"Sir," said Mary, "we analyzed that small computer box. It's technically a laptop, with a screen and keyboard, but it's specially made."
"Custom job?" I asked.
"Er, no sir." said Myron. "Well... let me put it like this. It looks like the motherboard was CNC-machine drilled... and by that I mean that someone programed a machine to cut out this and many other boards. The components do not appear to be a hodgepodge of individually bought parts, but all from the same company. My guess sir, is that it's one of many similar devices, either made by the Government or under contract for it."
"Okay, convince me." I said.
Myron: "This box doesn't have a lot of computing power nor RAM, but it has a boatload of storage. A hundred terabytes total."
I emitted a low whistle. "My God. For a personal trainer to have a device with that much storage is a... 'strangeness', for damn sure." I said, knowing that a terabyte was 1024 gigabytes. One or two terabytes was what most individuals had with the newest home computers.
"Yes sir, it is." said Mary.
"Now, sir," said Myron, "we'd like for you to examine the gym bag." I noticed the slightest of gleams in their eyes, and realized something was going on. Maybe they had a bet going on?
I put on latex gloves and took the bag from it's evidence bag. "The sides are stiff, as if they have cardboard in them to keep them upright." I said as I looked at it. I then followed where the small wire went to the inside of where the carrying strap snapped onto the bag.
"Hmmm," I said as I looked at the outside. "This button on the strap looks like abalone, but there's a tiny circle in the middle that's clear." I unsnapped it, seeing Mary begin to smile as I examined the other half of the button, that was attached to the bag. "Oh yeah, clearly a camera in that hole in the middle. Really tiny, though."
I looked up, then said "So yes, Myron, I agree with you that this is likely U.S. Government issue, more specifically from within the Intelligence Community. So... who won the bet?" Myron, Mary, and the Sheriff all broke out laughing at that, especially Mary.
"I did, sir," said Mary, "though Myron thought you'd find it, too, just not as quickly as I thought you would. Anyway, sir, we have the stored contents of the computer for you to watch, but I have to warn you that the Sheriff is not old enough to legally be allowed to view it."
"Har!" barked the Sheriff, his handlebar mustaches twitching merrily as I chuckled.
"Okay, let's watch some TV." I said as Mary closed the blinds to the windows to the anteroom, then came behind my desk and closed the blinds to the window to the outside.
The video began playing. On her knees was a gorgeous woman with long, flowing blonde hair, her head resting on her crossed arms, her ass high in the air. Kneeling behind her, holding her hips and deeply fucking her dog-style, was Carl. His large penis was pistoning in and out of the woman's obviously wet hole, and his groin made loud slapping sounds as it smacked hard into her bare, lovely ass.
Carl groaned, and I saw that his thrusting cock was beginning to be coated with frothy white semen. He was coming inside her, blasting his seed into her magnificent body. He pitched forward, riding her flat to the bed as he ejaculated his full, potent load deep into her stretched, receptive vagina.
"That's just an excerpt." said Mary. "The whole video starts with them undressing, followed by rather brief foreplay, then sex. After that, they talked a few minutes, but we couldn't make out what was being said. They had sex again in the missionary position, and he came in her again. Then they got dressed and left, and it was more like a business transaction had occurred than a love affair. There was never an exchange of money, at least not on camera."
"Hmmm." I said. "Do you recognize the woman, Mary? Is she a known prostitute?"
"You know, sir," mused Mary, "I feel like I've seen her before, but not as a prostitute that Vice became aware of. We haven't shown anyone else the tape, but I sent Penny Scott a still frame of just her face, and Penny's putting it through facial rec now."
"That's fine." I said. "But for now, let's keep this completely under wraps. We have knowledge that people don't know we have. And come to the meeting in Classroom 'E' at 9:00am., but don't mention the bag, nor its contents, especially the computer.
I then said: "You're welcome to come, too, Sheriff, despite not being old enough to view this material."
"Why, thank you very much, young Crowbar." the Sheriff growled. "Thanks for letting me be in charge for a while." Mary was almost rolling on the floor with laughter, and Myron was blushing but also laughing, as was I...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. The Sheriff, Chief, Me, Teresa, Tanya, Jerome Davis, Mary Milton, Myron Milton, Micah Rudistan, all of the MCD Detectives and Intel personnel, and Joan Laurer from Vice were in Classroom 'E'.
"How about I let yoooo be in charge for a while, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief, who'd obviously heard about the repartée in my office with the Sheriff.
"Thank you, sir. Most kind." I replied with a grin as Mary Milton began laughing. "Okay, let's get serious, folks; we have work to do. First, any new information?"
Senior Detective Christopher Purvis of Intel, our financial guru, said: "Yes sir, I have a workup of Carl and his wife Wanda's personal finances. They file their tax returns jointly, and have had them professionally done since they married a few years ago. That is very understandable, as Wanda has a legal partnership in Town Fitness Centers, as well as her and Carl's incorporated company, called 'Best Fitness Solutions LLC'."
Purvis: "Best Fitness Solutions, LLC's incorporation paperwork with the State says that they are a fitness company that makes fitness videos as well as tailoring fitness programs for individual clients. It's basically a passthrough entity, and any money they've earned has gone straight through and into their personal bank accounts. I'll 'circle back' to that in a moment."
Purvis: "Their personal finances are in relatively good shape, with only their mortgage and car payments for her car, as his was paid off. They pay off their personal credit cards, one Visa and one Mastercard, every month, and don't generate a lot of expenses to begin with. Wanda has a Town Fitness Centers credit card, also. Neither of them have amassed any sudden big debts and then paid them off, nor had any large windfall deposits of cash in these personal accounts that I can't see and explain."
Purvis: "Carl gets a salary as an employee of Town Fitness Centers, and also is paid through the company for any clients that hire him as a personal trainer. Those clients are not itemized on his pay stubs nor his taxes, so we don't know who they are. He did not list any additional income, as in private clients that might've hired him separately from within the company."
Purvis: "However, there are occasional cash deposits into their joint bank account, and always for an even $500 or $1000. I determined that these deposits are from their LLC passthrough company. They're technically legal, and they've paid their taxes on them, but I have no further information from their public filings."
"What about Town Fitness Centers?" I asked... and the room suddenly somehow went even more dead quiet than it already had been.
"Er, sir... I didn't want to look into them without your explicit instructions, or the Chief's." said Purvis. "I've heard that green crowbar beatdowns hurt even more than red ones do."
I nodded. "I've heard those rumors, too, though I've never been on the losing end of one. And you're correct, Mr. Purvis: with Deputy Chief Ross being the majority owner of Town Fitness Centers, we'll have to handle that at a higher level. Okay, anything else?"
"Yes sir," said Lt. Mary Milton. "First, on the Town Fitness Centers break-in last night: cameras in the area recorded nothing at all; no humans driving or running anywhere. Cameras inside briefly showed a person masked and wearing dark clothes come in the back door, then running back out just seconds later; apparently they knew the Police were already approaching. We'll keep looking into that." I nodded.
Mary continued: "We tried tracking where Carl's cellphone went yesterday. It was pinging from his home, then it went offline, completely, as if he'd put it in some kind of shielding that would prevent its signal from reaching the cell towers It was offline for three hours until noon, right before he made his final phone call to his wife."
"What about the car tracking? The THEFT light tracker?" Tanya asked.
"Ma'am," said Myron Milton, keeping his voice as polite as possible, "those can't really be used to track a vehicle's past actions, not like a GPS system in a car. We can find a car's location with it, and track it once we're locked on and following it. But nobody that I know of keeps that metadata, not like the way the Government records and keeps the metadata of every cellphone call made in the country."
"That's true." I said. "Anything else?"
"What about GPS?" Tanya asked.
"He didn't have one in his car." said Myron.
"Okay, good report." I said. "Anything else?"
"Yes sir." said MCD Detective George Newman. "Roark (Coleman) and I interviewed the employees at Town Fitness Centers, particularly his fellow personal trainers. Everyone said he was well-liked, no enemies, no altercations with anyone that anyone knew of. We also determined that his wife Wanda was there all morning, and on the floor of the co-ed side with customers all morning."
Newman: "One caveat to this is that they also told us that Carl didn't really hang out with anyone, except his wife. He would stay at the gym with her or go home with her rather than go out for a beer or drinks with the others. They said he was totally devoted to her despite their age difference and what they said were the 'very lovely women' that asked to work with him."
"That's good to know. Good work." I said. "Okay, folks, here's what we need to do going forward. Lieutenant Milton and Lieutenant Milton, I want you and your people to continue working to get cellphone metadata, and expand your search to trace any cellphone, burner or otherwise, that has communicated with either Carl and Wanda's cellphones. I also would like to see a record of where Carl went for the last several days, as far back as you can."
Me: "I'm going to get Carl's client list from Town Fitness Centers, via warrants if they won't voluntarily give us that information. I want you guys in MCD to get ready to go interview people when I have names for you. We will want to be as discreet as possible about it. This is an initial investigation, not a forensic audit of them."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Mr. Rudistan, Mary Milton is going to send you a photo of a woman that we've obtained, who we think may possibly related to the case. See if Vice recognizes her as a prostitute or in any other way. And no one else in here is to ask Lieutenant Rudistan nor either of our Lieutenants Milton what that's about until the woman is identified. Do I make myself clear... especially to Captain Muscone and Commander Croyle?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said immediately. Tanya's confirmation was slower in coming, but as my eyes bored into her, she said "Yes sir."
"Okay, I have a particular mission for you, Detective Rodriguez, and I want you to take Detective Laurer with you. You're going to go interview Wanda. If she balks at giving the interview or answering any of your questions, bring her here to Headquarters and put her in I-A or I-B, and let me know. And stay here a moment. Chief, I'd appreciate it if you stay, too. Everyone else can go."
As people got up to go, I said with a grin: "Sheriff, of course you can stay also, if you like."
"Why, thank you for letting me be in charge again, Crowbar." growled the Chief merrily.
"Must be some inside joke going on about that." I heard Jerome whisper to Rudistan as they exited. Rudistan nodded jovially in agreement.
Once it was only Julia, Joan, the Chief, the Sheriff, and me, I fiddled with my ink pen in my pocket, then told Julia what questions I wanted her to ask and get answers for, as well as any other questions she had on her own based on her own experience and instincts.
"Joan," I said, "this will be excellent experience for you to get, so learn from it. Also, you are there as Julia's bodyguard. She can take care of herself, but Wanda and Ariel are fitness gurus and may know some martial arts. And their partner, Commander Ross, may be there, and she definitely knows how to fight."
"And to that point, ladies," I continued, "Commander Ross outranks you, but if she tries to interfere with your interview in any way, Julia you get out your cellphone and call me immediately. And Joan, you text me the word 'Help', just that word."
Julia and Joan's eyes were wide with shock. So were Chief Moynahan's. But Sheriff Griswold just sat back with a look that showed my words were a few steps behind his vision...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At Ariel's apartment, Julia knocked on the door. It opened to reveal Cindy Ross, who was holding her green crowbar.
"Ma'am, may we come in?" asked Julia. "We really need to interview Wanda."
"Let's see if she's up to it." Cindy said as she stepped to the side to admit the Detectives. They all went into the main room. Wanda was in a chair, her eyes a bit puffy from sessions of crying. Ariel was at the doorway to the bedroom.
"Wanda," said Julia, "we're very sorry to have to impose on you at this time, but we really need to ask you some questions to help us find your husband's killer." Wanda nodded, and extended her hand for the Detectives to sit on the sofa, which they did.
"Can't this wait?" Ariel said quietly but harshly. "She just lost her husband."
"Yes ma'am," said Julia politely, "but time is of the essence if we're going to find his killer... and all of your lives are possibly in danger, also."
"What do you want to know?" asked Wanda.
"Ma'am," said Julia, "When was the last time you heard from your husband?"
"He called me right before..." Wanda said, then her voice broke "... before he was run off the road."
Julia said "And before that? When was the last time you saw or heard from him?"
"When I left to go to the gym that morning." Wanda said. "He stayed at home."
"Did he normally go to work with you? At the same time?" Julia asked.
"Sometimes." said Wanda. "Sometimes we rode to work together, sometimes he'd go in earlier, sometimes me earlier."
"Why did he not go in early yesterday morning?" asked Julia.



"He... he said he had some errands to run, and would be in around noon." said Wanda.
"That wasn't uncommon." Ariel said 'helpfully'.
"What errands was he running yesterday?" asked Julia, a bit more incisively. "Do you know where he went?"
"Sometimes he'd go to the grocery, or to buy some clothes, or get stuff for our fitness videos." Wanda said.
"And specifically yesterday?" Julia asked. Wanda didn't answer, so Julia pressed: "Look, there were no groceries in his car, no newly purchased stuff, there's nothing on his credit cards to show he bought anything. We really need to retrace his steps yesterday. Do you know where he was, Wanda?"
"No, I don't know where he was." Wanda replied.
Julia peered hard at Wanda and said "Wanda, do you know if your husband was having an extramarital affair?"
"NO!" Wanda shouted. "He was not cheating on me!"
"Are you sure?" Julia asked.
"She just said he wasn't cheating on her, Detective." said Cindy.
"I don't want to talk to you anymore right now." Wanda said, getting up as if she were going to leave the room. "You guys need to go."
"Okay." said Julia, also rising to her feet. "I'm sorry, ma'am, but I think we're going to have to continue this at the Police Station. I'll need you to come with me, Wanda."
"No." said Cindy, stepping forward. "She said she's done. Y'all need to go."
Julia got on her cell phone. "What are you doing?" Cindy demanded to know.
"You outrank us, ma'am." said Julia. "I can't go against you on this... but Commander Troy can."
"What?!" Cindy roared. She stepped forward, ripping the cell phone out of Julia's hands. "How DARE you try to go over my head like that! I gave you an order to leave!"
She noticed Joan sitting on the sofa, texting something. "Give me that!" she ordered, grabbing Joan's phone out of her hands. Then she put both phones on the table in front of the sofa, and began smashing them with her green crowbar. The electronics did not survive the crowbar beatdown; they were soon worthless shards of glass, plastic and metal pieces. The Detectives were totally stunned, and did not move but just stared at Cindy.
"Now both of you get the hell out!" Cindy yelled, pointing at the door. "That's an order!"
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Ramifications and Repercussions
"That order... is countermanded."
Julia and Joan whirled to see me, Your Iron Crowbar, standing at the edge of the room. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was right behind me.
I'd gotten Joan's text that said 'Help', which was our cue to go inside. Yes, we'd been waiting in my Police SUV right outside. I am not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, dontcha know...
"You get the hell out of my apartment!" yelled Ariel, coming up to Wanda protectively.
"You... had better shut your mouth," I replied, pointing my crowbar in my left hand at Ariel, "or you're going to be a world of shit. I'm sorry, Wanda, but you will have to come to the Station and be interviewed there."
"Am I under arrest?" Wanda asked, defiance in her voice.
"That depends on you." I said. "As of right now, you're not. But if you don't cooperate, then I'll do what I have to do. Detectives, escort Wanda and Ariel to Headquarters. Do not run them through booking, just put Wanda in I-A and Ariel in I-B if they're available. Let Wanda call a lawyer if she wants one."
Ariel and Wanda did not resist as Laurer and Rodriguez escorted them out of the apartment. I turned to Cindy and said "Are you recording this, Teresa?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa, holding up her iPhone.
I handed Cindy a document and she took it. I said "You've been served. That's a warrant for Town Fitness Centers to turn over its entire client list, and to annotate it to show which clients are specifically Carl's and which are Wanda's."
"I'll comply with it." Cindy said.
Then I had Teresa bag the two shattered iPhones in evidence bags. "They'll need to show why they need new ones." I said. After Teresa finished, I said "Okay let's go."
As we got to the door, I turned and said "Oh, by the way... when you get back to Headquarters, just go straight to the Chief's office. I can't undo this one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I have rarely seen Teresa Croyle cry. When Amy had died, and a few other times when things got to be too much, she had cried. But now, as we were driving back to Police Headquarters, I saw out of the corner of my eye that a tear was trickling down the Iron Wolf's face.
"You okay?" I asked.
"Her career is over, isn't it?" Teresa said. "It's gone. There's nothing you can do to save her, either."
"I can't." I said. "But let's let it play out. And let's concentrate on Wanda and Ariel..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julia Rodriguez came into MCD and put her gun into its drawer at her desk. Lt. Jerome Davis was working at one of the back desks, and saw the look on her face. "Everything okay?"
"No sir." said Julia, with formality. "We've brought in Wanda and Ariel for further questioning."
"Did you have any problems?" Jerome asked.
"Yes sir." Julia said, then added "If you don't mind, sir, I need some time and space. I'll tell you all about it later."
"Okay." said Jerome. "Just keep me in the loop..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came out of the Chief's office and walked down to the anteroom of Interrogation Rooms A, B, and C. I looked through the one-way glass. Wanda was sitting there with her attorney, Mr. Gibson Stelling of Succup & Payne, P.C.
"I read her her rights." said Julia. "She immediately asked for a lawyer, and called Mr. Stelling, there. He got here very quickly, almost as if he'd been anticipating being called. They've been talking the last few minutes."
"Okay, good." I said. "I'll go in with you when they're done. No offense to you, and you still have the lead on this case, but I have a few questions to get us down the trail we need to be on."
"No offense taken." said Julia. "But I have to ask this: do I need to report what happened at the apartment?" I knew what she meant.
"Yes." I said. "You should inform your direct superior Officer, as should Laurer, and at least write up your report. I've already done what I had to do, and told the Chief."
"I'm sorry." said Julia. "That must've been hard for you. She's your blood, and your Police partner..."
"I'll just tell you this, Detective." I replied. "I love Cindy Ross like more than family. But my duty... is to the Badge. Never forget that... your first duty is always to the Force, and the 250 souls that are a part of it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, Julia and I went into I-A. Joan and Teresa watched from the anteroom.
"What is this about, Commander?" inquired Gibson Stelling. "Why have you dragged my client down here, under arrest? For what?"
"She's not under arrest. Yet." I said. "But we're having some trouble getting cooperation from her and her business partners, so Detective Rodriguez made the very correct decision to bring her down here for questioning. And as part of that, I'm going to read you your rights, Wanda." I did so, from the card. Wanda said she understood the rights.
"Okay," I said. "First of all, I want to discuss the LLC you and Carl formed. 'Best Fitness Solutions, LLC.', it's called." I could sense that Julia was surprised at the direction I'd taken with this.
"What about it?" Wanda asked.
"Why did you form it? What were you and Carl doing with it?" I inquired.
"We were making fitness videos." Wanda said. "And advising people on their own fitness programs. Our tax attorney suggested we create the passthrough LLC for legal protection."
"I see." I said. "Did you have clients through the LLC?"
"We had people who purchased our videos, if that counts." said Wanda. "We did give advice on their fitness programs, if they asked."
"All right." I said. "I need for you to understand, Wanda, that every question we're asking is to try to find a lead to your husband's killer. I might add that you, your business partners, and maybe others could still be in danger, so I really need to find these perps and put 'em away. So when I ask where Carl was yesterday morning, where he went, who he might've seen, it's to find a killer or killers."
"I've already been through this with your Detectives... a number of times." Wanda said.
"And you've never answered." Julia said.
"There's no need to badger my client." said Gibson Stelling.
"Badger her?" I asked incredulously. "You think that's badgering?"
"Yes." said Stelling. "She's answered already."
"No she hasn't!" Julia spat angrily. "She has not given me a clear, definitive answer. She keeps dodging the question, trying to end the interviews and such, whenever I ask that question!"
"I agree." I said. "And it's starting to look suspicious."
"Suspicious?" Wanda said, trying to put incredulity into her voice. "You think I had something to do with my husband's murder?"
"Did you?" Julia shot back.
"NO!" Wanda yelled. "I loved my husband!"
"Then where was he yesterday morning?" I asked.
"I said it before, he was running errands!" Wanda yelled, sounding exasperated.
"Where?" Julia asked harshly. "Where did he visit? What did he buy?"
"I don't know!" Wanda yelled back, beginning to cry.
"Who was he with, Wanda?" I asked. "Who was he having sex with that morning?"
"Now that's out of line!" yelled Stelling.
"Is it?" I fired back.
"You're up to your old bluffing tricks again, Commander Troy." Stelling snarled.
"Harumph! Am I?" I replied. "And if I can prove my assertion?" That struck the legal beagle into silence. I turned to Wanda and said "Wanda, this is starting to look really bad for you. I need you to come correct with some answers."
"I... I'm not even going to dignify that with a response!" Wanda gasped. Stelling leaned over and whispered to her, and she said "I'm not answering any more of your questions. Am I free to go?"
"Yes." I said, again surprising Julia as I slowly rose out of my chair as fast as my back would permit me to. "But Wanda, don't leave the County. If you do, I'll have Federal Marshals bring you back, and then you will be under arrest."
With that, I walked out of I-A, followed by Julia. Stelling and Wanda were escorted out the other door once the one on my side closed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Deputy Chief Cindy Ross turned in her company's client list to the Iron Crowbar's assistant Helena, then went to Chief Sean Moynahan's office suite. His assistant Cassie admitted her into the office.
"Have a seat." said the Chief as Cindy stood in front of the desk at attention. She sat down, remaining stiff and formal.
"I've seen pain on the Iron Crowbar's face many timmmmes." said the Chief. "When Charlie Griswold died, and he had to go tell the Sheriff... when Barker died, and Irwin died. I've seen him in physical pain, his back hurting so much that I don't know how he even moves, though he tries hard to hide it. So let me assure you, Ms. Rosssss, that I've never seen him in as much pain as this morning, when he had to tell me what happened between you and his De-tec-tivvvvzzz."
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "I have no excuse. I was totally out of line."
"Oh yezzz, you were that." replied the Chief. "Don also begged me not to suspend you, at least not yet, because he feels that whoever killed Carl may also be targeting you and your bizzz-nessss partners, and he wants you to be able to carry your service weapon and have your indemnity. I can understand that."
"Sooooo," continued the Chief, "your weapon privileges are intact, but your Light Duty due to your pregnancy... begins nowwww. What I strongly, strongly recommend, is that you barricade yourself in your office, or over at City Hall, and get your duties involving the Budget dunnnnnn."
"Yes sir." Cindy said.
"Don't get me wronnnng." said the Chief. "This is not over yet. And I suspect the Sheriff will have a few things to sayyyyy. Okay, you're dismissed."
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said. She got up and exited the office, stunned that she even still had her Badge, much less her gun...
Part 9 - Playing It Out
"We Psychons had a god... until we found out he had a god."
------ Maya, 'Space: 1999'.
11:30am, Tuesday, September 29th. Police Lieutenants Jerome Davis and Micah Rudistan, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez and Detective Joan Laurer were seated at a back table in the main back room of the Cop Bar for lunch. The room was empty save for them; lunch hour had not gotten busy quite yet.
Julia and Joan had told Davis and Rudistan what had happened, and Jerome had come straight to me to ask what should be done. I told him to document that his Detectives had come to him about it, and I told him that I'd already taken it to the Chief, so it was out of all our hands.
"First of all," said Rudistan jovially, "ranks are off and you can speak freely while we're here at lunch."
"Thank you, sir." said Joan Laurer. "So Commander Troy did take it to the Chief? That had to be hard for him to do."
"Yeah, it's been a bad few months for him." said Jerome. "I heard he almost had to fire Captain Muscone for taking the FBI's side against the TCPD's. And now this with Commander Ross?" He just shook his head.
"What's going to happen to her?" Julia asked. "I mean, she was wrong to do what she did to us, but I don't want this to end her career. She's still a good cop... just a pregnant one with raging hormones." Rudistan chuckled jovially.
"Still," said Joan Laurer, "I was... well, I really looked up to Commander Ross. She was an inspiration to me, as a Police Officer, as a Detective. And I trained really hard for the Police Boxing Matches because I wanted to be like her, and win it. And now... well, I guess I just feel totally let down."
"Your god, or goddess, fell out of Heaven." said Julia. Joan nodded.
Jerome said "We had a briefing with Commander Troy just before I rounded you all up for lunch. Captain Muscone, her Lieutenants Three, and Commander Croyle were in the meeting. He told me to tell you guys what he discussed, and to keep it under your hats." Everyone nodded.
Jerome: "First, Commander Ross is not suspended, but is on Restricted Duty, officially due to her pregnancy. She's going to be working on the Police Budget and the EMS Budget. And before you say it or even think it, they're not sweeping it under the rug. She's going to be disciplined. Commander Troy even said that Commander Ross will no longer be Deputy Chief by the end of the year."
"Where's she going to go?" Julia involuntarily blurted out.
"We don't know." said Rudistan. "As a Medal of Valor recipient, she has the right to retire at any time with at least a 20-year pension intact. She just may be persuaded to do that rather than have to be demoted."
Jerome: "Tell you guys what: as the Iron Crowbar says, let's not theorize without data. Anyway, the second thing Commander Troy told us was that a gym bag was found hidden in Carl's car, and inside the bag was a little computer and hidden camera. And it recorded a sexual encounter between Carl and the woman whose still photograph was circulated around Vice, Intel, and MCD."
"Ohhhhh." said Julia. "So that's why Commander Troy wanted me to get Wanda to tell us what she knew about whatever errand Carl was supposedly running that morning. But.. gosh darn it, why didn't he tell us, so that we'd know when we were questioning her?"
"Would it have mattered?" Joan Laurer replied. "If Commander Troy had told us, he still would've told us not to tell Wanda about it. And by not telling us, it allowed you to be less prejudiced in your response to her answers... which were bad enough as it was."
"That's a good point, Joan." Jerome Davis said. "I can see value in both ways of doing it. As it was, you forced Wanda to all but take the Fifth."
Julia said: "And it does potentially explain why his cell phone was taken and his home ransacked. Someone might've been looking for that computer and the video.... but it still doesn't stop me from being bothered about not being told about that before now."
Rudistan said "Commander Troy is so paranoid about the Press... and it ain't paranoia because the Press really is out to hurt all of us as much as they can... but he's so paranoid that he plays things close to the vest at times, and only reveals things when he's ready to lay all his cards on the table. Like that Jen Sakai hostage situation at the University." (Author's note: 'Big in Japan', Ch. 05.)
"Wow." said Joan Laurer. "So do you guys think Wanda was behind her husband's murder?"
"The Iron Crowbar always says that the first Agatha Christie rule is to look and see if the spouse did it." said Rudistan jovially. "The second Agatha Christie rule is that two coincidences mean no coincidences."
Jerome said "Wanda would've had to hire someone, since she was at the gym the whole time, and Purvis can't find any sudden loss of money from their finances in the six figures. However, we, and that means you and the MCD Detectives, Julia, are going to look a lot more closely at Ariel, Wanda's partner at the gym. Ariel has been aggressive to the point of violent in trying to keep the Police from talking to Wanda, and there are some gaps in eyewitness eyeballs on Ariel for the entire morning."
Jerome: "And we're also going to quietly look into Alison McFarland of the Town & County Examiner. Ariel, Wanda, Cindy and Alison were all in the 'Miss Physical America' company at the same time, and there was some bad blood between Alison and the others."
Jerome: "And last but not least, we have the names of Town Fitness Centers's client list, with Carl's clients and Wanda's clients marked. Commander Troy himself served Commander Ross herself with the subpoena, and she complied with it immediately. Intel Branch is going to be looking into all those people, though as quietly and discreetly as possible..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Tuesday, September 29th. I assembled a meeting in Classroom 'E'. Present were Myself, Teresa Croyle, Tanya Perlman, Jerome Davis, Mary Milton, Micah Rudistan, Christopher Purvis, Julia Rodriguez, Teddy Parker, and Joan Laurer.
"Okay," I said, "if you are in this room now, it is because I am trusting you to keep the information we are about to discuss secret. It is an unfortunate fact that in cases like these, we have to look into the victim's family, friends, co-workers, and any other associations we can find. In the vast majority of these cases, the vast majority of the people we look into are innocent of any wrongdoing. So we need some serious discretion so as not to hurt innocent people, and also so we don't tip off the perps that we're coming for them. Good or good?" Everyone nodded.
I brought up the video of Carl having sex with the blonde woman. "Our CSIs found this on a computer belonging to Carl. I won't say more about the source of it for now, but the important thing is that we believe it was made on the morning that Carl was murdered. We distributed a photo of the woman to Vice and Intel. Did you guys get anything back?"
"Yes sir." said Mary Milton. "Facial rec did not find her in the criminal database, but there are some photos of her on 'the Facebook', as you like to call it, sir." Mary brought up some Facebook photos, and also a DMV photo. "Her name is Danielle Rogers Linder, wife of Lamar Linder. He's the State Representative for Hamilton County." Photos of Lamar Linder were also shown.
"I remember him." I said. "He was at the big Republican meeting up here during the July 4th holiday." (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice', Ch. 03.)
"Yes sir." said Mary. "She's 32 years old, and she graduated from the University ten years ago. She'd started out as a Poly Sci major, then changed to be a Pre-Law English major. She dropped out of University Law School after the first year, though she was not failing. She went to work for the Linder campaign, his first, and they were married six months later."
Mary: "Lamar Linder is 54 years old, and is considered to be a rising star in the State Republican Party... the 'Establishment' wing of it, anyway. He is the State Republican Chair, but if I may add a little innuendo here, the Sharon Marshall Conservative faction of the Party has been working hard to get him removed from that important position, and they're not working with him at all."
Mary: "Danielle has no criminal record. If she did do any escort work while here at School, she was never arrested, and Vice tells me no one recognized her at all." Lt. Rudistan nodded vigorously in agreement. "And I'll turn over the discussion of their financials to Detective Purvis."
"Thank you, ma'am." Purvis said. "Her financials are totally tied in with his, and his are the typical jumble of a politician's. He was a lawyer in Lexington before running for the Legislature, and he's still listed as a partner in his law firm, so there's some residual income from that. He lists his State Representative salary as well as income from investments that are in a blind trust... so he says."
Purvis: "He also files reports with the State Legislature's Ethics Board like they all do, showing dinners with lobbyists, dinners with donors, trips paid for by supporters, and the like. So far, all legal and aboveboard, but it would be very, very easy to get six figures out of this morass of political money to pay for hired killers."



I nodded. "True, and you're correct to look for things like that, but let's not automatically assume anything. Even so, I'll need to have a few words with the Linders in my capacity as an SBI Inspector. Okay, what else do we have?"
Mary Milton said "We're running standard checks on all of Town Fitness Center's clients; that should be done by this evening. We've already done his co-workers, and found nothing. We prioritized Carl's clients, then Wanda's, and looked harder. So far, nothing's popped. We're finding nothing out of the ordinary, except that all of Carl's client's were women. I can also say that neither of the Linders are members of Town Fitness Centers. We'll continue to dig."
"So no connection through there." I said. "Okay, keep looking..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm. Senior Detective Joanne Warner enthusiastically rolled the whiteboards into MCD as Lt. Jerome Davis said "Okay, Joanne twisted my arm, so it's time for whiteboards. Julia, run us through what we have."
Julia first put up Carl's photo in the top left corner. Next to it, she put up Wanda's photo. "Carl and Wanda. She's a full thirty years older than he is... er, was."
She put up a photo of Ariel... and Cindy. "Wanda's partners in Town Fitness Centers, where Carl also worked."
"Wow, is Commander Ross a suspect?" asked Joanne disbelievingly.
"She was here at Headquarters all morning." said Theo Washington. "Her pic is up there just because of the Fitness Centers connection... and her little rampage on your cellphones."
"And unfortunately, we can't completely rule her out." said Roark Coleman. When they looked at him, he said "Don't get me wrong, I don't think she's behind anything like murder. But we can't completely rule her out yet."
"Okay, Roark." said Joanne Warner brightly. "But you get to take the crowbar beatdown... the red crowbar beatdown... when Commander Troy sees this."
"Okay, next is Danielle Linder and her husband, State Representative Lamar Linder." Julia said, putting their pictures on the board below Carl's.
"She's a good bit younger than her husband is." Theo Washington said. "I can see her stepping out on him, and he found out about it and did something about it."
Teddy Parker said: "And remember that Wanda is 30 years older than Carl. By all accounts they were madly in love and 'getting physical' in her office at the gym at times, but he still might've wanted someone younger on occasion."
"Carl was a player when he was in college, too." said Julia. "He impregnated that girl Stella after cuckolding her boyfriend Jeremy and deflowering her." (Author's note: 'The Knave of Jacks', Ch. 01.) "This could possibly go back that far, to an enemy Carl made by stealing some guy's girl while in School, or afterwards."
"Mannnn..." George Newman said under his breath. "We're just getting started with all this." There were murmurs of agreement.:"
"And to that point," Julia said, "I'm not going to put up all of the employees of Town Fitness Centers nor Carl's clients through them, unless Intel Branch finds something really juicy. Anyone else we need to put up here?"
"Not yet," said Joanne, "but I can't help but think there's more to this. Something we don't know yet, that we haven't found out yet. Like George said, we have to go back in time, and we also have to go wider in present time."
"I'll just say this." said Teddy Parker. "We all know Wanda and Ariel, and consider them friends. And most of us know or at least have met Carl. Having said that, I'll say again what I said a bit earlier: we gotta look at the spouse, here, and consider that Wanda was somehow involved in this."
"And you just volunteered yourself to investigate that path." said Lt. Jerome Davis. He then said: "Commander Troy told me that he'll work the Lamar Linder angle, since he, Commander Troy, is an SBI Inspector. He may ask you, Julia, to work with him on that, so be ready to drop everything and go with him." Julia and Teddy nodded at their assignments.
Jerome: "Intel is working on Carl and Wanda's client list, and they'll let us know if they find something worth pursuing, as in seriously interviewing someone. When they do, you run with the rock on that, Theo. And until we get something in present time, let's look deeper and wider. Roark and George, start working back in time, back to Carl's college days. Joanne, you'll work with Theo on anything that comes up, but in the meantime, use your Federal connections to see if there's anything at that level. It's a longshot, but let's be able to tell the Iron Crowbar that we've covered all the bases..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
"Yes, this is Inspector Don Troy with the SBI." I said into the phone. "May I speak with Representative Linder, please?... yes, please do take a message: tell him that Inspector Troy of the SBI needs to talk to him as soon as I can. It's urgent, and it will be in his best interests to give me a call back... thank you."
I was in my office, sitting behind my desk. In front of my desk were Tanya and Teresa. "That was Lamar Linder's office in Lexington. They said he's in Midtown." I said as I dialed another number, then put it on speaker: "Hello, this is Inspector Troy with the SBI. May I speak to Representative Linder, please?"
"I'm sorry, sir, he's at his Campaign office in Lexington." said the woman on the phone.
"You say he's at his office in Lexington?" I said inquiringly. "Funny thing: I just called there, and they say he's at his Midtown office."
"Uh, sir," said the woman, a bit shakily, "all I know is that he's not here, and I was told he was at his home office in Lexington. Can I take a message for Representative Linder?"
"You sure can." I said. "Again, this is Inspector Don Troy with the State Bureau of Investigation, and I need to speak with Mr. Linder immediately, as soon as possible. Please tell him that it is urgent, and that it's very much in his best interests to contact me as soon as possible." The woman said she'd relay the message, and I disconnected.
"I've seen that look before." Tanya said, observing me. "They're running you around, and you're getting pissed."
"I'm not amused, for damn sure." I replied a bit moodily.
"Should we put out an APB for him?" Teresa asked.
"Not yet." I said. "I'll give him a chance to get back with me. If he's innocent, I'd think he'd call, just to find out why an SBI Inspector wants to talk to him. And an APB lets the Press know what's going on, and I really want to keep as much as possible away from them."
Tanya was on her tablet. "I'm bringing up Linder's campaign website." she said. "Maybe his schedule of appearances is on it."
"Good thinking, Lady Ironside." I said, making Tanya grin.
"Oh... wow." Tanya said. She turned her tablet around for Teresa and I to see. "Error 404 message. The website is down."
I picked up my landline phone and dialed a number. "Hi Myron. I need you to get into State Representative Lamar Linder's website. It went down, and I need to see if his schedule was on it before it went down. Also, if you can find out the time the website went down, I'd appreciate getting that, too... okay, let me know."
I hung up the phone. "Sometimes the last image of the webpages are saved, that can be accessed, and nobody is better than Myron at getting that."
"Could it be a legitimate coincidence, sir?" Tanya asked.
"No." said Teresa. "We have two coincidences: his people telling Don that Linder is in the other place, and now his website goes down. And when we have two coincidences, we have none."
"Exactly, Iron Wolf." I said. "You guys are good."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:15pm, Tuesday, September 29th. Myron Milton came to my office, and I had him sit down. Teresa was also in the office.
"Sir," he said, "You said you called Linder's offices at 3:35pm. The website went down at 3:36pm. I did get an image from 3:00pm, and he has one scheduled appearance: tomorrow night at the Lexington Kiwanis Club meeting."
"I wonder if that'll be canceled." Teresa thought out loud.
"It doesn't matter." I said. "Tomorrow night is wayyyy too much time for us to wait." Then I thought of something. "Okay, thanks Myron. You can go. You too, Iron Wolf. I've got some things to do." They moved out smartly.
I took out my personal iPhone and speed-dialed Alison McFarland. "Hi Alison." I said.
"Got a scoop for me?" Alison asked.
"Not yet." I said. "I called because I need your help. And I know you're brilliant enough to figure it out, so I have to ask that this be off the record, or at least embargoed unless and until I say you can release it."
"I'll take 'embargoed'." said Alison. "What's up?"
"Can you quietly get me State Representative Lamar Linder's whereabouts for tonight and tomorrow?" I said.
"Hmm, sure, I'll see what I can find." Alison said.
"Thanks. I'll owe you two favors now." I said.
"Hmmmm, I might just have to ask for one of those favors... in bed." Alison said flirtatiously...
Part 10 - Collateral Damage
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 30th, from the anchor desk at the KXTC studios. "There are breaking developments in the murder of Carl Ryder on Monday! Let's go to reporter Pat Stellum for more on this important story!"
The screen switched to Pat Stellum, who was in the parking lot of the building just east of the strip mall that contained Town Fitness Centers, with the gym clearly in the background.
"That's right, Bettina!" said the balding Stellum, whose face looked a bit like Al Capone, his lips almost womanly and too full, and smiling broadly. "Carl Ryder was an employee of Town Fitness Centers, which is owned by TCPD Commander Cindy Ross. Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police subpoenaed Town Fitness Centers for their client list, and Town Fitness Centers gave that list to the Police without contesting the subpoena in any way!"
"What does this mean for the gym's customers, Pat?" said a smiling Bettina as the monitor went to a split-screen.
Stellum: "What it means, Bettina, is that if you are a paying customer of Town Fitness Centers, they have given your name to the Police. Let me clarify further, Bettina: if you are a customer of Town Fitness Centers, Commander Donald Troy's TCPD is investigating you! It means that Commander Donald Troy believes that you are a murder suspect!"
Stellum: "A standard Police investigation will mean that every customer of Town Fitness Centers whose name was given to the Police is having their credit checked, their finances investigated, and their recent whereabouts probed via cellphone pings. If you are a customer of Town Fitness Centers, its owner just gave the TCPD your name without a fight so that the Police can tear into your lives as the suspects they consider you to be! Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you for that important information, Pat!" a brightly smiling Bettina said as the screen came back to just her. "That's Pat Stellum, our new investigative reporter. And now let's go to our new political reporter, Carl Lemay! Welcome to the team, Carl!"
"Thank you, Bettina! It's great to be part of the team!" said Carl Lemay, who was black, and Lester 'Penis' Holder's replacement. "Channel Two News has learned that the US DOJ Civil Rights Division's lawsuit against white Town & County Mayor Daniel Allgood has been moved to the Court of Federal Judge K.M. Landis."
Lemay: "The lawsuit was moved to Judge Landis's Court because the Town & County is directly under his circuit, while Judge Taney covers the Midtown circuit. But political experts are suggesting that it was moved to Judge Landis because his rulings have often been hardline Conservative, while Judge Taney is considered to be a reasonable, moderately left-of-center Judge."
Lemay: "And in the local races, as we head to early voting that begins October 12th and runs through October 30th, former Board of Inquiry member Bruce Finneran is polling strongly against SBI Director James Goodwin in the race for Inspector General, especially in the majority-Minority districts! Many in the Black Community believe that only Mr. Finneran will have the ability and the fortitude to stop Commander Donald Troy's reign of Police brutality against People of Color, and will work diligently to have Commander Troy terminated from the TCPD. Mr. Finneran has been strongly endorsed by KXTC Channel Two News for the Inspector General post. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you for that good information, Carl!" Bettina said brightly as the screen came back to her. "And yes, to reiterate: KXTC has strongly endorsed Bruce Finneran in the extremely important Inspector General race..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, Carl Lemay has shown he's a 'team player' for KXTC." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Captain Tanya Muscone, ADA Paulina Patterson, and Your Iron Crowbar drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Pat Stellum, too." said Tanya. "But he was smiling way too much as he threw Cindy and her business under the bus. It looked like he was enjoying it in a personal way."
"Bettina, tooooooo." said Chief Moynahan. "And that was really dirty poooool to report that the way they did."
"I know We the Police have the right to make basic inquiries like we're doing." Teresa said. "But the way that fat asshole Stellum worded it, making it sound like Cindy just couldn't wait to give us their names, will hurt her business. People won't connect the dots that we had to subpoena the gym to get the names, nor will they care that we're investigating a murder."
"Spot on." I said. "I totally agree with that. I had not wanted to get the warrant, because I knew the Press would find out. If Cindy had quietly given us the names voluntarily, the Press wouldn't even know about it now." 
"Why didn't she give you that information voluntarily?" barked Sheriff Griswold.
I said "Because Ariel, and maybe Wanda, didn't want to, sir. They're partners in the business, albeit minority partners, and Cindy had to respect their wishes. However... there is a silver lining to that cloud: any customers who start yelling and screaming will quickly go to the top of my suspect list, and we'll be digging a lot deeper into them than the vast majority of the others."
Teresa said "I want to know why they were touting Finneran so strongly. I know they support him and they endorsed him, but that seemed over the top... and they didn't mention any other candidates."
"Nor gave any actual poll numbers." I said. "And yes, that's what I've been wondering about, why they did that. I suspect there's something to it, but damned if I know what..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome, to Fox University Sunrise!' said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. We'll be joined by Priya Ajmani shortly. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." Meredith said. "Here's what's in the news. With early voting in the State set to start less than two weeks from now, candidates are making strong pushes and many appearances across the State. Candidate for Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons is appearing in Southport and Jacksonville today, bringing his message of Equal Justice for People of Color and defunding the Police to the State's second largest city."
Catrina: "But not all candidates are active. Democrat candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson has no live appearances scheduled for the rest of the week nor this weekend, and his opponent, Sharon Marshall, continues to accuse Stenson of dodging a live debate with her on live television. And in the local race for Inspector General, SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin leads NAMbLA member Bruce Finneran by a whopping 66-32%, with only 2% of respondents saying they are undecided, according to data provided by Clear Call Polling. And in a related story, let's go to Alison McFarland of the Town & County Examiner. Thank you for joining us, Alison."
"Thank you for having me, Meredith and Catrina." said Alison McFarland, her head framed by her mane of blonde hair as the camera panned out to show her sitting on the 'hot seat' chair next to the sofa the hostesses were sitting on. Alison turned to the camera and said: "The Town & County Examiner has learned that Karl Frazier's Public Policy Polling has severed all ties with KXTC Channel Two News. Karl Frazer gave the Examiner this comment. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Karl Frazier saying to Alison: "I've severed my company's relationship with KXTC because they were attempting to force me to dishonestly report false numbers in the Goodwin-Finneran race for Inspector General. As you know, Alison, KXTC has endorsed Finneran, really going 'all in' with their chips on him, but I could not report with any sense of integrity that Finneran is even close to winning the I.G. race. And so, for the sake of the integrity of political polling, I've stepped away from that toxic relationship..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And there it is." I said as Teresa, Tanya, Paulina, the Sheriff, and I watched in my office. "That's why KXTC was going bonkers praising that pedophile Finneran. They knew Frazier had broken them off, and was going to lower the boom on them publicly."
"Wowwwwww." said Teresa. "I can appreciate Frazier's integrity on that, but won't they sue the crap out of him for it?"
"I doubt it." growled Our Sheriff. "I don't have to be the Iron Crowbar to see and remember how Frazier was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with having to report on Finneran. I suspect he began recording his conversations with KXTC on that. And I don't think KXTC wants the publicity that will come of a lawsuit."
"So what will KXTC do for polling?" Tanya asked. "After this, I don't see that any polling agency would be willing to put out blatantly false data for them."
"Ohhhh," I said, "they'll just hire 'Expert Polling Services'... same place they find those 'experts' (air quotes) Bettina is always referring to."
"Holy shit!" Tanya exclaimed, looking up at the TV monitor. "Look!"
We'd stopped watching to talk during the commercial break, but when Fox University Sunrise returned, Catrina fed into Priya.
"Thank you, Catrina!" said Priya, who was standing inside Town Fitness Centers. It was who was standing next to her that caused Tanya to use adult language: Cindy Ross. Priya said "I'm here with Cindy Ross, the majority partner of Town Fitness Centers. Thank you for joining me, Cindy."
"Thank you for making time for me, Priya." Cindy replied. 
Priya: "The murder of Carl Ryder is heartbreaking for his wife and your entire company, Cindy. I knew Carl and I know his wife Wanda, and I'm devastated by the loss of a really good young man."
"Thank you, Priya," Cindy said solemnly. "Yes, we're all devastated, and on behalf of all the employees here at Town Fitness Centers, I'd like to express my condolences to my friend Wanda on the loss of her husband. Words just can't express how we all feel."
Cindy: "But what I want to address with you is a viciously disingenuous, hateful report by your competitor KXTC. Carl Ryder was murdered, and he was an employee here, and it's the Police's duty to investigate his death and hopefully find and arrest the despicable slugs that did this to him. As such, they subpoenaed the names of Carl's clients as well as those of his wife, and also subpoenaed the names of our other customers."
Cindy: "As a Police Officer, I'm aware that we were obligated to comply with the subpoena, and I did so. I want people to know that the Police routinely check the records of associates of a murder victim. When the Police stop someone for speeding, they run a check on that person to make sure that person isn't wanted, or has a suspended license, things like that. A routine check is standard procedure by the Police, and does not mean that they consider everyone a suspect. So take KXTC's report for what it is: standard sewage from the potty mouths of the most biased, most dishonest news network in the State, KXTC..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did she help herself?" Teresa asked after the Sheriff and Paulina left, and the Angels Meeting started.
"Was that the right thing to do?" Tanya added.
I said "It's not my business at stake, but I wouldn't have done it that way. First of all, KFXU's viewers likely did not watch KXTC's sewage, so they didn't know anything until Cindy herself pretty much told them. And KXTC's loyal viewers would rather be run over by your Tank than have to watch KFXU. And second, it's the old adage: when in a deep hole, the first thing to do is 'stop digging'. Cindy... did not stop digging."
"This... this won't hurt her business, will it?" Tanya said. "People will understand, won't they? They're not going to let the dirty Press win, will they?" Her face fell hard as she saw the look I gave her in reply...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy returned to Ariel's apartment. Ariel and Wanda were sitting on the sofa, having watched the newscasts. "How'd my interview with Priya look?" Cindy asked.
"Do you want the truth, or do you want me to tell you what you want to hear?" replied Ariel.
"I'll take 'the truth' for $100, Alex." Cindy replied.
Ariel said "I don't think you mitigated the damage. I think we're really going to lose business."
Cindy said "Well... you're the one that insisted on making them get a subpoena."
Ariel rose to her feet and shot back: "And why didn't you fight the subpoena? Why the hell didn't you hold out, make them show cause? You could have, you know!"
Cindy said "Because we would've lost! And it would've looked a lot worse for us if we were fighting it!"
"It looks bad now!" Ariel all but yelled, her face red with anger. "At least our customers would've understood if they thought we were trying to protect them, instead of just throwing them to the dogs!"
"Are you calling Police Officers 'dogs'?" Cindy said menacingly, squaring up to Ariel. "I'm one of them, you know. And I've lost my career over this, for the two of you."
"That's not what I meant, and you know it." Ariel said. "And you're deflecting from the issue here... that you could have fought that subpoena like hell!"
Cindy said: "Let me say it again: I'm a cop. I know how the fucking process works, and I know how the Press works. KXTC was hell-bent on hurting us as much as they could, the truth notwithstanding. We fight the subpoena, and that same fatass KXTC reporter would be yelling 'Why are they fighting the subpoena? What do they have to hide?'. And nothing else would've changed; we'd still lose the fight and we'd have to give the client list to the Police."
Cindy continued: "The only way we could've kept the Press out of it is to have voluntarily given the TCPD the data, and the Press never would've known! And the only reason I didn't give them the information voluntarily is because the two of you fought me on it!"
"Oh, so you're putting this on us?" Ariel started. "You gotta lot of nerve------"
"Ariel... ARIEL!" Wanda said, finally getting Ariel's attention. "Let's just concentrate on Carl's funeral right now. We can deal with... the rest of this later."
Ariel patted Wanda on the shoulder, and turned and went to her bedroom. Wanda and Cindy were just looking at each other as if across an interplanetary distance. Finally Cindy said "I... I've got to go to work. Let me know if there's anything I can help with."
She turned to leave, her Vibe screaming to her that this partnership, for which she might have sacrificed her Police career, was ovah...
Part 11 - Crime and Politics
10:00am, Wednesday, September 30th. I received a phone call on my personal iPhone. It was Alison McFarland.
"Hey," she said, "I found out some stuff about Lamar Linder and his wife. They're at the Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County. The Republicans, what you call the 'Establishment', are having strategy meetings this morning, and a luncheon with the spouses. There's supposed to be a Press Conference after the luncheon, with Lamar Linder and Wilson Hammonds."
"That's fantastic." I said. "Thanks a lot, Alison."
"Sure." Alison said. "Er, can I ask you one question?"
"Uh... you may ask." I said.
"I was afraid you'd say that." Alison said, though humorously. "And the question is... did KXTC's dirty lowball report hurt Cindy's business?"
"This is completely off the record." I said. "My answer is that I genuinely don't know how it's affected her business. Also off the record, the Police haven't gotten any flak about it that I know of, and we'll see what happens going forward..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, crap." said Lamar Linder into his cellphone during a break in meetings. "Okay, batten down. I'll get out of here." After disconnecting, he found Wilson Hammonds and said "I've got to get out of here. The Iron Crowbar is on the way, and he'd just love to make a public scene."
"I'll cover for you." said Hammonds. "But yes, do get away from here. That bastard is poison. Rat poison!" He went back to listening to the meeting as if Linder didn't even exist anymore.
Linder went swiftly went up to his room. Going inside, he found his wife waiting for him. "Danielle, we've got to go. The Police are coming." They hurried out down the hall and down the stairs to a back exit, even as Nextdoor County Police Officers were getting off the elevator to go to Linder's room.
Lamar and Danielle hurried to their car. The fob button to unlock the car did not work. Linder was almost shaking as he put the key in the lock to open the drive side door. Just as it opened, he felt himself being pulled back and the door was slammed shut.
"Going somewhere, Mr. Linder?" said the tall, broad-shouldered redhead in black civilian attire and his near-trademark trenchcoat and Tilley hat... and definitely-trademark red crowbar. Linder saw that Police Chief Molly Evans was standing next to his wife.
"As a matter of fact, we are." said Linder. "I have an important important appointment. Now if you'll excuse us..." He reached for the door.
"No, I will not excuse you, Mr. Linder." I replied. "You're not going anywhere, unless it's in Police custody."
"What the hell do you want, Troy?" Linder asked angrily.
"I want you to make a decision on which of two courses of action you want to take." I said. "The first is that you and your wife come with us for a quiet conversation. The second is that I arrest both of you, transport you back to Town & County Police Headquarters, and perp-walk both of you through a gauntlet of Press cameras. So which way will it be?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly and Julia Rodriguez took Danielle Linder back to the Linder's hotel room, while Lamar Linder took me and Teddy Parker to another hotel room, that was being used for impromptu meetings. The well-stocked bar was my first clue to the nature of the meetings going on there: political horse-trading. At the moment, though, the room was empty.
"Do I need my lawyer?" asked Linder. "And I want my wife to have a lawyer, too."
"Well, we could play it that way, Mr. Linder." I replied. "But if you do, if either you or your wife insist upon an attorney, you will be provided one... at TCPD Headquarters, so that we can record our interviews with you and your wife. And that will all be public knowledge available to a rabidly Republican-hating Press."
I continued: "I'm trying to help you, here, Mr. Linder. I know how the corrupt Mainstream Media is, especially regarding Republicans. They will do absolutely anything, tell any lie, to hurt you just because you're a Republican. I'm trying hard to shield you from that. But I also have a murder to solve, and I'm not going to brook any more interference from you than I've already been given...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Danielle Rogers Linder was a very beautiful woman. Her heavy mane of yellow-blonde hair, darker than Alison McFarland's but still very blonde, fell in thick gentle waves over her shoulders. She was 5'7" tall, and her breasts were all natural and large. Her hourglass-shaped body was toned by exercise, and her calves and feet were shapely. Only her thighs, just beginning to accumulate some fat, contradicted the rest of her magnificence. She was the poster child and definition of a 'trophy wife'.
But she was not a 'dumb' blonde; far from it. Her shrewd eyes gave away her intelligence as she observed the two female Police Officers.
Julia Rodriguez read Danielle Rogers Linder her considerable legal rights from the card, then said "Before you ask for an attorney, let me advise you of a couple of things. We separated you from your husband so that our conversation with you can be discreet. We're trying to help you, and him, by avoiding having the Press know we're talking to you. If you cooperate with us, we can keep being discreet. But if you don't, you'll give us no choice but to arrest both you and your husband, which the Press will find out about.
"What's it about?" Danielle asked.
"I think you're an intelligent woman, Danielle, so I'll just cut right to the chase." Julia said. "Does your husband know you were having a sexual relationship with Carl Ryder?"
"The old 'damned if you do, damned if you don't' question." Danielle said. "Kind of like 'does your wife know you beat your kids?' trick... either way I answer, it's a de facto admission of guilt."
Molly Evans said "Detective Rodriguez complimented your intelligence, Danielle. But don't start insulting ours. We know about your relationship with Carl. We're just trying to help you by finding out if your husband knows..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I read Linder his considerable legal rights, then said "Okay, Mr. Linder... do you know a man named Carl Ryder?"
Linder's face fell. "So that's what it's about." he said, then looked up at me and said "How much do you know?"
I replied: "Can I take that to mean that you know that your wife was having a sexual relationship with him?"
"Yes, I know about it.:" said Linder.
*CHIME!*
It was my Police iPhone, and the text from Julia said "She knows he knows."
"Okay, Mr. Linder." I said. "Let's make our way back to your hotel room." I opened the door and looked out; the hallway was empty. We escorted Linder back to his hotel room. Molly opened the door for us and we went inside.
"Okay," I said, sitting on the corner of the bed as the Linders sat in the chairs, "so you were having an affair with Carl, Mrs. Linder?"
"I wouldn't call it an 'affair'." said Lamar Linder.
"Then what was it?" Julia asked, a bit harshly.
The Linders looked at each other, then Lamar said "I developed prostate cancer three years ago. I didn't have surgery, which would've left me impotent and incontinent. I had the Theraseed implants, like Rudy Giuliani had."
"Radioactive pellets that kill the cancer, and the prostate." I replied. "The palladium isotopes decay to background levels in about six months."
"Right." said Linder. "So I'm not impotent, though it's increasingly hard to get it up without Viagra. But the problem is that as part of my treatment, I had a vasectomy. So I could not give my wife the one thing she wanted: a baby."
"I see." I said. "So you chose Carl to be your sperm donor, Mrs. Linder? And you chose the natural insemination method?"
"Yes." said Danielle. "Carl was handsome, intelligent, and extremely virile. Lamar and I talked about it, and he agreed to the natural insemination method. We had to be discreet due to my husband's political career, so I went to your Town to meet Carl for sex."
"Where did you meet? Which hotel?" I asked.
"The Windham, south of Town." Danielle said.
"And how many times did you and Carl meet?"
"Just once, on Monday morning... as you know."
I nodded. "Did Carl say anything to you about having enemies? About someone wanting to harm him?"
Danielle said "No. And we didn't talk very much. We were mating; he was breeding me. Once we were done, I dressed and left while he took a shower."
I nodded, then looked over at my Detectives, implicitly offering them the opportunity to ask questions. Julia took the opportunity.
"Mrs. Linder," she said, "did you pay Carl to have sex with you?"
"What?!" Lamar Linder gasped.
Julia said "Carl had a significant amount of cash in his wallet when he was killed, and the killer didn't take it. Did that money come from you, Mrs. Linder?"
"Look at her, Detective!" said Lamar Linder. "She doesn't need to pay anyone to have sex with her!"
"I've got this, honey." Danielle said. She then looked right at Julia and said "No, I did not pay Carl to inseminate me. That would be illegal. And even if I did, you could never prove it. So don't even try to go there with us."
"That's the least of my worries right now." I said. "Mrs. Linder, how did you come to choose Carl to inseminate you? How did you meet him?"
"We met at his gym, Town Fitness Centers." Danielle said.
"You're not a member there." Julia said. "And that gym is a pretty long way from your hometown."
Mrs. Linder said smoothly, as if reciting a prepared answer: "My husband had political meetings at the University from time to time, and I would go to the gym to work out. I met Carl there, we talked a bit, and when my husband and I decided on our path, I called Carl and asked him if he would help me solve my problem. And he was very willing to."
Before Julia could say more, I asked: "Mrs. Linder, do you know if Carl was inseminating other woman? And who those women might be?"
"Lord, no." Danielle said. "Again, Carl and I did not talk a lot. And he's discreet; he didn't talk about having sex with other women."
I said "Did you know he recorded your sexual liaison?"
Danielle hesitated, then said "No, I didn't know that."
Julia said "Mr. Linder, did Carl ever contact you? Did he attempt to blackmail you?"
"No." said Lamar. "I'm not sure he even knew that Danielle was my wife."
"I certainly never told him." said Danielle. "And I only told him my first name."
"You didn't give the gym your name when you worked out there?" Teddy Parker asked. "When you gave them your credit card, or had to sign in?"
"No." said Danielle. "I paid cash, and didn't sign up for their promotional emails. And I may have signed in with only my first name, or just scribbled something."
"Do you remember the date or dates you were there?" Teddy asked.
"Uhh, it was sometime this past Summer." Danielle said. "I don't remember the exact date."
Lamar Linder interceded: "We'll have to check our records, and see when I was at the University and Danielle accompanied me. I'll have my assistant check and get back to you."
Teddy was about to ask something, but I raised my hand to stop him as I said "I would appreciate it if you do send us that. I do need to tell both of you that we are obligated to confirm what you've told us, and we will be investigating you. As discreetly as possible, of course, and if you cooperate, I may can keep the God-cursed Press from finding out anything about it."
I stood up to go, then said: "Oh... Mr. Linder, you should contact my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, at University Hospital. She's a gynecologist, but she has treated many men for sexual performance issues. She might be able to help you with your situation."
Julia had noticed what I'd seen out of the corner of my eye: Danielle Linder had visibly reacted to the mention of my wife's name.
"Do you know Dr. Fredricson, Mrs. Linder?" Julia asked incisively.
"Oh!" Danielle said in reaction. "Uhhh, I've heard of her, of course. She's renowned as a psychology professor."
"Thank you for the advice, Commander." said Lamar Linder. "Are we done?"
"Yes." I said. "But I would suggest you both go home to Lexington and stay there. Go to Midtown if you need to, but if you go anywhere else, you need to let the Town & County Police know. Ditto that for you, Mrs. Linder. You should realize that you are both persons of interest in Carl's murder until we can completely clear you."
"We understand." said Lamar Linder. "And thank you for your discretion."
We left the Linders in their hotel room and went to our cars via the side entrance. I thanked Molly for her help, and said I'd talk to her at home later. Julia and Teddy piled into my Police SUV with me, Teddy pulling rank and claiming the shotgun seat.
"So, what did you guys think of that?" I asked them as we began driving home. "What are your observations?"
"Sir," Teddy said, "I happen to know that everyone who visits Town Fitness Centers has to sign in, especially first-time visitors. Even if Danielle paid cash, they would've insisted on an email or a home address, and would have recorded an image of anyone who did not give them that information."
"Yes, I know." I said. "I'm the one that recommended to Cindy to do that, especially after she and Melina were attacked there." (Author's note: 'Russian Roulette', Ch. 01.)
"So why did you stop me from asking more about that, sir?" Teddy asked. "She was getting discombobulated, and we could've pressed that advantage."
I decided to exercise some tough love: "You disappoint me, Mr. Parker. I was hoping you'd become my interrogation guru, as no one else has stepped up. So, teachable moment! Why did I stop you?"
"With respect, sir, that's why I'm asking you, to learn from it." Teddy replied.
I curbed my irritation at the near-insubordination, and said "Okay. First of all, if you'd pressed, they would likely have ended the interview, and in a hostile way. I did not want them agitated, and I was also trying my damnedest to not have to arrest them yet... emphasis on 'yet'. They might have even taken the Fifth, which would've stalled the tremendous progress we have made in this case."
"Progress, sir?" Julia blurted out.
"Yes. Don't you agree?" I replied. After a pregnant moment of silence, I said "Okay, we'll talk about that later. The second thing I want you to think about is this: Town Fitness Centers enters the sign-in sheet data onto their computer database, so even if they don't keep the physical sheets, they have a record. We can get those records and go back and see if and when Danielle Linder went there. And then we can bring her in and ask her some more questions in a much more formal interrogation. So it's better that we use the data we had to get more data we can use to hit her a lot harder at a more appropriate time."
"And third..." I started, but then said "Well, let me ask this first: Detective Rodriguez, what was your analysis of Danielle Linder and our interview with her?"
Julia said "I'm skeptical of her answers, sir. She all but told us we could never prove she paid Carl to inseminate her, which unfortunately is true. The bills weren't sequential serial numbers, so we have no way to trace back a withdrawal she might've made from the bank. And she reacted so strongly to your wife's name that my first thought was that she knew Laura... maybe Laura is her gynecologist."
"I know someone who can find that out." I replied. "And I'll say this. I'm more than just 'skeptical' of Danielle' answers. I think she was straight out lying to us, again and again. And that's my third point, Teddy: You'll be checking the Town Fitness Centers records, but I'm suspecting you're going to find that Danielle did not meet Carl at Town Fitness Centers, nor that she's ever been there at all."
"Then how..." Julia started, then finished: "How did she meet him?"
"Since she's not going to tell us, no matter what," I replied, "that's what we have to find out for ourselves."
Part 12 - Bag Tag
I took Julia and Teddy to lunch at the Cop Bar. Teresa met us there, and we sat at a table in the back room.



"Cindy came in to work, right after you guys left." Teresa said. "She came by my office on the way to hers, and said that if we need any more records from the gym, for me to ask her and she'll get them and give them to me."
"Good." I said. "Okay, let me fill you in on what happened this morning." I did so, with Julia and Teddy adding their observations.
"So Carl is a babymaker." Teresa said. "And Danielle Linder wouldn't admit she paid him?"
"You know," Teddy said, "her husband was right. She's a drop-dead gorgeous woman. She doesn't need to pay anyone."
Teresa said "I would counter that with my knowledge of Carl, which the Iron Crowbar might agree with. Despite their age differences, Carl and Wanda were very much in love with each other. If what we think is going on is going on, then I can see him asking to be paid to inseminate her, no matter how beautiful she is."
"I do agree with that." I said. "And let me add this: I noticed Lamar trying to run interference for Danielle on that, and then she figured it out and just outright denied it, realizing we'd never be able to make it stick. She denied it because it's not illegal for her to have illicit sex with a man other than her husband, especially since they didn't cross any State lines. But if she admitted she paid him, then she's admitted to a crime... male prostitution, solicitation, illicit purposes, and so on."
Julia said "Sir, how could she be sure we didn't have her paying Carl on tape? She was asked about it only after she denied paying Carl."
I said "She's not dumb, is why. I'm sure she figured it out very quickly that we knew she'd had sex with Carl because we had a tape of it. So she figured out Carl taped their coupling. And Carl was not a dumbass, either. He definitely knew he was taping the sex, and probably made sure the money exchange did not occur on camera. So Danielle figured out the odds, and when we started talking about it, she stopped her husband from making a mistake, and just came out and denied it."
We turned to other topics (rumors and innuendo) for the rest of lunch. As we finished, I said "Teddy, when we get back, you go ask Commander Ross for the daily Town Fitness Centers sign-in data. I imagine she'll make no fuss giving it to you, but if she does, call me and I'll do something about it. Julia, I'm going to need you and Commander Croyle to come with me. We're going to get some information about the most important piece of data we have..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm, Wednesday, September 30th. Julia, Teresa, and I entered the office of Laura Fredricson, Ph.D, M.D., via her assistant Laurie's anteroom station. I observed that Laurie was very down, and looked as if she had a cold... or had been crying. Hmmm.
"Hello, Darling." Laura said from behind her desk as we came in. "Hello, Teresa, Julia."
Just then, Callie Carrington came out of the back room behind Laura's desk, with Betsy in her arms. Betsy smiled brightly when she saw me, then said "Hi Uncle Don!" loudly and reached out for me. I sat down in the chair in front of Laura's desk, putting the package I'd brought in on the floor beside me.
"Hey, Betsy." I said as I took her. She wrapped her little arms around me in a hug, and I hugged her back. "How are you?"
"Good." said Betsy. "But I don't want to take a nap. I'm not sleepy." I'd heard that before... from Carole, when she was Betsy's age.
"Someone is going through her 'terrible twos'." Callie said.
Betsy looked around, then said "Where's Bowser?" She rarely saw me except at home, and Bowser was always there, I surmised.
"He's at home." I said. "He and Buddy are guarding the house."
"Oh." said Betsy. "Why aren't you at home?"
"Uh, I'm working." I said. "Like your mom and Aunt Teresa."
"Which mom?" Betsy asked.
"Uhh, Cindy." I said, then looked over at Callie and Laura.
"Why don't I have a daddy, like you are Carole's daddy?" Betsy asked. I was now thoroughly shocked. So were Laura and Callie.
"Er, why don't you give Aunt Teresa a big hug, okay?" I said. "I need to talk to Aunt Laura and Mama Callie."
"Okay." Betsy said, letting Teresa take her from me. As Teresa turned to introduce Betsy to Julia, I picked up the bag from the floor.
"May I use your desk?" I asked Laura, though already putting the bag down.
"Sure." Laura said. "What is that?" she asked as I took the gym bag out of the evidence bag sheathing it.
"Do either of you recognize this bag?" I asked Laura and Callie.
Laura examined the bag and immediately saw the button at the end of the strap that attached the strap to the bag. "Camera?" she asked. I nodded, and she said as she looked inside and saw the small wire. "Recording device attached to it?"
"Yes." I said. "Small device, looks like a WiFi modem. It's at Headquarters, in evidence."
Laura nodded. "Looks like something that was CIA issue at least ten, fifteen years ago. I would never use it; it's too easily detected. It was probably made for some kind of use around unsuspecting people that aren't familiar with spycraft at all."
"Callie, do you recognize this?" I asked. Callie turned her attention away from Betsy, Teresa, and Julia, and stepped over to Laura's desk.
"Uhh, that looks a lot like the bag I got for Cindy." Callie said.
"Did she tell you why she asked for it?" I asked.
"She said Wanda was having issues at the gym with male staff harassing female customers, so they wanted a hidden camera they could sit at different places that would look innocuous. And in a gym, this would do the trick."
"That's true." Laura said. "But that gym has cameras all over the place. Cameras that work, and work well."
"True," I said, "but not in the locker rooms, changing rooms, bathrooms and the like. This could be carried in there. Callie, when did Cindy ask you to get this for her?"
"Gosh, months ago." Callie said. "Right around the time Tanya and Jack got married?"
I nodded, then said: "Okay, I hate to do this, but I need to get your statement, Callie, which will be an affidavit. It does mean you'll be snitching on Cindy, and as her spouse you have the right to refuse to do that."
Laura said "Before you make a statement, let's talk about it." Callie nodded her agreement with Laura on that.
"Okay, ladies," I said to Julia and Teresa as Betsy reached out for me again and I took her in my arms. "Why don't you two take this back to my vehicle under two-man control, and I'll say goodbye to Betsy."
"Sure." said Julia. "Nice to see you again, ladies. Bye, Betsy."
"Bye bye." Betsy said, waving as my Officers left with the sheathed bag.
Once they were outside, Teresa saw Julia's look. "You see it too, don't you?"
"Yes ma'am." Julia said. "Betsy could almost be Carole's twin."
"Say no more about it. Ever." Teresa said.
"Yes ma'am." said Julia, realizing that Teresa had just confirmed her observations and the obvious deduction...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Headquarters, I dismissed Julia to MCD. "You're with me, Teresa." I said. "We're going to interview Cindy, and you need to record it on your Police iPhone."
"Wilco, sir." said Teresa, taking out her Police iPhone.
As we came into the anteroom and I stepped towards Cindy's office, her assistant Lauren Wilcox said "Sir, she's in a meeting."
"I'll join it then." I said. "This is important." I grabbed the door handle to open it, and it didn't budge.
The door was locked.
"I'm sorry, sir." Lauren said. "Let me buzz her."
"No, don't." I said, then turned to Teresa and said: "Well, Commander Croyle, she has locked us out. How dare she?"
"Gonna pry it open with your crowbar?" Teresa asked hopefully, a little too hopefully.
"Nahh, I got a better idea." I said, taking out my keys from my pocket. The Master Key unlocked the door. It is good to be the Police Commander.
Opening the door, I saw that Cindy and Captain Damien Thompson were talking. "Whaa?!' Cindy gasped.
"Sorry to interrupt." I said as Teresa closed the door behind us. "But this is big."
"If you'll excuse me, ma'am." said Cpt. Thompson.
"Hold on one second." Cindy said. "Don, we're discussing the aftermath of that dirty hit piece by that fat boy Pat Stelling this morning. Damien?"
"Sir, ma'am," said Captain Thompson to me and Tanya, "we're ignoring Press calls. But we're getting calls from people that are demanding to know if they're being investigated by the Police because they're customers of Town Fitness Centers. We've also been served ten 'cease and desist' orders by attorneys of ten of those clients."
"Are they Court-ordered 'cease and desist' orders?" I asked.
"No sir, they're just the lawyers's standard legal form."
"Okay." I said. "Teresa, when we're done here, I want you to get the names of those clients that called to complain or had their lawyers contact us. We'll start with the 'cease and desist'ers, to redirect their suppositions about attempting to order the Town & County Police to not do our jobs. Have Officers go and bring those people in, and we will vigorously interrogate them."
Me: "The Officers should tell them that they can contact their lawyers when they get to the Station, and if the lawyers are there, give them a ride with their clients... that's billable hours for the lawyers, by the way. If anyone resists coming, the Officers should place them under arrest, bring them in, run them through full booking for resisting arrest and obstructing a Police investigation, and we'll start digging really, really deep."
"Yes sir." Teresa said with alacrity.
"Captain Thompson, will you excuse us, and go start compiling that list of names for Commander Croyle?" I said. Thompson looked at Cindy, who just nodded. He got up and exited the office.
"Squeaking wheels get the grease?" Cindy said.
"They definitely go to the top of my list of potential subjects." I said. "And to that point, this is going to be a formal interview." As Teresa recorded the event, I read Cindy her considerable American legal rights from the card. "Do you want a Union rep?" I asked.
"I reserve the right to one." said Cindy, "but go ahead."
I put the evidence bag on her desk, then took out the gym bag. "Does this bag look familiar to you?"
Cindy replied "Uh, it looks like the gym bag I got from Callie and gave to Wanda."
"Are you aware of the true nature of this bag?" I asked.
"It has a camera in one of the buttons." Cindy said. "And a recording device inside, unless you took that out."
"We did." I said. "Why did you ask Callie to get this bag for you?"
"Wanda asked me if I could get some kind of bag with a camera in it." Cindy said. "She said she was getting reports of males harassing females in the co-ed area, and she wanted to put a mobile hidden camera in different places to see who might be doing the harassment."
"Were there any formal complaints about sexual harassment?" I asked.
"Not that I can recall." Cindy said. "And Wanda said she was just suspicious of it. So I asked Callie if she could get something from the CIA, and Callie did."
"And when was that?" I asked.
"Last Spring." Cindy said. "It was... right around the time of Tanya's wedding."
I nodded, then asked: "You gave it to Wanda?" Cindy nodded. "Did you ever see her carrying it or placing it around the gym anywhere?" I queried.
"Uhhh, no." Cindy said. "But I'm not at the gym all day every day, especially during the morning and afternoons. So she could've used it and I wouldn't have seen it."
"Okay. Thank you." I said. "Don't mention any of this to Wanda nor Ariel."
"No worries!" Cindy said with alacrity, causing me to peer at her.
"Turn that off." I told Teresa. The Iron Wolf stopped recording. I said to Cindy "Off the record. What's going on?"
Cindy leaned back in her chair and sighed, then said "This morning, after that KXTC hatchet job, Ariel and I had what 'Calvin & Hobbes' would call a 'philosophical discussion' (air quotes). Ariel was screaming that I should've fought the subpoena, and not given you the data, and I told her that we would've lost and it would've looked worse for us. I also made a point to Ariel that I made you get a subpoena only because she demanded it, which made her even more bitter."
Cindy: "I need to apologize to you, Don. You were right: KXTC unloaded on me, on the gym, as hard and as dishonestly as they could. I should have just given you that data without you having to get a subpoena... and I did give Teddy Parker all the daily log data he asked for without consulting Ariel nor Wanda about it." I nodded.
Cindy: "But the damage is done. About an hour ago I found out that fully 50% of our customers have canceled their memberships, in writing as required. We've had threats to sue us if the Police harass us, which my attorney is pushing back hard on. And now, even though you're right to do it, it's going to get around that those who pushed back are just getting more Police attention. I won't be surprised if this wipes out the gym. And I pretty much destroyed my Police career by taking their side vis-a-vis the subpoena... and stopping Julia and Joan from doing their jobs."
"I'm sorry about your gym." I said. "I'm sorrier that Carl was murdered, and that's what I'll be concentrating on while you get ready for the Town Assembly that wants to defund the Police.. Teresa, we need to bring in Ariel and Wanda------"
"The wake is from five to eight p.m." Cindy said. "Can it wait until after that?"
I paused, then said "All right. But I need you to make sure they cooperate and come in."
We left Cindy's office. As Teresa sent the video to the evidence servers, she said "This is really hurting her. She's trying not to show it, but her whole world is coming apart, and she can't do anything about it."
Then she hit me with the bomb as she said: "I've been there. I can relate. My father abandoned me when my sister died; her friends have betrayed her as the Media destroyed her business."
We went into my office. The Iron Wolf said "You want to bring Ariel and Wanda in tonight? It can't wait until tomorrow morning?"
"I'm afraid not." I replied. "We've already wasted a lot of time, and the trail will get cold if we wait too much longer."
"Sounds like you have an idea of who did it." Teresa said.
"No." I said. "But it's like a car's headlights at night... I can't see the whole road, but I'm seeing the next one hundred feet. And that's all I need, one hundred feet at a time, until the whole road is traveled..."
Part 13 - The Wake and The Awakening
6:00pm, Wednesday, September 30th. Laura was wearing a black dress, stockings and pumps, and I was wearing my dark gray suit with a black tie as we got into the line at the Frank Freeman Funeral Home. With us was Carole Troy, wearing a 'nice' black blouse and black pants. She had insisted on coming, though she did not give an explanation of why she wanted to. Laura had wanted to make her stay at home, but I allowed it... I wanted to understand why Carole wanted to attend.
We were right behind Mrs. Myrtle L. James and just in front of Edward and Stephanie Steele. A moment later we got up to Wanda, who was being attended by Ariel. Laura hugged both women warmly, then introduced Carole.
"I'm very sorry your hus-band died." Carole said politely.
"Ah, that's very sweet of you, Carole." Wanda said as she knelt down and gave Carole a hug. Ariel also gave Carole a hug. Wanda hugged me, though it felt a bit perfunctory. Ariel shook my hand with a bare minimum of politeness.
I picked Carole up so she could sign the book, and she signed 'Carole D Troy'. Laura had signed for me and herself, writing 'Commander and Mrs. Donald Troy'. Old School, that was. Learned manners and formality from 'the Old Mother', she had.
I was holding Carole as we moved to the open casket. Mrs. Myrtle L. James saw that, and asked "Commander, are you sure this is something your daughter should see?"
Carole herself replied, whispering to the old lady: "It's okay, Mrs. James. I've seen bodies before." Mrs. James looked at me in surprise, and I just shrugged. Carole looked upon the mortal remains of Carl Ryder with curious interest, observing many things, then we moved along.
I put Carole down; she was getting wayyyy too big to carry, and my back let me know it. Laura had Carole go with her to introduce her to some of the ladies. I saw Cindy to one side, acting as 'hostess'. She gave me a hug when I came up.
"It got worse." Cindy whispered to me. "That fat stool pigeon Pat Stelling showed up and was just hanging out in front of the gym entrance. He accosted anyone who walked in or out, asking how they felt being investigated by the Police just for being members of the gym."
Cindy: "The receptionist called the Police... 9-1-1, not me... and Hicks and Johnson showed up and told Stellum to leave. Stellum said he had the First Amendment right to be there and interview people, and Hicks told Stellum that if he didn't leave, he and his cameraman would be arrested and their camera impounded. Stellum left... but only after two more Patrols came up and it was six-to-two odds."
I said "That's curious. Do you know Stellum? Have you had a beef with him in the past?"
"No." said Cindy. "I have no idea why he's being such an ass. Tanya suggested that he's new at KXTC, so maybe he's trying to impress Bettina by badgering me."
"Could well be." I said. "Okay, then. My seven-year-old child insisted on coming with us, but darned if I know why." We looked over to see Carole observing everyone and everything that was going on, especially Wanda and Ariel as they greeted people. Carole then realized that Cindy and I were watching her, so she just walked right over to us.
"Hi Aunt Cindy." Carole said. "I'm sorry your friend's husband died."
"That's sweet of you, Carole." Cindy said, kneeling down and hugging Carole warmly. "So why did you want to come here tonight?"
"I'm watching how people act when Daddy's around." Carole said.
"Anyone acting strangely?" Cindy asked.
"Ariel's mad at Daddy." Carole said. "But Wanda acted really strange. She's scared of Daddy, for some reason."
I didn't reply. I was in a 'reverie'. When I came out of it, I saw that I was being closely observed by the future Second Iron Crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:15pm. Laura had gone home. Carole had insisted on staying with me, which more than irritated her mother.
"Something's going on." I told Laura. "Cindy and I can sense that Carole has some kind of purpose. I'll keep her with me."
"But... you're not going home right away." Laura said. "Are you going to take Carole to the Police Station?" I just nodded. Laura gave up, and told Carole to mind her manners and not cause Daddy any trouble. Carole promised to be on her best behavior.
The line of guests ended, and everyone had left. Cindy went up to Ariel and Wanda, who were about to leave.
"Guys," Cindy said, "you both need to go straight to the Police Station. Don wants to talk to you, and he's not taking 'no' for an answer. So don't give him any trouble, okay?"
"Can't this wait?" Wanda said.
"No." I said as I came up to them, with Hicks and Laurer in uniform right behind me. "It can't wait. There's a killer out there, and your own lives are in danger. These Officers will drive you to Headquarters."
"Are we under arrest?" Ariel snarled, her eyes flashing fire. I could see she was about to start trouble. And the Green Crowbar saw it, too.
"Ariel, please!" Cindy said angrily. "Just go with them!" Ariel engaged her in a 'blink' contest for a moment, then Ariel did the right thing and conceded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At Headquarters, I was surprised to see Carole take her Badge on its necklace out of her pocket and put it around her neck. "I thought I might need this." she said.



"I'm glad you brought it." I said. "Keep it on at all times while you're in Headquarters."
We went inside, and were met by Julia Rodriguez in the hallway. "They're both in I-A, sir, like you asked." she said. "Wanda's attorney Gibson Stelling is here already, though neither of them called him."
"That's because I called him." I said. "Okay, Julia, I have a request. Auxiliary Detective Troy here will be watching through the one-way glass. I'd like you to keep an eye on her, and train her on what's going on. You okay with that?"
"Sure, sir." Julia said with a smile.
"Detective Troy," I said to Carole, "do not cause Detective Sergeant Rodriguez any problems. Is that clear?"
"Yes sir, Daddy... I mean Co-man-derrr." Carole said.
"You can call me 'Daddy', Carole." I said. "Okay, y'all go on in there. I'll be there in a moment."
Carrying my laptop, I got Teresa out of her office, and we went and got the gym bag, then went into the anteroom, where Julia and Carole were watching. Carole was standing on a chair so she could see. I handed Julia earbuds, and put earbuds into my own ears, and told her to let me know if Carole said they were lying.
Oh yeah, I thought to myself, I don't need a polygraph. I've got a much better lie detector...
Teresa and I went inside I-A. Joan Laurer was in uniform, and was serving as the Uniformed Presence. I read Wanda and Ariel their rights from the card. And then Gibson Stelling started playing games: "Can't this wait at least until after the funeral?" he asked, trying to sound offended and put out. "Wanda hasn't even buried her husband yet."
"No." I said coldly, staring right through the legal beagle. "There is a killer out there, and I'm trying to make sure we don't have to bury anyone else... like Wanda, Ariel, or my blood kin, Cindy." I turned to Wanda and said "And it's time for you ladies to come correct with me about all this."
I pulled the gym bag out of the evidence bag and said "Ladies, do you recognize this bag?" Ariel's facial expression did not change. Wanda's did; it was like the air coming out of a balloon. She slumped over, and began looking increasingly miserable.
I glanced to the side, scratching my ear. That was Julia's cue to ask Carole for some 'feelings'.
Carole said "Air-ree-el doesn't know anything, but Wan-da does. Air-ree-el is reeeeeally mad, though." Julia relayed that to me through the earbuds.
I said "Detective Laurer, will you escort Ariel to Interrogation-B next door, and wait with her until I get there?" To Ariel I said: "Detective Laurer is the current Police Boxing Matches Champion. I highly recommend that you do not test her ability to take you down even harder than I did the other day."
Ariel did not like it, but she left with Joan. I turned to Wanda. "Okay, Wanda. We have the chain of possession of this gym bag from a CIA Officer to your gym partner to you. And we found this bag... and its contents... in a hidden compartment of Carl's car. As to those contents... let's watch some TV."
I opened up my laptop, then turned it to face Wanda and Stelling... and away from the one-way glass so that Carole could not see it. I played the video of Carl fucking and inseminating the gorgeous Danielle Rogers Linder.
When Wanda turned away, I stopped the playback. "Wanda, I need you to tell me where the other tapes are. I need to know who the other women are..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, what is going on here, and how did the Iron Crowbar arrive at his conclusions? Some answers in the next chapter...
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Part 14 - Sex, Lies, and Videotape
Wanda's head fell to her arm on the table, and she began sobbing.
"I need a moment alone with my client." Gibson Stelling said.
"You were bitching about me not waiting until after the funeral," I fired back, "and now you're using your stalling tactics?" Stelling was about to explode, so I said "You'll have your moment alone with your client. But after I tell her this."
I pulled my chair around so that I was seated at the corner of the table, and leaned over so that I was close enough to almost whisper to Wanda: "Wanda, listen to me. I know you're worried about this getting out, about this harming Carl's reputation and his discretion. I'm doing everything I can to be discreet, as well."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But Wanda, I know that there are more women, and more recordings. We have your LLC's records, and the $500 and $1000 payments, and we found the $1000 in cash in Carl's wallet at the crime scene. The perp that shot your husband took his cellphone, and searched for this gym bag but did not find it. But he didn't take Carl's wallet with all that money in it."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I know what Carl was doing: he was a sperm donor, and he was impregnating those women by the 'natural insemination' method. He was recording the sessions for his own protection, in case any of the women turned on him and claimed rape or something."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And I know that you were fully aware of what your husband was doing, and that you approved. You've never once asked us about the Police's progress on your husband's murder. Indeed, you've worked hard to avoid answering questions about it. And of course, you're very aware of the passthrough LLC that you and Carl used to make the cash deposits legal."
I pressed on: "And Wanda, we've already found the woman in that tape I just showed you, and her husband. And I don't think they were the ones that had your husband murdered because if they had been, they would've taken back the $1000 she paid Carl to inseminate her."
I finished up: "That alone tells me that there are other women., and someone broke into your home and ransacked it looking for Carl's other recordings. I don't think they found what they were looking for, or they would not have attempted to break into Town Fitness Centers later that night. And they may not stop looking. They may realize what I already know... that you know where those recordings are... and they may come after you for that information. And I don't need to tell you what they will do to you if they get to you."
I heard Julia say in my earbud: "Carole says Wanda wants to talk about it."
Wanda finally sat back up, her tear-streaked face showing resignation, and misery. "What do you need from me?" she asked.
"Wanda, don't say anything else." her lawyer Stelling said. "I need to talk to you privately first. This policeman is bluffing you, and is close to violating your rights.."
"And what are you going to tell me?" Wanda said to him. "To not cooperate with Commander Troy? You know him and his reputation as well as I do. He's the Iron Crowbar!"
She turned to me and said "Okay, but I want one thing first: full immunity for myself and Ariel from prosecution for any crime involving this."
"I can't give you that." I said. "Not from any crime, like conspiracy or murder. But I can give you, right here and now, immunity from any charges of obstruction, lying to Police, and conspiracy to commit prostitution... which is technically what Carl was doing, however noble the reasons for it. I really am not looking to destroy you over this; you've suffered badly enough, as it is."
Wanda agreed to the deal. The legal beagle and I did the paperwork, then I brought my chair back to its normal place and said "Okay, Wanda, what are their names?"
"I don't know." Wanda said. "Carl made a point to not say any of their names."
I scratched at the imaginary itch in my ear, and heard in my earbud: "Carole says she's not lying, that she doesn't know."
"Where did you hide the videos?" I asked. Wanda told me. Carole relayed that Wanda was telling the truth...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm, Wednesday, September 30th. Police were swarming Town Fitness Centers, well, a few of us. Me, Teresa, Julia Rodriguez, and Teddy Parker were joined by Joan Laurer and Myron Milton, who were videotaping everything we were doing. I'd also invited Cindy Ross to join us, as the majority owner of the gym. Auxiliary Detective Carole Troy stayed with Teresa, and watched everything we were doing with great interest.
We went through the main entrance to the women-only side (to the left as one faces the front of the gym in the parking lot). The side exit on the second floor, which had been jimmied open a couple of nights before, was at the end of the row of offices on the second floor, which overlooked the main floor. The walkway to those offices and the side exit were supported by rails, and one could see the bottom side from underneath.
"That's impressive." I said. "Really impressive." The underside was painted black, like the metal of the floor and the railing, but it was flush with the edges, while the walkway underside was not flush with the beam holding it up. Upon closer observation, one could make out that a wooden panel, painted black, was the reason for that flush underside.
As the cameras recorded us, Julia Rodriguez and I went up onto the inside landing of the door. Getting on our knees, we reached down and I inserted the flat end of my crowbar into the most barely visible of slats, and pried the well-fitting panel open. We both leaned our heads over the rail and looked inside, then I took one of the cameras from Myron and filmed the inside of the secret compartment inside.
"Okay, let's do this." I said. "Keep your cameras on this, guys." With that, I reached inside and pulled out a server, a full server. I handed it back to Teddy, then reached inside and grabbed one of those cloth Crown Royal bags. It was full of external hard drives, each of them at least two terabytes in storage capacity.
"Wow." said Julia. "The perp that broke in was literally standing over what they were looking for, but didn't get it."
"They didn't have time, thank goodness." I replied "Okay, the computer that runs off this server is in Wanda's office. It's on the co-ed side. So let's go over there."
As everyone left, Julia pressed the fire alarm bar on the side door to the outside. Since the door had been jimmied open, the fire alarm had been turned off and had not yet been reset, so it didn't go off. Julia stepped onto the outside landing and looked over The Fairgrounds to the south.
"Wow." Julia said. "You know, sir, this would be a perfect perch to shoot someone on The Fairgrounds."
"You're right. I said, looking out the door. "I'm glad you're one of the good guys. Come on, let's go."
I did not tell Julia that her idea had been thought of before... and that that landing had indeed been used to execute a very bad man who had disgraced the Cloth... with a rifle whose metal had eventually become the sword steel in the 'Crowbar Katana'. (Author's note: 'Case of the Executed Evangelist'; 'A Case of Revenge', Ch. 05.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Gold mine, sir." said Mary Milton, when I got back to Headquarters after taking a sleepy Carole home. We were in her office that had been carved out of Classroom 'F' when the Intel Room was built. She and Myron had set up the server and the laptop found in Wanda's office, and were now downloading the data into encrypted Evidence servers.
"Sir, this will be a while." Mary said. "Miltie and I will stay and finish the downloads. We're going to copy the external hard drives into the Crown Royal bag, as well. And I'll start doing facial rec on all the women to get their names."
"Good. Do that yourself, and keep those names encrypted under my seal." I said as I observed two large external hard drives on the corner of Mary's desk. "And I deduce you are making an extra copy for yourself and Myron, eh? Gonna give Louise a brother or sister?"
Mary grinned. "That's the plan, sir." she said. "Want me to make a copy for you? I bought those extra hard drives with my own money. They're $75 apiece.":
"Sure." I said as I took a $100 bill out of my wallet and handed it to her. "For my wife's research, of course."
"Of course.:" Mary replied with a grin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thanks for watching Carole for me." I said to Julia as we sat in my office.
"That was my pleasure, sir." said Julia. "She behaved very well. And she was watching everything, missing nothing, and she was loving every minute of it."
I said "Yes, and she has that sixth sense, like Commander Ross does. She could tell when Ariel and Wander were lying and when they were telling the truth."
Julia said "For a minute there, I thought Carole was wrong about Ariel not knowing anything, since Ariel obviously does know. But then I realized that Ariel might not have known about the gym bag having a camera in it. So Carole read through that, and 'separated the wheat from the chaff', so to speak."
"That's is Iron Crowbar thinking on your part, there." I said. "Okay, go home and get some sleep. I'm having my own 'vibe' that tomorrow is going to be a really busy day..."
Part 15 - Media Hatred and Dishonesty
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, October 1st, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "The Town & County Police continue to investigate customers of Town Fitness Centers in the death of Carl Ryder!"
Bettina began: "Carl Ryder, an employee of Town Fitness Centers, was murdered around noon on Monday. Channel Two News has learned that Mr. Ryder was allegedly involved in a sexual affair with the wife of a prominent Republican politician. Channel Two News is working to confirm the names of the Republican politician and his wife, so that we can report those names to you that you have the right to know!"
Bettina began smiling as she said: "In a closely related story, the Town & County Police subpoenaed the client list of Town Fitness Centers as they clutched at straws in so-far vain hopes of finding a clue to the killers of Mr. Ryder. Town Fitness Centers gave the Police their clients's data without contesting the subpoena, and Channel Two News has confirmed from multiple sources that the Police are indeed investigating the persons whose names were turned over to them... again, without Town Fitness Centers contesting the subpoena in any way."
Bettina was openly brightly smiling as she said: "And now let's go to our reporter in the field Pat Stellum, with more on the Police investigation of Town Fitness Centers's employees. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Pat Stelling, his almost-womanly, too-full lips smiling brightly as he said "Social Justice Groups and Citizens Groups are outraged that Police are investigating persons just because they are customers of the place where Carl Ryder worked. Dr. Adam S. Keller, senior Fellow at the City University Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing 'pencil neck' Keller saying in his level, even voice, "Just imagine, Pat, if an employee of Kroger was murdered, and Commander Donald Troy's Gestapo cops began investigating every person who shops at Kroger. That's exactly what is going on here. Innocent people are being investigated by the Police just for happening to work out at the place an employee was murdered!"
Back to Pat 'Capone' Stellum: "Bettina, I interviewed several customers of Town Fitness Centers yesterday, and here's what some of them had to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First, a heavyset woman that did not look like she'd truly worked out in years, appeared to be going into the gym when Stellum approached her. She said "It's an invasion of our privacy rights, is what it is! How dare Commander Donald Troy investigate me!"
Another woman, who was slender to the point of wiry, and with a haircut so short she could be mistaken for an Army recruit, was walking out of the gym when Stellum stopped her, and she said "It really upsets me that Town Fitness Centers would just turn our names over to the Police without a fight, as if we're criminals. That's just not right."
Back to Stellum live. "Sources confirm that over fifty percent of Town Fitness Centers's customers have canceled their memberships, and Social Justice groups are demanding a boycott of their operation."
Stellum: "Meanwhile, the Town & County Police received ten 'cease and desist' orders from lawyers representing customers whose names had been given to the Police. Channel Two Two News has confirmed that Commander Donald Troy reacted in his usual barbaric manner by personally ordering those ten persons to be brought into Police Headquarters for extensive interrogations, totally ignoring the lawful 'cease and desist' orders! Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you for that important report, Pat!" Bettina said. "That was reporter Pat Stellum. And now lets go to political reporter Carl Lemay, with a report on the rapidly approaching elections. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina." said Carl Lemay. "Bruce Finneran, candidate for the important Inspector General post, gave Channel Two News an exclusive interview yesterday afternoon. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Bruce Finneran standing next to Lemay, saying "Carl, this is why it is so important to elect me as your Inspector General. I would not stand for the abuses of Police power that Commander Donald Troy is exercising against our County's citizens. Curly Goodwin would never stop Troy's abuse of power. I call upon Goodwin to make a statement condemning what Troy is doing, but I won't hold my breath waiting for one. Again, Carl, only I will have the integrity to stop these abuses of power by Donald Troy."
Back to Carl Lemay live: "And the Campaign Office of Republican Bill Redmond, who is challenging Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes for her Council seat, issued a statement saying, quote, 'The abuse of his authority by Police Commander Donald Troy is appalling. I demand he cease and desist investigating innocent people in my district and resign from the Police Force. And the People of the County should boycott Town Fitness Centers until he does resign.', close quote. Back to you, Bettina." said Carl Lemay.
"Thank you for that excellent report, Carl." said Bettina. "And excellent work, getting that exclusive interview with Mr. Finneran. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Myself, Lt. Commander Croyle, and Captain Muscone drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, I said "So Bettina thinks we're wrong to investigate the customers because of their privacy, but then she turns around and says her viewers have the right... the God-given right... to know the name of the (air quotes) 'Republican' legislator and his wife, totally disregarding their privacy. How's that for sheer hypocrisy?"
"They expect you to not see that, sir." said Tanya.
"No, they don't care if we see it or not." replied Teresa. "They have become that arrogant."
"I want to know where those goddamn leaks are coming from." growled the Sheriff.
"Teresa, you been leaking to the Press?" I asked with a grin.
"You know me, Boss." Teresa replied cooly. "I run to Bettina and throw you under the bus every chance I get." Tanya burst out laughing at that. I gave her a 'look' and waved a red crowbar in Teresa's general direction, then also broke down laughing, as did the Chief.
The Sheriff was not nearly as amused, and he let us know it in no uncertain terms: "Do not even joke about something like that!" he said angrily, jabbing his finger in Teresa's specific direction. "There is nothing funny about leaks to the God damn Media!"
"Sorry, sir, I was just kidding." Teresa said apologetically.
"Leaks to the Media can destroy the morale of a Police Force!" Sheriff Griswold continued, his face beet red and his mustaches quivering with unabated anger. "And they can destroy our legal cases! And get people killed!"
"She said she was sorry, Sheriff." I said, taking up for my errant Angel. The Sheriff did not look mollified, but he stopped talking and turned to face the monitor.
"There was something else about that report, something strange." Tanya said. "But I can't figure out what it was..." She went into a near-reverie.
"And that big-lipped turd Stellum is still doing everything he can to destroy Cindy's gym." lamented Chief Moynahan.
"You're right, Chief, including staging those interviews." I said. "Teresa, we need to keep a close eye on Stellum. We might can catch him staging something, and then put him in prison, or sue KXTC to death... literally, their financial death... for it."
"How do you deduce that he was doing that, Mr. Crow-barrrr?" asked the Chief.
"Those two women he interviewed." I said. "That first woman was made to look like she was walking into the gym... and what was likely the first time she ever walked into a gym. I'd be willing to bet that after he was done with her and the camera turned away, she walked back to her car in the lot."
I continued; "And the second woman, who looks very stereotypical of women the Press get when they want a Leftist narrative discussed, came out of the gym, but we don't know if she walked in there an hour before or five seconds before then turned around and came back out. And they way they both spoke... as if given talking points lines. The first woman used my full name, not just 'Commander Troy'. And the second woman said the full name 'Town Fitness Centers', which I would've expected her to use just the word 'they'. And so on and so forth."
"Crowbar," the Sheriff said, "what about that witch reporting on that politician and his wife? How did she get ahold of that?"
"That's actually not surprising, Sheriff." I replied. "There were Press people at the Lakeside Inn & Suites that could have and probably did see us there. They may have seen Lamar Linder trying to sneak out, and may have seen us with him and his wife outside or in the hallway. And you better better believe that KXTC has told people working there that they can put a C-note in their pocket if they tip KXTC off to something going on there."
"Or maybe Linder's fellow Establishment Elitist Republicans went to the Media and threw him under the bus." Teresa said.
"But Bettina didn't say any names." Tanya said. "So they don't have confirmation of who it is, at least not yet. Maybe Bettina got onto that some other way."
"Good point, Lady Ironside.' I said. "If the Republicans had leaked it, they'd have named names."
"And we're still talking about leaks." growled Griswold. He got up and said "Chief Moynahan, I need a word with you in your office." The Chief got up and exited the room with the Sheriff.



"Wow, I'm sorry, Don." Teresa said. "I was just kidding with you. I didn't think the Sheriff would go off like that."
"Neither did I." I said. Then I grinned and said "Well, you've thrown me under the bus again, Iron Wolf!"
Tanya chuckled, but Teresa didn't, so I said "Don't worry about it, Teresa. He knows you weren't serious. And I think that even if you had not said that, he'd have found a reason to go off on leaks after that KXTC report this morning."
"Well," Tanya said, "I better have my wheelchair checked for bugs again."
"All kidding aside, yes, do that." I said.
"Wait, that's it!" Tanya exclaimed.
"What?" Teresa and I said together.
"I just realized what was wrong with that news report... well, not 'wrong', but different." Tanya said. "Neither Bettina nor that new Lemay guy said that Finneran was endorsed by KXTC! Not even once. And usually Bettina can't say that enough."
"You're right, Lady Ironside." I said thoughtfully. "Great observation. And we have to wonder why..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:40am, Thursday, October 1st. Teresa and I were called into the Chief's office. The Sheriff was not there; he'd just left. As we sat down at the Chief's hand gesture, I saw him take a handkerchief and wipe his brow.
"Everything okay, Chief?" I asked.
"Nooooo, Mr. Crowbarrr." said the Chief. "I know the Iron Wolf was joking, but the Sheriff really took it to heart. Not that she was the Mole, but that someone is, and he thinks we may be being bugged."
Chief Moynahan: "The Sheriff ordered me to begin another forensic search for listening devices in every building and Police cruiser that the TCPD owns or uses. He's going to order the same forensic search for all Public Safety buildings and vehicles, including every Public Health clinic in the County."
Chief Moynahan: "He gave me orders to find out if our Police radios can be turned on or made to be listening devices when we think they're not on or in active 'listen mode'. And he wants me to have Internal Affairs, quote, 'get off their asses and find any leakers', unquote. He's going to do the same for all Divisions of the Public Safety Department, though the I.G.'s Office."
"We'll get it done, then." I said. "I guess we need to look for gym bags appearing in strange places, too... or other devices like that."
"Okayyyy." said the Chief, "do we have anything on the videos you guys found last night?"
I said "Not yet, sir. Mary Milton was putting it all into the encrypted servers last night, and access to the data is restricted to you, me, Teresa, and the Miltons. Not even Cindy can access it. Mary is going to do the facial rec personally. She's going to give me a report right after the Angels Meeting at 8:00am, with whatever she has. I would imagine she and Myron worked all night on it, so if I see that they're exhausted, I'll send them home for a few hours."
The Chief nodded. "Okay, but we're at a critical stage, and if we need them here, keep them here and let them get power naps but keep driving on. It's not that they're the only ones that can do the job, but they already have seen the videos and know what's going on, while very few others dooooo. And I want it to stay that way. I share the Sheriff's (air quotes) 'paranoia' over any leaks, especially after what KXTC has so blatantly done to intentionally destroy Cindy's bizzz-nessss..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Fox Eight News broadcast did not mention Town Fitness Centers, though they did mention that Police were following 'new leads', but declined to say what those leads were. After it was done, I expertly used the remote to turn off the TV monitor.
As we began the Angels Meeting, with Tanya and Teresa in my office with me, Teresa said "I hate what's happening to Cindy's business. Can you or I make a statement that we're not investigating their customers anymore?"
"Unfortunately, no." I said. "We've got new leads, but we haven't identified the women Carl was inseminating. We need to confirm that they are, or are not, among the gym's customers. And the silver lining, for us at least, is that with KXTC concentrating so hard on the gym, I'm hoping they won't catch wind of this new evidence."
After discussing what we were doing with the case, and with our Police Force, Tanya said "Today is Pete's birthday. We're going to have a party for him on Saturday. You and especially your kids are invited."
"Wow." I said. "Six years old. They grow up fast, don't they?..."
Part 16 - Data Dump
At 9:05am, Thursday, October 1st. Lt. Mary Milton came to my office with her report. I turned my 'fake iPhone' bug killer, which was more powerful than the ink pen. I needed to be absolutely sure, this time.
"I appreciate you and Myron working all night on this." I said after Mary got coffee and sat down. "Did you get any sleep at all?"
"Yes sir." Mary said. "After you left, Myron got some sleep while I processed the drives. At 2:00am, he relieved me and I got some sleep while the facial recs were processing. I got up and put together the report at 6:00am. So I'm good for a while."
"Good." I said. "We're going to need you and Myron, mostly because you already know about this, and we want to keep as tight a lid as possible on it. The Press has already been finding out too much."
"We're here for you, sir." Mary said. Then she began her report: "There are twelve women on the tapes we have. Some of them had multiple sessions with Carl, always a month apart. And many of what is recorded as one tape is actually two sessions on consecutive days. All that suggests to my dirty mind that the inseminations were for the purpose of impregnating the women."
"And I agree." I said. "About your analysis, and also the state of your mind."
Mary laughed, then said: "Some of the women met with Carl alone, but some of them had their husbands with them. And a couple of them had a female friend with them, probably for safety reasons. In some of the tapes, a third person is doing the taping with a regular camera. And then there was one particular case."
"Before you tell me," I said, "how do you know who had husbands and friends there from the tapes?"
"Uh, bring out your 'clean' laptop, sir." Mary said. I rolled my chair back and took out the 'clean' laptop, which Myron and I had custom built. It did not have the electronics to connect to Wifi or the internet, and its radio signal was heavily shielded. The antivirus programming on it was 'CIA-approved'... because I got it from my favorite CIA Officer (my wife), and it was what they themselves used.
Mary had me plug in one of the external hard drives she'd created, and it was the 'extra' set she'd made for me to keep. "Bring up Number 2." she said. I did so.
"Okay, I see what you're saying." I said. The video started with the camera walking up to University Hotel, then inside and up the elevator to the 4th floor. Obviously Carl was carrying the gym bag, and the camera was already activated and recording.
After walking down the hallway to Room 404, Carl went inside. The camera showed a couple, the man in a chair, the woman sitting on the edge of the king-size bed. The video whirled around to face the bed; Carl had put the bag down with the camera facing in that direction. He then went off camera, and there were first-name introductions and small talk.
Mary said "We'll be enhancing the audio and reviewing it, but so far we've found no talk about money changing hands, and Carl smartly kept the camera from recording it visually."
I said "Carl is... well, was... pretty smart. He carried the bag to show what hotel it is, what floor, what room, and then gets video of all the people in the room. And like you said, he just casually set the bag down, and no one else realizes that the sex is being recorded."
Mary said "Yes sir. But some of the sessions were not recorded on Carl's gym-bag-cam, but a regular video camera. The quality is better. Anyway, facial rec has positively identified eight of the twelve women and all six of the men. I did not need to use facial rec to identify 'Love Client Number Seven' nor the people with her."
She handed me a sheet with 'TCPD Classified' stamped on the top and bottom, and the list of twelve places, with nine names filled in. and third parties to the side next to the first name. And No. 7 was my wife's assistant Laurie.
"Uh oh." I said as I plugged in the appropriate hard drive and brought up the tape. "Ohhh, and this is getting worse by the minute." I was watching the black-haired fitness beauty Ariel hungrily eating the pussy of the lithe blonde Laurie. I went to the beginning, and saw that when Carl came in, Wanda had walked in ahead of him. And Ariel must've been behind them, as only Laurie was in the room when they came in.
Mary said "We still have to get the last three names, sir, but of the nine we have, none of them, not even Laurie, are listed as customers of Town Fitness Centers... except Wanda and Ariel themselves, I guess."
I said "I would imagine Cindy gave Laurie a free pass card, or Laura let Laurie borrow hers." After a pause, I said: "Okay, let's get Joanne Warner in here." I called Joanne in, and the beautiful blonde Detective appeared almost instantly.
"Joanne," I said, "here's what's going on. We've found videos of Carl having sexual liaisons with a number of women, apparently for the purpose of impregnating them. Mary is the only person in Intel that knows this and is working on it. Because it is absolutely imperative that we keep this data as secret as possible, you will be the only other Detective to work with this information." Joanne nodded.
I continued: "I want you to do workups on everyone whose names are on this list. You have a Top Secret clearance, so I'm trusting you to keep this data as classified as if it were a military secret. You should also use every asset available to you, if you get my drift." Joanne knew I meant using the Federal assets available to her, as well as State and local ones.
"Yes sir, I will." Joanne said brightly. I handed her the sheet of paper and she looked at the names. "Er, sir, should I do this on your wife's assistant Laurie?"
"Yes." I said. "And on Ariel and Wanda, and all those husbands listed, as well. Mary, give Joanne the rest of the names if and when you come up with them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Griswold came into Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle's office and handed her a paper sack. "This is to apologize to you for going off on you this morning."
Teresa pulled out the bottle of Old Pulteney 12-year Scotch. "Thank you, Sheriff." she said. "We'll crack it this weekend." That meant they'd open it and try it.
"May I sit down?" asked the Sheriff as he sat down anyway.
"I'd tell you you have to keep standing," Teresa replied, "but my bad jokes aren't going over very well with you today."
"Har." barked the Sheriff. "First, I'm going to have Captain Muscone be in charge of an operation to find any bugs, listening devices. While she's doing that, I'd appreciate it if you step in and help with her role as Captain of Detectives, and keep an eye on them."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "Of course we both know who the real Captain of Detectives is during this case, even though he's barely old enough to be a Captain."
"Just how much sugar did you put in your coffee this morning, Ms. Croyle?" the Sheriff asked. "You're just the Good Humor Woman today. But keep the day job; the jokes suck. Anyhoo, there's something else I need to talk with you about. A lot more serious, and a lot more important..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Captain of Detectives Tanya P. Muscone drove into the Chief's office and parked in front of it. "You wanted to see me, sir?"
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "Sheriff?" he said to Sheriff Griswold, who had been sitting on the sofa to the side, but was getting up and seating himself in the chair next to Tanya.
"Tanya," said the Sheriff, "I've ordered a forensic search for listening devices on every piece of property and every vehicle in the Public Service Department. The Chief has allowed me to put you in charge of that operation. Don and Teresa will cover your Captain of Detective duties while you give this task your undivided attention."
"Yes sir." Tanya said.
Sheriff Griswold: "As an aside, I want you to evaluate our properties for compliance with the Federal and State disability laws. That's the kind of little crap the US DOJ Civil Rights Division will try to find problems with, so that they can use it to come in and dig a lot deeper."
"I'll do it, sir." Tanya said.
"Good." said the Sheriff. "Now the Chief and I have something very important to talk to you about..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Thursday, October 1st. It's amazing how seemingly coincidental things happen in perfect sequence. For example...
I got a call from Alison McFarland. "Don," she said, "there's a breaking story brewing, that State Rep. Lamar Linder, the State Republican Chair, and his wife are somehow involved in the Carl Ryder murder, and other Republicans are ratting him out by going to the Press. But here's the kicker: other Republicans are telling Linder that you, the Iron Crowbar, are the one ratting him out to Conservative Republicans and to the Press."
"Well, you know I'm not the one doing any of that ratting out crap." I said. "And I have no comment on the rest of it."
Alison said "Okay, but let me ask this: I'd like to run a piece defending Town Fitness Centers against KXTC's smear jobs. Can you help me with that?"
I said "Alison, I really wish you wouldn't. I know you want to help, and I know you have a good heart. But please, just don't touch anything to do with Wanda and especially Ariel right now. Trust me, it will do more harm than good. And that comment is off the record...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sure enough, not ten minutes after I disconnected the call with Alison, a commotion started up in the hallway. I heard the Duty Desk Sergeant yelling "Stop! You can't go down there!"
And then I heard the voice of State Representative Lamar Linder shouting "I'm a State Legislator, and I'll go where I God damn well please! Now you get out of my way!"
Detectives were pouring out of Vice and MCD, all with their service weapons in their hands. I came into the hallway to see Lamar Linder and two security men behind him striding down the hallway. I stepped up and said "What the hell is going on here?"
"There you are, you goddamned turd!" yelled Linder. "I want to talk to you."
"You don't just come trespassing into a secure area like that." I said.
"I'LL GO WHERE I GOD DAMN WANT TO, TROY!" yelled Linder. "I AM A STATAE LEGISLATOR! YOU ARE A PIECE OF DOG SHIT!"
I advanced upon him with the red crowbar in hand. One of the security men went for his gun, but he was not fast enough. I had mine out and was pointing it right at his head.
"What, you gonna come into MY Police Station and pull a gun on me?" I yelled. The man took his hand off his gun and raised his hands halfway up, but that was not enough.
"Get up against the wall, you piece of shit! Both of you! Put your noses against the fucking wall!" I yelled, my gun now right in his face. "MOVE!" I shoved him into the wall, then pushed the other security guard into the wall.
"DON'T YOU LOOK AT ME!" I yelled at the second man. "I told you to put your fucking nose against the wall!" I put my gun in his earhole. "You take your nose off that wall, and I SWEAR TO GOD I will blow your head off!"
"Uh, we got 'em, sir." said George Newman. He came up searched the first man, relieved him of his gun, and cuffed him. Theo followed his example and searched, disarmed, and cuffed the second man.
"Run 'em through Booking, sir?" Newman asked. "Assault on a Police Officer, trespassing, and all that?"
"Not yet." I replied. "That would generate paperwork. Take them to I-1 by the back way, and hold them there. Commander Croyle!"
"Sir?" said Teresa, who had drawn her service weapon and was ready to do some shooting herself.
"Commander," I said, "what is the difference between God and a State Legislator?"
"God doesn't think he's a State Legislator, sir." replied Teresa correctly. All the Officers laughed. Linder's face was beet red with fury.
"That's right!" I said, taking Linder by the forearm and half-pulling, half-shoving him down the hall to the Main Conference Room. "And I'm going to personally teach this piece of shit that lesson. You're with me, Croyle. Everyone else, do whatever you want to those pieces of shit..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell is your major malfunction?" Linder all but yelled as I shoved him into the Main Conference Room and forced him to sit down in the nearest chair.
"What's yours?" I snarled, hovering over him. "You come into my Police Station, trespassing and illegally entering the secure areas, and with your shit security about to draw weapons on me. You disrespect me like that in my own Police Station, and you wonder why I'm going off on you? You're lucky I didn't just shoot you and both your slugs dead, right on the spot!"
"Why did you tell the Press about my wife's breeding with that dead boy, after you promised not to?" snarled Linder.
"I didn't." I said. "I didn't tell the Press a goddamn thing!"
"Bullshit!" Linder fired back. "Why should I believe you?"
Teresa yelled "Because he just told you he didn't, you moron! I know it's a foreign concept to you politicians, but the Iron Crowbar keeps his word!"
"I didn't say a fucking word to the goddamned Press." I replied. "And that's the only reason I didn't shoot you nor arrest your security... so the Press wouldn't find out. "
I fished out my cellphone. "But If you think I did, why don't I just call Bettina Wurtzburg and tell her about your wife and Carl Ryder, hmm? When you see what the Press does with that, you will know that it wasn't me, at least to this point. And Commander Croyle, since there's no longer a reason to not arrest Danielle Linder for repeatedly lying to me, go ahead and put out an arrest warrant for her. Bring her in. Full booking. Statement to the Press afterwards."
"Wait, wait!" gasped Lamar Linder, who had suddenly become afraid, very afraid. "Okay, I believe you. But someone did tell the Press. Who? If it wasn't you, who was it?"
"Let me answer that with a question, and you better play it real straight with me." I said. "Who told you that I told the Press about any of it?"
Linder's face fell. "Cain Mitchell. And Wilson Hammonds, too. But Mitchell was the one who came to me, said the Press knew that my wife was fucking that kid that got killed in your County, and said that you had told the Press about it."
I knew Establishment Republican Cain Mitchell hated me immeasurably after I helped prevent the Governor's conviction in his impeachment trial. (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising', Ch. 03.) And Wilson Hammonds was the poster child for the Establishment Elites.
"Looks to me like your Establishment Elitist buddies are throwing you under the bus, Representative Linder." I said. "Gotta wonder why. Gotta wonder why." That shut Linder up, and his face became contemplative.
I went over and opened the door to the Conference Room. "Get the hell out of my Police Station, and don't try to come back. Croyle, take Linder and his henchmen out by the gym door in case the God-cursed Press is watching the front and side entrances."
As they were about to exit the gym into the back parking lot, the security guards were handed their weapons back, in evidence bags, the magazines separated from the pistols and empty of bullets. "Hey! Where are our bullets?" one of them protested.



"In my Armory." I replied. "On behalf of the Town & County Police, I thank you for your generous contribution to our readiness training." Teresa almost laughed. Almost...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I did not go to lunch, as I'd been told that KXTC had a van in the parking lot across the street from the Cop Bar, apparently watching the place, and Patrols were reporting that another KXTC van was parked behind the building at the corner of Riverside and College, the building that KXTC often used for Bettina's reports, and possibly watching Police Headquarters.
"They were parking in the Town Fitness Centers parking lot." Cindy told me earlier as she sat in my office with me. "I got a restraining order against them. They bitched and moaned about it, but they know I won't hesitate to arrest them myself and haul their asses off to jail, and impound their vehicle and camera equipment."
"Unless I beat you to enforcing it, which I will try to do." I said. "So how is your business doing?"
Cindy said "We've lost almost 62% of our recurring customers, but it's leveled off. If it stays there and we can start rebuilding from there, we'll be fine. Unlike many business, I have almost no debt. The building is paid for, the equipment inside is paid for. I might have to lay off some of the staff, though, and I'd hate to do that."
Cindy: "I think the problem going forward will be the partnership with Ariel and Wanda. By the way, Carl's funeral is today at 2:00pm. Teresa is going to have both Precincts provide double coverage of it. If the Press tries to harass Wanda in any way, our Officers are eager to make arrests of the Press, and using whatever force is necessary to effect them."
"Good." I said. "So how is the Budget going?"
"It's going okay." Cindy replied. "The EMS part is tougher, because they're new and still trying to put themselves together. But I think Chief of Staff Oswald is right: we're both hearing that the black Democrats on the Town Assembly want to defund the Police, and will resort to any means to stop the Budget if it has even one dime for the Police. They might even go across the State Line and not come back, so that there won't be a quorum."
"I've heard that, too." I said. "We'll redirect their suppositions, and their locations, when the time comes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, Laura and I attended Carl's funeral, with me wearing a civilian suit and tie. Laura's assistant Laurie also attended, and I noticed that the lovely blonde's cheeks were rosy. Carl may have successfully left a little something behind, I thought to myself.
Friends of Carl and Wanda, some of them co-workers, acted as pallbearers. Father Romano and one of the Catholic Church priests conducted the final sacraments and prayers. Cindy was sitting with Ariel and Wanda, but I did not need to be Carole Troy to see there was a decided chill between Ariel and Cindy.
As the funeral ended, a KXTC van pulled up. Pat Stellum and his cameraman got out, set up, and positioned themselves between the mourners and their cars. As they were leaving, he accosted them, asking what they thought of the Police investigating Town Fitness Centers employees. Most brushed by him, but he tried to pursue a few, and they began yelling for him to leave them alone.
That brought the Police over... including their Police Commander. As the Police Officers formed a wall to prevent Stellum from reaching others, he was yelling "We have the Right to be here! We have the Right of a Free Press to be here and interview people!"
"Your rights end where our noses begin!" a voice yelled at him, followed by the appearance of a red crowbar in front of Stellum, held by its owner. I continued: "You have absolutely no right, Press or otherwise, to harass people, especially at a funeral. Now leave, or be arrested."
"Commander Troy," Stellum said, trying to grin as he stuck his microphone at his face, "will you confirm that you are investigating clients of Carl Ryder and invading their lives without warrants, and will you confirm that you have not honored 'cease and desist' orders and have continued to investigate them?"
Teresa was standing next to me, and I handed her the red crowbar. As I fished my pocketknife out of my pocket, Police swarmed the KXTC cameraman, shoved him to the ground, and took his camera away from him. Other Officers surrounded us, so that others could not see what I was doing... which was to grab the microphone by the end out of Stellum's hand, and cut the cord off of the end of it.
"Hey!" Stellum yelled. "Give that back!"
Instead I handed it to Teresa, who put it in an evidence bag. "Gentlemen," I said to the Officers surrounding us, "place this fat slug under arrest. For disturbing the peace, failure to follow a Police Officer's instructions to leave, and trespassing. If he resists arrest... you know what to do."
I turned and walked away, Teresa walking with me. As she handed me the red crowbar back, I heard Stellum yelling obscenities, followed by the thud of him being violently thrown to the ground, and handcuffs applied to his wrists behind his back...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:10pm. When we got back to Headquarters, my assistant Helena told me that Lt. Mary Milton wanted to see me. I changed clothes back to my uniform, then called her into the office. Just as she came in the door, Senior Detective Joanne Warner came into the anteroom. "I have the financial data for you, sir." she called out.
"Come on in, then." I said. We all sat down, then I said, "Okay, Mary, whaddya got?"
"A question, sir." said Mary. "Your wife is officially our Police Psychologist and an Auxiliary Officer. Do you think it's possible to have her analyze some of these tapes?"
"Uh, maybe." I said. "What would she be analyzing?"
"I'll show you sir." said Mary, putting her laptop on the desk. I plugged it into my computer monitor so we could all see it, and I closed the curtains over the outside window as Mary closed the blinds to the anteroom.
"There's something about this one tape that's bothering me, sir." Mary said. The video came up, showing Carl fucking an absolutely beautiful woman with brown hair, and skin darker than white but lighter than black. Mary backed the tape up to show the woman and her husband as Carl came into the room.
"Wow, he looks just like Ned Flanders, Homer Simpson's neighbor." I said, referring to the characters on the 'The Simpsons' long-running television series. Mary laughed out loud.
"Miltie... er, Lieutenant Myron Milton, said that when he saw him, too." Mary said. "Anyway, this woman is Carla Rose. She listed herself as Hispanic on her drivers license application. Her husband David Rose is one of the husbands that was present to watch his wife with Carl."
"Okay." I said as I skipped forward and watched the rutting couple humping passionately on the bed. Mary then switched to another tape, showing Carl fucking another woman, a bit older than Carla Rose had been, and not as beautiful but still lovely.
"This is Amy Fey." said Mary. "Her husband is not present at her coupling with Carl. I'll spare you watching the whole thing now, but the Cliffs Notes are that hers is a very typical mating: just a little bit of fellatio as foreplay as she uses a vibrator on herself, then he mounts her in the missionary position and they copulate. It's pretty stiff and mechanical, and the word 'professional' comes to my mind as I watch it. There is no kissing until right as Carl climaxes at the end, and there is virtually no afterplay. They get dressed and leave with only a little small talk."
Mary went back to the Carla Rose video. "In this video, which is their second recorded session, Carla and Carl make out heavily and engage in fellatio and cunnilingus for a relatively extended time before having intercourse. They kiss often during intercourse, with a lot of tongue-twining and open-mouthed French kissing, and both of them seem a lot more 'into it' than Carl or the women in most of the other videos."
"Hmmm, and you think there might've been more than just a mating and insemination going on there?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Mary said. "I just thought your wife might pick up on some tells that I'm not... er, experienced with."
I smiled and nodded. "I hear you. And you may be right. Yes, I think we can ask Laura to come in and look at the Carla Rose tape for us------"
"Uh, sir?" Joanne said, blushing furiously. When we looked at her, she said "I'm sorry, sir, I know she's your wife and all, but... it may not be a good idea that she sees this evidence."
"Why not?" I asked. "And spit it out. I'm not going to get mad at you if it's legitimate."
Joanne steeled herself and said "Sir, I've been running the financial data and other data on each of these women. So far, none of them are members of Town Fitness Centers. But every one of them, except one, visited their gynecologist prior to meeting with Carl the first time. They all paid either through their insurance or credit card, making it very easy to trace. And every woman's gynecologist... is your wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson..."
Part 17 - Wherever The Evidence Takes Us
"I seeeeeee." drawled the Chief of Police as Mary, Joanne, and I sat in the Chief's Conference Room, having briefed him on Joanne's findings about my wife being all the women's gynecologist. "Of course... your wife is the chief gynecologist on Staff at University Hospital, she has many gynecology patients, does she not?"
"True, Chief." I said. "But her assistant Laurie is one of those women. And while Callie Carrington procured the gym bag with the camera that Carl used to video many of the liaisons, Callie is Laura's employee, and also her CIA associate. So the question is if I should recuse myself now, and completely, or not."
The Chief nodded. "You are definitely not to mention this to to your wife, Ms. Carringtonnnn, nor Commander Rosssss, Mis-ter Crowbarrrrr. Nor to young Carole, just saying for the record. You are also forbidden to investigate your wife nor know anything about our investigation of her, which I am afraid will have to happen."
"Chief," said Joanne, "of course we understand that Commander Troy can't investigate his wife nor be involved with anything to do with her in the investigation. But we can't just do even the routine checks we do on other people, like the Town Fitness Center employees. Dr. Fredricson is CIA, and even though she's retired, the CIA will come down on us like a ton of bricks if we start probing into her."
"There's also the doctor-client privilege aspect of it to think about, sir." I said. "And as a psychiatrist, she has that legal shield covering her relationships with her clients, as well. But all that is neither here nor there. The question is my status with regard to this investigation. While I fully trust my Detectives to get the job done investigating this, I'm already hip deep in it, and I don't want to stop now."
"Like I said beforrrrre," repeated the Chief, "it may just be a coincidence that your wife is these women's gynecologist. Until we see that it is more, you carry on, Mr. Crowbarrr. However... you are not to interview any of these women nor their spouses personally; let the Detectives do it. You may receive reports from your Detectives and you may give them advice and di-rec-shunnnnn. But stay out of the field." I nodded.
Chief Moynahan: "I will talk with Lt. Mary Milton and Lt. Jerome Davis on who to assign to look into Dr. Fredricson's role in all this. I would imagine that the Sheriff and I will have to brief the Inspector General on it, as wellll." We all nodded.
The Chief finished up: "Okayyyy, you're excused, Commander Troy and Detective Warnerrrrr. Loo-tenant Milton, stay here with me."
Joanne and I got out while the getting was good, and went back to my office. "Sorry about that, sir." she said apologetically.
"You were absolutely correct to bring that up, and in the timely manner that you did." I said. "Okay, why don't you brief me on what you've found. Let's start with Carla Rose and her husband David."
"Yes sir." Joanne said. "Carla Ramirez Rose is a partner in a company called 'The Rose Advertising Firm, LLC'. Her husband David Rose, who looks like Homer Simpson's neighbor Ned Flanders, is the founder of the firm, and they have other partners. The company has been doing steady advertising work for Big Boy companies like BigPharmaCorp, BigWirelessCorp, and BigCommunicationsCorp, a.k.a. 'BigCommo'."
Joanne: "The first 'strangeness' (air quotes) that I found was that the company is based in the City, but Carla and David work out of their office in our Town & County, in the Downtown District." I nodded.
Joanne: ""Carla is 30 years old, and she has a degree from the University in Advertising, graduating with a 3.75 GPA, so she has brains as well as all that beauty." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Joanne: "David Rose is 42 and has a Business Management degree from City University, graduating with a 3.25 GPA. And here's the second 'strangeness'... he was a member of the Tau Fraternity at City U. They don't have the reputation the Taus here did, though." (Author's note: 'Unresolved'.)
"Still..." I said, almost going into a reverie. Then I recovered and said "Okay, keep going."
"Carla owns a condo in the Tower Condos, next to University Hotel." said Joanne. "That one is in her name. The company owns a condo in the City, in the infamous Wynand Building. Infamous to us, that is." I smiled at the recollection. (Author's note: 'The Guardians of Justice', Ch. 05.)
Joanne: "They're making good money, and don't have many personal expenses. David uses the company credit card a good bit for company-related expenses, which include some clothing, hotel stays, and lunches. I'm not the financial expert that Purvis and Commander Ross are, but it looks legit."
"Hmm, very interesting." I said as I looked at the papers Joanne had handed to me. "Okay, who's next on your list------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my landline phone. I answered it.
"Sir, this is the Duty Desk up front." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "Senator Katherine Woodburn is between asking and demanding to speak to you personally, sir."
"Who's with her?" I asked.
"Just one assistant." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "Name is Clark. Black hair, glasses, nerdy."
"Yeah, he's her longtime assistant." I said. Clark was Katherine's longtime Satyr, too, but I decided not to mention that.
I continued: "Make sure neither of them has a weapon, then escort Senator Woodburn to my office. Clark can sit in the Press Room or the Main Conference Room; his choice..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Senator." I said as I stood behind my desk as Helena admitted Senator Woodburn into my office. "You know Commander Croyle." Oh yeah, Teresa was in the room with me.
"Yes." said Katherine. "Nice to see you again, Commander. I was so happy to hear you escaped harm in that airplane incident."
"Thank you, ma'am." Teresa said, politely shaking Katherine's hand. I shook Katherine's hand across the desk, then invited her and Teresa to sit down. The Iron Wolf sat on the sofa, while Katherine sat in the hot chair nearest the door.
"Coffee? Water?" I politely offered.
"No thank you," said Katherine, "and excuse me for getting right to the point. I am here to get my reporter and his cameraman back... and the camera, and the microphone you took."
"You can pay their bail, when they're arraigned and it's set." I said. Katherine's look at me was an excellent combination of a smirk, a sneer, and an angry scowl.
"Stop disrespecting me like that, and I won't have to start disrespecting you." Katherine 'warned'. "Your case is on thin grounds as it is. Police used excessive force in arresting both men, and they have every Right of a Free Press to be on public property, which the Cemetery is, and ask people questions related to Mr. Stellum's hard-hitting story on Mr. Ryder's death and the illegal Police investigations of his co-workers."
"Now who's disrespecting who?" I replied. "You know damn well our investigations are not illegal. On the other hand... funerals are not public functions, so Stellum's intrusion upon it was a violation of Mr. Ryder's widow's rights. Furthermore, as the old saying 'your rights end where mine begin' goes, Stellum does not have the right to harass anyone, and several persons were shouting at him to leave them alone. We have that on videotape, and it's probable cause to arrest him."
I went on: "But most of all, Stellum should be really careful about shoving a microphone into my face, as he did. He was lucky this time. Next time that microphone gets shoved up his ass. And the next time after that... the crowbar comes out."
"Not to mention the ol' 'assaulting a Police Officer' charge." Teresa added.
"Good point, Iron Wolf." I said. "And Senator, I know that KXTC and I hate each other, and that will never change... but for that fat asshole to show up at a funeral like that, and start harassing people? The only thing worse I've seen from the Press was reporter John Hardwood putting my daughter in a warehouse full of explosives." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Miracle', Ch. 01.) "I mean seriously, that was a new low point for KXTC, and they have set some mighty low bars in the past."
Katherine peered at me, then said "I perceive that you're angling for something. What is it? What's our quid pro quo to resolve this?" I had to give Katherine credit for correctly observing that.
"First," I said, "I would suggest you rein Stellum in. Hard. He keeps up the path he's on... like being in the vicinity of a murderous attack on my daughter," (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', Ch. 04-05.) "then he's going to cross a line, and things will get ugly for him."
"And second..." I said, leaning forward and springing my trap, "you're going to arrange something for me..." Teresa's eyes widened as she listened to my words...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:05pm, Thursday, October 1st. The meeting in Classroom 'E' was attended by Me, the Chief, Commander Croyle, Captain Muscone, Lieutenant Davis, Lieutenant Rudistan, and Detectives Rodriguez, Parker, Warner, Washington, and Purvis.
"Okay, we're at a critical juncture in this case." I said. "Here's what I need. Julia, you and Teddy are going to go interview Carla Rose and her husband David at their apartment at Tower Condos. If they don't let you into their home, bring them to Headquarters."
Me: "Teddy, you will be wearing a camera that will look like a button on your collar, and you both will be wearing earbuds. I'll be monitoring your conversation, and may from time to time whisper sweet nothings in the form of questions, hoping to get back hard somethings in the form of answers in return. Also, if they balk at anything, or if I direct you to, be ready to bring them in for further questioning."
"Joanne and Theo, you'll interview my wife's assistant Laurie." I said. "Since she's my wife's assistant, we will err on the side of extreme caution and I will have nothing to do with it while you're conducting it. But I'll watch the video of it, as you'll be conducting it from Interrogation-Alpha. Uniformed Officers are already on the way to escort her to Headquarters, and the Chief is calling my wife to make sure there is no interference. Additionally, here's what you need to do..."
Part 18 - Interviews
Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington entered the anteroom of Laura's office suite in the Psychology Building at the University, followed by Detective Laurer and Corporal Hicks, both in uniform.
"Hello, Laurie." said Joanne to the lovely blonde assistant behind her desk. "We need for you to come to the Station with us."



"Why?" Laurie asked.
"We have some questions for you, that we need to ask on camera, for your protection and ours." said Theo.
"Am I under arrest?" Laurie asked------
"What the heck is going on here?" said Laura Fredricson most very sternly after the door to her office flew open "Why are you taking my assistant to the Police Station?"
Theo did not answer, but just took his Police iPhone out of her pocket and handed it to Laura, who scowled at the Detectives as she put it to her ear, expecting it to be her husband. "Hello? Don?"
"Why noooooo, Doctor Fredricsonnnn" said the voice at the other end. "This is Chief Moynahannnn I'm sorry to say that your husband is not allowed to talk with you about this case, being your husband and all. And equally unfortunately, we're having to ask your assistant Laurie to come to the Stay-shunnnn and answer a few questions."
"All right." Laura said curtly. She handed Theo the phone back, then said "Laurie, you'll have to go with them. But ask for a lawyer, and answer no questions until you get one."
Laurie nodded and got up. Joan Laurer quickly frisked her for weapons, finding none, then said "I'll have to look in your purse, too."
"She's not taking her purse with her." Laura said. "It's in my office, and it'll stay right there, unless you have a warrant for it."
Joanne silently extended a document to Laura, who examined it. It was the warrant. "I'll bet this was my husband's suggestion?" Laura said.
"He does seem to always know in advance when we need things like this." Theo replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The door of room 604 of Tower Condos opened to reveal a very beautiful woman, fairly short even in her high heel pumps, with brown hair and a magnificent hourglass shape of body. "Can I help you?" she asked.
Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker held up their badges. "Town & County Police, ma'am." Julia said. "Are you Carla Rose?"
"Yes." said Carla Rose. "What is this about?"
"Is your husband at home?" Julia asked.
"Again, what is this about?" Carla asked, her wariness increasing.
"We need to ask you and him some questions, ma'am." said Teddy Parker. "Can we come in for a few minutes?"
"Let them in, dear." said a nerdy-ish man with brown hair, glasses, a big bushy mustache, wearing a green sweater vest over a button-down shirt. Carla opened the door to admit the Officers, and Julia and Teddy came in.
"I'm Detective Julia Rodriguez, and this is Detective Teddy Parker. You're David Rose?" Joanne asked the man.
"I am." said David Rose. "Please, have a seat." Julia and Teddy sat on the sofa, facing the patio windows that looked onto the balcony and then over the University to the north. David sat in a chair to their left, facing sideways to them. Carla pulled up a chair in front of them, her face somewhat in shadow.
"Lovely place you have here." Julia said, noticing the sparse furnishings. The condo felt more like a hotel suite as opposed to a lived-in home, she observed.
Carla Rose did not reply, but said directly: "So how can we help you?"
"We're investigating a case that we think you may have some knowledge of." Julia said. "So how long have you been married.?"
"What does that have to do with anything?" Carla asked, her voice less friendly.
"Just a routine question." Teddy Parker tried. It was a poor try, and 'Strike One'.
"Routine for what?" David Rose said. "What is this about, Detectives?"
Teddy had a tiny button-cam on his jacket collar, which Teresa and I were watching via Wi-Fi from my Police SUV in the parking lot, thanks to Teddy's Police iPhone being a 'personal hot spot'. That also worked for the earbuds Julia, Teddy, Teresa, and I were wearing.
"Get to the Ryder case." I said into their earbuds.
"Do you know someone named Carl Ryder?" Julia asked.
"That young man who was killed on the Bypass the other day?" Carla asked. Julia nodded and Carla said "Yes, we did know him."
"How well did you know him?" Julia asked.
"Carla," said David, "they're disrespecting us. Maybe we should ask for lawyers before we answer any more questions."
"We're just having a conversation, here." said Teddy. Another poor try. 'Strike Two'.
Carla leaned back in her chair and peered at Julia with disdain. "Not any more, we're not. You haven't even read us our rights, yet you're already asking questions that are clearly designed to entrap us. So stop with the bullshit and get to your point. Or leave."
I said into the earbuds: "Read 'em their rights, and get right down to it. If they lawyer up, take 'em to Headquarters."
Julia said "Okay, then. Teddy, start taping this. Mr. and Mrs. Rose, I'm going to read you your rights." She handed Teddy her Police iPhone and he began recording as she read the Roses their rights, asked if they understood, and they said they did.
Julia said "Mr. and Mrs. Rose, we know, for a fact, that you, Mrs. Rose, had sexual intercourse with Carl Ryder on at least two occasions, and we know for certain that you, Mr. Rose, were present for at least one of those liaisons."
Neither Rose said anything, so Julia asked: "Were you attempting to be impregnated by Carl, Mrs. Rose?"
"Yes." Carla said simply.
"Did you pay Carl to inseminate you?" Julia asked.
"I won't answer that." Carla replied.
"Are you invoking?" Julia asked, to avoid future legal traps.
"Not yet, unless you push it." Carla said. "Look, we want to help you in your case, but I'm not going to admit to a crime, which paying Carl would have been... and that's not an admission to anything."
"Get past that." I said into the earbuds. "Keep moving along."
Julia said "Okay, then. Did Carl successfully impregnate you?"
"Yes." said Carla. "I found out late last week, and told David. We celebrated Friday night... and all weekend."
"Is that true, David?" Julia asked David Rose.
"Yes." said David. "We went to the Chop House on Friday night and had a dinner celebration."
Teddy Parker said "Help me understand this, Mr. Rose. You were happy that your wife was impregnated by another man? And you watched it happen?"
"Yes." said David. "That may not be your norm, but it's ours."
"Look," Carla Rose said. "David and I are swingers, and have been for several years. And no, we will not give you the names of anyone else we've... associated with. David has increasingly had problems with blood pressure and diabetes, and that has caused his sexual... performance... to diminish. So our 'play' evolved into him watching me have sex with other men."
Carla: "I was on the Pill, and then I met Carl. He was great looking, charming, smart, and we really hit it off. So David and I talked about it, as we knew David had a low sperm count, and he agreed to let me try to get pregnant by Carl."
"Where and how did you meet Carl?" Julia asked.
"At the gym where Carl worked." Carla said. "Then David and I met him for lunch, and he, Carl, agreed to try to impregnate me."
Teddy said. "Are you a member there, at the gym?"
Julia noticed Carla's eyes becoming shrewd as the beautiful wife said "No. A member let me borrow her pass, and I signed in under her name."
"And who was that?" Julia asked.
"I won't tell you." Carla said. "I'm not a narc."
"Let that go." I said into the earbuds. "We'll talk about it later."
"When was your first liaison?" Teddy Parker asked.
"Middle of August." Carla said. "That's my most fertile time. But I didn't 'take', so we did it again in mid-September. David was there both times. For my protection, of course."
"Of course." Julia said. "Did you have sex with any other men once you got off the Pill?"
"No." Carla said.
"Not even your husband?" Julia asked.
"No." said David. "Well... we had oral sex, but I told Carla I wanted to refrain from intercourse so that we would be sure Carl was the baby's daddy, and so that that one-in-a-million shot that I might knock Carla up wouldn't happen."
"You're really into that 'cuckold husband' thing, are you?" Teddy asked derisively.
"We're happy with our lifestyle, and it's not for you to judge us." Carla said angrily.
"Oh I assure you, that question was not a personal evaluation, but a professional question with regard to our investigation." Teddy replied a bit authoritatively. "So once again, Mr. Rose... you were happy that another man had sex with your wife, and impregnated her?"
"Yes." David Rose. "Again, when Carla told me she was pregnant last weekend, we went out and celebrated Friday night. And I'm as excited as she is to be having this child."
"Okay." Julia said. "Just a few more questions. First, Mrs. Rose, did you have sex with Carl at other times beyond the two you told us about?"
Carla's face fell a bit. "Yes. There was one other time." she admitted. "I... I ran into Carl around the first of September, at the Mall. He offered to buy me lunch, so we went to the Applebee's and talked. I was starting my period, and Carl told me we would try again when I was fertile again. And then he asked me if I wanted to go to the Hyatt and have sex right then, and I agreed. And I admit, I eagerly agreed."
"Sex for pleasure, for recreational purposes?" Julia asked.
Carla: "Yes. Because I was having my period, I fellated him to climax and swallowed his load, which took the edge off him. Then we had intercourse off and on for the next couple of hours. And yes, Detective, it was very, very pleasurable."
Julia said: "Mr. Rose, were you there for that? And if not, were you aware of it?"
David Rose said: "No, I wasn't there, but Carla and I have an honest, open relationship, and she told me about it afterwards."
Julia asked: "Do either of you know any other women Carl was trying to impregnate? Or that he was having sexual relations with?"
"No... except his wife, obviously." Carla said. David shook his head.
Julia asked: "Mrs. Rose, who is your gynecologist? And Mr. Rose, who is your doctor with regard to your diabetes and erectile dysfunction?"
Carla said "Dr. Laura Fredricson is my gynecologist, and has been for years."
David said, a bit quickly. "Dr. Fackler in the City is my doctor."
"The City?" asked Teddy Parker. "Long way away."
"I'm over there a lot." said David Rose. "And I've known Dr. Fackler since I was a kid."
"Will you authorize them to release your medical records to us?" Julia asked.
"No." Carla said with alacrity. "Tell them 'no', David. They're beginning to trample on our rights again."
"No doubt about that." said David. "My answer also is 'no'."
Julia said "Where were you both on Monday morning, and through noon?"
Carla said "I was at work."
David said "I was in the City. I had a number of appointments."
"Can anyone confirm those, and your whereabouts?" Julia asked.
"Yes, but I'm not going to give you any names and have you digging into their lives." said David.
Teddy said: "Mr. Rose, we are asking for the purpose of determining your involvement in the murder of Carl Ryder. If you can show you were elsewhere at the time, it would be very good for you."
David Rose said "I don't have to prove my innocence, Officer. You have prove my guilt, which you cannot do since I'm not guilty of anything."
Carla said "And after the way you cops investigated the employees of Carl's gym after forcing them to give you their names with a subpoena? No way we're going to narc on anyone else."
Julia curbed her anger and said "Last question, then: Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to harm Carl? Anyone at all?"
"No." said David. Carla had the slightest reaction to the question, and Julia observed it.
"Mrs. Rose?" Julia asked. "Anyone, anyone at all?"
"No." Carla said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detectives Joanne Warner and Theo Washington entered Interrogation-Alpha. Already in the room were Dr. Fredricson's assistant Laurie and her attorney, Dewey, Burnham & Winn's newest hire, Nadine Hall. Nadine was a lovely brunette that looked to be partially Hispanic, in her late 20s or early 30s. She had Gwen Munson's attitude, but (thankfully) much, much better manners.
Joan Laurer was acting as the Uniformed Presence. Watching through the one-way glass were Chief Moynahan and Lt. Mary Milton.
Joanne read Laurie her rights from the card, and Laurie said she understood the rights. Joanne said "Laurie, do you know a man named Carl Ryder?"
"So that's what this is about." said Nadine Hall. "Why don't you just get to the point instead of wasting our time?"
"It's billable hours for you, Ms. Hall." Joanne said, a bit snottily. "So Laurie, do you know Carl Ryder."
Nadine Hall said "I think you know the answer to that question, or we wouldn't be here right now. Get to the point."
"We're asking the questions here, Ms. Hall, and I'll ask them how I please------" started Joanne, when Theo patted her on the elbow
"All right," Theo said. "As our Police Commander likes to say, and you never want to hear, Ms. Hall, 'Let's watch some TV!'." He turned on the remote, and monitor on the side wall began showing the video of the intense sexual liaison between Laurie and Carl.
Theo said "Was this liaison for the purpose of becoming pregnant?"
Nadine nodded to Laurie, who said "Yes."
Joanne said "Did you pay Carl to have sex with you and impregnate you?"
"Don't answer that!" Nadine said rather loudly.
"You have to." said Joanne. "Or take the Fifth."
"Bullshit." Nadine said. "My client is here willingly, to answer your questions, but she is under no obligation to incriminate herself. If you insist she invoke, I'll have her do that, and there will be no more questions."
Theo said quickly: "Okay, let's move forward. Who else was in the room with you during that sexual encounter, Laurie?"
Nadine whispered something to Laurie, and the lovely but frightened blonde nodded, then said "Carl, his wife Wanda, and her gym partner Ariel."
Joanne said "Was this the only sexual encounter with Carl that you had?"
"Yes." said Laurie. "I'm pregnant, so I didn't need another session with Carl."
Joanne said "Did you have a gynecological examination by Dr. Fredricson before attempting to become pregnant?"
"Don't answer that!" Nadine said. She turned to Joanne and said "Doctor-client medical relationships are privileged, and I didn't see your warrant to abrogate that privilege. Even if you gave my client full immunity, she doesn't have to answer that question, as it violates Dr. Fredricson's rights."
Joanne looked sullen as she said "Laurie, do you know of any other women that had sex with Carl, for the purpose of getting pregnant or otherwise?"
"Besides his wife, no." Laurie said.
"Are you sure?" Joanne said. "You're Dr. Fredricson's assistant. Have other women had gynecological exams before meeting Carl."
"DON'T ANSWER THAT!" Nadine yelled.. yes, 'yelled' this time. She turned to Joanne and said "Once again, Dr. Fredricson's relationships with her clients are privileged, and I'll add that her client list is privileged, too. And I'll fight your subpoena to get that information all the way to the US Supreme Court if I have to!"
Nadine got up. "Come on, Laurie, this is over."
"She's not going anywhere." Joanne said. "We're not finished asking her questions, yet."
"Is my client under arrest?" snarled Nadine Hall.
"Why, what a great idea!" Joanne said, getting up. "Yes, she is under arrest. Detective Laurer, take Laurie through booking."
*BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!*
Joan stopped at hearing the knock on the one-way mirror with the anteroom. Joanne said "Go! Take her to Booking!"
*BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!*
Laurer tried to turn the handle to the door to the hallway, but it would not open. That's because the door to the anteroom had opened, and Lt. Mary Milton was hurtling through it.
"Laurer, sit her back down in her chair." Mary ordered. "Laurie, Nadine, stay here with Detective Washington. Warner, get into the anteroom. Now."
"I want to talk to my client. Alone." said Nadine Hall, skillfully taking advantage of the situation.
"Theo, go out the other side with Joan." said Mary. "Detective Warner, why aren't you already in the anteroom?"
Joanne was about to say something, but walked into the anteroom. Lt. Milton followed, slamming the door so hard that the light fixtures rattled.
"Did you not hear me banging on the window as hard as I could?" Mary growled loudly at Joanne. "Twice?"
"Yes ma'am." said Joanne, seeing the Chief also looking hard at her.
"And yet you continued to try to have Laurer take Laurie through booking?" Mary said angrily. "You just ignored me knocking on the window?"
"I wanted to have her taken through booking, and then I was going to respond to the knock." Joanne said.
"Oh really?" Mary snarled. "So you're just going to disrespect me and ignore my------ YOU COME TO THE POSITION OF ATTENTION WHEN I ADDRESS YOU, DETECTIVE!" When Joanne looked at Mary in shock, it just set Mary off even further.
"I AM A LIEUTENANT, DETECTIVE!" Mary yelled, then got right in Joanne's ear and said loudly: "If you continue disrespecting me in front of the Chief of Police with your insubordination, I will bust your ass down to Patrol Officer Trainee!" By now, Joanne had come to attention, looking forward down the anteroom hallway. But her eyes were sullen, and her face was beet red.
"HER ATTORNEY WAS CORRECT!" Mary continued. "YOU! WERE! WRONG! And trying to force her to violate Dr. Fredricson's rights and Dr. Fredricson's clients's rights was more than wrong! If Laurie IS involved, you may have just destroyed any case we have against her!"
"Lieutenant," said the Chief, "get in there and finish the interrogation. Detective, why don't you go back to your desk, and I'll talk to yooooo later." Joanne exited as fast as she could. Mary went into I-A, then opened the hall side door to admit Theo and Joan.
"My apologies for that." said Mary as she and Theo sat down. "Let's start over, and discuss things you can talk about-------"
"Let's not." said Nadine Hall. "I've advised my client to answer no more questions at this time. If you push, I'll have her fully invoke. Is my client under arrest?"
"No." said Theo Washington quickly. "Not yet. But don't leave the County, Laurie. And if you do know something that can help us find your baby's father's killer, please do give me a call." He slid two of his cards to Laurie and Nadine...
Part 19 - Regrouping
6:15pm, Thursday, October 1st. I was sitting in the Chief's office with him and Mary Milton, having been briefed on the disaster involving Joanne's interrogation of my wife's assistant Laurie, which included watching the recording of it.
"Wow." I said after watching the video. "Chief, I take full responsibility for having utterly failed to train your Detective Corps on proper interrogation techniques." Mary looked pretty shocked at that.
"Thank yooooo, Mister Crowbarrr." said the Chief. "But what about the insubordination?"
I said "I am going to ask you, Lieutenant Milton, to let that go and do nothing further, and let me handle it. Just let it go, don't hold a grudge, as long as it doesn't happen again, of course. I'm asking this as a favor, since when there was a huge issue between you and Captain Muscone I took your side, which greatly damaged my professional and personal relationship with her. So will you do that, and just let me handle it?"
"Yes sir." said Mary Milton.
"Thank you." I said. "And if the Chief does not need you for anything else, I want you to go home and get some rest. You've done a great job with all this, but you need some sleep and some 'Louise time'. So go home." Louise was Mary's daughter, for those that don't know.




"That means don't let the door hit you in the ass on the way out, Mzzzz Millll-tonnn." drawled the Chief. Mary smartly and quickly exited the office.
"That was probably the best way that could've been handled, Mr. Crowbarrrr."said the Chief. "So... what about these interviewwwws, and this case?"
"It's a mess, Chief." I said. "I must again apologize, this time for my poor management of this case."
"I must disagreeeee." said the Chief. "You have made tremendous progress, despite the obstacles in your path. The only question izzzz.... will we be able to progress to an arressssst?"
"I have hopes, Chief." I said. "I have hopes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm. The MCD Detectives were at their desks, doing their paperwork. I'd told Joanne, Theo, Julia, Teddy, and Jerome to stay here at Headquarters until I'd talked to them and dismissed them.
I brought Julia and Teddy into Classroom 'E', along with Lieutenant Jerome Davis and Captain Tanya Muscone.
"Critiques are by nature negative," I said. "I'm giving them not to berate you, but for all our education, good or good?" Everyone nodded.
"First, the lighting." I said. "Cardinal error in that you allowed them to seat you facing the window, and the light coming through it. They also sat wide apart, so that you had to look from side to side to see them. In the future, strive to control the seating. In this case, I would've stood and had them sit on the sofa. Even if that's unavoidable, don't let them choose the seating to be far apart." Everyone nodded.
"Second," I said, "when I was in Army ROTC, one of my instructors, who was a Green Beret with Viet Nam experience, said to (air quotes) 'keep abreast of the tactical situation at all times'. We need to do that in our interrogations. When you started off slow, Carla called you out on it, then David really hammered you on it. That told me two things right then: that they knew why you were there, and she had surmised you knew a lot more than you were telling, and possibly trying to entrap them in a lie. Ergo, I told you in your earbuds to get straight to the case, then to just read them their rights and not play around."
"Next,:" I said, "well, lets go back to the beginning. Carla avoided answering your question about how long they were married. I found that very unusual, and was instantly on my guard. And y'all needed to be aware of how on guard they were. If you sense that they are going to break their flow of information over something really small like that, move away from it, and drive on. Ditto that if they're balking on a question. You didn't need to ask Carla if she were invoking; indeed, you were very lucky she didn't invoke right then and there."
"Next," I said, "let's notice how well-informed they are that paying Carl would've been illegal, and opened up the door if they'd admitted to it. That'll come into greater context in a bit."
"Next," I said as the tape of the interview played along, "Teddy, you were absolutely correct in your line of questioning David Rose about being a cuckold... but I'll bet you have no idea why, do you?"
"I thought it was weird, sir." said Parker. "I was really trying to understand how a man could do that. I mean, I know you have an open marriage, sir, but not like that."
"And that's a key observation... his cuckoldry, that is, not my marriage." I said. "But we'll circle back to it. The good news is that you did get Carla to voluntarily admit that they were swingers... though I suspect myself she did that as a distraction, a dodge... but more on that later."
Me: "She also (air quotes) 'admitted' that she met Carl at the gym... which we pretty much know to be an absolute falsehood. It's also a dodge that has been used before; in fact, it's such a common fairy tale that I believe it is a pre-conceived, scripted response to that question. Now we know that, so it's something we can use in the future. And that's why I told you to let it sit and move forward from it."
"Okay," I said as we moved along, "that's good getting it out of Carla about the other liaisons with Carl. Besides making David admit he wasn't there... and by both their reactions, he may not have known about it even though he said he did... the important thing about that is that we don't have tapes for the extra coupling, so Carl either didn't tape it, or he did not upload it to the storage devices he and his wife were using. And that's another important point to store away in our fertile little minds, pun fully intended." Everyone chuckled politely. Good asskissing skills.
"Okay," I said, "I'm undecided about the way you asked them to release their medical records. It put them on guard, and they could've just ended the whole interview when it was at a critical juncture. Maybe in the future you ask antagonistic questions like that at the very end, to rattle them before you leave, eh?" Everyone nodded.
"And once again," I said "I'm hearing that dodge about the Police intruding into the lives of people, giving David and Carla the excuse they need to avoid answering the question. Damn KXTC for that! But it is what it is. Overall, not bad, and we got some good information. But give real thought to how your interrogation flows, and what's more important to learn about before risking them cutting it off."
"I have a question, sir." said Julia. "Why didn't we just bring them into Headquarters and interview them separately?"
"I was wondering that too, sir." Tanya said.
"That's a good question." I said. "And the answer is: I believe that if we had brought them in, and especially if we'd separated them, they would've clammed up. They would've demanded lawyers, and they very likely would have taken the Fifth at the first hint of a need to do so. In their homes, together, they were more comfortable for that first interview... emphasis on first."
I continued: "And that bring me to some questions for all of you. Having seen that tape, which I realize is not the best quality because it's a hidden button cam, and Teddy was facing the light of the window though he did try to turn to get Carla and David in the picture, what did you observe of Carla and David?"
Julia shook her head. "I'm... not sure, sir."
I sped through the tape to a certain point, where Carla was pretty visible. "Tell me about Carla's makeup, the makeup on her face." I said. "Did anything strike you about it?"
"Oh, I think I see it." said Tanya. "Pretty heavy powdering, especially around her eyes."
"Yes, that's it." I said. "And heavy eyeliner, especially on her right eye. I've seen that plenty of times... after a woman has been hit in the eye and has bruising, especially after she's been beaten."
"You... you think David beat up Carla?" Julia gasped. "If you ask me, sir, I don't think he has it in him."
"And that's exactly my next point." I said. "What is your evaluation of David? And Carla? Their personalities? Teddy, you get to go first."
Teddy: "Carla was the more assertive of the two, sir. David seemed to take cues from her. And my apologies for being prejudiced and pre-disposed to this evaluation, but I think David Rose is a vey weak man to let other men have his wife. Again, sir, I know about your open relationship with your wife, but I've also seen you as the leader you are. David? I don't see the (air quotes) 'manly' qualities in him at all."
I nodded. "Excellent observations, though do be careful about emotional evaluations. Julia?"
Julia said "Early on, he was advising Carla to be careful about their rights. Later on, it was she telling him to be careful about their rights. And I agree with Teddy, sir... David didn't strike me as the confident, authoritative man I was expecting to see."
I nodded. "Great job, both of you. And I'll crystallize your observations and thoughts in the form of these questions: we've been told that David Rose was in the Tau Fraternity, the fraternity that is nationally known for having future leaders of the Nation and our biggest Corporations. The Establishment Elites. Indeed, we've found out that Rose Advertising has good, strong connection to Big Boy companies, and are doing very well as a direct result."
I then asked: "So tell me... does the David Rose you met today fit that mold? Does he look like the kind of guy that the Tau Fraternity would bring into their fold, that would be hobnobbing with the State and Nation's Elites?"
"Uhhh..." said Julia, "if you're implying that he's not David Rose, all I can say is that his DMV ID and photo match the man we saw today, and photos we found of him going back several years."
Teddy Parker said "I'm not sure the Elites would be letting their wives be... used... by other men, so that's a point."
"Oh, you'd be shocked at what goes on among those thugs." I said. "Remember when Condor's sweet young intern Chandra came over all dead? That was at a political event." (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 03-04.)
I continued: "They're used to helping themselves to the daughters of weaker men beholden to them, like State Senator Nathan Allen did," (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 02-03.) "and they tell their wives to go get laid by their personal trainers and whatever Satyrs they can find, like those at Rita's clubs."
Tanya was trying very hard not to laugh, and lost the battle. She knew...
"Anyhoo," I said, "I want you both to concentrate on these two, Carla and David Rose. My kids play that 'hot and cold' game, where they tell if someone is closer to the hidden object by saying 'warmer', and 'colder' as they get farther away. We were 'warm' when you were interviewing those two, and we get 'colder' every step away from them we go."
I then said: "Jerome, assign Julia and Teddy some Detectives, and have them go interview the employees at the Rose Advertising Firm's local office. Make sure to ask about Carla earlier this week, if she was wearing makeup to cover up a black eye. I have a... premonition... that that is a big clue in all this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With Sheriff Griswold, Commander Teresa Croyle and Captain Tanya P. Muscone with me in Classroom 'E', I brought in Joanne Warner, and had her sit down next to me to review her interview with Laurie.
"All I can say, Detective Warner," I said when it was over, "is that that is one of the very worst interviews that I have ever seen. I cannot un-see that."
"I'm sorry, sir." said Joanne. "I messed up, and then messed up with Lieutenant Milton."
"We'll talk about that later." I said. "It's not your fault, though. It's my fault."
"Sir?" said Teresa.
"Yes, Commander." I said. "I'm the one that put her in there to conduct that interview, and I clearly have failed to train her properly beforehand. And your re-training starts now, Joanne, with this advice: DO NOT start being Agent Lindsey Black with the 'you have to answer', and the arrest threats."
"You got that right." growled Sheriff Griswold. "You're better than Agent Black is, Warner. Don't stoop to her level."
"Yes sir." Joanne said forlornly.
"There was some good that came of this." I said. "I find the comparison of that interview to the one Rodriguez and Washington conducted with the Roses to be very instructive. Okay, Captain Muscone, it's your son's birthday. Go celebrate, and give him that present Carole sent through me today."
"Yes sir, thank you sir." said Tanya. She drove out smartly.
"About that insubordination spat," I said, "you were definitely wrong, but for Lt. Milton to go all 'R. Lee Ermey' on you might've been a bit excessive. I've asked her to forget about it, and that I would handle it. And I'm handling it by telling you here and now, with no additional paperwork, to be extremely respectful to superior Officers at all times... with the possible exception of the week after Alabama beats Auburn in the Iron Bowl."
Joanne grinned at that, and the Sheriff barked a laugh. Teresa did not.
"Good thing I don't carry a crowbar, sir." Teresa fired in my general direction.
"It wouldn't matter if you did." I fired back. Teresa just shook her head, as if dealing with an Agency of the Weak Minded. The Sheriff's mustaches were twitching most very merrily.
"Okay, let's get serious." I said. "At one time, Detective Warner, you were considered the top candidate to succeed Lt. Davis should, perish forbid, something happen to him. However, after that interview, and the incident that followed, I am telling you here and now that your name is no longer at the top of that list."
Joanne's face fell at that, and I continued: "You need to work very hard on all aspects of your Detective skills, and if you do, you'll be right back up there again. But you've got a ways to go, and the only thing you can do about it is to do your job, and let's move on."
"Yes sir." Joanne said. Then she said "May I ask a question, sir?" I nodded and she said "Sir, I've studied our tapes of your interviews and interrogations, and I just don't know how to duplicate what you do. How do i get to... that level, sir?"
"Welcome to my world, Detective." said Teresa.
"And mine." said the Sheriff. "Nobody can do what Crowbar does in an interrogation room. The rest of us just have to do the best we can to do the best we can..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:45pm. I went home to the Mountain Nest, only to find it empty. I called Molly at The Cabin, and she said that Laura had dropped off Carole and Jim, saying that she (Laura) said she had some work to do at her office. Molly also said that she and the kids were having pizza, and that the boys had hollow legs as they ate all of two pies. I heard laughing in the background; the boys still thought it was uproariously funny that they had 'hollow legs'.
I drove down to the Psychology Building and let myself in with a passkey. Eschewing the side door, I went into Laurie's anteroom, then, without knocking, I grabbed the handle to Laura's office door and flung it open. Laura was typing away on her laptop, and her head didn't move as her eyes cut over to me.
"Don't you knock?" my wife asked acerbically.
"Not when I want to see your face before you realize it's me." I said truthfully as I came on into the office without invitation.
"Touché." Laura said, closing her laptop and turning her attention to me as I came up and sat in the chair in front of her desk. "So what's going on with Laurie, and why the hell didn't you tell me beforehand?"
"I was forbidden to." I said. "She's your assistant, you're my wife, and I'm damned near being forced to recuse myself as it is."
"Husband-wife privilege." Laura said. "We can't testify against each other."
"True." I said. "But consider if our roles were reversed, and there was some CIA thing going on involving the TCPD, or one of my Officers with Federal clearance. You couldn't talk to me about it, and rightly so."
Laura's face softened somewhat. "Okay, I can understand that. Do I need to not say anything to you? Plausible deniability?"
"That would be best." I said. "Unless you have some knowledge of who Carl's killer is. Then you'd need to tell me what you know."
"I don't have that knowledge," Laura said, "or you'd know it already. So what now?"
As I got up out of the chair, I said "Let's go have dinner at someplace nice, and I'll tell you the things I can tell you."
"Like what's going to happen to Cindy?" Laura said.
"Yeah. That too." I said...
Part 20 - Not Very Handy
5:00am, Friday, October 2nd. My cellphone rang just as I was getting up. I could almost hear Bowser barking furiously with anger, except that he was at The Cabin with the kids, and Laura and I were alone at the Mountain Nest.
"Troy." I answered.
"Sir, this is Julia Rodriguez." said Julia. "We have a dead body at Ronald Reagan Park. It's David Rose, sir...
To be continued.
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Part 20 - Not Very Handy (continued)
5:20am, Friday, October 2nd. I drove to Ronald Reagan Park in my Police SUV. The crime scene was over the wooded hill on the back side of the Disc Golf course, very near where James Cialis was found murdered. (Author's note: 'Moonlight Shadow', Ch. 01.)
I was disgusted by what I saw... Police LED lightbars, visible from what seemed miles away, at the entrance to the Park, along the road and up the hill towards the back, and all over the backside of the Park.
At the entrance to the Park, the Officer waved me on in. I stopped and said "Turn off your lightbar! You don't need it!"
"Uh, sir, the Sergeant in charge of the scene said it was regulations to have them on." said the young rookie Officer.
"What's your name, Patrolman?" I asked.
"Jones, sir. Ben Jones." said the young rookie.
"Officer Jones, do you know who I am?" I asked, hating to say it.
"Yes sir. You're Police Commander Troy, sir." said Jones.
"That's right." I said. "And how many Sergeants on this Police Force outrank me?"
"Er, none, sir." Jones said. Then he got the hint. "If you'll excuse me, sir, I'll go turn the lightbar off." I did so, and he did so.
As I drove through the Park, I got on my Police radio and hit the 'Break' button. "Break! Break! Break! This is Commander Troy! All units at the Park, turn off all lightbars in the Park! I say again, turn off all lightbars in the------"
BWEEEEEE!
It was the Break button sound. "Break! Break! Break! This is Sergeant Toole, in charge of this scene. That order is countermanded! All lightbars are to be left on, per regulations! I say again, all lightbars are to be left on!"
I remembered Sergeant Toole, having disciplined him before. (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 06.) He had also been the arresting Officer, along with Justin Hendricks, of Peter Dwayne Gordon in the Kendra Luskin case. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 01.)
I literally saw red. I pulled halfway off the road/trail and stopped, then hit the Break button again, then said slowly and with emphasis: "Break. Break. Break. This. is. Police. Commander. Donald. Troy. I'll say it one. more. time: every vehicle in Ronald Reagan Park is to turn off your lightbars, immediately! ANY Police Officer who leaves a lightbar on in a vehicle assigned to him will be terminated for cause. Once again, this is Police Commander Troy. Turn off the goddamned lightbars!"
Lightbars began being turned off. In the meantime, a Police SUV passed me on the trail at a high rate of speed. It was Lt. Commander Croyle's vehicle. I followed, and we went over the hill and stopped at the crime scene, which was a beehive of activity. Only two Police vehicle lightbars were still on, one at the top of the hill, where all the world could see it, and the other to our east on the backside of the Park. As I got out of my Police SUV, that lightbar to the east went off, and the car beneath it cranked up and began driving away.
I heard Teresa yelling "Goddammit, whose vehicle is on the top of the hill?"
"Sergeant Toole's, ma'am." said Patrolman Johnson.
"Where is Sergeant Toole?" Teresa asked.
"Down there, by the body, ma'am."
"Go get him." Teresa said.
"Never mind that." I said as I came up. "Johnson, get up there and shut off Toole's vehicle's lightbar. Shatter the window to get in there if you have to." Johnson got into a Police cruiser and took off up the hill. A moment later, the beacon lightbar on the hill shut off. (He did not have to shatter the window, in case you were wondering.)
"Toole!" I called out. "Where are you?"
"That's Sergeant Toole!" I heard Toole yell back. It suddenly got very quiet in the area.
"Not for much longer, it's not." I said, loud enough for others to hear. Then I yelled "Toole! Get over here!"
"Who the fuck do you think you are to tell me------" Toole had started, and then realized who it was as I advanced towards him, Teresa right behind me. "What do you want, Commander?" he said rudely, and insubordinately.
"I want to know why you countermanded my order to turn off the lightbars, for openers." I thundered.
"Because it's regulations that the lightbars be on, for visibility and the safety of the Public." Toole said.
"Oh really?" I said. "What regulation is that?"
"I... I'll have to look it up the specific code-------" Toole started.
"SERGEANT!" yelled Lt. Commander Croyle at the top of her lungs. "THAT IS THE POLICE COMMANDER! YOU COME TO THE POSITION OF ATTENTION WHEN HE IS ADDRESSING YOU!"
Toole rather lackadaisically came to attention as I got in his face and said loudly "Sergeant, you are lying to me. There is no regulation that absolutely requires the lightbars to be used."
"I'll look it up, sir," said Toole, "but it's in the regulations. And I want a Union Rep."
"You'll need one." I said. "Commander Croyle, relieve Toole of his Badge and his service weapon. Toole, you are suspended without pay pending processing of your termination for cause."
As Teresa took Toole's service weapon, ripped the Badge off Toole's shirt, and Sr. Patrolman Johnson frisked Toole for more weapons (finding none), I said more quietly but loudly enough for everyone to hear. "You see, Toole, I know that regulation does not exist... because I am the one who wrote the current regulations!" Officers began laughing at that.
"Johnson," I said, "handcuff Toole behind his back and drive him to wherever his POV is, and he can drive home and call his Union Rep from there."
No sooner had Johnson driven off with Toole than the radios squawked. "Patrolman Culver to Commander Troy. Come in Commander Troy."
"Go for Troy." I said into my Police radio.
"Sir, a KXTC vehicle drove into the park." said Culver. "We tried to stop them but they just blew by us."
I hit the Break button, then said "ALL units! Stop that Press van! Do NOT let them get over the hill! Use whatever force you have to!"
Police cruisers took off and approached the KXTC van. From the top of the hill in the woods, I could see the Press van swerve to avoid a Police cruiser coming right at him. Then another Police vehicle nearly rammed the van head on, but it swerved. By now its momentum was gone, and another Police cruiser came up to stop it. The van tried to reverse, but another Police cruiser blocked it.
"Place them under arrest." I said into the radio. "Impound the KXTC vehicle." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good fucking grief!" I said in exasperation and Teresa and I walked back down the hill towards the crime scene. "I did not want the Press knowing about this yet! And then I drive up and every lightbar is on... unnecessarily. And the Press saw the lights and barreled right on in."
Teresa said "Toole told every vehicle to turn on their lightbars. And Toole parked his car on top of the hill. It might as well have been a lighthouse for the Press. And then he was totally insubordinate to you... er, Don?"
I had stopped and turned around and was looking up the hill. "A lighthouse for the Press..." I said, in a near-reverie. When I finally snapped out of it, I turned to go to the first crime scene, the dead body.
"You think he put his car up there on purpose?" Teresa asked. "So the Press would see it and know something was going on?"
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I replied. "Sure you don't want to carry one?"
"I'm sorry sir, I didn't hear that." said Teresa with alacrity. "Must be interference in the Space-Time Continuum."
"Heh." I said. "But yes, that is exactly what just crossed my mind."
As we got to the body, I saw Martha the M.E. putting her tools back in her kit bag. "Before you go, Martha," I said, "what can you tell me?"
"I can tell you that Toole is a racist, and I'm glad you busted his chops." Martha said. Then she said: "Oh, the body. Detective Rodriguez said he's David Rose. I can't confirm that yet, because his hands were chopped off. I believe that was done after he died, and I'll confirm that during the autopsy."
"Hmmm." I said.
Martha continued unabated: "The blood around his mouth is there because several of his teeth were pulled out by pliers, also after death, I believe. There is a small puncture wound in the back of his neck, which may be the cause of death, but I need to examine it more closely. And before you ask what you really want to know, I estimate the time of death to be between midnight and 2:00am. Again, I'll get more during the autopsy."
"Okay, thanks." I said.
I called Mark Walker of the CSI Team over. "Anything in the way of footprints, tire tracks, anything like that?"
"No sir." said Walker. "Our first responding Officers did a good job of preserving the crime scene right in the area, but Officer Hendricks drove right down this pathway and parked right in front of us. He moved his vehicle when told to, and I don't think he did a lot of damage; the path is made up of these tiny black rocks, and several vehicles have gone back and forth, so it was already a mess. Also, I've called in to have Intel get all the video data they can."
"Where did Hendricks take his vehicle?" I asked.
"East, sir." said Walker. "He turned around, almost hitting a couple of people, then drove back towards the trail that goes over the hill."
"I'll bet that next-to-last car to turn off its lightbar was Hendricks's car." I said to Teresa, who nodded vigorously in agreement. To Walker I said: "Good work. Let me know if your guys find something... interesting."
I went over to Julia Rodriguez, who was talking to several Officers. When she saw me approaching, she excused herself from them and came up to me.
"You know the first question, Rodriguez." I said. "Who called it in?"
"Dispatch said it was a 9-1-1 call at 4:30am, sir." said Julia. "The phone appears to be a burner. The voice sounded male and young, teen or maybe college-aged. When asked for his name, he said he didn't want to get involved, and disconnected the call. Maybe someone was jogging along here and came across the body, called it in but didn't want to give his name."
"Theorizing without data, are we?" I said, then realized my error. "My apologies, that sounded worse than I intended. And I have a different idea... whoever called it in wanted us to find the body, and find it now; not earlier, and not later."
"Okay, sir, but why?" Julia asked.
"A whole bunch of reasons." I said. "As to the timing, that's simple enough: if the perp wanted it found earlier, he would've called it in earlier. If he wanted it found later, he would've not called it in, and let the Parks & Recreation people or joggers or disc golf players find it."
"With respect, sir," Julia said with a grin, "isn't that obvious?"
"So obvious that it's easy to take it for granted, and not see it for what it is." I replied. "Now why did they want us to find the body? That's more... intuitive on my part, for lack of a better term. The guy you were talking to just yesterday as a possible suspect in Carl Ryder's murder has come over all dead, and his hands were chopped off. He apparently was no longer very handy for someone to have around, to make a terrible pun."
Julia replied flat deadpan: "That's better than the pun about him getting a handjob, sir." I could not help it; I whimpered a laugh, and I heard Teresa chuckling behind me.
"Bad... bad!" I said in an excellent imitation of George H.W. Bush. "Okay, stay here until the CSIs close out the scene. I'm going back to Headquarters. And Julia, you and Teddy and your team are still going to go interview people at the Rose Advertising Firm. We will not be distracted by this setback..."
Part 21 - Quid Pro Quo
6:20am, Friday, October 2nd. I came into Headquarters and went to my office. I set new typing speed records as I completed my report on Sergeant Toole and sent copies to the Chief and Sheriff, and also completed the paperwork to formally suspend Toole and start the process of his termination.
At 6:35am, I called the Intel Center. It was no surprise to me that Auxiliary Officer Terry Halston was at work; after all, by his own admission he was on 'Ranger Time'. I asked Halston to get all the video footage for me on the KXTC van blowing past our checkpoints and their interdiction and arrests, and then all the video he could find on the vehicles being used by Sergeant Toole and Officer Hendricks.
Then I went to the locker room in the gym and quickly showered and shaved and put on a fresh new uniform, and my Duty Dress jacket with ribbons. At 7:00am, I told the Chief that I would not be at the coffee klatch, and where I would be.
I proceeded to the Press Interview Room where Carl Lemay and his team were setting up for an interview. Yes, my 'deal' with Katherine Woodburn was to release Pat Stellum from jail in exchange for a live-to-air interview.
"Nice to meet you, Commander." said Lemay, offering to shake hands, which I did. "We're just about ready. I'm sure you know the drill: Bettina will lead in to us, then I'll start us off."
"Okay." I said. "You're new around here, Mr. Lemay, so I'll tell you that I agreed that this be live on the air without delay. If at any time KXTC delays or breaks the signal, then I'll be told, and the interview will be 'ovah'."
"Gotcha." said Carl Lemay. "By the way, and off the record, how do you think the Election for Mayor is going to go?"
"On the record or off," I said, "I just assume that these mikes are 'hot'. so I'm not going to talk into them. Nothing personal, of course."
"Of course." said Lemay. I don't know if he had been trying to trick me or not, but he got the hint and didn't ask any more questions.
A moment later the technician by the cameraman pointed at Lemay, who took the cue and said "That's right, Bettina! I'm here with Commander Donald Troy regarding the Police investigation of customers of Town Fitness Centers. Commander, aren't you violating people's privacy rights by investigating the gym's customers without probable cause?"
I couldn't help but give a little grin as I said "Carl, I think we all know that first degree murder is very strong (air quotes) 'probable cause'. But let's look at it a little further at this. Whenever Police make a traffic stop, they run a check of the name on the driver's license as well as the car tag, to make sure the person stopped has no arrest warrants or issues."
I continued: "And furthermore to that, Carl, if there was a murder at KXTC's studios, we would interview your fellow employees there to obtain clues to who might have wanted to commit the murder, and we'd run credit checks and general background checks. We do that all the time, businesses do that all the time regarding potential employees. It's routine, and it's legal."
I went on: "And that's what we did at Town Fitness Centers. Carl Ryder was an employee there, and he had clients that hired him as a personal trainer. We would be failing in our duty to find Carl's killer if we did not do routine checks of the murder victim's associates, co-workers, and the like."
I said: "I will add that Town Fitness Centers did not just hand over that information. They forced us to get a subpoena, which I did and which they honored per the law. So when your colleague Stellum was insinuating that they didn't put up a fight, I'd refute that by saying that they most certainly did do what they could to protect their clients's interests, and their clients should be appreciative of Town Fitness Centers's concern for their clients privacy rights."
Lemay: "Did the Police find anything in that investigation, anything leading you to a suspect?"
I replied: "I think it would be more accurate to say we eliminated many potential suspects in our investigation. I won't comment on specifics nor individuals, of course, but we've pretty much concluded our checks of Town Fitness Center's employees and clients."
Lemay: "Commander, Cindy Ross is the Police Deputy Chief, the majority owner of Town Fitness Centers, and your first cousin as well, as your father and her father are brothers. First, doesn't that violate nepotism laws? And second, why didn't you recuse yourself from the investigation?"
I said "Nepotism laws don't apply to Police Officers ranked Captain and above. That originally was so that a son could serve on a Police Force under his father, but it applies to me and Commander Ross, as well. Also, neither of us is in each other's direct chain of command."
Your Iron Crowbar: "As to the recusal issue: one reason I agreed to this interview is because your viewers may not have the full context of what recusals are and why they take place. Yes, Commander Ross is my blood kin, but she was eliminated as a potential suspect by other Detectives very early on in the investigation. And my Detectives are doing most of the work, and I'm in the background. Last, if anything directly involving Commander Ross did come up, that information would be taken to the Chief, the Sheriff, or the Inspector General... most likely to all of them... and I'd be left out of the loop."
Lemay: "One last question, Commander. Your Police Force was served with several 'cease and desist' notices by lawyers of some of the Town Fitness Centers clients, but you and your Police Force ignored those and investigated the clients anyway. Wasn't that willfully breaking the law?"
I said "Of course not, Carl, and here's why. A 'cease and desist' order from a Judge, from a Court, would have to be honored. But a lawyer just handing us a form does not obligate us to anything. Cease and desist orders are most often used to force someone to agree to stop stealing intellectual property, things like that... like someone stealing someone's Detective stories from the Literotica website the stories are on."
I went on: "In general, those lawyers were trying to force us into a contract, and for that to have legal effect, the TCPD would have to agree to the cease and desist order, and sign it. Of course we did no such thing. All of that talk was just chatter that has only confused your viewers."
The technician was gesturing to his watch, the universal sign to be mindful of the time. Carl Lemay said "Thank you for your time and those explanations, Commander. This is Carl Lemay with Police Commander Donald Troy. Back to you, Bettina."
A moment later, Lemay shook my hand and said "Thank you for the interview Commander."
"You really didn't know about our nepotism laws?" I asked skeptically.
"We get asked about that a lot." said Lemay. "So I threw it to you so you could address it, which you did." He was trying to make it sound like he had done me a favor, but I suspected that Carole would've 'known' that he had meant the question as a hostile 'gotcha' question, and that I'd blown it up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not bad, Commanderrrr." said the Chief as I came to the Chief's Conference Room after the interview was over.
"I'm curious." Teresa said. "You didn't want others to go to bat for Cindy's gym, but you just did. Why you and not them?"



"Besides the obvious reasons that 'I yam what I yam'," I said with a grin, "the difference was that I was saying that on KXTC itself!" Cindy's interview with Priya on KFXU was 'preaching to the choir'. Mine was to the people that the Enemy tells what to think every morning."
Sheriff Griswold growled "In other words, young whippersnapper: 'only Nixon could go to China.'." Young whippersnappers these days probably don't even know what means anymore, I thought to myself.
"I'm shocked KXTC let you do that at all." the Chief said. "But Carl Lemayyyy treated you well enough, wouldn't you say?"
I shook my hand in a 'so-so' gesture. "Yes, he was polite enough, but his questions weren't 'friendly' at all. The good news is that he did let me answer them without cutting me off, which surprised me a bit. I also noted that he did not cut me off when I took a shot at Pat Stellum... that's something to put into a compartment of our minds."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:50am, I was called into the Chief's office again. I grabbed my laptop, then went to the office and on inside, to find waiting for me the Chief, Sheriff... and State Senator Katherine Woodburn, owner of KXTC. The Chief had me sit down next to her. I tried hard to not look too much at her magnificent legs, shaped wonderfully by the high heel pumps she was wearing.
"We had a deal, Commander." Katherine said. "And I honored my side of it: you got live time on my network in exchange for dropping the charges against Pat Stellum. And then you went and arrested him again this morning.
"And there was a reason for that. Let's watch some TV." I said. I opened my laptop, and began showing Katherine some videos.
"Senator," I said as she watched, "Pat Stellum and his driver, also his cameraman, blew right past a Police blockade point without stopping, and attempted to enter a restricted area that was a crime scene. They refused to stop when pursued, and we literally had to box them in to make them stop. They were arrested for that."
Katherine said "Have you not heard of the Right of a Free Press?"
I replied "And have you not heard that not only do your rights end where ours begin, but that that we have the right to do our jobs to bring justice to the victim of the crime, which supersedes your general Press rights. Stellum does not have the right to disrespect my Police Force by just blowing by a Police checkpoint without stopping, and he does not have the right to contaminate my crime scenes with his rude, arrogant presence."
I went on, my voice ominous as I said: "And Senator... my Officers would've been correct to shoot and kill him when he blew past the checkpoint. And next time he or any KXTC van tries that stunt, my Officers will be shooting to kill."
"So curb your dog, Senator." said the Chief. "I fully agree with the Commander, and I support his actions and those of my Officers this morning. Mr. Stell-mmmm is beginning to tread on very dangerous ground. May I suggest he be persuaded to make an 'attitude adjustment'?"
"Coming from the boss of this man?" Katherine fired back, pointing at me. "That's cheeky at best, hypocritical at worst."
Sheriff Griswold growled "Ms. Woodburn, you must not have been listening. The difference between the Iron Crowbar and your arrogant reporter Stellum... besides the obvious fact that the Iron Crowbar is a real man and Stellum is less of a man than you are... is that Stellum could have been shot and killed by my TCPD Officers this morning, and they would've been justified in doing so. I really do suggest you keep that in mind, and get your reporter under control."
"Whatever." Katherine said disdainfully. She stood up, then said "I want my reporter, his cameraman, and their van and all their equipment back." Then she looked at me and said "And no quid pro quo deals this time."
"Very well." said the Chief. "But this is the lasssst timmmme. And don't test me on that."
"Seriously, Katherine," I said, "that is 'strike two' for Stellum. Strike three... will be a very ugly 'out'. Just sayin', is all."
Katherine did not bother to reply, and I did not bother to pretend I wasn't ogling her ass and legs as she walked to the door and exited the office.
"She's more of a man than Stellum." I said. "But she's definitely a woman."
"You are a bad, bad man, Mister Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. "Okayyyy, let's talk about this incident with Toooole. I.A. is already on it, and getting statements from the Officers there. Be a dear, Commander, and let them have your statement as wellllll."
"Yes sir." I said. "And I'm glad the Sheriff is here, because I now have an idea of where at least some of the Press leaks might be coming from."
That got the Sheriff's attention. "What do you mean, Crowbar?" he growled.
"Sheriff," I said, "when you put out that word about finding leaks, we went further. We forced every Officer and civilian employee to change their computer and Police iPhone and iPad passwords, and to passkeys that were much stronger than many of them were using. Teresa also had everyone change out the encryption chips on all the Police radios... every single one of them, be they hand-held or vehicle radios."
I continued: "The encryption chips are actually physical wafers that are inserted into the radios, with five different keysets. We've been on the last keyset of the last chipset for a long time, because the chips are expensive. But we went far longer than we should have, and that's my fault. So Teresa ordered the chips swapped out the other night after you got fired up about the leaks."
I said: "I've also made it SOP that the Police not communicate on the open, unencrypted Channel unless it's a life-or-death emergency. Everyone is on Channel 1, which is now encrypted. And we've instituted tighter controls of the radios... they have to be accounted for, and Teresa is very good about making unannounced spot checks on things like that." The Sheriff nodded and the Chief, a military veteran, chuckled at that.
I continued: "Early this morning, Sergeant Toole took charge of that crime scene. He ordered every Police cruiser to turn on their lightbars, which lit up the Park in blue and white like it was Hanukkah or something. I came up, gave orders to shut off the lightbars, and Toole actually got on the radio and said they had to be left on, citing 'regulations'."
I went on: "I asserted my authority and got them turned off, but Toole's car was parked on the very top of the hill and was very visible, and I had to send someone else up to turn off his lightbar. Additionally, one other car left it's lightbar on until I confronted Toole, and I've found out that that car was Justin Hendricks's."
I said: "Of course I was trying to keep the Press from seeing the blue lights and trying to investigate, but sure enough, they showed up. And Stellum actually tried to just bypass our checkpoint. I'll bet you both a hundred dollars that we hear a complaint that the Police cruiser's lightbar wasn't on, causing Stellum not to see the car at all nor realize it was a checkpoint."
"Crowbar," growled the Sheriff, "if you think I'm going to bet you any amount of money at all on any thing at all, you got another 'think' coming!" I chuckled.
"Well, I tried." I replied.
"Soooo," drawled the Chief, "you think Hendricks and Toole were deliberately trying to guide the Press to us? I know Hendricks is a Union-pro-tec-ted dirt-bagggg, but Toole, too?"
"So I read the riddle, sir." I replied. "First, Hendricks is not on third shift, which was providing the Uniformed coverage at the scene. He should not have been there at all but he was there. And when he turned off his lightbar, he drove on away, completely leaving the scene and the Park."
I said: "And let me refresh your memories on Toole. A few years ago he was disciplined by me, a suspended reduction in rank to Corporal, after he cited a black person as being at fault in a collision with a white person. The white man even told Toole that it was his own fault, and Toole told him to shut up or he'd be arrested, and proceeded to issue the citation to the black man. The good news is that the white man was honest enough to go to Court and tell the Judge the truth, so the Judge just dropped all the charges."
I continued: "That punishment for Toole also was for his involvement in a bar fight at one of the watering holes along University Avenue. I didn't know it at the time, but I went back and checked the Police reports of the incident. The fight started when two black men came into the bar, and Toole confronted them and told them to leave, that 'their kind' would not be served there. He also threw the first punch in the fight that turned into a 'Ballroom Blitz' free-for-all. Fortunately, Toole was not in uniform nor on duty, so the Police evaded culpability for that."
"And he's still on my Police Force?" Chief Moynahan said.
"Yes sir." I said. "Toole did exhibit those signs of racism, but he cleaned up his act after I gave him the suspended sentence, and there's been no problem with him since. He's mostly assigned to duties at County Jail and Precinct 1, and last night was the first time I've heard his name, for good or bad, for a long, long time."
I finished: "Oh, there's one more thing... he was the arresting Officer of Peter Dwayne Gordon in the Kendra Luskin case... and the Officer that made the arrest with him was?..." I let the question hang.
"Hendricks." spat the Sheriff, absorbing the lesson. I nodded, and he said "And if we even try to question that fat son of a bitch, he'll demand a Union Rep and cry that we're harassing him."
"Yes sir." I said. "So let's let him think he got away with something, and we can start monitoring him, Toole, and Jeremy Hatch all the more closely."
"We've been monitoring Hatch." said the Chief. "He complained to the Union about being assigned to holding a stop sign at school crossings, and they grieved it. He was put in Personnel & Records, but Commander Ross and Lieutenant Wausau formally complained about that after he fucked up some paperwork that caused three Police Officers to not get paid for a week, and then one Court case that Nance threw out because Hatch had fucked up the paperwork. I wrote him up, and the Union grieved it, hard, and somehow they won."
"Soooooo," finished the Chief, "he's assigned to patrol with Hendricks twice a week, and the Duty Desk the other days of the week, and the Duty Desk Sergeants watch him carefully and yell in his ear like Drill Sergeants if he fucks up anything at allllll."
"I don't like that he's out there with Hendricks." I said. "I take it that's Internal Affairs's doing?"
"Not much gets past yooooo, Mister Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief. "Not very much a'tall...."
Part 22 - A Rose By Any Other Name
9:10am, Friday, October 2nd. As I was finishing up my report of my observations the David Rose crime scene, I got a call on my Police iPhone from Detective Julia Rodriguez.
"Sir," she said, "Teddy Parker and I went to Carla and David Rose's condo to officially inform her of her husband's death, but she wasn't there. I called in to get a ping Carla's cellphone, but when Teddy and I proceeded to go to the local office of the Rose Advertising Firm with Coleman, Newman, Joan Laurer and Lisa Monroe to question the employees, Carla was there."
Julia: "So we canceled the request for the phone ping. We took Carla aside and informed her of David's death, but there's another problem: the manager here won't let us talk to the employees without warrants, nor see any data without subpoenas."
"I'm on my way." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I arrived at the offices of the Rose Advertising Firm, wearing Police armor over our uniform shirts. As we approached the door, two Security guards blocked the door. "The office is closed. No one is permitted inside."
"We're the Town & County Police." I said. "We're here on official business. Our business."
"Where's your warrant?" said the first security man, a big burly black man.
"Right here." I said, pulling the document out from my trenchcoat pocket, but not handing it to him. "Now are you going to move, or am I going to arrest you?"
"You must be hard of hearing, dumbass." said the second Security man, who was shorter than the first man, laconic in manner, and white. "Warrant or not, you are not going in there. If you try, we'll whip your asses."
Teresa and I glanced at each other. "So be it." I said, and reached for the door handle. The big black man grabbed my wrist, and that was all I needed. I made an Aikido move that turns into him, grabbing his hand that had grabbed my arm in my other hand, and smashed my foot into his kneecap. Since knees don't bend backwards, bad things happened to the ligaments of his knee. As he howled in pain, I smashed my fist into his nose and he went down in a heap. Didn't even need a crowbar, I thought to myself.
The white Security guard went after Teresa. She had even more fun, as she guided the arm he was using to throw a punch at her past her face, then took him down with a blow to his deltoid. Since arms don't flex backwards all that far, something had to give... and his shoulder separated as a result, even as he suffered the extra indignity of his face smashing into the carpet of the floor.
We handcuffed them behind their backs as they howled in pain and begged for medical attention. Instead of knocking, I made use of the red crowbar, and jimmied the door open with it. The lock yielded with a loud *SNAP!*
We went inside to find shocked employees and Police Detectives staring at us. We shoved the Security men down hard, and they couldn't break their falls so their faces and chests slammed onto the floor.
I said loudly: "These two are under arrest for obstructing a Police investigation and assaulting Police Officers. Now are the rest of you going to cooperate with us?"
"No!" yelled a portly man with brown hair and a rather 'ordinary' mustache. "I'm the manager here. Now you and your Pigs get warrants, or get the hell out! And I insist that I be allowed to call our attorneys!"
"What's your name?" I asked.
"Robert Porter." said Robert Porter.
"Here's the warrant." I said, handing it to him. "It allows me to seize every document of the Rose Advertising Firm, and bring in all the employees for questioning."
Porter said loudly: "Nobody talks to them without our attorneys present!"
I said "Commander Croyle, call County Jail and have them send the 'school bus' and Officers to process the arrest of every employee here."
As Teresa turned and got out her cellphone, I said loudly "The 'school bus' is that orange Police bus that we take prisoners to places to pick up trash and cut the grass... you know, the ubiquitous '1000 hours of community service'? Take your cellphones with you, so you can call lawyers once we get there."
I went on: "All of you will be booked. Fingerprints, photographs, the works. And those photographs likely will find their way to the Press, and shown to the entire County------"
"Officer!" said a woman, "I'll be glad to cooperate. You don't have to take us to jail!" There were many murmurs of agreement.
"I'm sorry, ma'am, but my hands are tied." I said. "Your manager Porter has spoken for all of you."
"He doesn't speak for me, Commander." said a tall lanky man.
"Shut up!" said Robert Porter. "Anyone who talks to the Pigs without our attorney present will be fired!"
'FUCK OFF, PORTER!" said another man, who was handsome and looked like a potential leader. "Commander, I'm willing to talk to you, but is it really necessary for all of us to go to County Jail?"
I relented. "No, as long as you cooperate." To Julia Rodriguez I said quietly "Where is Carla Rose?"
"In her office, with Laurer." said Julia.
"Okay." I said. "Croyle, have Monroe and Newman call in some Uniformed Officers to take her, Porter, and these two bozos to Headquarters. For these guys, full booking: prints, photos, the latest fashion in orange jumpsuits, the whole nine yards. Obstruction and assaulting Police Officers for the bozos; obstruction for Porter, here. Then get the security guards the medical attention they're claiming they need."
I continued: "Hold Carla in I-1, let her call her lawyer. She's under arrest for suspicion of murder, but don't tell her nor her lawyer exactly for whose murder just yet. Maybe she or the lawyer will slip up, eh wot?"
"Roger that, sir." Teresa said, then moved out smartly to complete her mission...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It went surprisingly easily after that. Everyone was fingerprinted; I explained that we were dusting for prints, so they'd all have to be fingerprinted so we'd know when their prints showed up, and they all readily accepted that.
The Detectives began questioning the employees in their conference room while the CSI techs and Myron Milton went to work on their papers, security video footage, and computer files. I had all the Detectives download the DMV photo of David Rose, so they could show it to the employees when needed.
Then I went in and sat in the corner (literally) and listened to the interviews. The following is a consensus of the questions and answers:
"Carla is very nice, to all of us. We all like her. Yes, she works from this office all the time, almost every day."
"I hate David. He's one of the meanest assholes I've ever met. He's driven good people away. He plays favorites. No, not to Carla, but other execs. Thank God he stays in the City most of the time, and rarely comes here."
"I guess Carla and David got along. They're still married, aren't they? No, I never heard them fight. No, I never saw signs of abuse... well, Carla had a black eye this past Monday. She said she and David were celebrating her pregnancy, she was tipsy from the wine she drank, and turned the corner and ran into the refrigerator door that he'd opened."
At the end, per my instructions, Julia would hold up her iPhone and say "Do you recognize this man?" No one said they did. At first, Julia was shocked, but as each person said the same thing she began seeing the truth of the matter.
And then one woman had said "I heard on the news just now that David is dead. Is that for real? I mean, we had a videoconference with him at 8:00am this morning. He's in the City."
After the interviews were over, Julia turned to me and said "Sir, how did you know?"
"Logic." I said. "They cut off David's hands and pulled some of his teeth Whoever did that... and called it in so that we would find out when we did... must've done it to keep him from being quickly identified through fingerprints or dental records, trying to keep us from finding out who he really is. We'll run his DNA profile through national and State databases, and see if anything pops up."
I said "I also had a nagging feeling about it after your interviews with him and Carla. And I think y'all observed it, too... the timid wife-watcher that we all saw, that Teddy derided, just didn't seem to be a guy who would be a Tau Fraternity member, a man who built up an advertising firm to be the go-to firm for the Big Boy companies, one of the (air quotes) 'hobnobbers' with the Elites. What my lying eyes were seeing just did not match up with what I'd expected. And of course, when that employee said David was on a conference call this morning, that sealed it. So I had you show them David's photo, and none of them recognized him. Ergo..." I let the sentence hang.
"...the man who Carla is saying was her husband, isn't her husband." Julia finished. All of the other Detective listening in were equally stunned.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to Police Headquarters, I went to my office and made some phone calls. Then I got up and went into MCD.



"Carla Rose is in I-1." Jerome Davis said. "She called a lawyer... Nadine Hall, from the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn."
"That in itself is instructive." I said. "Dewy, Burnham & Winn is a women's divorce law firm, but they found that their clients were calling them for other legal issues. So they brought in Nadine Hall. Soooo, I surmise that Carla Rose knew of that law firm because she may have consulted with them... about a possible divorce."
"Yes sir." said Jerome Davis. "We'll check to see if any papers were ever filed. In the meantime, that manager Porter is in I-2, and has legal representation... Nathan Masterson, of Gresham & Mason, P.C."
"Ooooo." I said. "That's even more instructive. I'll bet his company brought in that particular legal beagle?"
"He did call the company when he was allowed his phone call." said Jerome. "So I won't bet against you on that one, either."
Jerome added: "The other two, the Security guys, were taken to the Hospital after going through booking. One of them has a badly damaged knee, that will require major reconstructive surgery. The other has a separated shoulder and torn rotator cuff. Lawyers were literally swarming to get to them, but we've got your Officer-cam data and the building's security cam video footage, and Paulina Patterson has already gotten to Judge Watts to deny them bail before anyone could get to Judge Nance."
"Good." I said. "They're unimportant. Detective Rodriguez! Are you ready to interview Carla Rose again?"
"Yes sir," said Julia, "but I'd like guidance from you on how you want it to go."
"Okay, here's what we're going to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julia went into Interrogation-1 followed by me and Teresa Croyle, who was in uniform and therefore met the requirements of the 'Uniformed Presence'. Corporal Hicks was just on the other side of the door on the 'jail side'.
Julia and I sat down across from Nadine Hall and Carla Rose. Nadine was a lovely woman, but was hopelessly outclassed by the drop-dead gorgeous Carla Rose. I put that into its compartment of the mind.
"You know Detective Rodriguez already." I said. "I'm Commander Don Troy." I read Carla her rights from the card, and she nodded the she understood.
"Why is my client here?" asked Nadine Hall. "Is she under arrest?"
"She is being detained as a material witness in a murder investigation." I said.
"Whose murder?" Nadine asked, a little too shrewdly.
"The man who identified himself to my Detectives as David Rose." I said.
"What's with the parsing your words about him?" Nadine sneered.
I peered hard at her, then said: "I think you know why. But I also want to talk with her again about Carl Ryder, with whom your client has already admitted to my Detectives that she had a sexual relationship, and by whom she was impregnated."
"You've already questioned her about that." Nadine said.
"And we're questioning her again." I said.
Nadine said "If you're going to harass my client, maybe I should just have her invoke, and take her out of here."
I turned to Julia and said "Detective, why do these lawyers repeatedly insult our intelligence by always trying this same failed trick?" Julia shrugged, and I turned to Nadine Hall and lit into her. "Let me make this very clear, Counselor: your client is not walking out of here. As I said, she is under arrest on a material witness warrant, but she is very quickly becoming a person of interest in my investigations."
Nadine leaned over and said "This cop is violating your rights again. Invoke, and I'll got to the Judge and get you out of here."
To my surprise, Carla shook her head and said "No he's not. Let's just let them ask their questions, and get this overwith."
Nadine began gathering her things. "If you're not going to take good advice, then maybe you should find other representation."
"I'm paying you to represent me." Carla replied loudly. "So sit there and do your job, and represent me." She turned to me and said "Go ahead, Commander."
"I'm not sure I should." I said. "It's obvious that your attorney is unhappy, and I fear you are not getting proper representation at this extremely critical time for you." I got up as if to leave. "Come on, Detective. Mrs. Rose and her attorney have some things to work out."
"Are you questioning my professionalism?" shouted Nadine.
"Yes." I said simply as I turned back to her. "And you more than questioned mine; you outright accused me of violating your client's rights, which I have not done and you damn well know it. So get it figured out. Let's go, ladies."
As Teresa and Julia went towards the anteroom door, I turned and said "Counselor, if you don't know who I am and my reputation as a Detective, you need to take the next few minutes calling your partners Virginia Madison or Tina Felton, and maybe other attorneys in this County, and find out. Let the Officer outside the other door know when you're ready to talk." And with that, we left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa, Julia and I sat in my office drinking coffee, Teresa said "I know Julia told Carla that David is dead, but Carla doesn't seem very shaken up about it."
"There's a lot going on with her." I said. "She's------"
Just then, Mary Milton came to my door, and I had her come in and sit down. "Sir," she said, "I have to apologize to you. We did not do a very good job investigating David Rose."
"And finding out that he's not David Rose?" I asked. "It's something to learn from, but don't beat yourself up about it. His backstop is very good; he just grafted his history onto the real David Rose, Carla's real husband."
"Whaa?" Teresa and Julia gasped simultaneously. Julia said "So who is the real David Rose?"
"Before you answer that, Lieutenant Milton," I said, "let me say a couple of things about the man we now know is not Carla's husband. First, it was obvious from the pulling of the teeth and chopping off the hands of the body at Ronald Reagan Park that someone did not want him to be quickly nor easily identified. We knew the 'Ned Flanders' lookalike from his DMV photo, and Julia and Teddy from interviewing him, but the perps took the time to make it hard to get a real identification. And that's something I really want to learn about from Carla, if she doesn't invoke."
"Second, a backstop has been created for David." I continued. "A drivers license with his face and that name is in the State database. And in your defense, Mary, I looked at the Rose Advertising Firm website, as I'm sure you did. There are a few photos, mostly of Carla, but none that clearly identify David Rose, though he's listed as the Founder and Senior Partner of the firm."
"Ergo," I finished up, "we saw what we thought was enough to see, and came to the erroneous conclusion that the cuckold we were seeing was indeed David Rose, and he was Carla's husband. And, by the way, it explains why Carla didn't wake wondering where her husband was. All in all, it's a teachable moment for the future, and maybe it'll help us crack the Carl Ryder murder case. So, Lieutenant Milton, who is the real David Rose?"
"His real name is David Roseblatt." Mary said. "He's a graduate of Eastern State. When he started the Rose Advertising Firm fifteen years ago, he just began using the name 'Rose', as it sounded better for the firm's name. When he met and ultimately married Carla, the name 'Rose' was used on their marriage license. But the corporate papers filed with the State have him listed as 'Roseblatt', and his drivers license also has him as Roseblatt."
Mary brought up the DMV photo, showing a man with very black hair, prominent cheekbones, and looking like he never lost his baby fat. "He's not on the website, but we can download a PDF file of their printed brochure or booklet, and it has this picture." A photo of 12 people around a desk was shown. Roseblatt was sitting in the chair. Carla was standing next to him, over his right shoulder, and other nicely dressed employees were spread out from there.
"He's stocky," I said, "but I suspect he's like Rudistan, and in a lot better shape than you'd think at first blush. And yes, he looks a whole lot more like a former Tau and associate of the Big Boys than that guy Martha is slicing and dicing in our morgue right now, don't you think?" Julia nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Do we need to put out an APB on this guy?" Teresa asked.
"Not yet." I replied. "He's in the City right now, and I've asked Curly Goodwin and Britt Maxwell of the SBI to keep tabs on him for me. Jack Muscone very quietly put both his Roseblatt and Rose names on the 'do not fly' list, which will keep him from being able to fly, and also keep him from getting on an Amtrak train. They're keeping tabs on him, too... it would seeeeem that the FBI has had him on their radar for a while, too, though I don't yet know why."
My landline rang, and the Duty Desk Sergeant told me that Nadine Hall and her client were ready for us in I-1.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going into I-1, I said "Mrs. Rose, are you retaining this attorney as your representation?"
"Yes." said Carla Rose. Julia and I sat down.
Nadine Hall said "My client is willing to make a hypothetical statement about the death of her husband, David Rose, and answer questions hypothetically from that. She'll say nothing outside of that------"
"Stop." I said. "Just stop. You obviously do not understand what is going on here, nor the gravity of your client's situation. There are no deals on the table, and I don't accept your crap about hypotheticals. At all. Now your client can either truthfully answer my questions, or she can take the Fifth, and I'll move on... to her real husband, David Roseblatt."
"What do you want to know?" Carla asked.
"Stop talking!" Nadine Hall ordered.
"No! YOU shut up!" yelled Carla Rose. "You tried that 'hypothetical' trick, and the Iron Crowbar called you out on it, and refused. So now you do it my way." Nadine Hall looked very sullen as Carla turned to me.
"So, Carla," I said, "we know that the man my Detectives interviewed with you is not your lawfully wedded husband. What's his real name?"
"To my knowledge, David Rose." Carla said. "His name was what inspired us to create our relationship, for lack of a better term. Maybe I should explain from the beginning."
"Sure." I said. "And I'll fill in the gaps you don't want to admit to." That got me a nasty look from Nadine Hill as she realized I knew a lot more than she realized I did. But it was too late now...
Carla: "I met my real husband, David Roseblatt, in college. I was dating a lot back then, and I had the 'boy-toy' boyfriend, who was good in bed; the 'friend' boyfriend, that gave me the answers when we studied, and was my protecter at social events; and the 'money' boyfriend, that spent a lot of money on me. Roseblatt, as I'll call him, was the money boyfriend. He was older, and he was lousy in bed... his dick is only three inches hard, I'm not kidding... but he had money."
Carla: "As I neared graduation, Roseblatt asked me to marry him, as did five other guys. I didn't tease anyone; I turned all the others down. I knew I could work in Roseblatt's advertising firm, make good money on my own, and wait until he hit the big time. I knew he was a Tau, that he was connected, and that eventually he'd hit it big."
Carla: "It wasn't too long into the marriage that I realized I'd made a huge mistake. Roseblatt's sex drive dropped off, and so did his performance. Just look at me, Commander... all this, being wasted, and I was desperate for sex. Not just good sex, but any sex."
Carla: "Fortunately, some of the high-level guys Roseblatt knew were not only chasing each other's wives, some of them were decent in bed. I got the BigPharmaCorp account by sleeping with their CEO, Donovan Donolan. I know you solved his wife's murder and his murder years ago, Commander." (Author's note: 'Hot Wives Investment Club'.) I nodded.
Carla: "We opened the Town & County Office of the company after we got the BigPharmaCorp contract, which allowed me to informally separate from my husband and live here, while he lived in the City. I had to appear with him at events, and I did, but I didn't have to live with him. He'd become verbally abusive towards me, and sometimes borderline physical, so I was glad to have that distance from him."
"Why didn't you divorce him, then." Julia asked, breaking the flow of information.
"Because I had a plan," said Carla, "which was to wait until he hit it big, and I mean really big, and then divorce him and take half. I also knew I had to be careful, or he'd divorce me if he caught me cheating on him... and by that I mean really cheating, not letting some Elite company exec fuck me to further his business interests."
Carla: "And to that end, I needed cover for the times I stepped out on Roseblatt. I also didn't want to bring our advertising firm into disrepute; that would hurt me, and my plan. I had been going to clubs, sex clubs, with different guys, but people started noticing that I had different 'husbands'."
Carla: "Some years ago, I met David in the City, at a nightclub that was like Rita's club... a regular club up front, and scorching hot sex in the back. David lived across the Line in the State east of us, he was a computer programmer, and a total nerd. We talked, and the idea that he play my husband was born."
Carla: "David was married at the time, and with two kids, but he and his wife were bitterly estranged. They'd had an open relationship where he would watch her have sex, and the two kids were not his biological children. But she tired of it, and filed for divorce... and child support. He quit his job as a computer programmer so he wouldn't have to pay the alimony and child support."
Carla: "The judge threatened to throw him in jail, and he stood there and told the judge to go ahead and do it, because at least in jail he'd have 'three hots and a cot' (air quotes), and he wouldn't be paying any money to his ex-wife and not-his-kids. The judge ordered a trial for David, but I secretly had a P.I. pay his bail, get him out of the ankle monitor he was wearing, and bring him to our Town & County."
Carla: "He needed a new identity, and so I contacted some former friends with 'connections', and 'David Rose' was created. I hired him as a computer consultant, and he was able to keep our computers going and improve the software. He didn't work in our local office here; I set him up in a small office a few blocks down from us."
Carla: "He lived in my apartment at Tower Condos, sleeping in the second bedroom. We would go clubbing, sometimes at Rita's, but a lot more often in places a distance from here. He'd jack off while watching me have sex, and things were good."
Julia said "Did David have sex with you?" I again was irked that she'd stopped the flow of information.
Carla replied: "There were occasions at certain Swinger Clubs where the husbands and wives would have to have sex, mostly to prove they weren't undercover cops or the Reverend Steven Ikea's SBI stormtroopers, and also not some guy hiring a prostitute to come in and play. So David fucked me on those occasions, or I sucked his dick as his erectile disfunction got worse. And many times after I fucked another man, David would eat my pussy... even if my lover had come inside me."
Carla: "This past year, my real husband's company began hitting the big-time and taking off. He was getting more work from other big companies, and it looked like he might get the big prize... an advertising contract for MegaTech Industries and their many products and services. So I started looking around for a suitable man to be the baby-daddy of my future child. And that's when I met Carl."
Carla: "We met for lunch at a Downtown bistro, and we really hit it off. Carl was handsome, well-mannered, intelligent, charming, fit... and virile. He agreed to put a bun in my oven, and so David and I met him at a hotel, and Carl and I made love------ er, had sex, while David watched and masturbated. We, Carl and I, ran into each other again and had sex, and then tried to make a baby in mid-September. By then we were starting to be hot for each other, and it was one scorching hot day of sex. And I got pregnant."
Julia said "How were you introduced to Carl? How was that arranged?"
I'd had enough. I put my hand on Julia's forearm to stop her from talking further, then said "Let me lead this." To Carla I said "Let's not worry about that now. What I want to know is if you told your real husband that you were pregnant, and if he gave you that black eye as a result."
"What black eye?" Nadine Hall asked.
I said: "The one she's hiding with makeup now, if you'll actually use your eyes to look at, rather than stare angrily at me. And the one her co-workers saw last Monday."
Carla nodded. "Yeah. I'd been giving my husband infrequent sex this year, to keep him wrapped around my finger. I made sure to sleep with him a few days after my times with Carl. So last Saturday I told him I was pregnant. He asked 'By who? I had a vasectomy a few years ago.'."
Carla: "I was busted, but that wasn't the worst of it. My husband began trying to force me to tell him who had impregnated me. He twisted my arm, almost strangled me, then finally hauled off and punched me right in the face. When I went down, almost blacking out, he realized he'd crossed the line, and he started asking if I was okay, and saying he was sorry. I just got up and ran, and he didn't chase after me. I drove back home here, and barricaded myself in, thinking he'd come after me. But he never did."
"But Carl was murdered two days later." I said. "Okay, now for Detective Rodriguez's question: how were you introduced to Carl?"
Carla hesitated, obviously not wanting to say anything, so I said "Look, Carla, we know Carl was impregnating other women, maybe for pay. I really need to get an idea of what was going on with that, because other people's lives may be in danger, and the killer may be among them. So... how did you really meet Carl?"
Nadine Hall tried to intervene. "You don't have to answer that. You can invoke and stop this travesty at any time. At the least, demand Immunity in exchange for any more information."
Carla rolled her eyes, then said "No, I'm in for a penny, in for a pound." She then said "There was a woman at one of the clubs David and I went to. We swapped husbands, and after they'd fucked us, she and I started talking. I told her I was thinking of getting pregnant, but my husband's sperm wasn't virile enough. She told me about a private Facebook page that listed several young men who were guaranteed to be intelligent, fit, and virile."
Carla: "The application to it was on a website that one could only access by having two passphrases, each seven words long, and they were frequently changed. The woman, whose real name I don't know and never did, gave me the passphrases and the URL, and said to put in 'Candy Samples' as the woman who'd given her the information."
Carla: "I got on and applied, and was admitted to the Facebook page. There were six young men listed on it, with faces, bios, and first names. I thought all the guys's names were fakes, but Carl's turned out not to be. Carl caught my eye right away, so I sent a message to him. The Facebook account I used had a photo of me. I got a message back to meet Carl in front of one of the Downtown bistros, and we met, and went from there."
I said "We're going to need the information on that Facebook account. We'll need your cellphone to get that information, and------"
"NO!" Nadine Hall yelled. "Not without a warrant!" She turned to Carla and said "I insist on that. And even if you give these cops your cellphone, they're going to have to get a warrant."



Nadine turned to me and said: "If you don't get a warrant, I'll be getting an order from Judge Nance's Court to stop you."
"Methinks thou doth protesteth too much, Counselor." I said, peering hard at her. "Why are you so riled up about that, and trying so hard to stop us?"
"It's called 'privacy', Commander." Nadine said, saying my rank witheringly, "Those people have rights! And meeting to have sex is not a crime!"
"No, but conspiracy is." said Teresa Croyle from behind them, near the door.
"And so is murder." I said. "And we'll do what we need to do, in a legally defensible way, of course. But I will get the information I need to investigate this. Anyhoo, let's move forward. Carla, David was living in your condo with you?"
"Yes." Carla said. "In the second bedroom."
"Since you worked together, did you go in to work together/" I asked.
"Oh, no, we had separate workplaces, and different schedules." Carla said. "And I know where you're going with this. Your Detectives were very nice in the way they informed me of David's passing."
"So when was the last time you saw David?" I asked.
"Last night." said Carla. "Last evening, actually. After we were interviewed by the Police yesterday, David was very worried about being found out for who he really was. I told him that if the Police had not figured it out by then, they probably wouldn't at all. But he thought it would be better if he went to his (air quotes) 'bolt hole'."
Carla: "He had a little one-room place on the top floor of one of the Downtown buildings. Super cheap rent, $200 a month. He had a sofa-bed there and could change clothes, and could stay there if my real husband came to Town or if I was having business guests. So after nightfall, he snuck out and went there for the night, and I didn't hear anymore from him until this morning, when your Officers told me he was found dead."
"What name did he rent that place under?" I asked. When Carla looked confused, I said "If he had a water bill under the name 'David Rose', we would've found it. And he wouldn't use his real name and risk being caught for skipping on the child support. So... what was the name? And for that matter, what was the address of the place?"
Carla said "I honestly don't know. That was one of his secrets, which he kept from me so that I couldn't be forced to compromise him."
"So you were worried that you and he could have been compromised." Julia said, again irritating me. Not that the question wasn't valid; it very much was. But it's a matter of timing...
Carla said "As you can tell from the black eye and the story I told you, my real husband is a very vindictive man. And if the FBI or anyone found out that David was living here, I had plausible deniability on his whereabouts. So yes, David kept the address of his place secret from me."
"But you said------" Julia started, and I again stopped her.
"Let's not get into the weeds on that." I said, more like growled, to Julia. I could tell she was now irritated at me, but that was tough shit for her; I had a job to do. I continued: "So he wasn't at home last night. Did anyone else come to your place last night?"
"I... I don't know." said Carla. "I checked into a room at the Hyatt, on the northwest side of Town, in case my husband did come after me."
"Ahhhh, so now we're getting somewhere." I said. "You didn't stay at home... even though Tower Condos has good security."
"Commander," Carla said with a slight smile, "I know about the tunnel between Tower Condos and the University Hotel. It's been my own secret escape plan for a long, long time."
"What tunnel?" Nadine Hall asked.
"It's the official entrance to Hell." I said. "Very little good comes to those who go into it. Okay, Mrs. Rose, do you know of anyone besides your real husband that might wish to kill David?"
"No." said Carla Rose...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Mighty Miltons are the closest thing I've ever seen to 'the indispensable employee'. Mary and Myron were already into the Facebook page, accessing it through Carla Rose's phone after Carla signed the waiver to allow it. Nadine was on her way to Judge Nance to stop it, but would find that effort fruitless.
Meanwhile, I 'invited' Julia and Teresa into my office.
"Sir," said Teresa as we got coffee and sat down, "what about the manager and his attorney Nathan Masterson? They're still in I-2."
"And?" I said, a bit snottily, I admit. "Let 'em sit. It's billable hours for Masterson, so he shouldn't have any complaint about it." Julia laughed. Teresa cackled.
"Okay, Julia, let's talk about that interview." I said. "I stopped you twice because you were asking questions that would've stopped the flow of information Carla was very willingly giving us. And to her attorney's deep chagrin, I might add. The questions you asked before then were also ill-timed. You've got to be aware of the situation, and choose your spots. Ask questions that keep the flow going, and come back later to other points that are not as important, are tangential to the flow, or are outright adversarial and therefore might stop the flow."
I continued: "And I stopped you from asking that obvious last question, which was how Carla could've known what David's apartment was like if she'd never been there or even knew where it was. Am I right?"
"Yes sir." said Julia. "It was obvious she was lying about that."
"And relatively speaking, it was a small lie that we could always go back to later." I said. "I was much more interested in getting the information she was giving us, even though she was lying through her teeth on several occasions."
"Sir," said Julia, who I could tell was confused, and becoming a bit exasperated, "how can you tell what's what from a story like that?"
"By knowing what's going on before I even went into that interview room." I said. "And you've seen everything I've seen, as far as I know, and you were in the Army, yourself. So... what did you learn from her story?"
"Well," said Julia, "if it's true, we now know that David was not Carla's husband, that her real husband was abusive, or at least beat her up that one time... no, let me backtrack: someone hit her, we have co-worker observations on that, but we don't know if it was her husband."
"Good." I said. "Yes, it's good to be as accurate as possible. What else?"
Julia: "We now have a new story of how she met Carl, which judging from your reaction, sir, may be a very big deal in getting new suspects. One thing that does bother me, though, sir, is her story about David being a fugitive, which means we should be able to get his identity pretty quickly. So why would the killers, or someone, cut off his hands and pull his teeth?"
"Very good point." I said. "Whoever killed him left his body where we could find it, but didn't want it easily identified. But they didn't know that we know what we know and how much we know, say that three times fast. We'd seen the man, we have his face, and now we have knowledge of where to look to find out who he really is."
Teresa said: "One thing I didn't understand is that David is supposedly living in Carla's second bedroom, and goes to his 'bolt hole' to hide if others are at her place. But I'd think her husband, and maybe others, would see that the second bedroom is lived-in, even if it's kept up. And that suggests that David lived in the 'bolt hole' a lot more than Carla was suggesting."
I said "Your theory is plausible, since it conforms to those facts. But there is another theory that also conforms to those facts, and allows that David did live with Carla the vast majority of the time."
Julia said "That her husband did know David was living there?"
"Exactly. Very good!" I replied. "And apparently didn't care, or at least didn't object, which is interesting in and of itself with regard to motives, means, and opportunities."
"Sir," said Teresa, "what about that interview interested you the most?"
"Nadine Hall's reactions." I said. "She did not want Carla telling us about the Facebook page, and then she went off on me about getting a warrant to get that information. She definitely knew something, and she definitely did not want me knowing whatever that was..."
My landline phone buzzed, and it was Mary Milton. After hearing what she had to say, I said "Let's meet in Classroom 'E'..."
Part 23 - New Rabbit Holes
11:30am on a very busy Friday, October 2nd. Assembled in Classroom 'E' were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Muscone, Lieutenants Davis, Mary Milton, Rudistan, and Myron Milton, Senior Detectives Parker, Washington, Warner, and Purvis, Detective Sergeant Rodriguez, and Detectives Coleman, Newman, and Laurer.
"Start us offff, Mizzz Milllltonnnnn." drawled the Chief.
"Thank you, sir." said Mary. "After Carla Rose's interview today, we've been able to go down two new rabbit holes. Myron will talk about the Facebook stuff in a minute. In the meantime, I have been able to confirm with the State Agency in Acropolis City (capitol of the State to the east) that David Rose is really David Flanders... not all that far from Ned Flanders, Commander." I admit I broke out laughing at that.
"Wait a minute." Captain Tanya Muscone said. "Why didn't Intel find this before?"
It was a cheap shot at Mary Milton, and everyone knew it. Mary Milton's eyes flashed fire, and Tanya's eyes flashed back. I had to intervene.
"It's my fault." I said.
"With respect, sir," said Tanya, "no it's not. It's the Intel Branch's job to find things like this, and I don't understand why that didn't happen. The FBI has access to national and other States's criminal databases, and if Intel would use the resources the FBI has and shares with State and local LEOs, we would've found this."
Yep, the tension in the room could be cut with a katana.
"One more time, Captain." I said severely. "It was my fault. I didn't think of it; therefore, I'm not going to blame anyone else for not thinking about it... including you." Tanya's eyes flashed fire again at that.
I stood up, and addressed the room: "This is a teachable moment, folks. This one got through the cracks. We saw David Rose's DMV photo, we saw a backstop for a 'David Rose' and we believed our lying eyes. This was a very well-prepared backstop that has fooled Federal, State, and Local Agencies for years, and it got us, too."
I continued: "Like I said, *I* missed it, and I shouldn't have with the knowledge I had of the case. But David Rose, a.k.a. David Flanders, is dead, and our mission is to find out who killed him and who killed Carl Ryder, and deliver Justice to that perp. So let's keep moving forward, and save the recriminations for later. Okay, Lieutenant Milton, keep going."
Mary said "There's not a lot, sir. He had no record until he skipped bail on child support charges and disappeared. And to be candidly honest, it doesn't look like anyone really searched for him, not even his ex-wife"
Teddy Parker said loud enough to hear: "Deadbeat dad, eh? I knew he was a sicko, but to not even take care of his kids?"
"They weren't his biological children." Theo Washington said. "I know the law is against him and he could be legally required to support them, but I also think that law is wrong. He actually was willing to do jail time rather than pay the alimony, and I don't really blame him for skipping out."
"Are you kidding?" said Joanne Warner. "So men should be allowed to just walk away from their responsibilities to their kids?"
"When they're not his kids?" Theo fired back. "Why should he have to pay child support when his wife cheated on him and------"
I ended all that with the words: "Are you guys really going to continue wasting the Sheriff and Police Chief's valuable time with that philosophical exchange of ideas that do nothing to advance our case?"
Silence was instantaneous. "Sorry sir." Teddy Parker finally said.
The Chief said "Philosophical discussions notwith-stannn-dinnnng, what I want to know is if Mr. David Rose Flanders's murder was connected to Mr. Carl Ryder's, and should Mrs. Carla Rozzze be our primary suspect?"
"How can she not be, sir?" asked Jerome Davis. "David was there when Carla was having sex with Carl. Now whether or not the she killed them both, or someone else but the same person did, that's like the times of college football games... TBD, to be determined." Football fans chuckled at that, including our resident War Eagle, Teresa Croyle.
"That's an excellent point, Lieutenant." I said. "An excellent point. Lieutenant Mary Milton, is there a DNA profile for David on record?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "He gave a DNA sample when they tested his paternity of the kids. It's still on that State's database as well as the national database, as are the DNA profiles of his ex-wife and the two kids."
I said "So, folks, why were David's hands cut off and his teeth extracted?"
"So we couldn't quickly identify him via fingerprints nor dental records." said Teddy Parker.
"I agree." I said. "However... We the Police knew him by sight. We had his DMV photo, which sooner or later would get a facial rec hit... yes, it was later, but the point is we had that means to identify him. And Martha the M.E. is an excellent Medical Examiner that has preserved several samples of his DNA... which we'd have submitted to those databases."
I continued: "The point is that chopping off his hands would not and did not delay our identification of him and Carla Rose would have known that. She's a very smart woman; I could see that in how she's handled herself in our interviews of her. Ergo, I'm leaning toward her not being the killer nor behind the killer in either murder."
Your Iron Crowbar: "To round out the picture, I'll add to it that I think Carla had the 'hots' for Carl, and Carl was a lot more passionate with Carla than with the other women he inseminated. Oh, he still loved his wife very much, but Carla is so beautiful and they hit it off so well, that he let the fling get a little hotter than a... 'professional' mating."
"Okayyyyy." said the Chief. "Why don't we make like cows and mooooove along. Mr. Milton, you have some information about that Facebook page?" 
"Yes sir." Myron said. "Before I begin, let me give you three quick points. First, it's shut down, and they tried to delete it. It was shut down late Monday night, but as you know, nothing on the Internet ever truly goes away, so I was able to get some information on it."
Myron: "Second, Nadine Hall went to Judge Nance, but I'm better than she is; I did an end run around her by asking Chief Moynahan to go to Federal Judge K.M. Landis, and as a result, we have valid Federal warrants." There was some applause and cheering for that.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Chief Moynahan happily.
Myron: "And third, almost all of the accounts that were admitted to the private site are also shut down and deleted. The few left are women, but were very likely made up just to access that site. All in all, forty accounts had access to that FB page over the last two years, when it was created. And I'll say now that Dr. Fredricson's assistant Laurie was not one of those women, so Commander Troy still doesn't have to be recused yet."
"Touch wood." I said, touching the wooden table. "Tell us about the page itself, Myron."
Myron: "The Facebook page itself was called 'The Babymakers'. It offered married women... and they had to be married; no single women were accepted as customers... it offered them the opportunity to be inseminated by one of the young men. Paying for it was not mentioned anywhere on the page nor in the messages. There are profiles of the men on the site, and women 'apply' to meet them."
Myron: "It appears there's a vetting process, but at some point a meeting is arranged at a public place, like a sidewalk cafe or restaurant. If the woman... or couple sometimes... and the Babymaker agree, then they move forward and the insemination by the natural method takes place. And that's about all the page says, and the messages are careful not to mention specific meeting locations nor any personal information."
Myron: "The Babymaker Club, for lack of a better term, started out a little over a year ago, in early September of last year, with four young men, then expanded to eight, and Carl Ryder was one of them. He's been active since this past January. He's also the most popular request, and the number of women on the site jumped a lot about a month after Carl started. FB messages show that Carl was very well liked and highly recommended by the women he met and inseminated."
Myron: "When the site was deleted, there were six guys active on it, including Carl, who has died. While the Commander was interviewing Mrs. Rose, we were identifying the other guys. Two are University students, and the other three were enrolled there in the last five years. I have their names, and we're getting warrants to probe into these guys and their operation very deeply."
"Okay, then." I said. "We're going to be very busy rounding up these suspects and talking to them as their names come out. I need not say that the women who were impregnated by the men of this 'Babymaker' ring will likely not want to talk to us, so be very discreet, and at the risk of being politically incorrect, I would suggest that female Detectives interview those female wives. And I myself am going to be working with Captain Muscone. We are going to re-interview Wanda and Ariel."
"Before you go," growled Sheriff Griswold, standing up, "I just want to say that you guys, all of you guys, have done a great job with this case. It's a hard one, it requires serious discretion, and it's about subject matter not taught at Bible Study at First Baptist Church, unless Detective Warner tells me otherwise."
"It's Presbyterians that are the Party People, Sheriff." Joanne replied brightly, giving it right back to Our Sheriff. I broke out laughing, which allowed the others to chuckle to varying degrees.
"Har!" barked the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching with merriment. "Anyway, we've got something for you guys... lunch on us." The door opened and Cindy Ross brought in a stack of eight large pizzas, followed by Callie Carrington pulling in a large ice chest on wheels, containing ice and Coca-Colas. Everyone cheered, and dug in...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm, Friday, October 2nd. I said "Let's start with Ariel.", so Tanya and I went into Interrogation-B. Ariel was in I-B with attorney Gibson Stelling.
"My client has immunity, Commander." said Stelling. "So why is she here?"
I replied: "That very generous immunity came with an agreement that Ariel truthfully answer our future questions. If she doesn't cooperate, that immunity agreement can be considered breached... by your client. So Ariel, I need to know the truth. And the more you tell me, the less I have to ask Wanda about."
Ariel had been looking at me defiantly, but when I mentioned Wanda's name, Ariel became less defiant and more resigned. "Okay, what do you want to know?"
I said "We now know that Carl was part of a group of young men that provided a service to women... impregnating them. Since you and Wanda were at the scene when Carl mated with my wife's assistant Laurie, we know that you are aware of what was going on. So tell me, was this Babymaker ring being run out of Town Fitness Centers?"
"No!" Ariel said. "I swear to God! We were scared shitless of Cindy, that she'd find out what was going on with Carl, and would bust all our asses down." Gibson Stelling leaned over and whispered something, and Ariel said "And I need to clarify that Wanda and I weren't part of that ring. We only knew of Carl's involvement."



"So as far as you know, no other employees of the gym nor Carl's clients through the gym were part of it, much less running it?" I asked.
"Not to my knowledge." Ariel said. "Okay, look, here's the full story. A few months ago, I caught Wanda hiding the server under the walkway by the Fire Exit door one night after hours, and she told me everything. And once the secret was out, she asked if I wanted to help her and Carl make and edit their sex videotapes at home. And I did. Some of the women that Carl was impregnating, mostly the women whose husbands were present and watching, wanted a videotape or DVD of the 'experience', as we called it. And so I was the camerawoman for it."
"Did you film any of the other guys in the ring having sex with their... clients, for lack of a better term?"
"No." Ariel said. "Again, I didn't know about them. Carl only told us that he was part of a ring, but he didn't know who the other guys in the ring were, and that was to have plausible deniability in case someone found out about it."
"So you don't know how Carl got involved in the ring, nor how it works?" I asked.
"No." Ariel said. "I don't think Carl gave Wanda the details, either, if he even knew them himself. From what I heard, it was highly compartmentalized, like a Government operation, so that no one person could bring anyone else down."
I nodded. "So is there anything, anything at all, you can tell me that will help me find Carl's killer? Anyone who might've wanted to harm him? Jealous husband?"
Ariel said "Like I said, I don't know. The husbands who were with their wives seemed to enjoy watching it, and I didn't see any jealousy or anger from them, but who knows how they felt later on?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Gibson Stelling went into I-A via the hallway doors, where Wanda was. I came through the anteroom door a moment later. Just me, having asked Tanya to watch from the anteroom or the Monitor Room.
"Wanda," I said as I sat down, "I hope you know that I am very sorry for your loss of your husband, and it causes me great pain to have to subject you to these questions. I hope you know that I'm only doing this to find your husband's killer or killers."
I said "I understand why you've acted the way you have... people won't understand your relationship with your husband, not like I do. I understand you allowing Carl to impregnate those women. By rights, my own wife should've taken my own crowbar to my head for having children by other mothers, but she says she understands since she couldn't give me more kids." Wanda nodded, her face looking miserable.
"So," I continued, "I need to know everything you can tell me about this Babymaker ring that your husband was a part of. I'll be as discreet as I can, but I have to know."
Wanda nodded. "Okay. Where do you want me to start?"
"I'm not being facetious when I say 'at the beginning'." I said. "When did Carl first get involved with the Babymaker ring?"
Wanda said: "I'll just tell the story from the very beginning. You know that Carl made that girl Stella pregnant when he was still a student in School." (Author's note: 'The Knave of Jacks'.) "Well, Stella had the baby, but her family, especially her bastard father, wouldn't let Carl see the baby nor have anything to do with it. He even got a restraining order against Carl, even though Stella is well over 21 now and might have no problem with Carl seeing his child."
"I can relate." I said, pain in my soul as I thought of my daughter Greta.
Wanda said "I can't give Carl children, of course. So this past Winter, Carl told me that someone had talked to him about a group of guys that were getting together to form a group to offer a service: become sperm donors via the natural insemination method. Carl said that if we couldn't have children, at least he could make other women and couples happy by giving them children. I thought it was a good idea, and I could see that it made Carl happy to be able to do that."
"Do you know who first contacted him, and how?" I asked. "And do you know how this group got started?"
"Carl just said it was 'a friend'." Wanda said. "He also said he didn't know who the other guys in the group were, and didn't want to know for reasons of 'plausible deniability'. And I accepted that. As to who started it, I'd always thought it was some guys in a Fraternity on Campus, and they acted on their idea when they graduated."
Wanda: "Carl and I were already making sex videos, so we used some of the equipment to process his secret videos of the women he met and inseminated. That was for our protection, in case a woman accused Carl of rape if her husband found out about the insemination... kind of like that Kendra Luskin case." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused'.)
I said "How was Carl contacted for these... hookups?"
"Emails." said Wanda. "He had an email account that he accessed on only one laptop, and never used that laptop for anything else, so if it were lost or stolen, he couldn't really be compromised by it. He also did not use that laptop for any videos. He got paid in cash, and he never knew the real names of the women he was impregnating. It was a very insulated, compartmentalized operation."
"Did Carl tell you about each of his liaisons with these women?" I asked.
"Oh yes." Wanda said. "Part of it for his protection, part of it because it usually made him late for work at the gym, part of it because we don't keep secrets from each other, part of it because I could see the money he was depositing into our bank account, and part of it because talking about it made his sex with me a lot hotter."
"Did he ever say anything about one woman being particularly hot or good, or if any husbands that watched were acting jealous?" I asked. "And I have to ask this... did you ever think he was not telling you something, that he was keeping something from you, whether for your protection or any other reason?"
For the first time I saw a bit of hesitation in Wanda. "Uhhh, no, I never got a sense of that, that he was avoiding telling me anything, or that he kept any of his encounters a secret."
"And as far as you know, he never met a woman for sex when it wasn't her fertile period?" I asked. "He never met a woman for casual sex?"
"Not that I know of." said Wanda with alacrity.
"Okay." I said. "I appreciate your talking to me about this. It really will help me find your husband's killers, and nail them to the wall."
"I hope you do, Commander." Wanda said. "I hope you do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I've got a few things for you." said Tanya Muscone when I got back to my office, followed by her driving in and parking on a dime in front of my desk. "First, our CSI Techs that went to Carla Rose's condo found that it had not been broken into, that nothing had been disturbed."
Tanya: "Terry Halston in Intel did some research of the camera footage in the Downtown District for the last week. No luck on seeing David go into any businesses nor the stairwells to the apartments, but he did catch a black muscle car turning into one of the parking lot alleys. So Penny Scott and Sidney Plant went and asked around, and found out where David lived." She told me the address.
"Outstanding!" I said. "What did they find?"
"They called in for a warrant and for the CSIs to come in." Tanya said. "There was virtually nothing in that place. A raggedy old sofa bed, one table and one lamp, a refrigerator that I'm told should not be trusted to keep food in, and two changes of clothes. No utensils nor food in the kitchen, no washer and dryer, etc."
"No signs of a struggle?" I asked.
"No blood or anything." said Tanya. "There's not enough stuff in there to leave any signs of a struggle. Anyway, David Rose a.k.a. Flanders's autopsy is back, as well."
I looked at the report and said "So he was stabbed in the back of the neck, really the base of the head, with a long, thin stiletto knife., which severed his spinal cord and damaged his medulla. Probably died instantly, or nearly so. The chopped-off hands and pulled teeth were definitely done after death, and some significant time after death. Martha has revised her time of death estimate to between 11:00pm and 1:00am, likely on the earlier side of that window."
"So, Lady Ironside," I said as I finished reading the autopsy, "what do you make of all this? Not just the autopsy, but everything?"
Tanya said "I've been on the periphery of it, as the Chief and Sheriff asked me to work on finding the leaks, and also to just get out of your way. But I've kept track of the reports, and of course I watched some of Carl's steamy videos with Carla." I smiled at that.
Tanya: "I have three suspects of who might've hired those hitmen in the black car to kill Carl, and maybe to kill David Rose Flanders: David Roseblatt, Carla Rose, and Carl's wife Wanda."
She'd said the words for dramatic effect, but I didn't even blink an eyelash. She looked disappointed as she continued: "Martha's revised time of death puts Carla even closer to being involved. And for motive, she and David might've argued. He might've wanted to come clean about everything, and she thought she had to stop him."
I said "I'd tend to think exactly the opposite: she wanted to come correct, and he knew it'd expose him being wanted for skipping child support. But I get the gist of your idea: they argued, and he's the one that came over all dead. So what motive would Wanda have for having David killed?"
Tanya said "My only idea is that she didn't want him exposing the Babymaker ring, and thought he was going to. But there's just too many people that know and can talk. So I don't know. Anyhoo, as you like to say, I think the motive for either Carla or Wanda having Carl killed is jealousy.
Tanya: "Watching Carl and Carla, it sure looked to me like she was in love with him, or damn near close to it, and maybe he refused to leave Wanda for her. And the flip side of that... Wanda sees the tape of Carl and Carla, realizes that Carl is into Carla a lot more than he should be, she gets jealous, maybe thinks Carl is going to leave her, so she has him killed."
Tanya: "And ditto that for Roseblatt. His wife told him she was pregnant, he was angry because he knew it wasn't him that impregnated her, and he somehow found out it was Carl, and went after Carl. Same motive: jealousy."
I said "So how did he find out so quickly it was Carl?"
Tanya said "He may have forced it out of Carla, and she just hasn't admitted it. Yes, I know there are tremendous holes in all of this, but that's what my first instinct has been."
I nodded. "That's really outstanding thinking, there. And I do agree with one aspect of it... the powerful motive of jealousy... the motive for the Original Crime, Cain killing Abel, and for many crimes since. So yes, you've still got it, as far as being a Detective."
Tanya blushed and grinned, then I changed the subject and said: "Tell me, Tanya. Do you miss the days you were a Detective in MCD?"
Tanya's cherubic face turned melancholy as she said "Sir... I try not to look back and say 'what if', and I'll never regret losing my legs to save my son's life. But yeah, those were really good days when I was in MCD, before you were there and especially after you came in. So I won't say I (air quotes) 'miss' those days, but they were fun."
I nodded, and Tanya said "What about you, sir? Do you miss those days?"
I said "To be candidly honest, I'm glad I'm where I am now. I can still be a Detective and I'm in charge, which is where I want to be, where I'm meant to be. But one day they're going to force me to take the Chief's chair whenever Chief Moynahan leaves, hopefully by retirement after many, many more years of service. And then I'll be promoted past my ability to be a Detective out in the field."
I went on: "I'll do the job, I'll lead this Police Department that I love... but I will be replaced as the best Detective on this Police Force, and as the Iron Crowbar. And I will miss these days."
Tanya nodded. "And it's going to happen to me, too. Isn't it, sir?..."
Part 24 - The Babymakers
3:00pm. Mary Milton came into my office with a report: "We've got the six guys identified, as well as two men that once were part of it but were taken off the lists."
"So, who are they?" I asked.
Mary gave me their names. "The two men taken off the list are married now. Carl is deceased, of course. Three others are University graduates, and two are still students, one a grad student; the other, an undergrad. The grad student, Peter, is one of your wife's students, and is taking one of her classes this semester, so it may be best if you don't personally interview him."
"Yet he's the sexual psychology major and might know more about this ring than any others." I lamented. "Oh well, it is what it is. Lieutenant, left to your own devices, what would your plan be for interviewing these guys?"
"They're suspects, sir." said Mary. "I really can't see any other way but bringing them into the Station, reading them their rights, giving them lawyers if they want a lawyer, and question them if they don't invoke and until they invoke... which I believe they will do."
"You start hauling them in," I said, "and the Press is likely going to find out about it. Also, I doubt all of them are guilty of implication in either murder. So you arrest those older guys, who left the ring before marrying their now-wives, but their wives now find out about what they'd been doing, and leave and divorce them. They're innocent, but the Police will have just destroyed their lives unnecessarily, and Bettina will be yelling about it on the air for weeks."
"I understand the dilemma, sir," said Mary, "but I don't have another answer, except to ask what you're going to do, sir."
I smiled at that very insightful reply. "If you think about it, Mary, we don't need all of them, not just yet. We need one or two, and then we can bring in more and more of them... or go to them and interview them... to corroborate the stories. So! Which ones can we legitimately pressure to to talk?"
"Oh, I get it." said Mary. "The married men."
I nodded. "And also the college students; we can tell them they'll be expelled from School when the shit hits the fan and all this goes Public..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm, Friday, October 2nd. I went into Classroom 'E'. In the room were Detectives Roark Coleman, George Newman, Teddy Parker, Julia Rodriguez, Theo Washington and Joan Laurer. Also in the room were Lieutenants Jerome Davis and Mary Milton.
Jerome Davis said "Sir, we've interviewed six of the eight men we know to be in the Babymaker Club, as they themselves call it. Two of them, the single men that had graduated from School, were not at their homes nor businesses, and nobody seemed to know where they are."
"Okay, show me what you do have." I said. Mary Milton began showing the videos of the interviews.
It started with Peter, the black-haired guy who was one of Laura's students. He looked like Rudistan in that he seemed to want to break out into a grin and start cracking jokes... and that he knew it was serious, this time.
"Yeah, I was part of the Babymaker Club." Peter was saying on the video. "I was doing it for research, for part of my thesis, which I'm going to have to start on very soon."
"You were impregnating women, for research?" Joanne Warner was replying, letting her emotions overcome her professionalism. "These are babies we're talking about, here."
"Yeah, which is why we only accepted married women for it." Peter said. "So we'd know the babies would be in good homes, and cared for."
"How did you become a part of this club?" Julia Rodriguez asked Peter.
"I was invited in." said Peter. "By a guy named Carl. Blonde guy, fit, athletic type. He said he worked at a gym. I was in the University cafeteria and he just came up and sat down next to me, and we had a conversation about it. It sounded perfect for my thesis, so I said I'd give it a try. He put me on the Facebook page, and things worked out well."
Next was one of the relatively older, married men: "Yeah, a guy named Carl was talking to me at a bar. It must've been a year ago. I wasn't engaged to my now-wife yet, so I thought it'd be a good chance to hook up with some women. And I did. Yeah, we got paid, and if you really want to waste time and money prosecuting me for a Class E felony that I don't think should even be a crime? Yeah, go for it. Anyway, I got out of it when I asked my girlfriend to marry me..."
Another man was a University Law School graduate. "I know what this is about. That guy Carl, who died last Monday, he recruited me into the Babymakers. Last September or so. All I know is that he put me on the list, I got contacts from four married women, and we met for sex. Every one of them brought their husbands with them. It was kind of weird 'performing' in front of an audience, but I got used to it. Made me much better in Court when all eyes were on me during a trial, too. I got out a week before I got married, and committed myself to my wife..."
After watching the rest of the videos, I said "So every single one of them said that Carl was the one that brought them in."
Julia Rodriguez said "I even asked them how that could be, when Carl himself didn't get in until months later. They each just said he didn't know anything about the other guys in the group nor what their exploits were. And some of them said they didn't know for sure that Carl was one of the studs, only that he was the one that brought him in."
"So they were coached." I lamented. "Someone knew who they all were, contacted them, and got them all on the same page vis-à-vis their stories. Carl's dead, so we can never verify it as long as they all stick to their recited lines. Okay, did you let them all go?"
Jerome Davis said "We gave them the standard 'don't leave the County without informing the Police'. But we've filed no charges yet."
"Okay, any other new data that I need to be made aware of before we go do traffic duty for this weekend's home game?" I asked.
"Three items, sir." said Lt. Mary Milton. "First, David Roseblatt, Carla's real husband, was an Army Reserve Officer, commissioned through Eastern State Army ROTC. He did a three year active-duty stint before founding the Rose Advertising Firm, and remained in the Reserves for several years. His father is now-retired Major General Wyatt Roseblatt. The son was a Captain in the Reserves, but his Active Duty and Reserve OERs (Officer Evaluation Reports) are sealed, as are his medical records."
"Hmmm." I said. "Interesting. So I take it he took physicals, gave blood, all that?"
"He's Airborne qualified, sir." said Mary. "And as you know, sir, they do extra bloodwork in the physicals for those going to Airborne School. So yes. But like I said, the actual records are sealed, and unnaturally so."
"Meaning his father the General had them sealed. That's instructive." I said. "Okay, what's next?"
Mary: "David Flanders, a.k.a. Rose, began working for the City office of the Rose Advertising Firm six months after it started up, as a systems technician working on their computers, installing software, setting up employees's accounts, and all that. He lived across the State Line from the City. When he fled to avoid the alimony trial and came to our Town & County, it looks like the employee records were changed to reflect his new name and a new start date, but he kept the same employee number."
Mary: "And third, I checked up on the Flanders family, the one David skipped out on. She has not remarried, and she's done pretty well for herself. She has a job with BigWirelessCorp in Sparta, where Eastern State is, in their filing department."



With that being all, I said "Okay, guys, you've all done good work. I know I've been hard on a lot of you, and I appreciate you bearing it. The only thing left to do is talk to David Roseblatt, and I'll handle that since he's in the City. So y'all get some rest, and enjoy the football games either here or on TV..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to my office, I made phone calls. After leaving a message, I called Lieutenant Rudistan to my office. When he came in, I said "I need you to very quietly talk to 'Ice Cube' Perry as well as any other contacts or C.I.s you have." I handed him a file folder. "What's inside there is what we're looking for."
"Wilco, sir." said Rudistan jovially. He moved out smartly to execute the mission.
Next, I called Eddy the Bounty Hunter. "Eddy, pull out all the stops. I need to know who was hired to kill Carl Ryder and David Rose... Yep, they're the same guys in both murders... I don't need proof, just the guys names, and where they are at any given time, if you can get it... okay, thanks..."
My earlier call was returned: "Hello, General McFarland, thank you for returning my call... yes, Alison is doing well... yes, sir... yes, General, I have a favor to ask you..."
Part 25 - Storm Clouds Gathering
Saturday, October 3rd. It was a big gathering at The Cabin. Marie was staying overnight with Carole. Paulina brought Tasha. Tanya and Jack Muscone brought their kids Tiffany, Jennifer, and Pete over, Teresa and Todd brought their boys, and Cindy, Callie, and Maggie brought Betsy over. Sheriff Griswold brought himself over.
The kids had a big birthday party for Pete Feeley, though little Jack Burke and Ian McDonald Troy decided to play video games in the attic room rather than join the festivities... until ice cream was served. At that point Jack made an appearance, but Ian was still a no-show. Pete still collected a good haul of toys, and his favorite was the baseball glove Carole had bought for him (with my money, but I digress...)
The Bulldogs and Wildcats won their games, and the Georgia Bulldogs were taking care of their lightwork, the Tennessee Volunteers, in the nationally-televised afternoon game. The highlight of the game was when the Georgia mascot bulldog Uga whipped the Tennessee mascot blue tick hound Smokey on the sidelines when the dogs were brought together for the television cameras. Word was that Smokey wanted to enter the Transfer Portal after that beatdown.
Late that afternoon, I got a phone call from Alison McFarland. "Don," she said, "I got a hot tip that something big is going on at the University. According to my sources, Dr. Lionel Carmela is contacting a lot of Faculty about a situation involving your wife, but I don't know what that situation is."
"Okay, I'll check it out." I said. "And if I find something out you can use, I'll let you know."
After disconnecting, I went and found Laura, and had her come out with me on the back deck. I told her about what I'd heard, though not that Alison McFarland was my source. I said "I don't know what it's about, but if you have some contacts you can call, you might want to find out." Laura nodded, and went inside and upstairs to make some phone calls.
After dinner, as night fell, Cindy asked if she could speak to me on the back deck. I agreed, and we went out. I started up the gas log fire in the fire pot, as it was getting chilly in the evenings.
"I'm sorry about everything that's happened, Don." Cindy said. "I know I'm going to have to pay for what I did to Julia and Joan and their cellphones."
"Yes, and that's in the hands of Our Sheriff." I said. "Don't worry too much about it, though. It is what it is, and things will work out. And if the Sheriff wanted you gone, you'd already be gone."
Cindy said "I also heard that Ariel went to Midtown, possibly looking at places to start her own gym. She may ask me to buy her out of her shares of Town Fitness Centers."
I said: "If she does move down there, Molly and I have a house to rent her. Chief Soltis moved to a gated community with much better security after getting death threats from Tasheeka Harris's 'Black Lives Matter' thugs."
Cindy nodded, then said "Don... is there any way that I can secretly, in an off-the-record way, maybe as privileged family information, tell you that I happened to have learned that not only is every woman that hooked up with the Babymaker Boys first had gynecology appointments with Laura, but that every man in that group had virility tests done by her?"
"No." I said. "There's no way you can legitimately tell me that... so don't say anything to me about it." Cindy nodded as Tiger Mom and Gracie came over to us. Tiger Mom jumped onto Cindy's lap and Gracie onto mine, and soon they were purring like little feline machines as we humans gently petted them. We all sat and looked out over the twinkling lights of our Town as a train came over the western horizon...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After everyone else had left, with Sheriff Griswold in the second bedroom after having too many bourbons to drive home, Carole and Marie in the third bedroom, Molly in her downstairs room, the boys on cots in the attic room, and Paulina, Laura, and I in the main bedroom, I woke up to find that Laura was not in the bed. I looked out the window and saw that she was on the back deck, with the fire pot going.
I went downstairs and outside, and sat down on 'my' side of the metal mesh loveseat, to her right, and put my arm around her. I didn't ask. I didn't need to.
Laura finally said "I found out that Lionel Carmela is trying to convene a secret meeting of the Faculty Ethics Board tomorrow. They're not the overall Ethics Board, but an advisory subset. Carmela is only calling his allies to attend the meeting, but they're in the majority on the Faculty Ethics Board. I called President Wellman, and he told me he had no idea about it, nor what was going on. He was supposed to call me back, but he never did."
"I also called Stephanie Steele and Dr. Chase of the Law School." Laura continued. "Stephanie and Edward are out of Town on a mini-getaway, which is one reason we are keeping Marie this weekend. She's part of the overall Ethics Board, as is Dr. Chase Neither was contacted by Carmela nor President Wellman."
"Do you know what it's about?" I asked.
Laura said "I have suspicions. Ever since Carl was murdered, there have been some strange things going on. There have been attempts to hack my computers, which would've succeeded against most people, but you know what my security is like." I nodded.
Laura: "And some of my graduate students, including Karyn and Peter, have been contacted by people claiming to be reporters for The Silver Sentinel, the University's newspaper, asking if they know of any projects I'm doing regarding prostitution, and more specifically, male prostitution. Peter and Karyn told me about it. Never had that happen before, where the paper tries to get info on me by harassing my students."
I said "And the Police just questioned Peter over a possible connection to Carl's death." I thought about it, and made a decision. I said quietly: "Laura, I'm not supposed to talk to you at all about the Carl Ryder murder case. But I'm going to tell you some things, and I'll never say anything to anyone else, due to spousal privilege."
I said: "We the Police know that your assistant Laurie was impregnated by Carl. We know that Carla Rose was impregnated by Carl. We have the names of other women that were serviced by Carl or by other men, and your grad student Peter was one of those studs. And what they, the rest of the Police, don't know but I found out... and don't ask me how... is that every woman that used those men for impregnation had a gynecology appointment with you beforehand. And every man involved in that service underwent a virility test."
"My God." Laura moaned quietly. Then she said "I won't ask how you know. But I'm obviously going to have to ramp up my security."
"No doubt about that." I said. "And honey, it may all be innocent on your part; after all, you're a gynecologist and OBGYN on Staff at University Hospital. But that Socialist slug Carmela and the rabidly hostile, corrupt Press will do everything they can to make it sound as bad as they can. Just look at what they did to Cindy's gym, and to the TCPD."
"I am the choir. You are preaching to it." Laura said...
Part 26 - Crime or Coincidence?
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the KXTC studios anchor desk. "Let's go to our reporter Amber Harris for a massive breaking story! Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde from across the street from the clock tower that was the symbolic entrance to the University. "Channel Two News has learned that Dr. Lionel Carmela has filed a formal ethics complaint with the University, and a criminal complaint with the SBI and the State Medical Board, charging Dr. Laura Fredricson with running a male prostitution ring out of her office on Campus!..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, you have the cluuuuues. Who is responsible for the murder of Carl Ryder? Who is responsible for the death of David Rose, a.k.a. Flanders? Will Laura's career be over? And what will happen to Cindy, and her career? Tune in next time... same Crowbar time, same Crowbar channel...
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Part 26 - Crime or Coincidence? (continued)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the KXTC studios anchor desk. "Let's go to our reporter Amber Harris for a massive breaking story! Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette from across the street from the clock tower that was the symbolic entrance to the University. "Channel Two News has learned that Dr. Lionel Carmela has filed a formal ethics complaint with the University, and a criminal complaint with the SBI and the State Medical Board, charging Dr. Laura Fredricson with running a male prostitution ring out of her office on Campus!"
Amber: "Carl Ryder, who was run off the Bypass and murdered a week ago, was allegedly part of a ring of young men that called themselves 'The Babymakers', who inseminated married women by the natural method in exchange for money, which is legally male prostitution. The Town & County Police are aware of this ring, and have questioned several of the young men involved in the ring, but have made no arrests."
Amber: "Sources tell Channel Two News that every married woman who paid to be inseminated by the Babymaker ring first had gynecological exams by Dr. Laura Fredricson, and that all of the men in the ring first had virility tests performed by Dr. Fredricson. Additionally, one of the young men allegedly in the ring is a student of Dr. Fredricson, and Dr. Fredricson's husband, TCPD Commander Donald Troy, is the first cousin of Carl Ryder's employer, Cindy Ross of Town Fitness Centers. Despite these close connections with his cousin and, of course, his wife, Commander Troy has not recused himself from the Carl Ryder murder investigation. Neither Commander Troy nor the Town & County Police have responded to multiple requests by KXTC for comment on these important issues."
Amber: "Dr. Lionel Carmela has brought ethics complaints against Dr. Laura Fredricson in the past. The State Medical Board has investigated Dr. Fredricson on multiple occasions, and suspended her license on one of those occasions." (Author's note: 'Ethical Dilemmas'; 'Believer'.) "And now let's go to Pat Stellum with a special guest. Pat!"
"That's right, Amber!" said Stellum as he came onto the screen. "I'm here with respected Professor Lionel Carmela, Head of the Political Science Department here at the University." The camera panned out to show Carmela standing next to Stellum, and the location was under some huge trees near the Political Science building on Campus... and KXTC reporters were not supposed to be on Campus.
Stellum: "Dr. Carmela, what is the basis and evidence behind your complaints about Dr. Fredricson?"
Carmela: "Pat, we're going to show the Ethics Board, the SBI, and the State Medical Board the facts that show Dr. Laura Fredricson's connection to this male prostitution ring, and that one of the males involved is one of her graduate students. Dr. Fredricson has long flouted both ethics and the law, and she studies and teaches sexual deviancy to our students."
Carmela: "And this time, Pat, there's the murder of one of the young men in this prostitution ring. The links between him and his murder and Dr. Fredricson's involvement in this male prostitution ring needs to be investigated by the SBI if not the FBI, because the TCPD is led by Dr. Fredricson's husband, Commander Donald Troy, and neither he nor his Police Force can be trusted to fairly and honestly investigate the potential crimes and other medical ethics violations committed by Dr. Fredricson."
Pat Stellum's big lips were happily smiling as he said "And there you have it, folks... credible claims of ethics violations by the Police Commander's wife, and possible links between her and the Carl Ryder murder. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you for that excellent interview, Pat!" Bettina said, also smiling brightly. "And we're delighted to have our colleague Amber Harris back with us. Welcome back, Amber!"
"Thank you, Bettina!" Amber said happily "It's great to be back, free of the oppression of the TCPD! And I'm ready to bring our viewers the news and the truth about Donald Troy and Cindy Ross that they have the right to know!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Amber's back." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, with the prodigious power of understatement, as she, the Sheriff, the Chief, me, Captain Tanya Muscone, and ADA Paulina Patterson drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"I didn't even realize she was gone." said Tanya. "Where was she?"
"In prison." I said. "Midvale Minimum Security Prison, to be precise."
Paulina added: "Katherine Woodburn exercised State Senatorial influence to get Judge Harry Nance to let Amber go back to prison, and then get out October 1st for good behavior with no parole afterwards. Ergo, we have no hold over her anymore."
"And she's just as dishonest as she was before." said Tanya. "Laura's medical license was suspended, but then restored. And that bastard Carmela's previous allegations against her were dismissed."
I said "And KXTC very carefully constructed their phrases to not directly accuse Laura of any crimes, but just state facts in a way that appear damning. I mean, Laura's a gynecologist. Women go to her for checkups before attempting to become pregnant. Duh!"
"But the way those dishonest Press bastards worded it," growled Sheriff Griswold, "they made it sound like she'd done something wrong. But you're right, Crowbar, they were very careful about the way they parsed their words."
"But Carmela was not." observed the Chief. "Mister Crowbarrrr, do you think your wife can sue him?"
"Can?" I said, a bit flippantly, I'll admit. "More like... she will. Get ready for an all-out war with that bastard."
Just then there was a knock on the door. The Duty Desk Officer opened the door and said "A package just arrived for Commander Troy via a military courier. Commander, you have to sign for it yourself."
"Thank you, Patrolman." I said as I got up. I went into the anteroom and signed for the package from the courier, then went back into the Chief's Conference Room.
"What is that, Mister Crowbarrrr?" asked the Chief.
"I am hoping..." I said, "... that it's the solution to the murders of Carl Ryder and David Rose Flanders. If you'll excuse me, I need to go check this out in my office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
General McFarland had come through. The package contained papers that I'd requested, and also a DNA profile that had been stored in the Department of Defense's database, which contained the DNA profiles of every military service member going back at least four decades.
There was a knock on my door as I looked at the files, as Helena wasn't here yet. The door opened to reveal Lieutenant Rudistan. I waved him on in and he closed the door behind him, then said "Sir, I think we've got a bead on the two guys you're looking for. That black muscle car was seen near David Rose's... er, Flanders's address on the night before we found him dead------
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone, and the caller was Eddy the Bounty Hunter. "Commander, I've got the info you wanted..."
Part 27 - Press Conferences
9:00am, Monday, October 5th. The Press Room at Police Headquarters was filled to capacity. Reporters were forced to stand in very crowded conditions, and could barely move, much less be able to write notes on their notepads.
"I know this isn't all that big a room," Commander Cindy Ross told Captain Damien Thompson, "but it should be enough. They don't send this many reporters to the White House Briefing Room."
"I've never seen half of these people before." said Captain Thompson. "Makes me wonder if they're packing this Press Conference with an ulterior motive."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." Cindy said. "Okay, there's the Chief. Let's get this party started."
Captain Thompson went up to the podium and announced: "Ladies and gentlemen, the Town & County Police Chief and Deputy Chief." Chief Moynahan strode into the room from the doorway in back. As he stepped up to the podium, Commander Ross and Captain Thompson joined him on the dais.
"I have several isssssuuuuus to address." said the Chief. "First, the Town & County Police are continuing to investigate the murders of young Carl Ryder and David Rose. We have found no connection between any employee or customer of Town Fitness Centers and these murders, except of course that the victim Carl Ryder was employed there and his wife is a partner in the gym's parent company. Again, no employee or customer of Town Fitness Centers is a suspect in the murders."
"Second," continued the Chief, "in our investigation of these murders, we have found no evidence, none at all, that Dr. Laura Fredricson was involved in any way. If we had, we would have turned our investigation over to the SBI and recused ourselves from it. Not only is Dr. Fredricson the wife of our Police Commander, she is an Auxiliary Police Officer and our Police Psychologist, having volunteered hours of her time and considerable expertise to help us be the best Police Force we can be, and to ensure the mental health and fortitude of our Police Offisssserrrrs."
Chief Moynahan: "We will not be discussing the particulars of what we have found in our investigation of these murders, because the investigation is ongoing. If you act in a civil and respectable manner, I will take questions." He looked around the room, and pointed to Priya Ajmani. "Priya?"
"Chief," said the beautiful Indian reporterette, "can I ask you to confirm that no employee nor regular customer of Town Fitness Centers is a suspect in the murders? And do you consider the two murders to be related to each other?" Her first question helped Cindy and prepped to take a dig at the odious Pat Stellum. The second question was a 'random act of real journalism'.
"To my knowledge, I can confirm that we have found no links between any employee nor regular customer of the gym, except of course the victim and his wife, who we have exonerated to this point.:" replied the Chief. "And we do have reason to believe the two murders may be related. I will not be giving further details on that at this time."
"Bill Hacosta, SNN News." said Bill Hacosta of SNN News. "Chief, with these new allegations of Dr. Laura Fredricson's involvement in the alleged male prostitution ring that the murder victim was allegedly a part of, won't the TCPD recuse itself and ask the SBI to take over the case?"
"A lot of (air quotes) 'allegedly's in your question, therrrre." replied the Chief. "Again, we have no evidence of Dr. Fredricson's involvement in any crime at all. And don't take my answer as a backhand confirmation of any male prostitution ring. I am not confirming that at all." The Chief had learned well from his Police Commander about covering the bases to give the Press no loopholes to make up stuff about.
"Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News!" Amber shouted, though the Chief had not called upon her and had had no intention of doing so. The other reporters deferred to her, to force her question being allowed. "Chief, where is Commander Donald Troy now? Shouldn't he be here discussing these very credible criminal and ethical accusations against his wife? And shouldn't he have been recused from this case from the beginning?"
"I see that prison time has not improved any capacity for honesty you may have ever had, Ms. Harris." the Chief fired back. "I don't accept the premise of your verrrrry disingenuous question that the allegations against Dr. Fredricson are credible in any way. Mr. Greg Wallace?"
"Wait a minute!" Amber yelled. "You haven't answered my legitimate questions! Where is Commander Troy, and why hasn't he been recused?"
"I did answer your question." said the Chief, anger creeping into his voice. "I told you that you are still dishonest, and I don't accept the premise of your question. You blew your one opportunity. Mr. Wallace?"
"Why won't you answer my questions?" yelled Amber. "What are you covering up, Chief?"
Cindy came forward, brandishing her green crowbar. "You're done, Harris. One more word out of you, and I'll come over there and arrest you and take you through Booking myself. Just one more word. Please, test me on it." The air in the room grew thick with tension. Pat Stellum, standing next to Amber, whispered something to her. She nodded and said no more.
"Greg Wallace, for the State Fox Networks." said Greg Wallace. "Where is Commander Troy right now? Is he continuing to work on the Carl Ryder murder case?"
"Commander Troy is working to solve two murder cases, Mr. Wallace." said the Chief. "And as you know, because of threats against Commander Troy's life, we do not disclozzze where he is at any given timmmme."
"Pat Stellum, KXTC News!" shouted Stellum. "Chief, isn't the TCPD------"
"I have not recognized you to ask a question, Stellum." said the Chief. "If you guys are going to start being rude and shouting questions out of turn, I'll just end this."
Stellum continued unabated: "Isn't the TCPD jeopardizing the murder cases by not recusing Commander Troy? And is that because the TCPD is covering up for Town Fitness Center's involvement in the case because your Deputy Chief is the owner, and Dr. Fredricson is Commander Troy's wife?"
Captan Damien Thompson came up. "You accuse the TCPD of doing anything wrong, anything at all, and I'll come down there and bust your ass! And you'll sit in jail until you either prove your false accusation, or apologize!"
"Do it, then!" yelled Stellum "Come get me, 'Sellout'!." By that he meant that Captain Thompson was a black man who'd sold out to 'The Man'. Only the Chief putting his hand on Thompson's shoulder and restraining him stopped Thompson from doing the right thing in front of everyone.
"Does anyone else have a legitimate question before I end this farce and kick all of KXTC's dishonest reporters out of my Police Station?" asked the Chief.
"Why won't you answer Pat's question!" yelled the Indian reporterette (not Priya) that had become hostile to the TCPD on many occasions.
"Because I'm not giving that asshole the dignity of a reply." replied the Chief. "This Press Conference is o-verrrrrr, and it is very unlikely I will be giving nor permitting another one for a long, lonnnng timmmmme."
He exited the room, preceded by Captain Thompson in case someone tried to obstruct his path, and followed by Cindy Ross so that no one would come after them... which would risk a green crowbar beatdown that the Green Crowbar was aching to administer.
Many of the reporters congratulated Pat Stellum. "You really shoved it up that son of a bitch's ass!" was the consensus 'compliment' from Stellum's Mainstream Media colleagues... and the extra people that had 'packed' the Press Conference.
The Fox-affiliated reporters and some others weren't so complimentary. "Thanks for fucking up and getting the Press Conference ended, douchebag!" was their consensus comment. Tension between the two sides ratcheted up tremendously..
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Monday, October 5th. The Press that had been at the Police HQ Press Conference had driven at high rates of speed to the University President's office on the north side of Campus. Now they were gathered in a pack, like ravenous wolves, especially after enjoying the confrontation with the Police Chief. They smelled blood. Troy blood.
"Please take your places, everyone; everyone take your places please." said Wellman's assistant, Peter Kasner, a young man who looked 'highborn bred' and had Leftist culture indoctrinated into him since his childhood. He was the grandson of prominent Soviet professor Pyotr Grigoriev, who taught Communist doctrine in East Bloc Universities until the fall of the Soviet Union. His daughter Dorothea was an East German professor and had married a politician named Kasner. They emigrated to America with the fall of the Berlin Wall, and began teaching Leftist doctrine in America's universities... the doctrines that had destroyed the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Now young Peter had secured a position as assistant to the University President, becoming a valuable tool and mole for the mentor he worshiped, Dr. Lionel Carmela.
"Ladies and gentlemen, University President Sidney P. Wellman." Peter announced. Dr. Sidney P. Wellman strode up to the podium, his smile making him look somehow sinister and a little bit creepy. To everyone's shock, Dr. Laura Fredricson and Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dean of the School of Law, also came out. Also joining the party were University Hospital Administrator Seth Warner, and Hospital Board Member Teresa Croyle, in civilian attire.
Reporters began shouting questions at Laura. She just shook her head. Finally, Peter came up to the lectern and slammed a metal walking stick into its side.
*WHAM!*
Silence was instantaneous, but the Press was looking like 'What the hell did you do that for?'.
"Ladies and gentlemen," said Peter, "if you will constrain yourselves and stop acting like Wildcats Fraternity thugs, the President will give you the opportunity to ask questions." The Media quieted down, but everyone could feel the underlying tension and the desire to get out of control and attack relentlessly.
"Thank you for coming." said Dr. Wellman. "Yes, please do stop acting like (Wildcat School) graduates." After a pause, Wellman said "I am here to address the issues involving Dr. Fredricson and the allegations against her."
Wellman: "First, Dr. Lionel Carmela filed the ethics charges with no proof at all of any wrongdoing by Dr. Fredricson. Carmela has brought charges against Dr. Fredricson in the past which have proved to be false, so I will not be taking his word for these allegations. He's going to have to bring some real evidence, and until he does, I will not be taking any action against Dr. Fredricson. And now, I'd like to introduce University Hospital Administrator Seth Warner. Seth?"
"Thank you, Dr. Wellman." said Seth Warner, looking like the executive in charge that he was as he took the podium. "Allegations have been made by Dr. Lionel Carmela against one of my doctors on Staff, Laura Fredricson, and he has attempted to get the State Medical Board to suspend Dr. Fredricson's medical license. Carmela has made dishonest attacks upon Dr. Fredricson in the past, and accusations that proved to be false. Therefore, unless he can prove that actual crimes were committed by Dr. Fredricson, I not only won't be suspending her, I'll be fighting like hell on her behalf. University Hospital stands ready to take legal action against the State Medical Board if they suspend Dr. Fredricson."
Teresa did not speak. She did not need to; her mere presence was more than enough. Seth turned the podium back over to Dr. Wellman, who said "And now Dr. Laura Fredricson will make a statement, which I know you'll want to hear before shouting any questions." That was a 'hint'. "Doctor?"
Laura came up and looked like she was in command of the world as she began speaking: "Thank you Dr. Wellman, and Mr. Warner and Ms. Croyle, especially for your support of me. I am here to announce that I have filed a counter-complaint with the University Ethics Board against Lionel Carmela for these false allegations. As you know, this is not the first time Carmela has lied about me, as he has made multiple false allegations against me in the past."



Laura; "I have filed a civil lawsuit against Carmela for Slander and Defamation of Character, as he is repeatedly making these allegations, which are always false, with the purpose and intent of causing me material harm. Furthermore, I have filed a criminal Slander complaint with the Campus Police and the SBI against Carmela, so that the State can strip Carmela of his tenure, and he can be fired for cause."
Peter came up and said "Please raise your hands and be civil, and you'll be brought a microphone so that you can ask questions. Ms. Wurtzburg?"
"Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." said Bettina Wurtzburg. "Dr. Fredricson, Channel Two News has confirmed the existence of the so-called 'Babymaker Ring' of young men who impregnated married women by the natural method in exchange for money. Will you confirm that those men had virility tests done by you, and the women had gynecological exams by you, by releasing your appointment calendar to the Ethics Board and the SBI?"
"You're trying to do to me what you did to Town Fitness Centers." Laura replied witheringly. "You're hoping I'll say that my medical appointments are covered by doctor-client privilege, especially those involving my capacity as a psychiatrist, and then you'll go twisting that to make it sound like I'm trying to hide something."
The undercurrent of the ugliness of the Press began rising as Laura continued: "What I will say is that I'm the chief gynecologist on Staff at University Hospital, that I have dozens... hundreds... of appointments with women from pre-pregnancy through pregnancy to the birth of the child and post-natal care. Do you know what I was doing when terrorists blew up University Hospital? I was delivering a baby." (Author's note: 'Only Time'.)
Laura's eyes swept over the Enemy as she said authoritatively: "I'm a gynecologist, gynecology is what I do! And I don't sit there and ask who the woman intends to be impregnated by. Furthermore, I am often consulted by couples trying to get pregnant, and I not only work with the woman to ensure she is ready and able to have a child, but also with the man, to ensure that he is virile and can father the child. I've had dozens of virility tests done... including on my own husband! He obviously passed."
A few people noticed that Teresa was covering her mouth to keep her laughter from being heard throughout the room, and that Seth and Dr. Wellman had grinned and chuckled at that. The rabid reporters of the Press were not nearly as amused as the Iron Wolf. None of them laughed, and many of their faces got even uglier looks, if that were possible.
Laura finished up: "So I don't know anything about this ring you're talking about, and this is just Carmela's attempt to make something normal and innocent sound dirty and criminal, which you KXTC reporters are very experienced at doing, aren't you, Bettina?"
The microphone was passed. "Rosie Berkmar of the SNN Networks and the 'Point Taken' program." said Rosie. "Dr. Fredricson, where is your husband? What is he trying to hide by not being here or at Police Headquarters, to answer our questions? Why isn't he here defending you?"
Laura said "That question perfectly shows the hypocrisy of the corrupt Media. You jerks of the Press, particularly you women on 'Point Taken', are always whining about women's rights, and women's empowerment, and women's independence from men... yet you stand there asking why my husband is not here, as if you think he has to be here, and that I'm helpless to protect myself without him here? You got another think coming on that, Ms. Berkmar. Take your hypocrisy back to your low-rated program."
"Pat Stellum, KXTC News!" said Pat Stellum as he all but jerked the microphone out of Rosie's hand. "Dr. Fredricson, why are you so hostile to the Press, especially when you need our help in the Court of Public Opinion in this critical time for you?" There were murmurs of agreement, and some 'Yeah yeah' comments, as if it were the British House of Commons.
Laura said "Partly because of your unbelievable arrogance in asking that question, even though you apparently do believe it. And maybe because your network did everything it could this morning to make people think I'm guilty of crimes, and you personally, Mr. Stellum, did all you could to smear the TCPD and Town Fitness Centers, both dishonestly and unfairly. So I'm expecting neither honesty nor help from you rabid dogs of the corrupt Press..."
Part 28 - Light on the Path
And where was Your Friendly Neighborhood Iron Crowbar during those Press Conferences? Doing what I love to do: making successful arrests.
The Town & County's Black Community is mostly on the southside of Town, from the Southwestern Ghetto east towards University Avenue and the Coltrane County Highway that goes south from it, towards where T-Square's clubs are. The Hispanic Community is in smaller clusters, the main one being south of Junction Station, near Hotel Row, running a thin line west along the edges of the southside farmlands and around the southwestern curve of town, outside the Southwestern Ghetto and the train tracks; and also beginning to grow on the northwest side of Town, across the River from the back side of Ronald Reagan Park and the Disc Golf course there."
On the southside, there was a seedy bar near a collection of businesses in strip malls with both English and Spanish signs. It was said to be the Latino equivalent of the Block House. But unlike the Block House, which was damned hard to approach without being seen, there were ways to get to the Hispanic bar.
There was a stage in back where women worked the poles and performed their strip shows, but there was no one performing this time of morning. Still, the bar was half-full, with some of the men working afternoon or night shifts, and it felt like night with the lack of light from any windows.
Two very swarthy, rough looking men were at a back table, when a shadowy figure approached them. "Carlos Madura?" they heard.
"Who wants to know?" one of the men said menacingly as he turned to look over his shoulder. I took my crowbar out of my trenchcoat and displayed it. Beats a calling card, dontcha know.
"I do." I said. The two men went for their hips and the guns holstered on them. They were not fast enough. Powerful Police handguns were in their earholes.
I turned as most of the others in the room came to their feet, facing the four TCPD Officers in the room (including me). "Kalsu, would you translate this?" I asked. I then said loudly. "We are videotaping this! If you want to be on Candid Camera, just smile! If not, turn around." Kalsu translated. Most of the others turned their backs to us.
"What do you want here, Iron Crowbar?" asked the Rodrigo-san. No, he wasn't afraid of us. But in a rare occurrence in this County, I was not afraid of him either, and he knew it. "What are you arresting them for?"
"Murder in the first." I said.
The Rodrigo-san turned around and said "That Iron Crowbar is loco. Just let him get out of here." We had no more trouble after that, though I kept careful watch in case somebody got stupid and tried to pull a weapon on us.
We arrested and frisked Madura and his cohort, and the cameraman taped Daniel Patrick removing his keys from his pocket. "Let's take them out back." I said, going out the way we came in. I brought up the rear, keeping my eyes on everyone. "Y'all have a good day." I said before hastening out the back door and shutting it.
In the parking lot, I made sure I was being taped. "Okay, I'm pressing the lock button... why, Madura! That black muscle car just beeped. Is that your car, Madura?" Madura said some words in Spanish that I regret to say that I did understand... and can't repeat here.
"Same car tag as the car that ran Ryder off the road." Daniel Patrick said.
"I am soooo insulted, Madura." I said. "You commit murder in my County, then disrespect me by not leaving? You'll regret that. Okay, Kalsu, drive that car to County Jail. We'll bring its owner and his fellow cabron there, and run them through Booking, since all the Press in the State is at Police Headquarters right now....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I came into Interrogation-1 at County Jail with Robert Kalsu, who spoke good Spanish... which caused me to inwardly wonder if he'd been a lot more than an Army Ranger while in military service. But I digress...
Yep, at first Madura tried to pretend he didn't know English. Kalsu hit him with a spate of Spanish, then I held up the red crowbar and said "I'll bet you'd speak a lot more English with a crowbar shoved up your ass." Kalsu did not need to translate that.
"What do you want, cabron? Madura asked sullenly.
"The real question is 'What are you willing to tell me?'." I said. "Let me paint the picture for you, Madura. We have video of your car at the scene where Carl Ryder's car was run off the Bypass. Your black muscle car, the one that beeped when the key fob button we took from your pocket was pressed. And your fingerprints are all over it, so we know it's yours."
"We also have your car turning into the parking lot behind David Rose's brownstone the night before he died." I said. "Our Crime Lab team is going through that car with a fine-toothed comb right now. If we find one hair, one smear of blood... and I'm betting we will... and if it types to the second murder victim, David Rose, then it's 'ovah' for you, Madura. Multiple murders equals death penalty."
I continued: "Now your buddy in there, the one that drove the car and ran Carl Ryder off the road, and drove and parked the car to that Downtown brownstone where David Rose lived... we're going to be offering him a deal. And if he talks before you do, there's not much left for you but Death Row at Jacksonville State Prison... oh yes." I said seeing his reaction.
"Yes," I said, "Jacksonville is a weird place. The White Roots nuts and the Black Power nuts hate each other, but for some strange reason they hate Hispanics even more. They'll even work together to kidnap Latino men from their cells, take them someplace the guards won't go to, then they rip those Latinos a new asshole, and spend hours gang-raping his old asshole. The lucky ones bleed out. The unlucky ones get their eyes gouged out."
"But you don't have to go there and endure that." I said. "My deal is simple. You get to choose which maximum security prison you go to. You get keepaway status while you serve your 25-to-life term, with a good chance of parole after 20 years. You don't take the deal, then you're looking at life without parole at Jacksonville... and a short life it will be."
"What do you want?" Madura asked, in English.
"Who hired you, Madura?" I asked. "Who paid you to kill those men? The guy at the top, not the lackey intermediate that was shitting his pants because he was so frightened of you. I want the guy at the top." Madura's eyes widened at my description of the intermediate, since my wild-ass guess was true.
He said something in rapid Spanish, which Kalsu translated: "If I talk, your deal will be for nothing. This man has powerful friends, powerful enough to get to me in prison. He will have me killed."
"You underestimate me." I replied. "Why don't you ask Mitt Willis, Edward and Peter Blassingame, and the Superior Bloodlines boys how well they did when they came up against me. The Swamp Frogs are nothing to me, so trust me on this. You're definitely going to die, and quite badly, if you walk away from me and they get to you."
"Okay. I'll take it." Madura said.
I took out my Police iPhone, and showed Madura a photo. "Is this the guy who hired you?" I asked.
"Si." said Madura...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Press Conference, Teresa moseyed over to the State Crime Lab building and procured the black SBI SUV for me, which was armored almost as well as our TCPD SUVs. She drove up to The Cabin and picked me up, then went over the hill and through the woods (sort of) to Reservoir Road, then east along the University-City Highway. As soon as we crossed the line into Nextdoor County, I logged in as the SBI Reserve Inspector.
As she drove, Teresa recounted the details of Laura's Press Conference. "It was packed, but about half the people there didn't even try to ask questions, and I'd never seen them before at a Press Conference. I really wondered if they really were reporters, and we were watching them closely in case there was an assassin in their midst."
I said "The Chief and Cindy told me that the Presser at Headquarters was packed to standing-room-only. I'm wondering if Carmela had people go pack both Pressers with fake reporters, maybe to intimidate us."
Teresa scowled. "Does that fat bastard really think he's going to intimidate us with shit tactics like that?"
"Not so much us, but University President Wellman." I said. "Carmela is going after Laura, but it's just as much to rid Wellman of an ally as it is to get my wife and therefore me. From what I'm hearing, Carmela has been moving to pack the Faculty Ethics Panel with people in jackbooted lockstep with his Socialist views. And him and his cohorts on any ethics panel is not unlike nations like Syria, Iran, and Venezuela being on the United Nations Human Rights Council."
Teresa said "I'm a little surprised you're riding to the City with me, rather than being there helping Laura, no matter what Rosie Berkmar says."
I whimpered a laugh, then said "No, Laura can take care of herself. And on this one, she'll have to. I can only help her so much. And my job right now is to avenge the deaths of Carl Ryder and David Rose, a.k.a. Flanders, and put the man who ordered their deaths in prison, preferrably on Death Row."
Teresa said "So you called Norm Chow to meet us and help make this arrest?"
"Yes.:" I replied. "There are going to be issues with me not being recused, so having Norm's help will be necessary. And City Detectives Sapper Warren and E.J. Jefferson will be there, as well."
"I'm looking forward to this one." Teresa said. "And I can't wait to hear how you've figured it out."
"Team effort." I replied. "But I did learn a few things about our Detective Corps. We do not have anyone... anyone... who can do interviews to the standard I need to see to bring home cases like these..."
We arrived at City Police Headquarters, where we met Chow, Warren and Jefferson. I briefed everyone on our plan, we outfitted ourselves with earbuds, and we headed out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We blew past the receptionist in the front hallway and up the stairs to the top (4th) floor. When we got to the executive suite, we found the door locked. Jefferson was about to knock, but I said "No, let me give them my calling card." I applied the red crowbar, which didn't fully open it, but a kick by Norm Chow to the door blew it on open.
"Stop! You can't go in there!" the assistant tried as we went for the door of one of the offices. I put my badge right in her face.
"You try to stop us, and it's ten years in prison for you.' I snarled. "Ten years!" The others had their guns drawn, and Chow knocked on the door then loudly shouted "SBI! Open up!" He tried the door; it was locked. "Want to try your crowbar, Commander?" he asked.
"Sure." I said. "But I'm halfway expecting to get shot at." Nevertheless, I jimmied my crowbar into the crack between the doors and applied leverage. Sapper Warren came forward and kicked the door hard, and it flew open. Norm Chow and E.J. Jefferson poured into the office, guns drawn and raised.
"Clear!" said Chow after checking the executive washroom. "No one here, Commander."
"He went out the back door." I said. Jefferson and Warren hurried to beat me to the stairs. Norm Chow remained behind, calling for reinforcements and CSIs to secure and go through the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
He fled rapidly down the stairs. Once on ground level, he flew out a metal back door... and almost right into the business end of a powerful Police handgun.
"Going somewhere... David Roseblatt?" said Teresa Croyle as she pointed her gun right between Roseblatt's eyes. Six uniformed City Police Officers were behind her in a semi-circle.
Roseblatt did not reply, but dived to his right and tried to grab Teresa's wrist and the gun from her hand. It was a poor decision, and an even worse attempt. The two-time Police Boxing Matches Champion was already reacting to Roseblatt's move before he could grab her wrist. He found his own wrist grabbed and his arm twisted behind him as his chest and face were slammed into the ground.
A second later, Jefferson and Warren came out the door. "Whoa, we're Police!" Jefferson said as the uniformed Officers brought their guns to bear, but quickly lowered them. As I came to the door, I saw that Teresa was affixing handcuffs to a still-struggling David Roseblatt, who was yelling that he wanted an attorney.
"Oh, you'll get your attorney." I said. "You can call one from Town & County Police Headquarters, after we take you through Booking there..."
Part 29 - The Solution
1:30pm, Monday, October 5th. I came into Interrogation-1 at Police Headquarters with Detective Julia Rodriguez. Corporal Hicks was the Uniformed Presence. Sitting at the table, handcuffed to the ring, was David Roseblatt. Next to him was his attorney, Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C.
The Monitor Room was chock-full of TCPD Captains and above. The rest of the Detectives were watching the feed in Classroom 'E'. Julia and I had earbuds in our ears, so we could hear what was said into the desk microphone of the Monitor Room by Commander Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Captain Tanya Muscone. My three Angels.
"Well, if it ain't Commander Troy, the Kike with the Krowbar." Masterson said loudly as Julia and I sat down.
"You can be disbarred for that." Julia said.
"Bring it on, Spic." Masterson snarled. "I can call you whatever I want and I won't be disbarred, especially if it's to and about this Bar Code here. And speaking of Troy, why aren't you trying to cover up your wife's crimes instead of harassing my innocent client here, huh? She's going to lose her license far earlier than I'll ever lose mine."
Roseblatt laughed out loud. He was stocky but in deceptively good shape, not unlike Rudistan, and he had something between a perma-smile and a perma-sneer on his face and a jovial attitude, again somewhat like Rudistan. But where he differed from Rudistan was in his full head of very black hair, and an undercurrent of sinister arrogance that I couldn't wait to annihilate. He was the typical holier-than-thou Frat Boy typical of the Tau Fraternity and the Establishment Elites. I despised him already.
I read Roseblatt his considerable rights from the card, then asked if he understood the rights. He looked at me as if I was some sort of disgusting insect to be toyed with then killed. Masterson said "He knows the rights. Get on with it, Bar Code. What are you charging my client with?"
"Two counts of conspiracy to commit first degree murder." I replied. "The murders of David Rose and Carl Ryder, two human beings."
"Unlike you, Troy." Masterson said. "You're not a human being, you're a Jew."
"Keep it up, Jew-Hater." I said. "But I'll ignore your attempt to distract me... for now. While there are other people and cameras here. In the meantime, are you going to continue practicing your neo-Nazi slurs, or are you going to actually do some work and represent your client here? And he very badly needs representing." Masterson finally stopped spewing verbal diarrhea from his potty mouth.
"Soooo, Mr. Roseblatt," I said, "As I'm sure you've figured out, I am Commander Troy of the TCPD, and this is Detective Rodriguez. And as I said, you are being charged with numerous crimes, the worst being two counts of conspiracy to commit murder. We've also added the attempt to flee when we came to arrest you, and assault upon a Police Officer... who took you down rather efficiently, I might add."



Roseblatt was not smiling. "You'll never prove any of that." he said. "You're full of------"
Masterson leaned over and whispered something to him, then Masterson said "My client was in the City when both murders occurred. You should be spending your time finding the people who actually did commit the murders, instead of harassing my client, who is an upstanding business man that works with some of the greatest companies in the world."
"Oh yeah, that." I said as I put some papers on the table. "We've got the guys your client hired. They turned. We've got the middleman, who was literally shaking with fright at the prospect of getting his anal cherry popped in 'gen pop' in prison. He's getting keepaway status, so he turned. My Officers, the SBI, and the FBI all have good financial forensics people, and we've got a rock-solid paper trail of that $150,000 your client paid from a slush fund account."
"You better have real good warrants for all that." Masterson said, his voice getting menacing... and concerned.
"These warrants?" I said, ;putting the documents on the table. "Warrants for your client's personal finances, his company's finances, his car's GPS data, his cellphone data, and most of all... Federal warrants to obtain his military records and their DNA profile of him."
Roseblatt looked shocked for the first time. Masterson was looking at the warrants, then said: "DNA evidence? How in the hell did you get that from the military? It's sealed. All of my clients military records were sealed by a General Officer."
"Interesting that you know that, Jew Hater." I said. "But that was easily enough to get with a Federal warrant. You see, your client's daddy is a retired two-star General, but I have friends, too... a four-star Army General and a Marine General, whose first name is 'Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff'." Roseblatt looked shocked, then sick to his stomach when I said that.
"You still have no case, spite of your prodigious power of bluff." Masterson said, but the fear in his voice could not be hidden.
"Yeah." said David Roseblatt, his voice goading. "I'm looking forward to humiliating you at trial."
"Vee shall seee whoo is humil-i-atedddd." I replied. "But just so you understand... why don't I tell you everything, and you just correct me where I go astray, okay?"
I heard Cindy say "Oh yeahhhhh." into the microphone in the Monitor Room. I heard later that she and Tanya were high-fiving.
I began: "Even though your daddy was ultimately a two-star general, your application to West Point was denied. Seems you had a couple of incidents in high school for bullying, which would have been assault and battery if you'd done that in my County. So you went into Army ROTC at Eastern State. You made it, and you were commissioned... barely. More fighting incidents, including a barroom brawl with your fellow Cadet Rangers... not the first time I've heard of that, either."
Your Iron Crowbar: "While in a Field Artillery unit in Germany, your superior Officers covered for you when you had several incidents, including a DUI that was buried. But you finally ran into trouble for bullying your unit's Chemical Officer, a Second Lieutenant at the time... which again was actually an assault."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The Chemical Officer went to the IG when the Battalion Commander got the charges with the M.P.s dropped, and anonymous death threats to the Lieutenant were made. To your bad luck, it reached the ears of a Lieutenant Colonel Carl Just, who had been a Chemical Officer himself, and worked directly for a two-star General." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option' for more on Carl Just.)
"He was just a Chemical Corps pussy!" Roseblatt growled, about his fellow Lieutenant at the time. "He wasn't even in the Combat Arms. And he was a fucking Leg, like you losers are."
"You're crossing the line, now." I said menacingly. "I'm not a Leg. I've got seventeen jumps, twelve more than you, Mister Five-Jump Chump." That made Julia laugh. "And the Combat Arms are overrated, except for the Infantry. I'm not impressed."
"And what were you in?" Roseblatt sneered. "Finance Corps? Transportation?"
"Try 'Military Police'." I replied. "But we were talking about you, not me." I resumed my narrative: "You were promoted to Captain anyway, but your father was going to retire, so you had to accept being kicked back into the Reserves. Not just because of the assault case and the buried DUI, but because you got '3's (out of 5) on your EEO portion of your OERs (Officer Evaluation Reports)."
Me: "Turns out that calling blacks the n-word didn't go over well with your FIST Team leader, a Major with courage and integrity, who was not cowed by your father. He was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel 'below the zone', meaning he was considered to be one of the very best. You, on the other hand... not so much."
"What does this have to do with the price of tea in China, Bar Code?" Masterson said witheringly, obviously trying to distract me with the epithet. I was not swayed, at least not yet.
"Oh, I'm showing that." I said. "And the ADA will be showing it, too, at your trial, Roseblatt. So! Once you were processed out of active duty in the Military at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, you started your Advertising Firm, and worked to get in with the Big Boys, whom you knew through your Tau Fraternity contacts in School. It was slow going, but you were making money."
Your Iron Crowbar: "You also shortened your name from 'Roseblatt' to 'Rose'. In the military, it served you well to keep the Jewish name, as your father was a Major General. But once you were out, and wanted to get in with the Republican Establishment Elitists, you had to make that name change, so you did. And yes, it sounds better as the name of your advertising firm."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And that brings us to David Flanders and Carla Ramirez. I'll tell the Carla story first. When you met her, you were totally smitten. You began dating her, showered her with expensive gifts, and she held you off for a while but finally accepted your proposal of marriage. She was actually good at advertising, and at bringing in clients, so you made her a partner in your Firm, as well."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But trouble soon developed. According to Carla's sworn statement, as well as medical records, your penis is only three inches in length when hard, and due to medical issues you have trouble getting it up."
Julia laughed, then said snottily "That won't get it done in the Combat Arms." I couldn't help but burst out laughing. Roseblatt was furious with anger, and his beet-red face showed it.
"Stop harassing my client, Cunt." Masterson said.
"Ignore the Nazi." I told Julia., then went on: "But apparently Carla Rose agreed with Detective Rodriguez's evaluation of your performance capabilities, Mr. Roseblatt. She was bored, and she craved good sex with real men. She also began to fear you, as you began showing your violent side, especially when you thought you were losing her affection."
Me: "Carla moved out of your City condo and to my Town & County here. She had procured the BigPharmaCorp advertising contract that had eluded you, by having a sexual relationship with their CEO, the late Donovan Donolan. He and his wife, may they rest in peace, were swingers like Carla was. But that was her excuse to move; her real reason was to get away from you. You were essentially separated."
Me: "Carla wanted to go to clubs to socialize, and also to find well-endowed men for sex. But she need a partner for that, and that's where David Flanders comes in. He was on the run, having skipped out of child support payments for kids that were not his biological progeny. She brought him into the Rose Advertising Firm, and he lived in her spare bedroom at Tower Condos. And she basically gave him your history as a backstop."
Me: "And it worked. Carla got to have sex with desirable men, and David got to masturbate as he watched Carla have sex with other, better men. And David and Carla were friends, and could socialize with others. But that came apart when you found out two things: Carla was intending to divorce you, and she was intending to be impregnated by another man."
"And how did he find that out?" sneered Masterson. He was trying, I thought to myself. He was trying.
"Well that's simple and obvious." I said. "David Flanders told him. David was already an employee of Rose Advertising Firm; in fact, Carla left his employee I.D. intact, and he didn't work at the Town & County branch office, so they didn't know. And that leads to what Roseblatt here didn't want We the Police to find out: he and David Flanders already knew each other."
Me: "And what's more... it's an amazing coincidence that Carla just happened to meet David Flanders, and that it was such an ideal arrangement for her and for him. But now we have just too many coincidences for Dame Agatha Christie's liking, nor mine. What happened is that David Roseblatt here knew that David Flanders was on the run... so you, Mr. Roseblatt, ordered David to meet Carla and get into her good graces, and eventually move in with her... to spy on her."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And how did you do that? Well, it goes like this: before David got that cushy situation watching the extraordinarily beautiful Carla Rose having sex with handsome men, and getting to perform oral sex on her and occasionally have intercourse with her himself, he had another situation... where he masturbated while he watched his wife, Mrs. Flanders having sex. And one of her Bulls that the Stag watched her have unprotected sex with... was you, Mr. Roseblatt."
"You'll never prove that." snarled Masterson.
"Won't I." I said. "The FBI is interviewing Mrs. Flanders in Acropolis City even as we speak. But I didn't even need that. You seem to have not figured it out yet, Masterson, unless Roseblatt told you, that there was a huge reason Roseblatt's military medical records were sealed... to keep his DNA profile with them from being able to be accessed. And the reason they so desperately wanted to stop that, is because you, Roseblatt, are the biological father of Mrs. Flanders's children!"
I'm told that Classroom 'E' erupted as the puzzle pieces fell into place. I continued with my narrative:
"Yes, once I got that DNA profile, and with Mrs. Flanders and her children's profiles on record with the State... because David had demanded a paternity test as part of the alimony and child support case, and one was made... all I had to do was plug the DNA profile data into our application to compare for matches. Yes, I'm sure there will be another test to confirm it, but there's no doubt you are the baby-daddy of her children."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And that's one reason you had your vasectomy, Mr. Roseblatt. You didn't want nor need any 'bimbo eruptions' as your business was growing and becoming more successful."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So there's that connection, and how you knew David and could blackmail him into spying on Carla for you. When Carla actually gave you sex twice in a month's time, Roseblatt, you called David for a report... and he told you that Carla was trying to get pregnant by another man."
"You went berserk over that." I said. "You saw 'Field Artillery' red behind your eyes. You were still obsessed with your wife, and had tried to woo her back for years. And now Carl Ryder was the rooster in your henhouse, inseminating your wife. So you began arranging the hit on your wife's young lover after finding out from David that Carla had hooked up with Carl in mid-September."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The wheels were put in motion before you found out that Carla had indeed been impregnated by her virile young stud. And when Carla told you that she was pregnant, you knew what she didn't: that you had had that vasectomy. You became enraged when she told you, and you physically assaulted her. You hit her in the face. In the brief interval that your shock and realization that you'd fucked up immobilized you, she got up and ran away from you."
Me: "But the hit you'd ordered was still in motion... and was carried out. Carl was run off the road and shot. You knew from David that Carl taped his sexual liaisons, so you'd ordered that the tapes be found. The killer missed finding them in the vehicle; after all, neither you nor they knew that Carl was returning to the gym from a sexual liaison with another woman. The plan was to invade his home and find them... but to no avail. But We the Police did find them."
"Too bad for your wife." muttered Masterson, showing me he knew far more about that connection than he legitimately should. I put that into its compartment of the mind and hurled on:
"With Carl's death, Mr. Roseblatt, you had to lay low." I said. "But as your Swamp Frog buddies began seeing that I was putting it all together, they let you know that you had a loose end... David Flanders. You likely were already planning for his death, as the amount of the payment to the killers shows, but what you didn't know is that We the Police were already aware of who he really was, because Detective Rodriguez here had already interviewed him... and because we had his DNA from that paternity test. Oh yeah, that one is really coming back to bite you, isn't it?"
"Anyhoo," I said. "cutting off his hands and pulling his teeth did not delay us at all in identifying him, and it also moved us closer and closer to Carla, and ultimately to you. So... will it hold?"
"Don't say a word." Masterson said to Roseblatt. "All we've heard is the ravings of a kike madman, and he and his nigger ADA will never get a conviction based upon his fantasies."
"I need to speak with my attorney privately." said Roseblatt. Julia and I got up and left through the anteroom door, then Hicks went through the jail side door and waited outside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy Ross came out of the Monitor Room as if fired from a missile silo, and met us in the hallway. "Oh. My. God!" she exclaimed as she hugged me unusually hard. "You did it! You got the bastard!"
"I've seen you do that so many times," said Tanya, as she hugged me after Cindy finally let go, "but I never get used to it."
"Think he'll confess?" Teresa asked as we all walked and drove down the hallway towards MCD.
"If he knows what's good for him, he will." I said. "His use to the Big Boy Elites just ended. And you know what happens to people like that when their usefulness is ended."
All the Detectives were pouring out into the main hallway from the hallway to Classroom 'E'. They stopped and began giving me an ovation.
"Thanks, guys, but the work is not done yet." I said. "We've still got to wrap up------"
I stopped when I saw District Attorney Miriam Walters round the corner, accompanied by Chief Moynahan. "Well dunnnnn, Mr. Crowbarrrrrr! Welllll done!" the Chief said.
"Thank you, sir." I said. "And I'm glad you're here, Ms. Walters. Things moved fast and I didn't have time to talk to you nor Paulina yet."
"I understand." said Miriam. "I came over here for another reason. Imagine my surprise to find that you've already arrested the correct perp, and were interrogating him in your unique way."
"So what brought you here?" I asked.
"Let's go into the Conference Room." Miriam said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I received this package in the mail." said Miriam Walters. "It was checked for anthrax and the jump drive was checked for viruses, and it's clean."
The Chief, D.A. Walters, myself, Teresa Croyle, and Tanya Muscone were in the Main Conference Room. Miriam had received a large envelope package. I examined the label, seeing that there was no return address, and that it had been postmarked Friday.
Miriam said: "One of the jump drives is an analog video copied to digital format. It shows David Roseblatt having sex with a woman identified as Marge Flanders, David Flanders's ex-wife. The other, I'll play for you now." She plugged her laptop into the receptacle on the desk, and began playing the video.
An image of David Flanders came on the screen, sitting behind a desk, perhaps at the Rose Advertising Firm. "My name is David Rose. My real name is David Flanders. If you are watching this, then I am either missing or dead, probably murdered. And I likely was murdered by David Roseblatt, who has been blackmailing me for several years..."
As we watched, my Police iPhone rang. "Sir, this is Corporal Hicks." said Hicks. "Roseblatt's attorney just left, as in left the building. I looked in on Mr. Roseblatt, and he is asking for new legal representation."
"Let him use a phone to call someone." I said. After hanging up, I told the room what had happened, then said "I'm betting Roseblatt wants to negotiate a plea deal, and Masterson quit on him as a result. I'm glad you're here, Miriam. Roseblatt has shown some racist tendencies, so he may not talk to Paulina, but he may work with you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour later, District Attorney Miriam Walters and I went into I-1. H.J. Lynch of Chase, Lynch, and Berry was sitting with David Roseblatt.
"I've been briefed on the situation." said Lynch "My client wants a plea deal, in return for giving testimony against Ryder and Flanders's killers, the real killers."
"That's not a real offer." said Miriam. "Those two have already taken deals and turned on your client. Right now, I have little incentive to offer anything but life in prison without possibility of parole."
"He'll save you the expense of a trial." said Lynch. "And you get political credit for the win... and I'll remind you that you might need that, as a lot of People in this County are very bitter about your support of Breonna Bryant's persecution."
"All the more reason to stand fast on this." Miriam said. "Bryant was convicted by a Jury of her Peers, and correctly so."
"So you want to fight it out in a trial?" said Lynch. "The evidence is circumstantial. You also are basing it on the word of two dirtbags that would lie to save their own skins vs. a reputable citizen with no previous criminal record."
"That beat his wife." Miriam fired back. "A wife that will avenge that beating by testifying against him.
"And then there's Commander Troy's involvement." Lynch said, unperturbed. "He should've been recused from the start, and especially after his wife's involvement with Carl Ryder's male prostitution ring. We'll certainly be bringing that up as a reason for dismissal."
"Bring it on." said Miriam. "None of the reasons you state as grounds for recusal involve the actual murders. And it's not like Commander Troy was working on this by himself."
"And furthermore to this point," I said, "you better be sure when you're accusing my wife of a crime, as you just did. She can add you personally to her slander and defamation lawsuits and her criminal complaints. And then... you'll have me to deal with."
"Is that a threat? Are you threatening me?" Lynch growled harshly.
"That evaluation is for you to decide." I shot back. "Decide carefully."
"I'll tell you what I'll offer." Miriam said. "And it's my final offer, not the start of a negotiation. Twenty years for each murder conspiracy charge, served consecutively, along with the other stuff like resisting arrest and assaulting a Police Officer added to it. That's 40 years, with possibility of parole after 25 years served."
"You probably won't get that if you go to trial and get convicted." Lynch said to Roseblatt.
"Can you guarantee that?" Roseblatt asked back. When Lynch didn't answer, Roseblatt turned to D.A. Walters and said "I get keepaway status the entire sentence? I get protection while I'm inside? And something less than Jax State?"
"I can get you keepaway status." Miriam said. "But you don't get to choose your prison. It'll either be Jacksonville or Supermax."



"Where do I sign?" ask Roseblatt. Miriam drew up the papers and all parties signed them.
"I gotta admit, Commander Troy." Roseblatt said when we were done, and I was getting up to leave. "I didn't think any cop could touch me. And I have friends that won't like it that you did."
"Your friends are dirty nasty Legs." I replied. "At least your Airborne wings will keep you warm at night while you're sitting in your nine-by-six cell in Jacksonville. The other bozos?" I whimpered a laugh, then said "I pity the fools, I truly do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Monday, October 5th. Being Monday night, there were not a lot of people at the Cop Bar. So we had no problem securing the main back room for a small celebration.
And it did not take long after having beer and snacks before Cindy Ross tapped her spoon to her glass. "I really want to hear this one. So start talking, Iron Crowbar." Everyone stopped and gave me a large round of applause. The few Police Officers in the main front room brought chairs in; they wanted to hear this, too.
"Okay, then." I said, as I sat down and it got quiet. "This was a Team effort, and the work of you Detectives, all you Officers, and people helping us got us to this satisfactory conclusion. And I'm confident that you guys would've found the solution without me."
People were shaking their heads vigorously in disagreement, so I said "Oh yes, I believe you would have. I just sped up the process. So! let's look at the case. My first observation was the Carl Ryder murder scene. He had over a thousand dollars in his wallet, but it wasn't taken. That led to two questions: why wasn't that money taken, and where did the money come from? In hindsight, we already had our first clue to the Babymaker ring."
Me: "Then something very interesting happened, something that wasn't apparent: someone had said that Carl Ryder had a pulse, and so he was removed from the vehicle and transported to the Hospital. What wasn't known at the time was that Carl was shot twice, and the second shot took out his autonomous systems; I had that from a doctor in the E.R. at the time. Carl was dead in the car."
Me: "So why say he was alive? At first I thought it was like JFK being pronounced dead thirty minutes after he was obviously killed when that head shot blew out his brains, so that a priest could give him the Last Rites But then I realized it was to get his wife Wanda to the Hospital, so that the perps would have time to ransack his house."
Me: "Next was the hospital. Wanda's partner Ariel was more than aggressive in protecting Wanda, and got arrested for it, which was not Ariel's norm. And Wanda began dodging answering certain questions. So that, and the money in Carl's wallet at the time of his death, then the break-in at his home all showed me a possible motive for the murder, but we needed more data to determine exactly what that was."
Me: "And that data came quickly. Our excellent CSIs found the gym bag in Carl's car and the computer inside it. The bag was actually created as a spy device, and the computer recorded what was videoed. In this case, the video was of Carl having sex with a lovely married woman. And my imagination began working to tell me that that sexual liaison could've been related to the $1000."
Me: "Facial rec got us the information on who the woman and her husband were, and we interviewed them. They wouldn't admit to paying Carl money, but they did admit that the sexual coupling was for the purpose of making a baby. So now we had a strong motive for the reason for Carl's death, if he had been impregnating other women, too."
Me: "It was unfortunate that I had to interview Wanda and Ariel right after the Visitation... there were a lot of painful moments in all of this... but we learned of the Babymaker ring and also got Carl's recordings of his other liaisons. And that led to the big break in the case: Carla Rose, and the man she was passing off as her husband, David Rose, née Flanders."
Me: "It was clear to me that David Rose was not the man his backstop claimed him to be. He was anything but the former Tau Fraternity brother and associate of the Establishment Elites that his record indicated him to be. Teddy Parker caught on that David was a cuckold. But he is not married to the University's sex professor, so it didn't occur to him immediately what that implied." There were some chuckles at that.
Me: "I'm sure that it would have occurred to him, or to some of you, over time. I also observed that Carla was attempting to hide a black eye, and we were not fooled by her story of running into a refrigerator door. I didn't think the David Rose we were seeing could have done that, and that's where I think my first idea of who the true criminal was came to my mind. And I was able to tell the Chief that I had hopes we'd eventually make arrests for the murders." Chief Moynahan nodded vigorously in agreement.
I went on: "So after the interview with Carla and David, we were beginning to get a really good picture of what was going on, but we still had a gap as to who the killer or killers were. And then David Rose was found dead with his hands cut off and his teeth pulled... and things began falling into place really rapidly from there."
"Rapidly?" asked Teddy Parker. "That just made it more complicated!" There were murmurs of agreement.
I said "Quite the opposite, Mr. Parker. First, we saw the attempts to conceal David's identity by removing the ability to get fingerprints and dental records. But We the Police were well ahead of the killers on that. So we got to have another 'conversation' with Carla Rose, we got to raid Rose Advertising, and it all started coming out. The Babymaker ring was out, and we were getting the names of both the men and the women in it."
"And a lot more suspects to look into, sir." Julia Rodriguez said.
"Let me interject something there." said Sheriff Griswold. "Some of you know young Timmy Austin, who is already a National Master in chess, and will soon be an International Master if I don't miss my guess. He told me something very interesting. He said that chess Masters would look at a position on the chessboard, and could remember almost everything, and sequences of moves. But chess Grandmasters were able to separate the wheat from the chaff, so to speak, and zoned in on only the most important things, and wouldn't even remember the rest of the board."
Griswold: "You all are master Detectives, you truly are. If you weren't, you wouldn't be working here. But Crowbar here is the Grandmaster. He starts seeing through all the other stuff that you guys look at... and have to, sometimes... and goes for the important stuff."
"Good analogy, Sheriff." I said, practicing good asskissing skills. "So we found out who David Rose really was, and in learning that we learned his child support legal story. The important thing about that for me was that not only was his DNA profile on record, but his wife and especially his children's DNA profiles were on record. We also learned that David Flanders and David Roseblatt knew each other, and that's when I used my imagination and considered that David Roseblatt was the biological father of the Flanders children."
There were reactions by almost everyone in the room as they realized the import of that deduction. I drove on: "I also will commend Captain Tanya Muscone. She was on another mission, but even without the full knowledge of the case, she was able to consider that Roseblatt, among others, was behind the murders, and more importantly, she had zoned in on the likely motive, which was jealousy. Jealousy is a powerful motive, and was the motive of the Original crime: Cain murdering Abel. She was on it, so if I weren't here nor involved in this, you still would be on the right path."
Me: "And this is where I may have started being able to speed things up." I said. "Once we were on the right track of who the real David Rose was, we found out that Roseblatt had been an Army Officer. And my hopes surged at that, because I knew that the military took and kept DNA profiles of all their personnel going back decades. As a lesson to you all: I have cultivated relationships with some of the right people, and in this case I had an Army General and a Marine General with the power to get me Roseblatt's DNA profile, despite his father having been a General Officer who had had his records sealed."
Me: "And once I had that, I was able to run it and confirm that Roseblatt was the biological father of the Flanders children. And knowing what we did, that Flanders had worked for Roseblatt, that Flanders was a wife-watching cuckold, and Roseblatt's nature, it really fit that Flanders had been sent by Roseblatt to spy on Carla. Roseblatt apparently was not worried about Carla and David being swingers in the Club Scene, but when he found out she was pregnant... and David having not mentioned Carla and Carl to him until he specifically asked about it... Roseblatt went berserk. He hit Carla, and then he had Carl and David murdered."
Me: "I was able to quietly get arrest warrants, and we moved on Roseblatt. He tried to run, then did something really stupid by trying to disarm a two-time Police Boxing Matches Champion, and got his face slammed into the sidewalk for it. We had the interview in I-1, and Roseblatt saw that he was going to be on the losing end of this one. So did Nathan Masterson, who protected his true masters's interests by walking out on his duties to represent his client."
"So what are your questions concerning any of this?" I asked. As always, that generated some laughter.
"How many General Officers do we know?" quipped Rudistan.
"Admittedly, I had an advantage, there." I said. "But I paid the price for knowing General McFarland." Like being cuffed to a nuclear weapon. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.)
"And you all know Admiral Cordell," I said, "so you would've had that inroad." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Most of us here don't have seventeen military parachute jumps, either." said Julia Rodriguez. "You really dominated Roseblatt with that in the interrogation."
"And he better not get any more parachute jumps." Cindy Ross 'warned' me. "We can dominate jerks like Roseblatt without them."
"I think the Deputy Chief is jealous." I said. "But yes, Julia, that's a good observation. Roseblatt was playing the alpha-male games, as Commander Ross likes to call them. Breaking him down like that did help."
"Telling him what he did and how he did it helped more." said Tanya Muscone. "And that really is the one thing you can do that none of the rest of us really can."
"Har." barked the Sheriff. "Any of you in here could do that, as long as you have your ducks in a row and the confidence to put it all on the line like Crowbar does."
"Why does that not make me feel any better?" said Joanne Warner quietly to Theo and Teddy.
"Sir," said George Newman, "the two perps you arrested for committing the murders... they don't look smart enough to have broken into Wanda's house and ransacked it."
"Good point." I said. "I have no proof, but I'm surmising that they handed off the key to the house to someone else, and that someone else ransacked the house. And you're right about their capability to do the break-in, as I doubt Carl's killers knew enough to decode the alarm. Yes, someone else was involved, there."
"I have a question, sir." said Roark Coleman. "Was Carla Rose arrested?"
"Yes and no." I said. "We had some long conversations with the D.A. about it. Carla was not involved in either murder, not in any way we know of, much less can prove. Her only crimes were aiding and abetting a fugitive in helping David hide from the controversial child support charges, and lying to Police. Miriam Walters gave her a deal that if she testifies against Roseblatt, then her crimes will be reduced to misdemeanors, and she'll only have to pay some fines."
"What about Wanda and Ariel?" Cindy asked.
"And the guys in the Babymaker ring?" asked Teddy Parker.
I replied: "There will be no charges against Wanda nor Ariel, per the Immunity Agreement I gave them. And unless something pops concerning the Babymaker ring, we have no proof to charge those guys nor the women they impregnated with anything. And quite frankly, I would just as soon as nothing pop up. I've never been enamored with female prostitution being a crime, and I certainly don't see what these guys did wrong in helping women conceive a much desired child."
"But sir!" said an astonished Joanne Warner, "we're talking babies, here!"
"Yes, we are." I replied. "And your point is?"
I received no answer...
Part 30 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 6th, from the KXTC studios anchor desk. "An arrest is made in the murders of Carl Ryder and David Rose!"
Following the 'hard charging' music intro, Bettina began: "The Town & County Police issued a statement announcing that David Roseblatt, Senior Partner of the Rose Advertising Firm, was arrested and charged with hiring two men to murder Carl Ryder and David Flanders, who went by the alias David Rose. Also arrested were the two men who actually committed the crimes, and a man who allegedly transferred the money between Mr. Roseblatt and the killers.
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that Commander Donald Troy solved the cases and made the arrests. Attorneys for Mr. Roseblatt are questioning why Commander Troy was not recused from the cases, as Carl Ryder was employed at Town Fitness Centers, which is owned by Commander Troy's first cousin, Commander Cindy Ross; and of course the allegations that Commander Troy's wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, was running the male prostitution ring that was exposed during the investigation of the murders. This will certainly be a point made by Mr. Roseblatt's attorneys to get the charges against their client dropped."
Bettina: "Citizens who were investigated by Police just for being members of Town Fitness Centers filed a lawsuit against Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD after the Police ignored their lawful 'cease and desist' orders. Those lawsuits were dropped with prejudice by Judge Rodney K. Watts, who outrageously said that the Citizens had no right nor legal standing to sue, and that their cease and desist orders had no force in law. The Citizens have promised to appeal."
Bettina: "And groups of University students marched on Campus yesterday, calling for Dr. Laura Fredricson to resign as the Head of the Psychology Department and also her professorship, after credible charges of ethics violations and even criminal. activity were filed against her. The University Ethics Board will meet soon to discuss these serious, credible charges and decide what to do about Laura Fredricson, wife of TCPD Commander Donald Troy."
Bettina: "And in other news, the annual process of appearing before the Town & County Assembly to make budget presentations begins this week. Let's go to Carl Lemay with more on this important story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lemay, reporting from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background "Sources tell Channel Two News that the Democrats on the Assembly intend to hold the Budget hostage unless and until the Assembly agrees to defund the Police. The Democrats are even threatening to leave the County if not the State, in order to deny a quorum to be in session, which would prevent a Budget from being passed by the required date of November 1st..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. It was a sad day for me. Sitting in my office was Corporal Inga Gunddottar, who had just submitted her resignation from the Town & County Police Force.
"I am sorry to be leaving, sir." Inga was saying. "But I need to go. I know people don't mean to, sir, but... I see the way they glance at me, and talk behind my back. They don't know if I'll freeze up when a dangerous situation hits, and..."
I said "You don't have to explain. I get it. They look at you as 'damaged goods' after what was done to you. They see you as a raped, violated woman, damaged goods, not a Police Officer any longer." Inga nodded, and I said: "That's tough to deal with. It's not fair, it's not right, but that doesn't make it easier for you. So, you've been hired by the New York Police Force. Are you ready to handle that?"
"Yes sir." said Inga. "They're bigger than the TCPD... but not better. I get the feeling I'll be teaching them a thing or two."
I smiled at that. "No doubt you will." I said as I stood up. "You are here until November 1st, and I'll expect you to be at Promotions and Medals Day that day. And I wish you the very best in New York. If you need anything... just let me know."
Inga also stood up. "Thank you, sir. It... it's been a very great honor working for you, sir."
"It's been my honor to work with you." I replied, extending my hand. Inga shook it, then stood up to attention and saluted me. I returned it, then Inga left the office.
As I sat back down, I contemplated. Yes, we'd all seen how other Officers had tried not to treat Inga differently, and had failed. And some jerks openly leered at her and said crude things about her behind her back, or so they thought. And Laura had warned me that this might happen. I also knew that she had broken up with Jerome Davis, which factored into her decision.
And she had not just been called out of the blue (pun not intended) by the NYPD. EAD Owen Lange had friends in the New York FBI offices, and friends in the NYPD, and he he honored my request to have them give Inga an interview. She had impressed them, and they had hired her. I was sorry to lose Corporal Gunddottar, but I knew this was for the best for two Police Departments, and for one very good and very courageous Police Officer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:45am. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle came into my office, having been called by Helena., and not at my request. I was sitting in my chair behind my desk, my arms on the armrests, and my chin on my chest. I was in total pain, barely aware of anything going on around me, which had caused Helena concern.
"Sir, is everything okay?" Teresa asked. I looked up, and she could see the tears in my eyes.
"No." I said. "Everything is not okay. I'm losing an Angel. Cindy has been called to the Sheriff's office in City Hall for her discipline."
"What is the Sheriff going to do?" Teresa asked, her voice sounding worried.
"I don't know." I said., my voice almost breaking. "Neither he nor the Chief told me. But I do know... she will not be the TCPD Deputy Chief any longer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Tuesday, October 6th. Police Deputy Chief Cindy Ross was ushered into Sheriff Griswold's office. She was wearing her Duty Dress jacket with full ribbons over a white shirt and black necktie, the metal silver stars of her rank gleaming on her shoulder epaulettes.
Chief Moynahan, also semi-formally attired, was already in the office, and took his place behind her left shoulder. Also in the room was Sheriff's Chief of Staff Oswald, sitting to one side.
"Sheriff, I submit myself for disciplinary action." Cindy said as she stood at attention in front of the Sheriff's desk.
"Stand at ease, Commander." the Sheriff said. He was wearing his dark brown jacket with ribbons, the four gold stars on each shoulder also gleaming. It was all formal for this one.
Griswold said "I like the way Commander Troy does this, so I'm going to copy his example today. I have here on my desk two folders. One of them, this black one, is poison. Rat poison. It contains your demotion to Captain, and my invitation for you to resign from the TCPD. As a well-deserving Medal of Valor recipient, you have the right to retire, and the paperwork is in there to do so, to retire... as a Captain."



Griswold: "This other folder, the gray one, contains an offer to laterally transfer to the Sheriff's Department. I can confirm to you now that this year's Budget battles are Chief of Staff Oswald's last. He is retiring at the end of the calendar year after a lifetime of distinguished service to this County. If you accept, you will transfer into his position, a lateral transfer for you at your current rank and position."
Griswold: "Again, you have the option to retire from the TCPD first, as a Commander, then accept the job offer to the TCSD. There is one potential advantage of doing that. After you leave the Sheriff's Department, whenever that is, you will have the right to wear the TCPD uniform as a retired Police Officer, should an occasion arise. If and when I ever stop being Sheriff, I'll also have that right. So... which folder will I open?"
"The gray one, sir." said Cindy. The Sheriff handed her the gray folder.
"Get that paperwork filled out faster than Barry Allen can run around the earth, and get it back to my assistant." the Sheriff growled. "You are dismissed."
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said. She took the paperwork and headed towards the door.
As she got to the door, the Sheriff called out "Cindy?" When she turned back around, he said "I'm glad you chose to stay with us." He had not known if she would.
"Thank you, Sheriff." Cindy replied. "And congratulations on your retirement, Chief Oswald."
"You're not rid of me yet, young lady." replied Oswald. "We still have one Budget battle left..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:45am. I was called into the Chief's Conference Room. The Chief was already in his seat at the near end of the table, and the Sheriff was in his 'usual' seat on the far side near the far end. I sat down in my 'usual' seat, to the Chief's left and the Sheriff's right. Also in the room was Lt. Commander Ted Orosco of Internal Affairs, sitting to the Chief's right, with his back to the door.
"We are discussing the situation with Sergeant Tooooole." drawled the Chief. "The Union has grieved his suspension without pay, and separately grieved my having started the process for terminating him for cause."
"It's a clear cut case, Chief." I replied. "I know Commander Croyle and Commander Orosco got at least two dozen eyewitness affidavits of his actions and words at the crime scene that morning."
"Yezzzz, that's true." said the Chief. "Ted?"
"Commander," said Orosco, "the Union is saying that Toole didn't know it was you on the radio the first time, that he was in charge of the scene, that he ordered the lightbars be on and remain on for the safety of the Officers, which the Union is accusing you of ignoring. The Union is also saying that he didn't know it was you yelling at him until he saw you visually. and when he did recognize it was you, he was not insubordinate."
Orosco: "The Union is also saying that he really did believe that the regulations called for lightbars to be on at the crime scene. The Union cites a sworn affidavit by Pat Stellum of KXTC News that they did not see the Police checkpoint at the entrance to the Park because their lightbars were not on."
I rolled my eyes. "I guess Stellum also claims he didn't see the multiple Police vehicles that had to box in the KXTC van because it wouldn't stop. KXTC was trying to get to the backside of the park come hell or high water, and wouldn't have stopped for that Police checkpoint if the lightbar had been on."
Orosco said "I agree, Commander, but that's what the Union is saying, and what Stellum is saying under oath. The bottom line is that the Union is demanding binding arbitration by the National Labor Relations board, and they're prepared to go to Court and get an injunction to prevent us from firing Toole."
"And here's the fun parrrrrt." said the Chief. "The U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division has said that if we don't allow Federal binding arbitration, they'll bring their civil rights lawsuit against us."
"Call their bluff." I said immediately. "How many times have those racists tried to threaten us with that? It's an empty threat. They'll either sue us or they won't anyway. Tell them to fuck off, and use those exact and literal words. I'm looking forward to whipping their ass in Court, and the sooner the better."
"And if they win?" the Sheriff growled.
"Then there's no more TCPD for Toole to be a part of, anyway, Sheriff." I said.
"Really?" said Orosco skeptically.
"Yes." I said. "If they win, I'm gone, either by firing, which will be forced retirement for me as an MOV recipient, or my not accepting their conditions and leaving. And I don't want to speak for Commander Croyle, but I suspect she'll retire, too. The Miltons will quit; they can make seven figures apiece working for technology companies. And again, I don't want to speak for others, but I think you know, Orosco, that the vast majority of TCPD Officers will go on strike and likely never return. The TCPD as you know it now will be totally decimated, and will cease to function as an effective law enforcement entity."
Orosco said "I'm not so sure about that, Commander, but back to this situation: the Union has offered to accept a lesser punishment for Toole than him being fired. They want to negotiate an 'appropriate' (air quotes) action, but will not accept a reduction in rank, and definitely not his termination. They say his actions don't warrant that level of punishment."
My back started hurting. My head started hurting. I just put my elbows on the table and buried my face in my hands. Then I looked up and said "Why is it so fucking hard to fire dirtbags like him?" I got no answer. A few seconds later, I said "Chief, what's your advice on this?"
"If you want to proceed with the termination process," replied the Chief, "then I'll back you all the way. But I do think that we'll loooozzze."
"Really?" I said, then said "Uh, really, sir?. You don't think this is clear-cut?"
"Oh, I dooooo." the Chief said. "But the Yoon-yun is going to fight like hell, saying it doesn't rise to the level of a terminal offense."
"Repeated insubordination?" I asked. "Not one time, but several times, and in front of other Officers? Lying about the regulations... and I strongly assert that he was deliberately lying, not innocently mistaken. If that doesn't rise to the standard, what will? Especially for a Sergeant."
"Orosco," growled the Sheriff, "did the Union say what they considered an 'appropriate' (air quotes) punishment to be?"
"No, Sheriff." said Orosco. "They said they wanted to negotiate it. Apparently they're waiting until we have the formal meeting to tell us what they think is 'fair' (air quotes)."
"Bah." barked the Sheriff. "We're not playing those piss-ant games. Chief, impose the reduction in rank to Patrol Officer Trainee and begin the process for Toole's termination. We'll fight the Union all the way, if it's a fight they want. And Orosco, I'm taking this out of your hands and putting it into the I.G.'s hands..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Tuesday, October 6th. Cindy Ross came into the Soup & Salad Restaurant and was shown to the table where Ariel and Wanda were already sitting. There was considerable tension in all three women, so they did not eat very much from the (duh) soup and salad bar.
As they were finishing, Cindy said "I think I know why you wanted to meet me for lunch, so let's get to it. You want me to buy you out?"
Ariel and Wanda looked at each other as if to decide who was going to speak, then Wanda finally said "Yes. Or find a third party for us to sell to."
Cindy nodded, then said "I'm willing to do that, but consider this first. There will be an appraisal to determine the value of the company, and therefore your shares. Right now the gym is down in membership and attendance. If you wait a while, and we get it built back up, you'll get more back."
Ariel shook her head. "I'll cut you a break and take whatever it is. I'm ready to get out now."
Wanda said "It's... Cindy, for me, it's not about you or what's happened. It's... the memories. As long as I stay here, all I see is Carl... where we worked, where we lived. I just need a... fresh start, somewhere else."
"I won't say that." said Ariel "I'm still angry that you didn't fight the subpoena harder. And I'm not anti-cop, but you being a cop is factoring into my decision."
"Well, I'm no longer a cop." Cindy said. "I'm no longer a part of the TCPD."
"They fired you?" Wanda gasped, stunned.
"They couldn't fire me." Cindy said "As a Medal of Valor recipient, I had the right to retire. And that's what I did."
"I'm sorry that happened to you." Ariel said, and Cindy couldn't tell if she meant it or if she were being polite. "But I still want out. I want to get out of this Town & County, but for different reasons than Wanda. One reason is because if I ever see that bitch Alison McFarland, I will try to kill her. I'm not going to seek her out nor violate the Restraining Order, but if I see her I won't hold back."
"Any idea where you're going to go?" Cindy asked. "Maybe I can help you start up a new gym somewhere else, in exchange for your shares."
Wanda said "We're looking at a situation in Midtown, and one in Palmyra County."
Cindy said "If you need a place to live, my cousin and my sister co-own a nice house they're looking to rent out."
Ariel said "This is going to sound more personal than I mean for it to, but I'm looking for a clean break from you, from Don Troy, and from any ties to this County."
Wanda said "I'll take a look at that house..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in my office with Teresa Croyle when Sheriff Griswold was ushered in by my assistant Helena. He accepted a bottled water, and I poured myself coffee after Teresa had refused anything.
The Sheriff said "I wanted to touch base with the two of you on these leaks. Captain Muscone and her crew have done a really good job, but have found nothing. And the Press still seems to know more about what we're doing than we do... except for you, Crowbar."
"Yes sir." I said. "Teresa and I were just talking about something that may be related. I was pointing out the actions of Patrol Officer Justin Hendricks at the Carl Ryder crime scene. He's the one who said Carl Ryder had a pulse. My wife said that that's virtually impossible, and what is possible is that I'm taking her word over Hendricks's."
"Why would he say he got a pulse, then?" growled the Sheriff.
"So that the paramedics would take him to the Hospital, and Wanda would also there." I said. "It ensured that she was not at her home with the perps broke in to find Carl's video recordings."
"That makes sense." said the Sheriff thoughtfully. "But we'll never prove it, nor get Hendricks to admit to it."
"No sir, we won't." Teresa said. "But I was at the David Rose crime scene at Ronald Reagan Park. Hendricks showed up there, drove over the road near the crime scene, then parked to the east where his lightbar could be easily seen by the Press. Don was focusing on Toole, but what would you like to bet Hendricks wasn't just as involved as Toole?"
I picked it up: "And one inference from that, Sheriff, is that both Toole and Hendricks were working to help the Press. As a Sergeant, Toole has better access to Police information than Hendricks would. And Jeremy Hatch could be their conduit to the Press."
"I don't want to bet anything, especially against you two." said the Sheriff. "So what do you want to do? Get Orosco and Internal Affairs into the loop?"
Teresa said "He's supposed to already be in the loop, Sheriff. They know as well as we do that Hendricks, Hatch, and now Toole are dirtbags, yet nothing has ever come out of that... for years, Sheriff."
I said "And who are the slugs that the Union protects the hardest? Hendricks, Hatch, and now Toole. We finally got rid of McCombs, and now Toole pops up as a problem. And when we have a chance to demote him and take away his computer access, and then fire him? There's the Union, acting like we're the bad guys and he's the saint."
"That's what Unions do." muttered the Sheriff. Then he peered at me and said "Do you think Orosco is dirty?"
I shook my head. "No sir." I replied. "I don't think he's a problem at all, as far as integrity goes. I just think he's being outfoxed by the slugs. He may have a mole within I.A., too. Having said that... if SBI Director Curly Goodwin wins the Inspector General post against Finneran, I'll be recommending to our next Governor to consider Orosco for the SBI Director post."
"Don't be hasty about that." said the Sheriff. "But I'm getting sick and tired of KXTC harming us with their reporting, and harming us with deliberate purpose and intent. It's only a matter of time before they get someone killed. The leaks have to stop, guys. The leaks have to stop..."
Part 31 - Epilogue
10:30pm, Tuesday, October 6th. Cindy, Callie, and Molly were sitting on the deck of the Cabin, enjoying the warmth of the fire in the fire pot. There were no dogs on site, as they were at the Mountain Nest, so Tiger Mom and Gracie were sitting on the railing, watching. Ross and Ian were in their beds asleep.
"It could have been a lot worse." said Molly. "At least you're still in law enforcement, and working with Sheriff Griswold."
"As long as he wins his elections." Cindy said quietly, seemingly a million miles away.
"Oh, nobody on earth is going to beat Sheriff Griswold." Callie said, more jovially than the situation called for. "By the way, what are you going to do about the gym?"
"I don't know." Cindy said, again absentmindedly. "I'll need to find some new people to run it day-by-day. And we're still down in memberships and attendance. I'm really wondering if the best thing... would be to just shut it down, or sell the whole thing to someone and be rid of it."
Molly was peering at her sister. She finally said "So, Cindy, are you good with being Chief Deputy Sheriff? Or do you want something else?"
Cindy said "That's what I've been thinking about for a while now. I haven't been a real cop since I was promoted out of the Captain of Detectives slot. And now, I'm even further away from that. So I've got a lot to think about, and I know I need to sleep on it a few days."
Callie said "And you have a baby under construction to think about, too."
"Yes, we both do." Cindy replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting Carole to go to bed without a fight was getting to be a very rare thing. On this night she huffed and puffed until Bowser actually barked at her, whereupon she got her shit together and went upstairs to brush her teeth and put on her pajamas.
Once they were in bed, Laura and I sat in the greatroom and sipped drinks: Highland Park 12 single malt Scotch for me, wine for Laura.
"Now that these murders are solved," I said, "I can start helping you with that bastard Carmela."
"The State Medical Board formally refused to suspend my medical license." Laura said. "And President Wellman and Myrtle L. James, who is still a Trustee of the University, are pushing back against Carmela." I nodded.
Laura: "But the problem is that Carmela, Jan Camp, and Juanita Rivera are ginning up protests of my presence on Campus. They're gunning after President Wellman, trying to force him to retire, And they are basically trying to 'cancel' me."
"They better not try anything to physically harm you." I said. "I'll just start killing people, and damn the consequences."
Laura: "Don, it's not just me they're after. It's getting uglier and uglier on college campuses across the Nation. Ayn Rand wrote that the Bolshevik Revolution was preceded by hard Leftists taking over colleges and suppressing any opposing thought, eventually through sheer violence. The same thing is happening in America today."
Laura: "Professors not in jackbooted lockstep with the rabidly far-Leftwing, ultra-Socialist views of thugs like Carmela are being 'canceled', and purged. I'm no Jared Conservative, but I'm apparently not Leftist enough for them, either. Carmela hates me personally, anyway, and not just because I'm married to you. They despise me because I love America, and served it for over 30 years in the CIA, working against their beloved Socialists."
Laura: "And what's the worst of all... they have the corrupt Media firmly on their side, both here and everywhere. The Press has shown that they'll tell any lie and spread any propaganda to hurt anyone they can that does not support Leftist viewpoints. KXTC would just love to harm me to get at you. The SNN Networks are still trying to get Governor Jared and Sharon Marshall murdered, literally. And nationally, the Press is calling Conservatives 'racist' and now 'terrorists' for daring to support Patriotic, pro-American views."
"So what are you saying?" I asked, getting a vibe, and now understanding why Carole didn't want to go to bed.
Laura said "Don, I may have no choice. You can only protect me so far. But it may get to the point that to keep us and our children alive... I'll have to give up my Professorship at the University..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue - Russ Ferrament
The morning light filtered through the slats of the blinds over the window of my office on Riverside Drive as I walked into it. I didn't choose this life, it chose me. And all I have to compensate for it is my flask of bourbon, a powerful handgun, and a red crowbar. Yes, that's me, Russ Ferrament. I'm a local cop on the beat.
6:00am, Wednesday, October 7th. I came into Police Headquarters, having gotten up an hour earlier and worked out at home before cleaning up and driving in. It was a busy time in my Town & County. The Elections were coming up in November. College football season had started, and we had a major University right here next to Town. And criminals were not taking the season off, unfortunately.
I checked in with the Duty Desk. The 3rd Shift Officers gave me the rundown: there had been an armed robbery at the 'Mercado Rápido', the Quick Market, which was south of Town and near 'Hotel Row' on the highway going south out of the County, a predominately Hispanic area. No one was injured, I was told.
As I headed down the hallway toward my office, I saw Lieutenant Jerome Davis, head of the Major Crimes Division (MCD) in the MCD room with Senior Detective Joanne Warner. Joanne saw me and called out "Commander Troy? Can we talk to you for a minute?"
"Sure." I said, diverting into the large MCD room. "You're here early this morning."
"Yes sir, we are." said Jerome Davis, who was a fairly light-skinned black man of medium height and build, but good with the martial arts. He was young for a Lieutenant but had been doing well in the leadership role.
Joanne Warner was also young, and she was white, blonde, and very beautiful. She was also a Military Reservist and an FBI Consultant. She had decent leadership potential, and much more potential to be a brilliant Detective, but her interviewing skills sucked.
"So, whassup?" I asked as I availed myself of the coffee Jerome had made. His father had retired from the Navy, and Jerome knew how to make real Navy coffee, which was popular with the Detectives.
"I came in to try to get a grasp on these convenience store robberies, sir." said Jerome. "Then Joanne came in and pointed something out to me: there are no closable doors on the entrances to Vice and MCD from the hallway, and there's no place we can put whiteboards that won't be in the way of the desks or not visible from both exit doors. Anyone can walk by and see them, as well as what's on the wall monitors."
Joanne added: "I was thinking about that with regard to the leaks to the Press we've been having. It's not a big thing, but it definitely is a security issue."
I nodded, then said: "Good observation. And it might not be the worst idea to have secure doors that have to be opened with a punch code or card reader, like the Intel Branch room has. I'll get with Deputy Chief Ross and see what Physical Properties wants to do about it."
A sudden awkward silence ensued. Then Joanne said "Er, sir, can I ask if it's true that Commander Ross is retiring in lieu of being fired?"
Commander Cindy Ross, the Deputy Chief, was third in line after Police Chief Sean Moynahan and myself, Police Commander Donald Troy. She had 'erred' a few days before, on our last big case, and had been disciplined by Sheriff Antonio Griswold. In our Town & County, the Sheriff was over the Police Department.
Rumors abounded over what that discipline was. As a Medal of Valor recipient, Cindy Ross had the right to retire at any time and with a pension, no matter what her standing was. And therefore, that was an option for her to avoid humiliating punishment.
"You may ask." I replied. "Seriously, she was never going to be fired. And I'll wait until the Sheriff makes the formal announcement to say anything more. But keep this under your hats... we'll need a new Deputy Chief on January 1st. Okay, you said 'robberies', plural? What's going on with those?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to my desk in my office and put my red crowbar on its hooks under the desk. Yes, the red crowbar, where my nickname came from.
I am the Iron Crowbar. And I am a damn good Detective, if I do say so myself. Yes, 'Russ' is 'red', and 'Ferrament' is 'iron implement'. And that's the real me.
As an old French proverb says: "Sometimes, a man's reputation precedes him; sometimes, it follows him." Over the years, that name, the crowbar, and the man carrying it had developed a reputation. Fearsome to some, heroic to others. The Lone Ranger said his mask stood for the law. Similarly, my crowbar stands for Justice... and sometimes against dirty Agents of the Law.
But those that hated me for being good and doing well used that fearsome reputation against me. The Media, which I despise above all other things, relentlessly attacked me as well as the Police, making it as hard as possible for us to do our jobs.
As Police Commander, I was in operational control of the entire Town & County Police Force. We'd just solved the 'Babymaker' murders, and put a Corporate Elitist behind bars. Now we had a series of convenience store robberies to look into. The party never stops in my Town & County...
Part 2 - Press Perfidy
If I were on Easy Street, I'd be relaxing with slugs of bourbon instead of risking slugs fired at me by thugs with powerful handguns. Instead, I've got a string of nasty relationships with dirty cops and the Press, and at times it's hard to tell who's the most dishonest.
Have I mentioned that I utterly despise the Press?
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!' shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 7th, from the anchor desk in the KXTC studios. "Judge Rodney K. Watts seals the 'Babymaker' case records!"
After the 'hard charging' music intro, Bettina began: "Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts sealed the records of the Carl Ryder/David Rose murder cases and issued a gag order forbidding the Press from revealing the names of the so called 'Babymaker Club', young men who inseminated and impregnated married women in exchange for money! Let's go to Amber Harris for more on this incredible judicial order. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde, reporting from the roof of the building at Riverside Drive and College Street, with the Courthouse in the distant background. "Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts sealed the evidence and Police records of the two murder cases, citing the privacy of many individuals who had committed no crimes. Despite being black, Judge Watts has often sided with hardline Conservatives and the Police in his often-wrong rulings, and this ruling appears to be no exception."
Amber: "Additionally, Channel Two News has learned that the Office of University President Sidney P. Wellman filed a 'Friend of the Court' brief asking Judge Watts to issue the gag order against revealing the names of the men of the Babymaker Ring and the women who hired them, denying you the information you have a right to know!"
Amber: "The University President's Office cited an ongoing ethics complaint against Dr. Laura Fredricson, wife of Police Commander Donald Troy and the mother of two of his six known children, as the reason for requesting the gag order. That ethics complaint by Dr. Lionel Carmela, as well as a criminal complain to the State Medical Board asking that Dr. Fredricson's medical license be revoked and that she be removed from the University Hospital Staff, is still ongoing. Dr. Fredricson's slander lawsuit against Dr. Carmela is also ongoing. The gag order will remain in effect at least until all of that is resolved. Back to you, Bettina!"
Back to Bettina live: "Thank you for that important and insightful update, Amber! And now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum with a breaking story. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the chubby-cheeked Al-Capone-lookalike Pat Stellum as he appeared on the screen, with a convenience store behind him in the growing morning light. "Last night, the 'Mercado Rápido', a well-known quick market near the Coltrane County Highway, was robbed at gunpoint. The night before last, the Qwik Stop on Riverside Drive, owned by Pablo Gomez, was robbed at gunpoint. The criminals began shooting when someone came in the door and surprised the perps, but fortunately no one was killed nor injured."
Stellum: "Last night's convenience store robbery at gunpoint was the fifth in the last four days, and leaders of the Black Community are becoming increasingly angry at the lack of Police response. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Eldrick X. Weaver, who was black and the Democrat candidate for Mayor, saying "Black and brown people are being held up at gunpoint, and Daniel Allgood is doing nothing about it!" Daniel Allgood was white and the current Mayor, and the attempts to steal the election from him and for Weaver two years before were stopped by Your Iron Crowbar and a judicial order. The rancor that resulted continued unabated.
Bruce Finneran, who was white and a card-carrying member of NAMbLA, and Democrat candidate for County Inspector General, was shown saying "It's inexplicable that Horace Wellman has not demanded the Police do something about these robberies! When I am Inspector General, I will hold the Police accountable for their inaction on crimes against black and brown people!"
Back to Stellum live: "The Police have not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment on their failure to stop these robberies. It might take someone being killed to get Commander Donald Troy off his butt to do something about them..."
Part 3 - Film Study
The door to my office opened, and in walked trouble. Dirty blonde, as usual. A lot of people warned me that this dame was bad news, that she was a mean bitch with a bad attitude. But to me, she's an Angel.
Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle came into my office just before 8:00am. She was married to my sister's son, but more importantly she was my Commander of Operations, having control over the Uniformed Officers of both Precincts and at Headquarters. She was technically in charge of the Detectives Division as well, mostly to facilitate coordinated operations.
Teresa Croyle had in the past been called 'Teresa Cunt' behind her back, as she had been one of the meanest bitches you'd ever not want to meet. Her career had nearly ended when she beat up a State Senator's son who had driven drunk and killed a mother and her children, but that led me to finding Teresa's secret that her own sister had been killed by a drunk driver, and other family issues. And so I was able to save her. Smartest thing I ever did.
Now, Teresa was indispensable to me, not only as an Officer, but as a loyal friend. Truth be told, she was the only person in the world I truly completely trusted, even more than I trusted my own wife.
"I've been briefed by the Precinct Captains on these robberies in the Hispanic areas." Teresa said. "The newscast didn't mention that there was also a robbery in the small Latino cluster northwest of Town. Can't have the wealthy folks in their gated communities up north being frightened by crime in their neighborhoods, dontcha know?"
Cynical, the 'Iron Wolf' was. Justifiably so, I thought agreeably.
"Yeah," I said. "And we were distracted with the Babymaker cases, though that's no excuse. Still, the rabidly hostile Press is taking cheap shots at us for not miraculously solving the cases in one day------"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
That noise was Captain of Operations Tanya Perlman Muscone driving her wheelchair into my office and parking on a dime... literally, as I'd taped a dime to the floor in front of my desk and she always unerringly stopped right on it. She had been shot in her spine as she'd saved her baby son's life, and had lost the use of her legs.
She had a mane of tawny blonde hair that would put Farrah Fawcett to shame, twinkling eyes, and a wicked grin when she brought her sense of humor to the fore. Her nickname was 'Lady Ironside', and she was still one of the sharpest Detectives on the Town & County Police Force. And she was one of my three 'Crowbar's Angels', along with Teresa and Cindy Ross.
After watching the Fox Eight News coverage at 8:00am, which told me nothing new of any particular value, I started the 'Angels Meeting'. "Okay, these holdups in the convenience stores. The Press is already all over them, which rouses my suspicions, but we do need to do something about them...the holdups, that is. I already know what I'd like to do to the Press."
Tanya said "My Vice Lieutenant, Rudistan, had been keeping me informed of these robberies, sir, and I apologize for not giving them more emphasis in my reports to you."
Rudistan was best known for being a white kid that grew up in the Projects with mostly black kids, always being jovial and a practical joker at times, and for being an outstanding Police Officer that had worked his way up to Lieutenant and leadership of the Vice Squad. One of my best attributes is seeing the potential of people like Rudistan, and putting them in their best and most effective places. It had taken some effort and 'persuasion' to get Rudistan to take the job, but once he did he warmed up to it, and the Vice Squad to him.
"That's okay." I said. "I saw the duty logs. It wasn't a pattern of serial robberies until just now. So what do we know about them?"
Tanya said "We think, but are not solidly sure, that a black gang is committing the robberies. They may be a splinter group of Jacquez Wilson's old gang, the 'Blockhouse Boyz', but seeing as most of those perps were arrested or blown up with Wilson when the Block House blew up, these guys may be independent." (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 04-05.)
Tanya; "We've gotten some footage from the stores that were robbed, as well as spotty street camera footage. Intel Branch is analyzing that data now and will be bringing you a full report. I've asked them to analyze any patterns, so that we can possibly predict where they may strike next, and we can set up some stakeouts and watch out for them."
"Sounds good." I said. "Anything from Confidential Informants?"
"Not yet, sir." said Tanya. "Our guys had been talking to many of them regarding the Babymaker cases, and they did give us info on the hired killers that led to the Roseblatt bust. Now we're touching base with C.I.s in the Hispanic Community as well as the Black Community, but we'll need time to hear back from them."
"Okay." I said. "Stay on top of that, and tell Rudistan to be ready to lead some stakeout operations. Teresa, coordinate with him and the Precincts to provide help and manpower for that, if needed."
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I thought back to my days as an Army Paratrooper. People told me I was crazy for jumping out of perfectly good aircraft while in flight. They may call me crazy, but they never call me a coward.
And that goes double for the Airborne Ranger. I was good, but I never was a Ranger, and my respect for them is unbounded. "Rangers lead the way" is not just a motto, it's their way of life. And that comes with consequences.
There was a knock on my door, and Lieutenant Mary Milton of Intel Branch came in, followed by Auxiliary Officer Terry Halston. Mary was a 'Goth Girl', and today her hair was bright purple. She was so damn good at data gathering and analysis that the Chief and I just kept silent about her hair color choices.
Terry Halston had been an Army Ranger in Afghanistan, and was brought to my attention by his cousin, one of my daughter's classmates at school. Halston could not serve on our SWAT Team with other former Rangers, as he'd been diagnosed with PTSD and so far could not carry a service weapon. We were working on that, but in the meantime, Halston's skills with data analysis and driving our drones around were invaluable.
"Good morning, Lieutenant Milton, Ranger Halston." I said, giving her the respect of her title, and him the respect of that Ranger Tab he'd earned. "Whassup?"
"Sir," said Mary Milton, "Halston has developed a C.I., but he needs your approval to complete the paperwork signing the guy up." She handed me some paperwork across the desk.
"Have a seat, guys." I said, and they sat down in the 'hot chairs' in front of my desk. They were comfortable, they rotated, and they had armrests. But every Officer on the Force knew that they were called 'hot' chairs for a reason; only well-prepared Officers dared to sit in them.
"Tell me about this guy, Halston." I said.
"Sir," said Terry Halston, "he was a Ranger in Afghanistan, like me and Kalsu and Patrick were, but he wasn't in our unit. He developed relationships with people over there that were growing and shipping out opium for heroin production. When they caught him, he told his superiors he was with the CIA, who neither confirmed or denied it."
Halston: "He and his unit were shipped out of Afghanistan, and we always thought it was because the whole unit was compromised, or else they were all involved in the drug pipeline. He had a Bar to Re-enlistment, so he was processed out. He'd been in Southport for a couple of years, then moved up here six months ago... and sure enough, he started working for T-Mac, running drugs."
"He still has connections to the warlords in Afghanistan?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Terry said. "But he came to me a week ago. He said he wanted to get out, go legit, but that they'd hunt him down and kill him if he did... he knows too much."
"Just what is trying to get out of? The drug racket, or the CIA?" I asked.
"Yes." said Lt. Milton, meaning both. I chuckled.
"Sounds like the Company is telling him he knows too much, and that they might arrange his terminal dismissal." I said. "And I'm married to a former Deputy Director of the CIA, so I hear things like that from time to time." I did not mention how they'd tried to send my wife on a 'terminal' mission, but I intervened to make sure Laura came home alive. (Author's note: 'Her Last Bow'.)
Halston said "I suggested he stay in and become my C.I., and he liked the idea. He also likes it that he could get 10% of any busts we make based on his information."
"And he's aware of the dangers?" I asked. "If he's found out, he could easily come over all dead."
Halston said "He's a Ranger, sir. He's never lacked for courage."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "So why do I have to personally approve this?"
"He's been flagged for a PTSD diagnosis." said Mary Milton. "And he was involved in a shootout in Southport. Charges were reduced, as they couldn't prove he actually fired shots at anyone, but it makes him high-risk."
"Okay." I said, as I perused the file. "Goes by the name 'Caleb'. Grew up in the Southport Projects. Tough place. His Army record is a see-saw: Bronze Star with 'V' Device for bravery, two Purple Hearts... and several busts, with two full Courts-Martial: one for attacking a Second Lieutenant, for which he was acquitted when it was shown the white Lieutenant shoved Caleb's head in a toilet because he was black; and drug distribution, which was dropped without explanation, and he was shipped out with his unit. Sounds like an ideal C.I., so why is there an issue?"



"With respect, sir," said Mary Milton, "it's his involvement with the CIA, if that is true."
"Let me make a phone call." I said, taking a cellphone out of my drawer. I dialed a number and said "Hi honey, is this line secure?"
"Yes." said my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson. This phone and her phone that I'd called had some serious, no-shit security on it. I was told that even the NSA couldn't crack the encryption, and I believed that as much as I believe the NSA doesn't spy on U.S. Citizens. But I digress.
"I need you to check in your special way if someone has any connection to any Federal agencies." I said, then gave her 'Caleb's real name.
"Let me check." Laura said, and I knew she'd be bringing it up on her ultra-secure laptop she used for classified CIA things. As she typed, she asked "So what do you want for your birthday?" My birthday was October 26th, and Laura's was November 1st.
"I'd tell you," I replied, "but this line might not be secure enough. And I have rowdy Police Officers here that might overhear me."
Laura laughed, then said "No, according this this, he was in the Army, but was not part of the CIA... they considered him to be too unstable, and weren't sure of his loyalties. And there's no connection to the DEA nor any other Federal Agency. And... he's not on the 'Disavowed' list, either."
After saying our goodbyes and 'I love you's, I disconnected the call. "He's not CIA, never was, never 'disavowed'. So yes, 'Caleb' would be an ideal C.I. Congratulations, Halston, on a great find." I signed the approval document.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Exactly what are we looking for?" asked Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez as she sat at her desk in MCD, looking at her monitor.
Captain Muscone had sent all of the MCD, Vice, and Intel Detectives the links to the videos of the convenience store robberies, and instructed them to view the videos for clues prior to a meeting later that morning.
"Anything that sticks out." said Senior Detective Teddy Parker, Julia's Police partner. "Anything Commander Troy would call a 'strangeness'." Parker was white, with brown hair, medium build and fit. He often wore a trenchcoat, like I did, and that made him look like the quintessential plainclothes Police Officer or Private Eye.
"I'm looking at the pattern of the robberies." said George Newman, who was black and looked like a heavier-set Billy Dee Williams (who played 'Lando Calrissian' in the Star Wars trilogy). "Five robberies. Four on the Southside: two near Hotel Row to the south, two on the southwest side, on or near Riverside Drive. The fifth was just northwest of Town, and was on the same night as the one furthest south. The two on Riverside were the only ones where we got street camera footage, and one of those locations is the only one with any shooting incidents."
"What time were the robberies?" asked Newman's partner, Roark Coleman, who was white and at times showed brilliant observational insight but also a strange understanding, or lack of it, of human nature.
"Oh, this is interesting." said Julia Rodriguez. "They're all between 11:00pm and 11:30... more specifically, between 11:10pm and 11:25pm. That narrow a timeframe for all five can't be a coincidence."
"You're right." said Lieutenant Jerome Davis, who was sitting at one of the desks instead of in his office, so that he could discuss the cases with his Detectives.
"The robberies themselves look pretty typical." said Detective Theo Washington. He was tall, black, slender, and 'movie star handsome'. He did not make the brilliant observations, but could plod through a lot of muck to get to the correct conclusion and successful arrests. He was Joanne Warner's Police partner, and their contrasts made them a good team.
"Two perps in every case." Theo said. "One hits the cash register, holding the clerk at gunpoint. The second guy is watching the door and any other people in the place. I see him yelling at someone to stay down in one of the videos."
After a pause, Teddy Parker said: "It looks like at least four different people, based on height, weight, and outerwear attire. Criminals in gangs tend to wear something standard, such as a bandana or trademark shades, and both good people and bad people tend to wear the same jackets. I'm seeing the same guy, tall, well-built, holding up the cashiers with the gun in his hand during the Riverside robberies, but his partner in crime is different on the two occasions."
Parker: "On the Southside robberies, another taller, well-built man, but wearing a different jacket, different hat and goggles to cover his eyes, is holding up the cashier, and the second man... or maybe even a heavy-set woman?... is guarding the door. And the robbery on the Northside is two more slender dudes.. young, maybe teenagers?"
"I'll buy that for a dollar." said Senior Detective Joanne Warner.
Just then, Vice Detective Joan Laurer came into MCD. She was tall, statuesque, with her black hair tied behind her head in a ponytail. She was not only attractive, she was very physically fit, though not to the 'competition' standards that Deputy Chief Cindy Ross had once been. Laurer was also the first TCPD Officer in eleven years not named 'Troy', 'Ross', or 'Croyle' to win the Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division), a tremendous accomplishment.
"Guys," said Laurer, "confirm this for me. At the two convenience stores on Riverside and the two stores on the Southside, it looks like the perps took the bigger bills but left the one, fives, and tens... and they also took a big manila envelope out of the bottom of the register drawers."
Everyone looked. "You're right, Joan." said Julia. "Is it common practice to keep money in envelopes under the removable cash drawer like that?"
"It's more often a leather bank bag in a drawer, usually kept in a back office.." said Teddy Parker.
"The one on the north side had..." said Joanne Warner as she looked intently at her monitor, "Darn. Nothing. The robbers didn't even take the change rack out of the register; they just took the bills. But one of the robbers is out of the camera range for several seconds. Maybe he took something from a drawer?"
"Could be." said Jerome. "Maybe some visits and interviews will tell us more. And I see what the implication of that is, Joan. It may be the crack observation of the case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meetings. Whoever invented 'meetings' has a special place in Hell reserved for them. And I'm sure Hell itself is just a place of never ending meetings. But sometimes they're the only way I can get a case, so I load my flask and my gun, and not necessarily in that order.
11:00am, Wednesday, October 7th. I came into Classroom 'E', which was not really meant to hold meetings of this size. All of the Detectives of MCD and Vice were there, as well as Captain Muscone and Lt. Commander Croyle, and of course Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton of the Intel Branch.
Captain Tanya Muscone started us off as I sat down in my seat at the center of the long table, facing the 5x4 array of monitors on the wall. She said: "Okay, this room has been swept for bugs, and none of you should have cellphones nor Police radios in here. Are we good on that?" Everyone nodded, including me.
"Good." said Tanya. "Okay, the reason for this meeting is to discuss the series of convenience store robberies in several parts of Town but mostly in the southern and southwestern Hispanic areas. I sent all of you the video footage we've obtained, and asked you to look at it to see if you spotted any anomalies. So, what did you find?"
The Detectives went through the similarities of the times, and also the way the money had been taken, which was reviewed on the tapes. "That's a good observation." I said.
"That's our Police Boxing Matches Champion making that observation, sir." said Lt. Rudistan with great joviality, and showing great leadership in complimenting his Detective in front of the Police Commander.
"So you're telling me she can observe things as well as she fights, eh?" I replied with a grin. "Seriously, that's good work, Joan. And the narrow timeframe is also a good observation. That's very interesting. Criminals usually don't keep railroad timetables."
"Neither does Amtrak, sir." said Teddy Parker. We all laughed at that.
"Okay, okay. Touché." I said. "So if we catch these guys, maybe the Judge will sentence them to run Amtrak for us. Now let me ask this: tell me about the other people in the store in the minutes before the criminals robbed it."
You could have heard a pin drop.
"Uh," said Tanya Perlman, trying hard to save her Detectives, "let's go back and review the extended footage now."
It was a poor effort, and I let her know it: "And I have to have my time wasted, and sit here reviewing what I've already looked at, but apparently no one else has?" I said witheringly.
I got up to go. "Tell you what, Captain." I said. "You review it with them, and get your Detectives up to speed on this, as well as proper video review." As I opened the door to leave, I turned back and said "My disappointment in all of your performances cannot be overstated." With that, I turned and left.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It amazes me at times, that people can't see what's going on around them. From their surroundings to the American Mainstream Media lying to them, they just can't seem to see the forest for the trees. Makes me want to take a few more slugs... from the bourbon flask.
At 1:00pm, Captain Muscone drove into my office. "Sir," she said, "I have some new information for you. First, I didn't get a chance to tell you in our earlier meeting that Christopher Purvis did a workup of the finances of the stores that were robbed."
Detective Christopher Purvis was white, medium height and slender build, and his perfectly-styled hair was so black that other Detectives said behind his back that he used shoe polish on both ends of him. They also called him 'Chris Pervert' behind his back, though he had no perversions of which I was aware.
He had worked his way up from the Uniformed ranks to become a Vice Detective. In recent years, he'd been tasked with being the financial 'guru' of the unit, a job he did relatively well, and was now part of Intel Branch.
"Good." I said. "What did he find?"
Tanya said: "All the stores are doing a relatively normal business, and Chris found no large sums of money in or out, so he doesn't think any of them are being used for money laundering. What he did find was that the owners of these establishments, including Pablo Gomez of the most recent robbery, have good sums of money in their bank accounts, often from deposits of around $5000-$7500, and separate from their pay to themselves from their businesses."
"Keeping it under the ten grand that would trigger reports to the U.S. Government." I said as I perused the file Tanya had handed me. "And no real explanations of the money?"
"Chris hasn't found anything yet." said Tanya. "We can get warrants and interview the various bank people to see if the deposits were in cash."
"For that matter," I said, "we can also get warrants to just pick them up and ask them what that money is about. But they'll probably clam up, ask for lawyers and all that." Then I said "Okay, now tell me what your Detectives saw, once I pointed them in the right direction."
"I do apologize for them not being more prepared, sir." said Tanya. "Unfortunately, most of the camera footage we have is of the cash register counters and the front door. Only one of the locations, the northwest store, had footage along the aisles. And to be candid, sir, either we're just missing what you're seeing, or there's nothing to see."
Tanya then said "And to that point, sir, you really ripped my Detectives a new one, and they're not sure why. What can I tell them about that?"
I said "Besides what I said when I left the room, that I'm disappointed in their performance? Yes, it was harsh, but we have really got to get them to a higher standard, and very quickly. And I think you know why." Tanya nodded.
I went on: "As to what the 'teachable moment' is... okay, I perceive you're wearing your wristwatch on your left wrist. Don't look at it, just cover it with your right hand." I put my own right hand on my left wrist as an example. Tanya followed it, covering her wristwatch.
"Okay," I said, "this is something the late Zig Ziglar, the motivational speaker, taught. Now... tell me what the numerals on your wristwatch are. Roman numerals, regular numerics, none at all?"
"Uh," Tanya said, "I think they're normal numbers. The calendar date is where the '3' would be."
"Good." I said. "Okay, when I say go, I will count down three seconds and you look at your watch. Ready? Go... 3... 2... 1... stop."
Tanya had looked at her watch then covered it with her other hand again. "I was right, normal numbers."
"Good." I said. "What time is it?"
Tanya's eyes rolled for a second, then she grinned and laughed. "Point taken, sir."
I said "Yes, people see what they focus on, and don't see what they don't focus on. In fairness, peripheral vision is usually blurry, but the point is that the Detectives were looking for certain things in the footage, and didn't see------"
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was my assistant Helena buzzing me on the landline. "Sir," she said "Federal Agents Muscone and Stevens are here to see you."
"Have them go to the Main Conference Room." I said. "We'll join them there."
Part 4 - Federal Foibles
I trust Federal Agents about as far as I can throw them. Which ain't far, since a lot of them are overweight and out of shape. And the rest of 'em are underweight between the ears.
Dame Agatha Christie once said that one could always have one coincidence, but could never have two. That Agatha Christie was a smart Dame...
FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone was like Rudistan... he was barrel-chested and appeared to be getting overweight, but was deceptively in shape and fit. He had black hair and the beadiest of beady black eyes. He'd also won my Angel Tanya's hand in marriage, so I was not surprised to see his eyes light up at seeing Tanya, and her eyes twinkling at seeing him.
With him was DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens. He had a bit of a 'Paul Newman' look, except his hair was chestnut brown. He was medium height, slender, and fit. He was a good Federal Agent, but he had one problem: he did not trust me, despite my repeated examples over time that he should.
I had Lt. Commander Croyle come in and join us for the meeting. After everyone got coffee, which Helena had scarfed from MCD, we sat down. At that moment, Police Chief Sean Moynahan joined us and took his seat at the near (to the door) end of the table.
Chief Moynahan had been a Police Officer in the Midtown Police Department. Midtown was the State Capitol, and the political corruption there had been rampant. Teresa Croyle could attest; she'd been with their Internal Affairs for six months. Moynahan had been a Captain there, with a group of honest Detectives that included Cindy Ross's sister Molly Evans. He'd been run out of Midtown by corrupt Police, narrowly avoiding being murdered, and we were fortunate to have had a vacancy in our Police Chief's chair for him to fill.
He also talked with a Southern drawl: "Good morning, every-wunnnnn." he said as he sat down. "To what do we owe the plezzzurrrre of a visit from our Federal friennnnnds?"
"Thank you for having us, Chief." said Jack Muscone. "We heard on the news about this series of convenience store robberies, and Dwight wants to discuss them."
"We-elll, don't keep us in suspense." drawled the Chief, stealing my line.
"First of all," said Dwight Stevens, "I want to congratulate you on successfully solving those Babymaker murders. Another stunning success by the Iron Crowbar."
"Team effort." I said. "Really, it was these ladies and all our Team that solved that." Teresa and Tanya shook their heads vigorously in disagreement, and pointed at me to say that it was my doing.
"If our Sheriff were herrrrre," drawled the Chief, "he'd say something about modesty being a human trait, and he would excuse Mr. Crowbarrr's attempt at it. But go ahead, Agent Stevens, with your cassssse."
Dwight Stevens began: "We've been monitoring the tri-County area, your County, Coltrane County, and Nextdoor County, for any signs of major drug trafficking organizations trying to come in after the Jacquez Wilson gang was blown up, literally. And we've gotten a few leads that The Eighth Street Latinos have been trying to organize a pipeline into the County. As you know, the rapper T-Square's lieutenant T-Mac has been supplying the southside clubs, and they control that with an iron fist; they have run Latino gangs clean out of Town, sometime with violence."
Stevens: "When we heard about this series of robberies of the convenience stores, we realized that the names of the stores, and/or their owners, were the same names we'd been hearing in connection with the Eighth Street Latinos drug pipeline. And we know what you and Agatha Christie think about coincidences like that."
"That is indeed interesting." I said. "I'm glad you told us, as we're just starting to gear up on these robberies. Captain Muscone, why don't you tell them what we have on these robberies so far." Tanya gave the report she'd given earlier in the Angels Meeting.
Dwight Stevens asked "So you think these are black gang members committing the robberies? Not Hispanics?"
Tanya plugged her iPad into the hookup on the table and showed them the videos, then said: "We are developing intel about them, and think some of them were associated with the late Jacquez Wilson. Wilson hated Hispanics as much as he hated whites and Police blue, and he did not have Hispanics in his gang."
Jack Muscone said "Dwight, this may confirm what we were speculating, that the convenience stores are where the 'middleman' drug transactions were taking place. Maybe the black gang found out about the drugs, then hit the stores when they had the cash on hand."
Stevens nodded. "Nice haul for them."
"What do you Angels think?" I asked my Angels.
"I have a problem with it." said Teresa Croyle, who had once been the Vice Squad's Lieutenant, and was well-versed in criminal drug operations. "We've had, what, five robberies? The drug runners are going to hear about this and realize the robbers know about their operations, and will then stop doing their deals this way. If they don't, then it's the old adage 'Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.'."
"That's true." said Tanya.
"So maybe something else is going on, here." I said. "This might sound far-fetched, but what if the robberies are the drug transactions?"
"I'd say you've never let 'far-fetched' get in the way of your thinking." said Jack Muscone, needling me. "What's your idea again?"
"That the robberies are actually cover for the drug transactions." I replied. "Our review of the tapes showed packages being taken out of the cash register. Those packages could be the money or the drugs. I'm still looking for how the drugs are delivered, though."
"But why?" Dwight Stevens asked. "Why go through all that? And one robbery had shooting involved. These could go sideways in any number of ways, not the least being the Police showing up and taking down the perps."
"I have no idea why, nor any data to theorize upon." I said. "One solution, of course, is that it's not drug related at all, that these are just robberies and really are coincidental to these drug issues. But I think we have enough to push harder on investigating these crimes as possibly connected, and possibly more than just robberies."



Chief Moynahan asked: "So what do you want to dooooo, Mr. Crowbarrrr?"
I replied: "I'm waiting for my Operations Commander and Captain of Detectives to tell me, Chief. Suggestions, ladies?"
"The Detectives will be doing follow-up interviews with the store people that were robbed and also the owners." said Tanya Muscone. "We're also touching base with our C.I.s."
"What about where the next holdup or holdups might be?" asked Dwight Stevens. "Any analysis of that?"
"Not yet." Teresa said. "That's where C.I.s come in, and that takes a bit of time."
Stevens said: "The reason I'm asking is because we'd like to set up some stakeouts and catch at least a couple of these guys, then start working our way up to the higher-ups."
A pall of utter silence met him. Jack Muscone tried to rescue the situation by saying "We're hoping this will be a joint operation between the TCPD and the DEA, working together to clean up the mess at the local level, and also get a bead on larger operations in the State and this region of the country."
"I get that, Jack." said Teresa Croyle. "But we're just not at that stage yet. I'm still not convinced this is a drug operation at all."
"What do you think, Don?" Tanya asked.
I looked at Jack Muscone and said "I think I'm being treated like a mushroom. Kept in the dark and fed a lot of shit." I then turned to Dwight Stevens and said "Agent Stevens, I've given you demonstration after demonstration that I know what the fuck I'm doing. Yet you continue to treat me as if I am an Agency of the Weak-Minded... again, and again, and again, and again." I was pounding my fist on the table as I said those 'again's.
"What the hell?" Stevens asked, making his voice sound confused.
"You are already planning stakeouts, with or without us... you just all but said so." I said angrily. I turned to Jack Muscone again and said "So Jack, what does Agent Stevens know that he is keeping from me and the TCPD?"
Muscone did not try to win the 'blink' contest with me. He turned to Stevens and said "It's only fair to tell them what we know if we're going to be operating on the Iron Crowbar's turf."
"First of all, Commander Troy" Stevens said icily and formally, "I am not deliberately trying to hide anything from the TCPD. We develop intel information that we don't share with anyone, just as you do. I said earlier that some of the names in these holdups coincide with names on our watch lists, but I don't intend to share how we got that information... especially with KXTC blabbing everything they're getting from leaks in your Police Force."
"That's a cheap shot." Teresa said flatly. The Iron Wolf was giving Stevens her full-bore 'Teresa Cunt' look, which did not bode well for Agent Stevens's health and safety.
"It's not meant to be, but it's true." said Stevens, his voice now sounding rattled. "And I know you've been working on plugging the leaks. But the bottom line is that we're connecting these holdups to drug operations we've been working on for a while now."
"And Don," Jack Muscone said, trying to play peacemaker, "take my word for this, or don't, but we really do want to include you and the TCPD in this, and in good faith. The DEA could have come in here under your noses, but we have too much respect for you to do that."
That did not go over well with me, but for Tanya's sake I did not say out loud the reply that first came to my mind. Instead, I said "Well, Commander Croyle is correct. We're nowhere near the point of putting our Officers at risk on dangerous stakeout missions, based on what we have so far."
In the awkward silence that followed, Chief Moynahan said "O-kayyyy, why don't we all get back to work. Jack, call me if you get any new information, and I'll do the sammmme if we get something. Agent Stevens, I do suggest that you not conduct any Federal oper-ay-shunnns in our County without letting us knowwwww." With that, he stood up, prompting all of us to stand up, and the meeting was 'ovah'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff looked like a kindly old man, and with his big handlebar mustaches he looks like everyone's granddad. But I wasn't fooled; he was sharp as a tack. He knew every powerful handgun that slugs were fired out of, and he could identify any slug of bourbon I put in my flask.
County Sheriff Antonio Griswold, the People's Choice by an historic margin at the ballot box, had been the Town & County Police Chief when I joined the Force, and had risen through the ranks of the Town Police Force before the Town and County merged their governments.
His Detective skills at crime scenes were unparalleled; even I learned from him. He had also been awarded the Medal of Valor for heroism, and was one of the very few persons on the planet that I truly looked up to. His hobbies were fishing and tasting bourbon whiskeys. He could identify any bourbon by nose and taste, or at least the distillery where it was made.
At 2:00pm, Wednesday, October 7th, he had joined the Chief, me, and Teresa Croyle in the Chief's Conference Room. I swept the room for bugs and found none.
"Okayyyy, Mister Crowbarrrr," said the Chief as we started the meeting, "you did not invite Captain Muscone to join us?"
"No, Chief." I said. "She's monitoring our Detectives as they interview the shop owners or managers that were robbed. And I'm sorry to say that with her being married to Jack Muscone, we need to have this meeting and plan our actions without her."
"That will be rectified soon." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Right now, we need to decide if we're going to work with the Feds on this, or not."
"And if we're going to look the other wayyyy when the Feds come in with their own oper-ay-shunnns." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"I'd say 'no', sir." said Teresa when I looked over at her. "Not to be cynical or anything, but something fishy was going on with Dwight Stevens, and Don was right when he called him out on it."
I replied with a grin: "You, cynical? Why, perish the very thought!" The Chief chuckled, and the Sheriff's big handlebar mustaches twitched merrily. Teresa gave me as much of a grin as we were going to get out of her.
"Yes, sir," she replied, "and you were right that any stakeouts could potentially be dangerous, and the Feds just add more layers of uncertainty to it all."
"True. Well said." I replied. "And Chief, Sheriff, there's more to it than that. Intel had been developing information that The Eighth Street Latinos are starting to bring prostitution into the County. The low-grade, streetwalker-level prostitution where the girls are low-class, hooked on drugs, and have venereal diseases at more than twice the rates of the University students that are hooking their way through school."
I continued: "I was hoping to really crack down on that facet of the gang's activities and drive the prostitution clean out of our County, but the Feds sticking their noses into our business is going to put the gang on high alert, and the perps might spot and interfere with our operations before we have a chance to implement them."
"Wouldn't shutting down the gang's drug operations help take care of that?" asked the Chief.
"No sir." said Teresa. "If we don't go in, arrest the girls and their pimps, and either put them in prison or deport them, since most of them are Illegal Persons in the first place, they won't care and they won't stop running the prostitution rings."
I said "That's right. But let me circle back to this business with the Feds, and should we trust them, much less do their grunt work for them with stakeouts. Dwight Stevens knows something that we don't know, and he wouldn't share it even when I called him out on it, and even after we showed them our videos of the robberies. He's not meeting us halfway, and that makes the stakeouts even more dangerous for us. No way I'm allowing Commander Croyle to put our Officers in harm's way under those conditions." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Har." barked Sheriff Griswold. "You're right, Crowbar. That's what Stevens was doing. He wanted you to commit the TCPD to do the stakeouts, which are hard, dangerous, and Law Enforcement Officers at every level from local to Federal have always hated doing them. And then his Feds would come in and take the glory of the busts after we did the work."
"You still think he's one of the good guys, Don?" Teresa asked. I knew what she meant We'd dealt with dirty Federal Agents in the past, and sometimes it was hard to tell who was good and who was bad.
"Yes, I do think he's honest." I replied. "But I also think he's stubborn. He just won't listen to good advice because I'm the one giving it, and he can be manipulated too easily. For example, I don't think it was just his idea to try to get the TCPD to do the DEA's grunt work for them. That sounds like something someone higher up thought of, and suggested that Stevens try it."
"And this is why we can't have Tanya in here, Chief." Teresa said. "The next logical question is if her husband Jack Muscone is the one disrespecting the TCPD by wanting us to do the Feds's grunt work."
I shook my head in disagreement. "No, Jack Muscone may genuinely want to keep the TCPD in the loop and work with us rather than counter to us. But again, let's circle back to the real issue here: the DEA knows something about this gang and this possible drug operation, and they're not telling us what they know. And for that reason alone, I think we should not cooperate with them..."
Part 5 - A Day in Police Life
Meanwhile...
2:00pm, Wednesday, October 7th. Captain Tanya Muscone, Lieutenant Jerome Davis, and Lieutenant Micah Rudistan were in Classroom 'E'. The array of monitors were showing various hidden Officer-cams on the persons of the Detectives interviewing various shopkeepers. They also had microphones that could speak into the hidden earbuds the Detectives were wearing.
Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker walked into the Qwik Stop on Riverside Drive, not far from The Old Mill, which was 2nd Precinct Headquarters and to the south of Police Headquarters. "Pablo Gomez?" Julia asked the cashier.
"Si." said Pablo, followed by a spate of Spanish.
"You speak English?" asked Teddy Parker.
"No hablo Inglés." said Gomez. (I don't speak English.)
"Estás mintiendo. Y nosotros somos la Policía." Julia said, exhibiting her badge. (You're lying. And we're the Police.)
"What do you want?" Pablo said, his voice unfriendly.
Teddy Parker said "We're following up on the robbery here the other night, and we have some additional questions."
Pablo said "I told the Policia that night everything that I know."
Julia asked sharply: "Is there a problem in us asking for your cooperation in our investigation? Or do we need to take you to the Police Station right now?"
"What is it about?" Pablo asked.
Teddy Parker asked "Did you see anyone in the days before the robbery just hanging around? Maybe casing the joint to see when the best time to rob you was?"
"No, nothing like that." said Pablo, sounding a bit more relieved.
Parker: "Did you see anyone in the same clothing the robbers wore? The same jackets, same jeans, same or similar shirts?"
"No." said Pablo, with no elaboration.
Julia had been looking at the store cameras, then around the store: down the aisles, behind the counter, through the door to the employees area in back. She came to the counter and said "Mr. Gomez, do you remember who else was in the store when the robbers came in? Other employees, other customers?"
"No." said Gomez, with no elaboration. His voice had grown tense again.
Julia: "Do you have a safe in back where you keep money?"
"No." said Gomez, with no elaboration.
"What do you do?" asked Parker. "Take your cash home every night?"
"I put it in the back of a drawer in my desk in my office." said Pablo. "It is hidden well, so even if someone broke in, they would not see it."
Julia said "We know that the robbers took a large envelope from under the cash drawer in the register. Is that where you kept your extra cash?"
"Yes." said Pablo after a moment's hesitation.
"Was anyone in the back room during the robbery?" Teddy asked. "Or in the storage room?"
"No." said Pablo.
"Thank you for your time." said Julia Rodriguez. To Teddy she very quietly said "Let's go."
Once they got outside, Julia looked around again. "Nobody's watching the place now, in broad daylight in the middle of the afternoon." She and Teddy walked to her car and got in.
"Anything?" they heard through their earbuds. It was Captain Muscone speaking.
"No ma'am." said Julia. "And I didn't see where any customers could be that could've been out of camera range, nor how anyone could be around the cashier area without being on a camera."
"Ma'am," said Teddy, "Pablo was suspicious. Tried to say he didn't know English until Julia broke him down. Answered our questions as shortly as he could, no elaboration, and he seemed nervous a couple of times when we asked certain questions."
"Yes," said Tanya, "we saw that on your hidden Officer-cam. Do you think it's a good location for a possible stakeout?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:15pm, Wednesday, October 7th. Detectives J.J. Perry and Joan Laurer entered the convenience store on the northwest side of Town, just north of where the Bypass joined the road west that led to the State Line ten miles away. This section of Town on the west side of the River was relatively new, and many had been surprised how quickly it had been taken over by the Hispanic community that worked in the farm fields owned by the giant BigAgraFoods Corporation to the west of Town and the River.
J.J. Perry had the nickname 'Ice Cube' because he was cool as ice under dangerous circumstances. For years he had been undercover, so deep undercover that he was not permitted to attend Police functions nor wear his Police uniform. His information had led to the busts of many dangerous criminals, including drug distributors. But the reporters of KXTC learned of him and made sure to expose him to the world, greatly endangering his life.
I brought him in from the cold, and now he was doing regular Police work in the wealthier northern areas of the Town and County, places he did not often visit while undercover in the more dangerous Southside.
"Were you the one here when the store was robbed the other night?" Perry asked the man behind the counter, who was very young, white, and looked as dumb as a box of rocks.
"No, that was Rafael." said the man. "He's in back."
After an awkward moment where he did not move, Joan Laurer, who was tall, statuesque, very fit, and the current Police Boxing Matches Champion, finally said "Would you call him up here so we can talk to him?" She exhibited her TCPD badge.
"What's it about?" the young man asked.
"You're not very smart, are you?" J.J. Perry said. "I just asked if you were the one that was here during the robbery. So guess what we want to talk to Rafael about?"
"You don't have to be snotty assholes about it." the kid whined. His hand moved to his pants pocket.
"STOP!" Joan Laurer yelled as with lightning speed she drew her service weapon and aimed it at the kid's head. "Get your hands up... GET 'EM UP!" she yelled. The kid looked shocked, but finally raised his hands.
"What the fuck is your problem, Pig?" the kid asked. "I'm getting my phone to call Rafael."
"Keep your hands where I can see them!" Laurer said. She went behind the counter, told the kid to put his hands on the counter, then frisked him, finding no weapons. She cuffed his hands behind his back after putting his cellphone on the counter.
"This is Police brutality." said the snotty kid.
Joan replied: "You called us 'snotty assholes' and 'Pigs', and then reached for your pants pockets as if going for a weapon. People have been shot by the Police for less."
Meanwhile, J.J. Perry had gone into the back room. Seconds later he was back, directing a college-age Hispanic man towards the counter.
"Are you Rafael?" Joan asked.
"No hablo Inglés." said Rafael. (I don't speak English.)
"Estás mintiendo. Y nosotros somos la Policía." J.J. Perry said, exhibiting his badge. (You're lying. And we're the Police.)
"¿Qué quieres?" Rafael asked as he was forced to put his hands on the counter and was swiftly frisked. The conversation continued in a mixture of English and Spanish, which I present in all English here:
"You were here during the robbery the other night?" Joan asked.
"Yes." said Rafael.
"Did you recognize the clothing, the jacket or caps, of the robbers?" asked Perry. "Did you ever see them in here before that night?"
"Not that I remember." said Rafael.
"Any related gang colors?" asked J.J. Perry as Joan Laurer brought her handcuffed box of rocks in front of the counter. "Anyone casing this place in the days ahead of the crime?"
"Not that I saw." said Rafael. "We usually don't have any trouble like that. Those guys stay on the Southside."
"Is there a safe in the back office?" J.J. asked as Joan began looking around the store, particularly at where the cameras could and couldn't see. Yeah, I know, that covers everywhere. But some people are as dumb as boxes of rocks, and need to be told that.
"No." said Rafael. "We have a lockbox for extra cash that's put in a locked drawer in the desk. The owner gets the extra money out every morning and takes it to the bank."
"We know the robbers took what was in the cash register." said Perry. "Was there any other money they took? From the back, or in one of these counter drawers?"
"No, there was none to take up here, except what's in the register." said Rafael. "And they didn't go in the back."
"Do you remember what customers were here at the time of the robbery?"
"There were a few people in here." said Rafael. "They were buying snacks, or over at the beer cooler. The robbers made them lie down on the floor."
"They didn't take any beer, or any munchies?" Joan Laurer asked as she came back up to them.
"No, just the cash in the register." said Rafael.
"Did they look like they were high? On drugs?" Joan asked.
"They were really agitated." said Rafael. "I wouldn't know if they were on drugs or not."
"All right." said Perry. He nodded to Joan, who took off the dumb kid's handcuffs.
"I suggest you pay the Police more respect." said Joan to the dumb kid. "The gangbangers at Jacksonville State Prison would just love to pop your cherry ass."
With that, she and Perry exited the store. They looked around the parking lot and the surrounding area as they went to their vehicle.
"Anything?" they heard Tanya Muscone say into their earbuds as they got in the car.
"No ma'am." said Laurer. "And other people should've been in in sight of the camera. There could have been people in the back room, also, no matter what Rafael said."
"Is this a good candidate for a stakeout?" Tanya asked.
"There's a mirror behind the counter, which is likely a one-way glass." said Joan. "But to be honest, ma'am, this robbery was not like the others. Much less cash obtained, no packets that we could see on camera, anything like that. It looks like it was a quick-hit robbery by two strung-up thieves that needed some drug money."
"Roger." said Tanya. "Come on back to Headquarters."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm, Wednesday, October 7th. All the MCD, Vice, and Intel Detectives and their leadership were meeting with me, Commander Croyle, the Sheriff, and the Police Chief in Classroom 'E'.
"All the interviews seem remarkably similar." said Captain Tanya Perlman after we watched the Officer-cam videos. "A little bit too similar. They all try to claim they didn't speak English, then their answers were all the same. Nobody noticed anything, no one noticed if they were being cased beforehand."



"As if they were coached?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Possibly, sir." said Tanya.
"Anyone notice anything I'd consider to be a 'strangeness'?" I asked. It had become the stuff of legend that if I called something a 'strangeness', then it was something to be paid attention to.
"I don't know if this qualifies to that level, sir," said Julia Rodriguez, "but I'm noticing that all of the places on the Southside were very limited in their camera coverage. We're getting what happens at the counter, but not in the rest of the store. So if there's something else going on, we would not have seen it. By way of contrast, the northside store had better coverage and a one-way mirror, and less money was taken. The employees were college-age kids, as opposed to shop owners with skin in the game."
"I agree." I said. "My daughter has a book with puzzles that says 'one of these things is not like the others'. Which one of these robberies is not like the others?"
"We should ask your daughter, sir!" Lieutenant Rudistan said most jovially. Indeed, my seven-year-old daughter Carole already had a badge, as an Honorary Auxiliary Detective. She had already been credited with observations that led to a $400 million drug bust (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.), and had declared that her goal and destiny was to be the next Iron Crowbar.
"We don't need howitzer cannon brainpower for this one, Mr. Rudistan." I replied with a grin.
"The point, I was going to make, "said Julia, not happy that the conversation was being taken from her, "is that we're going to need eyeballs or better video coverage to see anything else. We'll need, stakeouts, sir."
"I agree." I said. "Lieutenant Mary Milton, has Intel come up with anything regarding potential future robberies?"
"Maybe, sir." said Mary Milton. Her husband Myron Milton was the I.T. Lieutenant; hence, my use of her first name. "Our C.I.s have nothing, so far, but they're going to ask around and see what they get. In the meantime, Intel Branch came up with this."
Having plugged her computer into the dock on the table, Mary brought up a map of the Town & County on the matrix of monitors on the wall. There were green and blue dots all over it.
She said "Just about every street corner in the Town & County has a convenience store on it. There are 74 such stores in the County. We've narrowed down possible future targets to these 14 stores represented by green dots. They're mostly in the Hispanic areas, and they are the most similar to the four Southside stores that have been hit so far."
"No way to narrow them down further?" asked Captain Muscone, her voice accusing. She and Lieutenant Mary Milton had issues: Tanya was married to a Federal Agent, and expected Mary to work to help the Feds as well as the TCPD. But Mary hated Federal Agents after they beat up and nearly murdered her father-in-law, Myron's father (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 02-03.), and Mary refused to help the Feds in any way. I worked hard to keep their simmering feud from exploding.
"This is what the algorithms came up with." said Mary, not saying 'ma'am' like she should have. "Hispanic ownership or in Hispanic areas. Proximity to the locations already robbed. Videocamera coverage or lack of it. My Intel people worked hard on this, and narrowing this list down to 14 is pretty good."
"Send this, and the analysis behind it, to me." Tanya said, as an order. Mary's eyes flickered over to me.
"Send it to me." I said. "I'll determine who to disseminate it to. We'll discuss it later, Captain. And yes, Lt. Milton, tell Intel they have done good work on this, and that I appreciate it. Okay, moving on-------"
"Sir, I have some more." said Mary Milton. I nodded to her, and she said "Intel has been using the Kaleidoscope program to review footage of street cameras in the areas of the stores that were robbed, as well as the 14 convenience stores we've targeted as possible future targets, to see if we can detect any cars that might have been casing all the stores. So far, only one vehicle has been identified as showing up multiple times in the areas of all five previous robberies. It was pretty easy to spot."
She showed several photographs on the monitor. "No wonder it's easy to spot. " said Teresa Croyle. "It's s Town & County Police cruiser."
"Any idea who is assigned that Police cruiser?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Yes sir." Mary said. "But I thought we'd give the Iron Crowbar the shot at the title."
"And that one's easier than beating all of you in the Police Boxing Matches." I said, starting some 'trouble' with that remark. Then I continued: "It's the vehicle assigned to the dirtiest and slipperiest Officer on the Police Force: Justin Hendricks."
Justin Hendricks was tall, with sparse black hair on his head, almost like the top of an unpeeled onion. His corpulent body was a pear shape, and he barely passed the Police physicals. His name constantly came up in association with other Officers that were shown to be dirty, but we never could pin him down with enough proof to fire him. And the Police Union protected him and fought for him as if their very lives were at stake... and who knows, I thought to myself, maybe their lives really were at stake.
"Yes sir." said Mary Milton. "And Hendricks every parked at one of the places and went in, and bought snacks. And by the way, sir, I agree with you about the Police Boxing Matches."
"Good asskissing skills." said the Sheriff, his mustaches quivering with merriment.
"But not very smart to say that in my presence." growled two-time Police Boxing Matches Champion Teresa Croyle.
"Nor mine." said the current Police Boxing Matches Champion, Joan Laurer. It was always 'awn' where the Police Boxing Matches were concerned.
"You still can't beat me in the wheelchair races, Commander." said Captain Tanya Muscone with a wicked grin. "Anyway, with all this information, I think we have enough to pick some places for stakeouts, working with the Feds on their drug surveillance operations."
"No." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle with surprising vehemence in her voice. "We are not doing any stakeouts tonight, either with the Feds or without them."
"Why not?" asked Tanya, shocked at Teresa's vehemence.
"Because I said so." Teresa replied with alacrity.
In the awkward silence of the room, Teresa continued: "We are nowhere near ready to begin operations like that, and I will not commit TCPD Officers to stakeouts at this point."
"Not even to help the DEA?" Tanya said. "They're ready to go."
"Especially not to help the DEA." Teresa said strongly. "Let me be clear, Captain. Forget the Police Boxing Matches. I have been awarded six... six!... Purple Orders for being wounded in the line of duty, and the first four of those came from participating in drug raids and interdictions where piss-poor planning, lack of information, and failed leadership led to unnecessary risk. And I'll be damned if I'm going to have my Police Officers being wounded or worse, or even exposed to danger based upon our lack of knowledge and the DEA's desire to put citations on their walls."
"And that will be the final word on the subject." I said quickly. "We'll continue to develop information tonight and through tomorrow. In the meantime, we have other things going on for tonight. Rudistan, you will be talking with Commander Croyle to get your people's assignments. The rest of you get back to work. Mary, send me that analysis..."
Part 6 - Surveillance and Raids
5:45pm, Wednesday, October 7th. Mary Milton sent me an email with the analysis, which I immediately forwarded to Tanya Muscone. Some moments later, I heard that unmistakable sound:
*Whirrrrrrrrrrrrrr*
It was followed by Captain Muscone driving into my office and parking on the dime. "Sir," she said, holding up her badge, "can we speak freely?"
"Always." I said, taking my badge off and putting on the desk, as did she. "Whassup?"
"I know why you had Milton send that data to you. Because she wouldn't have sent it to me." Tanya said. "But what is Commander Croyle's problem with us working with the DEA?"
"She told you." I said simply. "Six Purple Orders. No one is more aware of the risks of these type operations. Teresa is limitlessly brave, and she knows that we walk into danger all the time. But she's not going to go into a dangerous situation where she sees problems like the situation we have now."
"And this is where I need to speak freely." Tanya said. "It sounded like she did not want to work with the DEA, that they were the problem. Is that the case?"
"No, she really wants more data on exactly what we're supposed to be staking out." I replied. "And Tanya, it's ME that has the problem with working with the Feds on this."
"Why?" Tanya asked. "you don't trust Jack?"
"I trust Jack, but he's not the DEA." I said. "Who I no longer trust is Dwight Stevens. And since we're speaking off the record here, I'm just going to tell you that he has exhausted my immense storage of patience with him. There is no reason for him to not be telling me, or at least the Chief and Sheriff, why they want to do these stakeouts, and have us doing them, and rush into it pell-mell like they're trying to do. Teresa's right on this. And Stevens has to come correct with me... or he's not getting my help."
"So if he comes correct with you and gives you more data, you'll work with him and the DEA?" she asked.
"Maybe." I said. "But not tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It's a tough world we're living in. And Russ Ferrament knows that the only way to survive is to be the toughest. I have to let the criminals and the Press know that I'm the alpha-dog, and if that means whipping some asses, then that's what I have to do.
9:30pm, Wednesday, October 7th. Maritza lay on the bed underneath the sweating, naked fat man as he pumped his three inch cock in and out of her. She looked up to see his droopy brown mustache and full head of reddish-brown hair, and his closed eyes between them as he fucked her, trying desperately to get his nut.
"Move your ass, Puta!" he grunted. "What the fuck am I paying you for?" Maritza groaned and moved her hips a little bit, but the man was still not happy.
"What the fuck, bitch?" he said angrily. "You're getting the best cock in the County! All the other girls ask for Barney by name, and they love getting my turkeyneck!"i
"Vete a la mierda con uno de ellos, entonces." Maritza spat in Spanish. (Go fuck one of them, then.) She moved her hips, causing Barney's three inch stub to fall out of her loose pussy.
"Shit!" Barney grunted. He reached down to grab his cock, and the condom slipped off; it was too big for his small size. He began trying to re-insert it into Maritza.
"¡Parar! ¡Vuelve a ponerte el condón!" Maritza said, moving her hips to prevent the fat white man from penetrating her again.
"You goddamned whore!" Barney yelled. He raised his hand to slap her.
*WHAM!*
"POLICE!"
The door had flown open after being rammed, and two Police Officers in heavy armor came into the room, pointing M-4s at them. Both Barney and Maritza were handcuffed, their arms behind their backs. Barney's wallet was confiscated from his pants, which were then put on him. Maritza was clothed in what amounted to a hospital gown.
They were marched down the hallway and down the stairs and out the back door into the parking lot. Barney was put in one Town & County Police paddywagon with other johns and the men that had been running the whorehouse. Maritza was put in the other paddywagon with the other prostitutes that had been arrested.
The place was the same strip joint where Carlos Madura and his criminal cohort had been arrested for murder. (Author's note: 'The Babymaker', Ch. 05.) The Police raid had been fast, and it had been devastating to those in the bar. Everyone there was arrested; we'd sort out the trash at County Jail...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women were taken to The Old Mill, which was 2nd Precinct Headquarters. They were placed in a large cell together, and given orange t-shirts and gym shorts, and flip-flops if they didn't have shoes. After being run through booking, fingerprinted, retinal scans taken, and cheek swabs for DNA after being 'persuaded' to consent, they were interviewed one by one by Spanish-speaking Officers.
Commander Cindy Ross was a platinum blonde with ice-blue eyes, a natural-born American that was raised in Canada and had dual citizenship... and she could speak Spanish very well. She was interviewing Maritza, which will be presented in English here:
"My brother and I crossed the border in Arizona." Maritza said. "We had hoped to reach the farms in California and find work, no matter how hard or menial. And all was well, at first, except that the Coyotes that brought us across raped me and the other women in the group. Several men, several times over three days."
Maritza: "Then something happened. Another group of men held up our Coyotes, at gunpoint. They used the plastic ties to secure our hands. My brother and many of the others were put in a big semi truck and driven away. I have not seen him again."
Maritza: "Me and a few of the women were put in a van. The windows were covered so we could not see out. We were driven a long way. When we stopped, we were at a house, in the garage. We were taken into the house, and used for sex all that night."
Maritza: "The next day, we were told that we would be able to make money, as whores for the Cartel that had kidnapped us. They told us we could buy our freedom after a year working for them. Of course I was horrified, but we had no choice."
Maritza: "We were put in another van, and they did not cover the windows. I could see that we were in Oklahoma. We stopped for gas, and one of the girls tried to run. They caught her quickly, and beat her. Some time later we stopped at a deserted place. They took the girl that ran a ways off the road, and one of them put a gun to the back of her head and shot her, as if she were a dog." Maritza became emotional for a moment.
After she recovered, she said: "The rest of us were brought here, to this Town. We were told that if we ever tried to escape, we would be shot like that other girl was. We were in a building with no windows, but not the one you raided tonight. And then we were prostituted out for fifty dollars a trick."
Maritza: "Many of the men that... hired me were students at the University. One or two came by regularly, so I tried to talk to them and asked them to help me get away. It was not long after I began trying to escape that the Cartel's men came in. They beat me very badly, then took me to the building where you found me tonight. I have no idea how much time had passed, but I had not left that room from the day I was brought to it."
Cindy said "That's awful, but we can help you now. Ask for political asylum, and we can hold you until the Immigration Service takes you in. Did they force you to take drugs?"
"Yes." said Maritza. "They kept me hooked. If I did not perform well for them, they'd deny me my daily fix. It was really bad. Yes, I want asylum, please..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
County Jail, 11:30pm, Wednesday, October 7th. DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens and DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts came into the facility with FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. They were brought into the Conference Room, where I was sitting with Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and Precinct Captain Hugh Hewitt.
"What the fuck." Stevens said, more as a statement than a question. "You knew we had The Eighth Street Latinos under surveillance, and you raided them anyway."
"No, I didn't know that." I replied. "All you told us was that some of the convenience store robbery names matched names in your drug intel. You didn't tell us anyone was under surveillance. And besides, you're looking into the drugs. We busted their operation of kidnapping women and forcing them into prostitution."
"Whaa?" gasped Kevin Pits. "I never heard about that aspect of the gang." I realized from the tone of his voice that he'd not been told everything, either.
Jack Muscone said "The FBI was aware of it, but we didn't know enough to interdict it. And I didn't want to step on your drug operations. And Commander Troy is right, Dwight. We weren't forthcoming with him, even after he called you out earlier."
"So you raided them, just to make a point, huh?" Stevens said to me, his voice ugly. "And now they'll lay low at best, and move their whole operation out of this County at worst.
"Like I've got fucking time to intentionally screw up your operations." I replied witheringly. "And if The Eighth Street Latinos did pack up and leave my County, I won't call that a bad thing."
"So why did you call us to come down here?" Jack Muscone asked.
"We've arrested a good number of gang members." I said. "If you guys want to take any of them off our hands, now's your chance."
"But we don't have enough to take any of them to Court!" Dwight Stevens exclaimed. "You jumped the gun too fast!"
"We can still take them into custody and question them." said Muscone. "And then turn them over to ICE... unless you want to prosecute them, Don."
I shrugged. "A lot of them are going to be let go, unless you claim them." I said. "They were in the bars, and only a few of them were running the prostitution rooms. We're having the women identify their pimps out of lineups on pieces of paper, but the rest of them will likely be let go... and they will indeed be made to realize that it would be good to never be seen in my County again..."
Part 7 - Good Cops and Bad Judges
4:30am, Thursday, October 8th. I received a call from Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. "Don," she said, "Judge Harry Nance is bringing the mobile Court to the Old Mill, and is going to give all the women we've arrested their hearings immediately."
The mobile Court was just that: a box truck that contained a judge's bench and desks behind it, where a judge could hold Court at any site. It had been used by Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts to process arrested perps after riots the previous summer. It was also being used to process people arrested for drunk and disorderly conduct at football games, mostly fans of the visiting teams.
Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance was not only one of the most activist judges in the State, he very often colluded with the Press, corrupt lawyers, and the criminals against the Police. He was instrumental in exposing undercover Police Officers like J.J. Perry, putting them in danger of losing their lives. He often released criminals and dropped charges on a whim and on sham accusations of Police misconduct. He had been referred to the State Legislature for Impeachment, but activist Democrats had blocked the right thing from being done.
I drove down to The Old Mill. Sr. Patrolman Johnson, the Officer at the gate said "Sir, just to let you know: Judge Nance just arrived and said that no one was allowed in, especially you. But he doesn't have a crowbar, sir. Just please forget my name if he asks, sir."
I chuckled, then said: "Yeah, I've never met you before, young Rookie. Thanks for the warning." I drove on inside.
When I went into the Precinct Headquarters, some idiot called the Police Force to attention. "Carry on!" I said as they came to attention.
As Cindy Ross approached, I said, "Who did that, calling the Force to attention?"
"You get one guess, Don, and it should be 'Hendricks'." Cindy said.
"Fuck." I said "He did it to alert Nance that I'm here. Where is that dirty judge, anyway?"
"In the mobile Court truck." said Cindy. "It's parked behind the building." Then she said "Sir, I have a bad feeling about what's going on. May I offer a suggestion..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The women were brought before the mobile Bench. They were not offered legal representation. Maritza was one of the group. Deputy Chief Cindy Ross came up with them.
Judge Harry Nance was white, short, slender, and he had gray hair and a prominent beak nose upon which were perched spectacles. His voice, even when raised, was barely above a whisper. He exuded a sense not of judicial fairness nor restraint, but malice with an agenda behind it.
"How do you plead?" Nance said.
"Your Honor," said Cindy, "these women have asked for political asylum. Their lives are in danger."
"I didn't ask you anything!" yelled Nance. "One more word out of you, and I'll have you put in jail for Contempt of Court!"
"My jail?" Cindy barked derisively.
"I am a Judge, and you are a piece of dyke shit." Nance growled. "Officer Hendricks, if this dyke says one more word, shoot her."
"Yes, Your Honor." Officer Hendricks said, knowing that if he tried, he'd die in a hail of Police gunfire. But he'd still try to do it.
Judge Nance said "Okay, I won't accept pleas now. I am remanding you ladies into the custody of your sponsors here until your hearing next month." He indicated four Hispanic men in suits and ties, whose faces also bore appearances of malevolence.
"NO!" yelled Maritza, followed by the other women. "They will kill us! Please! Help us!" Maritza turned to Cindy, her eyes pleading. "Save us!" she begged.
"I'll do what I can." Cindy said.
Judge Nance's face assumed a malicious smile. "Your lives are not in danger." he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. "These men will keep you safe. You are in their custody now." He banged his gavel. "Next!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the women tried to run, they were captured by Sheriff Deputies, their arms zip-tied behind their backs, and forced into the ubiquitous white van. Two men were up front, driving and riding shotgun. The other two men were in the back with the crying women.
As the van pulled out of the parking lot and onto the street, one of them men pulled out a powerful handgun. "Ustedes, putas, eran muy estúpidas. Ahora pagarás el precio." he said. (You whores were very stupid. You will now pay the price.)
"Why are you going south?" the shotgun seat man asked the driver. "You should drive north, then west to the State Line." His name was Andreas Puerto, and he was one of the leaders of The Eighth Street Latinos.
"The cops are following us." said the driver, who was Barney, the white man that had been arrested while fucking Maritza. "They'll stop us if we try to cross the State Line with these whores. I'm taking everyone to the 'Fucking Field' in Nextdoor County, right past AGC Trucking, where I work. It'll be months before they're found."
"Good thinking." Puerto said.
Barney drove down Riverside Drive then east on MLK Jr. Drive, then east on the highway towards Nextdoor County, to the east. As they crossed the border, the TCPD vehicles peeled off and turned back for home.
Barney passed the entrance to the huge AGC Trucking property. He turned right onto a small gravel road, driving between the high grass on either side until they reached a clearing.
The first threads of dawn were casting the eastern horizon in a red glow as the van stopped. In the growing light, the women were forced out of the van and onto their knees.
"Yes, this is a good place." said Puerto. "Diaz, finish these traitorous, useless whores."
"Say your prayers to the Holy Mother." said the man with the gun. "You will be seeing Her in just a moment." He pointed his gun at the back of the first woman's head...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Ambush
Slugs were flying all over the place, and I was standing in the middle of it, depending on dames to save my slugs in my bourbon flask. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, and there was indeed hell to pay when it came to these women...
"POLICE! DROP YOUR WEAPONS!"
The men looked to their right to see the tall, broad-shouldered redhead in all black with a beige trenchcoat, a beige Tilley Hat on his head, and a red crowbar in his hand.
Barney and one of the men went for weapons, and the third looked back at the woman he was about to kill, resolved to successfully finish the job.
*POW!* *POW!* *POW!* *BANG!* *POW!*
Having been distracted, the men did not see the three women in front of them in the tall grass. Cindy Ross lit up one of the men with her M-4 rifle; he died instantly. Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans perforated the second man with her powerful service weapon; he also died instantly.
Puerto had dived to the ground behind the women and had avoided being killed. As Police Officers came forward, he suddenly sprang up and threw his switchblade knife at me. "Die, you cabron!" he shouted.
*BANG!*
Puerto's head exploded as the accurately fired bullet tore through what little brains he had. Everyone looked over at me, and saw that I had caught his switchblade on the fly. Then we all looked at his shooter... FBI Agent Melina Allgood.
Melina was one of the most beautiful women I'd ever known. Her body was the perfect hourglass shape, like Teresa's but more so. Her breasts were large, her hips saucy, her ass a perfect heart-shape, her thighs firm, her calves curvy, and her feet and hands exquisite. Her hair was raven black, lustrous and long.
She also had a dark past. She had one child and rejected it, and now the father Todd Burke and his wife Teresa Croyle were raising hem. She had been a 'wet boy', an assassin for the CIA, and she was the best, most accurate shooter with any weapon that I'd ever seen. She'd transferred to the FBI as a 'Dark Agent', with a secret license to kill, which she exercised on occasion.
People said she was emotionless, and icy death to anyone who drew her ire. But I knew her better. She was married to Town Mayor Daniel Allgood, and she adored him and their two children... and their dog Dorothy. She looked not unlike my wife.. no surprise there, considering that she was my current wife's full-blood sister. And her ex-husband was... me, Your Iron Crowbar.
"He was trying to kill you." was all Melina said.
"You left the world no poorer." I replied.
"All right, guys," Chief Molly Evans said to her Officers. "Take these women to our Headquarters, and get them immigration lawyers before you call ICE."
As the women were about to be led away, Maritza said to Cindy "Gracias! Gracias!" Cindy took the sobbing woman in her arms in a warm hug.
"We're going to find your brother, too." Cindy said. Maritza nodded, then allowed herself to be led away.
"Thanks for your help." Cindy said to Molly, her sister.
"Least I could do for the Green Crowbar... and the Iron Crowbar." Molly said with a grin. Not only was she the Green Crowbar Cindy's sister, she was the mother of two of my sons. Yeah, I spread my seed around, but that's another story.
Molly said "So you had Maritza swallow a transmitter?"
Cindy nodded. "I had a big-time vibe when I heard Nance was coming over to arraign the women. I suspect he was paid off to deliver them back to the Cartel, so they could be executed. So I told Maritza the judge was corrupt, and to swallow the transmitter so we could follow her. And it worked, thank God."
"Yeah it did." I said. "And very well done on your part, Green Crowbar. Quite an awesome last case before you transfer out to the Sheriff's Department."
"One last moment of fun." Cindy said.
"Cindy," Molly said, "do you really think you can find her brother?"
"No." said Cindy. "And neither can you. "But this guy?" She pointed her green crowbar at me as she said "He can. He's the Iron Crowbar. He can solve any mystery."
Hoo boy, I thought to myself...
Part 9 - Media Malfeasance
I turned on the television monitor, and saw nothing but trouble. Redhead, as usual. This dame looked good on the outside, but was pure ugly filth on the inside. She made bad dames look good, and there was nothing that could redeem her. After all, she was a journalist, one of the three most despised professions, along with telemarketers and politicians.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, October 8th, from the KXTC studios. "The Town & County Police raid businesses in the Hispanic Community!"
After the 'hard charging' music intro, Bettina began: "Town & County Police raided several bars last night, targeting and arresting Hispanics exclusively. Channel Two News has learned that several prostitution rings were broken up, and that many of the women requested protective custody and political asylum."
Bettina: "Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance released some of the women without bail, remanding them to the custody of their sponsors. Other women, as well as men that were arrested, are being turned over to ICE for processing and possible deportation."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the Federal DEA had been investigating Hispanic gangs in the area, and that Commander Donald Troy's action in raiding the Hispanic businesses has harmed their operation and wasted hours of Federal manpower and work in interdicting drug operations. Commander Donald Troy has studiously not responded to multiple requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News."
Bettina: "And the Town & County Police have made no progress in apprehending the criminals that executed a series of robberies of convenience stores in the Town & County. Let's go to Pat Stellum with more on this important story. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Al-Capone-'ish' Pat Stellum, from in front of a convenience store at Riverside and Jefferson. "Store owners, especially in the Hispanic communities, are scared of future crimes, and they say the Police are doing nothing to reassure them. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing convenience store owner Pablo saying "We are all very scared. Someone could be killed next time, and Commander Donald Troy is doing nothing about it. If anyone dies in future robberies, their blood will be on his hands."
Another alleged shop owner said "Commander Donald Troy does not care about black or brown people, so he is doing nothing about these crimes in our communities."
Back to Stellum live, smiling brightly as he said "Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment about his inaction to solve the serial robberies in the Latino community. Apparently, just as that shopkeeper said, he doesn't care about black and brown people; he only cares about rich white Republicans like Mayor Daniel Allgood. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you for that important story, Pat!" said Bettina. "And now let's go to Amber Harris, with an important story on the top levels of leadership of the Town & County Public Safety Department. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette. "Channel Two News has learned that Sheriff's Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald is retiring at the end of the year, and will be replaced by Police Deputy Chief Cindy Ross. Deputy Chief Ross will formally retire from the TCPD before assuming the role of Chief Deputy with the Sheriff's Department, which is considered a lateral transfer."
Amber: "However, sources are telling Channel Two News that the lateral move was in lieu of Commander Ross being demoted and fired in a disciplinary action, after Commander Ross obstructed the investigation of murder of the husband of her gym partner. If true, that just shows how Donald Troy protects his family and the TCPD covers up for its high-ranking officers, while good Officers like Sergeants Toole and McCombs are harshly disciplined. And Commander Donald Troy has not responded to numerous requests by Channel Two News for comment on these issues. Back to you Bettina!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It must be true." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Captain Muscone, Chief Moynahan and I drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "You aren't responding to their requests for comment. They only said it three times."
"Must've slipped my mind, to call them back." I said as I sipped coffee from my Airborne School mug.
"I'm a lot more worried about that fat asshole Stellum trying to paint you as a racist." said Chief Moynahan.
"That was clearly staged." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Tell me, how many people on the street are going to specifically mention Crowbar by name? unless they were coached?"
Teresa said "And Pablo's shop was already hit. So why is he so worried about another one at his place? I agree... that was staged, and scripted."
"I'm more worried about the leaks than anything else." said Sheriff Griswold. "I'm convinced we've done all we can to keep the Press from finding out about what we're doing. That issue with Commander Ross's transfer, for example. How do the bastards keep finding out that stuff?"
"I don't know about that, Sheriff," replied Teresa, "but it's pretty clear to me that a disgruntled DEA Agent leaked that about the Feds being upset with our raid on The Eighth Street Latinos last night."
"I entirely agreeeeee." drawled the Chief.
"Me, three." I said agreeably.
"Come on, guys." Tanya said. "Do you really believe they leaked that in a fit of pique over our operation? Jack's not like that, and I don't think Dwight Stevens is, either."
Teresa said "If not Stevens, who?"
I said "If I do give him the benefit of the doubt, and I'm not, I'd say it could've been DEA Agent Kevin Pitts, who has worked with Martin Nash and Lindsey Black in the past. Or it could be DEA Special Agent In Charge Rutherford Lyndon, Dwight Stevens's boss. Or any other Federal Agent with knowledge of what the DEA is doing... knowledge not being shared with me nor the TCPD, I might add."
"I'm curious." said Tanya. "Just why did we conduct that raid last night? What purpose did it serve, besides to shut down a few prostitution stables?"
I was not fooled, and I let my Captain of Detectives know it: "In other words, did I do that raid just to show the DEA who's the alpha-dog here? No, it was for other reasons. First, to leave The Eighth Street Latinos my calling card, and let them know I don't appreciate them bringing prostitution, including forced-labor prostitution, into my County."
"Second, to gain intel on the gang's operations." I continued. "Unfortunately, thanks to Judge Nance we had to interdict and blow away some of the Cartel members. I'd have loved to interrogated Puerto further, but 'C'est la vie, c'est la guerre.' on that. But we still may have picked up some information."
"And third, as a distraction." I went on. "The Press has been trying hard to focus on the robberies of the shops, and I need their attention distracted so that we really can go in there in and do something about those robberies. But as we saw in the broadcast this morning, the Press is truly fixated on these robberies, and are making them a racial issue as well as taking cheap shots at the Police over them."
"So it's not to mess with the DEA?" Tanya asked. It suddenly became very quiet in the room.
"Captain," I said, turning to face Tanya and staring her down, "if I wanted to fuck with Dwight Stevens and his fellow Federal Agents, I could very, very easily totally destroy them and their careers. If I wanted to. Don't ever forget that."
It was a warning, clearly conveyed. Tanya said no more about that, but a moment later she put her wheelchair into motion and said "If you'll excuse me..." Teresa was a little too fast in getting up and opening the door for Tanya, who drove through it and out of the Chief's office suite into the main hallway...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said the blonde and pretty Catrina Pierce at 8:00am sharp from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me are Meredith Peller and Priya Ajmani. Hello ladies!"
"Hello, Catrina." said Priya, an (India) Indian beauty with a hot body and a gorgeous smile.
"Hello, ladies." said Meredith Peller, who was blonde and pretty in a 'suburban housewife' kind of way. "Here's what's in the news today. The Town & County Police made a rare but major raid on several places of prostitution in the mainly Hispanic areas of the County last night. A large number of women, their pimps, and other men that were in the strip joints at the time were arrested."
Priya: "Many of those arrested were questioned and released, but some of the men, believed to be part of the gang known as The Eighth Street Latinos were detained for further questioning, and may be turned over to the DEA for interrogation about possible drug activities."
Catrina: "Judge Harry Nance, known for very activist, anti-Police, pro-criminal rulings, released a number of the arrested women into the custody of their sponsors, despite the women's desperate pleas that their lives were in danger. Judge Nance forced them to leave with their sponsors, who Commander Cindy Ross of the TCPD said were not sponsors, but Cartel attorneys."
Priya: "Fox Eight News has learned that after those men illegally took the women out of our County and into Nextdoor County, they attempted to murder the women in a field near AGC Trucking, but Police intervened in time to save the women's lives, killing the perps after an exchange of gunfire."
Meredith: "The women were turned over to ICE, and were provided lawyers to help them make their appeals for asylum. Obviously they can show they are in danger of their lives after what happened this morning."
Catrina: "Commander Donald Troy issued a statement exclusively to KFXU Fox Eight News, praising his Police Officers for their efficiency and professionalism in making the raids on the bars and houses of prostitution. No one was killed nor wounded in the potentially dangerous raids, and Commander Troy praised Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and SWAT Lieutenant Robert Kalsu for their training and preparation of the Officers."
Priya: "And we congratulate Sheriff Department Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald, whose retirement was publicly announced yesterday. Chief of Staff Oswald will stay on until the end of the year, shepherding the Public Safety budget through the Town Assembly. We also congratulate TCPD Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, who will retire from the Police Force and then be hired to replace Chief of Staff Oswald, technically a lateral move for her..."
Part 10 - Making Plans
9:00am. Chief Sean Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and I came into Classroom 'E' for a meeting. Waiting for us were Captain of Detectives Tanya Muscone, and Lieutenants Mary Milton, Jerome Davis, and Micah Rudistan.
Chief Moynahan started us off: "First, I want to commend all of yoooooo for the excellent oper-ay-shunnnn last night. I've sent an email to everyone, but I want you guys to convey my admiration and appreciation down your chains of command. I also want to commend the Intel Branch for gathering the data we needed, the Detectives for their work getting information from their C.I.s, and Commander Ross and yoooo, Commander Troy, for saving those women's lives and rubbing that dirty Judge Nance's face in his own dung."
"Team effort, sir." I very correctly replied.
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "Okay, Mister Crowbarrrr, let's get this meeting go-innnng."
"Yes sir." I said. "While those raids were going down, I know that the Intel guys and some of the Detectives were casing the most likely convenience stores. What did y'all get from that?"
Lieutenant Mary Milton said "We got some good information, sir. First, I'll just make a little observation that there were no robberies last night. Maybe the perps got word of the raids... or maybe they were arrested in those raids."
"We have no data to support that." Tanya Muscone said.
Teresa said "I'm sure they heard about the raids and laid low. We had the cleanest third shift duty logs we've had in months."
"Okay, let's keep going." I said, trying to get the meeting going before the Chief got bored, or worse, irritated.
Mary had plugged her computer into the dock on the table, and brought up several videos on the 5x4 matrix of monitors. "Our Detectives as well as a number of street cams got some good footage of four vehicles that were seen near six of the fourteen stores. As you can see, these two bright, shiny black SUVs showed up frequently on our cameras, and you'll notice they had Federal Government tags on them... which confirms to me that the Feds really are that stupid."
"You got that right." Teresa said cattily.
"Excuse me?!" Tanya exclaimed, her face growing red with anger.
"Hold on, Captain." I said, quickly moving to interdict this brewing catfight before it really got started. "Lieutenant Milton, I get your point, but I'll make the observation that the Feds are anything but stupid. Those easily-spotted vehicles are their 'loss leaders'. They wanted us to spot them... and be distracted by them."
"But why, sir?" asked Jerome Davis in the silence that followed.
"They are hoping we look at what their proverbial right hand is doing, and not see what their proverbial left hand is doing." I replied. "You said there were two other cars you spotted, Mary?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "Their plates are from our State, and are registered to addresses in Southport. The names associated with the car tags are 'John Smith', employed by the Greater Southport School District, and 'Tim Hogue', who owns a restaurant in the Dagny Piers economic development zone."
"And there you go." I said. "Wow, they don't even have the decency to use addresses a bit closer to us than Southport. Which locations were these vehicles casing?"
Mary Milton brought up a map, with dots representing the 14 locations they'd identified as likely targets, then said: "The cars with the spit-shines and Federal tags were in the 'Southwest Crescent', and drove through predominately Black Community areas as well as Hispanic areas. The POVs (privately owned vehicles) were on the Southside, and drove around Hotel Row, Southpoint Mall, and up towards the Tenderloin District."
I nodded. "What about the Northside, the northwest Hispanic areas, and the Mall up north? Did you find anything at all up there?"
"We did look, sir," said Mary, "and both Uniformed Patrols in Police cruisers and Vice Detectives Hardy and Drew in an unmarked car went through there a lot, especially after the raids on the Southside started. If there was a Federal presence there, sir, they succeeded; we didn't catch anything at all."



The room grew silent again as I stared at the map and the monitor screens for some time. Then I said "Okay. Stakeouts are normally a Vice thing, but depending on how many locations we decide to stake out, the MCD Detectives might need to help us out, and get some cross-training in the process. As to the locations we most closely want to watch, I'll have that decision for you by this afternoon, in time to prepare for it."
I continued: "Commander Croyle, you're in tactical charge of the operation; hell, you can even name it whatever you want to, just keep it clean. You'll coordinate with these Lieutenants three, and get your Precinct Captains in the loop for assignments. Captain Muscone, you're with me for now; I have a special assignment for you. Chief, if there's nothing else?..."
"No, go ahead." said the Chief. "But I'm putting you... all of you... on a tight leash on this. Keep me and the Sheriff in the loop on this. And I say that because it's very obvious the Press is watching, and looking to make isss-ues out of anything we dooooo."
"Uh, Chief, Commander?" said Rudistan with great joviality, his face betraying that he was about to create some mischief. "With Chief of Staff Oswald retiring and Commander Ross transferring over there, should we be congratulating Captain Muscone on her upcoming promotion to Deputy Chief?"
Jerome Davis broke out laughing, as did I. And to my utter shock, so did Teresa Croyle. Tanya blushed, and the Chief was looking skeptically at Rudistan. I knew that this was Rudistan's not-so-subtle way of trying to confirm rumors that Tanya, not Teresa, would be filling the Deputy Chief slot.
"Possibleee, possibleee." I replied. "Let's worry about that later, shall we?"
"You haven't gotten rid of me yet, Rudistan." Tanya said with a wicked gleam in her eye... essentially confirming the rumors of her own promotion...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Muscone drove into the Chief's office ahead of me. One does not walk in front of Lady Ironside, regardless of rank, unless one wants to get run over by a wheelchair being driven at a high rate of speed. Once inside, we found that Sheriff Griswold was already there.
After the Chief sat down behind his desk and had me sit down, I said "Tanya, I need you to be the official liaison between the TCPD and the FBI, particularly their Special Agent In Charge for this region of the country. You will be officially sanctioned to give Jack, or ASAC Karina White, our plans for our stakeouts, once I figure out what they are, and to relay back whatever they decide to tell us."
"O-kay." said Tanya. "So you don't want me involved in this stakeout operation?"
"Quite the contrary." I said. "You'll be monitoring the operation with Teresa tonight, on behalf of us and the FBI. I'm having you be the liaison because I do think Dwight Stevens and the DEA are up to something, and their reticence to share their plans with us adds a layer of uncertainty, and therefore danger, to our operations as well as theirs."
Then I said "And I had to find something for you to do. Otherwise you'll be in Cindy's office, measuring for drapes." Everyone broke out laughing at that.
"Out of curiosity, sir," said Tanya, "who is going to be the next Captain of Detectives? Jerome? Please don't tell me it's going to be Rudistan."
"Okay, I won't tell you." I said with a wicked smile.
"I wouldn't mind knowing your plan for that myself, Mister Crow-barrrr." the Chief of Police drawled. "And I know you have a plannnn for that, toooo."
"Har!" barked Sheriff Griswold. "Of course he does. Crowbar is like the Twelfth World Chess Champion, Anatoly Karpov. It's the stuff of legend that Karpov could see his opponent's threat and make a move to stop it before the opponent even knew he had the threat. And Crowbar is the same way. He's had this all figured out before we offered you the Deputy Chief assignment, Miss Ironside."
"And by the way," I said, "I'll be having words with Mary Milton about that cheap shot at the Feds in front of you, so just leave that to me, okay?"
"Yes sir." said Tanya.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Thursday, October 8th. I was sitting in the Main Conference Room with Teresa Croyle. We had the map of the County with the dots on it on the matrix screen on the wall.
Teresa said "Rudistan is getting the Vice Detectives ready. Jerome had Roark Coleman and George Newman go and work with Rudistan, since Coleman and Newman worked in Vice before going to MCD. I personally told them it wasn't a demotion, and we really needed their experience on this one. As usual, Julia Rodriguez volunteered to go on a stakeout. Her partner Teddy Parker didn't say anything, but he wasn't nearly as enthusiastic about it."
"Teddy has gotten to be what we call a 'grizzled veteran' of this Police Force." I said. "His experience is helping Julia a lot, but things like stakeouts are not his thing anymore. So! where do you want to target our stakeouts?"
Teresa said "The Feds seemed to be targeting the Southside, since they had their unmarked cars patrolling there, while the 'loss leaders', as you called them, were canvassing the southwest and up Riverside Drive. And unless Intel missed them, they didn't touch the northwest."
She continued: "I thought that we should also look at the Southside, but then thought that maybe their actions are doubly deceitful, that they really are interested in the Riverside Drive area, and drove the obvious vehicles through those areas. They still were casing places, even if it was a dodge for us. And the northwest robbery really appears to be a coincidental one-off. Different M.O.s all the way."
I said "Let's not make judgements based on the Feds's actions. Yeah, Dwight Stevens played those games, but he also made sure the obvious Fed cars were not where our prostitution busts were. In other words, he was showing us that he was staying out of our way."
"I'd rather he get in our way, at least enough to tell us what the DEA is up to, besides up to no good." Teresa said.
"So would I." I replied. "But again, let's not worry about what the Feds are doing. Let's ignore their actions almost completely. I am basing my decision upon something else... the actions of a dirty cop."
"Ohhhhh." said Teresa, getting it. "Hendricks. He cased all five places that have already been hit."
"Exactly." I said. "I had Myron and Mary Milton work with Internal Affairs to track Hendricks's movements the last few days. He usually stays south of Jefferson Avenue, which is the east-west road that is the de facto line between the northside and southside. But the last couple of days, and especially last night while the rest of us were doing real work, he was patrolling the northwest."
"There's not that many Hispanic convenience stores up north." Teresa said. "And some of the places in that area are white-owned."
"True." I said. "But think about this: if the Feds can run that little operation to distract and deceive us... could the criminals not also be staging these crimes to deceive us?"
"Pourquoi pas?" Teresa said, which was French for 'why not?'. Teresa knew that I speak and read French pretty well, as did my older sister Elizabeth.
"Sooooo," I said, bringing up another map with dots showing places Hendricks had cased, "prepare your troops for stakeouts at these two places on the northwest side, and these two places along Riverside Drive..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The door opened, and in drove trouble. Tawny blonde, this time. She was a frisky dame, but with a wicked streak at times. She had a case, though some would say she was a case herself, But I can't choose my clients.
The guy with her looked like a professional, the kind of professional that would put a few slugs of copper-jacketed lead into other people, then put a few slugs of bourbon into himself. But at least he knew he was dealing with Russ Ferrament, and stayed respectful...
Just moments later, Helena opened the door to the Main Conference room and Captain Tanya Muscone drove in, followed by her husband, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. They sat down on the near side of the table, facing the windows. Teresa and I were on the other side of the table, facing the wall with the monitor and the door. Our faces were in relative shadow, the Muscones's faces in the light.
"So Dwight Stevens didn't come with you?" I asked.
Jack Muscone realized the subtle undercurrent of accusation in my voice, and said "He's in meetings with his boss, DEA Special Agent In Charge Rutherford Lyndon. And that's probably for the best. I know you're not happy with him, and I don't blame you. He's not telling me nor my people in the FBI very much, either. My Assistant Special Agent in Charge, Karina White, is getting mad at him, too."
"And yet... he's furious that we didn't tell him about our planned raids last night." I replied.
Jack said "Well, 'furious' may be too strong a term, but yeah, the DEA was caught off-guard by those raids. And that may be why Stevens is meeting with Lyndon right now. And while I wouldn't, and didn't, expect you to say anything to them, I'm sure you'll understand that they've been working on The Eighth Street Latinos and their operations for some time."
"Without cooperating with us, nor even saying a word to us." I replied, a bit acidly this time.
Jack: "Look, Don, you know how this works. The Eighth Street Latinos are just beginning to move into this area, the northwest part of the State. The University is too huge a market for anyone to ignore, and with the supply vacuum Detective Carole Troy created by watching videos a little too closely, gangs like these want to come in and get even a small piece of the action." (Author's note: see 'Schoolhouse Rock' for the exploits of Detective Carole Troy in shutting down a huge drug operation.)
Jack: "The DEA saw this as a perfect opportunity to learn how the gang sets up its supply lines and distribution rings, so they've been doing surveillance work, both here and in other places, and they've even tried to get undercover agents into the gang, which is pretty damn hard to do with these guys."
"All the more reason you need to be telling us what's going on." I said. "I really don't want the TCPD killing a DEA Agent we didn't know was undercover."
Jack said "I get it, I get it. But DEA Agents go undercover all the time and the local Police don't know. The Agents know it's part of the risk. They were getting busted by Southport Police a lot, and some even shot and wounded, though none killed, thank God. Anyway, the point is that the DEA has been working on this gang, and their vision extends farther than this County. They want to bust these fuckers up at their highest levels. And while your raids were understandable, they potentially set Dwight and his guys back."
"My heart bleeds." Teresa Croyle said acidly. "Don't tell me the DEA didn't know that illegal immigrant women were being kidnapped and forced into prostitution by these gangs. So it's okay for them to sit there and let that happen?"
"Of course not." said Jack. "But the best way to stop that, too, is to take out the top people in this gang, and by that I mean the gang nationwide."
I peered hard at Jack Muscone, until he started acting like a dog that is being stared at and gets uncomfortable. "What?" he finally asked.
"Come on, Jack." I said. "What's the real story here?"
"Honest to God, Don, I'm telling you what I know!" Jack replied. "I'm telling you everything I know."
"I believe you." I said. "I think the DEA is treating you like a mushroom, too. And I think there is something else going on here."
Then I said, to move the unproductive meeting along, "Okay, we're going to do what we're going to do, and I am no longer concerned about the DEA's operations, plans, or activities. We're going to be doing some stakeouts, at locations I have yet to decide upon, and the DEA is not invited to our party. I might even quote John Galt and tell them to 'get the hell out of my way'..."
Part 11 - L.A. Confidential
The old Sheriff has a thing for bourbon. I have a thing for dames. Especially black-haired bombshells with great bodies that they know how to use to pleasure a man.
Yeah, I'm married. And the only person I need to worry about my sleeping around is my wife. And she's the sex professor, a hubby-watcher, and we have an honest, open relationship. If that bothers you, take it to your priest in confession.
2:00pm, Thursday, October 8th. After letting the Chief know where I was going, I changed into civilian clothes and headed to County Airport, which was north-by-northwest of Town, halfway between the City Limit line and Point Hollow, in the northwest corner of the County and the State.
I watched as the sleek executive jet plane came in for a landing. The jet was owned by BOW Enterprises, whose CEO Todd Burke was my nephew and Teresa's husband. I'd made a rare request of my nephew to have the plane flown to John Wayne Airport in Los Angeles to bring someone here to our County. I didn't ask, but I'm sure part of Teresa's methods of persuading Todd to grant the request was sucking her husband's ten inch cock to completion.
The plane landed and taxied up to near the terminal building, which was also the airport's control tower. The door opened and a relatively tall, fit woman in her 30s, with dark brown hair and a sallow but attractive face came out of the plane and down the steps to the tarmac. She smiled and waved when she saw me.
Her name was Claire Michaels, and she was a Lieutenant in the Los Angeles Police Department. But before that she was a Detective with my Town & County Police Force. She was a good Detective, and an even better leader. She had left us for the hustle and bustle of Los Angeles, where she was originally from, and for the promotion to Lieutenant that had come with the move. (Author's note: 'Dream Within A Dream' for her departure, and earlier stories for more on her.)
"Hiiii!" Claire said enthusiastically as she came up to me and gave me a warm hug, which I just as warmly returned. "It's so good to see you again!"
"Likewise." I said. I took her bag, which one of the plane's crew had brought up, and we went to my Police SUV. After putting her luggage in the back, I chivalrously opened the passenger side door for her to get in. People these days don't know what chivalry nor good manners are, I thought to myself.
"We got you a room at the University Hotel." I said. "Do you want to go there first, or to Police Headquarters?"
"The hotel." Claire said. "And let's not talk about the job until we get there."
"O-kayyy." I said, wondering where this was going.
Claire said with a flirtatious smile: "And I know you're probably figuring it out... nothing gets past you... but to make it clear, I want you to fuck my brains out, and if we do it before we talk 'shop', no one can say any sexual harassment took place."
I grinned, then said "What's not getting past me is that you've been in that California environment of political correctness for wayyyy too long."
"You got that right." Claire said. "But we'll talk about that later..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We entered Room 606 of the University Hotel, whose window in the back of the room overlooked the School to the north. No sooner than I had put Claire's suitcase down near the desk, she tugged my hand, pulling me to her as she sat down on the end of the bed. Her hands went to my crotch, unzipping my black slacks and reaching inside to fish out my hardening cock.
As she stroked my meat, Claire looked up at me and said "I've wanted to do this since the day I first saw you, all those years ago. I have spent a lot of nights in L.A. dreaming of having you on top of me and fucking me with this 'crowbar', and now I'm going to have you."
With that, she stuck out her tongue and licked my lengthening, thickening shaft from the base to the tip, then opened her mouth and took my cock into her warm, wet mouth. I groaned as I felt her take almost all of my seven and a half inches down her throat, then vacuum her mouth and suck hard as she slid her glossy lips back up my length.
"Mmm.... mmmmm..." I heard and felt her moan as she began steadily fellating me, sucking as if she were a famished whore. Sensations of hot pleasure spread through my loins and up my spine as I slid my hand behind her head and began fucking her face. Her eyes sparkled as I began taking charge of her.
"Mmmph!" I grunted. "God, that's good! Yeah, suck my dick, baby. I've dreamed of fucking you, too, and now I'm going to fuck you until you can't take it any more."
"Don't make promises you can't keep." Claire said, sliding her mouth off my cock and licking the head and along the shaft. "I can take a lot." She took my rod back into her mouth and deeply sucked it for what seemed long minutes.
"God, your cock is hard." she said as she orally worshiped my manhood. "Now I know the real reason you're called the 'Iron Crowbar'."
"Just wait until I get it into that tight little snatch of yours." I growled.
"Mmmm, I can't wait." Claire said.
I felt my balls tighten, and knew I had to slow down the pace. I took Claire's face in my hands, bent down, and kissed her on the mouth. She twirled her tongue around mine as it invaded her mouth and tried to slide down her throat.
I pulled her up off the bed and began undressing her as our tongues twined in a hot French kiss. I pulled her shirt off, revealing her nice, medium-sized breasts, her nipples standing out hard and proud. My pants fell to the floor around my ankles as I went for her pants, opening them up and letting them slide down her legs.
Once naked except for her panties, Claire fell back onto the bed on her back. I fell beside her, almost on top of her, and smashed my mouth to hers in another deep kiss as my hand slid under her panties. My bird finger found her sopping wet hole, and I buried it to the knuckle and began sliding it back and forth.
"Mmmm!" Claire moaned into the kiss as I added my index finger and began finger-fucking her. I broke the kiss and moved my face down to her breasts, kissing and sucking her distended nipples. She moaned I began kissing my way down her firm, quivering abs. I repositioned myself and got between her legs, then pulled her panties down her firm thighs. She raised her legs up and back as I slid the flimsy garment off her legs and threw it on the floor.
I nestled between her legs and saw her swollen cuntlips between some sparse curls of pubic hair. It was a tasty looking snack, and I availed myself of it. I licked her slit from the base to her clit, sliding my splayed tongue along the folds of her wet womanhood.
"Ohhhhh...." Claire moaned quietly, her legs spreading wider. I licked along her slit again, this time pointing my tongue and going deeper, tasting her freshly gushing juices. I slid my hands under her firm asscheeks and pulled her cunt to my mouth, and began tracing letters of the alphabet with my tongue. As I got to 'H', 'I', and 'J', I was licking deeper and deeper, until ultimately my mouth was pressed against her swollen labes as my tongue probed deeply into her juicy hole.
"Ohh.... ohhhh.... ohhhh... ohhh..." Claire moaned as I ate her out, enjoying the taste and feel of her tangy cunt on my tongue. After several long moments, I finally worked two fingers into her vagina as my tongue licked her clit. I began digging my fingers into the upper walls of her cunt in a 'come here' motion, stimulating her inner clitoris as my tongue lashed her exposed outer clit hard, making her come apart.
"OH MY GOD!" Claire screamed as a flood of sweet juices washed over my fingers. I felt her vaginal walls clamp down on my invading digits, and I frigged her even harder in response. She cried out as the shock waves of another orgasm ripped through her body.



"Oh God, oh God!" she gasped, trying to catch her breath. "Get on top of me and fuck me! I need your cock in me, now!"
I honored the lady's request. I rose up and mounted her, trapping her spread legs under my arms as she grabbed my iron hard cock and guided it into her hole. I flexed my hips, and inch by throbbing hard inch my cock sank into Claire's tight wet pussy until our pelvises met.
"God damn!" I groaned as I felt the warm, wet heat of her vagina wrap around my cock like a velvet vise.
"Oh yezzzz, it's so gooood!" Claire said huskily. "It feels like an iron bar inside me!"
I withdrew my cock almost all the way out, then slammed it back into her again, making her gasp. I began fucking her with long, hard, deep strokes, my balls slapping her taint each time I buried my meat balls-deep in her. Since her legs were hooked under my arms, her ass lifted off the bed as I plunged into her again and again.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The staccato slaps of flesh on flesh filled the air as I fucked Claire hard and fast, relentlessly driving my meat balls-deep into her again and again until she was near screaming.
"UNNH!" she groaned deeply, and I felt her cunt clutch at my pistoning cock.. I buried my meat into her and ground my hips in tight circles, churning her orgasming pussy into a creamy lather as she shook and shivered.
"Oh God, that was amazing." she moaned as the last quaking vestiges of her orgasm rippled through her. I began thrusting into her again with shorter, jabbing thrusts as I felt my own nut rising. I felt her pull me down and begin kissing my neck and upper chest as she worked her hips to match my pistoning rhythm.
"I'm not going to last too much longer, this first time." I grunted. "Where do you want it?"
"In my mouth." Claire replied. "I want to swallow it. I want to swallow your cum!"
We worked together, fucking in rhythm, humping lustily. "You feel that nut rising?" I said hoarsely.
"Mmm, I sure do." Claire said. "Fuck me, baby."
After a dozen more increasingly hard, violent strokes, I pulled out and straddled Claire, pushing her legs back into the mattress on either side of her body, which obscenely lifted her hips and ass even further off the bed. She pulled my cock to her face and slid her mouth over my painfully taut shaft.
"OH GOD DAMN!" I cried out as I thrust forward hard and fired the first blast of my semen into the back of her mouth. More spurts of my cum followed, jetting into her mouth with painfully ecstatic pulses. I barely heard her gulping as she swallowed my load, but the sight and sound was obscenely exhilarating. After several more painful jolts, I was finally spent.
Claire sucked hard on my cock to get every drop of my semen out, then licked and kissed and licked the sensitive head and upper shaft as I struggled to catch my breath.
"Mmmm, zum spritt!" she said with a smile as she finished cleaning me up. I lay down next to her and took her in my arms, kissing her forehead as she kissed my cheek and neck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Our second mating was slower, more luxuriously relaxed. Claire sucked me back up to iron hardness, then mounted me and impaled her tight pussy on my throbbing cock. She rode me for long minutes, and I could see by the look of pure ecstasy on her lovely face just how much she was enjoying it.
When she shifted to put the tops of her feet on the tops of my thighs, I massaged them in my hands, which turned me on and added to my pleasure. The sight of the lovely woman riding me, her breasts bouncing and her nipples hard, standing spikes, also added to my lusty pleasure.
Claire shivered in orgasm again, her cunt squeezing my deeply embedded spear as she moaned, then she leaned over and began nuzzling my neck. I'm usually the nuzzler, not the nuzzlee, but she seemed to be really into it, so I let her kiss my neck and jaw for several more minutes.
Finally I turned us over, keeping us connected. Once I was on top of her again, asserting my dominance, I slid my hands under her and gripped her asscheeks, pulling them to me as I kissed her ear and the side of her head. My thrusts were more like pushing my groin against hers, barely moving my fully sheathed cock in and out. Claire wrapped her legs around me, as if trying to keep me from escaping, but I wasn't going anywhere, fer damn sure.
As I felt my nut rise again, I whispered into her ear: "Where do you want my come?"
"Mmmm, the first load coated my tonsils," Claire said, "so you better believe I want the next load coating my cervix." Her hot words set me off, and I groaned as my semen splattered against the back of her vagina...
Part 12 - Watching and Waiting
8:30pm, Thursday, October 8th. The Detectives gathered in Classroom 'J', the large classroom near the gym in back, which had more room that Classroom 'E'. Everyone was dressed in their 'black' uniforms, with black armor with white letters 'TCPD' on the front and 'POLICE' on the backs.
"All right." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she came to the front, getting everyone's attention. "We're mixing up the partners tonight. Don't take it personally, but some of you have more stakeout experience than others. Lisa Monroe, you're with George Newman. Parker, you're with Waldorf. Joan Laurer, you're with Roark Coleman. Rodriguez, you're with Statler."
Lisa Monroe had been part of the City PD before we hired her, and she'd seen a lot of rough and ugly stakeouts. Statler and Waldorf had come to Vice from the Uniformed ranks.
Teresa pointed at four dots on the paper map mounted on an easel, and said: "Our Intel Branch has determined that the four most likely locations to be hit, based on surveillance, confidential informants, and trend analytics, are these two locations in the southwest corner of Town, this location fairly well south of Town, near the Junction Station Depot, and this location in the northwest suburbs, near where the Bypass turns west and becomes the Hammondsville Highway."
"With respect, ma'am," said Detective Roark Coleman, "why that northern location?"
Teresa looked back at me, sitting in the back with the Chief. I said "Teachable moment. Go ahead and tell them the basics of why we chose these locations."
"Lieutenant Mahoney-Milton?" Teresa said, using Mary's maiden as well as married names to distinguish her from her husband, Lt. Myron Milton.
"Yes ma'am." said Mary. "The location on the northside is owned by the same people that own the other northside location that was hit. We want to see who is going in and out of there, as well as how the people behind the counter are acting. The other locations have had gang activity or drug activity in the vicinity in the last 12 weeks or so, and we've also have had C.I.s say they've heard those locations mentioned as, quote, 'meeting places', unquote."
"Thank you, Lieutenant." Teresa said. "Okay, the way this is going to work is that each team will be given an iPad that has software allowing you to tap into the stores's closed-circuit cameras. And how that works is not something you need to know, so ask me no questions and I'll tell you no lies." Almost everyone chuckled at that.
Teresa: "These iPads will get the signals from about 250-300 feet away if you have a fairly unobstructed view of the building you're surveilling. You also need to park in places where you can see the area around the stores, see people coming and going. You will stay in your vehicles and monitor Channel 3 Encrypted Radio through your earbuds. Don't leave your vehicles and set up someplace unprotected. Am I clear?"
"Yes ma'am!" said a surprisingly strong chorus.
Teresa: "You are not to tell anyone not in this room now where your assigned locations are. We're not even telling the rest of the Police Force where we'll be. Now if a routine patrol spots you and comes to check you out, show your badges and let them know who you are, but tell them no more than that you're on assignment, and to contact me or Commander Troy if they have any issues."
Teresa: "Having said that, these are officially stakeouts. You're doing surveillance, but if something happens, if a robbery starts up, then hit the 'break' button on your radio, call for backup, then go in and interdict those perps. Standard rules of engagement. Your goal is to not let them get away, especially in a vehicle, but not by foot, either."
"Last but not least, the Feds and the Press." Teresa said. "While we do not expect any issues with Federal Agents, particularly the DEA, we do know they've been operating in our County without telling any of us what they're doing. If you spot a Federal Government vehicle, make a note of it, but don't interfere with their activities."
Teresa: "As to the Press, if you see any Press vehicles at all, call it in. If you see them frequently in an area, or actually setting up as if they're expecting something, call it in. If they spot you, and make any effort to blow your operation, drive the hell out of there and call in that you're breaking it off."
Teresa: "You need to be in place by 10:00pm, and be really alert as 11:00pm approaches and through to midnight. Okay, you'll come to my office one team at a time for location assignments, and then you'll walk straight out the door to your vehicles without even telling the other teams where you're assigned. Yes, we're compartmentalizing the hell out of this. Ask questions of me when you come in for your assignment. Commander, Chief, do you have anything for them?"
"Yezzz." drawled the Chief. He stood up and went to the front, and addressed the group: "Stakeouts are not fun, and they are potentially dangerous. All of you in here are well trained and have good instincts. Trust those instincts, and use them. If something looks out of the ordinary, it probably is. And most of all, take care of yourselves and each other, and come back in one piece. Mister Crow-barrrrr?"
"Yes sir." I said, coming forward. "Like the Chief said, come back in one piece. And you do that by keeping your eyes peeled and being aware of your surroundings and the tactical situation. Okay, let's get out there, and maybe we'll get lucky and bust some perps tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:05pm. Detectives Roark Coleman and Joan Laurer entered Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle's office. Joan all but came to attention as she said "Ma'am, we're reporting for our assignment." Coleman wasn't nonchalant, but he did not show the same near-military respect.
"Sure... oh, at ease, Joan." Teresa said. As Joan relaxed, Teresa said "Okay, you two are going to be watching the store at this location on the northside." She handed Joan a piece of paper, then said "There's a brick building with a row of office suites across the street. Its parking lot is not particularly well lit, and the unmarked car you're using has somewhat tinted windows, so you shouldn't be spotted very easily by anyone not looking hard for you."
"Ma'am, can I ask a question?" asked Roark Coleman. Rudistan would've said "You just did.", but Teresa was not in a joking mood. She just nodded, and Coleman said "Why are we being assigned to the north side? I thought the robbery there wasn't like the other ones."
Joan looked shocked at the question, but Teresa's face didn't flicker as she replied: "No, it wasn't like the others, but there was a robbery up there, and the analytics suggested this store could be a potential target. If it's not, and if you don't see anything, then it's 'no harm, no foul'."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Joan, then said to Coleman "Let's go." He had looked like he wanted to ask or say more, but she had cut him off at the knees. They left the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00pm, Thursday, October 8th. Roark Coleman sat in the driver's seat of the unmarked TCPD vehicle, and Joan Laurer was in the shotgun seat. The car was backed into a parking slot at the far end of a strip mall that faced the convenience store they were watching in the northwest corner of Town, not far from the Mall. To their right was an intersection with a traffic light, and there were entrances from both roads into the parking lot and gas pumps of the convenience store.
"It's eleven o'clock." Joan said as she watched the convenience store through her digital camera with a powerful monocular zoom lens attached. She could see inside the front doors, and they also had the video behind the counter showing up on the iPad mounted in a holder on the dash.
"Not a damn thing, so far." grumbled Coleman moodily. "This is a goddamn waste of time."
Joan turned her head and peered at him. When his eyes flickered over and caught her staring at him, he said "What?"
"Is there a problem here?" she inquired, almost accusingly.
Coleman exhaled, then said "A couple of things. First, I don't think we're being told everything by the leadership. It doesn't make sense to me to be sent here instead of the southside."
Joan looked back at the store they were surveilling as she said in the form of a quotation "Ours is not to reason why." When Coleman shifted in his seat, sliding down somewhat, she said "You see anything?"
"Not a damn thing." Coleman replied. "Empty street. Empty parking lot. Empty store."
"Welcome to stakeouts." Laurer said as she looked through the camera again.
"I know what stakeouts are." Coleman almost snarled. "I had to do them when I was in Vice. I thought when I got into MCD that I was past crap assignments like this."
Joan looked back at him again, this time peering harder than before. "You think you're too good to do stakeouts, now that you're in MCD?" she asked, her voice full of venom.
"I didn't say that." replied Coleman. "But this is something they could have Uniformed Officers put on plainclothes and do. And I wouldn't mind as much if we were watching a place we knew for sure had a drug operation going on. That's why I'm pissed that I don't think we're being told enough------"
"Let's just do our job and get this done." Joan said, interrupting him. She watched an old tan Toyota Camry pull into the parking lot of the convenience store, wrote down the license plate, then photographed it with her telescopic camera.
"Whoa, what's that?" she gasped. A young woman had gotten out of the shotgun seat side of the car and gone inside. She clicked the 'shutter' of the digital camera as she said "Did you see that?"
"What?" Coleman said, his voice disinterested and dispirited.
"That girl... she took a paper sack full of something into the store!" Joan said. She peered hard through the camera, then looked at the iPad. "She put the sack down on the counter, but close to the door, and out of sight of the camera behind the counter."
"Whoa." said Coleman, watching the traffic. "Heads up. I'm sure I just saw that black SUV ride by five minutes ago." He watched the taillights of the vehicle. "They just turned right. If they show up at this intersection again, we may be on to something." Just a moment later, he said "And there it is."
The front of the SUV had just come into view and looked like it was about to turn into the parking lot. And then a TCPD Police cruiser suddenly appeared from Coleman's left. It's blue lightbar began blazing briefly as it turned left into the parking lot very fast, crossing the oncoming traffic almost dangerously.
"What the fuck?" Joan gasped at the untoward action of the Police vehicle. They watched it park and its lightbar stop operating, then saw the Officer get out of the car and go into the store.
"That SUV sped up and drove off when the Police car came in." said Coleman, who had been watching it. The woman that had gone inside came back outside, with the same full paper sack, but the Detectives barely noticed. They were watching the iPad and the camera coverage inside.
"Shit!" Joan exclaimed. "I don't believe it! That bastard fucked us up!"
"Who is it?" Coleman asked. Then he recognized, as Joan had, the Officer that was looking at the snacks in the aisle in front of the counter. He was Patrol Officer Justin Hendricks.
To be continued.
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Part 13 - Cops and Robbers
I keep a lot of long nights, and not just with women. It's part of the job. And somehow I feel more at home during the hours Conan Doyle said were when the Powers of Evil were at their most exalted. I can't see what's sneaking up on me, but my prey can't see what's sneaking up on them, either...
11:40pm, Thursday, October 8th. I was in my office getting paperwork done, when my Police iPhone rang. It was Captain Tanya Muscone, who asked me to come to Classroom 'E'.
"Whassup?" I asked as I entered the room. Then I realized that Tanya's face was 'not perky', and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle had a full-bore 'Teresa Cunt' look on her normally attractive features. "Uh oh. What happened?" I asked.
"Joan Laurer just called in on her Police cellphone, rather than use the radio." Tanya reported. "She and Roark Coleman were staking out our target location on the northside. They observed some things that they think might've been the beginning of trouble, and then this happened." She nodded toward the screen, then started a video, which was the dashcam of the car Laurer and Coleman had been in.
"Oh. My. God." I said as we watched Officer Justin Hendricks swerve across traffic into the parking lot of the convenience store and then go inside. Then I was shown the recording of the internal video cam, and Hendricks taking considerable time looking at and getting snacks. Tanya sped up the tape until Hendricks brought his purchases of potato chips and Coca-Cola to the counter.
"He left right at 11:30pm." said Teresa. "Joan called it in on her cellphone, and I'm glad she did; Hendricks would have access to Channel 3 Encrypted Radio. After Hendricks left, I had them come on back in. They're doing their reports at their desks right now."
"Also, sir," Teresa continued, "Hendricks is on first shift. He's not supposed to be on patrol during second shift, and he was neither assigned to nor authorized a double shift."
"Tanya," I said, "go get Laurer and Coleman and bring them to my office. But first, load the tapes onto the evidence servers, so I can access them from my office... and also so we'll have it on record. Teresa, do you know where Hendricks is now?"
Teresa said "He turned off his regular GPS in his vehicle, another violation of standard operating procedures and policies, but Intel was tracking the hidden GPS in the vehicle that he doesn't know about, and can't be turned off. It looks like he went home, which is not very far away from the location of the stakeout. I'll bet dollars to doughnuts that he'll say he just stopped into that store on his way home."
"It's not on his direct path home," I replied, "and from what I'm seeing on the monitor here, he was patrolling around in his Police cruiser for a while right in that area. Teresa, have some Uniformed Officers go over there and pick him up and bring him in..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 midnight, becoming Friday, October 9th. Detectives Joan Laurer and Roark Coleman were in the 'hot chairs' in front of my desk, with Tanya in her wheelchair between them. All four of us were drinking coffee as we went over the tapes as well as the digital photographs Joan had downloaded from her camera.
I said "Intel says the car tag on that brown Camry was reported stolen six weeks ago from the parking lot of a nightclub in the southeastern part of Town, so that in itself is a red flag. Tell me again what the woman that went into the store looked like?"
Joan Laurer said: "Just as a fleeting impression, she looked young, and maybe Hispanic. I didn't get a really good look at her, and I apologize for not getting a photograph. I didn't realize right away that she was carrying a full grocery sack into the store."
"You did observe that, though, and quickly. And that's very good." I said, complimenting her. "Unfortunately, she never showed up on the store camera. She apparently stayed near the door. Coleman, what did you observe?"
"Sir, I was looking at the traffic." replied Coleman. "I was watching for that SUV I'd seen a couple of times earlier. And it had just shown up and looked like it was going to turn into the parking lot when Hendricks flew in like a bat out of hell. The SUV didn't turn into the parking lot, but went straight through the intersection. I never could get a plate."
"If it was involved, that plate was likely stolen, too." I said. "But... yeah! It looks like Intel was right, and this may have been the place that was going to be hit tonight------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door to the office opened to reveal Lt. Commander Croyle. "Sir," she reported, "Hendricks's vehicle is parked at his apartment building. But there was no response when Johnson and Meir knocked on the door."
"Are they still there, at the apartment?" I asked quickly.
"Yes sir, they're in their Patrol cruiser in front of the building." Teresa replied. 
"Contact them via cellphone, and not on the radio." I said. "Tell them to stay there and watch the apartment. If Hendricks shows up, have them bring him in. In the meantime, send someone to get a warrant to enter Hendricks's apartment, and if he's there drag his fat ass down here to the Station under arrest."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "What's the probable cause for the warrant?"
"Material witness warrant." I replied. "And the Night Court magistrate usually doesn't make us go through hoops to get a warrant, so start out vague." Teresa nodded, and closed the door behind her as she left.
"Okay, then." I said. "Coleman, unless Captain Muscone needs you for something, go get your paperwork done and then you can go home. Laurer, you and Captain Muscone stay here for a moment." 
"You heard him, Coleman." Tanya said with a grin. "Get going while the getting is good."
"Yes ma'am." said Coleman. He quickly exited the office.
"Okay, Joan," I said, "I observed that you were very uncomfortable while we've been talking here tonight, and that discomfort increased when Coleman was talking. Is there a problem with him? Something that you need to tell me?"
"Uhhh..." Laurer said, having been taken completely off guard. "Er, I'm not a snitch, sir."
"Point taken." I said. "So tell me what it's about, anyway."
Joan recounted how Coleman had been in Teresa's office, then on the stakeout. "His attitude towards the whole thing really bothered me, sir. Not that I'm perfect, but I thought he was unprofessional to even question the assignment, and then his comments about being in MCD and not wanting to do stakeouts really rankled me. He should've just kept his mouth shut and done the job."
"I hear you." I said. "Thank you for telling me, and for your own good examples of professionalism. And seeing that woman with the sack at the store really was an excellent observation. Okay, go get your paperwork done and go home and get some sleep." Joan did not have to be asked twice, and left the office quickly.
"Dayum!" Tanya exclaimed. "You observed that just sitting there? Geez, sir..."
"Magicians shouldn't tell their tricks," I said with a grin, "but in truth, I observed it because I was looking for it. When you showed me the footage from their dashcam, the volume was way down, but was not completely off. I could hear Coleman bitching, and Joan is so professional that I figured it offended her. So I hit her with it and asked straight out, and she came correct with the story."
"Do you want me to say something to Coleman?" asked Tanya. "Or do you have some discipline in mind?"
"I most certainly have discipline and a lot more in mind for that fat bag of shit Hendricks." I replied sourly. "As for Coleman, we'll monitor him for now, and see if there's a problem there..."
Part 14 - Media Matters
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 9th, from the KXTC studios. "The Town & County Police continue to fail to solve a series of convenience store holdups!"
After the 'hard charging' music intro, Bettina began: "Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police have failed to make any tangible progress in solving a series of convenience store robberies in the largely Hispanic areas of the County, and Civil Rights leaders are becoming angrier at the lack of attention being given to them. Democrat candidate for Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver, who many say was defrauded of his rightful win in the last Mayoral race, has demanded a meeting with Police Commander Donald Troy to discuss Commander Troy's failure to act to bring the robbers to justice. Neither the Town & County Police nor Commander Troy personally responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News on the matter."
Bettina: "And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for an important story on the Public Safety Department's leadership. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with TCPD Headquarters in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that Police Captain of Detectives Tanya Perlman Muscone will be nominated to replace Cindy Ross as Deputy Chief. Ross is retiring and subsequently taking a position in the Sheriff's Department."
Amber: "The nomination to Deputy Chief will require the approval of the Town & County Council, as the Police Deputy Chief is considered to be a Principal for the County, and can sign binding contracts on behalf of the County. But Commander Donald Troy should not consider the nomination of Captain Perlman to be rubber-stamped by the Council. We are joined now by Town & County Councilwoman Susan Weston, a former Police Captain herself."
Susan Weston was shown on a split-screen with Amber, who said "Councilwoman Weston, do you support the nomination of Tanya Muscone to the Deputy Chief position?"
"No I do not, Amber." said Weston. "Captain Muscone is a paraplegic, and I've been told by a number of people that she has done a very poor job as Captain of Detectives as a result of her handicap. We will also be correct to question her qualifications for the job with regard to the Budget and the financial issues the Deputy Chief is expected to fully understand."
Amber: "What about Deputy Chief Cindy Ross moving to the Sheriff's Department? The TCPD and the Sheriff say it's a lateral move that doesn't require Council approval. Do you agree with that?"
"No, Amber." said Weston. "Even if it were an actual transfer, I would not agree with that, and would join my fellow Council members in suing the Public Safety Department over it. But in this case, Deputy Chief Ross is retiring from the Police, as is her right as a Medal of Valor recipient, and is then being hired by the Sheriff's Department. We believe that makes Council approval a necessity."
"Thank you, Councilwoman Weston." Amber said brightly. "Back to you, Bettina!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"For God's sake." muttered Police Chief Sean Moynahan as he, Sheriff Griswold, me, Captain Muscone, Deputy Chief Ross, and Lt. Commander Croyle drank coffee and watched in the Chief's Conference Room. "We haven't even formally nominated Captain Musconnnnne... yet."
"Pre-emptive strike by Weston." growled Griswold grumpily. "She's hated Tanya for years, since the time they were both on the Police Force."
"And don't believe her bullshit that Tanya was doing a bad job." I said, seeing the look on Tanya's face Weston had said that. "I think Weston made that up purely as a cheap shot. The job you've done, Tanya, has been stellar for walking people, and is all the more impressive with you in that wheelchair. And our first-class Intel Branch was born as an idea in your head, if memory serves me correctly."
"Thank you, sir." Tanya said. Teresa put her arm around Tanya in a hug.
"Are they right that I have to be approved for the move to the Sheriff's Department, Sheriff?" Cindy Ross asked.
"I'm afraid so." replied the Sheriff. "I was ready to give those bastards a Court fight over the lateral transfer, but they do have a point about the retirement and rehiring."
Teresa said "Getting that approval should be easy enough, shouldn't it?"
"I don't know." said the Sheriff. "And neither is Tanya's promotion. It may not be along Party lines, either. I remember that Republican John Colby had to be convinced to allow Tanya back on the Force as a Captain. Flip side of that is that Democrat Melinda Adams is a strong women's advocate, and even outgoing Reginald B.F. Lewis gained a lot of respect for Tanya over time."
"And Weston hates Tanya's guts." I said. "And she will be fighting her promotion with everything she's got. She might do some good old-fashioned political 'horse trading' in order to scuttle the nomination. I would think Cindy's transfer would be a fait accompli, though."
"Well, it's a moot point." said the Chief. "Sooooo, to change the subject... what happened with Hendricks last night?"
"He wasn't at home." Teresa said. "He parked his Police cruiser outside his apartment but apparently did not go inside. We had a patrol sitting there all night to get him when he came back, but he managed to get into his vehicle and drive into work this morning without them seeing him, so I now have two Patrol Officers from Third Shift that are going to have to explain how they let the Fat Boy get past them."
"That may actually be for the best." I said. "The first thing he's going to do is demand a Union Rep, and they tend to prefer being called during daylight hours instead of in the dead of night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:15am, Friday, October 9th. After watching the Fox Eight News morning show, Teresa, Tanya, Cindy, and I began the 'Angels Meeting' in my office.
Teresa asked "Why didn't KFXU talk about the way Judge Nance released those women, and your rescue of them?"
Tanya said "The Feds asked them to bury it, and unlike those pricks at KXTC, the KFXU guys agreed. The reason was so that the Feds could get those women into Witness Protection and go after more Cartel members without asshole reporters like KXTC's crew hounding them and exposing their Agents."
I said "I hate it, too. That was a chance to expose Judge Nance for his harmful decisions from the Bench with the Election coming up in November. But I understand why the Feds wanted to bury it, and why KFXU agreed to hold off on reporting about it. Okayyyyy, what's going on in Chief Moynahan's Police Force today?"
"I'm going to go finish the Budget, so that you guys can get paid next year." said Cindy, getting up. She suited the deed to the word, and exited the office.
Teresa started: "The big issue today is Justin Hendricks. He will be brought here by other Officers after Roll Call at the Precinct. He's going to be grounded, and not permitted to drive a Police vehicle without someone else in the car, but we've tried that before and he's grieved it, so I expect he'll grieve it again. This guy is harder to get rid of than Sharples and McCombs put together."
Sharples and McCombs were dirty Officers that we finally got rid of after a seemingly Herculean effort. Sharples was later convicted of murder in the first and executed by the State for that crime.
"Why does the Union always protect the worst dirtbags the hardest?" Tanya asked, exasperation in her voice.
"I've asked myself that more times than I can count." I replied. "And to be candidly honest, I don't think we'll get him for this one, either, though we may can get him grounded and put on desk duty------"
*BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!* *BUZZZ!*
It was the Duty Desk, buzzing me to say that Hendricks and his escort Officers had arrived...
Part 15 - The Union vs. The Slenderman
"You can never trust a policeman. As soon as you think he's okay, he turns legit." said a very smart dame once upon a time. Probably Mae West. Anyhoo, there is nothing dirtier than a dirty cop with a badge and a gun, and they're harder to get rid of than cockroaches when they have a dirty Union supporting them. Dirty cops are a major reason why I carry slugs of bourbon in my flask and wear armor to intercept their slugs fired from their powerful handguns.
Back in the old days of the gumshoe cops and dime novelists like Spillane, there was very little technology. Paper records, fingerprints on paper and by tape, powder, and done by hand, radios that operated on the Citizens Band (CB). Yeah, those were the days of guys like me, Russ Ferrament. Today? Ain't technology wonderful! But one thing has remained the same: crowbars are made the same way, and it still hurts to get hit by one...
Officer Justin Hendricks was brought to the Main Conference Room. Sitting on the far side of the table were myself, Lt. Commander Croyle, and Lt. Commander Ted Orosco of Internal Affairs. Orosco had been a longtime Agent in the State Bureau of Investigation before being hired as the TCPD's Internal Affairs leader. He was honest, which is a lot more than I can say for many longtime SBI Agents.
Hendricks sat down in a chair on the other side of the table from us without being invited to, and said "I want a Union Rep."
"You weren't asked to sit down." Teresa Croyle said.
"I want a Union Rep." said Hendricks again, making no effort to stand back up.
I sent a text on my Police iPhone, and an instant later a Union Rep in a three thousand dollar suit was admitted into the room by my assistant Helena. Yeah, I'd already called the Union and told them to send someone, and I was a bit surprised at how quickly they did so. He sat down next to Hendricks.
I opened a folder and brought out a number of photographs, and said "These photos are from videocameras in areas northwest of Town. With the timestamps, we've traced your general route from about 10:30 to just after 11:00pm. Why were you driving around in a Police cruiser at that time, in a manner to suggest you were on patrol?"
"There's nothing wrong with that." said the Union Rep.
"I beg to differ." I replied. "He wasn't on duty. He's assigned to first shift, and he was neither asked nor authorized to be on duty during second shift hours. He was driving a TCPD vehicle, burning the TCPD's gasoline, and driving in either an aimless manner or in a manner of patrolling, neither of which is authorized nor allowed."
"You drive your Police vehicle on your own time all the time." replied the Union Rep.
"This isn't about Commander Troy." Teresa said menacingly. "This is about Officer Hendricks, so your attempt to make the relevance excuse won't cut it here."
"I will add," I added, "that I am authorized to drive my Police SUV in a manner that Hendricks is not, because of threats to my life, including the time my last vehicle was ambushed and shot up to hell, with me in it." (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 03-04.)



I continued: "And I agree with Commander Croyle that your attempt to justify Officer Hendricks's actions by saying I'm doing the same will not hold. This is purely about his actions last night."
"I agree with that, also." said Lt. Commander Orosco.
"There's still nothing wrong with Officer Hendricks's actions." said the Union Rep.
"Again, I beg to differ." I replied. "Officer Hendricks needs to explain why he was driving the way he was when he was not on duty. What's your answer, Hendricks?"
"There's nothing wrong with patrolling when I'm not officially on duty." Hendricks replied. "It's done all the time."
I said "Just after 11:00pm, you pulled into this convenience store. I will add that you turned left against oncoming traffic in a fast and dangerous manner."
"I turned on my lightbar." said Hendricks.
 "Which brings us to our next point." I said. "Why did you turn on your lightbar?"
"So people would see me when I turned left." said Hendricks.
"I'm getting tired of your disrespect and insubordination." said Teresa. "I consider that sarcastic reply insubordinate, and your lack of using the word 'sir' when replying to the Police Commander is likewise insubordinate and disrespectful."
"It's not required to call him 'sir'." said the Union Rep. "This is not the Army."
"Yes it is required." said Orosco. "Especially in a setting like this."
"That's a load of crap." said the Union Rep. "And if you try to use that against Officer Hendricks, we'll grieve it and demand Federal arbitration to settle it."
"You wish you could get Federal arbitration." I replied, knowing what groundwork the Rep was really setting up. "So, Hendricks, you burned your lightbar to cross the street dangerously. Did you perceive a crime in progress at that store?"
"No." said Hendricks.
"No what?" said Teresa.
"No, I did not perceive a crime in progress." said Hendricks.
"That's it." said Teresa, getting up.
"What are you doing?" the Rep said as Teresa came around the table, not noticing me reaching up and clicking my ink pen in my pocket on my chest.
"I'm going to beat the fuck out of this fat piece of shit for his disrespect towards the Police Commander." Teresa snarled.
*WHAM!*
The Iron Wolf had pulled hard at the back of Hendricks's chair and he tipped over., landing hard on the back of the chair as it landed on the floor. Then she kicked the Fat Boy in the side of the head.
"Hey!" said the Union Rep, getting up. He was about to grab Teresa, but noticed that I'd risen to my feet, and that my red crowbar was in my hand as I began coming around the table. The Rep stood still, knowing that his very life was in mortal danger at that moment.
I came up to the Rep. "You touch her, and you will not live one more minute." I said.
"You're nuts!" the Rep gasped. "And won't get away with this!"
"Get away with what, Orosco?" I asked.
"I dunno, I haven't seen a damn thing." Orosco correctly replied. "All I saw was Hendricks leaning back too far and tipping over. Did it to himself."
"All right, Commander," I said to Teresa, "that's enough. If the fat fuckwad continues to be disrespectful to me, we'll let his fellow Officers handle it at a later time. The Union Rep knows how things work among the Brotherhood in Blue."
"Yes sir." said Teresa, going back to her chair. I then returned to my chair as Hendricks struggled to get back up.
"I'm not answering any more questions." said Hendricks.
"Then you're suspended without pay," I replied, "pending your termination for insubordination. We're really just asking these questions for information, you know. It's you who demanded the Rep, then acted insubordinate to reasonable questions. Now sit your fat ass back down."
"Have a seat." said the Rep, with a smirk on his face. "We'll barbecue their asses later."
Yeah, I thought to myself, he thinks he's recording this. But that ink pen I clicked? It's a bug killer. It kills microphones. The Union Rep had recorded static, like what the Slender Man does to cameras. Ain't technology wonderful?
"Why did you go into that store, if there was no crime in progress?" I asked.
"To get snacks." Hendricks replied.
"While patrolling?" I shot back.
"I was off-duty." said Hendricks.
"Ohhhh, so earlier you said you were patrolling." I said. "Now you admit you were off duty. Those two don't mix... by regulation, they don't mix. Stopping for snacks while patrolling is verboten. So... which is it?"
"Whichever way I want it to be." said Hendricks disrespectfully. "I've done nothing wrong in any scenario here."
"You must've been really hungry, to burn your lightbar to get into the parking lot." I said. "Couldn't wait even fifteen seconds?" Hendricks said nothing.
"Why did you stop at that particular convenience store?" asked Teresa.
"It was on my way home." said Hendricks.
"Now I know you're lying." I said. "That store is not anywhere near any reasonable route from the Precinct nor this Headquarters to your home. And speaking of your home, you went there and parked, but you were not there when the Police arrived to bring you here. Where were you?"
"How do you know he wasn't at home?" the Union Rep said craftily. I ignored him.
"Where were you, Hendricks?" I asked again.
"I was at a friend's apartment." Hendricks replied. "Or is that against regulations, too?"
"What's your friend's name? Who can verify that?" I asked.
"I refuse to answer." said Hendricks.
"Okay then." I said. "Hendricks, your driving privileges are revoked. You cannot be alone in any Town & County Public Service vehicle, much less operate one, without the express written consent or order of the Sheriff, Police Chief, me, or Commander Croyle. You are grounded, and will be assigned duties at your assigned Precinct Headquarters. Is that clear?"
Hendricks turned to the Union Rep and said "I'm grieving that. And I'm grieving the assault on me that just took place in here, witnessed by the Internal Affairs leader."
"I didn't see any assault at all." Orosco said again. "And if you say one more word, I'll suspend you without pay pending processing of your termination."
"Then do it, or don't." said the Union Rep. "Hendricks, we'll talk. We'll grieve the prohibition on driving and not being assigned field duties. And this hearing is over." He got up.
"It wasn't a hearing." I said. "I'm looking forward to the real hearing, when Hendricks's termination is adjudicated."
The Union Rep looked at me hatefully, then said "You'll be hearing from our lawyers about that assault."
It was my turn to smirk at him.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After leaving Police Headquarters, the Union Rep drove out of the parking lot and pulled into the lot behind the building at Riverside and College, from whose roof KXTC broadcast their morning reports. He took out the digital audio recorder in his jacket's inner pocket, and rewound back and forth to the right place. At first, he heard the recorded conversation, which did show Hendricks's insubordination. But that wouldn't matter when the assault on Hendricks was heard.
And then he heard static, and a high-pitched hum that became a screech. It sounded as if the Slender Man had suddenly shown up and screwed up the recording. The static ended well after the assault ended. The Union Rep shouted unprintable curses as he wished many bad things upon the Iron Crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Orosco was in my office with me and Teresa. He brought up the official video recording of the interview. Sure enough, just before Teresa got up, the video and audio dissolved into pure static and screeching.
"With all due respect, sir," Orosco said, "how did that happen?"
I replied by singing. Yes, singing:
"Slen-der Man, Slen-der Man,
Sometimes hums a lowly drone,
Slen-der Man, Slen-der Man,
He will wander 'round your home...
"Okay, okay." said Orosco. "Just be careful, sir. One day someone is going to figure out how to beat that thing. Anyway, because there is a patch of static, we may not be able to use this to terminate Hendricks's employment with the TCPD."
"I wasn't expecting that we could, anyway." I replied. "Okay, Ted, thanks for coming to that little meeting this morning. I trust you'll let the Chief and Sheriff know about what happened?"
"Just the parts I can prove." Orosco said, meaning he would not be discussing the assault. "And I'll keep the I.G. in the loop, too. If you'll excuse me, sir?" I nodded and he got up and made his goodbyes and exited.
"I would apologize, sir," said Teresa, "but I'm not sorry."
"Say no more of it." I replied, pointing at the light fixture in the ceiling, as if to suggest the room was bugged by I.A.
"Did we get anything of value from that?" Teresa asked. "Besides the obvious value of stripping Hendricks of his Police vehicle and being in the field?"
"Oh, yes." I replied. "I was looking for two things from Hendricks, and I got what I was looking for. First, he didn't even wait to ask for a Union Rep. He didn't even ask what it was about before asking for that Rep. And the Rep didn't even ask what it was about. That suggests they already knew, and a guilty conscience."
"And second," I continued, "Hendricks didn't even bat an eyelash when we asked him about that convenience store and his haste in getting to it. If he didn't already know, he should've at least looked like he was trying to figure it out in his head."
Teresa asked "So why did he pull in so quickly like that?"
"You tell me." I replied, turning it around on her to let (and make) her think about it in the correct perspective.
"Like your said, sir," Teresa replied, "Fat Boy must've been really hungry. Why don't you just give me the answer."
I chuckled, then said "Roark made one good observation on the stakeout, despite his dislike of being assigned to it: he saw that black SUV going around the block and about to turn into the convenience store parking lot. Hendricks knew we were staking out the place, and knew the robbery was about to take place. He had to get in the parking lot before that SUV did, but he'd timed it poorly, and was almost too late to the party."
"Ohhhhh." Teresa said, getting it. "By being there, he was calling it off! He saved the perps from getting busted."
"So I read the riddle." I said. "Unfortunately, we only have circumstantial evidence, and thin evidence at that."
"It should be enough to get him fired, though." said Teresa hopefully. "He did enough things wrong to justify it."
"Well," I said, "there are a couple of other issues involved. First, we can't prove that that black SUV was bringing perps to rob the place. Second, Hendricks has likely figured out that we must be onto him, or someone has or will tell him. So if the perps are smart, and with Hendricks not as easily able to intervene to stop a robbery in progress that we may be onto, they should at least lay low for a while."
"Or change locations." Teresa said.
"We'll continue to do stakeouts, but I'm not expecting a whole lot." I said. "Indeed, it may stop the robberies, which will get the Press off our backs... the Press..."
I went into what others call a 'reverie'. Something had come to my mind, and now I was mentally processing it in my 'mind palace', almost seeing the new paths tear open before me. When I finally came out of it, I saw Teresa typing on her iPad and glancing at me every once in a while.
"Figured it out, sir?" she asked.
"Not completely." I said. "But I just realized something, and my mind weaved it into the quilt of this mystery..."
Part 16 - Tangled Webs Weaved
1:30pm, Friday, October 9th. After getting back from taking the MCD Lieutenants to the Irish Pub a.k.a. the 'Cop Bar' for lunch, I was called into the Chief's Conference Room. Waiting for me were Chief Moynahan, Sheriff Griswold, and Mayor Daniel Allgood.
The best way to describe Daniel Allgood is that he looked like 'Clark Kent' in his suits and glasses, though his raven black hair was just a bit curlier. Daniel looked like he could tear off his suit and 'Superman' would appear, what with his broad shoulders and good, fit physique.
He had been a TCPD Officer, then the head of Internal Affairs before winning a term as Sheriff and then Mayor as a Republican. The Democrats had tried to steal the Mayoral election with fraudulent votes 'found' in the trunk of a car, but had failed. Nevertheless, the rabidly dishonest Media constantly told the Public that he was an illegitimate Mayor that had stolen the election, and made sure to call him a racist White Nationalist, since the Democrat he legitimately defeated was Black.
And as he was running again this year, the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division had filed a racial discrimination lawsuit against him, with the clear and obvious intent to harm him in the upcoming November Election. Not only had Mayor Allgood not capitulated, he was countersuing, fighting the onerous and abusive power of the Federal Government.
"Have a seat, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr." said the Chief. I went around and sat in my 'normal' seat to the Chief's left, with the Sheriff in his seat to my left. Mayor Allgood was directly across from me. "We have a little mystery of our owwnnnnn, which we'd like you to help us sollllve."
"How can I help, sir?" I asked.
The Chief said "The Union grieved our grounding Hendricks, which is no surprise. What was a surprise is that the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) called the Sheriff and me, and the U.S. Department of Labor called all three of us about it."
"Already?" I gasped, feeling sure that my face mirrored my stunned surprise. "What... what did they want?"
"The NLRB asked me to not impose the suspension until the Union hearing was con-duck-ted and the full process played out." drawled the Chief. "The Department of Labor official said the same thing."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "Their conversation with me went along the lines of wanting me to force the Chief to keep Hendricks active until the hearing and the process were completed."
Mayor Allgood said: "The NLRB didn't call me, but the DOJ official did. He wanted me to force the Sheriff and Chief to not suspend Hendricks. I told him that what the Police did was not my business. He then said that if I 'cooperated', the Civil Rights Division would take it easier on me in their lawsuit. I replied that I intended to fight them like hell and win, and therefore I didn't give a damn about their false offers. I also told him not to contact me again unless it was through my lawyer."
I nodded as I absorbed the information. They were all peering at me as I thought about it. Finally I said "Why didn't they just sue us to stop the imposition of the action against Hendricks?"
"Good question." said Sheriff Griswold. "Are you asking it seriously, or rhetorically?"
I smiled. "You've figured me out, Sheriff." I said. "It's some of both. My answer to it is that it would take time to have the lawsuit heard, and we might win the ruling in the end. They obviously want the action stayed immediately, and for the stay to continue at least until the hearing, which might take days or even a couple of weeks."
"But why?" asked Mayor Allgood.
"That is what I need to figure out." I said. "But I'll ask this question: why is the U.S. Department of Labor so interested in the situation with Hendricks?"
Daniel and the Chief shrugged. The Sheriff looked hard at me, then said "I think you need to ask the question another way, Crowbar. You mean 'Why is a Federal Agency so interested in this situation?', don't you?"
I grinned. "Exactly, Sheriff." To the others, I said "That's why he's the Master, and I am but the Student."
"Good asskissing skills, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching merrily.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Friday, October 9th. Intel Branch Lieutenant Mary Milton and MCD Lieutenant Jerome Davis came to my office. After I had them sit down, Mary said "We've got some information on that money the shopkeepers that were victims of the robberies had in their accounts, sir."
"Good." I said. "Whaddya got?"
Mary said "The large deposits came in by wire transfers. We began tracing the sources, and found that the transactions were routed through the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta. When we tried to dig further, we couldn't trace it."
"They're stopping you from looking?" I asked.
Mary said "It's more like there's nothing there to trace. I've seen this before, sir, but usually for undercover or classified operations. And here's another quirk, sir, that will tie in to what Jerome is about to tell you. The money is there, in the accounts, but the account owners can't see it if they use their bank's apps to check their balances. We can see it, but they can't."
I looked over at Jerome, who said "My guys brought them all in for questioning. They all denied having the money in their accounts. Then when we showed them the printouts, they logged into their apps and showed us that those deposits weren't showing up there. They appeared genuinely shocked about it all."
I nodded, then said "I think they might be telling the truth. Someone else may have put that money into those accounts, essentially hiding it, maybe with the idea of getting it back later. Orrrrr..... there may be another reason: we can see the money, and someone wanted us to see the money."
"But why, sir?" Jerome asked.
"Another case of 'look at the shiny object over here, and don't look at what we're doing over there'." I said. "A lot of tangled webs being weaved in these cases, wouldn't you say?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm, Friday, October 9th. Lt. Mary Milton brought Terry Halston to my office, followed by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "We have breaking news, sir." Mary said as I had them sit down, Teresa on the sofa behind the others in the chairs.
"Don't keep me in suspense." I replied.
"Sir," said Halston, "I heard from 'Caleb', my new C.I. He said that word in the Underground is that an assassination hit has been ordered against a TCPD Officer named Justin Hendricks."
"Did he say who ordered the hit?" I asked. "The Eighth Street Latinos?"
"No sir." said Halston. "He didn't know who was ordering the hit, but he did know that no one in the gangs were willing to do it, even for the $150,000 being offered. Then an offer to pay $200,000 was made, again with no takers."
"Wow. Double the going rates, and no one would touch it." I said. "Have you confirmed it, Lieutenant?"
"Not yet, sir." Mary replied. "All the MCD and Vice Detectives are calling their C.I.s, and we're hitting all the usual sources to confirm rumors like these, but that might take some time, and Intel just heard from 'Caleb' while you and I were at lunch."
"When is the hit supposed to go down?" I asked.
Halston said "Tonight, sir, according to 'Caleb'. He didn't know where."
Mary said "We've been tracking Justin Hendricks for longer than just last night, sir, mostly for Internal Affairs. But he always drove his assigned Police cruiser, and now that's been taken from him. His POV (privately owned vehicle) is old, grandfathered from the requirement to have a 'THEFT' tracking device built in, so if he uses that, we can't trace him."
"Unless someone sneaks in and puts a tracker on his POV, sir." suggested Ranger Halston.
"That'll require a warrant." Teresa reminded us. "Should I try to get one?"
"No." I said. "That'll alert Judge Nance as well as the God-damned Media. Put a plainclothes detail in an unmarked car on him." Teresa began making texts.
"Okay, guys, this is great stuff." I said. "Keep up the good work, and see if you can find more pieces to the puzzle. You can go. Commander, stay here a moment." Mary and Halston left.



After a few minutes of thought, as Teresa watched me staring at the wall to my right, upon which rested framed citations and plaques, I finally said "There's another way to confirm this, if what I'm thinking is right." I then looked at Teresa and said "But it's completely off book and off the record, if you get my drift."
"I'm your Angel for it, then." Teresa said.
I fished out my personal iPhone and made a call. "Hi, it's me... yes... we need to meet... I'm bringing the Iron Wolf... yes... okay, we'll be there..."
Part 17 - The Kill
10:45pm, Friday, October 9th. Tarnished Police Officer Justin Hendricks came into the abandoned King & Ebenezer Food Industries building west of Town. The former meat processing plant was pitch black dark and had a dank smell. Hendricks had a battery-powered LED lantern that lit the large space in a dim, eerie blue.
"You there?" Hendricks called out.
"We're here, all right." growled a voice. Suddenly the outside of the building was lit with the almost blinding blue light of Police vehicle lightbars being turned on all at once, and the inside lights came on. As Hendricks looked around, he saw Officers of the Law pouring into the building, heavily armed and armored, surrounding him.
And then the Officer behind the voice appeared, wearing all black with a khaki-colored trenchcoat over it, a khaki Tilley Hat with Airborne wings over the Police hat badge, and carrying a red crowbar in his hand.
"What the hell is going on?" Hendricks snarled loudly.
"What are you doing here?" I snarled back. "And who were you going to meet?"
"I'm here to meet a confidential informant." replied Hendricks. "But you just fucked that up."
"My heart bleeds." I said. "So... is this confidential informant on file with us, like he or she should be?"
"I want a Union Rep." said Hendricks. "I'm not answering any more questions without a Union Rep present."
"He wants a Union Rep." I said to Teresa Croyle, who had come up with a small wooden chair, like those found in Sunday School rooms for kids, or maybe kindergartens.
I then said to a Officer in all black and heavily armored, wearing a helmet and goggles that secured his identity: "Frisk the bastard." The Officer did so, removing Hendricks's service weapon. He had no other weapons on him. I said loudly: "Search the building! Every inch of it!"
Officers rushed to implement my instructions. After five minutes, one of them came back and said "No one else here, sir, nor on the grounds outside."
"Okay, good." I said. "All of you except Hotel and Mike here can go." I was referring to the two Officers that were armored and masked. All the other Officers left the building, except Teresa.
"Sit down, Fat Boy." I said. When Hendricks did not move, I yelled "I SAID SIT THE FUCK DOWN, YOU FAT PIECE OF SHIT!" The two armored and masked Officers moved forward and forced Hendricks to sit on the small chair.
"This is harassment!" Hendricks yelled. "This is physical abuse! And I object to your yelling at me like that, Troy! I demand you show me some respect!----- UHHK!"
*THWACK!*
I had swung the red crowbar like a baseball bat, and hit Hendricks solidly on his chest, right on his sternum.
"You'd better start showing me some respect, you disgusting fatbody." I said. "If you're trying to draw my ire and make me get physical... I just did. The next crowbar blow will knock your goddamned teeth out. And the third blow will split your head in two. I'm not playing with you any more, Fat Boy. This is for keeps!"
"I protest this physical abuse." Hendricks said, between coughs. "I want a Union Rep."
"I'm sure you do." I said. "But I'm not asking you any more questions. I'm here to tell you some news. Whoever called you here was not going to meet you. He or she was going to kill you. Your little exploit at the convenience store last night did not fool us, Fat Boy... and your handlers know that we know. And they won't stop trying to kill you until you are either dead or you tell us what they don't want you to tell us."
"I don't believe you." said Hendricks. "You're just trying to set up an excuse to kill me yourself."
"If he wanted you dead, Dog Shit, you'd be dead already." Teresa growled huskily into Hendricks's ear, almost whispering. "And the Iron Crowbar is the only reason I haven't wiped you out yet. Now are you sure there's nothing you'd like to tell us, before some very serious people do some very serious damage to you?"
Hendricks said: "I'm here to meet a C.I. I want a Union Rep. I will answer no questions without a Union Rep present."
Teresa cackled, a sound that could be horrifying in its malignant intent. She said "That's fitting... Dog Shit here is going to go to his grave asking for a Union Rep."
I replied: "Oh, Fat Boy here knows I'm not going to kill him, and he knows that if I really needed to know his information, we wouldn't be here having this pleasant conversation. He knows I'd be getting the information by other... very unpleasant... means."
"I want a Union Rep." said Hendricks again.
"Let's get out of here." I said to Teresa. "Fat Boy knows the score. If he chooses to ignore his situation, then it's his funeral... literally" The light suddenly cut off, and we exited the building, leaving Hendricks sitting alone in the dark...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I've heard a lot of nasty stories from a lot of broken men over shots of bourbon about their ex-wives. I just listen and try not to laugh. None of their ex-wives even come close to being as cold-blooded my own ex. James Bond ain't the only Agent with a license to kill and the willingness to do so...
Earlier that day, Teresa and I had gone to see Melina Allgood, Mayor Daniel Allgood's beautiful wife. Melina Troy Allgood, that is. Yep, my ex-wife. And my current wife's sister.
And that's the part people know about. What they don't know is that Melina was once the most dangerous and feared 'wet boy', a.k.a. sniper assassin, in the CIA. Then she became a 'Dark Agent' in the FBI, practicing her dark arts for the FBI.
As we sat down in her living room, the family dog Dorothy jumped onto my lap, and I began petting her. Dorothy was the daughter of my dog Bowser. Even if she wasn't, I would be petting her. Your Iron Crowbar loves dogs.
"So, what did you need to talk about?" Melina asked.
"First," I said, "you may speak as totally freely in front of Teresa as you would me, so don't hold back. Second, has anyone contacted you about killing a dirty cop named Justin Hendricks?"
Melina was good. Damn good. Her blue eyes didn't even flicker. She said "Not much gets past you... or are you guessing right again?"
"I assure you that it's a very educated guess." I replied. "So what can you tell me?"
Melina said "The answer is 'yes'. I've been asked to assassinate TCPD Officer Justin Hendricks, but I can say no more about it. Or do I need to?" Teresa was gaping at both of us.
I said "Why don't I tell you, and you can correct me where I go astray. The request was made a a very high level of the DEA. They recruited Hendricks as a C.I. and a mole, or so they thought. He double-crossed them, and now they're scared he'll tell our Internal Affairs... or worse me... about it."
Melina nodded. "That's pretty much the gist of it, except that I don't think they ever successfully recruited him. He strung them along, and told his real superiors all about it. And before you ask, the only person I know that he answers to on the Dark Side is Sergeant Toole... who is also not long for your Police Force and not long for this earth."
Indeed, Sergeant Toole was in the process of being fired for a number of infractions, but had grieved them and his hearing was coming up in the near-future.
"Toole's not Hendricks's boss, at least among the bad guys." I said. "Officer Jeremy Hatch is part of the dirty cop ring, and he's more of the leader than Toole and Hendricks."
"Thank you for that information." Melina said. "It looks like you're well on your way to excising the cancer in your Police Force. But even with my resources, I can't find out who is pulling their marionette strings. That's for you solve, Iron Crowbar."
I nodded. "In the meantime, do me a favor. Don't kill Hendricks. Not now, nor in the future. Don't show up tonight at the location you're supposed to hit... which is where, by the way?"
"Ebenezer & King Food Industries." said Melina. "Hendricks is supposed to arrive at 10:45pm. Show up right then, so I can say I saw the cops there and aborted my mission..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back to Headquarters, Teresa said "I'll be saying a thousand Ave Marias a day for even thinking this, much less saying it out loud, but wasn't that a chance to get rid of Hendricks? Let Melina wax him, and our problem is solved."
"I would agree, and I definitely considered it." I said. Then my voice turned sad as I said "but when Halston told us about 'Caleb's information, I saw Pete Feeley's Shield on my wall out of the corner of my eye. I was thinking of him, and Lieutenant Irwin, and Officer Barker, and I know I could not stand it if Hendricks would be given the same honorable Police funeral those Officers received."
Corporal Peter M. Feeley was the father of Tanya Perlman's (now Muscone's) son, Peter D. Feeley, and was murdered in the line of duty by Angela Harlan, the Black Widow serial killer, before his son was born. I had not acted in time to save him, and would never forgive myself for my failure. I keep his Badge on my wall to remind me of the consequences of failing to be on time solving a case.
Lieutenant Ivar Irwin was an outstanding Officer and very loyal to Teresa. He died saving her husband Todd when Todd had been taken hostage by some very nasty perps. And Officer Barker had thrown a young girl out of the way of an out-of-control, onrushing car, only to be hit by the car and killed himself.
Teresa nodded solemnly. "I understand, sir. And yeah, for Hendricks to get the same funeral Irwin did? That wouldn't be right."
"Okay," I said authoritatively, to get us out of our melancholy, "when we get back, get the Detectives ready for another round of stakeouts. We'll have Hendricks occupied, so if something is going down tonight, he won't be able to interdict and stop it..."
Part 19 - Federal Follies
There are few things as dangerous to American Citizens as Federal Agents, no matter the branch. The only difference between God and a Federal Agent is that God doesn't think He's a Federal Agent. Their arrogance at times is beyond belief. They throw their weight around, threaten good Citizens with being charged with crimes to browbeat them into submission, and they think the U.S. Constitution is 'just a goddamned piece of paper', to quote George W. Bush.
I've been on the business end of their physical abuse in the past, and my back still hurts because of it. That's one more excuse... er, reason, for having the bourbon flask... and the red crowbar. Russ Ferrament is not scared of Federal Agents, though I often hear the voice of Jedi Master Yoda saying 'You should be... you should be...
8:00am, Saturday, October 10th. The best news of the day is that the University Bulldogs were playing an away game, so we didn't have to deal with the 90,000 or so fans coming into our Town & County like they did during home games.
I was at my home, having breakfast with my children and our dogs Bowser and Buddy, when the phone rang. It was the Chief, asking me to come to the Station. Of course I said I would be right there, and left immediately.
When I got to the Station, the Chief met me in the hallway, which was rare. With him was Commander Teresa Croyle and Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, who had just arrived.
"They're in the Main Conference Room with the Sheriff." the Chief said.
"Who?" I asked.
"Jack Muscone, Dwight Stevens, and Kevin Pitts." said the Chief. "And Dwight's boss, DEA Special Agent in Charge Rutherford Lyndon."
Rutherford Lyndon was white and had a bald head and a trimmed mustache and beard; he looked like a cross between a college professor and a Special Prosecutor. He was medium height, slender, and had been a DEA field agent for years. I'd always considered him to be one of the 'good guys'.
We went into the Main Conference Room and took our seats. The Chief's place was at the near end of the table, and me to his left. The Sheriff was to my left, two seats over... in the dead middle of the large conference table. Cindy sat between me and the Sheriff, and Teresa to Jack Muscone's right... where she could pull a gun and kill the Federal Agents before they could succeed in trying anything. DEA Special Agent Pitts was to Muscone's left, DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens to Pitts's left, and SAC Lyndon was to the Chief's right and Stevens's left.
And the frosty atmosphere inside the room matched the morning chill outside. Jack Muscone bid us all good morning, but the DEA Agents said nothing, and we said nothing to them. I did observe that Jack Muscone and Kevin Pitts seemed to be concerned. Dwight Stevens seemed determined, or was that defiant? Rutherford Lyndon seemed to be neutral, and unconcerned about anything. Hmmm.....
After the Chief's assistant Cassie poured us all coffee and then left, the Chief began the meeting: "Okayyyyy, you asked for this meeting, Mr. Lyndon. What's it abouuuut?"
"Dwight?" said Lyndon. When Stevens looked at him with a surprised face, Lyndon said "Why don't you tell them what this is about?"
"Er, yes sir." said Stevens, who then noticed me peering hard at him, and turned his own gaze to the Chief. He said "Chief, we would like for you to stay your suspension of Officer Hendricks, and allow him to have his Patrol car back."
"And whyyyyy do you want us to do that?" asked the Chief skeptically.
"We know Hendricks is dirty." said Stevens. "Our surveillance of The Eighth Street Latinos includes watching Hendricks. We're hoping he'll lead us to gang members, and then he can be... er, 'persuaded' to turn State's evidence against them."
"And you didn't tell us what you were doing, Stevens?" I asked angrily. "And you dare to whine if I don't tell you something, you God damned hypocrite?"
"Don't blame him, Commander." said Rutherford Lyndon. "I ordered him not to tell you."
"But of course you informed the Chief, and our Internal Affairs, right?" I barked, then said "Ohhhh... no, you didn't tell them, either. Nor the Sheriff, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." Teresa Croyle added 'helpfully'.
"Not only that, Chief, Sheriff," I said acidly, staring at Dwight Stevens, "we're not being told the real story, here. Shall I tell them the real story, Commander Ross, and have these Federal Agents correct me if I go astray?"
"Sounds like a plan." said Cindy with a twinkle in her eye; she loved it when I did this. Jack Muscone looked a bit shocked. Kevin Pitts looked concerned. Dwight Stevens looked skeptical and hostile. But it was Rutherford Lyndon that looked downright scared... and with good reason.
I began: "We've been trying like hell to get rid of dirty Officer Hendricks for some time, but the fat bastard has been as slippery as an eel, and rabidly protected by the Union as if their very lives were at stake. And now we're finally in a place where we can bust that guy down, and here you are begging us not to do it."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And why? Let me tell you chronologically. First, the Media has been accusing the Police of being racists for not solving these robberies fast enough. I wonder who had them do that. Next, you were pushing like hell to have a joint operation with us to have stakeouts... in fact, you were so pushy it got the Iron Wolf Commander Croyle's hackles up." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Your Iron Crowbar: "We've also learned about the large sums of money that were put into the shop owners's bank accounts... which the shop owners themselves didn't know were in there. That was the DEA again, trying to distract us with so-called 'shiny objects', to distract from what they were really doing. And when we made our raids on The Eighth Street Latinos's prostitution operations, you were pissed off that we did it."
I turned to the Chief and said "Chief, what they're not telling us is that they've already contacted Hendricks and attempted to recruit him as a C.I. They tried to rattle him by saying they had evidence of him committing crimes, in a similar way other dirty Federal Agents tried to claim I committed a crime and raided and destroyed my home over it." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', which in a way is a sequel to the Spillane-ish 'Film Noir'.)
Me: "That didn't work on me, but Hendricks played a different game, probably upon the orders of his real Puppetmaster, the Criminal Mastermind behind a lot of what is going on. Hendricks played along, said he would work with the Feds... then turned right around and double-crossed them. He didn't tell the DEA about our raid, and then he stopped the robbery last night that was about to go down in front of our Detectives on their stakeout!"
"Why did he do that?" Jack Muscone asked, his voice denoting his genuine curiosity.
"Because We the TCPD were staking it out and would've captured the perps." I replied. "Hendricks found out about our stakeouts... yes, Sheriff, we do have moles in the Police Force... and he moved quickly to stop it and stymie us. And soooo... Federal Agents ordered that Hendricks be assassinated."
"What?!" Chief Moynahan and DEA SSA Dwight Stevens said simultaneously. Everyone else except Teresa looked equally shocked.
Dwight Stevens said "Are you really accusing me of doing something like that?"
"Not you personally, Mr. Stevens." I said, looking hard at him. Then I turned to SAC Rutherford Lyndon and gave him my best imitation of a 'Teresa Cunt' look. Teresa was giving him the real such look.
"What are you insinuating?" Lyndon said, his voice connoting indignation... and that he was bluffing.
"Don't try to treat me like I'm an Agency of the Weak-Minded, Mr. Lyndon." I said. "We got word from C.I.s that there was going to be an attempt to murder Hendricks, and it's not hard for me to connect the dots back to the DEA's recent operations."
"Is that true?" the Chief said, looking daggers at Lyndon. "You were going to mur-derrrr a TCPD Officer?
"A dirty one." Lyndon replied.
"I don't give a damn if he's dirty or not!" the Chief all but shouted. "You were going to come in here and murder one of MY Police Officers in MY County?"
"It was not the DEA's doing." said Rutherford Lyndon.
"Then whose doing was it?" yelled the Chief.
"Chief," I said quietly and solemnly, "would you and everyone give me a moment of private conversation with Mr. Lyndon, alone?"
"With respect, Commander," said Kevin Pitts, "I can't let my SAC be alone with you or anyone, especially after what was just said."
"Your loyalty is commendable, and reasonable, Agent Pitts." I replied. "But I can assure you I'm not going to hurt him." Though he was going to wish I would, I thought to myself but did not say out loud.
"Let's go, everyone." growled Sheriff Griswold, getting up. FBI SAC Jack Muscone persuaded the other DEA Agents to get up and leave, also.
Once the door closed and I was alone with Lyndon, I said "I want to know who told you to kill Hendricks. Was it Robin Isley? Brendon Chapel himself?"
Brendan Chapel was the current Director of National Intelligence, yes that one, and the head of the Federal Intelligence Community. He was arguably the most powerful man in the Nation. And this was not the first time I'd crossed his path; and he, mine.



Rutherford Lyndon said "I don't know, not for sure. They use proxies."
"You were one of the good guys." I said. "How did they turn you? Did they threaten your family? Did they get something over on you?"
"I don't have much family." said Lyndon. "Just my DEA Agents. Good people, like Dwight Stevens. And some of them have families. And you should know, Commander, that Brendan Chapel can have people killed or 'disappeared' with a snap of his fingers. He can have your whole family wiped out any time he wants to."
"He's already tried." I replied levelly. "He failed. Stupid to fail. Unforgivable."
"You're right, Commander... about failure, and the price of it." said Lyndon. "And I'm about to pay that price for my failure. I'll be submitting my resignation from the DEA today. Just do me one favor. Don't take this out on Dwight Stevens. He really is one of the good guys. Help him, if you can. And protect him, if you can."
"He is to you what I am to Sheriff Griswold." I said, realizing that Lyndon had conveyed a father-son-like relationship similar to the bond between myself and the Sheriff.
"Yes." said Lyndon. "He truly is a great Agent, and he's honest, one of the good guys. Like you, he's a Guardian of Justice. It's not his fault he doesn't have a five-year-old daughter that busted a $400 billion drug ring, but he's done a lot of good work in his own right." I nodded...
Part 20 - Epilogue
8:00am, Sunday, October 11th. Cindy Ross and I were dressed in civilian clothes and driving east to The City. She was driving the 'Black Beauty', a dark-green-painted O65 Imperial Crown like the Green Hornet drove on the 1960s television show. This one had been rebuilt by her father, and had a million-dollar motor in it as well as a few 'gadgets'.
"So the DEA believed they could turn Hendricks," Cindy said, "and could get info that could bust The Eighth Street Latinos and other crime gangs at the upper levels?"
"I'm taking their word that that was their intent." I replied. "They didn't want the TCPD to know, as Stevens and probably Pitts really do believe I'd try to step in and take the glory. Of course you know better; I'd just as soon as make the bust and give them the citations on the wall, and keep my own name out of it." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
I continued: "So they planted the money in the accounts of those shopkeepers, expecting us to find that and follow that fake rabbit hole. One thing I found out was that the robberies might've been for real... a black gang found out about the drug and money exchanges and tried to rob the places at the time of the transactions."
I went on: "As to the DEA turning Hendricks, he's a fat son of a bitch, but a cunning one. He was totally playing them, and giving them false information. And don't be fooled; it was not the DEA that found out he was a double-agent, and ordered his assassination. The Swamp Frogs are dirty dealers all the way around."
Cindy said "So you had Damien tell his uncle about Hendricks?"
"Yes." I said. TCPD Captain Damien Thompson was the first black person to become a full Captain in the Town Police, County Police, or the now-merged TCPD. He was currently the Public Relations Officer.
But more importantly, his father's brother was 'The Teacher', a quirky old man that had amassed an organization of petty thieves and intel-gatherers. For a price, he would provide the data and photos of every security person employed by the malls, their stores, the University and their Police, and the TCPD. He taught young perps the tradecraft of shoplifting, breaking and entering, jacking cars, fencing stolen merchandise and other such things. Trying to bust him personally for all that was Herculean at best, impossible at worst.
I had asked Damien to tell his uncle that the Iron Crowbar wanted the entire world to know that Officer Justin Hendricks was a recruited C.I. for the DEA, and was working for and with the DEA. The word spread like wildfire in the Underground.
Damien also told his uncle that the Iron Crowbar was explicitly forbidding anyone from killing Hendricks. "Leave him alive, and leave him alone." were my exact words. The Teacher knew I was not kidding, and he was afraid enough of me to make sure no one under his control tried to harm Hendricks. And that ensured that the DEA could not continue their operation to attempt to turn Hendricks. He was 'burned'.
We drove along silently for a few minutes, then Cindy said: "By the way, being your first cousin and all, I did not fail to notice that you mentioned the words 'Criminal Mastermind' when you referred to Hendricks's real boss. Does this mean we have another 'Moriarty' on our hands?"
"I'm afraid so." I said. "Someone has filled the gap left by the death of Pastor Raymond Westboro, the Consultant of Crime, and is putting together his or her own organization. I've been seeing signs of it here and there, and I realized that the putting of the money in the shopkeepers's accounts was not just a Federal Agent ruse, but the distinct touch of someone with a far more active mind." 
"So any idea who your next arrest will be?" Cindy asked.
"No, and I'm not sure who the New Consultant is, either." I replied. "So let's talk about that later, shall we?"
"As you wish, mon Commandant." Cindy said. "So, where are we going?"
"The Federal Building in the City." I said. "There's something I want you to see..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I couldn't get out of my head the advice the old Sheriff had given me once: 'Dead Klingons don't wear plaid'. I have no idea what that meant, but maybe it had to do with 'luck of the Irish'. In any case, I didn't question my good luck. It's better to be a lucky Russ Ferrament than a dead Klingon.
We parked in the garage of the Federal Building and went inside, my FBI Consultant ID and Cindy's SBI Reserve ID getting us in. We were met in the hallway by U.S. Attorney John Jones. He was black, handsome with a good physique and a bald head, and was one of the few people I knew that was as tall as me.
"Glad you guys could come over." Jones said. "There's something I'd like you both to see."
He led us to the areas where suspects were interrogated. We went into a darkened anteroom, "Just watch through the window." Jones said.
Looking through the one-way glass, we saw Maritza, the young woman we'd saved from certain death just days before. She was sitting at the table. John Jones came into that room with an interpreter, and said "You'll be going into Witness Protection within the hour. We've arranged for someone to go with you."
He then opened the door to the room. A young Hispanic man was standing there.
"Mateo!" Maritza cried out, flying out of her chair.
"Maritza!" Mateo exclaimed. They rushed into each other's arms, crying as they held each other. After a long moment, Maritza said in Spanish, which the interpreter translated: "How did you find my brother?"
John Jones said "If you ever see him again, you can thank the Iron Crowbar for that. He's the one that found your brother and had him brought here. The judge has approved him going into Witness Protection with you."
I felt a pair of very strong arms encircle my waist in a crushing hug. It was Cindy favoring me with those attentions. She said, her voice near breaking, "I knew you could do it. But how?"
"A magician never reveals his tricks." I said. The Green Crowbar was not amused and was about to let me know it, so I said "It was a team effort. And I admit I had some help and some very good luck."
"Your 'lucky' is better than everyone else's 'good'." Cindy said, tears running down her face as she saw the joy on the young faces of the reunited brother and sister in the other room.
Yes, it was a team effort. Almost on a whim, I asked Claire Michaels if Mateo was in the LAPD's database. She checked with her Major Crimes unit, who checked around and found that Mateo had been rescued from some bad people, also. Mateo was flown to The City from LA, and now was reunited with his sister Maritza.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar. But I'll take it.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and the caller was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. "Hi Don." he said after I answered. "Are you still in the City?"
"Yes... in your Federal Building. We were just about to leave. Whassup?"
"Can y'all come over to the Marriott Grande Hotel?" Jack asked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
'Crime never pays.' I was told all my life growing up. But I grew up to find that crime pays, and pays very well. Only the good die young, as the song says. But in truth, only those who think they can play the game 'fair', or try to play both ends and get in over their heads, are the ones that end up getting hurt first, and the most. I know that the bad guys and the Swamp Frogs play for keeps, but so does Russ Ferrament. But others... not so much. And they pay the price.
Cindy and I came up to Room 1822 of the Marriott Grande Hotel, the room once used by the magnate-turned-arms-dealer Henry Wargrave, as well as other unsavory characters. We found a room full of Federal Agents and CSIs. Two forensics experts were examining a body on the floor, and I could see by the distinct beard who it was.
It was DEA Special Agent In Charge Rutherford Lyndon.
Jack Muscone came up to us and said "It looks like he ate his gun. Held it upside down in his mouth and pulled the trigger." Then he quietened his voice and said "I've told everyone to treat this as a homicide first, and consider that someone forced him to kill himself if someone else didn't actually pull the trigger."
I nodded, feeling numb. "Good idea." I said. "Did he leave a note?"
"Yeah." said Muscone. Then he said loudly "Bill, do you have that envelope?"
"Yes sir." said a youngish man in a windbreaker that said 'FORENSICS' on the back. He looked at me and said "Are you Commander Troy?"
"Yes." I said. He held out an envelope that had my name scrawled on it. I put on latex gloves and took it.
"We opened it and read it already." said Bill the Forensics CSI. I took the letter out and read it:
"Commander Troy,
You were half right. Yes, the Swamp Frogs were involved, but even they did not know the whole story. There was someone else involved, the person Hendricks is working for. I don't know who it is, but I think he's based in your County, which is damned stupid, but he may be working all over your State.
They're coming for me now. You'll think I'm a coward, but it'll be bad if they take me alive, so I will take the only way out left to me. Farewell, Iron Crowbar, and good luck.
Rutherford Lyndon.
I handed Cindy the note to read, then said to Jack "Cindy will tell you that we were talking about the possibility of a new Moriarty while driving to the City."
"Yes, we were." Cindy said. "My God, it's starting up again, isn't it?"
"Yes." I said. "The party never stops in our Town & County. There's another east wind blowing... and this time, we'd better be ready. May God have mercy on us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I looked through the slats of the window of my office, seeing the driving rain falling onto the streets, illuminated by the warm glow of the street lamps. Tomorrow would be another day. My office on Riverside would still be here, and so would my flask of bourbon. I'd need those slugs of whiskey. The dangers never went away, and I'm the guy chosen by Someone at a much higher pay grade to face them. That's the life of Russ Ferrament. That's who I am...
Finis.
Dedicated to Mickey Spillane.
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Part 1 - Prologue - Cleanup on Aisle 5
(Author's note: In the previous story, 'Town & County Confidential' Ch. 03, it was mentioned that Commander Troy took the Detective Lieutenants Three out to lunch. This is what happened during that lunch.)
Friday, October 9th. I was treating the Detective Division's Lieutenants to lunch at the Cop Bar. I'd called ahead to reserve the back 'Command Room', and we had it all to ourselves. Ranks were 'off' and everyone could speak freely, within bounds of reason.
I had the Double Breakfast Burger Plate. MCD's Jerome Davis had the Double Cheeseburger Plate. Vice's Micah Rudistan had fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, and green beans. Intel's Mary Mahoney Milton had the Steak Caesar Salad... and took a vitamin supplement that I recognized... after all, my wife is a gynecologist. Mary noticed that I'd noticed, and said simply "Yes sir, it's what you think."
"And what I observe and think is that you and Myron are about to work on having another baby." I said. Mary nodded, and Jerome and Micah congratulated her... with the requisite share of ribbing of Myron, who wasn't here to defend himself.
"That's great, Mary." I said. "Best of luck with that. Anyhoo, the reason why I got y'all here by bribing you with buying lunch, is because there's some things I need to tell you all. It's embargoed, so don't say anything to anyone just yet, not even your husband, Mary."
"Sounds like they'll be too busy to be talking, sir." said Rudistan with great joviality. We all laughed. Rudistan could be as politically incorrect as he wanted to be, but he was so humorous about it that no one ever seemed to be offended or hold a grudge. But I digress...
"Good!" I said emphatically. "Seriously, though, this is pretty big. It's an open secret that Commander Ross is going to retire, and is being nominated to succeed Chief of Staff Oswald, who is retiring from the Sheriff's Department at the end of the year. It's not so open and well-known a secret, but I can tell you now that it's a done deal, that Captain Muscone is going to be nominated to be the next Deputy Police Chief."
Jerome just nodded thoughtfully. Rudistan was busy trying to think of something jovially inappropriate to say. And Mary couldn't decide whether she should be ecstatic that Tanya Muscone would no longer be her direct chain-of-command boss, or unhappy that Tanya was being promoted... and would be over her husband, I.T. Lieutenant Myron Milton.
I continued: "That, of course, affects all three of you the most. It leaves a vacancy for the position of Captain of Detectives, who will be your direct boss. And I know what you're thinking... which one of you is going to be nominated to succeed Captain Muscone for the slot."
I drank some water, then said: "I've had some long conversations with the Sheriff, the Chief, and my three Angels about it, and about one of you filling the role. Ultimately, the decision was left in my hands... and that decision is that none of you will be nominated to the position."
Yep, I could feel the 'vibe' of disappointment, especially from Jerome and Mary. I hastily continued: "All three of you are doing outstanding jobs in your current positions, truly outstanding. And we did give each of you a lot of consideration. In the end, it boiled down to the fact that all of you are too young and not long enough in your current positions."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I know the running joke that it's hypocritical for me of all people to say that about others's youth and inexperience, but in this case it's true. There are Patrol Officers on the force older than each of you, and the Captain position is a whole different ballgame than being the Lieutenants of your units. You've got time. Time to grow, time to learn."
I then said: "Besides, Rudistan, you're still pissing 2nd Precinct water." Rudistan burst out chuckling at that. I then said "Jerome, you're so babyfaced, no one would believe you're even a Lieutenant."
"Speaking freely, sir, " Jerome fired back, "not many people believe you're a Police Commander, either, young whippersnapper!" That made Mary burst out in laughter, and she could not stop for a moment.
I was laughing also. "Touché. And yes, I've had people ask for a Sergeant, because they didn't realize I was ranked even higher." (Author's note: 'The Credit Card Caper', Ch. 01.)
"If I may ask, sir," said Mary when she finally stopped laughing, "are you going to bring in someone from the outside, or are you promoting from within?"
"Yes." I replied simply...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Saturday, October 10th. Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Me, Commander Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Captain Tanya P. Muscone were in the back room of The Cattleman's Club. Also present, and being interviewed, was LAPD Lieutenant Claire Michaels.
"When I left the TCPD," Claire said, "it was mostly because I wanted to get back home. And it's been great with the LAPD's Major Crimes unit. But Commander Raytheon died, Captain Provino is about to retire, and they're swapping out people."
"Also," Claire continued, "things have changed in California over the last few years, and for the worse for the Police. We can't arrest anyone, and if we do, the prosecutors won't try them, especially if they're black. If we'd done to the rioters burning down the streets last summer what you did to your rioters here, the perps would be let go, and we Police Officers would be put in jail and tried for attempted murder... literally."
"So," Claire finished up, "I'm looking for a place where the Police know their Leadership and the politicians have their backs. I took a shot emailing Commander Troy, and he told me about the promotions you were having... and congratulations for those, by the way... so I said I was interested and here I am."
"It's been pretty tough here, too." Cindy Ross said. "We have the US DOJ Civil Rights Division suing the Mayor, and they'll probably sue us after the New Year."
Teresa Croyle added "And we've had our share of violent riots. :Like you said, we fight back and we don't coddle the criminals, but we've had some losses." She recounted Corporal Inga Gunddottar's imminent move to the NYPD.
"I know you were here for a few years, Ms. Michaels," said the Chief, "but a lot has changed here since you left for LA. We have a new Intel Branch that is doing a superlative job, some new Detectives to go with the old Detectives you knowwww, and thanks to the Iron Crowbar and Commander Croyle, the very best Uniformed Police Force I've ever had the pleasure to seeee."
"I have a question for you." Teresa Croyle said. "What would you say your leadership style is? Top-down, working through your Lieutenants? Or more hands-on, getting in the dirt with everyone, going to every crime scene, and all that?" We all nodded at the question, which was a good one... and potentially tricky.
Claire replied: "As a Lieutenant in my LAPD unit, I've always been active in the field, going to crime scenes and participating in raids and arrests. But as a Captain here, I'd have to evaluate what works best for me, for my Lieutenants, and the Detectives."
Chief Moynahan said: "You're definitely ready to testify before Congressss, should you ever be nominated to the Supreme Courrrrrt." We all chuckled at that.
Claire: "And of course, sir, if Sheriff Griswold and Commander Troy are at the crime scenes, I'd want to be there. Just to learn from them, if nothing else."
Sheriff Griswold's mustaches twitched merrily as he said "She passes my test. Good asskissing skills, Michaels." We really broke out laughing at that.
"I have a question." Claire said. "Who does the Captain of Detectives answer to? Who will my direct boss be?"
"Me." I said. "Of course, Commander Croyle may give you instructions on my behalf, or she may give you and your Detectives instructions in coordination with operations jointly involving them and our Uniformed Officers. But in the event of any question or conflict, you answer directly to me." Everyone nodded at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was overcast, and would be pouring rain all night, beginning around sunset. The Sheriff, Teresa, Cindy and I were in the greatroom of The Cabin. Laura, Paulina, and Molly had taken their respective children to their respective homes, so we were alone.
"The Chief didn't even let Claire get on the plane without accepting his offer." Cindy said. "She starts November 1st. I just hope the Council approves all the moves."
"They will." I said. "Besides, your retirement is a done deal, so we can put Tanya in the Deputy Chief slot unilaterally on a 'temporary' basis, clearing the way for Claire to come in as Captain of Detectives."
"How do you think Jerome, Mary, and Micah will handle the news?" Teresa asked. "We didn't even give them the courtesy of interviews."
"I took them all out to lunch Friday." I said. "I didn't tell them that Claire was all but a done deal, but I did tell them that I wasn't going to promote any of them at this time, because they are either too young, or too recently installed as Lieutenants. I think they understood."
"What about Hugh Hewitt?" Cindy asked, naming the 1st Precinct Captain. Claire and Hugh had been in a relationship, and one reason Claire went to LA was because of their breakup, I knew.
"That's a good point." I said. "Teresa, put out a friendly reminder email to all personnel that Officers that start a relationship with other Officers need to fill out the paperwork for H.R. And if you or I perceive any issue with Hugh, we'll have an off-the-record talk with him."
"Good." barked Sheriff Griswold. "The Lieutenants and Detectives are all good professionals, and I think Hugh will be fine, also. Anyway, it's going to be a new era for us, and the Town & County Public Safety Department. Let's make it a good one..."
Part 2 - Morning with the Media
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 12th, from the anchor desk at KXTC studios. "Early voting in the State begins today!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "We have full Team coverage of this important day in the most important Election in both Town & County and State history! Let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay at the Southside polling location. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome black reporter, wearing an expensive suit as he stood in front of Joe Smedley Elementary School, which was just west of the A.M.E. Church. "Long lines have already formed as the Black Community is very eager to vote in this Election! Many consider this a chance to right what they saw as the wrong of the Mayoral election two years ago being stolen from Eldrick X. Weaver."
Lemay: "And while the stereotypes are that Blacks vote exclusively Democrat, political experts are saying that Republican Katina Jones could do significantly well against former Board of Inquiry leader Edgar Silas for the Council seat being vacated by the retirement of Reginald B.F. Lewis. Ms. Jones is a charismatic young woman that has attracted attention all across the State and this region of the Country."
Lemay: "And in the extremely important race for Inspector General between former Board of Inquiry member Bruce Finneran and Republican SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin, experts are saying that it could be a toss-up in the southside districts composed mostly of minorities, even though Mr. Finneran has promised to hold the Town & County Police accountable for acts of Police brutality against People of Color, and said that his first act will be to bring Commander Donald Troy up on charges so that Troy can be terminated from the Police Force."
Bettina: "Carl, why is the early voting being done at Smedley Elementary? Won't that interfere with classes?"
Lemay: "No, Bettina. After the newer George Floyd Elementary School was built right down the road, the new School Board shut down Smedley Elementary. They cited the age of the building, which is over 70 years old, and they also cited the complaints of many in the Black Community that the school was named after a white Police Officer, the late Joe Smedley. Even though Mr. Smedley was awarded the Medal of Valor, multiple Police and Fire Crosses, and six Purple Orders, matched only by TCPD Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, many People of Color see him as a symbol of white Police oppression of minorities. Back to you, Bettina."
Bettina: "I couldn't agree more, Carl, about a majority-black school being named after a white cop. And next thing you know, they'll try to name University Hospital after Teresa Croyle, who is Donald Troy's right-hand-woman implementing his racism and Police brutality. And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris, who is at Mitt Romney Elementary School with a report on the northside. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the blonde, white, athletic reporterette. "The early voting is being held in the annex building on the edge of the grounds at the school, which shouldn't disturb the children in their classes. But it may not matter, anyway, as the turnout so far is very light, only about a fifth of the numbers Carl is seeing on the Southside!"
Amber: "In the Council race between incumbent Kelly Carnes and industrialist Bill Redmond, experts are saying that Ms. Carnes holds an edge in the polls, as she is the incumbent, and wealthy neighborhoods are increasingly rejecting the racist policies of the Republican Party. Both Mrs. Carnes and Mr. Redmond are virulent opponents of the brutal Police policies of Police Commander Donald Troy, and have promised to work ceaselessly and tirelessly to remove him from the Town & County Police Force."
Bettina: "Amber, what about the other races? For Mayor, and very importantly, for Inspector General?"
Amber: "Bettina, I'm told by the Channel Two Decision Desk, our group of expert pollsters and analysts, that the Mayoral race is very tight in the wealthy northern suburbs, and that Daniel Allgood cannot count on wealthy whites to vote for him. Also, Bruce Finneran was gaining on SBI Director Goodwin in this past weekend's polling."
Bettina: "Thank you for that important report, Amber! And in other news, the Town Assembly is hearing the proposals of the various agencies in Town & County Government for the Budget for next year. Let's go to Pat Stellum for more. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Pat 'Al Capone' Stellum, reporting from in front of the State Office Building on the north side of Courthouse Square. "The State Legislature did not pass a State Budget in the last legislative session, and if they don't pass one in the next session this coming Winter, there will be a total State Government shutdown. This will include moneys allocated to the State's 96 counties and The City. These shortfalls would affect our County's Budget, as well."
Stellum: "But more importantly, Bettina, the Democrats on the Town Assembly have vowed to defund the Police and have vowed to block any Budget that contains even one dime for the TCPD. They may even defund the entire Public Safety Department, as the Assembly Democrats are bitterly angry at the role two EMTs played in rescuing an injured white Police Officer in the Jacquez Wilson uprisings." (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 04.)
Bettina: "Pat, exactly when are the presentations? Specifically on what day and hour will the Public Safety presentation be? And will the Mayor be making a presentation, and when will that be?"
Stellum: "The Public Safety presentation to the Assembly is this Thursday, October 15th, beginning at 9:00am. Again, that's 9:00am, Thursday, October 15th. It will be outgoing Sheriff Department Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald's last presentation to the Assembly. Somehow, Bettina, I don't think they'll be throwing him a party with cake and ice cream."
Stellum: "As to the Mayor's presentation, the Mayor is technically the Moderator of the Assembly but with no vote, similar to his position with the Council. He usually does not make a presentation, leaving that to the County Administrator. And this year, because of new offices created by rewriting the Charter, the Assembly will be hearing more presentations than ever, including from the School Board. Back to you, Bettina."
Bettina: "Thank you for that informative report, Pat. And tomorrow night is the Town & County Council meeting, and it will be one of the most important ones in recent memory, as promotions and hirings into the Sheriff's Department and Police Force will be considered, as well as other promotions and medals..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Maybe I should contact my lawyer, and sue Bettina?" said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Me, Commander Cindy Ross, and Captain Tanya Muscone drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room as we listened to the broadcast. Yes, the coffee klatch was 'awn'.
"Won't do you any good." I replied. "And I speak as someone who's tried. You'd be wasting your time and money. If Judge Folsom doesn't give it to Judge Nance, who would immediately dismiss it in their favor, they'll just drag it out for years, literally for years."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "I'm pissed at the way they smeared Joe Smedley like they did. That man was our most heroic Officer and then Firefighter back in my day, before you young whippersnappers got here."
Chief Moynahan said "I can't beee-lieeeeeve blacks hate Smedley so badly that they'd shut down that school solely because his name is on it."
"Why did they even name it after him in the first place?" asked Tanya.
"Because he went to school there when he was a kid." said Cindy. "But I agree with the Chief. I know there are issues between Black and Blue, but Smedley saved more black lives as a Firefighter than most of the rest of us put together."
I said: "Remember, guys, it was the politicians that did that, aided and abetted by the deeply corrupt Press, to keep the racism narrative going. Democrats will do anything, will tell any lie, to further that narrative, and the Press will help them in order to create hatred and division, and violence upon which they can report."
I continued: "And speaking of that, Bettina and Stellum were tag-teaming to tell the exact time of the Public Safety presentation to the Assembly. Teresa, we'll need a heavy LEO presence there. I suspect the Assemblypersons that want to defund the Police would love to start trouble, then say the Police quelled the disturbance with violence and therefore should be defunded."



"I saw that too, sir." Teresa said. "I'm on it."
Sheriff Griswold said "I'll have as many Deputies as you need report to you, Commander Croyle."
"Thank you, Sheriff." Teresa said. "I'm most worried about Cindy, since she's pregnant. Is there any way we can shut off the Assembly Chamber to outsiders during the presentation?"
"That's a tough one." said the Sheriff. "It's a public meeting of a public body, so the Assembly would have to go into Executive Session, like the Council sometimes does."
"You can forbid them City Hall, where the Assembly is meeting, Sheriff." I replied. "The Public Safety Department presentation is for them, by them, of them. The Assembly can ask for public input, but not necessarily when it's the Public Safety Department's floor." 
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrr, do you realize the optics of the Police shutting out the public at the Police presentation?" Chief Moynahan asked.
Sheriff Griswold replied: "Sean, the God-damned Press is going to do and say whatever they want, no matter what we do or say. So worrying about the optics only plays into the Haters's hands. But here's the good news: the Assembly Chamber is small, not like the public Council Chamber. We can issue tickets and passes, giving the Press first priority, and giving the rest only to people who have real reason to be there. And ginning up trouble and violence is not a real reason..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, from the Fox Eight News studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Meredith Peller. We'll also have reports from Priya Ajmani and Greg Wallace. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. Early voting has begun in the State today, and long lines have already formed at the early voting stations, particularly in areas that are considered to lean Democrat."
Catrina: "Democrats traditionally vote earlier, with Republicans voting later or on Election Day itself. However, with today being a Federal and State holiday, many voters on both sides are taking the time to go to the polls today."
Meredith: "We have with us Peter Dwayne Gordon of Clear Call Polling. Good morning, Peter!"
Peter D. Gordon came on the split-screen. "Hello Catrina and Meredith. This is obviously my favorite season of the year, and it's an exciting time in political circles."
 Catrina: "We love reporting on it, too, Peter. What can you tell us about the Statewide races?"
Peter: "Catrina, Meredith, our rolling poll over the weekend, with a 2% margin of error, shows that Conservative Republican Sharon Marshall is leading Democrat Hoyt Stenson by ten points, 55-45%, among likely voters. Mr. Stenson's numbers have dropped off significantly in the past few weeks, as the SBI and Independent State Counsel investigations of his son Hunter Stenson for both State and Federal crimes continues, and reports that Hoyt Stenson is not healthy."
Meredith: "But Peter, the numbers for Mr. Stenson could improve in these last few months, couldn't they?"
"Let me put it this way, Meredith." said Peter, obviously relishing his words. "One truism you touched on is that voters leaning Democrat tend to vote earlier while Republicans wait until later. Another truism is that Republicans, especially Conservatives, don't respond to polls, or even outright lie to pollsters. And these numbers are a reflection of those that did answer our polling questions. If anything, Meredith, Sharon Marshall actually has a wider margin than our numbers suggest."
Catrina: "What about the Lieutenant Governor and State Attorney General races, Peter?"
Peter: "For Lieutenant Governor, State Senator Corey Coons has a 58-42% lead over political novice and Establishment Republican Ruby Russell, daughter of the late U.S. Senator Samuel Russell. And in the State A.G. race, Republican Gil Krasney and Democrat Glenn Alberts are in a dead heat, 50-50."
Meredith: "What about the local races, Peter? Mayor, Inspector General, Solicitor, and the Council and Assembly?"
Peter: "For Mayor, we have a statistical dead heat between incumbent Mayor Allgood and challenger Eldrick X. Weaver, and again Meredith, we think a lot of Conservative, pro-Police voters are not telling us how they're going to vote, which will bode well for Mayor Allgood. For Inspector General, despite what your competitor KXTC tells their viewers to think, it's going to be a landslide victory for James 'Curly' Goodwin over NAMbLA member Bruce Finneran. And in the Solicitor's race, over 50% of our respondents didn't even know who was running, but among those that did, ADA Savannah Fineman holds a slight lead over incumbent Ted Mason."
After Peter's interview ended, Catrina Pierce said "And we're pleased to report that our new show 'The Four' will air at 4:00pm local time today! Greg Wallace and I will be two of your hosts, and today's inaugural show will be joined by Priya Ajmani and Meredith Peller..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why bother having polls?" asked Teresa Croyle as she, Tanya Muscone, and Cindy Ross sat with me in my office watching the broadcast before the 'Angels Meeting'. "Peter Gordon just admitted that Conservatives don't respond to them, or even lie in their answers. And the polls are rarely right."
"To answer you, and to make a short story long, let's break this down." I said. "There are two groups of pollsters, or maybe I should say polling data: the data reported upon by the agenda-driven Press, attempting to tell us what to think; and what's reported internally to the political Parties and to the candidates."
Your Iron Crowbar: "One thing I've observed is that when the Democrat wins, the numbers usually align well with the polling data. But when the Republicans win, especially a Conservative, the polling data is usually well off the mark of the actual vote. One reason for this is because the Press skews the polls, or even lie about the numbers, in accordance with their agenda. Another reason is what Peter Gordon told us: the Conservatives don't respond to polls, and even may lie to deliberately mess up the pollsters."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The internal data the Parties and candidates get is usually much more accurate and reliable than the data We the People see on the news. The Sheriff gets some of that data, so we in here get to see more realistic numbers. So the short answer is that the Pollsters are not always wrong, and sometimes do a good job. Unless the Conservative wins."
"Sorry I asked." said Teresa, flat deadpan, which made Tanya laugh.
Tanya said "What's this new show 'The Four' about?"
Cindy said "It's a counter to KXTC's 'Point Taken' morning show, but in the afternoon. Priya told me it's a way to keep Greg Wallace on the air and having something to do. And because Catrina Pierce is popular with KFXU's viewers, it gives her more air time and also let's her give her opinion. The other two hosts will rotate, and they'll see if anyone stands out enough to become a regular."
"Good." I said. "About damn time Fox Eight did something like this." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. The Green Crowbar was much less amused at my partisan comment.
"Changing the subject," said Cindy, "I'm in this meeting to discuss the possibility of protesters at the Assembly presentation. What are we doing about it?"
I said "I think the Sheriff is going to restrict access to City Hall. Everyone will have to go through the screeners to get into the building at all, and the Assembly Chamber will be closed to anyone that doesn't have an access pass."
Teresa added: "And we'll be on higher alert, and have a contingency of armored Officers ready to deal with any protests..."
Part 3 - Old Problems, New Feds
9:00am, Monday, October 12th. My assistant Helena opened my office door to admit two guests. One of them was FBI Assistant Special Agent in Charge Karina White. The other was now-FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone, formerly of the University Campus Police. (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising'.)
"I brought my newest Special Agent to see you." Karina said. "Graduated first in her class at Quantico."
"Hello again, Special Agent Stone." I said enthusiastically I shook her hand. "Congratulations. Are you assigned here or the City?"
"Both." said Tracy Stone as we all sat down. "I've asked to be able to focus on this area, since I'm from here and was in the Campus Police. But Jack Muscone and Karina here might have me all over the place."
"Where is Jack, by the way?" I asked.
"In Washington, D.C." said Karina. "He's attending the funeral of DEA SAC Rutherford Lyndon on Wednesday." (Author's note: 'Town & County Confidential', Ch. 03.)
Karina continued: "And that's one thing I wanted to tell you. Lyndon's death has been ruled a suicide, and the case is being closed. Everything pointed to a legitimate suicide. No signs of anyone visiting him in the hotel room, and the hotel cameras were operating perfectly that day, which is a suprise in itself for that particular hotel. He ate his gun in the manner of holding it under his chin then putting it in his mouth, which is the most common way for a cop or other LEO to kill himself."
I nodded. "That would be Occam's Razor, the simplest solution."
"If I may ask," asked Tracy Stone, "why did he feel he had to kill himself? From what I read, it was just a botched operation. I'm not sure that either he or the DEA committed an actual crime."
"He left a letter to me," I replied, "saying the Swamp Frogs were coming for him. Either he knew what they'd do to him physically when they got there, or else they did get there and forced him to eat his gun. In some ways it reminds me of an old Consultant of Crime case, the 'suicide' of Dr. Laramie Wilkins that wasn't." (Author's note: 'The Ensigns of Detection', particularly Ch. 02.)
Karina said "If the Swamp Frogs were behind his actions in the convenience store robberies, then behind his death, it's likely they'd planned taking him out well in advance and were ready to cover it up after executing their plan, pun intended. From what I'm hearing, Dr. Robin Isley is both very intelligent and very cunning. Word is that she's the power behind Chapel's throne on top of the Intelligence Community."
"Behind every successful man is a powerful woman." I said. "Or something like that." Both women laughed politely.
Karina stood up and said "If you'll excuse me, I'm going to go congratulate Captain Muscone on her upcoming promotion. Talk amongst yourselves."
"Certainly." I said. Karina exited the office as I went over to the coffeemaker under the monitor screen on the wall and poured myself a cup of coffee. "Coffee?" I offered Tracy Stone.
"No thank you, sir." she said as I sat back down.
"Soooo," I asked as I affixed my gray eyes on Tracy, "what did you want to talk about?"
"Not much gets past you, Commander." Tracy said. Then she got right into it: "I know that Lionel Carmela is trying to harm your wife's position at the University and at University Hospital. I've been looking into his activities, and I'd like to help you and your wife fight what he's doing."
I nodded. "I appreciate the offer. But Laura is not going to lose her medical license nor be removed from the Staff of the Hospital. And Carmela can't prove his laughably false charges that she was running a male prostitution ring------"
"Sir," Tracy Stone interrupted, "don't be too sure. You and I both know that people can be framed, and have successfully been framed for centuries. You barely saved Peter Gordon from that false rape charge, and it took the full Power of the Iron Crowbar to do that." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused'.)
Tracy Stone: "Carmela has been working with lawyers, lawyers that argue for the Socialist Left on cases before the Supreme Court. High powered, high priced lawyers that get results. And they were sent here to help Carmela destroy your wife's professorial and medical careers. You really need to take this seriously, sir."
"Oh I do." I replied. "And you sound like you're... 'into' it. And it's not just saving my wife that has you so passionate about it. And that's why Jack and Karina have not decided where to assign you yet, n'est pas?"
Tracy Stone nodded. "You're right again, sir. When I graduated first in my class at Quantico, I had the privilege of choosing where I wanted to be assigned, and I chose to be assigned to Jack and Karina. And I have not tried to keep the reason a secret. I want to take that filthy slug Carmela down, and I don't just mean get him fired. I mean I want to see that son of a bitch in prison... or dead."
I nodded. "Piece of friendly advice: I did not hear you say that about wanting him dead. But don't ever say it out loud again."
Tracy nodded. "So that's why I wanted to talk to you today. I want a piece of the action. I want a shot at the title, so to speak. I want to help you... or have you help me... totally destroy Dr. Lionel Carmela."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Karina White and Tanya P. Muscone were sitting in Tanya's office, sipping coffee as they chatted.
"Congratulations on the promotion!" Karina said. "Are you excited about the new job?" Somewhat to her surprise, she saw Tanya's face fall just a bit.
"I..." Tanya started, then caught herself and said "I think I now truly understand why Don refused to take the Police Chief job several years ago. He knew it would take him out of what he loves doing most: solving crimes and busting perps."
"And leading the Police Force to stand up against rioters." Karina said. "Especially when other LEOs in other cities are forced to stand down by their leadership and their politicians.
To her shock, Tanya shook her head vigorously in disagreement. "No, he doesn't love doing that. He does it because he knows how important, how critical it is. But it's Teresa that loves leading her troops into battle like that, and she has the Purple Orders to prove it. Don hates putting Officers in harm's way. He'd rather just solve crimes as the Detective he truly is. And that's how I feel, too. I love being a Detective, solving crimes."
Karina nodded. "So why didn't you turn down the promotion?"
"It was an offer I couldn't refuse, and I knew it." Tanya said wistfully. "Look, they've made every effort they can to make it work for me in the field. They bring in cameras for me to see everything, they accommodate me to the extent they can if I go to a scene. But it's a chore on their part, and it distracts them from doing their jobs. Don always says it's working and that I'm doing great, but it's working only through the sheer force of his will."
Tanya: "And then there's the issues with the Miltons. They just won't help the Feds, and apparently to the point they'd quit the TCPD and leave. I understand that some dirty Agents beat up Myron's father, almost killed him. But that was a few bad apples. To me, it's like hating the whole TCPD just because McCombs and Hendricks are dirty, but the Miltons don't see it that way... and neither does Don, apparently."
Karina said "Won't you be Myron Milton's boss now? Out of the frying pan, into the fire?"
Tanya said "Cindy told me that the I.T. Department is technically under the Deputy Chief, but Myron essentially answers straight to Chief Moynahan. And Myron is the de facto head of I.T. for all the Public Safety Department, so if there's any problems with me, the Sheriff will formalize that and Myron will be wearing a khaki uniform like Cindy instead of Police blue."
Tanya: "And because of the problems with them, the 'People that Count' around here were worried about where my loyalties lay... to the Police, or to my husband and the Feds. And I know Don loves me like family, but there is one thing he cherishes and won't abide a lack of: loyalty."
Karina said "That has to be harder for you than trying to do your job in that wheelchair."
Tanya said "I've never had reason to complain about the wheelchair. I'm alive, my son is alive, and it's almost fun seeing what I can do in spite of it, and showing others."
Karina said "I meant no offense, and you're amazing and inspiring for what you've overcome to become Deputy Chief. But about that, what about the Budget? That'll take up a lot of your time, won't it?"
Tanya said "And that's yet another little secret. Cindy got her finance and accounting degrees, though partially to run her father's huge self-help empire after he turns it over to her. They let her do the Budget, and work with Chief of Staff Oswald on all the Public Safety Budget, because everyone knew Oswald would eventually retire, as he just has."
Tanya: "But in truth, the Budget was always handled at the Public Safety level. Remember, they didn't even have a Deputy Chief, nor a Police Commander, until the Iron Crowbar arrived. Cindy was the exception, not the rule; Della Harlow and Robert Brownlee never did the Budget like Cindy's been doing it."
Tanya: "So I'll be an overpaid Property Manager and adult supervision for Personnel & Records and the Public Relations Department. And the Crime Lab..."
Part 4 - Coitus Interruptus
10:00am, Monday, October 12th. Tanya took Tracy and Karina on a quick tour of Vice and MCD, introducing Special Agent Stone to the Detectives that did not already know her. As that happened, I called Lt. Mary Milton and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle into my office, and with Mary cleared out, Tanya gave the FBI Agents the tour of the Intel Rooms. Tanya later told me that Ranger Terry Halston was bug-eyed when he saw Tracy.
Meanwhile, I said to Mary and Teresa "Okay, we need to start very quietly looking into this situation with Laura." I was referring to the specious charges by Dr. Lionel Carmela that my wife had been running a male prostitution ring out of her Psychology Department office. (Author's note: 'The Babymaker', especially Ch. 05.)
Your Iron Crowbar: "Mary, this is a list of Laura's students in her graduate class. The boy named 'Peter' was one of the Babymakers, so I'm concentrating on these students. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to check them out as thoroughly as you possibly can, and I don't need to tell you that I don't want to know the means you might employ to do it. It's off the books, extracurricular, so you have the right to refuse."
"Laura's my gynecologist, not to mention your wife." Mary said, taking the list of names. "I'll have no compunction about doing this."
"Thank you." I said. "You can go." Mary took the hint and exited my office. I turned to Teresa and said "I need your help, and you have the right to refuse, as it's definitely going to be out of bounds------"
"I didn't hear that." Teresa said with alacrity. "Whatever you need, I am ready to do it for you."
I nodded with a smile. "Thank you." I said. "I am determined to find out who got the information from Laura's appointment calendar, and I am not going to be worried about a legally defensible case. Once Mary confirms what I expect to hear, we are going be asking some people some questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm. Lt. Mary Milton was admitted into my office, where Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and I already were. I had Mary sit down after she handed me a file folder with a number of papers inside.
"Give us the Cliffs Notes on all this." I said.
Mary replied: "After reviewing everything, I believe there are three persons we can start with regarding the case. Everyone in the class was interviewed during the 'Babymaker' case. Several of them said that Peter, who was one of the Babymakers, had said out loud that he should be one of the Babymakers as his thesis. He's something of the class clown, like a toned-down Rudistan, so everyone just thought he was joking. Also, he said that only after the case had already broken. But the key is that he talked out of turn about it to others."



Mary: "Next is Karyn, who is also a Psychology grad student. A couple of the other students said that Peter and Karyn were dating, seriously dating, which is another reason they didn't think Peter really was one of the Babymakers. Karyn was the one Peter was bantering with about being a Babymaker as a thesis project, so maybe they talked about it in other places, as well."
Mary: "Third was a girl named Tamara. She's an undergrad Psychology major, and will graduate after this semester. She is of interest because she is an activist for women's causes on Campus, and she has taken two courses from Lionel Carmela, getting 'A's in both."
"Hmmm." I said, looking at the young woman's official University ID photo. She was not ugly, but was not attractive, and her stringy, oily-looking hair and glasses did not help her appearance. Yeah, I'm stereotyping, but she very much looked like Leftwing female activists we'd encountered at demonstrations.
I asked: "Did she hear Peter and Karyn talking about him being a Babymaker?"
"No way to tell for sure, sir," Mary replied, "unless we ask Dr. Fredricson if Tamara had a good attendance record in class. That might be something you could find out, sir."
"Except that I'm prohibited from officially participating in this case, since Laura is my wife." I replied. "Flip side of that, anything Laura has said to me is protected by spousal privilege, and no one else has heard me say a word about anything she's said to me... and never will, if you get my drift."
"Yes sir." Mary said. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Okay, Mary, this is good work, and I appreciate the speed with which you got this." I said. "You can go."
Mary said irreverently as she got up. "Ah yes, no longer a Police matter. A Crowbar Clan matter? That's different."
"You are surprisingly intelligent, Lieutenant." I said. "And smart enough to keep your mouth shut. Dismissed." Mary got the hint and got out while the getting was good.
"Rather cheeky of her." Teresa said once we were alone. "Celebrating being out from under Tanya a bit too much, if you ask me."
"I didn't ask." I said. Then I added: "That's Mary being Mary. Rudistan is the same way, in his own way."
"Still," replied Teresa, "I am going to tell her to be more careful about saying things like that when I'm in the room."
I nodded in agreement, then said "Okay, here's what we're going to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ohhhhh, yeahhhh..." Peter groaned as he pumped his eight inch cock in and out of the beautiful girl beneath him. Karyn had a beautiful face, eyes a man could lose himself in, and a curvy, saucy hot body that drove the young stud wild.
Peter himself was handsome, well-built, with black hair and dark eyes, and as one of the most popular studs in the Babymaker Club, he'd been sought after by women that wanted their babies to look like and be like him. And he was blessed with those eight inches of cock that got the job done as well as bringing those women to satisfying orgasms.
"Yeah, fuck me, Peter!" Karyn cried out, encouraging her lover to reach the crest. The last hour had been one of pure pleasure as he ate her pussy, fucked her sweet mouth and throat with his size, then mounted her and took her.
Karyn wasn't the pure nympho that Karen Warner Harlan had been, but she was the kind of woman that every man who had fucked her would never forget. Then she met Peter, and her heart was stolen. Now she was using her body and the skills that their teacher, Dr. Laura Fredricson, had taught her to bring her fiancé to the crest.
"Do you need to come?" she asked him, seeing and feeling his body's response as he plunged into her again and again, knowing he liked hearing that.
"I'm close, baby." Peter panted. "Really close. You want it in your cunt or your mouth?"
"My pussy, baby!" Karyn said. "Come in my pussy! Fill me up, just like you did to those women you knocked up!"
"Unnnnh!" Peter groaned. He opened his eyes and looked down at the beautiful woman beneath him, the woman he'd fallen in love with the first moment he saw her, and far and away the best fuck he'd ever had. He began thrusting into her harder and deeper.
"Yeah, come in me, Peter!" Karyn cried out. "Oh yeah, oh yeah..."
"AACH! I'm coming!" Peter groaned. He buried his cock to the hilt in Karyn's clutching cunt and shivered as he began firing spurts of ropy jism into her, coating her cervix with his potent, virile semen.
"Oh, yessss..." Karyn cooed happily as she took her stud's load, loving as always the knowledge and feeling that her body had given a man the ultimate pleasure. As Peter collapsed on her, breathing heavily, she kissed his neck and jaw as her hands caressed his naked body.
"Oh wow." Peter gasped as he raised his head and kissed his beautiful fiancée on her full lips. "That was amazing. You're amazing, Karyn."
"We're an amazing couple." Karyn said. "And when we graduate in the Spring, we'll be the next Masters and Johnson of sexual psychology."
"And then you can get off the pill," Peter said, "and have my baby."
"Yeahhhhh." Karyn said with a smile, the thought of being the Babymaker's next successful impregnation reigniting the fires in her loins...
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Shit." Peter muttered, then called out "Who is it?"
"Campus Police." said a voice on the other side of the door.
"Just a minute." Peter said. The young couple hastily dressed, then Peter opened the door. "Yes?" he said.
"Sorry to have disturbed you." said Cadet Officer Tatum. "We need both of you to come with us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To their surprise, Peter and Karyn were not taken to Campus Police Headquarters. Instead, they were taken to the Psychology Building, and to the classroom opposite the offices of Dr. Laura Fredricson, where they attended her class.
Upon entering the room, they saw two persons. One was TCPD Commander of Operations, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. The other, wearing black civilian clothes, a trenchcoat over them, and a Tilley Hat with Airborne wings over a miniature Police badge, caused them to hesitate, and to feel a bit of fear. He was Dr. Fredricson's husband, the legendary Iron Crowbar. And seeing him in person did not do anything to lessen the sense of the legend... nor the fear of him.
"Hello Peter, Karyn." I said affably. "Come on over here and have a seat."
"What's this about, sir?" Peter asked, keeping his voice respectful.
"We just want to ask you a few questions." I said. "You're not in trouble, and I have no intention of giving you any trouble... unless you lie to me, and I'm sure you won't do that." They nodded.
I said "Peter, we know you were part of the Babymaker group that Carl Ryder was a part of. What I need to know is that if you, or Karyn here, discussed that with anyone else. With anyone in your class with Dr. Fredricson, or anywhere else or to anyone else."
"Uhhh, do I need a lawyer?" asked Peter.
"No." Teresa said. "We are not trying to entrap you, here. We're not asking you to confirm that you were part of that group, and we're certainly not asking you to say you took money in exchange for impregnating those women... which is the only potential crime in the whole business. You're both hearing me say we're not going to bust you, unless you confess to a real crime, of course."
I said "Look guys, I just need to know who you talked to. Maybe you talked about what you were doing as part of a school project? Anything like that?"
Karyn and Peter looked at each other, then turned to us. "Okay." Peter said. "Before Carl was murdered and it started coming out about the Babymaker ring, I said something to Karyn about how that would be a great project for my thesis."
Karyn said "I encouraged Peter to seriously think about it, and told him he should talk to Dr. Fredricson about it."
"Did you?" I asked Peter.
"I brought it up." said Peter. "Dr. Fredricson nixed it. She told me about two women that had done their theses on prostitution, and had been prostitutes as part of it... and that both girls had ended up dead. And it turned out she was right; Carl ended up dead, too." (Author's note: 'The Credit Card Caper'; 'Midnight City'; 'The Babymaker'.)
"Did you speak out loud about that conversation, and Dr. Fredricson having nixed the idea?" I asked.
"That did come up when we were talking about it after Carl died." said Karyn. "I remember Peter saying that Dr. Fredricson wouldn't allow it." Peter nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Okay." I said. "Who else may have heard that discussion?"
Peter said "Mr. Crowbar, I think I know what you're getting at. We heard about that slug Dr. Carmela filing those charges against Dr. Fredricson. And there was one student in our class that also took his classes. Tamara." Karen nodded vigorously in agreement.
"What was Tamara like?" I asked. "Was she hostile to Dr. Fredricson in any way?"
Peter said "Tamara was a pretty strong feminist. She never really liked it when Dr. Fredricson talked about women and men in relationships. I mean, Dr. Fredricson was talking about 'the science' of sex as well as the psychology, and she was teaching about what really goes on in the world, and Tamara actually once said that kind of talk could get Dr. Fredricson 'canceled'."
Karyn added: "A while back, I was at the Dining Hall and it was busy. I saw Tamara and a friend of hers at at table, and I asked if I could sit with them, and they let me. The other girl was in Dr. Carmela's class with Tamara, and they were talking about how Dr. Fredricson's classes were an insult and a threat to the LGBTQ community."
Karyn: "I asked what part of the class was a threat, and the other girl said that Dr. Fredricson was teaching that women liked sex with men, and she, the girl, said that Dr. Fredricson should be teaching that all men are rapists and that women should stop letting men use them for sex. I said that Dr. Fredricson was teaching Science, not politics, and that girl all but attacked me, and said that Dr. Fredricson and every professor should teach with the politics and optics in mind. It was clear that girl and Tamara both hated men, and were getting politically active about that hatred."
"Do you remember the other girl's name?" I asked.
"Dana something-or-other." Karyn said, trying hard to remember. "Something like 'styrofoam'."
I got out my Police iPhone and brought up a photo. "Is this her?" I asked.
"Yeah!" Karyn said, amazed. "That's her!" She then began looking at me flirtatiously. "How did you know?"
"Her full name is Dana Stirewalt." I replied, giving Karyn a flirtatious smile back. "She's a Carmela student and protégé. So Tamara heard your conversation about the Babymakers?"
"Yes sir" said Peter. "She even asked questions about it a couple of days after we first talked about it..."
Part 5 - The Four
4:00pm, Monday, October 12th. I turned my television monitor on in my office, to see the inaugural edition of Fox University's new show, 'The Four'.
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce to the applauding live studio audience. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me are Greg Wallace, Meredith Peller, and Alison McFarland! This is the inaugural edition of 'The Four'!"
After the intro music and graphics, the camera returned to a shot of the four persons around a semicircle table. Alison was on the left, and her shapely legs were being shown off. Next to her was Meredith Peller, then Catrina, and Greg Wallace on the right side.
Catrina started them off: "In the increasingly bitter and rancorous race for Governor between Conservative Republican Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall and Democrat State Representative and Majority Whip Hoyt Stenson, both sides are trading accusations of impropriety."
Catrina: "The Democrats are saying that Ms. Marshall will essentially be a third term for current Governor Val Jared, and will continue his policies that they say are racist and misogynistic. But it was this bomb that drew howls of hatred and protest from the Democrats. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Our Sheriff, Antonio Griswold, saying in a sit-down interview with Alison McFarland: "My wife was suffering from Alzheimer's, from Dementia, before she died, and I watched her deteriorate over time. And I'm seeing the same signs in Hoyt Stenson that I saw in my wife in her early months of the disease. I believe Hoyt Stenson is already suffering from Dementia, and that he is already mentally unfit to be Governor."
Alison: "The Democrats have threatened to sue you over that accusation, Sheriff. What is your response to that?"
"I say 'Bring it on!'." growled Sheriff Griswold. "We'll countersue, and demand Stenson undergo a cognitive test and the results be made public. I'll also point out that Stenson won't face Sharon Marshall in a debate in front of a live audience and a live television audience. Why won't he? I call upon Stenson to stop hiding in his basement and face the People of the State so that they can see for themselves."
Back to Catrina live: "Lieutenant Governor Marshall has also called upon Mr. Stenson to take a cognitive test and to publicly debate her. Alison, what about all this?"
Alison McFarland: "Sheriff Griswold saw these symptoms in his own wife, and I've interviewed other family members of Alzheimer's patients as well as some doctors for an upcoming podcast. They're saying the same thing, that Hoyt Stenson appears to be in the early stages of Dementia."
Catrina called on Greg Wallace. As images of Stenson played on the screen, Wallace said: "You can see it in Stenson's face. He's reading off the TOTS, the 'Teleprompter of the State', as reporters have been calling it, and his facial expression often looks as if he doesn't realize where he is. If you watch closely, his wife isn't walking hand-in-hand with him, but is leading him to the podium and away from it, and look here how he's looking at her as she talks to him, as if he's trying to understand what she's telling him."
"Meredith?" Catrina said.
Meredith said "We were all saddened when Sheriff Griswold's wife died, but I have to remind the viewers that Griswold is a very close crony of Governor Val Jared, who is absolutely a racist and misogynist, and who was impeached and barely saved from conviction by one misguided vote. Sharon Marshall has said out loud she intend to continue Jared's racist policies, especially regarding Undocumented Workers. So I question Sheriff Griswold's motives in saying what he said, which to me borders on slander and defamation."
After the break, it was Greg Wallace's turn to moderate: "The ACLU has filed complaints against SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin, his Campaign for Town & County Inspector General, and the State Republican Party, for ads pointing out that Democrat I.G. candidate Bruce Finneran is an active member of the North American Man-boy Love Association, NAMbLA, which advocates that all laws prohibiting sex between grown men and underage boys be repealed."
Wallace: "The ACLU says that those are thinly veiled attacks upon Mr. Finneran's sexual orientation. Mr. Finneran has stated publicly in the past that he is a homosexual, and has admitted to his membership in NAMbLA. Additionally, Fox Eight News has confirmed Mr. Finneran's membership in NAMbLA, and as of noon today, Mr. Finneran is a current and active member. Meredith, is the ACLU right?"
"Oh, I think so." said Meredith. "These attacks are sensationalist in nature, and are intended to point out Mr. Finneran's sexual orientation. And they're insinuating other things without a shred of proof."
"What things are being insinuated?" asked Catrina Pierce. "I'll point out now that no one has said Bruce Finneran is a pedophile. But he's a current member of NAMbLA, has refused to give up his membership in it, and NAMbLA advocates sexual relationships between grown men and underage boys. Those are facts, not insinuations."
Meredith: "But just saying it the way you did, is insinuating something really ugly, something for which you don't have a shred of proof."
Alison McFarland: "So why hasn't Finneran resigned from NAMbLA? He could stop any rumors just by-------"
"Why should he have to?" Meredith fired back. "And again, this isn't about his NAMbLA membership, it's about the attempts to point out his sexual orientation in a negative way!"
"That's not what they're doing!" Greg Wallace fired back, his voice loud and angry. "This isn't about his sexual orientation! It's about the tender ages of the boys that NAMbLA advocates allowing grown men to have sex with!"
"We're up against a hard break." said Catrina, and they went to commercial.
When they got back, it was Meredith's turn to hostess: "The race for Mayor may be the most bitter contest in the State this year, and goes beyond mere Party politics. Democrat Eldrick X. Weaver maintains to this day that he won the Mayoral race over Republican Daniel Allgood two years ago, and that the race was stolen from him after Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts disallowed a contested batch of ballots that had been in a poll worker's car trunk and turned in late."
Meredith: "The same two men are battling once again for the Mayor post, which is the most important office in our Town & County today. Eldrick X. Weaver has demanded a meeting with Police Commander Donald Troy. Mr. Weaver claims to want the meeting to discuss the relations between the Town & County Police and the Black Community, which are badly broken after the TCPD used violent tactics to crush peaceful Black protests last summer."
Meredith: "So far, Commander Troy has refused to meet with Mr. Weaver. Commender Troy issued a statement saying, quote, 'If and when Eldrick X. Weaver admits that the outcome of the previous Mayoral race was the correct one, and Daniel Allgood is the legitimate Mayor, I'll consider meeting with him. But as long as Weaver continues the lie that the election was stolen, I have nothing to say to him nor hear from him.', close quote. Greg, why is Mr. Weaver demanding a meeting with Commander Troy, and not Chief Sean Moynahan or Sheriff Griswold?"
Greg Wallace: "I do think Weaver does that to deliberately insult and diminish the Police Chief and Sheriff, who are the only two people in this County over Commander Troy in his chain of command. But it's more than that. Everyone, and I mean everyone, knows who Donald Troy is. If I say the words 'Iron Crowbar', everyone in this State, from Rocktown in the southeast to the City in the northeast, to Jacksonville in the southwest, and Midtown in the middle, know who I'm talking about."
"And even across the whole Nation." Alison McFarland added helpfully.
"Yes." said Wallace. "So Weaver wants a meeting with Commander Troy to get the name splash that he's not going to get with any other name, no disrespect to anyone else."
"Catrina," said Meredith, "what could Mr. Weaver want to talk to Commander Troy about? I seriously doubt Troy is going to endorse Mr. Weaver over Commander Troy's brother-in-law Daniel Allgood."
Catrina: "No, and not just because Commander Troy's wife and Mayor Allgood's wife are sisters. First of all, it's dishonest reporters like Bettina Wurtzburg and KXTC that says the black riots were peaceful, when they absolutely weren't. I hope no one has forgotten that a female Police Officer was abducted, raped, beaten nearly to death, and the Police Officers and EMTs that rescued her were shot at and one wounded in the attempt." Meredith's face showed she did not like being called out like that.
Catrina went on: "I think Greg is basically right, it's to get the splash in the news cycle. No matter what they do talk about, the Mainstream Media gets to rehash the riots, but in terms that the Police used abusive tactics to stop the lawbreaking riots. The Mainstream Media gets to rehash the Breonna Bryant trial, and the total crackdown on any riots following the guilty verdict. All that is to agitate the Black Community, and to gin up support for Weaver in the Elections, in which early voting started today."



Meredith: "Alison, you know Commander Troy, you've interviewed him, and he's given you access that other reporters would die or kill for. Is his refusal to meet with Weaver a politically motivated response, or one based on racial motives?"
"Neither." said Alison, not rising to Meredith's race baiting. "It's a very practical response. There's really nothing for him and Weaver to talk about. And since you brought it up, I will say that yes, I've had access to Commander Troy that many other reporters are jealous of, and I've had the opportunity to observe him and watch him in action."
Alison: "That man's ability to not only solve crimes but also to outwit political enemies is incredible. I don't understand why some of these politicians continue to try to use him, attack him, smear his good name, call his daughter racist epithets, and play crap games with him. He keeps chewing them up and spitting them out, and maintaining law and order in this County on top of it. You'd think they'd learn..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, you'd think they'd learn." Teresa Croyle said. She'd come into my office during the show, and watched with me.
"Their attitude is the same as their fellow Socialists." I said. "Socialists say 'Socialism will work the next time we try it!'. These idiots say 'We'll beat the Iron Crowbar next time!'. Let em' keep trying; I'll get bored like Sherlock Holmes if they stop."
"Just don't resort to cocaine use like Sherlock Holmes did." Teresa said. A red crowbar was waived in her general direction, followed by both of us chuckling at the joke.
Teresa then said: "How much longer will Meredith be with KFXU?"
I said "I'm not sure. I had the impression that was scripted, on purpose, to drive the adversarial conversation. But Catrina looked genuinely angry at Meredith when Meredith said the black riots were 'peaceful protests', and threw in some good zingers in retaliatory reply, which made Meredith angry. They may end up being like that 'Mike & Mike' sports show... the two guys hated each other so much that off-air they didn't speak, but passed written notes through an intermediary."
Teresa nodded. "I noticed that, too, about Meredith and Catrina. Anyway, I just hope the people watching 'Point Taken' in the morning will watch 'The Four' in the afternoon. People need to hear both sides, and make up their own minds."
"Oh, we're way past that." I said. When Teresa looked at me inquiringly, not unlike the way my dog Buddy looked at me or Carole at times when wondering what us hoo-mahns were doing, I said "People don't watch the news to get information, anymore. They watch the channels that give them validation of their own viewpoints. "
I saw the light come on in Teresa's eyes. "Yeah, that makes sense." she said. "Leftists and Establishment Elites watch CNN and SNN and KXTC, who give them what they want. The Conservative Right watches Fox Cable or OANN."
"Yep." I said. "Okay, we need to plan our actions regarding Carmela's lies about my wife."
Teresa said: "I'm not sure what we can do. Legally, anyway."
"Oh, we're beyond legalities." I said. "Carmela thinks we're constrained by the Law, but what if I choose to ignore and remove those constraints?"
"Uh oh." Teresa said. "What are you planning? Or do I want to know?"
"Oh, I'll tell you; it's not that bad." I said. "Here's what I'm thinking..."
Part 6 - Extracurricular Activities
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 13th, from the KXTC Studios Anchor Desk. "The Town & County Council meets tonight, with huge implications for the Police Force!"
After the hard charging music intro, Bettina began: "The Council is expected to take up the Public Safety Department's proposed hiring of retiring Police Deputy Chief Cindy Ross as the Sheriff Department's Chief of Staff, followed by the promotion of Police Captain of Detectives Tanya Perlman Muscone to Deputy Chief. But these nominations may not be as easy as Sheriff Griswold expects. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this controversial situation. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said athletic blonde Amber Harris, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Several Council members have vowed to stop the nominations from being approved, and will use any means available to them to do so. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Council Member Susan Weston saying "Tanya Muscone is not fit to be Deputy Chief, and I will do everything in my power to prevent her promotion. She has failed as Chief of Detectives, and promoting her past her level of competence is not a solution, but a set-up for an unmitigated disaster within the Police Department."
Then Kelly Carnes was shown, proving why there are stereotypes about blonde women: "Cindy Ross is only being transferred to dodge proper punishment for actions for which she was insufficiently disciplined. It is imperative that the Council demand a full investigation of the incident, particularly Commander Troy and Sheriff Griswold's cover-up of it. I believe a majority of the Council will agree with me that a Board of Inquest and further Council action is needed before that hire can be approved."
Back to Amber live: "Outgoing Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis declined to appear on camera, but when I asked him about these nominations, and if he was angry that no Persons of Color were nominated, he replied that he'd come to respect Captain Muscone's abilities in spite of her being confined to a wheelchair, and that it would be appropriate to choose one's spots over debates on nominations of People of Color."
Bettina: "Amber, assuming that Captain Muscone's nomination is approved by the Council, who would be nominated to replace her as Captain of Detectives? Is that what Councilman Lewis meant when he talked about 'choosing one's spots'?"
Amber: "Bettina, Channel Two News has learned that the TCPD plans to hire their new Captain of Detectives from the outside. Specifically, Los Angeles Police Lieutenant Claire Michaels, a former Detective with the TCPD, is being re-hired by the TCPD with the intent to take over the Captain of Detectives duties. The Council will also be taking up that hiring and promotion. Commander Troy has refused repeated requests by KXTC for comment on these matters. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina, then said almost under her breath "The Iron Crowbar moves quickly, doesn't he?" Then she caught herself and said "And in other news, State Democrats are demanding that Town & County Sheriff Antonio Griswold resign after his incendiary remarks that gubernatorial candidate Hoyt Stenson is in the early stages of Dementia. Griswold is a close crony of White Nationalist Governor Val Jared, and is accused of making those statements to help Jared clone Sharon Marshall in her race against Mr. Stenson. Neither Sheriff Griswold nor Commander Donald Troy responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment on these slanderous allegations."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did they get Claire's name?" asked Captain Tanya Muscone as she, Deputy Chief Cindy Ross, Lt. Commender Teresa Croyle, Chief Sean Moynahan, Me, and Sheriff Griswold drank coffee as we watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"From one of the Council Members." I replied. "We had to include her nomination to Captain in the package we sent to them, and I'd bet Kelly Carnes broke a fingernail in her rush to dial Bettina's number. But in fairness, it could've been any of them."
"And no mention of the ACLU's complaint about the ads against Finneran?" Cindy asked. "I heard they filed complaints not only with the FEC, but with the US DOJ Civil Rights Division, asking that it be made part of the lawsuit against Mayor Allgood."
I said "You may have noticed that they've stopped mentioning KXTC's endorsement of Finneran. What happened is that after Katherine Woodburn bought back KXTC, she withdrew that endorsement, and forbade anyone from talking about it on air. I would venture a guess that Katherine told her reporters to not mention the ACLU complaint, since it involves Finneran."
"Does she want Finneran to lose?" asked Chief Moynahan, incredulity in his voice.
"Probably not." I replied. "But she doesn't want to appear as being strongly supportive of him, either. His NAMbLA membership is killing him with people of all ethnicities."
"Because he's a homosexual?" Cindy queried sharply.
"No, because he's likely a pedophile." I said. "Oh, did I just slander him without proof? Well... as the X-Files show said: 'The truth is out there.'... and Katherine knows it."
"As do youuuuu, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"I yam what I yam, Chief." I said, in an excellent imitation of the legendary Popeye. It was not a denial...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:55am, Tuesday, October 13th. Dr. Laura Fredricson stepped into the classroom across the hall from her office suite and said "Tamara, can you come here for a moment, please?"
Tamara got up and went into the hallway. There were two Campus Police Officers present. Laura beckoned for Tamara to come into Laura's office through the direct side door to the hallway. When Tamara stepped inside, Laura shut the door behind her without entering the office. Tamara was left facing Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle, and... sitting on one of the 'two sofas' with his back to the windows... the Iron Crowbar. 
"Have a seat, Tamara." I said in my most authoritative voice.
"What the hell is this about?" Tamara said. "I'm not staying!" She opened the door behind her, only to find Campus Police Cadet Officer Tatum blocking the door. The female Officer came inside and forced Tamara to the couch opposite me, and forced her to sit down. Then Cadet Officer Tatum exited through the side door back into the hallway.
"Why are you holding me against my will?" Tamara asked loudly. "Am I under arrest?"
"Why, I can certainly arrange that." I said. "But right now we only want to have a conversation."
"I want a lawyer." Tamara said. "I'm not talking to you without a lawyer present. Am I under arrest or am I free to go?"
"One of your Constitutional rights is the right to remain silent." I said. "If you will exercise that right and shut up for one minute, I'll tell you what's going on."
"I don't care what you want to tell me." said Tamara. "Either I'm leaving or I want a lawyer before any further (air quotes) 'conversation' takes place."
"There's the door." I said, pointing to the office door that led to the anteroom where Laura's assistant normally was. Tamara almost tripped up rushing to it. When she opened it, she almost collided with Melina Allgood, who was holding up her FBI 'dark agent' ID.
"FBI." Melina said. "Get back in there."
"I WANT A LAWYER!" Tamara shouted. Melina shoved her back into the office and slammed the door behind them. Teresa came over and forced Tamara back to her seat on the sofa, facing me. Then she grabbed Tamara's face and forced her jaw open, not unlike forcing a dog's jaw open to give it a medicine pill.
"Bitch, you better shut the fuck up," Teresa growled in her most vicious 'Teresa Cunt' voice, "or I'll break your fucking jaw right now."
"Owww!" Tamara protested, twisting her head out of Teresa'a grasp. "Police brutality!"
"I dunno." I said. "I dunno. Maybe I'm not making myself clear." I took out my red crowbar and began lightly tapping it on Tamara's thigh and knee. "You see, Tamara, Police brutality doesn't begin until I swing this crowbar and smash what little brains you have into your throat. I only need one blow to literally split your head open, to kill you."
"Then do it, you murdering bastard!" Tamara snarled.
"I'd rather do something else." I said. "You see, you now have two choices. We the TCPD can take you to Headquarters, run you through full booking, charge you will several felony crimes, and then you can call a lawyer to try to weasel you out of it. Orrrrr, we'll let the FBI Agent here take you into Federal custody, and you will be (air quotes) 'disappeared'. You will never be seen again, at least not alive, on the face of this earth."
"Bullshit!" Tamara huffed. "And I've committed no Federal crime!"
"Like that will save you." I said witheringly. "But just to make the point... let's watch some TV!" I took an iPad from Teresa and slid the cover off it, then brought up a video file and began playing it.
Callie Carrington appeared on the screen. "I'm a Federal Agent." Callie said, holding up an ID which had been blurred out. "On Friday, October 3rd, I came into the office of Laurie, Dr. Fredricson's assistant. We heard a noise in Laura's office, and I cracked open the door to see what it was. It was one of Laura's students, named Tamara. She was going through Laura's calendar book, taking photos with an iPhone."
Callie: "I had Laurie come over and peek in, and witness it. We didn't do anything to interrupt because we didn't know if her actions were authorized or not. I reported it to Dr. Fredricson later that day."
The next video clip showed Laurie saying what Callie had said. "As you can see," I said as the clip ended and I handed Teresa the iPad back, 'we have two witnesses who saw you trespassing into Dr. Fredricson's things. We also have a clip of Dr. Fredricson saying you were not authorized to be at her desk nor looking at her stuff."
"That's a lie." said Tamara. "I wasn't even in this building that day."
"You got an alibi? Someone who can confirm under oath where you were at the time these two, not one but two witnesses say they saw you in Dr. Fredricson's office, going through her things? Oh, of course you don't; I checked. Even if these eyewitness testimonies were false, I'm not stupid enough to overlook a simple thing like that."
"Check my iPhone." said Tamara. "You'll see I don't have any photos of Dr. Fredricson's calendar on it."
"Why, let's do that." I said. "Open it up." Tamara did, and I handed the cellphone to Teresa, who turned around. She connected Tamara's phone to her own, running a program to copy everything in Tamara's phone.
"Hey!" Tamara said when she realized what was going on.
"You did consent to letting us investigate your phone." I said. "We all witnessed it. So, Tamara, you face being failed out of the Psychology program and not getting your degree, expulsion from School, and being arrested and prosecuted, and possibly doing jail time. Or, you start telling us the story, and it'd better be the truth."
"Arrest me, then." Tamara said. "I want a lawyer. Now."
Melina was behind the couch Tamara was sitting on. She leaned over the back of the couch very near Tamara's left shoulder and began speaking, her voice almost a whisper: "I don't think you understand, Tamara. Dr. Fredricson is a Federal Agent, a very high ranking one. That makes going through her stuff like you did a Federal crime."
Melina: "The Iron Crowbar is not going to arrest you, Tamara. I am. And once you're in Federal custody, you'll wish to God or whatever you consider holy that you'd talked to him instead of me. We will get the truth out of you... and then you'll disappear forever, like the Iron Crowbar said a minute ago. You'll be charged under the PATRIOT Act with domestic terrorism, and you will no longer exist... neither in any records, nor literally."
"You'll never get away with that." Tamara said, trying to bluff.
"Won't she." I replied flatly. Then I made my voice quiet, and gently hypnotic as I said: "You may think Lionel Carmela has friends, people that can help you. But they'd have to know where you are to help you, and they won't know, and they'll never find out. And they can't outrun bullets, just as you cannot outrun a bullet fired at the back of your head from one inch away..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We got her statement on a different iPhone than any other used, so far." Teresa said to me as she, Cindy, Melina, and I ate lunch at Laura's favorite Soup and Sandwich place. I looked outside and saw the clouds increasing, the overcast adding to the solemnity and gloom of our conversation.
Tamara had admitted that she had gotten into Laura's appointment calendar at the request of Dana Stirewalt, who was a student member of Dr. Lionel Carmela's unofficial inner circle, colloquially called 'the Politburo'. Dana had only told her that she wanted to prove that Dr. Fredricson had started the Babymaker Club and was the ringleader of it. Tamara said she thought Dr. Fredricson was doing it as a research project, and that Dana Stirewalt wanted it to help a friend at The Silver Sentinel, the University's student newspaper, get a huge scoop.
"Do you think Tamara was telling the truth?" Teresa asked me, and Cindy and Melina were peering at me.
"Yes and no." I replied. "She was telling the truth about her actions, but not the reasons for them. I hope Tamara does not think I'm such an Agency of the Weak Minded that I would not fail to notice that she was totally betraying her sponsoring professor, and with obvious purpose and intent to cause Laura damage. I suspect Carmela and maybe Stirewalt really worked her over mentally, and Tamara was a very willing sycophant to Carmela's deeply Leftist causes."
"But you can't do anything about it." Cindy Ross said. "Callie and Laurie's testimonies were fake."
Yes, they were, I thought to myself. Both beautiful blondes had willingly (eagerly, in Callie's case) agreed to make those false witness statements; they had not seen Tamara in the office. I had a good idea about the correct day, and had 'a friend' check the pings on Tamara's cellphone to find out when she was likeliest alone. The additional threat of Melina arresting and 'disappearing' Tamara had been devastatingly effective on the young woman's weak psyche.
"True." I said. "I told Callie and Laurie that we were going to destroy the iPad the videos were on, and of course we could never call them to testify about something they really didn't see. No, nothing there is legally defensible, but I wasn't looking for that, of course. I wanted the information... and to make Tamara useless to Carmela."
"She's useless now, fer sure." said Teresa. "After I sent that video of Tamara's 'confession' to Laura and Dr. Wellman, Laura dropped Tamara from the Psychology program, with a 'failing' designation, and Dr. Wellman has referred her to whoever gets referred to for such things, to begin the process of expelling her."
"Laura's still in danger." Melina said. "Sure, it's all coincidence about her doing checkups on the Babymakers and the women that hired them, but a few pure Haters on the Ethics Board would interpret things as they please."
"That's not the true danger, though." I said.
"What is?" asked the Green Crowbar.
"This is all being done so that radical students can march, protest, and even commit violence," I said, "with the purpose and intent of 'canceling' Laura, and forcing her out as Head of the Department of Psychology at the University."
"What about her being on Staff at University Hospital?" asked Melina, her voice sounding worried."
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "I'm hoping that the Hospital Administrator and a certain very generous Hospital Board Member will exercise influence to keep Laura on Staff and doing doctor things."
"Damn straight we will." said that very generous Hospital Board Member, Teresa Croyle. "The anniversary of the Hospital bombing is on October 16th. And I think you'll like some of the things we're going to be doing when we commemorate that."
"What things?"
"It's a surprise." Teresa replied. "I can't say in front of Don." I just rolled my eyes...
Part 7 - Counseled and Canceled



7:15pm, Tuesday, October 13th. I walked down the steps of the Public Council Chamber to the floor in front of the curved bench behind which the Council Members sat. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was already there. We were both wearing armor over our light blue Police uniform shirts.
"Good evening, sir." Teresa said. "No disrespect, sir, but I thought you were going to be here a little earlier."
"I planned to be," I replied, "but Carole started telling me and Laura that something was wrong, that we were both in danger. Laura doesn't believe Carole's vibes, so when Carole can't define the danger, Laura rebukes her for saying anything out loud. That gets Carole's hackles up that she's not being believed, and she starts throwing a fit, which gets her in even more trouble with her mother that demands a disciplined, well-behaved daughter."
"Sounds like Cassandra in ancient Troy." Teresa said. "She was given the power of prophecy, but also the curse that no one believed her. That didn't go over very well when she prognosticated the fall of Troy to the Greeks. So, do you believe Carole?"
"In a word, yes." I replied. "I don't have her nor Cindy's power of the Vibe, but I've been feeling that something's wrong, also. And that's one reason I'm wearing this armor tonight, instead of a Duty Dress jacket for the Executive Session later on tonight. So, how does the audience for tonight's Council meeting look?"
"Unexceptional." Teresa replied. "I really thought we'd have more 'Black Lives Matter' and 'Black Voices Raised' people show up, since they're going to talk about Police promotions. Maybe they're marshaling their forces for the Assembly meeting Thursday."
"Could well be." I said. "Could well be. Are you prepped for security for that?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa.
"Good." I said. "There's one extra thing I want you to be ready to do. You know I don't like our SWAT doing crowd control, but in this case we might need them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:30pm the Council Members filed into the Chamber and took their places at the long, curved bench. Mayor Daniel Allgood gaveled the meeting into session and called for the routine things like lawsuits to be submitted. Then he asked for Old Business; there was none. Then he asked for New Business, and J.P. Goldman introduced the Police promotions package, with Edward R. Steele seconding. The discussion was deferred to the Executive Session that would occur at the end of the public meeting.
And that was not long in coming. When the Mayor asked for persons to address the Council, there were only two persons that approached. One woman, who was young and black, asked what the security measures at the polling places were currently, and would be on Election Day. The Mayor replied that the Public Safety Department was in charge of those arrangements, and that questions regarding that should be referred to the Sheriff's Office.
The second person to stand up was a young white man with poor hygiene, wearing a green Environmentalist shirt. He demanded that the Council order the resignation of Sheriff Griswold for making dishonest comments about gubernatorial candidate Hoyt Stenson. Kelly Carnes made a motion condemning Sheriff Griswold for his accusation that Hoyt Stenson was suffering from the beginnings of Dementia, and Sheila Sorrells seconded it.
J.P. Goldman then addressed the man speaking. "I would like to ask you, young man, if you will join with me in asking that proof be obtained of Mr. Stenson's mental condition. Will you join me in publicly asking Mr. Stenson to take a cognitive test, so that the validity or lack of validity of the Sheriff's comments can be ascertained?"
"Hoyt Stenson is a great man and a champion of Climate Change!" the man said, his voice getting shriller and more towards yelling. "It is Sheriff Griswold who has lied, and I demand this Council act to remove Griswold from office!"
"So you don't care about getting to the truth of Mr. Stenson's condition." said J.P. Goldman. "And I guess you don't care about the Science, that shows that Climate Change is a fraud."
"The Science is settled!" the man started yelling. "Climate Change is real, and the greatest threat to mankind! Climate Deniers like you are criminals that are destroying our Earth------" He suddenly stopped yelling when he saw a female Police Officer known for having a bad attitude approaching him. "What, you gonna kick me out for telling the truth?"
"Keep your voice civil, or yeah, I'll throw your ass into a paddywagon, and you can tell the inmates at County Jail all about the dangers of Climate Change." Teresa replied.
To her dismay, the man said "Best you heed the Science! You will not be forgiven for ignoring the peril of Climate Change!" Then he stalked off and out the Chamber, not sticking around to watch Carnes's motion fall in flames, 5-5, with the Mayor declining to vote 'Yea', effectively killing the it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone took their seats in the Private Council Chamber. Besides the Council Members, Sheriff Griswold, Chief of Staff Oswald, Police Chief Moynahan, Me, and the Sergeant-At-Arms were in the room, sitting in chairs against the left side wall.
"As usual," said Mayor Allgood as he gaveled the Executive Session into order, "we can do this one of two ways: everyone can act civil, and we can have a relatively free and open discussion; or someone will start acting like one of those green-shirted environmentalist wackos, and we'll move forward under the strictest possible rules of debate."
Even Kelly Carnes did not rise to the bait, as that wacko slug had when J.P. Goldman had so easily triggered him. However, she did raise her hand, and upon being recognized said "Why is Police Commander Donald Troy in this meeting? He has no bearing on this."
"He's here for two reasons." replied Edward R. Steele with alacrity. "First, he definitely has bearing on the Captain of Detectives selection. And second, because I invited him to be here."
"And I heartily approve of Commander Troy's presence at this meeting." added Mayor Allgood. "Okay, Mr. Goldman, the floor is yours."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said J.P. Goldman. "The Public Safety Department has submitted a package of three interrelated personnel actions to us, two hirings and one promotion. The promotion is that of Captain Tanya Perlman Muscone to Deputy Police Chief. The hirings are for hiring the retiring Deputy Police Chief, Cindy Ross, to Sheriff Department Chief of Staff, replacing the retiring Chief of Staff, Charles T. Oswald; and hiring LAPD Lieutenant Claire Michaels as TCPD Captain of Detectives. I move that we approve these hires and promotion."
"I second that motion." said John Colby in his baritone voice that belied his short, slender stature.
"Procedural point of order." said Susan Weston. "For various reasons, I believe we should consider each action separately. For example, I have nothing against Claire Michaels, as I remember the excellent job she did as a TCPD Detective some years ago. But the Captain of Detectives position is not vacant, and I will be doing everything in my power to prevent the promotion of Tanya Muscone to the Deputy Chief position."
"Why?" asked John Colby.
"I believe Muscone is unqualified for the Deputy Chief position." said Weston. "She has been a failure as Captain of Detectives. She can't even go to many crime scenes, being a paraplegic confined to a wheelchair. She has bad relationships with some of her subordinates, and some of my constituents tell me she has taken the FBI's side over the TCPD's. Yes, her husband is an FBI Agent, but in my opinion that makes things all the worse. Not to be religious, but the Bible says that no man can serve two masters, and I'm not clear on which one Captain Muscone is serving."
Sheila Sorrells said "I'm not necessarily against any of these actions. But I believe there is one situation that has not been fully resolved yet, and that is the disciplinary action against Deputy Chief Ross------"
"That's been fully resolved!" Chief Griswold exclaimed, one of the very few times I'd ever seen him lose control. "The matter was handled internally and is closed!"
Five persons yelled "Point of order!", those being the five Democrats at the table.
"Noted. Please ask to be recognized, Sheriff." replied the Mayor. "But the Sheriff did make a good point, which I'll officially make on his behalf. Discipline within the Public Safety Department has almost always been handled internally, and rarely ever reaches us, and there's no reason this should be an exception."
"Even so," said Kelly Carnes, who had not raised her hand to be recognized, but was not stopped, "if you want us to consider voting for Commander Ross's move to the second highest position in the Sheriff's Department, and the de facto Financial Officer for the entire Public Safety Department, it is only right that we are told what the matter was about so that we can decide the seriousness of the allegations and the fitness of the punishment, if any. To not tell us that shows a lack of transparency, and therefore a lack of integrity."
"You have no grounds to speak of integrity, nor financial propriety." growled J.P. Goldman, knowing that Carnes had barely escaped prosecution for campaign finance violations. (Author's note: 'Vox Populi Vox Dei', Ch. 01; 'Red Squad', Ch. 01-02.)
Five voices yelled 'Point of Order!". The Mayor tapped his gavel until order was restored. "Don't start going off the rails, people." he admonished.
"Sheriff, do you have any comment on the disciplinary action?" Kelly Carnes asked, her voice a snarl.
"Only that it was handled internally, the matter is closed, and I will not speak further of it." Griswold growled strongly.
"Chief?" asked Kelly Carnes, her voice withering, and accusing.
"As they say in the British House of Commons," said the Chief, "I refer you to the reply the Sheriff gave some moments agooooo."
"This is not the House of Commons." fired back Kelly Carnes. "What was the infraction by Commander Ross?" When she received no reply, she said "Maybe we should lay this on the table and call for a Board of Inquest to determine what happened."
"The matter is already handled, and closed." said Ian McGhillie. "The I.G. won't even bother with an Inquest hearing."
"Why not?" fired back Carnes. "It's his job to determine the truth, the real truth, and make sure the proper punishment was applied, especially if the Police are covering up-------"
Five persons yelled "Point of Order!" The Mayor tapped his gavel, then said "Carnes, you're not going to use this Council meeting to campaign for that NAMbLA slug Bruce Finneran. We have a seconded motion on the floor, and a procedural move to split it into three separate votes. Are there any objections to splitting the vote?" There were five objections.
"Then I move to amend to separate the motion into three parts, for separate votes on each person being considered." said Sheila Sorrells. Kelly Carnes was not beaten in seconding.
The subsequent vote was 5-5, and the Mayor dropped the bomb: "The Council being equally divided, I vote 'Yea', and the motion carries. We'll have three separate votes." Seeing J.P. Goldman looking like he might literally lose consciousness, Allgood said "I want everyone, especially these Democrats, on record for each Officer, especially Captain Muscone's promotion."
Because Cindy was retiring, the Deputy Chief position was actually open. Therefore, the first vote was for Tanya Muscone to Deputy Chief. And that's when the fight started.
Susan Weston led the way. "I said before and I'll say it again." she started. "Tanya Muscone is not fit to hold her current position of Captain of Detectives, and she's certainly not fit to be Deputy Chief, a Command Group position with the power of a Principal to sign contracts on behalf of the County. She is not physically fit, being a cripple------"
Five persons yelled "Point of Order!". But that wasn't Weston's real problem. The Sheriff had had to physically restrain me from getting up and attacking Weston.
"Watch your mouth, Weston!" the Sheriff all but yelled.
"Let him go, Sheriff." Weston said. "That's right, Troy, I called your little bitch a cripple! Come attack me for it!"
"Don't do it, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "Wait until there are no witnesses!"
"Yes sir." I said quietly, the underlying current of pure menace in my voice unnerving many in the room... including Susan Weston. She'd crossed the line, and she knew it.
Mayor Allgood said "I accept the points of order. Calling a decorated Police Officer slurs like that is inappropriate. Do not call Captain Muscone that again, Ms. Weston, or I'll have the Sergeant-At-Arms escort you out... and I can't promise you the Iron Crowbar won't follow you out the door. Are you otherwise finished with your statement?"
"By no means." said Weston, who looked over at me as she said: "As i was saying, Muscone is not physically fit to be Captain of Detectives, much less Deputy Chief. She is also not qualified to be Deputy Chief because she has neither degree nor experience in financial matters like Deputy Chief Ross did when she assumed the job------"
"Point of order, and point of information!" interrupted Edward R. Steele. "The Deputy Chief position does not require a financial degree of any kind. Robert Brownlee did not have one. Della Harlow did not have one. Cindy Ross having one is the exception, not the rule. As to Captain Muscone's physical qualifications-------"
"You can say that during your debate time." said the Mayor.
"Mr. Mayor," said Steele, "I was going to state the point of information that there are no physical fitness requirements for the Deputy Chief position, not even to qualify with a gun, though Captain Muscone has. But yes, I'll state my evaluation of Weston's absurd comments at the proper time."
By the way, Edward Steele's daughter Marie and my daughter Carole are BFFs. Hmm, I wonder who gave Edward those points of information. I wonnnn-derrrr who that could have been...
"Thank you." said the Mayor. "And you're right about the qualifications. Okay, any more discussion?"
Malinda Adams asked "Sheriff, Chief, if Captain Muscone were not approved for this promotion, who would you nominate?"
"We have not assssuuuumed the nomination will be disapproooooved." drawled the Chief as I whispered something to the Sheriff.
"I want Crowbar to answer that question." growled the Sheriff. The Mayor nodded to recognize me.
I bore in on the feminist Malinda Adams and said clearly: "I can assure you, Ms. Adams, that if Captain Muscone is not approved, then the next nominee will be a man." The look she gave me in reply was 'priceless'. The Sheriff's mustaches were twitching with amusement.
Edward Steele then spoke: "I do not agree with Ms. Weston's evaluation of Captain Muscone as Captain of Detectives. She's done an outstanding job. The Intel Branch idea was originally hers, and it's implementation was hers. It has been a tremendous resource to help our Police do their jobs successfully."
Steele: "I will add that Ms. Weston's sneers at Captain Muscone's condition of being a paraplegic is both unjust and mean-spirited. Captain Muscone's example of overcoming being a paraplegic is a shining example for other paraplegics. And the highly acclaimed and very successful wheelchair race on Independence Day was all her doing. All in all, we should be proud to have a heroic Police Officer like Tanya Muscone on our Police Force, Ms. Weston's personal hatreds notwithstanding."
The Republicans on the Council applauded, as did the Sheriff, Chief, and me. To my surprise, Malinda Adams and Reginald B.F. Lewis also joined the applause.
The vote was taken, and it was 7-3 to approve the promotion. Malinda Adams was one of those. "She's a woman, and I believe Commander Troy when he says they'd put a man in there if we don't approve her." Women! I thought to myself...
The other Democrat vote came from the Council's only black member, Reginald B.F. Lewis. "How could you?" Susan Weston spat bitterly at him.
"Because I came to respect her after she whipped all our asses in that debate over the Intel Center." replied Reginald B.F. Lewis with a Cheshire-Cat-canary-eating grin. (Author's note: 'Return To Point Hollow', Ch. 04.) The look on Weston's face was one of unappeasable hatred.
"Okay," said Mayor Allgood, "we now officially have a vacancy in the Captain of Detectives slot, and Claire Michaels has been nominated to fill it. Debate?"
"I have one question, and it is for the Police Officers in the room." said Sheila Sorrells. "Claire Michaels was a Detective with the TCPD, and left for Los Angeles. Why did she leave? Or maybe I should ask why didn't she stay? What were the issues that made her leave? And if she does come back, how do we know she won't just up and leave again?"
The Chief deferred to me to reply, so I said "She's originally from Los Angeles, and the LAPD gave her a chance to go back home, so she went to work for them. She also was quickly promoted to Lieutenant there, which might've happened here but not as quickly. She got a ton of experience with the LAPD, but her unit commander died, that unit is being changed up, and she'll be promoted to Captain upon her return here."
Sheila Sorrells: "Were political considerations part of her decision to apply to return?" When I asked what she meant by that, she said "The LAPD are much more respectful to people out there than the TCPD has been to peaceful black protesters here. Yet Ms. Michaels wants to leave that positive political environment to come here, and she'd be leaving home, as you just said. So I ask again, are political considerations part of her desire to return here?"
I said "First of all, Ms. Sorrells, I don't accept the premise of your question that the environment there is 'positive' and the subsequent inference that the environment here is negative. That may be your opinion, and it's very likely not shared by others."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Second, the TCPD has not been disrespectful to peaceful protesters of any ethnicity, but you damn well better believe we enforce the law when that law is broken by violent protesters, ginned up and egged on by the corrupt Mainstream Media. And not only will I never apologize for that, I'll call you out when you lie and say that people setting fire to buildings, shooting at Officers and decent Citizens, and raping and beating women is (air quotes) 'peaceful' in any way, shape or form."
"So how do you know that Michaels won't up and leave again?" Sorrells said, trying to regain a modicum of the appearance of being in control after being called out. "How do you know she won't go back to LA on a whim, and we have to start this whole process over again?"
I replied: "First of all, she'll be a Police Captain here. That's a very high rank in any Police Department, and there aren't many Captain positions available anywhere. In large Police Forces like the LAPD, the position and rank are usually political, so it's very unlikely the highly politicized LAPD will hire her back in at the Captain's level."
I added: "Of course, she may be hired to be a Police Chief somewhere, like someone in this room was." I lightly tapped Chief Moynahan's shoulder as I said that, as he was an example of it, then continued: "And if she is, I'll be happy for her. But I think she'll be happy to be with us for a good while. And we'll go through this process again anyway, because we promote good Officers and give them the opportunities they deserve."
I saw Council Members's eyes glazing over, which was good; I hoped they'd get on with the votes. The Mayor asked if there was any more debate, and there was none. The vote was taken, and it was 6-4.



Reginald B.F. Lewis joined Sheila Sorrells in dissenting due to the 'political considerations', Susan Weston dissented in a fit of pique after losing the Tanya Muscone vote, and Kelly Carnes said, as she'd said many times before, that "I'll never vote for a positive Police action while Commander Troy is employed by the TCPD." But Malinda Adams voted to confirm the hire, as she knew without anything being said that if it wasn't Claire Michaels, it would be a man.
"Okay," said the Mayor, meaning it humorously, "shall we confirm the Chief of Staff hire by voice vote?"
"Not by a longshot." snarled Kelly Carnes. "I am sick and tired of the Sheriff and these Police Officers stonewalling us on Commander Ross's infraction and discipline, and I absolutely want everyone's vote on record. If you want to vote for Ross with this cover-up going on, then let it be recorded so it can be used against you."
"Okay, then!" said the Mayor with mock cheerfulness. "Debate?"
Dagmar Schoen said "We are extremely fortunate to have an experienced, highly qualified woman willing to accept the job of Sheriff Department Chief of Staff. Cindy Ross is a decorated Police hero, having earned the Medal of Valor being grievously wounded while saving other Police Officers's lives." (Author's note: 'Trilogy: The Darkest Night'.)
Dagmar: "I don't really care about her infraction nor the discipline for it; I trust the Sheriff to have made the right call on what's best for the Police Force. I also have no respect for the attempt to make anti-Police political points by trying to force an unnecessary Board of Inquest over it, especially now, during Election Season. I do know that Cindy Ross is the best possible choice to become the next Chief of Staff."
Malinda Adams said "I was strongly considering voting for this nomination, but now I will say that I will be voting against it. The reason is not due to Commander Ross's qualifications, but for Councilwoman Schoen's utter disregard for the good processes we have, such as Boards of Inquest... which Commander Troy himself wrote into the New Charter. I also have no respect for Ms. Schoen's casually indifferent dismissal of the lack of transparency and possibly of a cover-up by the Police over this discipline matter. You can thank Ms. Schoen, Mr. Mayor, if you get to vote to break the tie."
"Well, thank you, Ms. Schoen!" Daniel Allgood said snarkily. "Any more debate?" There was none. It was put to the vote, and was a 5-5 tie. "The Council being evenly divided," said the Mayor, "I do indeed vote 'yea' to break the tie, and the measure is approved. You have your new Chief of Staff, Sheriff..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
"It was awful!" wailed Tamara, who was near tears. "They showed me this video of Dr. Fredricson's assistant and that porno whore saying they saw me at Dr. Fredricson's desk. Then Mayor Allgood's wife came in, showed an FBI badge, and said she'd arrest me and 'disappear' me! And I had my iPhone dialed in to your number to record everything that was said... and it came out in some static and whining noise, as if the Slender Man had caught up to me in that video game."
They were in the office of Dr. Lionel Carmela, Head of the Department of Political Science and a rabid Socialist. Also there were Rob Lawton, Dana Stirewalt, and other students that made up Carmela's unofficial 'Politburo'.
"Wow." said Lawton, a tall, broad-shouldered young man with dark brown hair and a beard that was trimmed because he had a part in a University Theater play. He also wore black plastic eyeglasses, not unlike those of that guy on the 'Mythbusters' television program. "It's lucky they didn't arrest you and 'disappear' you right there on the spot."
"Hmmm, yezzzz." said Carmela as he pulled at his black beard while thinking about it. "That's a good point, Rob.... why didn't they arrest her?"
"Maybe they don't want any more publicity dredged up about Dr. Fredricson's criminal prostitution ring." suggested Dana Stirewalt.
"That's going to happen anyway." said Tamara.
"What did you tell them, Tamara?" asked Carmela.
"They said they wouldn't press charges if I told them what happened." said Tamara. "So I said I took photos with my iPhone of Dr. Fredricson's calendar book, and sent them to Dana's burner phone."
"Oh great." Dana said darkly. "Now they'll come after me."
"Again," said Carmela, "the question is why haven't they come after you already? No, there's something... fishy about all this. Something's not right. I'll also ask why that cunt Fredricson's assistant and porno whore' didn't stop you when they saw you, Tamara."
"I was wondering that, too." Tamara said. "I spent fifteen minutes photographing the calendar, and another ten downloading related files. And I was pretty sure no one else was in the building when I went in and got that information. I had no idea they saw me at all."
"What if they didn't?" Carmela asked. Everyone turned to him with confused looks on their faces. Carmela went on: "What if they made the whole thing up, including that so-called video testimony?"
"That would explain why they haven't made any actual arrests yet." said Rob Lawton.
"But they got what they wanted." Dana Stirewalt said. "And they'll come after me next."
"No, they won't." said Carmela "We're going to nip this one in the bud. I'm going to call Bettina Wurtzburg, and we're going to give them an exclusive interview. Tamara, you'll tell them what the fucking cops did to you, and the Press will smear Donald Troy with it. We can even use it to say he's trying to manufacture false evidence to save his cunt wife."
"But Doctor," said Tamara, "I have no witnesses to what they did. There's no proof. It's just my word against the word of three or four corrupt cops."
"That doesn't matter." replied Lionel Carmela. "It's the seriousness of the charge that counts. We put it out there as if it's true, and it's up to them to try to refute it. And if I'm right, they won't try. If they put out that recording they made of your coerced confession, we'll say that proves they browbeat it out of you. If they don't release it, they can't use it."
Carmela finished up: "The important point is that the truth doesn't matter. People will believe what they want to believe, and a lot of people out there want to believe that Donald Troy and the Police are corrupt. And that paves the way for calls to defund the Police, and also to 'cancel' that cunt Fredricson, with demonstrations and even physical attacks. And 'canceling' Laura Fredricson and destroying her career is our ultimate goal in this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Susan Weston asked the Sergeant-At-Arms to escort her to her vehicle, and Kelly Carnes went with them, correctly fearful for Susan's safety after what Susan had called Tanya.
Meanwhile, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle came around the corner as I was exiting the Chamber room, and she and I left to walk back to Police Headquarters. Teresa had been listening in on the Executive Session in the office of The Intendent, the lovely Adele Peabody.
"Did that go like you expected?" Teresa asked.
"Yes, except for the Mayor allowing them to split it into three separate votes." I replied. "I didn't understand why he did that."
"I think he said it out loud." Teresa said. "He wanted them on record, and by golly he got that!"
"And that's my point." I said. "He gave the Enemy fodder to attack us even more. He handed Carnes and Sorrells a campaign issue for that pedophile Finneran on a silver platter, as one example. He didn't have to do that. It was totally an unforced error on his part."
"What about what Susan Weston said about Tanya?" Teresa asked as we reached Police Headquarters.
"Let's not say another word about that." I replied. "You heard the Sheriff's reply... wait until there are no witnesses. I'll say nor more about it... to maintain plausible deniability."
"Nor will I." said the Iron Wolf darkly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Much later that night, Dr. Lionel Carmela lay in his bed in his expensive apartment, pulling the silk sheets over his corpulent body to fight the chill the night air was bringing to the Town. As he thought about what had been done to Tamara, chilling thoughts began to creep into his mind.
He'd expected the Iron Crowbar to attempt to get warrants, which Carmela would know about because Judge Nance and other paid people would bring it to his, Carmela's, attention. And when the Police would bring his associates into Police Headquarters and interrogate them, he'd make his complaints to his allies in the Mainstream Press, and they'd gin up Police abuse charges.
But the Iron Crowbar did not do that. He went totally out of bounds. Whatever Tamara had 'confessed' to was not admissible, if what he thought had happened was true...
Despite the bedding and the heat being on in his apartment, Dr. Carmela felt a chill reach into his very soul. The Iron Crowbar was not playing the Game, where he was constrained by the Rules that the Press and he, Carmela, were not beholden to. Carmela also knew that that cunt Fredricson's sister, the Mayor's wife, really could 'disappear' Tamara and others, even him, Carmela.
They're not playing by the Rules this time, Carmela thought to himself. So we have to take action to nip whatever dirty tricks the Iron Crowbar is up to. And the first step happens in the morning... oh yes, it will be glorioussss....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I felt very tense as I got back to the Mountain Nest at 10:45pm. And when I saw Bowser and Buddy lying on the steps leading upstairs, obviously waiting for me, I realized that something was wrong.
As I went into the greatroom, I saw Laura sitting on the sofa against the far wall, reading something on her iPad. She glanced up at me through her eyebrows, and I did not need the Power of the Vibe to know that she was 'not happy'.
"Uh oh." I said. "What's going on?"
"Your daughter is grounded for the rest of the month." Laura said. "And we're not going to argue about it."
We'll see about that, I thought to myself. But I more wisely went back to that staple of giving myself a moment to think about it: "I'll take the dogs out." I said. "Hey dogs, do you need to go out?"
To my utter shock, there was no movement by the dogs. Instead I heard whimpering from the stairwell. I looked over at Laura with a 'WTF?' look; it was as if the moon had left orbit, so rare was this. Laura looked surprised also.
I went to the stairwell. Bowser got up and started walking up the stairs, looking back at me to see if I was following. And yes, I was. Buddy dropped into the column as the rearguard.
We got to the door of Carole's room, which was closed, and Bowser looked at me and then at the door. I cracked the door and looked in. Carole was lying on her back in her pajamas, not under the covers, her little arms crossed, staring at the ceiling with a look that was either pouting or determination. Bowser came with me as I went on inside, while Buddy stayed in the hallway.
There was a chair by the bedside table upon which Carole would lay out her clothes for the next day. I moved the clothes and brought the chair to the side of the bed. Bowser did not get into his basket, but sat down on his haunches on the floor next to me.
"What's going on, Fussbudget?" I asked.
"Mommy doesn't believe me." Carole said, still staring at the ceiling. "And now she says I can't visit Marie or have her visit me for the rest of the month." She was now getting near tears.
"Did you pitch a fit?" I asked.
"No, Daddy." Carole said. "Mommy told me to stop talking about you and her being in danger, and I said 'But you are in danger!', and she said I was back-talking her and Marie can't come over for the rest of the month... not even for the Wildcats game against the Bull-dogs!"
Yeah, that would be worth pitching a fit over, I thought to myself.
"Carole, do you know how we're in danger?" I asked.
"Someone is trying to make people hate you." Carole said, looking over at me for the first time. "And they want to make other people mad, and make them attack you and Mommy. And I don't know how you can stop it, but you have to!"
"Well," I said, "you let me worry about how to stop it. But even if your mom doesn't want you to tell her about sensing danger, I want you to tell me, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said.
"Okay, you get under the covers and go to sleep." I said. Carole first gave me a hug, then got under the covers. I tucked her in and kissed her on the forehead, then put the chair back in its place and her clothes back on it. Bowser did not get into his basket, but went into the hallway with me. The deduction was simple: now he needed to go out.
Going back downstairs, I sat down next to Laura. "We are not going to argue about this." she said. It was not even a good try.
"No, we're not." I replied. "So... this Carmela crap is really getting to you, isn't it?"
Laura's neck almost snapped, so hard did she whirl her head to look at me. "What, you've become a psychologist now?"
"No, I'm just married to one." I said whimsically. Then I looked hard at my wife and said "But as a Detective, and a good one, I can tell. I'm also working my butt off, even going outside the bounds of the law to stop the bastard... and I don't need the stress of what's going on here at home."
"And I don't need the stress of Carole always coming out with these baseless (air quotes) 'visions' about us being in danger." Laura replied. "And she's being punished for not following my instructions, and giving me backtalk."
I said "She's saying something because she's worried about us. She's trying to help. And even if you don't believe her, I do." Laura's eyes became jet, which did not stop me from continuing: "But you really do believe her, and I think you know like I do that it's about what Carmela is doing, trying to 'cancel' you."
Laura's eyes changed to resignation that I was right. "She still can't backtalk me like that. She has to be punished for that, if nothing else."
And then I played my trump card: "And I thought we agreed that I would handle Carole's punishments." (Author's note: 'Vox Populi Vox Dei', Ch. 03.)
Laura's eyes rolled at that, though she knew I was right. And I knew that this was a most very good time to say "Hey dogs, do you need to go out?" They did, as they were sitting by the back door.
When I got back inside, Laura had gone up to bed. I went upstairs and let Buddy and Bowser into the rooms of their respective charges, Jim and Carole, then went to the master bedroom door. To my immense relief, the door was not locked...
Part 8 - The Enemy Gambit
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 14th, from the anchor desk in KXTC's studios. "Dr. Lionel Carmela accuses Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD of Police brutality against Dr. Carmela's students..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - The Enemy Gambit (continued)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 14th, from the anchor desk in KXTC's studios. "Dr. Lionel Carmela accuses Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD of Police brutality against Dr. Carmela's students..."
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "Dr. Lionel Carmela, Head of the University's Political Science Department, previously filed complaints with the University Ethics Board and the State Medical Board, accusing Dr. Laura Fredricson, Head of the University's Psychology Department, of running a male prostitution ring out of her office."
Bettina: "The State Medical Board has unreasonably refused to consider these credible charges, but Channel Two News has learned that the University Ethics Board will be considering them. Now Dr. Carmela is accusing Dr. Fredricson's husband, Police Commander Donald Troy, of using tactics of intimidation and harassment against Dr. Carmela's students in an effort to stop the investigation of Dr. Fredricson. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this fast-breaking story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the short, athletic blonde Amber Harris as she came onto the screen, reporting from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the background. "We have an exclusive interview with Dr. Carmela and one of his students, whose face and identity we are concealing for her protection, and just calling her 'Tamara'."
Amber: "Tamara is coming forward with credible allegations that Commander Donald Troy intimidated and harassed her with an illegal interrogation. She says that Commander Troy and other Officers she did not know held her against her will and interrogated her without legal representation despite her repeated requests for an attorney. She also claimed that she was not read her Constitutional rights. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Amber in the light that was behind Tamara, creating a blackout of Tamara's face. Additionally, the video blurred out Tamara's face. Dr. Carmela was sitting next to her, in relative darkness but identifiable.
Amber led Tamara through her story with very softball questions. Tamara was saying things like "They surrounded me", "they were talking over my shoulder to intimidate me", "they threatened me with arrest", "the FBI Agent in the room threatened to 'disappear' me, to rendition me", "no, they never read me my rights", "I repeatedly asked for a lawyer and was denied legal representation", and so on and so forth.
Amber never once asked what the Police were interrogating Tamara about, why they would possibly be interested in her, if she had any proof or witnesses of her claims, nor even where the interrogation took place. But she did ask: "Dr. Carmela, why is Commander Troy harassing your student?"
"Because he knows the allegations against Dr. Fredricson are true," said Carmela, "and he's desperate and will do anything, even illegal things like using Police power to browbeat innocent people, to try and stop the truth about his wife and her crimes from being exposed. But rest assured, Amber, it is my foremost mission to expose Dr. Fredricson's crimes, and have her removed from the University Faculty as well as fired by University Hospital, and I will not rest until that is accomplished."
Back to Bettina live: "Thank you for that explosive story, Amber! Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment on these credible allegations! And now let's go to reporter Carl Lemay for more on the Town Assembly and the Budget process. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome black reporter Carl Lemay from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. The same camera used by Amber was now being used by Lemay. "The Public Safety Budget presentation to the Town Assembly is tomorrow morning at 9:00am at City Hall... again, that's tomorrow morning at 9:00am at City Hall... and promises to be very controversial. Assemblywomen Coretta K. Scott and Cori Bowman have vowed to do whatever it takes to defund the Police."
Lemay: "Other Democrats are also promising to deny the Police any funds unless and until they fire Commander Donald Troy, citing the sheer brutality of his actions in suppressing peaceful protests by Blacks over the summer, for Troy working with D.A. Miriam Walters to destroy Breonna Bryant's life by charging her with Felony Murder just for peacefully demonstrating, and for recent raids targeting the Hispanic Community. Assemblywomen Scott and Bowman are asking the Black Community to rise up and make their voices heard on these issues..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There had been no coffee klatch, so Teresa Croyle and I were sitting in my office and drinking coffee as we watched.
I said "Carl Lemay kept repeating the time and location of the presentation to the Town Assembly. The reason why is obvious: the Press is trying to gin up protests, maybe even violence. Do you have our people ready?"
"I sure do." Teresa replied. "And I need to tell you that the Chief directly asked me and Lieutenant Mary Milton for a threat assessment and our plans. He didn't say anything, but I think he's worried... either about the continued use of force against black protesters, or the optics the Press is making out of all of it, especially during Election season."
I nodded. "Well, it can't be helped. I'm hoping our show of force will be more of a deterrent, and there won't be any escalation to violence."
Teresa nodded, then said "Sir, what do you think about that interview with Carmela and that little snot Tamara?"
"It was quite instructive, wouldn't you say?" I asked, glancing at the Iron Wolf out of the corner of my eye.
Teresa said "I don't understand why they did it. Tamara can't prove a damn thing, and she really does face the possibility of arrest. So why poke at us with a stick like that, and rile us up?"
"It's a gambit on Carmela's part, for sure." I said, leaning back a bit in my comfortable Command Chair, grateful for the lumbar support. "I think Carmela is hoping we don't push it, but I'm about to redirect his suppositions on that. He may be challenging us to respond, because if we don't respond correctly, it will give validity to their otherwise untenable story. And last but not least, he knows that the truth doesn't matter; with the Press giving him air time, and likely ginning up the story on his behalf, it's worth it for him to do it."
Teresa said "And Amber would be a very, very willing helper in that. We need to recruit her for our Women's Intramural Softball team, as a pitcher."
I chuckled then said "It was the questions she didn't ask that bothered me. Didn't ask where the so-called interrogation took place. Didn't ask why we would be interested in talking to her. Didn't ask what Tamara's major was, and who her Grad School sponsor was... which is Laura. Yeah, that was hatchet job carefully orchestrated by Carmela and the deeply corrupt Mainstream Media."
I then dialed Cindy's office on my landline phone without picking up the transceiver, which caused the conversation to be on speaker. To our surprise, Tanya Muscone answered.
"Yes sir, I'm in here with Commander Ross." said Tanya. "She's showing me the ropes."
"Good!" I said with mock joviality. "And to get you started on those duties: have Captain Thompson call a Press Conference for 9:00am in the Press Room here at Headquarters. And would you call your husband and ask him to come see us? or would you rather me do it------ oh, never mind, he just walked in."
Indeed, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone had knocked on my door and then opened it and come on in. I had him sit down and said "Here's what I want to do..."
Part 9 - Verbal Combat
9:00am, Wednesday, October 14th. The Press Room was packed full of propagandists that called themselves 'journalists'. It was standing room only, and reporters were jostling for positions.
"It's being carried live," I heard in my earbud as we approached the Press Room. "KXTC, KSB, KFXU, and Fox Midtown are all showing it."
"Roger that." I said, then said "I'm going off-radio." I took the earbud out of my ear, as it was attached to a wire with a microphone, and was visible. I turned to Captain Damien Thompson, the Public Relations Officer, and said "We are 'go'."
Thompson led a procession into the room from the door in back, and along the space next to the left wall roped off by those velvet ropes like those in movie theaters. The others in the line were Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar, and FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
Captain Thompson went to the podium and said "Ladies and gentlemen, the Town & County Police Chief and Police Commander." Chief Moynahan went to the podium, and the reporters began shouting questions, showing no restraint nor respect.
Chief Moynahan just watched them for well over half a minute, then finally said "I can stand here all day. I'm getting paid no matter what." The rabid reporters finally quietened down, and the Chief said "I know that this will be really hard for you to dooooo, but if you control yourselves and act with manners and decorum, Commander Troy will come up and speak with you." It grew instantly silent, and the Chief said "Commander, it's your party."
"Thank you, Chief." I said coming up to the podium. "I'll make a statement, and if you act like civil human being instead of reporters, we may take questions." The Press's hatred began growing at that salvo, but they remained quiet.
I began: "I called this Press conference to address the KXTC interview with Dr. Lionel Carmela and his student. KXTC was trying to hide her identity, but I have no problem telling you exactly who she is." I gave them Tamara's full name, then said "What the KXTC hit piece this morning did not tell you is that while Tamara took some of Dr. Carmela's classes, she is actually a Psychology major, and her Faculty Advisor and sponsor to Graduate School is Dr. Laura Fredricson, who Dr. Carmela has repeatedly falsely accused of unethical and even unlawful behavior."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I'll point out several fallacies of Amber Harris's interview." I did so, then said "Last but not least, KXTC constantly puts in their reports that (air quotes) 'Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment'. That is disingenuous at best and purely dishonest at worst. They call the Public Relations Officer at four o'clock in the morning and just ask for me without saying why, then say I'm not responding to them. I would think that the rest of you reporters in the room would be ashamed of KXTC's dishonesty, as it reflects badly on ALL of you. And, obviously, I'm responding right now with this Press Conference right now."
Pat Stellum and Amber Harris were in the room, and their faces showed malignant hatred of me as I continued: "Next: both I and the Town & County Police categorically deny any wrongdoing regarding Tamara, and I call upon her and Dr. Lionel Carmela to either bring proof of their baseless accusations, or admit that they are false and apologize for them."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I also wish to point out that the Town & County Police are not investigating the allegations by Dr. Carmela against Dr. Fredricson. The Chief can confirm that if he likes. It's not our pervue, and if the TCPD was investigating, I'd be recused, since I'm very happy and honored to say that I am Dr. Fredricson's husband. Having said that, the FBI may be investigating Tamara, her associates, and Dr. Carmela for illegally tapping into Dr. Fredricson's paper and digital records------"
"Why is the FBI investigating them?" Amber Harris yelled out. "This is a local and State crime, at best."
"The answer is very simple." I said. "Dr. Fredricson is a Federal Agent."
"No she's not!" Amber yelled hotly. "She's retired!"
"And that's why idiots like you shouldn't be reporters." I replied cooly, enjoying my words. "Dr. Fredricson retired from being an active and high-level CIA Officer, but she has been retained as a consultant for them, and also for special projects."
"Aren't you revealing classified information?" yelled a voice. Ah, there's Bettina! I thought to myself. How did I miss seeing her before?
"No, and let me explain how that works." I said. "It's no secret that Dr. Fredricson was once a Deputy Director in the CIA. Her confirmation by the U.S. Senate is in the Congressional Record, and you can find her basic information with the Company on Wikipedia------"
"What are her special projects?" loudly asked the young Indian woman that was hostile to me and the Police as often as she could be.
"As I was about to explain before being rudely interrupted by you," I said, "the current work of my wife for the CIA is classified, as many of her past projects still are. And here's an example of how that works. Let me ask: how many aircraft carriers are currently in the United States Navy?"
There was a silent pause, then Chief Moynahan called out "Eleven!"
"Yes sir, that is correct." I said. "And that's pretty easy to find out. Now, where are those carriers right now? Ah, that's a little harder to find out. And it's the same with my wife's work. And now I'll ask FBI Special Agent in Charge Muscone if he would like to say a few words."
"I sure would." said Jack Muscone. He took my place at the podium and said "Because Dr. Fredricson is a Federal Agent, if Tamara or anyone else hacked her files or recorded her written papers, such as her appointment calendar, then that person or those persons have committed Federal crimes. We will be able to obtain cellphone information under the PATRIOT Act of communications between Tamara, Dana Stirewalt, Rob Lawton, and Dr. Lionel Carmela. And I don't know anything about any alleged interrogation by the TCPD, which sounded made up to my expert ears, but I assure you that the FBI will be talking to these people..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was soooo righteous!" Captain Tanya Muscone said as we ate lunch in the private 'Command Room' at the Cop Bar. Also present were her husband Jack Muscone, FBI ASAC Karina White, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Commander Cindy Ross, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "Best Press conference ever!"
"KXTC even covered the whole thing." said Teresa. "I was sure that they'd cut away when you put Amber in her place and called her the idiot she is, but they didn't."
Cindy said "I have word from a reliable source that there is some bitter infighting at KXTC right now. Pat Stellum is still bitter that his story on the Police beating up Tasha's attacker was buried by Bettina Wurtzburg and Katherine Woodburn." (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', Ch. 05.) "Amber and Stellum are practically at war trying to undermine each other for stories, and they're both pissed that Carl Lemay gets all the juicy racial stories."
Cindy: "So it's likely that people on Stellum or Lemay's side kept the cameras on so that Amber would be humiliated. That, or Bettina just told the camera operator to let it roll, though I'm not sure why she would do that."
I said: "That's an 'easy button answer: Because Katherine Woodburn told her to. And before you ask, I think Katherine did that to make sure people watching heard that the FBI is investigating Carmela and his people. And before you ask, she wants to use that to say that there should be a strong SBI that can come in and push local LEOs out of the way, and do investigations like that."
Teresa said "Don, what do you think Carmela's next move will be? I doubt he'll take what you did to him today lying down."
"I agree." I replied. "I think he'll continue with his plan: KXTC will have polling tomorrow morning showing a (air quotes) 'huge majority' believe the Police did something to Tamara, they'll whine about me exposing Tamara and putting her full name out there, and all that."
My voice then lowered and turned somber as I said "And then you're going to see a lot of students marching and protesting Laura's presence on Campus. They may even attack the Psychology Building like they did before." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 04-05.) "Their intention is to use intimidation tactics to 'cancel' Laura, and if she does not capitulate to their will and their demands, things will get ugly."
"I've already talked to the Governor." said Sheriff Griswold. "He's going to have the State Patrol riot squad come in and be ready to defend University property... and people."
"And Laura's not going to back down to those punks." Teresa said.
I said "No, she won't. And everyone knows what I will do to those punks if they go after my wife and family. So after they try with Laura, it'll be University President Wellman they go after next. He's the real target."
"Out of curiosity," Cindy said, "if President Wellman resigns or retires, who's next in line for University President?"
Sheriff Griswold growled: "The Governor and the Regents will decide that. And that's yet one more reason why this upcoming Election is so important. If Hoyt Stenson is elected Governor, he won't have the mental competence to do the job, and others will be doing his job and using him as their front man, as a prop."
"And they very well might try to install Lionel Carmela as University President." I said, finishing the line of thought. The mood of the room turned somber as everyone considered the ramifications of one of the most rabid Socialists in the Nation having full control of our University...
Part 10 - "And if I'm elected.."
5:30pm, Wednesday, October 14th. Teresa and I were wrapping up for the day.
"Is it a coincidence that all the debates were put on the same night?" Teresa asked.
"No." I said. "Sheriff Griswold told me that the Establishment Republicans and Democrats worked together with the State League of Women Voters, who run the debates, to have all of them on the same night. That'll reduce people's chances of seeing all of more than one debate. But it partially backfired in that Hoyt Stenson won't debate Sharon Marshall because people will see that he is Alzheimer's-affected. So most people will be watching Corey Coons debate Ruby Russell for Lieutenant Governor."
Teresa nodded. "Eldrick X. Weaver has refused to debate Daniel Allgood, and that pedophile Bruce Finneran cancelled out of the debate against Curly Goodwin at the last minute, literally this morning. Bill Redmond vs. Kelly Carnes doesn't interest me, so I guess I'll watch Edgar Silas against Katina Jones in the race for Reginald B.F. Lewis's Council seat."
I said "I'm DVRing most of the debates. I want to see the Ted Mason vs. Savannah Fineman debate for Solicitor, though I doubt many will watch it. And the State A.G. race between Gil Krasney and Glenn Alberts might be fun."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went home to the Mountain Nest. Before dinner there was some business to take care of: Carole's punishment.



Laura had partially relented on the degree of punishment, and she and I had agreed on something more appropriate. So I had Carole come along as I took the dogs out, and we sat on the metal mesh loveseat while the canines inspected the territories and did their business.
"You get to visit Marie and she gets to visit you." I said. "It's not fair to punish her. However, I'm sure you understand that there has to be punishment for backtalking your mother."
"Yes sirrr." Carole said, not too happy about it.
"Soooo, what we're going to do... is chores." I said. "When your mom or I ask you to take out the trash, you will take out the trash. When your mom or I ask you to clean up a room especially your own, you will clean up the room. When your mom or I ask you to take the laundry to the laundry room, or fold the laundered clothes, you'll do that. And so on. And you'll do it without complaint. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes sirrrr." Carole said. "Do I have to clean up Jim's room, too?"
"If you're told to." I said. "But I think I can work it out with your mom to have Jim clean up his own room..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to The Cabin, where we would stay overnight. Molly and the Boys were already there, Cindy and Callie brought Betsy, Paulina brought Tasha, Edward and Stephanie Steele brought Marie, and Sheriff Griswold brought bourbon whiskey.
Laura, Paulina, Stephanie, and Callie went to the downstairs TV room to talk, while the rest of us watched the debate in the front room and the kids played in the greatroom, supervised by the redoubtable Bowser and Buddy.
"Which one are we watching?" Cindy said as we settled in on the "L" shaped sofa, with me in the hardback rocking chair at the front (left) end.
"I'm easy." I said. "Whichever one you want. KXTC was going host the Finneran/Goodwin I.G. debate, but Finneran chickened out at the last moment. So they're picking up the Carnes/Redmond debate. KFXU is going with the Corey Coons/Ruby Russell Lieutenant Governor debate. PBS, which is on the University Campus, is going to show Edgar Silas vs. Katina Jones, and the Public Access channel is showing Savannah Fineman vs. Ted Mason."
"Let's watch Katina and Silas." Edward Steele exclaimed quickly, a little too quickly.
"What, you don't want to watch our fellow Charter Commission member Savannah, Edward?" I said, my grin showing I was needling him.
"They'll have that one on downstairs." Cindy said. "Paulina wants to watch it."
"I'm DVRing all of them." I said. "Sheriff, you got a preference? Besides the Buffalo Trace bourbon?"
"Har!" barked Our Sheriff, his cheeks already getting a little rosy. "I agree with Edward. I'd like to see how young Katina does against that madman Silas."
We turned it on and watched. The debate was being held in the auditorium of Booker T. Washington High School. The moderators were KXTC reporter Carl Lemay and Charter Commission member Edna Carter. I won't give all if it here, but some of the key moments.
Carl Lemay: "Mr. Silas, if you are elected, what will you do to stop Police brutality against blacks?"
Silas: "If I'm elected, I will work tirelessly to defund the Police, especially after their abuse of our people during peaceful protests this past summer. After the examples of the 'Juneteenth 20' to the 'Jacquez 200', I do not believe that anything short of the dissolution of the Town & County Police Force and their replacement with an organization devoted to peaceful Community Policing will work to protect our people from systematic Police abuse and racism."
Lemay: "Ms. Jones, do you agree that we need to defund the Police?, like Mr. Silas suggests?"
Katina had a very nice smile, and she used it even during this time as she answered: "No I do not, and in fact, I say RE-fund the Police!." Some boos cropped up, but Katina went on heedlessly: "The TCPD has not stopped any peaceful protests, only violent protests by anarchists that do not have the interests of the Black Community in mind. The TCPD protects black citizens as well as people of all other ethnicities. And incidents and abuses of the past have been cleaned up by Sheriff Griswold and Commander Troy, who don't receive nearly enough credit for the good work they've done on behalf of all of us."
Edna Carter: "Ms. Jones, if you are elected, what will be your priorities in serving this District?"
Katina: "I intend to continue the good work you and the Charter Commission did in getting good and equal education for our children. Education is the key to giving our children a chance to climb out of the chronic, grinding poverty that keeps many children of all ethnicities down. Great strides have been made, but we can do more, and I will."
Edna Carter: "Mr. Silas?"
Silas: "As I said earlier, my priority will be to defund the Police, and then I will work with Mayor Eldrick X. Weaver, who will not be cheated of his rightful win as Mayor this time..." The audience erupted into a huge round of applause, then Silas finished: "... to bring racial and economic justice to our People."
Carl Lemay: "Mr. Silas, it is widely believed that the man who truly rules this Town & County is Police Commander Donald Troy. If you are elected, will you work with him to create better relations between the Black Community and the Police, as well as the Black Community and the Town & County Government?"
"Thank you for that question, Carl." Silas said. He paused, then continued: "When I began my work on the Boards of Inquiry, I tried to keep an open mind about things. But it soon became apparent that Donald Troy is a White Nationalist, like Governor Jared who pardoned Troy in a quid pro quo arrangement. I don't intend to work with Donald Troy; I intend to get his racist ass fired!" Applause broke out among some of the audience.
Katina Jones didn't even wait to be called upon: "That is an outright lie, that Donald Troy is a racist. An outright lie. He is not. As one example, he worked hard with Mrs. Carter on the Charter Commission to bring good and equal education to our children. Mrs. Carter, did Donald Troy ever do or say anything, anything at all, that would lead you to believe he's a racist in any way? Did he?" Mrs. Carter shook her head, though obviously nonplussed to have been called upon like that.
Katina continued: "Donald Troy and Sheriff Griswold are two of the best friends the Black Community has ever had! Donald Troy stopped violent criminals, only to have the Press, especially your network, Mr. Lemay, call him a racist for doing his job and doing it well. And then a reporter from your network, Mr. Lemay, called Commander Troy's daughter hateful, racist names, apparently just for being born! But in spite of all that, Commander Troy has been very fair to the Black Community, and even helped fight racism, such as the Nathaniel Jones case, and keeping a real racist, Sergeant McCombs, from murdering a black man and his child in cold blood!"
Shockingly, there was some applause for that. Silas didn't like that, and moved quickly to counter it: "Commander Troy does not give a damn about blacks!" he shouted. "He turns a blind eye to our concerns about the racism of his Police Force! He won't even meet with Eldrick Weaver-------"
"Maybe Weaver should ask for a meeting for legitimate reasons." Katina fired back. "Again, ask the other Charter Commission members about Commander Troy's work on our behalf, putting two blacks on the Commission... yes, it was him that named them... and listening to their concerns. And Commander Troy met with me when I asked for a meeting, and he listened to my concerns."
"And where did that get you?" snarled Edgar Silas angrily. "He still went after Breonna Bryant, put her in prison! It was him and that white D.A. Walters that charged her with Felony Murder just for peacefully protesting on behalf of civil rights activist Jacquez Wilson------"
"That's another outright lie!" yelled Katina Jones. "In spite of what the racist haters of KXTC said, Jacquez Wilson was NOT a (air quotes) 'civil rights activist'! He was a drug pusher, a rapist, and a murderer. And Breonna Bryant participated in violent demonstrations to protect that rapist and murderer. It was ADA Paulina Patterson, who is black like me, that prosecuted her, and rightly so. Breonna Bryant got what was coming to her!"
I could hear some clapping for her, but that was swiftly overridden by very loud booing and even some angry catcalls and what sounded like threats. And then I saw water bottles being thrown at Katina. Edgar Silas did not look displeased at all at the imminent violence.
A moment later I got a text from Teresa Croyle: "Sergeant Carter leading a contingent of armored Officers and Deputies into the BTWHS auditorium. It was about to get bad."
I replied: "Good work. Keep it up. And escort Katina out after the debate is over." Then I said out loud: "Police and Deputies were deployed at the school."
"Good." said Edward Steele. "Maybe when people see that violence, they'll vote for Katina." He then saw me shaking my head vigorously in disagreement.
"Crowbar is right." muttered Sheriff Griswold sadly. "The Press will gin it up to say that it shows Katina is unpopular. And then the Press will say to not vote for Katina because she is (air quotes) 'out of touch' with the Black Community." I pointed at the Sheriff and nodded vigorously in agreement.
The debate was supposed to be 90 minutes, but 55 minutes into it Carl Lemay announced that the candidates would make closing statements. Katina was told to go first.
She said: "One of my heroes is Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. He marched so that Blacks would have Equality of Opportunity. He marched so that black children would have the same quality education as white children. He marched so that blacks could vote freely. He marched so that blacks would be treated fairly by Police and the American Justice System. He marched for inclusion, so that blacks were treated equally with whites."
Katina: "I don't think Dr. King would like what is happening today. While there are still individual Police Officers out there who practice racism, who put their knees on the necks of black men and strangle them, who try to shoot unarmed blacks in cold blood in front of their kids, that is not the vast majority of the Police. And when good Police Officers, like Commander Donald Troy, fight against the racism, not only are they not appreciated, they are vilified by a deeply corrupt, dishonest Press that works with both political Parties to keep blacks on the 'Democrat Plantation'."
Katina: "Ask yourselves this: what has the Democrat Party done for blacks? Are you better off than you were when Dr. King marched for your rights and your freedoms? Are blacks in the cities, where Democrats rule with empty slogans and leftwing policies, any better off now?"
Katina: "And what is the Press doing to help you? All they show are people committing violence, burning down buildings. The Press shows nothing positive that black children can see and be inspired by, nothing about blacks building successful businesses or working for better education."
Katina: "I am amazed at how today's Press and Democrat Party are working so hard not for inclusion, but a new segregation of ethnicities. In Martin Luther King's time, there were separate water fountains for whites and blacks, separate hotels, separate medical facilities, separate schools. Today, the Press gleefully reports on demands to have black-only dorms on Campus, and black clubs that intentionally exclude whites. The Press does not advocate for dialogue. The Press offers no real solutions. They only want division, hate, and violence. I'm not falling for that losing way, and I hope you won't either, by voting for me for peaceful change and dialogue, not violence and hatred."
Silas: "If you think the Republicans give a damn about our People, then go ahead and vote for them. Go ahead and vote for the White Nationalists like Val Jared. Go ahead and vote for illegitimate Mayors like the racist Daniel Allgood. Go ahead and vote for a cop that carries a crowbar and beats down People of Color with it. You want the 'Plantation', with crowbars on your backs as well as whips? Then vote for this hanky-headed house negro, Katina Jones."
Silas: "But if you truly want better schools for blacks, better treatment of blacks, more Government help for blacks, then vote for the only one on this stage who will help you. Me. And vote for Eldrick X. Weaver, so that Daniel Allgood doesn't win this time either! And vote for Bruce Finneran, who served honorably with me on the Boards of Inquiry, until the racist Donald Troy used the Charter re-writing to suppress both of us from calling out Troy's racist Police brutality against People of Color..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Silas is right about one thing." growled Griswold. "Crowbar, you are the Center of the World in this County."
"I need to show Katina some support for her defending and supporting me in that debate." I replied. "That was very, very courageous of her."
Molly said "It's a sad day when speaking the Truth requires that level of courage. But that's where America is right now."
"Molly, you grew up in Canada." said Edward Steele. "What do you think of the racial issues in America today?"
Molly said "I agree with Katina, and with Don, about the Press's role in all this. No matter where one is in the world, the Press is ginning up division and hatred. In America, it's convenient for them to use race, and while there really are problems of institutional racism remaining, if the Press would work to foment dialogue and working together instead of pitting one side against another and emphasizing hatred and violence, there's no telling how much better off people of all ethnicities would be."
Molly: "But it's not just here. In Great Britain, the Press uses Immigration as a source of agitation even more than they do here in America, and their support of Radical Islam in Britain is shocking. They also promote Scottish nationalism, to try to split the United Kingdom apart. In Canada, they find other ways to attack Conservatives and promote thinly disguised Socialism, mostly by attacking the largely conservative western parts of Canada, like where Cindy and I grew up."
As she was talking, I noticed Carole going into the kitchen, then coming back and putting food on the dining room table. After getting all the food out, she was putting out the soft drinks and cups when Laura came up the stairs and called out "Carole, would you begin putting out the snacks for everyone------ oh, you already are."
"Good job, Carole." I said. To everyone I said: "Let's take a break and eat. The Sheriff needs some food to go with all that bourbon he's drinking."
"Har." the Sheriff said, his mustaches quivering in front of his rosy cheeks. "I can still drink your butt under the table, Crowbar."
"Yes you can, sir." I said jovially. "And I'm not even going to try to challenge you. But you're not driving home tonight; you'll stay here with us."
"Save some of that bourbon for me, Sheriff." Paulina said. "That debate between Ted and Savannah is going to drive me to drink, it's so mind-numbingly boring." She wasn't kidding; she began sipping the Glen Cairn glass of Buffalo Trace bourbon that the Sheriff poured for her.
"That bad, eh?" I said.
"You should watch it, though, Don." Paulina said. "The moderators's questions are almost all about one subject: you."
"That's because Daddy is the Center of the World, Aunt Paulina!" Carole said, having overheard our earlier conversation. Most of us laughed. Laura was 'not amused'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After everyone else had gone home or gone to bed, I was still up, watching the DVRs of the other debates. Buddy was supervising with his eyes closed, and I gave him skritchins as I watched the tapes.
In the State A.G. race, the moderators made sure to ask: "What are you going to do about Donald Troy and his Police abuse of People of Color, and his control of the SBI?"
Glenn Alberts said "I'm going to work with Governor Hoyt Stenson to eliminate the SBI Reserve Inspector position, and remove Donald Troy's influence over the SBI. I also will be working with State Senator Katherine Woodburn and others to strengthen the SBI, so that it can be used to control local law enforcement agencies and stop oppressive arrests and prosecutions of blacks."
Gil Krasney said "You keep asking about Donald Troy as if he's the Center of the World. I've dealt with Commander Troy before, and while he's one hell of a good Detective, I stood up to him on several occasions when he was overzealous in his actions. As long as he sticks to doing his job in his County, I'll have no problem with him. But if he gets overzealous, or if he supports White Nationalists like Val Jared and Sharon Marshall, I'll be right there in his face."
Moderator: "Mr. Alberts, current Town & County D.A. Miriam Walters prosecuted a young black woman for Felony Murder, just for peacefully protesting Police abuses of People of Color. Would you have prosecuted Breonna Bryant for Felony Murder?"
Alberts: "No, I would not have prosecuted Ms. Bryant at all, and as your next State A.G. I will work to free her from prison. I also need to point out that it was Paulina Patterson, Donald Troy's lover and the mother of one of his four illegitimate children, that prosecuted Breonna Bryant for Felony Murder. I blame Donald Troy for that unreasonable prosecution."
The Lieutenant Governor debate was almost a repeat of the Katina Jones/Edgar Silas debate. Corey Coons repeatedly pounded the defund the Police mantra, promised to get Breonna Bryant pardoned, and promised a 'green energy' Budget that would spend over twice as much as any State Budget ever had before.
But Ruby Russell's performance was shocking. "I will undo the damage done by Val Jared and his racist policies. I will support hardworking Undocumented Workers, I will welcome Undocumented Workers into our State, and I will do everything in my power to end Donald Troy's reign of terror in the Town & County! I will reach across the aisle and work with State Senator Woodburn to strengthen the SBI, and enforce its dominance over ALL local law enforcement, especially that of Commander Donald Troy's TCPD..."
Part 11 - Setting The Example
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette from the KXTC anchor desk at 7:00am, Thursday, October 15th. "Sparks fly in several of last night's debates!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "Civil rights leaders are demanding that Republican Katina Jones drop out of the race for the Council seat being vacated by Reginald B.F. Lewis after several inflammatory remarks she made during last night's debate with her heavily favored opponent Edgar Silas!"
Bettina: "Ms. Jones had to be escorted out of the BTW High School auditorium by Police and Sheriff Deputies after she made insensitive and incendiary comments, including saying that peaceful protester Breonna Bryant, quote, 'got what was coming to her', close quote." As she spoke, video of Katina Jones being escorted out was shown.
Bettina: "Ms. Jones also called civil rights leader Jacquez Wilson a rapist and murderer. Mr. Wilson was killed in an explosion that also took the life of our colleague Lester Holder, and had been a voice of Black Resistance to White Police oppression and brutality." (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 04.) "Other civil rights leaders are calling for Ms. Jones to end her candidacy. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, first showing Edgar Silas saying "It was embarrassing being on the same stage with that... that... Republican tool of The Man."



Then Eldrick X. Weaver was shown saying "That was one of the most offensive displays of hatred towards People of Color that I have ever seen, and it's worse that those words were said by a ungrateful black woman that has forgotten her heritage and the lives lost by People of Color fighting white racist cops. She should do the honorable thing and get out of the race and apologize for her hate speech, but I'm not holding my breath waiting for that."
Back to Bettina live: "And candidate for Governor Sharon Marshall is being strongly criticized by people on both sides of the political aisle after her own offensive words during her debate with Corey Coons. Ms. Marshall actually said she would continue the racist policies of Val Jared, and would support Police thugs like Donald Troy exercising Police brutality. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Sharon Marshall saying "I support enforcing the law and supporting our Police... yes, I absolutely will support Illegal Persons being rounded up for deportation, especially after the Town & County Police exposed and ended that ring where women are being forced into prostitution... yes, I absolutely support our Police. Who are you going to call when a rapist is breaking into your home to rape your wife and daughter, and kill you? A social worker? Yes, I say RE-fund the Police!"
Then Corey Coons was shown, saying "My opponent is totally insensitive to the abuse that People of Color endure at the hands of white Police. We must defund the Police!."
Ruby Russell (Establishment Republican) said "Sharon Marshall's racist comments and attitude towards hardworking Undocumented Workers do not reflect the true values of the Republican Party." Wilson Hammonds and Jeff Canton, both Establishment Republicans, echoed Russell's comments. They also spoke positively of Ruby Russell's performance in the debate.
As the screen went back to Bettina live, she was smiling brightly as she said: "And now let's go to reporter Carl Lemay. Carl, great job moderating that debate, and enduring Katina Jones's vicious comments!"
"Thank you, Bettina." said Carl Lemay as the monitor went to split-screen. "Yes, what Katina Jones said was really ugly. She sounded just like White Nationalists Val Jared and Sharon Marshall. I can hardly believe that a black woman could believe the things she said, much less have said them."
Then the screen went to just Lemay as he said: "The highly anticipated presentation of the Public Safety Department to the Town Assembly begins today at 9:00am. Democrats, led by Assemblywomen Coretta K. Scott and Cori Bowman, are vowing to defund the Police. Former Assemblywoman Stacy Jacobs, who refused to concede the results of her primary loss to Malinda Adams for Adams's Council seat, is calling for 'resistance'. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Stacy Jacobs saying "I call upon the Town Assembly to defund the Police by any means necessary! Any Assembly Member that does not vote to defund the Police is racist! Everyone needs to rise up and let your Assembly representative know that you want the Police defunded and shut down!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I wish KXTC wouldn't be so ambivalent about how they feel about Katina Jones." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said cattily as she, Captain Tanya Muscone, and I watched and drank coffee in my office. The Sheriff, Chief, and Deputy Chief were already at City Hall, getting ready for their presentation to the Assembly.
"I know they're politically biased," Tanya said, "but that was over the top."
"That was nothing." I replied. "And the bottle-throwing at the debate was not as bad as I'd expected. I thought the agitators planted in the audience would rush the stage and attack Katina, shutting the whole debate down."
"Why the viciousness?" Tanya asked. "Especially Bettina this morning?"
I replied: "The Media's worst nightmare is an attractive, successful black person, especially a black woman, talking about hope and opportunity for blacks instead of despair, need of Government to survive, and constant, institutional Police brutality."
I continued: "Katina Jones is making the Mainstream Media's collective head explode, and they know they can't have her win or even make a good showing. About the only thing worse for the Press would be for a conservative black woman to be nominated to the U.S. Supreme Court."
Teresa said "I have to be candidly honest, here. I love what Katina is saying, but I think it'll fall on deaf ears. I applaud her for trying, but I think she's beating her head against a stone wall."
Tanya replied: "Someone has to speak up, though. Someone has to take the first step, like Martin Luther King, Jr. and his fellow Civil Rights leaders."
"True." I said. "But I'll make two counterpoints. First, I've heard that about the Libertarian Party for years. They say they're 'priming the pump', that they're paving the way. And there is a deep thirst for an alternative to the cowardly Establishment Republicans, as Sharon Marshall and certain national politicians have shown. But the Libertarians never get more than 1% in the polls."
I continued: "In fact, in a US Senate race in Georgia, the Republican would have won without a runoff if the Libertarian candidate had not run and siphoned off 1% of the vote. And in the runoff, the Democrat was aided by some suspicious voter registrations, drop boxes, and ballot counting, and the Democrat won, making the US Senate 50-50. You know who I blame for that? No, not the Republicans. I blame the Libertarian Party. They couldn't win, and in that case they harmed the Republican... and in my opinion, the entire Nation."
"And my other example is this." I went on. "There was a Congressman from Georgia named John Lewis. He was one of the 'Big Six', along with MLK Jr., that organized the 1963 march on Washington, where King gave his 'I Have A Dream' speech. Lewis was one of those that marched across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, and was among those attacked by the local Police there in that famous incident. He served his District in the U.S. Congress for over 30 years."
Your Iron Crowbar: "When he died, his body lay in state in the U.S. Capitol Rotunda, the first black Congressperson to be so honored. He also lay in state at the Alabama State Capitol and Georgia State Capitol. Atlanta renamed their 'Freedom Parkway', that goes to the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, the 'John Lewis Presidential Parkway'. Atlanta television networks gave him and his death extensive coverage, including hour-long specials on his life that ran multiple times."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Now I want to stress that I have no problem with any of that; John Lewis was a brave man standing up for a great and badly needed cause, and he deserved the honors and accolades."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But here's the 'rest of the story'. Ten days after John Lewis died, Herman Cain passed away. Like John Lewis, Herman Cain was black. Cain earned a Bachelors Degree in Mathematics, and an advanced degree in Computer Science from Purdue. He worked for the Pillsbury company, achieving success with the Burger King chain, and then was CEO of Godfather's Pizza."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Herman Cain was Chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City. He ran for President, and had a strong following with his '9-9-9' tax plan and general Conservative principles. Then that despicable bastard Mitt Romney and the Establishment Republican Party undermined his campaign with allegations of sexual impropriety. Sound familiar?"
Your Iron Crowbar: "Now if I was going to tell Tasha, or Officer Buchannan's baby son, or any black child who to look up to as an example that blacks can achieve great things and be successful, would not Herman Cain be a strong example for them? However... when Herman Cain died, he did not lie in state at the US Capitol or any State Capitol. His death was given little coverage by the American Mainstream Media, and you certainly have not and will not see television specials about Mr. Cain's life."
Your Iron Crowbar: "My point is that the American Mainstream Media is racist. The Media does not want Blacks to achieve. The Media is working harder than any White Supremacy group or white Police Officers to keep blacks down. You will not see them extolling Herman Cain, because his success does not fit the Media's narrative and agenda."
I finished up: "And that's why you see Bettina and KXTC so viciously attack Katina Jones. She, like me and Edna Carter, wants to see black children get a good education. The Press does not. Katina is showing black children that they can be successful and overcome obstacles. The Press wants that hidden away. Katina is showing courage in standing up for her principles on behalf of the future of black children. The Press does not want black children to have courage, nor principles, nor hope of any kind. The American Mainstream Media just wants the racism and the hatred."
"Strong letter to follow." said Teresa, flat deadpan.
"And I hope I wasn't too ambivalent about it." I replied.
Part 12 - Defund or Refund?
8:45am, Thursday, October 15th. From the streets to the south, people in red Antifa shirts and black 'Black Lives Matter' and 'Black Voices Raised' shirts began streaming onto Courthouse Square, massing near the flagpole and the statue of President Thomas Jefferson, mostly to the left (south) side.
KXTC cameras were positioned in front of the State Office Building to their right (north), and on top of the building at Riverside and College, to their left (south). Once they were in position, Stacy Jacobs got a text saying they were ready. "All right, let's go!" she told her fellow agitators.
The activists faced City Hall (west) and started chanting loudly "DEFUND THE POLICE! DEFUND THE POLICE! DEFUND THE POLICE!"
Not really to anyone's surprise, heavily armed and armored Deputies, augmented by black-clad TCPD SWAT Officers, began pouring out of small doors underneath the semi-circular steps that climbed up to the atrium main entrance of City Hall. They did not advance upon the protesters, but remained in a row at the base of the steps, blocking any admission via that route.
"DEFUND THE POLICE! DEFUND THE POLICE! DEFUND THE POLICE!" the red-shirted protesters yelled lustily.
"RE-FUND THE POLICE! RE-FUND THE POLICE! RE-FUND THE POLICE!"
The agitators turned to see a group of blue-shirted people pouring out from around the State Office Building, Federal Office Building, and near the Courthouse at the other end of the Square. The blue shirts had "RE-fund The Police on the front. On the backs of the shirts was "WE" in white, a red heart, and "COPS" in white below. "WE (HEART) COPS".
Katina Jones was leading a contingent of black persons, both young and middle aged. There were also white persons of various ages, many of them women that normally were dropping off their children at school. There were also a number of large, muscular white men, many with bald heads. They were wearing blue shirts like the others, so that they did not appear to be motorcyclists that the corrupt Media would call 'domestic terrorists' and 'Jared supporters'.
Yes, they were members of The Guardians of Justice M.C. And they were carrying crowbars, some red, some blue.
They massed to the right of the statue of President Jefferson, and when the red-shirted thugs shouted DEFUND THE POLICE!, the blue-shirted Patriots yelled RE-FUND THE POLICE! RE-FUND THE POLICE!"
Stacy Jacobs ordered her thugs to change their chant, and soon yells of "BLACK LIVES MAT-TER!" were heard. "BLACK LIVES MAT-TER! "BLACK LIVES MAT-TER! "BLACK LIVES MAT-TER!"
"ALL LIVES MATTER! ALL LIVES MATTER! ALL LIVES MATTER!" came the rejoinder from the blue-shirted people. Katina Jones was in front of her group, and looked over at Stacy Jacobs with a smile. She was met with a look of ugliness and hatred on Jacobs's face that even 'Teresa Cunt' could never achieve.
"Attack those racists!" Stacy Jacobs yelled. "Beat the fuck out of their racist, cracker asses!" Her red-shirted thugs pulled weapons out of their pockets: chains with locks on the end, brass knuckles, even a few billy sticks. They turned to attack the blue-shirted Patriots, and those that had crowbars moved into position to protect the others, and to engage the red-shirted thugs in personal combat. It was about to get ugly.
*TWEEET!* *TWEET!*
Everyone froze in place, then looked up at the source of the Police whistle. Standing on the portico at the top of the steps was Your Iron Crowbar.
I was wearing my black uniform with armor over it, and over that I was wearing my beige trenchcoat and khaki Tilley Hat. My badge was on my belt, the whistle was in my right hand, and the ubiquitous red crowbar was in my left hand.
As I began descending the steps, my armored LEOs moved forward in a line. They walked right between the two groups, separating them completely. They all turned and faced the red-shirted thugs, as that is where the threat of violence was (no matter what the Press might say).
As I reached the bottom steps, Stacy Jacobs yelled at me "We have the right to be here, Cracker! We have the right to protest your Police brutality!" Her red-shirted thugs cheered.
"Protest away." I said as I walked toward her, which worried my Officers. "But keep it peaceful. If even one of your thugs physically attacks any of my Officers or the people in the blue shirts, I've authorized my people to do what I just heard you say: to beat the living fuck out you."
"Go ahead! Arrest us!" Jacobs goaded me.
"You don't seem to understand, Jacobs." I said. Then I lowered my voice and said "I'm not here to make arrests. I'm here to do to you what you want to do to them. Please... give me the excuse."
Stacy Jacobs physically recoiled, horror on her face. Perhaps she'd never considered that I would withdraw the constraints that she and her political and Press allies counted on, and even tried hard to put on the Police. Perhaps she had not realized that I would authorize the use of her own tactics of violence against her, and use those tactics myself against her. This is war, bitch, I thought to myself. This is war. And Jacobs knew it, and now knew that I knew.
More and more armed and armored Police were pouring into the Square, called in from Headquarters and other places where they'd been staged to deploy. Both sides chanted their slogans until about 9:15am, but seeing that her thugs would not be allowed to enter City Hall nor cause further trouble, Stacy Jacobs had her people disperse.
"Good job, Katina." I said to Katina Jones. "Tell everyone I'm proud of them."
"Thank you, Commander." Katina said happily. And for those who may not have yet figured it out: yes, I had 'conspired' with Katina to make this counter-demonstration. Word of the support rally had quietly spread from places like the Ladies Auxiliary Club, the Veasley Community Center, and certain Klingons that looked suspiciously like Our Sheriff. And Tanya had contacted her fellow riders of the Guardians of Justice M.C., and they'd gladly come in to help.
It's a lot easier to be courageous when one has powerful backup. Katina knew I was going to give her that backup, both during the debate the night before, and on this morning. Perhaps no other Police Force could do that, but what good is the Power of the Crowbar if it is not used to serve the Cause of Justice for All?
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where the hell are they?" snarled Town Assemblywoman Coretta K. Scott.
"They were stopped outside." said her ally, Town Assemblywoman Cori Bowman, who was black and had been Stacy Jacobs's successor when Jacobs had run against Malinda Adams for Adams's Council seat.
Cori Bowman continued: "Some protesters in blue shirts, led by that bitch Katina Jones, counter-demonstrated against Stacy's people, and the Police showed up in riot gear and got between the groups. And Sheriff Griswold used that as an excuse to shut down City Hall. No one in or out unless they work here and have their employee ID on them."
"Why didn't someone beat Katina Jones's head in?" Scott asked bitterly. "She needs to be silenced."
"The Iron Crowbar showed up." Cori Bowman replied. "And Stacy said he told her he was not there to make arrests. If someone had attacked that bitch, heads were going to roll."
"The Iron Cracker is insane. He's not playing by the rules." Coretta K. Scott said. "Okay, they're about to start..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Like with the Town & County Council, Mayor Daniel Allgood was the Moderator for the 30-member Town & County Assembly. Unlike with the Council, the Mayor had no vote, not even to break a tie. Daniel rarely attended Assembly meetings, but he and everyone else with a pulse in the County knew that this day, and this session, was different.
At 9:00am sharp he gaveled the session into order. "The Assembly is convened, and we have a quorum." he said. "Today's business is to receive the proposal of the Public Safety Department. Sheriff Griswold is recognized."
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said the Sheriff. "I will call------"
"Before this begins, Mr. Mayor," said Coretta K. Scott, "I have asked that former Assemblywoman Stacy Jacobs be present at this session, but she is being denied entrance to City Hall. I would like an explanation for that, and for this session to not start until Ms. Jacobs is present."
"Is Ms. Jacobs giving part of the Public Safety presentation?" the Mayor asked.
"No, Mr. Mayor." Sheriff Griswold growled loudly. "And I will answer the Assemblywoman's question, if I may." The Mayor nodded and Sheriff Griswold said "City Hall has been closed after nearly violent demonstrations on the Square just a few moments ago. Only employees are allowed into City Hall for the moment."
"Furthermore," the Sheriff continued, "this session of the Town Assembly is closed to all but the Assembly's members, persons directly involved in the presentation, LEOs providing security, and reporters that applied for permits. For your security, Assemblywoman Scott, no outsiders are allowed."
"And who decided that?" Scott asked harshly.
"I did." said the Sheriff. "It's my duty to provide security for City Hall and this session of the Assembly, and it's my call to make on what to do about that, and that is what I have done."
"Point of order, Mr. Mayor." said Ryan Paulson, (Establishment) Republican Assemblyman. "Assemblywoman Scott was not recognized. I ask that you have the session continue, with Sheriff Griswold having been recognized." Coretta K. Scott and Cori Bowman looked daggers at Ryan Paulson, and he returned their looks of pure hatred.
"Okay, everyone," said the Mayor, "I'm going to treat this, and treat you, like I treat the Council. We can do this one of two ways; we can have manners and respect for one another, and have an open conversation. Orrrrr, I will enforce the tightest of adherence to the Rules of Order, and will have anyone removed that steps out of line."
"You do not have that right, illegitimate Mayor Allgood." said Cori Bowman loudly.
"Ms. Bowman," said the Mayor condescendingly, "this is the wrong day to play it this way. This is the day the Police make their presentation, and there are a number of Police Officers here... any one of whom will remove you, under arrest if necessary, if I ask them to. Especially the Police Officer by the door over there."
Everyone looked over to see Your Iron Crowbar standing unobtrusively to the side, next to the door (which, for those interested, was to the Assembly's right and the audience's left). The red crowbar in my hands was not nearly as unobtrusive.



"Is it necessary to be wearing all that armor?" Coretta K. Scott asked, trying to regain the upper hand. "Even the Sheriff and Commander Ross, wearing armor in here? I feel like we're under siege."
"We are." replied the Sheriff. "I just mentioned the nearly-violent demonstrations outside. And I do not trust Stacy Jacobs's and Lionel Carmela's thugs to not try something. And Commander Ross has a baby to protect under her armor. I for one am glad to see her wearing it."
"Mr. Mayor," said Ryan Paulson, "I must protest the lack of order and decorum by Assemblywomen Scott and Bowman, and ask you to get this session back under control."
Daniel turned and glared at Paulson. "You are not helping." the Mayor said sternly. He turned forward. "Go ahead, Sheriff Griswold."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff had Cindy come up to present the EMS and Police portions of the Public Safety Budget. And that's when the fight started.
"Mr. Mayor, and Sheriff," said Coretta K. Scott, "why is this Police Officer giving the EMS presentation? Why don't you have someone from the EMS doing it, or Chief of Staff Oswald?"
"Because I've been doing the EMS's Budget for them during their creation." Cindy Ross replied. "They're------"
Coretta K. Scott rose to her feet and jabbed her finger at Cindy as she yelled "I DID NOT ASK NOR ADDRESS YOU, WHITE BITCH! YOU KEEP YOUR MOUTH SHUT------"
"POINT OF ORDER!" yelled ten (of the fifteen) Republican Assemblypersons.
"Agreed." said Daniel Allgood "Ms. Scott, your language is inappropriate, and I'll ask you to apologize for it."
"Go to Hell, you illegitimate Cracker." Coretta K. Scott snarled.
"I'm not rising to your racist bait." Daniel said. "And you've been warned. One more outburst like that, and you'll be removed. The floor is yours, Sheriff. Go ahead." Griswold pointed at Cindy.
"As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted in violation of the Rules of Order," Cindy said darkly as her ice blue eyes bored into Coretta K. Scott's, "the EMS has only been reconstituted and in service for a few months. I have personally been handling their budget issues since that inception, and no one knows more than I do about their operations."
"Thank you, Deputy Chief Ross." said Mayor Allgood. He then rose to his feet and said "At this time, I'm imposing the most rigorous Rules of Order upon this session of the Assembly. I'm just not going to sit here and listen to you act like children... and Council Members." There was laughter in the audience and among some Assemblypersons at the little dig at the Council.
As Cindy went through the progress of rebuilding the EMS, then began itemizing their Budget needs, an Asian Assemblywoman, a Democrat, was recognized to speak.
"Commander Ross," she said, the politeness of her voice fooling no one present, "I do not understand why the EMTs cannot be housed in the same buildings with the Fire Department, and be under the Fire Department's total control."
Cindy didn't miss a beat: "Assemblywoman Chang, do I need to remind you and this Assembly that when the EMTs were housed with the Fire Department, a female EMT was violently gang raped, and a male EMT beaten nearly to death... by Fire Department personnel?" (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans', Ch. 01-02.)
Her words shocked the entire room into silence. And in that tense silence, Cindy continued: "The Fire Department is a much better organization today than it was then, but that previous enmity between the TCFD and TCEMS is the main reason they are housed separately. The cost, especially after the initial setup costs that have already been spent, is minimal, and it's working well to this point."
Whatever Assemblywoman Chang's point was, she didn't try to push it any further. Cindy finished the EMS presentation, and the Mayor called for a ten minute break. Of course those never go the exact amount of time, and it was more than ten minutes before people began going back into the Assembly Chamber.
I did not immediately return to the Assembly Chamber, but went into the atrium. Looking out the window, I saw that Courthouse Square was clear; all the protesters had left. I also saw that it was an overcast day, adding to the strange foreboding that I felt.
"Commander!" I heard as I turned to go back down the hall. It was Teresa Croyle. She hurried up to me and said as we walked along "The protesters have all dispersed, at least from our visible range here. What bothers me most is that KXTC still has a cameraman on the roof of the building at the corner, and two people in the van parked in the parking lot behind the building."
"Good observation." I said. "And you're right to be bothered by that. They're just starting the Police presentation now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy had barely started her Police Budget presentation when Cori Bowman stood up and yelled "Point of Order, Mr. Mayor!", shocking everyone in the room.
"What is it, Ms. Bowman?" the Mayor said, clearly nonplussed by the interruption.
"Mr. Mayor, there is no point in wasting our time listening to this drivel." Bowman replied. "We are going to defund the Police, by whatever means it takes. I expect every Assembly Member to vote to defund the Police. Anyone who does not is a racist, and we'll make damn sure the whole world knows it-------"
"Point of order, Mr. Mayor." said Jeff Maple, a white Republican. Maple's dark brown curly hair reminded me of Steven Ikea's, but Maple's face was more sallow and less haughty than Ikea's. Maple was tall and slender, and considered a rising star in Republican circles in this County and even the State. I wasn't sure he was Establishment or Conservative; he was good at talking out of both sides of his mouth to either audience.
"Mr. Mayor, my first point of order is to protest Assemblywoman Bowman's slanderous lie that I'm a racist." said Maple. "My second point of order is that there is no guarantee the Budget won't be passed with the Police fully funded, in spite of the threats and intimidation by our County's version of 'the Squad'. Not only should we hear this Budget presentation, I look forward to passing it... with our heroic Police fully funded."
The other fourteen Republicans broke out into applause, as did some in the audience. The thirteen black Democrats sat stonily silent, their faces masks of hatred, and fierce determination. The two white Democrats did not join the applause, but looked conflicted.
Daniel Allgood tapped his gavel until he had order, then said "The period of debate by the Assembly and the passage of the Budget is scheduled for a future time. The current time belongs to the presenters. Therefore, the presentation will continue..."
Part 13 - Endorsements
I listened to Cindy's presentation of the Budget along the lines of the Official Inventory List (OIL), which military veterans Chief Moynahan and I colloquially called the Table of Organization and Equipment (TOE), the military's version of that. At their next break, I did not return to the Assembly Chamber, but went back to my office at Police Headquarters.
At 11:30am, my assistant Helena French buzzed me and said that I had a call from District Attorney Miriam Walters. I took the call: "Yes, Ms. Walters, what can I do for you?"
"You can let me buy you lunch." said Miriam Walters. "There's something I'd like to discuss with you."
"Should I ask Paulina to join us?" I asked.
"No, just you and me." Miriam said. "Cattleman's Club? High noon?"
"Er, sure." I said. "But I'm going to be wearing my uniform and armor, and I may be called out to leave at a moment's notice..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Miriam was wearing a dark gray jacket and skirt and a white blouse, colors that seem to blend with my black uniform and black armor all but molded to it. Dull silver cloth stars were sewn onto the epaulettes of my uniform shirt, the only splash of non-subdued contrast that was visible besides the word "POLICE" on the armor.
"I heard about those protests this morning." Miriam said after the server handed us our menus and took drink orders. "Did you know Katina Jones was going to show up with a counter-demonstration?"
"I'd heard rumors." I said. "I keep my ears peeled about things that might cause trouble, of course, and we already knew the red-shirted Antifa thugs were going to show up and demonstrate. So we were ready."
"But you're not letting your guard down, nor taking your armor off." Miriam noted.
"Not until the Police presentation to the Assembly is done." I replied. The server returned and I ordered for both of us, which greatly impressed Miriam.
"How did you know exactly what I wanted?" she asked, her beady black eyes softening and looking at me flirtatiously.
"I'm a Detective, and a good one." I said with a smile, not giving away further secrets. "So! What is it you wanted to talk to me about?"
Miriam said "Two things. First, the situation with the District Attorney's Office. Hannah Doss has no opposition for the Magistrate Court Judge seat, which will be really good for you and the Police; she's very pro-Police when it comes to issuing warrants. And my political people are expecting Franklin Washington to beat Harry Nance by margins on the level that Sheriff Griswold crushed Della Harlow."
I nodded. "The Sheriff has told me similar things."
Miriam said "So that's going to open up some things. And if Savannah Fineman wins the Solicitor position, then Paulina will practically have free run of the D.A's Office. I can make her the Assistant D.A. in the true sense of the word, and she can hire and organize DDAs as she likes. She'll run the shop, I'll do District Attorney things and deal with the other politicians, the Public, and the Press."
"But only if Savannah wins." I said.
"True enough." Miriam said, not trying to hide from the the reality of the situation. "If that prick Mason wins re-election to the Solicitor post, Savannah will come back to me. But don't get me wrong; I'm not saying that I'm going to put Savannah over Paulina. It'll be more of a power-sharing situation."
"Paulina gets the MCD cases, Savannah the Vice cases?" I asked, not pretending to be anything but hopeful of that result.
"Maybe." Miriam said. "My deal with you about having Paulina on the cases you want will hold. Savannah will likely oversee most of the rest of it."
"And if by some miracle Franklin Washington loses?" I asked.
Miriam looked at me a bit more coldly and said "If that happens, Franklin can come back, but it will basically mean that I have to hire one or two fewer people. Truly, I'm not even considering the possibility that Nance can beat Franklin. Nance is a rabid Leftist, but he is not popular at all with the Black Community; in fact, he's pretty well despised by everyone. And it's an open secret they like Rodney K. Watts, and even if Franklin is as conservative as Watts, he'll be acceptable to virtually everyone. People want fair, clean judges, and they know they'll get that from Franklin, and not from Nance."
Our food came, and we settled down to eating the delicious steaks and trimmings. I began wolfing my food down, having not realized how hungry I was, then remembered to slow it down and use my manners. As we ate, we talked mostly about our families and about Claire Michaels returning to the TCPD as Captain of Detectives.
As we had ice cream and coffee for desert, I said "Soooo... you want me to endorse Savannah Fineman, do you?"
Miriam's eyes glinted a bit, then she smiled and said "As everyone says, not much gets past you. Yes, that is what I wanted to discuss with you."
"Well," I replied, "you've spent a lot of time laying the groundwork by telling me how good it will be for Paulina if Savannah wins. And while I do agree, I've talked to Paulina about it, and she agreed with me that it might be best if I just keep my beak out of things and not make any endorsement. The only one I'm making is the one I've made: Curly Goodwin over that pedophile Bruce Finneran."
"You didn't endorse Katina Jones?" Miriam asked.
"No, not formally." I replied. "I talked to her about it, and we weren't sure how that would go over in her District."
"It'd go better than you might realize." Miriam said. "Sheriff Griswold has amazed me in that he has tremendous support in the Black Community. And even after last summer's riots and the Breonna Bryant trial, you still have better standing than many would expect. People of all ethnicities did not like what Lester Holder was calling your little daughter."
"True," I said, "but Katina is doing very well, despite the Press working as hard as they can to destroy her campaign. I talked with her and her Campaign, as well as some other astute political operatives, and we all agreed that my influence might be uncertain. And there's another reason, too. We're going to be watching for efforts to steal the Election for Eldrick X. Weaver, and maybe even Finneran. And if Katina does well, KXTC will say it's because I helped rig the vote."
Miriam sighed, then said "It's really too bad that literally everything has to be considered through the filter of race."
"Yes, it is." I replied. "And I fully blame the corrupt Mainstream Media for that."
"So. Savannah." Miriam said, drawing me back on topic. "You worked with her on the Charter Commission, and you said she did well."
"Yes," I said, "but I also said in less public places that she did the work she did competently and well, but she took no initiative in places where I hoped and even expected her to. And as you know, I've been dissatisfied with her lack of effort on things such as prosecuting Kelly Carnes. I think I'd rather just punt on this one, and make no endorsement at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm. I got back to Headquarters. As I sat down at my desk, I speed-dialed Teresa on my Police iPhone.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
I looked up at my office door, from where the ringing sound was coming, and I observed Teresa walking into my office, holding her iPhone to her ear.
"Just hang up and sit down." I said into my iPhone. Teresa gave what was for her a grin, and sat down in the 'hot chair' furthest from the door, where she normally sat, as we disconnected the call.
"We can go back over there if anything breaks." Teresa said. "They adjourned for lunch at twelve fifteen, and won't reconvene until two o'clock."
"How did it go in there?' I asked.
Teresa made the 'so so' motion with her left hand and said "Coretta Scott and Cori Bowman just stopped talking, at least for a while. They were playing games on their cellphones, not listening to a word Cindy was saying. The other black Democrats are acting bored, but aren't leaving; they may be afraid the Mayor will call a snap vote on something."
Teresa: "The white Democrats and some of the Republicans are asking a lot of questions. One Republican, Ryan Paulson, asked what Cindy expected to do if the State Legislature didn't pass a Budget next Winter. Cindy said we have a 'rainy day fund', and a black Democrat immediately said that they should take that money and spend it on forced 'sensitivity training' for white Officers dealing with People of Color. I know Cindy well, and I could tell that she was beginning to get pissed off at that crap, but she held her tongue... so far."
I nodded. "So no more external protests?" I asked.
"No sir." Teresa said. "And Terry Halston has been monitoring things via drones and talking to the SWAT Team members. He says we might want to be on standby when the presentation ends, but he doesn't expect much real trouble."
*BUZZZ!*
Helena announced that I had a visitor in the lobby: Town & County Solicitor Ted Mason. Teresa beat a hasty retreat, and I had the Duty Desk Officer escort Mason to my office. When he came in, my offers of coffee or water were refused. I had him sit down in the near-side 'hot chair'.
"Armor? In your office?" Mason astutely noted.
"If something breaks at City Hall, I'm ready to go." I replied. "What can I do for you?"
"I'm here," said Ted Mason, "to ask you to endorse me in the Solicitor race against Savannah Fineman."
"I have no plans to endorse anyone in that race, nor most of the others." I said. Then I added, just to make him realize it was an uphill battle: "And I'm not sure it's better for Paulina, and therefore for me and my Detectives, for Savannah not to win."
"I understand where you're coming from, but just let me make my case." said Mason. "First of all, you know how Savannah has not pursued a lot of cases, like the Carnes campaign finance case. And she didn't want to pursue other cases, like Breonna Bryant, which despite what the Media is making of it, did a whole lot of good cutting down those riots."
"I don't disagree with you at all, there." I said.
Mason: "Another thing to think about is what the Solicitor position is about. My office handles most of the misdemeanor cases and little stuff like traffic court cases. And a lot of those cases involve the Minority communities. If Fineman wins, she may become like a lot of those D.A.s in several cities that just won't prosecute Minority offenders."
I replied: "If she does that and ticket revenues drop, she'll be hearing from the Town & County Council."
Mason nodded, then said "It could still be a problem. And the flip side of that may also be true: a lot of the Black Community do not like her at all, because of the Charter. You, Commander, are a lot more popular with Blacks than you may realize because of your backing Edna Carter to get all our kids better educational opportunities, as well as the way you pushed back against the NEA, and hard. But it's well known, and partly because Mrs. Carter and the Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams are telling people out loud, that Savannah opposed what you did with the School Board and the taxation issue.
"And you think that'll lead to more racial strife?" I asked in reply.
"Possibly." said Mason. "Anyway, I'm just presenting my argument that I'll be a better and more fair Solicitor than Savannah will. She just wants the job as a stepping stone; she doesn't care about doing the job but having the title on her résumé. I've been doing the job for two years, I think I've done it well, and I would continue to."
"Out of curiosity and nothing more," I inquired, "what are your future plans? If Gil Krasney win the State A.G. job, you might bolt to go work with him. Especially if you lose. I already know Miriam won't have you as an ADA. And if you win, are you planning on running for D.A. in the next one or two election cycles?"
Mason said "If I lose, yeah, I'll need to find something, and I might give Gil a call if he doesn't give me one first. And as you know, because you wrote the new Charter, the D.A. and Solicitor positions are four year terms now, and staggered so that they're not at the same time. I have no plans to run against Miriam Walters for D.A., but if and when she pursues other opportunities, I'll definitely run for D.A. if I'm not already at the State level."
I nodded. "Sounds good." I said, then drew the meeting to a close by saying "Okay, then. I'll consider making an endorsement. But don't get your hopes up too much. As I said before, I don't plan on making any endorsements, or even showing public leanings... except for the Inspector General's Office."
"That's all I ask, then." said Mason. I was about to get up, but he said "Before I go, there are a couple of things I should probably tell you. First, about Edna Carter. She may not be as much a friend to you as you might think. She was with you on the education issues, but she's much less a fan of Police, and she was very opposed to the way Breonna Bryant was dealt with."



Mason: "And second, don't think for a second that Miriam Walters doesn't want to keep Paulina down, if not get her out of the D.A.'s Office completely. Miriam has to run for D.A. again in two years, and you better believe the Bryant case will come up and be used against her. Miriam will very likely throw Paulina Patterson under the bus if that's what it takes to protect herself."
I said "You said a minute ago that Miriam might seek other opportunities. What opportunities would those be?"
Mason said "I've heard rumors that she might run for Mayor, especially if Allgood wins this cycle. She might run for State Rep or even State Senator, if she thinks Katherine Woodburn is vulnerable. And if she gets a State position, she'll eye the U.S. Congress slot that former Mayor Vaughan is going to kick the incumbent Condor out of..."
Part 14 - Philosophical Exchange of Ideas
3:30pm, Thursday, October 15th. Helena was gone for the day and my door was open. So Commander Cindy Ross invited herself in, closed the door behind her, and practically collapsed on the sofa. I could see she was exhausted.
"Oh my God." she said quietly.
"What happened?" I asked, admittedly surprised and a bit worried at how my pregnant cousin looked. "Want some coffee? It's fresh."
"Don't mind if I do." Cindy said as I got up. I filled her mug full and handed it to her, then poured some for myself in my Airborne School mug.
"What happened," Cindy said as I sat back down, "is that the black Democrats, especially Cori Bowman, began giving everyone crap again. When the Fire Department budget came up, she kept asking why the EMTs were not a part of the Fire Department. The Sheriff got up and said we'd answered that, but Bowman said she wasn't satisfied with their answers and wanted a better one."
Cindy: "Then Ryan Paulson stepped in and said the conversation was redundant, and asked the Mayr to move things along. I don't think Daniel likes him; he glared at Paulson and told him that he, Daniel, was in charge, not Ryan Paulson. What, is Paulson laying groundwork to primary Daniel two years from now?"
I replied: "Possibly, but I think it's more to do with Cori Bowman. When I see Cori, I see a far-Leftist Democrat, and make my judgements upon her words and actions. When Ryan Paulson sees Cori, he sees a black woman, and makes his judgements based upon the color of her skin."
Cindy nodded, then continued: "And then the Public Health budget came up. And several Democrats kept asking where the funding for minority outreach was, and minority-this and minority-that. The Sheriff got up and said that money for those things were in there to continue existing programs, and that other County services not under his control were responsible for other parts of it, and to ask them."
Cindy: "At the end, Cori Bowman said that they should take all the money they were going to strip from the Police, and assign it to purely minority programs, especially in predominately black districts. Ryan Paulson said that was discrimination, Coretta Scott called him a racist, he said he was going to sue her for that and that she was the racist, and then both sides just started yelling race-based accusations at each other. The Mayor just told the Sheriff that the rest of it would have to be read on paper, and he just adjourned the session for the day."
"And it didn't get physical?" I asked. "Nobody started throwing water bottles or anything?"
"No." Cindy said. "This wasn't a University of Tennessee football game, after all. And as you like to say, it is possible that Teresa, Kalsu, and a couple of SWAT Team members coming up and standing in front of them, augmented by me coming up and handing Teresa my green crowbar and telling her to not hold back, deterred them from getting any worse than they were."
After a pause, Cindy said "Can I ask you a question, Don? Personal, not professional?" I nodded, and she said "I just don't understand. I'm a lesbian, I've been discriminated against. I've been subjected to the hatred by those who refuse to accept me for what I am. So I can empathize with Blacks, at least to a point. And I can say I understand their hatred of the Police as part of that."
Cindy: "But I just don't get it. Why do they think defunding the Police will accomplish anything positive? Do they really think that destroying the Police Force will improve race relations?"
"No," I said, "and the politicians, white and black, and of both Parties, are not interested in improved race relations. Nor is the deeply corrupt Press. (air quotes) 'Black and Whites get along!' is not a headline that generates eyeballs and ears for their broadcasts.
"I get that, and that leads to my deeper question." Cindy said. "Don, what do Blacks want? I don't mean defunding the Police. What do they really want? I mean, when are they going to say 'Okay, that's far enough, let's work on better race relations in a positive way now.'?"
I nodded, then said "I have an answer to that, Cindy... but it's the kind of answer that I think I'd best keep to myself. I won't even whisper it down a well at high noon." Cindy nodded in understanding.
"Okay," I said, "are you going to be at little Jack Burke' birthday party at Teresa's house?"
"Yes, we'll be there." Cindy replied. "Have an extra tub of ice cream for Betsy. She loves that stuff. And that's another question: why not wait until the weekend to have the party with the kids?"
"Todd suggested a weekend party, maybe a pizza party at a restaurant. Little Jack got huffy and asked why he was being punished." I said. "So Teresa said they'll have a much shorter, smaller party with just family on his actual birthday."
"That'll be a large enough party." Cindy said...
Part 15 - Agenda-Driven
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 16th, from roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall and the western side of Courthouse Square in the background. "Radical white extremists yell the 'n-word' and other racial epithets at peaceful black protesters during yesterday morning's demonstrations on Courthouse Square!..."
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Agenda-Driven (continued)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 16th, from roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall and the western side of Courthouse Square in the background. "Radical white extremists yell the 'n-word' and other racial epithets at peaceful black protesters during yesterday morning's demonstrations on Courthouse Square!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "After peaceful protesters wearing 'Black Lives Matter' shirts assembled to peacefully protest the Public Safety budget, demanding that the Town Assembly defund the Police, a group of militant, mostly White Nationalist thugs in blue shirts counter-protested. When the peaceful protesters yelled 'Black Lives Matter', the White Nationalists yelled 'All Lives Matter', which many blacks say is racist and offensive."
Bettina: "But even worse: according to Civil Rights spokesperson and leader of the peaceful protesters Stacy Jacobs, the radicals in the blue shirts hurled racial epithets at the peaceful protesters, including the n-word. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Pat Stellum interviewing Stacy Jacobs. "And they were yelling the n-word at us and all sorts of other ugly stuff. And the white cops were helping them and trying to suppress our voices."
Back to Bettina live: "Leading the blue-shirted racists were White Supremacy members of a motorcycle gang------"
"That's not true!"
Bettina turned to see that someone had joined her, her producer/aide, and her cameraman on the roof. The red crowbar in his hand was their first clue to his secret identity.
"You shut off that feed and I'll have the FCC shut you down AND I'll sue you for libel." I said as I came up to Bettina. I then took the microphone out of her hand and said into it: "Every Police Officer at the scene, whether white, black, or Hispanic, had an Officer-cam on and recording everything that was said. Those recordings are preserved as evidence, ready to be examined and used in Court if need be. And they show that no one, no one at all, used the n-word. Stacy Jacobs was outright lying, just as her mentor Dr. Lionel Carmela repeatedly lies to gain political advantage."
Bettina took back the microphone and said: "You were there, Commander. Are you saying, and are you willing to testify under oath that no one used the n-word at that protest?"
"I'll testify that none of the good citizens in blue shirts used that word." I said. "And I challenge you to produce one second of video footage that hasn't been doctored that will show anyone did use that word. You can't, or you'd be showing it on the air already. So why not admit that Jacobs is lying like a dog in the shade."
"Commander," Bettina said, "what about the blue-shirted White Nationalists saying 'All Lives Matter' in response to the peaceful protesters saying 'Black Lives Matter'? Isn't that racist and offensive?"
I replied: "First of all, Bettina, many of those in blue shirts, including Council candidate Katina Jones, were black. Hardly the White Nationalists you are trying to paint them to be. And second, 'All Lives Matter' is not racist, but the truth. If you say otherwise, aren't you suggesting that some lives matter more than others? Is or is not the desire of the Black Community that all be treated equally? and doesn't your suggestion suggest some are more equal than others, which is in itself racist?"
"Commander," Bettina said, "if Bruce Finneran wins the I.G. race, and it increasingly looks like he will, what will you do? Will you resign from the Police Force before he brings you up on criminal charges?"
I smiled an 'Iron Crowbar' smile, then said "Check with your polling experts. I don't think I'm going to have to worry about that."
"Commander," Bettina said, "after last summer's Police brutality, why shouldn't the Town Assembly defund the Police?"
"If criminals with guns break into your home with the intent of gang-raping you or your daughter, who are you gonna call to rescue you? A social worker?" I replied.
Bettina turned to the camera and said "And we have to go to break. When we get back, we'll report on today's one-year anniversary of the University Hospital bombing." When the cameraman indicated she was off-air, she turned to me with ugliness on her face.
"Can't say I didn't respond to requests for comment, now can you?" I said as I turned away and went to the door that led back downstairs, leaving Bettina speechless...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to Police Headquarters, I was about to turn into the anteroom of my office suite when a streak of platinum blonde hair flashed before me, grabbed my arm and pulled me towards the Chief's suite.
"Chief wants to see me?" I asked laconically as Cindy pulled me to the Chief's Conference Room.
"And not just him." growled Our Sheriff, who was sitting in the room with the Chief, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Captain Tanya P. Muscone. "What did I just see, Crowbar?"
"Looked suspiciously to me," Cindy said, "like someone impersonating the Iron Crowbar just gave Bettina Wurtzburg an interview live on air."
"And they didn't cut it off?" I asked, genuinely astonished. "Wonders never cease."
"Indeed, sir." said Tanya. "Which is just one of the many clues that we saw a pre-arranged, staged interview, there."
"You weren't fooled, eh?" I said with a grin. "Here, hold this." I handed Tanya the red crowbar, which she tapped in her hand menacingly.
"Have a seat, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr." said Chief Moynahan, indicating my usual place to hi left. "Father Romano tells me that confession is good for the soul, and yoooooo have sinned mightily. Soooo, start confessing."
"I may need absolution, after this." I replied.
"You needed that a long time ago." said Teresa levelly. "I for one am loving this."
"I am not." replied the Sheriff, equally levelly. "I'm waiting, Crowbar."
I said "Okay, okay. I got wind that Stacy Jacobs and Pat Stellum were going to go with that 'n-word' story, and I really did have all the Officer-cam audio and video in evidence showing no such verbiage had taken place. So I called our esteemed State Senator, who happens to own that Station, and suggested that she not allow her Station be used to promote and repeat lies I could disprove."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I might add that this was between Pat Stellum and Stacy Jacobs. Several other KXTC reporters and reporterettes, including their Managing Editor, or whatever Bettina entitles herself these days, really didn't want to commit to putting that story on the air. Sooooo, Bettina agreed not to cut off the signal if I showed up and explained things in a seemingly hostile manner. I did have to let her get that cheap shot about Finneran in, but like I said on air, I'm not really worried about that."
You could've heard a pin drop. Everyone was staring at me in sheer disbelief.
Finally, Cindy said "So you and KXTC actually worked together to refute their own story?" She shook her head and said "I've seen everything now."
"Consorting with the Enemy, Crowbar?" the Sheriff said, though I could tell that he was not as angry as he'd been a minute before.
"The enemy of my enemy is my friend, Sheriff." I replied. "At least for five minute on a Courthouse Square building rooftop. Katherine Woodburn doesn't want to help Stacy Jacobs any more than I do, Bettina does what Katherine tells her to do, Amber Harris gets to laugh at Pat Stellum, and I'd imagine that Stellum is whining like a two-year-old child right now. And Stacy Jacobs is probably exploding like a nuclear bomb right now... well, that may not be the best choice of words, there." I was referring to the EMPTY QUIVER event. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.)
"And you couldn't do that on KFXU?" Chief Moynahan asked.
"Oh, no sir." I said. "The viewers that most needed to see that refutation of Jacobs don't watch Fox Eight News..."
Part 16 - Only Time
(Author's note: At this point, readers might wish to review 'Only Time', especially Ch. 02.)
9:45am, Friday, October 16th. It was the one-year anniversary of the domestic terrorist bombing of University Hospital, which had claimed twelve lives and injured dozens, including my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson. (Author's note: 'Only Time'.)
The morning was overcast but not too cold. As Laura and I arrived and parked, we saw the Eastside Elementary School buses parked further down the way. "Why are they here?" Laura asked.
"My understanding is that Carole's class was invited." I said. "Then it became the entire third grade."
"Carole didn't say a word to me about it." Laura said. Then she peered over at me. "Okay, what's going on?"
"I guess we better go find out." I said, hastily exiting the vehicle. I went around and opened the door for Laura and helped her out of the vehicle... it was a pretty good drop to the ground, even for me and her.
As we came up to the rows of chairs set in front, facing the Eternal Flame and the front portico, we saw Edward and Stephanie Steele. All of the Council Members were here, even Reginald B.F. Lewis, who I saw talking to Eldrick X. Weaver and Edgar Silas on the other side of the group of chairs. Katina Jones was talking to J.P. Goldman, her boss at the J.P. Goldman Bank where she worked, and Selena Steele. I saw John Colby and Dagmar Schoen approach them.
"Why are the kids from Eastside here?" Stephanie asked Laura. "Marie never said a word to me that they were coming, but there she and Carole are, right up front." We looked over to see Carole and Marie in the front row, apart from their school classmates, who were seated in rows further back. I also observed that Carole was wearing her TCPD Auxiliary Detective badge on its chain around her neck.
"I don't know, either." Laura said. "Neither Carole nor my husband has said a word."
"Always smart of me to keep my mouth shut." I said. "Wouldn't you say, Edward?"
"Normally yes." replied Edward. "But I'm glad you opened your mouth this morning on KXTC. That was really righteous, what you did. But I'm totally shocked that KXTC didn't cut off the feed."
"Connect those dots, my friend." I said. "Oh, look who's here. Hey Little Love!"
"Hi Daddy!" Tasha replied happily. Indeed, my daughter had run up to me, and I leaned over to 'hug' her back as she hugged my legs. She was getting too big to pick up, and both she and my back knew it.
Following her was her mother, Paulina. And with Paulina was the legendary rapper T-Square, wearing a suit, and also wearing shades in the cloudy light, with his bodyguard 'The Regiment' following at a bit of distance. I hugged Paulina, as did Laura, and then exchanged a 'thumbs-up' handshake with T-Square.
"There's the man!" said T-Square as Sheriff Griswold came up. Their man-hug became a full-on hug as they exchanged greetings. Paulina went with Laura and Stephanie to sit down on the front row, towards the right end. I had the seat at the very end of the front row, and Laura next to it. T-Square went with Tasha, who plopped down next to Carole. Carole and Marie hugged T-Square's legs as he patted their backs. I saw Alison McFarland take a photo, and I wasn't too happy about that; I tended to not want my daughters's photos showing up in public Media.
In addition to politicians pressing the flesh, the leadership of the various branches of the Public Safety Department all showed up, in formal uniforms with full 'fruit salads' of ribbons. All seven Medal of Valor recipients were present, wearing our MOVs.
"Commander!" I heard a voice call out. It was Chaplain Alberto Romano, in his Police uniform with jacket, and a clerical collar instead of a necktie. He was escorting Claude Cardinal O'Leery, who was based in The City. I remembered my previous meeting with His Eminence. (Author's note: 'Man of God', Ch. 02.) Cardinal O'Leery was wearing his black robes, exquisite rosary and cross, and of course the ubiquitous red cap.
The Cardinal greeted me cordially and greeted Laura more warmly, remembering that she had been grievously wounded in the bombing and asking how she was doing. He then went to greet Mayor Allgood and his wife, then worked his way around to the other politicians, who were eager to be photographed with him.
"What do you think of him, Cardinal O'Leery?" I asked Teresa, who had come up with Todd. Cindy and Callie had also come up to us.
"I try not to." Teresa said flatly.
"He gives me the 'smarmy vibe'." Cindy volunteered.
"There's a lot of good in the Catholic Church, and about the Church." Teresa said. "And then... there are Cardinals like O'Leery..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We took our seats as the ceremonies were about to begin at 10:00am. I looked at the portico, which was serving as the stage for this ceremony. In the middle, in front of the Eternal Flame, was the podium. Extending to either side of the podium were twelve easels, six on either side, with cloth covered placards on them. I knew what those were: photos of the twelve persons that died in the bombing one year ago today. Twelve candles, one in front of each photo, were also in place.
To the audience's right, at what could be considered the edge of the stage were two easels with something covered by cloths on them, and two chairs in front. Closer to the stage front was an electric piano, with a chair behind it for the pianist to sit upon.
Hospital Administrator Seth Warner came to the podium, looking good in his well-fitting suit. Somewhat to my surprise, Teresa Croyle was on the portico with him.
Cub Scouts from Eastside Elementary came out and presented the Colors. And then we got our first surprise, as Seth Warner said "We are grateful today that international superstar T=Square has offered to lead us in our National Anthem."
Everyone applauded as the legendary rapper came up and took the microphone offered by Seth. "Now I'm not singing this alone." T-Square said. "I need help. Any volunteers?" And at that moment, Carole Diana Troy, her sister LaTasha Dionne Troy-Patterson, and Marie Steele rushed the stage. T-Square sat down at the piano and played as we all sang.
T-Square's voice, while excellent, was more suited to rap than loudly singing our National Anthem. Whitney Houston, he was not. But that was made up when Carole began singing, determined that no one would be singing more loudly than her. Fortunately, she had inherited her cousin Cindy's excellent singing voice. T-Square even pointed the microphone down so that the girls's voices carried over the speakers.
At the end, T-Square said "Thank you, ladies. Carole, Marie, have a seat in those chairs. Tasha, go sit with your dad." Carole and Marie sat down as Tasha ran off the portico and straight to me. I picked her up and put her on my legs.
"We suffered twelve crushing losses during the bombing last year." said Seth Warner. "Tiny babies fighting for their lives, nurses serving their young patients, parents in joyful expectation of a new son or daughter that they never got to see. Let us remember them with a special presentation by our kids from the Cancer Center."
A line of children of various ages, all dressed in warm white robes like they wore at Christmas, filed out of the front door of the Hospital. Some were past patients of the  Cancer Center, while some were still patients but were recovering well. Everyone in the audience stood and gave the kids a solemn but strong ovation of applause.
Teresa had gone over and begun revealing the heartbreaking photos, and some of the kids helped. T-Square began playing the electric piano, and Alice, the teenager who was now in remission, began playing her violin. The Cancer Kids formed up and began singing Enya's 'Only Time'.
"Who can say where the road goes?
Where the day flows?
Only time.
And who can say if your love grows
As your heart chose?
Only time.
Who can say why your heart sighs
As your love flies?
Only time.
And who can say why your heart cries
When your love lies?
Only time."
As they sang, the parents of the babies that died in the neo-natal center flash fire came up, using the Eternal Flame to light tapers, then lighting the candles in front of their photos. Seth Warner called out the names of those who'd died as his or her candle was lighted.
Beatrice, whose son Otis had died of cancer (Author's note: 'Summer In The County', Ch. 03.), and whose sister Rhonda Hooper and Rhonda's husband had died as Laura had performed a C-section to deliver their daughter, came up and lighted their candles. Laura came up and lighted the candle for Kathy, her surgical nurse that had not survived.
And so it went, until all but one candle was lighted: that of Nurse 'Ratchett', who had no family, and not a whole lot of friends. So Carole and Marie went over and used the taper Laura handed them, and got the job done. Good hearts, those kids had. And Carole would later tell me that Iron Crowbars had to do the bad jobs as well as the good one. No doubt about that, I thought to myself. No doubt about that.
Once all the candles were alight, everyone stood and reflected upon the lives cut short, now represented only by the light of the candle flames, as the Cancer Kids sang:
"Who can say when the roads meet
That love might be in your heart?
And who can say when the day sleeps
If the night keeps all your heart,
Night keeps all your heart?
Who can say if your love grows
As your heart chose?
Only time.
And who can say where the road goes?
Where the day flows?
Only time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Seth Warner again took to the podium. "On that day, when they were needed most, many of our best people came to help our wounded Hospital and its patients. I'd like to ask all the doctors and nurses and other Hospital employees that are here now and were here that day to stand up and be recognized for the tremendous work you did under incredibly hard circumstances."
Everyone remained seated but applauded strongly as some in the audience stood up. EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell did not stand... until he was prodded by Sheriff Griswold to do so. I was especially grateful for that, as it was Dr. Cordell that had operated on Laura after she'd been found alive in the rubble.
Seth Warner: "And we had help from many friends that came in. Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and his team of FBI Agents were here, helping us greatly with logistical support. And when we needed it, the U.S. Army came in to help, sending the 3497th MASH to treat and care for our wounded. I'm glad to say that some of them came up today, and I'd like to ask them and Mr. Muscone's team to stand and be recognized."
Several Army Officers and Enlisted personnel in Dress Blues stood up in the crowd, as did Jack Muscone and Karina White, and they were strongly applauded.
Seth Warner; "Jack Muscone and I have something in common: we are married to decorated Police Officers that were wounded in the line of duty. I have never been so proud to be a part of this Town & County as that day... when Police, Firefighters, EMTs, and Public Health Department officials rushed here to help. They put their lives and safety on the line to rescue others, to save the rest of the Hospital by putting out the fires, and to take charge of the utter chaos that was going on."



"And they didn't just do that here." Seth said. "They do it every day, putting their lives and safety on the line to protect yours. So I'd like to ask that all Public Safety Department personnel, whether you were here that day or not, to stand up and be recognized."
Yeah, I had to stand up for that one, though knowing my own role had been very, very minor compared to some of the heroes that were here with us today. And Sheriff Griswold was hesitant to stand up, but Dr. Cordell got him back by ensuring that he stood up with us. I made a mental note to tell Our Sheriff that modesty was not a Klingon trait.
After we sat back down, Seth said "I have the honor of making two very special announcements today. First, we refurbished the non-denominational Chapel, and we are naming it after, and dedicating it to, a great Man of God who rushed into the carnage and rescued three infants, saving their lives. This man's heroism is well-known by the Police Force, and all of us at the Hospital will remember in perpetuity when we see that Chapel... the 'Chaplain Alberto Romano Hospital Chapel'! Father Romano, would you please come up?"
The standing ovation was long and loud as Chaplain Romano made his way up to the portico. "We have something for you, Father." Seth said, pointing to his left and our right. Carole and Marie had stood up, and were taking the cover off what we now saw was a painting. It was of Father Romano in his Police uniform with black shirt and clerical collar, easily recognizable. Seth said "We'd like to thank Miss Marie Steele for painting this for us."
"That is amazing!" said Father Romano as he stepped over to look at the painting, which would be framed and put on the wall at the entrance to the Chapel. "Marie, this is wonderful! You are truly blessed with a gift from God, and I hope you will keep using that gift."
"Thank you, Father. I will." Marie promised.
Seth said "We do have one more portrait by Marie Steele to present. This Hospital is extremely fortunate to have a doctor on Staff that has cared for women, their husbands, and their babies from pre-conception to well into childhood. Her dedication to duty and to our lives was shown when she went into the O.R. with a broken arm, to guide others in a difficult birth procedure. We almost lost her that day of the bombing, but by the Grace of God she is still with us today, caring for our children. Dr. Laura Fredricson, will you please come up?"
Laura was very surprised. I just said "Now you'll find out why Carole is here but didn't mention it." My wife looked at me, puzzled, then made her way up and stood by Seth at the podium as the audience loudly applauded.
"Out of Death, comes Life." said Hospital Administrator Seth Warner. "Out of the rubble of the attack upon us, University Hospital is emerging stronger, and better than ever. With the generous support of thousands upon thousands of donors, our goal of rebuilding the damaged wing by this date is very nearly completed." Everyone applauded.
"Ladies, would you reveal the painting, please?" Seth said. That painting was bigger and taller than Father Romano's, so T-Square helped Carole and Marie uncover it. The cloth fell away to reveal a painted portrait of Laura. Like the 'Unfinished Portrait' of FDR at the Little White House in Warm Springs, Georgia, this painting was not finished around the edges, but the head and upper body was drawn and partially painted in, and was clearly Laura.
Seth said "Like the new building, it's not quite finished yet, but we have a little bit of time... and we don't want to take away from Marie's third grade studies." His point underscored that a seven-year-old had made these paintings, whose quality were such that adult artists would admire.
Seth: "And when the work is done, that portrait will be displayed at the entrance to the 'Dr. Laura W. Fredricson Maternity Ward and Neo-Natal Center'!" Laura looked utterly shocked; we had indeed kept the secret and had surprised her. Carole was now applauding most very vigorously, and she was not alone in doing so. The standing ovation was thunderous.
And that painting would never be finished. It was framed and put on the wall of the Maternity Ward's entrance just as it was at this moment. It seemed 'right' that way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And then, this day of remembrance of the past and celebration of the future was marred. As the applause for Laura died down,, we heard chants begin behind us. I stood up and turned to look.
The front lawn between the Hospital and the road was long, nearly 100 yards from the Hospital to the road, University Avenue. A group of students with signs had crept up about half that distance. I could see that KXTC had a camera filming them, and Pat Stellum talking to one of them.
Then, the students started chanting, at first different, indiscriminate things, then "GO TO HELL, FREDRICSON! GO TO HELL!" started up. After some seconds of that, they started chanting in unison "KICK HER OUT! KICK HER OUT!"
The signs were the next clue that showed me whom they were talking about: my wife. Some of what was printed is too ugly to mention here in this family environment. I was infuriated; not only because of what they said, but that Carole had to read that trash about her mother.
And Hell hath no fury like an Iron Crowbar infuriated.
Some of the protesters started throwing things, mostly water bottles. And that was enough for me to have legitimate cause to attack the thugs.
Teresa had seen from the stage that the perps were coming, and had already called on the radio for Police reinforcements. But when she saw me take off, she ran off the stage and actually passed me as we rushed to attack the punks.
"I've got the Media." Cindy yelled as she ran behind me, her green crowbar in her hand. "Don't hold back on the rest of them!" I knew what she meant by that.
There were around fifty protesters. There were three of us... okay, four, including Cindy's baby. But armored Police reinforcements were pouring out of the Hospital. And other help arrived, as well.
When we began running at the slugs, T-Square said to his Regiment: "Go help the Iron Crowbar! Kick those bastards's asses!" The Regiment did not hesitate, they came running after us, despite being in suits and ties... and they were carrying black crowbars.
Meanwhile, Carole came up to T-Square and got in front of him. "Don't worry, T-Square." my daughter announced. "I've got your back while your guys have my daddy's back!"
"I believe you do." T-Square said, more than a little bit amazed.
It did not bother us that we were in our good uniforms with our Medals of Valor around our necks. We slammed into the agitators with everything we had. I was swinging for the fences with my red crowbar, and I was connecting. The punks ran from me, but some tried to attack Teresa. They would've done better against me. Teresa was going for knees, eyes, shoulders, and she was not taking prisoners. Injured agitators began littering the ground.
And then The Regiment hurled themselves into the fray, and I saw that they were very efficient in personal combat with black crowbars. They were hurting agitators, and had no qualms about it. Neither did I...
Meanwhile, Cindy had run up to the KXTC camera and Pat Stellum. I knew from her words that she had activated her bug-killer, and it successfully prevented what we were doing from being videoed. Cindy's first blow was to the camera, knocking the front lens off the rest of the camera. KXTC's Security men, four of them, rushed up to attack Cindy, and they learned the hard way exactly why she was a six-time Police Boxing Matches Champion. Like Teresa, she went for knees as well as delivering powerful crowbar blows to ribs, abdomens, and backs.
Seeing that Teresa and I were in danger if anyone knew what they were doing, or had firearms, the armored Police sprinted up to us and hurled themselves into the fight. They began knocking the college-aged agitators down and zip-tying their hands behind them. Other perps tried to flee... and ran right into the Police that had run around behind them. And the Good Guys made the Bad Pieces of Filth pay. In pain.
Not one slug escaped the dishonor of capture. "Take 'em to County Jail." I said to Kalsu. "Full booking, including felony Resisting Arrest..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I-urn Crow-bar!" *clap clap, clap clap clap!* "I-urn Crowbar!" *clap clap, clap clap clap!*
That was courtesy of Eastside Elementary third graders, who had enjoyed the spectacle very much. I waved to them as we walked back towards the front of the audience.
"Sorry about that, folks." I said loudly. "They will regret what they have done today... when they have to tell their mommas and their daddies that they've been kicked out of School.
As we settled back down, Seth Warner said "That concludes our ceremonies for today. I've been asked to have all the Medal of Valor recipients come up to the stage. Thank you for coming, everyone!"
As everyone got up and began talking, Alison McFarland came up to us on stage. "Can I get a picture of all seven of you at one time?" she asked. We arranged ourselves in a line by rank: Sheriff Griswold was in the place of honor to the right of the line (left of Alison facing us). I was to his left. Deputy Police Chief Cindy Ross was to my left, then Fire Marshal Roy Easley was next. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was to his left, then Paramedics Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph were at the left end.
As Alison took photos, people in the crowd saw what was taking place, and they began taking photos with their cellphones. And then a 'strangeness' happened.
"Where are you taking me, Carole?" asked Captain Tanya P. Muscone as Carole pushed Tanya in her wheelchair onto the stage with us, and right in front of us.
"Alison needs to take pictures of you and me with the M-O-V people." Carole said. For some strange reason, everyone looked at me.
"You heard the next Iron Crowbar." I said to Alison. "Say 'cheese', everyone." I was getting a vibe about what was going on. Cindy turned and peered at me, and I just shrugged my eyebrows at her as Tanya parked in front of us, between Cindy and Roy Easley, and Carole stood to her left, between Roy and Teresa. Alison took pictures.
After all that was done, Cindy and the Sheriff corralled me. "What was that about, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff.
"I'm getting a vibe," Cindy said, "but I can't make out what it's about."
"Well," I said, "Alison did ask that all the MOV recipients come to the stage. And I suspect Carole didn't discern between 'present' and 'future' recipients." Cindy's eyes widened as she looked at me, understanding what I was saying. Our Sheriff's mustaches twitched most merrily.
"Carole," the Sheriff said to my daughter, "will I be here to see that?"
Carole's face turned sad and she looked down as she said "No, Grandpa Grizz. You'll be with Grandma Grizz and Charlie. But you'll be very happy."
The Sheriff patted Carole on the shoulder and said "Don't let that bother you, Carole. We'll all be there, someday. We'll all be there one day..."
Part 17 - Missing
2:00pm, Friday, October 16th. Teresa came in to report.
"We made 52 arrests." she said.
"Well, our guys made the arrests." I replied. "I won't speak for you, but I was not trying to arrest anyone."
"Neither was I, truth be told." said Teresa. "Anyway, KXTC is already calling them the 'Hospital 52', and Chase, Lynch, and Berry P.C. is filing paperwork to represent them in a class-action against the Police. Judge Rodney K. Watts has already set up the mobile Court at County Jail, and is processing them. Some students tried to give false names, and when we showed Judge Watts their real identities obtained through facial recognition, he denied those liars bail."
Teresa: "I've also notified the University of every arrested person's name that is a currently enrolled student. I'm hoping they'll be suspended and ultimately expelled, but Dr. Lionel Carmela has already filed a protest of that with the Ethics Board, demanding they be given due process of law before any other action is taken."
I said "I hate to admit it, but I fundamentally agree with that. Hopefully, those bastards will get prison time, and then expulsion will be a given."
"May I sit down?" Teresa asked.
"Oh... yeah!" I said, a bit surprised. "You don't really have to ask, you know."
Teresa sat down and said "Can I ask you a personal question, sir?" I nodded, and she asked: "You really went after those bastards today. I know, so did I, but I didn't need Cindy nor Carole's vibes to see that you really took that protest personally."
I nodded. "Well, you saw who the signs were saying some ugly things about... my wife, and in front of my daughters and my wife's friends and colleagues. But more than that, much more than that, I was thinking of those four premature babies that burned alive in the neo-natal center. We're remembering them, and those fucking punks showed up and started agitating?" I just shook my head.
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
"Yes, Helena?" I said into the speaker of my landline phone.
"Sir," Helena said, "FBI SAC Clark Webster and Special Agent Tracy Stone are in the front lobby and have asked to see you."
"Have the Duty Desk Officer escort them to my office, then show them in.' I said. As that was being done, Teresa got up to go. "Sit down, on the sofa." I said. "If this is what I suspect it is, I want you in here listening to it." Teresa sat down on the sofa.
A moment later, Helena opened the door to admit the Federal Agents, then closed the door behind them. I had them sit down in the 'hot chairs', with SAC Webster in Teresa's normal spot, further away from the door. They politely refused my offer of coffee or water.
Special Agent In Charge Clark Webster was in charge of the FBI's Missing Persons Bureau for our region, and was based in the City. His position was my first clue to what this was about. And Special Agent Tracy Stone's presence showed a connection to the evil entity that she had made her personal prey, that being Dr. Lionel Carmela.
"Don't tell me, let me guess." I said. "Someone connected to Carmela and his so-called 'Politburo' has disappeared. Probably Tamara, who was my wife's student."
Webster looked totally shocked. Tracy Stone looked back at Teresa with a grin and said "You see that every day, don't you?"
"And I never get tired of it." Teresa replied.
"Dis someone tell you already, Commander?" SAC Webster asked.
"No." I replied. "But when the Missing Persons Special Agent in Charge for this region travels here, to my humble office, it's no great feat of deduction what the reason must be. And as Special Agent Stone here was recently a Campus Detective, it suggests University involvement. Q.E.D., eh?"
Clark Webster did not sound all that convinced as he said "Yeah, I guess so. But you're right. Tracy?"
Tracy Stone said "The Campus Police were called yesterday at 11:00am or so. One of Tamara's friends, Dana Stirewalt, reported that Tamara had not come home the night before, and her cellphone was going to voicemail. Tamara lives in an apartment near the Greek Houses, and it's technically on Campus property."
Tracy: "The Campus Police sent two Cadet Officers to her apartment, and her roommates repeated the story that she had not come home the night before, though she was expected to. Her room showed no evidence of her leaving on her own, as her books, clothes, and suitcases were all there."
Clark Webster took it up: "As you both know, the FBI generally doesn't take up a Missing Persons case before 24 hours are up, and after the locals have made an initial investigation, unless a potentially high-value target or their family goes missing. Campus Police Commissioner Briscoe called Special Agent Stone this morning, and she contacted my office, and I drove right over as soon as I was told."
"Did anyone call the TCPD and tell us about this?" I asked. I could see Teresa slightly shaking her head, letting me know that no one had called us that she knew of.
"Not that we know of." Clark Webster said. "And that's one reason why I came over personally, Commander. We know about the accusation by Dr. Carmela against your wife, and that Tamara was both her student and Dr. Carmela's. That may have been Commissioner Briscoe's reasoning for not informing the TCPD before informing us, thinking you would have to recuse yourself from investigating."
"And letting 24 hours go by," I said with asperity, "when we could've been helping find her, or ascertain her whereabouts all that time. So why are you guys here? More specifically, why aren't you talking to the Chief instead of me?"
"Sir," said Tracy Stone, "with respect to the Chief, we know that you're the one that has the best chance of successfully closing this case."
"But I still have to recuse myself." I said. "Okay. Let's take this to the Main Conference Room. Teresa, round up Captain Muscone and Lieutenant Davis. I'll go get the Chief..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I a-greeeee with the Iron Crowbar." Chief Moynahan said darkly. "Commissioner Briscoe, you should have notified us the minute you got the call yourself, even if it were the Sheriff or meeeeee."
We were in the Main Conference Room. Present were Chief Moynahan, me, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Muscone, Lieutenant Davis, Federal Agents Webster and Stone... and University Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Bob 'Brick' Briscoe, who had been called by SAC Webster and had quickly arrived.
"I take responsibility for that." Briscoe said. "I was really hoping that the girl would turn up and it would be nothing. And I also was concerned how that bastard Carmela would spin it to the Press, especially that bitch Wurtzburg and KXTC."
"And well-founded concerns those are." I said agreeably. "Chief, do you want me out of the room while y'all talk about this?"
"Hellll, no." replied the Chief. "Unless Mr. Webster does. This is officially the FBI's case now."
"Feel free to sit in and listen, Commander Troy." said Clark Webster. "We could use any advice you can give us."
"Captain Muscone," I said, "take charge of our part in this, if you don't mind."
"Thank you, sir." said Tanya. "Commissioner, Can you bring us up to speed on the Campus Police investigation? What y'all did before calling the FBI in?"
Briscoe: "The Campus Officers that went to her apartment had her roommates call around and see if she'd been seen. We also called Dana Stirewalt, who called in that Tamara was missing and asked her to call everyone she could think of. She said she already had, and no one had seen her since the night before."
Briscoe: "We got her class schedule. One class was Dr. Fredricson's, and Tamara had been kicked out of that class and failed out of Dr. Fredricson's graduate program, so there was no expectation of her seeing Tamara. Still, we called Tamara's classmates, who said they hadn't seen her, and that she'd been kicked out of that class. We also checked with her other professors, who'd heard nothing."
"Someone talk to Dr. Carmela?" I asked.
Briscoe checked the copies of his Officers's notes, and said "Yeah, looks like Coates called Carmela, and wrote here that Carmela said he hadn't seen Tamara in a couple of days. When Coates asked Dr. Carmela to call around and see if anyone had see Tamara, Carmela said 'That's your job, Punk.' and hung up the phone."
"Such a caring person." Teresa said sarcastically. Tracy Stone nodded vigorously in agreement.
Tanya said "So what has the FBI done, so far?"
Webster said "We're going to have my Agents go around Campus and interview and re-interview people. We're also using the tools available to us to try to ping Tamara's phone, and to get metadata on who she might have called or called her. That'll take a warrant, of course, which we are in the process of obtaining."



I said "Are you going to have your Agents interview Carmela?"
"Very likely." said Webster. "Anything you want us to ask him?"
I said "I'm not trying to tell you how to do your jobs, but I would suggest these things. First, have your people interview Carmela in person, but do not send Special Agent Stone to interview him, as seeing her will get his hackles up. He might not talk to your Agents anyway, but I would bet my tickets to the upcoming Wildcats-Bulldogs game that he'd definitely refuse to talk to her."
I continued: "But before you interview him, ascertain what Tamara was doing and who she was with and talking to when she was last seen. I suspect she was meeting with Carmela, Dana Stirewalt, and others that evening, then never made it home after they dispersed."
Me: "What is vital here is that once you know that, you can ask Carmela when the last time he saw her was. If he answers (air quotes) 'a couple of days', meaning before the time of that meeting, then someone is lying to Federal Agents, and Special Agent Stone knows what to do about that." Tracy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Sounds like you have an idea of what happened, Commander." said Webster.
"Ideas, maybe." I said. "Nothing actionable nor provable. Yet. But it comes down to the three basic tenets: motive, means, opportunity. And the motive is clear: Tamara can prove that Carmela is trying to frame Dr. Fredricson. And if it's shown she was around him just before the time he disappeared, then there's 'opportunity'."
"That's true." said Tracy Stone.
"We'll follow it up, just the way you've suggested." said Clark Webster. "And I would like to get the help of your Lieutenants, Myron and Mary Milton------ what?"
It had grown totally silent in the room, the kind of awkward silence that suggested a major faux pas had just occurred. And everyone saw me rising out of my chair, my face beet-red with utter fury.
I leaned over the table and yelled into Webster's face as loudly as I could: "WHEN ARE YOU GODDAMNED FEDERAL AGENTS GOING TO GET IT THROUGH YOUR THICK FUCKING SKULLS THAT THE MILTONS ARE OFF LIMITS TO ALL FEDERAL AGENTS? COMPLETELY! OFF! LIMITS! WHAT IS IT GOING TO FUCKING TAKE?"
I then said a bit more quietly but with at least as much menace as I jabbed my crowbar towards Webster and growled "You keep the fuck away from the Miltons, or I'll rip you a new ass! Excuse me, Chief." With that I hurtled to the exit door and used it, slamming it behind me as I left...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was sitting in my office in my comfortable 'Command Chair', which was not doing anything to help the pain in my back nor my head. I was turned to face the window, and I was looking out of it at the increasing gloom of the day: weather was moving in, I idly thought to myself.
I heard the sound of the door to my office opening the closing. I turned in my chair to face Teresa Croyle, sitting in the near-side hot chair. She held up her ink pen, indicating her bug killer was 'on'.
"You really attacked those protesters this morning." she said. "And you left poor Clark Webster a nearly-crying puddle in there."
"Yeah, you'd think those God-damned Federal Agents would get the fucking message about the Miltons." I said in exasperation. "Especially after I nearly had to fire Tanya over it."
Teresa was peering at me like Cindy normally does. "Don, are you sure that's all it is? I've never seen you show fear, but I think you're worried about something, something bigger than the Miltons and the Feds."
I peered at her, feeling anger welling up again, but Teresa didn't back down: "Look Don, every Christmas season you watch over me like a hawk, and even put me on desk duty, because you know about my past. And I know you do that because you love me and you want to keep me from getting into trouble, and you're probably right to do it. And now, I'm repaying the favor. Something's wrong, Don. You were almost out of control twice today."
She was right, I knew. I had overreacted to Webster, and had been too quick to react violently to the protesters, though they'd gotten what was coming to them. But she was right...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments later, my office door cracked open, and a hand appeared, waving a white handkerchief. Then Special Agent Tracy Stone looked in.
"Come on in." I said, and not harshly.
"He didn't know." Tracy said as she came in. "And I didn't know he was going to ask for the Miltons's help."
"He knows now." I replied. "Don't you, Mr. Webster?"
Yeah, Clark Webster was in anteroom, trying to stay out of sight. He did not do a good job of observing the various reflections off various surfaces, but I did. He came on into the doorway.
"I didn't realize you'd be triggered by that." said Webster. "I won't ask for the Miltons's help again. But we could still use your help to find this woman, if she can be found."
"I actually do have a compelling interest for her to be found." I said. "And there's nothing the Miltons can do that all the FBI's horses and all the FBI's men, and women, can't do."
Webster nodded. "Are you okay with us going public with this?"
"If you can't get a lead on her, sure." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Federal Agents left five minutes later. My landline phone buzzed, and it was Chief Moynahan, 'inviting' me into his office.
As I stepped into the hallway, Lt. Mary Milton was there. "Thank you, sir." she said.
"You're quite welcome." I replied. "And by the way, even if you did want to help the Feds, you and Myron are not to do so, unless I give permission... which I won't. I'm at the point of making this a stand for myself as much as for you." Mary nodded. I went on to the Chief's office, and stood at attention in front of his desk, expecting an asschewing.
"Sit down, Mr. Crowbarrrr, sit down." he said. I sat down. He peered at me and said "Special Agent In Charge Webster claims ignorance of the issues with the Miltons when he asked us for their help. Do you think that is true?"
"No sir." I replied. "He knew, or at least he was asked to ask for their help. To test us... to test me."
"I'd say they failed their test." said the Chief. "But so did you. But before I address that, I have some questionnnns to ask. Do you have any idea where this girl Tamara might be? Might have gone?"
"No sir." I replied.
"Do you think she is still alive?" asked the Chief.
"I don't know, sir." I replied. "The odds are 50/50. If she ran and hid on her own, she may be okay. If she was hidden by others, or encouraged to run and hide, then I'm not so optimistic about her chances."
"Hmmph." said the Chief, nodding as he processed that information. "Okay then. We'll do a quiet search behind the scenes, but I'm really backing off and letting the FBI and the Campus Police and SBI handle this. In the meantime, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr..."
He fixed his eyes hard on me as he said "You are to go home. You are not to do any Police business, any at all, before Monday morning at six o'clock a.m. You are not to come into the Station nor the Precincts nor County Jail before Monday 6:00am. You are not to access Police files from home, nor from your cellphones. Nothing, nada, not even to catch up on paperwork; it'll keep."
Chief Moynahan: "It is obvious to me that you need to take a couple of days away from all this. Play with your kids, pet your dogs and cats, go out of Town and do something fun. But do not do any Police business unless and until I call and tell you. Not even if the Sheriff calls. Only me. Am I clear, Commander?"
"Yes sir." I said.
"You can go." I got up and exited the office. I went to my office and got my stuff, stopped by Teresa's office to tell her what was going on and that she was 'Acting Commander' for the weekend, then I left for home.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I talked to the FBI's Missing Persons bureau today." Laura said after she and I and Carole and Jim finished supper at the Lake Watchacoochie lakehouse later that evening. "They said Tamara was missing, wondered if I knew where she was or where she might have gone. I said no, and that they should talk to Carmela, that he'd likely know more than I would."
I nodded. "Yeah." I said. "I suspect she'll turn up after all this business between you and Carmela gets resolved."
"My lawsuit against him may take months." Laura said. "She'll be on the witness list, fer damn sure."
"No doubt." I said.
"Don, what do you think?" my wife asked. "Is she alive? Dead? Did something happen to her?"
"I dunno." I said. "I'm hoping by the time we get back Sunday night, she'll have turned up alive and okay. I will say this... if something did happen to her, then whatever Carmela is trying to do is much, much larger than I thought it was..."
Part 18 - War
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 19th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College. "Several controversies erupt over Commander Donald Troy's aggressive Police actions!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina said "Let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay with more on this story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lemay, who was on the front grounds of University Hospital. "Civil Rights groups are outraged at the violent tactics used by the TCPD to arrest 52 peaceful protesters at Friday's Hospital Bombing remembrance ceremonies. The peaceful group of mostly University students were protesting Dr. Laura Fredricson's status of being On Staff at University Hospital as well as Head of the Department of Psychology."
Lemay: "We have with us Mayoral candidate Eldrick X. Weaver, who was at the Hospital ceremonies. Mr. Weaver, thank you for joining us." As the camera panned out to show Eldrick X. Weaver next to Lemay, Lemay said "What did you see, sir?"
Weaver: "It was really brutally ugly, Carl. Mayor Daniel Allgood's Police thugs attacked the peaceful protesters, who were well behind all of us and were posing no danger to anyone. The Police were the attackers, and were led by Commander Donald Troy, who you'll remember was pardoned by that White Nationalist and racist Governor Val Jared after Troy was accused of rape."
Lemay: "Mr. Weaver, if you win the Mayor's race, and it increasingly looks as if you will, what actions will you take regarding this assault on the peaceful protesters?"
Weaver: "I will work with the Town & County Council to fire Donald Troy, to defund the Police, and to bring criminal charges against Daniel Allgood for letting that happen and not doing anything about it. I also intend to have the U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division thoroughly investigate the racists Daniel Allgood, Donald Troy, and the TCPD, which will ultimately result in a Consent Decree against the TCPD."
"Back to you, Bettina." said Lemay.
Bettina: "Thank you for that important story, Carl, and we thank Mr. Weaver for taking some time to be with us today. And let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris, who was on the west (Town) side of University Avenue, with the University Psychology Building in the background. "Dr. Laura Fredricson has been accused of both ethics violations and criminal activity by Dr. Lionel Carmela, Head of the Department of Political Science, who claims that Dr. Fredricson was running a male prostitution ring out of her office on Campus."
Amber: "The full University Ethics Board is expected to take up the ethics complaint later this week. The State Medical Board has refused to suspend Dr. Fredricson's medical license until they are shown more proof of the veracity of the criminal charges. Channel Two News has confirmed that the State Bureau of Investigation has opened a formal inquiry into the matter."
Amber: "University Hospital Administrator Seth Warner, whose wife is a TCPD Detective under Commander Donald Troy, has refused to suspend Dr. Fredricson nor removed her from being on Staff. Additionally, Teresa Croyle, who is also a TCPD Officer and is married to Commander Troy's nephew, gave a $100 million inheritance to University Hospital and was named to the Hospital Board."
Amber: "That's important, Bettina, because the Hospital is naming its rebuilt Maternity Ward and Neo-Natal Center after Dr. Laura Fredricson, and this is one of the things the peaceful protesters were protesting about. We have with us the esteemed Head of the University's Department of Political Science, Dr. Lionel Carmela."
The camera panned out to show Amber with Dr. Carmela. She said "Dr. Carmela, thank you for giving us a few moments of your valuable time. Were the Police overzealous in shutting down that peaceful protest yesterday?"
Carmela: "Overzealous is too kind a term, Amber. The Police brutality that was on display was totally shocking for the schoolchildren and cancer patients to witness. The protesters were peaceful, and were legitimately and correctly protesting naming the new Maternity Ward after Laura Fredricson, who is under ethics reviews and an SBI investigation for criminal activity within the Psychology Department."
Amber: "Dr. Fredricson has had her medical license suspended in the past, as well. And a whistleblower, whose identity we are concealing and just calling 'Tamara', was failed out of her graduate program by Dr. Fredricson. Tell me, Doctor, why did Dr. Fredricson fail that girl out of School? We checked, and can confirm it was not due to bad grades."
Suddenly, the feed switched to Bettina, with a photo inset of Tamara: "I'm sorry to interrupt Amber, but we have breaking news! That girl 'Tamara' has been reported as missing! The FBI has confirmed to Channel Two News that the University Campus Police referred the case to the FBI yesterday!"
Bettina: "FBI Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster has asked that anyone who has any information about this girl contact the FBI or the Campus Police by calling the number below." A number appeared at the bottom of the screen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You know," I said as we drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "if they would just devote all the time, energy, and brain power they use to distort stories and make insinuations into actually reporting the news fairly and honestly, they'd do a great job. But no, they work hard to leave viewers with the worst and most sinister impressions possible."
Captain Tanya P. Muscone said "They timed that 'breaking news' cutaway to the moment Amber and Carmela were talking about Laura failing Tamara out of her program. Was that a coincidence? Or intentional?"
"Oh, it was on purpose and will full intent." I replied. "Intent to insinuate that either Laura or her husband's Police Force has something to do with Tamara's disappearance."
"Is Bettina smart enough to figure that out?" asked Commander Cindy Ross. "Amber sure as hell isn't."
"But Carmela is." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said.
"And yes, Bettina is smart enough to put that together, as is KXTC's owner, Katherine Woodburn." I added. "Now we have to figure out how to outsmart them."
Teresa said "That's an 'easy button' answer, sir. They're using my donation to the Hospital and Board membership to smear al of us, so I guess it's my turn to hold a Press Conference."
"As a Board Member? Or a TCPD Officer?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Both, Chief." Teresa replied. "Both."
As Cindy sent a text on her Police iPhone, she said "I'm texting Damien Thompson now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Monday, October 19th, Captain Damien Thompson stood at the podium on the raised floor area of the Press Room and said "Ladies and gentlemen, the Town & County Police Operations Commander."
The Press was too stunned to hurl questions as Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle stepped on the raised box behind the podium and said "I will make a statement, and if you act with respect and decorum, I'll take questions."
Teresa began: "I am here speaking to you today as both a Town & County Police Officer and as a University Hospital Board Member. Earlier this morning, KXTC gave one of the most maliciously deceptive and disingenuous reports I've ever seen, and they made insinuations regarding the Police and the Hospital by taking my name in vain and smearing it."
Teresa held up a photo, of a very tiny, premature newborn child. "Look at this photo." Then she held up another photo, of a charred corpse that had been that little baby. "Look at it. LOOK AT IT! These are the 'before' and 'after' photos of one of the premature babies in the neo-natal unit of University Hospital when it was attacked by two terrorists and that wing of the Hospital blown up. This poor little girl was already fighting the odds to live, and she and three others were burned alive. Look at these photos, people!"
Teresa: "The Hospital was hosting a ceremony to remember these babies and eight others that died horribly that day. The Hoopers would never see their newborn child, as they died in the blast that the child survived by the Grace of God. Two nurses, gone, as well as others."
Teresa: "We were having a ceremony to remember them, and to remember the heroism by many people that day, including Chaplain Alberto Romano, who rushed into the rubble and saved three infant lives, and the Firefighters that went in at great danger to themselves and found Dr. Laura Fredricson, one of her nurses, and the newborn Hooper child still alive."
Teresa: "Dr., Fredricson has done great work as a doctor on Staff at University Hospital, including surgery on me when I was shot in the hip, and subsequently finding my cancer, allowing me to be treated early." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Ordeal', Ch. 02.) "She truly deserves the honor of having the new Maternity Ward named in her honor, and it wasn't because I'm on the Hospital Board."
Teresa: "So... remembering these photos, and the suffering of those babies, for those utterly despicable... slugs... to actually trespass on our private ceremony and start ginning up hatred, and with KXTC's Pat Stellum there talking to them if not outright supporting them, was one of the most despicable displays of inhumanity I have ever seen. And I've seen a lot. And with some of the signs they were carrying recommending violence against Dr. Fredricson, you better believe her husband led the way in arresting those protesters despite being outnumbered 52 to 3."
Pat Stellum interrupted: "Are you accusing us of staging those protesters? Where's your proof?" Some reporters were shocked by Stellum's rudeness, but others were gleeful that this confrontation had started.
"Did you?" Teresa fired back. "Before you get the splinter out of my eye, get the board out of your own. KXTC is well-known for maliciously false reporting, and your network has been sued for libel a number of times. If it weren't for CNN, KXTC would be the poster child of 'Fake News'."
"Do you deny the cops attacked and beat up peaceful protesters, and violated their rights?" Stellum yelled angrily.
Teresa replied "They weren't peaceful protesters, which is a perfect example of how you and KXTC tell lies. We have it on tape: they were throwing bottles at the schoolchildren in the audience. And the Hospital grounds were rented, and that was a private ceremony, so they were trespassing, violating the law right there, and behaving in a violent and belligerent manner!"
"SO WHAT?" yelled Pat Stellum. "They were peaceful protesters! And you cops attacked them and beat them up!"
"No they weren't!" Teresa fired back, getting angry now. "But to be clear, Stellum... you don't care that this was a ceremony to remember the babies and the nurses that died? You don't care about them?"



"NO!" yelled Stellum. "I don't give a DAMN about them! You attacked PEACEFUL protesters! You cops are the real thugs! You're the frickin' Gestapo!"
As Officers went into the scrum to grab Stellum and escort him out, he kept furiously yelling: "And you thugs attacked us! You stormtroopers attacked the Press! You have no respect for our Constitutional rights! And you can go straight to Hell!------ awk!" He was grabbed hard by the back of his jacket collar and pulled towards the door... by Captain Damien Thompson. Since it was a black Police Officer that did that, KXTC edited that out of their coverage...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well," Teresa said as we reviewed our tape of the Press Conference after it was over, "there goes my shot at Public Relations Officer." I burst out laughing at that, more at Teresa's pawky vein of humor than the actual joke. Captain Damien Thompson chuckled also, but not as much.
Chief Moynahan was not chuckling. "You did nothing wronnnnng, Ms. Croyle." he drawled, "but Stellum somehow got in some hard shots, there. And the Press is going to be playing that over and over and over again."
"I dunno, Chief." I said. "Stellum was red-faced with fury. He looked like he was demented. And what he said about not giving a damn about those that died in the bombing? They show that, and I'll be out there telling the World that that is the real Press... agenda-driven and full of pure hatred for dead babies."
Cindy Ross was shaking her platinum blonde head in disagreement. "I have to disagree, Don." she said. "The Press never sees themselves as in the wrong, nor doing wrong, and they think everyone sees things the way they do or should see things they way they do. They'll show it, even though they shouldn't."
"Point taken." I said, then added "You know Cindy, you're starting to sound like me now. And just when I get you converted, you go running to the Sheriff's Department." We all chuckled at that.
"Well, the damage is done." said the Chief. "We'll just have to see how the Public perceived it."
"Well, I apologize for letting that happen, sir." Teresa said to the Chief. "I'll stay off the podium of the Press Room."
I said "Don't stress on it, Teresa. You did well. You made Stellum pop off like a bottle rocket. If KXTC and Carmela try to make hay out of this, we can make a political ad out of Stellum going nuts and what he said about the victims, and put it out all over the State. I for one am not at all unhappy about this."
That got everyone peering at me, especially Cindy and Teresa. I could see gears turning in the Iron Wolf's head behind her eyes. Good, I thought to myself. Maybe she sees it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And we are live!" said Connie Chen after the women of 'Point Taken' filed into the studio and took their seats at 9:00am. The all-female audience applauded loudly, though they could not match the young lungs of Eastside Elementary third graders if those third graders had been there. But I digress...
"It's political season," said Connie Chen, "and that always brings out the hottest stories and the biggest controversies. First up: Yesterday, University Hospital commemorated the first anniversary of the bombing that took twelve lives, some of them infant babies. Then controversy developed when it was announced that the rebuilt Maternity Ward and Neo-Natal Center would be named in honor of Dr. Laura Fredricson."
Chen: "Dr. Fredricson has been on Staff at University Hospital for years as a surgeon and gynecologist. She is also a tenured full Professor and Head of the Department of Psychology at the University. However, she has been accused of both unethical and criminal behavior, of running a male prostitution ring out of her Psychology Department office. Both students and other professors are demanding that she be fired from her position."
Chen: "Additionally, a complaint was made to the State Medical Board, which is investigating the serious charges. Dr. Fredricson's medical license has ben suspended before," (Author's note: 'Ethical Dilemmas'.) "and student groups are saying her repeated unethical and even alleged criminal behavior warrants permanent removal of her medical license and being fired from the Staff at University Hospital-------"
"Hold on!" interrupted Dana McMahon, the only non-Leftist on the panel. "You're not telling the whole story. Her license was restored after the charges were shown to be false------"
"You'll get your chance to talk, Dana------" Connie tried, but Dana was having none of it.
"NO!" Dana all but yelled. "What you are doing is wrong! You're trying to make it sound like Dr. Fredricson did something wrong, and you're acting like a dishonest KTXC reporter when you do that------"
"Let's go to break." Connie said.
"DON'T YOU DARE GO TO BREAK ON ME!" yelled Dana. The feed went to color-bars-and-tone, then a commercial came on.
The break was double the normal time, and when the show came back on, it was obvious that a furious argument had taken place. Dana McMahon's face was beet red, as was heavyset Rosie Berkmar's. Donna Roselle, the militant black woman, was scowling angrily. The very beautiful Zara Ziegler's face also looked flushed, an she looked like she wanted to cry.
Connie Chen was obviously trying to control her temper and make her voice sound calm as she somewhat sarcastically said "In the interests of fairness, it is true that Dr. Fredricson's medical license was restored... after pressure was put on the State Medical Board by Governor Val Jared------"
"That's not true!" yelled Dana McMahon. Connie Chen turned on Dana, her face ugly with hatred.
"She's right, that's not true." said Zara Zeigler, which totally stunned her co-hosts. "Dr. Fredricson's license was restored because the charges against her were proved false. Dana is right: why are you acting like dishonest KXTC reporters and twisting this around like that?"
"Connie is telling the truth!" shouted Donna Roselle. "That racist Governor pressured the State Medical Board on behalf of Fredricson's husband, Donald Troy!
"Yeah, it was a quid pro quo by the corrupt Governor-------" started Rosie Berkmar. Connie Chen cut her off.
"We're getting into the weeds here." Chen said. "The subject is that the protesters at the Hospital, as well as a lot of the Faculty of the University, are appalled that Dr. Fredricson was honored by the naming of that new wing after her when Dr. Fredricson's past and present improprieties are very fresh in our minds..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
All of the above was DVR'd and shown to me later. It was at the 10:00 hour that Cindy practically flew into my office like a bat out of hell, followed by Teresa. "Turn on 'Point Taken'!" she all but yelled. "I just got word from a contact that they're going to show the Stellum exchange!"
I expertly used the remote to turn on the television monitor, and we all got coffee and sat down to watch.
"And we're back." said Connie Chen. I observed from the posture, body language, and flushed faces of the women that there was a lot of tension in the room, and pointed it out to my Angels.
"We have breaking new information!" said Chen. "Less than one hour ago, this exchange occurred at a Press Conference at Police Headquarters. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing an excerpts of the exchange between Pat Stellum and Teresa, carefully edited to make Stellum look 'righteous', and only showed Teresa complimenting Laura and mentioning the trespassing, showing nothing of the points she'd made about the dead babies being remembered.
Then they showed what little they had of the protesters chanting and us running up to attack them, and a bit of the Police pouring out from around the side of the Hospital. They made sure to not show T-Square's Regiment helping us against the Haters.
Connie Chen said" "Unfortunately, the KXTC footage of the Police attacking the peaceful protesters was cut off, and the openly-right-wing KFXU refused to provide their video."
"Why don't you show what Commander Croyle said at this morning's Press Conference?" Dana McMahon said loudly. "Why are you only showing an edited version of what Stellum said? Why don't you show that he was completely out of control, and an embarrassment to all journalists-------"
"YOU are the one out of control and an embarrassment!" yelled Rosie Berkmar. Many in the carefully chosen audience applauded.
"And Teresa Croyle is a Cracker cop that helps Donald Troy beat up People of Color!" shouted Donna Roselle. "NOTHING she says matters! NOTHING!"
"And why not?" Zara Zeigler said calmly, goading Roselle. "Because she might be telling the truth? That the protesters were throwing water bottles, and the Police were correct to arrest them?"
Dana McMahon added "And aren't YOU being the racist, trying to suppress Commander Croyle's voice because she's white?"
"Let's go to break." said Connie Chen.
When the show came back, Connie Chen was alone off-stage. She said "We are now joining our colleagues at KSB in progress, as they review the upcoming Statewide elections." The feed switched to that program. Young whippersnappers won't remember 'The McLaughlin Group', but that KSB show was about as slow moving. It was also not live, but a recording; KSB also normally showed 'Point Taken' at that time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Cindy. "Just wow."
"I don't watch that Freak Show." said Teresa. "How abnormal was that?"
Cindy replied "I usually have it on, as does Damien Thompson, though we don't pay rapt attention to it. Rosie Berkmar and Donna Roselle always treat the show's token non-Leftist pretty badly, and they literally hauled Lisa Fillmore off the stage once." ('Summer In The County', Ch. 01.)
Cindy: "But I've never seen Connie Chen that bad. And Zara Zeigler is usually the moderate, calm voice of reason, but I've never known her to outright take up the right-wing side like she just did."
I said "And to my knowledge, they have never cut off the show nor ended it early like that. Something must be really, really wrong behind the scenes"
It was then that we got word that the DVR'd first hour was available for viewing, and we watched it.
"That explains some of it." Cindy said when we were done watching. "Dana McMahon actually called out Connie Chen, who rarely is as blatantly dishonest as Amber Harris, but was this morning. Don, does Connie Chen have some special hatred for Laura?"
"I dunno, but I can ask." I said. And I suited the deed to the word, and texted my wife. Seconds later my personal iPhone rang. It was Laura.
"No, Darling," Laura said, "I saw it, the whole thing. Callie watched it with me. I don't know of any reason why Connie Chen was that way about me. Callie's checking up now to see if Connie Chen has any connection to any of my former patients or anyone at the University that might hate me."
"Double check on any connections with Chen or her husband to Lionel Carmela, Jan Camp, or the other radically Left professors that have shown hatred for you in the past." I said. Laura said she'd relay the message, and we disconnected.
"I would say this is 'par for the course'," Cindy said, "but I'm getting a vibe that it's bigger and more important that what we're seeing on the surface."
"I'm remembering Carole's vibe." I said. "And then I see this 'strangeness', and I start getting my own vibe that this is what her vibe was about." Cindy nodded most very vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Monday, October 19th. "Hello! I'm Greg Wallace, and with me are Catrina Pierce, Priya Ajmani, and Lisa Fillmorrrrre! Welcome to The Four!"
After the intro music, Greg Wallace said "Our first topic today: protesters attacked a ceremony at University Hospital last Friday commemorating the one year anniversary of the bombing attack that took twelve lives and injured dozens. Not only were the Hospital grounds rented for the private ceremony, meaning the protesters were trespassing, video evidence confirms that several of the protesters, mostly college students, threw water bottles and other objects towards third-grade children that were sitting in the audience."
Wallace: "After Police made fifty-two arrests, so-called 'social justice' groups complained about the behavior of the Police in stopping the protests and arresting the trespassers. And they found a very receptive audience in our competitors at KXTC. That was followed by KXTC reporter Pat Stellum going off the rails verbally attacking Police Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing the exchange.
Wallace live: "That was after Commander Croyle pointed out that the ceremony the agitators interrupted was for the little babies that died. But wait! there's more. On this morning's 'Point Taken' program, these exchanges happened. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing Dana McMahon being cut off, then the program not returning in the second hour.
Wallace: "Hopefully, we'll get our full hour in. Lisa Fillmore... I know you cannot discuss the details of your successful lawsuits against KXTC and the security company that forcibly removed you from the 'Point Taken' set, but your presence here is a reminder to our viewers of the toxic culture at 'Point Taken'. What do you think will happen as a result of the despicable behavior we just saw today?"
Lisa Fillmore: "I first want to speak about the disgusting behavior of KXTC junior reporter Pat Stellum. This is the guy who showed up at the funeral of Carl Ryder, and asked mourners about Police investigating club members over his death. At his funeral! Then he showed up with those protesters at the remembrance ceremony for those poor babies and those nurses that died, and some witnesses at the scene said he was allegedly staging the protesters in their protests."
Lisa: "And then he was totally out of control, red faced, spewing lies at that Press Conference, where real journalists were trying to get some answers and had the very rare opportunity to hear from the Operations Commander Teresa Croyle, who is also a Hospital Board Member. Stellum's conduct was reprehensible in all of these cases, and he's an embarrassment to anyone else who calls themselves 'journalists'."
Lisa: "As to the 'Point Taken' situation, all I'll say is that we'll know a lot more if Dana McMahon returns to the set or not. She's not a traditional Press journalist; she was a Communications person for several Republican politicians. She's an Establishment moderate, not a Conservative like I am. The way she was treated is not unexpected, but for Connie Chen to cut her off by going to break, and for Zara Zeigler, who is definitely left-of-center, to take Dana's side against Chen? That's... going to be interesting."
Greg Wallace said "Priya, you once worked for KXTC-------"
"Please, don't remind me!" Priya said humorously. Everyone laughed.
Wallace: "And we're glad you came in out of the cold and joined us. My question for you is this: it appeared that Connie Chen was taking the 'Point Taken' narrative in a certain direction, and McMahon and then Zeigler derailed it. What do you think they intended to talk about?"
Priya: "There is one common denominator in the protests at the Hospital and the 'Point Taken' narrative: Dr. Laura Fredricson. The protests were about her. The signs they were holding were about her, and allegations she was running a male prostitution ring out of her Campus office. And the Point Taken fight started when Connie Chen tried to carefully parse her words to make Dr. Fredricson look bad, and McMahon came in and said to tell the whole story."
Priya: "I know those women on 'Point Taken'. Donna Roselle is all-out militant. She deeply hates all white people, and especially hates Police Officers. Rosie Berkmar is not as militant, but she's very, very Leftist in her views, and despises any view that opposes her and the person making that opposing view. Roselle and Berkmar usually do the hatchet jobs on that show. But this time, it was Connie Chen, the moderator, leading that charge. So I'd say there was an agenda there, beyond just discussing those issues, and the anger and cutting off the show, literally ending it early, was because McMahon and Zeigler truly derailed that agenda. And after Lisa won her lawsuit against them, they can't just forcibly remove Dana McMahon from the set."
Catrina Pierce: "One thing the videos did not show was what Commander Croyle had been talking about when Stellum humiliated himself and KXTC. She was showing a photo of a premature baby when it was born, and that baby after the flash-fire caused by the bombing. That baby was one of four that burned alive, died horribly, and Commander Croyle was pointing out how disgusting the agitators were in protesting there and then."
Catrina: "I believe Stellum went nuts because the Left, the Democrat candidates, and the Mainstream Media have shown that they don't care about those infant deaths, they don't care about the protests interrupting the remembrances of those deaths, they don't care that the protesters were committing illegal and even violent acts, and they don't care that the Police did their jobs, did their jobs correctly, and did them well. Not one Democrat, from Eldrick X. Weaver, to Edgar Silas, to Bruce Finneran, to Stacy Jacobs, will condemn the protesters; they're tripping all over each other to get to Pat Stellum and his KXTC microphones to condemn the Police and accuse them of Police brutality..."
Part 19 - The Saga Continues
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 21st, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Town & County Assembly begins their Budget deliberations!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The Town & County Assembly heard the School Board's presentation yesterday, which is the last of the presentations scheduled to be made. The Assembly will begin putting together the Budget for next year, which must be passed by midnight, October 31st. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this important issue. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette, from the parking lot of the Veasley Community Center across Riverside Drive from City Hall, with the back of City Hall behind her. "The Budget process has become a big issue as well as controversial due to calls by the black Democrats on the Assembly to defund the Police!"
Amber: "The Assembly is evenly divided between Republicans and Democrats, 15-15, and while the Mayor is the Moderator, he does not have a tiebreaking vote. Thirteen of the fifteen Democrats are black, but two are white, and have not committed to the cause of completely defunding Commander Donald Troy's Police stormtroopers that violently suppressed peaceful black protests this past year, and also violently put down a protest of peaceful college students last week."
Amber: "We have with us Assemblywoman Cori Bowman, one of the black Democrats calling for the Assembly to defund the Police." The camera panned out to show Cori Bowman next to Amber. "Ms. Bowman, how can you stop the white Republicans and white Democrats from ramming a Budget fully funding the Police through the Assembly?"
Cori Bowman: "Thank you for having me on this morning, Amber. First of all, we fully expect our white Democrat colleagues to hold the line with us, and support our mission to fully defund the Police. And any Republicans that do not vote to defund the Police. are racists that support Police brutality against People of Color."



Amber: "But how do you achieve your noble goal of putting Donald Troy and Cindy Ross in their places by stripping their Police Force of every dime of budget money?"
"Cori Bowman: "We have a number of tools available to us. Remember, Amber, that if there is no Budget at all, then our goal of denying the Town & County Police of any money will be achieved. And with that in mind, the racist white Republicans have no choice but to acquiesce to our demands."
"Thank you, Ms. Bowman." said Amber with a big smile. "Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina; "Thank you for that important story, Amber, and that's a great job on your part to get Ms. Bowman to join us for a few moments. And now let's go to Pat Stellum for more. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the fat-cheeked, Al-Capone-lookalike Pat Stellum, reporting from the Courthouse complex, with City Hall at the other end of Courthouse Square behind him. "We have with us Republican Assemblyman Ryan Paulson.. Mr. Paulson, the Democrats are digging in to ensure that Donald Troy's Police Department is completely defunded. Will the Republicans work with the Democrats on this, or will you support the racism of Donald Troy and the White Nationalism of Jared crony Sheriff Griswold?"
Ryan Paulson: "The Republicans believe in the Rule of Law, and we will be fully funding the Police Force. I don't think the Democrats are going to want to face their constituents when they're asked who to call when their wives and daughters are being raped by Southside criminals. This is a totally losing issue for the Democrats."
Pat Stellum: "Mr. Paulson, if no Budget is passed, then the Police are defunded by default. How can you stop that?"
Ryan Paulson: "It's an empty threat. If there is no Budget, then there are no County health services for their voters, there's no welfare services that many blacks depend upon, no money for public education. The Democrats know this, and they'll have to accept a fully funded Police Force if they want to buy votes by funding welfare programs."
"Back to you, Bettina." said Pat Stellum, his voice dismissive of Republican Ryan Paulson.
"Thank you, Pat." said Bettina, equally dismissively. "And now let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay with an important breaking story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay, who was on the roof with Bettina and Amber, but with the State Office Building behind him. "Channel Two News has learned that The City is mass-mailing ballots to all addresses, has authorized drop boxes to collect those votes, and also has ordered that absentee ballots not be verified, but accepted in good faith. However, White Nationalist Governor Val Jared and the State Republican Party filed lawsuits in State and Federal Courts to stop the drop boxes and ballot mailings. Social Justice groups accuse Jared of trying to deny minorities their right to vote..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a very quiet coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room, which consisted of the Chief, the Sheriff, Me, and my three Angels. We were all stunned at what we had just heard and seen.
"Where to beginnnn?" drawled the Chief.
"With what was not reported." I replied. "The Council had their second readings, and approved Cindy, Tanya, and Claire Michaels's hirings and promotions. So congratulations Chief Deputy Ross and Deputy Chief Muscone."
"Was it just me," said Cindy, "or did Ryan Paulson come across as racist?"
"He came across as tone-deaf, for surrrrrre." said the Chief agreeably.
Teresa said "He was stating the other side. At the local level, it's trade funding the Police for funding social programs. At the national level, it's military spending in exchange for social programs."
I said "Ryan Paulson is an Establishment Republican, and the Chief is right that Paulson comes across as tone-deaf. And that's what Establishment Republicans do... they fuck up the messaging every time. I remember years ago when there was flooding along the Mississippi River. The Democrats were pushing for emergency relief funding. It was a legitimate emergency, too." 
Me: "So what did the Establishment Republicans do? They tried to hold the emergency relief hostage to some sort of deficit spending restrictions. The Democrats and the Media pilloried the Republicans for it, and rightly so. And that's the Establishment Republican Party... even when they're right, they find a way to fuck it up and make themselves look like the bad guys. I truly wonder if they don't do it on purpose, sometimes."
Sheriff Griswold said: "I don't disagree with you guys on that. Paulson could've found a better way to say that, or not say it at all. Totally unforced error on his part."
Cindy said: "I get what you're saying, Don... but my sense is that it wasn't an error. I believe Paulson said it that way on purpose."
Tanya: "Pandering to the wealthy white elites in the northern parts of the County? Trying to help Bill Redmond beat Kelly Carnes?"
"You're half right." I replied. "Paulson is pandering, but not to the wealthy white elites. He's trying to get the Conservative whites that strongly support the Police, the Flag, the Constitution... that support Mayor Daniel Allgood. Paulson is laying groundwork to primary Allgood in two years, and he apparently believes the Mainstream Media's lies that patriotic Americans are by default racist."
"Sooooo," said Chief Moynahan, "will the Town & County Police be funded for next year?"
"Yes sir." I said with alacrity. "Unless the State Legislature fails in its duty, and does not pass a State Budget."
"By the way," Teresa asked, "when is Laura's situation going to be resolved?"
I said "The full University Ethics Board convenes Friday." I said. "The Faculty Ethics Board, which is composed of far-Leftwing cronies of Lionel Carmela, has voted that Laura committed egregious ethical violations as well as criminally violated the law, and has recommended that she should be stripped of her tenure and summarily fired."
Teresa said "They better be able to prove the criminal charges, or Laura can sue them."
"She's way ahead of you." I replied. "Mike G. Todd is filing that lawsuit even as we speak."
Teresa said "The full Ethics Committee has Regents like Myrtle L. James on it, Professor Stephanie Steele is on it, and Dr. Richard Searles is on it. And University President Wellman supports Laura. So if Carmela and his fellow dirtbags can't prove their allegations, she'll be cleared... won't she?"
I replied "But Dr. Jan Camp, Dr. Juanita Rivera, and Dr. Joseph Zenger are also on the full Ethics Board, and they are anything but friendly to Laura. Also, I'm halfway expecting Carmela to have a dirty trick or two up his sleeve..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am, Teresa and Cindy came to my office and we turned on 'Point Taken'. Curious to see what would happen, we were.
The day before, neither Dana McMahon nor Zara Zeigler had been on the show; instead, guests Jenna James, who was State Senator Katherine Woodburn's Press Secretary, and Cynthia Freeman of the SNN Networks had filled in. The situation with Laura was not mentioned at all.
As today's show opened, Connie Chen, Rosie Berkmar, and Donna Roselle filed in. Jenna James was a guest host again, but this time Jenna Stiles was the fifth person.
"Jenna Stiles?" Teresa said skeptically.
Cindy said "Priya told me they're going to talk some legal stuff, so they asked Jenna Stiles to appear on the show again. And Priya also told me that they haven't fired Dana McMahon yet because Zara Zeigler said she'd quit the show if they fired Dana. Zara is very popular with viewers and well respected, and they don't want to lose her."
"Wow." said Teresa. "Zara is the 'Joe Manchin' of the women's talk show circuit."
"Good analogy." I said. "But Alison McFarland told me yesterday at the Council meeting that Connie Chen called her, Alison, and offered her Dana's spot on the show. Alison turned it down flat; she's been a guest before, and she wants no part of that toxic atmosphere. And she didn't say it out loud, but I happen to know that she, Alison, will have opportunities to be a regular on 'The Four' on KFXU. But I wonder if Zara would've come back if Alison had accepted Connie's offer."
"I don't know." said Cindy. "Priya said Zara is really tired of the partisan manipulation of stories, and that's on top of her despising Donna Roselle's blatant race-hatred. So when Connie Chen started twisting things about Laura, and wouldn't back down after Dana called her out, Zara had just had enough, and she's now taking a stand."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Our Sheriff calling. After finishing our brief one-way conversation and disconnecting, I said "Cindy, you and I have to go to City Hall. The Sheriff wants to see us in his office."
"Really?" Cindy said. "He usually comes over here to talk to us. Any idea why he wants us to go over there?"
"Ours is not to reason why, ma cousine." I replied. "Teresa, try not to burn down the Station while we're gone."
"You take away all my fun." Teresa pouted (not really) as we all exited my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Intel Detective Christopher Purvis's styled hair was very black; so much so that it was joked that he used shoe polish on both ends of him. In a like manner, Inspector General Horace S. Wellman's hair was equally seemingly unnaturally black.
By way of contrast, his older brother University President Dr. Sidney P. Wellman's hair was pure white. No silver, no gray, just pure white. Except for that, the brothers looked remarkably alike, and even had the same sinister smile.
Horace Wellman looked vigorously healthy, and I had not seen Dr. Sidney Wellman for some time. So when Cindy and I went into the Sheriff's office and saw the University President in the room, I was shocked at his appearance. Sidney Wellman looked aged, his face haggard, his body weak.
"Hello, Doctor." I said, shaking his hand. "How are you feeling?"
"I guess it shows." said Dr. Wellman. "Especially to the Iron Crowbar's eyes."
"Cindy," said Sheriff Griswold, "why don't you and I go measure for drapes in your new office?"
"Uh, sure, sir." Cindy said, allowing Our Sheriff to lead her out of the office, leaving me alone with Dr. Wellman. We sat down in the two chairs in front of the Sheriff's desk.
"I'll just come to the point, Don." said Wellman. "As you know, Laura's hearing before the Ethics Board is Friday morning. Dr. Carmela and Dr. Jan Camp are leading the charge against Laura, and they intend to use innuendo and insinuations as (air quotes) 'proof' that she's committed ethics violations. That won't pass muster for proof of criminal charges, but a finding that she committed ethical violations will go a long way to preventing her from winning her lawsuits against them."
"I'm not so sure about that." I replied. "But are you saying that she's going to be found guilty of the ethics violations?"
"I don't know." said Wellman. "I can't gauge how everyone will react once the hearing takes place." He paused, then said "Look, Don, Laura has been a friend, a good friend, to both me and Sally, and to the University. I knew she was with the CIA, and I appreciated the considerable money the University got in grant money because of her many projects for them."
Wellman: "But a lot of that money is drying up. And the Director of National Intelligence, Brendan Chapel, is making a point to cut off any more funding she once had. Now that in itself is not a problem, and Laura continues to publish and do good work in the Psychology Department. But that may not be enough to save her... this time."
I peered at him and said "And for some reason, the considerable influence you have as University President over the Ethics Board might not be effective... this time?"
"As they say, not much gets past you, Commander Troy." said Wellman. "Carmela is a cancer, a disease that is destroying my University, and he is relentless in pursuing his Socialist goals. He hates Laura with a passion, and he means to get her thrown out as a University Professor, come hell or high water, and by any means necessary. She might well have been assassinated by now if it weren't for the fact Carmela knows what her husband will do to him in retaliatory response. And he can't achieve his goals if he's dead." I nodded most vigorously in agreement.
Wellman: "And after he's destroyed Laura, he's going to come after me. The University Presidency is his real lodestone. He believes Hoyt Stenson will be Governor and Corey Coons Lieutenant Governor, and once I'm ousted, they'll make sure that he, Lionel Carmela, becomes University President. But he has to take out Laura first, then me."
"And you can't stop him, because..." I queried, letting the sentence hang.
"Because..." said Wellman, "Dr. Lionel Carmela is blackmailing me..."
To be continued.
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Part 20 - Blackmail and Whitewash
"How is Carmela blackmailing you?" I asked Dr. Sidney P. Wellman. "Something to do with Wargrave?"
Henry R. Wargrave was a billionaire and a patron of the University. Unfortunately for him, his money came from illegal arms sales. And doubly unfortunate for him, he came up against the Iron Crowbar, which led to his demise. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 05, for Wargrave's fall, and the sudden stop at the end.)
Wellman nodded. "Yes. As I'm sure you remember, in your early days in our Town & County Henry Wargrave was more than a little influential in the affairs of this University. He gave a lot of money to the School, money that was beneficial to our students and Faculty."
Wellman: "I did not officially know of his arms sales around the world that fueled his generous donations to us. But I did know how he laundered some of that money, as I helped him set up the means to do it. Again, the school got a handsome cut of those profits, and I think the Statute of Limitations has run out on all that by now."
"It has." I said. "And I don't have the slightest interest in rehashing a bit of that. But apparently Carmela does?"
"Yes." said Wellman. "The FBI was investigating Wargrave, and while most of their documents remain secret because of the international smuggling he was doing, Carmela apparently came up with some of them... enough to implicate me. Yes, the time factor is long enough, and it may not be admissible in Court, but it would be enough to severely damage my reputation."
"What did he demand of you?" I asked.
"He said if I would steer the Ethics Board to find against Laura, and have her removed by the subsequent processes, he would allow me to retire after the Spring semester ends, with my pension intact and all my holdings remaining with me. If I don't, he'll expose me, which will damage the University as badly as it would harm me. And I'd rather lose to the Wildcats 70-0 every year than have the School hurt that way."
I smiled briefly at the Wildcats joke... and then it hit me. "You... you said he had the FBI documents? He showed them to you?"
"Yes." said Wellman. "They were copies, of course. He said he had the originals in safekeeping."
"Good.... good..." I whispered, to myself in a reverie.
"Good?" Wellman said, peering at me.
"Uhh..." I said, coming out of it. "Yes... it's good. I think I have a way out of this. It won't be easy for you, but I think it'll stop Carmela, if you're willing to go through with it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Wednesday, October 21st. The rabid Press crowded into the Press Room at the Federal Building and Post Office on the north side of Courthouse Square. A Press conference had been called by the FBI for an important announcement, and while the Press was embargoed from reporting early on it, they were told that it involved Dr. Lionel Carmela.
At the appointed time, FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone came to the podium in the Press Room at the Federal Building and Post Office. Also on stage were Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange, Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White, and Special Agent In Charge Clark Webster.
"Thank you for coming." said Special Agent Stone as the Press quietened down to hear her statement. "We are here today to announce that the FBI is opening a formal investigation of Dr. Lionel Carmela, for allegedly using classified FBI documents in an attempt to blackmail University President Sidney P. Wellman into rigging tomorrow's Ethics Board meeting against Dr. Laura Fredricson."
The Press began buzzing, so Tracy Stone spoke more strongly as she said "As many of you already know, the late Henry Wargrave was a major benefactor and contributor to the University, and as a benefactor he had close contacts and a friendship with Dr. Wellman. During the FBI investigation of Mr. Wargrave in the months before his death by suicide, the FBI examined that relationship with Dr. Wellman."
Tracy Stone: "Let me point out, and you Press guys need to get this right, that the FBI did not find that Dr. Wellman committed any crimes. Certainly if we had, we would've pursued the leads and possibly made arrests and prosecutions. However, it was reported to us that some of the FBI's classified papers were being used to insinuate that Dr. Wellman had colluded with Mr. Wargrave on some of his financial dealings with the University."
Tracy Stone: "The issue now is that those FBI documents are still classified. For Dr. Carmela to even possess them, much less use them to attempt blackmail, would be Federal felony crimes, with possible jail terms of up to 20 years for each violation. The FBI is taking this matter very seriously, and will be vigorously investigating this case. What are your questions concerning this matter?"
The Press began shouting questions, and Tracy just shook her head until they calmed down. "Catrina?" she said.
"Catrina Pierce, Fox Eight News." said Catrina Pierce of Fox Eight News. "Does any of the FBI investigation involve Dr. Laura Fredricson? Is she possibly implicated in any of this?"
"No." said Tracy Stone. "Dr. Fredricson was never implicated by the FBI in anything to do with Mr. Wargrave, and while it is possible her name might come up in our probe of Dr. Carmela, we have no reason to expect that she will become involved in our probe. Alison?"
"Alison McFarland, for the Town & County Examiner Online." said Alison McFarland for the... well, you know. "How did the FBI learn of this blackmail attempt? And was there already evidence of Dr. Carmela's attempt to blackmail Dr. Wellman?"
Special Agent Stone: "It's not the evidence we already have, but the seriousness of the charge that is the basis for opening our investigation, and for vigorously pursuing it with every resource the Federal Government has available to us. Bettina?"
"Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News." said the redheaded MILF reporterette from the Press Poll scrum. "Dr. Carmela's student Tamara was reported missing last week. Is there any update on the progress in finding her?"
Tracy Stone said "Mr. Webster, would you like to address that?"
"Sure." said SAC Clark Webster affably as he came to the podium. "Our Missing Persons Bureau has determined that the girl we are calling 'Tamara' was last seen at a meeting of Dr. Lionel Carmela and his students a week ago. She did not return to her dorm room that night, and she has not been seen since. Her cellphone has also not been located. We are following several leads, and we continue to ask for the Public's help in locating her."
"Mr. Webster!" interrupted Pat Stellum, "Are you implying that Dr. Carmela had anything to do with Dr. Laura Fredricson's student's disappearance? And are you investigating the possibility that she or her husband had anything to do with Tamara's disappearance?"
 "And you are?" replied Clark Webster, his voice unfriendly.
"Pat Stellum, KXTC." said Stellum. "And is this-------"
"Yeah, I've heard of you." interrupted Webster witheringly. "And that explains the absurdity of your questions, as well as your personal rudeness. My answer is 'no', I'm not implying that Dr. Carmela nor anyone by name was involved in this girl's disappearance. Right now we're concentrating on finding the girl, and Dr. Carmela's students that saw her last have been very cooperative with us in our search."
Tracy Stone came back to the podium and said "Tall man in the back, in the trenchcoat."
"Thank you." said the tall man in the trenchcoat. "James Donald, Town & County Police Gazette. Will Commander Donald Troy be taking part in the investigation of Dr. Carmela? And will he be made available to respond to repeated requests for comment by other Media outlets?"
Catrina Pierce and Alison McFarland were laughing, Alison uncontrollably. Others in the room chuckled. Even sour-faced Owen Lange cracked a bit of a grin. By way of contrast, the KXTC reporters were glaring at me with pure hatred in their subhuman eyes.
Tracy Stone managed not to laugh but was grinning as she said "No, Commander Troy is not taking part of our Federal investigation. And you'll have to ask him about his availability for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I offered to buy lunch for Jack Muscone, Karina White, Owen Lange and Tracy Stone, and they accepted... as long as it was at the Cop Bar, insisted Jack. Tanya Muscone and the Sheriff joined us in the 'Command' back room. You get one guess what Jack Muscone ordered, and it better be the 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger Plate', named after him.
"Now I know where all the leaks to the Press have been coming from." growled Griswold, his mustaches twitching most merrily. "Crowbar has been leaking to that guy from the Police Gazette."
"That was a thing of beauty." Tanya said with her trademark cherubic grin and sparkling eyes. "You should've seen Bettina's face when she realized you were standing right behind her."
"I did see it." I replied. "Please don't loan her any crowbars."
EAD Lange in his scratchy voice: "We really are investigating Carmela, but I doubt we'll get anything actionable. But do you think it helped Laura?"
"We'll see." I said. "If Dr. Wellman has spine enough to not kowtow to Carmela, Carmela really can't use any FBI materials he may have on Wellman, because Carmela really will risk Federal charges if he tries. And if he goes through other, anonymous sources, the Press will be leery of handling that hot potatoe." (Yes, Haters, that's spelled that way on purpose.)
"And you've neutralized anything Tamara got off Laura's calendar and other data, too." said Tanya.
"Hopefully." I said. "I am worried that Carmela had Tamara 'disappear' for her safety, and he'll bring her out and spring her us at the Ethics Board hearing tomorrow. Anyhoo, we've done all we can. We'll have to see how the hearing goes."
"I have a question." said Tracy Stone. "Why did you have me say that about the (air quotes) 'seriousness of the charge'?"
I grinned as I said "Because those are the words he was using to justify his false claims against Laura. Turnabout is unfair play, I would say." Tracy grinned at that.
"I've heard that expression before." said EAD Lange. "Someone in Congress used it, maybe?"
"Yes sir." I said. "When Ronald Reagan was (air quotes) 'unexpectedly' elected President against the wishes of the Establishments of both Parties, the Democrats made up this outlandish accusation that then-Vice President candidate George H.W. Bush had flown in a military plane to Iran and asked them to keep our Americans hostage until after the 1980 Election. When asked what the Democrats's evidence was, then-House Speaker Tip O'Neill said "We have no evidence yet, but we have to investigate due to the seriousness of the charge."
"Wow, they'd do something like that?" a shocked Tracy Stone asked.
"And they did do it, then that gave way to the made-up Iran-Contra smear job." growled Griswold. "But young whippersnappers like you wouldn't be expected to know that history. And yes... they might just do it again, if someone is elected President that doesn't toe the Establishment line."
"Yes sir, and they'd probably say that guy was a Russian operative." I added. "And that after he defeats the most corrupt politician in all American history to become President. The Mainstream Media would go nucking futs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm sorry, Mr. James Donald." said Lieutenant Micah Rudistan with great joviality as I returned to Police Headquarters and walked down the hallway towards my office. "The Press is not allowed in Police Headquarters beyond the Press Room. You'll have to find a working space up there, sir."
"Noooo doubt about that." said Cindy Ross, coming up to me. "What, Don, jealous that you weren't promoted to Deputy Chief?"
"And no one even interviewed me for the job." I said as Teresa came out of her office, looking as amused as I'd seen her look in a long time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:00pm, Wednesday, October 21sth, 'The Four' came on, and Cindy, Teresa, and I were watching in my office as Greg Wallace said "Hello! I'm Greg Wallace, with Priya Ajmani, Lisa Fillmore, and Meredith Peller. Welcome to The Fourrrr!"
After the rather cheap sounding intro music, Wallace said "The issue of defunding the Police is the hot topic in both the State and local elections. Democrat candidate for Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons is making it a centerpiece of his campaign, while the more moderate Hoyt Stenson, the Democrat nominee for Governor, has been accused by his opponent, Conservative Sharon Marshall, of ducking the Police issue by hiding in his basement and refusing to publicly debate her."
Wallace: "Meanwhile, our Town & County Assembly have begun their deliberations on the Budget, and are expected to work through the weekend in order to have a Budget proposal to vote on at their Public meeting on Monday, October 26th. But leaders of the Black Community were outraged at comments by Assembly Republican Ryan Paulson, who they say is holding the education of black children hostage to funding the Police. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing Ryan Paulson's comments from earlier that morning.
Wallace: "Police Commander Donald Troy, who was also the Chairman of the Charter Commission last year, said this to Alison McFarland in an interview. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Your Iron Crowbar being interviewed by Alison after the FBI Press conference. I was saying "I found Ryan Paulson's comments to be very disturrrrbing. The education of all our children of all ethnicities should not be held hostage."
Alison: "Even if it's the Police budget they're fighting for?"
Your Iron Crowbar: "Alison, if the Assembly wants to defund the Police, if that's what they think is best for the safety of the County's citizens, let them try. Just remember what the Book of Hosea says: 'Ye have sown the wind, and ye shall reap the whirlwind'." (Author's note: Hosea 8:7)
Back to Greg Wallace live: "Meredith, what did you think of Ryan Paulson's comments?"
"They were racist." said Meredith. "Just pure racism in his comments, and after several black leaders and social justice groups called him out on it, he just dug in and said he would not retract nor apologize for those badly insensitive remarks. If anything, he's only added to the tension regarding the Police issues."
Meredith: "I didn't know you were going to show that clip you played of Donald Troy's comments, and I want to comment on them. While writing the New Charter, the Teacher's Union fought very hard to have the School Board oversee the taxation and spending of money for education, and it was a situation like this they were thinking about."
Meredith: "Donald Troy fought the Teacher's Union tooth-and-nail, harder than he fought for anything else in writing the Charter. Now Troy is whining about the Republicans holding the education budget hostage, which would not be possible if he'd listened to the wise advice of the Teacher's Union. And Donald Troy's decision allowed the blatant racism that Ryan Paulson showed in his comments."
Lisa Fillmore: "I don't want to get in the weeds of that misrepresentation of what happened during the writing of the Charter, so I'll stick to my original points about this. Assemblyman Paulson's comments are being construed as racist by those that want to defund the Police, but he was just saying that if the black Democrats on the Assembly try to hold up the Budget to deny us the Police Force we need to protect us, then the rest of the Budget is being held up, too."
"Priya," asked Greg Wallace, "which one of these opinions is the correct one?"
Priya: "They both are making good points, but I agree that Mr. Paulson's remarks could have been stated in a much better way that would not have generated the controversy. I want to ask a question that is being overlooked, but is very central to this issue: if the Police are defunded, will that truly make things better for blacks, much less anyone else? If the Police are wiped out of existence, is that going to improve relations between blacks and whites? Is it going to create dialogue and understanding?"
Meredith: "That's not the real question here, Priya. People of Color are trying to raise the issue of systemic white Police brutality against Blacks, of systemic and institutionalized racism in this country against People of Color, and they're just being ignored. So maybe defunding the Police will get people's attention."
Lisa Fillmore: "Oh, it's gotten people's attention, all right... but at what cost? And to who's detriment? And to Priya's excellent point, it hasn't created peaceful dialogue at all, just accusations of racism and reverse-racism. And now it's to the point that both sides are just talking past each other, and nothing is being solved."
After the break, Meredith was the moderator: "Earlier today the FBI gave a Press conference, where it was announced that Dr. Lionel Carmela was being investigated for obtaining and using classified FBI documents to blackmail University President Sidney P. Wellman into siding with those that want to strip Dr. Laura Fredricson of her tenure and fire her for allegedly running a male prostitution ring out of her office. The FBI did not say they had actual evidence, but said they were investigating due to the seriousness of the charge."
Meredith: "The documents in question have nothing to do with Dr. Fredricson, but allegedly involve the late Henry Wargrave, who was investigated and pursued by the FBI, and allegedly jumped from a window on the 30th floor of the Cannon Building in the City. However, in that same Press conference, the FBI admitted they had no leads on a student named 'Tamara', who is considered to be a whistleblower that brought Dr. Fredricson's alleged ethical and criminal violations to public light, and has subsequently disappeared."
Meredith: "Greg, is the FBI doing this just to help Dr. Fredricson, a retired CIA Officer, and her husband, Commander Donald Troy, who works with the wife of FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone?"
Greg Wallace: "Come on, Meredith. Is everything with you Democrats a conspiracy? A lot of the FBI documents regarding Henry Wargrave are still classified, and it's their job to investigate crimes of persons having having possession of classified documents that aren't supposed to have them. Carmela can't have his cake and eat it too. If he expects us to take his allegations against Dr. Fredricson without proof seriously, then he has no right to complain about the FBI investigating his alleged improprieties."
Lisa Fillmore: "The way you asked that question, Meredith, shows one of the issues of this dispute. Some would say that the FBI has sinister motives in opening an investigation of Carmela, while others say the FBI is doing its job and doing the right thing. In a like manner, Dr. Fredricson's specialties of study are in sexual psychology. She studies sex, sexual mores, and related issues. She has studied prostitution as part of her job, and there's nothing wrong with that. But now it's being drummed up that her actions in innocently and naturally studying a subject is (air quotes) 'unethical and even illegal'."



Priya: "And that's a major reason why our competitor, the 'Point Taken' show, has those women at each other's throats... maybe literally, if what my sources tell me is true. The hostess was telling an incomplete story, trying to paint a negative image of Dr. Fredricson, and one of the other women objected out loud."
Meredith: "So none of you think the FBI might've had ulterior motives in announcing an investigation of Dr. Carmela the day before Dr. Fredricson's ethics hearing is being held?"
Greg Wallace: "I'd turn that around and ask if Dr. Lionel Carmela had ulterior motives in making these allegations against Dr. Fredricson without any evidence to support it..."
Part 21 - The Process of 'Canceling'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, October 22nd, from the roof of a building on the west side of University Avenue, with the Psychology Building on the other side of the street in the background. "The day of reckoning for Dr. Laura Fredricson is at hand!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The University's Ethics Board will convene this morning at 9:00am to decide if Dr. Laura Fredricson committed ethical violations and even crimes by running a male prostitution ring out of her Psychology Department office. Dr. Fredricson is the Head of the Department of Psychology and a tenured full Professor, but a 'guilty' finding could be grounds for her to be stripped of her tenure and fired."
Bettina: "Dr. Lionel Carmela, who filed the allegations with the Ethics Board, will be presenting the evidence and calling witnesses. Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dean of the School of Law, will be defending Dr. Fredricson during the hearing. Channel Two News has learned that Dr. Fredricson will have legal representation at the hearing, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, who is Donald Troy's lawyer. Again, that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm." Viewers will remember Mike G. Todd as the lawyer who got Peter Dwayne Gordon acquitted in the Kendra Luskin rape case." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 05-06.)
Bettina: "One issue surrounding the hearing will be the disappearance of the whistleblower that found evidence against Dr. Fredricson and informed Dr. Carmela. The whistleblower, who we are only calling 'Tamara', disappeared over a week ago and has not been found yet, despite an FBI search that experts are calling 'lackluster'. And now let's go to Pat Stellum, who has Dr. Lionel Carmela with him. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Pat Stellum as he came onto the televisions of the County, with the odious Lionel Carmela next to him. "Dr. Carmela, we thank you for giving us a few moments of your immensely valuable time. The whistleblower that we are calling 'Tamara', was she important to your case against Commander Donald Troy's wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson?"
"Her testimony will be damning, if we can find her to testify." said Carmela. "I'm very concerned for her safety, especially with a week having gone by since she disappeared without a trace. The FBI apparently has no interest in doing a credible job to find her, either."
Stellum: "Dr. Carmela, what do you think happened to Tamara?"
Carmela: "Pat, just ask yourself the obvious question: who benefits from Tamara's disappearance? I'd say that Dr. Laura Fredricson benefits very much. Her husband, the racist Pig Donald Troy, benefits. And I wouldn't put it past that thug Pig Troy to do something like that."
Stellum looked stunned, and said "Uh, sir, are you suggesting Donald Troy had something to do with Tamara's disappearance?"
Carmela: "Why don't you ask him that? He'll be at the hearing, with his little pitbull Croyle. You can ask them what happened to Tamara, and if they had anything to do with Tamara's disappearance."
Pat Stellum: "And there you have it, Bettina. An important witness against Laura Fredricson has disappeared, and perhaps investigators should ask Donald Troy about it. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Pat." Bettina said, but without enthusiasm. "And in other news, the hit show 'Point Taken' has announced that hostesses Zara Zeigler and Dana McMahon will return to the show Monday after a week's scheduled vacation. The producers deny reports that the co-hostesses were fired after a verbal argument on air last week. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, every black hair on his head perfectly sculpted into place. "Both the No. 5 Bulldogs and No. 4 Wildcats have open dates this weekend, and are preparing for their annual battle against each other, which will be held this year at University Memorial Stadium. Both teams are undefeated, though neither has played a team with a winning record so far."
Hull: "Rumors are surfacing that Wildcats Head Coach Erskine 'Iron Man' Marshall may be fired or will retire at the end of the year, and that a search for his replacement is already under way. Coach Marshall took over the head coaching duties after Coach Richmond suffered a mild heart attack and subsequently retired. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Jeff!" said Bettina, her enthusiasm growing... and we soon found out why. "And finally, Channel Two News would like to welcome a new reporter to our Press Pool, Mr. James Donald of the Town & County Police Gazette. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing James Donald of the Police Gazette at the FBI Press conference the day before. Back to Bettina live, who said "As some of you may have realized, that was James Donald... Troy, the Town & County Police Commander. It would appear that Commander Troy has a secret fantasy to be a journalist. Welcome to the club, Commander Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Efforts to conceal laughter at the coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room failed. Utterly failed. And that's probably because it was me, Your Iron Crowbar, that was laughing the hardest.
"Touché." I said through my laughter. "I have to admit, That was pretty good."
"Bettina finally got one over on you." said Cindy Ross.
"Oh, I suspect that was Katherine Woodburn's idea." I replied.
The Sheriff did not share our amusement. "I'm glad you enjoyed it, Crowbar. I'm not nearly as amused... at what Carmela and Stellum said about you." The sense of amusement instantly vanished in all of us.
"Yes sir, I agree." I said solemnly.
"They were close to crossing the slander and libel linnnnes." said Chief Moynahan. "Verrrrry, close."
"But not close enough, sir." said Cindy Ross. "Carmela stepped right on the line, but didn't truly cross it. Stellum stayed back from it."
"Bettina didn't like it, though." Tanya Muscone astutely noted. "She looked both worried and pissed off at Stellum for that."
"What I don't understand," said Teresa Croyle, "is why Carmela is openly goading you like that, Don."
I replied: "It shows me that Tamara is probably not going to show up today as a suprise witness, which I was halfway suspecting and expecting. That means she really has disappeared, and Carmela knows it. And he has to have an excuse for her lack of being there to testify. Ergo, he starts that line of crap."
"I don't believe for a minute you had anything to do with her disappearance, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "So who do you think did 'disappear' her? Carmela, or the Feds?"
"Sir!" protested Tanya. The Sheriff glanced over at her with something resembling a scowl.
"It really is a possibility, Tanya." I said. "Not Jack nor his team, of course. But other Federal Agents might have 'disappeared' her. But to answer your question, Sheriff... I think Carmela is behind Tamara's disappearance. Either to protect her from perceived threats, or to eliminate her as a threat to him."
"What's going on with Point Taken?" Tanya asked. For some strange reason, we all turned and looked at Cindy.
"I dunno." the Green Crowbar said as she shrugged her shoulders. "I haven't heard from my source. Maybe I will later today. What does your source tell you, Don?"
"I've heard nothing." the Red Crowbar replied.
"Then this might be a rare time where I get one over on you young whippersnappers." said Our Sheriff. "I got word that polling data was showing that a lot, and I mean a LOT, of people were upset that Zara Zeigler had left the program. And she wasn't coming back unless they brought Dana McMahon back, too. So they gave Dana a longer contract with a bigger poison-pill buyout if she agreed to come back, and she did."
"I don't know why." said Teresa. "I sure as hell wouldn't."
"That's Dana, though." I said. "She's an Establishment Republican. No spine, no honor, no principles. They waved a few dollars in her face, and she's running back to let them piss in her face again... and again... and again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:55am, Thursday, October 22d. I was wearing my Duty Dress uniform with white shirt and black necktie as I escorted Laura through a gauntlet of reporters and security. Laura was wearing a dark blue dress and matching dark blue pumps. As she took my left arm with her right hand after we got out of my Police SUV, she said "In times like these, I know what those bitches out there are thinking. They wish that it was them on your arm. But tough shit, it's me."
I just grinned and said "I love you, too. Shall we go?"
The ropes to the door of the Administration Building, augmented by the Campus Police Officers manning the line were barely enough to contain the mob of students that were shouting unprintable curses at Laura. Fortunately, a contingent of TCSD Deputies, sent there by the Sheriff to protect me, guided us safely through to the back door.
"For God's sake." I muttered as we walked down the hallway and then up two flights of stairs. "They were supposed to shut off the parking lot, so we could get in without having to go through that gauntlet, and they weren't supposed to know we were coming in by the back way."
Laura replied "The Campus Police are notorious for allowing security breaches. And if you think the TCPD has leaks to the Press, they're nothing compared to the Campus Police and the University Administration itself." I nodded.
The hearing was in the University's Student Judiciary room. In front of the long bench where Student Judges would sit, there was a row of tables with white cloths, like some kind of dinner setting, for the members of the Ethics Board to sit. Laura and I were seated in the front row of seats, which were folding chairs, on the 'defendant' side. There were two lecterns, about eight feet apart, in front of the seats, facing the tables.
"Hey, guys." said Mike G. Todd as he came up. "Here's what's going to happen. They're going to try to make you, Laura, swear an oath, though you may not actually be testifying. I'm going to object, saying that because of your lawsuit against Carmela, you will not be speaking at this hearing. I will also tell them that Carmela, as the defendant in that lawsuit, has the right of silence, and will have to renounce his right of silence if he wishes to testify in this setting."
"Is that true?" I asked.
"It'll sure stop any legal shenanigans in the lawsuit trial." Mike said.
At 9:00am, the members of the Ethics Board filed in from a side door. I halfway expected to see them wearing robes, like US Supreme Court Justices. I recognized some of them: Mrs. Myrtle L. James, Horace Truelove, and Todd Burke, all University Regents; Dr. Stephanie Steele, Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dr. Jan Camp, Dr. Juanita Rivera, Dr. Joseph Zenger, all Faculty members. And I smelled the offensive body odor of the offensive Dr. Lionel Carmela before I really saw him come up behind us. They seemed to naturally divide into pro-Laura and anti-Laura sides.
In the middle of the tables was University President Sidney P. Wellman. He looked much more relaxed than he'd been the day before at City Hall; indeed, he almost looked vigorous again. But there was still a slight 'haunting' behind his eyes.
Sitting next to Laura was Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, dressed like me in her Duty Dress jacket, white shirt and black tie, but she was wearing a skirt and low heels. And to my right, nearer the 'prosecution' side, in civilian attire, was Special Agent Tracy Stone. I barely kept from grinning when I saw Carmela visibly start upon seeing her, then his dark eyes going from shock to hatred. Tracy Stone's glare at him was equally hate-filled.
President Wellman opened the session: "We are convened to hear a referral to the Ethics Board involving allegations against Dr. Laura Fredricson." He read the formal allegations, then said "This is not a formal nor legal proceeding like a trial. In hearings like this, we're following the Rules of Order if we need to. Dr. Carmela is acting as the prosecuting member, while Dr. Chase is acting as the defending member on behalf of the accused."
Sounds pretty damn formal and like a trial to me, I thought. And then Dr. Carmela stood up and made it so. He said "Would the Defendant please rise and be sworn to tell the truth?"
"I object!" called out Mike G. Todd, who rushed up to the defendant lectern.
"You can't object!" objected Dr. Jan Camp. "This isn't a trial."
"If I may speak, I will explain." said Mike G. Todd. Sidney P. Wellman gave him recognition to speak, and I saw Carmela's eyes cut to Wellman as Mike said "I am duty bound as an Officer of the Court as well as Dr. Fredricson's attorney to inform this Board that Dr. Fredricson has filed a lawsuit in Superior Court against Dr. Lionel Carmela. She will not be testifying to anything today due to that upcoming lawsuit."
"Furthermore," said Mike, "Dr. Lionel Carmela has the Constitutional right of silence, and must state his revocation of his rights if he wishes to discuss this case in this setting. And to that point, I ask that Dr. Carmela be read his Miranda rights at this time, for his legal protection as well as yours and ours. Commander, will you read him his rights?"
"Certainly!" I said jovially as I stood up. Walking over to where Carmela was, I pulled out a card and Teresa videoed me reading the red-faced, furious Lionel Carmela his rights. "Do you understand the rights?" I asked at the end.
Carmela extended his hand, bird finger pointed upwards, and loudly said "Drop dead, fascist Pig!"
I held the card up to the iPhone Teresa was using, and said "Dr. Lionel Carmela has been read his Miranda rights." I turned to Mike and said "He's mirandized. Anything he says in this hearing can be used against him in your lawsuit."
"Mr. President, I have a question." said Dr. Juanita Rivera of the Romance Languages Department. "Why are these Pigs... er, cops, here?"
"Why don't you answer that, Commander?" said Wellman.
I said "If I may, Mr. President, I'd like for FBI Special Agent Stone to answer that." Wellman nodded and Tracy Stone approached the lectern.
"We are here to collect evidence." she said. "As you know, we are investigating Carmela------"
"Doctor Carmela!" snarled Juanita Rivera.
"As I was saying," Stone replied witheringly, "Carmela is under investigation for accessing or obtaining classified Federal Government information, from the Wargrave Files that he's using to commit blackmail, to accessing Dr. Fredricson's classified projects. And if he reveals through his accusations here that he knows something he shouldn't, we can act." She turned and looked at Carmela as she said "And he has no defense, because he was just read his Miranda rights."
"Vous n'êtes rien d'autre qu'un flic méprisable, un morceau de merde sur le sol!" Juanita Rivera snarled in French.
"Zut alors!" I fired back, obviously also in French. "Vous devriez faire très attention à ne pas insulter la police devant la police! Je pourrais obtenir... fâché."
Rivera's eyes widened in total shock, perhaps not having expected someone else in the room to understand her insults, much less be able to reply to them in kind. Laura was suppressing a laugh, though I saw the amusement in her eyes. Dr. Wellman also revealed his knowledge of French by giving us a most sinister grin. This was getting fun, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In order not to bore the readers (I know, too late), I'll just present some of the pertinent arguments made during the hearing:
Peter and Karyn were brought in to testify. Peter repeated his story that he'd floated the idea of a Babymaker ring as his thesis, and that Dr. Fredricson has nixed it. Karyn also testified that the Babymaker ring was Carl Ryder's idea, may he rest in peace, and that Peter's thesis proposal was turned down. They were the only outside witnesses that Carmela had called in.
"While we have been thwarted from bringing evidence that would expose the perfidy of Dr. Fredricson," said Juanita Rivera, "and do not have the testimony of a whistleblower who has conveniently disappeared after allegedly being browbeaten and her rights abused by the racist Pig, the Iron Crowbar, Donald Troy... whose presence here is obviously meant to intimidate those of us who would expose the truth of Dr. Fredricson's unethical and possibly criminal behavior... it is clear just from what we've seen that Dr. Fredricson is a stain upon this great University's name and reputation, and it is time to end her association with it and her humiliation of it."
Dr. Jan Camp, who was bitterly despised by a lot of people, including Regents Myrtle L. James and Horace Truelove, said "It's just one thing after another with you, isn't it Dr. Fredricson? A peaceful protester, shot dead from your office window by a racist, out-of-control cop." That would be me she was referring to. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 04-05.)
Camp: "Two girls, who did theses on prostitution under your sponsorship, and both winding up dead." (Author's note: 'The Credit Card Caper', 'Midnight City'.) "Clandestine work using this University's money for one of the most corrupt organizations in the world, the Central Intelligence Agency. And now, your name in close association with the women and the men implicated in the Carl Ryder murder case, also known as the Babymaker case, a male prostitution ring."
Camp: "When does the corruption with you stop? When does the total lack of morals and ethics end? Apparently the only way it will end is when you are removed from the employment of this University, both the Psychology School and the Hospital Staff."
"So let me see if I understand this." Dr. Stephanie Steele was saying. "You have no evidence, none, nada, that Laura Fredricson did anything wrong at all. You base your complaint solely and entirely upon the gynecologist Dr. Fredricson having given women gynecological exams. Well, duh! That's what gynecologists DO!"
There were some chuckles at Stephanie's mock shock, then she said "I guess the next ethics complaint will be against me, and I'll be under house arrest... for confirming Galileo's confirmation that the earth goes around the sun! That really happened; the Court of Inquisition put Galileo under house arrest for life for daring to tell the truth!"
"And now," Stephanie said, brilliantly bringing it all together, "we have this Inquisition here, brought by a rabid Socialist with no integrity, driven by a relentless desire to wipe out all opposition to his radical views, an Inquisition based upon no facts, just a willful desire to avoid facts and suspend reality in the implementation of the politics of personal destruction."
Steele: "If we've reached the point where a doctor doing doctor things, where a gynecology practice is listed as cause to destroy a wonderful research career and 'cancel' a wonderful medical practice that has helped bring many wonderful babies into this world, then it's not Dr. Fredricson's doors that should be locked and bolted...but this entire University's doors that should be closed. When we are no longer an Institution of Higher Learning dedicated to exploring and finding the truth, but an Institution of Thugs using lies and brute force to impose an alien and extremist political agenda, it is time to just shut it all down."



Lionel Carmela made no attempt to hide the pure hatred in his eyes as he stared daggers at Stephanie Steele. Tracy Stone and Teresa Croyle were giving Carmela that look right back. As to me, I smiled as my eyes found Stephanie's, and she knew that I was acknowledging her courage in saying what she had just said... courage we both knew would be backed up by the power of the Crowbar, if necessary.
And I had a feeling that it would become necessary.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I got Laura into my Police SUV easily enough, but as we were about to drive out, the entrance was suddenly blocked by a mob. Most of them were students, but I pointed out to Laura that a number of them were the scruffy, unkempt, unwashed environmentalist wackos that showed up at Council meetings.
Many were carrying signs and banners. Most were made for the Press cameras, saying things like 'FIRE FREDRICSON!' and 'RESIGN NOW!'. But some were ugly, saying things like 'CANCEL THE CUNT!' and 'FUCK YOU LAURA!'. And then I noticed at the edge of the group, Pat Stellum and his cameraman were interviewing the slugs.
"Are they making him do these assignments?" Laura asked me, "or does he really enjoy covering this violence?"
"Some of both, I'd imagine." I replied. "Now where the hell is the Campus Police?"
The student mob had pretty much stayed in place, blocking us but not advancing into the parking lot. But I noticed that Pat Stellum was on his cellphone, as were some of the students. He began talking to a couple of them, and now some of them were advancing towards the parking lot gate... and the grand total of two Campus Police Cadet Officers.
Teresa and Tracy Stone were in Teresa's Police SUV behind me. I texted that her that if the students advanced into the lot, I was going to open my door and start shooting at them. Her text in reply to mine came in: "Hang on. Help is on the way."
And indeed, help came... but not in the way I expected. I heard a siren in the distance on the entrance drive to the parking lot, then saw flashing LED lights... red and white lights, not blue. A Town & County Fire Department truck was coming towards us and the mob!
During the violent riots the previous summer, the TCFD had seen fit to get a truck equipped with with a water cannon on top, which was operated by a Firefighter within protected cab, like a crane on top of the truck. It was meant to be able to control fires during the riots while giving the Firefighters some protection. But now I realized what they were about to use that water cannon on...
I saw Teresa turn on her blue lightbar as the fire truck came up, and I did the same. The truck's water cannon began blasting a jet of water at the protesters, knocking some of them down. The student mob began dispersing... rapidly. I drove out, followed by Teresa, following the truck as it backed up out of the road.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Campus Police Commissioner dodged and weaved with every fancy excuse he could think of." said Chief Moynahan as he, the Sheriff, me, Teresa, Laura, and Tracy Stone reviewed what had happened in the Chief's Conference Room. "He never quite explained why the Campus Police didn't call the TCPD or the State Patrol to help."
Chief Moynahan: "He also didn't explain why the Campus Police physically blocked two TCPD paddywagons from coming on Campus with our SWAT Teams in them, ready to extract yoooooo. In their unholy zeeeeeal to stop the TCPD, they didn't notice the Fire Truck slip by them. Heh heh heh heh,"
"That was an outstanding idea by the Iron Wolf." I said, giving Teresa the praise she so very much deserved.
"Give Roy Easley the credit, sir." said Teresa, mentioning the Fire Marshal and Medal of Valor recipient. "He gave me the idea at the Hospital ceremony. He said it would've been a lot of fun to blast those protesters with water for interrupting our remembrance ceremony. And then we started talking, and then included the Fire Chief, and so on."
"Brilliantly planned, flawlessly executed." I said. "But I still want to know why the Campus Police didn't show up, even after I texted and called them and told them we were in some serious danger, there."
Tracy Stone said "I talked to a few people that I knew while I was in the Campus Police with them. They said that the Campus Police are being threatened by Lionel Carmela with lawsuits and criminal complaints if they interdict student protests... and the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division has also threatened Dr. Wellman and the Regents with civil rights lawsuits if, and I quote, 'the Campus Police start acting like the TCPD', close quote."
Tracy: "So the Campus Police are being trained to (air quotes) 'surround and contain' any student protests,but not to engage the protesters without permission, even if property or lives are being threatened. In other words, they would have had to wait until you or a building were actually attacked, then call in for permission to engage the perps."
I replied "Just like what the cops in Chicago and Wilmington, Delaware have to do before they can chase a perp on foot... they literally have to stand in place and call in to the Brass. I'll keep that in mind... I'll keep that in mind..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:10pm, Teresa came to my office, her face looking solemn. "I just got word from Todd. The Ethics Board has reached their decision." she said, sadness in her voice.
I peered at her, then said "Don't keep me in suspense------"
*CHIME!*
It was my personal iPhone, and the message was from Stephanie Steele: "Laura acquitted." Relief flooded through my very soul.
"Good try, Iron Wolf." I said with a grin. "You held your face very well. This is from Stephanie Steele, and she said Laura was exonerated."
Teresa gave what was for her a grin. "Yes sir. Todd said it was a very close vote, though, and that Carmela, Camp, and Rivera were bitterly angry about it, and shouted threats at the others as they walked out... with Carmela telling President Wellman that his, Wellman's, career was over and to start cleaning out his office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 2:15pm. "We are interrupting your regularly scheduled programming with breaking news! The University Ethics Board as exonerated Dr. Laura Fredricson!"
Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that after a bitter debate, Dr. Fredricson was cleared of all charges of ethics violations in a very close vote! We now go to Amber Harris at the University Administration Building for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette as the feed switched to her. "Yes, the debate was very bitter, and sources tell me that threats of violence were exchanged and it very nearly became physical at one point. We are waiting for a Press Conference with Doctors Carmela, Camp, and Rivera, which should begin momentarily."
Bettina: "Amber, how are the students taking the news?"
Amber: "Bettina, student groups have been peacefully protesting, and calling for Dr. Fredricson to resign or be fired. After the Ethics Board result was announced a few moments ago, the students began gathering in front of the Administration Building as well as the University President's Office building. They are remaining peaceful, but are chanting for Laura Fredricson to be 'canceled' if she refuses to bow to their will and resign. Oh... here's Dr. Carmela now"
The camera feed switched to the front of the room, where the professors had just appeared. Dr. Jan Camp approached the lectern and began speaking: "Thank you for coming. We are... more than disappointed at what transpired today. The sheer corruption of some of the Board Members as well as this University's President was just... breathtaking, stunning in its sheer magnitude. Let me introduce Dr. Juanita Rivera for a statement on that."
"Thank you, Dr. Camp." said Juanita Rivera, her voice sounding distraught. "First of all, Todd Burke is the nephew of Dr. Laura Fredricson's husband and the husband of her husband's closest Police colleague, but he refused to recuse himself. Also, Dr Stephanie  Steele, whose daughter and Dr. Fredricson's daughter are classmates and close friends, refused to recuse herself."
"Let me emphasize that." said Jan Camp, coming up to the podium. "Dr. Steele and Dr. Fredricson are close friends. Their husbands are close associates and cronies of the illegitimate Mayor on the Town Council and the Police Force. And their daughters are classmates at Eastside Elementary School... that's Eastside Elementary School... and play together as best friends."
Dr. Rivera resumed the lectern. "But worse than that, Commander Donald Troy was in the room during the hearing, though he should not have been. He and an FBI Agent were t threatening and intimidating Dr. Carmela, me, and the other Ethics Board members who only want to expose the truth and get rid of the corrupt Laura Fredricson. We could not present evidence that incontrovertibly showed Fredricson's guilt because of Troy's presence and intimidation."
Rivera began breaking down as she yelled: "Donald Troy is nothing but a racist cop, a racist PIG! God DAMN Donald Troy! God DAMN him!" Jan Camp hugged her as she broke down sobbing, the Press cameras zooming in on them."
Lionel Carmela used the opportunity to step up to the lectern and say "As decadent a stain on the University as Laura Fredricson and Stephanie Steele are, and as racist and abusive as Police Officer Donald Troy is, they pale in comparison to the sheer sleaze and corruption of Sidney P. Wellman. His actions in the hearing and the following debate were shocking in their total lack of integrity."
Carmela: "But that's just the tip of the iceberg. Sidney P. Wellman's corruption is a stain upon this University, and it goes back years. I ask you, the Press, to go to work and find and prove the corrupt connections between Sidney P. Wellman and the crony capitalist Henry R. Wargrave. I ask you, the Press, to do the job that only you can do with your First Amendment protections of a Free Press."
"Dr. Carmela!" yelled a voice. "Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News! Were you also asked to recuse yourself, and did you recuse yourself?"
"Of course not." said Carmela. "There's no reason for me to recuse myself, unlike Fredricson's relatives and cronies..."
Part 22 - Musical Bedrooms
Friday, October 23rd. We were having a 'celebration' dinner at The Cabin, where we would be staying overnight and over the weekend. Edward and Stephanie Steele had brought Selena and Marie, Todd and Teresa brought their boys, Cindy and Callie brought Betsy, Paulina brought Tasha, Molly was there with her boys, of course, and the Sheriff brought a bottle of Blanton's whiskey.
All the kids were in the attic playroom, being supervised by the redoubtable Bowser and Buddy. We adults were sitting around the dinner table, discussing the Ethics Board proceedings."
"The first thing said was Jan Camp demanding I recuse myself." said Todd. "I asked if she would also demand Carmela recuse himself, and he said he had no reason to, that he was impartial and honest, unlike me as a relative. I refused to recuse myself, and President Wellman supported me and Stephanie remaining. Then Carmela said to Wellman 'You should think about your future.', a clear threat, and Wellman just said 'As should you'. "
"That wasn't the worst of it, though." Stephanie Steele said. "I started really pressing them to bring their proof that Laura did what they said she did. Carmela said the allegations were enough, and I said they were enough to get him sued for slander, but not enough to act against Laura."
Stephanie: "Carmela actually got up, came around the table and up to me, and was hovering over me and threatening me, saying 'If you know what's good for you and your family...', and then Todd stood up and confronted him."
"My God!" Selena Steele gasped. "He literally stood there and threatened you? What did the others say?"
Stephanie said "Todd said that if Carmela so much as touched me, then he, Todd, would break every bone in Carmela's body. Carmela said 'Are you threatening me?' and Todd said 'No. You're threatening her, and I'm just letting you know what will happen to you if you so much as touch her.'. Todd was my hero." She patted Todd on the shoulder.
"He must be married to the most decorated Officer on the Town & County Police Force." I said.
"And the nephew of the most highly decorated Officer on the Town & County Police Force." Teresa immediately replied.
What a frickin' hypocrite." spat Molly. "He threatens you, then says Todd is threatening him."
"And he says he's fair and balanced," I replied, "but says Todd and Stephanie can't be. And so on and so forth. Socialists like him are indeed hypocrites, but worse, they think they can do what we can't, and they can get away with it while we can't."
"Strong letter to follow." said Teresa, her way of 'subtly' warning me not to go all political on everyone.
"I think that's when everything turned." said Stephanie. "There were some that were genuinely undecided, and some that were scared of Carmela. But when Carmela got ugly with me, they started realizing he was a bully, trying to get what he wanted through intimidation. And when Todd stood up to him, I could feel the energy in the room changing completely."
Laura said "That's what Dr. Chase said, too, when I talked to him this afternoon. He and Mike Todd were both surprised that the whole thing wasn't postponed until either my lawsuit against Carmela was heard, or Tamara was found and could give her testimony."
"And no one asked me to give a statement or testify, either." said Callie. "I thought they might, just to force me to say that Laura had seen those women and those men as patients. But... nothing."
"They must've assumed anything you would've said would've just helped Laura." I said. "As to why they didn't postpone it, that is what had me thinking they'd produce Tamara as a surprise witness."
"If they had, we were ready for it." Laura said. "Melina was going to arrest her on behalf of Clark Webster and the Missing Persons Bureau, and asked Tamara to explain her disappearance. Not that they could've held her or anything, nor made her confess anything, but it would've been awk-wrrrrd for Carmela."
"And if she was the one that gave Carmela the information from Laura's files," Cindy said, "she'd have to explain that to the Feds. Anyhoo, as Don says, my guess is that they couldn't wait. They had to try now, before the Elections, while political tensions are high and other things are going on."
I said "Give that woman a green crowbar! Oh. Wait." Everyone chuckled, then I said "I think you're right. Timing was an issue for them."
Teresa said "Moving the subject along... what disturbed me was how Jan Camp repeatedly mentioned Carole and Marie at the Press Conference. It sure sounded like an implied threat to me." It got quiet in the room.
"Don," Laura said, "do you think the kids are in danger? Do you think they'll attack us in our homes?"
"Not here." I said. "This place is a fortress. Even the FBI couldn't destroy it from the inside." (Author's note: 'No Way Out'.) "And, of course, if they come here, Bowser will take care of our lightwork for us."
I continued: "Having said that, and getting serious... yes, I'm expecting things to get much, much worse before they get any better. Carmela is already ginning up student mobs to achieve with violence what he could not achieve with false accusations and blackmail...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner, Todd went upstairs to rile up the kids into exhaustion so they'd fall asleep, and he would succeed admirably... at least in getting them riled up. In the meantime, Edward Steele, Sheriff Griswold, Teresa, and myself sat on the back deck. It was starting to be too chilly to sit outside, so we had the fire pot going, warming us on the outside, and with shots of the Sheriff's bourbons warming us on the insides.
Edward Steele said "What I need to know, is if the State Legislature will be able to pass a budget. We on the Council, on both sides of the table, are worried about what will happen if the State dollars don't come in to support our expenditures. And if there's a shortfall, the Assembly Democrats will want to take it out of one place, and one place only: the Police budget."
"If the Elections turn out the way I think they will," I said, "then I think the Legislature will ultimately pass a State Budget, even if it's the equivalent of a 'continuing resolution' that Congress keeps passing."
"And how do you think those elections will turn out?" asked Edward.
"I'll defer to Our Sheriff on that." I said.
"Har!" barked the Sheriff. He sipped some bourbon, then said "From the polling I've seen and some of my conversations with Val Jared, it looks like Sharon Marshall will be the next Governor, Corey Coons will be the next Lieutenant Governor, and Gil Krasney will be the next State Attorney General. We also will need a new SBI Director, as Curly Goodwin is going to mop the floor with that pedophile Finneran in our I.G. race."
Our Sheriff: "What bothers me, though, and really could throw a sabot into the gears, is this business of the City mass-mailing ballots, allowing unverified absentee ballots, and dropboxes anywhere and everywhere for those mail-in ballots. The fraud from those and from the City alone could change the entire election. It's a bit late in the game for Southport and Midtown and the other big cities to do that, but it could be a precedent for Elections going forward."
Griswold: "And if the Democrats take control of both Houses of the Legislature, and Hoyt Stenson somehow wins the Governor's office? They already have a bill drawn up that will codify that cheating. They call it the 'For the People Act'. That would effectively destroy fair and honest elections forever."
"What about local elections, sir?" asked Teresa.
Griswold: "We should have a good night... if there is no fraud. But I'm really worried about that, about fraud. There will be poll watchers, and observers at the Election Headquarters where they're counting the votes, but I wouldn't put it past that shit eater Nance to pull some kind of stunt to neutralize that and allow the fraud to take place."
"Don?" Teresa asked.
"All I'm going to say," I said, "is that we are going to have an honest and fair election in this County."
"Uh oh." said the Sheriff. "What are you planning, Crowbar?"
"I've said all I'm going to say, Sheriff." I replied. "Here, have some more bourbon... it'll help you sleep..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had some 'splainin' to do to the Sheriff.
"Molly and the boys are living here full-time." I said. "The big bedroom down in the basement is pretty small, and not all that great. So Molly is taking the second bedroom upstairs as her own."
"Can't blame her for that." growled Griswold. "She gets her own bathroom, too."
The upstairs bathroom, which was over the far garage that housed the Black Beauty, had a lavatory with a double vanity. To the right of that room was a small room with a toilet, which was on the other side of the wall at the end of the hall. The entrance from the hall was through a little alcove and right-turn into the vanity room. On the left side of the vanity was a room with a toilet and a shower, and a door on that side of the vanity went straight to the bedroom.
I said "Jim is sleeping with Ross and Ian in the downstairs game room, on the air mattresses. They're boys, they love that stuff. The girls will take the room that you don't."
"Har." barked Griswold. "I'm just an old boy. I'll sleep in the big bedroom downstairs..."



Part 23 - Birthday Party
Dawn, Sunday, October 25th. The next day was my 37th birthday, so we were having my birthday party at The Cabin today. I was sitting on the back deck, looking out over my Town & County in the valley below as I sipped coffee and the dogs went to do their business.
I heard the door open, and a moment later my firstborn child Carole appeared next to me. "Good morning, Daddy." she said. "Do you want your birthday present from me now?"
"Oh, we can wait until the party this afternoon." I said. "What would be a great birthday present now is for you to sit here beside me."
"I sit out here with you all the time, Daddy." Carole said, which did not impede her from climbing up into the metal mesh seat with me.
"And I treat it like a birthday present every time." I replied.
"Meeeeeeee, too!" Carole said, making me chuckle. Then she said "Daddy, will you teach me how to play chess?"
"Sure." I said. "I learned how to play when I was in the third grade, so if you want to learn I'll teach you. But what brought up chess?"
Carole said "Marie and I were at the Veeeeesley Com-uuu-nity Cen-ter yesterday with her dad, and Timmy Austin was playing against several old guys at the same time. He's very good at chess. He beat all of them. Is chess hard to learn?"
"Chess is easy to learn and to play." I said. "But it's hard to play as well as Timmy plays."
"Okay." Carole said. As I took another sip of my coffee, she said "Daddy, why are there so many noooze (news) people here?"
"Uh, what do you mean?" I asked, sensing that I was hearing something important.
"I saw four nooze vans go to the Fairgrounds when we were coming out of the Veeeesly Center." my daughter replied. "And when we were driving up here, I saw the guy on the ABC national nooze show that Mommy watches talking to somebody in the Stadium parking lot."
"Maybe he's here to talk about the Wildcats-Bulldogs game next Saturday." I said. "There will be a lot of Sports reporters here for that."
"This guy doesn't tell us Sports on TV, Daddy." Carole said. "He tells the national news, like about the buildings set on fire in Port-land, Orrregun and Wil-ming-ton, Del-a-ware, and black people marching in the street and shouting things."
"Hmmm." I replied, keeping my voice as nonchalant as possible. "Anyway, it's good that you recognized him when you saw him."
Just then, two outstanding dogs ran up to us, having realized that Carole was on deck with me. "I'll take the dogs back in, Daddy." Carole said, as she hopped off the seat and petted both canines. They scurried back inside as a group.
Hmmmm, reporters coming here en masse? I thought to myself. And national news anchors? I let my mind consider that as I looked out and saw a train coming out of the western horizon towards the River...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was an NFL game in England in the morning, but Jim, Ross, and Ian weren't watching it. Instead, they were working on a huge skyscraper for New Lego City. One neat thing was that the train tracks went right through part of it, making it a train station, too.
When I asked why they weren't interested in the football game, like at least Jim usually was, Jim said "It's the Atlanta Falcons, Dad. The Falcons suck." I couldn't argue; the hapless Detroit Lions got what would be their only win of the season by coming back from 20 points down to humiliate the Falcons, 21-20.
I once again felt sorry for the city of Atlanta, Georgia. I'm sure they were hoping the Falcons would just stay in England. Maybe the Braves could win something for them in baseball...
Guests for my party began arriving around 11:30am. Molly, Paulina, and their kids were already on location, as were Marie and Our Sheriff. Edward and Stephanie Steele came over, as did Todd and Teresa and their boys, Cindy and Callie with Betsy and my birthday cake, Tanya and Jack Muscone with Pete (Tiffany and Jennifer had a school club function to attend).
And then came a big surprise. Carole had been hostessing, answering the doorbell, and I heard her say "Grandma!" I looked over and saw that it indeed was my mom Phyllis, arriving with Chief Moynahan.
"Mom!" I said as I came up to her. "I didn't know you were coming."
"I was hoping I would be able to surprise you, son." my mom said as she hugged me warmly. Carole led her grandmother into the greatroom as I shook hands with the Chief.
Some minutes later, as she chatted with me and Todd, my mom said: "Things are good in Apple Grove, if a bit peaceful and slow."
"In other words, borrrring." Carole said as she came up to us.
"Certainly not as exciting as when I'm with you, Carole." my mom said, hugging Carole for at least the fourth time. "And at my age, 'boring' is just fine."
"You're not that old, Grandma." Carole said, earning another grandmotherly hug...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lunch was like a Thanksgiving dinner, with turkey and dressing and all the sides. I'd wanted to eat a good Sunday lunch, and since it was my birthday we were celebrating, I got my wish.
After lunch, the boys watched football and the girls alternated between trying to get the cats to make themselves available for petting, and succeeding, and playing with dolls inside. The adult males talked about the upcoming elections, and God only knows what the women talked about(!). A lot of it was getting my mom Phyllis caught up on everything.
A couple of hours later Laura convened everyone in the greatroom for the opening of gifts. "Betsy needs to go first." Cindy said. I took the thin square gift and unwrapped the paper.
It was a first-grade level book, a picture book of Bugs Bunny and friends. My attention was directed to a couple of pages near the middle. In one, Bugs Bunny was in the kitchen of a house, having come across a just-baked cake. I turned the page, and the next picture was of Bugs leaving that house with a very healthy slice of that cake on a plate that he'd taken for himself. It was a basic white cake with chocolate frosting.
"It's a Bugs Bunny cake!" Betsy said with a grin and then a giggle, obviously very amused by that. And then Cindy brought out the cake they'd brought and put it on the dining room table. It was a basic white cake with chocolate frosting.
I was told the book was mine to keep. I said "Thank you Betsy! And I'm going to have Bugs Bunny cake for my birthday every year from now on!" Betsy was very happy. I hugged her and kissed her on her forehead, and she hugged me back as much as a 34-month-old toddler could.
And so was born a new tradition, which I would indeed continue to my last birthday on this earth...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Betsy and Callie also gave me a framed photo of me, Betsy, Bowser, and Buddy that had been taken a few months before. Then Cindy gave me another framed photo of me... on the Bulldogs sidelines a couple of years before, petting their mascot white English bulldog Chief IV, who looked happy to be receiving the attention.
"I like this." I said. "Except for Laura and Stephanie, Chief IV is the best thing about the University." Everyone chuckled.
Jim gave me a framed item, also. The background was cloth in the green of the Military Police Corps. On the right side were, from top to bottom, Airborne Wings pinned onto an oval patch; Captain's bars; crossed musket pistols, the insignia of the Military Police; and the unit patch I'd worn on my left shoulder. But it was what was on the left that surprised me: it was my formal military photo from when I was in the Army Reserve!
"Hey, you were a Captain once." said Teresa... a play on the fact that I'd never been a TCPD Captain, going straight from Lieutenant to Commander.
"This is amazing, Jim!" I said. "Where'd you get the photo?"
"Mom got it for me." Jim said.
"It was Jim's idea, though, and it turned out very well." Laura said. I agreed enthusiastically, and passed it around for everyone to look at.
Ross and Ian went next, and they handed me an envelope. There was a card inside it. And inside the card was no cash, but something even better: four club-level tickets to the next weekend's Wildcats-Bulldogs game!
"You have to take us, though." said Ross. "And we asked Mom to go, but she said you should ask Grandpa Grizz to come with us. He could stay with us if you have to go do Police things."
"Well, Sheriff," I said, "you wanna see what all our banter is about, and go to the game with us?"
"Wouldn't miss it for the world." growled Griswold, his mustaches twitching merrily. I found out later that Molly had already arranged it with him.
Tasha gave me a framed photo of me and her on the back deck, with me kneeling and putting down a plate of cat food for the Feral Felines. Tiger Mom and Gracie were rubbing our legs, and the other kittens were watching warily through the deck rails. "Aw, this is so nice, Tasha!" I said. "I don't remember anyone taking this picture, though."
"Carole took it." Tasha said. "She said she snuck up on you, and you never knew she was there."
"No, I didn't. It's a good picture, too. Thank you!" I said, and I made a mental to be more aware of my surroundings. I also knew at that moment that Carole had inherited her grandmother's and Aunt Elizabeth's powers of not being seen if she didn't want to be seen...
"I'll go next." said Sheriff Griswold. His gift was not a framed photo, but a box. Inside were four Glen Cairn glasses for tasting whiskeys. Etched into each of the glasses was the six-petaled icon of Clan Crowbar.
"And now you have something to drink this out of." Teresa said, handing me a larger box. Inside was a bottle of Kilchoman Sanaig, an Islay Scotch whisky. It was one of the best tasting Scotches that Teresa and I had found, and the good news was that it was not too expensive despite the delicious sherry-cask-infused sweetness that merged well with the peat smokiness.
Tanya said "Jack and I also have something for you to pour into those glasses." I opened the square box, which contained a bottle of Jack Daniels Single Barrel Barrel Proof Rye, a special and limited release, which was absolutely delicious. Jack Daniels had recently come out with rye whiskeys, their first new mash bill in a century and a half. Your Iron Crowbar likes Jack Daniels ryes very much.
"And you can sip this from those glasses, too." said Laura. It was obviously a gift-wrapped cylinder of an adult beverage. I opened it and found that it was not just any adult beverage, and it was not 'not expensive'. It was Pappy Van Winkle's Family Reserve, aged 15 years!
"Wow, how do you keep coming up with this stuff?" I asked. "Lessee, it's year... whaa?" I looked up at her in amazement.
"That's right." Laura said. "That year has not been released to the Public yet." I didn't even bother asking any further...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Molly said "Paulina, Laura, Phyllis, and I conspired to get you this." She brought in a large box. It was heavy, too. I opened the box, which revealed a banjo case. When I opened the case, I was stunned. Inside was a Stelling Master's Cross banjo!
"Oh my goodness." I whispered. The woods of the banjo were exquisite. In the center of the black walnut back, the resonator, was inlaid a Celtic Cross. On the peghead at the end of the neck was inlaid a Cross, above which Mr. Stelling would not put his name, as he did on his other models.
I also knew that Stelling banjos cost more that Pappy Van Winkle Reserve on the secondary market.
"Do you play the banjo?" Cindy asked.
"When Don was young," my mother Phyllis said, "he received an old Gibson banjo from Old Man Spruance, and he learned the basics. Drove his father crazy practicing with it, so Don didn't do much with it. When Don went to college, his father sold off the banjo as well as Don's golf clubs."
"That made me mad." I said. "Those were good golf clubs."
Phyllis continued: "So when Carole suggested that her dad might like learning to play the banjo again, I asked around and got recommendations that Stelling banjos are the very best."
"Carole," Laura said, her voice slightly acidic, "why do you think your dad wants to learn the banjo again?"
"I'm not sure." Carole said. "I just knew it's the right birthday present you moms could get him. And y'all should get Marie a violin, too." Marie nodded vigorously in agreement. Laura shook her head skeptically.
And indeed, Marie was interested in the banjo, but somewhat to my surprise, little Pete Feeley took a huge interest in it. The banjo was tuned, so I did a pick-and-roll. "What's that song?" Pete asked.
"That's called a pick and roll." I said. "It's the basis of how a banjo is played. Unfortunately, I never got really good with it, but I learned a few keys."
"What's G?" Pete asked, meaning the key of G. I strummed the banjo without touching the neck.
"The banjo is tuned to the key of G." I said. I then showed Pete where to press along the frets for C and D.
"I wanna try!" Pete said. I had him sit next to me and passed the banjo over to him. "It's heavy!" he said. "Not like a guitar."
"The wood is thicker, and it has a lot of metal parts." I said. Pete began doing a pick and roll... faster and better than I had.
"Uh oh." Tanya said with a grin. "I know what you can get me for Christmas: ear plugs!" We all laughed, and Pete went on picking and rolling. Marie and Carole watched with great interest. Bowser and Buddy, not so much. They took their canine ears elsewhere...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Marie (and her parents) gave me another framed item. It was a drawing of me and Bowser in the backyard of the Mountain Nest. I was on my knees, and Bowser was in front of me, facing me, sitting down, pure love in his canine eyes. "This is nice." I said. "If Bowser comes back in the room, I'll ask him how he likes it."
And then came the most highly anticipated gift of the day. No amount of money could buy what this gift was worth. It was Carole and Marie's story book.
"Daddy and Thomas Jefferson." I said, reading the title on the front of the booklet, bound by those plastic binders a lot of workplaces have. On the front was drawn me in my Police uniform, standing next to the statue of President Jefferson in Courthouse Square.
"Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence." I read aloud. "Daddy wrote the new County Charter, with Liberty and Justice for all." Everyone chuckled as I turned the booklet so everyone could see the drawings of the Declaration of Independence and the Charter that were below the words.
"Thomas Jefferson lived in a house called Monticello." I read, pronouncing the 'c' correctly as 'ch'. "Daddy lives in a house called the Mountain Nest." Excellent drawings of Monticello and the Mountain Nest were on the page... so excellent that it showed Monticello's windows correctly.
"Ladies," I asked Carole and Marie, "now many floors does Monticello have?"
"It has a basement, where the cannonballs that make the clock work drop into." Carole said. "So I guess the basement and main floor are two floors."
"Here's the trick, though." I said. "See how tall the front windows seem to be? Well, Thomas Jefferson built the house so that the second floor windows touched the floor, and from the outside it looked like the same windows as the bottom floor. So there is an upstairs."
"Why did he do that?" Ian asked.
"The American Colonies were part of England at that time. It was before the Declaration of Independence." I said. "The British Government taxed houses based on how many floors they had. So Thomas Jefferson was trying to avoid paying more taxes than he had to." Everyone nodded.
I started reading again: "Thomas Jefferson started the University of Virginia. Daddy helps Mommy and Marie's mommy keep our University out of trouble." That drew laughter.
"We give and we give." Laura said, again somewhat acerbically. Stephanie Steele nodded vigorously in agreement.
I showed everyone that the depiction of the Schools were the Virginia Cavaliers sports logo, and the University's "U" logo.
"Thomas Jefferson was President of the United States." I read. "Daddy is the Iron Crowbar. That's better than being President." Everyone burst out laughing at that, too... except Carole. I fist-bumped her to placate her.
"This is very very good." I said. I passed the book to Sheriff Griswold, then I gave Carole and Marie hugs.
"Time for dessert!" Jim said. So 37 candles were lit on the Bugs Bunny cake and I blew them out with a little help from the kids. There was also a caramel cake (Carole's favorite) and a red velvet cake, my real favorite.
There was also ice cream. Tubs of ice cream. Little Jack Burke ate a lot of ice cream. Little Betsy Ross gave him a serious run for his money...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Grandma," Carole said as things were wrapping up late that afternoon, "where are you staying?"
"Why, at my apartment in the basement of the Mountain Nest, like I always do." said my mother. Carole shook her head vigorously in disagreement.
"You shouldn't stay there, Grandma." Carole said. "You should stay up here. Daddy, we all should stay here."
"That's a good idea, Carole." I said. "And Mom, I agree that you should stay up here, too." Laura practically dragged me into the kitchen for a private conversation.
"Do you think we'd be in danger at the Mountain Nest?" Laura asked. "We can get Police and Campus Police protection, you know."
"Yes, I know." I said. "But I think Carole is feeling what I'm thinking... that may not be enough against Carmela's army of agitators..."
Part 24 - Cops and Doughnuts
6:00am, Monday, October 26th. My 37th birthday. I drove through Town on my way to Police Headquarters. I drove by University Memorial Stadium, which would be very busy this coming Saturday. In the parking lot across the street, to the north of the Stadium and east of the State Crime Lab building. there normally would be RVs parked as the week went along. But not today.
Today there were National News vans parked in that lot. And, as Carole had most very astutely observed and deduced, they were not Sports news vans, but regular news vans.
I drove through Town along Jefferson Avenue, then north on Riverside Drive. There were some news vans from various State and regional networks parked on the southern end of the Fairgrounds.
As I came into Police Headquarters via the Employees entrance, the Duty Desk Officer there handed me a plastic key card. "This is a temporary access card to Vice and MCD, sir, until the keycodes are put in, sir. They installed the security doors over the weekend."
"Good." I said. I asked the Patrolman if he'd had a good weekend and was told he did, then I went up to the Duty Desk at the front lobby and received the report that nothing was amiss... yet.
"Sir," said the Duty Desk Sergeant, "I'm expecting to get calls about news vans parked in a lot of places they shouldn't be."
"Lots of tickets for us to write, then." I said. "The Town Council will be happy about that."
I went and checked out the newly installed security doors on the entrances to MCD and Vice. The doors opened into the hallway, and could (and mostly would) be left open against the hall walls. They were metal sheets on the outside with something like kevlar filling in the middle. An 8" x 8" window with diagonal wires running through it was in each door, and a thin pulldown metal sheet could block the view through the window if needed.
"Good morning, sir!" said Detective Joanne Warner brightly.
"Good morning, Joanne." I said. "Good morning, Jerome." I said to Lt. Jerome Davis, who was making 'Navy' coffee at the coffeemakers at the far end, next to the door that went to the back hallway. "The doors look good. And I like the one that secures the hallway to the Intel Center and Classroom 'E'."



"Yes sir." said Joanne. "It may be overkill, but it's a good extra layer of protection if we need it."
Jerome added: "Lieutenant Milton, Myron Milton, will be putting in all the keycodes for us today, sir. Until then, I'm leaving our doors open, but you know that someone will come in and close the doors just to see how they look, and we'll need our temp cards------"
*SLAM!*
We looked at the other end, to see that Sheriff Griswold had come in and shut the door behind him, observing the door.
"That didn't take long." I said quietly to Jerome, who grinned. Then I said loudly: "Good morning, Sheriff. I think you just locked us in."
"Har!" growled the Sheriff, knowing that couldn't happen... the doors had knobs on the insides, and merely needed to be turned to manually open the door. Fire code regulations, wouldn't you know. "Looks good. This was a good idea you had, Ms. Warner."
"Thank you, sir." Joanne said brightly.
"Did Alabama take care of their lightwork against Tennessee?" the Sheriff asked.
"Yes sir!" Joanne said happily. "38-3. Nothing sucks like a Big Orange! Roll Tide!"
"Around the bowl and down the hole, Roll Tide Roll." I said reflexively.
"You got that right, sir!" said Teresa as she came in through the back hallway entrance. "War Damn Eagle!"
"Go Wildcats!" I replied. "Especially this week!"
"Speaking of 'this week'," growled Our Sheriff, "I need to see those of you named 'Commander' right now..."
Armed with Navy coffee, Teresa and I followed Sheriff Griswold to the Chief's Conference Room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, from the KXTC Anchor Desk. "The University braces for fallout after the Ethics Board decision to clear Dr. Laura Fredricson of all charges and accusations!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "Student groups are outraged at the University Ethics Board for clearing Dr. Laura Fredricson by a narrow margin at yesterday's hearing. Dr. Fredricson was represented by attorney Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. Dr. Fredricson refused to answer the Board's questions during the hearing."
Bettina: "Some Ethics Board Members are accusing Dr. Fredricson's husband, Police Commander Donald Troy, of intimidation tactics during the hearing. Ethics Board member Dr. Lionel Carmela was acting as the prosecutor at the hearing, and Commander Troy read Dr. Carmela his legal rights. Mike Todd said it was to preserve the integrity of the FBI investigation of Dr. Carmela, and also Dr. Fredricson's lawsuit against him; however, several Ethics Board members considered it to be intimidation and suppression of Dr. Carmela's voice. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, first showing Dr. Jan Camp saying "It was horrible, as if we're in some kind of Police State. Troy was standing over Dr. Carmela like a vulture, and reading him his rights as if Dr. Carmela were the criminal instead of Troy's wife, the true criminal in that hearing." Then the Press conference quotes of Dr. Juanita Rivera, sobbing as she cursed the very name of Your Iron Crowbar, was shown.
Back to Bettina live: "Dr. Fredricson was acquitted of the charges, and sources tell Channel Two News that while the merits of the charges were strong, most of the Board members did not think the charges were sufficiently proved. And some persons familiar with the Ethics Board's decision process but speaking anonymously said that many of the Board members regretted that they had not waited until after legal proceedings were resolved to take this serious issue up."
Bettina: "And in other important news, the Town & County Assembly will be in session today, voting on the Budget that was hammered out over the weekend. Channel Two News has learned that the Budget will contain full funding for Donald Troy's Town & County Police Force. A quorum of sixty percent of the Assembly, in this case 18 members, is required for the Assembly to be able to vote on the Budget. And now let's go to Jeff Hull with Channel Two Sports. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Teachable moment." I said as the Sheriff, Chief, Deputy Chief, Operations Commander, and Captain of Detectives drank coffee with me in the Chief's Conference Room. "What was the most important thing about that little exhibition in agenda-driven journalism?"
"That it was agenda driven?" Teresa Croyle said cattily. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
Tanya said "She started off talking about outraged student groups, so I was halfway expecting her to go to Stellum or Amber interviewing students, and the other one talking to Stellum or some talking head (air quotes) 'expert'."
Sheriff Griswold growled "That's the first time I've ever heard it mentioned that the Assembly has a quorum. It's true, but her mentioning it was... a 'strangeness', as Crowbar would say."
"Yes sir, and that is important." I said.
"But it's not what you're driving at." Cindy Ross said, reading my mind.
"Stop reading my mind." I said.
"Then what is it?" Teresa asked.
I said: "I've observed over time that when Bettina is at the anchor desk, it's either really, really cold outside... and it's not today... or Bettina hands stories off to her (air quotes) 'trusted' reporters. Today, she did not do that. Tanya was close... no handoff to Amber or Stellum... and the Sheriff's observation about the Assembly quorum was spot-on."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But I couple that observation about Bettina with another observation that this Police Force's best Detective, that being Carole, made over the weekend: national news vans are pouring into our County."
Cindy said "Priya told me that they're saying that was for the Wildcats-Bulldogs game this weekend, but the real truth is that they expect the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division to come in and lay the hammer down on Mayor Allgood... maybe even serve a warrant and arrest him with a very public perp walk."
I replied "That is the story the Media is putting out, but while the Sports angle is a red herring, so is the DOJ angle. And I submit as (air quotes) proof the fact that Bettina did not have any handoffs to her minions. They are out on assignments, preparing for the two major events happening today------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened and a jovial Lt. Micah Rudistan poked his head inside. "Commander Troy, can you come to MCD? There's a problem with these new doors."
"Why don't you call Maintenance instead of the Police Commander?" Captain Perlman said angrily. But I was already on my feet and moving towards the door. Rudistan was just a wee bit too jovial, I had observed.
"Okay, let's go take a look." I said. Just before I went through the door, I nudged my shoulder forward and waved my left arm, indicating that they all should come, too.
When we got to MCD, the door to the back hallway was open and Rudistan led me in. All the Detectives and Officers of MCD, Vice, and Intel were gathered. In the center of the room on a table were seven stacks of five doughnuts, with two on top of them with lit candles, making 37 doughnuts in all. And everyone started singing:
"Happy birthday toooo yoooo,
Happy birthday toooo yoooo!
Happy birth-day Iron Crowbar,
Happy birthday to yooooooo!"
"And min-ny morrrrre!" the Chief and Cindy sang together.
"Thanks guys!" I said. "Let's definitely get sugared up on doughnuts. It's gonna be a busy day, and the presents the Bad Guys are going to give me will hopefully be to be stupid and allow us to make many, many arrests."
"You heard the man." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Those are my doughnuts. Where are y'all's?" Everyone laughed. I was given the first doughnut, then the rest disappeared quickly, followed by several more boxes of doughnuts vanishing. I did not need to call in K-9 Sergeant Bowser to solve this case; after all, we were in a Police Station, and every cop was a suspect...
Part 26 - Drumbeats of War
8:50am, October 26th. A black Escalade drove Dr. Laura Fredricson to the back entrance of the Psychology Building, which faced north. The front entrance faced the south and the manicured quad. Campus Police were manning the doors, but there were only four of them total.
Almost as soon as Laura exited the vehicle and entered the building, groups of students began massing on the lawn to the west of the building, between the building and the wrought iron fence that ran along the side of University Avenue. It was the same lawn where students had massed before, and one student was shot dead as he threw a Molotov Cocktail at the windows of Laura's office, which faced the west side. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 04-05.)
As Teresa, Tanya, and I were wrapping up the Angels Meeting, the door burst open after a brief knock. It was the Duty Desk Sergeant. "Sir!" he said breathlessly, "the Psychology Building on Campus has been surrounded. Campus Police estimate at least three hundred people!"
"I'm on it." Teresa said, getting up and rushing for the door. "Get out of the way, dammit!" she barked at the Duty Desk Sergeant, who was in her way. He swiftly backed up, and Teresa rushed out and down the hallway.
"Thanks, Sergeant, you can go." I said. "Just stay out of Commander Croyle's way, so you don't get run over."
"Yes sir." said the Duty Desk Sergeant with a grin. He went down the hallway.
"And why aren't you running after her, sir?" Tanya asked, peering at me.
"Becauzzzzze..." said the Chief, who'd appeared at my door, "I've told him not toooooo. There's nothing he personally can do about this. We have to let it play out."
Tanya was an outstanding Detective and figured it out pretty quickly. "Oh wow... you've planned for this already, haven't you?"
"We've been making contingencies for a while." I said. "We've got State Patrol and National Guard assets, thanks to Sheriff Griswold and Governor Jared. Laura went into the building and down the stairs to the secret basement room, and is now in the Pharmacy Building next door to the Psychology Building... well, that's the plan, anyway."
I continued: "The Chief and Sheriff don't want me visible at these riots and the interdiction of them, because they're afraid a sniper might take a shot at me, and also because it might spur the thugs to fight harder if they have me as a target. And there's also------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. I put it on speaker so Tanya could hear, and said "Hi Jack. Whassup?"
"They're on the move." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. "Get your guys ready."
"Wilco." I said. "See you in a few minutes." I hung up and said to Tanya "You get to mind the store today." I then went to the doorway of Cindy's office and got her. We exited the building and went to our respective Police SUVs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 9:20am. "We interrupt the Point Taken program to bring you breaking news of a serious development in the ethics violations case against Dr. Laura Fredricson! Let's got to Amber Harris at the scene. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde from a position on the other side of the quad from the Psychology Building, looking south-to-north. "Peaceful protesters had gathered here, demanding the resignation of Dr. Laura Fredricson for ethics and legal issues, despite her being cleared by an Ethics Board these students say is rigged!"
Amber: "But the breaking news is that nearly 300 State Patrol Troopers have breached the ring of protesters around the building, and also behind them, augmented with National Guard troops sent in by the White Nationalist Governor Val Jared! As you can see, the cops began firing rubber bullets, beanbags, and tear gas into the peaceful protesters, and knocking them to the ground and arresting them as they tried to peacefully withdraw from the scene!"
The actual video showed a slightly different story. The 'peaceful' protesters had hurled rocks and even a couple of Molotov Cocktails at the State Patrol and National Guardsmen, who had on riot gear and plastic shields. Only when the Molotov Cocktails were thrown did the LEOs move in, crushing the violent protests and making mass arrests...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Two white vans drove over the bridge over the State Line River into the State west of ours. Two unmarked vehicles fell in behind them and turned on the blue lights embedded in the windows and grilles.
"Don't stop!" yelled Cori Bowman. "Try to get to Hammondsville!"
These van contained thirteen Democrat Town & County Assembly members. They were leaving the State in order to stop the Assembly from having a quorum, and therefore being able to pass a budget that contained even one dime to fund the Police.
The driver of the van gunned the engine, but resistance was futile. Four more black cars with embedded LED lights came up from the other side and cut off the vans, verrrrry nearly ramming the lead van when it tried to run past them. Once the vans stopped, men and women in suits poured out of the LEO vehicles.
"FEDERAL MARSHALS!" yelled the Federal Marshals, their guns drawn as they approached the vans. "UNLOCK THE DOORS! GET OUT OF THE VEHICLES NOW!"
When the Democrats did not comply with the Agents nor the Law, devices to shatter the windows were brought in. The windows were effectively shattered and guns thrust into the vehicles at the Assemblypersons, who were screaming at the Agents and calling them 'RACISTS!' and 'PIGS!'.
The doors were unlocked and opened, and the Assemblypersons were dragged out of the vans and their hands cuffed behind them.
"You goddamned crackers!" yelled Cori Bowman. That drew the attention of a large black FBI Agent in a suit and tie.
*WHAM!*
He'd tried to slam Cori Bowman's nose into the side of the van, but she'd turned enough so that it was her cheek that smashed into it.
"You fucking bitch!" Jefferson snarled. "I ain't a cracker, and if you call me one again I'll fuck you up so bad you'll never walk again!" Then he said in a loud voice: "Take these pieces of shit across the State Line. Give 'em to Donald Troy! He'll know what to do with 'em!" Federal Marshals moved swiftly to comply with those instructions...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The called session of the Town & County Assembly will come to order." said Mayor Daniel Allgood.
"Point of order." said one of the two white Democrats. "The Assembly does not have a quorum to do any business. I move to adjourn." The other Democrat seconded.
"If we don't have a quorum," said Mayor Allgood, "then you can't vote to adjourn. I could call an adjournment, but I'm not going to. We'll sit here all day if we have to. Oh, by the way, you can't leave." As he spoke, Deputy Sheriffs came in and blocked the doors...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The fugitive Assembly Democrats were driven back over the State Line into my Town & County, and they parked at the entrance to the Impound Yard, which had been cleaned up and re-fenced-in after being obliterated by a plane full of explosives. (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 03.)
"Well, well, well." I said as the 13 criminals were forced out of the vans. "We'll take Cori Bowman and Coretta K. Scott straight to City Hall in our SUVs. The rest of you have a choice... you can go to the Assembly meeting, or to County Jail. But hurry up and decide... County Jail is about to become reeeeeeal busy."
There was me, Cindy, Detective Julia Rodriguez, Lieutenant DeLong, Sergeant Carter, and Officers Buchannan and Wagner. Only me and Cindy were white; Julia was Hispanic, and the other Officers were Black.
"You fucking Crackers!" one of the male Assemblymen was yelling.
Officer Kevin Buchannan shoved his face into the side of the Patrol cruiser. "You calling me a cracka?" Buchannan said into the man's ear. "What, you colorblind or somethin'?"
"Sergeant Carter," I said, "they think you're a Cracker like me."
"Obviously they are not committed to racial diversity, sir." replied Carter. Around Rudistan he'd been too long, I thought to myself as I chuckled out loud.
Cori Bowman was screaming. "I'll have your fucking badges for this!"
"If you defund the Police," I replied snarkily, "there won't be any badges to take. Let's get you to City Hall, so that you will be the one that makes the quorum..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There really is no point in us just sitting here, Mr. Mayor." said the white Democrat Assemblyman. "At this point, you are holding us against our will------"
*WHAM!*
The doors to the Assembly Chamber flew open, and Cori Bowman and Coretta K. Scott were 'escorted', i.e. pushed, into the Chamber. The fifteen Republican Assemblypersons stood and applauded as Bowman and Scott were forced into their seats. Cindy and other Deputies stood close by, ready to keep the two woman in those seats.
"Thank you, Commander Troy and Commander Ross!" Daniel Allgood said loudly with great joviality. "I formally declare that a quorum is present, and the Assembly can begin conducting the business it was elected to conduct!" The Republicans applauded again, then Ryan Paulson made the motion to put the Budget to a vote, seconded by Jeff Maple.
A few minutes later, the other Democrats came in. "There's no point in staying away, anymore." said the Asian Assemblywoman that had sparred with Cindy before. "We came back to keep that God-damned Iron Crowbar from singling you out for humiliation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well done." said Sheriff Griswold as Cindy and I came into the Chief's Conference Room upon returning to Police Headquarters, joining the Sheriff, Chief, and Teresa. "How is it going in the Assembly session?"
"Good!" Cindy said. "Cori Bowman's attempt to strip money for the Police failed 13-17, when the two white Democrats that did not try to sneak out of the State sided with the Republicans, in exchange for Ryan Paulson not attempting to cut a third of the Education budget and half the budget for social programs."
"So this was a whole bunch of a-dooooo about very little." drawled the Chief.
"Oh, a lot of the Democrats were furious with the two that sided with the Republicans." I said. "I don't think Cori Bowman and Coretta K. Scott really care that those two have the toughest re-election battles in the County, besides the Mayor's race, of course. They were calling those two Dems every name they could think of, and even invented a few new ones. There's a whole lotta 'cancelin' about to go on."
"Speaking of 'canceling'," said the Sheriff, "those so-called 'students' at the Psychology Building are anything but. There were 223 arrests made this morning, and about 75 got away but we're using facial rec to identify as many of them as we can. Only about 10 percent of those we arrested even live in this County or are students at the University."
"To get those kind of numbers, they have to import slugs from the outside." I said. "Some of those people are probably (air quotes) 'professional' agitators, paid to gin up violence and chaos."
"It's not all good nooozzze, though." said the Chief. "The national news media is making it look like 'Kent State' out there. Although no one was seriously injured that I know of, they are actually reporting that, and I quote, 'Governor Jared's stormtroopers opened fire on peaceful protesters', and saying some of the students were seriously injured and rushed to the hossss-pit-ulllll."
"Don, do you think this is it?" Teresa said. "Do you think the national Media came here just for a few minutes of students rioting?"



"Good point. Very good point." I replied. "And the answer is that I'm expecting more. A lot more..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Monday, October 26th. I was doing (what else?) paperwork in my office when Teresa came in and expertly used the remote to turn on the television monitor before sitting down.
Bettina had just gone to Pat Stellum, who came on the feed with the University President's office in the background. I couldn't tell if he really was in the area, or if it was a green screen image.
"That's right, Bettina!" Stellum was saying happily. "Channel Two News has obtained documents from anonymous sources that show University President Sidney P. Wellman colluded with the late Henry R. Wargrave to funnel money from illegal arms sales into the University's coffers!"
Stellum: "Although prosecuting University President Wellman is unlikely due to Statute of Limitations laws, it is possible that there could still be referrals to the University Ethics Board. We have with us Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the University Political Science Department."
As the camera panned out to show Carmela, Stellum said "Dr. Carmela, should University President Wellman be worried about these serious allegations?"
Carmela: "Absolutely, Pat. There is no Statute of Limitations on ethics, and the stench of President Wellman's serious breaches of the Public trust pollutes the air. Wellman is a stain upon the honor and reputation of our University, and he should resign or be terminated immediately."
"Doctor," said Stellum, "after the Ethics Board inexplicably refused to find that Dr. Laura Fredricson committed ethics violations and even crimes, do you think they'll act more responsibly in the case of the University President?------- uh, excuse me, Doctor. Bettina! A group of students is growing in front of the President's Office building!"
"What's happening there, Pat?" asked Bettina as different, well-placed camera angles brought the student agitators to the television screens of the viewers.
Stellum: "There appear to be about 60 to 70 students protesting peacefully. Many of them are wearing green shirts with Climate Change logos on them. The signs they are carrying are demanding in the starkest possible terms for Wellman to resign!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is baaaaad." groaned Chief Moynahan as he, Cindy, Teresa, and I watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
"And all the cameras are set up, getting the good angles from the get-go." I said. "And Stellum just happened to be right there when it started.
"All the national cable networks are carrying it live." Cindy said. "They were right there and ready, too. It almost makes me believe Don's wild-ass conspiracy theories about the Press knowing stuff like this in advance, if not helping it along." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved back at me(!).
"Are these the same perps that avoided arrest at the earlier protest?" asked the Chief.
"I'm not sure, sir." Teresa said as she checked the texts coming in on her Police iPhone. "There were no green Environmentalist Wacko shirts at the earlier attack. By the way, I'm being texted that the State Patrol is moving in to protect the building. They're keeping the National Guard back because of the high concentration of national Media on the scene."
"You were right, Teresa." Cindy mused. "This morning wasn't their only attempt."
I replied: "And maybe not the main attempt, even though there were more people then." When asked what I meant, I said "The National Media were set up in two places: the north side of Campus, where the Admin buildings are; and the Fairgrounds, not far from City Hall, where the Assembly drama was expected to occur."
Your Iron Crowbar: "The national Press expected this attack on Wellman, and they thought it might be true the USDOJ Civil Rights Division might come in. But they weren't expecting the attack on where Laura was. Amber literally got a 'scoop' there. And that tells me the attack on Laura is not a part of this orchestrated activity."
Cindy said "Maybe it was to keep you distracted from intercepting the Assembly people that were running?"
"My presence wasn't needed for that." I said. "Jack Muscone and the Federal Marshals were all over it, and the Assembly losers were just cold-busted. And they would've been busted if they'd tried to sneak off at any time this weekend."
I leaned back in my chair and said "No, what's going on here is more than a 'strangeness'... that's a 'weirdness!..."
Part 27 - The Battle of the Mountain Nest
The evening broadcasts across the Nation featured the standoff between the Environmentalist Wackos and the State Patrol at the University President's Office building. The protesters yelled a lot but did not get violent, and the State Patrol held their ground and protected that house but did not attack nor need to arrest the Wackos. The Media was disappointed.
I'd received a call from President Wellman earlier in the day. "Commander, what am I supposed to do? It's a national story! They're smearing my name all over the place, and all over the country!" he wailed into the phone. I could almost hear him sobbing at the other end, and I did hear him swallow a gulp of liquid, which I assumed to be alcoholic.
"You just have to hold fast, Mr. President." I said, trying to sound as reassuring as I possibly could. "Let the FBI do their job, and find out who leaked the classified information."
"But my reputation... is destroyed!" wailed Wellman. "And it's hurting the University's good name!"
"This too shall pass, sir." I said. After a couple more minutes of the same go-round, we disconnected the call.
"I'm not sure what the FBI can do." said Jack Muscone. He, Clark Webster, and Tracy Stone had come to Headquarters, and they were now talking with the Chief, me, and Cindy. "Tracy, any leads on who might've leaked our documents?"
Tracy Stone said "I have no proof, but it looks like Carmela found a way to funnel that information to the Press. If we start going after them for their sources, they'll raise First Amendment hell... worse that the Iron Crowbar gives me Second Amendment hell." (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising' for more on that.) A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
Tracy Stone: "And it makes my investigation a moot point. It probably always was, but now that the Press has it, the investigation is of no use as a deterrent to the information getting out."
"You're right on that. All of it." I said. "I'm afraid I may have miscalculated on that one."
"Whaaaaa?!?!" Cindy and the Chief exclaimed together. Cindy then said "Did I just hear that correctly? The Iron Crowbar admitting to a mistake?"
Chief Moynahan said "I'm more stunned to hear that the Iron Crowbar made a mistake."
I said a bit forlornly: "I have no problem admitting when I make a mistake. And I made a big one here. I thought the local Press might nip at President Wellman's heels over this, but I did not expect the national attention."
Clark Webster said "I came by to brief you guys on Tamara, and also to ask again for any help you can give us. We simply have no leads on her. She has literally vanished from the face of the earth. We're watching Carmela and his friends that were Tamara's friends, but it's no go. I'm really beginning to wonder if Carmela was involved in her disappearance, or if it was someone else. Do you have anything we can use?"
I shook my head. "I don't think she's still in this County. And it's literally a 50/50 coin flip if she's alive or not. If it's not Carmela, I really have no clue... wait. You said you've been keeping tabs on Carmela? How so?"
"Not much gets past you, Don." said Tracy Stone. "We're watching him in ways..."
"... that cannot be discussed for the sake of us having plausible deniability." finished Jack Muscone.
"Cindy!" I said with mock happiness, literally wringing my hands towards the Federal Agents. "They're learning! They have learned!" To the Agents I said "And don't tell us a damn thing. We need plausible deniability also."
Tracy Stone said "I was afraid you'd be pissed. After all, what we have is not admissible in Court."
"Oh, forget about that!" I said. "Right now I'm only interested in finding this poor girl! We can worry about the rest of it after we find her."
Just then there was a knock on the door, followed by Our Sheriff ambling in. The twitching of his mustaches in merriment were my first clue.
"Don't tell me, let me guess, sir." I said. "The Assembly passed the Budget, with full Police funding."
"How the hell does he do that?" Griswold said to the others, then continued: "You're right, Crowbar. They just passed it, 17-13, and waived the second reading of the bill. The Council will ratify it tomorrow at their meeting. You, Commander Ross, and I need to be there for that. You too, Chief."
"You're back in the saddle, Red Crowbar." Cindy said, referring to my 'recovery' from being wrong about something. "You're back in the saddle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm, Monday, October 26th. Darkness had enveloped the valley in which my beloved Town sat. There was one light on inside the Mountain Nest visible from the front windows, and another from the backyard.
The two Campus Police Officers at the entrance to the road going south up to the Mountain Nest were looking the wrong way, and did not see the shadowy forms come up behind their vehicle. A second later they realized they were surrounded by persons in all black, with hoodies over their heads and black surgical masks over their faces, as if some sort of pandemic virus was going around.
The shadowy figures began beating on the car. The terrified Campus Police Officers tried to radio it in, but found that there was no response on the radio. "Drive out of here, now!" one of the masked figures yelled as others in front of the vehicle allowed a clear path. The Cadet Officers drove out, abandoning their post.
The masked figures began marching uphill and in a southerly direction up the road to the house that was the object of their hatred. More similarly attire people seemed to pour out of the brush onto the road. When they got to the entrance to the Mountain Nest, they lit torches, and suddenly everything was bathed in yellow light.
"Burn the house down!" one of them yelled. A Molotov Cocktail was lit and hurled at the house. An Atlanta Braves pitcher this guy was not; the bottle landed on the driveway, well short of the house, bursting into a fireball.
"Get closer!" someone yelled. That meant stepping onto the property. And as soon as they did, State Troopers and TCPD Officers poured out from the far side of the house. More of them came up the road behind the thugs, and some out of the 'woodwork' and onto the road. The perps were surrounded.
*POW!*
One idiot had lit a Molotov Cocktail and hurled it at the Officers advancing through the driveway. No one could tell from where the sniper shot that slammed into his chest came, but he dropped the bottle he was holding as he fell to the ground, dead. Other perps scurried to get away from him as the bottle of gasoline exploded.
The State Patrol ultimately had no further problems arresting the 100 or so thugs, who were whining that they were peacefully protesting and had every right to. But their action had been meant to be a diversion...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
More black clad, black-surgical-masked people flowed out of the trail at the back end of the Mountain Nest's backyard, the trail that led down the hill towards Campus. They advanced along the backyard. There were twelve of them, and their mission was not to agitate or protest. They intended to invade the Mountain Nest, capture or kill its occupants, and set the house on fire from the inside on their way out.
"Weapons free! Fire at will!" a voice yelled. Men wearing the armor and black uniforms of the TCPD came pouring out around the sides of the house, from the MIL apartment door, and out of the concealed places where they'd been hiding. They were all inductees of the TCPD Orange Order Blood Order, and they were shooting to kill.
The perps did not act like untrained agitators. They dropped to the ground and began firing their M-4s at the Police. The gunfire was returned with lethal exactitude.
The perps did not heed calls to surrender. They all died.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole Troy had gone out on the back deck of The Cabin, whose lights were mostly off, to see what the exchange of gunfire was about. "Daddy, there are fires around the Mountain Nest."
"Carole!" Laura cried out. "Get back in here! It's not safe out there!"
"She's right, Fussbudget." I said, stepping out and picking Carole up and redirecting her to the inside of the house. "The bulletproof windows don't work if you're not behind them."
"That makes too much sense, Daddy." Carole replied, making me chuckle. I admired her calmness under these conditions. I was as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs, and Carole was making jokes, if unintentionally.
Carole ran upstairs to the attic room, and joined the boys in watching out the triangle shaped window at the top of The Cabin, just under the roof. The view was spectacular from up there, and they could see what was going on.
"Our guys are winning." Carole reported. I didn't think she knew that from just visual observation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:10pm, Monday, October 26th. The four well armed and armored perps had night-vision goggles as the slowly and silently climbed the steep hill through the woods. Behind and below them was the McGhillie Golf Course. They moved expertly along a narrow trail that was used by various wild animals: deer, coyote, foxes. Despite the freshly dropped leaves on the ground, they were very quiet, almost silent.
Over the top of the hill were the homes of Donald Troy and Todd Burke. As the perps neared the crest, they could see the heat signature from The Cabin above the top of the ridge line. They began converging as they moved towards their target.
*KLICK-KLACK!*
Suddenly, they were bathed in bright lights from above. The lights overpowered their night vision goggles, blinding them. They instinctively reached up to take the goggles off...
"LIGHT 'EM UP! SHOOT TO KILL!" barked a command from just over the top of the hill and well beneath the lights.
*RATTA-TATTA-TATTA!*
It was the last thing they heard. They died in a hail of automatic gunfire...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Four dead." Teresa Croyle reported to me. "No casualties on our side."
'Our side' was me, Teresa, Julia Rodriguez, Todd Burke, and Teddy Franklin, all wearing black, armed and armored, and geared up for combat. We'd had night-vision goggles, too.
I'd long since put sensors and cameras that deer hunters use in the woods just over the hill, but rarely used them. Animals would trip the sensors. For this night I'd prepared tripwires like we'd done in ROTC exercises years before, but instead of setting off flares or noisemakers (and grenades in real war), they'd set off alarms in my office in The Cabin.
Soooo, we were set up just over the top of the hill, and I had a 'clacker' like the ones the Airborne soldiers had when they jumped into France on D-Day 1944. When I clacked it, my people took off their night-vision goggles, then began shooting at the immobilized perps that had no business on my property with weapons made for combat.
I called in the incident, but because of the action at the Mountain Nest, it was a while before a vehicle came to load up the bodies, and that vehicle was an ambulance. I'd photographed the perp's faces, but it was dark, so I didn't pay too much attention immediately. I should have...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00am, Tuesday, October 27th. Lionel Carmela was sitting in his office when the door opened. He looked up to see the man he'd just called to come to the office.
"This is a risk." the man said. "They're watching you. If they see me, they'll know who I am and that I'm connected to you now."
"It can't be helped." said Carmela. "That fucking cunt Fredricson's asshole husband Troy anticipated our attack on her home and had people ready to blow away our people that were going to go in and fuck them up. Things have gone too far for us to fail now, so I have to take desperate measures. And that's where you come in..."
Part 28 - Crossing The Line
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 27th, from across the street from the Psychology Building, with said Psychology Building in the background. "Val Jared's State Stormtroopers assault peaceful protesters!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "In two separate incidents, peaceful protesters were assaulted by heavily armed State Patrol Special Incident Troopers. The first incident occurred at the Psychology Building yesterday morning, as tear gas and rubber bullets were fired as unarmed peaceful protesters gathered to voice their frustrations with Dr. Laura Fredricson being cleared of ethics charges in a blatantly rigged process."
Bettina: "The second incident occurred after dark, when a smaller group of peaceful protesters marched towards Dr. Fredricson's home, which is on Campus grounds. They were also dispersed with brutal and excessive Police tactics.. Neither Dr. Fredricson nor her husband, Police Commander Donald Troy, have responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment."
Bettina: "And in other news, student groups as well as University and State officials are outraged at University President Sidney P. Wellman's alleged collusion with arms dealer Henry R. Wargrave that allegedly enriched Dr. Wellman as well as the University. Many Faculty members are demanding that President Wellman resign, as well as face the Ethics Board himself."
Bettina: "Additionally, Democrat candidate for Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons demanded Wellman resign, and also for the SBI to investigate him for the alleged crimes he committed. Candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson's Campaign issued a statement calling upon Wellman to resign..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were all bleary-eyed and tired at the coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room, which consisted of the Sheriff, Police Chief, me, Cindy, and Teresa. Tanya was busy doing paperwork. I'd stayed up all night doing mine. Ergo, Tanya is smarter than I am.
"She didn't say a word about the attack on The Cabin." Teresa said.
"Thank God for small favors." I replied. "I'd like for that one to just stay under the radar."
"Any idea who those perps were, Crowbar?" asked Sheriff Griswold. 
"No sir." I replied. "Martha the M.E. is expediting their autopsies, putting them ahead of the 12 bodies that littered the backyard of the Mountain Nest last night. But when she saw all the bodies being brought in, she just put them on ice and said she was going to go home and get some sleep. I don't blame her for that."
Teresa said "Am I alone in being sick and tired of these Press assholes constantly lying, characterizing these agitators as 'peaceful' when they're throwing Molotov Cocktails and covering for worse thugs that intended to invade both of Commander Troy's homes and kill people?"
"Get used to it." I said. "There truly is no honest, unbiased, fact-reporting journalism out there, anymore. And apparently that is the way people want it to be."
Cindy said "Yes, but I'm not on the same political side as most of you, and I think KXTC is way over the top in their dishonesty. They're getting people hurt, and even killed, by their ginning up the agitators on top of the biased, dishonest reporting."



Teresa said "And nothing on the Assembly passing the Budget with full Police funding. Not even any 'Red and Green Crowbars beat up Assemblypersons trying to fleet the jurisdiction to avoid having a quorum' stories."
"Interesting, that." I replied musingly.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. His face looked haggard and worried. "Don, can you come to the Main Conference Room? Just you?" he said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Standing in the Main Conference Room were my wife Laura and FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone. Laura was wearing heels, and thus was right at my 6'4" height. Tracy Stone was not quite as tall as Teresa, and Tracy's athletic body and legs were a bit more slender, making her look even smaller next to Laura.
Of course Teresa came in with us, at my insistence. I sat in my normal seat, to the left of the near-end seat the Chief would normally sit in. Laura sat to my left. Tracy Stone sat in the seat to the right of the near end, across from me, and Jack Muscone to her right. Teresa sat to his right with a seat between them; although we expected no trouble, she instinctively always sat in a place where she had the advantage to protect me, should the need arise.
Tracy's face looked as worried as Muscone's, and I was getting a vibe, a bad, bad vibe as Jack began speaking.
"I know none of you will speak of the improprieties you are about to hear." Muscone said. He paused as we nodded, then he said "The other day, when Clark Webster was here, it was insinuated that we were watching Carmela in extralegal ways. I have to tell you now that we planted listening devices in his office as well as his home, and have been listening in on his conversations."
Muscone: "We were hoping Carmela would say something that would lead us to the girl Tamara. Clark Webster applied for warrants for the bugs, but Federal Judge K.M. Landis, usually friendly to us, shot the applications down, citing lack of clear probable cause. I had some people plant the bugs anyway."
"And you got something? Where Tamara is?" Laura asked. I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
"No." I said. "They wouldn't be here telling us about this if they had information on Tamara. They would be acting upon it. And judging by the solemn Federal faces I'm seeing now, it's something bad, really bad... isn't it?"
"Not much gets past you." said Jack Muscone. "I'm used to you, but Tracy may not be."
"I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much." Tracy said. "You're right, sir, it's bad. And because we don't have warrants, none of this is actionable. Legally, anyway." She turned to Muscone, who had brought out a burner cellphone.
Muscone said: "We don't know who Lionel Carmela was talking to, but we heard clearly what he said. And you need to hear it, too." He started the audio file.
Dr. Lionel Carmela's voice was unmistakeable as he said clearly: "I am not playing around any longer. We need to get a message to Fredricson, telling her that if she does not resign from her University position as well as from the Staff of University Hospital, and drop her lawsuit against me, then she is going to find her daughter's dead body lying on her doorstep...
To be continued.
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Part 28 - Crossing the Line (continued)
Laura's hand went to her mouth in shock and I was working damn hard to control myself as we listened.
Carmela continued: "If seeing her daughter's dead body isn't enough, then you will kill her son. And then her sister's children. And then her sister."
The other man said, his voice much less clear: "Do we kidnap her daughter, hold her until Fredricson resigns all her posts, then return her alive? Or dead?"
"Preferably dead." Carmela said. "I want Fredricson to feel pain. And if she tries to resume any of her jobs, you just kill her son. And then her sister's children."
Then Carmela said "And one more thing: if I die, that is your irrevocable trigger to murder Fredricson's children, then her and her husband after they bury their dead little trolls. If the Iron Crowbar figures me out, and he or someone else thinks they can stop me by killing me, they will experience the pain of their failure when their children's bodies are stacked on the ground."
The other man said "I want half up front, then half after I deliver the kid's body to you."
"You'll have it." said Carmela. "I'll wire the money to your account in the Caymans in the morning. Five hundred thousand. The other 500k when Fredricson is gone..."
Muscone stopped the tape. "There's nothing else on it. His visitor left. We tried to get photos or video from cameras in the area, but it was 'no joy' on who it might have been."
"And we can't kill him." Laura said. "That'd be my first option, and I'd do it myself, but Carole's life, and Jim's, would forever be in danger, and we can't just lock them away."
"We have to do something!" Teresa said, her restraint breaking. "Carmela's already given the order."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened, revealing Captain Tanya P. Muscone and Martha the M.E. "Hi guys! Sorry to barge in, but Martha has something important she needs our help on."
Martha greeted us, then said "The four perps you asked me to expedite, Commander. I submitted fingerprints and head shots for facial rec in order to identify them. The data came back flagged, and said to contact the FBI."
"And we are now contacting my favorite FBI Agent." said Tanya with a smile for her loving husband Jack.
"Yeah, let's take a look." Jack said as he hooked up his laptop to the internet connection. He took the jump drive Martha handed him and plugged it in.
"I've got a couple of photos, too." I said. I texted them to Jack, and he submitted them, too. A moment later, the data came back. Jack's face showed shock as he looked at his computer screen.
"Brace yourselves." he said. He hooked up the laptop to the monitor on the wall, and four faces showed up on the screens.
"Ohhh, shiiiiiit!" I gasped. "Oh my God..." I stood up, frantically looking around. I saw and then dove for the trash can by the door, and became sick. Very, very sick. I vomited into the trashcan, half-filling it.
I picked it up and went with it to the bathroom down the hall, and retched some more. Once done, I cleaned out the trash can. As I was coming back down the hall, Laura met me. "Don, are you okay?" asked my favorite doctor.
"Yes and no." I said. "Let's go back in there." We went back into the Main Conference Room.
"I take it you know these guys." Jack Muscone said.
"Yeah." I said. "The two on the top row are Shaun Stevenson and Parker Cassidy... two members of the rogue SEAL Team that Trent Ridge and Quint Starr were a part of. Jeff Bayport's team." (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family' among other places for more on Trent Ridge and Quint Starr.) "Who are the other two?"
"Don't say their names out loud." Laura admonished. "I recognize one of them. He's a 'disavowed' CIA Officer that was accused of massacring several families in Afghanistan, including the children in those families."
Muscone said "The other one is also an ex-Navy SEAL. He was not part of the Trent and Quint team, but had ties to LT Jeff Bayport and LT David Carter." I remembered David Carter, who was involved in Laura's undercover operation with MegaTech Industries. (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman'.) And that would explain why my wife would be so aware of who the other CIA guy was that she could and just did identify him.
Teresa looked over at me, a bit wide-eyed. I just nodded to her; she was figuring out that the reason I got sick was the realization that I had had her, Todd, Teddy, and Julia facing off against four of the very best trained and experienced combat personnel the United States could produce. Somehow, by the Grace of God and whatever we considered holy, we'd beaten them with no losses on our side.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar. Very lucky Iron Crowbar."
"Well," I said, seeing everyone looking at me, "this explains a few things I'd been wondering about before. But we need to get to work now."
My voice assumed its normally confident, authoritative tone of a natural leader as I said "Martha, thank you for bringing this to us. Let us know if any of the other bodies are those of people flagged by our Federal Government." Martha nodded and left.
Your Iron Crowbar: "Tanya, I need you to contact the Sheriff's Department and have them send five Deputies to Eastside Elementary. Laura, I need you to go to Eastside and get Carole, Marie, Jim, Ross, and Pete together, and tell them our pre-prepared message that they could be in danger, to stay with others, be aware of their surroundings, snd don't go anywhere alone. And that they'll have Deputies assigned to them, going where they go, watching over them."
Me: "After you've done that, you both can work with Jack, Melina, and the Feds on all this. Jack, I'll talk to you more later about it. All of y'all can go ahead."
"What about Tracy?" Jack asked.
"I'm going to invite her and Teresa to my office for a cup of coffee." I said enigmatically.
"At least tell us what this is about?" Laura said. She was not used to be told what to do without it being explained why, especially by her husband.
"When I saw these perps," I said, nudging my head towards the four faces still on the monitor, "I realized that all of the crap going on isn't just Lionel Carmela. He's just one of two separate entities at work here."
I continued: "I might add, Jack, that you should tell Clark Webster that he might have been right, and that Carmela might not be behind Tamara's disappearance. These bastards and the Epitome of Evil behind them likely are.. And if so, Tamara is probably dead."
Muscone nodded. He got up, and he and Tanya exited the room. Laura did not.
"There's still Carmela's threat to our children." Laura said. "How do we handle that?"
"Let's take care of one problem at a time." I replied. "Right now, the danger to our children needs to be resolved first, so go ahead to Eastside Elementary and let's get them protected." The mention of the clear and present danger to our children motivated Laura to get up and get moving....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In my office, I said "Teresa, there's a couple of things I need you to do." I told her what I needed her to do, then said "And make sure you are at the Council meeting with me tonight. You can go." Teresa moved out smartly to execute her missions.
I had Tracy Stone sit down and poured her some coffee, then filled my own Airborne School mug. As I sat down she said "Sir, I remember meeting your little daughter. She's a terrific little girl, and I'm as outraged at Carmela's threats to her as you must be." (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising', Ch. 01-02.) I nodded, already knowing that to be the truth.
"And to that point," she said, "I have to ask: how do you do it? How can you stay so calm when there's such a threat to her, and to your whole family? And for that matter, how do we remove the threat to them? Carmela is pure evil, and he's insidious. Even threatening to kill him won't make him back off."
"You're right, it won't." I said. "In fact, I think he's almost hoping I'll try to kill him, which in his own twisted, demented mind will make him a martyr for the Socialist Cause. So we have to find another way to make him back off... if you're willing to help, and get your own revenge on him at the same time."
"I'd love to." Tracy said. "But how?"
"Simple." I said. "We threaten something he values more than his life..."
Part 29 - The 'Eyes' Have It
1:05pm, Tuesday, October 27th. Lt. Mary Milton of Intel Branch came to my office. I had her come in and sit down.
"Sir," she said, "I did what Commander Croyle asked on your behalf. Chris Purvis helped a lot, and we found a transaction for half a million dollars to a bank in the Cayman Islands well known for shielding transactions for 'connected' people, like mobsters and possibly hit men."
Mary: "It was routed and re-routed through a number of hubs, but Purvis found the source hub. It's a bank in San Francisco that Purvis said caters to the Academic Elites that want to siphon off grant money into their own accounts."
"And the Feds don't know about this?" I asked.
"Oh, they do know, sir." said Mary, considerable asperity in her voice. "They just aren't doing anything about it, and haven't for years. I'd even suggest that some very powerful California politicians in Washington, D.C. are making sure that nothing gets done, but that's tangential to what you wanted me to find." I nodded.
Mary: "What I was able to find was some transactions from that Cayman Islands bank back to the U.S. The guy who apparently owns the account is a bit sloppy, and only runs the transactions through a couple of hubs. The bank at the terminal receiving end is in Southport, and officially belongs to the sister of this man." She handed me a folder.
"Hmmm," I said as I opened the folder and perused the information. "Guido Andolini. Nephew of the 'Andolini' in Andolini & Tommasino, P.C., the Southport firm known as the Mafia's attorneys. Ambrusco Tessaforte, who represented Vince Viscotti of Viscotti Cabs, was with that firm until he came over all dead." (Author's note: 'Fire in the Embers', Ch. 01.)
Mary said "I didn't find that about Tessaforte, sir. Is that an old case of yours?"
"It was Teresa's bust when she was the Vice Lieutenant." I replied. "One of all the TCPD's best busts ever. Okay, so our man Guido here... not much of a sheet."
Mary said "No sir. Due to his family connections, he's always been in the upper echelons. But he's suspected in six murders, the victims being high level politicians or their family members. And if I may tell tales out of school, sir, I know the Mob in this State has a moratorium on accepting contract hits on friends and family of the Iron Crowbar, especially in this County. But if someone were to breach that and take money to harm your family, Guido is one of the few men with the temerity and the ability to try it. And it would take a million dollars to get him to take that on."
I nodded. "This is really good work, Mary. And extend my compliments to Purvis and anyone else that might've helped you get to this."
After Mary left the office, I took out a burner phone and dialed a number. "Ah, hello Senator. Cerone." I said. "I need a small favor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later, that burner phone rang. "Hello, Commander." said State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, the now-retired once-Boss-of-Bosses in Southport, and still one of the two most powerful men in this State's underworld.
"Hello, sir." I said.
"I checked out that information you gave me, Commander." said Cerone. "It turns out that Mr. Guido Andolini had recently taken on a contract that he knew was one he should not be taking. He agreed to let that contract expire unfulfilled, and Orrin B. Taggart agreed to let him live."
"I'm very pleased to hear that, Mr. Cerone." I said. "Mr. Andolini might be of future use to us, one day."
Cerone said: "I'm also pleased to tell you that the Town & County Dog Shelter and University Vet School will be getting a generous donation of a half million dollars, as Mr. Andolini shares your love of dogs. He hopes this will assuage any anger you might have for his poor decision-making. And I've put out word that dog owners like your daughter are completely off-limits."
"I am grateful to hear that, sir." I said. "Please thank him for his generosity. And I'll be sure not to disturb him and his businesses, as long as they're not in my County nor involve my family."
"I'll be sure to pass that along, Commander." Cerone said, understanding that I was telling him I wouldn't go on the warpath as long as Carole and my family were left alone and unharmed. After general pleasantries, we disconnected the call.
That's one problem mitigated, at least for the moment, I thought to myself as I called Laura on my normal personal iPhone. "Good news, Dear." I said. "I found out who that foul-smelling bastard was talking to and had made those poorly-thought-out contracts with, and the danger to our family is mitigated, at least for now."
I could feel as well as hear the relief in Laura's voice as she said "That's wonderful." Then she added: "But that bastard is still out for blood, and he still has his agenda, whatever it is."
"Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid." I said. "Good things are in the works..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:15pm, Tuesday, October 27th. I came up to Teresa Croyle on the floor of the public Council chamber. Both of us were wearing light blue shirts, dark blue pants, and armor.
"What kind of crowd do we have tonight?" I asked as I observed the persons in the audience.
Teresa replied "I was expecting a lot of red shirts with Defund the Police on them. But almost none of them showed up. We have a dozen or so people wearing black 'Black Lives Matter' t-shirts, and a few green-shirted Environmentalist Wackos that likely will be escorted out when someone complains about their bad body odor. I didn't think it was possible, but they make Lionel Carmela smell clean by comparison."
"That takes work, like when Buddy rolls around in excrement and I have to get the washtub out for him." I replied. "But I see what you mean about this crowd... lots of diverse groups. I see some teachers that I know are strong supporters of the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, and a few School Board members sitting next to them. And then there are some observers from the 'Martin Van Buren Project', which has been formed and is devoted to separating the Town and County again. I've never heard them speak at a Council session, though."
"Do you really think that can happen?" Teresa asked. "Separating them, going back to what we were before the Merger? I wonder how the Press will gin that up. They'll probably say it's racist, and done to hurt Blacks."
I replied "If they do, they're hypocrites. No one, not even Sheriff Griswold, will say it out loud, but the rumors are that the Town and County were merged because Minorities were about to dominate the Town Council. The merged Council was set up with unequal representation to stop it."
Me: "The US DOJ forced us to have the equal-districting Assembly, which has exclusive rights to set taxes and the Budget, while the Council is semi-executive, one big 11-person Mayor, if you will. And that's one reason the US DOJ hates this County and constantly threatens us to this day."
Teresa said "Todd's people in Washington are saying that the US DOJ may force the Council to become equal-districting like the Assembly. What are the chances of that?"
I shrugged and said "I dunno. I'm not really worried about the Feds. It's Myrtle L. James and her crew of 'separatists', for lack of a better term, that worry me more. And one more thing: I'm hearing that the State Legislature may re-draw the lines of a number of counties. They may force us to merge with Nextdoor County and Coltrane County. Now if that happens, then the Town becoming a separate entity is a lot more likely."
"By the way," Teresa said, "There are almost no reporters here. Martha Faulkner for KXTC, a 'cub' for the SNN Networks, and no one at all for KFXU or the Fox State Networks. I would have thought Pat Stellum would be here."
"Good observation." I replied. "That means they don't expect------"
I stopped as the Council Members began filing in and taking their seats. Mayor Daniel Allgood gaveled us into session and asked for the paperwork to be submitted, which included reports and lawsuits against the County. Then he asked for Old Business, and there was none.
The Mayor asked for New Business. J.P. Goldman introduced the resolution to ratify the Budget submitted by the Town & County Assembly, and it was seconded by Susan Weston. And that's when the fight started.
Kelly Carnes asked that Assemblywoman Coretta K. Scott address the Council on Carnes's behalf. "Point of order." said J.P. Goldman. "The Assembly briefed the Council on their Budget earlier this afternoon in an informal session, and Assemblywoman Scott should have addressed us then."
Carnes said "And that's one of the points she will address, Mr. Mayor."
"I'll allow it." said Daniel Allgood. "But only for three minutes, which is coming out of your time, Mrs. Carnes."
Assemblywoman Coretta K. Scott came up and said "First of all, I was denied entry to that briefing, denied a chance to address the Council at that time, which is why I'm here now. And I'm here to object to the Budget being ratified, and ask that you reject it, because it contains funding for the Police, and our attempts to defund the Police were stopped because of malicious, racist, and illegal tactics employed against some of the Assembly members. We were harassed and intimidated by Police and Sheriff Deputies------"
"That's not true!" yelled J.P. Goldman, rising to his feet, his face red with fury. "The truth is that you and your fellow Democrats attempted to flee the County and the State to prevent the Assembly from having a quorum! You were arrested and returned, as is permitted by the State Constitution!"
"The State Constitution does not apply outside State lines." replied Scott. "We were arrested and physically beaten by Federal Marshals and brought back... illegally."
Points of order were being raised all over the place by both sides. The Mayor gaveled the Council into silence, then said "I have the floor at the moment. Commander Troy, did you arrest those Assemblypersons in another State?"
"No, Mr. Mayor." I said after Teresa handed me a microphone to speak into. "We arrested them... and by 'we' I mean me personally as one of the Officers at the scene... we arrested them at the front entrance to the TCPD Impound Yard, well within our own jurisdiction."
"And how did they get there, to the Impound Yard?" asked, more like hissed, Sheila Sorrells.
"It doesn't matter, at least not to me." I said. "I found them in my County, and returned them to the session of the Assembly, as allowed by State Law. They were under arrest and confined to the Assembly Chamber for the duration of that session of the Assembly."



"I might add," I added with malicious delight, "that Ms. Coretta K. Scott was the Assembly Member present that met the quorum and allowed business to be conducted." Coretta K. Scott's look of pure hatred at me was equalled only by that of Kelly Carnes.
"Mr. Mayor," said J.P. Goldman, who was still standing, "I am accusing Assemblywoman Scott of lying about the events that occurred that day. I ask that you have a Sheriff's Deputy swear in Ms. Scott, so that whatever she says is under oath, and she can be charged with perjury if she lies again."
The objections by the Democrats were furious, and it took a lot of the Mayor's gavel being slammed onto the table to get them to shut up. Daniel finally said "I agree with Councilman Goldman that this witness should be sworn in if she is to continue. Will you take an oath to tell the truth, Assemblywoman Scott?"
"You're an illegitimate Mayor and a racist." snarled Coretta K. Scott, who then walked away from the podium, and kept on walking until she and her entourage had left the chamber.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lionel Carmela looked out the window of the luxurious condo on the eighth and top floor of the Tower Condos, which stood next to (and east of) its twin building, University Hotel, on the southern edge of the University campus. The window faced north, and Carmela could see in the last of the fading light the Psychology Building on the north side of the main quad, still guarded by four Campus Police Officers, but with no protesters present.
He turned back into the main room when he heard his visitor being admitted to the room by Peter Kasner. Kasner was one of Dr. Wellman's assistants, and was a mole for Carmela. (Author's note: 'The Babymaker', Ch. 05.)
"Mr. Pat Stellum, KXTC, sir." said Kasner, introducing Carmela's visitor, KXTC reporter Pat Stellum.
"Thank you, Peter. You can go for the night." said Carmela "Come in, Mr. Stellum, have a seat." Carmela set himself down first in the comfortable chair, the window to his right, the sofa facing the window to his left. Stellum sat down on the sofa's left side, as distant from Carmela as he could get without being obviously rude.
"Nice place you've got here." Stellum said.
"It belongs to a University booster that shares my views and vision of the country's future." said Carmela, not giving the real identity of the owner of this condo. "So, what's going on out there?"
"The Council is meeting now to ratify the Budget the Assembly passed." said Stellum. "Passed with full funding for the Police. Two white Democrats reneged on their fellow Democrats and sided with the Republicans."
"Yes, they're facing uphill battles in their elections." sad Carmela. "Where is Donald Troy? And his minions? And his wife and children?"
"Troy is at the Council meeting, and Commander Croyle is there, also." said Stellum. "Ross is at City Hall, in a meeting with Sheriff Griswold and Chief of Staff Oswald, and her wife and daughter are at Cindy Ross's mother Maggie's condo. Captain Muscone and FBI SAC Jack Muscone are at their home with their children. Fredricson, Patterson, and Evans are at the Iron Crowbar's house on the mountain top with all their children and their dogs. That place is damn near impregnable, from what my FBI sources tell me."
Carmela got up and walked over to the window, then cracked the door open since the glass was reflecting the inside of the apartment too much. He felt the cold rush of air in his face as he looked up in the now-full darkness, seeing The Cabin high above him on the hillside, with no visible lights on inside. The place looked empty.
Maybe his hired hitman had already attacked, and now had Carole Troy in his possession, Carmela thought to himself. But no, he would've heard something already if that had been the case.
"Hmmph." he said as he closed the door and returned to his comfortable seat. "No lights on up there. Are you sure they're there? Not at the Mountain Nest?"
Stellum said "As far as I know, yes. I do know for sure they're not at the Mountain Nest. Fencing is being installed around that place, under Police and Federal supervision. Electric fences, sensors everywhere. Your people will never be able to mount a sneak attack from the back side like the other night."
Carmela: "Yeah, and their dogs won't be able to shit anymore without it being recorded. Okay, after you leave you need to find out for sure where Fredricson and her children are. If they're not at that house on the hilltop, you need to find them and tell me where they are. It's imperative we know where they are, and know it tonight."
Stellum wanted to ask why, but he knew better. So all he said was "Okay, I'll check around. So what else do I need to know?" He was asking under an 'agreement' whereby he gave Carmela information in exchange for 'scoops' that would allow him to get stories first, if not help gin them up and set them up. He had no problem making this Faustian deal with the rabidly Socialist and dangerous professor... who just might be the next University President next year.
Carmela said "In the next few days, I expect Laura Fredricson to resign from her posts at the University and from the Staff at University Hospital. She will not say why, and that will be your cue to insinuate that she's resigning before information comes out that she helped Sidney Wellman with his money-laundering deals with Henry Wargrave, and that those deals, and not the CIA, were the real sources of her grant money."
"Is that really true?" Stellum gasped in spite of himself.
"Does it matter?" replied Carmela, fixing his dark eyes on Stellum. "She can't disprove it, unless she and the CIA show the grant money and why it was granted... classified, clandestine projects involving her psychological methods of torturing political prisoners abroad. They'll never do that, and the CIA will force her to resign if she doesn't see the light herself. That's the story, and once you get the ball rolling, you can sit back and let the building disaster crush that bitch between the two walls coming together with her between them."
Stellum nodded. "Sounds good. I'll get things ready. Can I tell Bettina about this, so she can prep KXTC for it?"
Carmela shrugged, then said "Well... wait until the cunt resigns, and then tell Bettina what you have from a confidential source. She'll let you run with------"
The lights went out.
In the total darkness and silence, Carmela said "The generator will come on in a minute." They sat there for at least a minute, then Stellum turned on his iPhone light. Carmela went to the window, and saw that University Hotel was on generator power, and other buildings nearby were also without power, but the rest of the Town and the School had power; it was a localized outage event.
"Well, why the hell haven't the generators kicked in?" Carmela said, looking out the window again..
*SQUEAK! CRRRREEEEAK!*
"AWK!" Carmela heard Stellum gasp as the iPhone went to the floor. Someone had an arm around Stellum's neck, cutting of his air and rendering him unconscious!
"Who's there?" Carmela called out, his voice fearful. He could barely see the inky figure. And then the shadow moved. It was indeed a person!
Terror in his soul, Carmela steeled himself for a burst of activity to reach the gun in the drawer next to his chair. Despite his loathing of the Second Amendment and indeed the entire US Constitution, and despite his calls for the confiscation of everyone else's guns, he still hypocritically kept his own.
"What the hell! Who the fuck are you?" he yelled out as the shadowy figure came around the sofa and approached him.
"Your worst nightmare." the ninja replied in a whispery but definitely female voice.
*FWUP!*
Carmela felt the sting of the dart stabbing into his neck. He reached up and grabbed it. His effort to fling it away was slow. Then he realized he was falling to the floor, and he was unable to move his arms to break his fall. He was being incapacitated with a paralyzing agent...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The house at the end of Reservoir Road, the 'Safe Room' house where Tim Burris had lived and died (Author's note: 'Safe Room'.), had been on the market for some time, then was bought at a way-undermarket price by Cindy Ross as a fixer-upper. She'd fixed it up and even simply furnished it, but it still had not sold; indeed, three deals had fallen through.
"The biggest problems are how it's situated on the hillside." Cindy had said earlier in the day as she'd admitted Laura, Paulina, Molly, Stephanie Steele and all their children and the dogs inside. "The stairs outside are steep, and if the driveway ices over in Winter, cars can't get up or down. And if a tree on the hill behind the house and above it uproots, it could slide down right over the retaining wall and into the back of the house."
Laura said "But the safe room is still good, yes?"
"Oh yes." said Cindy. "I even had the air filtration system for the 'cylinder' shelter down there repaired and upgraded, but I've never tried using it, so I wouldn't trust it. But in the 'Braille' room with the door bolted, all of you would be okay for at least 12 hours, and then you'd have to run the ventilation system to get good air in there."
Now in live time, there were Sheriff's Deputies situated at the Sheriff's home on Reservoir Road. People would normally assume they were there to protect the Sheriff, but they were actually guarding the last house on the left...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The motion carries, 8-2," said Mayor Daniel Allgood, "and the Town & County Budget for next year is ratified." Some in the thinned-out audience applauded. Teresa and I fist-bumped, then shook hands with the Sheriff and Cindy, who'd come up to us just moments before.
"Kelly Carnes and Reginald B.F. Lewis voted against it, eh?" the Sheriff growled. "I wonder why the other Democrats didn't oppose it."
Teresa said "Susan Weston seconded the motion, to show her support for full funding of the Police, so she was required by the Rules of Order to vote for it, and that all but guaranteed its passage."
I said: "And the rest of the Dems voted for it because of the Education portion of the bill... it's a per-student distribution, but they've already found ways to put extra in for the southside schools, which will infuriate the wealthy northern suburbs. Malinda Adams and Sheila Sorrells face relatively strong challenges in the Election, as well as potential primary challenges in two years, so it was in their interests to ratify it."
Edward Steele and Ian McGhillie came up to us, and we all shook hands with them. I said "Why don't we all go someplace very visible and very public to eat. My treat."
"Well, if you're paying for it, of course I'm in!" beamed Our Sheriff. We all chuckled.
"Applebee's near the Mall?" Teresa suggested. We did indeed go there, and were seen by many good Citizens as we had a good dinner to celebrate the RE-funding of the Police...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Pat Stellum opened his eyes as he felt his body being shaken. "Wake up, jerk." the whispery voice said. "I want you to witness this."
Stellum became aware that he was lying on his side in front of the sofa in Carmela's benefactor's condo, his hands manacled behind him and his ankles also zip-tied together. In front of him, between the sofa and the window that let in the merest bit of light, Dr. Lionel Carmela was lying on his back, his hands manacled behind him, underneath his back, and his feet also manacled.
"So," said the lithe ninja in all black, complete with a full hood mask, who was now kneeling over Carmela, straddling him. "you were going to kidnap and kill Laura Fredricson's daughter, that sweet little girl, to force Fredricson to resign, eh? You're despicable. Pure evil."
Stellum was shocked. That was how Carmela was going to force Fredricson to quit? he thought, what little decency he had in him sickened by the realization.
"Oh yesssss." hissed the invader in black, as if reading Stellum's thoughts. "This piece of dog shit put out a contract to kill Donald Troy's daughter. And now you get to watch him pay the price."
Stellum saw the silhouette in the window of an arm being raised with a cylinder in one hand. Then the other hand reached up and removed the covering. To his horror, he realized that it was an ice pick.
Carmela had an idea of who it was sitting on his chest, and he was also horrified when he saw the ice pick. He tried to bluff. "Go ahead, kill me." he said. "My death guarantees the death of the entire Troy family, and there's no way you nor Troy can stop all of them from dying."
"Maybe." the whispery voice said. "But who said I'm going to kill you? You know what they say in the Arab world... an eye for an eye." Stellum saw the ice pick being lowered towards Carmela's head.
"Blinding me won't work, either!" Carmela screamed out, fear consuming him.
"You don't understand." the assailant whispered. "Oh yes, you're going to lose one eye tonight. But not the other. If anything happens to the Iron Crowbar's family, especially his daughter, then I'll be back for the second eye. Anything happens to them, and you'll wish you were dead, but you'll go through the rest of your life totally blind."
Carmela tried to struggle to push his assailant off of him, but he was still paralyzed by the effects of the drug injected into him. Pat Stellum could only watch in horror as the assailant slowly lowered the ice pick to Carmela's left eye...
"NO! NO! NOOOO!!! AAAUGGGH! AAUGH! AHHH!!..."
Part 30 - Eye of the Crowbar
We were finishing our dinner at Applebee's, and I'd just paid the check, when my Police iPhone rang. Cindy and Teresa got texts at the same instant.
"Troy." I said, answering. "Whaa?.... where?... okay, I'll be there in a few minutes." After disconnecting, I said "There was an assault at Tower Condos. No deaths, but one man severely injured, and a second man tied up but otherwise unharmed. Let's go, Teresa. Sheriff, Cindy, if you'd care to join us, feel free to do so."
"Any idea who the victim is?" the Sheriff asked.
"Lionel Carmela." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa rode with me and the Sheriff with Cindy. As we pulled into the Tower Condos parking lot, an ambulance was pulling out, it's red and white lightbar flashing brightly.
As we were getting out of our Police SUVs, I heard Cindy said "Teresa and I get texts. Don gets called. What does he have that we don't have, Sheriff?"
"A red crowbar." replied the Sheriff. "And the most powerful brain in this County."
"Second most powerful, Sheriff." I said, thinking of Carole. "Maybe even third, with my mother visiting us."
"Modesty is a human trait, Commander." growled Griswold. "I will excuse it... since you bought dinner tonight."
There were a number of Police vehicles in the parking lot, but only the vehicle at the parking lot entrance was burning a blue lightbar. As we went inside the lobby area, there were no Officers, but there were a couple of reporters, one of them being Amber Harris. She did not approach us, but her cameraman videoed us going through the lobby to the elevator.
When we stepped out of the elevator on the 8th floor, we were met by Patrolman Culver, who took our names and badge numbers. Lt. Jerome Davis came up to us to take us to the crime scene.
"Who called it in?" I asked immediately, and Jerome was ready.
"The call came from Pat Stellum's cellphone, sir." said Jerome. "But he didn't make the call. I'll explain when we get inside." He extended his hand for us to enter the room ahead of him.
On the floor of the main room, about halfway between the couch and the window overlooking the University campus, was a pool of blood. Nearer the window was a smear of blood with an evidence marker next to it. Between the smears of blood was a bloodied ice pick, also marked for evidence photo-taking.
At the breakfast room table off to one said sat Pat Stellum, who looked as if he'd been crying. He didn't even react when he saw me come in.
"Sir," said Davis, handing me a tablet with a series of photos, "when we got here, we found Stellum lying on the floor right in front of the sofa, his hands bound behind him and his ankles bound together. Dr. Lionel Carmela was lying on the floor on his back, his hands bound behind him."
"And he's the source of that blood, I observe." I said.
"Yes sir." said Davis. "As you can see from the photos, his left eye was gouged out. That spot over there, with the Exhibit 'B' marker, was were his eye was found. It was shredded, and the eye was pulled out of the socket; the optic nerve was still attached to the eye. I don't think they can possibly save it, but the paramedics took it when they took Carmela to the hospital."
"Wow." I said as I finished going through the photos, then handed the tablet to the Sheriff. "I see that red spot on Carmela's neck. Was he shot with a dart there?"
"I don't know, sir." said Jerome. "If there was a dart, the perp took it with him."
"Took the dart but left the ice pick?" I said. "No, never mind that. It's actually smart to leave the ice pick, as long as there's no fingerprints or the perp's DNA on it. So... what has Stellum said? And why was he here?"
Davis: "Stellum said he was invited here to interview Carmela. I took the liberty of taking his recorder and listening to what was on it... which is nothing, nothing at all. He explained that by saying he'd just gotten here and just sat down with Carmela when the lights went out. Then he felt an arm around his neck, choking him. When he woke up, a figure in all black was sitting on top of Carmela with the ice pick, and was telling Carmela that he... or she... would come back and take his other eye if anything happened to your daughter Carole.:
Davis: "Stellum then started sobbing, and said he watched the perp gouge out Carmela's eye. Carmela was screaming in pain, then apparently lost consciousness. The perp went over and got Stellum's phone, and pressed Stellum's fingers to the button until it opened, then the perp called 9-1-1 and said someone was screaming in this apartment. The perp left by the front door, and Carmela woke back up and started saying 'Tracy Stone' over and over."
Just then, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez and Senior Detective Teddy Parker came up to us. "Sir," Julia said, "you need to see this." She pointed to the side table between the chair and sofa, then held up a revolver in an evidence bag, and another bag with ammunition in it. "The revolver is a.357 Magnum, and the ammo is.357 Magnum with semi-wadcutter bullets."
"Jeeez-us Christ." I said. "Not only is Dr. Anti-Second-Amendment hypocritically possessing a firearm, he loads it with semi-wadcutters that would go through the walls and take out someone in another apartment. He could easily, easily, have used.38 Special rounds with expanding bullets that might not travel so far... or is this his gun in the first place?"
"Carmela's fingerprints are on the gun and the loaded cartridges, sir." said Julia. I nodded, then Julia said "The first Officers on the scene and the Paramedics said they heard Carmela say the name 'Tracy Stone' over and over. He was pretty incoherent, but they heard it clearly. And Pat Stellum also said he heard Carmela say 'Tracy Stone'. We need to talk to her, even if it comes to nothing------"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
"Mind if we come in?" asked Captain(P) Tanya Muscone, who was going to by promoted the next Monday. "One last case for the girl in the wheelchair?" With Tanya was her husband, and following them was Supervisory Special Agent Melina Allgood...and Special Agent Tracy Stone!
"Nooo, I don't mind." I said. "Come on in." Jerome Davis went through the particulars of the case for Tanya and the Feds.



"Serves the bastard right." Tracy Stone, not showing any emotion on her face.
"Before you say any more, Special Agent Stone," Julia Rodriguez said, "I need to interview you, on camera."
"Why?" Tracy asked. I remembered that Tracy and Julia had not gotten along at all in the Stoddard murder case (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising'.), and could feel that antagonism between them welling up now.
"Just to clarify some things." said Julia. "First of all, where were you tonight between 7:00pm and 8:30pm?"
"She was with me." Melina Allgood said. "My husband was at the Council meeting, so I invited Tracy over for dinner at my house."
"Can you verify that in any way?" Julia asked. Hoo boy...
"Do I need to?" Tracy Stone shot back. Hoo boy, redux."
Melina interjected herself again. "Get her cellphone pings. And I guess you could ask my children; they'll say Tracy was there for dinner."
"Welllll, unfortunately we won't be able to get anything out of your dog Dorothy." I said. "Tracy, we have eyewitness reports that Carmela was saying your name, so we've got to ask these questions. Julia, take a camera or cellphone operator... like Mr. Parker here...and interview Tracy in the bedroom. In the meantime, I'm going to question Pat Stellum...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to the breakfast room and sat down opposite the distraught Pat Stellum. He glared at me and said "I've already told your Officers everything I know, so there's no point in talking to me anymore."
"Yes I know what you told them." I said. "But satisfy my curiosity on something: why didn't you have your recorder out and ready to go?"
"I did." said Stellum. "But I hadn't turned it on yet. Like I told your Officers, I'd just arrived and we'd just sat down when the lights went out. We'd barely said hello."
"I see." I said. "And you were on the sofa, and he was in the chair to your right, is that not correct?"
"That's right." replied Stellum shortly.
"I'm trying to understand. Help me understand." I said, and everyone else began listening intently, knowing I was about to land a fish. "When the lights went out, and even when you were grabbed by the neck, you had your recorder in your hand but didn't turn it on?"
"I didn't have time." Stellum said. "I was being choked before I knew it."
"Hmmph." I breathed. "Some reporter you are. Amber Harris would have put the story first. She would've made it her supreme effort to turn that recorder on before she blacked out." Stellum looked darkly at me at the mention of his rival reporterette's name.
"And all that time you were being choked, Carmela just sat there in his chair? He didn't try to help you? He didn't do anything?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Stellum. "It all happened so fast."
"I see." I said. "Why don't you start telling me the story you didn't tell my Officers... a story that contains the truth."
Stellum looked angrily at me again, then said "I challenge you to prove what I said isn't the truth."
"Oh, that's an 'Easy Button' answer." I said. "Like I said, you're sitting there, being choked... and Carmela doesn't go for the gun in the side table drawer... which he had time to get. And I've pointed out that you did not have your recorder ready to go. That suggests to me you had no plans to use it, at all. Sooooo, this time, the truth. What really happened, Stellum?"
When Stellum didn't answer, I said, "Okay, then, why don't I tell you what happened, or is a lot more likely to have happened than what you're saying, and you just correct me where I go astray, okay?" I saw the Sheriff's mustaches twitch merrily upon hearing that.
"What, were you here when it happened?" Stellum asked, half accusingly, half sarcastically.
"No, and I have an alibi for the timeframe." I said. "I was at the Council meeting. But that's neither here nor there. What happened here is that you were here talking to Carmela, and it wasn't an interview. Maybe some pre-planning for his next move against my wife and Dr. Wellman."
Your Iron Crowbar: "You talked for a few minutes, at least. During that time, Carmela got up, and likely walked over to the window. He was in the middle of the room when the perp took you out, not in his chair nor near that side table. And he was shot with a dart and drugged, which may be why he couldn't come to help you. So... amirite?"
"I'm not admitting to any wrongdoing." said Stellum. "But yes, Carmela got up and went to the window a couple of times."
"And what were you and Carmela talking about before the lights went out?" I asked.
"I was interviewing him, so that's privileged Press information." said Stellum.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I tried the 'which tire?' trick." said Julia. "I asked Tracy what they had for dinner, then asked Melina separately. They said the same thing, and 'chicken marsala' made me hungry to hear. So either they got together on their story very well, or they really did have dinner together."
"Teachable moment: which is it?" I asked with a slight grin.
"I hate it when you do that to me, sir." said Julia, then she said "Oh! It's true. Tracy had to be over at Melina's. We could get camera video from Promontory Point and other cams, and she'd have to drive by those cameras to get to Melina's."
"True, and good thinking." I said. "But I came to that same conclusion from something even more prosaic: Melina offered to let you speak to her children. Little Dan and Patricia would know, and would be able to say that Tracy was there, but it is farrrr less likely they could accurately tell you what time Tracy was there."
"Ohhhhh" said Julia. "Nothing gets past you, sir. Okay, so why was Dr. Carmela whispering her name?"
"Obsession." I said. "It's even possible that Carmela and Stellum were discussing what Carmela was going to do to her, Tracy, for opening that FBI investigation on him. Carmela is a very, very vindictive man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The cleanup wasn't all that bad." said Dr. Morgan to Detectives Parker and Rodriguez. "It could've even been outpatient treatment. But we admitted him overnight to make sure there's no infection. We were going to sedate him, but he kept insisting he wants to give his statement to the Police as soon as possible."
"Let's indulge him, then." said Julia Rodriguez. Dr. Morgan led them into the room. Lionel Carmela was lying in the bed, dozing, his left eye socket covered up with bandages. He turned when he heard the door open.
"Dr. Carmela, the Police are here." said Dr. Morgan.
"I'm Detective Rodriguez and this is Detective Parker." said Julia. "Can you tell us what happened to you?"
"The lights went out," said Carmela, his voice sounding normal, "and someone in all black came in and attacked us."
"Us?" asked Parker. "Who was with you?"
"Pat Stellum, the KXTC reporter." said Carmela. "I was giving him an interview, and outlining my next steps against Dr. Sidney Wellman... a truly corrupt man... and against Dr. Fredricson. You guys really should be looking into her crimes, as well."
"It's out of our hands." said Parker. "Her being the wife of our Police Commander, dontcha know."
Julia asked quickly: "Dr. Carmela, do you have any idea of who might have wanted to attack you this way? You told the doctor you wanted to talk to the Police, that you had information we needed to hear. What was that?"
Carmela said: "The person that attacked us was small, slender, what I'd call 'lithe'... and her voice was familiar to me. It sounded like Tracy Stone. She was once a student of mine, and was bitter towards me after I failed her out of my classes and filed ethics violations against her. And Stone is an FBI Agent now. She might have acted on Laura Fredricson's behalf."
"Any particular reason why she would attack you tonight?" asked Julia.
"Maybe that fake investigation of me she opened isn't working out for her." said Carmela. "Or maybe her superiors are about to shut it down and slap her back for even opening it."
Teddy Parker asked: "Did the perp say anything about why he or she was attacking you?"
"Just that she'd come back for my other eye if I didn't stop pursuing the ethics charges and leave Fredricson and Wellman alone." Carmela said.
"Okay, we'll check up on Agent Stone's whereabouts tonight." Julia said. "You get some rest. We'll talk to you when you get out of the hospital..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yes sir." Julia said as she, Teddy Parker, and I sat in my office. "He said he thought it was Tracy Stone's voice, and she threatened to come back if he kept up the pressure on Wellman and your wife."
"Hmmm." I mused, nodding. "That guy is really, really crafty. By bringing in Laura's name, he is trying to force our recusal, and definitely my recusal. And by mentioning Stone, he tries to implicate the FBI... that is investigating him right now. He just doesn't quit, does he."
"And, sir," said Teddy, "he's turning things around. We know Carmela was threatening Carole to (air quotes) 'pressure' Laura and you, and Tracy Stone opening that FBI case was also a response to Carmela's actions. Yet he tries to say he is the aggrieved one, and you're the bad guys."
"I'd get real political and say that's par-for-the-course for the Left," I said, "but it's getting late."
"Sir," Julia said, a bit uncertainly, "don't we have to investigate the possibility of Tracy Stone's involvement in this?"
"Oh, absolutely." I replied "By all means. But you've already interviewed her, and she's been given an alibi by another Federal Agent. And unless Carmela and Stellum can produce one hell of a lot more than dreaming of hearing her voice and describing a small, slender ninja, nothing will ever be proved. Do not do the Carmela thing and start creating things out of empty air..."
Part 31 - Dogs and Cats
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 30th, from the KXTC anchor desk. "The investigation of the assault upon a prominent University professor continues!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Dr. Lionel Carmela lost his left eye in an attack upon him and our colleague Pat Stellum at Dr. Carmela'a apartment at the Tower Condos last Tuesday night. Police are investigating several leads based upon previous threats to Dr. Carmela, but will not comment on the case, citing that it is ongoing. And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette, who was at the 'usual' location on the Town side of University Avenue, with Tower Condos and University Hotel in the background. "The investigation of the assault at Tower Condos took a new turn when Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman, who has been assigned responsibility for any prosecution of this case, contacted the FBI's Office of Professional Responsibility, or OPR, regarding the case." An inset photo of Savannah Fineman was shown in the upper right hand corner of the screen.
Amber: "And we have with us ADA Fineman, who is running for the Town & County Solicitor's Office." The camera panned out to show Savannah standing next to Amber, and for the record, Savannah was the taller woman despite Amber wearing high heels that shaped her legs very nicely. "Savannah, what can you tell us about this case?"
Savannah: "Amber, I can't give out any names, but we do have a person of interest in the case, and I've asked former TCPD Officer Martin Nash, who is now with the FBI's Office of Professional Responsibility, to help us with the investigation. And because your colleague Pat Stellum was also attacked, I've contacted the US DOJ Civil Rights Division and asked them to look into the matter. Attacks on reporters, on the Media that is the underpinning of our Constitution and Freedoms, simply can't be tolerated..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At the end, Bettina said "Let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull. "Tomorrow the undefeated #5 Bulldogs welcome the undefeated #4 Wildcats to University Memorial Stadium for a clash of Conference rivals! The game is at 12:00 noon Eastern time, which is 11:00am local time, and is part of a big triple header of top-ranked teams, as Georgia and Florida renew the World's Largest Cocktail Party at Jacksonville at 3:30pm Eastern time, followed by Alabama and LSU in an SEC West showdown at 8:00pm Eastern time!"
Hull: "The Bulldogs are slightly favored, as the quarterback play of Shane Watson has garnered national attention. But he'll be seeing two All-Americans, linebacker Davis Smith and safety Gregg Scott, for the strong Wildcats defense. It could be a defensive struggle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So when did Savannah Fineman become a TCPD De-tec-tivvvvve?" growled Chief Moynahan as he, the Sheriff, me, and my three Angels convened for our coffee klatch... for possibly the last time. "It is not her place to investigate our case!"
"It's a fine line, sir." I said. "I'm not defending her actions, but yes, the District Attorney's Office can involve itself in our investigations. Usually we bring them the case, or they work with us to keep things on a good legal line as we proceed with the investigation. But not this time."
Sheriff Griswold growled "But it is wrong, dead wrong, for her to go the FBI OPR's office, especially for a local case."
Tanya Muscone said "Unless the suspect is a Federal Agent, sir. And Special Agent Tracy Stone is just that."
"I should tell you guys the whole story, to round out the picture." I said. "Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker are the primary Detectives on the Carmela/Stellum case. Stellum's description of the assailant as short and slender generally fits Tracy Stone. They both said the assailant spoke, and sounded like a woman. Carmela said in the hospital that night and in a later statement that the voice sounded like Tracy Stone, who he does know."
I continued: "Julia already has Melina Allgood's sworn statement that Tracy Stone was having dinner with Melina that night while Melina's husband... and a few of us in this room now... were at the Council meeting, which covers the time period of the assault. Julia also interviewed Tracy Stone at the scene that night when the Feds showed up------"
"Why did the Feds even show up?" growled Griswold.
"Because of the Tamara disappearance case, and also because of their investigation of Carmela over the Wellman/Wargrave documents." I replied. "I also consider it a point in Tracy's favor that she would show up there with the other Feds, and was willingly interviewed when she was asked to be."
I continued: "Then Savannah Fineman showed up yesterday morning. She asked to meet with Julia and Teddy. During the meeting, she asked what they had on the Carmela eye-gouging case. Julia told her, and truthfully, that they had no real evidence that could be used to prosecute anyone. Savannah said that wasn't true, that they had the physical description and the voice ID by Carmela, and why weren't Julia and Teddy, and I quote, 'working over Tracy Stone?', close quote."
Me: "Julia said that Tracy had an ironclad alibi in the Tracy's fellow Agent and the Mayor's wife, and Melina's small children did say they saw Tracy at dinner with them on the night 'Daddy was being Mayor at the Council meeting', per little Dan. Savannah then got snippy and said Melina could be lying to cover for Stone, that Stone had a vendetta against Carmela, and that they weren't giving Carmela's voice ID enough credit. Julia replied that the mirror-image was true, that Carmela had a vendetta against
Stone in the past as well as reason to lie about Stone in the present time."
Me: "At that time the meeting pretty much broke down. Savannah said she wanted my Detectives to pursue the case harder, and that she was going to call in Martin Nash of the FBI to (air quotes) 'assist' them. Julia got her hackles up and said Savannah needed to talk to me, your humble red-crowbar-wielding Police Commander, before she tried to order her around. Savannah got up and left, but never visited me nor contacted me. Nor did Miriam Walters nor Paulina, for that matter."
Tanya said "Jack said that Savannah had D.A. Investigator Gregory Mitchum try to talk to Tracy Stone. Karina White got word of it and told Mitchum to pound sand, to get a warrant based on real evidence if he wanted to even talk to Stone, and that Tracy would absolutely want to have legal representation at any interview regarding the case. As far as I know, there has been no further effort to talk to Tracy."
"And now Savannah is trying the case in the Media." I said. "Obviously a last-ditch attempt to get her name in the news before Tuesday's Elections."
The Sheriff was 'not amused'. "Sounds like I need to have a talk with D.A. Walters." He was about to get up to go.
"Before you go, Sheriff..." I said. The Sheriff sat back down and I said "Since this is Cindy's last coffee klatch with us, at least as a TCPD Officer, I took the liberty of getting her a little present to remember us by."
I took the small, gift-wrapped box and passed it across the table. "Awww, you shouldn't have." said Cindy as she began unwrapping it. She opened the box inside and took out the object inside... a coffee cup, dontcha know. It was white, and wrapping around the outside were the words 'THE GREEN CROWBAR', and a green crowbar underneath the words.
"Aww, this is so cool." Cindy said.
"Don must've been reading my mind when I thought of this." Teresa said, handing Cindy a box that was the same size. Inside the box was... you guessed it... a coffee cup. It had Cindy's TCPD badge, No. 1069 on one side, and the medal part of a Medal of Valor on the other.
"Oh, wowww." Cindy said softly. It was starting to hit her, and all of us.
"I guess the Vibe is strong with all of us." said Tanya, handing Cindy a box. Another coffee cup. It had six Police Boxing Matches trophies printed around the outside.
"Oh yeahhhh, now this is perfect." Cindy said happily. "And Don will never have one of these!"
"Time will tell." I said. The Chief's look at me showed that he was 'not amused'.
Sheriff Griswold said "Don't worry, you'll be seeing Cindy around her a lot, and if you know how to kiss ass properly, you'll make sure to fill those cups with good coffee." We all laughed, mostly to break the wave of emotions that were hitting us.
"What are you going to be doing today?" Teresa asked Cindy
"I've almost finished cleaning out my office." Cindy said. "They're going to lay down plastic for Tanya's wheelchair over the weekend."
"And she damn well better not complain about the size of that office." I said with mock severity. "It's bigger than mine." That was true; Cindy's office went sideways a little farther than mine.
"I'm curious; how is this working?" Teresa said. "Tanya becomes Deputy Chief on Monday, but Chief of Staff Oswald doesn't retire until the end of the calendar year."
Sheriff Griswold said "She's officially retired, and for two months will draw half-pay per that retirement. It's like when I was retired from being Chief before I was elected Sheriff. And we're giving her a 'signing bonus' for accepting the Chief of Staff job, which by pure coincidence will be exactly two month worth of half pay."
"We'll miss you." Teresa said. "Enjoy the two months retirement."
"I know I'll be around," Cindy said, "and I'll see you away from work, too. But yeah... I'm going to miss you guys... and all this."
"I'm not!" said the Sheriff, trying to sound jovial. "I for one am glad I'm going to have you over there with me!"
"Kissing ass and filling your coffee cup." I said, making everyone laugh.



"Which you should be doing a lot more often, Crowbar." the Sheriff fired back, making my Angels and the Chief laugh some more. A lot more.
As we all stood up, Teresa hugged Cindy, then Cindy bent over to hug Tanya, then the Chief, me, and the Sheriff hugged her. By that time tears were running out of Cindy's ice-blue eyes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, October 31st. All Hallows Eve.
It was the undefeated #4 Wildcats visiting the undefeated #5 Bulldogs. Fans had been coming in for a couple of days. Someone in County Government had finally figured it out, and RVs were parking on the grounds of The Fairgrounds, for a nominal fee, of course.
Due to the early hour of the game, many fans got hotel rooms for the night before, and some for two nights. And the early time meant that a lot of people would drive back out relatively early, meaning fewer DUIs. And that made the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle, happy... happier, anyway.
I had been busy trying to help Clark Webster find Tamara with the newfound knowledge that the Swamp Frogs's rogue SEAL team had been active in this case, and may have kidnapped her. And that knowledge had brought EAD Owen Lange to our County. Your Iron Crowbar is not an Agency of the Weak-Minded; I knew he wanted to go to the game, also, and would.
Most of the banter around Headquarters involved Teresa Croyle and Ole Miss Grad Teddy Parker becoming LSU fans for a week, and Joanne Warner representing the Alabama Crimson Tide in the (Police) House. Cindy was busy packing up her office and taking care of details, and with her hormones raging due to her pregnancy (at least that was the excuse), I just stayed out of her way and tried to not create stress for her.
After a good breakfast at home, at 9:30am I loaded up Ross and Ian and the Sheriff in my Police SUV, and we drove through the Police barricades right to the Stadium. I parked in the restricted area for authorized only vehicles, i.e. LEO and Medical vehicle. It is good to be the Police Commander. It is even better to have the County Sheriff riding shotgun.
Ian was wearing a Bulldogs jersey with '93' on it. At least Ross was wearing a red shirt, but it had a Canadian Flag on the front as opposed to anything to do with the Wildcats. I was in my 'casual' uniform with red polo/golf shirt with embroidered TCPD logo, and khaki pants. And yes, I was armed. The Sheriff was wearing khaki pants and a brown shirt with the TCSD logo... it was the equivalent to my 'casual' uniform. And yes, he was armed.
The best part of the day was getting to spend some quality time with my sons Ross and Ian. Usually Jim was part of the triumvirate of boys, but today it was just Molly's boys. They had not known either of their grandfathers, so they considered the Sheriff to be Grandpa Grizz, too. And he had no problems with that.
Ross and Ian were not at all alike in their personalities. Ross was straight-laced, methodical, organized, and did things one mission at a time. He wasn't great at the give-and-take of negotiation; everything was 'black and white' (no puns intended) to him. He didn't make friends easily, but had strong bonds with those he chose to be his friends. His room was always spotless, everything in its place. He'd make a great Navy SEAL one day, should he be so inclined. (He wouldn't be, but I digress...)
By way of contrast, Ian was far more creative, more free in spirit, but more careless in some things. He had a good, friendly personality, but no relationships that were very deep. He was a good negotiator. He had to be 'prompted' to clean up, and sometimes his thinking seemed to be far-ranging but also all over the place. Over time he'd harness the best of those traits... over time.
And both had the young minds in the mold of an Iron Crowbar... in their own ways.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just as the Bulldogs Band came onto the field for pre-game rituals, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned to see Derrick 'Train No. 93' Waters behind me. He did not permit me to just shake his hand, he gave me a bear hug. The Sheriff was also treated to a hug. I introduced Ross and Ian to him, and Derrick said he liked Ian's jersey. And so much so that he autographed it. Ian was ecstatic. Ross got his Canada shirt autographed, too, but Ian knew that he now had a jersey that rivaled Carole's No. 10 Wildcat jersey that was autographed by Jamaal Washington.
"Where's Jamaal now?" asked Derrick. "Last I heard, the Cowboys traded up to draft him."
"He's with 'em." I said. "He's the backup behind their star running back, and he goes in as a receiver sometimes."
Derrick went to his seat a few rows down and seats over as the partisan Bulldog Faithful greeted their team with loud roars. They were led onto the field by their outstanding bulldog mascot, Chief IV. The visiting Wildcats were greeted with chants of "DOG FOOD! DOG FOOD! DOG FOOD!" Ian was adding to those chants as much as his young lungs had the capacity to add.
Toe met leather and we were AWN! The Bulldogs had the ball first, and the tenor of the day was quickly set when Wildcats Greg Scott and Davis Smith shut down the unexceptional Bulldogs offense. Bulldogs QB Shane Watson, whose blondish hair was longer than any of my Angels's, overthrew his receiver on third down, obviously too worked up in the early moments. The Bulldogs went three-and-out and punted the ball.
The Wildcats had Freshman running backs Zamir 'Zeus' Black and D'Andre 'Chubby' Cedarwood. Both had tremendous potential, and both got some yards behind All-American left tackle Wilfred Scott. But the passing game really missed Jamaal Washington, and the Wildcats ultimately struggled against the impressive 'Junkyard Dogs' defense.
"These defenses are better than Tasha at basketball." Ross said in the second quarter, referring to his sister. "Nobody can score."
"They don't run any fun plays." Ian said at another time. "They must've asked Ross to design their plays."
"On defense, maybe." Ross said, not rising to his little brother's bait. And indeed, he was watching the way the defensive players reacted to the offenses on both sides. After a while, I noticed that Ian was looking around the stadium, observing everything... including the cheerleaders. That was a good thing, I thought to myself.
The score was 0-0 at halftime. We all went to the restroom, which wasn't busy on this club level. I bought the boys some hotdogs and Coca-Colas, and myself a Powerade to keep hydrated. The Sheriff had water... and something extra in the flask he'd snuck into the game. Fortunately, he did not indulge too much, and stayed sober.
"If you like defenses, this is great." growled Griswold. "But its dry as tinder on offense. No wonder they made it the early game."
"I'm not complaining." I said. "We can get on home and watch the rest of the games and eat a lot... and it won't cost five dollars per hotdog." The Sheriff chuckled.
The second half was continuation of the first. I put in my earplugs and listened to Wildcat Radio.
"And Bulldogs quarterback Shane Watson throws a pass AND IT IS INTERCEPTED! Gregg Scott came up with it!" the announcer said. "He takes it back to the Bulldog 45 yard line. This may be the break we need."
After a first down, the Wildcat drive quickly stalled. The announcer said into my earpiece: "And Kevin 'Fear The Frames' Rodriguez will come on to try a field goal of 52 yards. The Bulldogs crowd the middle of the line AND IT IS BLOCKED! It lands short of the goal line, and is dead right there..."
The Bulldogs could not move. Their quarterback Shane Watson was a strong talent, but showed his Freshman inexperience on this day. Charles 'Cadillac' Armstrong was a promising young running back, but Davis Smith had his number and was keeping Armstrong in check. The Bulldogs punted.
The radio announcer said "And Wildcats quarterback Mason Murphy comes up to the line. He's under pressure and he runs forward for six yards... He takes the snap AND HE IS SACKED! Cedarwood tried to pick up the block, but there were just too many Bulldogs in the Wildcats backfield!" Any potential threat ended.
The fourth quarter began, still a 0-0 tie. "This is the first time the Bulldogs and Wildcats have gone scoreless through three quarters since their 1934 game ended in a 0-0 tie." the announcer said. "The defenses are playing well. Terrific, hard-nosed, hard-hitting football. Neither offense can get anything going..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"One minute to go." the announcer was saying. "The Bulldogs are starting to move. They've reached the 50. Watson hands the ball off to 'Cadillac' Armstrong, and he runs through the tired Wildcats defensive line for eight yards... Watson back to throw, and he throws underneath to the tight end, and he runs for twelve more yards. There's only 34 seconds to go, and he Bulldogs are on the Wildcats 30 yard line, the deepest penetration by either team today."
"They need about ten more yards to get into field goal range. Watson passes to Armstrong out of the backfield, he catches it and turns, and he is hit by Davis Smith and stopped right there on the 26 yard line... And the clock is running down, ten, nine, eight, and Watson takes the snap and throws it into the ground."
"Eight seconds to go, and the Bulldogs placekicker Walton Blair comes out to try a field goal. It will be forty-five yards, well within his range. And he kicks it AND IT IS BLOCKED! Gregg Scott scoops it up and is tackled at the Bulldogs 45 yard line! There are two seconds left!"
The Wildcat Nation in attendance was going bonkers in the southeastern corner of the stadium. My back prevented me from getting up as fast as I wanted, but I did get up and begin cheering. Ross had leaped up and was cheering. Ian, not so much; he was scowling.
"And the Wildcats have called time." said the announcer. "The play was reviewed and it is confirmed there are two seconds left. The clock had stopped, then started running again, maybe a little Bulldogs home cooking, there. So get the picture: two seconds left, and the Wildcats are sending out Kevin 'Fear the Frames' Rodriguez to try a long field goal. It is going to be sixty-two yards, west-to-east, with the wind at his back."
The Bulldog crowd of 92,000 were roaring against Rodriguez as the teams lined up. I could barely hear the announcer in my earpiece as he said "The snap and hold are good, and Rodriguez gets it up. It's reaching... reaching..."
To be continued.
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Part 31 - Dogs And Cats (continued)
"And it is reaching... reaching... and FEAR! THE! FRAMES! It's gooooood! Wildcats win! Wildcats win! Wildcats winnnnn!"
Ross and I were cheering and high-fiving. Ian was in tears. He was being consoled by Grandpa Grizz, who told him that both teams wanted to win, and it just wasn't the Bulldogs's day.
The stadium that had been rocking just moments before was now utterly silent, save for the jubilant Wildcats fans in the corner. I knew that Police and Deputies were taking strategic positions to ensure that there were no problems.
Derrick 'Train No. 93' Waters came up to Ian and said "We'll get 'em next year, Ian." Ian fist-bumped him, as did Ross. The Sheriff and I shook hands with him, and we all left for our cars.
Side note: Ian and Carole would outgrow their autographed jerseys, and when they got new ones I had the autographed ones framed for them. They somehow remained on the wall of the attic room of The Cabin long after all the kids grew up and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad Line fell silent and unmoving...
Part 32 - Birthday Ball
6:00am, Sunday, November 1st.
I was lying on the bed in the Master Bedroom of The Cabin. Laura and Paulina were lying on either side of me, giving me a double-decker blowjob. It was Laura's 51st birthday, and this was how she wanted to begin it. I was certainly not complaining at all.
The two beautiful, naked women were sliding their juicy, full lips up and down my throbbing, iron-hard shaft, then Laura engulfed my meat in her warm, wet mouth. As she fellated me deeply, the vibrations of her moans coursing through my loins, Paulina came up and kissed my mouth. This was one of my favorite things, making out with one woman while my cock was being sucked or fucked by another woman.
Laura's voracious mouth was threatening to make me come too quickly. She realized that my nut was rising, and slid my meat out of her mouth. "Are you ready to fuck Paulina while I watch?" she asked huskily as she kissed and tongued the side of my taut shaft.
"I sure am!" Paulina said hungrily as she broke our tongue-twining kiss.
"Mmm, meeeee too." I said. Laura eased off the bed and sat down in the chair near the wall at the foot of the bed. I raised up and Paulina scooted under me on her back. I felt her raise her legs along my sides as I reached down and fit the swollen helmeted head of my cock into her splayed labes, then flexed my ass and drove downwards.
"UNNH!" Paulina gasped as I penetrated her and sank the entire length of my shaft into her sopping wet snatch. Paulina wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down to her, mashing her mouth to mine again in a deep kiss. I began slowly pumping in and out of her pussy.
"Faster." Laura ordered as she fingered herself while she watched us. "Fuck her hard." I complied, picking up the pace of my thrusts into the beautiful black woman beneath me. I was withdrawing only halfway out before plunging back in again, balls-deep in ecstasy. The staccato slaps flesh-on-flesh filled the room as I feverishly ravished Paulina's hot twat.
I'd taken a 'gray viagra' before we'd begun, those pills that Laura had concocted to keep me going like a young stallion. I felt my nut beginning to rise, but did not ease up my fierce rhythm. Paulina was fucking me back as much as she could, then just pulled her legs up and back and yielded to my relentless thrusts.
"Are you close, Don?" I heard Laura ask from behind me. She was now on her knees on the floor, watching my cock slice in and out of Paulina's tight, stretched cunt. Laura was a hubby-watcher, and got off on the sight of me fucking another woman. And I had no complaints about that...
"Yeah, get your nut, Don." Laura said. "Come inside her cunt! Give her every drop of your load!"
I felt the intense pressure welling up in my balls. I pulled up so that i was stroking the upper wall of Paulina's pussy, just under her clit, stimulating her G-spot. I knew Paulina loved this, and would come with me, if not before.
"OH YES!" Paulina screamed out. Her cunt clutched me like a vise as she orgasmed hard around my pistoning meat. That was enough to drive me over the edge.
"UHH!" I gasped out, feeling the burst down the shaft of my cock, knowing that I was hosing Paulina's insides with spurt after spurt of my semen. I continued to thrust into her as the spasms of my climax finally began weakening.
"Okay, get up." Laura ordered me. I rolled off Paulina and Laura practically dove between Paulina's legs, sliding her tongue into Paulina's quaking quim, lapping my jism out of her juicy wet hole.
I slid up and kissed Paulina, which turned into a scorching make-out session. I was stroking my cock, feeling the life surge back into it, thanks to the pill I'd taken. After a few minutes I broke the kiss and looked down Paulina's quivering body, seeing Laura face-deep in her pussy.
"Mmm, you get Bugs Bunny cake for your birthday, Don." Laura said, looking up at me. "I prefer a tasty creampie on mine."
"I know something else you prefer too." I said as I got up. Laura resumed eating Paulina's pussy, helped by Paulina's hand pushing down on Laura's head. As my wife tongued the lovely black woman's slit, I looked at Laura's upturned ass and her shapely legs and feet underneath, and at Paulina's legs pulled back, bent double, her pretty feet pointing at me along Laura's sides. The compelling sight made me iron hard again.
I got behind Laura and gripped her hips, then guided my cock underneath her sweet asscheeks and along her wet slit, dryhumping her. I felt my wife's hand grab the shaft of my cock just below the head, and fit me into her hole. I pulled her hips back into me as i drove forward, impaling her on my throbbing hard meat.
"Oh God! that feels so fucking GOOD!" Laura cried out. Paulina pushed Laura's face back into her cunt as I began humping into my wife with hard, steady thrusts. The loud smacks of my abdomen and loins against the firm cheeks of Laura's hard ass filled the room, occasionally augmented by the moans and gasps of the two beautiful women...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura had come hard, her cunt clutching my pistoning prick like a vise. As she almost collapsed onto Paulina, my cock slipped out of her hole. I reached back to the chair Laura had been sitting in and grabbed the condom and the lubricant.
"Oh yeah." Paulina said, almost tauntingly. "Fuck this white bitch in the ass!"
"Oh, yeahhhhh." Laura said. Paulina eased out from under Laura as I put on the condom, lubed it up with copious amounts of the slick gel, then lubed up my finger and pushed it into my wife's tight asshole. Laura groaned as I applied more lube and pushed it into her anal hole.
"Ready, babe?" I asked.
"Oh yeah give it to me." Laura said. "Don't go slow, push it right on in." I took her at her word and fit the head of my sheathed cock to her sphincter, then began pushing in. Laura pushed back at me, and I slipped right on into her rectum until my loins smacked her asscheeks again!
"Oh yeahhhh!" Laura moaned deeply. She reached beneath her and began strumming her clit as I sodomized her with steady thrusts, only pulling a little way out before shoving it to the hilt back inside her derriere. Her bowels seemed to open up past the super-tight ring of her sphincter, but it was still a nice, tight ride. I smacked her asscheek as I buttfucked her, making her gasp, more at the surprise than the pain.
Paulina was strapping on her purple double toy. It was another creation of Laura's, and my wife had made a few for Cindy, Callie, Rita, and a few other friends. One end was molded to the shape of Paulina's vagina, and fit perfectly when it was all eight inches deep into her. The other part was shaped like a cock, and was over eight inches long and thick. I'm told Laura had made it in the likeness of my nephew Todd Burke's large manhood.
Paulina climbed back underneath Laura and down to where their loins were aligned. She slid the head of the toy up into Laura's cunthole. I heard my wife moan as it sank into her inch by inch until she was fully impaled on it.
"Oh my GOD!" Laura cried out. I could feel the toy sliding alongside my cock, only a think layer of flesh separating the real penis from the toy penis. Paulina and I began stroking in an alternating rhythm, one penis sliding deep into Laura while the other withdrew, then vice versa.
"Oh God... oh God... oh God..." Laura was moaning over and over as she was double-fucked. Paulina was moaning, too; the friction of the fucking sent a small current into the dildo buried in Paulina's twat, stimulating her with pleasure as she fucked Laura from below.
We continued fucking Laura for another couple of minutes, then my wife's world exploded. "OH MY FUCKING GOD! she screamed out, and I could feel her ass clenching my cock as her vagina contracted powerfully around Paulina's 'penis'. I began thrusting faster and harder, and my own climax was not far behind. I gasped as my vision went monochromatic and I filled the tip of the condom with my load...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I showered first while Laura and Paulina made out on the bed. Then they went to the shower together. I was fully dressed when there was a knock on the bedroom door. I opened it to find Carole and Marie in the hallway with a tray of covered food.
"We brought Mommy breakfast in bed." Carole said.
"Aw, that's very nice of you." I said. "Mommy's in the shower, so why don't you take that down to the breakfast table, and we'll come down and have breakfast with you, okay?"
"O-kay." said Carole, and she and Marie went back downstairs with the tray of food.
And what was that breakfast? Pop-tarts! Easy enough for even Carole to make without messing it up. I came downstairs and made coffee and poured the girls orange juice.
Tasha came down, and I opened a can of cat food and let her take it out for the cats. As we were coming back inside, Tasha looked over and smiled her beautiful smile and pointed. Tiger Mom, Gracie, and two younger cats we'd not seen before but were part of the latest litter had come out and were eating the food...
Part 33 - Birthday Party
12:00 noon, Sunday, November 1st. Family and friends gathered at The Cabin for Laura's lunch for her 51st birthday. Melina and Daniel Allgood had a barbeque (the noun) lunch catered as their gift. The beef brisket was absolutely delicious, and the kids liked the barbeque-sauce-infused ground beef hamburgers. Tubs of macaroni and cheese disappeared into the bellies of a lot of little kids and big kids alike.
Afterwards, everyone gathered in the greatroom for the opening of gifts. "Tasha, start us off." I said.
"Okay, Daddy!" Tasha said with that bright smile that was becoming a fixture on her pretty little face She handed Laura a gift-wrapped flat item. Laura unwrapped it to reveal a framed photo of Tasha, Carole, Laura, and two outstanding dogs, Buddy and the redoubtable Bowser. Laura complimented Tasha on the photo, which Paulina had taken the previous summer.
Molly, Ross, and Ian went next. It was framed collage of three items. One was a lithograph of the Psychology Building on the University campus... as it had appeared a century before. The other photo was a black-and-white photo of University Hospital from the 1950s, before the wings had been built onto either end of the main building. The third was a black-and-white aerial photo of CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia. These represented Laura's three occupations.
"Mine should be next." said Jim, noting the CIA Headquarters photo. Laura unwrapped his gift to reveal Laura's Distinguished Intelligence Cross, framed with the unclassified citation beneath.
"Oh, this is wonderful, Jim!" Laura said "How did you get the copy of the citation?"
"My girlfriend helped me with it." Jim said, hugging Callie, who was sitting next to him. Callie grinned as she hugged him back.
"Aw, I'm jealous." Selena Steele said. Jim came over and hugged Selena. Uh oh, Dad was thinking to myself...
Dan and Patricia Allgood went next, giving their Aunt Laura a framed photo of Laura, Melina, Dan, Patricia, and the redoubtable Dorothy, daughter of Bowser. It had been taken at the Allgood home by Mayor Daniel.
Cindy, her mother Maggie, and her daughter Betsy gave Laura clothes. A sweatshirt and sweatpants in University colors with the University logo 'U' on them. A warm weather basketball shirt in relatively light University blue, and matching athletic shorts in Navy blue. And a one-piece blue swimsuit that would show off Laura's magnificent body very nicely. Laura had wanted these items, and I'd passed along the idea to the Ross Clan.
Stephanie Steele went next. Her item was framed copy of an edition of that renowned periodical 'Sexual Psychology'. On the cover were drawn a man and woman facing each other, with little stars and brain waves going between them. The feature article inside was by Laura, about the fundamental and dynamic mental and emotional interactions between men and women. At the time it was considered groundbreaking, and Laura had received national and international acclaim for it.
After thanking Stephanie with a hug, Laura said "The sad thing is that if i submitted this for publication today, it would be condemned and I would be 'canceled' for daring to suggest men and women like each other."
"She's not kidding about that." Stephanie said. "Nowadays, even Astronomy articles are examined through the filter of Leftwing politics."
"Okay, let's keep going!" Callie said brightly, to get the conversation off politics. She handed Laura a gift-wrapped box. Inside was a photo album. There were photos of Laura in her office, her with Callie, with Laurie, and with both of them. Then there were photos of Laura teaching her class, and posing with some of her graduate students, and one with Stephanie Steele and University President Sidney P. Wellman.
Later on Callie would tell me privately: "We thought Laura wouldn't survive the Ethics Board, so we put that together for her. This is a much happier occasion for it." I would nod vigorously in agreement.
When Edward and Selena Steele gave Laura a certificate to have a dress custom made at the best dress shop in Town, Teresa said "Oh, that will go well with our gift." She and Todd had gotten Laura a certificate to have a pair of high heels custom made. Laura was very happy with both gifts. And both Todd and I would love to see Laura wearing those heels, but I did not say that out loud.
Paulina gave Laura an expensive set of 1000 thread count sheets, and I thought privately that it was an appropriate gift considering how much time Laura and Paulina slept together in bed. Cindy caught my vibe and backhand-slapped me in the chest, which fortunately no one else really observed.
"I can't match Pappy Van Winkle." said the Sheriff. "But this is from the same owners, and it's damn good bourbon." Laura opened the box to find two bottles of Eagle Rare 10 year Kentucky Straight bourbon.
"You're right, Sheriff." I said. "I'm a Scotch drinker, but I think Eagle Rare may be the best bourbon I've ever had."
"Better than Pappy Van Winkle/" Teresa asked, surprised.
"It's right up there with Pappy." I said.
"It's right up there." Laura said. "I'll enjoy this very much, Sheriff."
Teresa asked "I know Eagle Rare is aged 10 years, but is it single-barrel as well? They used to say it was, but now don't."
The Sheriff said "What happened is that when they mechanized their processes, they couldn't guarantee that a little bit from one barrel didn't get into the next barrel's bottling. So they stopped claiming it, but for all intents and purposes it's single barrel."
"Don and I will have to do a blind flight or two," said Laura, "and compare Eagle Rare to it's company's cousins: Buffalo Trace, Pappy, E.H Taylor, Stagg."
"That'll be fun." I said. "And we'll be waddling around drunk out of our gourds."
"Time for your present, Daddy!" Carole said, to move the process along. She'd heard enough about adult beverages, I surmised.
The box I gave Laura was small, and you know what that means. Laura opened it to reveal the sparkling brilliance of a diamond tennis bracelet. "Oh, myyyy...." Laura gasped. I put it around her wrist, and got a big hug and a hard kiss right on the mouth. "Thank you, Darling!" she said. She had not been expecting this.
"Beats a set of tools, eh?" I said jokingly.
"Oh yesss." Laura said as she admired the jewelry. The bracelet on her bare arm would give her the most feminine aspect of all, the look of being chained.
And last, but not least, was Carole and Marie's gift of a drawn and narrated booklet. "Mommy At Work" was the title Laura read.
"Mommy teaches her students in her Psychology class." Laura read. There was a drawing of Laura standing at a chalkboard, teaching her class of students sitting at desks. It looked more like an elementary school teacher teaching a class, which is what we would expect of two seven-year-olds.
"Mommy still has to go to meetings but at least they're here at home." the book said. A photo of Laura at a conference table with Dr. Stephanie Steele, Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, Dr. Yates, Dr. Marvin Milton, and Dr. Clarence P. Chase was exceptionally well-drawn; I could easily identify each one of them.
"Mommy is the Police Psychologist." Laura read out loud. The booklet showed Laura sitting at a table interviewing a tall redhead in a Police uniform. A red crowbar was lying on the table between them. In other words, Mommy was psychologically evaluating Daddy... which I knew happened 24/7, but I digress...
"Mommy works on projects, too." the book read. There was a drawing of Laura at her desk, writing. Then one of her on one of the infamous two sofas, talking to someone. The other person, a blonde woman, was shown from the backside and was unidentifiable. That was followed by a drawing of Laura in her doctor's labcoat, doing a test in her lab.
"Mommy does doctor things at the Hospital." the book read. A drawing of Laura listening to Marie's heart, with Stephanie and Bowser observing, was shown.. That was followed by her talking to a mother and baby, then one of her in the O.R. in scrubs cap and mask, operating on someone.
How seven-year-old girls knew what surgery looked like and could so accurately draw it puzzled me until Carole came over and whispered to me "Marie and I googled it." I nodded, and made a mental note to be much more aware of what my children were looking at on the Internet.
As everyone talked, I looked through the booklet again. And I observed something... Carole did not appear in the booklet at all. Not even once. I made and effort not to look over at Carole, as I could feel her eyes, and her mind, on me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Sunday, November 1st. The Orange Order Dinner convened at Ian McGhillie's Golf Course. The Sheriff, Cindy, and I weren't particularly hungry after our big lunch, and apparently a lot of the other Officers had also eaten well at lunch. So the Sheriff and I cooked hamburgers and hot dogs.



The newest Orange Order members, Teddy Parker and Inga Gunddottar, fulfilled their duty to provide the drinks. The Sheriff had helped them out by issuing an edict that there would be no beer served on this Sunday evening, so they had soft drinks, tea, and coffee ready. I did observe a few of the older members sneaking in flasks as if this were a Bulldogs football game, and spiking their drinks.
Lt. Micah Rudistan stood up after dinner. "I have a couple of things." he said. "First, voting for the Orange Order's newest members will begin November 23d, and will go through noon, December 3rd. There are at least two slots to fill, and if there's a really close vote, we may admit a third new member. More people means more beer getting bought." Everyone laughed at that.
Rudistan: "And we're saying goodbye to one of our members. Corporal Inga Gunddottar has accepted a job with the New York City Police Force." There were groans, then Rudistan picked up his drink cup and said "So let's wish Inga well, and you're always welcome back!" Everyone stood up and we toasted Inga, who looked appreciative but stoic.
Rudistan: "Next... she's not leaving, and she'll be welcome here any time. I know she barely tolerates my sense of humor, and I sure won't miss getting crowbar beatdowns in the Police Boxing Matches, but I'm definitely going to miss having Commander Ross around. Here's to a happy two months of retirement, Commander." Everyone stood up and we toasted Cindy. A strong round of applause broke out after everyone drank the toast.
Then Rudistan called upon me to announce the awards for the next day. I stood up and said "First of all, I'm going to miss Corporal Gunddottar, and yes, Inga, you are welcome at our Orange Order dinners any time. For our awards: since Corporal Gunddottar is leaving, we'll obviously have a parting gift for her in the form of a medal. And with her retirement, Commander Ross will be receiving a well-deserved award."
Me: "This is actually a slow quarter for promotions. We have some pay-grade promotions, and a few actual promotions in the Detective ranks, including Joan Laurer to Detective-2 and Penny Scott of Intel to Corporal." Everyone applauded.
"And of course," I said, "We're getting a new Deputy Police Chief. I now have to make sure I don't get run over just by stepping out of my office. And speaking of that, she had better not complain about the size of that office, which is larger than mine!"
There was laughter and applause, then I said: "Tanya Muscone truly deserves this promotion. She does more on two wheels in an hour than most of us do all day, and her positive attitude in the face of any obstacle is the stuff of legend in the TCPD. I'm very glad to be working alongside her. Congratulations, Tanya." The standing ovation for Tanya was loud and long...
Part 34 - The Only Constant Is Change
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 2nd, from the Channel Two Anchor Desk in the KXTC Studios. "Tensions are high as Election Day approaches!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "We have several stories for you this morning. Let's first go to the Channel Two Decision Desk with Amber Harris and Carl Lemay. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" the athletic blonde said loudly as the feed switched to Amber and Carl sitting behind the Decision Desk, which was just across the room from Bettina. "We'll be bringing you all the results from here tomorrow night, after the polls close to end what may be the biggest and most impactful Election in our State's history."
Carl Lemay: "That's right, Amber, and the fireworks have already started. Social Justice groups joined the Elections Board Chairman in a lawsuit against the Town & County Public Safety Department, after Sheriff Antonio Griswold announced that Sheriff's Deputies, augmented by the Town & County Police if necessary, would be part of the teams transporting voting documents to the Elections Board Headquarters for counting."
Lemay: "The Sheriff also said that Deputies and TCPD Officers would be in the counting rooms with Poll Watchers, observing the counting, and that they would have Officer-cams in use. Judge Harry R. Nance issued an order to prohibit any Town & County Public Safety personnel from being in the Election Headquarters while ballots were being counted, but that order was immediately countermanded and voided by Judge Patrick Folsom. Judge Folsom stated that Judge Nance could not issue any rulings at all concerning the Elections because Judge Nance himself is on the ballot this year, running for re-election."
Amber: "Early voting ended Friday, and Social Justice groups are concerned about the early numbers. Eldrick X. Weaver, who many say was cheated out of his rightful Mayoral win two years ago, said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Eldrick X. Weaver saying "If any black person has not voted, they absolutely must go to the polls Tuesday and exercise their right to vote! White Republicans are going to be voting for damn sure, and trying to elect Daniel Allgood Mayor, and by whatever means necessary. Do not let the White Nationalists and Daniel Allgood cheat us again! Go vote!"
Back to Amber live: "We're now joined by Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling, and a Channel Two News contributor. Karl, what can you tell us about these upcoming elections?" The camera panned out to show Karl Frazier at the desk with Amber and Carl.
"Hello Amber and Carl." Frazier said. "I can tell you that some of the races are going to be very tight, so every vote will be important, and no one should be leaving an unused ballot on the floor. The Mayor's race is very tight, with Allgood ahead 51-49%, within the margin of error, but if those numbers hold up, it'll exceed the automatic recount threshold"
Frazier: "We don't expect any upsets in the Council races; all of the incumbents will be re-elected comfortably. But that can't be said of the Town Assembly. The two Democrats who sided with the Republicans to pass the Budget fully funding the Police are in very tight races, and those seats could flip to the Republicans. And in Statewide races, Ruby Russell has really tightened the race with Corey Coons for Lieutenant Governor. If blacks don't get out the vote tomorrow, there could be an upset there."
Amber: "What about the Governor's race, Karl?"
Frazier: "That's going to be a tough one, Amber. Hoyt Stenson's numbers have dropped significantly. He's run a really terrible campaign, and against an unpopular Conservative candidate that could just be a third term for Val Jared."
"That would be horrible." said Amber. "Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber and Carl!" Bettina said, then added "And I'm pleased to announce that Karl Frazier will be joining you at the Decision Desk to analyze the results as they come in. In the meantime, the Town & County Council will not meet tomorrow night due to the Elections. And today the branches of the Town & County Public Safety Department will be having their Promotions and Medals Days. The biggest changes are in the Police Department, as Deputy Chief Cindy Ross retires and will be replaced by paraplegic Tanya Muscone..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I thought Karl Frazier had dropped KXTC like a hot potatoe." said Captain(P) Tanya Muscone (Author's note: 'The Babymaker', Ch. 01-02.). She, the Sheriff, the Chief, me, and my other two Angels were drinking coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. We were all in our formal uniforms with ribbons, and wearing white shirts instead of blue under our jackets. And those of us entitled to do so were wearing our Medals of Valor around our necks.
"Money talks. Bullshit runs the marathon." I replied. "Karl Frazier wasn't doing well after severing ties with KXTC, and they needed more... professional polling, for lack of a better term. So they paid Frazier green dollar bills to come aboard as a contributor, and he took the money and gave them what they wanted to hear this morning."
"I'm stunned that KXTC was admitting the Republicans are doing so wellll." drawled the Chief. "Any thing to that, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr?"
"They're just trying to scare the hell out of Democrat voters." I replied. "They've done that for years... they'll say the Democrat is up 20 points for months, then the week before the Election they'll say it's tied, or the Republican is closing and may win."
'God, they're corrupt as hell." Teresa Croyle muttered bitterly. Then she noted: "They didn't bring up the Wellman-Finneran race at all. How is that race going? Is the Sidney Wellman scandal the Press is trying to gin up hurting his brother Horace, the current I.G.?"
"Not at all." grunted Sheriff Griswold. "Curly Goodwin is going to mop the floor with that pedophile Finneran, and that's probably why the I.G. race wasn't brought up."
"Nor the Solicitor's race." Chief Moynahan noted. "What's happening with that?"
"They can't get a lock on that." said the Sheriff. "Since KXTC ginned up that hit piece on FBI Agent Stone with Savannah, the so called (air quotes) 'experts' think it may give her a bump in the vote on Tuesday. Problem is, the Democrats usually vote early and the Republicans later, and usually wait until Election Day. So Savannah may have ended up giving Ted Mason the boost, there."
"Sheriff, what did Miriam Walters say about Savannah's actions in that case?" asked the Chief.
Griswold: "She tried to give me the 'you do your job and let us do ours' treatment, and I turned that around on her and said Savannah wasn't doing her job, she was interfering with your Detectives and their work, not to mention trying to boss them around when she has less than zero authority over them. I also reminded Miriam that we're about to get a new Captain of Detectives, and Savannah's stunt would not make a good impression on Captain Michaels. Miriam said she would talk to Savannah about it, and rein her in."
"I'm sure she will, sir." I said. "It was a political stunt by Savannah all they way, leaving a trail of destruction in exchange for a short-term advantage. And one that likely won't work..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrrrrr*
At 8:00am, Tanya Muscone drove into my office with a box. It was the 'bling', stuff being given out at the Ceremonies.
"First, you'll be giving this out in a few minutes." she said, handing me a sleeve with a silver badge in it. I pocketed it.
Tanya: "There are almost no promotions this time around. In fact, mine is the one of most significance." She handed me the badge and two stars in their plastic bags.
I handed them back. "Put the badge on before we go out for the Ceremony. And hold on to the stars; we'll be pinning them on you. Okay, let's go announce these promotions in the Detective ranks.
We went into the MCD room via the door to the back hall, where all the Detective had gathered. They quieted down when we appeared.
"Okay, guys," I said, "we have two promotions of significance in here. Laurer to Detective-2!" Joan gasped and everyone applauded as I went through the crowd and handed her her 'bling'.
"And Penny Scott to Corporal!" I announced, handing Penny her bling. Everyone cheered. Tanya applauded but looked stoic; as always, she remembered Pete Feeley's promotion to Corporal just before his death.
"Mind if we join this party?" asked a voice from the door to the side hall. It was Claire Michaels wearing a TCPD Uniform without a badge. With her, wearing formal LAPD uniforms with jackets, were Detective Lorena Rose and Lieutenant Tal Shiarr, who was a tall bald Asian man and the LAPD MCD's technical expert, not unlike Myron Milton.
"Lorena!" Tanya said excitedly. She and Lorena Rose hugged warmly, then Lorena went around hugging everyone she knew, including me. I shook Tal Shiarr's hand and exchanged a 'man hug' with him.
"So you're 'Ice Cube' Perry!" Lorena Rose said as she hugged J.J. Perry, then said "I knew it all along!... not!" Everyone laughed.
I introduced Lt. Tal Shiarr to everyone, then said "Tanya, why don't you give Lieutenant Shiarr a tour of our Intel Room? I think even an LAPD Lieutenant will be impressed with what a small Police Force can do." Tanya led the way out the back hall door.
I handed Claire her 'bling' and said hold on to it until she was sworn in during the Ceremony. "And Lorena, you as well as Claire are invited to watch our retirement ceremony for Commander Ross..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am, Monday, November 2nd. Cindy Ross was taking one last look at her office when I came to the open door and knocked on it. Her assistant Lauren Wilcox was going with her to City Hall, and had already moved. Plastic had been laid on the floor to accommodate Tanya's wheelchair over the weekend.
"The Chief wants you to come to his office." I said. Seeing her nod and look around, I said "Memories hitting you?"
"A little bit." Cindy replied, her voice nostalgic. "I... when I started here with the TCPD, I never thought I'd make it this far." She then looked at me and said "And I owe it all to you, and Sheriff Griswold."
"I'll tell you what he'll tell you." I replied. "It was all you. You did every job given you, and you did them well. And you'll be a great Chief of Staff, too."
Cindy said "I need a shorter title. 'Chief of Staff' is a mouthful. 'Deputy Commander', maybe?"
"We're working on that already." I said. "We're looking at 'Chief Deputy', and also 'Undersheriff', which some Departments across the nation have."
Cindy nodded, then walked up to the door. She hugged me and I hugged her back. "Thanks, for everything." she said. She hugged Helena, who was trying not to cry and was failing. Then she went to the Chief's office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We-elll, you'll be around a lot more than you know." drawled the Chief. "The Sheriff can't stay away, either. And the coffee klatches won't be the same without you, so you have a standing invi-tayyyy-shun to visit."
"Thank you, Chief." Cindy said. "And thank you for your support of me all this time."
"Heh heh heh heh." said the Chief. "That was easy to do. You're one of the very best Police Officers I have ever had the privilege to work with... right up there with your sister." That caused Cindy's ice-blue eyes to well up with tears, as she knew exactly how high a level of praise that was for Chief Moynahan to say.
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said. She came to attention and saluted. "Permission to retire, Chief."
"Granted." the Chief said, saluting her back. "I'll walk you out." He went to the door and opened it.
"POLICE FORCE! ATTENTION!" yelled Lieutenant Micah Rudistan. The two lines of Officers forming a gauntlet, looking inward, snapped to attention.
"Walk with me, Commander." the Chief said. He walked out, and while he was in the place of honor to her right, he made sure she walked beside and not behind him.
Cindy was carrying her green crowbar in her left hand as they walked briskly down the back hallway towards the gym. Cindy looked forward, knowing that if she looked at the faces of her fellow Officers, she would get emotional. At the door to the gym, the Chief extended his arm, indicating for her to go ahead of him into the gym, and she did so.
"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN!" yelled Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, "THE POLICE DEPUTY CHIEF!" The bulk of the Force was in the gym, and behind the gauntlet line that went to the back left door to the outside. They snapped to attention, but as Cindy began walking through the gauntlet, everyone not in the line began applauding in a tremendous ovation.
As she approached that door, Cindy saw a table had been set up for the express purpose of signing her out. And manning that table was no less than the Police Commander himself. Yes, I had pulled rank over everyone, even Teresa, for Cindy's last action as a TCPD Officer.
Standing between the table and the back door were Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, and Molly and Cindy's mother, Maggie Ross. Cindy saw them, and I saw tears spring to her eyes.
Cindy took the gold TCPD badge off her uniform jacket and handed it to me, then signed out on the log sheet. I then handed her a silver badge with her number and the word 'RETIRED' engraved on it. She saluted me and I returned it. Then I picked up my red crowbar and she gently swung her green crowbar at it, crossing swords one last time. The *CLANG!* of iron on iron echoed through the gym, and really brought this moment home for us. The bell had tolled...
After putting the silver badge on her jacket, Cindy turned and hugged her sister, then her mother. Maggie hugged her younger daughter for a long moment before the three of them went outside and to the bleachers, followed by the majority of Officers on the Force...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That is an amazing Intel Room you guys have, there." said Lt. Tal Shiarr when he came to my office just before 9:00am. "We have some good stuff in the LAPD, and you're at least as good, if not better."
"Thanks." I said. "So how are things in L.A.?"
"I'll be candid, and blunt." said Shiarr. "Things are deteriorating. We're hating to lose Claire, but we understand why she would leave L.A. Coming here is a good reason, of course, but she was looking to leave, anyway."
I nodded. "Well, I know California politics are different than here, and I hope you guys will be able to overcome that and be able to do your jobs."
"So do I, Commander, so do I." said Tal Shiarr. "And Lorena Rose, she's God's gift to Vice, but it's wearing her down. It's like a combat zone out there. She needs a rest, and a change of scenery. If you know someone, maybe in the DEA, have them give her a call..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, November 2nd. The Sheriff, Chief, and I came out of the gym door, announced by Lt. Commander Croyle. The Police Force came to attention, and the Chief spoke into the microphone, saying "At ease! Take your seats please!" Everyone did so.
Unlike previous Ceremonies, the podium was on a raised dais, creating a stage. Also on the stage, to the podium's right, were several chairs. Tanya was in her wheelchair, blue crowbar in her lap. Next to her was Teresa, then Cindy, then Molly as a distinguished guest. Chairs behind them were filled with the Sheriff and myself, if and when needed.
"Thank yoooo for coming to-dayyy." drawled the Chief. "We have a couple of guests from our sister Police Department, the Los Angeles PD. Please welcome Lieutenant Tal Shiarr of their Major Crimes Department." There was good applause when Shiarr stood up and waved.
Chief Moynahan: "And some of you will remember this young fireball that is lighting up those who oppose LAPD Vice. Welcome back, Lorena Rose!" The applause for Lorena was very strong, though many newer Officers did not personally know her.
First came pay-grade promotions and service ribbons for mostly Uniformed Officers. The Force had been forewarned that very few medals would be given out for the riots that had occurred after the August Promotions and Medal Ceremonies, but a good number of Officers got Certificates of Achievements.
Joan Laurer received her promotion to Detective-2, and Lt. Rudistan and Lt. Commander Croyle pinned her metal ranks on her jacket.
Sergeant Carter and Patrolmen Buchannan and Wagner were called up, and as the Chief read their citations, I pinned Public Safety Achievements Medals on their uniforms. It wasn't really stated in the citations, but their being there to stop the attempt to kill Tasha was a reason I put them in for it. And the Mayor upgraded them to the Public Safety level primarily to piss off the Press.
Then 'shit got real'.
"We have two Officers leaving us today." announced the Chief. "First, let's bring up Corporal Inga Gunddottar, who is joining the New York City Police Force." As Inga came up, there was a standing ovation from the Officers and others there, and it went on for a full minute. The Chief had to start speaking to get everyone settled back down.



"We don't give Corporal stripes lightly, and they were well merited." said the Chief. "Inga Gunddottar has served this Police Force with distinction from the day she arrived. We're going to miss her, and the NYPD is getting an outstanding Officer." Applause.
"Corporal Gunddottar is receiving two medals today." said the Chief. He read the citation as Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle draped the Purple Order around Inga's neck. Then the Chief read the second citation as Inga became only the fifth recipient of the Legion of Excellence (Tanya, Rudistan, Kalsu, and me were the other four). The first recipient of the award, Tanya P. Muscone, pinned the medal on as Lt. Rudistan assisted by holding the box.
And then Inga was given another sustained standing ovation until tears formed in her eyes and she waved and walked back to her seat in the front of the bleachers.
"As I just said," the Chief continued, "we don't award Corporal stripes lightly, but we are awarding some today. For her so-far distinguished service and leadership in the new Intel Branch, we are pleased to promote Penny Scott to Corporal."
As Lt. Mary Milton and I pinned on her metal stripes, Penny said quietly "I'll honor Pete Feeley's memory, sir."
"I know you will." I replied just as quietly. "Just keep on keeping on."
"And now it's time to say goodbye to one of the most outstanding Officers I've ever had the pleasure to work with." said the Chief. "The equipment you have, is because of her work. You get paid because she made sure you do. And she's been right there with you on the front lines."
There was applause, and then the Chief said: "And she's a six-time Police Boxing Matches Champion! A record that may never be matched!" The crowd roared much more loudly at that, and Cindy waved a green crowbar in my general direction before she answered the call to come to the podium. I just nodded. Oh yeah, it was 'Game On!'
"For her service and her excellence as a TCPD Officer," said the Chief, "Commander Cindy Ross is awarded the Police Distinguished Service Medal." The Force stood and applauded as the Sheriff pinned the beautiful medal under its blue drape on Cindy's uniform.
Chief Moynahan said "Commander Ross's retirement leaves a spot to be filled. We still want to get paid." There were some trickles of laughter, then the Chief said "And we have the right person for the job. She is an outstanding Detective and leader of Detectives. She knows more than I ever did about autopsies and crime scenes. And she has overcome some of the most daunting obstacles any Officer has ever had to face. Ladies and gentlemen, our next Deputy Chief: Tanya Perlman Muscone!"
The Police Force roared as Tanya drove over to the podium. Her husband Jack Muscone came up, and he and I pinned a star on each of her shoulder epaulettes.
The Chief had me stay at the podium for the next part. I said "Congratulations, Commander Muscone, on your well-deserved promotion." To the audience I said "Deputy Chief Muscone's promotion leave a vacancy in one of the most important positions on the Police Force, that of Captain of Detectives. We are fortunate to have a former TCPD Officer return to us to take over that position. Claire Michaels, would you please come up?"
Claire Michaels came up, accompanied by Lorena Rose and Lt. Tal Shiarr. I administered to Claire the TCPD Officer's Oath. Then Lorena Rose and Tal Shiarr pinned her Captain bars on her new uniform as she put the badge I handed her on her jacket.
Then Tanya Muscone wheeled up and handed Claire the blue crowbar, signifying the changing of the guard to a new Captain of Detectives. Claire held it up as the Police Force applauded.
"You know," I said as Tal Shiarr and Lorena went back to their seats, leaving Claire standing next to me, "that blue crowbar reminds me of something. I am sure that Commander Cindy Ross will agree with me that Captain Michaels is tough enough to be Captain of Detectives." I looked over at Cindy, who just nodded, surprised to hear her name, and wondering what I was up to.
And she found out as I said loudly and clearly: "And that's because Commander Ross and I both know that Claire Michaels is the only person who has ever defeated me in the Police Boxing Matches!" (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 01.)
I was a bit nonplussed at the strength of the roar emitted by the Police Officers as they stood and applauded mightily. I heard Teresa and Tanya both laugh out loud, and glanced over to see that Cindy was 'not amused' with me, though she stood up with the others. The Sheriff's mustaches were twitching most merrily.
Claire had also laughed, and I held up the red crowbar and she crossed it with the blue crowbar. Welcome home, Claire. Welcome home...
Part 35 - Those Who Count The Votes...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, November 3rd, from the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College. "Long lines are already forming at the polls for today's important Elections!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The lines to vote are especially heavy on the southside, where People of Color are eager to avenge the allegedly stolen election of two years before, and this time put Eldrick X. Weaver in his rightful seat as Mayor of our Town & County!"
Bettina: "And now let's go to Amber Harris and Carl Lemay at the Channel Two Decision Desk. Carl! Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris as she and Carl Lemay appeared on screen. "We'll have total coverage all through the night as the votes are accurately counted in spite of a Judge refusing to prevent illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood having Sheriff Deputies and Police intimidating the poll watchers and poll counters."
Carl Lemay: "A lawsuit was filed yesterday by Election Board Chairwoman Rosa Sparks when Police confiscated three dropboxes for mail-in votes, but it was dismissed with prejudice, pun not intended, by Judge Rodney K. Watts. Watts stated that dropboxes are illegal in the State, that absentee ballots must be returned through the U.S. Mail, and that unverified ballots by mail are also illegal and would not be counted."
Amber: "And with Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance being forced to be recused because he is on the ballots, running for re-election to his post, Social Justice groups have lawyers ready to file lawsuits in Federal Courts if they perceive any attempts illegitimately install Daniel Allgood as Mayor again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a new day and a new coffee klatch. Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone was wearing a light blue uniform shirt with soft shoulderboards with one star on each shoulder, as was I. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle's shoulderboards had silver oak leaf clusters, and Chief Moynahan had two stars on his shoulderboards. The Sheriff wore four metal gold stars on each of his khaki shirt epaulettes. Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson was wearing a tan jacket and skirt with a blouse in pastel colors that matched.
"They're pissed that we're watching them count the ballots." I said. "Which means that we are absolutely correct to be watching."
"What's that business about taking up the dropboxes?" Tanya asked.
I said "They tried to set them up along MLK Jr. Avenue and lower Riverside Drive yesterday. They might get away with that in the City, but this is not the City. I ordered our Officers to go in and confiscate the dropboxes. The Chairwoman of the Election Board, Rosa Sparks, filed suit, and Judge Watts immediately threw the lawsuit out. What Amber failed to mention was that Watts also warned Sparks not to try any shenanigans, and that he'd be in his Courtroom all night to rule on anything that needs ruling on."
"Did you look at the ballots in those dropboxes, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff.
I replied "I sure did, Sheriff, under the precept that they were evidence of an attempt to commit fraud. I made sure to be videoed examining the so-called ballots, and Vice Detective Christopher Purvis was there with me."
Me: "There were only about 40 ballots in each of the three boxes we confiscated. Many of the forms were photocopies out of a copying machine, though filled out with ink pens. The addresses were not duplicates, i.e. not the same addresses, but were each of the businesses along MLK Jr. Avenue. And the strangest thing about each of them was that only three races were filled out: for Eldrick X. Weaver for Mayor, for Hoyt Stenson for Governor, and for Edgar Silas for the Reginald B.F. Lewis Council seat."
"Were there legitimate ballots in the boxes?" asked the Chief. "Do we need to get those turned in to be counted?"
"No, Chief." said Paulina Patterson. "The dropboxes themselves are illegal in this State. The City is openly violating the law and challenging the State to do anything about it, but that's an aside. Anyone who put a legitimate ballot into those boxes cannot have any legal expectation of their vote being counted."
"So they're setting up ways to challenge the results, and to sue if they don't like those results." drawled the Chief.
I said "That's nothing compared to what will happen if the Legislature ever passes that filthy 'For The People Act' that legalizes and codifies voter fraud."
Tanya said "I suspect these three confiscated dropboxes were just tests, to see what we would do, and to see what they can get away with."
I said "And that reminds me of something. The official boxes the actual ballots are put in to be taken for counting are white boxes, not tan cardboard color, and are specially marked. We need to tell the Deputies, Officers, and Poll Watchers at the scene to watch for any ballots being brought in in incorrect boxes."
Tanya said "Did anyone invite Captain Michaels to the coffee klatch?"
"No." I said. "You were invited in the past, Tanya, because you're one of my Angels... and you still are, even if I don't outrank you anymore. I think Claire might invite her Lieutenants to her own coffee klatch every now and then."
Teresa said "Claire technically is directly under you, Don, but I told her I might want to invite her to my meetings with my Precinct Captains from time to time."
"Why not have coffee klatches with them?" asked the Chief.
"Location, location, location, Chief." Teresa said. "Trying to get them together early means that some of them have to travel through traffic early in the morning. And the Precinct Captains often participate in the Roll Calls at shift change, and I don't want to mess with that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm. "Hello and welcome! She's Catrina Pierce, she's Meredith Peller, she's Alison McFarland, I'm Greg Wallace, and this is The Four!"
Well, they tried to upgrade the intro music, and failed. Greg Wallace began: "With voters going to the polls today, several major polling firms have announced they will be ending the practice of election candidate polls as well as exit polling on Election Day. The reasons cited are that erroneous polling could impact candidate fundraising, voter mobilization, and cause voters to not trust the actual election results."
A video clip of Peter D. Gordon of Clear Call Polling was shown. He said "We're going to continue polling on the issues, and we'll do polling for political organizations that usually aren't released to the Public. But with early voting and other issues, we're not comfortable with the results we've been getting, and exit polling at the polls isn't worth trying to do."
Called upon by Wallace, Catrina Pierce said "I'm surprised this hadn't already happened years ago. Exit polling has been fairly reliable about issues, about the reasons voters voted the way they did. But the numbers can be really off when compared to actual results. And in 2004, the polling numbers showed that John Kerry was crushing George W. Bush, but President Bush was solidly re-elected in the actual vote."
Alison McFarland said "I was told by a very observant person that when the Democrats win, especially nationally, the actual numbers usually coincide with the poll numbers. But when the Republicans win, there is much, much greater disparity between the polling numbers and the actual results."
Meredith: "Part of the problem is that, for right or wrong, Conservatives either won't answer pollsters, or will outright lie to them. That was a huge reason for the Bush-Kerry 2004 disparity, and was the beginning of the end for exit polling. And it continues to this day."
Greg Wallace: "But Meredith, why are Conservatives not working with the pollsters? I do know a lot of people who support Val Jared won't say so out loud because they are afraid of being not only 'cancelled' by the 'woke' mobs, but physically assaulted. Is that contributing to the disparity?"
Meredith: "It's far wider than just Jared, though. Elections at every level are affected. And experts are saying that it's just a deliberate attempt to mess up the polling, which they perceive to be related to the Media they despise."
Catrina: "And the flip side of Meredith's point is that the Mainstream Media has often skewed the poll results to show what they want. Our competitor KXTC allegedly attempted to force Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling to say that I.G. Candidate and NAMbLA member Bruce Finneran was doing much better than he actually was."
Catrina: "And as another example: most of the Mainstream Media was saying Eldrick X. Weaver was ahead of Daniel Allgood... until this past weekend, when they were saying Allgood was way ahead and that blacks needed to come to the polls to vote, or Allgood would be elected. That narrative serves two purposes: to scare Democrats into voting, and to cause the results to be questioned if Allgood does win."
Later on, Wallace said "And now it's time for the 'Fast & Furious' segment. First, will this be a clean election, or will it end up in the courts?"
Alison said the courts, Meredith said the courts, Catrina said it'd be clean, or at least accepted.
"Will Mayor Allgood win re-election?" asked Wallace. Alison said 'yes', Catrina said 'yes', Meredith said an emphatic 'no'...
Part 36 - How It Should Have Been Done
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 8:00pm, Tuesday, November 3rd, from the anchor desk at KXTC Studios. "The polls officially closed an hour ago, and Channel Two News has learned that voters who were in line at that time and allowed to remain in line and vote have now done so! Let's go to Amber Harris and Carl Lemay, who will be leading our coverage through the evening. Amber! Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris as she and Lemay were shown at the KXTC Decision Desk. "The election ballot boxes are being brought to County Election Headquarters in armored cars with Police and Deputy escorts. County Election Board Chairman Rosa Sparks has told Channel Two News that the Election Board has hired triple the normal armed Security, which will enforce the barriers behind which all Poll Watchers, Sheriff Deputies, and Town & County Police Officers must stay."
Carl Lemay: "And now let's go to Pat Stellum at George Floyd Elementary School, with a breaking story on black citizens being denied their right to vote. Pat!"
"That's right, Carl!" said Pat Stellum, standing in front of the voter entrance at George Floyd Elementary School. "At 7:00pm tonight, Town & County Police Officers under the command of Donald Troy refused to allow persons in line to stay in line and vote. Donald Troy's Police Officers, who were white, said that they were cutting off the line at 7:00pm, but several black citizens said they were already in line at 7:00pm, and were forced to leave anyway. Several of them told me they intend to sue Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police. Back to you, Carl!"
"Thank you, Pat." said Carl Lemay. "And we're now getting our first projections of the evening."
Amber: "Channel Two News projects that Edgar Silas has won convincingly over Republican Katina Jones, and will succeed Reginald B.F. Lewis on the Town & County Council. Channel Two News also projects that Kelly Carnes has soundly defeated businessman Republican Bill Redmond by a 57-43% margin."
Lemay: "And the State News Networks are projecting that Corey Coons has defeated Republican Ruby Russell for Lieutenant Governor by a large margin. The Governor's race between White Nationalist and Jared crony Sharon Marshall and moderate Democrat Hoyt Stenson is currently too close to call..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I were watching in my office at Police Headquarters when I got a text. "I didn't know I was white." it said. I grinned.
"What's that?" Teresa asked.
I said "That asswipe Stellum saying that white Officers took people out of line that were already there, though the Officer-cam video shows otherwise? Well, all of the Officers at George Floyd Elementary are black. That was Kevin Buchannan texting me. I don't think he liked Stellum calling him 'white' very much."
"Is it going to be this way all night?" Teresa asked.
"Probably." I said. "By the way, how did the transporting of the ballots go?"
"Reasonably well." Teresa said. "Every paddywagon had two of the Election Office's security men on board, as well as at least two Deputies. There were no improperly marked boxes among those transported to the counting location. By the way, sir, is it true that the water to the Election Center was shut off?"
I grinned a wicked grin. "Yep. There will be no bursting water pipes tonight." (Author's note: 'Black and Blue', Ch. 03.) "And vote counters will have to use port-a-potties if they need to go..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox Eight coverage of the State and Local Elections. I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Greg Wallace. Greg, it's shaping up to be a long night."
"Yes, it is, Catrina, and Democrats are already starting political shenanigans." said Wallace, who then turned to the camera and said "Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts has already dismissed several lawsuits stemming from Police not allowing people that tried to enter the voting line at George Floyd Elementary after closing time to vote. Officer-cams showed and timestamped the attempt by several young blacks wearing red Antifa shirts to get in the line, and then create a scene when told to leave. As you can see, the Officers at the scene are black, which does not agree with our competitor KXTC's blatantly false reporting."
Catrina: "And the Fox Eight Decision Desk has several projections at this hour. Fox Eight news projects that SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin will defeat NAMbLA member Bruce Finneran by an 80-20% margin, one of the biggest blowouts in State electoral history! And Fox Eight News projects that Assistant District Attorney Franklin Washington will defeat incumbent Harry R. Nance for his State Superior Court judicial seat, also by a huge margin of around 80-20%."
Greg Wallace: "The race for Mayor is too close to call, but in the race for U.S. Congress, former Town & County Mayor Larry Vaughan is well on his way to defeating incumbent Gerald A. Condor, who was never able to shake the scandal of the death of his sweet young intern Chandra." (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 03-04.)
Catrina: "And State Senator Katherine Woodburn is projected to be returning to Midtown as our State Senator, with State Reps Billy Williams and Peter Long Cox also winning re-election.;.."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The call came at 10:10pm, and was from Sergeant Carter. "Sir, we're having issues at the Election Center."



"On my way." I said. I put on my armor, as did Teresa, and she began texting texts as I drove her in my Police SUV to the Election Center. We parked out front among the other Police vehicles and went to the front door. And we immediately met an obstacle.
"No one allowed in or out." said the Election Security Officer in the doorway, who was white and overweight.. His hand was on his firearm. Two TCPD Officers were behind him, but Teresa and I were in their line of fire.
"Bullshit." I muttered as I brushed right past him.
"Hey! you goddamned motherfucker!" the man yelled, grabbing my shoulder as he drew his weapon.
*WHAP!* *THUD!* *WHAM!*
I lit into the guy with everything I had, which was truly overkill. My left hand grabbed his left arm that had grabbed his shoulder, pulling him towards me. The hardened palm of my hand where it meets my wrist smashed straight into his nose. And then the crowbar came out. I smashed his right wrist, sending his gun flying across the floor. I swung the crowbar twice, getting him once in the belly, the next time on his upper back.
He went down like a stone, and I dropped a knee onto his cheek like one of those old-time wrestling moves. He was out cold. I went and picked up his pistol, and pieces of it began flying everywhere as I took it apart and flung those parts and bullet cartridges everywhere. The barrel found its way into my pocket.
"Call someone to take this perp to jail." I said. "Under arrest. Full booking for assault on a Police Officer." The TCPD Officers rushed to fulfill my instructions.
A crowd had gathered around, including Security Personnel and Officers and Deputies. "Disarm all of the Security personnel!" Teresa Croyle yelled. "And shoot to kill any Security Officer that does not comply!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got to the main counting room, a large area full of tables. Rows of those bike-rack metal barricades were lined from one wall to the other. Poll watchers and Police and Deputies were on the near side. Armed Election Security personnel, almost all of them black, were on the other side. The distance between the poll watchers and the counters at the tables was at least 60 feet.
"What the fuck is going on here?" I thundered as I came up to Sergeant Carter. He just showed me the video on his Police iPhone, taken from his Officer-cam.
The desks had been much closer to the barricades and the poll workers, and the video showed the poll workers moving the tables away from the barricades. When poll workers had tried to move the barricades or breach them to get closer, the Security people put guns in their faces and threatened to kill them.
"And why are you allowing this, Sergeant?" I asked Carter. "Who ordered the tables moved back, and why are you on this side of them?"
"She ordered us to, sir, and said she's the Election Chairman." said Carter.
"And since when is the Election Chairman in your chain of command?" I asked Carter. I went forward and pushed one of the metal barriers back to cross it.
"Shoot that bastard!" yelled Rosa Sparks. But it was too late. The Security officer nearest me tried to pull his gun. A red crowbar smashed down on his hands. With a howl of pain, he dropped the gun. Then I threw a lefthanded haymaker that caught him right on the nose. As he reeled, I began savagely beating him with the red crowbar, until TCPD Officers came up and saved him by arresting him and hauling him off to jail.
Other Security officers were moving to help their comrade, but my comrades of the TCPD had the drop on them, and the Security people found guns in their earholes. Teresa Croyle yelled "SHOOT TO KILL ANY SECURITY GUARD THAT DOES NOT IMMEDIATELY DROP HIS WEAPON!" Weapons clattered to the floor.
"Okay, move these barricades right up to the desks!" I yelled. Poll watchers, at least the ones for the Republicans, did so enthusiastically, helped by my Officers. When Rosa Sparks did not move, she was pushed back right into the desks.
"You fucking Cracker!" Sparks hissed at me. "You won't get away with this!"
"You're not getting away with fraud, not tonight." I hissed back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, a Poll Watcher pointed out a young black woman at one of the tables to a TCPD Officer, who trained his Officer-cam on the woman. Teresa Croyle also began filming with her Police iPhone.
The woman had brought a plain brown box to her table, and was taking ballots out of it and running through the machine. And she was running some of them multiple times. The videocameras recorded her running one ballot through the machine ten times.
"Move in." I said. "Arrest her, confiscate the box and the ballot."
Teresa led the way and came up to her. The woman tried to push back, and Teresa slammed her face down onto the table, then cuffed her. Joan Laurer and another uniformed female TCPD Officer took her out of the Election Center and off to jail.
"What the fuck are you doing, you goddamned Cracker cop?" yelled the Election Board Chairwoman as the box was examined with videocameras watching. Ranger Halston was analyzing the data that had been run through the machine, taking into evidence the several instances where a single ballot had been run multiple times through the machine.
"We have proof that worker committed election fraud." I said angrily. "She's going to prison. We're now gathering evidence. Interfere in any way, and I'll arrest you for conspiracy to commit election fraud."
"God damn you to hell, you fucking white racist Pig!" the woman snarled bitterly. "You can fuck yourself in the ass with that crowbar and drop dead!"
"Take her to her office." I said to Teresa. The woman tried to fight Teresa off.
*THUD!* *WHAM!*
Teresa slammed her bunched fist into the woman's midsection, and when the woman bent over double, Teresa drove her face down onto the floor. Teresa then handcuffed the woman and, with help, dragged her off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The ballots in this box are all identical in their markings." said Vice Detective Christopher Purvis, who'd been going through them. "And of all the races, only votes for three are cast: for Mayor, for Governor, and for Lewis's Council seat. And all for the Democrats, every single one."
"Sir," said Myron Milton, who was plugged into computers, "I've analyzed these ballots through the three-database protection system. The names are different, but they're all registered to the same address: 821 Marietta Street."
"That's fraud right there." I said. "There is no 'Marietta Street' in all of this County."
"And in this box, sir," said Myron, having procured another brown cardboard box from another table, "the ballots are photocopies, and the same name: Floyd Cobb. Same address, too: 821 Marietta Street."
Purvis: "And I just checked the voter rolls. Over 1000 registrations to that address, 821 Marietta Street, but different names."
"Okay, then." I said. "We have clear voter fraud there. Secure those brown boxes as evidence. Find any other boxes that are not official and properly marked ballot boxes, and confiscate them, too. But don't touch the official boxes..."
"With all due respect, sir," said Myron, "you have just torn the lid off Hell."
"That's my job." I said. "And my responsibility."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into the office of the Election Board Chairwoman, Rosa Sparks. She was sitting in her desk chair, with Teresa behind her.
"You fucking white racist PIG!" the woman yelled, leaping out of her chair and attacking me.
"Sit down!" I yelled, violently pushing her back into the chair. If Teresa hadn't been anchoring the chair, Sparks would've toppled over the chair and onto her back.
"Now you listen and you listen good, cunt." I said menacingly. "You are not going to defraud this County's voters with your election fraud. Your co-conspirator was caught on video, running a ballot through the machine ten times. She's going to prison... PRISON!... for ten! years! And we found more boxes of fake ballots... with a fictitious address, a street that doesn't even exist in this County."
"Eat my shit! you fucking PIG!" Sparks snarled at me.
I grabbed her by the back of her head, pulling her hair hard, making her gasp in pain. My other hand was on my service weapon, about to draw it, jam it into this cunt's mouth, and pull the trigger.
The temptation was overwhelming. I literally could hear my gun whispering to me, aching to be used. It was like that moment I almost murdered Kendra Luskin as she was taunting me. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 06.)
And then... I saw out of the corner of my eye Teresa slightly shaking her head. She knew what I was about to do. I knew she would not stop me, but she was silently suggesting to me to not cross that line. And I came down from the brink.
"No, you don't get to become a martyr for your Cause of racist hatred. Not today." I said. Then I said to Teresa: "Take her to County Jail. Full booking. Conspiracy to commit election fraud, resisting arrest, assaulting multiple Police Officers, those being you and me." Teresa forced Sparks to stand up then half-dragged her out of the office.
I just stood there for a moment. This was no longer simple election fraud, I realized to myself. The Enemy's fraud was nothing short of a declaration of war against our Constitution, our freedoms, our way of life. This was war. Civil. War.
And I had almost fired the first shot.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I made a speech to the vote counters, telling them that an arrest had been made for fraud by running one ballot through the machine multiple times. I 'advised' them to count the votes correctly, and to count only votes from correct ballot boxes. It was very quiet as they got back to work under the watchful eyes of the Poll Watchers and Law Enforcement Officers.
The votes, including the legitimate absentee ballots, were all counted by 2:30am, Wednesday, November 4th. There had been no further issues. The Election Board Vice Chair, an Asian woman named Mary Guo, had the results checked via some automated processes, then signed the certification, and the results were transmitted to the State Elections Headquarters in Midtown...
Part 37 - The Fallout
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 4th, from the parking lot of the Election Center, with the Center in the background. "Chaos and legal actions surround the previous night's elections!"
After the hard charging intro music, Bettina began: "Chaos erupted at the Election Center last night after Police arrested a vote counter and also the Chairwoman of the Elections Board, Rosa Sparks. Two Election Security Officers were also arrested, and Channel Two News has learned that they were arrested when they tried to prevent Police Commander Donald Troy from entering the building and when they tried to stop Troy from breaching a barrier meant to hold Poll Watchers back from the vote counters."
Bettina: "The black woman arrested for fraud was recorded on two separate videos running one ballot through a counting machine ten consecutive times. She was also recorded resisting arrest when Officers moved in on her. Chairwoman Sparks was also charged with resisting arrest and assaulting Police Officers, but many witnesses tell Channel Two News that she was simply objecting to Donald Troy's brutal Police actions against her vote counters and his breach of the security line."
Bettina: "Experts tell Channel Two News that Donald Troy's actions could seriously impact the Election results, and could cost the Town & County millions in legal fees to defend lawsuits. The County and State Democrat Parties have promised to sue over the results in State and Federal Courts if the Republicans win any close elections. And now let's go to Amber Harris and Carl Lemay for a recap of the results. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said an exhausted Amber Harris at the Decision Desk. Carl Lemay looked equally exhausted. "The results were certified by the Elections Board Vice Chairwoman and not the Chairwoman as they were supposed to be, generating a point for lawsuits that very likely will be filed against the County, and hopefully against Donald Troy personally."
Carl Lemay: "We don't know if these results will stand, but they are the certified results. For U.S. Congress, former Mayor Larry Vaughan soundly defeated incumbent Congressman Glenn A Condor, 56-44%. Assistant D.A. Franklin Washington defeated incumbent Judge Harry R. Nance by a shocking 75-25%. Ted Mason defeated Savannah Fineman for the Solicitor post, 59-41%. Deputy D.A. Hannah Doss ran unopposed for Magistrate Court Judge, and is therefore declared the winner."
Amber: "All ten Council members won re-election, including Kelly Carnes defeating Bill Redmond 53-47%. But the Town Assembly is now in Republican control, 17-13, as the two white Democrats lost their elections.
Amber: "In a close race, James Goodwin defeated Bruce Finneran for the County Inspector General post, crushing our hopes of Mr. Finneran being able to rein in Donald Troy's Police terror campaign against People of Color. And speaking of 'crushing', Edgar Silas shellacked Republican Katina Jones for the Council seat held by Reginald B.F. Lewis.
Lemay: "And in the closest and the worst result of the night... Eldrick X. Weaver was again denied election to the Mayor position, losing to Daniel Allgood by a seemingly unchallengeable 52-48%. Political experts say that a strong 'get-out-the-vote' drive by White Nationalists were able to save Allgood."
Amber: "Eldrick Weaver has promised to sue, citing Donald Troy's interference in the vote counting that denied Weaver the votes he needed to win. Carl... how can anyone vote for that racist Daniel Allgood? He's Donald Troy's brother-in-law, for Christ's sake! What are the voters thinking?"
"They're not." said Lemay. "Or else it shows that this country is still fundamentally controlled by racist White Nationalists that continue to work to suppress People of Color."
Amber: "Moving on to the Statewide races. For State Attorney General, former Town & County D.A. Gil Krasney was elected comfortably over Glenn Alberts, 62-38%. Voters remembered Mr. Alberts's failed defense of the University in the Jan Camp trial, and delivered punishment at the ballot box yesterday. And Kirby Grace won another term as Secretary of State."
Carl: "In an important result, Corey Coons defeated Ruby Russell 58-42%. The actual vote numbers are far lower than the Governor's race, where Val Jared's white nationalist crony Sharon Marshall won easily over moderate Hoyt Stenson, 55-45%. Mr. Stenson's health was cited by experts as the major reason for his defeat."
Amber: "And the Republicans took back the State House of Representatives, as the suburban voters that gave the Democrats victory two years ago turned against them and went for the Republicans in the hotly contested swing districts. The State Senate appears to have been retained by the Republicans, but two contests are still uncalled, and with Corey Coons winning the Lieutenant Governorship, he will have tremendous power to influence the State Senate..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina Patterson was well rested; she had gone to bed relatively early, before midnight. Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone had also slept through the night. The Sheriff had been 'invited' by his Clan Crowbar leader to go to bed at midnight... and he did so willingly, the first sign of acquiescence to age that I could remember him having.
Teresa had been ordered home after delivering Rosa Sparks to jail, but she went to her office at Police Headquarters, trying to tell me her office was 'home' for the night. At least she did get some sleep in her office before getting up at 4:00am to prepare for potential riots when it was apparent that both Sharon Marshall and Daniel Allgood had won their races. Fortunately, no problems had materialized, so far.
I had called the Chief and informed him of what happened at the Election Center after Rosa Sparks had been arrested. He'd come into his office, so that he could shut off his cellphone to stop all the Press calls, and he'd slept on the hideaway bed in the sofa in his office. Still, he was a bit bleary-eyed.
And then there was me. I'd stayed at the Election Center until after the results were certified. The Election Security people had actually asked other LEOs when I was leaving, and received the reply that I was staying as long as they were there.
Then I came to Headquarters, did my paperwork knowing that my actions the night before were going to be the subject of 'discussion', and stayed up to speed with Teresa on the tactical situation around the County.
And I was realizing that 37 is not the new 22. I could feel the exhaustion beginning to overtake me, starting at my back that was aching constantly.
"I wonder how Amber feels about the Election results." Teresa said, sarcasm dripping with every word.
Paulina said "I keep thinking KXTC can't go any lower, and then they do. That was the most... unprofessional piece of reporting I've ever seen."
"And the most dishonest." I replied. "First of all, Goodwin beat that pedophile Finneran 80-20%, as much a blowout as you could really have. Yet they called it (air quotes) 'close'. And Katina Jones lost to Edgar Silas, but it was 70-30%, when the (air quotes) 'experts' kept saying it would be 90-10."
"Katina did an amazing job, there." said the Sheriff. "She's put a huge dent in the Media narrative that all Blacks are solidly Democrats and will only vote Democrat. But you won't hear the Mainstream Media acknowledge that at all. Amber would have slit her wrists before acknowledging on air that Katina got 30% of the vote."
I said "And that's in spite of that race being one of the three targeted by the fraudsters. I've notified the State Elections Board and Britt Maxwell of the SBI-OER of what happened, here. We'll see what's happened in other parts of the State."
"We have some things to celebrate." said the Chief. "Franklin Washington totally destroyed Harry R. Nance, and the pedophile Finneran was waxed by Curly Goodwin." I raised my coffee cup and we all celebrated those wins with sips of coffee.
Tanya Muscone asked "Paulina, what do you think of the Mason-Fineman result?"
Paulina replied "I think I'm most surprised by the margin. I thought it would be a lot closer, pretty even, actually. I also thought Savannah had the better name recognition, being on the Charter Commission, and might even win."
Tanya asked "Does that suggest the Charter is not as popular as it was when it was voted on last year? After all, Dr. Williams lost his primary, too."
"No." I said. "First of all, I believe the Reverend Williams was defrauded of his rightful win in that primary." (Author's note: 'Black and Blue', Ch. 03.) "And I think Savannah's name recognition did hurt her, but not because of the Charter."
Teresa said "If Cindy were here, she'd ask you if that was because Savannah is a woman. But I won't ask that." We all chuckled.
I said "Well, I won't sit here and tell you that wasn't a reason. But Mason was the incumbent, and had no strikes against him in the arena of public opinion. And Edna Carter made no secret about Savannah being opposed to Edna's education agenda for the Charter, which the rest of us supported. That hurt Savannah with the Black Community and many suburban moms------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was the Chief's Police iPhone, and he answered it: "Yes, Ms. Walters?... Yezzz... 9:00am, then?... okay, see you then." After disconnecting, he said "Our District Attorney wants to meet with me, Commander Troy, and Commander Croyle. Paulina, she wants to talk with you first, then she'll meet with uzzzzz..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Wednesday, November 4th. Town & County District Attorney Miriam Walters exited Paulina's office and went next door to the Main Conference Room. Already in the room were ADA Savannah Fineman, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Police Chief Sean Moynahan.
I'd been in MCD, congratulating Senior Detective Theo Washington upon his brother Franklin's win of the Superior Court judicial seat. And everyone in the room knew that it was more, much more, than just Franklin winning... the odious Harry R. Nance would no longer be able to help and coddle criminals and harm the Police with his Radical and Activist rulings.
"Oops, I'm being called in by the Chief." I said when my iPhone chimed with a text. I hurried out the door and across the back hallway to the Main Conference Room. The Chief had me take my place to his left, with Teresa on my left side, and Miriam across from me.
Miriam looked tired. Savannah looked as exhausted as I felt. Miriam said "I'll just get right to things. There's good news and bad news in what happened at the Election Center last night"
Miriam: "State Law is fairly clear on the sanctity of the ballot counting areas. The Poll Watchers could be barricaded, and the Election Board Chairwoman was not legally wrong to move the tables away from the Watchers so that they could not see the counting very well. Yes, that violates the spirit of the law, but you know as well as I do that the spirit of the law is worth exactly the amount of the paper it's printed on." We all nodded.
Miriam: "What is not nearly as clear is the status of Law Enforcement Officers with respect to Election counting places. Deputy Sheriffs are normally allowed within the security zone, but it's more blurred with regard to Police Officers. What would you say to that, Commander Troy?"
I replied "We've had that issue with regard to the University campus, as well. The Sheriff has jurisdiction over every inch of this County, but we're told the TCPD does not have jurisdiction because they have a Campus Police. We've countered that since the Sheriff is our boss and the supreme Law Enforcement Officer in the County, the TCPD are also deputies of the Sheriff, and therefore we have law enforcement power on Campus. And that's been generally accepted. I would say the same of the Election Center: as duly deputized Agent of the Law under Sheriff Griswold, I have law enforcement power over every inch of this County, including inside the so-called 'security zone' of the Election Center."
Miriam: "That sounds like something we can reasonably say in your defense. And someone will be saying it. I'll say it when I refuse to prosecute you nor any TCPD Officer. The City Attorney will be saying it when the County is sued by Eldrick X. Weaver, which I expect will happen within two hours. And we'll be saying it to the Federal Courts as well as the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division. Ava Hinds has already formally notified the Sheriff that the Civil Rights Division will be coming in to formally investigate the TCPD for (air quotes) 'suppressing the voting rights of People of Color by intimidating vote counters'."
"Bring it on." I said.
"Don't underestimate the seriousness of that threat, Commander." Miriam said. "If they're out for blood, they'll bring the full power, resources, and Government Guns of the Federal Government to bear on the TCPD, with the full intent to destroy it. And they will never stop until they succeed, no matter how long it takes nor what they have to do to get it done."
"I say again: bring it on." I replied. "I am not only ready, but eager to engage the USDOJ in this. If they want open warfare, I will give it to them."
"That's a stupid attitude to take." Savannah Fineman interjected. That earned her a hostile look from me, and worse, a 'Teresa Cunt' look from the Iron Wolf. The Chief also looked at her balefully, and Miriam looked displeased that Savannah had said it.
I said "I guess you think it was stupid of Davy Crockett and his Tennessee Volunteers... the real, original Tennessee Volunteers... to not only go to The Alamo, but to fight against the overwhelming odds and die for the Cause. Fortunately for you, Ms. Fineman, there are people better than you willing to fight for your freedom and the Constitution."
"You sound like it's some kind of holy war." Savannah said, practically hissing the words.
"Isn't it?" I fired back. Savannah's head snapped back, a physical recoil in reaction to my words.
"Okay, let's get back on subject." said the Chief, a worried look on his face as he glanced in my general direction. "Ms. Walters?"
"Yes, Chief, thank you." D.A. Walters said. "The next issue is the arrests you made last night. That poll worker that ran that ballot through the machine multiple times? You've got her on tape, dead to rights. We're filing full felony charges, and I've given Paulina that case, so I doubt she'll be offering much in the way of deals."
"There's a 'but' coming here." Teresa 'warned me'. I nodded.
"Yes." Miriam said, giving Teresa a sideways glance of anger. "First of all, how can you charge her with conspiracy to commit voter fraud?"
I said "We found several unapproved, unofficial ballot boxes at the scene. And she's the leader, she's in charge as the Chairwoman."
Miriam had a glint in her eyes as she said "By that logic, Chief Moynahan should've been charged with conspiracy to commit murder when Sergeant McCombs tried to kill that unarmed black man."
"That's not the same thing." Teresa said angrily.
"But I get the point." I said. "Unless we can show she actually did conspire with the worker that ran that ballot ten times, or prove that she personally had those bad ballots brought to the workers and told them to run the ballots, they don't have enough to prosecute."
"That's right." Savannah said, getting in a little dig at me.
Teresa wasn't willing to give it up. She said "Well, that bitch was yelling racist things at Don, and he didn't goad her into them. And I'll testify to what she said to and about him in her office. Why don't you charge her for a hate crime in association with assault on Police Officers?"
"Because we'll never get a conviction for it." Savannah said, seeming to enjoy taking her shots at us.
Miriam rescued Savannah by saying "It's going to be tough enough trying to convict her for the assault on Police Officers charges------"
"Are you kidding?" Teresa said strongly, getting obviously frustrated. "Did you not see what was on our Officer-cams? And the hate speech she was using? That's on the Officer-cams, too!"
"And yours was conveeeeeniently turned off when you were in the office alone with her." Savannah shot back.
Miriam again rescued her puppy: "Sparks has already hired a lawyer, and she's already out there getting the poll watchers for the Democrats's statements. They're saying you and Commander Troy did goad her. They're also saying what her lawyer was saying, that she was only doing her job, and trying to stop Commander Troy's lawbreaking breach of the security fence."
Savannah: "She also says that Commander Troy assaulted her in the office. I asked if she had proof or witnesses of that, and she doesn't. But it's going to be an ugly prosecution."
"So you're not even going to try?" I said angrily, my tiredness leading to a quick fuse. After all, I'm a redhead, dontcha know.
"What, do you want more riots?" Savannah cried out. "Do you not understand that Blacks are already bitter about Allgood winning again, even though it's definitely legitimate this time? Do you not understand the Press is ginning up the anger in the Black Community over what you did at the Election Center?"
"So you're saying I should have allowed the fraud to happen, and keep on happening?" I fired back.
"Yes!" Savannah shouted. "That's why we have Courts! To arbitrate those disputes."
I stared right through her and said "I sure hope to hell that the Courts would do the right thing... after the fact. But what if the whole system was rigged, and for right or wrong just didn't intervene during actual fraud happening? And what if that election was not a local one... but for President of the United States?"
Savannah: "Come on, that's ridiculous!"
"Is it?" I replied.
Savannah: "And the Press would expose that if it were ever tried."
"Oh geez." Teresa said, her face a mix of amusement and disgust. At least one convert to my holy war Cause against the Press, I had.
"Sooooo," I said, sarcasm dripping from my voice, "I heard Gil Krasney won the State A.G. position. Are you going to take a job with him, Savannah?"
"Why should I?" Savannah snarled.
"Ohhhh," I said, "I remember how we'd bust our asses to arrest criminals and give the D.A.'s Office airtight cases, and Krasney would just drop them and let the perps go. And you're doing the same lazy-ass thing, Savannah. So I figured you'd be very happy in State A.G. Krasney's shop."
"How dare you!" Miriam Walters shouted, her face having become beet red with anger.
"I dare," I said as I stood up, "because it's true, and I can. Just like I dared to stop the fraud last night and arrest the perp... because it was true, and I could. I'll show myself out, Chief."
"Yezzz, I'll talk to you lay-terrrr." drawled the Chief. "You can go toooo, Ms. Croyle." Teresa did not need to be told twice, and hastened to exit the room behind me.
"Who the fuck does he think he is?" Savannah spat furiously.
"He thinks that he is a man who has earned not one but two Medals of Valor serving and protecting the good citizens of this County." the Chief said, the tone of his voice arresting the attention of the two women. "And that young lady next to him has earned six... SIX!... Purple Orders on behalf if those citizens. They've given their bodies and risked their lives for this County, only to have lazy DAs and ADAs not even make an effort to prosecute the cases on mere whims."
Neither Miriam nor Savannah said a word. The Chief got up and said "I'll have the Duty Desk Officer come and escort you out..."
Part 38 - Please To Remember
"Remember, remember, the Fifth of November
The Gunpowder Treason and plot;
I know of no reason why gunpowder treason
Should ever be forgot.
Guy Fawkes, Guy Fawkes,'twas his intent.
To blow up King and Parli'ment.
Three score barrels of powder below.
To prove old England's overthrow.
By God's Providence he was catch'd,
With a dark lantern and burning match
Holloa boys, Holloa boys, let the bells ring
Holloa boys, Holloa boys, God save the King!"
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!' shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, November 5th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background behind her.. "No justice for People of Color where Donald Troy is concerned!"
After the hard charging intro music, Bettina began: "Judge Rodney K. Watts of the State Superior Court dismissed several lawsuits with prejudice, pun not intended. Among them was a lawsuit by Eldrick X. Weaver, demanding the County pay for and conduct a total recount of the ballots with no TCPD Officers allowed in the Election Center where they would be counted. Mr. Weaver lost to Daniel Allgood 52-48%, a margin that shocked political experts."
Bettina: "Bruce Finneran, who lost in his bid for the Inspector General post that would have given him power to rein in Commander Donald Troy's reign of terror and Police Brutality against People of Color, joined Mr. Weaver's lawsuit, as did losing candidate for Solicitor, Savannah Fineman."
Bettina: "In his ruling, Judge Watts stated that Police Commander Donald Troy did not break the law in breaching a barricade separating vote counters from Poll Watchers observing the count. Judge Watts said that Commander Troy also acted correctly to arrest a poll worker when 'indisputable video evidence' showed the worker ran a ballot through the counting machine multiple times. The judge also stated that if Eldrick Weaver wanted a recount, he would have to pay for it, as it did not meet the half-percent threshold for County-paid recounts, and the election results had been certified as valid."
Bettina: "The poll worker who was arrested pleaded 'not guilty' to the felony charges against her after Prosecutor Paulina Patterson said that she was not offering any plea deals and was going for the maximum sentence. However, ADA Savannah Fineman announced that the charges against Elections Board Chairman Rosa Sparks were being dropped for lack of conclusive evidence that Ms. Sparks committed any criminal offenses. And now let's go to Carl Lemay for more on the Statewide races. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome black reporter Carl Lemay in his well-fitting suit, reporting from that same rooftop with the State Office Building in the background behind him. "The State Elections Board certified the results of Tuesday's elections yesterday, despite reports of massive voter fraud in the City."
Lemay: "Republicans had filed multiple lawsuits based upon mail-in ballots from dropboxes, which the City said would be counted as valid. However, most of those lawsuits were either dropped or dismissed after the State results showed that none of the Statewide races would be materially affected nor the results changed."
Lemay: "Sharon Marshall defeated Hoyt Stenson with a margin that political experts called 'surprising', but Democrats conceded that Mr. Stenson's health issues combined with a large turnout of fierce Val Jared supporters turning up to vote contributed to Ms. Marshall's success. But Corey Coons easily crushed Establishment Republican Ruby Russell, daughter of the late U.S. Senator Samuel Russell. Lorraine McGill, appointed to fill the unexpired term of Senator Russell, won the election to remain in the Senate."
Lemay: "In the 1st District, former Town Mayor Larry P. Vaughan defeated incumbent Congressman Condor to flip a U.S. House seat to the Republicans. And the State Legislature will undergo changes as the State House has flipped back to the Republicans after two years in Democrat hands. The State Senate remains Republican, but Lt. Governor-elect Corey Coons will be running the Senate and appointing the Committee Chairpersons..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CLICK!*
"I'm tired of hearing political shit." I said as I expertly used the remote to shut off the television monitor in my office. Teresa and Tanya were in the room with me, and they applauded my action. Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels had also joined us, and wasn't used to us enough to applaud. We returned to drinking coffee.
"Where is everyone?" Tanya asked.
"All the important people are here." Teresa quipped.
I chuckled, then said "The Sheriff is having his own coffee klatch of his four Chiefs, including the Public Health Officer, at City Hall." I replied. "And Paulina is at Miriam Walters's 'all hands on deck' meeting."
"Is that an 'all hands on deck' meeting?" Tanya asked with a wicked grin, "Or a 'come to Jesus' meeting?"
"I don't think it's gotten to that point yet." I said. "But Miriam is now faced with her nightmare scenario. Savannah lost the Solicitor election, and Miriam has to find a place for her. Franklin Washington will be 'Superior Court Judge Franklin Washington' and Hannah Doss will be 'Magistrate Judge Hannah Doss' come January, so there are holes to fill"
"That's not my nightmare scenario." said Teresa. "Having Judge Doss to go to for warrants makes my life a whole lot easier, and having Franklin instead of that turd Nance is manna from Heaven."
Claire said "How is that going to work out? And how integrated are the ADAs with the Detectives in our investigations?"
"That... is the $64,000 question." I replied. "In an ideal world... meaning if I had my own way about it... Paulina would the the Major Crimes ADA and Savannah Fineman would be the Vice ADA now that Franklin is leaving to be a judge. But Miriam doesn't seem to care about what's best for Town & County Law & Order; she prefers cronyism and being in-your-face in her assignment choices. By the way, Claire, have you met Savannah Fineman?"
"Yes, briefly." said Claire. "She introduced herself after the ceremonies on Monday, but we didn't get a chance to talk."
"Then I'll refrain from saying too much,' I said, "so that you can form your own opinion of her. Ditto that for Miriam Walters. And may I suggest you invite them and Paulina to lunch, to get to know them all."
Claire smiled. "I already have. The four of us are having lunch tomorrow. Any restaurant suggestions?" I suggested Laura's favorite Soup & Salad place or The Cattleman's Club...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:00pm, FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone came to my office. With her was Special Agent in Charge Clark Webster. I had Captain Claire Michaels come in to be introduced to them, and had her remain for the conversation to follow.
"So." I said. "Did Martin Nash come in and try to make your life a living hell?"
"No sir." Tracy Stone said with a smile. "They backed off, at least for now. They know they can never prove anything. And that bitch Savannah Fineman got her ass whipped in the Election Tuesday. So her gambit failed."
"Yes. Yes it did." I said. "So what can I do for you, Mr. Webster?"
"I just came by to keep you in the loop on Tamara's disappearance." said Webster. "I know you've been fighting people in the Federal Government that you and Jack Muscone call the 'Swamp Frogs'. Since those two rogue SEALs that tried to attack your home were identified, we've been looking into possible connections. And we may have found something."
"Good. What did your get?" I asked.
Clark Webster gathered his wits, then said "You know some of Lieutenant Jeff Bayport's team liked to rape women and their daughters in front of their husbands and fathers in Afghanistan and Iraq, then just kill the whole families?"
I nodded and Webster said "Well, we're finding that more recently, Bayport may be behind a pipeline where white women and girls are kidnapped and sold into a white slavery ring. They usually kidnap at-risk girls from bigger cities, but we get the occasional disappearances from various colleges."
"Uh oh." I said.
"Yes, Don." said Clark Webster. "We think these Swamp Frogs may have taken advantage of an opportunity, and kidnapped Tamara and put her in a white slavery ring..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Thursday, November 5th. The previous day, November 4th, had been Todd's (and Melina's) son Doug Burke's seventh birthday. Today was my son Ross's sixth birthday. We'd had a small party for Doug at Todd and Teresa's home, and were now having Ross's party at The Cabin.
Ross got a good haul of gifts, including an Airborne School 'black hat' from his dad, by request. And a couple of people that had not been at Doug's party had brought gifts for him, too. And then the cake and ice cream was assaulted. An investigation by Police Dog Bowser revealed that the culprit that made a lot of the ice cream disappear bore the patriotic name 'Betsy Ross'...
Part 39 - Epilogue
After the kids's party was over, Teresa joined me on the back deck for a dram of Scotch whisky. The fire in the fire pot was going, and she sat on the metal mesh loveseat with me instead of a separate chair, for more warmth from the nighttime chill.
"Good election results." Teresa said.
"This time." I replied. "But the Enemy will only regroup, and try even harder next time. They are relentless and will not stop until they've destroyed the Constitution and imposed Socialism upon us, and ultimately a Totalitarian Dictatorship."



Teresa said "I think I figured out something... why you reacted so strongly to the agitators at the Hospital. You were expecting those riots to 'cancel' Laura, and by destroying those assholes at the Hospital, no one would be surprised at anything you did after that."
"Give that woman a crowbar." I said. "That was some of it."
Teresa continued: "But you had me worried at the Election Center. I thought you might really shoot her in her office, there."
"I came close." I said. "Soooo close."
"And you colored outside the lines like I've never seen you do before." Teresa said. "Those videos you had Laurie and Callie make, that you showed Tamara? That was never going to be admissible in Court. And while you did nothing wrong at the Ethics Board session, having the FBI open an investigation and reading Carmela his rights and all that stuff? It was... aggressive." I nodded in agreement.
Teresa: "And then there's that gouging out Carmela's eye... while you were at the Council meeting, and so was I... because you told me to be. And it really was about the only way to make Carmela back off... take one eye, threaten the other. If you ask me... that is Iron Crowbar thinking, and only Iron Crowbar thinking."
"Well, I can't take credit... for that brilliant piece of work" I said. "But what could I do? Carmela just kept ratcheting up the stakes. Every time we stopped him, which wasn't hard to do, though possibly extralegal, he just pushed harder, played even dirtier, to the point he did put out a million-dollar contract to murder Carole."
"Oh, I don't blame you a bit." Teresa said. "I'm just saying I've never seen you quite like this. And neither has the Chief, if you get my drift. He's supported you very strongly, but he really doesn't like how we play things, at time. No, he hasn't said anything to me, and I don't have the Power of the Vibe. But I do observe and deduce things, you know?"
"Yeah." I said. "I know. Oh well, the Election is over, Laura is acquitted and no longer in real danger, and I'm sure the Underworld of our County will be eager to give us more work in the coming weeks and months."
"Well, I better get on home. Don't get up." Teresa said, standing up herself.. "I'll see you tomorrow morning."
"Text me when you get inside your house." I said, knowing she was walking to her house next door in the dark. She leaned over and hugged me, and I hugged her back. Then she walked around the house via the outer driveway as I turned to look at the twinkling lights of the Town in the valley below me. A moment later, as I saw a train come out of the western horizon and take the curve before the River, my personal iPhone chimed with a message from Teresa that she was safely at her house.
Yes, I had colored outside the lines, I thought to myself. I had had Callie and Laurie make fake videos about Tamara, to bully Tamara into a confession of what she really had done: accessed my wife's files and calendar, and obtain the information the filthy Lionel Carmela had ordered her to get.
And that information, such as doctor appointments and such, was innocent, but evil people like Carmela and the corrupt Media could and would twist it around, accuse her of something unethical if not criminal, and demand ongoing deeper investigations to no end until they achieved their goal to 'cancel' Laura and remove her from her positions on Campus.
So why had I done it? Why had I worked so hard outside the lines, outside the constraints of the Law? And enlisted others to help in the schemes? To save Laura, of course. To save her careers, her honor, and ultimately her life. But why did I have to go to the lengths I did, and cross the line and get in the mud with the perps and the slugs? Because Laura didn't tell me a thing, but I knew. I knew my wife was not innocent of the ethical violations. She was guilty.
Yes.
When Peter had gone to her with his thesis idea of the Babymaker Club, Laura had not nixed the idea, she had approved it. And she'd begun her own research project to go along with his thesis work.
Peter had set up everything, but it was Laura that had steered Carl and many of the other men his way. She could have done the examinations innocently, but she did do them as part of the projects. Melina had gone in and erased every trace of her work, but anyone with more brains than a Betta Fish knows that nothing is ever totally, truly erased. I think Professors Hawking and Susskind had a debate about that over Black Holes.
So Peter and Karyn had talked too much, and didn't realize Tamara was under Carmela' insidiously evil influence. Tamara told Carmela, who had her obtain the circumstantial evidence. And he took his opportunity to use it to smear my wife's name and destroy her career and her life. And of course I did what I had to do to save my wife, no matter what line was crossed.
Carmela didn't anticipate that, and just kept ratcheting things up, trying to find my limits. But when it comes to my family, especially Carole's life, there are no limits. And Carmela found out that I did not turn a blind eye to him, pun fully intended.
It wasn't hard to suggest to Tracy Stone a course of action that would succeed. And after what he'd done to her, trying to destroy her life, she had NO qualms about administering very proper punishment.
But it had also gone awry. Carl had been murdered. Peter and Karyn were lucky; they got away with their actions. But Tamara did not. I felt sorry for Tamara. I thought Carmela had done something to make her disappear; but apparently neither he nor I were guilty of that. I'd been shocked to learn who those attackers on The Cabin were; I thought they'd be Carmela's thugs, like the ones in the backyard of the Mountain Nest.
And now I realized that Clark Webster was right... it was very likely the Swamp Frogs that had abducted her, and that she was likely dead or in a white slavery ring somewhere. I never had wanted Tamara to endure that.
And that, of course, led to the question of just what the Swamp Frogs were up to. Why was Brendan Chapel and Robin Isley doing this? Why were they sending their highly-trained agents to wipe us out, like they obviously intended to do? What was Chapel's next move in the Game, that required my removal, and maybe Laura's, too?
And yes, I'd acted decisively and for the right when confronted with the Election fraud. Unfortunately, I knew I was in a vast minority of people willing to do the right thing in the face of a Government very willing to destroy our sacred, cherished rights by Force and by Fraud. And one day, our Nation would inexorably pay the price for that, by ceasing to exist as the last, greatest hope on this earth.
The fight seemed futile. We faced overwhelming power wielded by evil people with the intent to destroy all that is good about us, people eager to destroy individual freedom and the right of self-determination. Evil people that cannot be negotiated nor compromised with. People who just want to watch this great country burn.
But I'd rather fight them to the bitter end than submit to their unspeakable, relentless evil. And I was called upon and uniquely empowered to do so. I would continue the fight, and perhaps in doing so inspire others to continue that fight, to hold true to those words written in a great Declaration by a great man, the man who built Monticello and the University of Virginia, our third President for whom this County was named:
"We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 9th, from the Channel Two Anchor Desk at KXTC Studios. "The search is on for a new SBI Director!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin was declared the winner of the Town & County Inspector General's race, despite continuing disputes over Commander Donald Troy's illegal breach of a barrier at the Election Center and arrest of a vote counter at the scene."
Bettina: "Former Board of Inquest Member Bruce Finneran sued to have the result of the Election vacated due to Commander Troy's egregious interference, but Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom personally took that case and summarily dismissed the complaint with prejudice. Federal lawsuits have also been dismissed, some for lack of standing."
Bettina: "Due to his win in the Election, Director Goodwin submitted his resignation from the SBI, effective January 1st. For more on this, let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome black reporter in the well-fitting suit... a little too handsome in a little too nice a suit... from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "Lame duck Governor Val Jared issued a statement saying that he would leave the choosing of the next SBI Director in the hands of Governor-elect Sharon Marshall. Neither Marshall nor her Campaign Office, now her Transition Office, have issued any statements on the matter, nor responded to questions asking if Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy is being considered for the post."
Lemay: "With the Budget battle looming in the State Legislature, where failure to pass a Budget is not an option for this session, it remains to be seen what the shape of the SBI will look like. Black Democrats like Tasheeka Harris of Midtown are demanding that the SBI be defunded and all monies for local Police be stripped from the State Budget, and for that money to be put into diversity training and social justice programs."
Lemay: "The State Senate is barely in Republican hands, 19-17 after The City declared two Democrats the winners despite baseless Republican claims of fraud. The Republican lawsuits over voting irregularities were squashed in Court, and all appeals immediately denied. But there is no room for error, and it is widely agreed that whoever Governor Marshall names as the next SBI Director could go a long way towards funding the SBI. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said. "And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for a breaking news story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette from that same rooftop, but showing Police Headquarters in the background. "And weren't those words wonderful? 'Lame duck' Governor Val Jared? And his racist policies nearly out the door?"
Bettina: 'Don't get too excited, Amber. Sharon Marshall may be just as racist in her policies against hardworking Undocumented Workers and People of Color."
Amber: "That's very true, Bettina. And in other news, there has been a series of credit card fraud cases and identity thefts across the northern part of the State, potentially affecting online sales and upcoming Holiday sales. Several incidents have been reported to the Town & County Police, but the TCPD apparently has not attempted to solve them, nor has the TCPD responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News."
Amber: "And the SBI's Drug Enforcement unit and the Federal DEA have confirmed to Channel Two News that there has been an increase in amounts of fentanyl being brought into the County. The TCPD has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina. Then her enthusiasm dropped as she said "And now let's go to Pat Stellum for another breaking news story. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Al-Capone lookalike and wannabee, giving trenchcoats a bad name as he came on the screen. "Channel Two News has learned that Town Fitness Centers has gone up for sale! Viewers will remember that employee Carl Ryder was murdered several weeks ago, and owner Cindy Ross gave the Town & County Police personal data on the employees and customers of Town Fitness Center, allowing the TCPD to unlawfully and recklessly investigate the private lives of those citizens!"
Stellum: "And it was the death of employee Carl Ryder that exposed a male prostitution ring that he was a part of, and Dr. Laura Fredricson's role in it, leading to ethics charges being brought against her. Neither Cindy Ross, who was forced to retire from the TCPD, nor Town Fitness Centers would respond to repeated requests by KXTC for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Do you get the i-deeeeeeeaaah," drawled Police Chief Sean Moynahan, "that nobody wants to talk to Channel Two Newzzzzzz?" We all laughed.
At the table in the Chief's Conference Room, drinking coffee and watching the broadcast, were the Chief, Sheriff Griswold, me, Commander Tanya Muscone, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and ADA Paulina Patterson.
"And they're upset about it." I replied. "I'm surprised they haven't mentioned Tanya by name yet."
"Well they didn't name you either, Don." Tanya replied, her eyes sparkling mischievously. "Which is a small victory for you, I guess."
"And speaking of small victories," said the Sheriff, "that situation in the City was really bad. The ballots in the illegal dropboxes they allowed were 96% for Democrats. It didn't matter much in the Governor and Lieutenant Governor elections, and a lot of the dropbox votes weren't filled in for State AG. But one of those State Senate races might have gone for the Republicans if it weren't for the dropbox votes. And the other one was Maxine Watts's race. She'd have won, anyway, but it would've been very close, maybe within the half percent for a recount."
"Yes sir." I said. "We have State Senator Maxine Watts again. I can hardly wait for that." Everyone chuckled at my dripping sarcasm.
"What I want to know," said Teresa Croyle, a scowl on her otherwise very attractive face, "is why KXTC continues to attack Cindy, and Laura. Stellum's report was just pure, raw hatred, not to mention dishonest. And everything with them is o-vah... isn't it?"
"That little shit Stellum ain't got nothing better." spat Paulina. We all looked over at her; we were not used to that kind of vehemence, much less potty-mouth-language from our lovely ADA. She looked around and said "What, am I getting kicked out of the klatch for that?"
"You're getting kicked out anyway." I said amusedly with a little grin. "When do you move back into your City Hall office?" There were gasps of surprise from the others.
Paulina understood, though. She said "When they finish refurbishing an office for me and one for Savannah."
Seeing everyone's looks, Paulina saved me the trouble of explaining by doing it herself: "Don't let this get out of here, but Miriam is going through with her plan for ADAs as section leaders, if you will, and DDAs doing the prosecutorial work. The only question remaining is if I'm the MCD ADA or the Vice ADA."
"Miriam hasn't decided that?" asked Teresa, her voice connoting surprise.
"Miriam, Savannah, and I are having lunch with Captain Claire Michaels today." Paulina said. "Miriam wants to get Claire's input on that, which is massively surprising to me, since Miriam never seems to want to take advice from anyone. So we'll see."
Tanya asked "By the way, Sheriff, where is Cindy? It's not like she's been banished from the coffee klatches, either."
"Har." barked the Sheriff. "Maybe the Iron Crowbar or Iron Wolf can answer that?"
"Yes sir, I can." said Teresa. "Cindy's taking some time off, and getting her personal life in order. She's putting the gym up for sale, getting things ready for the baby's arrival in January, and she and Callie are looking for a place to move into. Claire Michaels has already expressed an interest in renting or buying their condo when they move out."
'Where do you think Cindy will end up?" Paulina asked. "That 'safe room' house on Reservoir Road?"
"The Cabin." Tanya said with a wicked grin. "After Don is named SBI Director and moves back to Midtown!"
Do I even need to say that a red crowbar was waved in her general direction? Along with a look that connoted she had apparently fallen out of a tree and hit her head?
"I'll never give up The Cabin." I said. "When the time comes, and they come to take my body to the Frank Freeman Funeral Home, they'll probably pick it up at The Cabin."
"It is a wonderful place." Paulina said agreeably. "How did you manage to buy it?"
"I don't contemplate my good fortune on that." I replied. "I just stay grateful." Lucky, lucky Iron Crowbar, I thought to myself.
Sheriff Griswold said "At the time, it was pretty much a shack that nobody really wanted. And there were ideas at the time that Thomas P. Cook would use eminent domain to claim the property and sell or rent it to BigCommunicationsCorp to put a cell tower there. But Don bought it anyway, and Cook's scheme fell through."
I added: "And I wouldn't recommend the method of redecoration, but when it burned down, it gave me the chance to rebuild it into the wonderful place it is now." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 04.)
"Soooo, Mis-ter Crowbarrrrr," drawled the Chief, "if not you, who will our next SBI Director beeee?"
"Sheriff Griswold." I said flat deadpan, which earned me a look from him identical to the one I'd given Tanya. Teresa, Tanya, and Paulina were somewhere between snickers and outright laughter.
"Try again, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "Seriously, I am curious who you have in mind to suggest to Governor-elect Marshall."
"I'm curious, too, sir, and I'm not being facetious when I say that." I replied. "Sharon Marshall hasn't asked, and I don't know who I'd suggest to her... unless Jack Muscone actively expresses interest in it."
For some strange reason, all eyes went to Tanya P. Muscone. "He has not said anything to me about it, so please don't start any rumors." she said.
"That's not a denial." Teresa said. "And the Iron Crowbar almost never speaks lightly about anything." I just shrugged.
A bit of irritation crept into Tanya's voice as she said "One more time: Jack has not spoken to me about leaving the FBI, much less applying for the SBI Director position. And he would say something if he had any desires to make that change. There is no 'there', there; there is no smoke, much less any fire. So please... don't start up any shit that gets back to KXTC and gets that bitch Bettina spreading false rumors like her frickin' worthless aunt always does!"
I could tell that Tanya was getting upset, as her voice nearly cracked a couple of times. I said "Don't stress on it, Tanya. There are good SBI candidates from within; one of them will likely get the job."
I continued: "And that reminds me: did anyone else notice the way Lemay worded his report about the next SBI choice? That it might determine if the SBI even gets funded? I suspect... that the SBI Director position might be held hostage to the Budget's passage."
Teresa replied "Yes, and I also noticed that that bitch Amber wouldn't say 'SBI-IDE', but only their 'drug enforcement unit', or whatever. Looks like they'll have the same old fight again on that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching the KFXU broadcast in my office with Teresa, I refilled our coffee mugs for the Angel (singular) meeting.
"Tanya not joining us today?" Teresa asked. "And what about Claire?"
I said "Tanya went back to her office. I think we upset her talking about Jack and the SBI Director position."
"I pushed her on that, too." said Teresa. "But I'll be blunt, Don... I think we touched a wire, there. She was actually getting upset about it. Made me wonder if there is some truth to that."
I said "I never should've mentioned Jack's name in conjunction with that job, even jokingly. Tanya's right: we've got moles all over the goddamn place around here; Bettina's aunt, Elsie Gringer, is the gossip columnist for a lot of online papers; and Bettina herself would love nothing more than to start slinging mud and stirring the pot about TCPD Officers and their relatives."
"I won't mention it out loud again, at least not in her presence." Teresa said. "But like I said before... I never heard a full denial."
"Let's let it go." I 'suggested'. "As to Claire, she's meeting with her Lieutenants Three right now, and will come in and brief me once they've briefed her. You are welcome to join that meeting, if you like."
"I would," Teresa replied, "but I'm going to be meeting with the Precinct leaders at 9:00am. Today is Captain Abram and Lieutenant DeLong's day to impress me with their coffee-making and asskissing skills at the Old Mill."
"They better be impressing me with the condition of their units." I replied. "My annual spot inspections will be coming soon. And this year... it's going to include random weapons qualifications and unit tests at the range."
I saw a worried look cross Teresa's face. The TCPD never passes my first inspection, no matter how hard they work or how well they prepare. And that ultimately was on her...
Part 2 - By Fraud...
Between my office and the Lieutenant's offices was a suite of two offices. The one on the right, as one looks from the hallway coming in, had been Captain Malone's office. It had been refurbished and was now being used by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. The office on the left had been renovated and used by Cindy and then Tanya, and was now Claire Michaels's office.
The offices were not as deep as mine and (now) Tanya's. On the left side near the entrance to the hallway was a small room with a table and four chairs. The right side was open, and could be a place for an assistant/secretary to have a desk. It was in that small conference room that Claire Michaels and Lieutenants Jerome Davis, Mary Milton, and Micah Rudistan gathered at 8:00am. After watching the KFXU broadcast, they started their meeting.
"Tell me about these credit card problems, that the Media seems to know more about than I do." Claire said.
Mary Milton replied: "The Press tries to make it sound like this has been going on a while and we're just not doing anything about it, but the four cases we have were reported just this weekend. Two were at the University Campus Bookstore, and belong to the Campus Police and the SBI. Two more were at The Mall on the northside of Town, and that will be our inroad into joining the investigation."
Mary: "What we have so far, thanks to Ranger Halston------"
"Ranger Halston?" Claire interrupted. "Is that his first name?"
"No ma'am." said Mary, wariness edging into her voice.
"Is he still in the Rangers?" Claire asked.
"No ma'am." Rudistan said hastily. "He was an Army Ranger with Kalsu and a couple of our SWAT Team members. They call each other that, and then Commander Troy started calling Halston 'Ranger Halston' out of respect, so now we all do."
"O-kay." said Claire, her voice skeptical. "So what did Halston find?"
Mary: "The reports of credit card fraud started in Pottsville about three weeks ago. Over the last couple of weeks, the cases spread southwest and west, to Palmyra County near Midtown, and to Hamilton County. The two cases at the Mall here were residents of Nextdoor County, and the University Bookstore cases were students who lived in Pottsville, and Lexington, which is Hamilton County. We're going to work through the data, see if any trends come up."
Claire Michaels said "While you're doing that, contact the banks in the County, and see if they've had any problems with debit card fraud recently. They tend to just report to their insurance companies, who may or may not contact us."
Rudistan said "I can have Chris Purvis do that, ma'am. He's our financial crimes guru, and he knows who to call at the banks."
"He's the new 'Abacus', eh?" said Claire. The room instantly fell silent. Rudistan had pained look on his face.
"Er, ma'am," said Jerome Davis, "we don't use that term around here since Julie Newton betrayed the Force."
"Ah. Oh yeah, I forgot about that." Claire said. "My apologies. But yes, have Purvis call the banks. And more generally, I'll be interested in seeing what patterns emerge from your analysis. Someone has found a mine, an information mine, and is tapping it to commit fraud. Okay, what about these fentanyl reports?"
Rudistan: "The SBI-IDE and the DEA apparently told the Press things that they did not tell us. There are always people trying to bring in drugs, especially with University students being such a huge market, but we've heard nothing of any specific fentanyl pipelines. I told my people before I came into this meeting to check around and see if they can verify the Press reports."
"Does anyone here have good contacts with the DEA, and can touch base with them?"  Claire asked. She was looking at Mary, but Mary shook her head vigorously. Rudistan came to both their rescues.
"I'll take care of that, ma'am." said Rudistan. "And Commander Troy is probably the one to touch base with on that. Verrrry touchy issue around these parts..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No doubt." I said as I sat in my 'Command Chair' behind my desk in my office. "The Press is pure evil, especially KXTC."
"I still wish I could've been told as fast as they were about these issues" said Claire Michaels, sitting in the 'near side' hot chair, the one closest to the door.
"Well, don't hold it against your subordinates." I replied, knowing that was Claire's insinuation. "The Press found out over the weekend, or it was leaked to them with the purpose of creating mischief, that these things happened. They then spent all weekend planning how to embarrass us as much as possible. Hell, we've been literally processing a murder scene and Bettina and Amber go on the air and ask why I... me, by name... haven't solved it yet. Any cheap shot they can get in, they'll take. And the truth does not matter to them."
Claire nodded, then said "On this fentanyl business, who contacts the Feds so we can work with them on it?"
I said "Before I answer, let me reiterate and reinforce what I told you before: my first and so far only standing order to you is that under no circumstances are you to ever ask the Miltons, especially Mary, to help the Feds, nor go behind her back and give any information she obtains to the Feds. You can come to me, and only me, and I'll decide what to share with the Feds."
I continued: "And if you didn't realize it before, realize now just how dead serious I am about this. I saw Dr. Milton in the Hospital, beaten nearly to death by Federal Agents, and my son wants me to stop being an FBI Consultant after Federal Agents destroyed my home, and he won't let it go. So I am fully on the Miltons side, and if they ever quit the TCPD, it will be as close to an irreparable blow as there ever could be. They are both that good and that indispensable to us... and you will see that in time, so hear me now and believe me later."



Claire nodded. "Yes sir." she said.
I said "So to answer your question: yes, I am your point of contact for all things regarding Federal Agents."
Claire said "Thank you, sir. As to our cases, Purvis is working on the credit card fraud cases, and Vice is working on the fentanyl rumors. Lieutenant Rudistan is going to contact Dwight Stevens of the DEA, unless you object, sir..."
I said "I don't object, but you might do that yourself. You can get to know Supervisory Special Agent Stevens, and I'm sure he's going to like you far more than he likes me." I reiterated how I'd unpleasantly surprised Stevens a few times. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock')
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened, revealing the Duty Desk Sergeant who said "Sir, ma'am, a dead body was called in half an hour ago. One responding Officer was taken ill at the scene, but I don't have details..."
Part 3 -... And By Force
10:05am, Monday, November 9th. The Town & County Farmers Market was in the southwest part of the County, situated just off County Road 5, and also accessible by the Bypass. It was in the Farmer's Market Restaurant parking lot that a body was found.
When I drove up, there were a number of Police vehicles, an EMS ambulance, and a Public Health Department HAZMAT unit already on the scene. Two Press vans had been held back outside the lines. I was allowed to drive in, but was stopped before getting close to the body.
After giving Patrolman Culver my badge number, I said "What is going on up there?"
"I'm not sure, sir." said Culver. "I know that a Police Officer took ill and was taken to Hospital, and then a HAZMAT crew showed up, but I have no further details."
"Okay, keep up the good work keeping the Press out." I replied. I parked near some other Police vehicles, and Claire Michaels parked next to me. We walked towards the body and the people surrounding it, both of us wearing standard armor over our uniforms. I was wearing my trenchcoat over the armor, a star on each shoulder epaulette,. Claire was wearing the leather 'bomber' jacket with an embroidered badge over the heart and metal Captain bars on the shoulder epaulettes.
"What's going on here, Lieutenant Davis?" I asked MCD Lieutenant Jerome Davis, who was wearing the standard blue Police work jacket over his uniform and armor.
"Good morning, sir, ma'am." said Davis. "First, I have to tell you that you need to stay here with me and not get closer yet. What happened is that a body, a female in her twenties, was found in the parking lot but near the entrance to the restaurant. There's no video coverage of this area, so we don't know if she was coming or going."
Davis: "Parker and Rodriguez were the first Detectives on the scene. The woman had some powdery residue around her lips and nose, and Parker sniffed at her face. He immediately became ill, having trouble breathing. Rodriguez immediately gave him the fentanyl antidote injection we carry around, and Parker stabilized. He was instructed by Lieutenant DeLong to be taken to the hospital to get checked out."
Davis: "At that point our Uniformed Officers on scene did the right things: they secured the scene and set up a perimeter, then called the Public Health Department to get a 'level one' response, a couple of people with masks and proper gear to come handle the scene and transport the body to the Morgue. Instead, we got a 'level two' response, a full-on four man HAZMAT team with full protective gear, special masks and breathing apparatus, acting like there's been a spill of radioactive anthrax or something."
I said "Yeah, it may be overkill, but I won't complain about being safe rather than sorry. Remember the 'frozen mothballs'." (Author's note: 'Frozen Mothballs', Ch. 01.)
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "What bothers me, sir, ma'am, is that the KXTC Press van was right behind the HAZMAT truck. Right behind it. We stopped them from coming past the outer perimeter, of course, but they were here."
"Do you know which reporter it was, or is, as the case may be?" I asked.
"Yes sir. Amber Harris." said Jerome. I nodded and looked around. I saw the KXTC Press van, and a camera mounted on the roof, filming the scene. I surmised the athletic blonde reporterette and her crew were buttoned up inside the van; ergo, they knew this was a dangerous substance situation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Good morning, Martha." I said as Martha the M.E. came up to us. "You know Claire Michaels?"
"Yes, I do. Welcome home, Captain." said Martha. She then looked up at me and said "I believe the substance on the woman's face is fentanyl, but the HAZMAT guys are taking no chances. They've sealed the body in a plastic bag, and put that in a body bag, and they'll transport it to the Morgue."
"Will it be safe in the Morgue?" Claire asked.
"Yes." said Martha. "The autopsy room can be sealed off with a HAZMAT-capable air filtration system. I'll wear a Tyvex suit and a chemical mask, then clean it up after the autopsy is done."
"We had that installed after the 'frozen mothballs' case." I added.
As the body was loaded into the HAZMAT vehicle, which was similar to ambulances and paddywagons but tricked up to deal with hazardous substances (or viruses) situations, I looked around again. The camera had disappeared from the top of the KXTC Press van; it appeared they were getting ready to follow the HAZMAT vehicle to the Morgue. I saw a few other cars, as well; apparently they were too-curious passers-by.
"Jerome," I said quietly, "have a couple of Patrol cruisers escort the HAZMAT vehicle, one in front and one behind. Lightbar turned on on the front vehicle."
"Yes sir." said Davis, who went to the nearest Uniformed Officer to borrow his radio and implement my instructions.
"Sir," asked Captain Michaels, "do you think this is that dangerous a situation?"
I replied: "I doubt it, but that Press vehicle is about to follow the HAZMAT vehicle, and I want to make it look like we're taking this situation seriously. If we don't, they'll accuse us of (air quotes) 'endangering the Public by letting a vehicle with a hazard substance drive through Town without an escort'. Of course, they'll accuse us of that, anyway..." I let the sentence hang.
"Sir," said a clearly surprised and skeptical Cpt. Michaels, "is the Press really that bad?"
"Oh, yezzzz, Ms. Michaels." drawled Chief Moynahan, who'd just come up behind us. "And worrrrrrse. That's why I'm here, or else they'll say the Town & County Police Chief doesn't care about hazardous material incidents."
ADA Savannah Fineman had appeared with the Chief, wearing a fur coat over her white blouse, black skirt and black high heel pumps. "What's going on here?" she asked brusquely.
"We're trying to find that out ourselves." I replied. "What brings you here, Ms. Fineman?"
"Obviously a serious crime has happened here, along with the HAZMAT Team being sent out." Savannah replied. "And Don, you know Miriam wants us to be more involved from the beginnings of the criminal investigations."
I asked "Are you here for Vice or MCD? We know we have likely drug involvement, but nothing yet to suggest it'll be an MCD case."
"Either way, Miriam called me and told me to come out here." Savannah said, not answering me any further, and thus denying me the information I really wanted to know: which ADA, her or Paulina, was going to be assigned to MCD or to Vice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The convoy of vehicles pulled out. Jerome had rejoined us and we all went up to where the body had been found. Julia Rodriguez had been wearing a protective mask, and was taking it off and replacing the filter immediately per standard operating procedure.
"That was excellent work giving Parker that antidote so quickly, Detective." I told Julia, complimenting her in front of her bosses, and especially the Chief. "So what happened here?"
Julia began: "Thank you, sir. An employee coming in to work saw the body right in front of the front steps. She ran inside and the manager and two others came out and took her pulse, finding none. They called 9-1-1, and Johnson and his trainee, Patrolman Smith, arrived first. They secured the scene and established the first perimeter."
Julia: "Then Teddy... er, Detective Parker, and I arrived. He saw the powder around the woman's lips and on her nose and forehead, and sniffed it. He began reacting immediately, and I administered the fentanyl antidote and he stopped reacting. He stayed awake the whole time, but by that time Lieutenant DeLong had come up and ordered Parker to go with the paramedics to the hospital, then called for a HAZMAT unit------'
"If I may interrupt for just one second," said the aforementioned Lt. DeLong, "I called for their two-man team that we normally call for when we have a powdery substance issue, like fentanyl or suspected anthrax. They'll wear Tyvex suits and masks, and can quickly test the substance in question. What we got was the full-meal-deal four-man team in full HAZMAT suits."
DeLong: "I asked their leader why they sent the full team when I asked for the two-man team, and he said the call had come in for the four-man team. I didn't argue with him, but I will put it in my report that I asked for the two-man team."
"Yes, do that." I said. "I was told the KXTC Press van literally followed the HAZMAT van to the scene, and I smell a rat, there."
"Does that matter?" Savannah Fineman interjected sharply. "Why wouldn't you want the full protection team?"
"Overkill." I replied. "It could hinder our investigation, and our case for the D.A.'s Office." I didn't mention the other, also important reasons: the optics, the chances for the Press to misreport the situation and gin it up into something worse than it was, and their desire to unnecessarily scare the hell out of the Public... and also what I was perceiving to be something suspicious about the whole thing.
"Go ahead, Detective Rodriguez." I said.
Julia said "My apologies if I misrepresented you, Lieutenant." DeLong nodded, then Julia continued: "Once the HAZMAT team got here, I masked up, put on a Tyvex suit, and watched them work. The deceased woman is white, light brown hair, appears to be in her twenties. She was wearing a white blouse and lime green skirt, white stockings and no shoes. There was no purse, cellphone, nor ID on her person nor in the area. Martha will run fingerprints as part of the autopsy."
Julia: "While I was with the body, Johnson and the trainee were interviewing the employees. They park in back and go in the back door, so it's not surprising that several people came in the other way and didn't see the body."
"They don't serve breakfast here?" Claire asked.
"Only on weekends." I replied. "The Country Breakfast Diner north of here and closer to the center of Town took all the weekday breakfast business. They also have exhibits and things like gun shows at the Farmer's Market on the weekends, so the restaurant here has a massive brunch on Saturdays and Sundays. So did the employees have anything of value to tell us?"
Julia replied "Not much sir, just how the body was found and what they did when they found it. Johnson did ask if anyone saw a purse or cellphone, and they all said they don't remember seeing one."
"All right, then." I said. "It'll be up to Martha to find out------"
*BWEEEEE!*
It was the break button sound on our radios, and it was followed by chilling words: "Break! Break! Break! Mayday! Mayday! This is the HAZMAT truck. We are under attack! I say again, we are under attack!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove at high rates of speed up County Road 5 towards the intersection with Jefferson Avenue and it's bridge over the River. The HAZMAT vehicle, which I'll just call 'the truck', and two Police cruisers were on the side of the road, all three burning their lightbars. The front Police cruiser was facing the truck, as if going the wrong way Two old-model cars were bracketing the truck, the front one having cut off the truck, the second one behind the truck.
Two dead perps were lying on the ground next to the doors of the cab of the truck. Two more perps were lying behind the second old car, whose trunk lid was open. Between the perps was the body bag containing the mortal remains of the deceased woman from the Farmers Market Restaurant.
Further behind was the KXTC Press van. Amber Harris and her cameraman were right behind the rear Police cruiser, filming everything. Amber was talking into her microphone, recording what she was seeing, which she could edit into the video later.
I got on the radio and said "Clear those Press people! Force them back 500 feet, and make them move their van back! If they don't comply, arrest them and confiscate their camera and impound the van!"
I got out of my Police SUV. The Chief, Captain Michaels, and Lt. Davis had parked behind me, and caught up to me as I came up to Amber and her cameraman, who were furiously arguing with the two Uniformed Officers trying to force them back.
"I've got this, Mr. Crowbarrrr." the Chief said. "You go up and find out what the hell just happened here."
"Yes sir." I said. I went on up to the scene. "Is everyone okay? Any casualties on our side?"
"No sir." said Sergeant Chester Morton, who had been in the lead Police cruiser, which was being driven by Sr. Patrolman Johnson. Sergeant Clark had been in the follow-up vehicle, which was being driven by Sr. Patrolman Meir.
"You first, Morton." I said. "What happened?"
"Sir," said Sergeant Morton, "we were in the lead vehicle, and we noticed the truck wasn't behind us, then saw that it had been cut off by that car. We did a 180 and rushed back. Two men were yelling for the truck driver and passenger to open the doors, and fired shots at the windows and the windshield. The glass is bulletproof, so our guys weren't hurt. When we pulled up, the perps shot at us. We returned fire and they dropped dead."
"Clark?" I asked.
Sergeant Clark said "We were trailing behind when a blue car passed us and got between us and the truck. We would've pulled them over, but we had follow-up duty, so I told Meir to burn the lightbar and pass the car. They didn't pull over, but jut slowed down in front of us. That was when we heard the break button sound and the mayday call."
Clark: "I had Meir pull around the blue car, into oncoming traffic, which fortunately moved to the side. When we got to the scene, two guys in the brown car behind the truck had jimmied open the back door with those 'jaws of life' on the ground there..." He pointed at the powerful device on the ground below the back doors.
"I have got to get me some of those!" I said, holding up my red crowbar. "Crowbar on steroids!" Everyone chuckled, then I said "So keep going. They forced open the door?"
"Yes sir." said Clark. "By the time we got here, the perps had removed the body from the back of the truck and were about to put it into the trunk of the car. As we pulled up right behind them, they kept trying to get the body in the truck of their car, but dropped it. That gave us time to draw our gun and order them to surrender. They instead pulled out guns and were about to fire at us, so we shot them."
"Good work." I said. "And keeping them from getting the body may be very crucial. Did you see what happened to the blue car? Did it stop? Continue on?"
Meir said "I think they kept going, but by that time I was watching the car and the perps at the scene, here. We did get their car tag on our dash cam video."
"Get that sent in to the evidence servers and the Intel Department immediately." I said. I went over to the back of the truck and looked inside.
"There's no connection between the cab and the back of the truck here?" I asked as I made just that observation.
"No sir." said the HAZMAT Team leader, who had been riding shotgun up front. "That makes it much easier to separately button up the front and back if we need to."
"What's your name?" I asked.
"Allen, sir. Team Leader, equivalent to a Sergeant in the TCPD."
"So, Allen, were your other two guys in back with the body?" I asked.
"No sir." said Allen. "It's procedure that no one rides in the back if the hazardous materials are there, being transported. Our other guys stayed back at the crime scene, just in case, and we were going to go pick them up after we delivered the body to the Morgue."
"Okay, so what happened?" I asked. "That green car cut you off?"
"Yes sir." said the driver. "it just appeared out of nowhere, it seemed, then it was just there, cutting me off. I hit the brakes and had to go off the road to avoid hitting it. And then those two thugs got out, shot at the windshield, then came up to us and ordered us to open the doors. We're unarmed, so we refused, and the team leader radioed the mayday call. They began shooting at the windows when the Police car that had been ahead of us came back, and they took out the perps."
"Okay, good work. Cool thinking under fire." I said. "By the way, do you have a dashcam?"
"Yes sir, but it wasn't on." said Team Leader Allen.
"Okay." I said. "We'll need you to give your statements, preferrably on camera. And we may need a follow-up interview later."
As the scene was processed, I went back to where the Chief was. After I filled him in on what had happened, he said "If those perps up front were shooting at the people in the truck cab, it's damn lucky no one was in the back of the truck, or they might've been shot dead. But what was the purpose of all this?"
I replied "This is pure speculation, sir, but I think they started shooting immediately to distract the guys in the cab, so that the guys behind the truck could break in and get the body out."
"So the body was the target?" said the Chief.
"Yes sir." I replied. "Excuse me one second; I need to call Martha and let her know to be on the lookout for anything unusual she finds during her autopsy..."
Part 4 - Lunches and Philosophy
One thing I've learned over time is that I have to be patient and let my Police Force and our Medical Examiner do their jobs. When I got back to my office, I wrote up my Police Report and submitted it, then began reviewing maps of the areas of both crimes, then photos and other data submitted by our CSIs.
It was nearly 12:00 noon when I got a call on my cell phone. It was Jack Muscone, asking me to meet him for lunch at the Cop Bar. I said I would leave for the Cop Bar right away.
Since the Archie Brody incident (Author's note: 'Cool For The Summer'.), my relationship with Jack Muscone had never recovered. It had remained professional, but we rarely met for lunch anymore, and virtually never alone. So I knew it had to be a big deal that he'd called me and asked me to meet him for lunch. It was no surprise where he wanted to meet; after all, the owner of the Cop Bar had named the 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger' after him.
When I arrived, Jack was already at the table in the back 'Command Room'. He got up and said "Thanks for coming." as he shook my hand. We sat down, me to his left, both of us having sight of the door to the rest of the facility.
"Something big brewing this morning?" Jack asked.
"It's a 'strangeness', to be sure." I said. "Young woman found dead, very likely of a fentanyl overdose. Then someone carries out a four-man operation to steal the body from us, and that with Police accompanying the vehicle the body was in."
Muscone said "Yeah, that was weird. But why not try to hit it when the body was being unloaded at the Morgue?"
"Would you want to try to do that in what is literally the Police Headquarters parking lot?" I asked back. "Seriously, I'm not sure if the perps realized there was a follow-up Police cruiser, just the one leading. They worked very fast, and it was almost a suicide mission for the guys that cut off the truck. But I need more data, a lot more data, before I try to form any cogent theories on all this."



"I hear ya." said Muscone. "And maybe it's related to one of the two reasons I asked you to this lunch. I heard that KXTC blurb about the DEA confirming that fentanyl was showing up in this area. Dwight Stevens was pissed off at the report. He does not know who confirmed that to the Press, and they were just starting to get information on the possible pipelines."
"Well," I said, "we appear to have one now. And a dead girl with fentanyl all over her face."
"Yes." said Jack. "And I'd like to ask you on Dwight's behalf to share with us anything of significance that you find out about that. The death is your case, of course, but if you find a connection between that girl and any drug rings, especially fentanyl rings, I'd appreciate it if you let us know."
"Sure." I said. "But are things so bad that you, and particularly Dwight Stevens, feel you have to ask?"
"Uhhh..." Jack said, then hesitated. Then he decided to let it all out. "Yeah, and that issue is the Miltons. Yes, we are very aware of that situation, especially after you handed Clark Webster's ass to him on a platter over it. I don't know who told him to ask you to have the Miltons help him, and it feels like they set him up as a prank, not realizing how strong your response would be."
"He knows now." I said. "Soooo, you're worried that if our Intel Branch finds something, Mary Milton will object to me sharing any information with you Feds, huh?"
"That''s the gist of it." said Jack. "Look, I get it how they feel about it. I was on your side when you damn near killed Dana Fox over it. I just hope that you won't keep information back that the Miltons find, especially if it might affect Agents's lives."
"I get that." I said. "And despite my son Ian wanting me to give up being an FBI Consultant, I'm still holding that ID badge. And I certainly wouldn't want something wet happening to a Federal Agent that I could prevent by withholding information from you."
Muscone nodded. "I appreciate that, and I'm sorry I had to even bring it up like that. Anyway... oh, one extra thing: we have Tracy Stone working on some things in the City and Midtown. She's getting to know Nell Bell and the Midtown MCD team a lot better. We're keeping her out of here for a little while, because Carmela thinks Tracy is the one that put out his eye, and he might retaliate."
"Carmela better figure it out." I said. "He put out a fucking contract on my daughter's life. Why he's still breathing, I'm not sure, but that is something that can be remedied verrrrry quickly."
"Give me plausible deniability." said Muscone. "Anyway, the other reason I wanted to talk to you concerns the SBI Director position. Tanya told me you guys were joking about me being a candidate for it."
"Yeah, we were." I said. "And Tanya got upset about it. She said she's afraid the Press will hear about it, and try to make something of it. And I can understand that. There is no limit to what the Press will do to harm us."
Jack said "I haven't talked to Tanya about this, at least not yet, but I have been considering retiring from the FBI. And if I did, that SBI position might be a good one for me to apply for."
"Want me to put in a good word with Sharon Marshall for you?" I asked.
"Thanks, but not quite yet." said Muscone. "Like I said, I haven't talked to Tanya yet, though she likely knows I'm thinking about it. Women's intuition, you know."
"Intuition, hell." I replied. "I sincerely believe my firstborn daughter can literally read my mind."
"And everyone else's, too." Jack replied cooly. "But seriously... I talked with Curly Goodwin a few months ago, about what the job entailed. He said it was highly political, and that the SBI had a seriously bad reputation, but that he hoped that he had helped improve it. He also said you improved it greatly in your Reserve role."
Muscone: "With Sharon Marshall winning the governorship, I know I'd have her support. And I think I could continue Curly's work improving the SBI."
I said "Yes, you would do very well for it. But what about the FBI? You seriously want to retire?"
Muscone paused, then said "I think you know, Don, how politicized things are in Washington. The Civil Rights Division of the DOJ has been weaponized, and I think you know they're coming after the TCPD and Daniel Allgood, and soon. And they fully intend to completely destroy you."
Muscone: "But a lot more is going on. There is a new Associate Attorney General, and he's an ally of National Security Director Brendan Chapel. His name is Derrick B. Harland, and he wants to weaponize the entire FBI against patriotic white Americans that he considers subversives."
Muscone: "If you support Conservative candidates, Harland's FBI will come down on you. Go to a School Board meeting as a parent concerned about the 'Critical Race Theory' the Left is teaching in elementary school, and Derrick Harland's FBI will put you down as a 'Domestic Terrorist'. Harland's FBI will tag you, follow your life, investigate your finances, and may even arrest you an try to imprison you for 20 years if you get angry because the School Board covered up the rape of your daughter by a transvestite male they allow into girl's restrooms."
"Yeah, so I've heard." I said.
"I'm not going to be part of an FBI weaponized by a Gestapo Dictator-wannabee and his Leftwing masters to crush innocent citizens exercising their Constitutional rights. And that's where I think the FBI and all Federal agencies are headed now."
"So what's holding you back?" I asked.
Muscone: "I don't know if Sheriff Griswold told you this, but he told me once during those riots this past summer that things are getting to a point we can't ever return from. He said it's like buying a bad bottle of bourbon. You keep sipping it, hoping and thinking that it will somehow get better on the next sip, but it never does."
Muscone: "And I think that's how I feel about the FBI, that maybe if I hold on it'll get better, and that maybe I'll be one of the Agents that can hold it together. And I think they're counting on us getting tired, and giving up, or dropping down. And I never ran away from a fight, not even against you."
I said "I've felt that way too, at times, that they want to tire us out and give up. Like Carmela: every time we stopped one attack scheme of his, he just ratcheted it up. And we'd stop him again, and he'd just take it to the next level. And then he crossed the line, and put out a murder contract on my daughter..." I let the sentence hang.
Muscone: "Yes. Anyway, I felt I needed to be sure of what I wanted to do before I talked to Tanya. Now... I think I need to talk to her anyway."
I nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The four women were at the Soup and Salad restaurant, seated at the table with the best view of the artificial lake outside the window. They were District Attorney Miriam Walters, ADAs Savannah Fineman and Paulina Patterson, and TCPD Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels.
"Welcome back to the TCPD, Claire." said Miriam Walters, after they'd gone through the buffet and were eating. "Two new cases this morning. Anything on them yet?"
"No, the Detectives are still gathering data." said Claire Michaels. "Commander Troy practically ordered me to attend this lunch instead of canceling, telling me that we have to give them time to do their job. And he's right." Paulina nodded vigorously in agreement. Savannah, not so much; she scowled.
"What did you think of the crime, Savannah?" Claire said, seeing Savannah's look.
"Girl dead of a drug overdose." Savannah said. "And I didn't hear of the attempt to steal the body until I'd gotten back to City Hall. No one called me to let me know that had happened."
"Should we have?" Claire asked skeptically.
Miriam Walters said "It would have been nice if you did. I've talked with Chief Moynahan and Commander Troy a number of times about bringing us in as early as possible at potentially big crime scenes. Certainly a suicide mission to steal a body from a HAZMAT truck would qualify."
"With four dead bodies after an exchange of gunfire, safety was an issue." said Claire. "But I understand you wanting to be called in to secured crime scenes."
Miriam continued: "And that's one area where you and we could get off on the right foot. You can call us and let us know what's going on, which helps both you and us."
Claire said "And who will I or my Detectives be calling? And by that I mean for Vice crimes and MCD crimes?"
"That's one reason for this lunch." said Miriam. "I'd like to know what your preferences would be."
"Putting me on the spot." Claire said. "And it might not matter what I think. Commander Troy and Chief Moynahan would have more sway in that."
"I'm well aware of what Donald Troy's preferences are." said Miriam, a bit acidly. "But you're going to be working with my ADAs and DDAs a lot more than he will, in most cases. So your own views are important."
"I appreciate that." said Claire. "But I'll add that I knew Paulina when I was here previously, but I don't know Savannah as well. I'll be working with you both, for both Vice and MCD cases, so I'd ask you two what you'd prefer to do."
"The politically correct answer is (air quotes) 'whatever Miriam wants'." said Paulina Patterson. Claire chuckled politely. Neither Miriam nor Savannah even smiled at the 'joke', much less chuckled.
"Let me ask you this, Claire." Miriam said. "What cases do you think are harder to prosecute? Vice or MCD cases?"
Claire said "In my experience, white-collar crimes, financial crimes, are the toughest to have to explain to a Jury. And crimes with a lot of scientific data, like mass spectrometer results, are also hard. And you'll have those issues in both Vice and MCD cases."
Miriam didn't really like that answer. "Interesting." she said, almost to herself. "So how good are your Detectives at explaining those things when they're on the stand?" Claire noticed that Paulina looked puzzled at that question. Savannah had a blank expression on her face.
"Very good." said Claire. "One thing I've been very impressed with since I've gotten here is the experience and talent of every Detective, and I've also noticed that they are well-trained in all the little things they need to do to give you good cases, from evidence collection to testifying before Juries. Commander Troy says Paulina has been responsible for a lot of that."
"Do you believe everything Don Troy tells you?" Miriam asked sharply.
"Uh, why wouldn't I?" Claire replied. Paulina's eyes narrowed; she looked angry at Miriam's insulting question.
"Let me be blunt, Captain." Miriam said formally, leaning forward on arms resting on the edge of the table. "The only difference between Donald Troy and God is that God doesn't think he's Donald Troy. Troy demands loyalty from his Officers, and while that's expected and can be a good thing, it can also be a bad thing if carried too far. Our Sheriff is an old man, long past the age of retirement, and Troy has intimidated Chief Moynahan to the point the Chief is totally ineffective as a leader."
Miriam: "Donald Troy likes to dictate terms, including who I assign to cases. I need someone who will work with me, not try to boss me around. I need someone who is going to work with my prosecutors. I need someone who will stand up to Donald Troy and not let him run roughshod over everyone investigating a case. My question is, are you the person who is capable of that, of standing up to Donald Troy?"
Claire said "You realize you're talking to me about my direct boss? Of course I'm going to follow his instructions and his lead on things, provided they're not unlawful or badly wrong in some way."
Claire straightened up a bit and continued: "And since you've been blunt with me, I'll be the same with you. I was a Lieutenant in one of the finest Police Departments in the world, the LAPD. I am a damn good cop and a damn good Detective, and I could've gone anywhere I wanted to."
Claire: "I chose to return to the TCPD, and I did so for one reason: so I could work for the Iron Crowbar again. I have never met nor seen a better Detective than him, nor a better leader. And you want to talk about loyalty? One reason I left the LAPD was because loyalty and respect are two-way streets, and their return loyalty and respect towards me was in question."
Claire: "But not here. I know Commander Troy has his Officers's backs, and he has my back. I know the Chief and the Sheriff, especially the Sheriff, will have my back. Here in the TCPD, I don't have to do my job in fear that I'll be thrown under the bus by some puke in the upstairs Brass trying to curry political favor with agenda-driven politicians.'
Claire: "And you, all three of you, are lucky as hell that you have Donald Troy to give you gift-wrapped cases tied with a bow. You have no idea what the DDAs in LA would give to have Detectives of his ability and leaders of his integrity and quality."
She got up. "I've got the check. You ladies have a nice day." And with that she left the table...
Part 5 - Continuing the Investigation
I parked in my place at Police Headquarters, but instead of going inside, I went across the parking lot to the Crime Lab building. The Morgue was in the basement. When I got to the autopsy room, Commander Tanya Muscone was already there, watching through the window, as were Detective Julia Rodriguez and, thankfully, Detective Teddy Parker. I sat down in the seat next to Tanya.
"Glad to see you up and about, Mr. Parker." I said.
"Thank you, sir." said Teddy. "I did a dumb thing this morning."
"And you survived in one piece." I replied. "You feeling up to this?"
"Yes sir, I'm fine." said Teddy. "Just my pride is hurt. Like Ole Miss losing to Alabama." I chucked at that. Yeah, he's okay, I thought to myself. He's talking about SEC football...
Looking inside the room, I saw that Martha the M.E. was buttoned up in a full Tyvex suit, rubber gloves, a full mask with a clear face and an air filter protruding from the left side. "Anything big?" I asked Tanya.
She replied: "As you know, there's a speaker system where Martha can talk and we can hear, and she can hear us if we have questions. But with her masked up and with the filtration system on, we can't her her and she can't hear us very well, either."
A few minutes later, Martha broke the seal on the inner door and came through, took off the Tyvex and the mask, then came through the second door after wiping down a small object.
"The substance on her face was fentanyl." said Martha. "It was on her mouth, the tip of her nose and inside the linings, and on her forehead and her clothes. I've neutralized it and cleaned it all up, so there's no more HAZMAT danger. I also submitted her fingerprints and a facial shot to the TCPD, SBI, and FBI databases, but nothing has come back yet."
"Good." Tanya said brightly. "So what did you find?"
"She died of fentanyl inhalation." said Martha. "Judging by the pattern of the stuff on her face, it looks like someone forced her face into a bag of the stuff, almost like drowning her in a tub of water She struggled until the fentanyl took effect and killed her."
Martha: "She was also beaten. There are bruises around her eyes, and her nose is broken. She has a couple of cracked ribs, and soft tissue bruising in her abdomen. She wasn't raped, so I'm thinking someone beat her up to get her to talk about something, then shoved her face into a brick of fentanyl."
Martha extended her hand and dropped a small metal capsule into my hand as she said "And this may be what they were after. She'd swallowed it; I took it out of her stomach."
"Ahhhh, so this is why they tried to steal the body." I said in a falsetto voice as I looked at it. "Get your Police iPhones out, start recording." When Julia and Teddy had done so, I twisted the capsule open, narrating my actions as I went along. A small microchip and a tiny scroll of paper revealed themselves.
"I think there's code on the paper." I said as I examined the paper. "And this chip is designed to be dropped into a jump drive, but it has to be in the right direction or it'll destroy itself. But I think Myron Milton has ways to get around that. Let's get some techs down here so this can be taken under two-man control to him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Monday, November 9th. We convened in Classroom 'E' for a meeting concerning the current cases. At the table were: Chief Moynahan, Me, Captain Michaels, Lieutenants Davis, Mary Milton, Myron Milton, and Micah Rudistan, Sr. Detectives Teddy Parker and Christopher Purvis, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, and Detectives Joan Laurer and J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry.
Behind the table, sitting in chairs where they could see the 5x4 matrix of monitors, were Sheriff Griswold, Deputy Chief Muscone, and Lt. Commander Croyle.
"I invited Public Health Officer Beth Paige to attennnnd." drawled the Chief. "She declined, and also said she had no intent of sending someone in her stead. So we'll continue without herrrrr. It's your meeting, Commander."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "And I think I'll throw Captain Michaels into the fire by having her lead the meeting. Whaddya got, Captain?"
"Who wants to go first?" Claire asked. "Mary?"
"I can give the composite of everything that's been submitted and that we've discovered." said Mary Milton. "And please chime in if I misrepresent or miss something."
Mary Milton: "First, the victim. She did not come back from the local nor State databases, and the FBI database identified her as 'Elena Katrina', a native of New York City, age 26. She is listed as a graduate of SUNY-New Paltz, and an employee of World Pharmaceuticals, a small drug manufacturing and sales company in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania."
"What is SUNY-New Paltz, and where is it?" asked Teresa Croyle.
I replied: "New Paltz is a small town about 90 minutes north of New York City in the Hudson River Valley on the way to Albany, and State University of New York - New Paltz is a college in that town. If memory serves me correctly, it's a good science and engineering school, and has a planetarium."
"What, sir, have you memorized the entire United States?" Teresa asked a bit cattily. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"No, but in this case I visited the town once when I was in college." I replied. "That's a story in itself, and would be distracting us from the case, here. Suffice it to say our victim appears to be from the New York and Pennsylvania areas."
"Appears to be, sir?" asked Claire Michaels, astutely catching my wording.
"He's right, ma'am." said Lt. Mary Milton. "I was about to say that we've tried to look into her past, and it's coming up sketchy. We contacted SUNY-New Paltz, and they had no record of this Elena Katrina attending classes, much less graduating from there. We checked on World Pharmaceuticals, and while it exists in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, we could not reach anyone by phone, just an answering machine."
"And what does that suggest to you?" I asked. "Anyone?"
"A dummy or shell corporation?" answered Christopher Purvis.
"True, and that's good." I said. "But go deeper, further."
"Ohhhh!" said Julia Rodriguez. "Her whole identity and history is a backstop!"
"Yes! Very good!" I said, pleased and impressed with Julia's thinking. "So we have mysteries on both ends. But for now, continue with what you've found."
Mary: "Well, I'll dispense with her financial records of no debt, modest and wise use of one credit card, and a bank account with Bank of New York, since that's likely part of the backstop." I nodded.
Mary: "Anyway, she died of an acute fentanyl overdose. Martha thinks her face was pressed into a brick or mound of fentanyl, and she inhaled a big dose of it and died quickly. Time of death is estimated between 11:00pm and 3:00am last night, and that she was dumped at the Farmers Market Restaurant before dawn."



"Why dump her body and then try to steal it back?" asked Lt. Myron Milton.
"And with that question, I think we've segued to the next crime." I said. "What do we have on the four perps that tried to steal the body?"
"If I may, sir," said Mary, "I'd like to first bring up the capsule found in the woman's stomach during the autopsy. Or ask Myron to."
"Sure, go ahead." I said.
Myron had plugged his laptop into the dock, and images appeared on the wall monitors. "I was able to get the files out of the chip, but they're encrypted. I think the secret to the encryption is on the scroll, but it's all symbology. Looks like Klingon."
"That's because it is Klingon!" barked Sheriff Griswold happily as he practically leapt to his feet. "Seriously, those are Klingon symbols from the Star Trek series. Can I drive your laptop for a minute?"
Myron handed the Sheriff his laptop. As he typed on it, he said "I'm accessing my home computer, and importing a file that has the Klingon alphabet with the English alphabet."
"So going to those Cosplay conventions is a prerequisite for aspiring Detectives, Sheriff?" I asked with Rudistan-'ish' joviality.
"Whatever works, Crowbar. You might learn something if you attend a few of them." the Sheriff replied without blinking an eyelash, making us all laugh to varying degrees. A moment later he said "Here you go." and handed Myron the laptop back.
"Thank you sir." said Myron. "I'll feed this into our decryption software. This may take a minute, so Mary, you can tell them about the four perps."
"Sure." said Mary. She brought up four DEA records on four of the monitor screens. "You can see the names on the monitors. All four of these guys are members of an extremely dangerous drug gang called The Desert Scorpions."
"Never heard of 'em." barked the Sheriff.
"Not many people have, Sheriff, even in law enforcement circles." I replied. "And calling them a 'drug' gang is too limiting. Mary?"
"Yes sir, that's true." said Mary. "Ranger Halston and Penny Scott burned the wires to get what little I'm reporting to you now. They are believed to be based in Las Vegas, Nevada, and Tucson, Arizona. They are relatively small, very secretive, and the DEA has never been able to find a way to penetrate them."
Mary: "They do bring drugs into America across our southern border, but they may also smuggle opium and its derivatives from Southeast Asia, including Afghanistan. But worse, they're involved in human trafficking around the world. From Eastern Europe, from Asia, from India, they transport both females and males to the wealthy Elites around the world who pay for their services."
Mary: "The DEA only knows of their existence because of four people that defected from the organization and told the Feds what they knew. But the DEA has never been able to penetrate the organization with undercover Agents, though several have died trying. And thats just about all we've been able to get."
"Have you contacted the DEA or FBI about this gang?" Tanya Muscone asked, and a bit sharply.
"No." I said, speaking up for Mary. "And that's because they don't have my permission to."
"Are you going to give that permission?" Tanya asked, persisting. "Or at least let me do it?"
"Hold on a second." interjected Julia Rodriguez. "Commander, how do you know of this gang when nobody else does?"
"You forget yourself, Detective." Teresa said in warning.
"No, it's good." I said. "And thank God someone in here picked up on that. Good work, Julia. I was about to lose hope."
As I was speaking, I typed a text into my personal iPhone, which said "Come on in." An instant later the door opened, and in walked Dr. Laura W. Fredricson and FBI Supervisory Special Agent Melina Allgood.
As Melina began handing out paperwork, I said "I have a very reliable source. And she's about to tell you what she's told me."
"Yes." Laura said. "I know most of you in here have clearances of some sort or another, but you all have to sign the NDAs (non-disclosure agreements)." We all did so as Laura attached a laptop to the dock.
Once we'd signed and Melina had taken up the paperwork, Laura opened her laptop and entered the seven-word passphrase. An image appeared on the screen. At the top and bottom of the image we would see were the words 'SECRET NOFORN', which meant this was classified Secret, and not to be distributed to foreigners.
In the middle of the screen was the phrase 'The Desert Scorpions'.
Laura said "The Desert Scorpions are much more well known to the CIA than the domestic Federal Agencies. They have several subgroups in different parts of the world, and they don't interact with each other all that much. Everything is compartmentalized, in a manner that is eerily similar to me of how the CIA and the NSA compartmentalize themselves." An org chart appeared on the screen. There were a lot of gaps and a lot of question marks on it.
Laura: "We, meaning the CIA, first became aware of them when listening devices at Ft. Huachuca, Arizona, intercepted unknown blurb radio communications across the Mexico border about 30 years ago... well, over 30 years ago now. They were thought to be a new group of Coyotes smuggling humans and/or drugs into the United States. But while our Agencies were interdicting other groups of Coyotes, they never seemed to be able to catch the ones associated with those transmissions."
"How good were they at catching the other groups, relatively speaking?" asked Mary Milton.
"Very good." I said. "And we don't need to know how good. Keep going, Dear."
Laura said "Our next break came when some of our Green Berets on a mission in Honduras... and we don't need to know any more about that... intercepted low-level transmissions in the jungle and captured four men. Two of them were white American men. The four were provided a ride to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba... and this was before the War on Terror began... and interrogated."
Laura: "They broke under the interrogation, and two of them, the white Americans, said they were members of a group called 'The Desert Scorpions'. At first, they said their mission was to meet with Cartel representatives from South America to arrange drug shipments. But after they were broken, they admitted that they were hired as mercenaries to assassinate members of a certain drug gang in Honduras and make it look like American Green Berets or CIA Agents did it."
Laura: "That was all they knew, and the means of contacting their handlers, for lack of a better term, went dead, so we didn't get any further. But two years later the New York City FBI interdicted a gang of Eastern Europeans that were smuggling in Eastern European women into NYC and Chicago to sexually service wealthy business clientele. Two of those that were arrested stood out; they were not like the others." Photos of two men were shown on the monitor, and it was bit chilling to see the word 'DECEASED' stamped over them.
Laura: "After intense but legal and normal interrogation, they admitted that they were negotiating for a shipment of women for themselves and interests they were representing, and they just happened to have been caught with the gangsters during the arrest raid, but they were not part of the gang. They were savvy and knew the law, and that the FBI had nothing on them."
"Wellll," Laura continued, showing her sense of humor that she rarely showed, even to her loving husband, "the next morning those two woke up at Guantanamo, and they broke under our enhanced interrogation techniques. They said they were members of..." She held out her hands for us to answer.
"The Desert Scorpions." we all chimed together.
"Yes." Laura said. "There was a large construction project up in an isolated place in Canada, and these men were trying to get a shipment of Eastern European women to sexually service the men on that project before they tore the place apart because they weren't getting laid. And they'd arranged for such shipments of women several times in the past."
Laura: "What I'm about to tell you is covered by the NDAs, so don't speak of it to anyone. Our railroad system is monitored and protected by surveillance systems, and among those systems is one of electrical currents are sent through the rails of a track. If a rail is taken out the circuit is broken, and trains are stopped while the breach is investigated."
Laura: "A number of years ago there were two major derailments, within two months of each other. The public record is that they were caused by faulty rail. But the true reason was classified. Someone made a circuit bypass and then took out a rail. The fault was not detected until a train drove over it and derailed. The cargo of the two freight trains was also classified: one had a shipment of cash, old bills that were scheduled to be destroyed; and the other was a shipment of pistols and rifles for the military."
Photos of the derailments were shown as Laura continued: "What was also kept out of the papers was that there had been an attempt at a third derailment operation, but some of our Agents caught the bastards. And yes, they won a free Cuban vacation for their efforts. And they admitted that they were members of..."
"The Desert Scorpions." we all said together.
Laura said "Yes. Anyhoo, there are a few more examples of things like that, but the gist of it is that over time we figured out that the Desert Scorpions are something of a mercenary-for-hire group. Someone needs something done, they're the middlemen that do it or arrange it, and they are well paid for their services."
"How are they contacted?" asked Captain Claire Michaels.
"It's one of those things the Elites, be they politicians or businessmen, know how to do." said Laura. "Kind of like contacting the Mob for a job. Usually a high-level player like Edward Blassingame, as an example, has an assistant that will have phone number. He calls in, leaves a callback number, and contacts are made and they go from there."
Tanya said "And these guys that tried to steal that girl's body in the sloppiest of fashions are part of that group?"
"Yes." said Melina, speaking for the first time. "And that's the thing: those four men were on the DEA's radar, but the CIA information on them said they were pretty damn good operatives. They're all ex-military, though not necessarily any kind of Special Forces or specially trained, and their arrest records were from before the time we think they were brought into the Desert Scorpions."
I said "If the DEA knows about them, it's likely the Scorpions knew that, and therefore those men were expendable. Hence, the suicide mission we all saw this morning."
Julia Rodriguez said "Sir, they didn't just fly these guys in from somewhere. They were already here, in our Town & County, and they were ready to go literally in minutes, to try to steal that body, even at the cost of their lives."
"That's a good point." I said. Before I could say more, the Chief interjected.
"Doc-trrrrrr," drawled Chief Moynahan, "we've been having a lot of rogue agents and mercenary groups, who your husband calls 'Swamp Frogs', appear around here from time to time. Some of them murdered our Lieutenant Irwin, and tried to kidnap and murder your young daughterrrrr. Are they part of this 'Desert Scorpion' group?"
"That's a very good question, Chief." Laura said.
"If I might venture to make an 'edumacated' guess," I said, "I'd say there may be associations between the groups. Trent and Quint and the guys that more recently tried to attack The Cabin were part of LT Jeff Bayport's dirty ex-SEAL Team. Two of those former SEALs, Gil Cox and Gary Fenton, were trainers for Tactical Role Players, or TRPs. I would guess that they'd be asked to train teams that did things like sabotage the railroad tracks."
"And that's an excellent thought." said Laura. "I'll be quietly looking into possible connections along those lines."
Teddy Parker spoke up: "I think the question Lieutenant Milton, Myron Milton, asked was a good one: why did they dump the body at the Farmer's Market, then try to get it back?"
I said "That's an 'Easy Button' answer... is it not?" I began looking around, and Detectives became uncomfortable. They knew they were being tested, and were being found wanting.
"Uhh," said Lieutenant Jerome Davis, "maybe two separate groups at work here?"
"Yes!" I said. "Very good! That's how I'm reading it. It may be the same group or two different ones, but someone killed the girl, had her body dumped, then someone realized she had something on her, which turned out to be the capsule Martha found in her tummy, and they were desperate to get it back."
"Uh, sir," Myron said quietly, "the Klingon code worked, but it's still encrypted." He showed me his laptop screen.
"Looks like a simple transposition from there." I said. "Probably three or four letters off. A=D, or something like that."
Not that Myron needed me to tell him that. He applied his codebreaking program. "Eureka! It's cracked!" He was about to put it on the monitors for all of us to see, causing me to reach forward and unplug his laptop from the dock!
"No disrespect to anyone," I said out loud, "but there might be sensitive data like Agents's names on this. I want to look at it myself before we disseminate it."
"Good idea, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And you will not disseminate that to anyone without my permission."
"Yes sir." I said. That was called 'having my back', and I was grateful for it. "And that will have to include the Federal Agents in the room not named 'Laura'. No offense, Melina."
"None taken." said Melina, which of course meant she was miffed anyway. "But satisfy my cat-like curiosity. It wasn't Laura that told you about The Desert Scorpions, was it? You already knew." All eyes latched on to me, some people even leaning forward. I love my team. I love my team. I love my team...
"Bus-ted." I admitted. "Yes, I've heard the name before, though I did not know until now its relevance and importance. You see... the man who created The Desert Scorpions... was Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro, the Consultant of Crime..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone else cleared the room, and it was only me, Laura, Myron Milton and Mary Milton still in the room. Laura asked Mary about Louise Milton, and Mary showed baby (toddler, really) pictures.
"Here's the decoded cipher paper." said Myron. As he put it on the monitor, Laura was examining the paper itself.
"It's very well done." Laura said. "Professional grade... even by my standards." Mind you, that was from the retired Deputy Director of the CIA's Science and Technology Directorate.
Laura continued: "I didn't say much in front of the others, but The Desert Scorpions are really highly professional, which is one reason they are so dangerous. They don't make mistakes that ordinary criminals... and ordinary Agents... do. Everything is well thought out, meticulously planned, rehearsed, and executed. When you said Westboro created the group, that made sense. But he's been dead for years now, so someone else is holding the group together and doing his job for him."
"And they've apparently grown sloppier than they were when he controlled it." I said. "But it fits him like a glove. He had his amped-up, drugged-up army of thugs, moles in LEO units at every level, and it would make sense that he had units of 'cleaners', for lack of a better term, and people that could perform missions like recruiting women to be used for prostitution at remote work sites."
Laura said "This is the first hint we've had that Westboro had been truly international. We knew he was one of Wargrave's backers, but that appeared to just be purely financial and a consulting role on Westboro's part." I nodded.
Myron said "The paper cipher does contain the passphrases for the files on the chip. A lot of what's on the chip are financial transactions and corresponding drug transactions. But no names of any people, just nicknames or codenames... oh wait, here's a file... wow, it's got names... and they're the names of some of the nation's political and corporate Elites... Edward Blassingame... Matthew Willis, son of the late Mittens Willis..."
Part 6 - Office Conversations
As Intel Branch worked with our Police Psychiatrist on the decoded information from the capsule, Captain Claire Michaels and ADA Paulina Patterson came to my office.
"Mmm," Claire said as she sipped the coffee she poured for herself, "your coffee is much milder than Jerome Davis's. I know they l like his, but it's too strong for me."
"Good asskissing skills, as the Sheriff would say." I said with a grin. Paulina chuckled as I continued: "And yes, Jerome's Navy coffee can be good after a long night, but at times like now I need something more... civilized." Claire chuckled, and I said "So whassup?"
Claire said "I came in to give my report on my lunch with Paulina, Miriam Walters and Savannah Fineman. And I brought Paulina so that she knows I'm not going behind her back, and also to confirm the accuracy of my story." With that, she recounted the lunch conversation.
"Wow." I said when she finished. "And when you told her I'd credited Paulina with training our Officers very well, she literally asked if you believed what I said? Did you think that was a shot at me, or at Paulina?"
"Both, sir." Claire said. "And not only did I get it very clearly that Miriam Walters is hostile to you, it was easy to see she was trying to pit me against you. And I did not appreciate that one bit."
Paulina said "Claire walked out on Miriam after reading her the Riot Act. I stayed behind, and I told Miriam that her comments about you were both dishonest and unfair. Miriam didn't say anything, but Savannah told me I needed to (air quotes) 'get my priorities in order'. I told her my priorities were in order, and that I questioned hers. At that point Miriam got up to leave, and that ended the meeting, as Savannah was riding with her."
I said "I appreciate your support, both of you. And Miriam is up for re-election in two years, so she can either dig an insurmountable hole for herself, or she can stop digging and get her head out of her fourth point of contact."
Claire said "Paulina, you can run against her, can't you?" Paulina shook her head vigorously in disagreement.
"I mean, I could run again." Paulina said. "I did run against that piece of filth Gil Krasney... and now he's going to be State A.G., for crying out loud. And when I did run, The Powers That Be, of the Establishment Elites of both Parties, torpedoed my campaign using my daughter to attack me. This great man here refused to deny his daughter, stood right up in front of them and claimed her. But my campaign was destroyed." (Author's note: 'Media Matters', Ch. 01.)
I had not failed to notice the tears come to Paulina's eyes as she said that, and I nodded to her in full support.
Claire said "Well, all of that is out there, now. So you can try again... can't you?" Paulina looked at me, then back at my Captain of Detectives.
"I doubt it, Claire." Paulina said. "I successfully prosecuted Breonna Bryant, gave her the whole nine yards. The Black Community is holding that against Miriam, but if I run against Miriam, that blame and that hatred will shift over onto me. I'd actually be helping her win. And besides... if I ever run for anything, it'll be a Judicial seat, like Franklin did."
'That reminds me." I said. "I thought we were getting a fourth Judicial seat here again. What happened to that?"
Paulina said: "The Legislature did not pass a single bill last year, including the Budget, which meant the approval of the seat didn't happen. And with all the talk about restructuring counties, we'll have to wait and see what happens there, and then see about the Judicial Districts..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting with Claire and Paulina, I began going over records related to the full HAZMAT deployment. I went over the recorded statements of those that responded as well as Officers at the scene. I began collating the data, then I called Lt. Jerome Davis to my office.
"This may be a very small thing." I said to Jerome. "But it really bothers me that Lieutenant DeLong called for the normal 2-man response and got the overkill response right off the bat. I'd like you to assign someone to look into this, and get a full report on the chain of events that led to that full truck being sent."
"Yes sir." said Jerome Davis. "Anyone in particular you want me to assign to this?"
"No, not really." I said. "And you know, if there are any Uniformed Officers that aspire to be Detectives and want to take a shot at it, let 'em go for it. But let me know what you get by tomorrow noon or so."
"Yes sir." said Jerome. He took the file folder I handed him and moved out smartly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:10pm, Monday, November 9th. Detective Joan Laurer of Vice knocked on my door. "Sir, I asked Lieutenant Rudistan if I could get your advice on something, so I'm not going over his head."
"Sure, have a seat. Whassup?" I asked.
After sitting down, Joan said "When the Intel guys got busy on that body snatching case, I picked up where they left off on the credit card fraud cases. I'm trying to lock down trends and patterns. They way you solved the 'Silverfish' case is the stuff of legend, and required reading at the Police Academy. so I thought I would ask you for some tips." (Author's note: 'Silverfish'.)
Joan: "After mapping the reported cases chronologically, the trend is definitely going from east to west in the northern part of the State. So I think they're coming here, towards us. But I don't know how. I don't know what data they're getting that would lead to a pattern like this."
"You checked with local banks? And other local Police Departments?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Joan. "I talked to Detective Shane O'Brady in Pottsville. He said to give you his regards, by the way. He didn't have any leads, either, except that everyone who reported being defrauded or their identity stolen was white middle class. I checked further, and there are a few cases of Blacks and Hispanics reporting cases in the Lexington area."
Joan: "I did check with banks, and with local Police jurisdictions to see what they'd gotten from banks. We're being told of only individual, sporadic issues. Detective O'Brady said he thought the banks weren't being cooperative because of liability issues, and I get that point. But this doesn't really look like a breach of a bank's information. I would think we'd see a lot more cases in one area if it was."
"That's good thinking, and I agree." I said. "So what do you think it might be, based on the data we have?"
Joan said "My thought was that someone's getting hired at a department store, accessing credit card and identity information that way. But points against that are the methodical direction west-to-east of the cases, and new employees are not trusted with sensitive data that quickly."
"But it could be older employees getting bribed to give up some data." I said. "But we may be guilty of theorizing without data, here------"
The door opened, and a flash of black hair flew around my desk, which became Carole as she got around the side of my desk next to my chair.
"Daddy, something's wrong!" Carole said as she attempted to hand me a piece of paper.
"You're right, Fussbudget." I said, not taking the paper. "Something's wrong... mainly, the way you just barged into my office like that. Let's try going back out and knocking first."
Carole did not like that, and wanted to argue. But she thought better of it, and retreated to the anteroom, where I saw Marie and her mother Stephanie standing. Carole did not close the door, but knocked on it. As soon as I said "Come in.", Carole flew in again as she had done before.
Joan was about to get up, but I stopped her with a hand gesture. Then I said "Hello, Fussbudget. How was school today?"
"Something is wrong at school, Daddy!" Carole exclaimed. Whatever it was, my firstborn child simply was not going to slow down for it.
"Okay, what's wrong?" I said.
"This!" Carole said as she thrust the piece of paper towards me. I took it and looked at it, then sat up straight as I looked at it harder. The form was divided into two halves. On the left were lines to fill in about the mother's side of the family, and it asked for many details, including date of birth, maiden name of the mother, and so on. The other half was the father's information to be filled out, including the father's mother's maiden name.
"What am I looking at here, Carole?" I asked as I handed the paper to Joan with a 'look'. Her face became shocked as she looked at it. I also waved for Stephanie and Marie to come on in.
Carole said "Our teacher gave us that before we left today, and she said for everyone to get their parents to fill it out and bring it back tomorrow. She said we're going to study genie... genie..."
"Genealogy." I finished, and Carole nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Yes sir." Carole said, finally calming down enough to use her manners. "We're going to learn about our annn-cestrrrs. But Grandma already told me about yours. And you told me to never give out per-sun-ulll data like that."
"That's right, I did." I said. "And you are right to be concerned, though not enough to not use your manners, yes?"
"Yes sirrrrr." Carole said, not wanting to concede the point. Seven years old, I thought to myself. And teenage years on the way...
"Sir," said Joan Laurer, "this form looks like it was professionally done up, not hand drawn." I nodded.
"By the way, Joan," I said, "this is my daughter Carole, and her classmate Marie. And have you met Professor Stephanie Steele?"
"Yes, I have." said Joan, rising and shaking Stephanie's hand. "And hello Carole, and Marie. I've heard a lot about both of you solving crimes.
Carole said to me: "De-tec-tive Joan won the Po-leece Box-ing Matches, didn't she, Daddy?"
"That'a right." I said, shocked but not shocked that Carole would know that.
"Wow!" Carole said. "You beat my daddy in the Po-leece Box-ing Matches?"
"No." said Joan. "The Chief did not let your daddy or Commander Ross or Commander Croyle be in the Matches last time... but I would've won anyway." I grinned at that. Oh yeah it was always 'game on' where the Police Boxing Matches were concerned.
I said "Ohhh, I dunno. And unfortunately we'll never get to find out. So, Carole, tell us everything the teacher said about this."
"She said a group of genie-olll-ogy experts were coming to school to show us their new app." said Carole. "And they would look up some of our ancestors if we brought back that information."
"Does the school have other groups come in like that?" I asked.
"The fifth graders did." Carole said. "They were selling book bags shaped like those huts Trreesa's daddy stayed in in Viet Nam. The book bags had N-F-L teams on the sides. Most people got Cowboys and Steelers bags. Some kid named Keith got an Atlanta Falcons bag, and everyone made fun of him."
"I am not a bit surprised." I said. "Did the teacher say what the name of this ancestry group was? That was coming in to sell the ancestry app?"
"No sir." said Carole.
"Carole," said Joan, "did the teacher say if this group had been to other schools, too?" Yes, Joan was thinking what I was thinking.
"She didn't say, ma'am." Carole said.
Marie said "Mrs. Wayne said not to be absent because they would only be here tomorrow." Mrs. Joyce Wayne was Marie and Carole's third grade teacher.
"Hmmm." I said, looking 'meaningfully' over at Joan, who just nodded.
Stephanie Steele said "Is there something wrong, Don?"
Marie said "Uncle Don, I'm adopted. What am I supposed to put on the paper?"
"Nothing." I said. "Neither of you are going to put one thing on those sheets of paper. And Detective Laurer and I are going to look into this, so don't say anything to your classmates or your teachers, okay?"
Just then my office door opened and Laura came in... without knocking. "Hi Stephanie. You brought Carole over?"
"Daddy, Mommy didn't knock." Carole said to me.
"That's okay." I said. "She's the boss. So are the Chief and the Sheriff. Until you're the boss, you have to knock. Is that clear?" Carole nodded. I had Carole show Laura the sheet of paper she'd brought in. My wife's eyes widened in shock when she saw it.
"There is no way we are filling this in." Laura said.
"No doubt." I said. "And this may be the break in one of our cases that we need. Carole may have led us to something sinister once again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Stephanie took Marie home and Laura took Carole home, Joan Laurer said "Sir, if you'll excuse me, I need to go find out this group's name, then see if they've been at schools in the areas of the credit card problems."
"Before you go," I said, waving Joanne back down into her chair, "tell me, how are you going to ascertain the group's name?"
Joan said "I was going to call the school and ask the name of the genealogy group coming in tomorrow."
I said "And if someone in the school is a mole for them, that might tip off this group, and they'll pack up and go home... or out of State. So let me recommend these things. Contact Officer Sims instead, who moonlights as School Security at Eastside Elementary. Ask if he knows the group's name, or if he can get it without asking anyone else at the school. And maybe call some of the people who file reports that they were defrauded. See if they have elementary-school-aged children, and ask those parents if a genealogy group came though the schools."
After a few more minutes of discussion, I dismissed Joan. As she got to the door, she turned and said "Sir, what's Detective O'Brien like? He sounds... interesting on the phone."
I suppressed a grin and said "He definitely can turn on that Irish accent if he wants to. Personally he's tall, very curly black hair. You'd like him. Maybe I can arrange an introduction for you."
Joan's eyes widened a little bit, like Cindy when she's faux offended at me. I just let the grin show and said "So you say you would've won the Police Boxing Matches anyway, huh?"
Joan grinned and said "Like you said, sir... we'll never know for sure." And with that, she most very wisely retreated from the office.
Part 7 - Three Times The Fun
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, November 10th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "The Town & County Police endanger the Public with their reckless actions!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "As you heard first on Channel Two News yesterday morning, a HAZMAT team was called to the scene of a woman that had died, allegedly of a fentanyl overdose. Powdery residue on her face caused a TCPD Officer to become ill, prompting the call for a HAZMAT team. Let's now go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette, reporting from the parking lot of the Farmer's Market Restaurant. "The Police only called for an inadequate 2-man team to deal with the hazardous issue, but the Public Health Department wisely sent a full four-man team."
Amber: "The woman has been identified as Elena Katrina, aged 26 and a native of New York. She was an employee of World Pharmaceuticals, based in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. The Town & County Police are calling the death suspicious and believe foul play is involved, but Commander Troy has no leads on the motive for Ms. Katrina's death, nor has he responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News."
Amber: "What's more, Bettina, the Police allowed the HAZMAT vehicle to drive on the Town and County's roads without adequate Police escort, further endangering the Public. The HAZMAT vehicle was run off the road, and there was an unsuccessful attempt to steal the body of Ms. Katrina. Sources tell Channel Two News that a metal capsule was found in the deceased woman's stomach during the autopsy, but the TCPD and Commander Troy have refused to respond to repeated requests for comment by KXTC on what that capsule contained. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Amber," said Bettina, "was the Public endangered when the body was removed from the HAZMAT vehicle?"
Amber: "Yes, Bettina! The body was removed from the secure HAZMAT vehicle and then dropped on the ground when Police approached the scene, again exposing the Public to potential danger!"
Bettina: "Thank you for that insightful report, Amber!" As the feed went to her alone, she said "That's trusted reporter Amber Harris bringing you that important story on the failure of the Town & County Police to adequately protect the Public. And now let's go to Pat Stellum for an update of the Police Union's grievances against Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Pat Stellum, from the same rooftop Bettina was on but with Police Headquarters in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that the grievances filed by Sergeant Toole and Patrol Officer Hendricks will be heard as early as today! Experts say that both Officers and the Union should score easy wins over Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD. Commander Troy has not responded to multiple requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Pat," said Bettina as the feed went to a split-screen, "is there anything new on the attack upon you and Dr. Lionel Carmela, that left him blinded in one eye?"
Stellum: "No, Bettina. The TCPD is not even making an effort to attempt solve the case, just as they made no effort to solve the case of our late colleague Lester Holder being beaten nearly to death. State and Federal Agencies are also not making any effort to solve the crime against Dr. Carmela and myself, even though Dr. Carmela gave them good leads on who did that to him."
"Thank you, Pat." Bettina said. "And now let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay for more on the ethics situation involving University President Sidney P. Wellman. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said black reporter Carl Lemay, situated on the west side of University Avenue, with the University's signature clock tower in the background across the street. "Dr. Laura Fredricson was not only acquitted by the University Ethics Board of accusations that she was running a male prostitution ring out of her Psychology Department office, the SBI-OER announced that their investigation has concluded that Dr. Fredricson committed no crimes at all, and they have closed the case."
Lemay: "After Dr. Fredricson was acquitted by a slim majority of the Ethics Board with the help of University President Sidney P. Wellman, five highly respected professors filed an Ethics complaint against him. Dr. Jan Camp, head of the Department of Women's Studies; Dr. Juanita Rivera, acting head of the Romance Languages Department; Dr. Joseph Zenger, head of the University School of Journalism; Dr. Peter Romanov of the University's Institute for Political Policy, and a KXTC contributor; and Dr. Lionel Carmela, head of the Department of Political Science; all signed their names to the formal Ethics complaint against Dr. Wellman."
Lemay: "The complaint stems from FBI documents obtained by Channel Two News showing that Dr. Wellman worked closely with University Trustee and benefactor Henry R. Wargrave in possibly unethical if not illegal activities. Wargrave was being investigated by Federal and international authorities for illegal arms trading, and allegedly jumped from his 30th floor office window in the City to his death."
Lemay: "Reached for comment, TCPD Captain Damien Thompson stated that any crimes by Dr. Wellman are long past the Statute of Limitations. Also reached for comment, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, who is married to TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya Perlman Muscone, issued a statement saying that Dr. Wellman was never found to have committed any crimes, and also that anyone in possession of the FBI documents in questions, which he claims are classified, will continue to be investigated as violations of Federal law."
Lemay: "Student groups are demanding that Dr. Wellman resign for the stain with which his actions have smeared the University, and that any money from University boosters be rejected or returned, They are also continuing to demand that Dr. Laura Fredricson and Dr. Stephanie Steele also resign, as Dr. Steele is married to a Republican Town Council Member, Dr. Fredricson is married to a Police Officer that does not support the Constitutional nor Civil rights of People of Color, and for both professors not stating strong support for Dr. Carmela's agenda of Social and Environmental Justice, particularly with regard to Climate Change. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said. "And KXTC's position on those so-called classified documents is that we have the right to publish them per the First Amendment Right of a Free Press, and because you, our viewers, have the right to know what the FBI and our University's President is doing under clouds of secrecy, and attempting to cover up by claiming the documents are classified..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That is not what Damien told Lemay." said a visibly angry Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and myself drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Lemay asked if the case was past the Statute of Limitations, and of course Damien confirmed it. Damien also said that there was no evidence Dr. Wellman had committed any crime, but that... bastard Lemay didn't mention that; in fact, he made it sound like Damien was insinuating there was wrongdoing!"
"Welcome to the Command Group." I said. "By the way, it appears that I have refused to respond to repeated requests for comment by KXTC, though Lemay admitted that Damien did respond. Of course I never received those requests in the first place, and likely because KXTC never made them of me."
"Anything to the crumb they threw Stellum?" asked Teresa. "Letting him report on Toole and Hendricks's upcoming hearings?"
"I think that's admirably exact." I replied. "It was a crumb they threw him. I'm not sure why that fool is still employed by them. Having said that, they're figuring it out... they give Amber the juicy stories with meat on the bone, and Lemay the political stories and have him inject race whenever he can. Stellum is relegated to minor stories that he can still inject drama into."
Chief Moynahan said "Howwww in the worrrrld did Amber get all that information she reported? The name of the victim... the cap-suuuuule that the M.E. discovered... Is Martha our leak?"
"Not intentionally, sir." I replied. "But if Martha had left out the capsule from her autopsy report, KXTC could sue her and demand criminal charges against her for filing a false report. And if we try to hold back the autopsy, KXTC will immediately sue for it under the Open Records Act,. And while we might win the suit, we have to pay the money to defend it."
I continued: "And last but not least, I suspect the autopsy report as well as the other information Amber reported was leaked by someone else with access to that information... someone in the District Attorney's Office, perhaps?"
"Savannah?" Tanya blurted out. I just nodded vigorously in agreement with those suspicions.



Sheriff Griswold said "Crowbar, Amber really pushed that 'public safety' narrative over the 2-man vs. 4-man HAZMAT response. Anything to that? And did you find out more about why they sent the larger team?"
"Not yet, sir." I said. "It's not like it's a crime, so I told Jerome Davis to have some people ask around, and that it was anything but a priority."
"Eight hundred pound elephant in the room." Teresa said. "What's going to happen in the D.A.'s Office? Is Miriam really going to give Savannah the MCD portfolio?"
"Unless the Chief or Sheriff can convince Miriam otherwise." I said. "Miriam considers it to be a holy jihad against me, so I'll never convince her... at least until Savannah fucks up a few cases."
"Or puts criminals out on the street without bail." said the Chief. "Or refuses to prosecute them." I was stunned... not at the insinuations, but that it was the Chief making them. I'd expected for the Sheriff to say that out loud.
Teresa said "I'd think Savannah would want the Vice portfolio, especially the drug offenses, if that's what she wants to do concerning the growing political football that is (air quotes) 'bail reform'."
"What's Paulina going to do?" Tanya asked.
"Her job." I replied. "And she'll do it very well. If you want to see a true 'War on Drugs'... just put Paulina on the drug cases."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "Was that truthful reporting, or just Press-created bullshit about Laura needing to be canceled because she doesn't support Carmela's batshit-crazy agenda?"
"And Stephanie Steele, too." I said. "From what I understand, a student group that was secretly backed by Carmela went around demanding every professor on campus sign a document supporting Carmela's climate change bullshit. Laura and Stephanie refused to sign it... as did a full two-thirds of the Faculty, even some Leftist ones that may think Climate Change is real but know that Carmela is off the deep end and very dangerous."
Me: "Laura may or may not share my very strong views that Climate Change is a total fraud. But she does fully agree with me that Climate Change is being used by politicians purely for the purpose of the redistribution of wealth from the Producers to the Parasites."
"Strong letter to follow." growled the Sheriff. "Okay, then, let's get back to work..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30am, Tuesday, November 10th. MCD Lieutenant Jerome Davis came to my office and I had him sit down.
"Sir," he said, "I had Roark Coleman and George Newman follow up on the HAZMAT vehicle. I don't think Coleman was happy with the assignment, but he went about it. Newman followed up more vigorously." I nodded.
"What they found," said Jerome, "was that our guys's call went to the 9-1-1 Dispatch Center. That's because it's an inter-agency request. Technically our calls for ambulances or fire trucks also go through that, but our Officers have some backdoor direct contacts, especially with the new EMT service. But the call for the HAZMAT level one response went through the Dispatch Center."
"And it was the level one, or 2-man response?"
"Yes sir." said Davis. "Thanks to Myron Milton, we have the tape of the radio transmission and the phone call into the Center. Here's the first rub: someone had tried to erase those transmissions, but didn't realize they're backed up automatically after that problem you had years ago with the duty log transmissions." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Chessplayer', Ch. 02-03.)
"My God, I'd forgotten all about that." I said, feeling considerably surprised. "That was a long, long time ago. So what happened next?"
Jerome said "Newman finally got someone to tell us that a particular dispatcher, named Walter Walton, took over that call-in. He's the one that called for the full four-man HAZMAT unit. They were unable to talk to Walton because he'd gone home for the day. Their calls to his cellphone went unanswered, but we can't infer anything from that because calls from Police cellphones and landlines say 'Blocked' on the recipients cellphone, and they may think it's a telemarketer or a trick call."
"Yeah, I get that." I said. "Okay, have Coleman and Newman follow up. If they can't find Walter Walton, put out an APB for him... no, I'm not kidding about that. The farther we go down this rabbit hole, the more I smell the raw sewage of something not quite right going on..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
No sooner had Jerome left my office than Detective Joan Laurer bounded in, followed by Captain Claire Michaels. I had them sit down.
"Eureka, sir!" Joan said. "Carole was all over it. Sims found out the name of the group visiting the school this morning: Ancestor Discovery, LLC. They are a startup technology company with an app that supposedly can find a person's genealogy from basic data. Their website says that a DNA-analysis application is coming soon. They're based in the City, but there is no phone number to their so-called headquarters, which may be no more than a P.O. Box."
Joan: "I called some of the victims that reported fraud or identity issues in Lexington and here. Every one of them had children in elementary school, and they remembered their children's school being visited by a group selling the Ancestor Discovery software."
"Did they buy the software?" I asked.
"Four of them did, but twelve did not." said Joan. "But from what I understand, the children would turn in their filled-out forms, and some were selected for demos of the software. The software was good for finding grandparents and some extended family, but the information was more than enough to be able to steal identities and commit credit card fraud."
"This is excellent work, Joan." I said. "Claire, I am about to egregiously go over your head and make some assignments. Joan, assemble a team. A couple of Detectives to be at the school with you. And four Uniformed Officers. They can act like they're School Security, and blend in, and will be there if needed to support making an arrest or two. One or two of them can frisk the potential perps for weapons, calling it a 'routine security search'."
"Do we have warrants to arrest them?" asked Claire.
"We will." I replied. "Joan, get with Inspector Brittany Maxwell of the SBI. She'll probably tell you to get with SBI Agent James Tarleton, who lives in this area. Britt can get Statewide arrest warrants, so that we don't immediately tip off people here about this. We need for these people to show up at the school...
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
The door opened to reveal Commander Tanya Muscone. "Sorry to interrupt, sir, but Jack called and said he and Dwight Stevens need to meet with you and the Chief at 9:00am. He says it's very important, and for Dwight it's urgent."
"Okay." I said. After Tanya withdrew to her office, I said "Well, I wanted to be there, but I think I'll have to meet with the Feds. Claire, you may need to be with me in that meeting. Joan, be prepared to proceed without me. And if you want to have a bit of dramatic fun, here's what else you can do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Tuesday, November 10th. The Chief, myself, Lt. Commander Croyle, and Captain Claire Michaels were sitting in the Main Conference Room when the Chief's lovely assistant Cassie showed in the Federal Agents: FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens, and DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts.
"Would you gentlemen care for some coffee?" the Chief asked. The Federal Agents politely declined, so the Chief said "Thank you, Cassie." and Cassie closed the door and left as the Agents sat down on the near side of the table, to the Chief's right and across from me and Teresa, who was to my left. Claire was to Teresa's left, and I introduced her to them, and Jack returned the favor introducing the DEA Agents to her.
"Sooooo," drawled the Chief, "what can we do for yoooooo?"
Dwight Stevens spoke up, saying "We understand that a metal capsule and it's contents were recovered from the dead woman you found yesterday morning. We would like for you to turn over that capsule and its contents to us."
"Not to arrr-guuuuue," said the Chief, "but why does the DEA want anything to do with a local murrr-derrrr?"
"She died with fentanyl on her person." Stevens said. "We think there may be a connection with a drug case we've been working on."
"How do yoooo feel about that, Mis-ter Crowbarrrrr?" the Chief asked me.
I looked over at Dwight and said "I'd be happy to turn over the capsule and it's contents... but you need to answer one question first: who is she?"
"What are you talking about?" asked Dwight Stevens.
"I've given you plenty of examples that prove I'm not the Agency of the Weak-Minded that you are insultingly calling me now. So one more time... who is the dead girl? And was she a Confidential Informant for the DEA, or an actual DEA Agent?..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Fallen
Dwight Stevens looked crestfallen. Kevin Pitts looked wary. Jack Muscone looked like he'd seen this before.
"I have to ask... in the name of national security," said Stevens, "how much do you know?"
"Just about everything." I replied. "I don't know which gang she was infiltrating, and I know it wasn't the same gang that tried to steal her body from us. That group was The Desert Scorpions, a far more dangerous group than any drug gang out there."
"I've never heard of the Desert Scorpions before." said Kevin Pitts. "Who are they?"
I replied: "They're a small criminal organization that might be better described as a mini-Mob than a drug gang. I've heard of them because I know Raymond Westboro, the Consultant of Crime, created the group. And a very reliable CIA Officer filled in a lot of the details."
"How reliable is that CIA Officer? How well do you know him?" asked Kevin Pitts. "I'm asking for a friend."
"She's a 'she', and I know her better than most." I said with a slight grin. "I go to bed with her every night." Pitts's eyes widened at that.
"His wife, Kevin." said Jack Muscone. "Dr. Laura Fredricson, retired CIA Deputy Director for Science and Technology."
"Oh." said Pitts. "Er, no offense, Commander."
"None taken." I said. "So... who is Elena Katrina? The woman behind the rather poor backstop created for her?"
"Tell them, Dwight." said Jack Muscone.
Stevens nodded, then said "Her real first name is Elena. Her middle name is Katerina, and her real surname is Von Telsing. Her grandparents emigrated from Romania and settled in New York. She went to the University of Virginia, and joined the DEA after graduating four years ago."
Stevens: "She had a good career starting up. She'd go undercover and befriend the wife or girlfriend of Eastern European drug lords, and had gotten us some really good intel without ever getting burned."
I said "She befriends the woman, then the men take interest in her. And maybe she would do some courier work for them. After all, she's just the friend of a wife or mistress of the high-level criminal."
"Okay, okay, I get it. Nothing gets past you." Stevens said. "Yeah, she might work up to some of that, but not always. She was always just the friend of the friend, and a pretty girl to talk to at their big bash parties... and I'm not insinuating anything in that, either. But who attended those parties? Good intel for us." I nodded.
Stevens: "About three months ago, we thought we had the opportunity for her to get in with the mistress of a major Cartel leader in Venezuela, someone who had ties to the Socialist government there as well as other Cartel groups in South America. She made the contact on one of the Caribbean Islands, then was invited to the woman's home in Colombia."
Stevens: "Things were fine for over two months, though Elena got nowhere near anyone in the Cartel from whom she could get any information. Then, two weeks ago, she was asked to courier some messages from the Cartel to a contact right here in your State. Southport. She did. She never came by our offices, following the same protocols as when she was out of country."
Stevens; "She was supposed to fly back two days after she arrived. But she didn't board the flight. And she was not heard from again, neither by her handlers in South America nor in Southport. The first we heard of her since... was yesterday morning, when she turned up dead in this County."
I said "I get it that she was infiltrating high-level Cartel officers. And that's more financial, and more mob-like, than infiltrating a gang that pushes drugs. But as you've probably seen from the autopsy, she died by having her face shoved into a brick or a pile of fentanyl. That was wicked dangerous stuff for even the person pushing her head into the fentanyl to be exposed to, and I just don't see high-level people doing that."
Me: "And my inference is that it was hired hitmen or lower-level drug gang members that killed her and dumped her body in the parking lot, there. So who is on your radar that might've done this?"
Kevin Pitts said: "The major drug gangs in this area are the usual suspects you already know about: T-Mac, The Eighth Street Latinos, and the Smooth White Boys." (Author's note: 'Time Flies', Ch. 03-04.)
Pitts continued: "In Southport, there's a predominately black gang called the Southport Hustlers, but we've never found anything to show they're up here. And why they'd transport a body all the way up the State when they could just dump her into any of the rivers down there, I dunno."
I nodded, then turned to the Chief. "Sir, I'm okay with giving them the capsule and its contents, as long as it's preserved as evidence in our potential murder case."
"So be it, then." said the Chief, and I could sense he was happy with my decision. "I'll put out the worrrrrd to turn it over to yooooo, Mis-ter Stevenzzzzz..."
Part 8 - Getting Schooled
Meanwhile...
9:00am, Tuesday, November 10th. The students of Eastside Elementary filed into the lunchroom. It had a stage on one end, meaning the room doubled as an auditorium.
After the students had filed in and were seated, a woman in her thirties with raven black hair and a blue-gray dress that fit very well on her slender, shapely body came up on stage. "Hello, kids. I'm Mrs. Dalmore with the State P.T.A., and we have a special treat for you today. Who knows what 'genealogy' is?"
You get one guess who raised her hand, and that guess had better be 'Carole D. Troy', who was at the end of the front table right in front of the center of the stage. Mrs. Dalmore gestured to her and Carole said "It's about who our an-ces-tors are."
"That's very good." Mrs. Dalmore said. "And that's what we're going to learn about today, our ancestors. Did everyone bring their forms this morning? Okay, pass those to the right and we'll collect them. And then I'll introduce our special guest."
Kids began passing their papers to the right, and four young, very well-dressed men (suits and ties) and women (well-tailored dresses and high heels) collected them. The aforementioned Carole D. Troy did not pass her paper to the side, but held on to it.
Mrs. Dalmore said "Our guest is Mr. Bernie C. Parker, who created the company 'Ancestor Discovery' and the software that finds and tells you who your ancestors are, and all your family. Maybe even relatives you didn't know you had. So everyone give Mr. Parker a very loud round of applause!" She began clapping and many of the children applauded rather loudly for Bernie C. Parker as he came on stage.
Bernie C. Parker looked to be in his vigorous fifties or harassed forties; it was the latter. He had two graying tufts of hair on the sides of his head, making his appearance a cross between the 'Pointy-Haired Boss' in the Dilbert cartoons and 'Crusty the Clown' in The Simpsons animated show. He was relatively short and slender, with just the beginnings of a paunch in his belly.
Unlike his well-dressed young employees, he was wearing a pale yellow button-down shirt, tan sweater, and brown trousers, making him look like an amiable grandfather or a retired mobster on vacation in the Hamptons.
"Hello, kids!" he said amiably. "Today we're going to talk about who you are and where you came from. All of you have parents, grandparents..."
As he talked, a tall, attractive woman that could be described as 'statuesque', with her black hair pulled back into a ponytail, came up to Carole's side and squatted down. "Is he the one?" Joan Laurer whispered to Carole.
"Yes ma'am." Carole whispered back. "And Mrs. Dalmore. She's part of it, too." That surprised Joan, but it made sense as she thought about it.
The Principal, teachers, and Mrs. Dalmore were looking at Joan as she stood up straight, took the piece of paper from Carole, and came around to the stairs to the stage from the audience's left side. She quickly texted a few messages.
"Okay," said Mr. Parker, sitting down behind a laptop that had been set up for him on the stage. "Why don't we take a few of the forms you turned in, and I'll run the information through our program, and... oh, hello."
"Hello Mr. Parker." said the man that had come up behind him and was now standing next to him. "My name is Parker, also. Teddy Parker. Do you think you and I are related, sir?"
"Why... uh... I don't know." said Bernie Parker, trying to regain his composure, and control of the situation. "Why don't we run your info, and see what we come up with? Would you like to see that, kids? And see if Mr. Teddy Parker is related to me?"
Many of the children cheered, but just then Joan Laurer walked up to the Parkers. "I'm Ms. Laurer, and I have a better idea, sir." she said. "Why don't you take a look at this one." She handed him the form she'd taken from Carole, which read on the father's side:
"Title (Mr., Dr.): Commander
First Name: Donald
Last Name: Troy
Occupation: Police Detective
Nicknames, if any: The Iron Crowbar"
Bernie Parker paled, then said "What... what is this?"
"It's fair warning." Joan Laurer said. "It's letting you know we are taking you to the Police Station for further questioning about a series of identity theft and credit card fraud cases."
As she spoke, she took Bernie Parker's laptop and handed it back to Myron Milton, who very quickly plugged it up to his own device that would transfer all its data as well as prevent it from shutting down and being behind password protection.
"Now just a minute!" Bernie protested. He stopped talking when Teddy Parker exhibited a document.
"This is a warrant to confiscate your computer, cell phone, and other personal effects; as well as to delve into your personal and professional records." said Teddy. "And to bring you in as a person of interest in our investigation. And yes, that does mean you are under arrest, and don't have a choice about coming with us."
Meanwhile, Joan had gone over to where the shocked Principal, other teachers, and Mrs. Dalmore were standing, utter shock on their faces. "You too, Mrs. Dalmore." Joan said as she deftly turned Mrs. Dalmore around and secured her wrists behind her in standard Police-issue handcuffs. They were soon joined by the company employees, which had been arrested by the TCPD Officers at the scene, and the forms of information taken into evidence...
Part 10 - Threads and Trails
11:00am, Tuesday, November 10th. Lieutenants Myron and Mary Milton were in my office with me, drinking coffee as we discussed the drug case and its related issues. Let the record show that Mary's hair was metallic red.
"So we're giving the DEA that capsule that was found during the autopsy." I said. "FBI Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan's team will decode it. The Sheriff has already told them that the cipher was in the original Klingon."
Myron laughed and said "With respect, sir, I think the Sheriff just loved it when he saw that and was able to tell us what it was."
"Yes. Yes he did." I said. "And he's still a very good Detective, though he admits it's a young man's game... or young woman's game, as the case may be. I just wanted to let you know, and to tell you that I did not turn over your work to them."
They both nodded, then looked at each other. Then Mary said "Sir, may we speak freely?"
I took my badge off my shirt and put it on the desk, as did they. Then Mary said "Sir, Myron and I have been talking about it, and we wanted to clarify some things. We both appreciate your support of us with regard to having to work with the Feds. But I need to say, and I think Myron will agree, that we're not against our work being shared with the Feds. Especially in a case like this, where a DEA Agent was murdered, and in a horrible way. I want her killers found as much as anyone."
Mary: "What I objected to, sir... and this is why I asked to speak freely... was being ordered, forced, to work with, or more accurately for Federal Agents that I did not trust at all; and then being told I would be charged with insubordination and fired if I refused. Hopefully that problem is over for me, though I don't know if it is for Myron."
Myron: "It's the same with me, sir. I had no problem working with Dr. Fredricson the other day; heck, I learned some good things from her. But I won't take orders from Federal Agents nor be forced to work directly for them in any way. And I won't accept being ordered to do that and be called insubordinate when I refuse."
I nodded. "I get it. I totally understand. And I appreciate you working with Laura on that. Hell, Myron, she was telling you more CIA stuff than she tells me."
I picked up my badge, and as I put it on my shirt I said "So don't worry about it, guys. The Chief and I both have your backs on this. And I appreciate you understanding if and when we do have to work with the Feds, and share information with them. Soooo... anything new on all that?"
Mary said "Before we stop talking freely sir, does Captain Michaels have a problem with us calling Halston 'Ranger Halston'? She seemed upset about it the other day when I called him that."
"She better not." I said. "Or I might send her to Ranger School, and let her find out the hard way what Ranger Halston accomplished. You'll notice that no one calls me 'Ranger Troy', and there's a good reason for that. Just between the three of us, even when I was 22 years old I don't think I would've made it through Ranger School."
I think that surprised the Mighty Miltons, so Mary simply said: "Okay, about the case. First, 'Ice Cube' Perry touched base with some people. And Ranger Halston has been working hard on the data, and he's made some calls to contacts he has from his military days. He did not mention the Desert Scorpions, of course, and he never heard their name mentioned."
Mary: "But both he and 'Ice Cube' did pick up a few tidbits here and there. Halston was told of a drug gang that might've been involved with this by several different people, and they all said the same name for the gang: Infinity Circle."
"Say whaaa?" I said with a falsetto voice. Then I said much more seriously: "They were a front, for the DEA, and they've been shut down... haven't they?"
"As far as we know, sir." Mary said meaningfully. "And what's more: we cannot get anything at all, not even a scrap of a rumor, that the drug gangs working in the Tri-State Area around here have anything to do with this. No chatter, no rumors and innuendo, no discussion of missing fentanyl that might be associated with the amount that Elena Katrina's face was pressed into."
"And what's more, sir," Mary went on, "Both Terry (Halston) and 'Ice Cube' worked with Penny Scott and Sidney Plant to evaluate Intel's data. And they came to a startling conclusion. They're don't think that a drug gang is involved at all."
"So who just has a brick's worth of fentanyl lying around-------" I began to ask.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Chief Moynahan. "Sorry to disturrrrb you, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," he said, "but you and I have an important meeting with PHO Beth Paige, right nowwwww."
"Yes sir." I said, having gotten up already. To the Miltons I said "We'll continue this line of discussion later. Y'all are doing great work, and tell everyone else they're doing well, also..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Public Health Building was next to Police Headquarters, to the north and more directly behind City Hall. The Chief and I walked over, and the Chief set a very brisk pace that had me working to keep up.
"It would seeeeeemmmm," drawled the Chief as we walked, "that Ms. Paige got word of our investigation, for lack of a better word, of them sending the four-man rather than the two-man team, and she is pee-ohhhhed about it. That's all she said on the phone. I asked for her to have us visit, and she said she'd give us a few minutes before lunch."
"I haven't even had a chance to check back with Jerome Davis on that." I said. "So I'm flying blind for now, sir."
We went in and to the office of Public Health Officer Beth Paige. "She'll be with you in a moment, gentlemen." said her pretty assistant. The Chief sat down. I pulled out my Police iPhone, went to the far corner of the room, and speed-dialed Jerome Davis.
"Jerome, this is Commander Troy." I said when he answered. "I've only got a few seconds, so quickly, what happened with the HAZMAT investigation?"
"Sir," Jerome said, speaking fast, "Coleman and Newman could not find Walter Walton last night. An APB was put out for him, but he wasn't found until he reported for work this morning at the Dispatch Center. Coleman and Newman went over there to talk to him, but he immediately demanded a Union Rep, and would answer no questions without one present."
"Did they arrest him?" I asked. "Bring him to Headquarters?"
"No sir." said Davis. "They asked him to come to the Station, and said he could call his rep or a lawyer there. But he demanded they show a warrant for his arrest or else he wasn't going anywhere with them. At that moment, Assistant PHO Stella Waters came in and demanded our guys show a warrant or get out. Coleman and Newman left, and called me immediately and reported what happened. You and Captain Michaels were meeting with the Federal Agents, so I went straight to the Chief with the story."
"That's fine." I said. "Get Coleman and Newman and at least two Uniformed Officers, and go back to that facility. I'm sure I'm about to pay that snit Walton a personal visit soooon."
After disconnecting the call, I went back to where the Chief was. After a couple more minutes, he looked at his watch and then scrambled out of his chair and went up to the assistant and said "You can tell Ms. Paige that I do not appreciate her wasting my time having us sit out here. And I especially don't like the Iron Crowbar's time being wasted like this when he has, what, three? three criminal cases to solllllve. So Ms. Paige can see me at Police Headquarters... or the Sheriff's office."
The receptionist had been smirking at the Chief, and I was considering wiping that smirk off her face by slamming her face into the desk, when the landline phone buzzed. "They can come in now." I heard Beth's voice on the intercom. The assistant merely waved her hand at the door instead of showing us in, which would've been the correct and good-manners thing to do. The Chief's face reddened. I glared at the woman as I went by, and she glared back.
We went into the office of Beth Paige, who did not get up to greet us, nor did she offer us coffee or water. She said "I'm only letting you in here to tell you to leave my Dispatch Supervisor alone. He's done nothing wrong, and the Police harassment of him is unwarranted. Leave him alone, or I'll go to the IG with a formal complaint, and I'll have a lawyer sue the living hell out of you."
"And I came here to talk about that situation with yooooo." drawled the Chief, keeping his voice level. "May we sit down."
"You're not going to be here that long." Beth Paige replied. "There's nothing to discuss."
"Yes there is." I said. "Obstructing a Police investigation, for openers.



"Chief Moynahan, curb your dog!" Beth Paige yelled. "You, Troy, will speak to me only when spoken to... or my complaint to the I.G. will include an insubordination charge against you."
"STOP! You can't go in there!" we heard the assistant yell as the door opened and in walked Town & County Sheriff Antonio Griswold, holding his Sheriff Department iPhone. It is possible that there was an open connection between that phone and mine.
The assistant was about to physically grab the Sheriff when I yelled "You touch him and that's assault on a law enforcement officer! Ten years and a felony record! Just touch him! Give me the excuse!" I was brandishing my red crowbar, and I was about to use it. The assistant looked totally shocked.
"It's okay, Carla." Beth Paige said, having stood up. "You can go. Close the door behind you." Carla did so. Paige kept digging the hole she was in: "That's dirty pool, Troy, having an open phone line like that."
"And what are you going to do about it, Paige?" growled Sheriff Griswold. "Especially with me about to fire you on the spot."
"I've done nothing wrong, Sheriff." said Beth Paige.
"Like the Commander said, we can start with 'obstructing a Police investigation'," said the Sheriff, "which your dispatcher has already done, and you appear to be doing as well, by throwing your weight around as PHO, and threatening the Police Commander for doing his job. And if you want to play the rank-pulling game, Paige, I'm the very best there is in this here Public Safety Department."
"Then he better start showing me some respect, Sheriff." Beth Paige fearlessly said.
"And you'd better start showing the Sheriff some respect, Mizzz Page." said the Chief. "Crowbar beatdowns hurt, and it won't be Don giving you one if you con-tinnn-uuuue in this fashion."
"Then maybe I need to call my Union Rep now... and not say anything further until I file my complaint with the I.G." Beth Paige 'threatened'.
"You can submit that to me." said the Sheriff. "Just put the words 'I resign' on it and sign it. I can tell you now that Horace Wellman will laugh your so-called complaint clean out of the County. Now if you want to keep your job, start answering the Police Commander's questions."
I said "The obstruction charge against your dispatcher stems from his refusal to answer questions about sending a full level two HAZMAT unit instead of the level one unit we requested------"
"That's neither illegal nor wrong!" Beth Paige yelled angrily.
"So why won't he answer any questions about it?" I fired back. "My God, the level of stonewalling about a few simple clarifying questions borders on the insane! What the fuck are you trying to hide?"
"Nothing." snarled Beth Paige. "But there's no violation of the law in sending the full four-man team to the crime scene!"
"Once again," growled the Sheriff, "if that's the case, why the stonewalling? Why the lack of cooperation?"
"With all due respect, Sheriff: why this investigation at all? Why is the Police harassing my employee?" Beth Paige yelled, her face beet red with anger now.
"They didn't harass him!" I yelled back, worn to anger. "We've got it on the Officer-cams, and it's evidence now. They hadn't even asked him any questions when he started stonewalling them!"
And then it hit me, so I asked: "Ms. Paige, did you personally order that the level two team be sent? Did the order to send that team originate with you?"
"Do you or Moynahan personally dispatch units?" Paige tried.
"That's not an answer to my question." I replied.
"No, it's not." said the Sheriff. "Okay, I've had enough of this. Crowbar, go personally interview that dispatcher. If he gives you grief, you can have him call his Union Rep or a lawyer at Police Headquarters, while he's under arrest------"
"Really? Really?" Beth Paige exclaimed. "When he's broken no law, no law at all?"
"That remains to be seen." I said. "You see, Ms. Paige, after the overkill of sending the level two truck, the Press came in right with it, and then reported that we endangered the Public, which was not true. But the real problem is that your own HAZMAT team was greatly endangered by four perps that tried to kill them to get to the dead body inside."
I then said menacingly: "Now you may not give a God damn about your people, Paige, but I sure as hell want to know the story, the whole story, of what happened there... and right now, I'm wondering if your dispatcher... and higher-ups including you... had something to do with that. So no, I don't know that your employee hasn't broken the law... but I'm damn sure going to find out."
"Get moving, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "In the meantime, the Police Chief will be my formal witness to what is about to happen in here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
11:00am, Tuesday, November 10th. The Duty Desk Officer escorted three SBI Agents to the 1st Precinct Conference Room, where three TCPD Officers awaited them.
"Gentlemen," said Sr. Detective Teddy Parker, "I think y'all know me, Teddy Parker. This is our new Captain of Detectives, Claire Michaels, and Detective Joan Laurer with our Vice Squad."
"I'm SBI Agent Terence Johnson with the Immigration and Drug Enforcement (IDE) Branch."said Terence Johnson. "This is Agent Carter Fischer, currently assigned to the Office of Financial Investigations (OFI) Branch. And this is Pottsville Police Detective Shane O'Brady, who is currently here as an SBI Reservist."
As handshakes were made all around, Joan Laurer stepped up to Shane O'Brady with a sparkle in her eyes, nearly as tall as him. "We spoke on the phone." she said. "It's very nice to meet you in person."
"Likewise." said Shane O'Brady, impressed not only with Joan's attractive looks and 'statuesque' fit physique, but the fact she was almost as tall as he was.
As they sat down at the table, Claire Michaels said "I'm just herding cats today, and may be called away at any time. Detective Laurer is taking the lead on this one. Joan, why don't you fill the others in on what's going on."
"Yes ma'am." said Joan. She described the arrests at the school. Then there was a general discussion of the evidence collected and the charges against the arrested perps. Joan then said "We waited for you to begin the interrogations. The attorneys are from Lowe, Ball & Lynch, which handles business clients, so they may want criminal attorneys when they start to see what we have on them."
Teddy Parker said "Commander Troy, who sends his regards to all of you, can't be here due to a big drug and murder case we're working on. But if certain 'big boy' attorneys come in, we might see him show up."
Terence Johnson said "I hope to get to touch base with him, or someone, about that case and its State implications. But that can wait until we get past this today."
Teddy Parker: "That should be fine. Anyway, Mr. Coleman and Mr. Garner are usually straight with us when it comes to interrogations. But Garner was once Senator Nathan Allen's attorney, so the sleaze factor is there."
Joan: "I'm going to be interviewing them, and would like it if one of you State Agents could join me." She looked right at Shane O'Brady as she said it.
"I need to be in there." said Carter Fischer, inadvertently being a cockblocker. "This is big all over the northern half of the State, and the Governor-elect called me personally to (air quotes) 'encourage' me to land these fish."
"If you have ear buds," said Shane O'Brady, "we can direct questions to you as we watch from your Monitor Room."
"It's an anteroom, and we'll watch through the window." said Teddy Parker. "But yes, we'll have the earbuds system in use."
"So who are our suspects?" asked Shane O'Brady as everyone sat down.
Joan Laurer said "The four employees, who were at every school presentation so far, are College Republicans at City University or our University here. Three of the four interned with Wilson Hammonds, Cain Mitchell, or Jeff Canton. Bernie Parker, no relation to Teddy Parker that we know of, worked in the IT Department of State Parcel Service, SPS, which as you know was Edward Blassingame's company. He left SPS and began his own software startup company when Blassingame left SPS to take over BigAgraFoods."
Joan: "And Mrs. Alana Dalmore, the State P.T.A. official, also worked as part of Edward Blassingame's so-called 'inner circle' of assistants and staff, but left SPS a few years ago to work for the State P.T.A. full time. That's the story, anyway, but she had a lot, and I mean a LOT of contacts with Edward Blassingame and also his son Peter, who is now on Death Row at Jax State Prison." (Author's note: 'Unresolved'.)
Joan: "Bernie Parker is divorced; his wife left him after complaining that he was spending too many hours at work and fewer and fewer hours with her. This is not an uncommon complaint among employees and/or the spouses of Swamp Frog companies, as Mittens Willis was murdered by a man whose wife left him because he was forced to spend too many hours at work." (Author's note: 'Swamp Frogs', Ch. 02.)
Joan: "Mrs. Dalmore's husband works with a wholesale liquor distributor in this area and also parts of the South whose States have allocated liquors. I found what may be a 'strangeness' about the Dalmores: they've been married four years, but still have totally separate finances, the same ones they had before they were married."
Joan: "I don't know how much time you've had to look over the data the TCPD has amassed, and I apologize for not sending that earlier than this morning when we made the arrests. We were trying to keep everything quiet so that Parker and his group would show up and we could nab them."
"I read some of it." said Shane O'Brady. "It's really good work on your part. But it's also circumstantial, strong enough for a warrant for sure, but still circumstantial."
"That's very true, Mr. O'Brady------"
"Please, call me Shane." said Shane O'Brady.
"Thank you, Shane." said Joan with a smile. "And call me Joan. Yes, the data is circumstantial, but a strong start."
Terence Johnson said "My only question is: with whom do we start?"
"Mrs. Dalmore." said Joan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Things suddenly got very quiet as I entered the Dispatch Room, followed by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Detectives Roark Coleman and George Newman, and two Uniformed TCPD Officers. We went to the enclosed cubicle that was the Public Health Office's manager's place.
"Walter Walton?" I asked the geeky looking punk with thin curly brown hair, octagonal spectacles, and wearing a white button-down shirt and navy trousers held up by suspenders. Considering he was about 5'5" tall at best, the suspenders looked silly on him. He had his feet propped up on the chair next to the desk.
"Who wants to know?" said Walton, not looking up from his monitor. I used my left hand to put my ID in front of his face.
"Donald Troy, Town & County Police Commander" I said. "Again, are you Walton?"
Walton did not bother to stand up, as he should have, nor even remove his feet from the table upon which they were propped. He just half-turned in his chair and said with a sneer "I want a Union Rep."
"And you'll get one... at Police Headquarters." I said. "Get up. Let's go."
"I'm not going anywhere with you." Walter whined. "Unless you have a warrant for my arrest."
"Why, I just happen to have that right here." I said, taking the document out of my trenchcoat pocket, and handing it to him. I also took something else out of my trenchcoat pocket. Something red, and made of iron.
Walton began tearing up the warrant. "You have no probable cause to arrest me."
"You just resisted arrest." I said. "And failed to follow a Police Officer's lawful instruction." I grabbed his arm, pulled him violently out of his chair, and flung him into the common area at the two Uniformed Officers.
"You fucking Pig!" Walton yelled, scrambling up and attacking me. As he pushed me, he yelled "You got no right to----- UHHK!"
*WHAM!*
I twisted his arm behind him and drove him face-down into the floor. "THAT HURTS!" he cried as I pulled his arm behind him, hard, and affixed cuffs, then did the same for the other arm.
"Walter Walton, you're under arrest, for-------"
"HEY!" yelled Teresa, pointing to one of the other Dispatchers, who was trying to film us with her cellphone. "That's against the law!"
"No it's not!' the girl said. "I'm recording your Police Brutality! I claim whistleblower status------ UHHK!"
Teresa had hurtled into the attack, and had turned the girl and slammed her face onto the desk, almost breaking her nose. Teresa followed my example of violently pulling the girl's arm behind her, then cuffing her arms behind her back. She jerked the girl up and recited to her the Miranda rights as I did the same for Walton. One of the Uniformed Officers took up the girl's offending cellphone. No one else had moved as we left the room.
I'll let you deduce whether it was Teresa or me that was using the anti-bugging device...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
TCPD Detective Joan Laurer and SBI-OFI Agent Carter Fischer stepped into Interrogation-1 at County Jail. Seated at the table were Mrs. Dalmore and her lawyer, Mr. Garner.
Mrs. Alana Dalmore was tall, though not as tall as Joan, slender, and white skinned with raven black hair. Her pretty face had high cheekbones, but not in an Asian way; if anything, she had some Latina blood in her.
Joan introduced herself and Fischer, then read Mrs. Dalmore her considerable rights from the card, and Mrs. Dalmore acknowledged she understood the rights with a mere nod.
"What is this about?" asked the legal beagle Garner. "Before you even ask any questions, I want to know what this is about. And I want to see the warrant under which you arrested my client."
"Here's the warrant to hold her as a suspect." Joan said, passing the document over to the lawyer. "And what this is about is a Statewide investigation of identity thefts and credit card thefts that we have found evidence that points back to the 'Ancestor Discovery' business."
Garner: "And your warrant to arrest my client before you actually arrested her? Where is it?"
Joan: "Exigent circumstances. She was taken into custody to prevent her from fleeing the jurisdiction. And the warrant I just handed you is sufficient to hold her while we complete our investigation."
Garner: "No, that's not enough. You had no exigent circumstances. My client is not part of the 'Ancestor Discovery' company. There was no reason to arrest her."
"Except that our ongoing investigation is showing that Mrs. Dalmore has been responsible for getting this group into the schools involved in the frauds." Joan replied cooly, then delivered her shot: "And experienced criminal attorneys know that we're on solid ground, and that there are no loopholes, there."
Garner looked darkly at Joan, then looked over at Carter Fischer. "What, are you just going to sit there like a useless bump on a log?"
"What, do you have women issues?" Fischer fired back. "You got a problem with a woman leading this interrogation?" That stung, too.
"Proceed to support your case for my client's arrest." said Garner.
"We will... at the right time." said Joan. "In Court. In the meantime, we're here so that we can ask your client the questions. Now Mrs. Dalmore------"
"I'm not answering any questions at this time." said Mrs. Dalmore.
"You're taking the Fifth?" Joan asked.
"No." said Mrs. Dalmore. "But I'm not answering your questions until I'm formally charged with a crime. I'm certainly not cooperating with your attempt to lynch me, here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After being taken through full booking and dressed in a stylish orange jumpsuit, Walter Walton was brought into I-1 at Headquarters and handcuffed to the ring on the table. Mere moments later his attorney arrived: H.J. Lynch, of the firm Chase, Lynch, and Berry, P.C. They were in the room alone, talking.
I had been prevented from going in to begin the interrogation by the arrival of a very angry PHO Beth Paige, followed by the Sheriff and Police Chief. "What the hell are you doing, arresting my employee?! I told you already that he's committed no crime!"
"He has now." I said, not giving her the courtesy of calling her 'ma'am'. "We have the statements and the Officer-cam videos in the evidence servers. He tore up the warrant for his arrest and refused to come with me. That's obstruction of justice as well as resisting arrest. Then he physically lunged at me and came into physical contact with me. That's assaulting a Police Officer, and a full second count of resisting arrest. All of those are felonies, and with consecutive sentences, he is looking at least 30 years of prison time without possibility of parole."
"After you goaded him!" Paige snarled. "And my people are saying you assaulted him, and he just defended himself."
"You are free to review the videos." I replied. "And I'm willing to let a Jury decide it. Now if you'll excuse me, I have an investigation to perform."
"What the hell can you possibly be investigating?" Beth Paige gutturally snarled. I turned and confronted her.
"You tell me." I said, my voice low and menacing. "My Officers just wanted to ask clarifying questions, and your snotty little employee stonewalled them, even asked for a Union Rep as if he'd committed a crime. And then he actually committed felonies when I showed up at his cubicle."
I continued: "And you, Ms. Paige, are acting almost as badly in your attempts to stop my investigation. I normally tell my Officers that when a suspect takes the Fifth, it should not be automatically considered to be a sign of guilt. But with your snot employee and with you, I consider your reactions to be strange at best... and suspicious at worst. Now what am I going to find, here?"
"You go to hell." Paige snarled then turned around. The Sheriff immediately ordered her into the Chief's Conference Room. I headed for I-1...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mr. Garner also acted as Bernie Parker's attorney as Joan Laurer and Carter Fischer came in to interview him. He said he understood the rights after they were read to him.
Mr. Garner did not attempt to question the warrant that had been obtained prior to the arrests being made at Eastside Elementary. But he did try the tactic of asking the Detectives to present what they had. Joan Laurer had learned; she ignored him and proceeded to question Parker.
"Mr. Parker," said Joan, "who arranged for 'Ancestor Discovery' to make your presentations in the State's elementary schools?"
"Don't answer that." said Garner. "And you direct your questions to me, little lady."
Joan stood up. "Who are you calling a 'little lady'?" she growled angrily. "Not only are you a sexist, which I intend to use to get you disbarred, I think you'll find out that I can twist you into a pretzel just by sneezing on you."
Carter Fischer said "So what's your answer, Mr. Parker? Who set it up for you to be able to make those presentations?"
"I told you to direct your questions to ME!" Garner yelled.
"And I ignored you." said Fischer. "I'm asking Mr. Parker the questions, here."
Garner leaned over to Parker and said loudly enough for everyone to hear: "Don't say another word. At all. I'll do all the talking."
"So you're invoking, Mr. Parker?" asked Joan Laurer, who was still standing.
"No, he's not." said Garner. "But he's not going to say one word to you until he's charged with a crimes, and then we'll decide if he's invoke or not..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"WHY is my client chained to this table?" screamed H.J. Lynch as Teresa and I entered Interrogation-1. Officer Buchanan was the Uniformed presence.



"Because he's accused of three felony crimes, one of them a crime of violence." I said as Teresa and I sat down across from them. "And to teach the little snot some manners, and to suggest he learn to respect the Police, because we can and just did cuff him to that table"
"Go fuck yourself, Pig." snarled Walter Walton, though quietly.
"And he can just stay chained to the table." I said in retaliatory response. I took out the card and read Walton his rights. "Do you understand the rights?"
"Drop dead, Pig." Walton snarled again. H.J. Lynch made no move to stop Walton from digging the hole he was in ever deeper.
Teresa said "Every time you say that, it's just more obstruction charges." Only at that point did Lynch lean over and whisper something to Walton.
"With what is my client charged?" Lynch said, more calmly but with a tinge of menace.
"Resisting arrest, assault on a Police Officer, obstructing a Police investigation------" I started
"Before that." said Lynch. "Why did you show up at my client's place of work, harass him, then physically assault him?"
"I did not harass him." I said. "I only asked his name, which no Court in the world will say is harassment, and he immediately asked for the Union Rep. I presented him with an arrest warrant, and that's when the other charges started. And we have it all on video that he assaulted me, and I am eager... excited, even... to take that to the Jury."
"Stop avoiding my question!" Lynch snarled. "Why did you even go to his place of work in the first place?"
"Commander Troy is not the one being interrogated, here!" yelled Teresa.
"Mind your tone with me, little lady." Lynch said. It was the wrong thing to say. I stood up, the edges of my vision tinged red with fury.
"You apologize for that, right now." I thundered. Lynch just waved it off.
"Officer," I said to Buchannan, "take the suspect to the holding cells." Buchannan moved smartly to uncuff Walter Walton, then roughly handcuffed his wrists behind him.
"Clear the anteroom." I said to Teresa. "And make sure the audio and video are turned off."
"Yes sir." said Teresa, turning to leave.
"What are you gonna do?" goaded Lynch. "You gonna assault me like you assault People of Color? Taking up for that little cunt?"
There is only one reason H.J. Lynch did not die within the next two minutes. As Teresa left, the Sheriff seemed to magically appear between me and Lynch. "Don't do it, Crowbar. Not here, and not now. Too many witnesses. You can kill him later, when you can get away with it... if someone else doesn't kill him first. Teresa has many friends, you know. Many friends." I took a deep breath, and acquiesced.
"And you, dirtbag," growled Griswold to Lynch, "get out of my Police Headquarters and never come back. I'm referring you to the State Bar for your sexist comment about my female Police Officer, and Val Jared is still Governor for almost two more months..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ron Ellijay was 23 years old, just graduated from City University with a degree in Political Science, and seemed to have a promising career ahead of him. He was white, his brown hair styled perfectly in place, tall, lanky, and generally handsome. Now he was having his rights read to him. Mr. Coleman was his attorney. Rookie Patrolman Smith was the Uniformed presence. And Shane O'Brady had come into the room with Joan Laurer, for a very particular reason.
After Joan Laurer read him his rights from the card, she said "How long have you been working for Ancestor Discovery?"
"Four months, give or take?" said Ellijay. Joan bored into him.
"Is it 'give', or is it 'take'?" she growled. "When did you start working for them?"
"Wow, touchy touchy." Ron Ellijay said.
"Mr. Ellijay," said Shane O'Brady strongly, "I suggest you take this a lot more seriously. This is a formal interrogation as part of a criminal investigation. When did you start with the company?"
Ellijay named a date. "I'm not an employee, in the regular sense, anyway. Some of us work with Mr. Parker when he does demos of his software."
O'Brady: "So you started when the company was doing demos in Pottsville. And you were an intern for Wilson Hammonds?"
"I was, during the summer." said Ellijay.
"And that's how you met the other three helpers?" asked Joan.
"No, I met them through the College Republicans." said Ellijay. "One of them worked for Jeff Canton, and one of them for Cain Mitchell, so I did see them at the State Capitol a lot."
"How much do you make working for Ancestor Discovery?" asked Joan.
"We don't make a salary with them." said Ellijay. "We... at least me.. I work strictly on commission."
"So the amount you make is commensurate with the number of subscriptions to the software they sell?" Joan asked.
"Yes." said Ellijay.
"How much do you make per sale?" Joan asked.
"Uh, I'm not sure." said Ellijay. "It varies."
"It varies per sale?" Joan asked, pretending shock.
"I guess." said Ellijay.
"So you don't know how much you're making through these guys?" Joan asked, pretending more shock.
"Like I said, it varies." said Ellijay, growing uncomfortable.
Joan said "Well, I sure know how much I make in Police salary. Detective O'Brady, do you know how much you're paid?"
"To the penny." said O'Brady agreeably.
"And yet, Mr. Ellijay," Joan continued, "you treat me like I'm an Agency of the Weak Minded by telling me you don't know how much you are making? Why am I having so much trouble believing that?" Ellijay just shrugged.
Joan pulled out some papers. "We have your financial records, including that silly little LLC you tried to set up. We also have Ancestor Discovery's financial records. Everything... what they brought in, what they paid out... and the problem is, Mr. Ellijay... the numbers simply don't add up."
Joan: "If you were being paid a set amount, or a per-sale amount, the averages at each location should average out to the same number. But they don't. Additionally, there are extra payments here and there, in varying but fairly lucrative amounts, that are from Ancestor Discovery, but don't correspond to any sales. How do you explain that, Mr. Ellijay?"
"He doesn't." said Mr. Coleman. "At least not without further consultation with me. Privately..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
'B-1' Bob Berry hated Police about as much as H.J. Lynch. He and the Sheriff hurled insults at each other for several minutes, but the bottom line was that H.J. Lynch was forbidden Police Headquarters and was being referred for disbarment, and either Berry represent Walter Walton or the Sheriff would call the Court to assign a public defender. Berry took the case, and was sitting with Walton, who was again cuffed to the ring on the table.
Detectives Newman and Coleman were in I-1 with them, and had earbuds on. Your Iron Crowbar had been pulled and sidelined by Our Sheriff. Teresa and I were watching from the Chief's Conference Room with Chief Moynahan. The Chief did not seem angry; indeed, he'd said "If that bastard had called my niece-in-law that, I would've required the Sheriff's intervention to keep me from committing murder, tooooo."
Detective Newman read Walter Walton his rights, and Walton said "Shove it up your ass, nigger." That got a rebuke from Bob Berry.
"Wow, they are going all out to goad us." Teresa said as we watched. "What gives with that?"
"I have my suspicions." I said.
Detective Coleman said "You just keep digging a deeper and deeper hole for yourself, Walton. You now have three felony charges against you, and one civil rights charge if we choose to press it. And the sad thing is... we originally came to your office only to follow up on some procedural aspects of the case! But now... you face twenty to thirty years in prison... prison, Walton!...."
"... and the Black inmates are going to hear what you just called me," said George Newman, "and they gonna tear you a new ass. That's not a threat, punk. That's keeping it one hundred."
"Do I have to listen to this nigger?" Walton said to Berry.
"Yes, you do." said Berry. "You don't have to answer, but you do have to listen. And as your counsel, I'm not only advising but telling you to stop calling him the n-word, or you won't have any Counsel much longer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With the suspects interrogated, Joan and Teddy took the State Agents to the Cop Bar for lunch. With no Command Group people in it, Pops let them sit in the back 'Command Room' for privacy.
After placing their orders, Teddy Parker said "Ron Ellijay and his three College Republican buddies talked the most, and tripped up the most. We may get one or more of them to turn."
Joan said "I told them all that only one deal is on the table, so they better think about their futures. I'm not sure I'm able to make that offer, though."
"You are... at least I am." said Carter Fischer. "And this is going to end up being multi-jurisdictional all over the State. All the same, I'll call Jenna Stiles and have her on standby to make a deal with whoever comes correct."
"If anyone comes correct." said Terence Johnson. "I'm not trying to play Debbie Downer, here, but we've got a ways to go to make cases, here."
"And time to do it." Joan Laurer said. "At least 72 hours, and if Jenna Stiles or Paulina Patterson can get bail denied due to flight risks, I really believe we can get something to put in front of Jury, if not actually turn someone."
"Who should we try to get to turn? And who should we not offer a deal, no matter what?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Bernie Parker is not getting much of a deal, for damn sure." said Terence Johnson.
"I'd refrain from offering Ron Ellijay anything." said Shane O'Brady. "I'm biased, though. He's connected to Wilson Hammonds."
Joan said "I think... that Mrs. Dalmore may be the key to this case. She's the one I'd turn the screws on. But I'd have to consult with Commander Troy and ADA Patterson to determine what kind of deal to give her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello, Beth." said Miriam Walters as she walked up to the Public Health Officer and her longtime friend, who was watching the interrogation of Walter Walton in the Main Conference Room. Savannah Fineman had also come into the room.
"Hi Miriam." said Beth Paige. She pointed to the monitor and said "I did everything I could to help Walter. But the goddamned Iron Crowbar was like a goddamned boa constrictor, absolutely relentless. He just would not drop it, like he won't drop his jihad against the honest reporters of the Press."
"Miriam," said Savannah, "just assign me Walter's case, and I'll handle it. I'll drop all charges, and refuse to prosecute."
"That won't save me, though." said Beth Paige. "Sheriff Griswold said if both Walter and I don't come correct about this HAZMAT truck business, then he's going to fire me for cause."
Miriam said "So this is well above the Iron Crowbar now. And if we do what Savannah suggests, and she drops the charges against Walter, the Sheriff will fire you. But you said if Walter talks, the Sheriff won't fire you?"
"He may let me resign." said Beth Paige. "Either way, I'm out, and out of a job."
"Let me go see what I can do." Miriam said. "Savannah, stay here with Beth." Miriam left the Main Conference Room and went next door to the little office the Sheriff used while he was at Police Headquarters. And the Sheriff was 'In'.
"What do you want, Walters?" the Sheriff growled, his voice unfriendly.
"Sheriff," Miriam said as she went in and closed the door behind her, "let's do some old-fashioned horse trading..."
Part 11 - Cutting Deals
2:00pm, Tuesday, November 10th. PHO Beth Paige came into Interrogation-1, where Walter Walton was still handcuffed to the ring on the table, and attorney Bob Berry was seated next to him. It was exceptionally rare that anyone besides a suspect, attorney, and Police Officers interrogating the suspect was allowed into the Interrogation Room, and it had required a direct order by the Town & County Sheriff for Beth Paige to be granted the rare exception.
"Walter," said Beth, "I appreciate you holding fast on this. But it's not worth ten to twenty years of your life in prison. I've worked out a plea deal with the Sheriff. You'll plead guilty to one count of felony reckless endangerment, you'll get probation and no prison time. And in exchange you'll tell tell the cops what happened on that day with the HAZMAT truck assignment."
"I'd rather fight them all the way." Walter said, his voice a nasally whine. "I'd rather make Troy appear in Court and have to answer for his Police brutality. And we have to protect our Media allies. They're the only ones that are fighting that bastard Troy, and we have to help them!"
"Walter," said Beth, "that's not going to happen. I mean, you can take it to Court, and you'll be crushed, and you'll spend 30 years in prison. It's not worth it. You did what you were asked, and it's okay to talk about it. Please... take this chance while you have it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So he finally admitted it." I said as I sat in the Chief's Conference Room with the Chief and Teresa.
"Yezzzz." said the Chief. "Walter Walton admitted that he called the four-man HAZMAT team and also called the Press, and he did that soooo that the Media could film it and make it look more scary than it actually was, and also to blame the Police for endangering the Public."
"Which KXTC did try to do." said Teresa. "And Walter threw Beth Paige under the bus, too."
"She asked him to." I said. "She had given him a standing order to ratchet up the HAZMAT response if he could, and be sure to call the Press about it when he did. And that's what he did. She worked amazingly hard to save his ass, too."
"What's going to happen to Beth Paige?" Teresa asked.
The Chief replied "She gets to resign instead of being fired for cauzzze. Miriam negotiated that for her friend Beth Paige. In exchange, we get to charge Wal-terrrr with a felony and he'll plead guilty and have a record, and Savannah Fineman won't be allowed to just drop the charges against Wal-terrrr."
Teresa and I asked to be excused, and upon being so we went to my office. As we sat down, Teresa said "How do you feel about it, Don? Did the Sheriff give away too much?"
"No." I said. "In fact, he may have gotten the better part of the deal. He told Miriam that there was no way we could excuse the assault on a Police Officer, whether or not it was a rookie Patrolman or the Police Commander, so he got the one felony charge. And Beth Paige is gone, as she should be."
"And this was all to bring the Press in so that they could take shots at us, the Police?" Teresa asked. I nodded, and she said "But why? It does not serve the Public Health Office to falsely scare the hell out of people."
"No darn kidding." I said. "But we got a few glimmers of the truth. It turns out that Beth Paige is very pro-Press, and was particularly embittered at my current and ongoing war with the Press. Her actions are almost 'Della-Harlow-ish' in the way she went about letting her rancid politics dictate the PHO's actions."
"And you saw that." said Teresa. "Which is why you pushed so hard on it."
"And because that snot Walter and that dumbass Beth Paige fought so hard against my checking up on it." I replied. "I suspected something when I got the initial report at the crime scene about the upgraded HAZMAT unit, suspected it more when I learned the Press literally was right behind the HAZMAT vehicle, and it really got my hackles up when they protested too much."
I continued: "And there's one more victory for the Sheriff in all this: if I'm right..."
"And you usually are." Teresa replied as if on cue.
I smiled, then said "If I'm right, we may have shut down not one but two sources of leaks to the Media. And that, my friend, is worth celebrating with a dram of Scotch tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Tuesday, November 10th. SBI-OFI Agent Carter Fischer, SBI-IDE Agent Terence Johnson, and SBI Reservist Shane O'Brady came to Police Headquarters with Detectives Teddy Parker and Joan Laurer. They were given a tour of the Intel Center, then they and my Detectives joined me, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Michaels, and her Lieutenants Three in Classroom 'E'. Also present was State Attorney Jenna Stiles.
"Yes, I'm still a State Attorney, at least until January 1st." said Jenna as we gathered. "Then I expect incoming State A.G. Gil Krasney will fire all the State Attorneys and hire his cronies for the positions."
"I understand DDA positions are opening up here in this County." I said. "Might be something you could apply for."
"I've already talked to Miriam Walters." said Jenna. "We'll see what happens. I'll go to work for Paulina any day, but I'm not sure I want anything to do with Savannah Fineman."
We sat down and I opened the meeting; ""Before we begin, keep this under your hats... congratulations to Shane O'Brady on your upcoming promotion... Lieutenant!"
Everyone made 'surprised' sounds, then applauded. O'Brady said "I know nothing gets past you, Commander, but really, how did you know? And I ask because Wilson Hammonds might still try to stop it if he finds out."
"Ohhh, I was asked by your Chief to give input," I said, "and my letter of recommendation glowed like a nuclear power plant. And your Chief let me know you'd been selected."
I continued: "And don't worry about Wilson Hammonds. I get the feeling he's going to be reeeal busy... running away from questions about this 'Ancestry Discovery' case, since one of his aides is hip-deep in it without his knee-high wading boots."
With that, we began discussing the case. The interviews were brought up, and some key features replayed on our monitors.
"Sir," said Joan Laurer, "we were discussing earlier who we might offer deals to, and who we should not. Do you have anything to help us with that?"
"Before I answer," I said, "Mary, has Intel Branch found anything new? Anything that might more solidly connect these rubes to the frauds and identity thefts?"
"Just timing that cannot possibly be coincidental." Mary said. "The timing of the company appearances at schools, then the frauds and identity thefts." She went through the data we had.
"It's good data, and very strong circumstantially." said Jenna Stiles. "But there are a couple of problems. First, proving intent. And second, proving conspiracy. For example, finding a computer that you could prove belongs to one of them that was actually used to commit a fraudulent credit card purchase. And even that doesn't prove they were in it together."
"Just to play Devil's Advocate," said Claire Michaels, "why do we believe it's all of them? I mean, Bernie Parker could've legitimately hired those young people to help, and paid Mrs. Dalmore to get him appearances at the schools."
"True." I said. "But the financial data suggests money coming in to the associates are from the frauds, not just any legitimate product sales. Especially Mrs. Dalmore, who has associations with a man who has absolutely no integrity, none... Edward Blassingame."
"That was a good job, arresting her on the spot." said Jenna Stiles. "But just about all of your data on her came after her arrest. What made you think to arrest her, Detective Laurer?"
"Uh... ah..." Joan stammered.
"A woman's intuition." I replied, bailing Joan out. Jenna Stiles, ever the feminist, looked at me funny.
"That's... a good way of putting it, sir." Joan said, bailing me out.
And neither of us mentioned the seven-year-old 'intuition' that unerringly latched on to Mrs. Dalmore's guilt. Unfortunately, Juries were not ready to accept Carole's vibes as incontrovertible evidence...



"So to answer your questions about who to give deals to and who not to," I said, "Mrs. Dalmore would likely be the most devastating witness if she turned... but she's probably the most guilty of the bunch."
I then said "What did you think of the attorneys representing our suspects today?"
"They're business attorneys, or so they claim." said Joan Laurer. "But that guy Garner seemed to know his way around Courtroom law very, very well for a (air quotes) 'business attorney'."
I nodded. "Even so, I expect they will refer these cases to experienced criminal attorneys. And I'll make a bold prediction right now on who Mrs. Dalmore's representation will be..."
Part 12 - Union NO!
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 11th (Veterans Day), from the KXTC Anchor Desk. "The purge of the Public Safety Department under Sheriff Antonio Griswold continues!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that Public Health Officer Beth Paige will announce her resignation this morning. Sources tell Channel Two News that PHO Paige's resignation is not of her own free will, but was asked for by by Town & County Sheriff Griswold, who oversees the Public Health Department as part of the overall Public Safety Department."
Bettina: "Though no official reasons for the Sheriff essentially firing PHO Paige was given, sources tell Channel Two News that friction developed between them after the incident the other day when a HAZMAT vehicle was dispatched to a crime scene. A dangerous quantity of fentanyl was exposed to the air, creating the serious incident and need to respond with HAZMAT resources."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that the Police did not initially request the four-man team, called a 'level two' team, but a level two team of four highly trained personnel was sent in an abundance of caution. A subsequent investigation led to the firing of a Public Health Department dispatcher and allegedly led to the tensions between PHO Paige and her boss, the Sheriff."
Bettina: "The Public Health Officer's leaving, whether forced or not, is just the latest of several purges by Sheriff Griswold. Former Fire Chief Patrick Quinlin and Battalion Chief Tucker were removed from their posts after openly disagreeing with the Sheriff. Of course nothing at all has been done by Sheriff Griswold to rein in Commander Donald Troy's violent tactics against predominately black peaceful protesters."
Bettina: "And now lets go to trusted reporter Amber Harris with more on a related story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with the Federal Building across Courthouse Square in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that the woman that died as a result of exposure to the fentanyl for which that HAZMAT team was deployed, was an Agent of the Federal Drug Enforcement Agency!"
Amber: "Elena Katerina Von Telsing was a native of the New York area and often was assigned to international cases for the DEA. As usual, the TCPD has no clue to what is going on regarding the murder, having no leads or suspects. The DEA is following several possible leads, including that a drug gang called 'Infinity Circle' may be involved. Our condolences go out to the Von Telsing family. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you for that insightful report, Amber! And now lets go to our KSB colleague Tim Sioban with breaking news on a State case. Tim!"
It was actually a videotape from the evening before as Tim Sioban came on "That's right, Bettina! The SBI's Office of Financial Investigations, in cooperation with the Town & County Police and the Pottsville Police, arrested six persons yesterday that are believed to have been running a fraud and identity theft scheme!"
Sioban: "Bernie Parker, Ron Ellijay, and four other persons connected to a software company called 'Ancestor Discovery' were arrested at Eastside Elementary School in the Town & County during a demo and sales pitch of their software. Sources tell KSB News that this group had appeared at a number of elementary schools across the northern part of the State and that credit card frauds and identity thefts occurred in those areas immediately afterwards. KSB News will continue to follow this breaking story. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Tim! And now lets go to political reporter Carl Lemay for a report on potential future activity in the Town & County District Attorney's Office. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay, on the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "With two underlings elected to Judicial posts in the recent Elections, District Attorney Miriam Walters faces several challenges in the coming weeks and months. She granted me this interview last night. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Lemay interviewing Miriam Walters in her office. "Thank you for your time, Ms. Walters. What are the D.A.'s plans for at least the next two years?"
Walters: "As you know, Carl, I had originally made plans to restructure the D.A.'s Office into two divisions, one for prosecuting major crimes of violence, and the other to prosecute Vice crimes such as gambling, drugs, and prostitution. These divisions will be supervised by Assistant District Attorneys, and Deputy District Attorneys will be hired to work under the ADAs's supervision.
Walters: "Franklin Washington and Hannah Doss won judicial seats, and I congratulate both of them for that. Their leaving the D.A.'s Office will create this opportunity to implement the new structure this January."
Lemay: "Do you know who will fill the new supervisory ADA roles?"
Walters: "I have two current ADAs, Savannah Fineman and Paulina Patterson. They are the top candidates for the positions. What I don't know is who will be assigned to the MCD cases and the Vice cases."
Lemay: "Ms. Walters, Paulina Patterson was the Prosecutor of the Breonna Bryant case, which still deeply angers People of Color. And with big issues like Bail Reform, Police brutality against People of Color, and with the US DOJ Civil Rights Division already investigating and suing Mayor Allgood and the TCPD, what will you be doing to help resolve these issues that are very important to the Minority communities?"
Miriam's beady black eyes flashed black fire as she said strongly "Unlike agenda-driven prosecutors in Democrat-controlled cities like the cesspool that is Wilmington, Delaware, that let criminals out of the street to rape women and murder children again, the Town & County District Attorney's Office will prosecute crimes of violence. We follow the Rule of Law here, Mr. Lemay...."
Back to Carl Lemay live: "D.A. Walters's remarks drew sharp criticism from Social and Environmental Justice groups, who have demanded she resign from her office. I'm not holding my breath waiting for that to happen, Bettina. Back to you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, they showed what Miriam Walters said!" exclaimed a stunned Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Chief Moynahan, Me, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, and Deputy Chief (Ret.) Cindy Ross drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"They had to." I replied. "Lemay got in his shots about Breonna Bryant, and to put Miriam on the spot about bail reform and other Leftwing issues, he ran the whole tape. He and KXTC probably believe that Miriam's remarks will harm her politically, but he doesn't seem to realize that the vast majority of black families want to feel safe and not be murdered by criminals let out of jail by rabidly leftwing prosecutors who drop serious charges and/or demand low or no bail."
"Strong letter to fol-lowwww." drawled the Chief. "Oh... welcome to our coffee klatch, Commander Ross. It's always good to see yooooooo."
"Thank you, Chief." said Cindy. "I've missed you guys. By way of contrast, I have not missed KXTC's lousy reporting."
Tanya Muscone said "I want to know who leaked our deceased DEA Agent's name to the Press. Jack is going to have a heart attack over that."
"And Dwight Stevens will have a conniption fit about it." I added, noticing that Cindy had gotten quiet, but was giving off a strong Vibe.
Teresa said "Don, what did you think of the reporting on the HAZMAT truck incident?"
Cindy said "That's one reason I came over here. To get the inside scoop on that. City Hall just about exploded yesterday over Beth Paige's resignation in lieu of being fired.."
I said "I'm not sure who I told this yesterday, so I'll say it again now. I believe we may have shut down two pipelines that were freely leaking to the Press, up to and including Beth Paige herself. And what you saw this morning was Bettina's last-gasp retaliation snit. I might add that the cheap shots at the Sheriff are also retaliation, for him making Beth Paige an offer she couldn't refuse."
"And the information on the State fraud case?" Cindy asked.
"Oh, that was SBI Agent Carter Fischer." I said. "He's a well-known leaker to the Press. But in this case I can understand; he's hoping more victims will hear about that and come forward, which will lead to stronger evidence and maybe a personal connection that will nail those bastards's coffins shut."
"And you don't know who leaked Elena Katrina's real name?" Tanya asked, peering hard at me.
"No, I don't." I said. "But it was interesting how gleefully Amber Harris reported on it, wasn't it?" Yep, that vibe from Cindy was getting stronger and stronger...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ah, a full Angels Meeting!" I said happily as all three of my Angels and I sat in my office.
"What, Captain Michaels has not replaced me as an Angel?" Cindy said.
"Police Officers come and go." I said. "But I accept no substitutes: I have only three Angels, and the three of you are sitting here now."
"Awwwww!" chorused my Angels.
Cindy's ice blue eyes had shown some emotion at that, so she said to move things along: "I did come by today to get you guys's takes on what's going on at City Hall... not only with Beth Paige, but in the D.A.'s Office. Carl Lemay was so hell-bent on injecting race into his interview with Miriam that he totally overlooked the real issue... who's the Prosecutor for MCD?"
"Claire told me the Detectives have started a pool on it." Teresa said. "And it is the hot-ticket item of discussion at the Precincts."
"So, Don," said Tanya with a gleam in her eye, "tell us who it will be so I can go win that pool money!" Everyone laughed.
"You three are disqualified from that pool." I said. "Seriously, before I saw that interview with Miriam this morning, I would've bet money she was going to stick Savannah Fineman on MCD, just to fuck with me. But now, I'm not so sure..."
"Why not?" Cindy asked.
"Because Savannah is lazy as hell." I said. "Paulina puts in the work to prosecute our MCD cases, including negotiating plea deals. Savannah can hire competent lawyers to handle the Vice cases and act like our dog Buddy, who supervises with his eyes closed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Wednesday, November 11th. The Chief, Sheriff, and I went to the Cop Bar for a early lunch. We'd just gotten out of a grueling, nearly two-and-a-half-hour meeting with the Police Union Reps.
"I'm not sure I've ever seen the Union fight that hard for dirty cops." said Sheriff Griswold. "Especially the way they dug in over Hendricks." (Author's note: 'Town & County Confidential', for Hendricks; 'The Babymaker', Ch. 04, for Toole.)
"I agreeeee." drawled the Chief. "I'll say this, also: when the Union agreeeed to hear both cases at once, I really thought they would give up one guy to save the otherrrr. But they went all-in for both of them."
"Yes sir." I said. "And along those lines, I expected they would work for reduced punishments, especially for Toole. But they did not give one freekin' inch on either one of them. And I don't really understand why. Hendricks is an absolute dirtbag, even by dirtbag standards. And I know Toole is racist against blacks, and likely a leaker to the Press, but for the Union to dig in as hard as they did was... well, it was a 'strangeness'."
"You don't think this was specific to yoooooo, Mr. Crowbarrr?" asked the Chief.
I shrugged, then said "I don't know, sir. I mean, I can actually understand about Toole. The Union is generally correct that bringing the triphammer down for insubordination is overkill... in a vacuum, for an Officer with an otherwise clean record. But Toole has past indiscretions, for which I now regret treating him way too leniently."
I continued: "And Hendricks is finished, no matter what. We dug in just as hard that he will never, ever, have his own Patrol car again, nor be permitted to be on field duty without being directly paired with a Sergeant... who must be personally approved by Lieutenant Commander Croyle or myself. But they literally acted like he was a saint, and we were besmirching his sacred honor."
Sheriff Griswold said: "I agree with you, Crowbar. Anyway, Hendricks's termination will go forward, no matter what. They can sue if they want, we'll fight them like hell all the way. It's Toole that they have a better case with. I might suggest busting him down to Corporal, though I could bust him down to Patrol Officer and strip his seniority towards his pension, and if the Union doesn't see reason, I'll send his termination papers in for processing, as well------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone ringing, and I answered it. "Hi Helena... I'm in a meeting with the Chief and the Sheriff... well, they can wait until I get back... No, I am not rushing over there just because that asshole Stevens demands to see me... Helena! I'm not going to argue with you over the phone about this... Put 'em in the Main Conference Room, offer them coffee... Helena, tell them this, and be sure to quote me verbatim: I do not give a rat's ass that Dwight Stevens demands to see me immediately..."
Part 13 - Federal Arrogance
1:00pm. The Chief and I arrived back at Headquarters. I went to my office and said "Helena, my office. Now." The tone of my voice connoted that this was not going to be a pleasant meeting.
Once inside with the door closed, I did not invite Helena to sit down as I did so. I looked up at her and said "Now what the hell was that about?"
"Sir?" Helena asked, her face looking worried.
"That phone call." I said. "I don't understand why you kept arguing after I told you that I was in a meeting with the Sheriff and Chief."
Helena said "Sir, Agent Stevens was standing in front of my desk, all agitated, saying it was urgent and he had to talk to you right away------"
I held up my hand. "Helena, you don't work for that son of a bitch, and I don't work for him, either. So next time, pick up on my cues, okay?"
"Yes sir." said Helena, starting to look miserable.
"And I'll make sure he knows to never disrespect you again." I said. "Okay, you can go." Helena quickly exited, only to be replaced by Tanya Muscone in my doorway.
"I guess you don't want to hear it from me, either, that Dwight Stevens needs to talk to you, and that it's urgent?" Tanya asked.
"It would be a good idea if you don't mention Federal Agents to me right now." I said. "Much less take his side. Dwight Stevens is not my boss, and he's about to get a crowbar shoved up his ass simply on account of his goddamned bad manners." Tanya did a 180 in her wheelchair and drove back into her office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:45pm. The Chief called, and he does get to order me around. He 'invited' me to the Main Conference Room. I took the liberty of bringing in Teresa, as well.
Jack Muscone and Dwight Stevens were already in the room, their backs to the door. The Chief was in his normal seat at the near end of the table. I went around and sat on the far side, to the Chief's left, and Teresa sat to my left with a space between us, a defensive posture on my behalf.
"Where the hell were you?" Dwight Stevens snarled. Not a good start to the meeting.
"None of your goddamned business." I replied angrily.
"Like hell." Stevens said, his voice ugly. "Did you not understand that this is important?"
"So you harassed and disrespected my assistant?" I growled back. "I should shove this crowbar right up your faggot ass just for that alone. But what's more, if you think I'm your fucking servant, and will just come running at your beck and call because you perceive something is important to you? Again, I really ought to just shove this crowbar up your ass, just on account of your goddamned bad manners"
"If that ain't the pot calling the kettle black." said Stevens angrily. That caused Teresa to stand up, her hand hovering over her service weapon. Dwight looked shocked, and when his hand crept towards his holstered weapon, I stood up too.
"Dwight." said Jack Muscone, interceding before it got really ugly. "Now is not the time nor the place. These guys are pissed off, and they're very touchy right now. Keep a cool head."
"Everyone put your firearms on the table." said the Chief. "Now. In the middle." We all did so, including the Chief, following his example of clearing our weapons first.
"And that crowbar, too?" Stevens asked warily.
"Noooooo." said Chief Moynahan. "I'm not suicidallll, like you appear to be right now, Agent Stevens. Now why don't you tell the Iron Crowbar what was so damned important."
Stevens looked at me and said "Did you leak that information about Elena to the Press?"
"Hell, no." I said. "Why would I do that?"
"Someone did." Stevens said. "If it wasn't you, who? Did someone in the TCPD leak it?"
I rose to my feet again, fury on my face. "Are you suggesting in any way that the Town & County Police leaked that information?"
"I'm asking." said Stevens. "Y'all knew about her, and now the Press is blabbing her real name and other information to the whole fucking world!"
Teresa said "One more time... are suggesting any of MY Police Officers leaked it? Because you better have some solid proof of that, or I'll shove that crowbar up your ass before the Iron Crowbar even gets the chance to."
"What the fuck is with you people?" Dwight Stevens asked in shock.
"I'll tell you." I said. "You come in here like some arrogant fucking Federal Agent prick, and harangue my assistant. You demand... DEMAND!... that I come running out of my meeting just because YOU said so. You can fuck yourself on that, too; I ain't your 'boy' and I don't answer to you."
I continued: "And what's more, Stevens... my patience with you is utterly, utterly exhausted. I have tried to be patient, and you keep disrespecting me and acting like the asshole you are. I saved your worthless ass on the Marcie Harper case, I've given you all the help you could possibly hope to get... and you just keep treating me like shit. And NOW... you accuse MY Police Department of leaks with NO proof to back it up."
Jack Muscone said: "Don, it's a legitimate question. That information was leaked. It did severe damage to the DEA, and especially this case."
"So that gives shit-for-brains here license to come in here and start accusing us?" I thundered. "And act like an ass in the process?"
"Why don't you apologize, Dwight?" Jack suggested to Stevens.
"No sir, I won't." said Stevens. "I've had enough of his arrogance and shit." He stood up, then said "I am going to find the source of that leak, and I'm going to be asking for a formal investigation of the TCPD as part of that."
"Better be surrrrre." said the Chief. "You try to put your Agency's failures on my Police Force, and I'll snap your head back so hard you'll think you're a bobblehead doll."



Stevens did not reply, just took his gun and magazine and left the room. Jack Muscone said "Why don't we talk later, when we've all cooled down?" I just shook my head vigorously in disagreement as I collected my weapon. Teresa did likewise, and we left the room, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Just between us and the crowbars," Teresa said as we sat alone in my office, with my bug-killer on, "what if that leak was from the TCPD?"
"And even though it's not," I replied, "what if Bettina tries to say that it was?" Teresa rarely looks shocked, but her eyes widened a bit at that comment on my part.
I continued: "It doesn't really matter. Stevens crossed the last uncrossable line when he harassed Helena like he did. The spirit of harmonious cooperation with him is ovah."
"So that's why you sent her the flowers?" Teresa asked, having seen the just-delivered flowers on Helena's desk when she (Teresa) walked into my office behind me. I nodded, then she said "Is Tanya going to hire an assistant?"
"She has to." I said. "I told her Helena can help her out only for so long. And the Orange Order vote starts the Monday before Thanksgiving, and Helena really does a lot of work keeping the records on that."
Teresa nodded, then said "So, where are we on that case?"
I said "Let's find out." I picked up the landline phone and called Captain Michaels, and told her to come to my office, and pick up Mary Milton on the way.
An instant later, both women were in my office. Teresa had moved to the sofa, allowing Claire Michaels to sit in the far-side (relative to the door) hot seat. Mary sat in the near-side seat.
"Sir," said Claire, "on his way out the door, Dwight Stevens blew into my office. He told me that the DEA was taking over the Elena Katrina murder case, and we were not to investigate it any further. I told him that it was still a local murder, and until the Chief or you explicitly told me to drop it, I was going to keep up the investigation. Then I told him he could find his way out the door the same way he came into it, and he did... he left in a huff."
"Good." I said. "And that instruction to drop it may come soon. In the meantime, my explicit instructions are that no one in the TCPD is to share any more information with the DEA nor any Federal Agency without my explicit permission... which you won't be getting."
I continued: "And furthermore to that point, if Commander Muscone asks about the case in any way, even asking for an update, you are to tell her that I have explicitly ordered you, all of you, including you Teresa, to tell her that she has to come to me to get any information about the case or to share with anyone else."
Mary nodded vigorously in agreement with that. Teresa showed no reaction at all. Claire's eyes widened slightly, realizing the full import of the insinuation I had just made.
"All right," I said, "do we have anything new on the murder, or the related drug case?"
Mary Milton said "Sir, we have what I call 'negative confirmation'. The Detectives have worked hard, contacting C.I.s and other sources, and have gotten nothing, not one peep, on the drug gang that might have killed Agent Katrina. Uniformed Officers have been asking around during their patrols, and have not gotten a thing. Even the 'Infinity Circle' whispers have dried up."
Mary: "And sir, I've had a very unofficial agreement with Captain Damien Thompson for some time. I rarely ask him to contact his uncle, 'The Teacher', but for this I did... and I authorized five hundred dollars to be paid to The Teacher for his truthful information about this case."
I nodded and Mary said "Captain Thompson told me that The Teacher said that he did not believe it was any drug gang in the Tri-State area, and very likely not any drug gang in Southport, Midtown, nor the City, effectively all the gangs in the whole State. The Teacher said he has no idea who it might have been, but to him it looks like a 'one-off', someone we've never heard of, and probably will never hear of again. Yes, he's heard of 'Infinity Circle', and that it was a DEA front, but he's not hearing their name now."
Mary: "And I will add, sir, that The Teacher knows about the Desert Scorpions, and that they are the ones that tried to steal the body from the HAZMAT truck. The Teacher does not like the Desert Scorpions being in this area; he is afraid of them and what they are capable of doing to him or anyone else... including you, sir."
"The party never stops in the Iron Crowbar's little world." I replied. "But that's good information to have."
"Sir," asked Teresa for all of them, "if it's not a drug gang, any idea who it is? And I'll add that the Feds, particularly the DEA, have been very active in this area the last few months, and they fucked with us by trying to recruit Hendricks as a C.I. for them."
I replied "True, and Dwight Stevens just burnt some serious bridges because he's so agitated about that Press leak. But my answer is that I really have no firm ideas about it."
Teresa then said "And if I may ask, sir, what's the status on the 'Ancestor Discovery' case?"
I looked at Claire, who said "Joan Laurer reported that the SBI-OFI has taken the lead, and that she, Carter Fischer, and Shane O'Brady are working well in harmonious cooperation as they investigate it."
I said "Back when you were here before, Claire, that would not have been possible. We could not have worked with the SBI of that day even if we had wanted to."
Claire said "Well, Joan and I are pretty sure Carter Fischer would like to grab the credit if the case is solved, but he seems to be honest and aboveboard. But I really think the cooperation stems from our Detective and a certain Pottsville Police Detective, if you get my drift."
"Good!" I said with a grin. Mary's eyes were twinkling. Even Teresa showed a small smile.
Claire continued: "Also, the perps's arraignments were earlier this morning. Judge Nance tried to take the cases, but was stopped cold by Judge Folsom, who said that Nance could take on no new cases since he won't be a Superior Court Judge after January 1st. Bernie Parker and Alana Dalmore were denied bail, as Paulina showed them to be significant flight risks. Ron Ellijay and the other three employees had their bails set at one million dollars each, and that hasn't been met yet for any of them."
"Good." I said. "That gives us a little bit of time. Anything new with the case?"
Mary said "Chris Purvis has nothing new. I authorized him to share what we find with the SBI-OFI and with Shane O'Brady. The SBI-OFI, Hamilton County Police, Nextdoor County Police, and Coltrane County Police have gotten calls from people who have been victims of fraud or identity theft, and a number of them can be directly correlated to their children filling out those forms when Ancestry Discovery visited their schools."
Teresa said "I cant' believe so many parents allowed so many of their kids to give up all that personal information."
"You and me both." I said. "I'm just glad Carole realized it was a problem and came to us with it." Three female heads nodded vigorously in agreement.
Part 14 - Women's Work
9:00pm, Friday, November 13th. After a delicious dinner, the five women gathered on the back deck of Katherine Woodburn's home. Katherine's guests were Bettina Wurtzburg, Beth Paige, Savannah Fineman, and Kelly Carnes.
"Lovely new place you have here, Katherine." said Kelly Carnes as she looked north at the view from the back deck, as Katherine lit the fire pot to give them some warmth. "All the lights at night are spectacular."
"Thank you." Katherine Woodburn said. The property abutted the northern edge of the Heritage Cloisters subdivision. "That's County Airport to the northwest, the Water Works to the northeast, and the Fire Department range to the right of it."
"And the land was safe to build on?" Bettina asked. "It's not marshy from the springs underground?"
"Not really." said Katherine as they all sat down with their drinks. "The Airport grounds were built up to the 1000-year flood plain, so I had the ground here built up that high, as well. Barring Noah's Ark coming in, we should be high and dry. And yes, it's not the view from Promontory Point or those houses on the mountain, but I like the nighttime lights."
"You didn't rebuild on the site of your old home?" Beth Paige, referring to the fire that had utterly destroyed Katherine's previous home. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 05-06.)
"No." said Katherine. "It would've cost just about as much to rebuild there, and the security here is much better. I got to design the house I really wanted, and the view here is much better, as well."
"This is a nice fire pot you built into the back deck." said Savannah.
"You'll hate me for this," said Katherine, "but that was a housewarming gift... from the Iron Crowbar himself." The other women were shocked.
"And you accepted it?" Beth Paige asked, her voice connoting 'disapproval'.
Katherine shrugged. "Well, yes. He has one on the deck of his house on the mountain top, and he said I'd really come to love it like he loves his. And he's right; it's really nice on cool evenings out here." Sensing the other women's disbelief, she said "And I'm sure you all realize that I'm a politician, and I play the Game with a lot of people I don't like.... and whatever else you think about him, the Iron Crowbar is a lot easier on my eyes than most men."
"And from what I hear, he has it where it counts the most... between his legs." said Bettina. Everyone but Kelly Carnes chuckled at that.
"Well," said Beth Paige, "he certainly rocked my world... in the worst way possible. I'm out of a job now. And with Teresa Cunt now ruling the Hospital Board, I have no hope of getting a job at University Hospital."
"Don't worry, Beth." said Katherine. "I need a health issues advisor on my staff, and even with Sharon Marshall in the Governor's chair, the State Health Services need good people like you."
"I appreciate that." Beth said. "I just hate it for my daughter Bettie. She already knows something's wrong, and to have to uproot her from her school and her friends won't be easy. And she still never completely got over being kidnapped by the Slender Man." (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man'.)
"Thank God for Commander Troy on that one." Katherine said. "He went in and just took those kids back from that son of a bitch."
"And got his back broken again for his efforts." said Bettina.
"How are the other kids that were kidnapped?" Savannah asked. "Did they get over it?"
"Zack Ridley is still in Juvie for setting fire to the Dog Kennels." said Beth. (Author's note: 'Fire in the Hole', Ch. 01.) "As to the others, I take Bettie in for her periodic counseling with Dr. Yates, and he told me that every one of the children are dealing with their kidnappings well, as is Bettie. Except Susie Haskins. Dr. Yates said her standing up to the Slender Man gave her a confidence that he's rarely seen in children of any age."
"She's a fireball, for sure, as is Davie Marsden." said Katherine. "So, Savannah, what is Miriam going to do?"
Savannah said "I was expecting to be given the Vice portfolio, and I could drop a lot of charges against minor drug offenders, especially blacks, that were arrested. And I was all ready to do my part for Bail Reform, to ask for low bails for Minorities, no matter what their crimes are. But Miriam torpedoed that in her interview with Carl Lemay."
"That was totally unexpected for us, too." said Bettina. "Miriam must want to be destroyed in her next election effort in two years."
"Don't be so sure." said Kelly Carnes. "As much as I'm also in favor of Bail Reform and defunding the Police, the tide is turning on those issues, and they're becoming a liability."
Katherine Woodburn added "And the Public forgets all too quickly about things in the span of two years. I agree with Kelly that Miriam's stance may not hurt her. But I also wanted to ask you, Bettina... what's going on with that case of that DEA Agent being murdered?"
Bettina said "Not much, that we know of. The DEA asked us to not talk about it on the air, and they're upset about the Agent's real name being released. Of course we told them to pound sand, and talked about it on the air as much as we possibly could. And Amber is working on a lead about the DEA Agent and possible family and mob ties. We'll see what pops up there."
Bettina: "And from what I heard, it may have been just sheer luck on Don Troy's part that he stumbled onto Walter Walton. Even so, that took out a huge source of information for us, one that will take time and effort to effectively replace. And with Beth out of the picture, it'll be tougher to set up situations we can take potshots at the Police for."
"That's too bad." said Kelly Carnes. "God, there has to be a way to get rid of the Iron Crowbar!"
"Easier said than done." said Bettina. "And it hasn't been for lack of trying on the Media's part, on the Federal Government's part, on the Independent State Counsel's part. But Don Troy isn't made of iron. He's made of teflon."
"You guys are lucky." said Savannah. "You get to actively fight him. I may end up having to work with that son of a bitch!"
"Then you should take advantage of that." said Katherine Woodburn. "You can look for ways to undermine him that the rest of us don't have the opportunities to."
"And how do I do that?... without getting fired like Beth was?" Savannah said.
Katherine pointed to the fire pot and said "Sometimes, in order to beat the Iron Crowbar, you have to think like the Iron Crowbar..."
To be continued.
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Part 15 - Wins and Losses
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 16th, from the Channel Two News anchor desk at the KXTC studios. "The Federal DEA opens an investigation of the Town & County Police Force!"
After the hard charging intro music, Bettina began: "The DEA believes that the Town & County Police leaked classified information regarding Elena Katerina Von Telsing, the DEA Agent who was slain and an attempt made to snatch her body from the HAZMAT vehicle transporting it to the Morgue."
Bettina: "The Town & County Police has denied the allegations that they were the source of the leaks, but then turned right around and said they would not cooperate with the DEA's attempts to investigate them, making us wonder what they are trying to hide. Reached for comment, Police Chief Sean Moynahan said that the DEA is trying to blame the TCPD for the DEA's own failure and leaks, and he will not permit them to, and I quote, 'attempt to frame the TCPD the way Federal Agents attempted to frame Donald Troy with forged documents a year ago.', close quote."
Bettina: "Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, wife of FBI Agent Jack Muscone, who oversees the TCPD Public Relations Office, did not respond to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. And in a related story, the DEA also complained that Channel Two News released the name of the DEA Agent and some of her family and career background. KXTC Channel Two News had refused the DEA's unreasonable demands to withhold the information, citing the Freedom of the Press, and the concept that you the Public have the right to know the truth."
Bettina: "And let's go to Pat Stellum with a report on the Police Union's war with Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Stellum, reporting from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the background. "The Police Union has filed lawsuits in both State Superior Court and Federal Court after Sheriff Antonio Griswold ignored the Union's grievances of Donald Troy's actions against two Police Officers!"
Stellum: "Sheriff Griswold acted to continue the process of terminating Officer Justin Hendricks for cause, despite vociferous and very legitimate objections by the Union. The Sheriff also moved to demote Sergeant Toole to Patrol Officer for alleged insubordination charges filed by Commander Donald Troy."
Stellum: "The Federal lawsuit asks Federal Judge K.M. Landis to force the TCPD into binding arbitration before the National Labor Relations Board. The TCPD has steadfastly refused binding Federal arbitration for any of its disputes, and are not making an exception for these grievances. The State lawsuit seeks to enjoin the TCPD from enforcing the Sheriff's actions and ultimately to reverse them."
"Pat!" said Bettina as the feed went to a split-screen. "Is there any possibility of a strike by the rank-and-file Police over Troy's brutal actions against two good Police Officers, one of them a respected Sergeant?"
Stellum: "Unfortunately, Bettina, my sources tell me that there is no appetite for a strike at this time. What may happen, though, is that during the next collective bargaining agreement, the Union is expected to add language that will force the TCPD to submit to binding Federal arbitration in situations like these. Experts say that this would be very popular with the rank-and-file members of the Police Union. Back to you, Bettina!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's Carl Lemay?" asked Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, me, Chief Sean Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Deputy Chief (Ret.) Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched in the Chief's Conference Room. And for the record, Cindy was clearly showing her pregnancy.
"No racially-charged stories for Carl, I guess." said Teresa. "And I see that Bettina took a cheap shot at you, Tanya. Trying to create more division between the TCPD and the Feds by putting you on the spot?"
"Probably." said Tanya. "I'm surprised y'all haven't asked me about Jack's opinion on that."
"And we won't." I said. "It would be hypocritical of me to expect your loyalty to the TCPD but then turn around and demand you tell us of conversations between you and your husband. You'll tell us if you and Jack want us to know, and I have no further expectations along those lines."
"I appreciate that." said Tanya. "And I am willing to tell you that Jack is very worried about what Dwight Stevens is doing by calling for an investigation of the TCPD. Jack and Karina White are trying very hard to stop the investigation, which normally would be the FBI's job to do."
Tanya: "Jack also wants me to let you know that Elena Katrina's funeral was in New York over the weekend. Full honors, American Flag and all that. But guess who else showed up there?"
"Amber Harris." I said. That caused Cindy to whirl around and peer at me. I just looked back at her, my eyes conveying affirmation of the first thing that had come into my cousin's platinum blonde head.
"Why would she show up there?" Teresa asked.
"And how did yoooo know she was there, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr?" drawled the Chief. "Please don't tell me you're keeping tabs on herrrr."
"I should be keeping tabs on Amber; she's relentlessly driven to harm me and my family as much as she can." I said. "But in this case, I got the scoop from a confidential source who was there." I didn't mention my source's name, but her initials were (K)arina (W)hite.
"As to why Amber was there," Tanya said, "Jack said he didn't know why, and he never found out. He said Amber wasn't indiscreet like Pat Stellum was when he showed up at Carl Ryder's funeral, but she did talk to some of Elena's family members." (Author's note: 'The Babymaker', Ch. 03, for the Ryder funeral story.)
"She was probably trying to dig up some dirt on this developing DEA-TCPD feud." Teresa said.
"Sounds good, so let's leave it there." I said. "Chief, any more news on the Union lawsuits?"
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "They could have taken this to the I.G.'s Office, then the Council, but they have instead cho-sennnnn to take it to the Courts. We expect the State Courts won't give them much more than the time of day, but even with K.M. Landis handling it in Federal Court, we might have trouble therrrre."
"Why, sir?" asked Teresa.
"Bee-cauzzze," said the Chief, "if the Feds want an inroad into the T-C-P-Deeeee, like they've been trying to get through the DOJ Civil Rights Division and now the DEA investigationnnn, they'll bend the Court's willlll to get what they wannnnt."
"But Judge K.M. Landis will never go for that, sir." Teresa said. "And whatever happened to Separation of Powers, and an independent Judiciary?"
I said "I'm sorry to say that that has flown straight out the window. When the Elites want something, they are going to get it, and they will manipulate the Courts to toe the Establishment line. For example, imagine if there was a President they wanted to make damn sure did not win re-election..."
Part 16 - The HAZMAT Solution
9:00am, Monday, November 16th. Chief Moynahan called a meeting in Classroom 'E'. Invited to attend were me, Commander Muscone, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Michaels, and her Lieutenants Three.
"I sup-possse you're wondering why I called this meeting today." the Chief quipped after we were all seated. "This to inform you that the Federal DEA has officially notified us that they are completely taking over the case of the mur-derrrr of Agent Elena Katrina. They have filed all the correct legal paperwork, including with the Federal Courrrrts. They are demanding that we turn over everything we have on the case toooo them, and that we cease and desist working on the case in any capacity a'tallllll."
"That won't be hard, sir." said Captain Michaels. "We've already given them everything we have."
"Everything?" Tanya Muscone asked sharply, insinuating that the Miltons might've held something back.
"Yes, everything." I replied. "Unless you've come up with something new over the weekend that hasn't matriculated up to me yet?" I looked around the room. Everyone shook their heads 'no'.
"O-kayyyyy, then." the Chief said. "I bee-lieeeeve Commander Troy has a few things for you, so I'll leave you to it." He stood up, and we all stood up and remained standing until he had exited the room.
I said "Commander Muscone, Commander Croyle, you may go."
"Sir, if it's okay with you, can I stay?" asked Teresa.
"Er, why don't you go on ahead." I said. "Besides, you need to be getting the Precincts ready for my inspections next week." I felt the jolt of worry throughout the room, and was inwardly pleased that they rightfully feared what was going to happen.
After Tanya and Teresa left, I sat down and so did everyone else. "Captain Michaels, get the MCD and Vice Detectives that are here at Headquarters in here." As that happened, I said to the rest of them: "As we close out this case, I want to discuss the aspects of it one last time. There are a lot of teachable moments we can learn from it."
MCD Detectives Rodriguez, Parker, Warner, Washington, Coleman, Newman came in, followed by Vice Detectives Laurer, Monroe, Statler, Waldorf, Paul, and Perry. After they all found seats, some not at the table but in chairs against the wall, I started the discussion.
"Okay," I said, "let's quickly go over what we know. What do y'all think happened? And speak up, don't be afraid to be wrong. I'll tell you right now that it is possible that -I- was in error about some of it."
"If I may ask, sir," said Claire Michaels, "where were you in error, so that we can factor that into our own thinking?"
"May I guess, sir?" Julia Rodriguez asked.
"Sure." I said.
Julia: "Your original thesis, sir', was that low-level drug gang members killed Elena because high-level gang leaders and others, like Mobsters, would not expose themselves to the fentanyl they shoved her face into. And that may be right, but it isn't necessarily the case. We had no other deaths reported, no bodies wash up, and no reports of fentanyl all over the floor anywhere, at all."
Julia: "So I was thinking that someone wearing as little as a Burke 5-Minute Air Mask and a Tyvex suit could safely have done that to Elena. And that could be anyone, sir... or no one gang-related. We got absolutely nothing from all our C.I.s and other intel we could produce. So it may be something or someone else. Maybe even the right hand of the Desert Scorpions not knowing what the left hand was doing."
I said "That is excellent thinking. And yes, that is my possible error. I gave that thesis to the DEA, as well, but since they insist we no longer help them (air quotes) 'a'tall', we'll just see if they can figure it out for themselves."
"Sir," said Roark Coleman, "I still don't see why the Desert Scorpions would kill her, dump her body, then try to snatch it again. And as Dr. Fredricson had told us, this group is small and very meticulous. My thesis is that they would not have two groups acting on the same case and not know what the other was doing. And also, sir, I do think that capsule and its contents are the key to the case."
"That is also excellent thinking, Mr. Roark." I said. We often called him that, partly due to the name of the Host on 'Fantasy Island'. Young whippersnappers and young readers might not remember Ricardo Montalbán's portrayal of that character. "And I totally agree with you... it's two separate groups here; one that killed her, another that tried to snatch her body. So what was the data on the chip?"
Mary Milton said "The data contained financial and drug transactions, and also a few items on some of the political and corporate Elites, but probably not enough to prosecute the likes of Edward Blassingame, Matthew Willis, Elliot Sanders, and Curtis Meigs. Any of them might've wanted that data to be recaptured from Elena before the Feds got to it."
"And in that, they utterly failed." I said. "The DEA and FBI have the data. But it occurs to me that even though some of you have mentioned it, you are all forgetting one small thing. And that small thing is the true key to the mystery, here."
It somewhat bothered me to hear the utter silence in the room. Finally Lt. Jerome Davis spoke up: "I'm sure it's right in our faces, sir, but we're still a step behind your vision of it."
I said "Yes, it really is a matter of perspective. Let me put it this way, and it was said before: the Desert Scorpions were already here, in place, and were able to act to try to steal the body. " I still got a lot of blank looks.
"Sir," said Julia Rodriguez, "I see some of what you're getting at. The Scorpions probably did not know that they were going to have to snatch a body, but did so when she came over all dead."
"Yes. And take it further." I said. When Julia shrugged, I went on: "Let me ask this: how did the Desert Scorpions know they needed to snatch that body?"
"Because they knew they had to get the capsule back." said Teddy Parker.
"Ohh, I get what you're saying!" said Joanne Warner. "They knew she had swallowed that capsule! They knew the capsule was there in the first place!"
"There you go." I said. "And that was my train of thought, too. The Desert Scorpions were expecting to get that capsule... though likely not from her dead body. But how did they know there was a capsule in the first place? Because that was part of the plan, and that was the reason that a team of Desert Scorpions was here in the first place... to get that capsule's information."
Murmurs of understanding were starting up. Claire Michaels said "Does that mean there's a leak, a mole, in the DEA? Someone told the Scorpions that Agent Katrina had the data, and they went after it, too? And do we need to inform the DEA of this before someone else gets hurt or killed?"
"Yes, there was a traitor in the DEA." I said. "And the DEA already knows who it is, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do!" said a chorus of the more longtime Detectives.
I did not smile, but just said "And that traitor... was Elena Katrina herself. That data she gathered? It was not, and never was, meant for the DEA. It was meant for the organization she was really a part of. You see, Elena Katerina Von Telsing was herself a member of the Desert Scorpions!"
In the utter silence of the room, I continued: "Elena was all-too-easily able to become a courier for some of these drug Cartels she penetrated. They knew, but the DEA did not know, that she was a double agent. She would give the DEA some information, and some of it had to be good, but she also really was couriering data for the Cartels to other criminal organizations."
"Elena and her fellow Desert Scorpions were smart, though." I said. "She did not hang around one organization for too long, but moved on to befriend the girlfriend of another Cartel member. She probably really did know those women from past associations, but that's neither here nor there. The key is that she was playing the double game... but on the side of the Scorpions, not the DEA."
Me: "And so... a few weeks ago, she came to Southport, expecting to be there two days. But she never left. This time, she got caught up. She obtained the data on the chip, but was somehow compromised. She executed the 'Plan B'... she carried the chip and its cipher in a capsule, but would only swallow it as a last resort... and that last resort happened. She was caught, beaten, and then her face was shoved into the fentanyl."
Me: "Meanwhile, the Desert Scorpion team was waiting for delivery of the capsule of information, likely in a prescription bottle, not her tummy. And they were all here in this County, or nearby. When the Desert Scorpions heard, probably on our Police Band, that a young woman was found dead, they sprang into action. I'm sure they expected to be able to waylay a Coroner's vehicle and steal the body, and did not expect a full HAZMAT vehicle. But still they tried, and obviously they failed."
"Question, sir." said Mary Milton. "We have massaged that data three ways to Sunday, and I'm sure your wife's CIA friends have, as well. And I didn't see anything on it so bad that the Desert Scorpions had to sacrifice four people in such a cool and desperate attempt to snatch the body. Or can you just not talk about that?"
"My answer is that I don't know what the big deal was," I said, "but I'll speculate that it involved the names of those Swamp Frogs. Maybe that data could be married up to data we do not have, which would form a case against them."
I went on: "Laura was right in that the CIA had far more knowledge of the Desert Scorpions than the domestic Fed Agencies did, so maybe there's something that that they'd know about that we wouldn't know if that chip slapped us in the face and called us 'mama'." There were some chuckles at that. "And if that's the case, I couldn't talk about it if I did know what was going on."
"So Elena was totally not worthy of that funeral the DEA gave her?" said Joan Warner darkly.
"I'd say not." I said. "But at the same time, I don't know who killed her. The killer or killers may have murdered her because she was a DEA Agent. And hey! maybe the DEA knew she was with the Scorpions, and let her play the Game as long as they got their piece of the intel pie."
I then said, almost to myself as much as to them: "Things start to get... dicey... at the Federal level. Lines blur, loyalties shift, and one just doesn't know who one can and cannot trust..."
"Truth to power on that." Mary said. "And sir, is it possible that Agents of the DEA itself killed her? I'm asking on account of 'Infinity Circle' theoretically being involved."
"And it's excellent that that did not get by you." I replied. "Yes, I've considered that. Certainly the DEA is now moving to take over the investigation and take it out of our hands. The 'Infinity Circle' link does show that the DEA may have involvement, but it does not necessarily mean they were responsible for Elena's death. And that is something we may never discover, and may not want to..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And once again, the Iron Crowbar steers the rowboat of Truth through the smoke on the water." Teresa said when I got back to my office. In the room with her was Commander (Ret.) Cindy Ross. They had watched my narrative on the monitor in my office.
"Thanks." I said, though a bit dully. "And I'm sorry to have sent you out like I did, but------"
Teresa held up a hand. "But you wanted to send Tanya out, but not embarrass her by being the only one you made leave. I get it, and that's okay. My question is: does that adequately explain Dwight Stevens's egregious behavior yesterday?"
I mulled the question and possible answers. "To some degree, yes." I said. "I think he and the DEA are coming to grips with the full import of Elena's death. But Dwight Stevens has been one of those that just can't deal with me seeing farther than him, and then doing something dramatic. He'd hate Sherlock Holmes, too, who sometimes was dramatic in his solutions. And it's just reached the point where I'm tired of his not believing me and I'm not taking any more crap from him. And the circle goes on. I don't need him, and we'll see if he doesn't need me."



"And that, ladies," said Shane O'Brady, coming into my office without knocking, "is a lesson I also had to learn the hard way."
"But you did." I said. "And you're good in your own right, Lieutenant-to-be O'Brady."
"I didn't know Lieutenants didn't have to knock." Teresa said, a bit darkly.
"We'll let the Pottsville Drama Queen have that one." I said with a grin, making O'Brady chuckle. "And I deduce by your presence that there is about to be a break in the 'Ancestry Discovery' case?"
"There could be, sir." said O'Brady, giving me respect to make up for barging into my office. "There could be. Detective Laurer phoned me last night and asked me to come up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy said she needed to talk to me alone, so Teresa took Shane O'Brady to Captain Michael's office.
"I've got it." I said, reaching for my bug-killer and activating it, then sitting down by Cindy on the sofa so that we could talk in low tones. "I take it this is about Amber?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "You are not the only one in this family that is not an Agency of the Weak Minded. I know why Amber put out Elena's real name on the newscast, and I know why she went to Elena's funeral... because Elena's real last name, Von Telsing, is Betty Morelli's maiden name... Von Telsing. Amber literally exposed a DEA Agent's information just to take a cheap shot... at me."
"Yep." I said. "Elena's father is Betty's father's much younger brother, almost generationally younger. And yes, Amber just will not let it go, even though it is very likely going to cost her her life if she continues to pursue it."
Cindy said "I just want to ask you what the danger to Betsy is. Can the Von Telsings go after her? Try to claim custody of her?"
"Not really." I said. "But even if they did, there is one person who holds the ultimate trump card against their claims." And I did not have to say out loud that being the biological father of Betsy was my ultimate trump card.
"I'd hate for it to have to get to that point." Cindy said.
"Meeeeee, too!" I said in an excellent imitation of Carole. "But we'll burn those bridges, and Amber's ass, when the time comes. By the way, how does Betsy feel about that new baby brother on the way?"
"She's somewhat excited, but not enthusiastically so." Cindy said. "I don't think she fully understands it."
"And have you found a new house yet?" I asked.
"Callie and I are looking at a couple." Cindy said...
Part 17 - Cracks in the Armor
10:00am, Monday, November 16th. Detective Joan Laurer and State Attorney Jenna Stiles went into the Conference Room at 1st Precinct Headquarters, which was attached to County Jail. Awaiting them was Mr. Gibson Stelling of Succup & Payne, P.C., Ron Ellijay's new attorney.
"I understand you want to offer us a deal, Mr. Gibson?" said Jenna Stiles as the women sat down on their side of the table.
"This is in no way a confession of guilt, of course," said Stelling, "but my client will give you everything he has in exchange for full immunity for him and his three co-workers. I'll add that they are innocent and were duped by Bernie Parker and Alana Dalmore."
"Yet they took the commissions from the sales." Joan Laurer said. "And in amounts inconsistent with just sales of the software product. "You'll have to do better, Mr. Gibson. And your client had better have a lot of good, solid proof."
"I'm also not comfortable with this conversation being held without your client present." Jenna Stiles said.
They went to Interrogation-1, and Ron Ellijay was brought in. After a brief conversation between him and Stelling alone, Joan and Jenna came in and sat down at the table.
Stelling opened things up: "I'd like for you to hear a 'hypothetical' statement from my client, after which you will make him an offer of immunity in exchange for his truthful testimony on the stand."
"I don't like hypotheticals." said Joan Laurer, having learned well from the Iron Crowbar on that. "I think we have plenty of evidence to tie all of you in to the many counts of fraud... counts that are growing as more and more of your victims come forward. So why do I need your testimony at all?"
Stelling said "It'll make it very easy for you. You may get confessions and avoid trials for everyone. And the true criminals here will go to prison, not the innocents that were caught up in something they did not realize was going on."
Jenna Stiles said "Okay, here's the story. I am not promising you anything, anything at all. You make your hypothetical statement, and if it nails Parker and Dalmore to the wall, I'll consider much reduced or even dropped charges against your client. But no promises at all until I've verified what your client says."
"I'll take that." said Ron Ellijay. Stelling whirled to face him and stop him from talking, but Ellijay said "It's okay. She'll give us the deal we want." He faced the women and said "And I will reiterate what my attorney hopefully has told you, that immunity for my three colleagues, who are totally innocent in all this, is part of the package?"
"That's not a confession of guilt on my client's part." said Gibson Stelling. "And Ron, you need to let me do the talking, here."
Joan Laurer asked "And why are you worried about them? If they're innocent, that'll come out in the wash. And they can make their own deals."
Ellijay replied "Because the system doesn't work as cleanly as you'd like to have me believe. They don't have the financial means that I do to hire decent legal representation, and the State has nearly unlimited resources to prosecute them even if it's just to get one in the 'win' column... especially since Parker and Dalmore will more than likely skate if you don't build a more solid case."
Joan Laurer said "All right. Give us your hypothetical. But be warned that while I may can't use it against you if we don't offer you a deal, I will follow up on the information and use it against any of you whom it can be used against."
Ron Ellijay said "What if, hypothetically, the whole thing was concocted by Alana Dalmore? What if she enticed Parker and me into helping her with her scheme, to get children's parents's data and use it for identity theft?"
"Hypothetically, and in reality, I'd ask for your proof." said Joan.
"Or at least something that a Jury would find compelling." said Jenna.
"What if, hypothetically, I've been having a sexual affair with Alana Dalmore for over a year?" asked Ron Ellijay...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems P.C. came into County Jail to represent her client, Mrs. Alana Dalmore, in a new round of interrogations.
"My client has invoked." said Munson in her sweet voice that belied her viciousness. "You arrested her without a warrant, which is going to get any case you have thrown out. She's been denied bail, which I will get overturned on appeal, and soon."
"Then we'd better work fast." said Joan Laurer. "Your client may find it in her best interests to hear what we have to say. First of all, Mrs. Dalmore, have you had a sexual relationship with Ron Ellijay?"
"She has had no (air quotes) 'relationship' with Ron Ellijay," said Gwen Munson, "except that he assisted Bernie Parker at some of his product demonstrations... which is not illegal, I might add."
"Vee shall see." said Laurer in her 'German' accent. "I'll ask my question more incisively, then: Mrs. Dalmore, have you ever had sexual intercourse with Ron Ellijay?" Joan and Jenna Stiles saw the shock on Mrs. Dalmore's face... and it was the shock of knowing she was caught, not of being offended.
"That is offensive!" Gwen Munson tried, pretending shock. "My client is happily married and devoted to her husband and to the State's school children through her PTA work------"
Joan held up her hand. "Spare me the platitudes."
"I won't spare them to the Jury in open Court during her trial!" Gwen spat. "And you believe him? Ron Ellijay? He's Wilson Hammonds's sycophant, and just as dirty and dishonest, like every other Republican on the face of this earth. He'll tell any lie to get off the hook for anything he's done."
Joan said "I've been warned about you, Munson. And the warnings are true; you're now trying to waste my time. So let's cut to the chase here. We'll be asking your client's husband if he's aware his wife has been having s sexual affair with Ron Ellijay. And we'll have a doctor and a female Police Officer examining your client about certain moles and birthmarks on her body, and we'll ask Mrs. Dalmore's husband if he's also seen those markings on the more... intimate... places on her body."
By now Alana was in total shock. "I need to speak to my attorney alone, and privately." she said. Joan and Jenna exited the room and went into the anteroom, where Paulina Patterson and Shane O'Brady were watching.
"Damned if you're not about to wrap her up with a bow." Paulina said with her lovely smile, a smile inherited and used by her daughter Tasha.
"Which brings up what we might offer her, deal-wise." said Jenna Stiles. "Shane, who is the Prosecutor for Pottsville?"
O'Brady replied "He punted, and said he would leave it up to the State. In fairness to him, Wilson Hammonds pressured him hard to drop all charges arising from the Pottsville jurisdiction. He told Hammonds he wouldn't go that far, but he'd leave it up to the SBI-OFI. So it's up to me, I guess, and I'll leave it up to you guys."
Paulina said "I know Commander Troy does not want Alana Dalmore to skate easy while the others have harsher sentences. And that's because of her associations with the Swamp Frogs."
Joan Laurer said "And I don't want her to get off light because I think she is the true brains behind this, even more than Bernie Parker. In fact, I'd rather give her nothing and take her to trial than anything that doesn't include jail time."
After a few moments, Gwen Munson went and tapped on the glass to let them know they could come back in. They did so and sat down at the table again.
Gwen started the negotiation: "In exchange for immunity for my client, she's prepared to give you both testimony and other information that will secure the convictions of the five employees of 'Ancestor Discovery', including Bernie Parker and especially Ron Ellijay, who you will find over time has connections to corrupt politicians."
Joan Laurer said "As opposed to honest politicians? Not too many of those around, especially the guy who rules Pottsville with an iron fist. And by the way, Ms. Munson, weren't you the one saying all the charges against your client would be dropped? So why are you offering a deal at all?"
Gwen craftily said "One reason is to put the true criminals behind bars. Another is to save you some time in doing so. Yet another is so my client can get this behind her and return to her normal life."
Joan said "I certainly agree that we need to put the true criminals here behind bars." Then she leaned forward and said "Which is why your client is the one that is going to do prison time. She is not going to get immunity, at all."
"I'll tell you what I will offer your client." said Jenna Stiles. "Right now, she faces up to ten years per infraction, and we're well into the double digits of instances being filed with various Police Departments around the State. I can offer ten years in a medium security facility, with possibility of parole after six years. And that's just to avoid decades of hard time at Madison County Women's Prison. You'll have to testify against the others if we direct you to, as well."
"And give us every last detail of this entire fraud operation." said Joan.
"That will get me killed." said Alana Dalmore, speaking up despite Gwen's protestations that she remain silent. After telling Gwen to let her speak, Mrs. Dalmore said "Look, I'll give you Bernie, his employees, and their operations on a silver platter, in exchange for that deal... except I want no parole at the end of my time served."
"Ears are to hear with." Joan Laurer said. "It's my way or the highway. You have our offer."
"Let's talk about it." Jenna said, to Joan. They got up and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So why are you balking at the deal?" Joan asked Jenna as they talked in the conference room with Paulina, Shane, and SBI Agent Carter Fischer, who'd just arrived.
"I'm not balking," said Jenna, "but I want to discuss some things, and not in front of that harpy Munson. Alana Dalmore is the one that balked hard, at having to discuss anything further than the 'Ancestor Discovery' operation. And she literally just told us that it would be her death if she did tell everything she knows, which I suspect is considerable if she was associated with Edward Blassingame in the past."
Jenna: "So I'm thinking that if we press her, she might lie to get the deal, and then tell us a bunch of crap. She loses nothing by doing that; she's prepared as it is to fight in Court."
Joan Laurer said "I want her to have to have some time on parole. Otherwise, the time served won't be enough. I guess that's one of Gwen Munson's bugaboos, to get her clients no parole?"
"Gwen is not the legend she's made out to be." said Paulina Patterson. "The Iron Crowbar has destroyed her every time she's come up against him. And you're about to rip her a new one, too, Joan. My point is that we hold the trump cards, here, and Gwen is playing with an anorexically thin hand."
Jenna Stiles: "What I was thinking we can do is to give her the either-or choice. No parole? Then a full ten years, and she has to come correct with what she knows about 'Ancestor Discovery' -and- their connections to entities like SPS and BigAgraFoods, and whatever other Blassingame entities we can pretend to know about. Or she has to accept parole, and give us what she knows on Bernie Parker..."
Part 18 - Three By Three
"K'plaa!, sir." Joan Laurer exclaimed happily, saying the word 'success' in the original Klingon to me and the Sheriff when she came to my office at 2:30pm, Monday, November 16th.
"Outstanding!" I said, indicating for her to sit down in the hot chair. "What happened?"
"Mrs. Dalmore took the deal, sir." Joan said "Ten years, parole after six years with good behavior. Her testimony will confirm a lot of the data we already have. Ron Ellijay and his three co-workers will get suspended sentences, and their records expunged after three years if they don't have any more legal problems, including speeding tickets or DUIs and the like."
Joan: "When he heard that Mrs. Dalmore had flipped, Bernie Parker also turned. We gave him the same conditions we gave Mrs. Dalmore. Bernie told us that he was also having an affair with Mrs. Dalmore, and that he and Ron Ellijay would take turns banging her while her husband and sometimes State Rep. Lamar Linder watched." I remembered Linder and his wife from the 'Babymaker' case.
"Party animal, she is." I said "Okay, keep going."
Joan said "Judge Watts signed off on the plea deals half an hour ago, so it's a done deal... except for my close-out paperwork, of course."
"Har!" barked the Sheriff. "Yes, Detective, you're learning well."
"And you've done an outstanding job with this, Joan." I said. "You took the initiative to pursue that matter, went to the school and effected the arrests, and put it all together. And I was very pleased with your interrogations. You twisted Mrs. Dalmore in knots, and you you made Gwen Munson look like the incompetent fool she is, which always pleases me."
"I appreciate it, sir." Joan said.
"And he's making sure to say this in front of me, which shows this man's leadership abilities." growled the Sheriff. "I agree that you did an outstanding job with this case, Detective Laurer. Keep up the good work."
"Thank you, Sheriff." Joan said, blushing a bit...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle got Detective Joan Laurer out of Vice and led her down the hallway towards the gym. On the way, Teresa explained.
"As part of the Commander's inspections, random Officers are being chosen for the PT test." Teresa said. "So to make sure we do well, I'm choosing you as one of the participants."
They went into the gym. Twelve Officers in t-shirts and gym shorts were already there, as were other Officers milling about. The boxing ring was set up in the middle of the gym, though on a base only one foot off the ground.
"Go on into the women's locker room and get ready." said Teresa. Joan went in, and got a shock. An obviously pregnant Cindy Ross was there, but more importantly, she was standing next to a suit of plastic armor and a helmet... the standard wear of the Police Boxing Matches! Joan's heart surged at what this must mean...
"Suit up." Cindy said. "The Commander was very impressed with your handling of the 'Ancestor Discovery' case. And now... you're about to get the chance to find out just how good you really are in the Police Boxing Matches."
Joan quickly put on the gear, and Cindy checked to make sure the gear was being correctly worn. Then Cindy handed Joan a light blue crowbar and a helmet. "Good luck, Detective. And don't hold anything back."
"Yes ma'am." Joan said. When she came out of the locker room, she found Teresa waiting for her... and a gauntlet line of Officers and Detectives leading to the boxing ring. The lights were off except for one cone of light from the fixture above the ring. There were a lot more Officers, and the rest of the Detectives, waiting around the ring to watch, and everyone had a helmet and eye protection of some kind.
Inside the ring, suited up and holding a gold Wildcats football helmet with a Clan Crowbar icon on each side, and holding his red crowbar in the other hand... was Your Iron Crowbar. Also in the ring, suited up to referee the match, was Lt. Micah Rudistan.
Teresa led Joan through the gauntlet to the ring, whereupon I gave the challenge: "Would you like a shot... at the real title?"
With a smile of happiness, Joan replied "Don't mind if I do!" she replied. As all the Officers cheered and the lights came back on, she climbed into the ring.
"Okay, here are the rules." said Rudistan as we gathered at the center of the ring. "No intentional shots to the head, and no shots of any kind to the face plates, and especially no shots at the referee. There will be three rounds of three minutes each, and if there is no clear winner at the end of the third round, it will be declared a draw. I am not going to referee you guys all night long."
We chuckled at that, then Rudistan finished: "You cannot be saved by the bell, but no hits after the bell. Obey all my commands. Ready? Break!" We clanged crowbars and went to our corners. The bell rang, and we were AWN!
*WHANG!* *CLANG!*
Joan hurled into the immediate attack, but I easily parried her first attempts to gain an advantage. We circled and feinted, and Joan occasionally made a foray towards me, but could not gain an advantage. As for me, I did not really try to attack, as Joan gave me no avenues to approach, not overcommitting herself.
As we battled, I realized that I was not in peak physical condition like I needed to be at any age to engage in personal combat in the Police Boxing Matches. And Joan was in top shape, and in excellent physical condition. But I did have the advantages of experience, years of Aikido training that I had kept up with, attending classes with Carole, Jim, Ross, and Ian. And of course, I had the power of the Crowbar...
*DING DING DING!*
The first round ended, and we had a minute to rest, drink water, and get ready for Round 2. It wasn't hot at all in the gym, but I felt hot and out of breath from my exertions. All too soon the bell rang, and we were right back at it.



*WHANG!* *CLANG!*
Joan started pressing harder, moving faster, trying to flank me, get me moving in one direction, then turning and going in another direction. She overcommitted once, and I got a throw in. She tumbled deftly and was back on her feet.
*WHANG!* *CLANG!*
When is that damn bell going to ring? I thought to myself. And that momentary distraction was too much against the defending Police Boxing Matches Champion. Joan moved in and got a lick on my armor, and when I moved to defend, she executed a nice takedown. But I rolled out of it, almost throwing her in return (I would have thrown Cindy, the way she overcommits), but we both were on our feet in the next instant, and the moment passed as the bell rang to end the 2nd round.
"You're doing great, but she's faster than you." said Teresa, who was my 'second' in my corner, with Cindy acting as Joan's second. "Just stay defensive."
"No doubt." I said. I stood up, as did Joan, and the bell rang for the third and final round. Joan rushed out and swarmed me, like Mike Tyson did to his opponent when he was in his prime. But I was getting my second wind, and the flow of the match was beginning to come together for me.
*WHANG!* *CLANG!* *WHANG!* *CLANG!*
I parried every blow Joan delivered, and the rings of iron on iron filled the gym as we sparred with faster speed and greater urgency. I looked for avenues to attack her, but she just didn't give me a damn thing. But that was okay, I gave her less than nothing to successfully attack me with.
This time, the round went much faster; indeed, I was almost shocked when the bell rang. Rudistan came between us and we went to our corners, then he called us back out.
"By rule, this match is a draw!" Rudistan announced as he raised both our arms. Joan and I turned and bowed to each other, then shook hands in a 'man hug' as the Officers cheered our efforts.
As I stepped out of the ring, I realized that just those nine minutes of personal combat had taken a lot out of me. I felt a level of exhaustion I'd not felt in some time... and realized that was not acceptable for a TCPD Officer, much less a leader of one. I had 'range time' coming... okay, 'gym time'...
And then the group of Officers parted like the Red Sea, and suddenly our Police Chief was standing in front of us. "Well done, both of yooooo." he said. "And now you get take the unannounced drug test with our other Officerzzzz."
Yes, those 12 Officers in workout clothing were actually scheduled to take the drug test, and the Chief sent me and Joan through it, as well.
"Any 37-year-old man that would get into a boxing ring with our resident Amazon Warrior and current PBM Champion definitely needs to be tested for drugzzzz." the Chief said to me as we headed to the bathrooms where the drug tests were being done.
"I entirely agree, Chief." I said wearily. "I entirely agree."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Despite the cold, we sat on the outside deck of the Cop Bar. Its fire pot was going and we were okay. All the Detectives were there, as well as most of the leadership, including the Sheriff and Cindy Ross. Shane O'Brady had also joined us. He'd been in the gym watching the Match, as well, but I had not seen him.
"Sir," said Joan Laurer, "I really appreciate that opportunity to box against you today."
"You earned it." I said. "You solved the fraud cases very well, and made me and the TCPD look good over the whole State."
"I for one was impressed how well you did against the Iron Crowbar." Cindy said to Joan. "He is no slouch, even if he isn't training for the Matches."
Teresa said "I will not get any accolades for asskissing skills for this... but I was impressed that Commander Troy didn't get his ass whipped today. Having said that... congratulations, Joan, you got in the ring with the Iron Crowbar, and did not lose to him. Right, Cindy?"
"Let's ask Claire about that." Cindy fired back.
"I won when he slipped on the floor his first time competing." Claire Michaels said. "I have noooo illusions about what would happen if I had to box him today."
"Now that's how to kiss ass!" the Sheriff said loudly. "Are you paying attention, Ms. Iron Wolf?" Everyone laughed loudly.
"Yes sir." Teresa said.
And the banter continued into the evening as we all relaxed and enjoyed ourselves and celebrated our wins in the cases. The PBM exhibition match with Joan was huge for esprit de corps, even if the Chief wasn't particularly amused at me for doing it. Joan was uniquely rewarded for her success in her case, and I got to measure myself against the TCPD's best... and took full measure of my shortcomings.
I put that in its compartment of the mind and just enjoyed the beer and beef nachos...
Part 19 - Heading Into The Holidays
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 23d, from the Channel Two News anchor desk at KXTC studios. "University President Sidney P. Wellman comes under heavy fire for ethics violations!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "A coalition of tenured University professors, including several Department Heads, are threatening to sue the University and the Board of Trustees, angry that swift action has not been taken on the complaints to the University Ethics Board that President Sidney P. Wellman committed ethics violations, if not actual crimes, helping the late Henry R. Wargrave funnel money from illegal arms sales worldwide into the University's coffers!"
Bettina: "Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this important story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette from the spot on University Avenue that overlooks the Clock Tower at the entrance gate to the Campus. "The group of professors are accusing the School and the Trustees of delaying taking action, and using the Holiday period to help Dr. Wellman eventually bury the complaint. They want to force the Ethics Board to meet on the issue, or suspend Dr. Wellman without pay until the issue is resolved."
Amber: "Reached for comment, University Trustee Harold S. Truelove said that the Trustees are planning to take up the matter after the Holidays, when the Winter Semester starts up and when the new Governor is sworn in and the State Legislature is in session. Mr. Truelove strongly complained that the Trustees do not appreciate the professors trying to push the process with threats of lawsuits."
Amber: "I'm here with Dr. Jan Camp, one of the tenured professors that made the original complaint against Dr. Wellman, and who successfully sued the University over ethics issues in the past." (Author's note: 'The French Connection', Ch. 02 for the verdict, earlier stories for the trial.) The camera panned out to show the tall Dr. Jan Camp standing next to the much shorter Amber.
Amber: "Dr. Camp, do you believe you can accomplish the removal of Dr. Wellman through the Courts?"
Jan Camp: "Amber, we seek a hearing with the University Ethics Board to show Sidney Wellman's egregious, unethical conduct and potentially criminal actions. We are only considering legal action to force the Ethics Board to stop dragging its feet and hear the case sooner rather than much, much later, like Wellman wants."
Amber: "Do you intend further action against Dr. Laura Fredricson, whom Dr. Wellman influenced the Ethics Board to find 'not guilty' of ethical and criminal malfeasance?"
Jan Camp: "Everything in due time, Amber. We're concentrating on Sidney Wellman's corruption right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Can they go after Laura again?" Deputy Chief Tanya Perlman asked as she, the Sheriff, me, Commander Croyle, Paulina Patterson and the Chief watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"They don't have 'double jeopardy' like the Constitution disallows for those acquitted in Jury trials." Paulina said. "But Laura might could sue for harassment if they keep trying to dredge up new charges for the same old things."
I said "I think their goal is to get Dr. Wellman out, and then say the previous Ethics Board decision was tainted by him, so they should have another one to (air quotes) 're-examine' the accusations against Laura. And like Paulina said, Laura can sue over it. But lawsuits are expensive, and that's Carmela's goal... to drain Laura, and me, financially with never-ending lawsuits."
"So Carmela's behind this?" Teresa asked, no small amount of venom in her voice.
"Oh, fer sure." I replied. "Not that he doesn't have very, very willing help from other Socialist professors that want to enslave Thought and Speech to their agenda on our Nation's college campuses."
Teresa said "I'm just surprised Carmela himself didn't do that interview with Amber."
I said "He and KXTC are trying to keep him behind the scenes, lest people be reminded of the classified FBI papers that are the basis of the complaints against Dr. Wellman."
"Sooooo," said the Chief, "will they win? Will Dr. Wellman be forced out?"
"I hate to say it," said the Sheriff, "but that's going to depend on how the big money supporters feel about it. Val Jared is truly a lame duck right now, but he told me he's getting phone calls left and right from big boosters about it."
"Like he gets on the Mondays after the Bulldogs lose to the Wildcats every year?" Teresa said cattily.
I shook my head sadly. "Unfortunately, accurate remarks like that aren't as much fun without the Green Crowbar here." I said. Paulina laughed, and there was general agreement about that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Monday, November 23d. The Sheriff and I arrived at the Police Outdoor Range north of Town and even north of the Fire Department Headquarters and Range. Police Officers of both Precincts were in the bleachers. Also present were Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, who was driving her 'Tank' today.
The inspections earlier in the morning had not gone well. Several Officers did not have their 'gig lines' straight. Gig lines are the middle of the button down shirt, the edge of the belt, and the zipper of the pants. They are supposed to be in a perfectly straight line, and those who weren't aligned properly were 'gigged'. Six Officers were found to be 'wrong', despite their Precinct Captains's inspection just before mine.
And four Officers's patent leather shoes were not shined to my standard. You better believe you could shave using the mirror finish of my shoes, and anything less was 'not good'. But four Officers looked like they did not even try to shine their shoes, and I made a point to embarrass the Operations Commander with those examples.
And then I tore through the Old Mill and then the Precinct portion of County Jail. It was not good. Actually it was, but I managed to find every little spider web and specks of dust in every corner that was overlooked.
I was a lot happier with the condition of the Officers's equipment, which had gotten a LOT of use over the past year, and thus repaired or new equipment had been issued; Commander Ross's parting gift to the TCPD. Now, at the Range, I'd see if the Officers's weapons were clean and in good condition.
Long benches had been set up, and Uniformed Officers of both Precincts were standing behind them. "Ladies and gentlemen, the Police Commander!" Teresa announced, and I came up to the front next to her.
"Stand at ease!" I said. "Everyone take out your service weapon, clear it, and put it on the bench in front of you." I watched carefully as the Officers did so. And yes, there always was one or two...
I went to the third row, where a very young-looking Rookie Officer was. "Is this weapon cleared, Officer Madison?" I asked him.
"Yes sir." said Madison. I picked up his weapon and pulled the slide back. A bullet cartridge flew out, almost hitting him in the head as it flew over his shoulder.
"Commander Croyle," I said to Teresa, who had followed me, "that could get someone killed." I moved to the fourth row, where a young female Officer was.
"Officer Colquitt," I asked sternly, "is this weapon cleared?"
"Uh..." said Officer Colquitt. She was quaking, literally shivering in front of me. "I think so, sir."
"You think so." I said. I pulled back the slide of her weapon and a cartridge flew out. Officer Colquitt looked like she was about to collapse.
I went back up front. "It happens every time, and sometimes to veteran Officers." I held up my own service weapon and said "You have to eject the magazine first, and only then pull back the slide." I did so. No cartridge flew out because I had not had a round in the chamber. "When you forget to take the magazine out, you're just chambering another round."
"Okay," I continued, "everyone disassemble your service weapon and leave the parts on the bench in front of you." I put on white cloth gloves as I talked. I then went to the front row and began checking weapons for cleanliness, and I knew all the places that they often missed.
By the end of the front row, my gloves were more black than white. "This is not good, Commander." I said to Teresa. I went through the other three rows, and while most weapons were decently clean, a few were not. And Teresa was taking names.
I went back up front. The Sheriff was waiting for me... with white gloves on. "Commander Troy, Commander Croyle, disassemble your service weapons." he ordered. We did so at the table up front that faced the others. The Sheriff inspected our service weapons. Mine was clean; I'd spent all night cleaning it. Teresa's also passed the Sheriff's examination.
"Good job, both of you." the Sheriff said. Addressing everyone, he said "I'm glad to see your leadership is setting a good example for you. Okay, Crowbar, what's next?"
I said to everyone: "It's policy that after you strip down a weapon and clean it, you are supposed to fire it before going on duty with it, to make sure it works. And that is what we're about to do." I went through and selected twelve Officers, and told them to report to Commander Muscone at the target range.
"These twelve either need to requalify or were selected at random." I said. "If you need to requalify, raise your hand." Two Officers raised their hands, and were sent to the line.
"Sir, I need to requalify, also." Tanya Muscone called out. And she did need to; she had not requalified since being promoted. And she'd figured it out, too: it was easier for her to shoot out here than at the indoor range at Police Headquarters. so she'd waited to do it today.
"Get up there, then." I said.
Everyone requalified easily, even though it was outdoors in the wind. And after they were done, Sheriff Griswold and I requalified... me with each hand. And the rest of the assemblage was allowed to fire three rounds each, to make sure their reassembled weapons worked correctly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya said to the group: "Okay, some of you are going to go through the obstacle course." That was the course with the pop-up targets of 'bad guys' and good guys. "But before you do, I am challenging Commander Troy to a competition going through it!"
The Officers cheered loudly, and more loudly as I said "You're on!" I put on my armor, as did Tanya, and we all went over to where the course was, built into the side of the hill that rose up to the ridge upon which The Cabin, Promontory Point, and the University Observatory resided.
It was expected that the ten-target course be completed in sixty seconds. I went first, and correctly fired or held back for all ten targets in 52 seconds. Then Tanya went. Though the Tank could navigate the front part of the trail, it wasn't so stable towards the back, which was uphill. So Tanya had to shoot from farther away at the last three targets. She made it in 59 seconds, and also correctly hit or held back on every target.
The Officers cheered as Tanya and I shook hands. Technically I'd won, but there was no doubt that Commander Muscone had set a standard for everyone to meet, and removed any excuses for failure.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And then came another surprise: Officers were told to choose four-man teams, and would be going through the exercise where a house was cleared, colloquially called the 'Kobayashi Maru' test.
"It's nowhere near as hard as the one we had before." Teresa said. (Author's note: 'Red Squad', Ch. 01.) "Just a standard clearing of a house where drugs are suspected of being." No sooner than she had said that, there was yelling and 'gunfire' from the house on the range. I was watching on my iPad.
After everyone went through, I addressed the assemblage. "Okay, guys, I thought you did well in the overall. Our more experienced Officers, and I'm not sure who those are, did very well. Our less experienced Officers and Rookies, and I do know who they are, were a little less certain." There were some chuckles at that, mostly from the veterans and the leadership.
I said "One of the rookie groups struggled when the bad guys started shooting, and I could see why: they were literally thinking about it, trying to remember what they'd learned at the Academy. And that's why we constantly train on the basics. First, to get that Academy training out of you..." Much laughter at that.
I continued: "... And second, so that the basics are so ingrained in you that you can respond more quickly and solve the unexpected, unusual things. Experience will come over time, but training on the basics, over and over, and taking that training seriously, is the foundation that will make each and every one of you the best Officers you can be on the best Police Force on this earth..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to Headquarters and I went into my office, Teresa followed me in and came to attention at my desk. "I have no excuse for the condition of this Police Force, sir." she said.
"No you don't." I said. "But it won't be a problem unless it's that bad on Wednesday. Have a seat." We both sat down.
Teresa asked "Did you know the Sheriff was going to inspect your service weapon?"
I replied "I've always expected that either he or the Police Chief would do that, and I've always been ready. And congratulations on your service weapon's condition."
Teresa said "I've always expected that you would do that to me, and I was ready. By the way, everyone loved you and Tanya going through the Obstacle Course. Watching her do that really inspires everyone."
"And she did very well." I said. "I was pretty slow. The winners of the annual competition go through in 30 seconds. But like you said, things like that are great for esprit de corps."
Teresa said "And I like what you said about training on the basics. Gives me something to tell them when I'm drilling the hell out of them."
I said "That came from my military training. As an example, I was at MP OBC at Ft. McClellan, Alabama, when the MP School was there. We were on a field exercise and had stopped for lunch when we saw this group of basic trainees on an exercise. So some of the wiseguys in my class went and ambushed them. The Drill Sergeants loved it; they got in some good 'teachable moments'. And those basic trainees were the better for it, too."
Teresa said "That's the one thing you guys with military experience have... stories. I've heard you, and Julia Rodriguez, and the SWAT Team guys tell stories of their times in the military."
"Does Dr. Cordell tell you any of his stories?" I asked.
"He... he's told me some stories about my father in Viet Nam." Teresa said. "And I suspect that's only because I'm my father's daughter. I doubt he's ever told anyone else those stories. But he's much more reticent to talk about his experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq. He just says he had to take bodies that came out of meat grinders and put them back together again."



I nodded. "Yeah. And if Ranger Halston tells a story, I listen with great interest. But I never ask him about anything, I just let him tell me. On account of his PTSD and all. I don't want to bring up anything bad for him."
"Ditto that for Admiral Cordell." Teresa said...
Part 20 - Thanksgiving Weekend
Thursday, November 26th. Thanksgiving Day.
Much to my surprise, Laura had said she was 'not enthusiastic' about hosting a big family Thanksgiving. My mother Phyllis said she was spending Thanksgiving in Apple Grove with her fellow 'inmates' of the retirement home there, as well as members of her church.
"I suggested to your mother that she might not want to come down until nearer Christmas." Laura had said to me. "Things are still really dicey with Carmela, and he's still trying to agitate violence to get Dr. Wellman removed as University President."
Teresa and Todd had accepted an invitation to join Father Romano and his cousins Cal and Drusilla Romano for a big lunch. Admiral Cordell and Todd's friend Teddy Franklin had also been invited to that gathering, and had accepted.
Paulina and Tasha were joining Franklin and Theo Washington and their families, and watching Jamaal Washington play for the Cowboys. To Tasha's happiness, legendary rapper T-Square also accepted the invitation to join them, though he left relatively early after lunch.
Cindy and Callie always went to Thanksgiving dinner with her father Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision', and his acolytes that lived at The Vision's compound in Coltrane County. Cindy's mother Maggie and daughter Betsy were joining them, and they invited us to go down there and spend the day with them.
Soooo, over the hills and through the woods to Uncle Harvey's house we go. Molly, her boys, and Sheriff Griswold joined me, Laura, Carole, and Jim in a small convoy.
We first gathered in Dr. Eckhart's office, whereupon the boys started running around chasing each other a lot. Laura also spent a few moments talking to Dr. Eckhart alone. When Cindy asked me what I knew about that, I said I didn't know what was going on. When I asked her what her vibe about it was, she said she wasn't getting anything at all.
After a while, we went to the big dining hall that was part of the dorms. The dinner was traditional turkey and ham and all the trimmings, and there was a lot of food for everyone... even the boys with hollow legs.
As usual, all the happy acolytes in their red and blue shirts stood up and said something for which they were grateful and said thanks. Many of them said they were thankful for each other and Dr. Eckhart, who were their only family.
Then Cindy stood up and said she was grateful for Callie, Betsy, and the baby on the way, and Callie said that Cindy was stealing her lines, making everyone laugh. Laura said she was grateful for her family, and for friends that had supported her in times of crisis. I said I was grateful for my family, my Police Force, and for my extended family... including Sheriff Griswold, Dr. Eckhart and all his friends and acolytes.
Jim said he was grateful for America and the U.S. Army. Ross said he was grateful for America, but also for Canada and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, which raised some blonde Canadian eyebrows in the room (Cindy, Molly, and Maggie). Ian said he was grateful for everything.
Then came Carole's turn. "I'm grate-ful for Mommy and Daddy, my brothers and sis-ters, Grandma, Marie, Bud-dy and Bow-ser... and Grandpa Grizz, too!" She then hugged Sheriff Griswold, who was still sitting in his seat. And now it was his turn to speak.
Griswold's mustaches were twitching with emotion as he got up and said "I'm grateful to Dr. Eckhart and all you young whippersnappers, and it's so good to see you doing good things with your lives. And I'm grateful to Laura and Molly, for sharing their family with me, and letting me be a grandpa to these wonderful kids."
Then his voice cracked as he said: "And words can't express how grateful I am for Don. He's more than Police family or blood family. Don... is the son I need but do not deserve."
Yeah, that one went to my heart and soul. And everyone applauded as I got up and exchanged a long, emotional hug with Grandpa Grizz, the second father I'd needed but did not deserve...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I wish I could say the entire weekend was good, but there were some... disappointments. Alabama beat Auburn in the Iron Bowl on several blatantly horrible officiating calls that had taken Auburn points off the board. Mississippi State beat Ole Miss by one point in the Egg Bowl after the Ole Miss kicker missed the extra point... which was 15 yards longer than normal because an Ole Miss player decided to pee like a dog in the endzone after scoring what should've been the game-tying touchdown.
And then, the disaster. The visiting Wildcats were solidly beaten by our archrival School, the Purple Hawks of State U, 41-24. They were the better team and had only one loss, and because they'd beaten both the Bulldogs and Wildcats, they were going to the Conference Championship game against the Tigers.
"Boo, State U!" Carole had said. "Go Tigers!"
So on Monday, November 30th, Teresa Croyle, Teddy Parker, Theo Washington, and myself were unhappy campers. Joanne Warner most very wisely decided not to say anything about her Crimson Tide winning over Auburn, as the Iron Wolf was on the Iron Warpath.
Teresa and Todd had gone to the game, and we'd kept their kids at The Cabin. Doug and Mike had worked on Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad with Jim, Ross, and Ian. Little Jack Burke had discovered that Sheriff Griswold was an elected official, and had asked a lot of amazing questions about running for public office.
And Police Dog Bowser was not happy about the disappearance of a lot of ice cream, and barked at little Jack when he (Jack) was caught in the act of raiding the freezer for extra helpings. I didn't help things when I showed Jack how to make root beer floats, adding to his sugar rush.
"He says he's going to run for President one day." Teresa said as I relayed the story at the Angels + Claire Meeting.
"Speaking of elections," said Tanya, "should Dora help Helena with the Orange Order ballots?"
Dora Nunn was Tanya's new assistant, who'd started the Monday before. She was a paraplegic, and had been most of her life after a childhood disease ravaged her body. She was also slightly autistic... which manifested itself in tremendous organizational and mathematical abilities that made her ideal for helping Tanya with the Budget.
After I vetted Dora, Tanya quickly hired her. It had been easy to add a plastic floor plate behind her desk for Dora's wheelchair. Helena had had to do very little in the way of training, as Dora picked things up very quickly. Dora (and Tanya next to her) got the 'talking to' from the Police Commander in my office on not talking about any Police information she learned, and especially not to the Press.
"Uhhh..." I said in live time, "yeah, she can help with the Ballot Box in the office. But I'm not expecting her to go to the Precincts and collect ballot boxes there."
"They're fully ADA compliant." Tanya said. "She could pick them up."
"I'm not saying she's not physically capable of doing so." I replied. "But she's almost as bad as you at exceeding speed limits and running over Police Officers." That earned me a 'look' from Tanya and an outright laugh from Teresa despite the Iron Wolf's mood.
Teresa said "I heard that there was a (air quotes) 'meaningful moment' between you and the Sheriff at the dinner at The Vision compound."
"Yeah." I said nostalgically. "Our Sheriff was behaving more like an old softie than the Klingon Warrior he normally is." To change the subject, I said "So what did you do for Thanksgiving, Tanya?"
Tanya replied "Jack and I invited Karina White and Tracy Stone over for Thanksgiving Day lunch with our family. Tracy has no family, and Karina's family is a long way away and she's going to see them at Christmas. We invited Tim Jenkins, too, but he declined, so we thought he was going to be at The Vision with you guys."
"No, he was invited but he didn't attend." I said. "I do understand he'll be more involved with Christmas with Cindy and Callie and Betsy."
"So, Don,"' said Teresa, "who's going to be our Orange Order inductees? I've heard several possible names."
"So have I." I said. "And I'm not going to leave a ballot lying around for people to see who I'm voting for. It's theoretically wide open, but I have some 'edumacated' guesses who will win..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. Paulina Patterson came to my office.
"Thanksgiving was good." she said after I poured her some coffee and had her sit down. "We missed you guys, but my brother enjoyed spending the time with Tasha, and I talked a lot with Franklin and Theo. And that's why I'm here, to share that scuttlebutt with you."
I nodded and Paulina said "Nance is not helping Franklin with the transition at all, but Watts and Folsom are helping him a lot. Folsom also told Franklin that with his, Franklin's, experience in drug-related matters, he'll get a lot of those cases. Our only question is if it will be me or Savannah on those cases."
"Your subordinates, if I don't miss my guess." I said.
"True," said Paulina, "but that's still in the future. We have to put the structure in place, hire people, get them up to speed and going and all that, so at first it'll still be me and Savannah doing most of it. And we still don't know who is going to be MCD and who is going to be Vice's ADA."
"She's really drawing that out, isn't she?" I asked, referring to D.A. Miriam Walters. "Is she just keeping her cards close to the vest? Or is she genuinely conflicted and doesn't know which way she wants to go?"
Paulina: "I think she knows, but she's just not announcing it until she has to. We are already getting applications for DDAs. Miriam's plan was to get a list of candidates, and then we'll alternate picks on who we hire. Savannah gets to go first, then me second, her third, and so on. But I'm getting the feeling that Miriam is going to make sure Savannah gets the best ones."
"Who gets Jenna Stiles?" I asked.
Paulina smiled and said "I won't even ask how you know that. Yes, Jenna's already sent in a résumé, and I told Miriam I'll take Jenna... which probably means Miriam won't hire Jenna."
"Don't be too sure." I replied. "So! Any other scoop from the Washingtons?"
Paulina said "Theo said the Detectives are getting more comfortable with Claire Michaels, and she with them. He also said that Roark Coleman is beginning to irritate some people. He doesn't really want to do the assignments that everyone calls 'the grind'. He likes to investigate cases from the crime scene to getting the data to making arrests and solving the cases, but he didn't really like following up on the Walter Walton situation, even though that turned out to be big."
Paulina: "And Franklin said he was a bit surprised at the reactions of some of the people at the Courthouse over Judge Nance. A lot of people hate that man, but a lot of people within the Courthouse were and are big fans of him and his activist political approach to his judicial rulings and cases."
"Yep." I said. "There are still a lot of people in First Baptist Church that think Westboro did no wrong, and blame me for his death and the church being blown to smithereens." (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip'.)
"I can safely say I am not a Nance fan." Paulina said. "And I can't wait to bring trials before Judge Franklin Washington's Bench..."
Part 21 - Orange Is The Most Honorable Color
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!' shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, December 3rd, from the anchor desk at KXTC studios. "University students are furious after lawsuits demanding swift ethics hearings for University President Sidney P. Wellman are dismissed!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom dismissed with prejudice several lawsuits filed by tenured professors and Ethics Board members, who were attempting to force the full Ethics Board to fast-track complaints against University President Wellman. Judge Folsom cited a lack of standing in dismissing some of the complaints, and summarily ruled that it is not the responsibility of the Courts to set a reasonable timetable for the Ethics Board to do its job."
Bettina: "Students took to the streets in protest marches through Campus and also along University Avenue. Town & County Police immediately moved to interdict and arrest students that crossed onto the west side of University Avenue, but the Campus Police made no moves to stop the protests on Campus, which were peaceful. And now let's go to Carl Lemay, with an important story on the Police Orange Order march. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the black reporter in his well fitting suit, reporting from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the distant background. "The Town & County Police will be holding their annual Orange Order ceremonial patrol Friday night. The Orange Order is an honorary group, and its members are elected into it by the entire Police Force."
Lemay: "The Orange Order walk, which they call the 'Patrol of Honor', is a tradition remembering the first citizen groups in Holland that went on patrols to stop crime over 400 years ago. These group carried lanterns with green glass, which ultimately became a symbol of the Police in Europe, and New York City precinct buildings are marked by green lamps to this day."
Lemay: "Controversy was created over the last few years when the Police changed their traditional route to exclude predominately Black areas of the County. Asked if the Police would avoid certain areas this year, Captain Damien Thompson said that the Police do not exclude any areas based upon race, though they may plan or change a route based upon security needs. He refused to say what the route would be this Friday night."
Lemay: "And in other news involving the Public Safety Department, Sheriff Antonio Griswold named Assistant Public Health Officer Rohit Gupta as acting Public Health Officer. Beth Paige was forced to resign in lieu of being fired for cause, and sources tell Channel Two News that she is strongly considering filing a lawsuit against Sheriff Griswold, Police Commander Donald Troy, and the Public Safety Department for harassment and wrongful dismissal. Sheriff Griswold also stated that he will not formally name a Public Health Officer until after the New Year. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said. "And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris, for a follow-up to a previous story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde from the same rooftop, but with the Federal Building in the background. "Channel Two News broke the story of the DEA Agent who was found dead at the Farmer's Market Restaurant several weeks ago. Channel Two News has learned that the deceased DEA Agent, Elena Von Telsing, was a relative of Betty Von Telsing Morelli."
Amber: "Betty Von Telsing Morelli was the wife of mobster Jerry Morelli, and is believed to have had a sexual relationship with Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy while in his custody, being transported to testify against her husband. She was murdered in prison, in a case that was never solved."
Amber: "Mrs. Morelli had a baby while in prison, and Courts have denied releasing the adoption documents of that child, denying you the information you have a right to know. It is not known if the Von Telsing family in New York will attempt to find that baby and make a legal claim to take custody of it. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina as the feed cut back to her. "That's Amber Harris with breaking news about an important story you have the right to know about. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for more news on the Purple Hawks - Tigers Conference Championship game..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You know, maybe they shouldn't be delaying the Ethics Board hearing for Dr. Wellman." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, the Sheriff, myself, Chief Moynahan, and Commander Tanya Muscone drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Why is that?" I asked casually... a little too casually.
"Todd is a University Trustee and on the Ethics Board." Teresa said. "And I know you'll keep this in confidence when I tell you that he told me that the cloud of suspicion hanging over Dr. Wellman's head is beginning to hurt the University. Wealthy donors will often make tax-deductible donations during the Holiday season, but they're already seeing a decline in gifts."
"Is that affecting the Hospital?" I asked.
"No, not that we can tell." said Hospital Board Member Teresa. "The Cancer Center is getting record donations, and that does not include my gift to them earlier this year."
"Are they going to have a concert this year?" asked Tanya. "I'm hearing that Dr. Carmela is already threatening to sue if you try."
"You betcha we're having that concert, and at the Hospital." Teresa said with some emphasis. "And Carmela can shove his lawsuit up his one-eyed ass."
After we stopped laughing at that, the Sheriff said "What's going on with those protesters? I didn't hear anything about that."
"I apologize for not telling you the minute you walked in the door, Sheriff." I said. "It was really much ado about nothing. There were about a hundred student protesters yesterday afternoon. I guess that's all George Schwartz and Lionel Carmela were willing to pay for. They marched around Campus and along University Avenue, but didn't cause any real trouble nor damage any property."
I continued: "But about twelve of them decided to cross University Avenue, and they started harassing people at the restaurants and bars on the west side of the street, demanding the restaurant patrons join the cause and pledge out loud their support for 'social justice'. The Police moved in quickly and and announced their support for legal Justice by making arrests, which deterred more protesters from crossing the street."
"I'm more worried about that report on our Orange Orderrrr walk." said Chief Moynahan. "It looks like KXTC is trying harrrrd to create trouble over it."
"And setting a trap for us." I replied. "If we avoid MLK Jr. Avenue, KXTC is going to call us racists for doing so. If we do walk down MLK Jr. Avenue, dollars-to-doughnuts that there will be protesters there, ginned up by Carmela and by KXTC... and they will have no intentions of being peaceful."
Teresa added. "And if we have a show of sufficient force to protect the walkers, there's no telling what KXTC will make of it."
"Nor what will be said if violence does break out." said the Sheriff. "So what do you want to do, Crowbar? Change the route like you did last year, when it became obvious KXTC was setting up an ambush for us?"
"No, Sheriff." I said. "We are going to walk right down MLK Jr. Avenue. We'll do it early, but we'll do it."
"Sir, are you sure?" said a very surprised Teresa Croyle.
"You betcha." I aid. "And on the security issues, let not your hearts be troubled, ladies and gentlemen. Despite what Commander Croyle says, I have not been sitting around twiddling my thumbs on this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Those who vote decide nothing. Those who count the vote decide everything."
--- attributed to Soviet leader Joseph Stalin. Definitely applicable to the 2020 Presidential Election.
3:00pm, Thursday, December 3rd. Teresa and I gave Helena and Dora bouquets of roses and carnations for their work in collecting the Orange Order ballots, and we took possession of the ballots. We took them under two-man control to the Civic Center, and to the ballroom where we would have the Policeman's Ball on Saturday.



Cindy Ross was present, and announced that with her retirement and future move to the Sheriff's Department, a new Inner Circle member should be named.
Speaker of the House... er, Orange Order, Micah Rudistan had everyone put a name on a Post-it note, and he and The Intendant, Mrs. Adele Peabody, tallied the votes.
"Would the Members please form a circle, Inner Circle members to the outside." Rudistan said. We did so. Ever mischievous, Rudistan had Your Iron Crowbar take the orange lantern to be bestowed upon the new Inner Circle member. I went into the middle of the ring and walked through three complete circles per custom, and then stopped... in front of Captain Damien Thompson. He accepted the appointment as the group applauded.
Then we all sat and waited as Rudistan and Mrs. Peabody tallied the votes. The Inner Circle was called up to confirm, and we found that we had a dilemma.
"We have one nearly unanimous vote." Rudistan said. "Then there are two others, and they're very close, literally four votes apart."
"Easy Button." I said. "With Inga going to New York, we can induct a third person." So let it be written, so let it be done...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, December 4th. It was one of the most exciting days of the year for the Police Force. Per longstanding custom and tradition, every Officer from the Chief to the newest Rookie wore the standard dark blue uniform with dark blue necktie. Only nametags and ranks differentiated us in any way; no metal-bordered ribbons were worn.
And in a more recent tradition, I took my orange crowbar out of my safe and carried it instead of the red one. Likewise, Cindy Ross, who had come in wearing her standard uniform with her 'Retired' badge, and beginning to look like a beach ball what with her pregnancy, also carried an orange crowbar.
And though technically it was incorrect because he was currently Sheriff, Sheriff Griswold also came in wearing his Police Uniform with his 'Retired' badge. But no one, not even Your Iron Crowbar, was going to tell the Sheriff he was wrong, not even in the original Klingon.
It was a semi-holiday for most Officers. Auxiliary volunteers would be manning the Duty Desks and radio dispatch stations beginning at shift change at 4:00pm, with only a few regular Officers on call in the case of trouble.
But it was nothing like that for the Leadership. Teresa and I had made lists and checked them twice, made contingencies, and worked the Intel Branch to find out what, if anything, was going on on the Southside, particularly along MLK Jr. Drive.
"T-Square has made a point to tell the Press through his lawyers that they cannot park nor loiter on his properties, including the Jasmine club, like they did last year." Paulina had told us. "If they do, the TCPD has carte blanche to go in and arrest the bastards for trespassing."
"And we certainly will take advantage of that invitation." I said to Teresa and the Chief as we met later that morning. "We'll start flying drones around at sunset, and see if anyone is massing along the route.
Teresa said "We'll have security on standby, and the Governor has sent us a company of State Patrol volunteers to help. But if the Antifa thugs mass, block us off, and attack us, they won't get to us in time."
"What's this 'we' and 'us' about, Kemo Sabe?" I said. "You're assigned to Headquarters. You are not coming with us."
"Then you are not going with them." Teresa replied. "I'll chain you to your desk this Christmas season if you even try to go without me, Crowbar-sama!." I got the hint: this was a Clan Crowbar matter more than a Police matter.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "Now you know how I feel sometimes, Mr. Crowbarrrr..." An orange crowbar was waved in several general directions...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
But before we could walk, we had selections to make. At 3:30pm, the members of the Orange Order gathered in Classroom 'J'. We put our Orange Order ribbons on over our right pocket flap, where TCPD ribbons were supposed to go. Then we planned our route after the candidates had been spotted and their locations known.
As the Inner Circle candidate, Damien Thompson led the 'rope line', and six of us went with him. We went the short distance to the gymnasium, where the vast majority of the Uniformed Officers had gathered. All chatter instantly ceased as we came in; you coulda heard a pin drop.
I guided Damien Thompson around the boxing ring that was still set up. Then, as we headed back towards the door we suddenly stopped. I stepped to the side and said "Officer Buchannan, would you please come with us?"
The gym erupted into cheers as Officer Kevin Buchannan was guided to the line behind Captain Thompson. He looked amazed, even dazed, as he took his place. We walked out of the gym as the Officers continued to applaud Buchannan.
We went down the north side hallway, whose outer side was the booking hallway through which arrested suspects were brought, then down the east side where the main auditorium was and where front doors were, then along the southside hall. The MCD and Vice rooms were to the right.
All of the Detectives had gathered in MCD and were chattering like parakeets when we stopped in the hallway. Teresa Croyle and Teddy Parker went into the room and all chatter ceased as Teresa went up to one of the desks.
"Detective Perry, would you please come with us?" she said. Everyone applauded as J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry followed her to the door. It was him that had received the nearly-unanimous vote, and was possibly the most deserving induction into the Orange Order that we'd ever had.
I was standing in the doorway as Teresa took Perry out into the hallway and put him in line behind Buchannan. It looked like Teddy Parker was also about to walk out, but then he suddenly turned and stood before one of the desks...
To be continued.
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Part 22 - Patrol of Honor, Patrol of Courage
Detective Parker turned and stood in front of one of the desk and said "Detective Laurer, would you please come with us?"
Joan's induction was more of a surprise than 'Ice Cube' Perry's, so there were a few gasps before the applause started up. But once it did, it was strong applause.
And no one was more surprised than Joan herself. She looked almost dazed as she got up and followed Teddy into the hallway. She was placed in the line behind 'Ice Cube', and they were marched into the Main Conference Room.
"Congratulations, young whippersnappers!" the Sheriff said happily as they came inside. "We don't tell the results, but you all had very strong numbers, and the TCPD has once again chosen very wisely. Mr. Buchannan, I just called your wife and told her that you have patrol duty tonight. Ice Cube, Joan, do you have anyone we need to call?"
"No sir." said J.J. Perry.
"Er, yes sir." said Joan. "Shane O'Brady and I were going out to dinner."
"Sorry to mess up your love life." I said with mock acerbity. Then I grinned and said "I'll let O'Brady know, and tell him to come on over and see what the Orange Order is about in this here County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ladies and gentlemen, the Police Chief and Police Commander!" announced Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle to the gathered assemblage in the Main Auditorium. The Police Force came to attention as the Chief strode in, followed by me.
"At ease, take your seats." the Chief said. "Commander Troy, would you like to say a few words before I introduce the initiates?"
"Thank you, sir." I said as I stepped up to the podium. I paused a second, then said "It has been one hell of a year. Police Departments here and all over the Nation have been tested like never before. Politicians have tried to use you as pawns in their games, the Press has vilified you, lied about you, and you've had to put your lives on the line to stop ginned-up violent hatred that swept through our cities. And I am very proud to say that the Town & County Police rose to every challenge."
Applause started up and then grew. After a moment I said "I know that for some of you it was very tough. Your personal and political beliefs may not have been in line with what we asked you to do. But every one of you upheld your sacred oath to this Police Force and your brothers and sisters in Blue. You did your jobs. And because you did your jobs, there is no doubt in my mind that you saved lives."
Your Iron Crowbar: "You saved property, and businesses, and in doing so you saved the livelihoods of many people. And you did this while being physically attacked by violent agitators that the Press called (air quotes) 'peaceful', and being verbally attacked by that rabidly corrupt, dishonest Press that said every ugly thing about you that they could."
Do you get the idea that I truly despise the Press?
Your Iron Crowbar: "And because you did your duty and did your jobs, and did your jobs very well, the Town & County Police showed the Nation and the World that good can overcome bad, that the Rule of Law can be maintained, that violent anarchy does not have to be tolerated! Unlike cesspools like Wilmington, Delaware, we showed the World what should be done, and how it should be done."
I finished up: "I am extremely proud of you, and proud to be one of you. And I salute you." I came to the position of attention and rendered a crisp hand salute to my Police Officers.
The Force rose as one in a huge standing ovation. As I lowered my hand from my temple, the Chief came up to the podium, and I yielded it to him.
"I could not have said that better. So I won't try." the Chief said. There were some chuckles in the audience, and the Chief said "I totally agree with what Commander Troy just said, and I appreciate the job you have done this year. And now, let's introduce the Officers that you have voted into the Orange Order..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I broke even on the bets during the initial ceremony at the Junction Station Depot. Joan and J.J. Perry remembered to take their lanterns when given the potty break, but Kevin Buchannan did not, and had three minutes at half-bow imposed upon him in restitution. I thought Perry would take his lantern and no one bet against me; Ice Cube's attention to detail was already the stuff of legend. But I thought Joan would forget hers, and my three Angels cleaned me out on that.
As we drove in vans and Police vehicles back to Headquarters, I got on my Police iPhone and called in for status reports. Terry Halston replied: "Our drones are showing a buildup of black-shirted people on the side roads that lead into MLK Jr. Avenue, mostly across from the Jasmine club. There are no Press vans with logos, but there are two unmarked vans, one of them in a lot off Leon Street." I remembered that Leon Street was where T-Square's 'Regiment' member Holden had been murdered. (Author's note: 'Knights of the Round', Ch. 01.)
Halston: "The other van is in the parking lot of an abandoned bowling alley on the west end of MLK Jr. Avenue, near where it intersects with Riverside Drive. Commander Croyle has already sent two Patrol cruisers to intercept it and check it out, and they'll stay there to be available when the Patrol of Honor goes by there."
"Sir?" I heard Lt. Mary Milton's voice as it came on the line. "We're picking up fresh movement. There were a bunch of people on Campus, and they're crossing University Avenue and walking down MLK Jr. Avenue from the east. They're wearing red and green shirts, but I don't think it's to celebrate Christmas..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The sun had set, and the last fires in the western sky were fading as the Patrol of Honor began at the southwest corner of Courthouse Square. Townspeople had come out to watch, and were lined up along the outside of the four streets that composed the Square. By way of contrast, the rooftop of the building at that same corner was the one KXTC used for its morning broadcasts, and that roof was empty right now. KXTC had no interest in showing citizen support of the Police.
As the walk started, many of the Citizens turned on the lights of their smartphones, creating a sea of well over a thousand Points of Light. Along with the festively colored Holiday decorations on the shops and some of the other building on the Square, it was a beautiful sight.
After walking around the Square three times, we headed south on Riverside Drive. Yes, 'we'. I was walking with them, as were other Orange Order members. We were armed and armored, as were Captain Thompson and the initiates. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was walking next to me. It would have been easier to stop sap from running in trees than to really try to put her on Desk Duty.
I had earbuds, which work by encrypted WiFi, and was getting reports from Intel. "We've got a lot of people in black 'Black Lives Matter' pullovers on MLK Jr. Avenue, right in the middle near the Jasmine club." I told Teresa after getting a report from Halston.
"And further east," she replied, "we have a lot of younger people in red and green shirts. Like Mary said before: nice Christmas colors, but those Haters don't believe in Christmas. I'm more worried about them then the Black Lives Matter people. So, sir, what is your plan?"
"You'll see." I said. "In fact, it's happening now."
As we got to MLK Jr. Drive and turned left (east) on it, someone came up to us.
"Hello, Iron Crowbar. May we join you?" said the Reverend Dr. Joseph E. Williams, pastor of the A.M.E. Church, who had served on the Charter Commission with me, and who some believe was cheated out of his rightful Council primary win by Edgar Silas. He was wearing a blue t-shirt over warmer clothing that included his clerical collar.
A group of 40 people in blue sweatshirts had appeared on the sidewalk. Thirty of them were black, and of ages ranging from the 50s to the 20s. The other ten were Hispanic and White. I recognized several as being members of the Black Business Council.
And in front of them was a young black woman in a blue 'RE-fund The Police!' shirt. She was Katina Jones, who'd done well but still had lost in the General Election for that same Council Seat Dr. Williams had been cheated out of.
"Glad to have you." I said. Then I raised my voice a bit and said "All of you, you need to understand that this is going to be dangerous, and if the Enemy attacks, I may not be able to help you before any reinforcements arrive."
"It was dangerous for Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., too!" Katina said loudly. "But his message has been corrupted by racist politicians that are doing Blacks more harm than good! I CHOOSE THE DANGER!"
The others in the group cheered, and fell in on each side of our column. Dr. Williams was to my left and Katina was to my right, and they put their hands through my arms as I held my orange crowbar with both hands. Father Alberto Romano, wearing his Police uniform and overcoat (and armor underneath), and his clerical collar, fell in next to Teresa, who was right behind us.
"Martin Luther King, Jr. was a great American." I said. "I admire his courage, and I admire your courage tonight." Then, looking around and seeing the commitment in everyone's eyes, I said "Let's do this."
We began walking forward.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we approached the Jasmine club, walking right down the middle of the (closed off) street, we could see the mass of people on both sides of the road, and some of them in the road, as if to block us off.
And I finally spotted the Press cameras, which had suddenly appeared from the north. KXTC is getting better at hiding before they ambush us, I thought to myself.
A Police cruiser was ahead of us, it's blue lightbar flashing. It was getting closer and closer to the people on the road. I could feel the tension in everyone... both our group walking up the street, and many of the people opposing us.
"They have no weapons." I said, loud enough for Teresa to hear me. "Keep calm and keep walking." A lot of the tension left our group upon hearing that.
And sure enough, just before the lead Police cruiser got to the people blocking the road, I heard a voice call out "Let 'em through." I recognized it as Eldrick X. Weaver. He and Edgar Silas were on the sidewalk, right at the place where the line in the road met the line on the sidewalk. The people on the street moved back to the sidewalk. But as they did, they all began singing:
"We shall overcome, we shall over-commme,
We shall over-come... some.. dayyy...
Deep in my heart, I do believe,
We shall overcome, some...day..."
"Brilliant." I said quietly to Katina and Dr. Williams as we walked along. "I've gotta hand it to whoever figured that out. The KXTC cameras will be eating that up."
"As long as it's peaceful, I'm good with it." said the Rev. Williams...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
But it was not over. As we walked forward (and uphill, as the road sloped downhill towards the River behind us), the other group of potential agitators got into the road to block us. And they had padlocks on the end of chains, tire irons, crowbars (how dare they), and baseball bats. They intended to attack us, with the intent to do as much harm to us as possible... including ending our lives.
I saw Dr. Lionel Carmela, a 'pirate' patch over his left eye socket, standing next to to KXTC reporter Pat Stellum on the north side of the street, and three KXTC cameras, two on the north side and one on the south side of the street, in front of T-Square's club, 'Rhythms & Rap'. The look of eager anticipation of violence was unmistakeable on both Carmela's and Stellum's faces.
"I don't think we're in Kansas anymore." I said quietly, which made Katina laugh despite her fear.
"What do you want to do, sir?" I heard Teresa say behind me. "Do we need to call in reinforcements?"
"Not yet." I called out as I half-looked over my shoulder. "We must wait until they attack before we can counterattack, or it won't be legal."
"I hope you have a reeeeeeeal good plan in mind, sir." Teresa said. "It's going to be ugly, and a lot of our blue-shirted friends aren't armed nor armored."
But I didn't have a plan. All we could do was press forward, and react to the violent Haters when, not if but when they attacked.
The Haters did not move out of the road as the lead Police cruiser approached. thirty feet... twenty feet... ten feet... I knew that if and when the vehicle stopped, and we had to stop, that would be the moment the Enemy would attack us. Katina and Dr. Williams both felt me tense my arms.
And then... people starting pouring out of 'Rhythms & Rap'. Many were Black, some were White, and they were all dressed in black, including unadorned black leather jackets. They also had tire irons and black crowbars. And they were ambushing the Haters from their flanks, and from behind.
The cowards broke as the wave of Good Guys slammed into them like a tidal wave, and they ran in all directions. Carmela and Stellum had also retreated to the north, and many of the white agitators, mostly wearing green shirts, surrounded Carmela in hoops of protection. The Good Guys did not pursue them as they matriculated their way down MLK Jr. Avenue and north along a side street.
The black-clad group of people went back to the Rhythms & Rap parking lot, and our group moved forward. As we passed by the club, I saw two men standing near the front door of the club, surrounded by the Regiment: T-Square... and Town & County Sheriff Antonio Griswold.
This had not been my doing. It was all the Sheriff's doing... and T-Square's. Maybe him being the uncle of my daughter was a reason he'd helped, but I suspected it was more. And I wondered again what the bond between Our Sheriff and legendary rapperT-Square truly was...
Part 23 - Policeman's Ball
The main danger over, our blue-shirted friends fell out of the formation as we turned north on University Avenue's west side. Teresa and I also fell out, and I shook every one of their hands as I praised them for their courage in what they had done tonight.
"How do you do it, Mr. Crowbar?" one young black man asked. "You confront the violence every time. How do you overcome the fear?"
"Fear..." I replied, "... is a luxury I cannot afford." I heard murmurs in the group as they absorbed that information...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Patrol of Honor went north, then turned west on Jefferson Avenue and walked back to Riverside Drive. They stopped at the parking lot of Police Headquarters for some soup and hot chocolate, and there was plenty for all of the Officers that had been protecting the group both visibly and from the shadows, courtesy of Chief Moynahan.
The group started up again and went east on College Street, then west on Elm Street, moving ever northward. At 4:30am, they headed south on University Avenue, all the way to Junction Station Depot. Early threads of dawn were in the eastern sky as they arrived.
Inside were me, Teresa, and the Sheriff. We'd set up for the induction ceremony, then the Sheriff went to sleep and Teresa and I slept in shifts. As the Walkers neared the Depot, we woke up the Sheriff and began cooking breakfast. The standard meal was eggs and beer, but the Sheriff and I grilled steaks for all the Members, old and new, as well.
After pinning the Inner Circle medal on Captain Thompson and the Orange Order medals on Joan, Ice Cube, and Kevin, we sat down to eat and talk.
Cindy Ross was with us. She had been forbidden street duty, and I would have chained her pregnant butt to a desk if I'd had to. But she did right by her unborn child and helped monitor things in the Intel Center.
"That got really scary for a moment." Cindy said to me. "We could see a lot more Haters waiting out of sight of the road, and if the first group had attacked, the next wave probably would have, as well."
I replied: "What you may not have known is that we had undercover State Patrol Troopers mixed in with the first group, Weaver and Silas's group. They'd found out that Weaver and Silas had plans to scale back and not physically attack us unless we did something first. And when they saw Katina and Dr. Williams and their group ringing us, Weaver had his guys pull back."
I continued: "What I did not know was that Carmela was putting together a mob of his Socialist and Climate Change thugs, and they were going to attack us, and then Pat Stellum would chant that we started it and attacked them."
Then I lowered my voice, and in an excellent Darth Vader imitation I said: "I had no idea that certain Klingon Warriors had enlisted help to crush the Rebellion." Our Sheriff was sitting to Cindy's left, and his mustaches were twitching most merrily as he pretended not to listen.
"Good job, Boss." Cindy said, patting Griswold on the shoulder.
"Good asskissing skills, Chief Deputy." replied the Sheriff affably. "Yeah, T-Square got wind of that and called me. I decided not to tell you, partly to give you 'plausible deniability', and partly because you were busy. And that was a great job on your part getting Dr. Williams and Katina and their group to help us."
"Those were some brave people to have done that." said Captain Damien Thompson, who was black. "Not just the physical danger. With the 'Cancel Culture' that is going on, their lives and their businesses could be attacked."
I said: "True. But Katina really wanted to do that, and to stand up to the BLM people." I leaned back in my chair and continued: "Despite what the rabidly corrupt and racist Mainstream Media try to make people think, there are a lot of Blacks that don't want any part of the violence and chaos, and want to live in peace with their neighbors of every ethnicity. Katina is a leader and a crusader for those that want peaceful solutions to the problems. And the corrupt slugs of the Mainstream Media will hate her all the more for that. They don't want peace, they don't want solutions."
"I hate to say it, sir," said Thompson, "but she's in a very small minority of the Minority. More and more Blacks are becoming more and more frustrated. And many who never would've considered violent protests before are now out there on the streets. Like Breonna Bryant."
As I peered at him, he said: "Don't get me wrong, sir; she deserved to be tried for aiding and abetting that filthy rapist and murderer Jacquez Wilson. But she's an example of where the Black Community as a whole is moving towards. And agitators like Stacey Jacobs and Maxine Watts are using that to their political advantage."
I nodded as I absorbed that information...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, December 5th. The tradition continued.
I had been watching various Conference championship games at the Mountain Nest. The next thing I knew was opening my eyes to see a handsome Police dog lying on my chest looking at me. Standing next to the sofa, hovering over me, was the dog's owner.
"Wake up, Daddy." Carole said. "It's time to get ready for the Po-leece-man's Ball."



"Hi Fussbudget. Hi Bowser." I said. I saw on the clock on the fireplace mantle that it was 5:00pm.
"Better get going, Daddy." Carole 'advised'. "Mommy wants to get ready, too, and it will take her over an hour." I began laughing at that, which caused Bowser to whimper questioningly. I gave him skritchins...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Saturday, December 5th. We formed the receiving line at the entrance to the ballroom at the Civic Center. Corporal Penny Scott was at the front, and her job was to get the name of the persons coming up to the line and tell the Sheriff. Our Sheriff would then be the first to formally greet the arrivals.
Next in line were Police Chiefs Sean Moynahan and Molly Evans, continuing their yearly tradition of attending together. Following them were Laura and me. Laura was wearing a simple and tasteful black dress and high heel pumps that threatened to embarrass me if my little iron crowbar responded to what I was seeing.
And for the first time, next in line were Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone and her husband, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. Jack was doing a nice job of greeting the Officers and their spouses, almost as if he were running for political office or something.
Next was Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and her husband Todd Burke, who was charming all of the women that came through the line. After them were Lt. Commander Ted Orosco of Internal Affairs and his wife.
Next in line was Hizzoner Mayor Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina. She was in a dark blue dress that also threatened to cause some 'responses' in the red-blooded heterosexual men in the room, and the sheer dark blue stockings and high heel pumps she wore only added to very attractive effect. The year before, a lot of black Officers left the line before greeting the Mayor and his wife, but this year they behaved better and went through to the end.
And then the Council Members that had deigned to attend were in line. Edward and Stephanie Steele, J.P. Goldman and his wife, then Ian McGhillie and Selena Steele, which surprised me as Ian McGhillie was a widower.
"J.P. and I sort of set up McGhillie with Selena, so that she could attend and he would have a date." Edward Steele had told me earlier. "Selena's not really dating anyone, so that'll work out for one evening."
Last were Dagmar Schoen and John Colby. They'd been having a sexual affair for years, and had finally divorced their spouses (or the spouses divorced them) and were now officially a couple.
First through the line? Deputy Chief (Ret.) Cindy Ross and her spouse Callie Carrington. As I hugged Cindy I whispered "You're at the front table with us." and she nodded.
Senior Officers could cut to the front of the line, but virtually never did. One exception had been Tanya, who was all but pushed to the front of the line by the Officers so she wouldn't have to stop and start her wheelchair every few feet. Now we began having Officers of every rank and their spouses come through.
All the MCD and Vice Detectives had gotten in line as a group. Lt. Micah Rudistan and his fiancée came through; they were getting married in the Spring, and it was about time, I told him. Joanne Warner and her husband, Hospital Administrator Seth Warner came through, and said that Tony and Leo were doing well.
I wondered who Captain Claire Michaels would bring, and was mildly surprised that EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell was escorting her. Of less surprise to me was Detective Joan Laurer's date: Shane O'Brady was wearing his formal Pottsville Police uniform. "That's going to go somewhere." Laura whispered to me. I nodded vigorously in agreement
Officer Kevin Buchannan and his wife came through, and exchanged warm hugs with Laura and me. They both said their son was doing very well.
Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie and his wife Becca Larrington McGhillie came through, followed by Lieutenant DeLong and his wife. Captain Hugh Hewitt did not have a date when he came through. Hmmm, I thought to myself. And yes, Captain Abram and his wife were in attendance and came through the line.
EMS Assistant Chief Zoe Singer came through.. with SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell. Britt and Laura did not speak to each other, and Britt made sure to give me a warm hug in front of my wife. Fire Chief Davies and his fiancée Tina Felton came through; they were getting married this Spring, also. My weekend calendar all Spring was going to be full, what with all the wedding invitations Laura and I were getting.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
From the perspective of the head table at the front of the side of the ballroom with the dinner tables, I could see that only the Republican Council Members had accepted the invitation to attend... except for Reginald B.F. Lewis and his wife. They did not sit with the other Council Members, but with Franklin Washington and his (white) wife Susie, Theo Washington and his wife, Captain Damien Thompson and his wife LaTasha, who was an Auxiliary Officer and part of our Intel Branch, and Paulina Patterson and... to the great surprise of many... her brother T-Square, who was wearing a well-fitting dark gray suit and of course his trademark shades.
"I wonder why Reginald B.F. Lewis attended." I said to Cindy, who was sitting to my left.
Cindy said "I heard that since this is his last month on the Council, he'd come this final time. And do you have any idea what he plans to do next?"
"He has a lot of options." I said. "He could teach at the University, in their Law School, Criminal Justice School, or Political Science Department. And no, he's no Carmela crony, so I don't think he'll do that. He also could be named the Black Business Council President, or be part of any number of political PACs or groups, or just do outright lobbying work."
"And T-Square?" Cindy asked. "Why is he here?"
After dinner, the speeches began. Mayor Allgood went first. "It has been another year of remarkable achievements for the Town & County Police. You have stood up to violence and political attacks that have ravaged cities like Chicago, Minneapolis, and of course the putrid wasteland that is Wilmington, Delaware."
You'd think I helped Daniel write this speech... and I did, especially the cheap shot about the putrid wasteland that is Wilmington, Delaware, a city from which putrid, corrupt politicians come. But I digress...
Daniel: "You have enforced the Rule of Law and protected good citizens against hatred-filled violent criminals, and done so despite suffering physical injuries and the dishonest lies of a rabidly hateful Press. I just want to let you know that I am not Mayor of Chicago, I am Mayor of this Town. And unlike the total lack of support the Mayor of Chicago has shown for the Chicago Police, I am here to tell you that as long as I am Mayor of this Town, you have and will continue to have my complete support."
The standing ovation for Mayor Daniel Allgood was tremendous, and lasted a full minute. After it finally dissipated and he sat down, the Chief called upon me to speak next.
"I am not making the toast tonight." I said. "We're going to leave that to a more special moment. What I'd like to do tonight is thank a man who has endured a lot as he stood behind us and had our backs. And that man is our twice-legitimately-elected Mayor, Daniel Allgood."
I felt a little bit of tension in the room as I said: "People forget that Daniel Allgood was once one of us in the TCPD, and his leadership in Internal Affairs kept some seriously bad things from happening in the past. And he has not forgotten that past as he supported us as our Sheriff and then as our Mayor."
I went on: "He has been relentlessly and dishonestly attacked by the rabidly corrupt Press, and the Federal Government even filed a dishonest lawsuit, based upon false allegations, for the political purpose of trying to get him defeated in last month's election. They failed to beat him this year, too."
I finished up: "And as other mayors throw their Police Departments to the dogs, our Mayor stood solidly behind all of you as you enforced the law and protected people and businesses in this County. So I hope you will join me in saying Thank you, Mayor Allgood, for all you have done for us!"
And they did join me in another strong round of applause for Mayor Allgood.
After that, the Sheriff spoke, adding his thanks to us for a well done job the past year. Then the Chief said "And we're saying goodbye to a great Police Officer tonight. Commander Ross, we are sorry to see you goooo."
"I'm not!" the Sheriff said loudly. "I'm getting her to come work for me!" The room erupted in laughter, which only added to the emotion that was to follow. The Chief had Cindy come up to the lectern and give her speech, and she waddled up.
"Thank you, Chief." Cindy said. She paused to look over the room for a moment, and then said "When I came to the TCPD a decade ago, it was an entirely different place than it is today. We had good Officers then, and we also had a few rotten apples in the bunch."
Cindy: "But we had some good leadership come in and step up their game, and step up all our games. Great leaders like Teresa Croyle, Don Troy, Chief Sean Moynahan, and Chief Griswold, now our Sheriff. And let me practice my asskissing skills by saying that I loved working for Chief Griswold soooo much that I'm going to work for him in the Sheriff's Department now!"
After much laughter and some applause, Cindy said: "And I'd like to think I accomplished a few things here and there. After all, I did win a record six Police Boxing Matches Freestyle Championships!" She then turned to me with three fingers up on each hand and said "That's six titles!" Then she turned to Teresa and said "SIX!"
Everyone burst out laughing, including me. As the laughter turned to applause, Teresa pointed two fingers at her eyes, then at Cindy's. It was always 'game on!' where the Police Boxing Matches were concerned.
Then things got real. Cindy said "It has been my honor and pleasure to see you, all of you, step up your game and become the very best Police Force anywhere. You have weathered the storms and the ill winds of people that hate you for being who you are, who want to destroy you for being who you are. You have risen to every challenge and excelled. And I know you will continue to, no matter what challenges lie ahead. If I'm not with you in person, know that I am with you in spirit, always."
She took up her wine glass and raised it, and everyone stood up as well. "And so," Cindy said, taking up her wine glass and raising it, "it is my honor to toast the greatest Police Force on this earth, the Town & County Police! TO THE TCPD!"
"TO THE TCPD!!" toasted the entire room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the dancing (and drinking) portion of the evening got into full swing, I danced mostly with Laura, and also danced with Paulina and Molly. Todd danced with Laura, also, and she persuaded the Sheriff to dance with her, as well.
I also went around to the various tables and spoke to as many Officers and their spouses as possible. And as I stopped by the bar, Reginald B.F. Lewis came up to me.
"Buy you a drink, Councilman?" I said. The drinks were free, of course.
"Sure, bourbon and water." said Lewis. I got a Scotch and soda (Johnnie Walker Red Label Scotch, I suspected). "Here's to you, Iron Crowbar." he said. We clinked glasses and sipped our drinks, then Lewis said "Yeah, Commander, we haven't always agreed, and sometimes haven't gotten along. But I gotta say now, I admire your courage. Not many people have the stones to stand up to the 'woke' wave like you did."
"Thank you, Councilman." I said. "So what are you planning on doing?"
"Run for Mayor." Lewis said. Then he guffawed and said "Just kidding. I don't know what I'm going to do. Corey Coons has talked to me about being on his staff, and I've gotten feelers from the Black Business Council. And I've had some people approach me about running for District Attorney against Miriam Walters."
"Oh, you really want to work that closely with me?" I said, only half jokingly.
"Har!" barked Lewis. Then he became serious. "No, I don't want any part of that. And what the people that contacted me want, is someone as D.A. to implement Bail Reform, let people out of jail with no bail. But that is damned stupid policy. It might work in New York City and Chicago, but it wouldn't work here."
"Damn right, it wouldn't." I said. "And I suspect that as a political policy, it will backfire on the Democrats nationwide..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Todd danced with Laura, Teresa and I sat and made observations of people.
"Joan and Shane are getting along well." Teresa said. "But she's keeping him at bay a little bit."
"It's early days in that relationship." I said. "She invited him to the Ball to have a date, but they're not really at this stage yet."
Teresa said "Check that out." I looked over to see Captain Hugh Hewitt dancing with Selena Steele. I was reminded of how their one night stand saved Selena's life years before. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 04.)
"Just like old times, eh?" I said musingly.
Teresa: "And then some. Hugh Hewitt came alone, and for a while was sitting alone at the bar... watching Claire Michaels. They were dating before she left for L.A., you know."
"I do remember." I said, knowing that Claire had left for L.A. partly because of the end of that relationship. "Looks like Hugh has moved on, the way he and Selena are looking at each other."
"Maybe." said Teresa. Then she got up and said "I need to go rescue your wife from my husband, or else you'll be going home with me tonight." She did so, and a moment later Laura came back alone. Rudistan and his fiancée also came over.
"So who's going to propose to whom tonight?" I asked Rudistan, who'd proposed to his fiancée at the previous Ball."
"I don't know, sir." he said with a mischievous grin. "Daniel Patrick of the SWAT Team has gotten pretty serious with his girl, but I think he's going to wait and give her her ring for Christmas."
"What are you looking at, Darling?" Laura asked.
"A triangle, if I don't miss my guess." I said. I pointed out Hugh and Selena slow dancing... and Claire Michaels looking over at them from time to time, and clearly not happy about it...
Part 24 - Some Things Never Change
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 7th, from the corner of MLK Jr. Avenue and Riverside Drive. "The Town & County Police deeply offend the Black Community once again!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "In an insulting display of utter disrespect for People of Color, the Town & County Police marched right through the primarily Minority district along MLK Jr. Avenue! After months of Police brutality against Blacks, violently shutting down peaceful protests and suppressing the peaceful voices and free speech rights of minorities, the TCPD rubbed salt in the wound by marching right through the heart of the Black Community in an arrogant display of Police power!"
As carefully edited and spliced footage was shown, which did its level best to show the Police Orange Order walk but not show the blue-shirted people walking with us, Bettina said "Let's go to Carl Lemay for more on this unbelievable story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay, reporting from about 20 feet away from Bettina, but at an angle that made it look different. "A group led by Katina Jones, who very badly lost her Council seat race to Edgar Silas, marched with the Police." Footage of Katina Jones and Dr. Williams marching arm-in-arm with Your Iron Crowbar was shown, but at close range so that the others could not be seen.
"Peaceful protesters at the scene sang spiritual songs in response." Lemay said as images of 'Black Lives Matter'-shirt-wearing people on the sidewalk singing 'We Shall Overcome' was shown. Then Lemay said "I have with me Councilman-elect Edgar Silas. Mr. Silas, what about the show of support of the Police by your primary and General Election opponents?"
"That's right, Carl," said Silas. "They were my opponents, and I whipped both their asses at the polls! Joseph E. Williams is a sore loser and a traitor to his race, and Katina Jones is a hanky-headed house negro, a whore that spreads her legs for white men!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I wonder how he really feels about them." I said as the Sheriff, Police Chief, Deputy Chief, Operations Commander, and myself drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"I'm getting sick and tired of the goddamn Press's dishonest reporting." said Teresa. "If we had not gone through there, they'd be reporting we insulted the Black Community by not going through their area. And when we did go through, we're accused of deliberately insulting them by going through."
"There was no way to win that one. I said bitterly. "No matter what we did, the Press was going to attack us. They'll never give us credit for anything good we do. Ever. It's as bad as what they constantly did to Governor Jared for all those years."
"And will doooo to Governor-elect Marsh-ulllll." drawled the Chief. I nodded vigorously in agreement. The Chief went on: "I'm tired of the Press trying so hard to gin up hatred and strife, trying to divide people. But I don't know what we can dooooo about it."
"Besides killing them all, we can't do much of anything." I said, and meant it seriously.
"Crowbar, don't say things like that out loud." the Sheriff admonished me, peering hard at me over his shoulder as he said it.
"You're right sir." I said. "Besides, when Carmela and his Socialist thugs have destroyed the Constitution and imposed Totalitarianism on us all, they'll execute all the reporters. So we won't have toooooo."
"You okay, sir?" Teresa asked, peering at me. "Need some more coffee? Or some of Jerome's Navy coffee?"
"Naah." I said. "I'm just... sick of it all."
"You need another weekend on the lake." the Chief said.
"Look on the bright side, Don." Tanya said. "Carole's class is doing the third grade Christmas play next weekend. That'll be fun to go to."
"Yeah." I said, feeling a little better. "Carole wrote the play herself. She wrote it to try to beat me, but I managed to figure it out. But the school teachers liked it so much they're going to have the class do it as a play."
"Christmas Mystery Theater, with Carole Troy." Tanya said brightly. "By the way, Don, do you have a few moments you can spare Jack this morning? He wants to talk to you about something."
"Sure." I said.
Part 25 - Epilogue
9:00am, Monday, December 7th. Jack Muscone came into my office, and I had Tanya come in as well.
"This should be Dwight Stevens doing this," said Jack, "but he's still being stubborn about not talking to you. We've found out some new things about the Elena Katrina case."
"Let me guess." I said. "It is increasingly looking like her death was the result of a Mob hit more than anything drug-related. Perhaps mobsters associated with... Jerry Morelli?"
Jack looked at me in sheer disbelief. "How in the fuck do you DO it?" he asked.
"It's just a guess." I said. "A very 'edumacated' guess, of course, but a guess for which I have no proof. What I do know is that since the last time I talked to you an Dwight, when I speculated it was a low-level drug gang that killed her, and before the DEA formally took over the case from us, I learned a few things."
Your Iron Crowbar: "First, my people never could find a scrap of anything that showed that a real drug gang was involved in her killing. Second, I have a confidential source that helped put me on the right path... some of those documents found on the chip were transactions by Edward Blassingame and Matthew Willis and others, and they were what could be called the (air quotes) 'laundered' contracts for Mob pro hits. I got onto that one because that bastard Carmela put out a contract on my daughter's life, and now he's seeing only half as good as he used to."



Your Iron Crowbar: "And third, Elena's real identity... Von Telsing. Her first cousin married into the Mob; specifically, Betty Von Telsing Morelli married Jerry Morelli. Now I don't know if Elena infiltrated her cousin's husband's organization and got caught up, or if they just found out about her and killed her simply for being Betty's first cousin. Either way, she's dead."
Muscone nodded his head. "Yeah, that's the gist of it. So those are doctored up pro hit contracts, you say?" I nodded as he made a note of that. "We'll check that out. And in return payment for that information, here's a tidbit: we're becoming very aware that Amber Harris is digging really deep into this whole Von Telsing thing. She may try to dredge all the stuff about Betty Morelli's baby back up. We're monitoring it."
"Leave her to me." I said in my best Darth Vader imitation voice.
"Uh oh, what are you gonna do?" Jack asked.
"For the sake of plausible deniability," I said, "I won't say anything more. Just leave Amber to me..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Flashback...
3:30pm, Friday, November 6th. Carole's third grade teacher, Mrs. Joyce Wayne, had called Laura, asking for a parent-teacher conference. Of course Laura told me, and of course I attended as well.
Carole was sitting in her seat, sulking mightily as Laura and I sat up front with Mrs. Wayne. "So what is the issue?" Laura asked after we sat down.
"This." said Mrs. Wayne. She handed me a stapled sheaf of papers. As I perused it, I could see that it was a novel, in the form of a script for a play, in Carole's handwriting.
Mrs. Wayne said "I gave the class an assignment, to write a short story or play. Carole turned that in. When I read it, I asked who had helped her with it, and she said no one had. I didn't believe her, and still don't, and I told her that. She got mad, then started crying, and told me to call her parents. So I did, and here you are."
"And why don't you believe her?" I said as I passed the manuscript to Laura, then got out my official Police notebook and took out a page.
"You should read the whole thing, Commander." Mrs. Joyce said. "If you did, you'd see that there is no way a third grader could write something like that, and especially someone who is a year younger than her class."
"I did just read the whole thing." I said. "First, I noticed the solution was missing." I wrote something down on the piece of paper, then handed it to Mrs. Wayne.
Mrs. Wayne picked up a smaller sheaf of papers. "She submitted this at the same time, but stapled separately. She said it has the answer to the puzzle, and that she wrote it to try to fool you." She then looked at the paper I handed her. "And she didn't fool you."
I waved Carole to come up, and handed her the piece of paper. "Aw, mannnn." she said with a scowl as she read it. "You solved it."
"It was a very good try, though." I said. "And I suspect it that most people will have a lot more trouble with it."
"It's got me stumped." Laura said. "What's the solution?"
I stopped Laura from taking the answer portion from Mrs. Wayne. "Why don't you hold back on that." I turned to Mrs. Wayne and said "I see no reason to believe Carole didn't write this on her own. I know I didn't help her with it, and obviously her mother didn't either. And she wrote it to stump me. It wouldn't be much of a win for her if she'd had help, now would it?"
"That's what I said, Daddy." Carole said miserably. "But she wouldn't believe me."
"Why don't you go sit down." I said to Carole. She returned to her desk, pulled out a piece of paper, and began writing on it.
"And I don't understand why you would accuse my daughter of cheating," I said sternly, "just because it's an impressive script for a play."
"If I show that to every teacher in this school," said Mrs. Wayne, "every one one of them will say what I am saying, that that is far in advance of even fifth grade level students.
Laura said "But to accuse my daughter of cheating without a shred of proof is more than unfair. Don, I think we should take this up with the Principal, Mrs. Carlson."
"I won't stop there." I said. "I'll take it to the School Board."
Mrs. Wayne looked angry at that, but she quickly saw that we were also very angry at the unproven accusation against our daughter. "You may do what you like." she said. "But I'm not accepting that for the assignment. To be fair to her, I'll give her the opportunity to write another essay tomorrow, under supervision. Bring her here at 10:00am."
I was about to say something 'righteous', but stopped short when Carole came up to us with two sheets of paper full of writing. "There." she said. Then she whispered to me "I dumbed it down."
"This is more like it." Mrs. Wayne said as she perused it, though she was frowning as she read it. She then attempted to hand me back the play script. I did take it, and took photos of each page with my Police iPhone, and Laura used her iPhone to photograph the answer portion.
I then handed the script back to Mrs. Wayne and said "I want you to do what you said. Let the other teachers read this. And whether or not they believe Carole wrote that herself, which she did, I think you have your script for the annual Christmas play this year. Okay Laura, let's go talk to Mrs. Carson. I need to make sure that Carole isn't going to be harassed any further."
Mrs. Wayne did not like my insinuation, but knew she was close to having stepped over the line accusing a child of cheating whose father could do something about it. And with that, Laura and I left, not forgetting to take Carole with us.
Part 2 - Casting
Flashback...
Friday, November 13th. As State Senator Katherine Woodburn hosted her group of women on her back porch (Author's note: 'Smoke on the Water', Ch. 02), Carole was sitting with me on the back deck of The Cabin as the dogs went to do their business. And I had my own fire pot going.
"No sir," said Carole, "Mrs. Wayne isn't picking on me or anything. She's mad at me, but she's scared of you."
"Good." I said. "And like I said last week, if she gives you any problems that aren't your own fault, you let me or your mother know right away."
"Yes sir." said Carole.
"So... how is the play practice going?" I asked.
"Pretty good." Carole said. "It's a good thing that Mrs. Ramirez is the Director, though. She's the fifth grade drama class teacher. When I said Tyson should be Sherlock Holmes, Mrs. Wayne said it should be Sidney, and that Tyson should be part of the choir that isn't on much at all."
Carole: "And I'm Inspector Lestrade, and I said Jameis should be Constable Gregson, but Mrs. Wayne said to make him a property man that changes the scenes."
"So what happened?" I asked.
"Mrs. Ramirez said Tyson would be perfect for the Sherlock Holmes role." Carole said. "He's really smart. He's smarter than Sidney, but Mrs. Wayne treats Tyson like he's dumb. I think Mrs. Wayne just doesn't like black kids. She thinks they're dumb, and they can't be smart."
"Hmmm..." I said, putting that little factoid in a compartment of my mind.
"Mrs. Wayne thinks I'm dumb, too." said Carole. "I guess that's why she thinks I cheated. She doesn't believe I can write good."
"Write 'well'." I said, inwardly smiling at the paradox. "And some people can't believe it when I solve a crime and arrest a suspect, either. I just have to prove it to them, and you'll be proving it all your life, too."
Then to change the subject, I asked "And Jameis is Constable Gregson?"
"Yes sir." said Carole. "He fits the suit. And Marie is Dr. Watson. Mrs. Ramirez insisted Watson be a girl, I guess like the lady on that 'Elementary' TV show."
"Okay." I said. "I'm looking forward to seeing the play."
"Harumph." Carole said moodily. "You solved it already."
"I'm still looking forward to seeing the play." I said. "And we're going to have dinner there, and the groups at the tables will try to solve it. I'll have to recuse myself, of course...."
Part 3 - Four By Four
Back to present time: Friday, December 11th. I thought the play would be in the school lunchroom with the raised stage, but I was in error. At least for this night. The play would be held for the students of Eastside Elementary, and that would be done in the lunchroom and on stage.
On this night we were in the gymnasium. The front area was set up with sheets that provided a 'backstage' area, with an opening in the middle and a sheet behind the front two to block the view further back. There was a Christmas tree in the corner, and mistletoe hanging near the opening in the sheets.
There were 25 round tables set up, each with eight placesettings. There was also dinner being served, either Shepherd's Pie or a half chicken, and trimmings. Yes, we had to buy tickets, and proceeds were going to charity.
The actors would be in front, but also walking amongst us. My table was in the second row to the 'front' where the curtain was that hid the actors, and to the right side as one faced those curtains. With me was Laura, Paulina Patterson, Edward and Stephanie Steele, Selena Steele, and Todd Burke and Teresa Croyle.
At the table to our left were Sheriff Griswold, Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington, Cindy's mother Maggie, Cindy's sister Molly, Seth and Joanne Warner, and Carole's classmate Jameis's grandfather, at the express invitation of Our Sheriff.
Other parents, relatives, friends, and relatively important people in our Town & County also were attending, including Mayor Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina, John Colby and Dagmar Schoen, and Inspector-General-elect James 'Curly' Goodwin and his wife. I went around the room greeting people, almost as if I were the host of the event.
Everyone went through the serving line and got dinner. As we sat and ate, the students in the play came around handing us programs. Carole served our table.
"Four By Four. A Carole Troy Mystery." Cindy read off the cover.
"When she submitted it to the teacher," I said, "it said 'A Carole Troy joint'. They changed that for obvious reasons."
"Good Lord, where do kids come up with that slang?" Edward said idly.
"Not in my household." I replied simply.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were finishing supper, Ms. Ramirez came out onto the 'stage'. "Welcome, everyone, to the Eastside Elementary Third Grade Christmas Play." Everyone applauded politely.
Ms. Ramirez: "Tonight, we have a special mystery play. There will be clues for you in the statements the characters make. We're going to have a charity challenge tonight: the table that solves the mystery, along with the tiebreakers, will be the winner, and a five hundred dollar donation to the charity of your choice will be made." More applause.
Ms. Ramirez continued: "Even you parents of our actors can participate, because even the children don't know the solution... except the author of the play. She wrote the story to try to fool her father, Commander Donald Troy, and he has agreed to recuse himself from participating." There were chuckles and some mild applause at that.
"Darn." Teresa whispered. "We woulda been a lock to win."
"And you still should be... Iron Wolf." I whispered back.
Ms. Ramirez said "So now let's begin our play. Ladies and gentlemen, Four By Four!" Everyone applauded as the lights dimmed down.
It began with nine people standing and talking, and drinking pre-dinner drinks, which were really healthy fruit juices. They would rotate around so that a few people were closer to the audience and could speak. They were all wired up with little microphones; ain't technology wonderful?
"I am Mr. Noah Boddy, your host." said the host, Mr. Noah Boddy, played by the becoming-overweight Billy. (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 01, for more on some of the kids in the class.) "And this is Mr. Bartholomew Beck, who was once my business partner."
"I'm Aldrich Adams." said Sidney, Carole's nerdish-looking friend, who wore eyeglasses with very strong lenses. Carole had recruited him into her Aikido classes, saying he'd need them for when he'd be bullied as an older boy. I could not disagree with her assessment.
"I am Augusta Adams, Mr. Adams's lovely wife." said a girl named Amelia, in an imitation sweet Southern voice. Though I am biased towards my own daughter Carole, candor compels me to admit that Amelia was already the prettiest girl in the school by far, and would likely keep her father up nights when she became a teenager.
"And I am Mrs. Beck, Mr. Bartholomew Beck's wife." said Caroline, whose father worked at the Veterinary Center. "Do either of you play Contract Bridge?"
"Now, dear," said Mr. Beck, "now is not the time to be recruiting Bridge players into our league." To the others, he said "We play in a very competitive league, and my wife is always trying to invite new people in."
"That sounds very interesting." said Mrs. Adams. "I could probably never get my lazy husband off the couch to play, but perhaps you could be my... partner, Mr. Boddy?" Her look at him was very flirtatious. Yes, Amelia's dad was in for a lot of trouble when she hit her teenage years...
"That sounds lovely, Mrs. Adams." said Mr. Boddy, trying to remain professional, but looking warmly at Mrs. Adams.
"So you are an engineer, Mr. Adams?" said Mrs. Beck, seeing his displeasure at the way his wife and Mr. Boddy were looking at each other.
"Why yes, I am." said Adams. "I'm a Board-certified engineer after passing the qualifying test." Those were big words for third graders, but Sidney was one of the smart set.
The group rotated, and two more couples came up. "I'm Denny Dalton." said a black-haired boy that looked half-nerdish, half-athletic, whose real name was Nathan. "And this is my wife, Debbie." And the girl's real name was Debbie, too. Nice touch by Carole, to make it easier to remember names.
"Yes, I know you, Dalton." said the other boy, whose real name was Christopher. "Mrs. Dalton, I'm Charles Carlo, and this is my friend Ms. White."
"So nice to meet you." said Mrs. Dalton. "What do you do for a living, Mr. Carlo?"
"I'm an entrepreneur." said Mr. Carlo. "Actually, that's a nice way of saying I'm a professional gambler. I make book on sporting events."
"And then loses his profits at the poker table." said Ms. White, whose hair was a raven-black as Carole's, and whose real name was Madeleine. "And what do you do, Mr. Dalton."
"I was an Engineer with Mr. Adams," said Dalton, "but now I'm on my own."
"Someone you could learn from, Charles." Ms. White said as the two couples went their separate ways. "A man with a steady income."
"Don't be so sure." said Carlo.
A moment later, the butler, played by a boy named Alan, came out from the back and rang a bell. "Dinner is serrrrved." he said in the haughtiest voice he could muster. Everyone matriculated to backstage, and the lights dimmed to almost nothing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eerie bluish lights came on, meant to convey the outdoors and moonlight. Mr. Noah Boddy and Mr. Charles Carlo came out, 'smoking' candy cigars.
"I'm telling you, Mr. Boddy, I just need a little more time." said Carlo.
"You're into me for fifty large, Mr. Carlo." said Boddy, his hand in his pocket and sticking his belly out, looking like he was very much in control. "You've had time, and my patience has run out. I want my money."
"I'll get it for you. Every dime." said Carlo, sounding desperate. "Just give me a week. One week."
"Two days." said Boddy, sounding ominous. "That's all you've got left. And then you can talk to some serious people, people who can be very... persuasive." They exited the stage.
A moment later the Daltons came out, seemingly whispering as they looked at the moon. Then Aldrich Adams came out. "I say, have either of you seen my wife?"
"I saw her inside, talking to Mr. Boddy." said Mrs. Dalton. "They were discussing one of the dinner recipes, and went to the kitchen to ask the chef about it."
"That cad!" shouted Aldrich Adams. "If he thinks he can made advances towards my wife, I will teach him an unforgettable lesson!" Adams stalked off.
"Too late." said Denny Dalton.
"How so?" asked Mrs. Dalton with a wicked grin and a gleam in her eye.
"Because I saw Mr. Boddy kissing Mrs. Adams under the mistletoe in the kitchen." said Mr. Dalton with his own conspiratorial look. "They've been having an affair under Aldrich's nose for years." They went back 'inside', and the lights dimmed.
Suddenly a shot rang out!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The new scene was a comfortable sitting room, with a fake fireplace between two lounge chairs. Carole's classmate Tyson was sitting in a shirt, tie, slacks and a dressing gown, 'smoking' a Meerschaum pipe, and Carole's BFF Marie was in the other chair, dressed in a shirt, tie, slacks, and a white doctor's coat.
Holmes peered at Watson, then said "No, Watson, it doesn't matter. I still have no use for Astronomy in my line of work, nor do you in yours. So why are you reading that book on tachyons?"
"Because it is my mother's line of work." said Marie, pointing out to her mother Stephanie sitting at our table. We all chuckled.
"Your mother is a very smart lady." said Tyson. "I'll leave the Astronomy... and the Nobel Prizes... to her. And I believe we are about to get some work for ourselves."
"How do you deduce that, Holmes?" Watson asked.
"Why, I hear a full stampede on our stairs." said Holmes. "That can only mean that Lestrade has a case. Why hello, Inspector Lestrade!"
Carole and Jameis had walked in. Carole was in civilian clothes, and had a very familiar-looking badge on its chain around her neck. Jameis was wearing a British constable's uniform, with some additions. A red braided shoulder cord was around his right shoulder, going under his armpit. A row of ribbons of grays, purples, silvers, and dark oranges were over one jacket pocket, and some metal discs over the other.
I recognized the accoutrements; they were from my Army ROTC uniform when I had been in School. The red shoulder cord had denoted me as a member of Trigon, the OPFOR group. The ribbons were ROTC ribbons, and the metal devices were the unit crests of Wildcat ROTC. Carole must've raided the box I'd kept those things in, I deduced.
"Ah, Holmes, Watson, I'm glad to have caught you at home." said Lestrade. "There's been a murder at the Boddy residence, and I know how you like unusual cases, so Constable Gregson and I thought we'd stop by on the way out there."
"We wouldn't miss it." said Watson. "Holmes is so bored, he's talking about Astronomy papers!" As the audience chuckled, Holmes got up and changed out of his dressing gown and into a more suitable sports jacket... and the trademark deerstalker hat.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The scene opened with a stove and a food prep table, meant to show this was a kitchen. Mr. Boddy was lying on the floor, a red stain on his white shirt in the center of the chest. Four CSIs were milling about, making tape measurements and taking photographs. And yes, Carole had asked the TCPD Crime Lab to loan the class the materials to mark the crime scene, and she had received.
"The gun was found in the punch bowl." said a technician, played by a kid named Mark. "Standard Smith & Wesson revolver. We'll check for prints on the cartridges, but we're not hopeful of getting anything. There's some powder burns around the edges of the hole in Mr. Boddy's shirt, so it looks like he was shot from a close distance, right in the chest. He didn't have a chance."
"Okay, thank you." said Lestrade. She looked over to see Sherlock Holmes leaning over the body, inspecting it with his big magnifying glass. "Anything, Mr. Holmes?"
"Yezzz." said Holmes. "The upper part of his collar is wet, as is his hair and face. As if someone threw a drink in his face. Perhaps that was done to blind him, and then the gunplay started. There's also some red lipstick on the handkerchief in his pocket, and you can see that slight smudge on his lips where he didn't get all of it. With my vast knowledge of shades of lipstick, I can see this particular shade is 'Wildcat Red'."



"That's simple, then." said Lestrade. "We'll check each woman here, and see who is wearing 'Wildcat Red' lipstick, or has it in her purse."
"I've observed them already. They're all wearing that shade of lipstick." said Holmes. "Apparently it's a popular shade during football season." There were some chuckles and some groans in the audience at that.
"No accounting for taste." said Constable Gregson with a grin, which drew some laughter and murmurs of agreement, including from the Mayor and Cindy. He then said "Inspector, I've assembled everyone in the drawing room, whenever you are ready to begin questioning them."
"Thank you." said Lestrade.
The lights faded, and when they returned, everyone was sitting on the stage area in chairs on one side. On the other side were three chairs.
"We are going to interview all of you." announced Lestrade. "And I will warn you that anything you say can and will be used against you in a Court of Law!" she added, showing the magnificent fair play of the British law.
Lestrade then added "And I already know who I want to interrogate first."
"Do you have a suspect already, Inspector Lestrade?" asked Holmes, looking and sounding very surprised.
"There is one man here who is at the top of my suspect list." Carole said loudly. "A man so diabolical, he makes his daughter do her homework and go to bed early!"
"OH, HOW AWFUL!" all the kids said in unison. The audience laughed.
And then Carole walked from the stage area out into the audience. She came right up to me, extended her little arm, and pointed right at me as she said loudly: "Where were you on the night of the Fifth?!"
"Uh, at the Policeman's Ball." I said, my arms extended outward in mock surrender.
"A likely story!" Carole said loudly, looking out over the audience. Then she looked at me again and said "Stay in Town! I'll be watching you!"
As she turned and stalked back onto the stage, the laughter in the audience turned to applause. I was laughing too, and out of the corner of my eye saw Sheriff Griswold at the next table, laughing it up, his mustaches twitching with great merriment.
"That wasn't in the script." Laura whispered to me.
"No, it was completely ad-libbed, though obviously planned with the class." I whispered in reply. "And very well done, I might add. They got me good."
"Carole should not be disrespecting her father in public like that." Laura said unhappily.
"Heh." I said. "With that sense of humor, she's going to be a great Police Officer one day." And that did nothing to improve my wife's mood. Couch time with Bowser in my future? I wondered...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
People were brought one by one to the side of the stage where the three chairs were. Sherlock Holmes, Inspector Lestrade, and the person being questions sat in the chairs. Constable Gregson and Dr. Watson watched over the others, occasionally talking amongst themselves.
The butler was interviewed first, and he said "All of the ladies were in the drawing room. Messieurs Adams, Beck, Carlo, and Dalton had been in the room, but had left at different times, and none of them were in the room when the shot was fired. Mr. Boddy had left the room after the other four gentlemen did."
The ladies were interviewed next, and confirmed that they were all in the room with the butler, and that all the men were not in the room at the time of the shot being fired. But Mrs. Dalton very quickly volunteered the information that Mr. Boddy and Mrs. Adams had been seen kissing under the mistletoe that night.
"One thing is for sure." said Lestrade. "The Butler didn't do it."
"Obviously, Inspector." said Holmes. "And unless one of the women pulled an amazing trick... or they're all in it together... we can eliminate them as suspects, as well. Let's talk to the four gentlemen, shall we?"
Mr. Bartholomew Beck was the first to be interviewed. "So you were Boddy's business partner?" asked Lestrade.
"Yes." said Beck. "I provided capital for some of his ventures, and advised him on some of them."
"Did Mr. Boddy owe you any money, beyond the venture capitalism?" asked Lestrade.
"No, nothing beyond the investments in his businesses. said Beck.
"Did anyone owe Mr. Boddy money?" asked Sherlock Holmes.
"Uh, I believe Mr. Dalton owed Mr. Boddy some money."
"Gambling debt?" asked Lestrade.
"No," said Beck. "It may have been over an Engineering company startup, which fell through when Mr. Adams failed his Engineering certification test. That left Dalton holding the bag."
"Where were you when the shot was fired??" asked Lestrade.
"I was in the bathroom." said Beck.
"Any idea who might have done this?" asked Holmes.
"If I had to guess, I'd say Mr. Carlo is the killer." said Beck. "He's a gambler, and audacious enough to do something like this."
Next was Mr. Aldrich Adams. "So you're an engineer?" Lestrade asked.
"Yes, I'm a Board-certified engineer now that I've passed the test." said Adams.
"You passed? You didn't fail the test?" Lestrade asked.
"Why, no." said Adams, looking surprised. "I passed the first time. You can check it out."
"We'll be sure to." said Lestrade. "So, did you owe Mr. Boddy any money?"
"No." said Adams. "I do believe Mr. Carlo owed Mr. Boddy a considerable sum of money, and Mr. Carlo was pressed on how he was going to pay it back."
"Mr. Adams," said Sherlock Holmes sternly, "was your wife Augusta having an affair with Mr. Boddy?"
"No!" said Adams hotly. "My wife is not like that! She wanted nothing to do with that dirtbag Noah Boddy!"
"So who do you think the killer might be?" asked Holmes.
"I think Mr. Dalton is the killer." said Adams. "He spoke to Boddy just before leaving the room."
Next came Mr. Dalton. "Oh yes, Mr. Boddy was definitely kissing Mrs. Adams under the mistletoe." he said in reply to Lestrade's first question. "In fact, it's well known that Mr. Boddy and Mrs. Adams are boyfriend and girlfriend, and she doesn't love her husband any more."
"Were you in business with Mr. Adams?" asked Lestrade.
"I was once." said Dalton. "I was an Engineer with him in his company, then left to start my own business."
"So who killed Mr. Boddy?" asked Lestrade. "You weren't in the room with the ladies when the shot was fired? Where were you?"
"I was getting a drink from the cabinet in the hallway." said Dalton. "I like that brand of Scotch better than the swill in the drawing room."
"And to answer your other question," Dalton continued. "I did not kill Boddy. Mr. Beck is the killer. He and Boddy were partners, and they were not getting along very well."
Last was Mr. Carlo. "Yes, I'm a professional gambler. And I made money and quite the decent living at it."
Lestrade asked "Did you owe Boddy any money?"
"No." said Carlo. "I did not owe him any money."
"What about Mr. Dalton?" asked Sherlock Holmes. "Did he owe Mr. Boddy money?"
"Not that I know of, but I'm not sure." said Mr. Carlo. "What I do know is that Dalton has been lying about working with Mr. Adams. Dalton is not an engineer of any kind, and did not work with Adams."
"So you think Dalton killed Boddy?" asked Holmes incisively.
"I have no idea." said Carlo. "All I know is that I did not kill Mr. Boddy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After a followup with Mrs. Adams, who broke into tears as she was forced to confess she had indeed been kissing Mr. Boddy under the mistletoe, Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson conferred privately with Lestrade and Constable Gregson.
"This has been all too easy to solve." said Holmes.
"Easy!" exclaimed Lestrade, and Carole did not need much effort to be scowling at that.
"Oh yes! Even the Iron Crowbar could figure this out in one reading." said Marie with a wicked grin. Carole made the two-finger sign at her eyes then at Marie, who returned the gesture. People in the audience chuckled, not realizing that that was ad-libbed between the two bestest buddies, just as Carole's interrogation of me earlier had been completely ad-libbed.
Meanwhile, Holmes had been pretending to writ on a couple of easels that were turned around backwards. He and Watson then turned the easels out to face the audience.
"What we do know," sai Holmes, "is that Mrs. Adams and Mr. Boddy were kissing, and likely had been getting together before."
Constable Gregson said "And I've confirmed that Mr. Adams did pass his Engineering exam."
"Therefore," said Holmes, "the deductions are simple. Each of our four suspects, Adams, Beck, Carlo, and Dalton, made these four statements. Each man made two true statements, and told two lies. Four by four." The boards read:
Mr. Aldrich Adams
I'm a Board certified Engineer after I passed the test.
Mr. Carlo owed Mr. Boddy money.
Mr. Dalton is the killer.
My wife Augusta was not having an affair with Mr. Boddy.
Mr. Bartholomew Beck
Mr. Dalton owed Mr. Boddy money.
Mr. Adams is not certified as an Engineer, he failed the test.
Yes, I was Boddy's business partner.
Mr. Carlo is the killer.
Mr. Charles Carlo
I'm a professional gambler.
Mr. Dalton is not an Engineer and never worked with Mr. Adams.
I did not kill Mr. Boddy.
No, I did not owe Mr. Boddy money.
Mr. Denny Dalton
Mr. Beck is the killer.
I was an Engineer with Mr. Adams.
Mr. Boddy was having an affair with Augusta Adams.
No, I did not kill Mr. Boddy.
Part 4 - Are You Not Entertained?
As Marie's piano was brought onto the stage area, Carole stepped up to the front and addressed us.
"You may come up and look at the boards during intermission." she said. "But before the break, since we are required to provide you with enter-tain-ment, we will dance to a song that means Christmas in every way!"
Have you ever wondered why 'Saturday Night Live' and variety/comedy specials always have a musical guest or band on? Steve Martin gave it away on one of his comedy specials years ago, saying that because they were required to provide entertainment, they had a musical guest. I guess it was required in case someone was not entertained by the comedy, and I have no idea who required it. But they always have musical numbers on those comedy/variety shows.
And who am I to argue when The Vince Guaraldi Trio's most Christmas-y of Christmas songs, Linus and Lucy from 'A Charlie Brown Christmas' is played? Marie began playing the instrumental on her piano, and all of the rest of the class that wasn't in the play poured out from the back and began dancing to it.
The audience was clapping along when Carole came into the audience. "Y'all dance!" she told me and Laura, then made her way to Sheriff Griswold and had him get up and dance with her. Tyson had gone out and found his mom, and had her dancing with him, then other kids came out and danced with their parents.
"Shall we dance?" I asked Laura. She did stand up with me, and we did a very easy portion of our old Tango routine. Edward and Stephanie Steele got up, as did others at the other tables, and we had a jolly good time.
After the very entertaining musical interlude, the kids all went behind the stage while the people at the tables began attempting to solve the mystery. I got up and went and got something to drink while my table pondered the mystery...
To be continued.
Dear Readers, I truly hope there is not more than one solution than the one I constructed. Can you figure out what my solution is? And determine who murdered Mr. Noah Boddy, in the kitchen, with the revolver?
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Part 5 - A Successful Arrest (The Solution)
The lights dimmed and brightened three times, and everyone went back to their seats. Ms. Ramirez came out and said "Did you enjoy our play, so far?" Everyone applauded.
"If you will turn in your cards with your table number and your answer to our students collecting them in the baskets, we'll tally them up and see who has won the giveaway for their charity." Ms. Ramirez said. Everyone turned in their cards, including our table. I did not let on that Teresa, Todd, and Edward Steele had come to the correct solution. But so had Sheriff Griswold's table.
"And now," said Ms. Ramirez, "the conclusion of 'Four By Four'." The lights dimmed, then brightened as Sherlock Holmes, Dr. Watson, Inspector Lestrade, and Constable Gregson came out.
"Here are the four suspects and their statements." said Holmes. "And I have marked which statements are true, and which are false."
Mr. Aldrich Adams
T - I'm a Board certified Engineer after I passed the test.
T - Mr. Carlo owed Mr. Boddy money.
F - Mr. Dalton is the killer.
F - My wife Augusta was not having an affair with Mr. Boddy
Mr. Bartholomew Beck
T - Yes, I was Boddy's business partner.
T - Mr. Carlo is the killer.
F - Mr. Dalton owed Mr. Boddy money.
F - Mr. Adams is not certified as an Engineer, he failed the test.
Mr. Charles Carlo
T - I'm a professional gambler.
T - Mr. Dalton is not an Engineer and never worked with Mr. Adams.
F - I did not kill Mr. Boddy.
F - No, I did not owe Mr. Boddy money.
Mr. Denny Dalton
T - Mr. Boddy was having an affair with Augusta Adams.
T - No, I did not kill Mr. Boddy.
F - Mr. Beck is the killer.
F - I was an Engineer with Mr. Adams.
"Constable Gregson," said Inspector Lestrade, "let's go make an arrest." The lights dimmed.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When the lights came back on, all the actors were in the drawing room, sitting in a semi-circle in chairs. I remembered that even the kids did not know who the killer was, and would be finding out with the rest of us. Each of the four suspects had practiced being the killer and being arrested.
"As you can see," said Sherlock Holmes, "given a few facts that we know to be true... that Mr. Adams did pass his engineering exam, that Mr. Boddy and Mrs. Adams were seen kissing under the mistletoe, and that Mr. Carlo did owe Mr. Boddy money, I was able to determine the killer's identity."
Holmes: "Certainly all of you had motives. Mr. Adams was very jealous of Mr. Boddy flirting with his wife, and if he had caught them kissing he'd be most very angry indeed. Mr. Beck was Mr. Boddy's business partner, and they could've fallen out over money. Mr. Carlo was heavily in debt to Mr. Boddy, and in a way that was about to become bad for Mr. Carlo's health. And Mr. Dalton had been playing a con game, saying he was Mr. Adams's engineering partner when he wasn't, and Boddy knew that."
Holmes: "And the personalities of our four suspects is easy to observe. Mr. Carlo is the audacious gambler. Not only did he have the biggest motive to act, he had the audacity to act, to make the dangerous move, and eliminate the danger to him even with others around."
Holmes: "And with my observations that each suspect told two truths and two lies, and the deductions arising from that, I have determined that you, Mr. Charles Carlo, murdered Mr. Boddy!"
"In the Kitchen, with the Revolver." said Inspector Lestrade. "Charles Carlo, I arrest you in the Queen's name."
"Curses!" shouted Mr. Carlo as Constable Gregson led him out the back door (to the backstage area).
"That's a wrap, Mr. Holmes." said Inspector Lestrade. "You can get back to your Astronomy studies now."
"I'll leave that, and the Nobel Prizes, to Dr. Watson and her mother." said Holmes. "There's an excellent late-night bar with good food on Baker Street. Why don't we get something to eat. Lestrade's treat." The four of them exited to the back of the stage, to applause.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The instrumental 'Linus and Lucy' began softly playing. The kids that had danced but not been part of the play came out and took their bows as the applause began. The Daltons and the Becks came out, then the Adamses and Mr. Carlo and his girlfriend. Parents stood and applauded their children and the rest of us sat and applauded for the time being.
Then Mr. Boddy and Constable Gregson came out and were applauded. And then Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson came out next and were applauded. Edward, Stephanie, and Selena Steele stood up and applauded Marie.
Then Tyson said loudly "The part of Lestrade was played by the author of our play. She wrote and directed this whole thing while our teachers sat back and twiddled their thumbs. Please give a huge round of applause to Carole Troy!"
As Carole came out, Tyson handed her a bouquet of flowers. Everyone applauded, and I barely beat Sheriff Griswold in being the first to rise and begin the long and well-deserved standing ovation.
Finally, the kids went back behind stage. A moment later a loud scream came from back there... the traditional response to a standing ovation, so I'm told.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We have three winners in our charity contest." announced Ms. Ramirez. "Mayor Allgood's table, Sheriff Griswold's table, and Commander Troy's table." Everyone applauded politely. "The tiebreaker was the Sheriff's table, who gave the correct true and false answers, but also noted Mr. Carlo's audaciousness as a gambler."
"So the first prize award will go to the Alzheimer's Research Foundation, in memory of Mrs. Antonio Griswold." Ms. Ramirez said. The audience applauded strongly. I could both see and feel the emotion in Sheriff Griswold at that moment...
Part 6 - Post-Production
We had a little post-production party at The Cabin. Cindy, Callie, and Maggie didn't attend, but Todd and Teresa came by, as did the Sheriff and the Steeles, including Selena. Marie would be spending the night with us, as would the Sheriff.
"Okay, Carole." I said loudly as some late dinner was being put on the serving table. "Go do your homework and get to bed early."
"Daddy, it's the weekend!" Carole protested.
"I'm just being 'Diabolical Dad'." I said with a grin.
"Har!" the Sheriff barked. "They got you good on that, Crowbar. That was funny!" Everyone agreed.
"Yes, it was." I said. "And everyone did very well the whole play. I'm looking forward to seeing that Nobel Prize awarded to Dr. Watson's mom, too."
"Realistically, what are the chances?" Laura asked.
"My paper on faster-than-light theories and the origins of the Universe are beginning to get some solid peer reviews." said Stephanie Steele. "Maybe not this coming year, but the next year it could be nominated for the Nobel Prize."
"And there is some talk about that already." Laura said. "Just a nomination would be tremendous."
"So are you guys ready for the Christmas Concert at the Hospital?" asked Edward Steele.
"Yes we are." said Teresa. "I've got a contract with the Hospital to rent the front porch and front lawn, so Harry Nance can't try to make some stupid ruling about it. And I've lined up some amazing groups to participate in it."
"Sounds like you're doing all the planning for it." said Stephanie.
"Yeah, I pretty much took the ball and ran with it." Teresa said. "And it keeps me from being chained to my desk on Restricted Duty all Christmas season."
"Yeah, I think we're past that." I said. "And Teresa's doing a wonderful job with the concert. The Cancer Kids are beside themselves with excitement."
"So is the Town." said Edward Steele...
Part 6 - Epilogue
It was late, and the Steeles had left, followed by Todd and Teresa. When I said to two outstanding dogs "Do you need to go out?", they demonstrated faster-than-light speed by 'magically' appearing at the door.
"Can I go with you, Daddy?" Carole asked.
"Yes, get your coat and let's go." I replied. A moment later we were sitting on the metal-mesh loveseat, looking out over the twinkling lights of the Town.
"There's the train, Daddy." Carole said, pointing at the headlight of the train coming out of the western horizon. We watched as it took the curve and headed south, then heard the wail of its horn on the wind.
"You did very well, Fussbudget." I said. "That play was well-written for someone of any age, much less a third-grader."
"Some of the kids didn't know what an 'affair' was." Carole said. "I had to make it kissing under the mistletoe so they'd understand."
"Works for me." I said. "And how do you know about affairs?"
"From watching 'Days of Promise' on TV." Carole replied. "And some of Mommy's papers she wrote for publi... publi... cation."
"And where did you see those?" I asked.
"On your computer." Carole admitted. "I was looking for some of your old cases to get ideas, and saw Mommy's stuff, too."
Seven years old, I marveled to myself. "You should ask permission to get into that stuff." I said.
"I would have," Carole replied, "but I wanted to write my story without any help, so I could fool you." Then she said forlornly "But you can't be fooled."
"Well, in the real world and real criminal cases, I certainly hope not." I said. "But don't stop trying. And in the effort, you wrote an amazing play. And I'll bet you learned a lot, too."
"Yes sir." said Carole. "Is it like chess games? You always say you don't lose; you either win or you learn something."
"That's true." I said. "And I always seem to learn a lot when Timmy Austin beats me down silly. But it's a good analogy. And you still need to get permission to get on my computer, okay?"
"Yes sirrrr." Carole said, a bit grumpily.
At that moment the dogs came running back from doing their business. "Why don't you take the dogs in, and get ready for bed. It really is past your bedtime, even on a weekend night."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said, hugging me then hopping off the metal mesh loveseat. "Nite Daddy. I love you!"
"I love you, too." I said. As girl and dogs went into the house, I looked out over my Town, seeing and enjoying the sparkling lights of Christmas adding to the others.
They say there are three disciplines in which there are child prodigies, all rooted in numbers: music, mathematics, and chess. And child prodigies were always boys; never were girls considered to be capable of being prodigies.
But I had a prodigy on my hands, and she was a girl. Like Stephanie Steele's theories, Carole was ahead of her time and age; she was exceeding the speed of light, and it was wonderful to see.
And unlike backward-thinking teachers like Mrs. Wayne, that seemed to hold back greatness as well as keep black children down and from reaching their potential, I knew I had the duty as well as the privilege of helping Carole reach her full, tremendous potential... even if it meant sleeping on the couch with Bowser.
The Greatness was on the way. And as I watched the last railcars of the train pass through, I resolved to make sure that there was clear track ahead to usher it in...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, December 18th, from the Anchor Desk at the KXTC studios. "More legal problems for the University and its embattled President!"
After the hard charging intro music, Bettina began: "University President Sidney P. Wellman is coming under continued fire from all sides, and calls for his resignation or dismissal are increasing in volume and intensity. Student groups are outraged that the University Ethics Board refuses to take action, especially after University Trustee Harold S. Truelove said that there will be no meeting of the Ethics Board until January."
Bettina: "The respected Head of the Political Science Department, Dr. Lionel Carmela, has told Channel Two News that he intends to amend his ethics complaint against Dr. Wellman to include new information that has come out. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing reporter Pat Stellum interviewing Carmela, and Carmela saying "The new information about Wellman and his wife is so disgusting that it will make Donald Troy and his wife Laura Fredricson's sexual deviancies look tame in comparison. Why the Ethics Board refuses to convene when the reputation of the University is being actively destroyed is beyond my comprehension."
Back to Bettina live: "Several tenured professors, whose lawsuits to force the Ethics Board to take fast action were wrongfully dismissed by hardcore conservative Judge Rodney K. Watts, have called upon the University Faculty and Trustees to boycott the University President's Christmas reception, scheduled to take place tomorrow night. This is in addition to calls for donors to withhold donations to the School until the Ethics Board not only convenes, but acts to remove Dr. Wellman as University President. And now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum with another University-related story. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the fat-cheeked, fat-lipped Stellum, wearing a stereotypical Press hat and an ill-fitting trenchcoat. "The Social Justice group Citizens for Secular Atheism filed a lawsuit against University Hospital, just as they successfully did last year, attempting to force the cancellation of the Hospital's planned Christmas Concert. Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance ruled to enjoin the Hospital from having the concert on its grounds."
Stellum: "However, senior Judge Patrick R. Folsom removed Judge Nance from the case, saying that he'd already ordered that Judge Nance could take no new cases since Judge Nance was defeated for re-election to his seat in November. Judge Nance then gave the case to ultra-Conservative Judge Rodney K. Watts."
Stellum: "Judge Watts summarily ruled that the Hospital had rented out the grounds to a private group, called The Guardians Group, and that the Guardians Group could hold a Christmas Concert if they so chose. Last year, that same 'Guardians Group' contracted with the Town & County to host what was called a 'First Amendment Rally' on Christmas Eve night." (Author's note: 'Christmas In The County'.)
Stellum: "But Judge Nance sued Judge Folsom, citing that the case was a continuation of the illegally-held concert last year, and that Folsom did not have the right to unilaterally take the case away from him, Nance, and reassign it. Judge Nance also stated in his suit that the concert was still a religious exercise on State property, and a violation of the separation of Church and State, and asked that the Appellate Court enjoin the Hospital and the Guardians Group from holding the concert."
Stellum: "The Appellate Court refused to issue the stay, and said that the private group had a binding contract and could hold a concert if they wanted to. They did agree to hear arguments over Judge Folsom's right to overturn Judge Nance's ruling... but that won't be heard until late Winter or early Spring next year. Judge Nance also made this public statement. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Judge Harry R. Nance, his face a mask of ugly hatred, practically shouting: "I call upon the State Patrol as well as Federal Marshals to enforce the Constitution and my ruling by forcibly stopping the illegal Christian concert at the Hospital if they attempt to break the law and have it. And I call upon good citizens to also protest and even actively stop the concert from taking place! Filthy Christians cannot be allowed to flout the law! And if they try, they need to be forcibly stopped by the Government with as much force as is needed to teach those filthy Christians and unforgettable lesson!"
Back to Stellum live: "Asked for comment, highly respected Professor Lionel Carmela said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Carmela saying "It is an abomination, a disgrace, that biased, openly Conservative judges are allowed to run roughshod over the First Amendment of the Constitution and allow a completely illegal Christian concert on public State grounds. I call upon students and anyone who is outraged by this threat to our Democracy to actively and vigorously protest this illegal Christian concert."
Stellum: "Are you calling upon people to disrupt the concert, sir?"
Carmela: "I'm calling upon people who are tired of White Nationalists like Donald Troy and his corrupt enablers in the Courts to peacefully protest against filthy religious exercises on Government property..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"God damn Carmela." spat Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle bitterly as she, Sheriff Griswold, Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Police Commander Donald Troy (that'd be me), and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room as we watched the broadcast.
Teresa added: "Now I've got to plan much tighter security and also have Officers working that otherwise would have the time off to enjoy the concert with their families."
"Before you do," I replied, "let's talk about it." Teresa nodded.
"I'm sur-prizzzzed that Judge Fol-smmm overruled Nance so stronglyyyy." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"That's because Folsom is up for re-election in two years, sir." I said.
Tanya said: "And he saw what happened last year, both legally and actually. Binding contract, private group, ten thousand people attending your 'First Amendment Rally', Don. By the way, just who is this 'Guardians Group'?"
"Ohhhhh," I said with a grin, "they're just an LLC, a legally incorporated entity that meets once a year on the back deck of The Cabin. By sheer coincidence, I'm sure, I'm the CEO and President of that group."
"Ahhhh, so you're the one that contracted with the Hospital?" Tanya asked with her cherubic but wicked grin.
"Noooooo." I said, shaking my head vigorously. "It was me last year. But somehow, the CEO and President named a COO and Vice President to the Officers on the documents of incorporation. She happens to be on the Hospital Board, too... when she's not on Desk Duty during the Christmas season."
"Guilty." Teresa said when the others looked at her. "I signed the contract with Seth Warner. And it really is going to be much more than just a Christian Concert. I've got a few surprises lined up."
"So, Crowbar," growled Our Sheriff, "you going to the Wellmans's reception tomorrow night?"
"Absolutely." I said. "Both Laura and I are eager to spit in Carmela's face by showing up. Edward and Stephanie Steele will be going, also."
"As will Todd and me." Teresa said. "And Mr. Truelove and Mrs. Myrtle James will be there."
"So they're not responding to Carmela's call for a boycott?" said Tanya hopefully.
"I wouldn't say that." I said. "According to my secret source, who I sleep with every night, there are three factions among the Faculty: the pro-Wellman group; the anti-Wellman group, a.k.a. the Haters; and the group in the middle."
Me: "Some of those in the third group don't like Wellman but were scared to show that before now. Some of them don't dislike Wellman, but they're scared shitless of being 'canceled' by Carmela and his group of Haters. So a lot of them are sending regrets instead of attending the reception."
Me: "But worse, a lot of donors and boosters have been invited to the reception in the past, and some would come in from out of Town and spend a night so they could attend. But with the allegations against Dr. Wellman, the vast majority of them are also staying away. I've heard that many of them were 'warned' by Carmela's people that their businesses would be targeted if they showed support for Dr. Wellman, and like the scared Establishment rabbits they are, they're capitulating to him."
"I heard that, too." growled the Sheriff. "They've been calling Governor Jared, expressing their concerns about the potential damage Wellman is doing to the University's reputation.
"If Cindy were here," Teresa said cattily, "I'd ask 'What reputation?', just to get her riled up." I noticed Tanya scowl a bit at that, but with Teresa behind her as they faced the television monitor, Teresa didn't see it.
"Well," I said, "it's getting bad, and is only going to get worse. Carmela's out for Wellman's blood after Wellman helped Laura when Carmela went after her. And that bastard is absolutely relentless. He literally considers it to be jihad against anyone not in jackbooted lockstep with his Totalitarian views. Anyone who shows up at the reception is likely to also be targeted."
Tanya said "It's hard to believe that free enterprise businesses would be scared of Carmela, or kowtow to him in any way."
Teresa said "Are you kidding? How many businesses are embracing the pure fraud that is Climate Change, and tripping over each other to be the most 'green'? Just watch their commercials on TV, and you'll see what I'm saying."
I said "I'll give you an even better example: the National Football League. Remember how just a few years ago they were all about Patriotism and supporting the Military and all that? Now? It's all about race with them. A player wears socks showing Police as Pigs because he was about to get cut because he wasn't good enough to stay on a team, and the NFL suddenly supports kneeling during the National Anthem, which is just pure disrespect for America. Then they go out and play the so-called 'Black National Anthem', another insult to America, and the one and only National Anthem we truly have. And one player, who graduated from West Point, was vilified for not kneeling, and for going out and showing respect during that real National Anthem."
I continued: "Just looked at the NFL Network. Nothing but race, all day every day. And worst of all: the NFL gave money to Black Lives Matter, which turned around and used that money to lobby for defunding the Police."
"Strong letter to fol-lowwwww." drawled the Chief, which had become the catch phrase to suggest moving past the political discussions I was not amused, and my look at the Chief conveyed that.
"If you'll excuse us, Chief, Sheriff," I said, "Commander Croyle and I have security matters to discuss." The Chief's look at me matched mine at him.
"Go ahead, Crowbar, Iron Wolf." growled Griswold. "Let me know if I can 'help' with those arrangements." I knew what he was really saying with those words...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're right about the NFL." Teresa said as we sat down in my office. "They've totally sold out to political correctness interests, and that's putting it as mildly and nicely as I possibly can. But was the Chief upset about you bringing that up? Or was he just trying to shut down the political talk before you got really upset, and got on a roll?"
I said "I don't know. If he doesn't want me to talk politics, maybe we shouldn't watch Bettina's propaganda-cast."
Teresa said "Exactly. Why does he think we have the coffee klatch? For the coffee?"
I chuckled. "Testify, sister. And if I'm going to get on a real rant, it'll probably be about Carmela. Now he's saying that judges that make rulings based upon the Constitution instead of Nance's activist, hate-filled, Leftist agenda are (air quotes) 'openly Conservative' and 'biased'. Openly attacking the judicial system, and KXTC is giving him the air time to do it."
Teresa said "I think they're bitterly angry, and are lashing out with the rhetoric, because we found a way to beat them with the contracts with the private groups. They tend to get shrill and start the namecalling when they get punched in the mouth like that, legally speaking. But what do you think about Carmela's continued attacks on Dr. Wellman... and now his wife?"
I said "Keep this between us, but Laura told me that Carmela is planning to attack Dr. Wellman and his wife before the Ethics Board for having an open marriage. Not that uncommon in this Town & County, and not much of a secret that the Wellman's have such a marriage, but Carmela will stop at nothing to get Wellman out, and he'll just keep ratcheting it up until he gets his way."
I then reached for my 'ink pen' and turned on the anti-bugging device, and said "As you know, Carmela did that with me and Laura. He kept ratcheting it up until he crossed the line and put out a murder contract on Carole. And now I see him doing the same thing with the Wellmans... getting to the point of 'taking it to the mattresses', so to speak."
"Not saying I'm recommending this," Teresa said, "but how long before someone does take Carmela out, as in completely?"
I just shook my head; even with the bug killer on I was not going to answer that out loud. Instead I shut off the bug-killer and said "Are you and Todd going to the Wellmans's reception tomorrow night?"
"Wouldn't miss it." Teresa said. "Todd is especially eager to go. My only question is if you're wearing your uniform, and just how 'gussied up' you'll be."
"Hmmm...." I said, thinking about it. Then I said: "I normally just wear a suit and tie when I go to academic functions with Laura. While I often like to be direct and confrontational, in this case, with the issues surrounding Dr. Wellman unresolved, I'm not going to stir the pot. Okay, let's talk Concert security..."
Part 2 - A Cool Reception
7:30pm, Saturday, December 19th. We went in a convoy to the University President's home. I always remembered the wonderfully manicured back lawn, but since it was cold we would remain indoors.
We parked in the lot next to the President's Home, a lot that was used by Faculty during the day, and appeared to be separated from the Home by a chest-high hedge. As I opened the shotgun-side door for Laura, I looked around the parking lot, scanning for threats as I always did. I had noticed some young people near the entrance to the parking lot, and recognized a couple of them as student reporters for the University newspaper, The Silver Sentinel. But two of those students I did not recognize, and they appeared to be taking interest in the cars that were arriving.
"Mr. and Mrs. Seth Warner." announced the butler, an older man in a very 'old school' suit. He was not really a butler, but hired to be the announcer. Seth and Joanne Warner had arrived just before us.
"Mr. and Mrs. Todd Burke." announced the butler. Todd and Teresa walked in, Todd in a well-fitting suit with a Rolex watch and a Bulldog blue tie, and Teresa in her 'little black dress' that clung to her body and showed off her hourglass shape perfectly. Her black high heel pumps shaped her legs and ass, and showed the world why Todd married her. Teresa is not one for jewelry, settling for a beautiful pearl necklace and matching earrings. I figured I did not want to know how much that necklace cost.
"Commander and Mrs. Donald Troy." announced the butler as Laura and I came up I was in my black suit that could be worn as a tuxedo. It had thin armor sewn into it, making my broad shoulders look that much more broad. I was wearing a Wildcat red silk tie with a matching red handkerchief in the pocket... and my holstered service weapon was in the small of my back.
Laura was wearing an expensive-looking (and expensive) black dress that showed off her magnificent figure. The dress went down to her ankles with a slit to show off her shapely legs and elegant feet in high heel black pumps. The dress had one strap over her right shoulder, leaving her left shoulder and arm bare. She was wearing diamond earrings, a diamond necklace, and on her left wrist was the diamond tennis bracelet I'd recently given her. The necklace on her bare arm and shoulder gave her the most feminine of aspects: the look of being chained.
It was ostentatious, and Laura had told me she liked to dress up like that at the academic functions "to put those nasty bitches there in their place." In that, she would succeed admirably.
"Councilman and Mrs. Edward Steele." said the butler as Edward and Stephanie Steele came in behind us. Edward was in his best suit, with a Bulldog blue tie. Stephanie was wearing a dress with Christmas holly imprinted on it in a dazzling display of reds, greens, and yellows.
"Oh my God." I gasped when I saw the Wellmans, who were receiving guests in the line ahead of us. University President Sidney P. Wellman normally looked vigorous and healthy, his white hair accenting his seemingly sinister smile and bright eyes. I was shocked at how he looked now: he was gaunt, having lost a lot of weight, and his face was almost a caricature, the sinister smile giving his face and head the appearance of a skull.
His wife Sally was also showing the signs of tremendous stress. She was an attractive late-middle-aged woman, but now she looked exhausted and old, and she looked like she had also lost an unhealthy amount of weight.
Still, she was the perfect hostess, as she always was. She said to Laura "I'm so sorry we couldn't make it to your daughter's play. I heard it was a smashing success." Laura replied that it was, and that the children had performed well.
Dr. Wellman's handshake with me was still firm and vigorous, and he said "I hope to have a few private words with you before you leave tonight." I said I would be glad to.
Laura took a glass of champagne, but I declined. I was driving, and I also had a sense that I needed to keep a clear head on this night. I looked around the large room and observed the people in it. Usually receptions like these were very well attended by Faculty and employees as well as State-level political personages, and the room was full of people moving about and mingling. But on this evening, the room seemed almost empty, and people were clustering in groups, barely chatting at all.
Laura said "Either we are really early, or a lot of people have decided not to attend."
I said "I suspect the latter. Only about half the number of people that normally attend. Is Carmela really that influential, that his call to boycott the reception would be honored by so many people?"
Laura replied "It's hard to say if it's just Carmela. As you know, darling, like you, Sidney Wellman values loyalty very highly. But you inspire loyalty. Wellman demands it, and that's a huge difference. And Sidney has ruled by fear and near-force that you don't have to use with the Police Force."



Laura: "A number of Faculty have been looking forward to the day when he retires, and this cloud Carmela has created over his head is giving them the excuse they need to show that any loyalty to him is now an empty façade. In some ways... this is Sidney having reaped what he has sown." I nodded thoughtfully.
Laura: "Having said that... you're right about Carmela. The influence of his political ideas has been very well received on the Nation's college campuses, and is growing stronger and stronger all the time."
I said: "Ayn Rand, author of Atlas Shrugged wrote that the Bolshevik Revolution that created the Soviet Union was seeded on the college campuses by Socialist professors and 'radicalized' students."
Laura said "Yes. And that is happening in America now. Once-revered colleges on both coasts, from the Ivy League in the east to California's leading schools out west, are already completely gone, and work tirelessly to stamp out any ideas not in jackbooted lockstep with their radically Socialist views. And their philosophy is now infecting Schools in the American Heartland, 'flyover country' as some call it."
Just then, Edward and Stephanie Steele came up to us. "Can you believe this?" Stephanie said to Laura. "It feels more like a wake at the funeral home than a Christmas reception------"
"Mayor and Mrs. Daniel Allgood." the butler announced. We looked over at the couple coming into the room. Daniel Allgood was wearing a black suit with a Christmas tie in a pattern and colors very similar to Stephanie's dress. He looked like Clark Kent about to bust out into the Superman costume underneath. I happened to know that some of that was due to the light armor Daniel always wore.
And on his arm was a vision of loveliness. Melina was wearing a black dress with straps over both shoulders that clung to her magnificent body in the very best possible way. The sheer black stockings and black high-heel pumps shaped her legs to seemingly sculptured perfection.
They walked in as if they owned the room and got into the short line to greet the Wellmans. I glanced around and sensed as well as saw the resentment, bordering on hatred, from the academics in the room: universal loathing for the Republican Mayor that had not allowed a black man to steal his election victory, sheer jealousy of him that he had such a lovely wife, and hatred by the other women of Melina... simply because they were not her.
Hostess Sally Wellman had asked whom she should present to the Allgoods, and Melina quickly said she would greet her sister first. The Allgoods made their way over to us.
"Not exactly a rocking Christmas celebration, is it?" Melina said after we all exchanged hellos.
"We were just noticing that." I said. "Laura, what is your expert medical opinion on the Wellmans? He looked bad in October, when I saw him last. He looks worse now." (Author's note: 'Consent of the Governed', Ch. 03-04.)
"Yes." said Laura. "Carmela is killing him. Literally. Sidney may survive the Ethics Board, but Carmela will get what he wants anyway... if Sidney dies."
Todd Burke said "Uncle Don, should we be worried that Mrs. Myrtle James and Mr. Harold Truelove canceled at the last minute, and are not here?"
"Uh... yes." I said, shocked at that news. "That... is not good."
And then I must admit that I was surprised to hear "State Senators Jimmy Cerone and Katherine Woodburn." And indeed, Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone walked in, wearing a tuxedo, which was just a wee bit overkill for this occasion. But who am I to tell the Southport 'Boss of Bosses' Emeritus he can't wear a tux?
With him was Katherine Woodburn, looking pretty damn hot in a gold-trimmed black dress that matched her dirty blonde hair very well, with a slit that showed off her lovely legs, and matching high heels.
"Oh, we just have to speak to them." I said to Laura. So we went over and Mrs. Wellman made her presentations.
"Ah, Dr. Fredricson." said Cerone with excellent manners and decorum. "I so rarely get to see you that it is a treat every time I do. I hope you are doing very well."
"Thank you, Senator." said Laura. "And I hope you're doing well, also. And you as well, Senator Woodburn."
"Thank you, Doctor." said Katherine. "I was wondering if I could speak to you about the University Hospital's needs from the State Legislature."
Laura replied "Why, Hospital Administrator Warner is here. I'll take you to him. Excuse us, gentlemen." The women walked away, with both women having accomplished their real goal: getting me alone-time with the most powerful Democrat politician in the State.
"Lovely lady, your wife. You definitely outpunted your coverage, Commander." said Cerone, meaning it as a compliment to Laura.
"Thank you, sir, and you didn't do so badly with your date tonight, either." I replied. "May I ask why you chose to attend this particular party, when politicians of both Parties are having events tonight?"
"For exactly that reason, Commander." Cerone said with a grin. "I don't really like consorting with my fellow politicians any more than you like the Press. Katherine and I came here to judge the situation concerning Dr. Wellman, as well as to gauge the needs of the University this Legislative session."
"You've gotta pass a Budget, and no two ways about that." I said. "What are the realistic chances of that?"
Cerone said "There will be a lot of posturing, a lot of threats, and a lot of useless noise by a Media that is praying for chaos and disaster. And when all has been said and done, more will be said than done. But something will pass, even if it's the equivalent of a 'continuing resolution'."
"And you have other issues, as well." I said. "I am believing the rumors I'm hearing of separating our Town from our County, and merging our County with Nextdoor County and Coltrane County. Perhaps that is also a reason for your fact-finding mission tonight?"
Cerone laughed heartily. "As they say, and rightly, not much gets past you. Yezzz, that is something being discussed, though I personally have no interest in that. I personally think it's too big a task to get done in three months, and ultimately nothing will happen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Usually one of two things happens at receptions like these, and sometimes both sequentially: either I would follow Laura around and let her introduce me and show me off to her fellow persons of Academia that she despises, or I would hang out mostly with other non-Academicians like Edward Steele, Teresa, and the Mayor, the Sheriff, and whoever else might be in attendance.
However, on this occasion the normal rules weren't in force. Most of the academic types, like Dr. Clarence P. Chase of the Law School and Dr. Lawrence Woodrow of the Criminal Justice Department, were already well known to me, and me to them. Their presence here was a show of support for Dr. Wellman and against Lionel Carmela. Those that had filed the ethic complaints and/or had sued Wellman had not been invited, leaving a rare few that were far-Leftist and despised Laura and me, but had still come to the reception.
Daniel and Melina had found respite in talking to Seth and Joanne Warner, as Melina and Joanne were close friends and hunting buddies. Todd and Teresa had been corralled by our two esteemed State Senators, and I amusedly noticed Todd pouring on the charm with Katherine while Cerone talked to Teresa, who was wisely listening and learning.
"Why did Dr. Yolanda Yates of the English Department come?" asked Stephanie Steele as she, Edward, Laura, and I talked amongst ourselves.
"Her husband is on Staff at the Hospital, and he's here with her." Laura said.
I said "I suspect there may be another reason that she's here, and Dr. Sonnmore of the Performing Arts Department, as well. They're moles, spies. They'll be reporting back to Carmela on who dared to attend tonight." (Author's note: 'The Knave of Jacks', Ch. 01, 03; for the previous mentions of Dr. Sonnmore.)
"That's just crazy." Laura said, then corrected the record: "I don't mean you saying it, but that Carmela would do something like that."
"Hear me now and believe me later." I replied. "Carmela is that dirty, and he is playing for keeps. He's trying to turn this School into a far-Leftwing California-style Institution of propaganda and promotion of Leftist ideology, and it is all out war for the soul of the School and the Nation, and the future of the students that attend here. He's making his list and checking it twice, and if he can get Wellman out and someone like himself in, then it's going to get ugly in 'Woke Cancel Culture' land."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura decided that it was a good time to make the rounds, so I went with her and we greeted others. At one point, Laura was slightly led away by the wife of Dr. Ross Andrews of the Journalism School. Andrews was youngish, tall, slender, with black hair and a chiseled face, and he also had a trait common to journalists and Journalism professors alike: a sneering look of arrogant superiority.
"You're a Journalism School professor?" I asked, which startled Andrews, as he had not been introduced to me as such.
"What, do you memorize the names of all the University Faculty?" he asked sharply.
I just shrugged, then said "And I make observations and deductions from time to time. You're an open book."
Most people would ask what gave them away, but Andrews only said: "Tell me, Commander, what would you do if you were being investigated for criminal and ethical violations, and accusations were made that you were in an open marriage and you and your wife slept around with University students?"
I knew he was insinuating what the Wellmans were being accused of. And I knew that Andrews was a relatively new hire, having been brought on during the previous summer. Yes, I had been keeping up with hires at the University, and knew that Lionel Carmela was behind Andrews's hiring.
"I can't speak for sleeping with University students," I replied, "but I would likely do exactly what I did do when I was falsely accused of criminal and ethical improprieties, and when my wife and I readily admitted to having an open marriage ourselves after Press reporters called my daughter filthy racist names."
Andrews was shocked at my answer. "Okay then... what did you do?"
I said "Why, I just applied the 'Duke of Wellington' approach. When he was blackmailed, he said 'Publish, and be damned!'. My wife and I certainly don't need the sanction of others to make our own choices and decisions, I'll certainly defend my children and will never deny them, and if one is going to accuse me of a crime, one had better have rock-solid proof. I do fight back, and hard."
"So what will Wellman do?" said Andrews. "You may can stand up to public scorn, but he represents this University... and is deeply staining it right now. And it's only going to get worse for him... and his wife."
"Oh really?" I said, peering hard at Andrews. "President Wellman will do what he thinks is best. In the meantime, those casting aspersions against him should be careful... things like that tend to boomerang back upon those casting the aspersions."
Just then Teresa Croyle walked up. "Sir, do you have a moment?" she asked. Her calling me 'sir' was my first clue that there was trouble brewing. I excused myself and we went off to one side.
Teresa said "We have two TCPD Officers near the parking lot because you, me, and our families are here in what the Sheriff calls 'hostile territory'. One of them just texted and said there are four loiterers in the parking lot, and a couple of them are writing down the car tags of everyone there."
"Let's go check that out." I said. I went over to the Warners and said "Joanne, you're with us." Joanne immediately followed me, and we could feel the eyes on us as we walked to a side door and exited. We went out and around to the sidewalk. As we approached the parking lot entrance, we saw a college-age man and woman there.
"Who are you?" I asked authoritatively.
"Who wants to know?" the young man said rather rudely.
Teresa, Joanne, and I displayed our badges, and I said "We're the Police. Now it's your turn, and that is not just a request."
They got the message. "I'm Hayden Avluv with The Silver Sentinel, the University student newspaper, and this is Veronica Hayes, also with the Sentinel." said Hayden Avluv. "We're covering the reception for the paper."
"Then why aren't you inside covering it?" I asked.
"We're not allowed inside." said Veronica Hayes. "We're hoping to get comments from people as they leave. Would you care to give us a comment, Commander Troy?"
"Not at the moment.... who are those people in the parking lot? They with you?" I asked, pointing to two people about two-thirds of the way down the parking lot, who were attired in jeans, sneakers, and hoodies over their heads. And writing down car tag numbers.
"No, they're not with us." said Avluv. "But they're not doing anything illegal, are they?"
"Trespassing, for openers." I said "Come on, ladies, let's check them out." We began walking rapidly towards the two. When they saw us, one of them barked something I didn't quite catch, and both of them took off in a dead run to the back of the lot.
"STOP!" yelled Teresa. She was about to take off after them, but I grabbed her arm.
"No, don't." I said, loudly enough to stop Joanne, too.
"Sir?" Teresa said skeptically.
"I think there's more of them back there" I said, sensing it more than actually seeing anything in the dark. "If we chase them, we may run straight into an ambush."
"Joanne," I said as I reached behind me and drew my service weapon from its holster in the small of my back, "you got your cellphone?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said.
"Call in to TCPD Headquarters." I said. "I need four Uniforms in the parking lot, and vehicle patrols to the north of the President's Home. Tell them plainclothes Officers are on the scene, and give them the descriptions of those slugs in jeans, sneakers, and hoodies."
We had been walking towards the back of the parking lot as I'd talked. Teresa had stopped by her vehicle and gotten her service weapon. We went to the gap in the hedge where the perps had run into, and through it in a manner of clearing a building. On the other side of the hedge was another building. And not a living person in sight.
"You were right, sir." said Joanne, using the light on her cellphone to look around. "Several sets of footprints. They may have been waiting for us to run through there."
"I didn't hear any cars start up." Teresa said. "And there's one of our Patrol cruisers." She pointed at the TCPD vehicle coming up the road from Town. "Maybe we'll get lucky and snag someone."
"Yes," I replied, "but it'll be like a dog chasing a car. What are we going to do if and when we actually catch the car?"
Alas, despite the speed and efficiency of our Officers and patrols, the perps got away.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do you think that was about?" Laura said when we got back and reported on what had happened to Dr. Wellman and the Allgoods in Dr. Wellman's little study, where he often held private conversations.
"I think they were getting the car tags of everyone in the parking lot." I replied. "And I think that information will get back into Lionel Carmela's filthy hands."
"Were those two Silver Sentinel reporters involved?" asked Dr. Wellman.
"I don't know, sir." I said. "They were pretty happy about having a story of Police Officers chasing perps down the parking lot. If they were involved, they'll get away with it; there's nothing we can do about them."
Dr. Wellman said "Thank you, everyone. Commander, can you stay a moment?" Everyone else left, leaving me alone with the University President. We sat down in the chairs separated only by a small table.
Wellman said "You're already the stuff of legend as a Detective, so I won't pretend you haven't noticed the changes in both me and my wife. She sees what this is doing to me, and it's taking it toll on her."
I nodded. "It can't be easy. And now I understand that Carmela is threatening to smear your wife's name as well as yours?"
Wellman nodded, and said "I really thought I could weather this, the way you and Laura weathered that bastard Carmela's attacks on you both. And it's been hard enough on Sally, having to watch the attacks on me. But now he's going after her, too. Her friends, or who she thought were friends, don't speak to her anymore; they treat her as if she were diseased, like a leper. And the worst of it is... I just don't know what to do. None of the normal rules apply with that filthy son of a bitch."
I said "You do not have to endure the unendurable, Dr. Wellman. You've devoted nearly half a century to this University. If it's time to retire and go, then consider doing that."
Wellman said "Let me ask you this, Don. I suspect that you will leave the TCPD years in the future, as its Police Chief. And maybe you'll follow Griswold as our County Sheriff for even longer. What if you reach that point, and someone wants to force you to leave in disgrace? Oh, I know, they've already tried. But the point is that I suspect you wouldn't want to resign or retire in disgrace, with your reputation in tatters."
Wellman: "And that's how I feel now. Yes, I could walk away, but all those decades of work I've done for this University would be for nothing. I would forever be remembered as having left under a cloud of shame and suspicion, and that I'd sullied the University's reputation in leaving. I can't even take my own life; the stain... the shame... would remain upon the School"
I said "I understand. And back to your example: I'd stay and fight. I'd leave on my terms, unless I was defeated in an election for Sheriff, of course."
"I've already tried that." Wellman admitted, shocking me; this was new information. "I've had intermediaries, people of influence that also love this University and want to preserve it's reputation, approach Carmela's people to work out something. They made it clear: they are not interested in any deals. They don't just want me gone, they want me gone in the most humiliating way possible. They don't even want to just see me dead. They want to see me broken first. There is no compromise with Carmela. He just wants to watch me burn, even if there is nothing in it for him."
"I agree." I said. "Carmela is that insidious, and then some. There is only one thing he understands, and that is superior power to his own. He considers his life to be expendable in the cause of bringing Socialist Totalitarianism to this country, and through the indoctrination of our students in Universities and Colleges. So... is there anything, anything at all, that you have on him that could possibly make him back off?"
"Noooo, nothing at all." Wellman said. "And it hasn't been for a lack of trying. Even Laura has been unable to get anything on him; he's as slippery as an eel, and has his own electric shock to match. There was a time when exposing his Socialism would've been enough to bring him down, or at least neutralize him. But now, with the Faculties of so many Universities as Leftist as he is, and... as you well know... with the Press so firmly entrenched on his side and against the best interests of this Nation, that exposure will lead to nothing."
Wellman: "I was hoping that the FBI investigation that was opened when he went for you and Laura recently would be enough." (Author's note: 'Consent of the Governed', among other places.) "But they can't pin the Press getting those Wargrave files on Carmela. And while I maintain that I did nothing illegal, the bastards Carmela, Camp, and Rivera are saying that anything I did to bring in money from Wargrave for the University was unethical and bad."



I said "It's like the Press chanting that one of my white Police Officers arrested a black man because he's black. No, he was arrested because he punched an elderly woman in the face and took her purse, but the Press doesn't care about the truth, only their narrative."
"That's not a bad analogy." said Wellman. "And it must've been having a diminishing effect with the members of the Ethics Board, because Jan Camp started up the 'open marriage' talk. I thought everyone knew of that, but all of a sudden it's become an unforgivable sin, and an albatross around our necks."
"I don't know what to tell you, Dr. Wellman." I said. "Laura and I stood right up to the accusations, but I can't tell you to do the same. You and Sally have to make your own decisions on that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I came out of the meeting with Dr. Wellman, Teresa said quietly to me "No joy on the two perps in the parking lot, sir. TCPD Officers stopped a group of eight students in hoodies and jeans and asked to see their IDs. One of the students said he was in Law School, and demanded to know the probable cause for asking for the IDs before any of the students showed theirs. Our guys said they were looking for two suspects that had run from Police, and the Law student said that wasn't enough cause."
"That's a crock." I said. "Who were those Officers and what did they do?"
Teresa said "Patrolman Ron McElwane was one of them, and the other was a new Rookie, whose name is Mullen Grant."
"McElwane." I said. "That figures. So what did they do?"
"Those Silver Sentinel reporters came up." said Teresa. "And right behind them was Pat Stellum of KXTC and his cameraman, who began recording. The law student said to the others 'Come on, let's go.' and they all walked away. Our guys radioed in for instructions, and by the time it got to me and I said to arrest all of them if they didn't show IDs... they were gone."
"Well..." I said in an excellent imitation of that great President, Ronald Reagan, "I did mention that there was an ambush awaiting us. I just didn't realize at that moment that there were two."
Seeing Teresa's look, I said "At the least, the other six students were there for the two car tag recorders to melt into. At worst, those six were the ones waiting to ambush us. And Carmela made sure to have a Law School student there, or he said he was, and started spouting bullshit that confused our Officers, McElwane being particularly easy to confuse, and made them not do the right thing immediately."
I continued: "And I'm sure you have not failed to notice that the Press was well-positioned to be there. Not only the Sentinel students, but Carmela's personal reach-around giver Pat Stellum, and KXTC."
"I did realize that, sir." Teresa said acerbically. "I apologize for the missed opportunity, sir."
"It's not on you." I replied. "But I do want you to check out two things. First, how did McElwane be the one right there at the right time? And more importantly, on Monday morning I want you to find out who the fuck paired any Rookie with a dirtbag like McElwane. Do I really have to personally spell it out that worthless fucks like him should not be training any Rookies at all, ever?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The reception ended soon afterwards, and very early relative to other parties of its kind. Many of the hostile Faculty had left without saying goodbye to their hostess in an insulting slap in the face to the Wellmans. And with the mood of the party remaining somber throughout the evening, the rest of us just seemed to decide to go almost as one.
We drove to The Cabin, where Molly was surprised to see us come in early. She said "I just put the kids to bed. Carole didn't even fuss about it; she said that the sooner she got to sleep, the sooner you'd be home when she woke up."
"Aw, that's sweet." Laura said. "Yes, it was a... very strange evening. A lot of Faculty didn't show up." At that moment we heard a whimper, and looked over to see two outstanding dogs at the back door, wanting to go out.
"I was about to let them out when you came in." Molly said.
Laura said "Darling, why don't I go with you to take the dogs out?"
"Sure." I said, knowing Laura wanted to talk. We went onto the back deck, and I lit up the fire pot. Laura sat with me on the metal mesh loveseat, pressing her lovely hips against mine.
"It's really bad what Carmela is doing to Sidney." Laura said.
"And to Sally, as well." I said. I recounted my conversation with Dr. Wellman, then said "Is there anything you can think of that we can do to help them?"
Laura said: "No, I don't think so. I'm not as powerful within the CIA as I once was, but I still have influence. In my three decades of service in the CIA, I developed loyalty from many CIA Officers, often by bringing them home alive from situations where others, like Brendan Chapel, would have abandoned them to die."
Laura: "So I've been able to work behind the scenes to see what we could get on Carmela. And like you and Sidney discussed, the only thing we really have is his Socialist beliefs. That will help us influence Trustees like Myrtle L. James and Harold Truelove, but some of the Faculty that supported me will not support Wellman because of that."
Laura: "And the FBI's investigation of Carmela was very real, and they went deep. But they found nothing they could use. And Melina couldn't find anything behind the scenes. There's just no there there."
"So let me circle back to this again." I said. "Why is Carmela going after Sally Wellman? The Wargrave charges not sticking?"
Laura: "I don't know about that, but I can say this: you and I could go out and publicly acknowledge our open marriage, partly because I'm the (air quotes) 'sex professor' on Campus, and that worked in my favor on that; and because you stood right up with Tasha in your arms and refused to deny her. You have no idea how far that went with people."
"I know how far it went with me and my daughter." I said. "And ultimately, with the other kids, as well."
"And with me." Laura said "I love Tasha like my own daughter, and I was proud as hell of you when you did that. But back to my point: we could stand up to the accusations. The Wellmans... can't. And Carmela is making her look like a whore that spread her legs to get Booster donations. He couldn't really say that about me."
I said "I was really surprised when Myrtle L. James and Mr. Truelove did not show up tonight. And it concerns me."
"It should." Laura said. "They like you, and they tolerate me. But the Wellmans are now a scandal in their eyes. I'm afraid Sidney has lost their support, and that'll be it for him with the Ethics Board. I also know that some Faculty have tried to negotiate a settlement whereby Sidney will step down, but Carmela flat out rejected it, and says he wants Sidney to go down in flames. I'm not sure why he's that obsessed about it; if he lets Wellman step down, then Wellman is gone."
I said "Because Wellman helped you when Carmela was gunning for you. And, let's not kid ourselves; once Wellman is gone, Carmela will come after you again. But I digress... Carmela doesn't just want to get rid of Wellman, he wants Wellman to feel pain... the pain of losing his reputation, his legacy of years of service to the University. In that, Carmela is very... Consultant-ish."
Laura turned and peered at me. I just looked back at her in the orange light of the fire pot...
Part 3 - Propaganda Machine At Work
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 21st. "Legal efforts to stop the Christmas concert at University Hospital continue!"
After the hard-charging opening salvo... er, intro music, Bettina began: "After Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance's ruling to stop the Christmas concert from taking place was egregiously overturned by Judge Patrick Folsom, Judge Nance appealed to the Appellate Court seeking injunctive relief. The Appellate Court reinstated the lawsuit by the Citizens for Secular Atheism, but also ruled that Judge Folsom could reassign the case to another judge. They also declined to issue an order that would stop the concert before it happens this Wednesday, December 23d, and the case won't be heard until mid-January at the earliest."
Bettina: "Experts agree with the Citizens For Secular Atheism that the concert should be stopped on grounds of separation of Church and State issues, even if a contract with a private group was signed. Judge Harry R. Nance said he intends to use all legal means available to stop the concert, including calling upon Law Enforcement entities to, quote, 'do their duty and obey a lawful Court order to shut down the illegal and disgusting Christian service on State grounds', close quote."
Bettina: "And it's an ugly Christmas season for University President Sidney P. Wellman, who faces ethics charges filed by several tenured professors, as well as other scandalous allegations involving trading sex for money. Many University Alumni and other Boosters have withheld year-end donations to the University, and will not make any new donations until Dr. Wellman resigns in disgrace or is removed by the University Trustees."
Bettina: "Additionally, most of the Faculty boycotted the Wellmans's Christmas reception Saturday night. Among the very few that attended were Dr. Laura Fredricson, who recently faced her own ethics charges which were never fully resolved; and her husband, white Police Commander Donald Troy, who has faced ethical and even criminal investigations in the past year, and whose Police Force is being investigated by the US DOJ Civil Rights Division for racial discrimination as well as white Police abuse of People of Color..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She likes me, she really likes me!" I quipped as Sheriff Griswold, myself, Police Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Muscone, Operations Commander Croyle, and Deputy Chief (Ret.) Cindy Ross drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
Teresa, Tanya, and I had been in my office, and were not going to attend the klatch, but Cindy and the Sheriff came in, and the Sheriff redirected our suppositions. We obeyed his direct order and dutifully followed him and Cindy (and her unborn child) into the Chief's Conference Room.
"Must be the cheerfulness of the Holiday season warming her soul." Cindy replied. We all chuckled at that.
"Was the reception that bad?" Tanya asked.
"Yeah, I think we can put that one down as a disaster." I said. "Less than half the guests we've normally seen at Wellman receptions, and there was just no mingling of people, no cheerfulness to any of it."
"It was bad enough when we were there." said Teresa. "But when we got home, Todd was really shaken up. He'd been told Mrs. Myrtle L. James, Harold Truelove, and some of the other Trustees would be there, and only when he got there did he find out they'd canceled at the last minute without a heads-up in his direction."
"And that bodes poor-lyyyy for Dr. Wellman when it comes timmmme to decide upon his futurrrrre." drawled Chief Moynahan, astutely picking up on the implications.
Tanya asked "So why didn't they convene the Ethics Board and get it overwith?"
Sheriff Griswold replied: "A lot of it was trying to wait until Val Jared has left the Governor's Mansion and the Legislature is back in session. Some want to use Wellman as a pawn in their games."
I said "And Wellman very likely was going to survive the Ethics Board... until Carmela and Jan Camp started leaking the open marriage stuff. That is what turned Mr. Truelove against Wellman, and Mrs. Myrtle L. James is seeing the writing on the wall and has decided to cut bait and run."
"Lots of metaphors in there, Iron Crowbar." said the Green Crowbar, Cindy Ross.
"I need practice." I said. "Someone is having a baby soon, and I need to sharpen my metaphor game." Cindy chuckled, and Teresa suppressed a laugh while patting Cindy on the shoulder.
"Commanderrrrs," drawled the Chief, "do we neeeeed to be con-cerrrrrned about Judge Nance and his threats?"
Sheriff Griswold interjected "I've talked to State Patrol Colonel Hartmann and the local State Patrol commander, Captain Cortese. So has Val Jared, who told them to not obey any unlawful orders, which means anything out of Judge Nance's potty mouth. Nance won't get help from them."
"Anyone think Carmela might try to get involved in that?" Tanya asked. "My husband said Carmela had a lot to do with last year's attempt to destroy the concert, working behind the scenes." (Author's note: 'Christmas in the County'.)
The room turned silent except for the Sports broadcast on the television monitor. All eyes were on me. I just shrugged my shoulders.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I have some good news." Teresa said as she, Tanya, Captain Claire Michaels and I sat in my office before the 'Angels+1' meeting. "My Aunt Clarissa is coming here for Christmas, and she's bringing my cousins Beatrice and Eugenia. They'll be here tomorrow, and I'll go pick them up at the airport."
"I hope they're not flying commercial." Tanya said. "This is the worst air travel week of the year."
"Does your aunt have a plane she can take up here?" I asked.
"No, but I do." Teresa replied. "Well, the BOW Enterprises plane. Todd had it fly a couple of clients down, so he can take it off his taxes, and they'll fly here on the return trip. As to her own plane, Bessemer Cookies did have a plane, but Aunt Clarissa sold it when her nephew-in-law, State Senator Robert Edwards, illegally used it for flying around donors and other campaign finance violations."
"If Cindy were here," Tanya said wickedly, "she'd say 'typical Republicans'."
"Typical Establishment Republicans." I replied. "And Cindy's not here, so we'll keep things politics-free, here."
"First time for everything!" Tanya said, even more wickedly. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction, making Claire chuckle.
"And speaking of that," Teresa said as she expertly used the remote to turn on the television monitor, "stand by for NEWS!"
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce and with me is Meredith Peller. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith Peller. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. University Trustees Myrtle L. James and Harold S. Truelove, who have been strong supporters of University President Sidney P. Wellman, have apparently withdrawn that support by calling for the University Ethics Board to meet next week rather than wait until next year."
Catrina: "The Trustees issued a joint statement citing new information regarding Dr. Wellman that has come to their attention, as well as an alarming situation of donors withholding financial gifts to the University. They did not disclose the nature of the new information, and they stopped short of demanding Dr. Wellman's resignation."
Meredith: "The new information comes on top of allegations by several tenured professors that Dr. Wellman helped the late Henry R. Wargrave funnel illegally-gotten money into the University's coffers. The professors are led by Dr. Jan Camp, who successfully sued the University after Dr. Wellman attempted to fire her after she exposed the School's favorable treatment of football players."
Catrina: "And in much happier news, the Christmas concert to benefit the University Hospital Cancer Center will go on as scheduled! Several legal hurdles by Christian-hating atheist groups were swept aside by Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom and the Appellate Court, giving the Hospital's Cancer Children a chance to sing for everyone!"
Meredith: "However, Judge Harry R. Nance, whose ruling that the concert is illegal was shoved aside by Judge Folsom, has vowed to stop the concert, including using law enforcement entities to shut it down, and to arrest Teresa Croyle, who rented the grounds of the Hospital under the name of the entity 'The Guardians Group, LLC'."
Catrina: "Considering that Teresa Croyle is the Operations Commander of the Town & County Police, and is highly respected by her Officers, I'm not holding my breath waiting for that to happen. And anyone Nance sends to shut down that concert will have to get through Commander Croyle's boss, Commander Donald Troy, first."
Meredith asked cattily: "Do Commander Troy and Commander Croyle respect the Law, Catrina?"
Catrina replied strongly: "They respect the Law and the Constitution, Meredith, and have shown that many times. But I absolutely question Harry Nance's respect for the Law and the Constitution. And he was voted out of his judicial seat by an 80-20 percent margin, so I'm certainly not the only one with questions about Nance's integrity------"
Unfortunately, they went to break before the catfight really got started...
Part 4 - Union Duplicity
9:30am, Monday, December 21st. Teresa came to my office and I had her sit down.
"First," she said, "I talked to Todd. He said Myrtle James and Harold Truelove did call him and gave him a heads-up that they were going to make that joint statement about Dr. Wellman. They also asked him if he wanted to join their statement, and he declined, saying that he would be at the Ethics Board meeting whenever it happened, but wasn't calling for it to be sooner or later."
Teresa: "Todd did ask them why they wanted the meeting moved up. Myrtle James said she was concerned about the drop-off in donations. Mr. Truelove said he was more concerned about the open marriage accusations than the Wargrave allegations."
Teresa: "Todd showed that he was related to you, Don, by directly bringing up Mr. Truelove's silence on Laura and your marriage, though you both declared out loud you had an open relationship, and why Mr. Truelove was so suddenly concerned about the Wellmans. Mr. Truelove said that he was not happy about that, but at least Laura admitted it openly, and you stood by your daughter. He also said that there was a huge difference in unproven accusations against a Professor of Sexual Psychology and a long string of improprieties by the University President, who is the representative and face of the University. A bit hypocritical of him, I'd say."
I nodded, then said "Well, Mr. Truelove is a very religious Christian and a man of strong morals. Not to the Steven Ikea nutcase level, and Mr. Truelove is a nice man. And I can understand his point: Wellman has been on the edge for a long time, and when I first got to Town I thought he might be part of the problem that turned out to be Westboro. And as far as Mr. Truelove is concerned, Wellman's chickens are coming home to rrrrooost."
Teresa nodded, then asked simply "Will Wellman survive? Can he survive? I'm asking as a Hospital Board member, of course."
"Of course." I said with a slight smile. "And my answer is that Wellman is hanging on by a thread, and his fate may depend on who might replace him as University President if he goes. That's where the real war is going to be, or at least should be. Okay, what else have you got for me?"
Teresa said "I checked into that situation with McElwane and the rookie Grant. First Precinct Captain Hewitt didn't know the details, and he is sending both of them here to Headquarters for us to ask them about it."
I said "And Hewitt doesn't know? I wasn't asking about Saturday night. I was asking why this Rookie is training with McElwane?"
Teresa said "I'll take blame for that sir, and apologize. I may have worded my questions more specifically to Saturday night."
I said "Even so, Hewitt needs to get his head out of his ass and keep abreast of the tactical situation at all times. He should have answers to questions like that." After a pause, I said "Okay, we'll hear their stories. Go ahead and call the Union, and have a Rep ready for when McElwane asks for one. Because he will ask for one..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Monday, December 21st. Officer Mullen Grant was admitted to my office. He came to attention and said "Officer Grant reporting as requested, sir."
"Thank you for coming. Have a seat." I said. Teresa was sitting on the sofa behind Grant, who was in the near (to the door) side hot chair. Officer McElwane had come with him, and had been told to wait in the Main Conference Room.
"Do you know why I've called you in, Mr. Grant?"
Grant said "Captain Hewitt just said you wanted to speak to us about something that had happened Saturday night."
"That's some of it." I said. "You didn't file a Police report about the eight students you and McElwane talked to near the President's House on Saturday?"
"Er, no sir." said Grant.
"Why not?" I asked, rather casually.
"Er, I wasn't officially on duty at that time, sir." said Grant. "I was riding along with Officer McElwane to gain experience."
"How long have you been doing that?" I asked, again casually.
"About two months, sir." said Grant. "I've ridden along with other Officers, as well. Er, is that a problem, sir?"
I said "I can appreciate your initiative, but there could be possible issues if you're not officially on duty. On the one hand, there might be indemnity issues if there's an incident. On the other hand, no matter if you say you're doing it voluntarily, the Union might scream and holler if we're not paying you overtime for patrolling beyond your normal shift. So at the very least, you need your Precinct leadership's approval to be doing that."
"I'm sorry, sir, I didn't realize that." said Grant.
"It's not a problem, and you're not in trouble." I said. "I also want to ask about Saturday night. You and McElwane stopped eight students near the President's House?" I named the time, as well.
"Yes sir." said Grant. "One of them was a law student, said we had to have probable cause to ask for IDs. That didn't sound right, but Officer McElwane didn't push it, so I thought that might be true. And then the Press arrived, and those students beat feet out of there."
I said "How did you get to that particular spot? Were you called in?"
"We were driving near there at the time." said Grant. "A radio call came in to be on the lookout for two people dressed as all eight of those students we stopped were, and we saw them pretty much right then."
"Where did they come from? Did you see?" I asked.
"No sir... er, come to think of it, they seemingly just appeared as we came around the curve." said Grant.
"As if they sprang out of the bushes or something, and just started walking?"
"I can't say, sir." said Grant. "I didn't see where they came from."
"Can you describe any of them?" I asked. "Anything about them or their clothes stand out?"
"They were all wearing hoodies, sir, so I couldn't see their faces all that well." Grant said. "McElwane had told them to keep their hands where we could see them, and they did. But there was nothing on any of them that stood out."
"Okay." I said. I saw out of the corner of my eye that Teresa was trying to get my attention. "Do you have a question, Commander Croyle?" I asked.
"Yes sir, if I may." Teresa said. When I nodded, she said "Officer Grant, did you ask Officer McElwane if you could ride with him, or did he ask you to ride with him?"
"Uhh... he asked if I wanted to ride with him, ma'am." said Grant.
"And that was the first time you've patrolled with him?" Teresa asked.
"No ma'am." said Grant. "But it was the first time he'd asked me if I wanted to patrol with him."
Teresa nodded to me and I said "What I need you to do, Officer Grant, it to file a Police report. Give as much detail as you can about everything you can. And don't worry, you're not in any trouble and won't be... unless that report doesn't get filed by end-of-shift today."
I continued: "Let me ask you this, Grant: what are your goals and aspirations with the TCPD?"
"With respect, sir," Grant said, "I want to be sitting in your chair behind this desk one day."
I smiled "And with that attitude, you very well might, one day. And again, I appreciate your initiative, but get with your Precinct leadership before doing any extracurricular patrolling. And last, but certainly not least, Officer McElwane is not someone you need to be working with if you want to learn to do things right. May I suggest that unless you are instructed to work with him, to avoid doing so."
"Uh, yes sir." said Grant.
"You can go." Grant got up and exited the room.
"Wowwwww." Teresa said. "Not that he doesn't deserve it, but you just threw McElwane clean under the bus. I don't think I've ever seen you do that, at least not like that."
"Yeah, I'm getting tired of McElwane." I said. "And that was really outstanding on your part, to ask if McElwane had asked Grant to ride with him. That changed some things. Okay, let's go talk to McElwane. Wanna bet a hundred he asks for a Union Rep?"
"No way in hell I'm betting against you, sir." Teresa said with alacrity, and very wisely. We got up and went to the Main Conference Room. McElwane was sitting at the seat nearest the door, to the right of the end seat, his back to the door. As we came in, he immediately said "I want a Union Rep."
I nodded to Teresa, then came on inside and sat down opposite McElwane, to the left of the end seat, saying nothing at all. An instant later, Teresa came in with the Union Rep, and had him sit down next to McElwane. Teresa came around the table and sat down to my left.
"Officer McElwane, I've read your Police report, and I have follow-up questions." I said. "First------"
"Wait a minute." interrupted the Union Rep. "What is this about?"
"What I just said." I replied. "I'm following up with McElwane about his Police report from------"
"You called me in here for this?" the Rep asked angrily. "You're wasting my time with this?"
"The first words out of his mouth when we came in were asking for a Union Rep." I said. "If you've got a problem with that, take it up with McElwane... after I've finished talking to him."
"No, I'm taking it up with you." snarled the Rep. "Croyle called me before you came in here-------"
"Listen you fucking asshole!" I yelled, rising to my feet and leaning over the table. "The last time we tried to speak to this Officer just to get clarifying information, he went screaming to the Union that we were abusing his rights. He grieved it, and you Union assholes bitched and moaned to high Hell, and dragged us through the mud over it, including making false allegations against me that we proved were outright lies on your part!"
I could feel the heat of the rage on my face as I jabbed my left-hand finger at the Rep as I continued yelling: "And like I just said, the first words out of his potty mouth were that he wanted a Rep. We've got that on the god-damned camera up there in the corner!"
I was pointing at the camera behind me, then returned my finger to jabbing across the table at the Rep: "He asked for Union Representation, and BY GOD we got him that representation: you! And you will sit there and represent him while I am questioning him. Do you understand?" When he didn't answer, I yelled "DO YOU UNDERSTAND?"
"Preserve the recording." the Union Rep said. "Your Chief and Sheriff will be hearing about your abusive language and actions toward me."
"Go cry a river to the Chief or Sheriff." I said. "They'll tell you what I'm telling you, and will probably tell you some more things I won't say in this family atmosphere." I then won the 'blink' contest with the Union Rep.
"Okay, ask your questions and get it overwith." the Rep said, bitterness in his voice. "And McElwane, don't play around. Answer his goddamned questions."
"Okay," I said, "McElwane, I see in your report that you were driving along the road behind the University President's house, spotted the eight individual, stopped, got out and questioned them, is that correct?"
"Yes sir." McElwane said simply.
"Why were you driving on Campus?" I asked. "The TCPD does not routinely patrol on Campus."
"The radio call went out and we were on University Avenue, just before the turn to get on that road. So I turned onto the road." McElwane said.
"Did you ask for IDs for the eight individuals?" I asked.
"Yes, but one said he was a law student, and told us we had to have probable cause to ask for IDs." said McElwane.
"And he told the others not to show ID, is that correct?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said McElwane.
"Your descriptions of the eight individuals are vague to the point of non-existent in your report." I said. "Can you describe any of these eight persons at all? Faces? Hair color? Noticeable features on their clothes?"
"No sir, except that they were all white." said McElwane. "I made them show their hands, and they did, but they had their hoodies over their heads. They were also wearing very similar clothing, and I couldn't distinguish one from another in a lineup if I had to."
"Everything vague." I said, mostly to myself. "When you were driving and came up on these eight persons, how long a distance had they been walking before you caught up to them?"
"We came around a curve, and there were hedges along the buildings, fencing them in." said McElwane. "So they were just there; we were almost on top of them before we knew it. And we stopped them immediately."
"So you don't know if they'd been on that road for a while, or had just gotten onto the road from behind the hedges?" I asked.
"I don't know." said McElwane. That seems to be a common theme with this dirtbag, I silently thought to myself.
"Okay." I said. "Who were you patrolling with when you made the stop?"
"Rookie Officer Grant." said McElwane.
"Did he ask to ride with you that night, or did you ask him to ride with you?"
"What does that have to do with anything?" snarled the Union Rep.
"Just answer the question, McElwane." I said, not even bothering to reply to the Rep.
"I don't remember." said McElwane. "He's asked to patrol with me in the past, to get some experience in. He's always asking questions on how to do things when he patrols with me. On that night, he may have said he wanted to come with me, and I may have asked if he was coming along that night. I just don't remember that particular night's conversation."
"Okay, then." I said "First of all, McElwane, you've had plenty of time-in-grade and experience to know that you did have probable cause to demand those students show you their IDs, that being the radio call to be on the lookout for people matching their descriptions, however vague. Even without that radio call, you could've asked for their IDs, and if they refused, you could've detained them and we even could've arrested them."
"He chose not to escalate it, like you always do." snarled the Union Rep. "He's done nothing wrong."
"That's debatable," I replied, "but my point is that he had an opportunity to show a rookie Officer proper interdiction and questioning of suspects, especially the first rule: to identify them. Therefore, McElwane, you are not to patrol with Officer Grant nor any other trainee, officially or unofficially, on duty or off duty. You will be assigned partners by the Precinct leadership, and you will work only with those partners as instructed. Is that clear."
"Yes sir." said McElwane, simply and unemotionally.
"Report to your Precinct Desk for your next assignment. Go." I said. McElwane got out while the getting was good. To the Union Rep I said "The Chief's office is right down the hall, in the corner. Let's go, Commander." We got up and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The nerve of that Rep." Teresa said after we got some coffee and sat down in my office.
"Duplicitous assholes." I spat bitterly. "They reaped what they sowed, and bitch about it anyway. They're almost as bad as the Press. Almost."
"At least McElwane answered your questions, and you didn't have to drag stuff out of him." Teresa said.
"Exactly." I said, peering at her.
"Uh, you meant something by that." Teresa replied, peering back at me.
"Yes, I did." I said. "McElwane gave full answers... well prepared answers. And on places where he might be tripped up, like who asked who for Grant to ride with McElwane, he obfuscated mightily to make sure he couldn't be held to account."
"And on top of that," I said, "he had no descriptions of the eight persons, not even the law student that spoke to him. And he made sure to go along and not press for IDs. As that sports show segment says: C'mon, man!" Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So he's turned full dirty?" she asked. "Should I call Orosco up here?"
"We need to make sure that he doesn't try to get Grant into any trouble." I said. "But yeah, let me call him up." I reached for my landline phone...
Part 5 - Deciding Fates
11:00am, Monday, December 21st. My assistant Helena buzzed me to say that Mrs. Myrtle L. James was on the line. With the possible exception of the Intendent, Mrs. Adele Peabody, Mrs. Myrtle L. James was the most powerful woman in the County. I took the call.
"Commander, I know you're very busy, and this is such short notice," said Mrs. James. "but I would like for you to come to the Ladies Auxiliary building for a small lunch. And bring Commander Croyle, since she is on the Hospital Board." I agreed to be there at noon.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon. Dressed in civilian clothes and packing our service weapons, Teresa and I parked in the lot of the Ladies Auxiliary building. "Yep." I said, pointing at the other cars. "Some high level people are here."
"Is this about Dr. Wellman?" Teresa asked.
"And a lot more, if I don't miss my guess." I said.
"And you never do." Teresa said, right on cue. We got out and approached the back door of the building. Two men in suits and wearing shades and clear earpieces were on either side of the door.
"Commander Troy, Commander Croyle?" one of them said. "May we see your IDs please?" We showed our TCPD photo IDs that went with our badges.
"And you're security for the Governor-elect?" I asked back. They seemed to be surprised that I knew that.
"Yes sir." said the other man. "State Patrol, assigned to the Governor-elect's protection detail. She's waiting for you inside." He opened the door and we went in.
The Ladies Auxiliary clubhouse was like many others of the genre. Rows of tables lined more than half of it, with a head table at one end, an American Flag on a pole on the stand to its right. There were three tables, each seating four people, to the left side of the head table, along the right side of the others, and those tables had tablecloths and place settings. The kitchen was on the other side of the wall from those tables (along the back side of the building), and I could smell some good food being prepared.
We were the last to arrive. Already present was our hostess, Mrs. Myrtle L. James, who promptly brought us to greet the Governor-elect, Lieutenant Governor Sharon Marshall. Also present was Hospital Administrator Seth Warner, BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke, University Law School Dean Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Head of the Psychology Dept. Dr. Laura Fredricson, Head of the Mathematics Department Dr. Marvin Milton, Astronomy Professor Dr. Stephanie Steele, Town Councilman and University Trustee J.P. Goldman, and Trustee Harold Truelove.
Lunch was served quickly. Seated at one table was Lt. Gov. Marshall, me, Seth Warner, and Laura. At the next table were Myrtle L. James, Todd Burke, Dr. Clarence P. Chase, and Dr. Marvin Milton. At the third table were Mr. Truelove, J.P. Goldman, Stephanie Steele, and Teresa.
"How is the transition going, ma'am?" Seth asked Sharon Marshall.
"Very smoothly." she replied. "Val Jared always made sure to include me in everything he did, and we worked well together. Most of my staff is coming with me, and Jared's people have been able to find jobs."
"What about Corey Coons, and that transition?" I asked. Coons was the Lieutenant Governor-elect.
"In some ways, not that badly." Sharon said. "He and I have gotten along well, and as the incoming leader of the State Senate he's been meeting with Senators of both Parties. Where we've had some issues are with our staffs. Being black and a Democrat, of course he's bringing in black staffers. But some of them have been really rude to my people, calling them 'Crackers' and such stuff."
Sharon: "So my people have said they won't work with the rude ones anymore, and Corey's staffers retaliated by running to the Media and whining that we're racists because we won't help them. In fairness, Corey did try to tamp that down, and he's asked the Press not to make an issue of it. Of course they dutifully comply, since he's a Democrat."
Sharon Marshall then said "The reason I have the three of you at this table is so that I can pick your brains on issues related to University Hospital, since you're the Administrator, Mr. Warner, and you are on Staff, Dr. Fredricson. And of course I am going to ask Commander Troy to take the SBI Director job."
"No ma'am." I said. "I am more than happy where I am now... especially being Dr. Fredricson's devoted husband." Laura smiled at that one.
"He is a silver-tongued smooth talker, Ms. Marshall." my wife said.
"Yes," said Marshall, "and I hope he'll give me a few silver-tongued ideas on who I should consider for the SBI Director job. And Britt Maxwell has already said she wants to remain SBI Inspector."
I nodded. "I'll think about it and send you some ideas." I said, knowing it was be more appropriate to discuss those ideas in private. And Sharon Marshall got the hint.
"So let me ask this about the Hospital." Sharon said to Laura and Seth. "There is a group forming within the Legislature that wants to de-couple University Hospital from the School entirely. A counter-group wants to weld the Hospital much more tightly under the School's administration. What would you say about that?"
I said loudly "Before they answer, I want to say that if you do decouple the Hospital from the School, you should name the hospital 'Teresa Croyle Hospital'."
"You better not!" said Teresa, who was right behind me and of course heard the conversation that did concern her. Her outburst got everyone looking at us.
"One day, my Angel, one day." I 'threatened'.
"Not in my lifetime." Teresa replied. "Or I'll take your own crowbar away from you and beat you down silly with it." I was failing to suppress laughter, and Laura, Seth, and Sharon were grinning at our repartée.
"To that question, Governor Marshall," Laura said, "the Hospital has always been a teaching hospital for students of the University Medical School. For a while that's been lagging, but with Teresa's gift and the new research starting up, the Medical School has been getting a ton of applications. I'd hate to see that curtailed just as it's getting off the ground."
Seth said "As the Administrator, I'd like not being under the yolk of the School and subject to its whims. My concern is the profitability if we were to go it alone. We could withstand losing the money we get from the University, but it's the State dollars that really keep us being able to provide excellent health services to everyone."
"And another point to it." Laura said. "It ain't broke, so why are people wanting to (air quotes) 'fix' it?"
After everyone had eaten, and eaten well, Lt. Governor Marshall asked us to bring our chairs and form a circle, and we did so. "I want to thank Mrs. Myrtle James for putting this lunch together for us." she said. "The reason I've asked you all here is to discuss the situation with University President Wellman. Doctors Chase, Fredricson, and Steele are on the Ethics Board, as are Trustees James, Truelove, and Burke."



Marshall: "All of us here will be affected by whatever happens, whether or not Dr. Wellman stays or goes. And that's why I asked Commander Troy to be here, to help us figure out the ramifications of whatever we do."
"At this point, ma'am," said Harold Truelove, "how can Wellman not go? Even if the Ethics Board declines to find him guilty of anything... and I believe he will be unable to overcome the personal conduct allegations, if not the money laundering allegations... the man's reputation is ruined. Are we going to let him take the University and its reputation down with him?"
Todd Burke spoke up: "The allegations of laundering money from Henry Wargrave are being twisted as something criminal when it may not be. Just like Carmela tried to do to Aunt Laura... er, Dr. Fredricson." I was not fooled; Todd had used 'Aunt Laura' to make sure everyone understood that it was more than 'professional' for him; it was about family.
Todd went on: "I mean, come on, she gave people gynecological exams, and Carmela and the Media were trying to twist it into some sort of illegal enterprise. Mr. Wargrave's means of making his money may have been questionable, but that does not mean Dr. Wellman committed crimes by accepting Mr. Wargrave's donations to the School."
"Have you seen the FBI's report on that, Mr. Burke?" asked Truelove. Hmmm, trap question. Time to intervene.
"I have." I said authoritatively. "And I have the security clearance to have been able to. Todd also has a Top Secret clearance for his work, but those of you who do not have that clearance had better not have seen it. Lionel Carmela is under FBI investigation for allegedly obtaining and releasing those classified documents."
"I'm with you on that, Don, and you know that." said J.P. Goldman. "But Jan Camp is leading the 'prosecution', for lack of a better term, and she's saying she got the information from the Press. I hope the FBI nails Carmela to the wall, but that's not going to help Dr. Wellman regarding the actual information."
"And the Statute of Limitations has long run out on any crimes Dr. Wellman may have committed in obtaining that money for the School." Teresa added helpfully.
"When does the Statute of Limitations on reputation run out?" Truelove fired back. "This is no longer about any criminality on Wellman's part. It's about the damage he and his personal conduct are doing to the University's reputation."
"What personal conduct allegations are those, Mr. Truelove?" Laura said strongly. They stared at each other for a long moment, then Truelove glanced over at me.
"Better be sure, Mr. Truelove." I said.
"I can see that I'm wasting my time here." said Truelove, getting up. "I'll show myself out."
I had also risen to my feet. "Sit back down, Mr. Truelove." I ordered in my most commanding voice. When he turned and looked at me, totally shocked, I said "You are not going to disrespect the Governor-elect of the State by walking out on her now. And there is something far more important that you need to listen to."
"Please do stay, Harold." Mrs. Myrtle L. James said placatingly. Truelove grumbled, but sat back down.
I sat down, then said "And that far more important thing is what happens after Dr. Wellman is gone, whether by removal, resignation, or worse. What you all need to understand and understand very clearly is that the attacks on Dr. Wellman as well as multiple attacks upon my wife were by Dr. Lionel Carmela, and still are."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Carmela is a far-Left Socialist who has published papers advocating the overthrow of the U.S. Constitution and replacing our representative form of Government with a Totalitarian Socialist State. Dr. Wellman is an obstacle to his goals in transforming this University into a far-Left institution that suppresses Freedom of Thought and Speech, and replaces those with propaganda and control through the use of Government Guns."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I'm not defending Dr. Wellman, here. Quite frankly, after seeing his decline in health last Saturday night, it might save his life if he no longer has to endure the unendurable attacks by Carmela and his far-Left cronies Camp and Rivera. What I am saying is that you guys had better have an idea of what you're going to do once Dr. Wellman is gone, or this venerable Institution of Higher Learning will become a California cesspool of radical propaganda. And I'm willing to bet that none of you in here want to see what will happen if Carmela gets his way."
"And it's going to be a political football in the State Legislature this Winter." Sharon Marshall said. "Yes, I get to name the next University President, with the advice and consent of the Trustees, but the negotiations for the Budget, which will include monies for the University, are going to be brutal. And whether you're a Republican or a Democrat, you don't want to give either side something to weaponize against the other."
"All the more reason to get him out now, before the Legislative session begins." said Truelove.
"Dr. Wellman is not going to go quietly." said Laura. "It's like Nixon leaving Viet Nam; he wanted to leave, but he had to do it with honor. And he did get a peace deal done, though the Communists eventually invaded anyway."
Todd Burke spoke up: "What if we convince Dr. Wellman to announce his retirement at the end of the school year, after Spring semester. The Ethics Board accepts that and lets the charges drop, Governor Marshall names a new President after the Legislative session is over, and we move on."
"I'm all for that, but it'll never work." said J.P. Goldman. "Carmela is out for blood. He doesn't just want Wellman gone, he wants him humiliated, and the University shamed, so that he and his rabid Cancel Culture can shame everyone into accepting his demands of who to make the University President... maybe even himself!"
"Come on, J.P." said Truelove. "He's not that powerful."
"But the Press is, Mr. Truelove." I said. "And they are in lockstep with Carmela on this. The Press just loves to see good people in pain. They are just drooling at the thought of seeing Wellman go down in disgrace, with both his and the University's reputations in ruins. And if it helps Carmela radicalize the University, and turn it into the next Cal-Berkeley, that's just gravy for the Press."
"I'm not sure Wellman's reputation deserves to be saved." said Truelove. "And don't get me wrong; I'm very aware of what Carmela is and what his goals are. But he can be stopped. And I don't think the Press, especially the local Press, would go along with destroying the reputation of the University, that is the lifeblood of this County and therefore of them, as well."
"Mr. Truelove," I said, "when you leave here today, may I suggest you visit the Angels statue at Ward Harvester Park. It sits upon the spot where a reporter put my daughter in a warehouse full of explosives, because he wanted to see me in pain upon my daughter's death. And thank God for this Angel right here," I put my hand on Teresa's shoulder as I spoke, "or that reporter's attempt to murder my daughter might well have succeeded." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale'.)
J.P. Goldman said "And that reporter was aided and abetted by a Democrat Council Member. I'll add that filthy Democrats poisoned my water with ipecac, hospitalized me and damn near killed me." (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 02.)
"What?" gasped Truelove. "Is that true?"
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "I was there. We investigated it."
"The bottom line, Mr. Truelove," I said, "is that Lionel Carmela will stop at nothing, nothing at all, to achieve his goals. And that is what you are truly up against. Carmela is not interested in compromise nor a peaceful solution. He wants to watch the world burn."
We all could see that Truelove was absolutely stunned by the information we'd just given him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting, Lt. Governor Marshall and Mrs. James thanked everyone for coming and shook all their hands as the guests left. Only Teresa and I remained. Sharon Marshall had asked to speak with me, and I was Teresa's ride back to the Station, so she helped Mrs. James clean up.
"So," Sharon said, "you have a few names for me for SBI Director?"
"Just a few ideas I'll throw out." I replied. "First, Curly Goodwin ran for and won the Inspector General post up here partly because Horace S. Wellman didn't run. Horace Wellman is a good guy, a damn sight more honest than his brother Sidney, and I think he'd do a good job with the SBI."
"Not a bad idea." said Sharon. "But there's that name association with his brother that could cause issues. Don, I didn't say this during the meeting, but one reason I came up here was to see what the chances of saving Sidney Wellman are. And unless our agreed-upon plan works, there is no saving Sidney. And Horace is a good man, as you said, but he needs to lay low for a year, so that the mud doesn't splash on him."
I nodded, then said "I know Britt Maxwell doesn't want anything other than the job she has now, but Norm Chow is her Lieutenant, and deserves to be looked at for the Director post. My Internal Affairs Commander, Ted Orosco, is a former SBI Agent and a solid man... and no, I'm not trying to get rid of him. Gordon Grigsby of the IDE is also a good man."
I then said "And there is one other person. I don't know if he'll take the job, but I know he can do it, and do it with integrity. And that's FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone."
"His name has come to my attention, also." said Sharon. "I like all of your ideas, and will consider them. Of course, I'd rather have you than any of them. If I may ask a personal question, and solely for my own curiosity... why don't you consider jobs like the SBI Director? You could have been Police Chief here, and turned it down. You could have a brilliant future in State leadership, be it in politics or other things. I guess what I'm asking is... what's holding you to being the TCPD Police Commander?"
I smiled. "Who's got it better than me? Nooooo-body!" I replied. Sharon smiled politely and I went on: "Seriously... I get to be a Detective and investigate and solve crimes, I'm leading the greatest group of Police Officers to be found anywhere on earth, and there is no place like this Town & County. Bottom line, I'm happy where I am, and I'd be a fool to give this up."
Sharon Marshall said "That's all there is to be said, then. So, Commander, if you were me, who would you put into the University President's chair?"
"Oh, I have no idea, ma;'am." I said. "None at all, except Dr. Chase, maybe?"
Sharon Marshall said "I was considering Seth Warner. He's doing an excellent job with the Hospital. But he's still young, and hasn't really developed those 'connections' needed for the University President's job. Maybe in a couple of decades, when the job opens up again."
I said "I'd hate to lose him as Hospital Administrator, but yes, after some time and developing those relationships with the right people, which he's beginning to do now, he'd be excellent."
Sharon said "There is one other person I have in mind. Someone with the teaching ties and the personal ties with many of the University's Faculty, Staff, Boosters and Alumni. Someone with national and even international influence that few others have."
It hit me just a second before she said it: "Don, do you think your wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, would accept my offer to become University President?"
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Shakeup
To say I was stunned by the Governor-elect's question would be the understatement of the rapidly dwindling year.
"Uhhh..." I stammered, then said "You truly would have to ask her, ma'am. I can tell you that she has never mentioned to me any desire to be University President, nor have I observed anything that would lead me to think she's wanted it or considered it."
Sharon Marshall said "It would be a great fit for both her and the School. Her career with the CIA is pretty much done, but she still has those national connections. She's hugely respected as a Psychology professor, and has run that Department like a well-oiled machine. She knows all the Boosters, Donors, and important Alumni. It would be a new challenge for her, if that's something she'd like."
I said "Yes, if that is something she wanted to do, she's well-positioned for it and she'd be great at it. Right now there is only one objection that I can see, and that is that she also loves being a doctor and on Staff at the Hospital. If she had to give that up in order to fully commit to being the University President, I am not sure she would be willing to do it."
"Yes, that is a consideration." Sharon said. "Do me a favor and don't mention this to her just yet. I'll contact her to gauge her interest. Hopefully, we'll have some time to decide..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You look like you've seen a ghost." Teresa said as we got into my Police SUV and pulled out onto the road. "What did Ms. Marshall say to you?"
"She swore me to secrecy for the time being." I said. "And to change the subject, what would you think of Seth Warner being offered the University President job?"
"Nooooo." Teresa mock wailed. "He's doing such a great job as Hospital Administrator. I would totally hate to lose him."
"Don't worry, at least for now." I said. "But in a couple of decades you might need to start getting worried."
As we drove along, Teresa peered at me Finally I said "No, I'm not going to tell you. At least not right now."
"Oh, for the Power of the Vibe right now." Teresa said, then sulked (not really) the rest of the way to the Station...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Monday, December 21st. Cindy and Teresa had accepted Tanya's invitation to stop by Tanya's house for some pizza and Coca-Cola. Tiffany, Jennifer, and Pete were also consuming large quantities of pizza.
"This is great." Cindy said as she ate hungrily. "Callie is working late with Laura tonight, and my mom is keeping Betsy. And I was starving."
"How's the house hunting going?" Tanya asked.
"We're being really picky, so it's going slowly." Cindy replied. "We know we don't want a 'cookie cutter' house that's jammed into a subdivision with three feet of space between the houses. We are also not fans of any place with HOA fees."
"Smart ladies, you are." Teresa said, having had her own horror stories of HOAs and HOA fees. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.)
Cindy continued: "There's some lots that came open just north of the Heritage Cloisters subdivision that aren't under any subdivision covenants. Katherine Woodburn built a house there. The views are interesting, especially at night, with the lights of the airport and Water Works in the distance. But we realized over time that those views would become boring, while the views from your home or the The Cabin never get old."
Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. "I don't like the low-lying ground there, either. Just a lot of expense and trouble." she said.
Cindy: "So we looked at properties on the Mountain Finger. Seth and Joanne Warner beat me to the property where they built their house, and there are no more that can be built on that overlook the Town. So we drove on the road on over the hill, towards the Observatory. One property sits right on the State Line, and we had concerns about security. And the others had decent views... of the tops of trees, and the Observatory. We were not excited about that."
Cindy: "Sooooo, it may just be the safe room house at the end of Reservoir Road. I did buy an option on the property next to it, so we can build a long, more gently sloping driveway, which will be much less likely to be dangerous in Winter and leave us stranded. And the house does have a safe room, in case we need it."
Teresa said: "That property next to the house... how far up the mountain does it go? The property lines, that is?"
Cindy said "The golf course and the four properties after it go to top of the mountain. It's too steep to build on, though, if that's what you're thinking."
"Not quite." said Teresa. "I'm remembering something from when Todd and I built our house. I'll check on it and get back to you if I'm remembering right. In the meantime, let me tell you what happened to Don after the meeting at the Ladies Auxiliary." She told them how the Iron Crowbar had looked shaken up for the first time in her memory, but wouldn't talk about it.
Cindy said: "I don't know if it's related, but Callie told me that Lieutenant Governor Marshall and our esteemed State Senator Katherine Woodburn came to Laura's office a couple of hours after the Ladies Auxiliary meeting ended. Sharon did the political thing and greeted Callie and Laura's assistant Laurie, then met with Laura for twenty minutes alone, followed by Katherine joining them for ten more minutes."
"Hmmmmm." Tanya hummed, her eyes sparkling.
"Don't get too excited." Cindy said. "I got word that they also visited the office of Dr. Lionel Carmela. No word on what that was about, either."
"Do you know what the meeting was about?" Teresa asked.Cindy said "Callie said Laura wouldn't tell her, but she (Callie) thinks she knows. I'm not sure it jives with the Carmela meeting, though."
"That doesn't change my theory." said Tanya. "In fact, it may have boosted it."
"What's that?" asked Teresa.
Tanya said "You guys know that I was once... close... with Sidney Wellman." Out of politeness, none of Crowbar's Angels said out loud that Tanya and Wellman had been having a full-blown sexual affair.
Tanya went on: "Well, I've talked to him a couple of times since all this crap started up, and this is really taking a toll on his health, and his wife's as well. But he won't resign unless it's (air quotes) 'with honor'."
Tanya: "So there's that. And then Governor-elect Marshall comes to Town, and from everything you're telling me, it was about Sidney." Teresa nodded.
Tanya: "Everyone knows that the last time a Budget did get passed in the Legislature, it was Sharon Marshall that led the way. She's the problem-solver than can, and will, get the Wellman problem fixed if anyone can."
"Even getting Carmela to back off?" Teresa asked.
Tanya: "Maybe she has something on him that not even Don has. But I'm asking myself that if Ms. Marshall met with Laura, what could Ms. Marshall have done or said that would shake up the Iron Crowbar himself?"
After a pause, with her fellow Angels looking at her and silently demanding the answer, she said "What if Ms. Marshall asked Laura to become the next University President?" Her fellow Angels just looked at her in dumbfounded amazement.
"Excellent deduction, Detective." said a male voice. They looked up to see Your Iron Crowbar standing there, with Jack Muscone behind me.
Not waiting for an invitation, we sat down with them, then I said to Tanya: "Someone should promote you to Deputy Chief of the Town & County Police Force."
"Don't you threaten me!" Tanya replied, again saying the oft-repeated joke between us.
"Well... you're right." I said. "Ms. Marshall did talk to Laura about it, if Wellman goes... and goes anytime soon. Laura called me and told me, and we're going to discuss it tonight."
"Yet you're here now." Cindy said astutely. "Putting that conversation off?"
"Touché." I said. "The scary thing to me... is that Laura did not tell Sharon Marshall 'no'..."
Part 7 - Family Feud
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, December 22nd, from the Anchor Desk at KXTC studios. "Experts suggest a swift end to the scandal-plagued reign of University President Sidney P. Wellman!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "White Nationalist Governor-elect Sharon Marshall made a secret visit to our Town & County, where she met with a number of Trustees and Faculty of the University regarding the fate of Dr. Wellman. According to sources that spoke on condition of anonymity, as they were not authorized to speak publicly about the matter, Ms. Marshall discussed the possibility and feasibility of saving Dr. Wellman's reputation, and all of the attendees are believed to be Wellman supporters."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that Governor-elect Marshall visited separately with Dr. Laura Fredricson of the University Psychology Department, and also met with Dr. Lionel Carmela, who is a leader of the group demanding an Ethics probe into Dr. Wellman's money-raising activities as well as personal conduct issues. Sources tell Channel Two News that Governor-elect Marshall is considering asking Dr. Fredricson to become the next University President, but neither the Governor-elect's Office nor Dr. Fredricson would confirm that."
Bettina: "Sources also tell Channel Two News that Commander Donald Troy also attended the function at the Ladies Auxiliary Clubhouse at the invitation of the Governor-elect, though he has no association with the Ethics Board nor any official capacity with the University. Sources tell Channel Two News that Governor-elect Marshall offered Commander Troy the SBI Director position, which will come open on January 1st after current SBI Director James 'Curly' Goodwin is sworn in as the Town & County Inspector General. Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC on the matter..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, Deputy Chief (Ret.) Cindy Ross, and Your Iron Crowbar watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Who leaked all that?"
All eyes went to me for some reason. I said "It could've been anyone. Mr. Truelove, J.P. Goldman, Myrtle L. James. And Katherine Woodburn about the meetings with Laura and Carmela. The Press could've contacted them, and gotten bits from them and pieced it together... or Teresa called Bettina and told her everything."
"Yeah, right." said Teresa, not rising to the bait. We could see that she was million miles away.
"Your aunt arriving today?" I asked.
"Yes." Teresa said, mentally coming back to us. "The BOW Enterprises plane left County Airport an hour ago, and should have them up here by noon."
"My mother should be arriving by noon, as well." I said. "She's driving down from Apple Grove."
"Don," said Cindy, "did you talk to Laura last night?" My inquisitive cousin wanted to know about Laura possibly taking the University President job. Curiosity killed the cat...
"No, we didn't get the chance." I said. That did not go over at all with my Angels, and they let me know it. Especially Cindy.
"Don," she said, "this is a huge deal, and if you can't talk to us about it, who can to talk to?"
I said "All of you ladies have children. And one day you're going to have family issues to take care of, and you're not going to want to talk about those issues to anyone, not even those closest to you."
That did nothing to stop the stares ate me, so I made it a lot more clear: "So let it go."
Teresa got up and got more coffee, and refilled our cups as well. Cindy just kept staring at me, and I could feel her trying to reach into my mind. I pushed back mentally, then stared hard into her ice blue eyes until she got the message...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Sports report, where KXTC's Jeff Hull talked about the Bulldogs in the Fiesta Bowl and the Wildcats in the Orange Bowl, I went back to my office. I began reading the duty logs as I always did, when I heard a knock on the door followed by Our Sheriff walking in and closing the door behind him. He made a gesture for me to remain seated as I was about to stand up.
"Sir?" I said as Sheriff Griswold seated himself in the hot chair nearest the door.
"I get it, Crowbar." he growled. "You didn't want to air family laundry in front of everyone. And if you don't want to talk about it now, that's fine. But I'm here if you want to get it out."
I chuckled and said "Not much gets past you, Sheriff." He barked a laugh, then I said "Okay, I guess I do need to say something."
I began: "I was going to talk to Laura about the Presidency job, but when I got home and we sat down at the dinner table, Carole promptly asked her mother if she, her mother, was going to be (air quotes) 'the next President'. Laura just about went off on her, demanding to know how Carole knew that. And I mean she went went off. She really browbeat Carole over it."
I continued: "Seeing how furious her mother was with her, Carole said she heard it from Marie, who'd heard it from her mother. Laura went off on her again, accusing Carole of lying, and rightly so. Stephanie would not have said anything, and Carole had no chance to talk to Marie about that nor anything else."
Me: "So Carole started crying and asking why her mother was yelling at her so much. Laura yelled because Carole was lying, and she still wanted to know how Carole knew about the job offer. Carole just broke down crying like I haven't seen her cry in years, and Laura just did not let up at all."
"So I had to intervene." I said. "Just to get Carole away from Laura, I had Carole come with me to take the dogs out, even though they didn't need to and just sat with us on the patio. When I asked Carole why she fibbed, Carole said because her mother was so mad at her, and always gets mad if Carole truthfully says she just knows, and she was just trying to get her mother to stop yelling at her."
Me: "I took the opportunity to teach Carole that sometimes it's better to keep things to oneself and not speak out about them, but that fibbing only makes things worse, so she should tell us the truth when we ask her something. Carole promised not to fib like that anymore, and we petted the dogs until she felt better."
Me: "So Laura and I did have a small 'come-to-Jesus' meeting, but it was about Carole, not the University Presidency. I told her that Carole lied because Laura was yelling at her in front of everyone... and Jim was loving every bit of this, by the way... and I told Laura I was worried that Carole felt the need to lie in the first place."
Me: "Well, that got Laura going off on me, saying that Carole needed to learn to speak when spoken to, and that children are to be seen and not heard. She wanted to punish Carole, but I invoked the agreement that Carole's punishments were in my hands. And after that, we just stopped talking about anything, so we definitely didn't talk about the University President situation."
The Sheriff nodded, knowing about my past agreement with Laura on the punishments. (Author's note: 'Vox Populi Vox Dei', Ch. 03.) "That sounds very unlike the Laura we know and love. Do you think Laura's feeling the pressure of all that, and just had a bad moment and took it out on Carole?"
"No sir." I said. "And I'll tell you the analogy that comes to mind on all this: my mother and my sister Elizabeth. My mother tried to mold Elizabeth into what my mother wanted Elizabeth to be. Elizabeth chafed under it for years... took it out on me until I got big enough to hit back... and then rebelled against our parents when she was a teenager. Laura wants Carole to be certain things, but Carole is already on her chosen path. And their wills are colliding."
Sheriff Griswold said "Just Carole and Laura's wills colliding? Or yours and Laura's?"
"Some of both, sir." I said. "I want to support all my kids making their own decisions and creating their own paths. And I'm not sure why Laura is so fiercely opposing what Carole wants to do, which is what she is meant to do: be a better Detective than you and me put together."
"Then that is what you need to talk to your wife about." said Griswold. "You need to get her to talk about it, and listen to why she is so opposed to Carole being Carole. I have a suspicion... that there's more to it than just that."
The Sheriff's words jolted me to my core...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Tanya drove into Teresa's office, where Teresa and Cindy already were. "The Sheriff just went into Don's office and closed the door behind him. Looks like a father-son discussion is taking place."
"Good." Cindy said. "Maybe Don will talk to the Sheriff. He sure as hell wasn't going to talk to us, and I don't understand why not. Everyone in that room was family or his closest friends. And I could feel it in him... there's a problem there, and a big one. And it's really bothering him."
"Laura being offered the University President's job is bothering him that much?" Teresa said. "Then again, he was shaken up after talking to Sharon Marshall."
"It's more than that." Tanya said. "Don gave us the clue... he said we all had children. I think something happened at home, something that pre-empted any talk about the job offer. Something he doesn't want to talk about, even to us; and something that apparently is bothering him more than the job offer. So you couldn't get a vibe on what the actual problem was?"
"No, just that he was very uncomfortable when I asked about it." Cindy said. "My only vibe was... wait... the vibe was about a vibe..."
Part 8 - New Friends, Old Memories
10:00am, Tuesday, December 22nd. The Bow Enterprises plane taxied to the terminal after a smooth landing at County Airport. Waiting for it was Police Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle.
"Ah, there you are, my dear." said Clarissa Belvedere Esterson as she made her way down the stairs of the plane to the tarmac. Teresa observed that her aunt Clarissa was holding on to the handrail. Following her were her teen great-nieces and Teresa's (second) cousins Beatrice and Eugenia.
Teresa hugged Clarissa and her cousins, then led them towards the black, unmarked Police cruiser she'd borrowed, as a BOW Enterprises employee acquired their luggage and brought it over. "How was your flight?" Teresa asked.
"It was very nice." said Clarissa. "But I fear that my days of flying will soon be curtailed by my doctors."
"Something you need to tell me?" Teresa asked, concerned.
"No, Child, nothing like that." said Clarissa, who mistook Teresa's slight reaction to being called 'Child' as concern for her health. "I'm just getting old."
They got into the vehicle, and Beatrice and Genia looked around with interest, especially at the computer on the dash between the front seats. "Wow, a real Police car!" Beatrice said. "First time I've ever been in one."
"I would hope so, young lady." Clarissa replied, making Teresa chuckle.



"My vehicle is an SUV, and I thought it might not be easy to climb into, Aunt Clarissa." Teresa said. "Heck, I have enough trouble climbing up into it."
"That's very thoughtful of you, my dear." Clarissa said.
As they pulled out onto the road and traveled south-by-southeast towards the Northwest corner of Town, Clarissa said "Our rooms are at the University Hotel."
"I canceled those reservations." Teresa said. "Todd's company, BOW Enterprises, has a condo in the building next door, called Tower Condos. No reason for you to spend money on a hotel room when the two-bedroom apartment is a lot nicer."
"That's also very thoughtful of you, my dear." said Clarissa. "But I don't want to trouble you in any way."
"Oh, it's no trouble." Teresa said. "I was going to have you stay at my house, which has a fully handicapped-accessible bedroom and bathroom. And then I realized that the girls might be annoyed with three young boys running around."
"I'm sure they're delightful." Clarissa said politely. She obviously had not met little Jack Burke yet, Teresa thought to herself.
"After we get you settled in," Teresa said, "we'll go to Don's home for lunch. His home is next to mine, and it's called 'The Cabin'. Don's mother has come to Town and will be staying there, and she asked me to bring you to her there. She said she's known you for years, Aunt Clarissa, but never really said how you met. And you never mentioned having met her, either."
"Oh!" Clarissa said, not having expected that. "Yezzz, Mrs. Troy and I met many, many years ago. I didn't even think of it when you first came to visit, and only after the Iron Crowbar visited with you did I even realize that the 'Troy' name might not be just a coincidence."
"How did you meet Mrs. Troy? Did you meet her husband, too?" asked Teresa.
"Oh yes, both our husbands were alive and well and just starting out in life at the time." Clarissa said. "But we can talk about that later. Tell me more about this lovely Town..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, those are lovely roses and carnations!" Callie Carrington said as she came into Laura's office and saw the bouquet that had just arrived. "From Don?"
"Yes." said Laura, but not happily. "But the card only says 'I love you'. No apology on it."
"You were expecting an apology?" Callie asked. "Did y'all have a fight?"
"We were on the edge of one." Laura replied. "Carole didn't mind her manners again, then lied about it. She's never lied before, that I know of. But Don won't let me punish her, and he and I are not seeing eye-to-eye on this. So he sent flowers, like I expected he would, but he didn't apologize."
Callie chose discretion as the better part of valor, and did not ask if Don had said or done anything for which an apology was necessary...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, what a lovely home." Clarissa said as she stepped into The Cabin, followed by Beatrice, Eugenia, and Teresa.
'Thank you." I said as I closed the door behind them. "I believe you know my mother Phyllis."
"Yes." Clarissa said as she hugged my mother. "It's wonderful to see you again, Phyllis. My, you look as young as your son."
"You're way too kind." Phyllis said. "It's good to see you again, too. And these are your nieces?"
"Yes." said Clarissa. "Beatrice and Eugenia. Girls, this is my friend Phyllis Troy. She also happens to be the Iron Crowbar's mother." Beatrice and Genia politely said hello.
"Unfortunately, my wife had to attend a meeting with other University Faculty." I said. "But let me introduce you to everyone else." We went into the greatroom, the back part of The Cabin, where several adults and 'older kids' were waiting.
"This is Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone." I said. Tanya was in her uniform, as was I; we were still on duty, but our duty station was her for the moment. It's good to be Police Commanders, I thought to myself.
"Please, call me Tanya." said Tanya as she shook Clarissa's hand.
"Thank you, Tanya, and you call me Clarissa." said Clarissa. "I've heard so much about you." She sat down at the end of the sofa, the side part that faced the back wall, and said "I use a wheelchair at home when I get tired, and I get tired all too easily these days. And I daresay I can give you a run for your money in a wheelchair race."
As everyone chuckled, Tanya said "You're on! Let me introduce my stepdaughters. This is Tiffany, she's 13, and Jennifer is 11."
"Girls, come over here." Clarissa said to her nieces after saying hello. When they came over, Clarissa said "Beatrice is 16, almost 17, and Genia is 14." All the girls said polite hellos.
Teresa said "Why don't you girls help me with the placesettings and getting lunch on the table." The girls dutifully followed Teresa to the kitchen.
"You know my cousin Cindy." I said, introducing her to Clarissa.
"I see you've been busy." Clarissa said, noting Cindy's advanced pregnancy. We all laughed.
"And... where's Callie?" I said, looking around.
"There she is, coming out of the kitchen." said Cindy. "Clarissa, this is my wife Callie."
"What a lovely young lady you are." said Clarissa, having been forewarned by Teresa about Cindy and Callie's relationship. She turned to Cindy and ask "So when is your baby due?"
"Not long, now." Cindy said. "Middle of next month."
"Ah, so you are on leave from the Police Force now?" Clarissa asked.
"No ma'am." said Cindy. "I'm technically retired, and I'll be starting up with the Sheriff Department next month. Long story."
I said "And plenty of time to hear it. Clarissa, this is Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, who is also Cindy's sister."
As Clarissa and Molly shook hands and exchanged greetings, Molly said "I am on vacation, unless a disaster comes up."
"Ah yes, you Officers are always on call, are you not?" Clarissa said. "I do appreciate your service and devotion to your work."
"Thank you, ma'am." I said. "The Sheriff should be here in a moment------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
That was followed by Sheriff Griswold opening the front door and peering in. "Come on in, Sheriff!" I called out.
"Sorry I'm late." growled Griswold gruffly as he took off his warm 'work' coat, a brown coat with the Sheriff Department emblem sewn over the heart. Teresa had come out of the kitchen and went over and guided the Sheriff to the greatroom.
"Aunt Clarissa, this is the greatest Sheriff in the world, Antonio Griswold." Teresa said. "Sheriff, this is my Aunt Clarissa."
"Oh, I've heard so many good things about you, Sheriff." said Clarissa as the Sheriff bowed slightly and took Clarissa's hand in an 'old school' kind of way.
"I've heard a lot about you, too, madame." said the Sheriff. "It's good to finally meet you."
"Brace yourselves." I said. "I'll call the children in." As I did, I heard the Sheriff compliment Teresa on her 'kissing up' skills. I went up the stairs to the second floor landing, and blew three short blasts on my Police whistle (yes, I have one).
"Let's go, boys! Get down there!" I heard Carole say, followed by a stampede down the stairs from the attic room. I scurried back down to the main floor, then Carole came out from the bottom of the stairs, followed by Marie and Tasha. Then the boys appeared, including young Pete Feeley.
"Let's go, boys!" Carole ordered. "You're moving like pond water!"
"Knock it off, Carole." Jim replied as he went by her. "Or I'll tell Mom to yell at you some more." I felt as much as saw the anger on Carole's face.
"Jim, that'll be enough of making threats like that." I said as Jim came by.
"Yes sir," Jim said dispassionately.
The seven kids were followed by the redoubtable Bowser and Buddy as they came into the greatroom and, to my mild surprise, lined up in 'formation' with the kids in front of Clarissa.
"This is Tanya's son Pete, and these are my boys Jim, Ross, and Ian." I said. They politely greeted Clarissa as well as Beatrice and Eugenia, who had come over after helping set up the dinner tables.
"Oh my, a whole handful of trouble." said Clarissa. "Where are your sons, Teresa?"
"With their dad at his work." said Teresa. "You'll meet them later today."
"This is my daughter Tasha." I said, introducing Tasha.
"Hello Tasha." said Clarissa. "You look just like your dad in the face." It was a correct observation, though most did not see it because they did not get past Tasha's darker skin color.
"And this is Carole, my oldest child, and her best friend Marie." I said.
"Hello, Marie." said Clarissa. Then she turned to Carole and said "Ah, so you're Carole. I've heard a great many things about you."
"All good, I hope!" Carole said brightly. We all chuckled at that.
"Oh yes, especially what your grandmother told me." Clarissa said. "And you're the girl------ oh! Goodness..." Buddy had jumped onto the sofa next to Clarissa and rested his front paws on her thigh, half sitting on her. Bowser had sat down in front of Clarissa, almost between her and Carole.
"That's Buddy." Carole said. "He was Amy's dog, and Aunt Teresa found them, and brought them here on Christmas Eve. Then Amy died, so we're keeping Buddy for her."
"Ohhhh." Clarissa said as she petted Buddy. She looked at Teresa and said "She was the girl you told me about."
"Yes ma'am." said Teresa quietly, melancholy in her voice, which Clarissa noticed.
"And this is Bowser." Carole said. Clarissa patted the sofa on the other side from Buddy, and Bowser jumped up, but sat and watched Clarissa instead of lying down on her or next to her, as Carole continued: "Bowser saved Marie's life. He led Daddy and Aunt Cindy to the ditch Marie was laying in, freezing to death, and they took her to the hos-pit-al. Then Mommy's friend Dr. Steele and her husband adopted Marie, and she's my bestest buddy now."
"That's very sweet." said Clarissa. "You're a good dog, Bowser." she added as let Bowser sniff her fist, then petted him. Bowser 'endured' the skritchins, as did Buddy.
Phyllis said "Clarissa, Carole is the little girl your niece saved on Christmas Eve three years ago."
"Oh my." said Clarissa. "I was told about that."
"But not everything, ma'am." said Carole, very sure. "Daddy, we need to take Aunt Clarissa to see the Angels in the Park."
"We will." I said. "After lunch."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, the boys went back to their work on New Lego City and the great Troy Transcontinental Railroad, and I sent Carole, Marie, and Tasha to take the dogs out and pet the cats, if the cats would permit themselves to be petted. The adults and the older girls crowded into the front room to watch a short film made by Cindy and saved to DVD.
"It's hard to believe this was just three years ago." Cindy said as she started it.
"Seems longer to me." I said. The images began with news reports and the Amber Alert of Carole's kidnapping by the late Thomas P. Cook and deceased reporter John Hardwood.
"That must have been terrifying for you, Phyllis." Clarissa said, knowing Phyllis had been TASERed during the kidnapping attack.
"Fortunately, I don't remember a lot of it." my mother said. "I ended up in the Hospital overnight."
The next images showed the Ward Harvester warehouse, and the interruptions of the television signals with the chilling messages from Thomas P. Cook. Then an image from a drone showing Teresa going into the warehouse.
"I've never seen that before." I said.
"No one has seen a lot of this." Cindy said. "I spent hours going through every bit of camera footage we had, and my Media source (Priya) helped me get what they had."
We watched in fascination as grainy images of Teresa in the warehouse running to the 'Ring of Fire' pallet of explosives, but none had caught her running out with Carole. Then the images of the building blowing up suddenly jarred us.
"Oh myyyyy." Clarissa gasped. "And... you survived?"
"We'll talk about that later." Teresa said. Meanwhile, the DVD showed me running to the remains of the building, then the Media drone's images of Teresa being carried out, followed by Cindy guiding me and Carole out. I was vividly remembering every emotion of those moments, even the smell of the smoke...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Thirty minutes later, we were at Ward Harvester Park. Everyone had come, even the boys. Tanya had provided Clarissa her extra, non-motorized wheelchair to make things easier on the older woman.
The boys went to play on nearby swingsets, and the Sheriff supervised them. The rest of us went to the Public Service Memorial statue. As we came up to it, with the two angels overlooking the equipment of Public Service people, Carole took over the narration of the story.
"This whole park used to be the warehouse." she said. "There used to be a pit here, to work on vehicles. Daddy had them put the statue in the exact place he found us in that pit."
"You remember all this, Carole?" Phyllis asked, and a bit concerned.
"Yes, Grandma, every bit of it." Carole said. "I was chained to the chair and Aunt Teresa jumped over the bags piled up around me. She cut me out and told me to sit still, and that she would pick me up and run with me. And that's what she did after she used a crowbar to break through the wires."
Carole continued: "Aunt Teresa ran with me to that pit and slid like a baseball player into it. She was holding me to her, but when the building ecks-plo-ded, it knocked me out of her arms. And that was lucky, because a big piece of metal fell down and it had a piece of metal attached to it that stabbed Aunt Teresa in the back. If she had still been holding me, I would have been stabbed, too."
Carole had never told me this before, and I suspect she'd told no one else either. I looked at Teresa, who just said "I don't really remember that. That explosion was jarring, and it immediately turned dark. I remember seeing the crossbeam coming down and rolling my back to it, then nothing until I opened my eyes and saw you looking down at me."
"What happened then, Carole?" asked my mother Phyllis, who was fascinated and wanted to keep Carole talking, and also to have Carole let it all come out.
"Daddy came and got us." Carole said. "He always takes care of his family, and he thinks Aunt Teresa is his family, too." A wave of emotion hit me, and I barely felt Teresa put her arm around my waist and squeeze me in a hug. She was feeling the emotions too, I realized.
"All three of my Angels here are family." I said.
"Awwww." chorused my three Angels. Clarissa and Phyllis smiled at that.
Carole continued. "So when Old Mr. Ward built the park, he had this statue made. And Daddy went to the sculp... sculp... er, person who carved the statue, and had them make the faces like Amy and Alexis. I saw them standing above us, helping Daddy find me and Aunt Teresa."
"You saw them too?" I asked, totally stunned. I had told Teresa the story of the angels guiding me to the right place, but we were alone. And I'd never discussed it anywhere near Carole.
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "They were standing above us. Their dresses had lights in them and they were glowing." To say I was stunned at what I was hearing would be a huge understatement.
Clarissa was gazing at the angels of the statue. She finally said "The taller girl looks like those photos of Alexis you showed me, Teresa. And Amy was just a teenager when she died?"
"Yes ma'am." Teresa said. "She wasn't with me very long. She was already sick when I found her. And that's one reason I gave my mother's inheritance to the Hospital; to find cures for rare diseases like the one she had."
Beatrice was taking photos with her iPhone, and had Teresa and Carole and Clarissa pose in front of the statue. "Mr. Crowbar, will you get in the picture too?" she asked.
"Why don't you girls get in the picture, too." my mother said, taking the iPhone from Beatrice. More photos were taken.
As we were leaving and walking to our cars, I said "Carole, you never mentioned seeing those angels on that day."
"I know, Daddy." Carole replied. "Mommy never believes me when I talk about things like that, and I didn't know if you'd believe me either."
"Well, I do believe you." I said. "And that's because I saw them myself. They led me to the right place to find you."
"Good!" Carole said happily. "Because it was dark and scary in there. And Aunt Teresa was hurt." I was not fooled: Carole was happier at being believed than for any other reason...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We took the kids home, then Teresa offered Clarissa, Beatrice, and Genia a tour of Police Headquarters. My mother said she was going to visit Laura in Laura's office, and Our Sheriff volunteered to drive her there. Hmm, I wondered to myself.
I also went to Police Headquarters, and to my office. I thought the Belvedere Clan would want to see Teresa's office first. I was wrong. They followed me to my office. I observed that Clarissa was still making use of the wheelchair.
"So this is where everything is centered." said Clarissa, looking around as all first-time visitors to my office did.
"A small part of it, ma'am." I said. "Everything we do is a team effort."
"I was warned about your modesty." Clarissa said, her eyes boring into me. "And like your Sheriff, I will also excuse it." She turned and said "Young ladies, perhaps your cousin Teresa will be kind enough to give you a tour of the Police Station... and I hope you will never see the inside of one again. In the meantime, I hope the Iron Crowbar will indulge me in a moment of conversation."
"Certainly." I said, then said to Teresa "Don't take them through the Booking Line or the holding cells. Criminals might remember their faces."
Teresa said "Yes sir. Aunt Clarissa, just call me on the cellphone when you're ready." She and the girls exited the office, closing the door behind them.
Clarissa said "You're always thinking of your family's safety. I had not thought of that possibility of a threat to my nieces."
I replied "I've been thinking that way for years, now. It's just become habit. The Sheriff also created a few lines about my paranoia."
Clarissa nodded, then said "But it's more. So you're the one who had those statues sculpted to resemble Alexis and young Amy. That is much, much more than being a friend. And it shows me why Teresa is so devoted to you. I'm grateful to you for that. You are the anchor in her life that she has needed, especially after years of living with a father that treated her so poorly."
I said "Madame, I must ask you not to make such a hasty judgement. I also thought along those lines, then I learned a great many things. And we know a lot more about mental health and mental illness than we did all those years ago. Whatever else you think of your brother-in-law, he did raise Teresa and raised her right, and he was a genuine Army hero who spent the last years of his life alone in a nursing home, his mind gone. Certainly more Purgatory than needed, whatever his sins were."
Clarissa nodded. "Perhaps. Much sadness has followed my family, and I'm sorry that it has befallen Teresa as much as the rest of us. But as I said, Teresa has been blessed to have you in her life, and that you are watching over her as much as anyone can."
"Certainly." I said. "And it seems that Teresa's life and mine were destined to be intertwined. After all, she married my sister's son... and of course, there is your own connection with certain members of my family."
Clarissa eyes widened in total shock; she had not expected that. Then she peered at me. "What they say is true: not much gets past you. But how much do you truly know about all of that?"
"All of it." I said. "Literally, all of it."
"Did your mother tell you?" Clarissa asked, her voice sounding surprised.



"No ma'am." I said. "She has said nothing, nothing at all."
"Does she know how much you know?" Clarissa asked. "And does Laura?"
I shrugged. "I don't know. It's never come up for discussion. And unless you bring it up... it won't."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya had taken over giving the girls the tour, and the Intel Center appeared to generate the most interest from them. They in turn generated the interest of the MCD and Vice Detectives, and Joanne Warner asked them questions about Louisiana, and about Tulane and LSU, which got them to open up and talk.
Meanwhile, Teresa had made a phone call. After my conversation with Clarissa, Teresa asked me to escort her aunt to the Chief's Conference Room. When we got there, I was (not really) surprised to see who was in the office with her: EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell.
After introductions and me excusing myself, Teresa said "Dr. Cordell was in my father's unit in Viet Nam, and he pulled my father out of enemy fire, saving his life... and making my existence here possible."
"Ahhh." said Clarissa. "Yezzz, I would be very interested in hearing about that. He was not the same man in the war that he was at home with Teresa, was he, Dr. Cordell."
"I've heard the stories," said Dr. Cordell, "but I never saw him after we were flown out of Viet Nam. I can tell you that he was born to be an Army Officer, leading men in war. I made the rank of Admiral, playing the Game and the political games at times, but in all those years I never met a greater man and a greater leader than Teresa's father... until I met the Iron Crowbar."
"Tell me more." said Clarissa as Teresa excused herself and came to my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile... Phyllis was talking with Laura in Laura's office.
"So, my dear," said Phyllis, "what is the trouble with Carole these days?"
"Don told you?" Laura asked harshly. "Or did Carole?"
"I was able to observe a few things before Teresa's aunt arrived," said Phyllis. "And I overheard Carole talking to her father at the park. Laura, if I were to tell you that Carole is becoming afraid to speak of anything she is feeling because she is becoming afraid of you... physically afraid of what you will do if she speaks... what would you say?"
"I'd say she has no reason to be afraid," Laura replied, "but at the same time she needs to learn manners and understand her place."
"And that's where I spoke to Don, and asked him about it." Phyllis said. "He said that you were more than harsh the other night, and that Carole resorted to lying to get you to stop haranguing her. He also made a very astute comparison... his sister Elizabeth growing up in our household."
Phyllis: "On some levels, it was inevitable what happened with Elizabeth. Certainly her father never understood her rejection of the Christian Faith. But I also realize now that we were too harsh on Elizabeth. I never took the time to talk with my daughter, to really talk with her and understand her side of things. And then things reached a point where it would not have mattered if I had reached out."
"So you think that's where Carole and I are headed?" Laura said with asperity. "Especially since her father is pretty much taking her side on these things, unlike your husband with Elizabeth."
"The analogy is indeed imperfect." said Phyllis, unperturbed at Laura's obvious irritation. "And no, things are not to that same level between you and Carole... yet." She paused, then said "Laura, I'm sharing this with you in the hopes that my experiences with Elizabeth were not in vain. Douglass learned from our mistakes, and treated Don much differently than he did Elizabeth, and Don flourished. I think Don simply wants Carole to flourish, and from a much younger age with a much greater head start."
"Well," Laura said, to end the conversation, "I'll just say this. Carole has to learn manners, and decorum, and how to act properly in this world. And I'm not going to stop teaching her those things, nor Jim, nor Don's other kids, if need be."
Phyllis bore down hard on her daughter-in-law and said "Laura... you cannot be to Carole what your Old Mother was to you. Especially since Carole is not buying in."
"So what am I supposed to do?" Laura asked skeptically.
"Talk to Don." said Phyllis. "Hash out your issues, and work out a way forward. And above all, make sure Carole knows how much you love her. I did not do that with Elizabeth... and we all paid a huge price for that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Tuesday, December 22nd. We were at The Cabin. I called the dogs to be taken out, and as they appeared at the back door, Carole asked "Can I come with you, Daddy?"
"Not this time, Fussbudget." I said. "Your mom's coming with me." Indeed, Laura was putting on her coat, and walked out onto the deck with me after the dogs burst through and ran around the corner to inspect their territories and do their business.
The fire pot was lit and warm, and Laura and I sat down together on the metal mesh loveseat in front of it. "It's a nice night." Laura said. "Clear, and cold."
"Yes, and we'll have good weather for the Christmas concert tomorrow night." I replied. Then, not delaying things, I said "Soooo, you talked with my mom, and with the Sheriff?"
"Mostly with your mom." Laura said. "Soooo, are you going to punish Carole?"
I said "I've talked her her and let her know that lying to us is not acceptable, not for any reason."
"That's it?" Laura asked.
"If she lies to us again, I'll have to do more." I replied. "But I think she got the message, for now, and we won't have the problem again." Sensing irritation in Laura, I said "What would you have me do?"
"She doesn't watch TV, so that would be moot." Laura said. "You could deny her the Internet for a month. Or you could ground her, and not let her visit Marie or have Marie visit her."
I said "I've checked on where she goes on the Internet. She's using it to study her school subjects further than they teach in the classroom, which is initiative that I did not care to take when I was in third grade, even if we'd had the Internet then. So cutting that off only hurts her."
I continued: "And I'm not going to punish Marie by telling Carole she and Marie can't see each other. Moot point anyway.. their desks are next to each other in their classroom. And I don't want to figure out the logistics of either you or me having to pick up Carole from school when Stephanie does it most days for us."
Laura said "You blasted Jim pretty hard for taunting Carole. I admit that he was wrong, but you told him you'd deny him access to the attic room for a month if he didn't stop taunting Carole about this."
"Yes, yes I did." I said, having had that conversation with Jim a half hour before, which is why the fire pot was lit. "Above just about all else, I don't want him and Carole devolving into the next 'Don and Elizabeth'. I want them to love and respect each other. There's ribbing, and then there's trying to hurt someone, and Jim was crossing that line."
"I agree." said Laura. "But you won't punish Carole for lying, which is worse."
"You're going to make me say it, aren't you?" I said, peering at Laura. She turned to look at me and I said "Laura, I told you already that Carole lied only because you were yelling at her harder than I've ever seen you yell at anyone. I genuinely was thinking that you were treating your own daughter as if she were a captured enemy spy being interrogated by the CIA."
Laura's face turned skeptical and dismissive, so I continued: "I really wish I could've videoed it, so you could see just how bad it was. Your face was contorted with rage. Carole was genuinely afraid of you, and that's why she lied... because she thought the truth would enrage you even more, and things would... escalate. Physically escalate."
"You don't really think I was going to physically harm her, do you?" Laura asked, knowing that that was what I was (more than) insinuating.
"No, but she did." I replied. "And I don't think she was just seeing it in your eyes and face. And it was so completely unlike you that it had me worried, too."
"Well," Laura said with exasperation. "I hope you know that I don't believe in spanking or corporal punishment, and I would never have physically harmed her. But Don... Carole absolutely must learn manners. She's already in trouble with her teachers at school, whether it's that fight with Sean Redmond or over the Christmas play." (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 01; 'Christmas Mystery Theater Redux' Ch. 01.)
Laura continued: "We can't have her blurting out things, like asking me ahead of time about the University Presidency... what if she'd asked about that in front of a lot of people? Or if she talks about Police matters to someone she shouldn't? Carole has to learn to be seen and not heard. She has to learn to conform, and to obey. "
My eyes narrowed and I said "That sounds like something Lionel Carmela would say, and to suppress people's individual freedom. And that's what I don't want to do. I want Carole to blossom to her full potential, not be suppressed."
That struck Laura more than anything else. "I... yeah, you're right about that. And I'm not trying to suppress Carole..."
"Let me stop you right there." I said. "I think Carole's innate heightened perception, for lack of a better term, bothers you if not scares you. And you are trying to tamp that down." After a pause I said "Look, you can still teach Carole manners, and decorum, and the social graces... but teach them, with patience and motherly love. And leave the rest to me."
When all was said and done, we had our second armistice over Carole. But it would be up to Laura and Carole to repair their relationship, and I could not help them with that...
Part 9 - Concerted
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, December 23rd, from the anchor desk of KXTC studios. "Dr. Sidney P. Wellman ls vacating his position as University President!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "University President Wellman announced overnight that he is retiring, effective after Graduation this coming May. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Amber Harris, with the University Clock Tower across the road as her backdrop. "Channel Two News has learned that Dr. Wellman reached an agreement with the University Trustees and the University Ethics Board whereby he would retire effective at the end of the Winter-Spring Semester in May, and the Ethics Board would let drop the allegations against him without reaching any conclusion."
Amber: "Channel Two News has also learned that the University Trustees and some members of the Ethics Board met in secret yesterday and came to this compromise solution. None of the tenured professors that made the ethics allegations against Dr. Wellman would appear on camera, but Dr. Jan Camp of the Women's Studies Department and Dr. Juanita Rivera of the Romance Languages Department issued a joint statement saying, quote, 'We are deeply dissatisfied with this result. Wellman is what we thought he was, and they let him off the hook!', close quote. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said. "That's trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important information. And for more, let's go to reporter Pat Stellum. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the fat, Al-Capone-'ish' reporter, his trenchcoat ill-fitting on his overweight body, as he appeared near the President's House on the north side of Campus. "Student groups are outraged at the compromise agreement, and are continuing to demand Dr. Wellman resign and leave immediately! And the condemnation is coming from all political sides, as the State Right To Life Committee, led by the Reverend Steven Ikea, condemned the compromise, saying that Dr. Wellman and his wife's illicit and unethical behavior is being allowed to be swept under the rug!"
Stellum: "Dr. Lionel Carmela, the respected head of the Political Science Department spoke off-camera with me, and said simply 'While I am unhappy with this decision, Sidney Wellman is leaving in disgrace, his reputation ruined, and the University's standing in tatters. I will be watching with great interest to see who the Governor and Trustees pick as his successor.', close quote."
Stellum: "Dr. Carmela also said that it's time to move on, and that he is much more interested in stopping the illegal Christmas concert on the grounds of University Hospital, and denying the Cancer Children the opportunity to participate in what he calls a 'despicable religious atrocity on State property'. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Pat." Bettina said. "And the Christmas concert is scheduled to begin at sundown, approximately 5:30pm, and will feature a choir composed of several area churches, performances by T-Square and the Cancer Children, as well as other surprise performances."
Bettina; "Hospital Board Member and Police Operations Commander Teresa Croyle, who is is the event's organizer, said in a statement that the concert is a tribute to America more than any particular religion. She did not respond to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for more information on the concert, nor its security arrangements..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"As if we're going to tell KXTC our security arrangements, so they can just run to our enemies with that information." I said witheringly as the Sheriff, Chief, myself, and my three Angels drank coffee and watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
Sheriff Griswold said "Just mentioning security arrangements suggests they're needed. KXTC is just trying to gin up fear."
"Sir," said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, "there may be more to it than that. KXTC did call and tried to get ahold of Teresa, then Captain Thompson... during normal business hours, not at their usual times when they know we're not here."
Teresa said "It does feel like one of their typical set-up questions. They may know something we don't, perhaps a threat, but aren't telling us what it may be."
"Even so," I replied, "we will be ready for any problems. Governor Jared is sending State Patrol volunteers."
"And some of my buddies just might show up."Tanya said. "To hear the children sing, of course."
"Of course." said Chief Moynahan, his voice skeptical.
Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said "I'm sure we can handle any problems, but I hope there won't be any. We've got some great groups performing, and not just Christian groups. And the Cancer Kids are almost as excited for this as they are for 'Bowser Day'."
"So who is composing this combined choir?" I asked.
Teresa replied: "That's part of the surprise, and that's why I asked you to come early and meet them, Don. And The Maestro has been working with them. It's going to be great."
The Maestro was Dr. Wolfgang Strauss, the German-born composer who had written two major operas before his 13th birthday, and was considered the foremost conductor of our time, having conducted the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra and the New Orleans Symphony Orchestra. He had accepted the position of head of the University's School of Music some years before, considerably upgrading the reputation of that School and the University.
He was tall and slender, with a shock of white hair that reminded me of my uncle, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, but Dr. Strauss's face was more fierce and more Teutonic, and his blue eyes seemed to blaze with energy when he was 'into' conducting a concert.
His students had gone on to great careers, as musicians and as composers. He was known to be a hard-driving taskmaster, but those who submitted to his grueling work ethic were rewarded well in their lives. Alice, the teen violin player and once a cancer patient at the University, was one of his students.
"Wow." I said "The Maestro isn't known for charity works. Why did he volunteer?"
Teresa said "His student Alice is one of our performers, and was once one of the Cancer Kids before she went into remission. Also, he and some relatives escaped from East Germany to the West, but his parents didn't make it. He's never forgotten what East Germany was like, and that's one reason he came to America."
"Soooo," said the Chief, "who can tellll us about this remarkable deal between Dr. Wellmannnn and the Trusteeees?"
"Don't look at me." I said as everyone looked at me. "I haven't heard a word, not even from Laura... if she even knows."
Teresa said "Well, I happen to have a reliable source, that being my husband who is on the Board of Trustees. After dinner last night, while Aunt Clarissa held Court with our boys and impressed them with her stories of Louisiana and making rum out of sugar and molasses, Todd told me a little about the negotiations."
Teresa: "He wasn't sure exactly how Carmela was convinced to go along with it, but Governor-elect Marshall brokered the compromise. Actually, almost everyone was amenable to it, letting Dr. Wellman slowly fade away and letting the story die down. You'd think Dr. Camp, Dr. Rivera, and Dr. Carmela would be the biggest problems, and they didn't like it. But I'm told Harold Truelove was the biggest stickler, and he's working with the State Right to Life Committee to publicly protest the deal."
Cindy's voice was full of amazement as she said "Truelove was a bigger obstacle than Carmela?"
Teresa replied "From what Todd was saying, yes. Todd has no idea what Carmela was offered or threatened with, but he had Camp and Rivera back down and let the Ethics Board table the complaints."
"Maybe what Stellum reported is the key." Tanya astutely said. "He said Carmela is watching who gets picked to succeed Sidney. Maybe they offered him input on the selection of the next President?"
"I'd say just the opposite." I said. "No, I don't know anything for sure, but I'm guessing Sharon Marshall twisted his arm------ ohhhhh, of course!"
My reverie was long enough for Teresa to have refilled everyone's mugs, including my own, with more coffee. Finally I spoke: "Okay, that makes sense. And I've got to hand it to Sharon Marshall. That was... crowbar-worthy."
"What was crowbar-worthy?" Cindy asked. "Or do I need to come over there and administer a very worthy crowbar beatdown?"
I smiled and replied "And beating me down for two, eh? Seriously, I don't know for sure, and maybe, in a spirit of bipartisan harmonious cooperation, Katherine Woodburn worked with Ms. Marshall. At any rate, I suspect they threatened Carmela, possibly with that FBI investigation that is still ongoing, and the Governor could use that to suspend Carmela pending stripping him of his tenure and firing him. And maybe they dangled a carrot... not so much offering him anything, but addition-by-subtraction: removing a threat. And until I confirm my suspicions, I'll say no more about it for now."
"Man! you are asking for a beatdown." Cindy complained.
"So, Crowbar," said the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching merrily, "is Laura going to be the next University President?"
"I have no idea, Sheriff." I said, realizing the full intent of his question. "We didn't talk about it. But we did resolve our drapes-hanging issues, so the Troy Household is much happier now." I hope, I thought to myself. I hope...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd halfway expected Laura to call me about the Wellman business, but when she hadn't, I am sorry to say my patience and my restraint broke, and I called her.
"No, I don't know anything." Laura said. "The scuttlebutt is that Sharon Marshall forced Carmela to back down and he conceded. I don't know what she had on him, and I wish I did!"



"Me, too." I said. "So do you think Carmela is planning to go after the next University President, especially if it's you?"
Laura replied: "Carmela and the Socialist Movement have always played a long game. They've often backed down when directly confronted, only to rise up even more strongly once they get more sentiment on their side. In it's own way, it bothers me more that he didn't put up more of a fight, like Jan Camp and Juanita Rivera wanted to do. It's very likely he still has something up his sleeve..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Things began slowing down after 12:00 high noon. Teresa left; she was taking a half-day vacation today and all day the next day, Christmas Eve. I did paperwork, and am happy to say that I got a great deal of the yearly paperwork done.
At 3:00pm, Tanya drove into my office and said "Don, I'm heading to the Hospital for my rehab, and then I'll meet my buddies when they arrive. And by the way, you should wear the logo sweater they gave you last year."
"And make sure Sheriff Griswold is available to receive a Christmas gift?" I asked.
Tanya grinned. "Not much gets past you. I'd ask how you know, but I know you're the one behind that... and that other gift, too." And with that, she drove out of my office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:45pm, Wednesday, December 23rd. I parked in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' area behind the Hospital near the E.R. entrance, then walked around to the front. A large stage like the ones at concerts had been set up in front of the flagpole and the Eternal Flame on the front porch. Semicircles of progressively rising floors for the choir were built against the back wall, partially enclosing the stage area itself.
To once side (the audience's right) was a temporary flagpole. Chairs were set up at the front of the audience, reserved seating for those who needed it, as well as areas for the wheelchair-bound on either side of the seats. Behind all that was the open grass of the front lawn. The front of the Hospital faces west-southwest, and looks west towards University Avenue. North, to the Hospital's left as one looks at the front, are rows of buildings on the University Campus. South, to the right, is the large parking lot, and behind the parking lot, to the east, are the Ronald McDonald Houses built and maintained for families of cancer patients.
Several large tents were erected between the parking lot and the stage area. One of these was for the choir that had been assembled to perform. As I approached it, Teresa came out to meet me. She was wearing her white pullover sweater with the 'Guardians of Justice' logos on front and back, which she'd been given the year before. (Author's note: 'Christmas In The County'.) I was wearing my red pullover sweater with the same logos, and of course my khaki Tilley Hat and khaki pants.
"Come on inside." Teresa said. "I want you to meet these guys." I followed her into one of the tents. Inside were male and female choir members, dressed in blue and red choir robes, respectively. And then I noticed that most of them were in wheelchairs, and many of them had missing limbs. Some were disfigured with healed burns on their faces and hands. And some were wearing formalwear, tuxedos for the men and off-white dresses with jackets for the women. They were the Orchestra.
"This..." Teresa announced, "... is the Handicapable Veterans Choir and Orchestra. They were the 'Handicapped Veterans Choir' until Tanya found out and made them change their name to the more positive one." I grinned and nodded at that; that was Tanya all the way.
Teresa then said "Every one of these choir members and orchestra players served in the military, and every one of them earned a Purple Heart in the service of our Nation. Everyone, this is Commander Troy, the Iron Crowbar." They began applauding.
"I'm honored to meet you." I said loudly. "And I salute you for your service and your sacrifice." And I did just that: I came to attention and saluted them. They returned the salute.
Teresa said "I began searching for a Veterans Choir like this months ago, and found there was none. Admiral Cordell and General McFarland helped me put this choir together, and The Maestro actually contacted me and asked to be able to work with them. Word is that he wasn't hard on them at all, and got them into sync very well."
"They're military veterans, so they're very disciplined already." I said. My iPhone chirped with a text from Tanya, so I said loudly "I'm looking forward to hearing you sing tonight!" and excused myself.
The rumble of motorcycle engines could be heard as I approached the parking lot. Parking in it was limited; visitors to the concert were being bussed in from parking lots near University Memorial Stadium. But we were allowing the motorcycles to be parked in neat lines along the back of the parking lot.
They were, of course, the Guardians of Justice M.C.
Tanya had ridden in her wheelchair to meet them, wearing her leather jacket with the GOJMC patch sewn onto the back. She was also wearing her badge on her belt and had her service weapon in its holster under the jacket.
The GOJMC was composed of younger riders, not all of them men, that were good in a fight. I also noticed a number of older persons, male and female, and their leather jackets included patches of Christian riding groups. And among them were several black men and women that were part of some of the GOJMC's several Christian groups.
"Crowbar!" I heard behind me as I was about to go greet them. I turned to see Our Sheriff, and with him was Carole. She was wearing her white sweater with the Clan Troy icon on it. The Sheriff had on a windbreaker jacket over his shirt, barely adequate for the coming chill of the night.
As I went over to them, I saw that people were beginning to arrive. Many younger people and families had brought blankets and put on the ground. Others were milling about, and some older people were finding chairs up front. The concert was free, but tickets had been sold for the chairs, mostly so they could be steered to the older guests.
"Hello, Sheriff." I said. "Carole, where's your mom?"
"She came with Grandma and Aunt Clarissa, then went into the Hos-pit-ul." said Carole. Before I could ask, she said "And Aunt Clarissa told me to call her 'Aunt Clarissa'. And I'm being good and staying with Grandpa Grizz."
"Good." I said as I looked over to see Clarissa and my mother Phyllis near the front, to the right of the audience, Clarissa in a wheelchair and Phyllis on a folding lawn chair she'd brought with her. I wondered why Carole was not with her grandmother.
Also arriving was a heavily pregnant Cindy Ross, wearing her University-blue sweater with the GOJ logo like mine and Tanya's (which is slightly different from the actual GOJMC logo). She was escorted by Callie Carrington, Cindy's father Dr. Eckhart, and a whole bunch of happy 'Vision' acolytes. My attention was distracted as Tanya led the GOJMC people up to me.
"Commander Troy," said one young-ish man, who was the leader of this contingent, "we're going to form a ring around the entire front lawn here. Our older people will be up front, near the stage, while our younger people will be towards the back, covering your six."
"I appreciate it." I said. "Do you happen to have any Christmas gifts this year?"
The leader grinned and said "We sure do." Four of the GOJMC members stepped up to the Sheriff and Carole. "Sheriff," said the leader, "we have a Christmas gift for you. You earned it with your support of Commander Troy and the TCPD during the rioting this year."
He extended a flat box to the Sheriff, who took it and opened it. "Har!" Griswold growled happily as he took out the Sheriff-Department-tan/khaki pullover sweater with the GOJ logo on it. He quickly shed his jacket and put the sweater on, his mustaches twitching as he beamed and thanked the GOJMC members.
"I wonder who was behind this, Crowbar?" growled the Sheriff to me.
"I dunno, Sheriff." I said. "But I'll bet he's a handsome young man."
The Sheriff barked a laugh. "Bout time you got rid of that modesty."
"And this is for you, Carole." said the GOJMC leader, extending a box to Carole. Ahh, I thought to myself, that's why Carole was with the Sheriff instead of her grandmother. And I had no part this, nor prior knowledge of it.
"Thank you!" Carole said as she took the box. She opened it to find a white pullover sweater with the GOJ logo. It was fully adult-sized, way too big for her. "This is grown-up size." she said astutely.
"We're giving it to you now," the leader said, "because we know you are going to grow into it." I nodded vigorously in agreement. It was also one of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's lessons at his Empowerment Camps, and I suspected Cindy and Tanya had collaborated to arrange for this gift for Carole. And yeah, maybe I'd helped make it happen...
"Here's one closer to your size, Carole." said Tanya, handing Carole an unwrapped red pullover closer to Carole's current size, with the same logo on it.
"Neat!" Carole said happily. "Thank you!" She then crisply (for a seven-year-old) saluted the GOJMC members. They saluted back.
"Can someone take us to meet the Veteran's Choir?" Tanya asked.
"I'll take you." I said. Sheriff Griswold took Carole to her grandmother, who would put Carole's clan sweater in her (Phyllis's) large bag purse while Carole wore the red GOJ shirt with great pride and happiness...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm. The sun was touching the western horizon as I led Tanya and the GOJMC towards the tents. The music of Mannheim Steamroller's 'Celebration' began blasting through the speakers; the concert was starting!
As the choir members began filing out, I told Teresa that the GOJMC had asked to meet the choir. Teresa told the choir members, and word quickly spread. Then something awesome happened: two lines formed, like teams after a high school basketball game, the GOJMC going one way, the Handicapable Veterans Choir going the other. Hands were shaken or high-fived and sometimes salutes exchanged as they greeted each other.
The GOJMC went on around to form the perimeter as the Choir filed onto the stage and took their places behind the curtain that hid the stage. I went back to the audience, and was surprised to see that hundreds, and I mean hundreds of people were coming in and finding places to sit or stand. I could feel the positive energy as I made my way to where my family was. Paulina had joined them, and Tasha, Jim, Ross, Ian, and Todd and his kids Doug, Mike, and little Jack Burke were there, also.
And then I felt the Disturrrrbance in the Force. And so did Carole. "Something's wrong, Daddy." she said to me.
"I'm feeling something, too." Cindy said.
"Me, three." I said. I'd looked around, and seen no visible threats or problems. "I'll go check with Teresa." I left the group and went around to the side and back of the stage, where I saw Teresa talking to The Maestro. Her face looked pained; his looked totally shocked.
"Commander!" Teresa said as I came up to them. "You know The Maestro, Dr. Strauss?"
"Yes, Maestro." I said. "We're honored to have you conduct the Choir tonight."
"It's my honor, and privilege." replied The Maestro as we shook hands. "If you'll excuse me, I must take my place with the Orchestra." We nodded to him and he stalked off.
I turned to Teresa. "What's wrong?" I asked.
More pain on Teresa's face showed as she said "Alice, our virtuoso violinist. She just told me that she's out of remission, that her cancer has returned. On the day after Christmas, she will be re-admitted to the Cancer ward."
I groaned. "Damn." I said. And I could sense as much as see Teresa's own pain at the news.
"Okay, the show must go on." Teresa said. "Alice told me that she intends to beat the cancer again, but she will play her violin as if it is her last time. And she asked me to sing as if it's her last time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the instrumental 'Celebration' faded, the curtain came up to reveal the Choir in their semi-circle, the orchestra just in front of the stage, and Teresa Croyle on stage, in white jeans, white sneakers, and her white sweater with the GOJ logo.
"Ladies and gentlemen!" the Iron Wolf's voice boomed out through the microphone she was holding. "Welcome to our Holiday Tribute to America!" The crowd cheered. Teresa said "The Handicapable Veterans Choir and Orchestra are being conducted by Dr. Wolfgang Strauss!" Everyone cheered with surprising strength as The Maestro came out, bowed to them, then took his place.
"Everyone please rise for our National Anthem." Teresa said. I saw Cub Scouts come out to the temporary flagpole by the side of the stage. As they got the flag attached, the renowned Booker T. Washington High School Drum & Bugle Corps marched out onto the stage, then began Ruffles & Flourishes. And then the Choir began singing, as did the audience, as the American Flag was hoisted up the flagpole.
As usual, Carole did not permit my voice to be louder than hers as we put our hands over our hearts and sang. At first, people looked strangely at us, then realized they could sing along, too. And they did.
Then the last verse began. The year before, Carole had not known the last verse. She had made that correction, and sang right along with me and the choir:
"O, thus be it e'er, where free men shall stand,
Be-tween their loved homes, and the war's desolation,
Blest with vict'ry and peace, may the Heav'n-rescued land,
praise the Power that hath made, and preserved us a Nation!
Then conquer we must, if our cause it is just,
And this be our motto: In GOD is our trust!
And the star-spangled banner in triumph shall wave,
O'er the land of the free, and the home of the brave!"
As the Choir members that were not already in wheelchairs sat down, a group of college and high school aged girls in white pullover sweaters and blue pants came out, followed by other boys and girls in dresses and suits, the boys wearing Jewish kippahs, the skull caps. And I noticed that some of the young men in the Orchestra were also wearing kippahs. I would later be told that they were students at the Jewish Arts Academy in The City. They had been invited by Teresa to participate, and had very enthusiastically accepted.
They began singing and playing 'Hevenu Shalom Alechim'. The girls began a choreographed dance routine intermixing with each other, some raising their arms while others lowered theirs, some moving forward while others moved back. It was very well done, and looked good from my vantage point in the audience.
When they finished, they received a strong round of applause. Then the choir sang'For Unto Us A Child Is Born', then segued into 'America The Beautiful'. I particularly liked the third and fourth verses:
"O beautiful for heroes proved
In liberating strife,
Who more than self their country loved,
And mercy more than life.
America! America! May God thy gold refine
Till all success be nobleness,And every gain divine.
O beautiful for Patriot dream
That sees beyond the years
Thine alabaster cities gleam
Undimmed by human tears.
America! America! God shed his grace on thee,
And crown thy good with brotherhood
From sea to shining sea."
This was a charity event, so how was money collected for the Hospital and Cancer Center? Susie Haskins had that under control. She and several other kids, including Frieda Franklin, Davie Marsden, and Timmy Austin, were walking through the.crowds carrying pots not unlike Salvation Army pots. They were escorted by Uniformed TCPD Officers who had volunteered to help, and people were generously donating cash and checks into the pots. The kids would take the pots into the Hospital after they were done.
I'd also been looking around for potential trouble, but so far had not seen anything. With the GOJMC loosely circling the perimeter and State Patrol Troopers either in a tent set up for them or watching the concert, I was not worried... until I saw Carole peering around, then getting onto a chair to see better. And then she went over to Tanya, who was parked behind Clarissa and my mom, and whispered something. Tanya immediately drove off towards the parking lot, where her van was parked.
"What's wrong, Fussbudget?" I asked Carole.
"I thought there were some bad people that hate the concert near those buildings." Carole replied. "But I don't see anything."
I scanned around, then got onto my Police radio and asked for patrols to check out the areas just to our north, and around University Hotel and the Tower Condos, also to the north.
While I was waiting to hear back, Teresa announced that Alice was going to play Mannheim Steamroller's 'Traditions of Christmas' on her violin, a beautiful instrumental that I liked very much. And I liked it even more hearing Alice play it on her violin.
As she played, Cancer Kids in their heavy white robes began trickling out. One of them was little Joy, who I heard was beating her cancer and would be released from the Hospital soon. The kids gathered on either side of Alice, watching and listening to her play.
And when the piece was finished, the kids went and group-hugged Alice. She began hugging them back. Carole had been watching attentively, then looked up at me and said "Did her cancer come back?"
I was surprised, but answered truthfully "Yes, I'm afraid so. How did you know?"
"All the other kids are hugging her." Carole said. "And they're either sad or worried about her." I looked and could observe that on the kids's faces, and Carole could have, as well. But I knew in my soul that it was more, that Carole just knew.
"Daddy, you gotta go." Carole said. She was now looking at the back of the crowd. I saw what she was seeing in the lights that had been set up: a large group of dozens of people, most of them college-aged, were approaching. They were armed with baseball bats, chains with locks on the end, tire irons... and crowbars. How dare they? I thought to myself.
"You stay here with Aunt Cindy." I said. In case you're wondering, Laura was inside the Hospital, on call to assist anyone who might need medical attention. And now it looked like her services just might be needed... especially if I had anything to do with it. I had a crowbar, too.
I began walking quickly towards the back, issuing orders into my Police radio. The GOJMC had also seen the massive group approaching, and their younger, more able-bodied men, and a few of their women that looked like they could and would do well in a fight, also began moving in that direction. I noticed State Patrol Troopers quietly massing to one side, but let the GOJMC and me take the lead in confronting the thug threat.
The concert had stopped as the danger was seen, and a quiet pall had taken over everyone. Teresa had come out on stage with Alice and the Cancer Kids, and was watching with a Police radio in her hand. Cindy was watching from where Clarissa and my family were.
The GOJMC closed ranks behind me as I stood and waited. Approaching us was the gang of slugs, and I could now see that they were wearing red Antifa sweaters or green Environmentalist sweaters. Leading them were true slugs in the worst meaning of the word: Harry R. Nance, who had 9 days left as a Superior Court Judge, and Dr. Lionel Carmela. Both men and many of the students had looks of ugly, unappeasable hatred on their faces.
*Whirrrrrrrrrrrr*.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw 'Tanya's Tank' drive up to my left, with Tanya perched upon it. She was armed with her service weapon. I was armed with the aforementioned red crowbar, and a strong desire to use it in personal combat.



With a KXTC cameraman filming them, the thugs stopped about 25 feet in front of us. Harry R. Nance held up a document as he spoke into a megaphone. "This is an illegal gathering of filthy Christians on State property, and this is my legal order to shut it down. I have the authority to deputize people as Agents of the Law to enforce my legal decree, and I have sworn in these people to shut your illegal and despicable concert down! Anyone who opposes or resists my Agents's actions will be in willful noncompliance with the law, and will be dealt with!"
"You're full of crap." Tanya said. I was not really worried about her presence here, like I was during the night of 'Sturgis on the Square' (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 05-06.), as I knew the GOJMC would protect her with everything they had. As would I.
"No!" said a young man standing next to Carmela and Nance. "You fucking shit-eating Christians are the ones with your heads up your asses!" I recognized him as the turd that had accosted us the year before, when the set was being built on Courthouse Square. (Author's note: 'Christmas in the County', Ch. 01.)
I said "I told you last year that my ancestors escaped the Nazis. And I'm going to remember them when I shove this crowbar so far up your fat ass you'll never sit down again."
"I hope you try, Troy." goaded Carmela, wearing his patch over his left eye socket. "I hope you try. It'll give us the excuse we need to gouge out your eyes, if we don't just kill you."
"So you're just a filthy kike, Troy. Just as bad as being a filthy Christian!" yelled Nance. He turned to his thugs and yelled "Shut this Christian atrocity down! And lethal force is authorized! Kill anyone that resists you, especially that redheaded son of a bitch with the red crowbar!..."
To be continued.
How will this be resolved? And for bonus points: how did Sharon Marshall get Carmela to back down on the Wellman situation?
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Part 10 - The Guardian of Peace and Love
"What are you waiting for?" shrieked Harry R. Nance, who looked apoplectic with rage, both at the Christmas celebration and that his allegedly 'deputized' thugs were not rushing into the attack. "Shut this shit down!!"
"Hey!" a voice boomed over the speaker system. A child's voice. "Let go of your hate, and join our party!"
Tanya had turned her head and looked over her shoulder at the stage. I'd kept my head looking at the threat in front of us, but did see out of the corner of my eye that little Joy was the one who'd said it. I'd be told later that Joy had all but ripped the microphone out of Teresa's hands to deliver her message of peace and love.
Tanya grinned as she turned back around, and I might've been grinning a bit, too. And then we heard another voice behind us, coming through the wall of GOJMC members.
"Yes." said the Rev, Dr. Joseph E. Williams. "Lay down your weapons and your hatred. Join me and celebrate with us." He was putting his safety on the line to stop the conflict, exhibiting great bravery in doing so.
"I want that!" said a large black man at the front of the line, whose nickname I knew was 'Big Vic', and who was developing a rap sheet of small crimes. "I'm tired of the hate. I want the peace." He dropped the tire iron he'd been carrying and came forward towards the Rev. Williams. I could see a light in the man's eyes, the Light of a man turning to the Christ child. I nodded, and the GOJMC members let him through. "I want to know Jesus." Big Vic said as he and Rev. Williams hugged.
"Come, let's celebrate." said Rev. Williams. Another 20 or so in the group broke off and also came through, hugging the Reverend as they were applauded by the GOJMC members.
"You're all filthy traitors to your race!" yelled Dr. Lionel Carmela, his face red with rage under his unkempt massive black beard. He turned and said "Get them! Especially that kike Troy!"
"Hold on!" growled a voice behind me. It was Sheriff Griswold, who came up and stood between me and Tanya. "Even if you could deputize these people, Nance, which I doubt, that just puts them under my control. I am the supreme law enforcement authority in this County, and they answer to me, not you! And I'm telling you all to stand down, or I'll have all of you arrested."
"Don't listen to that old bastard!" yelled Nance. "You listen to ME!"
"May I join this party, Commander?" I heard a woman's voice say. It was FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone. She had come up and was standing next to me, and her eyes were unwaveringly fixed upon her target: the odious Dr. Lionel Carmela.
"By all means, Ms. Stone." I replied, then tapped my crowbar in my hand as I said loudly: "But be advised... we are not making arrests tonight. Any of these thugs that survive will be taken into the Hospital... for treatment of their hideous injuries."
The combination of Joy's message, several thugs joining us, the Sheriff's words putting Nance's authority and actions into question, and being outnumbered and about to take a massive crowbar beatdown, caused a large number of the red-shirted people to begin peeling off and heading back towards the road. Some of the green-shirted thugs stayed, wanting the fight, but Carmela's aides encircled him and started nudging him away.
"I swear to God I'll have your asses in prison!" yelled Nance, shaking his fist in impotent rage at us.
"You swear to Who?" I fired back. Ripples of laughter coursed through the GOJMC members as Nance retreated in disgust... and the shame of failure.
"Stand down!" I called out. "And thank you for standing with Commander Muscone and me tonight." As we went back into the ring that the bikers maintained, the most very timely music of Mannheim Steamroller's 'God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen' began playing, and the many hundreds in the audience began dancing to it.
After that, Teresa, having reclaimed her microphone from little Joy, said "They tried to stop us last year, too! But one man stopped them then, and he stopped them again tonight!"
The crowd roared, then Teresa continued: "I happen to know that Commander Don Troy likes this song. So I'm dedicating this to him, with our thanks for him standing up to Evil like he Iron Crowbar he is!"
The crowd roared again, and Teresa began exhibiting her beautiful voice by singing the lyrics of "Do You Hear What I Hear?" And it did remind me of the year before, hearing the notes and seeing the lights of the Town and the stars in the Heavens seeming to blink in time with it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The rest of the concert progressed smoothly. International rap superstar T-Square sang 'Little Drummer Boy' as Booker T. Washington High School's renowned Drum Corps marched and played in a spectacular display of choreography. Then his sister Paulina Patterson joined him in a rousing rendition of 'God Bless America', followed by the Handicapable Veterans Choir singing 'Battle Hymn of the Republic'.
And it seemed like time had passed in the blink of an eye as the Cancer Kids and Alice came out to perform the Transiberian Orchestra's arrangement of Pachabel's 'Christmas Canon':
This night, we pray
Our lives, will show
This dream, he had
Each child, still knows...
And afterwards, those Cancer Kids that did not do so before rushed up to Alice and participated in another group hug with her.
Next to last was 'O Holy Night' by Teresa, the Cancer Kids, and Alice on violin standing by Teresa. I heard Carole tell Teresa's Aunt Clarissa "This is gonna be awesome sauce!"
And it was. The lights were dimmed and the sparkling points of lights of many smartphones were an amazing accompaniment to Teresa's amazing singing voice as she sang with all her heart and soul.
When she belted out "Fall... on your knees!", Clarissa murmured "Oh my...". And when Teresa hit the high note at the end as she belted out "No-elllll!, I saw a small tear form in Clarissa's eye, who knew she was seeing something special from her niece. She stood and joined the tremendous applause as Teresa and Alice hugged each other tightly, then were encircled by the Cancer Kids for yet more emotional hugging.
"They must be very close friends." Clarissa said.
"They got some bad news today." I said quietly. "That girl... her name is Alice... she came out of remission, and will have to go back into the hospital." Clarissa nodded her head in sad acknowledgement. My mother Phyllis, standing on Clarissa's other side, shook her head sadly, as well.
"Excuse me a moment." I said, and headed to the side, then the back of the stage.
A moment later, the Cancer Kids exited the stage; they were already headed back into the Hospital for some well-earned and much-needed rest. As they came into the lobby, they saw that Your Iron Crowbar was waiting to greet them. I high-fived them as they passed by, answering their one over-arching question by promising to bring Bowser to see them very soon.
Last in line was little Joy. I said to her: "That was a wonderful thing you did tonight, Joy."
"Does this mean I can be a Guardian of Jus-tiss too?" she asked hopefully.
"Joy," I replied, kneeling down to look into her sparkling eyes, "you are something much greater. You are my Guardian of Love and Peace. What you said and did tonight is everything that Christmas and the baby Jesus are all about..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, the final piece of the concert began. Anyone who could stand did so as the Orchestra began playing Handel's 'Hallelujah', following the tradition started by King George II. The choir had gotten larger as the evening had progressed, as church choirs had added their numbers to the ranks.
I had also observed that a number of the older members of the GOJMC had positioned themselves on either side of the Orchestra, near the front of the stage. And at one point they were singing the leading lines as the choirs followed them!
It was a magnificent rendition, and afterwards the audience gave them a huge ovation. A moment afterward, Hospital Administrator Seth Warner and Dr. Laura Fredricson came out on stage and called Teresa to join them. They gave her a bouquet of flowers as they praised her for organizing the event. The choir joined the audience in a huge and sustained round of applause.
As the crowd dispersed and people began leaving, T-Square, the BTWHS Drum Corps and the GOJMC formed up for Police Call. By the time they were done, there was not one speck of trash anywhere on the front lawn of the Hospital.
As Teresa and Laura came up to us, Clarissa Belvedere Esterson took Teresa's hand in both of hers and said "You have a wonderful voice, my dear. And you put this entire event on by yourself?"
"I had a lot of help, Aunt Clarissa." Teresa said. "A lahhht of help."
"Yes, I'm sure you did." Clarissa said. Another small tear formed in her eye as she said "My dear, I'd all but given up hope that the Belvederes would ever again be what they once were, and would be a force for good in this world. But you have restored that hope. Teresa, you are truly the pinnacle of the Belvederes..."
Part 11 - Visiting Angels
Before dawn, Thursday, December 24th. Christmas Eve.
By the time I was dressed and had gone downstairs, Carole was waiting for me, wearing her coat over her GOJ sweater. We got into my Police SUV and drove over the mountain and along Reservoir Road to pick up the Sheriff. Then we drove to the Nextdoor County Highway, which was a faster way to the Cemetery than going back through Town.
At the cemetery, we saw two bouquets of flowers at Amy's grave. We did not stop, but drove over towards Ward Harvester Park. We pulled up to the entrance to the Park, and saw Teresa unlocking the gate.
"I'll stay here with the Commander and Sheriff. You go on ahead." Clarissa said, seeing that we were there, and not having gotten out of the shotgun seat of Teresa's Police SUV.
Teresa nodded, then said "Would you like to come with me, Carole?"
"Yes ma'am. Thank you for inviting me." Carole said, bowing formally. Teresa bowed back, and she and Carole walked together to the statue, put a big towel on the ground, then knelt and bowed in formal Japanese fashion.
"She does this every Christmas Eve?" Clarissa asked me.
"Yes ma'am." I said as I stood next to the rolled-down window of the Police SUV. "Alexis died on Christmas Eve, and Teresa found Amy and Buddy on that day."
"And that is why you are here, Don?" Clarissa asked. "This was the day my niece saved your daughter so heroically."
"Yes ma'am, and I will forever be grateful to Teresa for that." I replied.
"Yes," growled Sheriff Griswold, watching the ritual with us. "But the Iron Crowbar is here for practical reasons, as well. He's here to watch over Teresa. He's got her back. He always takes care of his people."
"Yes, I saw that last night, as well." said Clarissa. "And who has your back, Commander? Who watches the Watcher?"
"My Crowbar Clan, especially my Klingon advisor." I replied, meaning Sheriff Griswold, who beamed as his mustaches twitched. "But above all... my three Angels..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and Carole knelt and silently looked at the memorial in front of them. Teresa heard Carole exhale, and remembered the teachings of Carole's great-uncle, the founder and great leader of 'The Vision', Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, to clear her mind and concentrate on her breathing. She began doing the same, and opened her eyes to see an eerie glow behind the statues of the angels.
"Well done, Sister." she thought she heard Alexis's voice say. "As I told you last year, you fulfilled your destiny to learn our secret, and you avenged my death. You have freed me."
"Don't go!" Teresa called out, though the words were only in her head.
"I will always be with you." Alexis said. "But your destiny no longer includes me."
Teresa heard Amy say "You have more to do before this day next year, and I will be there to help you."
"What is that? What will I do?" Teresa said in her head.
Amy said "If you succeed, you will once again assure the continuation of the line of the Iron Crowbars. Until then..."
A sudden silence seemed to befall Teresa, then she began hearing the whistling of the wind. And then Carole's voice cut into her consciousness.
"They're not here anymore." Carole said. "And Alexis has crossed the Stream. She's in Heaven with your mom and dad, and they're all very happy."
Teresa was a bit rattled by Carole's words, but she did not doubt them. "So, what is my next mission? Will I have to save you again?"
"I don't think so." Carole said. "I don't know what it is. But we'll know when we see Amy again."
Moments later, Teresa and Carole bowed to the statues again, then got up and came back over to us. Carole had a happy look on her face, and Teresa had that inscrutable look on her face that I'd seen before.
"Why don't we go back to The Cabin," I suggested, "and I'll cook us up a big breakfast."
"Can I help make pancakes, Daddy?" Carole asked hopefully.
"No," I replied, "not until you earn your Chemistry degree, and can tell the difference between sugar and salt." I then explained to Clarissa how Carole had once made pancakes with salt instead of sugar.
"And I suspect that it was not an accident." Clarissa said, her eyes twinkling as she peered at Carole. My daughter just shrugged and raised her hands palm upwards, causing us adults, including Teresa, to break out laughing...
Part 12 - Truth vs. Propaganda
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 28, from near University Avenue, with University Hospital in the distant background. "Commander Donald Troy is once again in huge legal trouble!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Social justice groups are outraged at the actions of Commander Donald Troy and a racist, White Nationalist militant group that stopped Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance and his deputized agents of the law from shutting down an illegal Christian concert on State property!"
Bettina: "The Citizens for Secular Atheism issued a statement condemning Donald Troy for abusing his Police power by threatening duly deputized agents of the law that were at the scene to shut down the religious concert on State property. They are demanding that Commander Troy be fired and criminally charged. Neither Commander Troy nor the Town & County Police responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC."
Bettina: "As you know, last Thursday, December 24th, Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance issued arrest warrants for Commanders Donald Troy and Tanya Muscone, as well as FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone, for leading the racist, White Nationalist motorcycle gang that physically opposed the deputized agents of the law. He also filed a Contempt of Court charge against the Town & County and Sheriff Antonio Griswold after Sheriff Griswold exercised his legal authority over all Town & County LEOs to order Judge Nance's deputies to stand down."
Bettina: "However, senior Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom almost immediately canceled the warrants and vacated the Contempt order, citing that Judge Nance exceeded his judicial authority by re-issuing a Court Order that had earlier been struck down. Folsom also stated that Judge Nance violated the Separation of Powers clause, saying that Judge Nance was attempting to act as both the Executive and Judicial branches in his actions. Judge Nance has appealed Folsom's actions, but that appeal may not be heard until next year, by which time Judge Nance's term in office will have expired."
Bettina: "But it's not over for the TCPD! Let's go to our trusted reporter on civil rights issues, Carl Lemay. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome black reporter, who was on the roof of the building at Riverside and College with City Hall in his background. "As you know, the US DOJ Civil Rights Division has been investigating the TCPD for alleged institutional racist and sexist practices, and they are closely examining the Christmas Concert standoff. Lead investigator Ava Hinds made this statement. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Ava Hinds at a stereotypical lectern of a Government office building, saying "Town & County Sheriff Griswold and Police Commander Donald Troy were leading a known racist, White Nationalist motorcycle gang called the Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club, which we believe supports sedition and insurrection against local and State governments, and the Federal Government, as well."
Hinds: "The Sheriff and Police Commander were wearing sweaters with the GOJMC logo as they led the gang against what we believe to be a lawful effort to shut down an illegal Christian activity on Government property. We will be investigating if the civil rights of atheist citizens were violated by the insurrectionist actions of the GOJMC and the Town & County Public Safety Department."
Back to Carl Lemay live: "Neither Ms. Hinds's office nor the USDOJ had further comment on the ongoing investigation of the TCPD for previous allegations of racial discrimination and violating the civil rights of peaceful protesters over the last year. Back to you, Bettina."
Back to Bettina live: "Thank you for that important report, Carl. And now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum for an interview with an eyewitness to last Wednesday's confrontation. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the 'well-fed' reporter as he came on screen, with University Hospital in the distant background behind him. "I'm here with respected Professor Lionel Carmela, who was at the scene assisting the deputized agents of the law that were confronted by Donald Troy and the racist, White Nationalist motorcycle gang, the Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club. Thank you for giving us a moment of your time, sir."
"Glad to be with you, Pat." said Carmela.
Stellum: "Sir, should Donald Troy be criminally charged with opposing the lawful and correct attempt to shut down the illegal religious event, despite Judge Folsom canceling the warrant for his arrest at the local level?"
Carmela: "I believe so, Pat, and the Citizens for Secular Atheism are working hard to get warrants at the State or even Federal level to issue arrest warrants for Troy inciting that insurrection on State property. I also want to point out that FBI Agent Tracy Stone was standing next to Troy, assisting him in his insurrection, and I am calling upon the FBI to take strong punitive measures against her for her actions. For a Federal Agent to be supporting and assisting with an insurrection like that is chilling to the very foundation of our Democracy."
Stellum: "And if I may change the subject and ask, do you support the University Ethics Board's decision to table the allegations against Dr. Wellman, and the Trustees's accepting his resignation timetable of May, when the semester ends?"
Carmela: "While I would have preferred the Ethics Board to make a definitive ruling, it's not absolutely needed because Sidney Wellman's reputation is in tatters and he leaves in shame and disgrace, without any honor whatsoever. I also believe the Trustees should force Wellman to step down immediately, as the disrepute he has bestowed upon this University will not be mitigated until he is gone completely."



Stellum: "Dr. Carmela, would you accept the University Presidency if you were offered it? And if not, who would you recommend?"
Carmela: "I would, but I don't expect to be offered it. As to who would be a good fit, I'll say only that it must be someone with no past or present ethical issues, and someone who can show the University the Way Forward and guide it along that path."
Pat: "Thank you, Doctor. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Pat." said Bettina. "And we thank Dr. Carmela for responding to our request for comment. And in a related story, let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on the situation of the University Presidency. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette, standing on the same rooftop Carl Lemay had been standing on, but with the State Office a building in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that deeply unpopular lame duck Governor Val Jared will not attempt to nominate a successor to outgoing, disgraced University President Sidney P. Wellman, but will leave that to Governor-elect Sharon Marshall."
Amber: "The Office of the Governor-elect responded to requests for comment with a statement, which read, quote, 'Governor-elect Marshall is carefully considering several excellent candidates for the University President position, and is working with the Trustees on the hiring process. The Governor-elect notes that there is plenty of time to complete the process, as President Wellman will be on the job through Spring', close quote..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I don't give a damn what anyone says, I am not giving up my GOJMC leather jacket." stated Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, the Sheriff, the Chief, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, ADA Paulina Patterson, and I drank coffee while watching the KXTC propaganda-cast.
"Damn right." I said. "You earned that jacket." (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty", Ch. 05-06.)
"Stillllll..." drawled the Chief, "the optics are terrrrr-i-bullll on thaaat. And I know you are going to say that this GOJMC group is benign, and composed mostly of Christian motorcycle clubs, but the Press is sure as hell not portraying them that way, and the Feds are just jumping at the chance to call groups like that Insurrectionalists and Seditionists... and claim that several of my Officers as well as the County Sheriff are Seditionists along with them."
The Chief was at the near-end of the table to the door, with the monitor screen over the seat at the far end. I was to the Chief's left, and I was studiously looking at the screen and not over my shoulder at the Chief. I was also concentrating on not saying anything insubordinate.
Teresa correctly observed the flush on the back of my neck as well as my ears turning red, and attempted to mitigate the situation. "Paulina, what's our legal status, here?"
Paulina said "Nance was totally wrong every step of the way. His Order to shut down the concert was unlawful. He can legally swear in State agents, from the Governor to Town & County officials at every level, including deputy LEOs. But after that, he's in a Catch-22: it's very unlikely he can swear in his own police force, and Judge Folsom hit the spot with the ruling about Separation of Powers. And if it is deemed legal to swear in those thugs like he did, Sheriff Griswold is right that he, not Nance, is their legal superior Officer. Even the State Patrol has to respect any Sheriff's position in his or her county in this State."
"And that's why we should have let the State Patrol and our Uniformed Officerzzz handle that situation." said Chief Moynahan. "Having those motorcycle riders not only there, but acting as your bouncers for the event was just asking for truh-blll."
"With all due respect, sir," Tanya said, "they had every right to be there at the concert, no matter what those racists at the DOJ Civil Rights Division say about them. And if some of them were prepared to help defend against thugs wielding chains and locks and tire irons and crowbars, I'll take that help any time."
"And I did deputize a lot of them months ago." growled Sheriff Griswold. "So they had legal standing to serve and protect the attendees at the event."
"Sheriff," said the Chief, "with respect, it's not about the legalities, it's about the optics! And those bastards at the DOJ and KXTC are running with this as hard as they can. Perception is the reality, and the Press is telling people what to per-ceeeeve."
I saw out of the corner of my eye that Teresa and Tanya were looking over at me. I almost imperceptibly shook my head. Then I said "Changing the subject... Teresa, is your family back home?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "They left yesterday morning, and the BOW Enterprises plane got back last night. They had a good time, and Beatrice and Genia got along with Jack's kids Tiffany and Jennifer very well. I was a bit surprised how interested they were in the University when we toured it Saturday, but I don't expect Beatrice to give up her goal of going to Tulane."
"How did your boys take to their new family?" Tanya asked.
"Pretty well." Teresa replied. "I was surprised how well little Jack got along with Aunt Clarissa. He asked her a ton of questions about Louisiana, about the traditions down there... and about making rum."
"That boy bears watching." growled the Sheriff. "Why is he worried about rum when bourbon exists?" We all laughed, then the Sheriff said "So, Crowbar, what did you think of Bettina's broadcast?"
"There was a lot of interesting stuff there." I said. "Especially Carmela's interview and Sharon Marshall's statement."
Paulina said "I understand what you're saying. Carmela and Ms. Marshall are trading barbs through the Internet. He's trying to influence when Dr. Wellman leaves, and also who might replace him."
Tanya said "I caught his little shot about the next President not having ethics issues. Sounds like he's worried that Ms. Marshall might put Laura in the position."
"And rightly so." I replied.
"She's interested in it?" Teresa exclaimed.
I shrugged. "She hasn't said 'no', at least not yet."
"Shut the front door!" Teresa said. "And how do you feel about it?"
I shrugged again. "As always, I'll support whatever she decides."
That got Tanya peering at me. After a moment, she grinned her cherubic grin as her eyes sparkled merrily...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You didn't say hardly anything in there." Teresa said as she and Tanya sat with me in my office prior to the KFXU 8:00am broadcast. "Especially about the standoff with Nance and his thugs."
I said "Chief Moynahan was on a roll about that, especially us wearing GOJ sweaters... and he wasn't wrong. The optics are potentially bad on that. So I considered discretion to be the better part of valor, and I let the Chief have his rant without any insubordination from l'il ol' me. I'd've gotten in trouble if I'd said anything, especially the Truth."
"Will the USDOJ come down on us for that?" asked Teresa.
"That is up to the USDOJ." I replied. "We'll deal with it when the time comes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the KFXU broadcast, which discussed the Christmas concert standoff in much friendlier terms towards me, the Police, and the GOJMC, we began the 'Angels+1' meeting.
"I'm going to be out of the loop for a little while this morning." Teresa said. "I'm going with Cindy and Callie to look at a piece of property they might can build a house on."
"They better hurry." I said. "Cindy's baby is due in mid-January. And are you buying their condo, Claire?"
"Already bought it, sir." said Captain Claire Michaels. "We close Thursday, the 31st. Commander Ross and Callie are moving everything tomorrow into the 'safe room' house on Reservoir Road for the time being."
"Cool beans." I said. "Okay, hopefully the criminals of our County had a merry Christmas and will take a few days off from crime, maybe watch a few bowl games instead of giving us any work to do... and giving everyone in this room time to get year-end paperwork done. Hint hint."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my landline phone. After answering, I said "The Chief wants to see me in his office. So y'all can get onto that paperwork now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I felt a sense of relief when Chief Moynahan's assistant Cassie waved me into the Chief's office instead of formally opening the door. I felt more relief when the Chief said "Have a seat, Commander." before I got halfway across the office to his desk.
I sat down and the Chief took his badge off his shirt and put it on his desk. "Stay within protocol, but speak freely." I took off my badge and put it on the edge of his desk.
"I notisssed that you did not say anything in the morning coffee klatch, even after I made some rather Crowbar-'ish' remarks, intensity-wizzze, anyway." said the Chief. "Your Angels were disturrrrrbed by your silence, I could tell. Sooooooo, I appreciate your restraint and decorum, but now's your chance to say anything you want. Keep it clean, of course. Do you disagree with me about the horrible optics of the situation at the concert?"
"Yes sir and no sir." I replied. "You're right that the Media took the opportunity to paint us in a bad light. But we only wear those sweaters once a year, at the concert. Also, we could have let the Uniformed Police or the State Patrol confront the thugs, but then the Press would've just said the Police were acting unlawfully, exercising brutality."
"And to that point, Chief," I continued, "in my opinion, the slugs would have engaged any Uniformed LEOs in personal combat, especially for the optics. I suspect all of us in civilian clothes opposing them threw them off their game plan, and a lot of them backed away rather than engage us. And the USDOJ racists would've really loved it if it had been the TCPD or Governor Jared's State Patrol opposing the thugs."
"Could well be. Could well be." the Chief replied. "But as it is, the USDOJ has their sought-for opportunity to call a Christian motorcycle club Seditionists. And they're saying the County Sheriff and both TCPD Commanders are part of that Insurrectionist group. That is where I'm getting heartburrrrrn."
"And I think you'll see a retaliatory response to that." I replied. "Chief, we have every right to free expression, including wearing sweaters of a peaceful, patriotic group. Just because the same shit-eaters that say violent protests burning down buildings are 'peaceful' are now calling those Patriots 'insurrectionists' doesn't make it so. I actually think this is a good thing, and very much needed if we're going to keep Totalitarians like Carmela from destroying our Free Speech rights completely."
"To a point, Commanderrrrr, to a point." said the Chief. "But as you yourself like to say: 'keep abreast of the tactical situation at all timezzzz'. Next time, and I hope there isn't one, either stand back and let others handle it... which I know you will never doooo... or take the GOJ sweater off before going out and reducing Nance and Carmela to little wet spots on the grounnnnd. Are we in agreement on this?"
"Speaking freely? No sir, we are not." I said. "I think what we did at the concert was exactly correct.
The Chief picked up his badge and put it back on his shirt. "Okay, then. We'll fight the God-cursed Press like hell, and deal with the Court cases and the Feds as they come to us. Unless there's something else, you can gooooo."
"Yes sir." I said, picking up my badge as I stood up and putting it back on my uniform shirt as I hastened to exit the Chief's office...
Part 13 - House on the Hill
10:00am, Monday, December 28th. Teresa drove her Police SUV past Promontory Point, then turned right off the paved road onto a two-track trail that went east and over the hill. The weather was clear and cold, and the ground was firm and easy to traverse. After going a quarter mile over the undulations of the terrain, Teresa stopped.
"That line of trees is the crest of the ridge that overlooks Reservoir Road." Teresa said as she got out of the car. Cindy and Callie got out of the backseat, bundled against the cold, and came to the rear of the SUV, where Teresa had gone. She was unfolding a large map of the area, which had property line plots on it.
"The 'safe room' house is at the bottom of the mountain directly ahead of us. You can see it if you walk into the woods about 100 feet, but in your condition, Cindy, I don't recommend that."
"Neither do I." said Cindy. "So what is special about this?"
Teresa pointed at the map. "The property next to that house, which you bought an option to purchase, goes all the way up the mountainside to the treeline in front of us. You can clear this land relatively easily and build a house on it, once you exercise that option and close on the property. And this two-track dirt trail is County property, and you can have them pave it to your property line."
"That would be nice." said Callie, looking back towards the north and west. "But the views to the front are just of the mountain, kinda like near the Observatory. We can't see into the Valley where the Town is."
"True enough." said Teresa as she opened a black plastic box. "But I borrowed this drone from Ranger Halston so we can see over the treeline." With that, she put the drone together, attached a camera, checked to make sure the video was transmitting to her Police iPad, and then used the remote control to start up the drone and have it take off.
They watched the iPad video as the drone went upwards and towards the treeline. As it cleared the highest trees, Cindy and Callie gasped. The view was high over Reservoir Lake. They could see the row of houses on Reservoir Road, the houses on Reservoir Drive on the other side of the lake in Nextdoor County, Lakeside Inn & Suites on the other (south) side of the lake, and very far southeast into Nextdoor County.
"That will be a magnificent view!" Callie exclaimed.
"Yes, it will be." Cindy said.
"You can clear out enough trees to have that view from the back deck you'll build as part of the house." Teresa said. "It's not the Town, but it will be good, and darn near unique; there are really no other houses up here, and these lots you control are about the only good places you can build, as well as get water, gas and electricity up here."
Cindy already had her iPhone out and was making a call as Teresa brought the drone back and landed it. After a few moments of conversation, she disconnected and said "Do not pass 'Go', do not collect $200. That was my lawyer, and she's going to meet us at the Title Office. I'm going to exercise the option, and since all the prep paperwork is done, we might be able to close as soon as Thursday. Let's go before someone else that might have seen the drone figures this out."
"You're almost as paranoid as the Iron Crowbar." Teresa said.
"Must run in the family." Cindy replied. "I don't want to lose this one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Monday, December 28th. I was led to the back 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar, where Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone and her husband, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, were waiting for me.
"We already ordered you the Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate." said Jack as I took my seat, facing the door as I usually did, Tanya to my left and Jack to my right.
"Darn, I was going to get the Quiche and Tofu Plate." I said with a grin.
"That will be the day." Tanya said with a gleam in her eye.
"Is that still a thing?" Jack asked. "Real men don't eat Quiche?"
"I dunno." I said. "It was big when I was in Junior High school. I don't know why I just thought of it. Anyhoo, the Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate will be great. So why this lunch invitation, Jack, when you could be dining alone with this Angel who is much prettier than I am?"
"Business before pleasure, I'm afraid." said Jack. "I just wanted to give you a heads-up about that situation concerning the Christmas Concert confrontation. The USDOJ really is looking for ways to paste Christian groups and Patriotic groups as racists and domestic terrorists, and they see the GOJMC as the perfect group to make a huge example out of."
"As well as coming after the TCPD?" I asked.
"I'm speaking more generally, for the moment." Jack said. "The Swamp Frogs see this as a chance to demoralize Christians as well as Patriots that stand for the Constitution by crushing one group with every bit of triphammer power they can muster. They're going to have the Press gin it up as if this group stormed the State Capitol and murdered Police Officers, then come in with public arrests followed by subjecting the GOJMC members to solitary confinement, harsh interrogations, limited food, the works, until they get someone to break and 'confess' to crimes they didn't commit... standard stuff they've been doing to people they call domestic terrorists and insurrectionists."
I said."I'd say that was fantastical to even discuss, except they've done similar things to me... multiple times." (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver'; 'No Way Out'.)
"Exactly." Jack said.
Tanya said "But I happen to know that my GOJ buddies are not letting the grass grow under their feet. Stay tuned for further developments."
I nodded. "Yeah, if they do it right, they won't have any problems. I'm much more concerned about... Tracy Stone." That causes Jack and Tanya to look at each other. Tanya burst out laughing.
"Yes," said Jack, "now we go from the general to the specific. Tracy is assigned to my ASAC, Karina White. Karina, EAD Owen Lange, and I have come under fire by the Brass in Washington. They are demanding we suspend Tracy without pay while an investigation is made of her actions confronting Nance and his thugs."
"What did she allegedly do wrong?" I asked. "There was no physical violence; the slugs backed off like the cowards they are. Nance was wrong in every legal way, and the State Supreme Court will likely refer Nance for impeachment, even after being voted out of office. Once the Courts rule against Nance, I fully intend to pursue criminal charges against him, using the TCPD and the SBI to bring the hammer down on him, but I digress... my point is that once Nance has been shown to be wrong, what does Tracy have to worry about?"
"That's what Karina told them, and in much stronger terms than you just did." said Jack. "And EAD Lange, myself, and even FBI Deputy Director Lance have said Tracy did nothing wrong and no action would be taken against her. But the problem is the same as the GOJMC issue."
Jack continued: "The Swamp Frogs, in lockstep with Socialists like Carmela, race-baiters like Ava Hinds, and the corrupt Mainstream Media, are looking for targets to make examples of. An FBI Agent that stood with (air quotes) 'White Nationalists' against a dirty judge trying to shut down a Christian event is exactly what they're looking for, to demoralize and intimidate any good FBI Agents that don't toe their line and their agenda."
"The FBI cannot possibly have gone that corrupt, can it?" I asked in sheer disbelief.
"With the ultimate Swamp Frog, Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel pulling the strings," Jack replied, "you bet it may have already. I'll give you a clue to how it will go. If Martin Nash is assigned to do an OPR investigation of Tracy? She probably will be okay. But if they bring in the Rovers BAU team? It'll be uglier than Nancy Pelosi without makeup."
Our food had come, and despite the bad news I followed the Cerone Doctrine to eat well no matter what, and soon our plates were cleaned of food. Then Tanya said "Don, what's going to happen with Sidney and the University President situation? Will Carmela let it go? Or will he try to force Sidney to leave before May?"



I pretended to think about it for a moment, then said "Carmela tends to see everything as a nail and himself as a hammer, and I'd normally say he will relentlessly attack Dr. Wellman until he gets his way and Dr. Wellman is gone. But this time he may see it as his best interest to let it go, to bide his time, and to work on getting who he wants as University President."
"And that's Sharon Marshall's trump card against him, isn't it?" Tanya asked with a wicked gleam in her sparkling eyes. "She was going to nominate your wife Laura to be University President, the one person Carmela cannot see in the President's chair. But it was a bluff, wasn't it?"
I smiled and said "Why do you say that?"
Tanya said "Part of it is that this would be one of the most important and influential things to affect your life, but you weren't talking to Laura about it, so you told us. You've been really nonchalant about it, except to say Laura hadn't turned it down."
Tanya: "And I happen to know from a secret FBI source that the Feds don't have anything Ms. Marshall can use on Carmela, but he did back down. Ms. Marshall had met with Laura just before meeting with Carmela, and I can see them putting that plan together."
Tanya: "Last but not least, you just said you believed Carmela would be held in abeyance until May. And you'd say that only if you knew what the Sword of Damocles over Carmela was, and that the threat would hold until May."
I said to Jack "Someone is going to make this woman Deputy Chief if she keeps that up." I then turned to Tanya said "That's the gist of it, but it's not really a bluff. Laura doesn't really want the job, but she will take it and then work with Sharon Marshall to oust Carmela if he were to keep up his crap."
"So, why wouldn't she take it anyway?" Jack asked. "She checks all the boxes, she has the ability to do it, the connections and the support. And I'm sure you've observed your wife far better than I ever have, but I remember the DepDirector, Martin Nash's uncle, once telling me that Laura is not nearly as unpretentious as you are, and that the University Presidency or something like a Cabinet position in the White House would be something she could end up doing. You declined the Police Chief's chair to remain where you are, but Laura would not be so inclined to stay where she is as Head of the Psychology Department."
I nodded and said "Your observations, and those of the late DepDirector, are well-founded, and sound. I think Laura would take the job, except for one thing: her medical practice. She's come to realize how much she loves it. How many doctors of her position and prestige still deliver babies at all, much less at three o'clock in the morning? And since retiring from the CIA, her psychology research isn't the driving passion for her it once was, but the medical practice still is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, that's all done." said Cindy as she, Callie, and Teresa sat down at their table in the back corner of the Cattleman's Club, which was nearly empty as it was well after the lunch rush. "This lunch is on me. Least I can do for you, Teresa, after you found this solution for us."
"My pleasure." Teresa said. "And congratulations. I hope you'll be very happy there. By the way, how are things with your gym? Have you found a buyer? And how are Ariel and Wanda doing?"
Cindy replied "No buyers yet. Business never quite recovered from the situation after Carl's death," (Author's note: 'The Babymaker') "but it's held it's own, and Callie has really helped me with managing the employees. We did sell some gift memberships for Christmas, and with people making New Year's resolutions, January is usually our best month. So I'm hoping we can boost the numbers, and I can find a buyer at a reasonable price."
Cindy: "Ariel started a gym in Midtown with both female-only and co-ed sides like mine, and Detective Nell Belle of the Midtown Force got a lot of their Officers to join it. Wanda set up in Palmyra County, and she's also a personal trainer for a lot of the rich corporatists and their well-kept wives there."
Teresa briefly cracked a smile at that, then got serious again. "There's... something else I wanted to talk to you about, and let's keep it between the three of us. My Aunt Clarissa knows Don's mother Phyllis, and apparently pretty well. I asked Aunt Clarissa how they know each other, and all I could get out of her was that they and their husbands knew each other and were friends from years past."
Teresa: "However, to my knowledge the Troys did not attend Mr. Esterson's funeral, and none of the Belvedere/Esterson family attended Douglass Troy's funeral. And I couldn't get Aunt Clarissa to tell me anything more about it. I did overhear them talking, and heard Aunt Clarissa say 'the Old Mother' a couple of times. I don't really want to pry into Don's business and ask if he knows anything about it------"
"Good! And don't say anything to him, nor Laura." Cindy interrupted, startling both Teresa and Callie. When they stared at her she said "I don't know much, but my father, Dr. Eckhart, told me that there was a woman in the CIA whose name was and still is so highly classified that it cannot be spoken aloud. In her later years they would call her 'the Old Mother'. According to my father, she had a close connection with Laura."
"That's true." Callie said. "Laura told me a little about her past as well as the CIA's past, and she told me the Old Mother pretty much raised Laura as if Laura were her own child. She won't say the woman's name, though, and the only other thing I know is that Don met her when they went to Laura's first husband's funeral." (Author's note: 'Sting of the Scorpion', Ch. 02.)
Teresa said "So the Old Mother has that connection to Laura, and I know that Aunt Clarissa's husband had been a CIA Officer and died in the line of duty. But I don't see the connection..." Her voice trailed off as a thought struck her.
"Yes, you're starting to see it." Cindy said.
"Aunt Clarissa was in the CIA?" Teresa said. "But... well... yeah, I guess it makes some sense that she might at least have had a CIA connection. But why not tell me? She's far past active status with them, and she knows Laura's connections, as well." Cindy shrugged.
Callie said "My role in the CIA is very limited, and most of what I know is from Laura. At times, the Company can be very secretive and act in seemingly strange ways. So there might be reasons your aunt hasn't said anything, just as there are secrets Laura continues to keep."
Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement, then noticed Teresa was deep in a reverie. "What? What is it?" she asked her BFF.
Teresa came out of it, then looked at the other women and said "All of that, I can understand. But the puzzle piece that is not fitting here is Phyllis. Where does she fit into all this?..."
Part 14 - Epilogue
"It's a done deal." Deputy Chief (Ret.) Cindy Ross said just before my Angels assembled in my office before the KFXU broadcast. "We close January 15th. I am finally going to get my house on the mountain with a view to rival yours and Teresa's, even if the view faces the other way."
"Congratulations." I said. "But what if the baby is coming out right at that time?"
"Then I'll be signing papers while the nurses pull him out of me." Cindy replied. I began laughing harder than I should have at the thought of that visual I could not un-see.
To change the subject, Cindy asked "Where's the Sheriff this morning? I got a text saying he'd be out of Town through tomorrow, but no further details."
"He's in Midtown." I replied. "Governor Jared invited him to stay at the Governor's Mansion for the remaining couple of days of Jared's term. And if you weren't being sworn in as Chief Deputy, the Sheriff would have stayed for Sharon Marshall's inauguration on Friday morning."
"Yep, blame me. It's all my fault." Cindy said.
I chuckled, then said "I halfway suspect the Sheriff is happy for the excuse to miss the inauguration. As am I. Laura and I were invited to go, but we were glad to be able to make excuses and stay up here."
"That won't do much for Laura's chances of getting the University Presidency job." Cindy quipped.
"We can only hope." I replied. "We can only hope. Okay, here are my other Angels, and there's Catrina on my television monitor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Wednesday, December 30th, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me today is Priya Ajmani. Meredith Peller is on assignment. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." said the gorgeous Indian reporterette. "Good morning everyone. Here's what's in the news. The Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club has sued our competitor KXTC for libel, and has also filed suit against the US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division for slander and defamation. The GOJMC claims that the statements by these entities calling the club and their members racists and seditionists was not only false, but were made with the intent to cause them and their members material and financial harm, and to intentionally cause them emotional and mental distress."
Catrina: "The group filed separate and individual suits against our competitor's reporter Pat Stellum, USDOJ investigator Ava Hinds, and University Professor Lionel Carmela for slander and defamation stemming from the same comments. They explained their grievances in a Press conference yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing a benign middle-aged man with a friendly face, wearing a GOJMC leather jacket with patches of other Christian groups at a lectern. Next to him was a similarly aged lady that could be anyone's grandmother and former schoolteacher, also wearing a GOJMC jacket. And a man in an expensive suit; one did not need to be the future Second Iron Crowbar to observe that he was the group's lawyer.
"We are not racists!" the GOJMC man said. "We are not terrorists, foreign or domestic. We are not Seditionists, we are not Insurrectionists. We are composed of many riding groups, some Christian, some of other Faiths, some secular. We have Black members, Asian members, Hispanic members, and White members. We are Americans, we love our country, we support the Constitution. And we are not going to let the Haters trying to destroy your rights and freedoms use us to achieve their evil, insidious goals!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We did not see that on KXTC this morning." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as my three Angels and I watched in my office.
"Nor KSB nor the SNN Networks." I said. "And the national Fox Cable network is all over it, but I won't hold my breath waiting for CNN to talk about it."
"It was a brilliant move." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone with a twinkle in her eyes. "They're pre-empting anything the Feds might try to do to them, and making the Feds and KXTC either back up their claims legitimately and not through a rigged process, or e forced to retract them."
"Yes." I said. "It's like a forced move in chess. Sometimes the move is forced, but it's also a brilliant move. This was both necessary and brilliant."
Deputy Chief (Ret.) Cindy Ross said "Proving the claim of malicious intent won't be easy. Or at least it shouldn't be. So why do I suspect the GOJMC has something on Ava Hinds, and maybe KXTC?" Foe some strange reason, all eyes were on me.
"If memory serves me correctly..." I said.
"And it always does." chorused three Angels, right on cue.
"... it was the original Guardians of Justice that kept finding secret Swamp Frog stuff and exposing it to the light of day. That original group is disbanded, but we have many friends in many places. Oh yes. Our enemies may be powerful and abundant, but there are still good people out there, people who still love our country and our Constitution, people who are true Guardians of Justice. I can only imagine what these true Patriots have passed along to the GOJMC, the group that has stood with us in our times of crisis."
"I just hope they don't get hurt." said Teresa. "There is nothing Brendan Chapel won't permit himself to do if they get in his way."
I just replied "As any of those Christians will tell you: Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid. It will be all right." Then I murmured almost to myself "It will be all right..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
10:00am, Friday, January 1st. The swearing-in ceremonies were at the Civic Center theater. It was not a particularly well-attended event; mostly family members and friends of those being sworn in were there. I did notice a number of Sheriff Deputies trickling in.
Among the guests were several children. Ross and Ian Troy had wanted to attend, as their blood aunt Cindy Ross was being sworn in as Chief of Staff of the Sheriff's Department. My son Jim had rather reluctantly agreed to join them, after he was promised he would not have to wear a necktie, not even a clip-on. He was wearing a black mock turtleneck with a gray sportscoat and slacks similar to what his dad liked to wear, and it was a good look on the son, too.
Dan and Patricia Allgood were also there. Dan was wearing a clip-on tie and seemed to like wearing a suit and tie. It was Dan's sixth(!) birthday, and Carole made the proper announcement and everyone sang 'Happy Birthday' to him. Laura and I would give Dan a gift via his parents after the ceremonies were over.
Patricia was dressed similarly to my daughter Carole and Carole's BFF Marie, wearing white stockings and black 'Mary Jane' shoes along with dresses of different colors: Carole in black (as close to Wildcat red her mother would allow), Marie in University blue, and Patricia in navy blue. Tasha and her mother were also present.
The Burke family also arrived. My nephew Todd would tell me later that Doug and Mike were indifferent about being there, but little Jack Burke had expressed a strong interest in attending. Doug and Mike hung out with my boys. I did notice that Doug went over and gave his biological mother Melina Allgood a hug, which was very nice of him. She did hug him back, though more like she would hug any of the other kids as opposed to her other biological children. Carole made a point to hug her Aunt Melina also, then collected her cousin Patricia to sit with her and the other girls.
"Doug is a good kid." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle told me as we talked before the ceremonies began. "He knows Melina rejected him as a baby, and he tells me he considers me to be his mother. But I'm glad to see he's rising above it, and went over and gave her a hug."
"She may be his biological mother," I replied, "but he's fortunate to have a wonderful adoptive mother that loves him as her own."
"And a father that loves him as much as you love your lucky kids." Teresa said right back.
At that moment, Cindy's sister, Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, and their mother Maggie Ross came up to us. Molly said "I know Cindy is family, but isn't the Medal of Valor a bit much?" Yes, Teresa and I were wearing our formal Police uniforms with the 'fruit salad' of ribbons, and we were also wearing our MOVs on their red ribbons around our necks.
I replied: "I would agree, but it's not just for Cindy." And at that moment Sheriff Antonio Griswold came up behind us, also wearing his MOV.
"All right," Griswold growled. "Let's get this thing going. We've got bowl games to watch." I chuckled as Town & County Councilman J.P. Goldman, having heard Our Sheriff, moved as swiftly as he was able to get the ceremonies started. I went and sat down next to Laura and Paulina.
First, Mr. Goldman swore in Mayor Daniel Allgood to his next term. Then the Mayor swore in all ten Town & County Council members, including newly elected Edgar Silas. Silas had wanted to be sworn in separately and give a speech, but Edward R. Steele had told him that such a thing had never happened before, and that he, Silas, was but one of ten. Silas wasn't happy about that, but said nothing further about it.
Then Franklin Washington was sworn in as the new Superior Court Judge, replacing the far-Left activist Harry R. Nance. The applause for Washington seemed to be a lot louder and longer than for the others.
After the new and old Town Assemblypersons, some new School Board members, and a few other administrative officials were sworn in, Sheriff Griswold and Cindy went on stage, escorted by retiring Chief of Staff Charles T. Oswald. Cindy was wearing a Sheriff Department uniform tailored for her very advanced pregnancy. The Sheriff administered the Oath of Office to Cindy, and everyone applauded politely.
And then things began to happen. Sheriff Griswold called for me and Teresa to come onto the stage. As we made our way up, the Sheriff helped Cindy put on her MOV.
"Today we are honoring a man who has given a full lifetime of service to our Town & County's Public Safety Department." Sheriff Griswold announced. "Chief of Staff Oswald's example of devotion to duty and excellence in the performance of his duties is one that has inspired me and all our Deputies, as well as our Police Officers, Firefighters, EMTs, and Public Health Officers. And as he goes into a well-deserved retirement, we're honoring him appropriately."
I held the box, and as Cindy read the proclamation, the Sheriff pinned the Public Safety Distinguished Service Medal onto Chief of Staff Oswald's uniform jacket, under his silver 'Retired' badge. Yes, that was why we were wearing MOVs; this was a 'BFD'. And everyone on stage had been awarded a Distinguished Service Medal in the past. We started a loud and sustained round of applause for Chief of Staff Oswald, who looked emotional as the Sheriff invited him to say a few words.
Oswald made remarks complimenting Cindy and saying she would do an admirable job succeeding him, thanked the Sheriff for his support, then concluded by saying "It was an honor standing with my fellow Public Safety Officers this past year during the worst crisis in our County's history. The professionalism and devotion to their duty of our Police Officers, Firefighters, EMTs, and Public Health HAZMAT Officers was something we can all be truly proud of, and I am honored to have been part of that same Public Safety Department. Keep up the good work, and always stand for and by each other as you stand up for what is right!"
The audience rose in a standing ovation... except for the five Democrats on the Council, the Democrats of the Assembly, and the other Blacks in the auditorium. They were looking for a reason to be offended, and they were finding those reasons in Oswald's words of praise for those that put their lives and limbs on the line to protect the good citizens of our County...
After the ceremonies, as Edgar Silas and Kelly Carnes walked past me, Silas snarled "I don't see why Oswald was allowed to give a speech and I wasn't." I made a point to turn and face him, and he and Carnes stopped, turned, and fronted me. "You got a problem with me, Troy?" Silas said loudly, trying to draw attention to us.
"Mostly with the crappy company you're keeping." I replied, referring to Carnes. "But yeah------"
Sheriff Griswold suddenly appeared between us. "Let's go have lunch, Crowbar." he said as he clapped his hand on my shoulder and steered me down the aisle, away from further confrontation with those two enemies...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Friday, January 1st. The Cabin was the scene of a big family lunch. All three of my Angels and their families were here, including Cindy's mother Maggie and FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins, the father of Cindy's unborn child; Tanya's husband, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, and their kids; and Todd and Teresa with their boys.
ADA Paulina Patterson was present with Tasha, Edward and Stephanie Steele with Selena and Marie, and Franklin and Theo Washington with their wives. And of course Our Sheriff was helping Bowser and Buddy herd the human cats.
People brought food, and it was a nice feast. Maggie Ross had taken control of the kitchen and was supervising. Carole, Marie, Tasha, Jennifer and Tiffany Muscone were industriously helping set the tables and bring out food, and Carole was having little Betsy Ross help her with a few placesettings, which made Betsy very happy.
As that was going on, the boys were upstairs doing more with New Lego City and the great Troy Transcontinental Railroad. Pete Feeley loved the opportunity to get to work on it, as did Doug and Mike Burke. Little Jack Burke and Ian, however, were not participating; instead, they were playing a video game.
Most of the rest of us were watching the inaugurations of Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons and Governor Sharon Marshall. The crowd that was there for Ms. Marshall were polite, and did not disrupt Corey Coons's swearing-in, but Coons's crowd did not reciprocate. They booed Governor Val Jared when he was introduced, calling out ugly things that cannot be repeated on this family-oriented website. When security forces moved in and threatened to remove them by force, they settled down somewhat, but their boos could still be heard during Ms. Marshall's speech.
"Where does Governor Jared live?" Cindy asked Sheriff Griswold.
"He grew up in Alvaton, near Westphalia." said the Sheriff. "He went to school here at the University, then moved to Midtown."
"Where are he and his wife going to settle down?" I asked. "And will they continue to be active in politics, on behalf of the Party?"
Griswold said "They're renting a house in Palmyra County for now, but they're not sure where they're going to move to permanently. I suggested they move up here, to our County. As to remaining active in politics? He hasn't said, and my thinking is that he won't. He's still bitter about the Establishment Republicans that voted to impeach and to convict him."
Cindy said "If they need a house with a safe room, I have one for them."
"I thought you were moving in there." I said. "Until your new house gets built."
Cindy replied "If Governor Jared wants to buy the house, I'll sell it to him, and Callie and I can rent a place until the House on the Hill gets built."
"I'll mention it to him." said Griswold. He got out his cellphone and began writing an email. Just then, we saw on the KFXU broadcast that the Governor and his wife were being driven away from the State Capitol, where the inauguration had been held. There were protesters lined up along the street on both sides, dressed in Antifa and Environmentalist Wacko clothing, yelling and screaming at the Jareds.
"Wow, even to the very last." Teresa lamented. "Just what has caused them to have such unappeasable hatred for that poor man?"
"He supports the Constitution and the Law." growled Griswold. "And he believes in Justice for All, not just for some at the expense of others, like Silas does. And they hate Jared for that."
I added: "And the demonstrations you're seeing here are paid for by Haters like George Schwartz and the cronies of Lionel Carmela, and are for the Media to broadcast into the homes of the People of the State, to make people think that Conservatism and Patriotism are evil, and that the Constitution must be destroyed and replaced by a Totalitarian Socialist Manifesto."
"Strong letter to follow." said Laura in a message of warning to me as she came up to the group. "Lunch is served, everyone. And I suggest you get in line before the boys find out and all the food disappears."
"Too late, Mommy!" Carole said. Indeed, a blur that was a procession of boys rushed past us to the serving line.
As we ate lunch, the Sheriff's iPhone chimed. He barked a laugh, then showed me the text from Val Jared. It said "Free at last."...
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
2:30pm, Monday, January 4th. My wife Laura had called me to say that a 'loddy-doddy-everybody' Faculty meeting was being convened, and that she and Stephanie Steele had to attend, so could I pick up Carole, Marie, Jim, and Ross? I agreed to do so. After hanging up, I told Tanya that I'd pick up Pete along with the others if she'd watch over them when I brought them back to the Station. She agreed to do so.
At 4:15pm. Carole and Marie were doing their homework in my office... well, it was more like Carole had finished her homework and was helping Marie do hers. Meanwhile, the boys played games on laptops and iPads in Tanya's office. My phone buzzed, and an instant later, Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels was admitted to my office.
"Sir," Claire said, "there's------ oh, hello kids."
Carole said: "Captain Mike-uls is about to tell you that there's a crime with dead bodies, but she's worried about saying that in front of us kids." Claire looked shocked at having had her mind read.
"I can understand that." I said without blinking an eyelash. "So, Captain, you might as well tell me."
"Yes sir." said a perturbed Captain Michaels. "Looks like a double-homicide or maybe a murder-suicide." She gave an address.
"Can I go, Daddy?" Carole said excitedly.
"Do you have your badge?" I asked back, hoping she didn't. Guess what?
"Yes sir." Carole said. "It's in your car with my book bag."
"Do you always carry your badge in your book bag?" I asked, preparing to make an on-the-spot correction.
"No sir, I usually don't." Carole replied. "I thought I might need it today, so I put it in the bag."
She 'thought' she might need it today, I mused to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Marie went to Tanya's office, and Tanya said the Sheriff was coming over to help with babysitting and would take the kids home. Carole and I got into my Police SUV, and she got her badge and put it around her neck.
The location was in a middle-class neighborhood north of Town in the north of the Kensington District, north of the Kensington subdivision, called the 'Talbot Farms' subdivision. The houses were not old, but they were sturdy and not the newfangled cookie-cutter houses of more modern times.
"Okay, Carole," I said as we pulled up, "you know the rules. Stay back and observe, and don't get in the Detectives's way."
"Yes sir." Carole said. We went to the house where we gave our badge numbers to Patrolman Culver, who didn't even blink an eyelash that one of the investigating Officers was a seven-year-old Honorary Auxiliary Officer. I saw a Subaru in the open garage and an Audi to the side of the garage, and idly wondered why the garage door hadn't been shut, especially as it was a cold day.
We went inside, and I noticed that it was pretty cold inside the house, though it was well-lived-in. Carole and I proceeded to the greatroom, where we found Senior Detective Theo Washington supervising the CSI team gathering evidence and Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez looking around while consulting her Police iPhone.
In the middle of the room, lying dead on the floor side-by-side, were a man and a woman, both with gunshot wounds to their heads. A Glock pistol, caliber 9mmP, was lying on the floor between them. Detective-1 Roark Coleman was examining the man's body with a magnifying glass.
As to those bodies, I observed that they were both white, medium height and build, and appeared to be in their mid-to-upper twenties. He was wearing glasses, his hair was brown and styled well, and he was wearing a suit and loosened tie. Her face would've been attractive but for the bullet wound under her left eye and bruising on her face and head. Her hair was light brown with blonde highlights, and she was wearing a sweatshirt and panties, but no pants.
"Whaddya got, Theo?" I asked gruffly as we came up to the victims. Carole was trying to do the right thing and stand back, but was craning her neck to look at the bodies.
"Hello Commander. Hello Carole." Theo Washington said as we came up. "Fingerprints have not come back yet, but his drivers license in his wallet says he is Dwayne Matheson and that this is his home. We have not found any ID for the female, as her purse was emptied on the dining room table and her wallet apparently taken. But the wedding photos on the hall wall are of her and him, so we're pretty sure she's Julie Matheson, Dwayne's wife, and DMV records should confirm that once we hear back from them."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said, then asked my daughter "Carole, what is the first thing we always ask at a crime scene?"
"Who called the Police, Daddy." Carole said, drawing a couple of glances from the CSIs in the room, and a grin from Julia Rodriguez.
"Very good, Carole, that's right." I said. "So guys... who called it in?"
Julia Rodriguez said "Mrs. Jones, who lives in the house next door, to the right as you look at them from the street. She called 9-1-1 and said she heard what sounded like a gunshot in this house right after Mr. Matheson got home. I'm going to go interview her right after we wrap up the initial scene here."
I nodded, then said "I may want to go with you, and listen in on that------"
Just then Martha the M.E. bounded into the room. "My goodness, I must be really moving slow if I got here after Detective Troy and her father." I ignored the dig, knowing that she was needling me. She knelt down by the bodies and said "If you'll excuse me, Mr. Roark, I need to do some work here."
Roark Coleman looked unhappy at what sounded like a snide comment, but he got out of the way. "What did you observe, Mr. Roark?" I asked him.
"Uh, sir," Coleman said, "it's pretty clear that the Glock nine-millimeter fired the shot that killed the man. There's stippling around the wound."
"How can you tell this Glock is the weapon that fired the shot?" I asked. "Did you touch that Glock on the floor?"
"Oh, no sir!" Coleman said hastily. "That's where it was when we got here, unless the Patrol Officers that got here first touched it."
Corporal Hicks came up, and I could see in his face that he had not taken Coleman's comment very well. "No sir, Commander. We didn't touch a thing, except to check for pulses. But they were already dead."
"Good." I said. Having put on latex gloves, I called for Connie, our camerawoman, to video me as I picked up the Glock. I said "Okay folks, here's a pro tip: if someone fires a semi-auto pistol at another person with a strong enough grip, the gun should recoil and chamber another round if the magazine is not empty. But if someone commits suicide, the hand holding the firearm loses strength immediately, and the firearm may not completely recycle."
With that, I took the magazine out, noting out loud to the camera that there were several cartridges in it. Then I pulled back the slide, and an empty shell flew out and fell to the floor.
"Empty shell." I said as the camera recorded it. "That's a data point for Mr. Roark that Mr. Matheson here committed suicide with this firearm."
I had the techs bag the gun, magazine, and spent shell, then got my butt out of Martha's way. She began examining the bodies and almost immediately grunted in surprise. She spoke up: "Corporal, when you felt for pulses, were the bodies warm to the touch?"
"Uh, he was." Hicks said. "But... come to think of it, her body was a lot colder than his when I felt for a pulse."
"That's what you call a 'strangeness', isn't it Daddy?" Carole said, peering at me.
"It most certainly is." I replied with a little smile. Then I said "Okay, Detective Rodriguez, if you will let Carole tag along with you while you check out the rest of the house, we'll let Martha do her job here."



"Yes sir." said Julia, realizing that my intent was to get Carole out of the room.
"Y'all might want to check out the study room down the hall." said Theo Washington. "It looks strange, too." Julia and Carole left the room.
I quietly said to Martha "I suspect something more happened to Mrs. Matheson, here, and I'd prefer that seven-year-old Detectives not learn about these aspects of crime quite so quickly. Check and see if she was sexually assaulted."
"Sir?" asked a very surprised Roark Coleman. "You think her husband raped her before he killed her?"
"Why do you assume that he killed her?" I replied.
"Sir, it has all the earmarks of a murder-suicide." said Coleman.
"Teachable moment... several of them, in fact." I said, then started in as everyone paused to listen: "I am not assuming anything like that, at least not yet. The only data we have right now is that Mr. Matheson very likely committed suicide with that Glock. It's likely that she was murdered, but we have no data to confirm that he killed her. We have to have the data before we form further theories, Mr. Roark. Never theorize without data." Coleman nodded, his face looking more confused that it had a moment before.
"Sir," asked Theo, "what data suggested to you to have Martha look for signs of sexual assault?"
"Good question." I said, a bit pointedly and acerbically in Roark's general direction. "Let's observe what we have here, instead of just seeing it. I am observing here that she is not wearing any pants, but she is wearing a sweatshirt. I noticed when I first came inside the house that it is pretty cold, so I'm speculating with that data that it's likely her pants were removed rather than her not having been wearing any today." Everyone nodded...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While that was going on, I did my own quick tour of the house, and Theo wisely took the opportunity to go with me. I went into the master bedroom first.
"Nothing really out of place, sir." Theo said. "The bed is made, and appears undisturbed, so if Mrs. Matheson was raped, it likely was not on the bed. And to your point about how she was dressed, there's no pants or sweatpants or anything lying around, nor in the dirty clothes hamper."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. The room was painted a light beige color and simply but tastefully furnished. Only the bedside lamps on either side of the bed gave further illumination that the window, but I could see that there were pot lights and a fluorescent light in the ceiling. I flicked a switch next to the bedroom door, and those lights came on.
"Wow, very bright in here with those lights." I said. "You see any cameras anywhere?"
Theo grinned. "You think they were making adult movies in here, sir?"
"I'm remembering Carl and Wanda's home setup when we were investigating his death." I said. (Author's note: 'The Babymaker', Ch. 01.) "They had a setup in their third bedroom for making fitness videos as well as of themselves having sex. This reminds me of that."
Theo went to investigate the rest of the house as I looked at the second bedroom, which was simply furnished to act as a guest bedroom, and was in pristine condition, including the bed being made. In fact, it looked and smelled a bit stale, as if the room had not been used or even cleaned in a while.
A moment later Theo called me on the cellphone and asked me to come up to the apartment that was situated over the garage, and I made my way to it.
The entrance was at back left, as one looked from the front of the house. It was basically one room, with a kitchenette counter along the back wall, a toilet and shower in the corner past that, a shallow closet with fold-out doors, that served as both a pantry and a clothes closet, and the rest of the space occupied by a sofa-bed, a television, and a desk with a monitor and computer dock in the corner. It was sparse, but functional.
"It looks lived-in, sir. There's fresh milk and Coca-Cola Zero in the refrigerator, and some pot pies in the freezer." said Theo. "But there are absolutely no papers of any kind anywhere. No bills, no printer or anything printed, nothing."
"Hmmm." I said as I looked inside the closet and then rummaged around. "A suit in the closet, as well, and the size of the jacket is 44L, which would properly fit a man taller and more broad-shouldered than Mr. Matheson. It does not appear that the door was forced open, but have the techs check it out. And have them get fingerprints, too, especially around that desk and computer dock. In the meantime, I'm going to go make sure the dead husband wasn't kicked out of the house and banished up to here by his wife, by seeing if most of his clothes are in their bedroom in the main house..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Julia Rodriguez came into a small room with a desk against the back wall and a computer desk against the left wall, close enough to each other for one chair to move between them easily, and a piece of hard plastic on the floor to facilitate such movement. There was a computer monitor and keyboard on the computer desk, but no computer was visible anywhere. A CSI was dusting for fingerprints.
The desk was totally clean. There were no papers on it at all. To the right of the desk was a metal mesh trash can; it was also empty, and was lying on its side, suggesting it had been emptied and carelessly dropped.
To the right of the desk was a very large, curved television monitor and sound system. On the near wall, to the immediate right of the door, was a large sofa upholstered in soft leather, with big, comfortable cushions. In front of the sofa was a table whose color matched the sofa, and Julia recognized it as a table whose top could be pulled up to eat off of.
"Movie room." Julia said. "Man cave, maybe."
"No ma'am, they both watched movies here." Carole said, pointing to the two light blankets on the sofa. One of them was plain green, and the other with a pattern of flowers. "My mom and dad have 'sep-rette' blankets like that for when they watch TV."
"Good point, Carole." Julia said, impressed with the observation.
"Looks like someone cleaned out the desk." said one of the techs. "There's not a scrap of paper anywhere. The computer is gone, too; you can see the dock for one there."
"So they took it." said Julia.
Carole said "Maybe not, De-tec-tive Julia. It may be in Mr. Math-uh-son's car."
"Uh, that's a thought." Julia said. "Mike, go out and see if that's the case. Take someone to record you in case you find it." Mike exited the room, movijng out smartly to complete the CSI mission.
Meanwhile, Carole had gone to the sofa and sat down on it, then got up and went to the side of the desk, where the trash can was, and peered into the small space between the back of the desk and the wall. "De-tec-tive Julia, do you have a flash-light?" she asked.
"My iPhone has a light." said Julia. "Did you find something?"
"I think so." Carole said.
"I'll turn on the video recorder on my iPhone, which will turn on the light." Julia said. She did so, then said "This is Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez of the TCPD, Badge No. 2-0-3-0. With me is Honorary Auxiliary Detective Carole Troy, Badge Numberrrrr?"
"Number 1-6-4-2." Carole said to the cellphone as Julia recorded Carole's badge on its necklace on her chest. Julia then shone the light behind the desk and Carole said "There's a wadded up piece of paper there."
"Let's get someone to move the desk." Julia said, standing up and about to get some help.
"I can get it!" Carole said. She was about to reach in when Julia stopped her.
"Hold on, you need a glove." Julia said. She handed Carole a latex glove. "You'll have to wear this adult size glove."
"That'll work!" Carole said, putting the large glove on her seven-year-old hand. As Julia recorded, Carole lay down and reached her little arm behind the desk. A moment later she pulled out a wadded piece of paper.
"Got something, Fussbudget?" I asked, having just walked in.
"Yes, Daddy!" Carole said. "There was a piece of paper behind the desk."
"Let's have a look." I said as Carole handed it to me, still wearing latex gloves on my paws. I sat down on the sofa and carefully unwadded the paper as Julia recorded and Carole watched with great interest.
"Hmmm." I said. "it looks like the sheet of paper was torn into multiple pieces, and this is the middle portion. It reads '...Price is no object. You will earn a salary of $300,000 a year, with a signing bonus of $100,000 and an advance on your first year salary of $100,000 if you choose. Additionally, you will hold any patents produced, which we will license...'."
"Sounds like a job offer." Julia said.
"Yes, it does." I said. "And a heckuva offer, at that. Did you find any other pieces of torn up paper?"
"No sir, the desk was cleaned out." Detective Sergeant Rodriguez said.
"And I suspect we now know why." I said, holding up the scrap of paper. "I get the feeling that this is an extremely important clue to the case."
"Carole found it, sir." said Julia, giving credit where due.
"Good work, Fussbudget." I said.
"Daddy, why do you still call me 'Fussbudget'?" Carole asked. "I'm seven now! And I'm a De-tec-tive on your Po-leece Force!"
"And what would you like me to call you?" I asked amusedly.
"The next Iron Crow-bar." Carole said simply.
"And she already has delusions of grandeur." I said to Julia with a grin, making Julia laugh. I then turned to Carole and said "Carole, 'Fussbudget' has been my nickname for you since the day you were born, and I will be calling you that until the day I die. Even after you earn this crowbar... if you earn it. By the way, what made you think to look behind the desk?"
Carole replied "I was sit-ting on the sofa, and I saw that trash can. I thought maybe someone threw a wadded up paper at the trash can, like Jim and Ross do at home. They never hit the trash can, and Mommy makes them go pick up the paper off the floor and throw it away prop-er-ly. I thought maybe a piece of paper bounced off and went behind the desk, so I looked."
"Outstanding." I said. "And I'll make sure to tell your mother that Jim and Ross's poor shooting led to your successful result."
Just then the CSI returned to the room. "Ma'am... oh, hello sir. Mr. Matheson apparently did leave his computer in his car when he got home. It was in its bag. There was nothing else in the car except a few oil change invoices in the glove compartment."
"That's another kudo for Carole." Julia said. "She suggested it might be there." She and Carole fist-bumped.
"You're batting a thousand today... Fussbudget." I said with a wicked grin. "Here, hold this. You may earn it yet, one day." I handed my firstborn child my red crowbar. She suddenly forgot about pouting at her nickname as she took it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Senior Detective Joanne Warner had come to the scene, theoretically on her way home from work. When she asked if she could be of help, I asked her to go with Julia to interview Mrs. Jones, and asked her to record the interview so that I could watch it later.
The two women went to the house next door and knocked. When a middle aged woman answered, Julia said "I'm Detective Rodriguez and this is Detective Warner. Are you Mrs. Jones?"
"Yes, I am." said Mrs. Jones.
"We understand you called 9-1-1 about hearing a noise next door?" Julia asked.
"Yes, I did." said Mrs. Jones. "Is everything okay over there?"
"Ma'am, may we come in for a moment?" asked Joanne. "We need to get your statement."
"Well, I suppose you can." said Mrs. Jones. "But... are Julie and Dwayne all right?"
"We'll answer everything in a minute." said Julia as they took the initiative and walked on into the house. Mrs. Jones had them sit down on the sofa in the main room, and seated herself on the chair opposite. The window was to the Policewomen's left and her right, giving neither side an advantage.
"May I record this?" asked Joanne, showing her iPhone. "This way, you won't have to come down to the Station and make a statement."
"I suppose that is okay." said Mrs. Jones, albeit a bit skeptically. Joanne was already recording, and continued to do so as Julia began the interview in earnest.
"You called 9-1-1 about something next door?"
"Yes." said Mrs. Jones. "I heard a loud noise, like a gunshot, over there. Just a moment before, Dwayne... Mr. Matheson... drove very fast into the driveway, got out of his car, and rushed inside. I heard the shot... er, the noise, just a few minutes later, and called 9-1-1."
"And what time was that?" asked Julia.
"It was... well, I think it was not quite four o'clock yet." said Mrs. Jones.
Joanne took over: "Did you see anything unusual during the day? Were there any visitors to the house?"
Mrs. Jones said "A van did come to the house, about 9:30 this morning. The sign on the side said 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric'. I didn't recognize that name. A man in work clothes and an overcoat and ski cap went to the front door, and Julie... Mrs. Matheson... let him inside. There was another man, the driver, and he backed the van halfway inside the garage after the garage door was opened, next to Mrs. Matheson's Subaru."
"Can you describe them?" Julia asked.
"They were white... well, they weren't dark skinned." said Mrs. Jones. "The man at the door was short, had a big mustache. He looked like that 'Mario' cartoon character. The other man was taller, leaner. I didn't see much of his face."
"How long were they there?" asked Joanne.
"About... two hours, I guess." Mrs. Jones said. "I really wasn't paying attention the entire time."
Yeah, right, Julia thought to herself, then asked. "Mrs. Jones, did you ever hear the Mathesons arguing, getting into any fights?"
"Not... not for a long time." said Mrs. Jones. "Early last year, last Winter and Spring, Mr. Matheson would come home very late almost every night, eleven p.m., even midnight, and I would hear them arguing that night and sometimes the next day."
"Any idea over what?" Julia asked, which caused Joanne to look over at her colleague with a slightly surprised look on her face.
"I... I couldn't hear them directly." said Mrs. Jones. "But their neighbor on the other side, Mrs. Alicia Tate, was friends with Julie, and she suggested that Mrs. Matheson didn't like the long hours her husband was working."
"You said 'not for a long time'." Joanne said. "So they stopped arguing?"
"Oh yes." said Mrs. Jones, much more enthusiastically. "They must've taken a nice vacation trip, because last Summer Mr. Matheson began coming home much earlier at night, no later than about seven p.m., and they would spend time together on their back patio. They seemed much happier, and I never heard them argue again."
"Okay, then." said Joanne. "I've written this down, and I'd like for you to sign it as a sworn affidavit."
"So are they all right?" Mrs. Jones asked as she perused the notes, then signed at the bottom.
When she was done, Julia answered: "I'm sorry to say, ma'am, that they are not. We found both of them dead. I need to advise you to keep your own doors locked and watch out for strangers that might approach your house, thinking you saw something."
"Oh my!" exclaimed a very shocked and now flustered Mrs. Jones...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She's nosy, a busybody." Julia said as they walked back to the Matheson home. "She's probably been watching them for years and listening in on their conversations, which is why I asked if she'd heard what they'd argued about."
"Ah, I was wondering about that." Joanne said. "What interested me, though, is that they stopped arguing, but now months later they're both dead in what sure looks like a murder-suicide."
They walked past the Matheson home to the house on the other side, and knocked on the door. No one answered.
"We'll have to talk to Mrs. Tate later, then." Joanne said. They returned to the crime scene home. They went inside, and found that the bodies were being removed, to be taken to the Morgue.
Martha the M.E. was telling the Iron Crowbar "I believe your initial suspicions are true, Commander, but I can't really tell much here. I did fingernail scrapings, and I'll do the rest during the autopsy."
She meant a rape kit, and she was being vague because Carole was standing next to me, still carrying the red crowbar. The techs were finishing up processing the scene, and would soon put away their gear and leave.
"Hicks!" I called out, and Corporal Hicks appeared almost like Bowser and Buddy would do when called to the door to go out. "Hicks, call First Precinct Headquarters, and have them have two-man details stand watch here overnight. If we leave the place unguarded, the perps might try to come back."
"Why, sir?" asked Roark Coleman.
"To find the one thing they overlooked, but Auxiliary Detective Troy did not." I replied, holding up the bagged piece of paper Carole had found. "Okay, I'm heading back to the Station. Rodriguez, Warner, sorry to do this to you, but duty calls. Meet me at the Station so we can compare notes. You too, Coleman, Washington."
"Yes sir." said a chorus of outstanding Detectives...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mind if I sit in?" asked Chief Moynahan as we assembled in Classroom 'E' at 6:00pm.
"Not at all, Chief." I replied. The Chief sat down in his customary spot at the near end of the table, closest to the door. I was in the middle of the table facing the matrix of screens on the wall. The door (and the Chief) were to my right. Also in the meeting were Detectives Theo Washington, Joanne Warner, Julia Rodriguez, Roark Coleman, Lieutenant Jerome Davis of MCD, Lieutenant Mary Milton and Corporal Penny Scott of Intel, Captain Claire Michaels, and ADA Paulina Patterson.
Carole had been less than pleased when we got back and Sheriff Griswold said he'd take her home. Selena Steele had come by earlier and collected Marie, and the boys and Tasha had been picked up by Molly Evans. I told Carole that I would keep her in the loop about the case, which did not mollify her much... until I asked her if she was changing her mind about going to 'meetings'. At that point, Carole could not get to the Sheriff's vehicle fast enough.
"I watched the interview with Mrs. Jones," I said to start the meeting, "and I want to commend you, Rodriguez, and you, Warner, on they way you conducted it. Very good job, and we got a lot of good information out of it." The Chief nodded in their directions.
"Thank you, sir." said Julia, appreciated being praised in front of her bosses as well as the Chief.
I continued: "One point to that, though... there is no 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' in this County, and my checks showed no such company by that name in the tri-State area. So either Mrs. Jones was not correct, or we have a 'strangeness' on our hands."
"Yes sir." said Lt. Mary Milton. "There's no company even close to that name, so she didn't just slightly misread it. I suspect it's a fake company."
"Probably." I said agreeably. "Meanwhile, Martha is expediting the autopsy. She's doing it now, so we may get a preliminary report soon. Okay, Mary, what does Intel have for us?"
Mary deferred to Penny Scott, who brought up two DMV photos onto the monitor matrix. One showed Dwayne Matheson, wearing spectacles. He looked 'average' at best and a bit 'geeky' at worst, very much the stereotypical look of a computer programmer. The other showed Julie Matheson, dirty blonde hair, attractive face. One would not automatically assume she also was a brilliant programmer.
Penny Scott began: "Dwayne Matheson and Julie Matheson, both age 26, married four years ago right after graduating from Eastern State with degrees in Computer Technology. No criminal record for either beyond two speeding tickets for him and one for her."



Penny Scott: "After graduating, they were both hired by BigCommunicationsCorp, colloquially called 'BigCommo'. Julie left the company just under a year ago, and State Labor Department records indicate that she resigned. Dwayne left last July, also listed as a resignation."
Penny: "But here's the thing: papers for an LLC corporation were filed on June 1st of last year, called 'JDJ Security Software, LLC'. Julie Matheson is listed as President, and Dwayne and someone named Jeff Cawthorne are listed as the Vice Presidents, with all three listed as Members of the Board. Their headquarters is listed as the same address as the Matheson home."
Penny: "So I looked up Jeff Cawthorne. He graduated from Eastern State at the same time the Mathesons did, also with a degree in Computer Technology. He also was hired by BigCommo, but left there two years ago this month. He then did freelance or contract work for small companies until this last summer, when he became part of JDJ Security Software."
Penny: "His official residence, per his driver's license, is here in Town in a condo in the same complex that the condo that Captain Michaels just bought from Commander Ross is in... and by the way, what is Commander Ross's new title?"
I said "It's 'Chief of Staff', but they're calling her 'Chief Deputy' right now. But keep going with your report."
"Yes sir." Penny said. "Jeff Cawthorne also owns a townhouse in Palmyra County, the State's center for technology companies, but his finances show no rental money coming in from it, so he may just stay there when he's on business down there."
I said "Why don't you get to the personal finances, and we can circle back to the business."
Penny Scott: "Yes sir, but the finances are intertwined with the business. For example, the Matheson's bought their house outright, cash on the barrelhead, but they took out a mortgage on it when they started up their business... just before Dwayne quit BigCommo. They, meaning the husband and wife as well as Jeff Cawthorne, also took out a Small Business Administration loan when they started up."
Penny: "They had amassed about $3000 in credit card debt, but had paid off about half of that in chunks over the last three months. They've paid nothing in taxes so far, as the New Year just began, and their quarterly filings for second and third quarters of last year showed debt related to their startup. I haven't yet been able to get a grasp on how their business was doing."
"If they were paying off credit cards," suggested Theo Washington, "then they must've had money coming in."
"Good point." I said. "What about the cars?"
"Two cars, an Audi registered to him, and a Subaru registered to her." said Penny Scott. "The Audi is six years old, paid off three years ago. She owned the Subaru, which was also either bought in a private transaction or paid in cash; she never had a loan for it."
"Bought while they were in college." I said. "And speaking of that, they're young. Do they have next-of-kin? Parents? Siblings?"
"Yes sir." said Penny Scott. "Her family lives in Acropolis City in the State east of us. His family lives southwest of there, due east of Rocktown in our State, in a small town called Senoia, about 1500 people."
"We'll have to notify next-of-kin." I said.
"I'll handle that, Mister Crowbarrr." said Chief Moynahan. "I'll call their local Police Departments tonight."
Captain Claire Michaels said "Chief, should we wait until morning, and have Intel get more data on them before telling them?"
Chief Moynahan said "Mizzz Milton? Mizzz Scott? What do you have on them, so far?"
Mary Milton stepped up and said "We haven't gotten much of anything on the families, sir. I take responsibility for that; I had Corporal Scott concentrate on the victims and their business partner."
"Under-stand-ablllle." said the Chief. "Mister Crowbarrrr?"
I said: "Mary, run a 'quick and dirty' on the relatives, and let the Chief know an hour from now if anything significant pops up. If so, then yes, we should hold off until the morning and go question them, or get the FBI to. If not, then you can do what you need to do, Chief."
As Mary began typing at unbelievable speed on her laptop, I continued: "In the meantime, I apologize for getting Corporal Scott's report off track. Let's circle back to Mr. Cawthorne as well as their business."
"Yes sir." said Penny Scott. "Jeff Cawthorne's condo has no mortgage nor liens against it; it's totally his. His townhouse in Palmyra County has a 15-year mortgage on it. He's part of the business, and so has part responsibility for the Small Business Administration loan, though they may have reciprocal insurance that will effectively pay that off. And speaking of that, sir, there's a flag on that loan, but I haven't yet found out what it's about."
"Hmmm." I said. "Okay, keep digging. So what exactly was their business?"
Penny Scott: "Security software, sir. High level security, and customized, per their website. And maybe other software solutions, branching out from their core business. I don't have much yet, and I don't know who their clients are because they haven't yet filed tax records, and we don't have any other records because all their papers were taken from their house, it appears."
I nodded. "No office address on their website?"
"No sir." said Penny. "Just a phone number and an email address."
"That's weird." said Captain Claire Michaels.
"Maybe not, ma'am." said Lt. Jerome Davis. "They're still essentially a start-up, so they may just go to their clients when they're called. Office space is expensive, especially in technology parks like those in Palmyra County."
Mary Milton said "But they would need some kind of base, a server farm or the like, where they can test, implement, and troubleshoot their solutions. They can't do big things from just laptops."
"If big projects are what they're doing, ma'am." said Corporal Scott. "If they're brought in as consultants, they could work from the clients's location on the clients's servers."
"If I may." said Joanne Warner. Everyone looked at her and she said "Sir, Penny mentioned that the Mathesons had worked at BigCommo in the past. BigCommo is one of the biggest technology corporations in the World. If they are doing anything related to what they knew while at BigCommo, they may be finding that discretion is the better part of valor. They may have an office space for a server farm, but they're just not saying where it is to the General Public."
I said "Good thought, and that's my line of thinking, also." Then I said a bit more loudly and with emphasis: "Okay, guys, you've done well to this point, but the crimes just happened and you are going to need some time to get good data. So, let's do this."
Your Iron Crowbar: "First of all and speaking of tax records, this Jeff Cawthorne apparently did some consulting work before joining JDJ Security Software. To that end, he should have some 1099s or other tax records, and we have probable cause to get warrants for those records. So get what you can from there."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And to that end, Mr. Jeff Cawthorne appears to be a central character to this investigation, and we really need to talk to him. So I'm going to egregiously go over your heads, Captain Michaels and Lieutenant Davis, and make some direct assignments." Everyone nodded.
I said: "Theo, you and Julia swing by the local address we have for Cawthorne. If he's there, ask him to come to the Station for an on-camera interview. If he's not there, put out an APB for him, then call the Palmyra County Police and have them go to his address down there and pick him up based on that APB. If he's not there, re-issue the APB as a priority, and say he's a person of interest in a homicide, which is true. Y'all can go do that now."
"Before you go," said Mary Milton, "you might want to hear this. Chief, I'm looking at records of the parents. Julie's maiden name is Davalos. Her father is a high-powered lawyer in Acropolis City, and is registered as a lobbyist for several 'big boy' companies, including BigCommo, BigWirelessCorp, and MegaTech Industries. Her mother works at their State Capitol, as the Clerk of their House of Representatives. Dwayne Matheson's father is the Principal of Senoia Middle School, and his mother is a teacher at Senoia Elementary School."
"Another BigCommo connection." said Cpt. Michaels. "Chief, they can't do anything, and it's a long trip for them to get here. Maybe you should hold off notifying them until the morning while we dig deeper into her parents?"
"Nooooo, I need to make those calls now." said the Chief. "Her father is a big name, and if and when the Press finds out about this, they're ruthless enough to call and ask Mrs. Davalos how she feels about her daughter being murdered. Y'all remain seated." He said that as he got up, knowing that otherwise we'd stand up also. He exited the room.
"He's right." I said. "The Press is definitely that heartless and dirty. Okay, guys, move out. Let's find Jeff Cawthorne and get him in front of us for an interview."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm, Monday, January 4th. I was sitting in my office doing paperwork on the case when the Chief knocked on the door and came on in and sat down in the 'hot chair' nearest the door. "Have you heard from Martha yet?" he asked.
"That's what I'm waiting for, sir." I said. "Care for a medicinal libation while we wait?"
"Sure." the Chief said. I took out two glasses from the 'medicinal libation' drawer, and chose Jameson's Black Barrel Irish whiskey as the libation. We clinked out glasses and sipped.
"That's good, especially for the Jameson brand." said the Chief.
"Yes sir, it is." I said. "They char the barrels before storing the whiskey in them, hence the name 'Black Barrel'. And I've come to learn that I like 'double oaked', 'toasted', and 'charred' barrel whiskeys a lot."
"Heh. That Sheriff of ours is corrupting your morals, young man." the Chief said.
I chuckled, then said "It's amazing how good he is at tasting a whiskey 'blind', then being able to tell if it's bourbon, rye, Irish, Scotch, etc.; what brand it is or distillery it's from; what proof it is and all that. They're going to have the World Whiskey Tasting Championships here next month, at the Hyatt Hotel, and he's going to compete in it."
"Knowing him, he may win, tooooo." drawled the Chief. Then he said: "I contacted the local Police Departments. They phoned back and said the notifications were made. I stayed around expecting to get a call back from at least one set of parents, but so far I haven't heard anything. So... any ideas about this?"
I said "Yes sir, but I'm waiting for data. Theo called and said Jeff Cawthorne was not at his address in this County. I've alerted the Officers we stationed at the Matheson home that he might just show up there, as he might've been staying at that garage apartment and might come back to it."
The Chief said "Wouldn't that be one of those what you call 'strangenesses', if he was staying there while he has a condo not far away?"
"Not really, sir." I said. "Well, it's something we can ask about. I'm much more interested in------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"... the autopsy. And here's Martha to give it to us." I said that as Martha opened the door and I waved for her to come on in. "Martha, you didn't have to come over in person."
"Oh, that's no problem." said Martha as she sat down at my hand-gesture invitation. "I just got in my car and drove to the other side of the parking lot, and I'm going home after I give you this preliminary report."
Martha began: "I'm comfortable saying that Dwayne Matheson died by a self-inflicted gunshot wound, using the 9mmP Glock found at the scene, though Ballistics will have to confirm it. He died right at the time the neighbor said she heard the loud sound and called 9-1-1, just before 4:00pm."
Martha: "Mrs. Matheson is a different story entirely. First, she was shot in the face, just under the left eye, and I recovered the bullet from the back of her skull. It's a small-caliber expanding bullet, likely a.22 Long Rifle or.22 WMR. Again, Ballistics will have to tell us more."
Martha: "She died much earlier than her husband, between 9:00am and 11:00am. She has bruising around her eyes, on her face, on her upper chest, and on her wrists, which occurred just before death, meaning she was likely pushed in the chest, then grabbed and hit hard. And yes, Commander, it appears that the perp at least attempted to rape her."
Martha: "In addition to a good quantity of skin recovered from under her fingernails, which I've sent to the State Crime Lab for DNA analysis, I recovered a hair in her pubic bush that wasn't hers. But her anus was not penetrated, and there's no semen in her vagina, though the perp's penis either roughly dryhumped her labes or slightly penetrated her. I would guess that he was trying to penetrate her and she scratched his face, maybe got his eye, and he hauled off on her and hit her on the side of the head, then went ahead and shot her."
"Maybe a second perp shot her because she was resisting so hard?" I asked. "They had a lot of work to do, cleaning out the house of all the papers, and he may have just ended the waste of time."
"I can't rule that out, Commander." Martha said. "The blows to her face don't appear to be systematic, so I don't think they were beating her trying to get information out of her."
"Soooo," the Chief said, "it is a murder-suicide, but not in the traditional sense of the husband shooting the wife and then himselllllf."
"We can't rule it out that he was one of the perps, sir." I said. "But I suspect we'll get the data to prove you right pretty soon."
"Truuuuuue, Mister Crowbarrrr." the Chief said.
"Anything else, Martha?" I asked.
"No sir." said Martha. "Toxicology is not back yet, but their blood alcohol levels were zero, and I saw no signs of alcohol nor drug abuse, nor anything unusual like old bruising or scarring. Mrs. Matheson had coffee and toast in her stomach, and Mr. Matheson had nothing; he had not eaten for hours, as in not since the night before..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived home at the Mountain Nest at 11:00pm. Two outstanding dogs were lying down next to the backdoor, waiting to be taken out. Laura was on the far-side sofa, pretending to read the latest edition of that renowned periodical 'Sexual Psychology'. She looked up at me from under her eyelids as I came into the greatroom, my second clue that something was wrong.
"Looks like all is not well in the Troy Household." I said. "Shall I take the dogs out first, or hear the story now?"
"Your daughter has been a holy terror tonight." Laura said. "She was already pouting about having to come home while you were working on your new case. Then at dinner she was bragging about finding some important clues, and Jim told her to stop bragging, that he didn't want to hear it, and he'd make her eat stringbeans if she kept it up. Carole said he wasn't good enough to be a Detective, and then inquired as to which army Jim was going to have to call to help him make her eat stringbeans. And then Tasha said she'd help Carole against Jim's army, which didn't go over well with Jim."
"And that's when the fight started." I said.
"No, not really." Laura said. "Jim and Tasha made up the point that they were building a fort with Lincoln Logs and watching television until Paulina came and got Tasha. Carole just sat on the other sofa there, waiting for you. Paulina gave me the rundown of the case, and Carole was listening intently to it, then she asked to get on the computer to look up the case, and I said she'd have to wait for you in order to access it. That got her to pouting, and Jim started telling Carole she wasn't a good Detective anyway, which earned him fifteen minutes in timeout on the stairs, followed by being sent up to bed."
Laura: "Then I told Carole to go up and get ready for bed, and that is when the fight started. Carole said she wanted to wait for you, and I said she had to go to bed because it was a school night and there was no telling when you'd be home. So I told her she was in timeout... in her bedroom. I thought I was going to have to physically pick her up and carry her up there, but she finally went... yelling and screaming."
I nodded. "Yeah, we cannot have that kind of behavior from her. I'll nip it in the bud by telling her she doesn't get to do any more Police work and that her badge will be confiscated by the Police Commander if she does not treat the Police Psychologist with more respect."
"And for her temper tantrum tonight?" Laura said.
"I'll tell her that my disappointment with her behavior cannot be overstated, and she'll feel bad about disappointing me." I said. "But the threat of taking her badge away is what will work... like in chess, the threat is stronger than the execution."
"Speaking of that... oh, that can wait until you take the dogs out." Laura said, noticing that Buddy and Bowser had sat up on their haunches, indicating that their patience and their bladders were tiring out.
I took the dogs out and sat on the patio, concentrating on my breathing to clear my mind. When the dogs came back, we went back inside.
"You wanted to tell me something?" I asked.
Laura said "As I said, Paulina gave me the Cliff Notes of your new case when she came and got Tasha. She said that a van with the name 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' on the side pulled up?"
"So the next door neighbor told my Detectives," I said, "and I watched the interview on video. But there's no 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' in our State nor the ones next door to us."
"True." said Laura, causing me to look over at her. She said "I happen to know that 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' is a Nevada corporation with offices across the country... but those offices are Federal Buildings. 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' is a Government front, used by Federal Agencies. It's used by the DEA, FBI, and even the CIA at times, mostly for surveillance..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Laura and I headed up to bed, Bowser and Buddy came upstairs with us. As usual, I cracked open the door of Carole's room to let Bowser take up his station in his basket at the foot of Carole's bed. Instead of the darkened room I expected, I saw that the bedside lamp was on... and Carole was sitting up in bed. And pouting.
"Fussbudget," I said as I went in behind Bowser, "why are you still awake?"
"I was waiting for you to come home and tell me about the case, Daddy." Carole replied. "Mommy wouldn't let me stay up, but I stayed awake anyway."
"And I'm going to tell you all about it, like I promised." I said. "But not tonight. It's late. You need to sleep so you'l feel good at school tomorrow. And besides... I heard you were disrespectful to your mother tonight, and arguing with your brother. You know better than that, and if you keep up the disrespectful behavior, I'm going to have to suspend you and take away your badge."
"I'm sorry, Daddy." Carole said immediately. "I'll do better."
"Good." I said. "And ignore Jim when he talks about stringbeans. He's just trying to get under your skin. Besides... when was the last time you actually had to eat stringbeans?"
That got Carole to thinking furiously. "It's been a long time, Daddy." she conceded.
"Yes it has." I said. "Okay, all we found out tonight was Mr. Matheson shot himself, but he didn't shoot his wife, and we don't know who did. And you should not talk to anyone at school about that. And don't even talk about being there. No one else really cares, even if they pretend they do."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. "So the guys in the van with the fake name killed Mrs. Mathe... er, the wife?"



"Maybe, but I'm not going to speculate without data." I said.
"I understand." Carole said. "Sherlock Holmes said not to do that, too."
"Yes. Yes he did." I said. "Okay, we'll talk more tomorrow. You get some sleep."
"Okay." Carole said as she turned over. "Nite, Daddy."
"Nite, Fussbudget." I said... to an already sleeping disciple of Sherlock Holmes...
Part 3 - Puzzle Pieces
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!' shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, January 5th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "A husband and wife are dead after a murder-suicide in our County!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Police were called to a home in the Talbot Farms subdivision after gunshots were heard. Inside, they found the bodies of Dwayne Matheson and Julie Davalos Matheson. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the short, athletic blonder reporterette, from just across the street from the Matheson home, still surrounded with Police crime scene tape. The address of the house was on the chyron at the bottom of the screen. "Police responded to a 9-1-1 call around 4:00pm yesterday, and found the owners and occupants of the home inside, dead of gunshot wounds to their heads!"
Amber: "The victims are identified as Dwayne Matheson and his wife Julie Matheson. She is the daughter of prominent Acropolis City attorney Richard Davalos. The Mathesons were self-employed as owners of a technology company called 'JDJ Security Software, LLC.', along with business parter Jeff Cawthorne."
Amber: "Police refused to confirm that this was a murder-suicide case, and refused to rule out the possibility of further foul play. An APB was put out by the Town & County Police for Jeff Cawthorne, who so far remains at large. TCPD Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said, almost happily. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that breaking news story. In other news, the new Session of the State Legislature got underway in earnest yesterday. The Legislature has until the end of March to pass a Budget and avoid a complete State Government shutdown, and the rancor has already started. For more, let's go to our State News Networks colleague Bill Hacosta at the State Capitol. Bill!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Hacosta from the helipad on the roof of the parking lot at the State Office Building, with the State Capitol in the background. "Tensions began when newly sworn-in Governor Sharon Marshall gave the most hate-filled, racist speech in State history, calling for the rounding up and deportation of hardworking Undocumented Workers, continuing the hurtful, racist policies of her predecessor Val Jared."
Hacosta: "Governor Marshall laid down the gauntlet to the State Legislature, implying that it's her way or the highway as she threatened to veto any Budget that does not include money to assist Federal Authorities in rounding up hardworking Undocumented Workers for deportation. She also said that any efforts to defund the Police will also be met with her veto pen."
Hacosta: "But in spite of very narrow Republican majorities in each Chamber of the Legislature, victory for the White Nationalist Conservatives is not assured. Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville, who narrowly won re-election as House Majority Leader after a bitter internecine battle, has openly stated that he will work with Democrats to assure that hardworking Undocumented Workers will not face persecution by the Governor and her fellow Conservative thugs in the Legislature."
Hacosta: "And Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons, who ran a campaign of sympathy for Social Justice groups that want to defund the Police, gets to name the Committee Chairmen of the State Senate, per the State Constitution. He has named Democrats to those posts, and their control of their Committees may be more than enough to stop any pro-White-Nationalist legislation from reaching the State Senate floor."
Hacosta: "I have with me Dr. Adam S. Keller, Senior Fellow of the Rodham Foundation for Political and Social Change." The camera panned out to show 'Pencil Neck' Keller. "Dr. Keller, what do you predict for the Legislative session?"
Keller: "Bill, the rabidly racist Conservatives are just going to have to understand that they are not the majority in their own Party, much less the entire Legislature. The State Constitution was well-set-up to prevent a Party without a mandate from running roughshod over the other Party and the People of the State, who wisely voted for Corey Coons as Lieutenant Governor as a check and balance to the racist ambitions of White Nationalist Governor Sharon Marshall."
Hacosta: "Will a Budget get passed, Doctor?"
Keller: "I believe a fair Budget will be passed, if Governor Marshall understands that she is not an orange-headed Dictator, and must work with Lt. Governor Coons and the Democrats as opposed to working against them like the racist Val Jared did."
Hacosta: "Thank God that Val Jared is gone! Thank you for your time, Doctor. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Bill! Thank you, Dr. Keller!" Bettina said as the feed switched back to her. "And there are other issues in the Legislature for this Session. Let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the tall, slender, black reporter, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in the background. "With the next U.S. Census and subsequent redistricting coming up very soon, both political Parties and many groups are calling for a restructuring of our State's political landscape."
Lemay: "Among the things that will be discussed are returning the Town and the County to separate entities with separate governing Councils. Also being discussed as part of a wider State initiative is merging some counties, and one proposal is that our County, Nextdoor County, and Coltrane County be merged into one county. Another proposal is that our Town & County, Midtown, and Southport be made semi-autonomous entities like The City currently is. It's a big legislative agenda, Bettina, and our State Legislature passed literally no bills last year. We'll see what happens..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Press war on Conservatives has not stopped." said Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (me), Chief Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Neither at the State level nor the local level." Tanya said. "And just who is the 'orange haired' man they're taking that little shot at?"
"Not me, I'm strawberry blonde." I said. "I think that shot was at a National-level politician that the Establishment despises even more than they despise Jared and Marshall put together."
"What I want to know," barked Sheriff Griswold, "is how the Press has so much information on our murder case. They don't know whether or not the next-of-kin have been notified, but they put out a lot of detail about the victims, including the wife's maiden name and who her father is. And it bothers me that they were reporting things we have not put out there, like the murder-suicide, gunshots to their heads, stuff we have not put out there in any duty logs to any Precinct. And Martha's autopsy is not officially filed yet!"
"They can piece the information about the victims from many places, Sheriff." said Tanya. "KXTC has been getting into the habit of calling the Precinct Duty Desks if they can't get the Press Office or me here. We've given our guys training on how to handle the Press, especially in not letting the Press know where Commander Troy is at any given moment, but they might confirm something like the names of the victims in that house with the Police tape around it. The Press also has probably called Mrs. Jones and Alicia Tate and who knows who else. And they likely heard about the APB for Jeff Cawthorne the minute it was issued."
Teresa said "Not asskissing here, but I agree with gist of what the Sheriff is saying... they were putting everything they possibly could out there, and the crime is barely fifteen hours old and we have not released anything on it."
I said "What bothers me more, and should bother all of you, is the way they put it out there about Jeff Cawthorne... all but saying he murdered them both. That could really hurt us if he hears that and goes on the run or into hiding."
"No word on him?" the Chief asked.
I shook my head. "No sir. The Palmyra County Police went to his apartment and he wasn't there, and they watched the place overnight but he didn't go home. Ditto that for his condo here. And no one came to the Matheson house, either."
"Cellphone pings?" asked Teresa.
"If we knew a number, we could get a warrant to ping his cellphone." I said. "Dwayne Matheson's iPhone was recovered at the crime scene, but it has the new encryption system on it that will essentially destroy the phone after ten unsuccessful tries to enter the numbers... and none of his dead hands's fingerprints worked on the touch pad. Mary and Myron are working on that, as well as his computer, but they need time."
"Soooo, Sheriff," drawled the Chief, "will we get a Budget this year?"
"If Crowbar goes down there and beats some sense into their heads." replied the Sheriff without blinking an eyelash. "And then writes the Budget bill for them."
"Not me. I did that once before." I said. (Author's note: 'The French Connection', Ch. 03.) "And that was before all the violence and the movement to defund the Police. Now? Sheesh." I shook my head, then said: "Cerone, Molinari, Marshall, and Coons are going to have to figure this one out themselves."
"What's this hooey about merging counties, and separating our Town from our County again?" Tanya asked. "I know Myrtle L. James has been leading a group that wants to separate the Town and County, but I didn't think it had serious traction."
"On its own? Not much chance." I said. "But coupled with a merging of counties? Very likely it would happen if the county mergings happen."
"And why in tarnation are they merging counties?" the Chief asked.
"Looks to me like an attempt to dilute the rural Republican representation in the State Legislature, sir." Teresa said. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"And have fewer County Sheriffs standing up to the politicians." growled our own Sheriff. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"What are the chances?" asked the Chief.
"They gotta get a Budget done first." I said. "And I suspect that even if they do, tempers will be so hot and rancid, that they'll never agree to anything else."
"Unless the Establishment Republicans use it as a bargaining chip for the Budget." Teresa said. "I wouldn't put that past Hammonds at all." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction as I nodded vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said pretty, athletic blonde Catrina Pierce. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Priya Ajmani is also joining us in studio this morning. Hello ladies."
Priya: "Good morning, ladies."
Meredith: "Hello ladies. Hello everyone. Here's what's in the news. The Town & County Police are investigating a crime in a residential district north of Town. After responding to a 9-1-1 call, Police found the bodies of Dwayne Matheson and his wife Julie, both 26 years old, in what may have been a murder-suicide."
Catrina: "The couple were entrepreneurs, having formed a technology company together. The Police have not ruled out foul play by outside persons in the case. The Police also want to talk to the Matheson's business partner Jeff Cawthorne, and if you are hearing this, Mr. Cawthorne, please contact the Town & County Police."
After a few more details, they threw it to Priya, who said "The Legislative session is underway in Midtown, and it is crucial that they pass a Budget by March 31st, or else there will be a total State Government shutdown beginning July 1st. Our colleague Greg Wallace, who is also with the State Fox Networks, is in Midtown. Hi Greg!" A split-screen with Greg Wallace in Midtown came on.
"Hello Priya, hello Catrina and Meredith." said Greg Wallace. "Tensions are already high here under the gold dome of the State Capitol. Governor Sharon Marshall is at least as Conservative as her predecessor, Val Jared, and is expected to have similar policies. But Democrat Corey Coons was elected Lieutenant Governor, and despite the State Senate being Republican-controlled by a thin margin, he gets to name the Committee Chairmen, and he has named very progressive Democrats to those chairmanships. So the Republicans will have some difficulty just ramming their agenda through the committees."
Wallace: "For example, State Senator Cain Mitchell is the ranking Member of the powerful Senate Budget Committee, but Lieutenant Governor Coons named Town & County State Senator Katherine Woodburn as the Chairman of the Budget Committee. And Ms. Woodburn has stated that she will not accept any Budget that funds the SBI-IDE, insisting upon a return to the old SBI Narcotics Task Force, the SBI-NTF."
Wallace: "Additionally, the State House Majority Leader, Wilson Hammonds, a moderate Establishment Republican, has stated that Governor Marshall's 'radical', his word, Conservative agenda has no chance of passing. He also said that he will work with Democrats to, quote, 'run roughshod over Grassroots Conservatives', unquote, though he will not accept any proposals nor compromises that include defunding the Police."
Wallace: "Jimmy Cerone was elected State Senate Minority Leader, while Moe Molinari was elected State Senate Majority Leader. Those two men have successfully led tough efforts to make and pass Budget bills in the past, and it is hoped they'll be able to work with Governor Marshall, Lieutenant Governor Coons, and Majority Leader Hammonds to get a budget passed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Doesn't seem right." Teresa said as I turned off the television to start the Angels+1 meeting in my office. "The Republicans control the State Senate, 19-17, but the Democrats have the Committee chairmanships because the Lieutenant Governor is a Democrat?"
"Cindy would say the exact same things if the roles were reversed." I replied. "It's meant to be a check and balance. The U.S. Senate has the filibuster, our State Senate has that chairmanships 'thingy'. Having said that, it's not very common that the Governor and Lieutenant Governor are not from the same Party, nor that the Lieutenant Governor's Party is the one in the minority in the State Senate. It'll be interesting to see how it plays out."
"Speaking of 'interesting'," said Cpt. Claire Michaels, trying to move the conversation out of politics, "what's going on with the murder-suicide case?"
I said "You may not know it yet, but you and Jerome Davis are going to call a meeting of the MCD Detectives involved plus whoever Intel wants to send. We'll find out a lot more then. I do know that Jeff Cawthorne is still in the wind, and that he is the key to finding out about a lot of things."
*CHIME!*
It was Tanya's cellphone. "Sorry." she said as she looked at it. Then she said "Don, Jack is texting that he wants to meet with you this morning, and that he'll come over here when you're able to talk."
"Which might be 'no time' today." I said. "Okay. Claire, round up the Usual Suspects for a meeting at 8:30 in Classroom 'E'. Yes, that's in fifteen minutes. I'll call Paulina and let her know, in case she wants to join us. Tanya, text or call Jack and tell him to come over at 9:00am. That way I have an excuse to walk out of that meeting if I want to..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Griswold attended the 8:30 meeting. Paulina texted that she had to meet with District Attorney Miriam Walters, and would have to get the Cliff Notes later.
I set the boxes of doughnuts on the side table next to the pots of coffee. They disappeared with amazing speed; you'd think TCPD Detectives were starving, what with the way they consumed those doughnuts.
"Okayyyy." I said to start the meeting as we all settled in. "Anything new?"
Mary Milton said "I may have something on that van, and 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric', sir."
"That they're a Nevada Corporation but seem to have no offices anywhere?" I replied. "And that they're a front for Government Agencies like the DEA, FBI, and even the CIA to use when needed?"
Mary looked utterly shocked. "How do you do that, sir?" she asked. "Did you spend all night researching that, too?"
I chuckled. "No, I just happen to have an excellent Federal Government confidential informant. I get to sleep with her every night, too." Everyone chuckled, then I said "Seriously, my wife heard that name, and not from me, and she immediately recognized it. What else do you have on them?"
Mary said "Nothing more. I might have been wrong to do this, but I called my father-in-law when I came up against dead ends while checking on them, and he also recognized the name immediately." Dr. Marvin Milton, Professor of Mathematics at the University, was Myron Milton's father. And Dr. Milton was no fan of the antics of the Federal Government.
"I trust you to be very wise and discreet about what you tell that source." I said. "Anyhoo, what else do we know that we didn't last night?"
Joanne Warner said "Alicia Tate, the Matheson's next door neighbor on the other side, works at University Hospital in the Records Department. I'm planning on going there to interview her right after this meeting."
"Good idea." I said. "Lieutenant Davis, who do you want to go with her for that interview? And her regular partner Theo Washington is a 'wrong answer'. I have something else in mind for him."
"Corporal Scott, maybe?" Jerome said. "Get her some field time?"
Mary Milton said "Uh, she's the primary Intel person for this case. Otherwise, I'd be okay with it."
"Parker, then?" said Jerome. "He's not involved otherwise."
I nodded. "That's fine. Okay, what else?"
Mary Milton said "I tried to get some more information on the flag on that SBA loan. So far all I'll I've gotten is a code for 'missed payments'... but they didn't miss any payments. I'm going to call them and ask for more information about it, about the basics of the loan, insurance on it, and what the missed payments are about."
I said "Tell you what, hold off on that. I have a meeting in a little bit, and I won't be shocked to find out more about that in that meeting. And that reminds me... did we get warrants for Jeff Cawthorne's tax records?"
"His State ones, sir." said Penny Scott. "And as you know, State tax filings must include a copy of the Federal 1040 form filing for the same year. So we have that, even though we do not have a Federal warrant to compel the IRS to help us out."
"So what do we have?" I asked.
Penny Scott: "After leaving BigCommo, Jeff worked for exactly one year for a company called JGP Settlement Solutions, one of those companies that give cash against long-term settlements, as well as high-interest payday loans. He was providing security for their software. Then he worked for four months for a company called Aronis Software Solutions. They provide mostly small companies with IT solutions the companies can't afford on their own. Jeff was apparently providing a security piece, but his contract was ended after four months, and it may have been due to dissatisfaction with his software or his work performance."



"How do you know that?" asked Cpt. Claire Michaels.
Penny replied: "His named popped up on a search of the Internet, on a couple of sites that aren't well known to the Public but give ratings and evaluations of companies. Aronis really crapped on Cawthorne, which is unusual in that companies usually find ways to say bad things without actually saying them, so they don't get sued. But Aronis apparently didn't care; they said he was crap and to avoid him."
"Hmmm." I said. "Okay, I'm about to have to end this, or my presence in it------"
At that moment the door burst open and Lieutenant Myron Milton hurdled inside, with a laptop in his hand. "Sorry to burst in, everyone." he said as he hooked the computer up to the screen matrix via a dock on the table. "I just found something really big on Dwayne Matheson's computer."
"Is it his business computer?" I asked.
"Yes sir, but that's not the big deal at the moment." Myron replied as he sat down and brought up a file.
It was a video file. It showed a handsome naked man on top of a pretty naked woman in the missionary position. Her legs were spread wide and her arms around his neck, and they were hungrily kissing as he slowly and deeply fucked her with his long, thick cock. It was not hard to recognize the man as Jeff Cawthorne and the woman as Julie Davalos Matheson!
"That's the master bedroom of the Matheson home." I said, making Theo grin his 'movie star handsome' grin as he remembered my comments as we investigated that room. "Well, this might be something that would give someone motive to murder someone."
"It gets better, sir." said Myron as we watched.
"It's pretty damn hot now." said Roark Coleman, laughing at his own joke, but earning him scowls from Claire Michaels and Joanne Warner.
"Just watch." said Myron. A moment later we saw what he was talking about. The camera panned over to a naked man, identifiable as Dwayne Matheson, sitting on the sofa, furiously masturbating as he watched his business partner copulating with his wife. A silvery white fountain of jism erupted from Dwayne's cock as he climaxed, followed by a second, smaller rope of cock cream.
"So who's the cameraman?" I immediately asked.
"No idea, sir." Myron said as he turned the video off. "There are fourteen videos on this computer. The file folders are password protected with different password, as are the video files themselves. But we have tools that broke through the protection overnight. This was the first file I looked at, and I rushed up here to show you guys before looking at the others."
"Decrypt them all and put everything into the evidence servers with my seal on them." I said. "And go through the rest of the computer. Those files will be good for my wife to study, but I'm more interested in the work-related files on there."
"Yes sir." said Myron. As he disconnected the computer, Joanne Warner raised her hand.
"I have a question, sir." the blonde beauty said. " Why would he have that stuff on his work computer that he might be showing other people and that he might lose? Why not put that stuff on a personal computer that he keeps at home?"
"I have no answer for you at this time." I said as I got up. "Okay, I need to go to my meeting. Y'all keep up the great work..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:10am, Tuesday, January 5th.
"Well, that was a new wrinkle in the case." said Joanne Warner as Teddy Parker drove his car out of the employees parking lot and drove south on Riverside Drive to Jefferson Avenue.
"What, the sex tape they found on Matheson's computer?" Teddy asked.
"Yes." said Joanne. "I don't understand why he'd have that on the laptop he was using for business."
"Neither does the Iron Crowbar." said Teddy. "Or maybe he does and just didn't say. By they way, is it confirmed it's his business computer?"
"I'll make the 'edumacated' guess that it is." replied Joanne. "Mr. Matheson left it in his car that he pulled up into the driveway when he got home. So he had it for whatever he was doing that day, which I would think was work-related."
Teddy nodded as he turned into the driveway to the Hospital parking lot. "Well, it definitely puts Jeff Cawthorne in a different light."
Joanne didn't say anything in reply as they parked. They got out and walked to the front doors of University Hospital, and went inside. There was not much of a lobby. To the right was the Father Alberto Romano Chapel, and to the left was a small window. But the doors into the Hospital were open, and the Detectives walked on inside to the reception desk at their immediate left.
"Hello Mrs. Warner." said the receptionist. "I'll call your husband and let him know you're here." Seth's office, the doctors's offices, and the Boardroom were on the eighth (and top) floor.
"Thanks, but I'm not here to see him." said Joanne. "And it's 'Detective' Warner today; we're here on Police business. We need to see Alicia Tate of the Records Department."
"Second door to the left down the hall." the receptionist said. "Or would you like me to call her up here?"
"Yes, if you would." said Joanne. The receptionist made the call.
Ten minutes later, they were still waiting. Teddy said "Why don't we just walk on down there and see what's going on."
Joanne said "Let me make this text first." She sent the text and they walked to the door marked 'Records'. It was locked, but the receptionist had observed their actions, and she buzzed the door to become unlocked. Joanne and Teddy walked in.
It was a large room with a number of desks in the middle, and cubicles with desks along the walls. Everyone was busy at their desks, and no one looked up at the Officers, though Joanne noticed a few people looked at them as furtively as they possibly could.
Joanne stopped at the first desk and asked the woman sitting there where Alicia Tate's desk was. The woman just pointed over her shoulder with her pencil, then went back to her work.
As they walked down the aisle, Joanne saw a woman in her mid-twenties with dark brown hair at a desk, and an older woman with lighter brown hair standing right behind her, looking over her shoulder. The nameplate on top of the desk said 'Alicia Tate', and underneath the name were the words 'Accounting' and 'Taxes'.
"Mrs. Tate?" Joanne said as they came up.
"Who wants to know?" the woman standing above her said rudely.
Teddy Parker did not mess around. He took his badge off his belt, held it up, and said "The Town & County Police would like to know." He then looked at the sitting woman and said "Are you Alicia Tate, ma'am?"
"Don't answer that." said the standing woman.
"And you are?" asked Joanne as politely as she could make her voice sound.
"None of your business." said the woman. "Do you have a warrant to be here?"
"We don't need one, ma'am." said Teddy Parker loudly, making sure everyone in the room could hear him. "And let me be clear about something. This Police Officer just asked you to identify yourself. Failure to identify yourself to a Police Officer is a crime in this State, and I will not hesitate to arrest you and take you to Headquarters if you don't answer. What is your name and position here?"
"My name is Donna Childers, and I am the supervisor of the Records Department." said Donna Childers coldly. "We are very busy right now, and do not have time to deal with the Police Department's games. If you wish to speak to any of my employees, get a warrant."
"We don't need one... yet." said Teddy Parker.
"Ms. Childers, is there a problem here?" Joanne said loudly.
"I'd like to know that myself." said a male voice behind them. The Detectives turned to see Hospital Administrator Seth Warner standing there.
"Yes there is a problem here, Mr. Warner." said Donna Childers. "We have deadlines for year-end accounting as well as tax filings, and Mrs. Tate is very busy at the moment. I don't need her being disturbed nor taken away from her duties, even if this Police Officer is your wife."
"Detective Parker is not my wife." said Seth Warner, pointing his thumb at Teddy. "And it's him you're not cooperating with. Mrs. Tate, go with these Officers. If there's an issue where you need legal representation, I am sure they will allow you to call one of our Hospital lawyers. Ms. Childers, let's you and I go to your office. Now."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let's go in here." said Joanne, leading Teddy and Alicia Tate into the chapel. "I am sure that with my good relations with the Lord, He will not mind us using this room."
They sat down in three of the chairs in the room. "Ms. Tate," Joanne said, "may we record this interview?"
"Why? What is it about?" Alicia asked.
Joanne said "You may have some information we need regarding a case we're working on. If I can't record you here, we'll be forced to take you to Police Headquarters and be interviewed with cameras recording there."
"All right, then." Alicia said. "So is this about the Mathesons?"
"What do you know about them?" asked Joanne as she activated her Police iPhone's video recording capabilities.
"That they're dead." Alicia said. "I heard it on Bettina Wurtzburg's newscast this morning."
Joanne said "Yes, I'm sorry to inform you that they are indeed dead."
Teddy Parker practically interrupted and said "Ma'am, for your protection as well as ours, I'm going to read you your rights." He did so from the card. "Do you understand the rights?"
"Yes." said Alicia. "Do I need a lawyer?"
"It's your right to have one, if you wish." Teddy said. "Mr. Warner did say he'd send a Hospital attorney to sit with us, if you'd like."
"Not right now." said Alicia. "I'll ask for one if I need to. What do you need to know?"
"First," said Teddy Parker, "why was your supervisor so hostile to us? And why was she trying to keep us from talking to you?"
"Turn that recorder off, and I'll tell you." Alicia said. Joanne did so, and Alicia said "She wasn't lying that the New Year is our busiest time of year. I literally have until January 15th to prepare our quarterly tax returns, and I have to balance the books for the entire year by the Hospital Board meeting on January 20th. I'm sure you saw that you can cut the tension with a knife."
Alicia: "But I asked you to turn off the recorder so there's no recorded evidence of me saying this: Donna Childers is an absolute bitch. Everyone in there hates her guts, and I would imagine that they're all hoping Mr. Warner fires her. We're under enough pressure as it is, but she quadruples it. Okay, you can start recording again."
Joanne did so, saying all three of their names into the camera, then nodding to Teddy, who said "Did you know your neighbors, the Mathesons? And if so, how well?"
"I knew Julie." Alicia said. "I wouldn't say we were close friends, but we'd occasionally talk if we saw each other in our backyards or something."
"Did you and your husband socialize with them?" Joanne asked.
"No, nothing like that." Alicia said. "My husband didn't think a whole lot of either of them, nor that guy who was always at their house. I think he was their business partner, but my husband kept saying there were two roosters in that henhouse, which was a mean thing to say because Julie was a really nice person."
"Where were you and your husband last night?" Teddy asked.
"I worked here until about midnight last night." Alicia said. "My husband is out of Town on business... he works for the local office of the State Department of Labor, and they and many other State agencies are having big meetings in Midtown for the New Year and new Administration."
"But you didn't------" Joanne started, but Teddy interrupted.
"Before we go further," he said, "I want to come back to the Mathesons. Did Julie ever tell you about any marital problems between her and her husband? Did you ever hear them arguing?"
"For the most part, no." Alicia said. "They seemed to be a devoted couple in love. There was a period of time, about a year ago now, where Dwayne was getting home later and later, and I'd hear them arguing when he got home. And Julie told me that she was unhappy that Dwayne was spending so much time at work, and wanted him to quit that job. And I think he did, because for the last six or seven months he'd been coming home much earlier, and she was much happier, also."
"Ma'am," said Joanne, "how well do you know their neighbor on the other side, Mrs. Jones?"
"That busybody?" Alicia practically snarled. "I don't talk to her at all. I told Julie I'd seen that harpy at the fence between their properties at night, trying to listen in on them. I even thought about calling the Police to report an (air quotes) 'intruder' so that they might catch her spying, but Julie just laughed it off and said that Mrs. Jones was harmless."
Teddy asked "Did you know their business partner?"
Alicia said "I've met him. He was at their house a lot, and Julie said he was a programmer with Dwayne."
"Was he at their house a lot when Dwayne was not there?" asked Teddy.
"Sometimes." Alicia said. "And he was there a lot when Dwayne was there. I thought he might be living there, because he came out of the apartment above their garage a lot in the mornings."
"Is this him?" Joanne asked, showing a photo of Jeff Cawthorne that was on Teddy's iPhone (she was using hers to record the interview, if you'll remember).
"Yes, that's him." Alicia said.
Teddy asked "Do you know if either of the Mathesons were having affairs, anything that would cause them to have marital problems?"
Alicia said "I don't know, not for sure. And unless that (air quotes) 'business partner' was hooking up with Julie behind her husband's back, I don't think so."
"Just one more question, if I may." said Joanne. "We know that you were not at home yesterday evening, because I knocked on your door. And you didn't come home all night, as our Officers at the Matheson home were watching and saw no activity. So where were you last night?"
"Oh... at the University Hotel." Alicia said. "My husband was out of Town, as I said before, so I just went there and got a room for the night. Less distance to here than going home, probably safer, and they have a free breakfast in the morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before leaving the Hospital, Joanne and Teddy went up to Seth Warner's office. The window behind his desk offered a good view of the front lawn and some of the Town beyond it.
"So, what was all that hullaballoo about?" Seth asked after they were ushered into his office.
Joanne said "Alicia Tate is the next door neighbor of that couple whose bodies were found in their home yesterday, and she wasn't at home yesterday so we came here to interview her. We didn't expect the hostility from her supervisor, though."
Seth said "Donna Childers runs a pretty good Records Department, but she can be nasty at times. We've had a few complaints about her here and there, but nothing really bad... until today. When I told her that she cannot disrespect the Police like she did, my wife being one of the Officers notwithstanding, she said she thought she did the right thing, and that the Police cannot just come in and run roughshod over everyone. Sooooo, I wrote her up and put it in her permanent file."
Joanne said "What I don't understand is... well, let me make this example: we all like  Dr. Fredricson, but even if we didn't, if she came into Police Headquarters we'd at least be polite to her because she's our boss Commander Troy's wife. But Donna Childers knew that I'm you wife, and she still acted in that hostile manner."
"What one would call a 'strangeness'?" Teddy Parker asked amusedly, meaning to needle Joanne.
"Yes!" Joanne said. "That's exactly what I was thinking it was. I'm going to check further on Donna Childers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
9:10am, Tuesday, January 5th. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White, FBI Agent Tim Jenkins, and TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone were sitting in the Main Conference Room drinking coffee and chatting when Chief Moynahan and I came into the room.
"Sorry we're late." I said. "We just found a key piece of evidence in our murder case."
"No worries." said Jack Muscone. "I was halfway expecting to be here until 9:30 or later."
"Soooo, Mr. Jenkins." I said. "You gonna be spending some time up here with us?"
"The next several weeks, for sure." said Jack Muscone as Karina White grinned. "I've temporarily assigned him to work from up here."
I grinned. "Hmm, I can't imagine why. It's not like he's about to become a father any day now. And that's really cool to let him be up here, Jack."
"I have two daughters." said Jack. "I wasn't there for my second girl's birth, and it was one of the many things that led to the destruction of my first marriage. I've always regretted not being there, so I have no problem having Tim be up here now." We all nodded.
"Okay, so what can I do for you guys?" I asked. "Or what can you do for me?" The Federal Agents chuckled at that.
Karina White said "First, just some info on Tracy Stone's situation. They were going to suspend her without pay, but hadn't started an OPR on her. So we grieved it and she got a lawyer to push back, saying that they couldn't punish her without even starting the investigation of any alleged crime she committed."
Karina: "We also contacted this State's U.S. Senators, Bill Nunn and Karla McGill, and they came down on the Intelligence Community like a ton of bricks. Senator Nunn is also hammering them over their persecution of the Guardians of Justice M.C., where they've made multiple violations of Constitutional rights in (air quotes) 'investigating' the club members for plotting so-called insurrections. It's a sham and a witch hunt. But I digress. The story on Tracy is that she's still on duty and working hard to get something on Lionel Carmela."
"No OPR? No BAU investigation?" I asked.
"Not that we know of, and not on the surface." said Jack Muscone. "FBI Deputy Director Lance says he believes DNI Brendan Chapel wanted to suspend Stone and then just leave her hanging for months until her inevitable lawsuit finally made it to a Court. Lance, EAD Owen Lange, and I agree that the pressure from the Senators was not expected by Chapel."
"That's... interesting." I mused. "Chapel is not that sloppy. He wouldn't miss considering that. So my guess, without much data to back it up, is that he's trying to play both ends. He knows she's not guilty of anything, but he wants to pay lip service to Carmela and Carmela's fellow Radicals without having to actually do anything. So he probably welcomed the inquiries by the Senators, as they gave him the excuse to back off. And here we are."
"And here we are." said Jack. "In the meantime, I'm assigning Tim here to work on some Federal aspects of this murder-suicide you're investigating."
"What Fed-rullll as-pects?" drawled the Chief.
"The van at the scene, and the SBA flag on their loan, for openers." I replied.
"Not much gets past you." Jack said. "Tim?"
Jenkins: "As I know you know... because your wife called us this morning about it... that van's logo of 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' is used by the Federal Government as cover and sometimes as a backstop. But here's the rub: we have a good number of cover businesses like that for various things, and we have a clearinghouse for when we use them, so that the FBI doesn't expose or shoot up a DEA truck using that business as cover or something."
"A clearinghouse run by the Inter-Agency Defense Command, the IADC." I said.
"That's the one." Tim said, not batting an eyelash that I knew about it. "It's run by the Defense Department, and was set up to be a backdoor way of getting around laws that prohibit the CIA from operating on domestic soil. And it's worked well for many years; we've avoided many messy situations because of them. And more specifically, the Morrison Plumbing & Electric backstop has been a pretty solid one for over twelve years, and never found out by bad guys or any outsiders... until now."



"Uh oh." I said.
"Yes." Tim Jenkins said. "The IADC has no record of that front being used in this County, neither yesterday nor for the last twelve months, at least."
"So it's either some outsiders using it, and the cover is blown," I said, "or someone conveeeeniently forgot to clear it with the IADC, or it's a mission that's so classified that it's off the IADC's books."
"Exactly." said Tim. "It's been an unwritten but well-followed rule that if it's too classified or restricted to be openly on the IADC's books, then it shouldn't be used for that classified mission. So either someone (air quotes) 'forgot', accidentally or intentionally; or it wasn't anyone connected with the Federal Government."
"Okay, that could be important." I said. "So what about this flag on the JDJ Security Software SBS loan?" I passed over the sheet of paper showing the record of the flag.
Karina White said "I got an email about that last night, and looked it up this morning before we came over. It's fishy. The code attached means that it was flagged because of non-repayment. But that loan was made just last year, and it's nowhere near the due date to repay it."
"That flag was put on the loan just before Christmas." said Jack Muscone. "It would allow the SBA to begin legal actions against the business, as well as the Mathesons and Mr. Cawthorne. Demands for immediate payment-in-full, garnishment of wages, all the stuff the IRS normally does to people."
"And that's another funny thing about all this." said Karina. "As far as I can tell, they had not yet notified the Mathesons nor Mr. Cawthorne of the flag."
"That could just be the sheer speed of the Federal Government at work." said Jack Muscone, with just a weeee bit of sarcasm in his voice.
"That could really crush their business, couldn't it?" I said, halfway to myself.
Tanya spoke up: "Yes, but I don't see it as a reason to commit suicide, much less murder-suicide. Even if they did know about it, they have time to fight it, or negotiate about it."
"Negotiate about it..." I said, then fell into a reverie. I wad pulled out of it very quickly, when the door flew open.
"Commander!" said a visibly excited Captain Claire Michaels. "Oh... sorry for the intrusion Chief, but we've got two people in the lobby that the Commander needs to know about right away!"
"Who are they?" I asked. "Jeff Cawthorne?"
"Yes sir." said Claire. "He and his fiancée just walked in the door..."
To be continued.
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Part 4 - Jeff Cawthorne's Story
10:00am, Tuesday, January 5th. I hurried up to the lobby of Police Headquarters. There were several Press reporters in the lobby, as well as the Duty Desk Sergeant.
"Commander, I put them in Interrogation-Alpha after these reporters came out of their designated Press area and began shouting questions in their faces." said the Duty Desk Sergeant.
"Good. Thanks." I said. When I turned to face the pieces of subhuman feces that called themselves 'journalists', they began shouting questions at me. I did not bother trying to hear what they were yelling, much less try to answer.
Instead I said loudly to the Duty Desk Sergeant "Get a team of heavily armored Officers up here. These pieces of shit can either go back into their designated Press Room area, or they can go out the front door. Those who don't should be given a full tour of our Booking facilities and our jail cells, charged with felony trespassing."
I then went through the door back into Headquarters. The reporters looked around, fury and hatred on their faces. The Duty Desk Sergeant said "You've got until I get back behind that desk to be out of this lobby." By the time he got there, the reporters had begrudgingly returned to the Press Room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I texted Paulina that Cawthorne was at Police Headquarters. A couple of minutes later, i got a text back saying "Miriam stopped me from going over there, and said not to go over there. Have fun without me." I grumbled at the iPhone, then put that into its compartment of the mind and went to the anteroom.
"Who's the girl?" I asked as I looked through the one-way glass into I-A, where a woman about Jeff Cawthorne's age was sitting next to him at the table. She was 5'10" in her high heels, meaning she was about 5'7" without them. She was very beautiful, with sparkling light brown eyes, a mane of lustrous raven black hair and an hourglass shape not unlike Teresa Croyle's magnificent body.
Claire Michaels said "She identified herself as Sheila Sullivan, and said she's Jeff Cawthorne's fiancée. Her drivers license says she's 27 years old and that she lives in Palmyra County, about five miles east of Cawthorne's address as the crow flies."
I nodded. "Okay, after some initial introductions, I'm going to have her brought to the Pastor's Room, where Joanne and------ oh, never mind, she went to interview that neighbor. That means that you, Captain, will be pressed into service to talk to her. Make her comfortable, just talk to her, get what you can without her realizing she's being interrogated. Take a female Detective in with you."
I then turned to Jerome and said "Who do you want to interview him?"
"You, sir." said Jerome. When I looked at him with a none-too-pleased glare, he said "Sir, I believe you already have ideas about this case that we don't, and you'll know what questions to ask him, and in the order you want. That would work better than trying to pass questions through earbuds or advance prep that won't be enough."
I said "Although you're right, I don't like it that you're using me as a crutch. But we'll worry about that later. Who do you want in there with me?"
"Rodriguez, sir." Jerome said. "Parker went with Warner to interview the neighbor, George Newman is not yet up to speed on this... and we can talk about Coleman later, sir." That caused me to glance at Davis again, but I said nothing.
"All right. Get Rodriguez in here." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez entered Interrogation-A in plainclothes, followed by me, Your Iron Crowbar, in my standard uniform with light blue shirt and soft shoulderboards with one star on each epaulette.
"This is Detective Julia Rodriguez, and I am Commander Don Troy." I said in introduction, then we sat down opposite them. "You are Jeff Cawthorne and..." I pretended to read some notes, "...Sheila Sullivan, I believe?"
"Yes, Commander." said Cawthorne.
"You're the Iron Crowbar, aren't you?" asked Sheila Sullivan.
"Yes, I have that honor." I said. "So... what brought you to my Police Headquarters of your own volition?"
Sheila Sullivan spoke up: "We heard on the radio this morning that Dwayne and Julie Matheson were killed, and that there was an APB out for Jeff. We thought the best thing to do would be to drive up here and for him to turn himself in."
I said "Yes, that was absolutely the best thing to do. But I'm curious... you weren't stopped anywhere along the way?"
"They were looking for Jeff's car, but we drove up in mine." Sheila said. I nodded. Brains as well as beauty, this woman had, I noted to myself.
"Where were you last night, Jeff?" I asked. "We know you weren't at your apartment in Palmyra County, nor up here."
"I spent the night with Sheila at her apartment." Jeff said. "I've spent more than half my nights there since we began dating."
"Okay, here's what we need to do." I said. "Sheila, an Officer is going to take you to what we call the Pastor's Room. It's like a breakroom, and more comfortable than rooms like these. Mr. Cawthorne, if you'll stay here, we have some questions for you that we need to record on that camera up there." I pointed at the camera mounted high on the wall to my right and Cawthorne's left.
After a female Uniformed Officer led Sheila Sullivan through the anteroom and to the Pastor's Room, Lt. Rudistan took up the position of the Uniformed Presence. Curiosity killed the cat, I thought to myself.
I said "Mr. Cawthorne, for your protection and mine, I'm going to read you your rights." I did so from the card. "Do you understand the rights?"
"Yes." said Cawthorne. "Uh, do I need an attorney?"
"It's your right to have one, if you wish." I replied.
After a moment's though, Cawthorne said "Go ahead and ask your questions. I'll ask for a lawyer if I feel I need one."
"Good enough." I said agreeably. "Mr. Cawthorne, I am sorry to inform you that Dwayne and Julie Cawthorne were indeed found dead yesterday afternoon in their home."
Cawthorne bowed his head, in obvious emotional stress. After giving him moment, I said "I know it's a bad time, but there is no good time, so I need to ask some questions."
Cawthorne looked up and nodded, and I said "When was the last time you saw either of them?"
"I saw Dwayne yesterday." said Cawthorne. "We had a meeting promoting our software package in the City. We met there, as we drove in separate cars from separate locations. When we were done, he drove back here and I drove to Sheila's place in Palmyra County. As to Julie, I last saw her New Year's Eve, at their house. Sheila and I stayed at their house overnight, and we had breakfast with them the next morning before leaving for home."
"How did that business meeting go?" I asked. "Any reason for him to be upset? Angry?"
"No. Dwayne is... was... one of the most level-headed guys I know." Jeff said. "And the presentation went pretty well."
"Who were you making the presentation to?"
"The company is called Satco Engineering." said Jeff. "They make communication satellite parts and systems. They have a lot of CNC machines and other computerized systems, and they also have programming of the products they make. If any of that is hacked and messed with, it could cause untold billions in damage. We were meeting to discuss creating a new, more advanced software security system for them, both hardware and software. It would've been a huge get if we landed the contract."
I nodded. "So you got a contract from them?"
"No, it was just a first meeting." said Cawthorne. " We just showed what we had in terms of security software, and we gathered information on what they did so that we could make a more detailed proposal. I thought the meeting went well, but I'm the sales pitch guy and tend to be optimistic."
"And Dwayne was not optimistic?" I asked.
"Heeee... he's more of the 'cautiously optimistic' type." Jeff said. "Before we went our separate ways for home, he said he thought the guy we met was just playing us, and had no intention of giving us the contract. He didn't explain further, and I didn't ask. I did ask if he wanted to get a late lunch before driving back, and he said he wanted to get back home to Julie."
I said "How were things between Dwayne and Julie? Good? Or did they have arguments?"
"Like I said, Dwayne was always as cool as the other side of the pillow." said Jeff. "Julie was more of an initiative-taker than Dwayne, but she had a sweet personality. I've known both of them since we were all in college, and they never argued. They were very much in love."
"Never?" I asked, peering hard at Jeff. "We have reports that they were having arguments about this time a year ago."
That seemed to catch Jeff off-guard for a second, then he got his wits back. He said "Okay, I never saw or heard them argue in front of me. But I think I know what it must've been about. And let me make a short story long with some background."
"Please, go ahead." I said.
Cawthorne: "When we graduated from Eastern State, all three of us were offered jobs with BigCommunicationsCorp, which most people call 'BigCommo'. We all started in the Programming Department. Julie was later moved to the Systems Analyst group, even though she was a better programmer than I was, and I was more suited to the Business Analyst type of role."
Cawthorne: "Dwayne was a really great programmer, and they had him and Julie get Top Secret clearances so that they could work on some of the company's more highly classified projects. I was assigned to legacy projects that were mostly maintaining old software that was being rewritten and phased out."
I asked "Did you all have to work a lot of hours?"
"Yes sir, that's where I'm going with this." said Cawthorne. "The environment at BigCommo was a lot like Microsoft, Apple, MegaTech Industries, and other big companies like BigAgraFoods... they put a lot of pressure on people to meet tight deadlines, under the adage that people do their best work and find the best solutions when under pressure to do so."
I nodded. "I've heard of that being implemented in places like Microsoft. So BigCommo did that?"
Cawthorne: "Yes. And they, BigCommo, took it to an abusive level. They fully expected people to put in long, long hours, and work weekends. I wasn't the one for that, and I'd leave at a reasonable hour of the evening, definitely by dinner time. That got me assigned to the legacy projects, and I was bluntly told that if I didn't spend more time at work, I had no future with them. When I didn't get a raise at the end of my second year there, I knew that there was no point in staying. So I quit and began doing contract work."
Cawthorne: "Julie and Dwayne stayed with BigCommo. They got decent raises, but they were working long days. Julie would be working 12 to 14 hour days, and it was worse for Dwayne... they had him working as much as 18 hours a day, six or even seven days a week... and on salary, not getting overtime."
Cawthorne: "Julie had finally had enough, and she put in her notice. They offered her a raise and bonus to stay, but she said no. But Dwayne stayed on. And that's where the arguments may have come from. Julie really wanted Dwayne to quit, and he was becoming burnt out. But he would keep saying 'just a little longer'. Julie did say they'd been promising him large bonuses, and he did get a couple that were about $2000 each, but that's chickenshit------ oh, sorry."
Cawthorne: "Anyway, the promised big bonuses never came. So Julie took the initiative and began laying the groundwork for us to have our own company, filing the paperwork and all that. I jumped at the chance to be part of it; I thought we had a chance to do really well with it."
"And you got Dwayne to quit and join your new company?" I asked.
"Yes." said Jeff. "Dwayne finally gave his notice, and then they insulted him by handing him a check for $50,000 to stay on. He told me he told them 'you'd been promising me that for years, and only now, when I'm walking out the door, you hand me the check?'. He tore it up and threw the pieces on the floor and walked out. So everyone was pissed, both him and them, and it was not an amicable departure. But Julie was ecstatic."
"What was Dwayne working on while at BigCommo?" I asked. "What projects?"
Cawthorne said "I'm not sure. He said what he was working on was highly classified, and wouldn't give me any details at all. I heard from other sources, including Julie, that it was a project for the Federal Government, but that's all. It was really hush-hush, and I never pressed Dwayne on it."
I said "Okay, then let's go in another direction. What were your roles with your new company?"
Cawthorne: "Dwayne did most of the programming work, and Julie and I both helped where and when he needed it. I began doing more of the business analyst role, and also being responsible for the sales pitches and generating new clients. And Julie was doing all the background work: invoices, accounts payable, accounts receivable. And it was working well for us."
Julia Rodriguez broke in and asked: "If I may ask, why was she listed as the President of your company, as opposed to you or especially Dwayne?"
Jeff replied: "Putting her as a woman as the company president technically made us a (air quotes) 'minority-owned' company when we were bidding for contracts with the State or Federal Governments, and gave us that advantage towards getting Government work."
"That's true." I said, more to Julia than to Jeff. "And as to your company, if you were to land that big Satco deal, you'd have to expand, wouldn't you?"
"Oh yes." said Jeff Cawthorne. "Sheila was going to be brought onto the Board of our company and be made an Officer in it when she and I got married, which is scheduled for May. And we would've ramped up and hired people if we were to land something big like that. There are a lot of people that would like to get out of the toxic BigCommo environment, and we had ideas about raiding them, BigWireless, and MegaTech Industries to get that manpower quickly."
"Thank you for that information." I said. "So let me ask this: where were you all working when you were with BigCommo? Here, in Town?"
"Yes, here. In Town." said Jeff. "At the time we were in an office park on the northeast side of Town, but since they developed that new area for technology parks where Standard Tools used to be before the building was blown up, BigCommo and BigWireless moved there, into their own building." (Author's note: 'Women's Work', Ch. 03, for the Standard Tools explosion.)
"Okay." I said. "Is that why you own a condo here in Town?"
"Yes." said Cawthorne.
"Did you stay at the Mathesons very often?"
"Sometimes." said Cawthorne. "We'd work pretty late sometimes, but at least we were working at home. Sometimes I stayed in the apartment over their garage when we were on a roll with a project."
"Not in their spare bedroom?" I asked.
"No, the apartment was more self-sufficient, and we were out of each other's way." said Cawthorne. "And it gave them more privacy in their own home."
"Why own the condo, then?" Julia Rodriguez asked. "You never sold it?"
"No." Cawthorne said. "I had ideas of renting it out, or staying in it if I was up here for stretches of time. And all that was before we formed the new company together."
"I need to ask more about the Mathesons." I said. "Is there anyone you know that might've wanted to harm them?"
"Uhh... gosh, I can't think of anyone." said Jeff Cawthorne. "They didn't have a large circle of friends, but they didn't have any enemies, either... that I know of."
I said "What was the status of your relationship with them?"
"Good." said Cawthorne. "We've been friends for years."
"And more, perhaps?" I asked, studying him carefully.
"What do you mean?" Cawthorne said, his eyes narrowing a bit.
"Just friends?" I asked.
"Good friends." said Cawthorne. "What are insinuating, Commander?"
I looked at Detective Rodriguez, then over at Rudistan, who could not hide a grin as he knew what I was about to say. And I said it:
"Let's watch some TV." I announced as I picked up the remote and turned on the television monitor. An instant later the video of Jeff Cawthorne and Julie Matheson hotly rutting as Dwayne watched and masturbated to it was playing on the monitor.
"Where in the world did you get that?" asked Cawthorne, not really shocked, just surprised that we were showing it to him.
"Off of Dwayne Matheson's computer." I replied. "And Mr. Cawthorne, it brings up a whole host of new questions about your relationship with the Mathesons, and them with each other. And I'll ask first: does your fiancée Sheila know about this?"
"Yes." said Cawthorne said. "She was the one filming that video there. And I'll just say now that I'm not ashamed of any of that."
I shut off the playback and the television monitor and said "I understand that, and I'm not judging you on it. But in light of what has happened, I'm going to need a good explanation of it all. Make me understand, Mr. Cawthorne."
"I'll start at the beginning." Cawthorne said as I made a quick text, which said 'Bring Sheila Sullivan to I-B and read her her rights.'.
Cawthorne started: "I met Dwayne my Freshman year of college. We were on the same wing of the same floor of our dorm, and since we were majoring in the same things, we were in the same classes. Our roommates both graduated, so we signed up to be roommates our Sophomore year."
Cawthorne: "Dwayne had begun dating Julie, who was also in our classes. I dated a number of women. It didn't take long to find out that Dwayne liked to watch when I brought a girl to our room and fucked her. And then it evolved to Dwayne and Julie double dating with me and some girl, and we'd go back to our room and Dwayne would fuck Julie while I fucked my date. Dwayne and Julie both would be watching me as much as they would be fucking each other."
Cawthorne: "We never swapped at that time, and I never tried to fuck Julie. She and Dwayne got engaged. One night during our Senior year, we went to a big party and drank a lot. My girlfriend at the time chose that night to break up with me, and Dwayne was really drunk and fell asleep immediately. I would've gone to sleep, but Julie came over and got in bed with me, gave me a blowjob and then got on top of me and fucked my brains out. It was the best sex I'd ever had."
Cawthorne: "I didn't say anything, and I thought Dwayne had been asleep the whole time. We graduated, I was Dwayne's Best Man at his wedding, and we all got hired by BigCommo. Nothing went on in our personal lives; BigCommo was working us to the bone from the day we started there. And that was one reason I put less and less effort into my job at BigCommo... I wasn't getting to socialize and meet women."
Cawthorne: "About a year after being hired, we had a Sunday off. Julie and Dwayne invited me to lunch at their house. After lunch, they had me sit on the sofa and Julie curled up next to me, practically sitting on my lap. Dwayne sat in the chair opposite and told me they had a proposition for me."



Cawthorne: "Dwayne said that he had not been asleep that night that Julie fucked me, that he had watched and enjoyed watching it. Julie said she'd done it because she wanted to try my size, and that she'd liked it. They wanted to know if I'd be willing to fuck her while he watched. Well, I was floored, but after we talked about it, I agreed to do it."
Cawthorne: "So we did. Julie led me to their bedroom and I fucked her in Dwayne's bed, right in front of him as he watched. He seemed to love watching, and after I came in her he got on her and got sloppy seconds. He'd already come while jerking off, so he lasted a few minutes. Then I fucked her again and we cleaned up and went to dinner."
I said "Was this more of a cuckold relationship, or a Stag and Vixen arrangement?"
Cawthorne's eyes lit up just a bit as he said "I can see that you understand a lot better than most people would, Commander. I'm not gay and neither is Dwayne, so we never did anything with each other. And I'll get ahead of myself and say that there were attempts to get Dwayne to eat my come out of Julie's pussy, but he wasn't into that and refused. And there were no other humiliation aspects, so it was more of a Stag reclaiming his Vixen when Dwayne got my sloppy seconds."
I nodded and indicated for Cawthorne to keep going. He said "We hooked up like that about once a month or so after that, and I never had Julie without Dwayne being there... until Julie quit BigCommo. After that, she'd be home in the evenings while Dwayne was at work. One evening, she asked me to come over, and I did. We had sex before Dwayne got home, and we began having sex more often, at least once a week, maybe twice."
"Did Dwayne know about that?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Jeff. "I didn't tell him. I thought that maybe Julie was doing it to get Dwayne to quit BigCommo, and in doing that she'd have told him. But I don't know for sure. And I also have to say this, just to be honest: that was the only time I thought about trying to take Julie away from Dwayne, and making her mine. She was far and away the best I'd ever had in bed, and we were getting closer out of bed."
Jeff Cawthorne: "But that didn't happen. I met Sheila shortly afterwards, and we hit it off from the moment we laid eyes on each other. And 'laid' was the operative term, because I took her to dinner and then to bed that night, and we've been on fire ever since. And I didn't fuck Julie for months, once I met Sheila."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
Someone had knocked on the one-way glass from the anteroom. "Excuse me." I said and got up and went into the anteroom. Claire Michaels was there.
"Sir, Sheila is in I-B next door." she said. "Myron pulled me out of there, and said to show you this." She handed me her iPad.
I played the video. It showed the Matheson's bedroom. Sheila was naked and on top of Julie's naked body, and they were hungrily eating each other's pussies in a soixante-neuf. Behind Sheila was Dwayne, who was fucking her with his penis that was much smaller than Jeff's considerable size. Dwayne was wearing a thick, textured condom as he pumped Sheila dogstyle. Jeff was on the other side, occasionally pushing his long thick penis into Julie's sperm-filled pussy, then feeding his juice-coated cock into Sheila's hungry mouth. The camera angles didn't change, leading to the deduction that this was a composite of three different static camera locations.
"Okay," I said as I stopped the video. " What did you get from her in the Pastor's Room?"
"It's recorded so you can watch it, sir." Claire said. "The Cliff's Notes are that they met through work; she worked at one of his customer's place of work. She said Jeff introduced her to the Mathesons, and that Jeff asked her to marry him and gave her the ring this past Christmas after being together nearly a year. I had not seen this video, so I hadn't asked her anything about it yet."
"You mirandized her?" I asked. When Claire confirmed that she had, I said "Let her sit in there and stew for a few minutes while I finish up with Jeff, here. Then we'll go back in."
I returned to I-A, and sat back down. "Forgive the interruption. So you were part of a Stag and Vixen relationship with Dwayne and Julie. And you said Sheila knew about it?"
"Yes." said Cawthorne. "After I introduced her to them, Sheila and Julie really hit it off. She liked Dwayne well enough, too. After a while, we began talking about bringing Sheila into the business... and we brought her into our sexual play, as well."
"Okay." I said, then said quickly and incisively for shock value: "Mr. Cawthorne, do you own a gun?"
"Yes." Cawthorne said, not acting particularly shocked to be asked the question.
"What caliber is it?" I asked. "And where is it now?"
"It's at my place in Palmyra County." said Jeff. "And it's a Kel-tec nine millimeter, with a clip so I can carry it concealed."
"Did Dwayne or Julie own a gun?" I asked.
"Dwayne did. A couple of them." said Cawthorne. "One was a nine millimeter Glock. We bought our guns at the same time at a gun show. Dwayne also bought a gun for Julie, but I don't know what type or caliber it was."
"When did you and Dwayne buy your guns?"
"Last summer, right after we got our concealed carry permits." said Jeff. "Dwayne became very concerned for his and especially for Julie's safety, and wanted to buy them for their personal protection."
I think I surprised everyone else in the room when I did not ask Jeff Cawthorne further questions, but instead turned to Detective Rodriguez and said "Do you have any more questions for Mr. Cawthorne?"
"Uhhh... just this." Julia said. "Mr. Cawthorne, after leaving BigCommo, you did contract work for a few companies. Some of it was consulting, but you had one contract that lasted exactly one year, and after that there was one that ended after a few months. Why were those contracts discontinued, especially the ones just I just mentioned?"
"Uhh..." Cawthorne emitted, then said uncertainly, "One contract was for a year, and I fulfilled it. I think the one that was shorter after that ended when I committed to working with JDJ Security Software."
Julia asked incisively: "Did you end that contract? Or did they?"
"Uhh..." stumbled Jeff, "I think that... technically, they did, but I was glad for it with the new opportunity."
"Why didn't the 12 month contract get renewed?" Julia persisted. "Usually after a year of work, they would want you to stay on, at least in a maintenance role."
"Uhh, not necessarily." said Jeff. "They never said anything about a continuation. I fulfilled my contract, and they thanked me and we parted ways, that's all."
"That reminds me of something." I said. "JDJ Security Software was funded by a mortgage on the Matheson home. Did you contribute to the funding for the startup?"
"I sure did." said Cawthorne. "I had $150,000 saved up, and matched the Matheson's funding."
"You also had a Small Business Administration loan?" I asked.
Cawthorne replied "I know that Julie had applied for one, as well as a line of credit from a couple of banks. But I don't know any more than that, not even which banks."
I said "You signed paperwork along with Dwayne and Julie for that SBA loan, and you were at least partly responsible for it. And someone put a flag on that loan a few weeks ago. What was that about?"
"Uh... I have no idea." Cawthorne said, his face looking considerably confused. "I didn't know there was a flag on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Those were good questions about why his contracts ended." I said to Rodriguez when we were back in the anteroom. "You threw him off his game, and he was stumbling for answers. That's something we should look into."
"I agree." said Captain Michaels. I noticed Lt. Jerome Davis standing by the one-way glass, looking into I-B, with something of a scowl on his face.
"Who did you have with you while you talked to Sheila Sullivan in the Pastor's Room?" I asked Claire.
"Penny Scott." Michaels replied. "I was going to have Joan Laurer with me, but everyone... almost everyone... in Vice is working on something. And that's something I need to talk to you about later, sir."
"That Lieutenant Rudistan is in the Interrogation Room watching over Mr. Cawthorne?" I asked in reply. Claire's eyes answered for her, though her mouth did not. "Yeah, we'll chat about that later. In the meantime, do you want to come in with me to talk to Ms. Sullivan, here?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into I-B, with Cpt. Michaels following. The beautiful Sheila Sullivan's eyes roamed over me appreciatively as I sat down opposite her.
"Ms. Sullivan, once again my name is Commander Troy and you know Captain Michaels." I said. "I know you've been read your rights, but I'm going to do so again, on camera." I read the rights from the card, and Sheila said she understood the rights.
"I know you may have been asked some of this already, so I'll ask you to indulge me." I said. "How did you meet Jeff Cawthorne?"
"I was working at JGP Settlement Solutions when they contracted with him." said Sheila. "I was their I.T. Systems Manager, the hardware specialist. We had a connection from the minute we met. After his contract with them ended, he asked me out to dinner and I accepted. We went to dinner, then I practically dragged him to bed that night. And we've been together ever since."
"When did you meet the Mathesons?" I asked.
"Not long after I began dating Jeff." said Sheila. "They invited us to their house for dinner."
"You liked them?" I asked.
"Julie and I became fast friends." said Sheila. "I liked Dwayne fairly well. He's... he was... the kind of guy some people won't like. He didn't make connections easily. But he was a brilliant programmer and software applications creator, and I would get him talking about things like that, and he'd be more comfortable."
"Did you ever see any problems between Julie and Dwayne?" I asked.
"Oh no, never." said Sheila. "Julie adored Dwayne; and he, her. I think they had a very strong marriage."
"Even though they and you and Jeff engaged in sexual swaps?" I threw at her, peering hard at her.
Sheila didn't blink an eyelash. "Even though. And before you ask, I'll just tell you. After Jeff introduced me to Julie and Dwayne and I got to know them, he told me that he had had sex with Julie while Dwayne watched and then got sloppy seconds. It was no surprise because Jeff and I had partied and occasionally swapped with other couples. I'd been to 'Lashes & Lace' in this County a few times, even before I met Jeff, and so it was not very surprising that we 'got hot' with them."
"You had sex with Dwayne while Jeff had sex with Julie?" I asked.
"Sometimes, but not often." Sheila said. "Dwayne was a 'watcher'. Most often, I had threesomes with Jeff and Julie while Dwayne sat in the chair and jacked off. Sometimes he'd get excited by something, and he'd put on a condom and get on the bed and fuck me. He also really liked to fuck Julie after Jeff had come in her."
"So Dwayne always wore protection, while Jeff did not?" I asked.
"With me, Dwayne always wore a condom." Sheila said. "I insisted on that, and Jeff would have insisted if I didn't. But both Dwayne and Julie insisted that Jeff take her bare, and that he come inside her. It made both of them hot."
"How did you feel about that?" I asked. "Your fiancé coming inside another woman, potentially impregnating her?"
Sheila shrugged. "Julie was on the Pill, so we knew that wasn't likely. Jeff never wears condoms with me, but usually did when we swapped with other couples. It's all part of the game... as you know, Commander. I'm aware that you and your wife were once part of the Scene, even if you don't indulge nowadays."
"Yes, I'm aware; hence, my need to ask these questions." I replied. "One more question along these lines before I move on: Jeff and Julie had been in their relationship for a while already. Did you ever think there was more between them than just (air quotes) 'the game'?"
"No." Sheila said. "I can't speak to anything before Jeff and I began dating and met them, but I have no doubt Jeff loves me completely, and that Julie loved her husband completely."
I nodded, then said "So, you were going to become a partner with their company?"
"After Jeff and I were married, yes." Sheila said. "I was already working with them, handling the hardware portion of their solutions if needed. I wasn't paid, but it was going to come off the price of my buy-in."
"Sounds like you had it worked out pretty well." I said. "I'm sorry things have fallen apart for you this way. So let me ask this: is there anyone you know of that might want to harm Julie, Dwayne, or both of them?"
"No, I'm totally shocked by this." Sheila said sadly. "Julie and I had become good friends and we talked a lot. And she never said anything that would cause me to have any concern about her."
"Do you own a gun, Ms. Sullivan?" I asked incisively.
"Yes." said Sheila. "A Kel-tec.380, with a concealed carry clip, and a Walther, same caliber."
"Okay, thank you." I said. "Come with me, please." I had Sheila and Captain Michaels come with me through the anteroom to I-A.
"Have a seat, please, Ms. Sullivan." I said. Sheila sat down next to Jeff Cawthorne. I said "Okay guys, I need both of you to stay here in Town and not leave this County without contacting me and getting my permission first."
"Are we under arrest?" asked Sheila Sullivan.
"No, but if you don't cooperate on this you will be." I said. "And if you cross the State Line, I'll have Federal Marshals arrest you and bring you back, and then you absolutely will be under arrest... and in jail. For right now, you can stay at your condo, Mr. Cawthorne, once we've finished our search of it under the warrants we've obtained. I did tell my Officers to not destroy your home, so it should be intact when you get there."
They barely blinked when I said that. I continued: "We're also having your apartments in Palmyra County searched by State Agents I trust, and our warrants allow us to search your computers. Mr. Cawthorne, where are your computers, by the way?"
"In her car in the parking lot." said Cawthorne.
"Okay, if you work with my techs, they'll look at your computers then return them to you." I said. "And again, until we clear this up, stay in Town. I'm sure you can see what the situation is, here."
"Can we arrange for me to get my car and bring it up here?" asked Cawthorne.
"Why do you need it?" I asked. "Your fiancée's car is here if you need to go to the grocery store or things like that." I paused, then said "I am cutting you both a lot of slack here. Take this seriously. Stay at home. Leave your phones on."
They nodded in acquiescence, however begrudgingly, and I said "There is one other thing I'd like for you to do, if you're willing. I'd like for a couple of my Detectives to walk you through the Matheson home, and see if anything is missing."
"Missing?" asked Sheila. "If it was a murder-suicide, why would anything be missing?"
"That's a point, but all the same I'd like for you both to look around." I said. They agreed to do it. I had them stay for a moment longer, and I went into the anteroom.
"Captain," I said, "let's have Lt. Davis and George Newman escort them to the home. That'll get Newman and Davis up to speed with the crime scene, as well. After they're done, they can take Cawthorne and Sullivan back to his condo, if the CSIs are finished with it. You can give Davis and Newman their instructions, then come to my office. Mr. Rudistan, come to my office now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So, Detective Rodriguez," I said as we walked down the hall towards my office, "what did you think of Mr. Cawthorne, and that interview?"
"With all due respect to the TCPD, sir," Julia said, "I'd like to know what it's like to have a job where a $2000 bonus is (air quotes) 'chickenshit'."
"I hear ya." I replied. "What about him, though?"
Julia said "We got a lot of what we needed about the victims's story and their movements from him, if it all checks out. As to him, he's handsome, charming, and I can see how women are attracted to him. But a lot of that is just on the surface. He tries to present himself as a professional, but he's ragged around the edges. You saw, sir, how he began using really crude language when he began talking about the sexual liaisons."
I nodded, then asked "Do you think he was telling the truth in there?"
Julia said "A lot of what he said can't be verified... the Mathesons are dead. But he didn't say anything I know of that contradicts what anyone else has said, so far. And we can verify other parts of it. Right now, I'm inclined to take him at his word."
"So am I." I said. "And that was a good analysis on your part..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Rudistan was in the near side 'hot chair' when Claire Michaels came in. I poured all three of us cups of coffee, had Claire sit in the far-side hot chair, then sat down myself.
"Okay, I'm just going to address this right away." I said. "Captain, I've worked with Lieutenant Rudistan for a long time now. Years. He was just a babyfaced Patrol Officer when I got here. We've worked together a lot, and I've had him be the Uniformed Presence many times because I know he can kick ass, and because I trust his input when we talk after interrogations. And that's why I had him in there today."
I continued: "Having said that, Lieutenant, I understand Captain Michaels's thinking before she has even had a chance to say anything. You are past the level where I should be asking you to do things like that instead of your job, which is leading the Vice Squad and making Captain Michaels look good in doing so. So I must reluctantly say that I will not be asking you to do that again, and even to forbid you from doing that any more, except under extraordinary circumstances, of course. Good or good?"
They both nodded in agreement. I then said "Okay, Rudistan, you can go. I need to talk to Captain Michaels." Rudistan exited the office.
"I hope that addressed one of your issues." I said.
"Yes sir, it did." Claire said. "And yes, there is a second issue: Lieutenant Davis. I spoke to him about wanting you to interrogate Cawthorne, and told him that his answer, as well as wanting you to do it, was unacceptable. He gave me attitude------"
I held up a hand. "What exactly did he say?" I asked.
"Uh, he didn't say anything." Claire said. "But he looked angrily at me, so I locked his heels. He stood at attention, but still looked angry at me when he was the one that was wrong."
"That's debatable." I said, letting my eyes bore into my Captain of Detectives.
"Are you saying I was wrong, sir?" Claire asked warily.
I said: "Well, first of all, since the issue involved me, it might've been much better if you'd let me deal with it, or at least consulted with me before taking action. I was going to talk to him further about it, but now we have a formal issue with you added to the mix, which hampers what I was going to do."
Me: "I'm duty-bound to support you and your actions vis-a-vis your subordinate, and I will. But I can understand his angry look at you... and it tells me that there is a lot more going on than just that dressing-down for that one situation."
"May I speak freely, sir?" Claire asked.
"Is is something that cannot be said within protocol?" I asked back.
"What I have to say may cause me to have to say things in disagreement with you, sir." Claire said. "And I'm not looking to be jacked up for insubordination myself."
"You won't be." I replied. "But no, stay within protocol. What is it?"
Claire said "In the time I've been here, I've been evaluating all the Detectives under my command, for lack of a better term. And I'm increasingly coming to the conclusion that Lieutenant Davis is not the right person for the job of MCD Lieutenant, sir. Frankly, sir, I believe it was a mistake to put him into that role, as he's too young and inexperienced to handle it. He may be a good Detective, but I'm not seeing the leadership qualities from him that I think that positions needs."



"And who do you want to replace him with?" I asked, possibly surprising her.
Claire said "I'm not sure, sir, and that is something I was going to discuss with you when I brought this up myself. My first thought is Joanne Warner, and while I have not talked to her, I think she wants the job and would take it. I think Teddy Parker can handle the job, as well. I'm not sure Theo Washington wants the job at all; he seems happy where he is, doing what he's doing now. 'Ice Cube' Perry could handle the job, but he's my marked card in Vice if anything happens to Rudistan."
"Tell me this before I circle back to Davis." I said. "What do you think of Lieutenant Rudistan? Truly, and candidly."
Claire said "At first I thought the same of him that I've been thinking of Davis, that he shouldn't have been put in that position. He takes getting used to, especially his totally irreverent wit. But I've begun to see that he's savvy, he really knows the Streets, he's well-respected by his Detectives as well as the Officers in the field, and as you just indicated a few minutes ago, you obviously have a good deal of respect for him and trust in him."
I said "Yes, I do. And I'm glad you're seeing the good qualities in him, especially his knowledge of the Streets. As to the rest of it, what I will tell you is that I have had a lot more time working with Jerome Davis than you have, I think he does have the leadership skills to run MCD, and he's been doing so for a while now. He also did well at the Academy courses we sent him to, for what that's worth. I'll also say that he was promoted over Joanne Warner and the others, and while I recommended that he be, it was a consensus Police Leadership decision to make that move. They saw what I saw."
Me: "He's not perfect, no one is, and we saw an example of that this morning. And yes, he's young. So are most of us here. If only I had a dollar for each time someone asked for a Sergeant because they thought I was just a Patrolman trainee and looked too young to know what I was doing." Claire chuckled at that.
I continued: "And when the chips are down, like they were last summer, Jerome is the guy who steps up and leads others through it. Okay, call Jerome and both Lieutenants Milton into MCD. I'll be there in a minute, after I make a phone call."
After Claire exited the office, I got out my personal iPhone and made a call to Eddy the Bounty Hunter. "Hi, Eddy." I said. "I need some information. Price is no object, but keep good records so I can pay you back and then expense it myself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Joanne Warner and Teddy Parker were back and at their desks, as were the rest of the MCD Detectives except Davis and Newman. Once the Miltons arrived in MCD, I addressed everyone.
"Okay, guys, I want you to review the Alicia Tate interview at the Hospital, and Jeff Cawthorne and Sheila Sullivan's interviews in the Interrogations Rooms." I said. "You can also review what has been found on all their computers, and discuss the case amongst yourselves. This is a good opportunity to use those newly installed doors, so shut them and block the windows while you're examining the *ahem!* video evidence. Be ready to discuss this when I call a meeting this afternoon, likely at 1:00pm, but be flexible about it..."
Part 5 - The Party Never Stops
Meanwhile, as all of that was going on...
10:30am, Tuesday, January 5th. Sheriff Department Chief of Staff Cindy Ross was sitting in her new office at City Hall. Why the Sheriff's office and her office were at City Hall and not at County Jail or some other location, she wasn't sure. But that's how it was in her beloved Town & County.
Her office was next to the Sheriff's much larger corner office at the northwest corner of City Hall on the second floor. Her old office had been wider than it was deep, and this office was about the same dimensions, just deeper than it was wide. The window at the back end of the office gave a view of the Civic Center and some of Riverside Drive going north.
She was wearing civilian clothes, maternity clothes, instead of a uniform. She had not spent money on multiple uniforms while she was so heavily pregnant, just the one for her swearing in, and the Sheriff had given her a written dispensation allowing her to wear civilian clothes while pregnant.
Her assistant Lauren Wilcox was in the anteroom serving both the Sheriff's Office and hers. Cindy heard her landline phone buzz, and answered it. Lauren said "Ms. Jenna Stiles is here, and has asked to see you."
"Oh! Yes, send her right on in." Cindy said. She got up as the redhead Jenna came into the office, wearing a tasteful black dress and matching high heel pumps.
"Hi!" said Cindy as she and Jenna exchanged a hug. "I wasn't expecting to see you today. Have a seat."
"I was already here, so I thought I would stop by." Jenna said as she sat down. "When is your baby due? You've got to be close."
"Any time now." Cindy said as she sat down behind her desk. "January 11th was the day Laura told me when she confirmed I was pregnant, but it could be days before or after. I do know the baby is kicking a lot now, and may be turning over head-down. It'll be soon."
"Good." Jenna said. "Are Callie and Betsy excited?"
"Uh, 'excited' may be too strong a term for Callie." Cindy admitted. "She's happy for me, and happy about it, but she's nowhere near as excited as Betsy is... oh, and Betsy's birthday is tomorrow, January 6th. It's hard to believe she's three years old already!"
"How's the new job?" Jenna asked.
"Good, so far." Cindy replied. "Chief of Staff Oswald trained me very well and got me up to speed the past few months, so it's a relatively easy transition. And Sheriff Griswold has pretty much kept the delegation of responsibilities he implemented, since he knows I'm going to be on leave when the baby arrives." Then she paused and said "Soooo, what brings you up to City Hall?"
Jenna said "I was interviewing with D.A. Miriam Walters about a possible DDA job."
"Uh oh." Cindy said. "And that's necessary?"
"Yes. Gil Krasney fired me." said Jenna, who had been a State Attorney. "I wasn't the only one he let go, but the others that he fired found out yesterday. My letter was delivered by hand last Friday, literally an hour after Krasney was sworn in as State Attorney General. It was likely the very first official act he made."
Cindy said "Gil Krasney is a douchebag. Glenn Alberts is incompetent, but I voted for him instead of Krasney. Lesser of two evils. I can't believe how bad our choices were in most of the races."
Jenna said "And that reminds me: I don't know if you've heard, but Krasney kept Alberts as a State Attorney. He made a big, splashy public announcement about it, saying it was (air quotes) 'a conciliatory gesture meant to promote an atmosphere of both Parties working together'. He then actually said that he hoped the Legislature would find it in their hearts to do the same while working on the Budget."
Cindy scowled. "Sheesh. So how did it go with Miriam Walters? And what's going on in the DA's Office? I'm asking for a friend... well, a relative."
Jenna gave a brief smile and said "I think the interview went pretty well. Miriam and I have known each other for a long time. And what we discussed most is the structure Miriam wants to implement. Forgive me that I can't really discuss the details, even with you, but I'll just say that I get the sense Miriam either doesn't know what she wants, or can't get what she wants." Cindy nodded.
Jenna: "We also talked a good bit about the situation that Franklin Washington is now a Superior Court Judge while his brother Theo is a Police Detective. Miriam asked me if I considered that to be a conflict of interest, and what I'd do about prosecuting cases in Franklin's Court if and when Theo is an integral part of the case and having to testify."
"Is that really a problem?" Cindy asked. "And I'm sure there's precedent, one way or the other."
Jenna said "Miriam thinks it shouldn't be a problem if other Detectives can testify to the same things Theo would. But what if he's the guy who finds the weapon used in the crime, and is the only one who could testify to that? And Miriam then said that some lawyers like Gwen Munson are dirty enough to subpoena Theo to testify even if he had nothing to do with a case, just to force Franklin to have to recuse himself. She could wreak havoc, and tie up the Courts in knots with endless motions and appeals about it."
Cindy: "I-yi-yi... noooo, just because they're blood doesn't mean their integrity can be impugned. That'll work itself out. Anyway, I understand that you can't tell me everything, but tell me this: did you meet with Paulina and Savannah?"
Jenna smiled. "You're good, and you're spot-on. I met with Miriam alone at first, and then she brought Savannah in. Some of our discussion of the conflict of interest was with Savannah in there, though she said almost nothing. We also talked a lot about the Police and working with them... especially your blood kin, the Iron Crowbar. I did not see Paulina at all, much less get to speak with her."
Cindy nodded and said "If you were hired, would you be working with MCD or with Vice?"
"We discussed the possibility of both." Jenna said. "I'm more experienced in the areas that would fall under crimes of violence against others, and much less experienced in financial crimes, so I'd probably fit better working with MCD. I mostly worked civil rights issues while I was a State Attorney, but I can do whatever I need to do."
Cindy said "You should consider applying to work for the City Attorney's Office. They need attorneys with your experience, what with the crap coming down from the USDOJ."
"Is it crap?" Jenna replied.
"You really think the TCPD has acted in an institutionally racist manner?" Cindy fired back, her ice blue eyes shooting cold fire.
"I don't know about the the TCPD," Jenna said, "but I think Allgood's actions at the Council meetings were wrong and racially biased. The USDOJ is long overdue coming in and bringing the hammer down on him."
"Don't bother working for the City Attorney, then." Cindy replied, a bit icily. "It's their job to defend the County, and the Mayor from the false charges of the USDOJ."
"And you now see my problem with that." Jenna replied cooly. And then she saw the look in Cindy's ice blue peepers, and realized she'd crossed the line. "Look, I didn't come here to argue with you on anything------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened, and a set of huge handlebar mustaches appeared, followed by Sheriff Griswold's head. "I heard you'd stopped by, Ms. Stiles." he said. "Why don't I take you two ladies out to lunch..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door to my office opened, and Chief Moynahan's head poked through it. He said "I'm going to lunch with the Fire Chief, EMS Chief, and Acting PHO. Please don't destroy the building while I'm gone."
"I yam what I yam, but I will try." I replied in an excellent imitation of the legendary 'Popeye'. "Have a good lunch, sir."
The door closed and I got back to work, reviewing the Alicia Tate interview at the Hospital. As I'd reviewed the various videos, I would fire off emails to various Detectives and their supervisors to check on various things.
At 12:15 my landline phone rang. "Sir, this is the Duty Desk." said the Duty Desk Officer. "A man and woman came in, and they're saying they're the parents of the woman that died yesterday. He's demanding to see the Police Chief, and he's starting to make a scene."
"On my way." I said. I paused to put on my armored vest over my uniform shirt, then took my red crowbar and hurtled up the hallway. Teresa came out of her office, also wearing her armor over her shirt.
"I'm telling you to take me to your Police Chief right now!" I heard a voice yelling. Teresa and I went through the metal door into the lobby to see a distinguished-looking middle-aged man at the window to the Duty Desk, haranguing my Officers. A woman of the same age, whose very pretty face looked distraught and showed telltale signs of crying, was standing and watching.
"Can I help you?" I said loudly.
"Are you the Police Chief?" the man yelled as his eyes roamed over me.
"I'm the Police Commander." I said. "Second in line to the Chief, who is unavailable. And you are?"
"I'm Richard Davalos." snarled the man. "Your Police Chief called ours last night and said our daughter was dead."
"If you both will come this way, I'll answer your questions." I said, trying to guide them to I-A before the reporters in the Press Room realized who they were.
"Goddammit, answer my questions here and now!" Davalos roared, his face a mask of pain and fury. "Did that little shit husband of hers kill her?"
I turned to Teresa and said "Take Mrs. Davalos to I-A. I'm taking Mr. Davalos to I-B." I proceeded to do just that, all but pushing Davalos down the corridor to I-B. And just in time; filthy reporters were poking their heads into the lobby to see what was the matter.
"What is this?" Davalos all but shouted at me as I all but forced him to sit down at the table. "You can't push me around like this! Do you know who I am?"
"Yes." I said with unnerving quietness as I stood over him, tapping my crowbar in my hand. "And I don't care if you're connected with the Establishment Elites of Big Business. You do not come into my Police station and disrespect me with your yelling and screaming."
Davalos looked stunned as I went around the table and sat down on the other side. I said "This is being video-recorded. I am going to read you your rights." I did so from the card.
"Why the hell are you reading me my rights?" Davalos snarled. "I'm here to find out about my daughter's death!"
"If you'll shut up for a minute, I'll tell you exactly why." I said. "The first thing you asked was if your daughter was murdered by her husband. How do you even know if she was murdered, sir? And why do you think her husband murdered her? Do you know something I don't? Something that I need to know?"
Davalos stared at me for a moment, then said "The Media said it was a murder-suicide, and my own sources told me the same thing. And who else would it be, if not that piece of shit she married?"
"You didn't like your son-in-law, Mr. Davalos?" I asked pointedly as I peered hard at the man. It began dawning on him where I was going with this.
"No." Davalos said more quietly, and raggedly. "I despised that little son of a bitch. I tried like hell to convince Julie to stop dating him when they were in School, but her mother kept interfering, supporting him. I told them both that it would end up badly, and it obviously has!"
"What about him did you hate so much, Mr. Davalos?" I asked, actually genuinely curious. "Especially if your daughter loved him, and your wife supported them?"
Davalos began ranting: "He was just a piece of crap loser that wasn't going to amount to anything. I don't know what Julie saw in him, especially when she could've been with a real man like Jeff Cawthorne! Or I would have found her a decent, successful young man to marry!"
"But nooo!" Davalos ranted on. "Julie wanted to marry that piece of shit. That was bad enough, but then he quit his job. A really good, well-paying job! My God, a man is supposed to provide for his wife, not put her at risk of bankruptcy and destitution!"
"So you wanted to marry off your daughter like they do in other parts of the world?" I asked. "Like she's property, just a piece of meat?"
"That's not what I was saying." Davalos snarled. "You're putting words in my mouth, you frickin' cop."
"So one more time." I queried. "Why do you think Mr. Matheson would want to kill his wife? Again, Mr. Davalos: do you know something about them, about him, that I don't know... and need to?"
"Again, like I said before and will repeat myself now: it was murder-suicide, wasn't it? Who else could've done it?" Davalos snarled. Then it started hitting him. "Or was it double murder, and you and the Press are lying to us?"
"I can't speak for the corrupt, dishonest Press," I said, "but I haven't lied to you at all, Mr. Davalos. I also have not confirmed any of your assumptions... and you know what they say about 'assuming' something."
"Then how did my daughter die?" Davalos asked. "Answer me, goddammit! I have the right to know!"
"I'll discuss that with you and your wife in a minute." I said as I took out my Police iPhone and speed-dialed the Duty Desk. I asked for a Uniformed Officers to come to I-A and I-B. When Patrolman Culver came in, I told him to assist Mr. Davalos if he wanted something to drink or needed to use the restroom.
Then I went out the anteroom door and over to I-A. Going inside, I saw Mrs. Davalos sitting at the table, a tissue in her hand. Teresa was sitting on the other side of the table. I sat down next to the Iron Wolf.
"Mrs. Davalos, I'm Commander Troy." I said. "I am sorry for your loss. I need to ask you some questions regarding this situation of your daughter's death. It will be video-recorded, and I am going to read you your rights." I did so from the card.
"Mrs. Davalos," I started, "were there any problems that you know of between your daughter and her husband?"
"No." said Mrs. Davalos. "Julie loved Dwayne. My husband hated him, really hated him, but Julie loved him."
"So they weren't having any arguments? Your daughter never said anything to you?"
"No." said Mrs. Davalos, then said after a pause: "Several months ago, Julie told me that she was starting up a new business because Dwayne was being worked too hard but wouldn't quit his job. And Richard... my husband... didn't help matters. He hadn't spoken to Julie in years... or more like she hadn't spoken to him... but he actually took the phone out of my hand and yelled at her."
When she stopped, I asked "What did he say to her?"
"That Dwayne absolutely should stay at the job, and work to support her." said Mrs. Davalos.
"Is your husband typically that hotheaded?" I asked.
"Oh no, that was the angriest I'd seen Richard in... years." said Mrs. Davalos. "The only other time I'd ever seen him that angry was when Julie told us she was going to marry Dwayne."
"And your daughter and your husband had no problems before then?" I asked. "While she was growing up?"
"No, they were as close as I would imagine any father and daughter to be." Mrs. Davalos said. I felt Teresa's emotional reaction to that within her, though neither of us visibly reacted in any way.
"But he objected to Julie marrying Dwayne?" I asked. "Why?"
"Richard believed that Dwayne was beneath Julie, that she could do better and didn't have to 'settle'." said Mrs. Davalos. "But I could tell that Julie really loved Dwayne and would be happy with him, so I stood up to Richard and approved Julie marrying him. Richard refused to walk Julie down the aisle at the wedding, so her brother Peter stood in."
"Where is Peter now?" I asked as casually as I could make my voice sound.
"Charlotte, North Carolina." said Mrs. Davalos. "He works for WorldBankTrust, and is doing very well with them. Richard is very proud of Peter."
Just then there was a knock on the door, and the Duty Desk Sergeant looked in. "Sir?" he said. I went to the hallway, and the Sergeant whispered "The Mathesons... the parents of the man that died... are here. I put them in Interrogation-C."
"Also, sir," he continued, "the Press reporters have been coming into the lobby, asking us who is here, trying to see who signed in on the visitors log. I keep telling them to go back into the Press Room, but they are getting increasingly antsy. They smell blood, sir..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:40pm. I went into Interrogation-C. Mr. and Mrs. Matheson were sitting at the table. They were middle-aged. He looked very ordinary, 'unexceptional'. She was not unattractive, but not exceptionally pretty. And their personalities would prove to match my initial evaluation of their appearances.
"I'm Police Commander Troy," I said as I sat down opposite them. "I am extremely sorry for your loss, sir, ma'am."
"Can you tell us what happened, Commander?" Mrs. Matheson asked.
"I'll give you what details I know in a moment, ma'am." I said. "First, I need to ask you a few questions. For example, did you know of any problems between your son and his wife?"
"No, none at all." said Mrs. Matheson.
"No," said Mr. Matheson, "but I have to say that we did not talk to Dwayne very much. For years he was very busy at work, and was never home when we called. Last summer he called and said he'd quit that job, and that he and Julie and his old college roommate Jeff were going into business together. But we still did not hear from him a lot. That's just the way he was."
Mrs. Matheson said "I did talk to Julie some, and we exchanged emails. She complained about Dwayne's long hours at work, and she did say how happy she was when he finally quit that job."
I nodded, then said "What about her parents? Did you know them at all?"
"Noooo." said Mr. Matheson. "Julie was a really good, sweet girl, and we were very happy for Dwayne when she accepted his proposal and married him. Her mother was a very nice lady, though I sensed she thought she was better than we were. But Julie's father was a jerk. He was barely polite to us, complained about the Rehearsal Dinner the night before the wedding, and didn't even walk his daughter down the aisle at their wedding."
I said "What about Jeff Cawthorne, Dwayne's college roommate?"
"Oh, he was a charming young fellow." said Mrs. Matheson, a bit enthusiastically. "He came home with Dwayne a few times, and he was the Best Man at the wedding."
Mr. Matheson added: "They... Dwayne and Julie... were going into business with Jeff, which didn't surprise me since they majored in the same thing. And I never heard of any problems with him, nor between them and him."
"Neither did I." said Mrs. Matheson.
I nodded. Then I fished out my Police iPhone and called Teresa. "Bring the Davaloses to the Pastor's Room. I'm bringing the Mathesons there, and I'll talk to them all at the same time."
I had the Mathesons go with me through the anteroom. When we got to the Pastor's Room, Teresa was already there with the Davaloses.
And that's when the fight began.
Literally. Richard Davalos launched himself at Mr. Matheson. "You son of a bitch! Your son killed my daughter!" he yelled as he grabbed Matheson by the neck and began choking him.
*WHAM!*
I drove my bunched fist into Davalos's ribcage as Teresa broke his stranglehold on Matheson. I drove Davalos hard to the floor in a prone position, followed by me affixing handcuffs to his wrists behind his back. Teresa had blown her Police whistle, and four Uniformed Officers flooded the room.
"Officers," said Mr. Matheson as he tried to get his breath back, "I want to press full charges against this man, for assault and battery, or whatever you call it here."
"Done deal." I said. "I'm charging him myself." As four Uniformed Officers rushed in, I told one of them who was Patrolman Johnson: "Take him through full booking. Felony assault and battery!" The Officers forced Davalos out of the room. I noticed Mrs. Davalos was dialing her cellphone.
"I'm calling a lawyer for my husband." she said angrily.
"And well you should." I said darkly. "Commander Croyle, get everyone's statements..."
Part 6 - Getting The Facts Straight
1:30pm, Tuesday, January 5th.
"The building is standing, sir." I said when Chief Moynahan walked in the door. "But that's about all."
"Hoo boy." said the Chief. "Come to my office and give me the details." I did so, with Teresa in tow.
After a brief synopsis of the questioning of the parents and then the assault, I said "I was going to tell both sets of parents that I do not think Dwayne killed Julie, but decided to hold off after the assault. I would imagine that Mr. Matheson will sue Mr. Davalos, so it's probably best for me not to say anything further to them, except to interrogate them again if needed."
"Will it be needed?" the Chief asked. "Are they suspects?"
"Davalos is, sir." I said. "At least as a possible enabler, if what I'm thinking is what has happened."
"And what is that?" asked the Chief.
"Why don't we go on into the Detectives meeting, sir," I suggested, "and I can discuss it with them as well as you, all at once."
We all went to Classroom 'E', where all of the MCD Detectives were, as well as Penny Scott and Christopher Purvis from Intel. Claire Michaels and her 'Lieutenants Three' rounded out the guest list.
"O-kayyyy." said the Chief. "Start us off, Mister Crowbarrrr."
"Yes sir." I said. "Okay, first, we just interviewed the parents of Dwayne and Julie Matheson, and you can review their interviews after this meeting. So let's start with the crime scene and the autopsy. Anything new on them?"
Lt. Davis said "Jeff Cawthorne and Sheila Sullivan said that there was nothing missing nor out of place at the Matheson home, except that there were no papers on the desk, and it had been pretty messy with littered papers in the past. Ms. Sullivan did get emotional when she saw the blood spots on the floor in the main room, but otherwise they held it together pretty well. George, anything else?"
Detective George Newman said "I watched them as they looked around, to see if they would give away something that they knew about secret or hidden safes or anything. They did look up at the extra lights in the master bedroom, but other than that they didn't give themselves away on anything."
I nodded. "Okay, nothing but all the papers taken. Very interesting, wouldn't y'all say?" My Detectives knew I was alerting them to an important cluuuuue, there. "Okay, go on, what's next?"
Lt. Mary Milton said "The autopsy is complete, except for DNA results from what she took under Mrs. Matheson's fingernails. Martha is still keeping it sealed to keep the Press from getting it yet. She noted that it was a small caliber bullet that she recovered against the back of Mrs. Matheson's skull. It was badly deformed, but Ballistics believes they can show it was a.22 WMR round."
"And neither the Mathesons nor Cawthorne nor Sullivan has or had a gun in.22 caliber, that we know of." I said. "All right, that's an important piece of the puzzle. Anything else before we move on to the people."
Penny Scott said "I checked on their permits and firearms. Sheila Sullivan obtained a concealed carry permit over five years ago when she graduated college, and renewed it last summer when it was about to expire. She owns or has owned the two.380 pistols she mentioned, and also a Beretta Model 86 in.380, the kind with the 'tip up' barrel."
Penny: "Jeff Cawthorne, Dwayne Matheson, and Julie Matheson applied for their concealed carry permits the same day, and were awarded and issued them by the Probate Court on the same day this past Summer. Dwayne and Jeff bought their guns immediately afterwards at a gun show at the Fairgrounds here in Town. Dwayne also bought a Taurus revolver in.38 Special caliber, which may have been for Julie's use."
I said: "We never found that Taurus, in her vehicle nor in their house. So maybe the robbers took it?"
Penny Scott replied "Possibly, sir. They emptied her purse onto the dining room table and took her wallet and cellphone, so we're thinking that if her gun was in her purse, they took it, also."
"Did you get any cellphone data?" I asked. "Especially for yesterday?
Penny replied "Let's just say we have some metadata from a warrant issued by the local Magistrate's Court. The Federal Court was very slow to act, and then denied our warrants for more complete data."
Penny: "What we have is that Dwayne Matheson's cell phone called Julie's around lunch yesterday, then again at 1:10pm, then at 2:25pm, which was about the time they got out of their presentation. The codes on the calls showed that the calls immediately went to voicemail, which would mean her phone was totally offline. He tried three more times on the way home. And triangulating from the ping data and the data we downloaded from his GPS in his car, we think he began driving faster and faster with each phone call."
Penny: "Jeff Cawthorne's phone called Sheila Sullivan's at 2:45pm, then did not make another call until about 8:00pm that night, to a number listed as Chinese takeout in northeast Palmyra County, near Sheila's address on her driver's license. And then nothing since, neither incoming nor outgoing."
"That's good and helpful data." I said. "It shows Dwayne Matheson's trajectory that afternoon, and to a lesser extent Jeff Cawthorne's. Okay, what's next?"
Joanne Warner said "Sir, I have something also. I've been checking up on the neighbors, Mrs. Jones and Alicia Tate. I also checked up on Donna Childers, Alicia's boss at the Hospital."
"Okay." I said. "Whaddya got?"
"First, Donna Childers." said Joanne. "Your neighbor Dr. Childers, whose dog Sadie Mae and your dog Bowser have hooked up and made some wonderful puppies, married into the Childers family and then divorced her husband. Donna Childers is a cousin of Dr. Childers's ex-husband, who now works in the Administrative offices of City University."
Joanne: "Donna Childers has been very active in the past with the State Organization of Women, the SOWs, and also volunteers for Malinda Adams's political campaigns. She worked with Stacey Jacobs on Jacobs's 'defund the Police campaigns, which might explain some of her hostility to us."
"Abhorrent, but not illegal, so far." I said.
Joanne: "Dr. Childers is not politically active, at least not that I can tell, but her ex-husband, Donna's cousin. is... sort of. He was sued by the City University chapter of the College Republicans after he attempted to shut them down, calling them 'subversives' and 'insurrection inciters' as his excuse."
Joanne: "He also refused to allow City University Campus Police to provide security when Ann Coulter and Ben Shapiro were going to speak at a College-Republican-sponsored lecture, and wouldn't you know it, sir... there was very hostile crowd of protesters blocking the guest speakers from entering the lecture hall, and threatening their physical safety."
Joanne: "The City Police had to intervene and escort everyone out of there, but the Conservative guests's attempt to speak was denied. The College Republicans sued over that, too, but the case was summarily dismissed with prejudice."
"Pun not intended, I'm sure." I replied acidly. "Keep going, if you have more."
Joanne: "Yes sir. I also checked up on Alicia Tate and her husband. Her husband was very active in Jack Lewis's failed campaign for Governor over four years ago, and was active in Eldrick X. Weaver's two losing campaigns for Mayor. Alicia does not have any political ties nor activities that I could find."
Joanne: "However, sir, I did check on what she told us, that she had checked into University Hotel last night instead of coming home. I contacted University Hotel, and they were very cooperative. They sent me their tape of the check-in desk last night, and this is what we have."
She had connected her computer to the dock, and began a video on the screen matrix on the wall. The video showed Alicia checking into the hotel... along with a man. Alicia was in her late twenties, and he appeared to be about ten years older.
"That's her husband, Alvin Tate." I said.
"Yes sir, it is." Joanne said. "But she told us that he was staying in Midtown, which is why she checked into the hotel instead of going home."
"Mary," I said to Lt. Mary Milton, "text the Magistrate Court now and get a warrant to bring in Alicia Tate as a material witness. Once it's issued, send a couple of Uniformed Officers, at least one of them female, to pick her up and bring her to the Station. In the meantime, let's carry on. What's next?"
Mary Milton pointed at Christopher Purvis, our financial guru, who said "Sir, there's not much to tell beyond what we know. I got their Eastern State transcripts. He graduated with a 3.8 GPA, she with a 3.6 GPA, Jeff Cawthorne with a 3.0 GPA. Dwayne saved up a good bit of money by working at School, as a tutor for other students as well as at a pizza restaurant."
"Did he get paid a lot of cash writing papers for the football players?" Roark Coleman asked, laughing at his own joke.
"That's not funny." Theo Washington said, his eyes flashing daggers at Coleman. "I graduated from Eastern State."
"I was just joking, man." Coleman said.
"You just insinuated that my School is cheating!" Theo thundered. "And I'm taking it seriously------"
"Guys!" Jerome Davis interjected. "We've got work to do here. Please, Chris, carry on." I noticed Claire Michaels had been watching the spat, then Jerome's interjection.
"Thank you, sir." said Purvis. "As I was saying, they were able to buy their house with cash, and they were very well paid by BigCommo, so they weren't hurting for money. Her father is pretty wealthy, though there are no financial indications he gave her or them any money."
"I'd say he didn't, from what he said in his interview." said Roark Coleman.
"No doubt." I said, a bit acerbically. "Keep going, Purvis."
"Yes sir." said Purvis, whose eyes had flashed fire at being interrupted so meaninglessly. "So they only had a mortgage after they took one out to start their business. Now to Jeff Cawthorne. He is a lot more interesting."
Purvis said "Cawthorne's parents live east of Acropolis City, almost to the State Line of the next State over. Apparently their gift to him for college graduation was to buy him the condo here in Town after he got his first job, with BigCommo. He bought his Palmyra County townhouse when he got the one-year contract with JGP Settlement Solutions. The curious thing is that the mortgage was guaranteed by a law firm called 'Gibb & Partners, P.C.', based in Acropolis City."
"Whoa!" I said. "That's Richard Davalos's law firm!"
"Yes sir, it is." said Purvis. "Mr. Davalos is still the senior Partner in the Gibb law firm... and there is no 'Gibb' there. I've seen no other connection between them, though."
"Okay, something else to ask Davalos about." I said. "What else about Mr. Cawthorne?"
Purvis: "His contract with Aronis Software Solutions was abruptly ended after just four months. The timing of that is late last Spring, just before Jeff Cawthorne agreed to become part of JDJ Security Software. What makes this interesting is that Aronis has done a lot of work for BigCommo, BigWireless, MegaTech Industries, and the Governments of our State and the State east of us. And their contracts in that State are routinely drawn up by..."
"Gibb & Partners." said Detective Julia Rodriguez. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"You've made a great connection there, Mr. Purvis." I said. "Let me add to it: Aronis and Cawthorne parted ways right as Dwayne Matheson was in his last months at BigCommo, was working eighteen hour days, and his wife was pressuring him to quit."
"Soooooo, Mister Crowbarrrr," drawled the Chief, "I believe you have some ideas about this case already, and I believe it is time for you to share them with all of usssss."
"YEAH!" came a chorus of Detectives. I looked at them as if they'd fallen out of their trees, and a red crowbar was waved around the table.
"I would infinitely prefer that you guys tell me what's going on." I said. "You've seen all I've seen, you know what I know. So, let's hear your ideas, and then I'll give mine."
Lt. Jerome Davis said "Sir, we the MCD Detectives did a lot of talking as a group as we got the data and looked through it, and we've come to a couple of conclusions. First, we believe the evidence shows that Dwayne Matheson died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound by the 9mmP Glock we found at the scene."
Davis: "Second, because of the autopsies showing the huge time disparity in times of death, eyewitnesses at the scene noting big differences in the body temperatures of the two bodies, and there being no sign of the gun used to kill Mrs. Matheson being at the crime scene nor owned by them nor their business partners, we've concluded that Mr. Matheson very likely did not kill his wife."
Davis: "We believe that Julie died that morning, maybe right after Dwayne left for work. Dwayne got home that afternoon, found his wife's body, and committed suicide almost immediately thereafter."
"I entirely agree that he found her dead, became distraught, and subsequently shot himself." I said. "So who killed her? And why?"
Jerome: "At this time, those guys in the 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' truck are the consensus pick to have killed her. Her time of death is coincident to the time they were observed to be at the house. Why? No data yet."
"True." I said. "And to that point, I'll add that Dwayne and Jeff have an alibi; they were already en route to The City to make their presentation."
"But Sheila doesn't have that alibi." said Claire Michaels. "And we can't exclude her. She may not have been very happy that her fiancé was having a sexual relationship with Mrs. Matheson, even if it's a ménage-à-trois, or whatever the correct term is."
"I'll 'mansplain' and say that 'open marriage' or 'Stag and Vixen' are more appropriately correct terms." I said. "At least that's what my wife tells me." I added, fooling no one present.
"To that end," said Julia Rodriguez, "could Jeff Cawthorne have hired someone to kill her? He knew he'd be out of Town, as would Dwayne, upon whom he'd be relying for their business to succeed."
"But why?" I asked.
"Unrequited love." Julia said. "He even admitted that at one time he thought of getting Julie to break up with Dwayne and be with him, Jeff. He's a smooth talker; a lot of what he told us could be made up, and we have no way of verifying it."
Christopher Purvis added: "And he does appear to have access to the money that would be needed to hire someone to kill Julie, though I have not seen any movement of that amount of money recently."
Teddy Parker said "It would seem to me that he'd have Dwayne killed, if love for Julie is his reason for hiring someone to kill anyone. But I have an issue with that theory in that my observations say he seems to have found happiness with Sheila."
Theo Washington said "Sir, there is another possibility, though everyone else disagrees with me about it. We only have Mrs. Jones word for that van being there at that time. It's possible Mrs. Matheson was killed before the van and its occupants arrived."
"And like I asked before: who answered the door when they got there?" asked Roark Coleman, with great skepticism in his voice.
"The killer." said Theo.
"Mrs. Jones said Julie Matheson answered the door." said Roark Coleman.
Theo replied "I'm not convinced that Mrs. Jones clearly saw Mrs. Matheson at the door."
I said "And you call yourself the 'plodder' of the group, Theo? That is excellent use of your imagination, and it is not outside the realm of possibility. It does not contradict what we know, if it turns out that Mrs. Jones's eyewitness testimony is unreliable. Okay, anyone else?"
Julia said "I'm just trying to find something that fits the facts that we know, including... including..." She went into what would be called a reverie. Everyone stared at her like they would stare at me in my reveries, and then she came out of it.
"Sir," she said, "I just remembered something... the one piece of paper the robbers did not get. The one Carole found."



"Yes." I said. "Excellent thinking, Ms. Rodriguez. That piece of paper may be the most important clue to this entire case------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The loud knock on the door was followed by that door opening and Lt. Myron Milton bursting in. "Sorry to interrupt, Chief, Commander, but I just found something on Jeff Cawthorne's computer you need to see."
"By all meannnns, Mis-ter Mil-tnnnnnn." the Chief drawled. Myron quickly plugged his laptop into the dock and brought up a video file. It was another sex tape, in a bedroom that was not familiar to me.
Lying on her shoulders and knees, her hips and ass high in the air and a look of pure bliss on her face, was Mrs. Alicia Tate. Behind her, his groin loudly smacking into those luscious asscheeks with each powerful thrust of his large penis into her vagina, was Jeff Cawthorne...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Sheer Arrogance
My eyes widened in shock as I watched the rutting couple lustily humping on the video monitor.
"Forget what I said earlier, Mary." I said. "I need Julia Rodriguez and Theo Washington to go to the Magistrate's Court now! The warrant you will be getting is not just as a material witness, but as a Person of Interest in the murder of Julie Davalos Matheson, a human being. You will also get a warrant to bring in Donna Childers as a material witness. Go now... go!"
Julia and Theo scrambled up and out of the room as I said "Joanne, I didn't want you to make those arrests of Alicia Tate and Donna Childers, because of your rather close relationship with the Hospital Administrator. But I do want you to interrogate them with me when they get here. And that was really good work on your part getting that hotel information. Ditto that for you, Myron, on the tapes."
I began getting up. "In the meantime, I need to------"
"You need to sit back dowwwnnnn, Commanderrrrr." drawled the Chief, pointing at my chair. "And you need to ex-plainnnnn what is going on, herrrrre. Unless this new information totally changes your suppositionnnns."
"It may, sir." I said. "And I need to check and confirm something. I need to talk to Jeff Cawthorne again."
"I need the Green Crowbar back." muttered the Chief. "You would not dare tease us like this if she were here."
"I'm not trying to tease anyone, Chief." I said. "I am trying to keep rampant speculation down, though, by confirming something before I let all of you know about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:15pm, Tuesday, January 5th. Senior Detective Theo Washington and Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez came into the Records Room of University Hospital, escorted by two female and one male Uniformed Officers and Hospital Administrator Seth Warner.
They walked up to Alicia Tate's desk, where Alicia was studying her computer monitor, trying to ignore the Police presence. Supervisor Donna Childers rushed out of her office and to Alicia's desk.
"What now?" Childers yelled. "You're harassing my employee! If you don't have a warrant, get out NOW!"
Theo Washington gave his 'movie star handsome' grin as he said "It just so happens we do have two warrants, which your Administrator is holding up now." Everyone looked to see Hospital Administrator Seth Warner waving the two documents in the air. Theo said "Are you Donna Childers?"
"What of it?" snarled Childers.
"You are coming with us to the Police Station, as a material witness in the murder of Julie Matheson, a human being." said Theo. "Officer Green, escort Ms. Childers to your Patrol cruiser."
"Are you fucking kidding me?" Donna Childers exploded as Officer Lydia Green moved forward. "I had nothing to do with that! Why are you arresting me?"
"They're not arresting you... yet." said Seth Warner, his voice cutting through the low hum of chatter starting up. "But if you don't go with them, they will arrest you."
"And you could be charged with several crimes." said Theo.
As that was going on, Detective Julia Rodriguez said "Mrs. Tate, please stand up. You are under arrest as a Person of Interest in the murder of Julie Matheson, a human being. And yes, you are being arrested, on the initial charge of Lying to Police. Officer Burrell, if you will, please?"
Officer Lisa Burrell affixed handcuffs to Alicia Tate and began reciting her rights to her. "I know the rights." Alicia said. "I want a lawyer."
"You'll be able to call one at the Station." Julia Rodriguez said. The group filed out of the Records Room, leaving behind a stunned group of Hospital employees...
Part 8 - Down The Winding Path
3:45pm, Tuesday, January 5th. Alicia Tate had been taken through Booking and was in Interrogation-1 waiting for her lawyer. I used the time to go into Interrogation-Alpha and talk to Donna Childers.
"What the hell am I doing here?" she yelled the second I walked into the room. "Why was I arrested and brought to the Police Station in front of my employees, as if I'm some kind of criminal?"
She had risen to her feet as she was yelling. I said "Have a seat, Ms. Childers... Sit! NOW!" Donna Childers finally sat back down, and I sat down on the other side of the table.
I said "You were not arrested, not formally. You were asked to come to the Station to answer some questions, and yes, it was an invitation you couldn't refuse. If you had, you would have been arrested. As it is, your confrontations with my Police Officers border on interfering with a Police investigation. So, answer a few simple questions, and we'll take you back to the Hospital."
"I have nothing to say to you." said Donna Childers.
"You don't even know what I'm going to ask." I replied. "You might find it in your very best interest to answer."
"I'm not cooperating." said Donna Childers. "I want a lawyer. I will answer no questions without legal representation present."
"As you wish." I said. "You can use the wall phone there to call your attorney. Just press '9' first to connect to the outside." Donna reached for the phone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Robert 'B-1 Bob' Berry of the Chase, Lynch & Berry Law Firm was in Interrogation-1 with his client Alicia Tate. As Joanne Warner and I waited for them to get done, we talked about the case.
"Sir," Joanne said, "why did you even bother talking to Donna Childers? Do you think she has something to do with the case?"
I shrugged. "No idea yet. But her hostility and her attempt to stop you from talking to Alicia Tate got my hackles up. So I had her brought in to rattle her cage and see what pops out. So far, not a lot... except that she and her family are active on the Left side of the political line. That's not illegal, of course, but I wonder... I wunnnn-drrrrr if they might have a connection to Dr. Lionel Carmela."
Joanne said "You sound almost as obsessed with him as you were with the Consultant of Crime back in the day------"
"Excuse me, sir." said Christopher Purvis as he came up to us. "I'm glad I caught you before you went in there. I just found these interesting deposits by Alvin Tate, Alicia's husband, to their bank account."
He handed me his iPad, and I looked at the entries. I said "Small monthly deposits of $250, once a month for the last six months. That would take us back to June of last year. Chris, I need you to print a copy of this for me..."
"Already done, sir." said Purvis, handing me a file folder with the printed bank entries.
"Good work." I said. Just then, B-1 Bob Berry got on the phone to the Duty Desk, and an instant later my Police iPhone chimed with a text that they were ready.
"Okay, Joanne, let's do this just like we talked about." I said as I opened the door and let her walk through. After we closed the door, Officer Lisa Burrell came in
When we went in, I observed Berry looking hatefully at me. He was well-known as a hater of Police, and loved taking cases of alleged Police brutality... but what was 'interesting' was that neither he nor his firm took any cases on behalf of Blacks during the protests and riots the summer before. Hmmm, maybe because they didn't pay enough to be worth his time? I wondered to myself.
I put that into its compartment of the mind as Joanne and I sat down opposite Alicia Tate and Berry. "Mrs. Tate, you know Senior Detective Warner, and I'm Commander Troy. I'm going to------"
"What the hell is this about, Troy?" thundered Berry. "Why did you arrest my client? On what charges?"
"I'm going to re-read you your rights, Mrs. Tate." I said, not letting the legal beagle interfere with my proper application of the Law. I read Alicia her rights from the card, and she let me finish, then said she understood the rights.
"What this is about, Mr. Berry," I said, "is that your client is a Person of Interest in the murder of her neighbor Julie Matheson, and could possibly be charged with Felony Murder or related crimes due to her actions possibly leading to the death of Dwayne Matheson."
"You are absolutely nuts." snarled Berry. "My client was nowhere near the scene of the crime yesterday, and you'll never prove any ties or motive------"
I couldn't help myself. I grinned one of 'those' grins as I interrupted Berry by saying "Let's watch some TV, shall we?"
I turned on the monitor and the video of Jeff Cawthorne deeply fucking Alicia was played. "Ah, shit." Alicia said. "The bastard kept that? God, he's stupid!"
"That's not illegal." snarled Berry.
"Having a sexual relationship with the Matheson's business partner and roommate, and you didn't tell us?" I said, pretending astonishment.
"Nobody asked." Alicia said. Seeing my look, she quickly continued: "I'm not trying to be facetious or snarky with you, but all I was asked was if I knew him, and I said I did. I never lied about that."
"And withholding the truth when not asked for it is neither a lie nor a crime." said Berry.
"No," said Joanne, "but this is where she lied to us. As the Commander likes to say: 'Let's watch some TV.'." She started the next video, which was the University Hotel's footage of her and her husband checking in late Monday night. Then a clip of Alicia's interview in the Hospital Chapel was shown, where Alicia said her husband was in Midtown."
Joanne said "No Jury is going to give you the benefit of the doubt on that, Alicia. You lied to us. Felony lying to Police."
"Are you kidding me?" burst out B-1 Bob Berry. "You're going to charge her with a Class E Felony for that?"
"Yes. Yes I am." I said. "Your client has a lot of explaining to do... a lahhhht of explaining. Now if she starts coming correct and truthfully tells us what's going on here, I might see fit to reduce the charge to a misdemeanor with a slap on the wrist and no jail time. Maybe not even any probation. But she's gotta come clean. For example, Mrs. Tate, how do you explain these deposits by your husband to your joint bank account?"
I slid the papers showing the deposits across the table. Berry picked up the sheets and perused them. Alicia looked at them but did not touch the sheets of paper.
"I... I need to confer with my lawyer for a moment." Alicia said.
"Certainly." I said. "But before we go out, where is your husband right now?"
"She told you she wants to consult with me." snarled Berry. "Now get out so I can talk to her!"
Joanne and I went into the anteroom, and I went on through to the hallway and to the Monitor Room, where Captain Michaels and Lieutenants Davis and Mary Milton were watching. I said "Captain, do I even need to tell you to get an arrest warrant for Alvin Tate? Put out an APB, but also call Nell Bell of the Midtown Police Force and have her and her people check out wherever the State Department of Labor conferences are going on. I'll bet he really is there, this time around..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:10pm, Tuesday, January 5th. Joanne Warner and I went back into I-1 and sat down opposite Alicia Tate and her lawyer Bob Berry, who said "I am going to make a statement on behalf of my client." Neither Joanne nor I said anything, which may have surprised him. He continued:
"My client was aware of the deposits into the account she holds jointly with her husband." said Berry. "However, she does not know the origin of the money. She never asked her husband about it. She assumed it was some kind of stipend or bonus money from the State Department of Labor."
Berry: "My client is invoking the marital privilege, and will not answer any questions regarding her husband. However, she will cooperate, waive the marital privilege, and answer all of your questions truthfully and fully in exchange for full immunity from prosecution for any charges arising from this unfortunate incident. If------"
"Stop right there." I interrupted. "Just stop." Berry was a good actor, he pretended to be totally shocked as I looked at Joanne and said "They think we are stoo-pid. All these years, all those cases successfully solved, and this jackass is sitting there insulting my intelligence, and yours."
I turned and let my eyes bore into Berry as I said "Mrs. Tate, there is one mistake you should not make, and that is letting this idiot attorney lead you to believe that I am an Agency of the Weak-Minded. There is no way on God's green earth that you are getting full immunity against any crime, especially since you are suspected of murdering Mrs. Matheson."
I stood up and said "Come on, Detective Warner, I think we're done here. Officer Burrell, when Mrs. Tate is finished with any discussions with her lawyer, take her back to her holding cell to await her arraignment, which will likely be tomorrow morning."
"Now you just hold on!" shouted Berry. "It's a fair exchange! Immunity for her full cooperation."
"Mrs. Tate," I said, not even looking at the jerk attorney, "Let's be real clear about your position here. You are under arrest, and you are charged with a felony crime. You can get as much at ten years prison time, and I will be fighting hard to make sure you get every day of those ten years as your sentence. You have no leverage to bargain with. I do not need you."
Alicia was looking at me in total shock and the beginnings of misery as I bore home. "I'm not promising you a damn thing, Mrs. Tate. If you do cooperate and convince me that you're telling the truth and that you've told everything you know, I might, I just might ask the DA to reduce your charge to a misdemeanor. But I'm not even promising that. You need to think about your future."
As I looked at Joanne and made a 'come on' nudge of my shoulder towards the door, Bob Berry snarled "You're bluffing. You do need her information."
I said nothing, just herded Joanne to the door. Just as I was going through the door I turned and said "I never bluff." And with that, I walked into the anteroom, closing the door firmly behind me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Think she'll talk, sir?" Joanne said as we walked down the hallway towards MCD, accompanied by Claire Michaels, who had come out of the Monitor Room after watching and listening in on the interview.
I shrugged my shoulders, then said "I don't know. If she's smart, she'll drop that diseased dog Berry and ask for new and better representation. And here's a pro tip for you both: he'll probably try some maneuver to get us back in there, such as saying she wants to cooperate. And then when we go back in, he pushes for immunity for her again. Walk away again. She doesn't get immunity. At all. She gets my vague promise to talk to the D.A., and that's all."
"And you will talk to the D.A., won't you, sir?" Claire asked.
"Sure." I said. "I'll talk with the D.A..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back to I-A. Donna Childers's legal representation had shown up, and it was Mr. Gibson Stelling of Succup & Payne, P.C. After they talked, I went in with Claire Michaels, and introduced her to them.
"I understand that my client is not formally under arrest." said Stelling. "And that's a good thing, because I'm not seeing that she committed any crime at all."
"If you want to get really granular about it," I said, "your clients's efforts to prevent my Officers from talking to Alicia Tate can be construed as interfering with a Police investigation... certainly enough for us to inconvenience her with being arrested and formally charged. But I'm not looking to go there. I just want some answers to some questions."
"What are the questions?" Stelling asked.
"I want to know about Alicia Tate, about what kind of employee she is, and what time she left work Monday night. I want to know your client's evaluation of Alicia's husband, and Alicia's relationship with her husband. And after that, we can go from there if we need to."
Stelling looked over at Donna Childers and said "Why don't you show good faith and answer those questions."
Donna said "First of all, I don't know Alicia's husband at all. I don't think I've even met him, but I won't say that for certain. Second, Alicia is a typical employee in my office... she's a bookkeeper. We lead very exciting lives keeping books, crunching numbers------"
Stelling stopped Donna and whispered to her to not get sarcastic, which was sage advice. Donna nodded, then said "My point is that we don't really have lives outside of our work. Anyway, her University Hospital ID card was read by the front door reader at 11:45pm Monday night. She left even though she has a lot of work to do... work she's not getting done now because you arrested her!"
"So we did." I said. "Ms. Childers, when was the last time you saw or talked to your cousin, who works at City University?"
Donna's eyes flashed angry fire, then she said "I'm not answering that, and I'm not answering any questions about my cousin." She turned to Stelling and said "They can't make me talk about family members, can they?"
"It's a gray area where cousins are concerned." Stelling said. "But Commander, I'm really going to have to ask you to show some relevance between my client's family, Alicia Tate, and whatever else you're investigating, or else I'm going to take my client with me and leave."
"By all means." I said. "Ms. Childers, I can have a Patrol cruiser return you to the Hospital, unless you'd prefer to get a ride with Mr. Stelling or someone else."
"I'll take her." said Stelling. I knew that wasn't chivalry compelling him to make the offer, but 'billable hours'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were walking down the hall towards my office, Lt. Mary Milton came up to us. "Sir, ma'am, BigCommo is actively fighting our requests for the employee records of Dwayne Matheson, Julie Matheson, and Jeff Cawthorne, even though our requests were made with warrants in hand."
"Let's go into my office." I said. Once inside, I had Claire and Mary sit down in the 'hot chairs', and I sat behind my desk in my comfortable 'Command Chair'.
"What reasons are they citing?" I asked.
"They haven't, so far." Mary said. "They asked for a hearing to make us 'show cause' why we want the information, and they'll make their objections at that same hearing. Judge Folsom granted it for tomorrow morning at 9:00am in his Chambers."
"That's a load of crap, but they're a 'Big Boy' company, so it is what it is." I said. "Call Paulina Patterson and let her know... what?" I had seen Mary's eyes flash in warning.
"Sir," Mary said, "I did call her. She apologized and said that she was under orders to tell me that we have to call D.A. Walters herself, and that she, Paulina, can't help us on anything without Walters's specific permission until Walters makes her new assignments for her ADAs."
"Fer cryin' out loud." I muttered. "Okay then. Claire, you'll probably need to make that call to Walters yourself. If she gives you one word of shit, come get me, and if I'm not available go straight to the Chief." Then I said "By the way, Mary, who is the CEO of BigCommo? Arthur Wood?"
"He was, sir." said a well-prepared Mary Milton. "He became the BigWireless CEO last Spring, in what was termed a 'lateral move', but in reality was something of a demotion. The current CEO of BigCommo is Matthew Willis, son of the late Mitt Willis."



"Him?" I said acerbically. "The party never stops around here. Matthew Willis is how old?"
"He's 32 years old, sir." said Mary.
"That's young, but not unheard of, especially with his bloodline." Claire asked.
"And that's the problem... his bloodline." I replied. Then I explained: "Mitt Willis was the President of BigAgraFoods, and shot dead the CEO. We got the CEO's secret video of the shooting, thanks to a murdered whistleblower's computer. I arrested Mitt Willis at the company's annual convention, and as we were perp-walking him out the building, a (air quotes) 'disgruntled' former employee shot Mitt Willis dead." (Author's note: 'Swamp Frogs', Ch. 02.)
"More like a 'deranged' former employee." said Mary.
"True, that." I replied. "Anyhoo, Matthew Willis is Mittens's son. Matthew was a member of the infamous Tau Fraternity, was President of it at the time of a woman's death, which was almost ten years ago now. They later murdered another woman and an innocent Good Samaritan, and I took great pride in busting Edward Blassingame's son for that crime and putting his ass on Death Row." (Author's note: 'Unresolved'.)
I finished up: "Soooo, it's interesting that Matthew Willis's name is showing up here. And the timing of his appointment to CEO of BigCommo is interesting, wouldn't you say?"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Lt. Jerome Davis. "Sir, Richard Davalos's outside attorney has arrived. I put them in I-2, and they're conferring now."
"Good. Thanks." I said. "Who is it?"
Jerome said "It's Nathan Masterson, sir."
"Ah, shit." I muttered under my breath... well, maybe pretty loudly under my breath. "No, I take that back. It's a good thing it's Masterson; it tells me a lot about a good many thinnnngs."
I gave instructions: "I don't want anyone else interrogating Davalos without me being present. Y'all don't know what to ask him, nor how. I do. Is that clear, Captain? Lieutenant Davis?" They both nodded.
"Okay, if I'm busy when Masterson demands I go in there and talk to him, tell him I'll be t here when I'm good and ready, and you should say that verbatim. If you prefer to be more polite, tell him we'll put his client in a holding cell and he can go, and we'll call him when we're ready------"
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was the Duty Desk, informing me that Alicia Tate and her lawyer wanted to 'confer' with me.
"All right, here we go." I said as I hung up the phone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:45pm, Tuesday, January 5th. Senior Detective Joanne Warner and I went into I-1. I decided to pre-empt any shenanigans by 'B-1 Bob' Berry. As I came up to the table, I said "I will save you and myself some immensely valuable time, Mrs. Tate, by telling you that if your lawyer even mentions the word 'immunity', I will walk out of here and you will not see me again until your trial."
"You haven't even heard------" started Berry, but he was stopped from speaking further... by Alicia Tate herself.
"I told you what I want to do." Alicia said to Berry angrily. "Now shut up and quit digging the hole that you are burying me in."
"If you won't listen to good advice," said Berry, gathering his things, "then perhaps you should get different representation."
"I'm paying you to be here!" Alicia said strongly, and angrily. "And if you want to get paid and not have me complain about you to the State Bar, you'll sit there and do your job!"
I have to admit that I 'spiked the football' by giving Berry a look that conveyed my sentiment of 'Oooweee!'.
Alicia turned to me and said "I'll trust your integrity, Commander Troy, to reduce the charges against me if I cooperate. And I'll answer your questions to the extent I'm able. Before you ask, I'll begin by saying that I had nothing to do with Julie and Dwayne's deaths."
"Okay." I said. "Where were you yesterday? The whole day."
Alicia: "I went to the Hospital at 7:00am that morning, having picked up a sausage, egg, and cheese sandwich from the Town Diner's takeout window on the way. And as you know, I did not go home but to University Hotel late that night."
"We'll circle back to that later." I said. "How well did you know the Mathesons?"
Alicia said "As I told Detective Warner at the Hospital, I talked with Julie some at the fence between our properties, but we weren't close, and we didn't socialize with them."
I said "How did you meet Jeff Cawthorne?"
Alicia: "Julie introduced us. Jeff was at her house that weekend, and they came out on their back porch and saw me doing some gardening. Julie called out to me to come over for some lemonade, so I did and was introduced to Jeff."
"When did you and Jeff begin having sex?" I asked.
"About three weeks after Julie introduced us." Alicia said. "He saw me getting the mail and said hello. I invited him inside, and twenty minutes later he was fucking me in my husband's bed. I love my husband, but he is lousy in bed, and Jeff is handsome and was really good in bed."
"How long did that go on?" I asked.
Alicia said: "We hooked up pretty frequently after that, until late this past summer, when the business they started got busy and Jeff broke it off because he was engaged and planning to get married."
"Does your husband know you and Jeff were having sex?" I asked.
"I don't know for sure, but I think he knew, and just didn't say anything." Alicia said.
"So to confirm... you never told him about your affair with Jeff, and he never asked if you were having sex with Jeff?" I said.
"No, I never said anything, and my husband never asked me." Alicia said.
"Did you know that Julie and Jeff were having sex?" Joanne asked.
"Not at that time." Alicia said. "Jeff told me later. He told me about the Matheson's open marriage, which he called a 'Stag and Vixen' relationship, and he, Jeff, was Julie's Bull. He also told me that he was banging Julie when Dwayne wasn't at home, and Dwayne either didn't know about it or wasn't saying anything if Julie told him about it."
"Let's circle back to your husband." I said. "You don't know where those monthly payments are from?"
"No." said Alicia. "I knew they were there, and it appeared they were from his work, so I didn't ask him about it."
"If I may, sir." Joanne said. I nodded, and Joanne said "Mrs. Tate, I have to say that I'm skeptical of that. It's a joint account and you just said you knew the deposits were there, so I can't understand why you wouldn't ask what they were about... unless you already knew, and you said you didn't know. So which is it?"
That got Alicia's hackles up. "Detective Warner," she said, "I don't know what your relationship with your husband is like, but I trust mine."
"I trust my husband, too." said Joanne. "But if I saw regular deposits like that, I'd ask him about them, just to know. And he might tell me they're deposits from his Patreon for Hospital Administrators, and I'd accept that. But I wouldn't just let it sit, not knowing."
Alicia exhaled, then said, frustration in her voice, "I don't know what you want from me. What I told you is the truth. I didn't ask him."
I said "Mrs. Tate, you need to understand that we're already skeptical of the veracity of your statements, and that's because of this." I took a still photo from the folder on the table, taken from the video of both Tates checking in at University Hotel, and slid it across the table for her to see.
"So, Mrs. Tate," I continued, "this is your one and only chance to come correct with us, on that and everything else. Now if you're thinking that if you tell the truth now we'll jump on it and say it proves your lying, you should know that I'm not like that and I don't play those crap games like dirty lawyers do. I'm not going to go after you like that, and I just said it into that camera that is recording us." I pointed up at the camera that was recording us.
Alicia said "Look, I'm not lying. I didn't ask about the money. You're probably going to go find him and ask him about it, so you can ask him if I ever asked about it, and he'll tell you I didn't."
I pointed at the photo. "So why deceive us about that?"
"She didn't lie about that." snarled Berry. "She never specifically said that he was in Midtown that entire night."
"You're right, Mrs. Tate." I said. "This poor excuse for an attorney is going to bury you in the hole he's digging. I'm willing to let a Jury determine if you lied to us."
Alicia said "I've already told him to keep his mouth shut, but he's not listening. Anyway, semantics aside, I was just trying to protect my husband. He works for the State Government, and the Police bearing down on him is just the kind of trouble he doesn't need."
"Why would he get in trouble?" asked Joanne, her eyes boring into Alicia.
"He was supposed to be in Midtown overnight." said Alicia. "The State is paying for hotel rooms, even for employees that live in and near Midtown, and they want them used and their people there. My husband snuck back up here, and he drove back early in the morning."
"But why?" Joanne asked, nearing exasperation. "Why did he drive two hours to get up here, only to have to drive back, what, five hours later?"
"To be with me." Alicia said. "My neighbors's deaths rattled me, and my husband came up to make sure I was okay. "
Joanne said "And I also don't understand why you didn't just go home instead of checking into University Hotel. Even with the free breakfast, spending a hundred bucks when you didn't need to just doesn't make sense!"
Alicia said "Like I said before, it was close and it was easy to do. And with a murder, maybe two, in my own neighborhood, I felt safer checking into the hotel."
Joanne: "But you just said your husband came up to make sure you were okay. And for that matter, how did he know you were going to the Hotel instead of going home?"
"Stop badgering my client." Berry said in a low and threatening voice.
"Badgering?" Joanne fired at him. "You think this is badgering? Really?"
Alicia turned to Berry and said "Why don't you just go. You're not following my instructions, and you're getting me in more trouble than I would be in without you."
"I think I should stay." said Berry. "These cops are trying to entrap you, and Troy's word is of no value. He'll throw you under the bus the first chance he gets-----"
"GO!" yelled Alicia. "And don't even think of sending me a bill. I'm not paying you a dime, and if you try to collect from me I'll sue you as well as make a formal malpractice complaint to the State Bar."
"We'll see about that." snarled Berry. He got his things and got up and left the room.
"Do you want to call new representation?" I asked.
"No, not right now." said Alicia. "And to answer your Detective's question: I didn't know my husband was coming up until late last night when he called me and said he'd heard about the Mathesons and was on his way up. I told him to pick me up at the Hospital, and we went from there to the Hotel."
Joanne was about to say more, but I touched her on the arm, then I said: "Mrs. Tate, let's just... stop the games. You're making word salad now, and twisting the truth into a pretzel, and I think I know why."
I said: "You didn't go home last night because you knew the Police were at the Matheson home and watching over it, and that you would be observed arriving home. And you were trying to avoid being questioned by the Police, at least until you could talk to your husband, who you originally believed was staying overnight in Midtown. Ergo, you checked into the Hotel. And with your husband having come up, he naturally went with you."
"That sure didn't work." Alicia said. "Here we are."
"Don't you get snippy with us!" Joanne practically exploded. "Keep giving me attitude like that, and I'll throw you under the jail!"
I touched Joanne on the arm again, and she wisely stopped her tirade. I bored in on Alicia as I said "Look, Mrs. Tate... now that the piece o'crap lawyer is gone, I can tell you that I indeed was considering reducing or even dropping the charges... but it is getting harder and harder for me to consider it. There is only one reason for you to avoid the Police, especially about a serious matter like a murder investigation: there is something you don't want us to find out."
I continued: "We've put out an APB for your husband. We are going to arrest him, and we are going interrogate him. Even if you aren't curious enough to ask about these deposits in his account, I sure am, and I am going to ask about them. I am going to ask why he came back up to Town last night------"
"You don't have probable cause for that!" Alicia exclaimed.
"Don't we?" I asked. "Your husband's next door neighbors are dead of suspicious, non-natural causes. The two dead bodies alone are sufficient probable cause, but I have a lot more. You see, his wife has been found by Police to be on video a having an extramarital sexual relationship with those neighbors's business partner. And his wife has been charged with lying to Police, and definitely has not been cooperative nor forthcoming with the Police------"
"I DON'T KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT THOSE GOD DAMN DEPOSITS!" Alicia yelled, breaking down. "WHY WON'T YOU FUCKING BELIEVE ME? I DON'T KNOW!" she yelled between choked sobs.
"If you want us to believe you, you need to tell us the truth." Joanne said.
"I AM TELLING YOU THE TRUTH!" Alicia screamed. "I am cooperating with you! I'm trying to answer your questions, but you refuse to believe anything I'm telling you!"
"You're right, I don't believe you." Joanne said. "You're not------"
Geez! she's horrible at interrogations, I thought to myself as this time I grabbed Joanne's wrist. My gray eyes bore hard into Joanne's blue peepers as I said "Why don't you watch from the anteroom?"
Joanne looked stunned as she said "Sir?"
"Go! Just go. I'll finish this." I ordered. Totally in shock, and a little bit pissed off, Joanne got up and exited I-1 into the anteroom. I watched Alicia Tate, who had fallen back in her chair, her head down until her chin was on her neck and upper chest.
"For what it's worth," I said quietly, "I do believe a lot of what you're saying, most of it, in fact. But you're holding back. The problem is that you're holding back."
Alicia said "You know, I don't even have to answer questions about my husband. Spousal privilege. But I'm trying to cooperate. I'm trying to help you."
I said "I know. But spousal privilege doesn't apply to the joint bank account... it's yours, too. And at this point, Alicia, it doesn't matter. I'm going to ask the D.A. to reduce the charge against you to a misdemeanor, like I always intended to... after we find and arrest your husband, and thoroughly... thoroughly... interrogate him."
Alicia's answer stunned me. She looked up and dried up her tears, then said "Will you let me talk to him, and arrange for him to turn himself in? To you, and no one else?"
"Yes, but there are some strict conditions." I said. "I have to be with you in the room, and listening to your call. You can talk to him about arranging to come in, but you cannot speak of the issues nor what we've asked you nor what you've said to us, so far..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The phone rang and a male voice said "Hello?"
"Alvin, this is Alicia." said Alicia to her husband.
"Hi, honey. Are you okay?" Alvin asked.
"I'm under arrest." said Alicia. "I need you to turn yourself in to either the Town & County Police or the Midtown Police. The TCPD has put out an APB on you."
"Yes, I know." said Alvin.
"How?" said Alicia.
"I'm at Midtown Police Headquarters now." said Alvin.
I suppressed a laugh, then said into the speaker-phone we were on: "This is Commander Don Troy of the TCPD. Who is there with you, Mr. Tate?"
"Hi Commander! This is Detective Nell Bell." said Nell Bell.
"Hi Nell!" I said happily. "Good to hear your voice again. I need y'all to get Mr. Tate up here as fast as you can... and keep him alive along the way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to MCD, but Joanne Warner was not there. "Captain Michaels called Joanne to her (Captain Michael's) office, sir." I was told.
I went to Captain Claire Michaels office, knocked, then went right on in. "Sir?" said Captain Michaels, rising out of her chair to her feet.
"Where's Warner?" I asked.
"I sent her on home, sir." said Claire. "With respect, sir, she was upset about being kicked out of the interrogation, and she wasn't going to get anything done while she was upset."
"It's just as well." I said, halfway to myself. Then I bored in and said "Tomorrow morning, you, Lieutenant Davis, Detective Warner and I will have a meeting about why I made her leave, and about interrogations in general. Let Warner know when you see her again, and make sure I have no problem finding her when I'm ready to have that meeting."
"Yes sir." Claire said to my back as I exited the office...
Part 9 - The Big Leagues
6:20pm, Tuesday, January 5th. I went into I-2 with Detective Teddy Parker. Waiting at the table were Richard Davalos and his attorney, Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C. Masterson was short, his dark brown hair combed sideways over the top of his head, parted over the right temple. And the look of arrogance on his face was matched only by his attitude.
Earlier, when we did not jump at his beck and call, Masterson left, telling the Uniformed Officer outside the room to put Davalos in a holding cell while he, Masterson, went to dinner. That was just as well, as it was dinner time for those being held at Headquarters. When I had the Duty Desk call Masterson back, he took his time getting to the Station. But he was here now...
"Well, if it ain't the Town & County's Finest... Bar Code." said Masterson as I went into the room.
"And if it ain't the State's most racist Jew Hater." I replied as sat down opposite Davalos, and Teddy sat to my left.
"You don't look like a Jew." Davalos said, his face showing surprise.
"And exactly what are Jews supposed to look like, Mr. Davalos?" I asked him. Davalos just shrugged.
I re-read Davalos his considerable rights from the card. Masterson wasted no time launching into the attack: "What are you charging my client with?"
I addressed Davalos, as if Masterson was not even there: "You're being charged with felony criminal battery, for openers. Mr. Matheson has also filed assault and battery charges against you, and we have your attack upon him on video. He's going to sue you in civil court, as well, but that's the least of your problems. You're looking at prison time, Davalos, not to mention the loss of your law license and the destruction of your career as a lobbyist for the big companies... like BigCommunicationsCorp."
"I'll have the charges dropped and my client back home before you can finish singing 'Hatikva'." snarled Masterson. "My client is a well-known and upstanding member of his community, has never been convicted of a crime, and is being railroaded by the dirtiest cop in this State, that being you, Troy. Furthermore, his grief over his daughter's death is a strong mitigating circumstance for his actions."
"We need to get this attorney a package of straws to clutch." I said to Teddy Parker.
"It is pathetic, sir." Parker agreed.
I said "Yes, speaking of your standing, Mr. Davalos... that's what I want to discuss with you. And you'll cooperate if you want any chance of mitigating the charges against you and the sentence you're going to receive."
"Cooperate over what?" Masterson asked. "My client has nothing to say about these assault charges that, again, will be dropped like a hot potatoe (sic on purpose) before we're even through the arraignment."



I said "What I find 'interesting', Mr. Davalos, is that your law firm guaranteed the mortgage of Jeff Cawthorne's Palmyra County home. Furthermore, your firm does the contract work for Aronis Software Solutions... who hired Mr. Cawthorne as a consultant, only to end the contract early, four months later. And you're a lobbyist for BigCommo... the company for whom your daughter, son-in-law, and Cawthorne all worked for, and all left."
"So what?" said Masterson. "None of that is illegal, at all."
"Mr. Davalos," I said, "we know that you were very angry when Dwayne Matheson left BigCommo. Why were you so angry?"
"Again," said Masterson, "there is nothing illegal about that."
I said "It can be introduced at your arraignment as well as your trial, Mr. Davalos... to show that you are a hothead, and that your anger against the son was taken out by an assault and battery on his father. But what I really want to know, Mr. Davalos... is why weren't you at least that angry when your daughter quit BigCommo?"
"I was glad when she quit." said Davalos, staring daggers at me. "She didn't need to be working. A woman's place is in the home."
"Ahhh." I said, as Masterson whispered furiously into Davalos's ear, probably trying to get Davalos to not speak at all. "So the woman's place is in the home... just like a woman should be married off to someone her father chooses?"
"My client never said that about marrying off his daughter, and you're twisting what he did say." Masterson said accusingly.
"But I'm sensing a pattern." I said. "I'm sensing a pattern. And I'm seeing another pattern... association with Jeff Cawthorne, who happens to be your daughter and son-in-law's business partner. And a positive association at that... I'd be willing to bet you were a big reason why Cawthorne got that Aronis contract to begin with. Am I right?"
"Yeah, maybe I put in a good word for him." Davalos admitted. "So what?"
"And you guaranteed the mortgage for his Palmyra County home." I said. "Very, very generous, wouldn't you say?"
"Nothing illegal about that." said Masterson.
"Unless it's a motive... for murder." I said.
"Are you outta your tree?" Matheson practically yelled. "What am I saying? Of course you are. But you fell from the top branch this time, and right on your head."
"Mr. Davalos," I said, "let's get serious, here... real serious. The pattern I'm sensing... is that you bitterly hated your son-in-law Dwayne, and you were hoping and maybe scheming to get him out of the way so that your daughter could marry Cawthorne. And so you financially helped Cawthorne so that he could support your daughter. So... what lengths would you go to in order to eliminate Dwayne as your daughter's husband, eh?"
I could see in Davalos's eyes that I was right, and that my remarks were hitting home. He said "I hated that little shit, but I didn't do anything to him. If I'd wanted him dead, he would've been dead years ago------" At that point, Nathan Masterson grabbed his shoulder and began haranguing him to be quiet.
"Let me say this." Davalos ordered. He then turned to me and said "I did not try to have my daughter's husband murdered. I had my reasons for wanting him to stay alive. And it was her that ended up being murdered."
"And here we go again." I said. "How do you know she was murdered?"
"I guess I don't factually know." said Davalos. "But isn't it obviously a murder-suicide? Didn't he kill her and then himself?"
"The evidence so far does not support that theory." I said.
"Then who did kill them?" Davalos asked, and I noted that Masterson was allowing this conversation to continue.
"That is what I'm investigating now... what really happened." I said. "And there's another thing I don't understand. Make me understand why you were rabid with anger when Dwayne quit BigCommo, and you were demanding he go back to work there."
"I was hoping that if he did go back, my daughter would divorce him." Davalos said.
"How would you know there would be issues like that if Dwayne did go back?" I asked.
"Jeff Cawthorne told me." Davalos said. "He knew my daughter and that pipsqueak husband of hers were arguing over it. And we agreed that if we could get the little shit to go back to BigCommo, she might leave him and turn to Jeff."
"Good answer." I said. "It's actually plausible. But Julie never turned to Jeff in those months Dwayne was working his ass off at BigCommo... in fact, she finally got her husband to quit and leave BigCommo... which made you angry. I dunno, the circle just doesn't quite complete itself, there."
"That's one reason I didn't have that little shit killed." Davalos said. "They wanted him back, and if it meant my daughter would divorce him, so much the better------"
"I think my client has said more than enough." announced Nathan Masterson, his words conveying as much warning to his client as to me. "If you want more, Bar Code, you need to offer my client a good deal in exchange for his truthful answers and testimony. Like dropping all these specious little charges."
"Not gonna happen." I said. "And remember, Mr. Matheson has filed his own charges, and those aren't going away. And, of course, we have to verify what you've said with Jeff Cawthorne. If they don't match, then someone is lying to Police, and I have a very strong suspicion of who is doing the lying. Okay, Parker, let's go."
We got up and exited I-2. In the anteroom, I said "Parker, wait here and watch until they stop talking. Make sure Masterson doesn't (air quotes) 'accidentally' leave anything behind. Once he's gone, have Davalos taken to an isolation holding cell, then come get me. I will still be here, no matter how long it takes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, January 5th. Jerome Davis came to my office and said "The Midtown PD, specifically Nell Bell and Steve Ruger, just brought Alvin Tate in. Do we run him through Booking?"
"Not yet." I said. "Put him in I-1, then escort Nell Bell and Steve Ruger to my office. Jerome did so, and I invited him to stay as I talked to our MPD friends.
We went into my office, where the MPD Detectives were waiting. After the exchange of greetings, Nell Bell said "Steve is going back tonight, but I'm staying up here. I'd appreciate it if I can sit in on what y'all are doing."
"By all means." I said. "We're glad to have you. You'll have to get up to speed as we go along, though. I'm going to go in and talk to Mr. Tate. I understand he's called an attorney?"
"Yes sir." said Jerome Davis. "Mr. Dennison, who is on retainer for the Union representing State Department of Labor employees."
"He's a 'good guy', relatively speaking." I said. "So let's not go out of our way to offend him. Okay, let's go."
I led the way to I-A, where Mr. Dennison, a lanky, middle-aged black man, was sitting with a white man in his upper-30s to lower-40s, medium height, and just beginning to put on some weight.
"Mr. Tate, I am Commander Troy of the TCPD, and this is Lieutenant Jerome Davis. Detective Bell of the Midtown PD is sitting in as a courtesy. I am going to read you your rights." I did so from the card, and Mr. Tate said he understood the rights.
"Mr. Tate," I said, "your neighbors Dwayne and Julie Matheson were found dead yesterday morning. We have talked to your wife Alicia, and we have some clarifying questions we need you to answer."
"Go ahead." said Alvin Tate.
"How well did you know your neighbors, the Mathesons?" I asked.
"Not very well." said Alvin. "I'd spoken to them a few times. My wife Alicia knew Julie Matheson much better than I did."
"Did you ever hear them arguing about anything?" I asked.
"Just once." said Tate. "Last Spring. It was like 11:00pm, and they were on their back deck. She started getting loud about how late he'd gotten home, and how he needed to cut back his hours. Then it became an argument over him quitting that job. They went back inside after about five minutes. I think they had more arguments, and then that Summer they seemed to have reconciled. My wife said Julie told her he'd quit his job."
"Did you know Jeff Cawthorne?" I asked.
"I know that he was their co-worker." Alvin said. "I'm pretty sure he was living in their apartment above their garage, though he was only there at times. I never talked with him other than a 'hello' if I saw him."
"Your wife knew Mr. Cawthorne, also?" I asked.
"Oh yes." said Tate. "He was very friendly with my wife. Very friendly with Julie Matheson, also. He was that kind of guy, a 'ladies man', a charmer."
"Do you have a good marriage, Mr. Tate? How are things with your wife?"
"Why are you asking that?" interjected Mr. Dennison.
"Just background information, to clarify things for myself." I replied. "Mr. Tate?"
"Our marriage is good." said Alvin Tate. "She works a lot of late hours this time of year, and I have to go to Midtown every once in a while, but for the most part we're nine-to-fivers and spend our off-time together."
I opened the file folder I had brought in. "Let's just get to the nitty-gritty of it, Mr. Tate. These are bank statements of your joint account with Alicia, obtained after acquiring a warrant. They show some regular payments of $250 a month. Your wife showed a surprising inability to explain them, thus necessitating us asking you. What were those payments, Mr. Tate?"
Mr. Tate sighed and exhaled. "They're not illegal." he said.
"Good." I said. "Then you'll have no trouble enlightening us as to who paid them to you, and what they are for."
Tate said "First of all, my wife didn't know who was making those payments to me, nor why. I told her I was getting them, and told her not to ask why. For plausible deniability."
"Which did not do her very much good." I said. "But that's water under the bridge. So, who was making those payments?"
"A guy named John Proctor." said Alvin Tate. "He's an attorney, but I'm not sure who he works for."
"MegaTech Industries." I said, knowing that I still had Proctor's card from my interview with MegaTech CEO Eliot Sanders. (Author's note: 'Homewrecker', Ch. 02.)
"What were the payments for?" I asked.
Alvin Tate inhaled, then exhaled and said "I was being paid to keep tabs on the Mathesons. Proctor contacted me last Spring, and said all I had to do for $250 a month was to make some emails on a burner iPhone, and report what was going on next door. And that's why I didn't tell Alicia what they were about; she and Julie were friends, and if she knew that I was telling Proctor everything she told me that Julie had told her, then Alicia would've stopped telling me anything."
"So why did you do it in the first place?" I asked.
"Hey, it was easy money." said Tate. "I just email and say 'Here's what's going on with the neighbors.' and I get $250 a month. I didn't see any harm in it."
"And for that matter," I asked, "did they ever tell you why they wanted you to spy on the Mathesons?"
"Proctor said something about them being considered for a big consulting job." said Tate. "He said there was a lot of security interests in the job, and they had to know who they were dealing with beyond just the normal checks."
I nodded. "And what did you tell them?" I asked.
"Them?" said Mr. Dennison, finally catching on to the form of my previous couple of sentences.
"Oh yes." I said. "Proctor wasn't acting alone. He works for MegaTech Industries, directly for their CEO, if memory serves me correctly."
Alvin Tate said "He was the only person I ever talked to, though I can't say who else might've been receiving the emails I sent."
"What information did you send them?" I asked, getting us back on track.
"I told them about the arguments, about them seeming to make up." said Tate. "I told them about the Mathesons going into business for themselves and with Cawthorne... and I told them that the Mathesons had an open marriage, and that Julie Matheson and Jeff Cawthorne were in a sexual relationship. Alicia told me Julie told her that."
"Mr. Tate," I said, "are you sure your wife didn't know what you were doing? Let me put it this way, sir. She's in some trouble for misleading the Police in our initial investigation. She was the one in a position to get more information than you were. It would make sense if she was getting information out of Julie Matheson... and Jeff Cawthorne... to give to you to send to them."
"I swear to God." said Alvin Tate. "She did not know what I was doing. She did not know that everything she was telling me was going straight to email."
I was peering at Tate, looking him squarely in the eye. He was looking back at me. It was at times like these I had to make a decision on whether or not he was telling the truth, and what action to take. I could hit him with the tape of his wife being fucked from behind by Jeff Cawthorne, and possibly destroy their marriage in doing so. I could arrest him right now, and put a lot more pressure on both of them to get more out of them. But would it do any good? Could it be that both the Tates were telling the truth?
I made the decision, going down a path I was confident I was correct about. "Mr. Tate," I said, "what else did they promise you, in exchange for your information?"
Tate almost wilted. He finally said: "I... I'm a mid-level manager in the State Department of Labor, and I have good chances of going a lot higher and then starting a political career. But I'm a Democrat, so I knew I'd have to bide my time while Jared was Governor. I can't tell you how much I despise that man."
Tate: "Anyway, Proctor told me that if I took the money and kept tabs on the Mathesons, my career would advance much more quickly, and I would have opportunities that wouldn't otherwise come to me. And I didn't know exactly who he was working for, but I knew that he wasn't just blowing smoke up my... well, you know. I knew he could make good on that promise."
"But Sharon Marshall won the Governorship, so that's set you back, hasn't it?" I asked.
Tate looked at me, and said "Oh, no sir. Not at all. Everyone knew she would win against that Alzheimers-addled buffoon Hoyt Stenson. And even before Ms. Marshall won the Election in November, Proctor was telling me that I'd still have opportunities, especially after Ms. Marshall was gone as Governor, and that that very likely would happen in less than four years."
"How so?" I asked, peering hard at him. "Are there threats to the Governor I need to know about?"
"Not that I know of." said Tate. "And I have nothing against Governor Marshall. I don't despise her like I despise that son of a bitch Jared. If I had to guess, I'd say they're going to try to impeach and remove her the same way they almost got that bastard Jared."
"That's just a guess, an opinion." said Mr. Dennison. "So don't go trying to accuse him of lying to Police."
"No worries." I said. "Lieutenant, do you have any questions for Mr. Tate?"
"Yes sir." said Jerome. He took the photo of the Tates checking into the University Hotel and put it on the table in front of Tate and Mr. Dennison. "Mr. Tate, you and your wife checked into University Hotel late Monday night, is that not right?"
"That's right." said Alvin Tate.
Jerome said "We understand that you and the other State employees at the conferences in Midtown were supposed to stay there overnight in the hotel rooms provided for you. Is that correct?"
Tate: "We weren't under a curfew or absolutely required to stay there. They provided rooms because we were having evening meetings, then everyone would go to the hotel bar and (air quotes) 'bond' as a team with pleasant conversation. But after our meetings were over on Monday night, I left and came back home because I thought my wife needed me after the deaths of our neighbors."
"That's understandable." said Jerome. "But what I really don't get is why you both checked into University Hotel instead of coming home."
Tate said "I called my wife on the way up, and she said she'd made a reservation to check into the hotel rather than go home, because she was concerned for our safety, what with our neighbors being dead and possibly murdered. So when I got here, I picked her up and we checked into the hotel."
Jerome: "You didn't question why your wife chose to spend a hundred bucks on a hotel room when your home was just up the road?"
Tate: "When she explained her reasons, I agreed with them. And the room was reserved and paid for. So no, I didn't question it at all. And by the way, are you guys going to release my wife tonight?"
"I'll let you know within an hour." I replied. "Detective Bell, do you have any questions for Mr. Tate?"
"No sir." said Nell Bell...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we came into the anteroom, Cpt. Claire Michaels was there, having watched through the one-way glass.
"Well done, Lieutenant Davis." I made sure to say in front of her. "I'd almost forgotten about the hotel check-in." And I was 'not displeased' that Claire made no reaction to that.
"Thank you, sir." Jerome replied. "Are we releasing Alicia Tate?"
"Let's go to my office." I said. We all went to my office, and I had Nell Bell sit in the near-side 'hot chair' and Jerome in the far-side 'hot chair'. Claire Michaels sat on the sofa behind them.
"What do y'all think?" I asked. "Let the Tates go to their house, tell them to stay at their house, and put an ankle monitor on Alicia so she doesn't try to run before her arraignment tomorrow?"
"You don't just want to drop the charges against her?" Claire asked. "Unless you think she's a suspect in Julie Matheson's murder, I'm not sure what else you're trying to get from her. Between her and her husband's stories, which generally match, we've got about as much as we're going to get from them."
"I agree, and dropping the charges is what I'm considering right now." I replied. "But I still have some nagging doubts, especially about her."
"Sir," said Jerome Davis, "I would add to what Captain Michaels said by saying that it's pretty thin case of Alicia lying to us. She definitely didn't tell us everything, and she did mislead us, but it's going to be a semantics issue on whether she actually lied to us."
"True. Good point." I said. After a moment's consideration, I gave my instructions:
"Jerome, go have our guys put an ankle monitor on Alicia, and then take her to the waiting room where her husband and Dennison are. Tell Dennison we're releasing her into his custody, and that it's his responsibility to get her to her arraignment tomorrow. And tell both the Tates to stay at their house tonight, and definitely to not leave the County under any circumstances. Go do that now." Jerome moved out smartly.
"So where are you staying tonight, Nell?" I asked. "I can't offer you room in The Cabin."
"University Hotel." Nell said.
"She can stay with me." said Claire Michaels. "If you don't mind a lot of unpacked boxes all over the place. I just moved in."
"I appreciate it," said Nell Bell, "but I've already made the reservation, so the money's spent."
"Okay." I said. "Claire, why don't you check with Parker and see if Nathan Masterson left. Then check with Intel, and after that you can head home. I won't be too far behind. I just need a few minutes with Nell first."
"Yes sir." Claire said, getting up. "Detective Bell, I can wait and give you a ride to the Hotel, if you like."
"That'd be great, ma'am." said Nell. Claire bade me goodnight and I returned the salutation, and she exited the office.
I peered at Nell, who became uncomfortable like a watched dog. She finally said "Sir?"
"Why are you here, Ms. Bell?" I asked. She did not pretend to not understand.
"Not much gets past you, sir." she said. After a pause, in which my eyes did not waver from hers, she said "As you know, sir, in addition to everything else, the Midtown Police has the added fun of getting to watch the politicians in our State, especially when they're in Midtown."



Nell Bell: "We've become aware of a possible threat to Governor Sharon Marshall. There's political talk about (air quotes) 'getting her', as in politically; and then there's real, existential threats about (air quotes) 'getting her', as in trying to harm her. It's hard separating the wheat from the chaff, and we are beginning to be concerned."
I said "And Alvin Tate is part of that? I did not fail to notice that he slipped up and told us that he was told that Marshall might not be there for four years."
Nell said "Alvin Tate wasn't on our radar until your APB was put out on him. And since I learn a lot from you every time I work with you, I told Chief Soltis that I'd come up and sit in with you if you let me. And yes sir, we will be evaluating Mr. Tate."
"I'm always glad to have your help on our cases." I said. "I'd steal you from Midtown and bring you up here, but I know Chief Soltis needs good people like you even more than I do. As to Alvin Tate... yes, he slipped up, but I'm not thinking he's the threat to Sharon Marshall."
"Who is, sir?" Nell Bell asked, having astutely picked up on the form of my statement.
"I would tend to look in the direction of who was paying Tate to spy on the Mathesons." I said. "I would tend to look at who the Mathesons, and Cawthorne, had been working for before going into business for themselves. I would tend to look in the direction of who Richard Davalos, father of the late Julie Davalos Matheson, is a lobbyist for." Nell nodded thoughtfully.
I said "Okay, I have something I need to do before I head home. Captain Michael's office is the next suite down the hall, and she's waiting for you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You were right, sir." said Teddy Parker, who was at his desk in MCD. I was in MCD's 'Command Chair' that was reserved for me, which I'd pulled up next to his desk. "Matheson left a notebook in I-2. I ran out to give it to him. I think he was pissed I'd done that. But why did he do that, and how did you know he would do that, sir?"
I said "I didn't know for sure, but I don't trust that Jew Hater as far as I can throw him, and I halfway expected him to do something. He trusts me about as much as I trust him, so I figured he'd try to set up a way to sneak back in, to make sure we don't try any tricks with Davalos. Problem for Matheson is, though... I've got all night.'
Parker grinned, and I said "Okay, Teddy, go home, get some rest, and be ready for lots of Police activity tomorrow. And by the way... when are you going to get Janice Holloway to the altar?"
"This April, sir." said Teddy. "I'm leaving it all to her, and will show up when and where she says."
"Smart man." I said as I got up. "Smart man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:45pm, Tuesday, January 5th. I went through I-2 into the jail side area of Police Headquarters and down the hall to the holding cells. The Desk Officer there 'failed' to notice me as I went past him.
Richard Davalos was alone in an isolation cell when I unlocked the door and went inside. The camera that was monitoring the cell suddenly developed static, as if the Slender Man was in the house, which the Desk Officer again 'failed' to notice.
"Where's my lawyer?" Davalos said.
"I'm not going to ask you any questions." I said. "You're a lawyer, so you know I can do this and not violate your considerable rights."
"I want my lawyer present anyway." Davalos said.
"Tough shit." I replied, my eyes boring into him, then I started in: "I know what you're thinking, Davalos. You're thinking that little slimeball attorney of yours is going to get you off, get the charges dropped. You're thinking that big shots like you that work for the Big Boys, who I call the Swamp Frogs, will be taken care of, that jail is for the Little People."
Davalos's eyes were beginning to show hatred as I continued: "I'm here to tell you some news. Even if you somehow get out of the world of shit you are in, your career is pretty much over. And your usefulness to the Swamp Frogs, the Big Boy Corporate Elites, is definitely o-vah. At best, you're a pariah, persona non grata. At worst... they're going to do to you what they've done to everyone else that has become useless to them... and what they did to your daughter."
Davalos's face became a mask of ugly hatred, but mixed with the beginnings of fear as I went on: "Oh, it wasn't supposed to be like this, Davalos. But you can see what I can see: they betrayed you. They acted on their own, and they murdered your daughter."
I said: "You owe them nothing, Davalos. Nothing! In fact, if it were me, I'd be thinking of how I could take revenge upon them. And you are in a position to do that. You can expose what they were doing, what ended up leading to your daughter's death. And you might want to. Masterson? He's not here to serve your interests, but his true masters's interests."
"The funny thing is..." I said, "I'm the one that can actually get the charges dropped. I'm the one, and just about the only one, that can protect you and your wife from them. But there's not much time, Davalos."
I turned to the door, then turned back and said "Enjoy your last night of peaceful sleep." And then I exited the cell and went back into my side of Headquarters, leaving Davalos to contemplate his fate...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:25pm. I walked into the Mountain Nest and into the greatroom. I observed my wife Laura sitting on the far-side sofa, perusing something on her iPad. I observed two outstanding dogs near the back door. They were lying down instead of sitting up, so I knew I had a few minutes before they really needed to go out.
"Long day?" Laura asked as I sat down on the sofa next to her, to her left.
"Long, but productive." I said. "How about you? Have you accepted the University Presidency yet?"
Laura grinned a grin that said she knew I was needling her. "No, not yet." she replied. "Yesterday was our 'come-to-Jesus' Faculty meeting about what the University is doing vis-a-vis funding by the State Legislature. A lot of the various State government departments are having meetings in Midtown, getting their proverbial ducks in a row."
I said "Like the State Department of Labor. We had to pluck Alvin Tate from them for questioning. He's the next-door-neighbor of the Mathesons, who died yesterday... and I'm sure Carole has told you all about that. How was she tonight, by the way?"
"She was well-behaved." Laura said. "She was better than Jim about going right up and getting ready for bed when I told them to. No fuss at all... well, hold on."
Indeed, we'd heard the pitter-patter of little de-feets, followed by the flash of yellow pajamas as my firstborn child came down the stairs. Carole came right on into the greatroom and sat down next to me, to my left. "How's the case going, Daddy?" she asked.
"Didn't your mom tell you to go to bed?" I asked.
"Yes sir, and I did." Carole said. "I was very good. I didn't even argue."
Laura said "No, you didn't, and you were very good. But 'going to bed' means going there and staying there. You should be asleep."
"But I couldn't sleep, Mommy." Carole said. "And I have to ask Daddy a question about the case."
Laura was about to say something, but I patted her thigh then said to Carole "Okay, what's the question?"
"Daddy," Carole said, "is Matthew Willis related to Mitt Willis, who was killed while you were arr-resting him?"
I was shocked. I said "How do you know who Matthew Willis is?"
"He's the Seee-eee-oh (CEO) of BigCommunicationsCorp." Carole said. "That's who those dead people we saw yesterday were work-ing for."
"True." I said. "How did you know that?"
"It's right there on the Internet, Daddy." Carole said.
"I see." I said. "Well, Mitt Willis was Matthew's father. And how did you know he was killed while I was arresting him?"
"I read the Po-leece report about it." Carole admitted.
"And how did you get that?" I asked.
"I looked it up on the Tee-Cee-Pee-Dee site." Carole said.
"Annnd how do you know how to do that?" I asked.
"I watched you and other Detectives do it." Carole said. "It's pretty easy."
"How'd you get my password?" I asked.
"I didn't, Daddy." Carole said. "I logged on with my own badge number and my own password." Laura and I just looked at each other in stunned amazement. Our daughter was seven years old, after all. Carole asked "Am I in trouble, Daddy?"
"No." I said. "But you need to be very careful about that. And I would prefer you only do things like that with me supervising you, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. "So Matthew Willis is Mitt Willis's son, like Jim is your son?"
"That's right." I said.
"And Mitt Willis was a bad man, wasn't he?" Carole said. "A very bad man."
"Yes, he was." I said. "One of the worst criminals I'd ever had to deal with. He murdered another man, shot him in cold blood."
"And he thought he was better than you, and everyone else, didn't he, Daddy?" Carole said.
"Yes, as a matter of fact, he did." I said.
"Matthew Willis is just as bad." Carole said. "He's just as evil as his father was. And he's the guy that had those people killed."
"How do you know that?" Laura asked.
"I just------" Carole said, then stopped.
"She just knows." I said, finishing the sentence for Carole. "And I'll tell you this, Carole. I agree with you. I think you're right. I think Matthew Willis's company, BigCommo, has something to do with their deaths."
"We're in the Big Leagues now, aren't we Daddy?" Carole said. "Are you going to arrrrest him?"
"You know how we talked about having to have proof in order to arrest someone?" I said. "That it's not enough to know it, but to have to prove it to a Jury of twelve people that don't have the Vibes that you and your cousin Cindy have?"
"Yes sir." Carole said. "Maybe I can help you get the proof!"
I noticed the dogs had sat up, meaning they needed to go out. I said "Maybe, but not tonight. You need to go back to bed, and get some sleep."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said, hopping up off the sofa. She hugged me and said "Nite Daddy." Then she hugged her mother, who hugged her warmly and said "Sleep well, Carole. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day."
Carole scampered back up the stairs, and I went to take the dogs out. As I sat on the metal mesh loveseat on the patio while they did their business, I cleared my mind, pushing aside my sheer amazement at what my daughter had done and said. And I realized that she was onto it... and that maybe she of all people could be the one that helped me bring the killers of the Mathesons to Justice.
When I went back inside with the dogs, Laura was turning off the lights. "Mmm," I said, noticing she was wearing her Kerr matte black high heel pumps with the rubber soles for traction, "your legs look good in those heels." I slid my hands around her waist.
"Like 'em?" Laura said as she wrapped her arms around my neck.
"I like 'em even better when you're wearing them... and nothing else." I said.
"That can be arranged." she said. We went up the stairs, and I let the dogs into the kids's rooms, noticing Carole was already asleep. Then Laura and I went to bed, where I spent the next hour between those legs that the high heel pumps shaped so magnificently...
Part 10 - Undermined
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 6th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "The Town & County Police make arrests in the case of the Talbot Farms subdivision deaths!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "As we reported yesterday, Julie and Dwayne Matheson were found dead in their home Monday afternoon of an apparent murder-suicide. However, that has not stopped Commander Donald Troy from making a mountain out of a molehill and making seemingly unrelated arrests. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on the case. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde as she appeared onscreen, with the crime-taped-off Matheson home in her background. "Police arrested Alicia Tate, an employee of University Hospital, who lives in the home next to the couple that was found dead Monday. She was charged with felony Lying to Police, and will be arraigned this morning. She was questioned extensively by the Police before being released into her lawyer's custody pending her arraignment."
Amber: "Her husband Alvin Tate, an official for the State Department of Labor, was brought to TCPD Headquarters by the Midtown Police, and was released after being questioned. Mr. Tate had been in Midtown, at meetings of the State Department of Labor, the entire timeframe of the double deaths, and Police refused to comment on the reasons they had him brought up and interviewed."
Amber: "Additionally, Jeff Cawthorne, who is listed as the co-owner of JDJ Security Software, turned himself in to authorities this morning after an APB was issued for his arrest. He was extensively questioned before being released on his own recognizance. The TCPD refused to say if Cawthorne was a suspect."
Amber: "The results of the autopsies are being withheld by the Coroner's Office, denying you the information you have the right to know. KXTC is considering filing suit under the Open Records Act for the autopsy results. Additionally, Commander Donald Troy has refused to respond to multiple requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important story. And now let's go to Carl Lemay, reporting on the Legislative session in Midtown. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said KXTC's political reporter, who was black. "State Legislators are drawing their battle lines for the upcoming Budget war. The House Black Caucus, led by Rep. Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Tasheeka Harris in front of other Black Legislators, saying "We are going to defund the Police. There is no compromise on that. We hold the 'trump' card over the White Nationalists that support and enable Police brutality against People of Color, and we will force them to capitulate to our demand!"
"How?" asked Priya Ajmani, one of the reporters in the Press Pool at the news conference.
"Think about it, people." Tasheeka Harris said. "No budget at all gives us what we want. No budget, no money for racist white cops. No budget, and we've defunded the Police. So if that racist White Nationalist Sharon Marshall wants a Budget at all, it better not contain one dime for racist white cops!"
Back to Carl Lemay live. "The State Senate Budget Chairman, our own 1st District's Katherine Woodburn, had this to say in response. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Katherine Woodburn saying to reporters that had surrounded her as she walked down a hallway "We have a lot of things to consider. Every member of both Chambers of the Legislature have ideas, and have Budget items they want considered. I would ask that my fellow Legislators negotiate in private sessions, and not publicly through the Media. Thank you." She moved on, ignoring the questions shouted at her.
Back to Carl Lemay live: "In addition to their firewall issue of defunding the Police, Tasheeka Harris's Caucus is demanding the Legislature pass bail reform legislation as well as a voting rights bill that would essentially codify the dropboxes and universal absentee ballots used very effectively in The City in the last election."
Lemay: "Attempts to use dropboxes in our Town & County were stopped by Police Commander Donald Troy, who was also sued for interfering with the counting of ballots. Rep. Harris and her caucus want legislation to force the dropboxes to be allowed, and to force cops to stay out of Election counting facilities while votes are being counted..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm surprised they mentioned Mr. Tate." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, me, Chief Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "After all, he's a Democrat."
I said "The way they talked about it, it was to help him. His absence from Midtown is explained away by the Police forcing him to come here, and forcing him to answer questions."
"It was Alicia that they threw under the bus." said Tanya.
"Mis-terrrr Cawthorne, tooooo." drawled the Chief.
"Sheriff," said Teresa, "what did you think of Katherine Woodburn's response to Tasheeka Harris?"
"It's amusing to see how Katherine has changed, now that she's a big part of the Leadership in the Senate." growled Griswold. "I remember the days when she was as much a firebrand as Tasheeka Harris is now."
"But Katherine never was a racist like Tasheeka Harris is." said Tanya.
"But she was part of the Press, which is even worse." I said emphatically. Have I mentioned that I really, really hate the Press?
I went on: "But the Sheriff is right; Katherine really has toned it down now that she's sitting at the Legislative 'Big Boy' table."
"Speeek-ing of the Big Boy tay-bulllll," drawled the Chief, "where are we on this case?"
"Your comment is admirably exact, Chief." I said. "We are beginning to be at the Big Boy level. I'm waiting for the DNA tests to come back and for Martha to close out the autopsy, and I'm hoping we can get Davalos to turn and give us what we need to go after the bigger fish..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said lovely athletic blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Wednesday, January 6th. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Priya Ajmani is in Midtown, covering the Legislative session. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said attractive blonde Meredith Peller. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. The Town & County Police arrested prominent Acropolis City attorney and lobbyist Richard Davalos yesterday, and say he is a person of interest in the deaths of his daughter Julie Davalos Matheson and her husband Dwayne Matheson."
Catrina: "Mr. Davalos has been charged with assault and battery after allegedly attacking the father of Dwayne Matheson at Police Headquarters. Davalos was extensively questioned by the Police, and is being held overnight at Police Headquarters pending his arraignment today."
Meredith: "Police also arrested Alicia Tate, an employee of University Hospital and the next door neighbor of the Mathesons, who were found dead in their homes Monday afternoon. Police have not elaborated on the reasons for her arrest, but she is being charged with Lying to Police. Her husband, State Department of Labor official Alvin Tate, was brought in for questioning but was subsequently released after being interviewed."
Catrina: "And Jeff Cawthorne, business partner of the Mathesons, turned himself in to the TCPD and was questioned extensively before being released. The TCPD is saying that his information has been helpful in determining what happened at the Matheson home on Monday."
Meredith: "The autopsies of the Mathesons have not been released, and Coroner John Quincy Kelly issued a statement saying that the results are being held back until test results are returned."
Catrina: "TCPD Commander Donald Troy returned KFXU's call asking for comment. In an exclusive statement to KFXU Fox Eight News, Commander Troy said that the Matheson murder case was more complex than the originally believed murder-suicide, and that several leads are being pursued in the hunt for those responsible for the Mathesons's deaths. He declined further comment, citing the early nature of the investigation."



Meredith: "And in Midtown, the Legislative session is off to a rough start." She went through the Tasheeka Harris comments and Katherine Woodburn's response, then said "And now let's go to our colleague Priya Ajmani in Midtown. Priya!"
"Good morning, Meredith. Good morning, Catrina." said the beautiful Indian reporterette as she came on the screen. "I spoke with Tasheeka Harris after her Press Conference, and this is what she told me. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Priya saying "Representative Harris, you're saying that a shutdown is a win as far as defunding the Police, but that would also stop funding to our schools, our hospitals and clinics, as well as welfare. How do you address that?"
Tasheeka Harris: "If that happens, it would be the Republicans's fault for not accepting our conditions for a Budget. And in any case, defunding the Police is the most important thing. We must show white cops that Police brutality will not be tolerated."
Priya: "Could defunding the Police be made part of an overall bill for bail reform and sentencing reform that the Black Caucus is introducing, which might give the rest of the Budget a chance to pass with bipartisan support?"
Tasheeka: "All items in the Budget bill must either spend money or create revenue, that is, taxing or spending. So as good as those ideas are, we cannot put Bail and Sentence Reform in the Budget. Therefore, we have to defund the Police via the Budget bill, or else the Republicans will just sabotage it."
Back to Priya live: "And other groups are drawing their lines in the Budget battle as well. Establishment Republican Wilson Hammonds and Conservative Governor Sharon Marshall are at direct odds, with State House Majority Leader Hammonds demanding that there be no funding that, quote, 'discriminates against hardworking Undocumented Workers', close quote; while Governor Marshall says she will veto any bill that does not contain funding specifically earmarked to, quote, 'round up Illegal Persons and turn them over to the Federal ICE, as well as prosecute any company that hires Illegal Persons', close quote."
Priya: "And State Senate Budget Chairman Katherine Woodburn of the 1st District has renewed her demands for a stronger SBI with total jurisdiction over every county Sheriff and every county's LEO units. Back to you, ladies!"
Catrina: "Thank you, Priya! That was Priya Ajmani at the State Capitol, covering a tense Legislative session. Meredith, do you think they'll be able to get anything done at all this session?"
"No." Meredith said simply...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was... interesting." I said as Tanya, Teresa, and Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels watched with me prior to the 'Angels+1' meeting.
Tanya said "What, that KFXU keyed on the Davalos arrest that KXTC didn't even mention?"
Teresa added "And KFXU didn't try to throw Jeff Cawthorne under the bus like KXTC did."
I nodded vigorously in agreement, then said "You're both right, but it's their different treatments of Davalos, who is a fringe member of the Swamp Frogs, that got my attention."
Teresa said "Should I be surprised that the Fox News reporter Priya got more out of Tasheeka Harris than KXTC or the SNN Networks did?"
I shrugged. "Priya's been everywhere and worked for all of the networks. And she's not white, so Tasheeka Harris would give her a minute where she wouldn't give Amber Harris, no relation, nor Bettina the time of day."
"Question for the group." Claire Michaels said. "Will a Budget get passed?" They all looked at me, but I pointed back at them, and indicated Claire should answer her own question first.
Claire said "I just moved from the People's Republic of California, where the Democrats have Totalitarian control. I'm a little surprised that this State is so evenly divided. But I think in the end they'll pass something, some kind of continuing resolution."
I said "They can't pass continuing resolutions, per the State Constitution. They have to pass a Budget for the entire fiscal year. And to that point, they could bring the Budget they passed two years ago forward, and pass it this year. That's what Molinari and Cerone's fallback position is going to be. But I don't think it will work. Teresa?"
Teresa said "Todd's lobbyists think Tasheeka Harris and her 'Squad' don't have as much Mainstream Democrat support that they think they do, so their rhetoric is just that: rhetoric. And that rhetoric may just galvanize the Republicans to unify and force a Budget bill with Police funding through, with moderate Democrat support."
I looked at Tanya, who said "I can't agree with that. The Republicans are totally fractured between the Establishment and the Conservatives. Each side is saying the other is not the true Republican position; both are saying the other side are the RINOs, Republicans In Name Only. And the Dems may argue, but they are better at unifying, as their passion is to defeat the Republicans more than anything else. So I think the Republicans will fold, and pass most of what the Dems demand."
And now all eyes were upon me. I said "I think Priya's interview with Tasheeka Harris showed what's going to happen. The far-Leftists, which call themselves the 'Progressives', like the name of the insurance company. want the Police defunded. And they know that a shutdown achieves that goal. Soooo, it will come down to whether or not the Democrats can blame the Republicans for the shutdown and make it stick."
Me: "The Mainstream Media will carry their water, and do everything they can to paste the Republicans as 'obstructionists' and blame them for a shutdown, if it occurs. If they succeed, and people blame the Republicans, there will be no Budget. If they don't succeed, and the People of the State see that it's the Dems and their mantra of defunding the Police that are causing their welfare, health services, and schools to shut down... then a Budget will pass."
I sat up and said "Okay, enough of that. Let's run this Police Department for a few minutes. Anything besides the Matheson deaths to talk about?"
"Yes sir." said Claire Michaels. "Karina White of the FBI used to be with ATF, and she has asked us to cooperate with an ATF investigation into illegal liquor being brought into the Northwest Tri-Counties area of the State."
"Targeting the University and its underage students?" Tanya asked.
"To some extent, ma'am," said Claire, "but the ATF believes that they're selling to the bars along University Avenue and in the Tenderloin District, and that so-called 'speakeasy's, fully illegal bars with illegal liquor and maybe gambling, are being set up."
Teresa said "And the World Whiskey Tasting Championships are coming to the Hyatt Hotel next month. I know this because Our Sheriff entered the contest. He will be competing against some of the best whiskey tasters in the world, and he believes he can win."
"And he just well might." I said. "It amazes me how he can taste a blind sample and be able to tell what brand it is, what distillery, what the proof is. Me, I can tell Scotch from Bourbon, and that's about it. But is the WWTC involved with or a target of the illegal whiskey imports?"
"We don't know yet, sir." said Claire. "But I would imagine the ATF will be all over the WWTC competition. Anyway, I put Lieutenant Rudistan and Vice on it and asked them to work with the Feds. But I told Karina that our Intel Branch is off-limits to the Feds."
"Goooood." I said, glad to see that Claire was learning, at least when it came to the Miltons and the Feds. "Okay, keep me informed on that. In the meantime------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door to my office opened to reveal our Chief of Police, who said "Mis-ter Crowbarrr, Captain Michaels... D.A. Walters and ADA Fineman are in the Main Conference Rooooom. Let's join them, shall we?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With considerable foreboding, I went with the Chief and Claire Michaels to the Main Conference Room. The Chief sat at the near end of the table, his usual spot. I went around to sit at his left, my back to the window. To his right, facing me, was District Attorney Miriam Walters, her beady eyes as black as her hair. To her right was Savannah Fineman, whose long platinum blonde hair and blue eyes were a total contrast to Miriam's.
"What can we doooo for you, Ms. Walters?" asked the Chief.
Miriam said "We came here to discuss a few things, including the structure of the D.A.'s Office."
"Where's Paulina?" I asked.
"Handling the hearing on the warrants for BigCommo's employee records." replied Miriam Walters. "Or do you not want those anymore?"
"No, I want them. They're important." I said. "Though keeping Richard Davalos in jail is even more important. Is Paulina not handling that?"
"No, I am." said Savannah. A smirk formed on her face as she said "And I'm dropping the charges against Mr. Davalos..."
To be continued.



        Price No Object Ch. 04

        More data comes in; the Enemy strikes back.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/price-no-object-ch-04

Title: Price No Object Ch. 04

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: More data comes in; the Enemy strikes back.

Tags: mystery, crime drama, police drama, iron crowbar

Series: Price No Object


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
***
Part 10 - Undermined (continued)
"WHAT?!" I yelled, rising to my feet in pure shock.
"I'm dropping the charges against Richard Davalos." Savannah Fineman said with alacrity, and the beginnings of a smile on her face. I could see she was actually enjoying this, which only added to my fury.
"What the FUCK?" I yelled, feeling the heat on my face and the back of my neck. I'm sure my face was darker red than my hair. "The son of a bitch attacked another man! We've got it on video!"
"That doesn't matter." Savannah said, making her voice taunting. "The charges don't merit prosecution."
"How in the fuck can you SAY that?" I said, my voice still loud.
Savannah said happily: "Mr. Davalos is an upstanding member of his community, he obviously was emotional at the death of his daughter, very likely by her husband. I'm asking that the charges be dropped with prejudice!"
I looked down at Miriam Walters. "And you're okay with this atrocity, this travesty of justice?"
"It's Savannah's decision to make." Miriam said, dodging responsibility.
"Bullshit!" I thundered. "You can stop this! And what's next? Are you going to support this lazy idiot when she asks for low bails for armed robbers because of the color of their skin?"
"Now that's just wrong!" yelled Miriam Walters as she rose to her feet. "For God's sake, Commander, stop with your bullshit grandstanding. And as I've told you before: you do your job, and let us do ours!"
"That's the goddamn problem!" I yelled back into her face. "You're undermining me doing my job! You're cutting my legs out from under me!"
"How?" Miriam asked sneeringly.
"Because he knows what really happened!" I said. "And those charges are the only leverage I have to get him to cooperate!" I pointed at Savannah and said "And now this idiot is just going to let him go? Really? And you're just going to let her do it?"
"You never told us anything about threats and leverage." Savannah said mockingly.
"YOU NEVER FUCKING ASKED!" I yelled. I turned to Claire and said "Did this piece of crap ADA ask you about it?"
"No sir, and to my knowledge she didn't ask anyone." Claire said.
"She didn't ask me, either." said the Chief. "And yes, Ms. Fineman, you should have contacted Captain Michaels or Commander Troy before making that decisionnnn unilaterally and without all the facts."
"Chief," said Miriam Walters, "perhaps you and I should discuss this alone in your office."
"Noooo, Mizzz Walters." the Chief said. "Commander Troy is right, and I will tell you that in private or here in front of him. We need to keep Davalos in jail."
"No." said Savannah. "I'm dropping the charges, and I don't give a flying damn what Donald Troy wants. He should've let me know long before now what he was doing."
"I agree." said Miriam Walters.
"That's bullshit." I said, a little more evenly but still angrily. "I'm under no obligation to tell you a goddamn thing until I have a case for you to proceed with through the legal system. And with all the fucking leaks to the God-cursed Press, I'm not going to tell the world what We the Police are doing while we're still busting our asses trying to solve the case!"
"Then you're getting what's coming to you." Savannah said. "I'm dropping the charges, and if you don't like it, you can shove that crowbar up------"
"Savannah, go." Miriam interrupted, seeing it was about to get physical. "I'll back whatever decision you make on Mr. Davalos. Go. Now." Savannah hurriedly exited. Miriam then said "Shall we sit down and finish this meeting?"
"Please don't walk out, Commanderrrr." said Chief Moynahan, observing that that is what I was about to do. "Have a seat, please." I had a seat.
Miriam said "You'd better reconsider not cooperating with ADA Fineman. I came here this morning to tell you that I'm assigning Paulina to Vice cases, and Savannah to MCD cases. And I fully expect you and your MCD Detectives to cooperate with ADA Fineman and help her successfully prosecute the cases that are brought to her."
"And I fully expect you... to burn in Hell." I replied. I got up and said "Come along, Captain, we have real work to do." Claire looked at the Chief, who nodded for her to go with me.
As I passed behind the Chief, I stopped next to Miriam and leaned over, then said "Oh, one more thing. You may just have destroyed my case, and my one opportunity to get Justice for the Mathesons. And in return favor, I'm here to tell you that Savannah Fineman will never, ever win an election in this Town & County as long as I'm in it."
"Is that a threat?" Miriam said angrily.
"You decide." I replied. "I am going to do everything in my power... legally, legitimately, of course... but everything I can to undermine any campaign she makes. If she runs for Solicitor, I will find candidates to primary her and run against her in the General, and I'll endorse them and work my ass off to help them beat her."
I went on: "If she runs for D.A., I will do everything I can to defeat her. If she runs for the Council, for Mayor, for School Board, for Garbage Collector... she is going to lose, because I will be there to make sure she is defeated."
I headed towards the door, opening it and having Claire walk through first. As I went out, I said "As for you, Miriam... enjoy your final two years as District Attorney." Not waiting for a response, I shut the door behind me as I left.
Part 11 - Downhill Fast
10:05am, Wednesday, January 6th. My lovely assistant Helena French buzzed me and said Paulina Patterson wanted to see me. I told her to let Paulina come on in.
"We got the subpoenas, both State and Federal, for the BigCommo employee records." Paulina said. "They're being served both here and in The City now."
"Good, and thanks for doing that for us." I said. "Have a seat. Get some coffee if you want.
"Don't mind if I do." Paulina said. She poured herself a cup and sat down in the near-side 'hot chair'.
So, is Tasha coming to Betsy's birthday party tonight?" I asked.
"Oh yes, she can't wait." Paulina said. "Also, Federal Judge K.M. Landis personally called the CEO and HR Officer and told them he expects full and swift compliance with the subpoenas, and to not even try any stalling tactics."
"That's good." I said. "If he did that, maybe they won't try the bullshit things they normally do. And if what I think happened did happen, these employee records are now my last hope to win this case, and get Justice for the Mathesons."
Paulina's face looked pained as she said "Yes, it did. Savannah did get Judge Folsom to drop the charges against Davalos with prejudice. Dwayne Matheson's father is appealing the ruling, but that'll get shot down in Leahy's Appellate Court. Nathan Masterson was cock-a-doodle-dooing all over the place."
"So how did your meeting with Miriam go?" I asked.
"Not much gets past you." Paulina said. "Yes, I didn't get here sooner because I was in a meeting with Miriam, Savannah, and Dwayne Gregory. Miriam dropped the bomb. She's putting me on Vice cases and Savannah on MCD cases. Dwayne will be handling overflow, like this morning when he handled Alicia Tate's arraignment while Savannah was getting Davalos off and I was securing your subpoenas."
Paulina: "She's also shelving the DDA structure idea. She's planning to hire one or two more ADAs and then some support staff. Even though we're the fourth largest jurisdiction by population in the State, we would not need more... if Gregory were competent, that is."
"Jenna Stiles is out there, just waiting to be hired." I said.
"True, but that's likely not gonna happen." Paulina said. "You know I've always believed that Miriam has tried to keep me down not so much because I'm Black but because she perceives me to be a threat to run against her for the D.A. post. And I think she perceives Jenna as a possible threat to run against her, as well. Soooo, she doesn't want to give Jenna the résumé to do it."
Paulina: "And, as we've discussed, Miriam is trying to help Savannah win at least the Solicitor position, and so she's giving Savannah the juicy MCD cases. And with you solving cases and making them so easy for the D.A.'s Office to prosecute or make plea deals, it'll help Savannah."
"Well, that's not gonna happen" I said. "Did you hear about our meeting with Miriam and Savannah here at Headquarters?"
"Only that you had one," Paulina replied. "And that you, the Iron Crowbar, went berserk when Savannah announced she was dropping the charges against Richard Davalos and Miriam backed her up."
I said "It was worse than that." I told her everything that had been said, then added: "Savannah showed her true colors this morning. She really enjoyed shoving that in my face."
"What part, the Davalos charges, or her being the MCD ADA?" Paulina asked.
"The Davalos thing." I said "I can't shake the feeling that she knew she was undermining my case, and that she was happy to be doing it. And Miriam didn't tell us about the assignments until she got Savannah out of the room."
"Savannah was like that in our meeting." Paulina said. "She was giving me this smug look the whole time, as if she were enjoying getting one over on me. I just didn't say anything."
"I'm glad you didn't." I said. "I need my spy in the D.A.'s Office."
Paulina said "Sure. And if there's anything you need that I can help with, let me know."
I said "That's the one thing we cannot do. I'm sure Miriam is looking for us to do something like me coming to you instead of that idiot, so that Miriam can fire you for cause. We have to be very careful."
Paulina said "That wouldn't save her against my lawsuit for racial discrimination, and I am going to play that card if she fucks with me in any way, at all. Having said that... I know you're serious about undermining Savannah's political future. But what do you think Miriam is going to do when you do that?"
"Miriam better think about her own future." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:45am, just after Paulina left, Captain Claire Michaels came to my office with Lt. Mary Milton.
"K'plaa! sir." Mary said in the original Klingon. "The DNA results came back. The skin under her fingernails and the pre-cum swabbed from Julie Matheson's vaginal labes got a match."
She handed me a file folder with the test results and the profile of the criminal as she said "Roberto Cardona Jimenez, age 34. He's been arrested and deported twice, but his name has frequently popped up in drug operations. His DNA was taken after he was captured with two other men that had kidnapped a woman in Houston, Texas, and were in the act of gang-raping her when Police arrived and they were arrested. Apparently he hadn't raped her yet so no rape charge for him, and they just deported him instead of the kidnapping, aiding and abetting rape, and other charges that should've landed him in prison."
"Our Federal Government at work." I said. "Have you put out an APB for him? What am I saying? of course you have."
"Even better." Mary said. "The State Crime Lab put one out on our behalf as soon as the results came off the their computer. That was abouuuuut... fifteen minutes ago."
"Good." I said. "Maybe we'll get a break and find this son of a bitch------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans. "Yes, Chief Evans?" I said as I answered it. "Is this personal, or business?"
"Business." said Molly.
"Let me put you on speaker then." I did so, then said "I'm here with Captain Michaels and Lieutenant Mary Milton. Whassup?"
Molly said: "I was about to call you about two bodies we've found at The Fucking Field about an hour ago." (Author's note: 'Unresolved' for more on The Fucking Field.) "Two males, Hispanic, mid-30s. We got identification by fingerprints, and then your very recent APB also showed up."
"Ohh, noooo." I said.
"Yep." Molly said. "One of the bodies is that of Roberto Cardona Jimenez..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The bodies have been taken to your Morgue for autopsies." said Chief Molly Evans as she, Captain Michaels, Detective Julia Rodriguez and I watched as the CSI's processed the scene in the field where the bodies had been found. "The bodies were cold, and the EMTs that first responded thought they had been out here all night."
I nodded. "How'd you find them? Who called it in?"
Molly said "Our morning patrol routinely rides through here, looking for drug drops or contraband being dumped. This morning they found the bodies."
"Chief," asked Captain Michaels, "do you have any cameras set up anywhere out here?"
"We tried hiding some in the treeline back there." Molly said, pointing to the trees to the south. "Those were found and stolen. We also tried putting in some sensors to detect if anyone drove down the road into here, but they haven't worked very well, and the signal relay equipment was stolen a few months ago."
"Okay, then." I said. "I do believe these men may have been involved in the Matheson deaths, so welcome to our joint investigation of those issues, Chief Evans."
"It's your party, Commander." Molly said. "We're just attending it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Fast DNA markers suggest that the guy on the left is the same guy that attempted to rape Julie Matheson." said Martha the M.E. as she and I stood next to the two bodies in her autopsy room. "He also has scratches on his face, especially around his eyes and on his ribs, which I suspect will correspond well to her fingernails. She fought back hard. And he didn't get much penetration because his penis is two inches long when hard."
"Any idea who the other guy is?" I asked.
Martha said "I sent the fingerprints in for both of them. Jimenez's ID came back quickly, but the other man's prints either aren't on record, or have been flagged by the FBI with no indicator to us. This other man is younger, so maybe he hadn't been busted yet. He also appears to be white, especially compared to Jimenez."
"That's plausible." I said as I looked at their dead faces. "Both clean shaven?"
"Yes." said Martha. "Looks like they shaved every day."
"Damn." I said. "The eyewitness said one of them had a big mustache... probably a fake, a disguise. And these guys were shot?"
"Yes sir. Execution style." said Martha. "Their hands were tied behind their backs and they were likely on their knees, judging from the downward angle of the bullets. Small caliber rounds, likely.22, but I'm not certain of that just yet."
"Good enough." I said. "And you know I'm going to ask it: the time of death?"
"Ten to twelve hours before they were found." Martha replied. "But the cold night makes it a little uncertain until the tests I'm running come back."
"So maybe around sundown last night, slightly before to slightly after?" I suggested.
"Entirely possible, Commander." Martha said.
Captain Michaels had been watching through the window, and she joined me as I walked across the parking lot to Police Headquarters.
"Sir, do you think Davalos might have done this?" she asked. "Maybe give us a chance to re-arrest him?"
"He was in jail all last night," I replied, "and Masterson was here late enough that it's likely they were dead before he left here for the night. As to whether or not Davalos hired these guys? I doubt it. He didn't want his daughter harmed, and that's exactly what 'Stub Hub' and his buddy were doing when they attacked the Davalos home."
A moment later, I said "Claire, send Joanne Warner and Julia Rodriguez to see Mrs. Jones. Have them show her a photo of Jimenez and this other cat, and see if Mrs. Jones recognizes them. And tell Joanne and Jerome that I have invited them and you to lunch. Subway sandwiches. We'll watch the interview tape, so I can show Joanne see why I kicked her to the kerb last night."
"Wilco, sir." Claire replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Bad?" asked Chief Moynahan as I reported to him in his office.
"Yes sir." I said as I sat down at his hand-gesture invitation. "About as bad as it can get. I'm fairly sure those guys are the ones that invaded the Matheson home. They are now dead, so our chances of finding out who hired them have dropped through the floor."
"Truuuue." said the Chief. "And while you were in Nextdoor County, I learned that when Davalos was released, he went straight to County Airport and boarded a small Learjet, which had flown in an hour earlier and took off immediately after he boarded. Its flight plan was for Acropolis City."
"Yeah, they wanted to get him out of here as fast as they possibly could." I said. "And do observe, Chief, that in having a plane here and ready to go shows us that they knew he was going to be released. The fix was in, and hours before. And that means Savannah Fineman was part of it, if not Miriam Walters herself."
"Could well beeeee." drawled the Chief. "It might interest you to knowwww that
your words to Mizzz Walters, that you were going to make sure Mizzz Fine-mnnnn never gets elected to anything, had an interesting effect. I ex-peck-teddd that she was going to be angry, and accuse you of making threats and all. But instead, she looked very worrieeeeed. I don't think she properly thought about the consequences of her act-shunnnnns, and that you would retaliate so forcefullly in that wayyy."
I just shrugged, and felt my eyes going jet. The Chief observed my reaction.
"Okayyyy, what's next in this Matheson case?" asked the Chief.
"We have one slim hope left." I said. "Very, very slim. But if Matthew Willis is as arrogant as I think he is, if he's as arrogant as his father was... we may see that slim hope come to fruition..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Wednesday, January 6th. Captain Michaels informed me that Joanne Warner and Julia Rodriguez were back, and that Mrs. Jones apparently wasn't at home; she had not answered the door, nor was her vehicle in the garage. Joanne had looked through the glass that framed the door, and saw no movement inside nor lights on, just the living room furniture.
I sent a Patrol cruiser to pick up Jeff Cawthorne and bring him to I-A. I had Captain Michaels bring Detective Joanne Warner to the Monitor Room to watch the interview. Detective Julia Rodriguez went into the room with me, and Patrolman Johnson was the Uniformed Presence.
"Okay, just to say I did it, I'm going to re-read you your rights." I said, and did so from the card. Cawthorne said he understood the rights.
"Mr. Cawthorne, do you know a man named Richard Davalos?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Cawthorne. "He's Julie's father."
"When did you first meet him?" I asked.
"Around the time of Julie and Dwayne's wedding." said Cawthorne. "I was Dwayne's Best Man at the wedding."
"How did Davalos feel about Julie marrying Dwayne?" I asked.
"I suspect you know." said Jeff. "Davalos despised Dwayne. Really hated him."
"Enough to want to kill him?" I asked sharply.
"I don't know about that." Jeff said. "He knew Julie loved Dwayne, and backed off because of that. And he definitely did not want to see Julie harmed in any way."



I said "Did he ever talk to you about you courting Julie, and marrying her?" I asked.
Jeff nodded as he realized where this was going. "Yes sir, he did. But not until much more recently."
"About when?"
"Not long after Julie quit BigCommo." said Jeff. "Well... when I moved down to Palmyra County, I thought I'd have to sell my condo here to buy my place down there. But Davalos called me and asked me to come to a meeting. We met in a rent-an-office in Palmyra County, and Davalos said he would back my mortgage application to buy the Palmyra townhouse. So I didn't have to sell the condo up here."
"And did he say why he was doing that?" I asked.
"Of course." said Jeff. "He told me then that he wanted me to be set up well in the event Julie and Dwayne separated and divorced, which he said he believed was imminent, and I could step in and help take care of Julie. Of course I understood the underlying insinuation, that I was to court Julie and eventually marry her. He also arranged for me to get the contract with JGP Settlement Solutions, and when that contract ended, with Aronis."
"And you were amenable to courting Julie if she left Dwayne?" I asked.
Jeff: "You know about the open marriage arrangement that Julie and Dwayne had, and that I was her Bull. During the time they were arguing and he was still working with BigCommo, I began seeing Julie behind Dwayne's back, and I did consider trying to take Julie away from him. So I accepted her father's generosity towards me, helping me to get work."
"Did Davalos try to get you to convince Dwayne to go back to BigCommo?" I asked.
"Yes." Jeff said. "After Dwayne had quit, Davalos called and asked what it would take to get Dwayne to go back to BigCommo. I said I didn't know if there was anything that would convince him. Davalos said he wanted me to try to convince him, or at least see what could be offered to Dwayne to get him to go back. I said I'd talk to him... but I never did."
Jeff: "And as you know, Dwayne had quit his job with BigCommo, and that's when things started going sideways for me. Aronis canceled their contract with me, saying I did bad work when I really didn't. And suddenly there were whispers about me, and it was getting harder to get work, so going in with Julie and Dwayne was a no-brainer. And of course I'd met Sheila by that time, so any thoughts of marrying Julie were out the window."
"And Davalos was pushing you to get Dwayne to go back to BigCommo." I said. "Tell me, did you tell Davalos that Julie and Dwayne were arguing over his employment there? Or that she was pushing hard for him to not go back?" I carefully peered at Jeff as I asked, and as he answered.
"No." Jeff said, looking more confused than anything else.
"So how did he know there was a problem, there?" I asked.
"I don't know------" Jeff started, and then it hit him. He looked up at me and said "You're right... how did he know? I sure didn't tell him anything..." He then went off into what might be described as a 'reverie'.
After a moment, I said "One more thing... you said that on Monday Dwayne was very concerned about Julie and wanted to get back to her rather than go to lunch. You, Julie, and Dwayne had gotten concealed carry permits and firearms for your protection, as well. Tell me, were there any threats to you? Or to them?"
Cawthorne nodded, then said "Yes, right around Christmas. Dwayne began acting paranoid, for lack of a better term. He was always looking around, and he didn't like it when he and Julie were not together. I think I told you how he was last Monday after our presentation. That was the worst he ever was, but he'd been like that for the previous couple of weeks."
"Any idea why?" I asked.
Cawthorne: "Maybe. I didn't know about that flag on the SBA loan until you told me about it. I looked it up yesterday when I got back home. I noted the person who'd put the flag on, and I got on Dwayne's email account... I had the password, in case I needed to get some specs sent to him... and I searched for that person's name. And I found it."
"We're going to need you to give us that password and access to Dwayne's emails. So what did that one say?" I said, inwardly berating myself for not asking about this earlier. This was definitely a reproach to my management of this case, I thought to myself.
Cawthorne named the name, then said: "It was sent two days after Christmas. There was nothing in it to show it was from the SBA, but it said the loan was flagged. It also said that the flag would be removed once Dwayne accepted 'the firm's generous offer'. Didn't mention BigCommo by name, though."
I turned and pointed at the anteroom window, and Claire Michaels opened the door and poked her head in. I said "Captain, go tell Intel about this. Have them find that email on Dwayne's account, and dig like hell to find out everything they can about it." Claire's head disappeared and the door closed.
I turned to Jeff and affixed my eyes upon him. "Why didn't you tell us about this before?" I asked. Jeff's eyes dropped, and I said "They threatened Sheila, didn't they?"
Jeff said "Not directly. And maybe I was just being paranoid. As you know, I'd been hooking up with Alicia Tate, but broke it off after Sheila and I got engaged and I went in with Julie and Dwayne on their new company. I didn't talk a lot with Alicia after that, but last week... December 30th, maybe... Alicia apparently saw me, so she texted me to come to the fence and talk to her."
Jeff: "Alicia asked me how things were going, and said she saw my fiancée and she was beautiful, and congratulated me on our engagement. Then she asked seemingly casually how things were with our business... and if Dwayne was giving any thought to going back to (air quotes) 'his old company' to keep money flow going. I told her no, and we parted ways. I didn't think of it again until the Mathesons were found dead, and then stuff started creeping into my head, and I've wondered since if Sheila might be a target, too."
I said "Well, with both Mathesons dead, you are no longer of any value to them, so even if there was a real threat, it's likely over. Having said that, be very careful... in fact, be paranoid as hell..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:10pm, Wednesday, January 6th. Jerome Davis, Joanne Warner, and Claire Michaels came into the Main Conference Room, where they found Subway subs and Your Iron Crowbar waiting for them.
"Okay," I said as we ate our lunches, "let's review the interview with Alicia Tate." We went through it, to the point where I banished Joanne from the room. "So tell me, what went wrong there, Joanne?"
"With respect, sir," Joanne said, "I don't know what I did wrong or to make you mad. I think she was lying to us, and she got emotional when she got called out for it."
"Jerome, what did you think of it?" I asked.
"Mrs. Tate really dug in hard about not knowing about those deposits, and she wasn't budging." Jerome replied. "So whether or not she was lying or telling the truth, maybe continuing to push so hard was becoming counterproductive."
"Good observation, and very true." I said. "Claire, what about you? What did you see? And what would you have done differently?"
Claire said "To be honest, sir, I'm not sure I would've done it much differently. I thought she was lying, too, and she definitely was holding back. I would've pushed on it, also, though maybe not directly accusing her of lying just yet."
"And you would've pushed her until she invoked, and took the Fifth?" I asked.
Claire shrugged. "We got what we needed from her husband, so it would not have mattered if she did."
I said "I see your point, and yes, we got what we needed from her husband. But if she had invoked... and she was about to... then all conversation with her would've had to cease. And I never would've been able to get her to call her husband and have him cooperate with us."
I said "Joanne, where you went wrong was getting adversarial to the point Alicia was about to invoke. I had her getting upset, but she was still talking. And after I got you out of there, I was able to calm her down enough that she kept talking and didn't invoke. If I had not made you leave when I did, I think Alicia would've taken the Fifth and set us back."
I continued: "And that's the key here. You have to learn to keep your own emotions in check, and that your goal is to get them talking and keep them talking. Yes, she was lying like a dog in the shade, but confronting her and accusing her like you did was about to shut her up, which is the opposite of what we wanted."
I continued: " And I'll say this to all of you, as you are my leaders of the Detectives. This is my fault. I have failed, utterly failed, to train you and all of my Detectives in good interrogation techniques. I can do it, but apparently I can't teach it very well. And so I need your help... all of y'all's help... in finding ways to have you be able to consistently do good, clean interrogations. And Jerome, I'm tasking you with helping me find that way."
"Yes sir." said Jerome...
Part 12 - Glimmer of Hope
2:00pm, Wednesday, January 6th. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone had taken his wife, TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, to lunch. When they returned, he knocked on my open door. I had him come in and close the door behind him.
"Tanya said you wanted to talk to me about something?" Muscone said.
"Yes, I did." I said. "I might need the FBI's help on a couple of things, and I don't want to take Tim Jenkins out of Town with Cindy due to have their baby at any time. So maybe you want to have some fun and go with me yourself?"
"Sure." said Muscone. "Where are we going and what are we doing?"
"First of all," I said, "we are going to Hamilton County and the Federal Court of Judge K.M. Landis, especially if BigCommo has done what I expect and has withheld documents and information. And second, to get a Federal Court Order for Matthew Willis to come to TCPD Headquarters and talk with us."
I continued: "Then we can mosey over to The City, where we will interview Satco Engineering CEO Lawrence J. Gordon. He personally interviewed Jeff Cawthorne and Dwayne Matheson last Monday about a consulting job, and I have a few small things I want to ask him about."
Muscone said "Har. 'Small' things, eh? I'll be glad to go with you, but is there a particular reason you want an FBI Agent going along?"
I said "I just want said Federal Agent to observe a few things..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:15pm, Wednesday, January 6th. Lt. Mary Milton came to my office.
"First, sir," she said, "we found the email to Dwayne about the flag on the SBA loan, but it's a 'bolo', and we can't trace it back anywhere. It was also very vague, though Dwayne having knowledge of the SBA loan would allow him to figure it out. We're checking now to see if anyone sent an email of an offer to return to Big Commo, but so far we've found nothing. And that segues into my next item."
Mary: "We finally got the employee records from BigCommo. They tried like hell to stall. They wanted to appeal Federal Judge K.M. Landis's subpoena, saying that the case was not a Federal matter, but he said the company's headquarters is out-of-State, so he was making sure they couldn't try to use that as an excuse, either."
Mary: "And then they just started stalling, saying their lawyers had to examine the records. and a whole bunch of crap like that. Judge Landis finally issued a bench warrant for the arrest of Duane Llewelyn, the COO of the company, and said that if we didn't have those records by 5:00pm, Llewelyn was going to jail. They complied at 4:59pm."
"Right to the last minute." I said. "Duane Llewelyn... where have I heard that name before?"
Mary said "He's an outside member of the Board of BigAgraFoods. He came to BigCommo right at the same time Matthew Willis did."
"Incestuous bunch, those Big Boys are." I said. "They serve on each other's Boards as (air quotes) 'outside Board members' to satisfy the letter of Federal Law, but skirting around the intent of the law after the Enron and other scandals."
"Different sets of rules for them than for the rest of us." Mary said. "Anyway, sir, we're processing the data, putting the digital data into the evidence servers after we check for viruses, and making copies of the paper records."
"Good." I said. "And when it's done, I want you to search for one thing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 6:30pm, I arrived at The Cabin. We were hosting the party for Betsy Ross's third birthday at 7:00pm, and it was larger inside The Cabin than the Mountain Nest.
I thought I would be put to work immediately to prepare. But I quickly saw that everything was already done. Molly was already on location and was helping Laura and Paulina. The boys were building New Lego City, nothing new there. Tasha was solving puzzles on my iPad.
Carole had been sitting on the sofa, petting Bowser as she waited for me. And as soon as I walked into the greatroom, she said "How's the case going, Daddy?"
Laura said "Don, why don't you take Carole into your office and talk about it, while we finish getting ready for the party, hmm?" In other words, I thought to myself, get the hell out of her way. And kill two birds with one stone.
"Okay." I said. "Come on, Carole." Carole and Bowser happily followed me into my office, and we sat down. As Bowser took one for the team and let us pet him, I told Carole the basics of what we'd found, including the autopsy results that showed they'd died at different times, but omitting the attempted rape portion. I also told her that the perps that likely had murdered Julie Matheson had themselves been found dead.
Carole said "You're not stopping, are you Daddy? Don't you have to bust the really bad man?"
"Which 'really bad man' is that?" I asked.
"The one who paid those guys to hurt Mrs. Matheson and kill her." said Carole. "Matthew Willis."
I nodded. "I've got to find proof connecting him to the killers before I can arrest him." I said. "Any idea how I can do that?"
Carole said "Maybe that piece of paper I found will help. The one with all the big num-bers. Make the bad man explain that, Daddy." Wow, I thought to myself. Seven years old. And she's already made that connection.
I said "Well, I certainly will, if we can. We're looking for the original copy of that piece of paper. If we're lucky, we'll find it. And if and when we do, it's not going to be good for the bad man."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. "Thank you for talk-ing to me about it. And if you need any help, you know where to find me!" I had no idea where she'd picked that up; maybe off of television.
"Yes. Yes I do." I said whimsically. "And I can just tell Bowser to track you down. Isn't that right, Bowser?" Bowser vigorously wagged his tail in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a family party, which meant it was for relatives and Angels. Of course Cindy, Maggie, and Callie were there with Betsy, and Tim Jenkins showed up. The FBI was further represented by Jack Muscone, who accompanied his daughters, Tanya, and Pete. Teresa and Todd were there with their boys. And of course Laura and Paulina and their children. And no Troy family gathering was complete without Grandpa Grizz.
After hamburgers and 'fixins' for supper, the cake was brought out. Like Carole, Betsy likes caramel cakes. We sang to her and she blew out the three candles with a mighty heave, and looked very happy as she was applauded her successful effort.
Then she got to open gifts, and seemed to have more fun ripping the wrapping paper than anything else. She got picture books and a couple of games, but it was the toy dog that Carole gave her, which looked suspiciously like the redoubtable Bowser, that Betsy seemed to like the most. The real Bowser approved, as well.
The kids played games or watched TV (it was 'DC Legends of Tomorrow' night), supervised by the big kid Todd. The women talked extensively about the upcoming baby. That was my cue to invite Tim, Jack, and Our Sheriff onto the back deck. The fire pot was barely adequate against the cold, but the bourbon that Sheriff Griswold poured us helped a lot.
Jack Muscone said "We've been following up on that Morrison Plumbing & Electric van that was observed at the Matheson home on Monday. And after those DNA results came back, we started checking them out more thoroughly. Tim?"
Tim Jenkins said "Jimenez had no association with any Federal agency, not as an employee nor as a C.I., that I could find. But the other guy, he may have been. The only thing I could get on him was the name 'Robert Long', which sounds like a nom de plume if ever there was one."
"Don't let Cindy hear you using fancy words like that." I said jokingly. Everyone laughed to varying degrees.
Jenkins: "I hear ya. Anyway, this 'Robert Long' might be a low-level guy for a Federal agency, though I couldn't figure out which one. And as such, he might be able to procure a Morrison Plumbing & Electric van for cover, and without going through the IADC clearinghouse. He might be what the CIA calls a 'cleaner', someone who cleans up messes, like a dead body that would be inconvenient for the regular Police to find and investigate."
"Or maybe kills someone on orders?" asked Sheriff Griswold.
"Possibly." said Tim Jenkins. "But 'wet boys', as those guys are called, usually are a lot less messy than that."
"And that's why this guy brought Jimenez along." I said, halfway in a reverie. "It was a pro hit, and it had to be clean and quick so that they could take all the papers away. But they wanted it to look messy, like a robbery gone wrong, or a home invasion and rape attempt that escalated to murder."
"And Dwayne Matheson?" Jack Muscone asked, just a bit too sharply.
I said "He came home, found his wife dead, became distraught, and ended up shooting himself. And that was the unintended consequence of the whole thing..."
Part 13 - Enemy of the State?
7:45am, Thursday, January 7th. There was a knock on my door, and it opened to reveal the Sheriff. "Didn't care to join us at the coffee klatch this morning, Crowbar?" Griswold growled.
I looked at the clock in astonishment. "Wow. I'm sorry, sir. I was looking at these employee records, and totally lost track of time."
"Har." barked the Sheriff, coming on in, closing the door behind him, and sitting down in the near-side 'hot chair'. "So what's got your undivided attention?"
"The BigCommo employee records for the Mathesons and Jeff Cawthorne." I said. "It's amazing stuff."
"How so?" asked Griswold.
"I'll tell it chronologically, to help me marshal my thoughts on it." I said. I was no Agency of the Weak-Minded; I knew that <>that was the real reason the Sheriff was having me talk about it.
I began: "The Mathesons and Cawthorne were hired straight out of college. For six months they worked on basic infrastructure. They got the standard check boxes to be kept on after three months, then their first evaluations after six months."
Me: "On those first evaluations, Jeff Cawthorne was cited as 'talented' but that, quote, 'he needs further monitoring before being assigned to critical projects', close quote. Julie received good marks as a business analyst and it was recommended they put in for her to get a Top Secret clearance. And Dwayne's critiques were off-the-charts good, saying he was a (air quotes) 'generational talent' as a programmer, and after receiving his clearance should be assigned to the 'Charrington Project'."
"What's that?" asked the Sheriff?
"I'll circle back to it in a second, sir." I replied. "In the meantime, I'm seeing that their next evaluations were six months later, at their one-year employment mark. Dwayne's were excellent, and he was recommended for a raise and a bonus. Julie's were very good, and she was recommended for a raise and a smaller bonus. But you know how Chief Moynahan and I were talking to you about how we'd write evaluations in the Army that didn't sound bad but were bad?"



"Which we've been doing in the TCPD for decades ourselves." said the Chief.
"Yes sir." I said with a grin. "Well, that's what Cawthorne's evaluation looked like. Specifically, it said, and I quote: 'with a full commitment to the company and its longstanding values, Jeff Cawthorne will become an asset to the projects', close quote. In other words, either he was complaining openly about the long hours -or- he was leaving earlier than they expected him to. Doesn't say his work wasn't getting done, just that he needed to 'fully commit'."
"I get that." said the Sheriff.
I continued: "He did get a small raise, basically a cost-of-living allowance of 2%. Dwayne got a good raise, almost 15%, while Julie got a 12% increase. They didn't get evaluated again for another year, but nine months later there was a 'memo' put in Jeff's file, written by his immediate supervisor, which said that he had met with Jeff to discuss Jeff's 'lack of productivity', and that 'the company's expectations that Jeff put in more time at the office were clearly spelled out to him'."
Me: "Two months later, one month before the next evaluations, another note was put into Cawthorne's file, which said that his, quote, 'leaving early' was unacceptable. This note was written upon a form, not unlike a Counseling form in the Army, where Jeff was given an opportunity to reply in writing. He put down that he was consistently putting in 10 to 12 hour days without compensation, and that he believed the 'demands' that he stay longer just for the sake of doing so were both unethical and illegal. There was also a note near the signature block which state that Cawthorne had refused to formally sign the note."
Me: "And then the next evaluations. This time, they didn't even try to put it in nice words. They stated that Cawthorne was not meeting the company standard, was not putting in the time necessary to complete the projects... though they did not state that he didn't complete any... and recommended that he be assigned only to legacy projects that were not critical to the company's success. He also got a raise of zero dollars, i.e not even a cost-of-living raise. He left less than a month later."
Me: "Dwayne got another big raise, though only 12% of his latest salary. Julie got a 10% raise, but there was an additional note in her file that she may not have seen, which said that she should be reassigned to less critical projects in order to, quote 'decrease stress levels that she has been experiencing'. I'm taking that to mean that she also was beginning to complain about the long hours, and maybe for Dwayne as well as herself. And indeed, she was reassigned to a project that maintained existing systems only."
Me: "I need to add here that Julie's assigned project was listed on her eval, and Cawthorne's had been listed on his. But Dwayne's project was not listed; the box said '(redacted)'. And there is nothing in his file at all that would lead to that what that project was."
"Is that a problem?" asked Griswold.
"Yes sir, and I'll come back to that, also." I replied. "So now we're at the third year evals. Cawthorne was gone, of course. Julie got a 6% raise, with a note that it was the average raise and that raises were not as big overall. Dwayne got an 8% raise, but on his own portion of it where he can make comments, he stated that he had been verbally promised bonuses of $20,000 the previous year and that year, but had only seen one $2000 bonus. A note that probably wasn't part of the eval but attached later said that he had never been promised any bonus of any specific amount in writing."
"Ahhh, there it is." said the Sheriff. "They were dangling the bait to keep him hooked, but had no intention of paying it."
"So I read the riddle, sir." I said. "And I'm not really sure why. His eval said his work was excellent, and that it was also critical to the project... which they don't name. But if he was critical to the project, and the project was critical to the company, why not show him the green dollar bills?"
Griswold said "Maybe they thought he'd take the money and then quit. Wouldn't be the first time something like that has happened."
I shrugged, and said "That's as good a reason as any I've heard or thought of, sir. But before you say 'good asskissing skills', let me round out this picture. Julie didn't get a fourth year eval, because she'd quit months before. Her notice of resignation was in her file. Dwayne did get an eval, and his immediate supervisor wrote that Dwayne was, quote, 'an indispensable' part of the team, and that the bonuses that had been promised to him needed to be awarded', close quote."
Me: "And that's key, Sheriff, because he wrote that on Dwayne's evaluation, which meant Dwayne got a copy of it, and therefore it was officially in writing. In his own section of the eval, Dwayne wrote that he needed to be better compensated for the 16-18 hour days or else he would cut back on the hours he was working. All this was right at the time Dwayne and Julie were arguing about those long hours."
I finished up: "There was nothing more in Dwayne's file, at all. Nothing about his resignation, nothing about the $50K that Cawthorne said Dwayne had allegedly been offered and refused. And now I will circle back, and answer some of those questions. For example: Sheriff, did you read Orwell's book '1984'?"
"Griswold growled; "Yeah, but in the year 1984, maybe. I don't remember much about it."
I said "The name 'Charrington' was a character in that book. He was the guy who rented the main character Winston a room above a bookstore, where Winston and his main squeeze Julia were having a sexual affair. Winston thought Charrington was a good guy, but in reality Charrington was a member of the Thought Police... spying on people."
Me: "I asked Laura last night if she'd ever heard of a 'Charrington' project or security classification. She said she had, that it was part of the Government's secret agreements with BigCommo that most people don't know about, and would be pissed if they did. You may remember the movie 'Enemy of the State', which is more real than people would like to think is true." Griswold nodded.
Me: "Laura said she could look up 'Charrington', but doing so would alert the NSA and Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel. So we agreed that she shouldn't look it up right now. Also, I strongly suspect that that memo mentioning 'Charrington' was included by mistake, and it's the only mention of the project in what BigCommo sent us under subpoena and under duress. They redacted the name in some places, and didn't mention it in others."
Me: "And that, sir, is why I think BigCommo has not given us everything they should have under the subpoena. I will add that the partial letter that Detective Troy found at the Matheson home is not matched by anything in the Dwayne Matheson file... and it rightly should be."
"If BigCommo is the author of that letter, of course." said the Sheriff as he stood up, then held out his hand to indicate I should remain seated. "You've done a wonderful job on this, Crowbar. But I fear that you may not get this one to the Finish Line. The Swamp Frogs in Government are bad. The Swamp Frogs in the Crony Capitalist Big Boy companies are even worse."
"Yes sir." I said. "But I do have one trump card."
"That partial letter?" asked Griswold.
"No." I replied. "Auxiliary Detective Troy."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:45am, Thursday, January 7th. I got a call asking if I would agree to delay the meeting with the Satco Engineering CEO until the afternoon, and I said I would. I called Jack Muscone to let him know.
At 8:55am, I got a call on my personal iPhone. It was from Eddy the Bounty Hunter. "Commander," he said, "I've got someone willing to talk to you. But he wants to stay anonymous, so he's going to wear a mask our meeting. And he wants your guarantee that you won't try to arrest him. And he wants you to come alone. I'll be there with you, if that's an issue."
"Okay." I said. "but he can't have any weapons on him. And I have to bring someone. Tell him it will be the most trustworthy Police Officer anyone could ever hope to meet..."
Eddy said he'd arrange it. The place he wanted to meet surprised me... it was the small office space I kept for selling security systems out of, which was in the same building as Town Fitness Centers. I agreed. After I hung up, I went and got the most trustworthy Police Officer anyone could ever hope to meet... Teresa Croyle.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30am. It was cold and blustery, and the skies becoming overcast with gray clouds that didn't threaten any rain or snow, but just made everyone feel gloomy. Teresa and I had on armor; her, underneath her 'bomber jacket' leather jacket with insignia on the shoulders and a woven TCPD badge over the heart, and over her uniform; me, under my beige trenchcoat and over my black mock turtleneck and khaki pants.
We parked in the alley behind the building and went in the back door. We didn't have to wait long. We heard what sounded like a van pull up. Seconds later, the back door opened, and Eddy the Bounty Hunter ushered in a short, slight man in a trenchcoat, muffler, and toboggan hat... and wearing a full-head ski mask with the merest slits for eyes and mouth.
Eddy was nearly as tall as me, similar in physique, and more pure blonde than my titian hair. He was also in his trenchcoat, and while the look was good, I worried as always that someone might mistake him for me and take a shot at him.
"I'll go watch the front door and the parking lot." Eddy said, and walked forward, giving us a little bit of privacy.
Our mysterious guest was talking through a little device that muffled and metallicized his voice. He looked at Teresa and said "Is it discreet? Is it right?"
"I'm Commander Don Troy, and this is Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle." I said. "She is discreet. I trust her more than anyone else on earth, and so can you."
"Please forgive me for asking, and for wearing this mask and using this voice scrambler." the man said. "If they ever found out who I am, and that I told you what I am about to, they would kill my family in front of me, including my dogs, and then they would torture me to death."
"I believe you." I replied.
"And don't try to record this conversation." said the man holding up another device. It was a bug-killer, very similar to my own!
I nodded, then said: "So... since you quoted the Conan Doyle character Charles Augustus Milverton in asking about Commander Croyle, shall I call you 'Porlock'? Or do you prefer another nom de plume?"
"Ah, very good, Commander." the man said. "Porlock will be fine; in fact, I like it. But time is short, so let me tell you my story, and then you can ask questions. First, do you know what the 'Charrington Project' is?"
"Some of it." I said. "It's either a BigCommo-Government joint project, or a security classification."
Porlock nodded. "Very close. And that is where my story begins. As you know, years ago there was a secret agreement between the Federal Government and BigCommunicationsCorp, whereby the Government, especially the NSA, gets to create backdoor tools to use the phone, satellite, and radio communications infrastructure of America and the World to spy upon and keep track of just about anyone they want to."
"Their abilities were already staggering." Porlock said. "FISA Courts were created to allow the American Government in the War on Terror to have the façade of a legal construct when they listened in on phone conversations of terrorists, but the truth was that they already could do that and often did. As a small example, people in the NSA were watching sex videos taped on personal cellphones that had been easily hacked. Apple was pathetic in claiming that their security was unbreakable; all the NSA did was create a dummy Israeli corporation to break the Muslim terrorists's iPhone open, to make it look like an effort was needed."
Porlock: "But I'm digressing, so back to what's relevant to you: in recent years, there was a project called 'Cerberus', named after the Hound of Hades that guards the River Styx leading to the Underworld. 'Cerberus' was a suite of security programs to protect America's most important communications assets, such as to bases and submarines that can fire nuclear missiles, communications between Air Force One and our strategic command centers, and to our Embassies and the like. I was part of the team of 14 programmers. No one person knew more than about a third of the entire system... and no one wanted to."
Porlock: 'Cerberus' has only been breached twice. The first time was by someone known as 'The Geek', who I believe you met some time ago, Commander." I nodded. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 02.)
Porlock then said: "The second time was by Dwayne Matheson. When he was hired, they didn't tell him what it was, but they asked him to hack it, as a test. He did so within three days. It had taken The Geek six weeks. And no one else ever did."
Porlock: "They put Dwayne Matheson on the Cerberus Team after they fast-tracked his Top Secret security clearance. He'd been with the company four or five months when he wrote a brilliant piece of code, a beautiful piece of code... and a dangerous piece of code. It was the genesis of 'Project Charrington'."
Porlock: "Matthew Willis has been part of BigCommo for several years, being groomed for leadership. He was made CEO fairly recently, when BigCommo transitioned from a big communications company with service and profit as its motives to a company dedicated to helping elements of the Government seize control and dominate the American People. That's been going on with several of the big companies, the crony capitalist companies."
Porlock: "Your friends of the Guardians of Justice, with help from the Israelis and from Japanese Intelligence under the late Takaki Misaki, exposed much of the insidious plans of Mitt Willis and the man you knew as 'Mr. C.'. Now Matthew Willis and Brendan Chapel have stepped in to fill the vacuum left behind by their deaths."
Porlock: "When Dwayne Matheson wrote that code, which surpassed anything anyone has ever had, Matthew Willis saw the light. He formed Project Charrington, and only he could think of that name so appropriate for a new suite of tools that could spy on people through MegaTech Industries's 'Alicia' smart devices in our homes and those wi-fi based alarm systems, and that could listen to anyone's cell phone conversations. But they could also take control of cars and steer them into a median or bridge support, or just conk out the entire electric grid that would then be blamed on a Russian, Chinese, or Korean nuclear missile EMP."
"And most insidious of all," Porlock said, the metallic voice chilling as he said it, "Charrington could break through anything. Anything the Russians or the Chinese have. Anything the Israelis have, which scares them shitless. And anything America has. Anything. It was what Brendan Chapel and the NSA needed after the disasters of Edward Snowden and of The Guardians of Justice."
Porlock: "They put Dwayne and a team of their most loyal programmers on the Charrington Team. They procured secret funding from Congress, shepherded through by Establishment Elites like the late U.S. Senator Samuel Russell. And as Brendan Chapel has consolidated his iron-fisted control of the Intelligence Community, he pushed Matthew Willis and BigCommo to make Charrington work, and work for him. In turn, Dwayne and his team were put under increasing pressure, made to work longer and longer hours."
Porlock: "And then... disaster. For them, anyway. Julie Matheson, who had been a Systems Analyst on the fringe of the projects, began burning out. And she could see that her husband was burning out. She begged them to give Dwayne some time off, and to cut his hours back or give him a weekend off, but they just relentlessly pushed on... and so she quit."
Porlock: "That brought them no pain. And they thought they had Dwayne wrapped up, because he thought he was doing the right thing for America, and he was loyal to the institutions of Government. He was no Edward Snowden, and he was certainly no Guardian of Justice. He worked his ass off for them because he wanted to."
Porlock: "But then he did begin burning out. And his wife was pushing him hard to cut back the hours, and then she pushed him hard to quit. Matthew Willis had personally promised him large bonuses, as much as $50,000 a year, but those were never paid to him."
"And so he quit." Porlock said. "And Matthew Willis, who is only 32, showed how bad his people skills are, and how badly he had misread the room. They cut Dwayne a check for $50,000 to stay, thinking the money is what he wanted. He tore up the check and stormed out, which shocked them."
Porlock: "And then things began falling apart for BigCommo. Turns out that Dwayne was the only guy who truly knew what was going on with that program, and other programmers... brilliant programmers themselves... could not keep going after he left. Some of them think Dwayne took something out, sabotaged it along the way, but I didn't think that was like Dwayne."
Porlock: "Anyway, they offered him huge checks, well into the five-figures, for him to just consult part-time and work with the team to fix some bugs. But he wouldn't do it. And now Charrington is at a standstill. What Dwayne could do in days, is taking a full team weeks to accomplish. And because they don't want one person to know too much, and don't want a repeat of the disaster if someone else becomes critical and then leaves, there's just no harmony in the work." After a pause, he said "That's pretty much it."
I nodded. "And it's tremendously helpful. Thank you for coming forward and talking to us, even though I know you would never testify in open Court. I do have a couple of questions. First, do you have any idea why they didn't pay Dwayne the bonuses they promised him? I mean, $50K is chump change for a project that big, not to mention how much Congress will spend on vaccines if someone even sneezes. Why wait until he's pissed off and out the door?"
Porlock: "I don't know, Commander. But it was a mistake on their part. And I'll tell you something else: if Dwayne had thought about it, he could've patented that code, or made them give him a contract worth millions to license it from him."
"Is that common practice at BigCommo?" I asked.
"Not really." said Porlock. "It's not the same as BigPharmaCorp, where they'll license a patented chemical process they use for their manufacturing processes. But Dwayne's code was so unique, and he was so indispensable to them, he could've pulled it off."
I said "Speaking of that, how much do we owe you for coming forward and speaking to us today?"
"Nothing, sir." said the man. "Dwayne wasn't a bad guy, and Julie was a really sweet lady. She didn't deserve to die like that. If what I told you helps bust Matthew Willis, that'll be all the pay I need. Of course, pay is no good if I'm not alive to spend it, so I won't testify. But as James Clavell said in his book Shō-gun, 'it is easy to find the solution, once given the answer.'. Maybe you can find the solution."
I took out my wallet and extracted five Benjamins, and said "You deserve something. So take this." Porlock tried to refuse, but I insisted, and he finally took the money...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Although we saw no one potentially spying on us, Porlock and Eddy wrapped up and took a couple of empty boxes out and put them in the back of the ubiquitous black van they'd arrived in. Teresa and I brought out a couple of boxes and they loaded them in, too. Porlock didn't reappear out the back, but had climbed into the shotgun seat.



After Eddy drove off, I locked up and Teresa and I got into my Police SUV to drive back to Police Headquarters. I took a lot of sudden turns and Teresa and I watched carefully to see if we were being followed, but we saw nothing suspicious.
"Eight hundred pound gorilla in the room." Teresa said. "Do you think that guy was telling the truth?"
"Why wouldn't he be?" I asked.
Teresa replied: "It occurs to my very cynical mind that BigCommo could've sent him to throw you completely off the trail. And to be candidly honest, the story he told is pretty fantastical."
"True." I said. "But we've seen and discovered some pretty fantastical stuff ourselves over the last few years."
"But Don, come on." Teresa said. "If a man was that critical to something that big, they would not have let him walk out of there, much less quit their employment. Edward Snowden had to run to where? Hong Kong? and then Russia, and they're still going to kill him if and when they can."
I replied "And Dwayne Matheson is dead, isn't he?" That struck Teresa into silence.
I continued: "You're essentially correct, but Dwayne didn't know everything about the project. And from what 'Porlock' there said, they 'misunderestimated' his indispensability to the project. I'll add this: this is still BigCommo we're talking about, not the Intelligence Community nor the CIA."
Teresa shook her head. "But why attack Julie? They couldn't kidnap her and hold her hostage forever. And it was him they wanted, not her, wasn't it?"
"You're absolutely right." I said. "But you have to look at it in the correct context. You have to see it like the killer was seeing it. And then... it will make more sense."
That earned me a fullbore 'Teresa Cunt' look. Fortunately, we were pulling into the Police Headquarters parking lot. And as we went inside, I dropped a further bomb on the Iron Wolf: "And one reason I know he was telling the truth... is because I know who he really is."
It is fortunate for me that Teresa does not carry a crowbar, and I do...
Part 14 - Roadblocks
11:00am, Thursday, January 7th. FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and I were in Lexington, in Hamilton County, which was southeast of Coltrane County on the way to Midtown. The U.S. Courthouse for our District was there, and we were in the Chambers of Federal Judge K.M. Landis.
Also in his Chambers were Karen Harper, the Director of Human Resources for Big Commo's City office, who was also over the Town & County sub-office, and BigCommo's attorney, Edward N. Parker, the newest addition to the powerhouse firm of Gresham & Mason, P.C.
Karen Parker was in her early forties with brown hair and a 'housewife next door' face and body, belying a tremendous energy and drive and passion for her company and the man she worked for.
Parker was in his fifties, tall and lanky, with brown hair and a face that looked as if it had caved in on itself. In some ways he reminded me of Jerry Barsbane. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', 'Iscariot' for more on Barsbane.) But Barsbane had been 'happy-go-lucky', while Edward N. Parker more closely resembled an accountant.
"Yes, Your Honor." I said in reply to the Judge's opening query. "We believe that BigCommo has not turned over all of the documents covered by your subpoena."
"Yes we have." said Edward Parker. "We have complied fully with the subpoena, Your Honor, and we must protest these baseless insinuations by Troy."
"Commander, do you have any evidence to back your claim?" asked Judge Landis, knowing full well that I did.
"Yes, Your Honor." I said, bringing out a document. "First of all, this document refers to the 'Charrington Project', which is a classified BigCommo project to which Dwayne Matheson was assigned. But no other documents mention it, and some should."
"Your Honor," said Karen Harper, "due to the classified nature of that project, we have redacted it from some documents, and have declined to turn other documents over pending approval by the National Security Agency------"
"Stop right there." said Judge Landis. "First of all, my subpoena did not allow for the NSA to be able to approve or disapprove you turning documents over at your whim. Second, Commander Troy and his Police Chief Moynahan have the clearances to be able to see anything you could possibly have classified. And what's more, their Police Psychologist is a retired Deputy Director of the CIA, and she can see what the President of the United States sees. That's one strike against you on the way to a Contempt charge. Okay, Commander, is there anything else?"
"Yes, Your Honor." I replied, bringing out another document... a copy of the paper Carole had found. "This is a copy of a document in evidence that was found in the home of the crime scene. It appears to be a job offer, but there is no corresponding job offer in the records sent to us."
After perusing the document, Judge Landis passed it to the attorney Edward N. Parker, who looked at it and then passed it to Karen Harper. Parker had not been able to hide a startled look when he saw it, though Harper was a little better at hiding her emotions. Practice, maybe?
"Well?" asked Judge Landis, his voice very unfriendly.
"Your Honor," said Edward Parker, "I understand that there were no documents at all in the Matheson home------"
"How would you know that?" I asked, interrupting the legal beagle that had just made a huge mistake.
"If I may be allowed to finish, Your Honor," snarled Edward Parker, "it was noted as part of the crime scene in the Police reports." The judge looked at me. I looked hard at Mr. Parker.
"Which Police reports would those be?" I asked. I then turned to the judge and said "Your Honor, the TCPD has not released any of the Police reports of the crime, nor the autopsy results. Not to the Public, not to the Press, not to anyone else. Therefore, I again ask from where the BigCommo attorney learned that information."
"Well?" barked Judge Landis at Parker.
"I heard it from somewhere, Your Honor." said the lawyer. "And I'll reply by asking Commander Troy directly, here and now: is it true that there were no documents at all in the household at the time it was searched?"
"Don't answer that." said Judge Landis to me. Then he turned to the lawyer and said "Your attempt to deflect from answering the question of how you came to know that information has been noted by this Court. So why wasn't there a copy of the original in the records submitted under the subpoena?"
"Your Honor, I don't believe this document is real." said Karen Harper, "I believe Donald Troy fabricated it. Remember, sir, that Donald Troy associated with a White Supremacist group last Christmas that is suspected of being insurrectionists------"
"Watch yourself, Ms. Harper." interrupted Judge Landis angrily. "I will not tolerate crap like that out of you. That's two strikes against you on the way to a Contempt ruling. Now where is that document, and why wasn't it included in the papers submitted to the Police?"
"There is no such document in the Matheson employee records, Your Honor." Karen Harper said with alacrity.
"Your Honor," I countered, "perhaps you should instruct Ms. Harper and her attorney here to look further than the employee records. Perhaps in the personal records of the COO Duane Llewelyn or CEO Matthew Willis." Again the lawyer Edward N. Parker failed to hide the shock on his face, followed by ugly hatred as he realized I was onto them. Karen Harper's face also showed bitter hatred.
"My subpoena was for all records pertaining to the Mathesons and Cawthorne." Judge Landis said. "You have until 5:00pm today to turn those records over, whether classified or not, so I would suggest you get moving, Mr. Parker."
Parker got up and so did Karen Harper, but Judge Landis said "Don't go anywhere, Ms. Harper. You're confined to this Courthouse until those records are turned over or until 5:00pm. And if 5:00pm comes and goes without those records, you'll be held in  Contempt until those records are found..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jack Muscone and I got into my Police SUV and drove towards the highway back to our Town & County. But at the last second we made a sudden turn, and I made my way to State Highway 40, going east towards Pottsville. If we were being followed, the followers were better than me.
"That was a really good job in there." Muscone said once we were on the highway. "You tied them up in knots. That lawyer seemed almost incompetent. They'd have been better off just sending in that HR person."
"She has the passion of a loyal company employee that hates me for daring cause her beloved boss Mitt Willis any problems." I said. "That attorney a relatively new hire, but he'll be up to speed in his hatreds pretty soon.
Muscone barked a laugh. Then he said "Sooo, are you just not asking, or do you not know?"
"That you met with Governor Marshall about the SBI Director job?" I replied.
"Okay, so you do know." Muscone said. "And since you're not asking, I'll tell you that our conversation went well, but that I don't expect to be offered the job. And that's because Governor Marshall is pretty damned astute and figured out that I probably won't take it if it is offered. And the main reason is that I'm not a top-job politician and paper-pusher type. I like where I am now, and will probably retire as a Field Agent."
I nodded as I watched the road and the vehicle's mirrors for signs of trouble, then said: "I'm not totally shocked at that. But does that mean that things are calming down for you in the FBI?"
"Only because the Swamp Frogs have new targets." said Muscone. "Lionel Carmel has friends in the Intelligence Community, and he's been pushing very hard to get Tracy Stone ousted. But I think that ship has sailed, and she's out of danger."
"I agree." I said.
Muscone: "I'm also hearing rumblings that the US DOJ Civil Rights Division really wants to go after Daniel Allgood and then the TCPD, but they're being held back for the time being. It's like a drag racing engine in neutral but being revved at full power; they're tearing themselves to pieces but are unable to get the traction they're craving."
I said "I suspect that some groundwork is being laid for that, in the form of Edgar Silas doing some agitating in Council meetings. I think we'll hear a LOT more from them this Spring."
Muscone nodded, then said "Oh, by the way... in my meeting with Governor Marshall, she asked who I'd like to see as SBI Director if I didn't get the job. I told her I had no names nor preferences, except for some guy whose name won't be mentioned but his initials are (D)on (T)roy. Ms. Marshall just said 'Don't I wish!'."
I just shook my head in mock resignation, then Jack continued: "Then I said that I just wanted to see someone that I and the FBI could work with harmoniously, which wasn't the case in the days of Jack Lewis. And it wasn't all that much better under Curly Goodwin."
I nodded. "That would be nice. Anyhoo, I know Norm Chow has turned the Director job down, and of course Britt Maxwell has, too. Carter Fischer and Gordon Grigsby are essentially handling the day-to-day, but I don't think either will be tapped for the Director position. They're too young, and you're right that the Director is going to have to have some political savvy and interpersonal skills to steer the ship through the minefields of the State Legislature..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We arrived in The City and went to the City Diner for lunch. Somewhat to my surprise, Jack Muscone did not go to the Federal Building nor even check in with them by smart phone.
After lunch, we headed to the southwestern part of The City, to which a number of the better businesses had moved, escaping areas that were becoming 'less attractive'. This area had become to The City what Palmyra County had become to Midtown.
Satco Engineering was located on the top floor of a very stereotypical glass-wall office building in a very stereotypical office park. We went inside and I checked in with the receptionist, giving her my card in an old-school-manners way.
On the way to the location, Jack had said "So who is this guy we're going to see? his name sounds familiar, but I'm not placing him at the moment."
"Lawrence J. Gordon, CEO of Satco Engineering." I said. "He is the father of Peter D. Gordon, who you'll remember was acquitted of raping Kendra Luskin. Lawrence Gordon publicly condemned his son Peter, immediately calling Peter guilty." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 01-02.)
"Ah yes, now I remember." said Muscone.
I said: "Lawrence J. Gordon is a Big-Boy-wannabee. He was a Senior Vice President of Acme Tool & Dye before BOW Enterprises bought out Acme, and he's been on several Boards from Henry R. Wargrave's Acme conglomerate to DynaCorp, to BigAgraFoods."
Back in live time, Mr. Gordon's assistant came and got Jack and me (and my card), and led us to the CEO's office suite, then announced us as she ushered us into the office. Lawrence Gordon had stood up when we came in, but did not come around the desk to shake hands with us. Hmmm, I thought to myself.
After we were seated, Gordon said "I had intended to have my CIO here with me, but he was called away to an emergency situation in California. So how can I help you?"
I said "Thank you for making some time for us today, sir. I'm here because last Monday you had a meeting with Dwayne Matheson and Jeff Cawthorne, is that not right?" Gordon acknowledged that it was, and I said "You may have heard on the news that Dwayne Matheson and his wife Julie died on Monday, and since his last movements of the day were to come here for a meeting, I was hoping to ask you a few questions about his state of mind at the time."
"Oh." said Gordon, who then said "Well, I don't know how much I'll be able to help, but go ahead."
 I said "Sir, what exactly was your meeting with them about?"
Gordon said "We're in the market for a new security software suite of tools, and so I met with them to discuss it."
I said "Did the meeting go well?"
Gordon said "In terms of a productive discussion, I think so. It was a first meeting, so nothing was decided, nothing promised. My CIO and I interviewed them on their capabilities, and they got some specs from us so that they could put together a proposal."
"Who did most of the talking between Mr. Matheson and Mr. Cawthorne?" I asked.
"Mr. Cawthorne, by far." said Larry Gordon. "Mr. Matheson answered any technical questions my CIO asked, but the majority of it was between Mr. Cawthorne and myself."
"Did either of them at any time give any indication that there was something wrong?" I asked. "Did either seem angry, upset, distracted, or worried?"
"No, not at all." said Gordon. "They seemed fine. They were paying attention, very much involved in the discussions."
I said "You just said nothing was promised as a result of the meeting. My question is: how did it end? Were they hoping for more, or expecting more?"
"No." said Gordon. "In fact, I think they were happy we gave them enough information to make a proposal, when we could have just said we should schedule another meeting and then not contacted them again."
I said "Did you plan on going further with them? Hiring them for your contract?"
I saw Gordon's eyes flicker and move around for a second, then he said "It's kind of a moot point now, isn't it?"
"Not for my investigation, sir." I replied. There was a moment of awkward silence as I waited for an answer, and my look at him showed that I was going to continue to sit there and wait for his answer.
Finally, Gordon said "When we talked after the meeting, my CIO and I both liked their ideas. But we agreed that they were probably too small to handle our project, even if they ramped up for it."
I nodded. "Who was the company that did your last security project, or last upgrade?"
"Why does that matter?" Gordon asked skeptically.
"If someone was going to be replaced by Matheson and Cawthorne, they might've had reason to wish them harm." I said.
"From the news reports, it sounded like a murder-suicide." said Gordon.
"The Media is very untrustworthy, sir. I would suggest always being skeptical of anything they tell you." I said. "As to the question, I'm just trying to get a complete picture, here."
Jack Muscone had been peering at Lawrence Gordon, and now Muscone said "Mr. Gordon, is there a problem with that question?"
"Er, ah... no, not a problem." Gordon said. "But I'm skeptical of the relevance."
"It's relevant, sir." I said. "Who was it?"
Gordon said "It's been a good while, which is why we were considering a new system. And it was before I became CEO here, but I think it was MegaTech Industries that did the work for us."
"They're huge." I said. "Why not go back to them for the new system?"
"Like you said, they're huge." said Gordon. "A bit too huge. As they say, 'size matters', but sometimes too much size is a diminishing return. And I don't think they do the kind of work we wanted, anymore."
"True enough." I said. "One final question, sir: who recommended JDJ Security Software to you?"
Gordon said "You know, I really don't remember. I was at some function, maybe a dinner party, with some other CEOs, and I asked for advice on who I might talk to about the project, and someone gave me their name. But I don't remember who it was."
Jack had no questions so we made our goodbyes and left. Gordon did not get up to show us out.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did you think?" I asked as we got onto the highway to go home.
"At first I didn't really understand why you wanted to talk to him, but now I do." said Muscone. "There was something just... 'off' about that whole thing."
"Like what?" I asked, to get him to share his views.
"He really did not want to say MegaTech Industries's name." Jack said. "You really got under his skin on that, if I was reading him right."
"And you were." I confirmed. "Anything else?"
Muscone: "I also thought it was a big point that you were subtly getting to: JDJ is wayyy too small to handle that size of a project. Sure they can hire and ramp up, but that would take weeks to months, and they'd do it only after they got the contract. I'm not sure if him saying MegaTech is too big is important, though."
I said "Well, MegaTech doesn't really do those types of contracts, so it leaves me wondering why they did the previous one in the first place. But you're right that JDJ being so small is a valid point... a very valid point. And it begs the question 'Why did Gordon call them and have them come in for an interview?'."
"Well, he said they were recommended to him." Jack said.
"Exactly." I replied. "And that is my point, and leads to what I thought was the most important thing: Lawrence Gordon did not want to tell us who recommended Matheson and Cawthorne to him."
"You think he was lying when he said he didn't remember?" Jack said.
"Absolutely." I said. "He knows exactly who told him... and I'll stress that he was told to call them in and give them the interview. And his CIO is conveeeeniently not available to answer our questions today."
"O-kayyyy." Jack said as he thought about it, trying to see where I was going with that. "It's interesting that you picked up on that."
"That's because I was looking for it." I replied.
"But why------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Myron Milton calling. "Sir," he said after I answered, "we're under cyber-attack!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I burned the blue lightbar and drove at speeds that would make Cindy Ross envious as we hurried back to TCPD Headquarters. When we got there, Jack went to Tanya's office while I located Lt. Myron Milton.



When the Intel Center was built out of Classrooms 'C' and 'D', Classroom 'F' was converted into Lt. Mary Milton's office. She and Myron were in there when I got there. Myron was typing feverishly on his laptop, able to do anything from there that he could do from his own office in the basement.
"What's going on?" I asked. Mary answered.
"Two cyber-attacks, sir." she said. "We haven't tried to figure out yet if they're separate or coordinated. One of them is a general attempt to infect all our systems, to shut us down as completely as possible. Because that's happened in the past, our systems were prepared to handle it, so we're okay------"
"So far." Myron interjected as he studied his laptop screen and typed some more. "But the attack is relentless, and continuing every few minutes. Commander Muscone is in contact with the FBI at the Federal Building, and they're trying to trace the source."
Mary said "The second attack was an attempt to get at our evidence servers. Fortunately, they are sealed off from all other systems, and cannot be accessed from the internet or ethernet, but only through dedicated computer terminals that have physical chips that must be present."
Myron said "It's a good thing, too. I've never seen what they were using to try to get to the evidence servers. It got past every anti-virus program we have, but couldn't find the hardwire access to the evidence servers."
Mary added: "They also tried going through the Court System's computers, and failed. We've alerted the judges and all the court system offices, and they're taking further precautions as well."
I nodded. "Good work, both of you." I said. "I'll get out of your way. Let me know if anything new and bad happens..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:45pm, Thursday, January 7th. I was called by Chief Moynahan into the Main Conference Room. A video hookup to the Chambers of Federal Judge K.M. Landis in Lexington had been established. In the room with me were Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Captain Claire Michaels... and D.A. Miriam Walters.
Paulina Patterson was in Lexington, waiting to be called into the Judge's Chambers. Judge Landis had called up and asked for me, but after finding that I was out on a mission, he called Miriam Walters and asked for Paulina, as Paulina had applied for the original warrants. When Miriam tried to send Savannah Fineman instead, Judge Landis snapped her head back, verbally, anyway, and said that he'd called for Paulina, not Savannah, and that he expected Paulina, not Savannah, to appear in his Chambers.
That prompted a visit to the Chief's office by Walters, and I was called in. Miriam wasted no time: "I think you orchestrated that, having Paulina instead of Savannah go down there." she accused me.
"You damn right I did!" I replied heatedly.
"God damn you, Troy!" Walters spat. "I've told you to do your job and let me do mine!------"
"MY job is to put a man who arranged for the murder of an innocent woman in prison, if not on Death Row!" I snarled loudly. "And YOU are doing every fucking thing you can to prevent me from doing that. And I've told YOU, and I will say it right here in front of the Police Chief: I fully intend to keep fucking you over like that for as long as you are District Attorney!"
I went on: "You've already harmed my case by letting your idiot dog Fineman release Davalos. And I'm not having you fuck this one up!"
"What the fucking hell is your problem with Savannah?!" yelled Miriam.
"I have two answers, and you can choose the one that works best for you." I replied, a bit more calmly. "First, Savannah can't handle it, and she can't handle being the MCD ADA. She's not good enough. And second, Savannah is too fucking lazy to get the job done, and she won't do what needs to be done. She's already punted on Davalos, just like Gil Krasney punted too many times to count."
Me: "And Krasney lost his next D.A. race because of his poor choices... just like you are going to lose your next D.A. race because of Savannah's poor choices... and your support of her poor choices."
"Are you threatening me?" Miriam said angrily, her beady black eyes narrowing to mere slits.
I shrugged. "You can call it what you like. I call it an assertion of the facts and a prediction based on those facts..."
Now in live time, we were waiting to hear if BigCommo's attorney Edward N. Parker and Regional H.R. Director Karen Harper would turn over any more documents. At 4:57pm they were ushered into Judge Landis's Chambers, where the Judge and Paulina were waiting. Judge Landis introduced Paulina, then turned to them and said "Well?"
"Your Honor," Edward Parker said, "We have turned over the classified documents per your orders, though sealed with the hope that only persons with the proper clearances will be allowed to see them."
"So noted." said Judge Landis. "And the other? That employment offer?"
"Your Honor," said Karen Harper with fearless alacrity as she stood erect in front of the judge's desk, "I do not believe that any document corresponding to that paper exists. I am not saying that as an accusation of perfidy by Donald Troy, though I believe that it is. I am saying it because that document does not exist, neither in personnel records nor any other records, including those of our C-level Officers."
"So you're ready to be jailed for Contempt of Court?" Judge Landis said. "Because I don't believe you."
"You can put me in jail if you like, Your Honor." said Karen Harper. "Doing so will not cause a document that does not exist to suddenly materialize into existence. It is what it is, and it isn't what it isn't. To the very best of my knowledge, that original document does not exist."
"Your Honor, we will appeal any Contempt jailing." said the lawyer Parker. "You may not believe us, but the Federal Appeals Court will be less biased, especially when we show that there is nothing, nothing at all, to show that that document scrap was from a BigCommunicationsCorp document."
"Counselor Patterson?" said Judge Landis.
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "I'd like to ask Commander Troy to give his input."
"Commander?" said the Judge. Your Iron Crowbar appeared on the television monitor set up for the videoconference. Judge Landis said "They may be right, and no amount of jail time is going to make Karen Harper talk nor give up that paper."
"Yes, Your Honor. Thank you." I said. "It logically holds that a job offer document in the Matheson home would be for one of the Mathesons, and the large numbers involved show that it's likely for Dwayne. And the only company really interested in Dwayne's employment is the company for whom he was employed before. So yes, it is logical that our scrap of the letter is from BigCommo."
"That's not logical at all." said Edward N. Parker. "And speculation is not evidence. Your Honor, he has no evidence, and his attempt to go fishing for it should be disallowed."
"I don't agree." said Judge Landis. "I think the TCPD is showing that something has been withheld, and in direct contradiction to my subpoena."
I then said "Having said that, Your Honor, I might give Ms. Harper the benefit of the doubt that that paper is being kept from her. So in lieu of her doing jail time while in Contempt, I'd like to ask Your Honor to issue an arrest warrant for Matthew Willis..."
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Roadblocks (continued)
The Enemy tried hard, very hard, to stop the arrest warrant for their beloved CEO from being issued.
"Your Honor!" Edward N. Parker exploded, his face deep red with rage, "There is no probable cause to arrest Mr. Willis!"
"Yes there is." I said. "I emailed and faxed Judge Landis as well as Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts here in our County the outline of my case, and it shows why Matthew Willis is a Person of Interest, either a Material Witness or a Suspect, in the murder of Julie Davalos Matheson, a human being."
"You have no proof of that!" exploded Karen Harper. "And for you to smear the good name of Matthew Willis with your slanderous lies is beyond the pale!... even for YOU!"
I just calmly fired back: "If Ms. Harper won't give us the subpoenaed document, perhaps Willis will. If Ms. Harper does not want Willis arrested, she should come correct with that document. An arrest warrant for him is an excellent incentive for him to turn the document over to her and to us."
"And yes, I did get those documents you sent, Commander." said Judge Landis. "They are a compelling case, if circumstantial. I'm issuing that warrant, and Mr. Willis will have until 9:00am tomorrow morning to turn himself in to the Town & County Police..."
Part 15 - Second Chances
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, January 8th, from the anchor desk at the KXTC studios. "There are shocking new developments in the Matheson murder-suicide case!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that Federal Judge K.M. Landis and State Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts issued warrants for the arrest of Matthew Willis, CEO of BigCommunicationsCorp, colloquially called 'Big Commo'. Mr. Willis has been named a Person of Interest in the deaths of Dwayne and Julie Matheson, who were found dead in their home last Monday afternoon!"
Bettina: "The Town & County Police have finally released their reports of the crime scene as well as the autopsies of the Mathesons. Dwayne Matheson's death was ruled to be the result of a self-inflicted gunshot wound. However, the autopsy of Julie Matheson showed that she died hours earlier than her husband, and that he was away from the home at the time of her death, prompting the Coroner to issue a ruling that her death was a 'homicide by person or persons unknown'."
Bettina: "The TCPD and the Nextdoor County Police also issued their reports of the deaths of two men in Nextdoor County, and sources tell Channel Two News that at least one of those men, identified as Roberto Cardona Jimenez, has been linked to the Matheson murder, as his DNA was found at the crime scene. Neither the TCPD nor NCPD would comment on the possibility that Jimenez or his accomplices were the murderers of Julie Matheson."
Bettina: "Matthew Willis is the son of the late Mitt Willis, who was Acting CEO of BigAgraFoods when TCPD Commander Donald Troy arrested him and perp-walked him to his death outside the Palladium Hotel in The City, which outraged the employees of BigAgraFoods. Now Commander Troy has personally asked for the warrant to arrest Matthew Willis. The TCPD has declined to comment, citing the ongoing investigation. And Commander Troy continues to insult the People of our Town & County by steadfastly refusing to respond to Channel Two News's multiple requests for comment."
Bettina: "And now let's go to reporter Carl Lemay in Midtown for a special report on the Legislative session. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay as he appeared on the screen, with the State Capitol in the distance behind him "Governor Sharon Marshall has requested a weekend meeting at the Governor's Mansion, and has invited Legislators of both Parties, including Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons, State Senators Moe Molinari, Jimmy Cerone, and Katherine Woodburn, and three State Representatives, Republicans Lamar Linder and Billy Williams, and Democrat Nina Cortez."
Lemay: "Other Legislators were furious at those choices. State House Majority Leader Wilson Hammonds was not invited, and he and other Establishment Republicans bitterly promised that Governor Marshall would pay for the deliberate snub. And Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown called upon Lieutenant Governor Coons and the Democrats to boycott the meeting and all meetings with Republicans until Governor Marshall and State Senator Molinari fully commit to defunding the Police."
Bettina: "Carl, are there any other bills at all being considered in the State Legislature?"
Carl: "Yes, Bettina. Senator Richard Langdon and Representative Frank Allen, both Democrats, introduced the 'Sensible Gun Control Measures Act' in their respective chambers of the Legislature. The bill calls for very reasonable measures that include full registration of all firearms with the SBI Bureau of Firearms and Explosives, requiring 'proof of need' before a concealed carry permit can be issued, publicly publishing the names and addresses of anyone who has been issued a concealed carry permit, and an ammunition tax of at least $1 per round for any ammunition purchased in the State, and making it a felony crime to own any ammunition purchased outside the State without registering it with the SBI-BFE and paying the $1-per-round tax to the State Tax Authority."
Carl: "And State Senator Maxine Watts of the Badlands District of The City and Representative Peter Long Cox of Nextdoor County introduced bills in their respective Chambers called the 'County Restructuring Act', which calls for the 96 counties and the City to be restructured along more equal and fair lines. It also calls for our Town and County to be divided to their original pre-merger lines, including a full separation of the Police Forces along those jurisdictional lines. Back to you, Bettina..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Can they do that?" asked Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Me, Chief Sean Moynahan, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle drank coffee as we watched in the Chief's Conference Room. "Can they really split us apart like that?"
"Surrrre they can." drawled the Chief. "They're the State Legislature."
"I understand what Tanya is asking." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And the more complete answer is that they can split the Town and County apart again, but once they do, we get to write our own Charters. And those Charters can still called for a merged Police Force and Fire Department."
I said "True, sir, but it will also depend on whether or not we get merged with Nextdoor County and Coltrane County. If we do, then it's unlikely the Police Forces can stay merged."
Teresa said "That bill is aimed at rural counties, attempting to dilute Republican numbers by merging districts where they're stronger. But we're the fourth-largest population base in the State, after The City, Southport, and Midtown. Why would they merge us with two rural counties and actually add to Republican strength in the new district that would follow?"
I replied: "Yes, it might get Katherine Woodburn defeated by a Republican, but locally it would have a devastating effect on the Republicans. For example: of the Town's five members of the current Council, four are Democrat and one is Republican. And they can use the Republicans's own trick against them: they'll say they're going to ensure a Republican gets elected in one district out of five or two out of ten, by cramming every relatively conservative neighborhood into one district. Yeah, that'll guarantee a Republican or two, but 80% of the Town Council will be Democrat."
The Sheriff added: "And don't forget... because the Council is divided the way it is, the USDOJ required us to have the Assembly. If the Town is separate and divided along equal-population lines, they can be unicameral... just one Council, no Assembly."
"And the Democrats in total control of it." I said somberly.
"But the County Council will be Republican... won't it?" Teresa countered.
"That depends." growled the Sheriff. "If our County is merged with Nextdoor County and Coltrane County, they will be factored in, as well. If they get creative about how the lines are drawn, and who is included where... it might not be. What if Hillside and Buford are not given town councils, but are included in the overall County structure?"
After a moment of somber silence, Tanya said "So, what are we to glean from that reporting of Mitt Willis's situation?"
"That they are walking on eggshells over it." I said. When everyone looked at me, I said "Bettina didn't go to Amber or Stellum, but reported on it herself from the anchor desk. Whyyyy? To ensure she personally kept control of the report and the narrative. And probably on Katherine Woodburn's orders. They absolutely do not want to offend the Crony Capitalist companies."
Teresa said "And they're laying the groundwork to really go after you, Don. They're already painting you as a vengeful persecutor of the poor, poor Willis family." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Soooo, Mis-ter Crowbarrr." drawled the Chief. "Do you really think Matthew Willis is going to fuck up and give you a thread to pulllll?"
I shrugged. "I hope so..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:25am I received a phone call from Carole. "Daddy," she said, "the power is out here at school, and they're sending us all home."
"Okay, I'll come get y'all." I said. As I was exiting my office, I nearly collided with Tanya as she pivoted from her office to mine.
"Sorry, Don." Tanya said. "I was just going to tell you that Federal Marshals are escorting Matthew Willis in the BigCommo jet from Washington, D.C. He's expected to land just before noon."
"Good." I said. "I'm going to go pick up the kids at Eastside Elementary. The power is out there. I'll get Pete, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The power was out at the school because of a major arcing and subsequent fire at the substation that fed power to the school and the Courthouse next to it. The school's heaters were gas-fueled, but because the blowers ran on electricity, heat was not being distributed to the classrooms, and it was going to get cold. It was also dark inside, so the buses were called... recalled, actually... and parents were notified to pick up their kids.
I saw Stephanie Steele at the school. She told me she was picking up Marie, and would take the others to Laura's office. So she took Jim, Ross, and Pete... and I took Carole with me. "I have something she can do today." I said.
On the way back to Headquarters, Carole said "Daddy, I don't have my badge, so how can I work with you?" I opened the little compartment between the seats, took out Carole's badge, and handed it to her. She very happily put the chain around her neck, displaying her badge on her chest.
"Here's what we're going to do, Fussbudget." I said. "You're going to watch me interrogate Matthew Willis. If you get any sense, any vibe, that can help me get him to confess or mess up and reveal something, you can tell Detective Rodriguez, who will relay it to me through my earbuds."
"Why can't I have earbuds, Daddy?" Carole asked.
"Because they're adult sized, and your ears aren't big enough yet." I said... then added "Even though you listen to too many conversations that don't concern you."
Carole retorted: "If I were Aunt Cindy, I'd say something about a crowbar beat-down. But I won't, because that would be dis-re-spect-fulll. And because I don't have a crowbar yet, and I'm not good enough to beat you in a boxing match... yet."
"You get out of school for one day, and already you have delusions of grandeur." I said with a grin. "But yes, I'm still your father, and that would be disrespectful, so don't------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my personal iPhone. "Uh oh." Carole said. "That's Mommy. She wants to know why you're taking me to the Po-leece Station instead of me going with Marie's mom to Mommy's office."
And she was right. I had some 'splainin' to do...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to Headquarters, Helena told me that Captain Michaels and Lieutenant Mary Mahoney had asked to see me when I got back. I went on into my office behind Carole, who knew to plant herself on the sofa and stay put.
"Daddy," she said as she pulled her iPad out of her book bag, "talk to Captain Mike-ulls first. She has something im-por-tant to tell you."
"Okay." I said. Following Carole's advice, I first went to Claire Michaels's office, knocked on the door, and went inside. Claire was about to stand up, but I held out my hand for her to stop and remain seated. "You've got something for me?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Captain Michaels said. "Richard Davalos and his wife came back to Town last night. After checking into the Hyatt, they proceeded to go to the Coroner's Office and ask for Julie Matheson's body to be returned to them so that they could have it transported to Acropolis City for burial."
"Just her body?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Claire replied. "The problem is that Dwayne's parents asked to claim both bodies, and so did Jeff Cawthorne, with the intent of either cremating them or burying them... and doing so here, in our cemetery."
"And what's the answer, there?" I asked.
Claire: "Coroner John Quincy Kelly called all the parties involved, and had them come to his office in City Hall to work out the claims. A TCSD Deputy was there, and it was fortunate that he was. When Davalos saw Mr. Matheson, he was going to rush him again, but the Deputy and Jeff Cawthorne got between them."
Claire: "Davalos proceeded to do a lot of yelling. He demanded his daughter's remains be given to him, so that he could bury her in Acropolis City, and completely separate from Dwayne. Everyone else protested that, and once again Jeff Cawthorne fronted Davalos hard when Davalos began making threats and getting into people's faces."
Claire: "Then Mrs. Davalos interjected, and said to let Julie be buried with her husband, either in Acropolis City, Senoia, or here. Davalos's face was so red with rage that Coroner Haines literally thought the man was going to keel over. Davalos grabbed his wife's arm to force her to leave with him. The Deputy was about to intervene, but Mrs. Davalos said it was all right, and she left with her husband."
I said "That's interesting, and I'll see what we can do to help the Mathesons and Cawthorne on that. But it doesn't look like anything we can do something about."
Claire smiled as if she was getting one over on me, and she was. She said: "Yes there is, sir. Right as you were leaving to get your kids from school, the Hyatt Hotel called. They had brought room service up to Davalos's room, and even though Davalos tried to just grab the tray and take it inside, the server saw Mrs. Davalos in the room with some bad bruises on her face. He notified the front desk, who notified us."
Claire: "Officers Johnson and Burrell responded. Davalos tried not to respond; our Officers had a key and opened the door then busted through the chain on it. And yes, Mrs. Davalos had been beaten up pretty badly. She tried to tell them she didn't want to press charges, but Officer Burrell said that it was a domestic disturbance, the Police had no choice, and that Mr. Davalos was under arrest. Mrs. Davalos was taken to the Hospital, and Davalos is now in our holding cells... again."
I nodded. "Good. That gives me a glimmer of hope that we can take Willis down. I'm sure I don't need to tell you that we'll be holding Davalos over the weekend and not arraigning him until Monday. And if Miriam Walters or Savannah Fineman try to interfere and move up the arraignment so that they can let him go, we will force the delay until Monday." Claire nodded in complete understanding.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I stopped by Lt. Mary Milton's office. She had me sit down. "We've processed the additional papers BigCommo sent over. We have them under a classification seal, so you or the Chief must give permission for anyone else to see them."
"Good, thanks." I said. "Anything interesting in them?"
"No sir." Mary said. "There's very little there. What interested me is what's not there. For example, usually when a company has a Government contract, the company bills the Government for the company employees's pay. But that's not in the records they sent. They do show the company paying the Mathesons and Cawthorne, and department numbers, but nothing further."
I nodded. "Maybe they weren't billing the Government for the pay. Maybe the Government is paying them a set amount for the product they deliver. And that would at least partially explain why they weren't paying Dwayne Matheson the bonuses they promised him until it was too late: it would come out of their pockets."
Mary said "I can think of another couple of reasons for it, sir. First, a corrupt one: they may be charging the Government for the pay, and maybe the overtime and bonuses that they're not paying Dwayne is going into their own pockets."
"Like Forbes Environmental National Laboratories was doing." I said. "Siphoning off money for their slush fund." (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards', Ch. 02.)
"Yes sir, exactly." Mary said. "But I think my second reason is the most likely one: they're not billing the Government because that would generate a record... for and by the Government. And they don't want this one on the books, not even the classified 'black' books. Whatever 'Charrington' is, it's a really 'dark' project."
"So it would seeeem." I said as I got up. "Anyhoo, I just hope and pray that no one ever offers you or Myron that kind of money to leave us. I can do a lot, but I can't compete with that."
"No worries, sir." said Mary. "Myron and I would rather watch our kids grow up."
"Kids? Plural?" I said as I glanced at Mary. She silently met my glance with a little smile...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had Davalos brought to I-2. He was dressed in a stylish orange jumpsuit, white t-shirt, and gray slippers, and was designated as a 'suicide watch' prisoner.
"Lawyer." was all he said as he was practically forced to sit down opposite me at the table.
"I'm not asking you any questions." I said. "I'm------"
"I want a lawyer. I want a witness to anything you're going to say." Davalos said, his eyes smoldering with hatred for me, but also revealing the state of panic of his mind.
"Tough shit, fuzzball." I replied, then began: "As you can see, Davalos, you're back in my jails again. And after beating the shit out of your own wife. Domestic abuse charges are bad, and they tend to follow a man around. Now the only thing you can possibly do to avoid significant jail time... hard time, and as a wife-abuser who will be treated similarly while you're in prison... is for you to tell us everything you know about Matthew Willis telling you to bring Dwayne Matheson back into the BigCommo fold as an employee."
To my surprise, I saw Davalos's eyes change just a little bit, and I realized that he was thinking of his predicament, and whether or not it was worth it to turn.



"I need a lawyer, to negotiate on my behalf." Davalos said.
"You have that right." I said. "And we'll provide you access to that attorney... Monday morning, when you're arraigned. Until then, you get to sit in my jails over the weekend... thinking about your future. And you're a lawyer yourself, so you know what the Game is, and how it's played."
I got up and left the room. A moment later, a uniformed Officer came in to take Davalos back to the holding cells...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nathan Masterson, Esq., of Gresham & Mason, P.C. came to Police Headquarters around 10:45am, and demanded to see his client Davalos. "He's been taken to County Jail, sir." the Duty Desk Officer said helpfully.
Masterson left for County Jail. He noticed a TCPD Police cruiser following him, and he was forced to travel at the speed limit when it became clear he had been singled out to be followed. At County Jail, he went to the front desk and asked to see his client Davalos. "He's not here, sir. He's still at Police Headquarters." the Duty Desk Officer said helpfully.
When Masterson arrived back at Police Headquarters, he found that someone was waiting for him in the lobby. A redhead wielding a red crowbar.
"Where is he, Bar Code?" Masterson thundered at me.
"Wherever you're not, Jew Hater." I replied. "And it will stay that way until I am good and ready to let you talk to him."
"You will never get away with this!" Masterson snarled.
"Get away with what?" I replied. "His arraignment will be Monday at the earliest. I've got 72 hours, and I'm taking every minute of it."
"I'm going to go get a Court Order to force you to let me speak to him!" Masterson snarled again. "I'm going to------"
"The Courthouse is that way." I said, pointing in the general direction of Courthouse Square. "The Assistant D.A.'s office is in City Hall. Same direction. See ya, and I wouldn't wanna be ya..."
Yes, what I was doing was legally very dangerous and could compromise the domestic abuse case, I thought to myself as I headed back inside Headquarters. But I was desperately trying to pin down the bastard that was responsible for two deaths.
Part 16 - First Contact
11:45am, Friday, January 8th. The BigCommo jet landed at County Airport. Five men in suits and ties got off and proceeded to a black SUV with Federal Government plates that was waiting for them. The SUV and another one identical to it pulled out of the airport and proceeded south towards Town, and ultimately to Police Headquarters.
In the lobby, Matthew Willis and the four Federal Marshals were met by attorney Edward N. Parker, who announced to the Duty Desk "This is my client, Matthew Willis. He is turning himself in, in compliance with the Federal and State warrants for his arrest. I request to speak to your Chief of Police as quickly as possible."
Matthew Willis looked like a younger version of his father: tall, slender-'ish', in shape, with the look and air of a future Aristocrat of the Corporate Elite.
An instant later, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle came out, wearing armor over her uniform shirt. Also appearing was Lieutenant Micah Rudistan, similarly attired. Teresa introduced herself and Rudistan, then stepped up to Willis and said "Matthew Willis, you are under arrest as a person of interest in the deaths of Julie Davalos Matheson and her husband Dwayne Matheson." She read Willis his considerable legal rights from the card.
"Are we going in there to talk with your Chief?" the lawyer Parker asked, almost pulling Willis in the direction of Interrogation-A.
"You must be a new employee around these parts." Teresa said, a bit cattily. "Your client is going to go through basic booking, and then he'll be taken to Interrogation-1. We will escort you to I-1 to wait for him there. And you will not be speaking to our Chief at all, unless he changes his mind."
"Mr. Willis is the CEO of BigCommunicationsCorp." said the lawyer. "He deserves to be treated with more respect than being taken through Booking like a common criminal, especially considering he's not been charged with any crime."
"Ah, so Mr. Willis is an important man, is he?" said Lt. Rudistan with great joviality.
"Yes." said the lawyer, his eyes boring into Rudistan. "Yes he is."
"We'll be sure to accommodate him appropriately." Rudistan said as Teresa signed the Marshals's document, taking custody of Willis. Their duty done, the Federal Marshals left.
Teresa said "We're not making him wear the orange jumpsuit that so many of our guests prefer. But take away his belt." With that, she signaled to Patrol Officers Johnson and Burrell to take Willis through Booking, getting him photographed and fingerprinted, and having him put his wallet, cellphone, and pocketed personal items in a container for safe storage.
Rudistan had wanted to take Willis through the booking process, and deliver some of his well-known acerbic wit. But Teresa said "Sorry, Rudistan, you've been promoted past your level of competence, there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After booking, Matthew Willis was brought down the hallway from Booking to the Interrogation Rooms. As he neared the door to I-1, the door further down the hallway, to I-2 opened, and Richard Davalos was brought out, to be returned to the holding cells.
I was in I-1 near the jail-side door, watching Willis's reaction. He barely registered surprise, and immediately I saw a crafty look appear on his face.
"Hello, Richard!" Willis said enthusiastically. "How is your son in Charlotte doing?"
Before Officers could hustle him away, Davalos said brightly "He's doing well, Mr. Willis, very well. Thank you for asking, sir."
In the Monitor Room, Carole was watching with Detective Julia Rodriguez. "Well, that didn't work." my daughter declared, seeing and perhaps sensing that my ploy to shock Willis and make him worry that Davalos was turning had not worked. I'd heard what Carole said in my earbuds, and I thought that that indeed had been 'Strike One' against me.
"No, it didn't." I said into the microphone that worked through the wi-fi with the earbuds. "Julia, you might as well let Masterson 'find' his client Davalos. We'll never get Davalos to turn now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Matthew Willis was brought into I-1, followed by Edward N. Parker, with Johnson as the Uniformed Presence. They sat down opposite me and Lt. Commander Croyle.
"Thank you for coming so promptly, Mr. Willis." I said.
"I've nothing to hide." said Matthew Willis in a friendly voice that fooled no one present.
"I'm Commander Don Troy, and this is Commander Teresa Croyle." I said. "I'm going to read you your rights." I did so from the card, and Willis nodded that he understood them.
"So what is this about, Commander?" asked the lawyer Edward N. Parker. "Why the warrant? Why put my client through Booking?"
I replied "We are investigating the deaths of Dwayne and Julie Matheson, both former employees of BigCommo. And there are some questions about their employment that I'm having trouble getting answers to... a lahhht of trouble."
E.N. Parker: "So why are you bothering the CEO of the company with that, much less issuing a warrant for his arrest? Why aren't you talking to our H.R. Department?... which has complied fully with the Federal and State subpoenas you obtained."
I replied "No, Mr. Parker, BigCommo has not complied fully with the subpoenas. But I am not blaming the H.R. Department, because I believe some things are being withheld from them, too."
"I can't wait to see your proof of that." Parker replied. "You have absolutely nothing."
"Don't I?" I replied. "Let me spell it out, then. We know that Dwayne Matheson was working on a project critical to BigCommo and the Federal Government. We know that his software work was so unique that he could have gotten patents on it. We know that he was so important to the project, that when he submitted his resignation from BigCommo, he was handed a check for $50,000 to stay on."
"I dispute that." said the lawyer. "Show me your proof of that."
"Witness testimony." I replied. "And the point, Mr. Willis, is that your HR Department cannot authorize bonuses of $50,000 on their own. So it had to come from higher up. And we're in the process of subpoenaing BigCommo's financial records pertaining to the Cerberus and Charrington projects."
"Commander," said Parker, "you may have had probable cause to get the employee records of the Mathesons and their colleague. And I reassert that we fully complied with those subpoenas. But you have no cause, probable or otherwise, to go on a fishing expedition through all of the company's financial records. We'll fight your subpoena requests to the US Supreme Court if we have to."
I replied "Oh, but I think we do have probable cause. The evidence at the crime scene." I pulled out the bagged piece of paper that Carole had found, then slid copies of it across the table. "These copies will be easier to read than through this evidence bag. Six-figure job offer? That didn't come from a low-level HR Manager, nor her low-level attorney." Yes, that was a shot at Edward N. Parker.
"Again, Commander, show me your proof, your absolute proof, that that document even came from BigCommo." said the lawyer. "Even the threats of the Federal Judge in your pocket could not force it to be magically produced."
"Who else could it possibly be?" I replied. "Federal Judges aren't stupid, and neither are Juries. BigCommo is the only company that would have the motive to offer that, not to mention the means to offer it. Mr. Willis, what would you have paid Mr. Matheson to return to BigCommo employment?"
"That's none of your business, and------" said the lawyer.
"I'm asking him, not you." I said to the attorney, then turned to Willis and said "Mr. Willis?"
Willis said "I wouldn't have paid him a dime over the very generous compensation he was already getting... and was completely ungrateful for, it would appear."
The lawyer began to furiously whisper in Willis's ear, then said "I need five minutes alone with my client." Teresa and I got up and went into the anteroom, then I went on through and walked the short distance to the Monitor Room.
"He's lying, Daddy." Carole said. "He's the one who wrote that letter. He's thinking about it. And that law-yrrr is thinking that he destroyed it already, so you can never find it."
"I think you're right, Fussbudget." I said.
Julia Rodriguez was sitting next to Carole, and would relay any messages to my earbuds. She said "Sir, they probably have destroyed that job offer letter and any other records that could lead back to it. Maybe we need to find another way to get at Matthew Willis."
As I thought about it, Carole peered at me and said "Daddy, he's a bad man. A real bad man. He was happy that he was not paying Mr. Math------ Mr. Dwayne what he had promised him."
"Yesss," I hissed, as much to myself as to anyone else. Then I said "Yes, Fussbudget, that's the way to approach him, to get under his skin. Julia, get those vids I asked for ready to play. I'm sure Willis is the one who had Mrs. Matheson murdered. Carole, anything I can do or say to make him make a mistake and admit something?"
Carole said "No sir, Daddy. He's not going to say anything. He's scared of something, of someone. And he's more scared of that man than he's scared of you."
My eyes widened at that. And new trains of thought boarded at the station as I realized that just as Richard Davalos was a Pawn in this game, Matthew Willis was himself barely more than a Bishop or a Knight...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Five minutes became ten. As I came into the anteroom, Teresa said "Masterson is in I-2 with Davalos. That lawyer Parker got a text and replied to it, but he put up the phone before I could go in there and confiscate it.
"That doesn't matter, I'm afraid." I said. "We just got Strike Two against us; Carole is sure that the offer letter has been destroyed. We've got two chances left: Slim and None. And Slim just boarded the train to Albuquerque..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went back inside. The lawyer Edward N. Parker said "I will be speaking for my client, so you can direct your questions to him through me. Also, you better start showing some connections between my client and those deaths, or I'm taking him back out of here. We've cooperated, we've fulfilled the warrants, but they don't say you can run roughshod over my client's rights."
"He's not going anywhere." I said. "We have the original of that job offer, and I'm very willing to let a Jury decide if your client had it sent to Dwayne Matheson or not, even if you, Mr. Parker, destroyed any other copies of it." The lawyer barely blinked at that, but said nothing, no protestation of innocence.
I continued: "And there is another reason I'm holding your client. And that reason's name... is Peter Toole." (Author's note: 'Swamp Frogs', Ch. 02.)
The lawyer didn't react, but Matthew Willis sure did. His face registered shock, which rapidly turned to deep, bitter hatred.
I began: "Peter Toole was a young man that worked brutally long days, and was rewarded by being given more and more work to do. His wife begged him to quit, and almost had him do so. But then he went in to work on some trumped up 'emergency', and his wife packed up and left him."
"And then the CEO of his company called him on the phone and fired him." I continued. "Not even the courtesy of an in-person notice, but just a quick phone call and having a security guard usher the poor man out. And Peter Toole's mind snapped. Let's watch some TV."
I turned on the television monitor and began playing a video. It showed Peter Toole firing five bullets into Mitt Willis's body as Mitt was perp-walked out of the Palladium Hotel in the City. I could sense Matthew Willis's bitter anger welling up as he watched the video of his father being shot dead.
"The apple does not fall from the tree." I said. "Like your father enjoyed working people to the bone, then spitting in their faces as he kicked them out and destroyed their dreams and their lives, you did the same to Dwayne Matheson. You worked him harder and harder, longer and longer days, promising him bonuses in the five figures but never making good on those promises. And then Dwayne quit. Your attempt to give him a check failed; he tore it up and threw the pieces into your face."
I continued: "You were desperate to get him back. Project Charrington was failing without Dwayne there to work on it, and your promises to some very powerful Swamp Frogs were not being fulfilled. So you came up with a plan to get Dwayne back in the fold as your programming slave, get Charrington finished and delivered to those to whom you owed everything, and thus secure your place as your father's successor in the hierarchy of the Establishment Elites."
I continued: "You had spies watching the Mathesons. Their neighbor, Mr. Tate was paid to watch and report on them, and he used his wife to unwittingly help. You had Richard Davalos pressure his daughter to get Dwayne to go back to BigCommo, and you, through Davalos, had the companies Jeff Cawthorne had contracts with sever those contracts because Cawthorne wouldn't help you get Dwayne back. And you had someone put a flag on the SBA loan, to pressure Dwayne and his wife financially."
"You're on the right track, sir." I heard Julia say into my earbuds. "Carole says he's reacting, that he knows you're right."
Me: "But you severely, severely, misread the room. When Dwayne had complained about not getting the bonuses he was promised, you thought that money was the way to Dwayne's heart. So you offered him well into the six-figures to come back, with a tremendously huge bonus."
Me: "But it didn't work. And through your spies, you realized that Dwayne's wife was the reason he'd quit, and was the reason he wasn't coming back. She even created a new company in order to keep Dwayne away from you."
Me: "You were desperate, so when someone offered you a straw to clutch, you clutched at it. That someone gave you a plan, and even arranged the resources for you to do it. At your direction, Lawrence J. Gordon enticed Dwayne Matheson and Jeff Cawthorne to The City to discuss a contract, a contract that he never intended to give them. And while they were away, you sent killers in a truck provided by your patron to attack Mrs. Matheson."
"Did you intend for them to kill her?" I asked. "Or maybe just beat her like Davalos beats his wife? Or maybe rape her as a 'familia'-style warning to Dwayne? Well, they did kill her. I don't know how you could think something so insidiously evil, but you actually thought that if you harmed Julie Matheson, and ultimately if you killed her, that Dwayne would then come back to BigCommo, especially if enticed by the large offer. You really thought that..."
"Carole says he's happy about having done that." I heard in my earbuds. "He's not as agitated now."
I went on: "So let's circle back to Peter Toole. His heart broken and his mind deranged by your father's callous actions, he went and found your father... and shot him dead. Blew his ass away. You, Matthew... you're much, much, more lucky. Dwayne Matheson also lost his mind in his heartbreak and anguish, but he shot himself instead of finding and killing you.
Me: "And that was the unintended consequence of your actions. You didn't end up with Dwayne coming back to work for you... he ended up dead! Your plan totally backfired. And now you have a project you have to deliver to a man who is truly merciless when it comes to failure. And the only person who can save your ass... committed suicide after you had his wife murdered!"
Matthew Willis had been watching and listening with utter hatred on his face. His lawyer had been listening with spellbound fascination. But when the spell broke, the legal beagle said "You'll never prove a word of that! Not one word!"
"Vee shall see." I said in my 'German' accent. "Vee shall in-deeed see."
To his credit and my chagrin, Matthew Willis recovered his composure. "You got nothing, Troy. I can read much more interesting fantasies than that on the Literotica website." he said with a gleam in his eye. He turned to his lawyer and said "Let's go."
As they got up, Willis said "Oh yes... on that video. I did notice who was diving for cover as that deranged maniac was murdering my father. That was you, Troy. That was you. It was you who perp-walked my father into that ambush and got him murdered."
He then leaned over, using his arms on the table to hold himself up, and said "And I will forever hold you responsible for that. Look to your life, Troy. Look to your life. You... and your heirs."
That line was straight outta the Brando/Reeve 'Superman' movie, spoken by General Zod. Willis thought he was being cute, trying to goad me.
But there was nothing else I could do. My attempt to get him to fuck up and expose himself had utterly failed. I said nothing as Matthew Willis and his lawyer left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on, De-tec-tive Julia!" Carole exclaimed as she ran out of the Monitor Room and tore down the back hallway at the top of her speed. Julia Rodriguez was taken aback, but then took off after Carole.
"Carole, where are you going?" she called out as she ran after my daughter, who was showing athletic speed that would serve her well in Sports in the future.
"Hurry!" Carole said. "We only have one chance left!"
Carole did not attempt to go through the main door to the lobby, as it was metal, locked, and needed a passcode to get through. Instead she ran for the anteroom to the front Interrogation Rooms. Hurtling through I-A, she was stopped only because Julia behind her had to shut the anteroom-side door before Carole could open the lobby-side door.



Mitt Willis had to go to the Booking Station to reclaim his wallet, belt, and wristwatch. He and his lawyer were buzzed through the door, and they went into the lobby. Waiting for them was a seven-year-old Auxiliary Detective blocking the doors leading outside. Carole's little arms were crossed in front of her as she looked up at Matthew Willis through her eyebrows.
"What is this?" Willis said amusedly.
"You did do it!" Carole said accusingly. "You had that man's wife killed!
Matthew Willis peered at Carole, then said "Good luck proving that, kid."
"You're a bad man." Carole said, her little arms still crossed as she fearlessly faced the Swamp Frog. "A really bad, evil man."
"Why you..." snarled the lawyer. He took a step towards Carole, but Willis stopped him as they both noticed Julia going for her gun. And behind them, Teresa Croyle was also going for her gun.
Matthew leaned forward, his hands on his thighs supporting him, and said "Tell me something, kid. You ever dance with the Devil in the pale moonlight?" That line was straight outta the Keaton/Nicholson 'Batman' movie.
"You won't get away with it." Carole promised. "I'll take you down myself, but you're going down."
"Hmmph." Matthew Willis said with an amused grin on his face. "See you around, kid." He and the lawyer stepped past Carole, who didn't move. Only when they were outside did tension subside in the room.
I had come up and was now in the lobby. Carole came over to me and put her forehead on my leg.
"I'm sorry, Daddy." she said forlornly. "I tried to make him talk, but he didn't."
"That's okay, Fussbudget." I said as I patted her back. "You did good. You did the best you could. But sometimes, our very best isn't enough."
"But he's gonna get away with it, Daddy." Carole said, her voice near breaking.
"Noooo." I said. "No, he won't. Justice will come for him. It just won't be today."
Carole nodded. Her blue-gray eyes were now on the doors to the outside, and I could see that those eyes were dead to all but Justice. It was an awesome yet terrible sight to behold...
Part 17 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
2:00pm, Friday, January 8th. The Chief and I were in the Main Conference Room with D.A. Miriam Walters and ADA Savannah Fineman.
"We're arraigning Richard Davalos... again." Savanah said snottily. "And we're doing it today, not Monday. I've already put it in the system. And just like last time, I'm going to drop the charges against him."
"Are you frickin' kidding me?" I exploded. "You can't do that!"
"Yes I can. And I'm going to." Savannah said. "Just to show you that you're wrong, and to shove your own red crowbar up your ass."
"Domestic battery, felony domestic battery, is the charge I'm hitting the bastard with." I said. "You really would drop that?"
Savannah said "Misdemeanor charge. He's from out of State, outstanding in his community. His wife doesn't want to press charges, either."
"Look at these photos." I put out the photos of Mrs. Davalos that had been taken at the Hospital earlier that morning.
"So what?" Savannah started. "She wants to drop the------
"LOOK AT THEM!" I yelled at the top of my lungs. "HE BEAT THE SHIT OUT OF HER!"
"Easy, Commander." Miriam Walters said. "Look, it's bad, but------"
"Let me make this clear to you, Fineman!" I said. "If you let that bastard walk, your face is going to look like that when I'm done with you!"
"Is that a threat?" Savannah whined.
"No, it's a fucking prediction!" I said. Seeing Savannah look at Miriam and the Chief, I said "And yeah, I just said that in front of your boss and mine. And I'll beat your face in in front of them, too!"
"You can't just threaten me like that------" Savannah started.
Seeing the look in my gray eyes, Miriam said "Savannah, stop. Just shut up. I'm putting Paulina on the case."
"Miriam!" Savannah said. "You can't let this bastard win by threatening me!"
"Read the room, Savannah." Miriam said. "Look at those pictures. You get Davalos off, and Troy will give those photos to the Press, and he'll tell the world you let a wife-beater go free. I can't let you do that to your own career. Now go back to City Hall."
"Yezzz." said Chief Moynahan. "Please do leeeeeve." Savannah looked uncomprehendingly at Miriam, angrily at the Chief, then left without looking at me.
"I don't know what we're going to do, Chief." Miriam said, speaking as if I weren't there. "Your Detectives are going to have to work with ADA Fineman, and I just can't have Commander Troy throwing tantrums and threatening her whenever he doesn't get his way."
"For o-pen-erzzz," Chief Moynahan drawled, "your ADA can stop acting like Gil Krazzz-ney and actually prosecute these felon-eeeees. Commander Troy's wayyyy... is the way of Justice. Ms. Fineman should try bringing some of that Justice to the criminals, instead of letting them goooo..."
"And I won't threaten her again." I said. "I'll just take the action step without warning next time. But the bottom line, Miriam, is that Savannah is on notice. If she thinks she's going to shove my own crowbar up my ass, figuratively or literally, she's going to find the price she pays will be more than ugly."
"You good with that, Chief?" Miriam said, trying to force the Chief to choose sides. And he did.
"He's only keeping me from doing something to her first." the Chief said. "Miriam, you really need to take a look around at what your ADA is really do-innnng."
Walters just shook her head and left the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh nooooo." Nathan Masterson groaned as he and his client Richard Davalos came to the Defense table in Judge Rodney K. Watts's courtroom.
"What?" Davalos said.
"It's not Savannah Fineman." Masterson said bleakly. "It's Paulina Patterson."
"So what?" Davalos said. "If she knows what's good for her------"
He was interrupted by Judge Watts coming into the Courtroom, and the Bailiff calling out the case.
"The charges are assault and battery, and felony domestic battery." said the Judge. "How do you plead?"
"Not guilty." said Davalos.
"Prosecutor, bail recommendation?" said Judge Watts.
"Your Honor," Paulina said, "the Defendant is an extreme flight risk. He is not from this area nor even this State, but from Acropolis City. He has considerable wealth, making flight well out of the State and even out of the country financially feasible. We ask that there be no bail, and that he be remanded into Town & County custody until his trial."
"Defense?" said the Judge.
"Your Honor," said Nathan Masterson, "my client is an upstanding member of his community with no prior criminal offenses. And Commander Troy has already tried to deny him legal counsel, as well as make threats against him. Furthermore, he is obviously distraught over the loss of his daughter, and we ask he be released on his own recognizance------"
"Stop right there, Masterson." Judge Watts said. "That ain't gonna happen, and you're beginning to insult my intelligence with your antics. Prosecutor, how high a bail do you think I need to set?"
"Your Honor," said Paulina, "the only way to make sure the Defendant stays here is to force him to by keeping him in custody until the resolution of his case. He literally can afford to skip out on a multi-million dollar bail."
Then her eyes grew crafty and her voice turned catty as she said: "Also, this will ensure that the Defendant is here in this County when his daughter is buried alongside her husband in our cemetery."
Davalos turned and gave Paulina a very ugly look as Judge Watts laughed out loud.
"Yes, Mr. Davalos, that is the ruling I've made on that lawsuit." said Judge Watts. "And I agree that the risk of flight is too severe to allow this Defendant bail in any amount. Bail is denied, and a speedy trial will be scheduled..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Davalos was a 'keepaway' and on suicide watch at County Jail. I went to his isolation cell and was let inside.
"Lawyer." Davalos grunted.
"We're way past that stage." I said. "I heard what Matthew Willis said to you, and I understand the underlying message. You won't talk because it means your son's life will be forfeit. And I get that."
I continued: "But what I want you to understand is what the Swamp Frogs do to people who know too much but become useless to them. Like you, right now. And they still might go after your son. But we can get him into Witness Protection, and your soon-to-be-ex-wife, too."
"You're a fool." Davalos said. "Don't you get it? The threat to my son comes from the very people who run the Witness Protection program!"
That was true, I realized to myself. And I realized that I was going to lose, this time. It would take someone better than me to bring Matthew Willis to Justice.
And someone who would be better than me now had Matthew Willis inexorably in her sights...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I was about to take Carole home and help prepare for the gathering we were having at The Cabin later in the evening, the Chief came to my office.
"Welll, Mis-ter Crowbarrr," he said, "it would seeeem that young Miss Crowbar here has found a weak-nesss in our Headquarterrrrs." He was referring to how Carole got to the lobby via the anteroom and Interrogation Rooms with no resistance.
"Yes sir." I said. "I've already talked to Tanya about it, and we're going to have the door from the anteroom into Headquarters be protected the same way the Vice and MCD doors are."
Carole's face had fallen, and she asked "Am I in trouble, Chief Cav?" How she knew his nickname, I was not sure; she had not heard me use it in front of her. But the Chief liked it.
"Heh heh heh heh." he chuckled. "Not at all, Carole, not at all. In fact, today you helped the Town & County Police Force become even bet-terrrrr. And you also did a really good job helping us with those bad men today."
"But we didn't get 'em, Chief." Carole said miserably.
"Nooooo, but we will. We never give up." said the Chief. "And as your dad will tell you, some days you get the bear, and some days the bear gets you. We did our best, but this time they did a little bit better. Soooo, don't feel bad. Learn from it, and we'll drive on."
"With the Airborne mission!" Carole said, much more enthusiastically. And yes, she had heard that one from me. The Chief laughed merrily and fist-bumped the Junior Crowbar...
Part 18 - Issues and Answers (The Solution)
7:30pm, Friday, January 8th. The MCD Detectives and Intel personnel and their leadership had been invited to a dinner at The Cabin. The Vice Detectives had been invited, too, but they were doing stakeouts of potential drug operations.
The occasion was not very festive. Our case had not gone well, and a lot of tensions between a lot of people had been exposed in the last week. And Carole was bummed out about Matthew Willis getting away with sponsoring murder.
Some of the tensions that had shown up were between Detective Roark Coleman and his fellow Detectives. He had good Detective skills, but his 'people skills' were wanting, to say the least. I saw him looking at the wall where my children's portraits were, and I went up to him.
"Sir, who is that on the end?" Roark asked, pointing at Greta's baby photo.
"That's Greta." I said. "She lives with her mother in New York City, and I don't get to see her."
"Sorry to hear that, sir." Roark said. "How old is she?"
"Three and a half." I said. "But her mother took her to NYC years ago, so I'm completely missing her growing up."
"At least she was a baby." Roark said absentmindedly.
"What do you mean?" I asked, trying not to feel offended.
Roark said "My parents got divorced when I was nine. My mother wanted to move back to where she grew up, three States over from where we lived at the time, and take me with her. So my dad had to fight for custody. It grew more and more acrimonious, and I remember every bit of it."
Roark: "My dad got royally screwed over, and by his own attorneys. They took his money, but didn't do a damn thing in Court to fight, and when he complained, they just told him that if he wasn't satisfied he should seek new representation. He went through four attorneys before he found one that would even try to put up any resistance."
I nodded. "I've heard stories like this before." Then knowing that it was important, I said "Tell me yours."
Roark nodded. "I've heard you say that Divorce Court is the most one-sided, rigged game in the American Court System, and I can bear witness, sir. My dad went heavily in debt fighting for custody, and he still lost. Completely. Hell, the Judge could've just awarded my mother custody months earlier and ended the charade. But he and the lawyers strung it out, month after month, hearing after hearing, financially sucking my father dry, only to get the same pre-rigged result, at least in my opinion."
Roark: "My mother was allowed to take me out of State, and my father was given two weekends a year visitation, and he had to go where she and I were. And she'd conveniently take me on (air quotes) 'vacation' somewhere right at those times, and the Court did nothing about it when my Dad filed suit."
Roark: "So I didn't see my dad again until I was 18 and went to college. And all those years, my mother was telling me that my dad didn't want to have anything to do with me, that he hated me. I found out the truth when my dad came to visit me at School. I didn't even recognize him, and when he first told me he was my dad, I said I didn't want to talk to him."
Roark: "Fortunately, I did listen to him, and he told me the truth. Fighting for custody of me had broken him financially, and emotionally as well. He'd been homeless for stretches of time, turned to drugs, got clean when he was thrown in jail and barely survived the 'Night of Hell' withdrawal. And then he got a job in a car factory in LaGrange, Georgia and settled down, seemed to be happy at last."
"You still see him? Talk to him?" I asked.
"Oh, he passed away, sir." Roark said.
I winced at my faux pas. "Sorry about that." I said.
"It's okay, sir." Roark said. "His health never recovered from those bad years. I think that's why he sought me out, to see me and what I'd become before he passed on. He was at my Police Academy graduation, said he was proud of me. Six months later, I got the call from the local Police Department there. Emphysema and sleep apnea, I was told."
"I'm sorry." I said. "I'd just joined the TCPD when my father passed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some few moments later, we all went through the line to get portions of the catered barbeque (noun) dinner, while the kids consumed the hamburgers and hotdogs we'd also prepared.
After dinner, a heavily pregnant Cindy Ross tapped spoon to glass and we all brought our chairs into the greatroom and sat in a big circle to hear my long-awaited explanation of the case.
"I'll tell it chronologically." I said. "On Monday, we responded to a 9-1-1 call of shots fired at the Matheson home. We discovered the bodies of the Mathesons, and the CSIs and Detectives did a good job of finding clues that had me convinced that something was out of the ordinary. And then Detective Troy found the biggest piece of evidence."
Everyone clapped for Carole, who was sitting between me and the Sheriff. She fist-bumped me and the Sheriff, then I continued:
"It was obvious from the relative body temperatures that Dwayne and Julia had died hours apart, and I realized this was a murder-suicide, but not in the traditional sense. I also realized that Dwayne committing suicide was in itself a clue, as if he knew the reason for Julie's death, and reacted to it by taking his own life."
Me: "Mrs. Jones gave us some helpful information, but Theo was correct to be skeptical of it. The people in the van she saw were disguised, and I did wonder if there were more people involved. So far, we have no proof of that. But one thing that was borne out was that Mrs. Matheson died hours before her husband did."
Me: "And then we found out that 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' is a Government front. So we have BigCommo, we have MP&E, and I'm seeing something dark and ugly taking shape. And when Carole found that scrap of paper with the job offer on it, I knew we had the first part of the motive for the crime, especially since the biggest 'strangeness' at the home was that every document, every bill, every scrap of paper had been taken from the home... but nothing else, except the contents of Julie's purse."
Me: "At the time I did not know if Dwayne or Julie was the one being recruited with that offer, so I waited for data to come in. And thanks to the excellent work of the Intel Team and the Detectives, that data began flowing in like a mighty river."
Me: "As soon as I heard the name 'BigCommo', I generally knew where to begin. Only a 'Big Boy' company would have the resources to make an offer of that magnitude. And then BigCommo kept popping up."
Me: "Joanne Warner did a very good job relentlessly pursuing Alicia Tate. That turned out to be a key to what we were dealing with. And then Jeff Cawthorne turned himself in, and we learned a lot from him."
Me: "All the stuff about the relationships and goings-on was just a sidebar, though we did have to consider other motives for Julie's murder. But what we got from Jeff Cawthorne was the work environment of BigCommo, that Julie had quit and Dwayne had stayed on for much longer, that he was working brutally long hours and days, that Dwayne had been concerned for Julie's safety on the day she ended up being killed, and more."
Me: "I did have to do something I absolutely hate having to do. I had to ask about the gun ownership of Cawthorne and Sullivan. Fortunately, their statements as well as other data showed that their guns were not likely involved. And when we found out from the autopsy that the bullet that killed Julie was likely.22 WMR, a caliber that we've often seen before and associated with professional killers and Government-related perps, I had that piece of data to add to the pile."
Me: "Then Richard Davalos entered the picture, and that's putting it mildly. But despite his histrionics, I was able to get a few more pieces of data through his contradictions of himself. He wanted his son-in-law out of his daughter's life, yet he wanted his son-in-law to go back to BigCommo in order to work and support his daughter. And Davalos... like BigCommo, like the Morrison truck... had Swamp Frog mud smeared all over him."
Me: "And then we had Donna Childers's cousin at City U., and Alicia Tate's husband with the State DOL. Aronis Software cutting off Jeff Cawthorne. Davalos having a connection with Cawthorne. More Government, more Swamp Frog connections."
Me: "So the Chief was about to give me a crowbar beatdown and force me to tell you what I was suspecting, but the Alicia Tate-Jeff Cawthorne video was brought to our attention. It diverted my thinking long enough to re-check myself, but then I was all the more firmly convinced I was right."
I drank some water, and then said: "None of you except Teresa could possibly know this, but Peter Toole assassinating Mitt Willis is seared into my memory. Every second of that attack is burned into me, the bullets flying within inches of my head as I lunged to tackle Toole as he fired over me, seeing the crimson spots appear on Mitt Willis's chest, and just the pandemonium of the entire scene. Teresa tried to tackle Mitt Willis, and she may have some memories, also." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Me: "So I remember the subsequent investigation, and the Peter Toole story that came out: he'd been worked to the bone, his wife had left him, then Willis unceremoniously fired him, discarded him like a piece of used toilet paper. And that is why I was able to see what was happening now when I would not expect any of you to see it, at least not nearly as quickly."



Me: "Matthew Willis had relatively recently become CEO of BigCommo. He was driving the employees of two of his projects relentlessly, especially the one known as 'Charrington', which is a 'dark arts' project that angers me to even hear about. It's a program that is designed to use the communications infrastructure of the Nation to spy on American Citizens, to listen to our phone calls, to see our texts, to watch the videos we have on our iPads."
"Sounds like we need the Guardians of Justice to come back." said Tanya P. Muscone. "The real ones, not the motorcycle club."
"No doubt, but let me get there by filling in the gaps along the way." I said. "So the apple does not fall far from the tree: Matthew Willis is as heartlessly cruel as his father ever was. He was on his way up the ladder to corporate and political power like his father before him. And he had the tools to fast-track himself to the top: the 'Charrington' project."
Me: "I was convinced that Dwayne was the key programmer of Charrington, and when he left it created a huge problem for Matthew Willis. Since Willis is greedy for money, he assumed Dwayne was, as well. But then Dwayne turned down a bonus to stay on, then refused several offers to return, including the one Carole found. I believe he and Julie got it, he tore it up and threw the pieces at the trash can, and that one bounced off and behind the desk. And the killers missed it when they cleaned out the house of all paperwork and also took Julie's cellphone.
Me: "When that didn't work, I believe that Matthew Willis's mind is so warped that he truly believed what he did next would work to bring Dwayne back... he had Julie murdered. Now you may argue that he just wanted to have Julie assaulted as a warning to Dwayne, but that.22 WMR being brought to the scene and the sheer cruelty of Matthew Willis's mind... he was part of the Tau Fraternity and participated in those rituals that we finally solved and stopped... showed me that he meant to have Julie killed. And he believed that if her influence on her husband was gone, Dwayne would accept the huge financial offer and return to BigCommo and save Willis's program." (Author's note: 'Unresolved' for the Tau Fraternity case.)
"You're right about one thing, sir." said Joanne Warner. "I never would've considered Matthew Willis stooping to that low a level." There were murmurs of general agreement around the room.
"Again," I said, "I hope you never had to experience what I did when Peter Toole shot Mitt Willis, but if you do, you'll see it. And then there's the Tau Fraternity's actions towards those women, and towards Stephen Henry and Wendy Withers. Yes, Matthew Willis has been schooled in the cruelty of his father and the Corporate Elites, and he had taken their lessons to heart."
"Why not just threaten Dwayne?" asked Janice Holloway, who was here with her fiancé Teddy Parker.
"He may have." I replied. "I think Dwayne knew about that SBA loan flag, and maybe Julie did, too. Dwayne and Julie had already gotten carry permits and were often armed. On the day of the murder, Dwayne was very concerned about getting back to Julie. And when he got home and found her dead, I think he knew the threats had been turned into an execution, and with his world ended... he chose to end himself."
"So why did she let those plumbers into the house?" Roark Coleman asked. "If she knew there was a threat, wouldn't she be on guard?"
"And we may be back to the Theo Washington theory." I said cryptically. I saw the lights come on behind Joanne Warner's eyes.
"Anyhoo," I said, "from that point on, my goal was to find a way to get evidence on Matthew Willis. Davalos had made the mistake of assaulting Dwayne Matheson's father, and I was trying to make him sweat and turn him... and then Savannah Fineman cut my legs out from under me and let him go."
"Sorry if I stop your narrative," said Cindy Ross, "but why did she do that? And was going to do it a second time..."
Paulina Patterson said "I don't think Miriam ordered Savannah to do that, either, though Miriam went along with it just to show you and the TCPD who's boss."
I said "Davalos is... was... on the fringe of the Corporate Elites and the Swamp Frogs. But there I repeat myself. Anyhoo, either Masterson and Munson and their ilk are paying Savannah off, or they're cajoling or threatening her some other way. But there's clearly something there. For example: Savannah wanted to press felony lying to Police charges against Alicia Tate. Full felony charges... but didn't even blink when I showed her the photos of Mrs. Davalos and the beating she took from her husband, and was going to drop the battery charges against him."
I said "Anyway, and to wrap up, y'all saw what happened. I couldn't get Davalos to turn, I couldn't get enough probable cause to go after BigCommo with a sledgehammer... sometimes a crowbar ain't enough, Carole... and Matthew Willis was able to walk out of my Police Headquarters unscathed."
"This time." Carole said darkly. "And next time, Daddy... a crowbar will be enough." I patted her on the back.
Part 19 - Aftermath
10:00am, Saturday, January 9th. Theo Washington pulled his POV (privately owned vehicle) into the driveway of the Matheson's neighbor, Mrs. Jones. Joanne Warner was riding shotgun.
"Look." Theo said. "There's a For Sale sign in front of the Tate's house."
"Seth told me that Alicia Tate gave her notice, but it was immediate instead of two weeks." Joanne said. "They're moving to Midtown. Mr. Tate got a promotion within the State Department of Labor, wouldn't you know."
"Fuck up, move up." said Theo. "He could easily be in jail, as could she. But Franklin dropped the charges in spite of Savannah's attempt to upgrade them."
"Things won't end well for Savannah if she keeps up with her antics." said Joanne. "Commander Troy's patience with that situation is already wearing thin."
"Yep." said Theo. "So tell me again what we're doing here?"
Joanne said "I want to re-interview Mrs. Jones. Something Commander Troy said last night struck me... that you might've been right, and Mrs. Jones's eyewitness account may have been very faulty."
They got out of the car and went to the front door. Theo knocked and rang the bell, but got no response. He knocked harder and said "Police!", the tried the door handle. It was unlocked and the door opened an inch.
"Exigent circumstances?" Theo said, drawing his weapon.
"You betcha." Joanne said. "TOWN & COUNTY POLICE!" she yelled as she pushed the door open. Theo rushed inside and Joanne followed as they began to clear the house.
It was empty, totally devoid of furniture. They walked through the main room towards the kitchen in back. And then they saw a flicker of movement!
"Police! Come out with your hands up!" Joanne yelled. A second later, a large shadow appeared in the doorway, hands raised.
"Please do not shoot the Police Commander." said the Police Commander, Your Iron Crowbar.
"Commander!" Joanne said as she and Theo relaxed and pointed their weapons at the floor. "We almost shot you!"
"Thank goodness you didn't" I replied. "Seriously, I just got here myself. As you can see, Mrs. Jones has flown the coop. You were right about her, Theo. And she was gone last night. Teresa and I came over and the place was already empty."
"And that's what you were hinting at last night, sir." Joanne said. "Julie Matheson would've been on guard against strangers showing up in a plumbing van. But she might have let Mrs. Jones in the house."
"So I read the riddle." I said, then handed Joanne a sheet of paper. "And here's more... Mrs. Jones bought a.22 WMR autopistol just before Christmas."
"In her own name?" Theo asked.
"Yes." I said. "Which shows she did not intend to be 'Mrs. Jones' all that much longer. She's in the wind now, probably with a whole new identity."
"Did Mrs. Jones kill Mrs. Matheson?" Theo asked.
"Maybe." I said. "I think Julie let her neighbor into the house, then either Mrs. Jones held Julie at gunpoint and forced her to open the door, or Mrs. Jones opened the door and the men rushed Julie and subdued her. It is also possible that when Jimenez was attempting to rape Julie, Mrs. Jones ended that by shooting Julie and then telling the men to get their shit together and clean out the desks."
"So Mrs. Jones was spying on the Mathesons for years?" Joanne asked.
"Looks like it." I said. "Obviously, Mrs. Jones was a lot more than just a blatantly nosy neighbor. What with the nature of the project Dwayne was working on, she may have been a watchdog spying on him... or protecting him. And then her handlers told her to go to the Matheson home, and let the plumbers in."
"So why are you here this morning, sir?" Theo asked.
I smiled and said "To test your house-clearing skills. No, seriously, this may be a situation where we don't want to create any paperwork. This one is bigger than the TCPD. So I'm here to tell you to stand down, forget you were ever here. I've notified Muscone and Laura, and they can take it from here as they see fit."
"So why did she give me the 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' name from the van?" Joanne asked.
"In case we found someone else who had seen the van." I said. "Everything she told you was the truth... except that it may have been her answering the door. And she was waiting for Dwayne to get home to see what he did, and when he shot himself she called 9-1-1 herself, which she thought would allay suspicions about her."
After a moment, I said "Okay, why don't I buy you two breakfast at the Town Diner... and I'll tell you about the Tates being taken into Witness Protection, not the fake news story of them being in Midtown." My invitation was accepted, and we left the empty house...
Part 20 - Night of January 16th
(Author's note: Like the SEC Network says about football games replays: 'We now move ahead in our coverage...')
5:00pm, Friday, January 15th. Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington were at the Title Company with their lawyer Cy Hart. The properties they were buying had belonged to the County, so a City Attorney was handling the seller side of the property transaction.
Cindy handed over the cashier's check, buying the properties outright, and was handed the Title Deeds. "It's all yours." said the Town's attorney. "The County will run water to wherever you're going to build your house, and pave a road to the property line. Just contact the Public Utilities Department... and be advised they sometimes take their sweet time about things."
Cindy said "I think I can find new ways to motivate them... uhh..."
"What is it?" Callie said.
"I just had a contraction." Cindy said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:10am, Saturday, January 16th. We were in the waiting room of the newly rebuilt and refurbished wing of University Hospital, the Dr. Laura W. Fredricson Maternity Ward and Neo-Natal Center. Its namesake, Laura Fredricson, was in the delivery room, helping Cindy deliver her baby.
The waiting room was crowded. Along with me were Teresa Croyle, Tanya P. Muscone and her husband Jack Muscone, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Ross Evans, her and Cindy's mother Maggie Ross, and Cindy's father, the founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, wearing his stereotypical white button-down shirt, khaki pants, and dark blue sportscoat.
Paulina was keeping the kids at The Cabin, including Betsy Ross and the Muscone girls, and Todd was at his home with his boys and little Pete Feeley. They were all getting a good night's sleep.
Not so much at the Hospital. Also in the waiting room... was Tim Jenkins, the baby's father. Callie Carrington was in the delivery room with Cindy. Supposedly, only one 'spouse' was allowed in the room with the mother as she delivered the baby, and Tim had said that Callie could be in there and he'd wait with us.
But I knew that Laura could've done as she pleased and allowed both to be in the room, and Tim knew I knew. So he told me quietly that he'd seen blood and death, but didn't really want to see surgery, not to mention the live birth of a baby, even his own. I told him I understood, that I'd recorded Carole's birth (Author's note: 'Interlude', Ch. 07.), but that I'd never gone back and watched it.
Still, Tim was as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs, and was pacing the room a lot. Jack Muscone tried to get him to sit down and talk FBI 'shop' with Jack and myself, but Tim was too distracted. And when I looked up and saw that the clock on the wall has passed 2:00am, I started feeling like that proverbial cat around the rocking chairs.
Maggie Ross tried to mollify me: "Oh, I was in labor with Molly for 12 hours, and 8 with Cindy. I'm expecting we'll hear soon that the baby is born and everything went very well."
Molly did not share her mother's optimism. She said quietly to me a few minutes later: "My own deliveries did not take this long. I know Laura is the very best doctor Cindy could have in there... and I'm glad she is in there with her. I know Laura will take care of any problems Cindy is having..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"AAAAUGHHH!"
3:40am, the Night of January 16th. With that final scream and a final, mighty push, Cindy's baby's head came out enough for Laura to grasp it and gently pull the baby on out. As the new mother collapsed, Laura tied off and cut the umbilical cord as a nurse held up the baby. Seconds later, and a joyous sound was heard in the delivery room:
"WAAAAAH!"
"It's a boy." Laura said. "And he has a mighty pair of lungs. Congratulations, Cindy." She handed the newborn baby to the nurse to get him cleaned up and weighed, then turned to the work of supervising as Dr. Kim Chang sewed up the episiotomy Laura had performed.
"Thank you, Doctor." Cindy said weakly as she held Callie's hand. "I'm glad you were here. This was a hard one, wasn't it?" She'd been getting vibes from Laura, Dr. Kim Chang (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 01.), and the nurses that things had not gone perfectly.
"Yes, it was." Laura said. "I was literally ten seconds away from doing a C-section on you. As it is, the episiotomy worked, and you were able to push him on through."
Moments later, all the post-birth work was done. The nurse handed the baby to Cindy, and had her hold him chest-to-chest. "I think he's going to be a blonde." Callie said with a grin.
"Yeah." Cindy said as she leaned down and kissed the top of her new son's little head...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:05am. Dr. Kim Chang came into the waiting room, and immediately became the center of attention. "Congratulations!" she said. "It's a boy, and mother and son are doing well." Everyone cheered and applauded.
"They're taking them to her room now, and you'll be able to visit... a few at a time." Dr. Chang said. "Tim, come meet your new son."
Tim Jenkins was standing there, tears running down his cheeks. "It's a boy." he kept whispering. I went up and patted him on the shoulder and told him to get moving. He followed Dr. Chang out the door and down the hall.
Some moments later, Callie came in. "Everything okay?" I asked as I observed the look on the beautiful blonde's face and especially in her eyes.
"Yes, everything's wonderful." Callie said. "Tim's in there holding the baby and they're talking, so I gave them some space. Cindy had a difficult delivery, and Laura did an episiotomy on her, so they're going to monitor her closely for bleeding, and things like that."
I saw Teresa's face change ever so slightly at that; after all, her mother had bled out and died in childbirth with her. I quickly asked "But she's okay?"
"Oh yes!" Callie said quickly. "She asked me to bring Maggie and Dr. Eckhart to her room." Maggie and Dr. Eckhart left with Callie.
Some minutes later, Dr. Eckhart returned. I felt a strong wave of emotion emanate from Dr. Eckhart. His emotions overwhelming him, knowing that all of his hopes and dreams for the continuation of his line now rested in his new grandson.
"Young Donald," my uncle said to me, "Cindy would like for you, young Teresa, and young Sheriff Griswold to join her for a moment."
"Har. 'Young' Sheriff Griswold." I said, teasing Our Sheriff.
"Har, indeed, young Crowbar." the Sheriff growled back...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh, he's beautiful." Maggie Ross was saying as we came in. She was sitting in a chair next to Cindy's bed, holding her third grandson.
"Congratulations, Cindy." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And you too, Tim."
"Thank you, sir." Tim Jenkins said as he shook the Sheriff's proffered hand.
"So what are you going to name him?" the Sheriff said. And I felt another emotional vibe in the room.
"Tim's grandfather, who raised him, was named Benjamin." Cindy said. Tim nodded, then Cindy said "And I thought about naming him after my father and also my dad that raised me, but then I realized there was someone else who has meant even more to me and my life. And 'Teresa' is not a boy's name, so sorry."
"Says you." Teresa said. "I think it'd be a great boy's name."
Cindy smiled, then said "So... we're naming him Benjamin Antonio Ross..."
Part 21 - Blast From The Past
Flashback...
Detective Cindy Ross came into MCD at Town & County Police Headquarters. She had just been hired into the recently merged Police Forces after graduating from the University and working with the Campus Police as a student Cadet and then an Officer.
"Hi." said a lithe woman with a huge mane of tawny blonde hair. "I'm Tanya Perlman. That's your desk there, right behind mine. You'll be meeting everyone as they come in."
"Thanks." Cindy said as she put her box of stuff down on her assigned desk. She looked around the room, noting that only a few of the available desks were occupied.
"Yes, it's a huge room." Tanya said. "They built us this beautiful, brand-spanking-new Headquarters building with a State grant when the Merger went through. Most of the old-timers are in Vice, and the Chief is rebuilding MCD almost from scratch."
Cindy nodded and Tanya grinned as she (Tanya) said: "You're good. You are wondering why all the veterans are in Vice when they should be in MCD, but you're not saying it out loud. And that's good. Captain Malone, he values loyalty and discretion above all things. But while he's technically over us, Chief Griswold has pretty much limited him to Vice, and Captain Malone doesn't seem to mind."
"O-kay." Cindy said. "What is Chief Griswold like?"
"Compliment him, and he'll say 'good asskissing skills'." Tanya said. "But in truth, he is looking for honest Detectives, not asskissers like Malone wants. I'll let you evaluate the people you meet for yourself; it'll be good practice for you. But I will tell you this much: there's a lot of corruption around here, too... in our Police Force, in the merged Town & County political systems, everywhere. The Chief will tell you more about that later..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Detective Cindy Ross reporting for duty, sir." Cindy said, saluting as she stood at attention in front of the Chief's desk.
"Glad to have you here, Detective." Chief Griswold said, returning the salute. "And I appreciate the salute, but we're not really that formal, here. Have a seat, have a seat." Cindy sat down in the chair in front of the Chief's desk.
"I'm glad you accepted our offer to join us." Griswold said. "First of all, you have a very impressive record. Good grades at the University, good work with the Campus Police. And you're competitive... 'Miss Physical America' competitions. And my friend Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart of 'The Vision' thinks the world of you, and he's never steered me wrong about anyone."



Griswold slid her record jacket aside then looked her straight in her ice-blue eyes and said "So let me get straight to the guts of the matter. There is a cancer inside this Police Department, and inside this Town and this County. There are a lot of good people doing good things, but that cancer is still here, and is growing."
Griswold: "I am trying hard to excise that cancer from my Police Department, and I brought you in because I think you have the integrity as well as the Police skills to make t this a better, cleaner Police Force. You've been in those competitions, so I know you can handle pressure, both internal and external."
Griswold: "And I'll risk being politically incorrect here by saying this: I did a thorough background check on you, and I am aware of your sexual orientation. I know that you left your home in Canada because you stood for your principles, and for what you are. That took courage, and I'm going to need courage like yours."
Griswold: "Now this world is getting to a place where you don't have to hide your orientation, but there's still a way to go. I don't know if Captain Malone knows, but he did not want me to hire you. And if and when he finds out, he's going to put pressure on you to quit. I'm here to tell you that if he or anyone else gives you one word of shit, you let me know and I'll take care of it. I'm not asking you to be a snitch or anything like that. I'm just telling you that I'll have your back."
"Thank you, sir." Cindy said. She didn't know why, but she was getting a sense that this man meant what he was saying, that he really would have her back... a feeling she had almost never experienced before.
"Having said that," said the Chief, "I also see that you are a political atheist and not prone to be part of protests or demonstrations. And let me give you some unsolicited advice, advice from a guy who has been around the block with the Police for a long, long time: be a cop first, and don't worry about the rest. When you put on a uniform, or put your Badge on your belt, leave the politics of it in your locker."
"So that's it." Griswold finished. "You will be tested, and harder than most Police Officers will be. But you have friends and allies, too." He stood up, and so did she as he came around the desk and shook her hand. "I'm looking forward to working with you, Detective Ross..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy found her fellow MCD officers Tanya Perlman and Hugh Hewitt to be good Officers and good people. The Uniformed Officers were under Captain Leslie Charles, who was efficient and competent, but always looked at her with a baleful eye. And Officer Micah Rudistan looked to be overweight but was athletic beneath it, and his wit sometimes grated on her.
And then there was Vice. From the moment she met him, she felt a strong sense of foreboding about Captain Harold Malone. He had the aura of natural leadership and power that one might expect from a hardened Police Captain... but it wasn't a positive aura. And his Vice Squad seemed to perfectly reflect those negative biases.
Detective Julie Newton was called 'The Abacus', as she was an absolute wizard at facts and figures, personal finances and corporate books. She knew where all the hiding places were, and the routes to offshore bank accounts. She also was very superficial and distant towards Cindy and all the MCD Detectives, but Cindy observed that she looked at Captain Malone with worship in her dark eyes, and Cindy wondered if Julie was banging him.
She did not quite understand how Timothy Geiger was surviving as a Detective. He seemed timid, almost submissive, though that was in comparison to his Police partner... Steven Ikea. Cindy had rarely detested anyone more than she did Ikea. He was arrogant, condescending, and always seemed to be looking for a reason to start quoting the Christian religion with the zealotry of a televangelist. He was obviously Malone's favorite as they talked often, and Ikea was all but in command of Vice. Ikea's record of busts of drug gangs was impressive, though, so Cindy wondered if her impressions of him were wrong.
And then... there was Detective Teresa Croyle. She was tough and courageous, and her two Purple Orders testified to that. She also was unfriendly, even mean-spirited, and was despised by a lot of her colleagues. She'd been barely polite when being introduced to most new Officers, though with Cindy she'd actually looked in her eyes and said hello.
Most just thought she was Malone's dirty enforcer and a bad person with a bad attitude. But Cindy felt a very strong vibe about Teresa: pain. There was pain in Teresa's soul, but Cindy didn't know why. And trying to find out wasn't going to work; Teresa had rebuffed every attempt Cindy had made to talk to her beyond work-related issues.
Teresa's nickname was 'Teresa Cunt', which Cindy had heard used a few too many times. When a Duty Desk Sergeant called Teresa that to another Officer within Cindy's hearing, Cindy made her first attention-getting move: she locked that Sergeant's heels and said he'd better never, ever, use that nickname for Detective Croyle within her, Detective Ross's hearing. And she had been overheard, by Captain Malone... and by Teresa herself.
She took Chief Griswold's advice and concentrated on her work in MCD. It seemed that the Chief was always showing up at crime scenes, and she made sure to listen when the Chief helped her hone her investigative techniques; he had forgotten more about crime scene analysis than she thought she would ever know.
And one time Captain Charles was at a scene that required a large contingent of Uniformed Officers to secure it. As they finished up their work and the bodies were being removed, Captain Charles came up to her and looked at her with that baleful glare of his, and said: "You know, Ross, you're not half bad. Keep listening to Griswold, and you're going to be one damn fine Detective." Absolution, Cindy thought to herself.
And it wasn't much longer before the tests came. She and Tanya were in MCD when Steven Ikea walked in. "Hey Ross, I heard you're a sinner, that you're a filthy dyke. Is that true?"
"I heard you were a dyke." Cindy said. "You like women, and you don't have any balls." Tanya laughed out loud at that, earning an ugly look from Ikea.
Ikea turned back to Cindy and said "You better watch your mouth, dyke------"
"Or what?" Cindy said as she sprang to her feet and confronted Ikea.
"Or you won't be around much longer." Ikea said. "You better learn your fucking place, you godless dyke."
"And you'd better learn your place, nutjob." a voice behind him said. He turned to see Teresa Croyle behind him, giving him the full 'Teresa Cunt' look. She continued: "And your place is not here in MCD, so get out of here and leave her alone."
"You'd better get back to your desk, if you know what's good for you------" Ikea started. Cindy took her shot.
"And you'd better get out of here, or I'll kick your balls into your chest cavity." the athletic platinum blonde 'promised'.
"I would do that," Teresa said, "but like you said a minute ago, he doesn't have any balls to begin with."
"You've been warned, dyke." Ikea said to Cindy, then turned and left the room. Teresa nodded to Cindy and then turned and exited the room.
"Oh my God." said a stunned Tanya Perlman. "She took up for you! Teresa Cunt took up for you!"
"Don't ever call her that again within my earshot." Cindy said, though calmly. "And yes, she did. Okay, you witnessed that. I'm going to write Ikea up, make an HR complaint." Tanya's face immediately got more shocked.
"Uh, before you do that... talk to Chief Griswold." Tanya recommended.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Have a seat." Chief Griswold said when Cindy reported to his office in response to his summons. She sat down.
"So you want to go to HR about Ikea?" the Chief said.
"Yes sir." Cindy said. "We can bust his chops, maybe get him demoted or fired."
"Yes, you could." Griswold said. "And if that's the route you want to go, I'll support you. But some unofficial advice from someone who's been around the block: don't. HR won't do a damn thing. Malone will protect Ikea... and come down on you. He'll say you started it, that you threatened Ikea, not the other way around. And Daniel Allgood in I.A. doesn't have what it takes to stand up to Malone and stop him."
Seeing Cindy's look, the Chief said "Listen. Ikea is nothing to you. He's an insect, a puny ant. But he's also Malone's 'boy'. Malone has been pushing me to promote Ikea to Lieutenant, and I've told Malone that that will be the day. But Ikea has tremendous influence with Malone, and Malone can make a lot of trouble for you."
Griswold: "I'm protecting you and Tanya, but it's like God and Lucifer in Paradise Lost: God is all-powerful, but Lucifer is nearly so, and things are touch-and-go. Malone has powerful friends on the Council and among others, as do I. But Malone is probably going to run for Sheriff, and if he wins, it'll be over for me, you, and every good person in this County."
"Is it that bad, Chief?" Cindy asked, beginning to glimpse the true enormity of the opposing forces at work.
"Yes." Griswold said. "And here's an example of it: Malone is going to ask you and your MCD colleagues to participate in a raid on a drug gang tomorrow night. He was going to order it, but I nixed that. And I'm going to tell you what I told Tanya and Hugh: you are not to go on that raid nor any raids with Vice, especially under Ikea's field command. If you do... you will be targeted for assassination by the drug gang you are interdicting."
A shock went through Cindy. "Sir?" she gasped.
"It's part of the corruption that's going on." Griswold said. "Whenever someone fronts Ikea and puts him in his place, that someone is put on a detail to go on a raid, and is made the point man. They get shot at, and sometimes hit. We're lucky as hell we've had no deaths yet."
"Sir..." Cindy said, "Teresa Croyle has two Purple Orders..."
"You catch on fast." Griswold said. "Teresa is a damn good leader of Officers, and she's brave... hell, she's fearless. And Ikea keeps putting her out front while he hides in the back."
Beginning to understand something... about Teresa... Cindy said "Sir, it's not just bravery on Teresa's part. I don't have anything to back this up, but I get the feeling that Teresa's attitude comes from pain. Something in her past. She doesn't fear death... because she's almost seeking it."
The Chief smiled under his huge mustaches. "You've caught on, I see. I think you're right. Dr. Fredricson, who volunteers as our Police psychologist, thinks the same thing, but even she can't break through Teresa's defenses. Maybe you can find out what's going on. In the meantime, I've offered Croyle a transfer into MCD, but she won't take it. I think she's honest, but she has a loyalty to Malone that bothers me. What do you think, Ross?"
"Sir," Cindy said, "I can understand her loyalty, as Malone has covered for her when she could easily be out on her ass. And a lot of people want that."
"But you don't?" the Chief asked, peering at Cindy.
"No sir." Cindy said. "Whatever else Teresa Croyle is... she's 'good Police'."
"I agree." growled Griswold. "I just wish I knew what was going on in her head. Anyway, you can go. Just let me know what you decide to do with the HR thing."
"I'm taking your advice, sir." Cindy said. "And that's because I know you've got my back... and I appreciate that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few hours later, Cindy saw Teresa in the hallway and pulled her into the Main Conference Room. "I've been told not to talk to you." Teresa told Cindy.
"I know." Cindy replied. "But I've got a plan to keep you out of trouble. I want you to start arguing with me. Publicly, in front of others. Argue with me and I'll argue back. Maybe not on the dyke issue, but on politics, since you're more conservative and I'm more liberal. Whatever it is, if they see and hear us arguing, they'll leave you alone..."
And it worked. Teresa and Cindy's arguments became the stuff of legend around the TCPD, and few if any realized they would talk and even have lunch together at times. But Cindy could never get to the issues concerning Teresa's past, even when she directly asked when Teresa was being a holy terror around Christmas time.
"Look, just leave it." Teresa said. "I'm not going to talk about past family issues." And Cindy knew she'd just heard more from Teresa than anyone else ever had.
"Look, I've had my own family problems." Cindy said. "I left home when I was in high school and came down here. And my sister is a cop in Midtown, but we don't talk."
"Just... look, I know you mean well." Teresa said. "But just leave me be on it." And Cindy knew she was hearing the last of that subject. It would not be her getting Teresa's truth out of her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Time went on. But things were getting worse. MCD had been stymied in several investigations. Evidence had disappeared. Witnesses had skipped Town or had come over all dead. And it seemed that the Beanstalk Gang, a brutal drug gang, could not be stopped by Malone and Ikea's Vice Squad, though every other drug gang had been crushed with ruthless efficiency.
"I'm not sure what we can do." Chief Griswold had said to her and her MCD colleagues at lunch one day. "There's something out there... someone... beyond Malone. Someone supporting Malone within the Force, and controlling things everywhere else. I think it may be Henry Wargrave."
"Sir," said Tanya, "he's President Wellman's friend. Sidney says he's a good guy."
Griswold knew Tanya was having an affair with Wellman, so all he said was "He's a good guy to Sidney Wellman because he gives Wellman's University big checks. And I'm not complaining, because Wargrave has given us a lot, too. He bought the University a brand new mass spectrometer... it cost in the millions... and he directed them to give our Crime Lab their old mass spec. It's a godsend, we couldn't afford it otherwise. Still... there's something... someone... out there that is keeping us from solving crimes. And I admit... whoever he is, he's too much for me."
Cindy had felt the depression from the Chief and from her colleagues, and she was beginning to feel it chronically, too. She did her job, but she retreated to the background more and more as Officers became aware she was a lesbian and began giving her the cold shoulder for it, at best. The 21st Century hadn't arrived in the TCPD yet.
Her arguments with Teresa were becoming more and more real, for both of them, and they were barely speaking otherwise. And Teresa's pain was becoming fatalism, Cindy sensed. It wouldn't be long before Teresa's next Purple Order was posthumous, Cindy felt, or that Teresa would so something that would get her fired. Cindy felt helpless to stop the freight train seemingly roaring down on them all.
And then... it all turned around.
"Who is that?" Cindy said from the doorway to MCD. She and Tanya had seen the tall broad-shouldered man with almost-blonde red hair being escorted to the Chief's office. The vibe she sensed was the most positive she'd felt since the day she first met Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart as a teenager.
"He's the guy that brought in that kid that stole those research drugs from the University." Teresa Croyle said as she came up to them. "His name is Troy, Don Troy. The Chief wants to hire him as our I.T. guy... and if he goes through the Academy, he might end up with you in MCD."
"Malone told you that?" Cindy asked casually, a little too casually.
"No." Teresa replied just as casually. "Well... I listened to conversations that did not concern me."
"Mmm," Tanya Perlman said, her eyes twinkling brightly, "that is one handsome man." Then she said with mock sadness: "But... he's married."
"That's never stopped you before." Teresa said cattily. Tanya turned on Teresa with a look of shock and anger. Cindy had burst out laughing, and she patted Tanya on the shoulder, easing the tension.
"We'll see what happens." Teresa said. "Captain Malone wants no part of him."
"Because if he comes to MCD... Malone will never rule over it again." Cindy said, very, very sure. She didn't say it in front of Teresa, but she sensed that Chief Griswold had not given up on saving his Police Force and his Town & County, and that he was about to make the hire that would make all the difference against the shadowy evil that was overtaking them. And she knew that her whole life had just changed...
Part 22 - Epilogue
Back in live time...
Sheriff Antonio Griswold was totally speechless when Cindy told him that she'd named her son after him. "You're... you're naming him after me? That's... that's not just good asskissing skills..."
Cindy smiled and said "No, it's a whole lot more. I talked with Tim, and Mom, and Callie about it. Melina named Daniel after my father, Dr. Eckhart. And no one has done more for me in my life than you, Sheriff. Not even Don. You gave me my shot to be a Police Officer. You had my back all those years, even when I fucked up. You were the father I needed but did not deserve. I'm who I am now... because of you, Sheriff. And since Charlie died... I wanted someone to carry on your legacy."
"I... I don't know what to say." the Sheriff said, still stunned.
"Say 'hello' to your namesake, Sheriff." I said. Tim handed Griswold baby Benjamin Antonio. Maggie took an iPhone photo of me looking over the Sheriff's shoulder as he held the baby, tears streaming down the old man's face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm telling you, we will break through." said Matthew Willis. "It's just going to take more time that we anticipated. But we still have the core code Matheson created, and we have the best team money can buy working on it."
"Like you had the best team money could buy advising you on how to get Dwayne Matheson back? By murdering his wife?" Dr. Robin Isley shot back. "Look how that worked out for you. Did you even consider that Dwayne Matheson might kill himself when he found his wife's body?"
"No, I didn't." said Matthew Willis, almost defiantly. "But what did you want me to do? He wouldn't come back for three hundred thousand dollars while she was influencing him."
"You idiot." Isley said. "You know, some people aren't motivated by money. Matheson wasn't. Teresa Croyle isn't... she gave up a hundred million, gave it to her local hospital."
"That's enough, Robin." said Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel, knowing Isley was goading him as much as she was goading Matthew Willis. The three of them were sitting in his office in Washington, D.C.
"Okay, Willis," said DNI Chapel, "you definitely fucked that one up, but I can understand it... who in their right mind refuses that kind of money to work on something so valuable to national security? But all is not lost. Go and get 'Charrington' completed. It's crucial to my------ our plans to destroy the White Nationalist Conservatives and save American Democracy. You can go."
Matthew Willis got out while the getting was most very good, especially for his own health. Robin Isley looked at Brendan Chapel, who was lost in thought.
Isley said "It may not matter... Don Troy knows about 'Charrington' now, which means Laura Fredricson knows about it. And that will mean Senator Nunn will know about it, as well as our White Nationalist enemies all over the Nation. The exposure alone will get it shut down."
Chapel replied "In the short term, maybe. The Guardians of Justice exposed our plans to take over the transportation of the Nation and the foodstuffs, and to confiscate everyone's guns... and it blew over. Now those plans are being reconstituted under the guise of 'national security', as we use the excuse of parents confronting school boards to implement Derrick B. Harland's plan to make an enforcement unit with the FBI to destroy those parents."



Chapel: "So Willis keeps working on 'Charrington' while saying they're not, and we continue forward. And my special project is almost ready to go. That God-cursed bitch Teresa 'Cunt' Croyle is going to learn to be much, much more respectful of money. Especially what should have been my money..."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, February 1st, from the top of the building at the intersection of Riverside Drive and College Avenue, with Town & County Police Headquarters in her background. "The State Legislature has made no progress towards passing a Budget!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "As our viewers know, because there was no Budget passed for the fiscal year that began last July 1st, there can be no carryover spending after June 30th of this year unless a Budget is passed. And if a Budget is not passed by the deadline of March 31st, which is the end of the State Legislature's session, and signed by new Governor Sharon Marshall, there will be a total State Government shutdown. For more on this crucial Legislative session, let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the slender, handsome black reporter, who was standing on the same roof as Bettina, but with the State Office Building on the other side of Courthouse Square as his backdrop. "Sources tell Channel Two News that all of the various factions within both political Parties are entrenched and unwilling to make any sort of compromise."
Carl Lemay: "The Black Caucus, led by State Senator Maxine Watts of The City and State Rep Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown, are holding firm on their demands to totally defund the Police. They insist that that demand be met because they achieve their goals if there is no Budget and therefore no State money for Police Officers in the 96 counties of the State and The City, and there is nothing they can be offered by way of compromise."
Lemay: "However, their position is losing influence, as polls among even Democrats are showing that defunding the Police is becoming less and less popular, and not even moderate Democrats want to risk political defeat by supporting it. However, those moderate Democrats are joining forces with an unlikely ally to oppose what they are calling the Governor's 'onerous and racist war' on hardworking Undocumented Workers."
Lemay: "Republican Governor Sharon Marshall is following her predecessor, deeply unpopular former Governor Val Jared, in insisting upon State funding for the State Bureau of Investigation-Immigration and Drug Enforcement (SBI-IDE) branch to assist the Federal ICE Bureau in rounding up and arresting Undocumented Workers and turning them over to the Feds for deportation. The funding the Governor is demanding would also be used to strongly enforce the law that all businesses based in this State or having employees in this state use the StateVerify® system to ensure that only legal employees are hired."
Lemay: "The Governor's demands are being countered by Establishment Republicans, led by House Majority Leader Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville, who are as vicious as any Democrat in calling Governor Marshall a 'hate-filled racist and White Nationalist' for her attempts to suppress what she calls 'Illegal Persons'. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce has endorsed Majority Leader Hammonds and his positions supporting hardworking Undocumented Workers."
Lemay: "Other Legislators are making their own demands. State Senator Katherine Woodburn of our own 1st District has long sought to reinforce the power of the SBI over County Sheriffs and local Police Departments, and as part of that would strip all enforcement power over immigration issues, and restore the SBI-Narcotics Task Force (SBI-NTF) to its former status, with additional power over local jurisdictions."
Lemay: "Even though the Republicans hold slim majorities in both Houses of the Legislature, Senator Woodburn is Chairman of the Senate Budget Committee via a quirk in the State Constitution. As such, she has stated that she will hold up support for any Budget resolution until Governor Marshall names a new SBI Director after the previous Director, James 'Curly' Goodwin, resigned after winning the post of Inspector General in our Town & County."
Lemay: "But Senator Woodburn's demands are bitterly opposed by the Governor and many Republican legislators, whether Establishment or hard-right-wing Conservatives, who say Woodburn only wants a law enforcement entity that can suppress dissent and free speech in the State. Governor Marshall also stated that she 'invited' Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy to accept the SBI Director post, but the Iron Crowbar politely declined. Governor Marshall has set no timetable nor deadline on when she will name an SBI Director, nor will she say who she is considering for the post.
Lemay: "And finally, because of the Budget and other rifts, no progress has been made on bipartisan proposals to streamline the State's political structure by combining some counties and redrawing State political lines along more equal populations. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said as she reappeared on the television screens of the Town & County. "That was our political reporter Carl Lemay with that excellent report. And in other news, the Town & County Police will be taxed to the max as several conventions and events are being held here simultaneously. The World Whiskey Tasting Championships and Convention will be at the Hyatt Hotel, and Channel Two News has learned that our County Sheriff Antonio Griswold is competing in it."
Bettina: "Other events in Town include the Regional Texas Hold'em Poker Competition, also at the Hyatt Hotel. And our University is proudly hosting a very prestigious event in Academic circles, the National Molecular Biology Conference, where the Nation and World's top Biology experts will be making important presentations, including some on the critical issue of Climate Change."
Bettina: "And speaking of events: today the Public Safety Department's branches of the Police, Fire Department, Emergency Medical Service, and Public Health Department will be having their Promotions and Medal Ceremonies. While many complain that the Public Safety Department, headed by Sheriff Griswold, gives out medals like candy, a number of awards are expected to be given out by those that responded to the Hazardous Materials incident..." (Author's note: 'Smoke On The Water', Ch. 01)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So how bad is it?" asked the Deputy Chief, Commander Tanya P. Muscone, as she, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Sean Moynahan, Police Commander Donald Troy (me), and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle watched the broadcast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
Sheriff Griswold replied "I have no idea, since Val left the Governor's Mansion at the start of the year." The Sheriff and the previous Governor were close friends, and had been for many years.
Teresa said "Todd's lobbyists are telling him that the 'defund the Police' group don't have the numbers nor the political power to really force their will upon the rest of the Legislature, and no one else has the stomach to not fund at least the basic supplemental needs for Police in the various counties like they always have." Teresa's husband Todd Burke was CEO of Bow Enterprises, an up-and-coming technology manufacturing firm with both State and Federal contracts.
Chief Moynahan drawled "What about our owwwwn State Senator, Katherine Woodburrrrn, holding up the Budget over the SBI. Mis-ter Crowbarrrr?"
I replied "An authoritarian SBI with totalitarian power over all of us has always been Katherine's lodestone. But even though she's the State Senate Budget Chairman, it's still a majority-Republican committee in a majority-Republican State Senate. So her (air quotes) 'threat' to force Governor Marshall to name an SBI Director, and one to Katherine's liking, carries no weight. And my contribution to the rumor mill is that the Governor is likely going to wait until a Budget is passed and signed before she names our next SBI Director."
"With the advice and consent of the Iron Crowbar." said the Sheriff, his stereotypically Italian, big curly handlebar mustaches twitching merrily.
"That would be nice," I said, "but since I turned down the post, Governor Marshall is not enthusiastic about listening to me..."
Part 2 - Celebrations and Remembrances
9:00am, Monday, February 1st. The weather was clear, but windy and very cold, so the Promotions and Medals Ceremonies were moved into the Police Headquarters gymnasium. Bleachers had been erected for the Police, EMS, Fire, and Public Health services to have a combined event. It was rare to have a combined event unless someone was being awarded the Medal of Valor, but the Sheriff had wanted to try it, and the first one of the new year was a good opportunity to do so.
The Public Health Service had been given the HAZMAT Teams when the Fire Department was given a Bomb Squad and the Police given a SWAT unit. And after the fentanyl-exposure incident (Author's note: 'Smoke On The Water', Ch. 01), a number of Certificates of Achievements and Achievement Medals were being given out to members of all of the various Departments.
February and August were the big promotions months, as well as the dates new Police Officers, Firefighters, EMTs, and Public Health personnel were sworn into service. The TCPD had six new Officers, the Fire Department four new people, and the EMS got two more EMTs. The first order of business was swearing them in, and their respective Chiefs did so.
Next came promotions. Sheriff Department Chief of Staff Cindy Ross performed that duty for the Sheriff's Department, as two Deputies and four Bailiffs were given promotions. The Police Department had some pay-grade promotions, and there was one 'big' promotion. Corporal Hicks finally had the time in grade, and I wasted no time in pinning Sergeant stripes on his uniform as the Chief read the proclamation.
In the EMS Department, 'Paramedic' is a rank equivalent to Sergeant. As the newly reconstituted EMS was growing, there was an opening for Lieutenant. It was being filled by Paramedic Ellen Brooks, who had earned the Medal of Valor the year before. (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 04; 'The Whole Nine Yards', Ch. 03.) The Sheriff read the proclamation as EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell and Assistant EMS Chief Zoe Singer pinned Lieutenant bars on the shoulders of Ellen Brooks's uniform jacket.
Then came the 'candy'. A Certificate of Appreciation was awarded to seven-year-old Auxiliary Detective Carole D. Troy for her assistance in the State-wide identity theft cases. (Author's note: 'Smoke On The Water', particularly Ch. 02.). Chief Moynahan said "Accepting on Detective Troy's behalf is her father, Commander Troy, as Detective Troy is performing her assigned 'dooties' in her third-grade class-rooommm." Everyone applauded, and the Police Force cheered loudly.
Two of my Detectives received Achievement Medals. Vice Detective Joan Laurer, for her leadership in the identity theft cases that Carole had alerted her to, and MCD Senior Detective Teddy Parker for his role in both the fraud and hazmat cases. 
After the ceremonies were over and everyone was dispersing, the Chief said to me "We are really making a Leap of Faith that the State Legislature will pass a Budget, and a Budget that fully funds us. Otherwise, it will become hard to equip our new Officers with the gear they neeeeeed."
"Yes sir." I said. "But we will find a way. We always do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Before dawn, Wednesday, February 3rd. I was sitting on my knees, Japanese-style, before the grave of Police Corporal Peter M. Feeley. It was the anniversary of his death in the line of duty, murdered at the hands of the Black Widow and Traitor to the Badge, Angela Harlan. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.) To this day, I still considered my failure to act in time to save him to be my worst failure.
Corporal Feeley had been engaged to Tanya Perlman, now Muscone, and he had died while she was pregnant with his son, Peter D. Feeley. I heard the sounds but barely registered in my mind that a car had pulled up. An instant later, little Pete Feeley was standing next to me.
"Hello, Pete." I said when I realized who it was.
"Hello, Mr. Crowbar." Pete said. "Please excuse me for disturbing you."
"You are not disturbing me. I'm glad you're here." I said. Pete went forward and put some flowers at the base of his father's headstone as I glanced behind me, expecting to see Tanya's van or Jack Muscone's vehicle. It was neither; Teresa Croyle had brought Pete to the Cemetery, and she was waiting by the car, watching us.
"My mom and Carole say that you blame yourself for my father's death. And they both say it was not your fault." Pete said. "And Carole says that's what drives you to always be right, and always act in time."
"Yes, that's all true." I said.
"Is that why you come here every year on the day my dad died?" Pete asked. Not cutting me any slack, he wasn't.
"I come here," I said, "to remember your father's life as a Police Officer, and to let him know that I'm still fighting for Justice for him and every Police Officer that has died in the line of duty."
"I'm going to do that, too." said Pete. "Carole says I'm going to be a Police Officer like my mom and dad. And I'm going to make my dad proud of me."
I felt a wave of emotion at little Pete's words. "I believe your dad is very proud of you right now, Pete. And if you'll be the best you can be every day to make him proud of you, I'll just have to be the best I can be every day, too. Deal?"
"Deal, sir." Pete said. We shook hands on the bargain. After a moment of further contemplation as the cold wind whipped around us, I stood back up and Pete and I made our way back to our vehicles, leaving Corporal Peter M. Feeley to continue his eternal watch over us...
Part 3 - Whiskey Valleys
12:00 high noon, Friday, February 5th. Sheriff Griswold and I went into the Irish Pub, a.k.a. the 'Cop Bar', for lunch. It was very busy, and I noticed that Detective Julia Rodriguez was waiting for a table along with a young woman that I observed to be a family relative. She was very short, about 5'0" tall at best, and the black plastic glasses she wore did not hide the fact that she was very pretty.
When Pops, the owner, came up to take me and the Sheriff to the back 'Command Room', I said "Julia, why don't you and your guest join us."
"Don't mind if we do, sir." Julia said happily, and they came with us. Once we were seated, she said "Sheriff, Commander, this is my cousin, Dr. Adriana Rodriguez. She's a research professor at the University of Utah and she's attending the Molecular Biology Conference at the University."
Julia: "Adriana, this is Sheriff Griswold, and this is my boss of bosses, Commander Don Troy. Commander Troy's degree is in Chemistry, and his wife Dr. Laura Fredricson is the Head of the Psychology Department at the University. And yes, Commander Troy is the one I told you about... he's the Iron Crowbar."
"Oh!" said Adriana. "Yes, I know who Dr. Fredricson is. And when Julia told me of your successes solving crimes, I guess I thought you'd be a lot older."
"I get that a lot, and I'll take it as a compliment." I said as I noticed the Sheriff's big, curly handlebar mustaches twitching merrily. "And you look very young for a professor, yourself. Are you speaking at the Conference, or just attending?" I asked.
"I'm actually part of a team working under Dr. Nick Prometheus." said Adriana. "He's giving a lecture, and he may or may not ask me to give part of it on some of our data."
Julia said "Sheriff, she's also here to compete in the World Whiskey Tasting Championships at the Hyatt Hotel. And she's going to have a livestream on her 'Whiskey Valleys' YouTube channel, raising money for Alzheimer's research."
"Ah, good." barked Our Sheriff. "I'm competing in the WWTC, also. And I'm glad to hear of your fundraiser. My wife had Alzheimer's when she passed, so if there's anything I can do to help, let me know."
"I'm so sorry for your loss, sir." Adriana said. "Maybe I can talk to you on my livestream. We're selling raffle tickets for giveaways of donated bottles of whiskey, sample flights, and other prizes."
A 'flight' was a series of samples of whiskey that were tasted and judged. Sometimes a 'blind flight' would be done, where the composition and identities of the whiskeys would be deduced, or guessed at. The whiskey tasting championships were blind flights, with whoever doing the best moving on to the next round.
I said "Would you like a bottle of Pappy Van Winkle 23-Year to auction off?"
Adriana's eyes lit up at that. "Are you kidding?" she squealed. "That would be awesome!"
I said "My wife has several, and don't ask me how she gets them. But I'll get her to give one up for a great cause." And I proceeded to text my wife and put in the order... er, request... for a bottle to donate. Laura texted back agreeing to donate a bottle from her stash. I also made another text before returning to the conversation.
"So you're doing both the Biology Conference and the Whiskey Conference?" I asked Adriana. "That's a lot of fun for one week."
Adriana said "The Biology Conference starts this Sunday and goes through Wednesday evening, and all the lectures are during the day. All the whiskey events from Monday on are in the evening, so I won't miss anything, except while I'm at the Biology Banquet on Wednesday night."
Julia said "I've heard a rumor that they'll serve their biology samples for dinner at that banquet. I'd be careful about what's on my plate if I were there."
"Your jokes are even worse than mine." retorted Adriana.
"By the way," said the Sheriff, "most of the whiskey convention people are staying at the same hotel, but the TCPD is providing shuttle vans to other locations. We can do that for the Biology Conference if you need it."
"That's already taken care of, Sheriff." I said. I turned to Adriana and Julia and said "My Operations Officer, Lt. Commander Croyle, lost her sister to a drunk driver, and she has a bad attitude about them. So she and her husband's business are sponsoring the shuttles. And woe betide anyone that drinks and drives in this County on her watch."
Julia said "Speaking of the Police, sir: I'm going to give Adriana a tour of Headquarters. She graduated from South Carolina, so she'll feel right at home in MCD with our other SEC Detectives." I grinned, knowing Detective Teddy Parker was an Ole Miss grad, Detective Joanne Warner was an Alabama fan, and the aforementioned Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was an Auburn fan.
"Your timing for your visit is off." I said. "You should visit in the Fall, when all the football talk starts up."
"SEC football has nothing on WhiskeyTubers." growled Sheriff Griswold. WhiskeyTubers were the community of people that made videos and livestreams about various whiskeys, mostly bourbons but also ryes and Scotches and more.
Sheriff Griswold continued: "But for all the banter, they're the most generous bunch of people you could ever want to know. Adriana here is doing her fundraiser, and others have done fundraisers for various things, as well. The biggest one I know of is when bourbon curator Fred Minnick teamed up with Wilderness Trail and a Kentucky Bourbon group, and they raised three million dollars for victims of those tornadoes that ripped through Kentucky and the Midwest." (Author's note: That is a true story, and yes, they raised $3 million for tornado victims.)



Adriana said "I'm not expecting those numbers for my fundraiser, but we'll see just how much we can raise. And auctioning off that bottle of Pappy will certainly help."
"And there could be more on the way." I said. "My 'Crowbar Crew' of fundraising kids have been known to raise large amounts of money in short amounts of time."
Julia and Adriana had ordered salads for lunch, and Adriana was surprised at how huge they were. I had the Double Breakfast Burger Plate, a double cheeseburger with a fried egg and bacon added, and fries with it. The Sheriff had the Fried Chicken plate, and his sides were green beans and the best Mac & Cheese in the State, per my biased opinion.
As we ate, we talked about the World Whiskey Tasting Championships. Sheriff Griswold said "They're being hosted by the 'Whiskey Nation Tribe', and they'll host the 'Bourbon Ball' next Saturday night... which most of us call the 'Ballroom Blitz', as it gets pretty rowdy. A lot of the WhiskeyTubers will have booths set up during the week, selling merchandise."
Adriana said "And the WWTC finals will be moderated by Matt Beverly, last year's WWTC Champion and also the winner of the World's Top Whiskey Taster (WTWT) contest."
"He's a character." said Sheriff Griswold. "His livestreams and review videos are the stuff of legend in the WhiskeyTuber community."
Adriana continued: "And there will be other livestreams. Jason Q of the 'Mets and Falcons' channel will do his livestream with guests, and the Shelf Nerds and the Whiskey Wrench will do their livestreams before and maybe after they compete. And Dan and Julie Love, the 'Love Couple' of the WhiskeyTube world and the most generous people I know, will do their stream on Thursday. They're known for having a lot of 'dad jokes' from their chatters on their livestreams."
"Hey, I've got a bunch of kids that would love to tell them some dad jokes." I said.
"Har." growled Griswold. "But Crowbar, we can't have kids at the Whiskey Convention. Just imagine the optics. Bettina and the Press would have a field day attacking us for that."
"Hmm, we'll have to find a workaround, then." I said. "So, is this an all-bourbon convention?"
"Har, not even close." growled the Sheriff. "The Scotch contingent will be well-represented, as will the Irish. I'm hoping to see more Indian and Japanese whiskeys; those are really coming on fast, as are American Whiskeys not labeled 'bourbon'. But bourbon and rye are the biggest groups."
Julia's eyes twinkled just a bit as she said "Adriana can't wait to taste the Ryes."
"Harumph!" Adriana protested.
Julia explained: "It's a well-known joke around the WhiskeyTube community that Adriana doesn't like Rye whiskeys. So people send her samples, saying 'this one will change your mind'. But they never do."
Adriana said "No, I just don't like the Ryes. Rye in bourbon, where the corn is dominant, I can live with. But when it's mostly rye, not so much."
"Crowbar is just the opposite." said the Sheriff.
"Well, I don't dislike bourbon." I said. "But there's an aftertaste of bourbon and corn whiskeys that I'm not a fan of, and rye covers that up. I do like the ryes that have that spearmint note, like the Wilderness Trail Rye, or the banana note the Jack Daniels Ryes have. But all-in-all, I'll take a good Scotch any time."
"You sound you know your way around whiskey, Don." said Adriana. "Why aren't you competing?"
"Hmmph." I said. "I can barely get past the alcohol note. When it comes to whiskey, I am but the student; the Sheriff is the mah-sterrrr."
"Good asskissing skills, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching merrily...
Part 4 - Poker Faces
4:30pm, Sunday, February 7th. Sheriff Griswold, Teresa Croyle, and I went to the Hyatt Hotel to check on security arrangements for the events taking place. We all had our badges, but were dressed in casual civilian clothes, and we were all wearing our pullover fleece sweatshirts with the sewn-on embroidered 'Guardians of Justice' logos. My pullover was red, the Sheriff's was khaki/tan, and Teresa's was white. I was wearing my khaki Tilley Hat with Airborne Wings over my TCPD hat badge. The Sheriff was wearing a cowboy hat like his predecessor Daniel Allgood often did before he, Allgood, was elected Mayor. Teresa was wearing nothing on her very attractive dirty-blonde head.
The entrance to the Hyatt was on the north side of the building. Teresa said "The whisky events are on the east side of the building, which I'm told has better soundproofing than the west side, where the Poker competitions will be."
"They host the State Chess Championships on the west side." I said. "So I'm kinda doubting that the east side is better soundproofed."
"Not much gets past you, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "Good observation."
We entered the large room that was hosting the poker tournament. As we looked over the various poker tables that had been set up, we heard a commotion behind us. A small entourage entered the room.
"How did these guys get in here?" I heard one man in a suit say. "This is supposed to be a secure area."
"Yes, it is. We didn't know people were here." said another man in a suit, with a nametag that denoted his employment as private Security. To us he said "You guys will have to leave."
"I don't think so." said Teresa, exhibiting her TCPD badge. "I'm in charge of all security here during this next week's events."
"It's okay, Mike." said a voice, that of an older man that had entered the room, and was clearly the center of attention. He looked to be in his late sixties or early seventies, just younger than Sheriff Griswold. His hair was brown but going gray, and was curly underneath a huge Stetson cowboy hat. He was short and slender, and looked like he could handle himself in a fight. His face reminded me of the late radio personality Don Imus.
He was wearing a tuxedo and black bow tie. On his arm was a very lovely woman, taller than him in her high heels, wearing an expensive evening dinner dress and diamond earrings, necklace, and bracelet on her wrist. And her engagement ring was scandalously large. She had the body and legs of a model, and her hair was styled like Jessica Rabbit in that famous movie, but was brown instead of red. She looked at Teresa disdainfully.
The man said "You probably don't recognize Officer Griswold there, but I remember him when he was working security as a babyfaced Officer when I won the title. How're you doin', Grizz?" His cheeks were rosy, and I suspected he would not pass a field sobriety test at this moment.
"It's 'Sheriff Griswold' now." said the Sheriff, shaking the older man's hand. "Guys, this is Theodore 'Tex' Boone. He won the Poker Championships here some... what, twenty years ago?"
"Exactly 20 years ago tomorrow." said Boone. "I'm just here to reminisce, and I'll probably visit the whiskey convention. I heard there's an auction for a bottle of Pappy Van Winkle 23-year, and I don't think anyone can outbid me for it."
"Har." barked Griswold. "Tex, these are two of my finest Police Officers. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, who is in charge of security around here; and Commander Don Troy, who is command of everything."
"The Iron Crowbar?" Boone said, his eyes wide with amazement, as were the eyes of everyone in his entourage. I held up the red crowbar, wondering as always how people either failed to see it, or didn't make the connection even though they'd heard the name. "Well, I'm sho-nuff glad to meet you, Pardner!" he said, offering his hand, and trying (and failing) to crush my hand as he shook it.
"This is my fiancée, Tiffany." Boone said. "Mike is in charge of my security, and this is my assistant Mary." He did not introduce the four others in the entourage, and I did not need for him to. Two were Security, and the other two were Hotel concierges that were not quite hiding their misery at this assignment. Also with them was a smaller, shorter man with curly black hair and spectacles, that reminded me of Weinstein, the Jewish owner of a bar and club in the 'Tenderloin District' on the southside of Town.
"Is this guy with you?" interrupted Mike the Security man, indicating a man that had come in behind Boone's group. He was a big man: tall, portly, with black hair on his balding head, and spectacles. His face reminded me of George Constanza, who played Jason Alexander on the television series 'Seinfeld'. But despite his physical size, his demeanor seemed reticent and relatively weak.
"No, I just happened to come in." the man said. "My name is Marty McMillan."
"Mr. McMillan," Teresa said as she peered at him, her voice cutting through the room, "are you here for the poker competition or the whiskey convention?"
"Neither, ma'am." Mr. McMillan said respectfully. "I'm attending the Molecular Biology Conference. I just came by to reminisce. You probably don't remember me, Mr. Boone, but I was here when you won your title 20 years ago. I was in the honeymoon suite that weekend, Suite 814."
"Well, I declare!" exclaimed Boone. "Mary, make sure Mr. McMillan here gets put in the honeymoon suite again this week, and put it on my tab. I want everything just like it was that week."
I knew from the 'Homewrecker' case that there was no honeymoon suite, but Mary said she would make sure Mr. McMillan was put in Room 814. (Author's note: 'Homewrecker') "And you're in room 404, sir, just like you were 20 years ago."
"Outstanding!" said Boone jovially. "So, Sheriff, you want that security job again?"
"Har." barked the Sheriff. "My security duties include the whole County now. We'll leave you guys to look around. Nice to meet you all." Teresa and I also made our goodbyes and followed the Sheriff out the door.
We went over to the east side of the hotel and looked at the rooms for the whiskey convention. I remembered from the 'Homewrecker' case that one room had a stage, and that room now had tables with a background and lighting on stage for people to do their livestreams.
"What's 'Tex' Boone about, Sheriff?" Teresa asked. "And I did notice he did not shake my hand."
"With his fiancée draped all over him like she was?" I replied. "I'm not surprised. And she was hating it that your body is better than hers, if I'm any good at reading faces."
"Yeah, don't worry about it, Iron Wolf." said the Sheriff, using Teresa's nickname. "He can't 'heppit' that he doesn't know you're the biggest badass in this County, present company included." He meant including me, of course.
"I entirely agree." I said, knowing that was true. Teresa rolled with it.
The Sheriff said "To answer your question: twenty years ago they had the national Poker Championships here. This hotel was brand spanking new, even had that 'new hotel' smell. I was assigned to be security here, and particularly for Boone. He won the ten million dollar grand prize, and over he parlayed those winnings into a $150 million fortune."
"Through gambling?" Teresa asked, a bit shocked.
"I don't think so." said the Sheriff. "Investments, mostly bonds of all things. He was not an audacious gambler in the Markets like he was with cards. He was brilliant, though, in both cards and the Markets. And I don't remember the details, but he had some tragedies in his life over time. Anyway, I'm surprised he recognized me, much less remembered me."
"You had those same magnificent mustaches then that you do now, Sheriff." I said. "So I'm not as surprised that a sharp card shark like him would remember you."
Teresa said, needling me: "Good asskissing skills on the mustaches." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. Those mustaches twitched merrily on Our Sheriff's face as he laughed out loud...
Part 5 - Rye Faces: The Crime Scene
11:35am, Monday, February 8th. As Teresa and I discussed Uniformed Personnel issues, my landline phone buzzed. My assistant Helena French said that Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels wanted to see me, and I had Captain Michaels come on in.
"Sir, ma'am," said Captain Michaels as she came into my office. "We just got a 9-1-1 call from the Hyatt Hotel. Two persons, a man and a woman, were found dead in one of the rooms there."
"Who are you putting on it?" I asked.
"Roark Coleman and Julia Rodriguez." said Claire. "And Lieutenant Davis is in overall charge at the scene."
"Good." I said, not asking why Coleman and Rodriguez were sent together, since they were not each other's partners. "Keep me in the loop on what they find."
"Er, sir..." Claire said. I looked up as she said "You may want to go by there yourself. It's a celebrity case, and a KXTC Press van has already shown up."
Teresa and I looked at each other, then I grabbed my Police radio and said "Commander Troy to Lieutenant Davis."
"Go for Davis." said MCD Lieutenant Jerome Davis's voice on the radio.
"Davis, go to Channel 5." I said. An instant later I heard on Channel 5 Encrypted Radio: "This is Davis for Commander Troy."
"This is Troy." I said. "Davis, who are the dead victims at the Hyatt?"
Davis said "The man has been identified as a Theodore Boone, nicknamed 'Tex'. The woman is not yet identified, sir..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I came into the Hyatt Hotel via the side entrance to the gated parking lot, avoiding the Press that were gathered in the lobby and being held there. We were escorted by Patrolman Johnson to the elevator. He remained on the ground floor as Teresa and I rode up the elevator to the fourth floor.
When we got to the fourth floor, Patrolman Culver took our names and badge numbers, then we went into Room 404. It was a relatively spacious room, as Rooms 704 and 804 above it were actual suites. It had a very small kitchenette to the front right, and a large bathroom to the left. There was a king size bed on the right, a desk against the left side wall, a cabinet next to the desk that contained the television monitor, and a sofa and two chairs against the back wall with the window to the outside behind it, and a coffee table in front of them.
Lying face down just past the bed, her feet towards the front of the room, was 'Tex' Boone's fiancée Tiffany, wearing the same dress she'd worn the night before. At the foot of the bed, nearer to the door, was Boone himself, also wearing the same tux he'd worn the night before. The back of his head had been crushed in by a savage blow from behind. There were shards of thick glass on either side of his body, and a strong odor of whiskey permeating the room.
"Smells like a bourbon distillery in here." I said.
"No, it's Rye." said Sheriff Griswold, who came in after us. I did not argue.
"Whaddya got, Roark, Julia?" I asked Detective Roark Coleman, who was on his knees examining but not touching the shards of glass. Detective Julia Rodriguez was examining the body of the unfortunate Tiffany.
"Please walk on the plastic strip we laid out, sir." said a CSI technician, pointing out the one-foot-wide strip of plastic that ran from the door to the back of the room. I nodded.
"Sir," said Julia, "she was either strangled or her neck was broken. Her full name is Tiffany Adele Westgate, age 38, no criminal record of any kind that has come up with her fingerprint data."
Roark Coleman said "He's Theodore Boone, nicknamed 'Tex'. This is his room; he checked in last night. As you can see, sir, the back of his head was crushed in by a powerful blow, probably from a glass object that shattered and is now in shards around his upper body."
"Whiskey bottle, maybe?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Roark Coleman. "After the scene is processed, we can try to put the pieces of the bottle back together again, maybe get some labelling."
"I can tell you some of that right now." I said, seeing that some of the glass pieces were large. "This says 'Woodf...', which suggests a Woodford Reserve bottle. And I see the word 'Rye' here."
"Told ya, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold at the door. As he came over to us, he said "Most alcohol bottles are cylindrical or rectangular. Some may have curved shoulders, and can be unique. It's sometimes a trivia question in a competition to identify a bottle by its silhouette."
The Sheriff continued: "The Woodford Reserve bottles are relatively thin and wide with a fairly long neck, like ping pong paddles. A Woodford Reserve bottle would crush the entire back of his head if it was a broadside hit, or make a huge indentation like a crowbar would if the narrow edge made contact. Either way, it'd be a powerful weapon."
"Gives new meaning to the words 'bottle kill', wouldn't you say, Sheriff?" said Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan jovially as he came up to us, looking a bit odd in plainclothes. With him was Vice Detective Joan Laurer, who was very tall, 'statuesque', with her raven-black hair in a tight bun behind her head. She was wearing a black sweater, plaid skirt, black stockings and expensive-looking black leather boots. It was a good look on her.
"Har." barked the Sheriff. "You got that right, Rudistan." In whiskey parlance, a 'bottle kill' was finishing off a bottle of whiskey by drinking all that was left in it, leaving an empty bottle. Depending on the quality of the whiskey, that could be a good or bad thing, and I'd often heard the Sheriff lament when he killed a bottle of a bourbon he particularly liked.
"Why are you here, Rudistan?" Teresa Croyle asked. "Or more specifically, why is this Vice's party?"
"Oh it's not, ma'am." said Rudistan, remaining jovial. "I'll give you the details of why Joan and I are here privately, ma'am."
"Why don't you give them to me here and now, Lieutenant." Teresa said, showing some anger and impatience.
I interjected: "Because he's right to not discuss his mission here while everyone is at the crime scene. Either find a private place to talk or wait until later."
Teresa took my rebuke professionally, not even blinking an eyelash. But she doesn't like waiting, so she had Rudistan go with her out of the room. After a moment, I went over to look at Tiffany's body and made observations as Roark Coleman began talking to Joan about Boone's body.
"It appears she has on all the jewelry she had on last night." I said to Julia Rodriguez. "Oh wait... belay there... her engagement ring is not on her finger."
"Uh, sir, how do you know what she had on last night?" she asked.
I replied: "Oh yeah... the Sheriff, Commander Croyle, and I were here, and we ran into this couple and their entourage late yesterday afternoon. And that brings up something: who called this in, and when?"
"Maid service found them when they came by to put in fresh towels." Julia said. "The front desk called 9-1-1, we responded within minutes... and the Press still got here before us."
"Yeah, they probably have someone paid to call them if something happens." I replied. "Ah, here's Martha the M.E." Our Medical Examiner had just come into the room. "Hello, Martha. If you'll be kind enough to examine her body first, I'd appreciate it. His cause of death looks pretty obvious."
"Certainly, Commander." Martha said. She usually didn't like her routine messed with, so her agreeability and politeness had me wondering if something was going on with her. I put that into a compartment of the mind as I had Lt. Jerome Davis come out into the hallway with me, and invited the Sheriff to listen in on our conversation.
"Jerome," I said, "the Sheriff and I saw Mr. Boone with his fiancée yesterday afternoon, along with his security and entourage. We need every bit of video this hotel has from yesterday afternoon through the time the bodies were found, so get warrants for that immediately. We've had issues with this hotel in the past getting info quickly, so move fast and hard on that."
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "I know Intel is already in the process of making that happen."



"Good." I said. "And there was someone else we saw yesterday, a guy named Marty McMillan. Boone wanted McMillan put in Room 814 because McMillan was in that room 20 years ago when Boone won his Poker title, so let's make sure to eliminate McMillan as a possible suspect, or not. Ditto that for all of Boone's security personnel and his assistant."
As Jerome moved out smartly to execute his mission, the Sheriff said to me "You think any of them are involved, Crowbar?"
"No data yet, Sheriff." I said. "But I do know they knew what room Boone was in, so that's possible means and opportunity. Motive? We need a lot more data for that... a lahhht more data."
"Maybe possible motives will lead you to other suspects." growled the Sheriff. "And I know Intel Branch will root anything out if there is anything to be rooted out." I nodded and we returned to Room 404.
Julia Rodriguez reported: "There's not much else here, sir. Boone and his fiancée booked this room all week, but their luggage was still packed and not gone through. We'll have to ask you, the Sheriff, and Commander Croyle to be interviewed on camera, so we can ascertain if anything such as her jewelry is missing. His Rolex is still on his wrist, by the way."
"Okay, good." I said. "And Julia, if any connection at all to the Biology Conference comes up, you are to notify Lieutenant Davis, and also Captain Michaels and me, that you are recusing yourself, on account of your cousin being part of the Conference." As Julia looked at me with a bit of shock on her face, I said "Just an overabundance of caution. Legal beagles like Gwen Munson and inept ADAs like Savannah Fineman give me the willies about even the smallest things."
"Yes sir." Julia said, then looked past me and said "And speaking of ADAs..."
I turned to see that ADA Savannah Fineman was walking into the room. Her hair was straight and long, almost to the small of her back, and was platinum blonde by 'choice' (her choice). She was wearing a tight white dress that showed off her very attractive curves very nicely, and black high heel pumps to offset her relatively short height.
"A double murder, one of the dead persons being something of a celebrity?" Savannah said.
"Who told you that?" I asked. "Bettina Wurtzburg?" Savannah was not good at hiding her emotions, and I was confident that my observations backed up my belief that the Press and Savannah were in 'cahoots'.
"It doesn't matter who did call me." Savannah retorted. "The issue is that you did not, Commander Troy. What, did you actually forget to call me about this?"
"I didn't forget." I said severely. "I've told you that after your actions in the Davalos case, I'm not cooperating with you at all." (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 03-05.)
"Whose side are you on?" Savannah shot back. "The criminals's?"
"Watch yourself, Fineman." growled Sheriff Griswold, hastily getting between me and Savannah as I turned on her and brought my crowbar up with every intent to smash her head in with it. "Keep up your shit, and I'll have you removed, under arrest if need be. Crowbar, why don't you and I step outside for a moment."
Of course I followed the Sheriff's instructions. I did go over to Patrolman Culver and ask how Savannah got past him. "Uh, sir, she showed her ADA badge, and I've always let the D.A. and ADAs through. Should I stop doing that?"
"No, Culver." said the Sheriff before I could say otherwise. "But you need to inform the highest ranking Officer at the scene whenever ADA Fineman appears."
Moments later, Savannah stormed out of the room. "For God's sake!" she spat at me. "Martha's refusing to talk to me. Did you put her up to that?"
"No." I replied coldly. "And I'm not the boss of Martha. Maybe if you let her actually do her job and get her work done, you'll get a bit more cooperation from her. Though the way you're going, she's as tired of your shit as I am."
"You'll be hearing from Miriam about this!" Savannah growled at me as she turned to take the elevator back down to the lobby.
"Is that a threat to be ignored, or a promise I can expect you to keep?" I fired back. Patrolman Culver laughed.
"Crowbarrrr..." the Sheriff admonished me as a furious, red-faced Savannah got on the elevator and the doors closed behind her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The body-bag-shrouded bodies were removed on gurneys, followed by Martha coming into the hallway.
"You know what I want to hear first, Martha." I said. "Time of death?"
"They've been dead all night." Martha replied. "They're room temperature and almost back out of rigor. When I do the autopsies, I'll see if if they'd eaten, and how far along that went before they died. Right now, I'd estimate the time of death to be between 7:00pm and 11:00pm."
I nodded, then said "What was the cause of the woman's death?"
Martha replied "The woman's neck was broken, but there are signs that she was in the process of being strangled first."
"Is that normal, abnormal?" I asked.
Martha replied "It's possible the killer was grabbing her head and neck to break it but had trouble doing so and was strangling her until he... or she, but I'll just presume it was a man and say 'he'... until he got it right. The strange thing, though, is that her neck was broken cleanly, almost (air quotes) 'expertly'. So I do think he was trying to strangle her, and I don't understand why he bothered, and just didn't snap her neck, since he showed he was capable of doing so quickly and efficiently."
Before I could respond, the Sheriff asked: "What about him? I mean I know: 'blunt force trauma to the head'. But was it a broad or a narrow wound?"
"Broad." said Martha. "And it was a very powerful blow. Powerful enough to crush in his skull and also break that bottle."
"If it was the broad side of a Woodford Reserve bottle," the Sheriff said, "it's understandable."
I said "And to answer your question about strangling her before snapping her neck, Martha... I'm agreeing with your idea that the perp was intentionally strangling her, then heard Boone coming into the room. He drops her, grabs the bottle, quickly hides in the bathroom, whacks Boone on the back of the head, then finishes the job on her by quickly snapping her neck. Will it hold?"
Martha said "It certainly does not contradict any of the data I have so far, Commander."
"And I know you won't let it cloud your judgement as you perform the autopsies." I replied. "Let me know what you find... including who died first, if you can tell."
"I'll certainly tell you before I tell that blonde harpy that thinks she's better than the rest of us... including you." said Martha the M.E., about ADA Savannah Fineman.
After Martha left, Sheriff Griswold said quietly "Sounds like you've got some ideas about this case, Crowbar. Why do you think the perp was trying to strangle the girl at first?"
"I'm not being facetious or snarky when I say this, Sheriff," I replied, "but I think that because that is what he was doing. By that, I mean that Martha's data showed that to be the case. I think that the perp wanted the woman to feel pain, to feel the life ebbing out of her, and stopped only when Mr. Boone was about to surprise him."
I said: "And to back it up, I commend your attention to the sheer power of the 'bottle kill' blow that took down Boone. That is some serious hatred behind that. I can tell you from experience, Sheriff, that administering a crowbar blow is much more powerful and damaging if there is some... 'passion', for lack of a better word... behind it. And that's what I'm seeing here."
The Sheriff nodded, and we went back into the room. The CSIs were doing 'deep cleans' of the shower and lavatories, and using the fluorescent light to find blood and other bodily fluids (i.e. semen).
I said "Okay, guys, I'm leaving you to it. Any final thoughts before I go?"
"Just one thing, sir." said Detective Roark Coleman.
"What's that?" I asked.
"Whoever did this... must really hate Rye whiskey!" Coleman observed. I chuckled; I could not argue with that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff and I collected Teresa Croyle and headed back to Police Headquarters. On the way there, Teresa said "I apologized to Rudistan. I didn't know he and Laurer were working with Special Agent Dwight Stevens of the DEA."
"Yes, we've kept that quiet." I said. "Nothing personal to you, and my apologies for not letting you know, but only the Chief, me, Tanya, Claire, Rudistan and Laurer knew. And Tanya only because her husband is the FBI Special Agent In Charge of the FBI in this area. We kept it tight because of the leaks to the Press we've been having."
"So you think I'm leaking to the Press?" Teresa said, looking darkly at me though I knew she was needling me.
"Har!" barked the Sheriff with joviality. "You like Scotch better than bourbon. That definitely puts you on my suspect list." The Sheriff hated leaks to the Press even more than Your Iron Crowbar does.
"That," I said to Teresa, "and the fact you won't carry a crowbar. Definitely suspicious."
"Good thing I don't carry one." Teresa said without hesitation. "Otherwise you'd be getting a crowbar beatdown right now."
"Seriously," I said, "I was wrong; I should have brought you into the loop."
Teresa said: "That's okay... it's worth it just to hear you say you're wrong, since that almost never happens." The Sheriff's laughter became infectious, and I was treated to something that almost never happens: hearing the sound of Teresa actually laughing...
Part 6 - The Flatfoot Grind
I love my Detective Team. They do amazing work, and very fast. At 2:00pm, just three hours after the bodies were discovered, Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels called me on the landline phone in my office and told me they were ready for our initial meeting to disseminate what they'd found.
The Sheriff had stayed at Police Headquarters, as he was obviously very interested in the case. After notifying the Chief, I went by the Sheriff's temporary office at Headquarters and invited him to the meeting.
We went into Classroom 'E', where the Detectives were waiting for us. My seat was in the middle of the long table, to the left from the perspective of the door, and facing the 5x4 matrix of monitor screens on the wall. The Chief took the seat at the end of the table nearest the door, his usual place. Today the Sheriff sat to my left.
Present at the meeting from the Leadership were the Sheriff, Chief, me, Lt. Commander Croyle and Captain Michaels. From MCD were Lieutenant Jerome Davis, Senior Detectives Teddy Parker, Theo Washington, and Joanne Warner, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, and Detectives Roark Coleman and George Newman. From Vice we had Lieutenant Rudistan, Detectives Joan Laurer and Lisa Monroe.
Present from Intel was Lieutenant 'Goth Girl' Mary Milton, and let the record show that her hair was very bright pink today. Let the record also show that her cheeks were noticeably rosy. Also present were Senior Detective Christopher Purvis and Senior Patrolman Sidney Plant.
And also coming into the room right behind me was Lieutenant Seamus 'Shane' O'Brady of the Pottsville Police, with whom I'd worked several times, most notably in the Bundy McGinty case. (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok'.)
"Ladies and gentlemen," I announced, "newly promoted Pottsville Police Lieutenant Shane O'Brady!" Everyone broke out into song:
"For he's a jolly good fellow,
for he's a jolly good fellow,
for he's a jolly good fel-lowwww,
which nobody can deny!"
"Well, thank you!" Shane said as he went over and sat down next to Joan Laurer. That was not a coincidence; she had saved the seat for him. And that was not a coincidence, I thought to myself; their dating relationship must be going very well.
"Yezzz, congratulations, Lieutenant O'Brady." drawled Chief Moynahan. "But to what do we owe the pleasure of your visit to us to-dayyyy?"
"I heard about the murder of 'Tex' Boone." said O'Brady. "And it may tie in to an open nine-year-old case in my jurisdiction."
I said "Glad to have you here, Shane. Why don't we get our basic reports, and then you can discuss your tie-in with our cases here. Captain?"
Cpt. Claire Michaels said "Let's hear about the victim, then his fiancée, and then talk about our video evidence and potential suspects in the case that we interviewed. Mary?"
"Yes ma'am." said Mary Milton. She brought up a Nevada DMV photo on one of the monitors on the wall. "Theodore Boone, 72 years old, went by the nickname 'Tex'. His father was an oil 'wildcatter', and he grew up in Oklahoma and Arkansas with his mother and her family, according to his bio on his website. He went to college at what was then called North Texas State University, now called the University of North Texas, where football player Mean Joe Greene played his college ball."
"Who?" asked Lainie Everett.
"Mean Joe Greene played for the Steelers in the NFL in the 1970s. Made a famous Coca-Cola commercial, too." I said, then indicated for Mary to keep going.
Mary: "Boone graduated with a Business degree, and while his bio claims he worked in the oil fields as a venture capitalist in Texas, in reality he was an investment banker behind a desk in Dallas for 20 years and then Oklahoma City for nearly ten years. He was listed as a part-owner of a French-Asian Fusion restaurant the last four years he was in Dallas, along with his wife Jacquelyn Vinet, a.k.a. Jackie, and a man named Cliff Southworth, who really was in the oil business."
Mary: "The restaurant did well, and was really taking off after four years when his wife was found dead in the kitchen of the restaurant, stabbed in the heart with a large knife. I've asked for the autopsy report to be sent to us, but the records are on paper and it'll take some time to find the report and scan it and send it to us. Ditto that for the Police report of that crime."
Mary: "After she died, Boone sold his stake and hers in the restaurant to Mr. Southworth, and Boone moved to Oklahoma City. From his employment records they sent us, he did very well for his company in the investment banking business but apparently he didn't get rich. He also began competing in those professional Poker tournaments, and made enough that he could've had a decent living from that alone. Then twenty years ago this week, he won the National Poker Championships and the prize of ten million dollars. He immediately left his company's employment, took the ten million dollars he won, and self-incorporated."
Mary: "He fell out of public sight after that, and during that time he parlayed that ten million he won into nearly $150 million in the bond markets. He also took up official residence in Las Vegas, Nevada, and he began jetsetting around the country. He was frequently seen as a celebrity guest at big-time Poker tournaments, and he flew into City Airport in our State a good bit."
Mary: "About nine years ago he retired from all his businesses. He converted everything he had to trusts and annuities. He traveled less and less, and never to this State again, until this week. He had always had a security person with him, but after he retired he increased that security detail to four persons. There were occasional sightings of him at events in Las Vegas and in Atlantic City, New Jersey, but nothing attention-getting until he was found dead this morning."
Mary: "So now let me circle back to his rap sheet, such as it is. Boone had a disorderly conduct arrest when he was in college, but nothing else until 20 years ago, right after he won the Poker Championship. His company was investigated by the SEC... the 'other' SEC, the Securities & Exchange Commission... and they investigated him, as well. The company had several major infractions, and since he'd just left and had $10 million suddenly pop up in his accounts, the Feds looked into him, too. The investigation concluded that the company was attempting to make him the patsy, especially since he was no longer there. He was never charged with anything, but curiously, neither was the company."
Mary: "About 16 years ago Boone was in Cherokee, North Carolina, at the casino on the Reservation there. He was attacked by a man named Timothy Jones, who claimed that Boone had hit the man's wife after she refused to go to his room and have sex with him. The woman had a shiner under her eye, but Boone denied hitting her. He said she'd agreed to go to his room with him for sex and backed out when her husband came and got her, and Boone further suggested that it was her husband that had hit her. The Police made no arrests, as there were no other witnesses. Still, the casino got him out of there by offering to have Boone driven in a casino limo to Atlanta, where he boarded a flight back to Las Vegas."
Mary: "And then ten years ago, something similar on the Native American Reservation across the State Line River from Southport. A woman claimed she was drugged and raped by Boone in his hotel room. Her husband had contacted the casino's security after he couldn't find his wife, and their videocameras showed her having a drink at the bar with Boone. But there was no video at all of them leaving together, in any elevator, nor going down the hall to his room. Still, Boone hightailed it out of there before the Police could change their minds and take him into custody, and he has never been back to that casino."
Mary: "A year after that, I found a Lexis-Nexis article in a Florida newspaper announcing Boone's engagement to a Society girl named Charlene Conway, daughter of Miami shipping magnate Charles Conway. But we found nothing else at all on that, so I don't know if they married, broke it off, or what."
"That's why I'm here." said Shane O'Brady. "Nine years ago, Charlene Conway's body was found in Pottsville, in a hotel room just off the Interstate. I'd been with the Pottsville Police a little over two years as a Patrolman, and her case was my first assignment as a Detective. She'd been beaten badly, then strangled to death."
Mary said "I... I never found anything about that."
"You wouldn't." said O'Brady. "Her father, Charles Conway, worked with Wilson Hammonds, and possibly someone else... a Consultant, if you will... to cover it up and pull all the Police records on it. The official ones, anyway."
"Go ahead and tell us what you know." I said.
"Sure." said O'Brady. "Tex Boone was in Westphalia, participating in a Poker tournament there. He lost in the early rounds, and was upset about it. He left, and was seen on video going to his room. He appeared again an hour later, walking around the tournament room, the bar, and all around the hotel, asking if anyone had seen his fiancée. And no one had, since seeing them together at lunch before the round began."
O'Brady: "Hotel video wasn't great, but it showed her going down a hallway to a hotel room on the first floor that was not hers nor Boone's, during the time Boone was sitting at the Poker table getting his ass handed to him. She went inside the room, and was never seen alive again. She didn't come out of the room into the hallway. That room had a door straight to a patio outside, but parking lot video had it in sight, and she was not seen coming out of it, either."
O'Brady: "But again, that video system wasn't very good, and was also motion-sensor activated, at least in the hallways. So there were gaps in the timeframe. Additionally, the room was checked out to a 'Ms. Ann O. Therenigma'... and yes, it was 'another enigma'."
"Sounds 'Consultant'-ish." I said.
O'Brady: "Yes, it does. And Commander Troy, you'll remember that Westphalia Police Lieutenant Paul Cash's death was the start of our investigation into Bundy McGinty." I nodded, and O'Brady said "Cash worked with me on that case. He took the lead dealing with people at the tournament and the hotel in Westphalia, and he interrogated the living hell out of 'Tex' Boone. I learned a lot from watching him pursue the case."



O'Brady: "Boone had thought that Charlene had gone off to meet another man. When we told him she had been found dead, he was really shocked. At first he was a little distraught, then he composed himself and answered our questions calmly. He said he had no idea who'd want to harm Charlene, nor get at him through her."
O'Brady: "We also talked with her father, Charles Conway, who was in Miami. It turns out that he and Charlene were estranged, and he'd cut her off financially. He had never met Tex Boone, and said he didn't care to. He said there'd been no threats to her nor him through her, and he was overcome with grief when we told him she was dead. He took care of the funeral arrangements, as well, having her body brought back to Florida for burial."
I said "Did you get the perp?"
Shane: "No, we never did. How she made it to Pottsville, alive or dead, remains a mystery. We never identified any vehicle that could've brought her there. There was enough time for Boone to bring her down to the Pottsville hotel and leave her dead body there, but he denied leaving the hotel, saying he was looking for her at the hotel from the time he lost the round and went to his room."
Shane: "Paul Cash thought Boone was responsible for her death, but we had absolutely nothing to hold him over. He flew out to Las Vegas the next day, and we were never able to find a reason to get him back to the jurisdiction. And after that, an Agent Greenwalt of the SBI came to us with Wilson Hammonds, who demanded we cooperate with the SBI by turning the case over to the SBI and for us to not pursue it anymore. I heard later that the same thing happened in Westphalia, except that neither Hammonds nor any other politicians were there, only Greenwalt and another SBI Agent."
"Greenwalt, eh?" Teresa said with great acerbity. "We will not be interviewing him. He and his cohorts wounded me in the pit at Ward Harvester before Don dispatched them to Hell." (Author's note: A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01.)
"And you didn't forget about that pit, either." I said, remembering the chain of events that led to Teresa saving Carole by using that pit. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 01-02.) Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Claire Michaels took over again: "Okay, let's move on. Tell us about the current dead fiancée, Tiffany."
"Yes ma'am." said Mary Milton as she brought up a Nevada DMV photo. "Her full name is Tiffany Adele Westgate, age 38. She was employed in Las Vegas by a staffing company, which I checked out; it's legit. She was a receptionist at the front desks of businesses, and also was listed as a 'hostess' at parties. It is very likely that she had extracurricular work that brought in under-the-table income, but she has no record of being arrested as a prostitute."
"Ma'am," said Roark Coleman, "prostitution is legal in Nevada."
Tanya Muscone said "Yes, but but only in licensed houses of prostitution. Streetwalking is still illegal. But the point is well taken, that it's all too easy for her to have been a working girl in Sin City and never have been arrested nor charged for it."
"Whatever she was," Mary continued, "she met Tex Boone and wrapped him around her finger. His spending went up by leaps and bounds over the last nine months: jewelry, clothes, trips to the Caribbean. He also began attending more social events with her, and they appeared on 'the Facebook' and Instagram pages of a number of minor celebrities, including Dr. Richard Searles's fiancee, Mia McNamara, and 'Days of Promise' star Benny Black." (Author's note: 'Soap Opera' for Benny Black's beginnings.)
"Hmmm." said Teresa Croyle, whose husband Todd Burke was Benny Black's blood brother. "Possible local connections?"
"Let's not get ahead of ourselves." I said. "Keep going, Mary."
Mary said "There's not much more on her, sir. We'll keep digging, but I don't even know how she met Mr. Boone."
"That's fine." I said. "Okay, what about Boone's entourage?"
Mary said "There were a total of five security persons, employed by a Las Vegas company called Stalwart Security. The company is small, but has been growing over the last five years, and Mr. Boone had made investments in it as a startup in exchange for them acting as his own security. The leader of the security team is a man named Mike Malone, no relation to the TCPD's former Captain Harold Malone. Mike got an Associates Degree at a small school that happens to be Commander Croyle's alma mater..."
"Small world." said Teresa Croyle. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Small world indeed, ma'am, sir.' said Mary Milton. "He asked for a slot in the Military Police when he enlisted in the Army and got it, then went to Officer Candidate School. And like our own Commander Troy, here, he was commissioned into the Military Police Corps."
"Small world." I said in exactly the same way Teresa had. Chuckles started up in the room.
Mary Milton grinned, then said: "Unlike Commander Troy, Malone was passed over for promotion to Captain, and I haven't been able to obtain his military records yet to see why. But he was hired by the U.S. Secret Service, so he must not've done anything dishonorable in the military."
"That's probably truuuue." Chief Moynahan said, with the knowledge of a man who'd retired from the Army as a Lieutenant Colonel. "It's not that bad a black mark to get passed over for promotion to Captain. He could've just run into a commanding Officer that didn't like him and screwed him over. And I agreeeee that being hired immediately into the Secret Service shows it wasn't a dishonorable thing. My apologies for interrupting you, Mizzz Milton."
"No problem, Chief." Mary said, then continued: "Mike Malone was with the Secret Service on protection details for important persons, including six months on the Presidential Security detail. He left the Secret Service to join Stalwart Security right after its inception. The four men on his security team have similar stories, except none were military Officers. Two of them did work for the Secret Service, and two of them for the Arkansas State Patrol before joining Stalwart. Their names are James Jensen, Steve Stewart, Peter Paulson, and George Grayson, and we're still working to get more on them."
Mary: "Boone's assistant is blessed to have the name 'Mary', if I do say so myself." There were chuckles, then she continued: "Her surname is Carson. She's 24, unmarried, and is employed by the same Staffing company as Tiffany Westgate originally was. She had been Boone's assistant for a little over a year, and she handled all of Boone's travel arrangements and correspondence. But she did not have control of his pocketbook, so to speak. He had accounts with a small company, and a Gabriel Schwartzmann traveled with him to handle all of his financial correspondence issues and financial transactions."
"That's gotta be expensive." I said. "Definitely dig deep into that guy. Okay, I asked y'all to look into Marty McMillan, who appeared in the group while the Sheriff, the Iron Wolf, and I were meeting them. What's his story?"
Mary brought up his DMV photo from a drivers license issued by this State. She said "Marty McMillan is 45 years old, and has a Bachelor's degree in Biology from City University and a Masters's degree in Molecular Biology from our University here. He was in the Ph.D. program and dropped out, but he had enough hours to be awarded the Master's degree."
I said "Similar to Chemistry degrees in many Schools."
Mary: "Yes sir. He got a job with BigAgraFoods here, then transferred within a few months to a BigAgraFoods lab in Des Moines, Iowa. He was there for ten years, then left for a job with a smaller agricultural research company called SynGen Biosciences in the town of Villa Nueva, which is in the farmland region in the southeast part of the State, south of Westphalia and Alvaton, and northeast of Rocktown. He's still there as their Assistant Director of Research."
I said "Is he still married? Divorced?"
"Widowed, sir." Mary replied. "Her maiden name was Heather Corvalis, and she graduated from the University with Bachelor's degree in pre-med Biology. I have a death certificate for her because she died in this County, about two months after they were married. Cause of death was listed as 'exsanguination - internal hemorrhaging', and the certificate was signed by former Coroner Steven Lester Haines." (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Bride' for more on Haines.)
"Which means she bled out after receiving internal injuries." I said. "Does University Hospital's E.R. have a record of it?"
Mary: "No sir. She did not die at University Hospital nor any hospital or clinic in this County, and there is no TCPD Police report for her anywhere during that timeframe. And the really odd thing is that Coroner Haines put the autopsy under seal. There was no Coroner's Inquest, either."
"Okay, good report." I said. "You and your team gathered a lot of data in a short amount of time. What's next?"
Captain Michaels said "The MCD Detectives have interviewed everyone in Mr. Boone's entourage, and we've obtained what video footage from the Hotel that they had. They were very helpful and gave us no trouble, but asked us to be as discreet as possible during our investigation, and I assured them we'd be as discreet as we could be. We do still have three interviews we need to do on camera: you, sir; Sheriff Griswold; and Commander Croyle."
"Someone come with me and interview me now." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I'm going to be going to the Hotel within the hour for the first round of the Whiskey Tasting Championships."
"Good luck, sir!" chorused everyone in the room. The Sheriff barked a laugh. Detective George Newman exited the room with the Sheriff to do the interview.
"Anything stand out in the interviews?" I asked.
Lt. Jerome Davis said "We're putting together a timeline of everyone's movements from the time you, the Sheriff, and Commander Croyle saw him through the time the bodies were found. We're using the data from the interviews in conjunction with the video we've obtained."
Davis: "After you saw them, sir, we have video of Mr. Boone's group walking to the Whiskey side of the hotel, for lack of a better term. The cameras there seem to be working very well. The Boone group looks around the venue, Mr. Boone secures a bottle of whiskey... Woodford Reserve Rye, of all things... and then they go back to their room on the fourth floor, with some of the security men going with them, and some to the eighth floor, where their suite is."
Davis: "A lot of the hall camera coverage is spotty, and I got word from an employee... in exchange for a small informant fee... that the Feds took control of the camera resources for the whiskey convention. So we don't have a lot of hallway footage that we normally would have."
"Your Federal Government at work, wouldn't you say, Lady Ironside?" I said.
"I'm sure that wasn't my husband's doing." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, who was nicknamed 'Lady Ironside' because she was a wheelchair-bound paraplegic after being shot in the spine (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 01-02), and who was married to FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone (Author's note: 'Power of Love'.).
Jerome said: "Working within those limitations, we have the Boone Group in the elevator a few at a time, going to dinner at 7:30pm or so. At that time, things got busier around the hotel, and the recorders weren't recording every camera every time."
Davis: "They have dinner at 7:30. Mr. Boone plays cards afterwards. Then that feed jumps ahead 30 minutes going from 8:15 to 8:45, and Mr. Boone's fiancée is no longer in the room, or at least not on camera. There is also no camera footage of her in the hallway nor on the elevators."
Davis: "We do have this footage timestamped 9:45pm, showing Mary Carson getting on the elevator on the fourth floor and going up to the eighth floor, but again, the hallway cameras didn't record her getting off. At 9:55pm, we have Mr. Boone and one of his security men getting off the elevator on the fourth floor. Mr. Boone goes into his room, the security man goes into his own room, and that's the last we have of any of them that night."
"No one comes out of Boone's room?" I asked incredulously. At all?"
"At all, sir." said Lt. Davis. "At least not on video."
"Good report." I said. "Any (air quotes) 'strangenesses' for us?" Everyone knew what I meant in asking that.
Davis: "Yes sir, we have two, involving Marty McMillan. First, he was not in his room nor anywhere at the Hotel. Second, he used his room key once to go into Room 816, right after he was checked into the room by Mr. Boone's assistant. He never used the key again. We have a short piece of video showing him going into the nearest stairwell about an hour after checking in, but none showing him coming back into the Hotel through any entrance."
"Hmmm." I said. "Tell you what, contact the Campus Police to send a couple of people to wherever the Molecular Biology Conference is, and see if he's there. If he is, ask them to politely give him an offer he cannot refuse, to join us here at Headquarters and 'assist us with our inquiries', as our British friends say. If not, put out a multi-State APB for him."
"On it, sir." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said as she typed furiously on her Police iPhone.
"Good catch on him entering the stairwell." I said. "And just so you know, those stairs are fire escape stairs. Once you go into them, you have to descend to the ground floor to get out; all the doors above are locked and cannot be opened on the stairwell side without a master key, and I understand that the Fire Department itself has the only key. So Mr. McMillan had to have exited by the door that goes to the parking lot. Look for him on any cameras in that area."
"Wilco, sir." said Lt. Mary Milton.
"Okay, good work everyone." I said. "Unless someone has something else, y'all can go. I'm going to give my interview, then review the interviews."
"I have one thing, sir?" said Tanya with a wicked twinkle in her eye. "Lieutenant Milton, is there something you'd like to tell us?"
"Uhh... like what, ma'am?" Mary said, her cheeks just a bit rosier than before.
"Like if you're expecting?" Tanya said.
Mary looked at me, and I said "I didn't say a word."
Tanya said "You didn't need to, sir. Her cheeks are rosier than a perfume factory!"
"WHOAAAAAA!" rose a chorus of Detectives.
"Okay, okay." Mary said. "You keep ruining my announcement parties. Yes, Myron and I are pregnant." Lieutenant Myron Milton, the TCPD's Chief Information Officer and I.T. guru, was Mary's husband.
"So you told Commander Troy, but not the rest of us?" asked Mary's boss, Cpt. Claire Michaels.
"No ma'am, I didn't tell him." Mary said. "He took one look at me a while back and figured it out. Nothing gets past him."
Congratulations poured forth as the Detectives took their leave of us. Teresa and I stayed behind and Lt. Davis interviewed us as Mary Milton recorded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police Officers are people, too, and I needed a potty break. Afterwards, I made some fresh coffee in the pot in Classroom 'E', then invited the Chief, Teresa, Tanya, Captain Michaels, Lt. Mary Milton and Pottsville PD Lt. O'Brady back in to watch the interviews.
We watched Mike Malone's interview first. He looked haggard, upset, and worried; after all, as they say on the Sports show: 'You had one job...' The interview was conducted by Detective Teddy Parker, one of the better interviewers at crime scenes.
"The security team was in Room 816, which is a suite with four bedrooms at the end of the hall." said Mike. "I was in Room 406, which was next to Room 404 where Mr. Boone and Tiffany were, and Gabriel was in Room 408. Mary was across the hall, in Room 405."
"When was the last time you saw Mr. Boone, and Tiffany?" asked Parker. "Better yet, why don't you just give me the timeline from your meeting with the Sheriff until you last saw them."
"Sure." said Mike. "The way it works is that we have two people with Mr. Boone at all times, and they swap out after four hour shifts. I'm the third person, and I can spell one of them, or be there if Mr. Boone and Tiffany split up."
Teddy Parker: "What happens when Tiffany goes to the bathroom, especially with all of the security being males?"
Mike: "We're meant to be an optical presence more than Secret-Service-level full overwatch. If we determine there's a heightened threat level, we'd stand outside the restroom. But usually we can be more unobtrusive. If things are really squirrelly, we'd ask Mary to go into the restroom with Tiffany, which happened of its own accord more often than not. They were friends."
Parker: "And when you're on break, who's in charge?"
Mike: "Jim Jensen."
Parker: "Okay, so lead me through your day with the Boones."
Mike: "After we looked over the Poker tournament room, we went over to see the Whiskey Competition room on the other side. People were setting up booths, but they weren't allowed to sell any alcohol, and they weren't really set up, as it was. Still, someone slipped Mr. Boone a bottle of the Woodford Reserve Rye, and said he could pay for it the next day."
"How much does that bottle cost?" Parker said, astonished at the 'credit' that Boone was given.
"About fifty dollars, I think." said Mike. "And I made good with the guy today and paid for it."
Parker: "Okay, so you visited the Whiskey Event side, and then what?"
Mike: "Mr. Boone and Tiffany went up to their room, so I had my guys stand down and get some dinner two at a time, with the other two on call, like usual. I had them pick me up some takeout, and I ate in my room. About 7:30 or so, Mr. Boone and Tiffany went down to the dinner set up for the Poker tournament participants. They met two other couples and had dinner with them." Mike mentioned their names.
Mike: "After dinner, Mr. Boone wanted to play cards with the other two men. The wives talked amongst themselves and other wives, but Tiffany looked really bored, so she announced less than an hour later that she was going up to the room. She's kind of rude, that way. Mary and one of my guys... Paulson, I think... went up with her. And that was the last time I saw her alive."
Mike: "Mr. Boone played cards for a couple of hours, then the game broke up at about 10:30pm. I remember the time because I looked at my wristwatch. After the game, everyone went to their rooms. Steve Stewart and I escorted Mr. Boone on the elevator, I went with him on the fourth floor, I saw him go into his room, then I went into mine and went to bed. So I guess it was about 10:45 to 11:00 that I last saw him."
Parker: "So the next morning, did you try to get them up for breakfast?"
Mike: "Lord, no. We're ready at all hours, as Mr. Boone has been known to take 4:00am walks. But he also sleeps in, especially when there are time zone changes. And very often in the mornings, Mr. Boone would tell us to take the morning or early afternoon off, that he really didn't need us until an event in the evening. Truth be told, we really were there more for the optics. Window-dressing, if you will."
Parker: "In hindsight, were there any threats to Mr. Boone or his fiancée that you might not have realized at the time? Or any rumors that you heard that turned out to be worse? In other words, was there anyone who might've wished to harm them?"
"I know what you're asking," said Mike, "and the answer is that were no threats we were aware of, and no intel we'd developed that would've led us to think they were in heightened danger."
Parker said "There's something I'm going to have to ask, and you're in a good position to know. Were either of the Boone's having extramarital affairs that you knew of?"



Mike: "Well, they weren't married yet, so technically 'no'. But to answer the gist of your question, I'll just point out that Tiffany Westgate was a beautiful woman and in the prime of her life, and Mr. Boone was elderly and not as vigorous as he made himself appear to be in public. And that's why you'd see all that jewelry on her... all the Viagra in the world wasn't going to keep him going enough to keep her interested in him that way."
"So she was stepping out on him?" Parker asked.
"Oh yes, especially when they were at home and we weren't around." Mike said. "On trips like these, Mr. Boone wanted us to keep close watch on Tiffany. He said it was to keep her safe, but I suspect he wanted to keep her chaste."
"What about him?" asked Parker. "Was he being unfaithful, as well?"
"Not if she were with him on a trip." said Mike. "He doted on her; I think he really was in love with her and possessive of her. Now before they became serious, he was well-known for chasing anything in a skirt. But he'd slowed down from his younger days... a lot."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
James Jensen's interview was shown next. He went through where he was during the timeframe involved, and did not deviate from Mike's answers, except that he was in his room during the time Mr. Boone was playing poker. But he did have some additional things to say when Parker asked about either of the victims having extramarital sexual relations.
Jensen: "Look, this won't make things easier for me, but I'll come right out with it. Tiffany needed a lot more sex than Boone was able to give her. While he was playing poker, she had men in her room playing 'poke-her'. I was one of them, and I think Grayson was banging her, too. It was the only perk that made this assignment really worth doing."
Parker: "Thank you for your candor in letting us know that. I also have to ask: you didn't like this assignment? Why not? Was Boone that bad?"
"No, Boone was fine." Jenson said. "He didn't make things hard for us. Tiffany did; she'd try to sneak away from us, probably to meet a man for sex. And of course she'd make things hard for me sexually, then spend the next hour draining my balls."
Parker: "Did Mike Malone know this?"
Jenson: "Hell no. He's the reason this assignment was so crappy. His security plan was worthless, as you can see from the two dead bodies, may they rest in peace. He acted like this was a real security assignment, but everyone with more brains than a Betta fish could see that it was for optics, for Boone to make himself look far more important than he really was. And then Malone would turn around and leave more holes in the security than a pound of Swiss cheese."
Jenson: "But to answer your question: Mike did not know that I was fucking Tiffany, that Grayson probably was, and that other men were. I think Mike was head-over-heels in love with Mary, Boone's assistant, but she didn't give him the time of day..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Grayson admitted he had been having sex with Tiffany, and he added that Tiffany and Mary might have had a lesbian relationship, but he wasn't totally sure on that. Steve Stewart and Peter Paulson said they had not had sex with Tiffany, but they both knew Grayson and Jenson had, as well as others.
Paulson said that he'd escorted Tiffany and Mary back to their rooms when Tiffany decided to go to bed. He also admitted that Mary came up to his room after leaving Tiffany's room, that he and Mary made love and then slept together the rest of the night, and that he didn't know when Mr. Boone came up to bed. He further explained that he and Mary were dating when they were at home in Las Vegas.
Mary was tearful as she was interviewed by Detective Julia Rodriguez, mostly for the loss of Tiffany than for her boss and employer. Some excerpts from her interview:
Julia: "You escorted Tiffany to her room after she left the dining room? And what time was that?"
Mary: "Yes, we went up to Tiffany's room. Peter escorted us up. I'm not sure what the time was, but it was before nine o'clock. Peter went to his room, and Tiffany and I talked a while."
Julia: "What time did you leave? And what did you do?"
Mary: "Mike sent a text to his team. I sometimes get the texts, since I'm supposed to watch over Tiffany. He said Mr. Boone was about to come up to the room. That's when I left. It was right around ten o'clock."
"So you and Tiffany are... were friends?" Julia asked.
"Yes." said Mary. "We met through the staffing agency, and became friends. And after they became engaged, I saw a lot more of her, and we became closer friends."
Julia peered hard at Mary as she asked: "So you're dating Peter Paulson?"
Mary seemed unperturbed: "Yes, we're dating when we're at home in Las Vegas. Peter seems serious and quiet, but he's a lot of fun when he's off duty, in bed and out. We have sex almost every day, even on road trips like this one... including last night. After I left Tiffany's room, I went to Peter's room and we made love. I spent the rest of the night there."
"Peter's room was within a suite, wasn't it?" Julia asked. "Did you see the others when you went up to see Peter?"
"No." Mary said. "They were probably in their rooms, but I can't say for sure."
Julia: "Did Mr. Boone ever come on to you, try to get you to have sex with him?"
Mary: "He flirted with me a lot, especially if Tiffany wasn't around. She usually was around most of the time, though. He didn't force me to do anything with him, but I gave him head several times. We never had intercourse, though."
Julia: "Was Tiffany faithful to Mr. Boone?"
Mary: "No, not by a longshot. She was cheating on him with younger men every chance she got."
Julia: "Did Mr. Boone know that?"
Mary: "I don't know. Mr. Boone never said a word to me about any of it. I don't know how he couldn't know... it was obvious to everyone else... but sometimes Mr. Boone acted as if he didn't know."
Julia: "Who inherits Mr. Boone's estate? And Tiffany's, if you know that?"
Mary: "Mr. Boone had made a new will, leaving everything to Tiffany. All he had to do was sign it, but he was holding back until she signed a pre-nuptial agreement, which she didn't want to sign. But I think she finally did, and so he signed the will. I have no idea who his last will before that left his estate to."
"And her?" Julia asked. "Did she leave a will? Does she have any family?"
"I'm pretty sure she has no family." Mary said. "As to a will, I don't know if he had one drawn up for her when he made his own. She didn't think in those terms..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julia interviewed Gabriel 'Gabe' Schwartzmann next. He looked to be in his upper 30s, about my age. He discussed Mr. Boone's financial situation: "It was fine. He had plenty of money, though a good bit of it was invested in the Markets and in startup businesses he supported."
Julia: "Had he not retired from all that?"
Gabe: "He'd retired from actively managing his own money. Have you ever heard of Jesse Livermore? He was one of the best stock market traders ever, back in the early 1900s. He'd make and lose millions, but he'd put some of his money in untouchable trust funds that provided him living money during the times he was down."
Gabe: "Mr. Boone had studied Jesse Livermore, and had done something similar. He had steady income from a trust, and other charitable trusts funded his charitable efforts. And then he'd call me and tell me to put some of his other money into some venture or other. They rarely failed. Some broke even, and some were very successful."
Julia: "Do you know who inherits his estate?"
Gabe: "He had a will made out that would leave everything to his fiancée Tiffany, but I believe it was contingent on them becoming married. Otherwise I don't know who would inherit. And Tiffany did not have a will that I know of..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Monday, February 8th. Marty McMillan had been plucked out of the Molecular Biology lecture he'd been listening to, and escorted by Campus Police Officers to TCPD Headquarters. He was sitting in Interrogation-A, which was used to interview witnesses or people not yet under arrest. I-1 and I-2 were behind the Booking area, and used for arrested suspects.
I told Captain Michaels and Lieutenant Davis that Detective Julia Rodriguez could not interview McMillan because she had a family connection to someone else at the Biology Conference, and I wanted to err on the side of caution. I also pulled rank and did the interview of McMillan myself. Sr. Detective Teddy Parker went into I-A with me. As our 'Ikea rules' required a Uniformed Presence in the room, Sr. Patrolman Hardy was standing inside the door that led to the lobby.
"Hello, Mr. McMillan." I said as we sat down at the table, opposite McMillan. "This is Detective Parker, and I'm Commander Troy. You and I met yesterday afternoon."
"Yes, I remember." said McMillan. "So why was I brought here?"
"I had you brought here so that we could record this interview on that camera up there." I said, pointing at the camera near the ceiling to my right side and McMillan's left.
"What is it about? Do I need a lawyer?" McMillan asked.
"It's your right to have one, if you wish." I said. "In fact, since you mentioned it, I'm going to read you your rights." I did so, literally, reading the Miranda warning from the card. "Do you understand the rights?"
"Yes, but again, why are you reading me my rights, and why did you have me brought here?" McMillan persisted. He did not look particularly worried, but he also did not look confused nor inquiring.
"We need to ask you some questions regarding where you were last night." I said. "We know you left Room 814 of the Hyatt Hotel by the staircase to the parking lot, and we know you did not re-enter that room. Where were you?"
"With all due respect, sir," McMillan said, "before I answer that or anything... what is this about?"
"Do you have a problem cooperating with us, Mr. McMillan?" Teddy Parker said, playing 'bad cop' to my 'good cop'. In this case, it didn't work at all.
"If you're not going to tell me what this is about, I think I do want a lawyer." said McMillan. "I can't afford one, so I want a public defender. I won't answer any questions without a lawyer present, unless you explain what this is about first."
"Let's get him a public defender here, as fast as we can." I said to Teddy. "Stay here, Mr. McMillan. If you need to use the restroom or get a snack, Officer Hardy will assist you." With that, Teddy and I got up to leave via the anteroom.
"Am I free to go?" McMillan said loudly as we were about to exit. "If not, then what am I under arrest for?"
"You are not free to go, at least not yet." I replied. "And if you want to be charged with something, we'll start with obstructing a Police investigation." We went on out of the room into the anteroom.
"That's pretty damn suspicious." Claire Michaels said as she walked with me down the hallway to our offices.
I replied "On the one hand, he's just exercising his legal rights. Perfectly acceptable for him to do so. It's standard interrogation procedure to not talk about the details of the crime until we have to, so no, we're not going to tell him anything just yet. But if I were him, I might do the same thing myself."
And I had in the past, but that's past history. (Author's note: 'No Way Out', among other places.)
"At the very least, sir, he knows his way around Police interrogations." Claire said. "I know he has rights, and we'll honor them. But it's a clear sign something's just not quite right about him."
"Yeah, perish forbid a man exercise his Constitutional rights in this day and age." I replied acidly. "And I know I have to instruct Rookies and new Detectives that asking for lawyers and taking the Fifth are not admissions of guilt. I didn't expect to have to say that to you, a Police Captain."
"Call it a woman's intuition, then." Claire replied. "But something's not right about that guy."
"In truth, I agree with you." I said. "He's definitely clamming up, and it appears to me that he's treating this like some sort of game of cat-and-mouse. And now is not the time to play games like that with me. So... no more Mr. Nice Guy with Mr. Marty McMillan..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Twenty minutes later, Hunter Harris of the law firm of Rosemont & Burisma, P.C., a firm of public defenders, came in and was ushered in to speak to his new client. Seeing that his client claimed to not know what was going on, we were called back in pretty quickly. The lawyer Harris looked surprised to see that it was me, Your Iron Crowbar, personally conducting the interview.
"So what is this about?" Harris said. "With what is my client charged?"
"He's a Person of Interest in a case we are investigating." I said. "We want to ask him some questions, and he asked for a lawyer. So now you're here. Once again, Mr. McMillan, where were you yesterday from the time I saw you at the Hyatt Hotel, until the Campus Police brought you here?"
"And once again, what is this about?" said Hunter Harris. He turned to McMillan and said "Don't say anything. And if you're not under arrest, I'm about to take you out of here." Public Defenders can be very irritating in that they get on their high horses and bluster a lot. But in this case, I was stymied and would not be getting cooperation this way.
"Okay, you want to know what it's about?" I said, letting some anger creep into my voice. "Yesterday your client appeared in the Poker tournament room with Theodore 'Tex' Boone, his fiancée, and their entourage. Your client said he'd been in the honeymoon suite 20 years ago, when Mr. Boone won ten million dollars in a Poker tournament, and Mr. Boone had your client checked into that same suite------"
"Nothing illegal about that." interrupted Hunter Harris. I affixed my gray eyes on him; it was time to break another legal beagle to my fist, to use a little falconry lingo, there.
"Do not interrupt me again." I warned. "If you do, I will shove this here crowbar so far down your throat, you'll be spitting nails for the rest of your life." I was brandishing the red crowbar, and Harris literally physically recoiled at the threat.
I continued: "Your client left that room less than two hours later and did not return to it. I want to know where he went to, and where he was last night and today."
Harris stood up, then looked at McMillan and said "Don't say anything. I'm going to the Courthouse and get you released if they won't formally arrest you and charge you with something."
"Sit down!" I ordered. "Your client is a Person of Interest in the murders of Theodore Boone and Tiffany Westgate last night!"
"Whaaa?!" exclaimed Marty McMillan, his face looking... not quite totally shocked.
I bored in and drove on: "And if it's a formal arrest you want, I'm going to make it happen just as soon as I can stand up and get handcuffs out of their pouch on my belt. Mr. McMillan, you are now formally a suspect in the murders of Mr. Boone and Ms. Westgate." I began to stand up.
"Hold on, hold on." said Hunter Harris, sitting down himself to try to get me to. "Give my client a chance to cooperate, here, now that he knows what's going on."
"Yeah, why didn't you just say what it was about in the first place?" McMillan said, trying to put a tinge of anger in his voice. "I would've answered your questions if you had. The only reason I asked for a lawyer is because you were browbeating me, trying to question me while holding back information at the same time!"
Hunter Harris saved his client by putting his hand on McMillan's shoulder and telling him to just be quiet and not get into an argument that would get him arrested.
"Well now you know." I said menacingly. "So, one more time... your whereabouts from the time I saw you yesterday afternoon until the Campus Police came and got you today."
"I need a moment alone with my client." said Hunter Harris.
"No, it's okay." said McMillan. He turned to me and said "After I was checked into Room 814, I stayed there about an hour, then I left. I went down the staircase to the exit door into the parking lot, hoping Mr. Boone and his party wouldn't see me, and I went back to the University Hotel, where I was booked for the Molecular Biology Conference."
"Why did you sneak out of the Hyatt by the stairwell?" asked Teddy Parker. "Why not just take the elevator?"
"I... " started McMillan, who then said: "Mr. Boone was trying to be nice to me, and I didn't want to look like I was ungrateful. So I just went down the nearest stairs, which led to the parking lot."
"Sounds reasonable, and you can certainly check it out." said Hunter Harris.
"And we will be sure to." I replied coldly. "So where were you the rest of the night, Mr. McMillan?"
"I was in my room at the University Hotel until about 8:30pm, when I went across the street to one of the bars." McMillan said, naming the bar. "They weren't serving alcohol, but I ate dinner and then went back to my room an hour, maybe an hour and a half later. I watched TV, then went to bed. This morning I went to the breakfast the Conference provided us, and then went to the lectures, where I was all day until the Police came and got me."
I said "Okay, Mr. McMillan, you are still very much a person of interest in the case. You can either stay here until your story is checked out, which might not be until tomorrow morning; or you can permit yourself to be ankle-monitored and return to the Conference now."
"How about neither one?" said Hunter Harris.
"It's okay." said Marty McMillan to Harris. "I'll take the ankle monitoring."
Harris added: "But after 24 hours I'm going to petition the Court to have it removed if you can't show cause to get a full-blown arrest warrant."
"Good enough." I said. "Mr. McMillan, stay in the County, and especially the State; if you attempt to cross a State line, you will be arrested by Federal Marshals and brought back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As soon as I got through the anteroom to the hallway, I told Captain Michaels "While he's being ankle-monitored, get a couple of people to University Hotel pronto, and get their video from the past 24 hours. If they ask for a warrant, call in for one, but our guys at the scene shouldn't leave. I don't want that public defender getting there first, and trying to play the intellectual and telling the Hotel people to demand warrants."
I continued: "Have Mary send his DMV photo to their iPhones, and after they're done at the hotel, have them go to the bar he named and ask the people working there if they remember McMillan. Have them ask to see any video the bar might have. And our guys might have to come back later and ask the evening shift people. But get what you can."
"Wilco, sir." said Claire, who peeled off to her office as Teddy Parker and I went on down the hallway.
"Sir," said Parker, "can I ask a question about the interview technique you just used?"
"Come on to my office." I said. We went in and I had Parker sit down in a 'hot chair' as I sat down behind my desk. "So, what was your question?"
"You came down on McMillan like a ton of bricks, sir." Teddy said. "Especially after he asked for an attorney. Were you just trying to intimidate him?"
"Yeah, some." I said. "And when I did tell him that Boone and Tiffany were dead, he definitely looked shocked. And yes, I know what you're thinking: I tell y'all to not assume guilt because someone asks for an attorney or invokes, but it looks like I'm doing that now."
Parker nodded and I continued: "I'm not assuming guilt now... but he got my hackles up, fer sure, and I went on instinct that the hammer was the right approach. It definitely got him agitated, and agitated suspects make mistakes. So tell me, what did you think of that whole thing?"



"I'm not assuming he's guilty, sir," said Teddy, "but I think he did know more than he was telling. Maybe he heard of the bodies being found on the news and just tried to play the intellectual, to steal your phrase there, sir."
I grinned at that, then said "Good point, but has there even been anything on the news?"
"Yes sir, there has." said Claire Michaels as she slipped through the half-open door. "Captain Thompson said KXTC had it on their noon news report." Captain Damien Thompson was our Public Relations Officer, and kept tabs on things like that.
Claire continued: "I'm also sending the Campus Police McMillan's photo, and asking them to confirm that he was at the Biology Conference, and there all day..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Monday, February 8th. Captain Michaels told me we had new data, so the Chief and I went to Classroom 'E' with the Detectives and their Leadership.
"Okay, what do we have?" I asked.
Detective George Newman started us off: "I went with Patrolman Hardy to University Hotel to check out Marty McMillan. Their video shows him checking in at the front desk about 2:00pm, into Room 228, so we were told. The hallway cameras on that floor are spotty in their coverage, and don't work more often than not."
Newman: "The parking lot cameras show him getting into an Audi sedan about 4:00pm, and an Audi of that same description is registered to him. Since he appeared in front of you guys and the Sheriff at 4:30pm, he probably went straight to the Hyatt. He came back two hours later, and parked his car off to the side near a door that would let him quickly get to his room. The front door cameras looking at the parking lot can't see over there, and the camera on the roof that overlooks that side of the parking lot is not working well, either."
"Sounds like a theme." I said acidly.
"He did use his room key a couple of minutes later." said Newman. "He is not seen on any video for the rest of the night, so we cannot confirm his visit to the bar across the street to get dinner. About 9:45pm his room key is used again at the side door to the outside and then to his room. The side door keypads are disabled at 10:00pm and he'd have to go through the main lobby after that."
"If I may ask," said Captain Michaels, "is it recorded if and when the doors are opened? Could he have rigged the door so that he could get back in later without using a keycard?"
I said "From my experience with past cases there, only the use of the keycard is recorded in the Security Office. But if the door closes flush with the doorjamb and the bolt does not engage because someone stuffed something in there to stop the door from locking, an alarm message is generated in the Security Office. And if a door stays open for more than 30 minutes and Housecleaning is not at work, another alarm is generated."
"Thank you, sir." said Claire. "Keep going, George."
Newman: "There was a breakfast sponsored by the Biology Conference, and McMillan appeared at it just before 8:00am. He came out with a group of people to the shuttle bus to the University's Conference Center, where the conference is being held. He is on their cameras several times, often with others, and several eyewitnesses said they saw him at the lectures all day."
I said "Did you check with the bar?"
"Yes sir." said Newman. "That particular bar features country music and Confederate flags, and they looked at me funny when I first went in."
"They probably don't see a lot of black men in that bar." I said, as Newman was black, and I do not refrain from making politically incorrect observations.
"No sir, but they got their act together when we showed our badges." said Newman. "There was only one person that was there at the time that was also there last night, a young woman who is a student at the University. When we showed her McMillan's photo, she said he looked familiar, but she didn't remember him being there the night before. I might add that she is not the kind of person who makes a good witness. She didn't seem to remember any other people who were there at the time. And their sign about video surveillance is a sham; the cameras are fake, to deter thefts."
"And they don't want video incriminating them if an underage University student is drinking in there." I said. "Okay, good report and good work on that. So Marty McMillan's movements could be perfectly innocent and legitimate."
"Even going to the Hyatt, sir?" Teresa Croyle asked.
"Sure." I said. "He was there 20 years ago, there was a Poker tournament this year as well as then. There are the Whiskey Championships, which a lot of people are interested in. He's in Town, so he goes over and takes a quick look, and he got caught up."
"And he appears to have been back home before Mr. Boone went up to his room at 10:30 to 10:45pm." said Claire Michaels.
Lt. Mary Milton said "I'll get to that timeline in a second, ma'am. To round out the picture on McMillan: I called former Coroner Haines about McMillan's wife's death, but Haines is out of Town and hasn't gotten back to me yet."
Mary: "And speaking of Coroners as well as the timeline, we got Martha the M.E.'s autopsy report back. She may call for a Coroner's Inquest because of some time-of-death discrepancies as well as other anomalies."
"Like what?" I asked.
Mary: "First, her original range was 7:00pm to 11:00pm, pending autopsy tests to narrow it down. But it's been pretty well established that they began eating dinner at 7:30pm, and finished an hour later. So we're up to 8:30pm or so already. Martha doesn't like being pinned down on times, but she also hates being that far off in her times, so she's ticked."
We all grinned, and Mary continued: "Also, Martha's autopsies showed that the digestion of the food eaten at dinner had gone on no more than two and a half hours, even allowing for some residual digestion that can occur after death------"
Tanya Muscone interjected: "And that's from the starting point of dinner, at 7:30?"
"Yes ma'am." said Mary Milton. "Martha also ran other tests, and says she can testify in Court that they died no later than 10:00pm at the latest."
"That does not jive with Mike Malone's statements at all." said George Newman.
"No, it doesn't." I said. "It's about an hour off."
"You know, that reminds me..." muttered Shane O'Brady. After a second he said "There was something wrong about the videos in my case, the Pottsville fiancée case nine years ago. There were timeline discrepancies in them, too. I need to go back and check on that."
"I'd appreciate it if you did." I said. "And if that's the case, it's too many coincidences. What do we think of too many coincidences, Iron Wolf?"
Teresa Croyle, the 'Iron Wolf', replied: "People with 'Iron' in their nicknames cease to call them coincidences."
"You got that right." said Tanya Muscone, a.k.a. 'Lady Ironside'.
"Yes. Yes you do." said me, Your Iron Crowbar.
"It also means we cannot eliminate Marty McMillan as a suspect." Teresa said.
Claire Michaels said "He still got back to University Hotel before 10:00pm, ma'am."
"And the murders may have been before 10:00pm." Teresa replied.
"True." I said. "But University Hotel is clear across Town from the Hyatt, and that time would have to be factored in. In any case, you guys can flesh all this out and we'll pick it up tomorrow at 9:00am. Right now, I'm starving, and I want to go watch the Sheriff compete in the Whiskey Championships. So let's all go to the Cop Bar, my treat, for dinner, then head over to the Hyatt."
There were no objections to that plan...
Part 7 - Whiskey Wars
7:45pm, Monday, February 8th. A young man with dark hair and a short, trimmed beard came out onto the stage in the back of the huge conference room. "Hello and welcome to the World Whiskey Tasting Championships!" The large audience in the chairs facing the stage cheered. Behind them, people were milling about, visiting the various booths and tables set up in back.
"I'm Jason Q of the 'Mets and Falcons' Channel." said Jason Q, who seemingly paradoxically was a New York Mets fan and an Atlanta Falcons fan. "Before we get started, I want to bring on the man who brought this event to the Town & County. Sheriff Antonio Griswold, come on out!"
There was applause as Sheriff Griswold, in 'western' gear that would fit well in a SASS Cowboy Shooting event, came out on stage with Jason, followed by Teresa Croyle, who was in uniform.
"Thank you, everyone, and I want to welcome you to the event." said Sheriff Griswold, acting like a practiced politician. "We're glad to have you here, and I want you to know that the Town & County Police and BOW Enterprises are sponsoring shuttles to any hotels if you're not staying here. We will also make sure you get a ride to your destination if the shuttles don't go there." Everyone applauded.
Sheriff Griswold: "This is Commander Teresa Croyle, the Operations Commander of the Town & County Police Force. She has earned six Purple Orders and the Medal of Valor, and I can assure you that no one in this room can whip her ass. She lost her sister to a drunk driver, and believe me, folks, you do NOT want to be drinking and driving and have her catch you." Teresa shook her head vigorously in warning.
"So do us all a favor and drink responsibly, and don't get behind the wheel if you've been drinking! Let us take you home." said Sheriff Griswold. Everyone applauded.
"Thank you, Sheriff, and thank you, Commander Croyle." said Jason Q. "I found out today that her husband's company is sponsoring the shuttles and Uber rides to the hotels for you, and we appreciate that. Okay, let's bring on the host of the World Whiskey Tasting Championships, himself the winner of this event as well as the World's Top Whiskey Taster championships, Matt Beverly!"
The room erupted into huge applause as Matt Beverly came out on stage. He was a large man, with dark red hair and a trim, well-kept beard. His voice was relatively soft, almost 'scratchy' at times, and he spoke with a deliberate inflection that made it seem he was giving special clarity to every word he spoke.
"Welcome, everyone." he said into the microphone of the table he was sitting at. The large screens on either side showed what YouTube was showing; this was being livestreamed to the world. "Tonight is the first of four heats of 24 persons each, and only the top two in each heat go to the Final Eight on Friday night. So every question is important, every answer could make the difference between advancing and going home."
"And tonight's scorekeeper is Adriana of Whiskey Valleys!" Matt Beverly said. Julia's cousin Adriana came out and sat at the table next to Matt's as everyone applauded wildly. Matt said "As you know, she'll be having a fundraiser for Alzheimer's research, and we've had a lot of bottles of really good whiskey donate for the cause. We just got a donation of a bottle of Pappy Van Winkle 23 year, very generously provided by Commander Croyle's uncle and his wife, Don and Laura Troy."
Matt pointed at me in the back left. I waved as everyone applauded Laura had wanted to remain 'anonymous', lest anyone ask where she was getting those bottles of Pappy Van Winkle. So Teresa had them announce it that way.
Matt Beverly said "I will ask the questions, the contestants will have 30 seconds to text their messages to Adriana, and she'll tally the scores. And now let's meet the 24 contestants of tonight's heat!"
The curtain went up, revealing the 24 contestants in a semicircle. Near the end on the right side was Sheriff Griswold. I recognized some of the other WhiskeyTubers from their livestreams, including 'Whiskey Wrench', who I can say with gratitude served our Nation in the military.
"Okay, on sample 'A'." said Matt Beverly. "You'll have 30 seconds to nose and taste, and then the questions." On the livestream, a video of the 'Shelf Nerds', Dan and Kira, one of the popular young couples of Whiskey Community, sang as they played the guitar and tambourine. And they had very good singing voices. The words generally were poking some fun at some of their fellow WhiskeyTubers, most notably a previous contest winner named 'Greeze'...
After the 30 seconds, Matt Beverly said "Okay, five points if you give me the exact proof of this whiskey. Four points if you are within three proof points. Three points if you're within six of the proof. One point if you're within ten proof points, and that's it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the evening went on, the Shelf Nerds had a running commentary going, and answered the comments by YouTubers, which were appearing on the screens to each side of the stage. Some of those comments were downright 'spicy' in nature... like a good Rye whiskey, I thought to myself.
"The Sheriff looks confident." Teresa said. "I think he's doing very well."
"I agree." I said. "But those are 23 of the best, most experienced whiskey tasters in the world he's going up against."
Finally, the contest was over, and everyone applauded. At the end, Matt Beverly said "the last question was to name each of the five pours in this blind flight. How did they do, Adriana?"
"Only one of them got all five right, for the bonus points." said Adriana. "And thankfully none of them were Ryes." Chuckles broke out in the audience.
"Oh, we're saving those for Thursday, when you're competing." said Matt Beverly. Some in the audience applauded loudly, probably to needle Adriana. "It's time to announce the winners. Who are they, Adriana?"
"In second place," said Adriana, "is Trev, the Whiskey Wrench!" Everyone applauded loudly. "And the winner of the first heat is..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Whiskey Wars (continued)
"In second place," said Adriana, "is Trev, the Whiskey Wrench!" Everyone applauded loudly. "And the winner of the first heat is... Antonio Griswold!"
If one wanted to know where all the Police and Sheriff Deputies were, one only had to listen for the loudest cheers in the room. Everyone else applauded, also, but those of us locals that knew him best were cheering the hardest.
Afterwards, as people got up to take breaks and maybe do some shopping at the various tables, Sheriff Griswold came up to me and Teresa. His cheeks were as rosy as Mary Milton's as he said "I will definitely need a ride home tonight."
"We've got you covered, sir." I said. "In fact, I'm going to use taking you home as my excuse to leave." We said goodnight to everyone else, and made our way out to my Police SUV...
Part 8 - New Revelations
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redhead MILF reporterette from the parking lot of the Hyatt Hotel at 7:00am, Tuesday, February 9th. "The County Sheriff drinks whiskey while his Police Force struggles with two murders!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "Theodore 'Tex' Boone, who won the Poker Championships here twenty years ago this week, was found dead in his hotel room yesterday. Also found dead was his fiancée, Tiffany Adele Westgate. Both are Las Vegas, Nevada natives, and were here for this week's poker tournament as well as the World Whiskey Championships, which began last night."
BetItina: "Town & County Sheriff Griswold was among 24 contestants in the first round of the competition. He won the heat, putting him in Friday night's finals. Police Commander Donald Troy and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle were also in attendance at the Whiskey competition, even though there are two unsolved murders that were committed under their noses."
Bettina: "The autopsy report has not been released, as Coroner John Quincy Kelly is going to hold a Coroner's Inquest over the murders, citing irregularities between the autopsy and what the Police are reporting. The Coroner's Inquest will be held this afternoon. Meanwhile, the Town & County Police have no leads at all, and Commander Donald Troy has once again failed to respond to Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment."
"And now let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay, who is in Midtown covering the session of the State Legislature. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina." said Lemay as the feed switched to him, with the gold-domed State Capitol as his backdrop. "In what was termed as an exceptionally rare move, the State House Ways & Means Committee and the State Senate Budget Committee held a joint meeting yesterday. Also attending the meeting were State Senate Majority Leader Moe Molinari, the Republican from Westphalia & Eastphalia; State Senate Minority Leader Jimmy Cerone, the Democrat from Southport; and the State House Majority and Minority Leaders, Republican Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville and Democrat Elijah McKinney of Southport."
Lemay: "We have with us State Senator Katherine Woodburn from our own Town & County, and Chairwoman of the State Senate Budget Committee. Senator, what was the purpose of the joint meeting?"
The camera had panned out to reveal Katherine Woodburn in a business suit and blouse, oblivious to the cold temperatures. She said "We are meeting to form a blueprint for the way forward in passing a State Budget. There are too many factions chirping their own demands, and by meeting we hope to filter out some of that noise and find points of mutual respect and understanding that can serve as the basis of the next Budget."
Lemay: "Senator, do you believe it's possible to pass a Budget, and more than that, a Budget that ultra-conservative Governor Sharon Marshall will sign?"
Katherine: "Carl, what Governor Marshall must understand is that now is not the time to grandstand nor repeat former Governor Val Jared's racist hatreds of minorities, including hardworking Undocumented Workers. If and when a Budget is passed, it will be a carefully worked out bill that was acceptable to the majority of both Houses of the State Legislature, and we will expect her to sign it."
"Thank you for your time, Senator." said Carl Lemay. As the camera focused back on him, he said "Channel Two News has learned that the Budget negotiations by the joint Committees was cordial and went well, with the exception of House Majority Leader Republican Wilson Hammonds. Leader Hammonds often interrupted Republican Representative Billy Williams of our Town & County, and Libertarian Representative Johnny Perdue whenever the conservative reps brought up strong Immigration enforcement. Even some Democrats were calling for Leader Hammonds to be removed from the meeting, but further hostilities were avoided when Leader Hammonds did not return to the meetings after the lunch break."
Lemay: "And one very interesting side issue is brewing, which may begin affecting the overall Budget negotiations. With James 'Curly' Goodwin resigning as SBI Director after winning the election for Town & County Inspector General, Democrats and some Republicans are increasingly demanding that Governor Marshall reveal her plans to fill the SBI's top position. Democrat Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons is demanding Governor Marshall name an SBI Director before any bill passes that would fund the SBI..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, me, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, and Pottsville Police Lieutenant Shane O'Brady sat at the table in the Chief's Conference Room (and in that order around the table) and drank coffee as we watched the broadcast. "Sheriff wins a match in a world championship competition, and Bettina makes it sound as bad as possible."
"And she gives you no credit for being at the scene of the crime all evening as well as all day." Tanya said with a gleam in her eye.
Teresa added: "And that was dirty pool, saying the Coroner wanted the Inquest because of discrepancies with the Police reports. That's not the case at all."
"Par for the course for the American Mainstream Media." I replied. "I'm just grateful Bettina didn't give a lot more details, like all the security people's names and stuff."
"That is a good point, Mister Crowbarrr." drawled the Chief. "I wonder whyyyy."
Teresa said "Giving out their names probably wouldn't hurt the case very badly, so she didn't bother. It did seem like she was eager to get to Carl Lemay and his guest... their boss, Katherine Woodburn." For those not in the know, Katherine was the owner of KXTC.
"You noticed that, did you?" I said, needling the Iron Wolf. "And you may well be right. But I'll offer an alternative theory... Bettina was asked to not mention the names. Or maybe Katherine was asked, and directed Bettina to not say anything more than she said."
"By you?" the Sheriff asked. "Or the Public Relations Office?"
"No sir." I said. "You know I don't speak to the Press. Bettina mentions every chance she gets how I refuse to respond to their pleas for comments." Everyone chuckled at the way I'd said that.
"But why?" asked Tanya. "I mean, why would someone ask Bettina to not report stuff like that?"
"Oh, I dunno." I said. "But Tiffany Westgate is not the first of 'Tex' Boone's fiancées to come over all dead by violent means. His previous fiancée was the daughter of a (air quotes) 'big boy' in shipping in Florida. Methinks Tiffany Westgate bears investigating, too..."
Tanya said "Shane, I have a question for you, since you're from Wilson Hammond's District. What is up with that guy?"
O'Brady replied: "He's bought and paid for by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, who as you know give millions to Establishment Republicans to preserve Illegal Immigration. They despised Val Jared, and they're despising Sharon Marshall now. The U.S. Chamber is just about the only major supporter Hammonds has left, and he is giving them their money's worth."
I said "That's true, and more: the Media portrays it as the Democrats supporting the Illegals, but the Establishment Republicans work even harder to prevent anything being done about it, nor the crises at the border. And if there is ever a Republican President that actually does try to stop illegal immigration and 'build the wall', it is the Establishment Republicans that will work even harder than the Democrats, and in lockstep with the Dems, to defeat that President."
"Strong letter to fol-lowww." drawled the Chief, his way of connoting his unhappiness at the political direction the conversation was turning. "Soooo, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr... are you groooooming Mr. O'Brady here for the SBI Director post?"
"I did consider giving Governor Marshall his name." I said with a grin. "Just so I could watch Wilson Hammonds blow a gasket."
"I don't want any part of that job." O'Brady said. "I'm a good cop and a good Detective. I am not a good politician, and that's what that job requires."
"That, or someone with enough spine to stand up to the politicians." Teresa said. "And Don won't take the job, either."
"Nor will Teresa." I fired right back...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Tuesday, February 9th. Fortified with several pots of Jerome Davis's 'Navy' coffee, we gathered in Classroom 'E' to discuss the case. Along with the Detectives and their Leadership, we also had Lieutenant Myron Milton in the house. He was Mary's husband, and he was also the Chief Information Officer, the I.T. guy, for the Police Force. His chain-of-command went through the Deputy Chief (Tanya), while Mary's went through the Police Commander (me), thus negating nepotism conflicts.
Pottsville PD Lieutenant Shane O'Brady had come into Headquarters with Vice Detective Joan Laurer early in the morning, walking down the hallway slightly separated, as if to say 'nothing going on here', when any Detective with more observational powers than a blind beetle could see that there was. He'd been invited by the Chief to the coffee klatch, and now he was joining our meeting. He had stories to tell, so Captain Claire Michaels called upon him to go first.
"I had the PPD copy and send electronically all the information on the Charlene Conway case." Shane said. "They also asked for and were sent the Westphalia Police Department's case notes, mostly those of the late Lieutenant Paul Cash."
O'Brady: "The Charlene Conway case was pretty much as I remembered and told you yesterday. She was found badly beaten and then strangled. But she was not raped, and the M.E. said the beatings looked to be as the result of a fit of rage; in other words, it wasn't systematic."
O'Brady: "She had her purse with her when she went into that hotel room that she never came out of, and it was never found. Nor was her cellphone, which may have been in the purse."
I'd been looking at the Police reports as Shane talked. When he paused for breath, I said "I am seeing in these reports, which I'm sure was confirmed by the video, that she was a redhead, 28 years old, and was wearing a lime green skirt, matching lime green high heel sandals, and a print blouse that was lighter green with several pink and orange designs on it in patterns. My point is that she wouldn't fade into the background while wearing those clothes."
"That's right." said O'Brady. "Also, she never wore much jewelry, just simple earrings, a necklace, a wristwatch, and her engagement ring... and the engagement ring was missing when we found her body."
"Like Tiffany's ring!" exclaimed Julia Rodriguez. As everyone looked at her, she said, "Oh, sorry for speaking out like that. But Commander Troy and I were talking about Tiffany's jewelry at the crime scene, and he said Tiffany had a huge rock of an engagement ring. And yes, sir, it was missing, though her earrings, necklace, brooch tennis bracelet, and ankle bracelet were all still on her body."
"That's good to know." I said. "And with both fiancées found dead and missing their engagement rings? That's not a coincidence, it's starting to be a pattern. Anything else, Shane?"
"Yes sir." said Shane. "Boone and Charlene had been engaged for a year, and were only one month away from their wedding. Boone had had a will made up that would create a trust fund for Charlene and pay her a monthly stipend from it for the rest of her life. Supposedly she had wanted it that way. She also readily signed a prenuptial agreement, that would've left her with a lump sum or a trust fund, her choice, but that would've been it."
"Who signs prenuptials these days?" asked Detective Roark Coleman, which generated some funny looks in his direction.
"I did." I said. "And my wife and I have since amended it as well as our wills."
"Todd and I signed a mutual prenuptial agreement, too." said Teresa. "And if we do ever amend it, I'm going to make damn sure to get the Auburn-Alabama season tickets." There was some chuckling from the SEC fans in the room... except Alabama fan Joanne Warner.
"Why do I think we won't have to worry about that?" I said. "But the moral of the story, Mr. Roark, is that if either or both parties have considerable assets, it's not only wise to have a pre-nup, but damn near stupid to not have one."
"Especially if they didn't live in California." said Claire Michaels, who was originally from California. "In California, she'd likely as not get half anyway. In Nevada? Not so certain, from what I understand."
"Okay," I said, getting our trains of thought back on the tracks, "so Charlene readily signed a pre-nup, while Tiffany originally resisted, and testimony is conflicting on whether she actually did. What else Shane?"
O'Brady said "The time discrepancies we talked about yesterday. One thing Cash put in his notes was that the eyewitness testimony said it was an hour after losing his match that he began asking about his wife's whereabouts, but the timestamps showed it to be later... a full hour and half. That would've given Boone more time to take Charlene to Pottsville, kill her, and return."
"Do you think Boone killed Charlene?" I asked O'Brady.
He shrugged, and said "I really don't know. I could make a case either way. The biggest problem for Boone at the time was that there were no other suspects. We truly had nothing on anyone."
Lt. Mary Milton put a DMV photo on the matrix of monitors. "And here is Charlene Conway's last DMV photo, taken two years before she died." The photo showed an attractive but not exceptionally beautiful redhead, and the DMV information listed her as 5'6" tall, 120 pounds, with hazel eyes.
"Nice looking, but certainly not the glamour/showgirl type like Tiffany Westgate." Julia Rodriguez observed.
Shane O'Brady said "She was pretty fit, and definitely not overweight. That was one reason Paul Cash thought it was Boone; a stranger was not going to sneak up on her without a fight coming his way, but someone she knew like Boone?..." He let the sentence hang.
"Well, we don't want to be sexists, here." I said. "So are you sure it was a guy that did that?"
"Point taken." said Shane. "But it'd have to be someone like Commander Ross and her 'Miss Physical America' friends, or this here Police Boxing Matches Champion." He was referring to Joan Laurer, who currently held that most prestigious of titles.
"Glad I have an alibi for the current case." Joan said humorously.
"Okay, what's next?" I asked.
Mary Milton spoke up: "Grandmaster Schwartzmann is Mr. Boone's financial advisor, and he gave me the name of Mr. Boone's attorney------"
"Excuse me, sorry to interrupt." said Teddy Parker. "But did you say Grandmaster Schwartzmann?"
"She sure did." I said. "He was something of a child prodigy in chess, like Timmy Austin is. He achieved his International Master title when he was in the ninth grade, and his International Grandmaster title while he was in college. But two years later he quit professional chess to wrap up his degrees and pursue his financial career. He still plays in tournaments every once in a while, and that was a perk of traveling with Boone; his expenses were paid. But go ahead, Mary."
"Yes sir." Mary said. "I left messages with Mr. Boone's attorney's office in Las Vegas, and I'll keep trying. I'm hoping he'll be able to give me some information about Mr. Boone's will and his expectations of who would receive his fortune after his death."
Mary: "I've also been stymied in going through proper channels to get the military and Federal employment records of Mr. Boone's security team. I understand that they were with the U.S. Secret Service, but it's not like I was asking for the blueprints to Air Force One or anything."
That caused Commander Tanya Muscone to look darkly at Mary, as Mary hated the Feds and especially the FBI, while Tanya was married to an FBI Special Agent In Charge. This was by no means their first time being in opposition on things of this nature.
As usual, I refereed. "Or maybe it was, and we just don't know it yet." I said. "And don't sweat it, other forces are at work to get us the information we neeeeeed." After a pause, I said "And speaking of the information we need, let's dig as hard as we can to get whatever we can on both of Boone's fiancées..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Tuesday, February 9th. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone was shown into my office. He handed me a sheaf of file folders, then helped himself to some coffee before sitting down in front of my desk.
"That's everything I could get on the security team." Jack said. "Some stuff is redacted, because Mike Malone, James Jensen, and Steve Stewart were with the U.S. Secret Service, and Malone was on the Presidential Security Detail."
"And you got Malone's military records, too." I said. "That's great. I appreciate you getting this for me."
"I'm going to go talk to your Deputy Chief while you look at that stuff." Jack said. "I'll come back in when you're done."
It did not take long to look over the files, and when I was done both Jack Muscone and his wife, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, came back in. Tanya parked her wheelchair on the dime (literally on the floor) in front of my desk, and Jack sat down next to her in the 'hot chair'.
I said "I see now why Malone got passed over for promotion to Captain."
"I wish that had happened in the TCPD." Tanya said, referring to the late TCPD Captain Harold Malone. (Author's note: 'The Eightfold Fence', particularly Ch. 03 for his death.)
"Enlighten us on the living Malone." Jack said. He leaned forward and I turned the file sideways so all of us could see it.
I said "You see this box of items where the Officer is rated 1-5, 1 being highest? Anything less than all '1's could be the difference between promotion and denial. Also, on the back is this box with two vertical lines. The one on the left is where the Commander rates the Officer by marking a box. The one on the right shows that Commander's aggregate scores, which creates a Bell curve. If the Commander marks someone in the third box, and most of his marks are the fourth box, that's a plus for the Officer."



I continued: "It also shows a pattern for the Officer. As long as his ratings stay the same or go up, he's fine. In the case of Malone, he had four OERs. In the first one, he got all ones, and was marked in the fourth box, while the third box was average. That's no big deal, it gives the Commander a chance to improve the Officer's score. My Commander did that to me."
Me: "In the second one, he got all '1's, then was marked in the third box, which is an improvement for him. And then came the third OER. He got a '2' in the EO/EEO block, which is the 'equal opportunity' block. And his Commander marked the fourth block. The final OER was all '1's and a mark in the third block. But that 4-3-4-3 would be enough to deny him promotion, even if the '2' on the EO/EEO block didn't."
Me: "I'm reading the comments by the rating Officers, and it's all 'Officer-ese', the word salad that makes us have to read between the lines. His Captain wrote that he 'must give good Enlisted Personnel opportunities to advance', while the Commander, a Lieutenant Colonel, wrote simply that 'Lieutenant Malone continues to grow into his position of an Army Officer'. That's a nice way of saying he had a 'hiccup', and got bad marks for it."
"So he's a racist?" asked Malone.
"There's no way to tell until I interview him again." I said. "It could've been any number of things. It sounds like he didn't advance an enlisted man, who might've been ethnically a minority, but we don't know the full story. And we don't know if one or both of the rating Officers are white or minority."
I continued: "I'm looking at his Secret Service evaluations, as well. Something happened while he was on the Presidential Security Detail. The specifics are redacted, but there's enough left to show that he apparently didn't do something that he should've done, and that his 'lapse in judgement' was egregious enough to remove him from that detail. He was transferred, but subsequent evaluations are word salads that showed he generally did a good job, but little things were getting through that should not have been."
"What about the others?" Tanya asked.
"Jenson and Stewart were former Secret Service, while Paulson and Grayson were formerly with the Arkansas State Patrol." I said. "Jenson may have gotten in trouble for the same things Malone got in trouble for, as he was written up at the same time, and it's largely redacted. But Jenson was never on the Presidential Security Detail. "
Me: "Paulson and Grayson never received any blatantly bad marks, but like OERs their evals are 'word salad', and it looks like they were not considered exceptionally good. In the military, if someone is passed over for promotion, they're pretty much separated from the Service. In the State Patrol that might not be the case, and they may stay at their current positions for a long time. In these guys's cases, they left for Stalwart Security."
"Does this help our case?" Tanya asked. "I mean, is there anything that would show complicity in the murders?"
"Oh yes, it helps a good bit." I said. "It gives me data on the five guys that the killer went right through to get to Boone and his fiancée. As to actually wanting to murder their client or his fiancée? No, not so much. Okay, Jack, can I disseminate this to the Detectives?"
"The ones with security clearances, yes." said Jack.
Tanya said "I've already put the data in electronic form into the evidence servers, with the clearance requirement on it."
"Okay, thanks." I said.
"I have one question." Tanya said. "Is it possible that the perp was after Tiffany Westgate, and Mr. Boone was collateral damage?"
"Absolutely, and that's Lady Ironside thinking, there." I said. "But I have to think Boone is the focal point. We also have his first fiancée's murder to consider."  "But didn't they think Boone did that himself?" Jack asked.
"Yes, but that doesn't make it so------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone ringing, and it was Lieutenant Mary Milton on the other end. "Sir," she said, "I have some new data for you. Can I pull you out of your meeting with the Federales and show it to you?"
"Sure, I'll be right there." I said. After disconnecting, I said "Thanks for the data, Jack. I'll buy you a Double Cheeseburger at the Cop Bar. I've got to go check on something first, though." Jack was happy; double cheeseburgers at the Cop Bar were his all-time favorite food, as his slowly-but-steadily increasing girth showed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I headed over to Mary's office, which was next to Classroom 'E. It had once been Classroom 'F' before the Intel Center was built.
"Whaddya got?" I asked as I knocked and then came on inside Mary's office.
"Mr. Boone's lawyer in Las Vegas contacted me." Mary said. "He had just learned of their deaths and was going to contact us, then saw I'd left messages for him. He was very helpful, and he just sent electronic copies of their wills."
"Both their wills?" I asked. "Tiffany had one?"
"Yes sir." Mary said. "And that's why I pulled you out of that meeting with the Muscones. Take a look at this." She handed me printed copies of the wills.
I could feel my eyes widening in surprise when I saw it. "Tiffany left everything to Mary Carson?"
"Yes sir." Mary said. "Well, it says that if she precedes him in death then he inherits, but if he dies first then her estate goes to Mary Carson. His will left everything to Tiffany, but he made no provision for her preceding him in death, so that's unclear. The attorney said both of them signed their wills and Tiffany signed the pre-nup. I asked if Mary Carson knew she was Tiffany's beneficiary, and he said he didn't know."
"You were right to pull me out of that other meeting." I said. "Get Mary Carson down here to Headquarters for further questioning ASAP. And while you're at it, have them bring Mike Malone in, too. In the meantime, I'm going to call Martha the M.E. and Coroner John Quincy Kelly and let them know before the Coroner's Inquest this afternoon. It suddenly just became imperative to know which one of them died first."
"Why, sir?" Mary asked.
I replied "If Boone died first, Tiffany inherits his fortune... and it all subsequently goes to Mary Carson. If Tiffany died first, even seconds before Boone, then he inherits from her but then died intestate. And if Mary inherits that fortune of over one hundred million dollars... that's one hell of a motive for murder, wouldn't you say?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am, Tuesday, February 9th. Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Joan Laurer went into Interrogation-A. Mary Carson was sitting at the table waiting for them. With her was Mr. Coleman of Lowe, Ball & Lynch, P.C. Mr. Schwartzmann had contacted the firm, which specialized in business law and transactions, to help handle all of the issues of 'Tex' Boone's death, and he was now fulfilling that role by representing Ms. Carson. Officer Colquitt was the Uniformed presence.
"I'm going to read you your rights." said Julia Rodriguez. She did so from the card, then said "Do you understand the rights?"
"Yes." said Mary. "What is this about?"
"We have some follow-up questions about the case." said Julia. "First, how did you meet Tiffany Westgate?"
"Through the staffing agency." Mary said.
"Did she get you your job with Mr. Boone?" Julia asked.
"No, I was already working for him." Mary said.
"Did you introduce them to each other?" Joan Laurer asked.
"No, she was hostessing an event he attended." Mary said.
"How close were you and Tiffany?" Julia asked. "Friends?"
"We became good friends after she began seriously dating Mr. Boone." Mary said. "Mr. Boone had me go with her on shopping sprees, stuff like that. And since we were thrown in together so much, we talked a lot."
"And that's all?" Julia said incisively as she peered at Mary, who became uncomfortable like a watched dog.
"What do you mean?" asked Mary.
"Did you and Tiffany have a sexual relationship?" Joan asked, her voice hard.
Mary wilted at that. "I need to talk with my lawyer." she said. The Detectives got up and went into the anteroom, and Officer Colquitt went into the hallway.
I'd been in the anteroom, watching through the one-way glass. "Y'all are doing great." I said. "You can circle back to her admitting she had oral sex with Boone, and only at the end hit her with the inheritance."
Moments later, the Detectives were called back into the Interrogation Room. The lawyer Mr. Coleman said "My client believes the last question you asked is personal in nature and beyond the scope of your investigation. Therefore, while she wishes to cooperate, ask your questions through me so that I can protect her rights."
Julia looked at him through reptilian eyes. "I do not agree with your premise that the question was beyond the scope of our double murder investigation. But moving on: your client admitted she had oral sex with Mr. Boone. Was it truly consensual? Did she also have sex with his fiancée, Tiffany Westgate?"
The lawyer leaned over and whispered something to Mary Carson, whose face fell. She nodded, then said "Okay, okay. I'll tell you everything."
After a pause, she started: "Nothing I've said to this point has been a lie, but what I didn't say was that Tiffany took an interest in me from the time we met. She was always inviting me to her social outings... the ones she wasn't working... and I became her 'wingman', so to speak. I never quite understood why she chose me as her girlfriend; after all, she was much prettier, much more sophisticated and worldly."
Carson: "She never tried to pull me into her hostessing, but she did come on to me one night when we'd gotten pretty drunk, and we had sex. The next day she apologized for going too far, that she hoped she hadn't ended our friendship. I told her it was okay, I wasn't upset, and all that. And we did have sex again, though sporadically, and usually after I'd been drinking a lot."
Mary: "One night after she'd been dating Mr. Boone for a while, she told me that he wanted to watch her having sex with another woman, and asked if I was willing to be that third person. I thought it might be a good way to stay employed with Mr. Boone, who was already paying me bonuses above my base salary from the staffing agency. So we did it in front of him. He eventually came over and joined us, and he all but forced me to suck his cock."
Mary: "Tiffany kept control of him, though, so the double-decker was as far as he went with me. In the weeks after that he all but forced me to give him blowjobs, but that ended after I complained to Tiffany. She had him whipped, wrapped around her finger, so he backed off. Besides, Tiffany herself was too much for him to handle, sexually."
"And Peter Paulson? And Mike Malone?" asked Joan Laurer.
Mary: "When I met Peter, we began dating. He's good in bed, and fun out of bed. I've never had sex with Mike, and he's pretty boring out of bed. I know he has the hots for me, but I don't feel the same way about him, so I kept him at arms length."
Julia: "And Steve Stewart and George Grayson?"
Mary: "Sometimes, not often but every once in a while when we were on trips with Mr. Boone, Peter and I would be making love on one bed while Steve or George was having sex with Tiffany. Tiffany did like watching me and Peter as much or more than having sex with her own partner, and she also had me swap partners with her so that she could watch me with Steve or George. But that only happened a couple of times.
Julia Rodriguez said "On Sunday night, when you went up to Tiffany's room with her and Peter, did y'all do anything sexual?"
"No, nothing like that. It was all platonic." Mary said. "I'm sure neither Tiffany or Paul would've minded, but we were all afraid Mr. Boone might walk into our party and he'd be angry about it."
Julia asked: "Speaking of that, let's review the timeline of your movements Sunday night. You escorted Tiffany to her room before 9:00pm, and left a little before 10:00pm?"
"Yes, that's about right." confirmed Mary.
"You then went to Peter Paulson's room in his suite on the eighth floor, is that not right?" Julia asked.
"That's right." said Mary.
"Was there a door between her room and either of the next door rooms?"
"No... at least I don't think so." said Mary thoughtfully.
"Just one other question, Ms. Carson." Julia said as she took out a document and put it on the table. "You said you didn't know that Tiffany made a will. She did, and she signed it. And you are the beneficiary of that will."
"What?!" Mary gasped, looking as stunned as she sounded. "She did?" Mr. Coleman took the document and perused it.
"It appears to be legit." said the legal beagle.
"I... I had no idea!" Mary said, almost as a protest. "Tiffany never told me she intended to do that."
"She never discussed it with you?" Julia asked, though more in the tone of a statement.
"No, it never came up, we never talked about it at all." Mary said. "All Tiffany said to me was that Mr. Boone didn't want to sign his will leaving everything to her until she signed the pre-nup that she finally did sign."
"Okay." said Julia. "First of all, the Medical Examiner has not determined fully who died first. If he did, you stand to inherit his entire fortune. And that brings up the second point: it makes you a person of interest in the murders. Will you consent to being ankle-monitored and released, or will we have to book you and have the Court force it in exchange for your release? And no matter what, you're confined to this County while the investigation is ongoing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Mary Carson's paperwork and ankle-monitoring was going on, I had Mr. Coleman go into Interrogation-B, which was next to I-A, and then I came in with Lt. Jerome Davis. Mike Malone was sitting at the table. Officer Madison was the Uniformed presence.
After reintroducing ourselves, I read Mike his rights from the card, and he acknowledged his understanding.
"First, Mr. Malone," I said, "what was your assignment before coming here with Mr. Boone? In other words, where were you last week?"
"I was in south Florida." said Mike Malone. "They needed some extra security for Charles Conway, the shipping magnate, and had me go down there. I flew back in time to escort Mr. Boone here."
"May I see your wristwatch, please?" I asked. Malone and the lawyer looked surprised, but he took off his wristwatch and dropped it into my hand. I showed it to Jerome, who nodded.
"Mr. Malone," I said, "your watch is still on Florida time... an hour ahead of our time here. And you said you remembered the time Mr. Boone left the game Sunday night because you looked at your watch. Is it possible you were quoting the wrong time to us?"
"Don't answer that yet." said Mr. Coleman, who then said to me "He may have been incorrect, but that does not mean he was intentionally lying to Police. It's an honest mistake if he told you incorrectly."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "Especially since his watch is still set an hour ahead."
I photographed the watch with my Police iPhone next to Jerome's iPhone showing the correct time, then gave Mike his watch back as I said: "Okay, that clears up a few things, and also shows your earlier answers were not dependable. So let's move forward. I've obtained your military service records as well as your Secret Service records. You got a '2' in the EO/EEO block on one of them. Why did that happen?"
Up to now Mike had mostly had a blank look or a look of surprise on his face. Now he scowled. "Oh, that. Yeah, I'll tell you what happened. There was an Enlisted man, who was black. I'd recommended to my Captain against sending him to NCO School. The guy was a dirtbag, and there were several others I'd recommended ahead of him, some of whom were also black, by the way."
Mike: "The Captain overrode me, and sent the guy. He also told the Battalion Commander that I didn't want to send the guy because he was black, which was absolutely not true. The Captain tried to formally counsel me, but I pushed back and went to the IG about it. When the Captain was transferred out, they still let him write my OER, and he dinged me for that. The Commander said he'd pull it, but not only did he not pull it, he dinged me on his box score."
I nodded, then said "Okay, I have a question more directly related to this case. You said you saw Mr. Boone go into his room, and then you went into yours next door. By the way, was there a door between the rooms? Were they adjoining?"
"No." said Mike. "Usually Mr. Boone was in a suite with multiple bedrooms, and I'd be in one of the other bedrooms. But this time he wanted to be in that same little room he was in 20 years ago when he won the tournament, and it didn't even have an adjoining doorway to mine."
I said "And you didn't hear anything in Mr. Boone's room when he went into it, nor immediately afterwards? And nothing while in your room next door?"
"No sir, not a thing." Mike said.
"Okay, then." I said. "Mr. Malone, I'm going to have to ask you to give your permission to be ankle-monitored so we can release you on your own recognizance. If you decline, we'll have to arrest you as a material witness if not a person of interest, and have the Court issue an order for you to be ankle-monitored..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She left with an ankle-monitor on." Julia Rodriguez said as she, Joan Laurer, Lt. Davis, Captain Michaels and I discussed the case in the Main Conference Room. "But I'm kind of wondering if we need to do that for all of the Security team."
"Mike Malone agreed to ankle-monitoring, also." I said. "The rest of them have all been subpoenaed to appear at the Coroner's Inquest. After that, depending on what's said, we'll take them all into custody and give them the same choice we gave her. So... what are your opinions on Mary?"
"Sir," said Julia, "I don't fully understand why she felt she needed to leave Tiffany before Boone got to the room. Maybe she was worried that he would want another threesome or girl-girl show. And I'm also not clear on why Peter Paulson and Mary Carson both went up to his room when hers was right across the hall. It does make more sense if I attach sinister motives to it, that they went upstairs so they didn't hear anything that they (air quotes) 'expected' to happen."
Claire Michaels said "And we do have an explanation of why the killer delayed killing Tiffany until Boone was whacked on the head and died. Mary stands to inherit, but only if Boone died first."
"Sir," said Jerome Davis, "I'm not sure she has it in her to strangle Tiffany, who was taller than her and more than fit enough to ward off her strangulation attack. And while Boone was not tall, it would still be a lot for her to deliver that powerful a blow to Mr. Boone's head."
"Those are all good points." I said. "For me, there are a couple of really nagging issues. First, no matter what the timeline is... and I'm rapidly coming to the belief that the hotel tapes are virtually useless... we have to figure out what happened when Boone first entered his hotel room. Either he found Tiffany unconscious or dead, and the killer hit him on the back of the head right then; orrrr she was alive and well and the attacks occurred sometime later... which makes a surprise 'bottle kill' to his head less of a surprise and more unlikely to have happened. Okay, what about the follow-up with Mike? Jerome, do you think he's a racist?"
"No sir." Jerome said. "You and I talked about this in the past, Commander, that as a black man I am always conscious of how I'm being perceived by white persons that I interact with. And as a Detective I'm better than most at reading people, though nowhere near as good as you. In Mr. Malone's case, he showed no signs of racial thoughts towards me before you asked that question about his EO rating, and he didn't seem to act any differently than he otherwise might have if I weren't in the room or weren't black. He seemed... oblivious about it all."



"I agree." I said.
"Sir," said Claire Michaels, "how did you know to ask about his wristwatch?"
I grinned as I said "From everything I've observed about that guy, and from the reports I've read, Mike Malone is as dumb as a box of rocks." Everyone broke out laughing, then I said "So when he said that he'd been in Florida last week, and with his timeline being an hour off from everyone else's, the deduction wasn't too hard to make. So I tested my theory, and it panned out."
"Sir," Joan Laurer asked, "is it a coincidence that Malone was sent to do security for Charles Conway, whose daughter was Mr. Boone's first fiancée and was also murdered?"
"Definitely worth looking into, wouldn't you say?" I asked. "That's something you and Lieutenant O'Brady can work on together, if he's willing. Oh... technically, Charlene Conway is not his first fiancée... he had a wife that was murdered years before that, the restaurant chef."
"Oh yeah!" Claire Michaels said. "I need to follow up with Mary Milton about that."
"Please do." I said as I got up. "I'll be participating in the Coroner's Inquest this afternoon. All of you should consider attending, tooooo...."
Part 9 - Coroner's Inquest
2:30pm, Tuesday, February 9th. The Coroner's Inquest was convening. Magistrate Court Judge Hannah Doss was presiding, and Coroner John Quincy Kelly and Mr. Coleman were going to ask questions of the witnesses.
We the Police were in our Duty Dress semi-formal uniforms with the full 'fruit salad' of ribbons over our right jacket pockets. Though entitled to, the Sheriff, Teresa Croyle, and I were not wearing our Medals of Valor around our necks. And Lt. Mary Milton looked sharp in her Duty Dress uniform, even with her bright pink hair.
I had told Coroner Kelly and Martha the M.E. about the wills and the need to determine the sequences of the deaths. Coroner Kelly had asked for a six-person Jury to be empaneled, and Judge Doss had plucked six persons out of that week's jury pool.
Before the Inquest began, Lt. Mary Milton and I spoke with Coroner Kelly. "Your predecessor, Coroner Haines, issued a death certificate but sealed the autopsy and related information about it." I said to him. "I have a sneaking suspicion that he's not going to get back to us on it. Can you find the file and send it to us?" I gave him the details.
"Twenty years ago?" Kelly said. "That may take an archive search, but I'll have my assistant work on it." Lt. Mary Milton sent him a text message with the data, and we thanked him for his help.
The Inquest itself was as dry as tinder. Coroner Kelly called me to the stand to summarize the CSI and Police actions in our investigation. Mr. Coleman asked me a number of questions, but I was so well prepared that he did not feel the need to call up any other Police Officers nor the Sheriff.
Then came Martha the M.E. Coroner Kelly led her through the technical details of her autopsies. Then Mr. Coleman did his job on behalf of his client, the Boone estate, and he did it well. He addressed the Jury and told them that part of their job would be to make what was likely the definitive ruling on who died first. Then he proceeded to 'grill' Martha, not necessarily in a bad or hostile way, but in a way to get the Jury the best information possible.
"So when Ms. Westgate was being strangled," said Coleman, "did she lose consciousness?"
Martha replied "I believe she was unconscious, or at least incapacitated to the point she could not help herself. When she was released, she fell to the floor, and had contusions (bruises) where her breasts, shoulders, and jaw struck the floor. That shows she was alive, since the bruising formed as it did, and also that she did not reach her arms out to break her fall."
Coleman: "When Mr. Boone was struck by the rye whiskey bottle, is it possible he did not die immediately, but may have lived for seconds, even minutes, as the perp went over and broke Ms. Westgate's neck? And did she die immediately?"
Martha: "She died the instant her neck was snapped, yes. With him, the damage to the back of his skull and his brain was severe, and my evaluation is that he died from the blunt force trauma and did not bleed out over time."
Mr. Coleman also had the security team members and Mary Carson take the stand and give their stories. The only deviation from what they told the Police was Mike Malone admitting that his wristwatch was set incorrectly, causing him to be unsure of the real times.
At the end, the Jury was charged and went to deliberate. They came back with the rather obvious 'willful murder by person or persons unknown', and also ruled that based on the evidence at hand, they presumed that Mr. Boone expired immediately. To me that meant that Mary Carson was either an heiress, or she was going to be indicted for murder...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Tuesday, February 9th. We were back at Headquarters. When I heard the knock on my door I thought it was Mary Milton or Claire Michaels, so I was surprised to look up and see Teresa Croyle come in. I had her sit in the 'hot chair' furthest from the door, her normal seat when in my office.
"I pulled strings. I called our friend Rosalyn Escobar in the Dallas FBI office." Teresa said. Rosalyn was an FBI Special Agent, and was the wife of FBI Supervisory Special Agent Eduardo Escobar, who was once on Jack Muscone's team in the City.
Teresa continued: "The Dallas Police had been looking up 'Jacquelyn Boone' and variants, and came up with nothing. And that's because, like your wife Laura and like me when I married Todd, she kept her maiden name. Rosalyn cut through the crap and they finally found 'Jacquelyn Vinet'. It'll probably be tomorrow morning, but we should have everything they have on her down there."
"Good." I said. "And that's excellent work on your part."
"Well, I have to do something to help you guys." Teresa said. "Otherwise I'm just twiddling my thumbs while you guys are doing Police work." The twiddling of thumbs was an oft-repeated joke between Teresa and me.
"You're definitely helping." I said. "And speaking of your help... how is the surveillance of Marty McMillan going?"
Teresa said "He seems to be enjoying the Molecular Biology Conference. He's been at one lecture or another the whole time. He had lunch today with Dr. Prometheus and Julia's cousin Adriana. I also asked Todd about SynGen Biosciences. He checked around and found out that they may be up for sale, and there is interest from some of the bigger agricultural companies to acquire them. Nothing firm, though."
"Cool beans." I said. "Okay, what say you and I go find Our Sheriff and go watch tonight's whiskey competition?..."
Part 10 - Whiskey Wednesday
 "This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 10th, from the anchor desk at the KXTC studios. "State Democrats demand Governor Sharon Marshall name a new SBI Director!"
After the hard charging intro music, Bettina began: "Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons and 1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn appeared together at a Press conference, where they demanded that Republican Governor Sharon Marshall name a new Director of the State Bureau of Investigation immediately. Let's go to trusted reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay, who was standing on the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building on the far side of Courthouse Square as his backdrop. "Lieutenant Governor Coons and our own State Senator Katherine Woodburn, who is also the owner of KXTC, met with the Press to outline their demands for the next SBI Director, who will succeed James 'Curly' Goodwin after Goodwin won the election for Town & County Inspector General. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, first showing Lt. Gov. Corey Coons, who was black and looked much younger than his actual age, aided by shaving his head bald. He said "We need a strong SBI that will investigate, arrest, and charge white Police Officers that exercise verbal and physical abuse of People of Color. We need an SBI that is not afraid to put Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy in his place... which should include prison after the atrocities he and his Police Force committed against People of Color last year. I call upon Governor Marshall to work with me and the Black Caucus in both chambers of the State Legislature to name an SBI Director that will enforce respect for People of Color in all of this State's jurisdictions."
Next was Katherine Woodburn, who was long an advocate of a 'strong SBI' that would have full totalitarian authority over all Police jurisdictions as well as all County Sheriffs, who were currently the supreme law enforcement entities in the State's 96 counties and the City.
She said "We need a strong SBI to prevent our children from being sold filthy drugs across county lines, and to stop all gun sales and transactions across county lines in our State that are not authorized by the State Government. We need a strong SBI that will work tirelessly to arrest and imprison White Nationalists that want to destroy our Democracy, especially with violence and rioting. A strong SBI requires strong leadership, and I call upon Governor Marshall to work with us to name an acceptable SBI Director that will help us strengthen the SBI and increase its scope and power!"
Back to Carl Lemay live: "Governor Marshall did not directly respond to the Democrat leaders's comments, and only issued a statement to the Press upon request which read 'The SBI is currently being run well by competent Agents, and I am much more interested in working out a Budget that will serve the needs of our State's citizens', close quote. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Carl! That was our political reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And in local news, the Town & County Police have made no headway in solving the double murders of Poker celebrity Theodore 'Tex' Boone, age 72, and his fiancée Tiffany Westgate, age 38."
Bettina: "The couple were found dead Monday morning in their room at the Hyatt Hotel, where a major Poker tournament and a world Whiskey convention are being hosted. The autopsy, released as part of the Coroner's Inquest held by Coroner John Quincy Kelly, revealed that Mr. Boone's skull was smashed in by a blow from a bottle of Rye whiskey, while Ms. Westgate died of a broken neck. The Jury determined that Mr. Boone died before Ms. Westgate did, which could have important implications for the settlement of the Boone estate."
Bettina: "Mr. Boone had been visited by tragedy in his past, as his former fiancée Charlene Conway, daughter of Florida shipping magnate Charles Conway, was murdered nine years ago in Pottsville, and his wife Jacquelyn Vinet, a renowned chef at the time, was murdered 34 years ago in Dallas, Texas."
Bettina: "Mr. Boone won a ten-million-dollar Poker tournament that was held at the Hyatt Hotel here in Town 20 years ago this week. Since then, he has been accused of sexual harassment and even sexual assault on several occasions, though he was never arrested nor prosecuted for any of the allegations."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the Police are investigating members of Mr. Boone's security detail, and are attempting to clarify details concerning the actual timeline leading to the double murder. As usual, Police Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment, denying you the information you have a right to know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I guess I'll never understand it." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, the Sheriff, me, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, and Pottsville PD Lt. Shane O'Brady sat in the Chief's Conference Room and drank coffee as we watched the broadcast. "Why do they keep attacking Don the way they do? Every word Lieutenant Governor Coons said about Don was a lie. Don has done more for blacks in this County than all the 'woke' Leftist politicians combined."
"And that's why." growled Sheriff Griswold. "He's the one standing in the way of the politicians's agendas."
"If y'all don't mind," I said, "let's put all that aside for a moment. I am much more interested in what Bettina said and didn't say about the case."
"That we've made no headway and don't know our collective ass from a hole in the ground?" Chief Moynahan quipped.
"Nothing new there, if Bettina is to be believed, sir." I quipped right back. "But seriously, what did you guys think of that?"
"Oh, I get it." said Tanya. "It was one hell of a word salad, meant to make her viewers believe she knew a lot and was telling them a lot... but there really wasn't all that much information in it."
"Exactly." I said. "Everything Bettina said, we know about already and is generally public knowledge, including the Coroner's Inquest. Her comment about investigating the security team and the timeline was part of the Coroner's Inquest. But she said nothing about the stuff that we consider really pertinent to our case... the contents of the wills, investigating Marty McMillan, for right or wrong, and so on."
Teresa said "And she loves putting out anything she can, especially if she thinks it will hurt our investigation. But I guess I'm not understanding your deeper point, Don, though it's clear you have one."
"Yes, I do." I said. "Either Bettina and KXTC are suddenly unable to get information on our investigation from leakers, like they always have in the past; -orrrrrrr- she does know something, and is hoping like hell that we don't know about it. And so that begs the question that might be the key to solving this case... exactly what is being covered up, and why?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You are so cryptic, sometimes." Teresa Croyle said as she and Tanya came into my office at 8:00am for the 'Angels meeting'. Teresa, Tanya, and Cindy Ross were 'Crowbar's Angels', and I thanked God and the Universe for them every single day. "If Cindy were here, she'd give you a green crowbar beatdown like you've never had before."
"She has a three week old baby she's taking care of." I said. "I'd imagine she cares more about getting some sleep than in my being cryptic."
"So what do you think Bettina is trying to hide?" Tanya asked.
"I don't know." I said. "I truly don't. If I did, I'd probably be on my way to making an arrest right now. But from my years of experience dealing with Bettina and a rabidly biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media, I believe it's political and that this case is involved."
Teresa said "I do have one piece of info. Todd has apparently inherited your Machiavellian sneakiness. He called Marty McMillan's company, SynGen Biosciences over in Villa Nueva, and said he heard they were for sale and that he was interested in discussing buying it."
"Those sneaky Troys." I said with a grin. Todd was my older sister's son as well as Teresa's husband.
Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement, then said "He got a call back within ten minutes, and spoke to a Dr. Chapman, who is the President of the company. They're not in financial trouble; in fact, they have some really good patents. But they also have some new lines of research, and they need not only capital, but someone with the drive to (air quotes) 'take things to the next level', as Dr. Chapman is nearing retirement age."
"And get this." Teresa went on. "Todd actually is enthusiastic about pursuing it! Dr. Chapman will be at the Molecular Biology Conference's banquet tonight, and he is going to meet with Todd beforehand."
I said "It could be an opportunity for BOW Enterprises. They're here, and BigAgraFoods has decreased its exposure in this State. They're in my boyhood town of Apple Grove in Fillmore County, which is mostly a farming county. And he's doing projects in your girlhood town, as well."
Teresa said "True, and I'm not complaining. It just never ceases to amaze me how these things come our way."
"As Cindy's father, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart says," I said, "there are no coincidences in the Universe, and everything happens for a reason..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lt. Jerome Davis came into MCD and up to Detective Roark Coleman's desk. "You got something, Roark?"
"Yes sir." said Coleman. "We already knew about Timothy Jones, who accused Mr. Boone of assaulting Jones's wife in North Carolina sixteen years ago. I checked into him. He sued Boone but lost after Boone put up a hell of a legal fight. Timothy Jones died six years ago in Charlotte, North Carolina, of what was described as pneumonia, and his wife died three months later in a car accident."
Roark: "Ten years ago there was the alleged rape incident on the Reservation across the State Line River, southwest of Southport, that Lt. Milton found. Boone left the Reservation, pun not intended, but the Feds, those being Agents of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, began pursuing the case, and the man and his wife that were involved were suddenly richer to the tune of something in the mid-six-figures, and they asked the Feds to drop the case."
Roark: "Let me go further back now. Over 22 years ago, Boone's investment banking firm had an annual junket to New Orleans. I checked, and his name came up on a Police report filed at that time. One of his female coworkers, named Sally Mayberry, reported that she was drinking with friends and had gotten woozy. She'd woken up in her hotel bedroom, naked, and was experiencing pain in her vagina and anus. They did a rape kit but found no appreciable quantity of semen, but did find lubricant; her rapist used a condom."
Roark: "Boone and a number of others were questioned, and Boone was questioned a second and third time, as his exact whereabouts at all times could not be ascertained. He claimed to have also been drinking, and could not verify his own actions. When the NOPD started getting pushy, he got a lawyer that forced them to back off the aggressive tactics. No charges against anyone were ever filed, but Boone was not invited to the company's next two junkets before he quit he company."
Roark: "Fourteen years ago, two years after the Jones incident, a Thomas Payne filed a complaint with the Atlantic City, New Jersey Police that he and his wife had been drugged and she was sexually assaulted. The wife had a rape kit done, but it came back as inconclusive; she and her husband had had sex earlier in the day, and his sperm apparently overwhelmed any other DNA that was there."
Roark: "There were two incidents twelve years ago. One was in Biloxi, Mississippi. Stop me if you've heard this before: Boone had lost early in a tournament, and was reported as being angry and sullen at the bar. A few hours later a woman named Gina Rollins was found unconscious with a broken nose and soft tissue bruising around her ribs. Robbery was ruled out due to her purse being found on her person and nothing in it being taken. The Police there did a very poor job of investigating the case, and the Feds couldn't put it back together again."
Roark: "The other incident twelve years ago was in Las Vegas, Nevada. Boone was seen with a woman at the bar and they left together. The woman's husband, a man named Solomon Barnabus, caught up to Boone and his wife going down the hallway towards Boone's room, and he proceeded to try to beat up Boone. Boone is a pretty good fighter, though, and according to the Police reports, it was one hell of a fight and both men were treated for head, hand, and body injuries at the hospital. They were also both banned from that hotel, which was Caesar's Palace, but no criminal charges were filed. Barnabus filed a lawsuit against Boone, maybe looking for a payday, and it was settled, but for only ten thousand dollars."



Roark: "But after his fiancée Charlene died nine years ago, Boone's record cleaned up almost completely. He began dating single, unattached women, and when he did he had increased security with him, culminating in his relationship with Tiffany Westgate that began nearly a year ago, and a big upgrade in his security as they became more serious and then engaged to be married."
"Out of curiosity," said Jerome, "how did you find all that?"
Roark said "I looked up Boone's history of Poker tournaments, then looked in that area for Police reports and Court records during the same time and up to a year later."
"Good work, Roark!" Jerome said. "See? Data mining does pay off. We have suspects now." Coleman was not enthusiastic about the mundane parts of Police work, such as gathering data at his desk. He preferred to be in the field, at crime scenes and interviewing people. Jerome knew that, and made sure to praise Roark for the good work, even if he (Roark) didn't like doing it. Good leadership on Jerome's part, his Police Commander would say.
"So what do you guys make of this?" asked Captain Claire Michaels, who had walked in while Roark was talking.
Joanne Warner said "He had a decades-long reputation for philandering with other men's wives, maybe some alleged date rapes or drug-and-rape scenarios, and getting into altercations. And the ones Roark found may just be the tip of the iceberg, as far as we know. So that really does expand the pool of possible suspects."
Julia Rodriguez said "I have noticed another pattern. In his younger days, Boone was more aggressive in his pursuit of women, especially other men's wives. He also pushed back on accusations early on, refusing to settle the lawsuit with Timothy Jones, and getting into a knock-down, drag-out fistfight with that Solomon guy. But later on, he avoided the confrontations, and settled the case on the State Line River Reservation."
"And the Feds began coming hard after Boone in the later years." said Teddy Parker. "Maybe they were beginning to catch on to him."
"There may be another reason, though." said Lt. Jerome Davis. "As you know, I worked with Commander Troy on the Riverboat Gambler case in Southport." (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler', mostly Ch. 01-02.)
Davis: "The island the boats sailed to was owned by that Reservation, and Jimmy 'The Creek' DeAngelo has strong ties with the Southport Mob. The one thing they don't like is disorder in their operations and giving the Feds any reason to mess with them. I'd imagine they didn't let that incident with Boone go, and asked the Feds to purse Boone on it, so he settled and got out while the getting was good... for his health."
Roark: "My question is: do you guys think Boone was in the act of strangling his fiancée Tiffany and someone came in and stopped him by whacking him on the head?"
"And then conveniently finished the job on Tiffany for him?" Claire Michaels asked pointedly.
"That's a point." said Roark.
"And if it was self-defense, or defense of Tiffany," Joanne asked, "why not just call the Police and say that?"
"Okay, so much for that." Roark said.
"And Boone had a history of temper and violence that was easy for us to find out, so the danger to anyone making a self-defense killing of him is minimal." Joanne persisted.
"O-kay! You don't have to pile on." Roark said acidly.
"And your ideas are valid." said a voice in the back doorway to the room. Everyone looked to see me, Your Iron Crowbar, coming through that door into the room. I continued: "And I share Lieutenant Davis's praise of your excellent work in finding all those cases, Mr. Roark."
"Thank you, sir." said Roark, though still unhappy.
"Sir, do you really think that is what happened?" Joanne Warner said, her voice connoting disbelief.
"I did not say that." I replied. "I said the ideas were valid, and they are. Likely? Not so much. But the larger thought that two persons could be involved is very good. One person was strangling Tiffany, was surprised by Boone's arrival, and the killer's confederate whacked Boone on the back of the head with all the hatred of Rye whiskey that he or she could muster. Then either one finishes off Tiffany."
Julia Rodriguez said "So Mary Carson has motive, but she had just gone on the elevator going up to the 8th floor, and that video we do have. So that'd be a trick getting back down to the fourth floor. But... but she does have a boyfriend in Peter Paulson, and possibly Mike Malone is wrapped around her finger, too."
"Good points," I said, "but do you guys think ex-Secret-Service or ex-State-Patrol Officers would commit murder like that? Especially if they don't know of Mary's potential inheritance?"
"And some of them sleeping with Tiffany on the side." said Julia Rodriguez. "I'd think they'd want her to remain alive, and take their shots getting her to marry them, rather than kill her."
Just then Teresa Croyle came in. "Sir, as you and I well know, over a hundred million dollars is one hell of a motive to create mischief." She spoke as someone who'd inherited that amount, only to give it to University Hospital. (Author's note: 'Centuries'.)
"No doubt about that." I said. "I stand corrected."
"Sir," Teresa said, "I came to tell you that my contact in Dallas came through. We just got the full Dallas Police report on Jacquelyn Vinet's death."
"Cool beans." I said. As I turned to leave, I said "I'll leave you with one more thing. For all we've heard about 'Tex' Boone's fits of rage and acts of violence, I'd really like to know how a man with that much of a hot head and temper was able to convert ten million dollars to over $150 million in the the bond markets, of all places. And he did that legitimately, so don't think I'm saying something sinister there. I'm drawing your attention to his psychological disposition..."
Part 11 - Death In Dallas
"What took them so long?" I asked as I began looking at the electronically scanned papers of the report in my office. Teresa was sitting in a 'hot chair' and doing the same on her Police iPad.
"It's a 34-year-old case, sir." Teresa replied. "They had the paper records but they had to be dug out. Rosalyn put two rookie FBI Agents on it, and they actually did a pretty good and fast job, once they figured out where to look."
"That's true. I was too harsh." I replied. "Okay, she was killed in the kitchen of her restaurant. Found about 1:00am, about two hours after closing time. All the other employees had gone home, and she was doing paperwork while waiting for her husband 'Tex' Boone to come pick her up."
Teresa said "She was stabbed with a large kitchen knife that had been part of a set near the meat prep station. The blow caught her right between the ribs on her left side and pierced her heart, and that was pretty much that for her."
"Boone found her and called 9-1-1, but she had already been dead at least 20 minutes when the ambulance got there." I said. "It took the ambulance ten minutes to get there after the 9-1-1 call. Police also arrived quickly... oh! you get one guess who the first Detective on the scene was."
"Knowing our luck, Angela Harlan." Teresa replied, naming the Black Widow, the despised Traitor to the TCPD Badge. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow'.)
"Give that girl a crowbar." I said. "Yep, Angela Harlan. She did write up a good case report, though. She was always good about that. Says here the video recorders showed nothing in the front dining area nor the street outside, but there was no coverage of the kitchen area. The back door was unlocked, as well, but that meant nothing because she'd left it unlocked for her husband to be able to come in."
Teresa said "The case was later transferred from Harlan to two Robbery/Homicide Detectives that had been investigating a rash of burglaries at businesses like the restaurant. They speculated that the burglar or burglars didn't know she was there and came in the back door to take stuff. She heard a noise, came out of the office and surprised them, and one of them grabbed the knife and stabbed her before she even knew what was going on."
I said "But Angela made a case note that she did not agree with that theory. She suggested that the back door being unlocked should have alerted the burglars that someone was there. Good observation and deduction, if you ask me. She also wrote that the papers Jacquelyn was working on at the desk in the office were the books, and that an audit of those papers showed the restaurant was beginning to be behind in paying vendors. Angela speculated she and Boone argued over the money, they ended up in the kitchen, and Boone stabbed her in a fit of rage."
Teresa: "But Boone's story held up, and the Robbery/Homicide Detectives were able to confirm his story, his whereabouts, and his movements for almost all of the timeframe. Interviews with family friends showed that the Boones appeared to be a happy couple with no problems nor domestic violence issues that they knew of. They also exonerated Cliff Southworth, the silent partner who eventually bought out the business from Boone. I do have to wonder why he'd buy it if it was in financial trouble, especially with their renowned head chef dead."
I thought for a moment, then said "You know, you make a point. I wonder if they pursued the possibility that Cliff Southworth killed Jacquelyn, maybe during an argument. Maybe he wanted to buy out the Boones, they didn't want to sell out to him, so he kills her. Boone sells out, moves away from Dallas, and Southworth got what he wanted."
"Trying to solve a 34-year-old mystery in Texas sitting here at your desk, are you now?" Teresa asked acerbically, needling me.
"No, I have plenty to do in the here and now." I said. After going through the rest of the material, I said "Well, I don't see much here that helps our current cases. Disseminate this to the Detectives and to Intel Branch... and warn Tanya whose name is mentioned in here."
"Wilco, sir." Teresa said. She knew as I did that it was the Black Widow that had murdered Tanya's fiancé, Corporal Peter M. Feeley... little Pete Feeley's father...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Wednesday, February 10th. Senior Detective Christopher Purvis came into the Main Conference Room, where Captain Michaels and I were discussing the case. We had him sit down and tell us what he'd found. Purvis had been a Uniformed Officer and then Vice Detective, and now was Intel Branch's financial crimes guru. His hair was just a shade too artificially black, causing people to say he used shoe polish on both ends of him.
"Sir, ma'am," Purvis said, "Cliff Southworth did buy that restaurant from Mr. Boone, and he paid what was a fairly evaluated price. Though they lost Chef Vinet, he brought in a couple of young chefs that specialized in French-Asian Fusion, Chef Masaharu and Chef Kennichi, and the restaurant continued to do well for ten more years."
Purvis: "Then Mr. Southworth died of an aortic aneurysm that he'd developed by working too hard and too often in the oil fields in bad weather. His family liquidated his assets, including selling the restaurant. The two Fusion chefs left, and the restaurant went downhill rapidly."
"So there's no 'there' there." I said.
"Nothing I'm seeing, sir." said Purvis.
Just then there was a knock on the door, and Lt. Mary Milton's pink-hair-framed face popped in. "Sir, ma'am," she said, "I have good news, bad news, more good news and more bad news."
"Don't keep us in suspense." I said. "Come on in and tell us."
Mary came inside and said "The good news is that Coroner John Quincy Kelly's people found the file on Heather Corvalis McMillan. The bad news is that the majority of it is redacted, blacked out on paper, and there's no electronic media file they could find. The autopsy is there, but where her death occurred and where on her body she bled out is redacted."
"What else?" I asked.
Mary said "The good news part two is that the Police report number was not redacted, so I was able to look it up. It is not a paper record but purely a digital one, and I found it."
"Good!" I said. "What's the bad news part two?"
"It was encrypted by the late Captain Harold Malone," said Mary, "and none of his passwords that we know of work..."
Part 12 - Power Of Dixie Land
4:10pm, We were sitting in the Intel Center. Lt. Myron Milton was at one station, attempting to break the password on the Police report file. His wife, Lt. Mary Milton, was at the station next to him.
Sitting behind them were Sheriff Griswold, Me, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. Having been in Captain Malone's Vice Squad, and with multiple Purple Orders to show for it, Teresa knew Captain Malone's mind as much as anyone with us today. The current Sheriff had been Malone's Police Chief, and I was considered to be pretty good at breaking codes.
"So how does this work, Myron?" I asked as I watched Myron study two screens side-by-side, one with a garble of letters and numbers on it.
"Sir," Myron replied, "the encryption is our Police software's standard encryption, and I can see here what the encrypted code looks like, using our purloined $30 million program." (Author's note: 'Time Flies', Ch. 03.)
Myron: "Unfortunately, the program won't reverse engineer the actual encrypted code, and that's probably a good thing. But when I type in a password, it shows the encrypted result on the other screen, and I can see how close we are. So far... we are not close. I believe it's a four-word passphrase, but it's not his name, his wife's name, something like 'Town and County Police', etc. If there's anything you guys know about him that could help, I'd love to hear it."
Sheriff Griswold said "Malone had a lot of street smarts and low cunning, but he wasn't a book-smart kind of guy, and he probably wouldn't remember a lot of different passwords in his head like Crowbar here does."
I said "I see where you're going with that, Sheriff. He wouldn't want to write down this particular passphrase, as he's not encrypting it to keep it safe from casual hacking, but to hide it from anyone as best he could. So it has to be something he would remember by heart, just in case he had to cover his ass by decrypting the file. And you've already tried the obvious stuff. Any ideas, Teresa?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "And not much besides his wife was near and dear to his heart."
"Hmmm..." I said, my mind going into something of a reverie. "So what was near and dear to him?..." And then it hit me.
"War Ea-gle, fly down the field," I sang, "never to con-quer, always to yield..."
"Oh, you're cute." Teresa said acidly. And then it hit her, too. "Wait! That's it! Myron, let me drive!" Myron got out of the way and Teresa typed into the console: 'Power of Dixie Land'.
Nothing happened.
"What was that?" Mary Milton asked.
"The last four words of the Auburn fight song." I said with a grin. "Malone was an Auburn fan, as is this here Iron Wolf... for reasons I can't comprehend."
"All those brains, yet the simplest and best things elude you." Teresa fired back, making Mary chuckle.
"It's close, though." Myron said. "The code it processes into is close to the encrypted password."
"Oh!" Teresa said. "Here, let me try again, and capitalize the 'o'." She typed in 'Power Of Dixie Land'... and the file decrypted!
"War Damn Eagle!" Teresa shouted as everyone cheered and applauded.
"Outstanding." I said. "All of you. That was damn good work. Okay Mary, look at the data and come give me the Cliff Notes in my office. I've got to change to civilian clothes. There's a Faculty reception for the Molecular Biology Conference, and I've been tasked to escort my lovely wife to it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa also was going to the reception, with her husband Todd Burke. We were sitting with the Chief, Sheriff, and Captain Michaels in the Chief's Conference room. Teresa and I were in civilian clothes, and nice civilian clothes. I was in my dark gray suit with armor in the lining, and my blue tie with little TCPD logos on it. Teresa was wearing a simple and tasteful navy blue dress and matching high heel pumps that showed off her hourglass shape and magnificent legs to perfection.
At 5:00pm there was a knock on the door, which opened to reveal Lt. Mary Milton.
"Come on in." the Chief said. "Have a seat. What did you find out?"
Mary said "Well, uh... I have some data, ah... and it's... well, look and see, sir." She handed me a folder turned to a page.
I read it and saw what she was stammering about. I looked up at Teresa and said "This might not be easy for you to hear."
"I appreciate your concerns." Teresa said flatly. "Now stop wasting all our time and get on with it." That was Teresa...
"Okay, Mary, go ahead." I said as I extended a hand for her to sit down next to Teresa.
"Yes sir." Mary said as she sat down. "As you all know, Coroner Steven Lester Haines and Captain Harold Malone were of the same political persuasion. Apparently Haines had Captain Malone bury the Police investigation of Heather McMillan's death."
"Was it a crime?" Teresa asked. "Was she murdered?"
Mary said "No ma'am, it doesn't appear that way." She paused, then said "The reason I could find no record of her being at the Hospital nor any medical clinic in the County is because she did not die at any of them. She died at the Planned Parenthood clinic."
"I see, said the blind man." I said. "She went in for an abortion, and I suspect it ended badly for her."
"Yes sir." Mary said. "They botched it. Their standard procedure, still in practice today, is that after the procedure the patient has to wait for an hour to make sure there were no problems. When they checked on her at the end of the hour, she was dead. Apparently the anesthetic they used was too strong or she had a reaction to it. She didn't wake up, and apparently no one noticed that she was bleeding out. Her uterus had hemorrhaged."
I saw Teresa's face fall; her own mother had bled out and died in childbirth with her, and of course she was remembering that. "Are you okay?" I asked her.
"Yes sir, I'm fine." Teresa said, gathering herself and looking up at me. "Keep going."
Mary said "That was 20 years ago, when Planned Parenthood was facing tremendous political pressure by anti-abortion groups nationwide. If this incident had gone public, the repercussions to Planned Parenthood and the Democrats that were fighting fiercely to support them would've been brutal."
Mary: "Soooo... since Mrs. McMillan was dead, they didn't take her to the Hospital. We'll probably never find out who they called and what was arranged, but Captain Malone, then a Lieutenant, responded personally to it. His report said only that he was notified and that he personally made the initial investigation."
"That was before the Town and County merged." Sheriff Griswold said. "I had just become a Captain in the Town Police, and Malone was pissed because he thought he was going to get the slot."
"Who was the Police Chief then?" I asked.
"The Town Police Chief was Jefferson Gleason." said Griswold. "His son is now the Sheriff in Hammondsville across the State Line to our west. Chief Gleason is the guy that became Sheriff and died of a heart attack not too long before you got here, Crowbar."
I said "I suspect his son the Hammondsville Sheriff is going to suffer a similar fate, seeing how overweight he is and how he chain-smokes cigars. But sorry to interrupt, Sheriff. Who was our County Police Chief then?"
Griswold: "The County Police was small, and did not have a Chief per se, just a Captain in charge. His name was Colby, and he was current Councilman Jack Colby's uncle. He also died of a heart attack, and it is said that his death was one of the catalysts that led to the merger of the Town and County governments."



"Was Chief Gleason dirty?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"Not really." said Griswold. "He never gave me, Charles Leslie, and Joe Smedley any real trouble, until Smedley began getting too many Purple Orders. But it would also be fair to say that he was an (air quotes) 'enabler' of Malone and Ikea, and if he knew about Westboro, the Consultant of Crime, he made damn sure to be looking the other way about that. And yes, Crowbar, he would have allowed Malone to cover up this Planned Parenthood death up. Unlike you, he was scared shitless of politicians."
I said "Mary, did you find anything like a lawsuit Marty McMillan might have filed?"
"If I may, sir." Teresa interjected. When we all nodded, she said "You know what Captain Malone could be like... you, Don, were one of the very few men on this earth that he could not intimidate, and it wasn't for lack of trying. I can imagine him sitting Marty McMillan down and 'persuasively' offering him the carrot of a substantial settlement on Planned Parenthood's behalf, but also displaying the stick that it would be to McMillan's benefit to take that settlement and not make waves."
"Okay, then." I said. "It'll be painful, but we will have to talk to Marty McMillan about this. He's at the Molecular Biology Conference now. Should we pull him out of it?"
"Sir," Captain Michaels said, "This is a tragic event, but it may have no bearing on the Boone case. McMillan is ankle monitored, and if you have eyes on him at the reception tonight, we can pick him up later, even tonight after their Banquet, and you can be there to interview him yourself."
"Nooooo, that will not dooooo." drawled Chief Moynahan. "We need to pick him up right awayyyyy. Mister Crowbarrrr, you may have to... Commander?"
I was in what everyone calls a full-blown reverie. I was staring sightlessly at the table as my mind raced like drag racing engine, going nowhere but tearing itself to pieces. I barely heard Teresa say "He's onto something, sir."
When I came out of it, I said "Sir, let's let him attend the reception and the Banquet. I'll be there, Teresa will be there. And while we have eyes on him, there's something that Captain Michaels's MCD Detectives can do..."
Part 13 - Twice the Rye
6:00pm, Wednesday, February 10th. My wife Laura and I entered the University President's home, followed by Todd Burke and his wife Teresa Croyle.
The butler announced us semi-formally: "Commander Donald Troy and Dr. Laura Fredricson." As we went inside, I heard him announce "Mr. and Mrs. Todd Burke."
"What, no 'Commander and Mrs. Donald Troy', like he usually announces us?" I asked, which was the 'old school' way of doing things.
Laura replied "Times are changing, and people are changing with the times. Since I'm a Department Head, and since I kept my surname when we married, we're being announced that way. And now that Sidney is a lame duck University President, the old school ways will further disappear."
Laura was the Head of the University's Department of Psychology, and she was also a medical doctor and on Staff at University Hospital as a gynecologist and surgeon. She was also nationally renowned as an expert of sexual psychology. And, of course, she had retired as a Deputy Director of the CIA's Directorate of Science and Technology.
Dr. Sidney P. Wellman was the University President. After being embroiled in a ginned-up scandal, he had agreed to step down at the end of the semester in May. I saw him and his wife Sally Wellman greeting guests, and Laura and I got into the line, with Todd and Teresa right behind us.
"The Wellmans look much better than the last time I saw them." I said. "Much healthier."
"Yes, since he made the deal to leave in May, much of the stress has left them both." Laura said. (Author's note: 'Angels of Christmas', Ch. 02.)
We got up to the Wellmans and were greeted by them. Sally Wellman, renowned as a hostess of these type events, surprised us by saying "I'm not making introductions or presentations tonight. This is all Biology Conference."
A few moments later, Councilman Edward R. Steele and his wife, Astronomy Professor Stephanie Steele came in. Their adopted daughter Marie was our daughter Carole's best friend. After going through the reception line, they came over to us.
"All of us professors of the Sciences were invited, and I was actually curious to come visit." Stephanie said as explanation for why they were in attendance.
Laura said "I was invited as a Department Head, and Don and I are not planning to stay for the Banquet... are we, darling?"
"Only if you want to, dear." I replied. "Ah, here's Adriana Rodriguez."
"Hello everyone." said Adriana. "This is my friend and colleague, Dr. Nick Prometheus." Nick Prometheus was much, much younger than I had envisioned of such an accomplished molecular biologist. And their relationship was more than just professional, if I did not miss my guess. And I rarely do.
I introduced them to Laura, Edward, and Stephanie, and told them that Adriana was Julia's cousin. As everyone chatted, I noticed that Marty McMillan was in attendance. He and an older and much shorter man were talking to Todd and Teresa.
"Let's make our way over there." I said to Laura. We excused ourselves from everyone else and headed towards my target group.
"Ah, there you are." said Todd enthusiastically as Laura and I came up. "Uncle Don, this is Dr. Chapman, CEO of SynGen BioSciences. Dr. Chapman, this is my Uncle, Don Troy, and his wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson. And you know Mr. Marty McMillan already."
"Yes, I do." I said, shaking hands firmly with Dr. Chapman and a bit more perfunctorily with McMillan.
"If you'll excuse me a moment," said McMillan, "I see someone I need to say hello to." He left quickly towards another group of people, obviously wanting to get away from me.
"So you're the Iron Crowbar." said Dr. Chapman as he looked up at me, surprising me. "I've followed your cases for years, and I'm very glad to meet you."
"That's very kind of you." I said. "Are you here for the Conference?"
Dr. Chapman replied "No, just the dinner. I drove over today after speaking to Mr. Burke on the phone, to discuss SynGen Biosciences's future projects."
"And they sound exciting." said Todd. "We'll be in talks about BOW Enterprises investing with them."
"Good." I said. "It sounds like a good opportunity for both of you."
"Yes." said Dr. Chapman. "And I do regret not coming to the full conference. I was just telling Mr. Burke about the one I spoke at in Westphalia, south of The City. I guess it was nine years ago, or so..."
Time slowed down.
I felt like the tumblers of a lock and just crashed in my head. Suddenly, everything was falling into place...
As I came out of it, I realized that Dr. Chapman had stopped speaking. I said "I'm sorry, sir, did I hear that correctly? That there was a Molecular Biology Conference in Westphalia? Nine years ago?"
"Why, yes." said Dr. Chapman. "It was the last time a Biology Conference of this magnitude was in this State."
I smiled wanly and said "It's been very good to meet you, sir. Todd, would you and Laura watch over each other, while Commander Croyle and I take care of some professional business? Our profession?"
Todd and Laura agreed, and Teresa and I excused ourselves and made our way toward the side entrance. "What is it?" Teresa asked.
"Hold on one second." I said as I fished out my Police iPhone. I dialed a number. "Claire? Yes, did you get the warrant?"
"No sir." said Claire Michaels. "Judge Doss wanted more than what we've got." Judge Hannah Doss was the Magistrate Court judge.
"I have that." I said. "I'll call Judge Doss now. Send two Detectives not named 'Julia Rodriguez' to pick up the warrant at the Courthouse and meet me at the location..."
After disconnecting, I said "All right, let's go." I said. Teresa followed me out the door, but of course was more than curious about what was going on.
"Where to?" she asked. "What's going on?"
"If I'm right," I replied, "we're about to solve the hatred of a good bottle of Rye whiskey... and crack our 'Bottle Kill' murders, pun not intended..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, you have the clues. Who murdered 'Tex' Boone and Tiffany Westgate? And why? The solution and a lot more in the next chapter... same Rye time, same Rye channel!



        Bottle Kill Ch. 03

        Solution; Dad Jokes; Whiskey Competition.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/bottle-kill-ch-03

Title: Bottle Kill Ch. 03

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Solution; Dad Jokes; Whiskey Competition.

Tags: crime drama, police drama, mystery, iron crowbar

Series: Bottle Kill


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
***
Part 14 - A Successful Arrest
7:30pm, Wednesday, February 10th. After I spoke to Judge Hannah Doss, she issued the search warrant I'd requested. I joined Detectives Teddy Parker and George Newman in personally executing it, and found what I needed.
"Okay," I said to Newman, "you go back to the Courthouse and get the arrest warrant, send the electronic copy to my Police iPhone, and go back to Headquarters. While you're there, ask for this warrant, also, then get Julia Rodriguez and Joan Laurer to make that arrest." I handed Newman a sheet of paper.
"Teddy, you and Commander Croyle are with me." I said. They followed me to my Police SUV. As we got in, I called Laura, who told me that almost everyone had left for the Molecular Biology Conference Banquet at the University Conference Center. We drove there, and I parked in an 'Authorized Vehicles Only' area.
I remembered the University Conference Center as the location where Louella Hopper had been murdered. (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 01.) Going inside, our badges got us past the entry tables, where attendees were checking in. We went down the hall to the room where the cash bar was.
"Not in here." I said as I scanned the room. We went back into the hallway, and I saw a line down the hallway that led to the dining room. As we came up, I saw Adriana Rodriguez and Nick Prometheus in the line. I headed towards them...
... and right past them. Marty McMillan was in the line with his boss, Dr. Chapman of SynGen Biosciences. Marty was nearly as tall as me, and he towered over the older man, as well as Adriana and Nick behind him.
"Mr. McMillan," I said, "can I have a moment of your time?"
"Uh, we're about to sit down to eat." said McMillan, looking at me as if I were a turd on the floor that he wanted to see disappear. Dr. Chapman also looked at us strangely.
*CHIME!*
It was my Police iPhone, and the timing could not have been better. It was the arrest warrant.
"Please, sir," I said to McMillan, "we need to speak with you for a moment." I then got closer to him and said "You can come quietly, or we can make one hell of a scene here in front of everyone." I took him by the elbow and tried to lead him away.
"What are you doing?" he snarled as he slung his elbow across his body to take it out of my grasp. "I'm not going anywhere with you!"
"Yes you are." I said, a bit more loudly. "I have a warrant for your arrest." I again tried to grab his arm, but he tried to push me off. Oops. Not recommended.
*WHAM!*
My takedown of him was almost faster than the human eye could see. Marty McMillan was now face-down on the floor, and I was pulling his arm hard behind him.
"OWW!" McMillan yelled. "Police brutality!"
"MARTY MCMILLAN!" I yelled at the top of my lungs as Teddy Parker helped me to subdue McMillan and cuff his hands behind his back, "YOU ARE UNDER ARREST FOR THE MURDERS OF THEODORE BOONE AND TIFFANY WESTGATE, BOTH HUMAN BEINGS!"
People were getting out their cellphones to record the arrest. I said loudly "Anyone who is recording! We are going to confiscate your phones as evidence! Please cooperate and give us your phones!" The phones disappeared as suddenly as they had appeared.
Two Uniformed Officers ran up to help, and they bodily picked up McMillan after he was cuffed. As they 'vigorously' perp-walked McMillan past his Biology colleagues, I was yelling loudly into his ear, my voice echoing down the hallway: "YOU HAVE THE RIGHT TO REMAIN SILENT! IF YOU GIVE UP THE RIGHT TO REMAIN SILENT, THEN ANYTHING YOU SAY..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, February 10th. Town & County Police Headquarters was a beehive of activity. Marty McMillan had been taken through Booking, then fitted with the stylish orange jump suit that was the preferred (okay, mandatory) clothing of our guests in the holding cells. He was not permitted a belt nor shoelaces, and was on suicide watch.
His attorney Hunter Harris was finally found after a lengthy search, and the redness of his nose and his eyes behind the shades he wore in an attempt to hide them when he came into Headquarters bespoke of a man that had begun partying early... and hard.
As he was taken to talk to McMillan, Teresa said "Do you think Sergeant Tango, our drug dog, would alert if we had him sniff Hunter Harris right now?"
"Probably." I said. "And I'm sorely tempted to bring Sergeant Tango in to sniff at Hunter's vehicle. But we've got bigger fish to fry... much, much bigger fish."
To ensure that the Accused was properly represented and would have no legal loopholes, I called the Courthouse and asked for a second public defender to augment Hunter, expressing concerns about Hunter's health at the moment. They sent Dexter Epstein, who was the most incompetent public defender on the Rolls.
"Between the two of them," Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan said with great joviality, "he's got one full lawyer representing him." But McMillan was represented.
The Prosecution was a different story. Chief Moynahan called District Attorney Miriam Walters and told her that either I could call ADA Paulina Patterson, or Miriam could come to Headquarters herself. When Miriam said the case was assigned to ADA Savannah Fineman, the Police Chief told the District Attorney that that was unacceptable, unless Miriam thought Savannah could endure a literal, physical, crowbar beatdown... and not necessarily from Commander Troy.
So Miriam did show up... with Savannah. And Paulina Patterson had come in... ostensibly to bring her daughter and mine, Tasha Troy-Patterson, to visit me in my office. My eldest daughter, seven-year-old Carole, was also here, her Auxiliary Detective badge on its chain around her neck.
"They're ready for you." Captain Claire Michaels said after knocking on my door and peeking in.
"This is gonna be awesome sauce!" Carole said happily as everyone walked down the hallway.
"Mind your manners, Carole," I said, "or I'll call your mother to come pick you up and take you home. This is not a game we're playing, here."
"Yes sir." said Carole, whose attitude improved immediately.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Muddy water, let stand, becomes clear." --- Lao Tzu
The Monitor Room could not hold all the very interested Detectives, so the impending interrogation was going to be fed to the matrix of monitors in Classroom 'E'. Pottsville PD Lieutenant Shane O'Brady had come in with Detective Joan Laurer, and they joined the MCD and Vice Detectives that were on hand in Classroom 'E'.
Tasha and Carole went with Paulina, the Chief, and Miriam into the Monitor Room, where Carole watched while Tasha played a game on my iPad.
"Lieutenant Davis, you're with me." I announced, inviting him to come into Interrogation-1 with me for the interview. "But let me take the lead on the interrogation."
"Nooooo problem, sir." said Jerome Davis. "I know we've got him and we've got the evidence, but I still haven't figured out how you figured it out."
I smiled, then said "The waters are becoming still, and clear."
We headed for the anteroom. Savannah Fineman tried to follow us in, but she was stopped by Lt. Commander Croyle, who in earlier years had been called 'Teresa Cunt' for her exceptionally mean-spirited attitude. Savannah was now getting the full force of that bad attitude, which very few people could withstand.
"Commander!" yelled Miriam Walters. "This is ADA Fineman's case! She has every right to go in there."
"Nooooo, Mizzz Walters, she does not." interjected Chief Moynahan. "Mizzz Croyle is saving your ADA from being humiliated, if not worse."
"For God's sake, are we going to go through this again? Here and now?" Walters spat, exasperation in her voice. "You know... you do your jobs, and let me and my people do ours?"
"You are in my House, Ms. Walterrrrs." drawled the Chief. "And you will play by my rooools while we are here. The Iron Crowbar does not want Ms. Fineman in there; in-deeeed, by the time he's done, you'll be asking Ms. Patterson to take over the case to ensurrrre a successful pros-e-coooo-shun."
Miriam gave up, and had Savannah go into the Monitor Room with her, followed by Teresa...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Jerome and I came into I-1. Marty McMillan was sitting at the table, his hands cuffed to the ring embedded in it. He looked morose and defeated. Next to him was Hunter Harris, and Dwayne Epstein was on Hunter's other side, looking like he usually did: confused. Sergeant Hicks was the Uniformed presence.
Jerome and I sat down on the other side of the table, me to his right. "I'm going to read you your rights from the card." I said, and proceeded to do so. When I asked if he understood the rights, he said nothing.
"He understands." said Hunter Harris, his voice on the edge of rambling. "And does he really need to be chained to the table like that?"
"He resisted arrest and assaulted a Police Officer." I said. "Furthermore, he stands accused of multiple crimes of violence against other human beings, resulting in their deaths."
"You have no proof of that." said Dexter Epstein, showing why he was the County's most incompetent public defender.
"Yet I somehow managed to get a very good Judge to issue warrants leading to your client's arrest." I said levelly. "So, Mr. McMillan... you are being charged with the first-degree murders of Theodore 'Tex' Boone, Tiffany Westgate... and Charlene Conway nine years ago."
"Don't say anything." said Hunter Harris. To me he said "I have to agree with Mr. Epstein. I can't wait to hear the proof of your baseless accusations."
"And you shall." I replied. "In fact... why don't I just tell you what happened, and Mr. McMillan can correct me if I go astray, okay?"
The Monitor Room and Classroom 'E' broke into murmuring at that, having seen me do that many times before. In the Monitor Room, Carole said "Here we go!"
"Mind your manners, Carole!" said Tasha as she watched the iPad. When Carole turned on her sister, Tasha broke out into a fit of laughter, having amused herself greatly at her sister's expense.
"Lay-deeeeeees." Teresa said, putting a hand on each girls's shoulder, quietening them down immediately before Paulina could say or do anything. Teresa had boys at home; by comparison, girls were easy to deal with. At least while they weren't teenagers yet...
Meanwhile, I began my narrative in I-1: "To understand what happened last weekend, and to give context to your crimes, Mr. McMillan, we have to go back a couple of decades. Boone had a series of incidents going back 22 years. Then he had incidents 16 years ago, 14 years ago, 12 years ago, 10 years ago. And those are the ones we were able to find; there certainly could be many more that never reached the attention of Law Enforcement. All of them involved some form of assaults on women, including sexual assaults. And then they suddenly stopped. I'll circle back to that in a moment."
Your Iron Crowbar: "What's important here is that Boone had created a pattern of incidents... and one of those incidents, I believe, was 20 years ago, right here in our Town & County. You and your wife had gotten married the same weekend of the Poker Championship that Boone won, and you were in a suite that they called the 'honeymoon suite' at the time."
I leaned forward and said levelly: "And I believe that Theodore Boone drugged both of you, and then raped your wife Heather."
Marty McMillan's face was set in stone, and his eyes were boring into me as I continued: "Unlike some of the other crimes, there was no Police report. But there is a Police report and autopsy a few weeks later, encrypted, heavily redacted, but we found it and we broke the encryption. It's the report of your wife Heather's death. She bled out after getting an abortion at the local Planned Parenthood facility."
I said "Heather became pregnant, and I freely admit I'm speculating when I say that I don't know for sure what your arrangements were at the time, nor whether or not she told you, but in any case she knew it could have been Boone that impregnated her, and she chose to end it. She went to the Planned Parenthood clinic, and I am sorry to say they ended the pregnancy by killing the mother. There was a massive cover-up at the time, and maybe you were paid well to move along from it."
McMillan said nothing, just stared hatefully at me. I said "And now we move forward to nine years ago. You had taken a job a year before with SynGen Biosciences, located in Villa Nueva, which is on the other side of our State, south of Westphalia and Eastphalia. And then two things occurred: there was a Molecular Biology Conference over there... and there was a Poker competition in which Mr. Tex Boone was participating, and he was there with his fiancée, Charlene Conway."
I said "Charlene Conway was found dead in Pottsville during the time of that Poker tournament. She was somehow spirited out of a hotel room in Westphalia and found beaten and murdered in Pottsville, and one feature of the case was that her engagement ring went missing.. Anomalies occurred with the videocameras, so potential evidence against Boone didn't hold up... but more importantly, there was no record at all of your presence there."
"Then you have no proof, none, that my client committed that murder." said Hunter Harris, who was rapidly sobering up.
"Vee shall see." I said in my 'German' accent. "I also will make note that nine years ago a man named Raymond Westboro was alive and well, thriving and killing people. We call him the 'Consultant of Crime', and he was the most fearsome and loathsome criminal I ever had to deal with. He made Professor Moriarty seem tame by comparison." (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', 'A Tiny Slip' for a lot of the Westboro saga.)
I continued: "Westboro was involved in things in Westphalia back in those days, including dealing with Westphalia PD Lieutenant Paul Cash." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok', particularly Ch. 04.) "And if someone wanted to kill Charlene and maybe frame Boone for the crime... Westboro would have been the man to go to."
"As if my client has, or ever had, the money to hire someone like that." Hunter Harris said.
"But Boone did." I replied. "And that's the insidious beauty of how the Consultant of Crime operated. He helped McMillan get revenge on Boone, and then Westboro began blackmailing Boone! And McMillan here did have a few things he could provide the Consultant as payment... including a diamond engagement ring he'd taken off Charlene's finger."
I continued: "Before his fiancée's death, Boone had been audacious like his poker play in seducing other men's wives and sometimes assaulting them. But after losing Charlene, the more practical man that made his money in the bond markets took over, and the incidents stopped."
Your Iron Crowbar: "There were two reasons for that. First, Boone realized that someone had come after him by attacking his fiancée and maybe even trying to frame him, but he wasn't sure who... after all, you and Heather were but two drops in a bucket of women he'd assaulted and men he'd cuckolded, and as such, he had other enemies that could've been the culprits. And second, the Consultant of Crime contacted him, and attempted to extort some of Boone's many millions of dollars by threatening to expose Boone, and may have guided the Bureau of Indian Affairs to investigate the incident at the State Line River Reservation casino and hotel."
"For those reasons," I went on "Boone drastically scaled back his public appearances, and there were no more sexual assault incidents that we could find. He also stayed in Las Vegas, Nevada, and did not return to this State for years... last weekend, to be precise. He had obtained security... using a firm he'd invested in... and he increased it when he began dating Tiffany Westgate."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And now we get to present time. You, Mr. McMillan. learned from your consultation with Westboro, and you believed you could attack Boone a second time, especially here in the County and even at the hotel where he'd raped your wife, leading to her fatal abortion."
"You did plan it fairly well." I said. "You came here a week before in a SynGen Biosciences vehicle, and you scouted out both the Hyatt and University Hotels. You also ate at the same bar exactly a week before last Sunday, so that you might be remembered by the servers there even if there was some confusion about exactly when."
I said "This past Sunday you checked in at the University Hotel, went over to the Hyatt, and came into the Poker tournament room while Boone and his entourage were there... as well as me, Commander Croyle, and the Sheriff. You told your story about being there 20 years before, and Boone not only didn't recognize you, he had you put in the same hotel suite as you'd been in all those years ago."
"Which is a point in our favor." said Hunter Harris. "The University Hotel's records show my client used his key to get back into his room there after he went and ate Sunday night, and he was back either before or very near the time of their deaths. He'd have to be Superman to fly across Town that fast."
"True, which brings me to my next point. Mr. McMillan also did something else: he got help." Affixing my gray eyes on McMillan, I said: "No one in this world is more happy than I am to say that Raymond Westboro is dead, so you could not enlist his aid. But you did consult with someone else, someone who was able to give you similar information about video cameras... maybe even help sabotage them."
"But most importantly," I went on, "one helper was at University Hotel, and used your key to get into your room just before 10:00pm. That person also opened the door and let you in when you did get back, probably via a taxi or Uber ride, giving what appears to be a perfect alibi."
"And again, how does my client pay for this?" snarled Hunter Harris.
"I'll circle back to that in just one second." I said. "To finish up, after you had dinner at the pub, you taxied or Ubered to the Hyatt. There were some Whiskey people there as well as Poker people. All you had to do was go up the fire escape stairs, and your confederate could've let you out of the fire escape stairwell on one of the upper floors."
"In any case," I went on, "you went into Tiffany's room and began strangling her. But you heard people in the hallway. You grabbed a bottle of whiskey you saw on the desk and rushed into the bathroom. When Boone came in, he may not have immediately seen Tiffany lying on the floor, so he didn't cry out. He went on inside, saw Tiffany on the far side of the bed, and as he was going to check on her, you came out and hit him on the head as hard as you could with that whiskey bottle, killing him. Then, seeing as there was no more reason to cause Tiffany pain, you just quickly broke her neck and then left the room, and exited again via the fire escape stairs."
"Nice fantasy." said Hunter Harris. "You should write it up and submit it to the Literotica website. And you will never prove a word of it."



"Won't I." I said, as a statement. "Oh... you were asking how Mr. McMillan was going to pay for the help he received." I pointed to the one-way glass, and Teresa brought in an evidence bag. Inside it was a thin, flat briefcase.
As I put on latex gloves and took the briefcase out of the evidence bag, I said "We obtained and executed a search warrant for Mr. McMillan's room and vehicle at the University Hotel."
I opened the briefcase and said "As you can see, inside the briefcase are a number of file folders with papers in them, as well as a few jump drives with the electronic versions of the same material. It just so happens that this material... is the exciting new research that SynGen Biosciences has recently begun."
"So what?" said Dexter Epstein, injecting himself at precisely the wrong moment. "He works there. He's the Director... or Assistant Director... of Research there."
"Thank you, Captain Obvious." I said, admittedly with more snarkiness than I should have. "Yes, that is what Mr. McMillan is hoping I would see. But he really should not have these materials, which are industrial secrets, on the other side of the State and in a briefcase. I submit that this is what he was going to exchange for the help he received... oh, and this."
I took one of the jump drives, which was unusually large and thick, and pried it open. Inside was a huge diamond engagement ring!
"Like Charlene's ring years before," I said triumphantly, "Tiffany's engagement ring disappeared, though her other jewelry on her person did not. Now everything else is circumstantial, Mr. McMillan, but this ties it all in a neat package with a bow that will get a conviction by any Jury."
Dexter Epstein continued to annoy me by saying "How do you know that's her ring? How can you prove that?"
"Well..." I said in my Ronald-Reagan-imitation voice, "the initials T-A-W and the date of their engagement is inscribed on the inside. And I'm sure the security team will be able to identify it. Also, as we've given statements to the effect, Commander Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, and I all saw the ring on Tiffany's finger at that same time we saw you in the same room. And just look at the size of this rock! We all remarked on it at the time. I'm sure I'll be called to testify about it... and I'll be able to."
Marty McMillan's head had fallen and now his chin was on his chest. "I need to speak with my attorney, privately." he finally said. I put the briefcase back in its evidence bag, put the ring and the pieces of the jump drive shell in another evidence bag, and followed Jerome out the door into the anteroom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Coming out of the anteroom into the hallway, I relinquished the evidence to Hardy and Drew, who took it under two-man control to the Evidence Rooms. As I did that, Detectives and Police Officers had poured out of the Monitor Room and Classroom 'E', and I was subjected to a sustained round of applause.
"That was a-maize-ing work, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr." said the Chief, extending his hand, which I shook. Then Tasha waddled up and hugged my legs, and I picked her up and held her as everyone chatted.
"Thank you, Chief. Thank you everyone." I said, acknowledging the ovation. "But it's not over yet. I would certainly like to hear him confess and fill in a few gaps, and save us the expense of a capital murder trial."
"What do you want to offer him?" Paulina asked.
"It's not your case to decide that." Miriam Walters said witheringly to Paulina. The tension in the hallway increased palpably. Paulina looked daggers at Miriam, as did I.
"Then what do yooo recommend, Ms. Wal-terzzzz?" drawled the Chief. "And I mean yooo personally."
"Why don't we go into your office or the Conference Room, Chief?" Miriam said. "You too, Commander Troy." The Chief extended his arm. I handed Tasha to her mother, and followed the Chief and the D.A. down the hallway...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And here we are again." Miriam Walters said as she and the Chief sat down at the table in the Main Conference Room, the Chief in his normal seat at the near end of the table, Miriam to his right with the door behind her. I was standing on the far side, between the table and the windows in the back wall.
"What is it going to take, Chief?" Miriam continued. "I am going to run my Office as I see fit, and that means that Savannah Fineman, not Paulina Patterson, is assigned to this case."
"Even if it means a man who murdered three people walks free?" I fired back.
"He won't walk free if you do your job and help ADA Fineman get a conviction." Miriam said.
"It's not my job to do that lazy-ass idiot's job for her." I replied. "It's not my job to bail her out and make her look good when we both know she can't handle it------"
"I don't tell you what Detectives to put on what cases, and I expect you to abide by my decisions for my ADAs------" Miriam shouted.
"This is start-ingggg to be a circular arrrrgument." drawled the Chief. "You're just talking past each other."
"And one more thing, Chief." I said, though my eyes were boring right through Miriam Walters. "The case is not complete yet. We have not added McMillan's confederates to our bag."
"And who are those confederates?" Miriam demanded to know. "If you're holding something back from the District Attorney's Office------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened and Lt. Jerome Davis peeked his head into the room. "They're ready for us, sir." he said. "And by the way, your wife Dr. Fredricson is here to pick up Carole and Tasha."
I rushed around the table and into the hallway. Laura was in front of the entrance to my office suite. Carole did not look very pleased that she was being rounded up. Neither did Tasha, for that matter.
"Daddy, can't I stay and finish watching you?" Carole asked as she sulked.
"It's a school night, and you ladies need your sleep." Laura said.
"You got to see a lot tonight, Carole." I said. "And your mom's right; it's a school night. And Bowser's waiting for you to get home so he can get some sleep, too."
"Bowser sleeps all day." Carole said.
"Yeah, it's a dog's life he leads." I replied. "Carole, we're almost done here. Just a few more arrests, but they'll take a while. So you go on with your mom and your sister, and I'll let you know tomorrow what we do here tonight."
"O-kayyyy." Carole said. Then she brightened up and said "But don't we have the Dad Jokes with Dan and Julie Love tomorrow night?"
"Yep. Now get going." I said. As Laura took the girls down the hallway, escorted by Teresa, I turned to see a lot of Detectives looking at me.
"A few more arrests, sir?" Captain Claire Michaels asked...
Part 15 - A Pocketful of Rye
Jerome Davis and I went back into I-1. As we sat down in our chairs again, the lawyer Hunter Harris said "I want to speak to an ADA, to make a plea deal."
I played my ultimate trump card against Miriam and Savannah, and said: "As Police Commander, I'm a principal for the County as well as an Officer of the Court. As such, I can make binding agreements such as plea deals, so you don't need an ADA, you have me."
I could almost feel Miriam's anger from down the hallway as I continued: "But I'm here to tell you now... you ain't getting a plea deal. Your client murdered three people, and I'm ready to show that when he's put on trial; I'll give the D.A.'s Office a case so easy to spoon-feed to a Jury that we'll have that Jury begging to convict you."
"Furthermore, McMillan," I went on, "three victims means you're now classified as a serial killer, and it means 'aggravated circumstances'... and either of those means the death penalty for you."
I knew that it was unlikely a Jury would give a death penalty once they heard his story of his wife dying, but I mentioned it to show him the seriousness of the charge against him.
"Okay." said McMillan. "I'll tell you everything, at least my part of it. And after you hear it, maybe you'll give my proposal some consideration."
"No promises." I said. "And once again, 'anything you say can and will be used against you'. I'm not offering you a hypothetical, nor promising any consideration for whatever you say now."
McMillan did not look defeated, but shrewd, as if he had a plan that was going to somehow save him when he tried it. He began:
"Everything you said was pretty much how it happened." he said. "Twenty years ago, Heather and I got married. Our families booked into the Hyatt, here, and we had the rehearsal dinner and the wedding reception here. Her parents put us in the Honeymoon suite, such as it was."
McMillan: "The Poker tournament was going on that same weekend, and they were a pretty rowdy bunch. Our wedding reception was in the late afternoon and evening, while the tournament finals were being played. We were supposed to have the bar area to ourselves, but some of the Poker players began coming in and getting drinks, so we shut down the bar and the reception ended pretty soon after that."
McMillan: "A very few of us were still there when someone came over with some champagne. He was the guy who'd just won the tournament, and he was really 'in his cups', as they say. He congratulated us and poured the magnum of champagne for us and we all drank it. I remember feeling groggy almost right away, and a few minutes later we all left for our rooms."
McMillan: "We were in our suite when there was a knock on the door. It was Boone, and he had the bottle and said we hadn't finished it yet. I don't remember what happened after that, except that he somehow was in our suite and pouring more champagne. The next thing I remember was waking up the next morning, still in my clothes on the sofa.
McMillan: "Heather was in the bed in the bedroom, naked. When I woke her up, she asked me if we'd had sex, because she was sore down there. I said I didn't remember, and she didn't either. But I knew then that something was wrong. And a few weeks later, Heather told me that she'd skipped her period, and she was pregnant."
McMillan: "Now she and I had been using condoms for months, and intended on continuing to do so. So that's when we started talking about it, and Heather admitted that on our wedding night she had woken up with Boone on top of her, fucking her. She said she thought it was just a bad dream and it was really me, and she blacked out again."
McMillan: "We weren't ready to start a family yet, so we decided to take a lot of the money people had given us as gifts, and for her to get an abortion. We went to the Planned Parenthood clinic. Three hours later she had not come out, and I asked about her. I asked again nearly one more hour later, and I wasn't getting any answers. And that's when the Police Lieutenant came out and talked to me."
McMillan: "He told me that something had gone wrong, that Heather had hemorrhaged and died. Of course I was in shock, which turned to grief. That cop, his name was 'Malone', said that he was going to take care of the investigation personally, but that I shouldn't talk to anyone about this just yet, not even our families."
McMillan: "That night a preacher came to see me. I don't remember his name... 'West'-something-or-other... but I remember he had this 'beak' nose. He told me that I would receive a settlement in the seven figures, but had to sign a non-disclosure-agreement. He also said he would spare our families pain by arranging it to look like a vehicle accident instead of an abortion."
McMillan: "I don't know why, but I went along with it. He took my car keys, and two hours later the car was found smashed up just across the State line with Heather's body in it. The preacher notified our families, we had a funeral for Heather, whose body had been cremated, and that was that."
McMillan: "I moved away. My company let me transfer to Iowa, and I worked up there several years. It was miserable up there, and of course I'd never gotten over Heather's death. My grief turned to deep, bitter hatred of Tex Boone. I began having thoughts of getting revenge for what he'd done to us, and I followed the Poker circuit to see where he was. I saw that he was getting into trouble from time to time, over married women."
McMillan: "Then I got an offer to help start up SynGen Biosciences. I put a lot of the money from the Planned Parenthood settlement into it, and went to work for them doing research. I couldn't be the Director of Research, because I'd not gotten my Ph.D., so I eventually became Assistant Research Director."
McMillan: "About nine years ago, that same preacher came to visit me at my home in Villa Nueva. He'd changed a lot... he looked a lot more sinister than I'd remembered him, and I could just feel this... evil, I guess is what it was... it seemed to just emanate from him."
I took out my Police iPhone and brought up the photo of Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro. "Was this him?" I asked. I then exhibited the iPhone to the camera recording the interrogation.
"Why... yes! That's him! How did you know?" McMillan asked.
"I'll tell you later." I said. "I've interrupted you. Please continue. What did he say to you?"
McMillan: "He had brought a bottle of sherry... a rare and expensive brand, he said... and poured us both a drink from it. I watched him drink first before I drank, and then I had some. It was really good, and I drank more than I should have. As we drank, he told me that Boone was going to be in Westphalia, and that he was engaged to be married."
McMillan: "This preacher also said that his own wife had died, and he understood the pain I felt. From then on, he had me getting further and further riled up until, by the end of the night, I was agreeing to kill Boone's fiancée as revenge for Heather. The preacher got the information on how to get around the cameras, and told me all I needed to do was bring him the woman's engagement ring."
"And I did it." McMillan said. "The woman came to the hotel room I'd been told to bring her to. I shot a tranquilizer dart into her neck, then got her into the trunk of my rental car, drove her to Pottsville, to a hotel room there. I woke her up enough so that when I began punching her she could feel it, and then I slowly strangled her to death. I swear I could hear Heather calling me out to do it, to keep hitting her, to choke the life out of her..."
After a moment of silence, McMillan recovered, then said "I thought that would be revenge enough, and I never saw that preacher again. And then a few weeks ago, I learned that there was a Poker tournament weekend here, at the same time the Molecular Biology Conference was going on, that I was scheduled to attend... and that Boone was going to be here, as well, with another fiancée. All the memories came flooding back, and all the pain. And I resolved to kill his fiancée again, and make him feel the pain that he'd made me feel for all those years."
McMillan: "I came into your Town a week before the events, scouting things out. I hadn't been here in years, and the memories just kept hitting me over and over. And then I was contacted. It was a woman, and she said she represented a man who'd taken over that preacher's work, who was working for another man that had been cruelly wronged by Boone the same way I had been. She said the new man would help me kill Boone's fiancee and would also pay me a lot of money for the engagement ring as well as some of my company's research data."
McMillan: "I knew Dr. Chapman wanted to sell our company, so I thought I'd make this windfall profit and retire to someplace quiet. So I did it. Boone didn't even recognize me when I went to scout out the hotel again, and he even put me up in that same room where he raped my wife. I didn't stay there long, and I came back later that night. After the woman was left alone, I went right into her room with the spare key I had and began strangling her."
McMillan: "But then I heard people talking in the hallway, and I realized Boone was about to come in. I grabbed a bottle of whiskey on the table and ran into the bathroom. Boone came in, and when he walked past the bathroom door and into the bed area, I came out of the bathroom and hit him on the back of the head as hard as I could with the bottle. The bottle actually shattered, and I could feel his head cave in under my blow. He dropped like a stone. Then I went and snapped the woman's neck and got on out of there. I went back to my room at University Hotel, showered down, and slept like a baby the rest of the night."
For a couple of long moments, it was silent in the room. Then, having heard McMillan confess, Hunter Harris played what he thought was his trump card, saying "My client is willing to offer information about the people he helped, and that helped him. In exchange, he gets twenty year sentences with no parole at the end, served concurrently... and with opportunities while incarcerated to continue doing the research he's been doing to help the people of the planet, and end starvation worldwide."
I looked at Jerome and said "He thinks we are stoo-pid."
"Obviously, sir." said Jerome, playing along, though he had no clue why I was saying that.
"It's a fair offer." said Hunter Harris.
"If it were totally the truth, maybe." I said. "But it wasn't. Perhaps, Mr. McMillan, you were approached by the Consultant of Crime years ago. But I suspect you found a way to contact him. You'd been wanting to kill Boone for years, and finally got your chance. But you needed help, and it was you who took the initiative. The Consultant was a brilliantly smart man and figured out how to turn it around on you and make a lot of money for himself, probably before you'd even finished making your proposal."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But no matter what... killing Tiffany and Tex was on you. It was your initiative. You were not going to make a lot of money from selling those research papers to this New Consultant you found. They were your payment in exchange for helping you kill Boone and his fiancée. And yes, you had decided to kill him, but preferably after you murdered his fiancée in front of him. And then you'd try to haggle some money for the material, but that was going to be a dangerous game to play."
McMillan said "I'm offering you the names of my co-conspirators, those who helped me. All I want in return is the chance to continue my research, even if it is in prison."
I just stared at McMillan. "You killed three people!" I said. "And now you sit there and insult my intelligence by saying you were led into it, when it's obvious this was all you, it was your hatred driving your actions?"
I turned and looked up at the camera above the one-way glass, which was effectively looking into the eyes of everyone in the Monitor Room and Classroom 'E'...
Part 16 - Rye Faces Redux
"I say we give him the deal, or most of it." ADA Savannah Fineman said. "We get the rest of the story in exchange for 25-to-life with possibility of parole, served concurrently."
"For three murders, with aggravating circumstances?" ADA Paulina Patterson fired back. "You gotta be kidding!"
They were in the extra office between the Main Conference Room and the Police Chief's suite that was in the back left corner of the building. Savannah and Paulina had begun arguing in the Monitor Room, in front of the Chief, Deputy Chief (Tanya), Operations Commander (Teresa), and other Officers, and D.A. Miriam Walters had all but physically pushed them down the hallway to that office.
"You heard his story." Savannah said. "He puts that in front of a Jury, and he may get a hung jury if not acquitted. He can even go for an insanity defense."
"No way on that." Miriam interjected. "But she has a point, Paulina. They'll make a sympathetic case out of it. Boone was a cad, and that'll be part of it all."



"Then let me prosecute the case." Paulina said levelly, looking daggers at Savannah. "I'll get the bastard convicted. Without having to make a deal at all."
Savannah said "Why have to go to trial at all? Offer him 25-to-life concurrently, put him in a prison that has a lab and some farm fields where he can do his research, and actually help people. He still wants to help, so what's wrong with giving him the chance to?"
"Why don't we ask Tiffany Westgate and Charlene Conway what's wrong with it." Paulina shot back.
Savannah turned to Miriam and said "And we'll get the names of McMillan's confederates, the people who helped him."
"Which people are those?" Paulina said. "How will you know if he's telling the truth? He could give anyone's name, and how are we supposed to prove it and convict them?"
Miriam said "I believe the Iron Crowbar already has a few ideas of who those confederates are. I hate like hell having to depend on him, but he'll confirm the names and make the case for us." She then saw the look on Paulina's face, and said "What, you don't think he will? You think he'll let conspirators to murder go free?"
"No, that's not what I'm thinking." said Paulina...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Jerome and I came out of Interrogation-1. Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels met us in the hallway.
"We took Mary Carson through booking, and she's in I-2." Claire said. "Mike Malone is in Interrogation-Alpha on the other side of Headquarters, Peter Paulson is in Interrogation-Bravo, and James Jensen is in Interrogation-Charlie, where you asked me to put them. Having run out of room, we put George Grayson in the Pastor's Room, Steve Stewart in the breakroom, and Gabriel Schwartzmann in the Press Interview Room."
"Good." I said. "Let's take him first." I led the way into the front lobby and to the Press Briefing Room. The Interview Room was a small room next to the large briefing room, and it had Police cameras as well as hookups for Media cameras. I went in with Jerome Davis.
"Grandmaster Schwartzmann," I said, "I know that your wife and 3-year-old son came on this trip with you, and that you were with them instead of the Boone group on Sunday night. I just want to ask if you heard anything at all between 10:00pm and 11:00pm Sunday night. Did you hear Mike Malone go into his room, or anyone talking outside?"
"No sir." said Schwartzmann. "We had the TV on, and were settling in for the night. My son Peter was watching TV, and when he fell asleep, we turned it down but not off, and went to sleep ourselves."
"Okay, then." I said. "You're free to go, and by that I mean you can go home. But if you're going to be here tomorrow, there is one thing I'd like to ask you to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Steve Stewart confirmed that he'd been 'on duty' watching over Mr. Boone that evening, as was George Grayson. After Mr. Boone and Mike got off the elevator at the fourth floor, they went up to their rooms on the eighth floor. Jensen had gotten them some takeout for dinner, and they ate that and then went to their respective room to bed. Steve said he did not see Peter Paulson nor Mary Carson, and they might've been in Peter's room the whole time, or might have come in later.
George Grayson's story was the same as Steve Stewart's. He said they went up to their room, ate dinner, and then he, George, went straight to bed, as it had been a very long day traveling and having security duty that evening.
James Jensen said "I went out and got everyone some food right around 9:00pm. There's not a whole lot of places open on Sunday night in this County, but I was back before 9:30 or so, and I ate and went straight to bed before any of the others came in. It had been a long trip getting in."
"So you didn't hear the others come in, or hear them talking?" I asked.
"I heard some talking and people moving around right after 10:00pm, but I fell right back asleep." Jensen said.
After finishing with Jensen, I told Claire that he, Steve, and George could be released to wait in the waiting room off the front lobby, or in the Press Briefing Room.
"So they're no longer suspects?" Claire asked.
"Unless someone commits the biggest blunder of all time and admits to something we don't know about, I think we can eliminate them as suspects... and eliminate them as useful to our cases..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Let's take Mike Malone next." I said to Jerome. He followed me into I-A, where Malone was waiting for us. We sat down, and I re-read Malone his rights from the card.
"Okay, Mr. Malone," I said sternly, "it's time to stop playing games. You were in the room next to Mr. Boone. You watched him go into his room, then went into yours. His murder and the murder of his fiancée happened within one minute of that time. Your wristwatch was set wrong... for several days. That was very convenient for you."
I said "I am not buying the story that you didn't hear anything. I am not buying the story that you don't know something. It's time now to come correct and tell the truth, so that we can put the murderers of Mr. Boone and Ms. Westgate where they belong."
"I want a lawyer." Mike said. I nodded and pointed at the one-way mirror behind me. Two minutes later, Mr. Coleman was being ushered into the room from the lobby-side door.
"Okay, you're represented." I said, to Mike Malone. "So let me ask you one last time... you say you heard nothing in the room next door to yours? No altercation, no blows, no breaking glass?"
"My client has been through this with you already." said Coleman. "At this point, you're just badgering the man."
"Am I?" I replied. "Okay, then. Why don't I tell you what your client did and didn't do, and he can correct me where I go astray, okay?"
I began: "You went into your room after Mr. Boone went into his. I submit that you did hear something, something like a loud noise like a door slamming, and you may have heard glass shattering. It was a strange noise... one rarely hears someone's head being smashed in by a bottle of Rye whiskey."
I continued: "At this point, you were listening intently. You heard the door next door close... that was the killer leaving. Still, you did not check on Mr. Boone and Tiffany, but you did open the door. And you saw and heard something that made you close the door and not open it again until the next morning... you saw and heard the door to Mary Carson's room across the hall closing shut."
I went on: "You instinctively knew something was horribly wrong, and that if you did anything, including checking on the Boones, Mary Carson very likely would bear the consequences. You're in love with Mary Carson, and you have been for a long, long time. So you did nothing."
After a long pause, Mike Malone said "I've broken no laws. I've done nothing wrong. Still, as you have just accused me of complicity in a capital crime, I think it might be best if I invoke my Fifth Amendment rights now."
"That's your right." I said. "And I'm not going to ask you any more questions. But I can and will say this: you are covering up for her, thinking you're doing something noble. But your feelings for her are not reciprocated. She does not love you, and she never will. And I assure you sir, that covering up for her is not noble, it will not help her, and it will not help you."
"Let me have a moment with him." Mr. Coleman said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wasting no time, I led Jerome Davis into Interrogation-B. We sat down in front of Peter Paulson, and I read him his rights from the card.
"I want an attorney." Paulson said immediately. "I will answer no questions without an attorney present."
"Good You need one." I said. "And thank you for not wasting my time, so I'll not waste yours. Lieutenant, have Paulson taken through full booking, the whole nine yards. Orange jump suit, no belt, no shoelaces. He can call his lawyer after that."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Not three minutes later, Mr. Coleman called us back into I-A. When we got there, he said "With what are you charging my client?"
I sat down and then said "Right now we're holding him as a material witness. Possible charges, should we choose to press them, will include Lying to Police, Obstructing a Police Investigation, and could lead up to conspiracy to commit first degree murder."
"In other words," said Coleman, "a big word salad that doesn't amount to a hill of beans. You don't have a shred of proof regarding the conspiracy charge, and the rest of it is speculation on your part, and speculation is not evidence."
"So what are you trying to say with your own word salad, there?" I asked.
"My client has done nothing wrong." said Coleman. "This is not an admission of guilt by any means, but I want you to give him full immunity from prosecution for anything, in exchange for him renouncing his Fifth Amendment rights and answering your questions truthfully and fully."
"I'll get back to you on that." I said as I stood back up. My injured back was starting to ache from all the sitting and standing.
"Just one more thing before you go." said Coleman. "My firm handles business law, not criminal law. I can work the Immunity for Mr. Malone, but I have called in a criminal attorney for the others..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, now for the big one." I said. We went down the hallways to the backside of the building, back to Interrogations 1 and 2. We got to the anteroom of I-2 and I looked inside through the one-way glass. At the table was Mary Carson, and with her was her new attorney... Gwen Munson of Prodder, Ryder & Reems, P.C.
Gwen Munson was short, even in the high heels she always wore, and her blond-ish hair seemed to be brighter than normal today. She had the sweetest voice one could ever hope to hear, but it belied the vicious ugliness of her attitude, and particularly her hatred of Police.
"Oh, how I wish Julia wasn't recused." I said. "So you'll be the one coming in with me, Captain Michaels. Follow my lead, and don't rise to the bait Gwen assuredly will present you."
"Roger that, sir." Claire said. "I'm ready." We went on into I-2.
"Well, well, well, if it isn't the Iron Fuckup." Gwen sweetly greeted me. "So... what's this case you're about to lose all about?"
"Glad you could join us this evening." I replied cooly. "Captain?" That was Claire's cue to read Mary Carson her rights from the card, and she did so. And then the room became silent for a long moment as I peered hard at Mary Carson, who acted like a dog that knows it's being watched.
"Do you have a question for my client?" Gwen asked. "Or are you just going to stare at her all night?"
"I do have one question." I said. "Tiffany Westgate cared about you, a lot, Mary. So why did you conspire with Marty McMillan to kill her?"
"One of your infamous bluffs, Commander?" Gwen Munson said with great snarkiness.
"Not at all." I said. "Yes, there's a Poker tournament going on in Town, but I'm not playing in it... and this is no poker game, Ms. Carson. I hold all the trump cards; by way of contrast, your hand is completely empty of all but this Joker that is representing you now." That earned me a withering look from Gwen Munson.
"Why would she kill Tiffany?" Gwen asked. "She didn't know about the wills, that they'd been signed."
"Oh, there's far more motive than the inheritance... even if I spot you that she didn't know, which I don't think is true. I think she did know. But the other motive was revenge for being forced into sexual acts not only with Boone, but with Tiffany as well. They were paying her really good money above and beyond what the Staffing Agency was paying her, and they were holding that over her head."
I continued: "Tiffany didn't realize that you were engaging in the lesbian acts with her to string her along, and so you wouldn't get fired, did she, Ms. Carson? And then she pushed you into threesomes with Boone, who then began insisting you give him oral sex... if not actual intercourse... and you endured it to a point, and then complained to Tiffany, who made him back off."
I said: "Now for means. You, Mary, handled things like Mr. Boone's plane and hotel reservations, including this past week's reservations to this Hotel. It makes sense he wanted Room 404 again, and for you to have rooms near him reserved as well as the suite upstairs for the security team."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And then it struck me... that in spite of the Poker tournament and the Whiskey Convention here, and the hotel all booked up,you were able to put McMillan in the honeymoon suite, Room 814! And that's because you had already reserved it!"
"So what?" Gwen Munson said. "She booked the suite next door, too. Just part of a block, and the Boones could've changed their minds and wanted the nicer room."
"Nice try." I said. "It won't do. I'll also submit that when McMillan showed up and said he'd been in that room 20 years before, Boone had Mary arrange for McMillan to be lodged in that room again. Now after what happened there 20 years ago, I can hardly believe McMillan would even come to this Town, much less to this Hotel, much less that room. But he did... because it was part of the plan you had made with McMillan."
"Pul-eeze!" said Gwen.
I did not bother to respond, but just continued: "You discussed the plan with McMillan when you got him settled into the room. You knew he wasn't staying, and you knew he needed to establish an alibi, which he was going to do at University Hotel. But he needed to get into Boone's room, and get up to the fourth floor... and he did so by going up the fire escape stairs, and you opening the stairwell door to let him in."
I went on: "McMillan then hid in your room, 405, and waited. Since you had obtained all the room keys, you had an extra key to Room 404, and you gave it to McMillan. So after you left Tiffany, he let himself in with the key and attacked Tiffany."
I kept on going: "The plan was to incapacitate Tiffany, kill Boone first, then kill Tiffany afterwards. McMillan's rage almost wrecked the plan; he almost killed her before Boone got to his room. Alas, it worked out for you: McMillan dropped Tiffany, grabbed the bottle of Rye whiskey, smashed it into Boone's head with great hatred, then went over and broke Tiffany's neck."
I said: "McMillan hustled back to your room through the cracked door, and just in the nick of time. Mike Malone opened his door in time to see your room door close. And after he gets the Immunity deal he wants, he'll be telling us who he saw in the doorway."
I knew that was a bluff, but I didn't feel any obligation to tell Mary nor Gwen that. Instead I said "So that worked out. Once McMillan saw that the coast was clear, and no one came up to investigate, he went to the fire escape stairwell and descended, and made his way back to University Hotel... where he was let back into the hotel and his room there by a confederate."
"Well, it couldn't have been my client." Gwen said. "She was seen on the elevator video just minutes before the time you allege the murders happened."
"No, it wasn't Mary at University Hotel." I said. "It was someone whose whereabouts we cannot show at the Hyatt very clearly... Peter Paulson."
I could almost feel the reactions in the Monitor Room and Classroom 'E'. I also saw the look of shock on Mary's face... not the shock of being accused, but of knowing that I was correct.
I drove on: "You said you were in his room having sex with him, but no one else can confirm seeing him between 10:00pm and 11:00pm or so. And that's because he was across Town. He let McMillan back into University Hotel, and then he hauled Uber to get back here."
"Now that fire escape stairwell door to the outside can be unlocked and accessed with an employee passkey, but going up the stairs is normally useless, because the doors can't be opened... from the stairwell side. But someone in the hallway could open the door... and that's exactly what you did, Mary. You let Peter in, you went to his room with him, and you stayed there the rest of the night. The other security guys saw you coming out of Peter's room the next morning, which they'd seen before, and they assumed you and he had been in there all night."
"You will never prove any of that." said Gwen.
"Vee shall see." I said in my 'German' tone of voice. Then I said normally as I stood up: "I've got one deal to give out. Mike Malone wants it, Peter needs it and he knows it, and Marty McMillan could even get some considerations of his impending sentence if he throws you under the bus, which he can do. Think about your future, Ms. Carson... think about your future..."
And with that, Captain Michaels and I left the room...
Part 17 - Issues and Answers
Second verse, same as the first. When we got into the hallway, Detectives and Officers poured out of the Monitor Room and Classroom 'E' and subjected me to another round of applause. Then the Chief came up and 'invited' me to the Main Conference Room, an invitation I could not refuse. Waiting for us was Miriam Walters, Savannah Fineman, and Paulina Patterson. I felt some hope when I saw Paulina there.
Teresa Croyle was also present, and sat to my left on the far side of the table as the Chief sat at the end of the table to my right, his usual place. Paulina was to his right, Miriam to her right, and Savannah to Miriam's right... as much distance from me as she could feasibly get. Captain Michaels also had realized she could come in and wouldn't be stopped, and she did so, sitting down to Teresa's left.
"I congratulate you, Commander, on those brilliant solutions to the case." Miriam said, and I sensed that she actually did mean it. "Now we just have to prove it. So who do you want to give the deal?"
"Oh, give a deal to anyone who wants one." I said almost jovially. "Mike Malone is right: he technically has broken no laws where we could make a provable case. So I'll happily give him Immunity in order to nail McMillan ice-cold and put real heat on Mary Carson. I think he knows more of her involvement that he's let on, and could tell us a lot."
I continued: "McMillan has confessed, but if he's offered concurrent 25-to-life sentences and takes that, I won't mind. He's going away for good and we all know it. Of course he'll never get to do real research while at Jacksonville State Penitentiary, but they do have a vegetable farm down there he can work very hard on."
Me: "Mary Carson and Peter Paulson are guilty as sin, but proving their guilt is going to be tricky, especially Peter's. I was hoping to find some University Hotel video with him on it, but it's been 'no joy' on that so far. There's money in this case, and some of it was spent to make sure we haven't gotten the video evidence we'd like to have."
And then Savannah Fineman opened her mouth: "I don't know if we really have anything more than McMillan's confession. He's going to be working a huge sympathy play before whatever Jury he's tried in front of, and we may have to book Murder-2 or even lesser to make sure we get a conviction on something."
Savannah: "And I see absolutely no proven case against Mary Carson -OR- Peter Paulson. If Mary was smart enough to figure this whole thing out, then she's smart enough to realize that it's circumstantial, weak, and all she has to do is keep her mouth shut. Even more so for Peter. He immediately lawyered up, and all he has to do is take the Fifth and you have nothing on him. Nothing at all... unless you're hiding something."
That got Teresa showing some anger. I said quietly to her "Don't let her get to you; her words are worthless." Teresa nodded, and now it was Savannah and Miriam's turns to look angry.



"My question izzzzz...." drawled the Chief, "who is the primary killer here? Is this all Mizzz Carson's doing, and she rounded up and ensnarrred these men to do her bidding? Or is it McMillan's unrequited thirst for revenge even after 20 yearzzz that was the motivating force behind our current killings? 
"McMillan." I replied. "But both he and Mary sought and received help. Consultant-ish help. And this New Consultant hedged his or her bets by putting them together to reach their common goal. Something fucks up, and they blame each other, and not the New Consultant."
"So there is a New Consultant?" Teresa asked. "A replacement... or successor...to Westboro?"
"So I read the riddle." I said. "Westboro's name has come up time and again in this case. Now someone has come in to fill the void. And a hundred-million-dollar-plus settlement would have been a case that Westboro would've salivated over."
No one else really noticed the look on Teresa's face at that realization, nor why...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into I-1, followed by... ADA Paulina Patterson. That was both good and bad news. Savannah had wanted to give Marty McMillan the concurrent 20 year deal, which I bitterly opposed; after all, we already had McMillan's confession with no strings attached. Miriam Walters knew she could not politically afford to botch the McMillan case, so she relented and let Paulina go in with me.
The bad news was that Miriam was going to insist we accept Savannah as the ADA for any dealings with Mary Carson and Peter Paulson. And my hopes for getting convictions took a steep dive.
Once inside I-1, we sat down opposite Marty McMcMillan, who was still handcuffed to the ring on the table. "This is ADA Paulina Patterson." I said, then played 'bad cop' by saying "As much as I do not want to give you a deal of any kind, the D.A.'s Office is willing to make you an offer. Ms. Patterson?"
"Our offer is 25-to-life with possibility of parole for the two murders here in the Town & County, served concurrently at Jacksonville State Maximum Security Penitentiary." Paulina said. "In exchange, you'll formally sign a written copy of the confession you've already given, and you'll tell us who worked with you, including testifying against them in Court."
Hunter Harris of the Rosemont & Burisma firm of public defenders said "That wasn't our offer. It was 20 years concurrently for all three, and no parole at the end."
"Yes, that was your offer." said Paulina. "My offer is the one that counts, and is the only one on the table."
I added: "And it really is 'take it or leave it'. It's the best you're going to get."
McMillan said "If it's 25-to-life with possibility of parole, I want to be taken to a facility where I can continue my agricultural research work. And I'll sign the confession, but I won't help you with any names. I won't throw anyone else under the bus unless I get the 20 with no parole following it."
Paulina said "Ears are to hear with. My offer is 25-to-life, possibility of parole, for the two murders here, served at Jax State with no promises that you'll be permitted to do research. That'll be up to the Prison and earned through good behavior, and all that stuff."
I added: "The only alternative you have is to go to full trial, which will be a death penalty case due to the aggravating circumstances. And if you're on death row, you'll never see further than the walls of your cell as you await execution."
McMillan: "Very well. I'll take it. But I won't snitch. I'll give you no other names."
Paulina and I looked at each other and I nodded. She had McMillan sign the agreement and she signed it, and McMillan read and signed the printed confession that he had murdered two human beings.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nooooooo!" wailed Savannah Fineman in the Monitor Room. "Don't let her do it, Miriam! Make him give up the other names, or no deal at all!"
Miriam Walters said "I agreed to let Paulina and Don make the decision, and they did. You're just going to have to get Mary Carson and Peter Paulson to confess, or get convictions in their trials... and find a way to get the Iron Crowbar to back up his speculation with hard evidence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Peter Paulson was taken into Interrogation-1 after full booking, after Marty McMillan was taken out of Interrogation-1 and put in a holding cell. He would be transported to County Jail the next morning, and into the prison system after that. I told McMillan he had until he left Headquarters to change his mind and cooperate further. I also knew he would not cooperate further.
Mike Malone was still in I-A on the other side of Headquarters. Savannah Fineman wanted to talk to him next. To her and Miriam's shock, I told Captain Michaels she could go with Fineman or have a female Detective go in to talk to Mary, and a male or female to talk to Paulson, but I wasn't going to. I sat down next to the Chief in the Main Conference Room to emphasize the point.
"You're not going in there?" Miriam all but shouted at me. "You're not going to finish this off?"
"Why no." I replied. "Not if you're sending her in there."
Miriam told Savannah to go and do as they'd planned. Savannah left and Miriam sat down on the Chief's other side, across the table from me.
"So you're going to let one conspirator to commit murder go free?" Miriam said cattily.
"No." I said. "You are."
As we watched on the monitor as Savannah and Lieutenant Davis went into I-A to talk to Mike Malone. Mr. Coleman had stayed to represent him.
Savannah said "I am prepared to give you full immunity from any crime you committed or may have committed in the Boone/Westgate murder case. In exchange, I want your full, complete, and truthful story, including anything you saw in the timeframe around the time Mr. Boone and Ms. Westgate died."
Mike Malone delivered a shocker: "Upon the advice of counsel, pursuant to the Fifth Amendment of the Constitution, I will answer no further questions about that case nor my role in it nor anything having to do with Theodore Boone and my employment with him."
"What?!" Savannah gasped.
Coleman said "My client has done nothing wrong. He has committed no crime. He does not need an immunity agreement, and he has just invoked so that he will not be subjected to further badgering by you. Now either charge my client with a crime, or I'm taking him out of here right now... and with his ankle monitor remoooooved."
Jerome Davis gave it the ol' college try: "You've invoked, so I'll honor that and not ask you any questions. But I am going to ask you to reconsider not telling us what you may know. Like Commander Troy said, if you think you're protecting Mary Carson, you aren't. If you think you're doing something noble for the woman you love... a woman who is sleeping with another man and was sleeping with Tex Boone and Tiffany Westgate, and who didn't give a damn about you... you need to think again, sir. Think about doing the right thing."
With that, he got up to go. "You coming, Counselor?" he said to Savannah, who was staring daggers at Mike. She finally got up and walked through the anteroom door Jerome was holding open for her.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's just not going to give her up." Claire Michaels said in the Main Conference Room.
"Did he really have anything on her?" Miriam Walters asked.
"How could he not?" I asked. "He was the head of Boone's security team. He had to know about the threesomes, and about his security guys banging Tiffany behind Boone's back. But he was making money, he was in love with Mary, who may have taken advantage of that, and we can't prove he knows anything."
"That's why you're doing this." Miriam said accusingly, her beady black eyes boring into me. "You don't have the evidence on them, and they're not responding to bluffs. So you're holding back and letting Savannah take the fall for it? Is that what it is? You're setting her up because your ego can't stand losing?"
I just turned and stared back into Miriam's eyes. "It won't work, Miriam. It's not even a good try." I said levelly. "Remember, I'm married to a psychiatrist, and one of the best in the world. Your feeble attempt at psychology here is pure feces."
"Heh heh heh heh." laughed the Chief. Miriam smoldered with fury.
"Claire," I said to Cpt. Michaels, "there's something in my office that I want you to go get. It's a long shot, but it just may work..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At that moment, Savannah Fineman practically broke the door down as she came in. followed by Jerome Davis. "For God's sake!" she exclaimed. "He not only rejected a full immunity deal, he went the other way!" Then she looked right at me and said "So what do we charge him with? Obstruction?"
It was Claire Michaels who spoke up: "What can you charge him with? And make it stick?"
Savannah looked at Claire with bitter hatred in her eyes. Then she said "So who do we work on next? Mary Carson? Or Peter Paulson?"
"What's the answer, Commander Troy?" Miriam said.
"I've given you the answer...to all of it." I replied cooly. "But let me ask you this, Ms. Walters... which of these two would you rather see in prison?"
Miriam peered at me with her beady black eyes. "I'd rather see both, if they're guilty, of course."
"And if you can't have both?" I said. "If you can only get one, because you have to give the other immunity?"
"And they just spit in our faces, like Mike Malone just did?" Savannah growled.
"Bless her heart, she just doesn't understand." I said to Miriam. "But you... you do understand, Miriam. So I ask you... are you ready to heed the words of the character John Galt in Ayn Rand's book Atlas Shrugged?"
"Who is John Galt?" Savannah asked, not realizing she was quoting the famous line from that same book... she really didn't know.
"I'm talking the line he said." I said, my gray eyes holding Miriam's black peepers.
"What line is that?" Miriam asked.
"Get the hell out of my way!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
ADA Savannah Fineman went into Interrogation-1, followed by Lt. Jerome Davis. Waiting at the table was Peter Paulson. His attorney was Mr. Fowler, who had been Cassie Sanderson's attorney (Author's note: 'The Hot Wife Photos'.), and had worked with Mr. Coleman's law firm on some occasions since.
"I'm ADA Savannah Fineman, and you know Lieutenant Davis." Savannah said. "Let's talk about this. You're in a world of hurt------"
"My client does not think you can convict him of anything." said Fowler. "In fact... go ahead, Peter. You have to say the words."
Peter Paulson had a smirk on his face as he said clearly: "On the advice of counsel, pursuant to the Fifth Amendment of the Constitution, I will answer no questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Five minutes later, Captain Claire Michaels went into Interrogation-1, followed by... ADA Paulina Patterson.
"I'm Captain Claire Michaels and this is ADA Paulina Patterson." Claire said as the sat down. "I know your client has invoked, and I am still going to re-read him his rights." She did so
Mr. Fowler acknowledged his client knew the rights, then said "My client has invoked, so what is the point of this?"
"He can listen to the offer of a deal." said Paulina. "Conspiracy to commit murder is a heavy charge. Your client could get as much as life in prison. Or... if you cooperate with us, you'll get no jail time, six years on parole, probably a fine."
"My client does not believe you can convict him of anything at all." said Fowler. "So why should he make any deals?"
"First of all," said Claire Michaels, "we noticed just how fast you lawyered up when Commander Troy came into the room to talk to you. And I understand why... that man is devastating. Whoever is advising you has warned you not to play around when he's around, and for you to hide from his proverbial crowbar behind hoops of legal steel."
"So why isn't Commander Troy here now?" Fowler asked.
"Because he is relentless." Claire said. "The Biology Banquet is going on now. We plucked Marty McMillan out of it, brought him here, and he has confessed to two counts of murder in the first degree. And now they're being asked if a man that looks like this was seen at the University Hotel last Sunday." She showed the photo that was on her Police iPhone... of Peter Paulson himself.
"It's only a matter of time until Commander Troy finds someone who saw you, or finds a piece of video evidence you will not be able to explain away." Claire said.
"We look forward to seeing it... at my client's trial." said Fowler.
"Hmmph. If he makes it that far." said Claire.
"Whaa?!" Fowler said. Paulson looked surprised. Fowler said "Are you threatening my client?"
"Oh, not me. I'm not." said Claire. "But Peter... have you ever heard of the 'Black Widow'?"
"Just explain that." said Fowler.
"Gladly." said Claire. She brought out two gold TCPD Badges in a frame. "The badge on the left belonged to Corporal Peter M. Feeley. He was murdered by a woman named Angela Harlan, a serial killer that was dubbed 'the Black Widow'. The anniversary of his death was just a few days ago, and Commander Troy is not in a good mood right now. And he has kept that badge as a reminder of Corporal Feeley's death."
In the Monitor Room, tears were flowing down Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone's face as she listened to the story of her fiancé's death. The other framed badge was hers, which I kept after she'd been shot and paralyzed. I was feeling pretty emotional, as well... and it was I who had instructed Claire to take Pete and Tanya's framed badges to enhance her story.
Claire Michaels: "In this case, we have another 'black widow'... Mary Carson. She mates and she kills. She enticed both Tiffany Westgate and Tex Boone with sex, ensnared them in her web, and then conspired with Marty McMillan to murder them. But Marty needed help. He needed an alibi... and Mary got you to provide him one."
Claire: "You were tempted by your 'black widow's' charms, and a hundred million dollar inheritance is a big prize to go for. She either promised you part of it, or said she'd marry you. Yes, we know the story of how Mick Jagger said his relationship with Jerry Hall lasted so long because she gave him a blowjob every morning. And you've woken up to Mary giving you a blowjob every morning, and giving you sex almost every day."
Claire: "But Peter, do you really think you're going to see any part of that inheritance? You think Mary is going to marry you? Share that fortune with you? Yeah, right."
Claire: "Right now, Peter, you and Marty are the only guys that can put her in prison. Marty's thinking about his future right now. And he better realize that he knows too much, that he'll come over all dead in prison before long. And you? You know too much, Peter. And one morning, instead of a blowjob, you're going to wake up with your throat slit, or poisoned by a bottle of Rye whiskey. Either way, you come over all dead, Mary walks away with the money, finds her next stud, goes on to her next... project."
Claire: "You're a good guy, with a clean record. You were tempted, and you stumbled. We get that; hence, the ADA's really good offer. So no, I'm not the threat, Peter. And the threat to you is not of arrest. Our deal includes a bonus... you get to live."
Peter Paulson said nothing, but his eyes were on the framed Police shields in front of him. As Claire and Paulina got up to go, he looked up, then cried out "Wait!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm, Wednesday, February 10th. Paulina Patterson walked into Interrogation-2, followed by Your Iron Crowbar. I was taking this one myself. And bringing Paulina with me was my way of 'spiking the football' in Savannah's face... and Miriam's.
"Hello again, Ms. Carson." I said. "I'll read you your rights from the card." I did so.
"So, Commander," Gwen Munson said in her sweetest voice, "here to try to browbeat a confession out of my client that will never be forthcoming?"
"Nooooo." I said. "I'm just here to say my four favorite words. What are those words, ADA Patterson?"
"You are under arrest." Paulina said without missing a beat.
"Yes, she is that." I said. "So what are my next four favorite words?"
"Let's watch some TV." Paulina correctly replied.
"Yes indeed!" I said with great joviality. "Yes, let's watch some TV." The monitor came on. Playing on it was the video of Peter Paulson's full confession in exchange for a most generous plea deal. He was naming names, and Mary Carson's name was the one being mentioned the most. The look of shock on her face was priceless. The look on Gwen Munson's face was even more priceless. It connoted utter defeat, and hatred.
"As you can see, Ms. Munson," I said, "there's not much more for me to say at all. The dominos are falling. ADA Patterson, what will you offer Ms. Carson if she spares us the time and expense of her fair trial?"
Paulina said "Twenty years for each of the two counts of conspiracy to commit first degree murder, to be served consecutively but with possibility of parole. You also have to give up the Boone inheritance, should the Court award it to Tiffany and then you, but you will be allowed input as to what charity you want it to go to."
"Make it a guarantee that it'll go to the Tiffany Barclay Foundation for Battered and Sexually Abused Women at Eastern State University." Mary said. "Guarantee it, and I'll take the deal..." (Author's note: 'Midnight City' for the Tiffany Barclay story.)
Part 18 - Cleanup on Aisle 'Rye'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, February 11th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarter in the distant background. "Several arrests have been made in the double murder of a Poker player and his fiancée!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Police arrested Marty McMillan, Assistant Director of Research at SynGen Biosciences in Villa Nueva, for the murders of Theodore 'Tex' Boone, age 72, and Boone's fiancée Tiffany Westgate, age 38. Also arrested and charged with conspiracy to commit murder was Mary Carson, who was Mr. Boone's personal assistant and was named as Tiffany Westgate's heir."
Bettina: "Both Mr. McMillan and Ms. Carson confessed to their crimes and signed plea deals. District Attorney Miriam Walters issued a statement to the Press praising her ADAs Savannah Fineman and Paulina Patterson for their work in arranging the guilty pleas, saving the Town & County the expense and time of trials in Court. Police Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement praising his Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels for working out the plea deals with the accused criminals. As usual, Police Commander Donald Troy did not respond to repeated requests by KXTC for comment, not even to praise his Detectives for their work in solving the crimes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"God damn Bettina." growled Police Chief Sean Moynahan as he, Sheriff Griswold, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Pottsville Lieutenant Shane O'Brady, and Your Iron Crowbar watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"My statement praised both you, Commander Troy, and Captain Michaels." continued Chief Moynahan. "Bettina omitted a portion of my statement. Mizzz Muscone, have a word with Captain Thompson to read Bettina the Riot Act." Captain Damien Thompson was the TCPD Public Relations Officer.
"I don't mind Claire getting the credit, sir." I said. "She did a great job getting Peter Paulson to turn on Mary Carson."



"But you're the one that figured that out." said Tanya. "You're the one who called Mary Carson a 'black widow', and had her take Pete's shield in there." I nodded sadly.
Teresa said "What pisses me off is that not only did Bettina edit the Chief's statement, but she made her usual spiel about you not giving comment sound like you're refusing to give praise to the Team... when that's all you been doing, praising them."
"And that's something to show the Team," I said, "to show them the dishonesty and corruption of the American Mainstream Media."
Have I mentioned that I despise the American Mainstream Media?
Teresa wasn't done: "And what about Miriam Walters giving Savannah Fineman praise like that, when Savannah didn't do damn thing but almost fuck up the whole thing?"
"Fortunatelyyyyy," drawled the Chief, "Miriam relented and let Claire, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr, and Paulina finish it off. She was fully plan-ninnnng to blame Mister Crowbarrr for not helping Savannah succeed."
"It's not my job to be Savannah's life preserver." I said.
"We'll dis-cussss that lay-terrrrrr." drawled the Chief sternly. Hoo boy, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Thursday, February 11th. Teresa, Shane O'Brady, and I were in the Courtroom of Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts, watching the proceedings as the plea deals were shepherded through the legal process. Miriam Walters herself was handling the Prosecution's duties, while Gwen Munson handled Mary's hearing.
Judge Watts agreed that the inheritance could go to the Tiffany Barclay Foundation, provided that the Inquest results survived legal challenges... and there already were some. But that would be litigation for a future time.
As we were leaving to walk across Courthouse Square to Police Headquarters, Shane O'Brady said "I talked to the Pottsville D.A.'s Office about prosecuting Marty McMillan for Charlene Conway's murder. They're going to look at it again, but they tend to be more like your Savannah Fineman than your Paulina Patterson, so they might just let it go for now."
"That might not be a bad idea." I said. "If for any reason McMillan's plea deal is overturned, we might need to go after him for Charlene's death."
"So tell me, Don," said O'Brady, "I admit I was thrown by McMillan's seemingly good alibi. How did you see through that, and him?"
I said "From the moment we heard of Boone and Tiffany's deaths, I had him in mind. He'd just shown up in the room while we were talking to the Boone entourage. Teresa here was all over him from the minute he walked in, asking who he was." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
I continued: "I also lived, ate, slept, and breathed 'Consultant of Crime' for years until we took Westboro down. So when I heard about the Charlene Conway murder, the idea that Westboro was involved was like a neon sign to me. And I subsequently considered that the killer would get help to get Tiffany and Boone this time around, as well."
Me: "That led to two observations. First, that someone might've helped McMillan by using the key to his room at a time very close to McMillan killing his victims. And second, that there indeed was someone who helped Peter Paulson and Mary Carson, someone who expected a big payday... either from Mary's inheritance, or getting McMillan's new research and selling it to the 'big boy' companies."
"And like you said last night," Teresa said, "we have a 'New Consultant' out there. And I'm still not over the physical and psychological damage the first Consultant inflicted upon us."
"Neither am I, mon ami." I said solemnly. "Neither am I..."
Part 19 - The Scotch Game
4:00pm, Thursday, February 11th. I was at the Hyatt Hotel, in a small conference room that had been rented by the Whiskey Convention. They'd allowed us to use it for a special event.
Grandmaster Gabriel Schwartzmann was also in the room, as was Timmy Austin, on the verge of getting his final International Master norm in chess. With us was GM Schwartzmann's wife and three-year-old son Peter, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross and Sheriff Griswold. Cindy's baby Benjamin Antonio Jenkins was being cared for by Cindy's mother Maggie Ross and the baby's father, FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins, and Cindy was taking a few hours to socialize with us.
A bit of background: years before, I'd volunteered to be the area's Merit Badge Counselor for the Boy Scouts's Chess Merit Badge, as well as the Chemistry, Crime Prevention, Dog Care, Fingerprinting, Pets, Rifle Shooting, Safety, Shotgun Shooting, Signaling (now Signs, Signals, and Codes), and Traffic Safety Merit Badges.
As part of the Chess Merit Badge counseling, I became a US Chess Federation affiliate, and got qualified to be a Tournament Director, first at the club level, and then a Local level TD.
GM Schwartzmann had agreed to play Timmy Austin two games, which would be rated, with one hour per side for each game, and I would direct the match and submit the results.
In the first game, GM Schwartzmann had the White pieces, and played a fine attack to defeat Timmy's strong Benkö Gambit, an opening named after GM Pal Benkö, who was a contemporary of Bobby Fischer. And then Timmy had the White pieces...
Town & County Two-Game Special Match
White: NM Timmy Austin
Black: GM Gabe Schwartzmann
Scotch Game, Mieses Variation.
1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.d4 exd4 4.Nxd4 Nf6 5.Nxc6 bxc6 6.e5 Qe7 7.Qe2 Nd5 8.c4 Nb6 9.Nd2 Qe6 10.b3 a5 11.Bb2 Bb4 12.a3 Bxd2+ 13.Qxd2 d5 14.cxd5 cxd5 15.Rc1 O-O 16.Rxc7 Qg6 17.f3 Bf5 18.g4 Bb1 19.Bb5 Rac8 20.Rxc8 Rxc8 21.O-O
I was stunned as I watched. Timmy had a great game going! Of course GM Schwartzmann played a tough, dogged defense but Timmy kept up the initiative.
21... h5 22.h3 hxg4 23.hxg4 Bc2 24.Qd4 Qe6 25.Rf2 Rc7 26.Rh2 Nd7 27.b4 axb4 28.axb4 Nf8 29.Bf1 Bb3 30.Bd3 Bc4 31.Bf5 Qe7 32.Qd2 Rc6 33.Bd4 Ra6 34.Bb1 Ra3 35.Rh3 Rb3 36.Bc2 Qxb4 37.Qf2 Ng6 38.e6 Rb1+ 39.Bxb1 Qxb1+ 40.Kh2 fxe6 41.Qb2
Timmy forces the trade of Queens. Now it's just a matter of holding on and grinding it out.
41... Qxb2+ 42.Bxb2 Nf4 43.Rh4 Nd3 44.Bc3 e5 45.Kg3 d4 46.Bd2 Bd5 47.Rh5 Kf7 48.Ba5 Ke6 49.Rh8 Nb2 50.Re8+ Kd6 51.Bb4+ Kc6 52.Rc8+ Kd7 53.Rc5 Ke6 54.Rc7 g6 55.Re7+ Kf6 56.Rd7 Ba2 57.Ra7 Bc4 58.Ba5 Bd3 59.f4 exf4 60.Kxf4 Bc2 61.Ra6+ Kf7 62.Ke5 Nd3+ 63.Kxd4 Nf2 64.g5 Bf5 65.Bd2 Ke7 66.Kd5 Ne4 67.Ra7+ Ke8 68.Be3 Nc3+ 69.Ke5 Kd8 70.Bb6+ Ke8 71.Rc7 Ne4 72.Be3 Ng3 73.Bf4 Nh5 74.Ra7 Kf8 75.Bh2 Ng7 76.Bg1 Nh5 77.Bc5+ Kg8 78.Kd6 Kf8 79.Bd4 Bg4 80.Be5 Bf5 81.Rh7 Kg8 82.Rc7 Kf8 83.Kc6 Kg8 84.Re7 Kf8 85.Bd6 Kg8 86.Re8+ Kf7 87.Re7+ Kg8 88.Be5 Kf8 89.Ra7 Bg4 90.Kd6 Bh3 91.Ra3 Bg4 92.Re3 Bf5 93.Kc7 Kf7 94.Kd8 Bg4 95.Bb2 Be6 96.Bc3 Bf5 97.Re7+ Kf8 98.Be5 Bd3 99.Ra7 Be4 100.Rc7 Bb1 101.Bd6+ Kg8 102.Ke7 1-0
It was Timmy's first win against a Grandmaster, but it would not be his last. GM Schwartzmann wasn't upset; indeed, he congratulated Timmy's skill and fighting spirit in both games, and spent time discussing them with Timmy.
Meanwhile, Cindy had taken a photo of me holding little Peter Schwartzmann. He was laughing and his little hands were on my red crowbar, making it look like he was holding it up, though I had a grip on the end of it which prevented him from dropping it.
Cindy would later develop and frame a couple of copies of that photo, sending one to the Schwartzmanns and giving me the other one. And I had no idea at the time, but that photo would one day have special and significant relevance for me...
Part 20 - Dad Jokes with Dan and Julie
7:30pm, Thursday, February 11th. A good number of Police Detectives were at the World Whiskey Tasting Championships. Julia Rodriguez's cousin Adriana was one of the 24 contestants in the final heat.
Dan Love had won the heat the night before, and now he and his wife Julie were helping Adriana run her fundraiser for Alzheimer's research. The Loves and Adriana were on the stage, and their livestream was being shown on YouTube as well as the big screens in the room.
Dan Love was well-built and athletic, and was wearing a tight t-shirt that was getting comments in the comment section about his 'guns'. Julie was wearing a form-fitting shirt that said 'BADASS'. The shirt looked good on her excellent form, but we all knew she was one of the sweetest and most generous 'badasses' anyone could hope to meet.
"Okay," said Dan, "we always have dad jokes in our comments section, and I see we're getting some now. But tonight, we're going to have some kids from Eastside Elementary School and Euharlee Middle School compete for these blue ribbons, which were donated by Sheriff Griswold and Police Commander Donald Troy." Everyone applauded.
When twelve-year-old Susie Haskins came out, she was first invited to sit with Dan and Julie. Susie said "We had a nail drive to raise money for Adriana's fundraiser."
"How does that nail drive work?" asked Dan.
Susie said "We ask for five dollars per nail. We buy the nails and give the rest to charity, in this case the Alzheimer's charity. We take the nails to Town High School and they make crowbars out of them for our Police Officers, mostly the Iron Crowbar himself, Commander Troy. He says his crowbar is like the Lone Ranger's mask; it stands for the Law."
"How much did you raise for the Alzheimer's fundraiser?" Julie asked.
Susie said "We raised eleven hundred and twenty dollars." She handed Adriana the check as everyone in the audience stood and applauded.
"The folks in this Town are very generous." Dan said. "We really appreciate it. So, lead us off with the dad jokes."
Susie went to the microphone and said "What do you get when you cross a whale and a seal? A whale." Everyone applauded politely.
Davie Marsden came out and said: "Did you hear that the bakery burned down last night? Now their business is toast." That earned a few groans.
Ross Troy was next: "This is for my dad, the Iron Crowbar: before crowbars were created, crows had to drink at home." That got some applause from the whiskey drinking audience.
Jim Troy's contribution was: "How do we keep Whiskey lovers in suspense? I'll tell you later." There were some jeers amongst the polite applause.
Carole's classmate Jameis was next. "I was wondering why the frisbee kept getting bigger and bigger. And then it hit me." That one got surprisingly good applause.
Frieda Franklin came up: "What kind of shoes does a lazy person wear? Loafers." Some laughter and mild applause ensued.
Timmy Austin had a chess-related theme, sort of: "Who was the knight no one expected on the battlefield? Sir Prise!" That got some good laughter.
Marie Steele came up and said "My mom's an astronomer, so my joke is: how do you organize a party in space? You planet!" That got laughs.
Tasha Troy-Patterson somehow had gotten involved: "This is for my mom, who is a lawyer. What do lawyers like to drink? Subpoena coladas!" Everyone cheered for that one, probably because of the drink connection.
Carole Troy came up. She was wearing her Auxiliary Detective badge, and Dan and Julie Love had her sit down in the chair Susie had sat in.
"So you helped the Police make a big drug bust?" asked Dan Love.
"Yes sir." Carole said politely. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.)
Julie Love held up a framed citation and said to everyone: "Carole received this citation from her State Legislature, for helping the Police bust a four-hundred-million dollar drug ring. That's amazing!" The audience gave Carole an ovation.
"Okay, Carole," Dan Love said as the applause died down, "tell us your dad joke."
Carole got up and said into the microphone: "What do the movies Titanic and The Sixth Sense have in common? Icy Dead People." The Loves broke out laughing at that one, and the audience laughed and applauded, as well.
Next was Peter D. Feeley, who said: "When does a joke become a dad joke? When it becomes apparent!" That got some applause. Most importantly, Dan Love laughed out loud.
After all the kids had told their jokes, Dan said "I think Pete's joke was my favorite."
Julie said "I liked Carole's joke best."
"Okay then, we have two blue ribbons." Dan said. "Carole and Pete, you're the winners." Carole and Pete came out and were applauded as they received their blue ribbons. Pete was blushing a little bit, not quite used to crowds like that, nor being applauded. Carole had no such issues, nor any fear...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearing the time for the competition, so Adriana was wrapping up. "And the winner of the auction for the bottle of Pappy Van Winkle 23-year is Dr. Richard Searles, a cardiologist at University Hospital! He bid $5100 for it!" Everyone cheered strongly.
"The second place bid was just turned into a donation by Todd Burke, CEO of BOW Enterprises." said Adriana. "His donation was for $5000 even." More applause.
"And we've raised over $21,000 total, and more will be coming in on the GoFundMe site." Adriana. "I am really grateful to everyone!"
"Sheriff Griswold, please come up to the stage." Dan Love said. Sheriff Griswold came up, and Julie said "Sheriff Griswold lost his wife to Alzheimer's, so we are pleased to be giving everything we raise tonight to the Alzheimer's Foundation in your wife's memory."
The Sheriff's mustaches twitched with great emotion as the audience that was a family of very generous WhiskeyTubers stood and delivered a sustained ovation...
Part 21 - The Championship
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, February 12th, from the parking lot of the Hyatt Hotel. "The Town & County Police do nothing as children are allowed into the Whiskey Convention!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Children as young as four years old were at the Whiskey Convention last night, participating in one of the competitions at the site. The Town & County Police made no move to stop the competition nor to remove the children from the site, where whiskey and related merchandise are being sold."
Bettina: "Social justice groups were outraged, as were several members of the Town & County Council. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Chaplain Steven Ikea. The chyron at the bottom of the screen told viewers that he was with the State Right to Life Committee as he said "It is insulting and horrifying that our children are being subjected to the filth of alcohol consumption in this manner. I urge there be a full investigation by the Department of Family and Children's Services of the parents that allowed their children to be in that den of vice and wickedness."
Tape then showed Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes all but screaming "I demand there be investigations of whoever is running that event as well as the parents of those children. One of the girls there was adopted by Councilman Edward Steele, and she should be removed from that home of Republican wickedness by DFACS!"
Carnes: "And four of the children were the illegitimate sons and daughters of Police Commander Donald Troy! What kind of example is he setting for our children, our Peace Officers that he is supposed to be leading, and our Citizens by letting his children be at a whiskey convention?"
Bettina: "The Federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives as well as the FBI have been asked by local Government officials to investigate the incident and especially the TCPD's role in doing nothing about it. There has been no response by them to KXTC's multiple requests for comment."
Bettina: "And in other news, several lawsuits have been filed against the Town & County Coroner's Office over the autopsies and the Coroner's Inquest Jury findings that Theodore 'Tex' Boone preceded his fiancée Tiffany in death. Among the entities filing suit is the Federal IRS, on behalf of the Intelligence Community."
Bettina: "Per the findings, Tiffany Westgate and then Mary Carson stand to inherit the Boone fortune, valued at well over 100 million dollars. As part of her plea deal, Ms. Carson insisted that the inheritance be given to the Tiffany Barclay Foundation for Battered and Sexually Abused Women at Eastern State University, and Judge Rodney K. Watts agreed to that. But the lawsuits put all of that on hold..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Teresa. "Are we really in trouble over that? Or is that just the Media making a lot of noise?"
"Oh, they're not kidding about wanting to take Marie away from Edward and Stephanie." I replied. "But it's not like the kids were given nor drinking any adult beverages, and it was all over YouTube that the competition was telling dad jokes, so I'm not really worried about it."
Tanya said "I noticed Bettina did not say her usual crap about you not being available for comment, Don."
"Damn right she didn't." I said. "You know how she likes to call at 5:00am, when no one is here? Well, she called this morning and I answered the phone. She couldn't hang up fast enough."
It took five full minutes for the laughter to stop and the spewed coffee to be cleaned up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Friday, February 12th. The Whiskey Convention Hall was full of Whiskey enthusiasts, as the Championship round of blind flights was set to begin. The 'Elite Eight' of tasters were introduced, and of course Teresa and I and the other locals cheered loudly for Our Sheriff.
"I can't believe I lost my heat." Adriana Rodriguez complained as she stood next to her cousin, my Detective Julia Rodriguez. "I just knew Matt Beverly was going to put rye whiskeys in the blind flight."
"There was only one rye." said Julia. "And it was Knob Creek Rye. And he had Knob Creek 9 Year Small Batch in the flight, and that's your favorite."
"And I missed on both!" Adriana said. "I thought the Knob Creek rye was just Jim Beam rye. And I can't believe I missed on the 9-year!"
Teresa said "The Sheriff told me that Matt Beverly can be sneaky about his flights. The Whiskey Wrench's favorite is Maker's Mark wheated bourbons, and Dan Love's favorite is Old Granddad 114, and Matt had them in their respective flights. And wouldn't you know it, the one that Whiskey Wrench got wrong was the Maker's Mark. But he still advanced."
I said "Well, Adriana, at least you raised over $25,000 for Alzheimer's, after the late donations came in last night. That's amazing work. Congratulations!"
"Thanks." Adriana replied. "By the way, do those kids really sell nails to make crowbars for you?" Adriana asked.
"They sure do." I said, holding up my red crowbar. "And this is one of them."
"It's his 'Palladium'." Teresa said. There was no way Adriana could know what that was about.
Adriana said "And Commander, I'm grateful for that bottle of Pappy your wife donated, but when we looked at it we realized that that bottling hasn't been officially released to the Public yet. How'd she get it?"
"Ask no questions you don't want the answer to." Teresa muttered.
I grinned and said "I have no idea where she gets them from. And I don't want to know, if you get my drift..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Thursday, February 12th. The final heat was 'ovah', and the final scores were tallied. Then from 8th to 1st, names were named.
Matt Beverly announced "And in fourth place... Sheriff Antonio Griswold!" When the Sheriff went up to get his plaque and the glass coin that was used to cover Glen Cairn glasses with poured drams, Matt Beverly said "Sheriff, you did a great job. And we want to thank you and the Town & County for your hospitality this week. I'll be looking forward to coming back here for future competitions."
"We'll be glad to have you again!" the Sheriff said, his cheeks rosy and his mustaches twitching. "It's been a great week, you've been a great group to have here. Please do come back!" He was given a long ovation of thunderous applause.



As the top three were being announced, the Sheriff came up to us. "Great job, Sheriff!" I said as I vigorously shook his hand.
"Aw, I didn't win." he said.
"You were just pronounced the fourth best whiskey taster in the world, Sheriff." I said. "That ain't too damn bad, either here or in the Klingon Empire."
"Har!" barked the Sheriff. "Well, the good news is that I can participate next year, and I can work on my game. I had no idea what that Barrell Seagrass Rye was, but that sample in the flight was damn good!"
"When you're working on the Wilderness Trail Rye," I said, "I'll be happy to take one for the team and help you study..."
Part 22 - Epilogue
3:00pm, Sunday, February 14th. I did not attend the WWTC 'Ballroom Blitz' the night before, which marked the culmination of the week of the Whiskey Convention. The Sheriff did, and it is possible he was all but carried out of the dining room.
Adriana and Nick came with Julia to my office at Headquarters to make their goodbyes. Teresa and I wished them well, and I said I hoped the South Carolina women's basketball team would translate their No.1 ranking into a national title.
"Go Gamecocks!" Adriana replied.
"War Eagle!" Teresa fired back... Auburn somehow had the #1 men's basketball team at the moment.
After they left, Teresa asked "What are you doing for St. Valentine's Day?"
"The Chop House is doing their yearly Valentine's Dinner. Reservations only." I said. "And Laura made the reservation before I was able to. You'd think she doesn't trust me to act in time."
"I don't blame her for making sure." Teresa replied. "They have delicious steaks there. And their Valentines dinners are the stuff of legend in this County."
"True." I said. "So... what are you and Todd doing?"
"Todd and the boys are cooking me dinner." Teresa said, her voice connoting... concern at the unknown. "I'm sure it will be... a disaster."
"It's the thought that counts." I said.
"It will be done with love, I'm sure." Teresa said, anything but sure. Then she became thoughtful.
"Penny for 'em." I said.
Teresa said "I was just thinking about the Boone case. Tiffany Westgate thought Mary Carson was her friend, and left her all that money. And Mary turned to the Dark Side, and ensnared Peter and Mike in her web. And Marty... what must it have been like to go twenty years so full of anger, bitterness... hate. Like my father..."
"No." I said. "Despite his last words to you on the night of Alexis's death, your father did not hate you... not like that."
Teresa wasn't ready to concede the point, so she said "Well, if you ever need to explain to anyone why I gave that hundred million to the Hospital, you can just reference what it did to Mary Carson, and the others. I'm glad I did it; children are already being helped, and like the Lord's Prayer says, it's not leading us into temptation... not me, anyway. I think I'm much happier without it. I'd rather have Todd, the boys... and disasters at dinner."
I laughed out loud. "I hear ya. And yes... a hundred million dollars makes men do evil things... including smashing a perfectly good bottle of Rye whiskey. Okay, what say we go on home and be with our families?" Teresa did not have to be asked twice, and we left.
As I drove home, I contemplated what Teresa had said. Yes, there was a lot of evil out there, people who did not care about others and would do evil things to others to feed their avarice for money.
And then there were good people. People who raised money for good causes, who helped others who needed help. People like Adriana, and Dan and Julie Love, good, generous people. People who made up the WhiskeyTube Community. Good people.
Thank God for 'em.
Finis.
(Author's note: The above chess game is really Kasparov-Karpov, 1990 World Championship (game 16), and it is the game that caused your author to adopt the Scotch Game as my own opening with the White pieces.)
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Part 1 - Prologue
Monday, February 22nd. The cold wind swept across the plain, whipping through the small town as if to refute any promise of warmth as the sun peeked over the eastern horizon. Though heavily bundled against the cold, the two women felt the chill in their very souls as they stood before the three graves in the local cemetery.
"So this is where they came." said the taller and larger of the two women. "And this is where they lived, and where they died."
"Yes." said the other woman, who was a bit smaller, but in much better shape, even athletic. "And they set in motion events that have changed the world... and my granddaughter says will change the world even more in ways yet to come."
"Sarah's headstone is very nice. Pink marble. Just like Alexis's." said Clarissa Belvedere Esterson. "Teresa honored her mother and her sister's memories very well."
"Yes," said Phyllis Troy, "and she didn't have to make one for her father. The Army took care of that."
Teresa's father's headstone had the words 'Medal of Honor' inscribed upon it. There were a few coins on it, including a quarter and a dime that had been superglued down and remained there. Teresa had left the quarter; after all, she had been with her father, at his bedside, when he had died. And the dime was left by a man that had served with the Captain: his Corpsman, who eventually became Admiral Leonard R. Cordell. (Author's note: 'Secrets of Apple Grove', Ch. 01; 'Home For The Holidays', Ch. 01; 'Centuries', Ch. 03.)
"A part of me is very sad that I never saw my sister again after she eloped with her husband." Clarissa said. "But when I saw and heard Teresa singing 'Oh Holy Night' at the Christmas concert, I realized that while God moves in mysterious ways, His ways had been right for them, and for her."
After a few more minutes of silent contemplation in the windy cold of the morning, the women went forward and placed pennies on the headstone, indicating they'd visited the war hero's grave and paid their respects. As they stepped back, Phyllis looked behind her to see a middle-aged-man in a Police uniform coming up.
"Oh, hello Chief Bennett." she said.
"Why, Phyllis Troy!" said Chief Harold Bennett. "What a surprise! What brings you to visit?"
"It's a family visit." Phyllis said. "Chief, this is Clarissa Belvedere Esterson, Sarah's sister and Teresa's aunt. Clarissa, this is Chief Harold Bennett. He was the Town & County Police Chief between Griswold and Moynahan, then came out here and has cleaned this place up, from what my son tells me."
"I'm very pleased to meet you, Mrs. Esterson." said Chief Bennett, shaking Clarissa's hand.
"Please, call me Clarissa." said Clarissa. "I hope we have not bothered you by our early visit to your cemetery."
"Not at all." said Chief Bennett. "Did Teresa or Don come with you?"
"No, this was my idea, and we came on a whim." said Clarissa. "And Chief, there's something that has been bothering me for some time. I want to know what happened on the night my sister died, the night Teresa was born. Can you help us with that?"
"I can help get any records they still have on it, like her Death Certificate, autopsy, and all that." said Bennett.
"That would be very helpful, Chief," said Phyllis. "Clarissa has also wanted to find out if Sarah had the chance to hold her baby daughter after she was born."
Bennett said "That was, what, 38 years ago? That's a lot of time that has passed. But I'll call the hospital and see if they know who the nurses and doctors at the time were..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As he drove through the streets of The City in the pre-dawn darkness, he noticed that they were getting dirtier, more grimy. The buildings were also more run down, and the businesses were repair shops, moving companies and transportation companies, and a couple of pawn shops. No gasoline stations, fast food restaurants, strip malls, or anything that one would expect to see in middle-class neighborhoods. And fewer and fewer streetlights. This is not right, he thought to himself.
He heard the sounds of trains nearby, some passing through, but also the sounds of railroad car couplers colliding as trains were put together. That wasn't right, either. He was driving to the City's business center. This looked more and more like the Railyards District in the southeast part of the City.
"Turn left on Delray Street." said the female voice of Siri on his iPhone. He turned left, noticing the headlights of a car a distance behind him. No way to see what make and model it was; it was too dark.
He noticed that Delray Street was hardly more than a narrow service alley between two buildings that looked to be large warehouses. "Siri," he said, "you are taking me in the wronnng direction." He remembered to make sure that the car he'd seen was not following him. He never saw it pass by the turn, but it had not turned onto Delray Street, for sure.
Siri said "Turn right onto Carroll Street." Not much choice in that, he thought. Turning left meant driving into a fence. As he turned right he saw the huge railyard on the other side of the fence. So he was in the Railyards District, he thought to himself. It was one of the worst areas of The City, after the Badlands that were between the City center and the Airport District to the north.
He went down the road, seeing he was boxed in by the fence to the Railyards to his left, and a warehouse building to his right. As he went around a slight curve, he was suddenly confronted by a fence. It was a dead end.
"Turn right onto Donohue Street." Siri said.
"There is no Donohue Street, Siri." he said out loud. Siri did not respond. He looked at the iPhone. The map showed Carroll Street turning onto Donohue Street, but it strangely didn't really resemble where he was. "All right, I'm turning around and going back." he said to himself.
"Proceed to the route." Siri protested as he began backing up, and looking for a place to swing the car into to turn around. "Proceed to the route."
"There is no route, Siri!" he shouted, wondering why he was becoming irritated, and also wondering why he was talking to an automated voice.
The sudden glare of headlights behind him forced him to hit the brakes hard. As he looked behind him, he began to notice that his car was now surrounded by over a dozen men... wearing masks and displaying powerful handguns...
Part 2 - News Of The World
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, February 22nd, from the Anchor Desk at the KXTC studios. "Tensions rise in the State Legislature as time begins to grow short!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Little progress is being made on the State Budget bill, even though the relevant committees of both Houses continue to meet together. Let's go to Carl Lemay in Midtown with a report. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay, standing on the grounds of the gold-domed State Capitol. "The Legislative session is more than half over, and they have very little to show for it. Though many bills have been filed, some involving election reform, bail reform, and school curriculum reform, none have made it out of their committees as the deep divisions between not only the Parties but factions within the Parties have led to bitter argument and unappeasable rancor."
Lemay: "The Budget itself is at a standstill, as well. There was some hope over the weekend that some parts of the omnibus bill could be agreed upon, including basic spending for Government, schools, and healthcare, but the Black Caucus blocked the Government spending because it contained money to fund the State's Police Departments. Republicans retaliated by blocking school funding unless and until an amendment making it illegal to teach 'critical race theory' was passed."
Lemay: "Additionally, Governor Sharon Marshall issued a controversial statement yesterday, accusing both Republicans and Democrats of 'slow walking' the Budget through the committees responsible for them. Her statement read, and I quote: 'If your strategy is to run out the clock and force me to sign a Budget passed at the eleventh hour that is not acceptable to the People of this State, I am here to tell you that I will veto it. Test me on this at your peril.', close quote."
Lemay: "That statement drew a rancorous response from the leadership of both Parties. The State House Majority Leader, Republican Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville, furiously denounced Governor Marshall, and said that if the Legislature passes a Budget and she vetoes it, then her veto message should contain her resignation. And Senate Budget Committee Chairman Katherine Woodburn, who is the owner of the parent company of KXTC Channel Two News, stated that if the Governor vetoes a passed Budget bill and causes a State Government shutdown, then she should be impeached and removed from office. Back to you, Bettina."
Bettina: "Thank you Carl! That was Carl Lemay with that important report. And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris with another issue affecting the Legislative session. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the rooftop of the building at the southwest corner of Courthouse Square, where College Avenue dead-ended at Riverside Drive, with the State Office Building as her background. "Channel Two News has learned that an important side issue in the Budget negotiations has developed, further entangling the process."
She paused and a report she'd previously taped was shown: "State Senator Katherine Woodburn of the 1st District, which contains our Town & County, is fighting for a stronger SBI with more power over the State's 96 counties and The City. Senator Woodburn, who is the owner of the parent company of KXTC Channel Two News, explained it this way."
Katherine came onto the taped report, saying "We need a strong SBI that can pursue drug operations across county lines, pursue other crimes across county lines, and protect the human rights of hardworking Undocumented Workers rather than throw them to the dogs of the Federal ICE Bureau for deportation."
Katherine: "But even more important: with some Police Departments in this State, including, I'm sorry to say, in my own District, the Town & County, not acting in accordance with the law and abusing the rights of People of Color with open brutality, we need a strong SBI that can move in and arrest and imprison the leaders of those racist Police Forces."
Katherine: "And further to that point, with White Nationalist groups and Insurrectionists threatening Citizens like they did at the Christmas concert, and with parents becoming unruly, threatening, and violent at School Board meetings, we need an SBI Task Force that can investigate those thugs, audit their taxes, and arrest and imprison them. This would be the State equivalent of what the US DOJ's Derrick B. Harland is doing with a special FBI Task Force at the National level."
Back to Amber live: "Bettina, State Senator Woodburn also told me that Governor Marshall should immediately appoint an SBI Director to replace James 'Curly' Goodwin, who was elected our Town & County Inspector General and took that office on January 1st. Senator Woodburn says it is 'dereliction of duty' by Governor Marshall to not appoint a new SBI Director, and that if the Governor continues to not appoint someone, or if she appoints someone who will continue racist Police policies against peaceful Protesters of Color as well as Climate Justice groups, it could derail any hopes of getting a Budget out of the Senate Budget Committee. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you for that excellent report, Amber! That's trusted KXTC reporter Amber Harris with that in-depth report on that important issue. And in other news, the fallout over children appearing at the Whiskey Convention at the Hyatt Hotel just over a week ago has not abated, with Social Justice groups demanding an investigation of Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD for not arresting event organizers and participants that involved those children in their whiskey-related activities. As usual, Commander Donald Troy, whose own children were among those present, refused to respond to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I know the Press rabidly hates us," said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone with a twinkle in her eye, "but has it really come down to investigating children telling dad jokes on a YouTube livestream?"
She was drinking coffee and watching the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room with, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar (me), Chief Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle... and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross. Yep, Cindy was back and on duty again after her maternity leave, and was wearing her Sheriff's Department uniform, as was Our Sheriff.
"Yes." I said to Tanya, without a shred of humor in my voice. "And don't take it lightly. Those bastards made formal complaints to DFACS, asking them to take Marie Steele out of Edward and Stephanie Steele's home. And they want the SBI to investigate and charge every parent of those children with criminal child neglect or child endangerment."
"Are you kidding?" Cindy gasped.
"No, he's not." growled Griswold. "DFACS has received over 40 phone calls asking when they're going to take Marie away from her parents. Clearly orchestrated, but DFACS did call the Sheriff's Department to ask about sending Deputies to escort a DFACS person to get her, and thankfully the switchboard put them through straight to me."
Griswold: "I told them Marie was not a foster child but was formally adopted, and asked DFACS if they had a warrant issued by a Court to take her out of the Steele home. That pretty much stopped the nonsense for the moment, but who knows what they'll try next, and when they'll try it."
Cindy looked sick as she said "Good Lord." Then she said "What about y'all's kids? Pete, Carole, Jim, Ross, Ian and Tasha participated in the dad jokes, didn't they?"
"Yes." I said. "And I'm treating this like a kidnapping threat against the kids. We've upped security at the schools, especially Eastside Elementary, and some extra TCPD overwatch."
"I have a question." said Teresa Croyle, her reptilian voice a cluuuuue to the derision she was feeling for the subject. "Exactly what the hell is 'climate justice'?"
"That's just the latest word salad out of the potty mouths of the radical Left." I replied. "Just more bastardizations of what 'justice' and 'rights' truly are, as well as attempts to induce guilt in anyone not in jackbooted lockstep with their viewpoint of what is in reality the fraud that is (air quotes) 'climate change'."
Cindy said "You know, some of them truly believe in Climate Change, as fervently as you believe it's a fraud."
"I don't believe, I know it's pure fraud. And just like 'social justice' to support rioting and anarchy, it's become something the Socialist Left is profiteering off of."
Cindy was looking sick again, but not at the thought of the danger to the kids. There was about to be another clash of political views... until Chief Moynahan came to her rescue.
"Strong letter to fol-lowww." the Chief said. "What dis-turrrrbd me was Katherine Woodburn's comments about wanting a strong SBI to go after parents who oppose School Board policies at the School Board mee-tinnngs."
Tanya said "My husband is really worried about what they're doing at the Federal level with that. He thinks Derrick B. Harland wants to make that FBI task force into a Gestapo squad that can shut down any Conservative group and/or any speech that is not in, as you say, jackbooted lockstep with the Establishment's totalitarian views."
"Which Party's Establishment?" Cindy asked.
"Both Parties." I said. "Wilson Hammonds would love to have a unit like that to use Government Guns to crush any opposition to Illegal Immigration. And Katherine Woodburn is finally and at last saying out loud what she's always wanted... an SBI to use as an enforcement tool equipped with Government Guns, to wipe out any dissent by people who actually like Individual Freedom."
"Strong letter to fol-lowww." the Chief 'warned'.
I shut up. Teresa, by way of contrast, did not. She asked with great cattiness: "Would this FBI task force and new SBI task force also be expected to persecute... er, prosecute the Leftists that disrupt our Council meetings?"
"Hmmph!" the Sheriff snorted. He stood up. "Okay, I'm heading to EMS Headquarters across the street, then back to City Hall. I'll check up with the Judges and with DFACS to make sure the shenanigans aren't continuing. Cindy, stay here through the Angels Meeting with Crowbar here, then come on back to City Hall."
"And I need to see you Angels in my office right away." I said. "You too, Cindy, if you don't mind..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Everything all right, Don?" Cindy asked as she sat down in the near-side 'hot chair' in front of my desk. Teresa was in the far-side hot chair, and Tanya had parked her wheelchair on a dime... literally, the one glued to the plastic protection on the floor.
"I don't know." I replied. "Teresa, I need you to make sure we have strong Police coverage around and inside Eastside Elementary and Euharlee Middle Schools. Our Officers are to make sure that no one except a parent showing ID takes a child out of those schools, especially the kids that were at the dad jokes competition during the whiskey event at the Hyatt."
"Wilco, sir." Teresa said.
"Tanya," I said, "this might be a cross-sectional situation, so I want you to work with Teresa on these things. I happen to know, because I was there and ordered and supervised it, that Police Officers were watching over the kids at the Hyatt the entire time they were there. Start getting affidavits about what they and the kids did during that time. The answers should be 'not much', but let's start getting our ducks in a row just in case DFACS starts up any shit. Okay, you two can go do that, and be back by 8:00am for the Angels Meeting. Until then, I'll entertain Chief Deputy Ross and endure her stories about the most adorable baby in the world, at least in her eyes."
Tanya and Teresa laughed, then moved out smartly to execute their missions. Meanwhile, I felt more than saw Cindy peering at me.
"You're worried about this." she stated. "You think there's fire behind that smoke?"
"I dunno for sure," I replied, "but KXTC rarely mentions things on a whim, or have 'random acts of real journalism'. Amber made a point to bring that up. It's almost like the radio code words to the Maquis, the French Resistance during World War Two. Amber was telling someone something."
"So who's behind it?" Cindy asked. "And what's the purpose... besides the obvious of trying to bother you, and maybe distract you."
"Yes, that's part of it... to distract me." I said. "The question is, from what do they want to distract me? As to who's behind it... not enough data yet. Threatening my family is a Lionel Carmela move, to be sure. But this has more of a... political feel to it."



"Maybe they're hearing that someone wants you to go write the Budget Bill," Cindy said, "and they're trying to distract you from that."
"Oh that's an 'Easy Button' answer." I said. "I'd just take the Budget of two years ago, which is actually the Budget of four years ago, and submit it as is. Case solved for two more years."
"Is that what you think will happen?" Cindy asked.
"I was thinking that." I said. "I was thinking that the Caucus that wants to defund the Police would either drop it or be run roughshod over, since it's becoming an albatross around the Democrats's neck, and that they'd just follow the basic pattern of the last Budget if they didn't actually just resubmit it. But this SBI thing just went more critical than I thought it ever would. So we'll have to see."
"And you have no idea who the next SBI Director will be?" Cindy asked.
"Do you want the job?" I replied, reaching for my landline phone. "I'll call Governor Marshall right now------"
"Don't you dare!" Cindy all but yelled. "I still have that green crowbar, you know."
"Point taken." I said in mock resignation.
"By the way," Cindy said, "there is one new thing I found out. You remember Susie Haskins?"
"Of course." I said. "She's part of the Crowbar Crew, and she stood up to the Slender Man." (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 05; 'Return of The Slender Man', Ch. 02.)
Cindy said solemnly "Well, she's facing something far worse than the Slender Man. Her mother was diagnosed with breast cancer a few weeks ago, and she's starting her rounds of chemo."
"How old is Susie?" Teresa asked.
"Twelve, maybe 13 by now." Cindy replied. " She's trying to be strong, for her mother's sake, but that's a lot for any kid to deal with."
"She's a tough kid, and a good kid." I said. "And we'll help her and her mom in any way we can..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said the lovely, athletic blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Meredith Peller. Priya Ajmani is at the State Capitol, covering the Legislative session. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said 'housewife pretty' blonde Meredith Peller. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. The State Right To Life Committee, the SRLC, led by Chaplain Steven Ikea, is continuing to demand an investigation of the Town & County Planned Parenthood facility after the Town & County Police investigation of the murders of Theodore Boone and his fiancée Tiffany Westgate revealed that their murderer's wife, Heather Corvalis McMillan, died after a botched abortion at the facility twenty years ago."
Catrina: "TCPD Captain Damien Thompson released a statement saying that an investigation was done the time of the death by then-Lieutenant Harold Malone, who passed away several years ago. The Police report and the autopsy of Mrs. McMillan were sealed, and when they were found recently, the information in them was spotty and inconclusive."
Meredith: "The SRLC has made an Open Records Act request for that Police report and the autopsy of Mrs. McMillan, but lawyers for her husband Marty McMillan have objected to the release of the autopsy, and Planned Parenthood has filed for an injunction in Court to stop the release of the Police report. In his statement, Captain Thompson said the Police report would be released when the proper procedures as well as legal issues were resolved."
Catrina: "Asked for comment by KFXU on whether or not the McMillan death case should be re-opened, Police Commander Donald Troy issued a statement exclusively to Fox Eight News, saying that the TCPD is getting a legal opinion on the case. Commander Troy stated, and I quote, 'any crimes except for murder are far past the Statute of Limitations, and the TCPD has no evidence that Mrs. McMillan's death was willful murder', close quote."
Meredith: "And in other news, the State Legislature remains deadlocked on a Budget bill as the Parties remain bitterly divided on the way forward in passing any legislation."
Catrina: "Governor Sharon Marshall and the Conservative Caucus of the Legislature were outraged when State Senator Katherine Woodburn, who owns the parent company of our competitor KXTC, made a demand that the SBI-IDE, the Immigration and Drug Enforcement Division, be reformed and given a new mission to investigate Conservative groups and parents that speak in protest of School Board policies to teach gender identity and sexuality to children as young as first graders, as well as 'critical race theory', which among other things teaches that white children should be ashamed to be born white, and are inherently racist."
Meredith: "State Senator Woodburn also wants to use the revamped SBI Task Force to investigate, arrest, and imprison White Nationalists that use violence against Minorities. Senator Woodburn cited the presence at last year's Christmas Concert at University Hospital, where a White Nationalist motorcycle gang called the Guardians of Justice M.C., which the Federal Intelligence Community considers to be insurrectionists and subversives, violently interdicted a Social Justice group that was peacefully protesting the religious event on State property, which University Hospital is." (Author's note: 'Angels of Christmas', Ch. 02-03.)
Catrina: "Among State Senator Woodburn's demands is that Governor Marshall appoint a new Director of the SBI that will be acceptable to her, Senator Woodburn, a Director that will use the SBI as a weapon against Police and Sheriff Departments that enforce the law against violent rioters. The Legislative Black Caucus and Social Justice groups across the State strongly endorsed Senator Woodburn's demands..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Strong letter to fol-lowww." said Teresa Croyle as my Angels and I sipped coffee and watched the broadcast in my office. Cindy Ross's glance over her shoulder at Teresa was one of 'non-approval', and I knew I had to say something."
"Let's just leave that line to our boss, the Police Chief." I said, knowing Teresa was mocking the Chief, and was being insubordinate in doing so.
"Yes sir." said Teresa, getting the message.
"Don," said Tanya, "before I say anything else, exactly what is Steven Ikea's position in this State?"
"He's an ordained minister, and he is employed by the State as the Chief Chaplain of the SBI and the State Patrol." I replied. "He is the supervisor of the other State Chaplains that are assigned to the six regions of the State, the same regions the State Attorney's are assigned to."
"And being the leader of the SRLC is not a conflict with that?" Cindy Ross asked.
I shrugged my shoulders, then said "I guess someone could make something of it, if they wanted to. I've got wayyyy too much going on to bother with that... dingleberry." That caused Teresa to laugh out loud.
Tanya said "I noticed that KXTC didn't say a word about the Planned Parenthood 'thingy', but KFXU was all over it like a wet blanket. I get that, but I do wonder what Channel Two News is going to do when an investigation of Planned Parenthood starts up."
"Same thing they'll do when the truth starts coming out about Hoyt Stenson's son Hunter's crimes coming out." I said, referring to Democrat candidate for Governor Hoyt Stenson, who had been soundly beaten at the polls by Sharon Marshall. "They'll ignore the fact they did everything they could to cover that up during the Election. And they'll just pretend to be surprised when they finally have to say something about the Planned Parenthood scandal."
"Is there even going to be an investigation?" Cindy asked.
"I sure hope not." I replied. "It'd be a waste of time and money. The SRLC is making noise to make political points, but trying to prove a crime that hasn't hit the Statute of Limitations would be beyond Carole or even my mother's powers, much less any of us in this room now..."
Part 3 - Mysteries Old And New
9:00am local time, Monday, February 22nd. Clarissa Belvedere Esterson and Phyllis Troy had had breakfast at the local diner, where Phyllis noticed a mixture of old and young people. The older ones were the longtime residents that had never left, and had seen the worst of this town's history. The younger ones were connected with the new businesses that were coming into the area, representing a fresh start.
At 9:00am the Courthouse and Records Building opened for business, and the women went to the Records Department. The young woman behind the counter greeted them cordially.
Clarissa said "We are seeking the Death Certificate, autopsy, and Police report of my sister's death and her daughter's birth." She gave Sarah's and Teresa's full names.
"Let me look that up for you." the woman said, consulting her computer monitor. A moment later she said "Ohhh... I'm sorry, ma'am, but those records are not on digital media. The paper records are in the Archives. They're on microfiche, but it would be easier obtaining the paper records themselves."
The woman continued: "We'll have to send someone to the Archives, and it could take a while. Maybe even a couple of days."
Phyllis said "We can look for the records ourselves, and not waste your collective time."
"I'm sorry, ma'am." the woman said. "Only employees are allowed in there."
"Well then," said a voice behind them, which turned out to be Chief Bennett coming up to them, "I'll just deputize them right now. Seriously, I'll be in there with them, so it's all good."
The woman did not look very happy about that, but Harold Bennett was the Police Chief in those parts. So she just nodded and watched as Chief Bennett led the women away...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 9:00am my assistant Helena French buzzed me to report the presences of FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, Assistant SAC Karina White, and Special Agent Tim Jenkins. I told her to have them go to the Main Conference Room. A moment later, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone and I joined them, and we all got coffee and sat down.
Jack Muscone asked: "So how big a deal is that crap about those slug groups wanting us investigated because our kids told dad jokes at the whiskey convention?" Pete Feeley was his wife's son, so he definitely had interest in that.
I replied "I don't know. It should be nothing, but there is an orchestrated attack in coordination with the Media, at least the KXTC part of it. So yes, I'm concerned."
"It was on KSB this morning, too." said Karina White. "My question is whether or not it's a distraction from other things."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said with a smile towards Karina. Then I continued: "However, I don't think you guys are here to talk about that nor to drink Jerome Davis's coffee, as good as it is. So whassup?"
Jack said "A couple of things. That operation that your Vice guys helped us with, watching the Whiskey Convention, turned out to be a whole lotta nothing. There was nothing even remotely suspicious going on, except those murders you solved. Those WhiskeyTubers were a bunch of good people, and I don't know why anyone would think otherwise. And upon review, there was no reason for anyone to even think there was an issue in the first place."
"So all in all," I said, "someone thought there was a serious issue there, and it turned out to be a red herring, prompting you, plural, to have a serious review of the whole operation?"
"That's the gist of it." Karina said, seeing I was catching on. "Despite the way the news media reports things, we do have to account for our spending on projects like that. So when the Brass began asking why we were doing the operation, telling them 'because you told us to' was not an option as an answer."
Karina: "The operation started not as an alcohol operation in ATF, but as a drug operation in the DEA. They in turn had ATF, then some of the local FBI people like me, since I'm former ATF, and also a few of the TCPD Vice Squad since the Whiskey Convention was here in Town."
"Sorry to interrupt." interrupted Tim Jenkins. "Who handles alcohol situations in the SBI? The SBI-BFE said it wasn't them, that they only handle firearms and explosives. and the SBI-IDE said they handle drugs but not alcohol. So who handles booze?"
"The SBI-STE, State Tax Enforcement." I replied. "Alcohol is legal in this State; it's not even considered a crime to make moonshine, or what my dad called 'bootleg liquor'. Any crimes involving alcohol either are taxation-related, or are derivates of Federal Law. Ergo, the State Tax Enforcement Division, once part of the State Tax Authority but now under the SBI umbrella, was tasked with all alcohol-related oversight."
Everyone nodded at that knowledge drop, then Karina continued her narrative: "So nothing was found at the Convention, and a lot of our Agents were asking why their time had been wasted. And the same DEA that started up the operation became the Agency trying to blame others, like the ATF, for the operation. And as usual, that started a lot of finger pointing and bickering that reached even higher levels, like our overseers: the Intelligence Community."
"Hmmmm." I said. "Feel like you're being set up?"
Jack Muscone said "I thought that, too, but FBI Deputy Director Lawrence Lance and EAD Owen Lange said they were assured multiple times that that was not the case. And that became a (air quotes) 'thou doth protesteth too much' situation that has our hackles up even more."
I was halfway in a reverie while Jack was talking, and as he finished I said "Tell me... was anything besides the Whiskey Convention being investigated?" Tim and Karina turned to look at Jack Muscone, as if needing his permission to answer. Muscone himself had looked uncomfortable at the question.
"Tell him, Jack." said Tanya. That was a wife-to-husband order, as Tanya did not like being caught in the middle between Jack and me if and when we were at odds on anything.
Jack conceded this one: "A Food and Drug Administration team did an audit on University Hospital's Schedule II through V drugs, and they passed with no negative comments. What they didn't know was that two of the team were actually DEA Agents looking for more than what the FDA guys were auditing. They also found nothing."
"O-kayyyy." I said. "So why are you so nervous about telling me? It's probably Laura you should be more worried about." Jack just shrugged his shoulders.
I asked "I'm not asking for actual names, here, but do you know who the DEA guys were that helped audit the Hospital?"
Jack said "I don't know, but I can ask Dwight Stevens or Kevin Pitts if they can find out."
Karina said "Isn't Pitts undercover in the City right now?"
"Oh, that's right." said Jack, who looked less than pleased that Karina had said that out loud. "But we can't talk about that. No offense, Don."
"None taken." I said, though the tone of my voice might have conflicted with the words.
Karina said: "It's nothing personal. Due to deconfliction rules we were told Pitts was going undercover in the City, and we were told that we could not tell anyone in the TCPD, Nextdoor County PD, nor Midtown PD. Not even Commander Tanya Muscone could be told, we were told."
"Okay, okay." I said. "If it's not in my County, it's probably none of my business."
Jack Muscone obviously wanted to change the subject as he said "There is one other thing I wanted to bring up. and that's Katherine Woodburn wanting the SBI to be used to go after parents that speak up about what their children are being taught in Government schools."
Muscone: "As you know, that is happening at the Federal level already. We're supposed to have the First Amendment right to petition the Government for the redress of grievances, but Derrick B. Harland's gestapo task force is meant to intimidate anyone who speaks out. He wants to use Government Guns to deny Citizens their First Amendment rights!"
I said "I am the Choir. You are preaching to it."
Tanya spoke up: "What Jack is taking too long to get around to saying, Don, is that we need to be speaking up against Katherine Woodburn's attempt to impose pure totalitarian authority and deny Citizens their rights by threatening them with tax audits and Government Guns. And nobody in this State is more able to do that than the guy who speaks softly and carries a big red crowbar."
I nodded and said "Point taken. Point well taken------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Jack Muscone's iPhone ringing. "It's EAD Lange." he said, then answered it: "Muscone... yes sir, I'm at TCPD Headquarters now... whaa?!... yes sir, I'll try, anyway... yes sir."
After the call disconnected, Muscone said "The DEA got an 'Agent In Distress' alert before dawn this morning. It was from Kevin Pitts's phone that he was using in his undercover role. They found the cellphone at the City Railyards, then found the car he was using at a dead end street, empty. The EAD asked me to ask you to come with us, Don."
"Sure, but I'm bringing Teresa with me." I replied. "Tanya, you're in charge while we're gone."
"Moohahahahaha!" Tanya cackled. "The power is mine! MINE!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am local time. Despite the volume of records and the seeming haphazard way of storing them, Phyllis Troy had found the records pertaining to Sarah Belvedere's death pretty quickly.
"Okay," she said to Clarissa and Chief Bennett as they sat at the table in the room next to the vast storage room, "the autopsy says that Sarah's uterus hemorrhaged after the baby came out, and that she bled out and went into shock. Efforts to save her failed, and she died. There is a note that said the baby 'survived' the birthing process, and appeared to be healthy. There is no Police report, but the doctor and the nurses made good notes for the file, and also testified at the Inquest. It also says that Sarah's husband collapsed and went into shock when they told him Sarah had died, and he was treated at the scene."
Phyllis: "Okay, the Inquest... mostly details about trying to save Sarah's life, and the medical particulars... but... that's strange... there's a note here by one of the nurses that says... Oh my God!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were speeding along the University-City Highway, which we call the Nextdoor County Highway, in two vehicles. Having changed to civilian clothes and having logged in as the SBI Reserve Inspector, I was driving the black SBI SUV, whose blue LED lights embedded in the windows and frame of the vehicle were blazing.
Tim Jenkins was riding shotgun, and Teresa, also in all-black civilian clothes, was in the backseat, texting on her Police iPhone like crazy. Jack Muscone and Karina White were in a Federal vehicle behind us, embedded blue and red lights flashing.
"So how's fatherhood?" I asked as we sped through Nextdoor County.
"Good." said Tim Jenkins. "Cindy's mom has been asking me to visit and stay a lot, especially when Callie's not there and Cindy needs some sleep. So I've been able to feed him and change him and rock him to sleep a good bit."
"How are things with Callie?" I asked, just a wee bit too casually.
"Not bad." said Tim. Seeing my gray eyes cut over in his direction, he said "Well, I don't want to be telling tales out of school..."
"Bu-ut..." I prodded.
"Okay, but don't take any of this the wrong way." Tim said, then started: "Callie is being as good and as understanding as she can be about my presence, so that's not the real problem. And I'm not as good at observation and deduction as you guys are..."
"Bullshit." Teresa said flatly.
"I agree." I said, but more jovially. "Cindy says you're pretty damn good at it, and my own observations confirm that. So spit it out."



Tim said "Well, I guess the best way to say it... first of all, I'll say that Callie loves baby Ben, and she does her fair share with him... but I just don't think she was as ready to be a parent as Cindy was, and is. Again, don't get me wrong..."
"I think I understand." I said. "Having a child is absolutely the biggest life change a person can have. I remember when Carole was born; from that day on, my whole life became about raising her and supporting her, and that just continued when my other children were born. I know you'll be going back to Southport, and it'll be more for you like a divorced father that doesn't have custody, but your son will still be the foremost thing in all your future thoughts, plans, and actions."
Me: "It'll be the same for Cindy, just as it was when she took custody of Betsy and adopted her. I would have thought Callie would be feeling the same way; after all, parenting Ben is no different than parenting Betsy..."
Tim said "Like I said, I'm not trying to say anything bad about Callie, nor am I trying to say there's a problem. You're right that I will have to go back to Southport, probably by Easter Sunday this Spring, so maybe things will settle in for them then."
I said "So what can you tell me about Kevin Pitts and his mission?"
"Uh... I'm not sure I can say." Tim said, his voice uncertain. Seeing my eyes glance over his way again, he said "Okay, okay. All I'm going to say is that what Karina said was true. We were told not to tell the TCPD, Nextdoor County PD, Midtown PD, nor anyone who might get back to you or any of them about it."
"Ahh, so it's not me specifically, but those several Police Departments." I said.
"And I have no idea why." Tim Jenkins said. "Especially since he's not working in any of your jurisdictions, that I know of."
"Okay." I said. "I'll say no more until we check out the scene."
And we didn't. Tim took the opportunity to ask me as many questions about fatherhood and raising a son as he could think of, keeping me busy happily answering those questions...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Harold Bennett had found one of the nurses whose names were in the autopsy report. Her name was Nancy, and she was now in her upper 60s, and worked at the Shady Acres Hospice facility. She agreed to talk when she learned that Clarissa was Sarah's sister and Phyllis was Teresa's grandmother-in-law.
"Oh yes, I remember that night." Nancy said. "It was... so sad. Well, Teresa survived, so that was good. But Sarah did not. And ultimately, neither did her husband."
"He was the Sheriff, wasn't he?" Phyllis asked.
"Not at that time." Nurse Nancy said. "He became Sheriff a short time later. In fact, what happened to Sarah may have been the reason he ran for Sheriff. But you wanted to know about Sarah..."
Phyllis said "No, please... tell us about him, first. It may be very important."
"Oh, it is." said Nurse Nancy. "We didn't have cell phones back in those days. When Sarah went into labor, she called the Sheriff Department, where her husband worked as a Deputy. Someone else answered and said they'd radio him to come get her and take her to the hospital, or send a car themselves. But they never did."
"They didn't tell him?" Clarissa gasped.
"No ma'am." said Nurse Nancy. "I don't know how much you know of the past of this town, of Harmon Belton and his grip on it. He was beginning to consolidate that power then. He claimed to love your sister, and he hated your brother-in-law from the time he came home from Viet Nam."
Nurse Nancy: "The Sheriff then was in Belton's pocket, and was being paid very well to put Belton's interests before the interests of the town. So when Sarah called and said she was going into labor, no one told her husband, and no one came to get her."
Nancy: "The sun was setting when she finally called a friend, one of the few women in this town brave enough to talk to her, and that woman came and got her. The woman, whose name was Mildred, was a school teacher, and a pretty crafty woman herself. She drove by back roads, and it was a good thing. That Sheriff had other Deputies lined up to stop Mildred and Sarah from reaching the hospital, while sending her husband to a phantom call several miles away."
Phyllis said "And Sarah delivered Teresa in the backseat of that car, didn't she?"
Nancy said "Yes. When they got to the hospital, the baby had been born. Sarah was holding Teresa against her, belly to belly, and the placenta was still in place, though tied off. We rushed them into the Emergency Room. Teresa was okay, and we got her cleaned up."
Nancy: "But when we went to clean up the ejecta from Sarah... we found that she was bleeding, and badly. The doctor told us to prep Sarah for emergency surgery... but she went into cardiac arrest before we could, and our every effort to revive her was not successful. I'm so sorry."
Tears were streaming down Clarissa's face. She nodded and said "Thank you."
"What happened after that?" asked Phyllis.
"Her husband finally got there." Nancy said. "When we told him what had happened, he almost went berserk. I have rarely seen such grief in a human being as he showed that night."
Nancy: "A few days later he came and got Teresa. I know that Mildred and his sister, a woman whose married name was 'Croyle'... I think her first name was Beatrice... helped take care of Teresa and her sister Alexis. I remember Mildred telling me that every time Teresa's father looked at her, he'd begin weeping. And he fed her and changed her, but never held her for any length of time. He never got over his wife dying in childbirth with her."
Phyllis: "And he found out that he'd not been given the message she had gone into labor?"
"Yes." said Nancy. "There is a rumor that he confronted the Sheriff over it, and the Sheriff laughed in his face and told him that if he didn't like it, he could go fuck himself, excuse my language. So he ran for Sheriff himself. Word had gotten out what that corrupt Sheriff had done, and the other Deputies that had been sent to keep Sarah from getting to the hospital felt really bad when they heard she died, and they told everyone the story."
Nancy: "The corrupt Sheriff saw fit to move away. The people here voted your brother-in-law in as Sheriff, in what was their last hope to keep Belton from ruling them, from crushing them, from destroying them. For a while, there was a stalemate. And then Alexis died, and last year, when Teresa came back, we found out Alexis had been murdered. And that was the final straw, that broke her father's spirit. He went mad the night she died."
"Yes, we know what happened from there." Phyllis said.
Clarissa Esterson got out her checkbook as she said "Thank you for telling me this about my sister."
Nancy protested: "Oh, you don't have to do that. In fact, I'm glad to be able to finally tell the story. Less than a year ago, I would have died for speaking it... like Mildred died."
Clarissa wrote the check and handed it to Nancy. "Please, I insist. And I know you will find better things to do with it than I would." Nancy accepted the check, which was in the upper five figures.
"I'll find a good charity for it." Nancy said. "Or do something on behalf of Teresa. You should be very proud of her, Mrs. Esterson. Teresa not only came back, she brought Commander Donald Troy with her. He's the Iron Crowbar... and he is everything the legends said that he is. Harmon Belton and his son Kenny died, and it's whispered that Teresa avenged her sister, her father and her mother, and liberated this town in taking that revenge." (Author's note: 'Centuries'.)
As the women got up to go, Nancy glanced up at Phyllis and then did a double-take. "You... you look just like him!"
"Like who?" Clarissa asked.
"Like him! Like the Iron Crowbar!" Nancy said, then said to Phyllis, "You look just like him in the face. Are... are you related to him?"
Phyllis's eyes twinkled as she said "Yes. Don Troy is my son. And you are right... he is everything the legends say he is, and I could not be more proud of him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Phyllis drove the car back towards Police Headquarters, Clarissa absent-mindedly looked out of the shotgun-side window.
"What do you think of this place, Phyllis?" Clarissa said.
Phyllis said "This town was under a dark cloud for a long, long time. And they've only come out from under that cloud in less than a year's time. Not much sunlight to make life grow yet."
Clarissa nodded, then said "There are places in the Bayou that we know not to go into, especially after dark. One can feel the Evil that just reeks from those places. This town was like that, and I'm not sure they're freed from the shackles of that darkness. It is... unfortunate... that my sister and her husband chose to come here."
Phyllis said "Yes, their story was tragic. But it made Teresa what she is."
"Yes. Yes it did." Clarissa said. A moment later she said, her voice full of emotion, "Well, I learned what I wanted to learn, and a lot more. Sarah did get to hold Teresa before she died. I don't know why, but that means a lot to me."
"I know why." Phyllis said. "Just as you held your children when they were born, and I held mine, there is nothing like it in this world."
"Should we tell Teresa?" Clarissa said.
"Will it help her if we do?" Phyllis said. "She already knows her father could not overcome the pain of losing Sarah whenever he saw Teresa."
"True." Clarissa said. "But it's her right to know... isn't it?"
Phyllis said "You were in a world of secrets far deeper and longer than I was, as was your husband. It's your decision to make on how much of this, if any, to tell Teresa, and I'll abide by whatever choice you make..."
Part 4 - "Proceed To The Route"
10:50am, Monday, February 22d.
Our vehicles were directed through a fence into the City Railyards, and we drove southwards along the edge of the fence up to where other vehicles were. As we got out, I saw City Detective E.J. Jefferson, once of the Town & County Police (Author's note:
'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 01.), and his partner Detective Tony Long, along with four uniformed City PD Officers.
I also saw DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens, along with some FBI crime scene technicians. SBI Agents Terence Johnson and Carter Fischer were talking to him and E.J. Jefferson, which surprised me; the SBI normally was most very unwelcome in the City.
And then I saw FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson, E.J.'s first cousin and a member of Jack Muscone's team. But the big surprise came when I saw FBI Executive Assistant Director (EAD) Owen Lange, who'd been looking inside the empty car. For him to be here bespoke the extremely serious nature of this situation, as well as something else really big going on that brought him to The City in the first place.
E.J. Jefferson had stepped forward. "Ahh, Commander!" he said in a somewhat falsetto voice, followed by greeting me in a more normal voice: "It's good to see you again, sir. You too, Commander Croyle."
"You too, E.J." I said shaking his hand. "When are you coming back to the TCPD?"
"I'd love to, but I love it here, too, sir." E.J. said.
"Sheriff Griswold would love your asskissing and your political skills." I said. "What's going on here?"
E.J. got serious as he said "A Federal Agent, a Kevin Pitts of the DEA, put out an 'Agent in Distress' call very early this morning. We responded within minutes and found the car here. His cellphone was taken back down Carroll Street, from where he had to have come, and was thrown into the Railyards."
I said "They may have realized it was broadcasting the distress message, so they threw it out."
"And far enough away that we might not go down Carroll Street for a while, but the other way along the Railyards's tracks." said EAD Owen Lange as he came up to us through the gate in the fence the FBI had forced open to access the car. "Dwight, show our FBI Consultant the car."
"Yes sir." said Dwight Stevens. He did not greet me as he led the way through the fence. "As you can see, Commander, the driver's side window was smashed, with a lot of the glass going into the car. We opened the other doors as we checked out the car. There was nothing else in the vehicle nor the trunk."
"Except the GPS." I said as I opened an app on my Police iPhone, plugged a UBS-C cable into it and the GPS, and began downloading the GPS contents.
"What are you doing?" Stevens said, almost accusingly.
"Downloading the GPS." I said "And I'll send it to your guys if you haven't already downloaded it yourselves. It's important, because Carroll Street here can only be accessed by... Delray Street, which itself is a narrow alley. Carroll Street goes south, with the building to the west and the fence along the Railyards to the east. Carroll Street dead-ends here. There's hardly enough room to turn around, except very slowly and inches at a time, or by backing out all they way back to Delray Street."
Jack Muscone had come up, and he said "That's what we're noticing, too. It would be folly to drive in here without a good reason, as it's a perfect ambush site. If he chased a car into here, that car had no way out and should still be here. And if he was being chased, he'd do a hell of a lot better on the bigger roads, and working his way to the Federal Building."
I got out of the car and began looking under the wheel wells and the bumpers. "Were there any tracking devices, friendly or foe, found on the vehicle? Maybe in the trunk?" I asked, loudly enough for everyone to hear.
"No sir." said one of the FBI techs. "We checked visually and by using equipment that detects transmitting devices."
"Good, that's good work." I said as I began looking around in front of the car, between it and the fence. "I don't see anything here, like blood, or like something that would be set up to draw him in." I looked around, up at the building that went along Carroll Street. There were no doors to that building nearby.
"I guess y'all have checked the building, here?" I asked.
"Of course we have-------" started Dwight Stevens, about to get snarky with me.
"Yes sir, we did." interrupted E.J. Jefferson. "We got a warrant based on the distress call and finding the vehicle here, and we cleared the building. It's almost completely empty. There's some evidence that some homeless people may have lived here, but they didn't stick around long enough for us to see them. We've found no blood or any indicators that he was dragged in or out, and infrared showed no heat signatures."
"Good job. Very thorough." I said, wondering if I should be impressed with the CPD, or if they had done all that only because it was an Agent we were looking for. I then said "You recovered his phone? Can I see it?"
Detective Tony Long brought it over in its evidence bag. "Hi Commander, good to see you again, sir." he said affably as I put on a fresh set of latex gloves.
"Good to see you again, too, Tony." I said. I examined the phone. "Glass is cracked in the corner, probably from where it hit the ground after it was thrown. So where did you guys find this?"
"Wayyyy down that way, sir." Tony sir, pointing northwards up the railroad tracks. "You can see that orange cone and those two Agents down there. We're speculating they got to the intersection of Carroll and Delray, threw the phone out over the fence as hard and as far as they could, then got on out of here."
I nodded. "I'll buy that for a dollar. Anyone opened the phone?"
"Yes sir." said another of the FBI techs. "It's a burner, but a standard-issue burner for our Agents going undercover. The Agent-In-Distress software is on it, along with some security tools. We downloaded the texts and emails, but there weren't many."
"Would you mind opening it, and letting me see it?" I asked. The tech looked at me a bit warily.
"It's okay, open it up for him." said EAD Lange, who had been shadowing me all this time. I could sense he was very tense, very nervous... and very worried.
I plugged my Police iPhone into the burner, and opened its Maps app and began downloading. "What are you doing, sir?" the Federal tech asked. "I haven't seen that before."
"Really?" I said. "This is pretty standard Police software to download where someone had been going if they were using the Maps and the Siri applications to navigate." After the download was complete, I said "I can send this to you guys if you don't have it."
"I've got it, sir." said Julius Jefferson. "But that's not standard Police software, sir. I won't ask where you got it, on account of knowing who your wife is."
"Smart man." I said with a grin. "Somebody promote that guy."
I began trying to examine the data, but I noticed that everyone was gathering around me, and I began to feel surrounded... and not in a good way. Teresa must've felt the same way: she had come over and was standing right next to me, and in a protective fashion.
"Anything, Don?" asked EAD Lange.
"I think we may need to go to the Federal Building, sir." I said.
"Why is that?" asked Lange.
I said "Two reasons, sir. First, I'm going to need my laptop to really analyze this data and see if it bears out a very scary idea I've had. And second..." I paused a moment, glancing around.
"And second?" Lange prodded.
I let my eyes drift to look right into his as I lowered my voice to a whisper and said "If I'm right, you will only want a few people hearing this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I were alone in the Conference Room of the FBI offices in the Federal Building in the center of the City. As I examined the GPS and Maps data on my laptop, I noticed that Teresa was typing again on her Police iPhone, and by that I mean typing a lot.
"Everything okay?" I asked while still looking at my laptop.
"Sir?" Teresa said, looking up at me.
I turned to look at her iPhone. "You've been typing a lot on that thing all morning. Ergo, is there anything I need to be made aware of?"
Teresa said "Yes sir. I'm following up on getting the affidavits from our Officers that had eyes on the kids at the whiskey convention. We've got just about all of them. And Cindy is following up with her contacts at DFACS, and we're texting back and forth on that."
"Cool beans." I said. "I appreciate you following up so vigorously."
"How is your research going?" Teresa asked me. "Not to push you, but those Federal Agents are on the verge of heart attacks over this."
"I know, and every second counts in a case like this, if Pitts is still alive." I said. "But there's something that may be even scarier, and I think this data confirms it. Let's get them in here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FBI EAD Lange, SAC Muscone, ASAC White, and DEA SSA Stevens all but stumbled over themselves as thy rushed into the Conference Room. Coming in behind them was Special Agent in Charge Ashton Cardigan, who was in charge of cyber-operations.
"You got something?" Lange asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "Please, sit down. Uhh, where's Tim Jenkins?"
"I asked him to get in touch with Crenshaw in Southport about the situation." said Lange as everyone sat down. He then quickly asked "So, what do you have?"
I had hooked my laptop to the monitor mounted on the wall at the end of the table, and I brought it up as I said "My analysis of this data confirms my worst fears."
"What's worse than Agent Pitts being abducted, and possibly dead already?" Dwight Stevens asked.
"The way he was abducted." I replied. "Pitts doesn't live here; ergo, he would use the Maps feature to have Siri give him directions to any place he's not familiar with, including the City Center where the Federal Building is. It is also a decent idea to use Siri to learn about accidents and backups on the highways."



I continued: "Pitts was coming in from an apartment in the southwest suburbs of the City, a pretty decent area from what I understand. His GPS showed that he got off the main highway and began navigating surface streets, at first towards the City Center, then veering towards the Railyards, and ultimately leading to Delray and Carroll Streets."
I went on, showing the data on the monitor screen: "He put an address into the Maps app that is not far from here... City Police Headquarters. From the Maps app, Siri told him to take that detour, citing a traffic accident ahead, then steered him onto every road that took him into the Railyards District, and ultimately to where the car was found."
Me: "The only further deviation is that Siri told him to take Donohue Street from Carroll Street... and those streets are separated by a fence at the end of Carroll Street, an alley between the streets that go alongside that building that shuts in Carroll Street, and another fence that prohibits turning into that alleyway from Donohue Street. Pitts could not have followed those instructions."
"So what does that mean?" asked Jack Muscone. "I've seen Siri get it wrong before, such as guiding us to exits that are HOV-lane only, or turning us onto one-way streets that go in the wrong direction."
I replied: "Except that there was no accident on that road at the time Pitts was traveling through. And after that, Siri was constantly guiding Pitts away from the destination he'd put in, and towards a location where he would be trapped and could be ambushed."
"Geez." said EAD Owen Lange. "Like the Terminator movies. The Machines have taken over."
"That really is exactly what I think happened here, sir." I said, seriously and solemnly. "I believe someone took over Pitts's Maps app, and led him into that ambush!"
No, it was not the proverbial 'you coulda heard a pin drop'. But a lot of looks connoting sheer disbelief were coming my way.
"That would require someone following him." said Dwight Stevens. "And Pitts is damn good about not letting himself be tailed."
"It could have been a drone flying directly over his car." Teresa said. "Those can be hard to spot even if you have line of sight to them."
"But there would still have to be a controlling car, or cars." Stevens said.
"Does the technology to do something like that even exist?" Karina White asked.
"Yes." said Ashton Cardigan. "The signals that the app uses to triangulate and get traffic information can be overpowered by another signal with fake data. But that would require a powerful transmitter pretty close to the cellphone."
"And then we're back to drones and cars following Pitts." said Stevens.
I said "There is another possibility. A tracking and transmitting device might've been attached to the car, and was removed when Pitts was captured. A vehicle could follow at a distance, reducing the risk of being seen. And a signal to disrupt the GPS so that it doesn't show Siri to be lying to us could be generated, as well."
"That's likely what happened." Ashton Cardigan said agreeably.
"And that's what's so scary about this." I added. "We trust Siri not to lie to us, and I'm sure Pitts went along with it until it was too late."
"So what now?" Karina White asked.
Ashton Cardigan said "We're getting every bit of data we can from cameras all across The City. Everything from street cams to building cams, and we're monitoring CPD communication. All under a Federal Court warrant, by the way, Commander." I nodded in acquiescence.
And then Teresa spoke up: "It would help a lot if we knew what Pitts was working on. That's probably the root cause of his abduction."
Dwight Stevens spoke up: "And to that point... we appreciate you guys coming over and helping us, and Commander Troy has gotten us a long way with his analysis. But we Feds, especially the DEA, will take it over from here."
"Are you kidding?" Teresa said, anger creeping into her voice. "You have the best Detective in the history of the State... hell, maybe the entire country... sitting right here, and you don't want his help?"
"No he doesn't." I said, only slightly witheringly. "Because he knows he'll have to tell us what Pitts's undercover mission was."
"No offense, but that's true." said Stevens. "We cannot reveal that to you. Even if Pitts is dead, the mission will be ongoing, and it involves others."
"I'm afraid that's true." said EAD Owen Lange. "But I'll authorize you to tell Commander Troy anything you need to, in order to help find Pitts."
"Thank you, sir." said Stevens as he got up. "But I still can't do it. Again, I appreciate your help, Commander, and yours Commander Croyle. But we'll take it from here."
"FOR GOD'S SAKE!" screamed Karina White, freezing everyone in place. "Pitts's life is on the line, here, Dwight! Now tell the Iron Crowbar everything you can so we can go find our missing Agent!"
I said, a lot more quietly, "Would it help if I tell you what he was working on, and you just fill in the gaps?"
"Here comes the awesome sauce!" I heard Teresa whisper as I let my eyes bore into Dwight Stevens's.
I leaned forward and said "Your investigation involves the Department of Internal Affairs of the City Police. You're either investigating them, or you don't want CPD IA to know what in the CPD you are investigating."
Dwight Stevens's eyes widened in utter shock. The EAD's eyes connoted shock, as well. Ashton Cardigan looked surprised. Jack Muscone's beady black eyes were less shocked... and Karina White could not quite hide a look of her sense of satisfaction.
"How?... How do you know that?" Stevens erupted. "Goddammit, how do you KNOW that?"
"How often do I have to demonstrate to you, Agent Stevens, that I'm not an Agency of the Weak-Minded? Was (air quotes) 'Marcie Harper' not enough?" I said. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 06-07.)
I did not let my eyes waver from him to anyone else as I said "The important thing is that I do know, so stop wasting my time and risking Agent Pitts's life."
"He's right, Dwight." said Jack Muscone, essentially covering for Karina. "We're wasting time. Sit down and tell him everything."
"I want him to sign an NDA first." Stevens said. "And Commander Croyle will have to leave the room."
"I'll show myself out." Teresa said matter-of-factly, getting up.
"I'll go with you." I said, also getting up.
"What NOW?" Stevens spat.
"Why do you always make it so fucking hard?" I yelled. "Getting information out of you is like pulling teeth! And I'll tell you 'what now': do you really think I'm going to sit there and let you insult the person in this world that I trust the most? Really? And you can forget about an NDA... whatever you do tell me, the first thing I'm going to do is turn around and tell Commander Croyle."
"Jesus Christ..." Stevens muttered. He then made a decision. He said "Fuck you and the horse you rode in on. I've got work to do." He turned and went for the door, then exited the room.
EAD Owen Lange broke the awk-wrrrd silence in the room. He said "Y'all have a seat, both of you." As Teresa and I sat back down, he said "Ashton, you can stay, or you can go. Your choice."
"I'll go check with my people and see if they have anything." Cardigan said. He got up and exited the room.
"As usual, Commander Troy, not much gets past you." EAD Lange said. "Jack, fill him in."
"Yes sir." said Muscone. He turned to us and started: "You guys remember that case of the L-sugars in the drugs?" (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice', Ch. 01-02.)
"Yes." I said.
Teresa said "Not all that well. I was visiting my Louisiana relatives during that case."
Muscone said "I reference it because I remember Don mentioning that in Chicago some Police Officers were taking drugs that had been captured as evidence, and were re-selling those drugs. Well, the DEA got a tip from a C.I. that the same thing was going on in the City Police... and that Internal Affairs was a part of it."
"I see, said the blind man." I said. "And because Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters is in charge of CPD Internal Affairs, the edict went out to not tell the TCPD, NCPD, and MPD... where Coldiron's former teammates Sean Moynahan, Molly Evans, and Frank Soltis are now the Chiefs of Police of those Departments, respectively."
"Exactly." said Jack. "As to the case, the DEA set up some undercover operations. DEA Special Agent Tommy Ridley was brought in from St. Louis, and was working with CPD Officers on an alleged drug ring in The City that was actually a DEA creation. They were making busts where the perps tended to get away, leaving the drugs behind."
Jack: "Kevin Pitts was feeding Internal Affairs information about the case, saying he was watching Ridley, and asking if IA was watching their Officers. The hope was that the dirty IA guys would make a move to take the drugs and then sell them and pocket the profits, and the DEA would have a case to build."
"And before you say it," Jack continued, seeing my eyebrows go up skeptically, "it's all tightly controlled to this point, and we're not just letting the information get out. And that's to protect the reputations of the innocent... if they are innocent."
"Even so," I said, "that's playing with fire, and it could go wrong in a hurry."
"And it already has." said Owen Lange. "Pitts is missing."
"When did you start this operation?" I asked.
"The DEA started it last December." said Jack Muscone.
Teresa whispered to me "May I ask them a question, sir?"
"By all means." I said. None of the FBI Agents objected, and it would not have mattered if they did.
Teresa asked: "Why is a Federal Agency investigating City I.A.? Why isn't the SBI-OER doing it?"
"They may be." said Jack Muscone. "Just independently of us."
"You're not answering the question." I said, picking up on what Teresa was really asking, and not letting Muscone off the hook. "Why are the Feds investigating City I.A. at all? I'm not sure you have jurisdiction to do that?"
"Are we going to quibble over jurisdictional issues, when we have a missing man?" EAD Lange asked, trying hard to deflect from the 800-lb. elephant in the room.
"Oh, I'm going to do all I can to help you find Pitts." I said. "But the jurisdiction issue is very valid, here." I stood up, then said "And once we find Pitts, hopefully alive, we're going to have a talk about that, Mr. EAD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few moments later, EAD Owen Lange led the way down the hall to a large office space where the DEA and FBI had set up a joint task force to search for Kevin Pitts. FBI SAC Ashton Cardigan and DEA SSA Dwight Stevens were talking to someone at one of the desks and I saw FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins talking to DEA Special Agent Juan Alberto Morales, with whom Jenkins worked in Southport.
"Hello, Commander, and Commander Croyle." Morales said as he came up and shook my hand, then Teresa's hand. "I appreciate you both being here, and trying to help us find Kevin."
"I hope we'll be able to." I replied. "Any new information?"
"No." said Cardigan, overhearing us. "We've gotten glimpses of a black sedan following Pitts's car, the one that was found empty this morning. But they appeared to be very aware of where the cameras were, or else they were able to disable them, because after the time of the alert we have not been able to get them on any camera at all."
Dwight Stevens said "The City Police can't control the all the cameras, but their Internal Affairs can."
Teresa said "Are you suggesting they're behind it?"
Stevens replied "I'm suggesting we need to find out why the cameras didn't record precisely the information we need most right now."
I said "Okay, let's not jump to any conclusions." Then I raised my voice a bit (okay, a lot) and continued: "Everyone! We are obviously up against some bad people that are well-financed, have some high-grade technology, and have the brains to orchestrate and execute an operation like the one they did this morning. And right now they have a Federal Agent in their hands, and we need to find him before... before they kill him. Let's get him back alive!"
People had stopped to listen, and now turned back to their tasks with renewed energy. Morales and Jenkins sat down at stations and began making phone calls. I asked Cardigan to show me the videocamera stuff they had and didn't have, searching for a pattern that I could make use of...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:45pm, Monday, February 22d. Teresa got a text and showed it to me. It was from SBI Agent Terence Johnson and said "Meet us at Sweet Baby Jane's Buffet Restaurant. Watch to see if you're followed."
I went to Jack Muscone's corner office, where he was sitting with EAD Owen Lange. I said "Teresa and I are going to go get some lunch, and call home to make sure Police Headquarters is still standing. Give us a call if anything comes up."
"Before you go..." Jack said, stopping me as I was about to retreat from the doorway, "Don, do you think Pitts is still alive?"
I stepped into the office, as did Teresa, and shut the door. I said "Y'all remember how I was captured and put through the ringer by Dr. Casey B. Walker?" (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver', particularly Ch. 03-04.)
Jack nodded, and I said "I think they're subjecting Pitts to that kind of 'enhanced interrogation', to find out what he knows. When they're done, they'll kill him. I hope we have 24 hours to find him alive. I do think he's somewhere here in The City... especially if rogue City Police cops are involved..."
Part 5 - Intrigue and Subterfuge
"That was a damn good question you asked them, about why the Feds are the ones investigating City IA." I said to Teresa as I drove my SBI SUV south towards Sweet Baby Jane's restaurant.
"I didn't even mean it as a jurisdictional issue." Teresa replied. "I just wanted to know why the Feds were bothering to spend the money and the time on it."
"And that in itself was an excellent thought." I said. "As to the jurisdiction, I think we're going to find out about that during this lunch. And speaking of that... are we being followed? Have you seen anyone?" I knew she'd been watching, as I had.
"No sir." said Teresa. "But they don't need to. Unlike the Black Beauty and our TCPD SUV's, this vehicle is a rolling radio signal machine. If they want to know where we're going, they'll know."
"That's true." I said, impressed with Teresa's logical reasoning. "So what do you think about all this?"
"I'm not thinking about it, sir." Teresa said with alacrity. "I'm here for only one reason... to protect you."
"And I'm grateful for it." I said gratefully. "But seriously, no thoughts at all?"
Teresa said "Just that Dwight Stevens needs to get his head out of his fourth point of contact, and let go of his jealousy of you. And I noticed that they didn't really rein him in, especially when he walked out on us. And speaking of that, how did you know it was about City I.A.? Tim said something in the car on the way here about Karina letting the cat out of the bag, but I didn't hear what she said."
I said "At Headquarters, Jack mentioned Pitts and Karina said he was undercover."
"Did you accidentally throw her under the bus?" Teresa asked. "Or throw Tim under the bus?"
I smiled. "No. I'm not an Agency of the Weak-Minded. Yes, that was Karina letting the cat out of the bag, but it was no accident... and Jack Muscone was part of the act. They both wanted me to know something was going on, and I suspect they put that together before they came to TCPD Headquarters, alerting me but creating plausible deniability for themselves... especially Jack."
"Wow." Teresa said. "Sounds like there be Swamp Frogs here."
"Give that Iron Wolf a crowbar." I said. "Yep, I suspect there is a lot more to this than they're letting on..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:15pm. We arrived at the country buffet restaurant. Waiting for us in a small back room that we had to ourselves were SBI Agents Terence Johnson and Carter Fischer... and SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell and SBI-OER Lieutenant Norm Chow.
After exchanging greeting and handshakes... and both me and Teresa being hugged by Britt, we went through the buffet and brought back large quantities of delicious 'home cooking' food. I was sitting facing the doorway, and Teresa was sitting to my right. Britt sat across from me and Norm across from Teresa. Terence was at one table end, to my left; and Carter was to Teresa's right at the table's other end.
We sat this way, Teresa to the right, because she was right-handed and would move to her right if she had to quickly get up while drawing her weapon. Me, I'm ambidextrous, remember? So I can move as quickly to my left as to my right. And yes, we do think of things like that, and discuss them...
"Thanks for coming." Britt said. "We wanted to talk to you about this Federal Agent being abducted, and we needed to get you away from the Feds."
"Yes. Yes you did." I said agreeably. "How much do you guys know about any or all of that?"
Britt said "First, let them tell you what happened this morning." I nodded.
Terence Johnson said "We responded to the Agent-In-Distress call this morning. The City Police got there just ahead of us, and some of the other Federal Agents pulled up right on our tails. So we were there. We helped find the car, then the cellphone. After that, the Feds were trying to take over and shoo us out of there, but the City Police were having none of it. So Julius Jefferson of the FBI, whose cousin is E.J. Jefferson of the City PD, asked us to work with the City Police guys... and keep them out of the Feds's way for them."
Carter Fischer said "We played along, just kept back, helped where asked, and kept our eyes and ears open. As you know, Commander Troy, and maybe you know too, Commander Croyle, the City and the SBI have long been at odds, to the point that the CPD was once ordered to shoot SBI Agents on sight if they came into The City. You diffused that somewhat, Commander Troy, and the City PD people didn't mess with us this morning. In fact, they almost considered us their allies against the Feds."
Terence Johnson: "And in that vein, sir, ma'am, we observed that the Feds and City PD seemed to be at odds. The Feds worked hard to keep the City guys from doing any investigating or knowing anything, but E.J. Jefferson did not concede a jurisdictional inch, even with the train tracks on the other side of the fence. E.J. called for some uniformed City PD Officers to provide strength of numbers, and Julius Jefferson had the Feds back off, at least until the EAD arrived, which was just before you got there."
Britt Maxwell said "And now, the rest of the story. As you know, the SBI has long had an adversarial relationship with local law enforcement entities. Under some former Dictators... er, Directors, such as Jack Lewis, along with corrupt politicians seeking to use the SBI as their personal political enforcement tool... like Katherine Woodburn is now openly seeking to do... the SBI has been and still is so distrusted by local LEOs that they were unable to do the one job that people would expect the SBI to do... investigate corruption and criminal activity at the local LEO levels."
Britt: "So the SBI Inspector position, which I currently hold, was made independent of the rest of the SBI so that we could investigate local LEO corruption, as well as corruption and crimes of any State or local government employees. And the Office of Ethics and Review, the SBI-OER, was created as an (air quotes) 'internal affairs' for the SBI, as the FBI's OPR is to the FBI, but can also investigate malfeasance by State and local politicians as well as local Sheriff Departments and Police Departments. That's been generally accepted by most counties in the State, and if they suspect they have a corrupt Internal Affairs Department, they'll come to us. In other words, we watch the watchers."



Britt: "Things with The City are a little bit different, though. The City is semi-sovereign; it runs itself, does not respond well to State oversight, and there are some State laws that are ignored or even countermanded by City ordinances. And as Carter said, the relationship between the SBI and the City Police has been so hostile that the SBI would be violently opposed if they attempted to assert any authority over The City."
Britt lowered her voice and said "So imagine my surprise when the City I.A.'s commander, Captain Wes Masters, came to my office in January. He told me that he was investigating corruption in the top brass of the City PD. He said he had reason to believe that his own IAD had been compromised, but he had no proof and he couldn't be sure who was good and who was bad."
Britt: "So let me tell you what you know already. The City Mayor is a man named Lucian Phelps. At one time he was pretty tight with Governor Jared and now-Sheriff Griswold, but as the politics have become much more deeply partisan and much more rancid between the sides, he's become ineffective. He probably will not run for Mayor again, and I have word that he's considering retirement by the end of this year."
Britt: "The City Police Commissioner is appointed by the Mayor, and can only be overruled with a 2/3 majority of the City's governing Council. The current Commissioner is Whitney 'Buck' Savage, a hardened, grizzled veteran of the City Police Force. He's always been a tough-on-crime, law-and-order kind of guy... until the riots and unrest they had the past couple of years, where he blatantly held back from doing what you guys did in your Town & County. His inaction has been considered to be the main reason there was so much violence and property damage."
Britt: "Next in line in the City PD is First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault, wearing three stars on her uniform. She's been behind a desk all of her career; she's never so much as written and handed out a parking ticket. Politically she's a very moderate Establishment Republican, often saying how great she thinks Mitt Romney and Lisa Murkowski are."
Britt: "Then there's Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams. Bureau Chiefs have two stars on their collars, and Deputy Bureau Chiefs have one star. Ken Z. Adams is in charge of the Narcotics Bureau. Norm?"
SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow took over the narrative: "Inspector Maxwell tasked me to work with 'Coldiron' Masters, and he and I brought in an Agent that is like your 'Ice Cube' Perry used to be... Britt and I are the only persons who knows who he really is and that he works for us."
I took a napkin, wrote a name on it, showed it to Teresa, then to Britt and Norm. Britt's eyes widened in shock. As was normal for him, Norm Chow didn't even bat an eyelash or twitch a muscle as he said "Yes, that's him."
As I set the napkin on fire, then ground the ashes to specks on my dinner plate, Norm continued his narrative: "He was brought into City I.A. with a backstop of being from California, and the false name 'Matt Jones'. We expected that it would be weeks, even months, before he was able to get anything, since he was new and it'd take time for the others to accept him."
Chow: "But things were going pretty well, and a couple of weeks ago we got Terence here introduced into the CPD as a Narcotics Detective from Southport. We didn't think the City Police knew who he really was, and we made a backstop that showed him to be under suspicion in Southport for working with the drug distributors down there. His mission was to start asking about drug connections, and draw the attention of other CPD Officers that might be (air quotes) 'connected', and also see how fast that got to I.A. Terence?"
"Yes sir." said Terence, picking it up. "It looked like no one knew who I really was, but a week ago, just as the whiskey convention and the Federal investigation of it ended, I was contacted by DEA Agent Kevin Pitts. I'd seen him a couple of times at City Police Headquarters, but he never spoke to me, so I didn't think much about it."
Johnson: "But it turns out that he did know me. He asked me to have lunch with him at the City Diner. While there, he told me he knew who I was and who I was working for. I never admitted it outright, but it was pretty obvious that I had been made."
Johnson: "He said that my presence was interfering with a Federal investigation, and he wanted me and the SBI to stop our operation. He talked like he knew what my operation was, but then he asked me who else from the SBI was working undercover within the CPD, so I had my suspicions. I told him that I hadn't even verified who he was, so why should I listen to a word he was saying? He told me to have my people call the Feds's Deconfliction office."
"And we did." said Norm Chow. "Terence used a previously unused burner and left a message with another burner that eventually got back to me. I did check with the Federal Deconfliction people, and they confirmed Pitts was undercover and in The City. I asked if there were others working with him, and they said no."
"But that wasn't true." said Britt Maxwell. "We pulled Terence that afternoon, but left (air quotes) 'Jones' in place. But then Masters contacted me a couple of days later, and said one of his I.A. Lieutenants, Herbert Walker, came to him and said the new guy Jones was an undercover SBI Agent, and also knew that Terence was SBI, but was pulled out. Masters played it cool, and said to start watching Jones, and then secretly suggested to me to pull him, and start over. So we did."
"And just in time, from what happened to Pitts." I said. "So the undercover Feds blew the SBI Agents's covers?"
"We think so." said Britt Maxwell. "We're not sure who else they have in City PD, and neither is Masters... Don?"
She had noticed that I'd gone into a reverie. I blinked, and then said "Sorry... it just struck me: Pitts blew his own cover by contacting Terence! Now why would he do that?"
"To get me, and all of us, out of there." said Terence.
"And that's my point." I said. "They didn't have to blow his cover to get you to take your guys out of there. One phone call from Jack Muscone, EAD Lange, Deputy Director Lawrence Lance, or the DEA Brass to Inspector Maxwell or even Governor Marshall would've sufficed to get that done. But no... Pitts contacted Terence, and now he's..." I did not finish the sentence.
"Sir," said Carter Fischer, "is it possible that Pitts's disappearance was staged?"
"Why would they want to do something like that?" I replied.
"Like you said, sir, he exposed himself." replied Fischer. "So he needed to find a way to be extracted without exposing whoever else has been inserted into the CPD... well, it was just a thought."
Teresa said "And a good one. It certainly is possible. After all, there were CPD Detectives at the scene, as well as you SBI guys, and then Commander Troy was asked to attend. And then------" She cut herself off. "Well, suffice it to say the Feds have been acting strangely about it."
"And sending out that 'Agent-In-Distress' call got everyone from CPD to the SBI to the Feds, to li'l ol' me involved." I said. "Having said that, I think he really was abducted. I think there are competing forces at work here." I then said "Why don't you guys go get seconds, or dessert. I need a moment alone with Inspector Maxwell."
Everyone else got up and went for more food. I said to Britt: "Just between you and me... Masters caught on to the Feds infiltrating both his I.A. Department as well as the CPD Narcotics Division. And I think he approached you because he realized the Feds are going after him, personally."
Britt said "I don't know how you do it, but nothing gets past you. Yes. When he came to me, he said he thought the infiltrators were the Feds. He contacted the Deconfliction office, and was told there were no Federal operations in the City, which was total bullshit."
Britt: "He asked to me to help him find out if they really were Feds, and if so, help him find out what they were doing, and to expose them if they were trying to set him up. He realized that with his own IAD possibly compromised, he needed an independent Agency... me... to expose whatever they are doing, if it's not on the up-and-up."
Britt then said: "And there's one more thing I need to tell you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Monday, February 22d. We were driving back towards the City Center when Teresa said "That was very interesting------" Then she noticed I had my finger over my lips in the 'hush' sign. We drove the rest of the way in silence.
As we walked through the Federal Building garage after parking, I said quietly ""Let's just be very careful of what we say, no matter where we are. I wouldn't be surprised if that SUV was bugged, nor if the Feds were listening in on our own cellphones, which they can do."
"Roger that." Teresa replied. "Just one question, and I don't care if they hear it... are you sure Dwight Stevens isn't dirty?"
"Yeah, I'm pretty sure." I said. "He's just never forgiven me for not telling him about Marcie Harper's escape attempt, and it didn't help when I told him today what their whole operation is about."
"He's gotta get over himself." said Teresa.
When we got to the FBI offices, we went by Karina White's office, which once had been Jack Muscone's office. "Anything?" I asked from the doorway.
"No." said Karina, getting up. "Let me take you to Jack's office." She led the way to the corner office, where Jack Muscone was sitting behind his desk. When he saw us, he stood up.
"Let me take you guys to EAD Lange." Muscone said. He led the way to a small conference center two doors down, where EAD Owen Lange had set up as his office space. He was sitting at the near end of the conference table.
"Come on in, and sit down." Lange said. We all took seats at the table, Jack to Owen's left and Karina to his right. I sat to Karina's right, and Teresa sat at the far end of the table.
"How was your lunch with the SBI Inspector?" Lange asked. Ah, so we're going to play these games, are we now? I thought to myself.
"It was good." I said. "Thank you for asking." Everyone in the room understood that fully.
Owen Lange said "I guess this is where I tell you what was going on, and you can fill in the gaps along the way."
"Touché." I replied. "And please... Pitts may still be alive, so please don't play games with me anymore."
"Yeah." said Lange in his scratchy voice. "Okay... the info the DEA got was that City I.A.'s Captain Wes Masters was the ringleader of a drug gang that was being run out of City PD. Dwight Steven is the SSA for this region, so he was tasked with investigating it. He in turn tasked Pitts and Ridley to go in undercover and see what they could find------"
"Hold on." I interrupted. "Exactly where did that tip, that information, come from?"
Lange said "All I can tell you is that Dwight's DEA superiors tasked him to find out------" He stopped as I rose to my feet.
"I've had just about enough of this." I said, my voice low and menacing as I took both sets of FBI credentials out of my pocket. "Now either you start being straight with me, totally straight, or I'm going to lay these on this table and walk out of here. And once I walk out, I will never, ever help the FBI nor any Federal Agency ever again."
I then looked at Jack Muscone and said "And you will no longer be welcome in TCPD Headquarters, not even to visit your wife. In fact, and I'm not joking here, she may be prompted to find new employment elsewhere."
"Whaa?" gasped Teresa.
"Are you threatening my wife?" Muscone growled, his beady black eyes flashing fire, though he had not yet stood up to confront me.
"No." I said. "It won't be me doing it. Police Chief Sean Moynahan will fire her, after I tell him what you are doing to Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters."
"You'd really do that to Tanya?" Jack said, both amazement and hostility in his voice.
"You don't get it, do you?" I growled as I stared at Jack. "Masters, Molly Evans, and Frank Soltis are to Chief Moynahan what Teresa is to me. He will force Tanya to choose sides. And she'll do the right thing, and choose her husband over the TCPD. And she'll be gone."
I looked back at Owen Lange. "So what's it going to be? Who gave the DEA that bullshit tip?"
Karina White tried. "Don, we need you. We've got to find Pitts. You really won't walk out and let him die, will you?"
"Dammit, Karina!" I said, not all that loudly, but the anger in my voice unmistakeable. "I can't help you find him when I'm being lied to or otherwise dealt with dishonestly like this. I can't help Pitts, and I can't help you help him."
Lange was peering at me, and I could tell that he was trying to decide whether to call me out and let me walk, or come correct and start telling the truth. He took too long. After about ten seconds, I threw the credentials on the table.
"Let's go." I said to Teresa.
It was Karina White that said "It was the Bob Rovers BAU team." she said.
"WHAT?!" I gasped out loud, then glared at Lange. "And you believed them?"
I noticed that Jack Muscone's beady black eyes had gone wide with surprise. Owen Lange was glaring at Karina. She was having none of it.
"You want my badge, too?" she said as she returned his look. "I'm tired of this shit, too! Now do the right thing, goddammit!"
Teresa had stood up, and she walked over and pulled my arm back to my chair. "Please, sit back down." she said. She walked over to the corner of the table, between Lange and Karina, scooped up my credentials, then leaned over towards Lange and said "Start. Talking. Now. And tell the truth, all of it. I do not want to lose Pitts if it can be helped, and I definitely don't want to lose my fellow Angel to your stupidity. And if you think Don is pissed right now? He's the Good Humor Man compared to me right now. And I'll remind you that he has a crowbar... and that I don't need one."
Dayum! I thought to myself. The Iron Wolf has spoken!
"All right." Lange said. Teresa came back around and put my credentials into my pocket for me, then sat down as the EAD started up: "Yes, it was the Rovers BAU team that made the claim, and Dr. Robin Isley of the National Security Agency ordered the DEA to investigate it."
Lange: "FBI Deputy Director Lance and I were briefed on the operation as a courtesy, since it was in our Region. The data behind the tip looked to be valid, so we went along with it. I briefed Muscone and White, but didn't tell them where the tip came from due to the past animosity between them and the Rovers team. I'm sitting here now wondering two things: how bad will the crowbar beatdown hurt, and how did Ms. White here know where the tip came from?"
"And I'm not going to say how I know." Karina replied.
I said "You spent over 20 years in the ATF looking over your shoulder. It becomes habit."
"Yes." said Karina. "And I have friends in many places, just as the Iron Crowbar does. That's all I'll say, except to say that Jack here didn't know, at least not from me."
Jack Muscone said "You can believe me or not believe me, Don, but I didn't know the extent of the operation until just a few days ago, when the SBI Agents were outed and had to be pulled out. Britt Maxwell called me and threatened to expose our undercover Agents in retaliation. I asked her what was going on, and she told me. I went to the EAD because it looked like the whole thing was going to blow up... and it has."
Just then there was a knock on the door and DEA SSA Dwight Stevens looked in. "You wanted to see me, Mr. EAD?"
"Yes." said Owen Lange. "Come in here and sit down over there by Jack." Dwight did so, and Lange said "Okay, Dwight, I need you to brief these FBI Agents and our TCPD friends on everything, and I mean everything. And that is not a request."
Dwight Stevens said "My previous objections still apply, Mr. EAD."
"For God's sake, Dwight." Jack Muscone said. "Their clearances are higher than yours. Teresa's is even higher than Don's."
I looked over at Teresa and said "How'd you manage that?"
"I test aircraft for my husband's company." Teresa said matter-of-factly.
"You didn't know that, Don?" Jack said, a twinkle of amusement in his beady black eyes.
"Some things do get past me." I said, then added severely, "And to this point, the truth is not getting anywhere close to me. And that needs to change... quickly."
Dwight Stevens said "It really was nothing personal to you, Commander Troy, nor you Commander Croyle. I didn't tell anyone else, until I had to."
"No, it's not personal." I said. "No one else has told me anything, either... until they had to. So start talking."
Stevens: "First of all, I know your opinion of the Rovers BAU team, and most of the rest of the world shares it. So our first task was to verify their information, and it looked good."
I said "That forgery they made to try to implicate me in the Betty Morelli case looked good, too. Turned out to be anything but." (Author's note: 'No Way Out'.)
Stevens. "Yeah. Touché. Anyway, we investigated the allegations, and we found that the City Police had been doing something similar to that previous case with the L-sugars. They were capturing drugs and then selling them back to the pushers instead of destroying the stuff. And they were raking in a lot of money."
Stevens: "We were confirming that someone in City I.A. knew about it, and either was covering for the dirty cops, or were participating in the drug operation. Kevin Pitts was in frequent contact with me, and he gave us a lot on the dirty cops that Ridley had given him. One of those people was the Narcotics Bureau Chief, Ken Z. Adams. Pitts also said that at least one person, and a high-up person, in Internal Affairs knew of the ring, and was at the very least doing nothing about it. Pitts was trying to document that when he disappeared."
Stevens: "And then Pitts recognized an SBI Agent that was posing as a Detective transfer from Southport, with a too-convenient backstop. I asked him if he wanted to let that go or get the SBI guy out of there, and he said he'd talk to the SBI guy. The SBI did pull him, but he showed up at the Pitts crime scene this morning."
I said "Did you, Pitts, or anyone else say anything to anyone else about the SBI Agent? Because more than one man's cover was blown."
Stevens looked shocked at that. "No! And as far as I know, Pitts only talked to the one guy. Maybe the SBI pulled the others out of caution?"
I shook my head vigorously in disagreement. "No, they were exposed, outed. Tell me, besides Ridley and Pitts, who else did you have embedded?"
"No one." said Stevens. "We had some guys posing as the perps, either buying from or selling to the corrupt Police, but they weren't embedded within the Police, nor I.A."
"So your mission was focusing on Captain Masters?" I said. "Did you find anything on him? Anything definitive? Concrete?"
"We were still working on it." said Stevens. "We had the dirty cops in Narcotics, but nothing leading back to I.A., just------" He stopped talking.
"Just?" said Owen Lange with authority. "Just what?"
Dwight Stevens said "We did find a pipeline of money leading to the upper levels of the Police. Maybe even to the Police Commissioner's Office. Pitts was starting to work that angle in the past couple of days."
I nodded, then said "Okay. I have what I need to know. I'm going to go make some phone calls, and by God! y'all had better not try to trace them or listen in on them! If you do... it won't be me you're going to have to worry about when the OPRs start flying around..."
Part 6 - The Lost Flight
7:30pm local time, Monday, February 22nd. Clarissa Belvedere Esterson and Phyllis Troy settled into their seats on the BOW Enterprises aircraft. As it taxied to the runway, Clarissa said "I appreciate you coming with me, Phyllis. It was a very... interesting trip, wouldn't you say?"



"I enjoyed the visit." Phyllis said. "I now understand so much more about Teresa, as well as her husband, my grandson. And of course about Don. He is revered here as much as Teresa, if not more."
"It was a Red Crowbar that pried out the deep Evil that was infecting this town." Clarissa said. "But yes, I am glad we visited, though I will be glad to return home."
They had toured the town during the afternoon, then talked with Chief Bennett and the other Police Officers before taking the Chief to dinner in appreciation for the help he'd given him.
The sleek little jet took off and climbed into the sky, headed east. "We will be in Louisiana very early in the morning, especially with the time changes." Clarissa said. "I'm looking forward to having you spend a couple of days with me. We'll visit Baton Rouge, see the Capitol and LSU, then go to New Orleans."
"I appreciate your hospitality." said Phyllis. "But I can only stay a couple of days. I need to be getting home to Apple Grove."
As the plane headed east into the dark sky, the pilot, a youngish looking man with light red hair, came back to speak to them. "There's some cloud cover over the Rocky Mountains in New Mexico, and we'll be climbing above it. In the meantime, please keep your seatbelts on while you're seated, in case we hit any turbulence."
The flight attendant was a pretty girl in her early to mid 20s, with dark hair and an hourglass figure that reminded Phyllis of Teresa's body type. They were served snacks and drinks, and then the lights were dimmed. Clarissa put her seat back and settled in to get some sleep.
Phyllis also tried to sleep, but couldn't seem to. She was hearing the noise of the engines and the air being pumped into the pressurized chamber, and they seemed to change pitch instead of the smoothness she was expecting.
She opened her eyes. The cabin was dark, but it was an eerie darkness. She looked over at Clarissa, who was still asleep, but looked more like she was struck unconscious. The flight attendant was in a seat up front, also unconscious. The door to the cockpit was open, and the pilot looked to be slumped over.
Outside the windows, the clouds were dark gray, thick and oily. She saw flashes of light, like lightning bursts just past the edge of her vision.
And then she realized that she felt totally alone in this eerie place and time.
"What is this? Oceanic Airlines 815?" Phyllis said out loud to herself, thinking of the doomed plane from the television series Lost. "Where are we?"
And then she saw the girl in front of her. She was dressed as a flight attendant., and she was pretty, with light brown hair and an almost glowing, cherubic face.
"We are over Ouray, Colorado, in the Rocky Mountains." the girl said, her voice sounding eerie, as if it were inside Phyllis's head. And then the older woman looked up at the girl, and suddenly recognized her.
"Amy?" she gasped.
To be continued.
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Part 6 - The Lost Flight (continued)
"Hello, Phyllis." Amy said with a smile of radiant happiness. "It is good to see you again. Just relax, and you'll be home soon. And say hello to Carole, Teresa, and Buddy for me. I'll be seeing them again soon, too..."
Phyllis was trying to remain awake, but her eyes grew heavier and heavier. She saw a strange flash of purple lightning outside the window of the aircraft, its branches seeming to grab the aircraft. Then she lost the battle and fell asleep...
Part 7 - Who Do Ya Trust?
6:30pm, Monday, February 22nd. As the last of the sunset faded in the western sky, Teresa and I were at a little park that had an overlook of the North River, called Joe West Park. I had had Teresa come with me, and we'd left the Federal Building. I cautioned Teresa to say nothing as I drove along a major road that went east.
That road dead-ended onto a north-south road that paralleled the North River, the river that separated Eastphalia and Westphalia and flowed north to form The City's eastern edge. The river would turn east and join the Mississippi-Missouri River Systems much later on.
The area was industrial. Further south, where the Railyards were, was grimy. This area was rough, but not as bad. I drove to our destination and parked.
"Before we go any further," I said, "there is something I have to do. Sign this paper." As Teresa examined the document, I set up my Police iPhone to record what was about to happen.
"Do I really need to do this?" Teresa asked, even as she was signing it.
"Yes." I said. "Britt Maxwell is insisting on it, and to be candidly honest, I've been looking for the excuse to make this happen. So... please raise your right hand and repeat after me..."
And I proceeded to administer the Oath making Teresa Croyle a Lieutenant in the SBI Reserve.
She took the oath and I handed her her SBI Reserve Badge. Then, in my capacity as a Principal for the Town & County, I signed a contract with her similar to the one I had, that allowed her to be an SBI Reserve Lieutenant and paid by the SBI when she was logged in as one.
"Kelly Carnes will turn purple over this." Teresa said as I did the necessary things to download the SBI app onto Teresa's Police iPhone, and she signed in.
"I hope so." I said. "Okay, leave your cellphone here. Let's take a walk along the river, shall we?"
We walked down to the semicircular balcony that looked over the river, named the Hank Voight Overlook. As we looked over the North River, seeing the lights on both sides coming on, Teresa said "Was I wrong?"
"Not at all." I said. "You may have saved Pitts's life. I really was about to walk out of there. And don't ask about Tanya right now. We'll talk about that at a more proper time."
"Okay." Teresa said. ""And I hope I didn't speak out of turn nor say too much at lunch today."
"No, you were right." I said. "You and Carter Fischer were right to consider that Pitts's disappearance was a ruse. I considered that myself, but I have other reasons to believe it's not, and that he really was abducted. And you cut yourself off before saying something... what was it, that Dwight Stevens tried to send us home?"
"Yes, that's exactly it." Teresa said. "Once again, are you sure he's not dirty?" 
"At this point I consider every Federal Agent except those that are or were once married to me to be suspect." I said.
"Even Muscone?" Teresa asked, her voice connoting disbelief.
"Full dirty? No." I said. "But I haven't forgotten Archie Brody." (Author's note: 'Cool For The Summer'.) "But more than that... you remember the Louella Hopper case?" (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions'.)
Teresa nodded, and I said "I remember Muscone joking about the Feds telling Hopper that I had McGinty's Materials, and when I jumped down his throat about it, he swore he was joking. But someone wasn't joking, and the Feds did feed Hopper exactly that fake information... and it put my family in mortal danger, and almost got me killed, twice over."
"Yes, I remember." Teresa said, remembering all too well what she had found in that room under University Hospital.
"So no, I'm not trusting Muscone right now." I said. "And I wasn't kidding about the Chief possibly firing Tanya if anything happens to 'Coldiron' Masters."
"So how 'bout telling me what this is all about?" Teresa said.
"You've heard most of it, but I'll tell the story just to get my own head wrapped around it." I said. "First some background: when 'Coldiron' left the TCPD for City Internal Affairs," (Author's note: 'The Yellow Rose of Texas', Ch. 01-02.), "Chief Moynahan and now-Sheriff Griswold gave him some advice: if he ever ran into corruption in the CPD that I.A. couldn't handle, like the top brass being dirty, then he should go to Britt Maxwell for help. And that is exactly what he did." 
Your Iron Crowbar: "So that tells me he was dealing with corruption high up in City PD. And that brings the Feds's involvement into play. First of all, for the first time I completely believe Kevin Pitts is not a Swamp Frog."
"How can you tell?" asked Teresa.
"Because he got Terence Johnson out of there." I replied. "He put his own cover on the line when he didn't have to. He could've let Johnson be, he could've asked Johnson to collaborate with him. But instead, he got the State Agents out of there. And I suspect he did so to keep them from being harmed."
"And upon what data do you make that theory?" Teresa asked.
"More like circling around to it." I said. "Stevens said the money involved in this drug operation was getting huge. And that's how perps start getting caught... when they try too hard to sustain those levels. It's also how attention gets attracted by other greedy people, and I think that's what has happened here. When I hear the name 'Robin Isley', I see the shadow of DNI Brendan Chapel behind her... and he is one money-hungry son of a bitch."
Your Iron Crowbar: "So the Swamp Frogs are working with the CPD Narcotics Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams, and very likely First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault. And Wes Masters has found out about it, and wants to bust them. He brings in good people, but they're about to be found out by the bad people, and another (air quotes) 'good people' warn off the State-level 'good people'."
"And the data that I believe I have to support it," I said, "is the technology that was used to subvert Siri, and make Pitts go in the wrong direction. No one was expecting that. And it's not technology that you just buy at the corner electronics store." 
I did not mention that Britt Maxwell also had mentioned that Wes Masters had found the corruption by top City PD brass, and that her State Agents were beginning to look into it.
"Okay, then." Teresa said as the North River grew darker and reflected the lights of the streets and buildings along it shores. "I think I understand the basics. I still don't understand why Coldiron didn't come to Chief Moynahan, and therefore you. And I still don't understand Dwight Stevens's actions in all of it."
"That's simple." I said. "You know how I say Robin Isley only values citations on the wall? I think Dwight is a bit like that... he wanted the Marcie Harper bust, but in truth she would've gotten away and left him looking stupid. She had less luck against certain Iron Wolfs in Whirlybats." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 07.)
Teresa gave what was for her a smile as I finished: "I think Dwight saw a huge bust coming, and wanted the kudos. And I'm all for letting him have the glory, if he'll just get his head out of his fourth point of contact and let me help him."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone in the SUV. I rushed over to answer it. "Troy."
"This is Owen Lange." said the scratchy voice of Owen Lange. "We may have a bead on where Pitts is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Things were very busy in the FBI Offices when we got back. Tim Jenkins had met us at the elevator and said he's escort us to Owen Lange's office. I wondered why he was doing that, as we knew the way. But it soon became apparent why.
The large room where the task force had been working was full of Agents milling about. As Teresa and I walked by it, looking through the glass walls, I groaned.
"What is it?" Teresa asked, then saw what I'd seen. Among the Agents in the room were FBI or ATF Agent Lindsey Black, we were not quite sure which hat she was wearing today. The ATF's Karl Coleman was also in the room.
"They got here an hour ago." said Tim Jenkins. "They pretty much threw me out of there, and I didn't argue; I don't want any part of them."
"I don't blame you." I said as we continued down the hall and around the corner to Owen Lange's conference room office.
"Brace yourselves." Tim warned, then knocked on the door, opened it, and let us pass him into the room. I hoped I had steeled my face into impassivity as I saw who was there, but I heard Teresa gasp.
Owen Lange was at his place at the near-end of the table, looking somewhere between sick to his stomach and like a cornered cat. Standing around the table were Peter Page, Andrew Parsons, and David Rovers of the 'Bob Rovers BAU Team'.
And sitting to Owen Lange's left was... Dr. Robin Isley.
"It's about time you got here!" Lindsey Black said loudly as she came into the room behind us and then passed us to join her colleagues at the table.
"I'm not on your timetable, nor punching your clock. But I will punch you in the nose." I growled in reply.
I looked over at Robin Isley and said "And speaking of that... nice nose job." It was a reference to when I smashed her nose in at TCPD Headquarters. (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 04.)
Isley was not amused. She looked hard at me and said "You'll never do that again and get away with it. You so much as touch me, and you'll be shot dead." The other Federal Agents in the room, except Owen Lange, looked like they were about to pull their weapons out and shoot me anyway. They were staring at me with utter hatred.
"Oh, I won't touch you again." I said to Isley. "But I can shoot and kill you and every one of your little minions in here before they can even blink, much less retaliate. I look forward to you attempting to test me on that."
"You'll lose." Teresa said. "I'll have already waxed them all." The Iron Wolf was in a 'Teresa Cunt' mood today, I surmised.
"Why don't we put all the crap aside for a minute," said Owen Lange, "and see if we can find Kevin Pitts alive, okay?" In the silence that followed, he said "Okay, tell us what you've got."
Lindsey Black said "We believe the City Police are behind Agent Pitts's kidnapping, and we believe City I.A.'s Captain Wes Masters is the leader of the corrupt cops that kidnapped him. We know of several places where the City Police take suspects, usually black men, and subject them to enhanced interrogation, usually just beating the shit out of them until they confess to their crimes and give the cops the information they want to know------"
"The Feds have places around here like that, too." I interjected. "Like the one Archie Brody was taken to. Not to mention where Casey B. Walker tortured and damn near murdered me." (Author's note: 'Cool For The Summer', Ch. 03; 'Dream Weaver', Ch. 03-04. )
"I wish he had murdered you." Lindsay Black said, her voice full of hatred.
"That makes two of us." said Dr. Robin Isley, her voice more calm and level.
"Guys, please." said Owen Lange, exasperation in his voice. "We all want the same thing, here, to find Pitts. Keep going, Agent Black."
Lindsey Black said "As I was saying, the City Police have facilities they think are secret, but we know about them, and where many of them are. We are sending members of our elite Covert Ops teams on reconnaissance missions. Once they find where he is, we'll send in Rescue Teams to extract Pitts and bring him to City University Hospital."
FBI Special Agent Peter Page said "Right now our intel shows two leading candidate locations. One is in the western suburbs of The City. The other is just southwest of City International Airport, in the Ferguson Park District."
"So you haven't found him yet, have you?" Owen Lange said, his voice rancorous. "You'd led me to believe you had something."
FBI Special Agent Andrew Parsons said "Our teams are ready to go once we confirm Pitts's location. We're having to move after dark, so that the CPD patrols don't see us and give us away. We estimate that we'll know something by midnight, and we can move in after that."
"What do you say to that, Commander Troy?" Owen Lange asked.
I shrugged, then said "I don't think Wes Masters has anything to do with any CPD criminal activity, except possibly investigating it as part of his job. So the Bob Rovers BAU Team is fruit loops on that, just like they've always been on everything else. Having said that, if the City Police have have him, then what these guys are doing now is our only hope of getting him back."
"And to that point, Mr. EAD," I said, "it looks like you do not need my services nor my presence here any longer. So we'll be going. I'd appreciate it if you let me know if Pitts was successfully rescued." I turned to go, with Teresa about to follow.
"Don, we need your leadership on this." said Owen Lange. "If you don't actually go with the rescue team, we could use you here to make sure the coordination doesn't get fucked up."
I smiled briefly. "Sir, you heard the hatred of these Agents, and two of them saying outright that they want me dead. No sir, my work here is done. It's up to you Feds now."
"You're not going anywhere." Robin Isley said. "At least not until Pitts is found."
"Oh?" I said. "What, are you going to kill us to keep us from leaving?"
The Rovers BAU team members drew their service weapons and aimed them at us. Robin Isley said "Yes, that is exactly what we will do, to stop you from leaving until this is done------"
*WHAM!*
The door to the room violently flew open. FBI ASAC Karina White and Special Agents Tim Jenkins and Julius Jefferson came into the room, all wearing armor... and all pointing their drawn service weapons at the Rovers BAU team and Lindsey Black. Teresa had drawn her weapon, and it was aimed right at Robin Isley's (repaired) nose.
"Don't even think about it, assholes." Karina White said. "Come on Don, Teresa. Let's get out of here." Teresa and I went for the door and Tim came with us as Karina and Julius covered our exit. Once in the hallway, Karina led us to the stairwell. We took the stairs down to the garage level.
"Thanks, guys." I said as we went to my SBI SUV. "I just hope that wasn't a (air quotes)
'career move' for you all."
"You'll just have to hire us into the TCPD." Tim Jenkins quipped.
"I'd love to do that." I said. "And no kidding, Karina... we might need a new Deputy Chief soon. And speaking of that... where's Jack Muscone?"
"The EAD sent him home, to your Town & County." Julius Jefferson said. "Don't worry about us, sir. I've seen worse... I was in Providence Springs when you destroyed Spaulding and his operation. These cats are nothing in comparison." (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 02.)
"No doubt about that." I said, remembering. "Good luck to you all."
"And good luck to you, sir, and you, Commander Croyle." Julius said as we all shook hands. Teresa and I got into the SBI SUV and pulled out of the garage and onto the street as the others went back inside.
Teresa used my ink-pen device to check for bugs. "No active devices." she said. "Of course, they could be using our phones against us, and listening in."
"At this point, it doesn't matter." I said. "The die is cast, and the wheels are in motion. Still, say nothing until we clear The City."
We got onto the University Highway towards home. The road was being made into a limited-access highway, and a new exit for the road to Pottsville, that one would take to go between Pottsville and our Town & County, was completed. To Teresa's surprise, I took the exit. I turned left, crossing the bridge over the highway. About two miles down the road, I turned left again, on a small paved road. I drove east for another two miles until we dead-ended at a fence.
"Come on." I said as I grabbed a bag and a post hole digger out of the back of the SUV. I used a key to open the gate and we walked inside and down the path for a couple hundred yards. We were now on a large, flat space. To our east a light periodically flashed green, then white.
"That's the local airport." I said. "Only small private aircraft can land here; it's not big enough even for the BOW Enterprises planes."
"But a helicopter can land in this field." Teresa astutely said as I began using the post-hole digger to take chunks of earth out of the ground. I dug three such holes in a triangle, about 20 feet apart, then took three small but powerful klieg lights and put them in the holes.
"Do you know what I'm doing?" I asked Teresa.
"Yes." Teresa replied. "Nagamasa-san did this when I flew the Whirlybat out of the late CIA Director's compound." (Author's note: 'Causing A Commotion', Ch. 03.)
"Ah yes, that's right." I said. My task done, I hooked the lights up to the small generator I took from the bag and started it up. I was happy to hear, or not hear, how very quiet the generator was. I had Teresa walk about 20 yards away with me, and we could not see the lights that were beaming into the sky. Then I guided her back to the lights, and had her stand with me in the middle of them. "Stay inside the lights."
"Okay." Teresa said. "So the Swamp Frogs did come in, just as you predicted." I'd told her that I was expecting them while she and I talked at Joe West Park.
"Yes." I said. "And they think we are stoo-pid. They openly wished for my death, and then turned around and told us their operation and their plans to rescue Pitts. And they fully expected me to believe every word of it."
"You don't think they're going to rescue him?" Teresa asked.
"Think about it." I said. "If the Swamp Frogs are in bed with the dirty CPD brass and making a boatload of money with this drug operation, and if Pitts is not dirty and was getting the goods on them, as was 'Coldiron' Masters, do you really trust them to (air quotes) 'rescue' Pitts?"
I then said, my voice cold enough to freeze blood: "No, what they were going to do was take him from where they have him and are torturing him, kill him, then stage a raid on a CPD rendition center, which I'm sorry to say do exist. They would 'find' him, but he'd be dead already."
"Geez." Teresa whispered.
I continued: "And then they began having their corrupt allies of the Mainstream Media chanting that it's Wes Masters that was the ringleader of the operation, and gin up fake evidence of it. Oh, did I mix up my tenses? The Media lynching begins tomorrow morning, and the dirty CPD cops and the Swamp Frogs will walk away unscathed."



"How can we stop them?" Teresa said, her voice shaky. "What... what can we do?"
"What we're going to do." I replied. I then looked up at the western sky and said "Listen." Teresa listened, and heard the faint low-pitch throb of noise.
"Choppers." she said...
Part 8 - The Rescue
10:30pm, Monday, February 22nd. The State Patrol's elite Combat Strike Team, clad in black, wearing armor, and utilizing night vision and infrared vision devices, poured into the abandoned facility near City International Airport. Rushing along the nearly pitch-black hallways, they arrived at the far end of the facility.
Four men in a small breakroom were watching TV when they were suddenly overwhelmed by the masked, black-clad invaders. They were swiftly driven to the floor and injected with tranquilizers.
Other elements of the Combat Strike Team drove further down the hallway to an intersection of hallways. They rushed the one room that had any light, pouncing hard on the three men around the metal table. The men were rendered unconscious and taken away.
On the metal table was a naked black man with an IV in one arm. He had long since lost control of his bladder and his bowels, and was lying in his own filth.
"It's Pitts!" said FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson into his earbuds-controlled radio as he took the IV out of the unconscious man's arm. "He's alive, but in bad shape."
"Let's get him out of here." said the Combat Strike Team leader... most very Special Agent Melina Troy Allgood. Someone brought in a plastic-lined stretcher and four people put Pitts on it, then covered him with a blanket. Melina sounded the retreat of four whistle blasts.
As they reached the doors and went outside, two large helicopters were landing. One was University Hospital's life flight helicopter. Pitts was rushed to it and put aboard, and began being examined by the attending physician... Dr. Leonard R. Cordell, Town & County EMS Chief and longtime war zone trauma doctor. The helicopter took off. It's pilot was me, Your Iron Crowbar, and my co-pilot for this mission was Your Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle.
"Unidentified aircraft, identify yourself." came the call from the tower of City International Airport.
I gave the call letters of the helicopter, then said "We are life-flighting a Federal Agent to University Hospital. Request clearance to fly beneath the aircraft threshold."
"Roger, Life Flight." said the tower. "Fly south to the Federal Building then southwest and follow University Highway west."
"Roger. Life Flight out." I said. Then I said to Teresa. "No way in hell I'm flying over the Federal Building with their anti-aircraft guns on the roof. We're going southwest then west-southwest."
"Roger that." Teresa said. She looked back and saw Dr. Cordell and Paramedic Kevin Randolph working on Pitts. They had catheterized him and had two IVs going into his arms.
Meanwhile, the captured Agents were being put on the second large helicopter. Melina came up and said "That's all of them that we could find."
"Okay. Good work in there." said the CIA Officer in charge of this mission... Dr. Laura W. Fredricson. "We're taking them to Station 'Whiskey' (W)."
"Make it hurt." Melina said. "What they did to Pitts was brutal."
As Laura got onto the aircraft, Melina heard her sister say to the captured Agents: "Welcome to Hell, gentlemen." And she knew that Hell might be preferable to what Laura was about to do to them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why isn't Laura on this chopper, helping with Pitts?" Teresa asked me as we cleared City airspace proper.
"Two reasons." I said. "She's going to be having philosophical discussions with the captured Federal Agents that were torturing Pitts. And second, she and I never fly together unless we absolutely have to... especially when there's danger like this flight."
"I could have flown this chopper." Teresa said. "You could be flying one of the Cobras. But why did Laura forbid you to be on the Combat Strike Team?"
"Uh, let's discuss that later, shall we?" I said. I was not just flying the medical chopper because I could; after all, Teresa was an excellent pilot and could've handled it.
However... after setting up the pot lights in the field, the helicopters came in from the west and landed in a circle outside the lights, along with an escort of Cobra gunships. When Laura popped out of the second helicopter, she told me that I was forbidden to go into the facility, and she told me why: because it was the same facility where I'd been subjected to Dr. Casey B. Walker's insidious torture! (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver'.)
Laura didn't want me having any flashbacks that might endanger the mission, and I had no problem with never seeing the inside of that place again. So I got to fly something.
And I was flying the Life Flight mission for another reason. The regular helicopter pilot had agreed to fly the bird as far as that field near that small airport, but had not wanted to fly into nor out of the City once he was told of the danger to us. You know that Teresa and I had no problem volunteering to do that, but I didn't blame him a bit. Indeed, I was able to make use of it: after they landed I had the regular pilot drive my SBI SUV back to University Hospital with a State Patrol escort.
And the Cobras? No way could Town & County Police Chief Sean Moynahan be stopped from piloting one of them. The other, which was mine, was being flown by a State Trooper, Sergeant Winthrop, who normally flew the State Patrol's weather and surveillance helicopter, but had military gunship experience. He had a Rudistan-'ish' joviality about him when we met on the field, and when I told him I wanted my aircraft back in one piece, he assured me that he'd make that happen, and I knew he would.
We cleared the City suburbs and flew west with the University Highway off my port window. As we came up to where Highway 141 turned north and went towards the Millwakee Camp location, I heard a chilling message on the radio: "Two bogeys, six o'clock, coming up fast from the ground. Solid black, not running any lights."
"They're right behind us." Teresa said. "They came up underneath our fighter escort."
"Enemy aircraft, this is the State Patrol. You are in violation of State Law and flight rules." I heard on the radio. "You are ordered to turn back. How copy?"
"They're still coming." Teresa said. "Can you dive?"
"No." I said. "This ain't a Cobra. And we can't do anything 'exciting' with Pitts and the medical people in the back."
We listened in as 'shit got real' behind us: "Enemy aircraft, this is the State Patrol. You have been deemed hostile and we will shoot you down if you do not stand down. Do you wish to engage?" Suddenly, the rockets red glare of tracer fire came out from under my aircraft and flew past us!
"I guess he does wish to engage." I said to Teresa as a second burst of tracer fire went past us, this time at a slight angle.
And then we saw an orange flash in our side windows. "One bogey down, but the other is on my tail."
"I've got him." said the voice of Chief Moynahan. A second later another orange flash lit the skies behind us. "Second bogey down. Let's get that man to the Hospital, Mister Crowbarrrr."
"Roger that, Chief, and thanks for the help." I replied. I drove the Life Flight chopper as fast as I could towards home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The lighted blue letters spelling 'UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL' were a welcome sight as I guided the helicopter to its roof and touched down. Medical personnel rushed out and took Kevin Pitts inside, with Dr. Cordell following and barking orders. I shut down the helicopter.
Teresa said "Well, I can add incoming tracer fire to the things I've seen that I never hope to see again."
"Roger that." I said. "And Teresa... you did well today. On everything. I couldn't have done a thing without you. Sure you don't want a crowbar?"
"What color?" Teresa asked, meaning it humorously.
"Red." I said seriously, holding out my red crowbar. Teresa fully understood what what I was offering her: the chance to become the Second Iron Crowbar.
"What, you going somewhere?" Teresa asked as she peered at me. "SBI Director or something?"
"Maybe." I said.
"No you're not." Teresa said. "This too shall pass, sir. You're where you belong, and you are who you're supposed to be. So thank you, sir, for your trust in me... but I'm sure."
She's in the zone, I thought to myself as she got out of the chopper. I followed her inside a moment later...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Several cellphones began ringing or chiming in the conference room. Lindsey Black, Karl Coleman, David Rovers and Peter Page received messages while Dr. Robin Isley received a phone call. Her eyes showed her shock as she listened, then said "Keep me informed." and hung up.
"Mr. Lange, would you please excuse us for a few moments?" Isley said, without a shred of courtesy in her voice. "In fact, take your stuff. We're going to need this room for the rest of the night." Lange wordlessly closed and disconnected his laptop, then gathered the few file folders around him, got up and left.
Once he was out of the room, Dr. Isley looked at the others. Lindsey Black said "Our facility near the Airport was raided. They really hit us hard. They captured all out guys there, and they recovered Pitts. One helicopter took all our people and flew north. It's out of State now. The other was University Hospital's Life Flight helicopter."
Karl Coleman said "The chopper with our guys turned west and began flying low. We lost radar contact near Lake Watchacoochie in the W.M.A. up there."
Isley nodded her head. "Laura Fredricson. She's got them. And she'll break them. That's bad. Very, very bad."
David Rovers said "We anticipated the possibility of the Iron Faggot getting Pitts away from us, but we thought he'd make his move once we found Pitts and were taking him to the Hospital."
"Why didn't they take him to City U. Hospital?" Lindsey Black asked. "It's much closer."
"But it's not under the Iron Crowbar's control." Robin Isley said. "He can have Pitts protected inside hoops of steel over there. Here? He couldn't do a damn thing here."
"And how did they find Pitts?" Karl Coleman asked harshly, looking squarely at David Rovers. "The Iron Crowbar doesn't know where our facilities are? Or does he?"
Robin Isley said "It wasn't Troy, not Don Troy anyway. It was the aforementioned Laura Fredricson. You people have no idea how powerful she is, even after having retired. Even my boss fears her. But what I want to know, people...is who is the fucking idiot that took Pitts to the same fucking place where Casey B. Walker tortured Don Troy?"
David Rovers said "They thought that location would be discounted, precisely because it had been used before and was known."
Isley looked Rovers squarely in the eye and said "Bob Rovers is as clumsy as he is stupid. And I hope and expect that you will tell him I said that, and tell him exactly verbatim. Okay, obviously I don't need your BAU team now. Pack your shit and get out. Go back to Washington." The BAU team got out while the getting was good.
After they were gone, Isley said to Lindsay and Karl: "Two 'black' choppers that were assigned the mission to shoot down the University Hospital Life Flight helicopter were themselves shot down west of The City. Here's what I want you to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30am, Tuesday, February 23d. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and Special Agent Julius Jefferson came into the waiting room at University Hospital, along with TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone. Waiting there already were me, Teresa, TCPD Chief Moynahan, and Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans.
"Our kids are at The Cabin with your kids." Tanya said when she saw me, knowing I'd ask.
"Good." I said. "They'll be safer there."
I saw that Muscone noticed the hostile looks that the Chief and Molly gave him. He did not say anything, but sat apart from them. Tanya parked her wheelchair next to him, and Teresa made a point to go over and sit near her and speak to her.
"How's Kevin?" Julius Jefferson asked.
"Still alive." I said. "Dr. Morgan came in, and they took Pitts into surgery. He was physically abused as well as drugged up. He had a skull fracture as well as an edema, which means swelling around his brain. He also had several cracked ribs and soft tissue damage. And bleeding from his rectum and lower intestine, suggesting objects were forcibly inserted into his derrière."
"Why all that?" Jack Muscone asked. "If I recall, they didn't do nearly that much to you physically."
I replied "But they had me for several days, and they had to take their time to extract certain information out of me. With Pitts, I think they felt the need to accelerate the process, so they augmented the psychosis drugs with physical abuse to break him more quickly... and for the fun of it, of course."
Teresa had lowered her eyes at that... she remembered what had been done to Cindy before we rescued her. (Author's note: 'Causing A Commotion'.)
I continued: "They needed to get what they could from Pitts as soon as they could, by dawn this morning if I don't miss my guess. And then they were going to kill him."
Muscone said "I got word that the Feds had an idea of where he was, and they were going to rescue him. When I heard about you rescuing him, I thought it was them doing it. What happened there?"
I said "The Swamp Frogs were feeding us shit, and what you heard was probably their 'fake news' disinformation. My thesis is that they intended to kill Pitts, move his body to near a City Police rendition facility, and then (air quotes) 'rescue' him, but too late. All I'll say now is that the people we found at the facility with Pitts are now undergoing... 'questioning' themselves."
"So you were going to tell me what this is about, once Molly got here." said Chief Moynahan. "And now she's here." I looked over at Muscone.
"I'll go make some phone calls." said Muscone. "Julius, let's go discuss our end of all this." The Federal Agents left the room. I checked for bugs... in front of Tanya, who noticed.
"Do you want me to stay or go?" Tanya asked, her eyes and her voice showing she was 'not perky'.
"You can stay." I said. "Of course." I added. Teresa reassuringly patted Tanya on the shoulder.
"Okay," I began, "Wes Masters went to Britt Maxwell after finding a corrupt drug operation within the City Police Narcotics Bureau. They were taking drugs that had been captured in drug busts and re-selling the stuff back to the drug distributors. The pushers in turn would sell it to their lower level guys, and then the dirty cops would come in and bust the low level guys, and they'd do it all over again. Lather, rinse, repeat."
Your Iron Crowbar (YIC): "The dirty cops were raking in the cash, pure profit. The higher level drug perps were making their profits they would have anyway, between what they bought the drugs for and what they sold them for. It was the low end guys, usually poor blacks on the streets, that were getting crushed. But I digress."
YIC: "The Narcotics Bureau Chief, Ken Z. Adams, was a major player in the ring, if not the leader. Then First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault got involved, and was taking a cut while protecting the ring from being sniffed out. And then the Federal Swamp Frogs found out, particularly Dr. Robin Isley and Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel. He is one greedy son of a bitch, and he had his Swamp Frogs force their way into it. They did do some things to help out, like supply fresh drugs into the cycle, but they were basically taking a huge chunk of the dirty CPD cops's money."
YIC: "So Masters found out, possibly by being tipped off by disgruntled CPD cops that were finding their profits curtailed. He started looking into it, saw the Federal Swamp Frogs, and realized it was too big for him and City I.A. So he went to Britt Maxwell. They began a joint operation to expose it."
YIC: "I'm not sure exactly how it went next, and I hope Pitts lives to tell us. But good guys like Dwight Stevens and Kevin Pitts found out, and started their own operation to expose the ring and the Swamp Frogs's involvement in it. Problem was, they saw the SBI guys embedded, the SBI guys saw them, each thought the other might be part of the problem... until Pitts figured it out and talked to SBI Agent Johnson, and warned the SBI off."
YIC: "And here's where I use some imagination, and we'll see if future data bears me out: I think the dirty CPD top brass always had the idea, if not the plan, of framing Wes Masters if things started coming to light. They'd always hated the job he was doing to clean up the CPD and bring integrity and credibility back to it, and saw it as a 'Plan B' to get rid of him while protecting their own hides."
Molly and Chief Moynahan's faces looked dark and angry at that. The threat to their colleague Masters was 'not unlike' how I would (and do) react to threats against my Angels.
I went on: "At the Federal level, I think the Swamp Frogs's first goal would've been to use the SBI Agents's presences against them, which is why Pitts warned Johnson off; he knew the danger. The Swamp Frogs's second plan was to put it on Pitts and maybe Stevens, and their final option was to bring down the corrupt CPD brass."
"Oh, geeezzz." groaned Chief Moynahan. "We've got to warn Coldiron!" I got in front of him and looked at him funny.
"Ye of so little faith, Chief." I said. "I've already talked to him, and so has Britt Maxwell."
"Goood."said the Chief with great relief in his voice. I then had to burst his bubble.
"But Chief, he's still in great danger." I said. "This thing is about to blow up in their faces, and they'll try to pre-empt us. They're going to hit Coldiron with this, and the SBI and Sharon Marshall, too. They'll have their deeply corrupt Media allies chanting Coldiron's guilt. It's a trap we can't stop them from springing, and one we may just have to walk into to in order to get out of it."
"Coldiron is good," said Molly Evans, "but even he's not the Iron Crowbar. How are we... or should I say you going to get him out of this?"
"I can't." I said grimly. "There is only one way out, and that is that Kevin Pitts has to live and recover... and be able to tell us the truth. If he dies... it gets ugly. So my only way of helping Coldiron is to keep Kevin Pitts from being murdered by the Swamp Frogs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30am, Tuesday, February 23d. FBI Special Agent Lindsey Black and ATF Special Agent Karl Coleman entered University Hospital and went to the Nurses Station just inside the lobby. "Federal Agents." Lindsey Black said, displaying her badge. "We're here for Kevin Pitts. Where is he?"
"Just a moment." the nurse said. She picked up the phone and said into the P.A. system of the Hospital: "Code Blue. Code Blue. Lobby Nurses Station."
"What are you doing?" Karl Coleman said angrily. The nurse didn't answer him. She and the other nurses at the station went into the room behind the counter, and closed and locked the door.
"What the hell is going... onnnn?" Lindsey Black said, the final word tapering off as she saw the TCPD Officers pouring into the hallway from offices, connecting hallways, and from the lobby. All of them were wearing armor and all of them had guns drawn and pointing at the floor. Leading her Officers was the TCPD Commander of Operations, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle.
"Where's Pitts?" Lindsey Black fearlessly asked.
"In our custody." Teresa replied. "And you are trespassing, and I say that as a Hospital Board Member representing the Hospital Administrator. I order you to leave, or you will be arrested... or shot dead."



"We're Federal Agents." Lindsey Black said. "And we'll go where we damn well please. Your Officers are violating Federal law by brandishing firearms at Federal Agents. Either stand down, or we'll have the entire TCPD shut down and every Officer arrested and charged with Federal felony crimes."
"Ah, Federal Agents, eh?" said Lt. Micah Rudistan with great joviality as he stood next to Teresa. "So you think you are important people, eh?"
"We're Federal Agents." said Karl Coleman. "That makes us more important than you local dirtbags."
Some chatter started among the insulted, offended Police Officers. And then it suddenly got totally quiet, totally still. Black and Coleman realized that someone had come in from the lobby and was standing behind them. They turned and found their exit blocked... by the Iron Crowbar.
"The importance of those Federal badges you carry... is greatly overstated." I said levelly. "We do not care about your opinion of yourselves. You are not welcome here, and we will keep custody of Pitts and protect him from you."
"We'll see about that!" Lindsey Black said. "We're going to get a Federal warrant, and take him out of this County------"
She stopped when the woman came around from behind me. The woman had a regal bearing and a powerful aura about her.
"Don't bother." the woman said. "I am United States Senator Lorraine McGill, and I have already been to see Judge K.M. Landis. He overturned the attempt by Judge Ruth B. Taney to put Pitts in your hands, citing the existential danger to Agent Pitts if you were allowed to have custody of him for even one minute."
Senator McGill extended a document and said "Take this to Robin Isley and Brendan Chapel. It gives protective custody of Agent Kevin Pitts to the TCPD and the SBI Inspector. And like Hospital Board Member Croyle just said... you are now trespassing. Oh, and tell Brendan Chapel that he will getting called to testify before the United States Senate about his actions."
"This is not the last of this." Lindsey Black snarled, not taking the document. She brushed past Senator McGill. Karl Coleman was going to bump me as he went past, but I anticipated him, and got right in his way.
"You want to play alpha-male games with me, asshole?" I snarled. "Bring it on. In spite of your opinion of yourself, I am not afraid of Federal Agents."
"You should be." said Lindsey Black behind me. Funny thing, though... as I turned to face her (and smash her face with my crowbar), she hastily went for the exit, followed by Karl Coleman.
"Thank you, Senator." I said to Senator McGill. "You may have prevented a bloodbath tonight."
"Believe me, Commander," said Senator McGill, "the bloodbath in Washington has just started."
"Yezzz, thank you, Senator." said Chief Moynahan. "So what's next?"
"Let me get the Officers deployed." I said. I thanked all the Officers for doing their jobs professionally and very well, and told Teresa to deploy them to protect Pitts. I also gave a very clear order that if Lindsey Black or Karl Coleman returned, they were to be shot dead as trespassers exercising the intent to murder a patient of the Hospital...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30am, Tuesday, February 23d. Dr. Cordell and Dr. Morgan came to the waiting area. "Pitts is in recovery." said Dr. Cordell. "He'll be transferred to one of the ICU rooms that will accommodate the TCPD protection you've assigned."
"How is he?" I asked.
"He'll live, and he should recover fully." said Dr. Morgan. "He's in very good shape, like you were when you subjected to that... stuff. So he was able to endure it. He's sedated, and if he shows improvement over the next 24 hours, we'll start bringing him out of it."
I said "I don't want to do anything to hurt him or set him back, but we really need to interview him on camera as soon as possible. His statement may save lives, and once it's out and the cat's out of the bag, the danger to him should be reduced."
"I understand, Commander." said Dr. Cordell. "But you know how we doctors are about caution and the patient's wellness. We'll do what we can to get him able to talk to you as quickly as possible..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sooooo, Mis-ter Crowbarrrrr," drawled the Chief, "what's next for us?"
"Did my SBI SUV make it back?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "It's in the south parking lot."
"Good." I said. "We need to go back to The City, find Coldiron Masters, and get him to safety... protective custody, in its own way."
We left the Hospital. Teresa left Tanya in charge of the Officers at the Hospital, though we all knew Rudistan was in actual tactical command. Teresa, the Chief, Molly, and I got into my black SBI SUV and got on the road to The City.
"Both the Chief and I tried calling Coldiron." said Molly. "He's not answering. His phone is pinging from his apartment in The City. It looks like he bolted."
"He has burner phonnnes that he can call us with." Moynahan said. "But so far, nothing."
"Do either of you have burners he could call?" I asked. "He won't call your regular phones. He's realized that the Swamp Frogs are monitoring them."
"That's true." said Molly. "Don, seriously... is it really that bad? How can the Feds get warrants to monitor our phones? How can they arrest Coldiron without real evidence against him?"
I replied "They won't get warrants. They'll call the monitoring a (air quotes) 'training exercise'. And Molly, no less than the Director of National Intelligence himself, Brendan Chapel, is backing up the Swamp Frogs on this. Robin Isley is with the National Security Agency, and she's his front-woman on scene."
"Damn, that is a lot of powerful people we're up against." muttered Chief Moynahan. "I wish we had some power on our side."
"We do, sir." I said. "We have Senators McGill and Nunn on our side. They and other allies are about to open cans of Congressional whoop-ass on the Swamp Frogs in Washington. And we have Laura on our side; even though she's retired, she is still a forced to be reckoned with. And then we have... well, I won't say any more."
No, I thought to myself, it might be best if I just don't mention Melina Troy Allgood, and the formidable team she'd put together in the last few months...
Part 9 - By The Dawn's Early Light
*DING!*
Phyllis Troy awoke with a start. She looked up to see that the 'Fasten Seat Belt' light had been turned on. Looking out the window, she saw the clouds outside were light gray instead of the dark clouds of the evening before.
She looked at her wristwatch was shocked to see it was 5:45am. She looked forward and saw that the attendant was still asleep in her chair, sitting awkwardly as if she were rendered unconscious. Clarissa was also asleep, though breathing normally. The pilot was doing pilot things, and flying the aircraft. He looked back and saw that Phyllis was awake, and picked up the mike and spoke on the intercom.
"We will be landing in just a few minutes." the pilot said. "Please fasten your seatbelts as we begin our descent and final approach."
His voice had roused the attendant. She stretched and then looked around, seemingly startled... and then looking worried as she checked her own timepiece. Clarissa also began moving around, and then opened her eyes. "Where are we?" she asked, seemingly disoriented.
"We're about to land." Phyllis said. As she spoke, she felt the plane begin its descent.
Clarissa blinked and then struggled to bring herself into an upright position. "Something is not right. We are not where we are supposed to be." As the plane descended beneath the clouds, Phyllis looked out the windows. She did not see the waters of the Gulf of Mexico, nor any lakes nor bayous. Instead she saw flat farmland. And then she heard the radio in the cockpit.
"Unidentified aircraft, this is Town & County Control. Identify yourself."
The pilot had suddenly looked shocked. He looked at his instruments, back at the women in the cabin, and then said into the radio: "This is BOW Enterprises Two-Niner on approach. Who did you say you were?"
"BOW Two-Niner, this is Town & County Airport, T-C-A." said the radio. "What is your flight plan and destination?"
The pilot looked over his instruments and said "Pon! Pon! Pon! This is BOW Enterprises Two-Niner. My instruments are showing that I am almost out of fuel. Request vectors for emergency landing."
After being given the vectors, the Tower said "You are clear to land on Runway Niner."
The pilot brought the plane in. It was a smooth landing, but the plane seemed to roll for a long time, until it was almost at the very end of the runway. It stopped, then taxied towards the Tower, which was the Terminal Building.
"Oh my goodness." Phyllis said. "We're not in Louisiana. This is Town & County Airport."
After the plane was parked, the pilot came out the cockpit. "Ladies," he said, "I have no idea how this happened. I was awake the entire time, and the autopilot kept us on the heading for LCH, Lake Charles Regional Airport. But when we descended to land, we were west of TCA, Town & County Regional Airport."
"You're sure you were awake the whole time?" Phyllis asked.
"Yes ma'am." the youngish pilot said. Phyllis sensed through his tremendous agitation that he was telling the truth... at least he thought he was.
"Well, we're here." Clarissa said. "And perhaps it is fortuitous in that I am here to tell Teresa what we learned in her childhood town."
"Yes, that's true." Phyllis said, feeling more disoriented. They descended from the plane onto the tarmac. A man in a suit came out of the Terminal waiting room.
"Everyone, my name is Darryl Green. I'm with the Federal Aviation Administration." said Darryl Green of the FAA. "I'm going to need to interview all of you."
"May I ask why, Mr. Green?" said Clarissa Belvedere Esterson, her matriarchal presence asserting itself.
"Yes ma'am." said Green. "BOW Two-Niner filed a flight plan to Lake Charles, Louisiana. However, it arrived here."
"My son lives here, sir." said Phyllis. "Was the detour illegal in some way?"
"Not necessarily, ma'am." said Green, sizing up Phyllis as he spoke. "But this aircraft disappeared from radar over Ouray, Colorado last night, and was reported missing. We thought it had gone down in the Rockies. And we had no radar contact with the aircraft until it was picked up approaching this airport just moments ago..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So there was an electrical storm out the windows, and then you fell asleep?" Darryl Green said.
"Yes." Phyllis said. "The flight attendant and Clarissa were already asleep."
"What about the pilot?" asked Darryl Green.
"He..." Phyllis said, then paused, causing Green to peer at her. She continued "I couldn't tell from where I was sitting. He was looking forward, and I could not tell if he was awake or asleep. And then I saw the strange lightning, and I fell asleep, too."
Darryl Green said "Is there anything else, anything at all, that you might've seen or heard that was strange?"
"Well, there... no, that had to be a dream." Phyllis said. "You would think I'm an old fool if I told you that."
"Tell me, anyway." said Green. "Sometimes real happenings are assimilated into dreams."
Phyllis said "Okay. Some years ago my grandson's wife, who is Clarissa's niece, adopted a teenage girl who was very ill. The girl died a few months later. After everyone else had passed out, I saw a girl in a flight attendant uniform... not the girl in the other room now, they looked very different... and that girl I was seeing looked exactly like Amy, the girl that had died. She told me we were over Ouray, Colorado. And then I must've gone back to sleep."
Darryl Green said "Yes, that sounds 'out there'... but I've heard far stranger stories. Okay, if there's nothing else..."
"I don't want to get in your way, sir," said Phyllis as she took out her TCPD Auxiliary Detective Badge and showed him, "but I would be grateful if you'd allow me to sit in on the interviews with the others. So I can tell my son what I heard."
"Who is your son?" asked Green.
"He's the Police Commander." Phyllis said. "Don Troy."
"The Don Troy? The Iron Crowbar?" Green asked, his voice barely more than a gasp.
"Why yes, he is." said Phyllis.
"Uh, I guess it will be all right------" stammered Green. Just then he was rescued by the arrival of a youngish, tall, broad-shouldered, good-looking man with black hair.
"Hi Grandma!" Todd said with his trademark grin. "You okay?"
"And you are?" asked Green, a bit harshly.
"Todd Burke, CEO of BOW Enterprises." said Todd, offering his hand. "And the owner of that aircraft that just landed." Green shook Todd's hand perfunctorily. Unperturbed, Todd said "The tower called me when the plane came in. They said it had gone off radar then reappeared, and the pilot landed it with no fuel left in the tanks."
"Something like that." said Green. "We'll need to have the plane examined by the NTSB before it can be flown again."
"And you'll need the Black Boxes, too." Todd said. "My people are ready to help you in any way you need. And after you're done, my own people will follow up with a complete inspection of the aircraft, and an overhaul if needed."
Phyllis said "Todd, Mr. Green is with the FAA, and is interviewing everyone. I'm sitting in, in my capacity with the TCPD. I am as eager to hear the interview of the pilot as Mr. Green is."
"Uh, okay." said Todd, catching on...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm telling you, and I'll swear to it in Court." said the youngish redheaded pilot. "I did not fall asleep. I was flying the plane. Yes, it was on autopilot, and never changed its heading. But I was monitoring, and listening to the radio chatter."
"What course did you set for the autopilot?" asked Darryl Green.
"For LCH." said the pilot. "And I never changed it."
"Did you fly through a storm?" Darryl Green asked.
"We flew over it." said the pilot. "It looked pretty bad over Colorado, but we were flying over Arizona and New Mexico, and it wasn't too heavy. I got permission to climb to 32,000 feet, and we did, and it was smooth. We didn't have to deviate from our flight plan at all."
"Who gave you permission to go to Flight Level 3-2-0?" asked Green.
"Albuquerque Control." said the pilot.
Darryl Green looked up and peered hard at the pilot. "Albuquerque has no record of your contacting them nor them you, and they have no record at all of you on their radar nor in their airspace. So what really happened?"
The pilot said "That is what happened! I don't know what else to tell you, except that when we descended from the cloud cover, we were approaching TCA. That's the first time I had any idea at all that something was...different."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Clarissa gave her statement, which consisted of telling FAA Agent Darryl Green that she had fallen asleep and not waken up until they were about to land, Todd and Phyllis came up to her.
"Hello, Aunt Clarissa." said Todd. "It's very nice to see you again."
"Likewise, Todd." said Clarissa. "I attempted to call Teresa, but she is not answering her cell phone."
Todd said "She's on Police business. Something really big happened in The City, and she and Don are helping out with it. I do know they flew a life flight helicopter to University Hospital last night, carrying a Federal Agent, and Dr. Cordell got him stabilized."
"Oh my." Phyllis said. "That is very... troubling."
Todd led the women to a BOW Enterprises sedan. "Your luggage is in the trunk, Grandma. Aunt Clarissa, you had no luggage?" he asked.
"No." said Clarissa. "I expected that we would be home... in Louisiana... by this time this morning."
"No problem." Todd said. "Grandma, will you be at the MIL apartment at the Mountain Nest?"
"I suppose so, unless Don would prefer for me to stay at The Cabin." Phyllis said.
Todd said "And you can stay with me and Teresa, Aunt Clarissa, and we'll take you shopping for some clothes."
"That would be very kind of you." Clarissa said. "But please don't trouble yourself on my account."
"It's no trouble, Aunt Clarissa." Todd said. "After all, you're family." That seemed to strike Clarissa as Todd went on: "Why don't we go to the Country Breakfast Diner and get some really good home cooking breakfast foods?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The eastern horizon began to glow in prelude to the sun's arrival as my SBI SUV reached the outskirts of The City. One of the perks of this vehicle is that it had two Police Band radios. I tuned one of them to the City PD frequency.
*CHIME!*
It was Teresa's Police iPhone. After reading the message, she dialed a number. "Hi Todd... no, I don't have my personal iPhone on me... whaa?... wow, okay... hold on, let me ask."
Teresa said "This is Todd on the line. Apparently my Aunt Clarissa and your mother Phyllis unexpectedly flew into Town & County Airport this morning. Todd wants to know where you want your mom to stay. Aunt Clarissa can stay with us."
"Have them both go to The Cabin." I said. "It'll be safer there."
Teresa relayed the message to Todd, then disconnected. She said "Do you think they're in danger?"
I said "I don't know, but with the Swamp Frogs around, I'm not taking chances. And by the way, put the TCPD on heightened security status... armed and armored at all times, and be watchful of suspicious Federal Government activity, like a lot of cars with US Government car tags, and so on."
Teresa made the text. As we got off the University Highway onto the Interstate, which would take us into the City Center, the radio came alive:
"All units! Officer down! Officer down! Beacham Street at the North River. Be advised that plainclothes Officers are on the scene."
"Ohhh, nooooo." whispered Chief Moynahan. "We may be too late."
"Only one way to find out for sure." I said as I sped up.
"Are you going to use your GPS or Siri to get us to the address?" the Chief asked.
"No sir." I said. "They may be compromised. And Beacham Street is north of where Pitts was abducted, just north of the Railyards."
"My God, have you memorized The City like you have the Town & County?" Teresa asked with a bit of asperity.
"No." I replied untruthfully; I had memorized as much of The City as I could. "But I got real familiar with the North River area during the time of the McGinty case." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok'.)
The area was pretty rough, not unlike Carroll Street. Beacham Street paralleled the Railyards then angled towards the North River. As we approached where the street came up to the river, I saw blue lights flashing.
We came up and parked behind one of the CPD vehicles, and came up to the scene. We saw a silver-gray Honda Accord with the driver side and passenger side windows smashed out, and someone sitting behind the steering wheel... shot dead. CPD Officers were beginning to process the scene.
Standing nearby, wearing a trenchcoat over his CPD Captain's uniform and no hat on his blonde head... was Wes 'Coldiron' Masters.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're okay, let 'em through." Masters called out to the Officers that initially had stopped us. They let us go over to where he was, several feet from the vehicle.
"What happened here, Coldiron?" asked Chief Moynahan. "Who is this?"
"He's Lieutenant Herbert Walker." said Masters. "He was my second-in-command in Internal Affairs. He was supposed to be meeting me at Joe West Park north of here. He activated his Police Radio distress alert, which transmitted his location to Dispatch, and they sent two units and notified me. We got here and found his body."
"Dayum." I muttered. "Was his cellphone on him when you found him?"



"Yes sir." said Detective Tony Long, who I had not seen initially. "And yes, Commander, he was using his Maps app."
"Mind if I download his GPS?" I asked. Long escorted me to the passenger side of the car and I leaned in and connected to the GPS. As I downloaded the information, I looked at the mortal remains of the late Herbert Walker. He was a man in his 40s, and he had begun accumulating some girth. He looked to me like a younger Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone.
He had been blasted from the passenger side with shotgun shells. On the other side, someone had fired what looked like a.357 caliber bullet into his head at point blank range. He had had no chance.
"Yep." I said as I looked at the GPS data. "He was heading east towards Joe West Park, then diverted south and eventually onto Beacham Street. Here at the dead-end, he was ambushed."
"Coldiron," said Chief Moynahan, "we need to get you out of here. Your life is in ex-treeeeme dannnn-gerrrr."
*SCREECH!*
That squeal of tires was caused by a vehicle flying up and almost rear-ending a CPD vehicle, and it was followed by three more vehicles. They were Federal vehicles, and Federal Agents poured out of them, led by David Rovers and Andrew Parsons.
"Wes Masters!" called out Andrew Parsons. "Which one of you is Wes Masters?"
"Don't say a word." I said, seemingly to empty air.
"You're obstructing a Federal investigation, Iron Faggot." David Rovers said.
"Ohhh, I doubt it." I said. "Why do you want Masters?"
"He's under arrest." Parsons said. "For a host of Federal drug crimes, as well as the murder of Herbert Walker here."
"Ah, you know the victim's name already." I said. "Interesting. What will be a lot more interesting is your arrest warrant for Captain Masters. Would you please show it to me?"
"You go to hell, Iron Faggot." David Rovers snarled. "Agents?" The Federal Agents, mostly Federal Marshals, drew their weapons. The City Police drew their weapons and pointed them at the Federal Agents, but though they meant well, they surrounded Wes Masters and Chief Moynahan, and thus gave 'Coldiron' away.
"He's the blonde guy in the trenchcoat." said David Rovers loudly. "If he doesn't surrender, light him up!"
"Your warrant, Mr. Rovers!" Chief Moynahan shouted loudly.
"They don't have one." I yelled. "And we will shoot and kill you if you try to arrest him without one."
Two more Federal vehicles came up, loaded with Federal Agents. They would soon have superior numbers if more CPD Officers did not show up, and soon. And one of Federal Agents was Dr. Robin Isley, wearing armor.
"We can wait you out." said Isley. "We're not leaving without Masters in our custody. And if you try to drive out of here, we'll destroy you in your vehicle before you can get four blocks away."
"She thinks I am stoo-pid." I said loudly to Teresa. Then I raised my Police iPhone to my face and said "Hot LZ, hot LZ, but come on in."
Over the trees came the TCPD Cobra. It came in and landed in a grassy space just north of us, guns aimed at the Feds the entire time. Following my instructions, we moved as a group towards the helicopter, and kept our bodies between it and the Feds. Sergeant Andrew Prince of the TCPD got out of the chopper, and Chief Moynahan and Masters got in, the Chief piloting.
"Shoot it down!" yelled Andrew Parsons as the chopper began taking off, proving once again that he was as dumb as a box of rocks.
"Shoot to kill any Federal thug that shoots at that aircraft!" I yelled back. CPD Officers were very ready to do so.
"Stop!" yelled Robin Isley as the Marshals trained their firearms on the gunship. "We can't shoot it down. If an innocent person dies from it crashing, or from your gunfire, it will be holy hell for us. Stand down!"
Then she yelled at me: "You win again, Iron Crowbar." It was an acknowledgement, and a salute of sorts. But not a good or happy one.
"God damn it." said Andrew Parsons as the Cobra gained altitude. Chief Moynahan kept its guns trained on the Federal Agents, then abruptly climbed and flew southwest.
"And God damn the Iron Faggot!" David Rovers yelled at me.
"Keep talking, shithead. Keep calling me that." I replied. "This thing is going to hurt when I ram it up your ass." I exhibited the red crowbar.
"Let's get out of here." said Robin Isley as the sirens of more City Police vehicles could be heard, and were getting louder...
Part 10 - The Attack Begins
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the MILF redheaded reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, February 23d, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with TCPD Headquarters in the background. "City Police Captain Wes Masters has been implicated in a drug ring, staining the credibility of the City Police Internal Affairs Department!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The Federal DEA and FBI were called in to investigate the leader of the City Police Internal Affairs leader, Captain Wes Masters, after credible evidence was found linking him to a drug ring within the City Police Department."
Bettina: "Captain Masters, who was once employed by the TCPD under Commander Donald Troy, and who was in the Midtown Police under then-Captain Sean Moynahan, now the Town & County Police Chief, is being investigated for numerous Federal and local-level crimes. The Feds were called in by City Police Narcotics Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams and First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault.
Bettina: "The City Police and Federal Agencies will be holding a Press Conference at 9:00am this morning. Trusted Channel Two News reporter Amber Harris is on her way to The City, and will bring you full coverage of that important Press Conference! Meanwhile, reaction to the allegations against Captain Masters has been strong. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. State Rep. Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown was practically shouting "The corruption of the Police at the highest levels is obscene, and cannot be tolerated. This is why we must defund the Police!"
And Stacy Jacobs, who failed to unseat Malinda Adams for her Council seat, was shown saying "Remember that Wes Masters once worked for the TCPD and with Donald Troy, who had to be pardoned by corrupt White Nationalist Governor Jared for sex crimes. It should be a surprise to no one that if these allegations are true, then Masters is as corrupt as Donald Troy. And that's why we must defund the Police if they will not fire Donald Troy!"
Back to Bettina live: "And the State Legislature continues to be totally deadlocked on the Budget, which much be passed by March 31st to avoid a total State Government shutdown. Let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay in Midtown for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay as he appeared on the feed. "The battle over the Budget has taken several new turns. Moderate Democrats are beginning to abandon the Black Caucus's demands to defund the Police, and are working more closely with the State House Majority Leader, Republican Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville, to stop Governor Sharon Marshall's racist assault on hardworking Undocumented Workers."
Lemay: "However, in what political experts call a surprise, the Budget may depend on the brewing battle between 1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn and Governor Sharon Marshall over the fate of the State Bureau of Investigation. Senator Woodburn, who is the owner of the parent company of KXTC Channel Two News, and Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons are exerting their influence over the State Senate Budget Committee to strip the SBI's authority to arrest Undocumented Workers and turn them over to the Federal ICE Bureau for deportation, and divert the money previously spent on those racist actions to other missions."
Lemay: "Senator Woodburn also is demanding the SBI be given much stronger power over local LEO jurisdictions, as well as the power to investigate and arrest parents that create disturbances at School Board meetings. She also wants to pass a State Constitutional Amendment that will require the Governor to obtain State Senate approval for the appointment of the SBI Director."
Lemay: "Governor Marshall has said she will veto any Budget that, quote, 'fundamentally transforms the SBI into an authoritarian regime that would suppress the First Amendment rights of Citizens, especially parents', close quote. Back to you, Bettina."
Bettina: "Thank you for that important report, Carl! That was trusted reporter Carl Lemay with that important story on the State Legislature. And now lets go to reporter Pat Stellum for a story on a strange occurrence along the University-City Highway. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the fat-cheeked, portly reporter who was giving trenchcoats a bad name. He was standing in front of a patch of woods in the early morning light, and traffic could be heard in the background as he said "Mysterious lights were reported over the Highway last night!"
Stellum: "Eyewitnesses reported that several dark shapes with lights were flying in circles along the road just west of the new exit to Pottsville. Other eyewitnesses reported two explosions and fireballs in the air. Police and the State Patrol investigated the reported crashes, but no debris nor evidence of aircraft crashes were found anywhere. The Military denied that there had been any training exercises in the area, nor that any of their aircraft were missing or reported downed. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you Pat!" Bettina said. "A mystery, indeed! And in another mystery, it has just been reported to us that a plane owned by BOW Enterprises landed safely at Town & County Airport, but only after having disappeared from radar over Ouray, Colorado, and not reappearing on radar until it began its final approach to Town & County Airport."
Bettina: "The FAA and NTSB have begun a preliminary investigation of the incident. Reached for comment, BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke issued a statement that the plane landed safely and all aboard were okay, and that the company is cooperating with the FAA and NTSB investigation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce from her perch on the sofa in the Fox Eight studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Meredith Peller. Priya Ajmani is on her way to The City, to cover a 9:00am Press Conference. Hello, Meredith."
"Hello, Catrina. Good morning everyone." said Meredith. "Here's what's in the news. That 9:00am Press Conference was called jointly by City Police First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault and the Federal DEA and FBI. Fox Eight News has learned that the City Police and the FBI intend to bring charges against City Police Internal Affairs Captain Wes Masters, who they allege is the ringleader of an insidious drug operation run by rogue, dirty City Police Officers. Fox Eight News has confirmed that Judge Ruth B. Taney issued a Federal arrest warrant for Captain Masters just an hour ago."
Catrina: "However, the State Bureau of Investigation has countered the claims of the Feds and the City Police, causing Federal Judge K.M. Landis to void the arrest warrant for Captain Masters until the DEA and the City Police provide more data to show why an arrest warrant was justified. The DEA is appealing Judge Landis's ruling to the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals."
Meredith: "All this comes as the Black Caucus of the State Legislature works tirelessly to defund the Police, and they believe the allegations against Captain Masters and the City PD Internal Affairs Department are just proof of Police corruption. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons saying "I call upon the Governor to order the SBI Inspector to investigate Masters and the City PD Internal Affairs Division. And if even Internal Affairs units are corrupt, then it's all the more imperative to defund the Police, dismantle them, and replace them with Peace Officers dedicated to preserving the rights of Minorities and stopping White Nationalists that seek to intimidate School Boards with threats of violence."
Catrina: "Governor Marshall issued a statement saying that parents have the First Amendment right to petition the Government for the redress of wrongs, especially radically 'woke' Leftist School Boards promoting the teachings of critical race theory as well as (air quotes) 'gender identity' curriculums to children as young as first graders. The Governor says that the attempt to 'fundamentally transform' the SBI into a 'Gestapo' to crush free speech and peaceful dissent will meet her veto pen if it's part of the Budget."
Meredith: "Wow, she'd veto the Budget over stopping Right Wing violence at School Board meetings?"
Catrina said heatedly: "What violence? There has been no violence by parents at any School Board meeting in the State. And since when has parents exercising their First Amendment rights become 'violence'?"
"Let's go to break." Meredith said craftily...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Tuesday, February 23d. Reporters had filled up the Auditorium Room at City Police Headquarters. First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault, a slender woman of medium height and middle age, with graying dirty blonde hair, wearing her CPD uniform jacket with three stars on the epaulettes and multiple gold-bordered ribbons on her chest, came onto the stage.
Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams, with two stars on each of his shoulders, followed her out. He had dark brown hair and a face that reminded me of Andrew Parsons... dumb. But I knew he wasn't dumb. He was followed onto the stage by FBI Special Agents Lindsey Black and David Rovers, and a man in a suit that I did not know.
"Thank you for coming." said First Deputy Commissioner Chennault. "We are here to inform you of a deeply disturbing situation that has developed within the City Police Department. The allegations we are revealing will, if true, be a deep stain upon the City Police, especially the Internal Affairs Department, but in the interests of transparency and building trust between the Police and the Community, we feel we must reveal this information at this time."
Chennault: "Early this morning, Internal Affairs Lieutenant Herbert Walker was found dead in his automobile in the Beacham Street district near the North River. The first person on the scene was Internal Affairs Captain Wes Masters. who we consider to be the primary suspect in the murder of Lieutenant Walker. Ken?"
"Thank you, First Deputy Commissioner." said Ken Z. Adams as he stepped up to the bank of microphones. "The City Police became aware of possible corruption in the Internal Affairs Department, and we asked the Federal DEA to help us investigate the allegations. They sent undercover Agents in, and I'm sorry to say, they found that the allegations were true, and that Wes Masters and Herbert Walker were the leaders of a drug ring within the City Police Department, and were using their positions in Internal Affairs to deflect away any questions about the ring. Agent Black?"
"Thank you." said Lindsey Black, coming up to the microphones. "The FBI and DEA agreed to help the City Police investigate the corruption within the City Police Internal; Affairs Division. We embedded several Federal Agents, including Agent Tommy Ridley, who is here with us." The identity of the unknown man was now solved; he was Pitts's fellow DEA Agent, Tommy Ridley... and he had apparently betrayed his colleague, and was now fully serving the Swamp Frogs
Lindsey Black: "We are in the process of obtaining Federal warrants to arrest Wes Masters on charges of conspiracy to distribute unlawful narcotics, conspiracy to cover up the sale and distribution of narcotics, and possibly direct distribution of narcotics. We are also working with the City District Attorney to bring murder charges. When we obtain those warrants, we expect local jurisdictions to fully cooperate with us, especially the Town & County Police and Commander Donald Troy."
"Thank you, Agent Black." said Liz Chennault. "We'll take a few questions." She pointed to Tim Sioban.
"Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Tim Sioban of KSB News. "There are confirmed reports that a Federal Agent was abducted yesterday and is still missing. Does anyone have any updates of that situation? And was Captain Masters behind that Agent's abduction?"
Liz Chennault looked confused as she looked over at the Federal Agents. Karl Coleman came to the microphones and said "We are still investigating that incident. We only found an abandoned car. We have not confirmed that anyone was actually abducted. For all we know at this time, the driver simply abandoned his vehicle and walked away from it."
Coleman moved away as Chennault resumed her position at the bank of microphones. "Let's move on. Next?"
"Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News." said the athletic blonde reporterette. "There are confirmed reports that Town & County Police Commander and SBI Reserve Inspector Donald Troy aided and abetted the escape of Wes Masters from being arrested by Federal Agents. Do you plan on pursuing criminal charges against Donald Troy?"
Liz Chennault again turned to look at the Feds. Lindsey Black came up and said: "As you well know, Amber, Donald Troy is as slippery as an eel, and just as dangerous. He was pardoned by the racist Governor Val Jared for raping a woman in his custody, and a Federal Judge had to give him Immunity from prosecution for the Federal crimes associated with that case."
Lindsey Black: "As I said before, we expect Troy's full cooperation with Federal Agents in whatever we do to resolve this case and make the guilty pay for their crimes. Whether or not Troy can actually be charged with any crimes has not yet been determined."
Back to Chennault: "I appreciate the help of the Federal Agents on this case, including answering your questions. Does anyone have a question that maybe I can answer?"
There were some chuckles in the incredibly sycophantic Press Corps. The Federal Agents began moving offstage, to emphasize their unavailability for further questions. They wanted this one to be 'ovah'.
"Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News." said the gorgeous Indian reporterette. "First Deputy Commissioner, did you consider calling in the SBI as well as the FBI and DEA?"
Chennault: "As many of you know, the City Police have a very adversarial relationship with the SBI, which long has been corrupt and cannot be trusted. So no, we did not even consider asking the SBI to help with our investigation, and would not have welcomed their help if it was offered. Okay, one more... the tall man, in the trenchcoat and that great looking hat."
"Thank you, First Deputy Commissioner." said the tall, broad-shouldered man in the trenchcoat and Tilley Hat. "James Donald, Town & County Police Gazette. Is it not true, First Deputy Commissioner, that Wes Masters did contact the SBI Inspector, and they jointly began an undercover operation that exposed you and Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams as the real ringleaders of the drug operation? And that you are accusing Wes Masters of the actual crimes that you committed, and were about to be arrested for?"
There were gasps from the Press Pool. Tim Sioban quickly turned to his cameraman and gave the slicing motion across his throat to order the feed to be cut. Amber Harris was staring at me, immobilized, then woke up and signaled to her cameraman to cut the feed.
Meanwhile, Liz Chennault was staring at me the same way an Establishment Republican confronted by the truth of a real Conservative would look: with pure hatred. "Who the hell do you think you are?" she growled, her voice low and connoting a desire to bring death to me.



"Like I said," I said, "I'm James Donald... Troy. SBI Reserve Inspector, Town & County Police Commander." I held up my red crowbar as I said "And the guy these reporters know all too well as the Iron Crowbar. Isn't that right, Amber?"
"Fuck you." Amber said simply.
"You're full of shit, Troy." said Liz Chennault. "And I'll have you up on slander charges------"
"Why don't we hear the full story, First Deputy Commissioner?" I said affably. "I'm sure these journalists would like to hear the other side of the story."
"There is only one side to this story, asshole!" Tim Sioban snarled loudly.
"Then you won't mind hearing the SBI Inspector tell you that story." I said as a grin formed on my face. "Inspector Maxwell?"
"Thank you, Commander Troy." said SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell as she came out on stage with several SBI Agents, including Lt. Norm Chow, as her bodyguard. The beautiful raven-haired woman all but forced Liz Chennault to relinquish the bank of microphones.
"First, to answer your question, Mr. Sioban," Britt said, "DEA Agent Kevin Pitts was indeed kidnapped yesterday morning. He was rescued after undergoing torture by other Federal Agents. He was life-flighted to University Hospital, where two of the best trauma doctors in the Nation treated him for his injuries. He is now recovering, and will be making a full statement very soon."
Britt: "Second, yes, Captain Wes Masters did contact me about corruption in the City Police Department. We embedded State Agents within I.A. and the Narcotics Bureau, and we have substantial evidence that the drug ring, which does exist, was actually run by First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault and Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams. We're in the process of obtaining our own warrants, and will be arresting a lot of dirty, rogue cops very soon."
She turned to the CPD brass Officers to her side and said: "First Deputy Chennault, Chief Adams... don't leave town!" Then she turned to the Press and said "What are your questions?"
You should not be surprised to hear that the majority of the reporters turned their backs on Inspector Maxwell and began walking away. Only the Fox-affiliated reporters remained, and they were trying to ask Chennault questions about the truth of what they'd just heard. But Chennault was walking away from them in disgust.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was fortunate that the Auditorium Room was on the ground floor. Britt Maxwell and I were being escorted out of that room, and on out of CPD Headquarters, by her SBI bodyguards, Teresa Croyle, City Police Detectives Tony Long, E.J. Jefferson, Robin Ventura, and Sapper Warren, as well as some uniformed CPD Officers.
"Well done, Mr. James Donald." Britt Maxwell said with a beautiful smile as we walked out.
"Right back at ya, Inspector Maxwell." I replied.
"That was awesome." Teresa said. "But a lot of people didn't hear it. KSB and KXTC were the only non-Fox feeds, and they cut the feeds when you started asking Chennault that question."
"So they believe." I said cryptically. Teresa's head whirled around to look up at me, and I permitted my eyes to glance over and down to hers as a smile formed on my face.
"Ohhhh, SNAP!" Teresa exclaimed. "You're UP to something!"
"Up to no good, as usual." I replied. "I'm getting a little bit sick and tired of the Swamp Frogs continuing to treat me like I'm an Agency of the Weak-Minded..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell were you DOING?" Bettina yelled at the Chief Engineer in the KXTC Studios control room. "Why didn't you cut the goddamn feed?"
"I did cut it!" the engineer yelled back, fury on his face. "In fact, I totally cut the power to the antenna! I shut off the exciter, all the amplifiers, everything! We weren't even putting out a signal!"
"Well, someone was." said State Senator Katherine Woodburn as she entered the room.  "The whole press conference was shown to anyone watching Channel Two. In fairness to all of you, KSB also shut down their feed, but their signal was overridden by someone, and the entire northeastern part of the State, including The City, saw the whole thing. And Midtown and Southport were piggybacking KSB's feed, but someone overrode their signals, too."
"Who has the power to do that?" Bettina asked, feeling sick to her stomach.
"I don't know." Katherine said, not saying out loud that she had her suspicions. "What I do know... is that the entire State saw Inspector Maxwell's narrative. We violated one of Saul Alinsky's most basic rules: we lost control of the narrative. Bettina, let's go to your office."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bettina poured cups of coffee for both of them and then sat down behind her desk as Katherine sat in front of the desk and crossed her shapely legs, making Bettina feel envious as always, though her legs weren't bad, either.
"So why did you come up this morning?" Bettina asked. "You obviously left before that presser exploded in our faces."
"True." said Katherine. "I didn't have any meetings planned for today in Midtown, so I came up here to meet with donors. But with all that has been happening in The City, I'll have to leave in a few minutes and go back to Midtown."
Bettina said "So you really have no idea of what could have overridden or piggybacked our signals like that?"
Katherine said "Let's keep this totally off the record and between ourselves. The only entity that I know of that could do that... is the Military. And that means the internecine war between what Don Troy calls the 'Swamp Frogs' and the God-cursed 'Guardians of Justice' is still raging at the Federal level."
She shook her head sadly and said "It truly is amazing what the Iron Crowbar was able to get done."
Bettina said "It's likely not him. The Military, the Feds... he doesn't have that kind of power." 
Katherine looked at Bettina as if the older redheaded woman had lost her marbles. Then she sipped her coffee and said "If you say so."
To change the subject, Bettina asked "So what's happening in Midtown?"
"Not a damn thing." Katherine said. "And this is off the record and just between you and me, for now. I've met with Cerone and Molinari, with Corey Coons, and with Elijah McKinney and Tasheeka Harris. The Black Caucus knows they're going to lose on the defund the Police issue. I told them that a strong SBI-NTF that can lord it over the local jurisdictions would be a powerful weapon to help People of Color against corrupt white Police. McKinney swallowed it hook, line, and sinker, and he's on board. But Tasheeka remains bitterly opposed. She's just dug in. She's not practical at all."
Katherine: "And that goddamned Mitt-Romney-wannabee, Wilson Hammonds, just will not shut his goddamned mouth about Illegals. Nina Cortez, who is an ally of Tasheeka Harris, has tried to tell Hammonds that he'll get what he wants if he lets the issue quietly slide by, but he just won't shut up. I'm not sure what his true goal is in being so vocal about it, but he's killing any chances of getting a Budget passed."
Bettina: "What about your own goals? For a strong SBI? And out of curiosity... if you could name an SBI Director right now, who would it be?"
Katherine said "Robert Gaston. He's the Deputy Director for the Southport region. He worked well with Jack Lewis, and Gaston would love to wield SBI power over the local slug LEOs. Lieutenant Bob Bohrmann would be good, too."
Bettina said "Think you'll get what you want after this City Police fiasco?"
Katherine said "We'll see. I'm more interested in finding out how our signal was overrun. Tell you what, let's go have lunch before I have to get back on the road to Midtown..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Tuesday, February 23d. I was sitting in the Chief's Conference Room with Chief Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, and City Police Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters.
"We almost ran out of fuel," said Chief Moynahan, "but the Cobra is safely back at County Airport, being serviced. That was a wonderful idea you had, to extract him that way and prevent the Feds from getting him."
"I anticipated something like that would happen." I said. "Though I halfway expected your vehicle to be the one that was waylaid, Coldiron."
"And it might have been," said Masters, "but I didn't use my GPS nor Siri to get to the meeting spot with Walker."
"What I did not anticipate," I said, "was that they would try to charge you with Walker's murder. But you say several City Police Officers were there before you?"
"A couple, anyway." said Masters. "One is in the Narcotics Bureau, though, so he might not be of much help if his unit is corrupted or if he himself is."
"What did he look like?" I asked.
"Tall, very black hair, like your wife's or your nephew's. Kind of a sinister face." said Coldiron.
"No, no one by that description is on my suspect list. So he may be good." I said, a bit cryptically. "But I suspect the evidence will show you were not the first at the scene, which is very good."
"But Don," said Britt Maxwell, "he was going to meet Walker at that spot. The Swamp Frogs will use that, at least to get an arrest warrant, or an indictment."
"Who asked for that meeting?" I asked.
Masters said "Walker did. Look, I think he was the mole in I.A. And I can't prove it, but with everything going to hell in a handbasket, I think their idea was to kill or kidnap me, and then go through their blame game post-mortem, with me unable to defend myself."
"That's very possible." I said. "And you do need to get an attorney, a very good one, and be ready to fight them if they find and arrest you. But it would be a most very good idea if they don't find you-------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal my lovely wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, and a tall, handsome man with brown hair and a military bearing. He was also wearing a field military uniform, making the military bearing more obvious.
"Ah, hello." I said. "Everyone, this is Major Mark Martin of the 3457th Signal Battalion. And you know my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson." I'd met Mark Martin a few times, and knew that he and Laura knew each other very well... intimately well. (Author's note: 'Going Rogue', Ch. 04; 'Moonlight Shadow' Ch. 01; 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 01)
"Nice to meet you all." said Martin. Laura said hello, but was clearly not happy to see Britt Maxwell in the room.
"Ahhh, are there dots to connect here?" Teresa asked me as she looked upon Major Martin.
"Yes. Yes there are." I said, knowing what Teresa was talking about.
"Darling," Laura said to me, "can I speak with you for a moment? Privately?"
"As long as 'privately' includes Teresa." I said.
"I would never deprive you of your Angels, Darling." Laura said to me. I wasn't sure if that was good-natured humor or a not-so-good-natured shot, and decided not to figure it out at that moment.
"I hope it includes meeeee, toooooo." drawled the Chief.
"Sure, Chief." said Laura. I saw my eyes drift to the back of Britt's head then look at me. Britt was not invited.
Wes Masters said "Inspector Maxwell, why don't you and I get our stories squared away, if we can use the Main Conference Room?..." Chief Moynahan nodded. Masters and Britt got up and left, Britt and Laura exchanging unfriendly looks at each other.
Laura and Major Martin sat down where Britt and Coldiron had been sitting, to the Chief's right, facing the window, their faces in the light. My wife hated being in that disadvantageous position, and she caught my slight gleam at her. Couch time with Bowser was getting more and more likely for me, I thought to myself...
Laura said "A couple of things. First, Mark has been selected to be promoted 'below the zone' to Lieutenant Colonel."
"Congratulations!" said Chief Moynahan, who had retired from the Army as an O-5 himself.
"Yes, congratulations." I said. "You were promoted to Major below the zone, also. Keep this up, you'll make General Officer in no time flat."
"Thanks, and that is the goal." said MAJ(P) Martin. "But I've got a ways to go to get there."
"We are hopelessly outranked here." I said to Teresa.
"You may be, Captain." said Teresa, referring to my highest Army Reserve rank. "I'm the same rank as Laura... boss of my husband." Everyone chuckled at that.
Laura said "Next, how did you like the Press Conference at City Hall this morning?"
I said "I liked the part where that Police Gazette reporter in the great looking hat asked that tough question."
Laura said "And that made the airwaves, too... despite KSB and KXTC's attempt to cut the feed."
Teresa said "So what was it? A (air quotes) 'military exercise'?"
Mark Martin said "Yes, that's exactly what it was. We were bringing in all the feeds, so we had the Fox raw feed. And we matched the frequencies of KXTC and KSB and broadcast a more powerful signal over theirs. So when they cut their feeds, no one realized it. Anyone watching their channels saw the press conference continue."
"And that was this guy's idea?" Teresa said, pointing her thumb at me.
"Oh, he might've made a suggestion to me when all this started." said Laura. "And Mark here is definitely not a Swamp Frog. He hates what they're doing."
"It was brilliant, all the way arrrouuund." drawled Chief Moynahan. "And it might have saved Coldiron from utter disaster."
"We've got a ways to go on that." I said. "So guys, anything else?"
Laura said "Teresa, why don't you show Mark the new Intel Center? And he can tell you about Signal Corps operations. Mark, Teresa is the daughter of a Medal of Honor recipient, and in my opinion she's just a good a leader as he was." That put the 'inscrutable' look on Teresa's face as she got up and led Major Martin out of the room.
Laura said "I need to limit who I tell this to. Chief, I'm telling you this because of your close relationship with Wes Masters, as well as Molly Evans and Frank Soltis. And Don is right... Wes is in very real danger. The Swamp Frogs are really going after him, and not just over the drug operation and the huge amounts of money it was making."
Laura continued: "My people and I 'interrogated' the perps that were holding Pitts. They were all Federal Agents, and were distributed among several agencies. They were Robin Isley and Brendan Chapel's loyal foot soldiers."
"I am note-ingggg your use of the past tense, there, Doctor." Chief Moynahan astutely said.
"Yes, and correctly so." Laura said. "They broke quickly, and they did not live long after that. All but two of them really didn't know anything. They were assigned their missions because their greatest asset was their unlimited capacity for obedience. The two that were torturing Pitts knew what they were trying to extract...which was the name of the other Agents embedded in the operation."
"But Agent Rid-leyyy is one of the Swamp Frogs himself." said the Chief. "He was on stage with them during their press conference."
"She's not talking about him, sir." I said, looking at Laura. "There were several State Agents embedded, also. Terence Johnson was one of them, and Pitts talked to him and Britt pulled him out. But there was another State Agent, who was the SBI's equivalent of our J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry... he's so deep that not even his fellow State Agents know who he is."
Laura said "And Pitts didn't even know of his existence. Pitts broke, by the way, and there's no shame in that after what they put him through. Not everyone can be the Iron Crowbar."
"Nor should they have to be." I replied. Laura acknowledged that with a raising of her eyebrows and a nod.
Then she said: "Pitts gave them Ridley, not knowing he was playing double agent. He gave them Terence Johnson, too. And he told them he had the goods on Herbert Walker and that Walker was dirty...which probably is why Walker was misled by Siri and found dead at dawn this morning."
Laura finished up: "Pitts had just about everything, and that leads me to hoping that the other State Agent has it all, too. But we have to find him, and nobody knows who he is."
"Ohhh, I think we'll be able to locate him... at the correct time." I said.
"Whaaa?!" gasped Chief Moynahan. "You know who he is?" Laura was also peering hard at me.
"Well, I have an idea." I said. "But I'm not going to expose him like the Feds and the Press exposed J.J. Perry. That'll be up to him, and his handler..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, Laura and I went and found Mark Martin, who was talking with Teresa in her office.
"I owe Mark a dinner." Laura said to me, then said to Mark: "Why don't we go do that now? I'm starved."
"That sounds like a great idea." Martin said. "But I'll change clothes first, if I may."
"By all means." I said. "And y'all have fun." I said as they left. Teresa was peering at me.
"Why do I get the idea they're going to do more than eat dinner?" she asked me.
"And she's going to wear him out." I said. "When she said she was starved, she didn't just mean food. He's one of her... favorites, if you get my drift."
"Ah, that open marriage lifestyle." Teresa said.
"In this case, it may have helped save Coldiron Masters's life." I said.
"But it was your idea." Teresa said. "You anticipated that entire thing. You knew they'd try to cut the feed, and you asked the 3457th Signal Battalion Commander to run an 'exercise'."
"Well, Laura asked him." I said. "But yes, I asked her to ask him."
"My God, Don!" Teresa said, awe in her voice. "Just how far ahead are you seeing?"
"As far as I can, which is not far enough." I said.
"What's next?" Teresa asked.
"For now, we have a Police Department to run." I replied...
Part 11 - Crossing The Line
4:15pm, Tuesday, February 23d. My mother Phyllis Troy and Teresa's aunt Clarissa Belvedere Esterson appeared in the doorway to my office.
"Mom?" I said, then remembered my manners and stood up. "Mrs. Esterson. How are you?"
"We're fine, son." said my mother as she led the way on into my office and helped Clarissa into the near-side hot chair.
"And if you don't start calling me 'Aunt Clarissa' like I told you to, young man," Clarissa said, "I am going to have my niece take your crowbar away from you and spank you with it." I could tell by the twinkle in her eye that she was needling me, and I laughed.
"She's welcome to try." I replied. "But seriously, I'm glad to see both of you, but also very surprised... and it's a very busy time for us right now."
"Yes, son," my mother said, "we heard about the murder of that corrupt City Police Lieutenant, and also about your life flight of that DEA Agent to University Hospital. We do not mean to bother you, but I was hoping we could borrow a conference room. FAA Agent Green has asked to speak to us again."
I said "Uh, why don't you start at the beginning... and should I ask Teresa to come in?"
"No, please do not." said Clarissa. "At least not yet."
"Okay, then." I said. "What's the story?" My mother reiterated the story of their flight, its disappearance off radar only to come out of the clouds near TCA, not LCH.
I said "I think reporters are starting to camp out in the Press Room, and you'd have to go through them to get to the Press Interview Room. So I can make Interrogation C available to you."
A moment later the Duty Desk Sergeant called and said that an FAA Agent Green and NTSB Agent Weller were there to see Mrs. Troy and Mrs. Esterson. I went with the ladies to the lobby.
"I'm Darryl Green with the FAA." said Green. "This is Gary Weller with the NTSB. He'll be taking over the investigation after the initial inquiry."
"I'm Commander Don Troy." I said. "I'm going to have you guys use Interrogation Room C. We do have cameras in there if you'd like us to record the interview."



"That's be great." said Weller. I led them to I-Charlie, then I went through I-Bravo to the anteroom and watched the interview through the one-way glass.
"Here's what we've found, Mrs. Troy." said Green. "The black boxes were in excellent physical condition, and showed no sign of being tampered with. But when we examined them, we found that the plane's route took it to Colorado, not New Mexico. The pilot did originally set the heading for Louisiana via New Mexico, but shortly after takeoff he changed it to Colorado."
"Are you sure he changed it?" Phyllis asked.
Green looked at her funny. "Who else could have changed it?" he asked.
Phyllis said "I was just thinking of the possibility of mechanical failure of some kind. What else did you find?"
Weller took it up: "We also found gaps in the cockpit voice recorder, including at the time the pilot said he was getting clearance from Albuquerque Control to go to Flight Level 3-2-0. The instrument recorder shows the plane never went above 28,000 feet, so the pilot did not take it higher, as he claimed he did."
Green: "Last but not least, both black boxes stopped recording all data very shortly after the time the plane disappeared from all radars that had been seeing it, and the boxes began working again only when the plane appeared on TCA Control. The boxes were not manually turned off, either."
Weller: "We just want to ask you both one more time if there is anything, anything at all, that either of you saw, heard, or experienced, that could help us with our investigation? And are you sure you never saw the pilot sleeping?"
Phyllis: "As I said before, I cannot say with certainty that the pilot was not asleep, but I also cannot say with certainty that he was asleep. I would like to recommend that you give the pilot a lie detector test before telling him any of this, and see if he passes it."
"That's not a bad idea." said Weller. "Still... right now the black box evidence contradicts what he's told us."
Phyllis said: "And that is the problem, here... we trust our machines to not lie to us. You're not questioning the black boxes... and neither am I. But sometimes things are not as the machines tell us, like the Siri app giving a driver the wrong directions. And I suspect that that is what has occurred here... what the black boxes are telling us is true, but also not what really happened..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some few minutes later, the women came back to my office. Teresa was there, and she hugged her Aunt Clarissa and her grandmother-in-law Phyllis.
"So you think someone messed with the black boxes?" I asked after they'd sat down.
"No, son, I do not." Phyllis said. "And while I can't testify to it, I do believe the pilot is in error, here, and that he likely did fall asleep or pass out. But he genuinely believes his story, and the lie detector will show that. Alas... he is still probably in a lot of trouble..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:15pm, Tuesday, February 23d. There was a Council meeting that Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross wanted me to be at, but I texted her I couldn't make it. I'd gotten word that Kevin Pitts was regaining consciousness.
At the Hospital, Teresa and I met FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell and Lieutenant Norm Chow, U.S. Attorney John Jones, and Midtown Police Chief Frank Soltis in the lobby. Chief Soltis had come up to give his colleague and friend Wes Masters support, as Molly and Chief Moynahan were doing.
"He cannot have all of you in his room at one time." said Dr. Cordell. "Just a couple at a time."
"Julius and me at first, and the rest of you can watch on my video feed." I said, exhibiting the TCPD video camera I'd brought along. We all went up to the floor Pitts was on, and through the hoops of TCPD protection he had guarding him.
Inside, Kevin Pitts opened his eyes when we came in. "Hey, Julius, what are you doing here?" Pitts asked.
"Just helping a brother out." said Julius. "And trying to keep you outta trouble." Both black men chuckled at that.
"You did a lousy job of that." said Pitts. "Oh, hey Commander." He'd seen me come up to the side of the bed.
"One thing's for sure, Kevin." I said. "I'm now completely sure you're not a Swamp Frog." Kevin chuckled at that.
"The Iron Crowbar flew the life flight chopper to get you here, too." Julius said. "And y'all came under fire. They tried to shoot you down."
"I appreciate you doing that, Commander." said Pitts.
I said. "I wouldn't have missed it. And I'm glad to see you're getting better. How are you feeling?"
"I must be on drugs," said Pitts, "because it don't hurt that much."
I winced internally. Whatever Pitts said could be challenged in Court if he was on heavy medications. However... I knew that it might still be enough to get arrest warrants, and we could talk to him again later when he was more fully recovered.
"Kevin, are you up to answering a few questions?" I said.
"Yeah, sure." said Pitts. I hurriedly set up the camera, and said the preliminaries into it, then said "How did your vehicle get to Carroll Street?"
"I was following what Siri said." Pitts said. "I looked up, and I was nowhere near where I was supposed to be going."
"Were you attacked at the dead-end of the road?"
"Yeah, about 12 guys." said Pitts. "Most of them were gangbangers, part of the drug gangs. But I remember seeing Ridley there. I thought they'd tricked him, too, but he told someone to TASER me."
"Let me ask this." I said. "In your investigation of the drug ring, whose names came up as dirty?"
Pitts said "It was obvious that Ken Z. Adams was running the ring out of the Narcotics Bureau Office. He covered for the evidence guys that were saying they destroyed the drugs but turned around and put them in a squad car that Adams himself would drive to the docks."
Pitts: "Word was getting to Internal Affairs, and Masters was starting an investigation of it. But Lieutenant Walker was dirty, and he was about to expose some SBI Agents that were also embedded. I knew Terence Johnson... dunno why they sent him undercover, everyone knows who he is... and I told Johnson they were moving in on him, and maybe on me and the other Feds. Is he okay? Did they get him out?"
"He's fine." I said. "Who else in CPD is dirty?"
Pitts named several CPD Officers in the Narcotics Bureau and the Evidence Bureau, then said "And First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault. She's been getting her cuts, and she's the Swamp Frogs's liaison to the TCPD. Dwight Stevens was trying to get a FISA warrant to intercept and listen in on her cellphone calls, but I think it was denied."
I nodded. "That's very good, Kevin. You get some rest. We'll have a better interview when you're stronger..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:35pm, Tuesday, February 23d. We went back to the lobby area of the Hospital to discuss what Pitts had given us. As we were talking, FBI SAC Jack Muscone and TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone came up to us.
"We heard Pitts is awake." Jack said.
"We just interviewed him." I said. "We're getting U.S. Attorney Jones's opinion."
John Jones said "It's a fight between Judge Landis and Judge Taney. Judge Landis is senior, but Taney has taken it to the Appellate Courts. I don't know if she's one of the Swamp Frogs, or if she is (air quotes) 'honest within her heresy', as the Catholics say about Protestants. But I heard she was really, really pissed when her warrants were canceled by Judge Landis."
John Jones: "And my point to that is that what Pitts gave us will be really helpful to Judge Landis... but it's not admissible beyond creating 'probable' cause."
"Why not?" asked Teresa.
"Because he's hooked up to a morphine machine." I said. "Which is one reason I never allowed them to hook me up to one."
"That's because you were just showing off." Teresa replied cattily, making everyone else laugh. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
I said "Okay, did you all get copies of that? Britt, Norm?" They replied that they did. "Okay, John, if you'll head on down to Lexington and see Judge Landis, maybe we can get some Federal warrants for Ridley and Liz Chennault. Britt, Judge Watts is just waiting in his Chambers for you to ask him for warrants for Ken Z. Adams and the rest of those dirty CPD cops."
John Jones left, escorted by Frank Soltis and Julius Jefferson to make sure he got to the Federal Courthouse in Lexington safely. Britt Maxwell and Norm Chow left for Courthouse Square...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Tuesday, February 23d. I was getting way too many text messages. Cindy Ross and T&C Council Member Edward R. Steele were texting me on my personal iPhone, and I had to reply that I couldn't converse with them at the moment.
On my Police iPhone I received updates that Judge Watts had issued the State-level warrants, but Judge Mohammed Omar in The City was trying to block Judge Watts's warrants and was also issuing an arrest warrant for City I.A. Captain Wes Masters.
Then Auxiliary Detective Carole D. Troy sent a text on my Police iPhone to be careful because I was in danger. Before I fired off a reply text, I looked around. And only now I noticed that there were a number of TCPD Officers milling about the lobby and the first floor hallway.
"Yes sir." said Teresa. "They're there to protect you, and Deputy Chief Muscone if need be. And we have four SWAT guys in full regalia in one of the offices."
"You think they're going to try to get Pitts again?" I asked.
"Yes sir," said Teresa, "though now that he's awake and has given some testimony, maybe that'll mitigate the danger. But if the Swamp Frogs don't know that, they may come after him in one last, desperate attempt."
"But Judge Landis ordered that all warrants go through him." said Jack Muscone.
"Ohhhhh, okay." I said as it hit me, then said: "You know what they say...'possession is nine-tenths'. If they can get Judge Taney to issue a warrant for Pitts, maybe something like a material witness warrant instead of an arrest warrant, they can whisk him out of here, and we'll never see him alive again.
"Damn!" Jack Muscone muttered. "They party never stops with those bastards."
"But it's good to be prepared, and the Iron Wolf is that: prepared." I said. "But are you now having vibes like Carole and Cindy?" I said that to needle Teresa, but was stunned at her reply.
"Not my vibes." Teresa said. "Your mother told me to get more prepared. She said that since her aircraft landed in the wrong place, she's been having a lot of vibes... and very few of them good. Whatever they went through on that plane has really affected her------"
I saw it in the same instant Teresa did. Federal Agents Lindsey Black, Karl Coleman, David Rovers and Andrew Parsons came in, followed by four Federal Marshals who I did not know, and two men dressed in paramedic gear and pulling a gurney with them.
Lindsey Black held up a document and said "We have a warrant to take Kevin Pitts into custody as a Material Witness! Get out of our way, or we will shoot every one of you dead to enforce this warrant."
*CHIME!*
It was Jack Muscone's FBI iPhone. "Hold on!" he said. "Judge Landis just issued a temporary restraining order blocking Judge Taney's warrant, and ordering Pitts to remain here per his previous order."
"Whose side are you on, Muscone?" yelled Karl Coleman.
"The Constitution's." Muscone replied. "You try to take Pitts out of here, I'll stop you. No matter what it takes."
"I am sick and goddamned tired of you do-gooders spouting the fucking Constitution all the time." growled Karl Coleman. "The Constitution is just a goddamned piece of paper!"
"So's that warrant." Muscone replied. "And it's not valid, but the Constitution still is. You Swamp Frogs have not destroyed it yet."
"Fuck you, Muscone." yelled Coleman. "You're a goddamned traitor to the Federal Government! Die, you goddamned Guardians of Justice wannabee!"
Time slowed down.
I saw Coleman going for his service weapons as he said the words, and I knew I was too late in my reaction. Coleman was already raising his powerful handgun and flicking off the safety as he aimed it right at Muscone's chest.
*BLAM!* *BLAM!*
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Battle Lines
My ears were ringing from the reports of the gunshots as I took in what had happened. Karl Coleman's shot had gone high and wide, striking a ceiling tile. And that was because he was lying on the floor having been shot in the chest... by none other than TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone!
The other Federal Agents had gone for their weapons, but found that Teresa Croyle had jumped in front of her fellow Angel Tanya, and was holding the SWAT Team's iron shield in front of her, protecting both of them.
And at least sixteen armed-and-armored TCPD Officers were now coming between us and the Swamp Frogs, their powerful firearms trained upon the Federal Agents. Meanwhile, standing in front of Jack Muscone was Your Iron Crowbar, wearing armor, of course.
Coleman was also wearing armor, which had taken the impact of Tanya's very accurate shot right in the 'ATF' lettering. He was now trying to breathe. His armor had saved his life, but trust me... getting shot in the chest still hurts!
"You fucking bitch!" yelled Lindsey Black. "You just shot a Federal Agent!"
"He was trying to shoot a Federal Agent... my husband." Tanya replied levelly, without a shred of perkiness in her voice.
"And he's about to be under arrest for attempted murder." I said. "TCPD Officers, take these rogue, dirty Federal Agents into custody. Any of them that resist... shoot them dead. It is a good thing we're at a hospital... they're going to need one for the treatment of their hideous injuries."
"Hold on." said a voice. Coming into the lobby through the front doors was Dr. Robin Isley, wearing heavy armor and even a helmet. To the medics she said "Put Coleman on that gurney and get him the hell out of here. The rest of you, get out of here, too."
As everyone but Lindsey Black and one of the 'extras' obeyed and retreated, Robin Isley looked at me with a great deal of hatred in her eyes as she said "I'll make you a quid pro quo offer you can't refuse. You let us handle our Agent, we'll leave your Officer alone. But if you try to arrest him, we'll come after her... and she won't have that wheelchair in Federal prison."
"Officers!" I said loudly, ignoring Isley's ultimatum, "why are these dirty Federal Agents not under arrest yet? Or dead?" My Officers began advancing, and Lindsey Black covered a very hasty retreat.
"Good shooting, Commander Muscone!" said Lieutenant Rudistan with great joviality. "Center of mass! Center of massss."
"And every one of you had better shoot that well when you next qualify." Tanya said, her perkiness having quickly returned. Officers laughed, then began a sustained round of applause for their Deputy Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30am, Wednesday, February 24th. I was in my office at TCPD Headquarters, finishing up my paperwork on the shooting incident. The Chief had not bothered to put Tanya on any kind of restricted duty nor limit her capacity to carry her service weapon while on duty, but I suspected we had not heard the last of the incident.
There was a knock on my door and Teresa came in. "Give a girl a ride home when you're done? If you're going to The Cabin, that is." she asked.
"Sure." I said. "So what's the scoop with Aunt Clarissa and my mom?"
Teresa said "Aunt Clarissa is using the handi-capable bedroom suite in my house. Your mom is staying at The Cabin, and right now it's just her and Paulina with all your kids and Marie."
I began wrapping things up and shutting down. "By the way," I said, "that was an excellent job you did tonight, and my report to the Chief reflects that. You had our people ready, and I did notice that you got in front of Tanya with that iron shield."
"And now she wants one of those for her Tank." Teresa quipped. "Seriously, though, sir, we all saw you get in front of Muscone and protect him even if Tanya hadn't have blasted that bastard."
I replied as I stood up and collected my thing to go: "His armor under his suit was woefully inadequate, while I was wearing the full chest protector... and the 'girdle', of course."
We walked out of Headquarters and to my Police SUV, both looking around warily for any problems. Once in the vehicle and out of the parking lot, I turned south onto Riverside Drive, then west onto Jefferson Avenue.
As we drove, Teresa said "That could have been a bloodbath in there, and Lindsey Black really does believe having a Federal badge makes her all-powerful, so I expected her to start shooting and go down in flames fighting. My only question is: why did Robin Isley stop them, and make them fall back?"
I said "Think about it. Why would Isley do that? And why did she stop the Federal Agents from trying to abduct... er, arrest Coldiron in the City this morning? And stop them from trying to shoot down the chopper with Coldiron and the Chief in it?"
Teresa said "Because she knows she's on the wrong side of the law and everything else on it?"
"Yes, but take it further." I said.
Teresa said "Oh... because if their Feds start killing people, it'll create publicity."
"Exactly." I said. "And the Light of Truth on what they have been doing is the one thing they're scared of. You are right that Lindsey Black truly does think she can do no wrong because she carries a Federal badge. And Coleman just went nuts with frustration over anyone at all standing in their way, especially when that obstacle is the Constitution itself."
I went on: "But Robin Isley knows that she has to keep it tamped down... and that's because of who she is protecting. And that has been our one and only trump card against them. We are on the side of right, but we also don't give a damn about the optics, while they are obsessed with optics."
Teresa said "Still, they tried to get Pitts again, even after Judge Landis had said that Judge Taney could not put out any warrants or writs on the case. And... do you think they'll still go after Coldiron, especially after Britt Maxwell ripped open the bag and let the cat out this morning?"
"I not only think they will," I replied, "I am expecting them to..."
Part 13 - The Legal Grind
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, February 25th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "The City Police head of Internal Affairs faces indictment by a Federal Grand Jury and a City Prosecutor!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "City Police Internal Affairs Captain Wes Masters, who once worked in the TCPD for Commander Donald Troy, could be indicted as early as today by a Federal Grand Jury. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this extremely important story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the Federal Building across Courthouse Square as her background. "U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin will present evidence this morning before a Federal Grand Jury in The City, accusing Captain Wes Masters of drug distribution, conspiracy to commit drug distribution, and RICO violations for using his Office as the City Police I.A. leader to protect and cover up the drug distribution right that involved City Police Officers!"
Amber: "This comes after a day of legal wrangling over issuing Federal and State warrants, which were stayed by Federal Judge K.M. Landis of the Western District of the State, which includes our Town & County. He and Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney of the Southern District of the State have argued bitterly after he canceled her warrants to arrest Captain Masters and also take custody of DEA Agent Kevin Pitts, who is currently a patient at University Hospital."
Amber: "The U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals acted upon emergency requests, and ruled 3-0 that the warrants issued by Judge Taney were not based upon sufficiently substantial evidence against Captain Masters. They further ruled, 2-1 that the 'material witness' warrant Judge Taney issued for the FBI to take physical custody of DEA Agent Kevin Pitts violated the lawful instructions of Judge Landis that all Federal warrant requests pertaining to the Masters case go through him."
Amber: "Judge Landis's stays also affected the status of the warrants requested by SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell in the Court of Superior Court Judge Mario Cruz for the arrests of City Police First Deputy Commissioner Chennault as well as City Police Narcotics Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams, for the exact same drug allegations filed against Captain Masters. It was expected that Judge Landis would hold a hearing today to determine which warrants could go forward based upon the current evidence, but the US DEA and U.S. Attorney Baldwin are bypassing Judge Landis's blatant display of obstructionism by going directly to the Federal Grand Jury, as is their right."
Amber: "And our colleagues at KSB News in The City are reporting that City District Attorney Ann Tish may ask for arrest warrants for Captain Wes Masters, for suspicion of first degree murder in the death of City Police Lieutenant Herbert Walker. It is not clear if that would violate Federal Judge Landis's moratorium on warrants, but D.A. Tish says that she is ready to fight Judge Landis in the Federal Appeals Court, citing that neither he nor the Federal Government have jurisdiction over murder cases. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Amber! That was Amber Harris, bringing you that important story. Channel Two News will continue to cover the story, and will bring you any breaking developments in the case. And now let's go to trusted political reporter Carl Lemay in Midtown with a report on the State Legislature. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the black reporter, his expensive suit fitting him perfectly and every hair in place. "Channel Two News has learned that the allegations against Wes Masters of City Police Internal Affairs has deepened the divides between those that want to defund the Police and those that don't. The Black Caucus, led by Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown, said that Wes Masters's alleged corruption is proof of why the the SBI and State Patrol also need to be fully defunded."
Lemay: "And 1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn, who is the owner of the parent company of KXTC Channel Two News, said that while she respects the work of SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, the City Police would not be so corrupt if there was a strong SBI to investigate local jurisdictions and make arrests of corrupt local LEOs. State Senator Woodburn has again demanded that Governor Sharon Marshall appoint an SBI Director that will be committed to the goals of strong law enforcement and rooting out local LEO corruption."
Lemay: "And there is no progress towards passing a State Budget. Senators Jimmy Cerone, Moe Molinari, and their bipartisan group of Senators and Representatives known as the 'Foodie Caucus', are meeting amongst themselves, bypassing the State House Ways and Means Committee and the State Senate Budget Committee, as well as the hardliners on all sides of the Budget issue. They may be the last hope for a State Budget to be hammered out. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Carl!" said Bettina as she came back onto the screen. "That was Carl Lemay with that important story on the State Budget. And in local news, several Social Justice groups have demanded that Town & County Inspector General James 'Curly' Goodwin open an investigation of TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone after she fired her service weapon inside University Hospital, striking and wounding a Federal Agent that was serving a warrant."
Bettina: "TCPD Chief Sean Moynahan, a close friend of alleged murderer Wes Masters, and the immediate boss of Commander Donald Troy, who was pardoned by racist Governor Val Jared after allegedly raping a woman in his custody, refused to suspend Deputy Chief Muscone, saying she acted in self-defense and that the shooting was fully justified..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You must've done something right, Don." said Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross. "They start up that pardon stuff when they are really, really mad at you for something." (Author's note: 'Film Noir', 'No Way Out', for all that stuff.)
"And when they want to try to elevate themselves by stepping on me." I replied.  "They think it makes them more believable."
"And I'm shocked... shocked!... that Judge Ruth B. Taney didn't try to issue a warrant for your arrest, Tanya." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle.
It was a full house in the Chief's Conference Room, as Sheriff Griswold, Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Chief Sean Moynahan, Myself, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Lt. Cmdr. Croyle... and City Police Captain Wes 'Coldiron' Masters sipped coffee and ate bacon, egg, and cheese biscuits while watching the broadcast.
In the Chief's office suite, there are three offices. The middle one, that is also the back left corner of the building, is the Chief's office. To its right is the room we were in, the Chief's Conference Room. To the left of the Chief's office was another office that was being used to store furniture and some boxes of files.
Those two side offices had been meant for the two Police Commander slots. But they'd not been filled at first, and when I became the first TCPD Police Commander, I took the office I have now... which had been meant for an ADA to use. So the empty office now had a cot in it, and of course the Police Station had restroom facilities, a locker room with showers, and friendly neighborhood Officers that could and did bring in food and coffee. And the Police Station was about as safe a place as a person could be.
"To be honest," Tanya said, "I'm surprised they didn't come after both me and Jack."
"They tried." I said. "The Citizens For Police Accountability filed the complaint with the I.G,'s Office, and also tried to file a lawsuit demanding your arrest. I strongly believe they were encouraged to do so by KXTC, who may even have paid their filing fees and slipped them a few extra green dollar bills under the table."
YIC: "Judge Franklin Washington squashed the lawsuit with prejudice, saying the CFPA did not have standing, and never would. The I.G. said the TCPD's internal investigation was 'ongoing', and he'd wait for that to be completed."
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," said Chief Moynahan, "how dangerous is this situation of that bastrrrrd Baldwin going to the Grand Jury?"
"It's the worst possible thing that could happen." I replied. "As you know, the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution requires all Federal felony indictments to be through a Grand Jury, though many States, including ours, allows preliminary hearings instead of local Grand Jury proceedings."
I continued: "The problem is that it's not 'adversarial'. The defendant has no rights at all, not to be present, not to have legal counsel fighting for him or her. All the Grand Jury is going to see and hear is what Baldwin wants them to hear. He'll have First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault and Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams testify, as well as DEA Agent Ridley and maybe other Swamp Frogs."
YIC: "But he does not have to call witnesses for the Defense, and you damn well better believe the Grand Jury will be hearing nothing from Britt Maxwell nor Kevin Pitts nor Dwight Stevens. And the one-sidedness of that is the main reason that the United States and Liberia are the only Nations left on earth that use the Grand Jury system."
"Why don't they just do away with it, then?" Teresa asked.
"Because it's written into the Fifth Amendment." growled Sheriff Griswold. "They would have to change the Fifth Amendment to do away with the Grand Jury requirement, and that would require going through hoops nobody wants to go through."
"True, that." I said. "So, Coldiron... get a damn good lawyer, and I don't know what to say to advise you further."
"I really appreciate the help you've given me, so far." said Wes Masters. "I really cannot believe what is going on, and what the City Police have become. I've never felt this... pessimistic... about the legal system I grew up loving. And I no longer trust the Feds as far as I can throw them."
"Neither do I." I growled, causing my Angels and Our Sheriff to peer hard at me. I returned their looks.
"Where is Coleman, by the way?" asked Tanya.
I said "He's well out of State, and out of our reach. He was flown back east, either to Washington, D.C. or to Pennsylvania. Lindsey Black is still around. She's going to testify before the Grand Jury."
I got up and poured some more coffee into my Airborne School mug, then refilled the mugs of those who wanted more. Teresa finally broke the silence in the room:
"So Cindy," said Your Iron Wolf, "how did the Council Meeting go last night?"
"I-yi-yi." replied Cindy. "I think I'll hold off talking about that, for now. Let me change the subject by asking what happened with that plane flight your aunt and my aunt-by-marriage was aboard."
Teresa deferred to me, and I said "I read the preliminary report the FAA and NTSB filed. The BOW Enterprises plane is grounded pending a full forensic examination, which will take a month if I don't miss my guess. But they've found nothing wrong with it, so far. The pilot, on the other hand, is not going to be so lucky. His pilot's license is suspended, and the FAA is seeking full revocation of it. The pilot is fighting that, and Todd is helping with the legal expenses on it, but it doesn't look good..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, from the KFXU studios "With me today is Priya Ajmani. Meredith Peller is on assignment. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." said the drop-dead-gorgeous Indian reporterette. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news..."
Their report pretty much dovetailed with Amber's report on the Bettina Broadcast, except that it was from a decidedly different slant, emphasizing Wes Masters and SBI Inspector Maxwell's roles in a positive light, and giving more attention to the potential corruption of the high-level CPD brass Officers. And then there was this:
Catrina: "And Fox Eight News has confirmed that ATF Agent Karl Coleman attempted to shoot and kill FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone when Agent Muscone stopped Coleman and other Federal Agents from acting on an illegal, rescinded warrant. TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, who is fully qualified to carry firearms as part of her Police duties, shot Agent Coleman to protect her husband Jack Muscone. He was saved by his armor protection, but was removed from the scene on a gurney."
Priya: "Reached for comment, Chief Sean Moynahan said that he considered it to be a 'good shoot' by Commander Tanya Muscone, and she would not be put on restricted duty while the routine investigation of the incident proceeds. Neither the BAFTE nor the FBI would respond to KFXU's repeated requests for comment on the incident..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So where was Meredith?" Teresa asked as my three Angels and I drank more coffee and watched the broadcast in my office.
I replied "Captain Thompson had me look at a DVR of their broadcast yesterday. Meredith took a cheap shot at the parents being persecuted for speaking up at School Board meetings, and Catrina started calling her out on air. Meredith called to go to break, and after they were off air Catrina went off on Meredith, nearly physically so."
Cindy said "I heard that Catrina almost walked off the set, and did say she would not appear on the air with Meredith again. Catrina is the popular one on the show, so the producer pulled Meredith, which made Meredith angry. She's been 'designated for assignment', and we'll see if she comes back or not."
Teresa said "Speaking of that Council meeting, did you hear what happened there last night?" Cindy looked 'not happy' at Teresa bringing that up.
I said "I don't know the details, but I know Edward Steele wants to talk to me about it. I'll see him at Tasha's birthday party tonight. You guys gonna be there?"
"I will be." Cindy said. "And I've heard that several little girls are very excited that baby Ben will be there." Those little girls would be Carole, Marie, and Tasha.
"I'll be there, too, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise." Teresa replied. "How old is Tasha today?"
"Five years old." I said, wondering where all the time had gone. "Man! they grow up fast."
Teresa said "I'm glad Paulina decided to let Tasha be a part of your life. Girls need a dad that's there for them, like you are for Carole and Tasha."
She didn't mean to remind me of Greta, and my absence from her life and her from mine, but I did get a bit melancholy and silent. Teresa changed the subject.
"What is Coldiron going to do?" she asked.
"If he's indicted by the Federal Grand Jury, and I think it's almost guaranteed that he will be," I said, "then he's going to have to make a decision on whether or not to turn himself in."
Cindy said "He can negotiate that, can't he? Who's the Federal Judge?"
"David Herbert." I replied. "He was nominated for the Bench by a previous President that was relatively Conservative, but he's occasionally has made rulings that lean Left. He's not a radical Leftist and Swamp Frog like Ruth B. Taney, but he's not a Constitutional Conservative and Guardian of Justice like K.M. Landis is."
I continued: "And to your question... yes, Coldiron can try to negotiate the conditions of turning himself in. But the Swamp Frogs are out for his blood, and they're trying to protect their dirty colleagues in City PD. I wouldn't trust them at all. They're worse than the Russians in countries where they're waging war, who promise safe passage for civilians on certain corridors, and then bomb those corridors, killing as many innocent people as they can."
Tanya said "So the Swamp Frogs might offer to let him have bail if he turns himself in, and then renege on it and take him into Federal custody... and we might never see him alive again after that."
"That is what I'm thinking." I said. "And I speak as someone with experience in that kind of dealing with the Swamp Frogs." (Author's note: 'No Way Out'.)
I saw Teresa's eyes widen as she looked at me. "Ohhhh, noooooo." she said, her voice barely a whisper. Her fellow Angels peered at her.
"Yes." I said to her. "You're getting it."
"Getting what?" Tanya asked.
"Don't ask a question you really don't want the answer to." Cindy replied, the Power of the Vibe warning her that those were mental quicksands...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am, Thursday, February 25th. Teresa and I met Jack Muscone and Karina White at the Cop Bar for lunch. Tanya Muscone also joined us in the back room. I suddenly realized that I was extremely hungry, so I ordered the special Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate that came with two such burgers. Jack Muscone ordered the Double Cheeseburger Plate, of course. Karina and Tanya had the Chicken Caesar Salads, and Teresa had the Steak Caesar Salad. They were huge salads.
"We went by the Hospital to see Pitts." said Jack Muscone. "I'm glad Tanya was with us. Your guys are not playing around when it comes to his security."
"No, no we're not." I said. "He may be Coldiron Masters's only hope, unless the deep undercover State Agent outs himself. But never mind that. How's Pitts doing?"
Jack said "He's in good spirits, and he's recovering pretty quickly. And he's very aware of what's going on with the Swamp Frogs."
I had been peering at him and at Karina. "Okay, there's bad news. What is it?"
"Not much gets past you." said Karina White.
Jack said "Yeah, it gets worse. Pitts is the good news. The bad news is that Martin Nash opened an OPR investigation on Karina, Tim Jenkins, and Julius Jefferson for getting you out of the Federal Building in The City when the Swamp Frogs were trying to hold you there."
The pall that created was palpable. "Are you kidding?" I asked. "Is Nate Grimes behind that?" SSA Grimes was the head of the OPR unit for Muscone's region.
"No." said Jack Muscone. "I talked to him personally. He said Nash went completely off the Reservation on that one, but he has the backing of the National Security Agency. Grimes was told to back off and not interfere."
"By who?" I asked. "EAD Owen Lange? Deputy Director Lawrence Lance?"
"Higher than that." said Karina White. "Robin Isley. But I have word that the actual orders for Nash to start the OPR and for no one else to interfere with it came straight from DNI Brendan Chapel's potty mouth."
Teresa said "By the way, where is Owen Lange?"
"No idea." said Jack Muscone. "He hasn't been seen since the afternoon before the Pitts rescue raid took place. My phone calls to his cell go straight to voicemail. I don't think he's in danger because I heard from (air quotes) 'sources' that he met with Deputy Director Lance yesterday, which means he's in Washington. So I'm not going to worry about him until I'm given reason to."
Jack's words struck me as a cluuuuue, and I sensed he didn't want to talk about it. So I changed the subject by asking "Are y'all going to be at Tasha's birthday party tonight?"
Karina said "I'm invited?"
"You sure are, if you want to come." I said.
Jack Muscone said "I'm not sure either of us will be able to attend tonight. We're going to be having videoconferences with our guys in Washington, Southport, and Midtown."
"What about you, Tanya?" Teresa made a distinct point to ask. "You're bringing Pete, aren't you?"
"Uhhh..." Tanya started. And then, as if changing her mind on something, she said "You know what? I will go. And I'll bring Pete..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm. My Police iPhone rang. It was SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell.
"Commander Croyle is here with me." I said, as Teresa was in the far-side hot chair. "I'm putting you on speaker." I proceeded to do so.
After initial hellos, Britt said: "I've already talked to Chief Moynahan, so he knows. The Grand Jury brought back a true bill against Coldiron Masters, which means they've indicted him. Federal Judge David Herbert issued an arrest warrant."
"Yeah, I was afraid that would happen." I said sourly. "Mike G. Todd is going to represent him pro bono, and Mike is experienced in dealing with Swamp Frog crap after helping me so much."
"That's good." Britt said. "And I've been busy, too. I spent the morning trying to get a State Attorney to file charges against First Deputy Commissioner Chennault and Bureau Chief Adams. No one would agree to do it, and I found out that State A.G. Gil Krasney had ordered them to not help me in any way on this case."
"What?!" I almost exploded. "Why not?"
Britt said: "I've heard two possible reasons, and you see which one works best for you. First, Krasney is an Establishment Republican like Wilson Hammonds, and they both despise Governor Sharon Marshall. They may see this as a way to make the Governor look bad, as well as to weaken the SBI so that Katherine Woodburn gets her wish to make the SBI into the 'Junior Gestapo' alongside Derrick B. Harland doing that at the National level."
"What's the second reason?" I asked.
Britt replied: "I've heard the Swamp Frogs got to him, maybe even threatened him. The thesis is that the Swamp Frogs and the dirty CPD Brass know they're going to have to shut down their drug operation, as there's too much light of day on it now. But they want to do that on their terms, and with no criminal actions headed their way. So they've told Krasney to make sure they have no problems while making their tactical retreat."
"I wouldn't be surprised if that was the case." I said. "And I wonder if Krasney hates Coldiron for some reason?"
Britt said "I don't know, but speaking of Krasney... remember how he fired Jenna Stiles the day he took office as State A.G.?" (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 02.) "Well, I hired Jenna to work with Earl Drake as an SBI attorney. So she's shoving it in Krasney's face."
I said "What do you think the chances are of getting those charges against Chennault and Adams?"
"Good." Britt said. "Governor Marshall has said publicly that if warrants are issued, she'll suspend Chennault and Adams. And I also heard that Federal Judge Herbert might hold a preliminary hearing to determine if the charges against Masters should be dropped, if State indictments come out against Masters's primary accusers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:35pm. The television monitors of the County that were tuned to KXTC were filled with a screen saying 'BREAKING NEWS!' A few seconds later, Bettina Wurtzburg appeared.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" the redheaded MILF reporterette said. "We interrupt our regular programming for this important announcement! City Police Internal Affairs leader Captain Wes Masters has been indicted on Federal charges of drug distribution, conspiracy, and using his Office of Internal Affairs leader to cover up the criminal enterprise within the CPD!"
Bettina: "Once again the integrity of Police everywhere is deeply stained by these allegations of corruption within the CPD Internal Affairs Division, which is supposed to be watching over the Police to ensure integrity! If the Watchers are corrupt, who watches the Watchers? In this case it is an alert US DEA and other Federal agencies, working to bring the alleged criminals to justice!"
A photo of Wes Masters was shown as Bettina said: "With the indictments, Federal Judge David Herbert issues a warrant for Wes Masters's arrest. Anyone who sees Wes Masters is being asked to call the City Police, the State Patrol, or the FBI immediately. Wes Masters is considered armed and extremely dangerous, and an announcement from the Department of Homeland Security putting Masters on the FBI's Ten Most Wanted list is expected later today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I watched the DVR of it about five minutes later. Teresa said "The way Bettina framed that, you'd think Coldiron is a bigger threat than Black Velvet killer George Aurus."
"To the Swamp Frogs, he is." I replied. "And you're right. Bettina is enjoying taking cheap shots at the Police over this."
Teresa asked "So, do I need to alert the Force to be on watch for Coldiron? If I don't, Bettina will be reporting we aided and abetted Coldiron by not actively going after him."
I said "And worse, they might even try to charge Chief Moynahan with conspiracy. Yes, the Swamp Frogs are that dirty. Having said that... we don't have to be proactive about it, either. Wait until someone issues a formal APB for him, then notify the Force the same way we notify everyone else. Treat it as 'routine'..."
Part 14 - Birthdays and Babies
6:40pm, Thursday, February 25th. The party at The Cabin was at 7:00pm. Paulina and Tasha were there, of course. Edward and Stephanie Steele came early, and brought Marie. And that was good, because Cindy and Callie had brought baby Ben as well as Betsy. And he was the sensation of the party, of course.
"He's my little brother!" Betsy had happily claimed as Carole, Marie, and Tasha crowded around Cindy in the greatroom.
"Can I hold him?" Carole asked.
"Sure, come sit by me." Cindy said. She put Ben in Carole's lap, and said "You have to support his head, he's not old enough to hold it up yet." Carole did a very good job of supporting Ben's neck with her arm. Better yet, he opened his eyes and gave what looked like a smile as Carole baby-talked to him.
Bowser and Buddy were also fascinated by the new human. Bowser came right up and sniffed at Ben. Then Buddy did so, and buried his nose in Ben's side and sniffed a lot. I was surprised that that did not bother the baby.
Carole was 'invited' by her mother to let Marie and Tasha hold the baby, and they also did very well. Ben did not put up a fuss while Tasha held him, but as Marie was holding him he began crying.
"That's his hungry cry." said Carole.
"How do you know that, Carole?" asked her mother Laura.
"Because he's hungry." Carole replied. I chuckled, which served to protect Carole from a rebuke by Laura.
"You're right, that is his hungry cry." said Callie. Scant seconds later, Phyllis Troy came in with a warmed up bottle of formula. Marie got to feed Ben with Callie's help as Cindy sought me out. She, Edward, and I went into my office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So where is Tim tonight?" I asked as we sat down.
"He had to go back to Southport." Cindy said. "Jack Muscone ended his temporary assignment up here, but he'll come up on weekends and stuff."
"Something brewing down there?" I asked.
Cindy said "I think Jack just wanted to get Tim out of the line of fire from the Swamp Frogs. That traitor Martin Nash's OPR named Tim as a subject of the inquiry. Not that sending him back to Southport protects him, but it'll make Martin Nash have to travel long distances to talk to Tim."
I nodded as I said "Probably a good idea to get him out of here. Things are going to get worse before they get better. And speaking of that, I'm sorry I couldn't make the Council meeting last night."
"I understand." said Edward Steele. "You were busy, from what I heard. And this is not as important, but I wanted you to know about it at soon as possible. We now have a better idea of what Edgar Silas is going to be like on the Council."
Cindy said "Before Edward begins, let me paint the background picture for you: the audience was about one-third full, a hundred people or so. About 30 of them were green-shirted Environmentalist Wackos... dirty clothing, not shaved or having combed their hair, no makeup for the women, and all that."
"Yes, and their presence may be important." Edward said "So as you know, at the beginning of the Tuesday public sessions the paperwork submissions are made: lawsuits against the Town & County, requests for services, and all that. Usually the Mayor says 'Without objection, dispense with the reading.', which means the admission is acknowledged and the item is to be passed on to the City Attorney or wherever else it should go to for study or action to be taken without having to sit there and listen to it being read into the record. Sometimes they're just submitted in bulk."
Edward: "But this time, Edgar Silas objected. He then said he objected to one particular submission, and was fine with the rest of them being moved along."
Cindy said "That one item was my request for the County to lay water and gas lines up to my property and two others on the backside of the Mountain Finger, and to pave a road to those properties off the road past Promontory Point and to the Observatory. The other two properties aren't mine, but they might as well do the work now while they have the people there doing it."
Edward said "When Silas objected, the entire request was read into the record. And at first we thought it was about the other two properties. But no, he said he objected to laying the water, gas, and road to Cindy's property... unless and until she, and I quote, 'explained her role in the Police brutality against People of Color during last year's (air quotes) peaceful protests', unquote."
"Uh oh." I said. "So what happened."
"I acted like I have a crowbar." said Cindy. "I went right up to the podium and said 'Here I am. What do you want to know?'. Silas said 'Why should the Council help you after you and your fellow white cops physically abused peaceful People of Color?'."
Edward: "Cindy correctly replied that that did not happen. That made Silas really angry, and he shouted something like 'You're denying you beat the hell out of peaceful black protesters, and even murdered some when the Block House was destroyed?" (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 04.)
Cindy: "I got right up to that microphone and said that the Police did not abuse anyone, much less murder anyone, and that we, and I did say 'we', only arrested violent agitators committing crimes. I then told him that he could continue to lie about what really happened, but repeating the lie often enough would not change the truth, and that I would never apologize for the correct actions of the TCPD."
Edward: "Silas was about to go off on Cindy, but at that point J.P. Goldman began raising Points of Order out the wazoo, so the Mayor shut it down. Then everyone voted, and Cindy's request was accepted for study by a 6-5 margin, strictly along Party lines."
"Nice to have Republicans on your side, eh, Green Crowbar?" I quipped to Cindy with a grin. That earned me a 'look'; while a political atheist, Cindy was a lesbian and a mild feminist, and therefore despised the Republican Party, especially the Establishment Republicans.
Cindy said "The reason I wanted to talk to you about it, Don, is because I got a vibe while I was sparring with Silas. Those Environmentalist Wackos were really paying attention to it. They didn't say anything, didn't raise any protests, but I found their interest... disturrrrbing. And I also got a sense... that they knew in advance Silas was going to make that specific objection, that it was pre-arranged."
"Hmmm." I said. "And Silas forced a verbal reading of the request, so they got to hear every detail... of the property location, of what was being done..."
I went into a brief reverie, then came back out of it and said "Well, you wield a green crowbar and considerable influence in this County's Government. Use that power and shepherd that request through as fast as you can. You have a Klingon Warrior... Edward calls him 'the Sheriff'... who can help you a lot with that."
"And I'll be right there helping, too, as will J.P. Goldman." said Edward Steele.
"So how was Silas beyond that objection?" I asked. "Did he raise a lot of crap?"
"He hardly said two words the rest of the night." Edward said. "And there was virtually no new business..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The other guests arrived. My mother Phyllis and Teresa'a Aunt Clarissa were there, and Teresa and Todd brought their boys, who quickly joined my boys upstairs running New Lego City and the great Troy Transcontinental Railroad. Tanya also came in with Pete, Tiffany and Jennifer, and the girls had a lovefest with baby Ben.
Dinner was served: hotdogs, hamburgers, and fixins. Afterwards, as we were gathering in the greatroom to give Tasha her presents, she surprised me by going up to her grandmother Phyllis.
"Grandma, do you love your other grandchildren more than you love me?" Tasha asked. Paulina and I looked at each other, stunned.
"Tasha," Paulina asked, "why would you ask your grandmother something like that?"
Tasha said "I thought she might not love me as much because my skin color is darker than theirs."



"I love you just as much as I love them!" Phyllis said. "You're just as much my grandchild as they are."
The rest of the room remained awkwardly silent, then Phyllis said "Come here, child." She picked up Tasha and put her on her lap. "First of all, Carole has black hair and Jim and Ross have red hair, but I love them all the same, too."
I said "Tasha, let me ask you this: are Tiger Mom's kittens different colors?"
"Yes, Daddy." Tasha said.
"And Tiger Mom loves them all the same, doesn't she?" I asked.
"Yes." Tasha said.
"And there you go. Your grandmother loves you just as much as she loves her other grandkids. Isn't that right, Mom?"
"It sure is." said Phyllis.
Still shaken up by that, I rather sternly told the boys to get their butts over to the greatroom so that Tasha could open her presents. She collected a good haul. All the boys had collaborated to buy her an Apple Store gift card so she could buy games and puzzles. Carole and Marie made her a book, showing Tasha surrounded by Tiger Mom, Gracie, and the other cats, then a drawing of Tasha and her mom doing 'paperwork', then a drawing of Tasha playing basketball with Carole and Daddy.
I'd given Tasha a small pillow that was in the shape of a cat, with gray and black stripes like Tiger Mom's, but I also had a second gift, and after what Tasha had asked her grandmother, I thought it was appropriate. It was a little set of four American Flags on a pedestal. The first Flag was the 'Betsy Ross' (good name) Flag with the circle of 13 stars. The second one was the 15-Stars-and-Stripes Flag; the third, the post-Civil-War flag of the time the Thirteenth Amendment was passed, outlawing slavery; and the fourth, the 50-star Flag.
"You can put these on your desk," I told Tasha, "and whenever anyone says that you are different, or calls you a name, you can look at these Flags and remember that with me, White and Black don't matter... you are my All-American girl, and you always will be."
"Thank you, Daddy." Tasha said brightly, smiling happily. She climbed up onto the sofa and gave me a big hug. Then she announced to everyone: "And my favorite presents are hugs from Daddy, because I can get one every day!"
Yeah, that made Daddy's heart melt. I said "And the best thing is... I'll never run out of hugs to give you."
And like the crushed toy train that Ian would have on his desks for the rest of his life, that Flag set would find itself on Tasha's desks for the rest of her life... and make one other special appearance. But that is for a future story...
Part 15 - Triphammer of the Law
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 1st, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "City Police Captain Wes Masters turns himself in after being indicted by a Federal Grand Jury!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "In yet another stain upon Police Departments everywhere, Captain Wes Masters, who was the head of the City Police Internal Affairs Division, was indicted on multiple Federal drug-related charges, as well as RICO violations. An arrest warrant was issued for Masters by Federal Judge David Herbert of the Eastern District of the State, who is based in The City."
Bettina: "Masters is represented by Michael G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... that's Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... who is also the attorney for TCPD Commander Donald Troy. As you'll remember, Commander Troy had to be pardoned by deeply unpopular White Nationalist Governor Val Jared for allegations that Troy raped a woman in his custody, and Troy was given an Federal Immunity Agreement by hard-Right Federal Judge K.M. Landis."
Bettina: "Mike Todd made the case to Judge Herbert that his client's life would be in extreme danger if he, Masters, was in the custody of the City Police, and in even worse danger if he were in the custody of the Federal Government. Todd submitted to the Judge that U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin was behind an attempt to forcibly remove Peter Blassingame from the custody of the TCPD, and that some of the Federal Agents who testified against Masters also attempted to use violent force to unlawfully removed Blassingame from TCPD custody." (Author's note: 'Vox Populi Vox Dei', Ch. 01-02; 'Unresolved', Ch 04-05.)
Bettina: "Despite strong protests by the U.S. Attorney, Judge Herbert ordered that Captain Masters turn himself in... to the Westphalia Police Department. Judge Herbert further ordered that Masters be held under house arrest with ankle-monitoring. He is currently in the home of State Representative Marsha Collins in Eastphalia, with State Patrol Troopers and Federal Marshals guarding him."
Bettina: "U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin was very angry with that decision, and has promised to appeal. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing a red-faced Richard Baldwin speaking to reporters surrounding him: "This is an unbelievable decision by this Federal Judge. Wes Masters has been charged with very serious crimes, and he is an extreme flight risk. I am appealing this ruling, and I am seeking to have Masters taken into Federal custody so that he can be put behind bars in a Federal facility... from where we know he will never leave."
Back to Bettina live: "And let's go to Tim Sioban of KSB News for more on the charges against the leader of Internal Affairs of the City Police Department. Tim!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Tim Sioban. "Wes Masters is charged with setting up and running a drug distribution scheme, as well as conspiracy to distribute drugs stemming from him using his Office in CPD Internal Affairs to provide cover for other Officers that were part of the ring. He is also charged with racketeering under the RICO Act, a charge the Feds often use to increase the gravity of the crimes against the accused, as well as to substantially increase his prison sentence if convicted."
Sioban: "According to the indictment, Masters and other CPD Officers would take possession of heroin and other drugs confiscated in CPD raids. But instead of destroying the drugs, the Officers took them and sold them to some of The City's most powerful drug dealers, who would simply re-sell them to our children for enormous profit."
Sioban: "In a statement to KSB News, U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin said that he was giving the Officers in the drug ring full Immunity in exchange for their testimony against Wes Masters. City District Attorney Ann Tish has agreed to give them State Immunity, as well. D.A. Tish is expected to file State charges against Masters for the drug and cover-up connections, but also in connection with the murder of City PD Lieutenant Herbert Walker, who was Masters's second-in-command in Internal Affairs. Back to you, Bettina!"
Back to Bettina live: "Thank you, Tim! That was Tim Sioban of our sister network, KSB News in The City. And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on the local impact of Wes Masters's alleged crimes. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the short, athletic blonde reporterette from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with TCPD Headquarters in the distant background. "Wes Masters was once a Detective on the Midtown Police Force, and part of a team under Captain Sean Moynahan. Other members of that team were Detectives Molly Ross Evans and Frank Soltis."
Amber: "Soltis was investigated by Midtown Internal Affairs when his badge was found at the scene of a murder." (Author's note: 'Case of the Fake Badges', particularly Ch. 04.) "Molly Ross Evans is the sister of Town & County Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, and is the mother of two illegitimate children sired out of wedlock by Donald Troy.. And Wes Masters once worked in the TCPD for Commander Troy. As such, Masters is no stranger to unethical behavior, corruption, and criminal charges against Police Officers."
Amber: "What is most frightening is that Moynahan is now Chief of Police of the TCPD, Evans is the Police Chief of the Nextdoor County Police Force, and Soltis is Chief of the Midtown Police Force. All of these Police Chiefs are well-known for having supported harsh Police tactics and even Police brutality against peaceful Black protesters, particularly Chief Moynahan's support of Commander Troy's extreme brutality against Blacks in last year's peaceful protests. And now Masters has been indicted for alleged corruption. What's next? we wonder. What's next. Back to you, Bettina!"
Back to Bettina: "Thank you for that crucial report, Amber! That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important information that Captain Masters is a pea in the same pod with the Police enablers of racism and violence against People of Color! And now let's go to respected political reporter Carl Lemay, for more from Midtown. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome black reporter in his expensive suit, every hair in place and the television makeup perfectly applied. "Channel Two News has learned that despite tremendous pressure from Democrats, Republican Governor Sharon Marshall has said she will not use the law to suspend officials for crimes committed. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Governor Marshall saying: "As you know, Governor Jared used that law to suspend Town & County Councilwoman Kelly Carnes for alleged crimes, and the Courts said it could not be used unless and until she's convicted. It's really pathetic that you biased journalists viciously attacked Governor Jared for using the law then, but then turn around and attack me for not using it before Wes Masters is convicted------" (Author's note: 'Vox Populi Vox Dei', Ch. 01.)
The screen went to color-bars-and-tone for a second, then came back to Lemay, who said "We apologize to those who may have been offended by us showing that last bit of Marshall's defense of the racist, White Nationalist Val Jared. Back to you, Bettina."
Back to Bettina: "Thank you, Carl, and we again apologize to our viewers for that horrific mistake. In a related story, Captain Masters has been stripped of his Police powers by the Executive Board of the City Police Department, and suspended without pay. First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault is on the Executive Board, and has been given a strong endorsement of support by the City Police Commissioner and the Mayor. "
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They accidentally show the truth, and they literally apologize for it." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as Sheriff Griswold, my three Angels, and I drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room and watched the propaganda piece... er, newscast.
"Random Act of Journalism." I said bitterly. "They won't fire Lemay, but I'll bet some poor scrub in the video room will be flogged before being fired."
"You okay, Don?" Chief Deputy Cindy Ross asked me, getting a vibe of my very bad mood.
"Not really." I replied sourly. "There is nothing worse than when the Evildoers use the System and the Law against good people. They bypassed Judge Landis and went to the Grand Jury to get their indictment. Legal, but bad. And now... Baldwin is going to give the truly dirty cops in the ring full Immunity, saving their asses if they lie and throw Masters to the dogs. The Swamp Frogs are very effectively cleaning up the mess and saving the Bad Guys while throwing a Good Guy under the jail." I went into a bleak reverie.
"That does suck." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone. "At least the Federal Judge didn't make Coldiron turn himself in to the Feds like they wanted. He'd be dead now if he had."
"Really?" Cindy said. "You think they'd kill him? With all the publicity on them?"
"Get your head out of your fourth point of contact, Cindy!" I all but shouted, losing restraint. "Did you hear what Richard Baldwin said on that newscast? He literally told those reporters he wanted Masters in Federal custody so that Masters could (air quotes) 'never' get away! And we all know exactly what he meant! There's only one way to guarantee he wouldn't get away... murdering him!"
"Easy, Crowbar." Sheriff Griswold admonished me. "She wasn't taking their side."
"For God's sake." I muttered as I got up to go.
"Going somewhere?" the Sheriff growled.
"Jesus fucking Christ, people!" I all but shouted as I looked at all of them. "Do you guys just not remember how they came after me, destroyed my home, tried to murder my daughter and my dog?" (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 02-03.) "Do any of you believe that if I'd been there, if they'd have found me, they would not have murdered me on the spot? They intended to kill me, and they intended, and still intend, to murder Coldiron Masters, to silence him in order to protect their dirty asses!"
"Yes, Don, I remember it." Teresa said. "Halsey was pointing his gun at me that morning. Please? Sit down?"
"Yes, Crowbar. Please." growled Griswold, gesturing at my chair with his hand. I most very reluctantly sat back down.
The Sheriff said "We're all worried about Coldiron, Crowbar. But he's as safe as he can be at the moment. Moynahan is not here now because he, Molly, and Frank Soltis are staying with Coldiron in Eastphalia. They're armed to the teeth and will defend him to the last ditch, like the Iron Wolf here has defended you and your family."
I nodded. "And I'll always be grateful to you for that... and all of you, for the times you've helped me."
Tanya said "It's not going all their way, either. Judge Herbert agreed to move up the preliminary hearing. Normally at the Federal level, those are just procedural meetings, but Jack told me that Judge Herbert is going to take Mike Todd's motion to dismiss very seriously. Normally those are denied, as they trust the Grand Jury to be right, however one-sided in whatever they hear. But Herbert is going to go the extra mile on it."
"All we can do now," said the Sheriff, "is have faith. Faith in God, faith in Justice, and faith the System will work."
Somehow, I thought to myself, I don't feel very reassured by that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He gets like that whenever he gets really frustrated, or feels like he's helpless to do anything." Teresa said to Cindy and Tanya as they sat in Tanya's office prior to the KFXU broadcast.
Tanya said "And he really does hate it when the Swamp Frogs bastardize the Law and use it against the People. He's an idealist, in that he wants the Law to be applied for good, and equally to all people. And it pisses him off when that doesn't happen."
Cindy said "And that explains a lot with regard to race relations. Damien Thompson once told me that Don is (air quotes) 'color blind', that he wants blacks and whites and everyone else to be treated equally without regard to skin color. Damien also said that that it's noble... but naive. The World just doesn't work that way."
Tanya said "Speaking of that... did you guys hear what Tasha asked her grandmother Phyllis last Thursday night?" The other women nodded, and Tanya said "I just thought of that because Don was working hard to help Tasha overcome those feelings. My question is... what made Tasha think that in the first place?"
Cindy said "I'll tell you this, if you promise not to tell Don nor anyone else." The others nodded and Cindy said "You guys know I have this extrasensory perception we call (air quotes) 'the Vibe'. Aunt Phyllis has it, Don has it more than he lets on, and Carole has it much more strongly than any of us. That drives her mother crazy, as Laura is a psychologist and really doesn't like those 'out there' things that can't be explained scientifically."
Cindy: "Well, I get the sense that Tasha has the Vibe, too, at least a little bit. And I think she picked something up from Phyllis. I'm not saying Phyllis is a racist, and I don't think she is. But Tasha was really picking up that vibe in Apple Grove when we went up there for the Lake Troy ceremony. And Phyllis has chosen to live there full-time, when she could be down here." (Author's note: 'Cat's In The Cradle', Ch. 01 for the ceremony story.)
"And Phyllis and Melina always got along well." Teresa said to herself but loud enough to be heard. Then she woke up, looked up, and said "You think Tasha got a vibe from Phyllis that Phyllis really does think less of Tasha because..." She did not finish the sentence.
Cindy said "No, not that Phyllis is racist or anything like that. But maybe some fleeting thought did go through Phyllis's head, perhaps benign, and Tasha sensed it and got the wrong idea."
"Let's change the subject." Tanya said. "You think Don is agitated about what they're doing to Coldiron because he knows they're going after him, Don, though his colleagues, friends, and family?"
Teresa said "Cindy would say (air quotes) 'it's always all about Don'." A green crowbar was waved in her general direction.
Cindy followed up by saying "Yes, I do needle Don by saying that. But seriously, you're right. The Consultant of Crime attacked Don through attacking the TCPD as well as his family. The Swamp Frogs did the same thing. So yeah, I'm sure Don has thought about that."
"An he should." Teresa said. "I cannot be the only one that did not fail to notice how they attacked Wes Masters through his colleagues: Frank Soltis was rightly acquitted of wrongdoing in the 'Fake Badges' case, but Amber did all she could to make him sound dirty. She pasted Molly with the 'Iron Crowbar's mistress' label, and made it sound like Masters is corrupt for working with the TCPD in the past or present." 
"Typical of them." said Cindy.
Teresa said "And I can't believe Owen Lange bailed out. He was always a staunch ally."
Cindy said "Maybe he's helping us more than we know, in other ways."
Tanya shook her head sadly in disagreement. "No. Jack is trying to put on a front about it, but I can tell... either something happened to Owen Lange, or they've cowered him into submission..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Monday, March 1st. My Angels filed in for the Angels Meeting, but Cindy was not in an 'angelic' mood. Before sitting down, she said to me "All I'm going to say is that if you ever again tell me to get my head out of my fourth point of contact, I'm going to shove this up your fourth point of contact!"
Teresa and Tanya's eyes were wide with shock. I merely affixed by gray eyes to Cindy's ice blue peepers and said "You are welcome to try."
"Guys, we're on the same team, here." Teresa said as Cindy and I continued our staredown.
"Sit down, Cindy, you're holding up progress." Tanya fearlessly said. Cindy glanced at her fellow Angels for a second, then sat down. I turned on the television.
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Priya Ajmani. Meredith Peller is in The City, covering the developing situation in the City Police Department. Hello, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said the beautiful Indian reporterette. "Here's what's in the news: SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell secured indictments against City Police First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault, CPD Narcotics Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams, and twelve CPD Officers involved in a drug distribution ring."
Catrina: "State Superior Court Judge Mario Cruz issued the indictments and arrest warrants for Chennault and Adams, but the City Police refused to act on them, and Chennault and Adams have so far not turned themselves in."
Priya: "State Attorney General Gil Krasney refused to indict Chennault and Adams, and said that the indictments on behalf of the State by SBI attorney and former State Attorney Jenna Stiles are illegal and not binding.



Catrina: "Inspector Maxwell also filed motions in both Federal and State Superior Courts to block U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin and City District Attorney Ann Tish from giving the twelve Officers, First Deputy Commissioner Chennault, and Bureau Chief Adams immunity, saying that they are the guilty parties, and they are going after City Police Internal Affairs leader Captain Wes Masters to cover up their own criminal complicity."
Priya: "Federal Judge David Herbert did issue injunctions to stop any immunity from being awarded, and he has scheduled a hearing for tomorrow morning to hear both sides's evidence in the case. Preliminary hearings of this nature are rare in Federal Court proceedings, but Judge Herbert says they are needed in this particular case."
Catrina: "Governor Sharon Marshall praised Inspector Maxwell and Judge Herbert for, quote, 'seeking the truth over the one-sided narrative of corrupt Federal Agents', close quote. She also condemned State A.G. Gil Krasney for not only not helping, but obstructing her efforts to get to the truth."
Priya: "Krasney and U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin retaliated with statements condemning Governor Marshall and Inspector Maxwell, saying their efforts were, quote, 'partisan attempts by two hard-right Conservatives to destroy the lives and reputations of good Police Officers and Federal Agents', close quote. U.S. Attorney Baldwin was particularly vicious in his comments, calling Inspector Maxwell names that we cannot repeat on-air in this family environment..."
Part 16 - The Scales of Justice
Tuesday, March 2nd. Teresa and I were driving in the early morning dawn towards The City in the SBI SUV, the embedded LED blue lights flashing. The hearing in Judge David Herbert's Courtroom was at 9:00am, but we wanted to allow plenty of time in case of traffic or any other issues that might come up.
We could have flown in the TCPD helicopter, but we weren't sure where we could land. I had no desire to fly anywhere near the Federal Building, much less land on its roof and have to leave it to the mercy of Federal Agents in the building. Ditto that for City Police Headquarters. And the Airport was a distance away, giving us the same traffic problems.
And there was another reason we 'chose to drove'. The Black Beauty was right behind us, burning its blue lights. Cindy Ross was driving, and Molly Evans was in the shotgun seat. And they were monitoring for signals that might've interfered with the Maps app, making Siri lie to someone.
As we neared the outskirts of the City suburbs, the radio crackled, then said "Green Crowbar to Red Crowbar."
"Go for Red." I replied, and those specific words were required as a small way of authenticating our transmissions.
"Green to Red. We are picking up radio signal transmissions just above you, over."
Teresa checked her Maps app. "Yep, it's telling us to take the Green Street exit. That would take us south, and that road is heavily trafficked."
"Buddy to Bowser." said the radio. "There is a drone flying directly over your vehicle. Maintain course and speed, and we'll take care of it." A moment later I heard what sounded like a firecracker popping. "This is Buddy. Drone destroyed."
Teresa said "Siri is now telling us to go to the Interstate interchange, which is what it should be telling us."
"Bowser to Buddy. Threat ended." I said. "Thanks for the help. Keep watching to see if they fly anything else at us."
Mere seconds later, the radio crackled then spoke again: "Commander Troy. Commander Donald Troy. Turn around and go back home. Do not enter The City."
I grabbed the radio mike and said "Unknown transmission, identify yourself."
The radio replied "Turn around and go home, Commander. If you continue forward, there will be consequences."
"No doubt about that." I said to Teresa, then I keyed the mike and said: "Unidentified transmission... bring. it. on."
There was no reply.
"I don't need to say it, but keep your eyes peeled." I said. I was halfway expecting a vehicle to come alongside us and start firing weapons at the car, or for attack drones to appear. But none did, and we made it safely to the Federal Building, where the Courthouse was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa had her Uniform jacket with the full 'fruit salad' of ribbons, but not her MOV medal. Being logged in as the SBI Reserve Inspector, I was wearing an SBI uniform jacket with white button-down shirt and black tie, and blue pants, and ribbons for my SBI Citations and a ribbon for the Governor's Gold Medal. Cindy was wearing her formal Sheriff's Department uniform, with her TCPD ribbons and State ribbons.
Meeting us in the lobby from the garage were FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone... and FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange. I observed that he had a cut under his eye, and that he was walking with a noticeable limp.
"I trust that your attackers are in much worse shape, sir?" I said. He barked a laugh.
"Better than that." the EAD replied. "They didn't survive it."
"Did they attack you here? Or in Washington?" I asked.
"Washington." said Owen Lange. "Deputy Director Lance and I went to dinner. When we came out of the restaurant, a car pulled up with the ubiquitous screech of tires, and four men jumped out and attacked us. Welllll, I remembered that Police Boxing Matches training you gave me, and all four of them put together were not equal to one student of the Iron Crowbar. Still, it was a hard fight, and Lance got a fractured eye socket. And then I started snapping their necks, and that was that."
"Who were they?" I asked as we went up the stairs to the second floor, where the Courtrooms were.
"No idea." Lange said. "It was 'no joy' on their fingerprints and their DNA. But the way they attacked us suggested military training. Your wife Laura suggested that someone removed their fingerprint and DNA data from all of the Government's databases, which I would have thought was impossible. We always have a record somewhere... Don?"
We'd been walking down the hallway when I'd suddenly stopped, having gone into a reverie. Lange and Muscone circled back to us as Teresa watched both me and our surroundings.
When I came out of it a minute later, I said "Teresa, do you remember the bodies of Julie Matheson's killers that were found in Nextdoor County in January?" (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 04.)
"Sure... ohhhhh." Teresa said. "One of those slugs had no fingerprints in the FBI database. We thought at the time it might be because of his relatively young age."
"Yes, but now we have two such examples of that." I replied. "Mr. EAD, what do we think of coincidences?"
"That they don't exist when there's two or more of them." Owen Lange correctly replied. "So the bozo in the Matheson case and the bozos that attacked me are the same muscle for the same rogue Feds?"
"So I read the riddle, sir." I said. "And I'll add that the Matheson case was about the Cerberus and Charrington projects. Cerberus could be used to wipe out the identity data on the low-rent slugs, and Charrington could cut through the Apple software and make Siri lie to us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we approached Judge Herbert's Courtroom, there was a small problem: guns. Specifically, service weapons. The Swamp Frogs had protested Chiefs Moynahan, Evans, and Soltis being armed, and also vociferously protested Your Iron Crowbar and the Iron Wolf having weapons. So Britt Maxwell protested the Feds having weapons.
The solution by Judge Herbert was the Courthouse rule that only Deputy Sheriffs could be armed inside a Courtroom proper; not even Federal Marshals transporting a prisoner would be allowed weapons inside the Court chamber. So we all had to clear out weapons and have zip-ties run through the barrel. Yeah, we could take them off, but it'd take a few seconds, and that would be enough to prevent a sudden shooting... I hoped.
And then there was the matter of a red crowbar. My red crowbar. FBI Special Agent Lindsey Black almost made a fool of herself protesting me having it. "Your Honor, it's a weapon!" she wailed.
"I'll allow it." said Judge Herbert. "I feel much more comfortable when the Iron Crowbar has his iron crowbar."
"But Your Honor!------" Lindsey continued.
"Enough!" Judge Herbert almost shouted. "One more word out of you about it, and you'll spend the entirety of this hearing in jail, for Contempt." Lindsey was encouraged to shut her mouth by U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin and by Karl Coleman, who had returned to The City.
At the Defense table was Wes Masters, joined by SBI Counsel Earl Drake, SBI Attorney Jenna Stiles, and SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell. After making a point to go up and shake Coldiron Masters's hand, I jokingly asked Britt when she became an attorney. She replied that the Judge was allowing her to sit at the table and present her side.
Teresa and I sat down in seats behind the Defense table, as did EAD Owen Lange, Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, and DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens. SBI Agent Terence Johnson was also seated there.
On the front row behind Masters was Chief Sean Moynahan, Chief Molly Evans, and Chief Frank Soltis, all in at least Duty Dress uniforms. Because Chief Moynahan was here, Sheriff Griswold had remained in the Town & County; indeed, he was taking up our airspace in the temporary office at TCPD Headquarters assigned for his use.
I pointed out the group to Teresa and whispered "I hope our Detectives will become as close a group as they are."
"You got Angels." Teresa replied. And that brought home a point: even with the crowbar, I felt like I was unprotected, that no one had my back... oh, wait!
Yes, that was Chief Sheriff's Deputy Cindy Ross of the Town & County Sheriff's Department, and in uniform! They did not even say anything to her, much less have her weapon be secured. She was armed with her locked and loaded service weapon, as well as the green crowbar and the Power of the Vibe. Angels watching over me, my Lord, I thought to myself.
That did mean that Cindy was not sitting with us. She'd shaken hands with her fellow Deputy Sheriffs, one from Westphalia (for Britt Maxwell's security) and the rest from the jurisdiction of The City, and stationed herself along the side wall near the side entrance with all of them.
There was also a surprise, to me anyway: TCPD Vice Detective J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry was sitting on our side. I waved to him and he reciprocated in kind. "Why is Ice Cube here?" Teresa whispered.
"He may end up being a character witness." I said, somewhat cryptically. Teresa peered at me, then said "You're up to something. Again."
"Patience, mon ami." I replied.
At the Prosecution's table were U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin and City District Attorney Ann Tish. D.A. Tish was a black woman in her late 30s to early 40s, in good shape but not athletic. I'd heard she was very intelligent and had a very upwardly mobile future. I also heard she was far-Leftwing, supported 'bail reform' (now a codeword for no bail, even for gun crimes, and often just dropping charges against black perpetrators of crimes), and had advocated for defunding the Police even as parts of The City had burned during the previous year's protests.
Sidebar: How do we know which side is the Prosecution and which is the Defense? In most cases, the Prosecution's table is closer to the Jury Box at the side of the room than the Defense table. In this case, the Jury Box was to the Bench's left, the audience's right, and so the Prosecution side was to the right.
A number of Federal Agents were sitting behind the Prosecution's table. Besides the aforementioned Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, David Rovers and Andrew Parsons were there, and so was DEA Special Agent Tommy Ridley, who'd been one of the undercover DEA Agents. He kept glancing over at me and Dwight Stevens furtively, and I was beginning to get a bad vibe about him.
And then there was City Police First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault, a fit woman in her fifties but with prematurely graying hair, and wearing glasses. There were three gold stars on each of epaulettes and collars of her uniform jacket, and rows of gold-bordered ribbons over her right jacket pocket. The City Police used metal-bordered ribbons, while the TCPD used borderless ribbons like the Military's ribbons, with only four metal-bordered 'boxes'.
Seated next to her was Narcotics Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams, a relatively tall man with black hair. I thought to myself he could play the role of Sherlock Holmes in a stage play. He had two gold stars as his rank, and 'Chief' was the rank of City Police Officers with two stars. Behind them were a dozen City Police Officers, including Detectives Long, E.J. Jefferson, and 'Sapper' Warren.
"Oyez, Oyez, Oyez!" announced the Bailiff. "Please rise. Court is in session, the Honorable David Herbert presiding." We all stood up as Judge Herbert came in and took his seat behind the Bench.
"Be seated, please." he said, and we all sat down. He said "This is a preliminary hearing regarding the indictment against Captain Wes Masters, and also the sought-for indictments against First Deputy Commissioner Chennault and Chief Adams. Unlike the formality of a petit jury proceeding, I may allow the Defense to interrupt, and to not only cross-examine, but to call up witnesses immediately in rebuttal of the Prosecution's witnesses."
Judge Herbert: "There is one other thing: no one may leave this Courtroom from this point on, until the hearing is finished. There are restrooms through the door the Jury uses," he pointed at the door as he spoke, "and a Deputy Sheriff will escort you to them. There is no egress from those rooms to the outside. There is also to be no use of cellphones; in fact, they should be turned off. Even if a nuclear bomb goes off in your various jurisdictions, your place is here------ oh. Sorry, Commander Troy."
I'd winced at that last sentence, remembering my own very close encounter with a nuclear weapon during the EMPTY QUIVER emergency (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.), and the Judge had seen my look and himself remembered. I just slightly waved in acquiescence.
"Okay, Mr. Baldwin, call your first witness." said the Judge.
"Thank you, Your Honor." said Baldwin. "Before I do, I wish to make an opening statement." The Judge nodded, and Baldwin said "We have already taken this matter to the Grand Jury, and in their wisdom more than 12 of them voted to indict Wes Masters for his crimes. I intend to show in this hearing why the Grand Jury took the correct action and returned an indictment, and I also intend to dismantle the Defense's pathetic attempts to defend-------"
Judge Herbert tapped his gavel. "Leave the evaluations of the various presentations to me, Counselor. Does the Defense wish to make an opening reply?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said Britt Maxwell, standing up. "First, while I respect Grand Juries, as you know, Your Honor, they only hear what the Prosecutor tells them, leading to a one-sided portrayal of the case. I'm grateful to you, Your Honor, for giving us this opportunity to present our side of it. In this case, some of those that are Captain Masters's accusers and who testified before the Grand Jury are actually the perpetrators of the crimes for which Captain Masters is accused, and are accusing him to cover up for their own------"
"Objection, Your Honor!" cried out Baldwin. "Inspector Maxwell is revealing what is supposed to be secret Grand Jury information. Additionally, only Captain Masters is on trial, here------"
"Hold on." said Judge Herbert. "First of all, this hearing is to determine if Captain Masters should be the only one on trial, and the SBI Inspector will have the right and every opportunity to show if someone else should be. And second, Inspector Maxwell, do be careful about what is revealed regarding the Grand Jury. You didn't cross the line this time, since you didn't name any witnesses, but I recommend you not get close to that line."
"Yes, Your Honor." said Britt Maxwell.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Baldwin worked through his case. He called DEA Special Agent Tommy Ridley to the stand, and Ridley said his evidence, turned in to his DEA superiors, showed that Wes Masters was clearly the leader of the drug distribution ring, and used his I.A. position to cover up for those running the ring. He said that I.A. Lieutenant Herbert Walker was beginning to amass evidence against Wes Masters when Lieutenant Walker was murdered.
Britt brought DEA SSA Dwight Stevens to the stand. Stevens said he was the point man for the DEA's investigation of the drug ring, and he said that Ridley never gave nor showed him, Stevens, any evidence that pointed specifically to Masters. On cross-examination by Baldwin, Stevens was forced to admit that Ridley could've bypassed him and given information to others in the DEA or FBI, though to do so would've been 'wrong' of Ridley.
And then the first legal issue came up. Baldwin called First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault to the stand. Britt Maxwell objected, in order to point out that First Deputy Chennault was one of the persons that Maxwell had asked for indictments against, and as such Chennault needed to be read her rights before being questioned.
"That is true." said Judge Herbert. "Commander Troy, would you read First Deputy Commissioner Chennault her rights, please?" I got up and began reciting the rights.
"I know the rights." Chennault said. "I've been a Police Officer far longer than you, Troy." Lindsey Black snickered out loud at that, earning a 'probative' look from the Federal Judge.
"Consider her mirandized, Your Honor." I said as I sat back down, grateful to Britt Maxwell. If she had not had brought that up, and Chennault had testified without being read her rights, any case against her would've been thrown out on the technicality. I'm sure that was part of the Swamp Frogs's plan, and I could tell they were not happy that that plan had been stymied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Britt used her 'special power' to call a witness in the middle when she called Your Iron Crowbar to the stand after Baldwin tried to claim that City Police under Masters's command had kidnapped DEA Special Agents Kevin Pitts. I took the stand and was sworn in.
Britt led me through the Pitts rescue, where I revealed that the location he'd been held and tortured was a Federal facility, not a City nor State facility. I also gave the details of the rescue and the attempt to shoot down our life flight helicopter.
Then Baldwin took his shot. "How did you learn the location of that facility."
"I received an anonymous tip from a very reliable source." I replied.
"What was that source?" Baldwin persisted. "Exactly who was the source of that tip? And don't say 'anonymous'; I'm going to do whatever it takes to find the name and put it in the public record."
It was Judge Herbert himself that intervened: "Commander, was it your wife that gave you that information?"
"Yes, Your Honor." I replied. Well, Laura and Melina, but Commander Spock of the Starship Enterprise correctly said that 'it is not a lie to withhold the truth'.
"No more on this subject, then." said Judge Herbert.
"But Your Honor!" started up Baldwin, but Judge Herbert began tapping his gavel.
"Let me finish my statement." said the Judge. "Not only would conversations between Commander Troy and his wife be protected by spousal privilege, I am well aware of who Commander Troy's wife is. And I am not convinced that everyone in this room has the clearance to be hearing very much of anything that comes from her..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours into the hearing, Judge Herbert called for a ten minute recess for a potty break. Deputies closely watched everyone going to the restrooms, and I watched to make sure no Federal Agents were trying to remove the zip-ties to their service weapons. I can't outrun a bullet, either.
"How do you think it's goo-innng?" Chief Moynahan asked me within Britt Maxwell and Jenna Stiles's hearing.
"I don't think it's gone badly for us," I replied, "but I think we're going to need more, or Coldiron is going to have to go to trial." Then I peered at Britt, whose eyes were sparkling. "And maybe do have more?"
"As you like to say, Don," Britt said, "time will tell..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When the hearing started back up, Judge Herbert said "Ms. Maxwell, Ms. Stiles, do you have any more witnesses or information for me to consider?"
"Yes, Your Honor." Jenna Stiles said. "We call SBI Agent Terence Johnson to the stand." Johnson came up and testified that I.A. Lieutenant Walker had 'outed' him as an Agent, and that Pitts had warned Johnson that he (Johnson) had been exposed, enabling Johnson to be pulled out. Alas, he didn't have much more that could make charges against the dirty CPD brass stick.
"We call DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts to the stand." Jenna Stiles said after Johnson was dismissed. The door opened and Kevin Pitts was brought in. He was in a wheelchair, which was more comfortable for him to sit in.
Jenna said "Your Honor, we request that Agent Pitts be allowed to remain in his wheelchair and testify from it."
"Objection!" Richard Baldwin yelled angrily. "Everyone else has to sit in the witness box, Your Honor! Even Commander Troy with his bad back sat in the witness chair."
Judge Herbert looked at Baldwin as if he were a turd in a punchbowl, then just shook his head. "Objection overruled." he said acidly. "Come up to the microphone at the Defense table, Agent Pitts."
Pitts was sworn in, and what he had to say was crucial, and damning to the Swamp Frogs's case. He outlined what the DEA had obtained, and that it led to First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault and Chief Ken Z. Adams as being ringleaders and protectors of the drug operation.
Then Baldwin took his shot: " Your Honor, it's this man's word against the word of multiple decorated City Police Officers and Federal Agents. Furthermore, he has been hospitalized and medicated, and I submit that his word is unreliable without strong corroboration."
Britt Maxwell said "Then I will give you that corroboration, Your Honor, when my next witness takes the stand." There were murmurs throughout the Courtroom, causing the Judge to tap his gavel and restore order.
After finishing up with Pitts, Britt said "Your Honor, I call SBI Agent Matty Graves to the stand."
Part 17 - Matty Graves
The side door opened and a tall, slender-ish man with wavy black hair came in. He was wearing an SBI jacket with his badge and a few ribbons. He had a handsome face with a strong jaw, and reminded me a bit of Sergeant Roy McGhillie. But Graves also had a touch of 'sinister' in his face, especially in his dark eyes. I'd seen him before: he'd been one of the first to arrive at the Lieutenant Walker crime scene on Beacham Street.
After he was sworn in, Judge Herbert said "Let me ask this myself before you begin your testimony. Who are you?"
"My name is Matty Graves, Your Honor." said Matty Graves. "I've been a very deep undercover SBI Agent for ten years, the equivalent of what TCPD Detective J.J. Perry was before the Federal Government exposed his identity."
Judge Herbert: "Who knew of you? Who knew your identity?"
Graves: "Only four persons knew me, Your Honor. 'Ice Cube' Perry was one. We saw each other a number of times while undercover, and eventually figured out that the other was a good guy. It worked out because we could help each other out at times if things got squirrelly."
Graves: "The second person who knew me was my handler, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell. And Lieutenant Norm Chow knew, and was my handler at times."
Graves: "And the fourth person that knew me was Commander Donald Troy."
"And how did he know who you were?" interrupted Richard Baldwin with a snarl.
"As they say, nothing gets past Commander Troy." said Graves.
"I agree." said Judge Herbert. "But take this seriously, Mr. Graves, and just answer the questions."
"My apologies, Your Honor." Graves said. "The full answer is that my first cousin is a man named Bobby Joe Graves. He was involved in the kidnapping of three children that Commander Troy rescued when Ward Harvester blew up... blew up the first time, that is. That was when they gave Commander Troy his first Medal of Valor." (Author's note: 'Sperm Wars: The Family Menace'.)
Graves: "Commander Troy subsequently thoroughly checked out Bobby Joe, and came across my name, and Inspector Maxwell told me he'd found my name. To his credit, Commander Troy never said a word to anyone, just like he kept Ice Cube Perry's secret."
Judge Herbert said "Commander Troy, you are still under oath. Is what this witness just said true?"
I rose from my seat and said "Yes, Your Honor. He is who he says he is, and what he just told you is true to the best of my knowledge."
Judge Herbert said "Detective J.J. Perry, please stand up and be sworn in. Just stay at your seat there, but raise your right hand." Perry was sworn in, the the Judge said "Is this man who he says he is?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said Perry. As he was told to sit back down, I thought to myself that that was why Britt Maxwell had J.J. Perry here. Dayum, that is Crowbar-worthy of our lovely SBI Inspector, I thought to myself.
Graves's testimony was damning. He was the 'other' Agent embedded in the City Police. He named names. He cited dates and things that happened on those dates. And he had the goods on Chennault and Adams, which he'd sent to Britt previously.
"One last thing." Jenna Stiles said, and it was smart that she be the one asking the questions, as Britt had suddenly ceased to be able to question her own Agent like this. "The murder of Lieutenant Walker. You were one of the first four City cops to arrive at the scene, weren't you?"
"Yes ma'am." said Graves. "I got word that Lieutenant Walker was supposed to meet Captain Masters, and dirty Federal Agents were going to ambush them and kill them both. We tried to get to their meeting site in time, but Walker was somehow taken off course... like Agent Pitts had been. When we got to the scene, we saw two men shooting into the car, and then they ran away from the scene and got into a white van which took off."
"Did you get the plates on the van?" Jenna asked.
"No ma'am." said Graves. "But there was a logo on the side of the van: 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric'." My eyes widened in shock; that was a Swamp Frog front! (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 01.)
"Did you recognize the shooters?" Jenna Stiles asked loudly.
"Yes ma'am." said Graves. "I recognized one of them."
"Is he in this room now?" Jenna Stiles asked. Trap about to be sprung, I thought to myself.
"Yes ma'am. It was DEA Agent Tommy Ridley." Graves said, pointing at Ridley. Shock waves traveled through the room, and murmuring began...
... and time slowed down.
I saw it, but by the time I realized what was about to happen, it was already happening. Ridley had leaned down and taken a revolver out of its holster on his ankle, then stood up as he brought it to bear on Matty Graves.
"Die, you son of a bitch!" Ridley yelled.
*BLAM!* *BLAM!*
To be continued.
Uh oh, press the panic button. What will the Iron Crowbar do now? How will he save Coldiron Masters and take down the Swamp Frogs... if he doesn't get shot himself? The final chapter is next!
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Part 18 - Angels In Action
When a.40 S&W caliber semi-auto pistol is fired, it is not the relatively quiet *plink* of.22LR rounds. And when one is fired indoors, the noise is absolutely deafening.
In that surreality of not being able to hear anything, I saw the back of Tommy Ridley's head explode, and 'stuff' spraying all over the Federal Agents near him. The second shot got him just below the neck. Ridley fell backwards onto the legs of other Agents near him, then rolled off onto the floor.
I did not need to look the other way to know that Chief Deputy Cindy Ross had fired the fatal shots. She had the Power of the Vibe, and 'saw' even before I did what Ridley was about to do... and had her gun out and firing before he could get a shot off.
"You fucking bitch!" yelled Lindsey Black, going for her own gun and trying to tear off the zip-tie.
*WHACK!*
The red crowbar came down across her wrists, and her weapon clattered to the floor. I grabbed her and literally threw her over my shoulder to Teresa, who executed an outstanding takedown, twisting Black's arm behind her back.
"Don't even think about it!" I yelled at the Federal Agents, some of whom had instinctively gone for their guns. I was brandishing my crowbar above my head. Deputies came over, one cuffing Lindsey Black's arms behind her, others covering the Agents... and the guys on my side, too, to be fair.
"Grab that weapon." I said to Teresa "Bag it. We'll see if the ballistics match the bullets fired into Walker's car." Teresa took the evidence bag I handed her, that I'd had in my pocket, carefully shook the cartridges out of the revolver and into the bag, then put the gun in the bag and made the proper notations.
"He's dead." said Karl Coleman loudly, having rushed to aid Ridley. "God damn you to hell, you fucking dyke!" he yelled at Cindy. Fortunately for him, Deputies restrained me from doing the right thing and cleaving Coleman's head in two with a mighty crowbar swing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Tuesday, March 2nd. With so many Federal and State Agents involved in the case, who could be brought in to investigate the mess, that would provide a reasonable amount of impartiality as well as get the job done? The Federal Protective Service (FPS) protects all Federal properties, as does the U.S. Marshal's Service and the Department of Homeland Security.
Federal Judge Herbert had Special Agent In Charge Ashton Cardigan step out of his comfort zone to lead the cobbled-together team, which included Supervisory Special Agent Miles Winters of Homeland Security, Supervisory Special Agent Nate Grimes of the FBI Office of Professional Review, and Federal Marshals Tommy Dugan and Kurt Powell.
The revolver that Ridley tried to use to shoot Matty Graves was sent to the State Crime Lab in Westphalia. Within an hour we learned that it was the revolver that had shot CPD Lieutenant Walker in the head.
"How did he get that in here?" Judge Herbert asked Winters and me after we learned the news.
I replied "The Federal Building allows armed Law Enforcement Officers inside when proper identification and credentials are exhibited. There were a ton of LEOs and Federal Agents here for this hearing, so we all were allowed in without having to go through the detectors. Apparently Ridley had the extra revolver strapped to his ankle and walked in with it."
Winters said "And he allowed his main service weapon to be zip-tied when he came into the Courtroom, but no one checked to see if he had a second firearm."
I said "It'll be a pain in the ass, Your Honor, but I'd recommend that armed Agents and LEOs be 'wanded' when they first come in."
"I'll consider that." said the Judge. Alas, the precaution would never be implemented.
In the confusion after the initial shooting, First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault had managed to sneak out of the Courtroom and the Federal Building. Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams had also tried, and had failed. He was taken into custody.
I also told Judge Herbert about the 'Morrison Plumbing & Electric' van, and how we'd seen that logo before. Yep, I had to generate paperwork in the form of a sworn affidavit for the Judge, with the TCPD case number included.
Lindsey Black had been let go after her weapon had been put in an evidence bag. For that matter, all of our weapons had had to be yielded and put in evidence bags, and we'd get them back when we left the building. I did get to keep my crowbar; no one but Teresa and Cindy had the guts to try to take it from me, and they were on my side.
Cindy would be restricted from carrying her firearm in the Federal Building until the investigation was completed. That would take a week, but it would be ruled a 'good shoot' as well as good shooting. Before we left, Miles Winters turned Cindy's weapon over to Teresa, who would give it back to Cindy after we got back home that evening.
At 4:30pm, Judge Herbert issued his formal ruling: the charges against Wes Masters were dismissed with prejudice.. He said that City D.A. Ann Tish and Inspector Britt Maxwell could go for indictments... of Liz Chennault and Ken Z. Adams. Britt filed the charges immediately. Tish refused to; in fact, she said out loud she still wanted to charge Wes Masters with something, if she could find something to paste him with.
As we were about to leave, J.J. Perry and Matty Graves came up to me and Teresa. I'd seen them man-hugging as they shook hands. "So you knew who he was, sir?" Ice Cube asked me.
"Oh, yeahhhh." I said. "Why do you think he got released from our County Jail three times in the last eight years? You didn't think that was your doing, did ya?" That got a good laugh out of both of them.
"We're going to go to dinner with Inspector Maxwell and her people." said Matty Graves. "Y'all want to join us?"
"I can't speak for Commander Croyle," I said, "but I have to get back home."
"I've got family in Town, so I'll have to take a raincheck." Teresa said.
"And Matty, be careful out there." I said. "It's right after an undercover operative is outed that the revenge assassination attempts will happen. Have eyes in the back of your head."
"I'm going to talk to him about what I learned after being outed." said Ice Cube Perry. "It'll be all good..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Tuesday, March 2nd. First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault sat on the sofa of her very high-end townhouse west of the City Center, one of the best areas in The City. She was in her full dress uniform. And she was holding her powerful handgun under her head, the muzzle pressed into her chin.
"Don't do it." she heard a voice say. She looked up to see TCPD Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle standing in front of her.
"You." she said, somewhat surprised and somewhat derisively. "I thought it would be the Iron Crowbar that came after me."
Teresa said "I wanted the chance to talk to you first. Woman to woman. You don't have to do this. D.A. Tish isn't going to indict you. Take your chances with Inspector Maxwell."
"Harumph." Chennault said. Then she peered at Teresa and said "I heard you and your husband work with the Japanese a lot. So you know the meaning of 'honor'. Right now, the only way I get my honor back is to die with dignity, and by my own hand------"
*clink*
The noise caused Chennault to look to her right.
*Whoosh!*
I'd come up behind Chennault, grabbed her gun hand, and wrested her arm away from her head.
*BLAM!*
The gun fired into the sofa. I wrestled the gun out of her hand before she could try to fire again. But that had been too close, and a reproach to my attempt to disarm her that way.
"Why won't you just let me die?" Chennault said as I came around to face her.
"I would." I said. "But I want you to consider something first. You owe the rogue, dirty Federal Agents, that I call 'Swamp Frogs', nothing. Nothing at all. Turn on them. Help me put their dirty asses in jail... or under the jail. I can protect you. I can get you out of here, and somewhere you can live the rest of your life."
Chennault said "They know you call them 'Swamp Frogs'. We in the CPD brass call them 'Swamp Frogs', and a lot of other local and State LEOs call them that. They hate it, and they hate you for calling them that."
I said "So help me rip them a new one."
Chennault said "I... as much as I'd like to, as much as I should... no, I'd be dead if I did. Remember Betty Morelli? Do you think that was a suicide?" (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 04.) "Well, 'suicide like Epstein' would be my reward if I threw them under the bus. I'd rather have that gun back, and commit seppuku with it. You could act as my second."
"I'm afraid not." I said. Just then City Police Detectives Tony Long and E.J. Jefferson came in.
"The Feds are on their way here." said Long.
"Who do you think you'll be safer with?" I asked. "The Feds? Or the CPD? Stripped of your Police powers, of course."
"I'll take my chances with the CPD." Chennault said. As she got up to go with Long and Jefferson, she said "You may have saved Masters... this time. But we want him out, and he's going to be out, one way or another."
"Don't worry about him. And consider my offer." I said as she was escorted out by the two CPD Detectives...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were driving back home, I said "Your Aunt Clarissa is still up here in Town?"
"Yes." said Teresa. "She said she didn't want to burden us, but she was in no rush to go home. She also said she has something to talk to me about, but was not going to speak of it until this case was over."
I said "My mom is still in Town, too. We're glad to have her here, and she's free to stay in the MIL apartment at the Mountain Nest since it's hers, but I'm curious as to why she's hanging around. Something to do with your aunt, maybe?"
"I dunno." said Teresa. "Since that aircraft incident and them arriving here instead of Louisiana, things have been a bit... unusual..."
Part 19 - The Director's Chair
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 3d, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the Federal Building across Courthouse Square as her backdrop. "Town & County Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross shoots and kills a Federal Agent!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "During a hearing at the Federal Courthouse in The City, Chief Deputy Ross shot and killed a Federal Agent in the Courtroom of Federal Judge David Herbert in The City. Deputy Sheriffs are allowed weapons in the Courtroom, while Federal Agents acting as witnesses usually are not. The investigation of the incident is ongoing."
Bettina: "The hearing being held was to determine if City Police Internal Affairs Captain Wes Masters would answer for the allegations that he led a drug ring within the City Police Narcotics Bureau, and used his Internal Affairs position to protect and cover for the ring. In a ruling that experts call 'shocking', Federal Judge David Herbert dismissed the charges against Masters with prejudice."
"As part of that hearing, SBI Agent Matty Graves testified." Bettina said as a photo of Matty Graves was shown, and left up, as Bettina continued: "Graves was a deep undercover SBI Agent for nearly a decade. Sources tell Channel Two News that TCPD Commander Donald Troy knew Graves's identity and mission for years. Neither the SBI-OER's Office nor Commander Troy responded to KXTC's multiple requests for comment."
Bettina: "And while Chief Deputy Ross is being investigated for the shooting of a Federal Agent, the Town & County Council approved her request to have a road paved and water and gas lines put in to her newly-acquired property just over the ridgeline from Promontory Point. The request had been held up last week, but was approved at last night's Council meeting after a routine study of the proposal."
Bettina: "And now let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay in Midtown, with more on the Legislature and the stalled Budget negotiations. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lemay, who was standing on the helipad of the State Capitol Office Building in Midtown, with the gold-domed Capitol Building and the sunrise behind him. "Channel Two News has learned that the State House Ways & Means Committee and the State Senate Budget Committee have not met at all this week, not with each other nor individually. With the March 31st deadline fast approaching, sources tell Channel Two News that only the bipartisan 'Foodie Caucus' of State Senate leaders Moe Molinari and Jimmy Cerone and a few others are even in discussions regarding the Budget."
Lemay: "One possible reason for the inaction is the issue of the SBI and its leadership. With the SBI-OER's involvement in the Wes Masters case, attention has been shifted to the SBI and what its mission should be. Our 1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn, who owns the parent company of KXTC, is leading the way for major structural SBI reform, and she is not pleased with Governor Marshall's reticence to name a new SBI Director."
Lemay: "Also, Senator Woodburn is calling for the formation of a State 'Disinformation Governance Board' under a reorganized SBI, to combat false information spread by subversives. Indeed, the Budget may hinge on the SBI issue as the Legislative session moves forward into its final month of the year..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Now they're being dishonest about Cindy." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"How was that dishonest?" Cindy herself asked. "Bettina didn't lie."
Tanya spoke up: "Bettina did everything she could to make it sound like you murdered an unarmed man. She gave no context to the shooting, that the Federal Agent you shot was armed and was attempting to murder the key witness in the case, and she made it sound like you're being investigated hard, when in reality you've been cleared and it's just a matter of writing and publishing the final report."
I said "That's the American Mainstream Media for you. No, Bettina didn't outright lie... this time, though she has in the past... but she reported it in a fundamentally dishonest way to make viewers think one certain way when the full truth is a different thing entirely. I agree, Tanya. Bettina made that sound like Cindy murdered an unarmed man."
Teresa said "Why are they attacking Cindy so vigorously? They usually find a way to go after Don, and leave the rest of us alone."
"It's always all about Don." Cindy quipped. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved in my direction in retaliatory response.
"What is that 'Disinformation Governance Board' about?" Chief Moynahan asked.
Sheriff Griswold replied: "It's the State equivalent to what the Democrats at the Federal level are doing. They claim to be going after 'disinformation'... and to the Democrats, 'disinformation' is anything not in jackbooted lockstep with their Totalitarian views. They define Conservative speech as 'disinformation', if not 'racism' and 'hate speech'."
Teresa said "Yes sir, it's just yet another attempt to suppress Free Speech by Conservatives. The Left can't stand it when their authoritarian attempts to subjugate the American People are exposed."
Cindy said "You're beginning to sound like the Iron Crowbar."
"And that's a bad thing... how?" replied the Iron Crowbar. A green crowbar was again waved in my general direction.
Tanya said "Sheriff, do you know if the SBI is the real reason for the Budget holdup, or is that just their latest excuse?"
"Har!" barked the Sheriff. "I'm not sure. Val Jared and his wife are traveling and doing sightseeing things, so I haven't talked to him lately. I'm a little surprised, though... I didn't think Katherine Woodburn had that much clout. Crowbar, what do you think?... Crowbar?"
Everyone looked at me and saw that I was staring well above the television monitor. When I finally came out of it and looked around, they were looking at me. "What is it, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked as he peered at me.
"I... I just realized something. Two things, in fact." I said. "First, yes, why did Bettina go after Cindy so hard... only to announce that the Council accepted and passed the proposal to pave the road to her property? And second, the Budget. They're not even meeting about it! What da fuck is up wit' dat? And my point is that it is not about the SBI. Something's up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me today is Meredith Peller. Priya Ajmani is on her way to Midtown. More on that in a moment. Good morning, Meredith."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Meredith, and a bit woodenly. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. Town & County Chief Sheriff's Deputy Cindy Ross shot and killed a Federal Agent in the Courtroom of Federal Judge David Herbert in The City. The Agent had a concealed firearm on his ankle, and pulled it out to shoot a key witness who was on the stand."
Catrina: "The witness, SBI Agent Matty Graves, was testifying on behalf of City Police Internal Affairs Captain Wes Masters. As a result of the hearing and Graves's testimony, the charges against Captain Masters were dismissed with prejudice by the Federal Judge. And sources tell Fox Eight News that Chief Deputy Ross is expected to be cleared in the shooting of the rogue Federal Agent."
Meredith: "The U.S. Government indicted Masters for allegedly organizing, leading, and covering up for a massive drug-running operation within the City Police Department. Despite the Federal Grand Jury returning the indictment, Federal Judge Herbert dismissed the charges."
Catrina: "SBI-OER Inspector Britt Maxwell did bring charges against City Police First Deputy Commissioner Liz Chennault and Narcotics Bureau Chief Ken Z. Adams for running the drug ring, and also for attempting to frame Captain Masters for their alleged crimes."
Meredith: "Captain Masters was suspended without pay and his Police powers stripped when he was indicted, but as of this broadcast he has not been restored to duty by the CPD, and they have given no indication of when they will restore him."
Catrina: "And in other news, State Senator Katherine Woodburn is demanding that a 'Disinformation Governance Board' be instituted in order for the SBI to be funded by this year's Budget. She has also demanded that Governor Sharon Marshall quickly name an SBI Director to succeed James 'Curly' Goodwin, who is now the Town & County Inspector General."
Meredith: "The Disinformation Governance Board is meant to monitor for and counter against false information that is put out on social media outlets. A similar Board has been at the Federal level by the Department of Homeland Security. State Senator Katherine Woodburn of our 1st District, who made the suggestion, says that the Disinformation Board would counter false rhetoric by subversive groups, particularly those that oppose the settled science of Climate Change."



Catrina: "State Republicans have called the 'Disinformation Governance Board' a suggestion by Democrats to be used by Democrats to suppress Free Speech. They say that Democrats consider any Conservative ideas or opinions to be (air quotes) 'disinformation', and that saying the truth that Climate Change is a fraud would be suppressed by that board."
Meredith: "And well it should be. Anyone opposing Climate Change should be suppressed. The First Amendment should not apply to that kind of hate speech."
Catrina: "Take it up with the Iron Crowbar, Meredith. Let's go to break..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Boom." I said as my Angels and I sipped coffee and watched in my office.
"Looks like Catrina got Meredith back." said Tanya, with a wicked gleam in her eyes.
"Cat got your tongue, Chief Deputy?" Teresa said wickedly to Cindy. A green crowbar was waved in her very specific direction.
"Mind your manners with me." Cindy replied. "I still outrank you. But to your point, I'm not going to hash it out in here. Nothing I say will ever change the Iron Crowbar's mind, and nothing he says will change mine on it. Besides... the science is settled."
"It's settled, all right." I replied. "It's settled that it's a fraud, and being pushed by Democrats as a means of implementing their creed of 'From each, according to his ability; to each according to his need.'. But enough on that. Teresa... what are Todd's lobbyists telling him about Legislative activity on county consolidation and un-merging the Town & County?"
"Uhh, I don't know." Teresa said. "If they've said anything to Todd, he hasn't told me."
"Why did you suddenly think of that?" Tanya asked.
"It's been gnawing at me since the Bettina Broadcast this morning." I replied. "If the budget committees aren't even meeting, then their members are working on something else. And the Sheriff was right: Katherine Woodburn has clout, but not enough to carry SBI Reform and/or that 'Disinformation Governance Board' by herself."
YIC: "Ergo, they're doing something behind the curtains down there, and the only issue I can think of that's a potential hot button is the re-districting/re-organization issue."
"We haven't heard a word about that." Tanya said agreeably. "We've been thinking it's because the Budget is consuming everything. But that could be a smokescreen, too."
"How does Governor Marshall feel about that issue?" Cindy asked. "Would she veto the legislation? And I doubt they can put it in the Budget bill."
"No, they can't." I said. "And I have no idea what the Governor thinks about it...except that it will make her campaign coffers a lot richer."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Chief Sean Moynahan. He said "Mis-ter Crowbarrrr, Mizzz Iron Wolf, you're with me. Get your Duty Dress jackets. If you wouldn't mind driving, Mister Crowbarrr..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Wednesday, March 3d. A stage with a podium holding a bank of microphones had been set up in the State Capitol Rotunda, where it normally was for big announcements. The Press had gathered in front of it, wondering like everyone else what was going on; Sheriff Griswold would be jealous of Governor Marshall's ability to prevent leaks.
Teresa and I were invited to watch from the right side (as the Press looked at it), near the stage. With us was SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell and SBI Lt. Norm Chow. And, to my surprise, FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White was with us.
"They come down on you like a ton of bricks yet?" I asked Karina.
"Officially, no." Karina said. "Julius Jefferson won't be touched; he doesn't play the race card, but they're afraid he will so they're not touching him. Tim Jenkins received an informal reprimand, and he's young enough that that won't hurt his career."
"But unofficially?" Karina continued. "I'm weighing my options. One of them is retirement and go do something else. Another is to weather the OPR and see what they're going to do------"
Just then Police Chiefs Sean Moynahan, Molly Evans, and Frank Soltis came onto the stage. An instant later Governor Sharon Marshall appeared, walking side-by-side with Wes 'Coldiron' Masters.
"Thank you for coming." Governor Marshall said as she stepped up to the microphones. "I am here to announce my selection for Director of the State Bureau of Investigation... Wes Masters!"
Most of us not in the Press pool applauded. Governor Marshall said "Wes Masters has been a man of high integrity from his days as an Army Officer to his service with the Midtown Police Force, the Town & County Police Force, and with the Internal Affairs Division of the City Police."
Governor Marshall: "Captain Masters was working to expose corruption at the highest levels of the City Police as well as rogue elements of the US DEA, when they attempted to indict him for the crimes they committed... allegedly committed, I guess I should say. Working with the SBI, Captain Masters overcame the corruption. This was plenty enough to show me that Wes Masters is the man I need to lead the SBI into a new era of integrity and trust."
More polite applause, but I could see that the rabid animals of the Press were getting restless, eager to attack the Governor and her choice for SBI Director.
Governor Marshall: "As SBI Director, Wes Masters will keep the SBI on the path of a law enforcement entity that will support local jurisdictions and help clean up corruption. He also will not be tolerating threats to Free Speech, such as the terrifying notion of an unConstitutional 'Disinformation Governance Board' that would suppress Free Speech and persecute good Citizens that dare to speak views that are not in jackbooted lockstep with the Radical Left."
I began clapping loudly at that, and was joined by a few others. The Press was becoming visibly angry.
Governor Marshall introduced Wes Masters, who came up to the podium and said "Thank you, Governor, and thank you for your trust in naming me to the SBI Director post. I am grateful to my former colleagues of the Midtown Police who are here with me now, especially Chief Moynahan, who taught me a whole lot and kept me to a higher standard."
Masters: I appreciate Commander Don Troy being here. He pushed me to achieve the highest possible standards for myself and the Police Officers under me. I'm looking forward to working with him as SBI Reserve Inspector, and looking forward even more to working with SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell. This State is extremely lucky to have a watchdog of her caliber, her integrity and her ability."
When he was finished, Governor Marshall said "Would you like to take some questions from the Press?"
"Why not?" said SBI Director Masters. I could give him a host of reasons why not, I thought to myself. But it wasn't my Press Conference.
"Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Sioban as the first to be called upon. "As Director of the SBI, will you help Governor Marshall implement her racist policies of persecuting hardworking Undocumented Workers by turning them over to ICE for deportation?"
Masters: "The SBI will continue to enforce the law and fulfill our mandate. Next question."
Sioban said "To follow up, you're saying------"
"I'm not accepting follow-ups." Masters said in his fast way of talking. "Next question from another reporter." He called on Amber Harris.
"Amber Harris, KXTC Channel Two News." said Amber Harris. "Director Masters, you just praised Donald Troy for setting a high standard when he had to be pardoned by racist Governor Val Jared for raping a woman in his custody. Do you really want to associate yourself with Donald Troy?"
Masters didn't miss a beat: "I can say that I certainly know how Commander Troy felt when he was falsely accused by the U.S. Government, and even set up to be framed with forged documents. And lied about by dishonest KXTC reporters, too." Teresa and I fist-bumped.
Amber: "What if there was solid proof that Troy committed the crimes for which had to be pardoned?"
Masters said "I'd say it's a moot point, Amber. Why are you even bothering to bring it back up, much less harp on it? And Commander Troy has done far more good for our Citizens of all races than you ever have."
And that was the beginning of the end of any remaining civility in the Press Conference, which was ended by Governor Marshall's aides very soon after...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was a luncheon for Director Masters in the Governor's Office in the State Capitol, and Teresa and I were invited to it, as were Chiefs Moynahan, Evans, and Soltis, Britt Maxwell and Norm Chow.
Governor Marshall made a point to compliment and thank Teresa and me for the life flight that saved Kevin Pitts. And then she made a point to have Teresa sit beside her at the lunch table and talk to her and get to know her. I was happy to see that... if something happened to me before Carole came of age, it would be up to Teresa to carry the legacy of the Iron Crowbar. And she would need allies like Sharon Marshall.
"And just what the hell is up with Amber Harris?" said Frank Soltis as we were eating. "You were right, Coldiron, that stuff with Don Troy is done, overwith, moot. Why bring it up?"
"Personal hatred." replied Britt Maxwell. "Just sheer hatred, and trying to goad Don into doing something rash."
"I think it's a lot more than that." Molly Evans said. "Saying she has proof Don committed crimes, even though he's pardoned and has the Federal Immunity Agreement? It's almost like she's... blackmailing you, Don."
I said "She's just trying to start up stuff. And I appreciate your words of support in your answer to her, Coldiron. But let's change the subject... Governor, what's going on with the Legislature and the Budget?"
"Oh, is the Legislature in session?" Sharon Marshall quipped, making us all laugh at least politely. Then Marshall said "First of all, I invited Corey Coons to the Press Conference and to this luncheon, and he declined."
"You should've invited Katherine Woodburn, Governor." Teresa said, with her quirky humor that probably only I truly understood. "I can't wait to hear her reaction to naming Coldiron SBI Director."
"It's going to complicate thinnnngs." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"Maybe not." said Sharon Marshall. "Katherine has her plan, and she's going to do what she's going to do, no matter who I'd made SBI Director. All I've done is taking a whining point away from her. But to answer your question, Don, the Legislature is truly and badly deadlocked."
Governor Marshall: "There are two political Parties, and to hear the Media tell it, everything is divided along Party lines. But that's not quite true. There are huge divisions within the Parties. The Press is calling one group the 'Black Caucus', but it's not every Black in the Legislature. Only a few radicals like Tasheeka Harris are calling for defunding the Police. And the Radicals are not all black: Nina Cortez is Hispanic, and she's as rabid at Tasheeka."
Governor Marshall: "And on the right side of the aisle, the split between the Conservatives and the Establishment Moderates is growing wider and more strident. Wilson Hammonds truly would rather destroy the Republican Party than work with the Conservatives. They call him 'Mitt Romney Hammonds' behind his back."
Governor Marshall: "I've been able to talk to most of the Democrats, even if we don't end up agreeing. But Hammonds is the most obstinate son of a bitch I've ever met. If he remains influential, then there will be no Budget, and we are screwed."
"I'm more optimistic." said Chief Moynahan. "I believe that the disaster of a State Government shutdown will be sooo severe that the Legislators will act with 'motivated self-interest', and they will pass something. Maybe the Cerone and Molinari plan, but they knowwww they must pass something."
Wes Masters said "Having worked in The City and having seen the riots last year... I don't think the far-Left, radical Blacks have that motivation. They would just as soon see the Government shut down as not."
"Do they have enough backing to stop a Budget, though?" asked Frank Soltis.
"If they have the backing of the Media... yes." I replied. "And that's what I think it comes down to. If the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media can successfully blame the Republicans for any shutdown, then there will be no Budget. But if the Media sees that the People are not blaming the Republicans, but are blaming Democrats or both Parties equally... they'll tell their Democrat allies to retreat, and the Molinari-Cerone Plan will come to pass, pun not intended."
Sharon Marshall looked thoughtful at that as we turned to other subjects and finished our lunch...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly 4:00pm when Teresa and I got back home. Chief Moynahan was staying in Midtown to a party for Masters, where he'd be able to talk with current and former Midtown PD people he had not seen in a while.
When we got to Headquarters, I found Carole Troy and Marie Steele in my office, doing their homework. Edward Steele had been talking to Sheriff Griswold in the Chief's Conference Room, and they invited me to come in.
After I got some coffee, Edward said "I picked up Marie and Carole today for Stephanie, and it gives me a chance to tell you what happened at the Council Meeting last Tuesday."
"Sure." I said. "What happened?"
Edward: "The request by Cindy Ross to pave a road and lay water and gas to her property and others nearby was routine. They'll have septic tanks, so sewer is not an issue. The so-called study approved it just as routinely. And so did the Council... 9-0 with Kelly Carnes voting 'Present'.
"So Silas voted for it." I said, immediately seeing the issue.
"And without a whimper of protest." said Edward. "Not even a word spoken about it. And what really bothers me, is that when he voted for it, I looked over at him... as did just about everyone else. And he had this look on his face, like he was getting one over on us. It just gave me a weird feeling."
I nodded, then said "What was the attendance like?"
Edward said "That's the other thing. There were a few green-shirted Environmentalist Wackos there. They didn't cause any trouble, but just as soon as the vote on Cindy's submission was made, they got up and walked out."
"Hmmm...." I said halfway to myself. "That is... a 'strangeness'... especially Carnes not voting outright against it..."
Part 20 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
11:00am, Saturday, March 6th. Chief Moynahan called me into Headquarters for a meeting... with the Feds. He told me to pick up Teresa on the way, and I did.
As we drove through Town in my Police SUV, Teresa said "Todd leased a plane while his is under NTSB scrutiny, and Aunt Clarissa is on it on her way to Lake Charles right now. She had refused to tell me anything until our case was over, but she told me all about it last night... and I saw why."
Teresa proceeded to tell me what Clarissa told her she'd learned about Teresa's birth and her mother Sarah's death. When she finished, I said "How do you feel about that?"
"You must be married to a psychologist, asking questions like that." Teresa quipped. I chuckled, then she said "To answer your question, I don't know. I've always known I was lucky to go to full term and be born. It was (air quotes) 'the Lord's will', Father Romano told me, and everything that happened was our karma."
Teresa: "In the past few years, since my father died in such a pitiful state at Shady Acres, I've wondered at times what took him to that state. He died old, though he was not that old. And what happened the night my mother died.... I can see how that added to his personal hell."
Teresa: "And then... I remember what he said to me on the night Alexis died, and I clear my mind of it all. I can't reconcile it. So I just don't know if knowing all that helps me, but I do think it helped Aunt Clarissa, a lot."
As we parked and walked to the side door to go inside Headquarters, Teresa said "One other thing Aunt Clarissa and your mom observed that surprised them but not me: the residents of that town give you the credit for liberating them as they do me. You, the Iron Crowbar, are as revered in my childhood hometown as you are in Apple Grove... and here."
"Sure you don't want the red crowbar, to continue the legacy?" I asked as we walked down the hall towards my office.
"I'm sure." Teresa said. "And why do you keep talking about giving it to me? Things getting to you?"
"Now who's the psychologist?" I quipped. Then I said "I think you're about to get your answer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Moynahan was in the Main Conference Room with Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, her husband, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, FBI Assistant Special Agent In Charge Karina White, and DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens. At the Chief's bidding, we went inside and sat down.
"Others are coming in, and we're having a catered lunch." said the Chief. "But we have a few things to tell you before they get here. Dwight?"
"Thanks, Chief." said Stevens. "First, I have to apologize to you, especially you, Commander Troy. I badly underestimated how corrupt the Swamp Frogs are, and how deeply they've infested all the Federal agencies. I should've given your warnings much more credence."
"Welcome back to the right side." I said. "I take it that Tommy Ridley was their marked card sabotaging you?"
"Not much gets past you." said Dwight Stevens. "Yes, we're we're beginning to find out just how much of a role Tommy Ridley played in all this. When I started our investigation, he was brought up from St. Louis and I was told he wasn't known to the City Police. What I didn't know, but we've uncovered in the past few days, is that Ridley might have had a lot to do with those L-sugar-laced drugs in St. Louis disappearing and being sold off." (Author's note: 'Sugar And Spice', Ch. 01 and particularly Ch. 03.)
Stevens: "In this undercover case, which we named Operation COLDIRON but could not tell you that, Ridley was giving everything to the Swamp Frogs. They knew what we were doing, what we were finding out, and that the SBI had their own investigation going. Thank God Ridley never figured out Matty Graves, though Lieutenant Walker got close."
"Did Ridley give Walker the info on Graves, that he existed and was embedded?" I asked.
Stevens: "I don't know, and they're both dead so we can't be sure. Ridley also was very likely the one who helped the Swamp Frogs get a device on Pitts's car and advised them on where to waylay Pitts so that he could be captured. And ditto that for Walker when the Swamp Frogs decided to cut bait and start eliminating the loose ends."
"Don't hold your breaths waiting for me to utter one word of sympathy for Ridley." I said. "Teresa, let's put Cindy in for a medal for cleaning up that trash."
"Thank you, Dwight." said Jack Muscone. "Why don't you go ahead and get ready for lunch."
Dwight got up to go. I also got up, and went around and extended my hand, and he shook it. I 'looked' at Teresa, and she also came over and shook Stevens's hand, though a bit more reluctantly. He exited and we sat back down.
"That was nice of you." said Jack Muscone.
"He's one of the good guys." I replied. "And you're going to need him in the future."
"Sooo, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," drawled the Chief. "Care to guess what we're telling you next?"
I allowed my head and then my eyes to 'wander' over to Karina White, then stare at her. I said "So what happened with the Martin Nash OPR?"
"Nope, nothing gets past him." Karina said to Jack.
Jack Muscone said "It turns out that Martin Nash bypassed Nate Grimes, and was conducting the OPR on behalf of the brass in Washington, specifically the Department of Homeland Security and the National Security Agency. And Robin Isley was out for blood; she was very bitter that they allowed you to walk out of there."



Karina White said "But Nash offered me a deal. He said I could put in my retirement papers, get my full pension, and go do something else, and he wouldn't stop it. I went him one further and said I would retire, but only if Jenkins and Jefferson were cleared of any wrongdoing, and allowed to stay where they are now. And if he didn't accept, I'd fight him to the last ditch, and I would make damn sure it would go very public and be very messy."
Karina: "He agreed, so the OPRs were closed, Jenkins's reprimand rescinded and pulled, and my retirement papers were accepted. Jenkins is staying in Southport, working on Organized Crime like he loves doing. And Julius is still on Jack's team."
"What's left of it." I muttered.
"Yeah." said Muscone. "It really sucks. And Karina was just starting to put together a good team. I hope they'll stay with me and Julius."
"So, Karina," I said, "where in the SBI will you be working?"
"Goddammit, I know better than to bet against him!" Jack muttered as he turned and handed Karina a $100 bill.
Karina said "That's something I wanted to ask your opinion about, Don, but privately. Well, Teresa can stay, of course."
"We'll go get ready for lunch, then." said Chief Moynahan. He, Jack, and Tanya exited the room.
Karina said "I've been offered one of two positions. First is Assistant Director of the SBI working directly for Wes Masters. Like the SBI Director position, it's political; appointed by the Governor, and I can be kicked to the kerb if the Administration changes hands."
Karina: "The second position is a Lieutenant in the SBI-OER's first region. Britt is going to have people in each of the State's six regions, doing the OER mission in that region for her."
The State has six regions upon which State functions are devolved. Each region has a State Attorney, a State Crime Lab, and other State functions and oversight of State functions at the county level.
Karina: "I'll be the SBI-OER Lieutenant for the northwest region that includes the Town & County and the University. Norm Chow will have the northeast region. And other regions will be filled during this year."
I nodded. "And you want my advice on which position to take?"
Karina said "And if you want me in your region or not."
"I definitely want you in my region." I said. "As to which position to take, that's depends on what you want to do. The Assistant Director position? That's like a military XO, you'll be running the shop while the Director deals with the Governor and the outside influences. It's prestigious, though, and you'll have tremendous State-wide influence."
I continued: "But that regional position is more like being in the field, doing Police work, investigating things. And that might be where you're happiest."
Karina nodded and said "I was remembering being told that you refused the Police Chief job, because you wanted to keep being a Detective as long as you could. And good people everywhere are grateful for that. But you'd have done just as well in the Chief's chair."
"Well," I said, "it may only be one region, but at least you'd be holding the reins in that region. But in the end, it's just up to you, and what you want to do."
As we got up to join the others for lunch, I thought that Karina had just found a good home for herself on Jack Muscone's FBI team, and she was certainly one of the 'good guys', and a woman and Agent of honor and integrity. And the God damned Swamp Frogs had forced her out. Yes, it was good for the SBI to be getting someone of her abilities and personal qualities, but I felt shaken as I realized that as far as the Federal Agencies were concerned...
... the Swamp Frogs were winning.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Karina led us to Classroom 'E', where a catered lunch had been brought, paid for by The Office of The Governor of The State. In the room were a whole lot of people:
Sheriff Griswold and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross from the TCSD, Chief Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, and now me and Teresa of the TCPD, represented Town & County Law Enforcement. Midtown PD Chief Frank Soltis was there, and Detective Nell Bell was present, acting as Chief Soltis's bodyguard as Teresa served as mine. Molly Evans was in civilian clothes, though dressed very nicely.
EAD Owen Lange, Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, Assistant Special Agent in Charge Karina White, Supervisory Special Agent Melina Allgood, and Special Agents Julius Jefferson and Tim Jenkins represented the FBI. Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens and Special Agent Kevin Pitts represented the DEA.
SBI Director Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell, and SBI Lieutenant Norm Chow were also here, all in civilian clothes. Wes Masters looked like he'd not worn civilian clothes in quite a while; he would be purchasing some new suits and having them tailored sooooon.
And Governor Sharon Marshall was present, sans entourage. She had had a meeting on the University Campus this morning, and had left her entourage there and snuck over to our humble Headquarters.
As we came in, Kevin Pitts met us at the door. "Everyone, Inspector Troy and Lieutenant Croyle of the SBI were the pilots of the Life Flight helicopter that brought me to University Hospital, saving my life. And Commander Troy and Commander Croyle, along with Commander Muscone of the TCPD, arranged for my protection while the doctors fixed me up. I just want to say thank you to both of you in front of everybody."
Everyone began applauding us as Pitts man-hugged me and full-on hugged Teresa. I absorbed the ovation as stoically as I could. Teresa's face did not change; nothing new there.
"I want to thank all of you for coming in on a Saturday." said Governor Marshall. "I would do this more publicly, but you deserve the accolades you are receiving now without Press hostility. So let's get started."
Governor Marshall: "First, DEA Agent Kevin Pitts is awarded the Governor's Gold Medal for his role in uncovering City Police corruption, for warning the SBI, and for enduring physical torture at the hands of dirty Federal Agents. Agent Stevens, will you do the honors?" Stevens pinned the blue-ribboned medal on Pitts's suit jacket and everyone applauded.
Governor Marshall: "For acting in a very timely manner to stop a dirty Federal Agent from murdering an SBI Agent, Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross is awarded the Governor's Gold Medal." Sheriff Griswold's mustaches twitched merrily as he pinned the medal on Cindy's uniform shirt.
Governor Marshall: "And for acting in a similar manner to stop a dirty Federal Agent from murdering another Federal Agent, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone is awarded the Governor's Gold Medal." Jack Muscone pinned the medal on his wife's uniform jacket.
Governor Marshall: "For flying the Cobras that took down two 'bogeys', as I'm told they are called, Police Chief Sean Moynahan and State Patrol Sergeant Winthrop are recognized. Sergeant Winthrop could not be here today, so I will be awarding his State Citation of Honor in the near future. And for now, Chief Moynahan is awarded the Governor's Gold Medal." Molly Evans had insisted on pinning the medal onto the Chief's uniform jacket, and she did so as everyone applauded.
Governor Marshall: "Dr. Leonard Cordell and Paramedic Kevin Randolph could not be here today, but they are receiving Governor's Gold Medals for being part of the Life Flight, as well." Everyone applauded.
Governor Marshall: "SBI Agents Terence Johnson and Matty Graves could not be here today, but I will soon be awarding Agent Johnson the State Citation of Merit for his undercover role in this case. And Agent Graves will receive the State Citation of Merit for this case, and also the State Citation of Honor for his years of sacrifice as a deep undercover Agent, putting many drug distributors behind bars." We all applauded.
Governor Marshall: "And our final two awards... Teresa Croyle and Don Troy flew the life flight mission under the duress of being fired upon by the bogeys. I'm pleased to report that during this case, Teresa Croyle accepted an appointment as an SBI Reserve Lieutenant, which made her eligible for the State Citation of Honor, which is now awarded to her." Everyone applauded as I pinned the ribbon on Teresa's uniform shirt.
Governor Marshall: "Inspector Troy also piloted that life flight mission, and he did so much more. I'd like to read a letter that was sent to me, if I may." She looked at Teresa, who nodded vigorously in agreement.
Governor Marshall read the letter she'd taken out of her pocket: "I've had the honor and privilege of working for Don Troy for nearly a decade. We've all been amazed at the way he has solved crimes and brought the worst criminals to Justice, and at severe risk of his life and damage to his body."
"But I can honestly say that I have never seen him as on top of his game as he was during this case." the Governor read. "He was one step ahead of the Swamp Frogs every step of the way, anticipating their attempts to arrest and make disappear Captain Masters, organizing the rescue of DEA Agent Pitts, and helping SBI Inspector Maxwell bring charges against the true criminals in the City Police. Captain Masters and Agent Pitts are still with us, and Justice was fully served, because of the Iron Crowbar. Signed, Teresa Croyle, Lieutenant Commander, Town & County Police."
Everyone applauded. Teresa was standing next to me, and I put my arm around her shoulder and brought her in for a sideways hug. She put her arm around my waist and hugged me back.
Governor Marshall: "And so, for his work on this case as well as others, at risk of life and limb, it is my pleasure to award Reserve Inspector Troy the State Citation of Valor." Everyone applauded strongly as Teresa pinned the ribbon on my uniform shirt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were finishing the catered lunch, Maggie Ross appeared, carrying baby Ben Jenkins. He quickly became the center of attention, and everyone ooh-ed and ahh-ed over him. And Governor Sharon Marshall was especially happy to see him.
"I know I'm supposed to kiss babies on the campaign trail," Sharon said, "but I really want to meet this little guy."
Cindy handed Ben to the Governor. Photos were taken. First came one with the Governor of the State holding Ben, with Cindy to her left and Tim Jenkins to her right. Then Cindy asked that Molly and I join a picture, since we were blood kin, and I stood by Tim and Molly by Cindy for that one. Then came one with Benjamin Antonio's namesake, Sheriff Griswold, and his grandmother Maggie Ross with the Governor and Ben. Finally, Tanya held Ben as the Governor and my three Angels were photographed with him. It is possible that Your Iron Crowbar asked for that pose to be struck...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The lunch was over, and Governor Marshall made her goodbyes and left, freeing everyone else to leave. EAD Owen Lange spoke to Jack Muscone and Karina White, then came up to me and said "We need to talk. Main Conference Room."
"Here comes your answer about the red crowbar." I whispered to Teresa as we followed the Federal Agents and Chief Moynahan into the Main Conference Room. The Chief sat at his usual spot at the near end of the table, but to my surprise the Federal Agents sat on the far side, EAD Lange to the Chief's immediate left. I sat to the Chief's right, and Teresa to my right.
"You did a remarkable job, both of you." said the EAD to start the meeting. "And I admit that you did that remarkable job in spite of us, not because of us. Having said that... there are going to be times when we cannot tell you everything, and this case was one of them. Dwight Stevens was technically correct to want you to sign an NDA, since the case was ongoing. The bottom line, Don, is that sometimes you're just going to have to trust us."
I could sense that Teresa was about to get angry at that. I said "I could say 'right back at you', Mr. EAD. By now you have seen enough to know that you can and should trust me completely. And that goes for Commander Croyle, as well. Stevens telling her she had to leave the room crossed a line with me, no matter how (air quotes) 'technically correct' he was."
EAD Owen Lange did not relent. "I understand that in order to work together, we are going to have to trust one another. It's a two-way street, though." He paused, then finally got to the crux of the matter.
"Don, we've done well together, for the most part." he said. "We've solved some cases together, and we Federals could not have solved some of them without you. Having said that... I cannot tolerate what happened at the Federal Building again. If you ever try to bluff me again by threatening to turn in your FBI credentials and not work with us anymore... then I'm going to have to take up those credentials and part ways with you."
The tension in the room could be cut with a katana. I merely said "You thought I was bluffing?"
"It doesn't matter what I thought." said Lange. "What matters is that we come to an understanding of mutual respect going forward... what?"
As he'd been speaking, I'd brought my personal iPhone out and was making a call. When it answered I said "Bring him on in.", then disconnected. Chief Moynahan winced; he knew what was coming.
And what was coming was the door opening to admit Molly Evans... and our son Ian McDonald Troy. Ian was wearing khaki pants, a blue shirt, darker blue blazer, a lot like what his great uncle Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart always wore, except that Ian was also wearing a clip-on tie. He looked warily (to put it nicely) at the Feds as I got out of my chair.
"Stand up here on the chair, Ian. I want you to see this." I said. Ian climbed up as I took my FBI Consultant and 'dark agent' credentials out of my pocket.
I said to Ian "I told you that I was going to do this one day... and today is that day." I slid the credentials across the table to the EAD.
"Whaa?" Ian said, as if he'd just been given a surprise birthday toy. "For real, Dad?"
"For real, son." I said. "I am no longer part of the FBI."
"Thanks Dad!" Ian exclaimed as he practically launched himself at me and gave me the biggest bear hug he was capable of giving. I hugged him back, mostly to keep him from falling out of the chair, and I took hold of him and put him down on the floor.
"Why don't we go home and put in that new line on the Troy Transcontinental Railroad?" I said.
"Yeah!" said Ian. I followed him out the door, not looking back at anyone, with Molly following us. We collected Maggie, Cindy, baby Ben, and the Sheriff, and made our way out of the Police Station.
"I was a-fraaaaid he'd do that." said Chief Moynahan as he looked out the door and down the hallway after us.
Teresa turned on the EAD. "Why'd you do that? Why'd you push him like that? Especially when he just so eloquently proved to you all how right he was, and how good he is."
"It is what it is." said the EAD, at the very least taking it in stride. "Again, Commander Croyle, you did an amazing job yourself. If you'll excuse me, I have to be getting home myself." He picked up the credentials and left the room, going down the back hallway towards Classroom 'E'.
The corridor to Classroom 'E' and the Intel Center was empty, save for one person. Melina Allgood wordlessly looked at him. He held up the credentials, and Melina plucked the 'dark agent' ID from the EAD's hand.
"Take him off the FBI Consultant rolls." she whispered. "The Swamp Frogs will think they've won and that he's done with us, so maybe they'll leave him alone. And when the time is right... I'll give him this back." she finished as she held up the 'dark agent' ID...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Dad quit! Dad quit the FBI!" Ian shouted as we came into The Cabin.
"He did?" said Paulina Patterson, then looked up at me. I just nodded. Ian rushed upstairs to tell Jim and Ross. He was one happy kid.
"Daddy!" Carole said angrily. "Why did you do that?" She was not happy.
"Is there a problem here?" I asked, and more curtly than I should have.
"Yes!" Carole said. "You and Pete's stepdad have to work together!"
"And we still will." I said. "Just with me not being part of the FBI any more."
Carole was not mollified, but Laura resolved the issue by saying "Carole, why don't you, Marie, and Tasha go wash up for lunch." I nodded, and the girls went upstairs, followed by the redoubtable Bowser. For the record, Buddy was in the attic room, supervising the continuing construction of the great New Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad.
"Ian is the happiest I've seen him in quite awhile," growled Sheriff Griswold. "So I'm not going to say you were wrong to do that..."
"But was it truly the wisest thing to do?" asked Laura as we adults (and baby Ben) gathered in the greatroom and sat down on the sofas.
"No, it wasn't." I said, surprising them. "It was a great resource to have, and I was able to work on a lot of cases beyond our State's borders. But it was the necessary thing to do... and a matter of honor."
"Oh." Cindy said. "Alpha male games."
"May I?" I asked, then took Ben into my arms and held him. "Hey Ben, are we alpha-males?" Ben made a noise and moved his little arms around, then settled down again.
"Yes you are!" called out a voice from the doorway. The door had opened, and Teresa, Todd, and their boys had come in. The boys headed upstairs as Teresa and Todd came over and sat down with us. Teresa continued: "Don is right: it was the necessary thing to do. The disrespect they showed him during the entirety of this case was inexcusable."
"My only question," Cindy said, "was exactly when did you decide to do it? And it was long before that meeting today after lunch."
"Not much gets past you." I said in the form of a quotation. "You're right. I first started thinking very seriously about it when Dwight Stevens wanted Teresa to leave the room before briefing me. I cannot have my Angels's integrity and honor disrespected like that."
"Awwww." chorused my Angels, Paulina and Molly as one voice.
I continued: "And then there was that confrontation in The City with the EAD. He knew I wasn't bluffing, but I also showed him up in front of others, and if our roles were reversed I might have reacted more quickly and more strongly than he did."
YIC: "And then Karina White was forced out of the FBI, and with hardly any pushback that I could see. I don't blame Jack Muscone, and I think he's starting to get tired, as in chronically tired of all of it. But I do blame the EAD and the FBI Deputy Director for not pushing back, and letting Martin Nash run roughshod over Karina."
Cindy said: "She gave herself up for Tim, and for Julius Jefferson. And she's working with the SBI-OER now, which is going to be good for the SBI and the State... good for Governor Marshall and bad for Katherine Woodburn."
"And she has her well-earned pension." I said. "But I still did not appreciate the way she was treated. Anyhoo, it's been building up, and I realized even as I was going into that meeting with the EAD that it was just time."
Laura said "I hope you're right. You do realize you've played right into the hands of the Swamp Frogs. They'll be celebrating tonight."
"Have I?" I asked. "We'll see."
I stood up and handed Ben to Our Sheriff, who did not protest at all at getting to hold baby Ben. And then I heard the tinkle of a dog rabies tag on a dog collar. As Laura announced lunch and was about to go upstairs to get the boys, I waved her back. I snuck up to the stairs and looked up. Yep, Carole was sitting there, halfway up the stairs, having been listening to our conversation. And she was fiddling with Bowser's rabies tag.
I came on around and up the stairs. "Soooo," I said to my firstborn child, "are you once again listening to conversations that do not concern you?"



"Yes Daddy." Carole said, and I had to give her credit for not lying. "But it does concern me."
"I don't think so, at least not right now." I said. "And Carole... your mother was a spy for 30 years, but you do not need to be trying to get a jump on her by spying on us when you're just seven years old."
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said.
"And leave Bowser's collar alone." I said. "Don't ever try to take his rabies tag off. That's very important. Now go wash up for lunch."
"Yes Daddy." Carole said. As she got up, I heard her say "See, Bowser? Nothing gets past Daddy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm, Saturday, March 6th. The fire pot was going strong, and Laura and I were sitting on the metal mesh loveseat, snuggling together under the warm blanket wrapped around us.
"You made Ian very happy today." said Laura. "I really didn't realize until today just how badly that raid scarred him." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', particularly Ch. 03 and the Epilogue.)
I said "Yes. He will never forgive, he will never forget, and he will hold a grudge... for the rest of his life."
Laura said "Even so, I just hope you made the right decision about giving up your FBI Consultant badge. You had computer access to their files, and you had jurisdiction even when you crossed State lines. Now, you don't."
"I don't need the computer access." I said. "Between you, Melina, Joanne Warner, and extracurricular means, I'm not losing anything there. And the jurisdictional issue isn't all that great, what with the Swamp Frogs using OPRs to get at Federal Agents like Karina, and they can do the same thing to me."
Laura nodded. "I also seem to recall that you accepted the FBI situation in lieu of being forced to join the CIA." (Author's note: 'Trilogy: Twilight's Last Gleaming', Epilogue.) Now that you've given that up, what are you going to do when they come for you?"
I said "Geez, I've signed enough NDAs by now, I won the lawsuit over the Casey B. Walker torture, I have a Top Secret clearance, I was handcuffed to a nuclear weapon..." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 02-03.) "I think by now there should be no problems. And with you retired from the CIA proper, though you seem to have fun doing things for them from time to time, I don't want any part of it."
Laura smiled. "No worries, darling. It's taken care of."
Maybe it was because I was agitated, or maybe because I was tired, but the import of Laura's words went clean over my head.
But one thing that I was very clear in my head about... for the first time in a good long while, I felt free...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, March 7th. Tanya had invited Cindy and Teresa to lunch at Laura's favorite Soup & Salad place. They were given the best table, that overlooked the little man-made lake and the open, roofed hut on the little island.
"So, ladies," asked Tanya with a twinkle in her eye, "before Bettina gets a hold of it, tell me what to think about Don dropping the bomb on the FBI like he did."
Cindy said "It took me by surprise, and I never got a reading off Don about it. But I can tell you that my nephew Ian is absolutely beside himself with happiness over it. Molly had to give him a child dose of melatonin to get him to calm down and go to sleep last night."
Tanya said "Yeah, I saw how his face lit up when his dad turned in those FBI IDs. So now maybe Ian will stop being a jerk towards Pete." Cindy's eyes slid sideways to glance at Tanya, but she said nothing.
Teresa said "I'll just tell you these two things, and you can decide what it all means from there. First, like in that letter I wrote to the Governor recommending Don for the State Citation of Valor, I have never seen Don so on top of things as he was on this case. No, he couldn't anticipate what happened to Pitts, but he figured it out almost immediately. And he put that helicopter rescue together, including the life flight and anticipating we'd need a Cobra escort."
Teresa: "He was one step ahead of the Swamp Frogs at every turn. He didn't stop Lieutenant Walker's murder, but then Walker turned out to be corrupt. Then Don prevented the Swamp Frogs from taking Masters into custody. And no one is saying it, but I can't help but think he somehow got Federal Judge Herbert to have that unusual preliminary hearing. He made Robin Isley look silly every step of the way."
Teresa: "And the second thing is this: I was with Don almost the whole time during this case, acting as his bodyguard but also as a second pair of eyes and ears. And I don't have the Power of the Vibe, but I could tell that Don was starting to get weary of the crap. When he offered me his crowbar after the Life Flight, I knew something was wrong."
"Uh oh. Press the panic button. Trouble in Crowbar Paradise." Cindy said. "Seriously, though, what do you think pushed him over the edge?"
Teresa said "I'm not sure. He was tired of Dwight Stevens's crap, he was really pissed off at EAD Owen Lange for treating him like a mushroom, and I think he was just tired of dealing with corrupt Federal Agents that were and are supposed to be on the side of the Constitution, and Justice. He needs a break."
Cindy said "We should talk to Laura about taking him to Lake Watchacoochie for an extended weekend. Once he gets his batteries recharged, maybe he'll feel better and will reconsider things."
Tanya asked hopefully: "So you think he might become an FBI Consultant again?"
"No." said Cindy. "That would tear Ian up, and Don would never do that to his son. Ever."
"I agree." said Teresa. "But it's not like he was going to stop looking for Pitts during this case, and he's not going sit idly by if he can help Jack or Dwight save lives. They can consult with him, and he may help them from time to time. But not as an FBI Consultant in any official capacity."
Tanya nodded thoughtfully. Cindy noticed, and asked her: "How's Jack taking it? And how do you feel about it, for that matter?"
Tanya said "Jack was stunned at first, then became... melancholy, I guess is the word... as he started realizing what he'd just lost. I didn't realize he liked bourbon, but he had quite a bit last night."
Tanya: "And it could not have come at a worse time for Jack. The Swamp Frogs have been tearing his teams apart. First Team Lazarus, and now Martin Nash has clearly gone over to the Swamp Frog side."
"God damn Martin Nash." Teresa growled. "I should have killed that bastard when I had the chance." Neither Cindy nor Tanya asked what Teresa meant by that.
Tanya continued: "And the party is not stopping. Now they've forced Karina White to retire, and just when she was putting together a good new team. Julius Jefferson and Tracy Stone, and she was about to bring two other aboard, but now I'm not sure that'll happen. Julius is going to be made an SSA, and so is Ted Crenshaw in Southport. It all was going good... and then the Swamp Frogs came in. And they have ripped it all to shreds."
Teresa said "Sounds like Jack is getting (air quotes) 'weary', as well."
Tanya said "He could use a break. And here's something between the three of us, and don't say anything to anyone else. I don't even know if I'm going to tell Don."
Cindy and Teresa nodded, and Tanya said: "Jack and I have had a few long, long talks about things. And I told him that while I love him and support him, and while I've all but taken his side against Don and the TCPD in the past... I've come to realize that I was wrong to do that, and that my commitment to the Force, to Don, and to you, my fellow Angels, has to be absolute."
Tanya: "Jack said he understood, and was at a place where he could and would support me in that, even if it meant putting in his own retirement papers. If the Swamp Frogs try to transfer him, he's retiring. If they try to promote him, like FBI Deputy Director Lance wants to do, he's going to retire."
Teresa said "I think you should tell Don at least the part about your commitment to the TCPD. He needs to hear that. And maybe tell him and the Chief at the same time." Cindy nodded most very vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Monday, March 8th. Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross came to my office.
"I just got the word." she said. "DFACS reported to me, the SBI, and the Governor that there was no impropriety from the kids telling dad jokes at the Whiskey Convention. They've closed the case. I talked to Janelle, who was once one of my father's acolytes at 'The Vision', and now works for DFACS, and she said she informed the Press. But I didn't hear Bettina mention it, nor the KFXU ladies on the sofa with their legs crossed.
I smiled at Cindy's implied complaint about the sexism of the Fox show, then said "It's no longer a story with any traction, nor cause for distraction. So the 'Drive-Bys', as the great Rush Limbaugh so accurately described them, just continue along, not cleaning up the damage they've caused. So! What is Priya telling you about the feud at KFXU?"
Cindy replied. "The network actually told Catrina and Meredith that some adversity creates drama and increases the ratings, so they could argue as long as they didn't get personal and go too far. On KXTC, they'd fire anyone not in jackbooted lockstep with the Leftwing point of view, so they have no drama nor arguing."
"Sheesh." I muttered. "Well, we'll see how long that lasts..."
Part 21 - Epilogue - Someone to Watch Over Me
Monday, March 8th, 4:00pm. Susie Haskins came into the Cancer Center at University Hospital with her mother. Davie Marsden's mother had brought them there for Susie's mom to get her next round of chemotherapy.
"I'll stay in the waiting room, Mom." Susie said brightly. "And remember that the chemo is worth it, so you can see your grandchildren."
"Thank, you, honey." Mrs. Haskins said as she hugged her daughter. "I'll be back soon."
As Susie went into the waiting room, Mrs. Haskins said "Susie has such a great attitude about all this. She is always so upbeat, and she won't let me get down, either. She's always smiling, being happy, and she keeps my spirits up."
"Yes, she's a wonderful child." Mrs. Marsden said as they went into the treatment area.
I'd caught the last of that conversation without meaning to, as Laura and I walked down the hallway. Laura was wearing her white doctor's coat over her dress. I was wearing my trenchcoat over my uniform, with the red crowbar tucked into the inner pocket on the left side.
A problem had come up, and I'd been called in to fix it. As Laura and I got to the big room, where the large portraits of Teresa and Carole, and me and Bowser, hung on the wall, we saw that there were some nurses and parents, and Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle, who was also in uniform.
And there was one very unhappy little girl, who was fiercely sulking. It appeared that little Joy was not being my Guardian of Peace and Love today.
I pulled up a chair next to Joy and sat down. "Hello, Joy. What's wrong?"
"They want to make me leave today!" Joy pouted, her voice sounding miserable.
'Why, that's wonderful!" I said. "It means you're cured, and you can ring that bell and go home. Why don't you want to go home?"
"Because Bowser is coming Saturday!" Joy wailed. "And they said I can't come back and visit him!"
I wanted to break out laughing, but I managed to hold back as I looked up. The head nurse said "I'm sorry, sir, but those are the rules. Only patients and parents can be here for things like that."
I said "Ohhh... the roooools. Well, Joy, let me tell you a secret. There's an old saying that 'he who has the gold, makes the rules'. Isn't that right, Commander Croyle."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. Only she knew what I really meant by that: the Consultant's gold. (Author's note: 'Cat's In The Cradle'.) And also her $100 million donation to the Hospital.
I said "And another secret: it's all about who you know. Do you know who Teresa is?"
"She sings in the Christmas concerts." Joy said.
"Yes she does." I said. "And she also is a Hospital Board member. And one of our fellow Police Officers is married to the Hospital Administrator."
"Really?" Joy said, a glimmer of hope dawning in her voice.
"Yep." I said. "And you see this lovely doctor, here? Do you know who she is?"
Joy said "She's Dr. Fredrik... Fredrk... Dr. Laura. But she doesn't like being called that."
I said "That's true, but did you know she's my wife?"
That got Joy's attention. As her eyes widened, she said "Really?"
"Yes she is. And I'm very lucky she agreed to marry me." I said.
"I think she was the lucky one." Joy said. That got a few murmurs going. Laura nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Thank you for that." I said. "And the important thing is that with all of these connections I have, I am pretty sure I can get you here to visit on Saturday... as Bowser's special guest."
"Really?" Joy said, the excitement in her voice rising. A lot.
I said "Yep, even if I have to carry you in myself, that's what I'll do------ erk!" I had suddenly been subjected to a huge bear hug from Joy.
"Thank you, Mr. Crowbar!" Joy exclaimed.
"You're welcome." I said. "So let's go ring that bell, and you can go home and begin the rest of your life, okay?"
"Okay!" Joy said happily. My Guardian of Peace and Love was back.
Some kids came into the hallway and Joy fist-bumped them as she started down the hall. Nurses were also making a gauntlet for her to walk through as her parents, Teresa, and I followed. When she got to the bell, she reached up and grabbed the rope, and rang it three times as everyone applauded. Photos were taken, and Teresa's iPhone photo showed Joy ringing the bell as I stood by, clapping.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Joy and her parents left and the nurses went back to work, I realized that I'd seen something as we'd walked down the hall. I went back to the waiting room and looked in through the narrow glass pane.
Susie Haskins was sitting in a chair, weeping. She had been being strong and putting on a happy face to keep her mother's spirits up, but now that she was alone the pain had broken through, and she had broken down crying.
I went inside, and as I came up to her, I spread my trenchcoat like a cape and enveloped her in it as I sat down in the chair to her left. Susie leaned sideways into me, still crying bitterly. We sat there for long minutes as I let her cry it out. No words were spoken; none were needed.
And for those few moments, Susie would not have to endure the unendurable alone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura saw Teresa in the hallway, looking through the glass pane of the door. "Where's Don?" Laura asked, then looked inside and saw her husband sitting with Susie, who was still sobbing.
Teresa said "He just gives so much, to all of us. But who's going to be there for him, on the day it becomes too much and he needs a shoulder to cry on?"
"We will be." said Laura. "His family, and his Angels."
Teresa shook her head. "He won't let us see him in pain. He'll endure it before he shows it. Even to you."
Laura said "Alas... that is true. It's one of his few weaknesses. He gives everything he has, but doesn't always realize he needs to receive, as well."
Teresa said "Yes. He watches over us... but who watches over the watcher?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some moments later, there was a knock on the waiting room door. Teresa stuck her head in and said "Susie, your mom is done."
"Okay, thank you." Susie said. She got her small purse and took out her makeup compact, and looked in the little mirror as she hastily applied some makeup to hide the tears she'd been shedding. As she finished and stood up, she said "Thank you for sitting with me, Mr. Crowbar."
"You're quite welcome." I said. I followed her out of the room, and Teresa and I watched as she came up to her mom.
"Hi, Mom." she said brightly. "Did everything go well?"
"Yes, dear." said her mother. "But it'll hit me tonight and tomorrow."
"Let's go home and you can get some sleep." Susie said cheerfully. "And when you start feeling better, I'll make you some of the Iron Crowbar's mom's medicinal chicken soup. She gave me the recipe."
"That will be nice." said her mother tiredly as they made their way down the hallway.
"Little Joy was discharged, and she got to ring the bell." Susie said. "And you'll be ringing the bell, too, before you know it..."
As they rounded the corner and disappeared out of sight, Teresa said "Susie's a tough kid, but I hate it that she's had to endure so much."
I replied "Yes, she's a good kid. And having been forged by these fires, she's going to do great things, I think... not unlike a certain Iron Wolf I know."
Teresa said "We both have a high bar to look up to... your example."
"The Sheriff would approve of your asskissing skills." I said. "Okay, let's get out of here and go back to work, watching over the good people of our Town & County..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Saturday, March 13th. The big room in the University Hospital's Cancer Center was full of very excited children. Though stricken with cancer, their enthusiasm could not be dampened. Because this day... was Bowser Day.
After TCPD Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle admonished the kids not to get loud because it would hurt Bowser's ears, the redoubtable Town & County Police K-9 Corps Sergeant was brought into the room, wearing his Police badge, Police bandana as a cape, and a harness attached to a leash.
Holding the leash, though loosely, was my Guardian of Love and Peace, little Joy. Having been discharged earlier in the week, it was theoretically forbidden for Joy to be here. Your Iron Crowbar does not think much of 'theoreticals' by nurses more interested in their rules than kids's happiness, and I told them Joy was Bowser's official handler for the day.
And Dr. Laura Fredricson 'suggested' that it would not be a good idea to argue the 'roools' with the Iron Crowbar, not to mention a doctor On Staff. Of course, if I suggested not arguing the 'roools' at home, I would be sleeping on the couch with the aforementioned redoubtable Bowser. But I digress...
Bowser did Bowser things, going to each Cancer Kid one by one and allowing himself to be petted... more like insisting upon it. And the kids were very happy to oblige. I noticed that Alison McFarland of the Town & County Examiner as well as the renowned 'Unresolved' podcasts was there, videotaping the event.
Also present was Alice, the accomplished teenaged violin player at the Christmas concerts, sitting in a chair just in front of the large photo of me and Bowser. I was a bit shocked at her appearance; she looked very tired and dispirited. It did not take the observational powers of the Crowbar to know that she was dying.
She had brought her violin in its case, and it was sitting between her and Teresa. Very few of us knew that it had been a gift to Alice from her teacher and mentor, Dr. Wolfgang Strauss, known as 'The Maestro'. It was a Gagliano violin, made in the mid-1700s, and it was worth $200,000. And Alice's brilliant play made it sound like it was worth that, and more.
After making his rounds of the cancer kids, Bowser came up to Teresa and Alice. He barked at them, then at the violin. And then he pawed at the violin case, and then at Alice.
"I think Bowser wants you to play the violin, Alice." I said. Teresa reached down and took the violin case, and opened it and handed the violin to Alice, who tightened the bow then brought the instrument to her chin. She was struggling even to hold the violin properly, and the neck of the instrument began drooping as her arm lost strength.
Still, she fought to overcome, and became more determined to play. She began playing 'Who You Really Are', from the Mark Gatiss/Steven Moffat 'Sherlock' series. Bowser sat and watched with rapt attention, as did the other kids, who loved hearing Alice play the violin. After she finished, everyone applauded.
"Teresa!" little Joy cried out, "will you sing while Alice plays?"
"Sure." said Teresa. "What do you want to hear?"
"Ave Maria." suggested one of the Cancer Kids. And so Teresa sang and Alice played, and together they brought much beautiful music and much happiness to the kids, and to the adults, too.
Alice was rapidly becoming too physically tired to play, so those two pieces were all that were played in the mini-concert. The nurses were marshaling the kids to be taken back to their rooms. Bowser positioned himself by the door and let every kid pet him on their way out.
As Alison McFarland was putting up her equipment, I went over and said to her "I'd appreciate it if you could put Alice's playing and her duet with Teresa on a DVD for me."
"Sure thing." said Alison. She then grinned and said "For an exclusive interview, of course."
"You got it." I replied. I wasn't sure why I'd asked for it; I'd just thought I'd like to have a recording of it for the future. And neither I nor anyone else knew it at the time... but it was the last time Alice would play her violin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, March 14th. The Cabin was experiencing a 'strangeness'; it was empty on a weekend. Molly was in Nextdoor County, doing paperwork in the aftermath of a six-vehicle pileup on the University-City Highway, involving one AGC Trucking vehicle and two cars full of drunk teenagers that had been drag racing. Two people had lost their lives and two more were fighting for their lives at University Hospital.
Sheriff Griswold had called and invited Jim, Ross, and Ian to come to his house and learn how to fish the lake in the backyard. For the record, he'd invited the girls, too, but Carole had zero interest in fishing, and Tasha was spending the day with her mom doing mother-daughter things. Paulina and Tasha were also staying at Paulina's condo for the weekend and Molly had said she would stay at her place in Nextdoor County. So Laura and I and the kids were staying at the Mountain Nest.
Additionally, Laura was in her office in the Psychology Building at the University, catching up on School paperwork... so she said. I'd gotten word that the Governor of the State was sneaking into our County again, to secretly meet with lame-duck University President, Dr. Sidney P. Wellman, and that they were meeting in Laura's office. Hmmm...
After dropping the boys off at the Sheriff's house, I began going over the hill towards The Cabin. "We've got to feed Tiger Mom and Gracie." I said to Carole, who was riding shotgun.
"And Smokey." Carole said. "That's what Tasha named the new kitty." The new 'kitty' was getting almost grown. While Gracie was a dark gray with blackish 'highlights', Smokey was a pure gunmetal bluish-gray.
Carole then asked: "Daddy, where did the other kitties go?"
I replied "The boy cats were run off. That's what lions do as well as feral housecats. And I suspect that birds like hawks or owls got one or two of the other kittens."
"Oh." said Carole. "Bowser and Buddy get under the metal chairs when they see a big bird, too."
"Smart dogs." I replied. I did not tell Carole that I'd heard that the Town & County Animal Control people had been trapping feral cats and euthanizing them. They'd come near The Cabin's property a couple of times, and found out (almost the hard way) that the Police Commander did not want them near his property, and the Mayor and Sheriff reinforced that with the Animal Control people. But if a cat strayed across the road onto the University's property, or over the hilltop and down toward's McGhillie's Golf Course, there was little I could do.
Going into The Cabin, I opened a can of cat food and dumped it into the plastic bowl, and Carole added some dry cat food to it. We took it outside and put it near the railing at the far side of The Cabin, to the right as one looked at the backdoors from the deck. The cats did not appear by the time we went back inside, but I knew they would soon be eating the cat food.
Carole and I got into the SUV and headed out. On the way down the road, I said "Would you like to go take a look at Aunt Cindy's new property?"
"Yeah!" said Carole enthusiastically. So instead of turning to go down into Town, we went straight, towards Promontory Point, the Warners's home, the Allgoods's home, and eventually the University Observatory. I parked at Promontory Point, and Carole and I got out and climbed the steps leading to the top of the hill.
To the left were some pink flags, that would mark where the road would be installed. To the right were yellow flags, where the gas line would be brought in, and light blue flags to indicate where the water lines should be. I pointed those out to Carole.
"You'll have to bring Jim here." Carole said. "He likes this sort of stuff."
"And you don't?" I asked.
"I'm good with it, Daddy." Carole said. So we went on down the trampled grass and two-track dirt road, which had a number of tire tracks on it. As we walked, something struck my mind, and I stopped and bent over to look at the tire tracks more closely.
"What's wrong, Daddy?" Carole asked.
"I don't think anything's wrong," I said, "but the County workers would have come up here in trucks, and you can see the big heavy truck prints there, and there." I said pointing them out.
Carole observed them with interest, then pointed at some tracks and said "Daddy, these tracks are smaller."
"Yes, good observation." I said. "They're car tracks. Someone came up here in cars."
"Maybe it was Aunt Cindy." Carole said.
"May-be." I said, though I knew that Cindy very likely would've driven up there in her Police SUV. "Or maybe Callie drove up to show someone."
We walked over to where the stakes showed the beginnings of Cindy's property. The tree line was about 30-40 feet in. We walked along the dirt trail to it. There were car tire impressions, and then a lot of footprints going towards the back of the property. Some sets of prints went off into the woods.
"They're going to clear those trees, and they'll be able to see Lake Reservoir, and almost all the way to Aunt Molly's house." I told Carole.
"Wow!" Carole said. And then her voice trailed off. She looked around, then looked up at me and said "Something's wrong, Daddy. All these footprints shouldn't be here."
"They're probably the County Survey team's footprints." I said, and explained how properties were surveyed for title deed recordings as well as updating USGS maps.
Carole absorbed the lesson, then said "Don't they use those those cameras on the things with three legs?"
"You mean tripods?" I said. Carole nodded and I said "Well, they're not cameras but laser GPS devices. But yes, they use those."
Carole said "Then why are there no places in the ground where the tri-pod legs would be?"
Seven years old, I thought to myself. And she's out-observing me already. And out-deducing me. Out loud I said "You're right, we haven't see any of those, that I can remember."
"Something ain't right, Daddy." Carole said again, in a tone of emphasizing that she was correct.
"Maybe it's just high school kids trespassing, looking around." I said. I could see that Carole was not convinced, by that either, so I said "Tell you what, Fussbudget, I'll have our Police patrols check up here more often, and see if they find anything they're not supposed to find, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. We made our way back to my Police SUV, my mind ablaze with thoughts. I had my own premonition that Carole might be right, and that something was wrong. But what could possibly be wrong? I wondered to myself...
Part 2 - The Ides of March
"Isn't it rich?
Are we a pair?
Me here at last on the ground
You in mid-air
Send in the clowns..."
------- Stephen Sondheim, 'Send In The Clowns'
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 15th, from the Anchor Desk at the KXTC studios. "Police Commander Donald Troy once again oversteps his bounds!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "Members of the Town & County Council are furious that TCPD Commander Donald Troy signed a contract with TCPD Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, enabling Ms. Croyle to be an SBI Reserve Lieutenant."
Bettina: "The contract is very similar to the one the Council originally agreed to with Commander Troy, allowing him to be on call and go on duty with the SBI or FBI. While on duty with either of them, he would be paid by them and not the TCPD. Commander Croyle's contract is with the SBI only. SBI Director Wes Masters and Governor Sharon Marshall approved the appointment."
Bettina: "By law, Commander Troy is a Principal for the Town & County, and is authorized to sign contracts on the County's behalf that directly affect the Public Safety Department. However, several members of the Town & County Council have stated that Commander Troy should have consulted with the Council before taking the egregious step of making that decision on his own."
Bettina: "The Council can vote to negate the contract, and the issue will be taken up at Tuesday's Council meeting. Commander Troy has been ordered to appear at the Council meeting to explain his egregious overstep of his authority."
Bettina: "And in Midtown, despite knowing that failure to pass a Budget will lead to a total State Government shutdown after July 1st, and with only half a month remaining in the session, the State Legislature remains completely deadlocked. Let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay in Midtown with an update. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay as he came onto the screen. "Despite the fact that Republicans hold slight edges in both Houses of the Legislature, they are fractured and cannot come to a compromise. The Democrats are also fractured, and no one faction has been able to form a coalition within their own Party nor by crossing the aisle and working with members of the other Party."
Lemay: "However, the mood in Midtown exploded when White Nationalist Governor Sharon Marshall named former City Police Internal Affairs Captain Wes Masters to the position of Director of the State Bureau of Investigation, and almost immediately after Masters was accused of using his position in the City Police to protect a drug distribution ring. 1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn, who is the owner of the parent company of KXTC, had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Katherine Woodburn surrounded by reporters and some 'supporters' with signs, to conceal how few people were really there. She was almost screaming at the reporters: "Sharon Marshall's unbelievable appointment of Wes Masters to SBI Director was a slap in the face to the People of this State!"
Woodburn: "Sharon Marshall did not consult with me nor any other Legislator, but just unilaterally made this outrageous appointment of a man not qualified for the job! Masters does not have the integrity to lead the SBI, as his total failure to control his City Police Internal Affairs Department proves!"
Woodburn: "I consider this a declaration of war by Governor Marshall, who wants to turn the SBI into a Gestapo against hardworking Undocumented Workers! And God only knows how much drug traffic to our children we will endure with Wes Masters at the controls of the SBI!"
Back to Lemay live: "Senator Woodburn has promised to subpoena Director Masters before the State Senate Budget Committee, and force him to give his views and the direction he intends to take the SBI. Budgeting for that State agency could depend on his answers."
The feed switched to a split-screen as Bettina asked: "Carl, there's not much time left in the Legislative session. What are the Legislators doing to get a Budget done?"
Lemay: "That's right, Bettina. The State House Ways & Means Committee and the State Senate Budget Committee are no longer meeting together, nor individually, at least not officially and publicly. Several persons told me on conditions of anonymity and on background that there could be several reasons for that. One is that with everything so deadlocked, they're taking some time away to get things in order to prepare for a final push as the Legislative session ends."
Lemay: "A second reason is that there may be secret backchannel discussions going on, which in my parents's day was called 'horse trading'. And a third reason I was told is that some of the Legislators are working on other issues, trying to get some other things passed before the session ends... though if a Budget doesn't pass, the rest of it is moot after July 1st. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said as the feed came back solely to her. "That was Carl Lemay with that report from Midtown. And now I have with me Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling, and an SNN Networks contributor." As the camera panned out to show Karl Frazier sitting at the desk with Bettina, she asked "I guess the big question, Karl, is if we'll have a Budget or a shutdown?"
Frazier: "That's right, Bettina, and right now it's not looking very good that they will have a budget."
Bettina: "Karl, if a Budget does not pass, and there is a shutdown on July 1st, are the Voters of the State going to blame the Governor and the Republicans?"
Frazier: "Bettina, it really depends on where you ask the question. When we ask voters in The City, in Southport, and Inner Midtown, by a 72-38% margin they say the Republicans will be at fault. But if you ask in more rural parts of the State that are mostly White, they overwhelmingly blame the Black Caucus. And in areas that are a melting pot of ethnicities, cultures, and attitudes, such as the City suburbs, Palmyra County, and the Town & County, the results are very mixed, and pretty much 50-50 down the line."
Bettina: "But Karl... the Governor is a Republican, and a White Nationalist at that, and both Houses of the Legislature are under Republican control. How can anyone not blame the Republicans, unless they're just white racists themselves?"
Frazier's voice sounded a bit angry as he said "Bettina, I just report what the poll numbers say, based upon the responses to our questions. We don't ask for their reasons or their thinking------"
"Thank you, Karl." said Bettina, cutting Frazier off as the camera hurriedly zoomed in on just her again. "And now let's go to Pat Stellum with a local story. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina." said the portly, fat-cheeked reporter as he came on-screen. "Channel Two News has learned that the University Museum has finished its ten million dollar security upgrade. This was initially done so that the Museum could reclaim possession of the Statue of Artemis, which now resides in the Pottsville Museum of Art." (Author's note: 'Pink Panther', Ch. 01.)
Stellum: "The University Museum will also be displaying the 'Lost Greuze', a painting certified to be an authentic work of Jean-Baptiste Greuze, which was not known until it was recently discovered among the works in the home of Ruth Heidelmann Baker, who escaped Holland as a child during the Nazi occupation of the 1940s. Mrs. Baker is now 90 years old, and will auction off the newly found Greuze and give the bulk of the proceeds to the Jewish Holocaust Museum and other causes. The painting could reach an auction price of over one million dollars. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Pat! And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!.."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Soooooo," said TCPD Chief Moynahan as he, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Your Iron Crowbar drank coffee as we watched the broadcast, "tell me what to think about that word salad about the Legislature we just listened tooooo."
Teresa said "Todd's lobbyists told him they think some kind of deal has already been struck, and they're going to wait until the final days of the session to spring it on Governor Marshall."
"That's risky as hell." said Tanya. "What if she vetoes it?"



Cindy said "Then she gets blamed for the wholllle thing. Priya told me that the Mainstream Media is already planning to call it 'Sharon's Shutdown' if she doesn't sign it."
"Then why have SBI Director Masters testify, if the Budget is secretly a done deal?" Tanya said.
I replied "To get his positions on SBI issues on record. And if he says anything they don't like... and I'll bet a hundred dollars that the Black Caucus and Katherine Woodburn will find things to not like... then they can use it against him later on."
"Maybe it's something Governor Marshall will sign." Tanya said.
"In that case," said Teresa, "why not just get it out there and have her sign it and be done with it, before someone changes their mind? Then they can move on to other things, and the People of the State can breathe a sigh of relief. And don't tell me that any of them outside the radical Leftists want any drama."
"All I can sayyyyy," drawled the Chief, "is that they'd better have a Plan Beeeee if the Governor does veto it, and it had better be fooool-prooffff."
"But Chief!" I quipped. "Fools are so damned ingenious! And the State Legislature is full of them!" Everyone laughed at that.
"No doubt about that, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold. "But I think you're all wasting time talking about secret (air quotes) 'done deals'. There is no deal."
"What is your secret source telling you, Sheriff?" asked the Chief.
"I don't have one of those anymore, since Val Jared left." said the Sheriff. "But the Iron Wolf is essentially correct: if one faction was able to get a deal done, an opposing faction would leak it in hopes of torpedoing it. So if they had something, they'd be rushing it through."
"And my other reason for believing there is no deal," continued Our Sheriff, "is because if there was one, the Iron Crowbar's sources would've told him, and he would've told me after being bribed with some of that Barrell Seagrass Rye I picked up the other day."
Everyone chuckled, and I nodded vigorously in agreement. I said "Wild Turkey Rare Breed Rye is also a very effective bribe."
"Who is Don's secret source?" Cindy asked.
I said "I have two: Cerone and Molinari. And yes, they are the 'Plan B'; if nothing is done, or if the Governor does the right thing and vetoes some wacky thing Wilson Hammonds and the Black Caucus put in the bill, then they're going to exercise some real political power and make some Legislators offers they can't refuse."
"They're gonna threaten 'em?" Tanya asked in disbelief.
"Well, not their lives." I said. "I'll just say this... Cerone and Molinari have the photos and the videos, and they know where the bodies are buried..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Monday, March 15th, from the Fox studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me from now on is Priya Ajmani. More on that in minute. Good morning, Priya, and congratulations!"
"Thank you, Catrina! And good morning everyone!" said a cheerful Priya. "Here's what's in the news. The State Legislature has two weeks left to pass a Budget before this year's session ends, but the Committees responsible for working out a Budget are not even meeting."
Catrina: "Sources tell Fox Eight News that many Legislators believe that no compromise Budget bill can be worked out. The far-Left Democrats, led by the Black Caucus and hard-line 'Squad' wannabees like Nina Cortez of East Midtown, are dug in against any Legislation that funds the Police or the SBI, now that Wes Masters has been named SBI Director. And Wilson Hammonds and the Republican Establishment are at near-all-out-war with more Conservative Legislators over cracking down on Illegal Immigration."
Priya: "Sources also tell Fox Eight News that the Committees are not meeting because a number of them are on a Select Committee that is putting together legislation that will re-draw the political map of the State. Among the ideas being discussed are merging our County with Nextdoor County and Coltrane County, as well as separating our Town & County's governments again."
Catrina: "And if that occurs, then according to sources, the new larger county would have three State House Representatives elected county-wide and not by distinct Districts. According to the reports, that idea will be applied to several jurisdictions, including Midtown, Westphalia and Eastphalia, and The City."
Priya: "And in local news, the University announced that they have completed their ten million dollar renovation of University Museum, and that it now has the security to house the famed Statue of Artemis currently being held by the Pottsville Museum. The Statue of Artemis was discovered by a University archeological expedition in 1954 and was originally kept at the University Museum, but was later moved to Pottsville, allegedly for safety reasons."
Catrina: "The University Museum is also hosting the 'Lost Greuze', a previously unknown painting by Jean-Baptiste Greuze that was discovered among the works owned by Ruth Heidelmann Baker, who as a child escaped Holland during the Nazi occupation in the 1940s. There will be an auction for the 'Lost Greuze' that could fetch as much as a million dollars."
After going through other news, Catrina said "And I want to congratulate Priya and welcome her to Fox University Sunrise as my permanent co-host!"
Priya: "It's wonderful to be a full-time part of the Fox Sunrise team. And for those wondering, our former colleague Meredith Peller originally came from Fox Midtown, and she is returning to Fox Midtown. We'll be getting reports from her, especially on the crisis in the State Legislature as time grows short to pass a new Budget..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And now we know." I said as my Angels and I watched the broadcast in my office prior to the Angels Meeting. "They're trying to sneak the redistricting through, and under the People's noses."
"Why would you say they're (air quotes) 'sneaking' it through?" asked Cindy Ross.
"Because KXTC didn't mention it at all." I replied. "They let KFXU get a big-time scoop over them. And don't tell me KXTC did not know... Katherine Woodburn owns them, and she's one of the top three Democrats in all the State Legislature. It would be inexcusably incompetent of her to not know what was going on."
Tanya said "I guess the question is why they're trying to sneak it past us. I mean, it doesn't change the Legislature itself... does it?"
"Oh, it absolutely does." I replied. "For example, our County, Nextdoor County, and Coltrane County are three separate State House districts but in one State Senate District. Our State Rep is Republican Billy Williams, Nextdoor County's is Republican Peter Long Cox, and Coltrane County's is Democrat Isaac Jacobson, who was Speaker when the Dems controlled the State House, and is pretty moderate, even mildly conservative."
YIC: "If our counties are combined, what would be correct is that there be three separate and distinct districts within the larger county. But what they're trying to sneak through is that the district would be the same as the State Senate district, but the entire district would vote for three State Reps."
'Why is that a problem?" Cindy asked, almost cynically.
"Because it rigs the game." I replied, perhaps a bit strongly. "Look, here's another example. Midtown has several districts, and Palmyra County is its own separate district, and Republican... but it's part of a larger State Senate district that includes some of Midtown."
YIC: "Now if the consolidation plan goes through, Palmyra County could be in a larger district that would also contain districts like Inner Midtown and East Midtown, which are 91% or more Democrat. And the voters of Inner Midtown would get to vote on who would be Palmyra's State Rep."
YIC: "So right now, our area has two Republican State Reps and one Democrat. But Katherine Woodburn keeps winning the State Senate spot by fairly strong margins. So we could end up going from two-to-one Republicans to 0-3; i.e. all three Reps being Democrats. And it's much more likely that Palmyra would find its very Republican district being represented by someone from Inner Midtown, and a radically Leftist Democrat, at that."
"That can't be legal." Teresa said.
"If it passes, someone will have to sue, and go through the hoops of the Courts." I replied.
Tanya said "So depending on how they go about it, the State House could go from very nearly a 50-50 even split to well over 60% Democrat."
"But it could end up being all Republican in some places, like here, and Westphalia-Eastphalia." Cindy protested.
"Good grief." I muttered, then said: "Cindy, I can bring up a State map and show you that for every Republican gained, three are lost if this goes through and the district lines remain the same. The bottom line is that the Democrats are driving this because it benefits them, and they're not being open nor transparent about it."
Cindy stood up. "Okay, I'll go talk to the Chief while you have your meeting."
"Before you go," Teresa said, "I wanted to ask about Priya and Meredith, and what really happened there."
Cindy sat back down, then said "Priya told me that the efforts of the KFXU brass to keep Catrina and Meredith together did not work, and Catrina actually submitted her resignation. So they scrambled and got Meredith her old job at Fox Midtown back, and Catrina withdrew her notice."
"Where would Catrina have gone?" asked Tanya. "I'm sure she has a non-compete for at least six months."
I said "She couldn't work for competing networks, but there's a total lack of legal clarity on whether or not she could work for Alison McFarland's 'Unresolved' podcasts. But the bottom line is that she was willing to quit KFXU rather than continue to work with Meredith."
Teresa said "Cool beans. Okay, Cindy, now tell me about getting the road paved to your property on the mountain top."
Cindy's eyes lit up a wee bit as she said "Consider me surprised, but they're starting that today. It'll be a few days, but once they're done I can get the ball rolling on clearing the land and building the house."
The Green Crowbar got up and exited before I thought to ask her about all the tire tracks and footprints on her property. And after she was gone, Tanya turned to me and said "Okay, Don, spill it. You knew what was going on, didn't you?"
"And you didn't say a word during Bettina's broadcast." Teresa said. Angels ganging up on me, my Lord...
"Hear me now and believe me later." I replied. "No one has told me anything. Now I do keep my eyes and ears open, and I see and hear little things here and there. For example, when Katherine Woodburn makes several trips up here during the Legislative session to (air quotes) 'meet with donors', but she's meeting with Mrs. Myrtle L. James, who is not a big Woodburn donor much less a fan, I can draw some con-cluuuuu-sions."
"We should start calling you 'the Iron Sponge'." Tanya replied with a twinkle in her eye. "You absorb everything."
"I yam what I yam." I said in an excellent imitation of the legendary Popeye. "Okay, let's start absorbing some things about this Police Force, so we can run it properly, eh?..."
Part 3 - The Statue of Artemis and the 'Lost Greuze'
At 9:00am (Monday, March 15th), FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone joined Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle and myself in the Main Conference Room. As he came in, he announced "Ladies and gentlemen, Supervisory Special Agent Julius Jefferson!"
We all applauded as Julius Jefferson came in behind Jack. FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone also came in and we all sat down... well, I (yes, me, Your Iron Crowbar) poured coffee for everyone as Teresa asked "So you're Karina White's replacement, Julius?"
"Not to that level." said Julius. "I'm generally going to be in charge of the City office, but realistically I'm doing what I was doing before, just making a little more money at it."
Jack Muscone said "Julius is under consideration for the ASAC position, now that Karina has retired and gone to work for the SBI. And so is SSA Ted Crenshaw in the Southport office. But it's unlikely the ASAC position will be filled at all for a while."
I said "Unless the Swamp Frogs try to sneak one of their slugs in there."
"If they were going to do that," Jack said, "they'd probably find a way to move me out and replace me with one of their own. Then you'd get to work with Bob Rovers in The City and Andrew Parsons in Southport."
"Uhhh." I groaned. "I think I need some Pepto-Bismol or something. My tummy is feeling very queasy, all of a sudden."
"Let's moooove a-lonnnng." drawled the Chief. "What brought you here to-dayyyy, and why did you want me to personally at-tennnd this mee-tinnng?"
Hmm, was that irritation in our Chief's gravelly voice? Teresa, Tanya, and I were very surprised, judging by their looks and how I felt internally. Jack Muscone was also a bit at a loss.
"Er, sorry, Chief." Muscone said adroitly. "Yes, something pretty big has come our way, and I wanted to tell all of you all at once about it."
After a pause to look at us all, he started: "You all heard about the 'Lost Greuze' that's going to be auctioned off?" We all nodded and Jack continued: "We've gotten some intel information that there is a scheme to steal the 'Lost Greuze', and perhaps the Statue of Artemis."
For some reason, perhaps to be dramatic, he stopped speaking. It took six second of silence before the Chief finally said "And?"
"Aa-nnd..." said Jack, his attempt to be dramatic beginning to fail like air leaking out of a balloon, "it's who is behind the plot that is the story: George Aurus." Even that name failed to 'move the needle'. We all sat silently.
"What?" Muscone said, and a bit cattily. "Not interested?"
"Not to speak for my bosses," said Teresa, "but I think we're just waiting for you to get on with it and tell us the rest of it."
"Yezzz." growled the Chief acerbically. "Please doooo."
Muscone looked miffed, so SSA Julius Jefferson took it up: "We received reports that Aurus has put together a gang of youths, and has taught them circus skills that would enable them to penetrate secure facilities like a museum and steal valuable artifacts. This gang is suspected of burgling a museum in Tennessee and one in San Francisco------"
I'd held up my hand, and Julius stopped talking. "My apologies for interrupting, but I have to ask before you go any further: from exactly where did you get this intel?"
Jack Muscone said "It was part of the daily brief I get every day, and every other SAC gets. This particular item was emphasized because the Statue of Artemis is in this State, and the Lost Greuze is in the University Museum's vault."
"And who gave the producers of that report that intel?" I asked.
"I don't know." said Muscone. "Data comes in to Washington from all over the country, and is processed by our top intel guys in Washington. It doesn't get all that granular on who specifically sent it in, and it could be a composite of many bits of data."
"Like our Intel Center does, Don." Tanya said helpfully.
It was times like these that if I wore glasses I would take them off and clean them while uttering epithets not suitable for publication on this family-oriented website. Instead I said "Okay, I apologize for not making myself crystal clear about what I'm asking. Let me ask another way: exactly where is George Aurus now?"
Muscone said "We have no idea. Like you're fond of saying, Don, if we knew where he was we wouldn't be here talking to you. We'd be out there arresting him."
"Yes, you would." I said. "And that's exactly my point. How can you, meaning the FBI, say with such certainty that it's George Aurus? And how does the FBI know he's training youths in circus skills? That is mighty granular and specific. It tells me that someone does know where Aurus is. So why isn't he being arrested already?"
I went on: "And George Aurus escaped well over a year ago, and I've been repeatedly told he's in the wind with no clue to his whereabouts." (Author's note: 'Red Squad', Ch. 04.) "Now, all of a sudden, we're getting this very detailed information about him, his activities, and his possible whereabouts? Am I the only one here who finds that strange?"
In the utter silence of the room, I continued: "This is not directed at any of you personally; in fact, it's a good 'teachable moment' for you, Julius, and you, Tracy. My point is that you've got to question that intel. Someone needs to call back and ask 'Really? How are you getting this?', and then evaluate to see if it's realistic and credible, or not."
Julius Jefferson said: "Commander, I understand what you're saying, and I agree with you about its granularity. But do you really expect us to call Washington and ask about the veracity of every single piece of info they send us?"
"He does with us." Tanya said. She was trying to be helpful, but she was not helping.
I said "No, not every single thing. But you've got to spot potential red flags like this. They lead to potential Swamp Frog activity, and I'm not being paranoid when I say that. There may be a real threat to the Museum, but I think there's something else going on, here."
Jack Muscone said "I'll see what I can find out about the origins of the intel. In the meantime, we're going to brief the Campus Police and visit the Museum and check it out. Do you guys want to be a part of that?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Monday, March 15th. The briefing was being held in a relatively secure conference room at the University Conference Center. I led the TCPD delegation that included Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Lt. Cmdr. Croyle, Captains Claire Michaels, Hewitt, and Abrams, and Lieutenants Jerome Davis, Mary Milton, and Micah Rudistan. Sheriff Griswold and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross were also in attendance.
From the Campus Police came Commissioner and Provost Marshal Bob 'Brick' Briscoe and Lt. Bill Hanson, and Cadet Officers Tatum and Channing (Author's note: 'Return To Point Hollow' for Tatum; 'Jupiter Rising' for Channing).
The Federal Agencies were represented by FBI SAC Jack Muscone, Homeland Security SSA Miles Winters, FBI SSA Julius Jefferson, and FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone.
The SBI was represented by Lieutenants Karina White and Norm Chow, and Agents Terence Johnson and James Tarleton. And somewhat to my surprise, Pottsville Police Lieutenant Shane O'Brady was there. He could've logged in as an SBI Reserve Lieutenant, but had chosen not to do so.
"I'm the liaison between the Pottsville Museum and University Museum for security matters." said O'Brady when we spoke. "And just so you know, our State Rep, Wilson Hammonds, is absolutely furious about moving the Statue of Artemis back to the University."
"But he couldn't stop it from happening." I said.
"True," said O'Brady, "but if something happened... say, the theft of the 'Lost Greuze'... then he could use that to try to keep the Statue of Artemis in Pottsville."
"You think there's a real threat to it?" I asked in a surprised voice.
"Somebody thinks there is." said O'Brady. "Enough for both my Chief and Inspector Maxwell to ask me to attend this meeting. And you have a lot of your Officers here. Do you think there's a threat?"
I said "They're here to hear about another potential threat, if the FBI guys say what I think they'll say. And by the way... you're doing a lot of SBI work lately.. Thinking of taking that 'Reserve' out of your job description?" I was grinning, as I was needling Shane, but he took me seriously.



"We'll have to talk later." said O'Brady. "But yes, I've talked with both Wes Masters and Britt Maxwell, and I've been offered my choice of a couple of positions with the SBI. And I'm seriously thinking about taking one of them."
"Cool beans." I said. "Let's talk later..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we took our seats, I was at the end of the row as I sat down next to Teresa. She said "Chief Moynahan didn't come. And he seemed to be pissed off that he was asked to be in the room when Jack Muscone wanted to brief just us at Headquarters. What was that about?"
"I have no idea." I said. "The only thing I can think of is that Muscone usually comes to my office and briefs me on stuff, yet this time he wanted the Chief to come in, and maybe the Chief thought that was an affront to me after I turned in my FBI consultant badge."
Teresa said "I'd think the Chief would be happier to have been included. But even Muscone was surprised by the Chief's mood. Not that I blame the Chief; I was getting tired of Jack's drama and had to tell him to get on with it."
"I'm glad you did." I said. "I was about to, myself."
As Julius Jefferson was making his way to the front, he stopped next to me and leaned over and whispered "I'm suddenly scared shitless about making this presentation. Jack's trying to confirm the intel now."
"It won't hurt to give background information." I said. Julius nodded and made his way to the front.
"Hello, everyone, and thank you for coming." said Julius Jefferson. As everyone settled down, he said "I am FBI Supervisory Special Agent Julius Jefferson, and I'm here to give you a briefing on a potential new threat to the University Museum and the painting called the 'Lost Greuze'."
A photo came up on the projector screen behind Aurus as he said "This is George Aurus. He was responsible for a series of murders, and was given the name 'the Black Velvet Killer'. He was apprehended by Commander Donald Troy several years ago." (Author's note: 'Black Velvet' for the prequel crimes; 'Frozen Mothballs', Ch.02, for his first appearance; 'Power' for the hunt and his capture.)
Jefferson: "Aurus was broken out of jail along with murderer Jimmy Tolson. He later turned himself in, again to Commander Troy and the TCPD. He subsequently escaped again, and remains 'in the wind'." (Author's note: Shipping And Handling', Ch. 01 for the first escape; Ch.04-05 for turning himself in; 'Red Squad', Ch. 04 for news of his second escape.)
Jefferson: "An important part of George Aurus's past is that he was with a band of gypsies in his youth, and then was employed by a circus, the Wrangler Circus. It was said to be a cross between Bill Hickok's Wild West Show and the Cirque du Soleil, with Western-style acts and booths, and trapeze-style artistry in the center ring. The circus employed a number of the gypsies that Aurus had lived with, or else they ran sideshow booths selling trinkets or chances to win a teddy bear in the shooting gallery or water balloon contests."
Jefferson: "The Wrangler Circus ultimately went bankrupt and closed down. The employees scattered to the Four Winds, and Aurus did some work with a City University professor that later died. Aurus began his career as a serial killer after that, and while we know of a number of his victims, the FBI believes there may be more, over a dozen, that we never found.
Jefferson: "We have recently received intel information that Aurus has put together a gang of highly at-risk youths, and either he or someone connected with the Wrangler Circus has been teaching those youths acrobatic skills as well as how to commit crimes such as shoplifting, breaking and entering, carjacking, and more sophisticated burglaries."
Jefferson: "We believe that this gang may have stolen art and artifacts from museums in Tennessee and San Francisco. The criminals defeated sophisticated detection and alarm systems and stole items valued in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. And we don't yet know if there have been more thefts that were completely undetected."
Jefferson: "And that brings us to here and now, and the 'Lost Greuze'. We have intel evidence that suggests the Lost Greuze may be a target for art thieves, and the evidence suggests that the George Aurus and his new gang may be the ones targeting the Lost Greuze, and possibly the Statue of Artemis, as well."
Jefferson: "The Museum Curator has agreed to give us a tour of the Museum, and I understand that there will be a discussion of the new security measures that have been installed recently. The Museum is a short distance from here, between this Conference Center and the President's Office building, and the University President is treating us to lunch at the museum."
Nothing like free food to get people out of their chairs and moving. As we filed out of the building, Jack Muscone came up and walked alongside me, Teresa, and Cindy.
"I called EAD Owen Lange about that intel." said Muscone. "He ran it up the chain and this is what came back down: apparently some gypsy type was caught shoplifting and then was charged with theft by receiving after other stolen property was found in his camper. He agreed to be a C.I. in exchange for ultimately dropping the charges."
Muscone: "He came back with information that George Aurus had been recruiting gypsies and other low-lifes, and teaching them criminal ways, like 'The Teacher' does in this County..."
I was barely listening. I'd just gotten slapped in the face with a 'vibe', and I realized it was coming from Cindy... who had taken great offense at Muscone calling gypsies 'low-lifes'. After all, her blood father, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire, had been raised among said gypsies.
Muscone was still talking: "EAD Owen Lange said the intel on the 'Lost Greuze' had come from more traditional methods of acquiring information, mostly from C.I.s and other contacts in the California area and the Atlanta FBI Office. We, meaning the FBI, get word from time to time that Aurus is in an area, and the pattern has been a slow migration from Virginia to Pennsylvania, and now to our region of the country."
I just nodded as Muscone concluded his report, so he asked "Does that allay your suspicions?"
I shrugged my shoulders and turned my palms upward as I said "Sure. I appreciate you checking up on it. What do you think about it?"
Muscone said "I didn't think about it at all until you asked questions about it this morning. But aside from the source of the intel... Pennsylvania, where we know Swamp Frogs like to collect and breed... I don't have any issues with it. I'll do follow up checks on those museum thefts in Tennessee and San Francisco, but I'm not expecting anything new."
"Me neither." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Unlike many of the University's buildings, the University Museum building was not old at all. It was not some kind of avant-garde design one might find in Paris, France; rather, it was granite walls that made me think it was like a Federal Courthouse or Federal Reserve Bank building.
The building was not all that wide nor deep, but it was two stories tall. The Main Hall's ceiling was the roof of the building, and there were first-floor and second-floor side rooms on each side, accessed by a balcony hallway that went only to the doors in front and back, with the side walls flush with the Main Hall.
"They could put in some bumps on those walls and have rock climbing for the kids." I said to Teresa as we came in and looked around."
"Or rappel from the roof if there was a trap door up there." Teresa replied.
One thing the University Museum had done as part of its expansion was to refurbish a conference room, which was at the front left of the building while the Gift Shop was at the front right. The Museum also created for itself the ability to host banquets and events for those wishing to rent the museum. Today we saw that tables were set up in the main hall, right there among some of the artifacts, and a buffet was set up on one side.
Greeting us at the museum were University President Sidney P. Wellman and, to my surprise, my lovely wife Dr. Laura Fredricson. Dr. Wellman spoke as we gathered in a semi-circle in front of him and Laura.
"As you know," said Dr. Wellman, "I'll be retiring after the graduation ceremonies in May, and I'd like to use this occasion of your gathering to express my gratitude to the law enforcement officers at every level, Federal, State, Local, and the Campus Police, for all you've done these many years to keep our students safe. And so this lunch is with my thanks and my compliments to you all."
Everyone applauded, mostly politely, then Dr. Wellman said "Unfortunately, I have an appointment today, so I will not be able to stay with you. Fortunately, Dr. Fredricson has agreed to be your host in my stead. Again, thank you, and enjoy your day and our museum!" Everyone applauded politely again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There were four persons per table. Karina White had asked me and Teresa to join her and Tracy Stone, almost forcefully so. And no, I had no problem sitting at a table with three lovely ladies, even with my wife present in the room. And for the record, Laura was sitting with Jack and Tanya Muscone, and Miles Winters. Shane O'Brady was sitting with Cindy, Norm Chow, and Julius Jefferson. An interesting combination, I thought to myself...
Karina said "Don, I wanted you to sit with us so that we could ask you about that FBI intel report on Aurus and the Lost Greuze. Tracy and I both think it's weird."
"And you're both right." I said. "So what do you find to be 'strangenesses'?"
Tracy Stone said "I agree with what you said this morning... if they have any idea of where George Aurus is, why aren't they going after him with everything they've got? And I checked; they have not been doing a damn thing about him since he escaped well over a year ago... until now, all of a sudden."
I nodded and said "I totally agree, and that's a huge bee in my bonnet, too. Karina?"
Karina said "We got this particular FBI intel report because of the direct effect it has on the State. It just reeks of made-up hogwash. It sounds like something the Bob Rovers BAU Team would put out... oh wait...maybe they are the ones that put it out."
I nodded in her direction and said "That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there. Teresa, did you get to see the report?"
"Yes sir." Teresa replied. "I looked it up after that meeting with the FBI guys at Police Headquarters. Yes, it's strange, but Julius's briefing this morning was worse. For example, they know of only two art thefts? How do museums not know when they've been burgled?"
Teresa; "And Julius said the losses were in the (air quotes) 'hundred of thousands' of dollars? Folks, if I could defeat sophisticated systems, I wouldn't be stopping in the six figures total. I'd be going for millions. Pretty non-enterprising thieves, there... almost Rudistan-'ish' in their laid back attitude... oh, hello Micah."
"Hello, ma'am." said Rudistan jovially. Teresa had seen him coming up to our table on the way back to the buffet line, and had said his name to needle him. "It's fortunate for this world that you are one of the good guys, ma'am."
"Yes." I said as I got up. "I'll go through the buffet line with you, Rudistan, before all the food disappears. And when I get back, ladies, I'll tell you what I saw, and didn't see, in that report."
As I followed Rudistan through the line, he said "Sir, Julius Jefferson is pretty embarrassed about that briefing he gave. He said he realized halfway through it that a lot of it didn't make sense."
I said "As long as we're alerted to George Aurus and to threats to the Museum, I won't worry too much about it... yet." Rudistan nodded vigorously in agreement.
A few minutes later I got back to the table and sat down with a plate full of food in front of me. "This Shrimp Alfredo is really, really good." I said. "Almost to the Luigi's standard."
"Nothing is to the Luigi's standard, at least in Italian cuisine." Teresa replied. Karina and Tracy nodded vigorously in agreement. Teresa then said "So what did the Iron Crowbar get out of that report?"
I said "You hit my first point, Teresa: the small value of the stolen items, and other museums not knowing if they'd been hit or not. Of course they would know. And I didn't think of it, but I think you might be right, Karina, about it being the Bob Rovers BAU Team's work. I'm wondering if it's their usual incompetence, or if it's deliberate. But I'll circle back to that in a moment."
YIC: "What I saw beyond that, is that the two thefts they know of are in Tennessee and San Francisco. Last time I checked a map of the USA, those locations are verrrry far apart..."
"Like the 'Silverfish' crimes?" Teresa asked. (Author's note: 'Silverfish'.)
"Not really." I said. "Those weren't scattered all over the place from day to day, but moved progressively along from one side of the country to the other as Oldeeds's tour moved along. And in that, there was a reason for the pattern."
I continued: "Now those recent crimes likely did happen... it'll be easy to check up and see... but I just don't see one gang hitting one place then traveling that far to hit another place. Maybe more data will come in that will show why, but to me right now it's a 'strangeness'."
I continued: "I also just don't buy the source of the information. I'm not blaming Jack nor EAD Owen Lange; they're telling us what they were told. But a gypsy arrested for minor crimes like shoplifting or petty theft or theft-by-receiving? And you can go ask Cindy Ross over there, and she'll confirm what I'm telling you: the gypsies do not turn, and they do not snitch on their own. So either they literally tortured the guy to get the info out of him, or this gypsy C.I. is a total fabrication, a figment of someone's imagination."
YIC: "I really studied him several years ago when he was committing the 'Black Velvet' crimes. While Aurus did grow up among the gypsies, he's not fond of them; the defunct Wrangler Circus was the only place he was happy and found friends and family. Furthermore to that subject,... it would not be his M.O. to train a gang of Cirque du Soleil trapeze artists to steal from museums with elaborate schemes of hanging from the ceilings. That crap is for the movies, and you'll see what I'm talking about when we tour the museum after lunch."
I finished up: " So the museum burglaries may have happened, but I'd be shocked... shocked!... if it really was George Aurus behind the crimes. And that, of course, leads aspiring Detectives like myself to ask why his name is being brought up, and why now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, the Museum curator gave us a tour. He pointed out the conference room to the left of the entrance hall/foyer and the Gift Shop to the right of it. Then he took us into the Main Hall, pointing out some of the Museum's more well-known items as well as the most valuable. The Main Hall had artifacts like statues and busts in the ubiquitous glass/plexiglass 'boxes', and jewelry on display under glass very similar to a jewelry store in a mall. Along the walls were a number of paintings and framed photos, of more historical value than monetary value.
The Curator stopped at one of the displays on a stand, in a glass 'box', and said "These three bricks are from the Great Wall of China. They were first displayed at the 1982 World's Fair in Knoxville, Tennessee, and these three came here instead of going back to China, with the Chinese Government's permission, of course. In terms of money, they're not worth what you might think; after all, there are millions of bricks in the Great Wall itself. But for the historical value, they're among our visitors's favorite exhibits."
To the left of the main hall was the side room that was the art gallery, and the room on the second floor above it was an exact duplicate. Special lighting that was said not to harm the artworks was installed, and a number of the paintings were in insets into the wall behind glass shielding. All of the glass housings in the museum were bulletproof, and I knew that because the manufacturer's logo in the bottom right corner was the same as the windows of The Cabin.
To the right of the main hall was the newly improved area that housed the most valuable objects in the museum. The room above it on the second floor was nearly a duplicate, but not quite as secure. We filed into the room on the first floor from the entrance near the front of the museum, just a few feet from the side entrance to the Gift Shop.
"And here it is, the new sensation of the art world." said the Curator. "The Lost Greuze." The painting of a 1700s-era family at the dinner table was behind glass, in an alcove set into the wall. A small LED light underneath it was flashing red; the alarm was armed.
The Curator said "The exhibition of the painting and the start of the auction will be this Saturday. It will be in the Main Hall on an easel, and guarded by two Security Officers. Other than that, it will stay behind the glass until it is sold and the new owner arranges for its delivery."
As everyone took turns admiring the painting, I said "I saw a couple of these in the Gift Shop near the front. Replicas?"
"Yes, they are." said the Curator. "Computers can actually replicate a painting with amazing accuracy these days, and people like buying them for their own homes. But expert analysts wouldn't be fooled; there is no way to truly replicate the paints of the 1700s, nor the aging of the painting."
"Experts." Teresa said simply but quietly, causing Rudistan to chuckle. It did not take much to cause Rudistan to chuckle, of course.
"I don't mean this facetiously when I ask," said Jack Muscone, "but how will you know it's the original, the real deal? I mean, that painting in there could be a very good forgery, could it not?"
"It is a legitimate question." said the Curator. "And on Saturday we will have the gentleman who confirmed it's authenticity, Dr. Nadler from the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C., here to re-confirm its authenticity, and then we will begin the auction. The painting will be under at least two-man control from that point forward until the buyer takes possession of it."
After the Curator was finished, Campus Police Commissioner Briscoe began discussing the security arrangements.
"All the glass in all of the halls is new, and the glass is a lot like a car windshield; it's nearly impossible to shatter it, but even if you did, but it shouldn't come apart into shards." Briscoe said. "Also, I'm told that a 'nanometer' is a billionth of a meter. BOW Enterprises developed wires measuring just a few nanometers, and they're embedded in the glass. Break the glass and stop the current, and they'll set off an alarm."
"Todd should be making a fortune off that technology." I whispered to Teresa. She nodded vigorously in agreement.
Briscoe: "There are motion sensors in the floors and mounted in the ceilings of the two side rooms and the new back room, which we'll visit in a moment. There are numerous videocameras in all the rooms, some visible and some hidden from view, and the feeds go to both our Security Room and Campus Police Headquarters."
Jack Muscone asked "So there are no motion sensors in the Main Hall?"
"No." said Briscoe. "There are at least four security guards on duty at all times, and there must be two in the Security Room at all times, monitoring the cameras. The other two can and do walk around the Main Hall... to get exercise as much as anything else. If you all will step into the Main Hall, I'll show you something."



We all went into the Main Hall, and Briscoe pressed a button by the door to the side room. A door of what looked like iron bars, very much like a jail cell door, slid into place.
"The side rooms are closed, but the guards can see inside." said Briscoe. "Now keep this part under your hats, but the bars of that door are a coating of steel over some kind of filament fiber that is heatproof to temperatures that would melt any metal, even tungsten. Another BOW Enterprises nanotechnology product, so I'm told."
I said loudly "Sheriff, we have got to get us some of those!" Everyone broke out laughing.
The Sheriff replied "If we ever have to keep the Statue of Artemis in County Jail, I'll authorize it."
"Commander," said Rudistan with great joviality, "you need a crowbar made out of that stuff."
"I dunno, Rudistan." I said. "The 'Filament Crowbar' just doesn't sound as sexy as the 'Iron Crowbar'."
"Point well taken." Tanya said with a grin as some people chuckled.
We made our way to the new back room, immediately behind the Main Hall. Briscoe said "Okay, before we go see where the Statue of Artemis and other immensely valuable artifacts like the gold mummy mask that came over with the Statue in 1954 are, I have to explain some background."
Briscoe: "The side rooms's outer walls are the walls of the building to the outside. They're rebar-reinforced granite and it would be Herculean task, but theoretically someone could drive up with a big backhoe and carve a hole in the wall. That would destroy the paintings inside, and of course we'd be able to respond PDQ to an assault of that nature. But we're being as secure as possible so that we can reassure the Governor and the Legislature that the Statue of Artemis will be totally safe here."
Briscoe: "The Security Room is behind the Main Hall, and behind that, against the back wall of the building, are a warehouse work space on the first floor. and the Kitchen and Administrative Offices on the second floor. Accessibility is limited, especially on the second floor. They were going to have a balcony walkway along the length of the walls on the sides, looking down on the Main Hall, but they nixed that so that no one could stand there and cut a hole in the wall and take a painting or artifact out from the back side."
"Commissioner Briscoe," I asked, "are there any secret passages from room to room?"
"No, not that we know of." said Briscoe. "But you bring up a very interesting point, Commander. As the renovations were being started, the construction company doing the work reported that there was a hidden, sealed space between the Main Hall and the Security Room.
Briscoe: "At first we thought it might have been an area for all the wiring involved with security, but when the wall was breached at one end, we found a totally empty room. The walls against the Main Hall and the Security Room were lined with sandstone, so we thought that maybe it was meant to be a hidden secure area decorated to show the Egyptian artifacts. But the room was not on any of the architectural drawings nor floor plans."
Briscoe: "Someone suggested we could convert that space into a secure area for the Statue of Artemis, that people could come in one side and out the other, like the side rooms are with their doors near each end. And as such, we could display the Statue in a glass box, where it could be much more easily seen and appreciated."
Briscoe: "The sandstone was chipped in a few places, so the construction company took the sandstone out and built in the security features that are in place and in operation now."
As he had been talking, he'd led us to a doorway on the right side of the building. We all walked through, seeing the gold mummy mask, which looked similar to the famous King Tut mask, and intricate jewelry pieces of gold and large jewels. The glass case in the middle was empty, waiting for the Statue of Artemis. There was an alcove in the wall behind it, where the Statue inside its casing could be stored for added security.
"Very nice." said Pottsville PD Lt. Shane O'Brady. "Much more accommodating than what we've got in the Pottsville Museum, and still very secure." I nodded in agreement, not saying out loud how the Pottsville Museum's defenses had been breached, and the Statue of Artemis taken out but fortunately not whisked away. (Author's note: 'Pink Panther', Ch. 01.)
Cindy Ross came up to me and said quietly "I'm feeling a vibe out of you."
"Yes, yes you are. We'll talk later." I replied very quietly, clenching my jaw so that my words came out of my unmoving mouth. Cindy got the hint and didn't ask any more about it.
After touring the Security Room, we congregated in the Main Hall again. "Commissioner Briscoe," Jack Muscone asked, "what happens if the electricity goes out? I'm asking in the context of trying to figure out how criminals might defeat the motion sensors and alarms."
Briscoe replied "The Museum has a generator backup that's identical to what the Campus Police Headquarters has. The security systems also have a redundant battery backup, which should give about 12 extra hours of keeping the systems running. Anything longer, and it's probably a disaster for the whole County, like a tornado coming through or something. And unless that tornado directly hits the Museum building and destroys it, the side rooms and back room doors will be shut and locked, and Security on scene."
I asked "Are the videocameras hardwired, or on wifi?"
Briscoe said "They're all hardwired; we did listen to your advice on that, Commander." There were a few chuckles as I gave him a thumbs-up, then Briscoe said "But we also put in some radio signal transmitters that trigger a wifi signal if any of the alarms go off. That's in case the Security Room is compromised and they somehow shut off the hardwired cameras."
"I just have one more question, simply out of sheer curiosity." I said. "Who was the construction company and the contractor for the renovation?"
"Uh, I'll have to check with the Curator." said Briscoe. When we asked him, the Curator said he did not remember the company name, and that he'd have to check with the University's Properties Department, which is responsible for construction and maintenance of all the University's properties and roads.
After the security tour was completed and we were looking around, Jack Muscone came up to me and said "Well, Don, how would you defeat the security here, and steal the Lost Greuze or the Statue of Artemis?"
I knew what he was really asking, having noticed that Muscone had been acting almost paranoid and jittery about the security, and noticing that he'd asked a ton of questions about it. And since I was no longer an FBI Consultant, he had to pick my brain in the here and now.
I replied "I'll tell you, on one condition: you must promise on your children's lives that you will not discuss what I say on any cellphone, not to the EAD, not to anyone. And that's because the Swamp Frogs can listen in and learn what you've said. And I for one don't want to help the Swamp Frogs steal anything."
"What about Aurus?" Jack replied. "He can't get into cellphone conversations... can he?"
"Not like the Swamp Frogs can." I said. "And Jack, I don't know why you're giving any credence to that bogus intel report. It won't be George Aurus or any gang he has trying to steal the Greuze nor anything else."
That caused Jack to do a double-take as he peered at me. "Okay, then. What weaknesses do you see?"
"None. The security is excellent." I replied. "But let me ask you this question: when will the Greuze be at its most vulnerable? And at what time of day or night would you try to steal it?"
Teresa, Laura, and Shane O'Brady were standing next to us, and Cindy and Karina were within earshot, as well. Teresa said "Oh, I get it. It'll be vulnerable when it's out of it's little alcove in the side room."
Jack said "Yes, but it'll only be out for the auction, when there are a lot of people around."
"Exactly." I said. "And it may seem to be a paradox, but that's when it's most vulnerable. At night, when no one is here, and the security is full-on? That would take a big-time inside job, including co-opting the Campus Police Officer or Officers monitoring from their Headquarters."
"That's a good point." said Shane O'Brady.
Teresa added: "It's definitely most very good for the world that you're on the Good Guys's side, sir." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Jack said "Soooo, if someone is going to steal the Greuze, it'll be Saturday?"
"That's my suggestion." I said. "But it's just that, and only because you asked. No guarantees that I'll be 100% right 100% of the time."
Strangely enough, it was Laura that had been peering at me the hardest all that time...
Part 4 - "Loose Lips Sink Ships"
When we got back to Headquarters, I had Teresa, Claire Michaels, Jerome Davis, and Micah Rudistan follow me into the Intel Room, where Mary Milton already was.
"Mary," I said quietly to Lt. Milton after taking her aside, "I want you to handle this one personally. I want you to get in touch with whoever at the University is responsible for such things, and get the name of the construction crew that did the Museum refurbishing project. Once you have that, check into them and all their employees as discreetly but as thoroughly as you can."
"Yes sir." Mary said. "Anything in particular I'm looking for?"
"No." I said. "I don't want to bias you in any way. And remember that the Swamp Frogs might have their ears tuned to this, so don't do anything (air quotes) 'untoward' that lets them know what you are doing. And now, I'm going to egregiously go over your head and give your people an assignment."
"Please do, sir." Mary said agreeably.
"Okay, everyone," I said loudly, "I've got an assignment for you, and I'll just say it to all you and your leadership here in one fell swoop. Your task is to find out everything you can about George Aurus, the Black Velvet serial killer. But here's the rub: I want all of you, especially you newer guys that weren't here when we captured Aurus the first time, to research him as if you'd never heard of him before."
YIC: "Gather all you can from outside sources before reading my case notes at the time. Also look into his most recent escape from Federal Supermax prison a little over a year ago, and see if you can find anything at all of where he's been and what he's been doing since he escaped. Any questions?"
There were none.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
None of the Federal Agents had come to Police Headquarters after the lunch and tour, but several others had, among them Norm Chow, Karina White, and Shane O'Brady. The Sheriff and Chief Deputy Sheriff had also come over to Headquarters, and were talking with Chief Moynahan in his office. Shane came into my office while the others admired the Intel Center and then gathered in Classroom 'E'.
"Sooo..." I said after pouring us cups of coffee and sitting down, "you wanna work for the SBI, do ya?"
"I'm not sure." said O'Brady. "There's pluses and minuses. First, let me tell you the two positions I was offered. One is the SBI-OER Lieutenant for one of the six regions the State is divided into. Karina has the northwest region, which includes your Town & County. Norm Chow is Britt Maxwell's overall assistant, and he also has the northeast region, which includes The City, Westphalia and Eastphalia, and Pottsville. So there's Midtown, Southport, Rocktown in the Southeast, and the southern region, which includes Jacksonville State Prison and goes east all the way along the southern State Line."
O'Brady: "The other position is what Director Wes Masters talked to me about. As you know, the SBI is divided into departments, which include Immigration and Drug Enforcement (IDE); the Bureau of Firearms and Explosives (BFE); State Tax Enforcement (STE), which also handles 'Alcohol' instead of BFE; the Office of Financial Investigations (OFI); and the Office of Ethics and Review (OER)."
I nodded and O'Brady continued: "Theoretically, every SBI Agent below Lieutenant has to be in one of those branches. But there are gaps in the coverage. Who helps local jurisdictions with murder cases? Gambling, and prostitution?"
I said "Yes, we've had those problems in the past. I've talked to a number of people, and my idea has been to create an (air quotes) 'at large' division that can fill those gaps where and when needed. But those that already hate the SBI make one very, very good argument: in the wrong hands, that 'at-large' unit could be as bad if not worse than the old Narcotics Task Force was under Jack Lewis."
O'Brady said "Well, Masters is floating the idea of having Agents that will be assigned to the various departments, but can be called together to help in other areas. Like what Terence Johnson has been doing. Masters wants me to be the Lieutenant that coordinates that, puts the teams together, leads them if need be."
I said "Well, that may be on sketchy legal grounds. I remember the Dems howling and trying to gin up impeachment charges against Governor Jared for allegedly spending SBI money illegally. They could easily start whining at Governor Marshall for that same thing."
Shane nodded, and I then said "So are you looking to leave Pottsville PD?"
"No, not at all." said Shane, and maybe a little stronger than he needed to. "In fact, that's the dilemma. I just made Lieutenant, things are going really well for us, Hammonds is weakening politically, and he's going to be primaried in the next election. But going to the SBI, helping Masters and Maxwell and you clean the place up? After what I saw in your last case, with the City P.D. corruption, the Federal corruption, and of course the political corruption, I see a bigger fight worth fighting, and I want to fight it with you guys."
"Keep talking like that, and you'll be getting a Guardians of Justice t-shirt in the mail." I said with a grin. "And then Derrick B. Harland will send his FBI Gestapo enforcers to accuse you of being a White Nationalist and arrest you."
"And I know you're not kidding." said Shane O'Brady. "It's unbelievable that this country has descended to that level. And no one calls the bastard out."
"You're right." I said. "Especially the group that is supposed to be calling out that corruption, but is actually more corrupt: the American Mainstream Media. Anyhoo, I probably don't have to tell you to wait until the Legislature passes a Budget, be it by March 31st or in a Special Session afterwards."
"You think that'll happen?" O'Brady asked. "The Governor will call a Special Session?" I just shrugged my shoulders, palms of my hands upwards...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
O'Brady and I moseyed over to Classroom 'E', followed closely by the Sheriff, Chief Deputy Sheriff, and Police Chief. Already present were Karina White, Norm Chow, Terence Johnson, James Tarleton, Claire Michaels, Jerome Davis, and Micah Rudistan.
"Soooo..." said Karina White with a twinkle in her eye, "do I have a new colleague?" She meant Shane O'Brady possibly joining her as an SBI Lieutenant.
"Not until a Budget is passed." said O'Brady. "If they do get one passed, then we'll see." Karina nodded in agreement, though not vigorously.
"Sir," said Claire Michaels, "we were talking about Mr. Muscone at that tour. He really seemed agitated. Does he know something we don't?"
I replied "I strongly suspect SAC Muscone has been told by higher-ups that he is personally responsible for the safety of the Greuze, and that if something happens to it, it will be held against him. So yes, he's worried more than he should be."
The Chief asked "So you don't think the Greuze is in any real danger?"
"With respect, Chief," I replied, "don't read more into my words than what I actually said. When I say Muscone is more worried than he should be, I did not mean that as an implication that the Greuze is not in danger."
Cindy said "You told Muscone that the Greuze will be in more danger during the exhibition. Is that when you think Aurus and his gang will go after it?"
There was a long moment of very awkward silence. I had bowed my head down, mostly to get my anger under control, lest I go off on some people in a most very embarrassing way. Everyone else was realizing the faux pas Cindy had made.
Finally I looked up and said, in as quiet and level a voice as I could, "I really wish you had not said that out loud." Then I said a little more loudly "And I'm going to ask... no, beg each and every one of you that heard it... to not repeat it to anyone, especially on a cell phone. If you do, the Swamp Frogs will use that against us in their plans to steal the Greuze."
"You mean George Aurus, don't you?" asked Cindy, and very strongly.
"No." I said with studied calmness. "Aurus is not the greedy son of a bitch that Brendan Chapel is." There were gasps in the room at that; not everyone knew what I knew about the country's Director of National Intelligence.
"Care to elaborate, Mr. Crowbarrrr?" asked Chief Moynahan. "Especially about the Greuze being in danger?"
It really wasn't a request, but I still said "No sir, I do not care to say anything further about it at this time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What in the hell." Chief Moynahan said. He was in his usual seat at the near end of the table in the Chief's Conference Room. To his left was me, and to my left was Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle. To the Chief's right was Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, and to her right was Sheriff Griswold.
I had been called in to 'explain' my words and actions in Classroom 'E'. Cindy was staring daggers at me as the Chief said "Don, we're trying to prevent a crime, something the Police rarely have the chance to do. And if you have ideas that can help us prevent that crime, we need to hear them."
"And you sure as hell don't need to embarrass me like that in front of everyone." Cindy snarled. I did not need to be Carole to 'feeeeel her anngerrrrr', to quote Emperor Palpatine in 'Star Wars'.
"That embarrassed you?" I replied venomously. "That was nothing compared to what I wanted to say. And if you had kept your God damned mouth shut, then we wouldn't be having this conversation, much less the risk of leaks we have now!"
"For God's sake!" Cindy all but shouted. "There's a threat to the Greuze, here! And if I can't ask you to confirm what you said to an FBI Agent in front of other people we're supposed to trust, there's something really, really wrong here! And it ain't me that was wrong!"
I said "Oh, I admit it... I was the one that was wrong." Then I elaborated: "I was wrong to answer Jack's question at all. I was wrong to answer it in front of others. I was wrong to say anything. And because I did, the Swamp Frogs might succeed in stealing the Greuze."
"Crowbar," growled Sheriff Griswold, "who in that room did you not trust?"
"With respect, Sheriff," I said, "that was not the issue nor is the issue now. I trust everyone in that room. But I also made Muscone promise not to talk about it on a cellphone, and if anyone in there talks about it on a cellphone, Brendan Chapel will get word of it; the Matheson case showed that they have that power. " (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 04)
Cindy was not mollified. At all. She said angrily "I should still be able to ask that in front of that trusted without you coming down on me like you did. Would you have treated Teresa like that if she had asked that------"
"Don't you dare bring me into this like that!" Teresa yelled, practically coming out of her chair. "Especially not to cover up for your betrayal of Don!"



"I didn't betray him!" Cindy fired back, her voice connoting both sheer disbelief and furious anger.
"And she didn't ask that in front of everyone." I said, my gray eyes boring into Cindy's ice-blue peepers as hard as I ever had. "You did. And I haven't had to threaten to resign or retire over her opposing me on everything. I did almost quit because of you, at least once." (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 03.)
To say it was tense in the now-silent room would be the understatement of the century. Chief Moynahan was in open shock, witnessing not only Red Crowbar vs. Green Crowbar, but Angel vs. Angel. If the Sheriff was as shocked, he wasn't showing it. But he did take control of the situation.
"Okay, enough of this." Griswold growled. "Chief, take Cindy and Teresa to the gym and let them either talk it out or fight it out. Crowbar, you stay here with me." When no one moved, the Sheriff said "Go, people. Move!" They got moving.
After they exited, the Sheriff said "Your office, Crowbar." I followed him to my office. On the way in, he told my assistant Helena to hold all my calls, even if the President of the United States called, and to not admit anyone into the office. Once in the office, he closed and locked the door and pulled the Levolor blinds shut.
"Have a seat." the Sheriff ordered as he sat down in the near-side hot chair. "And pour us both a shot of that medicinal stuff in your drawer." I opened the drawer, took out two 'jigger' shot glasses, which were larger than 'normal' shot glasses, and poured two shots of Buffalo Trace bourbon.
"Salud!" the Sheriff said. We clinked glasses and downed the shots, then I poured two more. We sipped on those as I waited for my asschewing at the Sheriff's hands to commence. But he didn't speak for a long moment, and when he did, the question surprised me:
"So, do you like the Wild Turkey or the Buffalo Trace products better?"
"I prefer the basic Buffalo Trace over the basic WT101." I said. "And I like Eagle Rare 10-year a lot. But the Wild Turkey Rare Breed Rye is very, very hard to beat."
"Har." barked the Sheriff, though quietly. "You're beginning to appreciate whiskeys like they should be appreciated. So you don't love Pappy Van Winkle like your wife does?"
I said with a little smile "Pappy, Weller... they're good, but they're not worth the secondary market prices I've been hearing about. And my wife having bottles of the Pappy? That's just showing off." The Sheriff barked a laugh at that, his mustaches twitching merrily.
Then he got serious. He said "I thought you were pretty restrained in the meeting in Classroom 'E'. Cindy shouldn't have asked that question in front of everyone. Having said that, she was just trying to get you to talk about protecting the Greuze. I didn't see it as you trying to embarrass her, but she sure took it that way."
"I know." I said, almost sadly. "But gosh darn it, Sheriff... she's intelligent, but she has never seemed to grasp the potential danger of the Swamp Frogs and their Media allies. How often has she trusted the Media, even taken their side against me? And despite them fucking her over time and again?" (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', especially Ch. 03-04.) "And she just doesn't seem to get just how dangerous the Swamp Frogs are, and what they're capable of."
"And what about that Trouble in Paradise?" the Sheriff asked, meaning Teresa and Cindy's altercation.
"Teresa loves Cindy and Tanya like sisters." I said. "But sometimes sisters quibble, or even fight. And Teresa has said it out loud, that her loyalty to me outweighs her loyalty to anything else, even the TCPD, even her husband, and even her fellow Angels. I was surprised that Cindy tried to bring Teresa's name into Cindy's, argument with me, and that obviously was a (air quotes) 'wrong answer'."
The Sheriff nodded, then finally got to the crux of the matter, at least to him: "Well... you have a reputation, Crowbar. You tend to hold your cards close to the vest, and some think you do so too much. Your Detectives have learned to different degrees to trust you, and to go along without asking too many questions, knowing you're virtually always right, and you do end up getting the case successfully solved."
Our Sheriff: "However, Dwight Stevens is a good example of not being as trusting. In fact, you may not realized how often Chief Moynahan and I have been subjected to tirades by him and his superiors over your reticence to share information. And I think Cindy is at a point where if she doesn't understand something, she's going to ask rather than blindly trust you, your family relationship notwithstanding."
I briefly laughed mirthlessly, then said "And I think this is a perfect example of why I'm reticent to talk too much. As I said earlier, I made a huge mistake saying anything to Muscone at all, and an even bigger one by talking to him in front of others... not just Cindy, but all the others. And the time I did talk and say too much, it came back to bite me in my fourth point of contact."
I suspect those were the words Sheriff Griswold did not want to hear, and that he thought there was danger I would retreat further inward, and share even less of what I was observing and deducing during cases. And he was very possibly correct.
"All right." he said as he put his empty jigger glass on my desk and stood up. "So who do you think will win the fight?"
"They won't fight." I said, knowing what he meant. "Cindy will apologize, Teresa will accept it, and they'll hug and make up... and probably blame it all on me." The Sheriff's mustaches quivered with amusement as he chuckled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They didn't make it to the gym. Cindy instead led the way into the empty breakroom just before reaching the gym. Once inside, she turned and faced Teresa.
"Sumimasen." she said as she bowed formally. "I sincerely did not mean to offend you."
It would be very bad manners, as well as a deliberate insult, to refuse to accept the apology. Therefore, Teresa did the right thing; she bowed back formally. Honor maintained, she said "He wasn't trying to embarrass you or call you out. And yes, if I'd asked that question like that, in front of everyone, he would've said the same thing."
"Yeah... maybe." Cindy said, her voice connoting that she didn't believe it for a minute.
"Now that you ladieeees have patched things up," said Chief Moynahan, "I need to ask you to elaborate on what yooo think is the cause of the Iron Crowbar's agi-tay-shunnn..."
Teresa said "I get the feeling he knows a lot more about this whole thing than he is telling us------"
"And he won't tell us." Cindy interjected.
"Yes, but that's not my point." Teresa said. "I think he knows something at a whole 'nuther level, a much deeper level than any of us are seeing. It's like a chess player who sees two moves ahead versus a chess grandmaster that truly understands the position without having to see any moves ahead."
"That could well beeeee." drawled the Chief.
"You know," Cindy said, seemingly lost in thought, "it could be something else. Don sometimes can't help showing a temper or agitation about something, but what he seems to be upset about is not what he's really upset about. I wonder..."
"What?" Teresa and the Chief said simultaneously.
"Who was Dr. Wellman's stand-in as host of the lunch today?" Cindy asked.
"Ohhhhhhhh...." Teresa said as it hit her. "Laura. And it was almost as if she's being groomed to be his replacement...as University President!"
Cindy nodded with a 'knowing' look. "And if she is appointed to that job, that is going be a major change in Don's life..."
Part 5 - An Ounce of Prevention...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 18th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "Authorities scramble to protect the 'Lost Greuze' painting amid threats that it will be stolen!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The Lost Greuze, a recently-discovered painting by eighteenth-century artist Jean-Baptiste Greuze, is scheduled to be displayed at the University Museum this Saturday, and will be sold at the subsequent auction that afternoon. The owner of the painting, 90-year-old Ruth Heidelmann Baker, who fled from Holland during the Nazi occupation of that country in the 1940s, will donate the proceeds to Jewish causes."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that there are credible threats to steal the Greuze by George Aurus." A photo of Aurus was shown as Bettina said "Some of our viewers will remember Aurus as the Black Velvet Killer, who murdered a Walnut Prep teacher and student in Nextdoor County, and was later discovered to have tortured and murdered at least a dozen other people."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that since escaping Federal Supermax prison over a year ago, George Aurus has assembled a gang of criminals that are believed to have burgled two other museums in recent months. The FBI asks that anyone seeing this man immediately call the authorities, as Aurus is considered armed and extremely dangerous."
Bettina: "And now let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay in Midtown, for more on the totally deadlocked State Legislature. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the tall, slender black man in his well-fitting suit, with the State Capitol and the sunrise behind him. "Channel Two News has learned that SBI Director Wes Masters will testify before a joint hearing of the State House Ways and Means Committee and the Senate Budget Committee next Monday, but not under oath. He is expected to explain what he believes the SBI should be, as well as his expectations and goals for the agency going forward."
Bettina: "Let me interrupt you with a question, Carl: why is Director Masters not going to be under oath? What is he trying to hide?"
Lemay: "Bettina, I'm told that he was not going to testify at all if it was under oath, and that's because he will be making forward-looking statements and giving opinions that theoretically could be held against him. His attorneys specifically cited previous attempts to coerce TCPD Commander Donald Troy to testify under oath, and then charge him with perjury no matter what he said." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok', Ch.04; 'Shipping And Handling', Ch.01.)
Bettina: "Carl, are they any closer to a Budget agreement down there?"
Lemay: "No, Bettina, they are not. And several sources told me that a lot of Legislators are waiting on Director Masters's testimony before deciding what to do. These same sources told me that most of the Budget is not a contested issue, but issues concerning the SBI and local law enforcement funding remain 'hot button' issues. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" said Bettina. "That was KXTC's trusted political reporter Carl Lemay, reporting from Midtown. In other news, Town & County Council Members Kelly Carnes and Edgar Silas have demanded that Police Commander Donald Troy be suspended without pay pending starting the procedural actions necessary to fire him, and they are threatening to sue the Mayor and Sheriff if they do not suspend Troy."
Bettina: "Carnes and Silas had demanded that Troy appear at last Tuesday's Council meeting to explain his actions in signing a contract with Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle that allows her to be both a TCPD Officer and an SBI Reserve Agent. Troy did not appear at the Council meeting, and Carnes called it, quote, 'a deliberate and disrespectful insult to the Council, and a slap in the face of the People of the Town & County', close quote."
Bettina: "And Channel Two News has just learned that the Global Climate Change Conference will be held here, at our University, Considered to be one of the most important Climate Change conferences it the world, many high-ranking Government officials as well as some of the world's most renowned scientists will be giving lectures at the event. The exact date has not yet been revealed, but it's expected to be within the next couple of months..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Our University must be a boring-as-hell place," said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, "if they can schedule a conference of that magnitude in just a few weeks." She, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Police Chief Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone were drinking coffee and watching the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"It was scheduled and the rooms reserved over a year ago." Sheriff Griswold replied. "It's going to be the last week of April and, curiously enough, will end with a big rally on May 1st... May Day."
"Workers of the World Unite!" Teresa said with great acerbity.
"And we will have to provide se-CUR-i-teeee." groaned the Chief. "So why didn't they inform us much further ahead of time?"
"They did... sort of." growled Sheriff Griswold. "They informed the Sheriff's Department, but they said they would have their own security and would be working with Federal Agencies, and that our role would be little more than what we normally do, such as traffic control." After a pause, he said "I took 'em at their word, and told them we wouldn't do anything... unless people started violently rioting. They didn't like that at all, and I haven't heard from them since."
"Changing the subject, if I may," said Tanya, "who leaked it to the Press about George Aurus targeting the Greuze?" All eyes went to me.
I looked around and said "It sure as hell wasn't me."
"Of course not." said the Chief. "But what does it meeeeen, that someone else did?"
I just shrugged my shoulders, and didn't answer. I'd been this way since Monday, morose and not saying much of anything to anyone, especially not about this case. And Tanya the Chief's latest attempt to draw me out had just utterly failed.
"So Don," said Tanya, "Wes Masters invoked your name in refusing to testify under oath?"
"His lawyers did." I said dully. "And they were very, very smart to do so."
"You think they'd try to entrap Masters like they tried to mess with you?" the Chief asked. "I'm asking for a friend."
"Yes sir." I said simply.
"By the wayyyyy," drawled the Chief, "Our FBI friends will be holding a security meeting at the Museum at 9:00am, and we are in-vi-teddd."
"Is that an invitation I can refuse?" I asked, making everyone but the Sheriff look wide-eyed at me.
"No, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "You're going to be there, and you're going to be on your best behavior. Is that clear?"
"Crystal, sir." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am, Thursday, March 18th. Lt. Mary Milton came to my office. Offers of coffee or water were politely refused as she sat down at my bidding.
"I'm glad I caught you before you left for that meeting this morning, sir." said Mary. "There's some things you need to know."
"Don't keep me in suspense." I said. "Something about Aurus?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "But first... you got my email on the construction company?"
"Yes, and thank you for the information." I said. "Northwest Construction Company is a well-known company in this part of the State, and pretty clean and aboveboard though they have some connections to politicians that get them State jobs others can't really get."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "But I dug a little bit deeper, sir, and found that when that hidden space was found, they contracted with a small company to take out the sandstone on the walls and prep the walls and floor to be waterproofed and such stuff. That company was called 'The Powers Group, LLC'. They are a Nevada corporation."
Mary: "Their employees did a good bit of the work that did not involve security, as they were not permitted to work on the security aspects because many of their workers had past criminal records. Petty stuff, but they still had rap sheets. But their work was considered very good, and Northwest Construction gave them a good reference."
"Interesting." I replied. "Okay, what else?"
Mary: "LaTasha Thompson started looking into how George Aurus escaped Supermax the last time. She couldn't access the records because they were classified. So I asked Corporal Penny Scott and Ranger Halston to try, as they have higher clearances. It was still a 'no go'."
Mary: "So I went to Joanne Warner, whose clearance is higher than anyone in the TCPD except yours. She also struck out. She said that the records of Aurus's escape and any intel on what they may know of him since was classified Top Secret and compartmentalized."
Side note: It is not enough to have a Top Secret clearance. When something is classified Top Secret, it is given a compartment classification, and one has to be authorized to see what's behind the compartment. 'BEEKEEPER' was a compartmentalization to seal off Dr. Casey B. Walker's files on Your Iron Crowbar. (Author's note: 'BEEKEEPER' begins in 'Six Degrees', Ch. 03.)
"Wow." I said, feeling rocked on the inside. "Any idea why it's so highly classified?"
"No sir." Mary said. "You told me to assume that the Swamp Frogs were watching what we're doing, so I didn't try any 'backdoor' tricks. And the only thing I can think of is that Aurus found a way out of Supermax that they don't want to get out, so they classified it."
"That's one possibility." I said. "There's another... oh, never mind."
"Aw, don't do that to me, sir!" Mary protested, though jokingly.
"Okay, just between you, me, and the crowbars. And don't you dare repeat this to anyone." I said. Mary nodded as I turned on the bug killer, and I leaned over and whispered as I said "They let him out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Thursday, March 18th. University Museum was closed to the Public until noon. The Chief, Teresa, and I were let in the front doors by two men in suits and ties, with sunglasses over their eyes and earbuds in their ears. At first I thought they were Federal Marshals, and then I glimpsed the badge of one of them. They were members of the U.S. Secret Service.
We were followed in by Sheriff Griswold, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, Senior Deputy Louis Bailey, and Deputy Anya Krush, who I remembered from the 'Time Flies' case. There were a number of Campus Police personnel present, as well.
We were ushered into the conference room. I noticed that Terence Johnson was the only SBI Agent present; Karina White and Norm Chow were nowhere to be seen. After greeting Johnson, I asked "Where's Lieutenant White and Lieutenant Chow?"
"They're skipping this one, sir." said Johnson. "We're really not needed here at all. The Feds asked for someone from the SBI to be here, and I drew the short straw." That didn't sound kosher, but I did not say anything more about it.
As we sat down, the Sheriff sat next to me, and Cindy sat to his other side. He growled "These Fed assholes have been trying to push me around the last couple of days. They want us to provide most of the security on Saturday. I told them we'd provide the standard security we provide at any University event... except football games, of course."
"How'd they take that?" I asked.
"It was hard to tell... they hung up on me without a word." the Sheriff quipped, his mustaches quivering with merriment.
Cindy said "Tanya says that Jack Muscone is very frustrated with all the State and local agencies. He thinks we're not taking this seriously, and he thinks you are the reason for that, Don."
"Yeah, blame the good-looking redheaded guy." I said. "But------"
I was interrupted as the Federal contingent came in. Special Agent Julius Jefferson took the podium as Special Agent Tracy Stone took a seat in the front row. Behind them came EAD Owen Lange and SAC Jack Muscone, and SSA Miles Winters of Homeland Security, followed by a contingent in suits and ties; they appeared to be Federal Marshals as well as Secret Service.



"Okay, thanks for coming." said Julius Jefferson. "We've got until noon to get this security briefing done and the walkthrough with it."
Julius began: "The Campus Police and Sheriff's Department will be handing the parking lot and the entrances to the building, and we'll have some Sheriff's Deputies along with Museum Security in strategic places, such as the entrances to the upstairs side rooms and the doors from the Main Hall to the back areas. There will be metal detector gates and x-ray machines in the front lobby area, just like an airport or The Masters golf tournament."
Julius Jefferson: "Federal Agents in plainclothes will be among the guests, patrolling unobtrusively. This conference room will be our command post. Museum Security will occupy the Security Room and monitor the videocameras, and the Campus Police will also monitor the cameras from their Headquarters."
Julius Jefferson: "What is going to happen is that the Greuze will be taken out of its alcove in the wall under they eyes of at least two security guards and the gentleman who is going to verify its authenticity. It will be brought out the door into the Main Hall, and put on an easel next to the door, and from that point on at least two security officers will be stationed next to the painting. There will be a velvet rope barricade in front of the painting, but it will be close enough that people can get close to the painting and be able to see it, but they can't crowd it or easily touch it."
Jefferson: "While the painting is out and in the Main Hall, it will be at its most vulnerable, and that's when we will need to be on our toes and at our most watchful. Our plainclothes Federal Agents will be positioned nearby. and will be watching the attendees."
Jefferson: "In the highly unlikely event something happens, the Museum will be locked down. The outer doors will lock automatically. The painting will not be touched, but will be surrounded by Federal Agents, and returned to its alcove under at least two-man control, with as many eyes on it as possible. Everyone else involved in security will be given an assignment of what to do if the alarm is given, and we'll give those assignments during the walk-through. Are there any questions to this point?"
I had passed Teresa a note, and she stood up and said "In the event someone throws a smoke or tear gas grenade, people will panic and there could be serious injuries or worse if they stampede but the doors are locked. Is there any contingency for that?"
Jefferson replied: "I would hope that no one will be able to smuggle such a device past the security devices that everyone will be required to pass through to get in. But we'll take it into consideration. The valuables are the most important thing, and once the Greuze is secured, we can unlock the front doors so that people can get out."
And then Your Iron Crowbar stood up. And in the words of the legendary Beetlejuice: "it's showtime!"
I said: "Considering that I've been told repeatedly that George Aurus is the greatest threat to stealing the Greuze, can you tell me how George Aurus escaped from Federal Supermax prison the last time?"
Jefferson had a quizzical look on his face as he said "With all due respect, Commander, I don't see how that has any relevance to what we're discussing now."
I made my voice sound very formal as I said "Special Agent Jefferson, by now you know me well enough to know that if I'm taking the time to ask the question, it very much is both relevant to this situation, and very, very important. How did Aurus escape?"
Jefferson was rescued by EAD Owen Lange, who stood up, turned to face me, and said  "Not only is that not relevant right now, it's classified information. And as such, it can't be discussed in this meeting nor in this unsecure setting."
"Yes sir, you are right: it is classified... classified Top Secret and compartmentalized. I have a Top Secret clearance, but I don't have the compartmentalization authorization to see that information. Why is Aurus's escape classified the same way as some of our Nation's most vital secrets, sir? And again, it is very, very relevant to the potential threat to the Greuze."
As murmurs began cropping up throughout the room, a voice cut through the room from the doorway: "It's classified because it's on a need-to-know basis."
We turned to see that the speaker was FBI Special Agent In Charge Bob Rovers, head of the Rovers BAU Team! He continued, his voice as condescending as he could make it: "And you do not have the need to know that information, Troy."
"If you say so." I said. "And that means my presence here is no longer needed." I stepped in front of the Sheriff and Cindy to get to the aisle and began walking to the door to leave. Teresa had gotten up and was walking right behind me.
"Wait a minute, dammit!" yelled Owen Lange. "What's going on, Commander? Why the hell are you asking that?"
I turned and faced him, standing practically at attention. "Because, sir, despite what this asshole says," I said, pointing at Bob Rovers, "I do have the need to know. And so do all of you." And without further ado, I turned and brushed past Bob Rovers and out the door, followed by Teresa.
As we walked across the parking lot to my Police SUV, I said "Thank you for not asking. And yes, I'll tell you everything. Let's go sit on the deck of The Cabin before we go back to Headquarters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At The Cabin, I fixed the cats their food while Teresa poured us two glasses of iced tea. We went onto the deck and I put the food down for the cats, who were surprised and most very curious cats as to why we were here at this time. Their curiosity did not stop them from eating the food, of course.
We sat down, looking out over our Town & County in the valley below, me on the metal mesh loveseat, and Teresa in the metal chair to my left. "Okay, I'll tell you what's really going on, here."
"Tell me, too."
The voice was Sheriff Antonio Griswold's, and it connoted that he was 'not amused' with me. He walked up to us and said "And it better be good, Crowbar. Good enough to stop me from tearing you a new asshole for that stunt you just pulled down there."
"Have a seat, Sheriff. You need to hear this, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Thursday, March 18th. EAD Owen Lange, SAC Jack Muscone, and SSA Julius Jefferson were in the Main Conference Room at Police Headquarters. Chief Sean Moynahan was in his usual seat at the near-end of the table. To his left was me, with Teresa to my left. Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone was parked to the Chief's right, across from me.
EAD Owen Lange said "I appreciate you guys giving us a few minutes to discuss this situation. I admit that I really wanted to ask you for another round in the ring, Commander... but I also think I know why you asked that, and the way you did."
"With respect, Mr. EAD, no you don't." I replied, "If you did know, you would not be here right now."
Owen Lange said "Possibly. And just so you know, I can't access the files on Aurus's escape, either. And that sanctimonious asshole Bob Rovers said he can't authorize me to see it, that it has to come from the NSA or the DNI himself."
"And that in itself should tell you all you need to know about this case." I replied. The Federal Agents looked confused, then Lange recovered, as did Jack Muscone.
"Look, Don," Jack Muscone said, "they don't want to say it out loud, but this may be the best chance we've had at capturing George Aurus and returning him to prison since he escaped. Bob Rovers's BAU Team has been assigned the Aurus case, and yes, I know your evaluation of them. The thing is, the whole Bureau thinks the same way about them, and they know it, too. And they know they need this to restore their useless reputation------ what?"
He had seen my eyes become jet at that. I said "You're right about their reputation... and they earned that reputation again and again. I just don't understand why anyone beyond their masters, the Swamp Frogs, would want to give them another chance. At all."
Owen Lange said "We don't. But we do want to get Aurus out of circulation and back in prison before we begin finding more bodies in black velvet wrappers. And since the enemy of my enemy is my friend, I'm willing to work with the Rovers BAU to bring Aurus down. And I'm not expecting you to actively help, but I hope you're on our side about this."
I said "I wish you the best of luck, sir. And while I have no intention of trying to hunt down Aurus... unless he comes into my County, of course... it is not bravado for me to say that I would find him before the 'vaunted' Rovers BAU does."
"Will you be at the exhibition and the auction on Saturday?" Jack Muscone asked.
"Yes." I replied. "As Dr. Laura Fredricson's husband. She's the University's hostess for the event in Dr. Wellman's stead."
"Soooo," said Tanya with a wicked gleam in her eye, "does this mean that Laura is going to be the next University President? Enquiring minds want to know."
"Time will tell." I said, once again leaving more questions than answers...
Part 6 - Sending In The Clowns
"I thought that you'd want what I want
Sorry, my dear
But where are the clowns?
Quick, send in the clowns
Don't bothеr, they're herе..."
------ Stephen Sondheim, 'Send In The Clowns'
9:40am, Saturday, March 20th. Laura and I arrived at the Museum for the Lost Greuze Exhibition and Auction. You remember that striped dress that some saw as blue and gray, and others as gold and white? Laura was wearing something very similar, with navy blue stripes alternating with gray, and navy blue high heel pumps that shaped her magnificent legs to (my standard of) perfection. It did not bother me at all that the heels made her taller than me; after all, I'm the one taking her to bed every night and laying the pipe to her.
I was wearing my dark gray suit with a white shirt and light blue necktie with little TCPD logos on it. I had my gun in its holster under my armpit, and my TCPD Badge on my belt. I had been allowed to bring my gun through the security line.
In the lobby, I saw the Deputies at their stations at the stairs, preventing anyone from going to the second floor. The conference room door to the left was closed, with a sign on it saying 'Authorized Personnel Only'. The Feds were set up in there.
To the right, I saw the Gift Shop with a youngish man behind the counter. Behind him were two replicas of the Lost Greuze. The one on the left had a price tag on it that said '$100'. The one of the right had a red tag with the word 'SOLD' in white letters.
Inside the Main Hall, I noticed the semicircular velvet rope line near the front-end door of the side room, and an easel behind the velvet ropes. The Greuze would be brought out later on and put there.
There were tables set up, just as they had been during our lunch a few days before, but only on the left half of the Main Hall. I also observed the table on the opposite side, the left side of the Main Hall, where a young woman and a young man dressed as a University Conference Center servers were offering people glasses of champagne and snacks. Another woman dressed as a server was carrying circular tray with glasses of champagne around the room.
My practiced eye easily spotted the Federal Agents posing as guests, some doing a much better job than others at blending in with the crowd. I saw a slender man with graying hair and beard, wearing glasses, talking to a middle-aged couple that showed every sign of being wealthy.
Other people were coming in, some dressed very nicely, a few dressed a bit too casually for the occasion. Some were University Faculty members, as all of the Faculty had been invited. When Dr. Richard Searles arrived, Laura had me come over.
"Don, you know Dr. Searles." my wife said. "And this is his fiancée, Mia McNamara." Mia was a lovely blonde woman. She was an actress, and looked much shorter in person than she did on television and in the movies. She was dressed tastefully but elegantly, and I was not sure how she was walking on the very high heel pumps she was wearing (not that I was complaining, mind you).
"It's very nice to finally meet you." I said as I took Mia's hand in mine and bowed slightly over it. "My nephew's brother is the actor Benny Black, and he's said many good things about you. And of course Dr. Searles has, as well."
"Benny is a great guy." Mia said. "He's become the hot star of 'Days of Promise'. He kept the show from getting canceled." After another minute of conversation about Mia's new movie project, Laura presented them to another couple and 'dragged' me along to talk to Todd and Teresa, who'd just come in. Teresa cleans up very nicely, and was every bit as beautiful in her 'little black dress' and high heel pumps as Todd was handsome in his expensive suit. They were a great couple, I thought to myself.
After a moment, Laura said "We need to go over and pay our respects to Mrs. Baker."
We went over to where Ruth Heidelmann Baker was sitting, sipping champagne. "Why hello, Dr. Fredricson." the 90-year-old woman said.
"Hello, Mrs. Baker. May I present my husband, Commander Donald Troy?" Laura said. "I was telling you how his great-grandmother and his grandmother escaped the Nazis."
"It's an honor to meet you, ma'am." I said politely as I extended my hand. To my surprise, the old lady grabbed my hand to help herself get out of her chair. "Oh, please, don't get up on my account." I said.
"I must insist, Commander." Ruth said. She held onto my hand and arm for support as she said " I have heard of all the things you have done in support of the Jewish People, and what your sister is doing on their behalf, as well." I was stunned; most people would have no way of knowing my sister Elizabeth's role with the Mossad.
Mrs. Baker continued: "I know of your parachute jump with the 55th Israeli Paras, and your visit to Massada Mountain." (Author's note: 'We'll Always Have Paris', Ch. 02.) "You are greatly respected in Israel, and I share their respect for you."
"That's very kind of you, ma'am." I said. "As one of those Jewish People, I am honored to have been able to be of service. And I appreciate all you've done in your life on their behalf. If I may ask, how did you come to be in possession of the Lost Greuze."
Mrs. Baker was tiring, so as I asked the question I deftly guided her to sit back down, and I sat down in the chair next to her. She said "My father was an art dealer in The Netherlands. I was ten years old when he sent me to England in 1940, during the Phony War, before the Nazi invasion and the Fall of France. I was then sent to America. My parents... did not survive the war."
"I'm sorry." I said, as a small crowd formed around us to hear Ruth's story.
"Thank you." she said. "Almost 20 years after the war, several of the artworks stolen from my father's gallery were found and sent to me. One of them was the Greuze, but I had no idea for many years how valuable it really was. Just recently, a friend noticed it and told me I should have it appraised, and that's when it was discovered."
"Were any of the others valuable?" I asked.
"No, certainly not like the Greuze." Mrs. Baker said. "And strangely enough, the one of least value was the one of the most sentimental value to me. It hung on the wall in my room when I was a child in Holland. It was a rather crude painting of three clowns in a circus. My father handed it to me at the train station, and told me to keep it, to remember him and my mother by. My mother hugged me and I got on the train... and that was the last time I ever saw them."
"I appreciate you sharing your story with me." I said respectfully, feeling the melancholy emotions inside the old woman. "If you'll excuse me, ma'am, I must attend to my wife, who is hosting this event on the University's behalf." I handed her my card and said "I would love to talk with you some more, when you have some time."
"Oh, I would love that." said the old woman. "And it has been wonderful meeting you, the great Iron Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Among the guests that went through security and came into the Museum were Edward and Stephanie Steele. With them were future Artist extraordinaire Marie Steele and future Detective extraordinaire Carole Troy.
"Marie has been very excited for weeks about this." Stephanie told me. "She loves drawing and painting, and Carole keeps saying Marie is going to become a great artist."
"She already is a great artist, if you ask me." I said, and I wasn't just being polite; Marie was already becoming the Stuff of Legend in these here parts.
A few minutes later, the man with the graying hair and beard was introduced to me as Dr. Nadler, who was the expert that would reconfirm the authenticity of the Greuze. As I shook hands with him, I said "I would imagine you get asked this a lot, but how do you authenticate a painting like that."
Dr. Nadler said "It's a lot like Police work, Commander. Just as you can determine things from patterns such as fingerprints or ballistics, and just as you can identify a criminal by his patterns of behavior, I see characteristics of paintings as well as the artists through the paints used, the distinctive brush strokes, as well as the canvas upon which the art is painted. For this reconfirmation, I'll spot-check certain characteristics of the painting."
"Are you from this area?" I asked.
"No," said Dr. Nadler, "I work for the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C. I was asked to come out and verify the Greuze, and was very happy to find it was authentic..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nearly an hour later, the Curator tapped a spoon to his champagne glass. He was standing in front of the easel as he announced "Ladies and gentlemen, we will be bringing in the Lost Greuze in just a moment. You may look at it, but we ask that you do not reach out and touch it. The auction will begin at eleven o'clock sharp."
Dr. Nadler accompanied three Museum Security persons into the side room. As they were getting the painting, I looked around the room. I noted the woman carrying the tray of champagne glasses was now carrying an empty tray, and had stopped to watch from near the Gift Shop door.
I also noticed that the plainclothes Federal Agents were watching the door, and not watching other people. And it crossed my mind that this was the most clownish security operation I'd seen in some time.
A moment later, the security men brought out the Greuze, and the guests began applauding as they put it on the easel and took their stations next to it. I noticed that the guard on the left (the painting's right) had been gaining weight, so his uniform looked a bit 'stuffed', and it was straining at the buttons. His shave resembled a five o'clock shadow, at best. His shoes were poorly shined as well. Not the TCPD standard, fer sure.
The other guard was younger, in his early 20s, and he looked to be freshly clean shaven. His uniform fitted him perfectly, almost to military perfection. His shoes were also shined to military standards. As guests began crowding around, the slovenly guard didn't seem to be paying much attention to them, but the younger man was observing everything with a critical eye.
"Dr. Nadler, will you confirm the authenticity of the Lost Greuze?" the Curator said loudly. Dr. Nadler stepped inside the velvet ropes, and began examining the painting. He first used a magnifying glass in several places, and visually inspected it. Then he took out what looked like a laser rangefinder, but cast a purplish light on parts of it, and looked through the device's viewer at it."
After a moment he said, almost lovingly as he gazed at the painting, "Yes, I can confirm that it's the authentic painting." Everyone applauded again.



As people began moving up to see the Greuze more closely, Carole and Marie came up to me. "Daddy," Carole said, "Marie wants to see the other paintings. Can we go look at them?"
"They're closed off today, Fussbudget." I said. "We'll come see them another time. And I want you two to stay with me, your mother, or Marie's parents at all times. Don't wander off by yourselves, okay?"
"Yes sir." both Carole and Marie said simultaneously. Carole noticed me looking around, observing the crowds, and she emulated my actions and began looking around herself.
We were in the Main Hall near the front doors and in the middle of the room looking left to right. Most of the guests were on the right side, near the painting or waiting their turn to get near it. Some people were sitting at the tables, on their cellphones. The auction was online, and those people were bidding on it.
"How does that auction work?" I asked Laura as she came up to us.
"From what I was told," Laura said, "people are submitting bids now. After fifteen minutes the highest bid will be revealed, and another round will begin. This is supposedly so that people can see the painting and then bid. After another fifteen minutes, the highest bid will be updated again, and from that point on the number is updated immediately, like a real, regular auction. The auction ends when a bid stands for five minutes."
"Weird." I said. "But if that's how the want to do it------"
"FIRE!"
The yell had come from behind me, near the table with the champagne and snacks. I turned around to see purple smoke billowing from the floor in the corner of the room!
*BRRRRINNNGGG!!*
It was the security alarm going off. Some people started screaming in panic (why people feel the need to scream in panic whenever anything happens, I don't know). Some began rushing towards the smoke, to see what was going on. Others began running for the front doors...but the door locks had been activated, and everyone was trapped inside.
My first instinct had been to turn and look. My second instinct was to turn back around and make sure Carole and Marie were still with me while other people were running by us. And as I did, I saw Carole looking not at the smoke nor towards the door, but at the painting between the two security guards, who had done their jobs and not moved.
"Look, Daddy!" my daughter exclaimed, pointing at the painting. "The painting has changed!"
To be continued.
Dear readers, how was it done? How was the Lost Greuze stolen? And by who?
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Part 7 - The Lost Greuze Lost
"Come on, girls!" I said, grabbing Carole and Marie's hands, and guiding them towards the painting. I saw Stephanie Steele and handed Marie off to her, then took something out of my pocket.
"Here, Carole, put this on." I said. It was her silver TCPD Auxiliary Badge on its chain. She put it around her neck as we walked towards the painting.
Someone had grabbed a fire extinguisher and was trying to put out the purple smoke grenade. The result was a mess of purple and white particles billowing in a cloud, but the grenade was burning itself out and soon died down.
"All clear! All clear!" a voice said over the intercom. "Do not panic. The fire is out. Do not panic!"
People were finding that the doors were locked, and now Federal Agents, Sheriff Deputies, Campus Police Officers, and Security Officers were herding the cats back into the Main Hall.
Meanwhile, Carole and I had reached the painting, just as other plainclothes Federal Agents and uniformed Sheriff Department personnel, including the Sheriff himself, got to it.
"Get back!" one plainclothes Agent said, trying to force me back.
"I'm the Police!" I yelled, pulling my suit jacket back to reveal my badge on my belt.
"You can't have that little girl with you." the Agent persisted, as another Agent came up to help him.
"She's Police too!" I said loudly. Carole helpfully held up her badge.
"I don't care!" the Agent yelled back. He moved to grab Carole, which was about to be fatal for him.
"GET YOUR HANDS OFF THAT GIRL!"
Nope, it wasn't me. It was Sheriff Griswold. His gun was drawn and pointed at the Agent's head. "You touch her, and I'll kill you where you stand!" the Sheriff yelled.
The Agents were stunned, and had frozen in place, as had just about everyone else. And then FBI SAC Jack Muscone came up. "You guys back off. I'll handle this." he ordered. The Agents backed off. The Sheriff lowered his weapon, and eventually holstered it.
"Sheriff! Mr. Muscone!" FBI SSA Julius Jefferson called out. He was standing by the painting, the two guards still there. As we came up, he said "The painting has been changed out."
Indeed, we were looking at a painting of six clowns. The one in the middle was looking shocked, as a red crowbar was being poked at his rear end by another clown with a malicious face. The other clowns, all in whiteface and makeup with the ubiquitous red bulb noses, were looking either stupid or scared, except two on the left side. The one standing looked like he was swinging a baseball bat at the back of the head of the clown on the far left side, who was sitting in a chair, tied up, and looked to be dead.
Something was nagging me about the painting, but my attention was distracted by FBI SAC Jack Muscone yelling at the guards, his face gray with mortification, "What happened, here? How did this happen?"
"We don't know, sir." said the more slovenly guard. "We were standing here the whole time."
"Did you move towards the smoke?" Muscone asked. "Did you leave your posts?"
"No sir." said the younger guard. "We looked up at the smoke, but we stayed right here with the painting, like we were supposed to."
"That's true, sir." said a plainclothes Agent. "They stayed behind the velvet rope, there."
"Then what happened? Who changed the paintings?" Muscone asked.
"He did it!"
The voice was my daughter Carole's, and she was pointing at the younger guard.
Carole said "I saw him take the painting and pass it to someone behind him, then take the clown painting and put it there." All eyes went to the younger guard, who was looking at Carole with great malice.
"That's not true!" he snarled. "You're outta your tree, kid."
I said "Place him under arrest." Deputy Anya Krush and another Deputy moved swiftly to disarm the guard and cuff his hands behind him. Two more did the same to the other guard.
"Did you see who he gave the painting to?" Jack Muscone asked Carole.
"Not really, sir." Carole replied. "It was a lady, but I didn't see her face. She ran through that door." She was pointing at the side door to the Gift Shop. I have never seen Federal Agents, especially Muscone, move as fast as they did towards that door and into the Gift Shop and the front lobby.
Teresa Croyle had come up and said she would guard Carole. Deputy Krush came up and got Carole's statement while Teresa recorded it on her Police iPhone.
I went to the Gift Shop. Inside the Gift Shop, the young man who had been behind the counter was now standing between two Federal Agents, while others were going through every nook and cranny of the place. Their search was fruitless.
I noticed the two replica Greuze paintings behind the counter. The one on the right, with the red and white 'SOLD' tag, was still there. The one on the left now had a blue tag with 'SOLD' in white letters.
I pointed at the replicas and said loudly "Someone get Dr. Nadler in here, and have him check out those two paintings."
"That's a great idea, Don." said Jack Muscone. "Yes, someone get Dr. Nadler."
A moment later Dr. Nadler was brought in. He examined the paintings, and even used his UV light. "No, these are computer generated replicas." said Dr. Nadler. His announcement had the same effect as someone letting the air out of the proverbial balloon.
"Hold the employee behind the counter as a material witness." I said to a Deputy Sheriff. I also gave word to have the servers at the champagne-and-snack table held for further questioning.
"Don, can you come out here for a minute?" EAD Owen Lange said. I followed him to the Main Hall and to the painting. It had been dusted for fingerprints, and none found.
"Carole has made an important observation." said Owen Lange.
"Daddy," Carole said, "that clown in the middle of the painting is you. And Aunt Cin-dee and Grandpa Grizz are in it, too." I peered at the painting. Indeed, I could see through the makeup that the clown with the red crowbar being prodded into his backside was me. And as recognition dawned upon me, I saw that the clown prodding me was George Aurus.
One of the clowns that was looking like a lost idiot was Cindy, and another one was Sheriff Griswold. The fifth clown, swinging the baseball bat and looking most very sinister, was Pastor Raymond Westboro with his beak nose. And then I fully realized who the clown was that was tied to the chair, the victim of an extremely accurate recreation of the worst crime scene I had ever witnessed: it was Peter M. Feeley! (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.)
"Daddy, are you okay?" Carole asked, looking up at me. She had felt the tremendous emotions running through me. Shock... pain... and deep, deep anger. And then she figured it out: "That's Pete's daddy in the chair, isn't it?"
"Yes. Yes it is." I said sadly. I took a breath and exhaled, getting a grip on myself. Then I said "That was very observant of you, Carole, to see our faces under that clown makeup."
"And seeing the guard change the paintings, too." said EAD Owen Lange. "You're going to be an even better Detective than your daddy one day. Would you like a job with the FBI?"
"No thank you, sir." Carole said politely. "I want to be the next Iron Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Saturday, March 20th. It had been a busy three hours since the theft of the Lost Greuze. The auction had been canceled. Ruth Heidelmann Baker had been told what had happened, and she had accepted the news stoically but sadly.
I had contacted TCPD Lieutenant Jerome Davis, who had called Detectives Julia Rodriguez, Teddy Parker, Roark Coleman, and George Newman. The five of them joined Teresa, me, Sheriff Griswold and his Deputies in interviewing every guest on camera. We also interviewed the Federal Marshals and Secret Service Agents on the scene, as well as the Curator, Dr. Nadler, and the other employees. Once interviewed and their personal information taken, the guests were allowed (and even encouraged) to leave.
I had pointed out the salient features of the clown painting to Jack Muscone. "Carole recognized Pete's father in it." I said. "It might be a most very good idea that Tanya not see this."
"You got that right." said Muscone. "I'm sorry, Dog. I know it's hurting you, too." I just nodded.
And just then Bob Rovers of the Rovers BAU Team came up with David Rovers, Andrew Parsons, and Peter Page. Other Federal Agents were with them, hanging back but warily watching as they looked at the painting in front of us.
"Yeah, that painting is exactly right." David Rovers said. "The Iron Faggot with a crowbar shoved up his ass!" The Rovers BAU Team laughed heartily. Jack Muscone was doing everything he could to get me out of there.
"I just called you a faggot, Troy!" yelled David Rovers. "What are you going to do about it, you little pussy?"
EAD Owen Lange came up. "You know, I might just clear the room and let you find out what he'll do." Then he said loudly. "All Federal Agents, all of you, except Muscone! This is no longer our jurisdiction, since the painting is gone and George Aurus never showed up. So go to the conference room, get your gear, and leave. Go to the Federal Building. And that means you too, Rovers. Unless you have the balls to be alone with the Iron Crowbar, and I don't think you do."
"Yeah, I'll stay here." said David Rovers. "This fucking faggot won't do anything, because he knows I'll whip his ass------" At that point, three Federal Agents were physically whisking him out of the room, as they'd seen the look on my face and also saw that Muscone was losing the battle to restrain me.
Bob Rovers was about to leave when I got in his path. "Your brother is a dead man." I said, softly but very menacingly. "I'm going to kill him, and there's not a God damn thing you can do about it. And if you get lucky, and I die before he does, then someone else will kill him. Your brother is going to die, Rovers. I guarantee it."
Stupidity ran in the Rovers family, but Bob Rovers had a sudden moment of clarity. He just walked past me and followed the other Federal Agents out.
Part 8 - Two-Ring Circus
At 2:00pm, the meeting convened in Classroom 'E' at Police Headquarters. Present from the TCPD were Chief Moynahan, Me, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Captain Claire Michaels, Lt. Mary Milton, Lt. Jerome Davis, Detectives Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker.
Sheriff Griswold, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, Sr. Deputy Louis Bailey, Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Bob 'Brick' Briscoe, and SBI Agent Terence Johnson were also present.
The FBI was represented by SAC Jack Muscone, SSA Julius Jefferson, and SA Tracy Stone. And sitting in, representing the University's interests, was Dr. Laura Fredricson.
The meeting started with immediate tension. Mary Milton said "May I ask why the Feds are here? This case is not their jurisdiction at all."
"They are herrrre at my in-vi-tay-shunnnn, Lieutenant." the Chief drawled sternly as Tanya Muscone looked daggers at Mary, which Mary studiously ignored.
"If I may, sir," I said, seeing Mary getting more than a little pissed at the Chief's response, "your question is legitimate, Mary. And the answer is that the Feds believe Federal prison escapee George Aurus is behind the theft. They're wrong, but that was the reason for their large contingent at the Museum today, and the reason the Muscone team is here now."
Jack Muscone added: "We also know that this artwork can cross State lines quickly, and may already have done so. So I'm here to help with those aspects of the case."
Mary looked over at me, clearly not happy with that. I just shook my head slightly, making her understand that this was not a point to start pitched battle over. She nodded her head once, acknowledging it.
"All right, what do we haaavve?" drawled the Chief, and I did notice he was not delegating running the meeting to me, as he usually did.
Julia Rodriguez said "We've arrested five people: the two guards standing by the painting, the Gift Shop employee, and the two servers behind the table with the champagne and snacks, as the smoke grenade was thrown right where they were at. I'll add that those two are very recent employees of the University's Food Services Division, and the manager that assigned them the duty said they had asked for it because they wanted to be there for the Greuze unveiling."
Julia had a piece of tape begin playing, which showed people in the Main Hall milling about. She said "The young woman with the tray of champagne glasses was also a Food Services employee, and hired only last week. She was seen by several persons standing between the painting and the Gift Shop side entrance just before the grenade was thrown."
Julia: "Detective Carole Troy said she saw the younger guard hand off the painting to a woman and take the clown painting that he then put on the easel. Carole did not get a good look at the woman, only that she went to and through the Gift Shop door. When I showed Carole this film clip, she said the woman she saw looked like the mobile server, but she wasn't completely sure. Carole also said that the woman's clothes were different."
I said "I saw her myself just before the alarm went up. She was in her server uniform, but could easily have taken off or put on a piece of clothing when she saw the grenade being dropped on the other side of the room. So, what happened to her?"
Julia said: "She totally disappeared, sir. Even though the doors were locked immediately and a parking lot camera showed no one coming out of the Museum at that time, we could not find her at all. A lot of people began running into the lobby to get out of the building, and she may have just mingled with them. They were panicked, so they likely did not take notice of anyone in particular coming into the lobby from the Gift Shop."
"But they would have noticed if she was carrying a painting the size of the Greuze." I countered. "Ergo, we can deduce that the Greuze either didn't make it to the Gift Shop, or it did get that far but no farther."
Jack Muscone said "But that expert, Doctorrrr... Nadler. Yes, Nadler. He said the two Greuzes in the Gift Shop were replicas."
I said "Yes, he did, and I believe he was correct about that. So Julia, let's circle back to the narrative of the arrests."
Julia: "Yes sir. Of the five we arrested, the servers and Gift Shop employee asked for lawyers immediately upon being read their rights, then again after we took them through Booking. The older guard, the one with the scruffy beard and poorly shined shoes, said he saw the purple smoke and was watching that, and did not see the paintings be exchanged." I smiled at that; Julia had been in the Army, and had noticed what I'd noticed, and her voice connoted 'disapproval'.
Julia: "When we started bearing down on him, and asking how he possibly could not have seen the exchange, he asked for a lawyer. They're all in holding cells now, awaiting their public defenders."
Chief Moynahan said "We-ellll, let's just look at the tapes to see what happened."
"We can't, Chief." said Julius Jefferson. "The security cameras went out... well, it'd be more accurate to say that they kept working but the video was not recorded; the recorders stopped working. They were not turned off, but power to them may have been cut somehow. They resumed working ten minutes after the attack."
Commissioner Briscoe added: "And the wi-fi sending the feed to Campus Police Headquarters was jammed. It looked like the Slender Man had walked into the room or something."
"Well, that's just bloody fantastic." spat Chief Moynahan. After a pause, he said "Let's look at that painting they substituted for the Greuze. Mary, do you have a photo of it that you can put up?"
Mary said "I have the one Commander Troy uploaded to me." She put the photo on the projector screen. On the left side, the 'Westboro' clown was barely visible, and the 'Peter M. Feeley' clown was cut out completely.
"That's not the whole pho-tohhhh." drawled the Chief.
"No sir, it's not." I said. "The cut-off portion is not relevant nor helpful to the investigation."
"What?!" gasped the Chief, looking at me as if I'd lost my marbles. "How can you say that?"
"Take his word for it, Chief." said Jack Muscone. "And mine."
"With all due respect, Commander, Mr. Muscone," said Claire Michaels, "there may be valuable clues on that side of the painting------"
"I SAID IT'S NOT RELEVANT!" I yelled, feeling the heat on my face. "Now move on!" Everyone except Teresa, the Sheriff, and Laura were looking at me in utter shock.
"Hold on." said the Chief. "I want an explanation for this, and I want it right here and right now------"
"No you don't!"
That was Laura that had said that as she stood up. "Chief, that photo was left to deliver the maximum possible emotional pain to Don and to many of you in this room. My husband and Special Agent In Charge Muscone are absolutely correct. I'll tell you more when you and I can talk... alone."
I had been staring hard at Claire Michaels, who'd been staring at me in shock turning to anger. I stared mostly to not look at Tanya. But Jack Muscone had not avoided his wife's peering looks at us. And Cindy had seen it, and figured it out, too.
"If we can move on, ladies and gentlemen," said Chief Deputy Sheriff Ross, "our chances of recovering the Greuze will be a lot higher."
"Yes, let's move on." growled the voice of Sheriff Griswold. "If you guys haven't figured out by now that the Iron Crowbar knows what he's doing when he does something, and what he's talking about when he says something, then there's no hope for you. Now I'm far more interested in where the Greuze went to than in this piece of shit they left behind."
"Okay, let's keep go-ing." said the Chief. "Dr. Fredricson, you were saying that this paint-innngg was meant to cause Mis-ter Crowbarrr and others emotional pain?"
"Yes, Chief." Laura said. "If you look at what's here, you see my husband being... abused... with his own crowbar, which is a deliberate, goading insult similar to David Rovers's words earlier today... which will get Rovers murdered, but I digress. And two persons near to my husband's heart, his first cousin and the Sheriff, are made to look like simpering idiots. That is a shot at them as well as Don."
"And that looks like Pastor Westboro at left." said Tanya Muscone. "He caused us a lot of pain, but Don defeated him. So why put him in the painting?"
"And why not a cheap shot at Commander Croyle?" Cindy asked. "She's as close to Don as any of us."
"Yeah, I'm miffed that I was left out." Teresa replied. "But I didn't have a lot to do with the Black Velvet case, and Chief Deputy Ross did."
"Commander Troy, may I ask something?" FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone said. I nodded and she said "What I don't understand is why George Aurus would goad you with that painting like that. And what I mean is... it's like... it's like poking at a dog restrained by an electric fence, getting him all riled up and furious... and then going over and turning off the electricity. That dog is going to come at you. Why would George Aurus seek that kind of attention? Especially from the one man who defeated and captured him the first time, and the man to whom he turned himself in the second time."



Jack Muscone said "He's been in our faces for years now. He's escaped Supermax twice. He goaded Don while Don was going after him for the Black Velvet murders. It's... it's just the way he is."
"Is it?" I asked.
"What do you meeeeen, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr?" drawled the Chief, peering at me.
"Laura," I said, "did you study the psychology of George Aurus?"
"Not as much as you did when you were hunting him down." Laura said. "And Bonnie Karpathian was our resident expert on serial killers... until she became one herself." (Author's note: 'Return of the Black Widow'.)
"That's true." I said. "Anyhoo, my analysis of George Aurus is twofold: like me, he never did or does anything without purpose, intent, and plenty of thought behind it; and while he did goad me just a wee bit while I was hunting him down, it was only after I was inexorably on his trail. He didn't draw attention to himself until then."
Me: "So yes, Tracy, your point, if recast in the form of a statement, might be that Aurus would not be goading me like this, and that leads to the conclusion that it is very possible, if not likely, that George Aurus did not compose the clown painting."
"So who did?" asked Jack Muscone.
I shrugged my shoulders. "As Laura said, it's someone who wanted to cause the the most emotional pain. May I suggest a rogue if not outright dirty BAU Unit that has been trying to goad me into a physical confrontation with deliberate, sneering insults for several days now."
Julius Jefferson said "Commander, you said a minute ago that we were wrong in thinking that Aurus is behind this crime. Is that what you're saying now?"
"Heyyy, you did catch that." I said, admittedly being snarky about it. "And yes, I've been saying it, and I keep saying it, but no one has been listening. After all those years of me being accused of holding things back... when I do give you the truth, no one listens, and apparently no one believes me. Like Cassandra of Troy, I guess."
Jack Muscone said "It's not that we don't believe you, Dog, but the FBI and Homeland Security have poured a lot of time and resources into catching George Aurus. And my bosses, all the way up to the top, believe the intel that he was going to steal the Lost Greuze was good, at least good enough to spend all that money on. And he was painted into the clown picture, and Aurus was once in the circus------"
I held up my hand. "And isn't it amazingly convenient that he was painted into it." I said. "And how conveeeeeenient for that theory that the clown painting was left behind at all."
"I understand what you're saying, Commander." said Julius Jefferson. "But our going theory is that the clown painting was left so that people looking over there didn't see a missing painting, and it took a bit of time before people realized the Greuze was lifted."
I said "And isn't that interesting? My point is that there were actually Secret Service Agents in the room, the people we trust to protect the President and our highest officials, who are trained to be the very best in the world... and they didn't see it."
"How did you know------" Jack Muscone started, then stopped in mid-sentence.
"Their badges." I said. "Unless they were fake badges or someone was impersonating Secret Service Agents. And from your reaction, I suspect they were real Secret Service Agents."
"They were." said Muscone. "The Secret Service used to be part of the Treasury Department, before being put under the Homeland Security umbrella. They still handle things like counterfeiting, thefts of gold and art, and such stuff."
Mary Milton's voice cut through the room. "Chief, with respect, I must again renew my objection to the presence of these Federal Agents in this room, and their involvement in our case. Especially if Commander Troy's thesis is correct, and Aurus is not behind the theft."
And again Tanya Muscone looked daggers at Mary, but then she caught my 'look' at her that underscored my most very strong desire for Tanya to say nothing. Chief Moynahan did not say nothing.
"Looo-tenant," Chief Moynahan said, "we are all on the same teeeeeem, herrrre."
"She does have a point, Chief." said Jack Muscone, using Mary's words as an excuse to get out of the meeting. "Julius, Tracy, why don't we go back to the Federal Building, and work on our aspects of this." As he got up, he said "We'll let you guys know of any breaks in the case we find, and I'd appreciate it if you'll do the same for us."
"We will." said me and Tanya simultaneously.
"Jinx on both of you." Cindy said. Everyone laughed. Jack, Julius, and Tracy made their goodbyes and left.
The Chief looked like he was about to go off on some of us, but Laura rescued us (especially her loving husband) by saying "Chief, why don't you and I go to your office, so I can fill you in on some things."
"O-kayyy, Doctor." drawled the Chief. "Commander, do you want to talk to everyone still here?"
"Yes sir, if you don't mind." I replied. Laura and the Chief left.
"O-kayyy." I said. "Muscone was right in that the Feds have wasted a boatload of money and time on this pursuit of Aurus. And since I don't want to be accused by the Green Crowbar of holding back, I'll point out a few things before we go to work finding the thieves."
"And then you can set those brackets up right." Cindy said as a green crowbar was waved in my general direction. Neither Teresa nor I could help but grin at that one.
"Mary," I said, "put up the videos of the reception before the Greuze was brought out, from the cameras mounted over the doors from the lobby into the Main Hall, and each front corner of the Main Hall." She did, and I drove the computer and paused it where I wanted to.
"Okay, you've all heard of 'Mission: Impossible'." I said. "The original television show of the 1960s and -70s had the plot where ordinary people were trained and then called together to go on secret missions. In our real world, those IMF teams do exist, but not like the television show or the movies."
Your Iron Crowbar (YIC): "In this case, I observe four people that I suspect were acting as a team. The young woman carrying the tray of drinks is first. She's looking around at everyone and everything, and she continued to carry the empty tray around for a good few minutes before positioning herself between the Greuze and the Gift Shop door."
YIC: "Next is the younger man that was one of the two Security guards for the painting. He has military bearing; his uniform is perfectly-fitting, his shoes are shined to a military standard, his haircut and freshly-shaved face also showing that standard. The other guard is slovenly, and as Detective Rodriguez said, his shoes are in a deplorable condition; indeed, if any TCPD Officer looked that bad, I'd lock his or her heels and chew him or her out until he or she was crying. But the issue here is that most of the Security guards tended towards the bad example here, and the good example man is the one who stands out like a sore thumb."
YIC: "Additionally, before he goes to get the Greuze, he and the young woman exchange eye contact no less than three times, though they do not speak to each other. He also looks over the room at specific places, one of them being where the smoke grenade was thrown, another towards the back of the Main Hall."
YIC: "The third person is the plainclothes Federal Agent in the very back of the room. He also happens to be the Secret Service Agent that tried to lay hands on my daughter, and the Sheriff saved his life by putting his gun in the man's earhole." The Sheriff's mustaches were twitching merrily at that.
"YIC: "The security guard nods at the Agent in the back just seconds before the smoke grenade is popped, and the Agent disappears around back. After hearing Julius say the videocamera feeds stopped being recorded and the wifi going out, I can make an 'edumacated' guess where he was going and what he was doing at the time of the incident."
YIC: "And the fourth person... is one of the Federal Marshals, or is impersonating a Federal Marshal." I went to different places in the video. "He came into the Main Hall three times, and made eye contact with the woman with the tray all three times. Just before the grenade was popped, he came in, looked over at the Greuze and the woman, then at the table with the two servers, then at the place the smoke started billowing... and then he ran back to the control room set up in the conference room. I suspect he's the one that immediately locked the doors so no one could get out."
"Why do that, sir?" asked Teddy Parker. "He was too fast. Nobody got out at all."
"And that, Detective Parker, was part of the deception that this whole case has become." I said, then said no more despite the silence hoping I would.
"So the Greuze... never left the Museum?" asked Julia Rodriguez thoughtfully. "But... but they searched the whole place, top to bottom, back to front, before anyone was allowed to leave, even the Agents and the Security, and the Deputies, too. And the search found nothing."
"That is because they did not know where nor how to look." I replied. I got up and said "And I would not dream of making another search for it without more data. The perps will lead us to it, in time. In the meantime, I have places to go, things to do, people to see."
"And so does Captain Michaels." said Teresa Croyle. "Me, in my office. Right now, Captain..."
Part 9 - Pain of the Past
"You weren't here when Angela Harlan murdered Peter Feeley." Laura said to the Chief as she showed him the full clown painting photo she'd taken with her iPhone. "Pull up the crime scene photos, and you'll have to get through the password protection..."
The Chief did so, and groaned when he saw the photos. "Oh my God. They're identical... Corporal Feeley bound to that chair..." He did not finish the sentence as he closed the file.
Laura said "Tanya was engaged to Pete and was carrying his son when he was murdered. Don kept Tanya out of the crime scene, and also prevented her from seeing the crime scene photos. And that is why he cropped off the end of the photo that he had Mary show."
"And he didn't want to say it out loud in front of her, eitherrrr." said the Chief, nodding sadly. "One more thing, Doctor, and I'm aware I'm asking you to talk about your huzzz-bnnnd. He was complaining about not being listened to, and not being belieeeeved. I can assure you that every word he says is listened to and taken into full consideration, though sometimes we want to see more so that we can understand what he's already see-innnng. Does he really believe he's being treated like Cassandra in Trojan mythology?"
Laura said "There's a lot going on with him, Chief. He had to work his ass off to keep Wes Masters from being framed for crimes done by dirty City cops and the Federal-level Swamp Frogs." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers'.)
Laura: "The Feds, even the ones he considers to be good, treated him like shit, so he turned in his FBI credentials. And now stuff he's saying is getting back to the Swamp Frogs, to be used against him... but if he doesn't say anything, Cindy is right there verbally slamming him for holding back, and she's been doing that to him for years. And today you were about to do the same thing."
"In hindsight, I can see that." said Chief Moynahan. "What do we need to doooo?"
Laura said "I would say he needs a vacation, a week off to relax and forget everything. To just recharge the batteries. But now is not the time. I was sorry to see him turn in his FBI credentials because the Swamp Frogs are getting worse. They're more active, and that little shit David Rovers was openly insulting him and goading him. They're up to something, and we need Don here to catch it and stop it."
"We-ell," said the Chief, "he didn't stop the theft of the Greuze."
"Oh?" Laura replied. "Want to put a hundred on it that he'll have the case solved by the time of the Council meeting Tuesday?"
"Nooooo." the Chief said. "I am not stoop-idddd...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You weren't here during the Black Widow case, when Corporal Feeley was murdered?" Teresa said after she and Claire Michaels reached her office.
"No ma'am." said Claire. "I got here the summer after that." (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 01.)
Teresa was typing furiously on her computer, then printed out two photos. "This is the full photo of the clown painting. And the other one is from the Corporal Feeley murder crime scene."
"Ohhhhh." said Claire as she examined them side-by-side.
Teresa said "Tanya Perlman was Pete's fiancée at the time, and Commander Troy prevented her from seeing the crime scene. And that's why he cropped the photo that was shown, and he wasn't going to talk about it while Tanya was in the room."
Claire said "So whoever created this clown art knew about that case, knew enough to paint a replication of it, and put it in the painting to cause Commander Troy pain. That's despicable."
"Yes it is." said Teresa. "But first things first: I suggest you apologize to Commander Troy for your insubordination in that meeting, and that you never again go against him in front of others like you did." She took the photos she'd printed and shredded them, then said "You're dismissed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
I'd barely gotten into my office when Tanya Perlman Muscone drove in right behind me and parked on the dime on the door in front of my desk. I had not sat down yet, and just turned to look at her.
"It was Pete, wasn't it?" Tanya said. "That part of the painting you cropped off, it was Pete."
I went over and shut the door, then sat down in the near-side hot chair next to her. I made sure to look right in her eyes as I said "As you know, I kept you away from that crime scene and made sure you couldn't access the photos, because I did not want what was in there to be your last memory of Pete."
"And I'm still not sure you did the right thing, though you meant well." Tanya said, her eyes sparkling... with forming tears.
I said "I am sure. It still haunts me from time to time, and I am very comfortable with the decision I made to keep you out of there. Anyhoo, yes, what was at the end of that painting is from that crime scene, and in very exact detail. And it obviously was meant to cause me pain and anger, but maybe to cause you pain, as well. And so I had Mary put up a cropped-off version. And I probably can't stop you from seeing that whole painting, but I would ask that you don't try to see it."
Tanya nodded. "Wow, that's some serious hatred to do that. Does Aurus really hate you that badly?"
I said "Like I said before, I'm not convinced it was Aurus that created it. And think about it... how would Aurus even know what that crime scene had looked like?"
"Yeah." Tanya said thoughtfully. Then I saw that she was unable to hold back any further. I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around her in a hug, and she began sobbing as she held on to me, her anchor in her sea of misery.
And I resolved to make whoever had put that into the painting pay a heavy price for causing my Angel that misery...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some minutes later, Claire Michaels came to my office and stood in front of at attention. "Sir, I wish to apologize for my actions earlier today------"
"Me toooooo." said the Chief as he came in behind her without knocking. He's the Police Chief; he can get away with that. He continued: "I believe that Captain Michaels and I both understand much more than we did beforrrrre."
"At ease, Captain." I said. "Sit down please, both of you." As they sat down in the hot chairs, I said "We need to discuss how we're going to get the Greuze back..."
Part 10 - Interrogations
4:00pm, Saturday, March 20th. Claire Michaels came to my office and said "The attorneys finally showed up. The two servers at the champagne table and the fat guard have public defenders. The squared-away guard and the Gift Shop employee have... other representation.
"Gresham & Mason?" I asked. "Nathan Masterson and Chip Blake?"
"You're half right, sir." said Claire. "Chip Blake, and Edward N. Parker. That guy Parker looks like The Riddler from the comic books, but I digress. Do you want their clients first?"
"Yeah, put the Gift Shop guy in I-1 and the guard in I-2." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Teddy, you're with me." I said to Teddy Parker. He and I went into I-2, where Chip Blake and the squared-away security guard were. One of our SWAT Team Officers was the Uniformed presence. The young man seated at the table was now wearing the stylish orange jumpsuit and slippers that was the fashion of the TCPD's 'hospitality suite', and he had been deprived of his belt and shoelaces.
Chip Blake said nothing as Parker and I sat down. I said "O-kayyyy, I am going to read your client Nicholas J. Mancini his rights."
"His name is Matt Jones." Chip Blake said.
"Today his name is Matt Jones." I replied. "Yesterday, his name was United States Marine Captain Nicholas Mancini. Tomorrow his name will be 'State Prisoner' Nicholas Mancini. But first things first." I read the man his rights from the card. He nodded his acknowledgement, and did not invoke immediately.
"And before you invoke," I said, "I'll just ask you one question: how is it that an Annapolis graduate and Marine Corps Officer with a very promising career has stooped to the level of participating in the theft of a painting like you were caught doing today?"
Mancini said "Before I invoke, I'll say one thing, and this is not an admission of guilt. That batty old Jew that owned that painting does not deserve the money from auctioning it, and she has been stopped from giving the money from its sale to kike causes. And you, Bar Code Troy, can shove your red crowbar up your Jewish ass. I now invoke my Fifth Amendment rights, and will answer none of your questions." Chip Blake was grinning happily at the insults that had been hurled at me.
"I think we're done here." I said brightly to Parker. We got up and left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Gift Shop employee was in I-1. He was being represented by Edward N. Parker of Gresham & Mason, P.C., who had helped Matthew Willis's legal team in the 'Price No Object' case.
"Walter Corning." I said. "You were arrested as a material witness and person of interest in the theft of the Lost Greuze." I read him his rights from the card, and he said he understood them.
I looked at my file on him. "Okay, you're a third year student at the University, majoring in Art History. I'll buy that for a dollar. Worked in the Gift Shop last school year, laid off during the renovation, came back when the Gift Shop reopened. I'll buy that for a dollar, too."
Corning was 21 years old and reminded me of Jesse Smallwood of the Peter Blassingame/Tau Fraternity case (Author's note: 'Unresolved'; 'Vox Populi Vox Dei', Ch. 03.). He was a bit heavyset, a bit pudgy, and he face looked a little bit dumb. But his eyes gave away a shrewdness that Smallwood had not had.
I continued: "And then there's... oh my!... two classes taught by Dr. Lionel Carmela, and you got 'A's in both of them. That speaks volumes. Hmmm... you're a member of the student group 'Students for Climate Justice', whatever that means. What does that mean, (air quotes) 'climate justice'?"
"It means we will get justice for the earth against those who are destroying the earth and consuming its resources for their own profit. And against anyone who doesn't respect the settled science that proves Climate Change is real." snarled Walter Corning.



"You seek justice?" I replied. "Or is it really revenge? And do you seek to achieve your goals by violent means?"
"Don't answer that." Edward N. Parker said. "And maybe you should just invoke now."
"Your client has the right to invoke." I said. "But if he does, he can't explain his actions during the time of the theft of the painting. And right now, we really suspect his involvement in making that painting disappear."
"I reserve my right to invoke at any time, but for now I'll answer your questions, as long as they are relevant to the subject at hand." said Walter Corning, showing the underlying shrewdness that his legal beagle apparently didn't possess.
"You were in the Gift Shop when the fire alarm went off?" I asked. "And if so, exactly where in the Gift Shop were you?"
"Yes." said Corning. "I was behind the counter."
"Did you see anyone come in through the side entrance right after the alarm started?" I asked.
"There were several people in the Gift Shop at that time." said Corning. "And when the alarm went off, we all looked at the glass wall that is the front of the gift shop, looking into the lobby."
"But did you see anyone come in the side door right at that time?" I persisted.
"Several people came in and out by that door." said Corning. "What I'm trying to tell you is that I was distracted by the alarm and didn't pay attention to the side door."
I turned to Teddy Parker and said "He's just not answering my specific question with a specific answer."
"I disagree." said Edward N. Parker. "He did answer your question. Now move on, or I'll have him invoke and stop your harassment of him."
"Okay, then." I said. "We have an eyewitness that saw someone go into the Gift Shop via the side door right after the alarm went off... carrying the painting that was stolen. So you need to think about it, Walter. And while you do, tell me about those two paintings behind the counter."
"They were replicas." said Corning. "We'd sold six of them, and the two on the wall had been sold and were going to be picked up after the exhibition and the auction. But then the alarm went off and they were confiscated as evidence."
"Yes, and we'll allow their rightful owners to take possession of them, in time." I said. "And speaking of them, I'd noticed the painting with the red 'SOLD' tag had been there a while, but the one with the blue tag must've been sold more recently?"
"Just minutes before the alarm." said Corning. "I'd just put the 'SOLD' label on it."
"Any significance to the color of the sold tags?" I asked.
"No, none at all." said Corning. "We have red, blue, green, and black tags, but we've never used the colors for any purpose." I'd been watching Walter Corning, and I saw the first sign of shiftiness, of evasiveness, in his eyes.
"And after the alarm went off, no one touched or moved those two replicas behind the counter?" I said.
"Yeah, you and your fellow Agents did when they came in, and that professor guy began examining them." said Corning.
"What about between the time the alarm went off and the Agents came in?" I asked.
"Don't answer that." said Edward N. Parker, "Commander, I've been very patient with you to this point, and my client has truthfully answered your questions. But unless you have charges to bring against him, I am going to end this charade and take my client out of here."
"No you're not." I said. "I'm upgrading the charges, to suspicion of participating in the theft of the Lost Greuze."
"You heard my client." said Edward N. Parker, anger creeping into his voice. "You have nothing, not a shred of proof, that he's done anything wrong."
"I've heard your client be evasive in his answers, and you stepping in to stop him from answering a question." I replied. "I simply don't believe your story, Walter. I think you had to have seen something, something you're refusing to tell me about. And I have all weekend to interview witnesses at the scene, that were in the Gift Shop, or in the lobby looking into the Gift Shop------"
"This is a pile of crap!" exploded Edward N. Parker. "Walter, you need to invoke. And then I'm going to the Courthouse and get you out of here." Walter Corning invoked. E.N. Parker left for the Courthouse...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sir, he did have a point." said Captain Claire Michaels as we walked down the hall towards Interrogation Rooms A and B, with Detectives Rodriguez and Parker behind us. "We really don't have any evidence on him. What makes you think he's part of it."
"Who his representation is, for openers." I replied. "When I see a Gresham & Mason legal beagle in the House, I know something's up."
"Sir," said Julia Rodriguez, "do you think there's a reason Nathan Masterson has not shown up yet? He's usually the one that comes in, if only to annoy you, especially over Jewish-related things."
I turned and looked at Julia, then said "That is Iron Crowbar thinking there, Detective. Here, hold this." I handed her the red crowbar, then turned and went into the anteroom. We looked in on the two servers that had been behind the table. Their public defenders were with them.
"These two are college students at our University here." I said. "Captain, let's interview the girl first. I'd take Julia in, but she doesn't look like she wants to give up that red crowbar just yet." They all grinned at that.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Claire and I went into I-A and sat down opposite the young woman with dirty blonde hair and an attractive but not beautiful face. Her public defender was sitting next to her, and Officer Colquitt was the Uniformed Presence. (Author's note: 'Smoke On The Water', Ch. 03, for Officer Colquitt.)
"Vanessa Bright." I said. "I'm going to read you your rights------"
"What are you charging my client with?" her public defender, a slender young man with his hair combed to one side very severely, and a simpering look on his face. "Why have you arrested her?"
With public defenders, it's usually one of two things: he (or she, but I'll just say 'he') is there because he has to be, and is just going through the motions; orrrr, he's some overeager young snot that thinks the case he's on will be his big break, like he's Perry Mason or something. This kid was overeager, and he was no Perry Mason.
"Do not interrupt the Police Commander again!" Claire Michaels said menacingly. The legal beagle looked like his head was going to fall into his neck like a turtle.
I read Vanessa her rights, and she said "Why are you reading me my rights? What have I done?"
I said "We're reading you your rights for your protection as well as ours, legally speaking. And you are here because you are a material witness and possibly a person of interest in the theft of the painting this morning."
"I didn't have anything to do with that!" the girl wailed.
"And where is your proof that she did anything wrong at all?" added the public defender.
Claire Michaels said to the beagle "You need to listen harder. The Police Commander said she was a material witness. We want to know what she saw and heard."
I said "Yes. Vanessa, you were behind the champagne and snacks table. You had clear sight of the painting, the door to the Gift Shop, and the space in between. And the smoke grenade began doing smoke grenade things right behind you, in the corner. So... what did you see?"
"Nuth-ing!" Vanessa wailed.
I said "Captain, did you know that Vanessa here is majoring in the Performance Arts? In other words, Acting! And I'm seeing acting here, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do, sir." Claire said agreeably, practicing good asskissing skills.
"And you know what else I'll be seeing, Vanessa?" I said. "Your bank accounts, when we get the warrant for them." Nothing from Vanessa. "And your cellphone contacts, and text messages. And we'll be searching your room, too, looking for any hoards of cash you might have." Now Vanessa was beginning to look uncomfortable... as in 'scared' uncomfortable.
"You can't do that!" the public defender said. He really was in over his head.
"Once I get that warrant I can." I replied. "And I'll get it."
"Even if you do," said the lawyer, "you can find cash, and it doesn't mean a thing. You can't trace it back to any payments for illegal activity."
"And we're going to talk to your buddy Steve, who was at the table with you." I said to Vanessa. "You better hope and pray that he saw nothing. And you know... if you're both involved, he might throw you under the bus to save his own skin. I have one plea deal. Who's going to get it?"
"He's bluffing." the lawyer said to Vanessa.
"Better be sure." I replied levelly.
"The Police Commander doesn't bluff." said Claire. "At least he never has in front of me. Vanessa, your whole future, your whole life is on the line here."
"I need to talk to my client." said the lawyer, his first words of wisdom all day.
"Sure." I said. "We'll be talking to Steve while you talk to your client." I indicated to Claire, and we got up and left the room. Once we were out, Officer Colquitt exited through the lobby-side door.
"Okay, Teddy," I said in the anteroom. "Let's go talk to Steve." We went into Interrogation-B, and I was very pleased to see that Steve was represented by Dwayne Epstein, the most incompetent public defender on the rolls.
Steve was tall, with reddish blonde hair, and his face was a cross between a prankster and a surfer boy. He was also the kind of guy that was probably getting a lot of pussy.
Teddy and I sat down and I read Steve his rights from the card, which he acknowledged. Epstein did not interrupt as I said "Steve, you are being held as a material witness and possible person of interest in the theft of the painting. You had a good view of the painting from your position at the snack table, and the smoke grenade went off very near you."
I continued: "You are a second year student and an English major at the University here, and your grades are barely above water. You were on probation to be expelled from School, but then you took a course taught by Dr. Lionel Carmela last summer, got an 'A', and saved yourself. You repeated that with Dr. Juanita Rivera last fall, taking her Spanish class and getting an 'A'... and nothing better than 'C's and 'D's in any other class."
Epstein finally opened his mouth and said "So what? All that means nothing, and it's not illegal."
I replied "It is if your client was asked to do a favor or two in exchange for those 'A's... and if the favor was to throw a smoke grenade to distract everyone while your confederates stole the Greuze, then that quid pro quo would definitely be illegal. It's called 'conspiracy'."
"No! I never did anything like that!" protested Steve.
"Then what are those two 'A's about?" I asked. "And please don't insult my intelligence by telling me Carmela and Rivera did that out of the goodness of their hearts... because there is no goodness, at all, in Carmela's heart or soul."
"Okay, I'll tell you." Steve said. "I've spent the two years I've been here at School partying and banging girls. One girl I (air quotes) 'dated' was kind of skanky, and she was into stuff like feminism, and Climate Change. She told me that there was a professor that could help me with my grades. It was Dr. Carmela. All I had to do was take his introductory class in political activism, actually attend it, and I'd get an 'A'. So I did, and I got the 'A'."
Steve: "The next semester I took Dr. Rivera's Intro to Spanish class. I didn't even show up for that one, but I did bang her and she said I was good in bed so she gave me an 'A'. I didn't argue."
I said "And what did you have to do in exchange for their generosity?"
Steve said "Dr. Carmela told me to join a group called 'Students for Climate Justice'. He told me that there would also be demonstrations over Climate Change... peaceful demonstrations... and I was expected to participate in them. So I went to a meeting and paid my $20 dues... and took a different girl home for sex after every meeting. No big deal."
"This was since this semester began?" I asked.
"Yeah, a week after school started in January." said Steve, who was now agitated and ready to answer my pertinent questions.
"Okay, let's talk about this morning." I said. "From your position behind the table, you had sight of the entire Main Hall, and direct line of sight to the door of the room across the way, the door to the Gift Shop, and where the Greuze was placed on its easel, yes?"
"Well," Steve said, "I guess I did, but I wasn't really paying attention. I was talking to the people that came up to the table, especially the lovely women there in those dresses."
"Flirting with them?" I asked, seemingly nonchalantly.
"And trying to get a date." said Steve. "That Dr. Fredricson? She is hot! I'd love to take her out on a date."
"I'll let her know you're interested." I said, deadpan flat. Teddy Parker barely kept from laughing. I'm told the people in the anteroom watching did not succeed in restraining themselves. I said "So did you see the smoke grenade being thrown?"
"No." said Steve. "I don't think it was thrown, at least not in the traditional sense. The first I became aware of it was smelling and then seeing the smoke."
"What did you do then?" I asked.
"I went for a fire extinguisher on the front wall, the wall that the lobby is on the other side of." said Steve. "I tried to put out the grenade, but the extinguisher didn't work very well on it."
"Let me ask you this." I said. "How well do you know Vanessa, the girl at the table with you?"
"Pretty well." Steve said. "I've dated her a few times."
"She's good in bed?" I rather rudely asked.
"She is excellent in bed." Steve said. "She rocked my world. But she's like me, just looking for a good time. She doesn't want a serious relationship, and neither do I."
"What was Vanessa doing right at the time the smoke grenade went off?"
"Uhhh..." said Steve, as if some memory had just slapped him in the face, "you know, I didn't really see her, but got a phone call, and then she reached down under the table, like she was getting some more champagne or something."
"So she could've thrown the grenade?" I asked.
"I... I can't say." said Steve. "I just saw her bend down."
And Dwayne Epstein interjected himself right at that moment: "And anything else calls for speculation. Don't say any more, Steve, or these guys might try to charge you with Lying to Police. In fact, you might want to invoke now, and make them prove you've done anything wrong at all."
I said "Just one more question, with a follow-up: the woman that was carrying champagne glasses around on a tray... did you know her? And what was her name?"
"No, I'd never met her before." said Steve. "I figured she was a new hire. She said her name was Beth. Beth Morris, or Morrison, something like that."
"Did you see where she was right at the time of the grenade going off?" I asked.
"No, not at all." said Steve. "She was cute, but I barely saw her at all during the reception."
"So you did not see her after the smoke grenade stopped smoking?"
"Uhh... no." said Steve, thinking about it. "I didn't see her again at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back to I-A, where Vanessa Bright and her public defender were waiting for us. Claire Michaels and I sat down opposite them.
"This is not an admission of guilt." the lawyer said. "My client wants full immunity from prosecution in exchange for her truthful statement and later testimony."
"I'm sure she does." I replied. "She's not going to get it. We now have eyewitness testimony that she threw the grenade herself, which makes her a co-conspirator in the theft of the Greuze as well as other charges coming her way." Claire Michaels did not bat an eyelash at my bluff.
Both the lawyer and Vanessa's faces fell upon hearing my words. The lawyer recovered enough to say "Will you at least listen to a hypothetical statement, and determine if her information is of value enough to give her immunity for it?"
"Normally I wouldn't." I replied. "I don't like hypotheticals, and I will repeat my assertion that your client is not getting full immunity under any circumstances. However, if your client answers a few (air quotes) 'hypothetical' questions, and if her information is relevant and helpful, I'll ask the District Attorney to consider a plea deal."
The lawyer whispered something to Vanessa, who nodded and then looked at me with something resembling hatred. "Okay." she said.
I said "Hypothetically, who was the other woman in your group of servers?"
Vanessa said "Hypothetically, she said her name was Beth, and I don't remember her last name, if she even told me. I'd never met her before today."
I said "Hypothetically, did you see her or anyone else near the painting just before the time of the smoke grenade being tossed?"
"Hypothetically, no." said Vanessa. "I really didn't see much of her at all. I was too busy handing out food and drink to the guests. Steve was worthless; he was flirting with women the whole time. He thinks he's God's gift to women, but he's really not very good in bed."
"Hypothetically, of course." I replied laconically. "And hypothetically, did you bend down, reach under the table, and then toss the smoke grenade into the corner?"
"Don't answer that!" the lawyer practically shouted, then turned to me and said "Unless, of course, you're going to give my client full immunity in exchange for her information."
"Let's go, Captain." I said, getting up. "This conversation is over. I'll see you at your trial, Ms. Bright..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We moved along to Interrogation-C, where the slovenly guard and his public defender were. Teddy Parker and I went in and sat down opposite them. I read the suspect his rights from the card and he said he understood.
"Joseph T. Baker." I said. "Security guard with the company for one year. Exceptionally unexceptional record with them, but you haven't done anything to be fired over. By the way, are you related to Ruth Heidelmann Baker, the owner of the painting?"
"Not that I know of." said Baker. He was answering, and he was not invoking. That was good.
"How is it that you did not see the painting you were standing right next to be exchanged like it was?" I asked.
"Like I told the Officer that questioned me earlier," said Baker, "I'd stepped forward somewhat when I saw the smoke, and I was scanning in that direction and didn't look behind me."
"Amazing." I said, referring to the man's incompetence. "How were you assigned to guard the painting?"
"My boss told me to be there and that that was my job for the day." said Baker.
"What about the guy that was guarding the painting with you." I said. "How well do you know him?"
"I didn't know him at all." said Baker. "I'd never seen him before."
"All right, then." I said. "You are our guest at the Graybar Hotel for the weekend. If there's something you know that could help us and would get you out of trouble, you or your attorney need to let us know immediately. Let's go, Parker." Teddy and I exited the Interrogation Room.
"He doesn't know a damn thing, if I don't miss my guess." I told the others as we walked down the hallway towards MCD. "We'll hold him over the weekend, but we'll have to let him go if we can't find anything on him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the four of us headed down the hallway, Lt. Micah Rudistan popped out of the Vice room. "Commander, can we see you for a moment?"
"Sure." I said. We all followed him into Vice, where Detectives Joan Laurer, J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry, and Lisa Monroe were standing in front of the clown painting, which was now evidence. It was sitting on a stand on the table in the middle of the room, facing away from the doors.



"Yes sir, if you'll just come on around where you can see the painting, I'll show you something." Rudistan said as we went around the table. He then shined a flashlight that gave off a strange purplish light. I recognized it as the UV light that had been left with the disc golf discs we'd recovered, that had illuminated the message for me from the Slender Man. (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man', Ch. 02.)
"We were looking for hidden messages, sir." said Rudistan. "There are none, but when we shine the light at this sideways angle, the image of Pastor Westboro glows slightly differently than the rest of the painting. We then examined the painting with an ordinary magnifying glass, and you can see that it's slightly different. Most of the painting has no brushstrokes, which I'm told is a sign of computer CNC-generated paintings. But Westboro's head is painted in with a brush; you can see the brushstrokes."
"Yes, you're right." I said as I examined it, then handed the magnifying glass to Claire Michaels. "So what do you guys think this means?"
Joan Laurer said "Sir, we think that someone added in Pastor Westboro at some time after the original painting was made. Why, we have no data yet, so we don't know."
"I think I do..." I said, my voice a whisper as I went into a reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The MCD Detectives, Cpt. Michaels, and I went to Classroom 'E', and we were joined by Chief Moynahan, Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle, Lt. Jerome Davis, Lt. Mary Milton, and SBI Agent Terence Johnson, who had watched the interrogations with Teresa in the Monitor Room. They were surprised to see Julia carrying the red crowbar, which I had not yet reclaimed.
"Hello, Lieutenant Davis." I said. "What are the Feds saying right now?" I had asked Jerome Davis to liaison with FBI SSA Julius Jefferson, and he'd been at the Federal Building until I called him back.
"Mostly unprintable curses, sir." said Davis, making us all chuckle. Then he brought us down to earth by saying "The Rovers BAU Team is putting it all on Jack Muscone. They are really giving him both barrels, and what's scaring me and Julius is that the FBI leadership, including EAD Owen Lange, aren't doing a whole lot to help Mr. Muscone."
"Blaming Muscone was part of the plan." I said. "Do they have any idea at all where the painting might have been taken?"
"No sir." said Davis. "They're totally stymied."
"Yet they send no one here to liaison with us." Claire Michaels pointed out.
"Exactly, ma'am." said Davis. "That's one good example of what I'm thinking: to be candidly honest, I'm not sure how much they care. The Rovers BAU Team has their piñata in Mr. Muscone. They'll also blame the local LEOs here if and when the painting can't be found."
Teresa said "If the Swamp Frogs are behind the theft, then of course they're not going to work very hard to get it back."
Julia Rodriguez said "Do they even have it? We haven't found anything to show the painting was actually removed from the Museum."
"You're making a strong case for keeping that red crowbar, arentcha?" I said with a grin. "That's a good point, Julia, and one we haven't really explored yet. And Jerome, how upset is the Rovers BAU Team that George Aurus didn't show up in person?"
"Uhhh!" Davis said, blinking as if he'd just been slapped in the face. "You know what, sir? They didn't mention that guy all day! Not one time."
"What about what that guy Steve said?" asked Claire Michaels. "That Lionel Carmela recruited him with a grade-fixing scheme?"
I said "I'm not at all surprised. Carmela is notorious for doing things like that. He often resorts to outright blackmail. What he did with Steve is an exact repeat of what he did to FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone when she was in college." (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising', Ch. 03.)
I continued: "And I don't think it's a coincidence that a couple of people who took Carmela's courses and got 'A's, which means the students are as rabidly Leftist as he is, are showing up in this case. It shows there's definitely a connection between Carmela and the Swamp Frogs... in my opinion, anyway."
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "after what the security guard Nicholas Mancini said... do you think Anti-Semitism is the reason behind the theft?"
I said "I think that was a red herring. Nicholas Mancini might indeed be a Jew-hater, and it's very obvious that he was recruited into the Swamp Frogs for that reason. And maybe he is happy to be a part of them because of his Jew-hatred. But I think one reason he said that was to distract us."
YIC: "Julia is carrying the red crowbar right now because she pointed out that the most virulent Jew-hater of all the Swamp Frogs, Nathan Masterson, hasn't shown up, at least not yet. And if it were an anti-Semite thing, he would've been in there with Mancini. So I can derive two inferences from that: that Judaism is a red herring, and that they're holding him in reserve."
"For what, sir?" asked Julia.
"For the one that got away." I said. "The woman carrying the champagne on the tray. The one the others called 'Beth'. She totally disappeared, and I think she's the key to the case."
Julia handed me back the red crowbar. "It's fun to hold it for a little while, sir, but you're the only person who can carry its weight for any length of time."
"The Sheriff would love your asskissing skills." Teresa said cattily. Of course, we knew she meant it with love.
"What about the four-foot-two elephant in the room?" Mary Milton said. "George Aurus."
I said "The only persons involved in this case that are anywhere near four-foot-two are the Detective that saw more than the rest of us put together, and her best friend." Everyone broke out laughing at that.
I continued: "Let's just put Aurus aside for a minute. Like I said, the woman that disappeared is more interesting to me than George Aurus right now."
"Does she have the Greuze?" asked Claire Michaels.
"I don't think so, at least not yet." I said.
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, looking very hard at me, "do you know where the Lost Greuze is?"
"No, Chief." I replied, looking right back at him. "I have some ideas, but nothing solid."
The Chief was not mollified. "Then why aren't we acting upon your ideas, and looking for it?"
I said "I think the thieves hid the Greuze somewhere in the Museum, but I think an attempt to find it by tearing up the Museum will be fruitless. What I want to do is have the thieves lead us to the painting, and then recover it at the same time we add them to our bag."
"So what are you going to have us dooooo?" drawled the Chief.
I smiled and said "Congratulations, everyone! You've been reassigned to 'Stakeouts'!" Everyone groaned; the inside joke is that no one wants to be in Stakeouts...
Part 11 - Circus Act
8:00pm, Saturday, March The Chief and I had pizzas brought in for dinner. I'd also told the Detectives as well as the SWAT Team unit backing us up that we were wearing our 'black' uniforms with black military-style boots, and of course some serious armor.
An hour earlier, Shane O'Brady had called me and said he was sending a video that I would find of interest. I pulled it up. It was Republican Wilson Hammonds, speaking to reporters at the State Capitol.
Hammonds: "It is obvious that the University Museum is unable to protect their artworks, and there is no way the Statue of Artemis should be allowed to be moved there from the much more secure Pottsville Museum. I will be adding an amendment to any Budget bill that will forbid any State or local funding to be spent to move the Statue of Artemis anywhere, and especially not to the University Museum."
"Well, that's not good." I said to Teresa, who had watched it with me on the television monitor in my office. "If we don't get the Greuze back, and by Monday morning, Hammonds will probably win that one."
Teresa replied "The flip side of that is that Hammonds is so vindictive that he just might concede other things to get the Budget passed with that amendment. What bothers me is how quickly Hammonds found out about the theft." 
I said "KFXU and Alison McFarland both had it, since they were there covering the exhibition and the auction. And I'm sure Tim Sioban of KSB would be eager to get it on air, just to gin up controversy and angst."
And then came the shocker. Lt. Myron Milton came to my office. "Sir! You just got an email with a video file in it. We've checked it for viruses and it's clean."
"Okay, thanks." I said, bringing it up. And when I did, I gasped. The image that appeared on my screen was George Aurus!
"Hello, Commander Troy. Please give my regards to Detective Bell." Aurus said, his voice quiet and whispery. He was wearing a black t-shirt with the logo of the defunct Wrangler Circus on it. Behind him were four persons, all in black, including their full head masks. The circus logo was on their black shirts, as well.
"It's such a farce, Commander." Aurus said. "Such a farce." And then he began singing. Yes, singing. He had a pretty decent singing voice as he delivered excerpts from Stephen Sondheim's 'Send In The Clowns':
"Isn't it bliss?
Don't you approve?
One who keeps tearing around
One who can't move
Where are the clowns?
Send in the clowns.
Don't you love farce?
My fault, I fear
I thought that you'd want what I want
Sorry, my dear
But where are the clowns?
Quick, send in the clowns
Don't bothеr, they're herе..."
I'd barely had time to give Teresa the instructions to assemble everyone in Classroom 'E' when my Police iPhone rang. It was Jack Muscone.
"Hey Dog, I'm on speaker. EAD Lange and Bob Rovers are here with me." Muscone said. "We just got a video from George Aurus."
"I'm on speaker with Commander Croyle." I replied after hitting the speaker button. "We just got it, too. I'm about to show it to my Detectives and have them evaluate it."
"What do you make of it?" Muscone asked.
I said "Only that George Aurus has a surprisingly good singing voice. Teresa might have some competition at next year's Christmas concert." Not having a crowbar, Teresa wagged her finger in my general direction.
"Commander!" EAD Owen Lange's voice came through the phone's speaker. "This is a serious situation, and I'll ask you take it seriously. Now what's going on with that video?"
"With all due respect, Mr. EAD," I said, barely holding on to my temper, "I am giving it every bit of the attention it deserves. You'll have to excuse me; I've got a meeting to go to." I hit the disconnect button, which I'm sure infuriated the Federal Agents. But no one tried to call me back.
"Of all the fucking nerve." Teresa said. "They just expect you to know what that was about not two minutes after we got it?"
"And they expect me to tell them, and with Bob Rovers in the room." I replied. "Fuck that, and fuck them." I got up and said "Come on, let's go to Classroom 'E'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that changes the dynamic." muttered Chief Moynahan after we watched the video in Classroom 'E'.
"If it's real, of course." said Lt. Mary Milton.
"It's real." I said. "Aurus said something that I highly doubt the Swamp Frogs would remember to include. It was him." His inclusion of the Midtown PD Detective Nell Bell's name was my cluuuuue there..
Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone had come in earlier, and had joined us for the airing of the video. She asked "What do you think it means?"
Claire Michaels said "My question is why he sent it, and why now?"
"He's goading us?" asked Tanya. "Or goading Commander Troy, like that painting they exchanged for the Greuze was meant to do?"
"And that's part of my point." replied Claire. "Why goad Commander Troy? Why give him any more incentive to come after him?"
Teresa Croyle said "Maybe Aurus wasn't goading Commander Troy. Maybe there's something in the words that Aurus chose from that song."
"That's Iron Wolf thinking, there." I said quietly.
"So Aurus is trying to help us?" Tanya said. "Mighty kind of a serial killer and wanted fugitive to do."
"Isn't it, though." I replied cryptically.
"Maybe he's trying to distract us." said Jerome Davis. "Get us looking for him while a confederate gets the Greuze out of here?"
"Maybe, just maybe, we're theorizing without sufficient data." I said loudly as I stood up. "Let's not worry about this, and go complete our mission for the evening. Suit up, everyone..."
Part 12 - Doubly Deceived
2:30am, Sunday, March 21st. The University Museum Curator turned off the alarm and unlocked the front door. He and Dr. Nadler went inside, then he locked the door back.
"I really appreciate you coming down at this hour." said Dr. Nadler. "I really wanted to re-check that painting. I'm afraid I may have made a mistake when I looked at it after the fire alarm."
"If it gets us the Greuze back and my reputation restored, it will be worth it." said the Curator as he unlocked the door to the Gift Shop.
They went inside, and Dr. Nadler stepped behind the counter and up to the painting on the right, with the red 'SOLD' label. He began re-examining it, first with his magnifying glass, then the blue-light device. Then he used another, similar device, but one that gave out a reddish light.
"Oh my God." said Dr. Nadler. "It... it's the real Greuze! The thief must've put it here, and was going to pick it up after the heat died down."
"That's right, Dr. Nadler."
They whirled to see a slender person in all black, with a black mask on. Her body shape and breasts suggested she was a female, as did her voice. The.22 WMR autopistol in her hand suggested she was serious.
She continued: "A quick spray of UV-absorbing material was enough to throw off your device long enough to fool the idiot Police here." She threw two plastic zip-tie onto the counter. "Now, both of you lie down on the floor. Dr. Nadler, secure the Curator's hands behind him, then his legs.... and do it right if you want to live."
Dr. Nadler secured the Curator's hands behind him, then his legs. "Now your own ankles." said the woman. After Dr. Nadler did so, she ordered him to roll onto his belly, whereupon she zip-tied his hands behind him.
"Hopefully they'll find you before too long." the woman said. "And when they do, you can tell the Iron Crowbar that he is as clumsy as he is stupid. Now don't try anything stupid yourselves until I'm long gone." And with that, she took the Greuze off the wall and exited the room for the Museum's front doors...
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Doubly Deceived (continued)
Carrying the painting, the woman headed to the front doors of the Museum.
"Thank you."
As the painting was taken out of the woman's hands, she whirled to face her antagonist, and found herself looking up into the gray eyes... of Your Iron Crowbar.
*WHAM!*
The woman found herself taken down hard, and her arm twisted behind her. She had had no chance to use her considerable martial arts talents; after all, she just been taken down by a two-time Police Boxing Matches Champion with a very bad attitude.
"Somebody come put some cuffs on this bitch!" Teresa Croyle yelled. "I am not letting her go!" Other TCPD Officers rushed into the lobby from the Conference Room. They quickly affixed handcuffs to the woman. Teresa reached up and took the woman's mask off as an Officer bagged the woman's autopistol.
"Ah, so it is you." I said to Beth Morris, the woman that had been the mobile server at the event. "Yezzz... I may be clumsy, and I may be stupid. But you are under arrest." I turned to Teresa and said "Read her her considerable rights." Teresa did so as Julia recorded it on video.
Other Officers had gone into the Gift Shop and released the Curator and Dr. Nadler. "Thank God you're here!" Dr. Nadler said. "And you recovered the Greuze? Wonderful!"
"Oh, you might not think I'm so wonderful after I say this." I said. "Lieutenant Davis, place Dr. Nadler under arrest!"
"What?!" Dr. Nadler gasped out as Jerome Davis came up and pulled Nadler's hands behind his back. "What is this about?"
"I'm so sorry, Dr. Nadler," I said, "but I cannot allow you and your fellow thief here to continue to believe that I am an Agency of the Weak Minded. Take them to Headquarters, guys. Full booking. And watch out for her; she's very well trained in the martial arts, and she will literally kill you if she can."
After the perps were removed, I got on the radio and said "Bring them in." A moment later, Claire Michaels came in with two men and a woman.
"Everyone," I said, "this is Dr. Tyler Alsteens, one of the company Christie's art experts; Dr. Lamar Dodd, who holds the Rembrandt Chair of Art at the University's School of Art; and Dr. Nicole Haven of the University's Art School, who is also a world-recognized art expert. Would y'all please examine this painting to determine its authenticity? And let's get this on video, as evidence in my case against Dr. Nadler."
Dr. Tyler Alsteens was tall, with sparse hair, a barely-kept mustache and goatee, and spectacles. He reminded me in the face of the national Fox Cable's Sebastian Gorka. Dr. Lamar Dodd was heavyset, with a shaved-bald head and a goatee that reminded me of the former Minnesota Governor Jesse Ventura. Dr. Nicole Haven was short, 'squat' (but not fat), and her dark brown hair was styled in Carole's current fashion of straight bangs.
The Curator and two Police Officers had gone and gotten the easel that the Greuze and then the clown painting had been on. The Curator then went and got the blue-tagged painting from the Gift Shop. After it was examined, the red-tagged painting I'd been holding was examined at length by Dr. Alsteens and Dr. Haven.
"This blue-tagged one is computer CNC generated." said Dr. Alsteens. "You can tell because there are no real brush strokes. It's like it's sprayed on."
"Like a silk-screened shirt?" I asked.
"Yes, that's good analogy." said Dr. Nicole Haven. "As to this red-tagged painting, the brush strokes are in the Greuze style, but the paints appear to be of the era of the early 20th Century. Many paintings in Europe in the 1930s were of these particular and fairly unique pigments."
"But it's not a Greuze?" asked the Curator, whose voice sounded like a balloon whose air was leaking out. His face was beginning to sag with disappointment, also.
"I'm afraid not, sir." said Dr. Haven. "It's a very good quality painting; I wish we knew who the real artist was, and if he had other works. But no, it's not a Greuze."
"Then... then the lost Greuze does not even exist." said Dr. Dodd sadly.
"That appears to be the case." said the Curator as he examined the 'Greuze' with a device of his own, which began beeping when it was placed near one corner of the painting. "We put a tiny microchip inside the frame, and I didn't even scan the paintings in the Gift Shop because Dr. Nadler said they weren't the real Greuze. As you can hear, the chip is there. This is the painting from Ruth Baker's home."
The strength of the gloom his words created was palpable. And then people named 'Iron Wolf' noticed that people named 'Iron Crowbar' was in a reverie. "Don?" Teresa asked, snapping me out of it.
"Wait." I said. All eyes turned to me. I said "Dr. Haven, you said this work of art was very likely painted in the 1930s?"
"Yes, Commander." said Dr. Haven. "Do you agree, Dr. Alsteens."
"Yes, I fully agree with that." said Dr. Alsteens.
"Good!" I said with a smile. "Then I'm happy to tell you that it is possible that the Lost Greuze does exist. I can't say any more at this moment, and we Police have criminals to process. I'll test my hypothesis in the morning, and let you know. For now, I appreciate you being here at this hour to help us authenticate the paintings. Let's go get some sleep..."
Part 13 - Issues And Answers
8:00am, Sunday, March 21st. Edward N. Parker showed up as Dr. Nadler's attorney. Teresa had pulled rank to accompany me into Interrogation-2. Sergeant Hicks had pulled a little rank himself to be the Uniformed Presence.
We sat down opposite the suspect and his legal representation, and I read Dr. Nadler his rights from the card.
"What the hell is this?" Nadler exploded when I asked if he understood the rights. "Why the hell did you arrest me? ME! I was tied up at gunpoint by the thief! I was the victim! What, did you arrest the Curator for being tied up, too?"
"It won't do, Dr. Nadler." I said. "We are long past the point where you can bluff your way into convincing me you are telling the truth."
His attorney was struggling to get him to calm down and, more importantly. to shut up. After doing so, Parker said "He does raise a valid point, Commander. He was the victim of the crime, not part of it."
I said to Teresa: "They think we are stoo-pid." Teresa nodded in agreement, her eyes connoting her anger as I turned to Nadler and said "No, Dr. Nadler, that was part of the ruse, a ruse to make you look innocent while the thief got away with the painting, and us none the wiser about the truth. And it's as transparent as saran wrap. Hell, I wish the Government would be as transparent."
"With what are you charging my client?" Parker asked sullenly.
"Conspiracy to commit fraud." I said. "Conspiracy to commit theft by taking, theft by deception, and lying to Police."
"And how are you going to make those specious charges stick?" Parker asked. "Especially the 'lying to Police' charge?"
"Commander," I said to Teresa, "what are my four favorite words?"
"Besides 'you are under arrest'?" Teresa replied. "Uh, 'let's watch some TV', maybe?"
"Yes indeed!" I said with great joviality. "Let's watch some TV." I clicked the remote and an image came up on the monitor screen. "Here you are, Dr. Nadler, authenticating the Greuze after it was brought out from its vault in the side room. At that time, you said it was the real 'Lost Greuze'."
The picture changed to an evidence video of Dr. Nadler in the Gift Shop. "I asked you to examine the Greuze, and I note it's the one with the red 'SOLD' tag. You were being recorded on Police video. You said it wasn't real, but a replica. That's a direct contradiction to what you'd said earlier. And if it were the real Greuze, you lied to Police when you said it wasn't, since I'm the one that asked you to verify it."
The video then changed to the previous wee morning hours in the Gift Shop. I said "We anticipated that the Greuze would be recovered and an attempt made to spirit it out of the Museum... where it had to be, since it wasn't removed from the Museum. We have you here telling the Curator that it's the real-deal Greuze."
I continued: "Not only have you contradicted yourself, Dr. Nadler, but every time you did it was with the purposeful intent to deceive."
I opened a file folder that I'd brought in. "We obtained a warrant to look into your finances." I said. "And one of the items is a nice little $50,000 payment, which you told the bank was a work bonus. That's true in one sense, and since you work with the Smithsonian, no one questioned that it was a Government check... but the work you were doing was not legitimate work for the Smithsonian, was it? Noooo, it was for other work you were doing... making a scheme work. And that scheme was to steal a painting potentially worth over a million dollars."
"Pure fantasy." said Edward N. Parker. "Almost as bad as that imaginary document you claimed Matt Willis had." (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 04-05.)
"We shall see." I said. "The facts are that your client was the linchpin of this whole operation. He first verified the Greuze as real, which generated interest in it, and made it a target for enterprising thieves. Then your client... not another, independent expert, but your client... was called in to re-verify it in front of all those people bidding on its auction."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And then, after it was made to 'disappear', your client had to cover its hiding place in the Gift Shop by declaring that it was not the authentic Greuze, but a replica. He did so, and it was left there, under lock and key and guarded by Police as part of a crime scene. Not bad, getting us to guard it for you like that, Dr. Nadler."
I said "And then you, Dr. Nadler, and your confederate, the woman that brought the painting from its easel to the Gift Shop, had to stage the theft in a way that kept you in the clear. And so you had the Curator let you in at ungodly hours of the morning, you verified that it was real, and you were (air quotes) 'ambushed' by the thief, who tied you up along with the Curator. Quite frankly, sir, you are very lucky. She could've just shot you dead, which really would've covered her tracks much, much better."
"Which is a point for my client." said Edward N. Parker. "If he's part of a conspiracy, why leave him alive and risk him telling all?"
"Because if he were dead, he would not have been able to continue to assert that the now-really-stolen Greuze was real." I replied. "And it was worth the next $50,000 they were going to pay him to keep up the story, until they could ransom the Greuze, or sell it on the black market."
Nadler said "I need three minutes alone with my attorney." We gave him the time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearer ten minutes when we went back in. The lawyer Parker said "My client informs me that as the thief was holding him at gunpoint, she said she sprayed the Greuze with a chemical that would cause him to misread his UV analysis, and thus say it wasn't real. So he was deceived, and therefore did not intentionally deceive anyone nor deliberately lie to Police."
I said "Commander, what are my next favorite five words?"
Teresa said "Uh, 'good enough for Government work'?"
"Close." I said, inwardly amused at Teresa's understated and underrated sense of humor. "How about 'let's watch some more TV'."
As I started the composite video again, I said "After you were arrested and taken out of the Museum, Dr. Nadler, I had two... not one but two art experts come in and look at the painting. They agreed that the same painting you called the real Greuze is not the real 'Lost Greuze', and isn't a CNC-machined replica, but an artwork from the early 20th Century."
I leaned forward and bored into Nadler as I said "Now there can only be two explanations here, Doctor. The first is that you knew the Greuze wasn't real, and you lied about it being real... and the fraud charges will stick like napalm to your skin. The other explanation is the one I happen to believe is true: you really did believe the Greuze was real."
I said "Dr. Nadler, you wouldn't know a real Greuze if it slapped you in the face and called you 'mama'. And the painting is a good forgery, a very, very good one. It fooled some of Adolph Hitler's very best artwork experts, too. But it is not a real Greuze."
Nadler looked absolutely shocked at my words that the Greuze had not been real. Either he is a damn good actor, I thought to myself, or he really didn't know it was a forgery. I pressed on.
"So either way, Doctor, you are toast." I said. "Either way, you were lying, and you were paid well to propagate the fraud. The good news is that you have a chance to come correct, to tell us where that $50k came from, who paid it to you, and who is behind this entire operation. You tell the truth, you name names, and you'll get some kind of deal in return. And Witness Protection. Otherwise, the only art you're going to be seeing for the rest of your life is the graffiti on the walls of the prison they send you to. "
Edward N. Parker said "Invoke, let me arrange your bail, and we'll go from there." Dr. Nadler invoked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's not going to get bail." Teresa said. "He's a huge flight risk, and they don't have Judge Nance to run to, anymore."
"True." I said. "But there's two things they may do. One is that the Feds will try to gain custody of him, and spirit him out of our State. And the second thing is to have ADA Savannah Fineman drop the charges or ask for low bail, and then we're back to spiriting him out of the State. Okay, let's talk to Mystery Woman in I-1..."
As I looked into the anteroom of I-1, I saw the woman we'd arrested talking to her attorney... Nathan Masterson.
"Well, Julia," I said cheerfully to Detective Rodriguez, who'd come into the anteroom, "you were right about the Jew Hater's earlier absence. He's here now."
"And you, sir, were right about him being held in reserve for the big one." Julia replied.
I said "It's very likely he's going to have her invoke immediately. But maybe I can keep her from doing that immediately, if we play our cards right. Teresa, you come in with me, but don't say anything while I play word ping-pong with Jew Hater, there."
"Yes sir." said Teresa. She went through the door into the interrogation room, and I followed, carrying a file folder containing a small sheaf of papers. I'd asked Detective Joan Laurer to report for duty wearing a TCPD uniform, and be the Uniformed Presence in the room, as she was the current Police Boxing Matches Champion and well versed in techniques of personal combat.
"Well, if it ain't the TCPD's Bar Code." Nathan Masterson said as Teresa and I sat down at the table opposite them. "But that's appropriate. That batty old kike got her painting stolen out from under your nose."
I didn't even bother to respond to Masterson's racist insults. Instead I said "I'm going to read your client Diane Langdon her rights."
"Her name is Beth Morris." said Masterson, but looking shaken up. The woman looked openly shocked.
"Oh, I cannot allow your client to think that I'm an Agency of the Weak Minded." I replied. "We are completely aware that we are sitting in the presence of CIA Officer Diane Langdon. But first things first." I read the woman her rights from the card. She said nothing, just stared malevolently at me... but did not yet invoke.
"You've fallen again, and hit your head." said Masterson. He turned to the woman and said "You need to go ahead and invoke."
"You have that right," I replied, "but that only means I can't ask you any more questions. You will still have to sit here and listen to me show you the overwhelming evidence we have against you."
"Before I do invoke," the woman said, "how can a local cop know who I really am? For you to even know that about me violates a ton of Federal laws. My identity is classified at the highest levels."
"So is my aunt's." I replied. "But in your case, we local cops on the beat have... resources. Here's mine." I pointed at the door to the anteroom. It opened and my wife Dr. Laura Fredricson, retired former Deputy Director of the CIA Directorate for Science and Technology, walked into the room.
The look on the woman's face was priceless: the open shock of recognition. The look on Masterson's face was even more priceless: openly unappeasable hatred.
"You outed me? You gave me up?" the woman said to Laura, her voice bitter and accusing.
"And I've had you 'disavowed'." Laura replied. "The Company did not authorize you to participate in any domestic missions, nor be a part of the plot to steal the Greuze. Your career is over, Diane, and you're going to prison for a long, long time. The only thing you can do to redeem yourself is to cooperate with Commander Troy and tell him everything that is going on."
"Like hell." the woman said. She turned to me and said "I am invoking my Fifth Amendment right to silence, and will answer none of your questions."
"That means you get to shut your fucking mouth, Kike." Nathan Masterson said.
"Oh, I won't abuse your client's rights by asking her any questions." I said. "But I can... and will... advise her to think about her future. And by the way, Diane, that Uniformed Officer is well-versed in the martial arts and a Boxing Champion, and this lady sitting here next to me is also a Boxing Champion with a bad attitude. If you think you can make a run for it, you'll learn the hard way just how bad things can be for you. Okay, Commander, let's go."
As Teresa and I got up and followed Laura out the door, I smiled to myself. I had seen Diane Langdon evaluating her chances of overpowering Joan Laurer and making a run for it. I actually hoped she'd try...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we came out of I-1, Lt. Jerome Davis came up to me in the hallway and told me the Chief wanted to see me in the Main Conference Room. I knew what that meant, and had Teresa come with me... and indeed, when we entered the Main Conference Room we found FBI SAC Jack Muscone and EAD Owen Lange. And Lange's face clearly showed he was 'not amused'.
As Teresa and I went around to the far side of the table to sit down, Owen Lange said sarcastically "Sooooo, when were you going to tell us you'd made those arrests?"
"I wasn't aware that I was obligated to inform you of any arrests the TCPD makes." I very acidly replied. I did not sit down, but remained standing, staring daggers at Lange, who was staring right back at me.
"Come on, Don." said Jack Muscone. "We're on the same team, here. And what happened last night was a very big deal."
"It's not a Federal case." I replied.
"Getting George Aurus is." said Owen Lange.
"And there it is." I said, looking at Teresa. "The excuse to butt in, the false flag. George Aurus."
"Ohhh geeezzzz." muttered Chief Moynahan.
"You don't think getting a serial killer back in prison is important?" Lange asked accusingly.
"GEORGE AURUS DOES NOT HAVE A GOD DAMN THING TO DO WITH THIS CASE!" I yelled, any modicum of restrain in me totally broken. "Why in the FUCK do you people keep harping on it?"



"Because we DO think Aurus is involved!" Lange yelled back.
"Good luck proving that." I said. "And don't expect me to help you in any way." I began moving towards the door.
"When are you going to find the Lost Greuze?" Owen Lange. "You said last night at the Museum that you thought it exists."
"I'll find it when I'm good and God damn ready." I said with considerable asperity. "And no Federal Agents are invited to the party. Except my wife." I looked hard at Muscone and said "NO Federal Agents."
"I hear you." said Jack. With that, I left the room. Teresa followed a moment later...
Part 14 - The Lost Greuze Found
Ruth Heidelmann Baker lived southwest of Hillside, the seat of Nextdoor County, on the road towards Buford, the seat of Coltrane County. The house was a nice old 2-story home with an old-style porch, with former farm fields behind it and a big old oak tree to the left of the driveway. In my mind's eye, I envisioned a tire swing hanging from that big tree. Where did simple times like that go, I wondered to myself.
We had driven down in a small convoy. In my Police SUV were me driving, Teresa riding shotgun, and Carole and Marie in the backseat. Carole was wearing her badge on its necklace over her 'Sunday best' dress. In the car behind ours was a van owned by the University Museum, which contained Dr. Alsteens, Dr. Haven, Dr. Laura Fredricson, and several pieces of equipment. The third vehicle was a Town & County Sheriff's Department SUV, with Cindy Ross driving, Sheriff Griswold riding shotgun, and Deputies Bailey and Krush in the backseat.
When we got there, we found Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans and NCPD Detective John German already there, talking to Mrs. Baker. They greeted us enthusiastically. Laura introduced her professorial colleagues, and I introduced the LEOs, including the seven-year-old Detective and her BFF.
"Yes, I heard that the Greuze was a forgery." said Mrs. Baker after the introductions were done. "I'm disappointed, but not overly surprised."
I said "The word 'forgery' has such a negative connotation, ma'am. Perhaps 'imitation' is a better word. May we look at the other paintings that were sent to you?"
"Certainly." the old woman said. She guided us to a back room that was a combination study and bedroom. "I don't go upstairs anymore; they're just too hard to climb. So I sleep down here and guests can stay upstairs. I'm probably going to sell the house very soon, and move into that new retirement community on the lake near Buford."
She pointed at some of the paintings on the wall, and said "The six framed portraits were all sent to me some years ago. My father's art shop and address were on the back of them. I'm told they were not worth much."
Dr. Nicole Haven said "Ma'am, did your father paint any of these?"
"He may have." said Ruth. "He liked painting, but just as a hobby. He always said he was not very good, but I liked his paintings."
Dr. Haven said "Some of these are very similar in style to the... 'imitation' Greuze."
I said "Mrs. Baker, is it possible that your father painted the imitation Greuze? As a way to deceive the Nazis?"
"That is very possible, Commander." said Mrs. Baker. "I was sent away before the Nazis occupied The Netherlands, but he was anticipating that they would defeat the British Expeditionary Force and the French Army. The clown picture he gave me at the train station... I know he painted that one. He painted it just for me, because I liked circus clowns. It was in my room, and he gave it to me at the train station as I was leaving for England."
I looked at the rather crude painting of three clowns in a pose that reminded me of the Three Stooges. The painting was a rectangle in dimensions of the 'Golden Ratio' (1.618 to 1), the same as the Lost Greuze had been. "Ma'am, would you permit these art experts to evaluate this painting?"
"Yes, please do." said Mrs. Baker. As Dr. Haven and Dr. Alsteens examined the painting, Mrs. Baker occupied the moments by speaking to the young girls.
Marie said "Carole said your dad was a really good painter, Mrs. Baker. And I'm going to be a great artist, too."
Carole said "Marie is a very good artist already. She's going to be famous one day." Laura was looking less than pleased that Carole was talking.
"Why that's wonderful." said Mrs. Baker. "I see that imitation badge you're wearing, Carole. Are you being a Police Officer like your dad?"
I said "That is not an imitation badge, ma'am. It's very real. And Carole is already a very real Detective. And a very good one." Laura looked less than pleased at my words, as well.
"That is amazing!" said Mrs. Baker. "I'm so glad both you young ladies are using your talents so well."
Dr. Nicole Haven came up to us. "Mrs. Baker, the imitation Greuze was very likely painted by your father. The artistic style and the paints are virtually identical with the clown painting, which I suspect was done crudely on purpose. Like these girls were saying, your father was a wonderful painter, and I wish we had more of his works."
I said "Can y'all do some kind of analysis to see if there is something beneath the clown painting?"
"Yes, we can." said Dr. Alsteens. "We have a device that is similar to a fluoroscope, or an x-ray machine. I'll go get it out of the car now."
"Go with him, Cindy." I said to Cindy. She did not argue, and went with the art expert.
As we were waiting, I said "Mrs. Baker, it appears the Nazis took many of the paintings from your father's art dealership. If he was creating an imitation Greuze, then logically he must've known he had a real one, and knew the Nazis would find out he had it and would come and get it. And they did... but they were fooled by his imitation."
"And what happened to the real one?" Mrs. Baker asked.
I said: "I suspect he smuggled it out of Europe under the Nazis's noses... by giving it to his ten-year-old daughter he was sending to England and then America for her safety. He was prescient about many things."
A moment later Dr. Alsteens came back, and he and Cindy were bringing in components of what looked like a small, portable x-ray machine. Dr. Alsteens quickly assembled it, then attached the clown painting to it, pressed up against the machine. On the machine's other side was the monitor screen.
"When I turn on the visible spectrum," Dr. Alsteens said, "you can see the clown painting, including some iridescence in spots." We all looked and saw the features of the clown painting on the monitor. Dr. Alsteens said "I'll turn on the fluoroscope, and if there's anything beneath it, we should see something." He flipped the switch...
... and what looked like a negative of the Lost Greuze suddenly appeared!
Everyone gasped, then as they realized what they were seeing, they all applauded. "You found it, Commander Troy!" Teresa said. "You found the Lost Greuze!"
"It's underneath the clown painting." said Dr. Nicole Haven. "We can bring it back out, but unfortunately, Mrs. Baker, the clown painting covering it cannot be preserved."
"I understand." said Mrs. Baker. "And my father would understand, especially if the Lost Greuze brings in money for the Jewish Holocaust Museum to tell our People's stories. But I will be sad to lose it. My last memory of my father is him giving me that painting at the train station."
I noticed Carole peering at Mrs. Baker for a moment. Then she whispered something into Marie's ear.
Marie nodded, then said "Mrs. Baker, I can paint you another one, just like it!"
"Yeah!" said Carole. "Daddy, can I borrow your Po-leece iPhone?"
"Sure." I said, unlocking my Police iPhone and handing it to her. We needed the photos for evidence, anyway. Carole took a photo of the Greuze image on the monitor, then Dr. Alsteens shut it down and took the painting off. Carole took photos of it, too.
And my daughter was not done. "Ma'am," she said, "is that a photo of you with your mom and dad?" She was pointing at a very old black and white portrait in a frame on the side table.
"Yes, my dear." said Mrs. Baker. "It was in my suitcase when I was sent to England. It's the only photo of my parents that I have." Carole went over and took a photo of it. And I began to realize that she had some purpose in mind...
"I'll paint it as fast as I can, ma'am." Marie promised.
"Take your time, my dear." said Mrs. Baker. "And it is very kind of you to do that for me."
We said goodbye to Ruth Heidelmann Baker, taking the painting with us. It would be restored by the University Art Department, under Dr. Dodd's watchful supervision. And in a few weeks the real Lost Greuze would find itself in the secure alcove where Mr. Heidelmann's original imitation of it had been before.
As we were driving back to the University Museum, I noticed that Carole was busy at work, sketching something on her notepad. She was concentrating, and I sensed a fierce determination in her to get something done...
Part 15 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
7:00pm, Sunday, March 21st. We were having a celebratory dinner at The Cabin. Me, Laura, Paulina, Molly, Teresa, Todd, Cindy, Callie, and Sheriff Griswold were the adult supervision for Betsy, Baby Ben, Pete Feeley, Carole, Marie, Jim, Ross, Ian, Tasha, Doug, Mike, and Jack Burke. Bowser and Buddy were the supervision for the adults.
Edward and Stephanie Steele were there, and Tanya had 'dragged' Jack Muscone and his daughters over, too. Tiffany and Jennifer didn't mind so much when they saw that Baby Ben was there, and a lovefest was soon in progress.
Tanya said "After you and Teresa left to go see Mrs. Baker, Chief Moynahan ripped EAD Lange and Jack new ones, especially Lange."
"That explains why the Chief is not here." I said.
"Partly, anyway." Tanya said. "And Jack noticed what you guys did, that the Chief has really been on edge the last week or so, especially during this case."
A moment later Jack Muscone came up to me. "Hey Dog, you did a great job finding the real Lost Greuze, and I'm grateful for that." he said. "And I'm sorry about earlier today. Owen Lange is not used to being talked to like you did, and he really is not used to what Chief Moynahan said and did."
"Any idea why he was like that?" I asked.
Muscone said "This is just a guess, but I think he's reacting badly to you giving up your FBI Consultant credentials. You've complained about becoming a crutch for your Detectives, and Tanya admits they do that sometimes. Maybe Lange is realizing what he's lost, but he's not going the right way about fixing it."
"No doubt about that." I said. "It also occurred to me that he was embarrassed that he believed that intel report, which I think we can now say was a total fabrication."
Muscone said "That's being looked at as part of our after-action review. And it's causing internal turmoil. We should be able to trust those reports. Now?" He shrugged his shoulders.
I said "Where is Lange now? Laura did invite him to come over."
Muscone said "I think he flew back to Washington. Anyway, the good news is that the two FBI Agents Karina recruited, Steven Gable and Christy Cassidy, are going to join our team even though Karina retired. Steven was a cop for two years until he got into Quantico, and Julius says he's still 'moldable'. Christy was an undercover DEA Agent, and I suspect she has more-than-friends in the CIA, but she's really good and Karina worked her ass off to get Christy onto our team. I think you're going to like her."
"I think I will." I said... already knowing who Christy was. But I digress...
Supper was a catered barbeque (the noun) and sides. I'd gotten extra macaroni and cheese, and it still disappeared before anything else did. Police Dog Bowser's investigation revealed the culprits to be hungry boys with hollow legs. They also bribed Police Dog Bowser with food to look the other way... until Carole stopped that, knowing human food was not in Bowser's nutritional best interests.
After supper, the boys went upstairs to work on New Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad. We adults all gathered in the greatroom. Some people brought chairs over, and I claimed my hardback rocking chair that did well with my back. With Baby Ben fed and changed and sleeping peacefully in Tiffany Muscone's arms, Cindy did Cindy things and tapped spoon to glass.
"I know a lot of people are still amazed at the entire series of events involving the Lost Greuze." Cindy said. "So Don... the floor is yours." Everyone applauded encouragingly.
I said "First of all, let's give credit where due. This case would not have been solved without the excellent observations of Detective Carole Troy, who was not fooled even by a smoke grenade." Everyone applauded Carole strongly.
"Daddy would've solved it anyway." my eldest daughter replied as she looked up from her notepad.
"Good asskissing skills." said Sheriff Griswold. "But Carole, you did see it, and you helped a great deal. So give yourself credit and celebrate your win."
"Yes sir, Grandpa Grizz." Carole said, accepting the life lesson. She then went right back to work on her sketch. She was totally into that, I thought to myself.
I continued: "When this all began, there were two concurrent themes. First was the threat to steal the Greuze. And second was the incessant reporting at the Federal level that George Aurus was in the area, that George Aurus was the threat to the painting. We were being constantly Aurus-bombed."
Cindy interrupted the narrative by asking "You ignored the Aurus angle from the beginning, and you called it 'fake news' from the start. Why were you so sure it wasn't him? Or did you at least consider it was him that was the threat?"
"For the most part," I replied, "I completely discounted Aurus as the threat to the Greuze. Ohhh, he might have been in the area, and for all I know he might still be. But that original FBI intel report had more red flags than a Communist May Day parade, and I'm still stunned that anyone gave any credence to it at all." Jack Muscone grimaced, but rolled with it.
"But how could you be so certain?" Cindy persisted. "I don't understand why you so persistently and completely discounted it."
"Because I studied George Aurus when I was pursuing him as the Black Velvet Killer." I said. "Look, Laura is a psychiatrist, and she's forgotten more about psychology than most of us will ever know. But I've also studied the psychological aspects of the criminals we've faced. Westboro's ego brought him down. Mitt Willis's arrogance contributed heavily to his downfall."
"And will be his son Matthew Willis's downfall, too." said Carole loudly, though not looking up from her sketch work.
"Yes." I said. "As for Aurus... I knew that it was very unlikely that he would pursue art objects either here or in Tennessee or San Francisco. And those two incidents were very minor thefts that I now suspect were committed just to have something to report in that bogus intel report, and maybe to practice for the Greuze theft."
YIC: "So just because the lousiest psychology team in the world, that being the Bob Rovers BAU team, put together a totally bogus report about Aurus, it didn't mean I had to believe it. And I didn't. And I was right not to."
"Can't argue with that." Teresa said, in just a wee tiny dig at Cindy.
Cindy gave Teresa a withering look, then said "Okay, what about that video Aurus sent you? It appears to be authentic. Why didn't that make you think it was him behind it all? And why did he send it?"
I said "I've already told you why he was not part of the theft of the painting. As to why he sent that video? I strongly suspect it was because he was tired of the Swamp Frogs taking his name in vain. In any case, I didn't let it distract me."
I said "So now let's move to the day of the exhibition and auction of the Greuze. It struck me that Dr. Nadler was brought in to verify it and re-verify it... and no one else was. Teresa's little jab about 'experts' put a seed in my mind, and I considered Nadler's veracity. I also remembered that Dr. Nicole Haven of the University's Art School is at least as renowned as Nadler, and she's right here but was not contacted to verify the Greuze. while Nadler was flown in from Swamp Frog Heaven...Washington, D.C."
"And why?" I continued. "Because Nadler was the glue that was holding the entire plot together. HE was the one who verified the painting. HE was the one who re-verified the painting. And more crucially, HE was the one who said the painting in the Gift Shop wasn't the painting, enabling the thief to leave the painting there until it could be safely extracted. And when I found that huge payment to him, it confirmed my suspicions, at least in my own mind."
I went on: "And I was right to be very worried that the Swamp Frogs would use our own security evaluations against us. Jack, you did as I asked, and only spoke of the timing of the theft on a landline. Owen Lange called FBI Deputy Director Lawrence Lance on a landline, but didn't tell Lance to take the landline precaution."
YIC: "It turns out that Lance took the call on his cellphone, then discussed it with others on his cellphone. And Teresa, on my behalf, asked about the possibility of a smoke or tear gas grenade being thrown, which was overheard by Bob Rovers. And what happened? They went after the Greuze during the exhibition, and they threw a smoke grenade as part of it."
"Okay, okay." Jack Muscone said. "Point taken. But how did you know Lance took the call on his cell phone?"
Laura said "I called Lance and asked him, and he admitted it. And I think it's opened his and Owen Lange's eyes to what they were and are truly up against."
I nodded vigorously in agreement, then continued: "Unfortunately for the perps, astute seven-year-old Detectives were not fooled, and Carole saw the guard exchange the paintings and Diane Langdon spirit it away into the Gift Shop. She handed it to the Gift Shop employee Walter Corning, who put it on the wall and put the red 'SOLD' tag on it."
"Not a bad plan." said Molly Evans. "It had a chance of succeeding, if not for Carole and Don."
I said "I'm surprised how effective it was, and that more people didn't see the whole thing. And to your point, it was almost as if the Greuze theft was more to see if they could fool us than for any real desire to steal valuable artwork... which they knew wasn't a real Greuze because Dr. Nadler would've told them after the first examination of the painting."
"Good point." Teresa said.
"Anyhoo," I went on, "the security had been disabled, and I suspect a Secret Service Agent, or someone pretending to be one, disabled it. He then almost got himself killed when he attempted to grab Carole, which was meant to get me out of there. I don't think he expected Our Sheriff to go all 'Klingon' on him, though. And I am grateful to you, Sheriff."
"Meeeeeee, too." Carole said, again not looking up from her sketch, making several people chuckle.
"You damn right I did that." growled the Sheriff. "I love your kids as if they were my grandkids."
"Awwww!" chorused my three Angels.
I picked up the narrative again: "So we were left wondering what happened to the Greuze, and also what happened to the woman that had taken it. And just to rub it in, they created and left a painting of a bunch of clowns with our faces on it. And some very, very ugly things on it, for no other reason than to induce our pain and anger."
"And maybe to reinforce the notion of George Aurus's involvement?" Jack Muscone asked.
"Could be." I said. "Anyway, that was just a bit too cute of the Enemy, and I was already discounting that painting's importance. And even as we were processing the scene, I was realizing that one of those paintings behind the Gift Shop counter was the stolen painting, even though Dr. Nadler had declared them fakes."



YIC: "I thought about taking the two paintings to Police Headquarters as evidence, and it was then I realized that we had a huge chance to capture both Langdon and Nadler and prove the veracity of the stolen Greuze once and for all. So I left the paintings there, and made sure that someone had eyes on the Gift Shop and its contents, mostly by posting TCPD and TCSD Officers and Deputies to guard the crime scene."
YIC: "After the Feds abandoned the conference room, I had Teresa bring in four Officers to relieve the ones on duty, but only three left... the fourth went to the conference room and stayed out of sight. We did that three times until after dark. Then we pulled the guards, seemingly abandoning the Museum for the night."
YIC: "And it seemed like forever, but they finally made their move. Nadler got the Curator to let him in, pretended to re-verify the Greuze, then the thief appeared and tied him up as well as the Curator. That was important to their plans, to re-verify the Greuze and to ensure that Nadler was not suspected. But I already had people observing and cameras recording everything. And when Teresa made a takedown of the thief Langdon worthy of a Police Boxing Matches Champion, it was allll over for them."
"You not only detected the crime, you put together a solution to get the evidence to bring them to trial." said Paulina Patterson. "That's why you're a Prosecutor's dream to work with."
"Please tell me you're going to be the Prosecutor for this case." Teresa said. "Savannah Fineman can't handle it."
"I don't know." Paulina said. "The D.A.'s Office has not been brought into it yet. I guess Miriam will decide that in the morning."
I said "I'm hoping that Nicholas Mancini, Walter Corning, and especially Dr. Nadler will reconsider their positions and their options, and will take plea deals. I expect Diane Langdon to fight all the way, and I wouldn't be totally shocked if the Swamp Frogs try to get her away from us and into Federal custody. But Nadler? He's a threat to them if he talks, and he needs to understand the (air quotes) 'existential' danger he is in."
"So let me ask this." said Molly Evans. "How did you realize there was a real Greuze? And where it was?"
I said "I wasn't sure. But when Dr. Nicole Haven said the imitation Greuze had been painted in the 1930s, it just sprang into my mind that it had been painted by Ruth Heidelmann Baker's father. And it followed that he would paint a fake Greuze to fool the Nazis, who he correctly guessed would occupy Holland. He also put a thin piece of canvas over the real Greuze and painted the clown painting... there's those clowns again... and sent it with his daughter to England and then America."
I said "Soooo, I took a chance, and we went to see Mrs. Baker. I probably should've known from the start that it was the clown painting, but I thought it might be one of the others. As it turned out, things worked out."
All the adults applauded, then Teresa said: "I have one question. After giving the painting to the Gift Shop employee, Beth Morris, a.k.a. Diane Langdon, disappeared. She could not have left, as the doors were locked, and then we began interviewing everyone, and she wasn't there. So where did she go?"
"Excellent question." I said. "There was one room we did not investigate, and did not interview the persons within. What room was that?"
"The conference room where the Fedrulll people were." Carole said, again not even looking up from her drawing. All the adults in the room gasped.
"Outstanding, Carole." I said, then said to everyone: "Yes, the Feds, including the Rovers BAU Team, were in that conference room, which was shut off to everyone else, and that's where Langdon went.
YIC: "You know that video of the girls doing jump rope or gymnastics, and other copycat videos, where the gorilla walks along the back of the stage and no one notices? Same thing here: Langdon left the gift shop, walked through the lobby amongst all those people trying to get out, and into the conference room. She may have donned a wig, and she definitely had on another shirt that covered her server's shirt. And then she walked out with the rest of the Feds when they shut down."
"Using her CIA ID to get in?" Jack Muscone asked.
"Possibly." I said. "In any case, that's another example of Swamp Frog complicity."
"Sounds plausible." Teresa said
"I have one question." said Molly. "Who was behind it, if not George Aurus? Who went to all this trouble to put together a team to steal the painting, paid some good money to get Dr. Nadler to do all he did? And with it stolen, how could any money be made from it? The black market?"
I said "Answering your last question first, for the well-connected art thief or fence, there is a hungry bunch of wealthy recipients eager to pay top dollar for priceless works of art. I'm sure the man behind this has plenty of connections. Alternatively, it could have been ransomed.
I continued: "And it's someone that could get Nadler in, could get a CIA Officer, a Secret Service Agent, a U.S. Marine, and of course a number of Swamp Frogs to do his bidding. It was someone with unlimited avarice, an unquenchable thirst for huge amounts of money. Someone who would put together a wacky plan like that, and have the audacity to make it work. But I would never say Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel's name out loud. Why, that would be outright slanderous!"
Laura said "And I'll bet he's seething right now. Everyone needs to be on alert."
Teresa looked around and said "It's getting to be some boys's bedtimes, Todd, so we better round them up and get them home." That started the general breakup of the party.
"Daddy," Tasha said, "Carole is working really hard on that sketch."
"Yes, she is." I said. "Okay, girls, it's getting to be your bedtimes, too."
"Awwww." Carole muttered, a scowl on her face.
As Cindy and Callie rounded up Betsy and baby Ben, Cindy said "I'm getting a huge vibe from Carole, but I can't tell what it's about. But she is absolutely focused like a laser beam on that drawing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After getting to their home next to The Cabin, Teresa and Todd put their tired boys to bed. Afterwards, despite the cold, they went onto the deck over the front portico of their house.
Teresa said "Sheriff Griswold gave me this sampler of that Barrell Seagrass Rye. It's finished in apricot brandy barrels." She poured Todd and herself a portion from the sample bottle into Glen Cairn glasses.
The glasses rang musically when they clinked them in a toast. "When a Glen Cairn rings, an angel gets its wings." Teresa said.
Todd said "You already have yours." He tasted the whiskey. "Mmm, yeah. It's an apricot-bomb. And very high proof."
Teresa tasted hers. "Yes, and the rye is nice and minty." She read the label Sheriff Griswold had made on the sample bottle. "It's over 59% ABV, 119 proof."
"Yeah it is." said Todd. "Sooo, what did you want to talk about?"
Teresa said "How much do you know about your grandmother, your mom's mom?"
Todd said "Pretty much what you know. As you know, my mom and Grandma did not get along very well, especially after Mom left home. She brought me and Ned to see my grandparents maybe three times total before I turned eighteen."
Teresa said "Do you know if your grandmother Phyllis had a sister?"
"Uhhh," Todd said, "Grandma never said anything to me about having a sister, but there's never been a reason for it to come up. Why?"
Teresa said "When we were interrogating Diane Langdon, and Don outed her as a CIA Agent, she said that her identity was classified at the highest levels. When she said that, Don said something like 'so is my aunt's'. He may have been being sarcastic, but it struck me that he might be telling the truth."
Teresa: "Cindy said that her father told her that Don's father was his only sibling, so I don't think Don has a paternal aunt. So I wondered if he had one on his mother's side. And I don't want to ask him directly; I got my own vibe that that might not be a good idea."
"Hmmm." said Todd. "Well, I'll ask Grandma when I talk to her again. I'll say that the boys were asking about their genealogy, and I wondered if there were any siblings at her or my grandfather's level."
Teresa nodded, then said "It may just be nothing. But it just struck me."
Todd grinned and said "I think that infamous Power of the Vibe is striking you. And the next thing you know, you'll be carrying a crowbar. Maybe even the Crowbar."
"That will be the day." Teresa said as she playfully punched her husband's shoulder...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After getting everything cleaned up and the kids settled and into bed, Molly went to her bedroom and Paulina and Laura to the master bedroom. I went out onto the back deck of The Cabin and sat down on the metal mesh loveseat, armed with my own Glen Cairn glass and a bottle of Kilchoman Machir Bay single malt Scotch whiskey.
As I looked out over my Town in the valley below, my mind was filled with a melancholy thought. Ruth Heidelmann Baker's father had done what he had had to do: he had sent his daughter away for her safety, knowing that he would never see her again.
I wondered how it would be if I had to do that for Carole or any of my other kids, send them to safety from an existential threat. It hurt to even think about it. I thought of how much it was hurting that my daughter Greta was separated from me, and that I couldn't see her. But that wasn't quite the same, I knew.
My great-grandmother had escaped the Nazis, and Laura had said my grandmother had, as well. I'd assumed upon hearing the stories as a child that my great-grandmother had been young when she escaped, but that was not the case. She had had at least one of her own, one of them being my mother's mother, who had already left Europe.
It was happening now, in a country in eastern Europe, where mothers and children were sent away while their husbands and fathers went to fight on the front lines against the brutally savage invading forces of an unspeakably evil dictator. Yes, even in the world of today, now, people were having to make the heart-wrenching decisions that Ruth Heidelmann Baker's parents had made.
It was more than my mind could really contemplate; after all, could that happen here in America? Yes, yes it could, I thought. All too easily if the Swamp Frogs became dominant in our Federal Government. Brendan Chapel was as hideously evil as that European Dictator; Brendan Chapel would stop at nothing to acquire that same level of Totalitarian power over others right here in the United States of America...
The pitter-patter of little de-feets brought me out of my dark reverie. The redoubtable Bowser had come up, and was looking at me with a strong desire to go back inside... and for me to go with him. Wordlessly, I rubbed the right side of Bowser's face and he pressed his cheek into my hand; he loved being petted that way. Then he broke off and went to the door, and I followed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Going up to bed, I noticed that the light was shining under the door of the third bedroom. I cracked open the door and looked in.
We'd installed three twin beds in the room. Tasha was sound asleep in the bed nearest the door, and Marie was asleep in the middle bed. On the far side of the room, I saw that Carole had been working on her sketch by the light of the bedside lamp, and had pretty much passed out asleep.
I went in and carefully took the notepad and pencil out from under her and put it on the beside table, then tucked my sleeping daughter into bed. As I was about to turn out the bedside lamp, I noticed the sketch Carole had been working so hard on. I could see the columns of a building and a platform. It looked like... a train station.
Interesting, I thought to myself as I turned off the lamp and left the bedroom.
Part 16 - Aftermath
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 22d, from the Anchor Desk at the KXTC studios. "The found Lost Greuze was lost and found again!"
After the hard charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that the painting known as the 'Lost Greuze', which was put up for auction at the newly-renovated University Museum, was determined to be a fake by experts of the University's Art School. An expert from the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C. had erroneously verified it as a painting by Jean-Baptiste Greuze."
Bettina: "The painting was found to be a fake after it was stolen during the University Museum's exhibition of it on Saturday. In a huge embarrassment to the TCPD and Police Commander Donald Troy, the painting was spirited away right under their noses. It was discovered in the Gift Shop later that night, after it was realized that what appeared to be a replica for sale was the actual painting that had been stolen in front of everyone."
Bettina: "In a strange twist, however, the real Greuze was discovered in the home of Ruth Heidelmann Baker, having been painted over and smuggled out of Nazi-occupied Holland in 1940. The Greuze that had been on display was a very clever forgery painted in the 1930s that is said to have fooled Nazi art experts as well as experts of today."
Bettina: "Police arrested five individuals in connection with the theft of the painting, and they are expected to be arraigned today. District Attorney Miriam Walters has not responded to repeated requests for comment by Channel Two News about the case."
Bettina: "And now let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay in Midtown, for a report on a very important event today. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay, with the State Capitol and the reds and oranges of the impending sunrise behind him. "SBI Director Wes Masters will testify before the State Senate Budget Committee at ten o'clock this morning, and he is likely to face tough grilling by State Senators who want to know what his plans for the SBI are, and if he will continue the racist policies of former Governor Val Jared and current Governor Sharon Marshall that cracked down on hardworking Undocumented Workers."
Lemay: "Director Masters is also expected to lay out his ideas for the future structure of the SBI. 1st District State Senator Katherine Woodburn, who is the owner of the parent company of KXTC Channel Two News, has demanded reform of the SBI that will include ceasing their persecution of hardworking Undocumented Workers, and to begin cracking down on White Nationalists that disrupt School Board meetings as well as white Police Officers that exercise brutality against peacefully protesting Persons of Color."
Lemay: "And political experts believe that a comprehensive package of bills that will include the State Budget, a Restructuring Plan, and SBI and Police Reform will be passed as one and submitted to Governor Sharon Marshall. State House Majority Leader Wilson Hammonds, the Republican from Pottsville, said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Wilson Hammonds saying "If Governor Marshall does not sign the package, if she vetoes it, then the ensuing government shutdown will rightfully be called 'Sharon's Shutdown'. Governor Marshall will be forced to stop persecuting hardworking Undocumented Immigrants, or the pain and misery of millions in our State will be her fault."
Back to Carl Lemay live: "And Bettina, sources have told me that one provision of the Budget bill will be to prohibit spending any money at all to move the Statue of Artemis from the Pottsville Museum to the University Museum. Senator Katherine Woodburn is equally adamant that the Statue of Artemis be returned to the University Museum, but the theft of the so-called 'Lost Greuze' hangs a huge shadow on the safety of the historically significant statue. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Carl! That was trusted political reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. In local news, a major battle is brewing in the Town & County Council. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the short, athletic blonde from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall as her backdrop. "Council Democrats are bitterly angry at Police Commander Donald Troy's insulting snub of the Council when he failed to appear at last week's Council meeting in spite of being ordered to do so."
Amber: "Council Democrats want Commander Troy to explain his actions in unilaterally entering into a binding contract with TCPD Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle without consulting the Council. The contract allows Lieutenant Commander Croyle to serve as an SBI Reserve Agent while a TCPD Officer at her whim.:
Amber: "While she would be paid by the State and not the Town & County while in the SBI role, several members of the Council object to her dual role, just as they've objected to the County's contract with Commander Troy that allows him to log in as the SBI Reserve Inspector or FBI Consultant. The main objection of the Council members is that Troy and Croyle should be serving the people of the Town & County, and not neglecting their duties here by going off to other parts of the State."
Amber: "Council Member Kelly Carnes has demanded that Commander Troy appear before the Council at tomorrow's meeting, and she is threatening legal action against him if he does not fully comply with her orders. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said as she came back on screen. "Neither Commander Troy nor Lieutenant Commander Croyle have responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment. And now let's go to meteorologist Diane Lawrence with the weather report. Diane!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Same old Bettina." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, Me, and Sheriff Griswold drank coffee and watched in my office. "Anything of particular interest to you, Don?"
I replied "Just that Bettina took little shots at you and Miriam Walters as well as me. Otherwise it was just more of her dishonest verbal diarrhea. But something is nagging at me about that report."
Teresa said "Why did Bettina take shots at Miriam Walters?"
I shrugged. "I have no idea." I said.
Tanya said "It was strange to me that Carl Lemay talked about Hammonds trying to stop the Statue of Artemis from being moved here, and mentioned that Katherine wants it moved but it might not be. Funny that a reporter for her station would say that. Random Act of Journalism?"
I shook my head in disagreement. "No, that was planned. And I suspect that's Katherine setting up Hammonds like a bowling tenpin."
"Where's Chief Moynahan?" asked Tanya, suddenly remembering that the Chief was not present.
The Sheriff replied "He's in Midtown, attending Wes Masters's testimony. Chief Evans and Chief Soltis are also going to be there, too. And Cindy is having coffee with the EMT people in my stead."
"That's it!" I suddenly exclaimed.
Everyone looked at me, and I said "I just realized what was strange about the broadcast. It's what Bettina didn't say. She did not say one word about George Aurus! Not one. And she could hardly say his name enough last week."
"Forgive me if I don't see the importance of that." said Teresa. "The painting theft has been solved and resolved."
"Exactly." I replied. "His usefulness has ended."
"I wonder if KFXU will say anything about him." Teresa said.
"You'll have to let us know." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Don and I have a meeting at City Hall with Miriam Walters."
"She wants to meet with me?" I asked incredulously.
"No." growled Griswold. "But Moynahan's in Midtown, so you're going with me in his place..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Monday, March 22d. The Sheriff and I were ushered into the office of District Attorney Miriam Walters as she got up from behind her desk and moved to the table running lengthwise in front of her desk. To her left at the table was Savannah Fineman. The raven-haired D.A.'s beady black eyes barely flickered at seeing me, but the blonde ADA could not keep her anger and disdain off her face.
"Grab some coffee, gentlemen, and have a seat." Miriam said. The Sheriff got coffee, then he sat down at the table to Miriam's right. I did not get any coffee, and I sat to the Sheriff's right.
Miriam said "Thank you for coming, Sheriff. I was expecting Chief Moynahan to be here."
"He's in Midtown, so I brought Commander Troy." the Sheriff said gruffly. "He's the one that was all over the Greuze case, so I would've brought him over anyway."
Savannah's eyes flashed a bit of fire at that. Miriam again showed no emotion as she moved on: "The reason I asked you, Sheriff, and the Police Chief to come over is because the arraignments of the five people that were arrested Saturday are taking place tomorrow morning, beginning at 9:00am."
"So what's the problem?" Sheriff Griswold asked.
Walters said "The arraignments were scheduled to be this morning, but the Police have not filed all their reports in a very timely manner. So ADA Fineman had to ask for the arraignments to be delayed until tomorrow. The attorneys for three of the five suspects fought very hard against the delay, correctly citing that it was not their clients's problem if the Police were incompetent and couldn't get their paperwork done in a timely manner. We haven't even started our cases, and they already have grounds to appeal."
I held my tongue, though I felt the heat rising in my neck and sides of my head. The Sheriff's mustaches quivered unhappily, and he did not hold his tongue.
"That's an unreasonable burden to put on my Police Officers." Griswold said. "The case wasn't closed until yesterday afternoon. A Sunday afternoon, I might add, after they busted their asses all day and all night this weekend to solve the case."
Savannah spoke up. "The last arrest made was at 2:30am Sunday morning. Your cops had all night Saturday, and all day and all night Sunday to get the paperwork done."
"That is a load of horse sh------" started Sheriff Griswold.
"Allow me, Sheriff?" I interrupted. I did not even look at Savannah, but bore into Miriam Walters as I said "Let's say we did get all the paperwork by, sayyyy, noon Sunday. Would ADA Fineman have come in and worked on the case Sunday afternoon and evening as hard as my Officers worked from the time of the theft to that final arrest? I somehow doubt that she would, given her history of laziness, nor would you require of her the same weekend hours and effort my Officers worked to solve the case."
Miriam's eyes narrowed in anger. "Sheriff," she said, "we've gone over this countless times. You and Chief Moynahan get your people to do their jobs, and I'll handle my ADAs."
I couldn't help myself. I replied "And we've been over this countless times, D.A. Walters. Make Fineman *do* her job. And stop trying to shift the blame for her failure on the Police by making unreasonable demands then saying we failed to meet them."
"The Commander's points are valid." growled the Sheriff. "You're a hypocrite, Miriam, for demanding my Officers submit their paperwork in an unreasonably short amount of time, but you won't apply that same work ethic and standard to ADA Fineman."
Miriam sighed, which sounded halfway like a grunt. She said "Why don't you and I continue this alone, Sheriff?"
"No." the Sheriff replied coldly. "It's either both me and Commander Troy, or neither of us. Whether Fineman stays or goes is up to you, and it's no skin off my nose either way."
Walters shook her head, then said "Well then, before I ask you both to leave, I'll finish what I was going to tell you. Judge Rodney K. Watts agreed to the 24-hour postponement. And that is going to give the U.S. Department of Justice the time and the chance to file motions to take over the cases on behalf of the FBI, NSA, and the Bureau of Prisons. They're saying that escaped Federal prisoner George Aurus is behind the theft, and that those persons are his accomplices and therefore should be in Federal custody."
"That's a lie." Sheriff Griswold said angrily. "At the very least you should make them prove it."
"And they can't prove it." I replied. "And I'll go to the Federal Judge myself to stop the Feds from getting custody of these suspects, not to mention contacting my U.S. Congressman and U.S. Senators. And I may even go to the Press with it------"
"God dammit, Commander!" yelled Miriam. "I didn't say we were gong to just hand them over to the Feds, just that they were asking for them!"
"But Fineman will give them to the Feds, if she's given the chance!" I fired back. "And you would let her, saying it's her decision. I base that on previous experience with the both of you." (Author's note: 'Bottle Kill', Ch. 03.)
"He's right, you know." growled Griswold helpfully.
"This is pointless." said Miriam Walters, her voice full of exasperation. "So who is going to help ADA Fineman prepare for the arraignments."
"No one." I said. "We're not------"
"Whose fucking side are you ON?" Savannah exploded, her face deep red under her platinum blonde head.
"Ms. Walters," I said, ignoring Savannah, "what I was about to say before I was so rudely interrupted is that we're not finished with the suspects yet. My paperwork is not complete yet because I'm going to interview them again, and I believe we have an excellent chance to get at least a couple of them to turn."
"They all invoked!" Savannah yelled. "You can't talk to them anymore!"
"That's an outright lie." growled the Sheriff. "Not all of them invoked."
"You've got nothing, Troy!" Savannah yelled. "You had your shot at them, and you blew it!"
I just rolled my eyes, then shook my head sadly. "Sheriff," I said, "there's no point in any further conversation here. This ADA is even more incompetent than Dwayne Gregory, and dirtier than Gil Krasney. And apparently D.A. Walters would rather go down in flames in the next election than do the right things, here."
"I agree. Let's go." growled the Sheriff. We got up to go. Miriam Walters made no effort to stop us as we exited the office.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
City Hall's front porch faces east and overlooks the western end of Courthouse Square. The D.A'.s suite of offices is on the second floor in the southwest corner. The Sheriff's office is in the northwest corner of the second floor, and Cindy's office is next door, the back window facing the north side of the building.
"Have some coffee." the Sheriff barked as we went into his office. I filled two mugs, one for me and the Sheriff's for him, as he called Cindy to come in. She did, got some coffee for herself in the mug she'd brought with her, and she and I sat down in front of the Sheriff's desk as he sat behind it.
"That bad, huh?" Cindy said as she sipped her coffee.
"Am I giving off that much of a vibe?" I asked.
"No." Cindy replied. "You've gotten good at keeping me from reading you. I'm sensing the Sheriff's anger and agitation."
"I need to work on my resistance." muttered the Sheriff.
"Resistance is futile, Sheriff." Cindy quipped. (Admit it, you knew that was coming.)
"I'll tell you what's futile, Sheriff." I said. "Working with this District Attorney's Office, especially with an ADA that is actively working to help the Swamp Frogs."
"Whaa?" Cindy gasped. "I know Savannah is lazy, but working with the other side? Really?"
I said "Yes. For a lazy-ass witch whining about us not getting our paperwork done, Fineman sure knew a hell of a lot about the situation. She said everyone had invoked. Now she could've said that to embellish the situation, but I believe it was something else."
I explained: "The three perps that had Gresham & Mason attorneys invoked, and the three that had public defenders did not. I think Fineman was told by either a Gresham & Mason attorney or a Swamp Frog Federal Agent that they'd all invoked, because all their guys did invoke. So she's been in contact with them, and I suspect she's working with them to get the perps turned over to the Feds."
Sheriff Griswold said "And I didn't have to have the Iron Crowbar's powers of observation to see that Savannah just about jumped out of her skin when he said that was what she wanted to do."
"Wow." Cindy lamented. "And Miriam supports that? When she ran for D.A., I truly thought she was better than that."
I said "So did I. I even encouraged her to run against Krasney." (Author's note: 'Another Day In The Life', Ch. 03.)
I continued: "Don't get me wrong; I'm glad I did that, and got Krasney kicked to the kerb. But Miriam's cronyism with Savannah is going too far. It's hurting our cases, but what's worse is that it's hurting the TCPD, and literally putting my Officers's lives in danger. It's almost two more years before Walters faces re-election again, and I don't think we can go on like this for that long."
Sheriff Griswold grabbed the remote to his television monitor. "We can figure that out later. It's time for SBI Director Masters's testimony before the Legislature..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Monday, March 22d. Although eligible to wear a formal SBI uniform jacket with the ribbons he'd earned as a Police Officer in three jurisdictions, SBI Director Wes Masters chose to wear a navy blue suit with a black, gray, and blue diagonally striped tie. With his blonde hair, chiseled jaw, and bright blue eyes, Masters cut an imposing, impressive figure.
Senate Budget Chairman Katherine Woodburn (D - 1st District) gaveled the session into order. "This a joint session of the State Senate Budget Committee and State House Ways and Means Committee, for the the purpose of having State Bureau of Investigation Director Wes Masters answer our questions regarding the SBI and its policies. Due to the large number of Representatives and Senators, each Legislator will have just five minutes of question time. Director Masters can make an opening statement if he wishes, and then we'll begin the questions with State Senator Cain Mitchell."
"Madam Chair, point of order." said State Rep. Tasheeka Harris (D - Inner Midtown). "The witness has not been sworn in. Would the Sergeant-At-Arms please swear in the witness?..."
To be continued.
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Part 17 - Seeds
10:00am, March 22d. Gasps could be heard throughout the Committee chamber as State Representative Tasheeka Harris had broken the agreement for SBI Director Masters's appearance by demanding he be sworn in and under oath.
"Objection!" Masters's attorney Mike G. Todd (yes, my attorney, too) yelled as he stood up. "Director Masters agreed to testify here only if he were not under oath------"
"What are you trying to hide?" hissed Tasheeka Harris. "Why won't you agree to be sworn in? And I'm asking you, Mr. Masters, not your attorney."
Wes Masters said "Because you agreed to host me here without me being sworn in."
"That is true." said Katherine Woodburn. "Let's move on------"
State Senator Maxine Watts (D - The City) yelled "Point of order! Will the witness volunteer to be sworn in and testify under oath? Otherwise, what's the point of listening to him at all?"
Mike G. Todd said "That was not the agreement, and my client will not testify under oath. Particularly now, since you have been dishonest in breaching the agreement by even asking him to testify under oath." He then bent over and whispered to Masters: "If you want to get up and leave, and I think you should, let's go now."
Masters whispered "Let's put the onus on them." He then said loudly: "I fully expect this Committee to honor its binding agreement, Madam Chair. If not, I'll just leave now."
Katherine Woodburn said "We will honor the agreement. The witness is not under oath, and will not be subject to perjury charges, especially for any forward-looking statements or opinions someone might disagree with. Mr. Masters, you may make your opening statement."
"Thank you, Madam Chair." said Masters. "I am honored to have been selected by Governor Marshall to be the Director of the State Bureau of Investigation, and I pledge to make the SBI the most competent and trustworthy State-level law enforcement entity in the nation. Much of the SBI is very good, and I will work tirelessly to make it even better."
Masters: "I will outline what I think the SBI is and should be going forward, and then make one suggestion that I believe will substantially improve the SBI and its ability to be of service to the Citizens of our State."
Masters: "First, I agree with Governor Marshall that the SBI's primary mission is to be an organization in support of the 96 counties of the State and the independent jurisdiction of The City. Our role is to be available to assist them with information and resources to solve crimes in their jurisdictions, such as making available the resources of our State and Regional Intelligence Center, the SRIC."
Masters: "We are also there to assist multiple jurisdictions where lines on a politically drawn map are crossed, helping to coordinate the flow of information between jurisdictions and assisting in apprehending the perpetrators and returning them to the correct jurisdiction for trial. My vision and goal for this is that we work with the local jurisdictions, not over them."
Masters: "Second, the State Inspector General is also the SBI's Office of Ethics and Review Inspector. It is the mission of SBI Inspector General Britt Maxwell to be the oversight of local and State Government malfeasance issues, and it is the SBI's role to support her in that mission. The State Inspector General is independent and not under the SBI Director's control, and should not be, but it is my mission to support Inspector Maxwell in her work."
Masters: "I will add here that this State is extremely fortunate to have someone of Inspector Maxwell's integrity and abilities in that role. She and her outstanding team in the SBI-OER are some of the very best LEOs in the world, much less the State, and we are very much the better for having her and them."
There was some applause in the audience, and then Masters continued: "Again, our mission is not to take over cases from local jurisdictions, but to support them. In that capacity, we have over time determined weaknesses in the organizational structure of the SBI, and I have submitted a proposal to mitigate them."
Masters named the current divisions within the SBI, then said "First, let me give this example of the problem: the Black Velvet Killer, George Aurus, was recently in the news. His serial crimes several years ago covered jurisdictions from Nextdoor County to The City. One of his victims found in Nextdoor County was a resident of the Town & County and worked there. Two material witnesses in the case fled from Nextdoor County to The City. And then crime scenes were found in other jurisdictions."
Masters: "That particular case was solved by the Iron Crowbar, Donald Troy, who is currently the SBI Reserve Inspector. In his SBI role, Inspector Troy was able to work in the multiple jurisdictions, and he worked with the local jurisdictions to apprehend the fleeing material witnesses, gather evidence, and ultimately capture the Black Velvet Killer."
Masters: "Another example is the cases of using moving vans to steal people's belongings and selling them on the black market. This was happening all over the State, including Midtown and the Town & County, and then there was a murder involved, again in the Town & County. The local jurisdictions worked well together to solve them, again under Donald Troy's example of cooperative leadership." (Author's note: 'Shipping And Handling'.)
Masters: "The problem is that while Commander Troy is an outstanding leader and the very best Detective I've ever seen, he can't be everywhere at once. And in those particular cases I mentioned, he was bridging a gap that the SBI structure itself has. We can pull and stretch the blanket, so to speak, to cover some things, but none of the SBI divisions explicitly cover murder and crimes of violence."
Masters: "Therefore, I propose a new division, a 'Crimes of Violence' division, whose Agents will be able to, and be responsible for, assisting local jurisdictions with investigations that don't quite fit into the other categories..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, that's a good idea." I said as the Sheriff, Cindy, and I watched in the Sheriff's office. "The only thing wrong with it is that I didn't think of it first."
"What?" Cindy said, stunned. "It wasn't you that suggested it to him?" I shook my head...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Director Masters," said State Senator Cain Mitchell (Establishment Republican - Rocktown), "will you direct the SBI to continue the racist policies of the previous Governor to persecute hardworking Undocumented Workers by rounding them up like cattle and turning them over to ICE?"
Masters: "Thank you for that question, Senator. Immigration is largely a Federal issue, but the SBI will follow the law, and we will assist local jurisdictions in arresting perps that break the law in those jurisdictions. And if those perps are Illegal Persons, we will assist ICE in arresting them for deportation or to face Federal charges as the situation warrants."
Mitchell: "So do you or don't you consider rounding up hardworking Undocumented Workers... and I find your use of the term 'Illegal Persons' to be offensive... do you consider that to be the primary mission of the IDE division?"
Masters: "Rounding up Illegal Persons is one of the missions of the SBI and the IDE branch in particular, but it is not the exclusive nor primary mission of the unit. I am far more interested in getting filthy drugs off our streets. But people who are here illegally are by definition 'Illegal Persons', and I really don't care if you and your U.S. Chamber of Commerce and Club For Growth donors don't like it."
There was much rustling and muttering in the chamber when that was said. Katherine Woodburn tapped her gavel to get order.
When it was Katherine Woodburn's time, she asked: "Director Masters, you gave examples of multi-jurisdictional crimes, and it seemed that the common thread was that Commander Donald Troy took over those cases. While I agree with you that the Iron Crowbar is an exceptional leader and a great Detective, a once-in-a-generation talent in those capacities, don't you agree that it would be proper for your SBI Agents to take the lead in those types of cases?"
"No, Madam Chair." Masters said clearly. "It might happen, and if the local jurisdictions request it we can do that. But it shouldn't be considered to be automatic nor proper to take over cases and be ordering local jurisdictions around. That's been a huge problem with the SBI in the past, running roughshod over local jurisdictions."
Masters: "The City Police actually had standing orders once to shoot on sight and kill SBI Agents in The City's jurisdiction, and other local jurisdictions refused to help or support investigations the SBI took over in overbearing fashion. And I'll add that in this State, and generally around the whole country, the local Sheriff is the supreme law enforcement entity of the jurisdiction, not the SBI."
Katherine Woodburn did not show anything on her face, but she responded by saying "Director Masters, Commander Donald Troy attempted to put together a unit called the SBI-SIS. It utterly failed, partly because local jurisdictions simply refused to call in the SBI. The same thing happened to the SBI Reserve program." (Author's note: 'Chef's Special', Ch. 01 for the creation of the SBI-SIS; 'The French Connection', Ch. 03 for the end of the SIS and SBI Reserve.)
Woodburn: "My point is that unless the SBI has jurisdictional authority over the counties and local LEO jurisdictions, they won't call in the SBI nor work with them. So what do you intend to do when that issue comes up?"
Masters: "If they don't call us in, or refuse our help, then it is what it is, Madam Chair. The SBI is a support organization, not an overbearing Gestapo unit like the Feds and U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland are trying to turn the FBI into."
There were more gasps at that truth-bomb by Masters. Katherine tapped her gavel, then called upon the next Legislator.
Some moments later, it was Tasheeka Harris's turn. And that's when the fight started.
Harris: "Mister Masters, the SBI did nothing while the Town & County's Police exercised Police brutality against peacefully protesting People of Color last summer, including murdering civil rights leader Jacquez Wilson and reporter Lester Holder." (Author's note: 'Consequences', particularly Ch. 04.)
Harris: "Can you assure this Committee that the SBI will investigate these racially-motivated crimes, especially those committed by white racist Commander Donald Troy, and bring whites that commit race-based crimes to justice? And in the future will you intervene and oppose the violence of white cops led by Troy, and do to them what they do to peaceful Persons of Color?"
None of the other Legislators stood up to protest the dishonest premises of those statements. The Democrats heartily agreed with the presumptions, and the Republicans were for the most part too gutless, too cowardly to make a stand for the Truth.
But Wes Masters handled it well as he replied: "I'll answer that with three points. First, as I stated before, oversight of local jurisdictions as well as unethical State Legislators is the purview and mission of the State Inspector General. She is independent of me, and while the SBI will assist her when she requests it, that is her lane, her playground, so to speak. The SBI-OER would be the entity to investigate the alleged crimes you brought up."
"Second," continued Masters, "we are named the State Bureau of Investigation. We investigate crimes. The State Patrol enforces laws, working with local jurisdictions, and they have some specialized SWAT-type teams for dangerous situations. The SBI's IDE also has some specialized teams, but they're for rounding up Illegal Persons and turning them over to ICE, as well as to interdict drug operations, not for opposing local law enforcement entities that are enforcing the law."
Masters: "And that segues to my third point: I object to the premises of your question, Representative Harris. Commander Troy and the TCPD did not exercise Police brutality against peaceful protesters, but stopped violent criminals that were harming people and damaging property. The TCPD did not murder anyone; Jacquez Wilson illegally had explosives in his building, and they detonated. Lester Holder was aiding and abetting the wanted fugitive Jacquez Wilson, and he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. That was his problem, not Commander Troy's." (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 04.)
Masters: "And Commander Troy does not discriminate against Blacks. He arrests perpetrators of any and every ethnicity that commits them. George Aurus is white; Commander Troy arrested him without a peep from you. Commander Troy and the TCPD have taken down Latino drug and prostitution rings, without a peep from you." (Author's note: 'Town & County Confidential', Ch. 01.)
Masters: "And furthermore to this point: if a black person is arrested by Police, it doesn't matter to you that he or she was arrested because he or she committed a crime; you're just going to say it's because he or she is Black. Right now, the biggest threat for organized violence is not Blacks, but Environmentalists, who are mostly white. And Commander Troy will arrest them if they commit violence, just as he arrested violent agitators last year without regard to ethnicity. And just because you keep repeating the lie doesn't mean it will ever be true. It's not------"
"You're a racist!" Tasheeka Harris yelled. "Madam Chair, THIS is why that white racist should be under oath! So that he can be thrown in jail for perjury and his racism!" 
*tap* *tap* *tap* *tap*
So went Katherine Woodburn's gavel. "The Representative will suspend... the Representative will suspend!"
"You're a racist too!" yelled Tasheeka Harris. "And you're just enablers of Troy's white Police violence against People of Color! And the SBI under this racist cop Masters, who did nothing to white City Police cops that beat down People of Color on the City streets, is just as bad!------"
*WHAM!* *WHAM!* *WHAM!* *WHAM!*
"Enough!" yelled Woodburn as she slammed the gavel harder and harder. "Sergeant-At-Arms, remove Representative Harris from the chamber."
The Sergeant-At-Arms, who was black, came up with four State Capitol Police, two of whom were women. When those women grabbed Harris, she fought them... and lost. Her face and chest were slammed to the bench in front of her, handcuffs affixed behind her, and she was roughly half-walked, half-dragged out of the room, screaming racist epithets all the way.
And wouldn't you know it... next was State Senator Maxine Watts (D - The Badlands of The City). "Madam Chair, I simply want to respond to that last exchange between the SBI Director and the State Representative from Inner Midtown. Mister Masters, many of her points are valid. You can repeat the denial all you want, but you will never, ever, convince People of Color that Commander Troy's brutality was anything but racially motivated. You will never, ever, convince People of Color that Breonna Bryant's show trial and unjust incarceration was anything but racially motivated oppression of People of Color." (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', Ch. 03-04 for the Bryant trial.)
Blacks in the gallery and audience had applauded, and Watts paused. But as the applause died down, the silence became awkward. Wes Masters didn't speak. Maxine Watts finally said "Do you have anything to say about that?"
Masters: "If the Black Community won't see the truth of those cases, it's because you won't let them, since you use racial violence as a tool to increase your political power. I'll finish my response to you with this question: do you think what Jacquez Wilson did to a white female Police Officer, abducting her, beating her, raping her, and almost murdering her, was justified? Was that okay in any way at all?"
Maxine Watts was filled with furious anger and hatred as she yelled "That Cracker cop got what she deserved! She got what was coming to her!"
As gasps filled the room, Katherine Woodburn tapped her gavel and said "The Senator will suspend."
"I yield back the balance of my time." Maxine Watts said smugly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You did talk to Coldiron." Cindy said to me. "It had to be you that talked about the Environmentalists you hate so much."
"Well, yeah." I replied. "But I called them 'Environmentalist Wackos', the name the great Rush Limbaugh gave them. Coldiron was much nicer and more reserved in his description of them. And yes, Cindy, I do believe our next confrontation with violent agitators will be with the Environmentalist Wackos."
"If you'll excuse me, Sheriff, I'll go back to my office." Cindy said, getting up. The Sheriff nodded and Cindy got up and left.
"You really shouldn't goad her like that." growled Griswold. "I know you and she are on opposite sides of the political spectrum, but there's no reason to rile her up."
"Yes sir." I said. "But I wasn't kidding, nor trying to goad her, when I say that I think the Green Shirts will be the next group to gin up trouble... in complete collusion and cooperation with the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media..."
Part 18 - Something In The Way
1:15pm, Monday, March 22d. The Sheriff and I were eating a late lunch at the Cop Bar after watching the hearing.
"I thought Masters did very well." the Sheriff said. "Of course he said everything most of those Legislators didn't want to hear. But someone has to tell the truth, and out loud, and I'm glad Masters did."
I said "Yes sir, and I agree. But after Tasheeka Harris's rant and Maxine Watts's pure racist hatred, everyone else pretty much backed off getting controversial with anything."
"Why do they keep ginning up that stuff?" the Sheriff asked.
I knew he was asking rhetorically, but I still answered: "At this point, Sheriff, it's nothing more than Leftwing politicians using race to enhance their political power, just like Masters said to Maxine Watts."
"I think it's more, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "The far Left has incrementally but consistently become more and more violent. It used to be political rhetoric, but now they demonstrate at the drop of a hat...and those demonstrations turn violent at the drop of a hat------"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my cellphone, and it was Captain Claire Michaels.
"Sir," she said, "Nadine Hall is here. She says she was hired by Vanessa Bright, and she wants to talk to you about a plea deal."
"Okay, I'll be there in a few minutes------"
"Sir, there's more." Claire said, "D.A. Walters and ADA Fineman are also here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:25pm. Sheriff Griswold and I practically hurtled into Police Headquarters. Claire Michaels met us as were walking down the hallway.
"The suspect and her attorney are in I-1." Claire said. "Fineman tried to go in there, but Commander Croyle stopped her. D.A. Walters started screaming at her, and the SWAT Team came pouring out of their room to see what was going on, so Walters shut up------"



"Hold on." I said. I led the way to my office. As we stepped inside, but did not sit down, I said "Okay, from the beginning. What happened?"
Claire said "Just after one o'clock, Nadine Hall came in and said she had been hired to represent Vanessa, and she wanted to talk to her and then to you, Commander, about a possible plea deal. So we took her to I-1 and brought Vanessa in, and they're talking now."
Claire: "And then Savannah Fineman and Miriam Walters were shown to my office. Fineman demanded to talk to Vanessa, and I said that Fineman was not allowed into the Interrogation Rooms to talk to suspects. Miriam went off on me, and said she didn't give a damn what Donald Troy said, and that I was to lead Savannah to the suspect immediately. That's when I gave her her own personal copy of the written order signed by the Sheriff and the Police Chief."
I turned in astonishment to the Sheriff, whose mustaches were twitching merrily as he said "Oh, I'm sorry, Crowbar. I must have forgotten to mention that to you in my old age."
"I'm glad you didn't forget to tell Captain Michaels." I replied with a grin.
"Nor Commander Croyle, sir." said Claire. "And she was very eager to carry out the Sheriff's orders."
"Where are Walters and Fineman now?" I asked.
"They're in the Main Conference Room." said Claire.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How dare you prevent ADA Fineman from doing her job and talking to a suspect?" Miriam Walters yelled as the Sheriff and I entered the Main Conference Room. The Sheriff was still greatly amused at having gotten one over on me, and Miriam's tirade was not dampening his enthusiasm.
He replied "I dare because it's the right thing to do. Especially after letting Davalos off the hook, then trying to again," (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 03-05.) "I agree with Commander Troy that Fineman is just too much like Gil Krasney to trust. So I took matters into my own hands."
"Then I'll see you in Court." Miriam said. "I'm going to sue you and the Police Department over this."
"I look forward to that." I said coldly. "I look forward to a Court trial, to expose what you've been doing to help your crony pad her résumé for future elections, as well as her decisions helping the criminals and hurting Police investigations."
I continued: "But right now I'm going to talk to this suspect about a plea deal in exchange for information that will nail your crony's Federal cronies to the wall. Do you want to join me in I-1, D.A. Walters?"
"No." said Miriam, equally glacially. "I'm going to be talking to the Sheriff... without you in the room."
"And without your crony in the room, either." the Sheriff said. He was really playing the game, and playing it well, I thought to myself. And I was loving it.
Miriam turned to Savannah and said "Watch from the Monitor Room..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into I-1 with Captain Michaels. Nadine Hall, partner of Virginia Madison and Tina Felton of The Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn, was sitting next to Vanessa at the table. I sat down, re-introduced myself and Captain Michaels, re-read Vanessa's rights to her from the card, and asked her if she understood the rights. She said she did.
"I'd called D.A. Walters and asked for an ADA." said Nadine Hall. "Someone who can negotiate a plea deal for my client." That answered how Miriam and Savannah knew to come in, I realized.
"I can do that, as a Principal for the Public Safety Office and an Officer of the Court." I replied. "What do you have in mind?"
"Probation." Nadine Hall replied. "Three years max. And she's too poor to make any kind of financial restitution."
"I'm willing to grant a plea deal, and three years probation sounds reasonable." I said. "But let's not kid ourselves: I can show she threw that smoke grenade, and that means she was paid to do it. She will have to truthfully tell us how much she was paid, and she'll be paying that plus a hundred extra in restitution. And she'll have to answer my questions, and with truthful answers, and be ready to testify in Court."
Vanessa agreed to the deal. I asked "Did you throw the smoke grenade?"
"More like dropped it." Vanessa said. "But yes, it was me that pulled the pin on it."
"How much were you paid to do that?" I asked
"Two thousand dollars. Cash." said Vanessa. "It's in my book bag in my room."
I knew Detectives would be scrambling to get a warrant and confiscate those green dollar bills. I asked "Who paid you that money?"
"One of the supervisors with the Food Services company." Vanessa said. "He's not my normal supervisor, but was in charge of service for the Museum that day." She named a name.
"How did you know when to throw, or drop, the grenade?" I asked.
"I got a call on my cellphone." Vanessa said. "There was no one on the other end, but the caller ID said 'Now'. That supervisor had said to drop the grenade when I got that call."
"How'd you smuggle in the smoke grenade?" I asked.
"It was in the box of snacks I was handed, that we unpacked and put out on the table." Vanessa said. "I put it under the table, then reached down and got it when I got the phone call."
"And neither Security nor the Feds checked that, huh?" I asked, mostly to myself as Teresa Croyle came in with some papers and handed them to me. They were the printed plea deal.
Teresa leaned over and whispered "Savannah's bitching about the plea deal to Miriam. She wants to throw the book at this girl." I nodded, and Teresa went back into the anteroom.
"Okay, here's the plea deal." I said. "You'll pay $2100, which the $2000 you were paid will count towards once we secure it." Vanessa and her attorney signed it, as did I.
"One other question." I said. "Did you see the Greuze being exchanged for the other painting, and the woman Beth Morris take it into the Gift Shop?" (oops, that's a leading question and a no-no...)
"No." Vanessa said. "In fact, I didn't know what was going on. I mean, yeah, it obvious there was a reason for throwing the grenade, but I thought it was to clear out the Museum so the thieves could come get it...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Miriam Walters and Sheriff Griswold were having it out in the Main Conference Room, elected official to elected official.
"I object to Troy making these deals unilaterally." Walters said. "He's not even consulting with the D.A.'s Office on them, and he's really abusing the privilege of making contracts as a Principal when he does that!"
"And I'm sick and goddamned tired of Fineman sabotaging our cases!" Griswold growled. "I support the Iron Crowbar totally boxing her out of anything to do with his MCD cases; he's trying to make good cases and get Justice for the victims. What Fineman did letting that wife-beater Davalos go was inexcusable, and her accusations about my Police Officers this morning was beyond the pale."
Miriam said "I tell you what. Why don't I just sue you, the Public Safety Department, and Troy, and get that crap about making unilateral plea deals stopped."
"Go ahead. Make my day." growled Griswold. "We'll ask why you're supporting Fineman's outrageous decisions, why she's helping the Swamp Frog Feds that the Iron Crowbar is about to prove planned and conducted this painting theft."
Griswold: "And I'll also ask why you're not letting your best ADA, Paulina Patterson, work with Don on MCD cases, especially when he's requested her specifically... and I will suggest that your actions are racially motivated discrimination against Paulina."
"That's bullshit!" Miriam yelled. "How dare you insinuate that! That's actionable slander!"
"Is it?" barked the Sheriff. "Why else would you be favoring Fineman so much? Cronyism? Or is that your excuse to keep the black ADA down? Not to mention preventing her from helping the Iron Crowbar nail these bastards he keeps catching committing crimes in our Town & County?"
"That is really beneath you, Sheriff." Miriam said sincerely, though clutching at straws. "I know Don Troy's a dirty-dealing son of a bitch, but I didn't think you would stoop to that level."
"Why don't you go to the cemetery, to my son's grave, and tell him that." Griswold replied. "My son died while doing what he could to help the Iron Crowbar take dirty Swamp Frogs down. And my son is who I think of when I see your (air quotes) 'dirty-dealing' ADA Fineman helping those Swamp Frogs cover up their crimes!" (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons'.)
"I'm sorry your son is dead, Sheriff." Miriam said levelly. "But that gives you no right to dictate to me which ADA I assign where, nor my motives for doing so------"
She was interrupted by the door of the Main Conference Room opening, and Dr. Laura Fredricson coming into the room, ready to drop a serious knowledge bomb on the the Town & County District Attorney. And an ultimatum...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The dominos started falling. Vanessa's fellow food server, Steve, now had Gibson Stelling of Succup & Payne, P.C. representing him, and I offered Steve three years probation with no jail time in exchange for a nolo contendere plea, and truthful answers to my questions. He took it.
"Yes, I saw Vanessa take out the grenade from the snacks box and put it under the table, then reach down and throw it. And I yelled 'FIRE', though someone else did, too. And I was told to use the extinguisher on it to put it out."
"How much were you paid?" I asked. "And by whom?"
"Five hundred dollars." Steve said. "By the Food Services guy who was in charge of catering the art auction on Saturday." He gave the man's name.
"Did you see the paintings being exchanged, and the Greuze being taken into the Gift Shop?" I asked.
"No." said Steve. "I didn't know they were going to do that. I really was trying to put out the grenade with the fire extinguisher..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"But Miriam! Whyyy?" whined Savannah Fineman, who'd been called into the Main Conference Room by a text from Miriam Walters.
"Because, Savannah," said Miriam, "they got to Judge K.M. Landis first. He's enjoined the Feds from taking custody of Beth Morris, Walter Corning, and Dr. Nadler, as well as Federal jurisdiction of their cases. And Judge Watts did the same thing to us at the State level."
She then lowered her voice to a whisper and said "And it was no less than Dr. Laura Fredricson that went to Judge Landis. On that, we were beaten. Soundly beaten."
"God damn Donald Troy!" spat Savannah.
"It's not Donald Troy's doing." Miriam said. "It's at a much higher pay grade than his... and ours. Anyway, I've called Paulina and told her she will be handling the arraignments tomorrow."
"And why let Troy make those plea deals?" Savannah asked. "I was going to go all out on them, prosecute them to the fullest extent of the law, make an example of them."
"And I wish I could let you do that, for several reasons." Miriam said. "I hate it, but Troy has that trump card; he's a Principal and an Officer of the Court. He can make those binding deals... and Judge Watts and Judge Washington are going to accept them. But don't worry, Savannah. I'm going to stop Donald Troy. Whatever it takes, I'm going to stop him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
To my surprise, U.S. Attorney John Jones had arrived at TCPD Headquarters. Laura had asked him to come up after she talked to him and Federal Judge Landis.
We brought Nicholas Mancini into I-2, and Chip Blake came in to represent him. I introduced the U.S. Attorney, then I re-read Mancini his rights from the card, and he nodded his acquiescence.
"We're giving you one last chance to cop a plea." I said. "Mr. Jones, what are you prepared to offer him at the Federal level."
Jones said "You'll resign your Marine Corps commission, and you'll be dishonorably discharged from the Marine Corps. And there will be no further Federal charges against you, nor will you be taken into Federal custody."
I said "At the State level, you'll plead guilty to theft-by-deception and theft-by-taking, and you'll get six years probation. No jail time, as long as you tell us everything you know, and truthfully testify if called upon."
Mancini whispered something to Chip Blake, who then asked us "How much jail time would my client get if he goes to trial? And how much jail time if he deals and there's no probation?"
"You don't want to do that, Mancini." I said. "You may think you're a tough Marine, but it's ugly in prison, and they don't fight fair. Six of them with shivs, just one of you. And you have to fall asleep sometime."
I continued: "Anyway, to answer your questions: you lose in Court and you'll get consecutive sentences, and on more charges than the two you would be pleading to. Easily at least twelve years."
"And the Federal deal will be off the table, too." said John Jones. "You're looking at Leavenworth, and that's hard, hard time."
I said "And it's the same problem if you do plead... consecutive sentences. I get it that you don't want probation, but for you it's not worse than being an Enlisted Marine; they can go through your stuff just like the Probation Officers can go through your stuff at home."
After ten minutes of conferring with his lawyer, Mancini took the deal. John Jones and I put together the paperwork, and we all signed.
"Okay," I said when that was done, "take me through it. What was your mission at the Museum?"
Mancini said "I was told that someone would throw smoke, and when that happened someone was going to come up behind me and give me a painting. I was to take the Greuze and pass it behind me as I put the other painting on the easel. And I did."
"Did you practice doing that before Saturday?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Mancini said. "Two days before, I met with my handler, who was there... he was acting like a Secret Service Agent while he was there, but I don't think he was really in the Secret Service. He and I practiced the exchange a couple of days before. And before you asked, I never knew his name."
"He'd have given you a fake name, anyway." I said, very sure. "Was the painting you practiced with the same as the one you exchanged for the Greuze at the Museum?"
"No sir, it was different." said Mancini. "It was a clown painting, but not the same faces."
"Interesting." I mused to myself. "So how much were you paid to do this?"
"A thousand bucks." said Mancini. "It was deposited into my account, and showed up on my pay statement as a bonus."
"Your Marine Corps pay statement?" I asked.
Mancini affirmed that, then said "And I'm supposed to get another thousand next month."
"And what else?" I asked. When Mancini and Blake looked at me with surprise, I said "Oh, come on. There has to be more. You were putting what might've been an excellent Marine Corps career on the line. What did they offer you that made you accept this deal?"
Mancini said "They were going to transfer me to a new unit. Intelligence-gathering. Off-books. I'd be sent to Embassies and do intel work against the country I was in. I'd asked specifically for Israel, so I could spy on the filthy Jews. And I would be part of an elite team that had Navy SEALs and Marines in it, that would interdict subversive Jewish groups in this country."
I said "Did you know the person who handed you the clown painting?"
"Not by name." Mancini said. "But she was a Federal Agent, maybe CIA. She recruited me. We were dating and having sex, and then she asked if I wanted to be a part of something big, something good. I jumped at it. All I had to do to prove myself was this painting thing, and I was in like Flynn."
Mancini didn't know anything more, at least not anything he was prepared to tell us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As John Jones and I were walking down the hall, he said "You think we gave him too much?"
"Hell yeah, you did!" Savannah Fineman yelled as she and Miriam Walters all but ambushed us as they came out of the Monitor Room.
"Yes, this is why you shouldn't be giving plea deals unilaterally." Miriam Walters said.
"And we should be turning that guy over to the Feds!" Savannah yelled. "He's a threat!"
"The only threat around here is to my eardrums." I said. "Listening to the shrill rants of this stupid idiot Fineman, who doesn't know her ass from a hole in the ground, but she still shows her ass whenever she can."
"Why you------" Savannah started.
"Ms. Walters," I said, interrupting Fineman's tirade, "everything he said in there was crap. Diane Langdon seduced him, poured a lot of shit into his ears about being part of an elite Jew-hating group, and got him to be part of the team to steal the Greuze. He probably would've been found dead in a ditch in a couple of weeks, or court-martialed over that money in his paychecks."
John Jones said "That was an interesting point. How is it possible they funneled that money through his Government pay?"
I said "They did the same thing with Dr. Nadler... he got a U.S. Government check, too. And that says a few things, too, doesn't it?"
"Like what?!" Savannah spat.
"Like how stupid you are to not see what is going on." I said as Sheriff Griswold walked up to us.
"Okay," Miriam said, "how could you possibly know all that?"
"I'll bet the Sheriff knows." I said with a grin.
"Har!" barked the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching merrily. "But in this case, I think I do. If that guy were real, like Diane Langdon is, he wouldn't have taken that plea deal."
"Close." I said. "Verrrry close. The full answer is that Chip Blake would not have let him take that plea deal. But he did, and that means that they're going to throw Mancini to the dogs... literally... if and when they catch him. Notice that Chip Blake did not ask for Witness Protection for his client."
"Har!" the Sheriff barked again. "The Iron Crowbar is right, Miriam. And Fineman is totally out of her depths here."
Miriam turned her beady black eyes on Griswold and said with ugly hatred: "She wouldn't be if Commander Troy was doing his job and helping her."
"It's not my job to help your dirty ADA Fineman harm my cases." I replied.
"I'm going to sue you for that!" Fineman yelled, her face contorted with hatred.
"Is that a threat to be ignored, or a promise I can expect you to keep?" I fired back. "Please take it to Court..."
Our repartee was interrupted by Captain Claire Michaels coming up the hallway. "Commander! Sheriff!" she said. "Dr. Nadler is in I-1. His attorney, that 'Riddler' guy, is with him, but Nadler said he wants to fire him and cut a deal with you. He specifically asked for you, Commander Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into I-1, and brought Lt. Jerome Davis with me, giving him some of the experience of interrogations and plea deals. The Uniformed Presence was Officer Taylor Hawley of the TCPD SWAT Team.
On the other side of the table were Dr. Nadler and the attorney from Gresham & Mason, P.C., Edward N. Parker. I had to restrain myself from laughing. Claire had been right; with his narrowing, jutting chin, Edward N. Parker did indeed look like The Riddler from the comic books. The movie? Not so much.
I re-read Dr. Nadler his rights from the card, and he nodded to acknowledge he understood them. Then I said "I understand you want to fire this man as your attorney?"
"Yes." said Nadler. "I've told him------"
"Don't speak; you've invoked." interrupted Parker. "And I'm staying here to make sure you don't abuse his rights, Troy."
"Say it out loud, Dr. Nadler." I said. "And if this man tries to interrupt you again, I'll tape his mouth shut... or shove my crowbar so far down his throat he'll be coughing up nails for the rest of his life."
Dr. Nadler said clearly: "I have told him that he is no longer my legal representation, and I'm telling you now that he is no longer my representation. I want to talk to you about a plea deal, and he refuses to to that."



I looked at Parker and said "In the immortal words of Donald Trump: you're fired! Get out of my Police Station... unless you wish to stay as an inmate in the holding cells." Seeing Officer Hawley come up and stand menacingly over him, Edward N. Parker very reluctantly got up.
"This won't stand!" Parker said. "I'm going to be filing complaints with the Court, with the IG, and with the US DOJ------"
"The Courthouse is that way." I said, pointing in the correct direction of the Courthouse, as the crow flies. Parker left, and was escorted down the hall by another Officer as Hawley came back inside I-1.
Dr. Nadler was about to speak, but I held up my hand. "Dr. Nadler, I really do want you to have legal representation when we discuss your plea deal and my further questioning of you. Who can you call that you trust to represent you?"
"I'm not from here. I don't know anyone." said Nadler. "I'm willing to pay for the attorney, but maybe you can recommend someone?"
"No, I can't do that." I said. "But there's something I can do." I pointed at the camera above the anteroom window. An instant later, Teresa Croyle stuck her head through the anteroom door.
"Call the Courthouse." I said. "Have them assign the next public defender on the rolls to Dr. Nadler, here, and tell them he will be paying for that representation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ten minutes later, William Farnsworth of Succup & Payne, P.C. arrived. He had been the attorney to deliver Leonard 'Sergeant' Sharples's letter to me. (Author's note: 'Gods And Crowbars', Ch. 04.) As he spoke privately to his client, Miriam Walters and Savannah Fineman came out of the Monitor Room. Sheriff Griswold was right behind them.
"What are you going to offer him?" Miriam asked.
"Miriam," said Savannah angrily, "you should insist on me going in there to negotiate the deal."
"And then, Ms. Walters," I said, "Nadler will clam up and take no deal... which is what your idiot ADA and her fellow Swamp Frogs want. So either you come in with me, or call Paulina or even Dwayne Gregory to come in with me."
"All right, I'll go in there myself." Miriam said.
"Be sure to follow my lead." I said. "Or you will end up fucking things up like your idiot ADA invariably would..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When Farnsworth indicated they were ready, Miriam and I went into the room. I said "This is District Attorney Miriam Walters. She will be working with us to strike a fair plea deal, unless you want to deal with only me."
"It's okay." said Nadler. "You wouldn't bring her in here if you didn't trust her to do right by me."
"What are you offering my client?" asked Farnsworth.
Miriam said "The charges Dr. Nadler is facing are serious felonies. If he goes to trial and is convicted on all of them, the Judge may well impose consecutive sentences, and we'd be talking fifty years in prison. However, if he pleads guilty to two charges of theft by deception, we'll drop the Lying to Police charge completely. And I'll offer ten years total, with time off for good behavior."
I said "If I may offer an alternative, Ms. Walters? Dr. Nadler's life is going to be in danger if he truthfully answers my questions and if he testifies in Court. I propose he spend those ten years in Witness Protection."
"He has to do some jail time, Commander." Miriam said.
I replied: "And he will, in a manner of speaking. There is an apartment complex adjacent to Jacksonville State Penitentiary, fenced-in and guarded as strongly if not more strongly than the prison itself. Dr. Nadler will be under house arrest in one of those apartments, ankle monitored and not allowed to leave. After he does the time, he'll be put in the regular Witness Protection."
"That sounds acceptable." Miriam said.
"I agree." said Farnsworth.
"I..." said Nadler, "I... just don't know."
I said "Dr. Nadler, that really is the best I can do for you, and you'll have protection from the people your previous attorney Parker was really working for."
Those last words seem to rekindle the light that had been in Nadler's eyes. "All right." he said. Miriam filled out the paperwork and we all signed it.
Nadler said "Let me just make a statement, and then I'll answer your remaining questions. First of all, I was not told of all the details of the operation. I was told the painting would be stolen, that it would be hidden in the Gift Shop as a replica, and that I was to get the Curator to unlock the doors in the middle of the night and we'd be ambushed and the painting taken away then."
Nadler: "I realized when the smoke grenade went off that it was the theft in progress, but I did not know any of the others that were involved. I was hoping that no one would consider the paintings in the Gift Shop to be anything but replicas, but of course you did think to ask, Commander Troy. So I did as I'd been told, and said the painting was a fake."
"Who was your handler?" Miriam asked, breaking the flow of information.
Nadler: "The woman that was the waitress at the event. I only knew her name as 'Beth', and I did not know who else was involved, but she was the mastermind and the leader of the team that carried out the operation. The whole thing was very compartmentalized, so that any one person who was found out and arrested could not testify against any of the others."
Nadler: "Even so, when I heard that you had found the real Lost Greuze, Commander, I realized that my continuing role was no longer necessary. And over time sitting in your holding cell, I came to realize that my life really was in danger, that it would be in someone's best interests if I came over all dead like Jeffery Epstein. I told my lawyer to contact you about a plea deal. He refused, and when he did I knew then that he did not have my interests at heart, but the interests of the people who were better off if I were dead. So... what are your questions?"
I said "This started long before the Exhibition last Saturday. You were originally called in to verify the Greuze. Who called you in? And what I'm really asking here, Doctor... is how someone came to know that Mrs. Baker had a painting of such interest to begin with."
Dr. Nadler said "There had been rumors for years that there had been artworks of the Old Masters out there, that had been stolen by the Nazis and were being recovered over time. I first heard of the Greuze when someone, I'm not sure who, approached the Smithsonian and said they'd been doing research, and had traced some recovered paintings to Ruth Heidelmann Baker."
Nadler: "I don't know who approached Mrs. Baker to ask to have the painting appraised, but I was called in to examine it. And maybe Greuze paintings are not my specialty, but the style and brushstrokes were a damn good imitation. I did think it was real."
"Okay, now for the big one." I said. "Who brought you in to the theft ring? Who paid you?"
Dr. Nadler looked like he was sad and like he was going to be sick, as if he were betraying a friend. And he was: "I've been friends with the current DNI, Brendan Chapel, for many years. My job with the Smithsonian was highly sought after, and there were many strong competitors for it. But Brendan Chapel exerted his influence, and got me the job."
My heart surged with hope and Nadler continued: "Brendan would come to Smithsonian events, and he was always asking about the value of some of the artifacts there. He invited me to go with a group to the great art museums in New York, Washington, D.C., and even once to Paris, France. He was constantly asking about the values of the paintings. And he'd talk with others about the security of the museums, and how they could be breached."
Nadler: "Brendan is the one who contacted me and my boss at the Smithsonian and told us about the possibility that the a previously lost Greuze had been located, and he wanted me to check it out. That was the last that he directly spoke to me about it."
Nadler: "On the plane ride to The City, a woman I did not know spoke to me, and she told me that it was time to repay DNI Chapel's generosity towards me in getting me the Smithsonian job. She told me I would be paid a significant sum of money, $100,000 in two parts, to make sure the Greuze was real."
Nadler: "I couldn't believe it, but I went with them to Mrs. Baker's home, and she allowed me to examine the Greuze. Again, I really thought it was genuine. I also expected that other experts would be called into verify it, but none were."
Nadler: "On the plane ride home, the woman that accompanied me on the plane and then to examine the painting introduced me to the woman who led the theft team. She called her 'Beth', and that's the only name I knew her by. I did not see that first woman again. Beth handed me the Government check for $50K, and told me to call it a bonus when I deposited it."
Nadler: "When I hesitated, she said that if I didn't accept it, my employment with the Smithsonian would be terminated, my career would be over, and I would be audited by the IRS and found to have serious tax violations. She said to take the easy money, just do my job identifying the Greuze as real or fake depending on the situation, and I could return to my life a richer man."
I took out my Police iPhone and brought up a photo and showed it to him. "Is this the woman that talked to you on the plane?" I asked.
"Oh my God!" Nadler gasped. "Yes! That's her!" I showed Miriam the photo then got up and held it up to the camera above the door. The woman in the photo... was Dr. Robin Isley.
"What about the guy in the Gift Shop, Walter Corning?" I asked.
"I never met him, I never knew him." Dr. Nadler said. "The only time I saw him was when I was called into the Gift Shop to look at the two paintings on the wall behind the counter. And he was already being held when I got there."
That was all Nadler could tell us, though I probed with more questions. Finally, I said "Okay, we'll be in touch if you have to testify. Always be on your guard, and good luck to you, sir..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Miriam Walters and I went into the Main Conference Room, where Sheriff Griswold and Chief Moynahan were waiting. Miriam texted Savannah Fineman to come in also, to my chagrin.
As Savannah came in and sat down next to Miriam, she said sneeringly: "It looks like this case is going Federal, after all."
"Ms. Walters," I said, ignoring Savannah, "tell me simply and sincerely... is there enough there to bring charges against DNI Chapel or NSA Agent Isley?"
"No." Miriam said. "Without corroborating evidence or testimony, it would just be 'he said, he said', or 'he said, she said' as the case may be. I'd say this Beth Morris, or Diane Langdon, might be able to corroborate Dr. Nadler's statements, if you could get her to turn. And Dr. Nadler's statements and future testimony are going to be more than enough to get her convicted, so she may see the light."
"She's also the only one that can get Walter Corning convicted." Savannah Fineman said. "Without her, you don't have shit on him."
"Oh, I beg to differ, Ms. Walters." I said to Miriam. "Sure it's circumstantial, but a good Prosecutor would be able to get a conviction based on what we already have."
"Savannah is a good prosecutor." Miriam said. "And if you do your job and help her, Commander, she'll get the conviction."
Sheriff Griswold stood up, his face beet red and his mustaches quivering angrily as he shouted: "IT'S NOT HIS JOB TO DO HER JOB FOR HER!" Miriam recoiled in shock at Our Sheriff's vehement display of anger.
Then he said, more calmly but still angrily: "Haven't you seen enough, just today, to see that the Iron Crowbar knows what he's doing, and Fineman has her head up her ass?"
"Then why doesn't he tell her what's going on?" Miriam fired back. "He helps Paulina! Why doesn't he do his job and help Savannah, too?"
I said (calmly) "Because your idiot ADA Fineman let a perp go and badly damaged my case. The man was a wife beater and we had him cold on that... but that idiot tried to let him go a second time. And I'll say it again, Ms. Walters... I will help Paulina. I will help Dwayne Gregory. I will help you personally. I will help any new hire you make, as long as they are honest and work with me. But I will never. help. Fineman. in. any. way. Ever. Period, end of story."
"Do you want Corning convicted?" Miriam asked.
"Do you?" I fired back. "If so, put Paulina on it. If not, put the idiot on it, and see what happens."
"Yes, put me on it." Savannah said. "I'll do the right thing and save the taxpayer's money by dropping the charges because we don't have enough real evidence to convict him."
"I gave Paulina the arraignments. We'll see what happens after that." Miriam said. "So, Commander, are you going to talk to Beth Morris again?"
I would indeed attempt to talk to Diane Langdon again, and I showed her the increasingly strong case against her. After I was done, her attorney Nathan Masterson said "No deals. We're going to trial. And we're going to shove that red crowbar up your kike ass, Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I had expected that Corning would turn." I said as I talked to the Sheriff, the Chief, Teresa, and Claire Michaels in the Chief's Conference Room. "But he never did. I suspect there's more to him than what we've found out, so far."
"Sir, with respect," Claire Michaels said, "our case on him really is thin. No one saw him take the painting from Langdon and put it on the wall. Yes, circumstantially it almost has to be him. But there's reasonable doubt, there. I'd take it to full trial, too, if it were me."
Teresa had glared at Claire for saying that, but I rescued my Captain of Detectives by saying "That's a very fair point. And I agree with it. But let's dig deeper into him, see if anything pops up. Anything at all..."
Part 19 - Appeasement
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 24th, from the Anchor Desk at the KXTC studios. "The Legislature passes a Budget!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "In a stunning move that has shocked political experts, the State Legislature moved a Budget bill through both its Houses to passage last night. Let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Lemay from the helipad atop the State Capitol Office Building, with the State Capitol's gilded dome and the sunrise behind him. "The State House brought HB 1, the omnibus Budget bill, to the floor late yesterday afternoon. It is essentially the same Budget from two years ago, which was the same Budget bill from two years before that, with Cost of Living Allowances indexed to inflation added."
Lemay: "After passage in the State House with bipartisan support, the bill was taken up in the State Senate and passed around 9:00pm last night with no changes. Governor Sharon Marshall is expected to sign the Budget bill in a ceremony at 9:00am this morning."
Lemay: "Sources tell Channel Two News that State Senators Jimmy Cerone of Southport and Moe Molinari of Westphalia & Eastphalia, in cooperation with House Republican Leader Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville and Democrat Leader Elijah McKinney of Southport, muscled the bill through the Committees and the floors of both Chambers of the State Legislature... and that passage of it was made possible by compromise legislation on the SBI bill that was tracked alongside the Budget bill itself."
Lemay: "The Immigration and Drug Enforcement division, the IDE, is being replaced by a new Drugs and Trafficking Division, or DTD, with enforcement of Immigration laws de-emphasized. And a new division, called the Violent Crimes Division, or VCD, is being created. The DTD and VCD are being called the 'Vice' and 'Major Crimes' divisions of the SBI, and experts believe this will cover any gaps in the SBI's investigational and enforcement structure."
Lemay: "By signing the Budget bill, Governor Marshall will be signing the SBI bill that is tethered to it, also. Some political experts are calling this a loss for the Governor, as the fundamental mission of the SBI regarding hardworking Undocumented Workers has been de-emphasized. But in a statement issued last night, the Office of the Governor pointed out that companies must still use the State eVerify® system as part of their hiring practices, and funding for the SBI remains the same as the last four years."
Lemay: "The Legislative Black Caucus, led by State Rep Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown and State Senator Maxine Watts of The City's 'Badlands' district, vigorously opposed the Budget's passage, as it fully funds the SBI and local Police jurisdictions. They also attempted to add an amendment to the SBI bill to create a 'Climate Justice' division, but that was voted down by a 62-38% margin in each Chamber."
Lemay: "This leaves about one week in the Legislative session for this year, and it remains to be seen if any more bills can be squeezed through the process in that short amount of time. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Carl! That was political reporter Carl Lemay with that important and, quite frankly, shocking report that the State Legislature has passed a Budget. And in other news, Town & County Council Democrats filed a complaint with the Inspector General's Office yesterday over Police Commander Donald Troy twice disobeying their orders to appear before the Council and explain his unilateral decision to enter into a contract on behalf of the County with Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle that enables her to serve as an SBI Reserve Lieutenant as well as the TCPD's Commander of Operations."
Bettina: "Additionally, District Attorney Miriam Walters also filed a complaint with the IG over Commander Troy making unilateral plea deals with suspects. As a Principal for the County and an Officer of the Court, Commander Troy can legally make those agreements, but D.A. Walters says Commander Troy is abusing the privilege, and she wants further clarification on Troy's limits to make such plea deals, which she says usurps the authority and ability of the District Attorney's Office to make such deals..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwww." said TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Sheriff Griswold, me, Chief Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "How'd that happen?"
"Was this the Cerone-Molinari 'Plan B' bill?" asked the Chief.
"No sir." I said. "This was the Cerone-Molinari 'We are getting tired of your bitching' bill. They started using some muscle to ram it through, and most of the Legislators were tired of the haggling and went along. I might add that the polling was showing that the Democrats were being blamed as much as the Republicans, so they had no political advantage to hold out."
Cindy replied "I think it was the 'Wilson Hammonds whipped Sharon Marshall's ass' bill. Marshall totally caved on Immigration."
"What do you say to that, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff casually... just a shade too casually.
"The SBI name change was semantics." I replied. "They're calling it 'trafficking', which will make most people of drug trafficking. But human trafficking is an aspect of it, too, and a lot of that is connected to Illegal Immigration. And they'll still round up Illegal Persons and turn them over to ICE. Most importantly, the funding to continue cracking down on Illegal Persons is still there. So nothing's really changed."
"I beg to differ." said Cindy, with alacrity. "The optics have changed. Sharon Marshall caved. And Priya told me that their early spot polling is showing that the Conservatives are furious with her over this, and that it's really going to hurt her in the polls when the Mainstream Media starts playing that record over and over and over again. Sheriff, would Val Jared have signed that compromise?"



"I don't know." growled Griswold. "But knowing Val, he wouldn't have."
Chief Moynahan said "And we'd be having a shutdown that would've lasted for months, totally destroying this State and its economy. No disrespect to Mr. Jared, Sheriff, but when he said the equivalent of 'build the wall', he became one."
Sheriff Griswold retorted: "Yes, Val was very direct, and stuck to his principles, which is one reason I like him as a man. Crowbar is the same way. Sharon Marshall is a very savvy politician, and she knows how to read the room, politically speaking. But how it's perceived will depend on how she and her team handle the Media's dishonest attempts to distort the truth."
I eased the potential tension by saying "Strangely enough, Wes Masters's testimony the other day actually helped Cerone and Molinari get the Budget and SBI bills passed."
"I was thinking that his testimony killed any hope of compromise." said Tanya. "So how did they get this compromise through? And why is Governor Marshall willing to sign it?"
I replied: "Paradoxically, Wes Masters's testimony gave them what they needed. Wilson Hammonds thinks he's getting a big win, but it doesn't realistically amount to a hill of beans. For the Conservatives, including Sharon Marshall, the Police and SBI are fully funded. And for the Establishment Republicans, they can't be pasted with the blame for a shutdown, which is what the cowards were truly afraid of, and which the Mainstream Media was going to do. The Sheriff is correct in that the Governor's team has to actively fight the Media's narrative on it."
Tanya said "But Katherine Marshall got her strong SBI. Even got a new division out of it, to lord it over the local jurisdictions."
"You really think Coldiron Masters will allowwww that?" Chief Moynahan asked.
Tanya replied fearlessly: "No Chief, he won't allow it. Coldiron is a good man, and he means it when he says he wants the SBI to be a support organization. But Don tried that with the SBI-SIS, and local jurisdictions shunned it like the Plague. And no matter how good Coldiron's intentions are, SBI Agents are going to go in and more often than not find that they must take over a case to make any progress, and you're right back to Square One on the mistrust and hatred issues."
Tanya added: "And Katherine Woodburn will be pushing the SBI to take over more and more. And if she becomes Governor, or if any Democrat becomes Governor, the groundwork has been laid to really strengthen the SBI and truly lord it over the locals, like Derrick B. Harland is trying to do with the FBI at the Federal level."
Cindy said "Incrementalism at it's finest, wouldn't you say, Don?"
She was really rubbing it in, I thought to myself. And she's enjoying this just a little too much. Outwardly, I just shrugged my shoulders. When the other side has scored a win, just let them have their moment for one moment...
Teresa had been silent to this point, but now she said "I'm more concerned about those IG complaints against Don. What's up with those?"
"They're both crap." I said. "I'm on solid ground on both of them."
"Let's say no more about those." growled Griswold. "Crowbar, I'll talk to you and the Chief about that later." Silence was instantaneous, as everyone knew that meant trouble...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff followed me into my office. I poured us both cups of coffee, then he sat down in the near-side hot chair as I sat down in my comfortable 'Command Chair'. I figured I'd need the lumbar support for my aching back, and I figured correctly.
The Sheriff began: "The problem here, Crowbar, is that both Carnes and Walters filed those complaints as groundwork to file lawsuits against you. Now Carnes's lawsuit is baseless, without merit, and you can and should countersue and beat the snot out of her."
"And Walters, too." I replied.
Griswold: "Crowbar, you need to listen to me, here. Miriam's complaint is a lot more serious, and will be taken a lot more seriously by the IG as well as the Judge taking up the case."
I was about to speak, but the Sheriff said "I've already talked to Curly Goodwin, and here's the issue: the power to sign contracts was meant for the Chief, you, and especially the Deputy Chief to be able to conduct business on the TCPD's behalf, like orders to buy stuff, and like when you signed that mutual cooperation deal with Nextdoor County and Coltrane County. And the contract with Teresa; that was legit, and it was righteous. I can't wait to blast Kelly Carnes even more on it."
Griswold: "That power wasn't really meant for plea deals. There's precedence now, as it was allowed for us to be able to give someone a plea deal in exchange for information that had to be obtained and acted upon quickly. But it wasn't meant to be used regularly, nor to completely replace the District Attorney's Office."
"Yes sir, but-------" I started.
"Let me finish, Crowbar." the Sheriff said with some authority in his voice. "Miriam says you are usurping her prerogative as District Attorney, and she's ready to take it not only to State Court but to Federal Court. She and I really got into it Monday, and she is really, really dug in on forcing Savannah Fineman on us. But to do that, she has to stop your workaround with your own plea deals."
Griswold: "So she went to the IG first. Curly Goodwin is going to talk to you, me, and Chief Moynahan, and he'll probably talk to Miriam and her blonde bimbo barbie doll, too. In the meantime, you get with your lawyer and your Union Rep, and get ready for one hell of a fight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30pm, Wednesday, March 24th. ADA Paulina Patterson came to Police Headquarters and I took her to the Cop Bar for lunch. We sat in the back 'Command Room'. She had a steak Caesar salad and I had the Double Breakfast Burger plate.
"How were the arraignments yesterday?" I asked after some small talk.
"Good." Paulina said. "Judge Watts gave me everything I wanted. No bail for Corning nor Langdon, and the plea deals were accepted. He also accepted dropping the charges against the other guard, Joseph T. Baker without prejudice."
"There were obstacles, though." she continued. "Nathan Masterson was really pissed off when I came in instead of Savannah. And even though Federal Judge Landis shot down any hopes to have the cases transferred to Federal Court... after Laura had a quiet talk with him, I might add... U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin showed up and tried to get custody of Diane Langdon. But Judge Watts shot him down. Hard."
"And another issue came up." Paulina went on. "When Judge Watts accepted Marine Captain Nicholas Mancini's plea deal, Baldwin demanded Mancini be transferred to Federal custody so that he could be court-martialed. Judge Watts said U.S. Attorney John Jones's plea deal with Mancini resolved that, and ruled solidly against Baldwin. But the Marines still might go to Federal Court to try and get Mancini back. So we'll see how that goes."
"Cool beans." I said. "And Fineman wanted to throw the book at the ones I gave plea deals to. And speaking of that, how are things in the D.A.'s Office?"
"Well..." Paulina said, and then paused. After a moment, with me looking up to look steadily at her, she said "Vice cases are steady, and they're pretty easy, or maybe I should say straightforward. And all the cases I have coming up are ready to go; evidence, documentation, witnesses, the whole nine yards. Miriam rarely asks me anything about any of them."
Paulina: "Yesterday afternoon, Miriam came into my office and made me give her a full report on every case I have, which took over two hours. It was like being in Law School, when a professor would grill me. So I gave the reports, and afterwards she just got up and left. No 'okay', no 'thank you', no 'carry on'... she just left."
"Is that good or bad?" I asked. "I'm holding out hope she may be thinking of putting you back on MCD cases."
"So am I, but I think Miriam is inexorably dug in on keeping Savannah on MCD cases." Paulina said. "As to her coming in and getting the status report, it's usually bad, or at least foreboding. The only times she's done that before is when racial talk has come up, like when Franklin left to run for Nance's judicial seat, and he really wanted me to file a racial discrimination complaint against Miriam. And I really got the feeling that she was determining where I am with things so she can get someone else up to speed... after she fires me."
I nodded. "You still don't think she's a racist, or acting in a racially discriminatory way towards you?"
Paulina said "No, not really. It started out as trying to get Savannah a better résumé off of you solving cases, but now I think it's just a tug-of-war that she wants to win no matter how Pyrrhic the victory would be."
I said "And it would be badly hypocritical of me to suggest you file a racial complaint against Miriam, especially if you don't totally believe her actions are race-based."
Paulina: "With one exception: if she were to fire me because she erroneously thought I was going to make a racial complaint, then I would actually go ahead and do it. Franklin is more than eager to back me up on it, even if it causes conflicts of interest for him as a judge."
I said "And if someone else said something, and Miriam retaliates against you because of that?"
Paulina peered hard at me, then said "You know something that I don't?"
I replied "I don't factually know anything, but I'm not the only one embittered by what Savannah is doing, dropping charges against Swamp Frogs and such. And I haven't said anything, and wouldn't without at least telling you first... but others may have played the card. And after you just told me Miriam made you go through your cases with her? And her filing that IG complaint against me? My 'Spidey-sense' is going off the charts."
"Yezzz, there's that elephant in the room." Paulina said. "Miriam's IG complaint. How is that going to go, do you think?"
I said "Legally I'm on solid ground, so I'm not worried about that. And I think once I show those photos of Mrs. Davalos to Curly Goodwin, then tell him Savannah let him go just to spite me, Miriam will have a tough case of it. But the problem is that Miriam is filing the IG complaint merely as a precursor to a lawsuit. And if the Court enjoins me from making plea deals without the D.A. Office's consent, whether temporarily or permanently, and Miriam uses that to force Savannah on MCD, and particularly on me?..."
I let the sentence hang. Paulina just nodded and we said no more about it...
Part 20 - Epilogue - Frozen in Time
Back at my office, I felt a sudden impulse to take a look at the clown painting the criminals had created and left behind to cause some of us pain and anguish. I went to the evidence rooms in the basement, and brought it out and back up to my office, propped it up against my computer monitor, and sat back in my 'Command Chair' and studied it.
Teresa and I had taken it to the University's Art School, exercising two-man control. Dr. Nicole Haven had used their 'fluoroscope' (for lack of a better term), which revealed that the killer clown had originally been Jack Muscone, which really would've caused Tanya pain.
But it had been changed, and now I could see where the image of Westboro had been painted in. Why? I thought to myself. Why change it? And to Westboro, of all people? I defeated him, he's doesn't cause me pain... unless my back is hurting...
"Oh, Commmannnnderrrrr..."
"What, Angela?" I said inside my head, seeing the Black Widow sitting on the edge of my desk between me and the painting, wearing her spidery negligee and showing off her legs in those black high heel pumps...
"Such a lovely painting." Angela said, her voice reverberating in my head. "Especially Pete Feeley's last moment on this earth after he came in me." (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.) The black and white I was seeing was now tinged with red...
"Oh my, you're still angry about that, my lovely Commanderrr." Angela intoned. "And it's distracting you from what's real, what's important... George Aurus... the man with the golden touch..."
And then I blinked. Angela was gone; only her words and the painting remained. My eyes were drawn again to the image of Westboro, looking hideously evil...
... and I understood.
George Aurus had not painted the entire painting... but he somehow was the one that had the image of Westboro painted in. And I understood why... it was a clue, left for me. And now I realized why, and what it was all about. What everything was about...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Three months later...
The gravel of the driveway crunched under the tires of the three vehicles that pulled into the home of Ruth Heidelmann Baker. I was driving my Police SUV and Teresa was riding shotgun. In the backseat were Carole and Marie.
The second vehicle was Cindy's Sheriff Dept. SUV, carrying her, the Sheriff, and her father Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart. The third vehicle was Laura's Mercedes, being driven by her, with Edward and Stephanie Steele and Alison McFarland, who was going to record the event about to take place.
As we got out, I noticed the 'For Sale' sign in the front yard, with a 'SOLD' sign on top of it. Mrs. Baker had sold the home, and was moving into a retirement community on the lake in Coltrane County, which was similar to my mother's community on Lake Donald Troy in Apple Grove. (Author's note: 'Cat's In The Cradle', Ch. 01.)
The 'Lost Greuze' had sold at auction for $2 million. Someone was bidding heavily, then someone would exceed the bid by just $1000. The big bidder jumped it to $1.5 million, and the second bidder increased that by $100. So the big bidder bid $2 million, which just ended it.
The big bidder had been hidden behind a cloak of anonymity, but the money was good and was duly deposited into a trust fund for the Jewish Holocaust Museum. And I would learn the bidder's name when I visited my uncle, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, and observed the Lost Greuze hanging on the wall behind his desk in his office, where two 'Fourth Runes' had once hung. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 05.)
I helped Carole and Marie take something out of the back of my Police SUV, and I carried it inside. As we came inside, I noticed that most of the furniture had been removed from the house. Only the study/bedroom remained in use.
Mrs. Baker greeted us enthusiastically and had everyone help themselves to iced tea and snack cakes in the kitchen. We all sat down and Alison got out her videocamera. Then Carole and Marie took the package I'd brought in and handed it to Mrs. Baker.
"I did my best with it." Marie said. "I hope you like it."
"Oh I know I will... ohhh, myyyy." the 90-year-old woman said as she tore off the brown paper. Underneath was the promised painting of three clowns, an exact duplicate of the one under which Mrs. Baker's father had hidden the Lost Greuze.
But in reality, it was a painting within a painting. The clown painting was the feature in the middle of the larger painting, which showed a man in a dark gray business suit and hat, and his wife beside him, wearing a dark brown skirt and jacket, and looking profoundly sad. The man was handing the clown painting to a ten-year-old girl in a white blouse and green-plaid overall dress. And the setting was a train station, with yellow-brown walls, timetables on them, and gray skies in the upper left corner.
"How?..." Ruth Heidelmann Baker said as she looked at it. "This... this is exactly what the train station looked like when my parents sent me to England! My mother's suit was exactly that color, and my father's suit was that color gray! And that... that is what I was wearing that day! How did you know?"
Carole said "I saw it in my mind's eye, and I sketched it for Marie. I hope we didn't hurt your feelings." She had felt the strong vibe from Mrs. Baker, and was worried they'd gone too far.
"No, I'm just surprised." said Mrs. Baker. Then she said "It is absolutely wonderful. Thank you so much!" She hugged Marie warmly, then hugged Carole warmly. Then she said to the adults: "This is exactly how I remember that moment, when my parents said goodbye to me and put me on the train. Exactly. I don't know how you saw it, Carole, but this is a wonderful gift."
Yes, Carole had seen it in her mind's eye... her mind's eye seeing into Ruth Heidelmann Baker's mind's eye, and the old woman's supreme memory. Carole was either learning her manners or she was afraid of her mother; she did not say out loud how she knew.
But Cindy and I knew: it was a Michaux family trait.
Ruth Heidelmann Baker would live three more years. She would bequeath the painting and its story to the Jewish Holocaust Museum. Many years later, someone would recognize it as a Marie Steele painting, and its value would skyrocket... though not to the level of her greatest paintings of them all. But that is for another story...
Finis.
Author's note: Your Author is entering the 2022 Mickey Spillane Challenge, which will come out in July. My submission for the Challenge will be the sequel to this story. Thank you for your patience, and it should be a lot of fun.
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Part 1 - Prologue
2:30pm, Friday, March 26th. The Police SUV tore down University Avenue, its LED blue lights brightly blazing and its siren wailing. Driving at dangerously high speeds through the early afternoon traffic was TCPD Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle.
Northbound traffic on University Avenue barely stopped in time as Teresa tore across the lanes and hurtled onto the drive up to University Hospital. She parked in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' lot behind the Hospital on the north (left) side, then hurried into the Hospital through the Emergency Room doors.
Being in uniform, and being well-known as a Hospital Board member as well as the TCPD's most decorated Officer, she was not stopped as she ran past the security officers at the entrance. She ran down the main hallway and to the stairwell, eschewing the elevators as she punched in the keycode to access the stairs.
Being in excellent shape, she was only a little bit winded as she came out of the stairwell onto the sixth floor of the Hospital's south side. It was part of the Cancer Center. She saw Father Alberto Romano in front of the door to one of the rooms.
"You're in time." said Father Romano, who had called Teresa. "She refused to be sedated until she could talk to you."
"Thank you, Father." Teresa said. "And thank you for calling me."
"Brace yourself, Commander." Father Alberto said as he partially blocked the door. "I've just given her the Last Rites."
Teresa nodded and Father Romano let her pass into the room, then went in behind her. As they went in, something scurried under them. Teresa saw that it was the Hospital's legendary Death Cat, and she knew what that meant.
Inside the room, lying in the hospital bed, was Alice, the teenaged virtuoso violinist whose cancer had returned from remission to lay its inexorable claim to her life. On the sofa at the side of the room were her forlorn parents. And in a chair next to them was Alice's teacher, Dr. Wolfgang Strauss, 'The Maestro', with tears running down the sharp features of his Teutonic face.
Teresa came up to Alice's right arm and hand as the Death Cat jumped on the bedside table next to her. She took Alice's hand, and the girl opened her eyes.
"Hello, Teresa." Alice said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I'm glad you came. I need you to do something for me."
"Sure." Teresa said, thinking Alice might want her to sing to her. Instead, Alice guided Teresa's hand to the violin case by her side.
"I need you... to take my violin..." Alice started.
"That's your Gagliano violin." Teresa said. "And I don't play. You should let Dr. Strauss have it back." The Gagliano violin, made in the 1700s, was worth over $200,000, and the quality of the sounds it had made as Alice had played it made one believe it was worth a lot more. The Maestro had given it to Alice a few years before.
"I told him..." Alice said, "... that you would find the right person for it, someone worthy of it." Then she said "Don't you see, Teresa? I'll be gone... but the Music must go on!"
The words seemed to sear into Teresa's very soul. She looked over at Alice's parents and Dr. Strauss, who all nodded for Teresa to take the violin. "Okay." Teresa said. "I'll find someone worthy of it."
Alice smiled and said "Thank yoooo..." She seemed to relax, now that her final request had been made, and there was nothing else to fight to live for.
"Are you in pain? Do you need a sedative?" Teresa asked.
"Nooo. It doesn't hurt anymore." Alice whispered. She looked up at the Death Cat, who was watching her intently. "Hello, kitty." she said with a little smile on her face.
A moment later, Alice looked up at the ceiling and said "Teresa... do you hear that?"
"What's that?" Teresa asked.
"The music." Alice said. "It's beautiful... it's the most beautiful music I've ever heard..."
Teresa listened hard, and she thought she heard the sound of a wind chime playing in a blowing breeze. And then she looked down at Alice again, and saw that the girl's eyes had opaqued. She did not need to hear the monotone of the life-signs monitor to know that Alice had gone to join those playing the infinitely beautiful music...
"I'm so sorry for your loss." Teresa said to Alice's sobbing parents, her voice choking. She held up the violin in its case. "I'll take care of this, and find someone worthy of it... worthy of Alice."
"When you do," The Maestro said quietly, "send him or her to me." Teresa nodded, and left the family to their grief as they prayed with Father Romano.
His duty done, the Death Cat went into the hallway when Teresa opened the door, and disappeared around a corner. Tears were stinging Teresa's eyes as she trudged down the hallway, the sadness of life and death overwhelming her soul. And then she looked up...
...and saw the Iron Crowbar standing there, waiting for her.
"Sumimasen, sir." she said as she tried to wipe the tears from her eyes.
"There's nothing to apologize for." I replied quietly. "I grieve with thee. Come on, let's go."
As we made our way to the parking lot, Teresa asked "Can we go to The Cabin, and put this in that underground space, which will be good for preserving it?"
"Sure." I said. We went to my Police SUV and I drove Teresa up the mountain to The Cabin. No one was at home at the time. Teresa went out onto the deck while I went into my office, opened the trap door into the wine cellar below, and then hid the violin in the hidden place carved out behind it.
Coming back out, I went onto the deck and sat down in the metal mesh loveseat next to Teresa, who was staring forward.
"I can't... I can't believe she's gone." Teresa said. "One minute, we're singing and playing in front of all those people at the Christmas concert. And then, in the blink of an eye... she's gone. All that talent, all that beautiful music... gone... no more."
A moment later she said "Just before she died, she said that she would be gone, but the Music must go on. But now... there's less of it. Less music."
I said "No. There's more. Her song is ended, but the melody of her life will continue, for as long as she's in our hearts. And we will sing and play to her melody, and there will be more music."
Teresa threw her arms around me in a hug. "How do you always know the right thing to say?"
"I wish that were true." I said. "I just speak from what comes to my soul."
Teresa nodded, and then I realized that she was silently crying. I put my arms around her and let her cry it out. And as I held her and looked out over the Town, seeing a train coming out of the western horizon in the far distance, I contemplated that this was the woman that I was told in the past was totally devoid of caring, of compassion... and of love...
Part 2 - Media Matters
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 29th, from the Anchor Desk at KXTC studios. "The Legislative session enters its final week!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "After the shocking passage of the Budget last week, the State Legislature is attempting to tackle one further piece of major legislation in what has become a frenzy of activity in the final month of the session. Let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay in Midtown for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the black reporter, his expensive suit fitting perfectly. "The bill is called the District Consolidation and Fair Representation Act, or DCFRA, and it aims to streamline the political boundaries of the counties within the State. Two of its provisions, if passed, would directly affect our Town & County. One is that our County would be merged with Nextdoor County and Coltrane County, and the other is that the Town and County governments would be separated like they were before the Merger."
Lemay: "One provision of the Act is that merged districts will vote for multiple representatives. For example, if our County, Nextdoor County, and Coltrane County merge, then all of the voters in the newly merged district would vote for three representatives rather than each county or sector voting for its own representative. This would also be the case for several rural counties in the southeastern part of the State, and for the newly merged Westphalia and Eastphalia district."
Lemay: "Republicans are strongly opposed to the multiple-representative plan, saying that it's unConstitutional as well as fraught with other problems. Democrats say it is needed to provide Minorities with more equal representation throughout the State. Political experts believe that provision will kill the whole bill, and that it will need to be removed for any progress to be made on the overall bill."
Bettina: "Carl, if I may interrupt with a question: if the DCFRA doesn't pass, what are the chances that the Town and County governments will be made separate again?"
Lemay: "Bettina, I'm told that there is a lot of support for that among the Town & County's representation in the Legislature as well among local politicians and business leaders, who are lobbying for the separation. However, political experts believe that there is not enough time to get that through the Legislature as a separate bill in what's left of this session, and no one knows if Governor Marshall would sign it or veto it. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Carl!" As the feed went back to her, she said "That was political reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And speaking of Governor Marshall, political experts are saying that the Budget bill was a huge win for Wilson Hammonds and the Establishment Republicans, and a total loss of face for Sharon Marshall, who was elected by White Nationalists to continue the racist policies of deeply unpopular former Governor Val Jared. House Leader Hammonds said this to our SNN colleague Tim Sioban. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Wilson Hammonds crowing: "Republicans and Democrats came together in a bipartisan manner to create a reasonable and fair Budget. Sharon Marshall was forced to back down and sign our Budget bill, which stops the persecution of hardworking Undocumented Workers. The era of the racist policies of the Grassroots Conservatives is ovah!"
Back to Bettina live: "We have with us Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling, and an SNN contributor. Karl, what do the polls say about this?"
The camera panned out to show Karl Frazier sitting next to Bettina. He said: "Bettina, our spot polling this weekend shows that the ultra-Nationalist Conservatives are furious with Governor Sharon Marshall, and consider her signing of that Budget to be a total betrayal of her campaign promises to continue the policies of former Governor Val Jared. Support for Marshall dropped 37% among voters identifying themselves as 'strongly Conservative', from 80% to 43%. And this was enough to drop her overall poll numbers from 51% to 45%."
Bettina asked hopefully: "What about Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons and the Democrats? Are they benefitting from the bipartisan bill?"
Frazier: "Not very much, Bettina. Lieutenant Governor Coons's numbers also dropped. He lost 10% of his favorables from our polling at the end of February. The Democrats's numbers also dropped, though slightly. We are attributing this to the fury of People of Color that the Budget bill did not defund the Police."
"Thank you, Carl." said Bettina, rather abruptly ending the conversation as the camera hastily focused back in on her, and showing her angry face for a second. Then she recovered and said "And in other news, Police Commander Donald Troy is once again being called on the carpet for exceeding his authority. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the roof of the building on Riverside and College, with City Hall in the background. "Channel Two News has learned that Police Commander Donald Troy has had two very serious complaints filed against him with the Town & County Inspector General's Office."
Amber: "The first was filed by several members of the Town & County Council, after Commander Troy twice failed to follow their orders to appear before the Council at their last two Tuesday Council meetings, and answer their questions regarding his unilateral decision to enter into a contract with TCPD Operations Officer Teresa Croyle, which would allow her to serve as an SBI Reserve Officer as well as on the TCPD, and doing so without even consulting with the Council first."
Amber: "The second complaint is much more serious, as it was filed by District Attorney Miriam Walters, to whom the Town & County Police must answer in the prosecution of criminals. Commander Troy has bypassed the District Attorney's Office multiple times by making plea agreements with criminal suspects. D.A. Walters's complaint says that Commander Troy has exceeded his authority as well as usurping the prerogative of the District Attorney's Office in making those plea deals unilaterally, and without even consulting the District Attorney nor her Assistant D.A.s."
Amber: "Sources tell Channel Two News that Commander Troy's outrageous actions are partially due to a feud between him and ADA Savannah Fineman, who District Attorney Miriam Walters assigned to MCD cases, and that Commander Troy is throwing a temper tantrum because he's not getting to work with ADA Paulina Patterson, with whom Troy had a... er, illegitimate child."
Amber: "Those same sources also state that the feud has extended to D.A. Walters and Sheriff Griswold taking opposite sides in the dispute. Neither Commander Troy nor anyone in the Public Safety Department responded to Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment. The District Attorney's Office issued a statement that the matter was in Inspector General James 'Curly' Goodwin's hands... for now. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important report on Donald Troy's egregious actions. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oops." I said as Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, and I drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Bettina committed the cardinal sin of a Media interview... she asked a question she didn't know the answer to."
Tanya said "You mean when she asked how the Democrats were polling, and Karl Frazier said they were polling poorly, too?"
"Yep, that was it." I replied. "Bettina couldn't keep the anger off her face when he put out that information, and she cut him off."
Cindy said "She looked a lot happier when she was reporting on the big loss Sharon Marshall took... and of course when she handed it off to Amber to report on the IG complaints against you."
"She won't look so happy tomorrow." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I.G. Goodwin is going to dismiss Kelly Carnes's complaint, and make a point to say that an individual Council member cannot compel anyone at all to appear before them, and that Crowbar has done no wrong."
"Can the whole Council vote to issue a subpoena?" Tanya asked.
"I guess they could." I replied. "Congress and the State Legislature can, so I guess the Council could, too. But as far as I know, that's never been done before."
"It hasn't happened in my lifetime, either." said the Sheriff.
"And I would have no problem answering a subpoena correctly voted upon and issued." I said. "But I'm making a point to not respond to just Carnes nor the Council Democrats. Kelly Carnes is not the boss of me."
Cindy said "Don, what about Miriam Walters's complaint against you? Or is that a verboten subject?"
The Sheriff said "Curly Goodwin is taking it seriously enough to check it out before dismissing it. He wants to talk to me, the Chief, and Crowbar, and probably will talk further with Miriam, and also speak to Savannah."
Cindy persisted: "Don, do you think Miriam will sue if Goodwin rules in your favor?"
I said "I can't talk about it, Cindy. I'm the defendant, and my attorney and the Union Rep have suggested I just don't speak of it."
Cindy didn't get the hint. She said "I know Miriam has already talked to the City Attorney, who would file the lawsuit on the D.A. Office's behalf------"
"Ross!" barked the Sheriff. "What part of 'Don can't talk about it' did you not understand? The answer is yes, it's a verboten subject! Now just leave it be!"
"I'm just trying to help..." Cindy said, sounding hurt at the Sheriff's rebuke.
"Then speak to me privately if you have information that will help me hammer Walters over this." the Sheriff growled. "For now, drop it."
In the enormous tension filling the room, Tanya said "Not that it's my day to babysit her, but where is Teresa today?"
I said "She's helping Alice's family with the arrangements for Alice's funeral this afternoon. And I told her not to show her face in this Police Headquarters until Wednesday at the earliest. She's trying hard not to let on how much Alice's death is hurting her, but it is."
"Did the Police Department send flowerrrrrs?" Chief Moynahan asked.
"Yes sir." Tanya replied. "Captain Thompson did. And a lot of Officers took up money for a donation to the Cancer Center in Alice's name."
"Damn shame." muttered the Sheriff. "Still just a teenager. And everyone loved her at the Christmas concerts. How are the kids at the Cancer Center taking it?"
"Hard." I said. "Everyone thought she was cured, that she was over it. And then it not only came back, but it took her out in just three months. Laura and the other psychologists talked to the kids over the weekend. Those kids fight hard to keep positive attitudes about things, but this one was a huge blow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'll bet Catrina and Priya won't even talk about Sharon Marshall caving on the Budget." Cindy said as she, Tanya, Claire Michaels, and I gathered in my office for the 'Angels -1 +1' meeting."
"How much?" I asked. "A hundred dollars?"
"Hell no." Cindy said. "Do I look like Jack Muscone?" Tanya laughed out loud.
"Fortunately, no." I replied. Tanya laughed out loud some more.
"Besides," Cindy said, "I've got a baby to feed, and formula is expensive as hell. But I'll bet lunch at the Cop Bar, provided you get the Double Breakfast Cheeseburger plate."
"You're on." I said as I expertly used the remote to turn on the monitor. "Let's watch some TV."
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said Priya. "Here's whats in the news. The State Legislature's Establishment Republicans and Establishment Democrats are celebrating a huge victory after the Budget was successfully passed last week. House Leader Wilson Hammonds had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing identical footage to what KXTC had shown an hour before. Upon returning to the live studio, Catrina picked it up: "The Governor's Office issued a statement saying, quote, 'The mission of the SBI to assist Federal ICE Agents in tracking down and arresting Illegal Persons for deportation has not changed, and the SBI remains fully funded as it accomplishes that mission as well as its other duties.', close quote."



Priya: "However, political experts are calling the Budget a victory for Establishment Republicans and their donors, mainly the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the Club For Growth; and a setback for Conservatives that had been making political gains the last few years."
Catrina: "And the Black Caucus is also angry that Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons did nothing, pretty much watching from the sidelines as the SBI and local LEO entities were fully funded, depriving the Black Caucus of their goal to defund the Police. Let's go to Peter D. Gordon of Clear Call Polling. Hello, Peter."
The camera panned out to show Peter D. Gordon sitting in the 'hot chair' next to the ladies that were on the sofa, showing off their crossed legs. Priya said "Peter, what do the polls show about Governor Marshall after her seemingly being forced to accept this Budget?"
Peter D. Gordon: "Priya, the Governor is perceived to have lost the philosophical fight by signing the Wilson-Hammonds-led Budget bill. Our polls show that her numbers with people who identify as 'very Conservative' dropped from 82% to 61%, but she held steady with Republicans overall."
Catrina: "So she didn't drop from 80% to under 40% with Conservatives?"
Peter: "No, Catrina, and many Conservatives see through Wilson Hammonds's dishonest Establishment rhetoric, and realize that the Budget doesn't totally abandon the fight against Illegal Immigration."
Priya: "What about the Democrats, Peter? How are they reacting to this Budget's passage?"
Peter D. Gordon: "Now there is where there's fire to go with that smoke. The Black Caucus is furious with Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons for not doing a lot more to stop the Budget's passage. But Democrats overall know that Mr. Coons had little influence on the Budget process, and he is no match for Jimmy Cerone and Moe Molinari when it comes to getting things done. And Democrat voters do see the Budget as a capitulation by Sharon Marshall, and a repudiation of Val Jared."
"Thank you, Peter." Catrina said as the camera came back to her. "And in other news, Fox Eight News has learned that a bill called the 'District Consolidation and Fair Representation Act', or DCFRA, is being worked on in the Legislature."
After explaining the workings and ramifications of the DCFRA, Catrina said "University Trustee, Ladies Auxiliary President, and Town & County Chamber of Commerce member Myrtle L. James gave this statement to Fox Eight News. Roll tape."
Tape rolled showing the elderly Myrtle L. James saying "We believe that separating the Town and County back into its previous and separate jurisdictions is in the best interests of the County's citizens and our businesses. The current direction of the merged Town & County is in a direction not conducive to Free Enterprise and low taxation."
Back to Priya live: "And finally, in a Town & County internecine battle, District Attorney Miriam Walters filed a complaint with Town & County Inspector General James 'Curly' Goodwin against Police Commander Donald Troy. D.A. Walters claims that Commander Troy is usurping the privilege of the District Attorney's Office to make plea deals by making his own unilateral plea deals."
Catrina: "Legally, Commander Troy has the power as a Principal for the County and an Officer of the Court to make plea deals, and he has done so several times recently. Fox Eight News will cover this developing story in the coming days..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That Double Breakfast Cheeseburger is going to be mighty tasty." I said. A green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"Okay, okay." Cindy said. "I'm still surprised they brought it up."
I replied: "They can't defend Governor Marshall and give her side of the story without laying the base first."
Cindy: "And they did cover Miriam's complaint against you, too."
"Of course they did." said Tanya, speaking up for me. "It is a news item, and KFXU's coverage was far more fair and less biased than KXTC's. And that leads to my next question: how can the poll numbers between Karl Frazier and Peter Gordon be that different?"
I replied: "I'd say Karl Frazier massaged those numbers so well that Deshaun Watson called for an appointment." The laughter that generated from my all-female audience was tepid, at best.
"Seriously," I continued, "I'd say Frazier really cherrypicked his respondents to get the result his bosses wanted. These polling firms have lists of numbers of people who they know with reasonable certainty will give them what they want. So Frazier is not lying about the actual results, but the poll was rigged beforehand by calling pre-selected numbers."
"Sir," said Claire Michaels, "do you think they'll separate the Town and County? And if they do, what happens to the Police Department, and the rest of the Public Safety Department?"
I said "If they were to merge our County with Coltrane County and Nextdoor County, then I would definitely say the Town and County will be decoupled. If not, then I have no idea. And if they did separate us without merging us with other counties, I still don't know what they'd do to... I mean with the Public Safety Department."
Claire: "My next question is why does Mrs. Myrtle James want to separate the Town from the outlying County areas?"
"Uhh, we'll discuss that later." I said. "I have a question I need to ask Chief Deputy Ross before she leaves: how is your new house coming along?"
Cindy said "A little frustrating, right now. The gas lines to the three properties, which includes mine, are laid. The properties will have septic tanks, which will be installed when the houses are built. The problem is the water lines. I'm right behind Promontory Point, the highest point on the ridgeline. The water tower that serves the Mayor's home and Joanne Warner's home is lower than my property."
Cindy: "Sooo, they're debating whether or not to build a new water tower. The only place they can build that's higher is right next to the three properties, and it will have to be elevated and could cause the Observatory problems, as well as be an eyesore to those on Lake Reservoir. And they're wondering if it's worth the cost to build a whole water tower just for three properties."
Cindy: "But the good news is that the new water tower could serve the houses along Ridgeline Road, and all the houses from the Mayor's on one end, to your Cabin on the other. And with better water pressure for most of the homes."
"Where does your water come from, Don?" Tanya asked.
I said there's a water (air quotes) 'tower', actually a tank on the ground, near the top of the mountain above McGhillie's Golf Course. It's hidden in the woods pretty well, and it serves The Cabin and Teresa's home, and the homes on Reservoir Road. The golf course is irrigated by water from the lake, so that doesn't drain our supply. But you were saying, Cindy?"
Cindy: "Yes... well, the road people are ready to pave a street off of the road just past Promontory Point, but they don't want to pave the road until they know where the water lines are going to be. So they're waiting on the Water Works. And I'll be 'nudging' them to get going, pretty soon. The good news, once again, is that the Mayor lives up there on one end of the road, while the Police Commander's home is on the other end of the road..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting ended I had Claire Michaels stay. After Cindy and Tanya left, I said "To answer your question about why Myrtle L. James wants the Town and County split... she gave the answer herself in that media statement. She thinks things are going in the wrong direction politically... and she may be right."
Claire caught on quickly, and said "Politically? Or racially?"
"Politically." I replied. "I'm not trying to imply anything racial. There are a lot of white Democrats, too. But the time is approaching where the Town's population is going to overwhelm the overall County, and the equal-district composition of the Town Assembly will cause it to become dominated by the Town's population, which is largely Democrat. And the Powers That Be will be sure to draw the lines so that the Assembly is dominated by Democrats, especially if the US DOJ is under a Democrat regime in Washington."
YIC: "So Mrs. James is doing Mrs. James things: being proactive about the situation. She wants to separate the Town and County, in the hopes the County's taxes will stay low and be spent on 'Legitimate Functions of Government'. And that's why I am going to call in Mary Milton, and I want you to hear this."
I called Lt. Mary Mahoney Milton into my office. When she sat down, I said "Mary, I want either you personally or just one other person, like Penny Scott or Ranger Halston, to do some research for me, and it needs to be done very discreetly. I want to know about land sales in what would be the unincorporated County if the Town and County were to separate."
"You think that's going to happen, sir?" Mary asked, surprise in her voice.
"No, and don't read too much into it." I replied. "But I want to know if anyone is snapping up County land, especially the land BigAgraFoods began selling off when we caught them poisoning the farmland." (Author's note: 'Return To Apple Grove', Ch. 02.)
Claire Michaels almost gasped as she said "Do you think Mrs. James, of all people, is doing something dirty?"
"No, not at all." I said. "Again, don't read too far into it. And there are other people supporting separating the Town and County, and I want to see if they have... other... reasons to be supporting it. And it's not necessarily illegal, either. But my 'Spidey-sense' just went off on this..."
Part 3 - Prelude To Crisis
2:30pm, Monday, March 29th. Alice's funeral mass was being conducted at the Catholic Church on College Street in Town. Teresa and Cindy. both wearing civilian clothes, were in attendance. Teresa sang 'Ave Maria', tears streaming down her cheeks. She barely got through it.
The Maestro, Dr. Wolfgang Strauss, played his violin, which was rumored to be a Stradivarius. He played 'Who You Really Are' from the 'Sherlock' television series, one of Alice's favorite pieces. He and a group of his students then played the fourth movement of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, commonly called 'Ode To Joy'.
Father Alberto Romano delivered a sterling eulogy, remembering Alice's life and the joy she brought to many lives through the music she played. Without mentioning Teresa, he said that among Alice's last words were that the Music would go on, and he implored others to rise to their own talents, be they in Music or anything else.
I had intended to attend the funeral, also, but my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, asked me to consider an alternative. Many of the Cancer Children wanted to attend the funeral mass, including some who had no business leaving the Hospital. Laura suggested that the mass, which was being shown on local public access television, be watched on a monitor in the 'big room'.
Many kids went into the room and sat on the floor, facing the monitor that was set up between the large portraits on the wall, the one of Teresa and Carole at Teresa's Medal of Valor presentation, and the other of me and the redoubtable Bowser. The kids were very somber as the funeral was about to start, and some nurses had questioned the wisdom of the kids watching it. Some kids began wondering out loud if their own funerals were going to be soon...
"May I sit down with you?"
The kids whirled around to see Their Iron Crowbar standing there. I sat down on the floor with them and some of them moved over to sit very close to me, which was okay with me.
We watched the funeral mass. "There's Teresa." one little girl said when Teresa began singing. We all watched and listened, then watched the little orchestra play their instruments. Some kids cried. Some nurses cried, too, especially the ones who'd known Alice very well.
As the funeral mass ended, one kid asked me: "Mister Crowbar, why did Alice have to die?" It got very quiet in the room, and all eyes, child and adult, were on me.
I said "Well... we're all going to die someday. All of us. All of you, me, even Bowser will pass away. Hopefully all of you will live long lives, and come to my funeral whenever I die."
I then pointed to the portraits on the wall, and said "But what matters most, guys, is that while we're alive, we never give up. I know you guys never give up, and you help each other never give up. I've been very close to death, closer than many of you, but I never gave up, either."
One kid said "But why did Alice have to die? She was so good with the violin? Why did God take her from us?"
I said "If I knew the answers to things like that, I would run for God. But I don't. What I do know is that Alice played wonderful music while she was here with us. And she left this world better than when she started in it. I just hope that whenever my funeral is, whether tomorrow or a long time from now, someone will be able to say that I left this world a little bit better than I found it. And whether all our lives are long or short, we have to do our best to add to making the world a little better than the day before."
"How can we do that, Mr. Crowbar?" asked another little girl. "We're just little kids, and sick with cancer."
"What you can do, all of you, is beat that cancer." I replied. "That's your mission and goal right now. By beating cancer, you're making the world better. Just by being treated, the doctors are learning how to help you more, and help other kids more. And then, once you're cured and you ring that bell and walk out of here, you'll find other ways to make the world just a little bit better, every day."
"Just like you do, Mr. Crowbar," said one boy, "by putting bad guys in jail. I'm going to do that, too... be a Police Officer and put bad people in jail."
"And with that attitude, you will be." I said. "I need people like you on my Police Force..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I walked out of the big room, Laura came up to my left side and put her right arm through my left arm. "You did very well." she said as we walked down the hallway. "The kids were very inspired by your words, and I felt the energy in the room go up a lot. Want a job as a psychologist?"
"I already have one." I said. "It's called 'Detective'. Being a Detective is mostly about the psychology of the criminal mind."
Laura said "If I weren't specializing in sexual psychology, I might pick up criminal psychology from the Detective point of view------"
"Commander Troy!" a nurse yelled as she ran up to us. "Can you come down to the second floor?"
Laura and I hurried down the stairs, and I got to the second floor before she did, as she was wearing heels. Coming into the hallway, I heard the raised voices down the hallway, near the entrance to the Hospital Pharmacy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While we had been watching the funeral, Hospital Administrator Seth Warner, husband of TCPD Detective Joanne Cummings Warner, was conducting a tour of the Hospital's pharmacy for a group of executives from several insurance companies, as well as representatives of a company that made the automatic dispensing equipment that the Hospital pharmacy was using.
"We have two dispensers." said Seth Warner as everyone crowded in to look, they themselves being watched with skepticism by the pharmacy staff. "One is the on-demand system. The doctor enters the prescriptions on his smart device, which for most here is an iPad with specialized software. The pharmacy gets the prescription, checks it to make sure there's no problems with drug interactions, then clicks the approval button. The machine then fills the prescription and sends it out the conveyor belt, where it's picked up by a nurse or orderly and delivered to the patient."
Seth Warner: "The other is the system that serves our patients that are on a regular regimen of pharmaceuticals. We currently have 40 beds for pediatric cancer patients, 25 beds for children affected by rare diseases and are in our research programs, and we also have up to 30 beds for adults in long-term or hospice care."
Seth: "This second system is programmed to dispense pharmaceuticals at regular times, which are then taken up to the patients. The system is automated to print out a card that is placed on a tray, then a container, usually a plastic cup, is placed down and the pills dropped into it. Liquids are dispensed into small bottles, which are placed on the tray. Injectables can also be fed through the system and placed on the trays. The machine is operating now."
Everyone watched as trays came out of the machine onto a conveyor belt. After the first row of 20 trays was done, the machine moved to the next row and began dispensing trays. After 80 dispensations, the rows would have to be cleared before the machine would fill the rest of the prescriptions in the batch.
"I have a question." said a distinguished man middle-aged man in a well-fitting suit. "How is the machine refilled? And by whom?"
Seth said "Before each run is made, the pharmacists check the stock of the drugs, usually in tablet or pill form, to make sure they are adequate. The stock room, which refills both machines, is accessible only to licensed pharmacists. We can also make it accessible only by two-man control if there is a need to. In any case, when it's time, the machine is filled with the total correct number of tablets, and then the machine dispenses from that. It has the technology to count the tablets as they are dispensed; ergo, it can call for and get more if needed, though that rarely happens. And if the drug completely runs out, the machine will stop and alert the pharmacists."
"I have a question." said a short, slender man with greasily curly black hair, spectacles, and a nasally voice. He was wearing the pants and vest of a suit, but not the jacket. It would be stereotypical of me to say he 'looked Jewish', but that was people's first impressions of him. "What happens if your computer gets one off of the names, and literally every tray of drugs is wrong?"
"That can't happen." said a heavyset black woman named Shanice, who was the chief pharmacy tech.
"How can you say that?" asked the snotty young man. "Can you guarantee that?"
"Yes." said a tall, slender man with almost-auburn light brown hair. "My name is Alton Roberts, and I'm the chief Pharmacist here. The computer program is redundant. There are two sets of files: one is the general patient information file, and the other is the pharmacy's file of patients and their prescriptions. With each fill, the computer checks the prescription and name against the general patient file. If there's a discrepancy, the process is stopped an alert generated."
"So what?" said the man. "It can still be off one on the trays, if patient #2 is getting patient #1's tray, and so on."
"And that's the point." said Roberts. "The patient's name and prescription are printed and put on the tray along with the fill before it comes out of the machine. Between the program's redundancy and the observations of the techs, the nurses, and even the doctors, it would have to be absolutely intentional for the patient to receive the wrong prescription."
"Exactly." said the snot. "How can you guarantee an intentional mishandling won't occur?"
"Are you accusing anyone here of intentionally trying to harm patients?" Shanice said shrilly, just about yelling.
"I'm sure Mr. Palmer did not mean any insult." said the distinguished man. "But------"
"Yes he did!" Shanice yelled.
"Still, it's important to be as safe as possible." said the distinguished man.
"Mr. Woolsey," said Alton Roberts to the distinguished man. "There is a reason that pharmacists are the most trusted profession in America. A human is more likely than these machines to make an error, and human error is very rare in the pharmaceutical profession. I resent your employee Palmer's insinuations."



"And I agree that he meant it as an insult." said Seth Warner. To Roberts he asked: "Who are these guys?"
"This man is Jeff Woolsey, the CEO of BigBenefitInsurance." said Alton Roberts, indicating the distinguished man. "This snot-nose asshole is David Palmer, the most despised actuary for BigBenefitInsurance. He's been sued multiple times------"
"Let's not get into accusations of that kind." said Jeff Woolsey.
Shanice fired back: "Oh, so your snot-nose asshole can accuse us of deliberately messing with our patients's prescriptions, but we can't call him out for cutting off people's insurance? You're a God damn hypocrite! And both of you can kiss my ass!" Murmurs of agreement started up.
"Mr. Woolsey, let's step into the hallway." said Seth Warner angrily. To the rest of the guests he said "This tour is over."
They went into the hallway, where Seth Warner turned on David Palmer and fronted him: "Who the fuck do you think you are to accuse my employees of malfeasance of that kind?"
"Again, Mr. Warner," tried Woolsey, "it's a misunderstanding, and I'm sure he didn't mean it the way it sounded... right, Mr. Palmer?" That was a 'hint'. Palmer ignored it.
"Mr. Woolsey," Palmer said loudly and snottily, standing face-to-face with Warner and not backing down, "I meant every word that I said. I suggest we drop University Hospital and any of its patients from our coverage until they either guarantee that system cannot fail, or do away with it."
"What the hell is going on here?"
Everyone turned to see a very tall, raven-haired woman in a doctor's coat over her dress coming up, and a very tall, broad-shouldered man with strawberry-blonde hair and wearing the uniform of a Police Officer right behind her.
Dr. Laura Fredricson said "We can hear you all the down the hall, and so can the patients."
"So what?" shot back Palmer. "Your Hospital Administrator is running an unsafe operation in this Hospital. And worse, he lets you be on Staff here, after being referred to the State Medical Board twice! It's only a matter of time before we get your license revoked, you fucking bitch."
To Woolsey he said "If you'll excuse me, sir, I'll be going, and writing up my formal complaints to the State Medical Board."
He turned to go... and ran right into the red crowbar I'd extended across his chest. "What the fuck?" he gasped.
I said "I'm Commander Don Troy of the Town & County Police. Show me your ID."
"Fuck you." said the snot. Astute Detectives will quickly realize that was a 'wrong answer'.
I moved in front of him, and pushed the crowbar into his chest until his back was against the wall. "Let me explain something to you, punk. It is the law of this State that when a Police Officer asks you for your ID, you show it. If you refuse, you can be arrested and charged with a misdemeanor or felony crime."
"You have no reason to hold me, nor to see my ID." tried Palmer.
I replied: "I'll ask you politely one more time. Show me your ID. If you refuse, or even say one word before showing it, I'm going to smash your face into the floor, pull your arms behind you and cuff your hands together, then literally drag you out of here and to Police Headquarters, where you will be fully booked and placed in a holding cell with some really bad people until you are arraigned, which may take 72 hours. So... what will it be?"
"My God, Commander, there's no reason------" started Jeff Woolsey. He shut up when I turned and glared at him.
"Mr. Woolsey, the Commander is correct." said Seth Warner. "My wife is a Police Detective, too. The Commander has made a reasonable request to be shown your employee's ID... especially after your employee pretty much threatened this Hospital as well as Dr. Fredricson."
Palmer had not moved, and Woolsey finally said "Show him your ID, Palmer." Palmer begrudgingly got his wallet out, took out his ID, and almost flipped it at me, but held on to it. I grabbed it out of his hand, handed Laura my red crowbar(!), then took out my Police iPhone and photographed the front and back of Palmer's license, which was from our State.
I handed the snot his license back, then said "Now get out of my County. If I see you again, I'll shove that crowbar all the way up your faggot ass, just on account of your goddamned bad manners."
"Did you hear that, Mr. Woolsey? All of you?" Palmer said. "Did you hear that cop threaten me?"
"Let's go, Palmer." said Woolsey, putting his hand on Woolsey's shoulder and pretty much pushing him down the hallway to the elevator. He did not speak further to any of us.
"Seth," I said, "you do have every patient's prescription on paper, don't you?"
"Yes sir." said Alton Roberts, who had come out into the hallway and watched the spectacle, as had Shanice the Pharma Tech. "It should be printed on every patient's chart in their rooms."
I turned and said "You need to make sure. Seth, you need to make sure that every patient has a paper chart with all their proper information on it, and you need to do it tonight. Laura, you need to back that up, and make sure all is good, as well."
"Yes sir." said Seth as Laura nodded. "But why? Do you think that little shit will try to do something to us?"
I said "I will not be surprised at all, not one little bit, if a team of auditors come in here tomorrow morning and crawl through this place with the equivalent of microscopes and tweezers. So be ready."
As Laura walked me down the hallway towards the exit where my Police SUV was parked, she said "I think we're in good shape. The Federal FDA and DEA came through here just a few weeks ago, and we were in full compliance." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 01.)
"It won't hurt to make sure." I said. "I dunno, maybe it's Alice funeral that has me down, but I've just got a bad feeling about all this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I returned to Police Headquarters, I'd barely made it to my office when Lt. Mary Milton knocked on my door. I had her come on in and take a seat. She refused my offer of coffee, so I poured some for myself in my Airborne School mug, and sat down behind my desk.
It is good to be the Police Commander. When I took those photos of Palmer's license, they went right to Intel Branch. Intel Branch knows that when the Police Commander is photographing an ID, it's a 'BFD'. So they began processing the photos and getting data on the subject of the photos immediately.
After opening pleasantries, Mary said "We've got some stuff on that guy whose license you sent us the photos of. His full name is David Becerra Palmer. He's a Junior Vice President at BigBenefitInsurance and Senior Vice President of its subsidiary, BigHealthBenefit Insurance. He started out as an actuary for them, then became a processing Agent."
Mary: "What turned up in our checks on him is that there have been almost twice as many complaints about him with the State Insurance Commissioner than all BigBenefitInsurance's other Agents... combined. And he has been sued by more of BBI's customers than all the others put together. The other lawsuits had about a 25% success rate, and a further 30% were settled before trial. Almost no one settled when Palmer was the main defendant, and BBI lost 75% of those cases."
"That bad, huh?" I said.
"Yes." Mary said. "This guy is just amazingly cruel. He's------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Teresa Croyle, in uniform. I said "I could have sworn I told you to take a couple of days off."
"Yes sir, you did." Teresa said as she came on in and sat down in the other hot chair. "But I heard there was a little problem at my Hospital?"
"We were just talking about that." I said. "You ever heard of a guy named David Becerra Palmer?"
"Oh geez." Teresa said witheringly as she rolled her eyes. "Have I ever. As you know, I've been running the Trust Fund for the Hospital since it was set up. We're getting donations from all over the place; even St. Jude's, who has several outlets besides their main hospital, gives us a piece of their donations from this area."
Teresa: "It's set up that parents and/or their insurance can pay part or all of their child's treatment. Anything they pay helps us save money that we can apply to other children, of course. Well, most of the other insurance companies are decent about paying at least basic expenses, while we take care of the experimental stuff... but not BigBenefitInsurance, and especially not David Becerra Palmer."
Teresa: "He has canceled the insurance of families whose children are dying of rare diseases, especially if those families dare to enroll their children in our experimental programs. You remember Beverly, the Flower Shop lady, and her daughter Sarah?" (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 01.)
"Yes." I said. "Little Sarah died just before we went out to your hometown, where you found out you were an heiress."
Teresa nodded. "Yes, she's the one. Well, the asshole that canceled Beverly's insurance just as she desperately needed money to pay for Sarah's treatments? David Becerra Palmer."
I said "That fits. The asshole was railing about the Hospital pharmacy's automated drug dispensary system. He was complaining that it wasn't guaranteed to be mistake-free... as if anything ever is."
Mary Milton said "That's what we were finding also, sir, ma'am." She reiterated the lawsuit stories for Teresa's knowledge, then said "A lot of the families that didn't settle with BBI, but pressed the lawsuits to trial, did so not because of the monetary gain, but to have it on record that their children died because of Becerra's actions denying them potentially lifesaving treatments... because he said the treatments were not fully guaranteed to work."
Mary: "In spite of the Court rulings, BigBenefitInsurance actually promoted Palmer, and brought him into their junior leadership. I guess causing children to die makes him good Swamp Frog material."
Teresa said "I heard something else about him that fits with all that. Someone connected to the insurance industry said that whenever BBI really wants to fuck over someone, it's David Becerra Palmer they bring in to do the dirty work. My conclusion as a Detective is that BBI must really want to fuck over University Hospital, if it was Palmer they brought in on that tour to bitch and moan about the pharmacy's operations."
I nodded and said "And he may have slipped up and told us what it was really about. When he saw Laura, he immediately started whining that she'd been brought before the State Medical Board twice before, never mind that the charges were false both times and she was cleared both times. That pissed me off, not only because Laura's my wife, but because I sensed a sinister intent behind it. And Jeff Woolsey, the BigBenefitInsurance CEO, was not only there, he didn't reel in his boy Palmer. Quite the opposite, in fact; he seemed to approve of Palmer's actions."
"We'll keep looking into it, sir." said Mary. "But so far, that's all I've got."
"That's good information, Mary." I said. "I appreciate it. You can go. Teresa, stay here a moment." Mary exited the office. I turned to Teresa and said "How was the funeral?"
Teresa said "Incredibly sad. And that's one reason I disobeyed you and came on in. I had to have something to do. If I had just gone home, I'd be curled up in a ball, crying my eyes out."
I nodded. "It's okay that you came in. Sherlock Holmes told Dr. Watson that work is the best antidote to sorrow." (Author's note: 'The Empty House')
Teresa said "I was told you watched the funeral with the Cancer Kids at the Hospital, and answered some tough questions with some sage advice. The Sheriff would say I'm kissing ass, but I'm not. I mean this. You take the hard challenges head-on, you beat them, and you help others beat them, too. And that's why a whole lot of good people love you and respect you, and why a whole lot of bad people hate you."
"Like I told those kids," I replied, "if I leave the world no poorer when I'm gone, I'll have done my job..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Monday, March 29th. Dr. Jerry Hinton and his brother Dr. Chris Hinton were relatively young but highly accomplished transplant doctors. Like renowned cardiologist Dr. Richard Searles, they were certified to conduct not only heart transplants, but transplants of other organs, such as complex liver transplants.
They had been brought on because it had been believed that Dr. Richard Searles would leave University Hospital for California, where his fiancée Mia McNamara was a celebrity actress. But Searles and McNamara had broken up, only to reconcile and get engaged again, so he was still on Staff at the Hospital.
Eight year old Tommy Hillman had been a classmate of Carole and Marie, but was now in University Hospital, fighting for life. He'd contracted a rare disease that at first had been thought to be hepatitis, but ended up being far more virulent and had just about destroyed his liver. A transplant was needed, and very soon... as in weeks, maybe days.
Dr. Jerry Hinton came into Tommy's room, where he and his parents were. "I have some good news." he said. "A compatible candidate for a liver for Tommy has been identified. He's a twelve-year-old boy that had been riding his bicycle when he was struck by hit-and-run driver's vehicle. He suffered massive head injuries and is brain-dead, and they're working through the legal issues to have him taken off life support at Midtown General Hospital. He is compatible in every way with Tommy, and would give Tommy the best chance of a full recovery."
"Oh, that's wonderful!" said Mr. Hillman.
"Well, I'm very sorry for the family of that poor boy." said Mrs. Hillman.
"Of course." said Dr. Hinton. "Things like this are gut-wrenching, I know. Our Catholic Chaplain, Father Romano, is available if you'd like to speak with him."
Dr. Hinton continued: "I also need to tell you that BigBenefitInsurance begrudgingly approved of the operation, since the compatibility between the donor and Tommy is as good as it can possibly get. But they're balking on paying for a helicopter life-flight to bring the liver up here from Midtown General; they want to use commercial vehicle transportation. The Teresa Croyle Foundation stepped in, and they're going to pay the difference between the costs. And if BigBenefitInsurance won't pay anything, the Foundation will cover it all..."
Part 4 - It Begins
5:20am, Tuesday, March 30th. The ringing of my Police iPhone awakened me, and if it had not, the redoubtable Bowser's furious barking surely would have. I heard Carole hushing Bowser as I answered the call: "Troy."
"Commander, this is the Duty Desk at Police Headquarters." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "I'm sorry to disturb you at this hour, but University Hospital called. All of their computer systems have been shut down, and all of their files have been locked out."
"Okay." I said as I worked myself into a sitting position, which awakened Laura. "Call both Lieutenants Myron and Mary Milton, and have them go to the Hospital. And while you have him on the phone, have Lieutenant Myron Milton put our Police systems in whatever fail-safe he has, just in case someone tries to attack us, too."
"Wilco, sir." said the Duty Desk Sergeant, and we disconnected the call. I got on up.
"Trouble?" Laura asked.
"University Hospital." I said. "Looks like it may be some kind of computer virus attack. I'll take the dogs out, then go on over."
After dressing, I took the dogs out to do their business. The most very suspicious Bowser did not like it when I got phone calls in the night and then dressed and hurried away, so this was to fool him into believing that things were 'normal'. And it seemed to work. Bowser did not appear worried when I left after taking him and Buddy back inside...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got to University Hospital, it was practically on lockdown. Everyone had to show ID to get in or out. I showed my ID as I went in via the Emergency Room entrance, then headed down to the I.T. room, which was part of the Administrative offices on the first floor.
It was quiet but very tense in the Hospital. The morning routine had not really gotten started yet, but nurses were milling frantically about without seeming to be doing anything. I knocked on the door of the I.T. department, and the door was opened for me.
"Hi, Commander, I'm Marty Steen, Chief Information Officer." said Marty Steen. He was short, slight, and stereotypically geeky. He appeared to be in his late 20s or early 30s. As I came inside, I saw three I.T. techs at their booths, which were cubicles with walls no higher than their desks so that one could easily see them. They also appeared to be relatively young, in their twenties. And they looked very nervous as they worked at their stations.
"Have you informed Hospital Administrator Warner about this?" I asked.
"Not yet, sir." said Steen. "I wanted to be sure this was a real problem, first, and not just a glitch or a prank."
"Go ahead and call him." I said. "He needs to hear it from you before the Press ambushes him." Steen wasted no more time in getting out his cellphone and making the phone call.
At a bench near the back of the room were two stations, and my Lieutenants Milton were there, furiously typing. "Whaddya got?" I asked as I came up to them. "Is it bad?"
"Yes sir, it's bad." Mary Milton said as Myron stared at his monitor and typed furiously on the keyboard some more. "We're locked out, and all the systems are either down or can't be trusted to operate. It looks like a ransomware attack."
"It's worse than that, sir." said Myron. "The Hospital has good ransomware protection. This is unlike any ransomware I've ever seen. It wormed in, took all the patient data, then set itself up to control access. The password is an eight-phrase passphrase, and each of those slots is 64-bit. Not even the Government's best computers at a trillion calculations per second could break this for... decades."
"And that's the good news, huh?" I said sardonically.
"Unfortunately, sir, that really is the good news." Mary said. "Literally every piece of Hospital equipment that is connected to the system is infected. Not only will they not work properly, any one of them can and will totally re-infect the whole system if they try to run. So we're going to have to disconnect every piece of equipment, scrub their software and maybe hardware, and that's once we've isolated the virus code."
"That's gonna cost." I said. "And speaking of cost, is 'Teresa's Trust' threatened?"
"Yes sir and no sir." said Myron. "The worm tried to get to it, but it's not on the Hospital's systems, and the only connections are bank transactions. It's behind the bank's firewalls, which weren't breached. But it was the first thing the virus looked for when it activated itself."
"Hmmm, that's a 'strangeness'." I said. "Has there been any attempt to contact us with a ransom?"
"Not that we know of, sir." said Myron. "But we immediately took the email system offline, and we haven't been able to access anything that came in, so far. I'm attempting to isolate a space where we can look and see if anything came in."
"Do you know how they get the virus into the systems?" I asked. "By email or internet?"
"We don't know for sure, sir." said Mary. "The email antivirus system isolates and contains any code that attempts to write itself in, but like Myron said, this virus is a game-changer in the the world of security technology."
"Sir," said Myron, "I think I've got something. It looks like a file was uploaded that had the malware on it... on Wednesday, February 10th."
"Whoaaaa..." I said. "That was when the Whiskey Convention was going on. And if memory serves me correctly, the FDA and DEA did an audit of the Hospital at that time." After a pause, I said "Okay, keep at it, and let me know if you find anything significant, or a ransom demand. I'm going to go liaison with the Hospital Administration, and with those who will have to deal with the rabid animals that call themselves 'the Press'..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30am, Tuesday, March 30th. When one came in through the lobby, the main hallway went left (north) towards the E.R. and the Maternity wing, to the right (south) towards the cancer and hospice wings. The admin reception desk was to the left. There was a hall that extended straight down to the back side of the Hospital, where a small Japanese Garden had been created in the 'back yard' area. A nurses station was at the intersection of the hallways, on the right (south) side of the hallway going straight back. The main nurses offices and the medical staff offices were behind that station.
Across from the nurses station, sharing a wall with the lobby, was a waiting room. I was in there, using my iPad connected to my Police iPhone as a 'hot spot'; the Hospital's wifi was shut down, and I wouldn't have trusted it anyway.
As I was putting out instructions and coordinating things, Hospital Administrator Seth Warner came in, accompanied by his lovely wife, Senior Detective Joanne Warner. Like a good MCD Detective, she was dressed in plainclothes, a navy blue skirt and jacket with a light silver-blue blouse... and her badge and service weapon on her belt under the jacket.
"Hi Commander." said Seth Warner. As we shook hands, he said "The Hospital CIO, Steen, called me. He said it looks bad, and that your people are on it already. I'm not sure what I'm paying him for, if his software protection is so bad, and he and his people can't handle it themselves."
"It may be unfair of you to blame them, Seth." I said. "Myron and Mary Milton are here, and they're extraordinarily good, as well as experienced in dealing with virus attacks against the TCPD's systems. They're telling me that this is unlike any ransomware attack they've ever come up against. And it may be too soon to call it 'ransomware', because we haven't heard about a ransom yet, but I digress."
"How bad is it?" Seth asked.
"Bad." I replied. "The patient files are locked out. Every bit of equipment attached to the system is infected and can't be trusted... and will have to be taken off the system and completely (air quotes) 'cleaned' before it can be used again."
"That'll cost a fortune to replace the electronics or completely replace the equipment, either way." said Seth. "But I'm less worried about that than just keeping our operations going, and getting our patients cared for properly------"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drove in and parked her wheelchair right in front of me. She had been followed in by her husband, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone.
"Hi guys." Tanya said. "Captain Thompson just got here, too... and so did Bettina. Our Officers are keeping her outside, but she already knows about the virus."
"How did she find out so fast?" Seth Warner angrily asked.
"Welcome to my world, Seth." I said. "That bitch always seems to know ahead of time, as if------" I stopped, remembering the time Tanya's wheelchair had been found to be bugged, and the enormous rift between me and Jack that had resulted... and was still an underlying problem between us. (Author's note: 'Cool For The Summer'.)
I hastily continued: "Okay, Tanya, get with Captain Thompson and get ready to make statements to the Press... but only as I direct, and only what I tell you you can tell them. Seth, I'd appreciate it if your Public Relations people refer anyone asking anything to the TCPD Public Relations Department."
"Sure." said Seth Warner. "And we need to have a meeting, to coordinate our actions."
"We will." I said. "Why don't you and Joanne go to the I.T. Department and get up to speed on what's going on. Tanya, you go ahead and get with Captain Thompson. And call the Chief and Sheriff, and let them know what's going on, if they don't know already. I need to have a word with Jack, here." Tanya bid us adieu and drove out smartly.
"Jack," I said, "a few weeks ago you told me the FDA and DEA had audited the Hospital. I asked you for the names of the Agents that conducted that audit, but never got those names."
"Uhhh, I didn't get them either." said Jack, looking like he'd just been slapped in the face as the memory came back to him. "Is that important?"
"Very." I said. "Myron has traced the file that introduced the virus. It was uploaded to the Hospital's servers... 'injected' would be a more proper term... and it was uploaded on February 10th, when that Federal audit was going on."
"You think a Federal Agent did this?" Jack asked.
"I think it's verrrrrry possible that a Swamp Frog was among those Agents." I replied. "And after the problems we had with the Swamp Frogs at that time, then them trying to frame Wes Masters, then that whole 'Lost Greuze' situation... yeah, it's a starting point for me."
Jack said "Okay, I'll get on the horn and start pushing some people's buttons. In the meantime, is there any help I can get you? Ashton Cardigan has one hell of a cyber-warfare team."
"Thanks." I said. "But let's see where we are, first. Myron and Mary Milton are on it, as well as the Hospital's IT team. And I have an ace up my sleeve..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had called TCPD Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and asked her to come in... wearing civilian clothes. Ten minutes later, at 6:40am, she came hurtling in through the E.R. entrance and down the hall, in a dark blue dress and jacket, and medium heels. Her badge was on her belt, and her gun was holstered under her armpit under the jacket.
"I've called for a double contingent of Uniformed Officers to report here." Teresa said. "Mostly for security, to very physically push Bettina back if she keeps up her shit out there, and the rest------"
"Hold on." I said. "What is Bettina doing out there?"
"She had her KXTC van blocking the driveway to the E.R. area, and where you and I parked." Teresa said. "I had to stop, and she and her cameraman ran up, shoved the camera in my face, and Bettina shoved a microphone at me and began yelling questions."
"Uh oh." I said. "Did any Officers come to help you?"
"Not that I needed them, but yes." Teresa said. "But not before I turned on the 'ink pen', then got out of the car, grabbed the camera out of Scott Turnbull's hands and threw it to the ground, then slammed Bettina chest-down onto the hood of my SUV. I told Turnbull he had five seconds to move that KXTC van all the way off Hospital property, or else Bettina would be under arrest and so would he, and that their van would be impounded and not returned until their trials were over."
"Sounds like my Crowbar Clan Iron Wolf at work." I said with a smile. "So what happened?"
"The other Officers got there, and Turnbull turned the van around." Teresa replied. "He stopped and said he couldn't take Bettina out if I didn't let her go, so I threw her into the side of the van, and she went down in a heap. Officer Lisa Burrell helped her up and escorted her to the shotgun seat of the van, Bettina got in, and they drove off... to the southside parking lot."
"Yeah, that was dirty of them." I said. "If that had been an ambulance instead of you, I would've thrown Bettina in jail, fer damn sure."
Teresa said "I think Bettina and Turnbull moved the van when they saw my Police vehicle coming up the drive. Anyway, the Officers outside briefed me on what they knew. So I called for the extra contingent, and we're really going to beef up security at all the passes. Lieutenant DeLong is in tactical command..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30am. The first potential disaster was looming.
I was called up to the Pharmacy, and Teresa came with me. Chief Pharmacist Alton Roberts, Pharmacists O.E. Lockhart and Max Smith, and several techs were standing there as the machines sat idle and the computers were shut down.
"We don't know what to do." said the lead tech Shanice. "The dispenser machines are down, and so are the computers. We can't fill the prescriptions."
"Do you have a printed list of the patients and their prescriptions?" I asked.
"Yes, Commander." said Alton Roberts, pointing at a pile of papers. "We printed them out last night, in case that little jerk Palmer called in the State or Federal dogs to audit us. But that list is the only one we have now, and we can't even make copies of that list. The copier here was connected to the wifi, and it's corrupted now. The big copy machine in the Records Department was also connected to the system and isn't working."
"I'm on that. Give me ten minutes." Teresa said as she fished out her cellphone and moved to the door to make a phone call. As she did that, I took charge and addressed the pharmacy people.
"Mr. Roberts," I said, "while we're waiting for a copier, why don't you get everyone setting up to manually put each patient's prescription on a tray------"
"Manually?" asked Shanice. "Are we allowed to do that?"
"You know," I said, "I grew up in a small town called Apple Grove. When I was a kid, we went to the local pharmacy to get our prescriptions filled. It was a small pharmacy in a small town, and they didn't have the fancy computers and the machines. They read the prescription... I don't know how, what with the chicken scratch the doctor's wrote in... but they poured some tablets onto the tray, counted off the number of tablets, poured them into the prescription bottle, poured the rest back into the bigger container, then gave the patient their filled prescription."
I continued: "So now, we're going back to those days, when prescriptions were filled by hand. And we will get the children in this Hospital the medications they need, and in a reasonably timely manner."
"I didn't sign up for that." said Shanice. "I'm outta here." She began walking towards the door."
"Shanice," I said as she was about to pass by me, "I would be very disappointed if you walked away from our cancer children when they need you the most."
"I'm sorry, Commander," Shanice said, "but the insurance company might come in and put me in jail... they may put all of us in jail."
I said "The insurance company does not have the power to arrest you. They would have to ask me and my Police Officers to do it. And what I like most about my job, Shanice... is that I can tell the insurance company, and the little snots like the one that was here yesterday, to pound sand. Well, I can tell them even worse, but I won't say that in front of you and all these upstanding pharmacy people." There were some chuckles at that, attempting to relieve the tremendous tension everyone was feeling.
"Dr. Roberts!" I called out. "From where did you get your degree?"
Alton Roberts replied: "The University of Georgia Pharmacy School."
I said "That's what I thought. And I happen to know that the UGA Pharmacy School is one of the very best in the Nation. So I have full confidence that you will be able to lead your people into getting this job done, amirite?"
"Yes sir." Roberts said. "All right, guys, let's get going. Are you with us, Shanice?"
"Aw, what the hell." Shanice said. "Who needs a job these days, anyway?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It took twenty minutes, which would earn someone a 'talking to' from the TCPD Operations Commander, but the TCPD's mobile copy machine was delivered to the Pharmacy room. Ranger Terry Halston set it and its accompanying laptop computer up.
"I've set it where neither the computer nor the copier can access wifi." Ranger Halston said. "Of course the Hospital's wifi is down already. All you have to do is run the papers through ten at a time, and it'll print copies."
One of the techs was assigned the manual copying task. Others set out the trays where the machine would've delivered them. The copy of each prescription was put on a tray, then the pharmacists went through filling the plastic cups or setting down a syringe one-by-one. Then doctors and nurses converged to deliver the drugs to their patients.
All-in-all, they were only forty-five minutes behind schedule. And suitably forewarned, they started early on the next round, and would deliver those pharmaceuticals on time.
"Well done, sir." Teresa said. "You got Shanice to stay, got Dr. Roberts's ass in gear, and got them to get it done."
"Psychology, Commander Croyle." I said. "I've learned a few things... listening to my wife talk in her sleep." A rare sound came out of Teresa's potty mouth: an actual laugh.
I then said: "By the way, where did that copier come from?"
"Oh, that." Teresa said. "I thought you knew. When we set up the mobile Court last summer to process the violent protesters, we had some problems getting paperwork printed. We were going to the copiers at First Precinct and County Jail, since the Courthouse was too far away. I talked to Tanya about getting a mobile copier, and it came in about two months ago. Judge Watts is getting one, too, for when his mobile Court deploys."
"Outstanding." I said as we went down the stairs to the first floor.
A command post had been set up in the E.R. doctor's lounge, which was across the hall from the I.T. room. We went inside to find Police Chief Moynahan, EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell, Sheriff Griswold, Hospital Administrator Seth Warner, his wife Detective Joanne Warner, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Captain Damien Thompson, Second Precinct Lieutenant DeLong, and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone in the room.
"Get some coffee, Commanders." said Chief Moynahan, pointing his thumb behind him at a coffeemaker with two pots in the corner of the room. Then he indicated a chair at the table set up in the middle of the room, to his left as he sat at the far end. "Commander Troy, have a seat herrrre, next to me." I sat down with my cup of coffee. It tasted awful, and my face showed it.
"Hospital coffee is as bad as hospital food, Crowbar." the Sheriff growled.
"No doubt about that, Sheriff." I said.
"Where are we on all this, Commander Muscone?" the Chief asked.
Tanya drove over and parked herself at the table, then said "First, we've implemented our three-tier access plan. The first tier is the entrances to the parking lots and the ambulance driveway to the E.R. area. The second tier is to the walkways leading to the Hospital entrances, and the third tier is the entrances themselves."
Tanya: "The Press is being forbidden access to the grounds, and especially to the Hospital itself. We set up our Press Relations tent at the end of the walkway to the southern parking lot, and Captain Thompson is there. Bettina has been screaming at him all morning, until his patience finally snapped and he told her he'd arrest her if she said one more word to him. She said she was going to call Katherine Woodburn, and Captain Thompson said he'd arrest her, too, if she badgered him like Bettina was doing."
Everyone in the room laughed, then I said "What about KFXU and the other networks?"
Tanya replied: "KFXU's van arrived about 7:30, and Priya was much nicer to Captain Thompson than Bettina has been. Apparently KFXU didn't know anything until they heard Bettina's 7:00am report, though Bettina and KXTC had the story even earlier than that."
"So Bettina knew ahead of time?" Teresa asked, her voice full of venom.
I said "Probably, but maybe not. One thing Bettina and KXTC like to do is (air quotes) 'recruit' people to call them when something breaks, and they'll pay a hundred or more dollars for good tips like this one would be. So maybe Bettina got a call when this thing first broke. Of course, I cannot adequately express what my disgust would be if she really did know about this ahead of time and said nothing, putting our child cancer patients at mortal risk."
Chief Moynahan said "Let's move on. What is going on inside the Hospital, Mr. War-nrrrr?"
Seth Warner said: "All our computer systems are offline, and our wifi has been taken down as a precaution. All surgeries have been postponed for the day, as the equipment is infected with the malware. The Emergency Room is taking patients, but we are not admitting anyone else, such as for those previously scheduled surgeries that are being postponed."
"If I may add something." Tanya said. "Nextdoor County Hospital and Coltrane County Medical Center are satellites of University Hospital, and they've reported that their computer systems may also be compromised. So we can't send patients there.
Seth Warner said "That's correct. Right now we're referring all but E.R. patients to Hamilton County Regional Hospital, or to go across the State Line to Hammondsville, though their hospital hasn't been updated nor renovated significantly since 1979."
"Blessing in disguise." I said. "Our technological advances are great, and they save many lives... but as we can see now, they can be taken advantage of, and leave us potentially crippled. By the way, Seth, which doctor is the Chief of Staff around here?"
Seth replied: "It was Dr. Cordell, who did that job concurrently with his job as Hospital Administrator before I got here. After he left, Dr. Morgan and Dr. Fredricson have put in some extra hours helping out with that, but we don't really have an official Chief of Staff... it'd be a full-time job in itself, and most of our doctors, especially the newer ones, are here to work on their research under the Croyle Foundation grants."
Teresa said "We can talk about that after this crisis is over. But yes, for now there is something of a vacuum, there."
Dr. Cordell said "I'll take charge of that while this crisis is going on."
"Thank you, Admiral." said Seth Warner.
"Okayyyy, let's get hopping on this." Chief Moynahan said. "Commander Croyle, since you are a Hospital Board member, I'd like for yoooo to be our liaison with Mr. Warn-errrrrr."
"Yes sir." Teresa said, her face showing no emotion. My face did, and it wasn't because of the coffee. But I said nothing for the moment, seeing and feeling the Chief's eyes on me... and the Sheriff's eyes on him.
"Mizzz Muscone," said the Chief, "continue to oversee the Public Relations aspects, and also help with the equipment issuuuues. But please don't give away all of our equipment."
"Yes sir." Tanya said with a grin as she made notes.
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, "I'm sure yoooo will be seeking out the perps that did this. I also want you to be our liaison with the FBI on this. If it's found to be something across State lines, we'll have to have their help. And just like in kidnappings, the FBI is who we go tooooo when there are ransoms to be paaaaaaid."
I nodded, then said "If this is what I think it is, I'll need to call Commander Croyle in, in her capacity as Board Member and the Administrator of 'Teresa's Trust'." That was becoming our new name for the trust fund.
"What do you think it izzzz, Mr. Crowbar?" drawled the Chief.
"It's going to be a ransom." I said. "I'm expecting we'll be contacted soon..."
Part 5 - The Ransom Demand
8:50am, Tuesday, March 30th. I went into the I.T. Room, where Lieutenants Myron and Mary Milton were working furiously, with the help of the Hospital I.T. techs led by Marty Steen.
"Anything new?" I asked.
Mary said "We created what we call a 'bubble' for Marty to look at the emails. Marty, you have anything on that?"
"No." said Marty Steen, looking up from the laptop he was using. "Some of the data is pretty corrupted, and it's hard to read, but I can see enough that so far none of the emails involve a ransom."
I said "I doubt they'd send a ransom note weeks before the attack. If you don't find something within, say, 72 hours from when the virus activated, don't waste any more time on it."
Mary said "Yes sir. Myron, what do you have?"
Myron did not want to be disturbed as he seemed to be staring right through his monitor screen as he typed furiously. Without looking up at me, and his sentences breaking as he concentrated on his typing, he said "Once we started shutting down everything, the virus essentially... stopped replicating and spreading. But every time... we try to open a link to anything, it... attacks that link."



I asked "Any chance of installing a clean system we can upload backed up files to, and get the Hospital back going again?"
"No sir." said Mary. "Not anytime soon, anyway. If even one piece of infected equipment is connected to the system, it'll just re-infect the cleaned out system. And we're nowhere near to a solution that can neutralize the virus."
Myron added "And we're just beginning to be at a place where we can start fighting the thing. And it's... it's a real son of a bitch..."
I said "What kind of timeframe are we talking about for getting this under control? Or is it too much, and we'll have to pay the ransom?"
Mary said "Sir, you will never hear me say the words 'we can't do that'. But you will hear me say the words 'we could use some help'. Sir, we need some serious help if we're going to beat this thing within days. Otherwise, it could be... weeks."
"Okay, then, I'll get you some help." I said. "In the meantime, I think you're doing well, if this is what I think it is that we're up against. Y'all carry on, and I'll be back later..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I think I have something for you." Jack Muscone said when I came out of the I.T. Room. "Let's go down to the waiting room." We went to the waiting room that was across from the Nurses Station.
Once there, Jack started: "Here's what I found out from Dwight Stevens: there were six Agents that did the audit of the Hospital back in February. Four FDA Agents and two DEA Agents, four men and two women. One of the DEA Agents was one of the women." He handed me his laptop, and I perused the data.
"Amelia Sedgwick." I said, seeing a women with very plain features, not unattractive but not beautiful like Joanne Warner. She had light brown hair that looked thin and wispy when tied in a ponytail behind her head, like her official photo was. My description of her, fair or not, would be 'mousy'.
Jack said "One of the FDA Agents, a guy named Tom Frady, and Ms. Sedgwick here, accessed the patient computer files, to check and make sure their data was being entered properly, as well as their prescription data; and also to check on the records of the Schedule II through V narcotics, making sure they were being properly logged in and handled. The other four Agents did not access the computers, but concentrated on paper data."
I said "Sounds like two people we need to talk to. But why are we concentrating on Ms. Sedgwick, here?"
Jack said "She has a little brother, who is ten years old and very ill, in Midtown General. I think it's possible she's doing this to get him admitted into University Hospital."
"Let's go to the I.T. Room." I said. I led the way down to the I.T. Room. Myron and Mary were not pleased at all to see Jack Muscone, but I ignored them and came up to Marty Steen.
"Do you recognize this person?" I asked Marty, showing him the photo of Amelia Sedgwick, which had been expanded to fill the screen and hide her DEA data.
"Uh... yeah, she does look familiar." said Marty. I then showed the three Hospital employees in the room her photo.
"Oh yeah." said one of the techs, a young woman that I would imagine would get along very well with Mary Milton. "She was in here a few weeks ago. She was part of that FDA team that was auditing our pharmacy and our prescription drug distribution."
"Did she do anything like use a jump drive to download data?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said the woman. "I watched her carefully, and she just downloaded the orders of Schedule II and III pharmaceuticals. Nothing else happened, no alerts for viruses or anything, when she plugged the jump drive in."
"No, there wouldn't be any warnings." I said. "Jack, let's bring Amelia Sedgwick in and talk to her..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As luck would have it (not really), DEA Special Agent Amelia Sedgwick was in our Town & County, at the Federal Building. So was DEA SSA Dwight Stevens. Jack Muscone had him escort her to the Hospital, ostensibly to assist with the pharmaceutical issues. DEA Agent Sedgwick went along very willingly.
At the entrance from the lobby to the hallway, they were checking in when they looked up to see themselves surrounded by TCPD Officers. Your Iron Crowbar was facing them. Your Iron Wolf had come up behind Amelia, as did Detective Joanne Warner. The Chief had not been happy with me when I called for Teresa to be a part of this, but after I explained my reasons he begrudgingly acquiesced.
"Amelia Sedgwick?" I asked. When she nodded, I said "Please allow Commander Croyle to relieve you of your service weapon. Just slowly raise your hands... that's right..."
Amelia complied, and just looked right into my eyes with a 'knowing' look as Teresa took the DEA Agent's powerful handgun, pushed the button that allowed the magazine to drop in the evidence bag below it, then cleared the weapon by pulling back the slide twice. There was no round chambered. Teresa put the handgun in the evidence bag, then thoroughly frisked Agent Sedgwick for other weapons, finding none.
"Come with me, please, Ms. Sedgwick." I said. She followed me and Jack Muscone into the Records Department and into an office that had a desk, with Teresa and two Uniformed Officers following behind us. Chairs had been brought in, and two TCPD videocameras were set up to record the interview.
I sat down behind the desk (facing the door we had entered). "Have a seat, Agent Sedgwick." I said. "I'm going to read you your rights."
"I know the rights." Amelia Sedgwick said as soon as I started reading from the card. "And I know why you've brought me in here. I knew that you, Commander Troy, would be smart enough to track me down. And here we are."
"Do you want legal representation?" I asked, keeping things legally tidy and tight.
"No, that won't be necessary. They'd just get in the way." Amelia said. Then she looked squarely at me and said "You've brought me in here because you believe I had something to do with this virus. Well, Commander, you are right. I am the one who infected the Hospital's systems with the virus."
"Okay." I said. I looked up and said "Everyone not named 'Commander', please leave the room, and watch on the videocameras's feeds."
"But sir..." Joanne started, but I held up my hand and then pointed at the door. She got the hint and left. Jack Muscone and Dwight Stevens also went out after I glared at them for a long second. Only Teresa and I were left in the room with Amelia.
"So you just walked in, when you had to know we were onto you and would arrest you." I said.
"It was the only way to deliver the ransom." Amelia said. "The emails are down and the wifi is out."
"True." I said. "This is Commander Teresa Croyle. She is also a Hospital Board Member, and the Chairwoman of the Teresa Croyle Foundation. And I suspect you'll need to be talking to her, because your ransom is going to involve getting your brother admitted into University Hospital's program for children with rare diseases."
"Not much gets past you, Commander." DEA Agent Sedgwick said. "And I'm very sorry to have had to do this to get my brother the help he needs. He's going to die soon, and I'm desperate. He has a liver disease, very similar to what a boy in the Hospital now has, and what Amy Croyle died of when the liver for her transplant was stolen."
I felt as much as saw Teresa react to that. I said "So why didn't you just apply to have your brother admitted the normal way?"
"I did." said Amelia. "The Hospital rejected him. They said my insurance, BigBenefitInsurance, had denied coverage because the procedure was experimental."
"That...that's not right." Teresa said. She turned to me and said "Sir, you know we admit patients without regard for their insurance status." Amelia looked shocked.
I said to Amelia "You wouldn't happen to have a copy of that rejection letter, would you?"
"Yes, I have the email." Amelia replied, her voice a bit shaky. She took out her cellphone and brought up an email, and showed it to me. "Just read, don't touch the cellphone... yet."
I read the email. It was dated March 5th of this year, and said that David B. Palmer of BigBenefitInsurance had denied the request to cover Amelia's brother's expenses. Just a form letter. Not a shred of human compassion in it, at all.
"May I see that?" Teresa said. Amelia let her read it, and let Teresa scroll it up and down. Teresa then said "Sir, I'm questioning if it's even from the Hospital. The metadata codes don't match."
The metadata codes are that jumble of information that are usually hidden unless one specifically unhides it. Teresa had done that, and she knew what the Hospital's codes should be.
"Hmm, a strangeness." I said. "In fact, I'll bet that once this gets cleared up, we'll find that the Hospital did accept Amelia's brother, and they're still wondering why he hasn't shown up yet. Okay, Amelia, so why all this? And what do you want?"
Amelia said "You were right: I just want my brother admitted and treated. I just want him to have a chance to live, and this is the only chance he has left. And in return for the passphrase to unlock the files and take down the virus, I want immunity from prosecution, or something so that I can be with my brother while he's being treated."
Teresa said "It's no problem getting your brother admitted. We'd do that anyway."
"Really?" Amelia asked, tears springing to her eyes.
"Of course." said Teresa. "That's what we're here for."
I said "Here's what we can do. I don't think I can give you immunity; there are going to have to be some consequences for your actions. But I can offer a plea deal, where you'll be ankle monitored and in a halfway house while your brother is being treated here at the Hospital."
I continued: "I have a lot of questions for you, and you'll have to answer them truthfully, but right now we need to get this Hospital back up and running, and get our children the care they need."
The tears began flowing from Amelia's eyes and down her cheeks. "Thank you." she said. "I was running out of hope..."
"That is the one thing we should never run out of, as long as we're alive." I said. "Teresa..."
"I'm on it." Teresa said. "Where is your brother now, Ms. Sedgwick?"
"Southport Hospital." Amelia said. "His name is Bobby. Bobby Sedgwick."
Teresa said to me: "I'll call down to get him life-flighted up here."
I said "Check with Midtown General, too. They're going to life-flight that liver for Tommy's surgery when the Court allows the donor's breathing machine to be turned off and he dies. You could kill two birds with one stone, and really shove it in BigBenefitInsurance's face at the same time."
"Wilco." Teresa said. She looked up at the camera and said "Detective Warner, I need you in here, please. And bring in two plea deal forms." Within seconds, Joanne arrived, and stayed so that Teresa could leave the room. The plea deal form arrived a few minutes later. I wrote two copies in basic pen-and-ink, and Amelia and I signed them.
"Okay," I said, "I'm going to have to cuff your hands in front of you. Let's go to the I.T. Room, so you can unlock the files." Joanne Warner affixed the cuffs, and we guided Amelia Sedgwick down the hall to the I.T. room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30am, Tuesday, March 30th. Everyone in the I.T. Room was shocked to see a handcuffed DEA Agent being brought into the room, and in handcuffs.
"This is Amelia Sedgwick." I said to everyone. "She is the one who uploaded the virus, and she has agreed to put in the passphrase to unlock the files."
"Have a seat right there." Mary Milton said, indicating the station next to one of the University's techs. She brought up the access screen to the Hospital's system. A black screen came up, with white letters asking for the passphrase. Amelia brought up the passphrase keys on her cellphone, and began typing them in: 'asdf'... 'jkl;'... 'qwerty'... 'zyxwvut'... 'killthewabbit'... 'elmerjfudd'... 'wileecoyote'... '12345'.
Nothing happened.
"Oh no." Amelia said. She re-typed in the phrases, to no avail. "Noooo... no... no... no..." She began crying. "Noooo... my brother will die now..."
"Look!" Mary said "A video just started up."
We all looked at the screen. The static and noise that I associated with the Slender Man video games started up, then coalesced into a fuzzy black-and-white image of what looked like a man in a Darth Vader face mask, but a black skull cap instead of the Vader helmet, and all black clothing.
"Agent Sedgwick is a fool." the voice said in a metallically disguised voice. "Do you really think I would allow you to unlock your files for nothing? Nooo, Iron Crowbar. You are going to pay. The ransom price is one hundred million dollars. But not just any old hundred million."
"I am disgusted... DISGUSTED!... that Teresa Croyle was bequeathed a hundred million dollars, and she just gave it away like it was nothing." the voice intoned, and the voice-altering device did not hide the intensity of his hatred-filled passion. "And now I am going to punish her for that. The money that she does not deserve... will be MINE!"
"You will liquidate the Croyle Foundation Trust, and you will transfer every dime of it to the account I've set up in the Cayman Islands. After I transfer the money out of there, to someplace you can never find nor touch it, I will send the passphrase that will unlock your files and activate the code to destroy the virus."
The voice went on: "If you try to trick me, and have the FBI put in a different hundred million than the Trust's money, you will not get the passphrase. If you ever try to reconstitute the Croyle Trust, I'll reactivate the virus and utterly destroy your systems. I mean for Teresa Croyle's trust to be utterly destroyed!"
"You cannot stop me. You cannot defeat the virus. There is nothing you can do, Donald Troy. Nothing. May God damn you to Hell, Iron Crowbar!..."
And with that, the screen faded to black...
To be continued.



        Beethoven Virus Ch. 02

        Conclusion;  profiles in leadership;  a tyrant taken down.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/beethoven-virus-ch-02

Title: Beethoven Virus Ch. 02

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Conclusion;  profiles in leadership;  a tyrant taken down.

Tags: crime drama, police drama, mystery, iron crowbar

Series: Beethoven Virus


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
***
Part 6 - Swamp Frogs At Work
"He likes me. He really likes me." I said in the silence of the room.
It was 9:35am, Tuesday, March 30th, and we'd just heard the real ransom demand from the brutal bastard whose virus had locked University Hospital down. At that moment, Teresa Croyle burst into the I.T. Room. "Okay, it's all set... uh, what?" she said as she took in Amelia crying and the somber looks of everyone else in the room.
"The passphrase didn't work." I said. "Mary, can you get that video to play again?"
Mary said "I can try." She put the eight word passphrase in again. The video played again, and this time both Myron and I recorded it on our cellphones.
"Wow." said Teresa. "Such hatred..."
"I'm sorry." Amelia sobbed. "He duped me. I was just trying to help my brother, and now he's going to die, and you're going to lose the endowment."
"No." Teresa said, patting Amelia on the back. "We're still going to help your brother."
"You will?" Amelia asked forlornly.
"Of course." Teresa said. "He's innocent in all this."
"And we're not going to be blackmailed out of that trust fund." I said with determination. "Is that not so, Mr. and Mrs. Milton?"
"Let's get back to work." Mary said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Amelia was taken back to the office room used for interrogations. Her hands were still cuffed in front of her, and one ankle cuffed to the desk. I was in the breakroom that was being used as a 'command post'. Also present were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Police Chief Moynahan, EMS Chief Cordell, Deputy Police Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Commander of Operations Teresa Croyle, Sr. Detective Joanne Warner, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens, and Hospital Administrator Seth Warner.
"It doesn't make sense." Jack Muscone said as we watched Amelia on the monitor screen on the table. "She readily came in with Dwight, gave us no trouble arresting and disarming her, even though she had to know we were onto her."
"It was almost like she wanted to be caught." Tanya added.
Not letting that 'we' Jack was using bother me, I said "She did. Like she said to me before, she had to deliver the ransom, and the email system is not running. And from the way she looked at me when Teresa was disarming her, I'd say that she was even confident about it. And she stayed confident... until Teresa said the Hospital would not have rejected her brother based on insurance. She started getting shaky, unsure of herself after that."
I continued: "And then, when the passphrase didn't work, she broke down, thinking we would not honor the plea deal, and would let her brother die. But I think it was more... when she saw that slug on that video, I think she began figuring it out, and seeing that she was being hung out to dry."
"So what now, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr?" asked Chief Moynahan.
"I need to talk to Amelia some more." I said. As I got up, I said "Oh, by the way, I'm expecting a young man named Cameron Wakefield to come here to see me. Please come get me when he arrives..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I walked down the hall, Teresa walked with me. She said "The Court in Midtown denied the State Right To Life Committee's lawsuit to stop the disconnecting of the life support of the donor of Tommy Hillman's liver. They're going to cut off the machines at eleven o'clock. The life flight helicopter will take off with Amelia's brother Bobby within the hour, and should be up there shortly after eleven."
"What if the kid doesn't die right away?" I asked.
Teresa said "Bobby Sedgwick is in pretty stable condition, so they'll take him in and keep him in an E.R. room, then load him back up with the donor liver and fly them both up here. But if it starts getting to be too long, they'll just have to bring Bobby on up and get a second life flight for the liver."
"Good." I said. "Excellent work on your part. Okay, let's go talk to Amelia..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the 'interrogation' office, and I had Teresa uncuff Amelia from the desk but leave her hands manacled as I sat down on the other side of the desk.
"Your brother is going to be flown up here sometime today or tonight." I said. "He'll be admitted and evaluated, and his treatment will begin tomorrow morning."
Amelia made a little choking sound, then said "Thank you. I know you could rescind the plea deal..."
"Oh, despite rumors about her to the contrary," I said, "Commander Croyle has one of the greatest hearts I've ever had the privilege to meet. No way she was going to let your brother die, at least not without a good medical fight. Having said that, I need to tell you two important things."
I continued: "First, I'm honoring the plea deal, provided you truthfully answer some questions. And second, the plea deal only applies to the State level. If someone brings Federal charges against you, you're not protected. I'm seeing what I can do to get the U.S. Attorney to provide something, but you need to understand where you stand."
"And I do understand." Amelia said. "But the Federal charges won't be a problem."
"Why not?" I asked.
"Because I was ordered to do it. In writing." said Amelia. I heard Teresa gasp slightly as she peered at Amelia, who continued. "I was told that the purpose was twofold: to get my brother the medical help he needed, and to test the Hospital's response to the lockout."
"Why test us this way?" I asked. "Why not come in openly, and ask us to cooperate in a test like that. We work with FEMA on things like mass casualty situations."
Amelia said "The National Security Agency believes that the Red Chinese would target hospitals with cyberattacks in the event that the United States went to the aid of Taiwan when the Communists invade the island... or more likely nuke it out of existence when the Taiwanese use nukes to repel the Communist invaders. Taiwan does have nukes, as I'm sure you know."
"I try not to think about things like that." I replied. "But you were saying?"
Amelia: "The NSA believes that the Chinese would attack hospitals as well as core needs, such as the electric grid, the railroads, and the airports. So they wanted a real-time test of one or two hospitals, then would develop an NSA 'white paper' on preparing our hospitals when the balloon goes up for real."
Amelia: "They chose your University Hospital because, like you said, you've worked with FEMA in the past. You also may or may not know there's a bunker under the Hospital that could be used in the event of a nuclear attack on America, so this Hospital has been part of the Federal Government's Nuclear Emergency Plan for some time. And last, I was told we could kill two birds with one stone, and get my brother into treatment."
"O-kayyy." I said. "You got a copy of that letter?"
"The original is in a safe deposit box." said Amelia. "I've got copies in several places, including in my cellphone... which you confiscated from me."
"Joanne," I said to the camera, "bring in Agent Sedgwick's cellphone." To Amelia, I said "Who signed that letter?"
"Euclid Hollingsworth." Amelia said. I was shocked.
"I thought he retired." I said. "In fact, I forced him to retire." (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler', Ch. 02.)
And then it hit me: "Did you actually meet him, or speak with him on the phone?"
"No." Amelia said. "He did (air quotes) 'retire', like your wife (air quotes) 'retired' from the CIA. The NSA scooped him up; he's a good paper-pusher. And before you ask, the person I talked to and got the jump drive from was a woman. She only gave her name as 'Pamela', which I knew was a fake name."
"When did she give you the jump drive?" I asked as I fished out my Police iPhone.
"Right after I got the rejection letter." Amelia said. "First week of March."
I nodded. "Was this her?" I asked, showing a photo on my iPhone. Amelia looked at it and gasped.
"Yes!" Amelia said. "That's her! How... how did you know?"
"Ohh," I said, as I showed the photo to Teresa, then to the camera, "I happen to remember she was around these here parts during that time."
The photo showed the face of Dr. Robin Isley, who'd been in the City at that time, working her ass off to frame Wes Masters. (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers'.)
"Okay, Amelia," I said, "I'm not going to ask you any more questions. We're going to take you to Police Headquarters, pending your hearing to have the Judge sign off on your plea deal. I suggest you get a really good lawyer, and have him contact U.S. Attorney John Jones to try to get a plea deal with him, too."
Amelia said "Why do I need that?"
I replied "Amelia, the Swamp Frogs have duped you. They got you to do their dirty work for them, and now they plan to pull the rug out from under you. I think you're going to find that that order from Euclid Hollingsworth is not worth the paper it's printed on. Again, for your future, get a good lawyer, have him contact U.S. Attorney John Jones..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am. After Amelia Sedgwick was taken away by Uniformed Officers, Teresa and I went back to the breakroom 'command post', which was now a beehive of renewed activity.
"I tried to call Hollingsworth." said DEA SSA Dwight Stevens. "His phone went straight to voicemail. I've also called around to see if anyone knew where he was. All I kept getting was 'He retired, didn't he?'."
Jack Muscone said "I called U.S. Attorney John Jones for you. He's on his way up from Lexington. He'll probably give Amelia some kind of deal or even immunity, if she'll give him everything she knows about all this."
"The only thing she could do is pick Robin Isley out of a lineup as the 'Pamela' that coordinated this with her." I said. "After that, it's 'she said, she said'. So we got nuthin."
I then added: "And guys, just so you know... I fucked up today. Bad. Real bad." That got everyone's attention.
"What?" Tanya asked. "You identified Amelia as a suspect, you took her into custody without a fight, got her to cooperate, and it wasn't her fault the passphrase didn't work."
I said "Where I went wrong is that I gave Amelia the plea deal without considering the possibility of Federal charges. I should have told her ahead of time that she needed both, and gotten John Jones up here to work the Federal deal with her. I don't think that's going to come back to bite me in my fourth point of contact, but in another situation it could have been a real issue------"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal a Uniformed Officer with a college-aged teenager, who had long dark hair being worn in Carole's style: straight bangs, straight hair framing his face. He also had glasses, and was wearing a concert t-shirt, khaki windbreaker, and jeans.
"This guy said he was called here by Commander Troy." said the Officer.
"Yes, yes he was. Thank you, you can go." I said. The Officer exited and I said "Everyone, this is Cameron Wakefield...
Part 7 - Wakefields At Work
10:45am. I went into the I.T. Room, followed by Teresa and Cameron Wakefield. "How's it going?" I asked.
"We're battling, sir." said Mary Milton. I knew that meant things were 'not good'.
"Well, I brought you some help for the battle." I said, then raised my voice and said to everyone: "Everyone, this is Cameron Wakefield. He is the first person in this State to score a perfect 1600 on the SAT." (Author's note: 'Shipping & Handling', Ch. 03.)
I continued: "He's in his second year at State Tech, on a combined undergrad/graduate degree program, majoring in computer systems. And he's here to help us."
"Hi Cameron!" Mary Milton said, getting up and giving young Cameron a warm hug, snuggling her 'baby bump' into him.
"You know him?" Myron Milton asked.
"Yeah, Cameron was at the cyber-security conference that Ashton Cardigan gave last Autumn." Mary said. "Here, Cameron, sit between me and Miltie, so we can see what you're doing and help you." They sat down, and Mary got Cameron's computer going.
I watched as they went to work. Myron began bringing Cameron up to speed, while Mary brought me up to speed.
"Sir," she said, "we've attempted some inroads, but the virus just sees every attempt we make and attacks it. I think it may be learning what we do as we do it."
"Yeah, it is." said Cameron Wakefield as he began typing.
"You ever see anything like this, Cameron?" I asked.
"Uh, not really, sir." Cameron said. "But my brother's code group showed me something that was really advanced, that may be the base code for this..." His voice trailed off as he began concentrating hard, and typing furiously. "Mary, if I may call you Mary, check the kernel code. Myron, check the pathways..."
"Why don't you go check on the life flights?" I said to Teresa, seeing that she was bored watching the furious typing and jumbles of symbols on the screens. She did not argue at all as she swiftly exited the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I received a text asking me to report to the O.R. areas on the second floor. I went upstairs and was met by four doctors: Dr. Jerry Hinton, Dr. Chris Hinton, Dr. Leonard R. Cordell, and Dr. Laura Fredricson.
"We have a problem." said Dr. Cordell. "All of the O.R. equipment was part of the computer systems, mostly for monitoring purposes, but some for fast testing. Now it's all shut down."
"We can't possibly operate on that kid coming up for the liver transplant?" said Dr. Jerry Hinton.
I said "Do y'all have any old equipment? Did you keep anything after you replaced them with the new stuff?"
"Yes." Laura said. "But most of it was sent to the Hospice wing, and was wired to the systems, though."
"Anything in a storage area?" I asked. "In a storage closet somewhere?"
I saw my wife's face change as something dawned on her. She said "I need to borrow Teresa for a moment... and a couple of Officers to seal off Wing 1-4."
That meant the southeast wing on the first floor, and I knew what she was thinking. That was where the underground shelter was, and there were several O.R.s worth of equipment down there. I grabbed my Police radio and called for Teresa...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:10pm. I went back into the I.T. Room. The Miltons and Cameron Wakefield were working well together, but were not making much progress.
"You guys want pizza or Subway subs for lunch?" I asked. Subways were the overwhelming consensus. I made a call to order them.
Twenty minutes later the subs arrived. An orderly in lavender scrubs, wearing a surgical head covering and mask, came in with them. He had curly black hair, a handsome face that was a bit 'swarthy', and a fit body.
"Oh, hey!" Cameron said when he looked up as the orderly handed him a Subway sandwich... and a jump drive. As Mary and Myron were handed their sandwiches (by me), Cameron plugged the jump drive into the laptop he was using.
After distributing the rest of the sandwiches, the orderly left. I'd paid him, and as he was about to leave, Teresa caught his eye. Then she looked at me as he left.
"Who was that?" Mary asked Cameron.
"He's my------"
*CLAP!* It was my hand on Cameron's shoulder that had stopped him from talking further.
"Just don't say any more, Cameron." I said. "He put his life on the line to bring you that jump drive."
"Who is he, sir?" Mary asked.
"Lieutenant," I said with authority, "don't ask questions *I* don't want you to know the answer to. Is that clear?"
"Uh, yes sir." Mary said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30pm. Teresa and I went into the command post room. The people in there were enjoying the Subways I had sent to their room. I ate my own sub with some Cherry Coca-Cola Zero and felt much better.
Afterwards, I said to Teresa "Let's go check and see if the O.R. is prepped for Tommy's transplant operation."
"We just got word on that." said Chief Moynahan. "Chief Soltis called me. The donor kid died, and they were removing the liver. By now it should be on the way, along with Bobby Sedgwick."
"Good. Thank you, sir." I said, then nudged my shoulder for Teresa to follow me on out. We went down the hallway, and I said "Let's step outside a minute, and get some fresh air."
We went through the lobby and out the front door, seeing the Eternal Flame in front of us. The rest of the Hospital was down, but that Flame still burned brightly. To our left, at the edge of the south parking lot, we could see the awning of the Police tent, and bitterly angry reporters being kept from accessing the Hospital.
Teresa said "That orderly's eyes looked just like Cameron Wakefield's. And he looked very familiar, but I can't quite place where I saw him before.."
I said quietly: "You're right. He's Cameron Wakefield's older brother, Donovan Wakefield. He's one of the top computer programmers in the nation, if not the world, and Cameron is going to be even better than he is. And I'll bet you can figure out what was on that jump drive he gave Cameron."
Teresa thought about it, then said "Ohhh... Cerberus and Charrington!"
"Yes. Excellent!" I said, happy that Teresa was on it. "And yes, the guy looks familiar to you because he is Porlock!" (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 04.)
Teresa said "Ohhh... and they used Cerberus and Charrington to get past the Hospital's cyber-security and damage all our systems. And Porlock just gave Cameron the Cerberus and Charrington codes."
"Parts of them, anyway." I said. "And I hope it's enough that Cameron and the Mighty Miltons can defeat the Swamp Frogs and their nasty virus. But my bottom line is that both Cameron and Donovan came through, and now I think we have a chance of beating this thing."
"Good." Teresa said. "Because I was going to have them liquidate the trust to pay the ransom. It's not worth the lives of these kids, and them suffering."
"I am not going to let you do that." I replied. "That endowment will save untold numbers of kids through the research it pays for. We can get these current patients to other Hospitals if we need to. And it will be a cold day in Hell before I let that despicable son of a bitch Brendan Chapel steal your inheritance..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The second floor O.R. wing was very quiet. Nurses were silently working on their tasks. As Teresa and I came up to the nurses station just outside the restricted areas, Laura came up to us, wearing lavender scrubs. She had us step into the nearby waiting room... a waiting room I'd spent entirely too much time in over the years, waiting to hear if fellow Police Officers would live or die. But I digress...
Laura said quietly "I brought up as much of the equipment as I could from the underground shelter. It'll be enough to do the transplant on Tommy Hillman. But we can't hook it up to the systems, and there's some equipment we really should have that we won't have in there."
"But you can operate." I said.
"Yes." Laura said. "But liver transplants are among the most complex and toughest transplants to do. Heart transplants have become all but routine... not to diminish the skill needed to do them, but they've become straightforward. But liver transplants are more rare, and more difficult to do. And this one is going to be that much tougher with the limited equipment we have available to us."



I said "Do you think the Hinton Brothers are up to it?"
Laura said "They have the skill to get it done, so I hope so..."
Part 8 - All At Once
2:05pm, Tuesday, March 30th. Teresa and I were on the roof of University Hospital. The Life Flight helicopter had been flown to University Memorial Stadium and landed on the football field, clearing the way for the other life flight chopper that was inbound.
Teresa was scanning the skies with her binoculars, and I had no idea from where she'd gotten them. As for me, Your Iron Crowbar is a sneaky Iron Crowbar. I had an app on my Police iPhone that could listen in on the conversations of the tower at County Airport.
"TCA Approach, this is MGLF One-Niner Life Flight on approach to University Hospital. Request clearance to enter TCA airspace and land at University Hospital."
"MGLF One-Niner, this is TCA Approach. You are cleared for emergency approach. Fly straight and level three-five-five degrees..."
I said "It should be here any time now."
"There it is." said Teresa, pointing southward...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tommy Hillman's parents came to the O.R. Waiting Room as he was prepped for surgery. On the roof, medical staff rushed out to the helicopter that had landed. Two of them took the liver in its container, then the rest of them took Bobby Sedgwick out and to the elevator.
Teresa and I made our way to the O.R. Waiting Room, where Laura was waiting. Teresa told Tommy's parents that the liver had arrived. For the first time in a very long time, hope appeared on their haggard faces.
And then that hope was yanked away.
"Where are the Hintons?" Dr. Leonard Cordell said angrily as he appeared in the hallway.
"Right here." said Dr. Jerry Hinton, coming up from the other side, followed by his brother Chris.
"Why aren't you scrubbing up?" asked Dr. Cordell.
"Because we can't perform the operation." said Jerry Hinton.
"What?!" Dr. Cordell almost screamed. "Who told you that lie?"
"David B. Palmer, of BigBenefitInsurance." said Jerry Hinton with alacrity. "He told us that if we perform that operation without the Hospital and its equipment being at fully functional capacity, he'll cut off the Hillmans's insurance coverage. And he'll essentially (air quotes) 'excommunicate' us from being compensated by anyone using BigBenefitInsurance's coverage."
"You gutless cowards." said Laura Fredricson, levelly but menacingly, as she came through the gathering crowd to confront the Hintons.
"We're not heroes, Dr. Fredricson." said Jerry Hinton. "We're doctors. We can't save lives if we're cut off by the Insurance industry."
"Hell's bells." said Dr. Cordell. "I'll do the operation myself."
"I'm with you, Doctor." Laura said, moving towards the O.R. doors, where Dr. Cordell was.
"You can't!" yelled Chris Hinton. "It's illegal! You're not certified to do liver transplants!"
"I am."
Everyone turned to see celebrated cardiologist Dr. Richard Searles walking down the hallway from the E.R. side. "I'm certified. And I'm with you too, Dr. Cordell."
"Thank you." said Dr. Cordell. I noticed that Cindy had come up, and was in her Sheriff's Department uniform. She also had her iPhone out.
"Doctor Cordell!" the Senior Nurse at the station said. "Dr. Hinton is correct. This hospital is not at peak functionality. It doesn't have the computer systems, and the automated equipment. You can't operate, or BigBenefitInsurance will cut off the entire Hospital."
Dr. Cordell turned and faced the nurse, his eyes blazing. I thought he might attack her, but instead he began speaking as Cindy began recording:
"Young lady, let me tell you something." Dr. Cordell began in the otherwise utterly silent hallway. "When I was in Afghanistan, we had evacuated several casualties when the Taliban attacked us. We had to take cover in a cave, and I had six Army Rangers with serious, life-threatening wounds."
Cordell: "We had my surgical kit with three scalpels and two clamps, one coil of suture string, and a few cloth bandages. We had one metal canteen cup to boil water in, to sterilize the equipment, and two flashlights as it got dark. We didn't know if the Taliban would attack our position and finish us off. It was like the Stone Age compared to this Hospital, even right now."
Cordell: "We went to work on those six Rangers. We operated on them in that cave in the middle of nowhere in that God-forsaken land. And by God, we saved them. When the Green Berets rescued us the next morning, all six of those Rangers were alive. And all six of them made it. They lived on, and they have families now. So don't start preaching to me about all this newfangled technology being necessary to perform this surgery and save this child's life."
He then looked up and said loudly: "I won't make anyone go in there. Only volunteers." Laura stepped up, and so did her nurse Connie, who'd survived the Hospital bombing with Laura (Author's note: 'Only Time', Ch. 02.). Two other nurses joined them, earning hateful glares from the Senior Nurse.
As the others disappeared behind the double doors leading to the O.R., Dr. Cordell turned back and yelled "And I damn sure didn't worry about what the God damned insurance company was going to say!" He turned and went through the doors to the O.R.
"I'm going to stop this. I'm calling the Police." the Senior Nurse spat as she reached for the phone at the Nurses Station.
"Please do." said a voice behind her. "Ask for Police Chief Sean Moynahan, and have him send Police Commander Troy straight to the scene."
"You bet I will!" the nurse said. Then she realized who was standing behind her and looked over her shoulder... into the gray eyes of the Police Commander.
"Oh. You're already here." she said. "Are you going to do your job and arrest them?"
"Nope." I said. "But I will arrest anyone who tries to stop them." I looked squarely at the Hinton brothers as I said "Well... let's just say that anyone who tries to stop them may need medical attention themselves, once I'm done... though you two are too cowardly to try." I really was hoping they'd try.
"You have no right to judge us." Chris Hinton said.
"I do." said Teresa Croyle, coming up to them. "I have every right to judge you. And you are cowards------"
"Who the fuck do you think you are to say that to us?" Jerry Hinton snarled.
I intervened. "Why, she's the most decorated Police Officer in Town & County Police Force history, having earned the Medal of Valor, Police Cross, and six, count them SIX! Purple Orders for being wounded in the line of duty. She's a badass, and she's my hero. By way of contrast... you were right, you're not heroes..." I shook my head sadly.
"And you're not going to be doctors here much longer, if I have anything to say about it." Teresa said menacingly.
"And she does." I said, right on cue.
"Now get out of my sight, you worthless cowards!" Teresa ordered, giving them the full 'Teresa Cunt' look, her eyes blazing with fury. The two doctors glared at her, then turned and went down the hallway. The hallway cleared quickly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa was staying with Tommy's parents in the waiting room, reassuring her that his medical expenses would be covered no matter what. Cindy also stayed there, and four TCPD Uniformed Officers were sent up to make sure nothing 'untoward' happened.
Meanwhile, I went down to the I.T. Room. Only Mary, Myron, and Cameron Wakefield were in the room, and they were busily working on the problem.
"I sent Marty Steen and his techs to take a break, then start disconnecting all the equipment from the ethernet." Mary said as she paused to report to me. "As to the virus, the information that Cameron's brother gave us on that jump drive------"
"Wait." I said. "How did you know that?"
"I told them, sir." said Cameron Wakefield. "I know he endangered himself by coming here at all, but if you trust these guys, I sure do."
"And I do." I said. "Still, let's not endanger him further by any discussion of him. So how's it going?"
Mary said "It's Cerberus and Charrington, sir, being used together in an insidious way to invade the systems, shut them down, then to prevent us from getting back at them."
Myron said "What Donovan gave us was pieces of the codes... he didn't have all of it, nor does any one person on earth, that we know of... but they give us a framework to attack the virus. Cameron here is taking the lead on it."
"It's a bitch, though." said Cameron. "Every time we try something, it just blocks us off. I try feinting in one place then moving to another, but it's like it knows in advance what I'm doing, and just blocks it off. And we've tried mounting multiple inroads, but it just blocks them all. It's totally in control."
Mary said "Sir, what is your vision for an endgame for this? Recover the files that we can? The Hospital will probably have to completely replace all of its systems and servers, and all of the equipment will have to have their electronics scrubbed or, more likely, replaced. And we're talking in the millions of dollars to do that. Probably more than $100 million, sir."
"You're not giving up, are you?" I asked, understanding what Mary was really saying. My eyes bored into hers.
"No sir, we'll never give up." Mary said. "But neither did the Greeks at Thermopylae------"
Just then, the door to the I.T. Room opened... and in walked Donovan Wakefield. He took off his mask and paper hat. His skin was darker than white but lighter than black or Hispanic. His eyes were dark, and his tightly curly hair was black. He was clean-shaven. The resemblance to Cameron was apparent, but there were distinct differences between them.
"You're endangering yourself." I said in warning.
"Yes, Commander, I am." said Donovan Wakefield, his dark eyes looking squarely into my gray peepers. "But I'll be in danger all my life, anyway. And the danger to me is nothing compared to what the Croyle Foundation money means to a lot of kids, now and in the future. Cameron is better than me at this, but maybe I can help."
I nodded. "Thank you. And one thing's for sure, Donovan. You are not a coward..."
Part 9 - Victory
"From far away in mountains deep
The night of blood in twilight sleep
The armies fight for king and queen
There will be no, no victory...
The swords collide with power and force
As mighty men show no remorse
It is the time, the snow is melting
It is the time of reckoning..."
------ Two Steps From Hell, 'Victory'.
"Okay." said Dr. Cordell as he and the others came into the operating room. "We've got a good life-signs monitor, and he's doing well, so far. Do we have units of whole blood of his blood type?"
"Yes Doctor." said the nurse Connie. "But we had to type him with the paper test, so we've got O-Negative blood to make sure it'll be okay.
"Good." said Dr. Cordell. "Do we have a cryo machine, to cool him down and slow his heart rate?"
"Yes, Doctor." said Dr. Fredricson. "But it's not synced up to the life-signs monitor, so we'll have to monitor his signs manually."
"We can do that." said Dr. Cordell. "Okay, Dr. Searles, are you ready?"
"As I'll ever be, Doctor." Dr. Searles replied.
"Okay then, I'll open him up." said Dr. Cordell. "Scalpel..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, this thing is just not playing." said Donovan Wakefield as the four cyber-gurus worked feverishly. "I'm not seeing any way to trick it into looking one way while we advance in another way."
"It's practically giving us hints of places to come at us," said Myron, "only to shut them ff when we try."
"Sounds like that game 'Stratagema' on Star Trek." I said. "When the Kolrami grandmaster was playing Mr. Data." (Author's note: 'Star Trek: The Next Generation', episode 'Peak Performance'.) I don't know what brought that thought into my head, but it had an effect.
"Wait, that may be it!" said Cameron Wakefield. "It's literally expecting us to try to make inroads... what if we don't?" He began typing furiously...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh wow." said Dr. Cordell. "There's not much left of this liver to extract. He wouldn't have made it three more days." As he and Dr. Searles made the necessary clampings and cuts to remove Tommy's diseased liver, Laura brought over the donated organ.
"Okay, it's out." said Dr. Searles. "No bleeding anywhere. What are his vitals?... Damn, it's hard to tell if he's too cold or not."
"His vitals are slow but steady." said Dr. Cordell. "Let's keep going..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hey, you did something!" Mary Milton said. "We've isolated part of the core. It tried to take it back over, but it can't."
"Keep blocking it." said Donovan Wakefield. "What did it let us have when it tried to retake that stack?"
"The memory... oh no you don't!" Cameron said as he typed some more. Then he said "This thing is doubly insidious... if it can't take something over, or take it back, it tries to just destroy it. But that... we can stop cold. Okay, we've got most of the core back..."
I could sense that they were making progress, even though I had no idea of what they were doing beyond typing. I was hearing the music of Two Steps From Hell's 'Victory' in my head, so I figured we must be winning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"There's bleeding, Doctor." Dr. Fredricson said as she took a clamp and attached it to a blood vessel, stanching the trickle of blood.
"Good catch." said Dr. Searles as he worked to attach the liver to the blood vessels it would need to function properly. His brow began sweating, and Connie the nurse wiped his forehead. "I'm not... I'm thinking something's not right. I'm missing something!"
"Take a breath, Doctor." said Dr. Cordell.
"I just..." said Dr. Searles. "I'm certified for this, but it's far more complicated than the heart surgeries I do. And I've got to get it perfect."
"Trust your experience, Doctor." said Cordell. "And trust your instincts. And you've got a great team here helping you where you need it."
"Doctor Fredricson, can you get that vessel clamped down?" Dr. Searles said. Laura took care of that, then Dr. Searles said "Ah! there it is. That tricky little blood vessel was trying to hide under there. Come to Papa... there we go..."
"Good work, Doctor." said Cordell. "Keep it up. We're almost there."
As they worked, Laura and Connie glanced at each other, knowing that they had just seen a sterling example of leadership... the leadership that made Leonard R. Cordell a United States Navy Admiral. And a damn good trauma doctor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh man, I'm losing it." said Cameron Wakefield. "It's taking that back... I've got to stop it, but I can't stop this. Whaa?"
He'd felt a hand on his shoulder. It was mine. I said "Just relax, Cameron. You've got this. Just take it one step at a time. Don't be distracted..."
"It's too fast for me!" Cameron said.
"I've got it blocked." said Mary. "Finish protecting the core."
"Yeah, but it's------"
"Finish that." I said. "Like the Navy SEALs are taught... do one task, only that task, before moving to the next. You've got a great team around you. Let them take care of that other stuff. Just finish that one task... there you go..."
"I've got that backdoor it's attempting." said Donovan. "Just keep on the core."
Cameron typed furiously then exhaled loudly and said "Okay, I got it. The core is protected. Now we can start taking back the file system..."
As he began isolating the next thing, Myron and Mary glanced at each other, knowing they had yet again seen an example of leadership... the leadership that had made Donald Troy the Town & County Police Commander...
...and the Iron Crowbar.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, that's it." said Dr. Searles as he removed the last clamp.
"Let's start warming him back up." said Dr. Cordell. "Slowly. Watch his vitals." They watched, almost forgetting to breathe. Tommy's heart rate started to speed up, as did his own breathing.
"Everything looks good, Doctor." Laura said. "No bleeding anywhere."
"And I haven't left anything inside him." Dr. Searles said, checking the items he'd used to make sure they were on the table, and not inside Tommy.
"I'll start closing him up." said Dr. Cordell, personally taking the role usually left to junior doctors...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:45pm, Tuesday, March 30th. I had left the I.T. Room and come up to the O.R. area, to check on the transplant surgery. The Sheriff and Chief Moynahan decided to come with me, maybe to stretch their legs.
Teresa met us in the hallway near the Nurses Station. "Tommy Hillman was taken into post-op, where old but usable equipment are monitoring his vitals." she said. "It looks like the transplant was successful, but we'll wait for the doctors to tell us."
Meanwhile, the three doctors and the nurses cleaned up, then walked towards the doors to the main hallway. "I appreciate the pep talk in there, Dr. Cordell." said Dr. Searles. "It really helped me keep going."
"You did an outstanding job, Dr. Searles." Cordell said. "And you too, Dr. Fredricson."
"Yes, we couldn't have done it without your help in there, Dr. Fredricson." said Dr. Searles. "You've got ice water in your veins. How do you do it?"
"Oh, I knew that both you and Dr. Cordell are great doctors." Laura said. "And being married to the Iron Crowbar rubs off on me, I guess." Dr. Cordell laughed out loud at that.
As they stepped into the main hallway, they found a gathering of nurses, doctors, orderlies, other staff, including the Hospital Administrator, and Police Officers. As Chief Deputy Sheriff Ross recorded on her iPhone, the crowd burst into a loud and sustained round of applause.
"Thank you, everyone." said Dr. Cordell after a moment. "But let's make sure Tommy recovers fully, eh?"
"Thanks to you, Doctors, he has a good chance." Teresa Croyle said. There was more applause.
Dr. Cordell and Dr. Searles went into the waiting room, where Tommy's parents were waiting with a Police Captain in a dark blue uniform... with a clerical collar instead of a tie. Father Alberto Romano had worn his uniform in case he was needed to help maintain order... and his clerical collar in case he was needed for more Spiritual things.
"He's in post-op." said Dr. Searles. "We'll keep monitoring him to make sure there's no infections and that he's not trying to reject the new liver. But I'm cautiously optimistic that the operation will be a success."
"Tommy still has a long road ahead of him." said Dr. Cordell. "But he's a strong kid."
Tommy's parents were sobbing. "Thank you, thank you." said Mrs. Hillman.
"And thank you for going in there." said Mr. Hillman. "I just hope it won't come back around to hurt you. BigBenefitInsurance is insidious."
Teresa had come in, and said "Forgive me for saying this Father Romano... but to HELL with BigBenefitInsurance!"
Outside in the hallway, the crowd was about to break up, but everyone stopped when they saw Mary Milton come out of the stairwell on the E.R. side. They had stopped because her face looked weirdly surrealistic as she stood before us.
"Well?" barked Sheriff Griswold. "What happened?" Mary could no longer hide the smile on her face as she raised her right fist in the air and yelled:
"K'PLAA!"
Everyone knew what that meant: success! The hallway crowd again burst into another sustained round of applause.
Sheriff Griswold was very un-Klingon-like in his response. He went forward to shake Mary's hand, then pulled her to him in a bear hug. "Outstanding! I knew you could do it!" he said, considerable emotion in his voice.
"I admit that I didn't think we could." Mary said. "Thank that guy for not letting us give up." She was pointing right at me...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Cameron and Donovan beat the shit out of this thing, sir." said Myron Milton after the Sheriff, Chief, and I went into the I.T. Room, with Mary Milton in tow. Donovan Wakefield had re-donned his cap and mask.
"It was all Cameron." Donovan said.
I quickly said "So is the virus destroyed?"
Cameron Wakefield said "Yes sir. Once we got the core back, the virus started revealing itself and its weaknesses trying to get the core back. We started sequencing antidote code------"
Mary interjected: "It's the code equivalent of sequencing DNA or RNA strains to combat viruses and other illnesses. Oh, sorry, Cameron."
"No, that's a good analogy." Cameron said. "And yes, once we were able to sequence the code blocks without being attacked, we started destroying the virus codes."
Myron said "And we have code on jump drives that we can use to disinfect all the equipment in the Hospital. Anything that is not physically damaged, that is. I'm going to call Marty Steen and his techs as well as our TCPD techs to get some overtime getting that done overnight... if you approve that overtime, sir."
"Consider it approoooved." said the Chief most very agreeably.
"Good job." I said. "But that overtime will not apply to Lieutenant Mary Milton, who is going home to get some sleep."
"Sir, I'm all keyed up." said Mary. "I can keep going..."
I held up my hand. "You will be sleeping for two, Lieutenant." I replied. "You can go home and rest, or I'll have my wife admit you into the Hospital for 24 hours bedrest, cuffed to the bed, if necessary... and eating Hospital food."
"I'm on my way!" Mary said. "Nite, guys! Great working with you!" She hugged Cameron and Donovan, then hugged her husband and high-fived me as she went to the door.
"Whoooo is this young man in the mask?" asked the Chief.
"A damn good friend to us, sir." I said. "And let's say no more for now. Donovan, I'll come get you in a second. There's someone I need you to meet." I was saying that as I was making a text...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went across the hall to the command post in the breakroom, followed by the Sheriff, Police Chief, and Chief Deputy Sheriff. The Deputy Police Chief were there.
"Have a seat, everyone, and I'll get you up to speed." Tanya said. I sat down, suddenly realizing that I was tired. It had been a long day, and I'd been full of nervous energy. Now, the adrenaline rush was starting to wear off.
Tanya said "Jack and Dwight went to the Federal Building for a videoconference with Homeland Security, probably over the nationwide alert that has gone out to all hospitals about this virus attack."
"I think University Hospital was specifically targeted." I replied. "But better safe than sorry."
Tanya continued: "The Press is acting weird... even for them. Bettina's been reporting that the transplant on Tommy Hillman is being done in violation of the law and without BigBenefitInsurance's approval. She was talking about the virus all morning, that we couldn't handle it, and that we needed to bring the Feds in. Then all that went away, and she started whining about the surgery and the insurance issues."
Tanya: "The Governor called, and I briefed her on the situation. But that was two hours ago. I should probably update her."
"Yes, do that." I said. "And Tanya... you did an outstanding job today, coordinating the Public Relations."
"Awww." Tanya said, happy to be complimented. "But it was Captain Thompson that did a great job beating down the Press------"
"Modesty is a human trait, Commander Muscone." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I will not excuse it. You did a wonderful job today..."
Part 10 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
As Donovan Wakefield and I got in the elevator and began ascending to the upper floors, I said "I really appreciate your help today. And as part payment, I'm going to introduce you to one of the very few Federal Agents that you can trust, and that can help you."
"Your wife?" Donovan asked. I nodded.
The elevator opened and we went down the hall to the section where the doctors's offices were. Laura maintained a small office at the Hospital, and she was inside when I knocked on the door.
"Hello, Donovan." Laura said as we went inside. "It's been a minute."
"Hello ma'am." Donovan said. "Yes, it has."
"Darling," Laura said to me, "is there something you need to do while I talk to Donovan here?"
I thought of something. "Why, yes. Yes there is." I said. I turned to Donovan and said "I probably won't see you again for a while, if ever. Thanks for everything." I extended my hand and Donovan shook it. I left the office, texting Teresa to meet me at my Police SUV...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I arrived at Police Headquarters. Instead of parking in my normal place, I drove around to the parade grounds and the gym door entrance. The door opened to reveal Lieutenant Micah Rudistan, who was escorting Amelia Sedgwick, her hands cuffed in front of her. He opened the right rear door and Amelia climbed into the backseat.
"Did you see U.S. Attorney John Jones?" I asked as we pulled out on Riverside Drive going north, both Teresa and I warily watching the traffic around us in all directions.
"Yes." Amelia said. "He gave me a plea deal that gives me probation and leaves me in State custody, provided that I answer questions and testify if necessary."
"Good." I said as I turned right on North Street, headed east to University Avenue, and south until we got to the Hospital, parking in the E.R. area. "We gotta avoid the God-cursed Press." I said.
We escorted Amelia into the Hospital and up to one of the wings on the south side, stopping in front of one of the rooms. I uncuffed Amelia's hands, then opened the door and let her inside.
"Bobby!" Amelia said as she walked up to her little brother's bed. "How are you doing?"
"Hi Amelia. I'm okay." said Bobby. "I got to fly on a helicopter today. How did you get me into the program? I thought they'd rejected me."
"That was a misunderstanding." said Teresa. "And I apologize for it. But we're here now, and we're going to help you get well." She was apologizing in the Japanese fashion, as well as giving Amelia some cover. That's my Iron Wolf, I thought to myself...
"Yeah." Amelia said as she caressed her brother's forehead. Then she said what had to be said: "Listen, Bobby, I'm going to have to be away for a while. You let the doctor's help you, and I'll visit you and call you when I can, okay?"
"Did you do something wrong to get me into the Hospital?" Bobby asked astutely.
I stepped in: "Yes, she colored outside the lines. But she did it to help you, because she loves you very much. And she did us a big favor, too. So we're going to help you, and help her too."
After giving them some time to talk, Teresa and I re-cuffed Amelia and took her back down to my Police SUV. I drove onto University Avenue and turned right, but at the next turn I whipped the vehicle around into the southbound lane. There were no vehicles following us.
I turned left onto a small street that went south of Fraternity Row. Near the end of the road, near the Mountain Finger upon which The Cabin was perched to the north, I pulled into what looked like an old Holiday Inn, which was surrounded by a high fence.
"This is the halfway house for prisoners that need treatment at the Hospital." I said. "It also can house prisoners with close family in the Hospital. You're going to be ankle-monitored and confined to your quarters. You also need to be very careful, as the Swamp Frogs might try to come after you. But maybe not. You'll be taken to see your brother every so often. And if anything happens, for good or bad, we'll let you know."
"Thank you." said Amelia. "And thank you for helping my brother. What happens to me... doesn't matter. As long as he gets help."
"Nonsense." I said. "You can still be a valuable member of Society, and all the other clichés. And your brother is going to need your support while he goes through his treatment."
TCSD Deputy Sheriffs came out and got Amelia and the paperwork Teresa handed them. They escorted her inside.
As we were driving back to Police Headquarters, Teresa said with a gleam in her eye: "There's still time to make it to the Council Meeting."
"I'll pretend I didn't hear you say that." I said with a grin. "And I've got a ton of paperwork to catch up on."
Teresa asked "What was the big favor you told Bobby that Amelia did for us?"
I said "If it had not been for her, Cerberus and Charrington would still be out there... and a massive threat to America and the World. But Cameron and Donovan Wakefield, and two of the most indispensable Police Officers on our Police Force, cracked it in just a few hours, and neutralized it completely."
I continued: "The importance of that cannot be overstated. The threat of Brendan Chapel and Matthew Willis having those programs was literally an existential threat to the Constitution. Now, Chapel will have to start over, from scratch. And we'll be fighting him every step of the way."
"That was something I thought of earlier today." said Teresa. "Brendan Chapel has tried to steal my inheritance twice now. We know he was behind the attempt to steal the Lost Greuze. And he was muscling in and taking his cuts from the City PD drug operation." (Author's note: 'Centuries'; 'Send In The Clowns'; 'Who Watches The Watchers'.)
Teresa: "Don, that guy is getting out of control. I don't know what we can do, if anything. But something's gotta be done, before he starts killing people."
"Oh, we're past the point of him starting to kill people." I said. "And yes, we need to do something about him. And I'm going to..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I arrived at the Mountain Nest at about 10:00pm. Laura and Stephanie Steele were talking in the greatroom while Carole and Marie and Jim were playing Uno with a deck of (you guessed it) Uno cards.
"Wow, Ed's not back from the Council meeting?" I asked as I came inside.
"No." said Stephanie. "He texted me and said they were unexpectedly going into Executive Session. So... I heard you had a busy day at the Hospital today."
As I sat down next to Laura on the far-side sofa, I said "Yes, but nothing compared to what this wonderful doctor did."
"I just helped two wonderful doctors perform a transplant with stone knives." Laura said.
"Modesty is a human trait, Mommy." Carole said as they played cards. "Grandpa Grizz will not excuse it."
Laura looked a little shocked at that. I tried hard to not laugh, and I lost. I began laughing, then laughed so hard that tears came to my eyes. Stephanie laughed, but not nearly as much. Carole had a little grin on her little face; she'd gotten one over on me.
We heard the doorbell ring, followed by Edward R. Steele coming in the front door. I got up and we shook hands. Marie had gotten up and run over to hug his legs.
"Rough one?" I asked.
"Yes." said Edward. "Let's talk in private for a minute."
We went to the 'Puter Room, and sat down in the chairs. Edward began: "It was ugly from the get-go. As soon as the session started, Kelly Carnes said 'I call Donald Troy to the podium, to answer our questions regarding the illegal contract he made with Commander Croyle'. J.P. Goldman and I immediately made points of order: me, because the contract was not illegal, and J.P., because Kelly Carnes cannot just call someone like a witness at a trial. The Mayor accepted our points of order."
Edward: "It immediately went to hell in a handbasket. Kelly Carnes started yelling, and I mean yelling, that it was the third week in a row that you had disregarded her orders to appear before the Council. J.P. stood up and just started yelling, and I mean yelling, that Carnes had no power nor right to order anyone to do anything. Carnes stood up and yelled that you are answerable to the Council, and that as a Council Member she had every right to order you to appear."
Edward: "It got to where they were just yelling and screaming personal insults at each other. The Mayor was tapping his gavel, trying to get order, and they both just ignored him. Ian McGhillie, who was sitting next to the Mayor, just said to him to let them have at it. Ian told me later that as the great Rush Limbaugh said: when the Enemy is in the process of destroying herself, don't stop her."
Edward: "Finally, Susan Weston stood up and made a motion to go into Executive Session, which was approved by unanimous consent. So we went upstairs, and it just got worse. Daniel Allgood had the Sergeant-At-Arms in there, so it didn't get physical, but it was verbally a free-for-all."
Edward: "Susan Weston finally got in a word, and she said that she agreed with Kelly Carnes that you should have appeared before the Council when you were asked to. J.P. yelled that Kelly Carnes didn't 'ask', but 'ordered' you to appear, and she does not have that authority nor right. He added that you're not appearing in order to make that point."
Edward: "I intervened with a point of information, and said you were dealing with the virus crisis at University Hospital. Carnes yelled that that didn't matter, that obeying her her order to appear was your top priority, above all else. She just would not come off that; apparently she truly believes she the right to force you to appear."
I said "No, she knows the truth. But she's trying to change that truth by creating a precedent: if she can force me now, she can force me at any time in the future. And that's the main reason I've refused to appear, the virus crisis notwithstanding."
Edward: "True. Anyway, Edgar Silas made a motion to refer you to the D.A. for criminal prosecution for not appearing. That was defeated 3-7, as Malinda Adams and Susan Weston both pointed out that you hadn't been subpoenaed, and that Kelly Carnes had no legal power to force you to appear. The looks Carnes and Silas gave them was pure hatred."
Edward: "So Sheila Sorrells made a motion to subpoena you to appear before the Council. It was defeated on a purely Party-line vote, 5-6. In casting the tiebreaking vote, Mayor Allgood said he would rather work with you to appear voluntarily than try to force a crisis that might end up in the Council being sued. He said he would talk to you and the Sheriff about it."
Edward: "And then J.P. Goldman made a motion to censure Kelly Carnes, for falsely claiming that she could compel you to appear. Dagmar Schoen's arm about popped off her shoulder, so hard and fast did she raise it to second the motion. And the motion passed, 6-5, again along strict Party lines. Daniel said as he cast the tiebreaking vote that he was doing so because Kelly Carnes was a total asshole that needed to be put in her place, which did not go over well with her nor the other Dems. But so be it."
"Good." I said. "That will help."
Edward: "Look Don, I know this is a bunch of political theater. But I've never seen anything like this. Susan Weston? She was a Police Officer, a cop!"
"A Police Captain, no less." I added.
Edward: "Yes! And Sheila Sorrells? I've known her a long time; she's always been a decent person. But now? She's supporting Carnes's off-the-charts radical behavior! And Malinda Adams has always been a feminist, what the great Rush Limbaugh would call a 'feminazi'. But otherwise she was reasonable about things. Now? It doesn't matter what the issue is, they're abandoning all reason and toeing the Party line, no matter how wrong, how radical, or how violent it becomes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Edward and Stephanie took Marie home, Laura and I had no trouble a'tall getting Carole and Jim to bed. I took the dogs out, standing outside the backdoor while they went to do their business. They knew that meant I did not want them to dawdle, and they came back pretty quickly.
Afterwards, I poured Laura a glass of wine and myself a dram of Old Pulteney single malt Scotch, and brought the drinks over and sat down beside her.
"You did do a wonderful job today, your modestly notwithstanding." I said.
"Thank you." Laura said. "And you did an incredible job yourself."
"This is not being modest." I replied. "I really didn't do all that much. Tanya and Captain Thompson handled the Press and the Governor very well, Lieutenant DeLong had the Uniformed Officers in the right places at the right times and covered things very well. Teresa handled the Hinton brothers beautifully, and she stayed with Tommy's parents while you were operating on him."
Laura replied: "Yes, but you kept the Pharmacy from crumbling into chaos, then pretty much went around being the glue that held everything together. And I am not fooled: you called Cameron Wakefield in, and got him to call his brother Donovan in, leading to defeating the worst virus in the history of ransomware."
"I did not have Cameron call in Donovan. That was Cameron acting on his own initiative." I said. "But speaking of Donovan, what are you doing for him? At least what you can tell me..."
Laura said "As you know, he and some others were part of the Charrington team that Dwayne Matheson was part of and then quit." (Author's note: 'Price No Object'.) "Donovan and a couple of others saw what was going on, and stole as much of the code as they could, then left BigCommo."
Laura: "They made contact with me, and I helped them get new identities, sort of an unofficial Witness Protection program. Donovan exposed himself today, and he understands that... and fully to his credit, he said 'the 'needs of the many outweighed the needs of the few, or the one'. I'm helping him hide again, and soon his group of programmers will be back together------ er, and that's pretty much it."
"Hmmm." I said, understanding why she'd cut herself off like she just did. "Sounds like someone is creating a New Guardians of Justice. Amirite?"
"Darling," Laura said with authority, "don't ask questions *I* don't want you to know the answer to..."
Part 11 - The Party Never Stops
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 31st, from the Anchor Desk in the KXTC studios. "Commander Troy snubs the Town & County Council for the third straight week!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Police Commander Donald Troy did not appear at last night's meeting of the Town & County Council, despite being ordered to appear and answer questions regarding a questionable and possibly illegal contract he made with Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle that would allow her to be on duty as an SBI Reservist while also being a TCPD Officer."
Bettina: "Eyewitnesses at the Council meeting told Channel Two News that acrimonious exchanges between Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, who ordered Commander Troy to appear, and right-wing extremist J.P. Goldman, resulted in the Council going into Executive Session. Sources tell Channel Two News that the closed-door meeting was just as bitterly acrimonious as the public meeting, and no substantial business was completed by the Council."
Bettina: "Inspector General James 'Curly' Goodwin has not issued a formal ruling on Mrs. Carnes complaint against Commander Troy, and sources tell Channel Two News that Mayor Daniel Allgood requested that the I.G. delay any ruling on the two complaints against Commander Troy until the Mayor can confer with Commander Troy and also with the County Sheriff."
Bettina: "And now let's go to trusted reporter Carl Lemay, for a report on the final day of the State Legislature's session for this year. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome black reporter in his expensive, well-fitting suit, reporting from the helipad on top of the State Capitol Office Building, with the gold-domed Capitol building glowing in the beginnings of the sunrise behind him. "It is the last day of this year's session, and while a new Budget and concurrent SBI bill were passed, very little else has been achieved, making this one of the least accomplished Legislative sessions of all time."



Lemay: "Several efforts to move the District Consolidation and Fair Representation Act, or DCFRA, through to the floor of both the State House and State Senate were stymied, as the bill could not get out of Committee. Democrats are blaming Republicans for the failure to move the bill across the finish line, but the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the Club For Growth, who had come out in strong support of the DCFRA, are blaming Democrats for adding too many non-related Amendments to the bill, including an amendment to raise the age to buy a gun to 21 years of age and to place a $1-per-round tax on all firearms ammunition."
Lemay: "And with today being the last day of the session, it is too late for any more bills to move out of Committee and onto the floor for vote. So when the gavel is struck and the session is adjourned sine die, that'll be it for another year, barring the convening of a Special Session. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said as she came back on screen. "That was trusted reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And in local news, Channel Two News has learned that both our State's U.S. Senators, Bill Nunn and Lorraine McGill, will be at the University for a luncheon today. For more on this, let's go to reporter Pat Stellum. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the portly 'Al-Capone-ish' reporter in his fedora hat and giving trenchcoats a bad name as he stood across the street from the University Clock Tower that was the 'gateway' to the School. "Channel Two News has learned that Senators Nunn and McGill, as well as Governor Sharon Marshall, will meet with lame duck University President Sidney P. Wellman and several University Trustees."
Stellum: "While no specific plans have been announced, sources tell Channel Two News that they will tour University Hospital, which is recovering from a ransomware attack yesterday, and they'll have lunch at the University President's mansion with the University's Board of Trustees and prominent Staff and Faculty. Neither the University, the Office of the University President, the Office of the Governor, nor spokespersons for either U.S. Senator would confirm that they will be discussing Wellman's replacement as University President."
Bettina: "Pat, what time are the Senators expected to arrive here?"
Stellum: "Bettina, the luncheon is scheduled for 1:00pm. No one would confirm exactly when the Senators would arrive, nor if they would go directly to University Hospital or to the President's Office building, for security reasons. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Pat." Bettina said. "And finally, in what is being termed as one of the most important national security briefings to Congress since the Cold War, this Friday Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel will testify before a joint meeting of the House and Senate Homeland Security Committees. DNI Chapel is expected to give a wide-ranging assessment of the greatest threats facing our Nation today and into the future..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Brendan Chapel himself is the greatest threat to our Nation today." snarled Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"No, the Mainstream Media is the greatest threat to the Constitution, Free Enterprise, and Individual Freedom." I replied. "But it'll be an interesting hearing, for those of us that like that stuff. What I'm wondering about is why Bettina is emphasizing it."
Tanya said "I'm wondering why Bettina was working so hard to get the information about the U.S. Senators's arrival times, and where they'll be. It's as if she's hinting for those who don't like our Republican U.S. Senators to do something ugly to them."
"The U.S. Senators and the Feds really kept that secret of their arrr-iii-vinnng today." said Chief Moynahan. "We never heard a word about it... did we?"
"No sir." I said. Teresa also shook her head.
"The Sheriff's Department got a notice yesterday afternoon." said Sheriff Griswold. "Security is being taken care of at the State level, since they'll be on University property. All we've been asked to do is have a contingent of Deputies on hand in case something goes sideways, and they have to evacuate the Senators and the Governor."
Cindy Ross said "We've heightened our alert posture, though, and will be monitoring for potential trouble."
Teresa said "I'll let the SWAT Team know to be on standby, just in case. They'll find a way to get some good training out of it, even if there are no other threats." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"And not one word about the cyberattack on the Hospital being defeated?" Cindy Ross said. "Well... until Pat Stellum mentioned it briefly, in passing."
"And I'll bet Bettina was absolutely furious that he said even that." I replied.
"But why?" Cindy asked. "KFXU sure as hell is going to talk about it, and then Priya is going to follow up with a heavy hit piece on David Becerra Palmer of BigBenefitInsurance. She interviewed Beverly from the flower shop about him cutting off her insurance, and her hardship and ultimately her daughter Sarah's death because of it."
I saw Teresa's look downward at her coffee cup as she remembered that painful day Sarah died in front of us. (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 01.) I quickly said "I have no idea why Bettina isn't saying anything about it."
"Okay," said Tanya, "the elephant in the room: the Council Meeting. And especially the Mayor asking the I.G. to hold off on doing the correct and obvious thing?"
"I've already talked to the Mayor about that." grumbled Griswold. "Let's just say that he and I don't see eye-to-eye on it."
I said "I don't agree with it, either, of course. But I understand what Daniel is trying to do. I talked to him several days ago about this, and he says if I just talk to the Council, in Executive Session if I want, then we'll cut Kelly Carnes off at the knees, since I'm on solid legal ground. And the Republicans will force through an ordinance confirming the contract."
I continued: "What I told him is that it is more important to force Kelly Carnes to admit she does not have the power to order me nor anyone else around. And she'll never admit it, so we need a strong I.G. rebuttal of her complaint to reinforce the notion that she is not all powerful. And Curly Goodwin wants to talk to me before doing the right thing and sandblasting Carnes over the issue..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:55am, Wednesday, March 31st. Mary Milton came to my office. "Sir," she said after I had her sit down, "the Hospital is 75% fully restored. They're admitting patients, re-scheduling surgeries, and the Pharmacy equipment is back to full operation."
"Good." I said. "You and Myron have done an amazing job. Get your formal uniforms ready; I foresee recognition for you on May 1st."
"Thank you, sir." said Mary. "I also wanted to tell you something that Cameron Wakefield found while he was dissecting the virus code. Guess what the eight-word passphrase was, that would've unlocked the files, but would not have completely eradicated the virus?"
I said "The last line of that video the bastard embedded?"
Mary's eyes were wide with shock. "Yes! 'May God damn you to Hell, Iron Crowbar!' was the passphrase, capitalizations and exclam included. How did you know?"
I said "It came to me over time. The bastard couldn't come in and put it in himself, so he would've triggered it through that video. So I ventured that guess, and now you're sitting there amazed."
Mary looked at me skeptically, and I just half-shrugged my shoulders. Then her eyes crinkled and she chuckled, and asked to be excused to her duties. I dismissed her, and she exited the office. And I knew she was realizing that I had indeed known what that passphrase was, from the minute I heard it on the video... but did not use it.
Yes.
Why? Because I knew Brandon Chapel would never fully release the systems from the virus. He wanted Teresa's Trust destroyed, and only by keeping that Sword of Damocles over our heads could he guarantee it wouldn't be reconstituted.
And I also knew the threat that Charrington was. The Mighty Miltons and the Wakefields would not and could not have worked so hard to defeat it if they knew I could unlock it with the passphrase. By not knowing, like the story of the man who solved a mathematical equation because he did not know it was deemed impossible to solve, they cracked it... and so removed one of the most insidious threats to the entire World.
I knew that if push came to shove, I could use the passphrase and unlock the files. But it would be terribly expensive to clean it up, probably more than the full amount of the money in Teresa's Trust. And we still wouldn't have that full solution.
Yes, it was a risk to let it play out. Tommy Hillman's life was on the line. But I knew that some very good and determined doctors were operating on him, and I trusted them to do their jobs, and successfully. And I trusted the Miltons and the Wakefields to do their jobs, and successfully.
Only one thing remained: neutralizing Brandon Chapel...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:02am. There was a knock on my door, followed by it opening and Teresa's head appearing. "They're here." she said. "Main Conference Room."
"Thanks." I said "And you're with me on this." I took my laptop with me, and Teresa and I went to the Main Conference Room. Inside, on the far side facing the door, were United States Senators Richard 'Bill' Nunn and Lorraine McGill. In the chair opposite Senator Nunn was Governor Sharon Marshall.
"Always good to see you, Governor." I said as I shook her hand. "Thank you for coming, Senator Nunn. And it's nice to see you again, Senator McGill. Everyone, this is Commander Teresa Croyle."
As Teresa shook their hands, Senator Nunn said "I don't believe I've met you. I still remember you rescuing that child from that warehouse that exploded. Truly amazing." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 01-02.)
"Thank you, Senator." Teresa said politely.
I sat at the end of the table, and Teresa plugged my laptop into the dock in the middle of the table, then sat down to the Governor's right. "I want to thank you for coming, Senators, and for sneaking in here to hear my presentation. What I'm about to show you is circumstantial, and I can't prove it in Court... yet. But I need to show you, and maybe you can do something about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Thursday, April 1st. All Fools Day. Inspector General James 'Curly' Goodwin gave a Press Conference at City Hall, flanked by Sheriff Griswold and Mayor Daniel Allgood.
Goodwin: "I have determined that the complaint by Councilwoman Kelly Carnes against Commander Donald Troy is without merit; indeed, it is specious and petty. First, Commander Troy's actions regarding the lawful contract with Commander Croyle were proper in every respect, and he did not need to consult with the Council beforehand. Therefore I find against Mrs. Carnes in her complaint."
Goodwin: "Second, I have found for the counter-complaint by Commander Troy. I agree with him that the complaint by Carnes was deliberately malicious, and with the intent to cause Commander Troy harm, both financially and in the court of public opinion. I strongly urge Commander Troy to sue Mrs. Carnes for her intentionally malicious actions."
"What about D.A. Walters's complaint?" yelled Amber Harris.
"I have not yet taken that up." said Goodwin. "I'll let you know when I do."
As Goodwin and the Mayor walked off the podium and down the hallway, Sheriff Griswold scanned the small crowd of mostly 'cub' reporters. Behind him, he saw District Attorney Miriam Walters standing there, staring at him with her beady black eyes. He stared back until Walters turned and walked away...
Part 12 - Security vs. Freedom
10:00am local time, Friday, April 2d. Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel entered the Committee room at the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C. wearing an expensive, well-fitting suit. His hair had been trimmed to a military 'high and tight', and his florid face sported a brush mustache. He looked like a man in control, and a man that had partied hard much of his life.
After being sworn in, the Chairman of the Joint Committee, a rabidly Leftist Democrat, said "We're very pleased to have Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel testify before this Joint Committee on threats to our Democracy and the American Government. DNI Chapel, please give your opening statement."
"Thank you, Mr. Chairman." said Brendan Chapel. "I appreciate you giving me a few minutes of your time to discuss some of the greatest threats to our Democracy in the present time as well as going forward into the future."
Chapel: "The greatest threat to our Democracy and our Government today is not from foreign nations nor foreign terrorists. The greatest threat comes from within. We face the insidious threat of domestic terrorists in the form of White Nationalists. White Nationalist subversives, such as the members of the Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club, represent an extreme and violent threat to our Democracy."
Chapel: "Even worse are domestic terrorists that threaten School Boards with threats and violence over the school curriculum. Not only are teachers more qualified than parents to determine what should be taught in the Nation's schools, it is the job of the teachers and schools staffs to say what should be taught. It is not the prerogative of parents to make demands of the school boards, and follow up those demands with threats of violence. I applaud the work of Attorney General Derrick B. Harland forming an FBI task force to investigate and severely punish those subversive parents, most of whom are white."
Chapel: "But even more dangerous than that. and far, far more dangerous to our Democracy than any Muslim ever has been, is a particular subset of the White Nationalists, the White Christian Nationalists. These dangerous domestic terrorists spout the Christian religion as their justification for violently attacking pro-Abortion peaceful protesters, and for bombing abortion clinics."
Chapel: "Furthermore, more and more of these Christian Nationalists are running for political office, promising to make laws based on Christianity, in violation of the cherished Separation of Church and State, and promising to overturn the settled and good law of the Roe v. Wade decision. These subversives must be monitored and investigated much more thoroughly, and I urge the Congress to give Derrick B. Harland the tools he needs to crush these Christian Nationalists, who cling to their false religion and their guns."
Chapel: "And that segues to the next threat to our Democracy and the American Government: guns. There is no reason for normal American Citizens to own a military weapon such as assault rifles, which are weapons of war, not of home defense. The Second Amendment is not absolute, and never was intended to allow non-military persons access to weapons of war."
Chapel: "Therefore, I advocate that the sale and possession of assault rifles be outlawed. I further believe that in order to protect our children from White Nationalist school shooters, all assault weapons should be confiscated, and anyone who has one should be required to turn their assault rifles in to the Federal Government. Only the military and Federal Agents should be permitted to have weapons of war such as assault rifles."
Chapel: "And only the military and Federal Agents need high capacity magazines. I recommend magazines that hold three cartridges, and no more, with exceptions for the military and Federal Agents... and only Federal Agents, not local or State law enforcement entities."
Chapel: "Furthermore, another danger to our Democracy is the nine millimeter caliber bullet. The 9mm caliber and higher are military grade calibers that citizens do not need. A.22 caliber bullet will put a hole in someone's lung. A 9mm caliber bullet will blow the lung out of their back. Therefore, I am recommending that Congress outlaw the.355 caliber, which is the 9mm caliber, and larger. That will include.357 Magnum,.38 Special,.40 S&W, 10mm,.41 Magnum,.44 Special and.44 Magnum,.45 ACP, and.50 caliber cartridges."
Chapel: "I urge Congress to pass a Federal law that will supersede all State laws, outlawing the 'stand your ground' and 'castle' laws, and instead require homeowners to evade home invaders rather than murder them with military-grade-caliber handguns. I urge laws be passed that if a 9mm caliber or higher is used, even in self-defense, and the home invader dies, the home owner will be charged with murder in the first degree."
Chapel: "These common sense laws are badly needed to stop the gun violence on our streets and in our schools, but more importantly to protect our Democracy from the threats posed by the greatest threat to our Government and our Federal Agents: the White Nationalist subversives, and particularly the dangerous subset, the Christian Nationalists."
Chapel: "Those are the immediate threats, which Congress can act to mitigate now. But there are also threats to our future in the damage to our earth caused by Climate Change, and the treasonous, subversive speech and actions by 'Climate Deniers'."
Chapel: "The science is settled; climate change is real, and there is no other side. This is confirmed by 97% of scientists agreeing that climate change is real and is our greatest global threat. And as the DNI, I consider Climate Deniers to be a fundamental threat to our Democracy."
Chapel: "Climate Change denial is not free speech; it is dangerous, subversive, and seditious rhetoric. It is much more dangerous than yelling 'FIRE!" in a crowded theater. Those who deny that Climate Change is real and that the science is settled should be arrested and imprisoned for seditious and treasonous hate speech. This is no longer a debatable issue. The future of our Democracy and our children are at stake, and we must take clear, decisive action to ensure Climate Justice and combat the horrific damage done by climate change to the earth."
"Thank you for that enlightening and thought-provoking speech on the dangers facing our Democracy today." said the Chairman. "Let's begin the questioning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did I just hear that correctly?" Teresa asked as she, Cindy, Tanya, the Chief, the Sheriff, and myself watched in the Chief's Conference Room. Not much work was getting done; the Detectives were glued to the monitors in the MCD room, and Officers all over the place were finding televisions to watch.
"You sure did." I said.
Sheriff Griswold lamented: "It's hard to believe America has come to the state where such a speech by any Government official, much less the Director of National Intelligence, is even possible."
Cindy said "In Canada, they... we... don't have a Second Amendment. A Leftist Prime Minister can order all 9mm handguns confiscated, just like that."
"What do you say to that, Don?" Teresa asked, trying to start something.
"I'd say 'Thank God for that goddamned piece of paper', which is what George W. Bush called the Constitution." I replied. "But we'll discuss that later. For now I say: Let's watch some TV." I nudged my head at the television monitor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Chair recognizes Congressman Gowron." said the Chairman some minutes later.



"Thank you, Mr. Chairman." said Rep. Travis Gowron (R - Florida). "Mr. Chapel, in your speech condemning one of the most popular defensive rounds in America, the nine millimeter, you said that a.22 bullet makes a hole in the lung while a 9mm blows out the lung. That sounds like you're more interested in the criminal not being hurt than you are the homeowner defending his or her children from the criminal. Is that right?"
Chapel: "My point, Congressman, is that the 9mm cartridge is a military cartridge, a cartridge of war. And as such it is way more than the civilian homeowner needs. And as such, production, sales, and even possession of 9mm rounds should be outlawed nationally, in every State."
Travis Gowron: "Mr. Chapel, the First Amendment to the Constitution protects not only Free Speech and a Free Press, it gives the People the Right to petition the Government for the redress of wrongs. People have that right to address School Boards about the curriculum their children are being taught, and the only example of any parent getting violent or even upset was a father who was angry that a transvestite boy went into the girls restroom and raped his daughter, and the School Board refused to acknowledge it, much less do anything about it."
Brendan Chapel: "People have the right of free speech, but not the right to yell 'Fire!' in a crowded theater. They may have the theoretical right to address the School Boards, but parents do not have the right to tell School Boards nor teachers what can be taught in the classrooms. That is for the School Boards, the Administrators, the teachers, and the Teacher's Union to decide. And I fully stand with Attorney General Derrick B. Harland in forming an FBI task force to crush these violent white nationalist parents."
"The gentleman's time has expired." said the Chairman. He recognized an older Democrat Senator.
That Senator said: "I fully agree with the correct and thoughtful comments and suggestions of the Director of National Intelligence. We simply must get these weapons and cartridges of war off our streets, to protect our children. And don't start spouting the Second Amendment to me. In the face of children being slaughtered by these weapons, I am sick and tired of hearing about Constitutional rights."
After he was done, the Chairman said: "The Representative from New York is recognized."
"Thank you, Mr. Chairman." said the youngish, smartly attired black representative from New York City, who carried himself and spoke very well. "I want to use my time to express my support of the DNI's enlightened attitude towards weapons of war. We are going to confiscate these weapons of war. If Republicans use the filibuster, we will abolish it. If the Supreme Court objects, we will expand it and pack it. We will do whatever it takes to remove these weapons of war from our streets and homes."
Because they were junior to others, Senators Nunn and McGill were at the end, and McGill was the last in order to speak. When called upon, Senator Nunn said: "Mr. Chapel, are there secret agreements between the Federal Government, specifically the NSA, and BigCommunicationsCorp and BigWirelessCorp, colloquially called 'BigCommo' and 'BigWireless', that allow those companies's systems to be used to spy on Citizens within the United States? Does such an agreement even exist?"
Chapel: "What does that have to do with anything I've discussed today? What does that have to do with the security of the United States Government against Christian Nationalist domestic terrorists, or the damage of Climate Change to the earth?"
Nunn: "I'll explain very clearly why it's a security threat. Mr. Chapel, all I've heard from you is about the threats to (air quotes) 'our Democracy', and to the Government. First, we are a Republic, not a Democracy, and it's Democrats that always use that 'our Democracy' line."
Nunn: "Second, I have not heard you mention any threats to our Constitution. Not once. And the threat of a secret program between the Intelligence Community, which you head as Director of National Intelligence, and BigCommo and BigWireless, to spy on our Citizens, is a tremendous threat to the Constitution. So I ask you again, Mr. Chapel: does such an agreement exist?"
Chapel: "Since the invention of the transistor by Bell Labs decades ago, there have been longstanding agreements between the Government and the various telephonic, telegraphic, and now wireless systems of communications that enable the Government, under warrants and now under FISA warrants, to monitor the communications of terrorists, foreign and domestic, and subversives."
Nunn: "So the answer is 'yes', such an agreement exists. So I ask you, Mr. Chapel, are there programs that enable the Government to break through any security measures or antivirus programs that would permit the Intelligence Community to obtain the information on a person's cellphone, listen in on their conversations, obtain and read their text messages, take videos that might be on the cellphone?"
Chapel: "Again, what does this have to do with the purpose of my coming to this hearing today?"
"The gentleman's time has expired." said the Chairman, rescuing Chapel. "The junior Senator from (our State) is recognized."
"Thank you, Mr. Chairman." said Lorraine McGill. "Mr. Chapel... what is Project Charrington?"
Chapel just about came out of his skin. He finally stammered "That's classified information, and I will not discuss it in this unclassified environment------"
"No, it's not a military classification." said Senator McGill. "I have these letters from the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff as well as a four-star Army General, in response to my inquiries, stating in writing that 'Charrington' is not a military classification, nor a classification in any Federal Agency."
"I don't agree." said Chapel. "I won't talk about it, as I believe it is a classified matter." He looked towards the Chairman, silently trying to get some help... which was not forthcoming. The Chairman hated the 'crony capitalist' companies like BigCommo almost as much as he secretly hated Brendan Chapel.
"Then I'll tell you and everyone what Charrington is, and why I know about it." Lorraine McGill said. "Earlier this year, a woman in my home County was murdered. Her name was Julie Davalos Matheson. Her husband, Dwayne Matheson, worked for BigCommunicationsCorp, a.k.a. BigCommo, and we have written documentation that he worked on a project called 'Charrington'."
McGill: "Dwayne Matheson had quit BigCommo at the behest of his wife after he was brutally overworked by the company in violation of myriad labor laws. Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy... who you know is the legendary Iron Crowbar... solved the case. Among other things, Commander Troy discovered that Julie Matheson was murdered in the hope that her husband Dwayne would be coerced to work for BigCommo again. Instead, upon discovery of his murdered wife's body, Dwayne committed suicide."
"Will the Senator yield?" asked a Democrat Senator, to rob McGill of her time.
"No, I will not yield! And don't ask again!" McGill yelled. "As I was saying, Commander Troy discovered that Dwayne Matheson was working on Project Charrington, which was a secret project to develop a code that could break through any antivirus or firewall. The Israelis were deathly afraid of it, and had protested to the United States about its development. But in a written letter obtained by my office, Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel told the Israelis, and I quote, 'you Jews can go to hell!', close quote." She held up a document as she spoke.
McGill: "Town & County Police Operations Officer Teresa Croyle is one of the most highly decorated Police Officers in the entire Nation. She earned the Medal of Valor for saving a four year old child that had been put in a warehouse full of explosives, being badly injured herself in the process. She also earned the Distinguished Police Cross, and no less than six Purple Orders, the local equivalent to the Purple Heart, for being wounded in the line of duty."
"That means she's stupid, not brave." snarled Brendan Chapel.
McGill: "It means that she's a tremendously brave and selfless person, as her subsequent actions have shown: nearly a year ago, she discovered for the first time that, through her late mother, she was one of the heiresses to the Belvedere-Bessemer cookie fortune, worth over one hundred million dollars to her. Commander Croyle promptly created a Charitable Trust, and donated the $100 million fortune to it, to be used by University Hospital for the treatment of children with rare diseases."
McGill: "Ms. Croyle learned of her inheritance because someone tried to steal it. And just days ago, University Hospital came under a ransomware cyber-attack. The ransom demand was for Ms. Croyle to liquidate her trust and put the money in an account in the Cayman Islands. The FBI, part of the Intelligence Community under DNI Chapel, has been culpably slow in investigating that offshore account. The video demanding the ransom shows the sick, demented perpetrator railing against Ms. Croyle's generosity. Roll tape!"
The ransom video was played before the entire Committee, then Lorraine McGill continued: "And it gets uglier: the crack team that defeated the virus and saved the Hospital, its sick children, and the Charitable Trust that will save many children's lives in the future, determined that the virus was at least in part the Charrington project code. In other words, Mr. Chapel, Project Charrington was used against a Hospital treating sick children in order to steal a very generous endowment."
McGill: "So I ask you once again, Mr. Chapel, what is Project Charrington? Were you familiar with it before today? And did you and BigCommo collaborate to create it? Did you create it to spy on American Citizens you wrongly call 'subversives' because their politics aren't in jackbooted lockstep with your own Totalitarian views?"
Brendan Chapel's face was beet red with furious anger. "As I said," he said slowly and clearly, "that project is classified. I will not speak of it here, and I will be referring your treasonous exposure of it to Attorney General Derrick B. Harland for prosecution."
"The Senator's time has expired." said the Chairman. "That concludes this hearing, and we thank DNI Chapel for attending------" He stopped when he saw Chapel get up and storm out the back door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in the Chief's Conference Room, Teresa and I glanced at each other with knowing looks. The Senators had taken my information from my case files, all good and public information, and used it to publicly all but accuse the dirty DNI of dirty deeds (done dirt cheap).
"They're still coming for your guns." Cindy said.
"I have just one thing to say to that." I replied. "μολὼν λαβέ."
Teresa barked a laugh, then said: "Molon labe, 'come and take them'." It was the long-known Greek phrase issued by Leonidas to Xerxes at Thermopylae after the Persians demanded the Greeks surrender their weapons.
And I knew that if we ever surrendered our guns, we'd end up like those brave Greeks at Thermopylae...
Part 13 - Black Velvet, If You Please
"Black velvet and that little boy's smile,
Black velvet with that slow southern style,
A new religion that'll bring her to your knees,
Black velvet, if you please..."
------ Alannah Myles, "Black Velvet"
10:00am, Saturday, April 3d. My Police iPhone rang, causing the redoubtable Bowser to bark at it with furious anger. As Carole and Tasha calmed him down, I took the call. "Troy." I answered.
"This is the Duty Desk, sir." said the Duty Desk Sergeant. "I apologize for disturbing your day, but there's been an incident, and you're needed here at Police Headquarters."
"I'll be right down." I said. After disconnecting, I gave Bowser some skritchins as I said to Laura and Paulina "I've got to go to Headquarters------"
*DING DONG!*
That was the doorbell. I went to the front door, looked through the little glass peephole and saw it was Teresa, then opened the door. "You got a call, too?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Teresa said.
She and I piled into my Police SUV and drove down to Headquarters. "They're in the Main Conference Room, sir." said the rookie Patrol Officer at the employee entrance desk.
"Who's in there?" I asked.
"The Chief, and a middle aged man in an expensive suit, sir." said the Rookie. "I don't know who he is, but I'd bet he's the CEO of some company."
"I'll take that bet, for $20." said Teresa, extending her hand. The Rookie shook it.
As we walked down the hallway, Teresa said "I just did that because he's obviously trying to get noticed by you."
"And you've lost twenty dollars." I replied. "I'll bet he's right."
We soon found out: we got to the Main Conference Room, whereupon I knocked on the door and opened it and went right on in. Inside were Chief Moynahan at his usual seat at the near end of the table. To his left, but leaving a space for me, was FBI SAC Jack Muscone, and to his left was SSA Julius Jefferson.
To the Chief's right was the distinguished looking man. "Commander," said the Chief, ''I believe you've met Jeff Woolsey, the CEO of BigBenefitInsurance."
And he's a Swamp Frog, I thought to myself. Woolsey did not get up, much less attempt to shake hands, so I didn't either. Teresa went and sat down to Woolsey's right, leaving a seat between them open. I sat in my 'normal' place to the Chief's left, and to Muscone's right.
"So, what happened?" I asked.
"I got a video in my email this morning." said Woolsey. "I contacted the FBI, and these Agents brought me here."
"The ree-sunnns will be apparent when you see the vid-e-oooo, Mr. Crowbarrr." the Chief drawled.
"Don't keep me in suspense, then." I said. "Let's see it." Muscone's laptop was plugged into the dock. He pressed a button, and a video began playing.
"Hello, Mr. Woolsey." said a very short man, who I instantly recognized: he was George Aurus! The room behind him was very dark as he said "And I'm sure Commander Troy will be seeing this soon, so my regards to you, Iron Crowbar."
Aurus said in his whispery voice, both hypnotic and menacing: "You see, Mr. Woolsey, I have... few friends. But the friends I have, that are loyal to me, I am very loyal to in return. I recently learned that one of my friends had a daughter, who died when your agent David Becerra Palmer cut off that little girl's mother's insurance."
The camera panned out and moved over a bit so that Aurus was in the left foreground. Behind him was David Becerra Palmer. Palmer's wrists were manacled with wire above his head, and he was hanging by them from a huge hook attached to a huge chain that must've been attached to a ceiling beam; it was too dark to tell much beyond Palmer's naked body in the videocamera light. He was gagged with what appeared to be a black bandana.
Electrode clips were attached to Palmer's testicles, and wires from the electrodes were running to a variac transformer device, with a knob on top to regulate the amount of electricity. We watched as Aurus turned the knob, and Palmer began screaming as electricity ran through his testicles. For several minutes Palmer screamed in agony as Aurus poured the juice into the insurance agent's Fruit.
"You can fast forward that, Mis-ter Mus-coooone." said the Chief.
Muscone fast-forwarded to the point where the camera moved left and focused again on Aurus, who said "You see, Mr. Woolsey, David Palmer has been making decisions for you and your company that have not taken into account the value of human life. So I am now going to make a decision that absolutely will take into account the value of his life."
I heard Palmer scream in the background. When the camera panned out again, Palmer was turned sideways, and I could see that two prods had been stabbed into Palmer's back, one between his shoulder blades, the other at the base of his spine on his lower back.
"Oh my God." I said. "That is exactly like what happened to Linda Farris, whose body we found in a dumpster at the Cub Club." (Author's note: 'Six Degrees', Ch. 05.) Woolsey turned to peer at me, then looked back at the video.
Aurus looked at the camera and said "I'm sure this will bring back memories for the great Iron Crowbar. As to you, Mr. Woolsey, take heed and be warned as you watch your agent pay for his cruelty to so many families and children."
And with that, Aurus violently twisted the knob on the transformer, and Palmer began screaming as he was literally being cooked alive. For several minutes the screaming went on, then it went silent as Palmer went limp.
"Farewell, Mr. Woolsey," said Aurus, "and I hope we never have the need to meet again. And tell Commander Troy that I am looking forward to seeing him again." With that, the camera faded to black.
"Find him!" Jeff Woolsey snarled, almost yelling. "You find that son of a bitch, Troy!"
I just turned and looked at him. Jack Muscone said "We're working on it, Mr. Woolsey."
"I don't want to hear your God damned excuses, Muscone!" Woolsey all but screamed. "I want results! So get off your fucking fat asses and get to work on it! You too, Troy!"
I just calmly looked at Teresa and said "Commander, I need you to send Officers to two places: the Jasmine Club, which used to be the Cub Club; and the King & Ebenezer meat processing plant, where we found Carroll and Blondie, then Wayne LaCroix and Jeff Fuqua." (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', Ch. 02; 'Frozen Mothballs', Ch. 02-03.) "And get warrants..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fifteen minutes later, the call came to my Police iPhone. It was 2nd Precinct Lieutenant DeLong. "Whaddya got?" I asked.
"Sir, I think y'all need to come down to King & Ebenezer..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jeff Woolsey rode shotgun in Chief Moynahan's SUV, while Teresa rode shotgun in mine, with Jack Muscone and Julius Jefferson in the backseat. "That Woolsey is a jerk." Muscone grumbled.
Teresa said: "It almost seems like he cares more about Palmer than all the children that died after Palmer cut off their families' insurance."
"Who is Aurus's friend that was done wrong?" asked Julius Jefferson.
I said "Considering the recent hard-hitting exposé of Palmer's cruelty by Priya Ajmani of KFXU, and considering Priya interviewed Flower Shop Beverly, whose daughter Sarah died in front of Teresa and me at University Hospital, I'd say it's little Sarah's baby-daddy."
"Even when you guess, you're probably right." said Muscone.
"Well, just remember this." I said. "Woolsey is a Swamp Frog, and one of the big ones. He's a pit viper, and his cruelty is right up there with David Palmer's."
We arrived at King & Ebenezer, and went inside the large empty building that was once a meat-packing plant. Tanya Perlman Muscone was already there, munching a popsicle and looking up at the body of David Becerra Palmer hanging above her from a huge hook and chain... wrapped in a blanket of black velvet.
"Aurus did it here." Tanya said. "Palmer lost control of his bowels, and the results, as well as a lot of dripped blood, are on the ground below him." I saw as well as smelled 'the results'.
"Okay, then." I said. "Get the CSI Team in here to process the scene. Teresa, put out an APB for George Aurus, for murder in the first degree. The Black Velvet Killer has taken another life."
"You find him, Troy!" yelled Jeff Woolsey, who had come with us. "You find that goddamned midget bastard, dead or alive! I want his ass, or it's your ass that's going to be strung up on a hook------"



He stopped when the rounded end of a red crowbar was pushed into his chest. "Watch your mouth, jerk," I said menacingly, "or any one of these Officers will hang you up there with that punk, just on account of your goddamned bad manners. You think you're a big shot, but you ain't shit to me. Ask Mitt Willis what I think of big shot CEOs like you."
Woolsey's eyes widened in both horror and anger at the mention of the revered Mitt Willis... revered by the Swamp Frogs, anyway. "Why you son of a------" he started.
"Ah ah ahhh." I said. "Be very careful, Woolsey... be verrry careful." And with that, I walked away and out of the building, Teresa beside me...
Part 14 - Epilogue: The Curbing of Totalitarian Power
Sunday, April 4th. Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel came into his spacious, luxurious office and sat down behind his large mahogany desk. He was furious with anger, and barely controlling it.
His gambit using Charrington to cripple University Hospital and steal the Teresa Croyle Foundation donation had failed, and now Charrington was exposed, defeated, and useless. And to his utter shock, his testimony before Congress was being pilloried not only by Fox Cable, but by the Mainstream Media networks, as well. He had expected full complicity, if not support, from them, but he was not getting it.
One of his staffers had followed him into the office. "I received a phone call from Attorney General Derrick B. Harland, sir." the staffer said. "He's not going to investigate nor file charges against Senator McGill. He said 'Charrington' is so off-books that it wasn't listed as a classification by the NSA nor the Military. He also has been told that it would be much better for everyone if public mention of 'Charrington' just goes away."
"Damn." swore Chapel angrily. "Well, we have to do something about that fucking bitch. She tore the lid off hell for us. And just how in the fuck did she get all that information?"
"From the Iron Crowbar!"
They turned to see that Dr. Robin Isley had come into the office. She said "Commander Troy got onto Charrington and Cerberus when Julie Matheson was murdered and Dwayne Matheson committed suicide in his home County. And I've gotten word that Troy called in some experts that knew enough about Matheson's code to be able to neutralize it and save the Hospital... and Croyle's inheritance."
Isley: "Commander Troy met with Senators McGill and Nunn earlier this week, and he laid out everything about the murder-suicide, the attempted theft of the Lost Greuze, and the Hospital ransom attack. And they used that information to attack you at the hearing yesterday."
Chapel said "I have given a name to my pain... and it is 'the Iron Crowbar'. He has become too much of a threat to me. We're going to have to take action against him------"
Robin Isley interrupted: "Brendan, I came in here to tell you that The Man wants to see you."
Chapel exhaled, then said "Okay, I'll call him in just a minute, when I finish talking with Ted, here------"
Robin Isley: "Brendan, you don't understand. The Man sent his car. It's waiting for you in the underground garage..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The armored limousine pulled up to the Country Club in northern Virginia, one of the most prestigious, and expensive, golf clubs in the world. Only Augusta National Golf Club in Augusta, Georgia was more prestigious.
Brendan Chapel was escorted through the club and onto the back porch. He saw the more elderly man at one of the golf range stations, hitting golf balls with his nine-iron. "Ah, there you are, Brendan." he said, then ambled over to a table. "It's too bad you don't play golf. Otherwise, we'd be out there hitting them long and straight."
"I never was good at doing that, sir." said Chapel. "At least not on the golf course."
The man guffawed, then said "Have a seat. Care for some lemonade? Coffee?"
"No thank you, sir." said Chapel as he allowed the man to sit down, then sat down himself. "How can I help you, sir?"
"That testimony you gave yesterday was wonderful." said the man. "It outlined everything we want to do, especially regarding confiscating guns and packing the Supreme Court if we need to. And, of course, our Climate Justice agenda. And it was very well received by all of the activist groups, and especially our big donors, the Corporate Elites."
"Thank you, sir." said Chapel.
"And then... it all fell apart." said the man. "Those Fox Cable bastards have filled their weekend shows with McGill's exposure of Charrington. The Conservatives are hopping mad, like a disturbed hornet's nest. And we're getting word that too many important Senators and Congresspersons are going to open hearings about Charrington... and your role in it."
Chapel: "So we just get our Media allies to suppress that, and chant our own narratives, especially about McGill's treason. And we go after the Christian Nationalists, have the Media really chant what a threat they are------"
"Brendan," the man said seriously, "you're not reading the room. I must admit that I'm amazed that no one but the 'bitter clingers' are whining about our plans to confiscate assault rifles and outlaw the nine millimeter round. But everyone is going nuts over the Charrington project. I talked to Matthew Willis yesterday. He's ended Charrington, and they're burning every scrap of paper they had on it. When they're done, it will be like Charrington never existed."
"Sir," said Chapel, "I must respectfully suggest that that would be a huge mistake. We are close, so close, to implementing our agenda, and Charrington is a key component of that."
"It's already been discussed, and decided." the man said. "And the reason I brought you here was to tell you that your resignation has been submitted and will be reluctantly accepted. You can decide if it's for the old 'to spend more time with family', or to take a fellowship with one of our big-donor think tanks and get paid well, but you're out as DNI."
Chapel was totally stunned. "Just like that?" he asked, his voice shaky.
"Just like that." said the man. "You know as well as anybody that our Game is a cold, cruel game. Right now, you're on the outs. However, if you just lay low for a while, then slowly begin rebuilding your career... maybe a stint in Congress, then Cabinet posts... you'll be back before you know it."
"How long with that take?" Chapel said.
"You're still young, Chapel." said the man. "You've got time. Play your cards right, play the Game right, enjoy the climb back up the mountain... and in twelve to fifteen years you'll be running for President. And by then you'll have the full power you crave to implement your agenda. That will be a glorious day, though I doubt I'll live to see it."
The man got up, and Chapel did likewise. The man said "You'll make the announcement tomorrow. And don't worry, Brendan... this is a setback, not the end of your career."
"Yes, Mr. Vice President..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Vengeance is Mine, and retribution. In due time their foot will slip; For the day of their calamity is near, And the impending things are hastening upon them."

------Deuteronomy 32:35, (New American Standard).
5:30am, Friday, April 9th. The streetlamps cast eerily glowing orbs of light in the fog that shrouded the Town as I drove along College Street towards Town & County Police Headquarters. The landscape in the darkest hour before dawn matched my mood that dark mysteries and sinister forces awaited me but retreated to the shadows as I drove steadily forward.
I parked in my spot and went into Police Headquarters, trading the soft, diffuse light of the outside night for the harsh fluorescent ceiling lights of the hallways and offices of the modern office building. I spoke briefly with the Duty Desk Officer at the Employee's Entrance, then went to the front lobby's Duty Desk. The duty logs confirmed the Desk Sergeant's report of two convenience store robberies and a three-car accident on the Bypass. Caused by a drunk driver, as usual... but he'd fled the scene, and had yet to be found.
After going to my office and starting a pot of coffee brewing, I went down the back hall and the passageway to the Intel Center. The RFID reader in my ID allowed me to put in the six digit code to enter the room.
It was dark inside, with the blinkenlights of the computers and electronic equipment the only illumination. When my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I saw the only occupant of the room sitting at a computer station, studying the monitor in front of him. It was Terry Halston, who was very good at mining information, and even better at driving Police drones.
Halston had been a decorated Army Ranger in Afghanistan. His PTSD had prevented him from getting other jobs, and was preventing him from being able to qualify with a gun and carry a service weapon. Still, I scooped him up and put him to work, and was grateful to have found him; he was a valuable member of our Intelligence Team.
Lucky. Lucky Iron Crowbar, I thought to myself.
Yes, that's me, Police Commander Donald Troy, the Iron Crowbar. I carry a caliber.40 S&W Beretta 96 Border Marshal service weapon, and a very famous red crowbar. The crowbar packs a wallop. The slugs from my firearm make even better arguments when I need to make them.
"Good morning, Ranger Halston." I said. "What time did you get in?"
"4:35am, sir." said Halston. On 'Ranger Time', he was. It was a rare weekday that I would come in early and not find him already at work.
"Anything new?" I asked.
"No sir." said Halston. "No sightings of George Aurus in the Tri-State area, nor anywhere at all in our State."
George Aurus was the Black Velvet Killer, whom I had captured years before. He'd recently sent a video showing him murdering an Insurance Agent that had cut off coverage of a desperate mother, which resulted in the death of her young daughter. (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', Ch. 02, for the most recent murder.)
Halton continued: "You'd think it would not be that hard to spot a 4'2" man that is increasingly wheelchair-bound. And he's on the FBI's Ten Most Wanted list. But... nothing. Anywhere."
I said "He's been a survivor on the streets for years. He's savvy and streetwise. But yeah, if he hasn't been seen at all, then he must be getting help somewhere. Someone is sheltering him, bringing him food. If he's even around here, of course."
After a moment, I said "Anything else to report?"
Halston said "No sir. I got camera footage of the two convenience store holdups. Three perps, plus one driving the getaway car. Black full-head masks, like ninja masks with just slits for the eyes. Black jackets, black pants, black gloves, no markings on any of them. Can't tell what ethnicity they are, either. Getaway car for the first one is a dark gray Toyota Camry, and the second is a lighter gray Toyota Corolla."
"Two different teams." I said, more to myself than Halston.
"Not sure, sir." Halston said. "There have been four other holdups in this County over the last three weeks. In those cases, the Camry and Corolla appear to be the same vehicles, but the car tags are different, and in all cases the tags are reported as stolen. And during those three weeks, Buford to our south and Lexington further south have had one and three holdups, respectively. Camry, Corolla, same cars, different tags every time. And the three robbers are the same height and general body type, so it may be the same guys just changing out cars."
"Hmm, interesting." I said. "Anything on that car crash on the Bypass?"
"Yes sir." said Halston. "The driver that caused the crash fled the scene, but we have his car tag and we've identified him and put out an APB. If we don't find him in time, then the alcohol blood test might be below the 0.08 threshold. But I got some good footage of the guy swerving between lanes before the crash, which should be enough to show he was DUI."
"Okay, good." I said. "Keep up the good work. Let me know if anything pops up, especially on Aurus."
I went back to my office and started going through emails and the duty logs, then stopped as I realized I was distracted. What Halston had said was resonating through my head... how could it be that Aurus had so completely disappeared? Where was he? Did he flee the State, and this region? That would be the logical thing to do. Or was he still in the area, drawn to something like a moth to a flame?...
Part 2 - Media Matters
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, April 9th. "TCPD Commander Donald Troy comes under heavy criticism for his failure to find and arrest George Aurus, the Black Velvet Killer!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "George Aurus remains at large after sending out a video of himself murdering BigBenefitInsurance junior executive David Becerra Palmer at the former King & Ebenezer meat packing plant west of Town last weekend. Mr. Palmer's body was found at the King & Ebenezer facility, showing signs of having been subjected to significant torture before expiring. Channel Two News has learned that David Palmer was also wrapped in black velvet when his body was found."
Bettina: "George Aurus earned notoriety in the State as the Black Velvet Killer, who tortured his victims and raped his female victims, then left their bodies wrapped in black velvet. Aurus was captured by Police Commander Donald Troy, but has escaped maximum security prisons twice."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that Aurus was also behind the attempted theft of the 'Lost Greuze' painting at the University Museum three weeks ago, and that he is still a threat to steal the Statue of Artemis, which was moved to the University Museum from the Pottsville Museum earlier this week, over the vociferous objections of the State House Majority Leader, Republican Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville."
Bettina: "Leader Hammonds has warned that the Statue of Artemis is in danger of being stolen, as the security at the University Museum is not as good as the security at the Pottsville Museum that safely housed the Statue of Artemis for years. He has called for the return of the Statue to Pottsville, quote, 'before George Aurus steals it from right under Don Troy's nose', close quote."
Bettina: "And BigBenefitInsurance CEO Jeff Woolsey, to whom the video of his employee's murder was sent, had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Woolsey surrounded by reporters and saying angrily into their microphones: "My disappointment with the response of the FBI and local law enforcement to the murder of my employee by George Aurus cannot be overstated. I simply don't understand the lackadaisical attitude of the Federal Agents that should be busting their asses on this case!"
Woolsey: "And I am especially disgusted with the performance of TCPD Commander Donald Troy. He's supposed to be some great Detective? Then why hasn't he solved this? And he goes around carrying that red crowbar like he's something special, but I don't see anything special about his lack of action while the Black Velvet Killer remains free, and a danger to the Public! Donald Troy is an incompetent fool! And his County Sheriff and Police Department are just as incompetent!"
Back to Bettina live: "Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC. Now let's go to trusted political reporter Carl Lemay for an important national story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome black reporter in his well-fitting, expensive suit, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the Federal Building across Courthouse Square as his backdrop. "Channel Two News and our colleagues of the State News Networks have learned that Dr. Susan Cameron Price has been tapped to replace Brendan Chapel as the Director of National Intelligence. Dr. Price is an experienced veteran of security and political jobs, having served with the National Security Agency as well as the US Department of Justice's Civil Rights Division."
Lemay: "Mr. Chapel unexpectedly resigned from his DNI position last weekend, and he gave no explanation for his sudden departure. Sources speaking on condition of anonymity, because they are not authorized to speak publicly about the matter, say that Mr. Chapel was becoming burned out by his years of service to the Nation and the extremely demanding pressures of the job. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thanks, Carl! That was political reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hmmph!" muttered Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar (me), Police Chief Sean Moynahan, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. "Burned out? Yeah, right. Well... burned out from all his schemes to steal my inheritance, or the Lost Greuze, maybe."
"At least he's not saying the ubiquitous (air quotes) 'to spend more time with family'." said the Chief.
"Does he even have any family?" asked Teresa.
"No." I said. "Well, he's not married and never has been, his parents are deceased, and he was an only child, from what I could find out about him. No children that I know of... though he's been prolific in distributing his sperm to many female staffers and female politicians in Washington, D.C."
"Says the man who has distributed plenty of his own sperm around." replied Cindy Ross witheringly. She was my first cousin, so the banter was not unusual. And I had fathered seven children, one of whom was adopted by Cindy before either of us realized the baby's true parentage.
"Good Lord, what did you put into this coffee this morning, Crowbar?" the Sheriff muttered.
"Not enough caffeine, fer sure, Sheriff." I replied. "Anyhoo, Chapel is gone; he's no longer the DNI. And I cannot overstate just how good that is for the country."
"Is this Susan Price going to be any better?" the Sheriff asked.
"I doubt it, Sheriff." I said. "I don't know a lot about her, but I do know that she's married to the Executive Vice President of one of the National News Networks. And that means she's working hand-in-glove with the greatest threat to our Constitution, the American Mainstream Media."
From Bettina and KXTC's lies and propaganda, to the State News Networks, and up to the national networks known by their letters: CNN, ABC, CBS, NBC, MSNBC, NYT, WaPo... the Mainstream Media is biased (in one direction), dishonest, and corrupt... and those adjectives are not redundant. They are a greater fundamental threat to America than the Red Chinese People's Liberation Army is to Taiwan.
Have I mentioned that I despise the Press?
"Not that it's my day to babysit her," said Teresa, "but where is Tanya today?" She was referring to Commander Tanya Perlman Muscone, the Deputy Chief, equivalent to me in rank but not quite with regard to our respective positions on the Town & County Police Force: I was the Operations Officer and second-in-command, and she was the Executive Officer, and third.
Chief Moynahan drawled "She's at the Fed-rullll Buillll-ding. They're have a big meeting about Aurus, and she's our liaison to the Feds, since she's married to the FBI Special Agent In Charge, and since yooooo, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr, do not need to be anywhere near the Fed-rullll Agentsss."
"Noooo doubt about that, Chief." I said agreeably. "Do you know what the big pow-wow is about?"
"Aurus, of course." said the Chief. "You saw Jeff Woolsey's remarks to the Press, which Bettina was more than eager to playyyy on her broadcast. That was nothing compared to the hell he's giving the FBI, from Deputy Director Lawrence Lance and EAD Owen Lange to Jack Mus-coannnnnn. And he's been yelling in the ears of U.S. Senator Nunn and our district's U.S. Congressman, Larry P. Vaughan."
"But not U.S. Senator Lorraine McGill?" Teresa asked, before I could say it.
"Noooo, not her." said Chief Moynahan. "I'm not sure whyyyyy, but everyone has suddenly become scared of our State's esss-teeeeemed junior Senator..."
Part 3 - Pushing and Shoving
9:15am, Friday, April 9th. I was sitting at my desk in my office, talking with Teresa, when I heard a familiar sound:
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone drove her wheelchair into my office and parked on the dime glued to the floor in front of my desk. Following her was her husband, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone.
"Get some coffee for you and your wife, if you want some, then have a seat." I said to Jack. He poured two cups and handed one to Tanya, then sat down in the 'hot chair' in front of my desk that was nearest the door. Teresa was in the 'far side' hot chair, near the wall, and Tanya was parked between them.
"So how did the meeting go?" I asked.
"Bad." said Jack Muscone. "Let me preface what happened by saying this: that Jeff Woolsey is a total asshole. He's pulling every string he's got, calling every State Legislator and U.S. Senator and Congress-critter that BigBenefitInsurance has bribed... er, given campaign contributions to. U.S. Senators Nunn and especially McGill have told him to pound sand, as has Governor Marshall. But politicians that have nothing to do with this State are pounding the FBI about the Aurus case on Woolsey's behalf."
Muscone: "EAD Owen Lange and Deputy Director Lawrence Lance patched in via videoconference. They said that our new boss, the new head of the Intelligence Community, Susan Price, is taking flak from Woolsey and his paid-for minions... well, she said Woolsey and a lot of politicians... and she needs a big win quickly. So she's pressuring them, and they in turn are pressuring us."
And then it hit me. "What time did that meeting start?" I asked.
"Nine o'clock our time." Jack said. Tanya was peering at me with a little sparkle in her eye.
"And you're here at 9:18." I said, observing the clock on the wall next to the television monitor. "Did the meeting end that quickly?"
"No sir." said Tanya. "Owen Lange asked me where you were, and said that he'd called Chief Moynahan and asked him to have you attend the meeting. I told him the Chief had sent me to the meeting as the liaison with the FBI. Lange said, and I quote, 'Why the hell did he do that, when I said we needed Troy here?', close quote."
"What?!" I said angrily. "He disrespected you like that?"
Muscone said "Yes, and right in front of me."
Tanya: "Yeah, it pissed me off, too. So I said 'Call Chief Moynahan and ask him. And it looks like I'm not needed here.' So I drove out of there, and here we are."
"And I walked out right behind her." said Muscone.
"Good." I said. "And you should tell Owen Lange to not get into a Boxing Ring with me again." (Author's note: 'Schools And The Second', Ch. 01.) "I am going to tear him a new ass and shove my crowbar all the way up it, for that insult to Tanya."
Tanya was Jack's wife, but she was one of my Angels, along with Cindy and Teresa. And an insult like that to any of my Angels would not be excused...
*CHIME!*
It was Jack's iPhone, and he read the text, then said "Oh, good. The meeting pretty much ended after we walked out on it, and 'New Team Lazarus' is on their way over here. I want you to meet them------"
We were stopped by a loud commotion. I heard someone yell "Stop! You can't go in there!" A second later, my lovely assistant Helena French almost burst through my door.
"Sir, the Chief's office!" she said, then got out of the way. I had reached under my desk and gotten my red crowbar from the hooks upon which it normally rested, and I was already up and moving by the time she got the words out.
I hurtled out of my office and anteroom into the hallway, seeing Detectives pouring out of MCD, and the SWAT Team coming down the back hallway. I turned left into the Chief's suite next door. The Chief's assistant Cassie was standing between her desk and the half-open Chief's door, looking totally shocked and flushed. And we all heard the yelling:
"YOU BETTER FIND GEORGE AURUS, GOD DAMN YOU!" I heard a voice yelling. "I AM TIRED OF YOUR LACK OF ACTION AND YOUR EXCUSES!" I practically ran inside, taking in the scene in a split-instant.
Chief Moynahan was standing behind his desk, his face flushed red with total fury. Facing him across the desk was a middle-aged man in an expensive suit. He was Jeff Woolsey, CEO of BigBenefitInsurance, and he was wagging his finger at the Chief as he yelled. Behind Woolsey were his two bodyguards, also wearing suits and ties... and their hand were on their holstered powerful handguns.
As I burst into the room, the bodyguards turned to the door. The one on the right was drawing his weapon as he turned to take me on. He was not fast enough; I was already swinging my crowbar like a baseball bat.
*CLANG!*
Crowbar met steel and fingers, and the gun fell to the ground as the bodyguard screamed in pain. I reversed my swing and went for his head with a backhand swing, getting a glancing blow. He had flung himself back in an attempt to avoid the blow, and he ended up falling to the ground.
The other guard had turned the other way, making his attempt to draw his weapon slower. I took advantage and smashed his hand, and his gun went to the floor. I jabbed the rounded end of my crowbar into his face, connecting with the side of his mouth and nose. He also went down.



Teresa Croyle and SWAT Team Leader Robert Kalsu had come in behind me. Teresa affixed handcuffs to the first bodyguard and Kalsu to the second. Then they collected the bodyguards's weapons, putting them in evidence bags and handing them to Detective Teddy Parker and SWAT Team member Taylor Hawley.
I yelled "Oh, you shit eaters think you're gonna come into my Police Headquarters and draw guns on me? Really? Hold him up." Teresa held the man upright by pulling on his arms behind him, knowing what was coming.
*THWACK!* *THWACK!*
I swung my crowbar at the man's chest, hitting him right in the sternum. I'd made sure not to swing full-force, as a blow that powerful might literally crush in his chest and explode his heart, killing him. But my second swing was full-force into his belly. Worse than a punch in the gut, the pain went across his whole abdomen.
As he doubled over, Teresa knew to let him go, and my overhand swing caught the man squarely on the back along the shoulders. He went to the ground, his head bouncing off the carpet.
"God damn bastard." I muttered as I jabbed my booted toe into his face. Then I turned to the other man. "And you should be fired. You moved like pond water."
*THWACK!*
The man gasped and almost retched as the crowbar connected with his gut. I quickly swung my crowbar straight up, catching him in the face again.
"Take these two through full booking." I said.
"On what charges, sir?" asked Teddy Parker, as he and Hawley came forward.
"Assaulting Police Officers, with deadly weapons." I replied.
"Hey, you!" shouted Jeff Woolsey, his face beet red with fury. "Those are my bodyguards! They are licensed to carry weapons as part of their duties, and they were trying to protect me from you!"
"And they've done a lousy job of it." I replied. To my Officers, I said "Go! Full booking! Full charges!" Parker and Hawley roughly escorted the hurting bodyguards out. Teresa and Kalsu stayed, as my and the Chief's bodyguards. I turned my full attention to Jeff Woolsey.
"You son of a bitch!" the BigBenefitInsurance CEO yelled. "Why aren't you out there searching for George Aurus------ UHK!"
In less time than it is taking you to read this, I'd handed Teresa my red crowbar, then drew my service weapon and worked the slide, chambering a round. Then I attacked Jeff Woolsey. My left hand caught him by his shirt collar and necktie, and I drove him to the wall to the left of the office, to the right of the desk, over the sofa. Woolsey collapsed onto the sofa as I drove his head and neck into the wall.
"You call my mama a name again and I'll gouge your eyes out!" I said hoarsely. Then I said more loudly: "You think you can come in here and disrespect my Police Chief in his office like that? Huh?" I pressed the business end of my Beretta 96 Brigadier service weapon into his left cheek.
"You damn right I did!" yelled Woolsey, with untoward bravado. "He ain't shit, and you ain't shit------UHK!"
I'd jammed my pistol into his mouth. "Mr. Rudistan," I said to my jovial Vice Lieutenant, who had just come in, "this guy thinks he's a big shot. Whaddya say to that?"
"It's hard to be an important man, sir, when he's got a gun shoved down his throat." Rudistan said with great joviality.
"That's exactly right." I said. "Mitt Willis thought he was an important man... but he couldn't outrun the bullets that tore through his body. He dropped dead, right next to me. What about you, Woolsey? Can you outrun a bullet?" Woolsey said nothing, but stared malignantly at me.
*WHAP!*
I swung my gun backhand and connected with the side of Woolsey's head with it, cutting his temple and drawing blood "I ASKED YOU A QUESTION, YOU GOD DAMN PIECE OF SHIT! CAN. YOU. OUTRUN. A. BULLET?"
He still didn't answer, so I cocked the hammer and pressed the business end of the gun into Woolsey's forehead. He was now one twitch of my finger on the near hair-trigger of having his head blown off by a powerful .40 S&W round.
"If you're not going to answer," I said menacingly, "then let's find out the hard way, with a demonstration." The anteroom was filled with Detectives and Officers, and Teresa, Kalsu, and the Chief were still in the office with us. And no one was moving in the silence. No one knew if I really would pull the trigger, or not.
"Why aren't you out there looking for that bastard midget Aurus?" Woolsey said hoarsely.
"Why are you so obsessed with that?" I growled.
"Because David Palmer was my employee." said Woolsey.
"Employee?" I barked. "You act more as if he was a member of your family. What, was David Palmer your illegitimate son?" The flicker in his eyes showed me that I just might be right.
I took the gun off Woolsey's forehead and de-cocked it by flicking the safety on. Then I pulled him off the sofa and slung him to the floor. "Get the fuck out of my Headquarters. And don't come back. The next time I see you, I'm going to shoot you." Woolsey attempted to get up.
*WHUMP!*
I had raised my foot and made solid boot-to-ass contact with Woolsey's posterior. He went sprawling, then as he tried to get up again, I kicked him in the ass again. "Men walk. You're not a man. You will crawl out of this office."
Woolsey was about to try to get up again, but as I moved forward, Rudistan and Kalsu stepped in. "We've got him, sir." Rudistan said. They grabbed his arms and half-dragged him out.
"What about my guards?" Woolsey yelled in the anteroom.
"You can pick them up in ten years." I yelled back. "When they've finished their prison sentences."
As Woolsey was forcibly escorted out of Headquarters, I turned and saw that the Chief had not moved an inch the entire time. "Well, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," he said, "I guess Mr. Wool-seeeee will not be making a further nuisance of himself with the T-C-P-Deeee."
"If he knows what's good for him, he won't." I replied, coming down off the adrenaline high of the personal combat I'd just engaged in with the Enemy. "But I have the feeling that that guy is so arrogant, he won't get the message." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Jack Muscone had watched the whole thing from the door to the Chief's office. When he caught my eye, he said "My new team is on the way here. You guys want to meet them?"
Part 4 - New Team Lazarus
10:00am, Friday, April 9th. Paperwork. The bane of a cop's existence. I had learned a long time ago to get paperwork done as quickly and completely as possible, and today was no exception.
I'd finished my paperwork on the Woolsey incident, giving my side of it, anyway, and begun the formal process to charge the bodyguards with felony crimes, when my landline phone buzzed. My assistant Helena said the Jack Muscone's FBI team was in the Main Conference Room.
When I came out of my office, Teresa was coming up the hallway, also having been called. We went to the Main Conference Room, where I knocked on the door then opened it and walked on in.
Chief Moynahan was in his normal seat at the near end of the table. FBI SAC Jack Muscone was at the far end of the table. To Muscone's right was Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, and to her right was TCPD Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels. Deputy Police Chief Tanya P. Muscone had parked her wheelchair to the Chief's right. To her left was FBI SSA Julius Jefferson. To his right in line were Special Agent Tracy Stone and two Special Agents that were new to the team.
Jack Muscone said "This is Special Agent Steven Gable." I shook hands with a handsome white man of medium height in his upper 20s to early 30s, with wavy black hair. I sensed competence in him... then again, I'd always sensed competence in Martin Nash, too, and that hadn't been right. But I digress...
"And this is Christy Cassidy." Muscone said. Christy was short like Tracy Stone was, but Christy was wearing patent leather black pumps with over four inch spike heels, shaping her curvy legs and fine ass to perfection. Christy's hair was raven black and her face was pretty, with warm eyes and full lips. She was wearing a clingy bright white dress with black panels along the sides, and the dress showed off her large breasts and saucy hips. This woman was 'porn star' quality, I thought to myself.
"Hello again, Commander." Christy said. She did not shake my hand but instead wrapped her arms around me in a very warm hug. With that invitation, I gave her a warm hug back.
"Hello again, yourself." I replied. After reluctantly ending the hug, I introduced the new Agents to Teresa, then Teresa and I went and sat on the far side of the table, me to the Chief's left, and Teresa to my left.
"You guys know each other?" Julius Jefferson asked as Teresa and I sat down, meaning me and Christy.
I looked at her and she nodded, so I said "Yes, I met her during the Bundy McGinty case. She was undercover at the 'Bangkok' bar. And she helped me greatly, at risk to herself." (Author's note: 'One Night In Bangkok', especially Ch. 04 for the sex.)
Tracy Stone astutely said "Ohhhh, so that's why you wore that hot dress today. You knew you'd be seeing the Iron Crowbar again." Tracy was wearing a nice blouse and jacket, but was wearing pants and more sensible shoes. The male Agents were wearing ubiquitous FBI suits and ties.
"Guilty as charged." Christy said, with a flirtatious look and smile my way.
Tanya's eyes were twinkling as she mischievously said "The Iron Crowbar. Irresistible chick magnet." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"I'm flattered." I said. "But why don't we talk shop, for now?"
"Yezzzz, let's dooooo." drawled the Chief. "Mr. Muscone?"
"Thanks, Chief." said Jack Muscone. "First of all, I wish I could do what I didn't see the Iron Crowbar do to Jeff Woolsey."
"Hear hear!" said a chorus of Agents, and my Angels.
"What the hell is up with that guy?" Julius Jefferson asked. "He's been giving us a lot of crap, too."
With a cattiness few others could put into their voices, Teresa said "Like Lieutenant Rudistan said... Woolsey thinks he's an important man."
Jack Muscone said "As the CEO of BigBenefitInsurance, the largest insurance firm in the world, with ties to WorldBankTrust and the big banks and insurance firms in London, he's one of the (air quotes) 'Big Boys', the Crony Capitalists that think they rule the world. I would imagine that the greater shock to him this morning was not that he had a gun in his mouth ready to be fired, but that someone had the cojones to actually do that to him."
Teresa said "The Iron Crowbar. Totally devoid of fear." A red crowbar was waved in her direction.
"Says the Iron Wolf, herself devoid of fear." I replied. The Federal Agents were between amused and stunned at our banter.
Then I said "I did notice that even at the point of his death if my finger so much as twitched, he still had the bravado to whine about Aurus. He's definitely obsessed with getting Aurus, and I'm wondering why."
"Our bosses are not saying why, either." said Tracy Stone. "And it wasn't for lack of asking on my part."
"Nor mine." said Jack Muscone.
"I don't think they know, either." said Julius Jefferson. "They just know the Brass in Washington is coming down on them like a ton of bricks. And as an aside, I called Karina White, and she says the SBI has not been contacted by the Feds nor any politicians, at least that she knows of."
Karina White was formerly in the FBI, and had put together the FBI team sitting in the conference room with us now. She had retired and taken a job with the State Bureau of Investigation's Office of Ethics and Review (SBI-OER), the 'Internal Affairs' department for the State.
Chief Moynahan said "Governor Marshall mayyyy have been calllled, but she would give anyone trying to pressure her the verbal equivalent of the crowbar beatdown that Mister Crowbarrrr just gave Woolsey. Ditto that for SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell." Britt was the head of the SBI-OER, and the de facto Inspector General for all things State Government.
I said "The SBI has little jurisdiction in this. We have jurisdiction because David Palmer's murder at the hands of George Aurus was done in this County. And the Feds are claiming the jurisdiction that Aurus escaped from Federal Supermax prison... for the second time... and they're trying to recapture him." (Author's note: 'Red Squad', Ch. 04.)
"Just how did Aurus escape from that Supermax again?" Cindy Ross asked. "I know the Feds classified the information about his escape. But do any of you have any idea of what really happened, there?"
For some strange reason, all eyes went to me. And I did not disappoint them. I said with alacrity "That's an Easy Button answer: the Feds let him escape!. Well, the Swamp Frogs within the Federal Government opened the door and let Aurus walk right on out."
Everyone except Teresa looked totally stunned at that revelation. "Why?" several people gasped simultaneously.
I replied "Because they wanted something from him, or they wanted him to lead them to something... something they could not get from him even with (air quotes) 'enhanced interrogation', which I suspect they've been applying to him for a good long time. But Aurus isn't the one to be broken by any of the (air quotes) 'vaunted' Bob Rovers BAU unit."
I continued: "Sooo, they either cut Aurus a deal, and said they'd let him out if he'd help them find what they wanted; orrrrr, they arranged for him to 'escape', and were keeping tabs on him. Either way, he was better than them, and he easily slipped out of their grasp and went into the wind. And they had to classify the escape so that no one would find out that they'd let him escape."
"So what is it that they wanted him to find for them?" Julius Jefferson asked.
Cindy Ross said "The first time he was broken out, it was to find someone the Swamp Frogs wanted to capture and kill, Leonard Lotz." (Author's note: 'Shipping And Handling', Ch. 01.) "Did they want Aurus to find Lotz? Or maybe someone else?"
"Or McGinty's Materials?" asked Steve Gable, referring to the blackmail papers involved with the aforementioned McGinty case.
I said "I don't have much data, so this is speculation. And as such, it should be taken with grains of rock salt. I don't think they care about Leonard Lotz anymore. And while it could be someone who fears whatever is in McGinty's Materials, it's been a while now since McGinty died, and nothing came of the threat his Materials may have been."
I continued: "So I suspect it's something else, but don't ask me what. Just remember that at the time of Aurus breaking out the second time, Brendan Chapel was the Director of National Intelligence, and he's been the DNI until very recently. We know that Chapel had, and has, an insatiable appetite for money, so I'm theorizing with very limited data that George Aurus was let out in the hopes that he would lead the Swamp Frogs to something immensely valuable... and we are talking in at least the tens of millions of dollars."
"Drug stash?" asked Jack Muscone. "Art? Cash? The Statue of Artemis?"
I shrugged my shoulders. "Brendan Chapel is no longer the DNI, thank God. But that means that the Swamp Frogs's desire to find Aurus is not about money, anymore. They want to find Aurus for one reason only: to kill him."
"So we need to find him before the Swamp Frogs dooooo." drawled the Chief.
"If he's still here in our County, Chief." I replied. "And there's really no reason for him to be hanging around here."
Jack Muscone said "Unless he wants to steal the Statue of Artemis from the University Museum, which just got possession of it from Pottsville. And the reason I bring that up... is because the Bob Rovers BAU Team believes that the Statue is Aurus's next theft target."
Teresa said, again cattily, "Even though they were dead wrong about Aurus trying to steal the Lost Greuze." (Author's note: 'Send In The Clowns'.)
Muscone: "They're still claiming that it was Aurus behind that, even though the Iron Crowbar caught the real perps, and has time and again clearly demonstrated how stupidly incompetent the Rovers BAU team really is."
Cindy said "Why can't we consult with a decent BAU Team, like the Aaron Russo BAU Team?" (Author's note: 'Cool For The Summer'.)
"Because they're not Swamp Frogs." I said. "They're not corrupt enough, like the Rovers BAU Team is."
Chief Moynahan astutely said: "It soundzzz like blaming Aurus is the Swamp Frogs's excuse to be in our Coun-teee."
Muscone said "Yes, that may be what it's about. And it segues into what we came here to tell you. The new Director of National Intelligence, Susan Price, has told the Director of the FBI to take orders from Dr. Robin Isley of the National Security Agency. And Isley put the Rovers BAU Team in charge of finding Aurus."
"Good luck to 'em." I said, perhaps just a bit sarcastically.
Muscone: "But that's not the worst of it. Isley has essentially put together her own FBI Team. Martin Nash of the OPR Division is attached to it sometimes, but the real threat actors on it are Lindsey Black, Karl Coleman, Nancy Harding, and Cabe Andrews."
I knew Nancy Harding (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', especially Ch. 05.), but I had not heard of Cabe Andrews. "Who is Cabe Andrews?" I asked.
"He's been an FBI Agent for eight years." said Jack Muscone. "He was part of the FBI's SWAT Team in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and also had assignments in Washington, D.C. and the sewer that is Wilmington, Delaware. He apparently got himself noticed by Robin Isley, and she added him to the team when she pulled Lindsey Black, Karl Coleman, and Nancy Harding out of the ATF."
"Wow." Teresa said unhappily. "So they have no less than eight Federal Agents on their combined team."
"That's not a team." I said. "That's a small army------"
*CHIME!*
The chime was Jack Muscone's iPhone. He said "It's EAD Owen Lange. He wants to talk to us via videoconference."
Chief Moynahan said "Call him up." Cindy got up and went around Claire, and Jack Muscone slid over into the seat Cindy had occupying, so that everyone could see the monitor on the wall above the seat at the far end.
As she moved, Cindy looked right at me and said "Give him a chance to speak, eh?" Typical Canadian, I thought to myself of my first cousin Cindy.
The video connection was quickly made, and EAD Owen Lange appeared on the monitor. He was not alone. The 'harassed' face and bald head of FBI Deputy Director Lawrence Lance also appeared, as they were sitting side-by-side.
"First of all," EAD Lange said, "I want to apologize to you, Commander Muscone, and also to your fellow Police Officers, for my behavior and inexcusable words this morning. And I don't blame you for walking out with her, Jack."
Maybe it was my glare at him that connoted that his apology was not accepted. Or maybe it was the well-known and well-feared 'Teresa Cunt' look that my Iron Wolf was exhibiting. Either way, he was on treacherous ground, and he knew it.
The Chief moved hastily to move things along. "Thank you for that, Mr. Lannnnng." he drawled. "You have some information for us?"
"Yes." said Lawrence Lance. "I've just learned that Robin Isley did an end-run around me, with the blessing of the FBI Director. They've sent not only the Bob Rovers BAU Team to your County, but Isley's little group. They're officially listed as FBI Agents, but are (air quotes) 'attached' to the National Security Agency. So I can't do anything about it."
Owen Lange said "Deputy Director Lance and I still have friends in the Intelligence Community. And we've learned that what they want to do is set a trap for Aurus, using the Statue of Artemis at the University Museum."



"Set a trap... how?" I asked.
"I don't know, Don." Owen Lange said, earning a dark look from me for his informality with me and my name. He continued anyway: "What I've heard is that they are giving the Security people at the University Museum the night off tonight, and Federal Agents will take their place. They may also put out false information that the Statue is not fully guarded, and the alarm system is not working properly."
"And they don't think Aurus will see right through that like saran wrap?" I asked, my voice dripping with skepticism, to put it mildly.
"It is the Rovers BAU Team we're talking about." said EAD Lange.
"And again," said Deputy Director Lance, "we don't know everything they know, much less the details of what they are planning."
"Sir," said Jack Muscone, "why do they believe Aurus wants the Statue of Artemis? They thought he wanted the Lost Greuze, and they were dead wrong about that."
"As the Iron Crowbar so brilliantly showed." added Tanya Muscone very pointedly. It was a shot at the EAD who had offended her, and everyone knew it.
"Good asskissing skills, as the Sheriff would say." Cindy said, waving her green crowbar in Tanya's general direction.
Owen Lange said "Look, we're just the messengers, here. I don't know what their information nor their reasoning is. But you now know everything we know."
I said, albeit a bit curtly, "Thank you for the information."
"Anything else, sir?" Jack Muscone asked, fully realizing that the tone of my voice suggested my desire to end the videoconference.
"No, that's it." said Deputy Director Lance. "Are there any other assets you need that we can provide?"
"No sir." I said. "We've got 'New Team Lazarus' now. We'll take it from here."
"Thank yooooo, gentlemen." said Chief Moynahan. The video call disconnected.
"About that nickname..." Tanya Muscone said. "Y'all need a new one. You haven't died and been resurrected twice yet."
"And I hope you won't be even one time." I said agreeably.
"Point taken." said Jack Muscone. "We'll have to come up with something good..."
Part 5 - Sex After Violence
11:15am, Friday, April 9th. Captain Claire Michaels accepted Jack Muscone and his new Team's invitation to have lunch at the Cop Bar. Cindy said she had to return to City Hall for a meeting with the Sheriff and the 'XOs' of the various Public Safety departments: Police, Fire, Public Health, and Emergency Medical Services. That included Tanya, as Deputy Chief of the TCPD.
Christy told her team to go on ahead, saying that she wanted to talk to me about a previous case. So I urged Teresa to go to lunch with Claire and the Feds. With a glance at Christy Cassidy followed by a 'knowing' look at me, Teresa acquiesced. A cockblocker, the Iron Wolf was not.
After everyone else had left for lunch or their meetings, Christy and I got into my SUV. "I am not hungry for food right now." she said. So I drove her up the road along the mountain finger to The Cabin. There was no one else there when we went inside.
"Oooh, nice place." Christy said as she looked around the open space of the front room and the greatroom. "How'd you score this?"
"Essentially an estate sale." I said. "Then the original house burned down, so I rebuilt it the way I wanted, and here we are." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 04 for the fire.)
"It's amazing." Christy said, looking around. I led her to the back deck and it's magnificent views of the Town and County in the valley below us. "I love this view."
"And I'm loving this view." I said as my eyes devoured the beautiful woman next to me.
"Got any wine to go with that cheese?" Christy said with a wicked smile, though her eyes were looking at me with hungry desire.
"Sure, let's go inside." I said. We went back inside and I poured us glasses of wine as Christy sat down on the sofa in the greatroom that was under the photos of my children.
We talked about what we had been doing since we'd met at the nightclub Bangkok and then fucked in my car all those months before. Christy had gone undercover on several more missions before Karina White had offered her the FBI job.
"Undercover work was okay, but after a while one needs a break." she said. Then she looked into my eyes and said "Right now, I'll trade undercover for under... covers."
I got the hint. I bent my head down and smashed my mouth to Christy's full, upturned lips. My tongue slid into her mouth, and her tongue slid over and under it in tight circles until our oral digits were hotly twined. Her arms slid up and around my neck as I wrapped my arms around her back and pulled her tightly to me.
After a long moment of making out, I said "Let's stand up." We stood up and I began taking the cushions off the sofa, revealing the hide-a-way bed underneath.
"Ooooo, very nice." Christy said as I pulled the bed out and unfurled the folded sheets that were stored on the folded mattress when the bed was put away. She helped me make the bed, and we met at the foot of it.
I reached around and unzipped Christy's dress, and unpeeled it from her hourglass-shaped body, letting my hands roam over her mouthwatering asscheeks. She was unbuttoning my shirt as I unclasped her bra and let her naturally large breast spring free. Her nipples were hard, and I could not resist lashing them with my tongue, making her moan.
"Leave those high heels on." I growled as Christy slid her damp panties down her shapely legs as she sat down on end of the bed. I love the sight of a beautiful woman wearing high heels and nothing else, and the sight of Christy had me iron hard with lusty desires... desires I intended to satiate by using her lovely body for my sexual pleasure.
I finished undressing, then stepped in front of her. She reached out and grabbed my throbbing, fully erect shaft and began stroking it as she looked up at me with lust in her eyes. "Wow, this thing is so hard!" she said with a smile. "Just like I remember it."
She leaned forward and licked the drop of clear pre-cum out of my piss-slit, then fastened her full lips to the shaft as I pushed my hips forward. I groaned in pleasure as my cock slid into Christy's mouth.
"Mmmmmm..." Christy moaned around my cock as I put my hand on the back of her head and began gently pumping my shaft in and out of her hungry mouth. She easily took six of my seven and a half inches, and occasionally lunged forward until hi lips and nose were pressed into my groin as she deep-throated my entire length.
"God, I love the taste of your iron-hard cock in my mouth." Christy said huskily as my dick slid out of her mouth with a *pop*. "I want you to come in my mouth, so I can swallow every drop of your cum." Her nasty words added to the intense pleasure of her mouth as she tongued and kissed her down my shaft to my tight balls. She said "Mmm, if I suck on your cock a little bit more, will you drain these big balls down my throat?"
"Yeah, as long as you swallow every drop of my come." I growled. I had taken a 'gray viagra', a preparation my wife had created some time ago, so I knew I'd be able to get it back up again relatively quickly. I slid my hand onto the back of her head again, sliding my fingers through her raven black hair. Christy began jacking my cock with her hand as she fiercely sucked on the head and half the shaft.
"Uhh..." I groaned. "Get ready, it's coming." I moaned in warning. Christy slid her mouth down the shaft as the first rope of my jism fired out of my cock, splattering against her throat. My next blast coated her tongue and cheeks. She gulped it down as she violently stroked my shaft, milking every drop of my essence out of me and greedily swallowing every drop.
"God damn! that was good!" I gasped. "You are one great cocksucker. Now get onto the bed and let me return the favor."
"Mmm, an offer I can't refuse." Christy said with a smile as she licked her lips. She crawled backwards on the bed until her head was near the sofa-headboard. I climbed on after her, and pushed her legs back until her knees were on her shoulders next to her gently jiggling breasts.
Christy's pubic bush was trimmed into a triangle that pointed at the treasure below it. She was already aroused, and her engorged pussy lips were distended. "Mmm, this is an eating pussy." I said, eager to get my tongue on the gorgeous woman's sweet snatch.
"Oh yeah, eat my cunt." Christy said nastily as I kissed the backs and insides of her thighs. With that permission and invitation, I eased my face over her cunt and licked my splayed tongue along the full length of her slit. I heard her moan as I hardened my tongue and licked deeper between the folds of her sopping wet womanhood.
"Ohhh, yessss..." Christy moaned as I felt her hand sliding through my hair as she pulled my head into her pussy. I began nibbling and sucking at her distended lips; they were over an inch long, and had been splayed like a flower. As I slid a finger into Christy's cunthole, her lips were gaping open like none I'd ever seen before. I worked my mouth over them, then slid my tongue up and lashed at her clitoris, making her gasp.
For long moments the only sounds in the room were Christy's moans and the slurps and smacks of me eating her pussy. Then I began sliding my tongue deeper and deeper into her hole until my lips were pressed against her mound. Christy groaned and I felt her shudder and her cuntwalls tighten as her juices flooded my tongue.
"Oh, that was so good!" Christy gasped as her orgasm subsided. "I need your cock, Don! I need your hard cock inside me! Get on top of me and ride me!"
"No problem, babe." I said as I gave her clit a final kiss. My prick was throbbing hard, as I'd been stroking it in my hand as I was eating Christy's pussy, and I was as eager to bury my cock in her cunt as she was.
I kissed my way up her abdomen to her heaving breasts, sucking her nipples hard and lashing them with my tongue. Then I kissed her mouth as I mounted her. Christy was much shorter than me, so my chin was at the level of her forehead and her face was at the level of my neck and upper chest as I lined our loins up and slid the length of my shaft along those large pussy lips, wetting down my hard male meat in preparation for deeply penetrating the depths of her sopping cunthole.
Christy grasped my throbbing cock in her hand and guided the swollen head into the folds of her cuntlips. I pushed forward, and inch by long thick inch my iron hard cock slid into Christy's cunt until our pelvises met.
"Oh, yeahhhh!" Christy said as I ground my hips against hers in tight circles, churning my cock in her cunt. She began moving her hips in concert with mine as I withdrew my length and plunged it back into her, balls-deep in ecstasy. I began fucking her in a steady rhythm, and she again expertly matched my strokes, pushing her cunt up to receive my cock with thrust.
The staccato slaps of flesh on flesh echoed through the room as I relentlessly fucked the beautiful, lusting woman beneath me. Christy was moaning and crying out, and I felt her hands exploring my sides, hips, and pistoning asscheeks as I drove into her again and again and again.
"UHHH!" I heard her cry out as I felt her cunt clamp down onto my cock like a velvet vise. It felt almost like she was trying to push my cock out of her cunt, so I buried my cock to the hilt into her spasming snatch and pressed into her hard as she shivered violently. After at least ten seconds, she finally worked through it and her pussy relaxed.
But I didn't stop. I just began fucking her harder, sliding less than half of my shaft out of her before slamming it balls-deep back into her again. It didn't take very long for me to feel my nut rising.
"Are you on the Pill?" I asked hoarsely.
"No." Christy said. "But don't you dare pull out!" She reinforced that by wrapping her legs around my torso and her arms around my chest, trapping me deep inside her. "Come inside me!" she screamed, and then her pussy clamped down on my cock again as she came hard.
I couldn't hold back. I buried my cock in Christy and cried out as I sent streams of semen deep inside her clasping cunt, hosing her warm, wet insides with my baby batter. I jabbed my cock into the back wall of her pussy as the spurts of potent, virile semen fired into her until I was totally spent.
I collapsed on top of Christy as we lay gasping in post-coital bliss. After catching our breaths, I held Christy in my arms and we talked quietly as we cuddled and kissed. Then Christy said she wanted to ride me. She kissed her way down my abdomen and sucked my cock back to hardness, then straddled me and impaled her spermy, wet pussy onto my 'little iron crowbar'.
"Oh God, it's as hard as when we started." Christy said approvingly. She then began riding me, working her pussy up and down my pole with practiced expertise. We fucked this way for long moments, with her orgasming several times, until she finally coaxed a third load out of my aching balls...
Part 6 - Missing Inaction
2:30pm, Friday, April 9th. After dropping Christy off at the Federal Building, I went on to Police Headquarters, feeling very free of tension after the previous few hours of intense sexual pleasure. And then both Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and Captain Claire Michaels followed me into my office.
"Whaddya got?" I asked as I gestured for them to sit down.
"Missing kid." Claire said as they seated themselves in the hot chairs. "Nate Koling and his wife Linda are fostering a boy named Jimmy. He's ten years old, hair color the same light red as yours, sir. Linda was driving north on University Avenue, in the left lane, and stopped for the light at Elm Street, which dead-ends there. Jimmy was in the shotgun seat, and he jumped out of the car and ran to the side of the road, but in a southerly direction, opposite of the way she was driving."
Claire: "Linda had to get to the right lane to pull over, and other cars were not helpful at all in letting her change lanes. By the time she got to the side of the road, Jimmy had disappeared completely. She called her husband Nate, who has a lawn care service. He told her to call 9-1-1, but by the time he got there she still had not called 9-1-1, so he did."
Teresa took over the narrative: "Senior Patrolman Louie Towson and Patrol Officer Patty Colquitt were on College Street, which runs parallel to Elm Street and just south of it. They got to where Linda's car was within one minute of the radio call. Other units also converged, and began to search the immediate area."
Teresa: "When Linda said Jimmy might've run onto the University Campus, which borders University Avenue, the Campus Police were notified. They're now searching all over the Campus, while our patrols are searching the west side of University Avenue and down the roads that come to it."
I said "College Street dead-ends at University Avenue right at the Clock Tower, which is considered the old main entrance to the School. South of it is the Old Campus, with the dorms and the old buildings like the Psychology Building, where my wife works. North of that intersection is where the bulk of the classroom buildings are... and the kid might be harder to spot."
I then said: "But what is important to me right now is this: why did Jimmy jump out of the car?"
Claire said "Linda said she didn't know why. He just released his seat belt, opened the door, and jumped out when she stopped for the light. She also says that Jimmy has disappeared before, but from their home, and was found in the neighborhood an hour later."
"No reason at all?" I asked, my voice connoting my skepticism.
"None that Linda gave us." Claire said. "The parents were asked to drive here to Headquarters, and they did. They were interviewed in Interrogation-A, then brought to the Pastor's Room. They're there now."
"Hmmm." I said. "Who interviewed them?"
"Joanne Warner, sir." Claire said. "We've got it on tape, so you can review it." Senior Detective Joanne Warner was a very beautiful blonde woman with a sweet Christian manner that would put distraught parents better at ease. She was a good Detective, but nowhere near the best interviewer/interrogator.
"So he's a foster child?" I asked. "Have you contacted DFACS yet?"
"Not yet, sir." Claire said. I got on the landline phone and called Lieutenant Mary Milton, who was the head of the Intelligence Center, and asked her to come to my office. She appeared within seconds, and I noted her hair was dyed pink today. Mary was a Goth Girl, and she dressed like one. But she was so good at her job that most of the time we overlooked her hair, makeup, and clothing choices.
"I need two things from Intel, Mary." I said after initial greetings. "I need you to contact DFACS and get them to send us their information on the Kolings and their foster son Jimmy. Also, find out who their case agent is, and see if you can talk to him or her."
I continued: "And second, I need all the video you can find of Jimmy jumping out of the car at the intersection of Elm and University. But I also want your people to go back down University Avenue and get any footage of Linda Koling's car you can find, especially the intersection of College and University, just south of the Elm Street intersection. I need to see what happened before Jimmy decided to jump out."
"Yes sir." Mary said.
"And I need you to expedite getting that footage." I said. "The kid is still missing, and we need to find him quickly."
"Yes sir." said Mary. "If you'll excuse me, I'll get right on it." I nodded.
After exited the office, Captain Michaels said "What are you looking for, sir?"
"The reason Jimmy jumped out of the car." I said. "Ten year old children don't normally do that. I'm skeptical of Linda saying he just spontaneously jumped out, especially into potentially dangerous traffic. I think there had to be a reason for it. I'll add that Linda did not call 9-1-1; her husband did after he arrived. That's a 'strangeness', too."
"Sir," said Teresa, who was the adoptive mother of three boys, "she may have thought she could find him quickly, and didn't want to involve the Police if she didn't have to."
"Vee shall zee." I said in my 'German' accent. I called Detective Warner's number and asked her to come into my office. She appeared nearly instantly.
"Okay, let's watch some TV." I said as Teresa moved to the sofa and Joanne sat down in the hot chair. I brought up the video of the interview, and put it on the television monitor where we all could watch it.
Joanne had asked Linda Koling why Jimmy might have jumped out of the car like he did. Linda said she didn't know why. To her credit, Joanne pressed, asking if Linda and Jimmy had been arguing, or if he was upset at something. Linda steadfastly maintained that he'd just spontaneously jumped out before she realized what was happening.
"Not a bad interview, Joanne." I said after we watched. "What was your evaluation of it, and of Mrs. Koling?"
Joanne said "She seemed nervous and upset, sir, and I attributed that to her son being missing. But she never would say why Jimmy jumped out of the car------"
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was Teresa's Police iPhone. She looked at it and said "God damn it."
"What?" I asked.
"It's my husband Todd." Teresa said, standing up. "It's his pager-alarm. Beverly's Flower Shop. Something's wrong."
"Go get your armor." I said as I rose from my desk, taking the red crowbar out from under it. "I'll drive you there. Claire, don't let Mrs. Koling leave, even if our search patrols find Jimmy. Keep her here so I can talk to her when we get back. And don't be too harsh about it, but expedite getting that street footage I need..."
Part 7 - Hard Agents and Hostages



Meanwhile...
2:40pm. Beverly's Flower Shop was in the Downtown District, south of Courthouse Square. Teresa's husband Todd Burke had bought it and hired Beverly to run it after Beverly lost her own flower shop as her young daughter Sarah became sick and then died. (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 01.)
*ding ding!* The little bell on the door rang, and Beverly looked up to see two women and two men come into the store. The men were wearing suits and ties, and shades, and the women were also professionally dressed in slacks and matching jackets, and blouses. For some reason, they instantly made Beverly nervous.
"Can I help you?" she asked.
"We're with the FBI." said Special Agent Lindsey Black, as she and Karl Coleman flashed their badges, but did not say their names. "We want to ask you a few questions."
"Okay." Beverly said uncertainly.
Lindsey Black brought up a photo on her iPhone and said "Do you know this man?"
Beverly looked at the photo, and said "No, I don't know him. I think his picture was on the news, but I don't know who he is." The photo was of George Aurus. Black and Coleman looked hard at Beverly, their mannerisms intimidating.
Then Lindsey flipped through a few photos, then showed Beverly one of them. "What about him?" she asked, her voice cold and harsh.
Beverly looked at the photo, then scowled. "He's my ex-husband."
Black said "Where is he now?"
"I have no idea." Beverly said. "He was abusive to me, so I left him. That was almost nine years ago, and I haven't seen him since."
"At all?" Lindsey Black said. "He's never visited you since?"
"No, and why would he?" Beverly said skeptically.
"Maybe to see his daughter?" Lindsey Black said, her voice nearly a snarl, hurling the words at Beverly as a trap.
Karl Coleman picked it up, making his voice sound as intimidating as his Teutonic looks as he said: "We know your ex-husband is an associate of the Black Velvet Killer, George Aurus. We know they were in the Wrangler Circus together. We know they're both here in this area now. So you're saying your ex-husband has not tried to visit his daughter, at all?"
Lindsey Black said: "Lying to the FBI is a Federal crime, and we can put you in prison for ten years if you don't start telling the truth."
Beverly now had her hackles up. She said angrily "I am telling you the truth. And my daughter has been dead for a year now, so he'd have no reason there to contact me. Now you need to leave."
"We'll leave when we're good and goddamn ready!" Lindsey Black snarled angrily. "We are Federal Agents, and we'll interrogate you until we get to the truth. And if you backtalk me again, you're going to prison for ten years. Ten! Years!"
Karl Coleman added: "And we'll have the IRS audit you to death, and maybe even seize your business here. You don't tell us what we want to know, and we'll bankrupt you! So... where is your ex-husband now?"
"I DON'T KNOW!" Beverly yelled. "Now get out of here! I'm calling the Police!"
She reached for the phone, and Lindsey Black sprang into action. She ran up to Beverly, twisted her wrist to force her to drop the phone, then slammed her to the ground and violently pulled her arms back. Nancy Harding came up and handcuffed Beverly, and they roughly pulled her to her feet.
*ding ding!* "What the hell is going on here?"
The voice was Todd Burke's. He and his attorney Rudolph 'Bulldog' Lewis were standing inside the door.
Todd Burke was tall and broad-shouldered like me, though his hair was raven black while mine was strawberry blonde. He was 'ladykiller' handsome. Despite being less than 30 years old, he was the CEO of BOW Enterprises, one of the hottest up-and-coming technology companies in the nation and even the world.
He was also my nephew, my older sister's son, and he was Teresa Croyle's (much younger) husband. And as he'd come in and seen Beverly being violently mistreated, he'd pressed what looked like a pager on his belt.
Federal Agents Coleman, Harding, and Andrews whipped out their powerful handguns and aimed them at Todd and Rudy. "FBI! Get your hands up!" Coleman yelled. When they did not move fast enough to suit him, he yelled "GET 'EM UP!"
Todd and Rudy slowly complied, then Rudy Lewis said "What the hell are you doing?"
"SHUT YOUR GODDAMNED MOUTH!" yelled Coleman. "Put your hands on your heads, and get on your knees!"
"We're not armed, we're not a threat------" Todd started, but stopped when Cabe Andrews came up and shoved the business end of his gun against the side of Todd's nose.
"I said get on your knees!" Kurt Coleman yelled as he came around behind Todd and kicked him in the back of his knees, forcing Todd down. He did the same to Rudy Lewis.
"One more time, what is going on here?" Todd demanded to know. "Why do you have my employee in handcuffs?"
Lindsey Black went up to Todd. "We're taking her into Federal custody. And we're going to interrogate her until she tells us what we want to know."
"Where's your warrant to arrest her?" Rudy Lewis yelled out.
Lindsey got in Rudy's face and said "We don't need a warrant, you fucking asshole! We are Federal Agents, and we will do whatever we please! And if you interfere, we'll put you in Federal prison, too!"
"Then do it." Todd Burke said fearlessly. Like nephew, like uncle, he was. "Because one way or another, you are going to pay for abusing us like this, especially Beverly. If I don't barbecue you myself... my uncle will."
Lindsey Black said "Like I said, I'm a Federal Agent. You think I'm scared of your uncle?"
"You should be." Todd said in an excellent imitation of Jedi Master Yoda. "You should be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Our two-vehicle convoy tore through the streets with blue lightbars blazing. The second vehicle contained heavily armed and armored members of the SWAT Team. As we drove, Teresa said "Todd has a small device that looks like a pager, but it's more. When he presses the button, it sends me a text with his GPS coordinates. I tried to call back, but his cellphone didn't answer. Any idea what this is about?"
"Unfortunately, yes." I said. "I suspect we're about to encounter Swamp Frogs doing Swamp Frog things."
The Flower Shop was on a street that had restaurants and other shops, with spaces in front that could be used for parking or outdoor dining. I did not pull into the flower shop parking lot, but the dress shop next to it, stopping with a screech of tires.
Robert Kalsu of the SWAT Team came up behind us. With him were SWAT Team members Daniel Patrick, Taylor Hawley, and Eric Donald. They were in full heavy armor with helmets, and carrying M-4 rifles.
"We've got Officers blocking the street in both directions." said Daniel Patrick as they exited their vehicle. "And the EMS has been alerted."
"Is it a hostage situation?" Kalsu asked.
I replied: "I see two cars with Federal Government plates in the parking lot. I suspect it's the Swamp Frog FBI Agents at work. But I don't know what's going on inside."
Teresa said "The shop has videocamera surveillance, but it's a simple wired system that's not connected to a phone or wifi, so we can't tap into it. Sir, with your permission, I'll sneak over and look into the window."
I said "Permission granted. Have your iPhone or Officer-cam on, and hold it up to the window." Teresa detached her Officer-cam, holding it in her hands, nodded to us, and went towards the flower shop, which was relatively narrow, with the door on the right and an eight foot window to the left of it.
I got my iPad out of my vehicle and brought up what Teresa's Officer-cam was showing. She came up to the left edge of the building, and held up the Officer-cam so that it looked over the curtain across the lower part of the window and into the shop.
Observing what was going on inside as Teresa panned the cam side-to-side, I said "Four Agents... good, they're not wearing armor. They've got Beverly handcuffed near the back counter, and Todd and his lawyer Rudy Lewis on their knees near the front door."
As Teresa made her way back, she said "The Frogs don't have armor, but they could use Todd and Beverly and Rudy as human shields. We're going to have to breach fast, really fast. But the problem is... there's a bell on the door, and they'll hear that when we open the door. The only other thing to do is smash the window and fire through it, but Beverly would be right in the line of fire."
"No, that's not an option." I said. "And you're right about the bell on the front door... hmmm, the bell..." A plan formed in my mind within a second, and I put it into effect.
"Okay, here's what we're going to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right," said Special Agent Lindsey Black, "let's get this bitch somewhere so we can interrogate the shit out of her until she tells us what we want to know."
"I don't know anything!" yelled Beverly.
*SLAP!*
"Shut up, bitch!" Lindsey Black said after slapping Beverly hard in the face.
"What do we do about these two?" asked Cabe Andrews, nudging his head towards Todd and Rudy. "Take them with us?"
"No." said Lindsey Black. "Karl, teach that arrogant son of a bitch what real Federal power is all about."
Karl Coleman reached down and produced a small .38 caliber revolver that was strapped to his ankle. He dropped it on the floor in front of Todd, then took out his service weapon and pointed it at Todd's head. "Pick it up, asshole... go ahead, pick it up."
"If you're going to murder me, you dirty son of a bitch, then do it in cold blood." Todd said calmly, exhibiting no fear. "I won't help you."
"Karl, what are you doing?" Nancy Harding asked, aghast at what she was seeing.
"Shut up, Harding." said Lindsey Black. "He's teaching that prick a permanent lesson on disrespecting Federal Agents."
"PICK IT UP!" Coleman yelled. Todd just stared at him, making no move. Coleman went behind Todd to push him over onto the gun, so he could say Todd was going for the gun when Coleman shot him in the back of the head------
*ding ding!*
Coleman whirled around, and all four Federal Agents raised their drawn weapons and aimed them at the front door... but no one was there.
Lindsey Black had a grip on Beverly's arm, intending to use her as a human shield. She felt Beverly move out of her grip, and whirled around to shoot her... and found that Beverly was now behind Your Iron Crowbar, and my own powerful handgun was right in Black's face!
I had gone around to the back alley. There was a key to the back door hidden in the brickwork of the building, put there by my nephew Todd. He had shown Teresa and me where it was. So I came through the back way, and texted Teresa to push the door with my red crowbar and make the bell ring...
"Drop it, bitch!" I growled at Lindsey Black. The other Federal Agents had whirled around to shoot me...
"BREACH! BREACH! BREACH!" yelled Robert Kalsu. The SWAT Team and Teresa poured through the front door and put the business ends of their M-4s into the faces of Harding and Andrews, and Kalsu had disarmed Coleman and slammed him to the ground in the blink of an eye as Teresa put her armored self in front of her husband.
*WHAM!*
Lindsey Black had raised her hands but had not dropped her weapon. I slammed her face-down onto the floor. "I TOLD YOU TO DROP YOUR WEAPON, YOU FUCKING BITCH!" I yelled. "NOW LET GO OF IT, OR I AM GOING TO SHOOT YOU! GIVE ME THE EXCUSE!"
Lindsey let go of her gun, and Hawley came over and kicked it away. Teresa came over and very roughly pulled Lindsey's arms behind her and affixed handcuffs to the all-powerful Federal Agent... all-powerful in her own mind, anyway.
"Hey!" Karl Coleman yelled. "We're Federal Agents!"
"Cry me a river, dirtbag." I growled as I stood back up, the red crowbar returned to me by Teresa as she effected the arrest of Lindsey Black. "I see four armed thugs holding three good citizens hostage."
"We're arresting a suspect!" Coleman said as he was pulled to his feet with his hands cuffed behind him.
"So show me your arrest warrant." I said.
"They don't have one." said Todd Burke. "And I want to file criminal charges against them."
"I want to file charges against them, too!" said Beverly, who was clearly shaken up but was holding on for the moment.
Rudy Lewis said "And the lawsuit I am going to file is going to set new records for the amounts we're going to get. Commander, will you preserve the videotapes?"
"Sure." I said. Other uniformed TCPD Officers had come in, and I said "Hawley, you and Johnson go secure the video recordings and take them to Headquarters under two-man control, as evidence. Have them put everything into evidence. Multiple copies, including burning a CD and a separate jump drive. Go out the back way and get that stuff to Headquarters as fast as you can. Go!" Hawley and Johnson moved out smartly to complete the mission.
"We want that video evidence!" Lindsey Black yelled. "We're going to subpoena it, and use it to put you under the jail, Troy! You've assaulted Federal Agents!"
*hawwwwk!* *Ptui!*
I went over and spit in Lindsey Black's face. "I don't give a shit who you are. Those worthless Federal badges do not give you the right to browbeat and threaten innocent citizens. And threaten to murder the owner of this business. Right now, I have no respect for the FBI, and I sure as hell have no respect for any of you------"
*ding ding!*
The door opened, and in came Jack Muscone's FBI team, wearing armor. Behind them were EAD Owen Lange and Sheriff Antonio Griswold, both wearing armor as well.
"All right, we'll take custody of them." EAD Lange said.
"What?!" gasped me, Teresa, and Todd at the same time. Then I said "These bastards assaulted an innocent woman, then were about to murder my nephew!"
"I'm taking them into Federal custody." said EAD Lange. "Let them go, and that is not a request, Commander."
"I officially protest that." said Todd Burke. "These Federal Agents abused their authority, and one of them was planting a gun and about to push me onto it so he could shoot me in the back of the head and murder me. I am going to sue the FBI, and I'm pressing criminal charges against these four! And I want them in TCPD custody."
"And I don't take orders from you, Lange." I said angrily, more than matching his stare at me.
"Crowbar, I need to speak with you for a second." said Sheriff Griswold. "You too, Commander Croyle."
He ushered us into the back room. "Look guys, I don't like this any more than you do. But we have to let Lange have them."
"Sheriff!" Teresa gasped. "That was my husband they just tried to murder!" She looked at me, and saw that I was glaring at the Sheriff like I never had before. But I didn't say anything... yet.
"I know, Teresa." said the Sheriff, his handlebar mustaches quivering. "And you know you're as much family to me as Crowbar and his family are. But I'm going to have to ask you to take a leap of faith, and to trust me on this one. Just let 'em go, for now. We'll get our revenge on them later."
I did not like it. I did not like it at all. But Sheriff Griswold was more of a father to me than my real father had been. And my children were like his grandchildren to him. And he was the only person in the world that could say that to me right now...
"If we had time, I'd demand you tell me why you're doing this." I said. "But we don't have the time. We've got a missing kid out there." To Teresa I said "Let's go."
We went back into the shop area, and the Sheriff said "All right, Lange. But this is the last time I'll ever help you. Guys, uncuff 'em. Let Lange have them."
"NO!" Todd yelled.
"We don't have a choice, Todd." said the Sheriff.
"Bullshit!" Todd yelled again, then looked at Teresa. Her angry eyes were downcast. He then saw that my beet red face was furious with anger, as well. It suddenly grew dead quiet in the room, and all eyes were on me.
"Kalsu," I said, "check these dirty Federal Agents thoroughly for weapons and ammunition. Clear their weapons, but put their magazines and ammo in a bag. We'll use it on the range for target practice. Give them back their guns, but make sure they have no magazines nor ammo. Get the witnesses's statements, and submit them into evidence."
That was done quickly, and I was handed a large, heavy plastic bag full of ammo and magazines. Owen Lange had the audacity to reach his hand out, wanting me to give him the bag.
"I haven't forgiven you for the insult to my Angel this morning." I hissed at him, thrusting the rounded end of my crowbar at his chest. "And this is strike two."
"Lange!" barked the Sheriff. "Get your people out of here! Before I change my mind and let the Iron Crowbar take them to County Jail!"
"All right, let's go." said Lange. "Muscone, you and your team take these four to the Federal Building. And if they try any stunts, shoot 'em." All of the Federal Agents filed out of the shop.
"This ain't over, Troy!" Lindsey Black yelled as she was escorted out by Tracy Stone.
"You damn right, it's ain't!" I yelled back. Then I said "Someone take Beverly to the Hospital, make sure she's okay. Everyone else, finish up here, and you can lock up when they're done, Todd. I'm going back to Headquarters."
"I'm with you, sir." Teresa said. "Kalsu, you're in charge." She said that knowing full well the Sheriff was still there. But neither he nor anyone said anything as we left the shop and went to my SUV.
As we drove back to Headquarters, Teresa said "You should've just shot her dead."
I replied "I wanted to, but I had to protect Beverly. And you hadn't breached yet, so Todd and Rudy were in danger. And the opportunity to kill Black passed me by once you guys breached and subdued those fucking thugs."
Teresa nodded, then said "Okay, the 800 pound gorilla in the room. Why did the Sheriff let Lange take those bastards? I know you had nothing to do with that; I've never seen you look at Sheriff Griswold the way that you did in there. So what's up?"
"I don't know." I truthfully said. "Well... I have a vague idea of what it might be, but let's put that into its 'compartment of the mind' for now. We've got a missing kid to find..."
Part 8 - Dog Days
3:40pm, Friday, April 9th. Teresa and I came into Police Headquarters. I took the ammo and magazines to the Armory in the basement, where the Armorer dispersed the ammo into the storage bins with our Police ammo, and the magazines with our stock of them.
Once I got back upstairs, Captain Claire Michaels came out of her office and corralled me. I had her come to my office with me and sit down in the far side 'hot chair' while I took off my armor and sat down behind my desk. Claire asked me to call Intel Lieutenant Mary Milton into the office. A moment later, Mary was in the near-side 'hot chair'.
"First, sir," said Mary, "we've copied the video from Beverly's Flower Shop into our evidence servers, made extra copies, and I sent extra copies to Commander Croyle and to Todd Burke and his lawyer Rudy Lewis."
"Good." I said. "So what's the status on the missing kid Jimmy?"
Claire said "That's what we're here to talk to you about, sir. Jimmy hasn't been found yet, despite a large Police presence on Campus as well as up and down University Avenue's west side. But Mary did find something that you need to see."
Mary said "Before I show you, sir, let me give you the background information we've obtained. You may remember Janelle, who was once one of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's acolytes at 'The Vision'?"
Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart was the founder and great leader of 'The Vision', a self-help empire that ran seminars all over the world. His Empowerment Camp, Enlightenment Camp, and Leadership Camp were world-renowned. His World Headquarters was in Coltrane County, which bordered my County to the south, and he had brought in many young people who were hopelessly hooked on drugs or abused, and helped them turn their lives around.



Dr. Eckhart was also my father's brother, and it had been a wonderful day when I revealed to Cindy Ross that he was her biological father, which made Cindy and I first cousins, blood kin. (Author's note: 'Reichenbach', Ch. 05.)
Janelle was black, and had come from a very broken home in the Projects in the City. She'd come to 'The Vision' hooked on drugs, under-educated, and with no hope to reach her 18th birthday. Thanks to Dr. Eckhart's programs, she'd gotten clean, and she'd gone on to college. She worked for the State's Department of Family and Children's Services now.
Mary said "Janelle told me that the Kolings had been approved to foster nine months ago, and Jimmy was placed in their home four months ago. She said Nate Koling had checked all the boxes, but Linda Koling had had two juvie arrests, though no adult arrests, and she was approved to foster mostly because of Nate, and also because there's too few foster parents for too many desperate kids."
Claire said "Janelle is at 'The Vision' compound, and is on call to help with Jimmy when we find him. She says he won't be going back to the Kolings."
I said "Is that what you want to show me?"
"Yes sir." Mary said as she plugged her laptop into the dock that allowed her to put video on the television monitor. She said "Jimmy jumped out of the car at the intersection of Elm and University. And here's what happened at the intersection of College and University." She started the tape, and I watched.
"That fucking bitch!" I said angrily as Mary ended the video. "You got that in evidence?"
"Yes sir." Mary said.
Claire said "The Kolings are still in the Pastor's Room, sir."
"Okay, here's what we're going to do." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Five minutes later, with Sr. Detective Joanne Warner in tow, I went to the Pastor's Room, which was just behind the anteroom of Interrogation Rooms A-C. Father Alberto Romano, our Catholic Chaplain, was in the room with the Kolings.
Nate Koling was 6'5", an inch taller than me, and fairly athletic looking, with darker red hair than me and a trim beard. His wife Linda Koling was shorter, and not particularly pretty, with dirty blonde hair that looked a bit unkempt, and telltale signs that told observant Detectives that she was a heavy smoker.
Upon seeing us, Nate said "Any news?"
"We have new information." I said. "Mr. and Mrs. Koling, I'm Commander Donald Troy, and you already know Detective Warner. I'm going to have to ask you to come into the Interrogation Rooms so that I can ask you some clarifying questions on camera. Mr. Koling, if you'll come with me first, please? Detective Warner, escort Mrs. Koling to I-A."
Koling followed me into the anteroom and into Interrogation-B. Officer Goodwright was the Uniformed Officer in the room, per TCPD requirements.
I had Nate sit at the table, then sat down myself and said "For your protection and ours, I'm going to read you your rights." I did so from the card. "Do you understand the rights?" I asked.
"Uh, yeah, but why are you reading me my rights?" asked Nate. "Do I need a lawyer?"
"It's your right to have one." I said. "I just want to ask you a few questions, and Mirandizing you is a procedural thing. First of all, you've had Jimmy in your home for four months. How has that been working out?"
"Good." said Nate. "Jimmy's a decent kid, though he was in the Orphanage before he came to us, and he learned some things that most kids don't have to learn. I've tried to do things with him, like go to ball games and stuff, but with the Spring season starting up, my business is getting very heavy, and I haven't been able to spend the time with him that I'd like."
I said "How does Jimmy and your wife Linda get along?"
Nate said "Pretty well, I guess." He then stopped, hesitating.
I peered at him. "Bu-ut..." I said.
Nate said "Don't get the wrong idea. Neither of us has hit the kid nor hurt him. I've sent him to his room a few times when he acts up, but he seems to have learned from that. Linda is much less strict with them than I am, but sometimes she'll get mad at him for something and really light into him... but verbally, never physically."
"I get that." I said. "How does she punish him, if she does?"
Nate said "Usually she'll take away a privilege, like watching TV or playing games on his Playstation. I've done that too, but only once."
"I understand Jimmy ran away from home once before?"
Nate said "I wouldn't characterize it that way. There's a creek... more like a canal or drainage ditch, as it's perfectly straight... that runs along the property line behind the houses in our neighborhood, with other houses on the other side. Apparently Jimmy went exploring down the creek, and we didn't find him for several hours."
I said "One more thing: today, your wife called you when Jimmy jumped out of the car... but she didn't call 9-1-1. Why not?"
Nate said "She told me when I got there that she hoped she'd have found Jimmy by the time I got there. Since she hadn't, I called 9-1-1 immediately."
I nodded, then said "Did she tell you why Jimmy jumped out of the car?"
Nate said "No, she didn't. When I asked her, she said he just suddenly took off his seat belt, opened the door, and jumped out and ran before she could stop him. She never said what the reason might have been. Was there one?"
"Oh yes, there was one." I replied darkly. I asked Nate two more questions. He looked totally shocked, then realized what was going on.
I said "Okay, stay here a minute. If you need to use the restroom, Officer Goodwright will escort you." I got up and left the Interrogation room.
In the anteroom, I said "Okay, Joanne, you're with me, but let me lead this. Claire, is the video queued up?"
"Yes sir." said Claire.
Joanne and I went into Interrogation-A, where Linda Koling was seated at the table, and Officer Colquitt the Uniformed Presence. We sat down opposite Linda, and I said "I'm going to read you your rights from the card." I did so, then asked if Linda understood the rights.
Instead, she said "Why are you reading me my rights?"
"Just to keep things procedurally correct." I said as I held up the card to the camera, to show the suspect had been mirandized. "Mrs. Koling, why did Jimmy jump out of the car?"
"I have no idea." Mrs. Koling said.
"I think you do." I replied, my eyes boring into her. "Detective, what are my four favorite words?"
"Uh, 'you are under arrest'." Joanne said.
"Yezzz, and I'll be saying those words in a moment." I replied, my eyes not wavering from Linda Koling. "What are my second four favorite words?"
"Let's watch some TV." Joanne said.
"Yes, let's do watch some TV." I said as I pressed the remote. The video began playing. "What is that, Mrs. Koling?"
"That's me punishing Jimmy for not shutting up when I told him to." Linda said.
"You threw a dog out of the car!" I thundered. The video clearly showed the driver side door of Mrs. Koling's car opening, and her dropping a brown and white puppy onto the street. The puppy then ran under the car and the next car, and was seen on the sidewalk before the traffic started moving again.
"You damn right I did!" Linda Koling yelled back. "That boy has to learn to mind me! I told him that if he kept acting up I'd take that flea-ridden dog away from him and take it to the pound!"
"Oh, but instead you threw that puppy out of your car!" I snarled. "And into heavy traffic! It could've been killed!"
"I wish it had been!" Linda fired back. She was not helping herself. When one is in a deep hole, the first thing to do is 'stop digging'. Linda was digging her hole deeper and deeper...
"And at the next light," I said, "Jimmy jumped out of the car, to find his dog. That's why he jumped out... to find that little dog that he obviously loves, the dog you cruelly threw onto the street right in front of him!"
"Yeah I did!" Linda said. "To teach him a lesson! He should never have brought that mangy piece of shit home in the first place! Do you know how fucking much dog food costs?"
"As a matter of fact, I do." I said. "I have two dogs, one that was an abused rescue dog." (Author's note: 'Pale Morning Light', Ch. 01.) "My children love those dogs, and I would never dream of harming them. And you, Mrs. Koling, have crossed the line. Stand up."
"Why?" Linda said.
Joanne had gotten up and was coming around the table. She said "Because of Commander Troy's four favorite words. Stand up."
I dropped a pair of handcuffs on the table. They landed with a loud clatter. "You are under arrest, Mrs. Koling. "For animal cruelty, child neglect, and lying to Police." I said. "Take her through Booking." Officer Colquitt affixed the handcuffs, then took Linda by the arm and escorted her out the door.
What I'd asked Nate Koling was if Jimmy had a dog, and Nate said he'd found the dog in the creek the day he'd disappeared. Then I asked if Linda had argued with Nate or Jimmy about the dog, and Nate said Linda had wanted to take it to the pound from the first day Jimmy found it, but Nate had said Jimmy could keep it, and that Jimmy was taking care of the dog very well.
As Linda Koling's yells reverberated through the front lobby and to the Interrogation rooms, I went into I-B and said "Mr. Koling, your wife has been placed under arrest..."
Part 9 - The Trap
7:30pm, Friday, April 9th. The sun was reaching for the western horizon and it was getting noticeably cooler as the Federal Agents ate the takeout food they'd acquired.
The Federal Building is on the north side of Courthouse Square. Behind it (to the north) is the Old Post Office building, which the Federal Government still owns, and has a few meeting rooms and a lot of storage space. In the parking lot of the Old Post Office sat an RV with Federal car tags.
It was used by mobile FBI units that traveled around the country instead of being based in a permanent location. This particular vehicle was being used by the Robin Isley special FBI team, and Lindsey Black, Karl Coleman, and Cabe Andrews were inside after being brought back by EAD Owen Lange and the Jack Muscone team. Also in the RV were David Rovers and Peter Page of the 'vaunted' Bob Rovers BAU Team.
"Where's Nancy?" Lindsey Black asked.
"In the Federal Building, talking to Lange." said Karl Coleman. "She was whining about what I was going to do to that Burke prick. She says she wants off our team."
Lindsey said "Fine. Then she should resign. She doesn't deserve to be a Federal Agent if she can't handle it."
David Rovers said "Lange wasn't very happy about what you did, either, Karl. He did the right thing and got you out of the TCPD's hands, but he told Deputy Director Lance that he would not help us against the Iron Crowbar again."
"God damn the Iron Crowbar." Lindsey Black said. "Just when we had a chance to force that bitch to tell us where her ex-husband is hiding George Aurus, that bastard Troy comes in like a freight train roaring down the High Sierras, assaulting Federal Agents. Why isn't he in Federal custody right now?"
"Look, guys," said Cabe Andrews, "I'm on your side, but I didn't like what you tried to do to Burke, either. That was over the line."
Karl Coleman got up and stepped over to Andrews, fronting him. "Oh really?" he said. "What are you going to do about it?" Andrews stood up, facing off against the larger Coleman.
Lindsey Black ended the tense standoff by saying "Andrews, if you're going to be a pussy, then get out here. I don't need you on my team."
"Yeah... pussy." Coleman said into Andrews face. Andrews began moving to the door, halfway expecting Coleman to shoot him in the back. But it didn't happen, and he exited the RV.
Lindsay Black said "God, he's as much a pussy as Martin Nash is. Whatever happened to real men in the FBI?"
David Rovers said "Okay, guys, let's get our heads back in the game. We've got a problem: there are a ton of Campus Police, TCPD, Sheriff Deputies, and some State Patrol all over Campus."
"Why?" Lindsey Black said.
Peter Page said "We tapped into the TCPD and Campus Police radios, which they think are encrypted, but we easily broke that encryption. Apparently a ten-year-old kid jumped out of a car on University Avenue and ran onto the Campus. They're searching for him."
Lindsey Black said "God, what fucking buffoons they must be, if they can't find a ten-year-old kid."
"No doubt about that." said Karl Coleman.
David Rovers said "The problem is that Aurus is not going to approach the University Museum with all those cops around, so our trap is not going to work if we don't do something."
"I'm on it." said Lindsey Black. She fished out her cellphone and dialed a number. "Yes, this is Special Agent Lindsey Black with the FBI. Put the Campus Police Commissioner on the line." A moment later she said "Yes, Commissioner, I need you to pull all your Campus Police Officers as well as State Patrol Officers and Sheriff Deputies away from the University Museum... yes, I know they're searching for a kid... I don't give a damn about the kid! You pull your people away from University Museum, a five-hundred-foot exclusion zone... do it right now; you're interfering with a Federal investigation... would you prefer a call from the Director of the FBI?... good, pull 'em back. All of 'em. You can find that God damned kid later..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:55pm, Friday, April 9th. Just north of the University Museum was the University's oldest student dining facility, both buildings's fronts facing west. It was about to close at 8:00pm.
A Dining Facility worker opened the back door to take some trash out to the big trash bin behind the building when he saw a ten year old boy looking around the bin. "Hey!" he called out. "Get away from there!"
"I'm looking for my dog." the kid said. He stepped forward into the light over the back door, and the man saw that the kid was distraught.
"I haven't seen any dogs around here." said the man. "And you need to get away from those bins before you get hurt." He turned to throw the trash into the bin.
"Hey, maybe the dog went in there when he smelled the food." said the kid, who realized he was hungry, too. Before the man could stop him, he'd rushed into the back door.
"Billy! Billll-llleeee!" called out the boy as he looked around the back room... and saw a man there, about the same age as the man that was taking out the trash. But this man was in a wheelchair.
"Hello, young man." said the man in a soft, scratchy voice. "You've lost your dog?"
"Yes sir." said the kid. "My foster mother threw him out of the car, and he ran this way. So I jumped out of the car to find him."
"That's very noble of you." said the man as the Dining Facility employee came back inside and up to them. "Johnny, why don't you get a burger and fries and some Coca-Cola for our young friend, here. And after we eat, young man, I'll help you find your dog."
"Gee, thanks, mister!" the kid said, hope creeping into his young voice.
The worker brought two trays of food to the back room, one of them a regular dining facility meal, and the other the hamburger meal. The kid wolfed his food down.
"What does your dog look like?" asked the man, who was eating more slowly than the kid.
"He's brown and white, and he's still a puppy." the kid said. "He's a beagle, so I named him Billy Beagle."
"That's a fine name." the man said. "What's your name, son?"
"Jimmy." said the kid.
"Hello, Jimmy. I'm George." said George Aurus...
To be continued.
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Part 10 - A Failure To Communicate?
As ten-year-old Jimmy finished eating his burger and fries, Johnny came up to him and George Aurus. Johnny was a relatively tall man, with a wiry but athletic frame. His face looked like he'd seen a lot in life... and had endured a lot in life.
George Aurus was 4'2" tall when standing. In an earlier era, he would've been called a 'midget' or a 'dwarf'. He and Johnny had been part of the Wrangler Circus, whose logo was on his black t-shirt as well as the shirt under Johnny's Food Services jacket.
George was also showing signs of illness, as his physical strength and abilities were beginning to wane, and he was all but confined to the electric-powered wheelchair he was sitting in.
"George," Johnny said, "the cops have pulled away from this area of Campus. It might be a good time to get you out of here."
Aurus said "It might also be a good time to help our new friend Jimmy find his dog. Call our friends around here and ask them to help us search. I suspect the dog is huddling around here, somewhere. It's getting cold and I'm sure the dog is hungry. You can put some food on the ground right outside the bins in back, and see if the dog comes to eat it. And once the dog is found, we'll anonymously tip off the Police to find Jimmy."
Johnny said "I can take him to them."
"Oh noooo, by no means." said Aurus. "The Feds might be monitoring, or this might be one of their silly traps. Either way, we can get word to Commander Troy, who will take care of Jimmy and his dog. That is one of the Iron Crowbar's redeeming qualities: he loves dogs."
"The Iron Crowbar?" Jimmy asked, awe in his young voice. "You know him?"
"Yes, I've met him." said George. "But it would be a good idea if he does not see me yet, at least not until we find your little dog..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"All right," reported Special Agent In Charge Bob Rovers as he came into the FBI RV, "the Campus Police have pulled back, and so have the State Patrol."
"Damn straight." said Lindsey Black. "They better do what the FBI orders them to do."
"Then this will really get your panties in a wad." Bob Rovers said, intentionally offensively, as he liked to push Lindsey Black's buttons. "The Sheriff's Deputies refused to pull back. It took a direct order from the Sheriff himself to get them to pull back outside of the 500-yard-perimeter around the Museum."
Lindsey Black said "That old coot? Yeah, he's old and weak. We can force him to back off any time... like Lange did at the flower shop today." Apparently, it did not occur to her that Sheriff Griswold abandoning the search for a child was her first clue that she had made a bad miscalculation in her plans...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Friday, April 9th. The door to my office opened, and in walked trouble. Platinum blonde, as usual.
"Come on in." I said to Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross. Teresa was in the far-side 'hot chair' near the wall, so Cindy sat down in the 'hot chair' nearer the door.
Her face was red underneath that platinum blond hair as she said "That arrogant bitch Lindsey Black demanded the Campus Police, State Patrol, and Sheriff Department stop searching for that boy, and stay at least 500 feet from the University Museum. I told the Deputies to ignore the bitch and keep looking, and the Sheriff overrode me and had them stand down!"
"We were just talking about that." Teresa said. "I don't get it, either... just like I still don't understand the Sheriff letting Lange take those Swamp Frogs out of there after one of them literally tried to murder my husband... and you guy's nephew and cousin, respectively." They both looked over at me.
I said "I know. And yes, we should have shot Black and Coleman on the spot. But that's spilt milk, water under the bridge. I'll just say this about the Sheriff: have either of you ever known him to do anything that was not in the best interests of the Town & County Police Force?"
Both women stared at me in shock for a moment. Then Cindy said "Come correct, Red Crowbar." She'd long suffered me making cryptic statements, leaving her confused. And she wasn't taking much more of it, and she had a green crowbar and the will power to use it to administer a beatdown to me.
I said "I think the Sheriff knows something we don't know, and I haven't had a chance to talk to him yet to find out what it is. And I remember the day he retired as Police Chief, when he placed his trust... and his Police Force... in my hands. He trusted me then, and he's always had my back. So I'm going to trust him, at least until I find out what's going on. And I'll ask both of you to do the same... or at least trust me to resolve the situation."
"I do trust you." Teresa said. "But will Todd? Maybe not so much. He is absolutely furious with the Feds, and he is going to sue them... and provide legal counsel to Beverly, so she can sue them, too."
"What can I say? He's his mother's son." I replied. Todd's mother, my sister Elizabeth, and I had never been particularly close. And Todd's own counsel (pun intended) would he keep regarding this situation.
"I trust the Sheriff, too." Cindy said. "Even more than I trust you... Cousin. But this, I don't understand. There is a ten year old child out there, and we've got to find him."
"And his little dog, too." I replied as I stood up. "And we will. Okay, it looks like tonight will be a good night to try out the new trenchcoat." I reached into the little wardrobe coat closet in the back corner of my office and took out a trenchcoat.
It was more beige/gray and less khaki-colored than my normal one. It was also very heavy, as the armor sewn into its lining was much thicker than normal; the regular one had armor enough to stop regular large-caliber bullets, but the impact of those bullets would still hurt, and I wouldn't want it to be my only protection against cop-killer or small caliber bullets, which can penetrate kevlar.
This trenchcoat also had a raised collar that was very stiff; it was armor-lined, and hopefully would protect my neck and the back of my head. I'd still hate to get hit in the back of the head through it; the bullet might not penetrate and blow my brains out, but it would still give me a concussion at best, and a fractured skull or worse at worst."
"You expecting trouble?" Teresa said.
"Oh yes." I said. "And what's more... I expect the Swamp Frogs's trap to work, and to draw George Aurus in."
I quickly put on the heavy trenchcoat, and it got its first test as the Green Crowbar whaled away at me several times...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, David," said FBI SAC Bob Rovers, "let's go over this one last time."
Special Agent David Rovers said "The real Statue of Artemis is locked up in the safe inside its viewing room. We created a fake Statue of Artemis, and it's on display under glass in the back of the main hallway of the University Museum. We had the security company for Museum leak word that due to budget cuts, there would be no security people at the museum during the night, and the Museum is being monitored only by the Campus Police from their headquarters."
David Rovers: "We're leaving a back door to the warehouse partially open. We expect Aurus and his henchmen to use it to enter the Museum, and attempt to steal the Statue. Our people will be in the conference room up front, and we'll come out and take Aurus down when he attempts to take the Statue."
"Who are (air quotes) 'our people'?" asked Karl Coleman.
Bob Rovers said "You, Agent Black, and my team: me, David, Peter Page, and Andrew Parsons. And we'll have four Federal Marshals that are loyal to Robin Isley, as well."
"Good." said Karl Coleman. "And when it looks like Aurus and his thugs are resisting, we'll mow them down."
"What?" said Bob Rovers.
Coleman said "What I was going to do to Burke was nothing compared to what we're going to do to Aurus."
"Yeah." Lindsey Black said happily. "That fucking midget will never be escaping Federal Prison again."
Bob Rovers said: "There are two things you need to know. First, Special Agent Black, I'm a Special Agent In Charge, and I'm in charge of this mission. You do what I tell you, not the other way around. And Coleman, if Aurus is unarmed and you kill him, I won't help you when the OPR comes down on you like a ton of bricks. Are you feeling me on this?"
"All I'm going to say," said Coleman, "is that a weapon will be found on Aurus, and he will be shot dead in the attempt to use it to kill Federal Agents. And if you don't like that, call Robin Isley now and complain. She'll twist your cap around..."
Part 11 - Confrontations
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
The sound of George Aurus's wheelchair hummed in the night as he drove along the paved walk between the back of the Dining Hall and the University Museum. Jimmy was walking just ahead, calling out his puppy's name as he looked around.
"There he is!" Jimmy said. Aurus looked over to see the brown and white puppy run into the University Museum under the partially opened loading dock door. Jimmy ran after him, and easily ran under the door.
Aurus followed, finding the door was left open just high enough that he could duck his head and drive through. "How conveeeeeenient." he said out loud to himself, knowing what that meant. Scattered lights in the warehouse allowed him to see enough to drive through the room without hitting anything.
As he drove along the hallway towards the Main Hall of the Museum, he noted that the security rooms were empty. "Harrumph." he growled. Good grief, do the stupid Feds really think they can set a trap this obvious, and expect me not to see it? Definitely insulting my intelligence...
Billy Beagle had been able to go through the bars that protected the valuable artwork in the side room, and he had tripped an alarm which caused a blue light in the panel next to the door to blink brightly. Jimmy came up to the door, but could not go through. "Come here, Billy." he called out. The puppy came through the bars again, but veered down the hallway towards the back room where the real Statue of Artemis was kept, and Jimmy followed.
Aurus came into the Main Hall, and saw the dog and Jimmy run down the corridor. He was driving across the hall towards the other side to follow, but his eye was drawn to the bright gold object under the plexiglass box against the back wall, and he stopped for a second.
"Ah, the Statue of Artemis." George said out loud. "And they thought I wanted to steal it, and the Lost Greuze. Federal Agents are truly stupid idiots."
"I could not agree more."
Aurus whirled his wheelchair around and looked towards the door of the side room. Standing there was Your Iron Crowbar, in my black pullover shirt and black trousers. My badge was on my belt under my heavy trenchcoat, and I was wearing my trademark Tilley Hat, with Airborne wings over the TCPD's hat badge. My service weapon was still in its holster on my right hip, and in my left hand was the ubiquitous red crowbar.
"Ah, Commander Troy." said George Aurus. "I am delighted to see you again, I really am. But please tell me that you are not a part of this silly trap. Even I can see from this distance that that statue is a fake."
"No, I have nothing to do with any of that." I said. "And I know you were never after the Lost Greuze, nor the Statue of Artemis. You've already found what you were looking for, and what they freed you from prison to find for them."
Aurus smiled. "Yes." he said, his voice whispery and hard to hear. "And I know how you are able to realize it... from experience. And you are correct, as you always are: Brendan Chapel's avarice, his thirst for money, is unquenchable. He hoped I would lead him and his worthless minions to the treasure. But they were easy enough to fool, weren't they?"
"And you obviously did." I replied.
Aurus continued: "And I must commend you on how totally you defeated Chapel. You recovered the Lost Greuze, and you somehow stopped that insidious virus attack on University Hospital, trying to steal that very courageous Commander Croyle's inheritance." (Author's note: 'Send In The Clowns', 'Beethoven Virus'.)
My face must've shown my surprise at Aurus's praise of Teresa, as he continued: "Yes, your friend Teresa is a very good woman, too. She tried very hard to help my friend's daughter, but unfortunately little Sarah died. But we all appreciate what your friend is trying to do for sick children."
I said "And that's why you cooked David B. Palmer alive."
"Oh yes." said Aurus. "I know you think I'm an evil man, Commander. But believe me, sir, I am a saint compared to the depths of cruelty of that man Palmer. He absolutely deserved what he got."
"I didn't shed a single tear for him." I replied. "But you've hurt innocent people, too... and in some cases much, much worse than Palmer did."
Aurus: "You know, Commander Troy, I believe you understand me far more than anyone else. You've done a few... extracurricular things, too. Did you ever read the graphic novel 'The Killing Joke'?"
"Yes." I said, remembering the DC Comics novel where The Joker shot and paralyzed Barbara 'Batgirl' Gordon, and then explained to the captured Commissioner Gordon how 'one bad day' had changed his life forever, and also those of many others.
"I am the real life personification of that." said Aurus. "I had a childhood I would not wish on anyone, not even David Palmer. And my life was changed forever."
"Yes." I said. "But in the here and now, you still have to pay for your crimes."
"And I will. But not at the hands of your earthly Governments." Aurus replied. Then he shocked me by saying "Ah, Commander, I do wish I could have known you under different circumstances. You have a brilliant mind, the best I've ever known. If things were different, we might have been playing chess and talking about true crime instead of the life-and-death games of wits we've played. Alas... like the song says, you're in the air, I'm stuck here on the ground."
"It is what it is." I said. "Now let's get out of here------"
Aurus interrupted: "But first, I have a favor to ask of you, Commander. When I die, an attorney will contact you about the treasure I found, but is no longer in my possession nor my name. I want you to set up a trust, to help abused and molested boys, so that they will receive the help that I and my friends never did."
"I'll do that." I said. "But why don't we talk about it at Police Headquarters. I need to get you out of here before the Swamp Frogs arrive..."
Too late.
"FEDERAL AGENTS! GET YOUR HANDS UP!" yelled the most very annoying voice of Lindsey Black. She and her fellow Federal Agents were running into the Main Hallway from the front of the Museum, their powerful handguns drawn and ready to fire at Aurus... and me. In an instant, I saw that there were ten of them.
Lindsey Black was screaming: "GET YOUR HANDS UP, AURUS! SURRENDER!"
"That will be the day." Aurus said calmly. A powerful handgun suddenly appeared in his hand, ready to shoot the Federal Agents. And then something ran by me.
"Hey mister!" Jimmy said excitedly as he ran towards Aurus with his puppy in his arms. "Look! I found my dog!"
"No, kid!" Aurus cried out. "Go back! Go back!"
*POW!* *POW!* *POW!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!* *POW!*
Before I even realized it, I had dropped my crowbar, dived forward, grabbed Jimmy and his dog, and cradled them into my chest as I landed on my left side on the floor. My back was to the gunfire being poured from the Federal Agents's Government Guns, and I bowed my head forward as I felt the armor on my back being impacted by the gunfire, hoping that they wouldn't get a head shot on me.
"Aw, George, you dumb sucker..." I heard Aurus say as many bullets tore through his body, literally knocking him and his wheelchair backwards and tipping them over. He landed on the floor on his back.
"CEASE FIRE! CEASE FIRE!" I heard a voice say. It was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, who with his team was just running in and coming up behind the Swamp Frogs. The TCPD SWAT Team, led by Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, also poured into the room.
"GET ON THE FLOOR!" Teresa yelled as the SWAT Team came up and pointed their M-4s at the Swamp Frogs's heads from very close range. "DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND GET ON THE FLOOR! OR I WILL SHOOT YOU!" Her powerful handgun in Lindsey Black's earhole accentuated her instructions.
Meanwhile, Jimmy had torn out of my grasp and crawled to Aurus, still holding Billy Beagle. "Mister? Mister! Are you okay?" I crawled up after him, and saw Aurus look at the kid, his eyes dimming.
"Well, kid," George Aurus gasped, "at least you got your dog back..." And with those final words, the Black Velvet Killer expired. George Aurus was now facing the Judgement of a much higher Power than earthly governments.
Sheriff Griswold, wearing armor, came up to us. "Crowbar! You okay?"
"I'm good." I said, though my back was screaming with pain. "Take Jimmy and his dog out of here." The Sheriff picked up Jimmy, still holding Billy Beagle to his chest as I'd held them to mine, and began carrying them out.
"Why did they shoot him?" I heard Jimmy say, tears running down his cheeks. "He was a good guy. He helped me find my dog."
"A little bit of bad in the best of us. A little bit of good in the worst of us." I heard Sheriff Griswold reply as he carried them away...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Jack Muscone was yelling "What the fuck, people? Why did you open fire unprovoked like that?"
Bob Rovers said "George Aurus was pointing a gun at Federal Agents, Muscone." He then said "Are we good?"
"No, we are not good." I said as I came up to Muscone, having been helped up by SWAT Team members Patrick and Hawley as EMTs went up to Aurus, only to find their services were not needed. I continued: "Cuff 'em, and bag their firearms as evidence." That was swiftly done, and once the Swamp Frogs's hands were cuffed behind them, I began taking off my trenchcoat, then my armor underneath.
I said "I need two Officers to take this trenchcoat and armor to the State Crime Lab building, and have them expedite a ballistics report on the bullets inside. And take these Federal Agents weapons, too, for comparison."
My Officers did not like it that I'd removed my armor, and another TCPD armored vest was instantly produced. Robert Kalsu helped secure it on my person.
I said loudly "The bullets that hit me in the back would have hit a ten year old boy and his dog if I had not been there..."



"Tough shit!" yelled Lindsey Black. Yep, digging that hole...
"A TEN YEAR OLD BOY!" I yelled as I came up to Lindsey, who was being held by Lt. Commander Croyle herself. "AND HIS DOG!"
I continued: "Whoever hit me was firing at a ten year old boy who was armed with a puppy. A PUPPY! And I am going to barbecue whoever shot at them. Especially if it's you, Black."
"No, you're not." said EAD Owen Lange, who was armored He came in with two Federal Marshals as his bodyguards. "I'm taking them into my custody."
"Like HELL you are!"
It was Teresa's voice. "They're under arrest and in TCPD custody until that ballistic report comes back." she said with authority and conviction.
"No." said Lange. "Lower your weapons, and give these Agents to Jack's team."
*CLICK!*
Teresa responded by putting the business end of her powerful service weapon literally into Lindsey Black's earhole, and cocking the hammer. "No, Lange. Not this time." the Iron Wolf replied. "Either they go to County Jail, or this bitch here just tried to resist arrest, and I shot her dead to protect my Officers."
"Don't do this, Croyle." Lange said.
"They tried to murder my husband today!" Teresa yelled. "My HUSBAND! I am not giving them back to you! This bitch will die first! It's our jail or death for them. What's it going to bee, Mr. E-A-Dee?"
"Sheriff?" Lange called out, seeing that Teresa meant every word she just said, and that she would kill Lindsey Black before giving custody of her to the Feds again.
"Not this time." said Sheriff Griswold, coming up after putting Jimmy and his dog on a gurney to be checked out by medics. "I told you at the flower shop that I wouldn't help you again, Lange." Then he said quietly "Let it play out."
"You heard the TCPD Operations Commander!" I said, my voice cutting through the very tense silence in the room. "Take these dirty Federal Agents to County Jail! Full booking! If they resist at all, shoot them dead with no compunction. And I hope you do try something, Black."
"Go with them." Lange said to the Swamp Frog Agents. "Don't cause them any trouble, nor give them any reason to do something to you."
Meanwhile, the EMTs were having a problem. Jimmy was refusing to let go of Billy Beagle so they could examine Jimmy, and he we was literally fighting them over possession of the dog.
"Hold on, guys." I said as I came up to them.
"Wow, it's the Iron Crowbar!" Jimmy said. Then he realized what had happened, and said "Thank you for saving my dog, Mr. Crowbar."
"My pleasure." I said. "Tell you what, I'll hold on to Billy while these guys check you out to make sure you're not hurt. Then we'll take Billy to the Vet Center." Jimmy reluctantly relinquished the dog, and I gave the redoubtable Billy Beagle some good skritchins while the EMTs checked out his young owner...
Part 12 - Cleanup on Aisle 5 (The Solution)
The Sheriff and I took Jimmy to the Animal Hospital, where University Veterinary School students were present to handle emergency cases. Jimmy had again not wanted to relinquish his dog, but I told him that it would be okay. Jimmy still watched very warily as they checked Billy out.
"He needs to eat, but slowly." said the vet student. "Give him too much at once, and he'll throw it back up." She proceeded to give Billy some milk from a dropper, which the puppy lapped up. "We really should keep him here overnight."
"No!" Jimmy said. "Please, Mr. Crowbar, don't let them take him from me!"
"I won't." I said. Then I said "Sheriff, I can't keep them, what with the two dogs I already have."
"Jimmy and his dog can stay with me tonight." growled Griswold. "But after that? What are we going to do with him?"
I said "He's not going back to the Kolings, for sure. And we can't take him to the Orphanage, because they don't allow the kids to have pets there. We'll call Janelle with DFACS in the morning, and see what we can do."
After helping Jimmy and Billy Beagle into the back seat of the Sheriff's SUV, he said "Crowbar, I appreciate you not saying anything about my actions at the flower shop earlier today, and I know you want an explanation."
"It's Teresa who needs to understand why you did that after they tried to murder Todd." I replied.
"All will be explained." said Griswold. "I just have to set up the meeting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm, Friday, April 9th. I was at The Cabin, and my back was being examined by Dr. Laura Fredricson, my wife. My own dog Bowser, a white lab, was watching with great concern.
"Bruising, but relatively shallow." Laura said. "The triple layers of protection really helped diffuse the impacts. And no direct impacts on your spine. You were lucky... again. Sometimes I wish you wouldn't be a hero."
"A ten-year-old boy would be dead now if I hadn't have intervened." I said. "I could never have lived that down if I hadn't have tried."
"I know." said Laura. Just then we heard a knock on the door. Laura went and answered it. It was Teresa Croyle. Laura said she'd go up and get ready for bed. Teresa and I went out to the back deck, and I started up the fire pot for warmth.
Teresa said "Did you talk to the Sheriff?" I knew what she meant. 
"He said he was going to set up a meeting, to explain what's going on." I said.
"He couldn't just tell you?" Teresa asked.
"He could, but what he said confirms what I was thinking." I replied. "You'll be at that meeting; I will insist upon it. Todd should be invited, too."
"Todd is bit-terrrr." Teresa said. "He's already laying the groundwork to sue the FBI, and especially Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, and he's going to swear out criminal warrants, too. He is not going to let this go."
"Good." I said. "And I loved the way you stood up to Owen Lange tonight. That was righteous, and then some. And your TCPD Officers loved it, and loved you for it."
Teresa nodded, then changed the subject: "We heard what you said through the microphone on your Officer-cam." she said. "No one understood it... except me."
"Yes," I said, "I figured you would understand. And you're the only person I can talk to about it, seeing as you were with me in Apple Grove... when we found Westboro's gold." (Author's note: 'Cat's In The Cradle', Ch. 02.)
Teresa said "And Aurus found Westboro's gold that was hidden in the Museum?"
"Yes." I said. "You remember when they gave us the tour of the Museum after it's renovation?" (Author's note: 'Send In The Clowns', Ch. 01.) Teresa nodded.
I continued: "Well, a group called 'The Powers Group' was subcontracted to take the sandstone tiles out of the secret room they discovered. That was Aurus's group, and the employees had criminal records but did good work. They also had one other thing in common: they once were part of The Wrangler Circus."
I continued: "They took the sandstone tiles out, and kept them. As you know, but few others do, they contained some of Westboro's gold, just like the tiles we found in the Apple Grove cemetery. Aurus took the gold, paid his employees a nice bonus, and made arrangements for the rest to go to an impenetrable charitable trust, not unlike yours for the Hospital. His goal was do something like the Tiffany Barclay Trust for Battered and Abused Women in the State to our east, but his would be for at-risk boys that, like him, were abused."
"Wow, very noble." Teresa said, then added cattily: "Especially for a serial killer like him."
"I'll circle back to that in a minute." I said. "Anyhoo, Brendan Chapel and maybe others either knew or suspected that Westboro's gold was somewhere around here, and so they arranged for Aurus to (air quotes) 'escape' from Federal Supermax prison. But Aurus was far, far ahead of them. He easily gave them the slip and went into the wind, with the help of his former Circus buddies."
I continued: "Soooooo... the Swamp Frogs wanted him back, and they tried to get me to do their work for them by suggesting that Aurus was after the Lost Greuze. But they did that so poorly that even Detective Betta Fish could figure out that Aurus had nothing to do with the Greuze. But he did leave me a clue... by painting in Westboro's face on that clown painting they substituted for the Greuze."
"How did he manage that?" Teresa asked.
"I don't know." I said. "Maybe there's a Mole embedded in the Swamp Frogs. But in any case, I knew that Aurus had already found and taken Westboro's gold, and possibly legally. And that permitted me to see the Lost Greuze theft for what it really was, and take down the real perps."
Me: "And after Brendan Chapel was forced to resign after trying to steal your inheritance, I knew that the Swamp Frogs would become less interested in recapturing Aurus alive. They opened fire on him the minute they saw him, and would have even if he had not been armed."
Teresa said "That's the one thing I don't get: why did Aurus deliberately walk into that very obvious trap? And why were you there alone? Were you trying to save him?"
I said "If I could have kept him alive, I would have. But it might not have mattered. I'm waiting for the autopsy to come out. If I'm right, it may be that Aurus committed suicide-by-FBI... not unlike what Goth Girl Kathy Larrington did in Paris, France." (Author's note: 'The French Connection'.)
I continued: "And I suspect Aurus had a different plan in mind for the Swamp Frogs that had tortured him in prison and harassed him and his people for years. He's dead, so I can't prove it... and I don't care to... but I think he intended to not go into the Museum, and would spring his own trap... and when the Feds came out, he and his people were going to lay waste to them."
Me: "He also could've gotten behind a bulletproof display and shot the Feds dead; his aim with guns in the Wrangler Circus was almost as good as Melina's is, and he would've achieved accurate head shots. But apparently he called that off, and instead went in alone, to help the kid find his dog. And maybe I distracted him, and he didn't take cover when he needed to."
Teresa said "And he held back from firing because the kid ran out with his dog. Which circles back to that endowment he wants to make. Like the Sheriff said to the kid: 'a little bit of good in the worst of us'?"
I said "I'm not saying this to defend George Aurus nor his actions in any way. But in my studies of him over the years, he has not come across to me as your typical serial killer. Many of his early victims, while innocent, were killed either to bring attention to people being abused, or because the person he killed wouldn't help him expose the abuses. It was the wrong way to go about it, but that was his idea behind his actions."
I continued: "While his kidnapping Cindy and Becca Larrington, now Becca McGhillie, was inexcusable, I believe it was to get my attention so that I would move against him and end his killing sprees. And what he did to David B. Palmer was in direct revenge for Palmer cutting off Sarah's mother Beverly's insurance, as Sarah's baby-daddy was one of Aurus's Wrangler Circus associates." Teresa nodded sadly as she remembered little Sarah's death.
I said "And as you probably heard on my Officer-cam, Aurus was appreciative of your Charitable Trust's efforts to help Sarah, even though it didn't work out. And it may have given him the idea for his own Trust to help abused boys, or strengthened the idea he already had."
Teresa said "He was one fucked up little man. But those dirty Feds, especially Black and Coleman, are just as evil."
"And even more dangerous." I said "They have Federal badges... and Government guns."
"True." Teresa said, then after a pause she continued: "After Brendan Chapel crippled University Hospital just to get my inheritance, I told you something needed to be done about him, and you did it; you got U.S. Senators Nunn and McGill to go after him, and he resigned as DNI. So... now Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman are out of control. What can we do about them?"
I said "You're not going to like hearing this, but if what I think the Sheriff's meeting is going to turn out to be... those dirtbags are probably going to be shielded, and nothing will happen to them..."
Part 13 - The Vision
10:00am, Saturday, April 10th. The small convoy of vehicles drove south into Coltrane County. Not long after crossing the county line, it turned right and went west along a newly paved road to a gate. After being permitted inside, we parked in the parking lot of the main building.
This was the World Headquarters of 'The Vision', the self-help seminar empire that was known the world over for empowering and enlightening its seminars's students, bringing out the leadership potential in many of them. And many troubled teens spiraling downward had been not only saved, but had thrived and become productive members of Society as a result of The Vision's programs.
The acolytes living at the compound wore either blue or red shirts, and black pants. And they were always seemingly happy. They came out of the main building to greet us, and high-fived us on the way in.
The visiting party included myself, Teresa, Sheriff Griswold, Jimmy, Billy Beagle, and Janelle from the State Department of Family and Children's services. Also with us was Cindy Ross and her wife Callie Carrington, and their adopted daughter Betsy and Cindy's son Ben. We were all in civilian clothes.
The elevator was out of service for maintenance, so we climbed the hidden stairs to the office on the second floor. The office had semi-circular windows to the east and west. To the south were offices and treatment rooms. To the north was the elevator, stairs, and rooms I knew were there but had never seen before; maybe they were security rooms. The west windows had a door leading to a balcony that overlooked a huge meadow, with the River cutting through it at the lowest point, the same River that ran through my Town & County.
"Ah, there you all are!" said Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision', getting up from his desk to the right (west) side, down from the windows and door to the balcony. He was tall and fit, especially for his age, and his hair was a shock of pure white."
"Hello, Father." Cindy Ross said, going up to him and giving him a warm hug. He then hugged all of us, including Our Sheriff, who took it in stride and hugged him back.
"Hello, young Donald." he said to me as he hugged me, and I hugged him back.
"Hello, Uncle Harvey." I said to my late father's half brother. It was through them that Cindy and I were blood-kin first cousins. "Is that a Greuze I perceive on the wall behind your desk?"
"Not much gets past you, young Donald." said Dr. Eckhart. Indeed, it was the 'Lost Greuze', the very painting that was at the center of my successful case recovering it from the Swamp Frogs's attempt to steal it. Dr. Eckhart had won the auction for it. (Author's note: 'Send In The Clowns', Epilogue.)
Everyone sat down on the sofas facing each other in the center of the large room and the chairs on either end, forming a rectangle. Dr. Eckhart was in the chair on the south end (facing the elevator wall), and was holding his baby grandson Ben. Betsy and Jimmy were petting Billy Beagle, who was sitting between them.
After a few moments of Cindy taking photos of her father holding her son while everyone made small talk, Callie took Jimmy, Betsy, and Billy Beagle outside. I asked Teresa to go with them, in case Callie needed help with the kids. As Billy Beagle explored the meadow, sniffing for rabbits and finding a place to do his business, the rest of us talked about the business we came to do.
Janelle began her narrative: "Jimmy was born into a broken home. His father beat his mother to death when Jimmy was two. The father is on Death Row at Jacksonville State Prison. With no other relatives that we know of, he was sent to the Orphanage and put on the adoption lists. Two different couples applied to adopt him, but they both fell through; one, because criminal records were dug up; and the other, because their financial situation was one of insolvency. So Jimmy made it to grade school level without being adopted."
Janelle: "He was put in a foster home in Nextdoor County when he was eight. Three months later he ran away from home, and was missing for a week. He was found by Police and was taken to University Hospital, badly dehydrated and malnourished. When his DFACS case worker at the time went to get him, he said he ran away because his foster parents were using drugs. And a raid on the home found those drugs."
Janelle: "Then the Kolings fostered him. There were some red flags around Linda Koling, but Nate Koling had a clean record and was making decent money with his lawn care business, and things seemed to be going well. Jimmy said he and Nate Koling got along well, and Nate really likes Jimmy and still wants to keep him. But Linda now has criminal charges against her."
"Damn straight, she does." I replied. "And Jimmy is not going back into that dog abusing woman's home."
"No, he's not." Janelle said. "We told Nate that we could not return Jimmy to Linda's home. I'm not allowed to tell him that if he and Linda divorced, he could re-apply to foster Jimmy, but that's what would have to happen for Nate to get Jimmy back."
"Well," said the Sheriff, "I talked to Jimmy last night. He's a decent kid, and he's more streetwise than a kid his age should be. He also has really become attached to Billy... almost as much as Carole is to Bowser."
"Not to mention Carole's dad's attachment to Bowser and Buddy." said Cindy. Carole's dad nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Point being," said the Sheriff, "the Orphanage doesn't allow pets, and Jimmy will fight against going back there without Billy. He might even run away again... like a certain little girl did to keep her dog Buddy."
"That's why I asked Teresa to step outside with them." I said.
The Sheriff was referring to a girl named Amy, who ran away from the Girls Orphanage to care for a puppy she'd found, and was herself found by Teresa Croyle. Teresa took guardianship of Amy, but the girl was sick, and died weeks after being found. I'd promised Amy on her deathbed that I would keep and care for Buddy like m own family, and to this point I'd kept that promise. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story Redux'; 'Hampered In His Plans'.)
Sheriff Griswold: "Having said that, I don't think I can keep Jimmy. You guys have families that can take care of your kids when you're called in on cases, but I don't."
I said "I can't keep him, either. And not just because of all the kids. Billy Beagle is an awesome dog, but if I bring another dog home, my wife will administer a crowbar beatdown to me like none I've ever had."
Cindy said "Since I just had the baby, and with our housing situation in flux, it wouldn't be fair to Jimmy nor his dog for us to try to keep him."
"Can't Jimmy stay here?" asked Dr. Eckhart.
Janelle said "No, sir. Because you have what amounts to patients undergoing rehabs, counseling, and treatments for things like drug addiction and child abuse, DFACS won't allow you to have young children that aren't in your programs here."
I said "What about on a temporary basis? At least until Nate Koling makes some life decisions, or a suitable family is found?"
Janelle said "I'd do that if I could, but it's the regulations."
I said "When I was in the Army, my Battalion Commander would say 'Regulations are merely guidelines for the Commander to follow.' So you let Jimmy stay with Dr. Eckhart (air quotes) 'temporarily', until you find a (air quotes) 'suitable' new home for him, which will include taking in the dog as well as the kid."



Janelle thought about it, then said "I think I can swing that, at least for a little while. And who's to say how temporary 'temporary' is."
"Splendid!" said Dr. Eckhart. "Let's go talk to young Jimmy, and see if he wants to stay..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Eckhart provided us with a nice brunch. After we all ate, he asked to speak to me privately in his little side office, which was around the side of the wall and behind his desk in the large room.
"Now that George Aurus has died," Dr. Eckhart said, "I can tell you some things... or can you tell me?"
"I think I can." I said. "Aurus found Westboro's gold that was hidden in the University Museum. And like you did with the gold I found in Apple Grove, you exchanged Aurus's gold for green dollar bills. I'm expecting to hear from an attorney on Monday about setting up a trust fund with the money."
"Very close, young Donald." said Dr. Eckhart. "But Aurus foresaw a variation. He found the gold, and he contacted me. He said he knew I'd exchanged the gold you found for cash, but that he could not do the same thing because he feared that if Brendan Chapel recaptured him, he'd seize the gold or the cash under the Federal Government's very illegal Asset Forfeiture protocols."
"That's likely very true." I said. "There are no limits to Chapel's greed, as you saw with the Hospital virus attack just to steal Teresa's Trust."
Dr. Eckhart: "Yes, exactly. So what Aurus did was to ask me to take possession of the gold, and to set up a charitable trust for abused boys, and I agreed to do that. And I honored his request: a trust account with sixty million dollars has been set up for that purpose."
I nodded, and Dr. Eckhart continued: "I am thinking that the Ruth Heidelmann Baker home would make an excellent home and work farm for at-risk boys, so I am going to buy it, and I'll pay for the expenses of moving her into the retirement community in Buford." Buford was the seat of Coltrane County.
"And as soon as the attorney contacts me," I said, "I'll start setting the wheels in motion to make this happen..."
Part 14 - Fulfilling The Tradition
12:15pm, Saturday, April 10th. I received a phone call from Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, telling me that the ballistics and autopsy reports were ready. Teresa and I made our goodbyes and drove back up to Police Headquarters.
I went into Tanya's office, that was next to mine. In her office with her was Dr. Christina Cho, the Chief Chemist of all the State Crime Labs. She was in her late twenties, and had once worked for the TCPD, working towards her Ph.D. at the same time, achieving it a few years before.
She was very close friends with Tanya, and had been her Maid of Honor at Tanya and Jack Muscone's wedding. (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 03.) I had been Jack Muscone's Best Man, and Tanya often reminded me of the 'tradition' that the Best Man and Maid/Matron of Honor would have sex.
And looking at Christina as she stood in front of Tanya's desk, I was ready to fulfill that tradition. The beautiful Asian woman was wearing a clingy light pink dress that showed off her pert breasts and shapely, toned, fit body... and her legs. My God! those legs...
Christina normally wore flat 'ballet' shoes/slippers, but now she was wearing bone/nude colored high heel slides with criss-cross straps. The straps accentuated her elegant feet, especially her toes, and the high heels molded her legs, especially her shapely calves. There was just something about them that drew my eyes to them. They were toned by exercise but still curvy and feminine.
I felt my 'little iron crowbar' begin stirring as my eyes feasted upon Christina, and I shook her hand by taking it in mine and drawing it to me. Christina's dark eyes sparkled as she said hello in her soft, sensuous voice. I could feel the connection forming between us as I kept eye contact with her.
Tanya's eyes were also sparkling wickedly as she said "You guys have a seat." Christina and I sat down next to each other in the chairs in front of Tanya's desk. Tanya said "First, the autopsy report." as she the report across the desk. I leaned forward and took it.
"You were right, Don." Tanya said. "George Aurus was dying. Prostate cancer, which spread to his colon and stomach. He didn't dare try to get treatment anywhere, and the prison system would not have tried to save him."
I nodded thoughtfully. "Yes, I thought he was looking to go out in a blaze of glory, in a firefight with the Federal Agents. But then the kid ran out, and he held his fire."
Tanya said "And that segues right into the ballistics report. Christina?"
"Yes." Christina said, her voice soft and husky, as opposed to the more high-pitched voices of many Asian women. "Don, your trenchcoat was hit in three places. Two of the bullets were recovered from the armor inside it, and the third bullet went through but flattened against the heavy regular armor you were wearing. And a fourth bullet glanced off that neck collar behind your head. The fabric was torn for a couple of inches. Fortunately, the angle wasn't right to smash it against the back of your head, or you might not be reading that report... you could have been blinded."
Lucky. That's me... Your Lucky Iron Crowbar.
"Let's get to the nitty-gritty." I said. "Whose guns fired the bullets?"
Christina said "We can prove that one of the bullets was from Lindsey Black's gun, and one was from Karl Coleman's gun. The one that penetrated and flattened looks like it's from Black's gun, but it might not hold up in Court."
"We've got 'em, then." I said happily. "It was worth taking the shots, if we can put Black and Coleman in prison for ten years or more."
"Do you have a case?" Christina asked. "They were Federal Agents firing at a wanted, escaped serial killer who was armed and about to shoot at them."
"And the bullets that hit me would've slaughtered that ten-year-old boy armed with a puppy." I replied bitterly. "They absolutely did not give a damn about those innocent lives. And I intend to prosecute them (air quotes) 'to the fullest extent of the law', as the saying goes."
I was fishing out my cellphone, and I called Teresa in her office. "The ballistics came in, and they're enough. Swear out arrest warrants for Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, for attempted murder and child endangerment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I invited both ladies to lunch, but with a gleam in her eye and a wicked grin, Tanya said that she had errands to run, and I should take Christina to lunch. Christina enthusiastically accepted the invitation.
Because it was the weekend and The Cabin was occupied, I could not take her there. And because of the years-long agreement with Laura that neither of us would invite others into the Mountain Nest for sex, I could not take Christina there. But she solved the problem for me.
"I just got a new condo." she said. "Would you like to see it?"
"Sure." I said. "Where is it?"
"Tower Condos." Christina said. "Eighth floor, too."
"Wow." I said. "There's a long waiting list for those condos. How'd you get it?"
Christina said "The waiting list isn't just based on 'first come, first serve'. Since I'm the Chief Chemist for all the State Crime Labs, and since I got my Ph.D. in Chemistry from the University, it put me high on the list." Then she said "And it did not hurt at all that Tanya and I are good friends. When the Deputy Police Chief puts in a good word, and gets the Sheriff to put in a good word..."
"It was a 'dunnnn deeeeel'." I said, in an excellent imitation of what my daughter Carole would say.
Tower Condos was next to University Hotel, and was it's 'twin' building on the outside. On the inside, the condos were three times as large as the hotel rooms in the other building, and were 'hyper-modern' in their style and decor.
I parked in one of the 'visitor' spaces, knowing that a Police SUV was not going to be complained about. I went around and opened the door for Christina, and helped her practically fall out of the vehicle. I was glad I was in civilian clothes as we went inside and rode the elevator to the eighth floor, which was the highest floor of the building except for the penthouse.
I idly wondered who owned that penthouse suite, but forgot that quickly as I watched Christina's saucy ass and lovely legs as I followed her down the hallway. I'd already taken a 'gray viagra', and would soon be hard, horny, and ready to fuck this gorgeous woman into satiated exhaustion.
"This is it." Christina said as we went inside and she closed the door behind me. I'd been in several Tower Condos apartments, and this was pretty much like them. The back wall of the greatroom was three panels of all windows, with a sliding glass door leading to the balcony outside. The greatroom was sparsely but comfortably furnished. The kitchen to the right was very clean and neat.
"Take off your shoes." Christina said, following the Asian custom. She took hers off, as well, which disappointed me a bit.
"Leave those heels on." I said. "Your legs look great in them."
"Okay, just for you." Christina said, slipping her shapely feet back into them. As she stood in them at the doorway, I came up to her, bent over, and kissed her on the mouth. She kissed me back for just a second, but as she began pulling away, I pushed my mouth harder onto hers, and I could tell she was surprised, if not outright shocked.
I pressed my tongue against her lips, and they parted enough for me to slide my tongue on in and over her tongue. She responded a little bit, letting me wrap my arms around her and pull her body into mine, but for the most part she was submissively letting me kiss her without actively kissing back.
I broke the kiss, and saw in her eyes both lust and what looked like concern, even fear. I bent down and picked her up in my arms, and carried her to the master bedroom, which was simply furnished with few additions that revealed the personality of the owner.
I lay Christina down on the bed and eased down onto the bed to her right side. I leaned my chest and head over her and kissed her full Asian lips again. This time she responded warmly, and my tongue slid into her mouth and explored it as she pushed her face against mine.
I slid my hands down her firm, slightly trembling abs, then down her right thigh. I pushed her dress up until my hand was able to slide underneath it. I gently stroked her sleek thigh, then upwards to her pussy. I rubbed her vulva for a moment, then slid my finger along her slit, deeper and deeper, until I found her cunthole. She was sopping wet, and my finger slid knuckle-deep into her. I tried to slip a second finger in, and found that her pussy was very tight.
Christina had made no move of her own, so I took my fingers out of her tight twat, took her left hand in my right hand, and pulled it to my crotch, pressing her palm against the large bulge that was forming. She began timidly rubbing my cock through my pants. I realized that despite her beauty, Christina was not very experienced sexually. I wondered if it was due to her Asian heritage and relatively strict upbringing. And I was determined to give her a sexual experience that would unforgettably rock her world and blow her mind.
I sat up and took off my shirt, then leaned over and pushed Christina's dress up. As she sat up, I was able to lift it over her head. Then she reached behind her and unclasped her bra as I stood up and opened my pants, then pulled them and my underwear down my legs until I could step out of them. I stood and faced Christina, who was sitting on the bed in only her panties, covering her pert breasts with her hands.
As she looked at me with the eyes of a doe at bay, I reached down and took her hands in mine, pulling them from her breasts and towards my crotch. My cock had stiffened and was becoming very hard as she gently grasped it in her hand, stroking it as if she was afraid of hurting me. I reached down and cupped her breasts, gently massaging them and lightly pinching her rock-hard nipples.
"Scoot up and spread those beautiful legs." I ordered. Christina scooted up the bed and I got onto it and slid up and squatted over her, my knees next to her hips and my cock and balls almost touching her 'taint' and asscheeks. I reached for her panties and slid them over her thighs, and she raised her legs to allow me to slide the panties up those shapely calves and off her sweet feet, the high heel slides still on them.
"Mmmf." I moaned as I kissed the insides of her feet and up to her heels and ankles, alternating one foot then the other, then kissing up the backsides of her calves and kissing the backs of her knees. Then I pushed her legs up and back until her knees were over her breasts as I settled down onto my belly, kissing my way up (down?) her thighs towards the sweet, sweet prize between them.
Christina's labes were not as long or pronounced as Christy Cassidy's had been, and her pussy was obviously not as well used. But her pink flower beckoned me to taste the sweetness of her womanhood.
"Ohhhh..." I heard Christina moan as I licked the full length of her slit with my splayed tongue. As I licked her slit again, the gorgeous Asian woman relaxed, and she pulled her legs back and even wider.
"Ohh, yessss!" Christina moaned, becoming more and more vocal as I buried my tongue in her snatch. I traced the letters of the alphabet along her labes and down her slit, and I went deeper and deeper with each lick on the 'H', 'I', and 'J'. And then she fell apart as her first orgasm blasted through her electrified Asian body.
"AAAAH!" she cried out as she grabbed my head in her hands and pushed her mound into my face, her body bucking uncontrollably for several long seconds. Finally she all but collapsed.
"It's time, baby." I growled as I raised up, squatting on my knees over her again. I hooked those luscious legs over my strong arms and leaned forward, forcing her legs back over her head, making her ass raise up to put her cunt in the perfect position to receive my throbbing hard cock.
"Ohhhh..." Christina moaned as my cockhead pressed against her labes and sank into them. I pushed forward, slowly sliding into her exquisitely tight pussy until half of my length was in her. I pulled most of it back out and then drove into her again, and we watched our loins merge together as I sank into her until our pelvises met.
"Ohh yeahhh, your pussy is so tight!" I grunted. Christina's pussy was almost virgin-tight, not quite as tight as Becca Larrington's was when I deflowered her, but still amazingly snug. I withdrew and slowly slid back in on a thick layer of hot cunt oil, until our pelvises were pressed together and my balls were resting on her taint and the sweet cheeks of her ass.
I began slowly fucking Christina, flexing my ass back and forth as I pistoned in and out of her. I drove forward, then flexed my hips and thrust my meat balls-deep into her, pressing my loins hard against hers, then withdrawing and shoving it into her again, gradually faster and faster until I had a good smooth rhythm again.
"Ohhh... ohh... ohhh... ohh..." Christina moaned as her head fell back. I fucked her hard and deep, with long, seemingly languid strokes, but having to thrust with plenty of power to force her tight cuntwalls apart to receive my entire size.
I began rotating my hips in tight circles, churning her cunt into a creamy lather. Over the next few minutes Christina's cunt gradually became accustomed to the size of my cock invading her tight twat again and again. I heard her moan as I adjusted the angle of my driving thrusts, sliding my shaft along the upper wall of her womanhood. She was really getting off on that stimulation, and a moment later she cried out as she clamped down hard on my invading weapon of lust.
"Oh yes...YES!" Christina cried out as her cunt clamped down on my iron hard 'little crowbar' like a vise. I just thrust into her with short stabbing thrusts, pressing my loins tightly against hers, feeling my cockhead touching her posterior fornix, the deepest part of her vagina just past her cervix.
Christina finally calmed down after her orgasm rocked through her body, and I began fucking her steadily again. By now my own nut was rising, and I knew I was close.
"Are you on the Pill?" I asked hoarsely as I began fucking her harder with shorter thrusts again, and along her lower cuntwalls, getting me deeper inside her.
"No, but you can come in me." Christina said between gasps for breath. I didn't know if that meant it wasn't her most fertile time, or if she didn't mind being fertilized by my sperm. I knew one thing for damn sure... I was not going to pull out. I was going to pump my full climax into this beautiful, lusty Asian woman!
"Oh yeah, I'm gonna come in you, all right." I growled as I began fucking Christina powerfully, driving my hard male meat into her again and again with raw male power. As I hurtled towards the crest, Christina came again, and her tight cunt clamping down on me was too much.
"OH YEAH!" I cried out as I began firing spurt after spurt of thick, ropy jism into Christina, coating the walls of her quaking quim with my seed. I felt my cock pulse and pulse again and again as the familiar gray mist clouded my vision for a moment. Then I felt myself collapse on top of her, trying to catch my breath.
I rolled off her and she turned so that her ass was pressing into my abs and groin. I wrapped my arms around her and held her, kissing her cheek and temple, and occasionally her mouth as she turned and raised her head and neck to let me.
As we cuddled, Christina told me that she had had very few lovers. "My first time was in college. He was my fiancé, an Asian man, and as inexperienced as I was. His penis wasn't very large, only half the size of yours." My cock was about 7.5 inches long, which meant that poor guy had less than a four inch cock. Very humiliating, I thought to myself.
Christina: "I realized I didn't love him, so I broke off the engagement. Then I dated another Asian man, and he was just as bad in bed. And the sex was uncomfortable; I didn't enjoy it at all. Then I dated a couple of white men, and they were better, but the sex still was very uncomfortable. In fact, it hurt, and that's because they didn't warm me up at all, and I expected it to hurt. Then your wife said that sex shouldn't hurt, so it was either a medical problem, or we were doing it wrong."
"It didn't hurt today, did it?" I asked.
"No, it was great." Christina. "No one's ever eaten my pussy before, and it felt sooooo good when you did. And when you pushed into me, I felt the pressure, but as my pussy melted around your cock... that's how it felt, anyway... it started feeling really, really good."
"Good." I said. "I'm glad. It was really good for me, too."
After a few more minutes, Christina turned in my arms and faced me. I gently kissed her mouth and then lowered my mouth to her breasts, sucking one nipple then the other. I remember the adage that 'more than a mouthful is wasted', and while I knew that wasn't true, Christina's breasts were a joy to suck.
After making out for a few minutes, she said "You know Chemistry majors like us need to test things a lot. Why don't we test how good it feels when I'm on top of you and riding that crowbar between your legs?"
"I'm game for that." I said. That's me, Your Iron Crowbar, willing to make those sacrifices for Science...
Part 15 - Political Compromises
9:30am, Sunday, April 11th. I was in the attic room of The Cabin, helping my boys Jim, Ross, and Ian build even more of New Lego City and the great Troy Transcontinental Railroad. This thing was becoming huge, taking up a full two-thirds of the attic room, which was at the apex of the A-frame structure of The Cabin.



Jim had gotten the bright idea of building roads through the city for toy cars, which would cross over the train tracks in places. And then Jim had gotten the not-so-bright idea of muscling in on his younger brother Ian and taking some of the railroad bed rights for the highway. He tried to enlist Ross to help, but Ross wisely stayed out of it. And despite being younger and smaller than his brothers, Ian stood his ground and gave no quarter. The ensuing furious fistfight destroyed the entire northwest sector of the city and its railroad.
Bowser's barking brought my eldest child Carole to the room, and she engaged in her chosen life's work, law enforcement. She stopped the fight cold with her superior Aikido skills, and then she made her brothers go to arbitration... before their sister, Judge Tasha Troy-Patterson, who would be starting first grade the next Autumn. With Daddy's help, Judge Troy-Patterson made an equitable ruling.
It was Tasha's first ruling as a Judge. It would not be her last.
*CHIME!*
It was my Police iPhone, and the text message read "10am, University Conference Center". It was from Sheriff Griswold. The meeting was set.
I went downstairs and told Laura and Molly, then left for the University Conference Center. As I was about to pull out of the driveway onto the road, Todd Burke drove out on the road right ahead of me from the driveway of his home next to mine, with his wife Teresa Croyle riding shotgun. The BOW Enterprises SUV Todd was driving was very similar to my Police SUV in that it was heavily armored and had bulletproof glass.
I followed Todd and Teresa down the road to the University campus, and to the Conference Center. We parked and went into the Conference Center together. Todd was wearing a well-fitting suit, and Teresa and I were in uniform: light blue shirts and dark blue pants, with our ranks on dark blue soft shoulderboards on the shoulder epaulettes.
Men in suits and wearing shades let us in the back door; they were obviously security. We went down the hallway to the Board of Trustees Conference Room. The conference table, like the one at Police Headquarters, was very slightly curved along the long sides.
At the center of the table on the far side sat United States Senator Lorraine McGill. To her left was U.S. Congressman for the 1st District, Larry Vaughan, the People's Choice, and the former Town & County Mayor. To McGill's right was Governor Sharon Marshall. To Vaughan's left was was FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange. To the Governor's right was SBI Director Wes 'Coldiron' Masters.
And at the near end of the table sat FBI Supervisory Special Agent Melina Troy Allgood, the current Mayor Daniel Allgood's wife... and my ex-wife. Her presence here could be good or bad, I thought to myself.
At the far end of the table, to Lange's left, was TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya Perlman Muscone in her wheelchair, also in Police uniform. To her left, at the right end of the near side of the table, was her husband, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. And to his left was Our Sheriff, Antonio Griswold, in his Sheriff's semi-formal uniform with brown jacket over tan/khaki shirt, and brown pants that matched the jacket in color.
I was invited to sit in the middle of the near side, opposite Senator McGill and to the Sheriff's left. Teresa sat next to me, and Todd on her other side. I felt considerable foreboding at what I was guessing was the purpose and intent of this meeting, and I suspect my face showed it.
"Thank you for coming, everyone." said Senator McGill. "Especially you, Commander Troy." Lorraine McGill had been a longtime judge, and was one of the most formidable mental presences I'd ever encountered. (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues' for Judge McGill's introduction.) I could sense her mental aura reaching out for my mind, and I willed myself to resist.
"Senator." I replied, somewhat formally.
"Senator Nunn is in other meetings today, and I apologize that he could not be here." Lorraine McGill said. "I think everyone here is aware that in the past few months, former Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel was (air quotes) 'allegedly' behind several possible crimes. He may have been complicit along with Matthew Willis in the murder of Julie Davalos Matheson, leading to the suicide of her husband Dwayne Matheson." (Author's note: 'Price No Object'.)
McGill: "Then Chapel and National Security Agency official Dr. Robin Isley were 'allegedly' behind the plot to frame now-SBI-Director Wes Masters for the City Police drug-running operation, and were getting their cuts from that operation's profits." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers'.)
McGill: "We have some evidence, but not enough to go to Court, that Chapel was directly behind the attempt to steal the 'Lost Greuze', and we're certain he was behind the attempt to steal the charitable trust that Teresa Croyle endowed to University Hospital." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus'.)
McGill: "Senator Nunn and I were more than pleased to use the information Commander Troy provided us to expose DNI Chapel and his deadly schemes for his personal enrichment, which also exposed the grave threats to the Constitutional rights of American Citizens posed by the Charrington Project. As a result of our inquiries, and other inquiries that expanded from them, DNI Chapel's resignation was submitted for him, and was (air quotes) 'reluctantly' accepted."
McGill: "What some of you may not know, to this point, is that U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland was infuriated by our inquiries, and worse, he was even more infuriated by the actions of the Iron Crowbar in stopping the crimes and exposing Project Charrington. As you know, A.G. Derrick Harland has formed FBI units to investigate and harass parents that dare to protest to School Boards about the curriculum that the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, and the Democrats were trying to force to be taught to children as young as first graders."
McGill: "Also, as all of you here know, the race riots ginned up by the Democrats and their Mainstream Media allies last summer were strongly... and correctly... interdicted and put down by the Town & County Police. The U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division deliberately failed the TCPD on a diversity compliance audit, and threatened to come in and force the TCPD into a Consent Decree."
"Which will never happen." I said, menacingly.
"Let her talk, Crowbar." the Sheriff quietly admonished me. I shut my potty mouth, for the moment.
McGill: "The US DOJ Civil Rights Division also threatened to take legal action against Mayor Daniel Allgood. But to this point, they held back from actually doing anything. Until now..."
Melina Allgood was a very beautiful woman, but the look on her face at the moment at the mention of the threat to her husband was an ugliness that rivaled the (in)famous 'Teresa Cunt' look that my Iron Wolf was capable of exhibiting. Senator McGill quickly moved along:
"Derrick Harland could not stop the forced resignation of DNI Chapel, but he vowed retaliation. Like the Media, we have our sources, and a source brought to my attention a classified, secret memo from Harland to the US DOJ Civil Rights Division. He ordered Ava Hinds to find a reason, any reason, real or imagined, for the US DOJ to come in and shut down the TCPD."
"Bring it on." I said, my voice ugly. "We'll give them that fight. You know I want to expose the true nature of their racism and what they're trying to do in the Court fight."
Senator McGill affixed her eyes upon me and exuded all the mental power she could muster as she said "You don't understand, Commander. Derrick B. Harland had no intention of letting this reach the inside of a Courtroom. He intended to come in and shut down the TCPD with the force of Federal Government Guns and his Gestapo agents behind him."
"Again, bring it on." I said strongly. "We are ready for the fight, be it in Court or in combat."
"Hell yeah, we are." Teresa added.
"Crowbar, Teresa," Sheriff Griswold said, "you know I love you like my own children. But I love my Police Force, too. I know you two would fight to the very death, and that's noble. But you have over two hundred Police Officers to think about... and their families, too. Like the Senator said, Derrick B. Harland has no intention of going to Court. He's a despot; he literally wants to wipe out the Constitution and impose Totalitarian rule. And he sees wiping the TCPD off the map, literally, as a first step towards that goal."
"The Sheriff's right." EAD Owen Lange said. "And we found out more. Federal Judge K.M. Landis is a staunch ally, but he's getting old. He is being pressured to retire or resign from the Federal Bench. And worse, we discovered a plot to assassinate him if he did not."
Lange: "When I informed my superiors in the FBI, Derrick Harland himself intervened, and said that there was to be no further investigation. And in spite of Federal laws, A.G. Harland openly said that nothing was to be done to protect Judge Landis. He actually said that if it were Judge Ruth B. Taney that was threatened, he'd act to protect her. But not Judge Landis."
"That's true." said Governor Marshall. "Derrick B. Harland is applying selective enforcement of the law, and in only one direction. I've had to send State Troopers to protect Judge Landis, since Harland wouldn't do it... and the US DOJ complained about that, but still sent no one to do the jobs they're supposed to be doing."
"The bottom line, Don," said Senator McGill, "is that the Totalitarians like Brendan Chapel and Derrick B. Harland are ready and willing to bypass the law and the Constitution, and they intended to destroy the TCPD first, and worry about the consequences and the Court cases later. And Melina, they intended to arrest and 'disappear' your husband the Mayor. They intended to kill him like they killed George Aurus."
McGill: "And Harland wasn't just looking at the TCPD. He intended to persuade the President, through the deeply corrupt Vice President, to fire the Army Chief of Staff, General Alexander McFarland, as well as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Marine General who is very fond of you, Commander Troy." (Author's note: 'Semper Fidelis', Ch. 03; 'Unresolved', Ch. 05.)
McGill: "And this was so he could cancel all the Government contracts and research grants that BOW Enterprises is getting, in order to hurt Teresa Croyle's husband after her endowment was not stolen. I don't know why, but they really, really hate that generous endowment. And they hate Todd for working with Israel, and for being the nephew of the Iron Crowbar."
In the ominous, tense silence that enveloped the room, I finally said "You're not just telling us this to hear yourselves talk. What's the endgame you're about to spring on us?"
Lorraine McGill gave a pursed smile, then said "After we began exposing Brendan Chapel, then learned of what Derrick B. Harland wanted to use the Civil Rights Division to do to you, a group of very powerful people in Washington got together to try to work out something to cool things down. An agreement was made."
McGill: "Chapel would be forced to resign, and Charrington would be scrapped, which has happened. The CJCS is going to retire anyway, but General McFarland would be allowed to remain as Army Chief of Staff, and the BOW Enterprises contracts would remain in place. And the Civil Rights Division dogs would be called off."
"In return," said Senator McGill, "Chapel would not be investigated further nor prosecuted. Derrick B. Harland would not be investigated nor asked (air quotes) 'embarrassing' questions during Congressional testimony. Further investigations of BigCommo and Charrington would stop, and the people arrested in connection with the Lost Greuze would be turned over to Federal custody. And you guys will stop killing or threatening to kill Federal Agents, like the way Curtis Halsey was murdered." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 04.)
"Wow, they're not asking for much." I said. "And that's not sarcasm. They're really giving you a lot and seemingly wanting very little. So why do you trust them to keep their side of the bargain?"
"Because we can always bring Charrington back up." Lorraine McGill said. "Mr. Lange?"
EAD Owen Lange said "But that was before George Aurus showed back up, and Robin Isley sent her Swamp Frog team in to get him. They didn't know about the agreement, as you didn't know. I know you guys hated me at the flower shop when I had to make you give them back to our custody. And the Sheriff had to allow it in order to save his Police Department from Harland and the DOJ Civil Rights Division."
"I don't agree." said Todd Burke speaking up for the first time, and with anger in his voice. "Lindsey Black physically and mentally abused Beverly. And Karl Coleman was going to push me down onto a planted gun and then shoot me in the back of the head. He was going to murder me in cold blood."
I said "And he and Black would've murdered a ten year old boy if my armored back was not in the way. We've got the proof."
"I know." said Owen Lange. "But for the sake of the agreement, I'm going to have to ask you to let us handle it at the Federal level. And to give us your ballistics evidence and the flower shop video."
"No way in HELL!" Teresa yelled, her restraint finally breaking.
"Commanderrrr..." tried the Sheriff. It was a poor try.
"She's right, Sheriff." I said, taking up for my Iron Wolf. "No matter what, we're holding on to that evidence. It's our defense against the US DOJ Civil Rights Division, the only way we can force them to stand down."
Todd Burke said "And I already have copies of the videotape, and I am not relinquishing them. I am going to use that in my lawsuit against Black, Coleman, and the FBI. And I've already sworn out a criminal complaint with the Town & County Police and the SBI."
Owen Lange said "You realize that if you do, they may come in and strip you of your Government contracts and grants?"
"So be it, then." Todd said. He then stood up and said "If there's one thing I've learned from my mother's brother, it's to never give in to blackmail. I'm calling you out on your threats, and I'm ready to go public with this. All of it. This is not just about me, but about justice for Beverly after what they did to her, and probably many others like her. It's about the arrogant overreach of dirty Federal Agents with Government Guns."
"And you're okay with the Civil Rights Division coming and and shutting down the TCPD, where your wife works? Totally destroying it?" tried Lange.
Todd looked down at Teresa, who said with alacrity: "Don't let them blackmail nor intimidate you. Do what you need to do..." She turned and looked at Lange as she finished: ...no matter what."
Todd looked back at Lange. Lange was looking at Teresa with anger in his dark eyes. A full-bore 'Teresa Cunt' look was answering the EAD.
Senator McGill said "Mr. Burke, we are hoping for your cooperation, but you need to know that your lawsuits and criminal complaints will be dismissed with prejudice.. And they very likely will cancel your contracts. Think about your employees, Mr. Burke."
Todd stared into Senator McGill's eyes with an anger I'd rarely seen from him. "What I am thinking about, Senator, are my very generous contributions to your campaigns. Since I apparently need to start cutting back on expenditures, I'll start by withholding those generous contributions to you, and maybe instead give them to your primary opponent in your next election."
Looking up, Todd said "I neither accept nor agree to any of your Faustian deals. I'll see you FBI Agents in Court." He looked down at Teresa, his eyes silently asking if she were going with him or staying behind.
"I'll stay, to protect Don." Teresa replied. "If Lange tries to do anything to Don, I'll blow Lange's ass away." Todd nodded and turned and left the room.
"Allgood, stop him." ordered Lange, himself getting up. To his shock, both Teresa and I rose to our feet as we drew our service weapons. Jack Muscone also had risen from his chair, maybe to protect Lange.
"Won't be me trying to stop him." Melina said, remaining seated. "Teresa, we'll cover Don. Go protect Todd."
"Crowbar!" the Sheriff said, getting up and between us and Owen Lange. "Please, sit down."
"Go ahead, Teresa." I said. "I'll be okay." I holstered my service weapon and slowly sat back down as Teresa followed Todd out of the room.
"Todd is right." I said. "And why in the hell should I agree to one word of this putrid deal?"
Sheriff Griswold said "Because, Crowbar: some days you get the bear, and some days the bear gets you."
I nodded, feeling great anger and pain in my soul. I sifted through the quicksands of my mind the pros and cons of accepting the deal versus refusing to be a part of it. All eyes were on me as I finally decided.
"I want one thing, and it is not negotiable." I said. "I want the US DOJ Civil Rights Division to issue a formal report exonerating the Town & County Police Force and Mayor Daniel Allgood from any wrongdoing. I want them to state officially and in writing that the TCPD and Mayor Allgood have done nothing wrong, nothing racist, and were only doing our duty and our jobs."
I continued: "And I want that formal exoneration broadcast on every television and radio station in the State... especially on KXTC."
"We can't force them to do that." said Senator McGill.
"The hell you can't!" I fired back. "You're sitting there quaking in fear that Derrick Harland can illegally just shut down the TCPD by decree and by force, and then you tell me you can't apply pressure to the FCC to force KXTC to announce that or lose their broadcasting license? You are now a United States Senator, Judge McGill. You have the power; use it!"
"All right, we'll make it happen." said Senator McGill.
And then Owen Lange spoke up: "We still need that ballistics evidence, and the flower shop videotapes."
"Molon labe." I said. "We've already sent copies of it to this region's Special Agent In Charge, but we are holding on to it."
I stood up. "Decide whose side you are on, Mr. EAD. Oh, and by the way... I won't go after Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman. But if our paths cross, if I ever see them again, anywhere on earth and especially here in my State, I will kill them. That is a threat, and a prediction. Keep them and their fellow Swamp Frogs out of my State and my County. And if anything happens to my nephew Todd Burke or any of his family..." I just shook my head at the thought of what I would do to them.
I turned towards the door to leave. "Always nice to see you, Senator, Governor, Director Masters." I said by way of excusing myself from that hideous meeting.
"I'll come with you." said the Sheriff. We walked out together, and I did not need to be Cindy nor Carole to sense the Sheriff's relief... and pain at the shame of having had to convince me to accept that most very dishonorable deal...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm local time, Sunday, April 11th. Dr. Robin Isley of the powerful National Security Agency entered the office of the Director of National Intelligence. It had been significantly changed from the way former DNI Brendan Chapel had furnished it; totally new paint of a different and lighter color on the walls, new and lighter carpet, a different though still magnificent desk.
"Come on in, have a seat." said the current DNI, Dr. Susan Cameron Price. She was a light-skinned black woman, married to a white man that was a top Executive of one of the major National Networks, and a deeply committed Leftist.



Robin Isley sat down and Susan Price began: "As you may know, Brendan Chapel's resignation was submitted for him after he made some very unintelligent decisions, which resulted in the exposure of the Charrington Project as well as opening him up to potential prosecution for a number of crimes."
Price: "You were lucky, Dr. Isley. You are being retained in your current position in the NSA, and there will be further opportunities for you, as long as the Administration remains firmly in good Democrat hands. And in exchange for you not being given treatment similar to what Chapel got, we are expecting you to accept a deal our superiors at the highest levels have agreed to."
Isley said: "You're letting the TCPD and Donald Troy off the hook?"
"Yes." said Price. "A.G. Derrick B. Harland has objected strenuously to the deal; however, he knows as well as the rest of us that if the filthy Republicans regain control of the House of Representatives, they will impeach him."
"Why?" Isley asked, stunned. "What did he do to warrant that?"
Susan Price replied: "He's refused to arrest 'peaceful' protesters at the homes of several Federal Judges, in violation of Title 18, Section 1507 of the U.S. Code, including K.M. Landis, as well as Conservative SCOTUS Justices. We'll never say it out loud that he's wrong, and the Media is chanting that the protests are 'peaceful' so it's okay to protest. But if the repugnant Republicans take back the House, they're totally intent on impeaching him, so he's been told that he will stand down, so as not to give the Enemy any more ammunition."
Price: "Harland ordered the US DOJ Civil Rights Division to shut down the Town & Country Police Department by force, bypassing the Courts. But that fucking bitch Lorraine McGill found out about it. If we ever find the traitor that gave her that secret document, there will be a Death Penalty case. The bottom line, Dr. Isley, is that we've made a deal with McGill and the FBI, and we're going to drop the investigation of the TCPD."
"Even if Todd Burke sues the FBI?" Isley asked. "You're going to leave our Agents bleeding on the battlefield?"
"No." said Price. "We're going to save Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, and they will still be part of your team, if you want them. But I would strongly recommend they never been seen anywhere near that Town & County again. Let Burke sue; we'll settle with his employee, and he'll find his own Federal and State lawsuits dropped with prejudice. We're honoring the rest of the deal. So... speak now or forever hold your peace, Dr. Isley. Have you anything to say?"
"Just one thing." said Dr. Robin Isley. "May God damn the Iron Crowbar!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Sunday, April 11th. Todd and Teresa had brought their boys to The Cabin for dinner. I also invited Sheriff Griswold to join us, and he did. Todd's boys Doug and Mike went upstairs to help rebuild the damaged part of New Lego City. Little Jack Burke and Ian Troy were in the front room, playing a space war video game. It was a pretty even match between Jack's Klingon Fleet and Ian's Federation Fleet, as both boys were wily tacticians.
Tasha was playing spelling games on my iPad, then brought up a WNBA basketball app game. Carole was not even trying to hide the fact that she was watching us adults very carefully, and not just watching with her eyes.
Around 8:30pm, Todd said to me "Uncle Don, can we talk outside? You too, Teresa."
"Sure." I said. "I'll start up the fire pot."
Sheriff Griswold sat down by Carole and began discussing the Nancy Drew book Carole had read, along with her new mystery story that she hoped would fool me. Bowser and Buddy came outside with me, Teresa, and Todd, and went around the house and down the path to inspect their territories and do their business.
Meanwhile, I lit up the fire pot and sat down in my regular seat on the metal mesh loveseat, while Todd and Teresa pulled up metal mesh chairs from the metal mesh table.
Todd said "Teresa and I were talking about that meeting this morning, and the possible ramifications. BOW Enterprises will be all right, even if we lose the Government contracts. The money we laid out to start up the Apple Grove facility as well as the projects near Teresa's hometown has been almost fully recouped, and everything is going well."
Todd: "But if the Federal Government does come against us, I have options. As you know, BOW Enterprises is in partnership with Ichimoku Industries in Japan, and with Zion Dynamics, based in Israel. We're collaborating on a lot of good research stuff. If push came to shove, I could move to Japan, or to Israel where Mom is."
"Move?" I gasped. Then I looked at Teresa.
She said "Yes, I would have to go with my husband and our children. We're operating on the thesis that if Todd's lawsuit goes forward and they come against the TCPD in retaliatory response, you and I will be out of our jobs and forced to retire, which we can do as Medal of Valor recipients."
Teresa: "They'll probably force Jack Muscone to retire from the FBI, so he may have to pack up Tanya and Pete and his daughters and move somewhere. And Cindy could re-retire and go to work for her father, and begin learning the ropes to take over 'The Vision' when he retires or passes away. So our question is... what would you do?"
I said "I haven't thought about it. I've got options... the SBI, or back to my roots and degree, and do Chemistry work. Or I might just be the spouse of the next President of the University."
It was Teresa's turn to gasp. "Is Laura taking the job after Dr. Wellman retires in May?"
I shrugged my shoulders. "I dunno. What I did observe this morning is that Governor Sharon Marshall was the only person in our meeting that would not really be affected by that Faustian deal, as you so accurately called it, Todd. So why was she at the meeting? I would submit she was in our County and on Campus this morning, but the meeting masked her being there for another reason. And Carole mentioned that Laura had gone (air quotes) 'grocery shopping' this morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Half an hour later, Todd went inside and was corralled by Carole for a philosophical discussion of nanotechnology, which Carole had heard mentioned on a Star Trek episode... and mentioned again by a big Star Trek fan, our resident Iron Klingon, Sheriff Griswold.
Having sufficiently distracted the Junior Crowbar for the moment, the Sheriff came out onto the deck with three shot glasses and a bottle of Wild Turkey Rare Breed bourbon. He poured three shots and we clinked glasses and down them. He refilled the glasses for us to sip the bourbon.
"I just wanted to thank you for trusting me in a moment when I really needed you to." said the Sheriff. "You have no idea how hard that was to do that in front of our Officers."
Teresa said "I admit, I was angry. And a lot of that was because it was my husband that was nearly murdered. But the Iron Crowbar figured out what you were doing. Nothing gets past him."
"Some things do." I replied. "I really thought they would have to follow the law and go to Court before they could charge the TCPD with civil rights violations... and that they would do so. But you were right, Sheriff: Derrick B. Harland is so corrupt that he would have tried to shut us down by decree and physical force."
I continued: "I should have realized it, after hearing that Derrick Harland refused to protect Conservative Federal Judges while protecting Leftwing Federal Judges. And in my zeal to bring the fight to the real racists and expose them for what they are, I didn't take into account the danger to our Officers. I was wrong, and you were right, Sheriff."
Griswold growled "I only knew it because EAD Lange briefed me on it. He wanted Jack Muscone to tell you, and get you on board with it, but both Jack and Tanya agreed that you wouldn't listen to him, so I agreed to talk to you about it. And then that flower shop incident happened before I could tell you."
Griswold: "And it was further complicated when Coleman planted that gun and tried to push Todd on it, so that he could murder Todd in cold blood. I don't blame you a bit, Teresa, for taking your husband's side on that, and you have every right to be angry. But I still had to let Lange take them out of there, for the sake of the TCPD."
Teresa said "I am angry... at myself. I should've just gone in firing at Coleman's head, and Lindsey Black's head, too. And next time... I won't hold back."
Griswold said "I hope there won't be a next time. And I hate to ask this, Teresa, but------"
"Then don't ask it, Sheriff." I said, interrupting him. "Don't put Teresa on that spot. I had enough trouble with Tanya's divided loyalties between her husband and the TCPD."
The Sheriff gaped at me, his eyes wide. I continued: "And furthermore to this subject, sir: if Todd does sue, which will expose the dirty FBI agents, then if the DOJ moves against the TCPD, the People will know it's retaliation, and an abusive exercise of Totalitarian power. So I don't think they'll risk it."
The Sheriff stared at me for a second, then exhaled and nodded as he began to fully understand what I was saying. "All right, we'll let it play out. Let's hope it works out for the best."
Teresa stood up and said "I need to collect my four boys and get them home and into bed. I'll talk to y'all tomorrow." The Sheriff and I also stood up, and Teresa gave him a hug, and he hugged her back. Then she and I fist-bumped and she went to the door, let Buddy and Bowser back inside, then went in herself.
"I almost made a bad, bad mistake, didn't I?" the Sheriff asked. We both knew I'd stopped him from asking Teresa to convince Todd to not sue the FBI, and that she would not only have refused, but her respect for the Sheriff would've been forever destroyed.
"Yes sir." I said. "But we've all made some bad mistakes on this one. And as you said, we'll see how it plays out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00am, Monday, April 12th. Laura and Paulina were asleep in the master bedroom. Unable to sleep, I got up, got dressed, and went out onto the back deck. I didn't light the fire pot, but just looked out over the twinkling lights of my Town in the total darkness and stillness enveloping me.
What is wrong with this world? I thought to myself.
We did the right things at all times... yet we have to accept a 'compromise' with corrupt Federal Agents and corrupt Federal Government officials? As if we are the criminals, and the violent criminals we correctly enforced the law against are coddled and protected? Even after one of my female Officers was brutally raped and nearly murdered? And after arrogant, dirty Federal Agents nearly murdered my nephew? Not to mention how they tried twice to steal a very generous woman's inheritance, that she endowed to a Hospital so that children could be cured of rare diseases?
And now... my family is being ripped apart. My nephew may have to leave the country... leave America!... to continue to provide people with new innovations that better their lives. And that very generous woman, his wife, and my most trusted friend and associate, would have to leave the job she loves, to go with him and his boys.
And Tanya and her son Pete... who is almost as much a part of my family as my blood children... may have to move away. And Cindy, who is my blood cousin, but is much more, may leave, though not as far. Tanya, Cindy, and Teresa are my Angels, but they are being ripped away from me, because of corrupt Federal Government people that we have to accept a dirty compromise with...
The light of a train appeared out of the western horizon, and grew larger and brighter as it came towards Town before taking the curve southward just before the River. As I watched it, and the wail of its horn reached my ears in the breeze, I momentarily closed my eyes. When I opened them, the sky was lighting up, heralding the approaching dawn...
Part 16 - Aftermath
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, April 12th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "The CEO of BOW Enterprises sues the FBI!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "In a shocking incident last Friday at Beverly's Flower Shop, FBI Agents verbally and physically harassed the employee working at the shop, and then physically assaulted and attempted to murder the flower shop's owner Todd Burke, who is also the CEO of BOW Enterprises! They also physically assaulted Mr. Burke's attorney, who was with him at the time."
Bettina: "Mr. Burke is filing a lawsuit in both State and Federal Courts against the FBI and the Federal Agents involved, and his employee confirmed to Channel Two News that she is also filing a lawsuit against the FBI. Additionally, Mr. Burke swore out a criminal complaint against two of the Federal Agents. Mr. Burke said this during a Press conference yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Todd Burke at the BOW Enterprises Press Room, addressing a large gathering of propagandists------ er, reporters. After announcing the lawsuit, Todd said "Federal Agent Karl Coleman... again, that's Federal Agent Karl Coleman, K-a-r-l C-o-l-e-m-a-n... planted a gun on the floor and told me to pick it up. If I had, he would've shot me dead with the gun he was pointing at my head from inches away. When I refused to help him murder me, he came behind me and was going to push me down onto the gun and then shoot me."
Todd: "While that was happening, Federal Agent Lindsey Black... that's Lindsey Black, B-L-A-C-K... verbally browbeat my flower shop employee, then physically accosted her and was going to arrest her without a warrant..."
FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone had been standing next to Todd. After Todd was finished, Muscone came up and said "We have received this evidence and the formal criminal complaint from the Town & County Police Department. I have sent this information to the FBI's Office of Professional Responsibility for further investigation of the criminal actions of Agents Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, and they have opened a formal investigation."
Back to Bettina live: "Mr. Burke released the following footage from the flower shop's video cameras. We must warn you that this footage is disturbing. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing the verbal and physical harassment of Beverly, then the violation of Todd and Rudy Lewis's Constitutional rights, to put it mildly.
Bettina: "Todd Burke is the son of Police Commander Donald Troy's sister, and Mr. Burke is married to Police Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle. Neither Commander Troy nor Commander Croyle responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment, but Police Chief Sean Moynahan issued a statement saying, quote, 'The TCPD has obtained arrest warrants for FBI Agents Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, and material witness warrants for Agents Nancy Harding and Cabe Andrews. If they ever return to this State, they will be arrested.', close quote."
Bettina: "And in other news, George Aurus, the Black Velvet Killer, was shot and killed in a gun battle with Federal Agents at the University Museum. The FBI issued a statement saying that Mr. Aurus was attempting to steal the Statue of Artemis from the Museum, and that he was armed and drew his weapon to shoot the Federal Agents, giving them no choice but to return fire. Now let's go to our political reporter Carl Lemay for a breaking story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the handsome black reporter in his well-fitting, expensive suit, reporting from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the Federal Building across Courthouse Square as his backdrop, as if that would make his story more relevant or truthful. "The U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division is ending their investigation of the Town & County Police Department!"
Lemay: "Spokeswoman Ava Hinds, who was leading the investigation, made this statement yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Ava Hinds at a ubiquitous Federal Government podium in Washington, D.C., saying "The TCPD has made sufficient improvements in diversity in hiring and promotions, and has taken steps to be more cognizant of the concerns of People of Color with regard to their policing actions. Therefore, the Civil Rights Division is ending their investigation of the Town & County's Government as well as their Police Department with no charges to be filed against them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Applause broke out in the Major Crimes Division room, where MCD, Vice, and Intel Detectives and Officers were joined by their Lieutenants to watch the broadcast as a group... and to rapidly consume the doughnuts provided by the Police Chief and Police Commander. You would think they were starving, what with the speed with which those doughnuts met their destinies.
Applause also broke out in the Main Conference Room, where Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels, Sheriff Griswold, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Your Iron Crowbar (me), Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, and Public Relations Officer Captain Damien Thompson sat around the table, in that order.
"You did it, Commander Troy." Teresa said. "The USDOJ closed the case against us, and KXTC broadcast it."
"And they didn't sayyyyy it," drawled the Chief, "but the official Letter they sent me yesterday stated that there was noooo wrongdoing by the TCPD, totally exonerating us."
"What about Mayor Daniel Allgood?" Tanya asked with a twinkle in her eye. As is her wont, she was asking the 'impertinent' question.
The Chief said "My letter said that the investigations against both the Police and the Town & County Government were being cloooosed, with no negative findings."
"That may be as close as they get to truly exonerating Daniel." I said. "If I were him, I'd issue public statements (air quotes) 'declaring victory'. But it's his call."
"So it's over?" Cindy asked. "Even though Todd is suing the FBI?"
"Yes." said Jack Muscone. "They're going to settle with Beverly and with Rudy Lewis. They're going to put Todd's civil and criminal complaints into the Court of Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney, who will dismiss them with prejudice, and all appeals will be unsuccessful."
Muscone: "The OPR on Black and Coleman will go through the system, and then will be squelched at a higher level than the FBI Director. That's to cover the FBI brass's asses, and Black, Coleman, Andrews, and Harding will become Agents for the Department of Homeland Security under the supervision of one Dr. Robin Isley. And the story will die down... the great Rush Limbaugh called the Mainstream Media the 'drive-bys', and this story will also fade away."
And it would. Beverly would receive a settlement of over $800,000, and Rudy Lewis $600,000. Todd refused to accept a settlement, and his lawsuits were rolled together into one at the Federal level and summarily dismissed. But he did not lose any of his contracts with the U.S. Military, nor be given any problems vis-a-vis his businesses in the area of Teresa's hometown...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, April 12th. The Duty Desk Sergeant escorted William Farnsworth, Esq. of Succup & Payne, P.C. to my office. After shaking hands, I invited him to sit down, but he stood in front of my desk. I sat down, anyway.
"I was hired by George Aurus, through intermediaries." said Farnsworth. "He named you as the Executor of his Last Will and Testament." He handed me the will.
Farnsworth: "He also directed me to give you this key to a safe deposit box at the J.P. Goldman Bank. Inside it are instructions for setting up a trust fund in his name to provide for the care and counseling of abused and at-risk boys. He did not tell me where the money was, but said you would either know, or be able to figure it out." He handed me the key.



Farnsworth: "Finally, he gave me this packet of information. It contains what he said was evidence of a Catholic priest abusing young alter boys in several churches around the State, and particularly in The City. The information may be too old for you to use on its own, but he hoped it would be a starting point to begin an investigation." He handed me the packet.
I thanked him and he left. I looked at the evidence packet first, and I gasped when I saw what it was, and who it was about...
Part 17 - Epilogue
"Evil indeed is the man who has not one woman to mourn him."
------ Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, 'The Hound of The Baskervilles'.
Dawn, Tuesday, April 13th. The Town & County Cemetery sloped downward from north to south, and the southeast corner was for the burial of indigents at County expense. My Police SUV led the way down the path that went between the Cemetery and the Pet Cemetery under the old oak tree.
I was driving, Teresa was riding shotgun, and Chaplain Calvin, our Protestant Police Chaplain, was in the back seat. We were all wearing our Duty Dress jackets with the metal-bordered ribbons instead of the full 'fruit salad' of ribbons, and Teresa and I were not wearing our Medals of Valor. Chaplain Calvin wore a clerical collar instead of the neckties Teresa and I were wearing.
Behind us was the hearse that belonged to the Town & County Coroner's Office, carrying the cremated ashes of George Aurus. Behind the hearse in two Police cruisers was the Funeral Detail, Police Officers that trained to act as pallbearers for indigent burials as well as honorable burials of fallen Police Officers or retired Officers that had died.
The Feds had demanded we turn over Aurus's body to them, so they could bury it inside a Federal prison. I'd arranged with Coroner John Quincy Kelly to go ahead and cremate the body, then tell the Feds that the body had been 'accidentally' cremated before it could be turned over to them, so sorry. Then the Coroner summarily denied the Feds's demand, saying the body had been claimed. Whatever they'd wanted the body for, they'd been stymied in the attempt to get it.
We had not expected anyone to attend George Aurus's funeral, and we'd scheduled it for the early morning so that any protesters or relatives of Aurus's victims would not be likely to cause disruptions. But when we arrived, we saw about forty people waiting on the hillside between the road and the grave that had been dug and awaited the coffin carrying Aurus's ashes. Most of them were wearing black t-shirts, with the logo of the defunct Wrangler Circus.
"Oh wow." Teresa said as we saw them. "How did they know?" Then she looked over at me, and realized that it was possible I'd gotten word to them through one of their members.
We all got out of our vehicles. Six men wearing Wrangler Circus shirts came down, and I told the Funeral Detail that the Circus people could be the pallbearers, then quietly told the Funeral Detail to be on watch as Police Officers securing the scene.
Chaplain Calvin followed the pallbearers and the coffin they were carrying up the slight rise between two rows formed by the other former Circus members and other attendees. Many of the men and women's looked beaten; they had endured many things and had had hard lives since the time they were children. Many had engaged in lives of crime, and some of them... of both genders... had been forced into prostitution to survive.
But George Aurus had not forgotten them, the only people with whom he'd found belonging, and a sense of family. He'd taken care of them to the extent he was able, and they'd returned the favor, shielding him from the relentless pursuit of Law Enforcement. And now they were paying their final respects to him.
Chaplain Calvin said some pretty standard words, citing how one of the criminals crucified with Jesus had turned to Him, then telling how in his last hours Aurus had helped a child find his dog. He said that Aurus had long hoped to create a charity to help others like himself and his Circus friends that had been abused as children, and that that dream was now being fulfilled in his name. I could sense that the people there were very happy to hear that.
Then one of the women, a big, heavyset woman, gave new meaning to the words about the fat lady singing. Indeed, she had a voice worthy of an Opera as she sang Steven Sondheim's 'Send In The Clowns'...
"Isn't it rich?
Are we a pair?
Me here at last on the ground
You in mid-air
Send in the clowns..."
Others joined in, ending with the final stanza:
"I thought that you'd want what I want
Sorry, my dear
But where are the clowns?
Quick, send in the clowns
Don't bothеr, they're herе..."
After Chaplain Calvin made the final prayers and incantations, the funeral was over. Most of the crowd stayed, talking about their days in the Circus and about George Aurus. And then they noticed what Teresa and I noticed: one man had gone over to another grave, and was standing before it.
Some of the crowd followed Teresa as she walked over and stood beside the man. He was Johnny, the Food Services worker who'd helped Aurus hide, and had brought food to young Jimmy. Teresa had recognized the grave site: it was where Beverly's daughter, little Sarah, was buried after losing her battle with a rare and virulent illness. (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 01.)
"She was your daughter." Teresa said to the man, seeing the tears streaming down his face.
"Yes." said Johnny. "Her mother left me when she was a baby, and I don't blame her; I treated my ex real bad. But I never hurt that baby."
Teresa nodded and Johnny continued to talk as others gathered around them: "I never heard from them again. I didn't even know Sarah was sick until it was too late, and she'd already died. George told me what had happened. And I... I wasn't there for her. I wasn't there for my little girl when she needed me." He broke down sobbing.
After a moment, Johnny collected himself and continued: "When George found out that prick David Palmer with the insurance company had cut off their insurance, he was mad, as mad as I'd ever seen him. And he took it out on David Palmer, he made that prick pay. George cooked that bastard alive, from the inside out. And I'm not sorry for that." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', Ch. 02.)
"Neither am I." Teresa said, remembering how little Sarah had died while Teresa was singing to her. Teresa decided not to tell Johnny that, though. Instead she just patted him on the back and said "I'm very sorry for your loss."
She turned and left as the others came up to Johnny and comforted him in his moment of misery. As she came up to me and we were about to leave, several other persons in Circus shirts came up to us. I asked Teresa to join Chaplain Calvin next to my Police SUV. Thankfully, the Iron Wolf did not protest, and went to the vehicle.
"You're the Iron Crowbar, arentcha?" one man asked.
"Yes, I am." I said, holding up my red crowbar.
The man extended a manila folder to me. As I took it, he said "George Aurus told us that you're not an ordinary cop, and that you might be the only man that can bring the priest that molested us to Justice. I don't know if you can, but maybe this will help."
I said "I cannot promise you that I will succeed. But I can promise you that it will not be for lack of trying, and to the very limits of my abilities. And it may take a while, but I will not give up on it."
"Thank you, sir." said one of the women. "That's all we ask."
"We've waited decades." said the man. "A little while longer won't be much." I nodded, then excused myself and walked down to the Police SUV and got in the driver's seat.
"What's that?" asked Teresa, reaching for the manila envelope that I was about to put into the compartment between our seats.
"Ack ack ack!" I said, slapping her hand away and securing the folder in the compartment. Teresa looked shocked, and I said "I'll show it to you at the proper time." Teresa was Catholic; she did not need to see that stuff until I'd prepared her to see it.
Some of the material was a duplicate of what Aurus had left me through his lawyer, but some was different. Some was a collection of statements by people, telling what had been done to them, and the priest that had committed those acts upon them.
Most of the information was at least two decades old, but gave a clear timeline and evidence of the insatiable sexual appetite of that brutal prelate, who made Sandusky's crimes seem insignificant by comparison. And he had been promoted over the years to higher and higher positions, and now was at a level he probably thought made him invulnerable from ordinary, earthly Law Enforcement. And his current name was well known to Teresa, as the Archbishop of the diocese of The City...
Claude Cardinal O'Leery...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue - Rewarding The Deserving
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Monday, May 3rd, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me this morning is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." the lovely Indian reporterette replied. "Here's what's in the news. Fox Eight News has learned that Governor Sharon Marshall will attend today's Police Promotions and Medals ceremonies, and could possibly be awarding the Governor's Gold Medal to those involved in defeating the insidious ransomware virus that threatened to cripple University Hospital."
Catrina: "But there may be more to the visit. Sources tell Channel Two News that Governor Marshall may be meeting with Dr. Laura Fredricson and with the University Board of Trustees, which could mean that Dr. Fredricson succeeding Dr. Sidney P. Wellman as University President is close to becoming reality."
After several other items, Priya said: "And now let's go to Fox Eight News contributor, and Publisher of the Town & County Examiner Online, Alison McFarland, for a special story. Alison!"
"That's right, Priya and Catrina!" said the lovely blonde Alison McFarland. "This Saturday, May 8th, which happens to have been V.E. Day in 1945 when World War Two in Europe ended, is going to be 'Airborne Day' in our Town & County. Elements of the XVIII Airborne Corps will be making parachute jumps into the farm fields west of BOW Enterprises. But the big news is that sources tell me that several of the Airborne-qualified members of our Public Safety Department will be invited to make a parachute jump with them!"
Alison: "The event will be open to the Public to attend, and to witness the jumps. Afterwards, one or more of the planes may land for tours, and to show the capabilities of the aircraft to take off and land in fields and on dirt roads. And as a bonus, my sources also tell me that there will be special guests at the event. It should be a lot of fun for everyone..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wonder who her secret source is?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Sheriff's Deputy Cindy Ross watched the broadcast with me in my office.
"The very best one possible." I said. "General Alexander McFarland... Alison's father. He pretty much put this together himself, and he's going to be here Saturday."
"The Army Chief of Staff?" Tanya gasped. "The Chief of Staff? Here?"
"Same one, and yes, he will be here." I replied. "His itinerary and presence here is technically classified, so don't say anything to anyone."
"Who from the TCPD is jumping?" Teresa asked.
"Not you, Mr. Brokeback." Cindy Ross said to me, with great clarity in her voice. "If you try, I'll throw you out of the plane... without a parachute."
"Curing the disease by killing the patient?" I asked with something of a grin on my face. "In that case, I won't have to worry about breaking my back."
"I'm serious, Don." Cindy said. "You are not jumping. No disrespect to Tanya, here, but I don't want to see you in a matching wheelchair."
"Neither do I, for that matter." said Tanya. "So since I'm already in the chair, how do I get to jump?"
I said "All kidding aside, when I went to Airborne School at Ft. Benning, GA, my Company had a mascot dog, named 'Drop Zone'. He'd been found as a puppy on the drop zone where the students jumped. So they made a special box to contain him so he wouldn't get hurt, and he made five parachute jumps and was duly awarded a Parachutist Badge."
Teresa asked: "You were in an Airborne Military Police Reserve unit. Did y'all have drug dogs or explosives dogs that had to jump with you?"
I said "They had the equipment for it, but we never used it. We didn't have any dogs attached to our unit, either; they were with the higher Headquarters in the rearguard. Anyhoo, I'd heard that the University's cadets going to Airborne School this summer wanted to take Chief IV to Ft. Benning with them, and make a Paratrooper out of him. No word yet on if that'll be allowed."
I went on: "So yeah, they could probably put together some contraption for you, Tanya. But if Ms. Scaredy Cat here wont let me jump, she'll definitely try to stop you from risking it."
"God dammit, Don!" Cindy said angrily, her face beet red. "I'm trying to keep you from getting seriously hurt! I would like to see you walk your daughters down the aisle on their wedding days. Do you really have to start calling me names when I'm just concerned for your safety?"
I said "I did fine when I jumped in Israel. I'll be fine on Saturday, too."
Cindy had had enough. As she stood up, she said "You damn right you'll be fine on Saturday. Because I'm not going to let you jump. Whatever it takes, even going to the Sheriff or your wife and having them tell you not to, I'm going to do it."
With that, she turned and exited the office, letting the door close ju-ust a wee bit hard. The rest of us looked at each other in the ensuing silence.
"Is she really that upset?" Tanya asked a few seconds later.
"Yes." I said, having sensed it. "Remember how she went off on me after I jumped with the Israeli 55th Paras?" (Author's note: 'We'll Always Have Paris', Ch. 02, 03.) "She's not kidding about Saturday, either. She really will knock me out cold, if that's what it takes to keep me from jumping."
Teresa said "And knowing you, that's what it will take. So, who else is jumping? I know the SWAT guys that are Airborne qualified are excited about it."
I said "I put out that email a few weeks ago. Kalsu, Patrick, and Hawley immediately replied, and Chief Moynahan wasn't far behind. SBI Director Masters also asked to jump with us, and Chief Moynahan put his name on the list. Ranger Halston asked if he could jump, I approved it, and the Chief signed off on it. Paramedics Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph were in the XVIII Airborne Corps and are Airborne-qualified, so they'll be jumping with us."
I continued: "And of course no party would be complete without United States Paratrooper Leonard R. Cordell. And... oh, yeah! Guess who Admiral Cordell says is going to be jumping with him... why, Commander Croyle! I believe he said you will be."
"Shut the front door!" Tanya said. "Really?"
Teresa said "He asked me if I wanted to, and he cleared it with General McFarland. And if I don't, Don will never let me live it down."
"You damn right I won't." I 'promised'.
"Oh, you gotta take that opportunity!" Tanya said.
Teresa said "I'm not... excited about it, but I remember when Tiger Woods paid to go through part of Basic Training, so he would know what his father had gone through. And my father was a Master Parachutist, what Admiral Cordell called a 'Master Blaster'. So, yeah, I'm not going to let this opportunity pass by." Then she turned just a bit wicked as she said cattily: "And I'll be giving Cindy no end of hell about it, too."
"Heh." I said. "And I've got a little surprise for one of our Detectives, too. O-kayyyy, let's go give out some medals like candy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, May 3rd. The Police Force and Emergency Medical Services team were holding a joint Promotions and Medals Ceremonies on the 'parade grounds' and bleachers behind Police Headquarters. Because Governor Marshall was expected to attend, the Press was there in relatively large numbers, and with many cameras. And because the Governor was there, we were asked to wear our fully-formal jackets with medals, as opposed to just ribbons, and Medal of Valor recipients were wearing said medals around our necks.
There were almost no promotions, just a few pay-grade increases. But there were a number of Certificates of Achievement for our Uniformed Officers, earned during the Boone/Westgate murder case, the frame-up of Wes Masters, the Lost Greuze case, and the final resolution of the George Aurus saga.
Among the Certificates, Auxiliary Detective Carole Troy received one for observing the exchange of the Lost Greuze for the clown painting. Sheriff Griswold received a Certificate for coming in fourth in the World Whiskey Tasting Championships, and he received strong applause when I handed it to him.
And I was awarded a Public-Safety-level Achievement Medal for saving young Jimmy and his dog Billy Beagle's lives while rogue, dirty Federal Agents were perforating George Aurus in a hail of bullets from their Government Guns. There was discussion by the Public Safety Review Panel of me being awarded the Lifesaving Medal, but my actions were not considered to be outside the parameters of my normal Police duties.
Last but not least, Lt. Commander Ted Orosco received the Sheriff's Medal, the Public Safety equivalent of the Police Medal, for his service as the head of the TCPD's Internal Affairs. The Sheriff upgraded it because Orosco also done the Internal Affairs jobs for the Public Health Department and the fledgling EMS Department.
So it was a good time to have Governor Sharon Marshall visit. After we'd given out the promotions and the Certificates and medals, she came out. And five persons were called up: Lieutenants Myron Milton and Mary Milton, Cameron Wakefield, Paramedic Kevin Randolph, and EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell.
Cameron Wakefield had been secretly handed a Governor's Gold Medal to be given to his brother Donovan Wakefield. Now he was receiving his, along with the Mighty Miltons, for defeating the insidious Charrington virus that had been unleashed upon University Hospital.
Some of us, including the Chief, had received their Governor's Gold Medals already, and Teresa and I awarded State Citations of Honor and Valor, respectively, and those were announced. And then the Governor awarded Paramedic Randolph his Governor's Gold Medal for his participation in the Life Flight that brought DEA Agent Kevin Pitts to University Hospital... while under fire. The Governor pinned it on his uniform, just beneath the Medal of Valor hanging around Paramedic Randolph's neck.
And for his participation in that same Life Flight, and now also because he had chosen to save a little boy's life by transplanting a liver into the boy despite being ordered not to by the heartless BigBenefitInsurance, EMS Chief Cordell was presented with his Governor's Gold Medal.
The standing ovation for Dr. Cordell was loud and prolonged, to the Media's disgust. They knew, as everyone did, that this was Governor Marshall's big middle finger at the State Medical Board and BBI CEO Jeff Woolsey for getting Cordell's medical license revoked. And the Police Force was showing its support for Dr. Cordell with their sustained applause.
"Loooo-tenants Milton and Milton!" drawled the Chief as the Governor and her award recipients took their seats. "Just stay up here for one mo-mennnnt." They stayed up front as Teresa and I came up with two award boxes.
The Chief said "We appreciate the Governor awarding our Officers and colleagues those well-deserved accolaaaades, and we appreciate her coming personally to our cere-moannnn-iezzzz." There was applause, then the Chief said "And we have our own awards for Lieutenants Myron Milton and Mary Milton."
Chief Moynahan: "All of us have our Po-leeece dooties, and all of them are important. And sometimes we are called upon to go above and beyond the call of doooty... and that is what the Miltons did. What they did to attack and destroy that virus that attempted to cripple our great University Hos-pi-tllll and attempt to hold us to ransom... is in its own way one of the greatest Police actions of allll timmmme."
There was strong applause, then Chief Moynahan read the first citation as I reached into the box Teresa was holding, then pinned upon Mary Milton's uniform jacket... the Police Distinguished Service Medal, the third-highest medal the Police Department can bestow.
We repeated the action with Myron's medal. And then the assembled gathering, except the hatred-filled Press, gave the Miltons a truly well-deserved standing ovation for two full minutes, and even Deputy Chief Muscone joined the applause.
The Miltons had chosen to be and remain Police Officers though they could make a lot more money elsewhere. And they'd performed their duties with distinction, culminating in the great victory that saved many lives at University Hospital. If ever the Distinguished Service Medal was deserved, it was now, and by these two outstanding Police Officers...
Part 2 - Disturrrbances In The Force
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 4th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the distant background. "Governor Marshall meets with Dr. Laura Fredricson!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that White Nationalist Governor Sharon Marshall met in secret with Dr. Laura Fredricson yesterday. The Governor used her appearance at the TCPD's Promotions and Medals Ceremonies as her excuse for coming to our Town & County to secretly meet with Dr. Fredricson."
Bettina: "Neither the Governor's Office nor Dr. Fredricson responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment, but Channel Two News has learned that the University's Board of Trustees will be meeting next Tuesday, a week from today. Political experts suggest that means Dr. Fredricson has accepted the Governor's offer, and that the Governor will meet with the Trustees to obtain their ratification of the nomination, which is required for Dr. Fredricson to replace the disgraced Sidney P. Wellman as the next University President."
Bettina: "And in other news, the Town & County Council will meet tonight, and Council Democrats are expecting Police Commander Donald Troy to obey their orders to appear at the meeting and answer their questions regarding his questionable decision to enter into a contract with Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, which enabled her to serve as a Reserve SBI Lieutenant as well as TCPD Officer. Councilman Edgar Silas has promised to sue the Council and the County if Commander Troy does not obey the order to appear and respond to their questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They are just not going to let up on that, are they?" said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, me, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Let up on what?" replied Sheriff Griswold.
"The Council Democrats ordering Don to appear at the Council meetings." Teresa said. "And if he does appear, that lying bitch Bettina will just say that it proves Kelly Carnes has the right to order you to appear, and that you agreed by showing up!"
"Don't let it get to you." I said, to calm my worked-up Iron Wolf down.
"She is right, though, and it's insidious." Tanya said. "No matter what Don does, the Press is going to attack Don for it. There's no way out for you, Don."
"There's always a way out." I replied, and a bit cryptically.
"I can't wait to see this one." growled Griswold.
To change the subject, Tanya said "Changing the subject, what's going on with the Governor and Dr. Fredricson? Did she accept, and if so, why didn't the Governor announce it?"
"Ask me no questions, and I'll tell you no lies." I said. "Seriously, I'm sworn to secrecy, and I'm claiming spousal privilege. So don't ask me anything about any of it."
Teresa said "Todd's a Trustee, so I'm sworn to secrecy, also. But don't assume Laura took the job. The Governor may have asked the Trustees to meet so she could give them the next name on her list if Laura turned it down."
"Who's next on the list?" Chief Moynahan asked.
"Sheriff Griswold." I said laconically. Needling the ol' Sheriff, I was.
"Har." barked the Sheriff. "That will be the day."
"By the way, where is Cindy?" Tanya asked.
"She's still sulking about me jumping on 'Airborne Day'." I said dismissively.
To my surprise, the Sheriff got serious with me: "Crowbar, you need to be more circumspect about her feelings on that. She came to my office yesterday and begged... I mean begged me to order you to not jump. I told her that it was your call, and that I'd have an easier time stopping sap from running in trees than stopping you from making an Airborne jump. Cindy left my office crying... literally, tears streaming down her face. She's scared to death for you, Don. She really does not want you to get hurt."
"Good grief, sir." I said. "I could get hurt, or worse, every day I'm on duty. I was in far greater danger from Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman at the University Museum than I will be on Saturday." (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 02.)
"Just have some feelings for her feelings, Crowbar." the Sheriff admonished me. I decided that the better part of valor was to just shut my potty mouth...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, May 4th was Star Wars Day... May The Fourth Be With You. And it was the day that was traditionally becoming the day of the Most Dangerous Assignment in the TCPD. Teresa and I were exercising great courage... in posting the brackets for the Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division) in the glass wall case on the left side wall as one came into the gym from the front entrance.
After shutting and locking the door of the glass case, Teresa and I moved out smartly and hurried towards the back wall of the gym, where the locker rooms were. Lieutenants Rudistan and Davis pushed open the front doors of the gym and then ran back towards me and Teresa. It was a wise move: a moving river of Police blue flowed rapidly into the gym and right over to wall, with accompanying jockeying for position, and some breaking into a dead sprint and ending up slamming into the walls as they were pushed out of the way.
As we watched the frenzy, I said to Teresa "Not like the days when you'd just walk up like the badass you are, and make them get out of your way."
Teresa replied "It's not like the days when the Chief let you and me compete in the Matches, either."
"True, that." I said. "And not nearly as many people signed up since the Chief forbade crowbars, and only Police-issue batons can be used. Only 63 people, including EMT's Brooks and Randolph."
We watched as Detective Joan Laurer, the current Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division) Champion came out of the scrum, having found herself in No. 1 seed position. She gave us a thumbs-up, and left the gym. Kalsu was the No. 2 seed, Daniel Patrick the No. 3 seed, Julia Rodriguez the No. 4 seed, Taylor Hawley the 5th seed, and EMT Kevin Randolph the 6th seed.
"What's up with Julia?" Teresa asked, seeing that Julia Rodriguez had come in after the rush, and seemingly had no enthusiasm.



"I'm not sure, ma'am." Jerome Davis said. "She's been down the past couple of days. I asked her if she was okay, and if something was bothering her, and she just said no. Maybe it's something personal."
"It is." I said. "And I'm going to do something about it, later today." Seeing the eyes on me, I said "Don't ask. I'll tell all of you when I'm good and ready." They wisely took the hint and said no more...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Tuesday, May 4th. I called Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez into my office. She came in and stood before my desk and said "Did you want to see me, sir?"
"Yes." I said as I finished signing some paperwork. Then I looked up at her and said "Detective... tell me what happened to you at Airborne School."
Julia's eyes bulged for a second, and then her chin fell to her chest as her face took on a look of pain... and utter shame. She said "I didn't make it, sir."
"What happened?" I asked.
Julia said "My whole unit went as a group. On my fourth jump, I landed awkwardly on my ankle. I was able to run off the drop zone, so I got credit for the jump, but it was sprained. I tried to hide it, but they saw me limping the next morning, and wouldn't let me make the fifth jump."
"They didn't recycle you to the next week?" I asked.
"No sir." Julia said, trying hard to keep her voice from breaking. "My unit was shipping out, and I couldn't stay behind. So I wasn't recycled. And I tried to get a slot to go back to Jump School in my next re-enlistment contract, but I was told I'd lost my one shot by not making it. I ended up not re-enlisting. I guess that was good, since I came here to the TCPD."
"I'm very glad to have you here with us, for sure." I said. "However, I cannot allow you to remain a dirty nasty Leg and remain in my Police Department."
Julia's face blanched as she looked up at me. "Sir?" she said, her voice sounded stunned, and hopeless.
I tried to keep the smile off my face as I said "Detective Sergeant, you are on duty Saturday, and your place of duty is the meeting point west of BOW Enterprises. Your uniform will be the 'black' TCPD uniform... and be sure to be wearing a pair of black, well-broken-in combat boots."
"Sir?" she asked, with considerably more hope in her voice.
"You heard me, Sergeant." I replied. "See you Saturday. Dismissed."
"Uh, yes sir." Julia stammered. "Thank you, sir." She exited the office in what could only be described as a dream state. After she was gone, I finally allowed myself a grin...
Part 3 - They Think I Am Stoo-pid
7:20pm, Tuesday, May 4th. TCPD Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle came to the lobby in front of the Public Council Chamber. There was a fairly large contingent of Deputies and Police Officers, all wearing armor, and they were stationed outside, in the lobby, and some in the Council Chamber.
Teresa greeted Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey and newly-promoted Sergeant-At-Arms Harrison Jackson Pierce. SGA Pierce claimed to be part of the family line that included the 14th President of these United States, Franklin Pierce, but was of no relation to KFXU's Catrina Pierce that either was aware of.
"Any agitators showing up?" Teresa asked.
"No ma'am." said Sr. Deputy Bailey, though he was technically the equivalent rank with her. But he'd once said that he would call the recipient of the Medal of Valor and no less than six Purple Orders 'ma'am' out of sheer respect. He continued: "A whole lot of people in blue shirts came in early and took most of the seats, but they're not causing any trouble."
Teresa looked through the open door and saw the group in the blue shirts. They were young, most were White but there were Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians. The blue shirts were collared golf/polo shirts, and had a logo on the back, a rectangular strip that was a portion of a waving American Flag, but just five stripes extending to the right of the blue field with white stars. Above the Flag were the words 'Proud To Be An' and below the flag in large letters, the word 'AMERICAN!'. She would later see on the front of the shirts an outline of the USA with the Flag inside it, and those same words above and below.
Teresa noticed that Katina Jones, the black Republican that had dared run against Edgar Silas, was one of the leaders of the group, and was sitting in the middle of the front row. She also noticed Ryan Paulson and Jeff Maple, Republican members of the Town Assembly, in the group.
And then she noticed that some were wearing t-shirts of the same color blue as the others, and the logo on the front of the back and front of their shirts were very familiar to Teresa: it was the logo of the Guardians of Justice M.C.
"I wonder what that's about." Teresa said.
"I dunno, ma'am." said Sergeant-At-Arms Pierce. "But we were told to let them come in, and anyone with the red Antifa shirts come in... but to keep anyone with green Environmentalist Wacko shirts out. And we turned away ten of them. I'm glad for that; they smelled really bad."
At 7:30 sharp, the side door in back opened, and the Mayor and ten members of the Town & County Council filed in. Teresa and the Deputies went inside the Chamber and closed the double doors behind them.
In past times, the Council Members would lead the audience in the Pledge of Allegiance, but when several Democrats, including former member Reginald B.F. Lewis, and nearly all the red-shirted Blacks in the audiences refused to stand up, much less say the Pledge, reciting it was stopped.
The Council Members took their seats, and Mayor Daniel Allgood banged the gavel, bringing the meeting to order. He asked for submissions to the Council, which included lawsuits and lawfully required reports, and these were accepted without a verbal reading 'without objection'.
"Old business?" the Mayor said.
Kelly Carnes said "I call Donald Troy to come to the podium, as per our orders for him to appear."
"Point of order." called out Dagmar Schoen. "Councilperson Carnes does not have the individual right nor the authority to order nor force anyone at all to appear before this Council. Therefore, her demand is out of line, if not outright illegal."
"Like Hell I can't order a County Employee to appear here and explain his possibly illegal actions!" yelled Kelly Carnes. "And Donald Troy damn well better be here------"
"The Point of Order is accepted." said the Mayor. "Carnes, as you've been repeatedly told: despite the lies you and the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media keep telling, Councilperson Schoen is absolutely correct: you have no power to order anyone to do anything."
The blue-shirted people in the audience applauded strongly, and the Mayor let them applaud for several long seconds before calling for order, whereupon the blue-shirted people immediately and respectfully quieted down.
As Teresa watched, it dawned on her that none of the Republicans had objected to Kelly Carnes's potty-mouth foul language. And with the 'blue shirts' here, she began to realize that something was going on...
"Mis-ter Mayor!" called out J.P. Goldman as he rose from his chair. "I have what may be Old Business. The previous bill subpoenaing Donald Troy to appear here was defeated, and I was one of those voting against it. By Robert's Rules of Order, only those who voted in the majority can move to reconsider a bill... and I do so now. I move to bring the bill to subpoena Donald Troy to appear before the Council back up for reconsideration."
"I second the motion!" said Dagmar Schoen loudly and happily.
"What the fuck are you people up to?" gasped Edgar Silas, loud enough for his microphone to pick up and transmit. There were immediately five objections to his language. He said "I apologize, that was not meant for the Public to hear. But I do want to know what you people are up to."
Mayor Allgood said "First, there's a motion and second to reconsider the bill to subpoena Donald Troy to the Council to answer questions regarding his contract with Commander Croyle. This vote is only to reconsider the bill, not to pass it. Without objection, let's end debate and vote?" There was one objection: Kelly Carnes.
"First," Carnes said, "I assert that individual Council Members have the right to force a County employee to appear before us. And second, I want to know why you're bringing this up for reconsideration."
"As was just explained to you, Carnes," said John 'Jack' Colby, his baritone voice coming out of his short, lithe 'ranch-hand' body slightly shocking, as always, "you do not have that individual right, and I'm not even sure if the full Council can force someone to appear. As to why we're moving to reconsider? That's an Easy Button answer: we are going to officially and formally subpoena Commander Troy to appear as the Council, and not as an individual or group of individuals. Isn't that what you've been saying you wanted, Councilwoman Carnes?" The audience of blue-shirted people laughed loudly at that.
"Well stated, Mr. Colby." said Mayor Allgood, who was not hiding that he was enjoying himself. "Any more debate?"
The Democrats began asking what was going on, then Dagmar Schoen said "I move to cut off debate and vote on the motion to reconsider." The vote was 8-2... Kelly Carnes and Edgar Silas were very suspicious of the Republicans's motives. And well they should have been...
Mayor Allgood said "The motion to reconsider is passed, and the motion itself is considered to be made by Mr. Goldman and seconded by Ms. Schoen. Debate?"
John Colby said "I move to amend this bill to state clearly and with the force of law that individual Council Members have no authority nor right to individually compel any individual person, whether an employee or not, to appear before the Council, and that it requires a majority vote of the Council to issue such a subpoena or summons."
"I second!" said four Republicans. The Mayor said "Credit for the second goes to Mr. McGhillie, and it definitely is seconded. Debate?"
"Point of order." Sheila Sorrells said. "That was already passed separately. It's redundant."
Edward R. Steele said "That previous motion was just a resolution stating our opinion. This amendment is different in that it codifies into law that individual Council Members cannot compel an individual to appear. It's basically putting into law that Kelly Carnes cannot harass Donald Troy nor anyone else with her b.s. lies that she has some sort of magical power over them."
There were five objections to Mr. Steele's comments explicitly about Carnes. Daniel Allgood said "The points of order are not recognized, but I will make clear that the actual bill here does not mention any specific names. I don't want any lawsuits over Bill of Attainders on this, so don't mention names so that you aren't giving them any legal loopholes, Mr. Steele."
"I'll take it to Court, anyway." said Kelly Carnes.
"Please do." said Dagmar Schoen. "They'll just confirm that you have no authority nor right to compel Donald Troy nor anyone else to appear before us. And if you're so sure of yourself, why haven't you filed a lawsuit already?"
"It's coming." warned Edgar Silas. "It's coming..."
The vote was 5-5, and the Mayor voted in the affirmative. Then J.P. Goldman said "I move to add an amendment to this bill stating that anyone who votes for this bill or votes 'present' or declines to vote, is effectively agreeing that individual Council Members do not have the right to order anyone to appear. In other words, if Mrs. Carnes votes 'yea', 'present', or doesn't vote, she is affirming that she's been lying all this time, and she has no individual power to force Donald Troy to do a damn thing."
"You're going to get this bill shot down in Court if we do that." said Ian McGhillie.
J.P. Goldman said "I just want to make damn sure that if and when the corrupt Media starts chirping that Donald Troy coming in in answer to our subpoena is acknowledging that Carnes has individual power over him, we can sue them for libel."
"It's not libel." Carnes fired back. "They'd be telling the truth. I have that authority, and I'm going to Court to enforce it, if need be."
"Your time. Your money." replied the Mayor...
No one seconded Goldman's motion, so it was not acted upon. Then Dagmar Schoen said "I move that we waive the second reading of the bill. That way, we can be sure we'll see Donald Troy here next week, and stop the Democrats's charade once and for all."
"I second." said John Colby.
"We should not waive the second reading." said Susan Weston, realizing that the Dems needed time to counter the ambush the Republicans were doing to them. "I counter-propose that the Council meets in special session Saturday for the second reading." Susan Sorrells seconded the counter-proposal motion.
Using legislative brute force, the Republicans voted her down, 5-6. Then the original bill, duly amended, passed... 9-1. Kelly Carnes said "I'm not playing your games. I'll see you in Court."
Dagmar Schoen spiked the football by taunting Carnes, saying: "Is that a threat to be ignored, or a promise we can expect you to keep?" The blue shirted people in the audience laughed, then burst into applause...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30am, Wednesday, May 5th. The Sheriff, Chief, Me, Tanya, Teresa, Mayor Allgood, and Edward R. Steele were sitting in the Main Conference Room after the Bettina broadcast. Cindy was not present; she apparently was still sulking.
"I cannot bee-lieeeeeve what I just saw." drawled the Chief. "After all those weeks harping about Kelly Carnes's (air quotes) 'right' to order Mis-ter Crowbarrrr to appear before the Council, Bettina doesn't say one word when the Council does issue an official, voted-upon summons. Not one word."
"And after all Carnes's histrionics about it," said the Mayor, "she actually voted against the bill to issue the subpoena. How embarrassing is that?"
Teresa added "And packing the audience with those pro-America people, led by Katina Jones? Using the Left's own tactics against them? Machiavellian. Brilliantly Machiavellian, Don."
Tanya's eyes were sparkling as she asked "Was this Don's idea?"
"Hmmph!" whimpered Edward R. Steele. "Of course it was. And it was stunningly brilliant."
"There is always a way out." I said. "I admit it took me a while to figure this one out, though."
The Sheriff said "But it's not over. Bettina and Company are still going to say Crowbar bowed down to Carnes's orders, and her viewers will be dumb enough to believe it. That's why she didn't say anything on the newscast, Chief... so that her viewers won't know about the full subpoena, and they'll agree with whatever lies Bettina tells them."
Teresa said "By the time Fox Eight and Alison McFarland and Reed Hudson and the talk shows are done, they'll know the truth."
"No, I'm afraid the Sheriff is right." I said. "Bettina's viewers watch her because they want her to tell them what to think. They want to believe the other side, and Bettina delivers what they want to hear. They watch CNN and MSNBC's filth for the same reasons. Having said that, I am hoping we can follow up with a way to neutralize KXTC, at least on this."
"Please don't tell me you're going to trade your libel lawsuit against them for them dropping this Council business." Teresa said, her voice worried.
"Noooo." I said. "Nothing will make me drop that. I fully intend to destroy KXTC, totally wipe them out. But if they do say I submitted to Carnes, and the Council files a libel lawsuit, now that this bill is passed? J.P. Goldman had the right idea last night, though you were right, Ed, that you really couldn't put it in the bill lest a radical Appellate Court like Leahy's strikes it down. And Katherine Woodburn might be willing to fight me all the way to the SCOTUS... but to have to fight the Council, i.e. the Town & County over it too? That will start to be mighty expensive for our esteemed State Senator..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As they got up to leave, Edward said "Marie's eighth birthday is Friday, and we're having a big party for her Saturday night. You and your various kids are all welcome to attend, if you haven't already been invited."
"All my 'kids' are the employees of the Public Safety Department." barked the Sheriff. "Sure you want me to bring all of them?"
"Sure." said Edward. "But you'll have to bring the bourbon for all of them."
"Touché." said the Sheriff. "Never mind, then My pension isn't that big." We all broke out laughing at that...
Part 4 - Danger in Parachute Jumping
Saturday, May 8th. V.E. Day. As long as that military veteran of World War Two, the Queen, is still with us, we'll still celebrate it.
The morning was beautiful: sunny, warm but not hot, only a slight wind. Perfect weather for jumping out of perfectly good aircraft while in flight.
Just after dawn, I was on the deck of The Cabin, drinking coffee and looking out over my Town. The dogs were inspecting their territories and doing their business. The light of a train was coming out of the western horizon, but my attention had been arrested by the small object flying south-to-north on the far side of Town, where the farm fields were.
It was a military aircraft, and I saw several very small specks drop from it. Then the parachutes above them expanded as they filled with air. I would find out later that they were Pathfinders making a training jump to stay on active jump status, and also to practice setting up a drop zone.
I heard the door open behind me, and an instant later my daughter Carole appeared beside me. "Morning, Daddy." she said.
"Good morning, Fussbudget." I said, as she climbed up onto the metal mesh loveseat and seated herself next to me. "Ready for a big day today?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "Jim is real excited about it. He wants to be a Par-a-troooo-per when he gets big. And don't tell Mommy I said this, but he's going to be." She meant to not tell that she'd said that, not that Jim wanted to or would be a Paratrooper in the future.
"I'll let Jim tell his mother that himself." I said.
"Daddy," Carole said as two outstanding dogs came on deck and up to us, "Aunt Cin-dee says she's going to stop you from jump-ing, no matter what it takes. And she meeeeens it. But *I* think you have a plan to sneak by her."
"Not much gets past you, Fussbudget." I said. "And my plans are secret, so don't be saying anything to Cindy about it."
"Okay, Daddy." Carole said. "But Aunt Cindy is bound and de-ter-minnned to stop you from jumping. She asked me if you're going to get hurt and be paralyzed, and she's verrry worried about you."
"What did you tell her? Will I be paralyzed?" I asked amusedly. My daughter's answer shocked me:
"Yes, Daddy." Carole replied. "One day you're going to be in a wheelchair like Aunt Tanya is. But not today. You'll be okay today."
"When will it happen?" I asked, totally shocked. "And how will I be hurt?"
"I don't know, Daddy." Carole said. "I don't know when or how. I just know you're going to hurt your back again, one day. Just don't tell Mommy I told you that. She gets mad when I say things like that."
"Don't worry. I won't say a word." I said. Needless to say, I was shaken up, and increasingly filled with foreboding.
Carole hopped off the metal mesh loveseat and said "I'll take the dogs in, so the kitties can come out and get the food you put out for them. Have fun jumping today!" She ran to the door, followed by the aforementioned two outstanding dogs.
So that's it, I thought to myself. If Cindy had a vibe anywhere near Carole's, she's seeing me in a wheelchair. And she asked Carole, who, bless her heart, told Cindy the unvarnished truth... well, the unvarnished prediction, which I hoped to avoid. So no wonder Cindy is worried...



I saw a second military aircraft flying south-to-north on the other side of Town. No one jumped from it, though. After finishing my cup of coffee, I got up and went back inside...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I get up, and nothin' gets me down
You got it tough, I've seen the toughest around
And I know, baby, just how you feel
You got to roll with the punches and get to what's real..."
--- Van Halen, 'Jump'
9:00am, Saturday, May 8th. The Bypass and County Road 5 that went north-south were shut off to thru traffic up to the Farmer's Market to the south and BigPharmaCorp to the north. BigPharmaCorp had whined about it even though their employees were able to get to work. The Farmer's Market was allowed to be the parking area for Townspeople that came to watch the events, and therefore got a good breakfast crowd.
Todd Burke had given his employees a paid holiday, and was sponsoring the shuttle buses that brought Townspeople to BOW Enterprises and the land he controlled west of his facilities. A 'security area' had been set up for authorized personnel, which included military personnel and Police (and others) that were going to participate in the Airborne jumps.
Of course I was allowed to drive my Police SUV up County Road 5 to BOW Enterprises. Teresa was riding shotgun, and we were both attired in our 'black' Police uniforms, which were darn close to military combat uniforms. We were also wearing well-broken-in black boots... and mine were the same pair I'd worn during 16 of my 17 official military jumps, the one with the Israeli 55th Paras being the only exception. My 18th jump had been 'unofficial'. (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 03.)
A lot of the TCPD Officers that were not jumping were wearing normal blue 'field' uniforms... dark blue like the regular uniform, but the uniform material was a bit more rugged. These uniforms were worn during the times we interdicted the riots by various violent criminal groups.
Several large military tents had been set up, and entry to them was forbidden for the time being. As we walked towards them and the people there, Teresa said "That's unusual. The Sheriff's Deputies are wearing black uniforms instead of their brown field uniforms."
I said "The Sheriff ordered that, because some of the military soldiers are wearing brown camo uniforms, and he didn't want our guys to be mistaken for them." Then I said "So! You ready for this?"
"As ready as I'll ever be." Teresa replied. "I'm in good shape, so I'm not worried about getting hurt. Any advice?"
"Just keep your feet and knees together when you land." I said.
When we got to the group of people, I saw Admiral Leonard R. Cordell in a Navy combat uniform, the NWU Type 1, which was blue and gray camo instead of browns or greens, his embroidered Airborne wings with combat jump star sewn over the 'U.S. NAVY' patch above his left pocket flap. He also was wearing the Army Combat Medical Badge with a star for a second award.
And yes, the NWU Type 1 uniform was retired by the Navy. So was Admiral Cordell. I'll let you tell him he can't wear it.
Next to him, wearing her 'black' uniform, was Chief Deputy Cindy Ross. And next to her was Sheriff Griswold... in his normal Sheriff's uniform with gold stars glittering on the collars as well as the epaulettes of his shirt. Decked out, Our Sheriff was.
"Don't you even think about jumping." Cindy said to me as we came up, her ice blue eyes staring ice blue daggers at me.
"You look good in black, too." I replied nonchalantly.
Cindy said "Just following my Sheriff's orders. And it's turning out to be a good thing. I'm here for only two reasons: one, because the Sheriff told me to be here; and two, so I can make damn sure you don't try to jump, Don. And I don't have to worry about messing up this uniform when I fight you like hell to stop you from trying to jump." She was serious about that, the Green Crowbar was.
"Vee shall see." I said in my 'German' accent. "But I observe that Our Sheriff is out of uniform today."
"Har." barked the Sheriff. But his mustaches were quivering; he knew what I was really saying with that comment.
"You're not jumping with us today, Sheriff?" Teresa asked, stating out loud what I'd been implying.
"Har." barked the Sheriff again. "I've been a Leg all my long life, and I'll just stay a Leg for the remainder of it."
"I will excuse it." I said, trying to sound serious. "There are no Legs in the Klingon Empire. They can't parachute out of a Bird of Prey in outer space." Good asskissing skills, I had. The Sheriff approved.
Admiral Cordell said "The Sheriff is just making sure General McFarland knows who's really in charge around here." We all laughed at that.
"Is General McFarland here yet?" I asked.
"He's up at BOW Enterprises." Sheriff Griswold said. "Todd Burke is giving him a quick tour. Alison is around here somewhere, in the crowd of visitors, maybe." I observed a slight twinkle in his eye and his mustaches quivering merrily as he said that. Hmmm, I thought to myself, something's up there...
A moment later, a lanky Hispanic man in an Army combat uniform came up to us. He saluted Admiral Cordell, who returned it, then said "Hello, everyone, I'm Master Sergeant José Morales, and I'm the Jumpmaster in charge of today's jumps... oh, hello Commander Troy, Commander Ross."
Yes, this was the same José Morales of the 75th Ranger Regiment whose dog Ranger was among those rescued by Your Iron Crowbar during the Town & County Kennel fire nearly three years before. (Author's note: 'Fire In The Hole', Ch. 01, 03.)
As he came up to shake hands with us, I said "Congratulations on your promotions, Master Sergeant. How's your dog Ranger doing?"
"He's good, sir." said Morales. "He's getting older, though, and can't travel with me anymore, so he's back at home."
After explaining to those needing it about Ranger the Dog, Jumpmaster Morales explained what we'd be doing. Those who were jumping would get their parachutes, put them on and be checked by the Jumpmasters in the first tent, then get their pre-jump briefing in the second tent, then load the plane.
"Where's the plane?" I asked, looking around.
"Right there, sir." said MSG Morales, pointing south. "Both of them." We all looked south to see two C-130J Hercules turboprop aircraft flying north. They landed on the Bypass, one on the northbound lanes, the other on the southbound lanes. Then they taxied over to near to where we were, and where the Public was beginning to gather by the hundreds...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two large military tanker trucks were refueling the aircraft when their pilots came over to the tents, and Admiral Cordell brought them over to meet me. "I'm Lieutenant Commander Calvin." said the Air Force pilot as we shook hands.
"I'm Major Hobbes, the co-pilot." said the Air Force Officer.
"This is Commander Teresa Croyle." I said. They shook hands with her.
"Is this a training mission for you guys, too?" Teresa asked.
"Yes ma'am, it is." said Lt. Cmdr. Calvin. "Our pilots will fly into Fort Benning and Fort Bragg and fly jump missions on regular occasions. It prepares us for combat jumps in war, too."
"I like missions like these." said Major Hobbes. "Benning and Bragg are the same drop zones and runways, and the NTC is, too." The NTC was the National Training Center at Ft. Irwin, California. "This mission gives us the chance to see new and different ground markers."
"And you get to practice landing on our highway, too." I said. Then the pilots suddenly snapped to attention and saluted. I turned to see General Alexander McFarland coming up to us, and he returned the salute. He was wearing an Army 'Class B' uniform, which surprised me a little bit.
With him were two other General Officers, a 2-star and a 1-star, similarly attired, and two men in civilian suits and ties, with little earpieces in their left ears. And two Enlisted men in camo uniforms with embroidered Airborne wings and Pathfinder badges, wearing the maroon berets of the Airborne, and sleeves on their arms denoting them to be Military Police.
"Good morning, gentlemen." said General McFarland. "Good to see you again, Commanders."
"Good morning, General." I said. "Thank you for doing this for us."
"You earned this day, Commander." said General McFarland. He then lowered his voice and said "There wouldn't be a Town & County if it weren't for you." He was referring to the EMPTY QUIVER incident. (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.)
"You're not jumping with us, General?" Teresa asked.
"I wish I could be jumping with you." replied General McFarland. "But my security guys wouldn't let me... your Commander Ross would like them."
"I already do!" said a voice behind us, which became the Green Crowbar as she came around to face us. "Good morning, General. Can I borrow your Secret Service guys here to keep Commander Troy from entertaining any ideas of jumping today?"
"They're having enough trouble keeping me from sneaking off and putting on a chute." McFarland replied. "So, Commander Ross, Alison tells me you and she have a surprise for us today."
"Oh? What's that?" I asked.
"Not much gets by the Iron Crowbar, General." said Cindy, with a gleam in her ice blue eyes. "But I think this one did."
"I have a question, sir." said Teresa. "I see that these Military Policemen are Pathfinders, and I heard that in the Viet Nam era, when my father and Dr. Cordell were over there, Pathfinders were in the Military Police. Is that still true?"
The Brigadier General said "If I may, sir?" McFarland nodded, and the Brigadier said "The Pathfinders have always been part of the Airborne support units, just like the Airborne Riggers are. And in the past, at least 50% of the Pathfinders were MPs, as they would provide MP-type security after setting up the drop zones, so that made sense."
Airborne Riggers are the people who pack the parachutes. It is legend that their quality control test is to pack five chutes, and their leader picks one of those five, hands it to them, and tells them they will be jumping with that chute that day. That is more legend than reality, though like anyone on active jump status, they jump at least once every three months.
The Brigadier then said "But over time, the Pathfinder mission has become integrated with other roles, and so the Pathfinders are now in the Combat Arms as much as Combat Support. And as a reflection of that, the Pathfinder School at Fort Benning, Georgia has ceased operations, though the one at Fort Campbell, Kentucky remains open."
(Author's note: That really is true, that they discontinued Pathfinder School at Ft. Benning. And your author is 'not happy' about that.)
Teresa said to me "You were an M.P. Officer, sir. Why didn't you become a Pathfinder?"
I said "Same reason I didn't become a Jumpmaster: I was in the Reserves. If I had been Regular Army or full-time active duty as an M.P. Officer, I likely would have gone to Pathfinder School right out of the Basic Airborne Course..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The time was fast approaching. One of the two aircraft that had landed was going to be used to give the visitors a tour of the inside of a C-130J Hercules military aircraft. The other would demonstrate the abilities of the C-130J to take off on a very short runway, and to deliver United States Paratroopers to jump out onto a drop zone.
All of the Public Safety Officers that were listed to jump had arrived, and all were wearing the correct 'black' uniform... except EMS Lieutenant Ellen Brooks and Paramedic Kevin Randolph, whose 'black' uniform equivalent was blue. And the Sheriff had authorized, and the Chief and I had ordered, embroidered white Airborne wings on black or blue backgrounds, to be worn on our uniforms. above the left pocket flap like where the Military wears theirs. The Chief also had embroidered Army Aviator Wings sewn onto his uniform.
Kalsu was a Master Blaster, and Ranger Halston's jump wings had two combat jump stars... and the missions for which he got those jumps are still highly classified.
Daniel Patrick had another embroidered badge on his uniform in addition to his Senior Parachutist Badge. Teresa asked him "What's that badge with the downward-pointing wings?"
"HALO, which means 'High Altitude Low Opening'." said Patrick. "Military freefall."
Everyone had their Police helmets, with two exceptions: Teresa Croyle had her Auburn football helmet with the Clan Crowbar icon, which she'd used in the Police Boxing Matches. The faceplate (and face mask) had been removed. I might add that some of the Jumpmasters had motorcycle helmets or football helmets, so Teresa's headgear was not all that unusual.
The other exception, of course, was Your Iron Crowbar: I had my Wildcats football helmet with Clan Crowbar icon, sans faceplate.
When Julia Rodriguez had reported for duty, she was instructed to stay with Chief Moynahan. So when a Jumpmaster named Evans (related to Molly's ex-husband?) had everyone get in line, I yelled where everyone could hear "Rodriguez, get in line behind the Chief! You are jumping today!"
Everyone was surprised at that, and so I explained that Julia had gone to Airborne School but was injured before she could make her fifth jump. "You will be making that jump today, Detective Sergeant. Get in line, behind the Chief!" Julia was surprised, but moved out smartly to join the Airborne mission.
When Jumpmaster Evans said "Admiral Cordell, I've been told that you want to stand in the door. So come to the front of the line."
"No." said Cordell, then pointed to Teresa and said "I want her to stand in the door. Her father made me stand in the door on my combat jump, and it's time for some deferred payback." Everyone cheered as Teresa went to the front of the line.
"Okay, we're going to run all of you through the line to practice the Airborne Shuffle and jumping out the door. So let's go over to the makeshift frame we've set up."
"DOUBLE TIME!" I screamed as I began running ahead of them. Yeah, I knew all about those 'break area procedures' at Airborne School!
Everyone took off after me. Ranger Halston caught up to me and beat me to what looked like an unfinished wall of a house with a door frame. When we got there, I told everyone to 'fall in' in the two 'sticks' they'd be lined up to jump in.
"Congratulations." said Jumpmaster Monroe, a very large, well-built black man wearing Master Blaster jump wings, the Air Assault badge, and the Combat Infantry Badge on his camo uniform. "Your Police Commander just saved you from getting smoked like cheap cigars! We double-time everywhere until you put on your parachutes, and from that point on you'll walk with a purpose. Is that clear?"
"Clear, Sergeant Airborne!" shouted the Airborne-qualified persons, and Julia. We did not convince Jumpmaster Monroe.
"My God, that was weak!" shouted Monroe. "Sound off like you mean it!"
"CLEAR, SERGEANT AIRBORNE!" everyone yelled. It was a much better effort.
Jumpmaster Monroe said "We're going to practice jumping out the door, and you'll hop to your military left to make room for the jumper after you. As you know, when you check your canopies, you should see a fully deployed canopy in international olive drab above you. On rare occasions, you might see an international orange canopy."
Jumpmaster Monroe: "But there is one color that no parachute will ever be, and that is international sky blue! If you see nothing but the sky, you will immediately deploy your reserve." He had two military soldiers with him, who had been part of the Pathfinders that had jumped that morning. They demonstrated how to deploy the reserve chute.
Jumpmaster Monroe: "If there are any problems at all, you must immediately deploy your reserve. If you look up and see a 'cigar roll' instead of a deployed chute, don't even think about it; pull your reserve. If a cord goes over the top of the chute, it will create what we call the 'Mae West'. I'll let you figure out why."
A 'Mae West' was when a cord caused the chute to have two sections, and the legendary Mae West's bras were like that.
"Last but not least." said Jumpmaster Monroe. "If for some reason you land on someone below's parachute, run to the edge and jump off. If two of you collide and your parachutes become entangled, both of you should pull your reserves..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone practiced jumping through the door, counting to four and yelling 'Check canopy!". The Jumpmasters did not abuse us with the tricks that occurred at Airborne School, like yelling 'Check a can of peas!"
Then we went to a sawdust pit, which BOW Enterprises personnel had created out of wood chips they used for packing material, with a three-foot-high box next to it. Ranger Halston eagerly, a bit too eagerly, volunteered to go first and demonstrate, and he executed a dynamic and coordinated parachute landing fall (PLF).
Then Jumpmaster Monroe had Teresa come up to do it. She did a good job, but Monroe made her do it six times to make sure. Turns out that Admiral Cordell and EMS Lieutenant Ellen Brooks had worked with Teresa on all this stuff already, so it wasn't totally new to the Iron Wolf.
Then we all went through it. I was at the end of the line, and as I stepped up onto the platform, I saw Cindy and the Sheriff watching from near the pile of parachutes near the first tent... and the Green Crowbar did not look happy. I executed my dynamite PLF, anyway, then waved to her as I got back in the line. And to quote the Emperor Palpatine in 'Return of the Jedi'... I could feeeeel her annnngerrrrr...
Once we were done, it was time to get our parachutes. We got in one line and an Airborne Rigger handed us a chute from the pile as we went by. As I got mine, I suddenly found Cindy right in front of me.
"You... are NOT jumping today!" the Green Crowbar yelled into the face of the Red Crowbar from two feet away. She turned and yelled "This man has broken his back TWICE! And he is NOT going for the third strike!"
There were groans and murmurs in the group, and some "Come on, let him jump!". And then I saw Teresa coming towards us, ready to stop Cindy from stopping me.
I held up my hand to stop Teresa, and said loudly "It's okay, guys! She's only looking out for me and my health. And she's right... I'm not jumping with this equipment today."
As more groans cropped up, I sprang my trap. I thrust the parachute right into Cindy's chest and yelled "YOU ARE!"
To be continued.
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Part 5 - The Airborne Mission
"Ah, might as well jump (Jump)
Might as well jump
Go ahead and jump (jump)
Go ahead and jump..."
--- Van Halen, 'Jump'
If looks could kill...
Cindy was staring daggers at me as everyone watched. I was staring right back, and my look was questioning her (wo)manhood. Teresa was grinning... yes, an actual grin was on the Iron Wolf's face.
"Let's go, Green Crowbar!" yelled the Sheriff, his mustaches actually vibrating with merriment. "You're holding up progress!"
Cindy grabbed the parachute. "If it stops you from jumping, I'll do it." Everyone cheered.
Jumpmaster Monroe said "Come over here and get trained up on parachute landing falls." As he guided Cindy over to the equipment area, I said "Teresa, go with her. Get all the practice you can." Teresa took off after them.
I could no longer keep the grin off my face as I said "She should've known. She really should've known." Everyone cheered...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Cindy and Teresa came back to the group, Air Force Lt. Commander Calvin and Major Hobbes came up to me. Calvin said "Sorry about your bad back, sir. Would you like to ride in the cockpit with us?'
"Uh, sure!" I said. "Just let me say one thing to these guys first. Okay, everyone, circle around me! Modified Troy formation!"
Everyone circled me, and I said "Today's jump is going to be a lot of fun, but take things seriously, and take care of yourselves and each other up there. And just remember this: you're getting the opportunity to do this for fun. But there are a lot of Airborne Paratroopers out there, and Paratroopers of our Allies, that do this as their jobs, and it's serious business."
Me: "When you land on the ground... after keeping your feet and knees together, hint hint... and you run back to the collection point, your mission is ended and we'll all celebrate. But those guys that do this for a living know that when they've landed in a hot landing zone after being shot at while they're in the air, their jobs have just begun, and they are the hardest jobs in the world: combat."
Me: "So remember that, the job some of you have done, and that others are doing for our Freedom, and always keep them in your hearts and prayers." After a pause to let my words sink in, I shouted "All right, let's go! All the way and then some!"
"Airborne!" returned a chorus.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And where is the Prince who can afford to so cover his country with troops for its defense, as that ten thousand men descending from the clouds, might not in many places do an infinite deal of mischief, before a force could be brought together to repel them?"
---Benjamin Franklin.
Everyone went into the first tent, which had rows of benches. They donned their parachutes, and the Jumpmasters checked them and their equipment. Then they filed into the second tent. There were two rows of benches, and a large map on the wall. Jumpmaster Monroe gave the briefing.
"We will be flying from south to north. The collection point will be to the east, just to the north of our position here." said Monroe. Then he added "You will have to do some work to find a tree to land in on this drop zone, so I'm not worried about that. If the aircraft catches fire or has some problem while we're on the ground, you will run out the back door. Once we're in the air, however, if we have aircraft trouble, you will be hooking up and jumping out of the aircraft..."
I didn't get to stay for the rest of the briefing, as I was going with the pilots to the aircraft, which was parked near the one that Townspeople were going in and out of on their tour. As we neared the plane, with me carrying my helmet, I heard a voice yell "Hi Daddy!"
It was Carole. I saw her, Marie, Jim, and Tasha with Laura, Ross and Ian with Molly, and Dan and Patricia Allgood were with their parents next to my family. They were all waving, and I waved back at them, then boarded the aircraft.
We went up into the cockpit, and the pilots took their seats. They knew I was licensed to fly helicopters, so they took more time to explain the controls and instruments than they normally would. Then I heard cheering. The Townspeople were cheering for the jumpers as they filed onto the back of the aircraft.
"We're going to take off going north." said the co-pilot. "We'll circle left to stay out of the Airport's approach patterns, then fly south along the State Line River before turning around and coming north again."
Just then the cockpit door opened, and MSG Morales came in. I saw that the jumpers were loading onto the aircraft and sitting down, their reserves in their laps. The pilots started up the turboprop engines, and the co-pilot contacted Town & County Airport (TCA), who gave the weather and vectors for the plane to fly once it took off from the Bypass.
The back ramp door was shut, and the plane rolled out. It taxied south on the Bypass, then turned around, revved up the engines, and lifted off right in front of the Townspeople after a very short roll. C-130s can do that. I felt that familiar wave of pressure as the plane lifted into the air.
The Jumpmaster in back immediately gave the command "TWENTY MINUTES!" and everyone replied "TWENTY MINUTES!"
"Quickly, sir." said Jumpmaster Morales. "It's really going to be ten minutes, if that." I reached under my seat and pulled out the parachute stored under there. I adjusted the straps to the fourth (of five) positions, since I was so tall.
Yes, I was going to jump. This whole scheme was to not only to get Cindy in a parachute and jumping with us, but to prevent her from stopping me. And MSG Morales was more than willing to help; after all, I had gone into a burning kennel and saved his dog's life, and this was the return of the favor. Funny how things like that work out, eh wot?
"Welcome to the new T-11 parachute." said Morales. The T-10, that had been in use since the 1950s and featured the round parachutes, were being phased out over time and replaced with the T-11, which was a more square shape and had some safety improvements.
I remembered that when I was at Airborne School, a 'Black Hat' instructor had told us that "every change to this equipment was made because someone died." That was not quite true anymore, but the equipment was still very basic. Leonardo Da Vinci would be proud.
With Morales's help, I put the flat bag that I'd put the parachute in once on the ground against my belly, then fastened the straps over it, making sure my balls were comfortably nestled between the straps going between my legs. There's a device at Airborne School called the 'Nutcracker', and astute Detectives among you can figure out why... get the straps wrong, and if you are a male, you will feel pain.
Morales ran his fingers along the edges of my strapped-on helmet to make sure there were no sharp edges to nick anything that did not need to be nicked. Then he checked the connectors to the risers, the static line running along the back.
"Squat and hold." he said. I held up the reserve as he checked it and its connections, then the straps underneath.
Afterwards, he cracked open the door and looked out. Cindy was on our right, the aircraft's left side, and she'd been placed to be first in line, to 'stand in the door'. Teresa would be standing in the door on the other side.
The Air Force persons next to the Jumpmasters (one of them being the chief Loadmaster) opened the doors on each side of the aircraft and checked it out, then said "Army, it's your door!" The Jumpmasters ran their hands along the sides and tops of the doors, making sure there were no sharp points, then checked to make sure the extension step out the bottom of the door was secure.
Then they grasped the sides of the door and leaned out. It didn't look like much, but they were checking a lot... making sure the wings of the aircraft looked right, making sure there were no obstructions going to the rear of the plane that might get a jumper hurt.
As they did, I snuck out of the cockpit and to the side of the aircraft in Cindy's line, so that she would not see me. Julia Rodriguez was last in the line, and she grinned when she saw me come up to her. Chief Moynahan was in front of her, and made a point to not look back.
Teresa was on the other side, and she glanced back and saw me get in the back of the other line. I put my finger to my lips and Teresa got the message, and turned around to watch the Jumpmasters lest Cindy look over and see that Teresa was looking at something.
Then 'shit got real'. The Jumpmaster yelled "SIX MINUTES!" and everyone yelled "SIX MINUTES!" in reply. I glanced up at Teresa. She did not seem nervous at all, but sometimes I couldn't read her inscrutable face. I remembered telling her in the past that the Airborne School at Ft. Benning had never lost a student. (Author's note: And to my knowledge, that is still true to this day.)
"THIRTY SECONDS!" yelled the Jumpmaster. The energy in everyone went up as the adrenaline began flowing.
"GET READY!" shouted the Jumpmaster. "GET READY!" everyone yelled.
"OUTBOARD PERSONNEL, STAND UP!" yelled the Jumpmasters, and everyone repeated it. Everyone stood up and faced the rear of the aircraft.
"HOOK UP!" Everyone attached their static line to the cable running along the aircraft, and held the looped static line.
"CHECK STATIC LINES!" Everyone checked their lines and the lines of the person in front of them. Julia and I turned, facing the skin of the aircraft, and she checked my line.
"CHECK EQUIPMENT!" Everyone checked to make sure their equipment was secure, and that nothing had become unbuckled or unattached (disattached?). With this being a 'Hollywood' jump, we had no combat gear on us. No, I didn't have my crowbar, either.
"SOUND OFF FOR EQUIPMENT CHECK!" I slapped Julia on her butt and said "OKAY!", and so it went up the line.
"OKAY!"... "OKAY!"... "OKAY!"... "OKAY!"... "OKAY!"... "OKAY!"... "OKAY!"..."OKAY!"...
At the end, Teresa and Cindy did well. They extended an arm towards the Jumpmaster and yelled "ALL OKAY, JUMPMASTER!" And they waited until the Jumpmaster acknowledged their signal before dropping their arms.
"STAND! IN THE DOOR!" yelled the Jumpmaster. Cindy on my side and Teresa on the other side looked their static lines into the Jumpmaster's hands, then slapped their palms against the sides of the door, their knees slightly bent, ready to jump as hard and far as they could out of the doors. If this had been a jet aircraft, the command would've been 'Stand By!" and they would just step out of the aircraft, as jumping too far out might get one's chute melted by the jet engine's exhaust.
We all readied to do the 'Airborne Shuffle'. That was walking towards the door but keeping one foot in front of the other in a shuffle-step. It helped the jumpers keep their balance, which in an aircraft experiencing turbulence could be problematic.
There are red and green lights in the side of the doors. The red light winked off... and the green light lit with a chilling glow...
"GREEN LIGHT! GO!"
Neither Cindy nor Teresa showed any fear or hesitation, and they both jumped out the door and grabbed their reserve chutes. We all began the Airborne Shuffle to the door as we were exiting as rapidly as we could. When it came to me, I looked my static line into the Jumpmaster's hand, then turned, stepped onto that little step at the bottom of the door, and launched myself out!
I felt the violent turbulence of the air as I yelled "One thousand! Two thousand! Three thousand! Four thousand! Check canopy!" I looked up as the turbulence settled to see an international camo square above me, and the plane further above and dwindling in size as I fell away from it. My chute had deployed!
My biggest problem when jumping is that I'm 6'4" tall, and I tend to not pull my arms and elbows into my body as tightly as I need to. Ergo, I tend to spin, which twists the risers. I spun around this time, too. So I reached up and pulled the risers apart, rotating me in the other direction until the risers separated.
Then I looked around. I was facing east, towards the Town. Like during my unplanned jump into Jack Muscone's wedding (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 03), I admired the view of my Town from high in the sky, realizing I might never get this perspective again.
After that indulgence, I looked around and saw the string of parachutists floating towards the earth beneath me and to my right, nowhere close to me. I noticed that one parachute near the first jumpers was a little bigger, and was coming down more slowly...
... and then I looked up and realized my own chute seemed to be a little bit large. But not being familiar with the T-11, I wasn't sure.
When one is parachuting, one does not really feel oneself falling. And the earth seems far away for a while, then all of a sudden one realizes one is getting close to the ground. We're taught to pull our risers into our chests, keep our chins down so our heads don't snap back and hit the ground, and keep our eyes on the horizon so that we don't reach out with our legs to the ground, which could cause injury.
I saw parachute after parachute billowing out as the jumpers landed. I was still high up, relatively speaking, and thinking that I should've been on the ground by now. Still, I did the right things, and as the ground began rushing up I pulled my risers to my chest and kept my feet and knees tightly together. Then I felt a jarring over my whole body, and I realized I was on the ground and rolling to my side.
I rolled over and let my momentum pop me back up. I pulled the cord on the buckle, releasing the riser from the harness so that my chute didn't drag me. There was virtually no wind, so there was no problem being dragged. I went and grabbed the top of my chute, and began wrapping it in my arms, running and twisting my arms side to side. Then I put the chute into the bag we'd jumped with, and began running towards the collection point.
I was the last to land, by far. Even Jumpmaster Morales, who had jumped out after I did, had landed before me. Julia Rodriguez had looked back and seen me land, and circled back to me. "All good, sir?" she asked as we ran together.
"All good, Paratrooper Rodriguez." I replied, which made her grin. And then I said "Oops. I spoke too soon." Indeed, the Green Crowbar was waiting for me, her arms crossed, her ice blue eyes flashing even from a distance away. I was officially in 'deep kimchee' with her.
As I came up to her, I quoted the Paul Cashman Vietnam War song '19' by saying "N-n-n-n-nineteen."
"And that's the last one." Cindy said darkly.
"Uh huh." I said, then grinned and added: "How many jumps do you have?"
Cindy glared at me... and then broke down and (sort of) laughed. "One more than I ever intended. And yes, I see now why you're so willing to risk your back by jumping..."
Part 6 - Special Ceremonies
As the jumpers had run in, the Townspeople watching had given everyone an ovation. As Julia and I reached the collection point, we were loudly applauded, as well. We put our bags down in the line, then I went over and began shaking the hands of my fellow jumpers.
"Rodriguez," I said, "come this way. Everyone else, come with us." We all went over to where Alison McFarland was. Keith Madden was acting as her cameraman. As we got up to them, General McFarland and Sheriff Griswold came up to us. The Sheriff handed me something as the General started speaking.
"Attention to orders!" the General called out, and the current and former military people instinctively came to attention. McFarland then began reading a document which said in part "... having completed the prescribed course of study, Julia Rodriguez is hereby awarded this diploma, and along with it, the Parachutist Badge."
Being at Ft. Benning, GA, near Columbus, GA, the Airborne School and other schools run by the U.S. Army there are accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools... just like the University of Georgia and Auburn University are. And they award diplomas, and now Julia Rodriguez was receiving hers.
But of much more importance at the moment, General McFarland said "Commander Troy, would you award Sergeant Rodriguez the Parachutist Badge?"
"With pleasure, General." I said loudly. The Sheriff had handed me the silver jump wings attached to the piece of cardboard backing, which I'd removed. I observed that Julia had tears in her eyes as I pushed the pins through her black uniform shirt above her left pocket flap...
*WHAP!*
I slapped my hand onto the wings, pushing the pins far enough to penetrate Julia's skin. Blood wings! I'd given her. She grimaced as the other Police Officers that were Airborne-qualified cheered loudly.
"Commanderrr..." General McFarland said under his breath. I was not supposed to give her nor anyone else blood wings. And this would not be the last time I would violate that prohibition.
"Yes sir." I said in reply. As everyone cheered Julia and came up to congratulate her, I said quietly to the General "I was just giving her a face-saving reason for those tears in her eyes."
"It was a matter of honor, General." said Sheriff Griswold astutely. The General nodded in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Admiral Cordell looked like he was drunk as he shook hands with everyone; indeed, he was still on a huge adrenaline rush from his jump. I was told that he and I had been given larger chutes than normal, which explained why we descended more slowly than everyone else.
When I told Cindy that, she said "I still oughta give you a green crowbar beatdown, and make that bigger parachute a moot point." Then she said "I still can't believe you somehow got on that plane and into a chute without me seeing you."
I said "Ranger Morales was very grateful I saved his dog Ranger, and he paid it back by helping me get past you. The pilots were in on it, too; that's why they asked if I wanted to fly with them in the cockpit. You might have noticed they never came back to land... and they're not going to. They're flying to Little Rock AFB, which handles maintenance for the C-130s. So I either had to jump out, or I'd be walking home from Arkansas."
At that moment, Tanya and Jack Muscone came up, with young Pete Feeley in tow. Jack was wearing the ubiquitous suit and tie of an FBI Agent. Tanya was toodling around in her 'Tank', the tracked wheelchair that was making getting around on the ground a lot easier for her. And a lot of kids had been curiously observing her Tank, the same way people had admired the C-130 when they toured its insides.
Jack said "Hey, Dog, where are my jump wings?" He was referring to our forced jump on his wedding day.
"Dude! You gotta be kidding me!" I fired back, "I had to physically kick your ass out of that airplane!"
Tanya burst out laughing at that. As Teresa came up to us, Tanya said "Are Teresa and Cindy getting their wings?"



I said "They already have them, as do you... my three Angels."
"Awwww." chorused my three Angels.
I said "I thought y'all might get honorary wings, since General McFarland could do that, like he made sure to give Julia credit for her fifth jump, and got her her wings. But, if they weren't awarded when Julia's were, I dunno if they will be."
Teresa said "We're getting certificates from the XVIII Airborne Corps for one jump with their Jumpmasters. But we're still 80% Legs. Anyway, I came over here to get you guys. We're about to have a very special ceremony..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My family had caught up to me as Teresa went over to Admiral Cordell. "Admiral, can you come here for a moment? There's some people you need to meet."
"Sure." said Cordell. Alison McFarland and her father joined our group as we went over to a group of six men, some with wives and children ranging in ages from about ten to infants just months old. I knew something was going on as I saw Keith Madden set up the camera.
"Admiral," said Alison, "you remember that story you told at the Hospital, about the six Rangers you operated on in Afghanistan?" (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', Ch. 02.)
"Yeah..." said Cordell as it began to hit him.
Alison confirmed it: "Well, sir... these six men are those Rangers... and the families they created when they got back home!"
"Ohh, myyyy." said Admiral Cordell, as the six men came to attention and saluted him. He looked totally stunned for a moment, then remembered to return the salutes. Then a huge grin formed on his face as he said "Look at all these beautiful children!"
As everyone began understanding, they began cheering mightily. Admiral Cordell went up to shake hands with them. Those quickly became man-hugs. Then the Rangers introduced their families.
After a few moments, people began taking photos. When they were about to get one big group photo, Cindy called out: "Hey! There's one more person that needs to be in this picture." With that, she pushed Teresa forward.
"Yeah, get her in here!" Cordell boomed. Teresa acquiesced and sat in a chair provided for her in front of Cordell. As the Rangers and their wives stood to his sides and the kids stood in front, to Teresa's sides, the oldest girl in the group asked why Teresa was in the picture.
Teresa replied "Admiral Cordell saved my father's life in Viet Nam, just like he saved your father's life in Afghanistan. None of us would be here if it weren't for Admiral Cordell."
"Cool!" the girl said and hugged Teresa, which Alison McFarland and Cindy did not fail to photograph. Then the group photos were taken.
And as all that was going on, Laura whispered to me: "And to Hell with Jeff Woolsey and the State Medical Board!" I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Afterwards, Ranger Halston came up to a couple of the Rangers... he'd met them before and remembered them; and they, him. Then introductions were made to the Rangers that were now TCPD Officers, as well as the Jumpmasters that were Rangers. They were a tight-knit group, bound in spirit by the Ranger Tab they had earned...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
BOW Enterprises was hosting a lunch of hamburgers, hotdogs, and fixins. Tickets had been sold to Townspeople for $2 per ticket, mostly just to get an idea of how many people would be at the lunch. The Military and Public Safety personnel and their families ate for free. That was good because I had a large family present.
General McFarland made a short goodbye speech, and he sounded like a seasoned politician... oh wait, that's what Generals are. Sheriff Griswold and Mayor Allgood also made short speeches thanking the General and the Military for bringing 'Airborne Day' to our Town & County.
And as the 'grand finale', so to speak, elements of the 82d Airborne Division Chorus performed at the lunch. They concluded with the song of the XVIII Airborne Corps:
"There's a job to be done so we're on the wing
Riding high neath the clear blue sky
Now we're out neath the chutes with an easy swing
As we land with a battle cry
Then it's tremble ye foes when we jump from the door
Though your numbers be many more
We're the demons from the sky, come to win or die...
We're the men of the Airborne Corps!"
Part 6 - Birthday Celebration
7:00pm, Saturday, May 8th. The Cabin was the scene of Marie Steele's Birthday Bash, and there was a large group to help her celebrate her 8th birthday. The Steeles came, including Selena. Teresa and Todd brought their boys. All of my kids and their mothers were there, except Greta and her mother, of course. The Muscones brought Pete. And Maggie Ross was there, ostensibly overseeing Betsy and Ben.
"Where's Cindy?" Teresa asked as she held baby Ben while everyone was talking.
Maggie replied "At the Hospital, with Callie. They moved Callie to a private room yesterday, and she had to kick Cindy out of there to get her to go to the Airborne Day event. When Cindy got back, Callie asked 'How was the jump?' She knew Cindy had jumped with the others."
Teresa said "There was a large conspiracy to get Cindy into a parachute and onto that airplane to jump out of. I think Laura told Callie, and Callie did her part by makings sure Cindy didn't stay at the Hospital."
Maggie said "I'm just glad that's over, and my daughter is safely back on the ground."
As I came up to them, Betsy lifted her arms in that universal sign that she wanted me to pick her up. I did so, then asked Maggie "How's Callie?"
"She's doing well." said Maggie. "As I was telling Teresa, they put Callie in a private room. Her lung is healing well, she's off the breathing tube, and she's even drinking milk shakes. But her arm is immobilized so that she doesn't move her shoulder and back, and that's annoying her to no end. I also think she's experiencing more discomfort there than she's letting on."
Teresa said "That rehab is going to be tough, and I speak from experience when I had similar injuries."
Maggie said "How long did it take to get over it?"
"I never did, not completely." Teresa said. "I still write left-handed and qualify with my gun left-handed. And I still have to work it out every day to keep limber and mobile with my right arm..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Marie got a nice haul of gifts. Some were cards with cash or gift cards in them, and some were art materials. Her favorite by far was the violin Selena gave her. It was not a Stradivarius or Gagliano, but it was a nice violin.
After cake and ice cream, most of the boys went upstairs, and New Lego City was getting a New Lego Police Station. Ian Troy and Jack Burke were in three-way video combat with Our Sheriff's Klingon Fleet... and when the game loudly played "WE ARE KLINGONS!", I knew who was winning. The Sheriff's quivering mustaches were my second clue.
Meanwhile, the redoubtable Bowser actually yelped as Marie attempted to play her new violin. He then hurried up the stairs to file a Police report of 'disturbing the peace' at that new Police Station. Carole had looked up on my iPad how to tune a violin and what the keys were, and Marie let her BFF give it a try. A few moments later, the first few notes of 'Who You Really Are' filled the room, stunning us all... and especially Teresa.
"I think I'm starting to figure this out." Carole said. All of us adults looked amazed at each other. Carole played a few more notes, then handed the violin back to Marie and gave her some 'pointers'.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd asked me to go up with him to check on the boys's progress on New Lego City. The boys barely noticed us, much less acknowledged us, as they worked relentlessly on the Police Station. Todd and I sat down on one the cots that one the boys would be sleeping on.
"Uncle Don," Todd said quietly as we watched the boys and gave the dogs skritchins, "let me ask you something: if it is Aunt Laura that the Governor nominates, and the Board of Trustees reject her nomination, who would you suggest we consider next?"
I allowed my head to turn and fixed my eyes upon my nephew. "I haven't thought about it." I finally said. "Do I need to?"
Todd said "The Trustees meet next Tuesday. And the word I'm getting is that if Aunt Laura is the nominee... there is a very strong possibility the Trustees will vote her down..."
Part 7 - Epilogue
Monday, May 10th. A framed diploma had appeared on the wall next to Detective Julia Rodriguez's desk, which said that she had successfully graduated the U.S. Army's Basic Airborne Course. The Chief and I had put our diplomas on our office walls in a show of solidarity.
Julia received congratulations from her fellow Detectives, and other Officers would come in during the day to congratulate her. She also took some ribbing from The Irreverent One, that being Vice Lt. Micah Rudistan, when he came in.
"Can't have too many Paratroopers around here, jumping into hot crime scenes." he said jovially. "But why anyone would jump out of a perfectly good aircraft while in flight, I'll never understand."
"Which is why you'll be a Leg for Life." replied Lt. Jerome Davis on Julia's behalf.
"You got that right." Rudistan said. Then he began singing, yes singing, a parody of a military 'jody', which is a marching song. "I'm gonna be a 'Chairborne Stranger'... live a life that's free of danger..." The Detectives laughed to varying degrees.
Then Rudistan said "I'll tell you this, though. This is just another example of Commander Troy taking care of his people. Geiger works for Alison McFarland now, and he told me that Commander Troy told her about you, Julia, and had her arrange with her father to make sure you got your fifth jump and your wings."
"You should find a way to thank Commander Troy for that." Cpt. Claire Michaels said as she came into the room. "And here's my suggestion how you can..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 5:00pm, there was a knock on my office door. Julia came in, followed by Teresa and Chief Moynahan. Julia extended a plain brown sack to me.
"Sir," Julia said to me, "I know you made the arrangements so that I could get my wings. This is a 'thank you' for giving me that chance." I pulled the bottle of whiskey out, and it was the good stuff: Eagle Rare 10 yr. old bourbon.
"Oh wow, the good stuff." I said. I reached down into my medicinal drawer and pulled out four shot glasses. As I opened the bottle and poured four shots, the Chief said "Mizzz Rodriguez, I've never met a Police Officer ranked Captain or higher that does not have 'medicinal' libations in a drawer."
Julia smiled and said "That's what Captain Michaels told me when she suggested I get this as a gift. And the Sheriff sold me the bottle out of his stash, at MSRP. He says it's hard to get Eagle Rare at stores, these days."
"And he's right." I said, then added: "And I suspect that if you keep up the great work you've been doing, Julia, you'll find that out about that medicinal drawer for yourself one day... as Captain of Detectives."
"Hear hear." Teresa said in agreement.
I set the bottle of Eagle Rare aside and stood up, and we all took a shot glass. "To what shall we toast?" the Chief asked.
I raised my shot glass and said "We have three U.S. Paratroopers and one Daughter of a Paratrooper here. How about to the Airborne?" That was enthusiastically agreed upon, and we clinked our glasses and toasted together:
"To the Airborne!"
Finis.



        Break-In Ch. 01

        Laura faces the Board of Trustees;  a new case for the Team.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/break-in-ch-01

Title: Break-In Ch. 01

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Laura faces the Board of Trustees;  a new case for the Team.

Tags: mystery, police drama, crime drama, iron crowbar

Series: Break-In


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
***
Part 1 - Prologue
8:30am, Monday, May 10th. Lieutenants Micah Rudistan, Mary Mahoney Milton, and Jerome Davis came into Captain Claire Michaels's conference room. It was B.Y. O. C. (Bring Your Own Coffee), as Claire did not like Jerome's 'Navy' coffee nor Rudistan's poor substitute, and Intel's 'Ranger coffee' was made by newly-upgraded Auxiliary Detective Terry Halston, and was just about as strong as Jerome's.
"Everyone have a seat, please." said Claire Michaels as she came into the room. The others were standing at their chairs, and let her sit down before they did. Claire said "Anything big happen over the weekend?"
Mary Milton said "The Campus Police and SBI contacted Intel about a growing situation on the University campus. They believe that students might start protesting Governor Marshall's possible nomination of Dr. Laura Fredricson to the University Presidency post, and wanted us to be aware if things spilled over off of Campus. The Trustees are planning to meet tomorrow, so the agitators may save the worst of their anger for them. I've notified Commander Croyle already."
Claire nodded. "Yes, that's not really our focus as the Detective Division, but I know Intel is supposed to serve more than just the Detective Division. Just keep me in the loop on any new developments, and by that I mean tell me anything you tell Commander Croyle. Okay, anything in Vice and MCD?"
"Yes ma'am." said Lt. Rudistan. "A month ago, we had some convenience store holdups by perps using a Toyota Camry and a Corolla. We've been calling them the 'Toyota Gang'." (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 01.)
Rudistan: "We hadn't heard anything of them in this area for weeks, but Saturday night they hit a convenience store in Buford, in Coltrane County to our south, then hit a convenience store and gas station in our County, on Hotel Row south of Town. Same descriptions... all black clothes, all black masks, no markings, no patches, can't even determine any skin color. Vehicles were the dark gray Camry in Buford, and lighter gray Corolla up here. Car tags were reported as stolen six months ago from cars in Alvaton and Pottsville."
Claire asked "Same people as before? How can you tell?"
Mary replied: "Addition by subtraction, ma'am. Ranger Halston has been studying the video we have on them at many of their holdups in this County and out of it. Their lack of identifying features is becoming an identifying feature. And while their clothes lack any unique identifiers, they're so much alike from perp to perp that that in itself is a tell that they are very likely the same guys."
Claire: "I really wish you would not call Auxiliary Detective Halston 'Ranger' Halston. And it's hard to believe the Chief and Commander let him make an Airborne jump when he has PTSD."
"It's had a very positive effect on him, ma'am." said Mary. "His doctors are going to put him through another battery of tests, and he may get the PTSD prohibition from being armed lifted."
"We'll see about that." Claire said, almost absentmindedly. "Okay, do we have anything else on these 'Toyota' holdups? And why am I hearing about them from Vice and not MCD?"
Rudistan said "Ma'am, things like this often start out in Vice, due to possible drug connections. We start contacting our C.I.s to get street chatter on it. And we'll begin having stakeouts if we can get a pattern on the perps."
Jerome David added: "MCD is going to come in on it, though, ma'am, especially since they've come back."
"And take the credit for the busts after Vice does all the work?" Claire asked sharply. All three Lieutenants were openly shocked.
"It's not like that, ma'am." said Rudistan. "We work together very well."
"And our guys aren't like Savannah Fineman." Mary Milton said, a bit darkly. "We all work together to get the job done, and we're not trying to put citations on the wall."
"All right, all right." Captain Michaels said. "Okay, there's something else I want to talk about. Tell me about the partnerships within your divisions, especially in MCD."
Jerome went first: "As you know, ma'am, Joanne Warner and Theo Washington are partners, Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker are partners, and Roark Coleman and George Newman are partners------"
"And that's the point I'm about to make." said Claire. "Why are the Senior Detectives partners with each other, and the two most junior Detectives in the room partners with each other?"
Jerome said "Coleman and Newman were partners before coming into MCD, and they work well together... unless someone knows something that has not been expressed to me. And the same for the others: Julia's in-between when it comes to time in MCD, and she and Teddy have formed a very good working partnership. And Joanne and Theo have been partners for a very long time. Why would we want to break that up?"
Micah said "It's the same in Vice, ma'am. Statler and Waldorf came into Vice as partners. So did Hardy and Drew... and they're still mostly Uniformed reinforcements for us---"
Mary interrupted by saying "Ma'am, why would we want to break good partnerships up? Especially when they're working well together?"
Claire said "Perhaps so that the senior Detectives can impart some knowledge to the junior ones, and teach and mentor them?"
Micah: "That's what happened with Lisa Monroe and Joan Laurer. Monroe came over from the City P.D., and Joan is soaking up everything Lisa teaches her like a sponge. As to Grubby Paul and 'Ice Cube' Perry, they were de facto partners while Perry was deep undercover, and have a trust level that Perry needed when he came in from the cold."
Claire said "I get that. But it's also missing the point, especially for MCD. We have three Senior Detectives, and three junior ones. Why aren't you partnering a senior Detective with a junior one?"
Jerome said "I could say that's the way it's always been. But all of my guys are talking with each other, talking about the cases. And they all listen whenever Commander Troy or Sheriff Griswold start talking about something. It's not formal, but training is constant and ongoing, so the knowledge is getting disseminated."
"All right." Claire said. "What I want you, Davis, and you, Rudistan to do is for each of you to write a 'white paper' on the partnerships, including who you'd reassign with who in order to spread out the knowledge and experience. Get that to me by close-of-business Friday."
Rudistan, ever the jovial troublemaker, asked "Just what is a 'white paper'? Where did that term come from?"
"I don't know." said Claire, not really in a mood for Rudistan at the moment.
Mary said "Commander Ross told me it comes from England. The British Parliament doesn't operate like Congress does. The British Government will start a policy idea with what they call a 'green paper', and circulate that around for discussion. When they formulate their final idea, they put it out in the form of a 'white paper', and it moves on to the rest of Parliament for debate and being made into law."
"I'm just a bill, yes I'm only a bill..." sang Rudistan.
"And the 'white paper' is what I want." said Claire. "I want to know what you're going to do to improve the partnerships in your departments..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle came into my office, after being admitted by my assistant Helena French. As she came in, I flipped the file folders on my desk shut, and she noticed.
"Whatcha working on?" she asked.
I said "Just some stuff I promised some people I'd look into."
"Need help?" Teresa asked. "The Precincts are running smoothly, and I could use something extra to work on while we wait for the potential unrest."
"No, not with this." I replied. Teresa looked a little surprised. I noted it, and made the correct deduction, then said "No, I'm not going to tell you, at least not right now. When the time comes, I'll bring you in on it."
"O-kayyy." Teresa said. "I'll stop being curious while I have most of my nine lives left."
"I knew you were smart." I said. "One thing you can do for me is get with Captain Michaels and Lieutenant Mary Milton about these convenience store robberies. I don't like the direction they're headed, and I'd like you to make sure there are Uniformed Officers available to help the Detectives with any operations to find and arrest those fuckers."
"Wilco." Teresa said. She got up and left. I returned to the files I'd been perusing. It had been difficult to find the time, but I was working on the case given me by George Aurus's Wrangler Circus buddies concerning Claude Cardinal O'Leery. (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 02, Epilogue.)
And I needed more before I brought Teresa into it; after all, she had converted to Roman Catholicism, and I did not want to damage the good that that had done for her life until it was absolutely necessary...
Part 2 - Old Business - Media Matters
(Author's note: It is necessary to wrap up some previous threads before we move along to the current mystery. Your patience is appreciated. If you're not interested, then feel free to move ahead to Part 5.)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 11th, from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Students are peacefully protesting the alleged nomination of Dr. Laura Fredricson as the next University President!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Neither Governor Sharon Marshall nor Dr. Fredricson will confirm that the Governor has nominated the Head of the Psychology Department to the University Presidency; however, sources tell Channel Two News that that job has been offered and accepted. But student groups are angry, and are peacefully protesting. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette, who was on the east side sidewalk of University Avenue, with the University Psychology Building in her background. "Student groups marched on Campus towards the President's Office building yesterday, chanting demands that the Governor choose someone else besides Laura Fredricson as the University's next President. Roll tape."
As tape rolled, showing a very short clip of protesters walking along the sidewalk and carrying signs, Amber's voice spoke over it, saying "The students that were marching cited their reasons for their opposition to Dr. Fredricson, which include a lack of commitment to important causes such as Minority Rights by not publicly and openly opposing the Police brutality of her husband, Police Commander Donald Troy; her previous employment as a top official in the CIA; and her lack of commitment to important issues such as Climate Justice."
The video then showed Amber talking to alleged students, asking them who would be acceptable as the next University President. One woman with a very short haircut said "I think the only acceptable candidates that would restore the University's prestige after the disaster of Wellman and the Fredricson nomination are Dr. Lionel Carmela or Dr. Jan Camp." Other students, poorly attired, echoed one or the other of those names.
Back to Amber live: "The Board of Trustees had planned to meet today at the University Conference Center to consider the Governor's nomination. However, after the peaceful student demonstrations, the meeting was postponed. Sources tell Channel Two News that the Trustees will meet in secret this Saturday. And while it is being reported that the Trustees would meet at the Hyatt Hotel, Channel Two News has learned that they actually will secretly convene at the Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important story." Then Bettina smiled brightly as she said: "And in other news, the Town & County Council meets tonight, and Police Commander Donald Troy is expected to appear after being subpoenaed by the Council at their last meeting. If he appears, Commander Troy will be admitting that Councilwoman Kelly Carnes does have the right to order him to appear before the Council. Let's go to trusted reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the tall, lean, black reporter, who was reporting from the parking lot behind the same building Bettina was on the rooftop of, with Police Headquarters as his background. "The Council voted to issue the subpoena at last week's meeting, demanding that Commander Troy appear to answer questions regarding his use, and some say abuse, of his authority to enter into contracts on behalf of the Police."
Lemay: "Councilperson Carnes originally demanded that Commander Troy appear before her and the Council to explain his entering into a contract with Police Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, which enabled her to be an SBI Reserve Lieutenant as well as a TCPD Officer. Commander Troy subsequently entered into plea deals with criminal suspects, bypassing and usurping the District Attorney's Office in the process. District Attorney Miriam Walters has filed a lawsuit against Commander Troy over those plea deal contracts----"
The feed suddenly changed back to Bettina, who said "I apologize for cutting you off, Carl, but we have to make a correction. The subpoena requiring Commander Troy to appear before the Council also codified into law that individual Council Members do not have the authority nor power to compel anyone to appear before the Council. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What the hell was that about?" asked Deputy Police Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar (me), Chief Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross watched the propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Why did Bettina make that correction?"
For some reason, everyone's eyes went to me. I said "I'm really not supposed to say anything about this, due to my ongoing libel lawsuit against KXTC. So don't speak of this outside this room, nor to anyone else, even your loved ones. My attorney Mike G. Todd not only filed suit against KXTC, but he's made formal complaints to the FCC about them, and he has spoken to this State's U.S. Senators and our 1st District Congressman about them."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Pressure is being put on KXTC's owner, Katherine Woodburn, to rein in her filthy propagandists... er, journalists... or face the very real possibility that if KXTC continues the false reporting, like that bit about Carnes being able to dictate terms to me, then the FCC or the State really might shut KXTC down pending the outcome of the libel trial. Ergo, I suspect Katherine Woodburn called Bettina on the spot when she heard that little blurb about Carnes, and told Bettina to make an immediate on-air correction."
"Wow." said Teresa. "Has Katherine's lawyers contacted yours about a settlement?"
"Yes... well, her Insurance Company's attorneys contacted Mike." I said. "If KXTC loses the lawsuit, then the Insurance Company would theoretically have to pay the damages. But I had Mike put a clause into the lawsuit that insurance cannot pay the damages, because my goal is to bankrupt KXTC and take them off the air forever."
Teresa said "That does make sense. Todd told me that he's gotten word that Katherine is secretly putting KXTC up for sale. She must feel that you have a real case against KXTC this time."
"Or else she just doesn't want to be involved in the long, drawn-out legal battle." Tanya said.
"Changing the sub-jeccct," said Chief Moynahan, to change the subject, "how is Callie do-innng?"
Cindy replied "She's at home, and she's improving every day. She starts rehab today at the Hospital, so when you hear a scream clear across the County, you'll know those sadists that call themselves rehab specialists have begun treatment. Now I have a question: what is going on with Laura and these student protests?"
Teresa said "They weren't peaceful, for damn sure. Over 150 young people, allegedly students but you never know, marched on the President's home... not his office, but his home... and began rioting. They set fire to two cars as well as a large pile of trash they collected, then blocked the Fire Department from getting to the fires to put them out. The Campus Police and the State Patrol's Elite Combat Team interdicted, and the agitators dispersed pretty quickly at that point."
"How many arrests?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
"None, sir." Teresa said. "The Campus Police not only didn't pursue anyone, they got in the way of the State Patrol going after them. And the TCPD had been asked to not come on Campus and interdict the slugs, because everyone thought they'd try to make something out of Don being Laura's husband, and start up the old 'Police brutality' chants."
Cindy said "Okay, Don, I know you're (air quotes) 'sworn to secrecy', but for God's sake would you somehow let us know if your wife is going to be our University's next President?"
I said "I'd rather parachute out of a perfectly good aircraft while in flight and take the subsequent green crowbar beatdown, than endure what Laura would do to me if I said a word." Cindy's look at me connoted her lack of amusement as a green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
Teresa said "I'll let the cat out of the bag, to a point, anyway. Todd is one of the Trustees, and I would imagine he's really pissed off that Amber just revealed the location of their meeting Saturday, and despite deliberate leaks to fool the Press. The meeting is going to be at the Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County."
"And?" Cindy prodded.
Teresa: "And they're going to meet." She stopped and sipped her coffee.
"Goddammit, stop teasing us!" Cindy all but shouted. I saw a little gleam in the Iron Wolf's eyes, knowing that she was getting under the Green Crowbar's skin.
I shook my head slightly, meaning Teresa needed to stop the teasing. However, she took it as a signal not to say any more, so I said out loud "Either tell her, or just stop talking about it."
Teresa said "Okay, okay. If all goes well at the Trustees's meeting, then Laura will be the next University President."
"Awesome!" said Tanya with great perkiness.
"If all goes well." I said. "But chances are, things won't go well. You want to explain, Teresa? Or shall I?"
"Go ahead." Teresa said.
I began: "There are nine Trustees, and it's a different Board than in Henry Wargrave's day. Mrs. Myrtle L. James is the Chairwoman. She's older than old, but she's still going strong with the Ladies Auxiliary, the Hot Wives Investment Club, and serving on the Board of Trustees. She likes Laura personally, but is concerned about the riots and also that Laura is my wife, and will draw hostile attention due to that."



Me: "Next is J.P. Goldman, who also serves on the Council, and this is going to be his last term as such. He's solidly in Laura's camp."
Me: "Then there's Mr. Harold S. Truelove. He's a decent man of strong moral character. I think he likes Laura personally, but he does not like it that she's the sex professor, teaches what he considers to be illicit and decadent things, and that she has an open marriage with Yours Truly."
Me: "Beatrice S. York is a longtime Trustee, and she's deeply religious. She was a friend of Pastor Westboro and Steven Ikea back in the day." (Author's note: 'The Swap', Ch. 02.) "What with the way University Faculties have gone further and further Left, I'm a bit surprised she's still serving."
Me: "Todd thinks she considers this her last stand to get someone who would probably be a great President for Hillsdale College or Liberty U. to be this University's President, and turn around what she perceives as the corrupt morals of the Student Body. She's definitely not enamored of Laura as the Governor's pick."
Me: "Then there's this guy named Todd Burke. Definitely a bad character, and he's related to some very nasty people. His only redeeming feature is the incredibly smart decision in who he chose to be his wife. Now if only we could get her to be University President."
Teresa said "You do not want me anywhere near that job." Even so, I could see she was inwardly pleased with my comment.
"Touché." I replied. "Anyway, Todd is firmly on Laura's side. Next is George 'Mash' Woodham, the CEO of BigPulpAndPaper. He's a tough, blue-collar, hard working man that rose to the top from the floor of the sawmills. He's streetwise and savvy. He's also one of the Big Boyz, and a friend of the CEOs of many of the big companies, including BigPharmaCorp, BigRoadAndRail, BigCommo, and BigBenefitInsurance. I would think he's in Laura's camp, but those Big Boyz are not our friends, so he may be a vote against her."
Your Iron Crowbar: "Next is our old friend Robert 'B-1 Bob' Berry, the high-powered partner of Chase, Lynch & Berry, P.C. I don't know if he likes or dislikes Laura, but he despises the Police, and despises me as a Police Officer. I'm not counting on his support for my wife."
Me: "Then there's Zack Millner. He's been a school teacher and a college professor, and he's run for Statewide Office as a Democrat several times. He's a decent man, but his politics tend to favor wanting someone more to the Left than Laura is... though Laura is definitely Left-of-Center."
Me: Last is Marsha Harland. She worked for the Department of the Interior some years ago, and she is virulently Leftist and a rabid Climate Change promoter. Like Al Gore, she got wealthy from her work in Government and her advocacy. She will definitely be pushing for Lionel Carmela to be University President."
The Sheriff growled "So that means it's an uphill climb for Laura."
I replied "Yes sir, and especially if some of the Trustees get scared of the students that were rioting yesterday, and may riot again today. As I see it, Mrs. James, Mr. Goldman, and Mr. Burke are solid pro-Laura votes. Maybe she can get Mr. Truelove, Mr. Woodham, and/or Professor Millner. But it's going to be a near thing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the Fox University studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Priya brightly. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. A mob of young people claiming to be University students marched on the University President's office, demanding that Governor Sharon Marshall withdraw the nomination of Dr. Laura Fredricson for the University President's position."
Catrina: "The demonstrations turned violent when the protesters made a pile of trash and set it on fire, then set fire to a vehicle. Campus Police and the State Patrol's elite Combat Strike Team moved in and dispersed the violent agitators. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing violent demonstrators setting the fires and generally acting violent, then a distant view with smoke or tear gas billowing behind a group of agitators.
Priya: "The University Board of Trustees was scheduled to meet today at the University Conference Center to consider the nomination for the University Presidency, but that meeting has been postponed. Sources tell Fox Eight News that the Board will meet this weekend at an (air quotes) 'undisclosed location'."
Catrina: "In other news, Commander Donald Troy will attend tonight's meeting of the Town & County Council after the Council passed an ordinance that codifies into law that individual Council Members cannot compel anyone to appear before the Council. Councilwoman Kelly Carnes voted against the measure for Commander Troy to appear after weeks attempting to force Commander Troy to appear under the false notion that she had sovereign right to compel anyone she personally pleased to appear before the Council."
Priya: "The Council will ask Commander Troy to explain why he entered into a contract with Teresa Croyle that enables her to work with the SBI in an identical way that he does. And sources tell Fox Eight News that Commander Troy will take the opportunity to explain why he's made unilateral plea deals, for which he and the TCPD have been sued by District Attorney Miriam Walters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Interesting." said Teresa Croyle as my three Angels and I watched and drank coffee in my office.
"Definitely a different slant on Fox's propaganda-cast, eh?" said Cindy Ross witheringly, and using the Canadian 'eh'.
Teresa and I both peered hard at her, and the Iron Wolf said "That was a hell of a lot more accurate than Bettina's bullshit."
Tanya said "Surely you don't think Kelly Carnes has the right to order Don around, do you?" Tanya asked Cindy.
"No, of course not." Cindy replied. "But don't tell me that KFXU is any less biased than KXTC is."
"Of course they're not." I replied. "There's really no such thing as a truly unbiased newscast or news article in print. In that particular case, though, Fox Eight News deliberately reported that way to take potshots at Channel Two News. And I, for one, am greatly amused by it. Okay, what's going on in Sheriff Griswold's County and Chief Moynahan's Police Department?"
Teresa said "Has Captain Michaels told you about her telling the MCD and Vice Lieutenants to develop plans to shake up the Detective partnerships, especially in MCD? And despite Lieutenant Davis's objections?"
"Uh... noooo." I replied. "What's going on with that?..."
Part 3 - Old Business - Playing by Crowbar Rules
7:25pm, Tuesday, May 11th. I walked up the hallway to the entrance door of the public Council Chamber. I was dressed in my semi-formal jacket with my many rows of ribbons above the right pocket flap, but I was not wearing my Medal of Valor (just the ribbon for it). The metal star of my rank gleamed on each jacket epaulette.
"What's going on, Commander Croyle?" I said as I came up to Teresa, who was helping four Deputies guard the entrance as if it were her personal Wolf's den. She was wearing her Duty Dress jacket with the 'four boxes' instead of the full 'fruit salad' of ribbons.
Teresa replied. "Katina Jones had her full contingent of blue-shirted Patriots here three hours early and in line. That was really good, because a number of red-shirted and green-shirted people showed up, and were forced by me personally to get in back of the line behind the blue shirts. They were going to make an attempt to break in line or go to the other door and try to get in first, but I redirected their suppositions by threats of arrest, and then sealing off the other door under guard."
"Good." I said. "You ready for this?"
"Like the McDonalds's ad says, I'm lovin' it.": Teresa replied. "It's about time we use the Enemy's tactics against them."
"In-deeeed." I said in the deepest voice I could muster.
At 7:30pm sharp, the Council Members and the Mayor filed in from the side entrance behind the long bench, and took their places. Teresa went in and the doors were closed, leaving me and two Deputies in the hallway.
Mayor Allgood said "Before we sit down, let us honor America by saying the Pledge of Allegiance." Kelly Carnes, Edgar Silas, Sheila Sorrells, and Malinda Adams immediately sat down, and some kudos to Susan Weston for remaining standing.
Of the 300 filled seats in the audience, about 15 wore red Antifa shirts, and they remained seated. Former Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis was one of them, himself wearing a red Antifa shirt. The rest, all wearing blue shirts with American Flag logos, stood and recited the Pledge along with the Mayor, the Republican Council Members, and Susan Weston.
"Be seated, please." said the Mayor. He banged his gavel, then said "Reports, please?" Reports and lawsuits were submitted by the Town & County Clerk. J.P. Goldman said "Without objection, may we dispense with the reading?" There were immediately five objections. A formal vote was quickly taken, and the readings were dispensed with by a 6-5 vote.
Daniel Allgood then said "We call upon Commander Donald Troy to come to the lectern. Is he here?"
"Yes, Mr. Mayor!" yelled Teresa Croyle, who then pushed the door outward into the hallway opening it. Then she yelled as loudly as her voice permitted: "LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, THE TOWN & COUNTY POLICE COMMANDER!"
As I strode into the Chamber, the 285 blue-shirted people rose to their feet and began applauding me. It was like the President entering the House Chamber for the State of the Union address as I made my way down the aisle, the red crowbar in my left hand, fist-bumping people with my closed right hand.
J.P. Goldman was grinning like the Cheshire Cat, and rose in applause also, and was soon joined by the other four Republican Council Members. Mayor Allgood remained seated, but joined the tremendous ovation.
The five Democrats on the Council looked totally stunned. Kelly Carnes's face had an ugliness on it that was rare even for her. Edgar Silas, Sheila Sorrells, and Susan Weston's faces remained passive despite their surprise. Malinda Adams was not quite hiding a little grin; I think she was enjoying the spectacle.
I fist bumped Katina Jones, who was on the first row at the end next to the aisle I'd come down. (For the record, there are two aisles, dividing the audience into three sections.) I then walked onto the floor and to the lectern facing the Council. The applause continued for long seconds until the Mayor finally tapped his gavel for order. The Patriots stopped applauding and took their seats in a respectful manner.
Mayor Allgood said "Let the record show that Commander Troy has responded to the Council's request to appear, and is here now---"
"Point of order!" Kelly Carnes yelled shrilly. "I want to know why the Mayor did not stop that disgusting spectacle by the audience. He always shuts down the peaceful comments by Black members of the audience, but not the White Nationalists in the room that were applauding for this man who has routinely exercised Police brutality against Blacks for years."
There were immediately five objections, pointing out that Carnes's accusations of Police brutality were unfounded, if not outright actionable slander. The Mayor said "The point of order is not recognized. I do admonish the audience to be respectful and remain respectful during the evening."
The Mayor then said "Councilwoman Carnes, you have been demanding for weeks, though under false pretenses, that Commander Troy appear before us. There he is. What are your questions for Commander Troy?"
"Go to hell, you illegitimate Mayor." snarled Carnes, though not loudly. There were immediately five points of order."
"Watch yourself, Carnes." Allgood said. "I'll have you thrown out of here, and there's a man with a red crowbar both ready and eager to make that happen. Does anyone have questions for Commander Troy?"
Susan Weston finally spoke up, and said "Commander, why did you make that agreement with Commander Croyle?"
I said "She was working with me on the case in the City where rogue Federal Agents and rogue City Police were attempting to frame now-SBI-Director Wes Masters for crimes he did not commit. Commander Croyle needed to have legal jurisdiction as well as indemnity State-wide, and by appointing her to the SBI Reserve, I addressed those needs."
Me: "And in doing so, I made the contract with her, which is just like my own such contract, so that she can be paid by the appropriate Agency for her work. It was actually beneficial to the County's taxpayers. Oh... and I do note that the Council ratified that action by majority vote at a later time." That was 'spiking the football', and the Council Democrats noticed it.
Weston: "Did it not occur to you to consult with the Council about that before actually entering into the contract?"
I said "Considering that time was of the essence, and that we were about to rescue a DEA Agent that had been abducted and was being tortured to death... no, it didn't occur to me at the time." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 02.)
The audience began applauding, and Mayor Allgood allowed it for several seconds before tapping his gavel and getting immediate quiet. Then Edward R. Steele was recognized. He said "I want for everyone to understand why you also made some unilateral plea deals, which you are legally entitled to do---" There were three points of order in objection, by Carnes, Silas, and Sorrells.
Sheila Sorrells said "District Attorney Walters is suing Commander Troy over his entitlement or lack of it to usurp the District Attorney's Office prerogative in making plea deals."
"Point of order and of information." said John Colby, his baritone voice carrying through the Chamber. "The Town & County Inspector General confirmed Commander Troy's legal right to make those plea deals, and D.A. Walters's lawsuit is specious and will fail on the legal merits. What Councilman Steele said is correct."
Mayor Allgood said "We are not here to litigate all that. The I.G. did issue that ruling, and it is being challenged in Court. Let's move past it. What is your question, Mr. Steele?"
Edward R. Steele replied "I'm giving Commander Troy the opportunity to explain the very serious and disturbing circumstances which forced him to make those plea deals the way he did."
I explained how Savannah Fineman had crippled one of my cases (Author's note: 'Price No Object'.) and was going to damage another one (Author's note: 'Bottle Kill'.). I then launched into a tirade against Miriam Walters, publicly accusing her of making bad D.A. decisions that were harming the work of the TCPD and putting the Citizens of the County at risk.
Sheila Sorrells, who was a personal friend of Miriam Walters and former Public Health Officer Beth Paige, said "Doesn't D.A. Walters have the right to assign whoever she wants as ADA to a case, and aren't you obligated to work with that ADA and help him or her succeed in doing his or her job?"
"Not if that ADA is actively damaging my cases, and working against me." I said. "And I'll add that I work for the Police Department, not the D.A.'s Office, and my job is to find and arrest the actual criminal or criminals, regardless of the District Attorney's Office's agenda or opinions. I answer to Truth and Justice, not Miriam Walters."
The audience burst into applause again, which was mightily irritating the Council Democrats. Kelly Carnes yelled "Mr. Mayor, I demand you clear this Chamber!"
"You do not make demands of me, Mrs. Carnes," said Daniel Allgood, "any more than you can make demands of Commander Troy." The audience laughed loudly and began applauding again, and this time Daniel did tap his gavel for order, which was quickly given him. Kelly Carnes's face was beet red with furious anger.
I quickly continued: "Miriam Walters has said that she has the sovereign right to name whichever ADA she wants to whatever case she wants, and she expects us to work with that ADA... and you've done a nice job parroting her and making her points for her, Councilwoman Sorrells."
I went on: "But if I had a Detective as incompetent if not as dirty as Savannah Fineman, Ms. Walters would strongly object to that Detective working cases, because that Detective would get those cases thrown out of Court. In a similar manner, by naming Savannah Fineman to certain cases over the Police Leadership's and the Sheriff's objections, Ms. Walters is potentially damaging those cases..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the interrogation, the Mayor excused me, and I began going up the aisle to leave. Several black persons, including Katina Jones, got up to walk out with me in a show of solidarity. And then, from the back row, Reginald B.F. Lewis stood up and got in the aisle in front of me.
Teresa was moving to stop him, but I looked at her and slightly shook my head. When I got up to Lewis, to my surprise, he extended his hand. As I shook it, he said softly "Very well played, Iron Crowbar. I really do wish it was possible for me to like you."
"It is." I replied. "Come on over to the side of right with me." Lewis just shook his head, though he was grinning. He moved aside for me to walk on out of the Chamber...
Part 4 - Old Business - An Unholy Alliance
10:00am, Saturday, May 15th. The University Board of Trustees met Lakeside Inn & Suites in Nextdoor County, in the large conference room that had once hosted Chef Bruno Mensch's cooking competition (Author's note: 'Chef's Special'.). The nine Trustees were seated behind the tables at the left side of the room as one walked into the door from the hallway, with Chairwoman Myrtle L. James in the middle.
There were a lot of chairs set up; after all, this was officially a public meeting of a public body.. However, the vast majority of the people in the audience were reporters. To the side of the tables and chairs and forward of the front row were Dr. Sidney P. Wellman and Dr. Laura Fredricson.
Sitting in the audience, on the front row on the opposite side of Wellman and Laura were Dr. Lionel Carmela, Dr, Jan Camp, and Dr. Juanita Rivera, who were hopeful of being able to make vociferous objections to Dr. Fredricson becoming University President. They were 'armed' with petitions signed by three dozen professors who were equally horrified by the very thought of Laura becoming the leader and the face of their School.
Yes, I was at the Hotel, but I was staying out of the way. Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans and I were in the main lobby, ready to deploy the dozens of NCPD, TCPD, and State Patrol teams that had been assembled to stop any violent protests.
About forty students had come to the Hotel, and were chanting some ugly things about Laura while the News Media happily filmed them... but were careful to not be seen staging them... as I was watching for that like a sharp-eyed Auburn University eagle, and they knew it. And speaking of Auburn fans, Teresa was with Molly and me, and we were talking about a very important subject: our kids, and what they were being taught in our Public Schools. But I digress...
The Trustees posed for the mass of reporters, mostly ignoring the questions being shouted at them. After a few minutes, Myrtle L. James gaveled the session into order. Almost immediately, Todd Burke made a motion to go into Executive Session to discuss 'a personnel matter'. The motion carried 9-0.
The Press was ushered out. Bill Hacosta began making a snit about the Press being forced to leave what should be an open meeting, but when four State Patrol Troopers in heavy riot gear came up to him, he could see that they were aching to fuck him up. So he left, yelling obscenities all the way.



The Faculty members that had come were also ushered out. Carmela protested, saying he wanted to speak before the Trustees. Jan Camp said she had petitions to submit, and Myrtle L. James told her to leave those petitions with her (Mrs. James) and they would be reviewed by the Board. She also told Carmela he would be called back in if the Trustees cared to hear his opinion. Jan Camp left mollified; Carmela left 'not mollified', to say the least.
Once the room was cleared, Laura was 'invited' to sit in a chair on the front row in the middle, directly across from Myrtle L. James. Her chair had no armrests; it was just a stereotypical hotel chair. While the Trustees had bottled waters at their places, Laura had none and had not been offered any.
Marcia Harland spoke up immediately. "Madame Chair, I am wondering if Mr. Todd Burke should recuse himself from these proceedings; after all, he is the blood nephew of Dr. Fredricson's husband, and Mr. Burke's wife works in the Police with Mr. Burke's uncle."
"I agree." said Beatrice S. York, the longtime Trustee that was deeply religious, and was one of the 'Westboro Deniers' that did not believe the First Baptist Church pastor had been the Consultant of Crime. "Mr. Burke, will you recuse yourself based upon those family connections?"
"Not gonna happen." said Todd Burke. "I am absolutely going to do what I can to promote Dr. Fredricson's cause, and I will be voting for her. And not just because of family relations, but because I know she will be an outstanding choice to be University President."
"Madame Chair," said J.P. Goldman, "we normally and often have one of the Board members serve as the (air quotes) 'prosecuting attorney' for one side, and someone as the spokesperson for the other side. It would only be natural and right that Mr. Burke be the spokesman for Dr. Fredricson. Even if he chooses to not play that role, I am against him recusing himself."
"We cannot force Mr. Burke to recuse himself, nor anyone else to recuse themselves." said Myrtle L. James. "But let's not get bogged down on side issues like that. I'll ask the first question. Dr. Fredricson, did you seek this job, or were you offered it without indicating any interest in it?"
Laura replied "I was offered it. The Governor did speak with others to gauge my possible interest, so I knew that she was considering me, but I did not agree to the nomination for a while even after she offered it."
"So do you really want the job?" Robert 'B-1 Bob' Berry growled. "We need someone committed to this job. It doesn't sound like you are."
Laura said "Once I made the decision to accept the job, I've committed to it totally. I'm helping my graduate students find other professors to help them finish their degrees, and I'm not taking on new ones. I'm winding down my projects, as well. Many of them were for the Government, so it's no problem to wrap them up."
"Yes, let's talk about that." said Marcia Harland. "You didn't just work for the Government, you were a high level Deputy Director of the CIA, an organization that has committed atrocities against people all over the world. Tell me, Dr. Fredricson, did you personally oversee the torture of foreign nationals anywhere in the world?"
"Now just a minute!" shouted Todd Burke. "You are totally out of line, asking that!"
"And you're out of line not recusing yourself!" Harland fired back. "I stand by the question, Dr. Fredricson: did you personally participate in or oversee the torture of foreign nationals anywhere in the world? Because if you did, and the Press finds out... and the Press will find out, and I'll do everything in my power to help them find out... then the embarrassment to this University and the damage to its reputation will be incalculable."
Laura said "My career with the CIA was in the Science and Technology Directorate. Much of my psychology work was commissioned by the Company, and my findings were very helpful in the success of the CIA mission to protect this Nation. I know you don't care about our Nation, Ms. Harland, so you won't be happy about that. In any case, I'm not going to discuss any operational details of my career and actions within the CIA with you."
George 'Mash' Woodham said "I also object to Ms. Harland's ridiculous and offensive line of inquiry, and I for one appreciate Dr. Fredricson's honorable service on behalf of this Nation, and I note she achieved a rare thing in being awarded the Distinguished Intelligence Cross... while still alive to receive it in person."
Woodham: "Having said that, Dr. Fredricson, are you also prepared to give up your medical practice to take the Presidency job?"
Laura said "For the most part, yes. I believe I can continue my work as the Volunteer Police Psychologist for the Town & County Public Safety Department, and I'll officially remain On Staff at University Hospital, so I can perform emergency surgeries if needed. But I'll be giving up my gynecology practice, and likely won't be in the business of delivering babies on a regular basis."
Woodham: "If you're giving up your medical practice, why did you fight so hard to keep your medical license?"
Laura turned her eyes and said with a voice that could freeze lava: "Because the State Medical Board was not only wrong, but unjust, to suspend our licenses, and to revoke Dr. Cordell's license on behalf of the corrupt BigBenefitInsurance CEO, Jeff Woolsey. I saw that as literally a good-vs-evil fight. And let me be clear: I will be doing everything I can to help Dr. Cordell fight and defeat the unjust action done to him."
Woodham said no more, but the look on his face showed clearly his dissatisfaction with that answer. As CEO of BigPulpAndPaper, he was one of the 'Big Boyz', and a personal friend of Jeff Woolsey.
Marcia Harland said "I have another question, especially since you didn't answer my first one. Dr. Fredricson, do you accept that the 'Science is settled' and that Climate Change is real and one of the greatest threats to the world? And will you lead the University in championing Climate Justice---"
Todd Burke said loudly "I object to the false premise of that question. The science is not settled, no matter how often you repeat the lie."
"Hear hear." barked J.P. Goldman.
"You're both Climate Deniers, and liars!" yelled Harland. She turned back to Laura and said "Well, do you?" Myrtle L. James had looked like she was going to step in, but didn't.
Laura finally said "The University is a research Institution devoted to finding the Truth, not pronouncing political points as definitely settled. I am not a Climate Skeptic, but I am equally opposed to the politicization and weaponization of scientific issues. I will support the University's research and teaching missions, of course."
"We will move on." Myrtle L. James (finally) said.
Harold S. Truelove said "Doctor, you have acquired the reputation of being the 'sex professor' on Campus, teaching immoral and irreligious subjects. I personally find it offensive and reprehensible what you are teaching our children---"
"And exactly what am I teaching, Mr. Truelove?" Laura fired back. When she was met by 'deafening' silence, she said "Well?"
"You teach sex, and other immoral subjects," said Truelove, "including championing homosexuality and deviant behaviors."
"Which shows you have no idea what I teach." Laura said levelly. "Mr. Truelove, I study, teach, and practice psychology. I teach about the psychology of human interactions and relationships, and sexual issues are a huge part of that. And I'm studying through real scientific methods, not the politicized dictates of being forced to accept Climate Change as 'settled science', and not through religious beliefs that are just that... beliefs, not provable, reproducible facts."
Truelove: "So you won't be advocating steering this University towards a stronger moral center? but would rather allow this School to continue decaying into a cesspool of immorality and Socialist groupthink?"
Laura: "I never said nor implied that, and I resent you attempting to put those words into my mouth! Now who's being the dishonest, hypocritical one, spouting religion in one sentence, then attempting to deceive the next?"
Truelove was generally a very nice man, but now his hackles were up. He said angrily "The University Presidency is a position that requires a higher moral compass and a better standard than a professor of sexual subjects. I find your lack of the moral standard needed to be University President a 'dealbreaker'."
Beatrice S. York, who was deeply religious, much more so than Truelove, said "I agree with that, and I want to take it up further about the sexual subjects you teach, Dr. Fredricson. One of your students, Tiffany Barclay, was studying prostitution... by being a prostitute. And she ended up dead." (Author's note: 'Midnight City'.)
Laura: "She was murdered by her father, and my husband solved that case, so don't you dare try to put that on me---"
York interrupted: "And Carl Ryder? Part of a male prostitution ring? Sperm donors for hire? Being run out of your office?"
Todd Burke interjected: "You're very close to actionable slander now, Mrs. York."
J.P. Goldman added "And you sound like Lionel Carmela, trying to create a crime where none exists."
Beatrice S. York: "Blind squirrels find acorns every once in a while, and sometimes I actually agree with Lionel Carmela. In this case, I definitely agree that the scandals from your office, Dr. Fredricson, disqualify you from being University President..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am, Saturday, May 15th. Molly, Teresa, and I were chatting in our chairs in the lobby of the Lakeside Inn & Suites when an entourage of Escalades and security vehicles pulled into the driveway that went to the back kitchen areas, where George Aurus had ambushed and captured Cindy Ross. (Author's note: 'Power', Ch. 04.)
A few minutes later, Governor Sharon Marshall came through the dining room and up to us. We all stood up respectfully, and the Governor shook all our hands.
"I'm going to have lunch with the Trustees." the Governor said. "I just got word that they've finished talking with Dr. Fredricson."
"I'll escort you to them," I said, "and escort my wife wherever she needs to go." With that, the Governor and I went down the hallway to the rooms where the Trustees were. When we got there, Laura was in the hallway. She and the Governor greeted each other warmly, then the Governor went into the meeting room, where a sumptuous lunch was being brought out.
Laura's face looked stoic, but I sensed more than saw her emotions behind her eyes. I gave my wife a hug, then we began walking back towards the lobby.
"How did it go?" I asked as Laura took my arm and we walked down the hallway.
"Badly." Laura said. "They ripped into me from all sides. And I'm not an Iron-Crowbar-class Detective, but even I could see that Todd was right, and they were against me from the start. They didn't ask me a single question about what I would do as President to further improve the University. It was all attack questions..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"...you are pukes! You're the lowest form of life on Earth. You are not even human fucking beings! You are nothing but unorganized grabasstic pieces of amphibian shit!"
--- Gunnery Sergeant Hartmann (portrayed by R. Lee Ermey), from the movie 'Full Metal Jacket'.
And that's pretty much what I think of journalists.
Those amphibians of the Press Pool were angry. No food nor even snacks had been provided for them by the Trustees nor the Governor, so they had to eat at their own expense. Ergo, the dining room was flooded with reporters. By way of contrast, the Police Officers and State Patrol security were being fed, courtesy of the Governor of the State, and they were being rotated into the line in small groups in the room next to the one the Trustees were in.
Molly, Teresa, Laura, and myself were at a table in that room, and we'd invited State Patrol Captain Cortese, who was leading his Troopers in protection detail this day, to sit with us at our table. He accepted, and we talked about State Patrol things for a while.
When he was finished, Captain Cortese excused himself, getting back to his duties but also knowing we'd want to talk amongst ourselves with Laura. After he left, my wife went through what had transpired during her 'interrogation'. We were all shocked, not only at the questions, but at who had been asking them.
I said "Beatrice S. York obviously was using Lionel Carmela's talking points. I sure would not have thought that those two would be in an unholy alliance like that."
"The enemy of my enemy is my friend." Molly said in the form of a quotation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30pm, Todd Burke escorted Governor Sharon Marshall to a small conference room off the main lobby, where we were waiting. The Governor wasted no time breaking the bad news:
"I'm sorry, Laura." she said. "They voted you down. I'm absolutely shocked. And I'm sorry I put you through that. If I'd known they were so hostile to you, I would not have nominated you." Laura nodded, absorbing the news that she'd expected for several hours.
Governor Marshall continued: "And I know you thought a lot about it and maybe even agonized over it. I'm sorry I put you through that, as well."
Laura said "No, you don't have to apologize. It actually was good for me to go through that process of considering it. It made me think about my future, and my priorities... and it was a good excuse to share some Pappy Van Winkle with my husband and talk with him."
I was not fooled; Laura's attempt at humor was a defense mechanism. She was trying not to show it, but she was very disappointed, and perhaps shocked at the level of hostility towards her... from both sides.
"If I may ask," I said, breaking the subdued silence, "who are you nominating next?"
Todd said "Not Lionel Carmela, for damn sure." A sense of relief swept through us at that news.
Governor Marshall said "Marcia Harland and Zack Millner pushed for him or Jan Camp, though. So did Bob Berry. Camp was shot down immediately; the Trustees remember her lawsuit against the School. And Todd here got into a shouting match with Marcia Harland over Carmela, but he needn't have worried; there was as little support for him as there was for Laura."
Governor Marshall: "To answer your question, Don, I brought up Dr. Clarence P. Chase, and there was not a lot of enthusiasm for him. I also brought up Dr. Lawrence Woodrow. Marcia Harland and Bob Berry were strongly against Woodrow, because he had worked with the Police before, running your Crime Lab." (Author's note: Dr. Woodrow leaving the TCPD occurred somewhere between 'Semper Fidelis' and 'Return of the Black Widow.)
Governor Marshall: "So I brought up Dr. Jerry Moore, who is the Chancellor at Midtown College, their second-highest official after their President. He and his wife are almost clones of the Wellmans in terms of their contacts, hosting events, raising money. He's Left-of-Center, but nowhere near as radical as Carmela, Camp, and Juanita Rivera. I think he'll be a decent fit. The Trustees approved of him in advance, so all I have to do is ask him and get his acceptance..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Saturday, May 15th. With all the kids, including Todd and Teresa's, at The Cabin with Molly and Paulina, Laura and I, Todd and Teresa, and J.P. Goldman and Selena Steele came over to the Mountain Nest for a dinner party. Todd and I cooked steaks on the grill, while Laura and Teresa fixed the vegetables and bread in the kitchen. It had been meant to be a celebration dinner, but we decided to eat well anyway.
As we ate dinner in the dining room, Teresa started up the conversation by saying what she'd wanted to know for hours: "I don't understand why they voted Laura down so hard. If they were against her from the start, why did the Governor even nominate her? Doesn't seem fair to Laura to do that."
Todd said "I'm not supposed to talk about this, but I trust you all to not repeat it to others. First of all, Governor Marshall talked to me, and I think she talked to you, Mr. Goldman?" J.P. Goldman nodded vigorously in agreement, and Todd continued: "I think she talked to the others, as well. And she had a majority for approval at the time of her nomination."
"What changed?" Teresa asked.
Todd said "To make a short story long, the vote was 2-9, with only me and Mr. Goldman voting for. The Governor told me, as I walked her to her vehicle after telling you the news, that she thought Myrtle L. James, Mr. Goldman, George Woodham, Zack Millner, and I were going to be votes for Laura, and she hoped to have at least one or two from Bob Berry, Harold Truelove, and Beatrice York."
Todd: "Mr. Truelove had never been very supportive of Laura, and I think he told the Governor that. But I got the impression that Beatrice York might've outright lied to the Governor about her support, or else she had a total 180 reversal. Zack Millner brought up the students rioting over Laura's nomination, and he said he thought those riots would go on, especially if Laura tried to remove Carmela."
"Which I fully intended to do." Laura said matter-of-factly.
Todd said "Marcia Harland really glommed onto that, as she was pushing Carmela really hard. Millner suggested Jan Camp, but that got shot down faster than Palestinian missiles by Israel's 'Iron Dome' technology. Point being: I think those riots, and the unrest over Dr. Wellman for all those months, really influenced the thinking of Mrs. James and Beatrice York, as well as Millner."
I said "That makes sense. Millner is spineless; he lets the political winds blow him around like a piece of paper in a tornado. But what about George Woodham?"
Todd said "Woodham is a tough man that worked his way up from the sawmill floor to be the CEO of BigPulpAndPaper. I didn't think he was an all-out Crony Capitalist like the CEOs of BigPharmaCorp, BigCommo, BigRoadAnd Rail, and BigBenefitInsurance, et cetera, but that spat between Aunt Laura and Woolsey was what turned him. He even asked me how I could support Aunt Laura after what she said about BigBenefitInsurance, and I just stared right through him as if he was a sick-minded KXTC journalist."
Laura said "I didn't help matters with my responses to him in the meeting today, either. But it's moot; they were against me from both sides."
Todd said "Once Laura was voted down, Marcia Harland started pushing very hard for Carmela. At one point I pointed out the hypocrisy of complaining about Aunt Laura's CIA work and the alleged scandals over Tiffany Barclay and the Babymaker Ring while totally ignoring that there was an ongoing FBI investigation into Carmela over his crimes. Harland went off on me after that, and we had a good 15-minute shouting match, trading barbs back and forth. You would've loved it, Teresa." He was needling his wife, of course.
The Iron Wolf replied "Hmmph! I wouldn't have engaged her... at least not verbally."
"Laura, what do you think of Dr. Jerry Moore?" J.P. Goldman asked.
Laura said "I can think of a lot worse for that position. Dr. Moore is a lot like Sidney Wellman. He's an Administrator at heart, and he's done well for Midtown College and raising money for them. His wife is an asset to him, as Sally Wellman has been an asset to Sidney. And those agitating students will have trouble finding anything to agitate over him."
Laura: "On the flip side, he won't do a lot to oppose Lionel Carmela, Jan Camp, and Juanita Rivera, though they should be careful not to try to push him around. He'll probably go along with re-casting the Biology Department as a Climate Change research center, which will hurt the Medical School, because any pre-Med Biology students will transfer or drop out."



"Or maybe switch over to Chemistry. And you won't hear me complaining about that!" said Your Iron Crowbar, holder of a Chemistry degree. Everyone laughed politely, then I said "But seriously, I get the point. Dr. Jerry Moore is a compromise choice, and he will be a compromise University President..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm or so, Saturday, May 15th. Laura and I got back to The Cabin, followed by Todd and Teresa. Everyone was assembled in the greatroom on the backside of the house, but when Laura and I came in via the front door, Jim and Carole came up to us, and Jim was carrying a large arrangement of roses and carnations.
"This is for you, Mom." Jim said. "Me and Carole got it for you, to cheer you up."
"Awww, that is so sweet." Laura said. She took the vase, admired and smelled the flowers, then passed them to me and knelt down and gave both her children very warm hugs as she said "Thank you both."
"Come sit down in the greatroom, Mommy." Carole said, leading Laura by one hand, and Jim leading her by the other. They had her sit down on the side wall sofa, under the row of photos of all my kids.
"Here, Bowser!" Carole called out. The redoubtable Bowser appeared almost instantly; indeed, he'd been under the dining room table, upon which I set down the vase of flowers. "Up here, Bowser." Carole said. "Mommy needs cheering up." Bowser dutifully jumped up on the sofa, put his front paws on Laura's leg, and looked up at her with pure love in his canine eyes.
"Hey Bowser." Laura said as she petted Bowser on his furry white head and back of his neck. "You're a good dog." Bowser wagged his tail vigorously in agreement. Jim joined them on the sofa and gave Bowser skritchins, also.
Laura then said "I appreciate the flowers and the dog therapy, but I really don't feel that bad about it. In truth, nothing has changed for me."
A moment later Carole came up to me as I sat down in the rocking chair, and had me lean over to whisper in my ear. "Mommy's fibbing. She really does feel bad about it." I just nodded in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd and Teresa 'packed up' their boys and drove them next door to their home. And then I had business to take care of after Paulina shared some truth with me. I asked the dogs if they wanted to go out, and their instant appearance at the back door confirmed that they did. "Carole, come out here with me."
"Yes sir." Carole said, instinctively knowing this was a 'business' meeting. As the dogs scampered around the corner and down the hillside trail to do their business, I had Carole sit down in the metal mesh loveseat next to me.
"It was very nice of you and Jim to get your mom flowers." I said.
"It was Jim's idea." Carole said, giving her brother his credit where due. "He suggested it after I told him Mommy didn't get the Prezzz-uh-dent job and she was sad about it."
"I see." I said, seeing a lot. "And exactly how did those flowers get ordered? And paid for?"
Carole did not hesitate, and admitted: "I got on your online account at the flower shop you order Mommy flowers from, and I ordered them. They came around sun-set."
"And how do you happen to know the password to my account?" I asked.
"Uhh... I just did." Carole said. Mind you, I don't use the same password for any two websites, and I never write my passwords down. And I knew that for that flower shop website, I had to put in a second password, a four-digit pin, when paying.
Carole then said "Jim figured out the pin for the credit card. You know that gobble-dee-gook in the U-R-L on the webpage? Jim figured out the embedded code for the pin number."
Again mind you... we are talking about a seven-year-old girl and an almost-seven-year-old boy, here. Carole knew what the 'cookies' on a web page were, though she called them 'gobbledygook', and a future U.S. Army Military Intelligence Officer and future CIA Officer and seen the patterns in the codes. Yes, that was poor security on the website's part. But it also humbled me: I thought -I- was a decent codebreaker, and Jim just left me standing in the dust... Wowwwww....
"Okay, your hearts were in the right place." I said. "But you need to get my permission if and when you use my credit card to buy anything. And get that permission before you make the purchase. Am I clear on that?"
"Yes sir." Carole said.
"Okay, good." I said. "Did Mommy feel better after getting the flowers and petting Bowser?"
"Yes sir." Carole said. "But it will take a few days for her to really get over it. But Time heals all wounds!" Okay, my seven-year-old psychologist was taking after her mother for the moment.
"That's true." I said. And ever taking advantage of the 'teachable moment', I said "And it will help her a lot if you kids are on your best behaviors for the next few days, amirite?"
"Yes sirrrr." Carole said, perhaps a wee bit more grumpily...
Part 5 - Catching Up - Partnerships
8:30am, Monday, May 24th. Captain Claire Michaels and Lieutenants Mary Milton, Micah Rudistan, and Jerome Davis convened in the Captain's Conference Room near her office.
"How was your seminar last week, ma'am?" Mary asked Claire, who had spent the previous week at a symposium in Midtown called 'The New Police Mission - Engagement And Restraint'.
"Mind numbingly bad." said Claire. "But I was forewarned. Commander Troy sent me there, saying he wanted me to meet the Captains and above in Police Departments around the State, but that the material would offend my sensibilities."
Claire: "And meeting other LEOs was good. But what the instructors, who were sent by the U.S. Department of Justice, were (air quotes) 'teaching' us... came straight outta the halls of 'woke' Academia. I left the LAPD mostly because they were being forced by the political leaders to institute that verbal excrement."
"How bad was it?" Rudistan and Mary Milton asked in unison.
Claire stifled a chuckle, then said "I'll just say this and then say no more. Chief Lloyd Rogers of the Pottsville Police Force actually asked the instructors in front of everyone if any of them had been Police Officers or law enforcement at any level of Government. Not one of them had been. Not one. And they were pretty pissed when Chief Rogers asked that and exposed them."
Claire then said "Okay, enough of that. What have you got for me today?" Claire said.
Mary Milton started: "The student protests have pretty much stopped. Dr. Jerry Moore has accepted the University Presidency post, and while Drs. Carmela, Camp, and Rivera are pissed about it, they can't seem to generate much unrest. I guess George Schwartz cut off their checks. Also, it's Finals Week, and Graduation is Saturday, the 29th."
Mary: "And I'll report for both MCD and Vice that the 'Toyota Gang' has expanded to the entire northwest sector of the State. They hit convenience stores in Lexington, in Hamilton County a week ago Friday, then Hillside in Nextdoor County the next night. This past Friday they hit three convenience stores around Junction Station in our County, then on Saturday they were in Buford, in Coltrane County. Different car plates each night."
Claire said "And then they disappear for a week or two, or go somewhere else in the State or one of the States bordering us. But no real pattern on it?"
Mary said "Our financial guru, Christopher Purvis, thinks he may be seeing a pattern in all of this. I'm going to talk to him some more today, and with Jerome, Micah, and whoever they want in the room. He thinks that there are two purposes for the robberies: to raise cash, albeit relatively small amounts; and to distract Law Enforcement in the area."
"So the financial guy is the one seeing the pattern?" Claire said witheringly.
"He's following the money, ma'am." Mary said fearlessly, though deeply aware of the barely concealed criticism in Captain Michael's voice. "He's looking at some DEA data that suggests drug deals are going down on Fridays in the areas this gang hits on Saturdays. Those Saturday hits distract from the Friday drug deals, if they're known about. The Friday robberies are bigger and score more money, and may be fueling future drug operations."
Claire said "What are we doing about all that? BOLOs ('be on the lookout') for the Toyotas? Touching base with C.I.s? Someone has to know something."
Micah said "Nothing from the C.I.s. In fact, what we're getting is chatter that people smell Federal pork, meaning they think the DEA is in the area running something."
Jerome Davis said "They keep changing the license plates on the cars, so we don't have that to look for. And we can't pull over every gray Camry and silver Corolla in the northwest part of the State."
"Why not?" Claire asked.
"Ma'am?" Mary Milton asked, her voice connoting shock.
"Why can't we pull over vehicles that match the descriptions of these two vehicles?" Claire asked. "Especially in the general timeframes these crimes are taking place, and near or at convenience stores?"
"Without probable cause to pull them over?" Jerome asked, his voice as surprised as Mary's.
"The descriptions are probable cause." said Claire. "Patrol sees three or four men in black clothing in gray or silver Toyotas, notices them edging over the centerline, or a brake light isn't working right, runs the tags, pulls them over and checks IDs." She was met with silence in the room.
Mary said "Ma'am, in addition to the issues with the Public we'd get if we start pulling over cars without real probable cause, we'd have to do a pretty complex, widespread operation, even if we just target certain areas. We'd need unmarked vehicles to follow the suspect vehicle and get and run the tags, then have them call in a Police cruiser to make the actual stop if the tags come up wonky."
"There you go." Claire said. "Put that into effect, at least in this County."
Jerome Davis said "That'll require Uniformed Officers being in on it---"
"Like Hardy and Drew?" Claire asked witheringly. "Weren't they assigned to Vice for just this sort of thing?"
"Yes ma'am." said Mary. "But we'll still need more Uniformed help, and that means you need to liaison with Commander Croyle for that help."
"Or I can just go to a Precinct Captain and ask for their help." Claire said. The silence that answered that was 'deafening'.
"All right, keep gathering intel on these punks, and let me know if we get more on them." Claire said. "Okay... let's stop ignoring the 800-pound elephant in the room. I asked you for 'white papers' on what you were going to do to change up the partnerships by not last Friday but the Friday before. I still have nothing in my inbox. Why not?"
Jerome said "Uh, because we needed to talk to you about that, ma'am, and you were away all last week."
Claire said angrily and forcefully: "And that prevented you from following my orders, and sending your white papers to me by the deadline I set for them?"
Mary spoke up fearlessly: "Yes ma'am, it did. Some serious issues have come up."
"Again, what could be so frickin' big that you people can't do what I ordered you to do?" Claire snarled.
Rudistan said "For openers, ma'am, Grubby Paul and 'Ice Cube' Perry said they would grieve it to the Union if they were separated as partners. Grubby Paul was Perry's only lifeline while Perry was undercover all those years, and Perry trusts Paul, he knows Paul has his back."
"Then he better get his ass over it." Michaels said, now really visibly angry. "If he doesn't trust the others, maybe he needs to turn in his badge and find work elsewhere."
Mary said fearlessly: "And we lose one of the most valuable assets we could possibly have in Vice. And we'd lose more than just Ice Cube. Statler and Waldorf said they'd request to be transferred back to the Precincts as Uniformed Officers and partners rather than be split up."
And then Mary drove on: "Also, ma'am, I really do recommend you talk to Dr. Fredricson about 'Ice Cube' Perry before going off on him or punishing him for his years of undercover service. Dr. Fredricson is the one evaluating Ice Cube and Ranger Halston... and she is far, far more influential with Commander Troy than all of us put together." And that was putting it mildly.
Claire glared at Mary, and Mary glared right back. Finally Claire said "So what's the problem in MCD, Davis? What caused you to be blatantly insubordinate?"
Jerome Davis said "When I talked to my guys, they got upset about it. Especially the Senior Detectives, Warner and Washington. They've been partners for years; they trust each other---"
"Here we go again." said Michaels, crudely interrupting. "And don't tell me Warner and Washington are under psychiatric care."
Davis tried a new tack: "Ma'am, I can give you the white paper for MCD right now. First, TCPD regulations require everyone not named 'Chief of Police' or 'Internal Affairs' to have a formal partner. Commander Troy and Commander Muscone are technically partners. You and Commander Croyle are technically partners."
Davis: "Having said that, I've studied the arrangements of many Police Departments, big and small. We're in the middle, if not the smaller end. As you know, ma'am, the LAPD's Major Crimes unit has... or had... a Captain, three Lieutenants, and several experienced Sergeant-level Detectives, and they all investigate cases, with somewhat specific roles within. Chicago PD's various non-uniformed units match people up according to the mission and who's best for it."
Davis: "Our grandfathered-in Senior Detectives outrank Sergeants, and as such are similar to Lieutenants. Rodriguez is a Detective Sergeant, and Roark and Newman, who were partners before they came into MCD, work together well to do what they need to do to support the overall mission."
Davis: "My proposal is we send them all to a case, and they can retain their current partnerships. We adhere to the regulations, technically, and they all learn from each other's experience. And like Chicago, I can mix-and-match my Detectives based on the mission at hand."
"And when we have multiple cases?" Claire said. "And by the way... yes, I was in the LAPD, but that doesn't mean what they do is what we should be doing. The NYPD does things differently, as well, and partners are partners." Then she suddenly changed tack and said "What proposal have you not sent me, Rudistan?"
Rudistan said "Ma'am, in addition to the Grubby Paul and Ice Cube Perry situation, I need to point out that Hardy and Drew are technically still Uniformed Officers, just assigned to us in Vice for extra manpower, missions that need a Uniformed presence, and to learn to eventually become Vice Detectives. And like Lt. Milton said earlier, if we break up Statler and Waldorf, they're going back to the Precincts."
Claire said "Unless the transfer is denied."
"They'll grieve it if it's denied." said Mary. "And if that fails, they'll just quit the Force. The bottom line, ma'am, is that you can't force people to do something they really do not want to do."
Claire stood up. The others were about to stand, but she said "Remain seated." Then she lit into them: "Your proposals are not what I wanted to hear. You're saying you don't want to make any changes. However, I thought I was clear that I wanted written, or the email equivalent, papers on what you were going to do to change the partnerships, not your whining excuses of why not to make those changes. You have until shift change this afternoon to send me what I asked for, and what I want to see."
With that, she exited the Conference Room. Rudistan and Davis looked at each other and rolled their eyes. Mary got up and silently left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Teresa was sitting in my office when her Police iPhone rang. She answered it, listened, then said "Hold on." She looked up at me and said "Mary Milton is asking me to come to her office... so that she doesn't have to come to mine and be seen by Captain Michaels."
"That's a strangeness." I said. "Yeah, go see what she needs."
Teresa left, and was back in fifteen minutes. "Houston, we have a problem." she said. She relayed to me what Mary had told her about Claire Michaels's meeting with her Detectives.
"Let's nip this one in the bud." I said. "Go get her and bring her back here. And make sure she understands... her place..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Forewarned by Commander Croyle, Captain Claire Michaels stood before my desk at attention, her eyes looking forward and not down at me. Her face and neck were flushed red, though. Teresa was standing behind Claire's left flank.
"Both of you, sit down." I said after a moment, looking up from the paperwork I was pretending to do. Teresa sat down in the far-side hot chair, and Claire in the near-side hot chair. Once they were seated, I said, "Captain, explain to me why you are causing unrest in my Detective Corps."
"Pertaining to what, sir?" Claire asked back.
"You want to change the partnerships in MCD and Vice?" I asked. "And without saying a word to me?"
"Sir," Claire said, "I was going to fully brief you on my plan after my Lieutenants submitted the papers I instructed them to send that they did not send, and then formulate my own final plan. Sir, may I speak freely?"
"No." I said. "This is official. Speak within protocol."
Claire said "Did Lieutenant Davis go over my head and speak to you about this?"
"No." Teresa answered for me. "I told Commander Troy what's going on."
I said "And Davis has not said one word to me, so you better not accuse him or retaliate against him in any way. And that goes for Rudistan and Milton, too. And don't forget, Captain... Lt. Mary Milton gives information to both you and Commander Croyle, but technically she still answers directly to me. Okay, tell me what you want to do with the partnerships..."
Part 6 - Catching Up - Unstoppable
"I'll put my armor on,
Show you how strong I am
I'll put my armor on,
I'll show you that I am...
I'm unstoppable
I'm a Porsche with no brakes
I'm invincible
Yeah, I win every single game
I'm so powerful
I don't need batteries to play
I'm so confident
I'm unstoppable today..."
--- Sia, 'Unstoppable'
10:00am, Saturday June 5th. The techno beat music of Darude's Sandstorm blasted through the air of the Police Headquarters gymnasium as well over one hundred Police Officers, Sheriff Deputies, and a few EMTs and Firefighters waved red, white, or blue plastic ribbons. This... was the Championship of the Police Boxing Matches (Freestyle Division).
The Leadership had conspired to wear similar clothing. We were all wearing khaki pants, but our golf/polo shirts with embroidered Police badge emblems over the heart were different colors. My shirt was red, and I was the only Police Officer allowed to wear a red shirt. Fire Department persons could wear red, but their pants were either black or white.
Cindy was wearing an Irish-green shirt, and the Green Crowbar was the only person in all the Public Safety Department that could wear a green shirt, except on St. Patrick's Day. The Chief and Teresa were wearing Police-dark-blue shirts, and Tanya and Claire Michaels were styling light blue shirts. Our Sheriff and Senior Deputy Louis Bailey were wearing dark brown shirts with embroidered TCSD badges.
A roar erupted as the first finalist emerged from the locker room: defending Champion Joan Laurer, 'the Amazon Warrior'. She strode to the ring and climbed in to await her challenger. Her body armor was more like armor a motorcycle rider would wear. The contestants this year were forbidden crowbars, and had to use standard issue Police batons, if anything at all. Because of this rule change by the Chief, we'd only had 63 entries this year, and some of those were EMTs.



And then another roar sprang up as the Challenger came out of the locker room and strode up to the ring. As he stopped before getting into the ring, Joan issued the time-honored challenge that Champions were permitted to make:
"Would you like a shot... at the title?" she asked, with as much derision in her voice as she could muster.
"Don't mind if I do." said the Challenger... J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry.
Yes, in his first Police Boxing Matches, 'Ice Cube' had stunned the world. His martial arts talents were excellent, and the new rules of not needing a weapon (much less a crowbar) suited his skills well. He had run through the competition with judo throws and takedowns, using his billy stick and sometimes using his bare hands, which he humorously claimed 'were registered with the FBI as lethal weapons'. If they weren't, they should be, I thought to myself.
I had miscalculated: Ice Cube had been the 14th overall seed, and the third seed in Robert Kalsu's bracket. Many of the best competitors had beaten each other up, so the semi-final found Laurer vs. Airborne Paratrooper Julia Rodriguez, and 'Ice Cube' Perry vs. 2nd overall seed Airborne Ranger and SWAT Team Leader Robert Kalsu.
And while the legend is that Airborne Wings keep us warm at night, they did not help Rodriguez and Kalsu in the Police Boxing Matches. Joan Laurer was on a roll, pun fully intended, and her skills with baton and her bare hands helped her solidly defeat Rodriguez barely into the second round... and it was the first time Laurer had even seen the second round of a match.
But more stunning was Ice Cube's win over Kalsu. And as I'd watched the match, I realized Ice Cube's advantage: Kalsu had trained in military tactics, close quarters combat, and generally attacking personal combat. Ice Cube was experienced in survival against some of the toughest drug-running fighters on the Streets. Besides him, only Rudistan had that kind of street-smart fighting skill. Kalsu went down hard in the second round, and was forced to yield.
The finalists came together with referee Rudistan, who gave the admonitions of no hits to the helmets and especially not around the faceplates, no hits upon the referee anywhere, and to have a good, clean fight. The finalist tapped their Police batons together, then went to their corners. The bell to being the first round tolled, and we were AWN!
I wish I could say it was a long, hard, evenly matched fight. And I could say that... but I'd be lying. From the get-go, it was clear that Joan Laurer was the more skilled and the savvier fighter. From the start, she took the fight right to Ice Cube, almost like Mike Tyson used to do to his opponents.
Ice Cube did what he'd been doing the entire tournament: he'd try to grab his opponent's arm as he or she swung at him with the baton, and then he could execute a martial arts move, or just cause the opponent some pain. But Joan was just as fast, and she was anticipating his moves and neatly countering them. She delivered some strong blows to Perry's lightly armored body.
But without the sheer power of crowbar blows, one was not going to win by punishment to the body. And both contestants knew that very well. Takedowns were what mattered, and Joan began doing the taking down, while Ice Cube saw his chances melting away as the seconds ticked by. He weaseled his way out of being pinned down a couple of times, and then Joan decided to be content with just taking him down hard and not working too hard to pin him down.
And her strategy worked. It did not feel good to be thrown and twisted around like a rag doll, and Perry was tiring fast. It looked like he'd make it to the bell, but Joan suddenly executed a brilliant Aikido move that maybe Cindy or I could've parried, but Perry could not. He went down hard, and was then pinned to the floor. Before Rudistan could execute the three-count, Ice Cube announced "I yield!"
The room erupted as Joan got up and went to a neutral corner, which solidified her victory. The Amazon Warrior was now the 2x Police Boxing Matches Champion!
J.J. Perry took his loss like a man by getting up and bowing formally, and Joan returned it just as formally. Then they man-hugged and also shook the referee's hand.
The Chief delegated the awarding of the trophies to me, and as the music of Sia's 'Unstoppable', which was Joan's 'announcement' song, blasted over the P.A. system. I presented her her trophy. Per tradition, a lot of money in bets changed hands as the winner received her second straight award.
Then the finalists were ordered to the Infirmary Room (which was next to the Monitor Room along the inside wall of the back hallway) for my favorite doctor to examine them and make sure they were okay. I was told that Ice Cube flirted with Laura, and she didn't exactly shut him off entirely...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Congratulations!" I said to Joan as Laura brought her to my office, followed by Pottsville PD Lieutenant Shane O'Brady. Teresa and I were in the office, discussing 'official business'... well, the business of the birthday party for my son Jim the next day. My firstborn son was turning seven... SEVEN... tomorrow, and as always I wondered where the time had gone...
"Yes." said Teresa. "Welcome to the two-time Champions club."
"Thank you, sir, ma'am." Joan said. "Er, can I talk to you both and ask you something?"
"That's my cue to leave." Laura said, then said much more flirtatiously. "Nice to see you again, Shane."
"You too, ma'am." Shane said politely... especially with Joan in the office. Teresa and I exchanged a look and a slight whimper of suppressed laughter.
"Why don't we four go to lunch, my treat?" I said. "A little celebration of 2x Champions and one recently promoted Lieutenant..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We were in the private 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar. I swept the room for bugs, which I occasionally did at random intervals, and found only our cellphones. I ordered the Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate, Teresa ordered the Steak Caesar Salad, Joan celebrated with the Double Cheeseburger plate, and Shane tried the Fish & Chips, which he would pronounce as the best he'd ever had in America.
Joan said "There's two things I wanted to ask you about, sir, ma'am. First... as defending Champion, am I obligated to participate in next year's Matches?" Teresa and I looked a little surprised at that.
I said "No, you don't have to. I was stopped from defending my title twice... once due to injury and once due to the Chief forbidding Lieutenants and higher from participating. I don't remember a past Champion not participating the next year, except being prevented by injury---"
Teresa broke in and said "You can do what NFL wide receivers do when they want to skip practice... and claim you tweaked your hamstring."
I said "Yeah, there's that. But I'm curious... why don't you want to compete next year? Assuming that's the reason for your question, of course."
Joan said "To be honest, sir... I was bored the whole time. It's just not the same without crowbars. And no insult intended to Kalsu, Patrick, or anyone else, but I didn't get to compete against the truly best people... you, Commander Croyle, and Chief Deputy Ross."
"The Sheriff would approve of your asskissing skills." I said. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. Then I said "Well, you're not required to defend your title. But you won't get to six... or better yet, seven... without competing."
Teresa said "I'm not saying this to influence your decision, but if you don't compete it's likely that a whole lot of other people won't, either. We only had 63 entries this time."
I said "How do others feel about it? Unhappy with the format?"
"Yes sir." said Joan. "That's why I'm saying something now. Maybe you can convince the Chief to let us use crowbars again?"
"We can but try." I replied. "Okay, what was the second thing you wanted to talk about?"
Joan said "I know in saying this that I'm going over two bosses's heads, but something needs to be said, and I'll take the heat. The MCD Detectives are really unhappy with the new partnering situation, and some of them might be looking for other jobs---"
"Okay, tell you what." I said, interrupting. "Don't say any more. We're dealing with that at the Command Group level, meaning the Chief's involved. Soooo, let's change the subject; how are things in Pottsville, Lieutenant O'Brady?"
"Funny you should ask." said Shane O'Brady...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what is the situation with the partnerships?" Teresa asked me when we got back to my office. Joan and Shane had come back to the Station only to get their cars and go home.
"Calm on the surface." I said. "But festering underneath."
"I still..." Teresa started, then said "...I'm still surprised you went along with Claire's plan, and let her change up the partnerships in MCD."
I grinned and said "You were about to say 'I still can't believe it', and I understand your surprise. It wasn't just me that decided, though: the Chief had more than a little input on it. But I did agree with one thing... it's Captain Michaels's division to run, and I do need to let her, and you and the Precinct leaders, do y'all's thing without micromanaging you."
Me: "But it's only a trial thing, and Jerome Davis gets to do his 'loddy-doddy-everybody' plan if we don't have multiple pressing cases. And I personally conveyed to the MCD Detectives that it was temporary, a trial. But what Joan said today at lunch about some of them looking for other jobs really shocked me, so I cut off that conversation because I didn't really know what to say at that moment. We, meaning me and the Chief, may have to reconsider things."
Teresa nodded, then said "If you'll excuse me, sir, I'll head on home."
"Hang on a second, and I'll walk out with you." I said.
As I put stuff in my 'man purse', which carried my laptop and some files, Teresa said "How's that case you've been working on? The one you didn't want to tell me what it was about?" I knew she meant the Cardinal O'Leery case.
"You're really curious about that, arentcha?" I replied, my voice connoting a wee bit of irritation at her question.
"Sorry, I'm not trying to pry." Teresa said. "I just saw you putting those files in your courier pouch, there, and it triggered the memory."
That was fair, I thought to myself. I nodded and said "Well, I've made very little progress. Part of the problem is finding the time to concentrate on it. But part of the problem is needing some 'boots on the ground' investigating this. And it's something less suited for an official Police investigation than a Private Eye scurrying around the shadows looking for cluuuuues. So I may be giving Eddy The Bounty Hunter a call."
As we got to our cars, Teresa said "We'll see you tomorrow for Jim's birthday party. Cindy told me that Callie wants to attend."
"Good." I said. "She needs to get out and about again. And that'll make Jim happy. He's got a crush on Callie."
"He's gonna be a 'playa' when he grows up." Teresa said. Then a wicked gleam came into her eyes as she added: "Like father, like son." Seeing my look at that one, the Iron Wolf hurried to get into her vehicle as she said "See you tomorrow..."
Part 7 - Home Invasion
"The bigger the cushion, the sweeter the pushin',
Oh yeah, that's what I said..."
--- Spinal Tap.
9:30pm, Saturday, June 5th. Marla and Stanley Locklear returned to their home on Cone Street after going to dinner to celebrate their wedding anniversary. Going into the den, Marla said "I have a surprise for you. Have a seat. Let me make you a drink, and then I'll go change."
Marla Locklear was 37 years old. She was 5'5" tall with brown hair that fell to her shoulders and framed her attractive face. Her body was not 'pear shaped' fat; she had an hourglass shape, but her thighs and belly were fleshy, her breasts large and just a bit saggy. But she carried it well, and with that and her flirtatious 'come hither' eyes, men found her attractive.
Stanley Locklear was 42 years old. His dark brown hair was very curly, almost frazzled, and he had a large mustache... not handlebar mustaches like Sheriff Griswold's impressive facial shrubbery, but a brush mustache. He wore relatively thick spectacles. He was 5'11" tall and lanky, but not impressively so. He was the kind of guy that many women had to 'settle' for.
As he sipped his drink and waited for his wife to get dressed, he thought about how he'd needed this night. The dinner had been good and the conversation pleasant... the first real pleasant conversation he and Marla had had in a while. Things had grown stale in their marriage, the sex had dropped off in frequency and satisfaction.
Stanley was an architect, and part of the company Maple & Hogue, a business solutions company that developed ad campaigns, software solutions, and structural and operations analysis. The company was doing 'okay', but it felt to him like it was as stale as his marriage... and going down like his marriage.
He looked up as his wife entered the room, and he stood up as he softly said "Oh, myyyy." Marla was wearing a black lace push-up bra that made her breasts jut out invitingly, white fishnet stockings on her legs, and black high-heel pumps that shaped her calves and ass very nicely.
"I thought you'd like it." she said as she twirled around in a circle, showing herself off for him. She went over to him and said "You're overdressed." She reached for his belt buckle and undid it. As she opened his pants and worked them and his underwear down his legs, he unbuttoned his shirt and removed it.
Marla sat down on the sofa as he took off his shoes and socks, and got out of his pants. "Come here and let me suck your cock." she said huskily. Stanley stepped between her legs as she reached up and took his hardening cock in her hand. As she stroked it, it swelled to its full five slender inches.
"Mmmm." she moaned as she slid her tongue along the underside of his cock, then slipped her full lips over the head and took him into her warm, wet mouth. He moaned as she easily engulfed his cock and began sliding her lips up and down the shaft.
"Oh God, that's good." he moaned as she fellated him. It had been months since Marla had sucked his cock, he realized, and it felt so damn good! He felt the tension rising in his loins...
Marla noticed it, also, and slid his dick out of her mouth. "Okay, that's enough warm-up. You're already getting hot and bothered. Why don't I get the wine out of the kitchen, and we'll continue this in the bedroom. Stay here for a moment."
Marla got up and went through the door into the kitchen. A second later, Stanley heard what sounded like a door closing, and then a loud "Eeeeek!" from his wife.
"Marla?" he called out. When there was no answer, he said "Marla, are you okay?" as he walked towards the door. And then he gasped when Marla came through the door... in the grip of a masked thug!
The man was dressed in all black and full-head black mask. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and athletic. His left arm was wrapped around Marla's neck, and his right hand was pointing a powerful black handgun into the right side of her head. "Don't do anything stupid." the man said, his voice scratchy and whispery on purpose.
Another masked man came into the room from behind them, and went around behind Stanley. A second later Stanley felt the hard nub of the business end of another gun pressing into his kidney. "If you want your wife to live, you'll do as we tell you." said the second man, who was shorter and less athletic than the first man.
The couple was led down the hall to the master bedroom. The door to the bedroom was nearest the right corner at the end of the bed as one faced it. There was a sliding glass door to the back patio in the back corner of the bedroom, across from the hallway door. The bathroom was to the right as one came in from the hallway.
A videocamera was at the foot of the king-sized bed. "Nice of you to set up a camera for us." the larger man holding Marla said. "All right, let's tie him up and make him watch. You, bitch, get on the bed. If you try to run out of here, I swear to God I'll kill your husband and then hunt you down and kill you."
Marla did not resist as the taller man shoved her onto the bed. She watched helplessly as her husband was gagged and tied to the end of the bed, to the legs holding up the frame for the box springs and mattress, as there was no footboard.
Stanley pulled as hard as he could as they tied him up, hoping to create some slack. Stanley knew his revolver was in the bedside table, on the left side as they faced the bed, which was the far corner the bedroom. Stanley had had no chance to make a break for his gun, but if he could loosen and escape his bonds, he might seize the chance to get it...
Once Stanley was secured, the two men began stripping their clothes off, but not their masks. The first man was not only broad-shouldered, he was very fit, with developed pecs, six-pack abs, and slender but powerful arms and legs. The second man was a lot more average in his height and build, but he was in good shape. Both had completely shaved their body hair, even their pubic bushes, making them appear more youthful than they really were.
"Get over here and suck my cock." the first man ordered Marla as he stood by the right side of the bed. Marla dutifully scooted over and sat on the edge. The man's cock was large, much larger when half-hard than her husband's was at full mast. The man reached over and put his hand on the back of Marla's head and pulled it towards his groin. Marla grabbed his cock and jacked it a couple of times, then opened her mouth as the man guided his rapidly hardening, thickening meat to her cute face.
"Mmmph!" the captured wife moaned as the man began sliding his cock back and forth, fucking her face slowly and surprisingly gently. The second man had been making sure the camera was recording, and once that was done he began masturbating as he watched from the far side of the bed.
As Stanley helplessly watched, he was stunned to see the size of the first man's cock as it grew to full mast. It was at least eight inches long, and 'beer bottle' thick, with large veins running along the skin of the shaft. Marla's mouth had to stretch to accommodate the stud's girth as he pushed it into her throat.
After several minutes of the wife giving him head, the man said "Lay back. Suck his cock." Marla slid her sweet fleshy ass back onto the bed and lay back as the second man climbed onto the end of the bed. As he straddled her face, he lowered his large, low-hanging balls to her mouth and she instinctively licked the balls. Then he leaned over her and put the head of his cock to her lips and pushed it into her mouth.
Meanwhile, the first man had spread Marla's legs and kissed his way up her fleshy thighs to the womanly prize between them. Marla moaned around the second man's cock as the first man licked her labes with his splayed tongue, then began licking deeper and deeper into her slit until he was face-deep in her wet pussy.
Stanley just watched as the first man pushed Marla's legs back until her knees were over her jiggling breasts and her loins were fully opened to the masked stud's oral ministrations. He couldn't believe that Marla was moaning as she continued to take the second man's six inch shaft into her mouth and throat, and that she almost seemed to be enjoying the sex being forced upon her.
"Okay, she's wet and ready now." the first man said. The second man wordlessly eased his very hard cockshaft, taut with lust, out of the woman's mouth. He helped the first man turn Marla so that her head was near the pillows, and her pussy was visible between her spread legs to her husband's eyes.



"Time to get fucked, babe." the first man said. "I'm going to show your cuck husband how a real man fucks his wife. I don't know how you think you're fucking your wife good with that little cock, but I'm going to show her how a real cock feels!"
With that, he mounted the wife as the second man held her arms above her head. Easing his muscular body between her legs, the first man reached down and grasped his large cock. He slid the swollen head along her labes, back and forth, going deeper and deeper. Then he fit the head into her honey hole and flexed his muscular ass, driving his hips forward.
"UNNH!" Marla cried out as she was impaled on the masked stud's long, thick weapon of lust. He drove in until their pelvises met, then grinded his loins against hers before sliding his shaft back out, only to shove it into her again, making her groan.
"Oh yeah, that's one tight pussy." the first man groaned as he began pumping Marla in a steady rhythm. "Damn, girl, your cuck husband has never stretched you out like this, has he?"
He plunged in and out of her, over and over, his bare butt bouncing in the warm lamp light. Marla was moaning with each deep thrust, her legs high in the air as she received his eight inch cock into her sopping wet depths. As she got louder, the second man again fed her his cock, and she sucked on it as he fucked her pretty face.
Stanley was pulling against his bonds, trying to loosen and free them as he watched the masked invader's big cock pistoning in and out of his wife's helpless honey hole. The man was obviously enjoying it, grunting and groaning from time to time as he buried his meat into her and grinded his loins against hers in tight circles, which made Marla moan around the second man's hard dick.
*CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!* *CHOCK!*
The staccato slaps of flesh on flesh filled the air as the handsome, fit man fucked the sexy wife. He was enjoying the feel of her fleshy body against his, the sight of her breasts bouncing heavily back and forth on her chest, the warmth and wetness of her tight womanhood enveloping his invading manhood. He felt his nut rising, but rather than try to hold back, he began fucking her even harder.
"God, this pussy is too fucking tight." the first man grunted. "I'm not gonna last much longer... oh yeah... oh yeah... OH YEAH! UHHH!" As he buried his cock into Marla and pushed against her with short, stabbing thrusts, a small trickle of semen oozed out between their coupled loins. He was coming in the violated wife's cunt!
The second man moved to the side as the first man collapsed on top of Marla, his cock still buried in her cunt. After catching his breath, he slid his half-hard tool out of her, and Stanley saw the gobs of semen coating his shaft and prickhead, and dribbling out of her well-fucked pussy. But he stopped fighting his bonds, seeing that the invaders might notice.
"Damn, that was good!" the first man said, almost in his normal voice. Then he remembered, and said in a lower, more scratchy voice, "You want some of this?"
"Sure." said the second man. He came around and mounted Marla as the first man climbed on the bed where the first man was, his back to the far side of the bed. As Marla used her lips and tongue to clean off the first man's large manhood, the second man mounted her and fit his cockhead into her opening.
"Uhh!" Marla gasped as the second man drove his cock balls-deep into her. He began sawing rapidly in and out of her, his ass bobbing rapidly as he pumped her. "God! your cock is so fucking hard!"
"Less talking. More sucking." the first man ordered the wife, sinking his cockhead into her mouth again. She dutifully began sucking his monster member as it became hard again.
They didn't notice that Stanley was working his right hand free of the rope securing it to the bed. It began unraveling as he pulled against it, then he worked his hand and wrist from side to side, wriggling it out of its bond. The other men and Marla were too engrossed with the sex they were having to notice Stanley reach over with his right hand and work his left hand free of the rope tying it down.
Once free, Stanley jumped up and rushed over to the far-side bedside table. Just as the men noticed him, he was opening the drawer and grabbing the revolver inside. The first man turned to stop him, but his body was twisted in an awkward position, and he was just in time to see the hole of the business end of the revolver a foot from his face. It was the last thing he saw.
*BLAM* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
The first bullet ripped into his face from a foot away. The second and third bullets found his upper chest, and one went right through his heart muscle. He fell away from Stanley, above the top of Marla's head, and was dead before he landed on the bed.
The second man was still fucking Marla, and had frozen in place as everything surrealistically exploded in front of him. He was just pulling his cock out of Marla when the revolver was turned on him, and fired into his left temple from a foot away...
*BLAM* *BLAM!* *CLICK!* *CLICK!* CLICK!*
The second man fell to the side and landed next to Marla, dead of the gunshot wounds to his head and upper chest, where his clavicles met just below his throat.
As Stanley recovered and stopped pulling the trigger, Marla also recovered her senses, though still deafened by the gun blasts. As she sat up and looked at the two bodies on her marital bed, she screamed out "Oh my God! What have you done?!"
"What do you mean?" Stanley asked, his mind already a jumble, but even more confused by his wife's words. "I got free and got the gun and shot the bastards!"
"Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God!" Marla was saying. "What have you done?"
"What are you talking about?" Stanley asked, a tinge of anger creeping into his voice.
"It was a game!" Marla blurted out. "We were faking them raping me! We were acting out your fantasy! Oh my God... Stanley, these guys are your business partners, Tom and Chuck!...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - The Crime(?) Scene
10:50pm, Saturday, June 5th. Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle and I were driving in my Police SUV with blue lightbar blazing, headed for the address on Cone Street of the double shooting after she called me and notified me of the incident. I left The Cabin and picked her up at the end of the driveway, to where she'd walked from her home next door. We were wearing our uniforms, with light blue shirts with our ranks on soft shoulderboards on the epaulettes, and standard armor vests over that, which was required at crime scenes involving shootings.
"You called me. Who called you?" I asked as we drove down the road past the football stadium and into Town.
"Roy McGhillie." Teresa said, naming the Senior Sergeant and de facto 1st Precinct Lieutenant. "He said Precinct Captain Hewitt is out of Town visiting family, so he did the right thing and notified me. He also said there are some problems at the scene, but didn't say what they were. So no one called you?"
"Not yet." I said. "And that forebodes a bad night." For someone, I did not need to add.
As we drove down Cone Street, which was near Pine Street and the Kensington subdivision where several of my past cases had occurred, I noticed two Police cruisers had set up a perimeter about three houses down from the one where a lot of blue lightbars and one red and white lightbar were flashing. They had prevented a KXTC van from going any further, but I saw that Bettina Wurtzburg, her cameraman Scott Turnbull, and his camera had gone well within the perimeter. I stopped the vehicle and got out.
"Place these two under arrest!" I shouted to the Officers.
"We have a right to be here!" Bettina shouted.
I pulled out my Police iPhone and brought up an image. "No you don't." I replied. "This is the agreement KXTC signed, that you would stay at least 100 feet away from crime scenes, and respect Police barricades and restricted areas. Those Police vehicles are at 100 feet away, and you are within the circle. Ergo, you are in violation of the agreement as well as the law. Gentlemen, take these two criminals into custody!" (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 07.)
"All right, we'll pull back." Bettina said. She and her cameraman turned.
"Not good enough!" I thundered. "You've already committed the crime! Officers, arrest these two, and if you damage that camera in the process, tough shit for them."
"Oh, come on!" Bettina yelled as Officers advanced on them. "We're doing our jobs! And I said we'd pull back."
"And I said it's too late for that, you worthless journalist." I fired back.
"Hold on, hold on!" I heard a voice behind me say. It was Sheriff Griswold. "Bettina, you've got about five seconds before I lose control of the Iron Crowbar. I suggest you use those five seconds to get back."
When Bettina did not move, Teresa yelled "What are you waiting for?! You want to be arrested? MOVE!" She escorted, more like pushed, Bettina behind the line of Police cruisers, then said to Bettina: "Come on, Bettina, you know better than this. You also know that Commander Troy is just looking for an excuse to fuck you up... even to kill you! Literally, he wants to kill you."
Bettina said "We're doing our jobs, here. It's not my fault that bastard hates us---"
"I don't care whose fault it is!" Teresa spat angrily. "The bottom line, Bettina, is that Don Troy has a Government Gun and the authority to use it. And he really, really is looking for the excuse to kill you and any other reporter that he can! Now get your head out of your fourth point of contact, and start doing your job within the law!" She stalked away before Bettina could say any more...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It did not get better. The Sheriff accompanied me to the check-in point, where Patrolman Buchanan was manning the clipboard. I gave my badge number (the Sheriff had already given his) and we went onto the front lawn towards the house.
It was a one-story ranch-style home, which I suspected had three bedrooms; two facing the front of the house, and the master bedroom facing the backyard. It was built in a time when homes actually had yards, and there was relatively generous spacing between the houses.
"Not going to ask me why I'm here?" the Sheriff asked me.
"Sir, I'd have to be a really, really dull Detective to not know that." I replied cryptically. The Sheriff grunted acknowledgement.
"Not much gets past you." said Griswold. "Anyhoo, we've got a lot more to do tonight to worry about arresting Bettina---"
"Excuse me, sir." I said, literally interrupting the Sheriff. "Hey! What is she doing here?" I had looked up and seen District Attorney Miriam Walters on the steps leading to the front door. But that was not the problem... the problem was that ADA Savannah Fineman was with her... inside the crime scene exclusion zone!
Captain Claire Michaels came up. "I told Patrolman Buchanan to let them in, sir."
I glared at Claire for a second, then turned to the Sheriff and said "Sir, did you authorize Fineman to come into the crime scene area?"
"No I did not, Crowbar." the Sheriff said with alacrity.
"Excuse me, sir." I said. "Captain, come with me." We went up to two Officers near the door and said "Guys, escort ADA Fineman off this property. If she resists, arrest her."
"Now just a goddamned minute!" yelled D.A. Walters as Teresa came up, ready to personally carry out my instructions and take Fineman down hard.
"No, you wait a goddamned minute!" growled Sheriff Griswold loudly, having come up behind me. "You know damn well Commander Troy has forbidden Fineman access to crime scenes. Commander Croyle, get Fineman out of here before Commander Troy comes over here and arrests Fineman with excessive force. Fineman, you better go with her before something wet happens to you."
"I've been assigned this case, I have every right to be here!" Savannah Fineman yelled angrily. She found herself surrounded by Police Officers.
"Goddammit, Sheriff!" yelled Miriam Walters. "Are we going to go through this yet again?"
"Yes we are!" I thundered. "And we will go through it again, and again, and again... until you get it through your thick head that Fineman is not welcome at my crime scenes! At all! Ever!"
"You heard him, Walters." said the Sheriff, whose mustached were twitching with anger.
"Your Captain of Detectives allowed her in." said Miriam, throwing Claire Michaels under the bus.
"A mistake I'll never make again." Claire said in retaliatory response. "I'll get her out of here, sir." She advanced upon Savannah, who looked like she was going to resist.
"Better be sure, Fineman." Teresa said, also noticing Savannah's posture. "Captain Michaels is the only person who has ever defeated the Iron Crowbar in the Police Boxing Matches. And I am more than eager to help her physically fuck you up if you don't get moving."
"Go ahead, Savannah." Miriam said. "You'll still be prosecuting the case."
"If there's one to prosecute." said MCD Lieutenant Jerome Davis as he came out of the house. "Commander, I'll show you what's going on inside, if you're ready."
"Give me one second." I said. "Teresa, come with me." As we walked back towards Patrolman Buchanan, I said "Teresa, call Chief Moynahan and tell him what's going on."
"Wilco, sir." Teresa said, fishing out her Police iPhone as I walked up to Patrolman Buchanan at the perimeter.
I said: "Okay, Buchanan, you're not in trouble. But I do need to make one thing clear. Savannah Fineman is never, ever, to be allowed onto a crime scene, and if she tries to come in, she is to be arrested. By whatever force is needed."
"Yes sir." said Buchanan. "I'm sorry, sir---"
"I know, I know." I said. "Captain Michaels is a Captain, after all. But let me ask you this... am I in your chain-of-command?"
"Everyone is in your chain-of-command, sir." said Buchanan as Claire came up after forcing Savannah outside the 100-foot perimeter. I noticed Savannah had gone over to the KXTC van and was talking to Bettina. I also noticed that KFXU and KSB news vans had arrived.
"True." I said. "Is Commander Croyle in your chain-of-command?" When Buchanan hesitated, I said "Your answer should be 'yes', she is. But is Captain Michaels in your direct chain-of-command?" Buchanan again hesitated, and I said "No, she's not. Yes, she's a Captain, and you should respect her. But when it comes to that piece of dog vomit Fineman, she does not override me nor Commander Croyle. And I will be shocked... shocked!... if the Chief or Sheriff override me, and they are the only people on earth who can. Are we clear on this?"
"Yes sir." said Buchanan.
"Okay, keep up the good work." I said, clapping him on the shoulder. "Captain, walk with me as we go investigate this scene."
Claire came with me, with Teresa following us at a slight distance, taking in her own observations. Miriam Walters and the Sheriff were following behind her. I said to Claire: "I agree with you that you will not be letting Fineman back onto a crime scene. Why did you let her in in the first place?"
"I... D.A. Walters was there, and haranguing Buchanan when he tried to stop her." Claire said. "And meaning no disrespect, sir, is it really that bad to let her see the crime she's going to be assigned to by the D.A.?"
"It is that bad." I said, making sure to be loud enough for Walters to hear. "Fineman has damaged two of our previous cases, and I am just not going to have your guys busting their tails off only to have her destroy our cases. I'm not working with Fineman at all, and you should consider the damage she may cause if you do."
"Yes sir." said Claire.
As we went up the walkway, I looked over to my right, and saw a dark blue Ford SUV in the driveway in front of the garage, whose door was closed. "Is that the homeowner's vehicle?"
"No sir." said Jerome Davis, who was on the front porch waiting for us. "We ran the plates, and it belongs to a man named Tom Maple. He's one of the deceased persons in the house."
"Okay, I'm doing this wrong." I said. "Let's pause here and get the basics. Jerome, who lives here, and what happened?"
Jerome Davis began his narrative: "Sir, this is the home of Stanley and Marla Locklear. He's an architect with the firm Maple & Hogue, which is a business solutions and advertising firm. Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue are his business partners, and they're the ones that were shot dead tonight."
Jerome: "Marla Locklear is 'between jobs' at the moment; she last worked at the County Library, but quit a month or so ago. Intel Branch is starting their workups of everyone involved, and that's what we have on them so far."
I said "Yeah, it's early. Gotta give them a chance to do their jobs. But we were told it's a home invasion?" Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "And it's a strange story that's developing... one of those that might be right up your alley, sir."
Claire said "Just tell the Commander the facts, and leave the evaluations to him." Jerome looked nonplussed, even a bit angry at that comment. I turned and 'looked' at Claire, but my 'look' did not match Teresa's.
"I can't wait to hear the story." I said to Jerome. "Let's all go inside..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We finally made it inside. And things did not get any better.
The front door led to the foyer. To the right was the formal living room. Going forward led to the hall that went left to the bedrooms, and going straight led to the den that was the back room. A fireplace was on the back left wall, and next to it, almost to the wall on the right, was a sliding glass door to the back patio, which was behind a closed curtain/drape. A door in the right side wall led to the breakfast room/kitchen.
Sitting on opposite ends of the sofa against the left wall were Stanley and Marla Locklear. Stanley was in his shirt and pants, but had no shoes on his bare feet. Marla was wearing pink athletic wear. I observed that her face had been cleaned up; she must've had blood spatter on her, I surmised.
I also felt the tremendous tension in the room between them. They were not looking at each other. Stanley was looking down at the floor as he sipped a drink in his hand, his eyes and face showing his shock at the events of the evening. Marla was looking more angry than anything else.
Jerome, Claire, Teresa, Miriam Walters, and Sheriff Griswold had come in behind me. Sergeant Hicks and Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell were also in the room, watching over the Locklears. It was beginning to be a crowded room.
The Locklears looked up at me as I looked around. I finally looked at them and said "I'm Police Commander Troy. Have your statements been taken yet?"
Stanley Locklear said "With all due respect, sir, I'm sure you understand that due to the nature of this, and the use of a gun in self-defense, I'd like to have a lawyer present before I answer any questions or make a statement. I'll be glad to cooperate, but I'd like a lawyer present for any questioning."
"I do understand." I said. "Have you called an attorney yet?"
"No sir." said Locklear. "Your Officers won't let me get my cellphone to call one."
I nodded. "We'll let you call someone in a few minutes. Er... where did you get that drink?"
"Sir, with respect," intoned Locklear, "I'd like to have a lawyer present before I answer any questions or make a statement---"
"I made him that drink, before Tom and Chuck came in." Marla Locklear said, a tinge of anger and bitterness in her voice.
"All right." I said. "Ma'am, has your statement been taken?"
Marla said "I told the blonde lady Detective what happened."
"Your side of it." snarled Stanley.
"It's the side of it!" Marla fired back. "If you think it's different, then tell them what you think happened!"
"Okay, okay." I said. Speaking to everyone, I said "We need to separate these two. Sergeant Hicks, would you take Mr. Locklear into the living room and stay with him? And he is not to have any more alcohol. Mrs. Locklear, you stay here with Officer Burrell." Stanley Locklear got up and went with Sergeant Hicks.
Claire Michaels said "I'll take you to the bedroom where the shooting occurred, sir." We went into the hallway. Detective Joanne Warner was in the doorway of the room at the end of the hall, on the right side. There were also two doors to rooms on the left.
I stopped rather than go down the hallway. "Hold on." I said. "Let's go through this from the beginning. Were they surprised by the perps in the bedroom?"
"No sir." said Jerome Davis. "It started in the kitchen and the den."
"Let's go to the kitchen, then." I said.
'Where is the crime scene room?" Miriam Walters asked impatiently.
"Down the hallway, here." Claire Michaels said. "I'll take you to it."
"You got your barf bag ready, Walters?" Sheriff Griswold said derisively.
"I would imagine I've seen a lot worse." Miriam said disdainfully, her beady black eyes flashing dark fire at the Sheriff's insult. They followed Claire down the hallway. Teresa and I exchanged 'looks' at that repartee as we followed Jerome back through the den into the kitchen.
There were a number of dirty dishes and cookware in the sink, and it was generally untidy. There were Crime Lab techs examining the back door that led to the garage. Detective George Newman was examining it with them.
"Whaddya got, George?" I asked as I came up to them.
"Hello sir." said Newman. "It doesn't look like this door was forced, and the outside door to the garage wasn't forced, either."
Jerome said "That fits with Mrs. Locklear's narrative, sir."
"And what is that narrative?" Teresa asked. "Just the Cliff Notes, anyway."
Jerome said "The Locklears got back from a dinner celebrating their anniversary about 9:30pm. They started... er, this is going to be rather explicitly sexual, sir..."
I said "My wife is a full Professor of Sexual Psychology at the University. I doubt you can tell me anything that will shock me. Of course, you might offend Commander Croyle's virgin ears, and she'll have to go to Confession when we're done here..."
"It won't be sex talk that I'll have to confess to." Teresa replied. "Especially if I get hold of that crowbar of yours."
"Oh, now she wants a crowbar." I said with a grin. Jerome and George both grinned at that, and our repartee. Then I said "I'm kidding around, but be as explicit as you need to be, Jerome."
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "According to Mrs. Locklear, they were getting frisky in the den, sitting on the couch. Mrs. Locklear made Mr. Locklear a drink, then went to the bedroom to change clothes while he remained in the den, drinking the drink."
"Which Mr. Locklear was finishing when we came in." I said. "That should've been taken up by the Crime Lab. Make a note of that, Commander Croyle." As Teresa made a note, I said "Okay, what happened next?"
Jerome: "She came back into the den in a lacy bra, fishnet stockings, and high heels. She and Mr. Locklear began making out and getting him out of his clothes. Then she... she said that she began fellating him. Then she said she was going to the kitchen to get some wine. He stayed in den. She said she let the two men in, they put on masks, and she cried out as part of the roleplay before they led her into the den and confronted the husband. At that point they were led to the bedroom."
"Okay." I said. "Let's go to the crime scene."
Jerome began leading me down the hallway. "There are three bedrooms, sir." he said. "The one to the left in the back corner is a guest bedroom, and this nearer bedroom was converted into Mr. Locklear's office and architect drawing board. The men forced them to go into the master bedroom, back here."
He stopped at the doorway and let me enter the room. It was a nightmarish scene. Two naked men were lying on the king-size bed that occupied most of the space in the room. One man was lying horizontally across the pillows on top, face down. The other was lying on his back on the right side of the bed as I looked from the door. Both had been shot in the head at what appeared to be point blank range, and had also taken shots to their chests. Their masks had been removed and were laying on the bed near their heads.
And in an observation that would be sure to please Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, both of their penises were still erect, meaning they'd died while sexually aroused.
Crime Lab techs were processing the scene, which was marked with those little plastic number stands in various places. Detective Theo Washington was overseeing the techs, and Joanne Warner was imitating my dog Buddy and supervising the supervisor.
I said "Who have you assigned to this case, Lieutenant?"
Claire Michaels broke in and said "Washington, Warner, Coleman, and Newman are here. I called them all in."
"Isn't that overkill?" Miriam Walters asked.
"Telling us how to do our jobs?" I said snottily.
"You keep trying to tell me how to do mine." Miriam fired back.
"Just stop it, Walters." growled Sheriff Griswold. "In fact, you've seen this crime scene. Let's you and me get out of here, and let the Iron Crowbar and his Detectives do their jobs."



"Thank you, Sheriff." I said, glaring at Miriam, indicating that the Sheriff's 'suggestion' was one I was eager to enforce. She glared back at me, but she and the Sheriff finally left and went back into the hallway.
Detective Roark Coleman was looking around the right side bedroom table at the two firearms on the bedside table. Fortunately he had gloves on. I also noticed two sets of black clothing on the floor. They belonged to the perps, I reasoned.
I said "Detective Warner, you spoke with Mrs. Locklear?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said. "She gave me her statement. I recorded it on my Police iPhone. Mr. Locklear invoked."
"He invoked?" I asked, openly surprised. "He took the Fifth?"
"He refused to answer questions, sir, and asked for a lawyer." said Joanne. "That's invoking."
"Okay, hold tight here for a moment." I said. I practically hurtled back down the hallway, and to the living room, where Stanley Locklear and Sergeant Hicks were. Teresa had followed me.
"Mr. Locklear," I said, "I know you asked for a lawyer. Did you invoke, take the Fifth?"
"No sir." said Stanley. "And I'm eager to give my statement. I just want a lawyer present."
I looked up at Hicks, who said "I've been with him the whole time, sir. He's never said that he's taking the Fifth."
"Okay, thanks." I said. I went back down the hallway, very fast, and called Joanne into the hallway. "One more time: did Mr. Locklear actually say he was taking the Fifth?"
"No sir." Joanne said. "But he wouldn't answer any questions."
"Did you mirandize him?" I asked.
"I didn't." Joanne said. "I don't know if anyone else did."
"Step back into the room." I said. Joanne did so, and Teresa and I followed. "Listen up, everyone!" I said loudly. "Teachable moment. There was a legal ruling in the Ninth Court in California, which Captain Michaels may remember, that said that someone must state out loud that he or she is invoking. Maintaining silence is not enough, he has to say it. And that ruling is working the opposite way in Mr. Locklear's favor tonight. From what I'm hearing, Mr. Locklear did not take the Fifth."
"So why won't he talk to us, sir?" Joanne asked.
"You're an NRA Life Member, as I am." I said to Joanne, who frequently went hunting with my ex-wife Melina. "That's what they teach and advocate in self-defense shootings. And I agree with them. Mr. Locklear is doing correctly by asking for an attorney. And we will afford him that... at the Station, when we take him down there. Okay, Jerome, we have taxed your patience. What happened here?"
Jerome Davis said "The Locklears were brought into the bedroom. Mr. Locklear was tied to the end of the bed. Then Mrs. Locklear was (air quotes) 'forced' to sit on the right side of the bed, where Tom Maple, the athletic man who is now lying across the pillows, seemingly forced her to perform oral sex on him. Then he had her lay back, and Chuck Hogue, the other man, received oral sex while Maple went down on her."
Jerome: "Then she was turned so that her head was on the pillows. Maple got on top of her and had intercourse with her, while Hogue had her perform oral sex on him. Maple climaxed inside her, then the two men switched places. At that time Mr. Locklear was able to free himself of his bonds. He ran to the bedside table, pulled out his revolver that was in the drawer, and shot both of the men."
"And that revolver was in the drawer of the bedside table on the far side of the bed over there?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Joanne Warner. "There was a speed-loader in the drawer, too. The techs bagged it along with the gun."
"So this was fantasy roleplay being acted out?" I said.
Joanne said: "At least until the shooting started, sir. And that's Mrs. Locklear's story. She said she had arranged for this fantasy rape scene as an anniversary gift to her husband. She said he looks at a lot of material about wife sharing, cuckoldry, roleplay, and rape fantasies on erotic literature websites."
I said "Well, that roleplay didn't work out so well. They ended up getting shot dead."
Joanne said "Sir, that's part of the problem, here. Mrs. Locklear also said she unloaded Mr. Locklear's gun in his bedside table... the one he used to shoot the other men... two days ago. But he's not talking to us, so we can't confirm when he reloaded it."
I said "What kind of gun is it?" Theo asked a tech to bring the revolver over, which had been placed in an evidence bag, along with the five spent cartridges. The speed-loader with five cartridges was also in the bag. I held up the bag and visually inspected the revolver and the cartridges.
I said "Okay, this is a Taurus M85.38 Special+P revolver. Ammo is standard Winchester.38 Special, not the +P variety. You checked for prints yet?"
"No sir." said the tech. "We'll do that in the lab."
"Do me a favor and do that now." I said. "Fingerprints on the gun, on the cartridges that were in it, and the ones in the speed loader. Were there any other cartridges?"
The tech said "Yes sir. The speed-loader has five rounds, to match the five rounds the cylinder holds. And there were three boxes of ammo in the dresser drawer. One was 9mmP, one was.45 ACP, and one was.38 Special, same manufacturer as these cartridges. The.45 ACP box has all 50 rounds, while the 9mmP and.38 Special boxes have 40 rounds each."
I said "Hmmm, the five in the revolver, and the five in the speed-loader would account for those ten, unless there's another box somewhere. Have you found the nine millimeter pistol yet?"
"No sir." said Joanne. "But we haven't searched the house yet. And Mr. Locklear there won't answer questions without a lawyer."
I said "Which is irritating you no end, Detective Warner, is it?" Everyone knew that was a thinly veiled warning that Joanne's complaining about Mr. Locklear's exercising of his Constitutional rights was irritating me.
To the tech I said "Check the.38s in the box for fingerprints, too, but do the gun and it's cartridges first. Do we have Mr. Locklear's fingerprints?"
"They're on file, sir." said Theo Washington. "He has a valid, current Concealed Carry Permit, for which he had to submit fingerprints."
"Okay, good." I said, "I believe I was told the criminals had guns. Where are those guns now?"
"Right here." said Roark Coleman, pointing to the table on the opposite side of the bed from which Mr. Locklear had retrieved his gun. "They were put down here, sir. They were both fakes. One was a fake nine millimeter, that normally has an orange attachment on the end. That orange attachment was removed. The other gun looks like a snub-nose revolver, but it's a kids's cowboy cap gun."
"Mr. Locklear didn't go for them." said Joanne. "He went for his gun on the other side." 
I said "He went for the gun he was familiar with."
Joanne said "Which his wife is claiming she unloaded. And maybe he could see that their guns were fakes."
"Let's stop theorizing without data." I admonished. "Okay, we're taking the Locklears, both of them, to the Station for interviews on camera. While they're there, Newman can get warrants and supervise the search of the house. Has that videocamera's memory been taken into evidence?"
"No sir." said the tech, who was busy looking for fingerprints on the revolver.
"Get two people in here to take that videocamera to Headquarters and download its contents into the evidence servers." I said. "Theo, why wasn't that done already?"
Theo had a helpless look on his face for a second, then he manned up. "No excuse, Commander. I'll get some people to do that now."
Before he could leave, I said "Hold on, Theo. Did the perps have cellphones with them?"
"Yes sir." said Roark Coleman. "They were in the perps's pants on the floor. The techs bagged them."
"Good." I said. "Theo, while you're at it, go ahead and confiscate any computers in the house. We'll put it on the warrant, but Mrs. Locklear said her husband liked to look at cuckold porn literature, so it's vital to the case and we can go ahead and take the computers. Okay, go." Theo hastened to get out of my sight.
"Anyone look in the bathroom yet?" I asked. Not waiting for an answer, I went into the bathroom. The towels were hung haphazardly, not folded neatly. The vanity had two lavatories, but only the one on the far end looked used. The large amount of eyeliner bottles and lipsticks suggested to me that it was Mrs. Locklear's domain.
I opened the drawers, and in one I saw a bottle of aspirin, another of ibuprofen, and Mrs. Locklear's birth control pills. The container was full, and I noted that the prescription was for three months before.
Going back into the bedroom, I said "Theo, make sure the techs bag Mrs. Locklear's birth control pills as evidence. They're an older prescription, but unused. Are there any condoms anywhere?"
"Yes sir." said Roark. "In the bedside table." He was indicating the bedside table on the near side, where the fake guns had been placed.
"Sir," said Theo, coming back in the room, "there's a small bathroom between the other two bedrooms, and it looks like Mr. Locklear was using it. There's shaving materials and men's care products, and shampoo and towels in the shower."
"So he was using that bathroom to do his business." Roark Coleman said. "No big deal."
"Are you sure?" I asked, which struck everyone into silence. Then I said "Theo, I need a better, faster effort from the Crime Lab team. Those fingerprints on the bullets are absolute top priority, but let's get this whole place worked up. By the way, where's Martha the M.E.?"
"I called her, sir." said Jerome Davis. "She said she'd meet the bodies at the morgue." Hmm, I thought to myself, that's strange...
Moments later, I had Mr. Locklear brought into the den, and I gave instructions: "I'm having both of you taken to Police Headquarters. Mr. Locklear, you can call your attorney from there. Neither of you are under arrest, but we need to interview you on camera at Headquarters. We also cannot allow you to return here tonight, nor go back into the bedrooms. So tell the Uniformed Officers what you need, and they'll get you a change of clothes."
"Am I under arrest?" Marla Locklear asked.
"No." I said. "However, you both need to stay in Town while we complete our investigation. I also need you to stay separated from each other. The best way to do that is separate hotel rooms. But we can handle those logistics after your interviews at the Station..."
Part 9 - Investigation and Interrogations
12:25am, Sunday, June 6th. When Teresa and I came into Police Headquarters via the employees parking lot entrance, the Officer at the Desk said that the Chief was in his office, and wanted us to see him 'when you're able to'. We were not fooled; that meant Go Directly To The Chief's Office, Do Not Pass 'Go', Do Not Collect $200.
We did not even take our armor off, but went straight to his office. "You wanted to see us, Chief?" I said after knocking on his door and opening it.
"Come on in, Commanderrrr. You too, Commander Croyle." the Chief said. "Have a seat." We sat down, and the Chief said "I appreciate you calllll-ing me about this un-yuuuu-sual incidennnnt. The Media is already inundating the Dooty Desk with calls about it."
"Yes sir." I said. "I also had Teresa call you because not only did Bettina herself show up, rather than send an underling like Amber Harris or Pat Stellum, but both Miriam Walters and Savannah Fineman showed up, and were there before Teresa and I got there... as was the Sheriff."
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "Just between yooo and meeee, I think he sits in his chair at home listening to Police Band radioooo. Anyhoo, do you think this is a good shoot, an act of self-defense?"
"Maybe, sir," I said, "but we're going to have to do some investigating, and make sure. The wife's story that she set this up as a roleplay fantasy may be true, but the husband sure didn't see it that way. And he asked for a lawyer before he gave his statement... which in some people's eyes is all but an admission of guilt, but which in my opinion may have been a very wise move by an innocent man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we came out of the Chief's office, we went to MCD, where the Detectives and Jerome were working on computers at their desks. Captain Michaels came into the room and said "Mr. Locklear called for an attorney. He called a number that's a hotline to the NRA, and they called an attorney in the area on his behalf."
"Good." I said. "Is that attorney coming in tonight?"
"Yes sir." said Claire. "He should be here within an hour. Mr. Locklear is in Interrogation-Bravo, and Mrs. Locklear is in Interrogation-Alpha."
"Okay." I said. "Lieutenant Davis, who are we sending in to interview our fantasy couple, there?"
Davis replied: "Warner will talk to Mrs. Locklear again, and Theo can go in with her. Mister Roark and Newman can interview Mr. Locklear when he's ready." 'Mister Roark' was Roark Coleman's nickname, after the character on that old television show 'Fantasy Island'.
Claire immediately cut in: "No, I want Warner and Newman to talk to her, and Coleman and Washington to interview him." The room suddenly got quiet, with an undercurrent of tension.
"You good with that, Lieutenant?" I asked Jerome, whose face did not hide his anger at being shown up by his boss in front of his subordinates like that.
"If my boss orders it, I have to be, sir." he replied.
"What do you mean by that, Lieutenant?" Claire said angrily.
I intervened. "Okay, you guys get ready for your interviews. Captain, come with me." I took her into my office, and had Teresa come in with us. Once inside, I said "I'll tell you what he meant by that, Captain. He's the MCD Lieutenant. It really was his call to make on who he wanted to do the interviews."
"Sir," Claire said, "first of all, I'm implementing the new partnerships, which you agreed I could do. Second, I'm the boss of him, not the other way around. His comment was borderline insubordinate, if not outright so."
"And I'm the boss of you." I said. "And to that point, I, the boss of you, asked him who he was going to send in there. Now I know I've been guilty of micromanagement, especially of the Detectives. But I'm trying to not micromanage as much as I used to. And I want you to do the same, and let your Lieutenants do their jobs and run their Divisions."
"Yes sir." Claire said. Then she got her hackles up, and said "Now is a bad time, sir, but I would like to further discuss this overall situation sometime in the near future."
"What is there to discuss?" I asked curtly.
"The current structure of my Divisions, sir." Claire said. "Particularly MCD."
I said. "Yes, we'll have to talk later. Okay, get out of here. These interviews are crucial to this case."
Claire said "Is there more to it than a fantasy roleplay gone wrong, and this was just a tragic accident?"
"That's what we're about to find out." I said. "Dismissed." Claire finally got the hint and left.
Teresa and I looked at each other. Amazement was on the Iron Wolf's attractive face as she said "Uh oh, press the panic button. Trouble in Paradise."
"Yeah..." I said with considerable asperity.
Teresa said "I'm surprised, pleasantly so, that you didn't take her head off. What? a 'kinder, gentler' Police Commander?"
"I give and I give and I give." I replied with mock sadness...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:50am, Saturday, June 6th. Senior Detective Joanne Warner and Detective George Newman went into Interrogation-Alpha and sat down opposite Marla Locklear. Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell was the Uniformed Presence.
I had told Joanne and George some of the questions I wanted them to ask, and told them to feel free to follow up with questions of their own for clarification. I also had them wear ear buds so I could feed them questions over the wi-fi.
"Hello, Mrs. Locklear." Joanne said as pleasantly as she could. "As you may remember, I'm Detective Joanne Warner. We spoke at your house. This is Detective George Newman. We're going to re-interview you, and it's being recorded on that camera up there." She pointed up to the camera above them, to Joanne's right and Marla's left. There was a second camera over the one-way glass behind the Detectives, as well.
Joanne continued: "Because of the nature of the incident that occurred in your home, I'm, going to protect your rights as well as ours, and read you the Miranda warning." She did so from the card, then said "Do you understand the rights?"
Marla said "Does this mean I'm under arrest? Am I a suspect in something?"
George Newman said "Ma'am, this is a very serious situation, and two people have died. You are not under arrest and you're not a suspect, but we have to proceed properly and carefully, and that's why we're protecting your legal rights as well as ours."
Marla made a noise that sounded like a sigh, and said "Okay. What do you need to know?"
They went through the details of the timeline of the events, then Joanne said "You set up the videocamera?"
"Yes, to record it for my husband and I to watch later." said Marla. "I really thought he was going to enjoy it, especially once we revealed what was really happening."
Joanne said: "So you set up this fantasy roleplay, for lack of a better term, as a present for your husband on your anniversary?"
"Yes." said Marla.
"Why did you think he would enjoy that?" Joanne asked.
Marla said "He looks at stuff on the computer all the time, about husbands watching their wives have sex with other men, including gangbangs, and being forced to watch their wives being forced to have sex. I thought he would enjoy seeing me with his two friends, especially once it was over and we explained it all to him."
Joanne: "Did you and your husband do fantasy roleplay in the past? Did you discuss with him doing anything like this?"
Marla: "Yes, we discussed roleplay and fantasies a lot during our marriage, especially in earlier years, and then again in the past few weeks and months. Things had become a little... stale... and I wanted to spice things up."
After several more questions going over what had happened, Joanne said "Did you know your husband kept a loaded gun in the bedside table?"
"Yes." Marla said. "And I unloaded it beforehand, in case something went... wrong. Like it did."
Joanne: "Did your husband say anything to you about finding the gun unloaded? Did you know he'd reloaded it?" As I listened in, I was glad to see she was going in the correct direction.
Marla: "He never said a word to me about it, but he obviously did reload it at some point."
George Newman: "How long before tonight did you unload it?"
Marla: "I think it was Wednesday or Thursday. I was talking to Tom, that's Tom Maple, and he told me to make sure I unloaded any guns in the room, just in case."
Joanne said "So you and Tom planned this?" In the Monitor Room, I grimaced; Joanne had taken it in a different direction than I wanted her to go with it.
Marla said "Yes. I approached Tom about doing this, and he was enthusiastic about it. Chuck is a lot less aggressive, but we convinced him to do it with us."
"When did you start planning it with Tom, and Chuck?" Joanne asked.
Marla: "We started planning it about a month ago."
Joanne: "Will you permit us access to your cellphone? To your texts and emails with Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue?"
Marla: "Uhh, I might need to consult with a lawyer before allowing that."
Joanne: "If it'll confirm what you're telling us, why would you not give us the data tonight?"
Marla's eyes narrowed a bit as she said "There are other things on my cellphone, other texts to other people, and other emails to other people, which are not relevant to this and are none of your business. So with you trying to trick and harass me into giving up my rights, I definitely insist upon consultation with a lawyer before giving you access to my cellphone."



I said into the microphone and into Joanne's earbuds: "Get off that. Keep going with the interview." Claire Michaels peered at me hard. I looked back at her and said "Warner does that a lot; she pushes too hard on things like that, and I don't blame Mrs. Locklear for refusing without consulting a lawyer. Joanne has also gotten Mrs. Locklear's hackles up, and we may not get any more out of her." Claire didn't say anything, but just turned back to watch the monitor screen.
Joanne said "I have to ask this question, ma'am: have you had a sexual relationship with Tom Maple or Chuck Hogue before this past night?"
Marla: "No. Tom and I flirted a bit, sometimes in front of Stanley, and Stanley never seemed to mind. Chuck, he's under his wife's thumb, and it probably would've done him good to get out and have an affair. But no, I never had sex with him before tonight."
George said "You said your marriage had grown stale. Were you having marital problems with your husband? Any arguments, major disagreements? Financial problems?"
"No." Marla said. "When I said our marriage had gotten stale, I simply meant routine, and that I was hoping this would spice things up between us. We didn't have any fights, and as far as I know our finances are fine, but Stanley handles all of that."
Joanne said "Were you and Stanley good friends with the Maples and the Hogues? Did you socialize with them?"
"We saw them at the office parties, the summer picnic, things like that." said Marla. "Back when Stanley joined the company as the new partner, we went out to dinner with them on occasion, but not a lot. And I'll say this: Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue were very different personalities. Tom was the leader of the team, he was outgoing, confident, and he met with the clients."
Marla: "Stanley meets with the clients for the ad campaigns, to get their ideas, then to show them his sketches and video ads. Chuck was the background guy. He developed the software solutions, but Tom would meet with the clients and show them those. Chuck's wife Harriet really dominated Chuck. So no, our three families did not get together very often, because we had divergent interests outside of the job."
George Newman asked "So when your husband got free of his bonds, went and got the gun, and shot them, did you try to stop him?"
Marla said "I would have, but I was underneath Chuck and I really couldn't move. And I didn't really see Stanley go for the gun. By the time I realized what was going on, they were both dead."
George: "And after they were shot, you told your husband who they were? What happened in those next few moments?"
Marla: "I was like 'Oh my God, what have you done?' and I told him who they were and that we were... roleplaying. He took off their masks and saw who they were, and he was as shocked as I was, but for different reasons, of course."
Though there was a lot more we wanted to ask, Claire told Joanne to wrap it up for the moment... Stanley Locklear's attorney had arrived.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
His name was Michael Thomas McGill, and he'd been newly hired by the Madison & Ives Law Firm. Michael had black, gently curly hair like Daniel Allgood, and wore glasses that made him look 'Clark Kent'-ish like Allgood. But Daniel had the physique that suggested Superman might burst out of those Clark Kent clothes; by way of contrast, Michael McGill was slender.
Michael did have an air of confident competence, though. And my attorney Mike G. Todd said that McGill was politically very conservative. He (McGill) was on the 'NRA-recommended' list of attorneys that gun owners could be confident would represent them well in case of trouble... and Stanley Locklear was facing 'trouble'.
He was taken to Interrogation-Bravo, and left alone with his client so that they could talk privately. Meanwhile, I invited Teresa and Claire back to my office, and poured us all cups of coffee from the fresh pot I'd made.
"What did you guys think of that?" I asked, meaning the Marla Locklear interview.
"We were waiting for you to tell us." Teresa replied with a little gleam in her eye.
"That is not what I wanted to hear, Iron Wolf." I said severely, though knowing Teresa was needling me.
"I know, sir." Teresa said. "Seriously, we need to hear Mr. Locklear's side before I form any theories."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "Claire, we need a good nickname for you In the meantime, what did you think of that interview?"
Claire said "Please don't create a nickname for me, sir. And I understand that Mrs. Locklear has rights, but I don't think it was wrong of Joanne to ask Mrs. Locklear to show us her texts and emails."
"No, that wasn't wrong." I said. "But Mrs. Locklear was fundamentally correct in wanting to exercise her right to consult with an attorney before doing so. And as an aside, I will be happy with making an arrangement to see only the data pertaining to this case... and we can get warrants for the rest later, if we need to."
Me: "The problem I had is that Joanne continued to push about it, and Mrs. Locklear got her hackles up. Joanne keeps making that mistake over and over, despite being trained by me and others, like the Sheriff, about (air quotes) 'reading the room'."
Then, reading the room myself, I said "Moving along, what else interested you about that interview?"
Claire said "Every question I had about that crime scene was answered when I found out Mrs. Locklear had set everything up as a roleplay event, and that it went bad---"
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
All of us were receiving texts on our Police iPhones. It was the Crime Lab, informing us that the videocamera contents were uploaded to the evidence servers, and that due to its explicitly sexual content, it was under seal so that only Lieutenants Mary Milton and Jerome Davis, Captain Michaels, and the Command Group could open the file.
"What am I, chopped liver?" Teresa asked, trying to sound humorous but with an undercurrent of really being pissed off at being left out.
"Yeah, I need to tell them that you should be treated as if you're part of the Command Group." I said as I turned to my computer. "Okay, we need to look at this---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
It was Jerome Davis knocking on my door. He stuck his head in and said "Stanley Locklear and his attorney are ready for us, sir. Roark and Theo are going in now."
"Okay." I said. "Let's go watch...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:35am, Sunday, June 6th. Senior Detective Theo Washington and Detective Roark Coleman went into Interrogation-Bravo and sat down opposite Stanley Locklear and his attorney Michael Thomas McGill. Sergeant Hicks was the Uniformed presence.
"I'm Detective Roark Coleman, and this is Detective Theo Washington." said Roark, who was taking the lead on the questioning, with Theo's acquiescence. "First, I'm going to read you your rights from the card." He did so, and Stanley said he understood the rights.
"Okay, let's take it from the top. Before dinner, and during dinner." said Roark. "Did your wife send or receive any text messages, emails, or phone calls?"
"Not while we were together at the table." said Stanley. "She went to powder her nose, so she might have sent or received something while in the restroom."
Roark: "Did you notice any vehicles following you home from the restaurant? Anything at all out of the ordinary? Was your wife paying attention to the traffic, to the mirrors?"
"No sir." said Stanley. "She was pretty chatty, though, talking about how nice the dinner was, and how she had a great evening planned for me. That had me pretty distracted."
Roark: "Okay, so why don't you just tell us from the start what went down after you got home."
Stanley: "We got home, Marla made me a drink then went to change clothes. She came back in the sexy outfit, and we started getting frisky, making out and stuff. She got me out of my clothes and went down on me, then she said she was going to get some wine out of the kitchen, and then we could go to the bedroom together."
Stanley: "I heard her cry out and a door close, and then the masked men came into the den. One of them had his arm around Marla's neck, and he had a gun---"
"Could you tell what kind of gun?" Roark asked adroitly.
"It was a black autopistol." said Stanley. "It looked like a 1911 or maybe an FN. I really couldn't tell."
Roark: "So she undressed you in the den. And then had you wait in the den while she went into the kitchen. Was it unusual for her to ask you to wait in the den, instead of you going ahead into the bedroom?"
"Everything about it was unusual." Stanley replied. "We hadn't been... amorous... like that for months."
"Keep going." encouraged Roark.
Stanley: "The second man came around behind me and put his gun into my back; I could feel the barrel in my back. We were forced into the bedroom. They tied me up with ropes to the end of the bed, and then they took turns with Marla." Roark had him tell the explicit details, which Stanley did.
Roark said "They didn't tie your bonds very tightly, did they?"
Stanley said "They tried to. But I learned in a self-defense class to resist as much as I could, to push against them, so that when I relaxed the bonds would loosen a little bit. But to your question, they tied the knots tight."
Roark nodded, then said "Okay, when you got free of the ropes, were the two guys holding their guns?"
Stanley said: "Uhh.... no, I think they'd put them on Marla's bedside table---"
Theo Washington broke in: "That brings up a point I need to clarify. Did you normally sleep on the far side of the bed, the side where your gun was kept?"
"Yes." Stanley said. "Marla preferred being on the side nearer the bathroom. She got up to go more often than I did." Theo nodded, then looked back at Roark.
Roark said "Okay, let's get in depth about the gun. Did you always keep it loaded? And the speed loader, too?"
"Yes." said Stanley.
"When was the last time you loaded the gun?" Roark asked. "Or checked that it was loaded?"
"Uhh... last December." said Roark. "During the Christmas holidays, I went to Cosby's Gun & Range, and practiced firing and speed loading. I shot up a box of ammo, then reloaded the gun and the speed loader from the second box I'd bought. I put them back in the drawer when I got home, and I hadn't touched the gun since."
"So you bought two boxes of ammo," Roark asked, to confirm, "fired one box, and used the other to reload to have the gun on hand. Where did you put the box you loaded the gun from?"
"In my dresser drawer." said Stanley. "There was also some nine millimeter ammo for my carry gun, a Kel-tec that's in my car. And some.45 ACP ammo for a pistol I sold last year. I kept the receipts, by the way."
Theo said "That's mighty tidy of you."
Stanley said "I keep all the receipts, bills of sale, everything related to my guns. That was recommended in the NRA's Safety Shooter course I took."
Roark: "And are you willing to provide us access to them?"
"After I look at them." said Michael McGill. "And that's not a promise to give you access to them without a warrant."
"Of course." said Theo. "So let's talk about when you shot the two men. You had no idea who they were?"
"Not at that time." said Stanley.
Roark: "Your wife didn't try to stop you as you were running to get your gun? She didn't yell out at you?"
"No, not that I heard." Stanley said. "But I was focused on getting to my gun before they got to theirs... or got to me to physically stop me."
Roark: "So after it was over, your wife told you who they were and what she'd been doing with them, that it was roleplay?"
Stanley: "Yeah, I think that's how it went down. Everything was just happening so fast. I took their masks off, and it was Tom and Chuck, and... it's kind of like everything in my mind shut down. I know I called 9-1-1, then I remember being in the den getting dressed before the Police arrived."
Roark: "How did you feel when your wife told you it was roleplay, and that she had arranged for them to have sex with her while you were restrained?"
Stanley said "Uhhh... like I said, after I'd shot them, everything was kind of a blur, and still is."
Theo said "Let me ask you this. Have you and your wife discussed fantasies of you watching her have sex with other men? Or acting out roleplay fantasies? Anything like that?"
"No sir." Stanley said. "Marla and I have never discussed anything where I'd be watching her with others. I have never given her any reason to think that I wanted to see a rape roleplay, either."
Roark said "Never? You've never discussed fantasies of that kind with your wife?"
Stanley persisted: "No. Never. Sure I have fantasies. Don't all men? But I never wanted them to come true, and I sure as hell never discussed them with Marla."
Seeing that Roark was about to say something, I said into the earbud: "Break off that line. Ask him about his business and his partners."
Roark said "So you were partners with these two guys? Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue?"
"Yes." said Stanley.
Roark: "Tell us about that business, and your role in it."
Stanley: "Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue started a business solutions firm about six years ago. They brought me in as their architect and campaign ad manager three years ago."
Roark: "As a partner?"
Stanley: "Technically, not to that level. When I started with them, they'd talked about making me a partner, and I got bonuses as if I was a partner, but we never formalized it."
"How was the business doing?" Roark asked.
"Okay, I guess." said Stanley. "I wasn't privy to the books, so I couldn't tell you in any detail how well they were doing, but I never heard them talk about any problems."
Roark: "Did you get along with Tom and Chuck? Were you friends? Did you go to lunch together? Golf buddies?"
Stanley said "I don't really play golf, and Chuck didn't play at all. Tom did. And to your question, Tom, Chuck, and I had a very professional, good relationship. I wouldn't call us buddies in the 'hanging out' sense of the word, but we got along well."
Roark: "What about your families? Did you and your wife socialize with them?"
Stanley: "Not really, not outside of work functions. Marla and the other guys's wives didn't have a lot in common, and she was uncomfortable whenever she was around them."
Michael T. McGill decided that it was time to intervene, and he said: "Gentlemen, at this point I'm going to advise my client to discontinue answering questions for the moment. I need to talk more with him, and I need to get more familiar with the overall case. Can we pick it up in the morning, after we all get some sleep?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Lieutenant Davis," I said, "assemble your Detectives in Classroom 'E'. Captain Michaels, Commander Croyle, you're with me. I'm going to let the Locklear's go for the night, but with some specific instructions."
They followed me into Interrogation-Bravo. McGill said "Hello, Commander. Good to see you again."
"It's good to see you again, too, but not at this hour of the night." I replied as I shook hands with McGill, who was in the same law firm with my attorney Mike G. Todd. "There are some discrepancies in your client's story and what his wife is telling us. I could arrest Mr. Locklear, but for now I'm going to release him into your custody. He cannot go back to his home, he should not try to contact his wife nor his business partners's families; in fact, I'd just prefer he not contact anyone outside of you and only through you."
I continued: "We are holding his cellphone as evidence, and will return it as soon as we get some resolution of this case. And Mr. Locklear, do not even consider leaving this County. If you do, Federal Marshals will be asked to arrest you and bring you back. I recommend you check into the University Hotel for the next day or two, until we can get this resolved."
They agreed to my terms, and I allowed them to leave. Once they were out of the Headquarters building, I went into Interrogation-Alpha, and said "Mrs. Locklear, there are discrepancies between your story and your husband's. I could arrest you, but I'm not going to yet. I do strongly recommend you retain a lawyer as soon as possible, as we are planning on getting warrants to obtain the contents of your cellphone, which you will not be allowed to have back until we resolve this case."
Me: "I'm going to have an Officer drive you to the Hyatt Hotel and check into a room. You should stay there. Do not contact your husband nor his business partners's families. Anyone you do want to contact, do so through your attorney. Above all else, do not even think about leaving this County. If you do, Federal Marshals will find you, arrest you, and bring you back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:15am, Sunday, June 6th. Once Marla had left Headquarters, being given a ride to the Hyatt Hotel by Officer Burrell, we headed to Classroom 'E'. The Detectives were having a spirited discussion of the case. They went silent when we came into the room, and they also stood... the Chief had walked in right behind us.
"Be seated, pleazzze." the Chief drawled. No one did until he sat down in his normal chair at the near end of the large conference table. We all found seats, with me in the middle of the table facing the 5x4 matrix of monitors on the wall to the right of the door. Teresa was to my right, and Claire Michaels to my left. Jerome sat opposite me, Joanne and Theo to his right, Roark and George to his left.
'Mis-ter Crowbarrrr," said the Chief, "wrap this up for the night and get these young De-tec-tives home and to their beddds."
"Yes sir." I said. "First of all, kudos to Roark Coleman for a very good interview with Mr. Locklear. You kept the flow of information going, asked insightful questions, and didn't unnecessarily give anything away." Everyone else applauded politely.
"Okay," I continued, "all of you saw the interviews. What stuck out to you that will guide us going forward?"
Joanne Warner spoke up first: "At first, I was thinking this was just a bad miscommunication that led to an unintentional and tragic result. But now I'm thinking we need to investigate some things much more deeply, such as the Maple & Hogue business, and Mr. Locklear's relationship with his business associates."
Roark Coleman: "We also need to take a harder look at Mrs. Locklear and her role in this. For her to set that (air quotes) 'roleplay' up, apparently without discussing it with her husband, was asking for trouble even without the shooting."
Joanne said "But she did talk to him."
Roark said "She said she did. But he said they never did, neither in general nor specifically."
Lt. Jerome Davis: "Obviously, their stories differ in places, which means someone is not telling us the truth. To me, the crux of the matter is in the unloading and reloading of the gun, or not, and who is telling the truth about that. That will go a long way to showing us if this was an accident or something actionable."
Joanne was about to burst, and she let it out: "Sir, I know this will probably make you mad, but I have to say it: I know Mr. Locklear has rights, but I still find it (air quotes) 'unusual' if not outright suspicious that he refused to answer any questions at all before he got a lawyer. And when he had the lawyer there, there was nothing he was asked that the lawyer objected to."
"You're right." I said. "You're about to make me mad. We've discussed this over and over again---"
"Sir," said Captain Michaels, interrupting me, "with all due respect, I understand what Detective Warner is saying, and I generally agree with her that his refusal to answer any questions at all is something we should take into consideration... beyond the fact that he has legal rights. It bothers me also that he did that the way he did, and then we have story discrepancies on top of it."



"And that's my whole point." I said, working to keep my voice calm and level. "Assuming that his actions imply guilt or hiding something colors your thinking from that point on. And you'll begin to twist facts to suit theories, instead of the other way around. Don't get me wrong; I definitely have concerns about aspects of his story, especially the parts where he and his wife diverge. But his asking for a lawyer is not the reason anyone should be assuming anything sinister in his words or actions."
Joanne said "Sir, I understand what you're saying. But my point, beyond the business of getting a lawyer or twisting facts to suit theories, is this: what if Mr. Locklear is the one not telling the truth? What if he's lying?"
"What do you meeeeen, Mizzz Warner?" asked the Chief. I was not fooled; he was giving her cover in a backhanded way.
Joanne replied "Sir, what if Mr. Locklear did recognize his two business partners? What if he did know what was going on, and used it as an excuse to shoot and kill them? We do need to get more data, but maybe there was something going on in the business, or between him and his partners, and so he kept silent about his wife's plans, or maybe he did talk to her about it and is now saying he didn't."
"But they tied him up." replied Roark Coleman. "He couldn't anticipate getting out of his bonds. And once it was over and they revealed the scam... er, roleplay, or left without revealing themselves, the moment would be gone."
Joanne said "But they knew it was roleplay, and they thought the gun was unloaded. So maybe they didn't tie him up as hard as real home invaders would have, and he did work to keep some slack in the ropes when they tied him up."
"Okay, guys." I said. "That's something worth considering, and that's what makes this case a lot more than just a tragic accident. So... what are the two issues that I want to see resolved? One was sort of mentioned, by Roark as well as Joanne: Locklear's relationship with his business and his business partners, for lack of a better term, there. We need to dig deep, and find out what the state of that business was, if it was doing well or poorly."
I continued: "And Roark touched upon the second issue: I want to know the state of the Locklear's marriage, in much greater detail than we know now. I want to know if they had arguments, and what over. I want to know what their finances are like, the good and the bad. I want to know who they associated with, who their friends are."
Teresa piped up, mostly to cause 'trouble', but in a needed way: "Commander, do you think that this was not just a tragic accident, and that one or the other of them has committed a crime here?"
I replied "Excellent question, Commander. And I'm not going to answer it, at least not here and now. I want these excellent Detectives and their Leadership to answer those questions as if you and I weren't here."
I addressed everyone: "I'll help you guys as much as I can, of course, but I really am trying to step back and not micromanage you. So you guys come up with answers, and we'll go from there. Tomorrow. Well, later today."
"Sir, I have a question." said Roark Coleman. "Both Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue were married. Do we need to notify their next of kin, specifically their wives, tonight?"
Claire Michaels said "That can wait until morning... meaning after sunrise... can't it?"
Teresa was checking her Police iPhone. "I'm asking the Duty Desks at County Jail, the Old Mill, and here at Headquarters if there have been any calls about missing husbands from their wives. If so, we'll respond to those calls. Otherwise, they may be asleep and blissfully unaware."
Lt. Davis said "I'm just worried about the Press ambushing them, asking 'How do you feel about your husband being murdered?' like they like to do."
Captain Michaels replied witheringly: "How would the Press know their names? We haven't released anything yet, and it wasn't their house where the deaths occurred."
"That's a good point." the Chief said. "Perhaps it can wait until morning."
"Ohhhh, nooooo...." I groaned. As everyone looked at me, I revealed my insight: "Chief, when Commander Croyle and I got there, Bettina was well within the perimeter, and could have gotten the license plate of Tom Maple's vehicle in the driveway. So no, we can't wait."
Claire: "Sir, I know you hate the Press, but do you really think they'd get in these widows's faces before we notify them?"
Teresa said "Bettina would. Remember that Commander Troy is suing her and KXTC, and also remember that KXTC will do anything they can to embarrass the Police and harm our investigations."
I said "True that---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
We were all startled by the knock on the door. It opened to reveal the Duty Desk Sergeant, who said "Chief, ladies and gentlemen, we just got a phone call transferred from 9-1-1, from a Harriet Hogue. She said that someone called her and told her that her husband was dead, and she needed to call the Police about it. So she did."
"Who made the call to her?" I asked.
The Duty Desk Sergeant said "I asked her that, and she said the ID of the person said 'Blocked'."
"Thank you, Sergeant." I said. "If she calls back, or if Tom Maple's wife calls, tell them the Police will contact them shortly." The Sergeant acknowledged that, and left.
"Who in the fuck would do something like that?" Teresa asked angrily.
Jerome said "The Press have phone numbers that show as 'Blocked' when they call."
I replied "And so do the people in the District Attorney's Office. And we kicked Savannah Fineman off the crime scene right in front of D.A. Walters, and they were both furious. D.A. Walters probably wouldn't call them, but Savannah sure as hell would. And I saw her talking to Bettina after we kicked her off the crime scene."
"We need to move out, then." said the Chief. "I will personally handle one of the wives, and I'd appreciate it if Detective Warner goes with me. Captain Michaels, if you'll notify the other wife, and choose who you want to take with yooooo."
Claire said "I'll take... Theo." Theo nodded in agreement.
I said "Chief, I've heard the name 'Harriet Hogue' before. She's involved with the Ladies Auxiliary, and is a large influence on a number of charity drives. If I may recommend that you personally notify her..."
"Yezzz, good ideaaaa." drawled the Chief. "And we'll record our interviewwwws. In the meantime, the rest of you go hommme and get some sleeeep. We have a busy day to-mor-rowww."
"And we also need to hit Maple & Hogue and secure their papers tomorrow... after we get a warrant, of course." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa and I drove home, she said "Captain Michaels really stood up to you tonight, especially defending Joanne Warner."
"And that's okay." I said. "I understand what they're saying, too. But like I said to them, it's very important to not let that take us down the wrong path. And to that path... what do you think about all this?"
Teresa said "I think Stanley Locklear did exactly the right thing asking for a lawyer before giving his statement. Otherwise, I suspect that several of our Detectives would already be digging a grave to bury him in. Joanne absolutely believes Mrs. Locklear and not Mr. Locklear where their stories diverge, and she did come close... damn close... to twisting facts to suit her predilections."
"Good observation." I said. "It's a fine line, though. I thought Joanne's use of her imagination to mentally test the idea that he's lying was okay, and she's not wrong about the possibility of it. And as long as she changes her ideas to suit emerging facts, and doesn't dismiss some facts and cherrypick others to suit her ideas, then I can't fault her for thinking that way."
"And speaking of thinking certain ways... what are you thinking, sir?" Teresa asked. "And I'm not asking in order to use you as a crutch. 'Enquiring minds' really want to know."
I chuckled and said "I'm still waiting for data to come in. There's something about all this nagging at me... but I'm not sure what it is yet..."
Part 10 - Notifications
4:15am, Sunday, June 6th. The home of Chuck and Harriet Hogue was in a subdivision not far from the Locklear's home on the north side of Town. As Senior Detective Joanne Warner and Chief Sean Moynahan drove along the street in Joanne's POV (privately owned vehicle), they saw the KXTC van parked down the road, watching over the Hogue home.
Chief Moynahan said "I'm beginning to bee-lieeeeve what Commander Troy says about those bastards of the Press. Call for a couple of Uniformed patrols to (air quotes) 'distract' them."
Joanne got on the Police radio and called for the two Police patrols that just happened to be patrolling right in that area. Less than 30 seconds later, the two Police cruisers drove past Joanne's car. When they got to the Press van, they turned on their blue lightbars. The LED lights as well as the spotlights were blinding.
As the Uniformed Officers forced the cameraman/driver and 'cub' reporter out of the car, and harangued them for loitering on a neighborhood street, Joanne parked her car in the Hogue's driveway. She and Chief Moynahan were wearing their Duty Dress jackets with 'boxes', i.e. metal-bordered ribbons. They knocked on the front door of the home.
The woman that answered the door was striking in appearance. She was tall at 5'10", and while Marla Locklear was shapely but fleshy, Harriet Hogue was just large. Not fat, but by no means athletic. Her hair was styled relatively short, but not a 'lesbian short' haircut by any means; it could be described as a 'shock' of hair. Her face was certainly not ugly, not like the Wicked Witch of the West; indeed, she was somewhat attractive. But it was a 'stark' face, and along with her large, penetrating eyes, it produced a sense of intimidation.
Joanne and the Chief also felt the woman's aura of domination as she said "Yes?"
"I'm Chief Moynahan of the Town & County Police, ma'am, and this is Detective Warner." said the Chief. "Are you Harriet Hogue? And did you call us?"
"Yes, I did." said Harriet Hogue. "Is my husband all right?"
"That's why we're herrrre." drawled the Chief. "May we come in for a moment?"
"Uh, sure." said Harriet. She let them in and had them sit down on a sofa in the greatroom, and she took the rocking chair to their side. "Is my husband okay? Did something happen to him?"
"If I may ask, ma'am," said the Chief, "is there a reeee-son you think your husband is in trouble, or in dangerrrr?"
Harriet said "Well, he said he was going out with his friend Tom Maple, who is also his business partner. He didn't return home by eleven p.m., so I texted him and got no answer. Then I tried to call him, and his phone went to voicemail. Then I tried to call Tom, and his phone also went to voicemail. I thought they might be in a cellphone dead zone, so I tried not to worry about it."
Harriet: "But then about an hour and a half ago I got a phone call from someone that showed up as 'Blocked'. The person on the line said that my husband had been murdered, and that I should call the Police about it. Then she hung up. I tried pressing the callback button, but it wouldn't go through."
Joanne asked "You said 'she'? The voice was a woman's?"
"Yes. A woman's voice." said Harriet. "It sounded... metallic... like it was being spoken into a microphone that reverberates. But it sounded like a woman, to me. So... about my husband? Is he okay?"
"We are looking into that nowwwww." said the Chief. "You said he went out with his business partner, Tom Maple? Was that for a business dinner? A party?"
"I'm not sure." Harriet said. "Chuck was vague about it. He said only that they were going (air quotes) 'out', and that it was business-related. But he wouldn't say anything further despite my asking about it. He usually tells me what's going on, so I was surprised when he wouldn't talk about it."
"Since your husband did share with you," said the Chief, "let me ask this: he and Mr. Maple were friends as well as business partners? Did they associate often away from the job?"
"I would say so, that they were friends." said Harriet Hogue. "But Chuck spent his evenings with me. He and I would go out to dinner with Tom and his wife Tia from time to time, but Chuck doesn't play golf like Tom does, and Chuck is not a social butterfly like Tom is."
The Chief asked "What about their partner, Mr. Stanley Locklear, I believe his name is?"
Harriet's face turned a shade disdainful as she said "Oh, Stanley is not a partner with them, he's just an employee. He was being considered for a partnership, but Chuck said recently that they had not only decided not to offer Stanley the partnership, but they were considering terminating his employment with them."
Joanne: "They didn't get along with him?"
Harriet: "It's not that they didn't get along, but Chuck said Tom told him that the style of advertising that Stanley did was outdated, and that they should make a clean break with him---" She stopped, then said "But what does that have to do with my husband tonight? What's going on? Is Chuck okay?"
Joanne said "If we may just ask a couple more questions---"
"No you may not!" Harriet said angrily, her face becoming red. "Not until you tell me what is going on. Where is my husband? What has happened to him?"
The Chief tapped Joanne's forearm before she could say anything, then he said "I am sorry to tell you, ma'am, that your husband was shot and killed last night---"
"What?! Oh my God!" Harriet cried out. Tears burst from her eyes and her hand went to her mouth. "What... what happened?"
"We're trying to determine exactly what happened, ma'am." said the Chief. "Is there anyone we can call for you? Your pastor? Family?"
"Just tell me what happened to my husband!" Harriet gushed. "How was he shot? Who shot him?"
"We are trying to get those details, ma'am." said Joanne. "I am sorry for your loss, and I know this is a hard time, but if I can ask you a couple more questions, it will go a long way to help us figure this out."
"What questions?" Harriet snapped bitterly.
Chief Moynahan broke in, and said: "First of all, that phone call you ree-ceeeeeved. If we can access your cellphone or at least get your number, we might can determine who called yoooo." Harriet gave her cellphone's number, but made no move to get her cellphone.
Joanne said "If I may ask, how well did you know Stanley and Marla Locklear? Were you friends with them?"
The look of grief on Harriet's face was tinged with anger as she said "No, I cannot say we were friends. Stanley was okay, he was a decent guy, although he was not a strong, outgoing man like Tom Maple is. Marla, though, was... well, I don't want to call her a 'bitch', but she just rubbed me and Chuck the wrong way. She... well, she just wasn't very likable. Does she have something to do with this?"
"Again, ma'am," said the Chief, "we're trying to find out what happened in connection with your husband's death." He got up, then said "We'll let you know what we find in the coming hours and days. We're going to have to ask you to identify your husband's body, but that can wait until the Coroner is ready for you. Again, I'm sorry for your loss."
With that, the Chief led the way out the door and to Joanne's car. The KXTC van was gone, as were the Officers that had made a point to make the filthy journalists unwelcome.
As Joanne drove the car back to Headquarters, she said "Chief, can I ask a question."
"You may ask, De-tec-tive..." the Chief said, meaning it humorously.
Joanne: "Sir, I know Commander Troy thinks I suck at interviews, and I'm trying to get better at it, so I was watching the way you talked to Mrs. Hogue. Why did you tell her som quickly that Mr. Hogue was dead?"
Chief Moynahan: "Commander Troy thinks highly of you, which is why he's harsh to you about your interviewing techniques; he wants you to be the best you can be, to paraphrase that old Army commercial. As to why I decided to tell her, you may have noticed that she began shutting up, and wasn't going to answer any more questions. So trying to string her out wasn't going to work, and at that point I decided to go ahead and tell her. Soooo, what did you learrrrn from that interview?"
Joanne said "That Mr. Locklear may have had a motive to kill his business partners... or his bosses, according to Mrs. Hogue. If they were going to cut him out, fire him, especially if they had told him earlier that they would make him a partner? That might be the 'why' for what happened last night."
Chief Moynahan: "Anything else? Abouuuut...Mrs. Locklear, perhaps?"
Joanne winced a bit, then said "Mrs. Hogue didn't like her."
"Yezzz..." said the Chief. "And that may be... an important cluuuuue..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Captain Michaels and Detective Theo Washington drove up the road in Claire's POV to the River Valley subdivision, which was near but not quite as exclusive as the Heritage Cloisters subdivision north of Town.
"How do you like working with Roark Coleman?" Claire asked almost as soon as they left Headquarters. Theo was instantly on his guard.
"May I speak freely, ma'am?" Theo replied, which meant he would not get in trouble for what he said, no matter how insubordinate Claire considered it to be.
"Why do you need to ask that?" Claire said. "It's a simple question."
"Because, ma'am," Theo replied, "you're not going to like the answer."
"You really think I'm going to jack you up over an honest answer?" Claire asked, genuinely astonished.
"Again, ma'am, may I speak freely?" Theo asked.
After a pause, Claire said "No, you may not. We have a mission to complete. We'll talk about this later. And Detective... I consider your failure to answer my question to be insubordination."
"I want a Union Rep." Theo immediately replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The drive was silent and frosty until they arrived at the gates of the subdivision. "New fencing." said Theo. "I don't think there was any when Commander Troy solved Anthony Warner's murder." (Author's note: 'The Swap') "But after the riots last year, they put in these fences."
Claire Michaels said "And there's the KXTC news van, right outside the gate. I'm beginning to think Commander Troy might be right about those people."
Theo said nothing in reply, but pulled out his Police radio and asked for the Patrol cruiser that had been following them to come up and interdict the Press van.
"What?" Claire gasped. "We have a patrol following us?"
"Yes ma'am." Theo said. "You're a Police Captain, and Commanders Troy and Croyle sent them to make sure you don't get ambushed. They did the same thing for the Chief."
"Wow, are they really that paranoid?" Claire asked, more to herself than Theo.
"Like the Sheriff says, ma'am: it ain't paranoia if they really are out to get you." Theo replied. "And seriously... Commander Troy thinks of things like that. We love him because he takes care of his people."
Claire scowled, thinking that was a shot at her. But she didn't have time to think about it as she drove up to the guard gate. The guard inside was asleep. She got out her Police iPhone, looked up a number, and dialed it. The phone inside the guard gate rang, jarring the guard awake. And then he noticed the car at the gate.
"We're closed." he barked grumpily after opening the window. "If you don't have a keycard, you can't get in until 8:00am."
Claire flashed her badge. "Open the goddamn gate and let us in. If I have to get out of this car, you're going to jail."
"You don't have to be snippy and threaten me." the guard said. He pressed the button to open the gate. But Claire did not go through it.



"You think that was a threat?" Claire said angrily. "Here's a real threat: after I call your company and talk to your boss or bosses, you won't have a job any longer."
She then drove forward just before the gate came down and almost hit her vehicle. As she did, the blue LED lights of the Police cruiser interdicting the KXTC news van lighted the inside of the car...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They arrived at the home of Tom and Tia Maple. They were wearing their Duty Dress jackets. They rang the bell. When there was no answer for over a minute, Theo said "Let me try something."
He dialed Tia Maple's cellphone number, and a woman answered "Hello?"
"Mrs. Maple," Theo said, "I'm Detective Theo Washington with the Town & County Police, and Captain Claire Michaels is with me on your front doorstep. Can you come to the door, please?"
"Would you please display your IDs?" the woman asked. Claire held up her badge and ID in their holder up to the peephole in the front door. The door opened, and a relatively young redheaded woman looked out.
"I'm Captain Michaels with the TCPD, and this is Detective Washington." said Claire. "Are you Tia Maple? When the woman nodded, Claire said "May we come in for a moment?"
"What's it about?" Tia asked skeptically.
Claire said "It's about your husband, ma'am. We have a couple of questions for you, and we would rather not stand out here where your neighbors can see something going on."
"Uh, sure." said Tia. She opened the door to admit them, then directed them into the living room to the left. "Have a seat." She said as she came in behind them.
Tia Maple was a redhead, darker than Commander Troy's strawberry-blonde hair but lighter than Jenna Stiles dark red, almost auburn hair. She had an attractive face, but it had a look of cynicism that was remindful of Teresa Croyle's normal demeanor.
Her body was relatively thin, lithe, and her breasts were ample on her slender chest. But it was her legs that were her most striking feature. Her trim thighs were firm, and her calves were perfectly shaped and tapered to slender ankles and shapely feet. Her legs looked magnificent in high heels, which she often wore.
"What is this about?" she asked as they all sat down.
Claire said "Before I answer, can you tell me where your husband is? Are you expecting him back tonight?"
Tia said "He... he had a business dinner with his partner, Chuck Hogue. He never said what time he'd be back, but I thought it would be before midnight. Why? Has something happened?"
"Just one more question, and then I'll tell you everything." Claire said, which instantly put Tia on her guard, and a look of worry on her face. Claire asked "How well does your husband get along with Chuck Hogue and his wife, and with their partner Stanley Locklear and his wife?"
Tia said "Oh, Stanley Locklear is not a partner in the firm. He's whatever is below 'partner'... associate, maybe? They were considering him for partner, but the other day Tom told me they were not going to make him a full partner. And Tom and Chuck get along very well with each other, and we all get along with Chuck's wife Harriet; in fact, she and I are pretty good friends."
"And the Locklears?" Claire asked.
Tia: "Stanley Locklear is kind of weird, but he's okay. I think everyone likes him well enough. But his wife Marla? That's a different story. I don't like her very much. I don't think we're the uppity kind of people that live in the Heritage Cloisters, but Harriet once said that she thought Marla Locklear was beneath all of us, that she was one step above 'trash'. Okay now, you Police are here at 4:30 in the morning, and my husband is not. Has something happened to him?"
Claire and Theo exchanged a glance, then Claire said "I am sorry to inform you, ma'am, that your husband was shot and killed earlier this evening."
"Oh my God!" Tia cried out as tears sprang into her eyes. Her hand had come up to cover her mouth, then she said "Are you sure? Are you sure it was Tom?"
"I'm afraid so." Claire said. "And we may have to ask you to identify the body, but that won't be until the Coroner is ready, if you're needed at all." Seeing that Tia was breaking down sobbing, Claire asked "Is there anyone we can call to come stay with you? Your pastor, or a friend?"
"Reverend Derkins of the First Baptist Church." Tia said. "But gosh, we haven't been to church in so long..."
Theo said "We can call the Police Chaplain, if you'd like." Tia decided that Reverend Derkins would do. He arrived within minutes of being called, as he lived on the northside also.
"Can I get a drink?" Tia asked as they waited.
"Sure." said Theo. He helped her to her liquor cabinet, which had the basic bourbons and Scotch libations, and she poured herself a drink, gulped it down, then poured another.
Once Pastor Derkins was there, Claire said "Ma'am, unfortunately we're going to have to ask you more questions, but we'll do it at a later time. I'm so sorry for your loss." With that, she and Theo left.
Once in her car, Captain Michaels said "Detective, why did you let her get that drink? Once she drank alcohol, we couldn't question her on the spot anymore."
"Ma'am, you saw her." Theo replied. "She wasn't going to be able to answer any more questions anyway, and we can always come back."
Claire said "And why did you offer her one of our Police Chaplains? They're all Captains or Lieutenants."
Theo said "Because that's what Commander Troy told us to do. And he's talked to them about it, and they're good with it. I've never heard any of them say they had a problem being called in to help the grieving..."
Part 11 - Denied!
6:30am, Sunday, June 6th. I got up and dressed in civilian clothes, and went downstairs. I let the dogs out the back door (of The Cabin), but did not go out with them. Instead I made coffee in the kitchen. As it percolated, I got on my Police iPad and began looking at data that had come in.
The techs sent an email with their fingerprint report to Mary Milton, Jerome Davis, Captain Michaels, and me. The revolver used in the shooting had only Stanley Locklear's fingerprints on it. The cartridges in the revolver as well as the speed loader had only Stanley's fingerprints. And the 40 cartridges in the box had no fingerprints at all.
Also, a nine-millimeter Kel-tec with clip holster was found in Stanley Locklear's automobile, and the wear on it suggested he carried it a lot. No weapon using the.45 ACP cartridge had been found.
I forwarded the report to all the MCD Detectives. Then I looked at the uploaded videos from the Officer-cams of the Detectives and the Chief, of them notifying the wives. There were a few points of interests that I made notes of (on my Police iPhone), that I wanted to ask when we re-interviewed the wives.
I also realized that because the wives now knew their husbands were dead, we were going to have to move fast to secure the papers of the Maple & Hogue firm. I speed-dialed the Duty Desk at Police Headquarters and asked the Sergeant that answered if there was anyone in MCD or the Intel Center, and if there was to have them call me back.
A moment later my phone rang. It was MCD Lieutenant Jerome Davis.
"You're in early, Jerome." I said. "Anyone there with you?"
"Yes sir." replied Davis. "Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker just came in. And Mary Milton and Ranger Halston are in the Intel Center doing Intel things."
I chuckled, then said "Good. Okay, I need someone to call the Courthouse and get warrants to obtain the paper and digital records of Maple & Hogue, the company whose top people were shot dead last night. Then assemble a team of Officers to execute the warrants. Get Julia and Teddy up to speed, then have them lead the raid, for lack of a better term."
"Wilco, sir." Jerome said. We disconnected the call. I looked up to see Paulina Patterson come out of the kitchen with a mug full of coffee in her hand. She went over and let the dogs back inside, then came over and sat down next to me.
"New case?" she asked.
"Yes." I said. I filled her in on the details to this point.
Paulina said "I couldn't help but overhear you asking for a warrant to get the dead men's company data. Why are you doing that?"
I replied "Right now I'm inclined to think that this was a tragic mistake but a good shoot in self-defense for Stanley Locklear. But I need to eliminate the possibility that there was something going on in the company that would give Locklear a motive to murder his associates."
Paulina said "So you're going fishing?"
I said "That's not how I was looking at it. Why?"
Paulina said "Don't be shocked if your warrant request is denied, unless you already have some kind of probable cause."
"Two dead men shot by their business partner sounds like good probable cause, I would think." I replied.
"Just the deaths aren't enough---" Paulina said.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Lt. Davis. "Sir," he said, "I called the Courthouse and put in the warrant request. They called the Duty Desk back and said that the warrants have already been applied for."
"By whom?" I asked.
"They didn't say, sir." Jerome said. "I can call back and ask---"
*CHIME!*
I looked at my Police iPhone and saw the text from Captain Claire Michaels to MCD and Intel, and also to me: "I'm handling getting the warrants for the Maple & Hogue records."
"Did you get that text?" I asked Jerome. When he said he did, I said "Well, that answers that. Get ready to execute the warrants when we get them." Jerome said he would, and we disconnected.
"Claire pre-empted you? What's that about?" Paulina asked when I told her what had just occurred.
"I'm not sure." I said. "I'm going to go on in. Jim's birthday party is at one o'clock. I should be back long before then." I went upstairs and dressed in my uniform...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At Headquarters I went into MCD. "Mind if I get some of your coffee this morning?" I asked. "I need the caffeine fortification."
"Sure, sir." said Jerome, who was sitting at one of the extra desks. Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker were at their desks.
"Where's Captain Michaels?" I asked. "She's not in her office."
"She's not here at Headquarters, sir." Jerome replied. "She apparently sent the email from home. And to that point, the warrant has not been issued yet. And sir... did you get Detective Washington's email to me?"
"Uh, no." I said. "When did he send it?'
"Just a few minutes ago, sir." Jerome said. "I'll forward it to you. It's... important."
I went to my office and checked my emails. Theo had copied to me the email, and Jerome's was also in my box. I gasped as I read the contents. It described the 'altercation' with Captain Michaels, and that Theo was asking for a Union Rep.
The party never stops in my TCPD, I thought to myself as I forwarded the email to the Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:00am, Chief Moynahan came into Headquarters and stopped by my office on the way to his, a full coffee mug in his hand. He stopped me from standing, then said "Ah, you got some of Jerome's 'Navy' coffee, tooooo."
"Yes sir." I said. "Did you get any sleep, sir?"
"A couple of hours." the Chief said as he sat down in the near-side hot seat. "I'll probably lock my office door and get a couple more hours of sleep, but feel free to knock and wake me up if anything big breaks. Oh, by the way, did you see the video of our notifica-shunnn?"
"Yes sir." I said. "Is Harriet Hogue as dominating a woman as she appeared to be?"
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "But I did get the sense that she loves... loved... her husband, and was verrrry upset to hear of his death."
I nodded, then said "Sir, there's two things I need to tell you about." I told him about asking for the warrant, and then about the issue with Theo and Claire.
"Hoo boy." the Chief said. "Okay, let me know how both of those gooooo." He got up and said "In the meantime, I'll be in my office. And Mis-ter Crowbarrrr... I know you're trying hard not to micromanage this, and I appreciate it. We're getting to see how these Detectives handle things on their owwwwn..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ten minutes later, my phone rang. "Hi, Don, this is Hannah Doss." said Magistrate Judge Hannah Doss.
"Good morning, Your Honor." I said. "What can I do for you?"
"You can stop the formality, and call me Hannah when we're on the phone like this." she said. "I'm calling about the warrant request. It says that the partners of Maple & Hogue were shot by their partner Stanley Locklear, but didn't give any details nor probable cause."
I said "Who specifically filed the warrant request?"
Judge Doss said "It says here that ADA Savannah Fineman requested it."
"Oh." I said, my voice connoting my complete shock at that. "Well, here's what's going on." I explained the details of the previous evening's incident, then said "I think it's a tragic mistake and will end up being a self-defense shoot, but I need to make sure there was no business-related motive before we close it out.".
Judge Doss said "Wow, that is a lot different than what I was initially thinking. So basically you're trying to exonerate Mr. Locklear, and you're on a fishing expedition in order to do that?"
"Well," I said, "I wouldn't put it in quite those terms..."
Judge Doss: "I understand, but there's a problem. It's rare that you're subpoenaing records to exonerate someone, and I understand what you're trying to do. But the problem is the same as if you were trying to show he's guilty of something. Ultimately, Don, this is a fishing trip, and you're not showing probable cause for it."
I said "So eliminating possible motive isn't probable cause enough?"
"I'm afraid not." Judge Doss said. "Like I said, this is a bit backwards. You actually need to have probable cause that there is a motive for murder, and show that in order to get the warrant. So unless you do have something, I can't sign off on this."
"I understand." I said. "Okay, we'll keep plodding along. Thanks, Hannah."
After disconnecting, I got up to go to the Chief's office and let him know. I knocked on his door and heard him call out "Come in!" I opened the door and stopped short. Sitting in one of the chairs in front of his desk was Captain Claire Michaels.
"I was just about to call you in, Commanderrrr." said the Chief. "Come on in, and have a seat." I came up and sat down in the chair to Claire's right.
"Sir, Judge Doss denied the warrant." I said, then explained her rationale.
"I understannnnd." drawled the Chief. Then he got down to business. He said "Commander, I called Captain Michaels in, and she told me she wants to talk to both of ussss about somthinnng. So she wasn't going over your head. Go ahead, Captainnnn."
"Thank you, Chief." Claire said. "And what I need to talk to both of you about is this: I would like to replace Jerome Davis as MCD Lieutenant... immediately."
To be continued.
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Part 12 - Sunday Morning Data
8:30am, Sunday, June 6th. To say I was dumbfounded at Captain of Detectives Claire Michael wanting to remove and replace MCD Lieutenant Jerome Davis would be a massive understatement. I'm sure the shock showed on my face as I gaped at her, then looked at the Chief and back to her.
Chief Moynahan said "If your intent was to sur-prizzze the Iron Crowbar, Captain, you have exceeded all ex-pec-tay-shunnns."
"No doubt about that, Chief." I said, regaining control of my wits. "Why? And why now, of all times?"
Claire: "I've been meaning to bring this up, but Detective Washington was insubordinate on the way to notifying Tia Maple. I told him that, and he immediately asked for a Union Rep. And it's that culture of insubordination and outright disrespect that has been fostered by Lieutenant Davis, so I don't feel I can wait any longer to discuss this."
I said "Give me every detail of what happened between you and Theo." Claire did, though slanted towards her side.
The Chief said "That is hardly insubordinate, Capt-nnnn. You asked what amounted to a personnel question, and he didn't want to answer it within a protocol environment. And you could have handled that in in a much more reeeee-sonable fashion."
I added "And why are you taking this situation with Theo out on Jerome?"
Claire said "First of all, when I brought up these partnership changes, I was met with resistance from the very start, especially by Davis. He didn't give me the report I asked for in the time I asked for it, and when I pressed him and he did send it, it was not what I asked for."
"Furthermore, gentlemen," she said, to include both me and the Chief, "since I took the Captain of Detectives job, I've been evaluating the people within the three divisions. And I just don't think Davis was ready for the MCD Lieutenant job, and he's not ready for it now. He's not in the top four in MCD as far as being a Detective, and I simply don't feel I can trust him to get the job done in my absence and y'all's absences."
"Your response, Commanderrrr?" the Chief said, and I could sense he wanted me to totally demolish Claire's arguments. I proceeded to do so.
"Obviously I don't agree with your assessment, Captain, and that's based on my much longer assessment of him, as well as my assessments of everyone else, and all the leadership's evaluation of Davis." I said. "I think the Chief will back me up on this when I say that making Jerome the MCD Lieutenant despite his youth was a Team decision. Lieutenant Davis is a good Detective, but it was his leadership skills that attracted us to him. The other Detectives follow him because they want to, not because they have to. And he has stepped up into that leadership role every time that leadership is needed."
Me: "I also need to say this: the partnership changes have had a deleterious effect on the morality of the unit. The Detectives are unhappy with them, and there are even discussions by some of them of finding other jobs. I permitted you to do a trial run on those changes because it's your Division to run. Unfortunately, I think you are not correctly reading the room on the subsequent effects... and this conflict with Detective Washington is a manifestation of that. We're busy with this case right now, but when it's done we need to have an in-depth re-evaluation of it."
"I agreeeee." drawled the Chief. "Captain, the Commander and I are duty-bound to consider your request, and we will sincerely do so. But for now, we'll leave things the way they are, and sort it all out when we finish this case."
Claire nodded, but I wasn't finished yet. I said "I have one other thing, Captain: why did you go to Savannah Fineman to get the warrant to see Maple & Hogue's papers and financial records?"
Claire looked genuinely surprised by the question. She said "She's the ADA assigned to the case, sir."
I said "First of all, there is no case that we have referred to the D.A.'s Office. We're still investigating to determine the true facts for ourselves, so D.A. (air quotes) 'assignments' are moot. Second of all, I thought that after you observed me kick Fineman off of the crime scene and made it clear to you that Fineman was a problem, you would make the correct deduction and understand that we don't work with Fineman. If I have to make that a formal order, I'll be glad to do so---"
"You won't have tooooo." said the Chief. "I'll make that order myself... if Sheriff Griswold doesn't beat me to it."
Claire said "I understand you don't like her, Commander, but I was trying to diffuse a lot of tension with the District Attorney's Office by working with them in a normal way."
"Things aren't (air quotes) 'nor-mullll' with Fineman and Walters, Captain." the Chief said. "From now on, you defer to Commander Troy on all matters involving the D.A.'s Office. And Commander, I am asking you to micromanage that aspect of our oper-ay-shunnns..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Sunday, June 6th. I convened a meeting in Classroom 'E'. The Chief was at it, and appeared refreshed after having gotten an hour's sleep. Sheriff Griswold had arrived, as had Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle.
"You didn't call me and pick me up this morning?" the Iron Wolf asked me when she'd arrived moments before, not sounding miffed but merely surprised.
"I let you sleep in." I replied. "I'm going to be tasking you with some stuff soon, and you'll be grateful for that sleep."
Also present at the meeting were Captain Claire Michaels; Lieutenants Jerome Davis and Mary Milton; Senior Detectives Joanne Warner, Theo Washington, and Teddy Parker; Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez; Detectives Roark Coleman and George Newman; Corporal Penny Scott, and Auxiliary Detective Terry Halston of Intel.
Ranger Halston was wearing a black t-shirt with the yellow-and-black Ranger Tab on the front, and underneath it were the words: 'Often mistaken for the wrath of God'.
"Really, Halston?" Claire Michaels said disdainfully when she saw the shirt. "You can't dress better than that?" A silent pall filled the room.
I said "I gave him that shirt, Captain. Do you have a problem with the U.S. Army Rangers?"
"No sir." said Captain Michaels. "Just Halston wearing that unprofessional t-shirt in this professional environment."
"It's Sunday morning, ma'am." Lt. Mary Milton said fearlessly. "And I'm Ranger Halston's direct boss, and I have no problem with it. At all." Claire glared at Mary, who glared back.
"Neither do Iiiiii." drawled the Chief. "Let's be-ginnnn. Commander Troy, it's your meeting."
"Thank you, sir." I said. "Before we begin, I have an announcement to make. In an attempt to (air quotes) 'not micromanage' you guys, and let your various talents shine, I'm taking a step back... and I'm putting Commander Croyle in charge."
There were looks of surprise to various degrees on many people's faces, including the Chief's... but despite the fact I had not told her I was going to do this, Teresa did not eve blink an eyelash. Remind me not to play poker with the Iron Wolf, I thought to myself.
I continued: "Captain Michaels, you can still come directly to me if you need to, but keep Commander Croyle in the loop, and all of you will follow her guidance and instructions, which you may consider to be coming from me. Everyone clear on that?" Everyone (wisely) nodded.
I said "Before I hand over those reins, I'd like to ask whoever gives the report on the actors involved to start with the two victims. Commander Croyle, it's your party."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "And don't skip any details thinking everyone knows something; you'll be bringing me up to speed. Go ahead, Mary." Mary Milton called upon Corporal Penny Scott.
"Thank you, ma'am." said Penny. A photo of Tom Maple appeared on some of the matrix screens on the wall, showing a handsome man with a full head of dark hair. Penny said "I'll start with Tom Maple. He's 36 years old, and the Senior Partner of Maple & Hogue, which is a business solutions firm. They create ad campaigns, software solutions, staffing solutions, and what is termed as 'forensic audits' on companies that hire them to make them more productive and profitable. I'll talk more about the company after I talk about the victims and their wives." Teresa and I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Penny: "Tom Maple graduated from the University here with a Bachelor's degree in Business Administration fourteen years ago. He worked at BigPharmaCorp in their Administration offices for three years, then left abruptly. I say that because their paperwork with the Department of Labor said he resigned, but it wasn't a two-weeks notice, it was immediate. There is no employment record for him for the next year."
Penny: "A year after leaving BigPharmaCorp, Tom was enrolled in graduate school at the University, studying Organizational Management. While an undergrad he was not a member of any Fraternities, social or honorary, but as a grad student he was active in three business student organizations as well as the College Republicans. He also worked at the Heritage Cloisters Country Club, in the Pro Shop, to pay for his schooling. And due to having to work to earn his keep, he took four years to complete what normally would be a two-year graduate degree."
A photo of Tia Maple appeared on the matrix boards, and Penny said "Tia Maple is now 28 years old, and she married Tom right after graduating from the University with a Bachelor's degree in Business Administration, and him graduating with his Masters at the same time."
Penny: "Tia is originally from Westphalia. Her parents divorced when she was 12, and she lived with her mother until she was 14, at which time she petitioned the Court to go live with her father in Cedarville, in the southern part of the State. The petition was granted. Coincidentally, or perhaps not, her mother was arrested shortly afterwards, for running an escort service in The City."
Penny: "Tia is on the payroll of Maple & Hogue, but there's no record of what she actually does there. Tom, and Chuck Hogue also, have always had small salaries, but pay themselves good bonuses after successful projects. The Maples have one personal credit card, used mostly by Tia, unless Tom was buying dresses and high heel shoes." Everyone chuckled at that.
Penny: "They would carry as much as a few hundred dollars on the credit card until a project paid off, then the card was paid off. He had a credit card in the business's name, which he used for expenses that he could take off his taxes. Both their cars were in the company's name. They had a mortgage on their home, which was being paid off in a regular and timely manner. They had a brokerage account with BOW Investments Group that was doing well."
"Is BOW Investments related to BOW Enterprises?" Claire Michaels asked.
"Yes and no." replied Teresa. "It's part of BOW Companies Group, the parent holding company of BOW Enterprises. It was set up so that Todd's employees could have a reliable investment company that would grow their money instead of stealing it. They do allow outsiders to set up accounts, as well, but they don't advertise."
"I've got a brokerage account with them, too." I said.
"I was only asking in case there's a possibility of a conflict of interest." Claire said.
"It's not." I replied. "If it was, it'd be a conflict of interest if we shopped at the same Kroger as the Maples." 
"Carry on, Corporal Scott." Teresa said, her voice flat and reptilian.
"Yes ma'am." said Penny Scott. Photos of Chuck and Harriet Hogue popped up on the matrix of monitors. Next to his 'stark' looking wife, light-brown-haired Chuck looked very 'unexceptional'.
Penny said "Chuck Hogue is 41 years old, and his wife Harriet is 46. I'm talking about them together because they're very intertwined. Chuck graduated from State Tech with a Computer Engineering degree 19 years ago. He got a job with... wait for it... BigBenefitInsurance, as part of their I.T. team. He left there after two years, and the DOL record said he was part of a layoff."
Penny: "He then got a job with a small company contracted with the State Department of Education. He did good work for them, but eight years after he started there, the owners of the company got greedy and colluded with some bad politicians, and the SBI actually did some good work and busted them up, hard. When the company went under, Chuck negotiated with the State Government to retain a contract, then he bought the company in the bankruptcy sale on the Courthouse steps. The business struggled, but he got some referral work, and was able to keep going."
Penny: "One of his customers was 'Harriet's Staffing Solutions'. It was owned and run by Harriet Hague, now Hogue. Chuck and Harriet got married a year after they met. At the same time, Harriet's staffing company was bought out, by Tom Maple, and Harriet, not Chuck, became Tom's partner. Harriet provided staffing solutions, and people, for Tom Maple's clients, and Chuck became the I.T. and software solutions guru."
Penny: "Two years later, four years ago from now, Harriet essentially restarted the Staffing Company, still within the Maple & Hogue umbrella, but getting her own clients and providing staffing. Chuck Maple took Harriet's place as Tom Maple's partner, and Harriet is still listed on the Incorporation paperwork filed with the State as company President... which would be so that Maple & Hogue can list themselves as a minority-owned company."
Penny: "The Hogues have invested their money well, and they are not wasteful spenders. Their credit cards are with American Express, so they pay off their debt every month. They own two SUVs, one a Ford Escape Hybrid, and the other a much larger Ford Expedition. Both vehicles are paid for, and their only outstanding debt is the mortgage on their home, which they've paid every month in a timely manner. Okay, are there any questions before I segue into the Locklears?"
"How are the company's finances?" I asked. Nope, I was simply unable to keep my potty mouth shut.
Penny said "They appear to be okay, sir. But I'm going to ask Chris Purvis to go over the data with me, as well as any more data we can get, such as seeing their books if we can get a warrant for them. If there are issues, he'll spot them faster than I will."
Claire Michaels said "Where is Purvis now? Why isn't he here?"
Mary Milton replied "He's out of Town this weekend for a long-planned trip. He let me know about it weeks ago." Claire glared at Mary again, but (wisely) said nothing.
I said "That's fine, Corporal. And while I don't want to speak for her nor volunteer her, we can very nicely ask Chief Deputy Sheriff Ross to look at the data if push comes to shove and time is of the essence."
Me: "And that brings up something that I was going to talk about later, but I'll mention it now. Our request for a warrant to obtain all of Maple & Hogue's financial and other papers was denied the Judge. She correctly said that the request did not state specifically what we were looking for, and that we didn't have sufficient probable cause anyway."
"Not even to exonerate Mr. Locklear?" Claire asked.
Roark Coleman also spoke up: "The deaths of the two partners of the company are not enough 'probable cause', sir?
"It's a funny thing." I said. "The Judge said that even though the reasons might be noble, it's still a fishing expedition. And no, the shooting itself is not enough probable cause. And that's what I was going to task you to do: find and develop probable cause, if it exists. No, don't invent anything nor make false claims, like the FBI did when raiding the Florida home of a prominent politician they despise, but we need to see if there's any reason besides self-defense that Locklear shot the two men."
"If I may, sir?" Teresa asked. I nodded, and she said "We will be re-interviewing Tia Maple and Harriet Hogue, and I hope you guys came up with the same questions I have for them as we listened to Corporal Scott's excellent report. While we do that, we can ask them if they're willing to let us copy their data, especially the financial records. If either of them agree, assuming they are the beneficiaries of their husbands's wills, then we're golden. If not, we'll need to determine if there is any 'there' there, and re-submit our warrant request based upon it."
The Chief said "Corporal, I bee-lieeeeve you have more for us?"
"Yes, Chief." Penny said. We nodded, and photos of Stanley and Marla Locklear were brought to the matrix of screens as she said: "Stanley Locklear is 42 years old, and graduated from the University with a Bachelor's Degree in Advertising and Marketing nineteen years ago. He worked for The Cannon Group, for whom the Cannon Building in The City is named, and he was with them for six years. They were an 'old school' advertising firm, relying on print media and television and radio advertising, and when things started going digital and on social media, they suffered. And he suffered when he was laid off with about half that company's staff."
Penny: "He was out of work about a year before he caught on with a smaller company here in Town, called 'Ad Advisors'. They did work for small companies, and they did both traditional print and radio advertising, and more newfangled digital advertising. Stanley was there for five years, then was laid off, according to DOL records. He was one of two persons laid off----"
"How is Marla Locklear fitting into all this?" Roark Coleman asked, his voice connoting impatience.
"I'm getting there." said Penny, whose face showed she did not like having been interrupted. "Finishing up with Stanley Locklear, he struggled to catch on anywhere; by that time the digital and social media crazes were in full force. So he self-incorporated, and got enough work to keep going, until three years ago, when he came to Maple & Hogue."
Penny: "With the data I have, it's not clear to me at all how he knew either Tom Maple or Chuck Hogue, but they brought him in to bolster the advertising wing of their overall business solutions business. He was paid a salary roughly on par with Chuck Hogue's."
Penny: "Now for Marla Locklear. She is 37 years old, and graduated from the University with a Bachelors degree in Sociology fifteen years ago. There is no record of employment for her for three years. At that time, she got a job with Ad Advisors at low pay, so I'm surmising she was a receptionist or something similar."
Penny: "I'm also surmising she met Stanley Locklear there, because she married him one year later, eleven years ago. And when I said that Stanley was one of two people laid off... the other was his wife, Marla."
Roark Coleman said with a tinge of withering anger in his voice: "Why didn't you just tell us that when you told us he was laid off?"
"Stay in your lane, bro." Lt. Mary Milton 'warned' Roark. He said no more, but had a look of exasperation on his face.
Penny Scott said viciously: "I was going to say she was the other layoff, but you interrupted me. Anyway, she quickly found a job as a receptionist for Clark & Washington, the bankruptcy law firm. She left it a year later, by resignation, when Stanley had gotten his own business started and was beginning to make money. She apparently did not work again until early last Autumn, when she was hired by the County Library System. She left there two months ago, and while the paperwork said she resigned, it was a no-notice resignation.



Penny: "We got some good info on their finances from Stanley's computer as well as bank records. Their financial fortunes have ebbed and flowed with Stanley's employment and then his business success. They have a mortgage on their home and loans on their cars. They have a joint bank account, but Marla opened a separate account in only her name only last September. Then Stanley opened an account in only his name in April of this year. They pay all their bills out of the joint account, though."
Penny: "Okay, this is what I have for Maple & Hogue. Tom Maple started it up a little over six years ago, and brought in Harriet and then Chuck Hogue almost immediately. Three years ago, Stanley Locklear's name appeared on the employee records, indicating when he came into the firm. They did better each year than the year before, until this past year, when it fell off some from the year before. And like I said earlier... the finances are complicated. I've got some digging to do to figure out exactly what's going on. And beyond the widows's stating Locklear is not a partner, while he and Marla were saying he was, that's really all I have for now."
Teresa said "Good report, especially with less than 24 hours after the deaths, and virtually no human intelligence, meaning interviews with people. And that's what you'll need to do next: interview the Locklears and the widows again, and this time with a better idea what questions to ask. Anything you want to add, Commander Troy?"
I said "Do we have anything from the cellphones, from Stanley and Marla's computers, or from the evidence in their home?"
Mary Milton replied: "Yes sir. The video from the videocamera is in evidence, and shows everything that happened, including tying up Stanley, the sex with Marla, the shooting, and Stanley taking off their masks. Then the video stops; apparently Marla turned off the camera."
Mary: "Stanley's computer was seized, but it's password protected, and Stanley's lawyer told Stanley to not consent to an examination of it, at least not yet. Ditto that for his cellphone. Marla has also not consented to her cellphone being examined."
I said "Okay, then. I have just a couple of things. First, come to Commander Croyle before trying to obtain any warrants. She'll drag me or the Chief in, if necessary, but I have a nagging feeling that only the top Leadership should be talking to Judge Doss about this case. If you do find probable cause, she's still going to be grilling us about it, and I'd rather her torch my fourth point of contact than any of yours."
"And second," I continued, "I have confidence in all of you guys; that's why you're in MCD. I have confidence that you will get to the truth, whether that truth is that this is a tragic accident or a brutal crime. Trust your training, and trust your instincts, too."
"Okay," I finished, "I have the once-in-a-lifetime occasion of my son's seventh birthday party to attend. The only reason I should be called into Headquarters again today is if you find a nuclear bomb in the County---"
"Not like that's ever happened in this County before." quipped Teresa. Everyone chuckled, though nervously...
Part 13 - The Romulan Way
1:00pm, Sunday, the Sixth of June. The Usual Suspects were trickling into The Cabin for Jim's seventh birthday party. Of course his brothers and sisters were there: Carole, Ross, Ian, and Tasha, with their parents. His cousins Doug, Mike, and Jack Burke, and his older cousin Todd were in the House, and of course Teresa was, too. Jim's cousins Dan and Patricia Allgood also showed up, accompanied by their parents, Mayor Daniel and Melina Allgood. And Marie Steele was present and accounted for, along with her mother and sister, Stephanie and Selena Steele, respectively.
Sheriff Griswold had come from Police Headquarters to The Cabin with me. Teresa had followed half an hour later with her band of boys, young and old(er).
Cindy arrived right at 11:00am, accompanied by Betsy and baby Ben... and Callie. It was Callie's first real outing since she'd been wounded in the attack by a demented Environmentalist Wacko (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice', Ch. 04-05.). While Carole and Marie took possession of baby Ben, Jim met Callie at the door... with flowers.
"These are for you." Jim said to Callie. "To make you feel better as you get better."
"Awwww." Callie said with a lovely smile. "That's so sweet of you! We're supposed to be giving you gifts, not the other way around."
"That's okay." Jim said as he took Callie's hand and led her to the greatroom, and had her sit on the sofa that faced the back wall/window, and its magnificent view of the Town. "Can I get you something to drink? Or a pillow to make you more comfortable?"
"I'm fine for now." said Callie. "What I need is for my boyfriend to sit next to me so I can give you a hug." Jim did so, and was rewarded with a hug. Cindy had sat down to Callie's right, and Callie said "I need this kind of being waited on at home, by my own wife."
Cindy said "Yezzz. I see that I'm being shown up by a Troy boy."
"Nothing new, there." said Teresa cattily, causing Cindy to whirl her head and give her BFF a 'look'. Teresa's eyes glinted and what was a smile for her appeared on her face.
"No, Cindy's been great." Callie said. "It's been harder on her than it's been on me."
"How is your shoulder healing?" Selena Steele asked.
"It's more my deltoid and back." said Callie. "And it's been a slow healing process. Laura and Teresa had injuries like these to some degree, and they've been helpful with tips and ideas, but my deltoid didn't heal up as well as they'd hoped. They almost went back in and did another surgery, but in the end decided not to."
"Where's Betsy?" Cindy asked, looking around.
"Outside." Carole replied as she held baby Ben in her lap. Ben was big enough to be sitting up and looking around at everything. We all looked out the glass window, and saw Tasha and Betsy on the other side, sitting on the deck, and surrounded by cats that were rubbing them as they petted the feral felines...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had decided to have Jim open gifts first, in case the Sheriff, Teresa, and/or I were called in to Police Headquarters again. He got a good haul, and the majority of it was Army related.
He got one book about the history of the 82d Airborne Division that was mostly pictures, and one book I'd had in the military about World War I battles. Jim also got several games, from the old favorite Risk, to a wargame based on Gettysburg, and another based on the Battle of France in 1940.
And during 'Airborne Day' in the Town & County a short time before (Author's note: 'Jump!'), I was able to get a poster of the 250-ft. towers at Ft. Benning, GA in the twilight autographed by most of the jumpers, including Admiral Leonard R. Cordell, as well as the Army Chief of Staff, General Alexander McFarland.
Laura had taken a photo of Jim and General McFarland, and had it blown up to an 8x10, and framed it with the General's Challenge Coin that General McFarland had given Jim (he also gave Carole, Sheriff Griswold, me, and Julia Rodriguez coins). Jim pretended to be impressed, but it was the box of good old-fashioned plastic toy soldiers that would find themselves on the battlefield of the woods behind The Cabin that he liked the most.
Lunch was hamburgers, hot dogs, fixins, as well as salads and loaded baked potatoes for many of the adults. I got laughs out of the boys when I remarked that the food must be disappearing into their hollow legs. To this day I don't know why that tickled their funny bones like it did, but it did.
When lunch was over, the boys went to war... with the plastic soldiers. New Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad were in great danger of being invaded by Jim's Napoleonic forces, but Ross's Canadian(!) forces set up a sterling defence. And in the front room on the video screens, little Jack Burke's Romulan Star Empire was successfully invading the Federation, wiping out Ian Troy's Starfleet along the way.
As the adults fluttered like parakeets and gushed over baby Ben in the greatroom, the Sheriff, Teresa, and I slipped out onto the back deck. Cats scattered to safety, and watched us warily from around the corner of the house, and Gracie eventually walked along the rail of the deck to where it jutted out, and sat down to watch us hoo-mans.
"I have a question." Teresa asked me. "Why did you put me in charge of this case in your stead? I can understand you wanting to back off and not micromanage, but why not just let Captain Michaels run with the ball?"
I replied: "Several reasons, mon ami. First, I want you to observe how the Detectives do, how they interact with each other as well as perform their investigation. Second, I want you to evaluate Captain Michaels and her Lieutenants Three, keeping in mind that technically Mary Milton still answers to me directly."
"Third," I continued, "I have something else I want and need to work on, a cold case of sorts, and I need some time to make it happen. And fourth: for your professional development, Iron Wolf... for the day I might not be here, be it via voluntary or forced retirement, or more... permanent means. If I'm gone, you'll be the Police Commander, and while I know you say that if I go you will go, I know you would stay on long enough to be the bridge between me and the next generation to step up."
Teresa said "So Captain Michaels asking to replace Lieutenant Davis isn't the reason?"
I said "It's not the reason, but part of the reason. I want you to evaluate what's going on."
Then I pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to her. "Y'all look at this. These are my 'edumacated' but wild ass guesses of some of the situations with this case, including how some of these people may know each other and ended up with the same company, as well as the interpersonal relationships between some of them."
As Teresa and the Sheriff read my bullet points, I said: "Don't tell the Detectives any of that yet; I want to see if they can figure it out for themselves. If they don't, we can come in and tell them. But if they don't, my disappointment with their performances will not be understated."
Teresa said "I dunno, sir. I didn't see any of this, and I dunno if anyone but you would see it.... certainly not as quickly as you have."
Sheriff Griswold said "Let's give them a day or two, after their interviews with the Locklears and the widows. We'll see what they find out."
Teresa said "Don, are you sure we shouldn't tell them this before their interviews? This would give them a lot better idea what to ask."
"We can go back and ask later." I said. "I'm very interested in what the interviewees are going to say without being (air quotes) 'prodded' with these WAGs (wild ass guesses)."
Teresa nodded, then said "We're sure spending a lot of time investigating a case that likely is going to turn out to be self defense and mistaken identity."
"Vee shall see." I said in my 'German' accent. "Vee shall seeeee..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Laura, Stephanie, and Callie were at the small breakfast room table in the back of the kitchen, having a discussion of their futures.
"Yes," Stephanie said, "I met Dr. Moore at the post-Graduation Faculty reception last week. He said all the right things, especially about promoting my work for a Nobel Prize. But I didn't get much of a read on him. He was talking to everyone for a short time, and his aides were telling him who people were, so he may just have been mouthing niceties."
Laura said "He's still getting his footing, and figuring out the lay of the land. He told me he wanted to talk to me and the other Department Heads soon, but other than that, it was as innocuous as things could be."
Stephanie said "Laura, I just have to ask this. Is it true you don't have any more graduate students under you?"
Laura said "Yes, it's true. I didn't take on any more for the next School year when I told the Governor I'd accept her nomination for the University Presidency."
Callie became visibly disquieted. She asked "What about research projects?"
Laura knew Callie was asking more about Callie's own job than anything else as she said "Most of those are being finalized and wrapped up, especially the ones for the 'Company'. That grant money was ending, anyway, and no, it wasn't the current Swamp Frogs in Washington that stopped it; the projects were scheduled to end."
Laura said "But don't worry, Callie. I'll have things for you to do for at least the next School year, and no matter what happens, I'll find something for you."
Callie said "I'm not worried about the job or the money. It's just been fun helping with the sex research. It'll be sad if that ends."
Stephanie was beginning to catch on. She said "Laura... are you staying on at the University? As Head of the Department of Psychology?"
Laura hesitated a moment, her eyes telling her fellow professor to steel herself, then said "I don't know. I'm exploring my options. I could transfer to the Medical School, teach gynecology. I could give up being the Department Head, and just be a Psychology Professor. Or... I can walk away from it all, set up a private practice in gynecology, or psychology..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we came back in from the back deck, we found a gloating Jack Burke and an almost-crying, demoralized Ian Troy in the front room. The Romulan Fleet's destruction of Starfleet had been as comprehensive as Joan Laurer's run through all opposition in the recent Police Boxing Matches. The Police Boxing Matches had needed a Crowbar (Red or Green); this game needed a Klingon Fleet, and the Sheriff provided it.
"Alright, you young whippersnappers," the Sheriff said, coming around the sofa and picking up the third game console, "let's step up your games." Jack Burke coded in the three-way option, and the mighty Fleets prepared for battle!
And in one of the most stunning results that my eyes had ever seen, the Romulan Fleet tore apart the Klingon Fleet as well as Starfleet. Jack Burke's play was unbelievable, and soon a number of us adults were watching the video carnage.
"Daddy, Jack is cheating." Carole said to me.
"I am not!" Jack yelled. "Mind your own beeswax, Carole!"
I said to Carole "Exactly how is Jack cheating?"
Carole replied "I'm not sure. But he is."
I had Carole come with me to the stairs going upstairs, and I sat on them and had her sit with me. I said "Carole, this is like being a Police Officer. You just can't accuse Jack of cheating unless you have something to back it up, some evidence, some proof. So why are you saying he's cheating if you don't have proof?"
"Because he knows he's cheating." Carole said simply.
"All right, but let this be a lesson for you as a Police Officer." I said, reinforcing my earlier words. "It's not enough to know. You have to prove it, and to a Jury." And those words would have the correct effect on the Future Iron Crowbar, and guide her actions far into the future.
Her actions in the present surprised me, though. She went upstairs, not back to the main rooms...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The crowd watching was now large and loud as little Jack Burke conquered Earth and then blitzed Kronos, destroying the last of the Klingon Fleet as it desperately tried to save its homeworld. The video game said loudly "It's the Romulan Way!".
The Sheriff was looking pretty stunned that he'd been so completely defeated in video combat. He was about to get up when Carole and Jim rushed down the stairs and up to him, and began whispering in his ear. Then Jim showed him something on my iPad, which they had 'borrowed' (more like 'pilfered'). The Sheriff's mustaches quivered as he smiled.
"Encore une partie?" Jim said to Jack Burke. Now how did he know French? I wondered to myself.
"Sure, if you want to get beat down, too." Jack replied. The Sheriff relinquished the controls to Jim, who began tapping buttons on his console based upon what Carole was showing him on the iPad.
The game began, and it was a much closer fight. Jack was still damaging Ian's Starfleet, so Jim told Ian to hold the perimeter while Jim took the Klingon Fleet into battle with the Romulans. Losses were heavy on both sides this time, but Jim's engineering and military mind, inherited from both his parents's families, conceived battle plans that were beginning to win the day.
"Ah, I see what's going on." I whispered to Sheriff Griswold as we watched from behind them. "Jack found a secret code that allows Romulan ships to fire while cloaked. He was keeping cloaked ships next to visible ones so that you couldn't see there were two of them firing simultaneously. And now Jim and Carole have given the power to the Klingons."
"Not much gets past you, Crowbar." the Sheriff muttered, his mustaches twitching some more. "Nor Carole and Jim, it would appear. So... is that cheating?"
"I'd say it's good intel, and excellent gameplay on Jack's part." I said. "And it proves Jack is just like his daddy... both Romulans to their very souls." And that was not a compliment, the Sheriff knew as he nodded vigorously in agreement.
Jim had Ian bring Starfleet into the battle to roll up the flanks, and the Romulan Star Empire was soon utterly crushed. As the boys and girls in the room cheered, Jack was looking daggers... at Carole. "I told you to mind your own business." he said venomously to her.
"What are you gonna do about it?" Carole shot back, taunting Jack.
"Not a darn thing, if you know what's good for you, kiddo." said Teresa to her adopted son Jack, quickly intervening. "Take your loss like a man. Now let's all leave the game alone and go have some ice cream together..."
Part 14 - The Case In Earnest
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 7th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the background. "The TCPD investigates a case of vigilantism!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that Stanley Locklear shot and killed his two business partners, Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue, at Locklear's home Saturday evening. He is claiming that he shot them in self-defense, that they invaded his home wearing masks and sexually assaulted his wife Marla."
Bettina: "But his story differs substantially from that of his wife. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this developing story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" yelled the athletic blonde reporterette from outside the Police crime scene tape around the Locklear home. "Channel Two News has learned that Stanley Locklear's wife Marla had arranged a fantasy roleplay with the two victims, for her husband to watch her with them. Instead, he shot them dead."
Amber: "Locklear refused to answer questions at the scene as Police investigated the incident. And Channel Two News had learned that Locklear is a Life Member of the National Rifle Association, and has taken NRA personal combat classes. He owns several firearms, including the one he used to shoot Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue."
Amber: "Mr. Maple and Mr. Hogue were the primary partners of the business solutions firm Maple & Hogue. Sources tell Channel Two News that Stanley Locklear was being considered for partnership in the firm, and a motive for the crime could be that he was subsequently denied the partnership. Locklear has not yet been formally charged in the incident, but the Police investigation is ongoing. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important breaking story! And in other news, BigPharmaCorp, the second-largest employer in the County after the University itself, faces a strike by its unionized employees! Let's go to reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"



"That's right, Bettina!" said the slender black reporter, standing outside the front gate of BigPharmaCorp on the west side of the north-to-south flowing River. "As you know, several months ago three University Hospital doctors performed a liver transplant on an eight-year-old boy despite being ordered not to by BigBenefitInsurance." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', Ch. 02.)
Lemay: "BigBenefitInsurance CEO Jeff Woolsey demanded that University Hospital terminate the three doctors that performed that operation, but Hospital Administrator Seth Warner refused. Mr. Warner was backed up by the Hospital Board, especially Board Member Teresa Croyle, who is the administrator of the Croyle Trust that funds research and medical care for children with cancer and other rare diseases."
Lemay: "Mr. Woolsey ordered that BigBenefitInsurance drop coverage of any doctor at University Hospital, and to not pay the Hospital nor reimburse any patient using the Hospital's services. While many customers in the local tri-county area changed insurance companies, BigPharmaCorp stood in solidarity with BigBenefitInsurance, and refused to provide their employees with any alternatives for insurance coverage. As a result, BigPharmaCorp's employees cannot use University Hospital nor its doctors for their medical care."
Lemay: "The Union at first supported the position of BigPharmaCorp, but after an employee revolt, threats of decertification of the Union and a 'wildcat' strike, the Union began to support the employees. The Union and the company are now in negotiations, and Channel Two News has learned that both sides have asked BigBenefitInsurance to send representatives to the negotiations. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted political reporter Carl Lemay with that very important story. And in other news, White Nationalist Governor Sharon Marshall continues to absorb the political fallout of the University Board of Regents's overwhelming rejection of her poorly-thought-out nomination of Dr. Laura Fredricson to the University Presidency!"
Bettina: "In a rare show of bipartisanship, both Republicans and Democrats are calling for greater independence of the University, its Presidency, and the Board of Trustees from the Governor's Office. And State Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown is calling upon new University President Jerry Moore to fire Dr. Laura Fredricson, even though Dr. Fredricson is a full Professor and is tenured. Let's go to reporter Pat Stellum for more. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the portly, balding reporter, who was making his trenchcoat look bad as he stood on the edge of Campus with the Psychology Building in the background in the dawning light. "I have with me respected Professor of Political Science Dr. Lionel Carmela." The camera panned out to include the odious Dr. Lionel Carmela, wearing his eye patch over his left eye socket, his black hair and beard looking unwashed and oily even in the dim light.
"Dr. Carmela," asked Stellum, "Dr. Fredricson was rejected for the University Presidency by an overwhelming majority of the Trustees, and Dr. Sidney Wellman is now gone and replaced by Dr. Jerry Moore. Does the University have a chance now to restore its reputation after rejecting the Governor's White Nationalism?"
Carmela: "Pat, that will depend on Dr. Moore. If he shows an enlightened attitude towards important issues like Diversity and Climate Justice, then things might improve. But if he shows deference towards the Athletic programs, especially football, and the big money boosters instead of more important issues, he may be as harmful as Sidney Wellman was for all those years..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"For God's sake," muttered Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (me), Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross watched the broadcast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, "why are they rehashing that old news? Laura's rejection, Dr. Wellman's leaving, and Dr. Moore's appointment are old, old news."
There was no answer. All eyes fixed themselves onto me, Your Iron Crowbar, but I was halfway in a reverie. When I came out of it and saw them staring, I said "What?"
"Why rehash that stuff about your wife?" Cindy asked, and I could feeeeel her mind trying to bore into mine.
I mentally pushed back, then said "Oh... yeah, that was probably taking personal shots at me, through Laura. And helping that prick Carmela put pressure on Dr. Moore through the Media, as well."
Teresa said "One aspect of what Carmela said may be true. Todd told me that Dr. Moore has long been supportive of big-time athletics and the money that football brings into the 'big boy' programs. Dr. Moore believes that the income through those programs greatly benefits the academics at those Schools as well as the others in the State. He's going to talk to City U. about starting up a football program, which could be a full-fledged FCS school within two years."
Tanya said "Sidney always believed that, too. He was a big supporter of the athletics programs, as you all know. Carmela hates Sports, and hated Sidney for supporting the football team."
Cindy said "So, Teresa, is the Hospital winning the battle against BigBenefitInsurance?"
Teresa said "I think so. It's not affecting our research programs at all. We did have a drop in patients that had BigBenefitInsurance, but other insurance companies were taking people they otherwise wouldn't have in order to compete against BBI, and now businesses are switching their employee insurance plans to other vendors, even though BBI started offering substantially less rates to try to keep them. And now the last 'Big Boy' stronghold, BigPharmaCorp, is being overwhelmed by employee demands to drop BBI and go with someone else, even though they really don't want to."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "I have a question for all of you, especially those of you in my Command Group. Who the fuck is leaking that information to the Press? How does that... harpy Bettina have all that information?"
All eyes again went to me, and again I was in a reverie. The Chief actually leaned forward and gently shook my shoulder, and I started as I came out of my reverie.
"Penny for your thoughts." the Sheriff barked.
"Penny with the Queen's picture on it." Cindy added.
I said, my voice still a bit far away, "The leaks probably aren't. We had to put out the duty logs and basic Police reports, and the Press has those. I also think it's very possible, if not likely, that Marla Locklear and maybe Harriet Hogue answered their questions, or even went to them with their stories."
Me: "But what has me in a reverie about Bettina's propaganda piece is the way she's framing it... as a vigilante action. She said he refused to answer questions, but not why, making it sound as bad as she could make it sound. She said he had multiple firearms, as if that's a bad thing. She said he had taken NRA (air quotes) 'personal combat' courses, which is a fresh new way of describing self-defense and gun safety courses. She's trying to crucify the guy already..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Angels Meeting began after the KFXU broadcast, which only mentioned the deaths of Maple and Hogue, and that the Police were investigating it as a self-defense shooting. They also concentrated on some of the June 6th remembrance celebrations by the American Legion and VFW veterans.
"Sir," said Teresa, "don't you want Captain Michaels to attend this one, so she can brief you on this weekend's events?"
"No." I said. "She'll be briefing you after this meeting, and I may or may not sit in on it. I do intend to re-watch the interviews with Tia Maple and Harriet Hogue, which were very interesting. And Dr. Fredricson will be joining us today to review and discuss key aspects of the videotape of the crrrimme."
"Is it a crime?" Tanya asked. "After Bettina's propaganda-cast, I'm almost rooting for it not to be."
"Keep an open mind, keep an open mind." I said. "For now, let's talk Police Department. You have something for us, Tanya?"
"I sure do." Tanya said. "When July 1st hits, we'll have the money to begin the outside renovations."
"What will those entail?" Cindy asked.
Tanya said "The visitors parking lot is to the right side of Headquarters, the north side, and people walk around to the front to enter. Problem is, arrested suspects are brought into the Booking area from that same side, and suspects being taken to Court are loaded into the paddywagons from further down the same side... and the same visitors parking lot."
Tanya: "To fix that, we're going to install a paneled gate that slides sideways to admit vehicles and will be secure when it closes. And it will be one-way; the exit will be on the back side and through the Public Health Department's parking lot. But doing that will mean visitors cannot park there next to Headquarters any longer."
Tanya: "Soooo, what we're going to do is move the fence of the employee's parking lot back to let visitors be able to park in the front row without having to go through the guardhouse gate or inside the fence. And a new guardhouse and entrance will be built near the Crime Lab building on the side street."
"That does sound like a much better plan." Cindy said. "But won't the employees lot be exposed when the fence is taken down?"
"Nope." I replied. "They're going to build a new fence inside the old one. Then when it's done, they'll take down the outer fence and remove the old guardhouse. I might add that the Public Health Department's parking lot is going to be fenced in and gated, as well. Okay, what else?"
Cindy said "BigPharmaCorp called the Sheriff's Department about security reinforcements if there's a strike and things get ugly at the gate. I need to get with Teresa about that, since the TCPD has a lot more manpower than the Sheriff's Department."
"But Teresa is a little busy playing Police Commander with the Detectives right now." I replied. "Soooo, why don't you get with Captain Hewitt at First Precinct and come up with the contingencies. Let me know what y'all figure out. And remember, neither we nor the Sheriff's Department are BigPharmaCorp's free security. We'll intervene if there is physical violence, but we will not guard the gates for them."
"I have one question." said Tanya. "What's going on with Theo Washington? He filed a complaint with the Union against Captain Michaels."
I explained that situation as it had been told to me, then said "I'll have to talk to him, and to Claire Michaels. And that's one of those that I need to handle personally; that is, if the Chief doesn't take it away from me and handle it himself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am, Monday, June 7th. Teresa and I went into Classroom 'E', where Captain Claire Michaels had convened a meeting of Lieutenants Davis and Mary Milton and the MCD Detectives, who were all present. Also present were Vice Detective Joan Laurer and Intel's Corporal Penny Scott. Neither the Chief nor the Sheriff were present, but Chief Deputy Cindy Ross had 'wandered' in behind us.
"Okay, who is starting us off?" Teresa asked.
"Why don't we look at the interviews of Tia Maple and Harriet Hogue?" suggested Captain Michaels. "Let's go with Harriet first. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Joan Laurer and Joanne Warner in Harriet Hogue's office room within her home. Teresa asked "Why is Detective Laurer part of this?"
Captain Michaels said "She asked for cross-training and more work doing interviews, ma'am. So I sent her in the Chief's place to interview Mrs. Hogue."
"And a good choice that was." I said agreeably. "Mrs. Hogue is a pretty intimidating woman, and while Harriet may wrongly think she can push Joanne around, she'll find out fast that the two-time Police Boxing Matches Champion don't play." Joan made the clasped-hands 'victory' gesture, making some of the others chuckle.
"This is at 5:30pm yesterday." said Joanne Warner. We settled in to watch...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mrs. Hogue," said Warner as they went into the home, "You may remember me from last night. I'm Detective Warner, and this is Detective Joan Laurer. May we speak with you for a few minutes?"
"It's a bad time." said Harriet Hogue. "I have several guests, and it's pretty hectic right now." There were a number of people there, including Mrs. Myrtle L. James.
"We understand." said Laurer, her voice carrying just a wee bit of 'authority' as the Amazon Warrior towered over the other women. "But there really is no good time to do this."
"Come on into my office." Harriet said. She said something softly to Myrtle L. James, who nodded, then Harriet led the Policewomen into her office and sat down behind her desk.
"May we videotape the interview?" Joanne Warner asked.
"Am I allowed to say 'no'?" Harriet asked rather curtly.
"Yes ma'am." said Joan Laurer. "But then we'll have to ask you to come to the Station for the interview."
"You may tape it," Harriet said, "but I'm going to ask my attorney to come in. He's here now, it will only take a second." She began typing on her cellphone, and an instant later Mr. Garner of Lowe, Ball & Lynch, P.C. came into office. Introductions were made all the way around.
Joanne Warner started: "We just need some clarifying information about your husband and Mr. Maple's business, and Mr. Locklear's role in it, as well as your own involvement. First, how and when did your meet your husband?"
Harriet: "I hired him to do some I.T work for me about seven years ago. He did good work, and he and I really hit it off personally. We began dating and were married a year later."
Joanne Warner: "And about the same time, you entered into a partnership with Tom Maple, is that right?"
Harriet looked briefly taken aback, but quickly recovered and said "Yes, that's right. Tom Maple bought my Staffing company out, and we formed a partnership where my staffing was part of the solutions he presented to his clients. It was a good partnership from the start."
Joan Laurer quickly and rather abruptly asked "How was your marriage with your husband? Close? Very close? More professional that personal?"
Harriet said "We were very close. I might as well just say it: there are a lot of people that knew us that thought I was domineering and Chuck was... er, passive, I guess the word would be. But there was just something about him that attracted me from the first moment I met him, and I was very much in love with him until..." She paused to catch her emotions, then said "... until his death did us part."
Joan Laurer said "We're sorry for your loss, and I'm sorry we have to ask questions like these so soon after his death. But I do have to ask this: did your husband ever cheat on you, or have sexual relationships with others?"
Harriet looked a bit stunned and angry at that. She said "No! We were devoted to each other. And I'll be frank, and blunt: we had a very good sex life. I certainly never felt the need to cheat, and I don't think Stanley ever did... though yes, I've heard of the situation that led to his death."
Harriet: "And I'll just say this: Chuck was not the most outgoing of men. He's not the kind that would date other women when he was being satisfied at home. In fact, I asked him out on our first date."
Joanne Warner took back over, with a bit of authority in her voice... directed towards Joan Laurer. Joanne said: "How did you meet Tom Maple?"
Harriet: "My husband knew him, and Tom had Chuck introduce him to me when Tom wanted me for staffing aspects of his business solutions. He also wanted to bring in Chuck for the I.T. side of it, and again, things worked out well."
Joanne Warner said "And Stanley Locklear? How did you meet him?"
Harriet: "He was brought into the firm as the ad campaign designer. I met him then."
"Who brought him in? Tom Maple? Or your husband?" Joan Laurer asked.
Harriet said "I'm not sure. All I know is that I turned around and there Stanley was in the firm. I was not consulted about his hiring, nor informed about it until it was a fait accompli."
Joanne said "Is there any reason you know of why Stanley would want to shoot your husband and Mr. Maple?"
"What do you mean?" Harriet said. "He did shoot them. Or are you saying he knew about the roleplay they were doing, and shot them anyway?"
Joan Laurer asked "Did you know about that roleplay? About what they were doing the other night?"
Harriet: "No, I did not know what they were doing. All I knew was that Chuck was meeting Tom for a working dinner."
Joanne said, again strongly, "What I was getting at, ma'am, is if there were something going on in your business that might give Stanley Locklear a motive to shoot his business associates like he did."
Harriet: "Oh. Not that I know of... well, let me take that back. I don't know if Stanley knew he was not going to make partner in the firm. Tom and Chuck brought Stanley in with the idea Stanley would handle the ad campaigns and ultimately be made a partner in the firm. But it wasn't working out, and they were not only not going to make him partner, they were considering letting him go altogether. But that was decided very recently, and I don't know if they'd told Stanley yet."
Joanne said "How are the company's finances? Any problems there?"
Harriet said "Not that I'm aware of."
Mr. Garner spoke up for the first time: "How are the company's finances relevant to the shooting?"
Joanne said "Again, we're looking to see if there's a motive for the shootings beyond what we're seeing on the surface. And to that point, Mrs. Hogue: would you agree to allow us to look at your company's finances? And paperwork involving Stanley Locklear?"
Harriet said "No I will not. I don't see any relevance, and you'll have to show some in order for me to---"
Mr. Garner cut in: "Of course, we'll be glad to cooperate with a warrant, issued by the Court and based upon probable cause. That would mean you've shown the Judge relevant 'probable cause'. Without that, though, I am strongly advising my client to not allow the Police access to the business's records."
Joanne said "We're just trying to get to the truth, and exonerate Mr. Locklear if his claim of self-defense is legitimate."
Garner said: "And you'll have to do it following the law and the Constitution, and not through fishing through records you have no business seeing. Hasn't Commander Troy taught you anything about the law?"
Joanne's lovely face turned red and almost ugly with anger, but before she could say anything, Joan Laurer stepped in and said "Of course you're within your rights to refuse, but for us to ask as part of our investigation is legitimate."
Harriet Hogue stood up: "I have to be getting back to my guests, and to preparations for my husband's funeral. If you have further questions, make an appointment to see me after the funeral. I'm sure you can find your way out."
"Thank you for your time." Joan Laurer said, standing up. Joanne was still angry, and got up much more slowly. The Policewomen gathered the videocamera and left...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The next video came on, showing Tia Maple's interview. Julia Rodriguez said "This was conducted about 4:40pm yesterday, a little earlier than the other one."
Tape rolled, showing Julia and Roark Coleman having just been admitted to Tia's home. There were several guests there. "This really is a bad time." Tia said.
Julia replied "We understand, but there's no good time to do this, and time is of the essence."
"Let's go into the kitchen." Tia said. "And I'm bringing my attorney with me." She went and got Mr. Fowler of Succup & Payne, P.C., who just happened to be one of the visitors.



Tia was wearing a white blouse, lime green skirt, white stockings and beige high-heel pumps. Roark was checking out the woman's shapely ass and lovely legs as she led them into the kitchen. They all sat down around the breakfast room table. Tia offered them water or coffee, which they politely refused.
Julia said "I'm sorry for your loss, and I'm sorry that the questions I'm about to ask are personal and probing at such a bad time. May we record the interview?"
"Since you already are, go ahead." Tia said, aware that the videocamera was operating. Dumb redhead, she was not.
"Thank you." said Julia. "First of all, how did you meet your husband Tom?"
Tia replied "We met in college. I was an undergraduate and he was in graduate school. We married right after graduation."
Julia said "I'm sorry, but I have to ask this: during your marriage, did Tom have any sexual affairs?"
Tia said "Tom was a very outgoing man with a magnetic personality... and a powerful libido. While we were in School, (air quotes) 'dating' may be too generous a term, but he partied with the Pi Omegas... the Sorority your Iron Crowbar shut down." (Author's note: 'Unresolved'.)
Tia: "After we were married, Tom spent most of his nights here at home with me. But he had a few late dinners, or so-called lunches with clients, female clients, and I'm not the dumbest rock in the box. But Tom was attentive to me, we had a close friendship as well as a good sexual connection, and I had a good life with him. So I didn't worry about it very much."
"Speaking of that, did he rush the Taus, or show interest in joining them?" Roark Coleman asked, seemingly as an afterthought.
"No, he hated them." Tia said. "He was in the business clubs at School to get contacts for the future, and many of those paid off as they became clients of his in later years. He (air quotes) 'dated' Pi Omegas because they they were easy lays, and gave him plenty of sex."
Julia asked: "What about Chuck and Harriet Hogue? What were they like?"
Tia gave a brief, wan smile, then said: "Harriet is the most forceful, outgoing personality I know. She's Myrtle L. James on steroids. She and I became friends after she and Chuck became partners in Tom's company, and Harriet was always on the go, leading charity drives. And she would have me helping, going around picking up things for her. But we had a lot of good conversations when were were at dinner together with our husbands."
Tia: "Chuck was a lot more quiet and reserved. Not shy or introspective, but willing to take the back seat to Harriet's energetic, driven personality. Tom said he was a really good computer programmer and systems analyst, and did a lot of good work behind the scenes for the company. I can tell you this: Chuck never flirted with me nor made a pass at me, unlike many other men. I think he and Harriet were genuinely in love."
"And the Locklears?" Roark Coleman asked.
Tia said "Stanley Locklear was a nice guy, and I mean it just like that: a (air quotes) 'nice guy'. He was old fashioned, traditional, and that may have been a problem for him: he never quite adapted to the new digital advertising world. I always got along with him when we talked at dinners and company functions, and he was good at carrying a conversation. But like Chuck Hogue, Stanley never made a pass at me."
Roark didn't let up: "And Marla Locklear?"
Tia's face fell a bit at the name, more in anger than sadness. "Marla. Now she... well, I need to be careful what I say and how I say it. Marla had what we call 'bedroom eyes', and she used them on men a lot. She played that Game very well; subtle but unmistakeable when she flirted with a man. And she flirted with married men, including both Tom and Chuck, sometimes right in front of her husband Stanley."
Tia: "In fact, when I heard that Tom had died while he and Chuck were banging Marla in a roleplay scenario, I wouldn't have questioned that it was consensual all the way around... until Stanley shot them thinking they were home invaders. I thought they, Stanley and Marla, had some kind of open relationship, or at least an understanding."
Julia: "Again, I hate to ask but I have to: were Tom and Marla having a sexual relationship, and by that I mean an affair before last night?"
Tia said "With 20-20 hindsight, it's very possible. I never thought anything of Marla's flirtations at the time, as Tom seemed to keep her at arms length. But now, after all that's happened? It's possible. But I can't prove it, at all. I never saw or heard anything that would lead me to believe it... until last night."
Julia: "To your knowledge, did the Locklears have a good marriage? Were they affectionate in public, or did they argue in public?"
Tia said "I don't want to tell tales out of school, but they may have had problems. I remember hearing that they were seeing a marriage counselor, but that was a while back, and I don't know if it was really true."
Roark said "What were the company's finances like? Good? Troubled?"
Tia said "As far as I know, they were fine. If they weren't, Tom never said a word about it. When Tom told me just the other day that they were considering letting Stanley go, he hastened to tell me that it wasn't because of money issues, just that Stanley wasn't working out as well as they'd hoped."
"So they were going to let him go?" Roark asked quickly.
"Tom said they were thinking about it." Tia said, seemingly correcting herself. "But I did get the impression they were leaning that way."
Julia said "Are you the beneficiary of Tom's will?"
"Yes." said Tia. "Uh, Mr. Fowler, will you explain all that?"
"Certainly, if I have your permission." said Mr. Fowler. Tia nodded, and Mr. Fowler said:  "Mrs. Maple is her husband's beneficiary; however, there are clauses in it as well as the partnership that states Chuck had the right to buy out Tom's share of the business. There was a similar clause for Tom to have first rights to Chuck's shares if Chuck died. But how both their deaths affects things has yet to be worked out, and won't be until the wills are probated."
Julia said "Thank you. And my point to that question, Mrs. Maple, is that as your husband's heiress, you can allow us to examine the company's books and other papers, to determine if there is a reason for Stanley shooting Tom and Chuck, beyond the roleplay mistake theme we're looking at. Will you give us that permission?"
Tia looked over at her lawyer, then back at Julia and said "You'll have to ask Harriet Hogue. I can't give you that permission on my own."
Roark added "We can get a warrant, but you can help us by giving your consent."
Julia said "And you can give that consent unilaterally."
Tia got her hackles up and said "Okay, then... I won't. I've talked to Harriet, and she's strongly against that unless you have a warrant from a Court, with more probable cause than Harriet is seeing now. So again, you'll have to ask her; I won't give that permission unilaterally."
Mr. Fowler said "At this point, I'm strongly advising my client to require you to get a warrant before you make any searches of the company, its records, and any of its employees."
"I can assure you we will follow the law." said Julia. "I'll just ask this final question, Mrs. Maple: do you have any reason to believe this is anything but a tragic accident?"
Mr. Fowler intervened. He said to Tia: "I'm going to advise against you answering with any speculation. If you know something as a fact, you should let them know. But don't speculate."
Tia said "No, I don't know of anything..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"O-kayyyy." Teresa said as the tape ended. "Observations? Deductions? Opinions?" All eyes went to me. I looked right at each one of them until they realized I wasn't going to speak.
After a long, awkward moment of silence, Lt. Jerome Davis finally spoke up and said "They sure don't want us looking into the company's finances."
"That was obvious." Cpt. Claire Michaels said witheringly.
"Actually, ma'am," said Jerome, unperturbed, "there's more to it than just the denial of our requests to look at the data. Tia Maple said she and Harriet Hogue had talked already, which means they had their ducks in a row on the access denial. They both had lawyers there at their homes, which I take to mean that they not only wanted that legal representation there for the questioning, they wanted to make sure we didn't mess with them when they denied us permission. They both went to effort and expense on it. They certainly had the right to refuse, or make us get a warrant, but they made sure to 'build the wall' on it, to coin a phrase."
"Those are excellent observations, Lieutenant." I said loudly. "And I'm sure Detective Warner agrees with me that we are not to read anything into that, other that they know and are demanding their Constitutional rights be honored, isn't that right?"
Joanne had her hackles up. "With all due respect, Commander, I do not agree. I think it's suspicious. No, I'm, not assuming guilt, but it's a red flag for me, and I do wonder what they're trying to hide." After a pause, she said "Sir."
"It's about time you stood up to me on that, Detective Warner." I said, which I think shocked everyone. "And look, guys, this is not like Stanley Locklear taking the precaution of asking for an attorney before answering questions, since he'd just shot two men dead. Lieutenant Davis is right: they made an effort and coordinated together to be ready to resist showing any data. But what they may be trying to hide may not be related to the Locklear shooting. Okay, what else, everyone? And address Commander Croyle. I'm shutting my potty mouth again."
"Bets on how long that lasts?" Cindy Ross fired back. The room erupted into laughter, especially after I gave the Green Crowbar a 'look' that could kill.
"Laugh it up, laugh it up." I said as a red crowbar was waved in Cindy's general direction. Then I grinned and said "Okay, she got me good on that one. Let's keep going."
Claire Michaels said "This is obvious, too, but both the widows do not like Marla Locklear at all. I just wonder if it is because of the incident the other night, or if there's been a long-building hatred of her."
Teddy Parker said "Maybe that's why they were getting rid of Stanley... because of their dislike of Marla as opposed to Stanley not being useful to the company any more."
Joan Laurer said "Ma'am... I came in late to this party, and I apologize for not being more up to speed on the case. My observations are about Mrs. Hogue. I believe she is extremely dominant over her husband, that she has him totally cowed, under her thumb. And her strong personality dominates Tia Maple, too... Tia all but told us that in her own interview. At the same time, I think both these wives genuinely loved their husbands, and I suspect she was totally shocked that he participated in that sexcapade with Marla and Tom."
Claire said "Okay, what Teddy and Joan said is part of a theory I want to put in front of all of you, and see if it fits. We knew from the notifications Saturday night that neither of those women like Marla Locklear at all. Let's say Teddy is right, that she may have been the reason Maple and Hogue were dropping her husband Locklear. So she gets back at them by arranging for their husbands to do this sexual roleplay with her. But they find out, tell Mr. Locklear, he reloads the gun, then blows them both away when he gets the chance."
Teresa said "But like Joan said, if Harriet Hogue both loves her husband and dominates him totally, why would she let it go through with it? Why not just stop her husband from participating? And ditto that for Tia, despite turning a blind eye to her husband's infidelity with other women?"
I said "Y'all are theorizing within the data, but you're all over the place, which means we need more data in order to form better, more cogent theories. But I have to say I'm a little bit disappointed, here. There was one huge piece of data that none of you appear to have glommed onto yet."
"The marriage counseling, sir?" Roark Coleman guessed after a long pause of silence.
"Ah, bingo!" I said. "Here, hold this." I passed the red crowbar down to him. The other Detectives did not look happy about that. I continued anyway: "Yes, Tia Maple said the Locklears may have been seeing a marriage counselor. If true, Commander Croyle wants to know all about it. It's something you can ask the Locklears about when you re-interview them today."
"I'll see if there's anyone that pops up in their personal 'accounts payable'." Mary Milton said as she began typing furiously on her laptop.
Teresa had taken the paper I'd given her at The Cabin, and looked at me as if to ask if she should read it to the Detectives. I shook my head; not yet, I signaled. So she said "I want you guys to answer something for me: exactly how did all these people meet? And I know what the widows said, that we heard on the tapes. But I want you guys to look further into that. There may be much more to it."
I typed something into my Police iPhone, then said "Okay, Chief Deputy Ross wins the bet. I do have something to show you guys, or at least my special guest does." The door opened, and in walked my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson. She was wearing a white dress with black side panels, and bright white high heel pumps. She looked good enough to eat... and I planned to do just that when we were at home alone that night.
Following her in was Chief Moynahan, who unnecessarily said "While all of yooooo were talking about the case, Dr. Fredricson and I were talking about Police Psychology." The Detectives seemed to take that at face value; only Teresa and I knew that the Chief and Laura had been watching this meeting from the Chief's Conference Room, and making observations and evaluations.
As the Chief sat down at his usual place at the end, Cindy got up from the seat to my left and let Laura sit there, next to me. I said "We are about to review the evidence from the videocamera in the bedroom of the Locklear's home, showing the sex acts that took place, and also the shootings that occurred at the end. Dr. Fredricson has noted several points of interest... Police interest... on the tape."
I added: "I will also say that college students are paying thousands of dollars in tuition for the the instruction you are about to receive from her for free." Everyone broke out laughing at that.
"Roll tape." I said when the laughter died down. Corporal Penny Scott started it up. 
Laura narrated as we watched: "First, they forced Marla to lay on the bed while they tied Stanley up. Marla made no effort to flee the room, even though the men were concentrating totally on Stanley. Now you see them tying Stanley up. His arms are flexing; you can see the muscular definition in his biceps and forearms---"
"Sorry to interrupt, ma'am," said Joanne Warner, "but would you say he could have fought back harder at this point? Even though he's masked, we can see that Chuck Hogue is not all that large. And can we deduce or interpret anything if Locklear didn't fight back harder?"
Laura replied "You're all Police Officers, trained and trained well to act aggressively and fight back. But it's always dicey when your family members are the ones threatened. If Stanley legitimately thought Marla's life was in danger, then the level of resistance he gave would've been what I would expect to see."
The tape moved on and Laura said "The more muscular... and more well-endowed... man begins seemingly forcing Marla to perform oral sex on him. And here I notice that she is not crying nor yelling, nor very emotional. She also appears to be a very willing participant, not resisting at all. That confirms to me that she knew this was roleplay."
Joanne Warner said "Shouldn't Stanley have seen that, and realized something was going on?"
Roark Coleman said "Not if he thought she was complying in order to protect him, her husband, from harm. There are many cases where rapists forced women to (air quotes) 'fully participate' by threatening the woman's child."
Laura said "That's true, and you may be right about Stanley's state of mind, there. We can't assume that he should have realized it was roleplay. Not many people have you guys's level of observational skills."
"Especially not your husband's." Cindy said, referring to me.
As the tape went on, Laura said "Here Tom Maple is performing oral sex on Marla while she fellates Chuck Hogue. I'm noticing several thing here. First, Hogue is very comfortable with this situation, even though I understand his wife is the dominant one in their marriage. I would expect he would not be able to hold back and would ejaculate quickly, but he doesn't."
Laura: "And here's a little secret that is not talked about much. Many women may not like performing oral sex on a man, but they will do it, even with strangers. There are a ton of examples of this in the Tenderloin District every weekend, where they're paid fifty bucks a pop, pun fully intended." There were some chuckles at that.
Laura: "But while women enjoy cunnilingus, it's much more of a trust issue with them. They'll let a man they've been dating or that they're married to go down on them... and ditto that for lesbian relationships... but they're often very uncomfortable in a situation like the one you see here should be. But Marla is very comfortable with this masked stranger going down on her, she is moaning, not fighting it but appearing to enjoy it... and I think that's because she knows who it is." Everyone nodded at that.
"So this confirms her story is true?" Joanne asked.
I replied "It's circumstantial, but it does appear to show that it was consensual, and therefore the roleplay story is very likely true."
The tape moved along, showing the masked Tom Maple mounting Marla and sliding his large cock into her wet pussy. Laura said: "This is the scene, for lack of a better term, that interested me the most. As I watch Marla and Tom Maple having intercourse, I am noticing that he isn't just thrusting away like a rapist would, but is grinding his hips in little circles. That shows good technique on his part, but it also shows he is thinking of his partner's sexual pleasure."
"Ooooh, Seth is going to get a free lesson tonight." Joanne Warner said. Everyone erupted in laughter, mostly because that had come from the normally sweet, uber-Christian Joanne.
Laura smiled and said "But what is really interesting is that Marla is grinding her hips in rhythm with Tom's. And that, everyone, is borne of sexual experience and carnal knowledge of her partner. In other words, this shows me that Marla and Tom have had sexual intercourse before, and probably a number of times."
"So she lied when we questioned her before." Roark Coleman said. Joanne barely hid a scowl at that.
"So it would seeeeeem." drawled the Chief.
Teresa said "It definitely tears open new lines of inquiry about all of this."
I said "Let's watch the rest." We did so, observing Tom ejaculating his load into Marla, then them switching places.
Laura said "Chuck is now penetrating Marla, and he's acting like I would expect a rapist or a man unfamiliar with a woman to act: he's just thrusting in and out for his own enjoyment. Marla is lying there receiving him, but she is concentrating on fellating Tom's penis, which once again shows me a familiarity with him that is more likely to be from having an ongoing sexual affair with him than anything else."
"Here comes the shooting." Teresa said, redirecting our full attention to the tape. We could see Stanley working his hand out of the rope, then surreptitiously untying his other hand as he carefully watched the two masked men. Then he jumped up and ran to the side table. Tom Maple was just noticing him and moving to stop him as Stanley quickly opened the drawer, pulled out the revolver, and fired it into Tom's face then his body. Similar lethal force was applied to Chuck Hogue.



"Any psychology from that, Dr. Fredricsonnn?" the Chief asked.
Laura said "Yes, two points. I understand that the far side of the bed is Stanley's side. That's unusual; usually the woman prefers to be on the far side, as she's more protected by her husband. Would you agree?"
"That's true in my household." I said. Teresa, Joanne, Theo, Teddy Parker, and Mary all agreed. No one disagreed.
Laura said "But here, it's backwards. Marla is on the near side. That's nothing in and of itself, but I noticed it. And second, Stanley Locklear showed no hesitation in going for that gun, grabbing it, and using it. I have not fully studied people under duress, or people about to kill someone else, but I know that a lot of people whose homes are broken into and face off against the home invader either freeze up or shoot wildly. Stanley did neither; he went for the gun and accurately fired it, albeit from close range."
"Is that good or bad for him?" asked Teddy Parker.
"It could be either." Laura replied. "He had that NRA self-defense course, which would've helped him handle this situation. On the flip side, if he knew he was about to murder his partners, he did so without a second thought."
We finished watching the tape as it showed Marla telling Stanley that he'd just shot his business partners, and Stanley removing their masks.
"He sure looks shocked, there." said Roark Coleman.
"So does she." Joanne said.
"But she never..." I started, then said "I have a question for everyone before Dr. Fredricson and I leave you to the investigation: does anyone know what day the Sanitation Department picks up the trash on Cone Street?"
"On Tuesday." said Teddy Parker.
"Are you sure?" I asked, knowing he was right, but testing him.
Parker: "I'll have to check again, sir, but as of last January, when we were working the Matheson murder-suicide, I checked the trash pickup times, and the Cone Street area was picked up on Tuesdays." (Author's note: 'Price No Object' for the Matheson case.)
"Good job." I said. "Mister Roark, hand Parker the red crowbar." As Roark did so, I said "Yes, it's good to know basic things like that. And that means I need to know if the Crime Lab secured all of the trash at the Locklear home into evidence... every bit of it, including the big trash cans that are put out to be collected. If not, that needs to be secured immediately."
Lt. Mary Milton said "Penny, send them a text, and tell them to make that happen today. And put my name on it as an order." Corporal Scott began typing on her laptop.
"Okay, anything else?" I asked. It was perfect timing:
"K'plaa!" Lt. Mary Milton said excitedly. We all looked at her as she looked up and said "Dr. Fredricson, does the name 'Dr. Peter Frost' ring a Pavlovian bell, pun intended?"
Laura smiled at the joke, then said "As a matter of fact, it does. He's a psychologist in private practice here in Town, doing mostly marriage counseling. He audited a couple of my courses a few years ago. He got into trouble with the State Medical Board, but I don't remember the details of it."
Mary said "Yes ma'am, I see that State record. He was removed from the list of psychologists the Courts would hire to evaluate families and children involved in adoptions, juvie detentions, and divorces after complaints of egregiously bad evaluations. But they didn't strip his license to privately practice psychology."
"He was the marriage counselor for the Locklears?" Cpt. Claire Michaels asked.
"Yes ma'am, that appears to be the case." Mary said. "Bank records show payments to Dr. Frost beginning last September through March of this year. Then they stopped from their joint account, but regular payments of the same amount were coming out of Marla's separate account from March until... the last payment was a little over a week ago."
Roark Coleman said "So she continued seeing the psychiatrist---"
"He is NOT a psychiatrist!"
That explosion came from my wife Laura, whose lovely face was reddening with anger. "He's a psychologist!" she said bitterly.
"What's the difference?" Roark asked, digging the hole deeper.
I patted Laura on the arm before she utterly destroyed my poor Detective, and I said "The main difference is that a psychiatrist is medical doctor and a psychologist is not. A psychiatrist can prescribe medications and perform surgery. Psychiatrists focus on the diagnosis, treatment, and prevention of various mental and emotional disorders. They are qualified to assess both the mental and physical aspects of a patient's problem."
Me: "Psychologists mainly focus mostly on the study of cognitive, emotional, and social behaviors by observing, analyzing and interpreting the ways in which individuals relate to one another and their environments---"
Chief Moynahan said "That last part sounds like the job description of a Police Commanderrrr." The room erupted, and order was not restored for a long moment...
Part 15 - The Nitty-Gritty
Laura stayed at Headquarters to perform annual evaluations of Officers assigned to Headquarters, and she inventoried the Infirmary room to make sure it was properly equipped (it was).
Meanwhile, I was holding a meeting with my three Angels. "Okayyyy... what's the situation with Theo and Claire?" I asked.
Tanya Muscone said "I checked on Theo's grievance. He says her accusation against him for insubordination was improper. But he also is grieving Claire changing up the partnerships over the MCD Lieutenant's objections."
"That won't fly." Teresa said. "Claire is the Captain of Detectives. She can set the partnerships however she wants... unless Don or the Chief overrides her."
"That's technically true." I said. "But the issue of her doing it over Jerome Davis's objections as MCD Lieutenant is a valid one. And I am on the verge of coming in and reversing that; it's killing morale in there."
"Yes it is." Cindy said. "Theo didn't say two words in that meeting this morning, and I could sense his anger and frustration. Jerome spoke up early, and Claire made a point to attempt to shoot him down. He stood his ground, but if you had not been there, Don, and if you had not made a point to praise his observations, it might've gotten worse. As it was, Jerome said no more in that meeting."
Cindy: "And while I'm on this roll, I'm sure you all noticed like I did that Roark and Joanne were verbally sparring. Roark would counter everything Joanne said, and she was getting frustrated... and so was Claire."
I said "Yeah, I'm not liking some things I'm seeing with all that. But let's get through the interviews with the Locklears first. Teresa, go get with Claire and make sure the Detectives are prepared for their interviews, and then I'll take the three of you to lunch..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Monday, June 7th. Stanley Locklear came into Police Headquarters wearing a suit and tie. He and his attorney Michael Thomas McGill were ushered into Interrogation-Bravo. Patrolman Phil Goodwright, who was assigned to Intel, was the Uniformed Presence.
The doors to MCD were closed and the windows in the doors blocked. The Detectives were watching on the 2x2 matrix of screen on the inside end wall. The Chief, me, Teresa, and Captain Michaels were watching in the Main Conference Room.
Senior Detective Joanne Warner and Detective George Newman went into I-B and sat down opposite Locklear and his legal eagle. After introductions, Joanne read Locklear his rights from the card, and Locklear said he understood the rights.
George Newman said "Mr. Locklear, what circumstances brought you to Maple & Hogue? By that I mean how did you meet Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue? Who introduced you to them?"
Locklear looked a bit surprised at the question, probably expecting one about his marriage and home life. He said "I was called by Tom Maple one day. He said they were looking for an ad campaign specialist, and he asked me a lot of questions about my career to that point. Then I had lunch with him and Chuck, and that led to the job offer."
Newman: "So you were brought into Maple & Hogue with the promise you would be made partner?"
Locklear avoided the trap by saying "They never guaranteed that, but the general understanding was that if things went well, I'd become a partner in the firm. And they pretty much treated me like a partner as it was, what with the bonuses I got, and invitations to social events with them."
Newman: "And was it going well?"
Locklear: "As far as I know, things were fine."
Joanne Warner: "Are you sure? It had been three years since you were brought in, but they made no move to make you a full partner. What was holding you back?"
In the Main Conference Room, I winced and said "That question was poorly worded. She may get his hackles up and make this unnecessarily hostile."
In I-B, Michael McGill said "That's an assumption on your part that my client was being held back."
"But is it correct?" Joanne asked McGill, then flicked her eyes over to Locklear and affixed them on him.
"Not to my knowledge." said Locklear, keeping his voice calm and level. "There was no set timetable, but as far as I know, everything was on track for me to become partner."
George Newman essentially cut in: "Mr. Locklear, to the best of your knowledge, was the company doing well? Were you maintaining your customer base, getting new ones?"
Locklear said "I think I told you the other day that I'm not privy to the books, and I'm not. Things seemed steady, as far as I could tell."
Joanne: "Did they bring in any other ad campaign specialists? To do more modern digital ad campaigns?"
"No." Locklear said. Joanne looked at him as if expecting him to say more, but he remained silent.
Joanne said "So if they were considering not only denying you the partnership but also terminating your employment, you had no idea of it?"
In the Main Conference Room I winced again, and groaned loud enough for everyone to hear. Claire Michaels said "Well, how is she supposed to ask that, sir?"
I said "She should say we have statements from others to that effect, and leave no doubt of its truth. The lawyer McGill is going to shred her now. He may have Mr. Locklear clam up and stop answering questions."
And in I-B, Michael McGill quickly said: "Are you saying that? Is that true, or are you just making it up?"
"What if I'm not making it up, Mr. Locklear?" Joanne tried. Good grief...
McGill said to his client "Don't answer that. She's being deceptive the way she's asking that." He turned to Joanne and said "Once again, is what you said a true fact? Or are you just making something up to try to entrap my client?"
Newman kept it moving: "Let's keep it moving. Mr. Locklear, how well did you and your wife get along with the Hogues and the Maples?"
His lawyer did not stop him, so Stanley said "Chuck, Tom, and I had a very good professional relationship. Not like we were drinking buddies or anything, but we got along well. We never had problems or arguments over the work; things always flowed smoothly and our ideas were in sync."
Locklear: "As to their wives, I got along with them fine whenever I saw them. Harriet Hogue has a very... strong personality. She led her husband by the proverbial ring in his nose. She was more involved in the company than I thought she should've been, and she was very bossy and sticking her nose into things. To be honest, I was always concerned I'd say or do something to set her off, and she'd go storming off to Chuck or Tom to complain about me. So I avoided her."
Locklear: "Tia Maple was a very nice lady. She and Tom were well-matched as a couple, especially when it came to meeting and securing clients. She was always nice to me, but there was always this little layer of 'I'm up here and you're down there' about her."
Joanne Warner: "And your wife Marla? How did she get along with them?"
Locklear said "Marla got along with Tom and Chuck very well. She had good conversations with them whenever we were thrown in with them at dinners or company events. Her relationship with the wives was... cordial, I'll say. Harriet Hogue couldn't push Marla around like she tried to push everyone else, and Harriet didn't like that."
Locklear: "Tia Maple treated Marla like she treated me... she was nice to us. I always thought that Marla and I could be social friends with the Maples, go to dinners with them and all, but that never materialized. Tia and Harriet Hogue apparently were good friends, though."
George Newman said "Let's talk about your home life. You and Marla were married for how many years?"
"Eleven years." Locklear said.
"How'd you meet?" George asked.
"She worked for a company I did some business for." Locklear replied. "We went out for lunch a few times, then began dating and ultimately married."
Joanne asked "Was... is... the marriage a good one? Or did you have problems along the way?"
Michael leaned over and whispered something to Stanley for several long seconds. At the end of it, Stanley nodded, then said "The early years of our marriage were very good. I was busy with my business, getting it going and keeping it going, and Marla was supportive of that. She got jobs whenever things were at low points, to help with the money."
Locklear: "Things got routine, though, and stale. Last year, Marla began talking about dissatisfaction with the marriage. It really came out of the blue. She said our sex life was unsatisfying, and our daily lives were boring. I asked what I could do to make things better, and she got mad that I wasn't figuring it out for myself. So I asked if she wanted a divorce, and she suggested we try marriage counseling first. So we did."
"Was the counseling successful?" Joanne asked.
Locklear paused for a second, then said "Our marriage improved, but I can't sit here and say the counseling was the reason why." His lawyer leaned over and whispered something, and Locklear nodded, and said no more.
Joanne said "Have you at any time in your marriage had sex with anyone other than Marla?"
"No." said Stanley.
Joanne: "And had Marla cheated on you?"
"Not that I know of." Stanley said. "I thought since she wanted counseling, maybe she really did want to save the marriage, and that she may not have stepped out on me. But I don't know, not for sure."
"Let's get back on track." George Newman said, more to Joanne than anyone else. "Mr. Locklear, who was your marriage counselor?"
"Dr. Peter Frost." said Stanley. "He's a psychologist that specialized in marriage counseling. To be honest, I thought the guy was a quack, a nutjob. But for Marla's sake, I went through with it."
"How long did you go through the counseling?" Joanne asked.
"Off and on, from last September until this past April." said Stanley. "After that... well, I'll just say it: I told Marla I wanted to stop the sessions with Frost. She didn't say anything, but I could tell she wasn't happy about that. So I opened up a bank account in just my name, just in case she filed for divorce. That didn't happen... though I'm not sure it won't in the future after what happened the other night. As far as I'm concerned, she cheated on me."
Joanne said "So you didn't know that Marla was still having sessions with Dr. Frost until last week?"
"What?!" gasped Locklear. His lawyer looked stunned, as well. "No, I did not know that! And... and how did she pay for them? I handle the checking account, and I know the money didn't come from there."
Joanne said "So you didn't know she had a bank account in her name only, from last September onwards?"
"No, I didn't know that, either." said Stanley. "But that would make sense, if she was considering divorcing me..."
In the Conference Room, it is possible that I beat on the table with my fist multiple times until it started hurting. "God damn!" I muttered.
"What, sir?" Claire Michaels said angrily. "What in the hell was wrong with that?"
"Watch yourself, Captain." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said severely. "That's the Police Commander you're speaking disrespectfully to."
"It's okay." I said. "At least in here when it's just us. But she's right, Captain if you'd said that in front of the Detectives, I'd have to jack you up. As to Joanne, that was a huge mistake she just made. She did not have to let Stanley know that Marla was still seeing Dr. Frost, nor about her account in her own name, at least not yet. It was an unforced error on her part. And a bad one."
I got up. "I'm going down there. There's a line of questioning we need to ask Mr. Locklear, and I'm just going to go get it done."
I left the Conference Room and walked rapidly down the hall to I-B. I knocked on the door and then opened it and went in.
"Hello, Mr. McGill, mind if I barge in?" I asked Michael McGill, who I knew personally.
"Please do, Commander." said Michael Thomas McGill, his eyes boring into Joanne, with whom he was not happy.
"Mr. Locklear," I said as I pulled a chair up next to Joanne, "I am Commander Don Troy. We spoke at your home the other night. I have a couple of questions for you. First, did you ever speak of any sexual fantasies to your wife?"
"No sir." Stanley said. "I never did."
"Did she ever ask you to talk about any sexual fantasies?" I asked. Stanley Locklear started, as if I'd jogged a memory.
Locklear: "In the last couple of months, things seemed to be going okay for Marla and me. We were in bed, and she asked if I had ever had any fantasies about her or anything, about her dressing up, or playing a prostitute for me to hire. I said no."
Joanne cut in and asked: "Did you have those fantasies? Did you write about them on your computer?" I held my tongue for the moment; I would 'address' Joanne's error later, or have Lieutenant Davis do it.
Stanley: " I had wife-watching fantasies, and read that stuff on my computer, but I did not want to see Marla with other men at all; that turned me off as much or more than it turned me on. And no, I did not write about it."
I asked: "Did Dr. Peter Frost ever ask you about your fantasies?"
Locklear said "Not with Marla in the room. But he did meet with us separately a few times, half an hour each, paying as if it was one joint session. And he asked me about having fantasies and roleplay I could talk about with Marla, to spice up our sex lives. I said not really, and nothing I cared to discuss. He said I should consider ideas about swinging, swapping partners, stuff like that. I said I had no desire to see Marla with anyone else, and that ended it... and I ended that session and left."
"When was that?" I asked.
"In April." said Stanley. "I think we had one more joint session, and Frost talked about us expanding our horizons by discussing and acting out fantasies... and he suggested some pretty weird stuff, like what he called 'soft swinging', where couples have sex only with each other, but in a group setting. And that day, when we were going home after that session, is when I told Marla I didn't want to have any more sessions with Dr. Frost."
I said "Did Marla ever say that Dr. Frost talked to her about those types of things?"
"If they did," Stanley replied, "she never said anything to me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After we left the Interrogation Room, I told George Newman to go on ahead as I held Joanne back by putting my crowbar in her way. After he left the anteroom, I said to Joanne: "Do not ever interrupt my line of questioning of someone unless and until I call upon you to do so."
Joanne said "I'm sorry, sir. That was my bad."
I said "It was also your bad to tell Mr. Locklear that his wife was still seeing the marriage counselor before we needed to. That was an unforced error on your part."



Joanne winced as she realized her mistake. I said "I know why you did it: you think Mr. Locklear is guilty, and you were trying to rattle him, to get something out of him."
"Yes sir, that's what I was thinking." Joanne admitted.
"Teachable moment, Detective." I said. "Teachable moment. Let the facts dictate your theories, not the other way around. We'll talk more later. In the meantime, go write up your notes on that interview..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I got to my office, Lt. Mary Milton came up to me and followed me inside. "This report is trash, sir... literally. The Crime Lab techs did collect the trash from all the trash cans in the home as well as the big cans in the backyard." She handed me the report, and I saw what I wanted and needed to see...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Monday, June 7th. Marla Locklear arrived at Police Headquarters, accompanied by her attorney, Nadine Hall of The Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn, P.C. She was ushered into I-Alpha. Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell was the Uniformed Presence.
Into the room walked Senior Detective Teddy Parker and... Senior Detective Joanne Warner. It was supposed to be Roark and Theo, but Claire Michaels had Joanne and Teddy go in, maybe to give Joanne a chance to redeem herself after what the Police Commander considered was a 'disaster' interviewing Mr. Locklear.
Claire had also gone to the Monitor Room to watch the interview, and she'd had Joanne put on an earbud. Teresa had gone into the Monitor Room with her, at my bidding. The Chief and I watched from the Chief's Conference Room. The Detectives, Intel personnel, and their Lieutenants had moved to Classroom 'E' for more room and better comfort as they watched on the 5x4 matrix of monitors.
Teddy Parker said "Mrs. Locklear, I'm Detective Teddy Parker, and I believe you've met Detective Warner. I'm going to read you your rights from the card---"
"Is my client a suspect?" Nadine Hall immediately asked.
Teddy Parker did not answer, but began reading the rights from the card. Nadine Hall interrupted him again. "Is my client a suspect? If so, of what?" she pretty much yelled.
"Do not interrupt me again." Teddy Parker said, putting as much venom into his voice as I'd ever heard from him. "I will answer your question after I've read your client her rights." He did so from the card, and Marla just nodded when asked if she understood the rights.
Joanne said "Mrs. Locklear, you are not a suspect, but you were read your rights... in spite of your lawyer attempting to prevent us from doing our legal duty... because there are some questions we have for you, and some serious discrepancies between what you've told us and what others have told us."
She's redeeming herself, I thought to myself. That shot at Nadine was not only well deserved, but badly needed to show that legal beagle who is boss in Town & County Police Headquarters.
Nadine said "I'm not trying to stop you from doing your jobs, but I'm not going to have you intimidating my client---"
"One more time." Teddy Parker said, interrupting her as she'd interrupted him. "You were interrupting me as I was reading your client her rights. We are going to follow the law and procedure, and if you keep up with those antics, we'll bring you up for disbarment."
In the awkward and oppressive silence in the room, Teddy finally said: "Mrs. Locklear, your husband was doing ad work on his own for several years before joining Maple & Hogue. How was he hired by them? And by that, I mean who introduced your husband to Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue?"
Marla said "I'm not sure. All I know is that they contacted him, and after a series of interviews they brought him into the firm with the promise of making him a partner."
"A promise of a partnership?" Teddy asked.
Marla said "That was my understanding of it. But it never happened, and I began wondering why not. But Stanley was working and making money, so I didn't say anything."
Joanne said "Mrs. Locklear, how well did you get along with the Maples and the Hogues?"
Marla said "I got along well with Tom and Chuck... well, whenever Harriet Hogue let me even speak to Chuck. She was very controlling of him, and he told me once he felt suffocated by her. That's one reason I asked him to participate in our... roleplay the other night, to show him there was life and adventure away from her."
Teddy: "So you and she did not get along?"
Nadine: "What does this have to do with her husband shooting dead two men?"
Teddy: "One more time: there are discrepancies in the stories, and we're trying to resolve those discrepancies. Mrs. Locklear, again, what was your relationship status with Harriet Hogue and Tia Maple?"
Marla: "As I said, Harriet Hogue was very domineering, and I didn't play her game, so we didn't have much to do with each other. As to Tia Maple, she's a very nice person, and I thought we were friends. But she was just being the same way with me that she was with her husband's clients, and over time I found out that underneath the smile and friendly chat, she wasn't that good a person."
Joanne said "Let's talk about you and your husband." She asked Marla the basics: how she had met Stanley, how long she and Stanley had been married, how was their marriage. Marla's answers dovetailed with Stanley's to a point:
Marla: "Last year, last Autumn, I think it was, I finally told Stanley that I'd had enough, that I was not happy with our marriage. I had hoped that when he took the job with Maple & Hogue and had steady income, he'd put more effort into our relationship than he had while struggling on his own. But he didn't."
Marla: "When I said something, he asked if I wanted a divorce. That is not what I had intended; I wanted to jolt him into putting more effort into the marriage. But the first thing out of his mouth was to ask if I wanted a divorce. I thought it was over, but I suggested we go to marriage counseling, and he agreed."
Marla: "And things got better. Our counselor, Dr. Frost, suggested we share fantasies to spice up our sex life, and we did, and it helped. I knew Stanley consumed content about wife sharing fantasies, and when I asked about it, he admitted he thought about it a lot. And that's why I thought this roleplay would spice up our sex life."
This time, Joanne did not ask about the discrepancy between Marla and Stanley's stories. Instead, Teddy Parker asked: "About the marriage counseling... did you and Stanley stop going to Dr. Frost?"
"Stanley stopped." Marla said "Things were better between us, and he thought we didn't need to spend the money on the counseling any longer. But I continued the sessions with Dr. Frost. He gave me some really good ideas about spicing up our---"
Nadine Hall leaned over and whispered something to Marla, who nodded. Nadine then said "As you know, such conversations are protected by doctor-client privilege, so I'm advising my client to not discuss those conversations further."
This time it was correct for Joanne to say something about that, and she did: "Dr. Frost may be bound by that, but your client is not. She can speak of that if she wants to. And it would be very helpful if she does."
Nadine said "Then maybe we need to end this 'conversation' completely."
"Shit!" I muttered as I got up. I speed-dialed Claire's Police iPhone, but after four rings it went to voicemail. I then speed-dialed the Duty Desk and the phone was promptly answered.
"Don't let Mrs. Locklear and her attorney leave I-A until I get there." I told them. Disconnecting, I said "Excuse me, Chief." and hurriedly left the Conference Room. Instead of running down the side hall to I-A, I ran along the back hallway to the Monitor Room, and threw the door open with 'excessive force'.
"Captain," I said, "do you have your cellphone on you?"
"Yes, she does." Teresa said, knowing why I was there. "And it rang."
"So why didn't you answer it, Captain?" I thundered.
"I didn't realize it was you, sir." Claire said.
"Get on that goddamned microphone and tell Warner to stay in I-A and keep Mrs. Locklear and her attorney there until I get there. Commander Croyle, 'discuss' with Captain Michaels why she should answer my phone calls." With that, I left the Monitor Room and sprinted, yes sprinted, along the back hallway and side hallway to the opposite corner of the building.
In the anteroom, I saw that everyone was still in I-A. I took a second to catch my breath, then opened the door and walked in. I noticed that both Nadine Hall and Marla Locklear's eyes lit up a bit at my entrance.
"Mrs. Locklear," I said as I brought a chair up to the table next to Joanne, "I'm Commander Don Troy, and we met at your home the other night."
"It's good to see you again, Commander." Marla said, her voice friendly and almost flirtatious. Oh yes, she had charm, and she was trying to turn it onto me.
"I wish I could say the same." I replied as I sat down. "I have a couple of clarifying questions---"
"We're about to leave, Commander." Nadine Hall said, then let her eyes rest on Joanne as she (Nadine) said "My client's rights are not being honored." Joanne glared back at her.
I said "Oh, I'm not going to abuse anyone's rights. Just a couple of questions before you go, Mrs. Locklear."
Nadine wanted to stop Marla, but Marla said "It's okay." She turned to me and said as flirtatiously as she could: "What do you want to know, Commander?"
I said "The side of the bed where your husband retrieved his revolver, is that the side of the bed he normally slept on?"
Everyone looked confused by that question. Marla said "Yes. I always preferred being closer to the bathroom, as I got up more often."
I said "You said you'd continued to see the marriage counselor, Dr. Frost. We know you continued to pay him for those sessions. From where did that money come?"
Marla said "When Stanley and I began having problems, I set up my own bank account in case he wanted a divorce and moved out."
"And where did the money in that account come from?" I persisted.
Marla said "I had put some money from my job at the library into that account."
I nodded, then said "You also said that you'd taken the bullets out of your husband's revolver in the bedside table."
"Yes, but Stanley must've reloaded it." said Marla.
"And he never mentioned that?" I asked.
"No, he never said anything." Marla replied. And then I hit her with it:
"Tell me... what did you do with the bullets you removed from the revolver?"
You could have heard a pin drop.
Marla gaped, and her eyes widened in shock. She finally stammered "I think... I... I don't really remember."
"Really?" I asked skeptically, my eyes boring into hers, and not flirtatiously. "Unloading your husband's self-defense gun is not a normal routine act, especially for the reasons you did. You're telling me you don't remember what you did with the bullets you removed from the gun?"
Marla acted as if she was trying to make her brain work. "I... I knew I had to put the bullets where Stanley wouldn't see them. I think I threw them in the trash can in the kitchen."
"Really." I said flatly, leaning back in my chair. "Mrs. Locklear, the Town & County Police have an excellent CSI Team. They collected the trash from every receptacle in the home, and the big cans from the backyard. There were no bullets in the trash. So do you want to stick to that story? Or admit that you did not unload your husband's firearm?"
"Don't say any more." Nadine Hall interjected. To me she said "This interview is over. I need to talk to my client, and I'm advising her to not answer any more questions today."
"As you wish." I said. "Ms. Hall, your client is definitely a 'person of interest' in this shooting incident. I am releasing her into your custody for now, but she is not to leave the County, and she is not to have contact with her husband. Failure to adhere to that will result in her immediate arrest and incarceration in County Jail. Is that clear?"
"Yes." said Nadine. To Marla she said "Let's go." The two women got up and left.
Part 16 - Wrench In The Gears
3:30pm, Monday, June 7th. The Chief and I joined a meeting of the MCD Detectives, all of them. We sat in chairs against the wall instead of joining them at the table, and let Teresa and Captain Michaels lead the discussion. Needless to say, it was a 'spirited' exchange of ideas.
"So Marla set it up for her husband to kill his work colleagues." Roark Coleman said, a tinge of 'triumph' in his voice. Joanne was quick to reply.
"Just because she may not have unloaded the gun," she said bitterly, "doesn't mean she set it up for murder. And what would her motive be?"
Lt. Jerome Davis said "Her husband was going to be fired by Hogue and Maple. That's one motive."
"If she knew." Cpt. Claire Michaels replied. "But there's no evidence of that. She didn't get along with Harriet Hogue nor Tia Maple, so I doubt they told her."
Roark Coleman said "I have an idea that is outside the box, but I think it fits the data. From what I'm hearing of Tom and Tia Hogue, they're apart in ages but well-matched professionally. Maybe Tom married Tia to be a trophy wife, to help him in his business, but a guy like Tom would... want more. So I am wondering if, say, Tom Maple and Marla Locklear started having an affair."
Teddy Parker said: "That would explain Marla's increasing dissatisfaction with her husband, especially in bed. And both Marla and Stanley said Tia Maple seemed friendly to Marla, then something changed there."
Joanne said "But if that was the case, why would Marla arrange something that could get Tom killed... as that is what happened? That keeps me on track of my theory, that Stanley became aware of the affair as well as the roleplay setup, reloaded the gun without telling Marla that he knew she'd unloaded it, and shot Tom as well as Chuck."
Roark said "But Stanley said he did not reload the gun, and he didn't know who they were. Why do you assume he's lying?"
Joanne fired back: "Why do you assume he's not lying?"
"All right, guys." admonished Commander Croyle. "Stop sniping at each other, and support your own ideas."
Roark said "There's one other thing: Dr. Fredricson said there was a sexual familiarity between Marla and Tom. And I know I'm in her doghouse, but I think what she said corroborates the idea that Tom and Marla had started an affair."
I just had to cut in: "Started?" I asked. As everyone turned to me, I said "I like what you're thinking, Mister Roark, but expand on it."
"Wait!" Jerome Davis exclaimed. He turned to Mary Milton and said "Didn't you say Marla was 37 and Tom was 36? What if they knew each other already? Like in college? And they were having sexual relations far longer than just the last few months?"
Teresa looked back at me with a small grin and held up that piece of paper I'd given her. The first thing I'd written on it was 'Marla Locklear and Tom Maple are close in age. They could've known each other in college. Ditto that for Chuck Hogue and Stanley Locklear.'
I stood up and said "That is Iron Crowbar thinking there, Lieutenant Davis. And I believe you are correct. Here, hold this." I handed Jerome the red crowbar, then sat back down.
"Wow, that opens up new lines." said Theo Washington. "But we don't have anything actionable on either Stanley or Marla, do we?"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal the Duty Desk Sergeant. "Chief," he said, "D.A. Walters is here, with ADA Fineman. She says she wants to meet with you, or with Captain Michaels... but not with Commander Troy."
"How dare she not invite me to the party." I said witheringly.
Chief Moynahan said "Bring them to the Main Conference Room, and I'll join them in a minute." As the Duty Desk Sergeant closed the door, the Chief said "I'll handle them, Mister Crowbarrrr. You guys keep at it. Stay seated, please." He got up and exited the room.
Teresa said "You might as well join us at the table, sir." I nodded and did so, sitting in the Chief's normal chair at the end of the table.
Theo Washington raised his hand, then spoke up: "Sir, many of your cases involved what you call 'Big Boys' and 'Swamp Frogs'. Tom Maple started his career at BigPharmaCorp, and Chuck Hogue at BigBenefitInsurance. What if Tom wanted to be one of those 'Big Boys', and was told he wasn't good enough for them. So he goes back to school, works harder to make contacts, and prepare himself for a better career with them."
Theo: "And maybe he was dating Marla out of school, but they told him he needed to 'upgrade' from her to be one of them. So he finds Tia and marries her, and she's a much better match professionally."
I said "That's good thinking... but not quite crowbar-worthy. Consider this---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
That was my Police iPhone, and it was Chief Moynahan. You better bee-lieeeve I answered it. "Yes, Chief?"
"Come to the Main Conference Roommmm, please." the Chief said.
After disconnecting, I said "Commander Croyle, you're with me. The rest of you, you're doing very well. Keep it up, and we'll talk more when I get back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I went to the Main Conference Room. Jerome still had my red crowbar, and I felt a little 'unarmed' without it. And rightly so... when we got to the Main Conference Room, we found the Chief sitting there with D.A. Miriam Walters and ADA Savannah Fineman.
"You rang, Chief?" I said as Teresa and I went around and sat down on the other side of the table.
"Yezzz." said Chief Moynahan. "D.A. Walters has a question for yoooo."
I turned my head and affixed my gray eyes onto Miriam's beady black peepers, and said "I have a question, too... why did you bring this piece of dog shit into my Headquarters? She's not welcome here, and you know it." Savannah glared at me. I just looked at Miriam, as if Savannah did not exist.
Miriam glared at me, too, then said "Because I've assigned the Locklear case to her. And that's my question: when are you going to refer that case to us for prosecution?"
I was surprised by that. I said "When we have a case to refer. I'm not sure there is a case at all. Right now it looks like a tragic accident."
"We don't agree." said Miriam. "We're going to go to the Grand Jury, to indict Stanley Locklear, for murder in the first degree..."
To be continued.
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Part 16 - Wrench In The Gears (continued)
I could not believe what I was hearing.
"I cannot believe what I am hearing." I said. "Like I just said, we don't even know if this isn't a self-defense shooting."
"We don't think it is." Savannah said. "I'm taking it to the Grand Jury. And I expect your Police Department's full cooperation. If you won't work with us, then I'll bypass you and go directly to Captain Michaels."
"Curb your dog, Walters." Teresa said venomously. "Neither she nor you dictate terms to us."
Miriam fired back "But your vaunted Police Commander thinks he can dictate terms to me on who I assign to cases."
I stood up. "I'm not rehashing this. It's your political funeral, Miriam. And I won't be helping you in your attempt to lynch an innocent man; in fact, if you do indict him, I'll be fighting you all the way. Excuse me, Chief." With that, I went to the door and exited the room. The Chief did not attempt to stop me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went back into Classroom 'E' and stood at the end of the table as Teresa came in a few seconds later. "Everyone, listen up. Walters and Fineman want to take this to the Grand Jury, and indict Stanley Locklear for murder."
As gasps went through the room, I said "Commander Croyle, you are my witness to this. I am ordering all of you, and all of MCD, Intel, Vice, and the Uniformed Officers, to not cooperate with D.A. Walters nor ADA Fineman on this case. No one, and I mean no one in the TCPD not named 'Chief Moynahan', is to even speak to ADA Fineman, on this case nor on any case in the future. Ever."
Me: "If ADA Fineman attempts to contact you or speak to you, you are to tell her that Commander Donald Troy has personally ordered you to not speak to her, and you're to report the contact directly to myself or Commander Croyle. Directly to us. You can cc: the email to your direct chain-of-command boss, but that email should be addressed primarily to me. Captain Michaels, I am expecting you to not only comply yourself, but to enforce my orders with everyone under your command. Are my orders clear?"
"Yes sir." Claire said.
"Good." I said, then sat down. "Okay, any new ideas in the few minutes we were gone to deal with the trash?" I saw eyebrows lift at that; the Detectives were realizing that their Police Commander was more than a little furious with the District Attorney's Office.
Theo said "Sir, we were discussing Tom Maple being a Big-Boy-wannabee, and you didn't like the idea?"
Teresa glanced over at me and held up the piece of paper. I stated out loud what I'd put on that piece of paper, saying: "Your ideas were very good, and I agree with some of it. But I suspect that it's the other way around: BigPharmaCorp brought in Tom Maple with the idea he'd become a Big Boy, but he ended up rejecting them."
Me: "He left after two years, and never went back. But he did see some things in his associations with them, or maybe they taught him those things and he left anyway."
Me: "He went back to School, he made new contacts, he really prepared for his new career and new business. While in grad school, he did not associate with the Taus, who were the sons of the Big Boys; he despised them. But he did associate with their sorority equivalents, the Pi Omegas. That might've been to get the easy sex he was getting from them, but there were contacts to be made there."
Me: "While I think he and Tia might have a real and loving marriage, he certainly did well for his business by marrying her, so that was a good idea of yours, Mr. Roark. And yes, Tom may have known Marla in undergraduate school, and they were having sex for years. But Marla was not a good wife for Tom's future and he knew it, probably from the time he was an undergrad, so he never married her."
Me: "For her part, Tia knew where her bread was buttered, so she may have known her husband was banging Marla as well as other women, and just said nothing. And I have no evidence for this, but Tom might have been tapping Harriet Hogue as well as Marla. For him to tell her to give up the partnership in favor of her husband, and take the much lesser role of the company president, and for her to do it? Yeah, someone had someone wrapped around his finger... well, maybe it wasn't his finger."
Everyone laughed at that, then I continued: "And the inferences from that start piling up: it occurs to me that Marla asked Tom to consider bringing Stanley into the company, and he did. And I would not be a bit surprised to learn that Harriet, and possibly Tia, too, demanded of Tom and Chuck to chuck Stanley, not only as a potential partner, but from employment in the firm, out of hatred for Marla."
As everyone nodded as they considered all that, I went on: "But... we have absolutely no proof that anything that leads to an intent to murder Tom and Chuck... yes?"
Joanne Warner had held up her hand. When I called upon her, she said "Sir, we still have discrepancies in Stanley and Marla's stories, and that means someone is lying to the Police at the very least. I'd like to have at least some of us Detectives continue to pursue this case."
Teresa replied "How do you propose to do that? Especially if we can't get a warrant to obtain company data?"
Joanne said "We can still go into Maple & Hogue, and interview all of their employees. And if Tia Maple or, more likely, Harriet Hogue tries to stop that, then we make an arrest for obstruction of justice, or at least interference with a Police investigation. And then we have probable cause to get warrants for their finances."
Roark Coleman raised his hand (what is this, fourth grade? I thought to myself). I nodded to him and he said "Sir, I'd also like to pursue this angle of the marriage counselor, why Mrs. Locklear continued to see him even though Mr. Locklear broke it off, and maybe further investigate the money she was paying him with. I speak as a Town & County Public Service employee when I say the amounts Dr. Frost was charging was a LOT for a County Librarian to be able to pay out of that County salary."
Everyone laughed at that, and I said "I am the choir and you are preaching to it when it comes to our pay. And you guys are earning yours with the good ideas I'm hearing. Okay, y'all can keep looking into it. Lieutenant Davis, you are in charge of the continuing investigation. Lieutenant Milton, work harmoniously with Lieutenant Davis and his people. Captain Michaels, wash your hands of this. I have something else I want you to be working on."
"Sir," said Teresa, "is there anything in particular to which you'd like to draw the Detectives's attention? Like who you think might be the guilty party here?" Creating trouble with that question, she was. Succeeding, she did.
"All right." I conceded. "There are five possibilities here. What are they?"
"He's guilty, she's not." Joanne said quickly, a little too quickly.
"She's guilty, he's not." Roark replied in retaliatory response.
"Neither are guilty. It was a tragic accident." said Jerome Davis.
Theo said "All that's left is 'both are guilty', so I'll take that for the fun of it."
"So what's the fifth?" Claire asked.
Teddy Parker quipped: "What Marla should have taken when Commander Troy asked where she put the bullets. That was the first time I've ever seen someone's eyes literally bug out of their head." Everyone erupted in laughter over that, including me.
"Seriously, split Theo's answer in two." I said, getting everyone back on track. "The fourth overall possibility is that both are guilty and they are in it together. And the fifth possibility is that both are guilty, but each of them did not realize the other was guilty... that they acted separately." Everyone nodded as they considered those new ideas.
I got up. "Captain Michaels, Commander Croyle, you're with me. The rest of you, go to work. And don't twist facts to suit theories..."
Part 17 - Come To Jesus
Ten minutes later, the Police Chief called me, Teresa, and Claire Michaels into the Chief's Conference Room. Waiting for us were the Chief, the Sheriff, Deputy Chief Muscone, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Ross. We sat in our 'normal' places: the Chief at the end, me to his left, the Sheriff to my left, Tanya to the Chief's right and Teresa across from the Sheriff, and Cindy wedged between my other two Angels. Claire was 'invited' to sit at the far end, in front of the monitor on the wall behind her.
"Okayyyy, Cap-tnnnn." drawled the Chief. "We are meeting with you about three thinnnngs. First, Detective Washington's grievance against yoooo for the per-ceeeeved accusation of insubordi-nay-shunnnn. Second, the situay-shunnn regarding the Detective partnerships. And thirrrrd, Loo-tenant Davisss. Commander Muscone?"
"Yes sir." Tanya said. "Captain, I've been in discussions with the Union as well as the Captain's Union. They agreed with me that this is a very small issue. They also agreed with what Theo said in making the grievance: that he was doing it to protect himself from you, because you made what he considers a false accusation against him and you outrank him."
Tanya slid a document down the table, and Teresa helped it along to Claire. Tanya said "That is a statement by you that you're not going to take further action against Detective Washington over the perceived insubordination. It does not say you were wrong in any way, just that you're not going to press it going forward. Once you sign it, this matter is closed all the way around."
Claire made sure to read the document thoroughly, and before she made a move to sign it she asked "What if another insubordination with Detective Washington comes up? And another? I can't use this incident to show a pattern?"
Teresa said "Captain, you really need to choose your spots and your battles much more carefully. If you're going to nitpick every little time someone doesn't answer a question in the manner you like, then this will become a major issue with the Union... and you will totally lose the support of the Police Officers under your command."
Claire said "As I said before, the reason I did that was because I perceived it to be part of a continuing problem with the MCD Lieutenant's lack of decorum and leadership."
"And we will discuss that in a minute." I said. "For now, you need to decide whether or not you're going to help resolve this first issue by signing that document. As Commander Muscone said, it's not an admission in any way that you were wrong; in fact, I would not allow you to sign it if it was. It's your call either way, but make a decision."
Claire signed the document, and it made its way back to Tanya. "Thank yoooo, Captain." Chief Moynahan said. "Commander Troy?"
"Thank you, Chief." I said. To Claire I said "I allowed you to make most of the partner changes you wanted, the exception being J.J. Perry and Grubby Paul. However, it has not worked out at all---"
"With respect, sir, I disagree." said Claire. "I think there are some positive results from it, so far. And we haven't given it very much time. I believe over the next few months it will really work out well."
"You're not getting those few months." I said. "I had to tell the Chief and the Sheriff that I made a mistake, that I was wrong. And where I was wrong was in not anticipating the incredibly bad morale the changes produced. The morale of the Detectives is as shredded as the old blanket my dogs sleep on."
Teresa said "If I may, sir?" I nodded, and Teresa turned to Claire and said "Captain, Police Officers all over the Nation are retiring, retiring early, or resigning, because of a climate in some cities that is incredibly hostile to Police. But not here. The only Officers we've lost in the last few months are retirements after years of public service, or dirtbags that are not worthy of wearing the TCPD uniform."
Teresa: "And a lot of the reason for that is because of that man right there." She pointed at me, then continued: "They know, as I know, that Commander Troy has their backs, he is right there with them, and he is not playing the politicians's games with our Officers's lives. We get more applications out of the Academy than the next ten Police Departments put together. People want to work here."
Teresa: "So when I find out that Detectives in this Police Force are putting out résumés, looking for work elsewhere, that they are not only willing but seeking to leave a Police Force where they could be learning from the Iron Crowbar, this Sheriff, and this Police Chief... then I know something is badly wrong. And the damaged morale based upon and caused by the partnership changes are what's wrong."
Claire looked defeated as she nodded. "I thought it would do a lot of good, and bring our junior Detectives up to speed faster."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "Rest assured, the Iron Crowbar will get them up to speed faster than they'll get each other there. And the Chief and I had to admit that we've made a mistake, also... we've tried to get the Iron Crowbar to sit back and delegate, and not micromanage. But when it comes to teaching, as well as making sure it's done right the first time? He's the very best at that. The very best."
I said "And that's because I learned from the best... you, Sheriff."
"Good asskissing skills, Crowbar." the Sheriff growled. "Now fix this mess."
"Yes sir." I said. "Captain, it's not that your idea was bad, just that the unintended consequences were more harmful than any good that was done. So I'm going to reverse myself and reverse you, and go back to the old partnerships."
I continued: "We can do this one of three ways: first, you can go in and tell them; second, I'll go in and tell them; and third, we'll quietly tell the Lieutenants, and they can tell their Detectives. That's the most 'face saving' way."
I was testing Claire. The 'right call' would be for her to '(wo)man up' and tell the Lieutenants that the partner swaps were being reversed. Instead, she said "I'll take Door Number 3, sir."
"Gooood!" said Chief Moynahan, mostly just to move things along. "O-kayyy, now for the big one. Lieutenant Davis. Why in the worrrrld would you want to replace him as MCD Lieutenant, when he is doing an out-stand-innng jobbbb?"
"With respect, Chief," Claire said with alacrity, "I do not agree with you that he is doing a good job. And as one example, if I may." We all nodded, and she said "This thing with the partnerships, sir. I understand what you've said about them and the morale issues. But that's my point: a good Lieutenant and a good leader would have gone in there, made the changes as I instructed, and would've quelled any issues about it. But Davis did not do that, and now I'm being told a good idea is being squashed because he allowed poor morale to fester."
Claire: "And this is not nitpicking when I say that Davis's insubordination in not meeting the timeline I set for turning in his paper, as well as totally ignoring what I wanted and giving me a load of crap... that's not minor, sir. I just don't think there is any order nor cohesive structure in MCD unless I, Commander Croyle, or Commander Troy go in there and lead them directly."
Claire: "And I believe I said this earlier, but I need to say it again, sir: no, I wasn't here when Davis was installed into the Lieutenant's position in MCD. But if I had been, and if I'd seen what I've seen in the months since I did get here, Davis would be just about the last person I'd have put in the MCD leader's slot. And my observations now are that he was too young and inexperienced, and he's not handling the job."
I glanced at Tanya, who said "Like you said, Captain, you weren't here when he was promoted and put in the slot. The rest of us in this room were, and it was our consensus decision after much observation, deduction, and debate that Jerome was the best one for the job."
Teresa said "And I think we all agree that Jerome has risen to the challenge, grown into the role, and is doing a very good job. Perfect? No, but none of us are. But you'll really have to show me where he's failed."
All eyes went to me. I merely said "Captain, if we did replace Davis, with whom would you replace him as MCD leader?"
Claire: "Up to today, I would unequivocally have said Detective Warner. She's experienced, she's skilled, and she has good leadership qualities. I did see your dissatisfaction with her interrogation techniques, sir, and I am disappointed by that, also. But in the overall, I think she'd do better than Davis is doing."
I said "Yes, my disappointment with her interrogation skills and techniques cannot be overstated. But none of us are up to the Sheriff's standards on that, and fortunately he's agreed to give us some good training on that."
"Har." barked Griswold. "Your modesty about your own skills is a human trait, Crowbar. I will excuse it. You're the best damn interrogator I've ever seen, and a lot of that is because you're the best damn Detective I've ever seen, and you know what to ask. And yes, I'm ready to give that training whenever you want me to."
"Thank you, Sheriff." I said. "But back to Davis. I'm trying to understand, Captain. Make me understand."
"At this point, sir," Claire said, "I'm not sure there is anything I can say that will change your mind." That was a cop-out answer, pun not intended. But I decided to let it go for now.
"Then Lieutenant Davis will remain where he is." I said, then abruptly changed tack: "You never were Captain of Detectives, were you, Teresa?" I asked.
"Nor were you, Don." Tanya said with a twinkle in her eye. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Touché." I replied. "But here's my point. There is one other issue, and that's the District Attorney's Office. In general, no one that I outrank is to have any contact with ADA Fineman on any case, at all. No help with trial prep, no nuthin'. And specific to this Maple and Hogue case, I want to shield you, Captain Michaels, from any potential issues."
I continued: "So what I'm going to do is have you, Captain Michaels, essentially do Commander Croyle's job, and lead the Uniformed Officers and their leadership for a while. Commander Croyle, I want you to play 'Acting Commander', and essentially do my job, which does mean you're going to oversee the Detectives on this current case."
I went on: "That way, you'll both get good cross-training, and prepare for your possible futures. And it'll give the Detectives time to calm down after the last few weeks of tension. In the meantime, Chief, Sheriff, I'm going to work on that side issue I talked to you both about earlier. I really need to devote some time to it, to at least get my ducks in a row and decide how to proceed."
"Sounds like a plannnn." drawled the Chief.
"I agree." barked the Sheriff. "And if you need Cindy's help, Don, just let her know. She's just twiddling her thumbs in her office at City Hall, these days." A green crowbar was waved in Our Sheriff's general direction.
"Sir," Claire Michaels asked, "how long will I be doing that? Working with the Precincts?"
"Not long. Definitely no longer than August 1st." I said. Then, knowing what she was really asking, I said "This is not a punishment of you, Captain. Just something we need to do, and something that hopefully will be to everyone's benefit in the long run. Treat it as the training exercise that it is..."



Part 18 - Drive-By Lynching
"...district attorneys now have so much influence on grand juries that by and large they could get them to indict a ham sandwich."
--- attributed to Judge Sol Wachtler.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, June 9th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "An indictment in the Maple & Hogue double shooting case!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue, partners in the Maple & Hogue business solutions firm, were shot to death in the home of their business associate Stanley Locklear. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this breaking story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the short, athletic blonde from the parking lot of the glass-walled office building that contained the Maple & Hogue offices. "Channel Two News has learned that after obtaining financial and other records of the Maple & Hogue firm, Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman obtained a Grand Jury indictment of Stanley Locklear for two counts of murder in the first degree!"
Amber: "A warrant was issued for Locklear's arrest after the indictment, which was executed by Sheriff Department Deputies. They arrested Locklear at an apartment on the north side of Town and booked him on two counts of murder." The mug shot photo of Stanley Locklear filled the screen as Amber gave her report.
Amber: "Locklear owns several guns, and apparently kept them loaded and not locked up nor kept safely. He is a Life Member of the National Rifle Association, the far-right gun lobby group, and has taken several NRA combat courses. And according to the Grand Jury indictment of him, he used one of those guns not in self-defense, but to commit first degree murder."
Amber: "With the FBI as well as the Department of Homeland Security issuing warnings about vigilantism by 'ultra-White-Nationalists' that they consider to be domestic terrorists, cases such as this are being increasingly scrutinized. This could become a nationally important case on the limits of the so called 'Castle Doctrine' and the unnecessary use of guns and lethal force in self defense. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" shouted Bettina as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important story, and Channel Two News will continue to closely follow it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief's Conference Room was utterly silent as we listened to that propaganda-cast. Your Iron Crowbar was the only one drinking coffee as if nothing was amiss. Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle were in shock. The Sheriff was having morning coffee with the EMS leadership today, and thus was absent from our klatch. Cindy was sitting where he normally sat.
"How in the hell did Savannah Fineman obtain a warrant for that data, when the Police were denied one?" Teresa Croyle asked with considerable venom in her voice.
For some strange reason, all eyes went to me. I just looked back at all of them, then finally said "What?"
Teresa's reply surprised me. She stood up and said "Excuse me. I've got to find out what's going on." She turned towards the door.
"Wait!" I called out. When she turned back, I said "Sit back down." She did so, and all eyes were still on me. I said "Guys, just let it go. It's under control."
"With all due respect, sir," Teresa said, putting as much formality into her voice that she could muster, "no, it is not under control. The MCD Detectives have been busting their asses on this case. They went to Hogue & Maple yesterday, and it was closed and the doors locked. We could not get Harriet Hogue nor Tia Maple on the phone, just to get a list of employees to interview. But Savannah Fineman has that data, if that bitch Bettina's report can be trusted, yet you say it's 'under control'. What gives?"
"Yezzz." drawled Chief Moynahan. "I'd like to know, tooooo."
I said "Let's go to your office, Chief, and talk privately about it, then." That caused Teresa and Tanya to erupt in anger, and they let me know it. When they protested, I said "It's called 'plausible deniability', guys. You can't testify to what you don't know."
"Tell us any-wayyyy." ordered the Chief. "Right here and nowwww."
If the Sheriff had been there, he could have countermanded the Chief. But he wasn't there. "Okay." I said in resignation. "Fineman did not have a warrant to get the data. Harriet Hogue voluntarily gave it to her."
"Good!" Teresa said. "We can go get a subpoena, then. From the D.A.'s Office, if not from the company itself. Then we can have Purvis look at the data and see what's going on---"
"Again, it's handled." I said. "Let it go."
"Come on, Don!" Tanya practically shouted. "You obviously know a hell of a lot more than you're telling us!"
"And we need to knowwww." added the Chief.
I was near my breaking point. "Guys, did you not hear that propaganda report?" I shouted. "Savannah Fineman is trying to LYNCH an innocent man! She is trying to put Stanley Locklear on Death Row for defending his home! And those God-damned Media bastards are using this to destroy the right of self-defense in this country! This is George Zimmerman and Kyle Rittenhouse rolled into one case!"
"So let us help him!" Teresa fired back. "Let me get a subpoena and have Chris Purvis look at the data---" She stopped as she looked over at Cindy next to me. "Wait a minute... you've seen the data already, haven't you?"
Cindy put her hand on my forearm, then said "Yes. I've seen it. Don, you might as well tell them."
I said "And if Savannah puts them on the stand and asks 'Did you know the Police saw the data before they got a warrant?', they're going to have to tell the truth. And that will get Stanley Locklear executed for murder."
Tanya said "She can do that to you, Don, as it is."
I said "I won't ask any of you to lie on the stand. For myself, my own decision on something like that will I make." Looks of amazement were directed at me for that one.
"Yoooo are 'in for a penny, in for a pounnnnd' now, Commanderrrr." the Chief said. "So spill it all, so we can get our stories straight... and go down togetherrrr."
I exhaled, then said "Okay. First of all, Stanley's lawyer Michael Thomas McGill is going to subpoena the data from both the D.A.'s Office and Maple & Hogue, and that was my legal route to it. If We the Police subpoena the data, Miriam and Savannah will fight it, and I don't trust them to give us the real data nor all of it, anyway."
"Second," I continued, "Savannah tried to not put the data into evidence, though she is required to. Paulina put her job on the line and told Miriam that if Savannah didn't put the data into the servers, then she, Paulina, would go to the Inspector General, Judge Washington, and the SBI-OER with formal complaints. She wasn't alone; Solicitor Ted Mason went in with her to ambush Walters, and he'd love nothing more than to catch Savannah and even Miriam doing something wrong or unethical. So Miriam was forced to have the data put into the servers."
Me: "The fly in the ointment with that, and the reason I was trying to hide this from you all, is because if it comes out that We the Police know what that data is, Miriam will say Paulina gave it to us, and she'll fire Paulina for cause. So right now we can't show Purvis nor any of the Detectives the data. We have to get it legally first, via Stanley's attorney,"
"So Paulina did give you the data?" the Chief asked.
"No sir." I said. "Her part was just to force Miriam and Savannah to put it into the Evidence Servers. And guess who has control of those? I'll give you a hint: he's forgotten more about computer systems than all of us put together have ever known. I'll give you another hint: he's going to be a father again in a few short months." I was referring to Myron Milton, of course.
Cindy said "Don is right that Savannah might try to keep us from seeing the data, by attempting to claim she received it voluntarily and that she doesn't have to give it to the Defense until the discovery phase of the trial. She might also claim it was part of her presentation to the Grand Jury, and thus protected from being revealed."
"That won't fly." said Tanya.
I replied "No, it won't. But Fineman can make those arguments to delay, delay, delay, while the Media lynches Mr. Locklear in the Court of Public Opinion, the same way the National Mainstream Media tried so hard to lynch Kyle Rittenhouse. Thank God the Jury acquitted him (Rittenhouse), but I digress. But... since y'all wouldn't trust me after nine years of showing I know what I'm doing around here, this house of cards may just collapse on our heads... especially Paulina's."
The Chief said "You could have, and should have trusted us, and told us this to begin with."
"That's the very point, Chief." I replied. "It's the same 'plausible deniability' issue. The only way to counter that was to not tell you." My eyes bored into Teresa as I said "It wasn't a matter of trust... at least on my part."
Teresa lowered her eyes for a second then looked at Cindy and said "Well, the cat is out of the bag now. So was there anything the Detectives or Intel can use in that data? Once we get it legally, of course."
Cindy said "Maybe, and it may not be in Stanley's favor. Maple & Hogue were experiencing diminished income and profits over the last few months. They were not holding on to customers. That might have at least partially been because Stanley was not adept at the more modern digital and social media methods of advertising."
Cindy: "But there are some other interesting things that were going on. Tom Maple was giving himself and both of the Hogues smaller bonuses at regular intervals. Some of the amounts correspond to what Marla Locklear was paying Dr. Peter Frost after Stanley broke off counseling sessions with him. But by my calculations, if they'd continued that at the same rates, they would've drained the company dry by Christmas."
I said "So by terminating Stanley, they were saving his salary, and they'd be giving themselves that money in those so-called bonuses. Anyhoo, let's see if Michael McGill can get the data."
"Has Stanley Locklear been arrested?" Tanya asked.
"Yes." Cindy replied. "After the Grand Jury indictment, Judge Folsom issued the warrant for his arrest. Savannah called County Jail to have Sheriff's Deputies make the arrest instead of the TCPD. We had no choice but to comply. He was booked at County Jail, and his bail hearing will be this morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 8:00am, Teresa came into my office. She bowed formally, and said "Sumimasen. I should have trusted you, and not pushed it."
"Damn right, you should have trusted me." I said sourly. "Sit your ass down." Teresa did so. A moment later, Tanya drove into my office and parked on the dime on the floor. Cindy was right behind her, and sat down in the near-side chair.
"Let's watch some TV." I said as I expertly used the remote to turn on the monitor.
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce as the KXFU morning show came on. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." Priya said. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. Stanley Locklear was arrested yesterday after a Grand Jury indicted him for two counts of first degree murder in the incident over the weekend where he shot his business partners Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue."
Catrina: "ADA Savannah Fineman went to the Grand Jury before the Town & County Police had finished their investigation of the shooting incident. In comments exclusively to Fox Eight News, Police Commander Donald Troy said that the Police investigation of the incident had barely started, that Mr. Locklear's actions might well have been in self-defense, and that ADA Fineman's actions were premature and poorly thought out."
Priya: "ADA Fineman told reporters that she had gone to the Grand Jury after obtaining information from Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue's business, where Mr. Locklear also worked. Ms. Fineman also stated that the Police were refusing to assist her in the investigation at all; therefore, she had no choice but to go to the Grand Jury immediately."
Catrina: "Mr. Locklear's attorney, Michael Thomas McGill of The Madison & Ives Law Firm, is filing a subpoena to obtain that data. The Town & County Police are re-filing for a warrant to obtain the data for themselves. Their first warrant request was denied by Magistrate Judge Hannah Doss, but now that the company voluntarily released it, the TCPD says they now have probable cause to obtain the data."
Priya: "And in a statement exclusively to Fox Eight News, Town & County Solicitor Ted Mason said that ADA Savannah Fineman did not put the data into evidence servers until he made a formal complaint to D.A. Miriam Walters. Ms. Walters had not responded to repeated requests by Fox Eight News for comment on the matter..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Yeah, we should've known." Tanya said. "You were laying the groundwork with KFXU as well as with Locklear's attorney."
"And if all of you keep your big mouths shut," I replied, "maybe we'll be okay yet. But Stanley Locklear is walking on quicksand now, and there's very little we can do for him unless we find the proverbial 'smoking gun' on someone else, pun not intended. Okay, let's handle our own business. How are the Detectives doing?"
"Much better." Teresa said. "I met with the Lieutenants yesterday, and told them they could tell their Detectives that we were going back to the old partnerships. I also told them that Captain Michaels and I were swapping roles for a little while, and that you were out of the loop and working on special projects."
Teresa: "Rudistan said Rudistan things, and said he was unhappy with that... because he knows he can't whip me in the Police Boxing Matches but thought he could take on Captain Michaels. I agreed with him that you, Don, were the only person that could beat me, and then reminded him that Captain Michaels is the only person that has ever beaten you."
Then she leaned forward and looked across Tanya at Cindy, and said "Isn't that right, Chief Deputy Ross?"
A green crowbar was waved in her general direction as Cindy replied "We can always go to the gym and change that, at least between me and you."
Tanya and I were laughing. I said "Please don't; the Chief is mad enough at me already. So you were saying about your meeting with the Lieutenants?"
Teresa said "Yes sir. We put our badges on the table and had a very frank and open exchange of philosophical and practical ideas. I told them that Claire's ideas of more senior Detectives helping younger ones was the idea behind the partner swaps, and was a good idea but had unintended consequences. And that's when Mary Milton's pregnancy hormones must've kicked in and raged, because she pretty much went off like a bottle rocket."
Teresa: "Mary said the Detectives do a good job of sharing knowledge and experiences, and they all learn a tremendous amount from you, Don, and from the Sheriff. And from the Chief, too, though he doesn't show up at crime scenes as much. She said Captain Michaels has rarely taught anyone very much that they don't already know, and that she shows up at crime scenes mostly to be seen by her bosses."
I said "Points taken, but Claire actually is pretty good at crime scenes as well as interviews, and she did very well in Los Angeles on those aspects."
Teresa said "Yes sir, and I'm not just kissing ass when I say I agree with you and that Claire is good. I remember her work from the time she was with us before leaving for LA. So Mary may have been taking cheap shots. But what she said next were the bombshells. She said that Claire has become increasingly authoritarian in her leadership style, that she doesn't listen to any of her Lieutenants, and she just plows forward with bad ideas despite being shown why they're bad."
Teresa: "And Mary said Claire has become increasingly hostile to Jerome Davis, and Mary (air quotes) 'wondered out loud' if racism is behind Claire's motives. Jerome himself stopped Mary, and said he did not think racism was the problem. He has noted Claire's hostility towards him, but thinks it's more about replacing him with her own choice for MCD leader, and he thinks Joanne Warner is who Claire wants in his place."
I said "He's right, especially about Claire wanting Joanne in the MCD leader slot. And it might not be quite as much Joanne personally as Claire wanting (air quotes) 'her own person' in the slot, as opposed to what she inherited when she came in."
Cindy said "She knew what she was getting when she accepted the job. She can't just waltz in and change something like that on a whim."
I said "And she's not going to. But I do have some more changes in mind. I'll let you guys know all about it after I get the Chief and Sheriff drunk, and convince them to go along while they're under the influence." Everyone laughed at that, then I said "Okay, Teresa, how did the Precinct leadership meetings go?"
"Pretty well." Teresa said. "I went with Claire to the meeting, and explained to the Precinct Captains, Lieutenant DeLong, and Senior Sergeant McGhillie that she was essentially cross-training and filling my role, and I was going to play Acting Commander while you were working on a special project. Everyone seemed to accept that."
Teresa: "Having said that, I noticed that she and Captain Hewitt were a little bit... stiff, and formal with each other. I did not need the Power of the Vibe to see that there was definitely some discomfort, there."
"Wasn't Claire dating Hugh when she moved to LA?" Tanya asked, remembering.
"Yes." Teresa said. "Anyhoo, she told them that she considered her role to be one of learning how they do things in their Precincts, and was counting on them to run their shows as they always have. What Don and I know that no one else does, though, is that she'll be making some spot recommendations whenever her mini-tour with them is up."
Part 19 - Frosty Relationships
11:00am, Wednesday, June 9th. My assistant Helena buzzed me and said that Commander Croyle wanted to speak to me. I told her to let Teresa come on in. As the door opened and Teresa came in, I was closing a file folder and minimizing the browser page on my computer monitor, which the Iron Wolf did not fail to observe.
After sitting down at my bidding, she said "Judge Doss issued the warrant for Maple & Hogue's records... all of them, of any type, electronic and paper. She was more than a little pissed off that Harriet Hogue voluntarily gave the D.A.'s Office some data after refusing to give it to the Police. She was damn near to throwing Harriet in jail for contempt."
"Good." I said. "Is Maple & Hogue open today? Can we talk to employees?"
Teresa said "No, it's not open. Chuck Hogue's funeral is at 2:00pm this afternoon, and Tom Maple's is tomorrow at 2:00pm. They won't re-open until next Monday... if they re-open at all."
"How conveeeeeenient." I said, then fell into a reverie. When I looked up, Teresa was sitting in her chair, patiently waiting for me. I said "Your apology this morning is accepted. But trust me next time."
"Yes sir, and I apologize again." Teresa said. "So where do we go from here? Visit the employees at their homes?"
I said "Well, we're not going to be like Pat Stellum of KXTC and interview them at the funerals. Let's have the MCD and Intel people go interview them tomorrow morning at their homes, once we get a list of them."



Teresa made a note on her notepad. I was halfway in a reverie again, and she brought me out of it by asking "What's on your mind, sir?"
"Ahhhh, fuck it." I said, then looked at her and said "Marla Locklear. I'm not necessarily saying she set it up so that Stanley would kill Tom and Chuck, and I'm just trying to find the truth... and save Stanley Locklear if he's innocent, which I think he is. With that in mind, I think we need to dig deeper and see if there is anything actionable on her we can use to lean on her and get her to start talking."
Teresa said "What can we charge her with?"
I said "Lying to Police, for openers... if we can show it. She said she had not had sex with Tom Maple before the roleplay the other night, but from what Laura observed on the sex tape, that was a lie. But it's not proof, either. Maybe Tia Maple knows something and will admit it to us, or we can pressure Marla on it."
Me: "And Marla said she unloaded her husband's gun, but could not tell me what she did with the cartridges when I asked. She said she threw them away, but we can show we never found them. And that might be the biggie that leads to her arrest."
Me: "But there's more. Marla said her marriage was 'stale', but didn't mention the marriage counseling, much less that she continued sessions with Dr. Frost after Stanley broke off his involvement. She's also saying Stanley had discussed wife-watching fantasies with her, but Stanley denies it. For all of that, we really could use Dr. Peter Frost's statement. But the problem there is that he has the right to clam up and refuse to talk about them under the 'doctor-patient' or 'psychologist-client' shield. Sooo... who would you send to talk to him?"
Teresa said "Joanne Warner for sure. And I'd have her wear a skirt that shows off her legs... oh, you can't tell her that, but I can."
I whimpered a chuckle. "True. So you think what I think about Dr. Frost?"
"He's a cad, to use some Canadian terminology, there." Teresa replied. "Laura helped me look him up. He had three complaints filed against him that were subsequently withdrawn. Two of the complaints stated that Dr. Frost gave couples advice to open their marriages, and the third complaint was by the husband of a woman he was counseling, and said that he had advised her to have an extramarital affair. They were all (air quotes) 'voluntarily withdrawn', presumably after some kind of settlement between the involved parties."
I said "And here we have Marla's bad idea of doing a roleplay rape scene. Wonder who gave her the very bad advice to do that?" Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
I said "All right, then. Make it so, Number One. And have Joan Laurer go with Joanne. Not that he would, but if Peter Frost were to think he can bully Joanne around, physically or otherwise, the 2x Police Boxing Matches Champion will break his ass in two before he could turn around twice."
Teresa said "Joanne isn't one to be fucked with, either. But I'll send Joan with her. She's beautiful, too, and it'll be good cross-training if nothing else."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Neither Gal Gadot nor Lynda Carter had anything on Joan Laurer when it came to 'Amazon' magnificent good looks. The 'statuesque' brunette was much taller than her blonde counterpart, Joanne Cummings Warner, but they had similar hourglass bodies and shapely legs. And both women had put up their hair; Joanne in a bun, Joan in a bun and ponytail. And Teresa had not said anything to them, but they were both wearing skirts and high heel pumps.
They were shown into the office of Dr. Peter Frost by his assistant, and both Policewomen noticed the disdainful and jealous looks she gave them. Dr. Peter Frost stood up behind his desk, but did not come out from behind it to greet them.
Peter Frost was relatively tall at 6'0", and slender-'ish'. His full head of black hair was wavy and styled not-quite-perfectly. His face tapered to a narrow chin, and his dark eyes were penetrating, and just a bit sinister.
"Thank you so much for seeing us today, Dr. Frost." Joanne Warner said brightly as Frost indicated for them to sit down in the chairs in front of his desk. He then sat down himself, not offering them water nor anything else.
Behind his desk was a bookcase with little pot lights at ceiling height turned towards the subjects in the chairs. The windows on either side of the desk allowed in light, which also put Frost at advantage, and those sitting in the chairs at disadvantage. But Joan Laurer still noticed that his eyes had wandered over their bodies and their legs, particularly Joanne's.
"I only have a few minutes." Dr. Frost said. "How can I help you?"
Joanne said "We're investigating the shooting incident involving Stanley Locklear. We understand he and his wife came to you for marriage counseling?"
"Er, yes." said Dr. Frost. "And I'm sure you know that our sessions are privileged, and I can't discuss any aspect of them at all."
"We understand that." Joanne said almost happily. "And we're not asking about those sessions themselves. We're just hoping you can answer some clarifying questions that don't violate the doctor-client relationship, such as your evaluation of the Locklears themselves."
"Er, no, I can't do that." said Dr. Frost. "My only time seeing them was during the sessions, so anything about them is in the context of those sessions."
"We understand that." Joan Laurer said, her voice quieter, lower, and more 'business-like' than Joan's 'optimistic' voice. "But Mr. Locklear has given his consent for you to release to us the records of the counseling sessions. And you should be aware that Mr. Locklear is going to subpoena you as well as your records of their sessions with you, and there is precedent that you'll be forced to testify."
She extended a document over the desk to Dr. Frost, which was Stanley Locklear's written permission to release the records. Frost made no move to take it, letting it sit on the desk. He said "Did Mrs. Locklear also give her consent? If not, I won't give you a thing, even with a subpoena."
Joanne kept her voice unperturbed as she said "Doctor, didn't you have sessions with Mr. Locklear alone? Our lawyers have said that with his written consent, you could discuss those."
"No, I cannot." said Dr. Frost. "Well, let me rephrase, so your boss Commander Troy doesn't start any crap accusing me of lying to the Police. I will have to consult with my attorney before answering your questions involving his sessions, and unless and until he advises me that I must talk to you, I refuse to do so under the doctor-patient doctrine." Joanne looked 'disappointed'. Joan stared right into Frost's dark eyes.
"Dr. Frost," Laurer said with some authority in her voice, "have you had sex with Marla Locklear?"
"What?" Dr. Frost exclaimed.
Joan said: "Have you had sex with Marla Locklear? Oral sex? Intercourse? Any kind of sex with her?"
Dr. Frost stood up, and Joan stood up right with him, as if anticipating he'd physically attack her. He said "As I said a moment ago, the only times I ever saw either of them was during counseling sessions. Therefore, I will not answer that insulting question, nor any more questions."
He pressed the buzzer button on his desk, and his assistant appeared as the office door opened. "I'm very busy, so please leave. Now."
"Thank you for your time." Joanne said politely. Joan continued to stare daggers at Frost, whose countenance had turned from anger to sneering arrogance as she turned and followed Joanne out the door.
Once they were in Joan's car and on the road, Joanne said "Don't take this the wrong way, but if I'd asked that confrontational question, Commander Troy would chew me out for it."
"No ma'am, he wouldn't." Joan said. "First of all, Commander Troy told me to ask him that if he started invoking the doctor-client privilege. And second, if I may be so forward to say this, it's not asking the confrontational questions, but when you ask them that's the issue. Lisa Monroe has been working with me on interrogations; she was really good at them with the City Police. You should talk to her."
Joanne said "So what did you think of that very brief encounter with Dr. Frost?"
Joan said "I think Commander Troy was right, yet again. He said it was possible that Marla continued the counseling sessions with Frost after Stanley stopped going because it was Marla's opportunity to have sex with Frost without getting caught."
Joanne said "Damned expensive sex, if you ask me, what with the counseling rates he charges."
Joan said "Unless he's getting that money back to her some way... essentially laundering it for her. That's what Christopher Purvis is looking into..."
Part 20 - Trust and Fidelity
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redhead MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, June 11th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall as her background. "The murder case against Stanley Locklear is upgraded to a capital case!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "After a preliminary hearing and arraignment of Stanley Locklear, who is charged with murdering his business partners Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue, he was bound over for trial. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the short, athletic blonde, who was reporting from the copse of trees behind the Courthouse complex, with that complex in her background. "Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman announced that she would try Locklear as a Death Penalty case, due to aggravating circumstances. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Savannah Fineman in her office within City Hall, saying "It's a multiple homicide, as the suspect shot two men. Neither was holding a weapon at the time, and we will contend that the suspect did not need to shoot the victims in order to subdue them."
Fineman: "Furthermore, I will show that the suspect could have and should have retreated and fled the scene and called for help, and therefore did not need to use lethal force."
Amber (on tape): "What about the 'Castle Doctrine' that is the law of this State, which some call a 'stand your ground' law?"
Fineman: "I believe that that law is illegal, unConstitutional, and this case will be a test of that. The suspect should have retreated to safety, rather then go for a gun in what I will show was an unholy zeal to commit vigilante violence."
Back to Amber live: "Judge Patrick R. Folsom ordered Locklear held without bail, but did grant him a speedy trial, to begin in August or September. Locklear is being defended by Michael Thomas McGill of the Madison & Ives Law firm... again, that's Michael Thomas McGill of the Madison & Ives Law Firm... who is an NRA-approved lawyer. Locklear is a Life Member of the NRA, an organization that often advocates the extreme, radical positions of opposition to any reasonable gun control measures. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her brightly smiling face. "And in other legal news, District Attorney Miriam Walters has asked the Court to expedite her lawsuit against Commander Donald Troy over his making unilateral plea deals without the advice nor consent of the District Attorney's Office."
Bettina: "D.A. Walters is accusing Judge Franklin Washington, to whom the case was assigned, of 'slow-walking' the case. Ms. Walters has also demanded Judge Washington recuse himself, as his brother is a TCPD Officer under Commander Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow. Savannah Fineman's true colors have come out." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Sheriff Griswold, me, Chief Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"And Miriam Walters is letting Fineman do it." growled Sheriff Griswold. "She's showing her true colors, also."
Chief Moynahan said "I didn't think Miriam was that far Left."
"Neither did I." I said. "And this is going to become a white-hot political issue that could really hurt Walters in her next election. I'm surprised she's letting Fineman do it, especially when this case has so much reasonable doubt, and We the Police have not concluded our investigation yet."
Cindy sighed, which got all our attention. Seeing that, she said "I'll just say this straight out, then: if you guys weren't at war with Miriam, maybe she wouldn't be letting Savannah go forward with the prosecution---"
"Are you blaming us for this?" I said menacingly.
"No." Cindy said, her ice blue eyes boring into my gray peepers... mostly to avoid the Sheriff's peering glare at her. "What I'm saying is that things are so bad between y'all and her that she won't listen to you, even if you're giving her good advice. If you weren't at war with her, we wouldn't be in this situation."
I replied "Walters is free to support or stop Fineman without us saying a word to her. Her decisions are on her, not me, and she will bear the consequences of her decisions... and Fineman's actions."
"I agree with Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "If Miriam is doing this out of spite for us, then that's totally on her. But I'll tell you all this: I don't think Miriam is doing this out of spite nor for a vendetta. I think she's calculated that this is a good move for her politically. I'm shocked she's this much an anti-gun-rights person; like Sean said, she's never shown herself to be far Left. But for whatever reason, she's doing it."
For a long moment, nothing was said, then Tanya said: "By the way, Don, why are you looking into the Louella Hopper murder again?"(Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', especially Ch. 03.)
My eyes cut over to look at her across the table. "How did you know that?" I asked, my voice steady but showing anger.
"Uh, Jack told me." Tanya said. "You accessed the FBI's files on her, and Ashton Cardigan's team is still monitoring her case."
"That was... almost two years ago." Cindy said. "Why are they still monitoring that case?"
"It was never fully solved." Tanya replied. "They're monitoring it ostensibly because of the poisons used to kill her. Anyway, they told Jack, and he asked me about it."
My stare at Tanya let her know her explanation was insufficient. "And you had to bring it up to me in front of everyone here?" I asked darkly. I could feel more than see everyone peering at me, especially Teresa.
Tanya was openly shocked. "My God, Don." she said. "These are our closest associates and friends, even family. If I can't bring it up here and now, then where and when?"
"How about privately, without everyone else in the room." I fired back.
"What's the big deal?" Tanya asked. "What's the big fucking secret?"
Seeing the look on my face, Teresa turned to Tanya and said "Let it go."
"No, I won't let it go." Cindy shot back, staring at me. "Tanya's right. Just what is it that you feel you can keep from us here in this room?"
"Drop it." the Sheriff said.
"With all due respect, Sheriff," Cindy said angrily, "I want to know why this guy won't trust us with this. What is he trying to hide---"
"DROP IT! That's an order!" yelled the Sheriff, shocking them all into silence. His mustaches quivering angrily, the Sheriff growled " And do not speak of this again with the Iron Crowbar unless and until he brings it up to you first!"
"No, Sheriff, I can't accept that." Cindy said fearlessly, rising out of her chair to her feet. "I'm not a gun rights advocate like some of you, but even I can see that what Savannah is doing to Mr. Locklear is wrong. But it's happening because the situation with Miriam has become so toxic that you can't even talk reason with her anymore. And furthermore to this subject, Sheriff, I'm tired of Don not trusting us---"
"Why don't you trust him, then?" yelled Teresa at Cindy, rising out her chair as well. Cindy looked at her in total shock, which quickly turned to furious anger.
"Watch yourself, Lieutenant Commander!" the Green Crowbar snarled. "That's insubordination."
"Right back atcha, Deputy." growled the Sheriff, though a bit less angrily.
"Mis-ter Crowbarrrr. My office." said the Chief. "Sheriff, would you like to join ussss?"
"Don't mind if I do." the Sheriff replied. "Ladies, the gym is that way. Wear helmets, and get Rudistan to referee..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the Chief's office, I handed the Chief one file folder filled with papers, and the Sheriff the other folder, then sat down in the chair in front of the desk, to the Sheriff's right. As they perused the data, their faces registered increasing shock. Then the Sheriff nodded his head as understanding came to him.
"I see now why you didn't want to talk about it in front of the rest of us." Griswold growled. "It was Teresa you didn't want to hear about this."
With surprise and disbelief in his voice, the Chief asked "You don't trust her, Mister Crowbarrrr?"
"Quite the opposite, Chief." I said. "But she's a relatively recent convert to Catholicism, and it's done a lot of good for her. When she sees that, it's going to shock her right to her core. So I was hoping to spare her the pain for as long as possible."
"Always thinking of your people." said Griswold. "But I think you're going to find that she is stronger than you think."
"And yes... this is baaaaaad." said Chief Moynahan. "Cardinal O'Leery is one of the most pre-eminent Cardinals in all the Catholic Church, and a leading candidate to become the next Pope. I can understannnnd why you are pursuing this, Don... but you better have your ducks in a row on this like no other case you've ever had beforrrrre." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"How are you going to pursue this, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked. "I'd imagine a lot of it is past the Statute of Limitations."
I replied "I'm hoping that the solution will become easier once I have the answer. I'm hoping we can find cases of 'continuing mischief' that will permit us to bypass the Statute of Limitations. But right now I am having trouble finding the time to work on it, and I absolutely don't trust the Feds. Soooo... I'm going to have to do something I don't like---"
*CHIME!*
It was a text on my Police iPhone. "Tia Maple is here, with her lawyer." I said. "She says she wants to talk to me... personally."
"Make it sooooo, Number One." the Chief replied...
Part 21 - Widows And Wives
Mrs. Tom Maple was wearing an appropriate and tasteful black dress, sheer black stockings, and black high heel pumps, all of which nicely accented her red hair and shapely body as she sat in Interrogation-B. Next to her was her attorney, Mr. Fowler of Succup & Payne, P.C. Officer Lisa Burrell was the Uniformed Presence.
I entered I-B with Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez. Sr. Detective Teddy Parker was in the anteroom, and Lt. Davis and the other MCD Detectives were watching in the sealed-off MCD room. I noticed Tia's eyes wander over me with 'approval' as I approached the table and sat down.
"Hello, Mrs. Maple, Mr. Fowler." I said once we were seated. "As you know, I'm Commander Troy, and this is Detective Rodriguez. You wanted to speak with me?"
"Yes." said Fowler. "Mrs. Maple would like to make a statement to you and answer your questions that will follow. But first, she wants an Immunity agreement that will shield her in the event anything she says contradicts statements she made or may have made in earlier Police interviews."
"I think we can do that." I said, producing a document that I'd anticipated I'd need. "First, though, I'm going to read your client her rights. This is in the event she violates the agreement in the future." I read Tia her rights from the card, and Tia said she understood the rights.



I said "And you need to understand, Mrs. Maple, that if what you tell me now, in this statement, is found to be false, the Immunity Agreement will be considered to be broken." Tia and Fowler nodded that they understood, and I signed the Limited Immunity Agreement with them.
"The floor is yours, Mrs. Maple." I said.
Tia began: "I don't think I said anything false, earlier, but I just wanted to make sure. Tom and I met while we were both in School. We really hit it off, and I pretty much moved into his apartment within two weeks. I knew he'd been banging a lot of women before we met, and I had no illusions that he would have affairs after our marriage."
Tia: "I also knew that his plans for his business were good ones, and I knew where my bread was buttered financially. And it's not like I was some naive little virgin when we met, nor am I some kind of devout, pious woman that believed I should be held to the standard of monogamy."
Tia: "When Tom started up the business, I began working for the company at a small salary, barely more than minimum wage, pretty much as Tom's assistant. As business got better, he hired a more competent assistant... and yes, she was competent in the sexual skills she performed on Tom as well as being a good workplace assistant. And I began doing the 'devoted wife' things... going to the Ladies Auxiliary meetings, working on charity drives, always to promote the good name of Maple & Hogue."
Tia: "And I was an 'asset' to Tom with his clients. He never asked me to sleep with anyone, but there were a few gentlemen customers that I liked and had no problems taking to bed. And I secured several good contracts with that... 'personal touch'... and Tom never had a problem with it."
Tia: "When Harriet Hogue came into the business, I helped her with the transition, and we became friends, as well. She took over leadership of the charity drives and stuff... the only person she couldn't dominate and control was Mrs. Myrtle L. James... that old lady is very nice, but she should've been the CEO of a railroad company, what with the tight timetables she runs everything on. Anyway, I pretty much became known as Harriet's (air quotes) 'little helper'."
Tia: "Harriet became very domineering over me, and it really grated on me. But Tom said to just go along with it, that Harriet meant well, and she liked me a lot, and she was a great asset to the company. I also knew she was an asset to my husband's sexual pleasure, though I made sure to never see them together... so I can't testify that I know they were having sexual relations. And as long as Tom came home to me every night, and rocked my world in bed, and bought me nice things... it was all good."
Tia: "Harriet also controlled Chuck completely, but she really did love him. Last Christmas, Tom and I and Chuck and Harriet were at BigPharmaCorp's big Christmas party, and Chuck was drinking pretty heavily. Harriet had stepped away, and he told me that he and I were alike, because we were 'Harriet's Helpers'."
Tia: "I asked him what he meant, and he said that the way she treated me on charity drives was the way she treated him 24-7. I asked him why he let her boss him around so much, and he said 'I'm used to it. It's not so bad, and I can go do some computer programming when I want to get away from her'. And then Harriet came up and made him go home with her. I don't know if she heard what he said to me."
Tia: "But let me move on to the important stuff: three years ago, Tom told me that he was going to have to stop paying me my small salary, because they were bringing in a new guy that might end up being a partner, and he needed the money to pay that guy. No big deal. And Stanley Locklear was a nice guy. Customers liked him, and he did good work on the ad campaigns he did."
Tia: "And then... there was Marla. Marla was... well, I'll be honest: she reminded me of a woman that came out of a trailer park, put on a nice dress and heels, and tried to fool everyone into believing she was high-class. She was beneath Stanley, and I didn't really see what he saw in her, but c'est l'amour, I suppose."
Tia: "Marla was very friendly with Tom, and with Chuck. She was nice to me, and I was nice to her. But she and Harriet did not get along at all. Part of the problem was that Marla would try to talk to Chuck, even flirt with him, and Harriet was very jealous of that. And another problem was that Harriet couldn't control Marla. She couldn't really control Stanley, either; he'd push back if she got too bossy with him."
Tia: "Anyway, things began going downhill from there. Very slowly at first, but I could just... feel it, if you know what I mean. Tom had never been much of a drinker, mostly socially, and sometimes wine with dinner, but he started drinking more. Not heavily; he didn't get shit-faced or anything, and he never got violent or anything. But there was just something... there."
Tia: "Tom had me stop going to dinners with him to meet clients, and he told me to not sleep with any of them anymore, so I didn't. I don't know if that was a reason we lost a couple of clients, or if it was dissatisfaction with the results of Stanley's campaign ads, but Harriet told me last Spring that things had really slowed down since the previous Autumn. Harriet also told me that Marla and Stanley were in marriage counseling... and that it'd be really good for Stanley if they did get divorced."
Tia: "Just a few weeks ago, Harriet invited me to lunch... an invitation I could not refuse... and she told me that she thought Tom was having an affair with Marla, and that she, Harriet, was telling Tom and Chuck that they needed to get rid of Stanley in order to get Marla out of our lives. I told her that I thought Tom was better than that, but that I understood how she felt about Marla."
Tia: "That very night was the night Tom told me that he and Chuck didn't think Stanley was working out, and they were going to let him go. That was also when Tom admitted that the company was not doing as well as it had been, and that we should prepare for the possibility of our own income being less as he worked through the lean time to come. When I suggested I find work, he said that wasn't necessary."
She stopped talking, then realized we were watching her. "And that's everything." she said.
I said "Thank you for that information. I have a few questions. You said you denied it to Harriet when she told you that your husband and Marla Locklear were having an affair, but my question is: did you know or suspect that your husband was having an affair with Marla?"
Tia said "Again, I have no proof of anything. Tom mentioned once that it was Marla who first introduced him to Stanley, so I realized he must've known Marla already. And who knows what happened between them in the past?"
I said "After Harriet told you her suspicions about Tom and Marla, did you ever talk to Stanley about them?"
"No." Tia replied. "I had no proof, and I thought Stanley might confront Tom, and then it would be ugly for both our families. I also figured Harriet was was trying to get me to do her dirty work for her and tell Stanley, and when I didn't she would tell Stanley herself. So no, I didn't say a word to either Tom or Stanley about what Harriet said."
I nodded, then said "Do you know if your husband and Chuck Hogue had reciprocal insurance policies on each other? So if one died or was incapacitated, the other would collect from the insurance company?"
Tia said "Yes, they did. And I happen to know that it was a three-way policy, and Harriet was a beneficiary, as well."
"Ah, thank you for that." I said. "Was Stanley Locklear ever a part of the reciprocal policies?"
"He was," Tia said, "but he was removed from it several months ago, at the end of December when the policies were renewed. Tom said at the time that it was a cost-saving move, but they must've been thinking ahead about firing Stanley."
"So it appears." I said. "Mrs. Maple, do you know a man named Peter Frost?"
Tia shook her head, then said "No, that name is not familiar to me." I could see that either she was telling the truth, or she should be an award-winning actress.
I said; "If there's nothing else, I really appreciate you coming in and talking with us." I took out one of my cards and slid it across the table to her. "If you think of anything else, anything that all, that might have bearing upon their deaths, please give me a call."
Tia took the card and put it in her purse as Julia and I stood up and said "Officer Burrell will escort you back to the front lobby. Thank you again for coming in." With that, Julia and I exited into the anteroom and closed the door behind us.
"Sir," Julia said, "why didn't you ask her why she came in and voluntarily made that statement?"
"Didn't I do that?" I asked back. Julia looked blank for a second.
"The insurance policies?" Teddy Parker asked.
"Yes, good catch." I replied. "That's some of her reasons for coming in. And I didn't need to ask the rest of it; it's pretty obvious, is it not?"
"I hate it when you do that, sir." Julia said, and only half-humorously.
"Think about it." I said. "In the meantime, we have a visit to make... to Harriet Hogue..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:50am, Friday, June 11th. I was driving my Police SUV towards the home of Harriet Hogue. Teresa was riding shotgun.
"So who won the boxing match?" I asked as we pulled out of the Police Headquarters parking lot.
"I did, technically." Teresa said. "But what happened was that Cindy got into the ring before we could put on our armor and dropped her crowbar on the mat and said, quote, 'I yield. I understand your loyalty, and you are not the opponent I need to be facing in this ring', close quote."
"Hmmph." I said. "She wants no part of me right now. But I appreciate you sticking up for me. And I will tell you everything, just not right now." Teresa nodded and said no more.
The reason we were headed to the Hogue home is because Harriet had refused to admit Detectives Rodriguez and Parker into her home, and her lawyer Mr. Garner had told them to leave the premises and not come back without a warrant. And you get one guess who the courier that was personally delivering that warrant to the scene was.
As we drove, Teresa reiterated what we both already knew: "We've been able to talk to a few Maple & Hogue employees, and we got most of their records. There were a few financial records they gave Savannah that weren't in the bundle we got, but there was also a bunch that we got that Savannah didn't. They were emails with clients, and show that there was dissatisfaction with the company's work, and that those clients were going to hire other companies."
Teresa: "Chris Purvis says the company was showing early signs of financial stress. Stanley Locklear was not the only person they were going to let go. They were going to lay off fully half the staff. And from the employee interviews, we know that the employees had no idea that was coming. They were going to do that at the end of the month."
I asked: "Did Purvis or anyone else find any signs of actual financial impropriety?"
Teresa replied "He thinks those little bonuses Tom Maple was giving himself, Harriet, and Chuck were for the purpose of siphoning cash out of the company before it fails. Chris said he's not sure the bonuses are illegal, though; after all, it was their company, and therefore their money. As long as they don't misrepresent anything on their forms to the Government, nor not properly pay their taxes, then it'll be hard to prove criminal intent."
I nodded, then said "And there may be none to prove, anyway."
Teresa said "If I may ask, just what are we looking for? Are you looking for something to exonerate Stanley Locklear? And prove Savannah wrong? And are you looking for something to pin on Marla Locklear?"
I said "Looking for that may be too strong a term. I'm seeking something that will show me the Truth, that will show what really happened, and why two men died. And from there, I hope we'll be able to assign guilt and innocence."
We pulled up in front of the Hogue home and parked behind an unmarked TCPD vehicle and a (marked) Police cruiser. Julia Rodriguez and Teddy Parker were standing next to the unmarked vehicle, and Sergeant Hicks and Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell were in the Police cruiser.
As Teresa and I got out of my vehicle, Julia said "Sir, ma'am, we were met at the door by the lawyer Garner. He told us that Mrs. Hogue would not talk to us, and that we were forbidden to enter the home without a warrant."
"He won't tell me that." I said. "Let's go redirect their suppositions about disrespecting the Town & County Police." Julia and Teddy fell in behind me and Teresa as we walked up to the door. I rang the doorbell.
Nothing happened.
"I am beginning to be irritated." I said. I then found a new use for my crowbar: a door knocker.
*BAM!* *BAM!* *BAM!* *BAM!*
"TOWN & COUNTY POLICE!" I yelled loudly. "OPEN THE DOOR!"
After another long moment, I banged on the door again with my crowbar and yelled "TOWN & COUNTY POLICE! OPEN THE DOOR OR WE WILL BREAK IT DOWN!" And just as I was about to give the instruction to forcibly enter the home, it finally opened.
"I already told you---" started the lawyer, Mr. Garner. "Oh, Commander Troy. I'll tell you what I told your Officers. Mrs. Hogue will not speak to you, and you are forbidden to enter without a warrant---"
"Like this warrant?" I said menacingly as I thrust the document into his chest. With the same motion I pushed him back and to the side, and entered the Hogue home. I was followed in by Teresa, the two Detectives and the two Uniformed Officers.
Harriet Hogue was in the main room, seemingly waiting for us. "The Iron Crowbar. Only you could be so bold. What is the meaning of this intrusion into my home?" she thundered, her voice full of malice.
"Oh, there's no intrusion, Mrs. Hogue." I said almost happily. "I'm just executing a warrant... for your arrest. Now we can do this one of two ways. You and I can sit down and have a nice conversation here, orrrr I can have these Officers place you in handcuffs and take you to Headquarters, where you will undergo full booking for Obstruction of Justice, Interfering with a Police Investigation, and Lying to Police."
"I haven't lied to the Police." Harriet stated.
"And refusing to cooperate with the well-known bullying tactics of the Town & County Police is not obstruction of justice." said the lawyer Garner.
"We shall see." I said acidly, then let my eyes bore into Harriet's as I said: "So which of my two ways do you want to play it, Mrs. Hogue?"
Harriet Hogue made no move to have us sit down. She just crossed her arms and said "What do you want to know?"
I said "First, have you ever had sex with Tom Maple? Oral sex, intercourse, any type of sex with him?"
"She's already answered that question." said Garner.
"And she'll answer it again." I said. "And this time, I suggest she answer with the truth."
Harriet said "My answer now is the same as the answer I gave previously. And if you think I'm lying... prove it."
"That'll be easy enough to do." I said. "I have just one other question. I freely admit I can't figure this out... I cannot understand why, Mrs. Hogue, you allowed your husband Chuck to participate in the sexual roleplay with Marla Locklear and Tom Maple. Explain that to me, please."
Harriet's eyes narrowed as she studied me for a moment, only to see I was not bluffing. She finally said "I did not allow my husband to participate in that... disgusting liaison with Tom and that harpy Marla Locklear."
"Come now, Mrs. Hogue." I said with a mixture of Rudistan-'ish' joviality and an underlying current of very serious business. "You cannot know my nickname, and therefore have heard of any small reputation I possess, and at the same time expect me to believe that."
"You're badgering my client now." said the lawyer Garner.
I replied with that 'look' that people do not want to see: "If you think this is 'badgering', just wait until I run her through booking and we continue this conversation in the Interrogation Rooms."
I turned to Harriet Hogue and said "I've been more than courteous to you to this point, Mrs. Hogue, but if you continue to disrespect me this way, you'll go to jail... in fact, never mind. Hicks, Burrell, read her her rights, cuff her, and take her to Headquarters. Put her in I-1, and I'll question her there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You've torn the lid off Hell on this one, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief as he and I looked into I-1 through the one-way glass. Harriet Hogue was now wearing a stylish orange jumpsuit as she sat next to her lawyer Garner.
"And if she'd just answered my goddamned questions, she'd be at home now, with no arrest record." I replied as Julia Rodriguez and Lisa Burrell came into the anteroom. "Okay, here we go." I went in, followed by the women. Burrell took up her station next to the door to the Booking and Holding Cell areas.
I sat down opposite Harriet and Julia sat down next to me. I read Harriet her rights from the card. She did not deign to reply when I asked if she understood, so I held the card up to the camera.
"The question still stands, Mrs. Hogue." I said. "Why did you allow your husband to participate in that roleplay event, and have sexual intercourse with Marla Locklear?"
Harriet's eyes narrowed as she glared at me, and she said "Like I said before, I did not allow my husband to have sex with that piece of trailer trash. As I've told your Officers a number of times, I thought he and Tom Maple were meeting for a business dinner, and I had no idea what they were really doing. And like I said before: if you think otherwise, prove it."
"It won't do, Mrs. Hogue." I said. "First of all, we have a massive number of statements that show you were very domineering over not only your husband, but your co-workers, employees, and many other people... but especially over your husband. You controlled every aspect of his life. You wouldn't let Chuck out of your sight, much less your home to go meet Tom nor anyone else. And he appeared to have been comfortable with that situation, and was not prone to making attempts to get out from under you, at least not that I can find."
"And furthermore to this subject," I continued, "you say it was a business meeting with Tom Maple he was going to, but you are part of that business. There's no way you would let Tom and Chuck get together to discuss business over a dinner without you insisting that you be there yourself."
I went on: "You see, that's part of your domineering nature... it's fueled by paranoia. You knew the company was having financial issues. You knew they were looking to get rid of Stanley... and some of that was due to the pressure you were putting on them to get rid of him. So if they're having a business meeting behind your back, without you present, they might very well have been discussing divesting their business of you."
Me: "Maybe Tom wanted to decouple Maple & Hogue from your staffing portion of the business. He would convince Chuck it's for the best, to let you re-establish your own business and have it going even if Maple & Hogue's fortunes go south. And it would let them streamline their business, recast it, reshape it, in order to survive."
Mr. Garner spoke up: "Speculation is not evidence, Commander. And that's all that is."
"True on both counts." I said. "And the point of it is that your client went totally against the grain and let her husband go to a Maple & Hogue business dinner without her. And I'd sooner expect the moon to leave orbit after Storage Site 2 exploded than for her to act so out of character. And the only logical explanation for that... is that she knew her husband and Tom Maple had other plans."



I leaned forward and stared hard at Harriet Hogue as I said "And the logical path of that thread is that you did have some idea of what they were really doing. That's the paradox: if you didn't know, you would not have let your husband out of your house that night. And the cherry on top is that your husband was devoted to you. He willingly submitted to your dominance. Chuck would have had no desire to have sex with Marla unless you told him to, or at least told him it was okay to do that."
Me: "Ergo, back to the original question: why did you let your husband participate in that sexual liaison with that woman that we know you despise? Were you trying to get him killed? Were you trying to set off Stanley Locklear, in the hopes he would kill Tom and Chuck, either right then or afterwards, when he learned the full truth?"
"You must be mad!" Harriet exclaimed in the stunned silence of the room. "Talk about fantasies! You're absolutely full of---"
"I need to talk to my client." Mr. Garner interrupted, beginning to understand that the Iron Crowbar don't play...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The MCD Detectives, sans Lt. Jerome Davis, were at their desks, and they looked up at us when we got to MCD. George Newman asked "Storage Site 2, sir?"
I grinned. "A little 'Space: 1999' reference, there."
"What's 'Space: 1999?' Roark Coleman asked. I just looked at him as if he were out of his tree.
"Only the best science fiction series in the history of television." I replied. "Look it up, look it up."
Julia Rodriguez said "I finally figured out where you were going with your questioning, sir. If Mrs. Hogue did all that to set off Stanley Locklear, it shows he was being set up, and therefore his own actions were legitimate."
Joanne Warner said "But it doesn't exonerate him... if Mrs. Hogue told Mr. Locklear ahead of time, and therefore he knew about it, he could make sure the gun was loaded, reloaded it when he found it wasn't, and then shot them when he did. Orrrrr he might've shot them after he was released when the roleplay game was over."
I said "All that's true: it doesn't exonerate Mr. Locklear. But what I said in there was an accurate observation: it was totally and completely out of character for Mr. Hogue to be out from under his wife's thumb, especially to be having sex with Mrs. Locklear. It was a contradiction, which you know I always say cannot exist, and it needed resolution. We'll see if we get that resolution, or not."
Teddy Parker spoke up: "Sir, is the reason Tia Maple came in and made that statement because she realized Harriet Hogue may be betraying her, and trying to get full possession of the company away from Tia?"
"Ohhh, that's goood, Mr. Parker." I said. I handed him the red crowbar and said "Here, hold this while you explain to the whole class."
Teddy Parker blushed slightly at the praise, then said: "On the surface, it looks like the two heirs, that being the widows, would inherit equal shares of the company, especially since Harriet was no longer a partner. However, since Tom died first, and we have proof of that, Harriet could claim to have first rights to buy out Tom Maple's shares from Tia."
Parker: "There's also the reciprocal insurance payouts. Again, because Tom died first, his policy wouldn't pay out. Chuck and Harriet would be paid out... and Harriet inherits Chuck's payout. That gives her the money to buy out Tom's shares."
Roark Coleman said "Mrs. Maple could tie that up in Court for years. Especially about the first rights to the shares. And by the time it's resolved, that company is long since wiped out."
Teddy Parker said "You think that's why Harriet Hogue told Tia Maple that Tom was having an affair with Marla Locklear? To get Tia to leave Tom, file for divorce? Maybe he's forced to sell his shares, and Chuck Hogue has first rights?"
I said "You've again touched on a great point, Mr. Parker. Harriet Hogue definitely had a reason for telling Tia Maple that. And trying to get Tom and Tia divorced may have been that reason. But as opposed to getting his shares, maybe that was because Harriet wanted Tom himself, and for herself."
Me: "I say that partially because if... and it's a big, big 'if'... Harriet was trying hard to steal Tom from Tia, then it would make sense why she let Chuck participate in that sexual roleplay with her enemy Marla Locklear, giving Harriet grounds to divorce her husband."
Julia said "So even if nothing wet had happened to anyone, Harriet might have been thinking of ways to exploit that whole roleplay thing. Maybe she wanted to use it to get herself divorced from Chuck, and Tom divorced from Tia after she tells Tia about it. And it humiliates Mrs. Locklear... after all, sir, the Press was at the scene very fast, and was reporting a lot of details very quickly."
"Give that Paratrooper a red crowbar!" I exclaimed. "Seriously, give it up, Parker." With mock sadness, Teddy handed Julia the red crowbar.
Joanne Warner looked a little frustrated as she said "Sir, this is all interesting intrigue, but I still don't see how it exonerates Stanley Locklear in any way."
Roark said "Nor convicts him."
I said "You're right. The shootings are the fly in the ointment. I don't see why either Mrs. Maple or Mrs. Hogue would want their husbands killed; after all, like Mr. Roark said, this is very likely going to completely destroy the company. And there was no guarantee that Stanley would shoot and kill the two men. So we have a long way to go to make those pieces fit... and I caution you now not to try to force them to fit."
Roark: "Sir, I understand and agree that the widows likely did not intend on becoming widows... but that doesn't apply to Marla Locklear. She and Harriet apparently hated each other, Tia had broken any friendly relations with her off, she might've been the one that wanted Tom Maple for herself, and if she couldn't have him, she'd make sure nobody would."
Joanne: "Same for Stanley. If he'd found out he was being kicked to the kerb, and found out about his wife arranging for that roleplay in order to have sex with Tom and Chuck in front of Stanley, to humiliate him, then Stanley might've known ahead of time that he'd have the opportunity to murder them, and did so when he had the chance."
Roark: "And Tom and Chuck conveeeniently allowed themselves to be murdered? C'mon, they didn't think he would get out of his bonds... and they thought the self-defense gun was unloaded by Marla, but it wasn't."
Joanne: "Or he reloaded the gun."
I cut in: "With bullets from where?" As the room went silent, I said "All the bullets are accounted for. If Marla did unload the gun... and her fingerprints were not on it... and Stanley did reload it, then there are five cartridges totally unaccounted for. Where are they?"
Joanne said "Sir, we don't know if they're accounted for. Stanley could've had more bullets somewhere."
I said "And for him to make the effort to hide extra bullets shows knowledge and planning aforethought. Stanley said he did not want to see his wife with other men, and never had. So why would he allow that roleplay to even happen?"
Joanne said "Because he wanted to kill them!... sir."
I said "Then why didn't he shoot them when they walked into his home, before the sex happened? He'd still have the self-defense and 'Castle Doctrine' defenses working for him."
Joanne said "Sir, with all due respect... I am not assuming Stanley is telling the truth in all this. He may---"
Roark fired back: "And you think Marla is telling the truth?"
"DON'T INTERRUPT ME AGAIN, COLEMAN!" Joanne thundered at Roark, her lovely face marred by anger and hatred that I had never seen from her before.
"Keep it civil, guys" I said. "You were saying, Joanne?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said, anger still in her voice. "I was saying that he may well have wanted to see his wife with other men, and was lying when he said he didn't. And while you're right about shooting them as they came inside, his legal defense is much stronger the way it actually went down, so he might have let it happen. And my thesis is that if he could not get out of his bonds until they let him out, he still would've gone for the gun and shot them, and then maybe claim an Insanity defense."
I nodded. "First of all, guys, I am loving this discussion and exchange of ideas. It shows me you're all thinking critically and sifting the evidence in your minds. But keep it civil; don't interrupt each other or start yelling."
Me: "Having said that... Joanne, you're right that we cannot assume Stanley's innocence. But Mr. Roark is right: we can circumstantially prove that Marla has lied to us. So your burden of proof against Stanley is much stronger than our current burden against Marla, as ADA Fineman will find out if she puts Stanley on trial."
"So what's next, sir?" Teddy Parker asked.
"All of this Maple & Hogue stuff may be a sideshow." I replied. "We have to go back to the basics, to the original sin: Marla or Stanley, both or neither. And since I need to get this shit wrapped up fast, I'm going to have one more interview with Marla, and then we play Pontious Pilate and wash our hands of the matter, and let ADA Fineman fuck things up without the least bit of help from us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julia and I went back to I-1, where Harriet Hogue and her lawyer were waiting for us. Garner started the 'conversation' off: "Commander Troy, your reputation both precedes you and follows you, so I can't tell if you're outright bluffing or if you really believe that fairy tale you told us, or even if you have actual proof."
Garner: "But I'm willing to bet you don't have the proof. And furthermore, it's getting around the legal community that ADA Fineman... to whom this case has been assigned, we know that... that she won't press charges for something as specious as this, especially if it's just to spit in your face."
I said "You better be damn sure about Fineman if you're going to try to play those bluffing games using her name. But even if you're right, Mrs. Hogue's problems are not only in Court. The insurance company is going to be hearing about this... I can promise you that that will happen... and they'll hold up the payouts on the reciprocal policies, probably for months if not years waiting for a Court trial."
Me: "And Tia Maple will be using it as a basis for her own legal challenges over ownership of the company... and I think we all know, Mrs. Hogue, that even if you win, by the time it works its way through the Courts, Maple & Hogue will cease to exist, and there will be nothing left even to sell."
I both felt and saw Harriet Hogue wilt as the air was let out of her balloon. She leaned over and whispered something, and Mr. Garner nodded. He looked at me and said "I want immunity for my client for any past statements that could be considered false or misleading, and for all charges against my client to this point to be dropped, in exchange for her complete statement."
"I'm sure you do want that." I said. "But it ain't gonna happen. What I'll offer you is to decide after hearing your client's statement... and not a hypothetical... I'll decide whether or not to drop the charges and let your client go."
Harriet said "How do I know you will not renege, and you'll charge me anyway?"
"You don't." I replied. "I am promising you nothing, except to consider your statement against the charges you're facing. And you will just have to trust me that I'll do that in good faith... or not."
Garner said "No. We want immunity... and we want the deal agreed to and signed by ADA Savannah Fineman. We won't accept any agreement with just a Police Officer."
"Very well." I said. "You have no agreement to accept." I nodded to Julia, and we got up and left the Interrogation Room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Friday, June 11th. Marla Locklear and her attorney Nadine Hall entered Police Headquarters. They were escorted to Interrogation-Alpha by Patrol Officer Lisa Burrell, who remained as the Uniformed Presence.
"What are you going to ask her first?" I asked Detective Julia Rodriguez as we looked in on them from the anteroom through the one-way glass.
"What she did with the bullets." Julia said. "She's had time to come up with an answer, and I seriously doubt it will be an honest one, as I believe she did not unload the gun. So she weaves a tangled web and we catch her in a contradiction if not an outright lie, and then use that as leverage to get the truth out of her."
"I like the way you're thinking." I replied.
"What are you going to ask her, sir?" Julia asked me.
"You're going to ask the question for me." I said. "I want you to ask her if she's pregnant with Tom Maple's child."
"I like the way you're thinking, sir." Julia replied with a grin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into I-A and I re-introduced Julia. Then I read Mrs. Locklear her rights from the card. Nadine Hall did not interrupt me, but once I was done she let loose: "Commander, my client has come in at your request. She's cooperated to this point, but I see no reason why she should be subjected to further abuses of her time. So ask your questions, and either charge her with something, or let her go free without restrictions."
I nodded to Julia, who asked "The bullets, Mrs. Locklear. The ones you claim you took from your husband's gun. What did you do with them?"
Marla said without hesitation: "I put them in my purse, and then threw them in the trash can at the Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers that I ate lunch at the next day."
I said "So how were you planning to get them back into the gun after the roleplay was all over?"
Marla said "I wasn't. I was going to tell Stanley that I'd emptied the gun as a precaution, so that he could reload it."
Nadine Hall broke in: "She's answered that question. Now stop badgering her about it and move along. Any more questions?"
Julia said "Just one: are you pregnant, Mrs. Locklear?"
Nadine Hall practically yelled "How dare you ask such a question!" She turned to Marla and said "Don't dignify that with a reply."
I said "But you said your client was cooperating. And it's an absolutely material question. Mrs. Locklear?"
Marla said "I don't know. I had my period three weeks ago, and last week, when Tom climaxed inside me, I was at my most fertile time. But I doubt I'm pregnant. I'm on---"
She caught herself. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me. Then she said "I guess we'll see in the coming days and weeks, won't we?"
Julia asked "Could your husband possibly be the father? Or Mr. Hogue? That is, if you are pregnant."
"No." said Marla. "I've been on the Pill for years, and made Stanley wear condoms during my most fertile times. I got off the Pill earlier this year, to give my body a break, and Stanley wore condoms. But sex was not very common between us, as we were working through our marital issues. And Chuck had had a vasectomy, so I doubt he did any damage when he fucked me."
I said "How did you know he had a vasectomy?"
"He told me." Marla said. "It was a while back, during a social outing for the company. I asked if he and Harriet were planning on having any children, and he said no, because he'd been snipped years before."
"All right, then." I said. "Detective, do you have any further questions for Mrs. Locklear?"
"Just this." said Julia. "Mrs. Locklear, were you aware that Tom Maple had canceled your husband's reciprocal insurance?"
Marla did not react, but merely said "No, I did not know that."
I got up to go, followed by Julia. "Officer Burrell will see you out, after we leave by the other door. Mrs. Locklear, you should stay in the County, but if you do leave, notify the Police Department of where you're going, and keep your cellphone with you and turned on."
Nadine Hall said "Like I said, Commander... either charge my client, or she's free to go where she pleases when she pleases. Are you charging her?"
"Naw, not right now." I said. "Besides... you've already worked it out with ADA Fineman that your client will get immunity in exchange for testifying against her husband at his trial..."
Julia actually laughed out loud at the look on Nadine's beautiful face after I dropped that truth bomb...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to Classroom 'E', where several Detectives and their Leadership from MCD, Vice, and Intel had watched the interview. Teresa came in right behind me.
"Thoughts?" I asked as we all sat down.
Julia said "Sir, I do not need to be Carole Troy to know that Mrs. Locklear was lying like a dog in the shade."
Lt. Jerome Davis said "I looked at the autopsy reports to see if the M.E. noted that Mr. Hogue had had a vasectomy, but there was no notation."
I said "Well, we can't blame the M.E. for that. Hogue was shot in the head... the one on his shoulders, not the other one. So her autopsy wasn't all that exhaustive."
Roark Coleman said "I guess we could exhume the body."
Joanne said "Except that Chuck Hogue was cremated, and his ashes are in his wife's possession. She told the Funeral Home director she wanted to always keep Chuck by her side."
"Controlling to the very last... and to eternity." Teddy Parker said.
"Sir," asked Teresa, "why didn't you arrest Mrs. Locklear? At least run her through booking like you did Mrs. Hogue?"
I said "I initially was going to. But I was observing both her and Nadine Hall, and I noticed how they were all but silently goading me to do something like that. So I dropped that little truth-bomb about Nadine having already worked it out with Fineman... and I do not need to be Carole Troy to observe by Nadine's reaction that I was right."
Teresa: "So Miriam Walters is suing you over making plea deals, but when Savannah does something like that, and gives a possibly guilty woman immunity, that's okay?"
I said "And Fineman plans to put Marla on the stand to say whatever she wants against Stanley... and it's 'he said, she said' at best."
"And reasonable doubt, sir." said Roark Coleman...
"Maybe." I said. "Just maybe..."
Part 22 - Breakthrough?
5:30pm, Friday, June 11th. Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross stepped out of her office at City Hall to leave for home when she suddenly felt a vibe. She looked up to see District Attorney Miriam Walters coming out of the restroom and up the hallway towards her, looking absolutely miserable.
"Miriam?" Cindy called out. "Are you okay?"
Miriam had been startled at hearing her name. She looked up and said "I... I'm fine..."
"Hey, come in my office for a minute." Cindy said.
"I really shouldn't." Miriam said. Cindy knew why.
"Please... let's talk a minute." Cindy said. "I'm not the Sheriff nor the Iron Crowbar." She was now practically steering Miriam into her office, and had the District Attorney sit down. "Want some hot tea? It's an English blend, very good." She'd turned off the hot water heater in her office, but the water was still warm enough to make two cups of tea.
"Mmm, that is good." Miriam said as she sipped her tea. Then she seemed to remember where she was. "I'm not sure I should be talking to you, though. You're Don Troy's cousin, aren't you? I'm suing him, as you know."
Cindy took her badge off her shirt and put it on her desk. "Put yours on the desk, and let's talk... off the record, girl to girl, no b.s. And I won't say a word to Don nor the Sheriff. This is just between us."
Miriam's beady black eyes were peering at Cindy, deciding what to do next. Finally, she took her badge out of her purse and put it on the desk. Her badge was a star inside a wreath, similar to Cindy's. But the wreath around the gold star was silver instead of gold, denoting that Miriam was an elected official. The seal in the middle had the Scales of Justice instead of the Public Safety seal, and the logo around it said 'Department Of Justice', and the label on top said 'District Attorney'."



Cindy said "I can tell you're upset about something. Is it this Locklear case Savannah's bringing?"
Miriam said "Does it show that much?"
"Yes." Cindy said, not saying that she could 'see' what most others could not. "And I get the idea that you feel like you're between a rock and a hard place. That case is going to get very politically charged, and it could hurt you very badly in the next elections."
Miriam said "Iiiii... I'm not sure I should be talking to you about it."
Cindy said "Listen. I know you are feuding with the Sheriff and with Don, and I know it's a very bad situation for all of us. But this isn't about them. Look, I'm left-of-center politically, but I'm also a political atheist, and I don't get into all the activist crap. And I and just about everyone else thought you were right-of-center, so we're stunned that you're letting Savannah charge Locklear, and frame it as a vigilante case, especially when the Police are still investigating it."
Miriam sighed, then said "I'll tell you what I've told Griswold and Troy... Savannah is my ADA, and it's not for them nor you to tell me what to do---"
Cindy held up her hand. "Miriam... please. I'm not trying to tell you what to do with your ADAs, so please don't go there with me. Drop the shields for just a second, and let's talk openly and honestly about this. What Savannah is doing is bothering you, and I just want to understand, for myself, not for the Sheriff nor the Police, why you're letting her do that, and not reining her in."
Miriam stared at Cindy for a second, and Cindy stared back. Finally, Miriam said "It wasn't supposed to be this way. I approved Savannah going to the Grand Jury because I believe Locklear didn't have to fire his weapon. They had put down their guns, which were fakes, and he could have just held them in place until the Police arrived."
Miriam: "It was the Press that escalated it into a vigilante case, and went political with it. I never wanted nor expected that. And when I called Bettina about it, she just laughed in my face. There is one thing the Iron Crowbar and I agree upon: I despise the Mainstream Media as much as he does."
Cindy: "I don't blame you. So why don't you talk to Savannah, get her to pull back?"
Miriam said "Because if I do, or if we drop the case, the Media won't call Savannah out on it, they'll attack me. And you were right, they'll destroy my election chances. If you want Ted Mason or Gil Krasney winning the next D.A. election, you'll get it if I pull back on this now."
"Krasney?" Cindy asked, surprised.
"Oh yes." Miriam said. "He would give up the State A.G. job to become D.A. here again... just so he can fuck up the Police and especially the Iron Crowbar. I'm really not Don Troy's enemy, even though he apparently thinks I am. But Gil Krasney is."
Cindy said "I'm not saying this to argue, or tell you what to do, but will you let me tell you what Don is really thinking?" Miriam shrugged and nodded, so Cindy said "Don is the greatest Detective any of us have ever seen. Hell, he's better than Sherlock Holmes and The Batman in fiction."
Cindy: "Don never intended to become a cop; it just happened. He does not need that job; he could be successful in anything he wants to do. But since he committed to become a cop, he does his job to the best of his ability. The only problem with that is that Don is extremely direct. He plows straight through obstacles rather than negotiate them. He'd be a lousy politician; he has no sense of negotiation."
Cindy: "As an example: a lot of people called him a racist after he very straightforwardly crushed the race riots last year. He's not a racist, far from it. But he naively was colorblind about it all; he never really considered the political issues and ramifications. And he may have been correct to do that, but it certainly caused angst."
Cindy: "And again, this is not a shot at you, but just explaining where he's coming from. Like I said, Don is the greatest Detective I've ever known. He took down Westboro, the Consultant of Crime. He destroyed the White Supremacy groups as well as those ginning up the Black riots. He has overcome Federal corruption, both in The City and also their attempts to frame him for crimes he did not commit, even after they destroyed his home and tried to murder his daughter and a Police Dog."
Cindy: "And I've known Paulina Patterson even longer, since before Don even moved to the Town & County. She has been a fantastic ADA, and she and Don have worked well together... not only making my cousin Tasha, but in putting away some really bad criminals. She might well have been murdered by Westboro if Don had not shown up."
Cindy: "So I understand where you're coming from, about assigning your people to cases as you see fit... but Don does not. He simply does not understand... no, he refuses to understand... why you have torn apart that successful situation. And after Savannah cut his knees out from under him in the Davalos case, he's doing what he does... he's taking the direct path by refusing to work with her, and by making his own plea deals."
Cindy: "So I'm not trying to change your mind on anything, just showing you the other side. And all I ask of you is to consider things going forward, starting with this Locklear case. If Savannah goes forward with it, she will lose, and lose badly."
Wow, she actually listened to me, Cindy thought to herself. But she also could feel that her words had had little effect on the District Attorney. And then she saw Miriam Walters's face change, ever so slightly, just a bit of a sparkle in those beady black eyes. What's that about? Cindy wondered.
Miriam said "I'll consider what you have said. But you're right... the Locklear case is locked in, and it's Savannah's case... win or lose." And Cindy caught the vibe...
Part 23 - Authors
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 14th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in the distance behind her. "Commander Donald Troy escalates the Locklear case with a wrongful arrest!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Police arrested Harriet Hogue, widow of Chuck Hogue, who was slain by his business parter Stanley Locklear just over a week ago. Mrs. Hogue was charged with Obstruction of Justice and Lying to Police. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the copse of trees next to the Courthouse, with said Courthouse in her background. "Mrs. Hogue is expected to be arraigned this morning. ADA Savannah Fineman says she will urge the presiding Judge to drop the charges, citing insufficient evidence, claiming that Commander Donald Troy's specious charges are just bullying tactics that Donald Troy is well known for. Commander Troy has refused to respond to multiple, repeated requests by Channel Two News for comment."
Amber: "ADA Fineman has also told Channel Two News that she is giving Marla Locklear total Immunity from prosecution in exchange for her truthful testimony against her husband Stanley Locklear, who is accused of two counts of first degree murder in a vigilante action that left his business partners dead."
Amber: "ADA Fineman also cited her reasons for adding aggravating circumstances to the charges against Locklear, which makes his trial a Death Penalty case. ADA Fineman is alleging that the two men actually were unarmed and not holding weapons when they were shot, and that Locklear's actions were an intentional act of vigilantism. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Amber, what does District Attorney Miriam Walters have to say about this case?"
Amber: "Bettina, D.A. Walters declined to appear on camera for an interview with KXTC, but she issued a statement saying that the case is ADA Fineman's responsibility to prosecute."
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said happily. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important story. Political experts say the Police actions and arrest are legally incorrect, and that ADA Fineman is correct to make the case one of vigilantism as well as failure to retreat from the danger without using guns."
Bettina: "And in other news, Climate Justice has been denied as the lawsuits against Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross have been dismissed. Let's go to highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the slender black reporter, wearing a well-fitting suit, with County Jail in his distant background. "After Judge Franklin Washington dismissed the lawsuit and lifted the stay on developing the land in the dispute, Ms. Ross immediately had workers clearing the land, mercilessly cutting down old growth trees on the mountainside behind where she intends to build her home. She also had the properties next to her homestead, which she also owned, recklessly cleared of trees."
Lemay: "The PCGW and other entities involved in the lawsuit made an emergency appeal to Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court, and asked for an injunction to prevent the land clearing until their appeals were exhausted. Judge Leahy did issue the stay, but it was immediately overturned by Federal Judge K.M. Landis as well as State Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert Johnson."
Lemay:" "Chief Deputy Sheriff Ross immediately began clearing the land, making further legal action by the Climate Justice groups relatively moot. Ms. Ross could face heavy fines if the appeals succeed and the lawsuit is reinstated and the Climate Justice groups win... but the trees are gone, and the environment needlessly damaged."
Lemay: "In a statement to Channel Two News, the Climate Justice groups have sworn vengeance against Chief Deputy Ross on behalf of the Environment. And Dr. Lionel Carmela has also promised that there will be retribution if Ms. Ross does not support Climate issues with a large purchase of carbon offsets to atone for her radical, ultra-Conservative actions. Back to you, Bettina..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was fast." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said as she, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Chief Sean Moynahan, Commander Donald Troy (me), and Sheriff Antonio Griswold watched the propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
Teresa said to Cindy: "You had those crews ready to go to cut down those trees the moment you legally were allowed to."
"Damn right I did." Cindy replied. "I can pay a fine. But like Lemay surprisingly noted, the trees are gone, they can't be put back, and I'm going to have a view."
Indeed, the Green Crowbar had paid the crew ahead of time a large bonus to be on call at any moment, and as soon as Judge Washington ruled in her favor, she had those crews at work before the radical groups's lawyers could get the paperwork to appeal filed.
Tanya asked "Why did you clear the trees on the property next door? You planning to sell it?"
Cindy said "Yes. Edward R. Steele has already purchased an option on the property. As soon as we get the legal stuff cleared once and for all, he'll buy it and start building a house. I'm starting my house immediately."
Tanya said "If Edward moves, what does that mean for his Council position? And Marie's schools?"
I said "Marie will continue to be in the Town High school system, as her mother's employment at the University allows."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "As to Edward... yes, that property, and yours Cindy, is in Ian McGhillie's district, which is one of the five County seats on the Council. And don't let this get out of this room, but I have heard that Mr. McGhillie is strongly considering retiring and not running for re-election to the Council."
"Wow." I said. "And J.P. Goldman has already said he won't run again, and Selena Steele is going to run for his Council seat. As some wise person once said... 'the only constant is change'."
I then said "I'd like for Chief Deputy Ross to explain to us why Bettina and Amber made sure to include D.A. Miriam Walters in their lynching of Stanley Locklear." I had felt her vibe all the way across the table when that had been said.
The Green Crowbar's head whirled around as she affixed her ice blue eyes on me. "What do you mean?" she said, somewhat as a challenge.
I said "The wording of Miriam's statement was... interesting, was it not?" All eyes went to Cindy.
Cindy replied: "The Media is your bugaboo, Don, not mine. You'll have to ask Bettina and Amber what they're doing with that."
I said no more, but Cindy was clearly shaken up by what I'd said. She should've known, I thought to myself, that not much gets past me. She should've known...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:15am, Monday, June 14th. All of the Detectives in MCD, Vice, and Intel assembled in Classroom 'J' at the 'invitation' of the Police Commander. Once they were inside, the Sheriff, Teresa, and I brought in boxes of books.
Sheriff Griswold took to the podium as Teresa and I gave out the books, which had paper slips denoting each particular recipient. "This is the second book in my three-part series. And this time I had a co-author, who met his deadlines before I did. I don't know how he finds the time."
The book was titled 'The Art and Science of Detection', subtitled 'Interviews and Interrogations'. (Author's note: the first book is in 'The Other World', Ch. 02.) And the co-authors were listed as 'Antonio Griswold and Donald Troy'.
"Aww, this photo on the back cover is awesome!" Joanne Warner practically squealed. On the left side of the photo was Sheriff Griswold sitting on the bench in front of the statue of President Jefferson in Courthouse Square. He was wearing his Sheriff's uniform with brown jacket, his full 'fruit salad' of ribbons, and the MOV around his next. To his left was Your Iron Crowbar, in my Police uniform with 'fruit salad' and MOV.
But what Joanne loved was the extremely handsome Police Dog sitting between us. Yes, the redoubtable Bowser was striking a pose, stylin' and profilin', wearing his bandana and Police badge.
The Sheriff's dedication was to his late wife and son, and to all the LEOs he'd ever served with. My dedication said "To my children. May all of them achieve greatness." The books were autographed by the Sheriff, all with personal notes. They'd have to come to me to add my autograph.
"Y'all read this book," the Sheriff said, "and then I'll work with you, together and separately, on your interrogation skills. You're all good, but we all can be better... well, I don't know if anyone will ever be able to sit across from a perp like the Iron Crowbar does, and say 'I'll tell you what happened, and you correct me if I go astray.'." There was laughter that turned into applause.
I said "Any and all of you could do that."
Cindy said "No disrespect to anyone, Don, and I love it when you do it. But no, none of us can do that. And I doubt anyone ever will."
One person will, I thought to myself. One person will...
Part 24 - Epilogue
10:00am, Monday, June 14th. Teresa came into my office and handed me her copy of the book. The Sheriff had written "It has been a joy to watch you rise to what you have become. Don't ever stop reaching for greatness."
Now how was I supposed to top that? I thought to myself. Still, I tried: "To my most loyal Angel. Your courage is exceeded only by the greatness of your heart. All my love," and my name.
"Awww," Teresa said as she read what I'd written. Then she said "Sir, can I ask you a question?"
"If you stop calling me 'sir' when we're not in public." I said whimsically.
Teresa nodded, then said "Uh... that project you're working on. It's about Catholic priests abusing children. Maybe Cardinal O'Leery himself?"
I didn't flinch. I said "Yes, that's what this case is about. How did you know?"
Teresa said "It's the only thing I could think of that you'd have a reason to keep from me. And when Tanya asked you about looking into Louella Hopper murder, I remembered that one of the things she was working on at the time was Catholic priest molestations."
"That..." I said after a pause, "... is Iron Crowbar thinking. Truly Crowbar-worthy." I held up the red crowbar and said "It's yours whenever you want it."
"I don't." Teresa said. "You'll give that straight to Carole. You know it, I know it, she knows it... hell, it's unanimous."
I grinned, then took the file folders out of my safe. As I handed them to her, I said "I have seen the good that converting to Catholic Christianity has done for you, and this is going to shake that faith to the core. So I wanted to make damn sure I had my ducks in a row on it before I told you. Ditto that for Father Romano."
Teresa looked me straight in the eye and said "I appreciate that, sir. But you don't have to worry. My first loyalties are to you, and then to the TCPD Badge. The Church will have to take its place behind those."
I nodded, fully realizing the implications of her stated order of her loyalties. She opened the file and began reading...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later that afternoon, Teresa and I went to the offices of the Town & County Examiner. Owner and Executive Publisher Alison McFarland greeted us enthusiastically.
In answer to our small-talk inquiries, Alison said "Yes, the paper is doing pretty well as a weekly, printing the engagements, weddings, goings-on of the Ladies Auxiliary and the Kiwanis and Lions Club charity drives, and getting advertising. But it's the online advertising that is really paying off. So, what brings the rabidly anti-Media Police Commander to my humble office?"
I smiled, as both Alison and I knew that she was the exception to my anti-Media rule. I said "I have a cold case. I don't have the time I need to fully pursue it, and it may be one of those times where being a Police Officer is more of a hindrance than a help to me in my investigations. But it might be perfect for you, Keith Madden, and Geiger to look into, and it could be good for your 'Unresolved' podcasts." (Author's note: 'Unresolved' for more on Alison's podcasts.)
I continued: "If you get the goods on this perp, something legally actionable that I can use to bring this bastard to justice, hand it to me and let me do it. Even if you don't, there's a Pulitzer in it for you. But I'll warn you now... it's going to be dangerous, and the sheer power of those that will try to stop you cannot be underestimated."
Alison said "Worse than what you faced when the Swamp Frogs came after you?"
"Yes." I said, dead serious. Alison could see in my gray eyes as I stared into hers that I was not kidding around. "And if you accept this, I need to know that you will be totally committed to it, and won't back out."
"Okay, what is it?" she said. I handed her the file folder. When she read the name of our prey, she gasped and looked up at me in shock...
Finis... for now.
Author's note: This story, including the trail of Stanley Locklear, will continue in stories in the near future. In the meantime, who is guilty? Stanley? Marla? Harriet? All of them? None of them? Stay tuned...
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Part 1 - Prologue
(Author's note: Some housekeeping and table setting in this first chapter. Thanks for your patience and bearing with it.)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 28th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the Civic Center on the other side of Courthouse Square as her background. "Controversies over the July 4th weekend remain unresolved!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "We have full Team coverage of the breaking stories of the controversies surrounding the July 4th weekend. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the 'height-challenged', athletic blonde reporterette from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the Civic Center on the other side of Courthouse Square as well as the statue of President Thomas Jefferson and the flagpole on the Square as her background.
Amber: "July 4th is on Sunday this year, and the traditional and increasingly popular Town & County Triathlon was scheduled to be run that morning. However, local churches complained a month ago, citing that road closures would prevent worshippers from getting to the churches for services, so the Triathlon was rescheduled, and will be run the morning of Saturday, July 3rd."
Amber: "The Triathlon is sponsored by the Ladies Auxiliary Club, but the Picnic and Fireworks Show are paid for by the Town & County itself, and that event is still scheduled for Sunday evening. Efforts to reschedule it were rebuffed by the company contracted to put on the fireworks display, who claim they have another display to put on in Hamilton County on Saturday."
Amber: "Several members of the Town & County Council as well as Social Justice groups have called for the total cancellation of the fireworks show. Let's go to political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Amber!" said the tall(er), black reporter, wearing his expensive, well-fitting suit as he appeared on screen, with City Hall as his background. He and Amber were fifteen feet apart on the same rooftop. He said "Council Members are upset that the fireworks company won't reschedule the date for the fireworks show, but Social Justice groups and Civil Rights leaders also want the festivities canceled. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Lemay interviewing Stacy Jacobs and Eldrick X. Weaver the day before. Weaver said "The Town & County Government didn't do anything for the 'Juneteenth' holiday, except put a lot of cops on the streets to suppress any peaceful rallies. But the racist Republicans of the Council want to pay for fireworks on the holiday celebrating white slaveowners that hypocritically declared (air quotes) 'independence' for themselves, but continued to subject People of Color to the brutality of slavery."
Stacy Jacobs: "We are calling for all the July 4th activities that are paid for by the Government to be canceled. We are also calling for all People of Color to boycott all activities on July 4th, and to peacefully protest the disrespect shown us on Juneteenth."
Back to Carl Lemay live: "The Town & County Council is expected to take up the issue at tomorrow night's Council meeting at City Hall. Let's go back to Amber Harris with more on the Town & County Police preparations for the expected peaceful protests. Amber!"
"That's right, Carl!" said Amber as the feed returned to her. "Channel Two News has learned that White Nationalist Governor Sharon Marshall has ordered additional State Patrol reinforcements to the Town & County to augment the Town & County Police. The TCPD has refused to give any details of their security plans, such as where and how many heavily armed and armored cops they will deploy. And Commander Donald Troy, who is directly in charge of such paramilitary-style deployments, has refused--- er, has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News. Back to you, Bettina!"
Back to Bettina live: "Thank you, Carl! Thank you, Amber! That was Carl Lemay and Amber Harris with Team coverage of those important stories. And in international news, the Vatican is denying rumors that Pope John Paul IV is seriously ill. A spokesman for the Holy See issued a statement saying that His Holiness the Pope canceled a couple of events due to the flu, but he is resting comfortably and will return to his duties soon."
Bettina: "Claude Cardinal O'Leery, Archbishop of the Diocese of The City, is considered to be a leading candidate to be elected the next Pope. His Office in the City said that he has no travel plans in the near future, and that His Holiness the Pope is not seriously ill. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, the Sheriff, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle watched the propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Can they do that?"
"Do what?" Cindy asked.
"Change the contract with the fireworks company." Tanya replied. "It's pretty short notice to make a big change like that."
"The contract was made months ago." Cindy said. "And they were contacted last month about making the change from Sunday to Saturday, but the fireworks people said they couldn't change it. And yes, it's a stone-cold contract; the County has to pay it out no matter what."
Teresa said: "The Fairgrounds include the grounds west of the River, and that's where the fireworks company is going to set up. The contract reserves that land for them starting Friday in order to set up. So they're going to be setting up over there. The Parks & Recreation people believe the fireworks company could move the show time up by a day, and there's language in the contract that allows changes of time or date, mostly due to weather possibilities."
I said "Who changed the date of the Triathlon from Sunday to Saturday? Especially if the churches were complaining only a month ago. They should've left it when it was, and told the churches to deal with it. July 4th won't be on Sunday again for years, and we can do better next time, but to change it on such short notice... especially if they can't change the fireworks show... is folly."
Chief Moynahan said "I a-greeeee, Mister Crowbarrrr."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "I can understand the churches's complaints, though. The Catholic, Presbyterian, First Baptist, and Episcopal Churches are all on College Street. With University Avenue, North Street, and Riverside Drive blocked off, and Jefferson Avenue blocked off for the wheelchair race, it is virtually impossible to get to those churches during race time."
Teresa said "What I don't like about it is having to provide the security over two days instead of one. And worse... when I hear a spokesperson for the so-called 'Social Justice' groups, like Stacy Jacobs, say they want to (air quotes) 'peacefully' protest, that sure as shootin' means anything but peaceful."
Teresa: "Police Officers of all people should be able to have July 4th to spend with their families instead of on riot duty. But nooooo, these anarchist assholes have to gin up violence. God! they piss me off!"
I said "I wonder if that's just a bluff... and on the Media's part as much as Jacobs and Weaver's parts. I noticed that Amber made a point to talk about our State Patrol reinforcements, which aren't as large as she was making it sound, and then Amber whined about the TCPD not giving the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media detailed information about our security plans.
"Sheesh!" growled Teresa.
Me: "My point is that I would not put it past the Media to work with the Haters to say they're protesting or should protest, just to make us have to plan for it, pay the extra money to have Officers in full riot gear waiting for trouble that might never develop. And to piss off the Iron Wolf, of course."
Everyone chuckled as Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. Then she said "But we can't take the chance that they're bluffing. They weren't bluffing a year ago when they marched on the site of the start of the Triathlon." (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice', Ch. 02-03.)
I said "In lieu of the normal Angels meeting, let's have Captain Michaels and the Lieutenants Three meet with us this morning. And invite the Precinct Captains to join us, even though they are anything but Angels."
As Teresa sent out text messages, Tanya asked: "Was the Juneteenth situation as bad as KXTC made it out to be?"
"Not only 'no', but 'hell no!'." I replied. "Eldrick X. Weaver got a permit for a 'Picnic In the Park' rally at MLK Jr. Park. When Lieutenant DeLong at 2nd Precinct got notice of the permit, he called Weaver and asked what security or crowd control Weaver needed, and Weaver said the TCPD's normal procedures would suffice. So we had some Officers and Deputies at the entrances to the park and around the parking lot. Nothing special, because they didn't ask for anything special."
Me: "They were in standard gear, which meant armored vests, but nothing special in the way of riot gear. And there were no problems at all. The (air quotes) 'rally' was mostly Weaver, Reginald B.F. Lewis, and Stacy Jacobs making speeches, and those weren't all that politically charged. Only this morning, and specifically from KXTC, are we hearing of any complaints about TCPD Imperial Stormtroopers."
Cindy: "What about their complaint that the Town & County did nothing special for them for Juneteenth? No fireworks, no ceremonies involving the Mayor nor any Council members..."
Me: "No one asked, and I don't say that as a cop-out. Look, the United States of America will be 250 years old on July 4th, 2026, just a few years away. And we've been celebrating July 4th nearly that long. By way of contrast, 'Juneteenth' was made a Federal holiday just last year."
Me: "Some of those civil rights leaders need to start up some traditions, if that's what they want, and they should not expect others to do it for them. If they want the Mayor or Council Members involved, they should invite them, not expect others to do it for them."
Sheriff Griswold: "They don't want the tradition. They don't want to invite the Mayor to anything. They want the complaint after the fact, and the Media is all too willing to help them spread their disingenuous trash."
I said "I agree, Sheriff... except I think the Media is at the front line of the complaints, and the civil rights leaders are helping them."
Cindy said "Changing the subject... we haven't seen much of Pat Stellum on KXTC lately. No interest in why not?" She looked right at me as she said it.
I said "Why are you looking at me? I couldn't care less, unless he comes over all dead and we have to investigate his murder."
Cindy seemed disappointed as she said "No, he's alive, and still with KXTC. But my own secret Media source tells me that he's met with Professor Lionel Carmela several times, and that he's been seen on the Midtown College campus a lot. She thinks he may be trying to dig up some dirt on the new University President, Dr. Jerry Moore."
Teresa said "What, are they still trying to get Carmela installed as University President? That will be the day."
I said "Or Carmela is going to blackmail Moore into doing what Carmela wants..."
Part 2 - Freedom's Just Another Word...
8:30am, Tuesday, June 29th. A meeting convened in the Main Conference Room. At the near end sat Chief Moynahan. To his left was me, to my left was Teresa, to her left was Cindy, to her left was 1st Precinct Captain Hugh Hewitt, and to his left was 2nd Precinct Captain Abram.
To the Chief's right was Tanya, to her right was Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels, to her right was Lt. Mary Milton, then Lt. Jerome Davis, then Lt. Micah Rudistan. At the far end sat Sheriff Griswold.
The day before, I'd put out word to gather intel on the threat level we're facing for the July 4th weekend, particularly with regard to the Media and Social Justice leaders calling for 'peaceful' protests. Now, 24 hours later, we were gathering to hear the results, and make our plans going forward.
The Chief had me lead the meeting, and I said "Okay, what I know, and can contribute to this, is that the fireworks company is not budging; they are steadfastly refusing to change from Sunday to Saturday night, and they have publicly threatened to sue if the Council tries to forcibly change the contracts or cancel the show. Even if the County pays them, they say they'll sue because they've already bought a bunch of fireworks, and don't want to be left with all those explosives unused and having to be stored. Commander Croyle?"
"Thank you, sir." said Teresa, picking it up as pre-planned. "Whether it's one full day or two half-days of security, we can handle it with the professionalism the TCPD is well known and respected for. The issue is just how much security do we need? How credible are the threats of violence?"
Captain Michaels called upon Lt. Mary Milton, who exercised excellent leadership by saying "First of all, I appreciate the Precincts's Officers working their C.I.s and sending us their information quickly. Ditto that for the MCD and Vice Detectives."
Mary: "So far, we are not getting anything that suggests plans for organized gatherings by groups that could potentially be hostile to the normal festivities. No one has filed for a permit for anything in MLK Park, and---"
"Let me ask a question." said Captain Claire Michaels. "Why would you think they would file for a permit, especially if they're going to march or demonstrate, peacefully or otherwise?"
I replied "To have a place to legally gather as a large group in order to stage a subsequent march or cause trouble. Also, the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media knows we've been watching to see if they're staging any protests that turn violent, as opposed to just reporting on those protests. So having a legal gathering first gives the corrupt Media some degree of cover--- what?"
I was looking at Cindy Ross, who had shaken her head as I said that. As I glared at her, she said "I'm not going to re-hash it here."
"Keep going, Mary." Teresa said as the Red Crowbar continued to glare at the Green Crowbar.
"Yes ma'am." said Mary. "And Commander Troy is right about the reason for getting a permit. Anyway, the intel we're getting is that the Black Community is not energized about July 4th. As to student groups, it's Summer School right now and most students are not here. And Dr. Lionel Carmela, who is usually the focal point of disturbances amongst the students, is out of Town. He's in Washington, D.C. for some conference on Climate Justice, and is scheduled to be at a second conference next week, so he likely won't return home until well after the Holiday."
Mary: "Also, I touched base with some people who have connections to the FBI and DEA, and my sources tell me the Feds are not expecting any large-scale ginned-up issues by so-called Social Justice groups, at least not around here. The Feds in Washington, the DOJ and Homeland Security, are saying that (air quotes) 'ultra right wing' groups are a greater threat to violently riot than the 'Social Justice' groups that burned down The City and a lot of other cities."
Mary: "And last but not least, while we in here know it's not true that any oversized contingents of State Patrol people are coming, the Media reporting that has apparently had the effect of causing potential troublemakers, be it rioters or our basic criminal elements, to keep their heads down and to take this weekend off."
Tanya Muscone said "Why the tiptoeing around? Why not just directly ask the local FBI office for information on potential threats? And I know from my own source that nobody in the TCPD has done that."
"Because I told them not to." I said, shifting my 'look' from Cindy to Tanya. "And no disrespect to your husband nor the local FBI team, but I absolutely do not trust those corrupt bastards in Washington, especially not US Attorney General Derrick B. Harland. My own Officers will I trust to gather accurate information and correctly assess the potential threats."
Tanya did not really appreciate that, but she couldn't say anything, and she especially could not pursue her digs at Mary Milton. The Iron Crowbar was not playing those games today.
Teresa moved things along: "Speaking of threat assessments, what do you guys think of them for this weekend?"
"We can't assume there won't be any problems, ma'am." said Captain Abram. "We have to make contingencies. But we already have, so I think we're ready."
Captain Hewitt said "I agree. We're ready."
Lt. Rudistan said "I'm more worried about the actual criminals than protesters. Holiday weekends like this give bad guys cover to do bad things."
Teresa said "I agree with that. And my plan is to have a Saturday group and a Sunday group for security... not the same people, they have to be one or the other, so that they get some time off this weekend to be with their families. If it's all on Saturday, then we have two half-day groups; if not, we have one group on Saturday for the race, and the other on Sunday for the Picnic."
Teresa: "Ask the Officers for preferences on which shift they would prefer to work, and we'll accommodate them as far as we can. And if there's trouble, we'll have some people on call, but we'll have State assets to help, as well."
"Good plan, Commanderrrr Croyle." drawled the Chief. "Is there anything else?"
"If I may, Chief," said Claire Michaels, "while we have everyone here, I'd like to talk about the Toyota Gang that's been hitting the northwest area of the State, including our County."
"By all meeeeens." drawled the Chief.
Claire said to everyone "Do we have anything new on them?"
"No ma'am." said Mary Milton. "There have been no crimes in the last two weeks in the Tri-State area that fit that gang's modus operandi in any way. I also made contact with the SRIC in Midtown, and they don't have anything fitting these guys anywhere else in the State, at all."
The SRIC was the 'State Regional Intelligence Center', which was a clearinghouse of information from all over the State. It was run by the SBI, which meant that some jurisdictions did not share information with them. The TCPD was not formally part of their network, but we would and did share information upon specific requests.
Claire said "That should tell us something, that they're operating only in this area, though not letting State Lines constrain them. Anything from the FBI on them?"



Mary said "The SRIC has collected the reported stolen car tags from all over our state and the adjoining counties in our north and west border States. They have entered that data into the Federal Kaleidoscope system and the equivalent State system. If a camera gets a reading on any of those tags in our area, we'll be alerted."
Tanya: "That's good, but are you talking directly to the FBI about any of this? If the gang is crossing State Lines, the FBI can really help coordinate---"
"WHAT PART... of 'I told them not to' did you not understand a moment ago?" I thundered at Tanya as my eyes shot gray fire practically through her. Tanya looked totally shocked for an instant, but that shock was quickly turning to anger.
"Eeeeeasy, Mister Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief. "In God we trust, ladies and gentlemen. In Derrick B. Harland, we do not. Izzz here anything else you neeeed, Captain Michaels?"
"I can talk to them later about the details, Chief." Claire said diplomatically. The Chief ended the meeting as quickly as he possibly could, and got up and left. I followed him out the door as quickly as my aching back would allow me to move...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drove her wheelchair into my office right behind me at a high rate of speed, forcing my door shut by driving the wheelchair in a tight circle and catching and throwing the door closed in a deft move. I admitted silently to myself that I was impressed by the maneuver. I sat down in my chair as she parked on the dime on the floor in front of the desk.
"I thought we were past a lot of that crap." Tanya said. "Why are you freezing out the FBI again, especially Jack's local team?"
"Because I don't like them spying on me." I said levelly. (Author's note: 'Break-In', Ch. 04.)
Tanya said "At that time, you jumped my case because I brought it up in front of others, instead of alone and in private. We are alone and in private now. And you still haven't said what that was all about. What gives?"
I said "Again, I don't like them spying on me."
"That's not all it is." Tanya said, letting her not-sparkling eyes bore into mine. Her wheelchair-bound status notwithstanding, Lady Ironside was fearlessly standing right up to the Iron Crowbar. I had to admire my Angel for that much, I thought to myself.
I said "A lot of it really is what's going on in Washington. The FBI has become a totally corrupt organization, literally acting as political enforcement for one political Party against the other. And before you say anything: no, I don't think a lot of field agents are part of the corruption, and definitely not Jack and his Team. Having said that, the less I have to deal with them about our professional business, the happier I am... especially about the Louella Hopper thingy, which you should never ask me about again. I'll tell you when I'm ready to... and when I can."
"You don't have to." Tanya said. "Teresa told me and Cindy that it's about Catholic priest molestations. And don't get pissed at her. She told us so we can help protect you when they start trying to kill you. And no, I didn't say a word about it to Jack, and I'm not going to. You, I can outrun in this thing. Teresa, I can't."
I whimpered a slight laugh, not really mollified about any of this...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm, Tuesday, June 29th. The Council meeting would not begin until 7:30pm, but Teresa had been called down to City Hall by Cindy a half hour before, and Teresa in turn had called me. I hurried down.
The front door of City Hall faces east, onto Courthouse Square. After going through the metal detectors just past the atrium, one was well inside, and had to walk back east along the hallway in front of the Council Chamber that was north of the entrance (i.e. right side of City Hall). Halfway down, windows to the outside were in the walls, revealing the front portico from the side. Going on around, there was the far end entrance to the Council Chamber.
That front hallway was flooded with blue-shirted and red-shirted Citizens, mostly young in age. The blue-shirted people's blue t-shirts said 'CELEBRATE THE FOURTH!' with an American Flag in sparkling colors in the middle. The red t-shirts was the standard outline of someone planting a pennant on a hill, the logo of the 'Antifa' movement used by black 'Social Justice' groups.
The groups were yelling at each other, and some of the epithets were pretty ugly. Deputies and Police Officers were trying to get between the groups and maintain some semblance of order, but they were intermingled, and no one was yielding.
"They won't separate because they're competing for seats, sir." Teresa said as I came up.
"Okay, here's what we're going to do." As I gave Teresa some instructions, a very young, skinny black man who had been having a verbal philosophical exchange of values with blue-shirted Katina Jones decided to make it physical. He grabbed at her and pulled her shirt to him as he raised his other arm and closed his fist to punch her in the face.
*GRAB!*
As he was whirled around, his wrist being painfully twisted, he found himself looking right at Your Iron Crowbar. "Better be sure." I growled as he was about to attack me. "I hit one hell of a lot harder than she does."
"I'M NOT RESISTING!" the young man yelled loudly.
"HANDS UP! DON'T SHOOT! HANDS UP! DON'T SHOOT! HANDS UP! DON'T SHOOT! HANDS UP! DON'T SHOOT! " the red shirted protesters began yelling in unison.
*TWEEEET!*
My Police whistle's blast cut through the noise, and silence was instantaneous. Having shoved the guy into the custody of two Deputies, I yelled before they could start up again: "NOW HEAR THIS!"
Still speaking loudly, I yelled "I appreciate you wearing t-shirts showing me who you are! Each side will get half the seats in the auditorium! The blue shirts will enter through this door, and the red shirts on the far-side door, after I open them all! Now separate!"
"Why should we give up our place in line?!" yelled one young black woman that I did not recognize. "These racist Whites will just take all the places!" The red shirts started chanting again. I blasted my whistle again.
"BECAUSE I SAID SO!" I yelled. "I said you would get half the seats, and that is what you may expect to get! Now MOVE!"
"You heard the Iron Crowbar!" called out a voice. Former Council Member Reginald B.F. Lewis, wearing a red t-shirt that had the words 'Black Voices Raised' in white, was coming down the hallway. "He's doing us right. Now let's go."
Lewis had realized that I was going to give his fellow red-shirts half the seats, as long as they behaved; ergo, he stepped in to help calm things down. He and I nodded to each other as he passed by me. Only very begrudgingly did the red-shirted people go down the hallway to the other entrance, but they did go as they were persuaded by Lewis.
Once the groups were separated, and there were Officers and Deputies to stay between them and keep the peace, Teresa and I went into the Council Chamber. I had a roll of pink streamer tape, like crime scene tape. Teresa went along the aisle behind the top row of chairs while I went to the floor of the Chamber. At the halfway point, I called out "Catch!" and threw the roll of streamer tape. It unrolled as it flew up, and Teresa made an excellent catch. She threw it back downhill, and we proceeded to mark the middle column of chairs with the tape, which would provide a buffer between the groups.
"Think it'll work?" Teresa asked as we stood on the floor and examined our handiwork.
"Yeah." I said. "As long as you and I are here to enforce it."
Teresa said "Hard to believe Reginald B.F. Lewis helped us out, there."
"Naw, not really." I said. "Reginald has figured it out. He'll get more done for his people by working with me than working against me." Then I added: "But I'm not fooled. He wants something, and I suspect I know what it is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Freedom's just another word
for nothing left to lose."
--- Janis Joplin
7:30pm. The Council members filed into the Chamber from the side door behind the long, curved bench. They were greeted by the sight of nearly 300 people, all red on one side and all blue on the other.
Mayor Daniel Allgood gaveled the session into order, then said "I guess it's appropriate to have red and blue in the Chamber today. Would everyone please rise as we cite the Pledge of Allegiance---"
"Objection!" yelled Councilwoman Kelly Carnes (D). "Saying that Pledge is offensive to those in our audience that are immigrants, or who do not wish to express allegiance to a country that supports White Nationalist racism! And for many People of Color, 'Freedom' is just another word for nothing left to lose!" The red-shirted people in the audience burst into loud applause.
Mayor Allgood tapped his gavel until he had order. "Object all you want, Carnes." he said. "This is the United States of America, and you're in it. Everyone please rise." The Republican Council Members, Democrat Members Susan Weston and Sheila Sorrells, and all the blue-shirted people in the audience stood and recited the Pledge. Not one person in a red shirt stood; they all remained seated, perhaps out of peer pressure for some...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Tuesday, June 29th. Professor Stephanie Steele had 'telescope time' at the Observatory overnight, and Marie was spending the night with my family at the Mountain Nest. I was going to drop Teresa off at her home anyway, so Edward R. Steele followed me up to The Cabin. Molly, Ross, and Ian were already asleep, so Edward and I went onto the back deck.
"I'm glad you were there." Edward said as we sat down with bottled waters. "It might've gotten bad if you hadn't been."
I said "Once Teresa and I separated the sides, and gave them equal seating, everyone seemed to calm down. I thought it went fairly well, at least as far as the audience was concerned."
Edward said "True, but my God! the hatred that Carnes and the Democrats showed for the Pledge, then the festivities for the Fourth! Why the outrage?"
I said "It's the Left's next strategy. 'Patriotism equals Racism'. Respect the Flag, you're a racist. Respect Constitutional rights, you're a White Nationalist that wants to violently overthrow the Government. July 4th? A Holiday celebrating white slave owners. That's the Left's next campaign to destroy this country."
Edward said "I see what you're saying. But it won't happen this year. It's too bad we couldn't get the fireworks display moved to Saturday, but we are contractually obligated."
Indeed, the Council Democrats had wanted to cancel the contract and the fireworks show, but Councilman J.P. Goldman (R) delighted in pointing out that the County would have to pay the full contractually-agreed-upon price, plus an additional amount for ordnance disposal.
Then Malinda Adams and Kelly Carnes wanted to move the Triathlon race back to Sunday morning. Though neither said it out loud, both women were anti-religious and wanted to have the race on Sunday morning just to fuck over the churches. Mayor Allgood declined to call for a vote until he was sure it would not be 5-5, so he wouldn't have to break the tie either way. So arguments raged for nearly two hours before the other eight Council Members agreed to leave things the way they were, and defeated the Adams-Carnes bill.
In present time on the back deck of The Cabin, I said "Sooooo... you bought the property next to where Cindy is going to build her house?"
Edward said "I bought an option on it, and I'll buy it and start building a house when we're sure the legal issues with the Climate Fraudsters are behind us. She's already cleared the trees, and the views over Lake Reservoir and south of there are amazing... as good as this view from here."
I said "Nothing beats this view, but I'm biased about that. Anyhoo, you can tell me it's none of my business, but I'm curious why you're moving, and what your plans for your Council seat are."
Edward grinned as he said "Ah yes, gotta give the Chess Master time to put his pieces in place." I chuckled as a red crowbar was waved in his general direction. Then he said "I'm sure you can guess the reason why."
I said "That's what I wanted to ask you about... is this business about suing over the makeup of the Council for real?"
"And a whole lot more." Edward said. "Have you talked to Myrtle L. James lately?"
I said "Not since that debacle of Laura being put through the ringer of being offered the University Presidency post, accepting it, then Mrs. James's Trustees voting her down."
"Ahhh, I understand." Edward said. "Well, there's a lot going on, and some of it is like dominos falling. Don't tell anyone this, Don, but since Reginald B.F. Lewis left the Council, he and I have somewhat resumed the friendship we had before things got so ugly on the Council. We've had some lunches and some discussions about what's going on."
I said "Before you say more, is it genuine friendship, or is he playing you?"
Edward looked shocked for a second, then thought about it and said "Well, I guess he could be playing me, but I don't get that sense. Anyway, he's let me know that Eldrick X. Weaver, Edgar Silas, Stacy Jacobs, and other so-called civil rights leaders do plan to sue over perceived unequal representation on the Council."
Edgar: "What they can't agree on amongst themselves is which of two ways to go about it. One way is to demand equal districts without regard to the Town City Limit lines, like the Town & County Assembly is. The other is to maintain the separate Town and County lines, but all the districts must be equal population, which means that the Town will get more Council seats than the outside County will."
Edgar: "The more popular side amongst the Black Community is maintaining separate lines, and having more Town representation, probably because that will likely give them more People of Color on the Council. The other way is preferred by moderate Democrats that are White and Hispanic. Hispanics would benefit most from ignoring the Town and County separation."
I said "And the subsequent issue is that per the original Merger Agreement as well as the current Charter, which you and I helped write, if the Town and County lines are no longer used, that automatically triggers a plebiscite vote to re-separate the Town and County completely. That's a very gray area if the Town & County lines are still respected but the Council composition is changed."
"We don't think it's a gray area." said Edward. "And (air quotes) 'we' include me, Mrs. James, John Colby, Dagmar Schoen, and Sheriff Griswold. If they try to change it at all, we believe the plebiscite vote must be held... and we hope to have your support on that position."
I said "Well, it's going to get even deeper. The State Legislature has to have something to fight about, and since it's not a (air quotes) 'Budget necessary' year, there's going to be that push to streamline the counties. We may be rolled into one county with Nextdoor County and Coltrane County. If that happens, then the Town and County will be re-separated by the State Legislature, and they'll have separate governing bodies. I might add that the Town & County Assembly will go away, being unneeded."
Edward said "The Assembly is likely to be disbanded anyway, especially if the new Council is equal districts without regard to the Town City Limit lines. Anyhoo, upon your advice I sold those options on land in various parts of the County, and only have the one from Cindy for building my personal home. And I want to be outside of the Town Limits if and when they separate. My question is... what are you going to do if and when they re-separate the Police Forces?..."
Part 3 - Independence Days
8:30am, Saturday, July 3d. I was at the starting point for the Town & County Triathlon near the end of Reservoir Road. The race would begin at 9:00am, and entrants were checking in. I had picked up Sheriff Griswold at his house, and Cindy had driven down from the House on the Hill, the one with the safe room, where she, Callie, and their kids were living. (Author's note: 'Safe Room' for more on that house.)
"You really can't see from here at the end of the road where my house will be when I build it." Cindy said. "Once it's done, I think we'll be able to see the Sheriff's house from my back deck, but the angle really is more out over the lake to the other side, and on past into Nextdoor County."
"And you can see Russia from your house." I quipped, remembering a 'Saturday Night Live' smear of a Conservative politician.
"It's gonna be great when you're done." barked the Sheriff. "We may even use it as the counseling post more than Crowbar's back deck."
"Tasha and the cats will have objections to that." I said. "And it'll be a beautiful view, no doubt... but my view overlooks our Town, and nothing is better than that."
"I'm happy with a lake to catch fish out of. That's 'view' enough for me." growled the Sheriff.
The official Town & County Police Team came up to us: Detectives Joan Laurer and Lisa Monroe. Joan had won the Race the year before, with Daniel Patrick as her partner. This year, Lisa felt she had trained well enough to race, and Joan was partnering with her; while SWAT Team members (and Rangers) Daniel Patrick and Robert Kalsu were a team.
And there had been some friction over who would be sponsored by the TCPD as our official Team in the race. Your 2x Police Boxing Matches Champion Iron Crowbar settled it by giving the current (and 2x) Police Boxing Matches Champion the nod. When Kalsu had asked 'What about us, sir?', I'd replied 'Win the Police Boxing Matches next time'. Another 2x Police Boxing Matches Champion, The Iron Wolf, heartily agreed with my decision.
Patrick and Kalsu were not happy about that, but they got the hint, and got the U.S. Army Recruiting Center to sponsor them. Jerome Davis and Micah Rudistan were running for the U.S. Navy Recruiting Center.
A moment later Sr. Detective Joanne Cummings Warner came up with her race partner... her husband and Hospital Administrator Seth Warner. "Since Joan got the TCPD sponsorship, Seth and I got the University Hospital Cancer Center sponsorship." Joanne said happily.
"And I was happy to give them that one." said Teresa Croyle as she came up to us with her husband Todd Burke. Like myself and Our Sheriff, Teresa was in uniform.
"Who's racing for BOW Enterprises?" I asked Todd.
My nephew replied: "One of our security guards, David Jay, and one of our chemists, who is from Kenya and once made their Olympic Team, Absku Waitimu."
"My God, he'll crush the marathon run." I said.
"Yes," Todd said, "but he's not all that great as a swimmer. I told them both to have fun and that there was no dishonor in any result except quitting."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the race got started, Teresa, the Sheriff, and I piled into my Police SUV and went over the hill past The Cabin. "Let's go look at Cindy's properties." Teresa suggested. So instead of turning down the road that went by University Memorial Stadium and into Town, I kept going straight along the ridgeline, then turned onto the newly paved road just past the parking lot at Promontory Point, and parked in what would become Cindy's driveway.
"Wow, that is a great view." said the Sheriff as we looked around.
"It'll be even better from the back deck, which will be raised above the ground like Don's deck is." Teresa said. Then they both noticed that I was not looking at the view, but walking around and looking closely at the ground, as if well trained by Bowser and Buddy.
"What is it, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked.



"There's some tire tracks here, fresh ones." I said "And they're not heavy trucks nor equipment I'd expect that would be used for the tree-clearing." I pointed out the tire impressions to them. "And they're not the same tires on Cindy's car nor Callie's car."
"You would know what those look like." Teresa said cattily, making the Sheriff bark a laugh.
I had taken my Police iPhone out and was making a call to Intel. "Halston, how can I help you?" said the voice of Auxiliary Detective Terry Halston.
"Ranger Halston, you're not cheering on your fellow Rangers in the race today?" I said jovially.
"Good morning, Commander." Halston said. "I'll step outside at the end of the race and cheer them on. What can I do for you, sir?"
I said "I want you to call the Crime Lab and have them put up some hidden cameras around the backside of Promontory Point, covering the property that belongs to Chief Deputy Ross and the road to it. Take my name in vain and tell them it's Commander Troy that wants them, and make sure they're well hidden so that they're not discovered. And videotape day and night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya P. Muscone was beyond beside herself with happiness. "We have over five hundred entrants to the Wheelchair Race!" she exclaimed as we came up to her. Indeed, College Street, the south border of Courthouse Square, was chock-full of wheelchair racers.
"I'd hate to be on the back end of the line." I said.
Tanya said "They have electronic devices in the number aprons they wear on their chests, just like the regular Triathlon racers. Their clocks won't start until they cross the Start Line, and won't stop until they cross the Finish Line. And the competitive racers are at the front, and they paid more for the privilege."
"Aren't you racing?" I asked, observing that Tanya was in her Police uniform, not racing clothes.
"No, not this year." she said. "I've been handling most of the set-up. It seems Mrs. Myrtle L. James and the Ladies Auxiliary concentrated on the Triathlon and selling food to those watching the race. But I've had plenty of help, so it's no big deal. And I also admit that I'm not in shape for it; I'm doing rehab every Wednesday, but I haven't done anything else."
"Don't feel bad." I said. "I have not been properly training for anything lately, and I need to get back into it."
"Sheriff," Tanya said, "we don't have an official race starter. Can I trouble you to do that for us?"
"Sure!" the Sheriff said most enthusiastically. "Where do I need to be?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And the first groups are coming up University Avenue." said the radio announcer, whose voice was coming to me through the clear earpiece I was wearing. "The Army team of Kalsu and Patrick are in the lead, followed by the EMT team of Brooks and Randolph, and the Police team of Monroe and Laurer. Jay and Waitimu of the BOW Enterprises are in fourth..."
"Wow." said Teresa as she and I waited at the finish line at The Fairgrounds. She was also listening to the radio broadcast. "I didn't expect the EMT team to do so well."
I said "They started working out, running, and really getting in shape for Airborne Day." (Author's note: 'Jump!'.) "So they decided to run in the Triathlon. Works for me. By the way, do you miss running in the Race?"
Teresa shook her head. "I'm glad I did it. I'm glad I won when I raced. But no, I don't miss the training for it. It was really grueling." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
The radio announcer said "And here comes Daniel Patrick, turning onto Riverside Drive from North Street, well in the lead. He is running hard, not letting up one bit. The EMT team's Kevin Randolph is two hundred yards behind Patrick, and the Police team's Joan Laurer is in a solid third, three hundred yards behind Randolph, but running hard to shorten that distance. Waitimu is running like the wind after her, but there's not much distance left..."
I heard the cheers in front of the Police Station as Daniel Patrick ran down Riverside Drive, then saw him as he turned into the road to The Fairgrounds, running between the EMS Headquarters Building and the Crime Lab building on either side of the street. Then he seemed to push even harder to get to the tape and run through it. Robert Kalsu was there to greet him, and they exchanged a hug.
Teresa and I were going to go over and congratulate them, but they moved away from us. And then we were distracted by the cheering from in front of the EMS building as Kevin Randolph ran by, then crossed the finish line. As Teresa and I congratulated him and Ellen Brooks, Joan Laurer crossed the line with Waitimu a mere 20 yards behind. We went over and congratulated them all, but Joan wanted no part of it.
"I'm sorry, sir." Joan said. "We let the Police Force down."
"Not at all." I replied. "You both did extremely well."
And then I happened to hear Daniel Patrick as he gave Alison McFarland an interview. He glanced slyly in our direction as he said loudly: "We want to thank the U.S. Army Recruiting Station for sponsoring us. It's great to represent the U.S. Army." Teresa had caught it, too, and was looking at me.
I said "Yeah, it's time to give a couple of people attitude adjustments."
A moment later, Alison McFarland came up to me. I thought she wanted an interview, but she handed Keith Madden, who was acting as her cameraman, her microphone, then said quietly to me "Don, Keith and Geiger are working on that case you asked us to look at. They're starting to find some stuff."
"Let's talk Monday." I said. Alison went back to her work, and I went back to congratulating racers as they finished their races...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, July 4th. The Troy Clan went as a large group to The Fairgrounds for the picnic and fireworks show. Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of The Vision self-help empire, was with Cindy, Callie, Betsy, baby Ben and Tim Jenkins, and he (Dr. Eckhart) made a point to hold his grandson for the entire evening, including the bottle-feeding. Betsy apparently was a bit miffed, so she waddled over to me and sat on my legs.
The College Republicans had been selling the blue shirts with 'Celebrate The Fourth!', and Paulina and Tasha were attired in those shirts together, which made both mother and daughter proud. Jim and Ian also wanted shirts like those, as did Carole and Marie, and Laura obliged them and bought four of them. The smallest size was still big on them, but they didn't care.
By way of contrast, Ross did not want a blue shirt. I asked him why not, and he said "I'm Canadian, too, Dad.", which caused me to glance at Molly, who just shrugged her shoulders.
"I haven't said a word to him about any of that," Molly said, "except to explain to him that he's a dual citizen but a natural-born American."
Jim gave Ross a hard time about that, but Dad intervened on Ross's behalf and told Jim that Ross could make his own decisions about the shirt he was wearing. Carole also intervened on Ross's behalf, mostly to give Jim a hard time. Then Tasha told Carole to mind her manners, and she (Tasha) laughed like she'd told the winning dad joke when Carole gave her a 'look'. Daddy restored order with a couple of 'looks' in their general directions.
The fireworks show was very good, accompanied by patriotic music. As it ended and everyone left for home, I stopped by Police Headquarters. There had been no incidents, no marches, no protests, and only a few people (white University students) walking around with signs saying 'Stop Police Brutality'. All in all, it was a good weekend...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00am, Monday, July 5th. Police Officers were working out in the gym when Daniel Patrick and Robert Kalsu came in.
"You wanted to see us, ma'am?" Kalsu said to Teresa Croyle.
"Yes, I did." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "Go into that mat room and suit up."
"Ma'am?" Patrick said inquiringly. He then saw that the Boxing Ring was set up, and inside it was Joan Laurer.
"Go suit up. Both of you." Teresa said. "Your attitude regarding who this Police Force sponsored for the Triathlon was noted... and not appreciated. Go. That is not a request."
Kalsu and Patrick went into the mat room to find two suits of plastic armor and a red and a blue helmet. "I don't know what this is about," said Kalsu, "but if Laurer wants a fight, I'm ready to give her one."
"Me too." said Patrick. They donned the equipment and went into the gym. They found the entire room darkened, and everyone circling the Boxing Ring. And Laurer was not the person inside it... it was Your Iron Crowbar. I was in armor and my Wildcat helmet with the Clan Troy logo. Lt. Rudistan was attired in his referee gear.
"Would you like a shot... at the real title?" I said, throwing an orange crowbar onto the floor in front of Patrick.
"Don't mind if I do." said Patrick. He picked up the orange crowbar and climbed into the ring. Rudistan gave his instructions, we went to our corners...
*DING!*
The bell rang, and we engaged in crowbar combat. Yes, Daniel Patrick was two days removed from running (and winning) a full triathlon, but he was around a decade younger than me and had trained for the Police Boxing Matches as well as the Triathlon. And he'd been copping (pun not intended) an attitude at me picking Laurer over him for the TCPD's sponsorship in the Triathlon.
Bu-ut... he had two problems. First, his training was based upon Army Ranger training and Police SWAT tactics. And as the Green Crowbar had often observed, even Green Beret training was woefully inadequate compared to various martial arts.
*CLANG!* *WHANG!* *CRUNCH!*
The crowd started murmuring, then began cheering for one side or the other. I was not playing my 'Commander Data' Stratagema strategy of holding the draw; instead, I was taking the fight right to Patrick, and I was landing blows. Patrick did what I expected, and counterattacked rather than defend, and found himself being thrown hard to the canvas by some neat advanced Aikido and Judo throws I'd been working on.
"What is this about?" Kalsu asked Teresa as they watched.
"It's about who's in charge, here." Teresa said to him. "This is how they settled things in the Army in my daddy's day in the Viet Nam era. And you better be taking notes... you're next."
*WHUMP!*
Patrick had attacked hard, and walked right into a throw. I twisted his arm behind him and put pressure on the nerves around his shoulder blades, causing him pain. It wasn't quite enough for a pin for Rudistan's three-count, but Patrick had had enough and said "I yield." I got off him and went to a neutral corner, and was declared the winner.
We bowed to each other, then as Patrick left the ring, I took his orange crowbar and threw it onto the floor in front of Kalsu. He accepted the challenge.
His plan to be more cautious failed. Whenever he held back, I attacked vigorously. When he attacked or counterattacked, I used that against him. I beat him up pretty solidly, and when I forced him to the floor with a throw similar to the one that Patrick succumbed to, Kalsu yielded.
Everyone cheered the match, then went back to their own workouts. Teresa had Kalsu and Patrick stay in place until I came up to them.
"Gentlemen," I said severely, "the next time you want to show any attitude about who I select to represent the TCPD in the Triathlon, I suggest you remember this morning. And if you want to win the Police Boxing Matches title, and thus be considered to represent the TCPD in the Race, I suggest you work on your skills... a lot. My disappointment in what I faced in that ring this morning cannot be overstated."
"Yes sir." Patrick said diplomatically. "And our apologies for any disrespect."
"Accepted." I said. "Now get out of my sight."
As they left, Teresa said "I think they got the message."
"And unlike Snowflakes in our schools and the military now, especially in the Administrative positions... we solved that like real men..." then I added "...and women who should be carrying crowbars, but think they don't need one..."
"And some of us don't." Teresa replied cooly...
Part 4 - Rank Has Its Privileges
10:00am, Monday, July 11th. I asked Senior Detectives Joanne Laurer, Teddy Parker, Theo Washington, and Christopher Purvis to come to Classroom 'J'. Lt. Commander Croyle was waiting with me for them. When they arrived, I had them sit down at desks in the four corners of the room, separated as widely as possible.
I said "The State Police Lieutenant exams were standardized two years ago, as part of an effort to gather larger quantities of relevant data, and also to determine and prevent racial and gender discrimination. They adopted Midtown's exam as the State exam, then began designing a new exam."
Me: "The Governor asked the TCPD... well, mostly me... to study the four exams they came up with, to determine the best one. And I'm going to use you guys as my guinea pigs." Teresa handed each of them a test, an answer booklet, and pencils.
I said "Please don't talk to each other during the examination period, nor share answers or notes. The four tests are different, so it'd be a moot point if you do. We'll be monitoring you from my office."
After starting them off, Teresa and I went back to my office, and Teresa was surprised when I really did turn on my television monitor to a feed of the four Detectives taking their exams. After some moments, I got a call on my personal iPhone from Alison McFarland.
"Don," Alison said after initial greetings, "I think they may be on to us."
"How so?" I asked.
Alison said "Geiger and Madden have twice noticed that they were being followed while driving around. The followers were amateurs and pretty obvious, and my guys were able to shake the tails pretty quickly."
Alison: "Also, I have a secret source in the Military. Everyone else calls him 'General', but I call him 'Dad'. He said they've been trying to hide some things involving FISA warrants from him, but he found out quickly enough that they're monitoring the Town & County Examiner phones and employees's phones... and the TCPD's phones, as well."
I said "That sounds like the Government more than the Church. You think the Feds are carrying the Church's dirty water?"
Alison said "I don't know. We're being careful, and I'm going to buy us some more burners."
I said "Listen, do this: buy every burner at a different location, and make sure they're not from the same lot numbers of manufacture. And repeat that every few days, or if you think they're watching you or listening in. Make sure they're different lots from different stores at different times."
"I'll do it." Alison said.
"Also," I said, "I think we need to be careful about meeting. I won't come to the Examiner offices again, nor will I send Teresa. Every time any of us meet, it has to look natural and coincidental, and we can't repeat the patterns."
"You're good at this cloak-and-dagger stuff." Alison said. "What, does Laura talk in her sleep?"
I chuckled, then said "And when she's awake. She trains me and our kids almost constantly, and has been for years..."
After disconnecting, I looked up to see Teresa peering at me. "Trouble?" she asked.
"I dunno." I said, then told her what was said in the phone conversation. I then said "What worries me is that it seems more like the Federal Government doing the surveillance than the Church.
"I dunno." said Teresa. "The Church would probably be more inept in tailing a car than the Feds would be."
"True." I said. "Unless..." I went into a reverie. When I came out of it, Teresa was doing Police work on her Police iPad. I said "Let's go take our four Senior Detectives to lunch, shall we?"
"The Cop Bar it is." Teresa replied.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When the four Senior Detectives got back from lunch, they found MCD empty of Detectives. So they felt free to talk.
"I just need to say this." said Joanne Warner. "I've been studying for the Lieutenant's Exam off and on for a couple of years now. The test I took looked pretty much like the standard ones I studied."
Teddy Parker said "Yeah, mine did too. I thought maybe mine was the control standard, and that y'all's were different, since you're black or a woman, or a nerd like Purvis."
Purvis grinned as he took the ribbing good-naturedly. Then he said "Yeah, mine seemed like one of the older tests I practiced on a while back. I was going to go for Lieutenant, and then they started the Intel branch and put me in it, so I've held off."
Joanne said "Well, in Commander Troy we trust. All others, we arrest." Everyone broke out laughing at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Tuesday, July 12th. Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone arranged for us to have a meeting with FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens. Waiting for them in the Conference Room were Tanya, Chief Moynahan, Me, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Captain Claire Michaels.
There was a knock on the door, followed by it opening and Dwight Stevens looking in. "Hey, do any of you know our newest Agent here?" He then opened the door further, revealing the new Agent's identity.
"Lorena!" Claire Michaels exclaimed as Lorena Rose, former TCPD Detective and LAPD Lieutenant, bounded into the room. Claire got up and went around the table and the women exchanged an enthusiastic hug. Then I was the recipient of a bear hug from Lorena, then everyone else hugged her.
After having her sit down, Lorena said "They made me a Lieutenant in the LAPD, then sat me down behind a desk. I tried to get into Major Crimes there when Claire left, but that Division is falling apart now with all the 'Woke' stuff going on. So... who do I have to thank for being offered this job with the DEA?"
"That would be Claire." I said. "I just lied like a dog in the shade and gave you a great reference when they called me about you." Everyone laughed.
Claire said "I might've mentioned your name to Karina White, even though she moved to the SBI-OER. I guess she passed your name on to the right people."
Teresa asked "So where are you based? Here? Southport?"
Lorena said "I'm going to be up here, for the most part. Probably working out of Lexington, but you guys will be seeing a lot of me up here."
"I hope not." I said. As everyone looked at me, I said "I'm hoping we won't have any work to provide you." There were polite chuckles at the joke that fell flat.
Dwight Stevens said "Lorena is familiar with the tri-State area, having worked for the TCPD in the past. But she'll be all over the place."
I said "Just be aware that since she was in the TCPD, she is known to 'The Teacher', and therefore is probably useless for undercover work in this area."
Jack Muscone said "She's coming in as a Supervisory Special Agent, so she'll be a boss more than an undercover Agent. And we're hoping that with her good connections to you guys, especially to Captain Michaels, that she can be our liaison to you when we need one."
"And we will need that." Tanya said, fooling no one; we knew she was reinforcing her husband's hope for that.
I said "It'll be good, especially with Captain Michaels and our Vice Squad. So! Is this meeting just to introduce Lorena, or is there more?"
"Oh, there's more." said Dwight Stevens. "This 'Toyota Gang' you've been trying to find? There are very similar gangs operating roughly along the River. A gang has been operating the Midtown northwest suburbs, near the old Pine Valley project," (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards') "and yet another one southwest of Midtown, in the Jacksonville-Southport corridor."
Dwight Stevens: "The gang in the southwest part of the State uses a black Toyota Avalon as well as a black Camry, and the Midtown suburbs gang uses Toyota Priuses. M.O.s are the same: they wear all black and are completely unidentifiable, they change up stolen car tags after they hit a convenience store."



Dwight: "But here's the new wrinkle: we think that while one car is being used to hit a store, the other is being used to make a drug transaction. The robbery gets the attention, and the drug deal is not noticed."
"Asking the obvious question," I said, "why do they need to bother with the robberies at all, if they're doing so well with drug operations?"
"Spending money, maybe?" Dwight asked. "And I'm not being facetious when I say that. But to answer your question, we don't know much of anything about this gang."
Claire Michaels asked "Are these the same guys as the ones up here? Or are there three separate gangs at work?"
"We don't know that yet, either." said Stevens.
I said "We can make an 'edumacated' guess, though. The gang up here disappears from time to time... so maybe they're in one of your two districts down there. And it may not be the exact same people, but they all may be part of one criminal organization."
"That would explain why they disappear for stretches at a time." Claire said agreeably, practicing good asskissing skills.
"Having said that," I said pensively, shaking my head a bit, "this whole drug narrative just... doesn't fit right. Maybe it's not drugs. Maybe contraband, such as guns."
Jack Muscone groaned. "I would really hate to get the ATF involved in this. They still have a few too many Swamp Frogs embedded within them."
I said "It's just a thought. We can call it 'drugs' until we find proof it's not. And we could probably use the Federales's help, such as with their advanced Kaleidoscope algorithms that can spot stolen car tags in live time."
"Okayyyy, if there's nothing else," said the Chief, "I'll leave you guys to work out the dee-tails."
"I need to do something, also." I said.
"Before you go, Don," said Jack Muscone, "I wanted to ask you something. Ashton Cardigan told me you'd accessed the Louella Hopper files recently. What was that all about?"
Tanya's eyes widened in surprise, and I heard Teresa quietly groan. My gray eyes locked onto Muscone's beady black peepers as I said menacingly "How did you know about that?"
Jack tried to be undeterred: "Like I said, Ashton Cardigan's group noticed the access of our files, and asked me about it, so I'm asking you."
"So you're spying on me? The FBI is spying on me?" I said, and the room was suddenly totally quiet as everyone seemingly forgot to breathe.
"No." Jack said. "Like I said---"
I didn't let him finish. My voice rose considerably as I near-yelled "Police access millions of FBI records, but you notice what *I* am doing? And then you claim you're not spying on me? Really?"
Jack said "I'm just asking to see if I can help with whatever you're doing---"
"I DIDN'T ASK FOR YOUR HELP! AND I DON'T WANT YOUR HELP!" I thundered. "Mind your own goddamned business! And stop spying on me!"
With that, I stalked out of the room. When I got to the anteroom of my office, I told my assistant Helena French "Hold all my calls. And no visitors except the Sheriff, Chief, Cindy, and Teresa." And with that, I went into my office. It is possible that I used a wee bit too much force in slamming the door shut...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Tuesday, July 12th. The Council meeting was sparsely attended. Mayor Allgood led the Pledge of Allegiance, which Councilpersons Carnes, Silas, and Adams made a point to sit down and not recite. Councilman J.P. Goldman made a motion, seconded by Edward R. Steele, to censure the Democrats that refused to stand for the Pledge.
The censure motion passed 6-5 on a straight Party-line vote. In a short comment afterwards, Edgar Silas said that such Republican shenanigans were the reason why 'fair representation' needed to be implemented with regards to the Council.
The reason why there was no audience? Because the Council went into Executive Session to discuss the promotions and medals package submitted by Our Sheriff for August 1st implementation. The motion passed by voice vote, and the Council Members went upstairs to the private Council Chamber. Also in attendance were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Fire Chief Davies, Acting Public Health Officer Gupta, and Your Iron Crowbar.
Mayor Daniel Allgood tapped his gavel and said "Let's begin. We're in Executive Session to discuss the Public Safety promotions and medals package. And this one is bigger than some in the past. Sheriff, would you brief us on the package?"
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Sheriff Griswold as he came up to the podium at the end of the table. "Medals-wise, we don't have a lot. The Fire Department has three Achievement Medals. We also have Police medals for the winners of the Triathlon and the Police Boxing Matches---"
"Giving medals away like candy again." Susan Weston said, rudely interrupting on purpose.
"It's years-long custom to make those awards for those accomplishments." growled Griswold.
"Doesn't mean you have to keep that custom." said Weston. "Why don't you award them a more appropriate recognition, such as a Certificate of Achievement?"
I raised my hand and the Sheriff called on me. I said "We used to award the full Commendation Medal, but in deference to your complaints, we've had to reduce it to Achievement Medals. I'll also remind you that since I rewrote the Charter, Achievement Medals no longer need Council approval."
That earned me a massively dark look from Susan Weston. The Mayor asked the Sheriff to move on.
Griswold: "The current structure calls for a Superintendent at each Fire Station, and Battalion Chiefs for the Fire Battalions that are deployed amongst those Stations. We're not intending to fill the positions just now, but we want to double the allotment of Superintendents as well as Battalion Chiefs."
"Why?" asked Edward R. Steele warily. "You don't have the equipment to go along with those allocations, nor the money budgeted for them."
"True." said the Sheriff. "It's a structural change, to allow for potential expansion in the future. They can be allocated and budgeted as needed in future Budgets."
"Chief Davies," Sheila Sorrells said, "the Sheriff is not adequately explaining the need for these positions. Would you try to explain why they're needed? And why now?"
Chief Davies said "We are anticipating future expansion, and we want to be ready. By having the increased number of positions approved, we can move quickly to fill them when the time comes to do so. It will also create their positions in the Official Inventory List, so we can make submissions to the Assembly in future Budget cycles."
"I'm not seeing this at all." said Susan Weston.
John Colby spoke up: "I'd like to make a motion to separate this from the Promotions and Medals bill, which needs to be passed now. We can study this Fire Department structure over time, that being the next few weeks and months before the Budget battles heat up."
 "I second that motion." said Edward R. Steele. "Just to keep the Promotions and Medals from being held up." The vote to separate the bill and send it to 'Committee' for study passed 9-1. Kelly Carnes reiterated her promise to never vote for a positive action involving the Police Force as long as I was part of that Police Force.
"At least it's in the hopper." I said to Fire Chief Davies, who nodded in spite of not being happy about it.
"What else, Sheriff?" asked Mayor Allgood.
Griswold replied "Just one more thing, as Steve Jobs liked to say. We have four Senior Detectives in the Police Force, the last relic of the old Merger structure. I want to do away with the Senior Detective position, and promote those four officers to Lieutenant."
"Oh my God." Susan Weston exclaimed. "First you want to give away medals like candy, and now you want to give away promotions like candy."
"Why, Sheriff?" asked Malinda Adams. "And will women be filling these new positions?"
"They're not really new positions." growled the Sheriff. "Crowbar, would you come up here and explain this to them?"
"Yes, Sheriff." I said, getting up and coming to the lectern. "As background, when the Town and County were merged, the Public Safety ranks, at least the Police, were structured more like the Military than most civilian Police Forces. In the Army, CID investigators are Warrant Officers, with Officers above and Enlisted below. When the TCPD was first established, Detectives were made to be like Warrant Officers and outranked Sergeants, which is not how it is in many Police Departments."
Me: "When we restructured the Police Force, we put the new Detective ranks amongst the ranks at Sergeant and below. But we did not demote anyone, and the four Detectives that were already above Sergeant were kept there, as Senior Detectives. In order to clear out the Senior Detective rank, we'll promote those four to Lieutenant and give them duties commensurate with their grade and position. It also gives us, the Police Force, some flexibility for potential expansion and other changes."
Susan Weston: "So you're doing away with the Senior Detective rank? It will no longer exist?"
I said "It'll be on the books, but no one will be at that position anymore, and it's likely it will never be filled again. We have a rank of 'Major' in the TCPD, but it's not used, either."
Kelly Carnes said cattily: "The Police used to have an unfilled rank called 'Commander'. And then, in the worst decision in TCPD history, then-Chief Griswold filled it, and it's been a disaster since."
"Disaster for the criminals, fer sure." growled the Sheriff.
"Disaster for your ex-husband, too, Mrs. Carnes." I said as a reminder to Kelly Carnes of who she was up against.
Susan Weston said "Why don't you just put those four Detectives back to the current highest Detective rank...Detective Sergeant, I believe?"
I said "For the same reason we didn't demote them before... because we can always give more, but to take away creates enmity. Demotions should only come as punishment, and we're not going to punish those four excellent Officers for no reason."
"I really wish Reginald Lewis were here." said Edgar Silas. "So you'll be dispersing these new Lieutenants to the Precincts?"
My reply stunned them: "Not at this particular time." As all of them, even the Mayor and the Republicans, gasped as they looked at me, I said "Having them as Lieutenants does give us flexibility for future expansion, which was in the back of my mind when I proposed it. And it's the right time to clean some stuff up."
"We've been having to clean up your messes for a long time, Troy." Kelly Carnes said hatefully.
Malinda Adams said "I never got an answer to my question, Commander. Will women be filling these new positions?"
"Like the Sheriff said, they're not really new." I replied. "And Joanne Warner is a female... at least my wife said so when she delivered Joanne's baby." Not even a chuckle at that; everyone was too stunned.
Susan Weston said "Won't those four have to take the Lieutenant's Exam, and pass it? Can that even be done by August 1st?"
"They've already taken the Lieutenant's Exam." I said. "And they all passed."
Oh yes, those four 'experimental' exams I gave them were anything but. They were the real thing. And all four of my Detectives passed. I held up a file folder that contained their exams.
"Well, this is certainly going to be a very interesting discussion." said Mayor Allgood. "If you guys want to go, we'll begin debate."
"Before you go, Commander Troy," said Susan Weston witheringly, "would you tell us why you haven't filled the Internal Affairs leader position? Especially since Commander Orosco had been filling in as the EMT and Public Health IA, as well as that of the Police?"
If she expected me to be taken aback by the question, she was going to be disappointed, I thought to myself. Out loud I said "We're still looking. It's not easy finding the right person for it. We are---"
"In other words," Kelly Carnes rudely interrupted, "you haven't found a yes-man to do your bidding."
"Watch yourself, Carnes, or I will sue the living shit out of you for slander." I replied. "As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted and falsely accused, we can use now-SBI-Director Wes Masters as someone of the integrity of the candidate we are seeking. And since we have the Inspector General's Office to handle any pressing issues that come up, we have the luxury of taking our time to find the right I.A. person."
Susan Weston said "Then you need a fire lit under your ass." To the others she said "I'm going to move that we lay these promotions on the table until the I.A. leader spot is filled... and approved by this Council..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was nearly midnight when Edward R. Steele called me, and gave me the rundown: "Susan Weston's motion to lay it on the table was defeated by a 6-5 vote. But let me tell you now, Don, I think that's something you guys need to get resolved quickly. Even my fellow Republicans and especially the Mayor think that's something you should not be letting the grass grow under your feet about."
I said "And considering that the Mayor once was our Internal Affairs leader, I can understand that. So what about the promotions?"
Edward said "There was surprisingly little debate about it. The Democrats knew they couldn't get past the tiebreakers, so they didn't try very much. As to the vote, Kelly Carnes voted against because she's fulfilling her stated promise that she will never vote for a positive Police action while you're on the Force. Susan Weston whined about giving out promotions like candy, and also voted against due to the I.A. issue."
Edward: "Sheila Sorrells voted against, but didn't give a reason other than vaguely saying she didn't really understand why you were doing this. We, meaning me, J.P., and John Colby, think it's because Sheila and D.A. Miriam Walters are friends, and this is tit-for-tat over Miriam's lawsuit against you."
Edward: "Malinda Adams voted against, because she said three men to one woman being promoted was sexist and possibly illegal. Dagmar Schoen said they were promoting the existing Senior Detectives, not new ones, but Adams said they should promote at least as many women as men. I then said if it were an even number, Malinda would gripe that it wasn't all women being promoted, and that's when the fight started... well, not really."
Edward: "But the shocker is that the vote was 6-4 in favor of the promotions. Edgar Silas voted with the five Republicans. The other Democrats were shocked and demanded he explain himself, and he said that he thought it would lead to dispersing the Detectives to the Precincts. You and I, Don, know that's not the case, but I think Silas has worked out the real reasons you are doing this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Wednesday, July 21st. The second reading of the bill had occurred at the previous evening's Council session, with the same 6-4 vote to approve. So I convened a meeting of Captain Michaels and all her Detectives and their leadership in Classroom 'E'. Also attending were Chief Moynahan, Commander Tanya P. Muscone, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross.
I also made sure the four Senior Detectives sat together. So when the meeting got going, Claire Michaels and I stood up to face them, keeping our faces solemn.
"I have an announcement." Claire said loudly. "We are doing away with the Senior Detective position. And that means that the four of you who are Senior Detectives now... will no longer be."
The room grew silent as everyone looked at us in shock, especially the four Senior Detectives. But one sharp-eyed person in the room noticed Sheriff Griswold's mustaches twitching merrily, and made the correct deduction.
"Fee! Fi! Fo! Far!" said Lt. Micah Rudistan with great joviality. "I smell a sneaky Iron Crow-bar!"
I couldn't hold it. I laughed out loud for several seconds. Claire grinned, as did the Chief. Then I said "Mr. Rudistan is correct. You will no longer be Senior Detectives... because on August 1st, all four of you will be promoted to Lieutenant!"
Joanne squealed loudly, and all four of them leapt to their feet and high-fived and hugged each other as everyone else in the room applauded... some more vigorously than others, I noted.
Then Teddy Parker said "But... don't we have to take the Lieutenant's Exam? And be interviewed?"
I said "You've been interviewing with me every day you've come to work, for years. And yes, I am a sneaky Iron Crowbar. Those experimental Lieutenant's Exams I had you take... weren't. They were the real deal. And you all passed."
Roark Coleman raised his hand and said "Sir, what does this mean for MCD? And for the rest of us?"
I said "It means you should not aspire to become Senior Detectives, because it is my intent that we never have any more of those. In fact, that position existed only because these four were grandfathered in when the rank structure was changed."
Me: "But I understand what you're asking, and this doesn't really change anything for the rest of you. Okay, I need to see everyone ranked Lieutenant-to-be and higher in the Main Conference Room. Sheriff, Chief Deputy, and Chief Moynahan, you're welcome to stay, as well. The rest of you, get back to work."
"We'll stay here." said the Sheriff, meaning himself and Cindy.
Everyone cleared Classroom 'E'. Once we were in the Main Conference Room, the four Senior Detectives (P) sat down on the near side of the table (their backs to the wall with the door, facing the wall with the windows), the Chief at his end of the table, Commander Muscone between them, Captain Michaels at the other end, and the rest of us on the far side of the table.
"Congratulations again." I said after we all sat down. "I need to talk to you about a few thing relating to your promotions. First of all... for most of you, and you that are already Lieutenants, this is likely the last promotion you will ever get in the TCPD."
"Unless you run for Sheriff, and win." Teresa said. Everyone laughed politely.
"True." I said. "And that's not a negative on any of you. We only have six official Captain positions in the TCPD: Captain of Detectives; two Precinct Captains; Personnel & Records, which is currently unfilled; Captain of Physical Properties, which is currently unfilled; and our senior Chaplain."
Me: "You won't qualify for the Chaplain spot unless you go to Seminary. You'd probably need to do what Commander Ross did and go to Graduate School in Accounting in order to get the Personnel & Records job, which may be getting filled soon, anyway. I'll be shocked, shocked! if you want to go from being part of the best Detective group anywhere to being in charge of Physical Properties. Captain Michaels is a young whippersnapper that I don't think is going anywhere, anytime soon; and your three Detective Division leaders will be remaining in place as well, at least while I'm here."
"Until I go on maternity leave." Mary Milton said.
I quickly replied "Yes, but you'll have your place when you get back, so don't any of the rest of you get your hopes up." Everyone laughed, then I said: "Additionally, Chief Moynahan is a young whippersnapper, and none of us named 'Commander' will likely leave soon, touch wood."
As I touched the table, Chief Moynahan said "You did learn good asskissing skills from the Sheriff, Mr. Crowbarrr." Everyone burst out laughing.
When that calmed down, I said "I just want you to be aware that as things currently are, you're probably... where you are. And that ain't a bad place to be. Having said that, there are possibly going to be opportunities in the future, and we'll talk about those as they come along. The 1st Precinct Lieutenant slot is open, for example."



"Are we going to be having teams under each of us?" Teddy Parker asked.
"And more importantly, sir," said Joanne Warner, "are we getting offices of our own?"
"You do not want the standard Lieutenant's tiny office." said Tanya P. Muscone.
I said "Well, we could give your Deputy Chief the Lieutenant's office, and put cubicles for you four in the Deputy Chief's office next to mine." Laughter erupted.
"That will be the day." Tanya 'warned' me.
I replied "Seriously, you're still at your current desks, for now. As to you having specific teams? Not really. But you will be in charge at a crime scene, unless Lieutenant Davis or Lieutenant Rudistan are there and take charge. Okay... let's go back to Classroom 'E'."
We all got up and went back to Classroom 'E'. Our new Lieutenants-to-be found a great spread of food set out, a catered lunch courtesy of Our Sheriff. And present to have that lunch with them were Joanne's husband Seth, Theo's wife Nareese, and Teddy Parker's fiancée Janice Holloway. Christopher Purvis was not dating anyone, so I'd arranged for his maternal grandmother Dottie to be present. And Dottie was a character, almost on the order of Mrs. Boddiker...
Part 5 - Out of Poverty...
9:15am, Friday, July 23d. Tim Geiger walked down the hallway of Police Headquarters, escorted by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. They stopped by MCD first.
"Geiger! What are you doing here, man?" asked Teddy Parker as Geiger came into the room and started shaking people's hands.
"I'm here to see Commander Troy." said Geiger. "I just stopped by to congratulate you guys on your upcoming promotions."
"You should've stayed in the TCPD. You'd be a Lieutenant, too." Joanne Warner said, and no one could tell if it was a deliberate insult to Geiger or not.
"So what have you been doing with yourself?" Theo Washington asked, saving an awkward situation from developing.
Geiger replied: "Well, I got my P.I. license, and my license to carry firearms as part of my duties. I'm working for Alison McFarland and the Town & County Examiner Online, which is steady work and a hell of lot better than sneaking around and trying to catch husbands cheating on their wives, or vice versa. But I get occasional freelance work, too."
Joanne said "I heard you were interviewed by D.A. Walters to be an Investigator for the D.A.'s Office. Any truth to those rumors?"
Geiger: "It's true I was interviewed, by D.A. Walters and ADA Fineman. And that's why I told Ms. Walters that I didn't want the job, because I wanted nothing to do with Fineman. She has really become a pariah around these here parts."
"Why does the Commander want to see you?" asked Teddy Parker.
"Who knows?" Geiger said, somewhat adroitly. "And speaking of that... I'd best be moving along. Congrats to all of you again." He quickly exited MCD and went with Teresa to the Commanders's suite. Helena waved them on in.
"Hey, Geiger, thanks for coming." I said as they came in. "Stay here with us, Teresa. Y'all have a seat. Get some coffee if you want some."
"I'm good, but thanks anyway, sir." said Geiger, sitting down in the near-side hot chair as Teresa sat in the far-side hot chair. And my bug-killer was 'on'.
"So, what do you have for me, so far?" I asked.
Geiger said "Keith Madden and I have gathered a lot of data. A reliable friend got us IRS records of people who took their donations to the Catholic Churches in Cardinal O'Leery's diocese off their taxes, giving us a pool of Church members. Then we began going through and seeing who had children that might've been subjected to the Cardinal's lusts."
Teresa asked "But what can you do with that? You can't just go talk to them and ask if their child was sexually molested."
"True, ma'am." said Geiger. "But Commander Troy gave us a good idea. We're going through and seeing if any of those members or their kids have bad grades or behavioral issues in school, or are getting in trouble with Police. So far we've gotten pool of 20 names of varying ages."
Geiger: "We're also getting some (air quotes) 'unofficial' help from former employees of the old Wrangler Circus. As you know, a number of them had been victims of abuse, and ended up being employed by the Circus. Oh... and as an aside, we've noticed that a lot of those former members are now finding jobs in this area of the State. Not the highest-paying jobs in the world, but they're getting second chance jobs, helped by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's 'The Vision'... and getting good references from a certain local Police Commander."
"Oh really?" Teresa said, peering at me.
"I'm glad I'm able to help, if just in a small way." I replied. "So, you think we're making some progress?"
"Slowly but surely, sir." said Geiger. "We've talked to a few guys who are on parole. They're wary, but when they see that we're trying to bring down O'Leery, they talk with us. And we get more names, and more leads. And we're hoping that we can find someone who was abused within the last five years."
I said "And if you do, it's within the Statute of Limitations, and grounds for 'continuing mischief', opening things up to bring older cases in. And then we can really go after that son of a bitch. So, anything else?"
Geiger: "We've confirmed that we're being followed. They're pretty amateurish about it, and we've been able to shake the tails pretty easily, but they're an annoyance. Alison thinks the Examiner building is being watched, and Police Headquarters and the two Precinct Headquarters buildings, as well."
I said "Did you get a look at the people tailing you?"
"Yes sir." said Geiger. He handed me a couple of photos. "We set up a counter-surveillance trap, and they fell right into it. Alison hired Eddy the Bounty Hunter for the job... he doesn't know anything about the rest of it... and he got those pics."
I looked at the pics, then handed them over to Teresa, who said "Clean cut, suits and ties. The ubiquitous uniform of Federal Agents, if you ask me."
"And I don't have to ask, because I know who they are." I replied. "The passenger, who is more visible in the photos, is FBI Special Agent Peter Page of the Bob Rovers BAU Unit. We can't see the other guy as well, but he looks to me like FBI Special Agent Cabe Andrews, who you may remember was one of the four FBI Agents at Beverly's Flower Shop, that almost murdered Beverly and your husband Todd." (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 01.)
Teresa's voice was as dark as her look as she said "Oh, I want a piece of him, then." And then it hit her: "Why are Federal Agents following Alison, Geiger, and Madden in the first place?"
"Interesting, n'est pas?" I replied.
"Oh by the way." said Geiger. "In exchange for getting the Wrangler Circus people to help us, I had to answer some questions from them. One was to confirm how you, Commander Croyle, stayed with Johnny's daughter Sarah while she was sick and dying." (Author's note: 'Centuries', prologue.)
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal the Duty Desk Sergeant. "Sir, ma'am," he said, "there are some people in the lobby asking to see you both. They said they're from the Wrangler Circus?"
"Are there any Press in the Press Room?" I asked.
"No sir." said the Sergeant.
"Ask them to go in there, and Commander Croyle and I will join them in one minute." I said. The Duty Desk Sergeant closed the door behind him as he left.
I said "Geiger, you need to tell Alison and Keith to be extremely careful, and you should be, as well. My fear is that these FBI Agents are being obvious in following you around... so that someone else following you in a much more professional manner won't be seen by you. Thanks for all the info, and if you'll excuse us, we'll see what the Wrangler Circus wants..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a few cents.
Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, "Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything--all she had to live on."
---The Gospel according to St. Mark 12:41-44 (NIV)
Teresa and I went into the Press Room, where eight persons awaited us. They were in relatively normal clothing. Among them was Johnny, who was wearing his white jacket and black pants of the University Food Services, for which he still worked.
It was Johnny who spoke first: "Ma'am, I was told that you sang to my daughter Sarah while she was sick, and you were singing to her when she died."
Teresa nodded as tears filled her eyes. "Yes, that's true."
"Thank you for that, ma'am." Johnny said tears forming in his own eyes. Teresa just nodded.
An older woman with a mane of red hair not unlike Peggy Bundy in 'Married With Children' and the late Beverly DeAngelo (Author's note: 'Homewrecker'.) came up to Teresa. "We know you set up that endowment for Hospital kids. We took up this collection for it. It's not very much..."
It was $200 in cash. As she took the money, Teresa said "It sure means a whole lot to me, though. It's very kind of you. And I'm going to tell everyone of your generosity."
"Not yet, though." I admonished. "I'm still working on the case of the molesting priest, and we're making progress. But our efforts are being observed, and I fear that the Enemy is becoming aware of what we're doing. All of you need to be very careful. Watch your backs and each other's backs. Go back to your lives and jobs, and don't come back here to the Police Station."
"If there's anything we can do to help you, Iron Crowbar, please let us know." said one of the men. "You have no idea how much we want that bastard to be taken down."
"Oh, I think I do." I said. "Okay, thanks for coming by and for your generous gift to the Research Fund. And please be safe out there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we talked to Geiger, the MCD Detectives were talking amongst themselves.
"Wonder what the Commander wants with Geiger?" Joanne asked.
"Whatever it is," Lt. Jerome Davis said, "it's none of our business until Commander Troy says it is."
"Yes sir. I wasn't trying to pry." said Joanne, who absolutely was trying to pry, and everyone knew it.
To change the subject, Theo Washington said "I'm not trying to look a gift horse in the mouth, but I'm really wondering why they're promoting all of us."
"To clean out the Senior Detective rank." said Julia Rodriguez. "And Commander Troy is promoting you rather than demoting you, which is a very good thing to do."
"Yeah," said Theo, "but it wasn't really necessary to do that, as far as I can tell. Again, it's not a complaint at all. I'm just (air quotes) 'wondering out loud'."
Julia said "There is one possible reason. I've heard a lot of rumors about a lawsuit to separate the Town from the County, or change the representation on the Council. I've also heard talk that the State Legislature might combine some counties in their next session, and that our County and Coltrane County and Nextdoor County might be merged."
"And if that happens," said Teddy Parker, "then we Lieutenants are going to be leading teams of Detectives all over the place. There will be a lot more Precincts, and we'll be dispersed to them..."
Part 6 - Birthdays and Best Behaviors
6:00am, Sunday, August 1st. After doing my workout on the Bowflex and the stationary bike in the attic room of The Cabin, I made coffee and took the first cup outside on the back deck. I sat down in the metal mesh loveseat as two outstanding dogs raced around the side of the house and down their path on the mountainside to inspect their territories and do their business.
Some moment later, as I watched a train coming out of the western horizon, I heard the back door open. Carole appeared next to me.
"Morning, Daddy." said my firstborn child as she came up to me and climbed up onto the metal mesh loveseat next to me. The dogs returned and took up stations in front of us, guarding their owner.
"Good morning, Fussbudget. Happy birthday." I said. Yes, my little girl was eight years old today. EIGHT! I thought to myself. Where does the time go?
"Thanks, Daddy." Carole said.
"Are you ready for your party?" I asked. "We've got more caramel cakes than human beings should be allowed to have."
"Good!" Carole said enthusiastically. "I just hope I get the present I really want."
"What's that?" I thought, thinking it was a little late to be telling me that now...
But it wasn't. Carole said "I really want to go to the Promotions Cer-e-moan-eees tomorrow." Yep, my eight-year-old daughter was more interested in the Police event than her own birthday party.
"Okay, but you're going to have to be on your very best behavior." I said.
"I always am, Daddy." Carole said. Bowser sat up and looked at her in sheer canine disbelief at that statement. And it got her a 'look' from Daddy that connoted my disagreement with that self-assessment. She then said "Okayyyy, I'll be very good."
"Good." I said. "Okay, let's pet these outstanding dogs, and then go inside and make breakfast..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Sunday, August 1st. The Usual Suspects came to The Cabin to help Carole celebrate her 8th birthday. And among the extended family to visit was Carole's grandmother, Phyllis Troy.
"Oh, things are very peaceful in Apple Grove." my mother said as we talked while waiting for the other guests to arrive. "There have been a few small mysteries that I've helped the Apple Grove Police to solve, but Captain Wisocky and her Detectives are doing a very good job." 
"Bu-ut..." I said, sensing my mother was holding something back.
"You know that BigAgraFoods tries to bring in Illegal Aliens to work on their farms." my mother said. "As a result, the Catholic Church in Rome is larger than one would expect for a county the size of Fillmore County. Well, it got around that the three priests at the church met with BigAgraFood executives in the county, and then two of the priests traveled to The City."
Phyllis: "I never travel alone, not even to the grocery store. Mrs. Starnes and I were doing some shopping for groceries and her prescriptions at the drug store, and we both noticed a car following us around. I immediately called Captain Wisocky, and Apple Grove Police Officers began following the followers. The followers broke off their surveillance of us, and we haven't had any trouble since."
I said "Did they pull the car over? Or identify who owned it?"
"Yes, son." my mother said. "The car tags were (air quotes) 'normal', but they were registered to the Federal Government. Department of Agriculture. And they were so obvious, and very inept in the way they were following us. So I can't understand what it was about, unless they had a second team that was doing a better job of it."
"No, you would've seen anyone else trying to follow you." I replied, very sure. "But isn't it interesting indeed, that they were so inept you spotted them immediately... as if they wanted you to see them." That struck my mother very hard, and she went into a family trait known as a 'reverie'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole got a nice haul of gifts. Jim gave her a cookbook he'd printed on the printer and bound with those plastic binders used for reports, and every recipe was for stringbean dishes. Carole's grandmother was much more enthusiastic about the recipes than  Carole was, so my daughter said she was regifting it to my mom for my mom's birthday on August 31st. Jim did also give Carole some gift certificates to McDonald's, and thus avoided a potential future Junior Crowbar beatdown.
And after all the other gifts save one, Marie gave Carole a hand-drawn book. It showed Carole and Marie at school together, playing together, petting Buddy and Bowser together... and then playing violins together. Carole did not say anything about that, except to compliment Marie on the drawings and thank her for the book.
"What about that picture of you both playing the violin?" Carole's cousin Todd asked with a grin that let us all know he was up to something.
"It was nice." Carole said diplomatically. "But we have to play Marie's violin one at a time, and Dr. Maes-tro is teaching Marie lessons." That was true, and Dr. Wolfgang Strauss, a.k.a. The Maestro, had refused to accept payment when he saw that Marie was a student that would make us all proud in the memory of Alice, who had died of cancer. (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', Prologue.) And Carole's natural skills were such that The Maestro said his teachings were hardly needed.
"Well then!" Todd said brightly. "We'll need to do something about that." He reached under the sofa and brought out a violin in its case, and handed it to Carole.
"Oh, wow!" Carole said joyfully. "Thanks, Uncle Todd!" Marie had also squealed with delight, and watched as Carole took out the violin, which was of excellent quality but not in the hundreds-of-thousands-of dollars range, and tuned it up.
Bowser and Buddy saw what was about to happen, and hurried for the stairs. Meanwhile, Teresa said "Someone is making trouble for some dogs... and some parents."
"Yezzz." Laura said witheringly, giving Todd a look that matched her mood.
"Like mother, like son." I said, referring to my sister Elizabeth's capacity for making mischief. But the twinkle in my eye did not go unobserved by Our Sheriff, whose mustaches were twitching most merrily.
Todd's grin widened, if that was possible, as he said "Don't all the great Detectives, like Sherlock Holmes, play the violin? And Carole wants to be a great Detective."
"And I'm going to be one." Carole confirmed quite agreeably. And then she began playing the violin, which sounded very nice, making rich, quality sounds. Between it and Carole's playing, it wasn't bad. Not Beethoven Virus quite yet, but not bad. Bowser and Buddy even came back into the room after a few minutes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Sunday, August 1st. The Orange Order dinner convened at the Junction Station Depot. Since it was Sunday, alcoholic beverages were verboten, but we still enjoyed the steak and/or chicken with salads and other trimmings.
Afterwards, after being 'introduced' by Speaker Rudistan, I announced the promotions and medals. After announcing the four new Lieutenants, Efram Elliot, the now-retired and once head of TCPD I.A., asked "If you don't mind my asking, why are you promoting all four of them."
"Cleanup on Aisle 4." I said. "We're doing away with Senior Detectives, and we're moving them up instead of down."
Elliot persisted: "But why all four, and why now? Is there some other reason behind it?"
With one of the Lieutenants-to-be, Teddy Parker, in the room, I didn't want to get into details, so I said "Like I said, it's cleanup. By the way, Captain Elliot, I do need to talk to you, and get your input on who our next Internal Affairs leader should be." Captain (Ret.) Leslie Charles leaned over and whispered something to Elliot. Elliot looked peeved, but said no more.
Cindy Ross spoke up: "And we do have a birthday to celebrate. It was today, but we'll sing to Junior Crowbar Carole Troy---"
"Noooooo." I said. "She's eight years old, and already thinks she's Police Chief. Mebbe next year."
"...when she's nine, and really will be Police Chief!" exclaimed the irreverent Micah Rudistan. The room erupted into laughter...
Part 7 - Honors



"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 2nd, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in her distant background. "The Town & County Council is demanding answers from the Police Department!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "The Police are promoting four Detectives to Lieutenant today, and several Members of the Council are demanding explanations for both the promotions and the timing of them. Let's go to trusted political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina." said Lemay, also on the roof of the same building, but with City Hall in the background. "Council Member Susan Weston has told Channel Two News that she is completely dissatisfied with what she calls the 'lame excuses' of the Police Department to explain their reasons for promoting four Detectives to Lieutenant. She is calling upon the Council to subpoena Chief Sean Moynahan and especially Commander Donald Troy to appear before the Council and answer questions related to the matter."
Lemay: "And Ms. Weston and co-Council Member Sheila Sorrells are demanding that the Police explain why they have been so slow to hire a new Commander of Internal Affairs after Ted Orosco left the position months ago. They also want to know who is making internal investigations while I.A. remains leaderless, and wonder who is making sure Commander Donald Troy is, quote, 'coloring within the lines', unquote. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" said Bettina as the feed switched back to her. "And speaking of Commander Donald Troy and alleged malfeasance, let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the short, athletic blonde from that same rooftop, but with the Courthouse in the distant background. "Channel Two News has learned that Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman filed a complaint with the I.G.'s Office, claiming that Commander Troy ordered the TCPD to not cooperate with the District Attorney's Office in any of her investigations. She is claiming that the Police are attempting to stonewall and sabotage her prosecution of Stanley Locklear for the first degree murder of his business partners Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue, which is scheduled to be tried within a few weeks."
Amber: "Reached for comment, Police Spokesman Captain Damien Thompson said that Commander Troy's non-cooperation order was directed explicitly at ADA Fineman, not the entire D.A.'s Office."
Amber: "Additionally, District Attorney Miriam Walters's lawsuit against Commander Troy is expected to be heard soon. It concerns Commander Troy making unilateral plea deals with suspects without the authorization of the D.A.'s Office nor even consulting with the D.A.'s Office. Political and legal experts believe D.A. Walters will prevail, and Commander Troy's abuse of power will be curbed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If it weren't for Commander Troy," said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone with a wicked gleam in her eyes, "Channel Two News wouldn't have anything to report on."
"They'd find something." I replied bitterly as Sheriff Griswold, Myself, Chief Sean Moynahan, EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell, Commander Muscone, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle drank coffee and watched the Bettina propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room. We were not wearing our jackets, but would be in formal uniforms with medals for the Joint Ceremony with the Emergency Medical Services.
"They are right about one thinnnng." drawled Chief Moynahan. "We doooo need to get crackin' on getting an I.A. leader in there."
EMS Chief Cordell asked "What are y'all doing in the interim?"
I replied "We're relying on the I.G., especially for upper-level issues. For lower level issues, we can ask the Fire Marshal, who is the I.A. for the Fire Department, to come in and investigate. We have a couple of Sergeants in the Police I.A., but the Lieutenant and now Lieutenant Commander positions remain unfilled. And the Chief is right: we've been dragging our feet on it."
Chief Moynahan said "I asked Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, who used to command the City Police I.A., if there was anyone in City I.A. that might be good and want to come over here, and he said after his experience with them earlier this year, he advised me to trust no one at all." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers'.)
Chief Moynahan: "I also talked to Chief Frank Soltis in Midtown and Chief Molly Evans in Nextdoor County. Soltis has problems finding people of integrity for his ownnnn I.A. Department, and Molly suggested Captain Paul Price... who might just be a good guy, but she's recommending him to get him off herrrr handzzz."
I said "Price is to Molly what Jerome Davis is to Claire Michaels."
Teresa quickly asked: "What about Lieutenant Shane O'Brady in Pottsville?"
I replied "I've worked very hard to make him into a good cop... which means he's no good for an I.A. Department anymore." Everyone laughed.
"All kidding aside, that's part of the prob-lmmm." said Chief Moynahan. "We need an honest person, someone of integrity, in that post... but I suspect the Council won't ratify anyone that isn't openly anti-Crowbarrrr."
Tanya said "And Malinda Adams will insist upon it being a woman." Teresa and I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Sheriff Griswold said "We'll figure it out. Meanwhile, we've got a lot of candy to give out today... at least that's what Susan Weston is calling it. So let's go to work. Chief Moynahan, Chief Cordell, stay here. Everyone else, find somewhere else to be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, August 2nd. The ceremonies proceeded in an orderly fashion. After other promotions, certificates, and medals were completed, we had a retirement: Lieutenant Myrtle Wausau, head of Personnel & Records. She was awarded the Sheriff's Medal for her 20 years of service, and received a strong ovation from the Police Force and the EMTs.
The four Senior Detectives were brought up, and were promoted to Lieutenant. Joanne Warner's silver bars were pinned on her shoulders by her husband Seth and Captain Michaels. Teddy Parker's insignia were pinned on him by his fiancée Janice Holloway, who was wearing her TCPD uniform, and Your Iron Crowbar at Parker's request.
As we pinned the insignia on, I whispered to Teddy "When are you going to make an honest woman out of this woman and marry her?"
"Whenever she sets a date, sir." Teddy replied, making Janice grin.
Theo Washington's insignia were pinned on by his wife Nareese and his brother, Superior Court Judge Franklin Washington. And Christopher Purvis's bars were pinned on by his grandmother Dottie... and by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "I've always respected Commander Croyle, from the time she was our leader in Vice." Purvis had said. Teresa was surprised, and she wasn't the only one. But she said she'd be honored to do it, and so she did.
After the round of applause for the four new Lieutenants, they all began moving to the side. I took Janice's arm and said "You two stay here a moment." She and Teddy did.
I said loudly "With Lieutenant Wausau's retirement after a stellar career of service to the TCPD, we have a position to fill. And I'm pleased to say that Janice Holloway has agreeeed to return to us. Please raise your right hand." Janice did so, and I administered the Police Officer's Oath, returning her to the service of the TCPD badge, then handed her her gold badge to put on her uniform.
Yeah, this had been slipped into the package along with Lt. Wausau's retirement, and none of the Council Democrats had caught it, or perhaps had just said nothing. And there was more. As Chief Moynahan read the proclamation, Teddy and I pinned the silver bars of a TCPD Captain onto her shoulder epaulettes. Then Captain Holloway received strong applause from the Force.
"And we have one final thing before we go back to our duties." Chief Deputy Cindy Ross said loudly as she came up to us. "Auxiliary Detective Troy, would you please come up here?" Carole had been sitting with Tanya, and now came up to us, wearing her 'Sunday best' dress and her Badge on its chain around her neck.
Cindy said "This aspiring Police Officer needs to learn a very important lesson... that Police Officers love doughnuts for a reason! And since yesterday was her birthday..."
With that, Cindy lit a sparkler in a doughnut on a plate and handed it to Carole. As it sparkled brightly, the Police Force sang 'Happy Birthday' to Carole, who just grinned...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Alison McFarland had been standing among the Press Pool during the Ceremonies, and no one really noticed that she went into Headquarters through the gym doors with many of the other Officers. She came on down the hallway with Tanya to my office, and Teresa was right behind them.
Carole was in my office with me, working on her (actually my) iPad, when she said "Uh oh, Alison is coming, and she has something important to tell you. I'll stay with Pete's mom while you talk to her."
As she got up to go, the door opened to reveal Alison, with Tanya behind her. "Thank you, Fussbudget. Thanks, Tanya." I said as they went into Tanya's office. Teresa came on into my office behind Alison.
"Y'all sit down." I said "Get coffee if you want some. Whassup?"
After closing the door and getting coffee, Alison sat down in the near-side hot chair, and Teresa in the other chair. I turned the bug-killer on.
Alison began: "Geiger and Keith found something, and they've gone to The City to check it out. As you know, they've been looking at couples with children that left the church, and especially with the kids turning bad. One couple they found just the other day was Fred and Ginger Thomas, who were members of the City Cathedral, the main church where Cardinal O'Leery maintains his office. They had a son, Kevin, who we have confirmed is in the City prison system."
"How did y'all get onto them?" I asked.
Alison said "Geiger and Madden have been contacting people who went to the church then left, and have a child or children that became problems. When they attempted to contact the Thomas family at their LKA (last known address) and phone number yesterday, they got a call back from a woman that said she had worked with Mrs. Thomas, and that they'd left the church under rather suspicious circumstances."
"Don, what is it?" Teresa asked as she observed the look of horror on my face.
"This could be a trap." I said. "Alison, call them and tell them to be super careful, that they might be walking into an ambush---"
Just then my office door opened and Carole burst in. "Daddy!" she said in a near-panicky voice, "Alison's friends are in danger! You have to help them!"
"Right you are, Fussbudget." I said, not doubting it for a minute. "Alison, make those calls. Carole, stay with Aunt Tanya until your mom or someone comes to get you. Teresa, go change, and get your armor."
After they left, I hurriedly changed into civilian clothes, and moments later Teresa and I were tearing out of the parking lot in my Police SUV...
Part 8 - Explosive Consequences
Timothy Geiger and Keith Madden entered the diner and saw the woman sitting at a table near the back side. She was white and in her early 40s, with 'washed out' reddish blonde hair, and a generally 'mousey' appearance. Her clothing was inexpensive and rather old, but she gave every outward appearance of a typical middle-class housewife.
"Lana?" Keith Madden said as they came up to her.
"Yes. Please, sit down." she said, showing good manners and decorum. The table she was sitting at was in the middle of the room, and she was sitting facing the window, forcing Geiger and Madden to sit facing her. Madden sat opposite her, while Geiger sat to the side in order to keep as much of the diner as possible in his field of vision.
"Thank you for coming." said Keith Madden. "I'm Keith, and this is Tim---" He stopped as the server came up, and Madden asked the woman if she was hungry. She said she was, so all three ordered breakfast with their coffee.
"May we record this conversation?" Keith asked.
"Yes, but the audio only." Lana said. "I don't want you to video my face."
"Good enough." Keith said reassuringly as they both turned on their tape recorders.
Madden said "You returned our phone call to Fred and Ginger Thomas?"
"Yes." Lana said. "I was friends with them."
"Was?" asked Madden.
Geiger said "Why don't we start at the beginning, ma'am. How did you know the Thomases?"
Lana said "I used to work in the Diocese office, doing their bookkeeping. I quit, and my husband and I stopped going to the church after... well, I have suspicions, but that's all. And those suspicions started with the Thomas family."
"What can you tell us about them?" Keith asked.
Lana: "Fred and Ginger were nice people. He was in upper management of a manufacturing firm, and she worked with me in the Church Office, volunteering her time. They had a son, Kevin. He was a really good kid. He was in the Boy Scouts, got his Eagle Scout in two years. When he turned 18, he became an Assistant Scoutmaster for his old Troop, which the church sponsored. Then he began working on the Boy Scouts's Religious Award for adult Scouters, and wanted to get it before he went to college at the University in the Fall."
Lana: "Cardinal O'Leery was personally mentoring him for the award, as he had mentored several other boys and adult men. But after the first session, Keith wanted to quit going. His parents insisted that he go, saying that for the Cardinal to be personally mentoring him was a really big deal, and he could not insult the Cardinal nor the Church by not going."
Lana: "Kevin went to a second meeting, but didn't come home. He disappeared that night. The City Police were called and began investigating. Cardinal O'Leery said Kevin left the meeting and didn't seem to be upset or anything out of the ordinary. The Police actively searched for two weeks, but there was no sign of Kevin nor clue where he might have gone or if anything had happened to him."
"How old was Kevin at the time?" Geiger asked.
"He'd just turned eighteen." Lana replied. Geiger nodded and Lana continued: "So what happened was that six months later, the City Police busted three guys holding up a convenience store. One of them... was Kevin. He'd been living on the streets and apparently had been committing armed robberies and selling drugs with that gang. And he may or may not have been a male prostitute, as well."
Lana: "His parents were stunned, of course. Ginger and I talked a couple of times, and she told me that Kevin's father was very angry with him. She said he refused to try to help Kevin in any way. Kevin was tried and convicted, and was given a six year sentence, but as a first time offender, he was eligible for parole in three years with good behavior. His parents never visited him. Cardinal O'Leery tried to visit him, but Kevin refused to see him."
"Is Kevin still in prison?" asked Keith Madden.
"Yes." said Lana. "But he's scheduled to be released soon, though I'm not sure exactly when."
Geiger said "So his meetings with Cardinal O'Leery and his disappearance was less than four years ago."
"Yes." Lana said. Geiger held a straight face, but inwardly was elated that this was less than five years before.
"Do you know where his parents are?" asked Madden. "How can we contact them?"
Lana said "I don't know. They stopped coming to the church right after their son disappeared. Rumors started up that something had happened between Cardinal O'Leery and Kevin, and it was not the first time I'd heard such things. I stopped working for the Diocese office, and my husband and I stopped attending the church. And we never heard from either of the Thomases again, though admittedly we didn't try to."
"Do you have any children?" Geiger asked casually, a bit too casually.
"No, we never had children.:" Lana replied.
Their food came, and they stopped talking to eat. When they were done, Lana said that she needed to go. Madden gave her his card and asked her to call him if she learned anything new. After she left, Madden paid the bill and got a receipt so he could comp it.
Geiger's car was parked in the lot that was to the side of the building, with a row of cars between their place and the windowed side of the building. Those windows would've given a view of the vehicle, except that they'd been sitting on the other side of the restaurant.
As they got in the car, Geiger on the driver side, he asked "Where to next?"
"The State prison here in the City." Madden said. "If we can talk to Kevin, we need to do so as fast as we can---"
He stopped as they realized that their server had come outside and was looking for them. Geiger got out of the car, and the young woman yelled "Sir! Your cellphone dropped out of your pocket!" She was holding up Geiger's cellphone.
Geiger went over and said "Thank you very much." as she handed it to him. He reached into his pocket to give her an extra tip---
*KA-BOOM*
The force of the explosion pushed Geiger against the girl, and he instinctively tackled her to the ground. As many car alarms began going off, he looked back and saw a huge fireball rising above his vehicle!
"KEITH!" Geiger yelled as he picked himself up and ran towards the car. It was engulfed in a sheet of flame, a massive conflagration. He tried to get to the car, but it was too intensely hot. He saw within the raging flames that Madden was slumped over, and twisted unnaturally, and he realized that there was nothing he could do...
Keith Madden was dead.
To be continued.
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Part 9 - Fatalities and Federales
12:00 high noon, Monday, August 2nd. Teresa and I drove up to the parking lot of the diner, which was in the southwest portion of The City, at the line where the southwest suburbs morph with the business district proper. We were allowed to go into the exclusion zone, and directed to park near the periphery of it.
There were two fire trucks, an EMT vehicle, and a large number of LEO vehicles already there. A large tent had been set up to conceal the burned out shell of the Geiger's car. Geiger himself was sitting on the back of one of the ambulances, surrounded by EMTs and LEOs.
Our SBI badges got Teresa and me access to the crime scene. Teresa had logged us into SBI duty as soon as we'd crossed into Nextdoor County (yes, Teresa has the passkey to my Police iPhone; I trust her). Getting to Geiger proved a bit more difficult. Federal Agents were in his face, trying to question him, and other Federal Agents were trying to block everyone else from speaking with him.
That was causing severe friction with the City Police Detectives on the scene, Tony Long and E.J. Jefferson. They were shouting at FBI Special Agents Cabe Andrews and Peter Page, and the Federal Agents were shouting back at them.
As they verbally sparred over jurisdiction, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone suddenly appeared next to me. "You're going to need my help on this one, Dog." he said very softly, almost a whisper. I turned and glared at him, and he said "Look, they want to take Geiger to the Federal Building and question him. And if they do, you may not see him again for a long time... maybe ever."
"That will be the day." I said witheringly. "Come on, Iron Wolf. Let's go get Geiger."
I took my red crowbar out of its trenchcoat pocket and went forward. Cabe Andrews and Peter Page practically leapt to get in front of me. "Where the fuck do you think you're going?" thundered Andrews. "You're a local cop, out of jurisdiction!" 
I said loudly "I'm an SBI Inspector, and this is a State crime scene, not a Federal one. Get out of my way, or this State Agent will shoot and kill you for trying to murder her husband in my Town & County!" I was referring to Teresa, who already had her service weapon drawn and aimed at Cabe Andrews's head. (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 01.) There were gasps from the people present. Both Federal and more local LEOs were going for their Government guns, and choosing sides.
"Stop! Stop! Stop!" yelled Jack Muscone as he came up to us. "Put your guns away, all of you!" No one complied. "Let them through, Andrews."
Cabe Andrews seemingly conceded. He and Peter Page moved to the side. But as Teresa and I moved by him, he said loudly "Next time I will kill your husband, you fucking cunt!"
*WHAM!*
Before Teresa could react, I swung the red crowbar as hard as I could at Cabe Andrews's head. He ducked, but my swing was downward and I got him solidly on the back. Peter Page went for his weapon, and I swung backhand and caught him square in the chest. Then I stepped up and slammed my closed fist into the side of Andrews's head. He went down, and I began whaling away at him, striking his back with savage crowbar blows as Teresa put the business end of her firearm practically up Peter Page's nostril.
"Her husband is my blood nephew." I yelled as I kicked Andrews in the ribs as hard as I could, feeling a rib and soft tissue give way. "I'm going to kill you right now, just for threatening him!"
Unfortunately for me, Jack Muscone got between me and Andrews. Then a lot of City PD Officers came in and surrounded the Federal Agents. Tony Long said "Inspector, you need to get Geiger out of here, right now."
"He's under arrest!" yelled Peter Page. "We're taking him into Federal custody! And you assholes Troy and Croyle just assaulted Federal Agents! You're under arrest, too!"
"No they're not!" yelled Muscone. "All you Federal Agents, stand down! This is the City's crime scene!"
"No it's not." said BAFTE Special Agent Nancy Harding, who we already knew. (Author's note: 'Big In Japan'; 'Vengeance Is Mine') "The explosives make it a Federal crime."
"Murder makes it a State crime." I said, and fairly free of anger. "And don't try to tell me this is not murder, or I'll make you look really silly."
I went up to Geiger, and no one stopped me. "You okay?"
"Yes sir. Physically, anyway." Geiger said.
"Come show me the car." I said. I took Geiger by the arm and led him to the tent. Just as we went inside, Geiger slipped something into my trenchcoat pocket.
"That's my audio recorder of our interview with Lana." he whispered. "The Federal Agents will take it from me if they can. From what I just saw, though, they won't get it from you."
"No doubt. Thanks." I said. I looked at the burned out hulk of metal that was once a vehicle. City Police CSIs and ATF Agents were examining it. The charred remains of Keith Madden were still in the shotgun seat.
"My God." I said. "What the hell happened here/"
Agent Harding had followed us into the tent. "No, I don't like you, Commander Troy, but I'll work with you if you work with me. The main reason you're not dead now is because most of those guys outside hate the Rovers BAU guys far more than they hate you, and truth be told, they enjoyed seeing you whip their asses."
"Delighted to be of service." I said. "Okay, what happened here?"
Nancy Harding said "This is my colleague, ATF Special Agent Lane Powers." Lane Powers just nodded at me, and I at him He was in his thirties, medium height, medium brown hair. He was the kind of guy who could blend into a crowd and not be noticed at all, and that is not a compliment on my part.
"Geiger, what happened?" I asked.
Geiger said "We came out of the diner and got into the car, me driving. A server in the diner came out with my cellphone, which apparently fell out of my pants pocket. I got out of the car to get it, and was facing her and not the car, and it just... blew up behind my back."
"We've taken the server's statement, sir." said Tony Long, who'd just come in. "She saw it blow up out of the corner of her eye, but didn't see anything else that was useful."
I went around to the driver's side. Lane Powers said "There's metal and wiring under the driver's seat, Inspector." He held up a small bag, with what looked like the remains of a digital timer. "We found this timer, too. We're speculating that a trigger device was placed under the driver's seat."
Powers: "We think there was plastique under both the driver's and shotgun seats, in the glove compartment, and maybe in the trunk. When Mr. Geiger sat down, it activated the timer. It was sheer fortune on his part that he had to get out of the car to get his cellphone."
I said to Geiger: "Now you know how Parker felt that night." I was referring to the night Geiger had had to put an (unknown to him) empty gun to Teddy Parker's head and pull the trigger. (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 02-03.) Geiger nodded in agreement.
Teresa said "I have a question: why not set the bomb off immediately?"
I said "Geiger, how long after you sat down did the bomb go off?"
"At least 30 seconds, sir." said Geiger. "Maybe more like a minute."
"There you go." I said to everyone. "Enough time to make sure they were both in the car when the bomb went off. And maybe even driving away."
After a few minutes, Teresa, Tony, Geiger, and I went back out of the tent. We were almost immediately surrounded by Federal Agents, including Federal Marshals Tommy Dugan and Kurt Powell. Peter Page and Jack Muscone were right behind them.
Dugan said "Commander, we have to take Mr. Geiger in for questioning in front of cameras. Please cooperate, and we'll forget to arrest you for assaulting a Federal Agent."
"Okay." I said. "But first, I need to do this. Mr. Geiger, ask for a lawyer, and answer no questions without an attorney present. And in fact, let me call you a lawyer."
I fished out my personal iPhone and made a call, and said loudly enough for everyone to hear: "Hello Senator Molinari! I need your help. I need a really good lawyer to come to the Federal Building and represent my friend Mr. Timothy Geiger... yes, the Feds are taking him there now... yes sir... that's very kind of you, sir... thank you sir. Have a great day."
As I disconnected, Peter Page was apoplectic with fury. "You... you just called the biggest mobster in this half of the State to get a lawyer for this guy?" he asked, pretending utter disbelief.
"Why, that's a very harsh thing to say about one of our State Legislature's most respected Senators." I said with Rudistan-ish joviality. Then I lowered my voice and said menacingly "And it means that Geiger is now under the protection of Senator Molinari's (air quotes) 'associates'. You should take that into account before you consider doing something more akin to your normal level of stupidity---"
Just then there was a commotion at the outer ring of the perimeter. "Let me through!" yelled Alison McFarland. "They're my employees!"
"I got this." I said. I went towards Alison, with Teresa following closely, of course. "Let her through!" I yelled out. As Alison ran up to us, I caught her to keep from running past me to the tent.
"What happened?" Alison cried out. "Are they... I heard there was an explosion! Let me go, I've got to see..." It was absolutely the worst possible timing that a gurney with a body bag was brought out of the tent. "Oh my God..." Alison gasped.
"Hold on." I said, holding her arms to keep her in place. Then I looked into her eyes and said "Yes, there was an explosion. Geiger's okay. Keith... Keith is dead."
"Oh my God!" Alison wailed. "Nooooo!" She all but collapsed as she fell into me. There was only one thing I could do for Alison, and I did it. I held her up, being her anchor as she clung to me and cried it out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm, Monday, August 2nd. Jack Muscone had asked Teresa and me to meet him at his office at the Federal Building, but I'd shot that down immediately. So he'd come down to SBI Headquarters in Westphalia. Teresa and I were eating our purchases from the drive-thru of Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers while meeting with him, SBI Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell, and Karina White of the SBI-OER, formerly of the FBI and BAFTE.
Jack said "I'm used to Tanya eating at grisly crime scenes and autopsies, so it's no surprise to see you two eating now. And just how did you get William J. Rutledge of Bedford, Benning & Bell to represent Geiger? Rutledge is the most powerful lawyer in the State, even though Gwen Munson thinks she is. And he's insanely expensive."
I said "He's who Senator Molinari sent. And if you Feds try any shit with Geiger, Rutledge will barbecue you on a spit."
Jack said "I really wish you wouldn't lump me in with the dirtbags and the Swamp Frogs."
"You should retire, then. Hint hint." I said. "Seriously, why are the Rovers BAU people and the Swamp Frogs here? I'm not kidding when I say I saved Cabe Andrews's life by beating him up. Teresa might've just killed him."
"No 'might've' about it." Teresa said venomously.
"Y'all need to stop talking that way in front of other people, and I'm not kidding." said Britt Maxwell. "But the question is valid, Jack: why are those slugs showing up?"
Muscone said: "I dunno, they're treating me like a mushroom again. But I can also say that it might have something to do with whatever Geiger and Madden were looking into, and what Don has been looking into, but won't tell me anything about it." His voice had risen as he completed the sentence, and it was an accusation.
"No, I haven't, and I'm not going to." I said. "If I do, they can order you to tell them what it's about, and then they'll tell the Swamp Frogs in Washington, as well as the perps involved."
"And I don't have to answer them." Jack said.
I replied "I won't put you in the position to have to make that choice."
Just then there was a knock on the door, and City Police Detectives Tony Long and E.J. Jefferson were ushered in. Long said "We came down to let you guys know what happened with Geiger. It's a damn good thing you got him a lawyer ahead of time, Commander, and a really good one like William Rutledge."
"What happened?" I asked as Long and Jefferson sat down.
Tony said "They let us watch the interrogation from the other room through the glass. And that's what it was, an outright, fully hostile interrogation. That BAU guy, Peter Page? He started right in on Geiger, asking what they were investigating and who had reason to try to kill them. The ATF Agent, Nancy Harding was her name? She literally had to ask that Page be removed from the room so she could ask her questions about the bombing itself, because Geiger and his attorney were just about to shut it down."
Tony Long: "Geiger was helpful and forthcoming about those details. He repeated the story he told at the scene, that he and Madden were interviewing a Press source at the diner, they went to the car and got in, then the server came running out with Geiger's cell phone and the car exploded, knocking him into her. He covered her with his body but other cars intercepted any shrapnel that might've been zinging their way."
Tony: "And then Page went back in and started reading Geiger his rights. The attorney asked why he was reading Geiger his rights, and Page gave the standard boilerplate about it being for Geiger's protection and all that. Geiger asked if he was under arrest, and Page said not yet."
I said "Jack, do you think you could get the video of the interrogation?"
"I can try." said Muscone. He got out his iPad, logged into his FBI account, and pulled up the interview, which went as follows:
Peter Page: "Who were you and Madden meeting with?"
Tim Geiger: "A confidential source."
Page: "I want a name. Who were you meeting with?"
Geiger: "I'm employed by a Media company. The person we were meeting with is a journalistic source, and I will not divulge the name of that source."
Page: "Then you'll be arrested for obstructing a Federal investigation---"
William J. Rutledge: "And we'll sue you to death for unlawful arrest, false charges, and using threats and intimidation to violate my client's rights."
Page: "Fine, we'll go through that process. We're the Federal Government, we have virtually unlimited resources, while your client is going to be having to pay a hell of a lot of money for your legal services---"
Rutledge: "Which at this time are pro bono. And I doubt the judge that gets this case is going to be very tolerant of your antics, especially after you just admitted to them on camera."
Page: "Your time, your money. And the judge will never see that video. But as I was about to say, you will be paying that money and having to take all that time for nothing. We're getting the video of all the cams in the area, including inside the diner. We're going to identify her, and then all your holier-than-thou posturing about Press Rights will be for less than nothing."
Neither Geiger nor Rutledge bothered to respond, so Page continued: "What were you meeting with this so-called confidential source about."
Rutledge: "That's privileged, too, and I think you know that."
Page haughtily said "I don't know any such thing. A man is dead after explosives destroyed the car he was sitting in. That looks like an act of domestic terrorism, which is a Federal issue and under our jurisdiction, not a local one. And whatever was being discussed is material to that."
Rutledge: "And your lack of knowledge of the law is appalling. Now do you have any legitimate questions for my client, or is it time for me to take him out of here?"
Page said: "Your client is not going anywhere. Mr. Geiger, do you really expect to fool us into believing that you left your cellphone behind by accident? Do you really expect me to believe that that wasn't your excuse to get out of your car while Madden was left inside to be murdered?"
Geiger: "Are you trying to suggest or imply that I was trying to kill Keith?"
Page: "Were you?"
"Don't answer that." snarled Rutledge. "We're done here. I'm taking my client out of here, and you better leave him alone and not bother him in any way... including trying to follow him or conduct surveillance on him like you've been doing already. We have the proof."
"I'm not denying it." Page said. "Don't leave town, Geiger. You are officially a person of interest in the domestic terrorist bombing that led to the murder of journalist Keith Madden."
"Wow." I said as the video ended. "Did y'all catch Page's fuck-up, there?"
Everyone shook their heads, except Teresa. She said "Page called the source they were meeting with (air quotes) 'she'. How did he know? I never heard him say the person they were meeting with was a woman, only that the server was a young woman."
"Exactly. Excellent observation." I said. "Yes, they may have video and saw that it was a woman, but in that case why ask Geiger who it was, especially after he's already said he's a Media employee and the source is protected?"
"But he's not a journalist himself." Britt Maxwell noted.
"But Keith Madden was." I replied. "And that's cover enough, as I well know from my many, mostly hostile, dealings with the Press. And there's one other thing: Page was trying to intimidate Geiger, but Geiger grew a pair, and a big pair, when he went undercover on the 'Iscariot' mission, and brought Edward Blassingame's operations to a sudden con-cluuuu-sion. Page is not going to scare Geiger. So I'm theorizing with that data that Peter Page already knows what this is about, and why Madden was murdered."
"Which is more than I know." said Jack Muscone grumpily, and pointedly.
"Goddammit, Jack, just drop it." Teresa said, a tinge of anger in her voice.
"C'mon! I'm trying to help!" Jack exclaimed, about to explode. "It's bad enough they treat me like shit on their end, but it's really bad when you guys treat me like shit, too---"
"YOU DON'T WANT TO KNOW!" Teresa yelled. "If you did know, Tanya and your daughters would be burying you!"
"She's right, you know." I said helpfully, knowing that I was not being helpful.
Jack threw up his hands. "Okay. Okay. I give up." He got up and headed for the door. Just before leaving, he said "I've heard that EAD Owen Lange may be coming to The City. Putting me off is one thing, but trying to fuck with the EAD is a whole 'nuther thing."
"Thanks for the heads-up." I said. Exasperated, Muscone opened the door and left.
E.J. Jefferson, a former TCPD Officer and first cousin of FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson, asked "Is the Federal Government involved in this? Like those Swamp Frogs that were working with the corrupt CPD leadership?" (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers?')



Tony Long added "And if so, why?"
I said "I have my suspicions that the Swamp Frogs are not behind the bombing in and of itself, but they are trying to help the perps who Geiger and Madden have been pursuing... and successfully, if this bombing shows us anything."
Karina White said "I'll get you what I can about the bombing from some ATF contacts I have. They have tremendous resources and data, and will be able to tell us generally who might be behind the attack. But I don't see this as a typical domestic terrorism attack. It looks like Geiger and Madden were specifically targeted."
"I agree." I said solemnly.
Britt Maxwell asked "If you need State resources, Don, just ask. But let me ask you this: where do we go from here?"
Tony Long said "The Feds wanted Geiger to turn over his notes of the meeting in the diner, and also any audio or video recorders he had, as well as his cellphone. He says both his and Madden's recorders were destroyed in the car fire, and his lawyer insisted the Feds get a warrant based on real probable cause and not made-up speculation in order to get his cellphone. And they're going to claim journalistic privilege, anyway."
I said "I'll have to talk to Geiger and see if there's anything he'll tell me that he won't tell the Feds. In the meantime, we might as well head home, Teresa. There's nothing else we can do here, anyway, and I suspect the Feds will try to follow us around... and they won't be discreet nor subtle about it..."
Part 10 - Kevin's Story
2:30pm, Monday, August 2nd. Teresa and I headed north towards The City. I made several sudden turns, and we both were watching carefully, but we saw no one following us.
"It doesn't matter, though." Teresa astutely observed. "This thing is a rolling electronic signature. They can just follow us with drones, or maybe nothing more than a ham radio signal receiver."
"True, that." I said. "Sooo, let's go hide for a few minutes." Instead of going into the City Center, or turning west for home, I went northeast towards the grimy Railyards District. Turning through several narrow streets, I then turned at a warehouse's open bay door and drove inside.
"One of Molinari's places?" Teresa asked as I circled around until the vehicle was facing the open door.
"I'd bet the mortgage that he knows about it." I replied as I checked the vehicle for bugs, finding none but not completely trusting the bug finder.
"One question." Teresa said. "Molinari and most of the Mobsters are Italian or some kind of European, and a lot of them are Catholic. Why is Molinari helping us so much?"
I said "Mobsters are professional criminals and treat it like a business. They do not like rapists and child molesters, and don't like priests that do those things. I suspect Molinari would like to see this quietly cleaned up for the sake of the Church and it's reputation, and he knows I'm the guy to do that."
Teresa said "I don't think even you can keep this genie in the bottle. If we bust O'Leery, the word can't help but get out. If we do anything (air quotes) 'extracurricular', that'll be all over the news, too."
"True." I said. "But the bottom line is that Molinari will be happy if we bust O'Leery, and the rest of the Church will get over it, in time. Okay, we have a few minutes. Let's listen to this." I took out the audio recorder Geiger had slipped into my trenchcoat pocket.
"I thought he might've slipped something to you." Teresa said.
"And a damn good thing he did." I said. "Otherwise, the Feds might've searched him and found it, and they'd have confiscated it."
We listened to the interview. Afterwards, Teresa said "Damn the luck. This 'Lana' woman has Madden's card but not Geiger's, and he's dead. And unless Geiger has the contact info somewhere else, Madden had her contact info... which was destroyed in the car fire."
"I don't think it matters all that much." I said. "This Lana woman may be real... or she may be a total red herring. Her story may be true, and she's scared and will go into hiding... or she was leading them on to draw them out so that her confederates could put the explosives and magic seat cushion in Geiger's car. She was telling them exactly what they wanted to hear, and I'll bet they were hanging onto every word."
Teresa reached for the mobile computer in the vehicle as she said "I think Alison said they'd confirmed Kevin Thomas is in prison. We can take a peek and confirm that."
I stopped her and said "Remember what you just said about ELINT signatures. Let's wait until the more secure connection arrives... ah, there it is now."
A dark vehicle was driving into the warehouse. It looked black, but as it circled around us and came alongside, we could see that it was dark green... and an O65 Imperial Crown!
"Ah, the Black Beauty." Teresa said as the car stopped. Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington got out of the vehicle. Cindy was wearing her 'black' uniform, and Callie was wearing a light blue western shirt and khaki pants.
"Hello, ladies." I said as we got out of my Police SUV. "No trouble getting here?"
"We weren't followed." Cindy said. "And no drones or anything like that. We ran 'radio silent', too. So... Keith Madden's dead?"
I nodded. "Yeah. How much did you hear about that?"
Cindy said "Priya called and told me that she'd confirmed it with Alison McFarland, and that Keith Madden had died when a car bomb exploded, and Geiger was lucky as heck that he didn't get killed, too. So what happened?"
I said "I'll tell you all about it when we get home tonight. Right now, y'all need to get back home. Where are Betsy and Ben?"
"At The Cabin, with all the family, including Teresa's boys." Callie said. "Laura called in the red alert and battened down the hatches about the same time you called and asked Cindy to bring the Black Beauty here. By the way, can I borrow it for a movie? Teenagers fucking in the backseat in an old car like that will sell very well."
"Let's discuss that later." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Cindy and Callie drove out in my Police SUV, Teresa and I got into the Black Beauty, me driving and Teresa in the shotgun seat. Teresa used the computer to search for Kevin Thomas. "Yep, he's in the Prison system up here, but he's scheduled to be released... this Thursday!"
"That's both good and bad." I said. "Okay, what's the LKA of his parents, Fred and Ginger Thomas?"
Teresa looked it up, and gave the address, then said "Thing is, there are absolutely no records on them from the time that Kevin was arrested until now. Nothing. No employment records, no tax returns. The house went into foreclosure, and a realty company bought it on the Courthouse steps, but no record of it being sold again."
"Okay, we've got to move fast." I said. "Let's go see Kevin before visiting hours end. Then tonight after dark, we'll stop by the Thomas's old residence, and see if anyone is there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Kevin Thomas was a tall, lanky, handsome young man with a full head of light brown, almost dirty blonde hair. He was wearing a gray jumpsuit, not orange, which denoted him as less of a threat risk than those that had to wear orange. He and other inmates in gray were separated from those in orange.
He was brought into the interrogation room and seated at the table opposite us. The guard asked if we wanted him cuffed to the table, and I said it wasn't necessary.
"Hi, Kevin." I said. "I'm Inspector Donald Troy with the SBI, and this is Lieutenant Teresa Croyle---"
"The Iron Crowbar?" Kevin asked. His voice connoted surprise, but sounded naturally cynical, and maybe unexpectedly whiney. "Wow. I never expected to be sitting at the same table as the big guy. What do you want with me?"
I said "I never expected to be sitting here with a guy like you, either. Former Eagle Scout, like me. Good grades. From a good family. But something happened, and knocked you off the path. And that's why I'm here."
"Yeah, like my parents gave a damn." Kevin said. "Oh yeah, they're allll religious and pious, but when the shit hits the fan... well, you know that Bible verse about visiting someone in prison? Well, you, Mister Iron Crowbar, have visited me more times than they ever have."
I said "And that's one thing I want to ask you about. But first... I know this won't be easy for you, but I need to know what happened that changed you. Did something happen between you and Cardinal O'Leery?"
Kevin's eyes had flashed anger as he talked about his parents. Now they became dull, still full of hate, but also of... defeat? He said "I can't talk about that."
Teresa said "Your life is in danger, Kevin. If you tell us now, it'll be out and there'll be no point in them trying to kill you. You're a danger to them only if they silence you before you tell the truth about what happened. They've already killed someone, just today."
Kevin said "And while my parents have abandoned me, won't even speak to me or visit me, they'll be killed if I say anything."
I said "Kevin, I want you to think about something. Your parents not visiting you... are you sure it's because it's their choice not to? What if they went into hiding to avoid being killed? Or worse... maybe the Enemy got to them already."
Kevin's eyes widened, and I pressed on. "You're getting out this Thursday. I can help keep you safe, maybe even some form of Witness Protection if you need it. And I'll find out the truth about your parents."
"All right." Kevin said. He reiterated his Boy Scouts story, then said "When I was in the Scout Troop, there were several boys in the class, so nothing ever happened. But when I became an adult leader, Cardinal O'Leery was meeting with me alone."
Kevin: "Almost as soon as I walked into his office, he locked the door then came over and began... touching me. He grabbed my crotch and then opened my pants, then got on his knees and sucked my dick. I was so stunned I just didn't move. I didn't get hard, either, and he gave up after a few minutes. He told me not to say anything, and that no one would believe me if I did."
Kevin: "I went home and told my parents I didn't want to be around O'Leery again. I didn't say it explicitly, but they should've gotten the hint. They gave me the spiel about insulting O'Leery if I didn't go to the meetings with him, and my father drove me in his car to the next one to make sure I went. At the time, I really thought my parents were in on it."
Kevin: "When I went into his office, Cardinal O'Leery was there, and there was another priest in there with him. I didn't know him; he was a younger guy, just out of Seminary. I thought it'd be okay, that O'Leery wouldn't try anything... but boy! was I wrong. They both attacked me."
Kevin: "I've worked out a lot while I've been in prison, but at the time I was younger, smaller, not as strong. They forced me to stand by the desk and pushed my belly down onto it, then O'Leery forced my pants down... and then he raped me. He sodomized me in the ass. I tried to kick and resist, but the other guy was just too strong to fight."
Kevin: "After it was over, O'Leery said that he'd enjoying fucking my cherry ass. He then said that if I said a word to anyone, he had a witness that nothing happened, and that no one would believe me over him. And he said that if I ever said a word about any of it, my parents would feel the pain."
Kevin: "I didn't go back home that night. I hit the streets. It was hard, and some bad things happened to me. I got really close to being hooked on drugs, but then started selling drugs and making a few bucks here and there. And then I did something stupid, and let two guys talk me into the store robbery. And you know the rest."
I said "Are you willing to testify against him?"
"If I'm still alive to do it." Kevin said. "But yeah, I'll make an open, sworn statement once I'm out."
"Thank you." I said. "Okay, we've got to do something to make sure you don't get fucked up here in jail---" At that moment, the guard that had brought Kevin into the room, a big burly guy that was the poster child of what a prison guard was expected to be, came into the room and up to the table.
"A note for you, sir." he said as he dropped what looked like a standard-sized playing card on the table. I worked hard not to show my surprise: on the card was the logo of the Wrangler Circus! The guard said "He'll be all right in here. Just have some of my friends at the gate to escort him out of here when he's released."
"Thanks, I'll do that." I said. As Teresa and I got up, I said "We'll be in touch, Kevin. Just watch your back."
"I've been doing that for three years." Kevin replied...
Part 11 - Crowbars In The Night
The sun was setting behind the tall buildings of The City and over the western horizon as Teresa and I sat on a bench at the Hank Voight Overlook in Joe West Park, watching the lights coming on along the North River.
"I know who Hank Voight was." Teresa said. "Who is Joe West?"
"He was a Central City Police cop." I said. "Lieutenant, maybe made Captain. All I really know about him is that he had a daughter named Iris. Iris West married a Police Scientist named Barry Allen, and they had twins."
"Ah." said Teresa. "And a fan of Police Scientists like you would know that."
"I read the papers." I said. "So what do you make of our present case?"
"We've got him." Teresa said. "We've got Cardinal O'Leery, especially if we can get Kevin Thomas to a Grand Jury or a Courtroom witness stand to testify against him."
"Yes." I said. "Before Alison left for home with Geiger, I told her that they'd done their job, and now it was in the hands of us LEOs. And to protect Geiger from further Fed harassment, she's going to public with this on her Unresolved podcast if I ask her to."
"Will that hurt us?" Teresa asked. "Will it put Kevin in further danger? And Alison and Geiger?"
I said "No. The bombing shows that the Enemy is completely aware of what's going on. They knew the Examiner peeps were onto them. I am not sure if this Lana person was for real, or if she was luring them into the trap, but we're past that now. It's 'game on'... and it's personal now."
Teresa nodded, then said "What I don't understand is the Federal Government's involvement in all this, especially the Swamp Frogs coming out. I get the ATF investigating the bombing, and what they may have originally believed to be a domestic terrorist incident. But that doesn't explain the FBI following Alison, Madden, and Geiger around, and now Madden is dead. And does Jack Muscone really not know what's going on? And if everyone else knows, why not talk to him about it?"
"Because I'm still pissed that they were spying on me about the Louella Hopper files." I said. "And to your other question, I do think he's aware by now. EAD Owen Lange would've told him about it, despite Muscone's protestations that he's being treated like a mushroom."
I continued: "As to why the Swamp Frogs and the other Federal Agents are so heavily involved, I have my suspicions that they're helping O'Leery for some reason, and I think we'll find out more about that in the next couple of days... wait, do you see that?"
It was almost completely dark, but I'd seen a shadow above the treeline to our south, and was pointing it out to Teresa.
"Bird?" she said.
"Birds flap their wings." I said. "That's too smooth. It may be a drone coming north from the Railyards area where we last gave off an ELINT signature."
Teresa said "They may have locked onto that burner phone you were making a ton of calls from."
"True that." I said. "Let's get out of here. It's dark enough that we can go visit the Thomases..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Fred and Ginger Thomas's home was in the relatively wealthy southwest suburbs of The City, inside a gated community. We came up to the gate. The guard was about our ages, and had a belly on him. I flashed my SBI badge and ID, and Teresa was holding up hers, as well."
"Y'all undercover?" he asked.
I said "No, we're just going to talk to someone as possible witnesses. Why would you think we're undercover?"
"That's a heck of a civilian ride, there." the man said, referring to the Black Beauty. I flipped on the blue LED lights embedded in the front grill, lighting up the gate. The man laughed as he pressed the button to open the gate as I turned the blue lights back off.
As we drove down the street, Teresa said "This place reminds me of the Heritage Cloisters subdivision back home." Indeed, the houses were large, some with three garages, and the grounds were immaculately manicured.
She then observed: "They must have a lawn service do every home in the subdivision. Everything is cut and manicured exactly the same way. When I lived in the Heritage Cloisters, they wanted to do that for our subdivision, but the residents voted it down. The HOA fees were disgusting enough as it was."
I said "Definitely money, here, and the Thomases were keeping up with the Joneses. Okay, here's the house." I pulled into the driveway of a home on the right side of the road. The front yard rose almost steeply from the sidewalk to the front of the home, then leveled off. There were no lights on at all. Many other houses had outside streetlights lighting up the driveway and the houses, but the one at the Thomas residence was out.
We got out of the car and put armored vests on (mine under my trenchcoat), then locked the car. The two-car garage was to the left of the main home, and we went around the side, using Teresa's flashlight to see. The backyard was fenced in, but there were no dogs guarding it. The back patio was screened in. The door was locked, but it was a flimsy defense against the power of the red crowbar. There was no furniture on the patio nor out in the backyard.
I said "This home is considered abandoned, and the Thomases are part of our investigation. So we don't have to get a warrant to enter it. Let's put on gloves so we don't fuck up any other fingerprints nor leave ours." We put on latex gloves.
I picked the lock of the back door, and was about to enter, but Teresa grabbed my shoulder. "My day to play Rudistan." she whispered. "You are not going in ahead of me."
"Roger that. Ready?" I said, conceding the point. Teresa nodded. I threw it open and Teresa rushed past me and into the home's back den room, gun drawn as we began clearing it. The home alarm started beeping, and as Teresa covered me, I went to the alarm panel on the wall in the hallway and deactivated it with the manufacturer's code.
We cleared the rest of the house, which had basic furniture inside. It looked like it was staged to sell. When we were done, Teresa said "It's always been a good thing that you know the alarm systems so well. Do you keep up with the latest advances?"
"Oh yes." I said as I shined my flashlight around. "I still have the business, though I sell one system a year; two, tops. Okay, this house does not look lived in." I flipped a light switch in the hallway, and the ceiling light came on. "Electricity is still on, though."
Teresa said said 'There's at least a half-basement below us. We should clear it, too." The stairs down were under the stairs to the second level of the home. Teresa led the way as we cleared it.
"Ugh." she said once we determined we were alone in the basement. "Bad smell here."
I took two of the Todd Burke 5-minute air masks out of the pocket of my trenchcoat. We put them on and then looked around. There wasn't much stuff, but several standalone shelves were against the walls, and a wooden workbench was still in place.
"Let's go back upstairs. I have a suspicion that Martha the M.E. would recognize that smell, but I don't see where the bodies might be."



Once back upstairs, I phoned City Detective Tony Long and asked him to come to the home. "And bring a cadaver dog." I requested...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:45pm, Monday, August 2nd. The street in front of the home was now crowded with City Police vehicles, some burning their lightbars. City Police CSI's were going through the house as I talked with Tony Long and Detective Sapper Warren in the den room.
"E.J. Jefferson is our official liaison to the FBI, since Julius Jefferson is his cousin." Tony had said when they arrived and came up to us. "So I brought Sapper Warren, since I know you trust him."
"I better trust him; he's bigger than me." I said jokingly, then shook Sapper's hand. "How've you been doing, Sapper?"
"Kicking ass, since you cleaned out that corruption at the top of the CPD." Warren said. (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers?') "The whole CPD is better for it."
Some minutes later, the cadaver dog arrived. I 'introduced' myself with a good dog-petting, then his handler took him downstairs. A moment later we heard barking.
"He's got something." the dog's handler called up the stairs. CSI techs went down, then we followed, Teresa and I putting on our masks. Moments later, two decomposing bodies were discovered behind the wall behind the heater/AC blower unit. The on-site M.E. went to work examining them.
Now in present time, the bagged bodies were brought up and taken away for autopsies. The dog had found no more bodies anywhere in the house, and had been taken home.
The M.E. said as he came out of the basement: "They've been dead for a long time, probably years. From the wedding rings still on the fingers, it looks like one is male and one is female."
I said "I suspect that they're Fred and Ginger Thomas, the former owners of this house." The M.E. said he'd start with them in his identification process, and took his leave of us.
I said "Tony, you're going to need to research the ownership of this house. The last thing I found was that a realty company bought it out of bankruptcy, but someone is paying the light bill and the HOA fees."
"We're on it." said Tony Long. "By the way, how did you know to come here? Did you know there were two dead people here? And do you think this is related to the car bombing today?"
"I got a tip from a C.I." I said. "And I didn't know there were any dead people until the dog sniffed them out. And yes, it's related--- oh, shit!"
I could see the front door of the home past the hallway. Walking through that front door were FBI Special Agent Peter Page and Federal Marshals Tommy Dugan and Kurt Powell. And following them inside were FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, Supervisory Special Agent Julius Jefferson, and City Police Detective E.J. Jefferson.
"What the hell are you doing here?" I thundered loudly at Page, getting everyone's attention.
"That's none of your fucking business, shit eater!" Peter Page replied loudly.
"What are you doing here?"
"Investigating a State-level crime." I fired back. "You Federal Agents have no place here."
"Yes we do, as part of a Federal investigation." Peter Page said. "And the nature of it is none of your business."
"Bullshit!" Sapper Warren said. "You either tell us why you're here, or we'll arrest you for trespassing on a City Police crime scene."
Page said, his voice ugly, "I am a Federal Agent. You are not. Mind your place, boy!"
Sapper Warren was black, Page was white, and everyone knew they'd heard a racist insult as surely as if the n-word had been used. Sapper grabbed Page by the collars of his shirt and slammed him against the wall. "Who you calling 'boy', you son of a bitch?!" Sapper asked, his voice more than menacing.
Page was choking, but his hand was going for his gun. But Teresa Croyle was too fast. She came up and grabbed his hand and the gun, and pinched the soft webby part of his hand between the thumb and index finger as she twisted his wrist, forcing Page to release the weapon.
"Let him go!" Federal Marshal Dugan ordered, drawing his weapon.
"Put that away, Dugan." I said with surprising quietness as I brandished the red crowbar. City Police Officers and Detectives had surrounded Warren; they had his back, and their weapons were drawn and pointing at the Federal Agents.
"That's assaulting a Federal Agent, Commander." Dugan said.
"A Federal Agent that just called a black man a racist epithet, and we all heard it." I replied. "Sapper, don't kill the little prick. Dugan, get Page out of here before I finish what Sapper started." Sapper slowly put Page back on the floor, then bunched his fist and slammed it into Page's belly. Page bent over double, coughing and almost retching.
After he recovered, he reached his hand out for Teresa to give him his gun back. Instead, the Iron Wolf released the magazine and handed it to me. I rapidly stripped the bullets out of the magazine and put them in my pocket as Teresa worked the slide and ejected the round in the chamber. Then she began dismantling the weapon, and parts flew across all parts of the room. She made sure to damage the spring, and she kept the firing pin.
Jack Muscone said "Dugan, Powell, take Page back to the City Federal Building. Page is going to have to explain why he's lost control of his service weapon, and I have not excused that racist comment he just made. Get him out of here. Go." The Federal Marshals made the wise decision to escort Peter Page out of there.
I peered at Muscone. "Still spying on me?" I asked softly but venomously.
"Not on you." Muscone replied. "We were watching Page and the other Swamp Frogs. Page led us here. I don't know how he knew to come here, but he left the Federal Building and made a beeline for this place."
"At what time?" I asked. Jack gave the time, and I said "That makes sense. That was when I called City PD for the cadaver dog. He must've been following Detective Long. My apologies, Jack. You're off the hook... this time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa and I drove the Black Beauty on the road home at a high rate of speed, burning the embedded blue lightbars in case speed traps were ahead (and they were), I said "Goddammit!"
"What?" Teresa asked.
"All those precautions I took, getting Cindy to bring the Black Beauty, driving around to make sure we weren't tailed, radio silence, burner phones..." I lamented, "...and the Swamp Frogs got right around me by following the City Police Detectives!"
"The best laid plans, as they say." Teresa said, trying not to chuckle at me. "Did Page know what was going on there? Or did he come inside to find out what was going on?"
"He didn't just follow Tony. I said that to let Muscone save face." I said. "I suspect Page got a call from whoever was following Tony, and he got his bodyguards and drove over as fast as he could. I suspect he already knows whose house that was. And that's very, very bad."
"Why?" Teresa asked.
"Because it means they very likely know about Kevin Thomas." I said. "I've got a lot of work to do to keep him alive, much less be able to testify. It also is likely that Page saw the Black Beauty, and he and his fellow Swamp Frogs will now be on the lookout for it."
As we neared the Town & County line, Teresa said "Don, I think I need to tell Father Romano what's going on. It's going to go public, and I'd rather he hear it from me than from Bettina Wurtzburg."
"Sure." I said. "If you bring him to my office, I'll fill him in on all of it. By the way, how are you doing? This has to be tough for you, and Madden's death on top of it."
"I'm fine." Teresa said. "I'm more worried about how you are doing. You asked Alison and her people to look into it, and now Keith's dead. And I know how you take things like that very personally. But you can't blame yourself, you know."
"I know." I said. "And yes, I'm feeling that responsibility in having asked them to investigate that. But... shigata ga nai, neh? Nothing we could do. And Keith's sacrifice might lead us to the goal: taking down O'Leery..."
Part 12 - Media Matters
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 3rd, from the anchor desk at the KXTC studios. "A car bombing claims a journalist's life!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Keith Madden, a journalist for the Town & County Examiner Online, was killed when a bomb in the car he was in exploded. Let's go to our colleague with our sister station KSB in The City, Tim Sioban, for more. Tim!"
"That's right, Bettina." said Sioban as the feed switched to him, with the crime-scene-taped parking lot behind him. "The bomb that killed journalist Keith Madden was detonated by a timer trigger that went off approximately one minute after the journalist got in his car and sat down on the seat. We have with us Special Agent Nancy Harding of the Federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms."
The camera zoomed out to show Special Agent Harding standing next to Sioban. He said "Agent Harding, thank you for taking a moment to speak with us. What can you tell us about this bombing? Is it an act of domestic terrorism? Or was a Media reporter specifically targeted?"
Nancy Harding: "Tim, we don't believe it is an act of general terrorism, neither by Islamists nor more local White Nationalists. We don't know enough yet to say that it was targeting Mr. Madden because he was a journalist, or if there was another reason for the targeted attack."
Sioban: "Do you know what story journalist Keith Madden was working on that might have caused him to be targeted?"
Harding: "No, we're not that far along yet in our investigation. And I would refer you to the FBI, who is investigating those aspects of the case."
"Thank you, Special Agent Harding." said Sioban. As the camera focused solely on him again, he said "Sources within the FBI have told the SNN News Networks that Mr. Madden may have been pursuing a story about White Christian Nationalists sexually molesting boys. They are looking for several people in connection with the case, including Fred and Ginger Thomas, a wealthy couple who disappeared months ago, and a woman that Mr. Madden may have been meeting with just before he was killed."
Photos of Fred and Ginger Thomas where shown, as well as a grainy image of a woman with reddish-blonde hair as Sioban said "If you see any of these persons, the FBI requests you contact them immediately. They ask that you not approach these persons, as they may be armed and extremely dangerous. Bettina, our condolences to you on the loss of Mr. Madden. Back to you."
Bettina: "Thank you, Tim! That was Tim Sioban of our sister station, KSB News. Before joining The Town & County Examiner Online, Keith Madden was our colleague here at KXTC Channel Two News. Our condolences to his family on his loss..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what was the occupation of the deceased?" I asked as Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Commander Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross joined me in drinking coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "I couldn't tell. They never said."
"Really?" Cindy said. "Keith's dead, and you're sniping at the Media?"
"No disrespect to Keith intended. He was one of the good guys." I replied. "I'm just pointing out how narcissistic the Media is. When one of their own dies, they inundate us with the fact it was a (air quotes) journalist that was killed. They're still trying to make all the world hate Saudi Arabia for their Crown Prince having a journalist killed."
After an awkward pause, Teresa said "Changing the subject... they gave the parents's names, but not Kevin's. Is that good or bad?"
"How did they get those names?" asked Chief Moynahan.
I said "I'm sure the Swamp Frog Feds leaked like sieves. Peter Page showed up at the Thomas home, so he knew the address and could look it up. And I'm sure the Feds demanded priority for any video footage of the area of the explosion, including inside the diner; ergo, they have that photo of the woman that Geiger and Madden talked to."
Tanya said "Well, at least you know that whoever they talked to wasn't a ruse. They put her photo up." I shook my head vigorously in disagreement.
I said "That would be exactly the thing to do to give her cover, to make us believe she was legit and not a plant on their part, or the perps's part, by pretending she's a wanted witness. And either way, she's a witness that I suspect will never be seen again."
Sheriff Griswold growled bitterly: "And that was a dirty trick, saying that the perps are 'Christian Nationalists', which is a narrative the Swamp Frogs in Washington have been pushing more and more lately."
"Biased, dishonest, and corrupt." I replied. "The three adjectives that best describe the Mainstream Media and their actions." The Sheriff nodded vigorously in agreement.
Cindy said "Why even talk about any of that, though? Or did the Press go rogue and do that on their own?"
I replied "I sus-pect that the Swamp Frogs and their deeply biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media allies are doing that to warn the Enemy that we are onto him, without having to say who it is by name."
"And it doesn't matter." said Teresa. "Alison is going public with it in her Unresolved podcast today."
"Izzz that wise?" Chief Moynahan asked.
"Yes sir." I said. "I advised her to do it. The Public not only has the right to know, it has the need to know. And Jack Muscone will finally know."
"Don't go there." warned Tanya. "Jack is really upset that no one, not even you or me, would tell him what's going on. But I think EAD Owen Lange will, when Lange flies in today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome." said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Priya Ajmani. Hello, Priya."
"Hello, Catrina." said Priya. "Hello, everyone. Here's what's in the news. Our fellow journalist Keith Madden was killed by a car bomb in The City yesterday. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives issued a statement saying that the car bomb did not appear to be an act of terrorism, but targeted at the victim."
Catrina: "The FBI countered with a statement that the attack could have been the work of 'Christian Nationalists', which Attorney General Derrick B. Harland says is one of the most dangerous threats to the Nation. However, the FBI did not give a motive for why any 'Christian Nationalist' group would want to kill Keith Madden."
Priya: "The investigation of the fatal incident is ongoing. The FBI issued a statement saying they wanted to talk with Fred and Ginger Thomas, a couple that resides in The City suburbs; however, the City Police discovered two bodies in that home that formerly belonged to the Thomases, and tests are being run to determine if the bodies are those of Fred and Ginger Thomas."
Catrina: "Keith Madden worked for the Town & County Examiner. Executive Publisher of the Examiner, Alison McFarland, said in a statement, quote: 'We are devastated by the loss of our colleague Keith Madden, and our prayers are with his family'."
Priya: "Ms. McFarland says she will address the possible reasons Mr. Madden was murdered in her world-renowned podcast Unresolved later this afternoon. And we at Fox Eight News wish to add our condolences to Keith Madden's family, and we are all feeling the pain of this devastating loss in our Journalism family..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Almost the same broadcast." said Commander Tanya P. Muscone as my three Angels and I watched in my office. "And making sure to remind us that Keith Madden was a journalist."
I replied: "Except that the Fox Eight broadcast highlighted the differences between the ATF and FBI statements, and also made sure to connect Derrick B. Harland to the propaganda about 'Christian Nationalists', as opposed to it being a real issue with this case."
Teresa said "And they one-upped KXTC by reporting on the bodies found last night." I pointed at the Iron Wolf and nodded vigorously in agreement.
Cindy countered: "But KFXU did not mention the possibility that Keith died because he was looking into a sexual molestation case, and KXTC did."
I said "Because it's not confirmed. KFXU tends to wait on stuff like that, while KXTC will just throw mud everywhere, and not worry if it sticks or not, or is true or not. It's gonna get them sued one day... oh, wait!"
Cindy got up to go, saying "You just will not give KFXU credit for anything, will you?"
"I am suing them, you know." I fired back. Cindy just shook her head as she exited the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Tuesday, August 3rd. My assistant Helena French buzzed me to announce two visitors. I asked her to bring them in, and I stood up as she opened the door to admit them. They were Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Chaplain (Captain) Alberto Romano.
"Come on in, have a seat." I said, shaking their hands as they went to the hot chairs. "Would y'all like coffee, or water?" I offered before I shook hands. Both politely refused. I sat back down in my 'Command Chair' and said "How can I help you?"
Teresa motioned for Father Romano to speak, and he said: "Sir, I spoke with Commander Croyle about some strange things going on, and she asked me to come in and tell you about them."
"Sure. Go ahead." I said.
Father Romano said "As you know, there are living quarters behind the Catholic Church on College Street. Three priests and four nuns live in them. There are also quarters behind the Catholic Center on the University Campus. One full-time priest lives there, Father Bosley, and the other quarters are assigned to me."
Father Romano: "Father Bosley told me last night that the good Fathers at the Church were all recalled to The City, and they left this morning. He, Father Bosley, was not contacted, and neither was I. He only found out about it when one of the Church priests called him this morning and asked if he was going to ride with them."
Father Romano: "Bosley and I called around, and we found out that Cardinal O'Leery called an 'all hands on deck' meeting. The Cardinal is going to fly to Rome, to the Vatican. His Holiness Pope John Paul IV is much more seriously ill than they are revealing to the Public."
I said "And Cardinal O'Leery is a leading candidate to succeed him as Pope."
Father Romano: "I'll go you one better, sir: he is the leading candidate. In fact, if I were a betting man, which I'm not, I would put my money on Cardinal O'Leery being elected as our next Pontiff."
Father Romano; "Anyway, for the rest of my story: I heard about Keith Madden's death, and the scuttlebutt around the Station here is that our former colleague, Detective Geiger, might also have died but for the fortuitous intervention of the Most High. And as I told Commander Croyle, here, I've... heard rumors, that they were investigating Cardinal O'Leery for... despicable actions."
I said "What do you know? And what rumors have you heard?"
Father Romano said "I've been lucky, in a way. I was a Detective with the TCPD before my wife and unborn child died in that car crash years ago, and I've been Chaplain with the TCPD after I graduated Seminary. I've never been assigned to a Church. As such, I've never been subjected to the... temptations that other have been."
Father Romano: "I have heard some rumors that Cardinal O'Leery had been in homosexual relationships with younger priests, and there are also whispers that he... 'helped himself' to boys and young men, college aged. It is to my shame that I closed my ears to such talk, and said nothing to anyone about it."



Father Romano: "When I heard the names of Fred and Ginger Thomas, I remembered that they'd had a promising young son that inexplicably went bad. I'm no Iron Crowbar, Commander, but I was a good Detective in my day, and I can still connect a few dots. And I think I know what is going on, what Messieurs Madden and Geiger were investigating, and who killed Mr. Madden."
I said with a smile: "I suspect you are still a very good Detective, Captain."
"Thank you, sir." said Father Romano. "And I want you... both of you... to know that if those rumors are true and being investigated, I will help you in any way I can. Yes, I've taken vows to the Church, but I have never considered them to supersede my Town & County Police Oath, and you---"
I held up my hand. "I do trust you, completely." I said, finishing the sentence and his thoughts for him. "And I don't know if Commander Croyle told you this, but I was going to have her bring you in, so that you hear this from me, and her, and not the filthy Media." Teresa shook her head; she had not yet told him.
I picked up the folders on my desk and put them down at the edge of the desk in front of him. Father Romano picked them up and began going through them. After reading most of the material, I saw him bow his head low, his chin on his chest, as if in shame. And then he grasped his rosary and Cross, and said a prayer in Latin.
Once done, he looked up and said "I am ashamed by this, and I would like to help in any way I can to remove this stain from my beloved Church."
"And I may need that help." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Tuesday, August 3rd. I got a call from Inspector Britt Maxwell with some news.
"Hi Don," she said. "I just got the City Medical Examiner's preliminary report on those two decomposed bodies you found last night."
"Good." I said. "Were they identified?"
Britt: "Officially, not yet. The M.E. is trying to get Fred and Ginger Thomas's dental records. But he's extrapolated general height and weight characteristics from the bones, and they correspond to the Thomases's measurements. And it'll take several days for solid DNA analysis to come back, but early markers suggest one of them is Ginger Thomas."
I said "Where did he get DNA and comparative DNA?"
Britt said "When Kevin Thomas was incarcerated, he lost his rights, as do all convicted prisoners. They took cheek swabs from him and put his DNA profile in the State and National databases. And the bodies were preserved well enough to get some DNA from them, and a comparison of Kevin's profile to the deceased woman's shows her 80% or more likely to be his mother."
"I think that's good enough for Government work." I replied. "Could the M.E. tell how they died?"
"Gunshot wounds to the heads." Britt said. "Clear bullet holes in the skulls... and he speculates they may have been shot in the chest, and the skull wounds are coup de grâce shots, since they're at odd angles but consistent with a victim lying on the floor."
"Okay, that's good." I said. "Thanks for calling."
"Hold on, I have more." Britt said.
"Oh, sorry about that. Go ahead." I said.
Britt: "I got a call from Tony Long a few minutes ago. He said he doesn't want to call you directly, because the Feds might be conducting surveillance on him, you, or both. He said that the Feds are trying to cut off all access to records of Fred and Ginger Thomas, especially at the Federal level but even at the State level."
"Why am I not surprised." I said.
Britt: "Also, Tony did look up all the available information about the Fred and Ginger Thomas home. It was sold on the Courthouse steps to a realty company incorporated in Nevada, but he thinks it's just a shell company. That house is its only holding, and the shell company is not generating any money that he could find. But there are monthly deposits that cover the house's expenses and taxes."
"Good, thanks for that information." I said. "By the way, Britt, if memory serves me correctly, Anthony Howell is the Superior Court Judge in The City, David Herbert is the Federal Judge, Faye Dunlan is the State Attorney, and John Jones is my favorite U.S. Attorney. Are you on good terms with them?"
"Yes, good enough." Britt Maxwell said. "Why? You need me to talk to them?"
"I just might... I just might..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:45am. Teresa and I were in my office, discussing the case. She said "Father Romano seems to be holding up pretty well. He's in Mary Milton's office with her, and her first words to him were 'Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.' So Father Romano will treat it with the sanctity of the Confessional. And what they're doing is finding out just what the Federal Government knows and what they're doing about it."
"It's pretty obvious." I said. "Father Romano gave us a huuuuge cluuuuue. The Pope is sick and probably dying. O'Leery is very possibly going to be elected the next Pope. The stakes couldn't be any higher for him, nor for the U.S. Government."
"Why the Government?" Teresa asked.
I said: "The prestige of having an American as Pope cannot be overstated. It reminds me of what went on behind the scenes of the Spassky-Fischer World Chess Championship in 1972. An international Cold War battle between the United States and the Soviet Union ensued over the prestige of being the best in the world at a simple little board game. So imagine what is going on to ensure an American papacy."
"I'll have to read up on that." Teresa said, perhaps a wee bit sarcastically. "And I get it that having an American Pope would be huge. But would they really try to help cover up serial sexual crimes and now murder?"
I didn't get a chance to answer. There was a soft knock on the door followed by it opening and Helena's lovely head sticking in. "Jack Muscone, EAD Lange, and someone else I don't know just went into the Chief's office."
"Thanks, Helena." I said. As Helena withdrew and shut the door, I said "Okay then, it begins..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Moments later, Sheriff Griswold knocked on the door. "You two whippersnappers, come with me." We followed him to the Main Conference Room. Chief Moynahan was seated in his normal seat at the near end of the table. Jack Muscone was to his right, still standing, and EAD Owen Lange was to Jack's right. To the EAD's right was a youngish man we'd met before. He was Michael J. Parker of the Department of State. (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', Ch. 02.)
"Good to see you again, Commander." said Owen Lange, extending his hand. I shook it, making observations. The EAD looked tired, chronically tired. But I could see something else; he was not well, and possibly in a terminal kind of way. He said "You've met Michael Parker of the Department of State."
"Yes." I said as I shook his hand. "You came to notify us about the Takaki Misaki-sama. You remember Commander Croyle?"
"Yes, I do." said Parker.
"Let's all sit dowwwwn." suggested the Chief. I was guided to sit in my normal place to the Chief's left. Sheriff Griswold sat to my left, and Teresa a couple of seats down, where she could observe our visitors in a 'defensive' sort of way.
Owen Lange said "We're here to discuss a very important matter involving the State Department."
I admit I was a bit flippant when I said "Funny, I thought you were here to tell us to stop investigating the murders we've had and discovered yesterday, and that the Federal Government would be taking them over, even though murder is a State crime."
"Unless it's terrorism, or crosses State lines." said Owen Lange. "I won't try to trick you with a lot of bullshit nor molest you with pleas---"
"Ah, 'molest'." I said, interrupting. "An admirably exact choice of words, there. Wouldn't you agree, Mr. Muscone?"
Jack said "Yeah, it's getting around what this is really about. I understand why you didn't tell me, though I'm disappointed in the trust factor."
Teresa cut in, her voice bitter: "Don't go there, Jack. My husband and I have not forgotten Archie Brody, either."
That... was what we call a 'mic drop'. Muscone's beady black eyes showed some anger.
"Let's keep going, so as not to waste Mr. Parker's immensely valuable time." I said. "You have my undivided attention, Mr. Parker."
"Uh, thank you, Commander." said Michael J. Parker, being diplomatic. "What I've come to ask you, and to ask Alison McFarland and her people, is to not pursue the line of inquiry they'd been working on. I'm very sorry for the loss of Keith Madden, but what they were investigating could lead to a potential international incident with an ally to us. It could also affect our relations going forward, for years to come."
"So I should just drop it." I said. "I should just forget that a former TCPD Officer was meant to be killed by that same car bomb, but it just was not his day to die. I should just forget the two dead bodies we found last night, and why they were murdered. I should just sweep all this under the rug, like what has been done so many times before."
Michael J. Parker said "I know it's abhorrent, but as a Police Officer and a former Military Officer, you know that there are sometimes things greater than one's life. I don't say that lightly, either, but in this case country comes first, and it really is that big at the national and international levels."
"It's pretty big here at the State and local level, too." I said. And then I dropped the bomb: "But fortunately for you, I don't need to do any more investigating. So I leave it to you."
"What?!" Teresa gasped at my totally unexpected words. The Sheriff's mustaches were not twitching at all; he was equally stunned.
"Yes, Commander." I said to Teresa, to make sure she was reined in. "We do not need to investigate it any further."
Then I turned and let my eyes bore into EAD Owen Lange's as I said "Although I have to say... I do look forward to watching EAD Lange try to twist the law and his words into knots to justify the Feds taking it over... but I'm sure he'll find a way to get it done."
"Believe it or not," said Lange, "I'm on your side on this."
"Yezzz." I said. "Chief, Sheriff, if there's nothing else, I need to go get some work done."
"Go aheaaad." drawled the Chief. "You can go tooooo, Commander Croyle." Teresa wasted no time in following me out the door.
Back in my office, Teresa couldn't hold back: "What the hell?" she gasped.
I held up my hand and said "Don't say anything. Just listen to this." I fished out my personal iPhone and made a call. When it answered, I said "Alison... do it. Name the name. And you can take my name in vain, as well..."
Part 13 - Unresolved
"Here's what we know." Alison McFarland said into the microphone of her world-renowned podcast Unresolved at 1:00pm, Tuesday, August 3rd. This one was being carried live on KFXU Radio, KFXM Radio in Midtown, and clear-channel KSB in The City.
Alison began: "Yesterday, my colleague Keith Madden, who was employed as an investigative journalist for the Town & County Examiner Online, was killed when a bomb that was planted in the car he was in exploded. I'm here now to tell you why he was murdered... and who was behind his murder."
Alison: "It goes back as far as George Aurus, the Black Velvet Killer. Aurus was abused as a child and a young man. He ran away and joined the Circus... literally. While in that Circus, he found friends, men and women who had also been abused, many by the same man." (Author's note: 'Black Velvet', 'Power'.)
Alison: "This brutal man's insatiable sexual appetite led him to commit horrific crimes against many vulnerable tender-aged persons. These victims and their parents were afraid to speak out, as were their parents if the parents even knew. And any problems that came up were swept under the rug, because this man had, and has, tremendous power behind him... the power of the Roman Catholic Church."
Alison: "After George Aurus was killed in a hail of Federal Government gunfire, Commander Donald Troy was asked by the circus members to investigate the crimes committed by this incredibly evil man, and he promised that he would. He asked me and my investigators to help, and Keith Madden and our colleague Timothy Geiger began looking into it... and they found a trail of brutal crimes that led straight to that perp. And they finally got a case that was less than five years old, which is within the Statute of Limitations."
Alison: "Unfortunately, our Enemy became aware of our investigation. And they tried to stop the investigation by attempting to kill my colleagues. Tim Geiger survived..." Alison's voice started breaking as she said "... but Keith Madden didn't. Keith gave his life... to pursue and help stop the relentless evil... being perpetrated upon innocents."
Alison recovered herself, then said: "This case is now in the hands... of the Iron Crowbar, Commander Donald Troy, who is relentless in pursuing and capturing his criminal prey. He has made a promise to get Justice on behalf of this monster's victims, and both his friends and his enemies know it is a promise he will keep. As we give way to him, and end our part in the investigation, I have one final duty to perform on behalf of Keith Madden... to tell the world the name of this evil man, this spawn of Satan himself..."
"... Claude Cardinal O'Leery."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm, Tuesday, August 3rd. Still in our Police uniforms, Teresa and I went to the office of the manager on duty at the University Food Services main dining hall. "Hello, is Johnny here? Can we speak to him?"
"Is he in trouble?" the manager said sourly.
"Oh no, not at all." I said in as reassuring a voice I could muster. "In fact, we have some good news for him."
"He's probably in back, doing inventory." said the manager.
We went to the back storage area, where we saw Johnny, in a white Food Services jacket and black pants. Johnny had been an Wrangler Circus associate of George Aurus and had helped Aurus help young Jimmy in finding his dog Billy Beagle. (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine') Johnny was also the blood father of little Sarah, who had become sick and died as Teresa sang to her. (Author's note: 'Centuries', prologue.)
"Commander Troy, Commander Croyle!" he said as he saw us. "I... I heard on the radio today. Is it true? Are you really going to get that bastard?"
"Yes. We've got him." I said.
Johnny's eyes filled with tears, and he whimpered. "I knew you'd do it. I knew you'd get him..." he said, almost overwhelmed.
"Don't thank me yet." I replied. "There's one thing we have to do first. And I'm going to need your help to do it. I need you to contact every Wrangler Circus person you can get ahold of, and get them to gather in The City. Here's what we're going to do..."
Part 14 - Sleight Of Hand
12:00 midnight, becoming Thursday, August 5th. Prison guards and Sheriff Deputies began trickling out of the employees gate of the State Prison in The City, located to the west-southwest of the Airport, just northwest of the notorious Badlands District.
A group of six Deputies wearing armor came out of the gate just as a black SUV with 'State Bureau of Prisons' logos on the doors pulled up to them. Three of the armored Deputies crowded into the backseat of the vehicle. It pulled away, followed loosely by another Sheriff's Department vehicle.
"Do you see any drones?" asked the driver... Your Iron Crowbar.
"No." said the Iron Wolf as she looked through the front windshield and side window. "Our escort vehicle is dropping back, and nobody else is behind us."
Teresa and I were wearing khaki Town & County Sheriff's Department uniforms, our ranks on our collars (in silver), and TCPD badges. Technically, we were entitled to do so, as every TCPD Officer was under the Sheriff and therefore technically Sheriff's Deputies. And Sheriff Griswold had authorized it, normally for occasions like Police Officers having to fill in at the Courthouse.
In the backseat behind Teresa was the guard that had dropped the Wrangler Circus card while we questioned Kevin Thomas. On the left side, behind me, was Johnny, the Food Services worker. There was no badge nor insignia on his shirt under his armor. And sitting between them, also in an armored vest and plain khaki shirt and trousers, was Kevin Thomas.
I had planned out this ruse to get Kevin into a blanket of protection before Cardinal O'Leery and the Swamp Frogs could implement their plans to assassinate him. Kevin was due to be released at 12:00 high noon, but technically he was eligible for release at midnight, and that's what I arranged to happen.
City District Attorney Ann Tish was virulently Leftist and anti-Police, so State Attorney Faye Dunlan was asked to go to the Bench of Superior Court Judge Anthony Howell to confirm the midnight release, which he did. She also arranged for Kevin to appear before the State's Grand Jury and testify first thing in the morning. U.S. Attorney John Jones went to Federal Judge David Herbert and obtained what we needed, including arranging for the Federal Grand Jury to convene at the State Court building, so that Kevin could testify before them immediately after his local testimony.
"Where to now?" Teresa asked as we drove through the City streets. "Westphalia?"
"No." I replied. "We'd probably be safe there tonight, but it's too far a drive back to The City to risk."
First we went through a pizza place drive-thru, where 'Clark Kent' had phoned in an order of four large pizzas and Cherry Coca-Cola Zero. I then drove us just west of the City Center where the Cannon Building, the Wynand Building, and the Federal Building were. We stopped to let Johnny, the guard, and two of the pizzas out near a van where four people with Wrangler Circus shirts were waiting. "Sure you'll be all right?" I asked.
"Yes." said Johnny. "And we'll be at the Courthouse tomorrow morning."
"Thanks for helping me, guys." said Kevin Thomas.
"No problem, man." said the guard. "Just show up tomorrow morning."
"Yes." said Johnny. "It's worth it. All our hopes for years are resting on your Grand Jury testimony tomorrow. Good luck. I'll see y'all tomorrow." We drove away as they joined their Wrangler Circus confederates.
Many of the buildings in the area were between 6 and 12 stories tall, and were mixed-use buildings with offices as well as apartment residences. I turned into the parking entrance to an apartment, then drove down the ramp to the next level down. At the end of the drive was a door of metal mesh links like those on the doors of businesses in shopping centers. Past the door, the driveway turned left behind the wall.
I pressed a button on a remote and the metal door rolled up and we drove through, then rolled back down behind us. I followed the narrow path into a tunnel that went for a hundred feet, then back up and out... into another basement garage. I parked in an alcove in the wall, and we got out. I pressed another button on the remote, and a metal chain door came down as a curtain behind it slid sideways to obscure the SUV.
We walked up the stairs to the normal garage area, then up the elevator to the 2nd floor, and down the hallway to an apartment. It was not very large, no more than a relatively nice hotel room with a kitchenette and breakfast room with a table, a living room with a hide-a-bed sofa and a couple of nice chairs and a TV, and two bedrooms, each barely big enough to hold the queen size beds and chest of drawers in them. Each bedroom had a bath with a shower.
As we ate the pizzas, Kevin ravenously consuming one of them and Teresa and I splitting the other, I told Kevin what I'd found about his parents. Afterwards, I said "I think when you didn't come home after you were attacked, your parents called the Cardinal's office. He realized there was a problem for him, and either he or his confederates... or both... went to their home and murdered them to keep them silent. That's why they never visited you nor contacted you. They were dead."



Kevin looked sad at that news and new revelation (pun not intended), and I said "The perps may have looked for you to kill you, but never found you. Then the Police did find you when they arrested you. To be honest, I'm surprised they didn't try to kill you in prison."
"I was going by an alias at the time." Kevin said. "I had a fake ID and everything. In fact, that's the name they used through my plea deal and while I was in prison. It wasn't until you two came to visit me that I heard my real name for years."
"Then how did---" Teresa started, but I cut her off.
"Let me ask you this." I said quickly. "Were you ever fingerprinted before you were arrested?"
"Yeah, for the Fingerprinting Merit Badge when I was in the Boy Scouts." Kevin said. "They were put in the Federal database, supposedly to identify us if we got lost and died on a hike or something."
"Yeah, I'm the Merit Badge Counselor in my area for that one." I said. "Okay, you need to get some sleep. We've got to be at the Courthouse at 8:00am...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Kevin took a long shower then went to sleep in one of the bedrooms. Teresa sat with me on the sofa and we talked quietly.
"What is this place?" she asked. "And how did you know about it? Molinari?"
"Right you are." I said. "Molinari developed and built several of the buildings in these neighborhoods, and some of them have tunnels like this building, kind of like University Hotel and Tower Condos in our Town & County. These apartments are short-term efficiency apartments, and the ones on the upper floors are nicer and more like homes. The tunnel was built for the same reason we just used it, to avoid detection or throw off pursuits."
Teresa said "You sure know a lot about Molinari's business, and probably Cerone's. I hate to think of what you're having to do or give them in exchange for this knowledge, and getting to use this place."
I said "It's not as bad as you might think. I do give Cerone and Molinari information at times, though much more to help them in the Legislature than their former criminal enterprises. They know I won't cross the line nor give them anything that would get someone hurt or killed."
Me: "Also, they're afraid of me. Cerone once said he retired from Mob Life and got into the much more dishonest but more safe business of being a State Senator because he couldn't beat Pastor Westboro, the Consultant of Crime. He and Molinari were scared to death of him... and then they watched me put Westboro down like the rabid dog he was. So they know I could bust their chops if I wanted to, and they know if we help each other out on occasion, we both will be the better for it."
Teresa said "And about Kevin... his real name is in the database as the convicted felon, but he says he was using another name. I can see that, and see that if he was using an alias, O'Leery might not have found him and so didn't get the shot to kill him..."
"But his real name is in the database." I said. "And Alison, Keith, and Geiger did find it. Something of an enigma there, n'est pas? But we can figure that out later. Why don't you take the other bedroom and get some sleep?"
"Okay." Teresa said. "You going to sleep out here, or should I spell you in a couple of hours?"
"I'll wake you up in a little while." I said. Teresa went to the other bedroom to get some sleep. I did not wake her up to spell me, and I did not go to sleep. I stayed on guard, watching the overnight news, which informed me that Pope John Paul IV was very ill, and that the Cardinals around the world would soon be summoned to The Vatican...
Part 15 - No Greater Love
7:00am, Thursday, August 5th. After a shower and shave, I felt ready to go. Kevin put back on his khaki clothing and armor, khaki Town & County Sheriff's Department armor, which said 'SHERIFF' on the back. Teresa and I put on our black civilian clothes and armor, and I had my Tilley hat and light trenchcoat... and the red crowbar.
We left and went down to the black State Prison SUV and drove back through the tunnel to the other building and drove out. We went to a nearby McDonald's, went through the drive-thru for breakfast, and parked in the back of the lot. A City Police SUV and an unmarked car parked next to us. The State Prison guard took back his black SUV, and left to take it back to the Prison.
"Good luck, Kevin." I said as we shook hands. "When we get though this, I have some positive things lined up for you."
"Thanks, Mr. Crowbar." said Kevin. "Let's get the bastard." He got into the shotgun seat of the City Police SUV, which was being driven by a City Deputy Sheriff that was assigned to the Courthouse. In the back were three more Deputies, the one in the middle having volunteered to play the role of 'Kevin' being escorted into the Courthouse.
City Police Detective Tony Long was driving the other vehicle, and Teresa and I got into it. "No drones." I said as scanned the sky. Teresa and I kept careful watch as the vehicles drove into the City Center, blue lightbars blazing, which cleared traffic most effectively.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends."
--- The Gospel according to St. John 15:13 (American Standard Version)
At 7:55am, the City Police SUV pulled up to the Courthouse. More Deputies were there, and as we pulled up we saw almost three dozen people in black shirts and blue jeans converge and surround the vehicle. On their shirts was the logo of the Wrangler Circus. I saw Johnny, the redheaded woman I'd seen before, and several others that had attended George Aurus's funeral. (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 02.)
There was one problem: City Cathedral, the main Catholic church and where the Cardinal's office were, was almost directly across the street from the Courthouse. The roads were closed off in the immediate area, so there was no traffic. Tony Long let me out of the car and I went to the other side of the street while he and Teresa parked in the Courthouse parking lot, then came around to join the crowd in front of the Courthouse.
The two Deputies in the front seat got out and walked seemingly nonchalantly to the Courthouse, and it didn't really seem that they were being purposefully surrounded by Wrangler Circus alumni. They went inside, and only then did the three people in the backseat get out. They were surrounded by more people. It looked to the world like Kevin Thomas was being escorted into the Courthouse...
Time slowed down.
A young man in all black and a clerical collar suddenly appeared, running down the walkway on the side of the Catholic Church. He wound up and threw a round object at the crowd, yelling "DIE, NARC!"
I was already in motion and was running up to tackle him. He turned to face me and fight me, and exposed his shoulder joint. You know how that ended up: I had him slammed on his chest on the ground with a deft move, and had pulled his arms behind him and affixed handcuffs before he realized he was even on the ground. And then I looked across the street, and watched in horror at what happened next.
"GRENADE!" yelled Teresa and Johnny at the same time. Johnny leapt forward and caught the grenade in the air, and pulled it to his abdomen as he fell to the ground.
*POW!*
The explosion lifted Johnny's body off the ground, and spun him over so that he landed on his back. Teresa got to him first, followed by the redheaded woman and then others, and they saw what had happened. In pulling the grenade to his body, Johnny had trapped it against his lower abdomen. The explosion had ripped open his lower body, including his femoral artery, and blood was gushing out in steady pulses.
Teresa knelt beside Johnny, seeing that there was nothing that could be done for him. There was nothing there to press against to stop the flow of blood, though the redheaded woman was desperately trying to.
"Teresa..." Johnny gasped as she knelt beside him. She looked at his face and his eyes locked with hers as he said "Sing to me... like you sang... to Sarah..."
Teresa did not know from where it came, but before she realized it, she was singing as she looked into the dying man's eyes. Not the Catholic Ave Maria, but Amazing Grace:
"Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost, but now I'm found,
Was blind, but now I see."
As she sang, she saw Johnny listening to her, then his eyes looked past her as if seeing Something behind her. He smiled as his head fell back to the ground.
"Through many dangers, toils and snares
I have already come,
'Tis Grace that brought me safe thus far
And Grace will lead me Home..."
Teresa finished singing the verse, even though Johnny's eyes had opaqued and the flow of blood had stopped pulsing. Then she moved back as paramedics rushed up, only to find that their services were no longer needed.
Johnny had made the supreme sacrifice, and given his life for his friends. He was gone.
To be continued.
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Part 16 - Sins Of The Father
10:00am, Thursday, August 5th. It had been two hours of chaos outside the Courthouse.
Tony Long had brought his vehicle up, and E.J. Jefferson was in the car with him. I put the young priest in their custody and asked them to send me the bastard's booking mug shot photo. They drove off to City Police Headquarters as I went over to the crime scene. Johnny's body had been removed and taken to the Morgue. Several Wrangler Circus members that had tried to hold his body together needed to be cleaned up, as did Teresa, and that was done.
Teresa was nearly in shock (the medical condition). "Are you okay?" I asked.
"He... he asked me to sing to him... like I sang to Sarah." she said, her voice seeming far away.
"And you did." I said, putting my arm around her shoulders. "It was all you could do for him, and you did it." She nodded and leaned into my side for support for several long moments.
City Police were processing the crime scene. I'd told Teresa to talk about only the events of the murder, not of the hours leading up to it. We gave our statements, and I said I'd be following up with Detectives Long and Jefferson on the arrest of the priest that had thrown the grenade. They wanted me to go to CPD Headquarters right then, but I said I would finish here first.
The Wrangler Circus people were distraught, but they all asked me one question: did Kevin make it to the Grand Jury? I said I would go in and check as soon as they re-opened the Courthouse, which was on lockdown. And at 10:00am, I got a call on my Police iPhone that I could go inside. Teresa came with me.
As we walked down the hallway towards the Grand Jury rooms, I saw State Attorney Faye Dunlan and U.S. Attorney John Jones talking with FBI Special Agents In Charge Jack Muscone and Ashton Cardigan of the Cyber Division.
"Good news?" I asked.
"And then some." said John Jones, who was a tall, bald black man. "Both Grand Juries returned indictments, and we're getting the warrants now. Mr. Cardigan, would you like to tell the Iron Crowbar your good news?"
"Sure." said Cardigan. "Commander, as you know, U.S. Attorney Jones went to Judge Herbert with a request for a FISA warrant to monitor the communications of Cardinal O'Leery. The warrant was granted, and we recorded a phone call between him and that young grenade-throwing priest you arrested this morning. Cardinal O'Leery ordered him to kill Kevin Thomas. And when the priest asked how, because there were people surrounding Thomas, O'Leery told him to throw grenades at them."
"We've got him, then." Teresa said, her voice breaking and almost a whisper. "We've got him for murder."
"You okay, Teresa?" Jack Muscone asked.
Teresa was about to break down crying. I held out my trenchcoat and enveloped her as she buried her head into my side, in a similar way to what I'd done for Susie Haskins at University Hospital. (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 04.)
I said "We knew the man who was killed outside. Teresa watched him die." They all nodded. I then asked "Where's Kevin? I want to see if he can identify this suspect." I showed them the photo on my Police iPhone. It was the mug shot of the young grenade-throwing priest.
"He's in the cafeteria with his Deputy escort." said Jack Muscone. "You'd think he hasn't eaten a decent meal in three years... oh, wait." I smiled at the joke, and it helped Teresa recover.
As we all went down the hall towards the cafeteria, Teresa said softly "Sumimasen, sir. I have embarrassed you in front of everyone. I have no excuse."
"Nonsense." I replied. "And work is the best antidote to sorrow. Let's go do some work now."
We found Kevin in the cafeteria. Teresa recorded on her Police iPhone as I asked Kevin if he knew the man in the photograph.
"That's him!" Kevin exclaimed. "That's O'Leery's assistant, the young priest that... held me down while O'Leery... molested me."
I said to Faye Dunlan "I believe some additional charges are warranted."
"An admirably exact word, 'warranted'." Faye replied.
Some moments later, Teresa and I went outside. The Wrangler Circus people were waiting for us. And right behind them was a gaggle of journalists and camerapersons. Good, I thought to myself. Let them disseminate this.
I held up two documents and said loudly "These are State and Federal warrants for the arrest of Claude Cardinal O'Leery for murder, rape, and a serial pattern of sexual molestations---"
I was interrupted by a huge wave of cheering and applause, mostly from the Wrangler Circus people. After watching the murder of their comrade Johnny, it was the best news they could possibly have heard at that moment...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Thursday, August 5th. Teresa and I went to City Police Headquarters, and were escorted to the Interrogation Rooms. Detectives Tony Long and E.J. Jefferson greeted us, as did FBI Supervisory Special Agent Julius Jefferson.
Tony Long said "We've been getting calls almost non-stop with people wanting to come forward with their stories. We're going to have to figure out what's real and who's making stuff up, or transferring the Cardinal's bad name to the deeds of some other priest."
We went into the anteroom and I saw the young priest sitting at the table, his hands cuffed to the ring on it. He was wearing a stylish orange CPD jump suit and slippers; no belt, no shoelaces.
"Has he invoked?" I asked as I observed him.
"No." said Julius Jefferson. "But someone from the Vatican Embassy in Washington called, and demanded we not interrogate him without him having a lawyer present. And Commander... I've also gotten word that the Vatican is demanding that O'Leery not be arrested, and that the State Department is going to intervene on the Church's behalf."
"Then I better get going." I said. "What's this bozo's name?"
"Brother Phillip..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"His eyes
Were just the end
Of Hell
All pain,
Inarticulate."
--- James Clavell, 'Shō-gun'
I went into the Interrogation Room and walked slowly up to the table. Brother Phillip was looking at me with overly bright eyes. I sat down at the table opposite him.
"The way you took me down," he said, his voice almost a hiss, "you don't need to keep me chained to this table, do you?"
"It's not my call." I replied. "So tell me, why does a priest with a bright future in the Diocese and the Catholic Church throw a grenade into a crowd of innocent people, huh?
"Innocent?" Brother Phillip said "They're not innocent. They were trying to bring down a great, great man. They were helping... helping you... bring him to harm."
I said "So you think Cardinal O'Leery is a great man? Even though he raped a young man... with your help?" I straightened up just a bit and said "Because the victim identified your photo, and said you are the one that held him down while the Cardinal sodomized him."
"It was consentual. That little shit wanted it." Brother Phillip said. "He was all over His Eminence. He was begging His Eminence to use him."
I said "And you? Do you beg the Cardinal to use you for his sexual pleasure?"
"You bet I do!" Brother Phillip said. "His Eminence is a great man! He is going to be the next Vicar of Christ. I'd do anything for such a great man."
"Including murder?" I asked. "So when he texted you and told you to kill Fred and Ginger Thomas, you did it?"
"That wasn't me." said Brother Phillip.
"But throwing that grenade was you." I said. "But why the grenade? Why not shoot Kevin with a gun?"
"Too many people in the way to intercept the bullets." Brother Phillip said. "But I only got to throw one before you took me down."
"Thank goodness." I replied witheringly. "That grenade was military-grade stuff. Where'd you get it?"
"From the military, idiot." Brother Phillip said.
"And the Cardinal told you to use the grenade if there were people surrounding Kevin Thomas?"
"His Eminence is a brilliant man." Brother Phillip replied.
"And the car bomb that killed Keith Madden?" I asked. "That was you, too?"
"That was a contract hit." said Brother Phillip. "And I'll say no more about that---"
Just then the door flew open, and in walked Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C. "Well!" he said. "Why am I not surprised to find the SBI's favorite little Jew boy interrogating my client without me present?"
"You're a Jew?!" Brother Phillip snarled.
"By ethnicity." I said. "I'm technically Protestant by faith."
"And you're interviewing my client without me present, Bar Code." Nate Masterson said almost jovially.
"He never asked for an attorney." I said as I got up. "But he may need a priest soon. I'll be arranging to have Cardinal O'Leery join him in a jail cell. Sooooonnn."
"You'll never take His Eminence down! He is a great! man!" yelled Brother Phillip. "He probably on his way to Rome now! The next time you see him, he'll have been elected the Bishop of Rome, the Vicar of Christ!"
"Vee shall seee..." I said as I turned and walked out of the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"He's nuts." I said as I reconvened with the others. "He has gone insane."
"Don't say that." said Jack Muscone, who had joined us at City Police HQ. "He just gave some seriously corroborating testimony."
"And why did he do that?" Teresa asked skeptically.
"He's brainwashed." I said. "He's the sacrificial lamb, pun not intended. But yes... why the confession, especially since I am anything but a priest?"
"No doubt about that." Teresa said cattily. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
Jack Muscone had barked a laugh at that. Then he said "I came here to tell you that the shit is about to hit the fan. The Vatican has already demanded that Cardinal O'Leery be allowed to fly to Rome in spite of the indictment. The State Department is allowing a Vatican diplomatic plane to come to City Airport to pick him up. It'll be here this afternoon."
Muscone: "And that's not all. They are demanding that no one but Catholic priests enter the Catholic Cathedral. The State Department is backing that up, and demanding we do not enter the Cathedral. And if we can't enter it, we can't serve His Eminence with the warrants for his arrest. So if he somehow gets from the Cathedral grounds to the diplomatic plane... he will be allowed to fly out of the country with the U.S. State Department's blessing."
"Pun not intended." I said witheringly...
Part 17 - Under Siege
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 1:30pm, from a temporary desk set up 150 feet from the Catholic Cathedral in the City Center. "With me is Tim Sioban of KSB News in The City. We are broadcasting jointly as we cover the fast breaking story of the indictment of Claude Cardinal O'Leery!"
Tim Sioban: "A State Grand Jury joined a Federal Grand Jury in issuing indictments against His Eminence Cardinal O'Leery, Archbishop of the Diocese of The City. The allegations include a pattern of sexual crimes against parishioners, many of which are past the Statute of Limitations."
Bettina: "The Church issued a statement vigorously denying the allegations. The Vatican has demanded that Cardinal O'Leery be allowed to fly to Rome for the impending conclave of Cardinals, as His Holiness Pope John Paul IV is near death. The U.S. State Department has issued a statement saying they are cooperating with The Vatican."
Sioban: "Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney issued an order that no one but Catholic priests can enter City Cathedral, and that the immunity of the diplomatic plane being sent to City International Airport be respected. His Eminence's whereabouts at this time are unknown..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A command tent, really just an awning, was set up in front of the Courthouse across the street from City Cathedral. As the SBI Reserve Inspector on active duty, I was technically the ranking State-level Officer at the scene. With me at the location were Teresa; State Patrol Captain Carnegie, commander of the City District; City Police Detective Tony Long; and City Police Captain Kari Vance.
Kari Vance was attractive, medium height, slender and shapely. She was white with brown hair that she had cut and styled fairly short. No one should be surprised that I noticed her legs, as she was wearing a dark blue dress and medium heel pumps.
She had been a solid and honest Police Lieutenant, and I'd expected her to be put in I.A. as the CPD rebuilt it. Instead, she was promoted into their Major Crimes division.
"I've heard all about you, Commander." she said as Tony Long introduced us. "I really appreciate you cleaning out the rotgut at the top of CPD a few months ago. I finally got my promotion to Captain."
"And well deserved, it was." I replied. "You're in charge of the City Police here today?"
"I'm the tactical commander at the scene." she replied. "Commissioner Savage says to keep him in the loop, though." Ah, she's the sacrificial lamb, pun fully intended, if and when this goes sideways, I thought to myself.
I introduced Teresa, and Captain Carnegie introduced himself to all of us, as he was recently promoted to the City District State Patrol commander position.
"Captain Vance," I asked, "are there any underground tunnels to and from the Cathedral that would enable the Cardinal to sneak out of the building?"
"Maybe." said Captain Vance. "We are right in the North River's basin, and if we dig too deep we get flooding. But who knows what was put in when the Cathedral was built? Nothing shows up on the schematics in the City Permits Office, though."
City Police Detective Tony Long said "Commander... I mean Inspector... the diplomatic car is going to be coming from the Italian Consulate just north of here. We're going to monitor it closely, and if it deviates and tries to go anywhere else but here, we'll know it and might be able to move in on it."
Captain Vance said "The City's civilian government leaders are scared to death of upsetting the Feds, but it is the formal position of all of the City Police, from the Commissioner on down, that we will arrest the Cardinal if we can physically get to him."
"Good. That's my position, too." I said. Then I looked up and said "Uh oh, here comes trouble." Indeed, Michael J. Parker of the Department of State had gotten out of a vehicle and was coming up to us, escorted by two Federal Marshals I did not know. FBI Special Agent Peter Page was right behind him, with Federal Marshals Dugan and Powell as his escorts.
"Hello, Inspector." Michael J. Parker said, extending his hand, which I perfunctorily shook. I introduced everyone else there to him, and he shook their hands. I did not bother to speak to Peter Page nor shake his hand, and he only announced his name and office without shaking anyone's hand. I did notice Teresa quietly position herself between me and Page, to protect me.
"Who are these people around the front of the Cathedral?" Michael J. Parker asked, seeing the Wrangler Circus people trying to form something of a barrier around the building.
"People that O'Leery abused in the past." I said. "They're not causing any trouble."
Peter Page said "We can shove them aside when the diplomatic car for the Cardinal arrives."
"I don't want any violence, if we can help it." Michael J. Parker replied. "But Inspector Troy, you have to understand that you must let the vehicle come through, and let it take the Cardinal to the Airport. A very serious diplomatic incident will occur if you don't. If you try to stop it, our diplomats worldwide could be put in danger of retaliation, as well as general lack of respect for diplomatic protections between nations."
"I have one question." I asked Parker. "Why are you doing this, and by you I mean the American Government? We've got this bastard cold, ice cold. He will be convicted by the evidence we have amassed on him. He is a murderer, a rapist, and a serial molester. Why are you doing this?"
"Because it's what I was sent here to do, and what I was told to do." said Michael J. Parker.
Peter Page said loudly "Unlike you, Troy, we obey the orders of our superiors in the American Government. And if you don't like that, you can shove that red crowbar right up your faggot kike ass!"
Teresa and Tony Long quickly got between us so that I didn't do the right thing and cleave Page's head in two with my crowbar. That did not stop Page from continuing his insults.
"And if you do try to arrest His Eminence, or if any resistance to us by anyone occurs," Page continued, "I have ordered the Federal Agents here to shoot you dead."
Teresa said "And if you try, I will personally shoot you dead."
Michael J. Parker tried to be diplomatic; after all, it was his job. "Guys, guys! Come on, this isn't helping. Inspector Troy, I don't like it any more than you do, but that's what has been decided at the highest levels, including the Presidential and top State Department level. And a Federal Judge has ordered that all your LEOs stay out of this and don't try to do anything to him. I need your cooperation, Inspector."
"That... you do not have." I said. "If we can serve that warrant and arrest O'Leery, then that is what I am going to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:10pm, Thursday, August 5th. Things started happening.
Jack Muscone came to the command tent and said "The diplomatic plane is an hour out. And we've confirmed that Cardinal O'Leery is in the Cathedral, the main cathedral itself, with what we believe to be six other people. We got that from cellphone communications from within."
Tony Long reported: "The City has cut off water, gas, and electric power to the Cathedral property. We've sent texts ordering them to evacuate and come outside, but no response."
Captain Vance asked "Should we call the Cardinal, and begin a negotiation?"
Peter Page said "Don't bother. We've already told His Eminence that we will get him to the diplomatic plane, no matter what it takes, and no matter how many of you local shit eaters we have to kill to do it."
As Kari Vance recoiled at Page's uncouthness, he continued: "And I wasn't kidding, Troy. Anything at all, and all of us Feds here... well, the loyal ones... will do whatever it takes to kill you. And if your little cunt here manages to kill me, someone will make sure you die, and her with you."
"Ignore him." I said to Teresa and Kari. To Page I said: "I don't think you realize what you're up against." I hit the 'send' button on my personal iPhone, and a text went out.
Three minutes later, we heard the first rumbles. They came from north and south. The rumbles grew into a mighty storm of noise as the motorcycles began driving in. Row upon row of metal steeds drove by us and parked in a cleared-out parking lot. The logo on the backs of their denim jackets was a Statue of Liberty on a blue background, and white lettering on red script that announced them to be...



... The Guardians of Justice M.C.
The Federal Agents were stunned as the dozens of Guardians walked up. One of them came up to us. "Afternoon, sir, ma'am." he said to Teresa and me. "Where do you need us?"
"Encircle the Cathedral." I said. "O'Leery's inside, and he doesn't leave unless and until he is in my custody. And help protect the Wrangler Circus people." The leader acknowledged with a quick salute by touching his temple, then stalked off and disseminated the instructions.
The men and women of the GOJMC began filing down the streets on either side of the cathedral. The Wrangler Circus people were in the 'front', i.e. between the building and the GOJMC people, and a lot of backs were now between them and potential bullets from Federal Government guns.
"Hey Bonnie!" one GOJMC member said to the redheaded woman.
"Clyde!" she exclaimed. "I haven't seen you in years!" They hugged, and introductions and new friends were made.
The Media was at an outpost near the parking lot where the GOJMC had parked their motorcycles. They'd gotten good footage of the riders rumbling in, and now they were filming the encirclement of the Cathedral. Bettina and Tim Sioban didn't realize they were on a 'hot mic', and it was broadcast as they discussed where best to situate their cameras when the Feds started shooting and killing as many GOJMC and Wrangler Circus people as they could.
That would cause a scandal in the coming days and weeks, but in the 'here and now', I had the problems of keeping those Patriots alive, serving Cardinal O'Leery with the warrants, and preventing him from escaping to the safety of diplomatic immunity. And I knew I could not do that alone...
Part 18 - Oath of Office
Peter Page got a phone call, and left the command tent as he talked animatedly with whoever was on the other end. Jack Muscone got a text, and said to me: "Hey Dog, the plane is less than 30 minutes out, and its under City International Airport's approach control. And I think that phone call that Page just got is coordination for the diplomatic vehicle."
"Damn." I said softly. Then I said more loudly: "Well, we don't have a choice. We're going to have to go in and just take the bastard out of there."
"You may lose your Court case if you do." said CPD Captain Kari Vance.
Muscone added "And create an international incident. I don't know if the State Department could charge you with a crime for disobeying their orders to not go in, but they'll damn sure try."
I looked towards the Cathedral. Armored State Patrol Officers had set up behind the Guardians of Justice M.C. people, giving them some shielding. I saw the black-shirted Wrangler Circus people at the corner of the property, their haggard faces showing their grief at the loss of one of their own, and also the hope and anxiousness of being so near their dream of seeing Justice meted out to the brutally evil man that had ruined so many of their lives, yet so far away. I remembered my promise to them. And I decided.
"Okay, I'm going in myself." I said. "Teresa, I won't ask you to come with me---"
"And you don't have to." Teresa said. "You know I'm going with you."
"Let me do it."
We all whirled around. Town & County Police Captain (Chaplain) Alberto Romano was standing there, in his Police uniform with a clerical collar around his neck. He said "The Federal order was that no one but priests could go in there. And last I checked..."
"You got your armor on?" I asked. Father Romano tapped his chest; he had on armor underneath his shirt.
"Put on armor over your shirt, too, then your black robe over that." I said. That was quickly done, then I handed Romano the two warrants. "Go with God, Father."
"Thank you, sir. Go with God." Father Romano replied. He and Teresa fist-bumped, then he headed to the Cathedral. Teresa and I followed him, she carrying an extra armored vest.
We were allowed through the blockade, and went up the steps to the front door. I was prepared to jimmy it open with my crowbar, but the door was not locked.
"Stay outside, Teresa." I said as Father Romano went inside. I stood right in front of the door, facing it, like Buddy does at home when he hears a car driving up. I was acutely aware that I could be shot in the back at any moment...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The body of Christ, broken for you." said Claude Cardinal O'Leery as he administered the Eucharist to one of the six young priests kneeling before him. Then he looked up and saw Father Alberto Romano coming up the aisle in his Police uniform, having shed his black robe as he entered the Cathedral.
"What are you doing here?" O'Leery thundered. The six priests turned, then drew powerful handguns and aimed them at Romano.
"I'm unarmed." said Romano as he raised his hands, but still slowly coming forward.
"Lower your weapons." O'Leery said. "Romano, I order you to turn around and leave."
"I can't do that, not yet." Romano said. When he reached O'Leery, he handed him two folded pieces of paper. "Your Eminence... you've been served." he said. "And you are under arrest."
"Why you filthy traitor!" O'Leery roared, his face red with furious anger. He held up his Cross and rosary. "You have broken your sacred vows to the Church. Satan has possessed your soul in life, as he will in death. You are excommunicated!"
"Come now, Eminence." Romano said, almost serenely. "I'm not excommunicated, and I never will be... unless I commit a real act of sacrilege, which this is not. But even if I was, I am abiding by the Oath I took long before the vows I took to the Church... the Oath of a Police Officer. And I am here to escort you outside, where you will be taken to answer for your many earthly crimes."
"Get thee gone!" O'Leery hissed. "Or you will die!"
"As will your young acolytes here." said Romano, indicating the six young priests. "The Iron Crowbar is outside the doors. He is going to come in here and take you down, and he will do whatever it takes, whatever the cost, to do that. And this cathedral is surrounded by dozens of people... unarmed, unprotected, but ready to die to stop you from going anywhere, except to City Police Headquarters for booking."
"If they are so eager to die," said O'Leery, "we will accommodate them. I'm going to Rome, and there is nothing you nor the Iron Crowbar nor anyone can do about it. Federal Agents are eager to kill the Iron Crowbar, and they will kill anyone else who gets in my way!"
"Verily verily I say unto thee, Your Eminence: you will never make it to the Vatican's plane, nor even the diplomatic car." Father Romano said.
"And that is your fault, Romano." the Cardinal hissed. "You could have helped the Church, helped me. Instead... you took the wrong side, the side of the Police. And now, people will die because of your choice."
"Is that all you care about? People dying?" Romano asked, his voice unnervingly quiet and even. "Has your soul been that deeply corrupted?" O'Leery's face got even redder with fury.
Romano continued: "How many more must be slaughtered to shield you from earthly judgement for your crimes? And for what? Your death? The deaths of these young men under your charge? Come, Eminence. If there is any good left in you, any capacity for caring... for the Church, for your flock, for your life... for your soul... do the right thing, and come with me."
O'Leery looked into Romano's face, and saw only resolve and a certain peace with his decision at the possible cost of his life. He looked at the young priests, and saw the fear on their faces.
"It's over, isn't it?" the Cardinal finally said, tears in his eyes. So close to his ultimate goal, yet so far away...
"Yes, Your Eminence." Romano said, knowing O'Leery's thoughts. "The news is out, in public. You'll never be elected Pope now, even if you could get to Rome. Continued resistance will just stain the Church's reputation. Please, Eminence, come with me. Let the bloodshed end."
After a long moment of consideration, O'Leery finally made the right decision. He nodded sadly, and said "Okay."
"No!" said one of the priests. "I won't let you!" He aimed his powerful handgun at Romano. But O'Leery stepped between them.
"Thank you, my son." the Cardinal said. "But put your weapon away. All of you, put them away. I am no longer of use to our Church. You all must carry on, and do the Church's blessed work in my stead." He took off his rosary and Cross, and handed them to the young man that had pulled the gun on Romano. "Go with God, my brothers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Of course Father Romano had been wearing a wire, so when I heard him say "We're coming out", I knew it was over and had been resolved. I also heard Romano recite to O'Leery his considerable legal rights as they walked to the door.
Teresa opened the door as Father Romano and Cardinal O'Leery got to it, but did not go inside. She handed Romano the armor and said "Put this on, Your Eminence."
"Why?" O'Leery asked.
I stepped up behind Teresa and said "Your Eminence, there are a great many people that want to deny you your right to a fair trial... by killing you. And it's my job to not let that happen." Romano helped O'Leery put on the armor.
"Cuff his hands in front of him." I said, so that O'Leery could break his fall if he had to dive or be taken to the ground. Father Romano took the handcuffs from Teresa and affixed them to the Cardinal's wrists. "Okay, stay right behind me. If anyone shoots at you, Eminence, they'll hit me and my armor."
"Why are you doing this for me?" O'Leery asked. "You're not even a practicing Christian. Why would you put your life on the line for mine?"
"Because it's my job, and my duty." I said. "Let's go." I led the way as Romano and O'Leery stepped out of the Cathedral behind me. Teresa took the Cardinal's left arm and Romano his right arm, shielding his sides with their bodies.
As we began descending the steps, shrieks of joy erupted from the Wrangler Circus people as they realized what their eyes were seeing. "Oh my God, he did it!" I heard them shout. "The Iron Crowbar did it!"
City Police Detective Tony Long drove the armored SUV inside the circle of people and to the base of the steps. Father Romano got in the shotgun seat as I opened the back door. Teresa climbed in and scooted over to the left side. I had O'Leery get in and slide to the middle.
As I was about to get in, I heard a chorus of Wrangler Circus voices yell "Thank you, Iron Crowbar!" I looked over at them, seeing the tears on many of their faces. I waved at them and then gave them a thumbs-up, then climbed into the SUV and shut the door.
As Detective Long drove us to CPD Headquarters, I took a moment to reflect. Two people had given their lives to make this moment happen, and the moment was happening. And I had kept my promise to George Aurus and the people of the Wrangler Circus, who had given up hope, which one should never do. And because hope never dies...
...Claude Cardinal O'Leery was under arrest and in Police custody.
Part 19 - Cleanup on Aisle 3
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 6th, from the copse of trees on College Street with the Catholic Church in her background. "Commander Donald Troy makes his most stunning arrest ever!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "A standoff at the Catholic Cathedral in The City was resolved when Claude Cardinal O'Leery surrendered to authorities and was peacefully taken into custody. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing me, Teresa, and Chaplain Romano escorting O'Leery to the SUV and driving away. Bettina's voiceover said: "Acting in his capacity as SBI Reserve Inspector, Commander Troy arrested Cardinal O'Leery in spite of orders by the U.S. Department of State to allow His Eminence to fly to Rome, where all the world's Cardinals have been called to congregate as His Holiness Pope John Paul IV nears the end of his life."
Back to Bettina live on the feed: "Spokesperson for the Department of State Michael J. Parker issued a statement saying that Commander Troy and Commander Croyle did not disobey the State Department's orders because they did not enter the cathedral. Mr. Parker also said that The Vatican has withdrawn its request to give Cardinal O'Leery safe passage to fly to Rome, and the State Department considers the matter closed."
Bettina: "FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone issued a statement praising Commander Troy, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, and Captain Alberto Romano for their professionalism in effecting the arrest of Cardinal O'Leery, and thanking them for resolving the situation with no lives lost in the standoff."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that members of the Guardians of Justice M.C. formed a ring around the City Cathedral to prevent Cardinal O'Leery from leaving. U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland has ordered an investigation to determine if the GOJMC acted in a manner consistent with Christian Nationalist domestic terrorists, and if they should be subject to arrest and prosecution. AG Harland also praised FBI and ATF Agents at the scene for their professionalism in not escalating the crisis into bloodshed."
Bettina: "Our former colleague, journalist Keith Madden, will be honored at a private service at the Frank Freeman Funeral Home tomorrow at 2:00pm, followed by a public service and interment at the Town & County Cemetery..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Not one word about Johnny, nor his death." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said bitterly as the Usual Suspects watched the propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "That man gave his life for his friends, for those protecting a testifying witness against O'Leery... and not one fucking word about it. Not one."
I said "I'm not trying to troll you nor upset you... but did you really think they would?"
Tanya Muscone said "Why wouldn't they?"
I said "And have to explain who Johnny was, who those other Wrangler Circus people were? And that his daughter died because BigBenefitInsurance cut off her insurance and bankrupted her mother? Noooo... KXTC wants all that buried as quickly as possible, along with Johnny's body."
Cindy said "Bettina gave you and Teresa a lot of credit, though they left out Father Romano's name as the one making the arrest. Not gonna give her credit for that?"
"Not one bit." I replied. "They're only mentioning my name to keep it in the news. I'm waiting patiently for the other shoe to drop, and for Derrick B. Harland to announce an investigation of me for interfering with them getting O'Leery out of there and onto a diplomatic plane."
Tanya said: "You'll be waiting very patiently, and for a long, long time. The State Department and all the American Government want this story to go away. Harland will do what he can to harass Patriots like my GOJMC buddies, but Washington, D.C. wants the O'Leery story to die down and disappear."
"And it willll." said Chief Moynahan. "The great Rush Limbaugh called them the 'Drive-By' Media... and he was corr-eckt."
Sheriff Griswold said "Crowbar, I understand O'Leery asked you specifically to interview him at City Police Headquarters. What was that about?"
"Well, let me tell you." I said, beginning a narrative...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Flashback...
After O'Leery was taken through booking, he was taken into an Interrogation Room wearing the stylish orange jumpsuit of CPD Jail guests. He surprised everyone when he said he wanted to talk to the Iron Crowbar. I was curious, so I went in.
"I don't think you need these, at least not in my presence." I said as I uncuffed his hans from the ring on the table, then sat down opposite him. After all, he was a Cardinal in the Roman Catholic Church. And in the same manner of faux respect Tokugawa Ieyasu showed Ishida Mitsunari after the Battle of Sekigahara, I gave the same to my defeated Enemy.
"So, Your Eminence," I said. "What did you want to see me about?"
"Alberto Romano." said O'Leery. "He was a good cop, by all accounts. But he's going to find after his treason in arresting me that he will be a pariah in the Church. I excommunicated him, but he'll be restored soon... but that won't mean much. He's going to need something besides the Church to count on for his future employment."
Seeing the look on my face, O'Leery said "You think he'll be more respected for what he's done. And in Police circles, he may be. But I'm sure you remember how the Consultant of Crime damaged your reputation before you finally defeated him. And I know that your good reputation and standing were damaged after the Betty Morelli scandal, even though you survived it." (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 03-04; 'No Way Out'.)
I said "But the accusations were false. And so I survived. And Father Romano has done nothing but good, and the right things."
O'Leery: "You'll see. You'll see. But you can help him, and you should."
I said "I'm sure things will work out for the best. Is there anything else?"
"Just to advise you to look to your life." said O'Leery. "That's not a threat, just an admonition. You are a brilliant man, Commander, and honest within your heresy. But you have many enemies, and they are powerful and abundant."
I stood up. "I'll take everything you've said into consideration. Farewell, Your Eminence..."
"Au revoir, Iron Crowbar." replied the Cardinal, perhaps optimistically...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Friday, August 6th. Commander Tanya Muscone brought her husband FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone to my office. Jack poured them cups of coffee at my invitation. EAD Owen Lange had come to TCPD HQ with Jack, and had gone on down the hall to the Chief's office.
"Whassup?" I asked as we got settled in with our mugs of coffee.
Jack Muscone said "Well, it didn't take very long." He extended his iPad to me. As I examined the photos on it, he said "Cardinal O'Leery is dead. Hanged himself in his cell. Not a good look for the City Police Department; they were holding him until his arraignment this morning."
The City PD holding cells were typical ceiling-to-floor jail bars with crossbars a foot from the top and bottom. The pictures showed that a sheet had been tied to the upper crossbar, and Cardinal O'Leery had jumped off the lower crossbar, his feet barely touching the floor. His hands were tied in front of him, and he was leaning forward.
"Suicide like Epstein." I said, very sure. "He wasn't on suicide watch?"
"No belt or shoelaces, and he was a 'keepaway', and so he was in a single occupancy cell." Muscone said. "But he wasn't on formal suicide watch, and somehow had a sheet. They found him during a routine hall check at 2:00am."
"Anyone visit him?" I asked.
"Yes, about 10:00pm last night." said Muscone. "One of the Cardinal's bishops visited him in an interrogation room. We have video but not audio." Muscone brought up a file, and handed me the iPad again.
As it played, Muscone said "The Bishop heard the Cardinal's confession, that's where their backs are turned to us. Then they sat at the table, well, the Bishop stood, and he gave O'Leery the Sacraments."
I was studying the video. "I'm trying to read their lips." I said "I'm not so hot with the Latin, but it looks like he's giving the Cardinal absolution." I handed Muscone the iPad back.
Tanya asked "Why didn't we hear anything about his death on the news this morning?"
Jack replied "They're keeping it under wraps for now, and so far the Media hasn't found out. The Feds got a tip about 6:00am this morning, and bullied their way into taking over the investigation, citing the problems with City I.A. a while back." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers'.) "Like I said, it's not a good look for the City PD."



"You seem happy about that." I said, my gray eyes locking onto Jack Muscone's beady black peepers. "Is this a little payback by the Feds against the City Police, maybe over the joint operation between the Feds and City PD corruption that was going on a few months ago?"
Muscone said "I'd think if that were the case, they'd be coming after you, for breaking it up. And no, I don't have much love lost for the City Police. Anyhoo... I've been asked... well, ordered by my better half here... to apologize to you over asking about the Louella Hopper files."
Seeing my scowl, Muscone hastily added: "We weren't spying on you personally, but we'd been given orders from higher-ups to watch and see if anyone tried to access them... apparently because they knew it was getting warm around the Cardinal, and you saw how they tried to protect him."
"So they used you to try to find out what -I- knew." I said. "Jack, you've got the time in; you can retire. Why don't you?"
Muscone said "It's not time yet. I talked with Tanya about it, and as long as I think I can do some good in the Bureau and keep the Swamp Frogs at bay, and as long as she supports me, then I'll stick it out. Just as you feel you're in the right place where you are, I feel I'm in the right place where I am."
I nodded and Jack said: "And by the way, aren't you curious why Lange is meeting with your Chief right now?"
"No." I said. "The Chief will tell me what I need to know, when I need to know it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
KFXU Fox Eight News broke the story of Cardinal O'Leery's death at 12:00 high noon. No, I did not leak it to them, but it is possible that I just happened to mention it to Cindy, who spoke to her friend (and occasional fuck buddy) Priya Ajmani.
Meanwhile, I took Teresa, Alison McFarland, and Timothy Geiger to lunch at the Cop Bar. The Sheriff and Chief were hosting EAD Owen Lange and SAC Jack Muscone in the back 'Command Room', so we sat at a table at the very back of the regular back room.
"Suicide like Epstein, eh?" Teresa said after I told them of O'Leery's death. "Are you going to help them investigate, try to find out who killed him?"
"No." I said. "I'm sure it was the Church that was behind it, but I don't really care to waste my time on it."
"You don't think it's the Swamp Frog Feds?" asked Geiger. I shook my head 'no', and Geiger said "I have a question, if you don't mind, sir: why were the Feds following us around?"
"And following your mom in Apple Grove, too." Teresa added.
I said "Part of me thinks it was intimidation. They were hoping you guys would be warned off, and that I'd be either distracted or warned off when I heard they were following my mom. And I do think they were being obvious about it while others were more discreetly and professionally following you guys around."
I continued: "But another part of me thinks them following my mom around doesn't fit the pattern, so there was something else to that. I have no idea what it would be, though."
Alison said "What about that girl Lana, that Tim and Keith met? Was she working with the Cardinal, and setting up the car bomb trap? Or was she for real, and someone else took advantage of the opportunity to plant the car bomb?"
I said "I don't know. She has not been found, or at least nobody is admitting to having found her. The information she told you, Geiger, and Keith was true and accurate, but that means little; she might've thought you both were going to die in the car blast. Still, why bother telling the truth at all in the first place?"
"That's what I was thinking." said Teresa. "I don't think she was part of the car bomb plot. Maybe they'd gotten onto that meeting from her somehow. Whether from her or you, Geiger, they were ready to plant that bomb while you talked to her inside."
Geiger said "Well, some of what she said doesn't fit the timeline. She said she talked to Ginger Thomas, but she said it was after Kevin had been arrested. But other reports are that Ginger and Fred disappeared before Kevin was arrested."
"Well, it is what it is." I said. "The Thomases are dead; we found their remains. I just hope this Lana is still alive, and that we don't find her remains somewhere."
Teresa asked: "Oh, one more thing. Kevin gave his fake ID when he was arrested, and that was his name in prison. But his real name was also on record, and Keith and Geiger found it. Yet all the Cardinal's horses and all the Cardinal's men couldn't find it. What happened there?"
I said "I don't know. And I don't think I want to. We have many enemies... and we have many friends. Someone who knew...someone who foresaw this day... made sure that the name 'Kevin Thomas' was not associated with the guy in prison... until you Good Guys needed to find him. And I won't look that gift horse in the mouth."
Teresa: "What's going to happen to Kevin?"
Alison said "He has one hell... pun not intended... one hell of a lawsuit against the Church coming. O'Leery appears to be the entity behind the shell company that bought the Thomas home, so he likely will get it back. And if I were him, I'd sell it as fast as I possibly could."
I said "And he's going to be having a conversation with Governor Sharon Marshall soon. I am predicting... a pardon coming his way..."
Part 20 - History In The Making
2:00pm, Saturday, August 7th. The funeral for Keith Madden was not as well attended as I had thought it would be. Indeed, there were more Police Officers there, most in civilian clothes and in support of Geiger, than there were reporters for Madden. Teresa and I were there, in civilian clothes, standing behind the others in the chairs.
I'd expected a lot of reporters to show up, and most of KFXU's reporters and employees were there. I also saw Alison McFarland, Timothy Geiger, and the other Town & County Examiner employees there.
But there were very few journalists from out of Town. And only Katherine Woodburn, Bettina Wurtzburg, and a few staffers from KXTC showed up, even though Madden had worked there... and had been fired for being just a little bit too honest. (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 01, 04.) Burt West, Carl Lemay, Pat Stellum, and Amber Harris were no-shows. And Katherine did not sit with them; she sat with Alison and Dr. Joseph Zenger, head of the University's Journalism School and occupant of the Elijah Parish Lovejoy Chair of Journalism.
The pallbearers were members of the TCPD SWAT Team, dressed in civilian clothes. The Reverend Calvin Derkins of the First Baptist Church officiated, and delivered a pretty standard eulogy for a person he did not really know. Then Alison McFarland came up and said better things:
"Keith was a journalist that believed in the truth, and getting the truth to the People." Alison said. "His last project, investigating the corruption of Cardinal O'Leery, was very important to him. It cost him his life, but it led to an evil man's demise."
Alison: "We all know that Columbia University awards Pulitzer Prizes, the University of Georgia gives out the Peabody Awards, and there are other awards... but none for the courage and heroism Keith showed in his pursuit of the truth. We'll have a formal announcement later on, but I am proud to announce now that in conjunction with our University's School of Journalism, we are creating and will be awarding the Keith Madden Award for Journalistic Courage and Heroism in the future." There was applause for that, but it sounded more polite than enthusiastic.
After the service was over, people began trickling out. Teresa and I waited for Alison and Geiger to come by, and we spoke to them for a moment. We turned to leave, and go back to my Police SUV...
"Well! Hard to believe the Iron Crowbar would show up for a journalist's funeral!"
We turned to see Bettina Wurtzburg, her cameraman Scott Turnbull, and a staffer. Turnbull was not filming us, and all three of them were looking at me with hostile eyes.
"Why are you surprised?" I asked. Then I raised my voice and said very loudly: "At least Keith Madden had integrity. You sure as hell don't. In fact... you fired Keith Madden for refusing to help stage your propaganda!"
I'd gotten the attention of others, and they were walking towards us. Then Geiger came up and said "Come on, Commander. These corrupt slugs aren't worth it."
"And you're not corrupt, Geiger?" Turnbull fired back. It was the wrong thing to say. I advanced towards him, brandishing the red crowbar in my hand. Fortunately for him, other Police put themselves between us.
"Geiger has more integrity in his little finger than all you worthless journalists combined!" I shouted. "That's why I'm suing you, Bettina. I'll see you in Court!"
Katherine Woodburn 'fronted' Bettina before the redheaded MILF reporterette could reply and escalate things further. I was escorted away from the biased, dishonest, and corrupt reporters by my Police Officers in plainclothes.
Teresa and I got into my SUV. As we drove away, Teresa said "Never thought I'd see the day where you were going to wax a reporter over Geiger, of all people."
"Like I said," I said, "Geiger has more integrity in his finger than all of KXTC's reporters have in their whole bodies combined. God! I can't wait to annihilate them in Court!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Saturday, August 7th. I invited Father Romano to join us at The Cabin for dinner. Present were me, Laura, Molly, Paula, and all my kids, and of course Marie. Also present were Todd and Teresa and their kids, and Cindy and Callie with Betsy and Baby Benjamin. The Muscones had made their regrets, but Sheriff Griswold accepted my invitation, and my mother Phyllis was in the House, as well.
I showed Father Romano around The Cabin, and he was very impressed with New Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad in the attic room. He was also impressed with the view from the back deck as he, the Sheriff, Teresa, and myself sat in a semi-circle and talked. Tiger Mom sat on the deck rail and provided feline supervision.
"So how are things going, Father?" I asked. "Are you getting any backlash?"
"Not as much as I expected." said Romano. "The Vatican authorized Father Bosley to give me absolution, which lifts the Cardinal's excommunication, and he administered to me the Sacraments. So as far as that goes, I'm fully restored. There is still some animosity among my brethren for my actions in making the arrest, but they are... not Police Officers, so they know not what they do."
"Good!" Teresa breathed. She had been worried about that, and was very relieved now.
"That's one thing I wanted to talk to you about... your role with the TCPD." I said. "Sheriff Griswold here tells me that you were a really good Detective before you went to Seminary and became our Chaplain. And our current Detectives are excellent, but I can use all the help I can get. I'm wondering if you'd be amenable to helping us as a Detective, maybe working on a cold case or two."
"That sounds... interesting, Commander." Father Romano said slowly as he thought about it.
Teresa said "We had the Cold Case Team of Cindy Ross and Don's mom Phyllis, who is still an Auxiliary Police Detective. They could work with you on the cases. You'll be the next 'Father Dowling'." For those that might not know, she was referring to the old television series.
Sheriff Griswold said "I am keeping Ms. Ross very busy, but maybe Phyllis will work with you, Father... even though she's a Methodist."
"Ahh." said Father Romano. "Are you also a Methodist, Commander?"
"Technically." I said. "I'm still on the rolls as a member of Apple Grove Methodist Church. Then again, so is my sister Elizabeth, even though she converted to Judaism and became an Israeli citizen."
"Noooo," said a voice behind us, which turned out to by my mother Phyllis, "I had them remove your traitorous sister from our membership rolls. If anyone ever deserved excommunication, it is your sister, Don."
"Mom, she's still Todd's mother, and Teresa is sitting right here." I replied.
"Anyway," said my mother, trying hard to ignore my words, "yes, Chaplain Romano, I would be glad to help you with cold cases if I'm here in Town." After a pause she said "I came out here to tell you that dinner is ready..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just as dinner was ending, Father Romano and Teresa got text messages on their personal cellphones. Teresa said "Mine says to turn on the television. The Pope is dying."
"Mine says that, as well." said Chaplain Romano.
We went over to the front room, and turned the television monitor on, and to KFXU. They were showing the national Fox feed, which was showing the feed from Vatican City. A large crowd was gathered there.
The kids were about to leave, but I said "Kids! All of you! Come watch this."
"Why, Dad?" asked Jim.
"This is history in the making." I said. "Very important stuff." All the kids sat down on the floor in front of us, even little Jack Burke.
The television correspondent was pontificating (pun fully intended) on what was going on. "Pope John Paul IV is in that room on the top floor where the light is still on." There was only one lit window; the others were dark.
Reporter: "When the Pope finally passes away, an official called the camerlengo will make the official determination of his death. The papal ring will be destroyed in the presence of Cardinals, and the papal apartments will be sealed. There is an official process for announcing the death, but we will know when the light in the window goes out."
The talking heads were discussing the life and work of Pope John Paul IV as the television feed showed the large crowds at the scene, waiting for news. Some were praying and some were crying. In The Cabin, Father Romano was whispering prayers and Teresa looked very sad. Buddy jumped up between her and Cindy and looked up at Teresa. She petted him, and looked like she felt a little better.
Then Jim began asking Father Romano a barrage of questions about the Pope and about Church leadership, and Father Romano answered them, educating all of us. Laura and Paulina announced cake and ice cream were on the table, and the kids were not beaten in getting to that dessert.
I brought Teresa, Father Romano, and the Sheriff their helpings, then got my own very large slice of one of the caramel cakes. Only Carole had a bigger piece; caramel cake was her favorite by far.
The television announcer said "And we are receiving reports confirming that sepsis has set in, and that His Holiness is in a coma. The College of Cardinals are present, with only a few still en route to Rome. The huge crowd of people are getting quieter as they watch the window for a sign---"
The light in the window went out.
Father Romano and Teresa crossed themselves, and Father Romano prayed. Tears had begun trickling down Teresa's cheeks, and her BFF Cindy took Teresa in her arms in a comforting hug.
Carole turned around and peered at me as I stood behind Teresa and Cindy, still watching. My daughter had sensed the strange feeling that had welled up inside me. A chain of events, from a malicious malware attack on University Hospital, to the final resolution of George Aurus's fate, to his fellow Wrangler Circus members's request for me to take down the man that had harmed them and so many others, had conspired to take place...
Claude Cardinal O'Leery very likely would have been the next Pope... but we had taken him down before that could happen. And just in time.
And the thought searing through my soul was that I had been among the instruments used by God and the Universe to make that happen, just in time.
Just in time...
Part 21 - The Circus Is Back In Town
10:00am, Sunday, August 8th. Kevin Thomas was wearing a suit and tie as he was ushered into the office of the Governor of the State, Sharon Marshall. The Governor was waiting there for him, along with a few assistants.
"Hello, Kevin." Governor Marshall said, coming around her desk and shaking hands with Kevin. "Thank you for coming. I was very sorry to hear the news about your parents."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Kevin. "At least they were found, and could be given proper burials."
"Yes." said Sharon Marshall. "And I want to thank you for coming forward and testifying before the Grand Juries. You helped remove an evil man, who would've been a continuing threat to our children. And that's why you're here. I understand you want to become a Police Detective?"
"Yes ma'am." said Kevin. "But I have a record, and I don't have my college degree."
Sharon Marshall said "But you did work hard, and got your Associates Degree with City University while you were in prison. And that will be enough to get you into the Police Academy, after your record is expunged."
"Uh, how can that happen, ma'am?" Kevin asked.
Governor Marshall said "I've been asked by the greatest Detective any of us have ever seen to consider your merits and what was done to you against your crimes. And Commander Troy is a very, very good judge of people. He recommended I do this, so don't let him down."
With that, she said formally to everyone: "By the power invested in me by the State Constitution as Governor, I hereby pardon you, Kevin Thomas, for all of your crimes. Your record will be expunged. And don't waste any time submitting your application to the Police Academy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
10:00am, Sunday, August 8th. Teresa and I led the small procession to the Cemetery. We saw the surprisingly large gathering of people, most of them in black Wrangler Circus t-shirts and blue jeans. Six men so attired came to the hearse that had followed us, and carried the coffin containing the ashes of Johnny to his final resting place.
His ex-wife Beverly had claimed his body, and I arranged for our Morgue to go get it and bring it back to Town. I had also exercised my power as a Principal for the County to ensure that Johnny's grave was next to little Sarah, his daughter, in the indigent section of the cemetery.
Todd Burke had escorted Beverly, wearing all black, to the service. Many people from the University's Food Services that had known Johnny had come, including his supervisor. City Police Captain Kari Vance and CPD Detectives Tony Long, Sapper Warren, and E.J. Jefferson had come from The City. And Alison McFarland and Timothy Geiger were in attendance.
But this was the Wrangler Circus's ceremony to conduct. Johnny's coffin was brought up the hill between a gauntlet of Wrangler Circus members as someone played 'Amazing Grace' on the bagpipes. It is Your Iron Crowbar's opinion that bagpipes were put on this earth to play 'Amazing Grace'.
Chaplain (Captain) Calvin, the TCPD's Protestant chaplain, conducted the eulogy, and quoted St. John 15:13, "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." Then the Wrangler Circus members gathered around in a circle and sang 'Send In The Clowns'.
Afterwards, as people milled about and talked, some offering their condolences to Beverly, the redhead Bonnie and some others came up to Teresa and me. "We don't have any more money to give to your Cancer Kids fund. But maybe we can help in another way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Little baby, pa rum pum pum pum
I am a poor boy too, pa rum pum pum pum
I have no gift to bring, pa rum pum pum pum
To set before the King, pa rum pum pum pum
Rum pum pum pum, rum pum pum pum
So I'll play for Him, pa rum pum pum
On my drum..."
--- Katherine Kennicott Davis, 'Little Drummer Boy'
1:00pm, Sunday, August 8th. The Cancer Kids were brought into the large room where the 'icon' photos of Teresa and Carole and Me and Bowser were. Most of them had their parents visiting, so those parents came with their kids and stood in back as the kids sat down on the floor in neat rows.



"Laideeees and gentlemennn! Children of all ages! The Wrrrangler Circus is in Towwwwnnn!" After that announcement, six people in clown garb came forward. Some were juggling tennis balls, and some were doing silly antics.
After a few moments, the music of The Benny Hill Show played, and the clowns did skits. One clown juggler snagged another juggler's tennis balls, adding them right to his own balls being juggled. Then the first juggler started chasing him. Clowns ran into each other and did pratfalls as the children and their parents laughed.
Then two jugglers who were not in clown garb came in and juggled balls of various sizes as well as bowling pins. They talked a lot during their routines, and the highlight was when they asked for six kids to volunteer, then lined the six kids up side by side to juggle around them.
"Don't lean too far forward!" one announced. "And don't lean too far back!"
"And don't worry, we've been doing this for years!" the other said.
"But when was the last time we did this?" the first one asked.
"Oh, fifteen years ago... but don't worry kids! We're professionals!" the second one said as he nodded, making the kids and their parents laugh nervously.
But it was all good. The balls they used were soft Nerf balls. The six kids stood stock still, stiff as boards, as the balls flew in front of them and behind them. Everyone in the audience clapped as they finished the routine...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the show, all the kids went back to their rooms, and the Circus people went to visit them as well as the kids who couldn't make it to the show; most were too ill to leave their beds. But they were all very happy when a clown came in to juggle, another twisted balloons into shapes and gave one to each kid, and the other Circus members came in just to talk to them.
It was hard for me to decide whose hearts were getting more out of it; the kids being visited, or the Circus members visiting them. And I realized that giving money was good, but giving of their time and abilities was just as good...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Circus members were congregating in the front lobby. Teresa and Bonnie came up to me and Teresa said said "They're talking about having a full rodeo here next Spring. We can't tear up the front lawn, but there may be room behind the Hospital. Let's go check."
"Come on, everyone!" Bonnie said. Everyone followed us down the hallway and out the back doors. The back lawn was not as large nor as well manicured as the large space in front of the Hospital, and the side of the mountain finger was behind it.
"It's enough for a small rodeo space." Bonnie said.
"Good." Teresa said. "We'd love to have you, and I'll sponsor it."
Bonnie then said "Everyone gather round! And can we get Ms. McFarland and Mr. Geiger to come up here, please?" Alison and Geiger had been with our group, and Todd had asked them to come with us. I also noted that a KFXU camera was present, as well as a cameraman for the Town & County Examiner.
Bonnie said loudly "We don't have much, but we'd like to give Alison and Timothy these for all they did for us. These are coins the previous owners gave all of the employees of the Wrangler Circus before it went broke."
Two members came up and gave Alison and Geiger gold coins with the Wrangler Circus logo on the obverse and some inscription on the reverse, inside hard plastic protective shells. Bonnie said "Timothy, this coin was Johnny's, and we hope you'll accept it in memory of your friend Keith Madden."
"I'm honored." said Geiger solemnly as everyone clapped.
Bonnie gave Alison the other coin. I said quietly "That's not George Aurus's coin, is it?"
"No sir." Bonnie said. "We put his in his urn after he was cremated, and buried it with him." I nodded.
And then two men came up, carrying large flat objects wrapped in paper as Bonnie said "Commander Troy, you promised to try to bring down O'Leery, and you not only kept that promise, you succeeded." The crowd applauded, and Bonnie said "We don't have much, but maybe you'll accept these as small tokens of our unending gratitude." The men handed Teresa and me the paper-wrapped gifts, and we tore off the paper.
"Oh, wowwww." I said, pleasantly stunned. "This is awesome!"
They were posters, like movie posters, about 5'x3' in size, and had been posted in places to advertise the Wrangler Circus. On the top right was a large drawn, silhouette-ish image of a cowboy riding a bucking bronco, and underneath it, in Western script, were the word 'The Wrangler Circus'. Under that, mine said 'Town & County Fairgrounds' and the dates... which had been just weeks before the Circus had gone defunct.
On the left side were images of other performers: big-haired Bonnie as a younger woman, clowns juggling... and in the lower left corner was George Aurus, shooting his six-shooters. He'd been a trick-shot artist, and word was that he was as deadly accurate with them as my ex-wife Melina was in her shooting ability.
The poster was authentic, and in mint condition. I would learn later that a certain now-Town & County Sheriff had had it in his son's room, and had donated it to this cause.
Teresa's poster was the same, except the location was her childhood hometown, and the dates a couple of years before mine. The condition of it was not quite as pristine as mine, as it was as little faded; it had hung outside for a while. We'd later learn that Chief Bennett out there had found it in storage in back of the old theater there, which was being renovated, and he'd kept it then sent it to Sheriff Griswold when Our Sheriff had asked about it.
"I love it!" I said most very truthfully. "And I know just the place to put it in my house."
And the Wrangler Circus poster would hang to the right of the huge map on the wall over my desk in my office at The Cabin, between the map and the wall that contained the window to the front of the house. And it would hang there until my death in the far-flung future...
Part 22 - Epilogue
"Up ahead in the distance, I saw a shimmering Light
My head grew heavy and my sight grew dim
I had to stop for the night
There she stood in the doorway, I heard the mission bell
And I was thinking to myself
This could be Heaven or this could be Hell..."
--- The Eagles, 'Hotel California'
Johnny looked around and saw a bright Light seemingly swirling overhead, illuminating the Path he was on. He was wearing a white button-down shirt and black dress trousers. Up ahead and uphill, he saw a pastel Rainbow Bridge over a flowing Stream, and what looked like a meadow past it. A bench was to the side of the Bridge, and someone was sitting there, but Johnny could not make out who it was.
He turned and saw that the Path behind him led down into a dark patch of woods, and he felt the foreboding, the total lack of hope there. And then he glanced down to see George Aurus standing in front of him, looking up at him with a sly grin. Aurus was wearing a velvet crimson suit jacket and pants, a green shirt, and a crimson tie. Outlandish, but that was George, Johnny thought.
"Hello, Johnny." George said.
"George... where is this place?" Johnny asked.
"Ah, it's our Final Destination." said George. "Can you see the Bridge up ahead?"
"Yes." Johnny said.
"That means you can cross that Bridge, and you should." said George Aurus. "Someone's waiting for you up there, too."
As Johnny was about to go, he said "Are you coming with me?"
"Unfortunately, no." George said. "There is no Bridge for me; I can't see it. I'm not permitted there. I killed a lot of bad, bad people, people who are now in that dark patch of woods, and getting what they are due. But I also killed a few too many innocent people, and so I'm not permitted up there."
Seeing Johnny look at the dark patch of woods, Aurus said "I'm not allowed in there, either, and that may be for the best. The guy who took over that place when he got here, he hates dogs. He really, really hates dogs. And it seems that one of the very last things I did in my life was to help a little boy find his dog." (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine'.)
"So go." Aurus said, indicating the path up the hill. Johnny began walking up the Path towards the Bridge and the bench. He looked back, but George Aurus was gone, nowhere to be seen.
Coming up the path, he saw a young girl sitting there. "Hi Daddy." she said brightly.
"Sarah?" Johnny gasped. Then he began crying. "I'm so sorry, Sarah. I wasn't there for you, and I'm so sorry!"
"It's okay, Daddy." Sarah said as she got up off the bench. "You're here with me now. And here, there is no pain or fear or guilt."
Johnny saw that he was still wearing the white shirt, but his pants were now equally white. He had released his pain, and his guilt. Sarah took his hand and said "Are you ready to cross the Stream with me?"
"Yes." Johnny said. Separated in life, father and daughter were now and forever together as they walked across the Bridge over the Stream, and the Light descended upon them...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 20th, from the anchor desk inside the KXTC studios, with a photo of the Courthouse on the screen as her background. "The trial of Commander Donald Troy is imminent!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that District Attorney Miriam Walters's lawsuit against Police Commander Donald Troy is slated to begin on Monday, August 23d, in the Courtroom of Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom. D.A. Walters sued Commander Troy over his unilaterally making binding plea deal agreements without consulting the D.A.'s Office, much less obtaining their consent."
Bettina: "Unlike Judges Franklin Washington and Rodney K. Watts, who are ultra-Conservatives, Judge Folsom is a fair and balanced judge that will decide the case on the merits. Legal experts believe that D.A. Walters will easily prevail in the case."
Bettina: "And the trial of Stanley Locklear for two counts of first degree murder is slated to begin in early September. For more on this important trial, let's go to trusted political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the relatively tall, slender black reporter as the feed switched to him standing on the the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the Courthouse complex in his distant background. "There are two important legal concepts on trial along with Stanley Locklear. First is the 'Castle Doctrine', and second is the 'Stand Your Ground' law."
Lemay: "The 'castle doctrine' says that within one's own home, one has the right to use force, including lethal or deadly force, to defend one's home. This contradicts what's known as the 'duty to retreat' concept, which states that someone is required to retreat to safety, if it is possible, before using lethal force."
Lemay: "The 'stand your ground' laws go even further in contradicting the 'duty to retreat' requirement, and states that a person may use lethal force anywhere they legally are permitted to be, if they are under threat. Our State does have a 'stand your ground' law, pushed through the State Legislature by deeply unpopular White Nationalist Governor Val Jared in his first year in office."
Lemay: "In an exclusive interview with KXTC Channel Two News, ADA Savannah Fineman says that Stanley Locklear had the obligation, the duty, to retreat to safety rather than use lethal force. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Savannah Fineman in her office being interviewed, saying "I will show the Jury that the defendant could have retreated to safety rather than go for a gun, and that he had an obligation to do so. I will also show that the two men he shot dead were unarmed and were not committing a crime, further negating the necessity to use lethal force."
Fineman: "And I will also show that the defendant had premeditative intent, making this a first degree murder case. I'm adding the special circumstance that Locklear used a gun to murder those man, and I'll be going for the Death Penalty for that."
Carl Lemay: "Is just using a gun enough to add 'special circumstances'? I don't recall that being the case before."
Fineman: "I'm using this case to establish that legal precedent. Anyone that is not a Government agent that uses a gun to kill another person should be executed for using the gun to commit the crime."
Back to Carl Lemay live: "ADA Fineman also said in that interview that Police Commander Donald Troy's edict to refuse to help her in her efforts to prosecute the crime will not stop her from getting a solid conviction. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" said Bettina as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted political reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And now let's bring in our Society reporter Elsie Gringer, hostess of the popular 'Elsie's Society Page' podcast."
The camera panned out to show Elsie Gringer sitting at the anchor desk with Bettina, and sharp-eyed Detectives like myself could easily see that they were related by blood; indeed, Elsie was Bettina's aunt.
"Welcome, Elsie." Bettina said. "So the University is hosting a very big and important event?"
"Yes, Bettina, and thank you for having me on this morning." said Elsie. She turned to the camera and said brightly: "University President Jerry Moore and his wife Celeste will be hosting a major reception at the President's Home tonight, Friday, August 20th. This will be the first really big, formal event since Dr. Moore took over the University Presidency at the end of the last School year."
Elsie: "The gala affair will be a formal, black-tie event, as the University Journalism School will be announcing the creation of the new Keith Madden Award for Courage in Journalism, and awarding it to its first two recipients, Timothy Geiger and the late Keith Madden himself."
Elsie: "University Trustees and Officials, senior Faculty, and senior Journalists have been invited, and it will be a wonderful evening for everyone as we look forward to seeing how the Moore's throw a party..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oooo-weeee! Formality!" gushed Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Are you going?" asked Cindy Ross, her voice sounding surprised.
"No, I wasn't invited." Tanya said. "You?"
"No." Cindy said. "Thank goodness. I'm sure Don will go with Laura, though." As I nodded, Cindy said "Teresa, are you going?"
"Todd 'plus-one' was invited, as were all the Trustees." said Teresa. "So yes, I'll be going with him. Don, are we wearing civvies or our uniforms?"
I said "I'll have to check with Laura, and get back to you. She usually dictates what would be appropriate at gatherings like these. And I'll let Joanne Warner, know, too."
Teresa said "She won't be there. Seth wasn't invited." As I looked at her in total shock, she said "That's right, the University Hospital Administrator was not invited, nor were any of the Hospital Board Members, including me. I'm going only as Todd's 'plus one'."
Cindy said "Teresa, you should wear a thong bikini and clear plastic high heels. That would set Elsie's podcast en fuego." We all laughed.
"What, do I look like a competitor in those 'Miss Physical America' events?" Teresa fired back, naming the fitness competition circuit the Green Crowbar had once been a part of. We chuckled at that, too.
"Hell, I'd go beg for an invitation, just to see that." barked Our Sheriff, to more laughter.
"You weren't invited, Sheriff? What about you, Chief?" I asked.
"Noooo." said Chief Moynahan. "And like Mizzz Ross said, 'thank goodness!'."
"No, I wasn't." said the Sheriff. "No big deal, but I was surprised that Mayor Allgood and Melina weren't invited. The Wellmans always invited them and the Council Members to really big events like these. And with it being Dr. Moore's first such event, I'd have thought they'd have been invited."
"It's a newwwww errrrahhh." drawled the Chief.
"Changing the subject," said Tanya, to change the subject, "What are we expected to think about Bettina labeling our two black Superior Court Judges 'ultra-Conservative'?"
I said with a grin "She couldn't call them 'White Nationalists', now could she?" Then I got serious: "But it's a disturbing trend in the Media, both locally and nationally. They are aiding and abetting the Left, if not leading them, in saying that Judges or Courts that don't make rulings in jackbooted lockstep with their Leftist views are 'ultra Conservative' or even worse... they're a (air quotes) 'threat to our Democracy'."
Chief Moynahan said "I'm more worr-eeeed about this Locklear triallll. Fineman is using this case... and a man's life... to attack long-established doctrines of self-defense, especially in one's hommmme."
"The Death Penalty?" Sheriff Griswold barked. "Really? The death penalty for self-defense?"
Teresa said "And Savannah made sure to take a potshot at Don for telling the TCPD to not help Savannah. Could that hurt cases in the future?"
Cindy said "That might get resolved in the near future. I heard that Miriam Walters wants to hire at least one more ADA, maybe two. Then maybe she'll have Savannah be in a more supervisory role, and the TCPD can help the other ADAs, eh?" (That was a Canadian 'eh', there.)
I said "But if Miriam supports Fineman to the level she is supporting her now, then she'll let Fineman continue with her antics. But this is new... Fineman has taken a hard Left turn, and brought politics into this case. Miriam will definitely have to decide if she wants to be a part of that turn to the Left, or not. Miriam's re-election will depend on her decision..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:45am, Friday, August 20th. After the Angels Meeting, Chief Deputy Ross said "Tanya, Teresa, can we have a private chat between just us ladies? Maybe in your office, Tanya, if I can impose?"
"Sure." Tanya said.
"Man-free Angels meetings, eh?" I said, just a wee bit sarcastically. Then I said "Actually, that'll give me a chance to call Laura about this freeking dinner with our University President on Friday. Y'all go ahead." My Angels did not waste time exiting my office.
Once in Tanya's office, with Cindy and Teresa on the sofa against the wall that faced her desk, and her parked in front of her desk facing them, Cindy said "The Friday before last, August 6th, Tanya, you and Jack had a meeting with Don, is that right?" (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 03.)
"Yes." Tanya said. "I think that's when Jack told Don that Cardinal O'Leery committed 'suicide like Epstein' in City Jail. Why?"
Cindy said "At the same time, EAD Owen Lange talked with the Chief. Sheriff Griswold told me yesterday what it was about, and while he expects me to keep it in confidence, I know that if I tell you, it will not leave this room."
"Your bug-killer or mine?" Teresa asked.
"Mine is already on." Cindy said. The other women nodded, and Cindy began: "During the Cardinal O'Leery case, Don beat the shit out of an FBI Agent, Cabe Andrews. Don hurt him pretty bad. Cracked a rib, bad soft tissue bruising on his lung, and gave him back spasms." (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 02.)
Teresa said "That's not as bad as what I was about to do to him."
Cindy: "Don't say stuff like that out loud. And where I'm going with this is that the other Federal Agents at the scene didn't do much, and let Don walk away. But Andrews and Peter Page complained to the Brass in Washington. They want to sue Don, as well as criminally charge him."
"Then why haven't they?" Tanya asked, peering at Cindy.
Cindy said "There was some question whether or not Andrews had goaded Don, and a surprising number of Federal Agents at the scene, including ATF Agents Nancy Harding and Powers Lane, did not corroborate what Andrews and Page said. And they kind of let Don off at the scene by having him agree to let them take Geiger with them."
Teresa said "And then Don arranged to have Geiger represented by one of the most powerful lawyers in The City."
"True that." Cindy said. "Anyhoo, Owen Lange was telling the Chief that violent, physical confrontations between Don and Federal Agents, like that one, and like the one at Beverly's Flower Shop, can no longer be tolerated. If it happens again, they may or may not file criminal charges, but they will definitely be making a 'conduct unbecoming' complaint with the Town & County Inspector General's Office."
"That's all?" Teresa asked dismissively.
"Don't underestimate it." Tanya said. "Don could conceivably be suspended while the investigation is conducted, and it might take months."
"And it's Owen Lange making that threat?" Teresa said, then added bitterly: "So he's turning to the Swamp Frogs, too?"
Cindy said "Or trying to help by warning the Chief in advance. Anyhoo, the Sheriff is going to talk to Don, but we need to help make sure the Swamp Frogs don't goad Don into doing something--- er, Tanya?"
She could see as well as sense the reaction from Tanya, and saw that the Deputy Chief was in what they'd call a 'reverie'. After a moment, Tanya snapped out of it.
"I think I know what's going on." Tanya said. "And I really do need both of you to not utter a single word to anyone about this. Not to your spouses, not to Don, not to the Chief, not to the Sheriff..."
"Okay." Cindy said. Teresa nodded in agreement.
Tanya said "During that meeting the Friday before last, Don outright suggested to Jack to retire from the FBI. We all know that AG Derrick B. Harland has politically weaponized and totally corrupted the FBI, and Don can see what's going on. Don has also suggested to Jack to consider retirement on other occasions, as well."
Teresa said "It wouldn't hurt my feelings, either, if Jack retired."
Tanya said "Believe me, Jack and I have had the conversation a number of times. But we also talked about something else, and agreed it was something Jack had to do. And it's the reason Jack has not left the FBI yet."
She took a breath, then said "Jack contacted our U.S. Senators Richard Nunn and Lorraine McGill, and was put in touch with two of the most senior U.S. Senators in the Senate. And Jack has told them everything, from Swamp Frog shenanigans, to using the FBI to investigate and harass Conservatives like Governor Marshall and Don, to him and his team being harassed and threatened for refusing to go along with Derrick B. Harland's radical agenda."
"Wowwww." Teresa said. "That means..."
"Yep." Tanya confirmed. "Jack has officially become... a whistleblower. And so has EAD Owen Lange..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:50am, Friday, August 20th. With my Angels in secret session in Tanya's office, I had three 'Junior Angels' in my office, as ADA Paulina Patterson, Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels, and Lieutenant Mary Milton had invited themselves in as the others left. Mary's pregnancy was really showing; she was due to have her baby in four to six weeks. They were offered coffee before sitting down, and they took advantage of the offer and filled the mugs they had either brought in or borrowed.
"Not kissing ass when I say this, sir," said Claire, "but I like your coffee better than anyone else's. It's not too strong, and it's not the consistency of mud like some make it around here."
"The Sheriff would give you a medal for your asskissing skills." I said. "And Susan Weston would gripe that he's giving medals away like candy. Soooo, Paulina, I'm always glad to see you, but what brings you to my humble office today?"
Paulina said "I just wanted to give y'all a heads-up on the upcoming Stanley Locklear trial. Judge Patrick R. Folsom had a meeting in his Chambers at the request of Defense counsel Michael Thomas McGill. Both sides had been required to give the Judge and each other their witness lists, and Mr. McGill was accusing Savannah Fineman of not giving the whole list or being deceptive."
Paulina: "Mr. McGill said that Dr. Peter Frost's name was not on the list. Savannah said she did not intend to call Dr. Frost to the stand. Michael then played his ace, and asked Judge Folsom to bar Dr. Frost from being able to be called at all, as he believed Savannah was going to call him at the very last minute."
Paulina: "This is very important because, as you know, Dr. Frost was the Locklear's marriage counselor and also saw Mrs. Locklear after Mr. Locklear stopped going to the counseling. As a psychologist, he and Mrs. Locklear both are claiming doctor-client privilege. But if he were to testify, Michael McGill intends to use that as grounds to subpoena the records of their counseling sessions, and also force Dr. Frost and Mrs. Locklear to testify to what was said in those counseling sessions."
I said "Smart thinking. And if Dr. Frost's name is on the witness list, I can assure you that We the Police will also be using that as grounds to subpoena those records."
Paulina said "Exactly. And Savannah argued against Dr. Frost being unable to be called at all, to the point Judge Folsom told her to put his name on the list or he'd issue the ruling the Defense wanted."
"Annnnd?" I asked when she paused.
Paulina said. "Savannah asked to be given until Monday morning, so that she could consult with her boss, D.A. Miriam Walters, and also with Dr. Frost and Mrs. Locklear. Judge Folsom agreed, and said she had until 9:00am Monday, August 23d, and if she didn't formally put Frost's name on the witness list, he would not allow Frost to be called up by the Prosecution at all."
"Is that good or bad?" asked Mary.
I replied "It's good, I think. Michael McGill and my attorney Mike G. Todd work for the same law firm, so you won't be surprised that I heard that McGill was really expecting Savannah to try that dirty trick, to have her cake and eat it too. He thinks she wants Dr. Frost to take the stand, where he can confirm Marla's possibly untrue testimony, but she didn't want to put his name on the witness list, and would bring him up as a last-minute surprise, in order to keep secret the actual records of his sessions with Marla, as they may contradict what Marla will testify to."
Claire Michaels said "That brings up something I wanted to ask about, and I'm glad you're here to ask, Paulina. When I was in the LAPD, if we had a problem like doctor-client privilege, medical records, or classified material, we'd fill out paperwork to petition the Court to appoint a Special Master that could look at the records in question and decide which ones, if any, could be released. Could we do something like that here?"
Paulina said "That normally is a Federal thing, and this is not a Federal case. California has well-written rules as well as precedent about doing that at the State level. Our State passed a law to permit Special Masters about 30 years ago, but a legal challenge to a case where it was used in The City was successful, and the conviction based on it was overturned, and there have been no real attempts to try it again at the State level. I suppose we could try it, and say that previous case was just for that case alone, and therefore not general precedent."
I said "How long would that take? I know that Special Masters at the Federal level could take weeks, unless there's a huge amount of publicity, like a former President being railroaded over classified documents by Derrick B. Harland's weaponized FBI and DOJ."



Paulina said "We can ask for it to be expedited since the trial is coming up soon, but if Savannah goes to Court to block it... and she will... then that could take a lot of time."
"Unless Miriam Walters orders Savannah to not challenge it." said Mary Milton helpfully.
I said "But Marla and Dr. Frost themselves could sue to block it. And Paulina's right, they can tangle it up in appeals for a long, long time. However... it's a good idea, Claire, and one we should look at not only in the future, but in the here and now. Go ahead and start up that process on behalf of the Police, and either I or the Chief will sign it..."
Part 2 - State Dinner
Friday, August 20th. Everyone else was at The Cabin. Laura and I were at the Mountain Nest, getting ready for University President's dinner.
Laura was wearing a full-length off-white dress with gold lamé trim, the slit in the lower part revealing her luscious leg and high heel gold strap sandals. With her raven black hair piled into a bun on top of her head, she was a Grecian, or more accurately an Amazon goddess.
I was wearing my formal Police uniform with medals on my chest and the Medal of Valor around my neck. I was wearing a black bow tie on a white shirt instead of a tuxedo shirt like I'd wear to the Policeman's Ball. We were both 'dressed to the nines' at Laura's insistence; she wanted to make a statement at this dinner. I had talked with Teresa, who had agreed to also wear her formal uniform.
"You look amazing." Laura said as we finished dressing. She liked seeing me in my uniform.
"That's because I'm amazed." I replied. "You look wonderful. Good enough to eat. But that will have to wait until later tonight."
"I'm holding you to that, mister." Laura replied with a grin as she picked up her clutch and we walked out of the bedroom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I texted Teresa when we left, so it was not a surprise that she and Todd came up right behind us as we reached the parking lots near the University Conference Center. I parked my Police SUV in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' lot, and Todd parked his BOW Enterprises SUV, identical to mine in armor protection, in the main parking lot. We did this in case a call came in, and Teresa and I could leave and respond to it while Todd escorted Laura home.
Teresa was wearing her formal uniform with medals and her M.O.V., and a skirt and black patent leather high heels. Instead of a necktie, she was wearing one of those ribbon-'ish' ties that female judges and officials sometimes wore. Todd was wearing a midnight black suit that perfectly fit his broad-shouldered frame, and a black bow tie, looking every bit the handsome young executive that he was.
"Wow, Aunt Laura, you look great!" Todd said as we assembled together before walking inside. "I wish I could get Teresa to wear a dress like that, and really knock this crowd out." Teresa smiled (what was a smile for her) at the compliment.
"I'm glad you wore your uniform, Teresa." Laura said. "I have a feeling that these bitches and bastards need to see both you and my husband like this." That got more of a grin out of Teresa.
As we walked to the Conference Center entrance, Laura said "It's going to be interesting to see how this goes. Sally Wellman really knew the rules of formal social engagements, and she was a great hostess. I'm curious to see if Celeste Moore will be like that, though I suspect she won't be."
"Why not?" asked Teresa.
Laura said "They've already committed one faux pas. They should be having this at the President's Home."
I said "Well, they are going to have the Keith Madden Courage in Journalism Award announcement. Maybe that's why it's here?"
Laura said "Then split it into two separate events." She was determined to 'win' the point, so I made like a smart husband and shut my potty mouth.
We went inside. Among its other room, the Conference Center had two large rooms side-by-side. The one on the right (south as the crow flies) was the first reception room with the bar. It was the room where society reporter (i.e. gossip columnist) Louella Hopper had died. (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions', Ch. 01) The other room was the dining room, to where we would go for dinner and the Madden Award announcement.
The 'butler' at the doorway looked appreciatively at Laura but disdainfully at me in my Police glitterati as I handed him our invitation card. He announced "Commander Donald Troy and Professor Laura Fredricson!" and we went on into the room, my eyes sweeping the room and making observations.
"Mr. Todd Burke and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle!" we heard the announcer call out behind us. Todd and Teresa got in line behind us to greet President and Mrs. Jerry Moore.
"That's faux pas number two." Laura said, more to Teresa than me. "It's really 'old school' but still correct to announce us as 'Commander and Mrs. Troy' and y'all as 'Mr. and Mrs. Burke', even though we didn't take our husbands's surnames."
"Isn't that changing, these days?" asked Todd. "Women are wanting their own titles, if they have one."
Laura said "And that's part of the faux pas here. I'm a medical doctor as well as a Ph.D. I should've been introduced as 'Doctor Fredricson', not just 'Professor Fredricson', and 'Dr. Fredricson' was on the invitation that he read."
"So he changed it on his own." I said. "Teresa, this event is a good chance to make observations and deductions. We'll compare notes later, but I'm seeing a lot."
Teresa nodded, but didn't say anything since we were approaching Dr. Moore in the line. "Ah, Dr. Fredricson." he said. "I'm glad you came."
"Thank you, Dr. Moore." Laura said. "May I present my husband, Commander Donald Troy."
"Ah, nice to meet you, Commander." Dr. Moore said. His handshake was less than strong and sincere; it seemed perfunctory. He wasted no time passing us off to our hostess with the words "This is my wife Celeste."
Celeste Moore was a woman in her late fifties or early sixties, and it was obvious. Sally Wellman had been a lovely woman that 'packed the gear' to wear a dress like Laura and put steam in a man's stride, but Celeste's dress was 'lumpy' in a few places. And unlike Sally Wellman, who had been a hot Cougar wife that I had enjoyed sinking my cock balls-deep into (Author's note: 'Interlude', Ch. 01.), Celeste was not a hottie.
And Celeste was not Sally Wellman's equal as a hostess, either. 'Well! Aren't you two dressed up." she said, even though we were not overdressed for the occasion, and others were dressed just as formally (though, admittedly, not with medals or MOVs).
"It's a special occasion, is it not?" Laura asked back.
I added: "The Keith Madden award is certainly occasion enough." Celeste was somewhere between not knowing quite what to say, and considering a Police Officer like me to be 'not unlike' a turd in a punch bowl.
Meanwhile, Dr. Moore greeted Todd enthusiastically. "So glad you could come tonight, Mr. Burke." he said as he vigorously shook Todd's hand. But as Todd introduced Teresa, Dr. Moore was much more perfunctory. "Nice to meet you." was all he said before guiding them to Celeste.
Celeste's eyes were flirtatious as she greeted Todd. He quickly made a point to say "This is my lovely wife Teresa."
"You're very accomplished." said Celeste. "So many medals on your uniform."
"And every one of them well earned." Todd said, his normally brilliant smile fixed and set on his face.
"I'm sure." said Celeste, then said dismissively "Enjoy the dinner."
As Todd and Teresa came up to me and Laura again, my wife said "That's faux pas number three. A proper hostess would either find someone to present us to, or at least point someone out to us. Celeste is doing neither."
I said "In fairness, she doesn't know anyone yet."
Laura 'glanced' at me as she said "Then she should just ask 'To whom may I present you?', and we could say 'J.P. Goldman', who I see over there."
"Let's go speak to him, shall we?" I said, letting Laura 'win' the debate again.
We went over and greeted J.P. Goldman. He was wearing a very formal suit like Todd was, just a 'frilly' shirt short of a tuxedo. He was with Selena Steele, who was now the CEO of the J.P. Goldman Bank. She looked gorgeous in a glitzy, clingy midnight blue dress and matching (in color) high heel pumps. How this woman had not been swept up by some man, I did not know. But I digress.
"How is your wife doing?" I asked Goldman as Laura and Selena exchanged French-style two-cheek kisses and complimented each other's dresses.
"She's... hanging in there." said Goldman. His wife was seriously ill with a degenerative bone disease, and was also showing early signs of Alzheimer's. Then, to lighten the mood or just to needle Laura, he said "So, Laura... not exactly a Sally Wellman party, is it?" We all chuckled at that, and at the face Laura made.
"I really am shocked." Laura replied. "Especially for a first, formal event."
Selena said "The seating chart for dinner is over there by the bar. I'm curious what you'll have to say about it, Don."
"Geez, they didn't put me with Carmela, did they?" I asked, as a spasm of worry went through me.
"Not quite that bad." said Selena. "But... well, just go see." Sooo, as Todd and Teresa greeted some of the other Trustees that had already arrived, Laura and I 'moseyed' over to one of the seating arrangement posters. And I saw what Selena had been hinting at.
The tables were typical folding tables that seated six persons, two per side and two on the ends, with white tablecloths over them. The head table was actually four such tables at the back end of dining room. Then there were rows of tables, two of them side-by-side, with a central aisle in between. That made four persons on each side of a double-table, and no one on the ends.
I saw where we were: on the second table on the left. Laura was at the far edge, me to her right, Teresa to my right, and Todd to her right next to the center aisle. Across from Laura was Dr. Wolfgang Strauss of the Music Department. Across from me was Dr. Juanita Rivera of the Romance Languages Department, who had been part of the cabal that made the ethics accusations against Laura, and then cursed my name in the Press conference that followed (Author's note: 'Consent of the Governed', Ch. 04.).
To Rivera's left was the rabidly Leftist Trustee Marcia Harland (Author's note: 'Break-In', Ch. 01.), and to her left was her date, a mousey-looking young woman named Tina Stirewalt. She was the sister of Dana Stirewalt, who had figured into the Robert Stoddard murder case (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising', especially Ch. 02.).
"At least I can talk to The Maestro." Laura said as we perused the chart. "But to put you opposite Juanita Rivera, and Todd opposite Marcia Harland? That's asking for trouble."
"She couldn't have known." I said. "Well, at least I hope she didn't know."
"Well, you two are the best-dressed couple, as always." said a woman's voice behind us. We turned to find State Senator Katherine Woodburn behind us. She was dressed in a very tasteful but clingy off-white dress that showed off her lovely legs to perfection. But in a rare departure from the norm for me, I was not noticing that. I was processing my observation of who Katherine's date for the evening was... Town & County Solicitor Ted Mason.
"You're too kind." Laura replied. "How are you, Senator? Solicitor Mason?"
"Very well, thank you." Katherine said. "Commander, I keep hearing about your recent successes in solving crimes. And cleaning out the rot at the top of City P.D. was huge, much larger than you may realize."
"Thank you. It was a team effort." I said. As I shook hands with Mason, I said "Ted, you've outpunted your coverage, here." Katherine slightly smiled at the compliment in her direction.
"Yes, I did." said Mason. Just before Katherine towed him away, he said to me "Commander, let's talk soon. Business." I told him to give me a call whenever he needed to.
Todd had been working the room, speaking to many people, and Teresa was dutifully going along with him. But I could tell she was not only bored, she was beginning to get the slightest bit irritated at the rather frosty attitudes of those that were greeting her with a bare minimum of politeness.
We made our way to the bar. I was driving, so I had ice with water in it. Teresa indulged with a neat Scotch, and Todd and Laura had bourbons. In what was a precursor of more to follow, the bartender said to me and Teresa "I knew Johnny. He was a good guy. Thanks for taking down his killer." Teresa and I nodded in acknowledgement.
There were a number of journalists present. Alison McFarland, Timothy Geiger, Greg Wallace, and Catrina Pierce came up to us. The women looked good in their formal dresses, and even Geiger was looking decent in his suit.
"Everything is entirely off the record." were the first words out of my potty mouth, and they all acknowledged it.
Alison said "I'm beginning to think we should've separated the Madden Award from the School President's first formal reception. Everyone seems to be so... uncomfortable, you know?"
"Yes, I know what you mean." Laura said, then got catty as she added: "But don't blame the Madden Award for that. We're seeing what has happened without Sally Wellman as hostess."
"Celeste Moore not getting the job done?" Catrina Pierce asked, a bit wickedly.
"Everything is off the record." I admonished, though making it sound semi-humorous.
That actually had been a hint for Laura, and she had gotten it. She said "My husband is correct. I should probably just not say any more. Anyway, my reason for being here tonight is the Madden Award ceremony after dinner, and I'm looking forward to that."
Moments later, Elsie Gringer came up, and I repeated the 'off the record' mantra. Elsie said "I just wanted to ask how your mother is doing, Commander."
"She's very well, thank you, and I'll tell her you asked about her." I said. "She's enjoying her new retirement condo up in Apple Grove, and I understand that crime rates there have gone way down."
"That's wonderful. Yes, do tell her I said hello." Elsie said. "And Dr. Fredricson, may I write about your lovely dress for my society page column? You are the belle of the ball tonight, as well as being with the most handsome man in the County." Laura smiled and I blushed at that.
Teresa and Todd had come up, and Teresa said "I'd like to put in a vote for my husband as the most handsome here. But he does have the same family genes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It seemed like way too long, or maybe it was just the dull nature of the evening, but the call to dinner finally came. Everyone made their way into the dining room and their places.
Seated at the head table were President and Mrs. Moore, Alison McFarland, Timothy Geiger, Dr. Joseph Zenger of the Journalism School and his wife, and Katherine Woodburn and her date, Ted Mason.
Being someone who looked for patterns, I noticed who was seated where at the other tables. At the first table on the left, just ahead of ours, the seating included the odious far-Leftist Dr. Lionel Carmela, relatively Conservative Trustee Myrtle L. James, Dean of the Law School Dr. Clarence P. Chase, and athletics booster Tom Riordan. I had not seen Riordan for a long time nor heard about him, but I was not surprised that a top booster was at a front table. Dr. Moore knew where his School's bread was buttered, I thought to myself.
Among those seated at the first table to the right of the aisle, the rough-and-tumble BigPulpAndPaper CEO and Trustee George 'Mash' Woodham was paired with Dr. Donohue, the occupant the Herodotus Chair of Ancient History (Author's note: seen in 'Case of the Parole Officer'), and Dr. Dorothea Kasner (Author's note: 'The Babymaker', Ch. 05.), who'd recently been hired into Carmela's Political Science Department.
Woodham had opposed Laura's nomination to the University Presidency, but he was a pro-business Establishment Republican, and Dorothea Kasner was a disciple of Soviet Communism. Literally; she'd been educated in schools in the Soviet Union when it existed. And neither could have cared less about archeology or ancient history.
At the table to our right, Dr. Sonnmore of the Theater Department, who liked to put on plays that were risqué if not outright explicitly sexual (Author's note: 'The Knave of Jacks', Ch. 01), was seated across from the deeply religious Trustee Beatrice S. York. Also at that table was Dr. Adam S. Keller of the City University Rodham Foundation for Social and Political Change.
At the table behind them, the heavily despised Dr. Jan Camp was seated at the same table as Trustee Harold Truelove, Dr. Lawrence Woodrow of the Criminal Justice Department, and Dr. Glenda Sheehan of the School of Music (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch. 01). Two of the seats at that table were empty; the athletic booster and his wife assigned to that table had read President and Mrs. Moore the Riot Act for being assigned to sit at the same table with Dr. Jan Camp, who had sued the University over favorable grades given to athletes (Author's note: 'The French Connection', Ch. 02, for the verdict). And they left when Mrs. Moore assertively told them their seating assignment would not be changed.
Further back were more of the University Faculty, those of higher stature closer to the front. And bringing up the rear were the Media persons that had chosen to attend, which included Elsie Gringer and Bettina Wurtzburg, but no one else from KXTC (unless one includes KXTC's owner Katherine Woodburn, of course).
Todd and I practiced 'old school' manners and held out our wives's chairs to seat them before sitting down ourselves, which drew many glances though very few others copycatted our good-mannered actions. Where has chivalry gone? I thought to myself.
At that moment Dr. Wolfgang Strauss and Dr. Juanita Rivera came to their seats opposite us. I stood up as Juanita seated herself, and I think she noticed and appreciated the gesture. Then Marcia Harland and Tina Stirewalt came to the table. Neither Todd nor myself stood up, though I don't think either Marcia or Tina realized they were being 'dissed'.
As the appetizer servings were brought out, the server at my table paused between me and Teresa and whispered "Johnny was my friend. Thank you for what you did for him." Teresa and I both nodded. And the servers that brought our main courses and refilled our water glasses whispered similar things, obviously taking turns so that they each had a chance to thank us. Teresa and I agreed that that was very good of them.
There was little conversation until the main course was nearly over. Laura and Dr. Strauss had begun a conversation in German, which was his native language and in which she was very fluent. I had been required to take a foreign language for Army ROTC, and either German or Russian for my Chemistry degree, and I chose German. But while their conversation was in good, high German, I did not retain enough to be able to follow Laura and The Maestro. I did catch the word 'Carole' on occasion, and I knew who that was; therefore, I had an idea of what the conversation was about.
Meanwhile, Juanita Rivera asked me in French where I'd learned French so well. She's trying to be nice, and she's very attractive to look at, too, I thought to myself. So I answered her, in French, which I will just present in English here:
"I've known French most of my life." I replied to her query. "My older sister learned it, and fluently."
"Are you of French descent?" Juanita asked.
"I do know of one ancestor on my father's side of the family." I said, remembering that I was a descendant of a Michaux from France. "But I have ancestors from Germany, England, all over Europe, really. What about you?"



"The same." Juanita said. "Mostly Spanish, but some French and Italian ancestors, which is why the Romance Languages are so natural to me. I grew up with them."
Meanwhile, it was an imminent disaster for Todd and Teresa. When Tina Stirewalt was introduced, Teresa had attempted to make a positive connection by asking "Are you related to a Dana Stirewalt?"
"She's my sister." said Tina, her voice unfriendly, even hostile. "How do you know her?"
"We interviewed her as a potential witness in a case, once." said Teresa. "It came to nothing." That wasn't quite true, as Dana had reported someone as missing, who was still missing (Author's note: 'Consent of the Governed', among other places.). "So are you in School now?"
"Yes." said Tina Stirewalt. "I'm studying to be an advocate for Climate Justice."
Teresa said, trying to be nice, "I should put you in touch with my first cousin, Colin Esterson. He sells carbon credits and carbon offsets."
"Hmmph!" said Tina. "I've heard of him. He's just a greedy capitalist himself, mooching off the great cause of Climate Justice to enrich his own pockets. Those carbon credits are a scam; they do nothing to further the cause of Climate Justice."
"Oh, I don't know about that." said Marcia Harland. "They give polluting, earth-destroying capitalist business the chance to redeem themselves by purchasing them, so that their filthy money goes to lobby Government officials to enact laws that serve Climate Justice. Have you purchased your carbon credits, Mr. Burke?"
Todd's smile was set and forced as he said "No, I don't play that blackmail or guilt game. And my company has earned several Conservation awards. Just this year our Fillmore County plant earned the top Water Conservation award from the Federal EPA."
Harland was not impressed. "You should be doing more. All you capitalists are just greedy swine, sucking the life out of hardworking people, taking advantage of low-income workers."
Todd said "Like the ones coming across the border illegally, searching for a better life?"
"Pfff!" exhaled Marcia Harland. "Better life. There's no 'better life' here in America with all the greedy capitalist swine taking advantage of people, taking their money, and destroying the earth in the process."
"There are much worse places to be." Dr. Wolfgang Strauss, said loudly across the length of the table. "I escaped from East Germany as a child. Members of my family died to give the rest of us a chance for Freedom."
"We need more East German ideas and policies here." Marcia Harland said, undeterred.
The Maestro fired back: "Tell me, Ms. Harland, what do you consider the worst thing about America to be?"
"The Constitution." Marcia Harland replied with great alacrity.
(Author's note: what you just read is based upon actual events that really happened.)
It immediately became quiet and awkward at the table. Dr. Strauss, Laura, Teresa, and Todd said nothing more, and their faces showed their derision at Harland's traitorous words. Seeing the reactions, Harland and Tina Stirewalt also became silent as their faces showed their own anger... at us. Juanita Rivera attempted to strike up a conversation with me again, but I just shook my head, almost sadly; we were done pretending this was a civil conversation between persons with differences of opinion.
"Shall we get up and leave?" Teresa whispered to me.
"I wouldn't blame you if you did." I said. "But I'll wait until Alison is done announcing the Madden Award."
A server stopped between me and Teresa and topped off our water glasses. She whispered to us: "I knew Johnny, too. Thank you for taking down the bastards that killed him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As a slush of orange sherbet was served for dessert, the speeches began. State Senator Katherine Woodburn came up to the lectern in the middle of the head table and said "Thank you for coming, everyone, to the first formal reception by our new University President and First Lady... Yeah!"
That 'yeah' had been added when Katherine astutely noted that the applause was barely polite. Apparently the seating of adversaries together had affected more than just our table.
Undeterred, Katherine went on: "We are also here to honor the creation of a new award in the field of Journalism, but first, I'll ask Dr. Moore to come up and say a few words and introduce the others."
The applause was a little better for just Dr. Jerry Moore as he came up to the lectern. "Thank you, Senator Woodburn, and it's an honor to have you here with us tonight. Your enlightened support of our great University for many years is greatly appreciated."
Katherine got good applause at that 'applause line', then Dr. Moore continued: "And now I would like to introduce Dr. Joseph Zenger, holder of the the Elijah Parish Lovejoy Chair of Journalism and head of the Journalism School."
Dr. Zenger came up and nodded acknowledgement of the polite applause, then said "As you know, there are a number of awards in Journalism. The most prestigious are the Pulitzer Prize, awarded by Columbia University, and the Peabody Awards, awarded by the University of Georgia Journalism School."
Dr. Zenger: "As you know, journalist Keith Madden was killed by a car bomb explosion as he was investigating the crimes of Claude Cardinal O'Leery, and his partner in the investigation, investigative journalist Tim Geiger narrowly avoided also being murdered. Cardinal O'Leery was brought to Justice, but when Ms. Alison McFarland contacted me about an award for courage or heroism in Journalism for her journalists, we were both surprised to find that there really is not a worthy one out there."
Dr. Zenger; "We want to change that, and so with the help and support of Dr. Moore and the University's School of Journalism, we are creating the Keith Madden Award for Courage in Journalism. It is our hope that this award will become as prestigious as any in the honored field of Journalism, and that journalists who risk their lives and sometimes give their lives will be acknowledged for their sacrifices to bring people the truth they have the right to know." The assembled guests, especially the journalists in the back, applauded more strongly.
Dr Zenger: "And now I'd like to ask Alison McFarland to come up and announce the first recipient of the Madden Award." Alison got up and went to the podium to polite applause.
"Thank you, Dr. Zenger." Alison said. "I want to thank you, Dr. Zenger, and the University Journalism School for sponsoring this award. And I want to thank Dr. Moore and the University Board of Trustees for their support, as well." Polite applause.
Alison: "After Keith was murdered, the investigation was taken over by Law Enforcement. There were those in the Federal Government that wanted to spirit Cardinal O'Leery out of the country, and shield him from arrest for his crimes. I would like to take a moment to thank Police Commanders Donald Troy and Teresa Croyle, and Police Chaplain Alberto Romano for defying them, and arresting that odious, evil man." There was the merest smattering of applause.
Alison: "So without further ado, I am pleased to announce that the first recipients of the Keith Madden Award for Courage in Journalism are Keith Madden himself, posthumously, and Timothy Geiger. Tim?"
As applause began, Geiger got up and went towards the lectern. Alison handed him his medallion in its box, and a framed certificate. Then what was supposed to be a perfunctory hug became a long hug as Geiger and Alison both became emotional, remembering the loss of their colleague.
Teresa and I were the first two to stand as we applauded, and Laura, Todd, and Dr. Strauss stood right after us. To her credit, Dr. Juanita Rivera also stood, and others, mostly Trustees and journalists, joined the standing ovation by rising to their feet. But Marcia Harland and Tina Stirewalt were not only not clapping, they steadfastly remained in their seats, as did the despicable Dr. Lionel Carmela and some of the other Faculty in the room.
Dr. Moore barely had time to close the ceremonies with good night wishes before people were up and moving towards the exits... and none faster than Dr. Laura Fredricson. I did shake hands with Dr. Strauss, and even accepted Juanita Rivera's handshake offer, then was up and moving to catch up with my wife. Todd was right behind me, as was Teresa. And I did take note that J.P. Goldman and Selena Steele were also among those making a point to leave quickly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and Todd walked with Laura and me to my Police SUV, then I drove them over to their vehicle. As they drove off for their home, I texted Molly and Paulina at The Cabin that Laura and I would stay at the Mountain Nest tonight, and we drove there.
"That was... and unmitigated disaster." Laura said as we drove out, then fell silent and watched out the shotgun door window. I just made a 'noise' in agreement, and drove in silence myself, watching carefully for possible threats as I always did.
Once at home, we went inside. Laura made us drinks as I took off my medal-laden jacket and hung it up, followed by removing my MOV from around my neck and carefully putting it in the jacket's inner pocket.
"Here you go." Laura said, handing me a 'gray viagra' along with my drink. "I'm going to need some 'stress relief' tonight. And hold you to your promise about eating me."
"I just took some ibuprofen for my back." I said. "Any potential problems with that and the gray pill?"
"No, it's fine." Laura said. So I took the pill. As we sat on the far-side sofa, our hips pressing together, she said "I should apologize to you, for being such a bitch tonight."
"No, you don't have to." I replied. "I totally understand. But tell me, what were you and Dr. Strauss talking about? The only word I really understood was taking our daughter's name in vain."
Laura said "He was telling me that Carole was figuring out how to play the violin without his help. So he started teaching her the concepts of Music, and she grasped the mathematics of it immediately. He said he's had a few boys do that, but Carole is the first girl he's ever seen to be a prodigy like that. He also said that Marie has an artist's mind, and once she learns the basics, he thinks she might be able to compose some original pieces."
"High praise from The Maestro." I said. "I don't think his opinion of Marcia Harland was nearly as high."
"No doubt about that." Laura said. "I truly wish those Leftist know-it-alls would have to live in the conditions they wish upon America... a Totalitarian State where they can be imprisoned and tortured, even murdered, for speaking their minds."
"As long as we don't have to endure that along with them, I'd be all for that." I said.
Laura changed the subject by saying "I guess I'm lucky I was at the second table. I did notice Carmela was ahead of us, closer to the front. Does that mean what I think it does?"
"Yes, I'm afraid so." I said. "He's held in higher esteem that us. But I think what bothered me the most about tonight was the way Celeste Moore, or someone else, put people who were so antagonistic to each other at the same tables. And the more I think about it, the more I think it was on purpose. Like I said earlier, way too many tables were that way for it to be coincidences."
"Why do you think she did that, assuming it was her?" asked Laura as her hand drifted over my lower abdomen.
"They 'why' may not matter." I said. "But an athletic booster, a pretty big money donor to the University's athletic programs, left rather that sit at the same table as Jan Camp. He'll definitely have another conversation with Jerry Moore about it, and he ultimately may stop giving money to the School. And then other Boosters may do the same after he talks to them."
As I caressed Laura's thigh under the slit of her dress, I said "And that could spill over to other things... like University Hospital. What Teresa has done and is doing there is nothing short of amazing; it's the Stuff of Legend. But if Celeste Moore keeps up creating these divisions, the Hospital could get hurt. And then there are the many other good academic programs at the School... like the Psychology Department... that could suffer."
"That may happen, anyway." Laura said as she leaned into me, pressing her breasts into my side as she began caressing my thigh and crotch through my pants. "A lot of grant money came to me from the Federal Government, and that's drying up now since I'm no longer in the CIA. But what Sidney Wellman understood but Jerry... and Celeste... might not realize, is that the Federal Government was directly giving the School a lot of money to support me in my research. And that is drying up, as well."
"Sooo," I said as I kissed my wife's temple, then down her cheek towards her jawline, "what does this mean for your future? Private practice? Full time Police Psychologist?"
"Try gynecologist, medical doctor." Laura said as I nuzzled her neck. I heard my zipper being opened, then felt her hand sliding in and grasping my rapidly hardening cock through my underwear. My own hand was rubbing her pussy mound through her panties. "But right now, the only sexual study I want to be making is how well my husband's cock fits in my mouth and my pussy."
With that, she lowered her head as she unfastened my pants and opened them, freeing my cock from the confines of my clothing. She grasped my now-hard manhood and lowered her head to my groin. I felt her lips kiss the end of my prickhead, then her tongue circled it, and circled my shaft as she slid her full lips onto me.
"Mmmm." I moaned as my wife began sucking hard on my member, her mouth gliding up and down my shaft. I slid my hand down her back and to the crack of her marvelous, firm asscheeks, sliding my hand along that cleft and massaging her mound through her dress.
After several moments, Laura said "Why don't we take this upstairs..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In our bedroom, Laura's dress slid down her body into a puddle on the floor. I was standing behind her, kissing her neck as my hands slid around her and cupped her large, heavy breasts. I tweaked her hard, distended nipples, then let my right hand slide down her smooth, toned belly. I slid my fingers under the hem of her panties, and let my middle finger slide between her swollen labes and into her sopping wet pussy.
After a moment of being finger-fucked, Laura turned to face me and smashed her mouth to mine as she began unbuttoning my shirt. I took it off and dropped it to the floor as she slid my pants and underwear down my legs.
"Mmm, you've been working out." she said as her hand slid over my abs. "I don't think I've ever seen your abs this ripped." They weren't 'ripped', but they were pretty hard after the workouts I'd been doing for the past few months.
"All for you, baby." I said "I have to work hard to keep up with you."
"Let's see how well it's worked out." Laura said, as if we hadn't had sex in weeks. In truth, we were still getting it on three times a week. But I didn't argue as Laura pulled me back towards the bed.
She fell back onto the bed, naked except for the gold high heel sandals, and worked herself up until her head was near the pillows. She grabbed one and put it under her head as I finished getting my clothes off, then eased onto the bed between her legs as she lifted her knees up and back to her breasts. I placed my hands on the back of her thighs, then bent my head down and licked my splayed tongue over her pussy slit from the bottom to the top.
"Ohhhh..." she whispered as I settled in and began eating her pussy, working my tongue over her labes, then deeper and deeper into her slit until my mouth was fastened on her lips and my tongue was sliding against the upper wall of her cunthole.
I lost track of time as I ate her out. I felt her pussy walls contract a few times in what she would call 'mild' orgasms. Finally, she pulled on my hair and said "I need you inside me now."
I suited the deed to her words. I raised up and caught her legs under my arms as I mounted her, forcing her legs up and back, opening her up to me. We both guided my iron-hard 'little crowbar' into the folds of her swollen labes. I entered her, then pushed my hips and ass forward.
"Unnnnh!" Laura moaned as my throbbing cock slid into her sopping wet cunt, balls-deep in ecstasy, until our pelvises met. "Oh, that feels so good! Fuck me hard."
"Whatever my lady desires." I gasped as I withdrew and then slammed forward and down again, then again and again. The room filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as I began powerfully fucking my beautiful wife with long, deep strokes...
Part 3 - News And Gossip
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 23d, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "The trial of Police Commander Donald Troy has been postponed!"
After the hard-charging music intro, Bettina began: "District Attorney Miriam Walters asked Judge Patrick R. Folsom for a postponement of her civil suit against Commander Troy late last Friday afternoon. Judge Folsom agreed to the postponement after Troy's attorney Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm agreed to allow the postponement, but Judge Folsom did not set a new date for the trial, saying only that, quote, 'it will not be heard until the Stanley Locklear criminal trial is completed', close quote."
Bettina: "Legal experts are puzzled by the District Attorney's move, saying that Miriam Walters has a very strong case and is expected to easily defeat Commander Troy in legal combat. Ms. Walters gave neither the Court nor KXTC Channel Two News her reasons for asking for the postponement."
Bettina: "And with that postponement of the lawsuit, the capital murder trial of Stanley Locklear can be moved up. Judge Folsom is scheduled to meet this morning with ADA Savannah Fineman and Defense counsel Michael Thomas McGill, also of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, to work out those details."
Bettina: "And now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum with news of a new crime wave in our County. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted Pat Stellum from the same rooftop that Bettina was on, but with Police Headquarters in his distant background. "Channel Two News has learned that a gang known as the 'Toyota Gang' struck again in our County over the weekend. They are named for the Toyota vehicles they are known to use, and have struck here as well as in the Midtown and southwest parts of the State."
Stellum: "Three convenience stores were robbed at gunpoint. Two of them were on the southside and one in the northwest sector not far from the Mall and the Hyatt Hotel. Police have no clues as to the perpetrators, and no leads in this case nor any of the past cases going back several months. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Pat." Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "Commander Donald Troy did not respond to multiple requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment on the Toyota Gang nor their crimes. And now let's go to Jeff Hull, for an update on the Bulldogs's football summer camp. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
All eyes were on Your Iron Crowbar as the Usual Suspects drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. I said "Before you even ask, I have no idea why Miriam asked to postpone the lawsuit. I only found out on Saturday, when I returned Mike Todd's phone call that I didn't take Friday because of that University reception."
"He agreed to the postponement without talking to you first?" Sheriff Griswold growled.
"Yes sir." I replied. "And that was fine with me, especially since he didn't get me on the phone. He did say when we talked on Saturday that he thinks Miriam might be wavering on the whole thing, and that she wanted the Locklear trial to happen first. And I won't be looking that gift horse in the mouth."



"I don't blame you." Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross said. "And maybe you could use this as an opening to repair your relationship with Miriam and the District Attorney's Office?"
"Is Savannah Fineman still working for the D.A.'s Office?" I asked. Cindy rolled her eyes, and neither of us said anything more.
"How was the University President's big formal gala event?" Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone asked, the twinkle in her eyes matching the sarcasm of her voice.
Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said "It was God-awful. Well, Geiger getting the Madden Award was nice, but the overall event sucked balls." Everyone was faintly shocked at the Iron Wolf's potty mouth language.
"I could not have said that better myself." I said. "If it hadn't been for Alison, Geiger, and the Madden Award, I think Laura would've dragged me out of there earrrrly... and she would not have had to try very hard."
"Todd and I almost walked out after Marcia Harland said that about the Constitution." Teresa said, then filled everyone in on the exchange between Harland and The Maestro. Even dual American-Canadian Cindy Ross was shocked and angered by Harland's words.
"Do you think she said that just to rile y'all up?" asked Tanya. "Especially with you two Police Officers sitting across from her?"
I replied: "No, I think she said what she very sincerely believes." The room fell silent.
After a moment and some mugs being refilled with coffee, Chief Moynahan said "I want to go back to this thinnng with Miriam Walters postponing her lawsuit against yoooo, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr. I neeeed to understand why she did that."
I held up my hands palm-upwards. "I don't know, Chief, I truly don't. And I don't have any guesses, either, edumacated or otherwise."
"Geez, guys!" Cindy said, exasperation unmistakably in her voice. "Maybe she's reconsidering things for the right reasons. Maybe she just wants to work on the Locklear trial, and get it out of the way first."
"You know something we don't?" I asked, my gray eyes boring into her ice blue peepers.
She replied: "I know that Miriam is not happy with the direction Savannah is taking the Locklear trial. So like you said, Don... don't look the gift horse in the mouth."
"I wasn't." I said. No, I didn't say out loud 'The Chief asked'.
Sheriff Griswold growled: "Any new info on those Toyota robberies?"
"No sir." I said. "I heard about them Saturday, and we implemented out pre-conceived plan to ramp up stakeouts and patrols, and to sniff out drug deals in the area, as that's been the two-night pattern of the gang. But we didn't get a thing. I'll be talking with the Detectives more later this morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy did not attend the Angels Meeting, but left Headquarters with the Sheriff. I invited Captain Claire Michaels to join Tanya, Teresa, and me. She came in wearing civilian clothes, which she was entitled to do, but was faintly surprising to me. We watched the KFXU broadcast, and afterwards we discussed the Toyota Gang's activities over the weekend.
Claire: "The gang hit three convenience stores. The convenience store in the northwest is the same one that Hendricks went into when Laurer and Coleman were staked out at it. And one of the stores hit on the southside was the Quick Stop where Toddler and his gang were shot up." (Author's note: 'Town & County Confidential', Ch. 02, 03; 'Woman In Love', Ch. 02-03.)
"Ohhhhhh." I said thoughtfully. "That's interesting. And the third place they hit?"
Claire said "A store at the end of Hotel Row going south out of Town, one of three right there in the area. License plate was the same as the one that hit the Quick Stop, and Intel has enough camera data to show they hit the Quick Stop, drove down and around to the south store, then on down into Coltrane County. The Toyota that hit the northwest store went west on the main highway, and crossed the State Line at the bridge near the impound yard."
Claire: "The car tags on both cars were reported stolen eight months ago in Southport. The perps were attired in all black, with no skin showing. And they must be suffering in this heat dressed up that way."
Tanya said "Don, your voice picked up when you heard those locations. Is there something to them?"
"Good catch, Lady Ironside." I replied with a smile. Then I got serious as I said "It just struck me that two of the three places they hit, the Quick Stop and the store on the northwest side, were places we've had previous crimes. The gang that hit the northwest store beat feet out of the County by the shortest route, while the other car hit a target of opportunity on their way out of the County."
Me: "In other words, escape was on their minds as much or more than the robberies, and they had it planned out. So I wonder if they chose those places precisely because we had experience with them in the past. And that begs the question: did anything else happen over the weekend?"
Claire said "Nothing that has been reported to me yet---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Claire's Police iPhone, and she answered: "Captain Michaels... yes......... hold on a second, I'm going to put you on speaker." She did so, then said "Lieutenant Warner, you're on speaker with Commanders Troy, Muscone, and Croyle. Go ahead."
"Hello everyone." Lieutenant Joanne Warner's voice said through the phone. "I just arrived at the scene of the murder."
"Whose murder?" I asked.
"Doctor Peter Frost." Joanne said. "We're at his office now."
"What happened?" I asked.
Joanne said "Uh, sir, I can't really speak out loud right now. It's a crowded room. We could use your help."
"We'll be right down." I said...
Part 4 - The Crime Scene
9:05am, Monday, August 23d. We arrived at the office suite of psychologist Dr. Peter Frost. The suite was half of a duplex of office space among several other such duplexes of professional private practices of various sorts.
Because University Hospital is on a large piece of property surrounded by mostly School-owned property, Fraternity and Sorority houses, and apartments that college students rented, there were no medical offices in the immediate vicinity. Over time, those offices became concentrated in two areas: on the north side of Town, where Searles, Hartwell, Dembo & Muncey, P.C. had been located (Author's note: 'The Medical Murder Mystery'), and among the revitalized area where east-west Jefferson Avenue ended at north-south University Avenue. Frost's office was in the latter area, almost to where Jefferson Avenue became the Downtown District.
As Teresa and I had driven down in my Police SUV, Teresa said "So Joanne couldn't talk over the phone?"
I said "As you know, all the Detectives know some code words they can say over the phone to alert us to something. Joanne saying it was a crowded room meant there were people around listening to conversations that don't concern them. And her asking for my help isn't code. It means there's trouble at the scene."
Claire Michaels was following in her Police SUV behind us. It had some armor protection, but not nearly as much as mine, Teresa's, Cindy's, the Chief's, and the Sheriff's vehicles. We were permitted to drive through the perimeter that had been set up. We parked near the end of the building that housed Dr. Peter Frost's office suite and walked up to the inner perimeter, where Patrolman Kevin Buchannan recorded our names and badge numbers.
"Sir," Buchannan said, "some lawyers showed up right as our first responding Officers did. They're inside, and they've refused to leave."
"Hoo boy." I muttered, then said more loudly "Thanks, Kevin. How's your son Henry doing, by the way?"
"Growing like a weed, sir." Buchannan said with a grin. "And he's eating us out of house and home."
"Welcome to raising boys." I said with my own grin, knowing exactly what he was talking about.
"You got that right." Teresa said agreeably, though not grinning.
We went inside, Teresa and I putting on blue latex gloves as we walked. After walking through a short hallway, the first room we entered was the reception room. The walls were painted just a shade lighter than royal blue. The receptionist/assistant's desk was facing the door we came in. To the left were plush waiting room seats, and between them and the desk was a small cabinet with a coffeemaker on it, full of coffee.
To the right was the door that led into Dr. Frost's office. Two doors went to two rooms towards the front, whose walls formed the front hallway. The door by the seats led to a washroom/bathroom. The other contained filing cabinets and office supplies.
Sitting in one of the waiting room seats and sobbing was a woman in her late twenties, who I observed to be Frost's assistant and receptionist. Her black hair and very pretty face were similar to Joan Laurer's, but while Joan was 'statuesque' and nearly six feet tall and Amazon-Warrior-'ish', the assistant was a more 'normal' woman size: about 5'6" tall, and slender-'ish'.
Sitting next to her was Lt. Joanne Warner, in plainclothes. Two Uniformed Officers, Patrol Officers Jim Madison and Patty Colquitt (Author's note: seen in 'Smoke On The Water'), were standing at the receptionist desk, making notes.
In front of the door to the file room stood a man in an expensive, well-tailored brown suit. He had light brown hair and mustache, and was watching us skeptically. He was acting as if he were guarding that door, and he was also holding a laptop under his arm as tightly as if it was a football in the Super Bowl.
Joanne stood up upon our entrance. "Good morning, sir, ladies." she said. "Lieutenant Davis is in the office, where the body is."
I said "Good morning, Lieutenant. Who called it in?"
Joanne 'nudged' her shoulder to indicate the emotional woman sitting in the chair, then said quietly, almost a whisper, "That's Dr. Frost's assistant, Denise. She found the body and called 9-1-1. And sir..." she dropped her voice further as she said "I need to talk to you about that... where no one else can hear us."
"Why?" asked Claire Michaels. "You can't talk in front of these Officers?"
I rescued Joanne by saying "I think I know why, and if I am, Joanne is right. But first, let me go see the crime scene---"
"No pictures!" the man in the suit suddenly yelled out. Officer Madison had his Police iPhone out and was photographing something on the desk. "Delete that photo! Immediately!"
"No, keep it." I said.
"Everything here is protected by doctor-client privilege." snarled the lawyer. "You can't photograph that appointment book."
I said "Mr. Bertram... oh, yes, I know who you are." I said, seeing him react to the fact I was aware I was speaking to Michael Bertram of Lowe, Ball & Lynch, P.C., who were business attorneys. "We're going to take the evidence we need to solve this crime. And the appointment book for the morning is not privileged."
"We'll see about that." snarled Bertram as he fished out his cellphone and made a call.
"Madison," I said, "send that photo you just took to our Intel Branch, and have them put it in the Evidence servers. Okay, let's go see the scene." As Madison gleefully sent the photos he'd taken to Intel, I opened the door to the office and went inside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Peter Frost's office was longer than it was deep. There were large windows on the front wall and back wall, and a small door to the outside in the corner to the left of the back window, literally in the back left corner as we looked at it.
The front window had Levolor blinds, but the back window only had drapes on the side and a translucent white curtain covering the glass panes. Dr. Frost's mahogany desk was in front of that back window, a sofa was against the wall under the front window, and two chairs were in front of the desk. I knew that this arrangement was so that the light from outside was at his back, and in the face of his client's. Also, there was no recliner like the television shows have in psychologist offices.
On the far wall was a ceiling-to-floor bookcase with sets of books covering about half the shelf space. On either side of the bookcase were narrow doors. In front of the door on the left side of the bookcase was a man in an expensive, well-tailored brown suit. He was in his forties if not a youthful fifties, with a fringe of closely-cut light brown or prematurely gray hair that was barely visible; from a distance one would say he was bald. He was an imposing man, right at my own height, broad-shouldered, and his face and body gave the impression that he was muscular.
On the floor at the right side of the desk, lying face down, was the most very unfortunate and most very dead Dr. Peter Frost. He was being examined by a young-'ish' black man in a windbreaker with the word 'CORONER' on the back. Watching from near the front window and sofa was the Coroner, John Quincy Kelly.
TCPD CSIs were processing the room, dusting the all the door handles and the desk for prints. Others were in the front room. Detective Roark Coleman was also examining the area for clues, including in the trash can and under the desk and sofa.
Behind the desk was Lt. Jerome Davis, in a houndstooth brown-and-black sportscoat, light brown shirt, dark brown pants. His gun was in a shoulder holster under his left armpit, and his badge was on his belt.
"Carry on, Lieutenant." I said to Davis, who had stood erect and almost to attention upon my entrance. "Why is Mr. Gale Gaston of Lowe, Ball & Lynch here in my crime scene?" Gaston also reacted in surprise at being recognized.
"He's refused to leave, sir." Jerome replied. "He claims to be protecting the doctor-client privilege. It might take a crowbar to pry him out, sir."
"And I have just that tool, right here with me." I said, holding up and displaying the red crowbar in my left hand.
"I'm not going anywhere." said Gale Gaston, and no, I did not know if he was related to the SBI's Robert Gaston. "I am not permitting you to seize nor even look at records protected by doctor-client privilege. And if you remove me by force, one of my colleagues is already at the Courthouse, ready to get a restraining order against you."
"And my people are also at that Courthouse, getting warrants to obtain the data we need to solve this murder." I said. "However, I am not going to let you distract me."
I went over to Coroner Kelly and said "John, haven't seen you in a while." as I shook his hand. "You know Commander Croyle, and this is Captain Michaels." After they shook hands with him, I said "Who is your new Medical Examiner?"
"That's Kendell Ramsey." said Kelly. "He did a stint in the Navy as a Corpsman for his G.I. Bill, then went to medical school, concentrating on forensic pathology. He was at Bethesda for two years, and Martha hired him away from them. How she found about about him, I'm not sure."
Teresa said "I'll bet the mortgage that a certain Navy Admiral and head of our EMS Department made that 'suggestion' to Martha."
I said with great worry in my voice: "So... this doesn't mean Martha is... retiring or anything, is she?"
"No." said Coroner Kelly with a smile. "She's still the Chief Medical Examiner of the County, and she's still doing autopsies. But she's not getting any younger, and you don't like her going to crime scenes after dark, so she brought on Kendell here as our field M.E. Kendell! This is Commander Don Troy, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, and Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels."
Kendell looked up at us and said "Good to meet you all, and I'm honored to be working with the Iron Crowbar, sir. I'll have to shake y'all's hands after I'm done here."
"Nooooo problem." I said agreeably. "So! Let me start training you the right way. My first question of the M.E. at the scene will almost always be time of death, even before asking how the victim died. What can you tell me about when this unfortunate guy died?"
Kendell said "In and out of rigor, and the infrared scans suggest he's been dead at least 40 hours. So we're looking at Saturday afternoon."
I went to a knee just over the victim's head, and observed the small pool of blood on the floor beneath Frost's chest. I said "It looks like he didn't bleed out much."
Kendell said "No sir. He was shot in the upper abdomen, and the gun was pressed to his clothes; lots of stippling and fibers in the wound. We'll have to get the full autopsy to confirm this, but it looks like the shot went upward into his thoracic cavity. Then he was shot in the face at close range, right under the left eye socket. I'm thinking he fell to his knees after the first shot, perhaps holding on to his assailant, then was shot in the face and allowed to fall to the floor. He was dead by the time he hit the ground; ergo, not much bleeding out."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "Any preliminary idea of the bullet caliber?"
"Smaller than a nine millimeter or thirty-eight, but larger than a twenty-two." Kendell said. "It could be a twenty-five caliber, which is not all that common anymore. And one other thing, sir... he has some bruising on his face and neck, but it may be old bruising, and not received at the time of the murder."
"Okay, good work." I said, then stood back up. "Any shell casings found?"
"No sir." said Detective Roark Coleman. "Either the shells were picked up and carried out, or the firearm was a revolver. But we do have two things of interest. Dr. Frost's ID and wallet were in his pants pocket, but his keys were not. And his car, which his assistant told Lieutenant Warner is an Audi convertible, is not parked anywhere on the street in front nor the one behind the building."
Coleman: "And the other thing is that there may have been a computer on Dr. Frost's desk that was taken. There's the cable hookup, but no computer."
"Good observation, and likely correct." I said.
"Sir, you need to come see this, as well." Lt. Jerome Davis said. The door to the left of the bookcase was to a cubbyhole with a bench holding a copier, fax machine, office supplies, and a chain-link server cage. The door of the cage was cracked slightly open, and there were wires and connections but no servers.
Jerome said: "It looks like the perp or perps that killed Dr. Frost took his file servers as well as his computer. The techs dusted for prints, but only Dr. Frost's showed up."
"Could be... could be the perps that took the servers." I replied cryptically. "And you can see the dust accumulation around the edges and the very fresh, clean floor of the server cage. Okay, I'm no expert like the Mighty Miltons, but it appears there is space and hookups for four servers. That's a lot of digital storage space... a lahht of storage space."
I went to the door on the right side of the bookcase, the front side of the building. It was a small washroom/bathroom. The medicine cabinet behind the mirror had toothpaste, a toothbrush, a small bottle of mouthwash... and a package of condoms. "Hmmm." I said. "Bag the contents of this medicine cabinet after fully documenting and photographing it." A tech began doing so.
Coming back into the office, I went to the desk and began opening the drawers. And that's when all hell broke loose.
"STOP!" yelled Gale Gaston. He leapt forward and grabbed me by my shoulders. That... was a mistake.
*WHAM!*
Both Teresa and Roark Coleman had rushed up and together they slammed Gaston's chest into the desk. Roark pulled the lawyers arms behind him as Teresa attempted to affix handcuffs to his wrists.
"STOP RESISTING!" Teresa yelled as Gaston struggled. "STOP RESISTING!" Roark just pulled the man's arms behind him even harder, and Teresa finally reached up and pushed where a nerve joint was, causing Gaston to cry out in pain. "STOP RESISTING!" she yelled yet again.



Gaston was yelling "You're violating doctor-client privilege! You're violating doctor-client privilege!" I went over and frisked him for weapons, and removed his car keys from his pants pocket.
"I haven't violated anything." I said loudly as Roark pulled Gaston to a standing position, the legal beagle's hands cuffed behind his back. "I'm just seeing if any of the drawers have been emptied."
"Then why didn't you say so?" yelled Gale Gaston.
I got right in his face and yelled at the top of my lungs: "I DO NOT HAVE TO EXPLAIN MY ACTIONS TO YOU, ASSHOLE! MUCH LESS GET YOUR PERMISSION!"
I then added: "You are not in charge, here! *I* am! Commander Croyle! This bastard is under arrest. Read him his rights, and make sure you are videoed doing so. Sit him on the sofa over there for now. I'm going back to the reception room---"
Just then, the door to the office opened, and in walked Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman. Nadine Hall, Marla Locklear's attorney, was right behind her. And right behind them was no less that Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross.
"Before you go off on Fineman," Cindy said to me, her green crowbar at the ready, "I have to tell you that she and Miriam went to Judge Patrick R. Folsom to get an order to allow her into the crime scene. He said he would not normally issue one, but would do so in this case because of the connection to the Stanley Locklear trial. Sheriff Griswold sent me with her to make sure we don't have a second murder here."
Savannah held up a document as she loudly broke in and said loudly: "This order from Judge Folsom states that you are not to attempt to even look at any files that have anything to do with either of the Locklears."
"And I'm here to make sure that is enforced." Nadine Hall said. Then she looked down and saw the body of Dr. Peter Frost, and turned away with a look of horror on her otherwise very attractive face.
I said to Cindy "Keep Fineman in here for a minute. I have to go back out there. Davis! Assist Chief Deputy Ross if she needs anything."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Claire Michaels and Nadine Hall came with me as I went to the reception room. "Captain, watch over Ms. Denise, here. Lieutenant Warner, walk with me." We went into the small hallway, but I saw the other lawyer trying to listen in on a conversation that did not concern him
"Don't say anything yet." I said. "Bertram is trying to listen to us." The legal beagle glared at me. Unperturbed, I took out my Police iPhone, attached a cord to it, and plugged the other end into the alarm system I'd observed on the wall.
"Okay," I said, showing Joanne what I was doing, "the alarm was deactivated this morning just before 8:00am. It was last activated Saturday afternoon at 3:35pm, and deactivated at 12:30pm before that. So that three-hour window is very likely our timeframe for the murder."
"Neat, sir!" Joanne said happily. "I have got to get me one of those!" I chuckled, then had her step outside with me. The lawyer did not try to follow us.
"Don't tell me, let me guess." I said. "Something about Denise's story raised a red flag with you."
"Yes sir." Joanne said. "Here's the whole story. Madison and Colquitt got here first when the radio call went out. Just as they arrived, those two lawyers came up. By the way, what was all the shouting about?"
"I'll tell you later." I said. "Keep going. What time did you get here? And what time was the 9-1-1 call?"
Joanne said "I got here at 8:52am. The 9-1-1 call was logged at 8:43am, and Colquitt said she and Madison got here at 8:46am, being right in the area. Jerome... Lieutenant Davis... sent me and Mr. Roark right away, then he followed us. When I went in, the receptionist Denise was crying at her desk, and I had her move over to the waiting room chairs."
"Good." I said. "Keep going."
Joanne: "Denise said she got here just before 8:00am, like she always does. She said Dr. Frost usually comes in by 8:10, but sometimes not until later. So she did what she normally does: she got the appointment list printed for Dr. Frost, brought up the patient files to be ready for him if needed, checked his emails, stuff like that."
Joanne: "She said that at 8:40, she unlocked the door to Dr. Frost's office... she has a key... and was going to put his mail and printed schedule on his desk like she always did when he was already here. And that's when she found his body on the floor. She said she screamed, checked for a pulse and found him not only dead but cold, and then rushed back to her desk and called 9-1-1."
Joanne: "What bothered me, sir, is that those lawyers were already here when we got here. They came in with Colquitt and Madison, and started saying over and over that we couldn't touch the files because of doctor-client privilege. The lawyer in the reception room, Bertram, also grabbed the computer on Denise's desk and held on to it. So I think Denise is truthfully telling me what happened, but maybe the timeline is off, and she contacted those lawyers before calling 9-1-1."
"Excellent!" I praised. "You are very correct to have observed and deduced that. And here's something else: you could not have known this at the time, but the servers have been taken out of the back room behind Dr. Frost's office. I don't know what Denise was bringing up on her laptop, but she should've seen that she didn't have a connection to the servers, much less access to any files on them."
"Ohhhh." Joanne said as it hit her. "Wowww... I need to talk to Denise again." She was about to stalk back inside, but I stopped her.
"Hold on." I said. "Now admit it, you're about to go in there and confront her, aren't you?"
"Uh, yes sir." Joanne said.
"Why don't you let me talk to her, and you observe." I said. "I suspect that honey is going to work better than vinegar, here." Joanne nodded.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went back inside. I quietly told Officer Colquitt to videotape my interview with Denise, then went over and sat down by the distraught receptionist. I said in the most soothing voice I could muster: "Hi Denise, I'm Commander Donald Troy."
"The Iron Crowbar?" Denise asked. "I've heard about you, of course."
"Thank you for that." I said. I noticed the lawyer Bertram edge closer to us, perhaps trying to intimidate her... or me. I continued: "I'm sure it was a shock to you to find Dr. Frost like that, and I'm very sorry for your loss. But time is of the essence to find whoever murdered him, so I need to ask you some questions. And I apologize in advance if you've already been asked some of them."
Denise nodded and I said "So was the door locked when you got here? Was the alarm set?"
Denise said "I got here just before 8:00am, and yes, the front door was locked and the burglar alarm was set; I deactivated it when I came in."
"Okay, good." I said soothingly. "So does Dr. Frost ever get here before you?"
"Rarely, sir." Denise said. "He usually gets here by 8:15, though. He's usually here by the time I bring him his mail and his schedule."
I said "So what happened this morning?"
Denise said "I went about getting ready for the day. Just after 8:30 or so, Peter hadn't come in, so I unlocked the door to his office to put his mail and schedule on his desk. And that's when I... I found him..." She broke down sobbing.
"Okay, thank you." I said. "Tell me something: when you came in this morning, was your desk and this room tidy, or in disarray? And do you remember if Dr. Frost's office was tidy, or had papers strewn about when you went in."
"Don't answer that!" said the lawyer Bertram, coming closer to us. "That's enough questioning her, Troy."
Denise said "My desk was normal. I didn't see anything out of place. I don't remember anything about Peter's office except him... lying there. She began sobbing again.
I asked "Denise, when you got here, were you able to access the files on the servers, to help Dr. Frost prepare for today's appointments?"
"DON'T ANSWER THAT!" yelled Bertram.
"What, you trying to hide something from me?" I fired back at Bertram.
"I... I had no problem accessing the emails or the files." Denise said.
I glanced at Bertram with a look of triumph, and saw the hatred on his face in return. Then I said: "Denise, you cannot have heard of me without having heard of any small reputation I possess. And I can tell you now that there are a few problems with your story. Lying to Police can get you into trouble, so I really need for you tell me the whole truth---"
"Don't say another word!" yelled the lawyer Bertram to Denise.
"SHUT UP, ASSHOLE!" Denise yelled back at him, her voice full of ugly hatred. "I am NOT going to jail to cover for YOUR worthless asses!"
Bertram looked like he was about to advance upon her, and go through me to get to her. I stood up, and Officer Madison had come over, as well. And Claire Michaels and Joanne Warner were maneuvering between Bertram and me. He backed off.
"Tell you what, Denise." I said quietly as I sat back down. "Why don't I tell you what really happened, and you just correct me if I go astray, okay?"
Denise nodded and I began: "You got here like you said. You accessed your laptop, which must have been locked away in your desk since it wasn't stolen. I might've thought it had been stolen, but the way Bertram is holding it as if it's made of solid gold, I think I'm right on that." Denise said nothing to correct me.
I went on: "You did go into Dr. Frost's office, and you found the body... but it was no later than 8:10 to 8:15am. And you did make the phone call to 9-1-1, but it was not your first phone call of the morning. You called Dr. Frost's lawyers here." I could tell by both Denise's and Bertram's reactions that I was correct.
Me: "These attorneys came over, also checked and found that Dr. Frost was dead, and then began arranging a scene for us to find. They cleaned up any papers strewn about the floor of his office, secured your laptop, perhaps checked to make sure certain files were present, or not, and only then had you contact 9-1-1 when they were ready, at just after 8:40am. They went outside and came back in just as our first responding Officers arrived at the scene, to make it look like they had just gotten here themselves. Is that not right?"
"Don't answer! Don't say a word!" Bertram yelled. But Denise just looked at me and nodded.
"Yes, that's true." Denise said. "Peter always said that if something happened to him, to call his attorneys first, even before calling the Police or 9-1-1."
"When did he tell you to do that?" I asked. "Recently?"
"No, it was a couple of years ago, at least." Denise said. "I've been here with him for four years, and he told me that a while back, when he was having some trouble with a client that was suing him---"
"STOP TALKING!" Bertram yelled. "THAT'S PRIVILEGED!"
"Court cases are public records." I fired back. Then I said softly to Denise: "Denise, was Peter having any problems with anyone recently? Were there any threats against him that you know of? Anyone following him, or you? Any incidents around here?"
"Just that damned Locklear case." said Denise. "Peter told me at least four times that I could not talk to anyone at all about it, especially the Press. And these attorneys and Marla Locklear's attorney told me the same thing, over and over and over again."
I nodded, then said: "I'm sorry to have to ask you this, but I must: Peter was more than just a boss to you, wasn't he? Were you in a relationship with him?"
"Yes." Denise said. "We began dating not long after I started working for him. For a while I thought I was in love with him, and he with me. But it cooled off, and we were 'friends with benefits' for months... years. I loved him... I still do... but I knew it would never be more than going to lunch or dinner, and having sex here in the office three times a week and occasionally at his place or mine on the weekends."
"Thank you, Denise." I said. "I'm going to need you to tell Lieutenant Warner your story again, but this time the full and complete truth, okay? You do that, and there will be no problems for you." Denise nodded.
I stood up and said "Okay, let's go back into the office. Mr. Bertram, hand me your car keys."
"You go to hell!" Bertram said, and found himself surrounded by Police Officers and me in his face.
"One more time. Car keys." I said. Bertram made no move to comply, so I grabbed his wrist, turned him around and shoved his chest onto the receptionist's desk. Officer Madison secured the lawyer's car keys from his pants pocket.
I said "Okay, into the office. Bring Bertram." The lawyer came into the office behind me and Claire, prodded by Officer Madison.
When we came into the office, Cindy came up to me and said quietly: "That bald asshole Gaston told Savannah that your Officers beat him up then cuffed him when he tried to stop you from getting into privileged files. She called Judge Folsom at the Courthouse and told him that. Then Teresa jerked the phone out of Savannah's hand and told the Judge that Savannah was lying. The Judge wants you to call him back, and soon."
Once in the office, I had Teresa bring Gale Gaston to stand next to Bertram. "So, gentlemen, where are you parked?" Neither man answered, but Bertram's eyes briefly darted to the front window while Gaston's eyes glanced at the back door. Then Gaston caught himself and winced as he realized he'd given himself away.
"Okay, let's go out back." I said. "I need a videocamera. Mr. Roark, Lieutenant Davis, and Commander Croyle, you're with me. Bring Gaston."
We went out the back door. There was an alleyway along the back side of the buildings, with a precious few parking spaces for employees. Stairs descended from the landing. After everyone else went down the stairs, making sure the handcuffed Gaston didn't fall, I held up his car key fob and pressed the 'Lock' button several times.
An expensive Mercedes, similar to my wife Laura's, was parked by the far side of the next building, to Frost's building's left as one looked from the front. The car's horn beeped loudly in response.
"Wow, why did you park so far away, Gaston?" I asked as we headed to the car. "Trying to keep us from finding it?"
"Fuck you, Troy! And you have to have a warrant to open my car!" Gaston said, his face and the top of his bald head red with fury.
"I think not." I said. "Exigent circumstances. You are already being charged with assaulting a Police Officer and resisting arrest, and we are merely following up on that."
Arriving at the car, I handed Jerome the keys and said "Pop the trunk, and search the whole vehicle." Jerome popped the trunk and I peered inside and saw a blue cloth bag inside. I opened the top and peeked inside, then pulled some of the bag back so the video camera recording everything could see what was inside.
"Why Mr. Gaston!" I cried out with Rudistan-'ish' joviality. "What in the world are Dr. Frost's servers doing in the trunk of your car?"
"They're mine, not his." Gaston tried.
"Good!" I said craftily. "Then there's no doctor-client privilege, and we can take these to Headquarters and see what's on them!"
"All right! They're Frost's!" Gaston conceded. "And as his attorney, I have the right to hold then to keep you from accessing them!"
"That won't fly." Teresa Croyle said. "You've just added removing evidence from a crime scene to your charges, not to mention obstructing justice and interfering with a Police investigation."
"And you have no right to access those files!" Gaston fired back.
"Okay, Commander Croyle." I said. "We need to have these servers taken to Headquarters under two man control. They----"
"YOU HAVE NO RIGHT TO ACCESS THEM!" Gaston yelled. "DOCTOR-CLIENT PRIVILEGE!"
"That's right, especially regarding Marla Locklear's files." Nadine Hall said. She had followed us outside, I observed and deduced (duh!).
"Commander Croyle, if they'll let me finish a sentence..." I said, then continued: "Transport these servers to Headquarters under two-man control, for safekeeping. I'm going to put them under my seal, and they are not to be accessed until we have the warrants to do so."
"The rest of the car is clean." said Jerome Davis. "I also checked under the hood. Nothing hidden in the engine."
"Good work." I said as I sealed the evidence bag that now contained the servers. "Okay, take Gaston and the servers to Headquarters. Full booking for him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We repeated the process with Bertram and his vehicle, which was parked in front but near the building to the right of Frost's office. However, we found nothing.
I called Judge Patrick R. Folsom. He asked me to explain what was going on with Gale Gaston, and I did so, including a full account of his arrest for hiding Dr. Frost's servers in the trunk of his car... which made Gaston a full-fledged murder suspect.
"We'll meet in my Chambers today at 1:00pm." said Judge Folsom. "Until then, you cannot access any files, either digital or on paper, that are covered by doctor-client privilege. Dr. Frost died, but his patients didn't..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How did you know?" Teresa asked as we drove back to Headquarters in my Police SUV. "How did you know those servers were in Gaston's car?"
I said "It was either his or Bertram's, and since Gaston hid his car behind the next building rather than park up front, I went for him first. I also knew that the servers were in place this morning, since Denise had accessed the emails and some files this morning. Ergo... the servers were removed in the time between Denise finding the body and her calling 9-1-1, not at the time of the murder on Saturday."
"Wow. Amazing." Teresa said. "And more amazing, what you did this morning? Our Detectives are good, but they never would've put their asses on the line like you did."
"But you would have, if you had been in charge." I said, very sure.
"Yeah. Maybe." Teresa said. "So... why steal Peter Frost's computer off his desk, but not Denise's?"
I replied "I was halfway expecting to find his computer with the servers, or in either Gaston's or Bertram's car. But it was a no-show. So my going thesis is that it was taken at the time of the murder, perhaps as a blind to the real motive for the murder, -orrrr- it was hidden somewhere, and the perps will try to get it later."
Teresa said "I've already given instructions for round-the-clock coverage, at least four Officers at the site, for at least the next several days until this gets resolved. If the computer is hidden on site, anyone trying to get it will get busted."
"Good." I said. "And having the crime scene protected is good. But I have a little idea in my head that that is not the direction of the murder itself. I observed something else, which will need exploration, and may be the key to the case."
"What's that?" Teresa asked.
"The contents of the medicine cabinet in Frost's washroom..."
Part 5 - Sanctity and Sanctimony
11:05am, Monday, August 23d. I was sitting in my office, typing up my paperwork on the Peter Frost murder case when the heavily pregnant Intel Lt. Mary Milton waddled into my office. I had her sit down, and gave her a bottled water without asking if she wanted it.
Mary began: "I tried to get warrants to get Peter Frost's financial and tax records, for his business and him personally. Stuff that is definitely not protected by any privilege at all. But Frost's lawyers and Savannah Fineman both objected. I called Miriam Walters and asked why her ADA was actively interfering with a murder investigation, and Miriam said that it was in Savannah's hands."
Mary: "And then I found out that Judge Folsom told Judge Doss to not issue any warrants pertaining to any aspect of the Frost murder, but to send the requests to him. He's having a big 'come to Jesus' meeting at 1:00pm, and will decide a lot of that at that time."



"Yes, and I'll be at that meeting." I said.
"Sir, can I ask you a question?" Mary said. I nodded and she asked "Sir, I can understand the lawyers objecting to warrants; they may think it's their job. But Savannah? Why would she actively oppose the warrant request? Who's side is she on?"
I said "In this particular situation, she has a lot riding on the Stanley Locklear case. And it's obvious she's trying to keep something about Frost's involvement from me... or more accurately, from Locklear's defense. But yes, her actions in general are becoming increasingly reprehensible, and it may not be just because of me."
Mary said "Thank you, sir. Anyhoo, I came to tell you that there are not very many videocameras in the office park where Dr. Frost had his practice, and none that show his particular building or office suite. I called the firm that manages that office park, and they said most of the offices there are rented by lawyers, accountants, and some medical doctors. The office park management offers video camera surveillance, but many of the doctors don't want it because of privacy concerns."
I said "And I would imagine that Dr. Frost was tops on that list that wanted privacy, from what we've seen of him and his pitbull lawyers."
"Yes sir." Mary said. "And because of that, we have no video of any vehicles that might've pulled up at his suite on Saturday, either in the back or front. The nearest cameras are on the larger streets, and cars on them could be going elsewhere. We're running car tags, but..." She didn't finish the sentence, but just held her hands up and shrugged.
I said "Get the names anyway. If and when we get some patient records, we can see if they're on the list. Anything else?"
Mary said "Nothing we didn't know before, sir. He's had past complaints with the State Board, and we're looking into the names of those who made the complaints. But nothing very recent...."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Monday, August 23d. Teresa and I were at the Courthouse complex, wearing our Duty Dress jackets with 'boxes', the metal-bordered ribbons denoting our MOVs, Distinguished Service Medals, Purple Orders, and in Teresa's case, the Police Cross.
We were ushered into the Chambers of Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom, along with Chief Deputy Cindy Ross in her brown Sheriff's Department Duty Dress jacket, District Attorney Miriam Walters, ADA Savannah Fineman, and attorneys Nadine Hall, Michael Thomas McGill, and Michael Bertram.
We all rose to our feet as Judge Folsom came in. "Commander Troy, sit in that chair to the side of my desk. It offers better lumbar support for your back than those folding chairs you're sitting on. Everyone, please have a seat."
"Thank you, Your Honor." I said, moving to the more comfortable chair, which allowed me to survey everyone from the side.
"Okay," said Judge Folsom, "I have never seen so many lawyers so up in arms about subpoenas. And one lawyer was even arrested? Who did that? And why?"
"I did, Your Honor." said Teresa Croyle. "Gale Gaston laid hands on Commander Troy, which is physical assault. So Detective Coleman and I subdued him, and he resisted as we arrested him. He was then found in possession of servers belonging to the murder victim, having removed them from the premises and hidden them in his vehicle."
Michael Bertram said "After an illegal warrantless search of our vehicles, Your Honor."
Judge Folsom said "I've already read the Commander's report and his chain of reasoning why he knew the servers had been removed only after the receptionist called you and you arrived at the scene. And after Mr. Gaston assaulted Commander Troy and was arrested, he opened himself up to have his belongings searched."
Judge Folsom: "And even if I did drop the criminal charges, Mr. Gaston still faces the ethical violations of removing that evidence from the crime scene, and I am submitting his name for disbarment for that."
Judge Folsom then said: "What I want to know is how Mr. Gaston didn't wind up in the hospital if he assaulted Commander Troy. You are usually not that... forgiving, Commander."
I could not tell if he was trying to be humorous or accusing with that statement, so I just said "Commander Croyle is faster than me, Your Honor. She and Detective Coleman had the man cuffed before I could even move."
"It's an unlawful arrest, Your Honor---" said Bertram.
Judge Folsom interrupted: "I have your motion to dismiss here on my desk, among this massive pile of paperwork you've all amassed in record time."
Savannah said "Your Honor, it doesn't matter. I'm going to drop the charges against Mr. Gaston. He didn't assault Commander Troy, he tried to stop Commander Troy's effort to break the law and violate sanctity of the doctor-client privilege. And I believe he had the right to secure his client's servers to protect them from Police abuse---"
"Don't go there, Ms. Fineman." said the judge. "If you accuse the Police of wrongdoing you'd better have ironclad proof. Okay, let's discuss this warrant application for Dr. Frost's financial and tax records, and why it's being opposed by the District Attorney's Office, of all people."
Miriam looked at Savannah and said "Go ahead."
Savannah said "Your Honor, it's because of the upcoming Locklear trial. Commander Troy is using this to get information on one of my witnesses, and he cannot be trusted to not give it to the Defense---"
Michael McGill pounced: "Oh, so you were going to try to put him on the stand as a surprise witness, and too late for us to then demand his records of his sessions with the Locklears."
Savannah glanced at McGill with a look full of hatred, for being caught and called out. She then said "Your Honor, it's still an issue of relevance, and could be prejudicial in the trial."
"Even his financial records?" the judge asked, his voice connoting his derision.
"Yes, Your Honor." Savannah replied firmly. "The Locklears paid Dr. Frost."
I piped up and said "And we know that already, Your Honor, from the Locklear's financial records. So I have to ask what ADA Fineman is trying to hide, and ask if there is something else she knows that she did not include in discovery."
Judge Folsom rebuked me: "Let's not get into that here, Commander."
Bertram added "And Dr. Frost's other clients also paid him, clients who should be protected by doctor-client privilege."
Judge Folsom said "But he's dead, and he won't be testifying in any earthly Courts now. Commander, what do you expect to find from Dr. Frost's financial and tax records?"
"Possible motive for his murder, Your Honor." I said. "If he made a large, strange payment; if he had unexplained money coming in; anything irregular that raises red flags; that would be something we could investigate."
"And won't the client list also be helpful in that capacity?" asked the judge pointedly.
"Yes, Your Honor." I said. "Especially his most recent clients last week, and who he was expecting to have visit him today."
"Sir, I must object!" said Savannah Fineman, very strongly, as if she was in charge. "You cannot allow Donald Troy to have the client list, much less their files. If I may remind you, Your Honor, several months ago the Town & County Police obtained the client list of Town Fitness Centers and began investigating those clients without probable cause, and they turned out to be innocent. Troy also ignored a 'cease and desist' order in that case." (Author's note: 'The Babymaker')
"I was under no obligation to respect that worthless so-called 'cease and desist' order." I replied. "Fineman is being dishonest again---"
Savannah interrupted me and continued: "For Donald Troy to begin investigating Dr. Frost's clients, and and all of them, without probable cause, would cause untold devastation to people's lives. Dr. Frost was a marriage counselor, Your Honor. How is it going to go down when Troy starts revealing what's in a wife's file to her husband, things that were said with the expectation of confidence---"
Judge Folsom interrupted: "I get it, Ms. Fineman. Doctor-client privilege. And I'm not insensitive to your concerns about your upcoming Locklear trial... which we were supposed to be meeting at this time to discuss. But as an ADA, don't you think the Police need to develop leads so they can solve the murder of Dr. Frost?"
"No, Your Honor." Savannah said with alacrity. "The privilege is sacrosanct, just like the attorney-client privilege and Press rights are absolute."
"I totally agree with that, Your Honor." said Bertram.
Teresa surprised me by walking in to the party: "Your Honor, may I make a suggestion?"
Judge Folsom looked at her in total surprise, as if a statue, or what he expected to be a statue, had spoken. "What?" he said, his voice harsh and unfriendly.
Unperturbed, Teresa said "I know that Federal Law allows for Special Masters to be appointed to look at sensitive or classified data. I'm not sure what the State-level law is, but I do know that you are a Superior Court Judge and can do a lot. You could appoint someone to look at the data and advise you what should be released so that we can follow leads. Someone of unimpeachable integrity---"
"That won't be Donald Troy." Savannah said snottily.
"District Attorney Walters, get your ADA under control." Judge Folsom said witheringly. "If she accuses Commander Troy of wrongdoing again, like she has several times this morning, she'll find herself in jail for Contempt, and she won't get out until she proves her allegations against the Commander."
"Yes, Your Honor." Miriam Walters said, then gave Savannah a 'look' that connoted warning.
"You were saying, Commander Croyle?" Judge Folsom said.
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "ADA Fineman accidentally got it right when she used the word 'sacrosanct'. You can appoint someone who has the experience of a Police Detective, and would also treat the data he examines as sacred as a Confessional."
I smiled as I realized who the Iron Wolf was thinking about. The lawyers were not as amused.
"No, Your Honor!" Bertram practically shouted. "I protest anyone at all looking at that data!"
"Noted." said Judge Folsom. "So who is this person, Commander?"
"Police Chaplain Alberto Romano, Your Honor." Teresa replied. "He was a Police Detective before he became a priest. He was kidnapped and beaten once to force him to reveal something told to him in Confession, and he did not break. He would've died before breaking that sanctity. And he showed his immense integrity by making the arrest of Claude Cardinal O'Leery in spite of the threat of excommunication and being shunned by his fellow priests." (Author's note: 'Return to Point Hollow', Ch. 03-04; 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 03.)
"That... is a good idea." said Judge Folsom. "What do you think of it, Commander Troy?"
"Your Honor," I said with alacrity and with a smile, "the only thing I don't like about it is that I didn't think of it myself first." Cindy, Nadine Hall, Michael McGill, and even Miriam Walters chuckled at that, as did the Judge.
"That sounds like high praise for you, Commander Croyle." Judge Folsom said. "What do the rest of your think?
Bertram said "If you allow this, I want a stay to appeal it."
Savannah said "I agree, and will also appeal, Your Honor. I don't care who it is; Romano is part of Donald Troy's Police Force."
Nadine Hall said "Your Honor, I think Father Romano is the perfect choice to be the Special Master, such as it is. But I request that the records pertaining to Stanley and Marla Locklear be protected from even his scrutiny, because I believe it will taint the upcoming trial."
"I can do that... for now." the Judge said agreeably. "Call Chaplain Romano and have him report to my Chambers. You guys can appeal, but I won't issue a stay. Time is of the essence for the Police trying to solve this murder."
As Teresa got to work on her Police iPhone, Bertram got up and left the room, fishing his cellphone out of his pocket as he exited...
Part 6 - Desperation
Judge Patrick R. Folsom swore in Police Chaplain (Captain) Alberto Romano as a Special Investigator answerable directly to the Judge, with the mission and mandate to examine all of Dr. Frost's personal and professional papers, to include his records pertaining to his clients.
Afterwards, the first thing we did was to take Father Romano to Frost's home, an expensive Townhouse in a subdivision very near the Heritage Cloisters. Michael Bertram and Nadine Hall were also present, at my personal and select invitation. Savannah Fineman was denied access, as Nadine Hall was there to represent Marla Locklear's interests, and the Police had not referred a case to the District Attorney's office. Cindy Ross also came, for reasons that were not exactly clear to me.
"No signs of forced entry anywhere." said Detective Roark Coleman. "But his Audi is in the garage, and the keys are on the kitchen counter by the door leading in from that garage."
"What does that tell you, Mr. Roark?" I asked.
Roark: "The perpetrator could have shot Dr. Frost in his office, taken his keys, driven his own car here, then come in and taken anything he doesn't want us to find."
"Outstanding thinking, Mr. Roark." I said. "What else?"
"Uhh... I'm not sure what else you're wanting me to see, sir." Roark admitted.
"Think about how the killer got somewhere else from here." I replied.
"Oh." Roark said. Then it hit him: "Ohhhhh! Another car must've been here, or came here and picked up whoever drove the Audi here! And that means there may be more than one perp!"
"Either theory is possible." I said. "How are you going to go about gathering data to show what happened?"
Roark again got the hint: "If you'll excuse me, sir, I'll go call Intel now and get them to see if there is any surveillance footage of the area, and if we have something for the weekend."
"Before you go," I said, "here's something else I want you to do, as well. I want you to organize a group of Officers to go door-to-door and ask if anyone saw anything out of the ordinary on Saturday, if they saw unusual cars in the neighborhood, especially around this home, and/or if they saw any strange persons walking or loitering around."
"Yes sir." Roark said and moved out smartly to execute the mission. I turned to other things.
"Davis, get a CSI team over here to get fingerprints, though I doubt we'll find any if the killer wore gloves."
"Yes sir." Davis said, fishing out his Police iPhone.
The house had no professional papers in it, but there was one item of interest leaning against the corner of the bedroom: a high-quality video camera.
Cindy looked at it and said "This is one of the highest-quality digital videocameras on the market. Callie has a couple of them for her professional films. It records to a memory drive, which is not here. So we need to look for that."
"Can it record directly to a computer server?" I asked.
"I think so, if you know how to hook that up." Cindy said. "But the better and more common thing to do is to record to a laptop computer attached to a memory drive, then copy it to a server for storage."
"You think that's what this is? Was he making sex films?" I asked as I looked all around.
Cindy said "I don't see a setup like lights and mirrors or anything, like at the Matheson home." (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 01.) "It looks more like he just has it ready to film his own personal encounters."
"Sir," said Roark Coleman as he came into the room, "there are no computers in the home, and no wire hookups except the television cable service. Any wifi internet routers in conjunction with that service may have been taken. We'll rip the place apart from the attic to the basement, but I'm getting the idea that Frost did not bring his professional work home with him."
"But he has that videocamera here, and no storage capacity for it." I said. "Okay, Roark, keep looking."
"Sir," said Jerome Davis, "we found this in his dresser drawer." In his hand was a small jewelry box, and he opened it to reveal an impressive diamond engagement ring.
"Wowwww." I said as I carefully took the ring out of the box (with my gloved hands) and examined it closely. "There's something inscribed on the underside... 'my love Marla'."
"What the hell?" exclaimed a shocked Nadine Hall.
"Oh my God." Cindy Ross whispered. "He was going to ask Marla Locklear to marry him?"
"If he didn't ask her already." I said. "Hmm, it looks like... there was some sizing work done to the ring, then the inscription was made over it. Jerome, this is a longshot, but swab the inside of the ring and around the diamond, and submit it to the lab to see if any DNA comes up."
"Wilco, sir." Jerome said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm. Teresa and I drove Father Romano to the office suite of Dr. Peter Frost. I said "Father, we have the servers at Headquarters, so you can look at them at your leisure. What we need is for you to look at the paper files while you're able to do so, and as quickly as possible."
"Certainly, sir." Father Romano said. He was wearing his uniform with clerical collar, and he had a Police radio with him... and his service weapon, at my insistence. Yes, he was qualified with it and could carry it as part of his duties, though he rarely did so.
When we arrived and parked out front, I saw the Patrol cruiser parked in the closest non-handicapped space. I said to Teresa "I thought you had two patrols here?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "The other one is probably parked in the back lot."
We said hello to Patrol Officers Madison and Colquitt, who were standing out front. "We just got here, sir." said Patty Colquitt. "We brought the receptionist Denise, like you asked us to."
"Perfect, thank you." I said. We went inside. Denise was sitting at her receptionist desk. Michael Bertram was sitting in the waiting room chair nearest to the desk.
"Thank you for coming, Denise." I said. "This is Chaplain Romano, who Judge Folsom appointed to examine the protected files."
"I'm sorry to have to meet you under these circumstances." Father Romano said. "I appreciate your help." He asked for the list of patients for the past week, then they went into the file room to look up the names.
Meanwhile, I went through the office and out the back door. Officers Kevin Buchannan and Mullen Grant were standing outside, talking. (Author's note: 'Angels of Christmas' for Mullen Grant.)
After greetings I said "Stay alert, guys. And stay here until you're relieved by 3rd shift. This place has to be guarded 24/7." The Officers acknowledged the instructions. We went back inside, and I said to Bertram: "Are you staying here all night? There's really nothing you can do."
Bertram said "I'm here to represent Denise's interests, and my late client's. I'll be here as long as she's here. I'll give her a ride home when she's done here."
"Nooo, our Officers will do that." I replied. "But you can leave whenever you like. Those chairs do not look comfortable for sleeping on..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm. Lieutenant Joanne Warner brought take-out dinners for everyone, saying that Commander Troy had ordered the food for them. Bertram refused his, even though I'd ordered a meal for him, too. Joanne ate it as she talked with Buchannan and Mullen Grant in the office, mostly about her young son Tony and Buchannan's son Henry, born on the same day.
Meanwhile, Father Romano exercised his considerable interpersonal skills as he talked to Denise. "So tell me," said Romano, "were there any threats against Dr. Frost that you knew of? And I'll treat your answers as privileged."
"Thank you, Father." Denise said. "And to answer your question, which I was told I couldn't discuss with the Police, there were some problems. I'm not sure this is proper to tell a priest, but... well, Dr. Frost was very forward-thinking in his advice to couples."



"How so?" asked Romano.
Denise: "He... he would encourage them to share fantasies, with him and with each other. And he'd encourage them to act out their fantasies, including wife-watching, swinging, and swapping partners, like it was Whoville or something."
(Author's note: in the original 'The Grinch' cartoon show, the Whoville residents take house keys out of a bowl, which is a typical wife-swapping thing. Watch and see for yourselves.)
Denise: "Stanley Locklear wasn't the only person who was upset about it. Several other husbands threatened Dr. Frost. There was one occasion a few months ago when one of the husbands blew past me and went into the office. I heard a noise, like a yelp, and I opened the door and went in. Dr. Frost was against the wall next to the door, doubled over. The guy had punched him in the gut, but Peter never told me what it was about. He just said it was a 'misunderstanding', and to forget about it."
Romano: "If you'll give me the names of those couples and husbands, I'll look up their files..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:45pm. After dropping Teresa off at Police Headquarters, I drove to the Mountain Nest. Laura and Stephanie Steele were at an impromptu dinner with some other University Faculty members, and ADA Paulina Patterson was watching the kids. Carole, Tasha, and Marie were doing Carole, Tasha, and Marie things.
Jim was working by himself. He'd built a tower out of his Erector Set pieces, and was now putting together a block-and-tackle pulley system from scratch, figuring it out as he went. I asked him about it, and he explained he was trying to figure out why it made things easier to lift. This was a rising second-grader, I thought to myself. And a future engineer...
I sat down next to Paulina on the near-side sofa. "Long day?" she asked as Buddy jumped up on the sofa and into my lap, and I gave him skritchins.
"And a hard day." I said. "Laura is a psychiatrist, and I definitely understand the concept of doctor-client privilege. But Peter Frost's lawyers, Marla Locklear's lawyer Nadine Hall, and Savannah Fineman are using it like a sledgehammer to impede our investigation of his murder. The lawyers, I have some understanding of. But Fineman?"
Paulina said "I had lunch with Judge Hannah Doss the other day. She says the scuttlebutt around the Courthouse is that Savannah has gone 'all in' on this Locklear case, not only as a first degree murder case, but as a 'castle doctrine' and 'stand your ground' case. And if she loses, Miriam may rein her in hard."
"Why do you think Miriam may do that?" I asked.
Paulina replied: "I do know this for a fact: Miriam is about to start the process of hiring new ADAs. At least two. And we do have the work for them. But Hannah is hearing that while Miriam is outwardly supporting Savannah, Miriam is unhappy with the political direction Savannah has taken the Locklear case, and if it begins hurting Miriam's chances for re-election, Miriam will choose her own career over her friendship with Savannah, which may be more tenuous that most people realize."
I said "That won't matter. I told Miriam I'm going to do whatever it takes to get her defeated in the next election, and nothing has changed as far as that is concerned."
Paulina said "Would you reconsider if it was Miriam vs. Savannah for D.A.?"
I said "I won't let it get to that. I'm going to have Miriam primaried, and there will be someone else opposing both her and Savannah in the General Election if need be."
Paulina said "Well, maybe things will work out, and then you'll consider my request to reconsider---"
"Hello everyone." I heard a voice say behind me. It was Laura, with Stephanie Steele right behind her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Stephanie took Marie home, Laura invited Paulina to stay in the spare bedroom and Tasha in Carole's room. I told Laura to observe Jim's engineering work, and he proudly showed it to his mom, who was very impressed.
Then the kids were told to get ready for bed. Carole knew better than to argue about going to bed when Tasha was staying over, so getting them to go get ready for bed was not the battle of iron (crowbar) wills it usually was.
"I heard Peter Frost was murdered." Laura said. "What happened?" I recounted everything that had happened, including the arrest of Gale Gaston and the meeting with Judge Folsom. And then it hit me...
"Laura," I asked, "do psychologists videotape their sessions with their clients, or patients?"
"If they're smart, they do." Laura replied. "Best thing in the world, and sometimes the only thing in the world, to beat a lawsuit. And from what I've heard about Peter Frost, it would have behooved him to do so."
"There's that word again!" I said, which was an old Army reply to the word 'behoove'. I then went into a reverie.
"What the matter?" Laura asked.
"We found two servers in Gaston's car." I said. "But there were connections for four servers. I wonder..."
I got out my Police iPhone and speed-dialed Chaplain Romano's number, and hit the button to record our conversation. "Hello Father." I said. "Are you still in Frost's office?"
"In the file room, sir." said Romano. "Denise just left literally a minute ago; Lieutenant Warner is taking her home. And the lawyer Bertram literally just walked out the door. Thank you for the supper, by the way."
"You're quite welcome." I said. "Listen---"
But Father Romano had started talking. He said "Denise told me about several clients that had problems with Dr. Frost. She gave me the names, and I'm going to look them up before I go home."
"Good." I said. "And before you go, check all the filing cabinets for hidden memory drives or even servers. We may be missing two---"
*POW!* *POW!* *POW!*
"What was that?" I asked, having heard the faint sounds through the phone.
"Let me check." said Father Romano.
"Keep this line open!" I said. "Father? Father!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Kevin? Grant? Anyone out there?" Father Romano asked as he went to the door of the file room and looked out into the receptionist's office. As he turned to the door of the office, it opened. Someone in all black and a full black mask stepped out, raising his powerful handgun and pointing it at Romano!
*BLAM!* *BLAM!* *BLAM!*
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Psychology Horror
"Officer down! Officer down! All units respond! Roll two ambos..." I heard on my Police radio as my Police SUV hurtled down the road to University Avenue, then south on that road towards the location. After hearing the shots on my Police iPhone through Father Romano's, I'd radioed in for all units to respond. And now I was hearing the worst; it reminded me of the night Corporal Peter M. Feeley had died. (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.)
I drove into the front parking lot and stopped with a screech of tires just short of Dr. Frost's building. I was wearing a full armor vest as I rushed up. Patrolman Culver was taking names and badge numbers, and he just said "Gotcha, sir." before I could give mine. I ran up to the building, and no one got in my way.
The first thing I saw on the floor of the reception room was a shroud-covered body. Next, I saw Michael Bertram sitting in the receptionist's chair behind the desk, his face a mask of pure shock, and it may have been the medical condition. And then I looked the other way at the waiting room seats. Sergeant Hicks was sitting there as a videographer filmed him taking the statement... of Chaplain Alberto Romano!
I breathed an immense sigh of relief, then asked Sergeant Carter, who had just arrived, "Who is this on the floor?"
"The perp." said Carter as I pulled back the shroud to see the face of a young, white, and very dead man, his pulled-off mask next to him on the floor. "He came in the back way. When he came into the receptionist's office, Father Romano was coming out of the file room. Fortunately, Father Romano had his gun drawn, and tapped the perp twice in the chest. Center of mass. The perp's shot missed, and is in the door frame there."
I looked up to see the damaged file room door frame. Then I remembered: "Uh, I heard an 'Officer down' call on the radio. If it wasn't Chaplain Romano, who was it?"
"This way, sir. Out back." Sgt. Carter said. I followed him into the office and out the back door, my soul filled with trepidation. I saw Officer Grant Mullen being interviewed by other Officers, and Paramedic Kevin Randolph and EMT Kelton Mills about to put Officer Kevin Buchannan, who was on a gurney, onto the ambulance. Buchannan's arm was bandaged.
"What happened here?" I said as I came up to them.
Randolph said "Officer Buchannan was shot three times. Two hit him in the chest and impacted his armor, and the third is a flesh wound on his arm. Knocked him out for a minute, and we'll have the doctor evaluate for concussion at the hospital."
I came up to Buchannan. He was groggy, but said "I'm sorry sir..."
"No, no. No need to be." I said. "Do you remember what happened?"
"Shadow... just came out of the dark and started shooting..." Buchannan said. I told him to just relax, then told the EMS people to get him to the Hospital. As they drove off, I went up to Grant Mullen.
"Weren't you assigned to be with Buchannan?" I asked harshly. "Where were you?"
"I'm sorry, sir. I went to the restroom." said Mullen. "I heard the shots, and as I came out into the office, I saw the perp go into the reception room. There was gunfire, and when I got to the door, the perp was on the floor. Chaplain Romano had shot him, and the perp was dead on the spot."
"All right." I said. "You may be lucky to be alive. Get your report in as fast as possible." I then went back inside and to the receptionist's room. CSIs had arrived, as well as Lieutenants Jerome Davis and Joanne Warner, and they were supervising the CSIs doing CSI things.
I went out front. Officers Madison and Colquitt were finishing their videotaped interviews. I asked them what happened.
Madison said "Lieutenant Warner had left with the receptionist Denise about ten minutes before. The lawyer, Mr. Bertram, was talking to us before going to his car. When we heard the shots, we ran to the door and inside, and by that time the perp was dead, Father Romano was giving him the Death Rites, and Mullen was standing in the doorway of the office."
I said "Did Bertram run in right behind you?"
"No sir." said Patty Colquitt. "I was looking around as I ran behind Officer Madison, and Mr. Bertram was frozen in place for several seconds. He came in a minute after we did."
"Okay, thanks." I said. I went back inside and said "Lieutenant Davis! Get as many Officers as you need. Every file, every scrap of paper in this place, is to boxed up and taken to---"
"NO!" yelled Bertram, standing up to confront me. "Those files are privileged, and you will NOT remove them!"
Moving too fast for him to react, I grabbed Bertram by his collars, lifted him up, and slammed him against the wall. "THE HELL I WON'T!" I yelled as he grabbed my wrists, trying desperately to remove my fists from his neck because he couldn't breathe. "I just had one Officer shot and two more that were lucky not to be killed! And if you get in my way, I'll put your ass in jail with your buddy Gaston!"
I released him, and he sank to the ground in a heap, gasping for air. "I'll finish my orders." I said to Lt. Davis. "Every piece of paper, every file, is to be put in boxes, sealed, and taken under at least two man control to Headquarters. Have them stored in the storeroom to the left of the Chief's office, and post a guard on the door, but not inside the room. No one but Captain Romano is to break the seals. Go!" Jerome moved out smartly to obey my instructions.
A second later I heard a screech of tires outside, followed by yelling and someone running inside. It was Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, her face connoting horror. When she saw Father Romano, she gasped in relief. "Father... thank God! When I heard there was an Officer down..."
"I'm fine, ma'am." Romano said. "As always, I heeded Commander Troy's advice. He 'suggested' I wear armor and carry my service weapon with me..."
Part 8 - Continuing The Investigation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 24th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "One Police Officer shot in an ambush at a previous crime scene!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Officer Kevin Buchannan was shot and wounded by an unknown gunman while guarding the office of Dr. Peter Frost, who was found murdered inside his office yesterday morning. Officer Buchannan was taken to University Hospital, where he is recovering from his wounds."
Bettina: "Dr. Peter Frost, a psychologist in private practice, was found dead in his office yesterday morning. Our viewers will remember how the Police, at the direction of Commander Donald Troy, obtained lists of Town Fitness Centers members and investigated them without probable cause. Dr. Frost's lawyers are working hard to prevent Commander Troy from abusing Dr. Frost's clients's rights in this case." (Author's note: 'The Babymaker'.)
Bettina: "And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on the crimes over the last 24 hours. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the 'height-challenged', athletic blonde reporterette, with the office suite enveloped in crime scene tape behind her. "Commander Donald Troy and his Police Force have no leads in the murder of Dr. Frost nor the shooting at the same office suite last night. And as usual, Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests by Channel Two News for comment."
Amber: "Dr. Peter Frost figured heavily in the case of Stanley Locklear shooting and killing his unarmed business partners in Mr. Locklear's home several weeks ago. Locklear's trial is coming up soon, possibly as early as next week. ADA Savannah Fineman has told Channel Two News that Dr. Frost's unfortunate death will not harm her very strong capital murder case against Locklear. Police have refused to say if Dr. Frost's murder is related to the Stanley Locklear case. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said brightly as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important report. And Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Police removed all of Dr. Frost's patient files from his office, meaning they are now in the possession of Commander Donald Troy. This chilling situation has caused attorneys to scramble to file motions in the Court of Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom to stop Donald Troy from having access to them, and to have the files removed from TCPD Headquarters..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You'd think that KXTC being suuuuued by Commander Troy would cause KXTC to be more honest in their re-POR-tinnng." drawled Police Chief Sean Moynahan as he, Sheriff Griswold, me, Deputy Chief Tanya Perlman and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle watched the propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"No sir," I said, "they are in for a penny, in for a pound helping Savannah with her political prosecution of Stanley Locklear, and they're (air quotes) 'helping' by ginning up scare tactics that we're going to look at and even publicly publish Frost's patient list."
"How is Kevin Buchannan doing?" Tanya asked.
"Pretty good." I said. "I went to see him at the Hospital. They were holding him for observation overnight, and to pump some antibiotics into him. The arm wound is not serious. He was lucky, though, that the perp was deadly accurate. The two shots to his chest were center-of-mass. One was right on his sternum, the other an inch to the right of the first shot. Very painful, and he'll have problems deep breathing for a couple of days. But the armor held."
Sheriff Griswold said "Buchannan is pretty sharp. I'm amazed the perp got the drop on him."
I said "That back driveway is poorly lit, sir, and the perp was lithe and wearing all black. I think he waited in the shadows until Buchannan was alone, ambushed him, then rushed the door expecting to see Mullen. He didn't; Mullen was in the bathroom. And that hesitation gave Father Romano enough time to draw his service weapon before coming to the file room door. And the good Father's accuracy was divine, pun fully intended. Center-of-mass shots."
"Soooo, Mister Crowbarrrr," drawled the Chief, "the storeroom next to my office is full of sealed boxes, and an Officer is guarding the door. How did that come to passsss without me knowing about it?"
I replied "The good news, Chief, is that it came to pass... not to stay, but to pass. We're going to put Father Romano in the D.A. office next to the Sheriff's temporary office here in HQ, so that storeroom is close by. And theoretically, Chief, that was supposed to be the Police Commander's office, so I took the liberty."
"You really knowwww how to stretch the lawww, Mister Crowbarrr." the Chief said, making the others chuckle. "But that's fine. And I'll back you up all the way on seizing those files."
Tanya said "What about Father Romano? He's gotta go on restricted duty until he's cleared in the shooting."
"Yes, he does." I said as I stood up. "And Bertram is demanding he be recused and unable to look at the files. I have to be in Judge Folsom's Chambers at 8:00am sharp to explain to him that being on restricted duty means Father Romano can sit behind a desk... and look at files. If you'll excuse me, Chief, Sheriff..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Tuesday, August 24th. Instead of the Duty Dress jacket I would normally wear when 'invited' to a judge's Chambers, I wore my standard blue uniform shirt with soft shoulderboards... and an armored vest over it. It was to create the impression, and a truthful impression it was, that Police lives were still considered to be in danger.
I was two minutes early. Michael Bertram was shown in exactly on time, as was Michael McGill and Nadine Hall. Savannah Fineman arrived three minutes late.
"Where is D.A. Walters?" Judge Folsom asked acidly.
"Uhh..." Savannah started, then said "Your Honor, I don't think she knew about this meeting or that you wanted her here. Shall I call her?"
"Don't bother. Have a seat, everyone." the Judge said with great acidity. We all sat down, except for Nadine Hall.
"Your Honor," Nadine said "I must inform you that I am no longer Marla Locklear's legal representation."
"Why not?" asked the Judge. "Did she fire you?"
"We... (air quotes) 'mutually agreed' to part ways." Nadine said. "I am having severe ethical issues over being her attorney during her husband's trial after certain evidence turned up, and especially after Dr. Frost and Officer Buchannan were shot. I told her she should release her records of her sessions with Dr. Frost, and she refused. And while that is her right, we agreed that it would be best if she find new representation."
"Very well." said Judge Folsom. "You may go." Nadine went, as fast as her shapely legs could take her out of the room.
"All right, let's get down to business." Judge Folsom said. "Mr. Bertram?"
Bertram stood and said "Your Honor, I would like for you to rescind your decision to allow Captain Romano to examine the privileged files, and recuse him from doing so any further. After he shot dead a man last night... a priest shooting a man dead in cold blood... he'll have to be suspended while the investigation of the shooting is conducted---"
"That's not true, Your Honor." I interrupted.
"DO NOT INTERRUPT ME AGAIN, TROY!" Bertram yelled, making a move to advance upon me. I stood up to square off against his physical threat.
"I'LL INTERRUPT YOU IF YOU STAND THERE LYING TO A SUPERIOR COURT JUDGE IN MY PRESENCE---"
"Boys! BOYS!" Judge Folsom said loudly. "Stop acting like children in my Chambers! Now why is that not a truthful statement, Commander? Isn't Chaplain Romano suspended pending an investigation?"
"No, Your Honor." I said calmly, though still standing. "Chaplain Romano is on desk duty and cannot carry a weapon until he is cleared in this shooting and then re-qualifies, and that's standard procedure. He is not suspended, sir, and he can sit there in Police Headquarters and examine files. There is nooo reason why he should be recused."
Your Iron Crowbar: "And by the way, Your Honor, Captain Romano did not shoot that perp in cold blood. He shot the man in self-defense after the perp shot one of my Officers and came in and tried to shoot a Police Captain, that being Father Romano."
"Litigate that with your I.A. and the I.G." said the Judge. "But he's not suspended?---"
"Your Honor," said Savannah, "the TCPD has no Internal Affairs leader that outranks Romano. And Romano is not on regular duty. I agree with Mr. Bertram that Romano must be recused, and disallowed from looking at those privileged documents any further."
I'd had enough. "What are you trying to hide, Fineman?" I asked menacingly. "I get it that Bertram is legitimately trying to protect his client's clients's interest, but for an ADA to so actively obstruct a Police investigation is (air quotes) 'not normal'. Heck, it's a lot worse. As Shakespeare wrote: 'the lady doth protesteth too much'. So what are you trying to keep me from finding out, Fineman?"
"Your Honor, I resent that!" Fineman yelled.
"So do I, Your Honor!" Michael McGill yelled. "I resent ADA Fineman's repeated interference with not only the Police investigation, but her unethical actions regarding the Locklear trial. As you saw yesterday, and I called her out on it in front of you, she admitted she was going to sneak Dr. Frost in as a witness, even though she did not put him on the witness list---"
"Enough. Enough!" Judge Folsom barked. "Okay. When the second-in-command of the Police Force tells me that his Police Captain is still on duty, I take him at his word. So Chaplain Alberto can continue to look at the papers. And tell him I expect a first report from him by close of business today, Commander. You may go. Mr. Bertram, you can go, as well. You two..." he said, pointing at McGill and Fineman, "stay right here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Father Romano was in the old temporary ADA office between the Main Conference Room and the Chief's suite. He would narrate and videotape as he broke the seals of boxes, then peruse the contents of the files.
Meanwhile, I had received Martha's reports of the autopsies of both Dr. Frost and the perp. I called her up and said "Martha, why are you avoiding me?"
"I'm not...avoiding you, sir." Martha replied.
"So why didn't you bring these autopsy results over to me in person, like you so often do?" I asked.
"I'm sorry, sir, but you were busy." Martha said. "And Commander Perlman... Muscone watched the autopsies. Ate frozen popsicles the whole time."
"Okay, then." I said. "Give me the Cliff's Notes of what I'm about to read."
Martha said "Peter Frost died of the gunshot wound to the chest cavity, and the coup de grâce to the head was unnecessary. From the chest wound cavity, the shooter was likely shorter than Dr. Frost, and perhaps the height of the perp Father Romano shot up. Ballistics is going to contact you directly about the caliber of the bullet that did not exit his head but stuck to the inside of the back of his skull."
"Okay." I said. "What about the bruising?"
Martha: "There was bruising on his head and neck. It looked like someone half-strangled him, then punched his face a few times. But those bruises are old, about one week old. There also was some scraping on his knuckles, some of it old and some of it new. And there was skin under his fingernails, which I'm sending to the State Crime Lab for DNA analysis."
I said "Okay, what about the perp?"
Martha: "I sent his fingerprints and face photo to the SBI and FBI to see if they get any hits from their databases or facial recognition. He died of the two shots from Father Romano's service weapon, which is a Beretta 92FS in 9mmP caliber. But he'd been shot in the chest and the leg before, by smaller caliber rounds. This is wild-ass speculation, sir, but he may have been in the military and been wounded."
"I like the 'wild-ass guess' side of you, Martha." I said humorously. "Okay... oh, by the way, did Peter Frost have a vasectomy?"
"No sir, and I did check." said Martha with a chuckle. "The things this old dog learns from you, sir." That made me chuckle...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Commander, I'm Jody Taylor." said Jody Taylor. "I'm the TCPD's new hire for ballistics."
"Ah, so you took the job." I said, knowing Taylor had been a revered ballistics expert with the City PD's CSI team. "That's great. Whaddya got for me?"
"Sir," said Taylor, "Dr. Peter Frost was shot by a.25 caliber bullet. The Beretta in.25 caliber was once very popular as a concealed carry defense gun, but the.32 and.380 ACP replaced it in popularity over time. We don't see the.25 caliber very often at all, anymore."
"Verrry interesting." I said. "What did the perp that tried to shoot Father Romano use?"



"Oh, that was the 9mmP Sig Sauer in his hand when he died, sir." said Taylor. "And it was 9mmP rounds from the same firearm that we pulled out of Officer Buchannan's armored vest."
"Okay, thanks." I said. After disconnecting, I called Captain Michaels and asked to her to assemble the MCD and Vice Detectives, as well as representatives from Intel for a 10:30am meeting in Classroom 'E'.
As I left my office, I turned and stepped inside Tanya's office. "How did the autopsies go?" I asked.
"Routine." Tanya said. "We-elll, I shouldn't say that. Martha had Kendell Ramsey assisting her, and getting good training from her. He's promising, young but promising."
I said "How did Martha look? In good health?"
"Uh, yeah." Tanya said, taken aback by the question. "At least I didn't notice anything strange about her. Why?"
"She hired a new guy to go into the field in her place." I said. "She didn't come over to give her report; instead, she just sent an email. Soooo, I'm wondering why she is avoiding me."
"Admit it, you're missing her." Tanya said with her cherubic grin and twinkling eyes.
"I admit it." I said, then got serious and said: "And I really would miss her expertise in our morgue if she retires... or worse..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Tuesday, August 24th. The large assemblage of Detectives stood as I came into Classroom 'E', followed by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. "Carry on, take your seats please." I said, then walked to 'my' chair at the center of the long table, facing the 5x4' matrix of monitors on the wall.
"Did everyone get the autopsy and ballistics reports?" I asked. Some of the Vice Detectives had not, so Teresa forwarded those reports to them as I said "First of all, Officer Buchannan is going to be fine, and he'll be released from the hospital today, if he hasn't already been. Chaplain Romano is on Restricted Duty, but is at work now looking at Dr. Frost's client records."
"Good. We need them." said Lt. Mary Milton. "We have almost no data to look at, so far."
"That can't be true." I said. "Did y'all look for video footage of vehicles in the vicinity of Dr. Frost's home?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "The townhouses are high-end, but it's not gated, and there's no formal HOA. The closest cameras are the Heritage Cloisters entrance gate and the intersection of the street with the main road feeding into that area. Some of the houses have cameras in their doorbells or overlooking their driveways and front yards, but we'd either have to go house-to-house and ask for footage they likely no longer have; -orrrr- for those houses monitored by external security, we'd have to get warrants to compel them to share with us."
"And that's a (air quotes) 'fishing expedition', and unlikely to succeed." I lamented. "Mr. Roark, did any of the neighbors see anything unusual?"
"Nothing unusual was reported, sir." said Roark Coleman. "One neighbor said he was pulling out of his driveway late Saturday morning, and fell in behind Peter Frost's vehicle, which also had just pulled out. Other than that, nothing."
"Okay, good work." I said. "So, Lieutenant Milton... what do you have?" I asked.
Mary: "We did get Dr. Frost's personal and business tax records. They look perfectly normal, according to Lieutenant Purvis. But there was one thing that struck both of us: Dr. Frost's insurance premiums went up. Way up. After the State dropped him as a consulting psychologist, they went up some. And then he had several complaints against him by former patients, which were withdrawn. While those records are sealed, his previous insurance company, Allen & Allen, dropped him. BigLiabilityInsurance picked him up, but are... were... charging him much higher rates."
Teresa said, and a bit cattily, "Tell everyone who BigLiabilityInsurance is."
Mary smiled in understanding, and said "They are under the umbrella of BigBenefitInsurance's amalgam of companies. BigLiabilityInsurance covers lawyers, doctors, and their ilk with liability insurance."
Teresa said "So BigBenefitInsurance or their subsidiary BigHealthBenefit, covers patients that may have been harmed by a doctor, while their brothers of BigLiabilityInsurance insure the doctors as well as the lawyers on both sides of the subsequent lawsuit. Am I the only one that sees potential issues with that?"
I said "No, you are not. But let's circle back to the beginning. Tell me about Peter Frost."
Mary said "Sorry for getting off track, sir. Peter Frost was 37 years old when he died over the weekend. He received his Psy.D. degree from State U., the Wildcats's in-State rival, and has taken some continuing education courses with Dr. Laura Fredricson's Psychology Department at our University here."
Mary: "And by the way, sir, why can't Dr. Fredricson be helping Father Romano with the data? She's a psychiatrist as well as having one of the highest clearances in all of the Nation. If she can't be trusted, who can be?"
I replied: "The lawyers don't think much of her husband." Everyone chucked, knowing that Your Iron Crowbar was Dr. Fredricson's loving husband. "Keep going." I said.
Mary: "When we were looking at the Locklear case, we found out about those complaints made against Dr. Frost that were withdrawn. I asked Father Romano to look at those sealed complaints, and see if the Judge will give us the names of those making the complaints as well as the nature of the complaints."
Mary: "Also, Dr. Frost has no arrests, but had three speeding tickets over time. He contested all three tickets in Court, even hired a lawyer in one of the cases, citing that the Police Officer in the case was stalking him, then pulled him over for speeding when he was driving under the speed limit. He lost that case as well as the other two."
"Who was the Officer in that case?" Teresa asked.
Mary said "Roger Hunt. He's actually a Deputy Sheriff, and it's not all that common for Deputies to issue tickets, though they can. So I pulled the ticket and the relevant data, and it says Frost went through a school zone ten miles per hour over the speed limit. And Deputies do give out tickets around school zones. Dr. Frost said in Court that he never was in the school zone Hunt said he was, that he was pulled over on a street well away from the one listed on the ticket, and the time was different."
Mary: "But Frost's GPS wasn't working, while Hunt's GPS in his Sheriff Department vehicle backed up what was on the ticket. Frost was convicted by the Jury he requested for the trial. Because of the Court costs, what would've been a $400 ticket ended up being $2200, and that doesn't include whatever his lawyer charged him."
"When was all that?" I asked.
"Two years ago." Mary said.
I asked "Is Deputy Hunt married?"
Mary checked her papers, then said "He's divorced, sir... oh wow... the divorce was finalized one month before Deputy Hunt issued Frost that ticket."
I said "Find out his wife's name, and give both their names to Father Romano to see if he can find anything showing they were clients of Dr. Frost." That started some murmurs, which I squelched by saying "Anything else of interest that you've found?"
"No sir." said Mary.
"What about Frost's assistant, Denise?" I asked.
Mary: "She's 28 years old, never been married, totally clean sheet, no debts, good credit record. Her parents moved here from Sacramento, California 14 years ago, and Denise was enrolled in County High School in 9th grade at that time. After she graduated County High, she went back to Sacramento for two years. I know that because she got a California drivers license the summer after she graduated County High, but she had no Federal or State tax records nor records of employment at all for the two years she was there."
Mary: "She came back here again, and enrolled at Town Technical Institute. She got her Associates Degree as a paralegal from TTI two years later, six years ago from now. She worked two years for Lowe, Ball & Lynch, who are Peter Frost's attorneys. Employment records said she resigned from their employ, and it was right at the time she applied for and obtained a concealed carry permit, which was about two months before being hired by Peter Frost. But the Federal BATFE has no record of her ever buying a firearm."
I said "She's a single, pretty young woman, so it's not surprising she might apply to carry for her personal safety. I'm surprised she didn't follow through and buy a weapon, though. Anything else on her?"
Lt. Joanne Warner piped up: "Sir, this might be a good time to mention this. Last night I took supper to Father Romano, Denise, and the Officers there. When I was about to leave, Denise asked me if I could give her a ride home. Michael Bertram said he could drive her, and she turned to me and said "Please?", as if she were desperate to not have to ride with Bertram."
Joanne: "So I gave her the ride home. I tried to ask her about Peter, but she said the lawyers kept drilling it into her that she couldn't talk about him to the Police, so I let it go. But she did say she appreciated me giving her a ride, because she couldn't stand Michael Bertram, and wouldn't feel safe being alone with him nor his associates in a car, a room, nor anywhere else."
Joanne: "I asked her if she felt threatened by them, and she said not violently, but (air quotes) 'as a woman' she did not want to be around them. She said she felt the same way about Gale Gaston, that they were both 'lecherous snakes' and that's a direct quote."
I said "Interesting. Did she say anything else?"
"Not really, sir." Joanne said. "We were arriving at her apartment complex. I told her that if she had any problems with them to give me a call, and I gave her my card. I watched to make sure she went inside, then I drove on home."
"Okay, that's good information to know." I said. "Mary, do you have anything on Michael Bertram and/or Gale Gaston?"
Mary said "A little bit, sir. Gale Gaston has been with Lowe, Ball & Lynch for ten years, and is a junior partner in the firm. I contacted a reliable confidential source that told me that Gaston is very expensive to hire or retain, but he does a very good job protecting clients if and when they have any problems with anyone, including the Law."
Mary: "Michael Bertram has been with the firm for six years, and is not a partner but a salaried employee. He has his law degree, but he's also has had a private investigator license for twelve years, which is still active; he's kept it current. He's basically worked at Gaston's sidekick since he was hired by Lowe, Ball & Lynch. The work must be dangerous; he was in the hospital four years ago, but I don't know for what; we'll have to get a warrant to get that information."
I said "Don't, at least not yet. Just leave that to me."
Roark Coleman said: "Sir, I'm surprised that Gaston had the servers in his car; that sounds like something Bertram would more likely do."
I said "Good thought, but in this case I can see why we found it the way it was. Any financial issues with either of those guys?"
Mary: "Just that Gaston has a number of properties, including one in the Lake Amengi-Nunagen area, one on Lake Weiss in northeast Alabama, and one in the Lake Tahoe area. It might be interesting to follow the money trail that leads to purchasing those properties, but so far we've seen nothing illegal."
Mary: "Okay, on to the perp that wounded Officer Buchannan and tried to kill Father Romano. His name is Joey Mendon, and he's known as 'Big Boy' on the Streets, probably because he's all of 5'3" tall, slender, and weighed 140 pounds soaking wet, and they like to give nicknames that are opposite of reality."
Mary: "'Big Boy' has a long sheet of petty thefts, simple assaults, and is believed to work as enforcement for pimps and maybe mobsters. He was arrested for beating the crap out of a prostitute, and another working girl filed a Police report that he raped her. Those cases fell through for lack of evidence as well as witnesses recanting or disappearing. However, 'Big Boy' has never been accused nor even suspected as being involved in contract murder-for-hire."
I said "That's because he was pretty damn good at it, if I don't miss my guess. But he was the hired help, so let's pivot to who is behind these murders, and who actually shot Dr. Frost."
Detective Roark Coleman spoke up: "Sir, you don't think this 'Big Boy' shot Dr, Frost?"
I said "Mendon brought a nine millimeter to the party for Father Romano, but Dr. Frost was shot with a.25 caliber firearm. I'm not seeing why he'd not use the more powerful nine millimeter to kill Frost, too."
Teresa said "But there is something circumstantial that shows we can't rule him out." She got up and said "If you'll stand up next to me, I'll demonstrate." As I stood up, Teresa said "Commander Troy is six-foot-four, and I'm five-foot-six if I'm not wearing heels, and not much taller if I was."
She made her right hand point the index finger out and thumb up in the well-known 'gun' sign, then said "If we're at close contact, and I bring a gun to my belly area and press it against the Commander's ripped abs..."
There was laughter at that as I rolled my eyes, then Teresa continued: "A bullet would bounce off the Iron Crowbar like he was Superman, of course. But you all can see that it's likely a fired bullet would go upwards from Peter Frost's abdomen up into the chest. Peter was 6-feet-tall exactly, and that dead punk was shorter than me."
As we sat back down, Teresa finished up: "Having said that, I agree with Commander Troy that a.25 cal would not be Big Boy's weapon of choice. He'd want to use the more powerful nine millimeter, and from a little further away."
Roark Coleman said "Unless he was demanding Dr. Frost turn over something to him, and Dr. Frost rushed him to try to get the gun away from him."
I said "Everything you say is possible, Mr. Roark, but not likely. If Frost rushed his assailant, either he gets shot from a distance further away, the wound channel is not upwards, or he gets hit somewhere else on his body. No, I think we are fairly safe is saying that the small caliber firearm was pressed to him at close range and the trigger pulled for both the body shot and the shot to the head."
I then said "Okay, let's talk motive, means, and opportunity; and try to figure out who might've wanted to kill Dr. Frost, and why. Who wants to go first?"
Captain Claire Michaels said "With all due respect, sir... isn't it obvious? Someone was trying to stop Peter Frost from revealing something, and was trying to keep Father Romano from finding something damaging."
I said "Ye-es, that's fairly obvious, but let's get a lot more granular about it."
Roark Coleman: "This has to be related to the Locklear trial, doesn't it, sir? If Dr. Frost is dead, he can't testify against the Prosecution on behalf of Stanley Locklear."
Joanne Warner said "He can't testify for the Prosecution and put Stanley Locklear on Death Row, either."
I said "But you agree that it's about the Locklear trial?" Joanne nodded, and I said "So what if I tell you that the attack on Father Romano shows me that Frost's murder was not related to the Locklear trial?"
It got dead quiet in the room, and I could see that I was not being followed, and more importantly, why not. I said "Since most of you have not seen both crime scenes nor have all the details, allow me to make some observations." Everyone nodded most very vigorously in agreement.
I began: "First, let's look at who has tried to impede our access to the records: Frost's attorneys Gaston and Bertram, ADA Savannah Fineman, and Marla Locklear's attorney Nadine Hall... who dropped Marla as a client, by the way. So we'll exclude her, for the moment anyway."
Me: "Fineman's reasons, and Marla Locklear's, have to do with the Stanley Locklear trial. Fineman has also done some potentially unethical things, like trying to sneak Frost in as a last-second witness, and Stanley Locklear's attorney Michael McGill has been all over that. But we can also surmise that Fineman did not want Peter Frost dead. She wanted him as a witness for the Prosecution."
Me: "Sooo, what about the lawyers, Gaston and Bertram? They even took two of Frost's servers out of the crime scene in an attempt to hide the data from us. They're obviously trying to protect that data, and trying to hide something from us. And I'm asking myself what lengths they might go to in order to protect that data."
Claire: "I dunno, sir. Protecting their client by killing him seems a bit extreme... and he can't keep paying them if he's dead."
Lt. Jerome Davis said " But they're still fighting hard to keep those records sealed, even after Frost's murder. Commander, are you trying to suggest that maybe those lawyers are working for someone else's interests instead of Dr. Frost's? And it might benefit that client for Dr. Frost to come over all dead?"
"Ahhhhh, there you go." I said. "Somebody wants that data suppressed."
Joanne: "Sir, all that doesn't exonerate Stanley Locklear nor his attorney. If Peter Frost were alive, we would not even have Father Romano looking at the privileged data. Dr. Frost's death gets Stanley Locklear closer to getting Marla's files released."
Roark Coleman: "But that could happen anyway. Mr. McGill intended to start the Special Master process, and we'd be exactly where we are right now, except that Peter Frost is alive."
Joanne turned on Roark and said: "How do you know Mr. McGill was going to start the Special Master process?" The room grew quiet as they realized fully what Roark had said.
"Yes, how did you know that, Detective Coleman?" Claire Michaels said.
"Because *I* told him." I said, rescuing Roark. "Let it go, and say no more about it, to him or to me. Okay, let's get back on the right track. There was something else I observed at the crime scene: there were wires for four servers in Frost's office, but we only recovered two from Gaston's vehicle, and none from Bertram's. So we are missing two servers."
"Additionally," I said, "Dr. Frost had a videocamera at home, which could be hooked up to a computer or memory storage device like a server, but no computer nor storage device was found. So that's out there."
Me: "Last but not least, we are searching for a.25 caliber handgun. Most likely a Beretta 25, though it could be Walther or another brand. I need y'all to visit gun shops to see if anyone bought.25 ACP ammo recently, not to mention a.25 ACP handgun. Check with local pawn shops, as well. And I need Intel to hit the ATF databases to see who has bought a.25 caliber firearm in the past 30 years, and give those names to Father Romano, to see if they match up with any names in the files that only he can see."
"Lieutenant Davis," I finished up, "it's not for me to tell you how to run your MCD Division, but I do observe that there are certain Detectives who want to follow certain paths, here. Make your assignments accordingly. Y'all stay seated, and carry on. Commander Croyle, you're with me."
And with that, Teresa and I left the room...
Part 9 - Trials And Errors
12:00 high noon, Tuesday, August 24th. Sheriff Griswold invited me and Teresa to lunch with him and Cindy at the Cop Bar, and of course we accepted. As we were driving there, Teresa said "Mr. Roark gave himself away there, didn't he?"
"A little bit." I replied. "He's been in contact with Michael McGill, trying to help Stanley Locklear's case. And sometimes Roark has been my messenger and liaison to McGill, as well."
Teresa said "Well, I have to say this about that: you know as well as I do that Joanne and Roark don't like each other very much. And they're on opposite sides of the Locklear case, which is exacerbating the animosity. Don't ask me how I know this, but Joanne is spitting mad that she can't talk to Savannah Fineman about the Locklear case, but Roark can talk to Michael McGill, and apparently has."



"How do you know that?... just kidding, just kidding." I said. "No, you don't have to tell me, and I'm glad you're telling me about the problems there."
Teresa said "Claire may be using that situation as a cudgel against Jerome Davis, as well, especially if it divides MCD into camps. And Roark is not very well liked by his co-workers. I'm hearing that his partner George Newman may ask for a transfer back to Vice, or to the Precincts. So... what are you planning to do?"
I said "Twiddle my thumbs while you solve the problem. Just kidding. Seriously, we'll see how it plays out. Roark is a pretty sharp guy. He makes good observations, and he appears to be good, or at least 'teachable', at interrogations."
We'd arrived at the Cop Bar, which cut off our discussion. We went in and found that the Sheriff's party had the back 'Command Room' to ourselves.
After ordering, Cindy announced "Well, it's official: the trial of Stanley Locklear begins Monday. In New Courtroom."
"Wow, not Old Courtroom, what with all the publicity and Media feeding frenzy?" I asked in reply. New Courtroom was the largest of the new Courtrooms that were built with the expansion of the Courthouse complex some years before. Old Courtroom was the largest chamber, and was in the decades-old old Courthouse that was the front façade of the complex.
Sheriff Griswold growled "Judge Folsom chose security over the larger space. And I think he's trying to limit the access to the trial, to keep it from becoming a Media circus."
"He could do that by throwing the case out." I said sourly. "This thing should not even be going to trial, and especially not for Fineman's political vendetta and ambitions."
"I am the choir. You are preaching to it." growled Griswold. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Cindy did not say anything. I stared hard at her as I said "And Miriam Walters could be stopping this legal lynching of an innocent man, as well."
Cindy cooly returned my stare, and then said "Let it play out."
"Play out?" I gasped, dumbstruck. "This isn't a fucking traffic ticket! It's a capital murder case of a man who acted in self defense!"
"Don, would you just listen for just one minute?" Cindy replied, her voice getting shrill, and angry. "Have you even considered just why Miriam is letting Savannah do this?"
"It doesn't matter why!" I fired back, anger beginning to replace disbelief inside me. "That 'why' isn't going to do much good if Stanley Locklear is put to death! And then that precedent is used to execute anyone who defends their homes, families, and lives with firearms! The Second Amendment might as well be put in the shredder!"
I then thrust my face forward right at Cindy, and said menacingly "And it's Miriam Walters that is enabling Savannah Fineman to try to put that man to death! And if Fineman succeeds, you can tell Miriam Walters that her own hands will be the ones stained by his blood!"
With that, I got up and stalked out. I didn't even wait for Teresa; I went to my Police SUV, got in, and hurtled out with a screech of tires...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:10pm, Tuesday, August 24th. There was a knock on my office door, followed by it opening and Our Sheriff coming in. He placed a plastic bag full of food cartons on my desk. "We had them bag your order." the Sheriff said. "You gotta eat, and I know you hate to waste food."
"Thank you, Sheriff." I said. "Have a seat."
"I'll come back in a few minutes." the Sheriff said. "You're easier to talk to when your belly is full. I'm going to go check in with Father Romano."
He left the room, and was back in 20 minutes, just as I was finishing the last of my delicious Double Breakfast Cheeseburger and Fries. He sat down without being asked, which was okay with me.
"Romano has been looking at the names Mary Milton gave him." Griswold said. "He thinks he's beginning to see a pattern. We already knew that both Locklears went to marriage counseling, then Stanley stopped while Marla continued. Romano says he's found three other couples with that same pattern: the husband stops going after a while and the wife continues going. Motive for murder? That's not so clear."
I said "I think finding names then having him look them up is going to be fruitless. That way of doing it is exactly 'bass-ackwards'. If we could, I'd have every Detective on the Force looking through the files. Yes, the husbands stopping and the wives continuing is something to look at. But we need to see files of wives seeing Frost without their husbands going at all, and then do checks to see who ended up in Divorce Court, and so on and so forth. But right now only one guy can look at the files, and it's going to take him a long, long time to do that."
"So you don't think Frost's murder is related to the Locklear trial?" the Sheriff asked, observing me closely as he asked.
"I don't think it's just that one case, though it may have been the trigger that started a chain of events that led to Frost's death." I replied.
The Sheriff said "So maybe his insurance company was behind it? He's about to be publicized by the Locklear trial. That might start other wives and couples coming out of the woodwork. Lawsuits begin, and the insurance company is on the hook, even if they try to drop coverage of him. So maybe BigLiabilityInsurance hired that little turd that Romano shot to do the job on Frost, too. He's short, so he could've fired the first shot upwards."
Griswold: "The perp had to get the servers, which is why he followed Frost to his office... or maybe kidnapped him and forced him to drive to his office at gunpoint. And maybe Frost was pretending to get the keys to the server cage, but instead rushed the perp to try to get his gun from him, and just barely failed, leading to the contact-range shot."
Griswold: "And I remember those really old James Bond movies, the ones with Sean Connery. And I think Ian Fleming's Bond books had this too: James Bond carried a Beretta 25, then was forced by 'M' to upgrade to a Walther PPK. Bond tried hard to keep that Beretta, though. So maybe our perp just happens to like his.25 caliber, instead of the more common.22 that most professional hit men prefer."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there, Sheriff." I said, holding up the red crowbar. "I'd let you hold it, but you'd run off with it, and I'd have to send Carole and Tasha after you to get it back." We both broke out laughing at that for a moment.
I then said: "Everything you said fits the data, except for two things: first, that perp Father Romano shot was carrying a nine millimeter, and he fired it accurately into Buchannan's chest, so he was comfortable with it. So I can ask the question two ways: 'Why didn't the perp use the nine on Frost?' -or- 'Why didn't the perp use the.25 cal to attack Father Romano?'."
I continued: "And second, despite your plausible theory, I just still can't see the perp letting Frost get that close to him, or him that close to Frost. Everything else makes sense, but I just can't reconcile that in my fuzzy little head."
Griswold: "I have a feeling that when that 'fuzzy' in your head clears up, a perp is going to go down."
I nodded, then said "Okay, sir, let's stop avoiding it. The 800-lb. elephant in the room. Cindy."
Griswold: "I would not recommend you call Cindy an 800-lb. elephant to her face." I smiled wanly at the joke, and the Sheriff continued: "She's just trying to help, you know."
"Yes sir, I know." I said. "But she's going about it in the totally wrong way. I get it, sir; I know what she's doing. She trying to explain my side to Miriam Walters, then explain Miriam's side to me, and try to get us to meet in the middle. Where the problem is, sir... is that for me there is no middle. Savannah Fineman is trying to have Stanley Locklear executed... put to death, sir... and Miriam is letting her do it, if not outright supporting her. And there's no middle ground with that, no halfway."
Griswold said "Then I'll ask the question: what would Miriam have to do to get you to work things out with her? What if she got Savannah to drop going for the death penalty?"
I looked the Sheriff dead in the eye and said "Then why doesn't she do it, sir? Why hasn't she already forced Fineman to do that? If I may make an analogy, sir. When I was working at that lab before coming to the TCPD, the company instituted this program where they would pay smokers $250 to quit. They had to take physicals, and had to agree to pay it back if they were found to have smoked any time in a year after being paid."
Me: "So I went and applied for the $250, though I never smoked a day in my life. Of course they rejected me, so I threatened to sue them over it. When my boss asked why I was creating trouble like that, I said I thought it was wrong to reward bad behavior by paying people to quit smoking, while those of us that did right all along didn't get diddly-squat. So they had to drop the program altogether."
"Har!" barked the Sheriff, his mustaches twitching merrily. "That's you, Crowbar. But I'm shocked you didn't get fired."
"And then I really had a lawsuit, didn't I?" I replied. "But the point, sir, is that I'm not going to (air quotes) 'reward' Miriam by (air quotes) 'meeting her halfway', when she should be doing the right thing all along, anyway."
Me: "It's dead wrong for her to be letting Fineman try to put Stanley Locklear to death, not to mention trying to make Leftist anti-gun-rights and anti-self-defense-rights political cases, and I don't need Cindy trying to explain her side to me; it doesn't matter why Miriam is doing it... she's doing it. And she's wrong."
I finished up: "So, sir, there is nothing Fineman can do; I won't work with her no matter what. With Miriam, it's my way... or the highway. More accurately, she has to do the right things without bribes nor enticements nor compromises, and it's damn near too late for her to save herself. I am out for her political blood, I mean to get her beaten in the next Election, and there's nothing Cindy can do nor say to convince me to do otherwise."
"All right, then." said Griswold. He stood up and said "Thanks for talking with me. Let me know how these cases go."
"Thank you for the lunch, sir." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ten minutes later, I received a call on my personal iPhone. It was from Laura, and an encryption/decryption app activated so that I could take it. You'd think my wife once was in the CIA or something... oh, wait!
"Hello, Darling." Laura said. "I looked up Michael Bertram's Hospital record. He had an operation four years ago on his knee. The surgeon was Dr. Carla 'Bones' Keenan, who was my doctor for my arm after the Hospital explosion." (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 01.)
Laura: "Michael Bertram's patella was broken, and pretty badly. He also had ligament damage from hyperextension. Something hit him in the knee really hard and pushed his knee backwards, the direction it was not designed to go. There's nothing in the records on what happened, on how he got the injury. He made a full recovery, but I suspect he'll be a knee-replacement candidate when he gets older."
I said "Sounds like his P.I. work can be pretty dangerous at times. Okay, thanks for the info. I owe you one."
"And you're going to be paying that debt this weekend." Laura replied huskily. "At least your talented tongue will be..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:10pm, Tuesday, August 24th. Miriam Walters was talking with D.A. Investigator Gregory Mitchum in her office. She said "The trial is starting on Monday. I'm running out of time. You don't have anything, either way?"
"No ma'am." said Mitchum, a broad-shouldered, tough, grizzled white man in his fifties. "There is simply nothing there. I can't even get anything that wouldn't be admissible in Court but would at least tell us the truth. I can't get anything on Dr. Peter Frost, except for a few names that filed complaints against him and were paid off to withdraw the complaints. They won't talk, and one of them filed for a Restraining Order against me."
Mitchum: "And with Frost's murder, his records have been sealed up tighter than a jealous Crusader's chastity belt, especially the ones regarding the Locklear case. My gut instinct is that he's innocent, but I don't have a thing to prove it nor prove that he's guilty."
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was Miriam's desk phone that buzzed. She pressed the speaker button and said "Yes?"
"Ma'am," her assistant said, "Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross is here, and has asked to speak with you, without appointment."
"Send her in." Miriam said. To Mitchum she said "We'll talk later. Put together what you have, and I'll review it."
The door opened, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross came in, wearing her khaki uniform shirt with darker brown pants, the one gold star of her rank gleaming on each of her collars, and the metal-bordered red, blue, and purple ribbons in a line over her right shirt pocket flap.
"Nice to see you, Chief Deputy." Gregory Mitchum said as he passed by her as he headed for the door she'd just entered.
"You as well, Mr. Mitchum." Cindy replied politely. She then walked up along the long table in front of Miriam's desk, to where Miriam was sitting.
"What is it, I'm very busy today." Miriam said.
"Thank you for making a few moments of time for me." Cindy said courteously. "I need to ask you something." Miriam pointed at the chair opposite hers, and Cindy sat down in it.
"I hope you're not here arguing about something on Donald Troy's behalf." Miriam said, trying to make her beady black eyes bore into Cindy's ice-blue peepers. But Cindy was used to worse.
"Why don't we just forget about the name 'Donald Troy' for just a minute?" Cindy said. "Let's just forget he exists, okay? This is not about him."
"Then what is it?" Miriam said.
Cindy said "I just want to know... if you really think the Locklear case should be a Death Penalty case---" Seeing Miriam's eyes roll, Cindy said "Hold on, hold on. Drop the shields and give me a chance, here, willya?"
"It's Savannah's case." Miriam said, sounding exasperated.
"Drop that, too." Cindy said. "You are the District Attorney, not her. I'm here to ask you if you, if Miriam Walters truly believes this should be a capital murder case? Do you, Miriam Walters, believe that Stanley Locklear should be on trial for his life for that alleged crime? The Police hadn't even finished their investigation---"
"I THOUGHT you said you wouldn't bring up Donald Troy!" Miriam all but screamed.
"AND I HAVEN'T!" Cindy yelled, worn to ragged exasperation with Miriam's obstinance. "I haven't mentioned him at all! I'm talking about ALL of the Police! Some of the Detectives think Stanley is guilty. Some think Marla is guilty! And some think neither of them are guilty, that it was a tragic accident. But you let Savannah run to the Grand Jury before anything at all was decided. So I ask you again, Miriam: are you really okay with putting that man to death?"
Miriam said "I respect the Jury System. It's up to them, not me. If they find him guilty, the law states that it's special circumstances, and he can be put to death---"
"I'm not talking about the God damned processes of the law!" Cindy said. "Stop trying to hide behind excuses like that, and excuses like it's Savannah's case. I'm asking YOU, Miriam Walters, if YOU truly believes this case merits death?"
Cindy: "I'm not talking about just guilt, either. You can take death off the table! You can order Savannah to do it. You can walk right over to Judge Folsom and tell him yourself that death is off the table. And don't tell me its not up to you. You are the District Attorney! It's absolutely up to you!"
Cindy could see that Miriam's eyes were hardening, and she (Cindy) said "Miriam, I'm asking you to reach into your heart, into your soul, and tell me if you truly believe that this is a Death Penalty case, if you truly believe Stanley Locklear should be put to death for the very murky circumstances of this case. Savannah has no qualms about using a man's life as a pawn in her political and personal vendetta games. Are you really in your deepest soul that much in agreement with her views that you'll allow a likely innocent man to be subject to be put to death?"
Miriam looked Cindy in the eyes and said "If the Jury finds him guilty, and they vote for the Death Penalty... then I will respect that and be okay with it."
Cindy said "Stop hiding behind the decision of others when in the right here and right now it's solely up to you. Are you truly okay with that?"
Miriam said "Yes, I am."
Cindy raised her hands in exasperation, and also defeat. As she got up, she said "Okay. Okay, if that's how you truly feel in your heart and soul, I won't bother you any further. I'll never speak of this with you again. Nor anything else. Thank you for your time." She began walking to the door.
Miriam called out "Okay, okay. I'll talk to Savannah about it, and I'll consider taking death off the table."
Cindy stopped and turned, then said with devastating calmness: "You do whatever the hell you want to. And whatever you do will have no effect on how I felt about you when I got out of that chair, and how I feel about you now. I just told you that I won't speak of it with you any more. Goodbye, Miriam."
Miriam fully realized what Cindy was truly saying with that last 'goodbye', and she knew she had just squandered the goodwill of someone who had truly been trying to help her, and that in the power struggle against the Iron Crowbar, there was no longer any hope of mediation nor peaceful resolution...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Claire Michaels went through the formalities: she asked my assistant Helena if she could see me, Helena ushered her in at my request, and Claire stood until I invited her to sit down.
"Sir," she said as she held up a file folder with papers in it, "Lieutenant Warner has made a formal written complaint about Detective Coleman. She cites general disrespect bordering on insubordination, which I've observed myself; and she says his comments earlier show that he's been working with Stanley Locklear's Defense Counsel while she is prohibited from talking to or working with the D.A.'s Office on the same case."
She handed me the file and I skimmed its pages. Then I closed the file folder and put it on the far side (nearest Claire) of my desk. I said "Do you really want to do this?"
"Sir," Claire said, "I believe her complaint has merit."
I said "Hold on. Let's do this the right way." To Claire's dismay, I called Lt. Jerome Davis and told him to come to my office. He arrived instantly...well, in an 'instant coffee' kind of instantly. I had him sit down and showed him the file.
"Nothing was said to me by anyone, sir." Jerome said as he handed the file back to me, and I noticed that he was 'efforting' to not look over at Claire.
"I suspected as much." I said. "And I reserve Lieutenant Warner's punishment for going over your head unto myself. As to this situation with Roark, let me first ask both of you: is Lieutenant Warner going to formally complain about the instances -I- worked with the Defense to get the Prosecution defeated? Specifically the Nathaniel Jones and Peter Dwayne Gordon cases?" (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Badge', Ch. 01; 'Falsely Accused'.)
When they said nothing, I continued: "The point, people, is that there is nothing wrong with Police helping the Defense. We are not the Prosecution's play-toys nor their personal servants. And we are on the side of Justice, not just the Prosecution."



Claire said "Sir, I believe Lieutenant Warner's complaint is partly that she can't help the other side---"
I held up my hand. "First of all, I never said she nor any of you could not talk to nor help D.A. Walters or the other ADAs. My orders were specifically about the corrupt ADA Savannah Fineman, and it pertains not only to the Locklear case but any and every case Fineman may be working on. So tell me, did or does Lieutenant Warner have any specific new information about the Locklear case?"
"Not to my knowledge, sir." Jerome Davis said with alacrity.
"No sir." Claire Michaels conceded. "She's unhappy about the disparity, though."
"If she has information that affects the case," I said, "she is to bring it through her chain of command up to me. And her first link in that chain is Lieutenant Davis, Captain, not you." I handed Jerome the file folder and said "I'll let you discuss with Lieutenant Warner the merits of withdrawing the complaint."
"Sir," said Claire, "what about her complaint about Coleman? I really do believe that that has merit, and Lieutenant Warner wants Coleman transferred out of MCD."
"Lieutenant Davis," I said, "are you aware of the situation between Lieutenant Warner and Detective Coleman?"
Jerome said: "I'm aware they don't like each other very much, and they are at opposite poles on the Locklear case. But neither has complained to me about the other, and until this report was made, again which I did not see until you showed it to me just now, sir, I have not seen nor heard any actual insubordination nor unprofessional conduct---"
"You need to open your eyes, then." Claire sniped at Jerome. "I'm seeing it all over the place. And so have the other Detectives."
"Watch yourself, Captain." I admonished, glaring at Claire. "Lieutenant Davis, what do you consider Detective Coleman's best attributes to be? What does he do best?"
Davis: "He's good at processing crime scenes, sir, and making observations and deductions from the data he finds. I believe he's good at interviews, and would like to give him more opportunities in doing those. And in our roundtable discussions, he puts good ideas out there. He's not perfect, but even if his ideas don't pan out, the truth that we find from investigating the ideas often advances our cases."
"And his leadership qualities?" I asked.
Jerome said "That's a mixed bag, sir. I think he could be put in charge of a crime scene as far as gathering evidence, and tell CSI's and Officers what to mark, what to bag, et cetera. But maybe not so much in placing Officers around a perimeter, stuff the Incident Commander would be expected to know and do."
I said "And what would you say his negatives are?"
Davis: "His interpersonal skills. He can be abrasive, and he doesn't realize he's being abrasive. He gets zoned in on a case or ideas, and he forgets he's working with other people that have ideas and their own jobs to do. He also doesn't like doing the routine, mundane things, like researching data, poring for hours over data, sitting at his desk calling people, stuff like that."
I said "And what are Lieutenant Warner's best attributes?"
Jerome replied: "She's good at gathering data and interpreting it. She's observant, and she has good insights. And you might not believe I'm saying this, sir, but she's good at interrogations..."
Claire made like an owl as her head whirled around sharply to peer at Jerome. I also was looking askance at him.
"...as the (air quotes) 'bad cop', sir." Jerome finished. "She's terrible at initial interrogations of suspects, questioning people to get information without leading them or giving something away. But if she finds an anomaly, a contradiction, she can rip a suspect to shreds. You yourself, sir, usually close out interrogations, but if you weren't there, I'd send her in as my 'closer'."
I nodded. "That's a good point, and a good observation. Keep going."
Jerome: "She can be good at comforting witnesses, like Dr. Frost's assistant Denise the other day. And she can take charge of a crime scene that is quiet and static, but not so much a chaotic one."
"Okay." I said, then sat up straight and said "Folks, we have a problem within our Detective Corps, and I am expecting you two to fix it. I want you to remember that one of the most important quality of leaders is to put people where their best qualities are enhanced and work best to fulfill the mission, and to try to not put them in positions where their worst qualities hurt the team effort."
Me: "Jerome, discuss Joanne's concerns with her. Don't tell her to withdraw her complaint, but see if you can persuade her to see the value in doing so. If she doesn't, she gets to speak to me about it, and believe you me, she does not want that. You can go."
After Jerome exited, I said to Claire: "And what I said about leadership applies doubly to you. Let Jerome lead his team. And you and I will discuss where best to place people throughout the Detective Corps to enhance their good, minimize their bad, and improve the overall quality of this Team..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cindy came into her office in City Hall, where Teresa was sitting in a chair in front of Cindy's desk, doing work on her Police iPad. She looked up and peered at Cindy as the Green Crowbar walked around her desk and sat down heavily in her chair.
"When, oh when, will I ever learn." Cindy said forlornly, her head bowed. "Don was right about Miriam."
"What happened?" Teresa asked. "I thought you were making some headway with her."
Cindy was staring at her desk, seemingly a million miles away as she said " She's... I really thought Miriam was a better person than that, but she's not. She looked me right in the eye and said she was okay with Stanley Locklear being put to death if he was found guilty."
"Wow." Teresa said. "But don't feel bad. She had me fooled, too. And a lot of other people. Maybe even Don himself."
Cindy said "So now I have to apologize to Don, and make amends with him for being a stupid idiot and thinking I could make things better."
"Ah, that'll be easy to do." Teresa said. "All you have to do is---"
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
Cindy punched the button and said "Yes, Lauren?"
Her assistant Lauren Wilcox said "District Attorney Walters is here, and would like to talk to you, ma'am."
"I'm in a meeting. I've got company." Cindy said, then disconnected.
Teresa said "Maybe she saw the error of her ways, and wants to make amends?"
"Doesn't matter now." Cindy said. "I'm done with her... you don't have to go."
Teresa had gotten up. She said "I've got to get back, anyway. I'll talk to you later."
She exited the office into the anteroom, and saw Miriam Walters standing there. "Thou fool." Teresa said. "She was trying to help you... to save you... and you showed your ass and spit in her face."
"I didn't ask you." Miriam Walters said levelly.
"No, and you didn't need to." Teresa said. "See ya, and I wouldn't wanna be ya." And with that, the Iron Wolf exited the room.
A moment later, Cindy's intercom buzzed again. Lauren said "Ma'am, D.A. Walters is still here."
"I don't have time for her." Cindy said. "And hold all my calls..."
Part 10 - The Party Never Stops...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, August 25th, from the anchor desk of KXTC studios. "The U.S. DOJ serves notice to the Town & County Council!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Under the enlightened leadership of Attorney General Derrick B. Harland, the U.S. DOJ served the Mayor and the Town & County Council formal notice that the disproportionate composition of the Council violates civil rights laws and disenfranchises People of Color! Let's go to trusted political reporter Carl Lemay for more on this important, breaking story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the slender Reporter of Color, who was on the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the Federal Building across Courthouse Square in his background. "The Council was served with a notice at their meeting last night that the U.S. DOJ is opening a formal inquiry into the composition of the Town & County Council."
Lemay: "When the Town and County merged their governments a decade and a half ago, the Council was composed of five Town representatives and five County representatives. The DOJ at that time approved the Merger, but required an equal-representation body with exclusive power of taxation and spending, and the Town Assembly was formed to comply with that requirement."
Lemay: "The Charter was recently rewritten and approved by a plebiscite, but it is not clear if the U.S. DOJ approved the new Charter, nor if they needed to since the basic structures of the Council and Assembly were not changed. Local civil rights leaders, including Eldrick X. Weaver, Councilman Edgar Silas, and former Councilman Reginald B.F. Lewis say approval was needed but not obtained, while Charter Commission member Dr. Joseph E. Williams and current Sheriff Antonio Griswold confirmed to Channel Two News that the DOJ approval was obtained."
Lemay: "The notice was delivered by U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division leader Ava Hinds. She gave this statement exclusively to Channel Two News. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Ava Hinds speaking to Carl Lemay at City Hall during or after the Council meeting. "The Civil Rights Division of the U.S. DOJ has received complaints about the composition of the Town & County Council, and that it discriminates against People of Color and disenfranchises Minorities. We are investigating these complaints and reviewing the Town & County Charter, and we expect the full cooperation of the Town & County's Mayor, Council, Assembly, and all County Public Service officials!"
Lemay: "Ms. Hinds, does this mean the U.S. DOJ will rescind its previous approval of the Charter and the current structure?"
Ava Hinds: "It depends upon our findings, but if we find disenfranchisement of People of Color, we can and will sue to force changes in the name of Diversity."
Back to Lemay live: "Mayor Daniel Allgood and the Republican Council Members refused to talk to Channel Two News reporters after the Council meeting last night. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said as the feed came back to her. "That was trusted reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And Commander Donald Troy, Chairman of the Charter Commission that rewrote the Charter, has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment."
Bettina: "And what could be a nationally historic trial is set to begin on Monday, as Stanley Locklear is put on trial in a Death Penalty case! Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the height-challenged, athletic blonde as she stood on the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the Courthouse in her distant background. "Stanley Locklear's trial for two counts of murder in the first degree begins Monday in the Courtroom of Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom!"
Amber: "Locklear's murder trial was upgraded to a death penalty case by the District Attorney's Office due to the special circumstances that he murdered two men, that he used a gun to murder the unarmed men, and that he did not attempt to flee to safety when it was possible for him to do so."
Amber: "Locklear is being defended by Michael Thomas McGill of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. McGill is on a list of attorneys approved by the National Rifle Association, the NRA, to defend persons using guns to kill other human beings. And Channel Two News has learned that McGill and Locklear are using other NRA-approved lawyers to aid the Defense in beating the charges against Locklear. Additionally, the Prosecution will show that Locklear took NRA courses to enhance his skills at using guns in personal combat situations!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle muttered as she, Sheriff Griswold, Myself, Chief Sean Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone watched the propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. Teresa continued: "They're not the 'Drive-By Media', as the great Rush Limbaugh called them. They're the 'stop, park, and lob grenades' Media."
I wasn't listening. I was furiously typing on my personal iPhone to my attorney Mike G. Todd, also of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. When I became aware that I was being watched, I said "I'm texting my attorney, and having him add this morning's broadcast to the libel lawsuit. No one at all has attempted to contact me for comment. Just another log to throw on the proverbial bonfire to burn Bettina and KXTC at the proverbial stake."
I typed some more, then raised my head and looked around. "Where's Cindy?" I asked.
Sheriff Griswold said "I had her go have coffee with the EMS leadership this morning in my place. And by the way, Crowbar, she acknowledged you were right about Miriam Walters."
"As if there was any doubt." I said, admittedly snarkily. I quickly added: "But I'm not mad at Cindy. She was trying. Miriam... not so much. Oh!... that's what was bugging me about Amber's propaganda: she just referred to the District Attorney's Office... not Savannah Fineman specifically."
"And that means?" Teresa asked.
I replied "I've always been thinking that Fineman was doing this for her own aggrandizement, and to make political points, aided and abetted by the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media. But that's not what Amber did this morning! And that causes me to wonder..." I went into a reverie.
Tanya said "Speaking of lawsuits, how is Dr. Cordell's lawsuit against the State Medical Board going?"
Teresa said "They can't get a hearing scheduled. Dr. Cordell filed the initial lawsuit here in this County, and it was assigned to Judge Franklin Washington. But the State Medical Board, aided and abetted by the raw political power of BigBenefitInsurance, appealed, saying that Dr. Cordell would have to sue in Midtown, where the State Government is seated."
"Ahhh." said the Sheriff. "So he filed the lawsuit in Midtown, and they said it had to be filed up here, in our Town & County."
"Not much gets past you, Sheriff." Teresa said. "Yes, that's what happened. That's being worked out now, but it appears that the Appeals Court is in no hurry to bring it up and decide on it."
"They're going to slow-walk that until Dr. Cordell dies of old age." growled the Sheriff.
"Sheriff, Don," Teresa asked, "how serious is this business of the U.S. DOJ coming down on the Town & County?"
Sheriff Griswold growled "It's serious. I have meetings with the Mayor and the City Attorney today about it. I would ask Crowbar to attend, but I suspect he's going to be busy with the Frost murder case today."
"I hope I'm busy with that today." I said. "Father Romano sent his first report to Judge Folsom last night. He listed 12 files he thought that the Chief and I should be allowed to read. Father Romano also stated his belief that the Frost murder and attempt on himself was more likely than not related to the Locklear case, and Romano has asked that We the Police be allowed access to those files, even if they're not allowed to be used in the Locklear trial."
"They'll fight that like helllll." Chief Moynahan.
"Vee shall see, Chief." I said in my 'German' accent. "Also, Sheriff, you can tell the others in your meeting that I submitted the new Charter to the U.S. DOJ for review, and they came back with an approval, as long as the Council and Assembly structures remained the same, and that only the Assembly have tax and spend power. That's one reason the Assembly has the school tax power instead of the School Board. And I have that in writing, Sheriff, on DOJ letterhead stationary, all official and everything."
"Good. We'll need it." the Sheriff growled.
"Why is the DOJ playing these games with us?" Teresa asked.
I said "Some if it is the dishonesty and pure corruption of AG Derrick B. Harland. He is weaponizing the DOJ and the FBI as agents of Totalitarian Government control over all of us. And some of it is groundwork to help the coming lawsuit by the so-called civil rights leaders, aided and abetted by what the great Rush Limbaugh called the Drive-By Media, which I call the Biased, Dishonest, and Corrupt Media."
I said "My belief, and this is just wild-ass speculation without much data, is that the US DOJ is helping Eldrick X. Weaver and Stacy Jacobs find a way to pack the Council with more Democrats, but without the referendum required by the Charter if the structure changes."
Me: "It was written into the new Charter I helped write that if the structure changes, the Town and the County get to separately vote to re-separate into pre-merger entities, and if either the Town or County votes for separation, then the separation happens. Weaver, Jacobs, and Lionel Carmela would rather have the same structure, but with an 8-5 or 12-8 Town majority on the Council. The Town's current representation on the Council is 80% Democrat, while the County's is 80% Republican. You can do the math on what that will mean."
"And what will happen to this Police Force when they force their 'woke' agenda on it." growled the Sheriff..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome, to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am sharp from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said the lovely Indian reporterette. "Here's what's in the news. The U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division has served a notice to the Town & County Council that they are investigating the current structure of the Council, to determine if it discriminates against People of Color and disenfranchises Minorities."
Catrina: "A spokesperson for the DOJ stated that they had received complaints from Social Justice groups led by activist Stacy Jacobs, as well as twice-failed Mayoral candidate Eldrick X. Weaver. Fox Eight News has learned that they hope to change the structure of the Council without triggering an automatic vote to re-separate the County from the Town."
Priya: "The structure was approved by the US DOJ when the Town & County merged their governments well over a decade ago, but the Social Justice groups say that the new Charter written by the Charter Commission led by Donald Troy was not approved. Reached for comment, Commander Troy said in a statement exclusively to Fox Eight News that the Commission did submit the new Charter for approval, and obtained that approval in writing."
Catrina: "Our State's United States Senator, Richard 'Bill' Nunn, excoriated U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Senator Nunn saying "Derrick B. Harland has weaponized the FBI into an American Gestapo, and now he is meddling in our local and State business with this sham investigation of the approved Town & County Council structure! I call upon Derrick B. Harland to resign, and if he won't do the right thing, I call upon both Houses of Congress to investigate him, impeach him, convict him and remove him for his crimes!"
Back to Priya live: "And in other news, the capital murder case of Stanley Locklear is set to begin next Monday. Mr. Locklear is accused of the first degree murder of two men that broke into his home, tied him up, and raped his wife in front of him. Only after he was able to free himself and shoot the intruders was it found out that they and his wife were doing a roleplay scene."
Catrina: "Police Chief Sean Moynahan and Commander Donald Troy both stated to Fox Eight News that the Police investigation of the case was not finished, but District Attorney Miriam Walters apparently allowed ADA Savannah Fineman to go to the Grand Jury and obtain a premature indictment."



Priya: "Additionally, the District Attorney's Office upgraded the upcoming trial to a death penalty case, citing special circumstances. And the case is complicated by the murder of Dr. Peter Frost, who was the marriage counselor of the Locklears. The records of those counseling sessions are protected by 'doctor-client' privilege, and to this point Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom has not permitted those records to be released despite requests by the Defense counsel."
Catrina: "Stanley Locklear's attorney has filed formal complaints of ethical violations against the Town & County District Attorney's Office, accusing ADA Savannah Fineman of allegedly planning to bring Dr. Frost to the stand though she had not put him on the list of witnesses she intended to call..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Wednesday, August 25th. The women of 'Point Taken' filed into their studio to the applause of their carefully selected, all-female audience, and took their seats on the sofas arranged in a semi-circle.
"And we are liiiiive!" announced hostess Connie Chen. "Let's get right to it. The trial of vigilante Stanley Locklear begins Monday. He is accused of gunning down two unarmed men that were having consentual sex with his wife. Rosie, was ADA Fineman's decision to make this a death penalty case the correct one?" 
"You bet it is!" exclaimed the overweight Rosie Berkmar. "ADA Fineman is very courageously standing up to the NRA, who supports vigilantism and doesn't care how many children are murdered by guns every year! And this Locklear guy is exactly the kind of vigilante the NRA has been breeding and supporting all these years!"
Connie: "Donna, is this defendant being singled out for an unusually harsh prosecution?"
The militantly black Donna Roselle said "Connie, if this were a black man, you wouldn't see the NRA within a thousand miles of this case! The white man shoots two unarmed men dead, and the Republicans are saying it's self defense, and spouting the 'Castle Doctrine' and 'Stand Your Ground'. But if it were a black man defending his home? Standing his ground? You'd be hearing those Republicans yelling 'Lock him up!'."
Some members of the audience applauded loudly. As usual, Connie Chen marveled at how Roselle could play the race card on literally any subject. Connie said "Zara, do you agree the death penalty is warranted, here?"
The gorgeous Zara Zeigler said "If the Jury finds him guilty, and finds the case meets the standard for the death penalty, then so be it. The men he shot were his business partners, it is believed they were going to fire him, and his wife said the whole incident was an arranged roleplay event. If the Prosecution can show he knew ahead of time that he was going to be fired and that it was roleplay, then maybe the death penalty is warranted."
Zara: "But what I find disturbing is that ADA Fineman is not saying the double murder nor that the two men he shot were unarmed are the reasons for the special circumstances. She's saying the fact he used a gun at all, and that he didn't retreat and leave his wife at the mercy of those men, who he thought were violating his wife, are the special circumstances. And asking for the death penalty for those reasons is very chilling to the concept of self-defense."
"But he did have the 'duty to retreat'." fired back Rosie Berkmar. "He was obligated to retreat and not use a filthy gun to murder those unarmed men! And this case is exactly what we need to overthrow the NRA's totally wrong concepts of the 'Castle Doctrine' and 'stand your ground'!"
Connie Chen said "Meredith, do you have anything useful to add to this?"
Meredith Peller and Dana McMahon had been essentially 'traded' in a one-for-one swap of reporterettes, and both women had been allowed out of their restrictions against working for competing networks for months. And while Meredith was less conservative than the 'establishment' Dana McMahon, Connie Chen despised her.
Meredith said "Both Rosie and Zara make good points. This case will be a test of the Castle Doctrine as well as the limits of the use of guns in self-defense against unarmed persons, and the challenges to the Castle Doctrine are badly needed. But Zara is correct to point out that the District Attorney's Office asking for the death penalty because a gun was used is going to collide with the Second Amendment---"
"Let's go to break." Connie Chen said, cutting Meredith off...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Lisa Fillmore at 4:00pm, Wednesday, August 25th. "I'm Lisa Fillmore, and with me are Greg Wallace, Reed Hudson, and Dana McMahon. This is The Four!"
After the extremely cheesy music and intro graphics, Lisa said "The trial of Stanley Locklear is set to begin Monday, and already there are accusations of malfeasance by the District Attorney's Office, and counter-claims against the Defense. Additionally, Dr. Peter Frost, who was the marriage counselor for defendant Stanley Locklear and his wife Marla, was murdered over the weekend, only adding to the intrigue of the case."
After giving details of the case, Lisa said: "Stanley Locklear was tied up, and believed that his home had been invaded by two men who he believed were raping his wife. They had what appeared to be firearms, that later were determined to be fakes. The Police had not finished their investigation, but District Attorney Miriam Walters's Office went to the Grand Jury for an indictment, anyway."
Lisa: "And D.A. Miriam Walters's Office has made the trial a death penalty case, citing special circumstances that a gun was used in the case, and that the defendant did not retreat when he got out of his bonds, but instead defended his home and wife under the 'Castle Doctrine' by shooting and killing the suspects. Greg, what about this?"
Greg Wallace said: "The way District Attorney Miriam Walters's Office has acted is reprehensible. Jumping the gun going to the Grand Jury was bad, but worse are the reasons the D.A.'s Office is asking for the death penalty: because he used a gun to defend his home, and because he exercised the 'Castle Doctrine' and defended his home against the invaders."
Wallace: "That is really terrifying for law abiding citizens who have the Second Amendment right to Keep and Bear Arms, and the right to defend their home. Now District Attorney Miriam Walters's Office is telling them that they will be subject to the Death Penalty... the Death Penalty!... if they exercise their rights and if they do defend their families and their homes!"
Dana McMahon said "Hold on. Isn't it Assistant D.A. Savannah Fineman that went to the Grand Jury? And attached the special circumstances and asked for the death penalty?"
Lisa Fillmore said strongly: "Who was elected District Attorney in this County? Miriam Walters, not Savannah Fineman! Miriam Walters could have stopped the premature indictment, and she could have and still can remove the capital murder designation. And if Miriam Walters did not approve of what her ADA is doing, then that shows that Miriam Walters has totally lost control of her Office!"
Greg Wallace: "And I'll add that D.A. Miriam Walters could, and should have her best ADA, Paulina Patterson, on this, not Savannah Fineman, who has twice been badly defeated in her races for the Solicitor position, and lost several key trials."
Lisa Fillmore: "Reed, this does look politically motivated, doesn't it? Is Miriam Walters's District Attorney's Office trying to use this to roll back the time-honored concept of the 'Castle Doctrine'?"
Reed Hudson was the host of the well-respected and widely syndicated Conservative Excellence Network and its three hour radio show that was almost as good as the great Rush Limbaugh and the EIB Network.
Reed said: "And worse than that, Lisa, this State has a 'stand your ground' law, like Florida does. Stanley Locklear had no obligation, no duty to retreat; he had every right to defend his home. And that is what ADA Savannah Fineman is working so hard to overturn through the judiciary instead of the legislative process. It's a violation of the Separation of Powers, of fundamental Constitutional rights and human rights, and coddles the criminals while punishing the law-abiding."
Lisa: "And could District Attorney Miriam Walters stop this travesty?"
Reed Hudson: "Absolutely. And she should. Look, I get it why Savannah Fineman is doing this. I have sources that tell me Fineman is prepping her own run for District Attorney as a Democrat. But don't ask me to explain why Miriam Walters is allowing this; I can't. It's worse than John McCain's treason in voting with Democrats to prevent Obamacare from being overturned..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
District Attorney Miriam Walters was totally stunned as she watched the DVR replay of the 'The Four' broadcast in her office. "My God." she said. "They're making it sound like it's me and not Savannah doing that."
"That's because it is you doing it." Paulina Patterson said fearlessly. She had been the one that had brought the DVR-cast in for Miriam's viewing displeasure.
Miriam's beady black eyed flickered upwards to Paulina's face. "Why shouldn't I fire you right now?"
"You can." Paulina said as she looked right back into Miriam's eyes, again showing no fear. "But if you think what you just saw on that show was bad, just imagine the fallout if you fire your black ADA when all I'm trying to do is help you see what is happening here, and save the District Attorney's Office from the utter disaster that is about to befall us."
"Ah, there it is." Miriam said. "The race card. I knew it was only a matter of time before you played it."
"I'm not playing it, certainly not publicly." Paulina replied. "But you damn well better believe Judge Franklin Washington will, as will his brother, now Police Lieutenant Theo Washington. And Sheriff Griswold just might, too. But again, I'm not, so don't worry about that if you want to fire me. You'd be doing me a favor... I'm going to resign anyway if Stanley Locklear is convicted, much less given the death penalty. I will not be wanting any part of being employed by you if that happens."
Miriam and Paulina stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, Miriam 'blinked'.
"Get out of my office." she said. Paulina did so as hastily as her shapely legs could carry her...
Part 11 - Meetings and Reveries
4:30pm, Wednesday, August 25th. I was called into the Chief's Conference Room. As I exited my office, Commander Tanya P. Muscone drove out of hers, and I followed her to the Chief's suite. Waiting for us were Chief Moynahan, Sheriff Griswold, and Chaplain Romano. On the screen, hooked in by videoconference, was Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom.
"I just gave Judge Folsom my latest report." said Father Romano as I sat down in my 'normal' place between the Chief and the Sheriff, and Tanya parked between the Chief and Father Romano.
Judge Folsom said "I'm taking under advisement Father Romano's request for some help. He suggested that someone be allowed to set up computer programs that can go through the digital files on the servers and match up with his lists. I understand Corporal Penny Scott was in the military and has a Top Secret clearance?"
"Yes, Your Honor." I replied "As does Auxiliary Detective Halston."
"Corporal Scott will do fine." said the Judge. "And you can have one person, and one person only, set up the computer connections you need. They're not to open nor look into the files in any way, though." We all voiced our agreement.
"I have this question." said the Judge. "Father Romano suggested that I allow at least him to review the Locklear files. Do you have anything at all to support that? Any evidence at all?"
Sheriff Griswold answered: "It's circumstantial, Your Honor. The Locklear trial is a capital murder case, and the Media is already ginning up political issues over it. Dr. Peter Frost may have been subpoenaed to take the stand during the trial, and by being brought into it, his name would become known, which would potentially open more cans of worms. There's potentially motive, there, to silence him."
"But no evidence." said the Judge, more as a statement than a question.
"Your Honor," I said, "it's a circular argument. The only way to really get that evidence is to see what's in the files. Without seeing that, we have little hope to find proof of anything, either way. As another analogy, as a politician once stated about a bill in Congress: 'We have to pass it to see what's in it.'. Without that, we can't develop leads, much less corroborate anything we do have."
"And if you look at the files, and there's nothing there to lead you to the murderer of Dr. Frost?" the Judge asked, a bit harshly.
"Then at least we know for sure, Your Honor." I said. "And eliminating false paths helps lead us to the truth."
"And that's not good enough." said the Judge. "The Locklear files are off limits, definitely until the Locklear trial is over, and maybe even after that. Contact me if any other name correlations come up for you." And with that, the Judge signed off and exited the videoconference.
"Is he being fair? Or is he helping Fineman's prosecution?" the Sheriff asked.
"If this were California, Sheriff," Tanya said, without her usual perkiness, "we'd have what we need from a Special Master. Nothing against you, Father, but Judge Folsom is still needlessly tying our hands."
Everyone agreed, then noticed that I was mentally nowhere in the room. When I started coming out of it, Sheriff Griswold growled "Where are you now, Crowbar?"
"In California." I whispered. "I wonder..."
Chief Moynahan said "Father, have you found any names we can investigate?"
"Three, Chief, that the Judge has authorized me to release." said Romano. "Deputy Roger Hunt; a Mr. Mario Marchiano; and Dr. Ted Maris, who is on Staff at University Hospital."
All eyes drifted to me, though I was still far away. I barely realized it as I said "Ted Maris is an ear, nose, and throat specialist." I then snapped out of my reverie and began paying attention again.
Father Romano said "All three had some connection to Dr. Frost and possible motive to do him harm, and their names also came up in the files. Deputy Hunt was involved in that ticket that Dr. Frost challenged in Court. Dr. Maris never was a client of Dr. Frost, but his wife was, and Court records show that Dr. Frost applied for a Restraining Order against Dr. Maris, but then withdrew it. That was about a year ago."
Father Romano: "But Dr. Frost did have a Restraining Order against him, filed by Mr. Marchiano, also about a year ago. Mr. Marchiano claimed that Dr. Frost was stalking his daughter Gina. Gina Marchiano Talbot and her husband had been in marriage counseling with Dr. Frost, but it had failed, and Mr. Talbot divorced his wife and moved to The City."
Father Romano: "Apparently Gina went out with Peter Frost, but broke it off after a couple of dates. Dr. Frost apparently didn't want to take 'no' for an answer, so her father got involved. He's a lawyer for a financial company, so he went the legal way. But I happen to know that he and his financial company are (air quotes) 'connected', and yes, by that I mean Mob ties. And if Dr. Frost continued to cross the line, Mr. Marchiano's next steps to protect his daughter might've involved enforcement means that are... not Court-based."
Tanya said "But why send a pro to kill you, Father Romano?"
"Elementary, my dear Angel." I said. "If indeed Mr. Marchiano had Frost killed, that would mean the attack on Father Romano is a separate and unrelated crime."
"Even soooooo, "drawled the Chief, "we can talk to him, maybe his daughter and her ex-husband. And we can talk to all three of these men and their former spouses and involved personnel."
I said "We'll do that in the morning, sir. I'll give the names to Mary Milton and let her team see what they can find out about these people overnight. I have to talk to her, anyway."
Then I said: "And in the immortal words of Steve Jobs: 'oh, one more thing'. Father, are there any video files of Dr. Frost's sessions with his clients?"
"Yes, there are some." said Father Romano. "But of the ones I've looked at, they're all very basic. Dr. Frost was professional in every way in them. If you're looking for sex tapes, you'll have to find them somewhere else."
We all broke out laughing, especially me. "Point taken, Chaplain." I said. Then I got serious, and said "But yes, illicit sex tapes are indeed what I am looking for... and I suspect they're on the two servers that are still missing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knocked on Mary Milton's door and opened it and went on in. Mary started to rise out of her chair, but I stopped her.
"Stay seated." I said, then handed her a sheet of paper. "We've got these names as a starting point for our investigations. Find out what you can overnight about them. And there's something else I want you, and only you, to look into. And report only to me what you find."
I handed her another sheet of paper with my instructions. Her eyebrows raised up under her bright pink hair when she read the words. "Yes sir, I'll start looking into this right away..."
Part 12 - The Way Forward
8:00am, Thursday, August 26th.. I did not see the Bettina propaganda-cast because Teresa and I were at 1st Precinct Headquarters at County Jail. The roll call for the Uniformed Officers was commencing, led by Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie.
As he announced the names, they said 'Here'. And then he called out "Buchannan!"
"Here!"
Everyone turned around to see Patrolman Kevin Buchannan in the back of the room, his arm still in a sling, but in Uniform and ready for duty, albeit severely restricted duty.
The Officers began applauding. For two full minutes they gave their fellow Officer a standing ovation, recognizing that he had been wounded in the line of duty. Teresa and I joined the applause.
After Roll Call was done, I took a moment to address the 1st Precinct Officers. "Something purple, Officer Buchannan's way will come." I said. "Isn't that right, Commander Croyle?"
"Welcome to the club, Officer Buchannan." the six-time Purple Order recipient replied loudly. "I'm glad you are alive to be a part of it." That generated another round of applause.
I then commended the entire assemblage for performing their duties in a manner that made Commander Croyle and me look good in front of our Chief and Sheriff... who were also in the room, watching and listening...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am, Thursday, August 26th. Deputy Roger Hunt was normally assigned to Courthouse duties, but this morning he was asked to report to County Jail. He was brought over to the 1st Precinct Conference Room, where Sheriff Griswold, Lt. Commander Croyle, and I were waiting. He was a tall, well-built white man with a bald head; the quintessential, stereotypical Deputy Sheriff.
"Have a seat, Deputy." the Sheriff growled from his seat at the end of the table. I was to his left on the far side of the room, and Teresa near the other end of the table, in a defensible position. "Commander Troy has some questions for you." Hunt sat down.
I said "First, I'm going to read you your rights---"
"Sir?" Hunt gasped. "Er, why?"
"Tell you in a minute." I said. I read Hunt his rights, he said he understood them, and I asked "Do you want a Union Rep, or a lawyer?"
"I reserve my rights, but tell me what's going on and then I'll see." said Hunt.
"We're investigating the murder of Dr. Peter Frost." I said. "Do you remember giving Dr. Frost a citation for speeding?" 



"Yes sir." said Hunt. "I heard his name on the news, and it sounded familiar. So I looked up the case and re-read the Police report."
"Good." I said. "Deputy, did you and your wife use Dr. Frost as a marriage counselor?"
Deputy Hunt nodded, as if he was understanding what was really going on. He said "Commander Troy, you have a reputation as a straight shooter. So before I ask for a Union Rep and a lawyer, tell me if I can get some sort of immunity under which I can answer your questions truthfully."
I said "I appreciate your trust in me. And we could go that route, but it's messy and time-consuming. What we can do is for you to make a (air quotes) 'hypothetical' statement, or answer my hypothetical questions with hypothetical answers."
As Hunt considered it, Sheriff Griswold said "Deputy Hunt, you've had a good career with the Sheriff's Department, and no blemishes. And that is why Commander Troy is offering to let you speak hypothetically. It won't leave this room and it won't hurt your career, as long as you're totally truthful with us."
"Okay, sir." Hunt said. He took in a breath and said "Yes sir. My wife and I were trying to save our marriage at the time. Frost was recommended to us, so we went to him, and he took us on as clients. He was really expensive, though, and he wasn't all that helpful. I wanted to find another counselor, but my wife wouldn't hear of it. And that's when I first suspected something was going on... between my wife and Frost."
Hunt: "I'm nowhere near the Detective you are, Commander, but I'm not the dumbest rock in the box, either. I hired a P.I., and he got the proof quickly enough. Photos of them having sex, as well as audio recordings of their conversations. So I confronted my wife. She admitted that Frost had asked her for a date and then seduced her, and they were going to be together after the divorce."
Hunt: "Well, we did divorce, and due to her infidelity she didn't get anything out of it. But during the proceedings, Frost testified that he thought I was being physically abusive towards my wife, which was not true, and she said so herself. After the divorce my wife was going to break it off with him, but he was bothering her, maybe even stalking her."
Hunt: "So... hypothetically I followed him around, and when he went through a school zone, I pulled him over. I wrote him up a ticket, and hypothetically I might have told him that if he kept pestering my wife, he was likely to get a lot more tickets... if not worse: hypothetically someone might find a bag of cocaine in his car after a dog alerted after his next traffic stop."
Hunt: "Hypothetically, I just wanted to scare him, make him leave my ex-wife alone. And after he lost badly in Court contesting the ticket, and then saw either me or other Deputies helping me out by following him around, he got the message and left my her alone. Not that it did me any good; I'd lost my wife."
"Did you have any contact with Frost after that?" I asked.
"No sir." said Hunt. "We stopped fooling with him after I was sure he was leaving my ex-wife alone."
"Where were you this past weekend, especially Saturday?" I asked.
"I was at a party for Deputy Coleman's birthday on Saturday." said Hunt. "We watched the Braves-Cardinals doubleheader, then cooked hamburgers on the grill."
"All right, then." I said. "Deputy, I'm sure you understand that using your law enforcement position to mess with Citizens is not the right thing to do. I've heard that the Sheriff is looking to implement a new policy, where physically large men like yourself will be transferred to work at County Jail, where you can and will intimidate unruly prisoners until you get enough years to retire and get your pension."
Me: "So... no more patrol duties, no more Courthouse duties, except perhaps transporting prisoners. I suspect the Sheriff will very quietly make that happen, and no one will have to know of any blemishes that are written in invisible ink upon your record."
"You have read my mind, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "Deputy Hunt, as the Bible says: go, and sin no more."
"Yes, Sheriff. Thank you. Thank you, Commanders." said Hunt, who realized he'd been very leniently dealt with. He got up and exited the room.
"Wow." Teresa said. "Christmas in August. You really let him off easy. So you believe him?"
I replied: "We can check up behind him with the other Deputies at the party, and with his ex-wife if we really need to. But the problem is that we can't use anything he just talked about in Court. Especially since Frost's version of events surrounding the ticket are the true ones."
"Whaa?" gasped the Sheriff.
I said "Hunt is right about one thing: he's not the dumbest rock in the box. What he did was pull Frost over and issue him the ticket. And then he went to a school zone, parked himself, radioed in Frost's car tag, then waited several minutes and pulled away, so that it was recorded on his GPS. He set Frost up for a heavy ticket. Frost fought the Law, and the Law won on that one."
Teresa said "Are we going to talk to his wife? And if she can help, can we give Michael McGill her name?"
"Ahhh, you anticipate me, my dear Iron Wolf." I said. "You anticipate me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who's next?" Teresa asked as we got into my Police SUV and drove away from County Jail. "And why can't the Detectives be making these inquiries?"
I replied: "Because with all due respect to them, they don't know enough about the details of the case. And also because we cannot have any false steps with this if we want to help Stanley Locklear in his upcoming death penalty trial. As to our next step... we're going to see Dr. Ted Maris...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was not hard getting Dr. Maris to meet with us. Dr. Laura Fredricson phoned him and 'invited' him to come to the Hospital Boardroom at University Hospital. It was not hard securing the Boardroom for our use. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was a Hospital Board Member.
Dr. Maris was average height, about 5'7" tall. He was of average build, and had an average face under his black hair. If he squinted his eyes, they became piercing, and we were receiving that piercing look as he came into the Boardroom. His personality was a 'quietness' that was not all that common among doctors, but was by no means a negative against him.
"Have a seat, please, Dr. Maris." I said when he came in. The window drapes were drawn, nullifying the lighting effect; nevertheless, Teresa and I were sitting with our backs to the window, and Dr. Maris took a seat facing the window, and us.
"Dr. Fredricson said you wanted to talk to me." said Dr. Maris. "What's it about?"
"I know you're busy, so I'll get right to it." I replied. "Do you know a man named Peter Frost?"
Maris's face fell slightly. He said "Oh, so that's what it is. I heard about his death on the news. What do you want to know?"
I said "First, for your protection as well as ours, I'm going to read you your rights." I did so from the card, and Dr. Maris said he understood the rights.
I said "We know that your wife was a client of Dr. Frost. We also know that Dr. Frost attempted to obtain a Restraining Order against you, then withdrew it. Why did he seek that Restraining Order? And why did he withdraw it?"
Dr. Maris said "Some months ago... almost a year, now... my wife was having some issues. She was becoming increasingly unhappy with our marriage, but also her life beyond that. Upon the advice of a friend of hers, she began seeing Dr. Frost. Without my knowledge. She didn't go to Dr. Fredricson because she was afraid that Dr. Fredricson might say something to me."
Maris: "I found out pretty quickly that my wife had begun having a sexual affair with a young man. When I confronted her with the evidence I'd obtained from a Private Investigator, she broke down and told me what had happened. She'd been considering having a sexual affair... and Peter Frost encouraged her to do it, to find a man and have the affair."
Maris: "My wife said it didn't help; in fact, it made her feel much worse. And she stopped going to Frost and paying his enormous fees. I suggested that we go to Dr. Fredricson together, to work things out, but something got in the way. You see, the young man my wife had a sexual relationship was named Carl Ryder. And he was murdered right about that time, and the Media was making accusations against Dr. Fredricson with regards to that crime." (Author's note: 'The Babymaker')
I nodded, then said "So why the Restraining Order?"
Maris: "I may get in trouble for this, but when my wife admitted that she'd had the affair based upon Frost's advice, I went to visit him. I went through the door of his office, pushed him against the wall, and punched him in the belly as hard as I could. He doubled over, and I told him that that had been for him telling my wife to have an affair. After I left, he had his attorney ask for a Restraining Order against me, but after my wife threatened to publicize his advice to her, he had it withdrawn."
I said "Did your wife have sex with Dr. Frost himself?"
Dr. Maris said "She said she didn't, that she only had sex with Carl Ryder. And I really don't have any reason to not believe her on that."
"Where were you this past weekend?" I asked. "Particularly Saturday?"
"At home, with my wife." said Dr. Maris. "We'd both had a long week, so we slept in and then lounged around the house, not doing much of anything."
"Can anyone vouch for that?" I asked.
Maris looked a bit irritated as he said "The cleaning service came in late that morning... 10:00am to about noon. Other than that, we were alone..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we got back into my Police SUV, Teresa said "He showed violence towards Frost in the past, and he has no alibi for Saturday, except his wife. And maybe he hires someone to kill Father Romano to keep his wife's issues and his incident with Frost covered up."
"Yet he readily told us all that when he could've clammed up." I replied. "And while his wife is no good as a formal alibi, we can still talk to her and see if she corroborates what he said---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and Teresa answered for me. After a moment she disconnected then said "That was Lieutenant Mary Milton. She said she ran the data on the names Father Romano gave us as well as the other information you requested, and she's found something."
"Good." I said. "That gives us an excuse to go back to Headquarters instead of chasing Mario Marchiano and his family across the northern half of the State..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to Police Headquarters, we went to my office. Once there, I called Lt. Mary Milton to come see us.
"I honestly don't know how you do it, sir." Mary said as she handed me a folder with several sheets of data. "You were right, though. It's all there."
I perused the data and then handed the folder to Teresa. As the Iron Wolf examined the data, Mary said "Do you want me to call Judge Doss and get a warrant?"
"No." I said. "I'm sure she'll tell us we have to go to Judge Folsom himself, since this involves Peter Frost. And second... I probably should make this warrant request to him personally, so I can explain everything."
"Why don't you rehearse on me." Teresa said.
I said "We need the warrant to execute a search to find the corroborating evidence we need. Hopefully, we will find the missing servers, memory data for Frost's home camera, and the weapon that murdered him."
"Sooo..." Teresa said.
"Yes." I confirmed. "I know who murdered Dr. Peter Frost..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, you have sufficient clues to solve this case. Who murdered Dr. Peter Frost?
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Part 13 - Evidence of a Crrrime
1:00pm, Thursday, August 26th. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, and I were sitting in the Chambers of Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom.
"So, Commander," said Judge Folsom as he reviewed my very thorough and well-documented application for a search warrant, "it's not about the Locklear case, after all, is it?" His voice seemed to have a tinge of triumph to it.
"I can't say that for certain, Your Honor." I replied. "The engagement ring we found in Dr. Frost's home with the inscription for Marla could well be part of the motive, if not all of it."
"That's true, that's true." Judge Folsom said, as much to himself as to me, and with a bit more humility in his voice. "Well, you are very specific in what you are looking for in your search. The two missing servers, a memory storage device for a home videocamera, and the murder weapon... a Beretta.25 caliber pistol. And your links in the chain for means and opportunity are strong enough. Okay, then, the warrant is granted."
He signed the paperwork, which Teresa wasted no time in personally taking to the offices to get printed up. I knew she'd also be making the phone calls to set into motion the execution of the warrant.
"I must commend you, Commander Troy." said Judge Folsom "You've put together a very good case in spite of the legal hurdles and obstacles in front of you. I'm impressed, I truly am."
"Thank you, Your Honor." I said. "It was a Team effort." Folsom and Paulina looked at each other, and I could just hear them channeling Sheriff Griswold's opinion of my modesty...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:20pm, Thursday, August 26th. Dr. Peter Frost's assistant Denise was ushered into Father Romano's temporary office by Lt. Joanne Warner, who had picked her up at her apartment. "Thank you for coming, Denise." said Father Romano. "We may have a break in the case, and I need your help to find some files."
"Sure, Father." Denise said. "What are we looking for?"
Father Romano said "You had told the Police that someone had accosted and assaulted Dr. Frost last year. We found out who it was, or at least who we think it was. His name is Dr. Ted Maris. His wife was a client of Dr. Frost. What we are looking for are the files and any videotaped sessions with Mrs. Maris, that will confirm the possible motive for Dr. Maris's actions?"
"Oh yes, I remember him now." Denise said. She sat down in the chair next to Chaplain Romano and began searching through the files...
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:05pm. Lt. Jerome Davis came to my office. "K'plaa, sir. We found the two servers, Dr. Frost's home and office computers, and a memory storage device. They were concealed pretty well in the air conditioning vent. And we found the Beretta in the bedside drawer. Same serial number as the one you put on the warrant. We've sent it to Ballistics, and Jody Taylor dropped everything else to expedite it."
"Okay, then." I said. "That's excellent work. How did Roark do at the scene?"
"Very good, sir." said Jerome. "He's the one who noticed the flecks of drywall on the carpet beneath the A/C vent, and had the CSI's look there while being videotaped."
"Good." I said. "Sit down, if you will. Let's discuss the future of our MCD, Vice, and Intel units..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:00pm even, the phone call came in. "Commander, this is Commander Croyle. I'm with Jody Taylor in the Ballistics Lab at the Crime Lab Building. He's just confirmed that the Beretta recovered today is the murder weapon. I'm leaving for the Courthouse now to get an arrest warrant."
"Be faster than a speeding bullet." I quipped.
"That's what she said. Not." Teresa replied before disconnecting, leaving me laughing out loud...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:15pm, Thursday, August 26th. Denise told Father Romano "Those two video files are the only two I can find of the sessions with Mrs. Maris, but I know she had a lot more sessions with him. Maybe those videos are on the missing servers."
"That's very possible." said Captain Romano. Just then there was a knock on the door, which opened to reveal Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and Lieutenant Joanne Warner.
"Denise, please stand up." Teresa said. As Denise did, Teresa held up a folded document as she said "This is a warrant for your arrest, for the murder of Dr. Peter Frost, a human being." As Joanne frisked Denise then handcuffed her, Teresa began the recitation: "You have the right to remain silent..."
Part 14 - The Little Things
3:30pm. In the Main Conference Room were Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and District Attorney Miriam Walters, watching on the wall-mounted monitor. In the Monitor Room were Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross and Police Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, as well as attorney Nadine Hall.
Nadine had been called by Denise, but sent her partner in the women's law firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn, Tina Felton, to sit with Denise, citing potential conflict of interest for Nadine personally, as she'd been Marla Locklear's attorney.
In the full Classroom 'E' were Captain Claire Michaels, her Lieutenants Three, and almost everyone in the Detective Corps. They were agog at what had transpired in the last several minutes, and could not wait to hear their Police Commander explain this one.
I entered Interrogation-1 with a box in my hands, and saw Denise sitting at the table, wearing the stylish orange prison suit that was the required fashion of my jails. Next to her was her attorney, Tina Felton. Coming in behind me was Assistant District Attorney... Paulina Patterson. Neither she nor I had asked D.A. Walters; I called Paulina, and she came in. And so far, Miriam Walters had not uttered one word of protest nor backtalk.
I sat down at the table across from Denise, with Paulina to my left and Tina Felton to Denise's right. Denise's lovely face was a mixture of shock, sorrow... and acute awareness, as if looking for a loophole to escape the mess she was in. Unfortunately for her, it was Your Iron Crowbar she was dealing with. There were no loopholes.
I read Denise her rights from the card, and she nodded that she understood. I reached down into the box and pulled out from the box a plastic evidence bag that contained a Beretta 25 pistol, and placed it on the table. I handed Tina Felton a copy of the ballistics report as Denise stared at the gun as if it were alive and might move of its own accord.
"It's the same gun, Denise." I said. "Ballistics has matched this weapon, that we found in your apartment, to the bullets recovered from the body of Dr. Peter Frost. And we found the two missing servers, as well as the memory box from Dr. Frost's home camera hidden in the walls of your apartment."
Tina Felton said "And how are you going to show that that is my client's gun? And upon exactly what evidence did you somehow obtain a warrant to search my client's home?"
I said "I showed Judge Folsom several pieces of evidence as well as a sequence of 'strangenesses' we've found over the last few days. For example, you, Denise, acquired a concealed carry permit... but you never bought a gun. It is somewhat strange for someone, especially a woman, to acquire a permit to carry but not buy a weapon to carry."
Me: "And the 'Occam's Razor' simplest explanation for that... is that you already had a weapon. Where did it come from? I deduced that from the records we have of your past. You graduated County High School here, then moved back to Sacramento, California for two years... but had no employment record and no tax returns for that time. And that's because you went home to take care of your grandfather, who was slowly dying of Alzheimer's as well as heart disease."
Me: "He was your mother's father, so he did not have the same last name that you and your parents do. So the name on his Federal and California gun purchase forms didn't match up to your name, and we had to get your mother's maiden name to search for his name. And that's what I had my Intel Branch Lieutenant do, and she found the California-required registration of his Beretta 25 handgun, serial number and all. And it's the same serial number as this gun right here, whose ballistics match the bullets that killed Peter Frost."
"That's nothing." said Tina Felton.
"And that is not even a good try, Ms. Felton." I said. "Shall I continue?" I did so, anyway: "When your grandfather died, Denise, whatever things he had left went to your parents or to you. But I suspected that you kept the gun. Maybe he gave it to you for your self-protection, or you just found it after he died and kept it."
Me: "Since you left the People's Republic of California and their onerous anti-gun-rights laws, and moved back here where we respect the Second Amendment, you didn't have to register the weapon. But I now had a link... between a.25 caliber handgun and someone closely associated with Peter Frost."
"And you thought of all that clear out of the blue, and used it to obtain a warrant?" Tina Felton said, trying to put incredulity into her voice.
"Not clear out of the blue."I said. "Your client left a trail of small (air quotes) 'strangenesses', each of them no big deal in their own right, but when put together formed quite the little pattern."
I turned to Denise and said "You told both Lieutenant Warner and me that the alarm was set when you came in, and you deactivated it. I have a device that could check that on the spot, and I did so... and found that you were telling the truth, that the alarm was deactivated that morning. The problem is that I would not expect whoever killed Peter Frost on Saturday afternoon to set the alarm on the way out."
I explained: "The alarm was deactivated when Peter came into the office Saturday. But how did it get RE-activated? Someone else who was there... very most likely Frost's killer... reactivated it. Why do that? It didn't make sense. And then I realized that whoever reset it did so for one of two reasons: to protect the two servers and the files that were left in the office after two others were removed; -or- out of sheer force of habit. I suspect the latter, but now that I've said the former, you'll probably claim that to be the case."
"My client is not claiming anything." Tina Felton said. "So stop trying to put words in her mouth and ideas in her head."
Me: "And I'm not trying to. But there's more. By rights, the perp should have removed all the servers. But you didn't, and I'll come back to that later. When you came in Monday, you got on your computer, got the emails and the appointment list, which showed me that there were servers in use. So when we didn't find them, that's how I knew they'd been removed that morning. And that is how I knew you were not telling the truth about the timeline of finding the body, that you called the lawyers first, and one of them removed the servers. Again, I am digressing, and I will come back to that in a moment."
Me: "So I also considered how Peter Frost's Audi got back to his home. Obviously he drove it to the office on Saturday, and it was likely the killer drove his own car to his place in order to find and remove other servers and memory devices that might have incriminating information."
Me: "One thing my Vice Detectives will tell you is that thieves who steal a car often drive it to the home of the victim and burgle it. The registration and insurance cards often have the car owner's address and personal information on it. Neighbors will not notice anything particularly wrong about that owner's car pulling into that owner's house's garage. And that's why it's a good idea to not have anything with your address in your car. Keep the info in your wallet or something."
(Author's note: Are you feeling me on this, Readers?)
Me: "Soooo, neighbors might not think anything of Peter's Audi toodling up the road and into his home's garage. But the killer took several items out of the home, and it would definitely get the attention of nosy neighbors if someone is walking down the street with an armload of stuff. Ditto that for an Uber coming up."
Me: "So the moral of the story is that whatever car was used to take the perp and the stuff away was also known to the nosy neighbors! And you, Denise, told us that in your 'friends with benefits' relationship with Peter Frost, you often stayed at his house on weekends. Your car was known, and would not be noticed as unusual. And I suspect that you spent the previous night with Peter at his home, rode with him in his car to the office, shot him, drove his car back to his home, then drove your car to your home."
Me: "And then there are your obviously 'frosty' relations, pun not intended, with the lawyers, especially Bertram. He was really trying to intimidate you, and you got really ugly with him in return. And then you begged Lieutenant Warner to give you a ride home the night Father Romano was attacked; you wanted no part of being in a car alone with that man."
"That's having good instincts, good intuition." Tina Felton said. "You might not realize that... being a man."
"Oh, I do understand." I said. "But I also have a few good instincts of my own, and those told me that the animosity was born not only of good instincts, but of history. And I remembered that your client got her concealed carry permit just before leaving the employment of their law firm. I suspect Bertram and maybe Gale Gaston sexually harassed your client, or worse; maybe they attempted to physically sexually molest her."
I saw the reaction in Denise, and I knew I was right. I went on: "So, Denise, you got the carry permit, but you already had the gun and ammo for it, so you didn't buy one. And you met Peter Frost about that time, and obtained employment with him, leaving those assholes in the dust."
"And that brings up an important point." said Tina Felton. "Motive. Why would she murder her employer, much less her 'friend with benefits', as you call it?"
"Ah, yes. That." I said. I reached into the box and pulled out an evidence bag. From that, I took out the diamond ring box and opened it. "Does this look familiar to you, Denise?" Yes it did, I deduced from the look on Denise's face that I observed. And then her face fell, and tears formed in her otherwise lovely eyes.
I said "If you examine the inside of the ring, you see the inscription to Marla, and also an alteration. At first, I thought that was due to resizing, but then realized my error. In fact, Peter originally bought this ring for you, Denise. He had inscribed it for you."
Me: "But then... he met Marla Locklear. And he is not the only man who was totally smitten by her, and got himself wrapped around her finger. Marla is nowhere near as pretty nor as fit as you, Denise, but she has what I call 'the aura', what was called 'sex appeal' in my parents's day."
Me: "The only thing I don't know is if Peter did ask you to marry him and gave you the ring, then called it off and got the ring back; -or- if y'all talked about marriage but it never came to fruition. But what was painfully evident was that Peter fell hard for Marla, and he believed that he was going to marry Marla after she was rid of her husband Stanley."
Me: "And this is where I will circle back to the question of the servers. I think that you, Denise, removed two of them on Saturday, but left two. The two you took have video files on them... including videos of Peter Frost having sex with some of his female clients, and some of those in front of the husbands. Our Police Chaplain had to say a few 'Ave Marias' after he observed them."
Me: "There are also files of Peter having sex with you, Denise. But most importantly, there are videos of Peter having sex with Marla Locklear and Peter and Marla discussing how to get her husband Stanley out of her life. They actually talked about Peter lying on the stand to make sure Stanley would be convicted of murdering his two co-workers."
Me: "You knew that, Denise. Only you and Peter had access to those files. And my theory is that you could accept that Peter had dumped you for Marla, but you were not prepared to accept that he was going to help Marla get Stanley put away, if not executed by the State, for murder. You have that much conscience. I think you confronted Peter about that, and it led to Peter's death at close range by the Beretta 25 in your hands."
Me: "You also knew that Gaston and Bertram would take those servers and hide or destroy them if they could. And that is why you didn't want to be alone in a car with Bertram; there is no telling what he or his hired henchmen... like the late Joey Mendon was... would do to you to find out what you did with those servers."
Me: "So, you took those two servers on Saturday, and left the others to be found and removed by the overprotective lawyers, which of course I found. And it all might have worked; you planned and executed it very well, pun not intended. Unfortunately, there was the pitter-patter of little defeats. You needed to reset the alarm, even though it was inconsistent with what any other murderer would normally do, and you couldn't get past the two servers you didn't take being left behind for you to access Monday morning."
"So," I said as I put all the evidence back in my box, "why don't you, Ms. Felton, have a private conversation with your client, while ADA Patterson and I step outside and discuss what very generous plea deal we'll be prepared to offer you... if any." And with that, Paulina and I exited Interrogation-1 into the anteroom and on into the back hallway of Police Headquarters...
Part 15 - Negotiations
When we came out of I-1, Teresa, Cindy, and Nadine Hall came out of the Monitor Room. Teresa said "Another amazing success for the Iron Crowbar. One day we might even get used to it."
Then she and Cindy said simultaneously "Naaah!" I chuckled at that.
Nadine said "I'm very glad I dropped Marla as a client. I had no idea that she conspired with Peter Frost, though."
I said "I'm glad you took the precaution of bringing in Tina to represent Denise. Okay, let's mosey our way down to the Main Conference Room and talk plea deals. But first..."
I turned down the hallway that led to Classroom 'E', and went inside. The Detective Corps had been discussing the case, but it went silent when I came in, followed by Lt. Rudistan starting up a round of applause that became a standing ovation.
I said "Give that applause to yourselves, guys. This was truly a Team effort, and I am not being modest in saying that. All of you contributed. Lieutenant Warner and Detective Roark did particularly well, as did Lieutenant Davis and all of you in MCD. The Intel Branch and Lieutenant Mary Milton did your usual amazing job of gathering data. And the insights of you guys in Vice were very helpful, as well. All your work is what lets everyone know that this is the best Police Force in the world!"



"And the Police Force with the best Iron Crowbar in the world!" Micah Rudistan said mischievously and with great joviality. Everyone applauded at that.
"Okay, y'all carry on." I said. "Captain Michaels, come with me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went to the Main Conference Room. Tanya high-fived me as I passed by her on my way to my seat on the Chief's other side. Our Sheriff beamed at me as I took my seat next to him, and Paulina sat down next to Miriam Walters, who was to Tanya's right. Teresa sat at the other end of the table, and Cindy to the Sheriff's left.
"That was an a-maizzz-ing job, Commanderrrr." drawled the Chief.
"Yeah it was!" the Sheriff said happily, his big handlebar mustaches twitching most merrily. "Don't you agree, Ms. Walters."
"Yes." Miriam conceded. "Commander Troy's crime-solving abilities has never been in doubt. Very well done, Commander."
"So," said (who else) Cindy Ross. "What's next? Where do we go from here?"
I said "We need to decide the extent of the charges, and what plea deal we'll offer her to save the expense of a trial."
"At least you're working with us rather than going off on your own." Miriam Walters said with asperity, generating some angry looks from nearly everyone. "We certainly don't have to give her very much, do we?"
I said "There are two issues still in play. First is what Denise tells us. I'm expecting some sort of self-defense play. That won't fly very far, of course. The second issue is what's important: Denise can blow Fineman's capital murder case out of the water if she testifies to what she knows. And a plea deal in exchange for her truthful testimony will increase her willingness to talk about that."
Miriam said "If... that testimony or any of the privileged tapes were allowed in the Locklear trial. And that's not a given by any stretch."
Sheriff Griswold said menacingly "Obviously, Crowbar, District Attorney Walters has no interest in doing the right things with regard to the Locklear trial, and she apparently has no desire to try to win her next election. So what do you and ADA Patterson want to do?"
As Miriam glared at the Sheriff, Paulina said "As far as charges are concerned, we can run the gamut from Murder in the First, to Murder in the Second, to Voluntary Manslaughter. We should not accept any less. And it may depend on what Denise tells us, and that's what she and her attorney are working out right now."
All eyes went to me. Even Miriam Walters knew who was going to decide what to do, and how to go about it. And I ran with it: "Okay, we'll hear what Denise has to say, if anything. And depending on what she does, here's how I would like to play it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:15pm, Thursday, August 26th. Paulina and I went back into Interrogation-1. Tina Felton said "My client would like to make a hypothetical statement, from which we can negotiate a plea deal---"
"No." I said. "No hypotheticals. This is for real; we are not playing around. So don't waste my time. And Denise, you need to understand that we don't even have to offer nor accept a plea deal. We have you ice cold, dead to rights, for murder."
Tina looked at Denise and nodded, implementing their pre-arranged plan. Denise said "Like I told you the other day, Commander Troy, I've heard of you and your reputation. I guess I didn't expect to see such an example of it... on me. You were right, about almost all of it. But I shot Peter in self-defense when he attacked me."
I sighed. "Stop treating me like an Agency of the Weak-Minded. Tell me what really happened, and we'll go from there."
Denise said "I should've gotten rid of the gun, but you were right that that gun was my grandfather's. He gave it to me before he died, and told me to keep it for self-protection. So I just couldn't let it go."
Denise: "And you were right that I applied for a carry permit after what happened with Michael Bertram. I was in his office one day when he came up behind me and grabbed my breasts, and pushed his crotch into my backside. I kicked him hard in the knee and fought my way out of his grip, then ran into the main room to get away from him. I injured him pretty badly, too; he had to have surgery on the knee I kicked in."
Denise: "I made a formal complaint to HR, and the bitch there just said I had no evidence of it. And then Gale Gaston told me that if I didn't shut up, I would not only be fired, I would be found dead in a ditch by the side of the road. I reported that, too, and did not return to work there."
Denise: "One of the senior partners in the firm contacted me and apologized for Gaston and Bertram. He also asked me to come back to work there, and said, quote 'we'll settle things like adults'. I said I was already doing that, that I was hiring a lawyer and was going to sue them, and win or lose, the publicity would kill them. He just said to think about it 'rationally'."
Denise: "I never went back to Lowe, Ball & Lynch. I applied for the carry permit at that time, and started carrying the Beretta and pepper spray from that moment on. Peter hired me as his assistant a few weeks later, after no lawyer would take my harassment case and no one else would hire me."
I said "But Peter kept Lowe, Ball & Lynch as his attorneys?"
"Yes." said Denise. "I found out later that they'd suggested to Peter that he hire me, maybe to keep me quiet and from eventually finding a lawyer who would take my case. Anyway, it seemed to be working out. Peter and I were dating, and I really thought he was in love with me despite my knowing that his advice to couples was pretty avant-garde, and that there might be extracurricular stuff going on with some of them."
Denise: "Over time, Peter actually told me some of the things that were going on, and gave me access to the servers. All of them. He told me that if anything ever happened to him, if he were found beat up or worse, to take the two servers marked 'B' home with him, but keep the servers marked 'A' at the office so the Police could find them. That was about two years ago, when he also told me to call his lawyers first, even before the Police, if something happened to him."
Paulina said "You really put yourself in danger, there. You were a threat to Peter."
Denise: "I know, and I'll speak to that in a minute. I did protect myself by copying some of the sexually explicit files to an external hard drive, and putting it in a safe deposit box. But I think Peter was counting on me to be his protection if something happened to him."
Denise: "Anyway, we were in a serious relationship by then, and talking about moving in together, maybe even getting married. And I found out Spring before last that he was making deposits on a diamond ring. I thought it was for me and that he'd give it to me for Christmas, so I didn't say anything."
Denise's pretty face then turned dark as she hissed "And that's when she showed up. That Autumn. Marla Locklear and her husband became clients of Peter's, and it was pretty much over between me and Peter from that moment on. Peter and Marla began having sex, and Peter didn't have a lot of time for me anymore."
Denise: "Christmas came and went, and Peter gave me a nice necklace, but no engagement ring. When I brought up with him at year's end about moving in together and getting married, since my apartment contract was ending, he hemmed and hawed about it, and said we should hold off on those plans. And during the Spring, even 'friends with benefits' became just 'friends'."
Denise: "I knew why. I peeked into Peter's office during one of his solo sessions with Marla. They were on the couch, and he was on top of her, fucking her. And they were really going at it. I began secretly taping their sessions, and half the time they were banging. I had those recorded to the 'B' servers."
Denise: "But I could've lived with that. If Peter would've been happier with her than me, that was between them. It was last week, when I was watching the video of one of their sessions of them just talking, and heard them talking about Peter lying on the stand to help convict Marla's husband, that I knew he was crossing the line for her."
Denise: "So on Saturday morning, I went to his house. I was going to confront him there, but he said he needed to go to the office, and he wanted me to come with him. So I rode in his car with him. At the office, he was preparing to destroy the 'B' server files. He told me that he might have to testify in the Locklear trial, and that his files might be subpoenaed, so he was going to destroy them."
Denise: "That's when I confronted him, and told him I knew he had talked with Marla about lying on the stand. I told him that he was a better man than that, and it was wrong to falsely testify to get Mr. Locklear convicted. I'll... I'll never forget how he looked at me at that moment... through his eyebrows with an ugly glare. This was the man that was talking marriage with me just months before, and at that moment he was staring at me with pure hatred in his eyes."
Denise: "I felt real fear at that moment, and put my hand in my jeans pocket where my gun was. And when he came around the desk and grabbed at my neck with his hands, I pulled it out to stop him. I just wanted to stop him, not kill him! But he kept attacking, and I had to pull the trigger."
Denise: "When the first shot went off, he went to his knees, looking at me as if he couldn't believe I'd shot him. He grabbed at me again, and I fired at him again, and got him right in the face. He went down like a stone."
Denise: "I was in a panic. I got his keys, which he'd put on his desk, went and got the 'B' servers, and took them to his car. And like you said, Commander, I reset the alarm just in case someone heard the shots and came to investigate, and the Police would answer the alarm and come over and investigate."
Denise: "I drove Peter's car back to his house, put the servers in my car, then went inside and got the electronics stuff. He had a camera that he used to film himself and me making love, and I thought he might've taped himself with Marla, so I took the storage device that went with the camera."
Denise: "And then I drove home, drank myself half to death, then realized Sunday that I needed to act as if nothing had happened and go into work Monday. And I did... and called the lawyers like he always wanted me to, even though I despised them. And that's... pretty much it."
Tina Felton said "So as you can see, it was self-defense. Involuntary manslaughter at worst."
"Voluntary manslaughter at best." Paulina replied, a bit strongly. "And a lot closer to Murder-2 than that."
"She didn't intend to harm him." Tina tried to argue. "And it'll be hard for you to prove more than voluntary manslaughter." She was already maneuvering to the middle, I noticed.
I said "Oh, I think we can prove more. But... let's just keep that story in our minds, shall we? Maybe we will want to come back to it, like Monsieur Hercule Poirot kept the second idea in mind in Agatha Christie's 'Murder On The Orient Express'. But have no doubts, Ms. Felton. We can press for Murder in the First Degree, here."
Me: "First of all, Denise, Peter did not attack you. If he had, I would have expected to see bruising on your neck. And it's also provably true that when one is attacked, no matter how ready you are, there is a time lapse between your mind's recognition of the threat and your ability to respond to it."
Me: "There is virtually no way you could've acted defensively to pull out the gun, pressed it to Peter's abdomen, and fire it. Additionally, if he was (air quotes) 'still coming at you' like you said, he'd have either choked you, or gone for the gun."
Me: "No, you had the gun ready to go. I suspect that you confronted Peter, that you were angry or upset with him, telling him that Marla's influence over him was clouding his judgement. He was trying to calm you down, came around the desk, put his hands on your shoulders as if to hug you, and found your gun pressed into him followed by you shooting him. Then a second shot as he fell."
Me: "And there are other signs of premeditation, as well. You'd already thought out getting the 'B' servers but leaving the other servers. I understand why you took them, to keep Gaston and Bertram from getting to them, but that shows thinking ahead, and bad decision-making. If you'd called the Police first, we'd have the servers before they would."
"Unless they somehow knew Peter was dead, and came in and took the servers." Denise said.
"So why did you take the servers? Why did you want to protect them?" I asked.
Denise said "I was thinking that I might could find a way to give them to Mr. Locklear's Defense Counsel, to help him at his trial. To be honest, I didn't think that far ahead."
Tina Felton said "Denise, you need to stop talking now. So, Commander, Ms. Patterson, involuntary manslaughter, six years with parole eligibility in two? In exchange for not putting you through a trial to be hard pressed to show Murder-2, much less Murder-1?"
Paulina looked at me. I nodded, so she said "Voluntary manslaughter, ten years with eligibility for parole in six."
I said "And one more thing. Your client will agree to truthfully testify in the Locklear trial if called upon."
"Fineman will never allow that." Tina Felton said.
"It won't be her call" I replied. "It'll be the Judge's, if and when the Defense calls on her to take the stand."
"And what if he doesn't call on her?" Tina Felton asked.
"Then she's looking at six-to-ten as a very generous gift, with nothing to have to do in return." I said. "If she's called on, she testifies. If not, not. That's our final offer..."
Part 16 - Nacho Plea Deal
Paulina and I were sitting on the outside deck of the Cop Bar, enjoying beef nachos and beer or Coca-Cola Zero. Joining us for the impromptu celebration were the Sheriff, the Chief, Cindy and Callie, Teresa, Tanya and Jack Muscone, and Chaplain Romano. I learned that some priests love beef nachos. A lot.
Paulina: "Pretty damn generous of you, Don. I would not have settled for less than Murder-2. Denise's attorney is a divorce attorney, not an experienced criminal and trial attorney, and she was trying to play the tough holdout card, so maybe Denise wouldn't have taken it. But voluntary manslaughter is almost not enough for what she did. "
Tanya said "I'm a little surprised, too. Six to ten, likely just six, for murdering a man? That's not the Iron Crowbar I'm used to. What, Don, getting soft in your old age?" Everyone chuckled.
"Yeah, I guess I am." I said, rolling with it. "But Peter Frost was a sleazy son of a bitch, no doubt. And I think we got all we could out of Denise, unless we wanted to work hard at a trial that likely would've gotten the same reduced charges. And we got Denise willing to testify on Stanley Locklear's behalf."
"And Judge Folsom signed off on the deal?" Sheriff Griswold growled.
"Yes, he did." said Paulina. "He was surprised, too, but he signed off on it readily enough. And to be candidly honest, I don't know if Judge Watts would have signed off on it."
"Will she be able to help Locklear?" Jack Muscone asked. "Will she be allowed to testify?"
"I don't know." I said. "The minute we had Denise's words about Marla and Frost on tape, Father Romano looked up those files on the 'B' servers, and he confirmed what Denise said. Marla and Peter were a'conspirin' to convict if not murder Stanley Locklear. That Marla..." I stopped mid-sentence.
Cindy said "I know what you're thinking. Marla must be the best piece of ass in the State. She manipulated Stanley, she had Tom Maple and Peter Frost pussy-whipped---" She was stopped by the outburst of laughter by everyone, even Father Romano.
I said "Yep. That is what I was thinking: Marla must be amazing in bed. As to the Locklear trial, as soon as Father Romano confirmed the data, I called Michael Thomas McGill and told him about it. He's subpoenaing the tapes, and is putting Denise on his witness list. I suspect Savannah and Marla's new legal representation are going to go ape-shit tomorrow."
"Who is her new representation?" Teresa asked.
I just 'looked' at her and said "You get one guess."
"And that guess had better be 'Gwen Munson'." said Paulina.
"Her?!" gasped Tanya. "She handles big names. Is Marla a Swamp Frog?"
"I don't think so." I said. "I suspect that Fineman asked Gwen to represent Marla. And for a Prosecutor like Fineman to be working in cahoots with Swamp Frog lawyers... that is---"
"A strangeness!" said a chorus. I love my team, I love my team, I love my team...
"I was going to say that it was something of (air quotes) 'interest', something to keep in our field of vision." I said. "And methinks it does not bode well for our futures."
"Well, Don," Jack Muscone said. "Modesty aside, you did a hell of a job."
I said "Modesty aside, it really was a team effort. Everyone contributed pieces of data to the puzzle. I saw all of it, so I was able to correlate things, put the pieces together into a cohesive picture. By the way, are there any leftover questions?"
"Joey Mendon attempting to assassinate Father Romano." said Cindy. "Who, and why?"
I said "I think Sheriff Griswold may have been spot-on about it when he said Gale Gaston and Michael Bertram may have been working for interests other than Peter Frost. Those are two sleazy, bad men, and I expect to be seeing more of them in the future... in our realm of work, not theirs."
Paulina said "I heard a rumor that the senior partners at Lowe, Ball & Lynch may be asking them to seek employment elsewhere, even though Savannah dropped the charges against Gale Gaston."
"So, Paulina," Teresa said, "will we be seeing more of you and less of Savannah now?"
"I-yi-yiiii." Paulina said. "We'll have to see how the Locklear trial goes. If Miriam doesn't stop Savannah's insanity, and at least take death off the table, and if Stanley is convicted, then I'm resigning from the District Attorney's Office..."
Part 17 - School Daze and Discrimination
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, August 27th, from roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "The Police Union demands the Town & County Police Department name an Internal Affairs leader!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The Police Union has filed a formal grievance against the Town & County Mayor and Council and the Town & County Public Safety Department over the Police Department's continuing failure to appoint an Internal Affairs leader. The position carries the rank of Lieutenant Commander, and answers to the Police Commander and Police Chief."
Bettina: "The Union is claiming that they are grieving on behalf of their member Officers, saying that not having a viable, independent Internal Affairs with an appointed, vetted leader of integrity potentially harms the rights of the Officers with regards to issues of indemnity as well as potential infractions such as insubordination. The Union claims they have strong support for the grievance from their members, and did not rule out authorizing a strike over the issue."
Bettina: "The Union grievance to the Federal Government includes a request for binding arbitration by the National Labor Relations Board. Reached for comment, Police spokesman Damien Thompson stated that, quote, 'the Town & County Police Department will never accept binding Federal arbitration for any Union grievance, and especially not for a specious and illegal grievance over an issue that is not within their purview', close quote. Police Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by Channel Two News for comment."



Bettina: "And in other news, the Town & County's children are excited to begin school today! Under new Federal guidelines, children of all ages will be taught about the damage that Climate Change and irresponsible businesses are doing to our earth. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for more on the University Bulldogs's game against Taco State tomorrow. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I can't believe it." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said as the Usual Suspects (except Cindy) drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room. "Not one word about the Peter Frost case being solved!"
"Nor about the upcoming Locklear trial." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone. "Not one word of praise or support for Savannah Fineman's jihad against gun rights and self-defense, like they've been doing. Any idea why not?"
Teresa said "Cindy's secret source told her, and she told me, that KXTC is scared shitless that Denise might be allowed to testify in the Locklear trial, which would blow up Savannah's prosecution of Stanley. That's probably why they didn't say anything, and won't until Judge Folsom makes a ruling on it today."
I said "Yes, and I have been 'invited' to that 'come-to-Jesus' meeting with the Judge and the attorneys."
"Is that why you're wearing your Duty Dress uniform?" Tanya asked. I was indeed wearing my Duty Dress jacket, and a white shirt and black necktie underneath it.
"Partly." I said. "And I'll be at Eastside Elementary today to welcome the first graders. Tasha and Ian are starting school today."
"So is Mike, so I'll be there, too." said Teresa, speaking about her adopted son.
I said "And Patricia Allgood is going to be in first grade, so Daniel and Melina will be there."
"They grow up fast." said Tanya. "I have a question about that Union business. Are the rank and file really that upset about not having an I.A. Commander?"
Teresa said "My Precinct leaders have not said a word to me about it. And if there's an issue, they know the Inspector General's Office can step in and handle it. So I don't know what the Union's problem is."
Chief Moynahan added: "I'm not sure they have the right to make that grievance. The I.A. process for Officers is part of the Collective Bargaining Agreement, but a requirement that we have the I.A. Commander slot filled is not mentioned at all." I could tell the Chief was aggrieved, pun not intended, because he was not drawling.
"What do you think of it, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked me.
"Two things, Sheriff." I replied. "First, I suspect Bettina is talking about it so that she doesn't have to talk about us solving the Frost case. And second, I would not be surprised to learn that there is colluuuusion between the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media with the Union to bring this up and make hay of it. I also have not heard any word of our Officers having a problem with it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Apt to lose this inhibition
Follow your intuition
Free your inner soul
And break away from tradition"
--- The Black Eyed Peas, 'Let's Get It Started'
8:15am, Friday, August 27th. The gauntlet of parents formed as the music of The Black Eyed Peas's 'Let's Get It Started' began playing over the loudspeakers. Eastside Elementary first graders began coming through. Ian Troy had chivalrously allowed his sister Tasha Troy-Patterson to go first, and he followed.
I was at the end of the line, waiting with Sheriff Griswold and Mayor Daniel Allgood to greet the children. In what was becoming tradition, Tasha grabbed the other end of my red crowbar and said to the others "Touch the crowbar for good luck!" Chief Deputy Cindy Ross was taking photos of each child with my crowbar as Ian, Patricia Allgood, Mike Burke, and all the other kids came through.
After the ceremony was over, I was gathered in a group with the Sheriff, the Allgoods, Teresa, and Cindy when a text came to my Police iPhone: "They're holding Tyson back."
It was from my daughter Carole's 'emergency' cellphone that she carried to school for emergencies. And I knew what it was about. Fourth grade is where students went to different classes than homeroom for Math and for English. Carole and Marie were in the 'smart set' class. But Tyson, the very smart black kid, was being relegated to classes with the 'ordinary' kids (for lack of a better term) that would not be taught at an accelerated pace.
"Teresa," I said, "let's go see what's going on."
"I'm coming with you." growled Sheriff Griswold. We made our goodbyes to the Allgoods and Cindy, who were arranging for the photos to be sent to the kids as a gift from the 'Allgood For Mayor' campaign, and went to the Principal's Office.
When we got there, we found Tyson's parents about to be in a heated argument with the Principal, Mrs. Keaton, and the Assistant Principal, Mrs. Carson. As usual, I started some 'trouble' by speaking up: "I'm hearing rumors that young Tyson is being put in classes that are less than his abilities?"
"I'm glad you're here, Commander, Sheriff." said Tyson's father. "I don't know how you knew, but yes, Tyson is not in the top Math and English classes."
"And why not?" I asked with authority, my eyes boring in on Mrs. Keaton.
She replied: "Tyson's teacher last year, Mrs. Wayne, very strongly recommended that Tyson be put in the second level Math and English classes, that he was not ready for the top-level class."
"Did she put that in writing?" I asked as I got on my Police iPad and began bringing up data.
"Yes, Commander." said Mrs. Carson, who was normally one of the 'good guys' vis-à-vis school issues. "It's part of his permanent record."
"I see here that Tyson's test scores in Math and English last year were third-best in his entire grade, just behind Sidney and my daughter Carole." I said. "So how is it---"
"How do you know that?" Mrs. Keaton said angrily. "Those test scores are confidential!"
I just looked at her as if she'd fallen out of her tree, then tapped my badge on my chest. "I'm the Police. I can look up stuff like that. And I want an explanation of why the kid with the third-highest test scores in his entire grade is not in the top-tier classes. Make me understand that, Mrs. Keaton."
"Make me understand it, too." said Tyson's father. "It sounds like racial discrimination against my son."
"Oh, please!" Mrs. Keaton said angrily. "Would you stop playing the race card every time you possibly can?"
"In this case," I said before Tyson's angry dad said something, "I believe he is correct. Mrs. Wayne tried to downgrade Tyson's role in last year's Christmas play, and tried to downplay Jameis's role in the play as well." (Author's note: 'Christmas Mystery Theater Redux')
Me: "And for her to say that Tyson, who I know personally and am very impressed with, is not ready for the top-level class is incomprehensible to me... unless it is racially motivated. And these test scores, Mrs. Keaton?"
"I'm going to call my lawyer, right now." said Tyson's dad, fishing out his cellphone.
"Just one second, if you will." I said. I turned to Mrs. Keaton and Mrs. Carson and said "We can play this one of two ways. While Tyson's dad calls his lawyer and sues you, I'll be calling the Press and telling them of this incident of racial discrimination. Orrrr, I can begin a formal Police investigation of this incident, and refer my findings to Federal and State authorities for them to do something about it."
Mrs. Keaton said "I'd like to help you, Commander, but there is nothing that can be done about it. The class is full. We cant't add any more students to it."
I said "Sure you can. Orrrr, you can take the kid in that class with the lowest scores out, and put Tyson in. One way or the other, Eastside Elementary is not going to stunt the development of a promising young student based solely upon his skin color and the racism of his previous teacher."
Sheriff Griswold said "I'd do what the Iron Crowbar says, if I were you. I'll be having words with the Press, as well, if this doesn't get fixed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mrs. Carson escorted us to Mrs. Allrouge's homeroom class. When I followed her in, everyone in the class said in unison "Hi Mis-ter Crowbarrrr!"
"Hi kids." I said. "Tyson! You will go to Mrs. Worf's English class and Mrs. Beatty's Math class." The class erupted into cheers. I suspected that certain children had brought up the injustice being done to Tyson. I suspected that one of them might be Carole Diana Troy, and the little smile I saw on her face confirmed it.
Mrs. Carson went about the business of confirming Tyson's class upgrade. As we left, I said "You guys do great things in school this year, and make me and the Sheriff proud. That got another acclaim from the kids...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tyson's parents thanked us effusively, and I handed them my card and told them to let me know if Tyson had any more trouble at school. Teresa and I walked to the Courthouse, where I'd parked my Police SUV.
"I can't believe it." Teresa said. "Why would they do that to a kid like Tyson?"
I said "I'm afraid it happens all the time to black kids. That's one reason why it's hard as hell for them to break out and achieve. And yes, I wrote the new Charter with things like that in mind. Unfortunately, we can't help all of them like we just helped Tyson. I just know I'll have to make sure no one tries to fuck with Tasha like that when she gets to third grade."
We did not know it at the time, but we had saved Tyson's future. He would not be downgraded again, and he would ultimately become an astrophysicist and be part of NASA's elite teams in his adult future. I did know that I was proud of Carole for risking retribution by contacting me, and I would be telling her that this evening as we gave two outstanding dogs some skritchins...
Part 18 - Pre-trial Emotions
9:15am, Friday, August 27th. Teresa and I were ushered into the Chambers of Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom... fifteen minutes late. Already present were Michael Thomas McGill, Savannah Fineman, Michael Bertram, and my favorite (not) sweet-talking legal beagle, Gwen Munson.
"Nice of you to join us, Commanders." the Judge said with considerable acerbity.
"My apologies, Your Honor." I said. "We had a little trouble at Eastside Elementary that we had to work out."
"Have a seat." the Judge said. "The reason---"
"Your Honor," interrupted Savannah Fineman, "I protest the presence of Commander Croyle at this hearing. She is not being called to the stand, and she has no reason to be here."
Judge Folsom said "I guess that if any of you were stupid enough to attack the Iron Crowbar, he can take care of himself. You may go, Commander Croyle." I nodded to Teresa, and she exited the Judge's Chambers.
"As I was saying before I was interrupted," said Judge Folsom, "the reason I have you here today, Commander Troy, is because your name is being taken in vain. Mr. McGill wants to call you to the stand to testify to what Dr. Peter Frost's killer said in her confession and subsequent plea deal. He also wants to subpoena the records and videos of his counseling sessions with Marla Locklear."
Judge Folsom: "Commander, do I understand correctly that Dr. Frost's assistant Denise did agree to truthfully testify in the trial if called to the stand?"
I knew that the Judge knew the answer to that; after all, he'd personally approved the plea deal. So I said "She did agree to that, Your Honor."
Judge Folsom said "And that was included in the plea deal before or after her confession?"
"Afterwards, Your Honor." I said. "She admitted to the contents of the Locklear files and videos before that plea deal was worked out and agreed to."
"Thank you, Commander." said the Judge. "Does anyone have any questions of the Commander before I let him leave?" No one did. The Judge excused me, and I got out of there as fast as my long legs and bad back permitted me to move...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Friday, August 27th. Michael Thomas McGill invited me and Teresa to lunch at the Cattleman's Club, and of course we accepted. When we got there, he and his colleague Mike G. Todd had just arrived, and we all were seated in the back room for some privacy.
"I asked Mike to come, since he's your attorney, Commander Troy." said McGill. "Very often in sensational trials like this one is becoming, witnesses often should have their own attorneys."
"I entirely agree." I said.
After we ordered, McGill said "The Judge almost asked both of you to come back to his Chambers. It almost got physically violent in there. Michael Bertram is a thug, and I get the idea that he has often used physical intimidation to get his way."
"Not to mention attempted rape." I replied, remembering Denise's story. "So how did it go?"
McGill said "Some good, some bad. On the good side, Judge Folsom allowed me to put Denise's name on the witness list, but conditionally. He said he was inclined to allow her testimony, including her personally witnessing Frost and Marla Locklear having sexual intercourse. And then he turned around and said he still would disallow the videos and files to be released, and would prohibit her and me from bringing it up."
I said "All you have to do is put the full text of the plea deal into evidence."
"Which Judge Folsom would have partially redacted." said McGill. "But he also said he is going to get a report from Chaplain Romano, who I believe has already seen the files." I nodded, and McGill continued "Fineman and Bertram began making crude jokes about a priest watching porn, and I seriously asked how they knew it was (air quotes) 'porn', and petitioned the Judge yet again to censure Fineman and report her to the State Bar for malfeasance."
"Of course he ignored me." McGill continued. "But I saw the first signs that he is getting irritated with her, and he's already irritated with Bertram. But there is another thing I need to ask you about. If I can put Denise on the stand... should I?"
"What do you mean?" Teresa asked.
McGill said "Her testimony would rip Marla Locklear's credibility to shreds. And if we could get just that one video of her discussing with Peter about lying on the stand to incriminate my client, I could ask for a directed verdict of acquittal on the spot and probably get it."
"However..." he continued, "the flip side is that Fineman is going to get up there and say Denise lied to get a plea deal, and is lying on the stand to keep the plea deal; that she is so desperate to get away with murdering Frost, she would tell any lie that I... and more specifically you, Don... told her to say."
I said "She's the most devastating witness, but also the least credible." After a moment's thought, I said "I'm not a lawyer and I don't play one on TV, but if Fineman said something like 'she can't prove what she said', or if Fineman asks 'can you prove that?', thinking that the tapes won't be released, would that be opening herself up to allow the tapes to be admitted?"
"Maybe." McGill said. "But it would really have to be Fineman making a huge mistake and saying or asking that out of the blue. Denise could then answer 'What I said is on the tapes', and the cat's out of the bag. However, Judge Folsom... who in my opinion is really favoring Fineman and her anti-gun-rights, anti-Castle-Doctrine prosecution... could just have anything said stricken from the record and the Jury instructed."
"And to that point, Don," said Mike G. Todd, "you'll likely be instructed to not mention the videos, nor anything Denise said in her confession about the videos."
"So close, yet so far away." I lamented...
Part 19 - The Trial of Stanley Locklear
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 30th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in her distant background. "The Toyota Gang strikes again!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Two convenience stores on the southside of Town were robbed at gunpoint Saturday night, with no signs of a Police presence or activity. The gang members were clothed in all black and driving a Toyota Camry."
Bettina: "Social Justice groups and Civil Rights leaders are strongly criticizing the lack of action by Commander Donald Troy's Town & County Police Force. The Toyota Gang has operated with impunity for several months now, and most of their targeted victims are Minority-owned stores in Minority areas. As usual, Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by Channel Two New for comment."
Bettina: "And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for an update on the Stanley Locklear trial. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the short, athletic blonde, reporting from the copse of trees near the Courthouse, with said Courthouse as her background. "The capital murder trial of Stanley Locklear begins this morning after a contentious weekend of pre-trial motions and rulings by Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom. Locklear is charged with using a gun to murder his unarmed business partners, and ADA Savannah Fineman is confident her prosecution will prevail in the trial..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Whoa, they reported on the trial!" said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as the Usual Suspects, including Cindy, drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
Over the weekend, Cindy and Callie brought Betsy and Baby Ben to The Cabin. Betsy reached her little arms out to me and Cindy handed her to me. I got a strong hug and gave Betsy one in return, then she sat on my lap as we talked. Cindy had followed Teresa's sage advice to hand Betsy to me, knowing I could not possibly be angry if Cindy brought up Miriam Walters while holding Betsy. And it worked; Cindy admitted I was right, and I didn't gloat or get bitter about it.
Now in present time, I said "Judge Folsom is continuing to block the release of the files and videos, citing doctor-client privilege, so if Fineman doesn't fuck up like she normally does, the Jury won't get to see that important information. So KXTC feels good about reporting on it."
"Makes sense." Sheriff Griswold growled. "What's going on with the Toyota Gang?"
"They hit two stores fast and hard." I replied. "Intel ran some analytics and determined the six most likely places they might hit. The same was being done in Southport and Midtown. We had six stakeout teams in unmarked cars at the likely places, and had our patrols concentrate on the southside."
Me: "Problem was, Sheriff, it was just one gang in one vehicle, not the normal and expected two. And they must've done their own analytics and anticipated us, because they hit two stores that were nowhere close to the ones on our list. The Toyota came out of nowhere and hit the first store, then quickly hit the second store on the way out of the County and into Coltrane County to the south. And Coltrane County's LEOs were watching out for them, but never saw 'em."
Me: "They also hit on Saturday, and nothing happened Friday. So I'm wondering if they made this hit as some sort of distraction. It fits their patterns in some ways, but not in others. I-M-H-O, there was a different purpose and intent behind this one."
Tanya said "I know there has been speculation that the robberies are distractions for possible drug activity. Yesterday (Sunday), Jack got a phone call, and it was from Dwight Stevens of the DEA. Jack and I make a point to not talk shop, so I didn't ask what it was about, and he did not volunteer any information. But maybe there was some drug activity in connection with this hit?"
"Vice had nothing, at least nothing reported to me." I said. "I'll find out when I talk to Captain Michaels later this morning."



"Don't you have to be at the Courthouse?" Cindy asked. "You're on the witness list."
I replied: "I'm being called by the Defense, so Judge Folsom is allowing me to be here at Headquarters, protecting and serving, serving and protecting, while Fineman is putting on the Prosecution's case. Fineman bitched about it, and wanted me sequestered in the Witness Room at the Courthouse, but Folsom just admonished me to not try to follow the trial. Soooooo, here I am."
"Well, I do have to be there." Cindy said as she got up. "So I'll head on over now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:50am, Monday, August 30th. Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross came into New Courtroom. The creases on her uniform were sharp enough to cut someone's fingers, and her shoes were shined to the Airborne standard... well, at least the one-jump standard she had achieved. (Author's note: 'Jump!'.) Her badge and the gold stars on her collars and her other insignia were gleaming, having been properly shined.
Unfortunately, that could not be said of the other Bailiffs in the hallway and the Courthouse, and they knew it when they saw her eyes silently inspecting them as she passed by them. She sought out Chief Bailiff Clark Alexander, who held the rank of Captain.
"Mr. Alexander," Cindy said when she found him, "this is a huge trial, with a lot of publicity, and with Media crawling all over the palace... and I see Bailiffs and Deputies with unpressed uniforms, unshined shoes, and dull badges and insignia. It's totally unacceptable, and I expect you'll have a conversation with all of them, and things will look much better tomorrow."
"With all due respect, ma'am," Alexander replied, "we're not the military, here."
Cindy held her temper, and refrained from ripping the respected Captain Alexander apart. She merely said "Commander Troy will be here when the Defense begins its case. No one in this world has more influence with the Sheriff, and he will not accept what you just said to me as an excuse. If you don't want to get jacked up, get your people's acts together. Just some friendly advice, there, Captain."
And with that she moved away from him and into the Courtroom....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oyez, oyez, oyez." said the New Courtroom head Bailiff. "Please rise. Court is in session, the Honorable Patrick R. Folsom presiding."
Everyone stood as Judge Folsom entered the Courtroom via the back door that led to his and the other judges's chambers, sat down, and said "Be seated. Call the first case."
The Court Reporter, an attractive middle-aged woman with shapely legs, said "Town & County v. Stanley Locklear, Case number 36123."
"Prosecution, Defense, are you ready?" asked the Judge.
"Ready, Your Honor." ADA Savannah Fineman said. Michael Thomas McGill said the same words.
Judge Folsom went through the paperwork, including having Stanley Locklear enter his plea of 'not guilty'. Once all that was done, he said "Bring in the Jury pool."
"All rise." intoned the Bailiff, and everyone (except the Judge) rose as 60 Citizens who had drawn Jury Duty entered the Courtroom and were instructed to sit in the benches on the right side, the side where the Prosecution was. The first twelve persons were instructed to move up to the Jury Box, which was against the wall on the right side of the Courtroom, where they were questioned by both attorneys.
Over time, each juror was asked if he or she had been the victim of a crime of violence. Two who had been robbed at gunpoint, one of the witnessing someone else shot and killed in New York City, were excused. Savannah Fineman asked each prospective juror if he or she was gun owner, and Michael McGill immediately objected. The objection was sustained by the Judge. Savannah then asked if each juror was a member of the NRA, and moved to strike-for-cause the six who were, over the objection of Michael McGill. The judge excused all six for cause.
McGill asked if the jurors were married, if they'd been divorced, and if they'd been through marriage counseling. He also asked if any of the jurors were members of any group or organization that was anti-Second-Amendment or anti-gun-rights. The judge refused to strike-for-cause the four who admitted to being members of such groups, which would force McGill to use four of his nine strikes (Fineman had eight) on them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, Teresa and I were in a meeting with Captain Michaels and her three Division leaders, as well as the Precinct Captains and Lieutenants and Sr. Sergeant McGhillie in Classroom 'E'.
"It was just that fast, sir." said Vice Lieutenant Rudistan. "They hit the first store, took less than one minute, and by the time we were responding to the first call, they were hitting the second. And by the time we heard about that one, they were gone."
I said "Did we get any video of them?"
"Yes sir." said Intel Lieutenant Mary Milton. As she showed some street camera and building camera video, she said "Here's the video of the first store they hit. One new wrinkle is two people went into the store while two waited in the car. Usually it's just one in the car. Again, can't see anything about them. And here's the route the Toyota Camry took, going south then east towards the Midtown Highway. Just not much to see."
I nodded. "They're goading us." I said. "Call it a hunch, but I get the feeling they did this just to wave a red cape in our faces. So no reports of drug activity?"
"Not here, sir." Mary said. "Midtown and Southport also reported nothing exceptional over the weekend. And if I may offer my unsolicited opinion, sir... I agree that this was an 'in-your-face' move by the gang, especially after the recent Media coverage they were getting. It's almost as if the Media talked about them, and they gave the Media more to report on."
I said "Good thought. And the Media was sure all over this latest action, weren't they? Almost as if they knew in advance... or worked with the perps to stymie us."
Then I said "Okay, I don't think there was much we could do about that hit, and we're just going to have to catch a break to get them. If they're smart, and that's not a given, they won't hit this area again for a while."
"So," I went on, "I want to change the subject and ask you Precinct leaders about the Union grievance over the Internal Affairs leader position. Are our Officers really that upset about that?"
2nd Precinct Captain Abram said "No sir. I never heard a thing. And I'll add that when the Media broke the story this morning, it was the first a lot of the Officers had heard about it. And some of them even said what I was thinking: why would they want an I.A. leader in place nosing in their business? Most Officers don't consider I.A. to be their friend."
"Same with 1st Precinct, sir." sad 1st Precinct Captain Hewitt. "The rank and file are more afraid of upsetting you than having I.A. in their faces, and I mean that in a good way; they don't want to disappoint you."
"Those are really good points." Teresa said. "So, any idea who is ginning up the angst?"
"The Media, ma'am." said 2nd Precinct Lieutenant DeLong. "This is exactly the kind of crap KXTC routinely does. Sometimes they try to get our Officers to say something they can twist into a problem, but on this one I can't find anyone who will admit the Media spoke to them."
"And they're good about letting us know when the Media tries to talk to them." said Captain Abram.
"All right." I said. "If y'all hear anything, let Commander Croyle know immediately. And encourage your people to come to you with any information on this they might have. I'm not looking to get anyone in trouble. And if the Media is trying to gin up something, I want to know, so I can pound their asses into the dirt..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some Courts have the jury pool come back into the Courtroom, stand up one by one, and the Prosecution and then Defense either accepts or strikes them. Some Courts have a piece of paper with the names, and the Clerk or Court Reporter takes the sheet to the Prosecution table then Defense table and the attorney checks or strikes the name. In the interest of time with the large pool, the latter was done for this case on this day.
At 1:30pm, Sheriff Griswold was sitting in my office enjoying a post-lunch cup of coffee and talking about how fast the kids were growing up, when his cellphone chimed with a text. "It's from Cindy." he said. "They've seated a Jury of twelve, with six alternates. And within the 60 of the pool."
"Wow." I said. "So the Media's relentless discussion of it didn't taint the jury pool as much as they hoped."
Another text chimed on the Sheriff's cellphone. He said "Seven women, five men. Three of the women and one of the men are black. One of the men and two of the women are Hispanic, and one man is Asian. They can't whine about a lack of diversity, there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 2:05pm, ADA Fineman began her opening statement, of which excerpts are presented here: "Ladies and Gentlemen, I intend to show that Stanley Locklear is a depraved, gun-toting, wild west vigilante seeking out opportunities to use his gun to kill other human beings... I will show that Stanley Locklear knew that the men in the roleplay sex acts with his wife were acting, and that he knew he was their business partners..."
Fineman: "I will show that they were not armed, but were gunned down in cold blood rather than held at gunpoint... I will show that the Defendant ignored his duty to retreat, but aggressively and purposefully went for his gun with the intent to shoot and kill them..."
When it was Michael McGill's turn, he said "The 'Castle Doctrine' is a long-held tenant that a man has a right to defend his home and his family... my client had the right to stand his ground in defense of his home and his wife... my client has the right to Keep and Bear Arms, a sacred right under our Constitution... I will show that my client's actions were in self-defense and the defense of his family, and that he did not know of the roleplay his wife set up without his knowledge..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(Author's note: Readers are again encouraged to (re-)read 'Break-In' for the details of Locklear case. I will gloss over them here.)
ADA Fineman began building her case. First, she showed the home video made at the Locklear home that night, showing the masked Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue 'raping' Marla Locklear in front of her tied up husband, then showing Stanley getting free, going for his gun, and shooting the two 'perps'.
Several Police Officers, including Lieutenants Joanne Warner and Theo Washington were called to the stand and meticulously led through the investigation of the crime scene. But some Officers, including me, Teresa, and Roark Coleman, had not been called by the Prosecution.
When Joanne was on the stand, Fineman asked "When you arrived, did Mr. Locklear cooperate with the Police?"
"He refused to answer our questions without having a lawyer present." Joanne replied.
"And did Mrs. Locklear cooperate?" Fineman asked.
"Yes, she cooperated fully." Joanne said.
"Was Mr. Locklear read his rights?" Fineman asked.
"Yes." said Joanne. "He was Mirandized when his lawyer arrived, and before he answered any questions."
Fineman put the fake firearms into evidence, then took pains to elicit testimony that the firearms the perps used were fakes. She also made sure to point out where in the room the fake guns were; on the bedside table on Marla's side of the bed.
On cross-examination, Michael McGill said "Did the Police reach a consensus agreement on the shooting, that it was either a tragic accident or an intentional murder?"
"Objection, calls for speculation." Savannah called out.
"Your Honor," said McGill, "I'm establishing reasonable doubt by showing the Police had not reached a conclusion about the case, and that the Prosecution jumped the gun, pun not intended, when taking the case to the Grand Jury prematurely."
"Answer the question." Judge Folsom said. Joanne replied that no agreement had been reached.
McGill's other cross-examinations brought out what Fineman had not, but since most of the testimony was just factual about the crime scene, there was not much for him to do. He did lay some groundwork by asking several Officers where the ammo had been found, how much was there, etc.
A stipulation is a piece of evidence or factual information agreed upon by both sides. As part of his cross, McGill brought out the stipulation that only Stanley's fingerprints had been found on his gun and its ammunition.
"I'd like to enter these records into evidence." Fineman said. They were records of Stanley Locklear buying ammunition and range time at Cosby's Gun & Safe store. Then she called employees there to the stand and forced them to confirm that Stanley Locklear had used the range frequently in the months and weeks prior to the incident.
She also asked if Locklear had discussed feeling like he was in danger, or if he were practicing for self-defense reasons, and they said he had not. McGill was forced on cross to ask them what did he talk about, and they said 'not much of anything'...
As the end of the day neared, Fineman called to the stand a smarmy-looking young man named Walter Fuqua. She established that he was an author of a book and several articles about the National Rifle Association. She asked that he be declared an 'expert' witness, and Judge Folsom granted it.
"Mr. Fuqua," Fineman said, "how would you characterize the NRA's so-called defensive shooting courses?"
"They're more like combat shooting courses." said Fuqua in his nasally voice. "They're completely offensive in nature, not defensive."
Fineman: "So anyone taking these courses is being taught how to use guns as offensive weapons to kill people, is that right?"
Fuqua: "That is how I characterize them."
Fineman: "And the NRA-taught courses make their students much more comfortable with the casual use of guns, is that right?"
Fuqua: "I agree with that.
When it was McGill's turn to cross-examine, he said "Mr. Fuqua, were or are you a member of an organization called 'Everytown For Gun Safety'?"
"Uh, yes." said Walter Fuqua.
"And is 'Everytown For Gun Safety' a close partner of the 'Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence'?" McGill asked.
"They do work together." Fuqua admitted.
"And these organizations are dedicated to gun control, and are in active opposition to the NRA, is that not right?" McGill fired. Fuqua was forced to admit that it was. McGill was not finished: "And you are registered as a lobbyist for gun control groups? And you're dedicated to gun confiscation, and opposing the NRA at every turn, is that not right?"
Fuqua tried to downplay it, but McGill entered into evidence many documents, including Fuqua's registration as a lobbyist. Fuqua's credibility as an 'expert' was severely mitigated...
Part 20 - The Trial of Stanley Locklear, Day 2
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, August 31st, from the anchor desk at the KXTC studios. "The Prosecution scores big in the Locklear capital murder trial!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Legal experts are saying that ADA Savannah Fineman is building a strong case showing that Stanley Locklear is a depraved vigilante that used a gun not in self defense but as a weapon of violence to murder two unarmed men."
Bettina: "And today is even more important for the Prosecution, as the widows of the men Locklear shot dead will take the stand and give testimony. After that will be the star witness, Marla Locklear. She will be testifying about what really happened that night, and experts say her testimony could put her husband on Death Row..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Bailiffs looked much more squared away this morning, Cindy observed as she came into the Courtroom at 8:30am. Reporters were already scrambling for seats, and it was expected the room would be packed by the time the trial began. She saw Michael Thomas McGill at the Defense table. To her surprise, she couldn't get any vibe from him, good or bad, nervous or calm. Inscrutable... like Teresa could be at times.
As proceedings started, ADA Savannah Fineman called Harriet Hogue to the stand. Under questioning, Harriet had to admit that the company was beginning to slip financially and that they were going to not only deny Stanley Locklear a partnership, they were going to terminate his employment. Fineman also asked if Harriet knew that her husband was participating in the sexual roleplay, and Harriet said she was unaware of it.
Then Michael McGill got his turn. Under cross-examination, along with introducing Police interviews at the time, Harriet was forced to admit that while she liked Stanley Locklear just fine, she and Marla Locklear did not get along. And then McGill asked "Mrs. Hogue, did you ever have sexual relations with Tom Maple?"
"Objection!" yelled Fineman. "Relevance!"
"Sustained." said Judge Folsom, just a shade too laconically.
"No more questions, Your Honor." said McGill. "But I would like to have this witness subject to recall."
"Objection!" yelled Fineman. "Defense counsel should finish his questions of this witness now."
"Approach the bench." said Judge Folsom. The attorneys rushed up, almost as if it were a race. The Judge asked quietly "Why can't you finish your questions of this witness now?"
McGill said "I intend to show the relevance of the question of this witness having a sexual affair with one of the victims, but you won't let me ask the question now, Your Honor. So I want to be able to call her back when I can show the relevance more strongly."
Fineman countered: "Your Honor, the question is irrelevant now, it will be irrelevant at any and every point of the trial. If he has further questions that are relevant, he needs to ask them now, and allow the witness to be released."
"Your Honor," said McGill, "is the Prosecution resting, so I can begin putting on my defense now?"
"Stop your crap, McGill." snarled Judge Folsom. "At the same time, I'm not going to help you lay grounds for appeal. The objection is overruled. The witness will be subject to recall."
Tia Maple was called to the stand. Her demeanor towards Savannah Fineman was much less friendly than Harriet Hogue had been. Fineman was attempting to use Tia to corroborate Harriet's testimony about the company, but Tia didn't have as much knowledge about it. Tia did confirm that her husband Tom had mentioned possibly firing Stanley Locklear.
Michael Thomas McGill drew out Tia's dislike for Marla Locklear, then asked "Before the night of the shootings, did your husband and the Defendant's wife, Marla Locklear, have a sexual relationship?"
"Objection, calls for speculation." said ADA Fineman.
"I'll re-state the question." said McGill. "Mrs. Maple, did your husband ever tell you he had had sex with Marla Locklear?"
"No sir." said Tia.
"Did you ever acquire knowledge that they were in a sexual relationship?"
"Until the night Tom was shot after having sex with Marla," Tia replied, "I didn't have any proof, just suspicions."
"Move to strike, Your Honor." Savannah said. "Speculation."
"It's also in her testimony to Police, Your Honor." said McGill.
"Objection overruled." said the Judge. "But no more speculative questions, Counselor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, the star witness was called to the stand. Marla Locklear was wearing a nice blue-based, flower-print dress that looked good on her, and navy blue high heel pumps that shaped her legs and saucy ass nicely. She was sworn in and asked to sit down.



ADA Fineman led Marla through what had happened that night, the planning for the roleplay event, and ultimately through what had happened that night. Fineman asked Marla about unloading the gun, and Marla said she had, and that she'd thrown the bullets away at a Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers.
Fineman also asked if Marla and Stanley discussed fantasies, and Marla said they frequently did, and under the ADA's 'spoon-feeding' questions, detailed how she and Stanley had discussed wife-watching and roleplay fantasies. Fineman also had the cookies and URLs from Stanley's computer entered into evidence, showing that he'd visited erotic literature sites.
Fineman touched upon the fact that the Locklears had gone to marriage counseling with Dr. Peter Frost, but then emphasized that those files were protected by doctor-client privilege and could not be released nor put into evidence. McGill objected, and in a sidebar complained to the Judge that Fineman's comments were not true, that Marla could release those files if she wanted to. Judge Folsom said that he would let Fineman's comments stand, and McGill would have to cover it as part of his defense.
And then it was Michael McGill's turn. He had Marla confirm her story about removing the bullets from Stanley's gun, and then he threw a bomb: he played the videos of Marla's two interviews. The first was the one where she stumbled all over herself when I asked her what she did with the bullets. The second one showed Marla confidently giving her answer about throwing away the bullets.
"So which is it, Mrs. Locklear?" McGill asked. "When you were first asked about the bullets, you obviously had no answer, but much later in a separate interview, you had a prepared answer---"
"Objection!" yelled Fineman. "Leading the witness, and also badgering the witness."
"Sustained on both objections." said Judge Folsom.
Michael McGill said "Then let me point out the facts that were shown in that first interview, as well as these Police reports already entered into evidence. You, Mrs. Locklear, said at first that you threw the bullets away in the kitchen, and you were confronted with that outright lie in the interview, which is confirmed by the Police reports. So once again I ask you, did you remove the bullets from your husband's self-defense gun in the bedside table drawer?"
"Objection!" Savannah Fineman shouted, rising to her feet. "She's been asked that and has answered! This is nothing but badgering the witness, Your Honor!"
"Overruled." said Judge Folsom. "You may answer the question, Mrs. Locklear."
Marla said "I was asked that earlier, and I stand by my answer then that I did remove the bullets from the gun."
Michael McGill said "I remind you that you are under oath---"
"Objection!" Fineman shouted as she stood up again, her face red with fury.
"Sustained." said the Judge.
McGill said "I'd like to enter this as the next exhibit." He held up the box with the engagement ring found in Peter Frost's apartment.
"So entered." said the Judge.
After explaining where the ring was found, McGill said "The inscription on the inside of this ring says, and I quote, 'my love Marla'. Did Peter Frost ask you to marry him?"
"I... I... I've never seen that ring." Marla said, looking shocked. "And no, Peter Frost never asked me to marry him. That must've been meant for someone else."
McGill said "Mrs. Locklear, did you have a sexual relationship with your marriage counselor, Dr. Peter Frost?"
"Objection!" Fineman yelled yet again. "Relevance! And it's protected by the doctor-client privilege!"
"Sustained." said the Judge. "You do not have to answer that question, Mrs. Locklear."
"Mrs. Locklear," continued McGill, "you just testified that you and your husband talked about fantasies. We've been told the videotapes of those sessions are protected by doctor-client privilege, and the Defendant has given his authorization to release them. You could authorize those tapes to be released, as well. Why haven't you, and why don't you, so that the Jury can see the truth---"
"Objection!" Fineman yelled. "Your Honor, may I approach?"
"Ten minute recess." said the Judge. "Bailiff, escort the Jury out." After the Jury exited the Courtroom, the Judge had the attorneys come to the Bench. "Why shouldn't I declare a mistrial right now? I've already made it clear that those tapes are off limits."
Michael McGill said fearlessly: "And that will be grounds for appeal, Your Honor. My client is not being afforded his right to defend himself. Those tapes will show Mrs. Locklear is committing perjury on the stand, and will exonerate my client---"
"We've hashed that out already." said Judge Folsom. "You are dangerously close to a Contempt charge, Mr. McGill. I will instruct the Jury on that issue, and you cannot bring it up again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
McGill asked that Marla Locklear be subject to recall, which was granted. On redirect, Savannah ignored McGill's exposure of Marla's fumbling the bullets question, and concentrated instead on Stanley's obsession with guns. Marla said that Stanley was obsessed with his guns and with political gun rights issues, that he gave money to the NRA, and that he went to the range or to an outdoor range somewhere to practice using his guns against imaginary enemies.
ADA Fineman had hoped to have an airtight, powerful case, and she had wanted the Jury to be sequestered for the night thinking about Marla Locklear's damning testimony against her husband, so she'd timed it that the day would conclude with Marla as her final witness. Instead, it had been a near-disaster for her. But having no further choice, at 4:55pm she declared "Your Honor, the People rest."
Judge Folsom said "We'll wrap up for the day. Bailiffs, escort the Jury out, please." Everyone stood as the Jury was escorted out. Then the Judge said "We'll reconvene at 9:00am tomorrow morning." He banged his gavel. It was not needed to say 'All rise', as everyone was already standing as he exited the Courtroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some of us 'reconvened' at the Cop Bar, that being me, Teresa, Cindy, and the Sheriff. We sat on the outside deck consuming beef nachos and beer (and Cherry Coca-Cola Zero). I called my mother and wished her a happy birthday, then the phone was passed around and everyone wished her happy birthday.
I was not supposed to be hearing about the trial, as I was going to be called as a Defense witness. But Michael McGill could talk to me to prep my testimony, so I was going to hear this, anyway.
"Michael McGill is doing a great job." Cindy said. "But he's having to fight both Savannah and the Judge. And the word among the Bailiffs I talked to before coming here is that they think Judge Folsom will find a way to call a mistrial if he thinks Stanley Locklear will be acquitted."
The Sheriff said "I was in there, in the back, when Marla Locklear was testifying. And I agree that Judge Folsom could not have been friendlier to Fineman in his rulings and conduct of the trial. If Crowbar could have seen it, he'd be saying Folsom is to Fineman what the Mainstream Media is to Democrats."
I said "I sincerely hope Judge Folsom is not that totally corrupt and dishonest. But I hear you on his biases for the Prosecution, and we've been seeing it all along."
Cindy said "And speaking of that, the Media kept telling us that Savannah was going to make this all about Stanley being a vigilante, of shooting the other men because he's a gun fanatic. But aside from putting that anti-gun-rights lobbyist on the stand... who McGill shredded... and having the Cosby's Gun & Range employees there, she didn't make that case at all."
"That's because she fucked up."
We all looked up to see Paulina Patterson coming up to us. She had said that, and as she sat down next to me, she continued: "Savannah expected that Marla was going to blow Stanley out of the water with her testimony, but Michael played those videos of you asking Marla about the bullets. That hurt."
Paulina: "And Savannah did try to have Marla talk about Stanley's gun obsession right at the end of her testimony, which Savannah timed to be right at the end of the day. And it might've been effective, but by then Marla was damaged goods."
"So you think Locklear will be acquitted?" Sheriff Griswold asked hopefully.
Paulina said "I'm more concerned that Savannah will punt and find a way to get Judge Folsom to declare a mistrial. And Michael is going to put Stanley Locklear on the stand, and he may put Denise on the stand. Either of them has a risk of badly backfiring."
As we were leaving, Teresa quietly said to me "Am I the only one noticing that Paulina was calling Michael McGill 'Michael', in a familiar kind of way?"
"No, you were not the only one that noticed that." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Savannah Fineman trudged into her office. It had not gone as well as she had hoped, and she now had a long night to prepare for Michael McGill's attempt to defend that gun-violence-obsessed vigilante Stanley Locklear...
She realized that someone was in the room, and looked up to see District Attorney Miriam Walters sitting behind her (Savannah's) desk.
"Well!" Miriam said as she stood up. "That was not your finest day in Court."
"It wasn't as bad as it could've been." Savannah replied... more of a retort. "We kept the goddamned Frost files hidden away."
"True." said Miriam. "But you know as well as I do that when the Prosecution rests, the Jury should be screaming and clawing to convict the Defendant. As it was, they were left in total doubt about the veracity of your star witness, Marla Locklear. And total doubt is worse than 'reasonable doubt'."
Fineman said "McGill is going to put Locklear on the stand. When I finish my cross of him, the Jury will be begging to convict him -and- put him on Death Row. And then McGill will do something stupid, bring up the protected files again, and Judge Folsom will declare a mistrial."
"Miriam said. "For your sake, you better hope Locklear screws up." Then she took a breath, exhaled, and said "Savannah, if the judge does declare a mistrial, or if the Jury deadlocks and there is no verdict, we will not retry him. I'll have the charges dropped."
"What?!" Savannah exclaimed, her face an expression of pure shock. "Miriam, you can't do that!"
"I can, and I will." Miriam said. "I am not going to waste the taxpayers's money on another trial. This is your one shot. And if you fail, not only will you not get another one at this case, you won't get another one at all; you'll be back on drug cases." She walked past Savannah and headed for the door.
"You can't... you can't let Donald Troy win like that!" Savannah cried out as Miriam grabbed the door handle.
Miriam turned around and said "This is not about Donald Troy. This is about my future and career." She opened the door and left the office...
Part 21 - The Trial of Stanley Locklear, Day 3
8:50am, Wednesday, September 1st. I reported to the Courthouse and was taken to the Defense Witness Room. I was wearing my semi-formal jacket with the 'fruit salad' of ribbons not only for the medals I'd been awarded, but also the ribbons that didn't have medals, and denoted completion of school courses, time-in-grade, and division status and leadership positions. And yes, the Medal of Valor with Oak Leaf Cluster was hanging around my neck.
My shoes were shined to the Airborne standard and then some, the creases in my pants and shirt under the jacket were sharp enough to shave with, and my Badge, belt buckle, and insignia were shined well enough they could be used as mirrors for that shaving experience. My hair was cut nearly perfectly, though no barber existed in the Town & County that was as good as the one in Providence Springs near Apple Grove.
Detective Roark Coleman came into the room. He was wearing a civilian gray suit with a white shirt. His blue necktie had little TCPD logos on it. He wasn't quite Theo Washington 'GQ', but the suit looked good on him and was pressed and neat. His shoes were shined, and his belt buckle lined up with his shirt line and pants zipper line (a.k.a. the 'gig line' in the military).
Michael Thomas McGill came in and shook hands with us. "Mr. Roark, I'll call you first, and then you, Commander Troy. As we've gone over, just truthfully answer my questions, no matter how strange they seem to be, and always follow the Judge's instructions."
"Are we your only two witnesses?" I asked.
"No." said McGill. "After you two go, I'm calling Denise to the stand. And then I'm putting Stanley on the stand, to testify in his own defense."
After McGill exited, Roark and I sat down. "Sir," he said. "Is that a good idea, putting the Defendant on the stand?"
I said "That's always a hard call for a defense attorney. In this case, it may be the only way to get his side told to the Jury."
A moment later, a Deputy Sheriff appeared at the door. I was mildly surprised that the Chief Deputy Sheriff herself was performing this duty. "Roark, they're calling you." Cindy said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Michael McGill led Detective Roark Coleman through the crime scene investigation, but in a way much more friendly to Stanley Locklear. "So Mr. Locklear declined to answer questions. Did he invoke?"
"No sir." said Roark Coleman. "As is his Constitutional right, he asked that he have a lawyer before answering any questions, and we afforded him that. But he never invoked. He said he'd be glad to answer questions once he had a lawyer present. And he cooperated fully once you arrived and represented him."
McGill: "These two weapons that were used by Maple and Hogue to subdue the Locklears. Could an experienced Officer of the Law like yourself be able to tell they were fakes?"
"Objection, calls for speculation." said Fineman.
"Overruled." said Judge Folsom. "Answer the question, Detective."
"From a distance, or in low light, it would be very difficult to tell that they were fakes." said Roark. "Especially since the orange tip was missing from the semi-auto pistol."
Then McGill covered the arguments during the investigation. "Did the Police come to a conclusion as to the Defendant's guilt before the District Attorney's Office referred the case to the Grand Jury?"
"No sir." said Roark Coleman. "We had some pretty heated arguments over it."
"Objection. Move to strike." said Savannah Fineman. "Heresay."
"Your Honor," said McGill, "I'm asking the witness what he actually said and what he was directly told, as I asked Detective Warner on my cross of her."
"The objection is overruled." said Judge Folsom, trapped by his previous rulings...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
ADA Fineman had no questions for Detective Coleman, so the Judge had Michael McGill call his next witness. McGill said "The Defense calls Police Commander Donald Troy to the stand."
Cindy had already come to the Witness Room and gotten me. As she walked me to the Courtroom's doors, she said "Kick ass in there." Upon hearing my name, the Bailiffs opened the doors, and I strode through.
They really should allow music like they do when baseball pitchers come into a game, and for me they should play the Star Wars 'Imperial March'. I strode in, standing tall and walking tall, my highwall Police hat tucked under my arm like Jack Nicholson in 'A Few Good Men'. I sensed as much as saw the positive reaction from many in the audience and the Jury... and pure hatred from Savannah Fineman and the disgusting subhumans that most people call 'journalists'.
To my surprise, I saw that D.A. Miriam Walters was sitting at the Prosecution table next to Fineman. Paulina Patterson was sitting on the front row... behind the Defense table, next to the Sheriff and Commander Croyle.
The Bailiff swore me in, then Michael McGill got up and said "Please state your full name and occupation."
"James Donald Troy." I replied. "Town & County Police Commander."
"And that is the second in command of the Town & County Police Force?"
"Yes." I said.
"Your Honor, I would like to read into the record Commander Troy's recognitions---" started McGill.
"Objection!" yelled Savannah Fineman. "The witness's name and occupation are enough."
"Your Honor," said McGill, "I wish to show that Commander Troy's experience and accomplishments more than qualify him as an expert witness."
Judge Folsom said "Commander Troy's record will be entered into evidence, but we don't need to waste time reading it out loud here. And yes, Commander Troy can be considered to be an expert witness."
That opened the door for my opinion to be asked as well as questions of fact. Michael McGill took advantage. He led me through my observations of the crime scene. "Commander, in your expert opinion, do the guns used by the home invaders look like fakes? Or real?"
"Unless they could be examined closely," I said, "they look close enough to real firearms that I wouldn't want to take a chance they weren't real."
"Commander," said McGill, "when you questioned the Defendant, was he cooperative?"
"Yes." I said. "He did ask to have a lawyer present, which we facilitated, and he was cooperative in answering our questions.
After some more questions about the crime scene, including the birth control pills and what was on Stanley's computer, McGill said "Commander, you are second-in-command of the Town & County Police Department, is that right?"
"Yes." I said.
"Is it you that decides when to refer a case to the District Attorney's Office?" McGill asked.
"Sometimes." I said. "My Captain of Detectives or even the Lieutenants under her could make the referral. And of course my boss, the Police Chief could."
McGill: "Who made the referral to the District Attorney's Office on this case?"
"To my knowledge, no one." I said. "We had not determined anything for sure; in fact, my Detectives were arguing between Stanley and Marla Locklear being the more believable witness---"
"Objection." Fineman called out. "Heresay."
"Your Honor," McGill said. "The Police Commander is stating actual conversations that occurred in front of him. And I'm confirming the testimony of previous witnesses."
"Objection overruled." Judge Folsom said.
After finishing that aspect, McGill said "I'm going to play two videos for you, Commander, of your interviews of Mrs. Locklear---"
"Objection!" ADA Fineman yelled. "The Jury has already seen the clips."
McGill countered: "Commander Troy was not in here when they were played." Judge Folsom allowed them to be played. They were the videos of Marla's answers about the bullets.
After they were played, McGill said "Commander, what was your expert opinion of the first tape?"
"Objection, call for speculation." Fineman tried.
"Overruled." said Judge Folsom. "You may answer the question, Commander."
"Thank you, Your Honor." I said. "As I said during that videoed interview, taking bullets out of a gun is not a normal thing, but Mrs. Locklear could not remember what she did with them. Only much later, after having time to think about it, did she come up with an answer... and one we could not verify."
McGill: "What is your expert opinion of Mrs. Locklear's claim that she unloaded Mr. Locklear's firearm?"
Savannah Fineman did not object, maybe because Miriam Walters grabbed her arm and stopped her. I said "I believe that she never unloaded the gun..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your witness." Michael McGill said when he finished questioning me. And Savannah Fineman practically leapt out of her seat to begin her cross-examination.
"Commander Troy," Fineman said loudly, "would you explain to the Jury why you had to be pardoned by the Governor for allegedly raping a woman in your custody?"



"Objection!" Michael McGill roared. "Relevance!"
"Overruled." Judge Folsom said brusquely. "Answer the question, Commander."
I said "It is your opinion that I (air quotes) 'had to' be pardoned, but the Governor chose to do so, as he correctly believed the charges against me were false."
Fineman said "If the charges were false, why did you accept the pardon? And the Immunity Agreement by a Federal Judge?"
"Objection." said McGill. "Your Honor, this line of questioning is irrelevant and totally tangential to this trial of the Defendant. Commander Troy is not on trial here."
"Overruled." said Judge Folsom. "Answer the question."
I said "I was advised by people I trust to accept them. So I did."
Fineman: "Commander Troy, are you a member of the National Rifle Association, the NRA?"
"Yes." I replied.
Fineman: "So in being a member, you are in agreement with the NRA's views on guns?"
"Objection!" said McGill. "Leading the witness."
"Permission to treat this witness as hostile, Your Honor?" Fineman fired back. If granted, she would be allowed to 'lead the witness'.
"Both of you, approach the Bench." Judge Folsom said. When they got to the Bench, he whispered "I am growing tired of this crap. No, you may not treat the witness as hostile. Now ask your questions and let's move along!"
After they'd returned to their seats, Fineman said to me "Commander Troy, you have been a Police Officer nearly nine years, and before that you were an Army Officer in the Military Police, is that right?"
"Yes." I replied. Now why was she asking something that made me look good? I wondered.
I soon found out. Fineman asked "So you've been extensively trained in the use of firearms as part of your duties, correct?"
"Yes." I said.
"Commander," Fineman said "As a Police Officer, you're trained to confront criminals. And you could be held liable if you are found to have shot and killed a criminal in a wrongful manner, correct?"
"Yes." I said.
Fineman said "Ordinary citizens don't have that level of training. Therefore, don't they have the obligation, the duty to retreat rather than confront unarmed home invaders with guns?"
McGill (wisely) didn't object, so I said "No, I don't agree with that. They have the right, both legally and ethically, to stand their ground and defend their homes, as the Defendant did."
Fineman: "As a Police Officer, how do you feel about ordinary people taking NRA combat courses and taking the law into their own hands and shooting other people?"
"Objection!" shouted Michael McGill.
"I withdraw the question." Savannah replied. "No more questions, Your Honor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After I was told I could step down, I went and sat down by the Sheriff in the front row behind the Defense table. Michael McGill said "The Defense calls Stanley Locklear to the stand."
Judge Folsom went through the step of informing Stanley Locklear that he could decline to testify, and Mr. Locklear said that he would testify. He took the stand and was sworn in.
McGill led Stanley through the night of the crime, spoon-feeding him questions as required by the often-tedious process of a criminal trial. As part of the questioning, Stanley said he did not recognize the home invaders, and he did not know who they were until after they'd been shot and their masks removed.
Locklear also said he believed one of the guns was real, and didn't see the other one that was pressed into his back, and didn't really notice them when they were put down in the bedroom. He said he genuinely believed his wife was being sexually assaulted. He said he didn't take that particular gun to the range very often, and had not fired it since the December before the shooting. He said he did not check it since loading it that December, and therefore had no reason to know or believe it might have been emptied by his wife.
Under further questioning, Locklear contradicted Marla's previous testimony by saying emphatically that he had not discussed fantasies with his wife, nor given her any reason at all that he wanted to see her having sex with other men. He admitted reading pornographic literature, but said he'd never had a desire to make it reality, nor had indicated such a desire to his wife in any way.
When McGill asked about his sessions with Peter Frost without Marla present, and that he'd stopped the sessions while Marla continued, Savannah Fineman objected. In the sidebar that ensued after the Jury was given a ten minute recess, McGill said the stoppage of the visits was on the Police interview tapes, and that Mr. Locklear had waived the privacy of his lone sessions with Peter Frost.
Judge Folsom refused to allow it, saying it might open up allowing other protected data in, and that keeping those private was more important. He did allow McGill to have Stanley confirm that he'd stopped going to the sessions while Marla had continued, but that was all; Stanley was not allowed to tell the Jury why he stopped going to the counseling sessions.
On cross, ADA Fineman had Stanley confirm that he was an NRA member, and she elicited from him that he gave money to the NRA political arm to help them advance pro-Second-Amendment political causes. She also made him admit he'd taken NRA shooter courses.
"So you were very comfortable with guns, weren't you?" she asked.
"I know how to safely use them." Locklear replied.
"So when you got out of your bonds, you had no trouble going for that gun and using it to shoot and kill your business partners, did you?"
"Objection as to form." said McGill.
"Overruled." said Judge Folsom.
Locklear said "I knew I had to get to my gun to stop the assault on my wife, and that's what I did. I wasn't thinking in terms of comfort level with it."
"You've taken all those NRA combat gun courses." Savannah said. "You didn't recognize that their guns were fakes?"
"The courses I took were self-defense courses, not 'combat' courses." said Locklear, well-prepped by his attorney on that. "As to the firearms, they looked very real. And they didn't let me look at them to see if they were real or fake. They put one to the back of my wife's head and the other into my back."
"Why didn't you exercise your 'duty to retreat' when you got out of your bonds?" Fineman asked. "Why didn't you run away, and call the Police?"
"And leave my wife there, being raped?" Stanley fired back, though not getting angry like Fineman was trying to goad him into doing. "And they likely would've caught me and tied me up again, if not worse."
"The victims were unarmed." said Fineman. "Why didn't you just hold them at gunpoint, instead of just blasting away and killing them?"
"Again, one of them was bigger than me, and if you check that tape again, you'll see tht he was in the process of moving to get me when I got to the gun." Stanley said. "I acted in self-defense and the defense of my wife to stop him completely."
"You had the gun. They had nothing." Fineman said again, with emphasis. "But you just started blasting away."
Fineman then asked if Locklear knew he was about to get fired, and he denied knowing it. She asked if he'd become angry that he'd not made partner after six years, though it was promised him. He said it was never formally promised to him, and that he was not disgruntled about it.
On redirect, Michael McGill said "Your wife testified that she unloaded the gun, and that she told the home invaders that she had done so."
"But I didn't know that." Stanley said. "I thought it was a home invasion, and a sexual assault upon my wife."
"Yes." said McGill. "But my point in saying that is to ask you: if they thought your gun was unloaded, they would have attacked you when you went for it, wouldn't they? And my point to that is that if you hesitated, if you tried to hold them, they would've attacked and overpowered you, is that not right?"
Fineman should've objected that it called for speculation, but she didn't. Locklear said "Again, I didn't know that they'd been told it was unloaded, but yes, if they thought that, they likely would have subdued me again..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Michael McGill called Denise to the stand. She came into the Courtroom dressed smartly in a royal blue skirt and jacket, a lighter blue blouse, and medium blue high heel pumps. Her black hair was in a tight bun and ponytail like Joan Laurer usually wore hers. Denise looked very attractive, so it was probably a shock to the Jury and everyone at what McGill said next.
Holding up a document, McGill said "This is a plea deal between this witness and the State, whereby she pled guilty to voluntary manslaughter in shooting and killing her employer, Dr. Peter Frost. In exchange, she has agreed to truthfully testify to what she knows."
After leading Denise through the preliminaries, establishing that she was Frost's assistant, McGill asked "Did you ever witness Peter Frost and Marla Locklear having sexual intercourse?"
"Yes." Denise said.
"Objection!" Savannah Fineman yelled. "Move to strike, Your Honor!"
"Sidebar, Your Honor?" replied McGill. At the sidebar, Fineman asserted that anything being done during a session with Dr. Frost was protected by privilege. McGill asserted that Denise's eyewitness testimony was not protected. Fineman then said it was also irrelevant and tangential to Stanley Locklear. McGill replied that it went directly to the heart of the trial, especially regarding Mrs. Locklear's veracity.
"You are on thin, thin ground with me, Mr. McGill." said Folsom. "But again, I'm not going to help you win any appeals, so I'll allow what has been said to remain on the record."
Resuming his questioning, McGill picked up the boxed engagement ring from the evidence table. "Denise, did you know that Peter Frost had this ring with this inscription?" He re-read the inscription, craftily reminding the Jury of it.
"I knew he was buying a ring, but I did not know of the inscription until after he was dead." Denise said.
"Did Peter ever tell you he was in love with Marla, that he was going to ask her to marry him?" McGill asked.
"Not directly, until recently. But I knew they were in a relationship when I saw them having sex in his office." Denise replied.
When it was her turn, Savannah Fineman attacked. "So let me get this straight. You and Peter Frost were lovers?"
"Yes." said Denise.
"Did you discuss getting married?" Fineman asked.
"Yes." Denise admitted.
"So!" Fineman said loudly, accusingly. "You shot your lover dead in a jealous rage. And you were given this extremely generous plea deal. So you'll say anything to keep this deal, won't you?"
"What I've said is the truth." Denise said.
And then Fineman said it: "Oh really? How can we know that? How can you prove you're not lying?"
"Because they were recorded on video having sex." Denise fired back.
"Move to strike, Your Honor!" Savannah said, beginning to realize her huge mistake.
"Your Honor, the Prosecution asked the question." said McGill. "She opened herself up. And I ask that those tapes be admitted into evidence---"
"Approach!" Judge Folsom all but yelled. "Ten minute recess. Escort the Jury out!"
Once the Jury was out, Judge Folsom lit into Michael McGill. "I have told you time and again that those tapes are off limits! Why shouldn't I throw you in jail right now for Contempt of Court?"
"Your Honor, the Prosecution asked the question, and the witness truthfully answered it." said McGill. "l'm just doing my job, defending my client. It would be dead wrong of you to jail me for her mistake. And it's dead wrong for my client to not be allowed to show those tapes for his defense!"
Folsom glared at McGill, but he only said "Your request is denied. The tapes will not be released. They are privileged. Having said that, Prosecutor, I cannot have that struck from the record, or the Defense's appeal will be successful..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Denise was excused, Michael McGill said 'The Defense recalls Marla Locklear to the stand."
There were murmurs as Marla Locklear was brought back in and guided to the witness stand. Judge Folsom said "I remind you that you are still under oath." Marla nodded that she understood.
"Mrs. Locklear." Michael McGill said. "I'll ask you again: were you in a sexual relationship with Peter Frost? Did you have sexual intercourse with him?"
Marla's eyes pleadingly looked over at Savannah Fineman, who rose to her feet and said "Objection again, Your Honor. Same reasons as the first time Defense Counsel asked, and I stress the badgering of the witness."
Michael McGill said loudly "Your Honor, I'm establishing the truthfulness of the previous witness's testimony, and also showing the unreliability of this witness's testimony---"
Fineman yelled "Mrs. Locklear is not on trial here!"
"WHY ISN'T SHE?" fired back McGill. "And why are you trying so hard to stop her from answering that legitimate question?"
*BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!* *BANG!*
Judge Folsom was violently banging his gavel, his beet-red face furious with anger. "I'll see you both in Chambers!" he growled loudly, getting up himself and rushing to the door before everyone could stand. Fineman and McGill raced to the same door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's a legitimate question, Your Honor!" Michael McGill said as he and Savannah Fineman stood in front of Judge Folsom's desk, and the Judge stood behind it. McGill pointed at Fineman and said "Fineman is trying to put my client to death, and Marla Locklear is just sitting up there committing perjury---"
"No she's not!" Fineman fired back. "She's telling the truth! The Defendant was lying on the stand."
"Then why do you keep trying to keep her from answering questions?" McGill said angrily. "Why can't she answer that question?"
"It's privileged!" Fineman yelled. "Your Honor, unless he can prove they had sex at another time and place than their counseling sessions, he cannot bring it up! He's already tainted the Jury, as it is!"
"My client deserves to have the full truth revealed to the Jury, Your Honor." Michael McGill said, his voice connoting his exasperation. "They should be allowed to see the videos of Peter Frost and Marla Locklear having sex, because her credibility is crap, and they deserve to know that, too!"
Fineman said "It's also unrelated to the murders, and it would be highly prejudicial for the Jury to hear it. Your Honor, if you allow that, I want a continuance to appeal. I can't retry Locklear if he's acquitted, so I have to appeal before the case goes to the now-tainted Jury. And in reality, Your Honor, you should declare a mistrial and put this bastard up for disbarment after his outburst in the Courtroom---"
At that moment the door to the judge's Chambers opened, and in walked District Attorney Miriam Walters. "Invite yourself in, whydontcha, Ms. Walters?" Judge Folsom said acidly.
"I am the District Attorney, Your Honor. I need to be in on this." said Miriam, quietly but fearlessly. "I just want to inform you, sir, that if you declare a mistrial, the People will not retry Stanley Locklear. I'll drop the charges with prejudice."
"Miriam!" Fineman cried out, totally stunned.
"It's my call, and that's my decision." replied Miriam, her beady black eyes staring through Savannah Fineman's peepers. Then Miriam affixed those eyes upon Folsom and said "Let it play out, Your Honor."
"What if it's a hung jury?" Folsom asked. "Will you retry the case then?"
"We'll poll the Jury, see how close they are to either side, and then I'll decide." Miriam said.
"I will tell you this." Folsom said. "Those tapes... will not see the light of day. I can't put the cat back in the bag after the testimony the Jury has heard, but those tapes will stay unseen and unheard by this Jury..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Savannah Fineman's summation painted Stanley Locklear as a gun-worshipping vigilante, eager to use his guns to kill two unarmed human beings rather than do the right thing and retreat to safety. She said over and over "I have shown you..." various things. "And there is no doubt as to the Defendant's guilt. The video tape showed him shooting those men. It showed them to be unarmed when he shot them..."
Michael McGill focused his summation on the tremendous amount of reasonable doubt that had been generated. "The Police had doubts, and still do. They didn't refer the case to the District Attorney's Office nor the Grand Jury. The testimony between the Locklears is pure 'he said she said'. No self-respecting Prosecutor of the District Attorney's Office would nor should be bringing a case this full of doubts..."
Savannah Fineman got the last word. "This is your opportunity to make a statement. A statement about more, much more, than what that man did to two unarmed human beings. It is your opportunity to make things right. It is your opportunity to stop the gun violence by vigilantes that believe they can use guns to kill other human beings at their whim."
Fineman: "This is your opportunity to tell the NRA, the powerful gun lobby, that say the Second Amendment is some sort of license for vigilantes to kill at their whim, when the Second Amendment was meant to protect State militias, not gun-worshipping individuals, that they are wrong. Two unarmed men are dead because of the NRA's support of vigilantism like this Defendant exhibited. Send the NRA a message... their antics will not be tolerated any longer. Send the NRA that message by convicting Stanley Locklear of two counts of Murder in the First Degree..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Judge Folsom's instructions to the Jury could not have been more favorable to Savannah Fineman's prosecution. He instructed the Jury to disregard any and all comments about videotapes as if those tapes did not exist. He told the Jury they could and should consider Stanley Locklear's NRA membership and participation in their courses as part of their deliberations.
Normally when a trial is over and the Jury is charged and sent to deliberate, the Judge will congratulate the two sides, and post-trial wrap-up will commence. In this case, Judge Folsom did not say anything to Michael McGill, and only said "I hope you know what you're doing, Ms. Walters." The Sheriff had to shake my forearm to get me out of my reverie.
"What is it, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked.
I said "I... I think Judge Folsom wanted to call a mistrial... and Miriam Walters told him not to..."
Part 22 - The Verdict
Thursday, September 2nd. Bettina's broadcast glossed over the Locklear trial, and focused heavily on the TCPD's failure to capture the Toyota Gang.
At 8:30am we went to the Courthouse complex and were allowed into New Courtroom to get seats before the room was opened to visitors and reporters. I was wearing my dark gray suit with thin armor inside, a white shirt and red tie, my badge on my belt and my holstered gun under my shoulder.
Teresa was wearing her uniform with light blue shirt, dark blue pants with light blue piping, a thin leather belt as a sash going over her right shoulder and attached to her belt. It was technically ever so slightly more formal than normal, and the sash belt served the practical purpose of counterbalancing the weight of her holstered firearm on her belt on the right side. Instead of soft shoulderboards, her silver oak leaf clusters were pinned on the epaulettes of her shirt, as required when the sash belt was worn.
I had told Teresa that she might not want to sit next to me today. She didn't question why; she never does. She and Cindy were standing together against the back wall near the main entrance doors. Cindy was in her Deputy Sheriff uniform, and both women had their 'boxes', the metal-bordered ribbons, over their right shirt pocket flaps.



I took my seat on the front row behind the Defense table. Paulina Patterson, wearing her peach-pink skirt and jacket and matching high heel pumps, came up and sat next to me. A few minutes later Michael Thomas McGill came in. He put his stuff on the table, then turned and shook my hand. He also shook Paulina's hand... but pulled her towards him and exchanged a one-cheek kiss, which she happily accepted.
In back, Teresa said "Did you see that? Michael McGill and Paulina seem friendly. You think something's going on between them?"
"Yes. Yes I do." Cindy said.
Teresa asked "You think Don knows about it?" When she didn't get a reply, she looked over to see Cindy peering at her.
"Does Don know about it." the Green Crowbar said sardonically. "You're not asking that question seriously, are you?"
"Errr... No." replied the Iron Wolf.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
ADA Savannah Fineman was at her table, but D.A. Miriam Walters had not shown up. Neither had Our Sheriff, I realized. I didn't have time to contemplate that, as the Judge was coming in and we all were getting to our feet.
After gaveling the session into order, the Jury was briefly brought in. Seeing all of them there, the Judge sent them to the Jury Room to continue deliberations. Twenty minutes later, the Sheriff and D.A. Walters came in together. Miriam went to the Prosecution table, and the Sheriff sat down at the first space on the first row behind the Prosecution table. He waved to us.
Michael McGill and Stanley Locklear turned back to face me and Paulina, and we leaned forward to whisper to them. I asked how McGill thought it went, and he said "I think it'll end in a hung jury. I just hope it'll be 10-2 or better for acquittal, and maybe they won't retry it."
Paulina made observations, then said "Savannah and Miriam aren't talking. Something going on between them?"
"A whole lotta nuthin'." I said. "A whole lotta nuthin'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:00pm, the Sheriff took me, Cindy, and Teresa to lunch at the Cop Bar. We talked mostly about the Toyota Gang, whose data I'd been studying on my Police iPad all morning.
Around 1:40pm, as we were just finishing our delicious lunches, Cindy's cellphone buzzed. She read the text, then said "The Jury has reached a verdict. The Judge is going to read it at 2:00pm."
We hurried back to the Courthouse. I took my place in the front row behind the Defense table. "What does this mean?" I asked Michael McGill.
"I don't know." McGill replied. "I'm hopeful, but one never knows with juries..."
At 2:00pm, Judge Folsom came in. "Be seated." he said. "Bring in the Jury." The Jury filed in. The Judge asked "Ladies and gentlemen of the Jury, have you reached a verdict?"
"We have, Your Honor." said the Foreman. He handed the folded document to the Bailiff, who brought it to the Judge. Folsom looked at it, then passed it to the Bailiff, who took it to the Court Reporter for recording and announcing the verdict.
"Would the Defendant please rise?" she said. Stanley Locklear and Michael Thomas McGill stood up. And like I did for the verdict in the Peter Dwayne Gordon case, I also stood up. (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 04-05.) This verdict would not affect my life like that one did, but I wanted to make it clear to Savannah Fineman and Miriam Walters where I stood. It was also why I wore civilian clothes.
Somewhat to my surprise, Paulina also stood up, and Fineman and Walters both noticed. They had not stood up, but upon seeing us rise, Savannah Fineman did also. Miriam remained seated.
The Court Reporter read the result: "We the Jury find the Defendant in Count 1 of the indictment..."
To be continued.
Guilty or Not Guilty? You make the call...
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Part 23 - The Fallout
The Court Reporter read the result: "We the Jury find the Defendant in Count 1 of the indictment..."
"... not guilty."
Stanley Locklear whimpered a sigh of relief. His eyes began tearing up as the 'not guilty' verdicts on all the other counts were read. He and Michael McGill shook hands, which turned into a man-hug. He turned and shook hands with me, but Paulina had sat back down so they didn't shake hands.
Savannah Fineman looked disgusted and angry, as if the Jury verdict was an affront not so much to her but to the cause of gun-rights-suppression. Miriam Walters's face showed no emotion; indeed, it was impossible for me to tell exactly what she was thinking or feeling.
Judge Folsom polled the Jury on the murder counts, and found them to be unwavering in their decisions to vote for acquittal. He thanked the Jury and then dismissed them, and they were taken back to get their belongings. Stanley Locklear was also taken to the back areas to complete some paperwork, get his things, and be released. Reporters had rushed out of the back of the Courtroom, knocking each other and other people over in their haste to get out and file their stories.
As Paulina and I were about to go up the aisle and out, with the Sheriff falling into place with us, Miriam Walters came up behind us. "Paulina," she said, "be in my office at 4:00pm." She walked on out ahead of us.
"Oh well," Paulina said, "I guess I better get my résumé polished up."
"Naah, you'll be fine." growled Griswold. "In fact... things might turn out better then you think."
I said "And besides... I think you have a job with the Madison & Ives Law Firm any time you want it." When Paulina's head made like an owl's and whipped around to look at me, I just winked at her. An Agency of the Weak-Minded, I was not...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Courthouse complex had installed a new Press Conference room, and reporters were in a 'feeding frenzy' as they waited, expecting people to show up and answer their questions.
First came Stanley Locklear and Michael McGill. Stanley said "I'll make a statement, but I will not be taking questions at this time. I want to thank my attorney Michael McGill for his amazing job as my Defense counsel. Without him, there is no telling where I'd be, and how successful ADA Fineman's political witch hunt would have been, and how much damage to our Second Amendment rights and the right to be secure in our homes she would have done."
Locklear: "I also want to thank the National Rifle Association. My attorney was recommended by them, and they stood with me through this whole ordeal. Your First Amendment rights as reporters are upheld only by the Second Amendment rights of good American Citizens, and their willingness to protect those rights..."
Reporters began shouting questions at Locklear, but he simply moved off the stage and out of the room. Unlike publicity hound attorneys, Michael McGill went with him rather than speak to the shouting reporters.
Next came Miriam Walters, by herself. She said "I have a brief statement, and then I'll move on. I'll be taking no questions; I believe ADA Fineman will, and I won't step on that. I want to thank the Jury for their diligence and their hard work as they did their duty, and for coming to a unanimous verdict in the case. I'm not going to analyze the conduct of the trial here, except to say this: I apologize to the Detectives of the Town & County Police and their leadership for jumping the gun and bringing this case to trial before they had finished their investigation."
Miriam: "Like that television show 'Law & Order', we are supposed to be working together with Law Enforcement to bring the criminals they catch to justice. We did not do that here, and that is on me. Furthermore, I am dropping my lawsuit against Commander Donald Troy as a good faith gesture towards improving the D.A.'s Office's relations with the TCPD, and working together to bring lawbreakers to justice."
She left the stage. It was fifteen minutes later when Savannah Fineman came in. She said "The Jury arrived at a unanimous verdict, and I respect their decision. I really don't have a statement, so I'll take your questions." She pointed to Tim Sioban.
"Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Sioban. "Ms. Fineman, will you be putting Marla Locklear on trial, now that her husband has gotten off scot-free?"
"No." said Savannah. "First of all, I think we put the correct person on trial. He just beat the rap and was acquitted. And second, no, I won't be bringing any charges at all against Mrs. Locklear." She pointed to Amber Harris of KXTC News.
"Amber Harris, KXTC News." the athletic blonde said. "Did Commander Donald Troy's refusal to help you convict Locklear contribute to his acquittal?"
Savannah said "Commander Troy and the TCPD have a duty to help the Town & County District Attorney's Office convict the criminals we indict. Their failure to do so is a dereliction of their duty. So yes, Donald Troy helped an NRA-worshipping, gun-loving vigilante be acquitted, when he's on tape shooting two unarmed men..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa and I came out of the back of the Courthouse complex and into the parking lot between the Courthouse and Eastside Elementary School, we were suddenly surrounded by reporters and camerapersons. I did not feel like I was in danger; after all, I had my red crowbar, and Teresa was more than ready to shoot and kill anyone who represented a threat. I also knew that the Deputies that had appeared and made a line we could walk through were eager to enforce some order upon the pathetic slugs of the bitterly reviled Mainstream Media.
As they shouted questions, I decided to stop and make a statement. When I took one question, everyone calmed down enough for me to answer. It did not matter what the question was. I acted like U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland's Press Secretary, a redheaded woman who was derisively called 'Little Red Lying Hood', and answered however I damn well pleased.
I said loudly and clearly: "Today... the Constitution worked. Today, an innocent man was acquitted by a Jury of his peers. The Second Amendment was vindicated. The right to be secure in one's home, and to defend one's home and family, was upheld. The right to stand one's ground in the defense of one's home and family was upheld."
The Media did not like that; guess how often that video clip would appear on the County's and the State's televisions? (Yes, it did air on the State Fox Networks.)
But as I was about to continue walking, one reporterette did try to ask another question: "Commander, Miriam Walters said she is dropping her lawsuit against you. Will you meet her halfway and work with her again?"
I stopped and turned, and said "First of all, can you explain exactly where this mythical 'halfway' that I'm supposed to meet Ms. Walters is? And second, I'll work with Ms. Walters and anyone in the District Attorney's Office... except Savannah Fineman."
And this time I did start moving again, and did not stop...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Thursday, September 2nd. ADA Savannah Fineman came to the door of D.A. Miriam Walters's office in City Hall, and was ushered in by her assistant. She saw Miriam at the far end of the table in front of the desk. To her unpleasant surprise and total disdain, Paulina Patterson was sitting to Miriam's right.
"Come have a seat." Miriam said, indicating the chair to her left. Fineman went up and sat down. Miriam said "l've made a decision; several, in fact. First... Paulina, I am putting you back on MCD cases. Savannah, you're back on Vice cases, especially big drug cases."
"Miriam! No!" Fineman exclaimed in protest. "You can't let Donald Troy win like that!"
Miriam said "If that's the way you want to look at it... then yes, Donald Troy has won. He gets Paulina back. But this really isn't about Donald Troy, Savannah. A man who shot dead two unarmed men, on videotape, was just acquitted."
"Yeah, but still---"
"ACQUITTED!" Miriam yelled out. "We can't try him again! I didn't agree with the political tone you were attaching to the case, but he still should've been sent to prison for voluntary manslaughter at the very least! He was what we thought he was! And you let him off the hook!"
As Savannah stared at Miriam, speechless, Miriam said: "Paulina, go tell your baby-daddy Donald Troy that he has you working with him again on MCD cases. Go. Get out of here."
"Thank you, ma'am." Paulina said. She got up and hastily exited before Miriam changed her mind.
As the door closed behind Paulina, Miriam and Savannah stared at each other for a long moment. "Savannah," Miriam finally said, "most District Attorneys would fire an ADA or DDA that fucked up as badly as you have on this case. I'm keeping you on for two reasons. First, you can get a few big drug case wins and redeem yourself, and people will forget about the Locklear case."
"And second," Miriam continued, "I am hoping and praying that that fool Ted Mason runs agains me for D.A. He's got a ton of baggage, and I have dirt galore on him beyond that. And then you can run for Solicitor and easily win this time. But you have to crush it on the cases you get. Donald Troy usually doesn't touch Vice cases, so you don't have to interact with him, and I'm working on other Officers getting to work with you in spite of him. An-nd, you'll get to work with the Feds. Want to be a U.S. Attorney? This can be a road to it."
Savannah said nothing for a long moment. Finally, she said "I'm disappointed. But I guess I have no choice. What about Gale Gaston? And Marla Locklear? Is Troy's house negro sex toy there going after them?"
Miriam said "No. You can announce you're dropping all charges against Gaston. And unless something really bad comes out about her, like if she killed someone herself, we're leaving Marla Locklear alone. If I can help it, that whole damned Locklear case will never be heard about again. Okay, you can go."
Savannah got up and turned to leave. As she was walking down the length of the table, Miriam called out "Savannah!" Fineman turned back, and Miriam said "Don't fuck up and make me look bad again."
Savannah worked hard to keep a biting reply from crossing her lips. She just nodded, then turned and left the office.
Part 24 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, September 3rd, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall as her background. "Changes in the District Attorney's Office after a stinging Court defeat!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "After Stanley Locklear was acquitted of capital murder charges yesterday, Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman issued as Press statement saying that she was not pursuing any charges against Marla Locklear, and that charges against Dr. Peter Frost's attorney Gale Gaston for allegedly assaulting Police Officer Donald Troy would be dropped with prejudice."
Bettina: "This likely concludes the Locklear saga, which contained allegations of ribald sexual roleplay that turned deadly, the destruction of a once-thriving business solutions firm, increasing stories of sexual improprieties by a marriage counselor and psychologist not named Dr. Laura Fredricson, and the split-up of a prominent law firm."
Bettina: "The loss of the case also has caused changes in the Town & County District Attorney's Office. Channel Two News has learned that D.A. Miriam Walters has reassigned the responsibilities of ADAs Savannah Fineman and Paulina Patterson. Ms. Patterson will work with the TCPD's Major Crimes Division, while Ms. Fineman will handle important drug cases brought by the TCPD Vice Squad."
Bettina: "District Attorney Walters did not respond to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News, but Solicitor Ted Mason said in a statement, quote, 'The disasters and reshuffling of personnel by Miriam Walters are just symptoms of her extremely poor leadership as District Attorney', close quote. And now let's go to Sports with Jeff Hull, for more on the Bulldogs big game this weekend! Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Applause burst out in the Chief's Conference Room upon hearing that Paulina was back to working with MCD. Drinking coffee there were Our Sheriff, Your Iron Crowbar, The Green Crowbar, the Iron Wolf, Lady Ironside, Chief 'Cav'... and Paulina Patterson herself, who did not (yet) have a nickname.
"Welcome back, Paulina!" Tanya P. Muscone said with great perkiness after the Bettina propaganda-cast. "I don't want to look a gift horse in the mouth, but why did Miriam capitulate like that?"
Sheriff Griswold growled "She was beginning to drop in the polls. KFXU began what I can only describe as an (air quotes) 'active campaign' to paste Savannah Fineman's political views and actions on Miriam, and it was working; it hurt Miriam in the polls, especially with her base. And with Ted Mason all but showing in those comments to Bettina, of all people, that he intends to primary Miriam in the Spring, she has realized she had to make some tough political and personal choices."
Our Sheriff: "She has had meetings with me, Daniel Allgood, and some of the other Republican elected officials in the County, and to her credit she has listened to our advice."
Chief Moynahan spoke up: "There was a lot to unpack in that little Bettina broadcast. So Maple & Hogue are done?"
I said "Yes sir. They formally filed for Chapter 7 bankruptcy in Federal Court in Lexington earlier this week. Harriet Hogue is going to try to keep her staffing company going as a separate entity, but she faces an uphill battle. And Gaston & Bertram, P.C. is the newest legal beagle firm based in our Town & County, after making a deal with Lowe, Ball & Lynch to leave quietly."
"And Bettina's little shot at Laura?" Teresa asked. "Was that just a cheap shot? Or is there a lot more to that?"
"I don't know." I said. "But I'm glad you're catching on that KXTC seldom does anything without a reason behind it. Kind of like a certain author on the Literotica website. He always has a reason for whatever he writes about. He always has a reason...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise!" said athletic blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." said the gorgeous Indian reporterette. "Good morning, everyone. Here is what's in the news. Stanley Locklear was acquitted of capital murder charges yesterday, ending a highly politicized trial filled with acrimonious exchanges between the Prosecution and Defense, and some unusual rulings from the Bench."
Catrina: "ADA Savannah Fineman's attempt to turn the trial into a referendum on the important concepts of the Castle Doctrine, the right to defend one's home, and the 'Stand Your Ground' law passed in this State, was totally rebuffed by the seven-woman-five-man Jury, who unanimously found that Mr. Locklear acted in defense of himself and his family in shooting who he believed were home invaders sexually assaulting his wife."
Priya: "Marla Locklear, Stanley Locklear's wife, testified that she had set up the scenario as a roleplay surprise for her husband on their anniversary. The testimony between her and Mr. Locklear, who did testify in his own defense, contradicted each other in several places. Most significantly, Mrs. Locklear claimed she unloaded her husband's self-defense gun, while he testified that he never reloaded it. Nevertheless, the gun was loaded when it was used to shoot and kill Tom Maple and Chuck Hogue."
Catrina: "Adding to the intrigue of the case, Mr. Maple and Mr. Hogue were Stanley Locklear's business partners. And the Locklear's marriage counselor, Dr. Peter Frost, was murdered last weekend. His killer was found and she testified in the trial."
Priya: "The District Attorney's Office has announced that there will be no charges against Marla Locklear, and that they consider the matter closed. However, District Attorney Miriam Walters has shuffled the assignments of her ADAs, restoring Paulina Patterson to duties working on Major Crimes cases, while Savannah Fineman will prosecute drug cases."
Catrina: "There has been considerable controversy over senior Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom's rulings from the Bench. He steadfastly refused to allow the videotapes of Dr. Peter Frost's sessions to be viewed, even by the Police, and refused to allow videos alleging Dr. Frost had sexual relations with Marla Locklear to be shown to the Jury. And he ordered those videos and files re-sealed after the verdict was reached."
Priya: "Judge Folsom cited the long-held legal sanctity of 'doctor-client' privilege, much like 'attorney-client' privilege, the sanctity of the Catholic confessional, and the Press's right to keep sources secret, as his reasons for not allowing the material involving Dr. Frost to be examined. And those prohibitions did not stop Commander Donald Troy from solving the case and making a successful arrest, nor the Jury from finding Mr. Locklear not guilty..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*CLICK!*
Chief Deputy Cindy Ross expertly used the remote to turn off the television monitor after my three Angels and I watched the KFXU broadcast in my office. She said "I thought they would talk a lot more about the Jury's decision than they did. And maybe they will later on. Priya told me that most of the Jury allowed themselves to be interviewed by the Prosecution, Defense, and some reporters after the trial was over and they were released."
"What did the Jury say?" I asked, curious myself.
Cindy: "For the majority of them, it was all about the reasonable doubt. They were more than curious about those Frost tapes, and some were angry that they were denied the opportunity to see them. And that's what ultimately led the two black women that were holding back to change their minds. They'd been saying the two victims weren't armed at the moment Locklear shot them and he could have just held them at gunpoint until the Police arrived. But they were convinced by arguments from the others that something was being held back from them, and there was no way Stanley Locklear should be facing death penalty charges for what transpired."
Tanya said "So the political issues weren't a factor?"
Cindy replied "Not according to Priya. Those factors weren't even discussed."
"Interesting." I said, halfway in a reverie.
Teresa said "I didn't say anything in the coffee klatch, since Paulina was in there and the Sheriff was taking credit for Miriam Walters changing her tune, but I am wondering if Miriam changed things back because she knew she was going to lose Paulina if she didn't."



"Would she have?" Tanya asked.
Teresa said "We know Paulina stood up to Miriam, and she came and helped Don secure Denise's plea deal without asking Miriam beforehand. And she's been mighty friendly with Michael McGill recently, and he's part of the MILF."
When we looked at her. "MILF?" I asked.
"Yeah, MILF." Teresa said. "You know... the Madison & Ives Law Firm? What if Miriam realized Paulina could and would go into private practice with them? And no matter how much Miriam favors Savannah, she knows that losing Paulina would be devastating to the District Attorney's Office."
Cindy said "That could well be. But I do know the Sheriff followed up on the groundwork I'd laid with Miriam, and he may have been able to convince her that her political future was dead if she didn't make changes. I suspect Miriam was thinking along those lines more than about Paulina possibly leaving."
"What do you think, Don?" Tanya asked. "Er... Don?"
I was in a reverie, and I snapped out of it before my Angels could mess with my coffee cup or my red crowbar. "I was just..." I said faintly, "I was just realizing what Catrina said in the broadcast... that Judge Folsom re-sealed the Peter Frost files! Why did he do that?"
"Well, the case is over." Cindy said.
"And that data is still in evidence, in our servers." Teresa added. "But what are you thinking about?"
I sat up, getting my wits about me. I said "All through the Locklear saga and then the Frost saga, there has been one consistent situation... Judge Folsom is keeping us from looking at those files. He very begrudgingly allowed Father Romano to look at them, after Teresa's outstanding suggestion to name the good Father the Special Master, but it was just that one man, he demanded Father Romano keep him apprised of anything he found, and despite it being a capital murder case, Folsom absolutely refused to allow those tapes to be put into evidence. Why?"
Cindy could read my vibe better than my other two Angels, so she caught on faster: "Oh, I get it. You think Folsom is trying to hide something?"
"Yes, he's trying to keep something hidden." I replied. "We still haven't truly solved the attempt on our Chaplain's life by a professional hit man that almost killed a Police Officer to get to Romano. Even the Mob does not like killing Police Officers; they don't like the attention it brings---"
"Especially from the Iron Crowbar." Teresa said.
"Yes." I said. "But that attempt was made. Someone is desperate to keep something hidden from us. Hmmm...."
I went back into my reverie. When I came out of it, I was alone in the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Friday, September 3rd. Chaplain Alberto Romano came to my office and asked my assistant Helena if he could speak with me. She ushered him into my office at my invitation.
"No thank you, sir." he replied to my offer of coffee or water. "I only came to tell you that Judge Folsom sent this document to me. It rescinds my appointment as a Special Master, and prohibits me from looking at the Frost files any further. And it prohibits me from discussing it any further."
Romano: "Additionally, it instructs me to turn over all of my notes and recording concerning the files into evidence with the files, and all of the materials are to be stored securely at the Courthouse 'forthwith'."
"Hmmm." I said, more as a growl. "They're still evidence, and should be stored at our facility on the grounds of County Jail. I'll call the Judge and let him know that."
"If I may ask, sir," Romano said, "what's the difference, whether they're stored at the Courthouse or at County Jail?"
I said "The only records that are supposed to be stored at the Courthouse permanently are records that involve Law Enforcement Officers or Government Officials involved in crimes as the suspects. This doesn't meet that... or does it?"
Father Romano said "I'm sorry sir, I'm now prohibited from answering questions like that about those files."
"True. I withdraw the question, as the lawyers say." I replied. "And I can't ask you if you saw anything, anything at all, that would connect Judge Folsom himself to anyone or anything to do with those files."
"And I couldn't answer that I didn't see anything like that, though I might have and wouldn't have known it." Father Romano said. "I can't tell you that if it had been a rattlesnake, it would have bitten me on the nose."
I grinned at the joke, then said "Okay. Contact Judge Folsom and tell him that you've received that document, and that you will be organizing transporting the evidence to the Courthouse; but that it will take some time to gather it all and securely transport it under guard, and that it should be done by close-of-business today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:35am. I invited Lt. Myron Milton to ride with me in my Police SUV to a select location. On the way, we talked about the upcoming birth of his and Mary's new baby. Myron was very excited about it, of course.
We went up the road behind University Memorial Stadium, to Mountain View Road. Turning right would lead to The Cabin and to Teresa's home. Turning left, the road went towards Promontory Point, the Warner's home, the Allgood's home, and to the University Observatory.
Turning on the new road just past Promontory Point, I first stopped at the secret, hidden cameras that were photographing all activity on the road at night, and downloaded it to my Police iPhone. Then we drove past the cleared land for Cindy and Callie's house, looking at the construction that was moving at a good pace.
The next lot belonged to Edward R. Steele, and construction was just beginning there. We moved to the third of Cindy's three properties, which Myron and Mary had bought an option for. It was angled slightly as the road curved left before ending, and there was a line of pine trees on the far side, but over the property line, that could not be cut down; ergo, the view they had was nice, but not as panoramic as the other two.
"We're going to complete the sale next Spring." Myron said as we got out of the SUV and looked around. "Commander Ross gave us a break, and just sold us the binding option so that we don't have to start paying for the land or pay property taxes yet."
"Cool beans." I said. "It's going to be nice." Then I said "Stand right next to me here for a second." I turned on the powerful bug killer in my personal iPhone.
"Myron, you can refuse to do this." I said quietly. "And it won't matter if you say anything; I'll deny it like Peter denied Jesus all night and all day. The mission, if you choose to accept it, is to make sure everything in the Peter Frost servers has been copied or transferred to our evidence servers, and---"
"Oh, I did that the minute we got them." Myron said.
"I expected as much." I said. "They'll have to be sealed, and the physical servers may even have to be stored at the Courthouse with the originals. But what I'd like you to do is to copy everything to another server, just one, compressed if you have to, and let me take that physical server with me."
Myron grinned. "It is possible, sir, that Mary had already suggested I do that, and I copied everything to one the servers we bought in case one of the ones in use goes bad for some reason. It's in Mary's office, and you can pick it up any time."
I said "I appreciate that. But how are you going to account for the server if they do an audit or an inventory check. Those things run $15,000 apiece, you know."
Myron said "Back when we where having those virus issues, I ordered four new servers. Then two of the old ones were declared damaged by the virus and taken out of circulation. But they really weren't. Mary and I have been anticipating that we might have to do something like this, but we were thinking it'd be because the Feds moved against us. I didn't expect it to be a dirty judge we were dealing with."
"How did..." I started, but Myron stopped me.
"I'm not the sharpest tool in the shed, sir," he said, "but Mary... she could give even you a run for your money, if there was a Mental Police Boxing Matches. This one was easy to see coming..."
Part 25 - Internal Squabbles
11:00am, Friday, September 3rd. After Myron and I got back, I went to my office and called Teresa. "Bring them in." I said.
A moment later, Teresa ushered Captain Claire Michaels and Lieutenant Joanne Warner inside. I had Claire sit in the far side hot chair and Teresa on the sofa behind her. I told Joanne to stand where Tanya normally parked her wheelchair.
"Lieutenant," I said, "I understand that you are insisting upon submitting this complaint about Detective Coleman, is that right?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said. "And I'm adding a complaint that I was pressured to withdraw that complaint."
"By who?" I asked.
"Lieutenant Davis, sir." Joanne said. I picked up the landline phone and called Jerome's desk. He answered immediately and I told him to report to my office. He did so within seconds.
"No sir, I did not tell her to withdraw the complaint, nor did I suggest for her to." Jerome Davis said as he stood next to Joanne. "And I recorded our conversation, as well---"
"You recorded her?!" Claire Michaels burst out.
"Damn straight I did!" Jerome shot back.
"You were wrong to do that, Davis. Dead wrong." Claire Michaels said. She turned to me and said "Sir, I'm referring Lieutenant Davis for disciplinary action, up to and including his removal from---"
"Submit it in writing." I growled. "And make sure you submit your written resignation with it. I told David to record the conversation."
"Sir!" Joanne exclaimed. "Why?"
"To make damn sure he wasn't being set up." I replied, my gray eyes boring hard into Joanne's stunned peepers. "And I'm not saying you were deliberately doing so, Warner, but you have an annoying habit of misstating things. For example, you told me Stanley Locklear had invoked, when he only had asked to have a lawyer present." (Author's note: 'Break-In', Ch. 02.)
"You then testified in Court that Stanley Locklear was not cooperative." I continued. "That was your opinion; mine differs. But the problem was that Stanley Locklear's life was on the line in his trial. And I'm not the one to have my MCD leader being set up, especially when my Captain of Detectives is gunning to take him down! So you damn well better believe I told him to take measures to protect himself."
It grew utterly silent in the room when I finished speaking. Joanne and Jerome both had sullen looks on their faces. Claire's face was one of shock. Teresa's face was her normal inscrutable face.
After a moment, I said "Do you still want to submit this about Coleman?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said flatly. "I insist upon it. I want Roark Coleman out of MCD."
"Okay, we'll go see the Chief." I replied. "This is not suggesting nor trying to convince you to not do it; it is just a statement of the facts of what is going to happen. When I put this in the Chief's hands, it is forever out of my hands and I can no longer do anything about it."
I continued: "He can take unilateral action, but I suspect he will take the action of putting it into the hands of the I.G. And the I.G. will make an irrevocable decision. If he finds for you, Roark will be removed from MCD... and I'll have to find a place for him. But if the I.G. finds for him and against you, Lieutenant? Then there is no place for you to go... except out. Again, that's not a threat, nor an enticement to withdraw the complaint, and I'm saying that in front of these witnesses."
Joanne's eyes were jet as she said "That's acceptable, Commander. It's him or me, anyway. I'm not withdrawing the complaint; I'm submitting it."
"Come with me, then." I said. "You three stay here." I led Joanne to the Chief's suite, and asked his assistant Cassie if he was busy. She picked up the phone and called and asked, and he said to let me come on in.
We went in and stood before the Chief's desk. I told the Chief that Lieutenant Warner was submitting the formal complaint, and handed him the folder. "Thank you, Commander. You may go. Lieutenant, sit down and let's discuss this."
I did not let the door hit my fourth point of contact on the way out...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office, Jerome was sitting in the near-side hot chair. Teresa said "I had Davis sit down."
"Good. Thank you." I said as I went around my desk and sat down. I looked back and forth at Claire and Jerome, back and forth, back and forth. Neither was budging an inch; their faces were set in stone. But Jerome looked like he was thinking about something.
After a long moment of silence, Claire Michaels said "I want to say one thing for the record, Commander. I was not, and am not, (air quotes) 'gunning for' Davis. But he was wrong to record Lieutenant Warner, especially without her knowledge."
Teresa said "Internal Affairs listens in on us all the time. They have the whole building wired. There is no assumption nor expectation of privacy here."
I said "The problem I have here is that the trust factor between Town & County Police Detectives is eroding through the floor, and I see no way to resolve it. And it's touching me personally; I have to be candid and blunt when I tell you, Captain, that I simply don't believe you when you tell me that you're not gunning for Davis. I believe what I see with my own eyes, and what I've been seeing for some time now---"
"Sir," said Lieutenant Davis, "can I speak with you for a moment... privately?"
"Yes." I said. "But I want Commander Croyle to stay, as a witness. Are you good with that?"
"Yes sir." Jerome said.
"What, you can't speak in front of me?" Claire hissed. "And you're going to go over my head?"
"You are dismissed, Captain." I said severely. "Go to your office, and stay there until I call for you. Stay in your office all goddamned night until I call for you."
Claire glared at me, but she finally got up and left the office. I looked at Jerome and said "You're going to tell me one of two things. You're going to make a racial discrimination complaint against Captain Michaels... or you're going to ask to be transferred out of MCD."
Jerome was visibly surprised at my words. "Sir, I don't think she's a racist. A man-hater, maybe. But yes sir, I can see that my continuation as MCD leader is bringing nothing but division and strife to the unit. The team is badly divided, and it is my fault that Lieutenant Warner and Detective Coleman are at such bitter odds. As the MCD leader, I should've had that solved before you even knew there was a problem."
Jerome: "I can lead, sir. I can lead people, and I've been leading Police Officers for a good long while now. And I can lead Police Officers in ways other than as a Detective. Captain Hewitt in 1st Precinct has contacted me about the Precinct Lieutenant position there. I also know that I am nowhere near the best Detective in MCD, and you deserve to have an MCD leader than can do a better job in that for you. So for the good of the Team, sir, I'll transfer out."
I looked at Teresa, who said "I would love to have Lieutenant Davis as 1st Precinct Lieutenant. And I've talked to Captain Hewitt about the possibility of having someone be transferred there. But Jerome, don't sell yourself short. You're a damn good Detective as well as a good leader. If I had to choose between taking you out or taking Michaels out, she'd be the one that would be gone."
"And that's why I'm asking for the transfer, ma'am, sir." Jerome said. "She's not a bad Captain; she could be really great in that job. But as long as I'm where I am, I'm walking on eggshells every day. And ultimately, it negatively affects the whole team."
"Okay, then." I said. "Commander Croyle, contact Captain Hewitt and tell him he has a new Precinct Lieutenant; and if he objects, to speak now or forever hold his peace. I'll go tell the Chief."
I stood up and walked around my desk as they stood up. I extended my hand and Jerome shook it. "I appreciate all the good work you did as MCD leader." I said. "For example, Operation ISCARIOT could never have worked without you."
"Thank you, sir." he said. "And I'll do a good job for you as Precinct Lieutenant, too."
"I know." I said. Then I surprised him by not letting go of his hand. Instead, I gripped it harder as I looked into his eyes and said "Jerome, what I am seeing now is a man who just put his team ahead of himself. You just put the good of the Police Force as a whole ahead of your own personal interests. That kind of loyalty, and duty, reflects great credit upon you, and it is something I will not be forgetting."
"Uh, thank you sir." Jerome said.
Teresa shook his hand and said "I'll talk to you soon about the transfer. And welcome to my Team!"
"Glad to be on it, ma'am." I dismissed Jerome, then went to tell the Chief as Teresa got on her Police iPhone.
I then called Captain Michaels into my office, and informed her that the problem was resolved... for the moment. I dismissed her before she could say anything more...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I went to tell the Chief, he invited me and Teresa to lunch at the Cop Bar. Sheriff Griswold and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross met us there, and we sat down in the back 'Command Room'.
"Sooooo," the Chief drawled after we'd ordered, "young Loo-tennant Davis took one for the Team, eh?"
"Yes sir." I said. "And I hate it like hell, but... well, it solves a few problems. But not others."
Teresa said "I have a confession to make. Forgive me Crowbar, for I have sinned. I asked Captain Hewitt to consider taking one of the MCD Lieutenants as the Precinct Lieutenant. Roy McGillie is a good Senior Sergeant, but he's not quite ready for Lieutenant prime time yet. And Hewitt said he'd love to get Davis or Rodriguez into his Precinct, but was a lot cooler to the idea of Joanne Warner in that role."
"And Hewitt talked to Jerome, and planted a seed." I said. "And that's very good work, Teresa. I'm glad you saw the problem and took the action step towards solving it." The others heartily agreed.
Teresa said "I'm just... I'm just sorry Claire Michaels got the (air quotes) 'win' on that one. She's going to let it go to her head, and if she gets arrogant, she'll be a problem. She's already on thin ice with her subordinates. Mary Milton is losing respect for Claire day by day, and Claire hasn't taken well to Rudistan... kind of like the Green Crowbar's disdain for him."
"And to think you're my BFF." Cindy quipped back. "Yeah, Rudistan takes some serious getting used to... and then he starts growing on you. If he ever does retire from the Police or wants to transfer to the Sheriff's Department, I'll fight to get him working with me."
Chief Moynahan said "That izzz something we need to talk about. Captain Michaels."
Sheriff Griswold growled "When she was here a few years ago, she did a really good job. And we hated to lose her. So when Crowbar suggested getting her back, I was all for it. But now... something's changed about her, and I'm not sure what it is."
"I do." I said. "She expected to be in charge, to be in total control of the Detective Corps, especially MCD. I'm sure she's absolutely stunned we didn't get rid of Jerome the minute she first said she wanted him gone."
Cindy said "She wants total control in the Iron Crowbar's Detective Corps? Yeah, right. And she knew what the deal was; she was here before."
"I was just about to say." growled the Sheriff. "We don't know anyone around here who wants total control, do we?" I knew he was joking with me. At least I hoped that was the case.
"I do what you and the Chief tell me to do, Sheriff." I replied. "But yes, Captain Michaels is going to have to understand her true role, here. If she doesn't, she's going to find that she's like an Army Captain put in a Lieutenant or even Sergeant's role. She'll be leading an expanded Vice Squad, and her influence on MCD will be limited."



"So who do you want to put into the MCD leader position, Crowbar?" growled Griswold. "And don't say yourself."
"I was thinking of... myself." I said. Then I grinned and said "Just kidding, Sheriff. But I need to talk to two people. And then I need to run a few restructuring ideas by you... by all of you... and see what you think..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective-1 George Newman was ushered into my office. I had him sit down in the near-side hot chair. Teresa was sitting on the sofa behind us.
After small-talk about his family, I said "I understand you would like to go back to Vice? Why?"
"Yes sir." said Newman. "I appreciate the opportunity to work in MCD, sir, but I liked what we did in Vice... developing C.I.s, working up leads, making busts. That's just where I think I'm supposed to be."
I looked at Teresa, who was a former Vice Lieutenant. She said somewhat diplomatically "George is doing well in MCD, but I agree he was even better in Vice. And if he loves it more, that's probably where he should be."
"I agree." I said. "But I want to make sure you're doing it for positive reasons, and not negative ones. You're not trying to get away from Coleman or others in MCD, are you?"
"Oh no, no sir.' said Newman. "Roark is a good guy. He has my back. He's a good Detective, too; he's where he ought to be, in MCD..."
"Bu-ut?" I said as he hesitated. "Speak freely and frankly, George."
Newman said "I don't want to talk bad about superior Officers, sir. But I think Lieutenant Warner is wrong about Roark, and she was wrong to make that complaint about him. And he's a better Detective than she is. But I can't say anything, because she's a Lieutenant, Lieutenant Washington is a Lieutenant and her partner, and takes her side even if it's the wrong side." Then he hastened to add "But that's not why I'm asking to transfer back to Vice, sir. I won't be unhappy if you left me in MCD."
I said "I've been having some ideas about the structure of Vice, as well as MCD, and your desire to transfer fits well into those plans..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Newman left, Detective-2 Lisa Monroe was ushered in. I had recruited her into the TCPD after meeting her a while back (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 01), but I had not had a lot of professional interaction with her, nor the others in Vice. And that was my fault, I told myself.
Lisa was white with dark brown hair, taller than Cindy but not by much, slender going on 'lanky'. When I'd first met her, her attractive face had shown the wear and tear of some tough duty with the City Police. Now, she looked a lot more relaxed, and happier.
I said "Thanks for coming in. You've done very well since you've gotten here, and I want to talk to you about what you'd like to do in the future, and where you want your career to go."
"I really appreciate the opportunity to come here, sir." Lisa replied. "The TCPD is the best place to be."
Teresa said "The Sheriff will love her for that."
"True." I said with a grin. "Okay, Detective, I need your very serious and honest answers, speaking frankly and freely. You did several jobs with the City P.D., including Robbery and Homicide. When you came here, we stuck you in Vice, mostly working drugs and stakeouts. My question is... which do you prefer? What our Vice does, or what our MCD does?"
"I'm good, and happy, wherever I am, sir." Lisa said.
"Yes," I replied, "but where would you be happiest? Where do you really want to be?"
"There is no wrong answer." Teresa added. "Tell us how you really feel, not what you think we want to hear."
Lisa said "I took the Vice job just to get a shot to be in the TCPD. I wasn't joking when I said it's good to be here. It's really night-and-day compared to the corruption that runs all through the City Police. And I've learned a lot in Vice, and I'd be fine there. But truthfully, sir, I was a good Homicide Detective in the CPD, and I'd love the chance to do that here, and learn from you."
"And you're going to get that chance." I replied. "It's not official yet, but we're going to shuffle some people around, and I'm slotting you into MCD."
Lisa tried but failed to hide her inner excitement at hearing that news. Then she said "Sir, if I may take this opportunity to suggest someone to you to hire? Her name is Kerri Ambrose. She's a CPD Narcotics Detective, and a really good one, and she's looking to get away from the corruption in the CPD..."
Part 26 - The Wrap
3:10pm, Friday, September 3rd. Teresa came into my office. As she sat down in the far-side hot chair, she said "Our standard plan for tomorrow's football game is in place. It's an FCS School we're playing so we're not expecting anything like 'Wildcats Weekend'. And since it's Labor Day weekend, we're on holiday shifts at shift change."
"Good." I said as I stared at my computer monitor. "Good work."
"What's got your attention?" Teresa asked, having seen me like this in the past.
I said "I've been studying the late Joey Mendon. And I'm doing so with two things in mind. First is Michael Bertram and Gale Gaston. They just got kicked out of Lowe, Ball & Lynch and formed their own firm. I'm casting my nets, and I expect to hear that they're some nasty slugs that will freely cross the line."
Me: "And the other possible connection is Judge Patrick R. Folsom himself. The way that man protected the Frost files, and to the point that he apparently didn't care if it cost Stanley Locklear his life... that's got my hackles up."
Teresa was shocked. "You think Judge Folsom had 'Big Boy' try to kill Father Romano?" she gasped.
"Not necessarily." I said. "But I just wonder if he, Folsom, has a link to someone who would be willing to pay for that hired hit---"
*BUZZ!*
It was my assistant Helena, telling me that Chaplain Romano was in the anteroom to my office. I had her send him in.
"Your ears must be burning, Father." I said as he came inside and sat down as I pointed at the near-side hot chair. "We were just talking about you."
"Yes." said Teresa. "Father, you need to continue to watch your back. Whoever hired 'Big Boy' Mendon is still out there, and may still think you've seen too much."
Romano said "I just wish I knew what I had seen that would have me targeted. But the trial is over, so maybe they no longer have reason to pursue me."
"We can only hope." Teresa said. "I'd like to put a small protection on you. Just a couple of guys, shadowing you."
"Please don't." Father Romano said. "They'd be bored to tears. I'll be fine." Then he changed the subject by saying: "I came by to tell you that all of the files and data have been taken to the Courthouse and put in storage. Judge Folsom added his judicial seal to it, so it will take his personal authorization to remove that seal, or his successors's once he is no longer on the Bench."
Teresa said cattily "How long before that evidence disappears? Or there is a fire down there?"
I said "The fire alarm and sprinkler system is very good, so I'm not worried about that. Anyhoo, it's over. I appreciate your work helping us by being the Special Master, Father."
"I have to admit." Romano said. "It was fun doing Police work like that again. Of course, some of what is on those videos is not what we show on Video Night in the Fellowship Hall." We all broke out laughing at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Get your referrals while they're hot." said Paulina Patterson as she came into my office some minutes later. "Savannah Fineman and Michael McGill referred each other to the State Bar for disbarment over the Locklear trial, each accusing the other of malfeasance."
"What did McGill do?" I asked
Paulina said "Savannah is claiming that Michael sprang Denise as a surprise witness without notifying the Prosecution. He notified them by proper channels the minute the ink was dry on her plea deal, but she's saying he didn't."
"Then she should've asked for a continuance the moment he called her to the stand." I said. "What's his beef against her?:"
Paulina said "He's claiming that she misrepresented State Law by asserting Locklear had a 'duty to retreat' in spite of the 'stand your ground' law that's on the books. He's claiming she was trying to use the trial and the judicial process to bypass the Legislature and nullify that law. And he's continuing to make the claim that she was going to put Peter Frost on the stand without putting him on the witness list."
"Ah, the ol' 'Separation of Powers' issue." I said. "Will any of it amount to anything?"
Paulina said "I'm worried about Michael. He's on the NRA-approved list, he loves taking on gun rights cases like the Locklear case, and he's Conservative; he may run for office one day. And the State Bar in general loathes Conservatives. They may use this as a chance to harm him, like what the State Medical Board did to Dr. Cordell--- what?"
I was looking at her with my head cocked a little to one side, not unlike how my dog Buddy looks at something that sparks his curiosity. I said "You're (air quotes) 'worried' about him? And using his first name in a familiar way. So! When are you going to tell me what I already know... that you and Michael McGill are dating?"
Paulina said "Dating is a pretty strong term. We've gone to dinner a couple of times, and those were more business than anything else. You were right in the Courtroom... I talked to him about possibly joining Madison & Ives if Miriam fires me, but you know I'd rather be a prosecutor."
"I'm fine with it." I said. "And if you're dating him, I'm fine with that, too. It's only my business in any way where Tasha is concerned."
"Don't worry." Paulina said. "I'd never take Tasha away from you. She loves her daddy very, very much."
I said "I know. But it's not me you'd have to worry about. Hell hath no fury like a Junior Crowbar that misses her sisters. You heard what she did about her sister Greta?"
Paulina shook her head and I continued: "As you know, I'm not allowed to have contact with Greta until she's 18 years old. I got a call a couple of weeks ago, from the Judge that oversaw that custody order; he's a flaming, far-Left activist judge, typical of the growing Leftist hell-hole that is New York City."
Me: "August 16th was Greta's fourth birthday. The Judge demanded to know why I contacted Greta and sent her a birthday card, and I replied that I didn't. I think he didn't want to believe me, and wanted to press the issue, so I told him we should jointly contact the FBI and have them investigate, and that EAD Owen Lange and SAC Jack Muscone would be my two investigators."
Me: "He shut up after that, but EAD Owen Lange called me later and said there was a photo of Carole, Tasha, Bowser, and Buddy in the card. They still don't know how she did it, but Carole apparently got that card to Greta... past her mom, who was on the lookout for it. Moral of the story: Carole loves her sisters, and she is not afraid to make trouble over them."
"I'll take that under advisement." Paulina said as she got up. "In the meantime, I didn't say anything about Michael because there's nothing to tell."
"Future bulletins as events warrant." I replied, giving her a 'look'... and getting one back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And they still don't know how she did it." Jack Muscone said to me as he, Tanya, Teresa, Todd, Cindy, Callie, the Sheriff, and myself had beef nachos and liquid refreshments on the outdoor deck of the Cop Bar. "The sitters at the FBI's child care center in New York said a female NYPD Officer came in and gave them the card, and said it was for Greta. They're looking for that Officer now, but EAD Owen Lange says Sandra Speer is furious because Greta keeps asking about her sisters."
"It's a shame she won't let you and her sisters have contact with you." Tanya said.
"Yeah, I know." I said sadly.
"Speaking of your children," Cindy said, "is there anything to this thing between Paulina and Michael McGill, especially concerning Tasha?"
I said "Back when the Press was outing me as Tasha's father, Paulina and I made an agreement of full joint custody as well as the trust fund I created So Tasha is going nowhere." (Author's note: 'Media Matters', Ch. 01)
Me: "As to Paulina and who she is dating? That's between them, and as long as he treats her well, it's not my issue--- my God, would you look at that."
Two men in suits were approaching the outside deck from the parking lot. They were Gale Gaston and Michael Bertram. Everyone tensed up as they approached with fierce looks on their faces, and climbed the stairs onto the deck. Teresa was already standing, and had her service weapon out and a round in the chamber.
"What the hell do you two want?" she said in a challenging voice, accompanied by her 'Teresa Cunt' look.
"We want you to listen to some news." Michael Bertram said. He put his hand into his suit jacket inner pocket, and a number of Police service weapons joined Teresa's in the outside air, pointed towards them. Undaunted, Bertram drew a folded document out of his jacket, and threw it on the table in front of me.
"That's an order from Judge Folsom," Gale Gaston said, "for you, Commander Troy, to affirm in a sworn affidavit that all copies of the digital files from Peter Frost's servers were turned in today."
"Sheriff," I said as I examined the document, "what is that you always like to say about paranoia?"
"Har." the Sheriff barked.
"Don't fuck with us, Troy." Bertram warned, his voice threatening. "Judge Folsom had our experts look at the files. They were copied. If you have so much as one byte of data still in your possession, we will make damn sure you don't see the outside of a prison for the rest of your miserable life."
"What are you so scared of?" I asked, halfway amusedly but halfway very seriously as I looked them in the eyes.
"Listen, you fucking punk! I'll snap you in two---" Bertram snarled as he made a move towards me. Despite the pain to my back, I was up on my feet in a flash, confronting him, the red crowbar ready to inflict severe damage to him. I was taller than him, and he began realizing he wasn't dealing with some young female paralegal...
"Go for it!" I growled back. "Bring. It. On. When I'm done with you... with both of you at the same time, if you're that stupid..." I said as I noticed Gaston squaring to me also, "it won't just be your knee that will be needing surgery. I won't leave a bone unbroken in either of your bodies!"
"I'd listen to him, if I were you, guys." the Sheriff mused.
"You've been warned, asshole." Bertram said, his voice ugly. "The Judge is expecting your affidavit." With that, they turned and left the way they came.
"What in the hell..." Jack Muscone asked wonderingly as we watched them leave, and I sat back down.
"I don't know." I said. "But they are scared of something. They are scared of something..." After a moment's reverie, I called out "Teresa! Call Father Romano and tell him what's happened here, and that he's getting that protection detail no matter what..."
Part 27 - Epilogue
2:00am, Sunday, September 5th. I drove the 'Black Beauty' to Police Headquarters, passing through a DUI checkpoint on University Avenue at the north end of the road. I was glad to see that the Officers were professional in every way.
At Headquarters, I checked in with the Duty Desk people, who told me of the arrests made on minor charges. I went down into the basement areas, and to Myron Milton's I.T. office. My master key unlocked his office, and a borrowed key unlocked the drawer on the right side of his desk. I extracted the leather satchel inside, locked everything else back up, then went to my office and did some paperwork.
Nearly an hour later I left for home. I went by more southerly routes, passing through another DUI checkpoint. I was very much on watch to see if I was being followed. It ain't paranoia...
I drove out to Reservoir Road and up Mountain View Road to The Cabin. I parked the Black Beauty in the garage, and went directly into my home office. I flipped the switch that sent electricity through the bars embedded in the walls, creating a Faraday cage.
Only then did I take the server out of its shielded satchel, and hooked it up to the laptop that came with it. Yes, it was the server Myron had copied the data onto, and the files could be decompressed only by the program on that one laptop. I was going to outright lie on the affidavit I would give to Judge Folsom.
I then proceeded to compound my illegal actions by looking at the data. I watched some of the video of Peter Frost vigorously fucking Marla Locklear in the missionary position on the sofa of his office. I could see that she was one hell of a fuck, and it was easy to see how she pussywhipped men and got them wrapped around her finger.
Then I watched a video from the home camera we took from Frost's home. He was fucking Denise on the bed. As hot as Marla had been, Denise was beautiful, in great shape, and was obviously an amazing fuck. She had wanted to marry this guy, but he dropped her like a stone for Marla? I thought to myself. Never question the course of true love, a wise person once taught me.
After a while I grew sleepy, so I took the shielded laptop and server and hid them in the cave behind the wine cellar under the floor. Something was on that server, I knew. Something that was scaring two hardened lawyers so much that confronting me, the Iron Crowbar, was preferable to it being found. Something that a Superior Court Judge had been bound and determined to keep concealed, even to the point of letting an innocent man be convicted and maybe even put to death over.
But I was equally bound and determined to find out what it was. And then, woe betide whoever was implicated. Woe betide...
Finis.
No solution coming in the stories, but just for fun: how did Carole get the birthday card to Greta?
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Part 1 - Prologue
"You want to do what?" I asked in stunned disbelief.
"I need to go to Point Hol-low." my daughter Carole said. "And see the painting of Nellie Blye."
It was 7:00am, Monday, September 6th, and it was the Labor Day holiday. We were at The Cabin, and Carole had joined Bowser and Buddy at the back door to go out. So I poured a cup of coffee, and Carole and I went on deck and sat in the metal mesh loveseat as the dogs went around the side and down the mountain trail to inspect their territories and do their business.
"There's the train, Daddy." Carole had said as the light of a train appeared on the western horizon. As it made its way towards Town and the curve that would take it south, Carole had 'hit' me with the request to go to Point Hollow. Considering all that had happened there in the past, it was not exactly something I was comfortable doing.
(Author's note: Readers may wish to (re-)read 'Return To Point Hollow', especially Ch. 02 for Carole's experience there.)
But I got a sense that it was important, and not just to Carole. "Okay." I said. "We can go. Do I need to call Father Romano to come with us?"
"No, Daddy." Carole replied. "He's with Dr. Mickelson. We can go see them after we see the painting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am. We arrived at Point Hollow in my Police SUV, and it didn't seem to be as forbidding in the morning light as it was at night. I still had a key to the front door of the house, and I unlocked the door and looked inside, then allowed Carole to slip past me and go inside.
We went into the large greatroom. The big windows allowed in plenty of light, which was muted by the dark, rich paneling of the walls. I saw that the mechanism that Dr. Charles Westbrook had used to attempt to hang me had been removed, and the stones were set in place with cement so that they could not move. The painting of Nellie Blye Westbrook was still over the fireplace mantle, still somehow bolted in place and unable to be moved.
Carole just stood in front of the painting, looking at it. I was moving around, looking out the window at the front lawn and the copse of trees on the other side, and then came around and sat down on one of the plush chairs. My daughter had glanced over at me a few times, and had finally had enough.
"Sit still, Daddy!" she ordered. "Clear your mind." I did so, breathing slowly in and out, letting thoughts come and go until the distractions cleared. And then I heard it... what sounded like wind chimes just outside the window filled my ears.
I looked over at the window, but there were no wind chimes there. I focused inward again, and heard more wind chimes, though much more faintly. And then I saw something in my mind's eye. It was my son Jim as a young grown man. He and a lovely blonde woman were admiring the baby boy she was holding. Instinct told me that he was their son. And something beyond instinct told me who that baby boy was going to grow up to be...
"Okay, I'll tell him." I heard Carole say, which dissipated my vision. I looked over at my eight-year-old daughter just as she turned to look at me. "Daddy, can we go see Dr. Mickelson now?"
"Sure." I said, a little quietly, as if I were in a reverie.
"Did you hear the wind chimes, Daddy?" Carole asked as I got up and we walked out of the room.
"Yeah... yeah, I did hear some wind chimes." I said. "Did you?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "That was Alice, playing her violin for us on the Other Side. But all we can hear is wind chimes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Hospice wing of University Hospital is on the lower floors of the southeast wing of the 'I' shape of the Hospital. Carole and I went down the hallway of the third floor to the room that was almost at the very end, and went inside.
The window to the outside faced south, and we could see the bottom of the mountain finger that The Cabin was on, and the tops of several buildings and something of a vista southwards. The headboard of the bed was against the wall to our left. In the bed was Dr. Mickelson, holder of the Gregor Mendel Chair of Genetics at the University Department of Biology... but for not much longer.
The emaciated old man's eyes were closed, and he was lying on his back. Sitting in a chair next to him was Father Alberto Romano. I was remembering that ghastly night at Point Hollow when I stopped Charles Westbrook from murdering a girl and in the process liberating a hideously evil demon, and remembered that Father Romano and Dr. Mickelson had endured beatings at the hands of Westbrook's supplicants.
Father Romano had not broken, and had refused to reveal what had been told him in Confession. Unfortunately, Dr. Mickelson had never recovered. I'd visited him many times, and each time he was worse. "He's practically in a coma." Father Romano said. "He wakes up and has a few minutes of lucidity, but every time he says a demon is coming for him. They're keeping him sedated now. The end won't be long, now."
"That's why I have to talk to him." Carole said resolutely. She brought up to the bed a high chair that a doctor would sit on, and climbed up onto the crossbar footrest. Her head was a foot away from Dr. Mickelson's. "Hi Doc-tor Mickelson." she said.
I should not have been surprised that Dr. Mickelson opened his eyes and looked right at her. Carole said "I'm Carole, the Iron Crowbar's daugh-ter."
"Hi Carole." Dr. Mickelson said, his voice weak but steady. "Your dad is going to give you his crowbar one day. Will it be the one with the Sigma radiation? The one he beat the Slender Man with?"
"No sir." Carole said. "That's the one I'll give to the next Iron Crowbar. I have to tell you this message from Nellie Blye. When the bad guys try to trick you into going with them, don't be fooled. They will tell you the truth is in the woods, but they're lying. The real truth is on the other side of the Stream. Go with Nellie Blye, she'll take you across the Bridge, to the Real Truth."
"Okay." said Dr. Mickelson. "Thank you Carullll..." His eyes fluttered shut, and we did not know it at that moment, but it would be the last time his eyes opened while he remained on this earth...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Daddy," Carole said as we were driving back home, "you didn't even ask me anything about Nellie Blye or Dr. Mick-ul-sun."
"Do you want me to ask you about them?" I asked in reply.
"I was just ex-peck-ting you to." Carole said. "The bad man you stopped at Point Hollow wants to trick Dr. Mick-ul-sun into going the wrong way."
"The Slender Man?" I asked. (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man', especially Ch. 02-03.)
"No sir, the other man." Carole said. "The man who tried to release the demon."
"Ah, Charles Westbrook." I said. "Yes, he was a bad, bad man. But he's dead now."
"And Nellie Blye said he still wants to hurt Dr. Mick-ul-son." Carole said. "So I had to warn him. But don't tell Mommy any of this. She gets mad at me because I can't explain why I know that."
"No worries." I said. "It's strictly between us." And you better believe I had no intentions of mentioning any of this... especially my own 'look' into the future... to anyone. Things around Point Hollow were probably best left unexplained, and definitely left undiscussed...
Part 2 - Ode to Joy, Ode to Alice
2:00pm, Monday, September 6th. Teresa and I were in my Police SUV, delivering a very precious package.
"Little Joy wants to see Bowser on Bowser Day." Teresa said. "But I don't want to set too much of a precedent of cured former patients coming to visit, because we would have way too many people."
I replied "Hopefully, we can solve that problem today."
We arrived at Joy's house, a modest home in the Kensington District on the north side of Town. Joy's mother opened the door and let us in. Joy was in the living room, sitting on the floor, looking healthy.
"Hi Mr. Crowbar! Hi Teresa!" Joy said, seeing the box Teresa was carrying. "Did you bring Bowser to visit me?"
"No, we didn't bring Bowser today." I said. Joy's face fell, then I said "But I did bring someone else to meet you." With that, Teresa set down the box and opened it. An all-white puppy poked her head out and looked around.
'Joy' was the proper description of what appeared on the little girl's face as she squealed, and her little hands went to her cheeks in utter surprise. The puppy clambered out of the box and immediately identified her new owner. She went over and began sniffing and pawing at Joy, who began laughing and petting the pup.
Yes, Bowser had gotten some pussy, and he and Sadie Mae had produced another litter of all-white puppy dogs. The firstborn one was the little female we were now bringing to Joy.
"Can we keep her, Mom?" Joy called out as she and the puppy petted each other.
"Yes." said Joy's mother. "But you have to take care of her. She's your responsibility."
"I will!" Joy promised. And yes, Teresa and I had arranged this with Joy's parents a few weeks before.
"She's had her shots." I said. "But she's on the young side to be spayed yet. Y'all can make that decision later."
Teresa asked "Joy, what are you going to name her?"
Joy thought a moment, then said "Alice. After our violin-playing friend that died."
"Aww." Teresa said, trying not to get emotional. "I think Alice would be very proud to have Bowser's daughter named after her."
And so it was that my Guardian of Love and Peace now had a canine sidekick. Joy and the Redoubtable Alice were now family, and would be so for the next thirteen years...
Part 3 - Storm Clouds Gathering
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, September 7th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Massive chaos and upheaval in the Town & County Public Safety Department!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Dr. Rohit Gupta, Acting Public Health Officer, resigned from the Public Health Department over the weekend to take a position in the University Biology School's new Climate Change Center!"
Bettina: "The Public Health Department, which is under Sheriff Antonio Griswold's Public Safety Department, has been run by Dr. Gupta since PHO Beth Paige resigned last November." (Author's note: 'Smoke On The Water', Ch. 02) "Assistant PHO Stella Waters is expected to become at least Acting PHO, and could be nominated to be Public Health Officer full time by Sheriff Griswold, which would require the approval of the Town & County Council. The Sheriff's Department has not responded to Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment."
Bettina: "And now let's go to respected reporter Carl Lemay for more on the Toyota Gang's success in eluding the Police. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Carl Lemay from just eight feet away from Bettina on the same rooftop, with the State Office Building and Federal Building behind him as his backdrop. "The Toyota Gang struck again, this time in Midtown over the Labor Day weekend. Four convenience stores were held up at gunpoint by the masked gang in all black, and the perps got away in Toyota vehicles."
Lemay: "Although no one was hurt in any of the robberies, local Police believe the gang members are becoming more violently aggressive in their actions, and local politicians fear that eventually someone will be injured or even killed. Increasing pressure is being mounted on the local Police Forces, and Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons is demanding that Governor Sharon Marshall have the SBI and FBI come in and push the ineffective TCPD and other local LEOs to the side and take over the cases."
Lemay: "In a statement, Lieutenant Governor Coons said, quote, 'Commander Donald Troy has totally failed to protect our citizens, especially People of Color, from this vicious gang, and we need State and Federal level professionals to come in and do the job Troy can't get done', close quote."
Lemay: "The FBI responded to Channel Two News's request for comment, with Special Agent Karl Coleman issuing a statement saying, quote, 'We are monitoring the Toyota Gang situation closely. If we can find evidence of drug distribution, arms smuggling, human trafficking, or anything crossing State lines, the appropriate Federal agencies will come in and shove Donald Troy out of the way, and get the job done that the Town & County Police are incapable of doing', close quote. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you Carl!" Bettina shouted as she reappeared on the feed. "That was respected reporter Carl Lemay with that insightful and important story. And in national and international news, first a sad and alarming story from Elberton, Georgia. The famous Georgia Guidestones were badly damaged by a domestic terrorist attack!"
As photos of the Georgia Guidestones were shown, Bettina said: "The Guidestones were erected out of local granite at the behest of a mysterious person named 'R.C. Christian'. Some believe Mr. Christian was in reality Atlanta magnate Ted Turner, who founded CNN and owned the Atlanta Braves for many years. But that was never conclusively shown."
Then photos of the badly damaged Guidestones were shown as Bettina continued: "The Georgia Guidestones were aligned with astronomical events, and had inscriptions in several languages advising human beings on how to live in peace and harmony. They were damaged in an overnight attack that caused the overall structure to become unstable, and authorities had the remaining parts of the structure demolished."
(Author's note: That really happened; you can duckduckgo it. And your author is most very displeased about it.)
Bettina: "And in the United Kingdom, the new Prime Minister wad received by Queen Elizabeth II and asked to form a Government. The new leader will be the Queen's fifteenth Prime Minister, a long list that includes notables such as Sir Winston Churchill and Lady Margaret Thatcher..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My goodness." lamented Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle as the Usual Suspects drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Could that possibly have been a more dishonest report?"
I said "It was orchestrated, for damn sure. Corey Coons and Karl Coleman used virtually the exact same language about pushing local LEOs aside and taking my name in vain. They think we don't notice those things. They think we are stoo-pid."
Teresa asked: "Don, can you add that to your lawsuit?"
I said "No, I can't use it. Yes, they should say it was an editorial opinion piece, not factual news reporting. But it was carefully worded to not be outright false."
Partly to change the subject, Commander Tanya P. Muscone said "Sheriff, what is going on with Gupta leaving? Is Stella Waters going to be the next Public Health Officer?"
The Sheriff replied: "She's Acting PHO by default; she's the only Assistant PHO left. But I don't like her. She helped Beth Paige run interference for that little snot Walter Walton you arrested in that HAZMAT incident, Crowbar. So I'd rather find someone else to fill the PHO role." (Author's note: 'Smoke On The Water, Ch. 02.)
"Sounded like Bettina was actively campaigning for her to become the permanent PHO." Teresa astutely said.
"Working hand in glove with the Democrats on the Council, too." replied the Sheriff. "Both Malinda Adams and Susan Weston have been pressuring me to do so. I would imagine they'll get louder and more public about it now that Gupta has left."
Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross said "You guys may have missed the most important thing in that newscast. Just vat ees thees 'Climate Change Center' ov vich shee speeeks?"
Teresa said "It's something the University Biology School is creating. And it's too bad, too. Todd told me that the Biology School was ranked the worst of any relatively major college in the Nation. Dr. Mickelson is in Hospice, and I don't think he's going to live much longer. And they were down to just four Professors left in the Biology School."
Teresa: "However, with my Research Trust funding research to cure children, we've been getting a lot of Pre-Med students majoring in Biology or Biochemistry, and several medical doctors nationwide had expressed interest in joining the Faculty to teach these up-and-coming doctors, and do research to help save children's lives. But then this happened."
Cindy said "Why? Can't they still come and teach pre-med students?"
I said "It's worse than Teresa was just suggesting. Much worse. Under the (air quotes) 'enlightened' leadership of our new University President, Dr. Jerry Moore, and heavily influenced by the filthy one-eyed Totalitarian Socialist, Lionel Carmela, it's not just a 'Climate Change Center'. They're fundamentally transforming the entire Biology School into the (air quotes) 'Biology & Climate Change School', and they're creating a newly endowed Chair, named the 'John Kerry Chair of Climate Justice and Research'."
Me: "Laura told me that almost all of those doctors withdrew their applications to join the Faculty, and that a large number of the Pre-Meds either switched their majors to Chemistry Pre-Med, which could make it harder for them to get into Medical School, -orrrr- they are applying to transfer to other universities in other States."
Teresa: "And Don, you remember that Booster at the Madden Award Reception that left rather than sit at the same table with Jan Camp?" (Author's note: 'Private Practice' Ch. 01) I nodded, and Teresa said "Well, he's no longer financially contributing to the University at all, not the School, not the Athletic program. Nothing, nada. And he's been working hard to have other big-money boosters stop contributing."
Teresa continued: "Tom Riordan is one of the University's biggest donors, and has been for years. But when he heard about this Climate Change Center crap, he told Dr. Moore as well as all the Trustees that they can expect to not receive another dime from him."
I asked "Is it hurting contributions to the Hospital, and to your Research Trust?"
Teresa "Not yet, but I've been on the phone a lot, asking them to keep my Kids in their hearts."
"So who is funding this 'fundamental transfor-may-shunnnn'?" drawled Police Chief Sean Moynahan.
"The Federal Government." I said. "The current Regime's Department of Education and the EPA dangled huge amounts of grant money to do it, and Dr. Moore grabbed it like a lifeline. And for the Biology School, it really may have been a lifeline. And now... they're beholden to what the Federal Government wants to hear. It won't be real science, it will be the results the Government says they want and expect, bought and paid for."



"Couldn't Todd and his fellow Trustees have stopped it?" Tanya asked.
"No." Teresa said. "The Trustees are an oversight board acting on behalf of the Governor of the State. It's the Faculty Board that approves things like this Climate Change Center. It was presented to the Governor and the Trustees as a fait accompli, and Dr. Moore and Carmela said the School was committed because they'd already taken the Federal money."
"That's unfortunate." muttered Police Chief Sean Moynahan. Then he said more loudly: "In the meeeeen-timmmme, we have work to do. Mis-ter Crowbar, I'm looking forrr-wrrrrd to interviewing that City De-teck-tivvvve today..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching the KFXU broadcast and having the Angels Meeting, Cindy and Tanya went about their business while Teresa remained in my office, drinking more coffee. I wanted to spike my coffee with some of the whiskey in my desk drawer, but thought better of it.
Teresa said "I didn't say this in front of the others, but Todd and Seth Warner had a meeting with Dr. Moore. Todd tried to explain that the Biology School was on the verge of breaking out before the CCC crap started up, and Seth said the CCC thing may hurt the Hospital and the research work being done to save the Kids. Dr. Moore said that the School needed the money, that his wife Celeste was a strong supporter of Climate Justice and very influential in the decision to transform the Biology School, and that it was bringing the School a lot of positive publicity."
Teresa: "Todd tries not to admit it, but he has a certain Michaux family trait, which we call 'the Vibe'. He said he could sense as well as observe that Dr. Moore was not happy about the whole CCC thing, but had been flat run over by his wife and Carmela. And when the Boosters were mentioned, Dr. Moore actually winced. He knows he fucked up, but he's apparently too gutless to reverse the decision and give the Feds their money back."
I said "Laura told me that the decision was not all that widely supported with the Faculty. She's been meeting with other Faculty members about the situation, and she thinks things are going to get worse."
"How much worse?" Teresa asked.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened, and Chief Moynahan's head appeared. "She's heeeere. Get ready for the interviews..."
Part 4 - Interview
Her name was Kerri Ambrose. She was a Detective with the City Police's Vice Division. She was wearing a well-fitting civilian light gray jacket and pants, and a dark pink blouse. She was black, medium height, a bit on the slender side, and that was because she was fit, in good physical condition. She had excellent posture, standing up straight as she walked down the hallway with Detective Lisa Monroe.
"You'll be talking to Lieutenant Rudistan and Captain Michaels first." said Lisa. "Rudistan is quirky, but he grew up on the Streets, and he's really sharp. Captain Michaels was here before, then went to the LAPD before coming back here, so she knows big-city Police Departments."
Kerri Ambrose was brought to the little meeting room in the Captain's offices suite. Waiting for her inside were Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels and Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan. Rudistan showed good chivalry by standing up as Kerri was brought in, and after shaking hands with her, he indicated a chair at the table for her to sit down. Claire did not stand nor even offer to shake hands, so Kerri sat down...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Claire is being tough on her." Teresa said as she and I watched the interview on Police Internal Channel 2 on the television monitor in my office. Yes, we were sneaking a peek, as were the Chief and Tanya in the Chief's Conference Room.
"And she's stepping all over Rudistan." I said. "We should have had them interview her separately."
The interview had started off with Rudistan asking about some of Kerri's experiences in City Vice and the New Orleans Police before that, some of the operations she'd been on, how City Vice generally worked on cases. Good stuff to know. And then Claire Michaels asks "Why do you want to leave the City Police?"
That question put Kerri Ambrose in discomfort. She said "I got the opportunity to interview with the TCPD, which is a dream job to have."
Claire peered hard at Kerri as she said "So you don't want to leave the City Police? You're not going to look nor interview anywhere else?"
And Kerri finally got right (in my eyes) and said "A lot has gone on in the City Police since the case involving Captain Masters and the dirty cops at the top. A lot of good Officers have left or are planning to leave or retire. So when I got a call to be interviewed here, I took it."
"But nowhere else?" Captain Michaels persisted. "You sent no résumés anywhere else?"
"Yes, I did." replied Detective Ambrose. "But I've had no other interviews."
Claire said "The City Police and the New Orleans Police are large Police Forces, and a lot is going on. By way of contrast, the TCPD is smaller, and doesn't face many of the... challenges... that the City P.D. does. Are you going to be happy here?"
"Ma'am," Kerri Ambrose replied, "I've been in a lot of places doing a lot of jobs, from being an Army MP to the civilian Police Forces and several jobs within them. I've done each one well, and I'll do well for you here." Good answer, I thought to myself.
"That's what I like to hear." Rudistan said jovially. Claire gave him a brief glare.
"Let's talk about some of those jobs you've had." said Rudistan jovially, trying to move away from Claire Michaels's line of questioning. "Did you do undercover work at any of them?"
"Yes." replied Kerri...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Kerri Ambrose's next gauntlet was a collection of Lieutenants: Mary Milton, Christopher Purvis, Joanne Warner, Theo Washington, and Teddy Parker. Micah Rudistan brought her into the Main Conference Room. Mary Milton was sitting at the near end of the table, where the Chief normally sits, but the other four were in a row on the far side of the table. They had Kerri sit on the near side, with a space between her and Mary, which Rudistan filled.
"Darn it." I said as Teresa and I watched in my office. "I wanted this to be a casual discussion, but the way they're sitting, it's like facing a Board of Inquest or something. I should've had them do this in the MCD Room or in Classroom 'J', and sit in chairs in a circle." Teresa nodded in understanding.
But it did not go too badly. Mary explained that they were in Intel and MCD, and it was just a 'get to know you' conversation. Mary also explained that she had been the Vice Lieutenant like Rudistan now was, and that Purvis had been in Vice. The other Lieutenants asked good questions, and in the manner of just having a casual discussion.
"She's not nervous." Teresa noted. "Then again, they're not being hostile, like Claire Michaels was."
"They're asking pretty thorough questions, though." I said. "And yes, she's confident..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And then came the big test... Rudistan brought Detective Ambrose to the anteroom of my office. Helena did it all formal, buzzing me, then getting up and opening the door to my office to admit her, then closing the door behind her.
I had gotten up and gone around my desk. As I shook hands with her, I said "I'm Commander Don Troy, and this is Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle." As Teresa stood and shook hands with Kerri, I went back around my desk and sat down in my comfortable 'Command Chair'.
As we settled in, I looked at the folder in front of me and said "First of all, I see you were in the 82d MP Company of the 82d Airborne Division, and the 503d Military Police Battalion in Afghanistan. I want to thank you for your service."
"Thank you as well, sir." Kerri said. "I see your Wings and the other Wings, there." She had glanced over and seen my framed U.S. and Israeli Airborne Wings on the wall to my right. "Israeli?"
"Yes." I said. "I was in a Reserve Airborne MP unit, but I wasn't deployed to the combat theaters. It's too bad you weren't here in May; we had an Airborne Jump Day."
"If I may ask, sir," asked Kerri, "how did you make that happen?"
I said "Our EMS Chief is a retired Navy Admiral, who had a combat jump in Viet Nam. He served with Commander Croyle's father in Viet Nam, as well. And he and some of us around here know the Army Chief of Staff, General McFarland. They arranged it for us."
I could see that Detective Ambrose was becoming very impressed with what she was hearing. I also noticed that she was trying hard to not look around my office, a temptation that many new visitors feel. So I said "Go ahead. Take a look around the room, then tell me what you observe and deduce."
Kerri smiled, the kind of smile that said 'Oops, I've been caught snooping'. She said "For all I've heard about the Iron Crowbar, you're pretty modest, sir. But... I have to say, sir, that I don't understand that statue with the Bear Bryant hat on it."
Teresa failed to stifle a chuckle as I turned and saw the 'I Beat Slender Man' statue behind me. "Ah, yes." I said. "That was a gift. The Bear Bryant hat was added by an Alabama fan after Alabama beat my Wildcats in the Natty a while back."
"But you're right about the Commander's modesty." Teresa said. "How did you know?"
"I see the plaques on the wall with the crowbars, and the child drawings." said Kerri. "But there are not very many commendations on the wall, and I know you've earned a lot more, sir." Teresa failed to hide a grin for that, too.
"That's good." I said. "Okay, let's discuss your experiences in Vice, and I apologize in advance if I ask questions you've already been asked. Commander, do you have a question?"
"Before I ask, sir," Teresa said, "I see that Detective Ambrose worked for the New Orleans Police after being honorably discharged from the Army. Are you from Louisiana, Detective?"
"I'm grew up in Lafayette." said Kerri. "That's about halfway between Baton Rouge and Lake Charles."
"I have family in the Lake Charles area." Teresa said. A fluttering of parakeets ensued...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Forty-five minutes later, I escorted Detective Ambrose to the Chief's Conference Room, where the Chief, Sheriff Griswold, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross were waiting. I did not join them, but gathered the Lieutenants, Captain Michaels, and Teresa into the Main Conference Room.
"Okay, what do y'all think?" I asked.
"It's a dunnnn deal." said Rudistan. "A dunnnnn deal. Airborne Paratrooper, Military Police? Anyone else in here that can claim that?" He was referring to Your Iron Crowbar, of course.
"Definitely points in her favor." I replied with a smile. "And she deployed to Afghanistan, which is more than I ever did. But beyond that, what do you all think?"
"She's very professional." said straight-laced Lt. Christopher Purvis. "She's going to have to loosen up if she's going to work with Rudistan, here." Everyone broke out laughing at that. Except Claire Michaels. I looked over at her.
"She is very professional, sir." said Claire. "But she was hesitant, seemingly evasive, when I asked her why she wanted to leave the City Police. I'm just wondering if there is a problem there, that we don't know about."
"Yeah, there's a problem!" Teresa exclaimed, though not too loudly. "And it's with the City Police! Their Narcotics Bureau Chief and their First Deputy Commissioner got busted for running a drug operation a few months ago, thanks to the Iron Crowbar here." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers'.)
"Then why didn't she just say that, ma'am?" Claire asked. "And I also asked if she would be happy moving from large Police Forces like The City and New Orleans to here, and she seemed uncomfortable with that question, too. This would be the smallest Police Force that Detective Ambrose has worked at. I'd hate for her to get here, and then be bored."
"Bored? Here?" Lt. Teddy Parker replied. Everyone but Claire broke out laughing again.
I said "Wellll, she didn't want to come in badmouthing her previous employers. That wouldn't be a good look in an interview. By the way, Captain, are you bored here? After coming here from a larger Police Force, the LAPD?"
"I'm fine, sir." Claire replied. "But I was here before, and came back here knowing exactly what I was walking back into. It's just something I thought about while I was interviewing her."
"Okay, that's fair." I said. "Anyone else? Speak freely and loudly, or forever hold your peace."
"Don't let her leave without an offer, sir." said Rudistan jovially. "I think she'll be great, here. Especially with the personnel changes we're about to have."
"What?!" came a chorus. Yep, Rudistan had let the proverbial cat out of the bag.
"Oh, sorry." Rudistan said, but maintaining full joviality. "Forget I said that. I need a rewind/erase button for my life."
"And a volume control." Teresa immediately replied. The room erupted in laughter, and order was not restored for a long minute.
After I stopped laughing, which took time and effort, I said "Actually, you did me a favor, Rudistan. Yes, I need to tell you all what's about to happen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Another Airborne Paratrooper." Cindy Ross said. Kerri Ambrose blinked in surprise at that.
"What's wrong with that?" asked (Paratrooper) Chief Moynahan.
"Nothing, Chief." Cindy said. Then sensing Kerri Ambrose's internal discomfort, she turned to her and said "And don't get me wrong, Ms. Ambrose. I appreciate your military service very much. But in the service of this Police Department, Commander Troy has broken his back twice. And in spite of my efforts to stop him, he keeps finding ways to jump out of perfectly good aircraft while in flight. So it's kind of a running repartée, and I apologize for subjecting you to it."
"No problem, ma'am." Kerri said. "I can already tell this Police Department has a tight-knit closeness to it that many Police Forces and even military units don't have."
"And how do you think you'll fit into that?" growled Sheriff Griswold, seizing the opportunity to ask that kind of question.
"I'll just have to earn my keep, and show everyone what I've got and can contribute." Kerri replied. The Sheriff's twitching mustaches showed his approval with that answer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
All of the Detectives in MCD and Vice, and Corporal Penny Scott and Auxiliary Detective Terry Halston from Intel sat in a circle of chairs away from the table in Classroom 'E' with Kerri Ambrose.
"Oh yeah, it's a done deal." Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez said, just as Rudistan had. "A dunnn deal. You're in."
"If you're in this circle with us now, it means they're gonna hire you." said Detective George Newman. "As long as you don't beat Halston up." Everyone laughed.
"And she's a Paratrooper, too." said (Paratrooper) Julia Rodriguez happily. "Served in Afghanistan. 503d MPs, 82d MPs. Can't have too many Airborne-qualified Detectives."
"Rub it in, rub it in." said Joan Laurer, to Julia.
"You were in Afghanistan?" said Halston to Kerri. "I was, too. 75th Rangers. What areas were you in?"
"Kandahar, mostly." Kerri said. "Then Kabul before I was rotated back to the States." Another fluttering of parakeets ensued, as those with military backgrounds got to talking...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Leave it to Michaels to find something wrong about her." Teresa said to me as we sat in my office. "Think she doesn't like Detective Ambrose because Ambrose is black?"
I said "I was wondering about that, but then I thought about it from Claire's point of view. Her questions are legitimate, especially about the relative sizes of the Police Forces. And she might well have asked those questions if Kerri were as lily-white as I am."
"True." Teresa said. After a pause, she said "You know, Don, not all that many people are like you... willing to look at something from another perspective. Most people would just say 'racism' and be done with it. I admit, I may have just been guilty of it myself. But after what happened with Jerome Davis... there starts to be patterns that can be looked at in more than one way."
I said "True. And it doesn't help that so many blacks are looking to be offended, just looking for racism in anything and everything. But maybe my willingness to look at the entire picture, and different angles, and not jump to assign blame or offense... is why I've solved a few cases in a way that stuns others?"
Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement, then said: "I'll tell you something else that Claire may not be seeing. The Lieutenants were totally stunned by Jerome transferring to 1st Precinct. And some of them think Claire forced it. And I'm not sure how they're going to accept these personnel changes. By the way... who are you going to name the next MCD leader? And don't even try to tell me that you're going to leave it to Claire."
"Okay, I won't try to tell you." I said. Seeing the Iron Wolf's 'look' at me, I said "Seriously, ye shall know the truth... if and when Kerri Ambrose accepts the job."
"So you think the Chief will offer it to her?" Teresa asked.
"It's a done deal." I said. "A dunnnn deal..."
Part 5 - The Constant of Change
2:00pm, Tuesday, September 7th. Lisa Monroe and Joan Laurer took Kerri Ambrose to lunch at the Cop Bar after the marathon interview session. As expected, Chief Moynahan offered her a position in TCPD Vice, conditional to passing background checks and drug testing, and she had accepted on the spot. Yes, we'd already run background checks, but the boilerplate was just a way to back out if we needed to.
"The Lieutenants seemed pretty stunned by what you told them earlier." Teresa said as she, me, the Sheriff, the Chief, and Captain Michaels sat in the Chief's Conference Room.
Claire said "And Rudistan had to go run his potty mouth. I'll be having a word with him for that."
I said "Don't be too harsh, though. They already knew something was going on, and he did that to get me to spill the beans... which I did, at least partially."
"So!" said Chief Moynahan, "are we in agreement on these structural and personnel moves?" Everyone said they were, except Claire Michaels, who said nothing. "Captain?" the Chief said, not letting her off the hook. "The time is now to speak up."
Claire Michaels replied "It's what Commander Troy wants, so of course I'll do what he says."
Sheriff Griswold growled "Normally I'd accept that, but not today. Speak freely, Captain, and tell me what you think, honestly and candidly."
Claire said "Thank you, Sheriff. I will. First of all, I had no input into these changes to my Divisions. And second, I believe we should have a formal and declared MCD leader, and I should have considerable input on who it is, if not be the one to name that leader myself."
Sheriff Griswold said "Crowbar, what do you think of that?"
I replied "By not naming any of the Lieutenants the formal MCD leader, I'm essentially saying Captain Michaels is that leader directly. And she's going to have her hands full as we ramp up Vice, too."
"If I may say something, Sheriff?" Teresa said. The Sheriff nodded and Teresa said "We all know that the de facto direct leader of MCD has always been Commander Troy, and will continue to be. He's just eliminating the middlemen. And I agree that Captain Michaels will find that Vice is going to be plenty for her to handle, along with her more direct control of MCD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Tuesday, September 7th. Captain Damien Thompson, the TCPD Public Relations Officer, called and asked if he could come to my office. I agreed, and a minute later he was seated in front of me.



"As you know, sir," he said, "my uncle is the man known as 'The Teacher'. He doesn't speak to me very much, but he contacted me yesterday and asked me to give you this, which just arrived at the Duty Desk."
I took the manila envelope he handed me across the desk, and opened it. Inside were a number of photographs, mostly of a three-story, all-glass building of a style that was very popular these days. One photo showed the sign with the name of the building and its address number, and another showed it in the distant background with the street signs on a pole in the foreground. With my matchless knowledge of the layout of the Town & County, I knew that this building was in a office park just south of the subdivision where Dr. Peter Frost's office had been. (Author's note: 'Private Practice'.)
Captain Thompson said "My uncle wanted me to tell you that the Department of Homeland Security and the Intelligence Community own the building through false-front companies, and lease it from themselves as themselves. He doesn't know why they're leasing it, nor what they're doing out of there."
"And he thinks it's important that I know about it; hence, asking you to give me this." I replied. "Tell him I appreciate him bringing this to my attention."
"Sir, if -I- may ask," Captain Thompson asked, "why do you think he is alerting you to that of his own free will?"
"My first thought is self-preservation." I replied. "He knows something may be wrong for him as well as us."
I didn't say it out loud, but another possible reason was because of The Teacher's tenuous relationship with me. He made money by fencing stolen goods, and many of those goods were stolen via shoplifting and small-theft operations. He knew who every Law Enforcement Officer, Private Investigator, and professional Security person in the tri-County area was, and had photos of most of us. And he would sell that information for the right price. The Teacher was the reason we had to keep J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry so deep undercover for so long, and Ice Cube was the only man that had not been discovered by The Teacher's networks.
For the most part, I did not fool with him and his low-level operations. But he did know two things: first, if he ever started distributing or selling drugs through his network, especially if underage kids were selling or buying, I would come down on him like a freight train roaring down the high Sierras; and second, he knew that if any LEO was hurt or killed as a result of the information he sold, the fate that would await him at my hands would be unspeakably horrific, and he would be begging for death before I was through with him.
I said to Damien: "Let me know if he tells you any more about this, and in return we will let him know if these Feds start doing silly things in his general direction. Also, Commander Muscone is your direct chain-of-command, but if she asks what this meeting was about, just tell her that a C.I. had you pass on some info to me, and tell her to see me if she wants to know any more about it."
"Wilco, sir." Thompson said. I dismissed him and he left the office. I looked at the remaining photos, some of vans parked in the parking lot 'stern-in', i.e. with their fronts to the lot, hiding their license plates. And then I saw the last photo, which showed two persons exiting the door on the side of the building furthest from the street, and I almost gasped in shock. They were Federal Agents Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman!...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Tuesday, September 7th. The 'all hands on deck' meeting was convened in Classroom 'J'. All of the MCD, Vice, and Intel personnel were there, as were Captain Claire Michaels, Lt. Commander Croyle, Commander Muscone, Me, Chief Moynahan, and Sheriff Griswold.
I took to the lectern on the raised dais and began the meeting: "Okay, we are rearranging the deck chairs in the Detectives Division. The changes will officially take effect next Monday morning at the beginning of 1st shift."
Me: "First, none of these changes are demotions in any way, nor should they be construed to be. Some of these changes were requested, and some are to put the best people in the best places. As always, the mission of the Town & County Police Force is what drives our every action, is that not right?" There were murmurs of agreement.
Me: "First, Vice Squad is increasing in size and scope. Your new Vice Team is as follows:
Lieutenant Micah Rudistan as Vice Leader.
Detective-2 Grubby Paul.
Detective-2 J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry.
Detective-1 George Newman... and George, you will soon be a D-2.
Detective-1 Kerri Ambrose, she'll be with us Monday morning.
Detective-1 Statler.
Detective-1 Waldorf.
Sr. Patrolman Hardy.
Sr. Patrolman Drew.
Officer Jim Madison and Officer Patty Colquitt are coming up out of the Uniform ranks."
There had been mild applause for George Newman, and some surprise for Madison and Colquitt, who were relatively new to the Force. I said: "I've been impressed with Madison and Colquitt, as has their leadership in the Precincts. I'm looking forward to seeing how they do. And Hardy and Drew are being monitored for promotion to the Detective ranks, as well."
Me: "Okay, next is Intel:
Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton, who still answers to me directly.
Lieutenant Christopher Purvis, our financial crimes guru.
Corporal Penny Scott.
Senior Patrolman Sidney Plant.
Senior Patrolman Phil Goodwright.
Auxiliary Police Officer Terry Halston.
Auxiliary Police Officer LaTasha Thompson.
and civilians Lainie and Sonali."
Me: "Plant and Goodwright are being considered for promotion to the Detective ranks, as well."
Mary Milton raised her hand. "Sir, what about when I'm on maternity leave?"
I said "I'll be there in just one moment. First, let me talk about MCD. Lieutenant Jerome Davis did an outstanding job as MCD leader, and he is now doing an outstanding job as 1st Precinct Lieutenant... at his own request, so don't start up any crap rumors about that move. What we're going to have are teams within MCD: Team Theo, and Team Teddy. Yes, I know those are brilliant nicknames I've made up for them, but you can hold your applause." There was not a peep of laughter.
"I think we're back to a discussion of your modesty, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Or at least why you should be practicing it at this time." That drew laughter.
"You might as well laugh." I said. "The jokes don't get any better, at least not the ones from me. Okay, here are the MCD teams:
Lieutenant Theo Washington.
Team Theo: Detective-2 Lisa Monroe.
Team Theo: Detective-1 Roark Coleman.
Lieutenant Lieutenant Teddy Parker.
Team Teddy: Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez.
Team Teddy: Detective-2 Joan Laurer."
Me: "Teams will go to crime scenes as assigned, and work as a team on those assigned cases. There may be times both teams will go to a scene, or both teams will work on one case. But having two high quality teams will allow us to work multiple cases simultaneously."
Me: "And that leaves Lieutenant Joanne Warner. You're going to be all over the place---"
"Excuse me, sir," said Lt. Rudistan with great joviality, "but we already know she's all over the place." Laughter erupted.
Joanne took it well, laughing with them. She wagged her finger at Rudistan and said "Bad! Bad dog!" More laughter erupted.
"Okay, if I may explain that further..." I said. "Lieutenant Warner, you will essentially be Captain Michaels's deputy. That does not mean you outrank any of the other Lieutenants; in fact, none of you Lieutenants outrank any other one. But you, Joanne, are going to be where you're needed to be, performing missions as Captain Michaels may direct."
Me: "And to answer Lieutenant Mary Milton's earlier question: When that beach ball of a baby finally decides to join us in this world, and Mary is on maternity leave, then you, Joanne, will be spending a good bit of time in there. Lieutenant Purvis will be the day-to-day leader in there, but you'll be doing a lot of Mary's liaison work to the teams, to Captain Michaels, Commander Croyle, and especially to me."
I looked around the room and said "Okay, what are your questions regarding all this?"
Teddy Parker raised his hand, then said "Sir, those are mighty small MCD teams for a crime scene."
I said "Which is why you'll have other people, mostly Uniformed Officers and CSI techs working for and with you at those scenes. You, Parker, and you, Theo, will be Incident Commanders at those scenes, and in total charge of them... even if Captain Michaels, myself, or the Chief show up there. Commander Croyle might take charge if the scene is part of an overall larger situation, but I expect that to be a rare thing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm, Tuesday, September 7th. Teresa, Cindy, Tanya, the Sheriff, and I were having pre-Council-meeting beef nachos and soft drinks at the Cop Bar.
Cindy said "Well, I have to hand it to you again, Don. You solved a lot of problems with that restructuring. Joanne and Roark are separated, Claire gets a lot more of the direct control she wants, Vice gets fortified, and you've got a fail-safe in place just in case Purvis can't handle leading Intel when Mary is on maternity leave."
The Sheriff said "And Crowbar is also thinking of the long term. If the State Legislature merges us with other counties, or if crap occurs with our current Town and County structure, he's making it easier to bring the Police structure in line with it."
"Dispersal to the Precincts?" Teresa asked, a bit cattily.
"No, not that far." I replied immediately. Then I said "But if this 'teams' concept works, we can make more of them... Joanne might have her own team, and ultimately Julia might have her own team. If push came to shove, we can get Jerome back and make him a team leader, if he's willing to do that."
Tanya said "What is going on with that? The County structure. What are the real chances of those kind of changes happening."
I said "Well, it's several different parts. First, suburban areas of the City, that were counties in the old days,. want their independent county statuses back. But the State Constitution limits the State to 96 counties plus The City. So politicians in their infinite wisdom began talking about merging existing counties... especially those right up here in the northwest corner of the State."
Me: "At first there was talk about Coltrane County absorbing the counties to its south and southwest, Rivers County and Farmdale County, where the nuclear plant and where Valley Villages are. And then talk started about combining Coltrane and Nextdoor Counties into our County. I personally believe that if it happens, and I'm not saying it will, they'll merge Rivers and Farmdale Counties into Coltrane County, and possibly merge Nextdoor County into ours."
Cindy said "That wouldn't be world-endingly bad."
I said "Well, it brings us to part deux of all this. If the State Legislature does merge any other counties into ours, they likely will declare the Town and the County separated again, and no need to vote internally on it; it will be a done deal. But if the counties are not merged together, there's still the issue of what happens within our Town & County, especially if the Federal Government sticks its beak in and fucks with us. Then things get dicey, if not outright ugly. Especially for Teresa and me."
"How so?" asked Teresa.
I said to Teresa: "The Sheriff and Cindy have retired, and have their pensions. Tanya can go back to her medical pension if she leaves before she has 20 years. You and I are entitled to retire, but what happens if they change the Charter? If the State Legislature comes in, they can install the Charter they write upon us, and they'll likely want to. And if the Federal Court forces changes, the Democrats in the County will do all they can to keep me from writing the next Charter... and they might drop the MOV retirement provision."
Teresa said "So if they change anything, you and I might have to retire immediately if we're going to get our pensions before we reach 20 years." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Sheriff Griswold growled "Theoretically, they can do away with pensions, anyway, or not fund them. You guys won't be screwed by that, but old-timers like me and Leslie Charles could be."
"Let's find something happier to talk about." Tanya said. "Like---"
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
We looked at our various Police iPhones. "Oh no." I said. "This is from Father Romano. Dr. Mickelson is about to die..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I hurried to the Hospital. I did not think we'd make it in time, but as we came into the room, the monitor showed a very thready heartbeat. Dr. Mickelson's arms and belly were bloating, swelling up, and Father Romano was giving the unconscious man the Last Rites.
Just as he finished, Dr. Mickelson's eyes popped open. "NO! STAY AWAY FROM ME!" he yelled out as the lights before my eyes seemed to acquire a weirdish red tinge, and I thought I caught a whiff of a foul odor. Maybe it was Dr. Mickelson losing control of his bodily functions. Or maybe...
"In nominee Patrii, et Filii, et Spiritus Sanctii.:" intoned Father Romano as he crossed himself. Teresa also crossed herself. I concentrated on pushing the Evil that I was sensing away from me.
When it passed, and the lights seemed normal, I looked down at Dr. Mickelson. His sightless eyes were looking at the ceiling, and the monitor showed that there was no longer a pulse. He was gone, and I could only hope that he'd evaded the demon that was for some inexplicable reason pursuing him...
Part 6 - Passing of the Crown
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 8th, from the anchor desk in the KXTC studios. "The Town & County Council gives the Town & County Police a stinging rebuke!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Members of the Council were furious that the TCPD assigned Lieutenant Jerome Davis to the 1st Precinct Lieutenant position without the Council approving it first. The TCPD said it was a lateral move which did not involve a promotion, and thus no Council approval was required. Let's go to respected political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the black reporter in his well-fitting suit as he came onscreen, reporting from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall as his background. "Council Members Kelly Carnes, Edgar Silas, and Susan Weston were particularly angry at the TCPD's action, and threatened to file both State and Federal lawsuits over the matter. The Council voted 6-5 to go into Executive Session, with Mayor Daniel Allgood voting with the five white Republicans to pass the measure."
Lemay: "Sources tell Channel Two News that in the Executive Session, the Republicans rammed a measure approving Lieutenant Davis's transfer through to passage. Council Member Weston had wanted to interview Lieutenant Davis first, as there are many reports that the move, which is considered by experts to be a demotion from the MCD Leader position, was not voluntary, and was forced upon him. However, the Republicans refused to listen to reason, and forced the measure through 6-5 on a straight Party line vote."
Lemay: "Even more galling, the Republicans pushed through an amendment that did away with a second reading of the bill and vote, thus making the approval of the demotion of a black Police Officer immediate. Police Commander Donald Troy was present for the Executive Session, but did not give any explantation of his reasons for making this possibly racist demotion. Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment on his actions, denying our viewers the information they have a right to know. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "That was respected political reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And in other news, University Biology Professor Mickelson has died after a long illness. Dr. Mickelson and Father Alberto Romano were kidnapped and tortured by members of a demonic cult several months ago, and Dr. Mickelson never fully recovered..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Usual Suspects watched the propaganda-cast, Sheriff Antonio Griswold said angrily: "Who's the leak to the Media, Crowbar?"
"Could be anyone, Sheriff." I replied. "My first guess is one or more of the Democrats on the Council. Carl Lemay also made sure to point out that I was at the Executive Session, which is true."
"No." said the Sheriff.
Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross said "Did any of the Council Members bring up race in the discussions about Davis's transfer?"
"No." said the Sheriff.
He said no more, so I continued: "Malinda Adams asked why a woman was not promoted into the 1st Precinct Lieutenant position, and I said because Jerome Davis is not a woman. And to that point, at that time I told them Jerome had asked for the transfer, and that they should ask him if they didn't believe me."
Me: "Then Malinda Adams asked if we were going to put a woman in the MCD leadership position, and I said that Captain Michaels was running the show for now, and Malinda would have to ask Captain Michaels what her pronouns were. That got Adams and Carnes screaming furiously. And that's when the Republicans ramrodded that ordinance through to approve of Davis's move."
"And I hated that." Sheriff Griswold said. "The Council Republicans thought they were doing the right thing, and I think they just wanted to ram it like a crowbar up the Democrats's asses. But now there's precedence for needing Council approval for lateral transfers like that."
Cindy said "Don, why were you even there in the first place? The Sheriff and the Chief could have easily handled the issues. And now the Media is pasting the changes on you alone, and calling you personally a racist for making them."
I replied "I was asked by Edgar Silas and Malinda Adams to attend as the Charter Commission Chairman, so everyone could ask me questions about the Charter with respect to possible future events. They also had Edward R. Steele, and Mayor Allgood ask me to come. And I thought that was a good and maybe important reason to go."
Me: "And then the Dems pulled the ambush about Davis's promotion. I felt compelled to defend Davis and tell them the truth, but we can now see what the Dems and their Media bosses were planning. Sooo... I got ambushed, and it was my own damn fault..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I watched the KFXU broadcast in my office. They mentioned that Lt. Davis had been transferred, that he'd asked for the transfer, and that the Council had approved the action... without mentioning all the drama.
"You were right." Teresa said. "They look for race, and negatively, in any action we take. They look for a reason to be offended, and to gin up racism where there is none." She was referring to KXTC, not KFXU. Still mightily pissed off and en fuego, the Iron Wolf was.
Teresa: "And we don't consider the move by Jerome to 1st Precinct to be a demotion. KXTC outright lied about that, outright slandered Jerome. Can you add that to your lawsuit?"
I replied: "Sure I could, but there are diminishing returns to it, especially with the race card being thrown around. But you might let Tanya and Captain Thompson know that you want it put in their ultimate response to the Press that you were eager to have Lieutenant Davis in 1st Precinct as part of your team. I can back you up on that; I heard you say it."



"Good idea." Teresa replied, then began typing furiously on her Police iPad. Then I noticed that she was having what I'd call a reverie for a long moment. When she came out of it, she said "Sir, just between you, me, and the crowbar... how do we know at least some of the leaks are not from the TCPD itself?"
I gave a wan smile and said "That is Iron Crowbar thinking, there. Who are you thinking it might be?"
Teresa said "Jerome has always been Police blue, and has never been racially motivated. He even said he didn't think Claire was after him because of his skin color. However, he did have those issues in the past with his father, and that might've slowly gotten into his head. And after hearing about our MCD and Vice changes, he might've thought he'd been jobbed into leaving MCD." (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 01, 03, for Jerome's issues with his father.)
I said "I would really like to think he would've said something to me..."
Teresa said "I'm also wondering if Claire Michaels or Joanne Warner might be the Mole or Moles. You pretty much emasculated Claire with your changes. And Joanne really was put in no-man's-land."
I said "I'd be shocked if Joanne did that, but it's possible. And I would like to think Claire knows that leaking to the Press is her one-way ticket out of the TCPD---"
I stopped because the door had opened, and Cindy Ross had come inside. Tears were streaming down her ruggedly pretty face.
"Cindy? Is something wrong?" I asked, my voice a whisper. "Betsy? Ben?"
Cindy shook her platinum blonde head slightly, then said "I... I just heard it on the radio. The Queen died..."
To be continued.



        God Save The Queen Ch. 02

        Ross Troy impacted by the loss of the Queen. Tribute to QE2.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/god-save-the-queen-ch-02

Title: God Save The Queen Ch. 02

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Ross Troy impacted by the loss of the Queen. Tribute to QE2.

Tags: mystery, crime drama, police drama, iron crowbar

Series: God Save The Queen


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
There may or may not be discussion of political issues in my stories. If you are a Snowflake that feels you need to be protected from any mention of politics, then click the Back button now, and never attempt to read any of my stories ever again. You've been warned.
***
Dedicated to the memory of Her Majesty Elizabeth II, Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and of Her other Realms and Territories, Head of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith, and Sovereign of the Most Noble Order of the Garter.
Part 7 - Mourning
Teresa got up out of her chair and took her BFF Cindy into her arms in a hug. "I'm sorry." she said.
Cindy hugged Teresa back as she broke down crying. Teresa helped her to the sofa, where they sat down side by side. Meanwhile, I took out my personal iPhone and called Cindy's sister Molly. When she answered, I said "Hi Molly. Did you hear the news about the Queen?"
"No." said Molly. "Did she die?"
"I'm afraid so." I replied as I heard Molly's computer keyboard clicking as she began typing to look up the news on the Internet.
Molly said "How's Cindy?"
"She came into my office crying." I said. "Let me put you on speaker." I did so. Molly and Cindy exchanged condolences, Molly said she'd call their mother Maggie, and would tell her boys about it in the evening...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Wednesday, September 8th. My wife Laura had called and asked me and Teresa to meet her for lunch, so we went to her favorite Soup & Salad Buffet place. After getting our food from the soup and salad bars, we sat at our table by the window that overlooked the little man-made lake.
Teresa said "The Sheriff told Cindy to take the day off. I know Cindy grew up in Canada, and I respected the Queen as much as anyone, but I'm surprised Cindy was so overcome by the news of her death."
Laura said "It's not my specific field of study, but I've always been struck by the tendency of human beings to desire to be subject to someone else. Many religions are founded on obeisance to a Deity, while nations even today are founded on obeisance to a monarch or emperor. The filial loyalty of the British People and the People of the Commonwealth to the Queen is one of the strongest on earth."
I said "I greatly respect the Queen and what she did for her People and Country in her long lifetime and 70-year reign. But as an American, I've never had a desire to be ruled by a monarch. And you make a good and interesting point, Laura. So many people in this country don't value their individual freedom, and it seems like many want to be ruled, not led but ruled by others."
Teresa said "And they're the ones that believe every word Bettina and KXTC tell them."
Laura said "And this is the reason I invited both of you to lunch... when is Dr. Mickelson's funeral?"
Teresa said "His Funeral Mass is Friday afternoon at the Catholic Church. Father Romano is participating, and will deliver the eulogy."
Laura said "That's what Father Barton at the Catholic Church said." Then she said "I called University President Moore this morning, and told him that Dr. Mickelson had died, and that his funeral was on Friday. He thanked me for calling, and then hung up on me before I could give him any other information."
Laura: "And then an hour later I got word from a (air quotes) 'confidential informant' within the offices of the University President that the dedication ceremony for the Biology & Climate School was moved up from Saturday to Friday... and to the exact same time as Dr. Mickelson's funeral!"
"Geez!" I gasped, totally stunned. "What did that old man do to Dr. Moore to deserve that kind of disrespect?"
Laura said "I don't know. I wouldn't have thought Dr. Moore even knew Dr. Mickelson, but I asked Callie to try to find out if there was any connection between them. She didn't find anything."
Teresa said "What about Lionel Carmela? Dr. Mickelson was a strong skeptic of Climate Change, and Carmela is the driving force behind that Climate Center. Could he have such a strong influence over Dr. Moore that he persuaded him to drop every standard of decorum a University President should show, and diss Dr. Mickelson like that?"
"No." I said after some thought. "Dr. Moore has to know what he's doing with regard to this. Like you just said, Teresa, he should at least, at the very least, put out an official statement of condolence on behalf of the School. But not a word to this point. Not one word. It's almost as if..."
I went into a reverie. When I came out of it, Laura was paying the check and Teresa was sending out instructions on her Police iPhone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Wednesday, September 8th. Cindy, Callie, Betsy, Baby Ben, and Maggie Ross came over to The Cabin for dinner, joining Molly and her boys, Paulina and Tasha, and Laura, me, Jim and Carole.
Betsy reached for me as soon as she saw me, and since I was sitting on the sofa in the back room, I picked her up and gave her a big hug, then let her sit on my leg when she protested being put back down. Baby Ben, who was growing like the proverbial weed, was 'tended to' by Carole and Tasha, under Bowser's supervision.
Ross was glued to the sofa in front of the television in the front room, watching coverage of the Queen's death. His Aunt Cindy joined him, and they sat and watched as Buddy perched himself between them and took one for the Team by allowing them to pet him and feel better for it.
Somewhat to my surprise, Jim was causing trouble. He started by saying "The Queen liked stringbeans, so everyone here should eat some stringbeans in the Queen's name. Especially Carole."
"I am not the Queen of England." Carole said assertively. "And I am not eating stringbeans."
Tasha said "How old was Queen Eliz-u-buth when she died?"
"She was 96 years old." Cindy said.
"Maybe she got that old because she ate stringbeans, Carole." Tasha said, joining her brother in the teasing of their older sister. "So you should eat them too, if you want to get that old."
"Flawlessly logical, Tasha." said Ian, also joining the party. He and Tasha fist-bumped. I didn't say anything, but I was impressed with Tasha's set-up of that little dig.
"We are not amused." said Carole, in a perhaps unwitting but very excellent imitation of Her Majesty Queen Victoria.
Molly said "Maybe it was the marmalade sandwiches." She was referring to the well-received video that Queen Elizabeth had made with Paddington Bear for the Platinum Jubilee the summer before.
Laura came up and said "We are not having any of that. But we are having a good old fashioned English breakfast for supper, and it's ready."
I know I wasn't beaten to the table...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After supper, Ross and Cindy were watching DVR'd coverage and YouTube clips. Almost everyone else also watched at least portions of it, and Carole had her iPad melting the Internet for answers whenever Tasha asked a question, many of them very insightful.
"So how long before Prince Charles becomes King?" Carole asked when her Internet search did not help.
Cindy said "He became King the moment his mother died."
I added "In fact, Carole, for a very long time they did not lower the Royal Flag at Buckingham Palace to half-mast when the King or Queen died, because in theory there never is not a ruling monarch. When one dies, his or her successor becomes the monarch immediately. They changed the rule and lowered the flag to half-mast when Princess Diana died."
"How do they name Kings and Queens?" Ross asked.
Cindy said: "They'll have a ceremony to pronounce Charles as the new King, and the name he's going to use when he's on the throne will be revealed then."
"He doesn't have to use his own name?" Ross asked.
"No." I answered. "When Queen Elizabeth was asked what name she'd use, she said 'My own, of course.' And thus she became the second Elizabeth to take the throne. But her father was called Albert before he became King, and he took the name George VI."
"Better than George the Third!" said Carole. "He was King when America whipped the British's butts in the American Revo-loo-shun."
"Carole!" Laura exclaimed. "That is not ladylike language!"
"But it's true, Mommy." Carole persisted. "We kicked their butts!"
"Don't backtalk your mother, Carole." I admonished. "And you're right, but she's right, too: you can find a nicer way to say we kicked their fourth points of contact."
"Harumph." said Ross, who was perturbed.
"Don't get involved in that, Ross." Molly advised her firstborn child.
"Yeah." said Jim. Ross's glare at him matched mine.
"How many King Charleses have there been?" asked Ian.
Cindy replied "The current one is the third. He'll be Charles III if he keeps his name."
"And he may not want to." I said. "Charles the First was beheaded. And Charles the Second was a playboy, and started a lot of scandals."
"Sounds like someone in this family." Laura whispered in my ear. I gave her a 'look'. She just grinned back; she knew she'd gotten one over on me, there.
We had some cake and ice cream for dessert as we watched the talking heads on television try to fill up air time. When he was done with his ice cream, Jim got up to go upstairs.
"You're leaving, Jim?" Laura asked. "This is history."
"It's boring, Mom." Jim said.
I replied "Queen Elizabeth was on the throne 70 years. Seventy years. It is very likely that will never happen again, and certainly not in your lifetime. Charles is in his seventies, and Prince William is 40 now."
"I don't care." Jim said. "And I don't know why Ross cares. We're Americans!"
"I'm Canadian, too." Ross said.
"Whose side are you on, Ross?" Jim all but yelled, and no small amount of challenge in his seven-year-old voice.
Ah, I thought to myself, some truth comes out. Jim and Ross had always been very close. This was the first major point of contention between them that I could remember.
"Back deck, Jim." I said. "Do you dogs want to go out?" Two outstanding dogs appeared at the back door. I followed Jim out behind them. We sat down, me in the metal mesh loveseat, and Jim in the chair to my left, after I lit the fire pot to ward off the beginnings of the Autumn chills.
"Yes, Jim," I said, "we are Americans, and nothing but Americans. But Ian and Ross are dual citizens, since their mother Molly is a Canadian subject, and she did all the paperwork to assure their dual-citizen status."
Jim said "Aren't Ross and Ian natural-born Americans? Weren't they born here?"
"Yes." I said. "And Aunt Cindy is also a natural-born American---"
"Then Ross should be loyal to America!" Jim declared strongly. "But he wears Toronto baseball shirts, and he roots for Canada's hockey team to beat America's."
"And that's his right." I said. "Their mother Molly was born in Canada, and to two Canadian parents. That gives Ross, and Ian too, the right to choose their loyalties. Ross should not be disloyal to America, but if he ultimately considers himself to be loyal to Canada, and a Subject to the Crown... it's his choice to make. And as his blood brother, you need to respect that."
"O-kayyyy." Jim said unenthusiastically. "I'll be nicer to Ross than Prince William is being to Prince Harry." Hoo boy, I thought to myself.
"Good man. Okay, you can go back inside." I said as the dogs came back up to us. "And what's on television is history, but if you don't want to watch it, I won't make you."
Jim was about to get up, but then said "You're not going to tell me to stop telling Carole to eat stringbeans?"
"Nope." I said with a grin. "But if you keep it up, you better learn how to fight... because one day she is going to get tired of it, and she is going to bust you up like a Troy Transcontinental freight train roaring down the tracks."
"That will be the day." Jim said levelly. "Thanks, Dad. And U-S-A rules!" Bowser wagged his tail vigorously in agreement. Buddy, being a Cocker Spaniel, maybe not so much.
"Send Ross out here." I said. A moment later, Ross came out. Buddy got in the chair with him while Bowser got in my seat next to me. Skritchins were applied.
"I just wanted to tell you, Ross," I said, "that it's good that you're appreciating the history of what's going on. And I'm proud of you for asserting your Canadian heritage like you did. You're mom's proud of you, too."
"Thanks, Dad." Ross said simply. Not one for many words, was my son Ross.
"So don't worry about it if Jim gives you a hard time. You be you." I said.
"I will, Dad." Ross said. "And Jim knows I'll whip his ass if he doesn't have Carole taking his side." Hoo boy, I thought to myself.
"That is not the message I was trying to say to you." I replied. "Jim's your brother and Carole is your sister, so I expect all of you to get along... eh?" That was a Canadian 'eh', and Ross did not quite succeed in suppressing a little grin.
"Okay, you can head back inside." I said. "But first, let me give you a hug."
"But Dad, I'm too old for you to hug." Ross said. "I'm in second grade now." We'd had this discussion before.
"Son," I replied, "I don't care what grade you are in. You will never, ever, be too old nor too big for your ol' dad to hug. And I hug you because I love you, and will until the day I die."
"Okayyyy." Ross conceded. "Love you, Dad." he said as I gave him a hug and he hugged me back. Bowser and Buddy looked on approvingly. Then Ross went back inside with Buddy while Bowser stayed outside with me, receiving skritchins as I stared into the flames of the fire pot.
When I went inside later, I did not see Ian anywhere. "Ian went upstairs with Jim." Carole informed me before I could ask out loud. "He says he's an American first, too."
I looked over at Molly and Maggie, who just shrugged...
Part 8 - Toyota - Let's Go Places
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, September 9th, from the anchor desk at KFXU Studios. "Anger grows as the Town & County Police fail to stop the Toyota Gang!"
"After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on the Police failure to stop the Toyota Gang. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building and Federal Building across the Courthouse in her background. "Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD have utterly failed to lay a glove on this dangerous gang of convenience store robbers, but Federal help may be on the way!"
Amber: "Channel Two News has learned that the Federal Drug Enforcement Agency, the DEA, as well as the SBI-DTD, the successor to the old Narcotics Task Force, believe that this gang may be using the robberies as a cover for drug operations, and may bring the superior resources and expertise of Federal law enforcement in to clean up the mess that Commander Troy's TCPD can't handle. As usual, Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said as she was again shown on the feed. "And now let's go to Pat Stellum, with more on the dedication ceremony tomorrow for the Biology School & Climate Change Center. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the corpulent reporter, who was giving trenchcoats a bad name as he reported from the University's grounds, with the Clock Tower in his background. "Tomorrow's ceremony will mark the beginning of a glorious new era for our University and its Biology School as they begin contributing to the great cause of Climate Justice!"
Stellum: "The ceremony has been moved up to tomorrow, Friday, from its original date of Saturday. We are fortunate to have with us Dr. Jerry Moore, the enlightened new President of the University. Welcome, Dr. Moore!"
"Glad to be here, Pat." said Dr. Moore as the camera panned out to show him standing next to Stellum. Dr. Moore's well-fitting, neatly pressed suit made Stellum look even more slovenly by comparison.
Stellum said as fawningly as he could make his voice sound: "Doctor, it's going to be a great day for the University, but Governor Marshall has refused to attend and has urged a boycott of the Climate Center. Do you expect a large attendance?"
Dr. Moore said "We certainly do, and all of the Professors of the Biology School are expected to be present at the ceremonies. Additionally, they will be expected to sign documents to fully support the School's new mission of Climate Justice!"
"And what about the rest of the Faculty?" Stellum asked. "Will they also be required to sign such documentation?"
Dr. Moore replied "We fully expect for all of this University's Faculty to support the School's mission."
"Thank you, Doctor." Stellum said, his fat lips forming a smile. "Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Pat!" Bettina said happily. "And thank you for your time, Dr. Moore." Then her face became somber as she said "And tonight at 8:00pm, there will be a memorial service on Courthouse Square for Queen Elizabeth II, who died yesterday at Balmoral Castle in Scotland. The Reverend Doctor Archibald Tate of the University Episcopal Center and Church will lead the ceremony, which was put together by dual American-Canadian citizen Cindy Ross..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Lots to unpack in that propaganda hit piece." said Commander Tanya P. Muscone as she, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Commander Don Troy (me), Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross sat and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
Cindy Ross said "I get why they're pushing the CCC dedication, though they made Dr. Moore sound like a Fascist dictator with that talk about professors being forced to sign documents. But what's that crap about the Toyota Gang, and how badly we're doing about it?"
I said "First, let's not gloss over that about signing those documents. What they're not telling you is that Lionel Carmela attempted to have Dr. Moore force every member of the Faculty sign documents supporting Carmela's version of Climate 'Justice'. He was shocked to find out that over 70% of the Faculty refused to sign them, for various and disparate reasons."
Me: "But they are attempting to force the Biology professors to sign the documents, and if they don't, Dr. Moore will attempt to use that to fire them for cause in spite of them having tenure, to clean out the Department so they can bring in people suitable to Carmela and likely loyal to him."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "And may God have mercy on anyone in the Biology Department that attends Dr. Mickelson's funeral tomorrow."
"And the Toyota Gang talk?" Cindy persisted.
"Obviously taking cheap shots at me and the TCPD." I said. "But their intent is to lay groundwork for the Feds coming in and involving themselves with that, to the point of taking over the investigation. And yes, Green Crowbar, that's probably something significant that we should be paying attention to, as well."



Tanya Muscone said "I've heard it on good authority that the SBI-DTD is not working with the Federal DEA nor FBI on anything involving the Toyota Gang. So I don't know why Amber mentioned them."
"To cause suspicion, and division." I said.
"Welllll," drawled Chief Moynahan, "we doooo need to ramp up our efforts to stop this Toyota Gang. That's not a complaint, and I know they're operating in other jurisdictions. But both the Press and the Feds are using it to attack us."
"Yes sir." I said. "And it's not like we're letting the grass grow under our feet. These things just take time..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With Tanya and Cindy busy doing Press releases with the Chief, I invited Lt. Mary Milton to waddle into my office and watch the KFXU broadcast at 8:00am. After it was over, I said to Mary: "Commander Croyle is aware of the Feds leasing that building off Jefferson Avenue. Do you have any more on it?"
"Yes sir." Mary said as I turned on the ink-pen bug killer. "First, I confirmed the information that your Confidential Informant gave you. I had to peel off three layers of the ownership onion before I even got to Federal Government money paying for anything, and then three more layers deep to establish the connection. Whoever your C.I. is, he or she is pretty damn good."
"And the Feds are working really hard to keep that information hidden." I said.
Mary said "Yes sir, it does appear their intent is to hide their building ownership. So why lease the space in their own name?"
I said "Likely because someone is getting something under the table in the transactions. Okay, I asked that if you proved the connection, to find out if they were doing crap like this elsewhere. Any luck on that?"
"Yes sir." said Mary. "They rather carelessly used the exact same dummy corporations to buy buildings in Southport, Midtown, Palmyra County, and The City. The ones in Southport and Midtown lease to one or more elements of the Intelligence Community. The property in The City is not leased, at least officially. The property in Palmyra County was leased to BigBenefitInsurance after you guys cleaned up that little mess involving Dr. Fredricson a while back." (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman')
"Good work." I said. "Anything else?"
"Just that our street cams in that area don't work very well." Mary replied. "I was going to look up vehicle tags on cars going into or coming out of that parking lot, and found that the cameras either aren't operating, or somehow were turned to angles that make them useless for surveillance of that area."
"I'm not surprised." I said. I handed Mary a sheet of paper and said "Run these car tags, but not through normal channels that they might see. And this is very good work, Mary. I am really going to miss you when you go on maternity leave."
"Like all Police Officers, I'll be just a phone call away, sir." Mary said as she got up, meaning it humorously. "By the way, sir, Captain Michaels had Lieutenant Warner go into Intel and get all the video we'd amassed trying to catch the Toyota Gang, and they're looking at it now."
"Cool beans." I said. "Maybe they'll find something helpful."
After Mary waddled out of the office, Teresa said "Where did you get those vehicle tags from?"
I replied "I'll tell you in a second, but let me make a short story long. After I found out about the Feds leasing that building in our Town, I asked Mary to (air quotes) 'very quietly' investigate the veracity of the C.I.'s claims, as only she or Myron can do. Then I went and borrowed one of the SBI's unmarked SUVs from the garage under the Crime Lab building on the north side of the University Campus." (Author's note: 'Lady Ironside', Ch. 01, for the dedication of the building and the IC's lab certification.)
Me: "The SUV I borrowed had passive radio wave and radiation detection. We, meaning Myron Milton and myself, drove by the building on the street, and that place is lit up with videocameras and infrared detectors, covering the entire parking lot, the approaches from the street on both sides, and the parking lot on the other side of the fence with the ivy on it... where those vans on the far side are parked 'stern-in' against."
Me: "Soooo, we took a back alley to near the location, and I went alongside the fence on the other side, poked a camera through the ivy, and took photos of those vans's vehicle tags."
Teresa said "And all the Feds's horses and all the Feds's men saw nothing?"
"Of course." I said. "That is what they may expect to see when I don't want to be seen. Anyhoo, we have those vehicle tags they're trying to hide from us."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and it was Captain Claire Michaels. "Sir, can you and Commander Croyle come to Classroom 'E'? We might have something on the Toyota Gang..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I went into Classroom 'E', where Captain Michaels, Lieutenants Rudistan and Warner, and Detectives Newman, Statler, and Waldorf were sitting. Joanne Warner was running the laptop and controlling the 5x4 matrix of monitors on the wall.
As we sat down, Claire said "Sir, we were going back over the videos of the Toyota Gang hits in our County. Intel also did a very good job getting camera footage from the areas surrounding the stores that were hit."
Claire: "We concentrated on the crimes of August 28th." (Author's note: 'Private Practice', Ch. 03.) "That was the night we had set up surveillance based on analytics, and the perps got by us and went to stores we weren't watching. The going thesis is that something or someone tipped them off to the stores being surveilled."
"Their own analytics?" I suggested. "Or maybe some of our intel info leaked out?"
"Possibly, sir. Or someone else's analytics were used, and the perps caught on to them." Claire said as images flashed on the monitors: "In the extended area footage of the stores we had under surveillance, there are several parked vans. Some are white but most are black, and they are parked where they can easily be seen and are fairly obvious. We have a couple of car tags, and we'll have Intel run them after this meeting."
"So they weren't ours?" I asked.
"No sir." said Rudistan. "We usually don't use vans at all, and when we do, you may be assured, sir, that we hide them a heck of a lot better than that."
"That's true, sir." said Joanne Warner. "We usually use unmarked cars with teams of two in each one. These cars were ours." She pointed out several cars, which looked pretty unobtrusive.
"Are those vehicles owned by Police Officers?" I asked.
"No sir." Joanne said. "The TCPD owns them, but there are no identifying marks visible on the exterior of the vehicles; even the car tags are civilian tags instead of County tags. There are embedded blue lights and the headlights will flash alternately when they blue lights are on, but those lights are virtually impossible to see unless you're really close up, and especially at night."
"I agree with you." I said. "I was thinking that The Teacher would know about these vehicles, and if he was paid he would sell the information about them. But if I'm following the data you're telling me about here, you think it's those vans that tipped them off, amirite?"
"Yes sir." said Joanne Warner. "As Captain Michaels said a moment ago, we got a couple of car tags, but those vehicles were the white vans, and may not be part of the problem. The black ones that have gotten our attention were careful to park in ways that their tags can't be easily seen. They appear to know where the cameras are, and know what they're doing."
Claire added: "And that infers, sir, that they made themselves visible on purpose, that they wanted to be seen."
"And what do we infer from that?" I asked.
"That they're a Government entity." Claire replied immediately. "Sir, I'd like to contact Lorena Rose, and see if the Federal DEA is running an operation in this area. And maybe someone can contact the SBI-DTD and see if they are."
"Hold off on doing that." I said. "But that's excellent thinking, especially about Federal involvement. So who came up with that Crowbar-worthy thought?"
"Captain Michaels, sir." said Joanne. Her enthusiasm, which was her normal voice, made it sound like asskissing... which it probably was.
"She's right, sir." Rudistan said jovially. "Captain Michaels was all over it, and I'm not asskissing like Lieutenant Warner when I say that."
"Micah!" exclaimed Joanne.
"He's messing with you, Joanne." I said. "And that's excellent thinking, Captain. Here, hold this." I handed her the red crowbar, and Claire could not hide her happiness as she took it.
"Sir," Claire said as she tapped the crowbar in her other hand, "Lorena Rose and I were tight when we were both in the TCPD. Why can't I talk to her in confidence?"
I said "We're going to have confirmation of your theory pretty soon, and by other means. I have been contacted by a Confidential Informant, and Mary Milton is running some data for me based on that. As to Lorena, I trust her, too, but I don't want her put in a bad spot if she knows something she's not supposed to tell."
I continued: "Alternatively, and this is my thesis based on what I know, good guys like Lorena and Dwight Stevens are very possibly also being lied to, so that whatever she would tell you would be unwittingly shared 'fake news', so to speak. So... what do you want to do with this information, Captain Crowbar?"
Claire said "I do have a couple of ideas of how we can use this to our advantage, Feds or no Feds..."
Part 9 - Memorials
8:00pm, Thursday, September 9th. I learned in my Boy Scout days that the American Flag can be flown outside at night, as long as it is illuminated. At sunset, the local Boy Scouts gathered at the base of the flagpole with the Reverend Doctor Archibald Tate, head of the Episcopal Center and Church on the University Campus.
The Boy Scouts had been established in England by Lord Baden-Powell in 1907, and came to America in 1910. Dr. Tate had therefore asked the local Scouts to participate in the ceremony that was about to begin. Four powerful klieg lights were set up on the ground, illuminating the flagpole and the American Flag as the Scouts brought it down to half-mast.
I was in uniform, on the edge of Courthouse Square with a contingent of Police Officers, ready to take care of any problems or protesters that might show up and interrupt the service. Cindy Ross and her sister, Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, were in civilian clothes, along with their mother Maggie Ross, who was as Canadian a woman as one could ever hope to meet.
Ross Troy, Tasha Troy-Patterson, and Carole Troy were with them. Jim had refused to attend, and bordered on rude in his declaration that he would not be attending. Tasha had said "I'll go with you to the ceremony, Ross."
"You're not Canadian." Ian had told Tasha. "Why are you going?"
"Because Ross is my brother." Tasha said brightly. "And it means a lot to him because he loves Canada and the Queen." Paulina and I were very proud of Tasha, and told her so.
When asked, Carole said "I just want to watch it happen. It's history." Smart future Iron Crowbar, my eldest daughter was.
They were joined by a surprisingly large crowd that measured in the hundreds. Most were Americans, either supportive like Tasha, or curious like Carole. Many were Canadian. Some were students from other Commonwealth nations that were attending the University. Some were from the United Kingdom itself.
They gathered in front of the statue of President Thomas Jefferson. It seemed ironic that the group would gather to remember the Queen of England in front of the statue of the man that was the principal author of the Declaration of Independence from the Queen's ancestor, King George III.
The ceremony began by everyone lighting candles and/or turning on their smartphone lights until the Courthouse Square was a sea of points of light. Then Cindy, at Dr. Tate's request, led the singing of what had been Britain's national anthem for over 70 years:
"God save our gracious Queen,
Long live our noble Queen,
God save the Queen!
Send her victorious,
Happy and glorious,
Long to reign over us,
God save the Queen!"
Dr. Tate remembered the Queen's service as a military veteran of World War II, that her service working on vehicle engines and driving ambulances and the like were not photo ops, but genuine service of which she was always proud. He spoke of how the Queen had once terrified the King of Saudi Arabia by driving him around at rather reckless speeds.
He also said in his remarks that it was appropriate to hold this ceremony in the presence of Thomas Jefferson's statue, because the United States had been a great ally to the United Kingdom in the World Wars, then the Cold War, and that the Queen had enjoyed the great friendship between the two nations, including attending the 350th anniversary of the founding in 1607 of Jamestown, Virginia... and then attending the 400th anniversary ceremonies fifty years later.
He then closed the ceremony with prayers asking for Divine guidance for Charles III as he took over the monarchy from his late mother. And to end the ceremony, loyal Subjects sang the current British national anthem:
"God save our gracious King,
long live our noble King,
God save the King!
Send him victorious,
happy and glorious,
long to reign over us,
God save the King!
Thy choicest gifts in store
On him be pleased to pour,
Long may he reign!
May he defend our Laws,
And ever give us cause
To sing with heart and voice
God save the King!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, September 10th. The funeral of Dr. Mickelson was at 2:30pm at the Catholic Church. Laura and I were going, as were Dr. Stephanie Steele and her husband Edward R. Steele. Carole had expressed a strong desire to go to the funeral, and I had said she could come, over the protestations of her mother.
I did not try to tell my wife of the strange but strong bond that both Carole and I had shared with Dr. Mickelson after our mutual experiences at and after Point Hollow (Author's note: 'Return to Point Hollow'), but I told Carole she'd have to be on her best behavior, and she promised to be.
I went and got Carole out of school a half hour early, and picked up Marie, as well, since her parents, the Steeles, would be at the service. Father Alberto Romano met us at the front door to the church, and though he should have been busy preparing for the funeral, he guided Carole and Marie and others that were interested on a tour of the church, explaining the candles in the front foyer, the confessionals (I prevented Carole from making an internal inspection of them), and the meanings of the icons and symbols in the various parts of the church.
"Father," Carole asked, "why does the Catholic Church have Jesus on the Cross, but the Sheriff's Presby-trrr-yun church has a Cross without Him on it?"
Father Alberto avoided too deep a discussion by saying that that difference evolved over hundreds of years. Sheriff Griswold, who was attending and had overheard that, later told Carole that Catholics remember the Supreme Sacrifice that Christ had made, while Protestant churches focus on the Risen Christ's victory over Death. I just stayed out of all that.
I looked at the attendees that were gathering behind us. Some of Dr. Mickelson's former students were present. Stephanie Steele was there, of course, and she was joined by the Law School Dean Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dr. Lawrence Woodrow of the Criminal Justice Department, Dr. Wolfgang Strauss (the Maestro) of the School of Music, Dr. Tom Yates of the Psychology Department, and, surprisingly, Dr. Nicole Haven of the School of Art.
Mayor Daniel Allgood and his lovely wife Melina attended, and sat by her sister Laura. I knew this was the Mayor's expression of his own disdain for Dr. Moore and the CCC: Daniel had been invited to the CCC dedication ceremony, and had made a point to announce to the Media that he would be attending the funeral instead. KXTC did not run that at all, but KFXU did.
And two Biology professors, Dr. Shelby and Dr. Woods, showed up. "Aren't you risking your jobs by being here instead of the Climate Change Center dedication?" I asked them as I shook hands with them.
"We have tenure." said Dr. Shelby. "And Lionel Carmela is not the boss of me. I am eager to fight him and Dr. Moore if they take any action against me."
Dr. Woods said "I was friends with Dr. Mickelson. Some said his theories on Sigma radiation and Astatine were crazy, but I thought they were interesting, and we talked for hours about it. It's too bad the research on those things will die with him, at least in the Biology-related world."
Dr. Woods then added: "And to be honest, Commander, if Dr. Moore gets rid of me, there are many other opportunities out there. The work the Hospital is doing with the Croyle Foundation grants is amazing, and exciting. I'm already working on getting onto the Faculty of Midtown College or City University, and I'll have potential access to working with University Hospital here."
"Won't Dr. Moore, and especially Carmela, try to stop you?" Laura asked.
A voice behind us said: "He can try. But I am not a gutless coward like Jerry Moore."
Those words had been spoken by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, who had come up to us. She was wearing her Dress Uniform with her considerable array of ribbons instead of actual medals, and she was wearing a skirt and well-shined high heel pumps. I was in a civilian suit and tie, by the way. Accompanying Teresa was her husband, University Trustee Todd Burke, wearing a midnight black suit and tie.
Teresa said "The money in that Foundation is not the School's nor the Hospital's. It's mine, and the interest is what is endowed to the Trust Fund. And my own counsel do I keep on where and upon whom I spend it."
Todd said "And she has the strong support of the Hospital Administrator and Board, as well as most of the Trustees and the Governor of the State."
Laura said "Speaking of that, will any of the Trustees show up here? Or are they going to go fawn on Carmela and Dr. Moore?"
As if on cue, J.P. Goldman, Myrtle L. James, Harold S. Truelove, and Beatrice S. York came into the church. And right behind them we saw former University President Sidney P. Wellman and his wife Sally come in. She was looking vigorous and healthy. He was looking much older, but healthy enough.
Laura made a point to go up to the Wellman's and hug them both. It was a personal greeting, but it was also making a point to show support for Dr. Wellman's gesture... and it gave Laura the excuse to not greet the Trustees. Hell hath no fury like a Fredricson scorned, I thought to myself.
After we got seated again, Laura whispered to me "Does Carmela have any moles here, spying on him to tell who attended the funeral?"
"Yep." I said. "That's Martha Faulkner of KXTC in the back. She's been writing down names, and was taking photographs outside as people came up."
"Crap." Laura muttered. "As bad as Carmela is, I'm beginning to believe you were right that the Media is our greatest enemy."
"Was there ever any doubt?" I asked back... not rhetorically.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Mickelson's coffin was draped with a gold Catholic cover as it was brought up by the pallbearers. The University's Army ROTC Ranger Company had requested the honor of that duty, and the Police Commander, who was in charge of the official Funeral Detail for the indigent deceased, wasted no time in granting that request.
I wondered why they'd asked, as Dr. Mickelson had not been in the military. The Professor of Military Science and Commandant of the ROTC program told me that Dr. Mickelson had made the point to be the Guidance Counselor for many of the cadets, regardless of what they were majoring in, and they wanted to show their gratitude and respects.



Carole was caught looking around at the church with great curiosity, but she did begin paying attention as the Funeral Mass began, led by Father Alberto and Father Barton. Father Barton handled the basics, and Father Romano gave an extremely moving eulogy, remembering his own experiences with Dr. Mickelson. And he did not shy away from mentioning the horrific night at Point Hollow, but said that Grace had comforted Dr. Mickelson in his remaining lifetime.
The interment at the cemetery was simple and somber. Most of the Trustees had not attended, but the Wellmans and some of the professors did. After it was over, I asked J.P. Goldman why Trustee George Woodham, CEO of BigPulpAndPaper, had not attended.
"He went to the CCC dedication." said J.P. Goldman, to me and Todd. "BigPulpAndPaper has always been a target of the Climate Terrorists. They spike trees with metal spikes, and several workers have been injured over time. They've set fire to lumber mills from time to time, and demand BigPulpAndPaper do more to offset what they call the destruction of the environment by cutting down trees."
I said "Even though those trees are planted and harvested like crops, and actually help the environment, not hurt it."
"You are doing it again... stating true facts that get in their way.." Goldman said. "Anyway, 'Mash' was bullied by Carmela into going to the ceremony. I told him it wouldn't help, that the Terrorists would never let him alone, but he's scared of them." And then, typically of him, Goldman said succinctly "To hell with him, then."
After Goldman shook our hands and made his goodbyes, Todd said "There's more to that story. Woodham is one of the 'Big Boys' of one of the nation's largest companies. Some of the others, like Matthew Willis of BigCommo, Edward Blassingame, Arthur Wood, et. al., have been pushing him to become much more politically correct."
Todd continued: "And Curtis Meigs of BigRoadAndRail is very good friends with Woodham; they're both rough and tumble men that rose from the bottom to the top. They may be pressuring Meigs, too, but they're all toeing the (air quotes) 'Climate Justice' ideology line."
"And they call Conservatives 'fascist'." I said bitterly. "It's the Big Boy corporations working hand-in-glove with the Totalitarian Leftists of the Democrat Party, especially when the Dems are in power in Washington, that are the real Fascists."
Todd said "And the Media keeps forgetting to report on that to the American People."
Carole spoke up and said "Daddy, Cousin Todd is trolling you."
"I know, Fussbudget." I replied with a 'glance' at Todd. "I know." Todd was grinning his brilliant grin at Carole, but she was having none of it. And all that ended when his boss (a.k.a. his wife) came up and marched him to their vehicle...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, September 11th. Jim commandeered the television in the front room of The Cabin to watch college football games, and was supported by Ian. Carole wondered out loud why Jim and Ian had suddenly become Alabama football fans, especially since the Crimson Tide was playing one of the Louisiana Directional Schools, as they were sneeringly called. Ian said "At least it's American football!"
Jim told Carole to mind her own business, earning them both a few moments of 'philosophical discussion' with their mother. It was a one-way conversation.
Ross was relegated to watching coverage from England on his iPad. It was the anniversary of the attacks on the Twin Towers and the Pentagon, and Ross had brought to me a YouTube clip that showed that two days after the attacks, Queen Elizabeth II had asked the Coldstream Guards to take the unprecedented action of playing another nation's national anthem at the Changing of the Guard ceremony. They played the Star Spangled Banner before an emotional audience watching outside the gates. It was very moving, and I admit to feeling some emotion of my own as I watched.
Queen Elizabeth had also in the past deeded a piece of land in England to the United States 'in perpetuity' (her words) in remembrance of President John F. Kennedy after he was assassinated. Such was Her Majesty's respect for her country's ally, the United States of America...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30pm, Saturday, September 11th. The unmarked TCPD squad car was parked across the street from a convenience store near Al Sharpton Elementary School at the southwest corner of Town.
"I'm not complaining, and I like the overtime pay," said Detective Lisa Monroe, who was riding shotgun, "but it's like Michael Corleone in The Godfather III... just when I thought I was out of Vice, they dragged me back in!"
"It's not that bad." said Detective Joan Laurer. "At least not for me. I've always been in Vice. I was surprised when they moved me to MCD. So I can handle one more weekend of stakeouts."
Lisa said "And according to the analytics, it's not really our week to host the Toyota Gang. Anyway, like I said, it's not a complaint. By the way, do you really believe George Newman asked to move back to Vice?"
"Yes." Joan replied. "And he's at the other stakeout location now. I do think he asked, and of his own accord, to go back into Vice. He did fine in MCD, but Vice suits him a lot better. Lieutenant Davis, however... that's another story entirely."
"You think they kicked him to the kerb?" Lisa gasped.
"Well, 1st Precinct Lieutenant is hardly (air quotes) 'the kerb'." Joan said. "But Captain Michaels got what she wanted: Davis gone, and Warner is all but 'Assistant Captain of Detectives' now. And Commander Troy don't play, so since he passed off on all the moves, there must be merit to them."
"Maybe Captain Michaels banged him." Lisa said
Joan giggled, then said "I wouldn't blame her if she did. I'd fuck his brains out if I had the chance."
"Get in line." said Lisa. "But seriously, I'm grateful to Commander Troy. He hired me out of the City Police, thank God." She explained how she'd met Commander Troy. (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 01, for first mention of Lisa Monroe.) 
"Lucky fall of the cards." Joan said. "You were in the right place at the right time."
Lisa: "I still don't know why he told me to apply to the TCPD, but I'm not looking that gift horse in the mouth."
Joan: "Some people say he has an uncanny sixth sense about things, and he was right about you. I appreciate all that you've taught me in Vice. By the way, you had MCD experience with the City P.D., didn't you? So why did you take TCPD Vice?"
Lisa Monroe: "I worked in just about everything in the City P.D. I was too honest for them, though. I might've gotten put in I.A., which makes me doubly grateful to Commander Troy, after what happened to Captain Masters there. Or I might've gotten a bullet in the back. And that's why I took TCPD Vice... because of the 'TCPD' part. Hear me now and believe me later... there is no Police Force like the TCPD, and I am happy to be on it."
Joan: "And now the frickin' politicians are messing with us, threatening to split the Town and the County apart again."
"That'll work itself out." Lisa said. "So... how are things going with Shane O'Brady?"
Joan said "We have agreed to be friends with benefits, for now. If he hadn't been promoted to Lieutenant in the Pottsville P.D., he might've jumped ship to the SBI. But he really feels an obligation to stick with the Pottsville P.D., and keep an eye on Wilson Hammonds. And I'm staying right here with the TCPD. So it's a long-distance relationship, and neither of us are willing to commit any more to it."
"I understand." Lisa said. Then she peered out the windshield and said "So is it just me, or has that black van passed by us at least three times?" She began photographing it with her powerful camera.
Joan said "Yeah, it has. Problem is, it's coming from the direction that makes it hard to see its license plate. But that mud on the tire well is giving it away. Should we follow it? Get a plate?"
Lisa made log notes, then said "No. We're supposed to sit here unless someone tries to rob the store. And that van might be trying to draw us out and expose that we're watching the store."
Joan thought out loud: "Are they casing the joint? You'd think they'd park somewhere and watch, like we're doing, or they'd pull in and go into the store. But then that would mean that it's a bigger operation with a lot of vehicles..." Her voice trailed off.
Lisa said "My money says they're casing anyone who is casing the joint, including us."
"And who would want to do that?" Joan asked thoughtfully.
"The Feds." Lisa replied...
Part 10 - Frustration
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 13th, from the anchor desk at the KXTC studios. "The Town & County Police continue to deny wrongdoing in the transfers of two TCPD Officers!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina enthusiastically began: "Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on further turmoil within the Public Safety Department. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the same rooftop, with Police Headquarters in the distant background. "The Town & County Council wants answers after learning more on how Lieutenant Jerome Davis was transferred out of his role as leader of the Major Crimes Division of the TCPD to the lesser role of 1st Precinct Lieutenant. Sources tell Channel Two News that this move was in response to increasing strife within the MCD Division of the TCPD after four Senior Detectives were recently promoted to Lieutenant."
Amber: "Additionally, Detective George Newman, who is black, was transferred back to the TCPD Vice Squad. Experts say these moves may be an effort to meet diversity requirements as the US DOJ Civil Rights Division contemplates lawsuits against the Town & County. Lieutenant Davis, Detective Newman, Commander Donald Troy, and the TCPD's Public Relations Office have not responded to KXTC's repeated requests for comment on the matter. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina as she was returned to the feed. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important story. And now let's go to Pat Stellum, with a report on the dedication last Friday of the Biology School & Climate Change Center, and the disturbing disloyalty of some of the Faculty. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the corpulent Al-Capone-lookalike, reporting from University Avenue, just outside the fence that marked the School's property line, with the Psychology, Pharmacy, and Biology Buildings in his background. "The ceremony dedicating the new center to the great cause of Climate Justice was a festive, well-attended occasion! University President Jerry Moore and Dr. Jennifer Mallory, the new Dean of the Biology & Climate School, cut the ribbon in the ceremonies."
Images of the ceremonies were shown, but were careful to not show exactly how large the crowd of attendees were. Only a few people were visible, and a lot of them didn't look very happy to be there.
Stellum: "However, several Faculty Members did not attend despite expectations they would be present. Some Department heads, including Laura Fredricson of the Psychology Department, Stephanie Steele of the Physics and Astronomy Department, Clarence Chase of the Law School, Lawrence Woodrow of the Criminal Justice Department, and Wolfgang Strauss of the Music School, were not at the ceremonies."
Stellum: "But worse, two Biology professors did not attend, though they were explicitly told that they were required to be there. They also have refused to sign the required documents that they will support the Climate Justice mission of the Biology School. Reached for comment, Dr. Moore stated that they will have to explain their absence from the ceremony, but more importantly, their refusal to sign the documents is grounds for termination for cause... tenure notwithstanding."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Your papers, pleazze!" I said loudly in my 'German' accent. "You vill sign the documents of loyalty to the Führer Carmela, or you will be terrrminated with extreeeeme prejudice."
"The sad thing about that," replied Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, "is that it's actually true. That literally is what that is."
The Green Crowbar and I (the Red Crowbar) were drinking coffee as we watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room, joined by Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, ADA Paulina Patterson, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle.
"Can they really do that?" Tanya asked. "Especially if the professors have tenure?"
Paulina said 'Dr. Chase told me that it is highly unlikely the Department Heads can be punished for not attending. But the Biology professors could be in a lot more trouble."
"But to try to force someone to sign (air quotes) 'loyalty documents'?" Teresa gasped. "Don is absolutely right in his characterization of that... it's something straight outta Nazi Germany!"
"Which is exactly what Carmela craves." I said.
"Dr. Chase will represent them pro bono if and when Dr. Moore and Carmela try to fire them." Paulina said.
"And then they'll target him." I replied sourly. "And believe you me, there was a reason that Fat Boy there named the names of specific Department Heads that did not attend. They will also be targeted for harassment, and the Totalitarians will try to get them fired, as well."
Tanya said "Don, anything to that old news about our recent transfers being brought back up?"
I shrugged as I said "They're just trying to gin up race hatred of the Police yet again. And I can't do anything about it."
"But we cannnn." drawled Chief Moynahan. "Commander Muscone and I will be spearheading a Press Conference this morrrrning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching the KFXU broadcast in my office, I said "You are correct, Green Crowbar. And the great Rush Limbaugh was spot-on when he called the Media the 'Drive-By's. That's what they are."
"Rush Limbaugh was a great American Patriot." Teresa said. "He deserved that Presidential Medal of Freedom he received."
"Yes. Yes he did." I said most agreeably.
Cindy got up to go. "Y'all can reminisce about Rush without me. I'm going to go reminisce about the Queen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, September 13th. Detective George Newman looked sharp in his Duty Dress uniform as he walked into the Press Room behind Chief Sean Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Captain Damien Thompson. The Chief was also in his Duty Dress jacket, while Teresa and Damien wore light blue shirts with the black narrow sash belt over their right shoulders and attached to their gunbelts at the left hip.
The room was fairly full of reporters. Part of the mood was wondering what this was about, and part of it was to find a way to turn the narrative around to attack the Police; in other words, many of the reporters were spoiling for a fight.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, the Town & County Police Chief." said Captain Thompson by way of introduction. Everyone was surprised that the Press remained orderly and did not begin relentlessly shouting questions.
"Thank you for coming." said Chief Moynahan. "We have called this Press conference to set the record straight on some very severe misreporting by certain members of the Media, and I hope you will begin reporting the facts accurately and without bias going forward."
Nothing was said, but the sense of increasing hostility in the Press rose sharply, and was almost palpable. The Chief continued: "Lieutenant Jerome Davis and Detective George Newman were recently moved to new positions. These transfers are technically lateral moves, but Lieutenant Davis's move could be considered almost a promotion, while Detective Newman's move is in no way a demotion."
"Furthermore," said the Chief, "while the Press has unerringly realized that both Officers are black, the color of their skin did not factor into their transfers in any way. If these excellent Officers were white or Hispanic or anything else, we'd have made the same transfers. The only color involved in these actions are Police Blue."
Chief Moynahan: "The attempts by the Press to gin up a racial discrimination issue out of this is an insult to these Officers, their previous and current positions, their fellow Officers, and the Town & County Police Force. I won't hold my breath waiting for an apology from you, but one should be forthcoming if you have a shred of integrity in your beings. Commander Croyle, would you like to say a few words?" 
"Thank you, Chief." said Teresa as she came up to the lectern. "As the TCPD Operations Officer in charge of the Precincts and the Uniformed Officers assigned to them, I am extremely happy to have the 1st Precinct Lieutenant position filled by Lieutenant Jerome Davis. His qualities of leadership are both proven and exceptional, and this move will not only benefit Lieutenant Davis's professional development and expertise, it will make the TCPD even better... if that's possible for the best Police Force on earth."
Teresa: "To those who are telling the absolute lie that this move is somehow a demotion, I'm here to tell you that adding the experience and leadership of the Precinct Lieutenant position to the experience and leadership of the Detective MCD Division will make Lieutenant Davis a very strong candidate for the next Police Captain position that comes up. This is an opportunity, for him and for us. And I won't speak for him, but maybe the fact that this -is- an opportunity is one reason Lieutenant Davis volunteered for the transfer."
Teresa: "And finally, as a former Vice Squad member and once it's Lieutenant and leader, I took great personal offense at calling Detective Newman's transfer to Vice a demotion. I will be remembering those dishonest insults... and which filthy reporters made them."
Mic drop. Teresa just stepped away from the lectern, leaving a silent but deeply furious Press standing there. The Chief came up and said "Lieutenant Davis is performing his new doooties, but Detective Newman is here and wants to make a statement. Detective?"
George Newman acted (if it was an act) like he could not get to the microphone fast enough. I'm sure the rabidly racist Press was stunned that he spoke very well, articulately and without 'uh' and 'ah' gaps as he ripped them:
"I want to say first that a lateral transfer between MCD and Vice is not a demotion either way." he said. "We cross-train a lot, we work with each other and with Intel Branch, and we know we are one Police Force. The attempts by the dishonest Media to create divisions within us are both malicious and insulting."
"Second," said Newman, "I was transferred because I asked to be transferred. I did not ask because I'm black, but because I wanted to be in Vice and felt I could best contribute to the Police Mission by being in Vice. And fortunately Commander Troy and the Chief, who constantly work to make our Police Force the very best, agreed with me and transferred me. There was no racial component in any of this, any at all. Any questions?"
It was spoken as challenge, and the Press sure took it that way, and were resolved to humiliate Newman. The first question was from Tim Sioban of KSB: "Detective, why did you allow yourself to be used as a pawn to help Commander Donald Troy attempt to meet diversity requirements after the TCPD's last failed civil rights audit?" (Author's note: 'Believer', Ch. 03, for that audit, and what the Iron Crowbar said during it.)
Newman replied: "Didn't you hear what I just said? This was my request to be transferred, and no one suggested it to me before I made it. And it had nothing to do with race nor civil rights, nor audits."



A black reporterette in her 30s, a new hire by KSB, said "Detective, in that audit my colleague just referred to, US DOJ Civil Rights Division agent Ava Hinds reported that Commander Donald Troy said that moving from Vice to MCD was considered to be a promotion. So doesn't that make your transfer back to Vice a de-motion? And do you really expect us to believe that Commander Troy's demotion of you wasn't racist on his part?"
Newman looked stunned, then angry. He said angrily: "I just told you, and your colleague over there, that -I- asked for the transfer, and that it had nothing to do with race. And Commander Troy is not a racist, and your insinuation that he is a racist more than borders on libel. As to what he said in the audit, I'm not going to speak for higher ranking Officers; you'll have to ask him about what he said, as well as the context of it."
"So why isn't he here now?" yelled Meredith Peller of the Point Taken television program.
"Because he's doing his job." said Chief Moynahan loudly.
"Which does not include talking to the biased, dishonest, and corrupt scumbags of the Press." Teresa Croyle added 'helpfully'.
But before she or the Chief could end the disaster, Amber Harris spoke up. She said loudly "Detective Newman... do black lives matter?"
"All lives matter in the sight of God." replied Newman without hesitation. "And I'll also say that I do not subscribe to the 'woke' agenda of the racist Press, nor your desire to cause hatred and division through the use of racism and race-baiting."
He did not understand at first why Amber was grinning wickedly at his answer. He quickly found out: with the set-up questions made, Carl Lemay delivered the punch line:
"Detective, for you to try to protect Donald Troy's racism by not admitting that this was his action, and that he did it for reasons of racism against a Person of Color, is throwing your fellow Police Officers of Color, and People of Color everywhere, under the bus. Why won't you admit that this is yet another racist act by a Police Commander that has exercised racism and Police Brutality against People of Color---"
"That's a goddamned lie!" Newman exploded. "Every word of it. I have told you multiple times that -I- initiated the transfer, and that race has nothing to do with it. For you to stand there and say or insinuate otherwise is calling me a liar, and I'll---"
"That's because you are lying!" came a voice from the Press scrum. Bettina Wurtzburg strode forward to the front. "We don't believe you!"
"Why not? Because I'm black?" Newman lashed out angrily.
"No, because you're a cop!" Bettina fired back. "You're part of the TCPD, which has repeatedly exercised brutality against People of Color. Remember Lester Holder? He's dead because of the TCPD! And you, Officer Newman, are part of that racist organization, and we don't believe a thing you say!"
Other reporters clapped and cheered, and Bettina went on: "Donald Troy demoted you because he is a racist, and you're covering for him now to protect your job! And you can whine all you want, but our viewers are going to hear what we tell them, that you were demoted, and because you are black!"
The reporters had begun applauding, but it trailed off when they saw someone coming forward, holding up an iPhone, recording Bettina's words. And then they realized that the Officer making that recording...
... was Your Iron Crowbar.
"Thank you, Ms. Wurtzburg." I said. "That will be very helpful in my libel lawsuit against you. See you in Court."
Bettina's eyes widened, and her face showed utter hatred as I turned and walked along the roped-off aisle and out of the room. Reporters had begun yelling and screaming questions at me, but none of them tried to cross the line nor accost me... knowing that I would not hesitate to put a reporter in the hospital... or worse... if I was given the chance.
I was followed out of the room by the rest of the Police Leadership, then the Uniformed Officers stationed inside for the Chief's security...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Monday, September 13th. Teresa and I were meeting with Captain Michaels, Lieutenants Rudistan, Warner, and Mary Milton, and the entire Vice Squad.
"Welcome to the TCPD, Detective Ambrose." I told Detective Kerri Ambrose. It was her first day of work with us. "And I want to thank you, Detectives Monroe and Laurer, for working this weekend, and for coming into this meeting. You're probably thinking you'll never make it to MCD, but you'll be moving to your new desks right after this meeting."
"We're glad to help, sir." Joan Laurer said. "And I'd really like to start my MCD career by busting the Toyota Gang."
"Excellent attitude, and you will be getting that chance." I said. "Okay, what did we get from this weekend's surveillance operations?"
Claire Michaels said "First of all, the Toyota Gang did not make any robberies anywhere in this State nor the State to our west. Second, our main mission was not to watch the stores, but to watch the watchers. We had eight teams out at various times, and six of the eight reported seeing black vans driving near them multiple times. Our routine patrols, as well as targeted patrols looking for parked vans, found none that were suspicious or out of place, such as in parking lots of places that don't have fleets of vans."
Claire: "I also contacted some people I know in Los Angeles, and asked them to run a check with the Interagency Defense Command, the IADC, to see if the Feds were running any operations in the western half of the State. The IADC came back with nothing." (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 01, for more on the IADC.)
I said "That's because this one is not on the books, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." Teresa said, right on cue. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction as everyone else chuckled politely.
I said "Were there any other cars that were seen acting strangely?"
Claire said "No sir, not that anyone's reported."
Mary Milton spoke up and said "We didn't seen any strange cars, Toyota or otherwise, on any of the cameras we were using to conduct surveillance beyond our stakeout patrols. But they don't stand out like vans do."
I said "Did anyone get any vehicle tags?"
George Newman said "We saw one van go by our surveillance point four times, so we texted for a black-and-white to follow them and get a tag. They did, and kept going straight when the van made a sudden turn onto a small side street. Our patrol turned in the tag number to Intel."
A 'black and white' was a colloquial term for a marked Police cruiser, even though our TCPD vehicles were silver-gray.
Mary Milton said "And the tag was one of those that you gave me, Commander" 
I said "Give us all your report on that now."
Mary said "The tags you asked me to run are Federal Government tags, sir. I didn't run them through the normal channels, because if I did, they'd find out about it. And if we did run the plates the normal way, they'd show up as fleet vehicles for a van rental service. And that van rental service goes through a couple of shell company hoops, but gets back to a company that's a front for the DEA."
"Where did you get those tags, sir?" Kerri Ambrose asked.
"From a place they were parked, which may be a staging area for them." I said. "And that information ultimately came from a Confidential Informant, and it's not part of our operation involving the Toyota Gang, so let's let that go for the time being."
Joanne Warner said "Sir, if we knew where that staging area was, sir, we could watch them from both ends." That got Teresa's hackles up.
"The Police Commander just told you to drop that, Lieutenant!" the Iron Wolf said viciously, her outburst shocking nearly everyone.
"It's a legitimate question!" Claire Michaels fired back on Joan's behalf. "Why do we have to have mysteries on both ends of this?"
"Hold on, guys. Hold on." I said as I clasped Teresa's shoulder to stop the Iron Wolf from going ballistic on Claire. "Once again, everyone, a Confidential Informant is involved, and I'm protecting that source, just as you protect your sources and should be protecting them. Isn't that right, Ice Cube?"
"Yes sir." said J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry.
"And Commander Croyle is correct, Captain." I continued. "When I say to drop something of that nature, it is not a point of negotiation. Lieutenant Warner, your idea is not a bad one, except that you should believe me when I tell you that they will see us long before we would see them if we tried to watch them, and we would lose a huge tactical advantage."
"All right." I said as (almost) everyone began breathing again. "The work you all did this weekend paid off. It's brought us good information and confirms some things I've been suspecting. And it allows us to plan what we are going to do next. I'll be giving some assignments through your leadership soon. You can all go... except you, George. Come to my office. You too, Commander Croyle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was great, George." said Captain Damien Thompson said as he, Lieutenant Micah Rudistan, and Detective Newman had lunch at the Cop Bar. "You want a job with Press Relations?"
Newman said "No sir. And to be honest, sir, I don't see how you do it, how you deal with those racist scumbags. I stood there and told them again and again and again that it was me, and that it was not racial in any way. And they acted like I hadn't said a word."
"Or worse." Thompson replied. "They outright said you were deliberately lying."
"Now you know why Commander Troy hates the Press so much," Rudistan said, and not jovially, "and why he thinks the Media is the greatest threat to our Constitution and our Individual Freedom."
Newman said "I talked to the Commander a little while ago. He made a great suggestion, and I'm going to do it..."
Part 11 - End of an Era
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said athletic blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Tuesday, September 14th, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." said the beautiful Indian reporterette. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. Town & County Police Detective George Newman filed a slander and defamation lawsuit against our competitor KXTC yesterday, after KXTC continued to call his transfer to the Vice Squad a demotion made against his will, and done because Detective Newman is black, despite Detective Newman explicitly contradicting KXTC's narrative in a Press conference that morning."
Catrina: "The Police Union has joined the lawsuit, and the plaintiffs are saying that KXTC's reporting was maliciously and intentionally false, and materially harms Detective Newman as well as the TCPD itself. It is not clear if the TCPD itself will join the lawsuit, but in a statement exclusively to Fox Eight News, TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone said that all options are currently being explored."
Priya: "This lawsuit comes on top of Police Commander Donald Troy's libel lawsuit against KXTC, for altering a statement he made in a way to damage him. Reached for comment by Fox Eight News, Commander Troy stated that he is not joining Detective Newman's lawsuit, even though KXTC's comments explicitly defames him, Commander Troy, but will concentrate on his own legal action against our competitor KXTC." (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice', Ch. 04.)
Catrina: "Legal and political experts are saying that Commander Troy's lawsuit has great merit because he can show intent, while Detective Newman's lawsuit may have a more difficult to meet the standard of the New York Times v. Sullivan decision that guides lawsuits of this nature..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Funny," said Teresa Croyle as my Angels and I watched the broadcast in my office, "I didn't catch KXTC's coverage of the lawsuit on their broadcast an hour ago."
"I'm sure they wanted to, but just couldn't squeeze it in." Tanya P. Muscone said with great perkiness and a wicked twinkle in her eye.
I said "KXTC is in deep kimchee, and they know it. Mike G. Todd was ecstatic when I sent him that video of what Bettina said to George. She really stepped into a huge cow patty with that one. He thinks it may put our case over the top, and we'll win a solid victory over KXTC."
"And Newman's case?" asked Cindy.
"Vee shall see." I replied. "The good news is that George is not paying for this out of his own pocket; the Union is picking up the tab, at least for now. And KXTC will now have to defend two lawsuits, which will cost them a lot more money. Okay, enough of that. What are we doing today to protect and serve the Good People of our Town & County?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, September 18th. We were all gathered at The Cabin. Betsy Ross was enjoying skritchins time with Buddy and Bowser, while 9-month-old Benjamin Jenkins was enjoying the attentions of Carole, Marie, and Tasha.
Jim and Ian were working on the great New Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad, and without Ross there to mediate disputes, things got heated over rights-of-way. The Railroad Union, known as 'Daddy' to the boys, ordered a general shutdown, and the boys went to play elsewhere... and not with each other.
Cindy and Ross were glued to the television monitor in the front room, watching the proceedings leading up to the next day's State Funeral for Her late Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. They had watched the 'Vigil of the Princes' while the Queen was lying in state at Westminster Hall. And Ross was keeping his dad busy with questions.
"Dad," Ross said, "Prince William has two medals on his uniform, but Prince Harry has four. How did that happen?"
"Good observation, Ross." I complimented my son. "And to make a short story long, members of the Royal family traditionally serve in the Armed Forces. It used to have to be the Royal Navy for the men. Now-King Charles served in the Royal Navy, but he wanted to serve in the Air Force. So his son Prince William wanted to serve in the Air Force, and Charles and the Queen let him. But to my knowledge, neither Charles nor William served in actual combat."
Me: "Prince Andrew also served in the Royal Navy, and he flew helicopters. He did serve in combat, in the Falklands War. And Prince Harry was in the British Army, and did combat duty in Afghanistan. He did very well, but he had to be pulled out when the Taliban started realizing who he was."
Me: "Soooo, Prince Harry has two service medals like Prince William does, but he also has two medals he earned while serving in Afghanistan."
Ross then stunned me by saying "So if I serve in something besides the U.S. Army or the Police, you'd be okay with that?"
I looked right into my son's eyes and said "As long as it's honorable, you can do whatever you want with your life." Ross nodded, an remained thoughtful as he turned back to watching the television...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunday, September 19th. Sitting in the front room of The Cabin, we watched the Queen's State Funeral with great interest. Lines of soldiers, not horses, pulled the Crown-topped coffin through the streets of London as people lined the streets and millions watched on television. Her Majesty's favorite horses were in place to 'bow' to her at one point.
Everyone had loved it when William and Catherine's youngest son, Prince Louis, covered his ears when planes roared overhead during the Platinum Jubilee. During the funeral procession and service, it was his elder sister, Princess Charlotte, who was in charge, and keeping her brother Prince George in line and the protocol meticulous. She reminded me of my own Heiress to the Crowbar, Carole.
There was a photo of Queen Elizabeth's remaining two Corgis. At one time the Queen had had so many Corgis that Princess Diana had called them a 'moving carpet', and two of them were featured heavily in the Queen's Olympic skit with Daniel Craig as James Bond.
Ross asked who was going to take care of the Corgis, and I said that Prince Andrew and his family were taking them in. Just the fact that the Queen loved dogs made her good in my book, and of course I was happy to know that the dogs would be taken care of.
After the final service and rituals, everyone watched as the Queen's coffin was lowered into the floor, into a crypt below. Molly said "Prince Phillip, Elizabeth's husband, was lowered into the floor the same way. His coffin is still down there."
Molly: "After everyone leaves, both of the coffins will be brought back up. There's a little place to the side where Elizabeth's parents, George VI and the Queen Mother, are buried, and I think the Queen's sister is buried there, as well. Elizabeth and Phillip will be buried there, too."
Cindy said "And it's more like a crypt or a mausoleum, like where Don's father is entombed in Apple Grove. The Queen's family's coffins will be stacked together, not really buried in dirt."
Ross said "Dad, are you going to be buried in a crypt, or in the ground?"
I said "Neither. I want a big Japanese funeral pyre, and my coffin set on fire, like Takaki Misaki-sama had. And then y'all can bury my ashes at the cemetery or something." (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', Ch. 03, for Misaki-sama's funeral.)
"That sounds cool." Ross said. "Too bad you won't be around to see it."
Too bad, indeed, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After dinner and after sunset, Cindy and I went out onto the back deck. She partook of a Canadian whisky while I sipped on Ardbeg Corryvreken, a delicious, heavily peated Scotch whiskey.
Cindy said "I'm a little surprised that Ross was so interested in the Queen, and her life, and all the ceremonies that went on. I thought he'd grow up more 'American', like his brothers."
"Me, too." I said. "But your affinity to Canada and the Queen have always been stronger than your sister Molly's."
"Don't let her hear that." Cindy said.
"But you're right." I said. "Ross has become very interested in his Canadian heritage. And that's good. It will help him be what he is destined to become."
"What does Carole say Ross is going to be?" Cindy asked.
"She said he was going to be a Policeman." I replied. "But not in the TCPD. And that's all she'd say. It may be all she could see, or understand."
Cindy was called into the house to tend to Baby Benjamin, and I suspect diapers were involved. Some moments later, a procession of kids marched out on deck to say goodnight to me. I hugged each one in turn and told them to sleep well. Ross was last in line.
"Night, Dad." he tried to say and turn around. That would not do, of course.
"Come here, son, and give your dad a hug goodnight." I said.
"But Dad, I'm almost seven! I'm too big to hug." Ross protested.
"Ross," I said, "I don't care if you're 7 or 77. You will never be too old or too big for me to hug." Ross came over and gave me a rather perfunctory hug. I gave him a stronger one, then said "Go hug your mom goodnight, then hit the sack..."
Part 12 - Epilogue
Dr. Mickelson looked around and saw the Light swirling overhead, illuminating the path he was on. Ahead of him, he saw a pastel Rainbow Bridge over a rushing Stream, and a beautiful meadow on the other side. He saw that he was wearing a white button-down shirt, and black trousers.
"Oh, Doc-tor Mickelsonnnnn...." he heard. He turned to see that standing on the path just before it disappeared into a dark patch of woods were Dr. Charles Westbrook and The Slender Man. He could not see into the woods, but could sense a tremendous Evil there, and he smelt something extremely foul. (Author's note: 'Return to Point Hollow'.)



"Come, Doctor." said Charles Westbrook. "The truth is in these woods. We will show you the truth of Sigma radiation, and all of the theories you worked on. Come, join us, and know the truth."
Dr. Mickelson hesitated. The temptation of learning the truth of his work was tremendously strong. But he also felt the hopelessness that emanated from those woods, and he could sense the demon he had glimpsed at Point Hollow. But the truth was in there...
"Doctor, come with me." he heard a voice behind him say. He turned his head to see a lovely young blonde woman, wearing a frilly blue dress of a style common to the 1880s.
"Who are you?" Dr. Mickelson asked.
"I'm Nellie Blye Westbrook" the girl said. "The real Truth is on the other side of the Stream. Come, let's go there."
"NO!" shouted Charles Westbrook. "She is lying to you! She is trying to trick you! The truth is here, with The Slender Man, with us! You will never know the truth of your work if you do not come with us!"
Dr. Mickelson whispered "Nellie Blye... Carole told me your name. She said to go with you."
"Yes." Nellie Blye Westbrook said. "Shall we cross the Stream?"
"Yes." said Dr. Mickelson. He saw that his shirt was still pure white, and now his trousers were equally white.
As Nellie Blye took Dr. Mickelson's arm and led him to the Bridge, she looked back at the evil men, a look of triumph on her face. She didn't know why the Enemies that had cut short her life and damned her to Point Hollow for so long had wanted Dr. Mickelson. But with the help of the daughter of the Iron Crowbar, the man who had freed her soul, she had saved Dr. Mickelson from them.
The Slender Man's expressionless face remained so. Dr. Charles Westbrook looked upon them with unappeasable hatred on his face, helpless to do anything but watch as Nellie Blye led Dr. Mickelson onto the Bridge and over the Stream as the Light descended upon them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Decades in the future...
Ottawa, Canada. It was a beautiful Canadian Spring day. The sun was shining and the skies were blue, and there was just enough breeze to keep everything cool.
I was wearing my Duty Dress uniform with 'boxes'. Molly was wearing her Police Chief's uniform as she sat next to me during the ceremony. U.S. Representative for the 1st District of our State Ian Troy also was present.
The ceremony began. As 'Oh Canada!' was played by the band, Molly saluted and Ian and I stood at respectful attention. Then we watched as Ross McAlister Troy was sworn in... as Commissioner of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, the highest position of that venerable institution!
I knew it was coming as I watched Ross grow up. He read voraciously about the Canadian and British militaries. Then he began studying the Canadian RCMPs. Neither Carole nor I knew exactly when he decided, but we knew he'd decided what he wanted to be when he grew up.
He and Jim were always close... except for that one bone of contention. Jim went to West Point, and began his military and CIA career. After graduating college, Ross had been accepted into the RCMP, and left for Canada.
Ross was first assigned to Alberta, then Vancouver. He quickly gained a reputation as an excellent Detective, and then a great one, and he worked his way up through the leadership Commissioned Officer ranks.
After Ross had solved a case of great complexity and tremendous national scope, some filthy journalist sneeringly wrote that he was 'the Iron Crowbar of the RCMP'. When I heard that, I sent my son a red crowbar. And while he could not and did not carry it around, there were enough photos taken of him with it in ceremonial settings that it became an unofficial badge of honor. The Power of the Crowbar was extended to the Great White North.
We did not get to see Ross very often. He met and married a female RCMP Corporal named Cathy, who was pretty and smart, a worthy wife. They had three children: a son, whom they named William Charles after Molly's father and Cathy's paternal grandfather; and twin girls, named Maggie and Anne, after Ross's and Cathy's grandmothers. They were now in their teen years, and it was the highlight of our trip to spend some time with them.
After the ceremony, all the Canadians sang 'God Save The King!. Then photos were taken. One that I would keep and display in my office was of Ross and me, clearly lookalike father and son, our hair color still exactly the same, and holding matching red crowbars.
At the reception afterwards, Ross introduced his Member-of-Congress brother to many Canadian Government officials, and his parents to many RCMP personnel and other Police. The Japanese Ambassador to Canada had attended, and was very deferential to me as we had a good conversation.
"Thanks for coming, Ian." Ross said as we got to his home after the day's activities. "I guess the others couldn't come." The disappointment in his voice could not be hidden.
I said "Carole's minding the TCPD store for me. There's some Swamp Frog crap going on, so we both couldn't come. She'll probably have it fixed and the perps in jail by the time I get back. And Tasha was assigned to preside over the huge Federal fraud case against BigBenefitInsurance, and it's going on now, so she couldn't come."
Tasha was a Federal Judge for the Southern District of our State, having succeeded Judge Ruth B. Taney, who had been appointed to the United States Supreme Court.
"And Jim's in Washington." Ian said. "He was just promoted to Brigadier General, and he's busy with some CIA stuff. Things are looking really bad in Eastern Europe."
"Same as ever." Ross said, then said diplomatically: "But yeah, I know he's really busy now." Even so, I think he knew, as Ian and I knew, that Jim could have come, if he had really wanted to. But this was Canada, and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, and Jim had never respected his brother's decision to embrace his (Ross's) Canadian heritage...
Ian flew back to Washington, D.C., and a couple of days later, everyone took me to the airport to fly home. Molly was staying and visiting the grandkids for at least two more weeks.
I hugged everyone at the terminal. Ross was last. "Come give your old dad a hug, Ross." I said, beginning what had become between us a ritual as formalized as any samurai ceremonial.
"Dad, I'm too big and too old for you to hug." Ross said, but with a smile.
"Son," I said, "I don't care if you are the Lord High Commissioner of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police--- oh, wait." Ross laughed and I said "You will never be too old or too big for your old dad to hug, and I will do so until the day I die." I gave my son a hug. "I love you, son."
"I love you too, Dad." Ross said as he hugged me back...
Addendum - A Final Word
"The whole world is in revolt. Soon there will be only five Kings left--- the Kings of Spades, Clubs, Hearts, Diamonds, and England."
--- King Farouk of Egypt, 1948
In the United Kingdom, 'Republicans' are not like American 'Republicans'. British 'Republicans' want to do away with the Monarchy, and form a Republic. While I understand the basic sentiment, the thought of Great Britain without a Monarch seems strange. Even King Farouk of Egypt had not envisioned a world without an English monarch.
Only Alfred the Great (849-899) had earned the title 'the Great' in the lore of the British Isles, but some are already calling Queen Elizabeth II 'Elizabeth the Great'. Queen Elizabeth II endured a world at war and her own home in existential peril. She reigned over one of the greatest and most powerful nations in the world through turmoil, wars hot and cold, and the gradual dissolution of the British Empire... but was still held in such regard that she was accepted to reign over the Commonwealth. But with her gone, will the Commonwealth survive?
The British People are a unique People. Only they could have a Queen... and an unwritten Constitution. Will the United Kingdom survive intact? Will the Monarchy survive? I don't know... but I do know that England and this world was better off with Queen Elizabeth II than they would've been without her.
And even though I'm an American and proud to be, I felt, and feel, great respect for the Queen. I remember the words of Paddington Bear, which seemed too simple, but in their own way said everything. And so I, too, say with heart and voice...
Thank you, Ma'am. For everything.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue - Blast From The Past
(Over a decade ago...)
"The bigger the cushion,
the sweeter the pushin',
oh yeah, that's what I said..."
--- Spinal Tap, 'Big Bottom'
Lori was a beautiful young woman. She was medium height with raven black hair, dark eyes, full lips. Her eighteen-year-old body was an almost perfect hourglass shape, with naturally large breasts, bubble butt, toned abs, and shapely calves. Her thighs were just a bit thick, but that was more the result of athleticism and exercise than baby fat.
She was a Senior at Apple Grove High School. She checked all the boxes: cheerleader during football season, on the volleyball team in Winter/Spring, Homecoming Queen, Miss Apple Grove High.
Her boyfriend was Craig. He'd just turned eighteen. Apple Grove High did not have Homecoming Kings, but he was Mr. Apple Grove High. He was 6'2" tall, dirty blonde hair like some surfer god, broad-shouldered, slender and fit. He was the starting quarterback for Apple Grove High, having taken that job away from the previous starter in the first game of the season. He was also on the basketball and baseball teams, though he was a lousy baseball player; he couldn't hit the side of a barn, much less a round baseball with a round bat.
It was no surprise that Craig and Lori were dating. They were the beautiful couple, the 'Ken and Barbie' of Apple Grove. Everyone wondered if they'd get married or if they'd go off to School; after all, both were smart enough. Craig even talked about becoming an engineer, and had been recruited for football by State Tech in the Town & County's State, and State A&M in Apple Grove's State. But ultimately, no scholarships were offered. And an appointment to any of the three Service Academies had not happened, either; he and his family weren't 'in' with the U.S. Congressmen and Senators of Apple Grove's State.
Lori's 'wing(wo)man' was Jenny. Jenny was a 'big girl', a BBW. She had black hair and a very pretty face, and her full lips formed a beautiful, winning smile. She had a very sweet personality... but she was a 'big girl'. Her cheeks were rosy and puffy with baby fat. Her shoulders were broad like a female swimmer's, but due to baby fat. Her calves were curvy and shapely, but her 'thunder thighs' had that baby fat. She definitely had a cushiony big ass. And her belly was that pear shape of a 'big girl'.
For whatever reason, Lori liked Jenny. She often invited Jenny to parties and events, and trained for what she thought would be a career in yoga instruction and physical therapy by putting Jenny through workouts, which did Jenny's health good but did not reduce the baby fat all that much. And any girl that thought of bullying Jenny found out quickly that Lori would take it personally, and Lori was not the one to fuck with at Apple Grove High... not unlike a girl named Elizabeth Troy some eighteen years before.
Lori had tried to set up guys to go out with Jenny, including double dates with herself and Craig. But most guys weren't interested. Those that did found out that Jenny did not 'put out' for guys, and one date was all they were willing to give Jenny. There was a lot of easy pussy to get from some of the Apple Grove girls, whose futures were to hope to find a decent guy to support the girl and her kids.
Lori and Craig had played a game a few times before, where he fucked Lori's friend, often deflowering the girl, while Lori watched. Craig's reward was to fuck Lori next. They had just done that the week before, so Craig was surprised when he got a call one early Spring day asking him to come to Lori's house.
When he got there, he went into Lori's bedroom and found her lying on one side of the bed, topless but still in her blue jeans. On the other side of the bed was Jenny, her blouse unbuttoned but wearing jeans.
"Craig," Lori said in her most seductive, 'come hither' voice, "Jenny just turned eighteen, and I think a great birthday present for her would be for you to take her virginity and fuck her brains out right here in front of me."
Like most men, Craig saw Jenny as a 'big girl', and he knew he was doing much better than her. But Jenny's face was very pretty under her black hair that framed it, and her full lips made a beautiful smile. There was something about those lips...
"Would you like that, Jenny?" Craig asked, giving her his own winning smile. "You want me to fuck you? Then c'mere. Stand up." Jenny quickly got off the end of the bed and stood in front of Craig. He cupped her chin in his left hand, bent his face to hers, and gently mashed his mouth onto her lips.
Yowza! he thought to himself as a shockwave went up and down his whole body. It was the experience of his life, and by far the best kiss he'd ever had. He slid his right arm around Jenny's corpulent body and kissed her harder. His tongue slid past her lips and into her mouth as his left arm slid down and around her, pulling her to him.
"Wow, that is one hot kiss!" Lori said excitedly as she watched her boyfriend deeply kiss her girlfriend. She enjoyed 'boyfriend-watching', seeing Craig seduce and fuck other girls, and she felt her loins melting as she watched him deeply kiss Jenny.
Jenny's arms had come up and wrapped around Craig's neck as she returned the kiss. Their lips were sliding together and their tongues were twining as they made out for what seemed forever, but in reality just a few moments.
When they finally broke their kiss, Carl quickly pulled his shirt up and off of him, then reached for Jenny's blouse and slid it down her arms, revealing her large, saggy breasts. Her nipples were hard spikes as the handsome stud tweaked them. Then it became a race to strip, and soon they were both naked. Craig's eight inch cock was standing at full mast, throbbing hard with desire.
"Sit down here by me." Lori commanded Jenny as she slid up to the end of the bed. Jenny sat down next to the raven-haired beauty. "Let's get him ready for you." Lori said as she took Craig's large tool in her elegant hand. "Mmm, you're hard already, Craig. Does Jenny turn you on?"
"Yeah." Craig said. Lori thought the teen stud was being nice, and she didn't think twice about it as she leaned forward and kissed the tip of her boyfriend's cock, then opened her mouth wide and slid her lips down his thick shaft. Craig didn't moan like he normally did when she fellated him, Lori noticed. She looked up at him, and saw that he was looking down at Jenny, into her eyes as she looked up at him.
After another moment of bobbing her head on his shaft as she blew her boyfriend, Lori slid her off his Craig's cock. "Your turn." she said to Jenny, who smiled her pretty smile as she leaned forward and grasped the teen stud's tool. She kissed the tip and then slid her mouth over the helmeted head, then her full lips glided over his shaft as her eyes locked together with his.
"Ohhhh God, that's good!" Craig gasped at the feeling of his prick being engulfed in Jenny's warm, wet mouth. Those full lips felt amazing on his turgid meat as they slid up and down his length, and her eyes looking up at him as she deep-throated his size mesmerized him.
As Jenny fellated Craig, Lori stripped naked and slid back onto the bed. She began fingering herself. Craig looked over at her, his eyes smoldering as he watched her bird finger disappear into her tight hole. The sight aroused him even more, and along with Jenny's magical mouth sucking his cock, he was close to coming.
"Lay back." Craig said as he slid his cock completely out of Jenny's mouth, "Spread those legs, baby." Jenny did so, lying on her back next to Lori. Craig grabbed Jenny's ankles and pushed her legs up and apart. He saw the surprisingly tiny flower of her swelling labes between her thick thighs, and dove in, burying his face into her muff. He was surprised that Jenny smelled clean and fresh, thinking she'd smell sweaty between her pressed-together 'thunder thighs', but she was prepared for this moment.
"Ohhhhh!" Jenny moaned out loud as Craig's splayed tongue slid over her pussylips. Hi tongue delved into her slit again, and again, going deeper with each lick, until his mouth was fastened to her cuntal flower and his tongue was exploring her sopping wet cuntal walls.
"Mmm, this tastes amazing." Craig said after several moments of licking Jenny's quim. She was running one hand through his blonde hair and pushing her pussy to meet his oral thrusts.
"Uhhh!" the virgin girl cried out as the stud slid a finger into her twat as his tongue lashed her engorged clit. He slid another finger in, stretching her cuntwalls, preparing her to receive his large cock.
Lori looked on, amazed at the sight of her boyfriend hungrily eating her girlfriend out. Craig was really into it, more than he'd been with the other girls they'd fucked like this. She frigged her own pussy more violently as she watched.
"Ready to lose your cherry, Jenny?" Craig asked as he eased up and slid his body over hers. Jenny nodded and Craig let his weight drop onto her big, pillowy tits and fleshy abdomen. She moaned as he dryhumped her, sliding his cockshaft up and down the length of her slit, wetting his cock down with her juices as it slid deeper and deeper between the splayed petals of her labes. Then he lifted his ass up just a bit and let his cockhead find her hole. He hesitated for a second in anticipation of the heavenly moment about to happen, then pushed his cock into Jenny's virgin hole!
"UHHH!" Jenny cried out in both pain and pleasure as her vaginal walls were stretched wider than they ever had been before. Craig got almost half of his cock into her with the first thrust, then rocked his hips and ass back then forward again. With two strong thrusts, he slid all the way into her, balls-deep in ecstasy, until their pelvises met.
"Ahhh, another cherry popped." Craig said, notes of both triumph and intense pleasure in his ragged voice. "How does it feel, babe?"
"Uhhh... it hurts... it feels good, I think." Jenny gasped. "Just go slow..." And that is what Craig did. He slowly slid his throbbing shaft back out of her deflowered cunt then sank back in, gliding smoothly on a thick layer of hot cunt oil until his large balls smacked her taint. He began pistoning his ass up and down, gaining speed over time, until he was plowing her furrow in a steady rhythm.
Lori was amazed at how well Jenny was taking Craig's cock. Other girls that her stud boyfriend had deflowered had struggled, had cried out in pain, and had just taken him, expecting it to hurt the first time. By way of hot contrast, Jenny and Craig were rotating their asses in tight circles, and she was thrusting her pussy up to take him in as he plunged into her with long, hard strokes.
For several minutes, the room was quiet except for the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as Craig fucked Jenny's tight cunt into a creamy lather. He lowered his head to hers and kissed her. He ravished her mouth with his tongue as he ravished her cunt with his cock. Jenny kissed him back fervently as she fucked him back with gusto.
She was virgin-tight, of course, but she was also naturally tighter than Craig had expected a 'big girl' to be, though easily deep enough to accommodate his length. He felt his balls tightening and that familiar pain of his approaching climax in his loins, and he began fucking her with shorter, harder strokes, making Jenny moan and gasp into his mouth.
"UNNNH!" Jenny cried out suddenly as her cunt clamped down hard on Craig's cock. He instinctively pushed balls-deep into her to counter the feeling that she was pushing him out of her, and his own climax tore through him.
"AACH!" he gasped loudly as the first spurt of thick cum fired out of his cock-cannon and splattered against the back walls of her hard-fucked pussy, followed by more streams of semen as his cock pulsed rhythmically again and again. He felt himself collapsing on top of Jenny, and the naked couple lay still together as they recovered.
"Wow, that was super hot." Lori said, her voice cutting through the quietness as Craig slowly slid his cock out of Jenny's deflowered, well-fucked cunt. Seeing that his cock was still hard despite his shattering climax, Lori lay back and spread her long shapely legs. "Now come over here and fuck me." she ordered him.
Craig slid over and mounted Lori. His cock was slimy with Jenny's juices and his cock-cream, and it slid easily into the beautiful young woman's sopping twat. He began fucking her in a hard, steady rhythm.
Jenny was still basking in the afterglow of her intense orgasm. Her pussy felt like Craig's cock was still inside her, pumping her, and as she closed her thighs she felt the delicious wetness between them. She looked over and watched Craig's muscular ass bobbing up and down as he pistoned in and out of Lori's hungry pussy.
She noticed that Lori was looking up at Craig and sometimes lifting her head off the pillow, craning her face upwards in obvious desire to be kissed by him. But Craig stayed in the push-up position he was in, concentrating on fucking Lori.
A moment later, Craig looked over at Jenny and said "I'm about to come again. I'm going to come in your mouth, baby. When you swallow every drop of me, that will become part of you." His words made Jenny's pussy spasm with desire. She nodded her head in submissive acquiescence.
Lori moaned and cried out as she came around Craig's pistoning prick. Seconds later, the teen stud pulled out of the beautiful woman and hurriedly straddled the big girl's chest. He pushed the head of his cock, taut with lust, against her full lips. Jenny opened her mouth and took his cock in, and felt the pulses as he began spurting his semen over her tongue and into her throat.
"Mmmm," Jenny said happily as she swallowed every drop of Craig's thick load, then licked the juices off his softening size. "That was wonderful."
"Yeah it was." Craig said as he caught his breath. Lori just looked on in shocked amazement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At first, Lori didn't notice that Craig was not calling her as often. They would go out with groups of friends, and Lori, being popular, was talked to by everyone, so she didn't notice how Craig was talking to Jenny exclusively.
And then there were times where she would call Craig about their plans for the weekend, and he'd hem and haw, and make excuses. And Jenny was also saying she was busy.
But it didn't come to a head, pun not intended, until the Junior-Senior Prom was coming up. Lori was surprised that no less than eight guys asked her to the Prom, and she turned them all down in the expectation that Craig was going to ask her. Why he'd put it off, she did not know. And then... she saw the sign-up sheet for the formal invitations printings in the Office. Craig had signed up to go... and to take Jenny as his date!
Lori understood for the first time what 'seeing red' meant, and that it was a real thing. After school, she took off for Craig's house, and found him there... with Jenny. They were making out on the back porch when she came up to them.
"What the HELL?" Lori screamed. "You couldn't even tell me you were going out with her? And asking her to the Prom instead of me? Hell, I turned down eight other guys, because I thought you were going to ask me to the Prom! Now it's too fucking late to get another date!"
"I thought you knew." Craig said. "Everybody else knows that I've been going out with Jenny. And I told those guys they could ask you out, because I was taking Jenny."
"And you!" Lori said bitterly as her eyes bore right through Jenny. "I've been your friend, I gave you the best birthday present ever, of getting laid by this guy... and you turn around and steal him from me? What kind of gratitude is that? Huh?"
"I didn't steal him from you." Jenny said. "He asked me out. I thought he told you he was breaking up with you, or I would've told you myself."
"Yeah, right." Lori said with great asperity. "Well, thanks for nuthin'!" She hurriedly left, her mind seething and her blood boiling with fury...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lori signed up to go to the Prom with a Freshman boy who had the potential to be the starting quarterback in the future. But word had gotten around about the rift between her, Jenny, and Craig, and the school and especially her class became divided into two camps.
Some of the teachers became worried that something bad would happen at the Prom, which was being held in Rome, that a 'Carrie' event was being planned for Jenny and Craig by the Lori faction. One teacher even suggested to Lori that she not attend the Prom. The look Lori gave that teacher was merely a forewarning... and both that teacher and her husband found themselves fired from their jobs before the end of May.
There were Police at the Prom, but nothing happened. Craig and Jenny danced exclusively with each other, and everyone could see they were totally in love with each other. That first kiss from Jenny's lips had made Craig totally smitten with her.
Lori remained bitter at Craig and Jenny, but did nothing to harass them. She left Apple Grove, so she did not know right away that the weekend after the Prom, Craig went to Jenny's house, and asked to speak to her father, whereupon he said "Sir, I'd like your permission to ask your daughter Jenny to marry me..."
Part 2 - A New Beginning
4:45am, Monday, September 27th. Laura, Paulina, and I were asleep in our bed in the master bedroom of The Cabin when the loud buzzing of a cellphone woke me up. It was Laura's phone, so I gently shook her awake, and she answered it.
"Meet me at the Hospital." Laura said, then disconnected. As she got out of bed, she said "That was Mary Milton. Her water broke and she's having contractions."
"Oh shit!" I gasped, lunging for my cellphone as I realized what was about to happen. But it was too late...
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Furious barking ensued, as Bowser had heard it and once again expressed in no uncertain terms his utter displeasure with my phone ringing in the night time. He never barked when Laura's cellphone rang, but when mine did, the whole world knew about it... or at least the whole Troy household did. As I answered it, I heard Carole in the hallway trying to corral Bowser and calm him down.
Yep, it was Myron Milton, sounding like the proverbial chicken with his head cut off. I told him that Laura and I were on the way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
7:20am. The conference phone on the table in the Chief's Conference Room rang. Sheriff Griswold muted the television as the Chief answered: "Chief Moynahan. You're on speaker with the coffee klatch's Usuallll Sus-peckts."
"Good morning, everyone." came the voice of Your Iron Crowbar through the speaker. "I am happy to report that Myron and Mary Milton gave birth to an eight pound six ounce baby boy. His name is Martin Anthony Milton. Mother and son are doing well, and the father is babbling all over the place; in other words, par for the course."



Everyone cheered, then the Chief drawled "That's wonderful newzzz. I'll stop by later this morrr-ninnng."
"I will, too." growled Sheriff Griswold.
Cindy said "I'm calling Callie. She'll go get Louise, and relieve Dr. Marvin Milton of babysitting duties, and my mom will keep Louise with Betsy."
"Sounds like a plan." I said. After a few more words, I disconnected the call, then told Myron about the arrangements for Betsy, and that everyone was happy to hear the good news. He was standing or pacing, and wouldn't sit down.
"I can't believe it." Myron said, his voice shaky and tears in his eyes. "It's a boy. I have a son."
"And take it from me, there's nothing in the world like being the father of a boy." I said. At that moment, Nurse Jones came in and said that Myron could go meet his new son. Myron bolted down the hallway.
Twenty minutes later, Laura came out. "That was one big baby." she said. "I did an episiotomy on Mary to help her with it, but other than that it was a blissfully normal birth."
"That's good." I said. "Oh, hello Dr. Milton. Congratulations!"
Dr. Marvin Milton, holder of the Sir Isaac Newton Chair of Advanced Mathematics at the University, and Myron Milton's father, had just come in. He shook my proffered hand as he said "Thank you. Everything is good?"
"Yes, it went well." Laura said.
"Oh thank you!" Dr. Milton said. "Thank you for everything, Laura. Thank God you're here for us, and making sure everything is all right." I felt sure he meant by Laura being 'here' that she survived the Hospital bombing some years before. (Author's note: 'Only Time'.)
Just then, Myron appeared. "Dad! He's awesome!" the proud father announced. "He has all his fingers and toes, and he's crying like he should be. And he's huge!"
"That's great!" Marvin Milton said, emotion beginning to seep into his voice. "Congratulations, son!" He and Myron hugged each other, and kept on hugging each other for a long moment, celebrating together this momentous occasion of the continuation of their family line.
"Take me to see him." Marvin said. They went down the hall together.
Laura glanced at me and saw the profound look on my face. "Don? What is it?"
I said. "It's nothing... well, I was just remembering when Jim was born, and my father had already passed away before seeing his grandchildren..." My voice faded.
Laura slid her arm around my waist in a hug. "I understand." After a moment, she said "I don't know about you, but I'm starving. Take me to the University Diner up the street and treat me to breakfast."
"My lady's wish is my command." I said, realizing I was hungry, too...
Part 3 - Preparation of the Objective
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, September 30th. "The Federal Government is taking over the Toyota Gang case!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that the FBI and DEA are taking control of the case involving a group of criminals known as the Toyota Gang. This gang has operated for months with impunity all over the western half of our State and the eastern part of the State to our west, including our Town & County... and Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD have failed to do a thing about it."
Bettina went through the basics of the Toyota Gang, then said "The FBI and DEA believe that the gang may be involved in drug and arms trafficking, but it is their credible evidence that the gang is crossing State Lines and operating in two States that is being used as their justification to take the case away from Commander Donald Troy."
Bettina: "And now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum for a breaking story about insubordinate University professors. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the portly reporter as he came onto the feed, reporting from the sidewalk on the east side of University Avenue, with the School's entrance gate and signature Clock Tower in his background. "Two Biology professors, Doctors Woods and Shelby, were formally notified by the Office of University President Jerry Moore that they are being brought up for termination for cause, for refusing to sign documents declaring their support for the Biology School & Climate Change Center's mission of Climate Justice!"
Stellum: "Dr. Moore ordered all Biology School professors and employees to sign the documentation, and the refusal by those two professors are grounds for termination for cause. They have been suspended pending the hearings to proceed with their firings, and have been locked out of their offices and ordered to not step on the grounds of the University or they will be arrested and charged with trespassing."
Stellum: "Both professors have tenure, so a lengthy process will have to take place to 'show cause' why they should be fired, but legal experts tell Channel Two News that the President has a strong case based on merit, and that it will only be a matter of time and executing the process to have the professors's employment with the School terminated."
The feed went to a split-screen and Bettina said "Pat, will the professors be retained if they do what they were told, and sign the very reasonable documents in support of the great cause of Climate Justice?"
Stellum: "At this point, Bettina, it's not clear if they would be. However, it may be a moot point. Both professors have made statements saying they will never sign those documents, and that it is criminal of Dr. Moore to demand they sign them. Furthermore, they announced their intent to sue Dr. Moore, Dr. Lionel Carmela, and the University. Additionally, Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dean of the Law School, announced he will represent them in their lawsuits pro bono. Back to you, Bettina..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow. Just wow." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar (Me), Chief Sean Moynahan, Commander Tanya P. Muscone, Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee as we watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
When Teresa said no more, Cindy said "Which part?"
"All of it." Teresa said.
Tanya said "And as a possible tie-in to that report, Jack is bringing a contingent of friendly Federal Agents here at 9:00am for a meeting." FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone was Tanya's husband.
"I guess that'll be the official notification that they're taking over the case?" I asked.
*CHIME*
*CHIME*
It was the Chief's and Tanya's Police iPhones chiming. Chief Moynahan said "Muscone wants to move the meeting up to 8:00am. I guess they just heard Bettina's verbal diarrhea. I'll text him that it's fine, and you can DVR the Fox Eight News broadcast and post-ponnnne the Angel's Meeting." I nodded in acquiescence.
"To answer your question, Don," Tanya said, "Jack didn't tell me the details, just that they were coming over. So I guess it's to tell us what's going on, and more accurately than Bettina's half-truth, half-fiction garbage."
Cindy said "Anyone know what's going on with the Biology professors?" For some strange reason, everyone looked at me. As I shrugged, Cindy said "Come on, Don, you've got the closest source to the University." She meant my wife.
I replied "And your source is right up there with mine." I meant Cindy's wife, who worked directly for my wife.
That did not stop everyone from looking at me, so I said "Laura hasn't told me anything, and she may not know anything yet. I wouldn't be surprised if the professors weren't notified until the very last minute yesterday."
"So how did they get statements to the Press?" Cindy asked.
I replied "They may have been expecting this and been pre-prepared, but I suspect that Carmela leaked it to Stellum and KXTC, and the Press called the professors and asked for their reaction. That would be par-for-the-course for that sicko Carmela and his fawning sycophant Stellum."
"Paulina," Teresa asked, "can Dr. Moore do that to those professors? Don't they have tenure?"
Paulina replied "I'm not totally expert on that area of the Law, so I'm not sure. They can't just be laid off or terminated on a whim, but they likely can be fired for sufficient cause. The problem is the cause... not signing so-called 'loyalty documents' is mighty thin."
I said "It sounds like they're trying to set up the professors. They know they won't sign, so they call it 'insubordination'. It's damned if they do and damned if they don't, and either way, they are absolutely fucked over. The lawsuit they're going to file is the only recourse available to them, but that will cost them a ton of money."
Me: "Even with Dr. Chase representing them pro bono, their salaries and grant money are cut off with their suspensions. And Dr. Moore has the relatively unlimited resources of our tax dollars funding and fueling his actions against them."
Teresa said: "What bothers me more is this whole 'loyalty documents' thing. That's straight outta Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union. I can't believe such a thing is legal or legit in any way."
Paulina said "You know... that may be exactly what they're doing. They're setting up a test case. If it fails, it fails, but like Don said, they've bled those professors of their money while smearing their reputations, and showing others what happens to anyone who dares to speak out against them. And if it succeeds, it becomes a legal precedent, and the concepts of Free Thinking, Free Speech, and Free Scientific Inquiry will be totally eradicated from our Institutions of Higher Learning."
I added: "Just like what Ayn Rand said happened to Russian universities as the Bolsheviks infected them, ultimately leading to the Communism of the Soviet Union..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:45am. Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels escorted DEA Supervisory Special Agent Lorena Rose to my office. After Lorena hugged me and then Teresa, we sat down and talked as we drank coffee.
"Sooo," I said, "what's it about?"
Lorena said "I'll let SAC Muscone tell you what the meeting and the issues are about. But I wanted to talk to you, sir, because Claire suggested that I ask the question I asked her to you."
"All right." I said.
Lorena said "Dwight Stevens seems to be a good guy, and one of the (air quotes) 'Good Guys', sir. But he says to be wary of you, and I get the feeling he doesn't like you. When I asked what was wrong with you, he says you know too much and before you should, and that you don't share information with others when it would be in everyone's best interest, if not safety, to do so---"
"Oh, is that all?" Teresa said, a bit cattily. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
Lorena grinned, then finished: "That doesn't sound like the Iron Crowbar I know, so I wanted to get your side of things. And I need to know if I can trust Dwight or not."
"We-elllll," I said, "I think he's one of the good guys, but most people accept my methods instead of trying to fight them. Did you hear of the Marcie Harper drug bust?" (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.)
Lorena's eyes widened as she said "Of course! That was the biggest and best drug bust ever! It's required reading at the California Police Academies, the DEA's academies, and for the LAPD's drug units!"
I said "We-ellll, during that case I managed to save Agent Stevens from making a horrible mistake, but instead of being grateful, he got angry. In fairness, he thought I was trying to take credit for what he thought was going to be his bust. In reality, credit went where due... to a five-year-old Detective who is going to be much, much better than me one day."
Me: "And then we ran into some 'need-to-know' issues during the Captain Masters I.A. case." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers') "And I'm the one that should be pissed off at him, especially after the way he insulted my Angel, the Iron Wolf." Claire and Lorena looked over at Teresa, who just shrugged her eyebrows as she delivered a rather sarcastic half-smile.
I said "Unless you know something I don't, Lorena, I think you can trust Dwight. But if he wants to keep his head up his fourth point of contact about me and my methods, and keep being a jerk about it when I could be the best friend he ever had? That's his problem."
After another couple of minutes of small talk, I sent Lorena to escort her fellow Federal Agents down the hallway. Claire, Teresa, and I went to the Main Conference Room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Thursday, September 30th. Lorena escorted FBI SAC Jack Muscone to the Main Conference Room. With them were DEA Supervisory Special Agents Dwight Stevens, Special Agent Kevin Pitts, and FBI Special Agent Tracy Stone.
In the Main Conference Room were Chief Moynahan, Me, Cindy Ross, Tanya Muscone, Teresa Croyle, and Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels. The Chief was sitting at the near end of the table, me to his left, then Claire, then Cindy. Teresa sat at the seat to the right of the far end, where she could observe as well as defend the rest of us if need be. Tanya was in her wheelchair to the Chief's right. Muscone sat next to her, then Dwight, Lorena, Kevin and Tracy filled in the seats on the near side.
I shook hands with Pitts, saying "You're looking healthy. Fully recovered?"
"Oh yeah, I feel great." said Pitts. "And I'm passing my psycho exams, too. Which doesn't mean much... you have to be psycho to survive in today's politicized DEA." We all laughed.
"Hear hear." replied Jack Muscone as he shook hands with all of us. Dwight Stevens's handshake with me was a bit perfunctory, but he greeted Claire warmly enough.
Once we were settled in our seats, Jack said "I suppose you're wondering why I called this meeting." It was meant at least semi-humorously.
"Gotta be the Toyota Gang." said Claire.
"I hope it's about the Toyota Gang." I said. "If it's anything else, we are way behind the power curve on things."
"Soooo, are you here to tell us the Feds are taking o-verrrr?" asked Chief Moynahan.
Jack Muscone said with a tiny twinkle in his beady black eyes: "You may be surprised to hear that we are not here to tell you that. We, meaning my FBI team and Dwight's DEA team, are not the ones taking it over... if it's being taken over at all."
Claire and Cindy looked shocked. Claire said "Then... then why did Wurtzburg say that crap in her report this morning?"
"They're not sure, either." I said. "Which is why they moved the meeting up an hour."
"Not much gets past you, Commander." said Lorena Rose with a grin.
"How long have you been waiting to say that?" Claire asked her good friend Lorena.
"A long time." replied Lorena as almost everyone chuckled.
"Seriously," said Dwight Stevens, to regain control of the conversation, and move it along, "we have no real evidence that this gang is moving, distributing, or selling drugs. When we heard that report this morning, we wondered if maybe someone had found that they were moving arms or other contraband, and the ATF was coming in. But it's not drugs, and it's not us trying to take over the case."
Muscone said "And my team and I have been considering that any so-called evidence of multi-State operations are manufactured. In other words, someone drives a suspicious Toyota around in a town in the State west of here, and then boom! they claim Federal jurisdiction."
"But why would someone do that?" asked the Chief skeptically. "If the case is that big a deal, why not just ask us and the SBI to work jointly on it? I'd sure let you in on it if you did."
Dwight Stevens saw the small wince on my face and said "I'm not sure Commander Troy agrees with you on that, Chief."
"I don't dis-agree with my boss on it, either." I said. "I would love to know it if there was more to this gang than a few convenience store holdups. Show me a multi-State operation, show me drugs, alcohol, or arms, especially if they're crossing State lines, and I'll be the first person making phone calls to you." No one was sure if I really meant that, but no one challenged me on it, either.
"So if it's not you guys," said Claire, "then why is Bettina reporting it?"
"And for whose interests?" Tanya added. "They don't report things that definitively, nor report them at all, really, unless it's part of their agenda or interests to do so."
"We don't know." said Jack Muscone. "We're the Mushroom Club today. But I do have an idea. I'd like to bring in a BAU Team. Not the corrupt Rovers team, of course, but a more honest and reliable one, like Aaron Russo's team." (Author's note: 'Cool For The Summer', Ch. 03, for the first appearance of the Russo BAU team.)
"Oh, I remember them." I said witheringly. "Special Agent Luke Morgan called me a racist and threatened to kill me."
"He might get to stay at home, then." said Muscone. "But they're not bad people and they're not a bad group." I bit my tongue at that; the Russo BAU team hand helped Muscone rendition Archie Brody, who later committed suicide over their persecution of him.
"All right, objection number two." I replied. "Exactly why do we need a BAU Team, any BAU Team around here?" And with that question, Jack Muscone knew that I was seeing right through him.
"Like Lorena said," Muscone replied in acknowledgement, "not much gets past you. I know you guys have done some great analytics, and so has the SBI and our guys on my teams in The City and in Southport, so I won't pretend that's the reason to bring Russo's team in. In reality...they'd be looking to see who the moles around here are, the ones leaking to Bettina."
"No need for a full BAU Team for that." I said. "If they're honest, they'll discover what I already know: Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman are in Town."
"Whaa?!" gasped Dwight Stevens and Tracy Stone. Kevin Pitts also looked surprised. Lorena didn't really know who those particular Swamp Frogs were.
"How do you know that?" Stevens thundered, his shock turning to anger. "And why didn't you share that with us?" I felt as much as saw Lorena look knowingly at me, remembering our conversation just a few moments earlier.
"That would make sense, that the Swamp Frogs are here." Muscone replied. But he was not doing a very good acting job, and I knew that he knew more than he was telling as he continued: "But whatever they're doing, they're not talking to us about it. As to the Russo team, I know that the Miltons are a little bit distracted, and please give them our congratulations on their new baby. So the BAU guys might could help, and could see things from a different and outside point of view."
"I understand Mis-ter Crowbarrrr's reasons to be skeptical." Chief Moynahan said, speaking to Jack but in reality talking to me. "But maybe some outside help would be good, especially since this gang is operating all over the western half of this State."
I stopped pretending, and said "So what has Russo's team already told you about the Toyota Gang? When and where do they expect the gang to hit us next?"
Muscone glared at me, then said "They told EAD Owen Lange that, based on their independent analytics, they thought the Toyota Gang was likeliest to hit your County this coming weekend. They compiled a list of six potential targets that the percentages favor being hit."
Claire Michaels said "We did that once before. Figured out the likely places and dates and times. And we were half right; they hit us on August 28th... but not at the stores we thought were likely to get hit. It was as if they had analytics, or had somehow gotten ours and avoided the places we were watching, while hitting others."
Kevin Pitts said "I'm not trying to play the blame game, here, but if you had places staked out, maybe they spotted your vans or cars, and went to other places. After all, you've got that guy they call 'The Teacher' here, willing to sell information about the Police to the highest bidder... and the next highest bidder... and so on."



"It's a thought." I said, seeing the fleeting look of anger crossing Teresa's face, and Tanya's. "And The Teacher does sell information about our vehicles. But he generally doesn't tend to blow up operations in progress, even if he does know about them."
"So what are your analytics telling you?" Dwight Stevens asked. Jack Muscone thought he was being sneaky by having Dwight ask, hoping I wouldn't go off on Dwight due to our past issues.
"Claire?" I said, looking over at her. She looked shocked that I was allowing the question to be answered.
"Uh... ah..." Claire stammered, then got her wits about her. "We do think they're most likely to hit this weekend, and the same places we had listed before, but that they bypassed last time."
I said "We're going to have some surveillance, but nothing obvious, nothing they'll be able to see. We'll use more drones and street cameras than human assets, so as to not spook them or give ourselves away. If they do hit a location, we'll draw our nets and close in on them. But to be honest and candid, Dwight, and Jack... I don't think they're going to hit us in our County this weekend."
"But..." Dwight Stevens stammered, "but Captain Michaels said it was likely. So did the Russo Team."
"They said the analytics favored it." I said, not letting on that I'd just tricked Dwight into revealing that he knew far more than he'd been letting on. "My own counsel suggests the perps know this, and will strike elsewhere. In fact, I'm so confident of it, that I'm leaving today for my 20th high school class reunion, and won't be back until at least Sunday."
You could've heard a pin drop.
Tracy Stone said "I can tell that no one else knew that, Commander Troy." She'd seen the look of open shock on everyone's face... even Teresa's.
"I knewww." said the Chief. "I approved his vacation request, and it's about damn time he took some time offfff. And as you all knowwww, we do not discuss Commander Troy's whereabouts nor travel plans with anyone... not even his closest associates within the TCPD."
"Aw, mannnn!" Tanya 'pouted'. "Pete's birthday is tomorrow. You're gonna miss his party this weekend!"
"With all due respect, Commander Muscone," Dwight Stevens said, "I'm a lot more worried about his absence while the Toyota Gang is running around holding up people at gunpoint." Both Jack and Tanya Muscone gave Dwight the 'evil eye' for that.
Claire Michaels said "We'll still be doing routine surveillance, and have contingencies in place to keep any perps we do see from escaping via County and State Lines if they do hit within our County."
I said "And I have every confidence that the best Police Force on this earth, the TCPD, can and will handle any problems without me here as efficiently as they would if I were here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Remind me not to play poker with you, Iron Wolf." I said as Teresa and I sat down in my office after the meeting adjourned and the Feds left the building. "Your look of shock at my announcement I'd be at my class reunion totally convinced them you didn't know... even though you did."
"Thank you, sir." Teresa said. "And not only were the Federales most very surprised, Dwight Stevens's eyes bugged out of his head like a Roadrunner cartoon character. He sure seemed to really be counting on you to be here."
I said "Only you, Cindy, the Sheriff, and the Chief knew my travel plans. And now Stevens doesn't know what to think, and Jack Muscone is sitting there doubting the veracity of what the Russo BAU Team told him. After all, would I really leave Town if we had big plans to bust the Toyota gang? But if they thought about it, they'd realize that I didn't schedule my 20th year reunion; I go where the Apple Grove Reunion Committees tell me to go, and when to be there."
"So what is it that they're so desperate for you to be here for?" Teresa asked. "I'm not sure I'm understanding any of this."
"From my observations, I deduce that it's Feds against Feds." I said. "You and I know that the Swamp Frogs are in Town, and The Teacher was worried enough about their presence to tell us, the TCPD, through his nephew Captain Thompson. You and I know the Swamp Frogs are doing something related to the Toyota Gang, as their vans are being used to do surveillance on them... or on us while pretending to be watching the gang."
Me: "And then we have Dwight, Lorena, and the DEA showing interest in this gang... so they say. We have Jack Muscone already working with the Russo BAU Team, though he says he wants to bring them in (air quotes) 'to help', as if that hasn't happened yet. Dwight doesn't want to ask me for help, though he knows he needs it, especially on this, which leads me to surmise that pressure is being applied to him by his superiors, though I don't know why. And Jack is consulting with the Russo BAU Team because he feels he needs a buffer against the Swamp Frogs, and he feels that consulting me is not enough to counter the Swamp Frogs."
Teresa said "Is he right to trust them, the Russo Team? Are they good guys?"
I replied "I'm sure you remember how the Russo Team helped Jack torture Archie Brody, and what I thought of all that. Considering that that almost got his wife Tanya fired from the TCPD, I'm stunned Jack even brought them up... and that shows his desperation, and that he is being pressured just as Dwight is."
Teresa said "And the Toyota Gang?"
I said "They need us to catch the perps. They know they have jurisdictional issues, and they also know they simply cannot get it done. They are hoping we can, and by that I mean they think that I personally am the only one who can get it done. That's disrespect for the TCPD, and we will just have to redirect their suppositions on that."
Teresa said, more as a statement than a question, "And if and when we do bust them, the Feds will come in and take over?"
"Probably." I replied. "Unless this Toyota Gang really is just a group of highway robbers, and they're not what the Feds are thinking... or hoping... that they are."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Thursday, September 30th. I convened a meeting in Classroom 'J'. Sheriff Griswold and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross attended, as did Chief Moynahan. Also present were Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Captain Claire Michaels, Precinct Captains Abram and Hewitt, Precinct Lieutenants DeLong and Davis, and Lieutenants Rudistan, Purvis, Warner, Washington, and Parker.
"Okay," I said after everyone settled into their chairs, "I'm leaving for my high school reunion after lunch, and I will not be returning until Monday morning at the earliest. I have every confidence that you guys can handle anything, anything at all. So the only reason I should be contacted is if someone dies or something goes horribly wrong, like a disaster on the order of a tornado or a nuclear bomb going off."
Lt. Rudistan said "Excuse me, sir, but does that nuke going off include Chief Deputy Ross challenging me to a Police Boxing Matches round?" Laughter broke out... especially when Cindy turned and stared daggers at Rudistan.
"Oh, absolutely!" I said enthusiastically. "And when I get back, I will personally accept that challenge and engage Chief Deputy Ross in crowbar combat." A green crowbar was waved in my general direction. A red crowbar was waved back in hers.
I continued: "Lieutenant Commander Croyle will be (air quotes) 'Acting Commander', and she will not be acting when she fulfills those duties, so follow her instructions as you would follow mine." Polite laughter ensued, but I wondered why there seemed to be so much tension in the air. The Wrath of the Iron Wolf was no worse than the Wrath of the Iron Crowbar... and then I realized it wasn't wrath that that was worrying them, but my impending absence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Commander Tanya P. Muscone drove her wheelchair into my office at an unreasonably high rate of speed, but as always she managed to stop right on the dime on the floor in front of my desk.
"Don," Tanya said, "Captain Thompson just told two reporters that you were going to be out of Town this weekend. He also may have told someone that we know has a connection to his uncle, The Teacher. When I asked him what the hell he was doing, he said you told him to tell them!"
"I did." I said. "I'm glad he fulfilled that mission."
Tanya said "I won't even get into the 'stay in your lane' part of it, even though Damien is my subordinate, since you do have him do things like that from time to time. But why are you publicizing your absence? Trying to start a crime wave or something?"
I just gave her one of 'those' smiles, and received a less-than-Angelic (and less-than-perky) look in return. I said "Don't worry about the crime wave; it won't happen. And I needed that information poured into the wrong ears. By the way, and in a possibly related issue, what does Jack and his fellow Feds think of my little vacation?"
"They haven't said." said Tanya. "But Jack's phone keeps going to voicemail, which means he's talking on it. And when that happens, this hellcat-Detective-on-wheels knows that something big is going on. Any idea what that is?"
I just gave her another one of 'those' smiles...
Part 4 - New Apple Grove
"I hear her voice in the morning hour, she calls me,
the radio reminds me of my home far away,
And driving down the road I get a feeling
that I should have been home
yesterday, yesterday..."
--- John Denver, 'Country Roads'
Thursday, September 30th. I finally managed to get out of Police Headquarters at 1:45pm. I drove my Police SUV to The Cabin and parked it in the garage that normally housed Laura's Mercedes. We were taking the Mercedes to Apple Grove. We drove to the (empty) Mountain Nest so that Laura could 'finish' packing, and that cost another 45 minutes.
Laura 'let' me drive, which I didn't mind doing. I felt my body relaxing as we sped along the highway, which let me know that I needed this little mini-vacation to relax after the tension of the last few months of hard Police work.
Not long after we cleared the State Line then turned onto the road going north, Laura said "You heard about Dr. Moore and Carmela trying to fire the Biology professors?"
"Just the propaganda spewing out of Bettina Wurtzburg's potty mouth." I replied.
Laura said "Well, here's what you will not hear much of from Channel Two News. Not only is Dr. Clarence P. Chase representing the professors in their lawsuit pro bono, he's taking it further. We've reconstituted a Faculty group, called the 'Faculty Study Group'."
Laura: "The 'Faculty Study Group' was authorized by the State Legislature several years ago. The Governor names the members of the group, and the group reports directly to the Governor. It was meant to give Faculty oversight of President Wellman and the Athletic Department when there were some allegations of boosters paying players under the table. You came in on the tail end of all that, when you solved the Jefferson Davis Jackson case." (Author's note: 'The Murdered Football Player'.)
"One of my earlier cases." I replied.
"Yes." Laura said. "Anyway, the Faculty Study Group of the time came under harsh scrutiny during the time of the Jan Camp trial." (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues', Ch. 01; 'The French Connection', Ch. 02) "They had told the Governor that the University would win the case, not seeing how poorly Glenn Alberts would defend the suit. So the Governor essentially disbanded it."
"But it can be revived." I said.
"And it will be... on Monday morning." Laura said. "Governor Marshall was very angry that that Climate Center was created without mentioning it to her, and she's totally pissed off about the fascist 'loyalty documents' that Carmela is trying to force on all of us. She called me and asked if I would be on the Faculty Study Group she was reconstituting, and that Dr. Chase had already agreed to be on it. I said I would be on it, and we discussed some names to add to ours."
"And whose names will we be hearing during the Governor's announcement?" I asked casually... a wee tad too casually.
"Dr. Chase is the Chairman." Laura said. "I'm the Vice Chair. We have several Department Heads with us: Stephanie Steele of the Astronomy Department, Marvin Milton of Mathematics, Lawrence Woodrow of Criminal Justice, who was very excited about it and eager to be on it, Wolfgang Strauss of the Music School. And we also have Dr. Carla 'Bones' Keenan, who was my orthopedist after the terrorist attack on the Hospital and saved my medical career. She's also on the Faculty of the Medical School. And Dr. Nicole Haven of the Art School."
Laura: "Last but not least, Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Briscoe is on it. He's technically Faculty, just as the Army ROTC commander is the Professor of Military Science and is considered to be Faculty. Briscoe can't be touched by Moore or Carmela, and he has Police power to investigate things, look up records... and make arrests."
I nodded. "Sounds good. But what you said about Briscoe brings up a point. Are y'all worried that Moore and especially Carmela will go after all of you? Especially Dr. Chase as Chairman?"
Laura replied: "As you know, Carmela has been going after me time and again for years now, and he keeps failing. Stephanie Steele was nominated for the Nobel Prize in Physics, and it would look really bad if they tried to get rid of her at this time. Ditto that for Marvin Milton; he may be nominated for a Nobel in Mathematics in the near future. And they don't call Wolfgang Strauss 'The Maestro' for nothing. He is literally world-renowned."
Laura: "As to Woodrow, Haven, and Keenan, they don't need their Faculty seats as much as you might think. Woodrow would be hired by SBI Director Masters in a heartbeat to lead the State Crime Labs Division, all of it. Nicole Haven has standing offers from the MOMA in New York, the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C., and several English and French museums to go to work for them. And Carla Keenan is On Staff at University Hospital, and Seth Warner and Teresa Croyle will make Moore's life holy hell if he tries to fuck with her or them."
Laura: "And I'm sure you're aware of just how respected Dr. Clarence P. Chase is. He is often consulted by local-level and Federal judges, and both conservatives like Federal Judge K.M. Landis and liberals like Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney. He may be offered the next SCOTUS seat that comes up. And he's a full Dean... Dean of the Law School. He's the most formidable opposition to both Carmela and Dr. Moore."
"Cool beans." I said. "Soooo... Dr. Chase suggested the 'Faculty Study Group' idea to the Governor?"
"Uhh..." Laura said, thinking about it. "You know, the Governor said he'd accepted her request to be on it, and chair it. So maybe he wasn't the one that suggested it to the Governor. Maybe she remembered, or someone else suggested it... to... her..."
As the understanding dawned on her, Laura slowly turned her head and affixed her eyes on my red head. "You?" she asked. I didn't answer out loud, and made sure to keep my eyes on the road as I smiled one of 'those' smiles...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Further down the road, Laura said "Your mother made our reservation at the Hilton as soon as it opened. She said that Apple Grove High's Reunion Committee hosts several classes at once. How does that work?"
I said "It's the same weekend as the high school's Homecoming game, which is why my 20th anniversary was last May but we're having our reunion now. The Committee hosts official activities for the 10th, 20th, 30th, and 40th-plus year reunions. If you want one at 5 years and 25 years, you're on your own. From the 40th on, anyone can attend any year, 41st, 45th, 50th, and onward. And they often do attend every year, to see who is still with us."
Me: "This years 10th year anniversary class was one of the last to graduate from Apple Grove High School before it, Providence Springs, and the unincorporated county merged to form Fillmore County High School. Rome still has it's own high school, and it's been growing, so they'll stay separate. And Springer? They're pretty fucked up in the northwest corner of the county, and have their own consolidated school for all the grades, like some kind of old 1950s style setup."
Me: "Sooo, we'll have four groups. There will be an informal reception on Friday in the gym before the game, then everyone who wants to will go to the game. The football players and lettermen and letterwomen in all sports will go onto the football field before the game begins, then we'll form a gauntlet for the current players to run through. I was contacted and asked specifically to be there for that, so I'll be there."
"You lettered in golf or something, didn't you?" Laura asked.
"Yes, I did that. And in Chess, too, though I didn't put that on my letter jacket." I said. "And I didn't know it, but when Tyrone Biggs's class ahead of me won the Region and went to the State Final Four, everyone on the team lettered in football. But I never got the actual patch for my jacket. It is what it is. And Tyrone was right... I was a lousy football player."
"What position did you play?" Laura said.
"Before I hit puberty, I was a small, skinny guy, so I backed up the safeties. When puberty hit, I was a tall, skinny guy, so I backed up the wide receivers. I developed some physique when I went through ROTC in college and really worked out. Anyhoo, I can count on both hands how many plays I actually got on the field in mop-up time."
Laura asked: "Just out of curiosity, and not that you shouldn't have, but why did you stay on the football team? Was it just what all the boys did?"
"To an extent." I said. "And the coaches often told runts like me to not bother, that they didn't have the uniforms for us, or some such. But the reason I stuck it out, and wouldn't take no from the coaches..."
I dropped my voice to a conspiratorial level and said "... is because my mother wanted me to be in the Band. I did not want to be in the Band, and it was worth every day of summer camp and every hour of blood, sweat, and pain in practice with no hope of playing, in order to avoid being in the God-cursed Band. I might as well have worn my Chess letter---"
Laura began laughing uproariously at that. When she stopped, she said "I understand, I completely understand."
I said "And besides... it led to me being sent to that basement and needing that blue crowbar to fight my way out of that trap. So I'd say things worked out." (Author's note: 'Cat's In The Cradle', Ch. 01)
Laura said "So there's a reception on Friday, the players go onto the field before the game, then we sit and cheer Fillmore High on to victory. What happens Saturday?"
I said "Saturday night they have the formal dinner and dance, and we get all dressed up like it's the Prom again. We used to have that in the gym, but the brand-spanking-new Hilton has facilities for us to have the big dinner there. And since we are staying at the Hilton for three nights, we don't have to worry about drinking and driving, or drinking and anything else but drinking."
Laura said "So all the classes will be at one dinner?"
"Yes." I said. "From what I understand, we'll be seated in groups by class, but it's all one event. Apple Grove and its graduating classes were small for years. The town grew to 10,000, dropped to 2,000, and is now making a comeback. But the class sizes were small enough, and the joint dinner saves money. Having said that, Fillmore County High's classes are larger and will just keep on growing as the town and the county grow, so they'll probably ending up splitting into individual classes."



Laura said "In a way, that's unfortunate. I'm sure people of different classes meet and make business contacts. By the way, did you come to your tenth year reunion?"
"No." I said, my voice getting a big solemn. "I was married to Melina, and she definitely did not want to go. So I told myself and the Committee in sending my regrets that I couldn't get away from working in the lab. I regret it now more than I did then."
Laura said "Have you ever heard of girl named Lori Lovlin?"
"Err..." I said, thinking about it, "not really. Should I?"
Laura said "She graduated from Apple Grove High ten years ago, and she is expecting to be here. She started doing yoga podcasts, and evolved them into workouts that concentrated on routines that improved women's sexual capabilities and pleasure, such as Kegel exercises. She ended up becoming the yoga instructor to the stars... mostly porn stars; Callie's heard of her.
Laura: "Her podcast and online classes, especially the NSFW ones, got popular, and she opened Patreon and OnlyFans accounts, as well. She made enough money to open yoga studios and gyms for women, called 'Lovlin Yoga'. They're all over both coasts, and she's beginning to be national in scope."
Laura: "She contacted me years ago, to ask questions to make sure that what she was teaching was correct. I helped her out, gave her pointers, and she puts me in her video credits as her 'technical consultant'. She's offered to pay me, but I told her all I'd accept was a free membership for life to all of her studios and gyms. We've never met personally, though, and we're both looking forward to getting acquainted..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had taken the road at Rome that led to Apple Grove. I expressed my surprise at how much growth had occurred on the southside of the town. I also noted a lot of store signs in Spanish as well as English.
Laura asked "Is Rome benefitting from the aquifer?" She meant the aquifer that had been tapped and was fueling the growth of Apple Grove and Fillmore County.
I said "The road we take to get to Rome is built along a river that ultimately flows into the Big River south of our State Line River. That was why Rome was always larger than Apple Grove. The Army Corps of Engineers is controlling access to the aquifer, so that it doesn't get overdrawn and only last 50 years, but Rome is getting some water from it."
There were several new businesses along the road from Rome to Apple Grove, but it was still mostly working farms. I told Laura "Most of the new industries are west and southwest of Apple Grove. There was a town in the very southwest corner of Fillmore County, called Millardsville. About 25 years ago it had a grand total of twelve residents, all over 60 years of age, and it lost its incorporation."
Me: "This past Spring, a group of lawyers that my nephew Todd discovered were hired by BigAgraFoods, went and reincorporated the town, then renamed it 'Veracruz'. They literally built a new town out of it: supermarket, theater, schools, and they built neighborhoods of homes and apartments for their employees and the employees of a couple of other industries that located southwest of Apple Grove."
Laura said "And those employees are Hispanic?"
"Yes." I said. "Todd said that the Apple Grove and Fillmore County politicians were surprisingly difficult to work with, i.e. bribe, and were not looking the other way at the number of Illegal Persons being brought in. And Rome was saturated, and couldn't really hold a lot more Illegal persons. Soooo, BigAgraFoods and their fellow 'Big Boy' industries created Veracruz literally out of thin air, and the rest of the county just leaves them to their corner and doesn't bother with them. And that's why a lot of the industry is to our south."
Laura said "Todd and BOW Enterprises are not part of that, are they?"
"Noooo." I said. "Todd put out word that not only would BOW hire only completely legal people, he said that if any Illegal Persons applied for work there with false papers, he'd turn them in to the Police and to ICE. So even legal Hispanics don't apply there. But that's okay, because he hires blacks in Providence Springs, which the Big Boys avoid doing if they possibly can. Todd even bought an old school bus and reconditioned it, and it shuttles employees from Providence Springs to his plant on the west side of the Reservoir."
"Lake Donald Troy." Laura said proudly. She looked over at me and said "You still haven't gotten over that, have you?"
"No, not quite." I replied, remembering how humbled I'd felt when that had happened. "And I probably never will..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:45pm, Thursday, September 30th. We pulled into the parking lot next to the sign that read 'The Troy House'. The front door faced south, and the gravel drive extended north from the road that curved from east-west to north-south right at the place the driveway met the road. Thus, there were houses that faced east along the road further south, and larger tracts of land along the road that went east.
I noticed to the east that the property next of mine (I own The Troy House property), which had been a big farm field with a grove of trees at the back (north) end, had a new fence that enclosed the entire property... no small amount of acreage.
Going inside, I re-introduced Laura to Renée, who ran The Troy House bed and breakfast as her business, and told Renée I was just stopping in for a routine check. "You didn't reserve the B&B for your stay?" Renée asked. "I'm afraid it's booked solid now."
"No," I replied, "we're staying at the Hilton, where the dinner will be Saturday night. Are you going?" Renée had been in my Class.
"Wouldn't miss it." said Renée. "Let me show you the books." Laura looked around the place as Renée showed me that her business was booming. As she did so, I noticed that the B&B had been reserved by BOW Enterprises, my nephew Todd's company, for Friday through Tuesday night, but I didn't say anything about it.
After we were done, I said casually "Did someone move into the house next door, with the big farm field behind it?"
"Yes." said Renée. "The Owens. One of the big chain pharmacies bought out his pharmacy, and he works there as an employee now. He used the money to buy that property."
"Ah," I said, "they must've fenced in the back yard for their dog." I remembered giving Timmy Owens the beagle puppy that he named 'Mr. Crowbar' after evil Sheriff Spaulding shot his dog Skippy to death... a barbaric act that (among other things) cost Spaulding his life at my hands. (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 01-02)
A few minutes later, Laura and I left and went to the car. As we did, I saw in the distance a car pull into the driveway of the house next door. It was Mrs. Owens. I said "Let's go over and speak to them." I said. Laura didn't say anything, but she didn't protest, either.
We drove over as Mrs. Owens came outside to retrieve a second load of groceries. "Why Donny Troy! What a surprise! How are you?" Mrs. Owens had been just ahead of my grade in school.
"Let me help with those." I said, grabbing a couple of sacks of groceries. "This is my wife Laura, by the way."
"Oh yes, I met you at the dedication for the lake and the dam." Mrs. Owens said as she and Laura exchanged greetings. "Y'all come on inside, and have a glass of tea."
Around those there parts, 'tea' meant sweet tea, and with real sugar. Laura wasn't used to that, but I certainly enjoyed my glass. Just as we were served, Mr. Owens came home, and I (re)introduced Laura to him.
"Let's step out on the back porch." Mr. Owens said. "The boys and the dogs are out there."
"Boys? Dogs? Plural?" I said.
Mr. Owens chuckled. "Yes. The new dog may be skittish around unfamiliar adults, so don't insist on petting her. The plumber did, and almost got his hand bit off."
We went onto the back porch. Mr. Owens said "Several chain pharmacies were bidding for my business, so I asked them to fence in this yard to keep dogs in as part of the sale. Walgreens agreed, but I don't think they realized how much land they were enclosing. But they made good and did it. And now I'm working for them as an employee, so I'm still making money and we have healthcare."
"Good." I said. I saw Timmy in the yard. He was about 13 now. Mr. Crowbar was a fine looking, fully grown dog. Further down the yard I saw a little boy about Carole's age of eight, petting another dog.
I almost gasped out loud when I saw the dog. It looked exactly like my childhood dog, whose name was 'Patches'. It was a mid-size mutt, and its body seemed too large for its head. It had white hair with two large round brown circles on its lower back, just as my dog had had, and brown markings on it's ears and face.
"That's Gypsy Girl." said Mr. Owens. "Tommy there found her on the side of the road, and came to us for help. I took her to the vet, and she had a broken pelvis. She'd either bit hit by a car or thrown out of one. The vet couldn't do anything for her, but Tommy begged me not to put her down. So we brought her home, thinking she'd die."
"But she didn't." continued Mr. Owens. "And Tommy was over here just about every day, taking care of her. She loves Tommy and Timmy, but she won't let us grownups pet her. Tommy's parents refused to take her in, and said Tommy couldn't have a dog. I could understand that, because they have three children but no money. So we had her spayed, and we're keeping her. Do you know the Bakers, Don?"
I said "The only Baker I remember is Mitchell Baker. He was the bank owner, and one of the bad guys, that I call the Swamp Frogs, that we busted along with Sheriff Spaulding and his trash."
Owens said "Same family. Mitchell Baker had a younger brother that he cheated out of the family inheritance, leaving his brother and brother's family flat broke. His brother's youngest son is Roddy Baker, who graduated high school ten years ago, so you may see him at your reunion. Roddy got Lisa Lewis pregnant, and they had a shotgun wedding."
Owens: "They're still married, three kids now, but it's been hard for them. Roddy's been in trouble with the Law several times, so Lisa has had to work a lot of odd jobs, waitressing and such, to make ends meet. Roddy is a pretty good mechanic and auto body shop repairman, but nobody will hire him due to his record... and the one or two that did hire him ended up firing him for... various reasons."
Mrs. Owens chimed in: "All the people around here tell Tommy to his face that he's trash, that he'll grow up to be bad like his father, and he'll never amount to anything. He's a good kid, though. That's why we let him hang around here with the dogs. And we set a place for him at the supper table, to make sure he's getting enough to eat."
"That's good of you." I said as Timmy saw us and began running up to us, followed closely by Mr. Crowbar. I sat down in a chair to greet them.
"Hi Mister Crowbar!" Timmy said, to me. The redoubtable Mr. Crowbar sniffed me, then allowed me to pet him, which I vigorously did as Timmy yelled "Hey Tommy! Come meet the real Iron Crowbar!"
Tommy hurried up. "Wow! You are real!" he said as I shook his hand.
"I sure am." I said. "Is this Gypsy Girl?"
"Yeah, but she don't like grownups." Tommy said. I had been concentrating my mental power on the dog, projecting love and friendliness. Gypsy Girl seemed to look less worried, but still would not approach me, even when Tommy called out to her. I extended my fist, which Mr. Crowbar had vigorously sniffed when he'd come up to me, but Gypsy Girl maintained her distance. Just like Patches, I thought to myself, very sure I was in the presence of my dog reincarnated.
Timmy said "We named her Gypsy Girl after Dr. Eckhart, who helped my dad after Sheriff Spaulding burned down the pharmacy. Dr. Eckhart told us he was one of the gypsies when he was a kid."
"That's true." I said. "And he would be proud to have a good dog like Gypsy Girl named with him in mind." Gypsy Girl stayed seated on her haunches in the yard.
A few moments later Laura said "I appreciate your hospitality, but we have to go, Don. We have to check into the hotel, and then meet your mother for dinner."
"How is your mother doing, Don?" asked Mrs. Owens.
"Very well." I said. "And very happy here in Apple Grove." I got up, then said "Bye Mr. Crowbar. Bye Gypsy Girl." Mr. Crowbar wagged his tail. Gypsy Girl just watched us carefully from the yard, though not acting threatened, threatening, nor hostile...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We drove through Apple Grove on the main road, which went along the north side of town. The old road where the Battle of Providence Springs had been successfully fought had been partially submerged under the lake, so the road we were on diverted slightly south, then became the road over the Junior Biggs Dam to get to the western side of Lake Donald Troy and up to the Hilton Hotel on its western shore. It was a very nice hotel, but not overly lavish. It still had that 'new hotel smell', too.
"You're on the fourth floor, room 404, for three nights." said the girl at the desk. "It has a really great view of the lake--- oh! Are you related to the Troy they named the lake after?"
"Yes, I'm related to him." I said, keeping a straight face. Laura wasn't quite as successful doing so, and turned her head to study the main lobby.
I don't like bellboys or valets handling my luggage, and you know that the former Deputy Director of the CIA's Science and Technology Division felt that even more strongly. So we took our own luggage up the elevator to the fourth floor, which was the top floor. When we went into our room, we found two queen beds to the right, the bathroom to the immediate right of the entrance door, a kitchenette and breakfast bar just past it, facing the room. There was a flat screen tv over the desk and dresser to the left.
But the nicest feature was in the back of the room. The entire back side was glass windows, and a sliding glass door in the middle opened onto a patio. We went out on it to see the expanse of the lake before us. On the other side from us in the far distance was the Senior Living community that my mother lived in. The sun was beginning to set, and the eastern sky was becoming a deeper blue as reds and oranges were overhead and around the edges of the building.
"Really nice view." I said as I wrapped my arms around my wife, pulling her back into my chest and her magnificent ass into my groin.
"Easy, Tiger." Laura said. "You need to call your mom and tell her we're here. And I don't know about you, but I'm starved... for food."
"You can make it up to me later tonight." I said as I went into the room and got my personal iPhone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Senior Living Village was along the east side of Lake Donald Troy, and the road to it approached from the southeast corner of the property. We drove up to the gate and I pressed the intercom button. A nice lady answered, and I gave my name and the name of the resident I was going to visit. We were allowed in, and parked in the visitor's lot at the central hub of the main building, and went inside.
We signed in and were given name tags at the front desk, and a moment later my mother Phyllis appeared. My mother looked fit and healthy, and very attractive in a flower print dress of oranges, yellows, and reds, and cork-heel sandals. Laura and I each hugged her, then she led us down the hallway towards her apartment. We took the large freight elevator to the second floor.
Two 'arms' jutted out from the central area and ran along the lake shore that was 100 feet away (and downhill). Two more arms extended outward to the other side (not facing the lake), and the first two floors of one of them was the assisted living and memory care apartments, as well as the medical facilities..
There were also rows of separate cottages on the other side of the main building from the lake in a semicircle, and other cottages to the north of the facility closer to the lake and with a good view of it.
My mother's apartment was in the arm to the right (north) of the central hub. She took us along the hallway to her apartment. "Come on in and let me show you around." my mom said proudly.
I'll call the entrance door the 'front'. To the right as we came in was the kitchen. It was in the form of a square and had plenty of counter space. The back counter was extended to a breakfast bar. One thing I didn't quite like was that the sink was part of that same back counter, instead of somewhere else along the other counters.
Towards the back was the living room, which extended to the back of the apartment, with the large outside balcony overlooking the lake directly behind it, with a door with glass panels and two windows looking onto the balcony. "This floor plan has the largest balcony, and the windows and door allow in a lot of light." my mother said.
There was a sofa on the right side, facing the fireplace with a mantle on the left side of the room. Everything was either white walls or white marble. "It's a working fireplace." my mother said. "I could burn wood in it. But there's no gas at all; everything is electric. I asked if I could get gas run to the fireplace, in case the electricity goes out in Winter, but they said the only gas lines on the property run to the kitchen and the heated indoor swimming pool in the gym. That's probably the most unfortunate feature of the place."
I nodded as I observed the framed pictures. Hanging over the mantle were two paintings. One was of my mother and father on their wedding day, and the other of them about the time I graduated high school. Sitting on the mantle were framed photos of various sizes. The three largest ones were of me; one in my Boy Scout uniform from my Eagle Scout ceremony, one in my Army uniform when I was commissioned on my college graduation day, and the third was my official Police portrait, complete with MOV with oak leaf cluster.
Among the other photos were one of Todd and Teresa on their wedding day, a nice (and relatively new) photo of Todd and Teresa with Clarissa Belvedere Esterson to her left and Phyllis to Todd's right. And one of me between Teresa and Cindy, all of us in our formal TCPD uniforms with medals, and MOVs around our necks.
There was one of me, Laura, Carole and Jim. Another showed all the grandkids and great-grandkids, including Todd's boys Mike and Doug, and with no adults. There was a Christmas photo of Jim, Ross, and Ian with Buddy and Bowser, stylin' and profilin' as they struck the pose.
And one I liked had me on the sofa of The Cabin, with Carole and Tasha sitting at my sides, their backs pressed into my sides. They were laughing uproariously at something as I looked at the camera and the redoubtable Bowser looked at all of us as if we'd lost our marbles. And there was a small one at the end that Carole had taken; it showed Tasha and Betsy surrounded by and being rubbed by Tiger Mom and the other cats.
The master bedroom was in the back left corner of the apartment. Going back towards the front was the shower, toilet, and vanity with two sinks, then a huge walk-in closet. On the right side of the apartment was a smaller bedroom, the washer/dryer and closet with internet and television hookups, and a basic bathroom with lavatory, toilet, and shower/bath.
"Nice place, Mom." I said after the tour. "Plenty of space. But no office room?"
"The desk in my bedroom is plenty enough." my mother said. "Some of the apartments had studies in them, but those overall apartments were way too large for my needs. I got this one with the second bedroom, thinking the two of you could stay here when you visit, and Todd and Teresa could, as well. And Todd has stayed a couple of times, but he usually stays at The Troy House. And Teresa never comes up with him."



I heard the disappointment in my mother's voice and the reasons for it, so I said "I'm sure we'll stay with you in the future. This weekend I figured we'd better stay at the hotel, what with all the drinking that Apple Grove High graduates are known for. And Teresa usually is doing Police work, protecting and serving, serving and protecting, while Todd makes his business trips."
My mother chuckled, then said "That's true."
We went onto the back balcony. Across the lake I could see the Hilton Hotel underneath the lowering sun. In the far distance to the left (south) I could see the lights of the Junior Biggs Dam.
"This is my favorite part of the apartment." said my mom. "We get a good breeze most of the year, which is very good in the summer.
Laura said "Don, why don't we take your mother to dinner." I surmised that Laura really was really hungry... for food. "Phyllis, where would you like to go eat? And name someplace nice."
Phyllis said "Our dining hall here is good, and you could be my guests."
Sensing Laura wasn't happy about that, I diplomatically said "Why don't we have lunch there tomorrow or Saturday. Your fellow residents will be there, and you'll be wanting to introduce your firstborn son to them. Tonight let's go to one of the new restaurants around here, and then we can talk amongst ourselves, and catch up. So what's good?"
My mother said "One of the two best new restaurants is the Luigi's just south of here. The back outdoor seating and the balcony on the second floor overlook the lake and are nice in the Spring and Fall. Then there's The Chop House, which is just southwest of the town square. It's the best steakhouse I've ever been to, but I don't know if we can get a reservation, even on a Thursday."
"That won't be a problem." I said cryptically, and made a phone call after Laura voted for steaks over Italian. We piled into the Mercedes and drove towards town to the Chop House... yes, same name as the steakhouse in my Town & County, and it wasn't a coincidence.
It was Thursday and a bit early when we arrived, but it was already busy and people were waiting. But when we got there and I gave my name at the front desk, we were seated immediately. After our drink orders were taken, my mother asked "How did you skip to the front of the line, Don?"
Laura asked "Name drop?"
"Yes, but not the way y'all are thinking." I said. "Moe Molinari owns The Chop House steakhouses all over our State, and Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone owns the Luigi's restaurants. It is possible that I suggested to them to continue their friendly restaurant competition up here in Fillmore County, and they've done very well with the restaurants, so far. They both have given me codewords to use to make reservations that put me at the head of the line. And I suspect the service and the food will exceed expectations, as well."
And it did. Laura said she'd never had a better steak, though I suspect her hunger contributed to its deliciousness. She worked hard to eat with manners and decorum instead of wolfing it down. My steak was delicious, as well. My mother had a steak, chicken, and fish sampler platter, and pronounced all of it to be exceptional.
I looked over the clientele of the restaurant. They were mostly well-dressed white families, with a few well-dressed black families. Some of them may have come in early for the Reunion, like we did, but there were also some groups of men in suits and ties, and I could see they were executives of some company or other having dinner as part of a business gathering.
As we ate, we talked about... what else... my mother's grandchildren. I waxed poetic on Carole's exploits while Laura bragged on Jim's. I talked about how Ross had been so interested in the Queen's passing and the mourning time and Her Majesty's funeral. And I said that Tasha was liking first grade, and doing very well.
Then I asked how Apple Grove was doing. My mother said "They just completed the renovation of Apple Grove Hospital. It used to be pretty much a clinic with a poorly equipped Emergency Room, but now it has two full operating rooms and the E.R. has been certified as a Level 1 trauma center."
"That sounds very good." said Dr. Laura Fredricson.
Phyllis: "That's the best news. As to the rest of it, the Mayor and Council have done a good job making sure Apple Grove can grow, but in an orderly, measured way. And that goes for the County Government, as well. The Police Force and Sheriff's Department are still understaffed, though."
Phyllis: "The biggest problem has been illegal immigration. Donny Hall became Sheriff in the last Election, and he has been surprisingly hard-line against BigAgraFoods and the other 'big boy' companies, prompting anger from them. He's undaunted, and he has worked with ICE to crack down hard on Illegal Persons. Todd has been very vocal in his support of Sheriff Hall's efforts, and even the people in Springer support the Sheriff."
Phyllis: "So the Big Boy companies literally created a new town in the southwest corner of the county, and it's virtually all Hispanic. They have their own Police, which is pretty much a Security company owned and operated by BigAgraFoods, and the county Sheriff has been told to keep himself and his Deputies and the County Police out of there, or they will be shot dead."
I said "They should call in the State Police and even the National Guard, and go in there and lay down the law. Raid the town, arrest every Illegal Person, turn them in to ICE. Anyone that shoots at them gets shot, and survivors will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law."
Phyllis said "Spoken like the Commander of the Town & County Police. Unfortunately, son, this is not there. The Governor of this State is a Democrat, so don't hold your breath waiting on State support. As it is, there is an unofficial agreement that the county will leave Veracruz alone, and the Big Boys will confine their Illegal Persons to that area, and to Rome, where Illegal Immigration has been a problem for years."
"So crime is low?" I asked. "They're holding it in check?"
Phyllis chuckled sardonically. "Fillmore County has not changed that much, Don. Just as when you were growing up, a lot of the white boys here are still rednecks, drinking hard and trying to get girls into trouble. They don't mess with Providence Springs or Springer very much, but there have been some physical assaults of Hispanic families. Leanne... that's Captain Wisocky, who is the Police Chief... has cracked down hard on that. though. So it's the same old small-town crimes, for the most part."
After dinner, we went back to my mom's apartment. As she made decaf coffee for us, I pulled out the old picture books from the cabinet where they'd been stored, and hunted for some pictures. When I found the ones I was looking for, I showed Laura, saying "That's Patches, my childhood dog that followed me home."
"Oh wow." Laura said. "That dog does look exactly like the Owens's dog we saw today."
My mom came up and looked, and said "Oh yes, I heard about Gypsy Girl, and you're right, she looks just like that dog that followed Don home all those years ago. But don't be fooled, Laura. Don all but carried that dog home, and he was bound and determined to keep him. He did get a couple of Merit Badges for his work feeding and caring for that dog, and Patches followed Don everywhere."
"Patches was an awesome dog." I said. "He was to me what Bowser and Buddy are to our kids."
"The man loves dogs, Phyllis." Laura said flatly.
"And so do you." I told my wife. My mom laughed as Laura 'shrugged' her eyebrows.
My mom turned the lights down low and we went onto the back deck. It was pleasant outside, but the strong breeze off the lake would be bringing in cooler temperatures later in the night. We sat down in the plastic chairs and looked over the lake. The Hilton Hotel could be seen on the other side of the lake, and the sign just below the roof and above the fourth floor windows glowed a bright red.
"That hotel sign is such an eyesore." my mother said. "This facility's management asked them to turn that sign off, since it faced the lake and not the road. They said that it guided people over the dam from our side, so they won't do it. They had been pretty good about turning it off after midnight, but in the last month or two they've been bad about leaving it on."
"They have mostly business clientele?" I asked.
"In the hotel, yes." my mom said. "They have two restaurants, one for fine dining and the other is a bar and grill. And I understand that the bar is packed every night with businessmen meeting women, if you know what I mean."
"Prostitution? Here?" I said jokingly.
"And that's where the upper-class sex trade goes on." my mother said. "Rome has its own version of the Tenderloin District on its northside; that area of the town is getting rougher. And I've never been within miles of Veracruz, but I understand there are streetwalkers on virtually every street and in their seedy bars."
My mother then said "Don, you had to have seen the Owens today, since you saw their dog. Was Tommy Baker there?"
"Yes." I said, explaining how I'd visited Renée and had seen that the place next door was occupied and went to investigate.
My mother patiently waited for me to finish the story, then said "Tommy Baker's father is Roddy Baker. You might see Roddy and his wife Lisa, who was Lisa Lewis, at the Reunion; they graduated ten years ago. Roddy got Lisa pregnant and they married while still in high school. Roddy is the town bad boy, and he's been in trouble his whole life. He and Lisa have three kids; Tommy is between older and younger sisters."
Phyllis: "My moral to this story is that Lisa has had a number of waitressing jobs, and the Hilton hired her to work in their dining room. A few months later, she was arrested for soliciting prostitution, accused of going to mens's rooms with them after getting off work. She denied it, but she was pretty much caught in a sting, which was run by Captain Wisocky. The charges against her were later dropped, but Lisa was fired by the hotel. Funny thing, though, no one else was arrested, and they've never run another sting operation there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was late when we returned to our hotel room. Laura checked the hidden camera to make sure no one had come in while we were gone, then we began undressing to go to bed.
"Your mom really wanted us to stay with her this weekend." Laura said. "And I suspect she'd like for us to visit more often, and stay in the spare bedroom."
"Yes, and we can do that." I said, then slid my hands around my wife's waist. "But not this weekend. We're about to make a lot of noise, a 'joyful noise' to be sure..."
"Mmmm, I like it when my nasty husband comes to play." Laura said as she turned to face me and wrapped her arms around my neck. We began making out, and soon I was leading her to the bed.
As we kissed and fondled each other, I said "I guess that roleplay of me picking you up at the bar is out. You might be mistaken for a working girl, and me your john."
"True." Laura said. "And it's lucky you're my husband; otherwise, I'd be damned expensive."
I did not say out loud that she was already damned expensive, and we husbands pay for our marital sex in a lot more ways than a guy buying an escort for the night. Instead, I began kissing my way down my wife's firm abs to the fur-lined treasure between her long, shapely legs, determined to get my 'money's worth' in as pleasant a way as possible...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30am, Friday, October 1st. Laura was sleeping soundly in the bed nearest the back window. She had been determined to wear me out, but after I ate her pussy to two orgasms, then 'tortured' her with my cock to two more, filling her with two loads of semen in the process, she had been the one that was worn out.
She also had been under tremendous stress the past few months, as we had faced dangers both practical and existential. She'd needed this vacation more that I had, and she was now sleeping as soundly as she had in months.
I put on my bathrobe and stepped outside onto the little balcony. It was cool outside, but not unbearably so. I looked at the ground, seeing a couple of concrete paths to an overlook that bordered the Lake. There was a line of shimmering red on the lake, a diffused reflection of the lights of the sign above me.
I looked across the lake and saw the Senior Living center. My mom's apartment's lights were not on. I saw the pier where boats could dock there. Looking to the right of that facility (south), I saw the lights of the Junior Biggs Dam, and the restaurant on the road with a great overlook of the Lake.
It seemed quiet and peaceful, like Apple Grove often did. But I knew that that tranquility was a façade, an illusion, and that under the surface there was much chaos waiting to break out. Always had been, maybe always would be, I thought to myself.
Just at that moment a gust of wind blew into my face, chilling me. It was an East Wind, both directionally and in warning, I felt into the very depths of my soul. Yes, an East Wind was coming to Apple Grove...
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Friday Morning in Apple Grove
7:30am, Friday, October 1st. Laura, my mother Phyllis, and I drove to the Apple Grove Diner, just south of the town square. It had that 'home' feel as well as really good food, making it one of my all-time favorite places to eat. Laura's tastes in food weren't as down-home, but she indulged me.
I was wearing my light trenchcoat and Tilley hat as we went in, and you know what was in the inside pocket (yes, the red crowbar). As we came through the door, I saw what I was looking for and expecting to see: Police Officers! I had texted AGPD Police Captain (and Chief) Leanne Wisocky, and she texted back to join them at the Diner. We came up to the joined tables that seated six, and the five duly deputized agents of the Law sitting there.
"Well hey, Donny Troy!" exclaimed Sheriff Donny Hall enthusiastically, getting up from his seat at the end of the table, to my right as I approached them. We exchanged a man-hug.
I said "Everyone, you know my mother Phyllis and my wife Laura?" Deputy Sheriff Tyrone Biggs was at the left end of the table, and he got up to shake hands with Phyllis and Laura. Another black man, wearing an AGPD uniform with Corporal stripes on the sleeves had also gotten up.
Deputy Biggs said "This is Ben Watson, the AGPD's new Detective. Ben, this is the Iron Crowbar, and you'd be wise to be 'Watson' to his 'Sherlock'." Everyone laughed politely as Detective Watson shook hands with me, then Laura and my mother.
"You remember Sergeant Stegall." Sheriff Hall said. (Author's note: 'Return to Apple Grove', Ch. 01-02) Sergeant Stegall was on the other side of the table, to Deputy Biggs's left. He stood up and came around to shake our hands. "And of course you know Captain Wisocky." Leanne Wisocky didn't stand up, but just said hello to us.
"Don," said my mother Phyllis, "why don't you have a seat with your fellow LEOs, and Laura and I will sit over here." Without waiting for an answer, she led Laura to the smaller table next to the bigger one, a square table with four chairs. The ladies sat with their backs to the wall so that they could observe the diner as well as our table.
"Have a seat, Don." said Sheriff Hall, indicating the chair to his left, across from Leanne. I took off my trenchcoat and hung it on the back of the empty chair, then sat down. A waitress, a cute girl who looked no more than 18 years of age, came up with a cup of coffee and a glass of water.
Leanne said "Allow me to order for you, Don." To the waitress she said "Daphne, bring the 'Iron Crowbar Special' for the Iron Crowbar."
"You're the Iron Crowbar?" the girl squealed, her eyes wide. "Wow, I thought you were a legend! I never hoped to meet you!"
"No, I'm not a legend." I said.
Daphne took out her cellphone and said "Can I take a selfie with you?"
"Sure." I said as I extracted my red crowbar from my trenchcoat.
After Daphne snapped a selfie, Leanne said "Here, I'll take one of both of you." She did, taking one of Daphne holding one end of my crowbar at my invitation, and me holding the other.
I said "Daphne, tell everyone else that I'll take selfies with them after we've finished eating, okay?" Daphne agreed and rushed off to put in my order... and tell her coworkers the biggest news she'd had in a good long time.
The 'Iron Crowbar Special' was a huge three-egg, steak-and-cheese omelette, three strips of bacon, and three large pancakes. For a dollar more, the 'Iron Crowbar Unlimited' was the same thing, but the pancakes were as many as one could eat, there at a time. Leanne said "Apparently that's what you ordered every time you came in here in the past, so they put it on the menu."
"Just don't let my daughter Carole make the pancakes." I said, then relayed the story of how she had one time used salt instead of sugar in making the pancake dough. Everyone laughed at that.
"How is Carole doing?" Leanne asked.
"She's a handful, and then some." I 'lamented'. "Eight years old, going on sixteen."
"She solve any more cases?" Leanne asked.
"She's materially helped on a couple." I said. Then to change the subject, I said "Sooo, tell me about what Apple Grove and Fillmore County Law Enforcement are doing."
"Well," said Leanne, "we hired Watson away from the Wildcat School Campus Police, and promoted him to Detective already." The Corporal stripes were the AGPD designation for a Detective, I knew.
"Wildcat School. That's good." I said, fist-bumping Detective Watson, who was sitting next to me.
Sheriff Hall said "Most of our problems are either Illegal Immigration or drug trafficking. As you know, Illegal Persons have no compunction about driving drunk, and we were making a boatload of DWI arrests. We also were interdicting a lot of drugs between Veracruz and Rome, and I was working with the Federal DEA to come in and wipe Veracruz clean off the map."
Hall: "And that's when BigAgraFoods came in and struck a deal with the DEA, and pretty much forced us locals to take it. They said they'd police Veracruz and for us to stay out of there, and leave Rome to itself. We bust any DUIs or anyone we catch with drugs outside of those zones really hard, with no mercy, but we leave Veracruz to themselves."
Leanne said "We know you'd never do that, Don, but BigAgraFoods and their Big Boy cousin companies bring a lahhht of revenue into this county."
"Still, they're there, like a ticking time bomb." I said. "What does Providence Springs think of it?"
"They don't like it." said Deputy Biggs. "We... they... were hoping that these companies would hire more blacks, and give our people greater opportunities to make better lives. And some companies, like BOW Enterprises, are doing a really good job of hiring more blacks and not hiring Illegal Persons at all. But BigAgraFoods would rather hire Illegals than Citizens of any skin color, black, white, green or blue, so it's not like cracking down on them would help my people."
Sheriff Hall said "We expect to be busy this weekend, though. Reunion Weekend, as we call it, is always a busy time for us. Some of the people want to relive old times by going to 'Strawberry Hill' and have sex in cars, like they did as teenagers."
"I never parked there." I said truthfully.
"Where did you park?" Sheriff Hall asked, meaning it humorously. "Not at your house. Your mother was wayyyy too sharp to not catch you."
"True." I said with a grin. "I usually went to my girlfriend's house." I did not look towards Leanne, but could see her in my side vision, and she was studiously examining her cup of coffee. She had taken my virginity, but we'd never really dated; my mother did not approve of Leanne, and still didn't, if I don't miss my guess. Leanne and I would fuck at her house or in the woods behind my house, with my dog Patches standing guard.
Leanne said "Strawberry Hill overlooked the creek. It was near where you and the FBI trapped the Swamp Frogs in that funneling maneuver and laid waste to them." (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 02.) "It partially flooded when they built the dam and filled the Reservoir. So now kids are parking in the farm field overlooking the Reservoir, that was once the Taylor-Greene farm before Mitchell Baker foreclosed on it, before you and the Feds arrested him."
Sheriff Hall said "We'll be on watch for DUIs, too. Most people are staying at the hotel where the reunion is at, but those that don't will be offered rides to their own hotels or residences if needed. And those that don't do the right thing will be offered an overnight tour of our newly refurbished Police Headquarters."
"Or our newly refurbished County Jail." said Tyrone Biggs...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After everyone was finished eating, the LEOs went to work. I took selfies with all the Diner employees, then my mom, Laura, and I drove to my mom's place in the retirement center. I used her wifi connection to connect to the TCPD, and read the duty logs of the night before. Happily, they were as dry as tinder and as exciting as watching fresh paint dry.
Having done that, I texted the Town & County Police Command Group to see how things were going. The Chief diplomatically texted back "Things are fine here. Enjoy feeling old at your reunion."
Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was much more explicit in her reply. She texted "Police Headquarters did not collapse in the night, and your well trained Police Force is doing a great job as always. Stop worrying about us and enjoy your vacation."
The Iron Wolf has spoken, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Knowing we had to, Laura and I accepted my mother's invitation to go to lunch with her at the Sr. Living Center's dining facility. Laura was pleasantly surprised by the quality of the food, and Phyllis explained how they rotated the menu but also added specials so that there was little monotony.
I had feared that my mother's fellow residents would come by the table and bother us, but only one person did, and it was okay that he did: he was former Sheriff Greenwood, who was now very advanced in years. After I shook hands with him and introduced him to Laura, my mother invited him to sit down with us.
"Yeah, Donny Hall is a good guy, and he's doing a good job as Sheriff." said Greenwood. "But I wish he'd stayed Police Chief. Then he wouldn't have to undergo re-election, and he couldn't be easily removed from the Chief's chair. And before you ask: yes, I think BigAgraFoods just may try something like that, just like the Swamp Frogs did when they ran me out and installed Spaulding as Sheriff. BigAgraFoods and the US Chamber of Commerce want those Illegal Aliens for cheap labor, and he's in their way."
"I so agree, Sheriff." said my mother Phyllis, with the merest twinkle in her eye. "Donny Hall was an excellent Police Chief." I knew that that was a barely concealed criticism of Leanne Wisocky, whom my mother never liked.
And I didn't let it go unchallenged. "Are you saying that Captain Wisocky is not doing a good job as Police Chief?" I asked.
"She's doing okay." said Greenwood, as my mother pursed her lips and said nothing. "But her husband and some of his family were BigAgraFoods employees, him in mid-tier management. He allegedly quit when she became Chief, but Phyllis and I found out he'd been hired as an independent contractor by a shell company that turned out to be wholly owned by..." He let the sentence hang.
"BigAgraFoods." Laura said when it became obvious I was not going to participate. My mother was peering hard at me, and out of sheer deference to Sheriff Greenwood's presence I did not glare back at her.
"Yes." said Greenwood. "He's doing exactly the same job for them, just through hoops of smoke and mirrors. It's not a good look, and I brought it up to the Mayor, Town Council, and County Commission. They ignored me."
I tossed my napkin onto the table rather abruptly, then allowed a tinge of anger into my voice as I said "All right, let's cut to the chase, here. Do you have anything, anything at all, to show that Captain Wisocky is corrupt in any way, any way at all?"
Sheriff Greenwood looked shocked as I peered at him, then at my mother, then back at him. He said "No, Don, and that's not what I was trying to suggest---"
"Then what are you trying to suggest?" I said angrily, my eyes boring right through him.
"Whoa, son, give me a chance to say something, here." Greenwood said placatingly. "I'm not trying to disparage her, nor even her husband. He seems to be an aboveboard, good guy. But there are some issues, there, and you can ask D.A. Tittle if you don't want to believe me."
Greenwood: "For the most part, Captain Wisocky does a good job. But she also has a tendency to decide someone is guilty or innocent prematurely, and then start seeking supporting evidence."
"In other words, son," my mother said 'helpfully', "she does not follow your rule of making theories based on the facts, but twisting facts to suit her theories."
"What does she do?" Laura asked in a clear 'intervention', seeing as the flush on the back of my neck and my ears was getting darker than my hair.
Sheriff Greenwood said "Don, do you know Roddy Baker?"
"I've heard the name, but I've never met him." I said. "He was quarterback of the football team for a year or two, I think."
"Well, you might see him tonight or tomorrow." said Greenwood. "He graduated ten years ago, and had to marry the girl he got pregnant. Well, for some reason Leanne Wisocky hates his guts, and she's been after him for years. She was the arresting Officer nine years ago when he was pulled over and given a DWI. It was his second DWI... he got his first one while still in high school... and she worked hard to get the D.A. to upgrade it to a felony as a second DWI offense."
Greenwood: "He did upgrade it, but the judge only gave Roddy six months of weekend jail and community service. But he got probation, too, and a first strike on his record. And Wisocky had the Parole people going through his house every other month, often in the dead of night."
Greenwood: "Then five years ago, he went hunting with a couple of guys in the northern part of the county. And when he showed up at the deer processing place with the deer he harvested, Wisocky was there with a contingent of Officers, and busted him for having a firearm. His home was searched, and a.38 caliber revolver was found, which his wife said was hers, but you know that doesn't fly. If he can't have one, she can't have one, at least practically speaking."
Greenwood: "Roddy said his probation had ended the week before, and Leanne said it didn't end until the next week. The records in the Courthouse said it was the week after, but it appeared that he had been informed by an official notice that it was the week before. The Feds refused to press any charges, but Wisocky wouldn't let it go, and Roddy's public defender was a piece of crap that pretty much threw him under the bus, so he got six months in jail and six years probation... which still hangs over his head now."
Greenwood: "Two years ago, Wisocky pulled him over in his vehicle. His wife was in the passenger seat, and their kids in the backseat. She searched the car without a warrant, saying he was on parole, and found a bottle of oxycodone. The stuff was in a prescription bottle, and his wife had a prescription for it, as she had a broken wrist. But Leanne arrested him right there, and she openly gloated in front of his kids that she was going to put him away for life, because it would be his third strike."
Greenwood: "That time, though, Robert Reichard came in. He's one of those anti-Police attorneys, and he's smarmy... like the Hamilton Phillips kind of smarmy. Reichard took Roddy's case pro bono. The D.A. also refused to prosecute that one, citing reasonable doubt. And Reichard sued Apple Grove and Fillmore County, citing a pattern of Police harassment and abuse by now-Captain Wisocky. The suit was vigorously contested and was rightly thrown out, but it cost the county a lot of money in legal fees to fight it."
Greenwood: "That didn't stop Leanne, though. She did do everything by the book: she got warrants, and conducted a sting, and caught Lisa Baker and other girls working at the Hilton in a prostitution sting. But she filed no charges against anyone but Lisa. And the D.A. promptly dropped the charges against Lisa. He's very wary of any case Leanne tries to bring against the Bakers."
"Is that all?" I asked.
"Isn't that enough, son?" my mother asked.
"By that I mean has she gone after anyone else like that?" I replied. I looked back and forth at both of them until Greenwood shook his head 'no'. "Any idea why she went after Roddy and Lisa so vigorously?"
My mother said "Maybe because they're no-good trash, son. Roddy was always getting in fights at school and on the football field during games. He was always drinking and was careless with guns. And he got Lisa pregnant. What more do you want?"
"Something that actually shows Leanne is corrupt, or even compromised, which I am not seeing right now." I replied. Neither Greenwood nor my mother said any more, but they did glance at each other surreptitiously as we began eating again in silence.
Laura rescued them: "So, are you two now the Apple Grove Private Detective Force?"
My mom said "Well, we have looked into a few small things, and given our findings to Sheriff Hall, Deputy Biggs, and Sergeant Stegall, who is a really good Detective. I would suggest you hire him, Don, except that we need good people like him up here."
"I agree, about him and that you need to keep him." I said. "So what cases did you solve?"
Greenwood said "The bastards in Veracruz did try to set up a drug pipeline into Apple Grove, Providence Springs, Rome, and Springer. They stopped when our Police and Sheriff Department took eight of their cars off the roads, all loaded with heroin. Sheriff Hall also spoke to the top leadership of the Big Boy companies, and said he expected their 'help' in stopping such trafficking. And it did stop, at least coming out of Veracruz. But it's still a hellhole down there. Nobody in their right minds, not even the Police, go down there. Those that do... usually never come back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was a disaster." I said moodily as Laura and I drove back to the Hilton Hotel via the Junior Biggs Dam over Lake Donald Troy.
"Yes, I could see that they upset you." Laura said. "So if I may ask, did you get upset because Leanne is your former lover?"
I replied: "No, it was more because she's a fellow Police Officer, and from everything I know and have heard, she's a good one. I know my mom never liked Leanne, thought Leanne and her family were beneath me and ours, but she needs to come correct with more proof than they were giving me if they're going to accuse her of anything."
Laura asked "Does it not bother you that BigAgraFoods went through that charade with her husband to conceal that he works for them?"
I said "On the surface, maybe it should. But it also occurs to me that maybe it's legit, that they didn't want to lose him as an employee but her career with the Police was more important to him. So maybe they're just doing it to keep the heat off of the Wisockys. Also, it's easier for them to terminate his employment if there is a conflict of interest or it behooves them to do so."
"There's that word again!" Laura exclaimed. Yeah, she knew the 'behoove' joke...
Part 6 - Friday Night Lights
4:00pm, Friday, October 1st. Laura had refused me sex when we got back to our hotel room, telling me to 'save your strength for tonight'. So we got on our laptops. I looked at the TCPD duty logs, finding nothing out of the ordinary... except a notation by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, saying "If Commander Troy calls, tell him Commander Croyle said to have a nice weekend and stop worrying about us."



I quickly looked up Lori Lovlin, and saw that she had a growing following on YouTube as well as the Patreon and OnlyFans sites. No criminal record, and yes, her photos showed her to be a beautiful woman.
I also accessed the Apple Grove Police records and also the Court cases involving Roddy Baker. What I read generally conformed with what Sheriff Greenwood had told me, and left no real clue about the nature of Leanne's vendetta against Roddy.
I then looked up the lawyer Robert Reichard. He'd graduated from the University's Law School in my Town & County, and his photo showed a stocky white man with a graying beard and a wild shock of hair that reminded me of the Pointy-Haired Boss in Scott Adams's Dilbert cartoons.
And yes, he was making a career out of suing the Police. But why take Roddy's case, and take it pro bono? And where was he during all the riots and violence against the TCPD? Hmmm...
My reverie was broken when Laura said "So what's our schedule?"
I replied "The reception in the gym begins at 5:30pm. The game starts at 7:30, and the former athletes on any sports teams go onto the field at 7:15, and we'll ultimately form a gauntlet for the current team to run through."
Laura said "I got a text from Lori Lovlin. She'll be looking for us a few minutes early, around 5:15pm."
Just before 5:15pm, we headed out. I was wearing a dark gray suit jacket and matching pants, and a light gray pullover shirt that was almost a mock turtleneck, warm enough to fight off any chill that might set in after dark. Laura was wearing a black jacket and pants, medium-height black pumps, and a blue blouse that was close to Apple Grove's blue (which is about like the University of Michigan's blue) but a bit lighter.
We walked down the corridor to the elevator. As we were waiting for it, a couple came out of what appeared to be Room 402 at the end of the hall, which was next to our Room 404. The window at the end of the hall was bright enough that the couple was in silhouette, so I couldn't make out any features.
The elevator door opened and we stepped inside. "Hold the elevator, please!" we heard a female voice call out. I did so, and a moment later a lovely woman and a young man got on.
"Laura, meet Lori Lovlin." I said as the elevator door closed. "Lori, Dr. Laura Fredricson."
"Oh my God! It's you!" Lori exclaimed. She impulsively hugged Laura, and Laura hugged her back. "I've been dying to meet you!"
"I've been wanting to meet you, too." Laura said.
Lori was beautiful, with long, very dark hair and a compact killer body. She was wearing a multicolor top, but it was the latex pants that look spray-painted onto her legs and ass that showed off her round bubble butt, athletically big thighs and curvy calves. The pants seemed to meld into her high heel pumps.
Lori was of medium height, and therefore a good bit shorter than Laura and me. After hugging Laura, she looked over and up at me, ad devoured me with her soft doe eyes. "And you must be her husband, the Iron Crowbar." she said. "And you are every bit as delicious as she said you were."
"Why, thank you." I said. "And it's nice to meet you, as well. Who is your friend?" Her friend looked to be young, in his lower 20s, was also medium height and slender, and his face with the glasses looked a bit 'punk'-ish. He was wearing a light gray suit and black pullover shirt like I normally wore. I felt strangely glad that I switched up my attire. I also felt a sense of caution... because this guy looked almost exactly like the late Gor-don, associate of the Consultant of Crime. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip' and earlier stories for the punk Gor-don.)
"Oh, this is Niko Nimzovich." said Lori. As Niko and I shook hands, Lori said "He's my accountant and manager, plus my friend with benefits."
The elevator door opened and we all walked out of it and into the lobby. Laura said "If you don't have other plans, why don't you ride with us to the reception?"
"Oh, that would be wonderful!" Lori said. We went to Laura's Mercedes, and she and Lori got in the back while Niko rode shotgun and I drove. The women were fluttering like parakeets. Niko and I remained silent, me driving and him looking over the car, and both of us listening to what the women were talking about.
We parked in the Fillmore County High School parking lot. A section had been blocked off for Reunion attendees, and I was allowed to park there after exhibiting my pass. As we walked to the gymnasium entrance, Laura and Lori were walking ahead of me and Niko, and I was watching Lori's magnificent bubble butt in the tight latex pants. Niko was taking in Laura's lovely behind and swaying hips, as well.
Going into the gym, we were given hand-written (at that time) name tags stickers, then went inside the gym. A tarp had been laid on the basketball court floor to protect it, and folding tables and chairs had been set up. Tables on the side were serving various drinks, all non-alcoholic.
As people came in, things got busy. A lot of people, and I mean a lahhht of people, came up to Laura and me, some that knew me, some that knew my mother, and some that just wanted to meet the man Lake Troy was named after. I shook a lot of hands and introduced Laura a lot, noticing that the older men were really looking at her. Some even got verbally frisky with her right in front of me and their own wives.
And any questions I may have had about why they have a reception on one night and the formal dinner the next were answered as Laura and I began meeting others at the event. As a Police Officer, I did not often give out my business card; however, people with businesses did hand me theirs, and I would ask those expecting a card in return "Do you really want my Police card?" Most did not.
"Hey, Donny Troy!" I heard a voice call out. A couple about my age came up to us. "You remember me? I'm Steve Spruance, and this is my wife Becky. And this is her brother, Jeremy Johnson and his wife Charlene. He's here for his ten year reunion."
I introduced Laura to them, saying "Steve's dad would invite me to join him, Steve, and Steve's brother to go deer hunting in the area, which is one reason I got to know the terrain really well." (Author's note: 'Secrets of Apple Grove', Ch. 04; 'Consent of the Governed', Ch. 04 for mentions of Old Man Spruance.)
That knowledge of the terrain had helped me greatly as I planned the successful Battle of Providence Springs. (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 02.) But I digress...
Charlene Johnson said "Dr. Fredricson, are you the Professor of Psychology at (the University)?"
"Yes, I am." Laura replied.
"Oh, I just love your articles in Sexual Psychology Magazine." Charlene said gushingly. "I work in---"
We were interrupted by a commotion right behind us. Lori Lovlin and Niko Nimzovich had been loosely following us around, and people had been coming up to say hello to her. And then a couple came up, her arm in the crook of his elbow.
The man was blonde, tall, athletic, confident, and definitely 'eye candy' for Laura and most of the other women. The woman was very pretty in the face, but she was a 'big girl'. I could see that she'd worked out a lot and was in good shape, but she would never get rid of her 'big boned' physique.
"Well, well, well." Lori said, unnecessarily loudly. "If it isn't our Class's super-couple, Jenny and Craig."
"Hello Lori." Jenny said sweetly, exhibiting her very pretty smile on her pretty face. "You look great."
"You've lost weight, Jenny." Lori said sneeringly. "A lot of weight. Well, Craig, I guess we won't be having the traditional Mr. and Miss Apple Grove dance to start tomorrow night's festivities?"
"No, I'm afraid my dance card is full." Craig said with studied politeness, then looked at Jenny with adoring eyes as he said "I take every opportunity to show off my wife." Jenny blushed, but smiled happily at the compliment.
"Yezzz, I'm sure you do." Lori said, her voice low and bitter, and filled with venom. "Well! As co-hostess of our Class's portion of the events tonight, I have many things to do, people to greet, and all that. Excuse me." She walked away from Jenny and Craig with Niko in tow, and I realized she had not attempted to introduce him.
Jenny and Craig came up to us. "Hello, Jeremy, Charlene. You remember my wife Jenny, of course." Craig said.
"Yes, I do." Charlene said, somewhat witheringly; she had been part of the 'Lori faction' in school. "This is Jeremy's sister Becky and her husband Steve Spruance, he's here for his 20th reunion. And also here for his 20th is Don Troy, with his wife Laura."
"Ah, Commander Troy!" Craig said enthusiastically as he stepped up to shake my hand. "I'm honored to meet you. This is my wife, Jenny."
"This is my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson." I said, introducing her. As Laura shook hands with him and with Jenny, I asked: "How did you know my first name, that being 'Commander'?" Everyone chuckled.
"You're very well known, Mister Iron Crowbar." Charlene said.
"That's true." Craig said, without batting an eye. "But for me, your nephew Todd Burke told me you grew up here. I'll be meeting with him and his people over the weekend. I don't know if he told you, but we're..." He paused, then finished: "... we're making a business deal, which I hope will be completed by early next week."
"No, he didn't tell me that, but then again, it's not really my business." I said. The reservation of The Troy House by BOW Enterprises was explained, I thought to myself.
Jenny said "Sir, we're staying at The Troy House. Are you related to the 'Troy' it's named after?"
I said "First, please call me 'Don'. I know, I know, you look like you graduated high school two years ago, but I hope I don't look that much older than you." Everyone laughed politely. Jenny looked pleased at my compliment, while Craig looked proud of her, but maybe the wee slightest bit jealous of my flirtatious comment towards his wife.
I hastily went on: "And yes, that house belonged to my parents, and I grew up in it. I bought it after my father died and my mother sold it, and my friend Renée runs the Bed and Breakfast."
"It's a very nice place." Jenny said. "The food is really good, too." The lady had charm and manners, I noted to myself.
"Did you bring your kids with you?" Jeremy asked.
"They're staying with my parents." Jenny said. "My mom insisted. It's like a mini-vacation for us, and Craig deserves one after all the hard work he's done with our company---"
"If you'll excuse us," Craig said, interrupting, "I see some other classmates we need to speak to." We all shook hands with them again, and Jenny and Craig moved along.
"What was that about?" Laura asked. "That little exchange between them and Lori Lovlin?"
"Ah yes, that." said Jeremy. "It was the 'Days of Promise' soap opera story of our Class. Lori Lovlin and Craig Reynolds were the 'Ken and Barbie' couple. He was the star quarterback of the football team and power forward of the basketball team, and she was the Homecoming Queen, head cheerleader, Class President, and they were 'Mr. and Ms. AGHS'. Everyone thought they would get married after Graduation."
Charlene stepped in and said: "Jenny Jones and Lori were good friends, sort of in the way that Jenny was Lori's tag-along and wingman. And Lori was right that Jenny's lost weight; in school, Jenny was had a lot of baby fat, and that's putting it kindly."
Jeremy: "Yes, true. So the Prom came along. Craig took Jenny to the Prom, and apparently they'd been quietly dating for a while. Everyone was taken by surprise, and no one more than Lori."
Charlene: "Yes, Lori claimed Jenny stole Craig from her, and Lori remained very bitter about it... and apparently is still bitter today, from what I just saw." She then lowered her voice as she got near Laura, and said "This might be right up your field of work, Doctor. There were rumors that Lori would have girls come to her house, and she'd have Craig have sex with the girls, often taking their virginities, while Lori watched."
Jeremy said "It was more than rumors. Craig himself told a few of us that they did that, and that when he kissed Jenny's lips the first time, he felt the fire all the way to his toes. He fell head-over-heels in love with her. He never dated or had sex with another girl again after having Jenny."
Laura said "Interesting. And from the way Craig and Jenny were looking at each other, I'd say he's still head-over-heels in love with her, and her with him."
"Speaking of 'in love'... not." said Charlene. "There's Roddy and Lisa Baker." I looked over to see a short man, maybe 5'7", swarthy with a full head of wavy black hair and seemingly in perpetual need of a shave, and a muscular physique that seemed to advertise the words 'bad boy' and 'bully'.
The woman next to him was willowy, about the same height as him, with red hair about the color of mine. She was attractive but not beautiful, and her eyes seemed... haunted.
They both looked like they had endured a lot in life. Their clothes were of relatively poor quality; his suit was rarely worn but was old, his shirt collars wilted badly, and her dress was badly out of fashion and faded from many cleanings. I noticed that they were going around speaking to people, including guys wearing jerseys or letter jackets. And those people were cordial to them but decidedly not overly friendly, and conversations did not last very long.
Charlene said conspiratorially: "Roddy was a player, what our parents would call a 'scoundrel'. He was dating Kitzi Taylor, who was on of those girls, the kind that put out for guys a lot. But he got Lisa Lewis pregnant their Senior year. He did do the right thing and married Lisa, and they have three kids now, a boy sandwiched between two girls."
Jeremy said "Roddy was the starting quarterback our Junior year and the start of the Senior year. But he wasn't all that great, and Craig Reynolds, who you just met, replaced him and did a much better job. Some say being benched and shown up was the beginning of Roddy's downfall, but I think it was his father having his money stolen by his uncle, Mitchell Baker, that really crushed him."
Charlene said "And they've had tough lives. Not much money, both in trouble with the law at various times. And there's rumors that they fight a lot, and that he may be physically abusive towards her."
Steve Spruance said "Don, you and the Feds were behind taking down Mitchell Baker when you cleaned out Sheriff Spaulding and his rotgut, weren't you?"
"Yes." I said. "Mitchell Baker was the first to fall. He destroyed a lot of lives, including contributing to my father's all-too-early death, at least indirectly..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Some time later, Dr. Ralph Queen and his wife came up to me and Laura. He was the Veterinarian for Fillmore County and some of the counties around it, and he treated not only dogs, cats, and small animals, but the cows being raised for dairy production, meat production and the like, as well as hogs and horses. It was his wife's 40th Reunion.
I happened to see a group of several older men almost surrounding Craig Reynolds, while Jenny looked on from a distance. One of the men was stabbing his index finger into Craig's chest, and Craig was taking it. I would not have. "What's going on with that?" I asked, thinking out loud.
"Oh, that." said Dr. Queen. "Those men are local investors in Craig Reynolds's venture capital for a project he was doing. Payback time is coming due, and there are persistent rumors that the project is a failure, and they're not going to be paid back. I invested in it, also, but I'm not going to go browbeat the man. Either it pays off, or it doesn't."
"If you don't mind my asking," I said, "what kind of money are we talking?"
"A total of ten million dollars." Dr. Queen said. "Most of us invested about $5000 apiece; that was my amount, anyway. Some invested more, $10,000 or more, up to a hundred grand. And things were looking good until this summer. Reynolds had been giving us regular updates on the projects, but then those started tailing off, and he was nowhere near as enthusiastic as he had been. You are a great Detective, Commander---"
"And so is his mother." Mrs. Queen added.
"Yes." said Dr. Queen. "You and your mother are great Detectives. But those guys... not so much. They're believing the rumors that the project is failing. And all I'll say is that Reynolds had better reassure them he's on the right path, or things could get... ugly... for him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the time neared to go onto the field, the school's Principal and another man in a suit and tie came up to me. "Commander Troy, they're about to assemble to go onto the field, but can you come with us now?" said the Principal. The other man told Laura, as well as Lori and Niko, who had rejoined us just moments before, that he would escort them to the reserve seating section of the home stands. He also asked Laura to hold my jacket for me, so I took it off and she took it with her.
I wondered what this was about as I was brought to the edge of the stadium fence, near the locker room entrance to the field. To my surprise, I saw thee other people. One was Tyrone Biggs, in his Sheriff Deputy uniform but without a jacket. The others I also knew: they were Davis Smith and Gregg Scott, who had taken Fillmore County HS to the State title, and the Wildcats to the National title in football.
"Hey Mister Crowbar!" said Davis Smith, coming up to me and giving me a man-hug. Then Gregg Scott and Tyrone did likewise.
"What's this all about?" I asked.
"Just a small surprise for the Iron Crowbar." Tyrone said. The Principal handed out jerseys. Mine and Tyrone's were blue-and-yellow Apple Grove jerseys, and Davis and Gregg's were purple-and-old-gold FCHS jerseys. Mine had my number '86' in yellow, and 'Troy' in white across the shoulders on the back. Tyrone's was No. 40, Davis Smith's No. 3, and Gregg Scott's was No. 17.
The Reunion Classes were announced over the P.A. system by their anniversary years. Some of them were wearing their old jerseys, and some were wearing their old letter jackets.
The P.A. announcer said "And now, please welcome four very special graduates of Apple Grove High and Fillmore County High." We were 'invited' to march onto the field, taking our places in front of the others, near the football field border nearest the very full home stands.
"They led Fillmore County High to the State title, and in college they led the Wildcats to Conference and National titles. Number Three, Davis Smith! And Number Seventeen, Gregg Scott!" Everyone cheered loudly.
"He was the first Apple Grove football player to receive a Scholarship to play college football!" the announcer announced. "And he later became the first black Deputy Sheriff of Fillmore County. Number 40, Tyronnnne Biggs!" More cheers.
P.A. announcer: "The great legend of the Iron Crowbar began here, in Apple Grove. He has gone on to become a legendary Detective with the Town & County Police Force, earning two Purple Orders for being wounded in the line of duty, and two Medals of Valor for heroism. He has been honored by his State, the FBI, and the Department of Defense. He has also helped the AGPD solve several crimes, and he is the architect of the victory in the Battle of Providence Springs, defeating and destroying the Evil that was corrupting our county. Number 86, Don Troy!"
As always, I was very grateful for the loud and sustained ovation. I noticed the Providence Springs people were generally sitting together in one bloc on one side, near the end of the bleachers. They had cheered Tyrone and me especially loudly. I also saw Laura, my mother, and one Todd Burke in the Reserved section, with the families of the other honorees, and I waved at them.



The Principal took a microphone as four cheerleaders came out with large picture frames. In those frames were our jerseys, and they were handed to us as the Principal said "The Fillmore County Board of Boosters and the School Board have declared that the numbers 3, 17, 40, and 86 are to be retired, and never worn again. Congratulations, gentlemen!"
Wow, just wow, I thought to myself as we were applauded. Photos were taken, then our framed jerseys were taken by staffers for safekeeping; they'd be returned to us later. We then joined the other alumni in forming two lines at the entrance to the playing field behind the goalpost on one end. The current Fillmore County High football team ran through the gauntlet as the FCHS Band played the fight song, and everyone cheered.
As we walked off the field, I said to Tyrone "I thought you said I was a lousy football player."
"You were." Tyrone said. "You were so lousy that no football player here should ever wear your number again!" Davis and Gregg laughed loudly at that, and I chucked, too.
Then Tyrone said "But you're the best damned Detective on the face of the earth, and the story of how the Iron Crowbar Legend started in that hallway under the gym is better known than you may realize." (Author's note: 'Cat's In The Cradle', Ch. 01) "And our players, and all our high school kids, need to see your jersey on the wall, and know that you are real, and what you stand for. You give us hope, Iron Crowbar!"
"And we need that hope." said Davis Smith.
"Hear hear." added Gregg Scott. Wow, just wow, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I cannot believe you got us these reservations!" Lori Lovlin said to me in awe as we were seated at a highly-sought-after window seat in the local Luigi's. It was on the road that led west over the Junior Biggs Dam, and the outside patio and balcony above it faced northwest, overlooking Lake Donald Troy, as did a few window-side tables.
"I happen to know the owner." I said. "The ones in my home Town and in Midtown are two of the best restaurants I've ever eaten at, so I suggested to him to establish one here." I noticed Niko glance at me when I said that, and I wondered if he knew Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone, or even who the former Southport Boss of Bosses was...
Fillmore County High had defeated Pope Benedict XVI Christian School, a private school in the county north of Fillmore County, and a frequent Homecoming opponent of many schools in the area. Afterwards, Todd said that he had reservations for the Chop House, and asked if we wanted to come along.
I asked Todd in a whisper where no one could hear if Craig and Jenny Reynolds were among his guests. Very surprised, he said they were, as well as his (Todd's) attorney, and his grandmother Phyllis. Soooo, I told Todd we had to decline, and I'd tell him why at a later time.
My mother was much less understanding, and was more than miffed that Laura and I weren't joining her and Todd for dinner... and she began letting me know in no uncertain terms, haranguing me over it. Why she was not picking up the vibe of the beginnings of anger from me, I don't know. But I told her very firmly that Laura and Lori Lovlin had business, as in financial business, to discuss, and therefore we were going with them to Luigi's, and that was that.
As we walked to our cars, I asked Todd if his business deal with Craig Reynolds was on track and going well. "Yes, Uncle Don." he replied. "He's been keeping how well it's going a secret, and leaking that it's failing to keep any industrial espionage at bay, but we'll have a deal for BOW to exclusively license it by early next week."
I asked Laura to go on ahead to our car with Lori and Niko, that I had to check in with the TCPD at home. That was only partly true. What I also did was something I wanted to do all day, but never had the chance until now: to use my Police iPhone to check on Niko Nimzovich.
His mother was a Russian emigré as a child, and his father was a naturalized American from Frankfurt, Germany. His undergraduate degree was in Finance, and he had just finished Law School at a midwestern School. He had no criminal record at all, not even a traffic ticket. Lori Lovlin, LLC was his current and so far only employer.
There was no immediate connection between him and Gor-don that my fast search could find. Maybe it was paranoia on my part that Niko looked so much like the insidious Punk. But Gypsy Girl looked just like my late dog Patches, and that was a good thing. So I told myself to quit worrying.
Once we were at Luigi's, Lori seated herself to Laura's right, and they began fluttering about Lori's business of sexually suggestive workouts, podcasts, and livestreams. Niko was to my right, and he leaned over and said "Did I pass your background check?"
"So far." I said, not showing any surprise that he was aware I had made one. "Anything you want to tell me, though?"
Niko smiled thinly and said "No. I have an app that tells me when I'm being investigated. It happens a good bit when I negotiate something on Lori's behalf. And as part of my job, I looked into you and Dr. Fredricson this afternoon, as well. Your Police record is very impressive, Commander."
"Thanks." I said, then asked as casually as I could make my voice: "What did you learn about Laura?"
"That she's a very well respected college professor, specializing in sexual psychology." Niko replied. "But it was strange... there are some Federal records about her that are completely off limits, but they're not criminal records. So I left that stuff alone."
"Probably wise." I said, my face giving nothing away.
Meanwhile, Lori and Laura were enjoying themselves tremendously. Lori said "This food is delicious. Italian food always makes me feel sexy." I observed and deduced that the wine was contributing heavily to her libido, as she and Laura drank most of a full bottle and ordered a second bottle to go. Niko had a couple of glasses, and I had iced tea... I was driving.
When it came time for the bill, the Manager of the restaurant came up and said that our meal was compliments of the owner, Jimmy Cerone. I thanked him, gave him $200 and asked him to divide it among all the staff as tips (which he did), and texted Cerone my thanks, saying I'd pay him back for the extra wine bottles. Cerone would refuse my offer, and said to have a good time with the woman or women who were drinking that wine(!).
As that was going on, the women went to 'powder their noses'. When we met them at the front of the restaurant, with Lori carrying the bottle of wine, Laura whispered to me that Lori had invited us to their room for a 'nightcap', if I was amenable to it. I looked at Lori's bubble butt in the tight latex pants as she and Niko walked ahead, and told Laura that I was amenable to it...
Part 7 - Pleasures of the Flesh
She knew what she wanted and she held nothing back. Lori Lovlin unbuckled my pants and opened them as she stood naked in front of me. Our mouths were pressed together in a hungry, tongue-twining kiss. My hands slid down her sides and back to that magnificent bubble butt, feeling the athletic firmness of her twin globes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to the hotel, Laura and I had gone to our room to get ready. Laura stripped down to just her black lace bra and panties, then put on her high heels and silk bathrobe. I changed into basic trousers and a golf/polo shirt.
We went next door to Lori's room. Lori had somehow peeled those latex pants off her ass and legs, and was naked under her bathrobe. Niko still had his button down shirt on, and trousers held up by suspenders instead of a belt.
Lori opened the bottle of wine and we all had some. Laura had given me a 'gray viagra', and she offered one to Niko, who accepted it and swallowed it with a gulp of wine. The effects were rapid: I was getting hard as Lori sat next to me on the bed closest to the kitchenette. Laura and Niko were already making out on the bed nearer the window and back balcony.
I felt up Lori's large breasts as we began kissing, and seconds later the robe was sliding down her back, exposing her breasts and her firm midriff to my appreciative eyes. This was indeed a beautiful young woman, I thought to myself as my hand found her thigh and began gently stroking it, moving inexorably towards her womanhood.
Then Lori stood up and let the robe fall to the floor, revealing her luscious body in all its feminine glory. A 'runway' strip of thick dark pubic hair pointed the way to the treasure beneath. Her pussy lips were already becoming swollen with desire.
She pulled me up to my feet and began undoing my pants as we deeply kissed. Once I was naked, Lori sat down on the end of the bed and pulled me to stand right in front of her, between her spread legs. She grasped my throbbing hard cock in her right hand, and slowly jacked it.
"Oh wow, it really is iron hard!" Lori gushed. She brought the helmeted head of my circumcised cock to her full lips and kissed the tip, then swirled her tongue around it and the upper part of the shaft. Then she opened her mouth and took me into her warm, wet, mouth.
The sensations were amazing, and I groaned as those full lips glided along the taut skin of my prick as it slid over her tongue and into her throat. Laura had told me that it's hard for women to look up at her man's face as she sucks his cock, but Lori was gazing right into my eyes as she fellated me. I slid my hand onto the back of her head and guided it back and forth as I began gently fucking her beautiful face.
I glanced over to my left, to see my wife sucking Niko's cock. He was standing between her legs, and she was looking down as she worked his tool into her throat. She was wearing her high heels, and the balls of her feet on the ground and heels higher up shaped her magnificent legs to perfection. The sight aroused me, and I felt my cock pulse a little bit.
Niko's cock was longer than my seven and a half inches by at least an inch, maybe an inch and a half. But his meat was not as thick as mine, and looked very slender, like the rest of his Punk-ish but fit body. Laura was deep-throating him and massaging his balls in one hand as her other hand grabbed his fit asscheek.
I turned back to Lori, who affixed her eyes to mine again as she swallowed my entire thick length. She was damned good at giving head, and I felt the first twinges in my balls of the impending release. Lori slid her mouth off my cock.
"Come in my mouth." she whispered, her voice low and throaty. "Paint my tonsils with your spunk, and I'll swallow every... fucking... drop." Her raunchy words and the sight of my shaft sliding past those full lips and disappearing into her beautiful face spurred me on.
I didn't try to hold back. With a gasp, I came in Lori's mouth, firing spurt after ropy spurt of my thick jism into her throat. She made good on her word and began gulping down my load. When my cock finally stopped pulsing, she licked it clean, then looked up at me and said "Mmmm, tasty."
We looked over at Laura and Niko. The younger man had also come quickly, and Laura had swallowed his essence. When she was done, she glanced over at Lori.
"We'll call that one a tie." Lori said. Laura nodded as I went to pour everyone some more wine...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After our break, I had Lori scoot up onto the bed, and I kissed my way up he shapely legs to her wet pussy. I licked her swollen labes with my splayed tongue, then delved deeper and deeper into her sopping wet hole until my mouth was rubbing her labes as my tongue slid along her upper vaginal wall.
"Ohhhh..." Lori moaned as I eased back and began tracing letters of the alphabet along her labes. When I got to 'I', I licked deeper, and Lori slid her hand onto the back of my head and pulled my face into her twat as she slid her feet back and forth along my upper back and sides.
I slid my tongue up to the hard nub of her clit and circled it with my tongue. She gasped and I slid two fingers into her hole, sinking them knuckle-deep and then scraping the upper wall of her cunt with a 'come here' gesture. Lori cried out, and I felt her cuntwalls tighten around my fingers and a gush of liquid coating them. The beautiful woman shook in orgasmic ecstasy for several second, then went limp.
"Fuck me, Don." Lori whispered. "I need you inside me." She rolled over onto her right hip, facing the other couple on the bed. I eased up behind her, really enjoying the feel of those beautiful buttcheeks pressing into my abdomen and groin. Lori raised her left leg and I rolled forward as she guided my cockhead to her ready cunt. She fit my cockhead into her labes, and I pushed forward.
"Oh.. GOD!" Lori gasped as my iron-hard cock slid deep into her tight, velvety, wet vagina. I pushed in until my tight balls pressed against her cuntwalls and her taint, then eased out and thrust back in. This was not the easiest position for fucking, at least not for me, so my movements were relatively slow and confined. It still felt amazing!
As we humped in a steady rhythm, we looked over at the other bed. Niko was on top of Laura, working his hips and ass in a fast, steady rhythm as he fucked my wife with short, deep thrusts. Laura's long legs were pulled back and wrapped around her young stud, and I knew his slim body was somewhere in there.
Lori reached up and back, and pulled my head down to her as she turned her head back for a kiss. I lowered my head and mashed my mouth to hers, and slid my tongue into her mouth and explored it as she sucked on it. I began pushing into her, thrusting harder and harder, feeling my nut rising.
Lori slid her upper leg back and pressed the arch of her left foot onto my thigh. The feeling of her sexy foot on my leg and the tightness of her vagina in this position as I drove my iron hard cock into her again and again sent me over the edge. I did not ask if I could come in her, I just did. I began firing my load into her spasming cunt, coating her cervix with spurt after spurt of potent, virile, semen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was dark in the room when I woke up. I must've fallen asleep, and someone had turned out the lights. Lori's lovely ass was pressed into my groin and her back into my chest, which felt good.
I got up, put on a robe, and went to the bathroom. When I came back out, I saw the bedside clock, which read 1:35am. I saw a flash in the window and went to it, then opened the door and went onto the balcony. The sky was a coppery color: the lights of the town were illuminating the heavy clouds.
I heard the rain begin on the roof, then saw it falling in front of me and then onto the lake as the storm cloud moved over me. As the wind picked up, I went back inside and lay down next to Lori...
When I opened my eyes, another hour had passed. I looked towards the window, and saw the silhouette of my wife, her breasts bouncing up and down. She was fucking Niko again, riding his long cock, gyrating her hips and moving her ass in circles to make his shaft scrape against the walls of her deep box, something she loved to do.
I sat up and watched my wife fuck another man for a moment. The sights and sounds of them copulating made my cock hard again, as the 'gray viagra' was doing its job of keeping me aroused.
And then I heard Lori stir and looked over. She was lying on her back, and had pulled her legs up and back to her shoulders, her feet over her ass and pussy. It was a compelling sight, and made me as hard as iron. I clambered over her and mounted her, and we guided my cock into her sopping wet twat.
I fucked Lori with long, deep strokes, slowly at first, but gaining speed until the room was filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as we hotly mated. I brought Lori to two intense orgasms before thrusting into her a final time and draining my balls, sending streams of semen deep inside her clasping cunt...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Earlier in the evening, before the storm clouds came in, eight couples drove their cars to the field that overlooked Lake Donald Troy. They were Reunion attendees, reliving their halcyon days of youth.
Craig had opened the top of his convertible, and he and Jenny had gotten into the backseat and begun kissing. The other couples were doing similar things. It wasn't long before Jenny's left leg was on the back of the backseat and her right foot was on the headrest of the driver's seat, and Craig was on top of her, thrusting his cock into her with deep, steady thrusts.
Jenny always loved the sight of her man on top of her, and the feeling of his size pistoning in and out of her. She felt her orgasm growing---
"LOOK OUT!"
Jenny heard the cry and looked over Craig's shoulder. She saw the shadowy figure coming up to their car, and what looked like a knife in the shadow's hand!"
"AAAAH! CRAIG!" she shouted. Craig looked up and over his shoulders, then thrust his body upward and twisted around to face the threat. The attacker turned and fled, and disappeared into the darkness of the nearby woods.
"Ah! Dammit!" Craig snarled. His pants were down around his knees, hindering him from pursuing the perp. By the time he got his pants up, the shadowy figure was gone...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Saturday Morning
6:30am, Saturday, October 2nd. Lori and Niko wanted to sleep in, which I suspect was normal for them. Laura and I went back to our room. We showered together, but there was very little fooling around; indeed, Laura decided she wanted to get some more sleep after her long, hard night. So I said I'd go to the Apple Grove Diner for an early breakfast.
I dressed 'casually' in a black pullover shirt, khaki pants, and my trenchcoat in case it began raining again. I also was wearing black slip-on sneakers with rubber soles instead of dressier shoes, taking utility and comfort over 'style'. I still looked good, I thought to myself.
The morning was overcast but not raining as I drove to the Apple Grove Diner. When I went inside, I saw Sergeant Steve Stegall and Detective Ben Watson at a table, looking tired. "Can I sit with you guys?" I asked.
"Sure." said Stegall. I sat down and the waitress brought me coffee and water, and I ordered the eggs, grits, and bacon plate.
"No Iron Crowbar Special?" asked Ben Watson with a grin. I suspected he had a wicked sense of humor, and an irreverence in the style of the TCPD's Micah Rudistan.
'It was good yesterday," I said, "but I had a big, heavy meal at Luigi's last night, so I'll keep it light today. Soooo... you guys look tired. Something keep you up all night that you're willing to tell me about?"
"Tell me, too." said a voice behind me. It was Captain Leanne Wisocky. She sat down at the fourth position at the square table.
Watson said "There was an incident at Pennington's Farm last night. Attempted stabbing of one of the couples having sex in the backseat of their car."
Seeing the look of curiosity on my face, Sergeant Stegall said "Pennington's Farm is a parking spot, like the old Taylor-Greene Farm and 'Strawberry Hill' were. The back side of the place now borders on the northwest corner of Lake Troy. There's a field next to a patch of woods that borders Apple Grove Creek, and while it's not today's most popular parking place for current Apple Grove teenagers, the alumni coming in for the Reunion went there. Apparently some of the alumni decided to go as a group and park out there."
Leanne said "I'm surprised you and your wife didn't go out there with them, Don." She was needling me. Well, I hoped she was.
I said "No, we went to Luigi's with Lori Lovlin and her manager, then went back to our Hotel. So what happened at Pennington's Farm?"
Stegall said: "One couple was having sex in the back seat of their convertible when someone in all black came out of the woods with a knife and ran up to the car. The woman of the couple in the car parked behind them saw a flash of moonlight on the knife and screamed out, giving the couple in the car time to react and defend themselves."
Stegall: "The perp ran back into the woods, and the guy in the convertible couldn't pursue, because his pants were down around his knees. Someone called 9-1-1 and Watson and I went out there. I was surprised how many people stayed around to give their statements, but they did."
"So who was attacked?" I asked.
"Craig Reynolds." said Stegall. "He and his wife Jenny are here for the ten year Reunion. He was banging her when they heard the scream. Jenny said she heard the other scream, then looked over her husband's shoulder and saw the perp coming up, and she screamed out. Craig had time to turn around, and the perp turned a fled into the woods."
Stegall: "When we got out there, we took statements, then tried to determine where the perp went into the woods. But it was pretty thick in there, and we didn't see much. We decided we'd come back at first light, but it began raining around one-thirty in the morning, so whatever was there is likely washed away. We left a patrol at the scene to watch over it and make sure no one came out of the woods and no one came up to disturb it, and we're going to go back and see if we can find anything when we finish eating. Maybe he dropped or threw away the knife."
"Who else was at the scene?" Leanne asked.
Stegall gave us the names of the others at the scene. Jeremy and Charlene Johnson, Steve and Becky Spruance, and some other couples from the 10th, 20th, and 30th Reunions, eight couples in all.
"All former football players." I said, remembering who'd gone onto the field before the game the night before. "So did you figure out what happened in the hours leading up to the attack?"
Stegall said "Some of it. I'll wind it back a little bit. Next to the Chop House is a bar, called 'Molinari's'. It's separate from the Chop House, but I understand that it's under the same ownership. It's a pretty good bar, usually doesn't get too rowdy. Last night a bunch of alumni that could get into the Chop House ate there, while others that didn't have reservations to the Chop House went to the bar. The Chop House diners then joined the others at the bar for drinks and sharing memories, I guess."
Stegall: "Craig and Jenny and another couple were at one table, having drinks. At the next table were some other football players from their Class, including Roddy Baker---"
"Ohhh, him!" exclaimed Leanne. "We have a suspect already!"
I said, "We-ellll, let's hear the full story first. Did something happen at Molinari's?"
Stegall said "Nothing like a fight or altercation, or anything like that. What did happen is that one of the guys at Roddy's table said hello to Craig, and they started talking. They took out their cellphones and were showing each other pictures of their kids, which started all of them and even some people from other tables doing the same thing."
Stegall: "Roddy and Craig aren't close; they were competitors on the football team for the quarterback position. But when Jenny was showing the pics of her kids, Roddy asked to see them. She showed him, and everyone there said Roddy reacted like he'd been punched in the face; his head literally snapped back. Jenny said that Roddy had been clearly buzzed, and was suddenly shocked sober."
I said "Was he belligerent? Loud?"
"Not according to everyone there." said Stegall. "When he looked at the pictures, he reacted, but he didn't get upset or anything. He just said they were cute kids, and was quiet for several minutes. Then he said he had to leave."
Stegall: "One of the guys at his table, Kitzi Taylor's ex-husband Steve Greene, went with Roddy; Roddy had been drinking a lot and was not fit to drive, so Steve either drove him home or made sure he got an Uber. After that, some of the other people, especially the couples, started talking about parking, and decided on a 'road trip' to Pennington's Farm."
"So Roddy didn't go with that group?" said Leanne. When Stegall shook his head, she said "He's absolutely the first guy we need to interview about this. I want to know when he got home, what he did when he got home, the whole nine yards. Talk to his wife Lisa, and get a statement from Steve Greene, also."
I said "Let me ask this: have y'all had past incidents of attacks on people parking and necking? Or even things like pranks that weren't really harmful?"
"Nothing serious." Leanne said. "The only thing that comes to my mind right now was a while back... in fact, come to think of it, it was when the 10-year Reunion Class were Seniors. We had sightings of someone we called the Ghost. There's a patch of woods on the road north towards Springer, and a curve in the road there. People began reporting a floating, glowing sheet coming out of the woods towards the road as people came around the curve."
Leanne: "And then a truck full of high school boys went down the road. When the Ghost showed up, they stopped the truck and came out firing shotguns and pistols at it. The sheet dropped to the ground. My partner at the time and I came up in our patrol car and pulled the boys over. Roddy Baker was driving, and that was his first DUI; all the boys were liquored up."
Leanne: "We recovered the sheet. It had been soaked in some kind of glow-in-the-dark liquid, and there were some shotgun shell holes in it. We didn't find any blood anywhere, much less a wounded or dead human, so whoever was wearing it was lucky as hell he didn't get killed. We never figured out who it was, and the Ghost never appeared again."
Sergeant Stegall said "And about two and a half years ago, we had the Slender Man sightings."
"The what?" I gasped.
Misinterpreting my surprise, Sergeant Stegall said "Have you ever heard of the Slender Man? He was popular on the Internet several years ago. Very tall, thin, wears a suit and tie and no facial features, or wearing a solid white mask."
"I've heard of the legend, yes." I said. And yes, that was the mother of all understatements on my part. (Author's note: 'Slender Man'; 'Return of the Slender Man'.)
"Well," Stegall said, "we began getting reports of Slender Man sightings, and in the same area where Captain Wisocky found the Ghost sheet. So we began patrolling that road hard."
Stegall: "A few weeks later, we were patrolling when we came up on a truck full of high school kids. They were stopped, and shooting at something in the woods. I looked, and I saw the Slender Man myself, just inside the woodline. He was just standing there, arms pressed to his sides, and he looked like he was eight feet tall. That was the scaredest I ever felt in my life."
"Oh, come on." Leanne said.
"I'm telling ya, ma'am, that thing was real." Stegall persisted. "And the others there saw the same thing, made sworn statements to it."
I said "The Slender Man is real. Do not doubt his existence. So what happened next?"
Stegall: "The Slender Man disappeared just as we pulled up behind the truck and turned on the blue lights. The boys surrendered peacefully and quickly, and we disarmed them and cuffed them---"
I said "Roddy Baker was not one of those guys, was he?"
Leanne said "No, and it's too bad, because that would've been his third strike and he'd be serving life in prison right now."
Stegall said "No, they were standard issue Fillmore County redneck white boys still in high school. One of the boys thought he'd hit the Slender Man, then they all said they thought they'd shot him, as he just seemed to disappear and they thought they'd dropped him. So we searched that whole area, to see if anyone was wounded or killed."
Stegall: "We called out the Fire Department and the Volunteer Fire Brigade and the EMTs, and swept the entire area. We never found a thing, not a drop of blood nor scrap of cloth nor even a footprint. And the Slender Man has not been sighted in this county again."
Leanne said "I still think it was like the Ghost, that someone was dressing up like Hallowe'en. And we never saw him again because he nearly got his Slender ass shot off." Stegall and Watson laughed. Me, not so much.
"Interesting." I said thoughtfully. "So what was the description of the perp last night?"
Detective Watson said "Relatively short but very broad shouldered, wearing all black and a full black mask, like some kind of ninja. The knife was described as a 'Rambo' knife, a large hunting knife."
After we finished eating, Leanne said "Don, want to go with me and Watson to search the Baker house? We don't need a warrant with him on parole."
"I'm out of jurisdiction, so you go ahead." I replied. "I'd appreciate it if you let me know what you find. And if you don't mind, I'd like to take a quick look at the crime scene. I'm all curious now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Leanne and Detective Watson left to pay the Baker home a visit. Deputy Tyrone Biggs had come in for breakfast, so Sergeant Stegall and I had more coffee while Biggs ate. He was still a big, athletic man, and he put away an 'Iron Crowbar Unlimited' three-egg omelette and nine pancakes in a short amount of time. As Tyrone ate, Stegall filled him in on the previous night's incident. Afterwards, I insisted on paying the bill, then we all drove over to Pennington's Farm.
The road was a two-lane dirt strip that led over a rise then downhill into the grassy field, which sloped downwards towards the lake in a southeasterly direction. Neither cattle nor horses came into this area, so there were only some tire tracks, in the area where the cars had parked. The line of woods was to our left as we faced downhill with Lake Troy in front of us. The woodline extended from the lake up to the top of the hill and over it.
Sergeant Stegall spoke to the two Officers that were in their patrol car at the top of the hill, then came up to us and said "These guys said that they didn't see anyone at all up here. No cars came in after the people parking left, and no one came in on foot."
We parked at the top of the hill and walked down towards the crime scene. Sergeant Stegall said "Those pink flags are the area we think the perp came out of the woods and ran back into the woods. The Reynolds car was parked right where the blue flag is." The flags were tiny little plastic flags that CSIs everywhere used to mark evidence or paths.
"What about the other cars?" I asked.
Stegall said: "Five of them were aligned generally side-by-side, with about ten yards between then. Three others were behind them in a second row. Not aligned perfectly, by any means."
"Not a very great distance from the woods to the Reynolds car." observed Deputy Biggs. "Craig Reynolds was lucky he didn't get that knife in his back... or up his ass." Sergeant Stegall laughed at that.
"And who was behind the Reynolds car?" I asked. "Who saw the perp come out of the woods with the knife, and screamed?"
"That would be... Jeremy and Charlene Johnson." said Stegall as he consulted his notes. "Charlene was the one that saw the perp and screamed out."
"Thanks." I said. I began walking along the grass between the flags, then I peered into the woods. It was full of trees (yeah, duh!), and by that I meant it was thickly wooded hardwoods, lots of branches intersecting, and I saw no discernible trails through the area.
"Is there a road on the other end of this clump of woods?" I asked.
Tyrone Biggs replied "Down towards the lake there's a couple of creeks flowing into the lake. No roads for a mile, at least. Back towards the top of the hill, northwest as the crow flies, there a dirt road strip that goes into the woods that hunters use for hunting deer. This is a good area for funneling deer. That path comes out on the main road near where the road the cars use to get down here comes out."
I said "What do you guys notice about this patch of woods?"
Sergeant Stegall said "It's pretty thick. It'd have been a good hiding place for the perp, hard for the Police to get him out of there. He could have hidden in there for hours."
"True." I said. "But I'm thinking more in terms of..." I paused, then said "If you were the perp, would you want to try to walk through those woods in the dead of night, and a cloudy night with no moonlight, at that?"
"I see what you're saying." said Sergeant Stegall. "I'd sure want a flashlight, or night vision binoculars or something."
I said "And no matter how carefully he treads, the perp is going to make some noise trying to walk or run in those woods. Sooo... let's carefully walk along the edge of the woodline back up the hill."
I proceeded to do so, peering at the meadow and the edge of the woods. The stampede of Police footprints ended about ten yards past where the second row of cars would've been parked. About ten more yards uphill I pointed out to the others some faint impressions in the dirt just inside the woods, which had been somewhat protected from the previous night's rain. Another faint impression near the top of the hill was the only other clue I could find.
Going over the top of the hill, I looked around. I said "I'm looking to see if a car was parked up here, or turned to the side in order to turn around and leave. Unfortunately, the ground was firm before the rain, so impressions would be faint, and then the rain washed those out. Those tracks there are from the patrol car that just left."
"So what do you think happened, Commander?" Tyrone Biggs asked.
"I don't think the perp came out of the woods." I said. "I think he drove up behind the others some time after they'd gotten here; after all, Craig and Jenny had gotten far enough along to be having intercourse, and some of the others had, too, maybe?"
Stegall nodded, and I continued: "So the perp hugged the woodline as he came down, then when he got near enough to the Reynold's car, he made for it. But not perpendicular to the woodline; he came at an angle, and close enough to the Johnson's car behind the Reynolds that Charlene Johnson saw something and screamed out."
Me: "That gave Jenny Reynolds time to look up and see the perp coming, and she screamed out. The perp then did run perpendicular to the woodline, making a beeline in the shortest distance possible to the concealment of the trees. It looked like he ran on into the woods, but in their confusion they couldn't see that he turned and went uphill, staying on the edge of the trees, and he wasn't seen."
Me: "He got to his parked car and hightailed it out of the area. And probably just in time; 9-1-1 was called, and you guys got out here pretty fast... before people had time to decide to leave."
"That makes sense." Sergeant Stegall said, almost begrudgingly. "So this is pretty serious, isn't it?"
"Looks like it." I said, worry in my voice. "And I'm making two observations, here. First, the perp knows the terrain, and apparently pretty well."
"Locals." Stegall said. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"And maybe more." said Tyrone Biggs. "Roddy Baker is a deer hunter, and so is Steve Spruance and his family... including his brother-in-law Jeremy Johnson. They'd know this area very well."
I said "That's a point. And my second observation is that the perp knew where Craig and Jenny Reynolds were. Of course the others parked here with them knew, but getting out of their cars, attacking Craig, and getting back to their cars without being seen? That'd be a hella neat trick. No, that won't do; it has to be a loner, and not one of them. But who else knew they were coming out here? Ah, now that is something to ask around about."
*CHIME!*
It was my cellphone. I read it, then said "My wife is texting me. I've got to go. Thanks for letting me look around."
As I turned to go, I heard Tyrone say: "Lousy football player. Best Detective ever."
"Aw hell, we could've figured that out." I heard Stegall reply witheringly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Saturday, October 2nd. I went back to the Hilton Hotel. Laura, Lori Lovlin, my mother Phyllis, and old Sheriff Greenwood were setting up the ballroom for the dinner that evening. Niko was sitting at a table, talking on his cellphone.




"Hello Mom, Sheriff." I said, coming up to them.
"Hello, son." my mother said. "Have you solved that incident last night for the local Police?"
"What incident is that?" Lori Lovlin asked as she came up to us, wearing a denim shirt, a tube top underneath it, and a pair of jeans so tight they looked painted on.
I said "Oh, some prankster was trying to spook some people that think they're still in high school and were watching the submarine races near the Lake, if you get my drift. And no, I didn't solve it, nor do I think anything of it."
I'd said that because of Lori's presence, and I could see that my mother was not fooled for a moment. We were rescued when old Sheriff Greenwood came in with a box of table decorations. "Ah, great! Thank you so much!" Lori said as she took the box and headed towards the head tables at the far end of the room.
"Just a prank?" my mother said softly.
"And how did you know about it, one wonders?" I retorted.
"Sheriff Hall called both of us." said Sheriff Greenwood. "He said he thought it wasn't anything, but to keep our eyes and ears peeled at the Reunion Dinner tonight, and watch over Craig and Jenny Reynolds."
My mother said "I'm wondering who would want to bring harm to Craig or Jenny---"
"That's what I'm trying to find out." said a voice behind us. We turned to see Captain Leanne Wisocky and Detective Ben Watson, who had just come into the ballroom. Leanne said "I need to speak to Lori Lovlin, and her associate Niko... Niko..."
"Lori!" I called out. As she came over, I called out "Niko!" He came over.
Leanne said "I'm Captain Wisocky of the Apple Grove Police, and this is Detective Watson. You're Lori Lovlin?"
"Yes." Lori said. "What's this about?"
"And you're Nikoooo....?" Leanne said, wanting Niko to give her his last name.
But all he said was "Yes."
"What's your last name, Niko?" Leanne asked, irritation in her voice.
"Nimzovich." said Niko. "And like my client Ms. Lovlin asked, what is this about?"
"Are you her lawyer?" Leanne asked, and very astutely.
"No." Niko said, volunteering no more. "And again, what is this about?"
Leanne said "We need to ask you a few questions about your whereabouts last night." Leanne said.
"Why?" Niko said. Leanne's face flushed red; she was getting mad.
"Guys," I said to Niko and Lori, "y'all need to cooperate with the Apple Grove Police Chief and Detective Watson. And Captain, you do need to tell them what it's about if you're going to interrogate them. Now why don't y'all sit down at that table there, and the rest of us will go to the other end of the room, okay?"
Leanne did not like it, but she had Lori and Niko sit down at one of the round tables that seated four people. I shepherded everyone else towards the other side of the banquet hall.
"Hey, what are these photos on the side?" I asked, seeing several long tables with poster boards, upon which were attached photographs of families.
My mother said: "Oh, we asked people to send photos of their families. During the reception there will be a slide show of people as they looked then, and what they look like now."
But before I could look further at the photos, I heard Lori call out "Oh, Commmannnderrr?" And yes, that jarred my attention; it sounded like my dreams when Angela Harlan appeared before me...
I went over. Lori said "Would you please tell these Officers that we were with you and your wife last night?"
"They were with me and Laura last night." I said, deadpan flat, as I pulled up a chair and sat down.
Leanne said "We know you were with them at dinner at Luigi's last night. You made quite a splash with the manager, what with that big tip you gave the whole staff. So after that? You gave them a ride to your hotel?"
"Yes." I said. "And Laura and I went to Lori's room, which is next to ours."
Leanne said "And what time did you leave?"
"About six a.m." I said. Detective Watson looked shocked.
Captain Wisocky pretended to. She said "You stayed in their room with them all night?"
"Don't act so surprised, Leanne." I said. "Let's just cut to the chase, here. You know Laura and I have an open marriage, and you've seen my other kids Ross, Ian, and Tasha. So yes Laura and I stayed in Lori and Niko's room all night. Having sex."
"I'd heard rumors." said Watson, grinning as he shook his head. "You're way out of our league here in Fillmore County, Mr. Crowbar." No doubt about that, I thought acerbically to myself, but held my tongue from speaking that out loud.
Leanne knew I had thrown those last two words at her in a personal affront, but she just said: "And it's lucky for you, Ms. Lovlin and Mr. Nimzovich, that you have that alibi. We know you have issues with Craig Reynolds from your high school days, and we know you had something of a confrontation with him at the reception last night."
"So what?" Lori asked angrily.
Leanne replied: "The 'so what' is that someone tried to stab him... or his wife... last night. Either of you fit the general description of the suspect: short, but broad-shouldered. In fact, Ms. Lovlin, you fit the description better than Mr. Nimzovich does. Any idea who might want to harm him... besides yourself?"
That got Lori's hackles up. "I've moved on from Craig. Ten years moved on. My life is a hundred times better now than it would've been if Fat Girl hadn't taken him away from me, so I guess I should be grateful to her for that."
Detective Watson said "I believe you and Commander Troy when you both say you were together all last night from dinnertime to this morning. So I need your help... is there anyone you can think of that might want to harm either Craig or Jenny Reynolds?"
Lori said "Craig beat out Roddy Baker for the starting quarterback job when we were in school, and I've heard stories that Roddy never really got over that. Maybe the Reunion is giving him flashbacks. But I didn't keep up with Craig at all since we graduated, so I don't know who he might've made enemies with in the last ten years."
Niko said "I heard something last night from some people. Craig Reynolds obtained venture capital for the projects his company is working on, and a good number of his investors are from this area. The time to pay the money back is drawing near, and the word getting out is that his project failed, and he won't be able to repay the money. I'd think they'd wait for confirmation of the failure to go after him, but I did hear some talk."
Leanne: "Do you remember who made the comments?"
Niko: "No, I don't know anyone around here."
Leanne: "Did you invest with Craig Reynolds?"
Niko: "No. I'm just trying to be helpful, so don't start trying to pin anything on me."
Lori also said she had not invested in Craig Reynolds's projects, nor had she been asked to. When they were done, Leanne told Lori and Niko they could go but to stay in town. They got up and went back towards the others as Leanne said "Stay here a minute, Don."
I did, and when the others were out of earshot, she said quietly "I have a status report, but it's addition by subtraction. We haven't found either Roddy or Lisa Baker yet. We went to their house, and no one was there. We searched it, which we can do since he's on parole, but we didn't find anything like a 'Rambo' hunting knife."
Leanne continued: "What we did find was a lamp shattered to pieces in the corner of the room. It looked like it was on the table beside the sofa, and was knocked over and smashed on the wall and floor. Some magazines were strewn on the floor, as well. But the rest of the house was not ransacked."
"Where are their kids?" I asked, knowing they might be the best way to find their parents.
Leanne said "Being babysat. Their boy Tommy spent the night at the Owens house. You remember Owens, the pharmacist? He lives next to your old house, the bed and breakfast place. The Bakers's two girls, who are ten and six... Tommy is eight... are at Mrs. Starnes's house. She was babysitting them while Roddy and Lisa were at the reception, and neither parent came to pick them up."
"How'd you find that out, since you haven't found Roddy nor Lisa?" I asked.
"We did find Steve Greene, at his house." said Leanne. "He said he gave Roddy a ride home, and said Roddy told him where the kids were staying. He also said that if Roddy was not at his house, then he, Steve, didn't know where Roddy was."
"We tried one other place." said Watson. "Kitzi Taylor's. Roddy and Kitzi dated in high school... and an open-marriage guy like you can figure out what I mean by 'dated'..." A red crowbar was waved in his general direction, and he continued unabated: "... and it's pretty well known that Roddy and Kitzi have hooked up a lot in the years since they graduated. She was at home, but said Roddy wasn't there, and she hadn't seen him."
I said "Wasn't she married to Steve Greene... who helped Roddy get home last night?"
"Not much gets past you." Leanne said. "Steve and Kitzi lived together for four years, no children. Then they separated. Two years later, Steve went to fill out paperwork to marry Tina Fenton, and found out that some years before, Kitzi had filed the paperwork to declare him married by common law to her, Kitzi. As you know, this is a State where common law marriages are recognized, so Steve had to go through the process of filing for a divorce from Kitzi, which he did and which she did not contest. Unfortunately, Tina broke off the engagement when she heard about all that, and she moved away."
Ben Watson said "Steve and Roddy remained friends all the time Steve was with Kitzi. Maybe they had some kind of open relationship, themselves... another rooster in the henhouse, so to speak." He was grinning, so I realized he was needling me.
I grinned in amusement. "You're not getting over that, are you?" I said. "Seriously, my wife is a full Professor of Psychology, and her specialty is sexual psychology. She'll set your ears burning about the subject matter... but in all seriousness, she may can give y'all some helpful information about all that, and you can maybe use that to determine any motives for the (air quotes) 'Ninja at Pennington's Farm'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we finished talking, Laura called me over to the boards with family pictures on them. Lori and my mother Phyllis were also standing there. When I got there, my wife pointed one photo out to me. It showed her and me, with Carole, Jim, and Tasha standing in front of us, striking a pose.
"I-yi-yi." I said. "I'm sorry, Lori, but that's going to have to come down."
"Why?" Lori and my mother said simultaneously. Just then, Leanne and Ben called Laura over to their table, and I'd find out later that after vouching for Lori and Niko's alibi, they really did ask her about open marriage situations, and how that might pertain to Roddy, Kitzi, Steve, and Lisa.
"Where did you get this?" I asked.
"I took that photo the last time I visited you." my mother said. "It's a nice picture."
"Yes, it is." I said agreeably. "But Mom, you know that Laura and I are subject to potential dangers that most people are not, and our enemies may try to get at us through our children. Oh... that's Tommy Baker in the photo above us." I observed the photo and saw what Roddy and Lisa Baker and their girls looked like. I also observed that no one in the photo was smiling, and the kids looked a little worried, as if they were walking on eggshells.
"When did you see Tommy?" Lori asked.
"He was at the house next door to The Troy House when I stopped by there yesterday." I said.
"You must never forget a face." Lori said, seemingly in awe.
"And that's why we need to take my family photo down." I said. Then I looked over and saw Craig and Jenny Reynolds's family, with their two daughters. I took the Troy family photo down, then said "There's an ugly gap here. Let me fill it..."
Seemingly innocuously and at random, I took the Reynolds family photo and put it in the space. Lori showed zero interest in that, but my mother was peering at the photo with great interest.
"In fact, Mom, Lori, watch how this works." I said as I took out my Police iPhone and snapped photos of the photos. "Now some nefarious person could come in and do that with our family photo, and they'd have my kids's faces." Then I glanced down at my mom and said "Do you see that, Mom?"
My mother looked up at me in shock, realizing what I was truly asking. "Yes, son. And you're right. I should've realized that long ago. I apologize."
"No harm, no foul." I said. "Okay, I need to make a couple of phone calls. I need to get some GPS data from our Federal friends..." 
Part 9 - Reunion Intrigue
7:00pm, Saturday, October 2nd. Laura and I came into the ballroom of the Hilton Hotel right behind Lori Lovlin and Niko Nimzovich. Lori was wearing a glittering Apple-Grove-blue dress that hugged her lovely body perfectly. Niko was wearing a black suit and white shirt, and a black bow tie. Somewhat overdone, but he actually carried it fairly well.
Laura was in a black dress that was glittery like Lori's, but showed off more of her shapely legs. I was wearing my dark gray suit with armor lining, a white shirt and Wildcat-red tie, with a round lapel pin that had the TCPD logo on it. My service weapon was in its holster under my jacket (I still have my Federal carry permit), and my TCPD badge was on my belt, but almost on my hip so that it was not easily seen.
We stepped up to the table at the entrance and found our nametags, which my mother and Sheriff Greenwood were handing out. Mine had my Senior yearbook photo printed on it, which wasn't the worst photo I'd ever had taken of me. We went on in and to the open bar, where Laura got white wine and I got a Scotch on the rocks.
"Is it bad?" Laura asked when she saw me ever so slightly grimace when I tasted it.
"No, it's fine. It's Johnny Walker Red Label" I said, then added: "It just made me realize what a whiskey snob Sheriff Griswold has turned me into." Laura chuckled at that.
Dinner would start at 8:00pm. Laura and I were at a big round table seating eight near the front, and the others at the table were from my Class. Class Officers from the Reunion were at the head table, with a lectern in the middle. My mother had told me that Lori Lovlin had seated Craig Reynolds next to her and the Class VP between Craig and Jenny, and my mother had done the right thing and switched the place settings so that the VP was between Craig and Lori.
I saw Captain Wisocky and Sheriff Hall in their uniforms with jackets, and I knew they were here for security as much as anything else. I also knew that Deputy Biggs, Sergeant Stegall, Detective Watson and several Uniformed AGPD Officers and Deputies were on the scene.
And if I haven't mentioned it, the way Fillmore County works is that the towns, such as Apple Grove, Rome, Providence Springs, and Springer, have Police jurisdiction for a radius of several miles outside of their city limits, and the unincorporated county beyond that is at the mercy of the woefully understaffed County Police. Ergo, the Hilton Hotel was within the jurisdiction of Apple Grove's Finest.
People were looking at the long row of photos on the left side. At the end of the row, nearest the door and away from the head table in back, was a table with a lot of business cards on it. To the left of that table was a glass door that led to an atrium, a roofed but open area with a poor imitation of a Japanese garden, and the gated-in swimming pool at the far end. It was overcast but not raining; still, most people remained inside.
Lori and Niko had peeled off from us and were talking to others near the photos, so when Craig and Jenny Reynolds came in, we went to greet them. As Laura greeted Jenny, I think I surprised Craig when I did not ask about the attack the previous night, instead asking if he had met with my nephew Todd.
"Yes, I did." said Craig. "Things went very well, and I think we'll be closing our deal Monday, touch wood. It's just a matter of our legal beagles dotting the 'i's and crossing the 't's."
"Sounds good." I said. "Do you guys still live here in this area?"
"No, we live in Capitol City." said Craig. "And if this deal goes through, we may be moving to your Town & County, and go to work for BOW Enterprises there."
"Good, we'll be glad to have you down there." I said. Just then, Roddy Baker came into the ballroom, looking around almost wildly. He was in his suit and tie, but it looked like he'd dressed rapidly and carelessly. He saw what he was looking for, and came up to us.
"Hi Craig." he said. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but I really need to speak to you for a moment---"
Craig said "Roddy, have you met Donald Troy? The Donald Troy?"
"Hello, sir." said Roddy as he shook my hand. "I apologize for butting in, but I need to speak to Craig for a minute. It's urgent, really urgent."
"I'll leave y'all to it, then." I said. "Oh, did your wife come in with you?"
"Uhh, no." Roddy said. "She's feeling under the weather." He managed to get Craig to walk away from me and back through the main doors, where they talked in the Hotel lobby as people passed them by.
Your Iron Crowbar is a sneaky Iron Crowbar, and a curious one. That lapel pin I was wearing was actually a listening device. I put the earbud that went along with it into my ear, and then stepped out into the hotel lobby, acting as if I was looking for something.
I headed down to the north end of the hotel, the side of the hotel where my room was and also where the swimming pool was, and noted that a door led from the hallway to the outside area and the pool, which was otherwise gated in and could not be accessed from outside the hotel. I observed that the door was under the surveillance of a hotel security camera, as was the door to the outside at the end of the hallway.
I then began walking slowly back, aiming the lapel pin towards Roddy and Craig, and I listened to a conversation that should not have concerned me.
"I really need that money back." Roddy was saying, trying hard not to be animated, but clearly agitated.
Craig said "If you wait three days, you'll have 20 times as much."
Roddy: "I understand, but I can't wait that long, I need it now."
Craig said "Look, I certainly don't carry that kind of cash on me, and I don't have access to it now." He handed Roddy a card and said "Call me tomorrow, and I'll see what we can do. Excuse me, I have to get back to Jenny."
"All right. Thanks." Roddy said as he pocketed the card, an unhappy look on his face.
I had walked on past them and was at the door when Craig came up behind me. I went inside and spotted Laura and Jenny, and stepped up to them, and Craig was right there.
"Honey," Jenny said, "would you mind getting me a glass of wine from the bar? Commander, do you recommend the Scotch they're serving tonight?"
"Uh, try a bourbon." I suggested. Craig stalked off toward the bar. I noticed that Roddy was already at the bar, getting a drink.
Jenny's action had obviously been done to get Craig out of the way for another moment. Laura had been talking to Jenny to determine if the younger woman had any residual issues over the attack the night before. Must be the matronly psychiatrist in her, I thought to myself.
Sure enough, Laura said "Don, Jenny was just telling me about that incident last night while they were... parking. Do you think it was a prank, or something possibly more serious?"
"Yes, I heard about that." I said. "I'm glad you weren't hurt. It sounds like a prank, though a scary one. The only thing I'd ask is if you know of any reason someone would want to bring your husband to harm. Or you, for that matter."
"No." Jenny said. "We're about to close a deal with BOW Enterprises. Craig told me their CEO Todd Burke is your nephew, by the way. But I don't know why anyone would consider that deal a threat to us."



"I don't need exact details," I said, "but how will that deal affect his company?"
Jenny said "Our company; we're in it together. I handle most of the paperwork and stuff, while Craig does the engineering and the processes. And Craig says to not talk about the deal until it's completed, because of industrial espionage."
"A wise precaution." I said. "You applied for patents, didn't you?"
"No, we didn't." Jenny said. "Craig is really paranoid about stuff like that. He was afraid one of the big companies with a lot of money and connections would bribe the Patent Office for the information on the patent, and steal the processes."
I said "If memory serves me correctly, Alexander Graham Bell did that, and stole some of the telephone patent from Elisha Gray. So it's not paranoia if someone is really out to get your husband, or his process. But I doubt anyone would try to kill him or you over that."
Jenny: "I have to say, Mister Crowbar, I don't think it was business-related. It seemed either random, or personal. I think you were nearby last night when we saw Lori Lovlin. It's the first time I've seen her since Graduation, and she looked like she hates us as much now as she did then. But I don't want to make accusations, and the Police did tell us that they've traced her movements last night and are pretty sure neither she nor that manager of hers had anything to do with it."
I wanted to chuckle at the mention of Lori's movements last night, which were very much in sync with mine and in a sexual way, but all I said was "Well, it most likely was a prank. But to be on the safe side, y'all stay together and around others as much as you can. By the way, where are your children? Two daughters, my mother told me?"
"Yes, and they're the joy of our lives." Jenny said, her face lighting up considerably at the mention of her children. "They're staying with my parents, who are going to spoil them rotten and then give them back to us." We all chuckled at the joke... more like the truthful adage.
Just then, we saw Lisa Baker come into the ballroom. Her red hair was hanging loosely down her back, and she was wearing a peach dress that was old but becoming on her willowy body. What shocked us was that it was clear that Lisa's left eye was badly bruised under the heavy application of makeup she was wearing.
She was with two other women, who appeared to be classmates of hers; they had nametags with their photos on them. They appeared to be acting protectively of Lisa. Those woman also had husbands, who looked at me and Laura most very skeptically as we came up to them.
"Hello everyone." I said. "I'm Don Troy, and this is my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson. You're Lisa Baker?"
"Yes." Lisa said quietly.
Laura said "Can I have a moment of your time, Lisa?" as she deftly put herself between Lisa and the others, and drew Lisa away from them. I spoke with the others, but beyond mouthing politenesses, they didn't talk to me, and they were looking all around the room as well as keeping an eye on Lisa.
"Y'all looking for something, or someone?" I asked, allowing my command presence to creep into my voice.
One of the husbands figured it out, and said "You're the Iron Crowbar, aren't you?"
"My reputation precedes me, I perceive." I said. "And you are?"
"I think we have things under control, sir." said the husband, not introducing himself. His voice was polite, but he clearly wanted me to keep out of their business. "But if Lisa's husband shows up here, please keep an eye on him. We are... concerned about him."
"Did he give his wife that black eye?" I asked directly, peering at him.
"We don't know, sir." said one of the women. "Lisa says he didn't, that she ran into a door. But if he comes in, please do watch him."
"I will." I said. "You might also talk to Captain Wisocky, who is Chief of the Apple Grove Police---"
Just then, Lisa came back to her friends, and they all hastily got out of my presence, and went to their table. As Laura and I headed to the bar for refills, she said to me: "I told Lisa I was a medical doctor and that if she needed any medical attention to find me. She gave the standard excuse before I even asked... she was going into the bathroom, her name was called, and when she turned back around she ran right into the end of the door."
"Uh huh." I said. "By the way, are you licensed to practice medicine in this State?" I'd meant it humorously, but my wife's answer shocked me.
"Yes." she said, almost coldly. "I'm licensed to practice in ten States, including our home State, this State, Virginia, Maryland, Georgia, Florida, Texas, Louisiana, California, and Arizona. I got licensed here just in case something happened to you while we were in Apple Grove, and for a while I thought that might be needed. But you did Iron Crowbar things to Spaulding and his filth, and so the crisis was averted." (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 02.)
"I did not know that... that you'd gotten licensed here." I said.
"It never came up." Laura said. "And that's one reason I fought Woolsey and BigBenefitInsurance so hard, so my licenses in the other States wouldn't be revoked." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', Ch. 02; Climate Injustice', Ch. 01-02.)
At the bar, I noticed that Roddy Baker was nowhere around, and had apparently left the room. "Yes," Laura said, observing me, "Roddy bolted for the exit door just as soon as Lisa and her group went to their table. What did you make of their friends?"
"Same thing you did, I suspect." I said. "They look and act more like professional bodyguards than concerned classmates."
"Not much gets past you, Darling." Laura replied with a twinkle in her eyes. "So how is the bourbon?" I'd gotten a bourbon instead of another Scotch.
"It's Wild Turkey, which is good," I said, "but it's either watered down or it's the 81-proof instead of the 101-proof..."
"Sheriff Griswold would be scandalized." Laura said. "Or does he have competition for the next World Whiskey Tasting Championships?"
"Not from me, he doesn't." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The formal dinner was starting at 8:00pm, and as the time drew near Laura and I made our way to our seats. Steve Spruance and his wife Becky were at our table, as were some others from my Class, including Renée and her date for the evening. Introductions and re-introductions were made, and we all exchanged stories of what we'd been doing for the last 20 years. I began talking to Steve about his father and the hunting trips I'd been invited to go on with them...
Everyone went through the buffet line for dinner, which took an hour. At 9:00pm, Lori Lovlin got up and went to the lectern. She welcomed everyone, then turned it over to my Class's president. The first thing he did was to ask everyone who had served in the military to stand up. I stood up, along with a several others in my Class and the 30-year Class. There were fewer in the 10-year and the 40+ Classes, probably due to the politics of their times (Vietnam Counterculture and War On Terror weariness).
We were vigorously applauded, and then a slide show started, showing many of the attendees. First their yearbook photos would be shown, then much more current photos, including those of the families whose pics were on the posterboards. For some, there were other photos, such as awards received, new businesses started.
And yes, to my chagrin, the last photos shown started with my yearbook photo, then the family photo of me and Laura with Carole, Jim, and Tasha. Fortunately it didn't stay up long, but it was followed by a photo of me and Carole holding up our Certificates awarded by the AGPD (Author's note: 'Return to Apple Grove'.), which everyone 'ooh'ed and 'ahh'ed over.
Then a photo of me speaking at the Dam and Lake dedication ceremonies appeared, and the slideshow stopped there, holding that photo in place. Applause had started up, and then Lori Lovlin got up and said "Would you please join me in recognizing Commander Donald Troy?" The applause got louder, then everyone began getting out of their seats, giving me a standing ovation.
After a few seconds, I stood up and acknowledged it, then was going to sit back down to end it. But Laura wouldn't let me, and everyone kept applauding. I finally looked up towards Lori with a 'stop this, please' look, and she spoke into the microphone, which did stop the applause as everyone sat down.
Lori said "Commander Troy is usually generous about posing for selfies, but please let him dance with his lovely wife after we finish remembering the decades." She called up her Class's VP to go through another slideshow with audio accompaniment, with the No. 1 songs of ten, twenty, thirty, and forty years before, as well as news events of the times...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:50pm, Saturday, October 2nd. The evening was beginning to wind down. Laura and I had been dancing on the open floor behind the tables. Craig and Jenny Reynolds also had been dancing every dance together, looking lovingly into each other's eyes the whole time.
Laura whispered to me: "If he's not totally in love with her, then he's the greatest actor of all time."
"I agree." I said. "And she's a pretty smart lady, too. They're almost as well matched as... you and me. But I have the best looking wife here."
"Awww, you silver-tongued smoothie, you." Laura said as she rested her head on my shoulder in affection.
Lori Lovlin had danced a few dances with Niko, and also indulged a few of the older men at the event who probably wished they could still get it up for a woman like her. She also went around talking to groups of people. I had seen her talking to Lisa Baker and her friends, but I did not see any of them at the moment.
Roddy Baker had not been seen all evening since talking to Craig Reynolds and going to the bar before the dinner began. I wondered if Captain Leanne Wisocky had arrested him and dragged him off to AGPD Headquarters.
I saw Niko take his cellphone out of his pocket and answer it, then head to the door to the outside area as he talked on it. A moment later, Lori Lovlin came up to Craig and Jenny, and handed Craig a note, then walked away from them, going towards the main doors, turning in the direction of the restrooms, which was the other way from from the corridor to the pool.
Craig read the note, said something to Jenny, then headed for the door to the outside through which Niko had just exited. Jenny moseyed over towards the bar, then left through the front doors, turning in the direction of the restrooms, as well.
Then Leanne Wisocky and Sergeant Stegall appeared in my vision as they came up to me. "Sorry to interrupt, folks." Leanne said. "Have either of you seen Roddy or Lisa Baker? I just got word that he had left earlier, but showed back up a few minutes ago."
I said "He was here, but I haven't seen him for hours." Laura nodded vigorously in agreement.
"I don't see Lisa, either." I said as I expertly scanned the room. "She was with two couples, who were acting like her bodyguards. I don't see any of them, either."
"And Lori Lovlin?" Leanne asked. "I don't see her right now, either."
Laura said "She was up front a moment ago, talking to the other Class Officers. Then she handed Craig Reynolds a note, and walked out the main doors. Maybe she went to powder her nose, too."
"Uh oh." Leanne said. "I'd better head to the restroom, then. I saw Jenny Reynolds going there---"
"HELP! HELP!"
The cry had come from an older man attending his 40th Reunion. He'd just come in the door from the pool area.
You can always tell who the first responders are. I took off for that door, followed by Sergeant Stegall and Laura. Captain Wisocky had been going out the door to the lobby, but turned and came running behind us. Almost everyone else in the room stayed frozen in place.
The older man held the door for me as I ran through it. I heard splashing in the pool and ran there. "HELP!" I heard a man call out as he held up another man, and I saw a crimson cloud of blood in the pool.
"HELP ME!" cried the first man as he tried desperately to get the other man to the edge of the pool. I saw that he was Niko Nimzovich as I got there, bent down at the knees, and bodily pulled the other man out. He was a fairly big man, and his wet clothes added weight. My back screamed, but the adrenaline rush allowed me to lift the man up with a mighty heave. Niko helped, then someone else came up and helped me get the unconscious man out.
"MEDIC!" I yelled as I saw the 'Rambo' knife that had been stabbed into the man's groin, right under his balls. And then I saw his face. He was Craig Reynolds...
To be continued.
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Part 10 - The Crime Scene
10:55pm, Saturday, October 2nd. As Police formed a cordon around us, Laura rushed up to us and knelt down by Craig Reynolds. She glanced at the knife wound, then looked at his face.
"He has a heartbeat, but he's not breathing." she said. "Don, start CPR with me." She tilted his head back and began administering mouth-to-mouth resuscitation while I performed chest compressions, more to get his lungs working than his heart. A few seconds later, Craig coughed and spit up some water, then began breathing again.
"Hold him still." Laura said as she began closely examining his knife wound. "Okay, no gushing blood, that's good---"
"CRAIG!" a voice rang out. It was Jenny Reynolds. Leanne Wisocky restrained her, assisted by Deputy Tyrone Biggs. "Let me go!" Jenny yelled out. "Craig!"
"Hey... Hey!" I said as I got into Jenny's face. "He's alive, and my wife is a very good doctor. Let them do their jobs, okay? Calm down!" Jenny stopped fighting, and began crying. "Craig..." My mother arrived and assisted an Officer in getting Jenny moved back.
"Sergeant Stegall," I said to Sergeant Stegall, "lock the place down. No one enters or leaves. And get every bit of video footage the hotel has for the entire evening, from six o'clock until now."
"We'll need a warrant for that." said Captain Leanne Wisocky.
"No you don't." I said. "Attempted murder is textbook 'exigent circumstances'. If they give you any crap about it, come get me."
Sheriff Donny Hall had come up, and he said "I'll come with you, Stegall. They won't say 'no' to me, if they know what's good for 'em." They stalked off, and Leanne directed other Officers and Deputies to ensure the lockdown was effectively put in place. She also had an Officer escort Niko to one side, to get his full statement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The paramedics arrived quickly. One of them said to Laura "We've got him. Stand back, please." Laura redirected his suppositions.
"I'm a doctor. Dr. Laura Fredricson." she replied. "I need you to listen carefully to me. I'm not going to remove the knife from him, since he doesn't appear to be bleeding out. But you need to move him onto the stretcher very carefully, and not jar him around."
They said they understood. Laura assisted the paramedics in getting Craig Reynolds transferred onto the plastic board, then they lifted him up and set the board and him on the gurney. One paramedic also put an oxygen mask on his face. Laura said "Don, I'll ride in the ambulance with them."
I said "Captain, can you have someone follow, with Jenny?"
"I'll take her." said old Sheriff Greenwood. He escorted the distraught Jenny Reynolds out and to his vehicle.
Once they were evacuated and I heard the wails of sirens as they left the hotel property, I ordered that the pool area be cleared except for LEOs processing the scene. Everyone was escorted back into the main banquet hall, and everyone there was asked to go back to their seats where they ate dinner.
"Well, you're obviously in charge, here." Leanne Wisocky said acerbically as she came up to me. "What's next?"
"How many videocameras do you have?" I asked, not apologizing for taking charge.
"Three." Leanne said. "And we have a bunch of Police cellphones that we can use to record things in a legally defensible way."
"Outstanding." I said. "Let's get every LEO on the scene that's not doing something like processing the crime scene, and have them come in here. We'll form as many lines as you have cameras, and have people make recorded statements. Get their names, where they live, a phone number to contact them, and ask if they saw anything at the time, but also if they saw anything earlier in the evening that bothered them."
Me: "Most of them will not have seen anything, and you can let them leave as long as you have a number where you can reach them. Don't tell them this, but a cellphone with a known number can be traced and located, so I'm not worried about them getting away. But anyone who might have seen or heard something... have them stay, and don't let them drink any more alcohol."
Leanne said "The bar here and in the barroom shut down at midnight, but I had them stop serving alcohol when the alarm went out. And I'm definitely going to have everyone asked if they saw Roddy Baker earlier in the evening."
"Fine." I replied, then I looked around. "I see Lisa Baker sitting up there, but I don't see her four classmates that were sticking like glue to her. Ask everyone if they saw Lisa during the evening... and Lori Lovlin and Niko Nimzovich."
"So fucking her hasn't made you soft on her?" Leanne asked with a bit of a grin.
"I'm sorry to say that that until we can account for her, she is a suspect, as is Niko." I said.
"But... he rescued Craig." Leanne said.
"Which doesn't mean he didn't attack him first." I said. "By the way, go ahead and take Lisa Baker into custody, and by that I mean give her a tour of AGPD Headquarters. If she complains, tell her I want to talk to her myself, and if you need to arrest her to make sure that she's available for my interview, so be it."
Leanne went off to take Lisa into custody as Sheriff Donny Hall came up to me, with Deputy Biggs and my mother Phyllis in tow. "Don," he said, "I've just verified your own whereabouts during the time of the attack. So I can now do this. Please raise your right hand and repeat after me."
I did, and was administered the Oath of Office of a Fillmore County Deputy Sheriff. Sheriff Hall handed me a gold badge with a leather clip backing. He had me sign a couple of forms, as well.
"Congratulations." Sheriff Hall said. "You are now a Fillmore County Deputy Sheriff, with all the rights, privileges, and responsibilities pertaining thereto, with an annual salary of one dollar per year, and full medical benefits and indemnity protection while on active duty."
"Just what he always wanted." Tyrone Biggs said with a wicked grin as I took the badge and the one dollar bill, and clipped the badge onto the handkerchief pocket of my jacket on my chest.
"And it's a family thing, now." Sheriff Hall said. My mother held up her own Deputy badge as Sheriff Hall said "I swore her in a long time ago, so she could help us on cases. You two are godsends to law and order in Fillmore County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 midnight, becoming Sunday, October 3rd. Everyone at the Reunion and the hotel staff had been interviewed. Most people had not seen anything, and most of the attendees that were not in Roddy Baker's class didn't know who he was, and would not have known if they were seeing him. Once they gave their statements and a way to be contacted, they were allowed (and required) to leave.
Some people had seen Roddy talking to Craig earlier in the evening, and six men, mostly in the older Reunion classes, said they'd heard bits and pieces of their conversation. What they said dovetailed with what I had overheard them saying. I was glad for that, since it meant I could keep my potty mouth shut about (illegally) listening in on their conversation. Two of those that admitted to hearing the conversation were Steve Spruance and Jeremy Johnson, who said they'd been talking nearby and that Roddy was agitated and was talking fairly loudly.
The CSI techs reported to Captain Wisocky that they had found two TASER filament wires. We went out to the pool, where I really looked around for the first time. I said to Leanne and Deputy Tyrone Biggs, who was pretty much assigned and attached to me: "Okay, the pool is gated and the fence is eight feet high, so unless a real ninja climbed over it, I'm going to go with the idea that someone came from inside the hotel."
Me: "There's the entrance from the corridor, which has a camera on it. There's the entrance from the banquet room where we were having the Reunion dinner, and it's covered from the outside by a camera, which sees both that door and the door from the corridor."
Sergeant Stegall had come outside, and said "Those are the only two public access doors to the pool. There's also that door down the side of the hotel near the end. I'm told it's a service entrance for employees to bring food out if there's something going on out here. It leads to a corridor to the kitchens, and that corridor also services the the banquet hall from behind, which is how your dinner got to the buffet line."
"Standard hotel layout." I said. "And I do see another videocamera that covers the walkway to that entrance."
"That's what I came out to tell you, Chief." said Stegall, to Leanne. "We've got the video footage for the day, as well as the digital data on check-ins and every time a keycard opened any hotel door. Seems new hotels like this one build security into everything."
"Post-September-11 Federal legal requirement." I said. "Just like restrictions on vehicle gas tanks, so that you can't go more than about 400 miles on one tank, and restrictor plates on cars so they shouldn't be able to go more than 105 miles per hour, and tracking of GPS systems in the People's cars---"
"Yeah, yeah, we get the idea." Leanne Wisocky. "I'm not complaining, though. It might help us catch Roddy Baker."
"You think he did this?" I asked directly, peering hard at Leanne.
She shrugged her shoulders and said "He's my prime suspect, and I really want to talk to him. Not only about tonight, but about what happened at Pennington's Farm last night."
Sergeant Stegall said "The shift manager huffed and puffed about having a warrant for the video, and wasn't taking 'exigent circumstances' as an excuse. The Sheriff called the overall Hotel Manager on the phone, and the Hotel Manager told the shift manager to cooperate. He, the Hotel Manager, came on in a few minutes later, and he has been working with us fairly well."
"Good." I said. "Okay, I need to go ask my mother something about the check-ins to the Dinner tonight." I excused myself and went inside. My mother had been helping with the interviews, and had just finished up. I sat down at the table in the chair next to her.
"Hello, son." she said. "Nobody saw a thing, at least that's what they're telling me. Your process for interviewing them was very efficient, though. Everyone is very impressed."
"That's good." I said. "Listen, Mom, you and Sheriff Greenwood were giving out nametags all night. Do you remember who came in with Lisa Baker?"
"No one, son." my mother replied. "She was alone when she signed in. I have to admit I was terribly distracted by that black eye she had, so I didn't see who might have been right behind her. But... come to think of it, my eyes followed her as she went into the banquet hall, and there were some others that went in right behind her. They already had their nametags, so they must've checked in earlier. Why? Are they important?"
"They could be. They could well be." I said. "Okay, thanks, Mom. And by the way... I don't recall being told you're a Deputy Sheriff in these here parts."
"Oh, I didn't tell you?" my mom said innocently. "It must've slipped my mind."
Yeah, right, I thought to myself. Nothing slips your mind, Mom. Never has, and God willing, never will...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first order of business, of course, was to look at the video footage. We gathered at the table I'd had dinner at. No one complained when my mother and old Sheriff Greenwood joined us. Sergeant Stegall had brought in a computer monitor, and set it up with his laptop. We all watched.
"First," said Sergeant Stegall, "this video shows Niko Nimzovich going out into the outside area and walking around in that little garden area as he talked on the phone. Then we see Craig Reynolds come out the door from the ballroom, and Niko is looking the other way, head down on his cellphone. Some twenty seconds later, Niko turns towards the pool and runs out of camera range, but notice that he put his cellphone down in that potted plant as he went over."
"Next, we have video from two cameras. One overlooks the pool from a position about the level of the second floor of the hotel. The other is a bit lower, and overlooks the path down the side to the service entrance. There is Craig Reynolds, coming to the side of the pool. He looks around, then looks over the pool and towards the far-side fence, but no one is there."
I said "He's acting as if he heard a noise out there, and was looking and listening for it. So what's next?"
"This." said Stegall, playing the tape overlooking the pool. It began getting staticky, then vertical lines went across it, obstructing the view completely. It was as if a powerful bug-killer had been turned on. Everyone groaned, especially when the static cleared up and showed me and Laura working on Craig while a Police Officer helped Niko out of the pool.
I said "I told you, Captain Wisocky. The Slender Man is real."
"What's that?" asked someone behind me.
I replied "The urban legend of the Slender Man. In the legend and especially in the video game created in his honor, cameras that try to film him get that static, and then go out."
Leanne said "You seem to know a lot about the legend of the Slender Man, Deputy Troy." Yes, that was the mother of all understatements from Leanne, but she didn't realize it, nor why.
"The Slender Man notwithstanding," said Sergeant Stegall, "it's clear someone jammed the cameras. I know the technology exists that can do that to cameras like the ones installed here at the hotel, but it's high-level stuff that is rarely if ever seen outside the highest levels of the Federal Government."
Leanne Wisocky said skeptically: "So you're saying this was a Government operation? To assassinate Craig Reynolds?" Sergeant Stegall shrugged.
I said "Not necessarily a Government operation, but somebody using some no-shit technology to cover their tracks."
Stegall said "We ran an algorithm to try and clean up that static, and we did get something. This is an image of someone coming down the path from the service door." He showed a fuzzy image of someone in all black, with a black 'Death' hoodie over his head, running up the walkway.
"Just like the person the witnesses described at Pennington's Farm last night... Friday night." said Detective Ben Watson.
"Yezzz." I said. "I think we can safely say the two cases are connected."
Leanne said "Stegall, what did you get on Roddy Baker?"
Stegall played some video footage from earlier in the evening. "Roddy came in, came up to Craig Reynolds and Commander Troy, then went into the lobby with Craig. They talked for some minutes. Roddy seemed agitated, but not angry nor upset nor threatening. Roddy went to the bar, got a drink, then just hung around the back of the ballroom."
Stegall played another video. "This is what you asked to see, Commander Troy. Lisa Baker came up to your mother at the check-in table. Your mother looks stunned, probably seeing Lisa's black eye."
"I'm right here, Sergeant Stegall." said my mother. "You don't have to narrate for me." Most of us chuckled at that.
"Sorry, ma'am." Stegall said. "Anyway, Lisa Baker came in alone, but was joined by four others as she came on into the ballroom. I could never quite get a good capture of their faces for you, Commander."
"That's okay." I said. "Leanne, I might need to get with your sketch artist, and have him sketch those four from my description of them."
Leanne said "Our sketch artist is the Fillmore County High School art teacher. And I can hook you up with him, but not tonight. Sane people in this county sleep through the night, Mister Crowbar." The other LEOs chuckled. I nodded, though disappointed at the lack of urgency.
Stegall said "What I wanted to point out is that if we look at synced-up videos, you can see that early on Roddy saw Lisa come in, and he immediately left. And not just the room, but the entire hotel. Parking lot video shows him getting into his Ford F-150 King Ranch and driving away."
"Did he ever come back?" Leanne asked.
"No ma'am... at least he didn't appear on camera again." Stegall said.
"Is he at home?" Leanne asked.
"No ma'am, we sent a patrol over there, but the house is empty." Stegall said.
"All right." Leanne said. "Put out an APB for Roddy Baker. And get a warrant for his arrest as a person of interest in the attempted murder of Craig Reynolds." Then she added, almost as an afterthought: "And find Lori Lovlin, too."
"She's on the recorded videos." said Stegall. He brought up a video. "This little hallway, that's not much more than an alcove, goes to the the restrooms. The men's room entrance is on the near end, and the women's room is at the far end. Ms. Lovlin went into the women's room right about the time of the attack, and came out a few minutes later."
Stegall said "And there's Jenny Reynolds going in, and Lori Lovlin comes flying out a few seconds later."
I said "What about Lisa Baker?"
Stegall said "She went in a good couple of minutes before Ms. Lovlin and Mrs. Reynolds. I haven't found the tape where she came out, though. There was a rush of people out of the restrooms when it got around that Mr. Reynolds had been attacked. I'll see if I can spot her in the crowd..."
Part 11 - Herding The Cats (Interviews)
There were a number of Police interviews of people during the investigation. I'll present the most relevant ones here.
The bar & grill restaurant was fully closed at midnight, and the hotel manager allowed us to use it for interviews. One of the AGPD videocameras recorded everything as Sergeant Stegall and Detective Watson conducted the interrogations, with me and Deputy Biggs watching from the side.
First was Niko Nimzovich. He had been interviewed immediately after the attack, and said he didn't see anything, that his back was turned to the pool, that he turned when he heard what sounded like a gasp, then a splash, and he saw a man floating in the pool, face down, and not moving. He ran and jumped into the pool, and got the man to the edge just as others came to help.
He was still in his wet clothes and was shivering when he was brought into the room. I got his keycard and gave it to Deputy Biggs, and asked him to get Niko a complete change of clothes. A few minutes later he brought back some sweats, underwear, and slip-on sneakers, as well as a plastic bag for the wet clothes.
"Okay, change clothes." I said as I turned the camera to the side. Niko did so, and did not turn around to change his underwear. I'd seen his cock; I'd watched it pistoning in and out of my wife's body the night before. Stegall and Watson looked away. Biggs didn't seem to care. Maybe there was a reason he was named 'Biggs', I mused to myself.
"Thanks for the clothes." Niko said as he sat back down and I turned the camera back around.
"My pleasure." I said. "Okay, I'm going to read you your rights, for your protection and ours." I read him the rights from the card, then Stegall said "Let's run through what happened." We went back over what Niko had done in rescuing Craig Reynolds.



Sergeant Stegall asked: "While you were outside on the phone, who else came out there?"
Niko said "I didn't really see anyone. I think some people came outside, but my back was turned, and I was concentrating on the phone conversation."
"Did you see anyone else anywhere else?" asked Stegall. "Maybe someone coming down the path to the door on the other side of the hotel?"
"No." said Niko. "My back was turned, I didn't see anybody. Check the videocamera tapes; there has to be something there that would show you where I was and what I was doing, and who else might've been out there."
Stegall then asked "Who were you talking to on your cellphone at the time?"
"Uh, what does that matter?" Niko said, his eyes narrowing.
"Just answer the question." Stegall said.
"No, I won't answer that." Niko said. "It's none of your business."
"So you're refusing to answer, and refusing to help us with our investigation?" Stegall said, his voice becoming harsher.
Niko replied "It's not relevant, and like I said, it's none of your business."
"I'll decide if it's relevant or not." snarled Stegall, his mood getting ugly. "Now answer the goddamn question, you fucking punk! Who were you talking to?"
Niko remained silent. Stegall took Niko's cellphone out of the evidence bag it had been placed in. "Open it." he ordered Niko.
"No." Niko said. "And you do not have my consent to access my cellphone without a Court-issued warrant based upon probable cause... which you do not have."
Stegall stood up. "Now you open that goddamn phone and let me see who you've been calling, or I'll come over there and break every one of your fucking little fingers as I find out which one will open it!"
"Police brutality!" Niko yelled. "I want a lawyer! Now!"
Stegall was about to advance upon Niko, but I stood up and stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. He whirled to look at me. "What the fuck?" he all but yelled.
"He's right." I said, strongly but calmly. "You have to have a warrant, and you have to show relevance to obtain that information. And getting physical with him only makes---"
"Whose fucking side are you ON?!" Stegall yelled.
"THE CONSTITUTION'S SIDE!" I yelled back at him. Detective Watson was wide-eyed with shock at the confrontation as I said strongly: "And you better get on the right side of it, too!"
"Commander Troy is right." said Deputy Tyrone Biggs in an authoritative if not menacing voice. "Stand down, Sergeant."
"I'm going to go find the Chief." said Stegall breathed venomously. "She'll kick your ass right out of this county, if I don't do it first."
"Don't stop with her." I said, fully fronting Stegall. "Go get the Sheriff himself. And Stegall... just try to get physical with me. Just try." Unfortunately, Stegall didn't try. He stalked off to the door and exited the room.
I re-bagged Niko's cellphone, then said to him "You can go. If we need you again, we'll let you call an attorney. In the meantime, don't leave the county. In fact, I'd recommend you go up to your hotel room and stay there." Niko stalked off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Leanne Wisocky had come into the barroom and demanded to know what was going on with Sergeant Stegall. I showed her the video from the camera, and said "If Niko did do it, the case will likely be thrown out because of that."
"We'll see." Leanne said. "Don, let me speak to you privately." We went out into the lobby. Leanne turned on me and said "Don, the Sheriff deputized you so you can help with the case, and we all saw in your past cases here how good you are. But this is Apple  Grove and Fillmore County, not your Town & County---"
"Did you not see what Stegall did on that videotape?" I asked in astonishment. "He was about to assault a suspect!"
"Don," Leanne said, her voice getting angry, "he wasn't going to hurt that punk. Don't tell me you've never intimidated a witness or a suspect. Steve was just rattling his cage---"
"Like hell, he was!" I said. "I'm really disappointed in him. I thought he was a lot better than that. But he's not. And if he'd touched Niko, and I sincerely believe he was going to, I would've arrested him, Stegall, on the spot."
Leanne glared at me, her face a cross between anger and pouting. She finally said "This is Apple Grove, Don, and we don't have an Iron Crowbar on our Police Force. Just cops trying to do our jobs in the face of relentless, withering hostility. We have to deal with a lot of White rednecks and Illegal Spics that give us no respect, so we lean on 'em, hard."
"That's not what I saw Stegall do." I said, putting aside her racial slur for the moment. "I saw a Police Officer assaulting a man who was correctly exercising his Constitutional rights."
Leanne looked exasperated as she said "I don't have time to debate this shit with you. But I did send Stegall to Headquarters to process the video evidence and start looking up information on people. He'll stay out of your way. Now can we finish up here, please?"
I was not really wanting to let it go, and I considered walking away from this whole case. But that would not have been right, so I said "If you're interviewing Lori Lovlin, you really need a female Officer in the room, for psychology as well as legal niceties. And you and my mother are the only two females here, at least that I know of."
"I'll bring your mother in." Leanne said. "And I'll be in there, too, for all the remaining interviews. And Don, you need to just observe Lori's interview from a distance after what y'all did last night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lori Lovlin had been found. She had gone to the hotel room with her Class VP and a few others, and they were drinking and (her words) "shootin' the shit". She was brought down to the first floor, and now was in the 'hot chair' in the barroom.
Captain Wisocky read Lori her considerable rights, then asked "Where were you at the time Craig Reynolds was attacked?"
Lori: "Either in the restroom, or going back to the dining hall afterwards. I was looking for Niko, and I didn't see him nor Commander Troy or Laura, so I thought they might've gone up to my room. I went up there, but no one was there, so I went back downstairs. Some of my classmates told me what happened, and that the banquet hall was closed. So we went to a room to drink, since all the bars were shut down."
No one said that the video footage of the hotel's halls confirmed what Lori had said. That's also how Lori was ultimately found. But Lori was not on videocamera the entire time, especially at the time Craig was attacked.
Leanne said "What I really want to ask you, Ms. Lovlin, is that several people saw you give Craig Reynolds a note, and he then walked outside and was attacked. Who gave you that note?"
Lori said "Uhh... one of the people at the Dinner. I don't know who he was."
Trying to move on, Leanne said "What did---"
"May I ask her something about that?" I asked Leanne. She gave me a venomous look, but then tilted her head to indicate I could. To Lori, I said "You spoke to Lisa Baker?" Lori nodded, and I said "She was hanging out with two couples that looked like they were her age, classmates. Who were they? And did one of them give you the note?"
Lori said "Yes, I spoke to Lisa at her table, just saying hello. I did not know who any of the others were. They were not in my Class; I would've remembered them if they were. And Lisa didn't introduce them, so I figured they weren't with her. And yes, one of the men gave me the note and asked me to give it to Craig."
I nodded and looked back at Leanne, who asked: "What did the note say?"
"I don't know." Lori replied. "It was folded up when he gave it to me, and I didn't see what was written on it."
Leanne said "Your friend Niko. What is his relationship with you?"
Lori: "He's my business manager. He's also my friend with benefits. Very... delicious... benefits."
"I'm sure." Leanne said witheringly. "How did you meet him, and hire him as your manager?"
Lori said "We had a sexual encounter, then another one, and then we got to talking, and things fit perfectly... in more ways than one... and he's been my manager ever since."
Leanne: "He was on his phone a lot, yesterday and today. He was on the phone and outside near the pool when Craig was attacked. Who was he talking to?"
Lori: "You'll have to ask him that."
Leanne caught on fast: "But do you know who it was?"
Lori's eyes flickered with anger as she said "It wasn't me, so I don't know exactly who he might have been talking to at any given moment. He makes and takes a lot of business calls. As I said, ask him. And I'm not answering any more questions along those lines."
Leanne said "Is there a reason you're refusing to cooperate with us and answer our questions? And before you answer, let me paint the picture for you. You may have an alibi for Friday night's attack..." She glanced over at me as she said that, then continued: "... but you don't have one for last night. We can't find you on video anywhere at the time of the attack---"
"I said I was in the bathroom." Lori said angrily.
"I don't know that." Leanne fired back. "And I don't have any witnesses that can account for you at that time. And your (air quotes) 'friend with benefits' was outside, near the pool... the closest person to Craig at the time he was attacked... and neither you nor he are cooperating with us."
"Furthermore," Leanne went on, her voice level but authoritative, "your animosity towards Craig and Jenny Reynolds is very well known. You have motive, and with your boyfriend right there near the victim at the time of the attack, opportunity abounds. So it would behoove you to cooperate with us and answer my questions."
"I want a lawyer." Lori immediately replied. "I will answer no more questions without legal representation present."
"So be it." Leanne said. "You can go, for now. But stay in town. And when I am ready to question you again, be ready to call in your attorney."
I said "Deputy Biggs, will you escort Ms. Lovlin to the hotel desk, so that she can reserve her room for one more night?" Lori exited the room, followed by Biggs.
"Well, Mister Constitution," Leanne said witheringly to me, "did that meet your standards of interrogations?"
"Be careful, Captain Wisocky." my mother said, her voice level but venomous. "Goading the Iron Crowbar has proved for many to be a very terrible mistake." If looks could kill, Leanne's glare at my mother would've been fatal. I intervened.
I said "Didn't we see video of Ms. Lovlin going into and out of the restroom?"
"Yes." Leanne said. "But I understand that on the far side of the restrooms are entrances to the employee changing rooms. The doors are locked, or are supposed to be, and require an employee ID card on either side to open the door. But yes, I was just rattling her cage. And she invoked. Telling, isn't it?"
"Maybe." I said. "And yes, your method was much more acceptable than what Stegall did. By the way, y'all are going about getting Niko and Lori to talk about who he's been talking to the wrong way. I have his cell phone number, and we can get a warrant to get its metadata, or have the FBI do it."
"Well, why didn't you say so?" Leanne gasped angrily.
"I was too busy trying to stop your Police Officer from physically assaulting a witness." I replied. I could sense my mother's desire to grin, though she held her face expressionless.
Leanne rolled her eyes, then said: "Okay, Watson, bring Lisa Baker in."
I said "I thought you took her to Headquarters."
Leanne said "No, we're all up here, so I had them hold her in a side room..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lisa Lewis Baker was brought in, looking frightened. But I noticed that when she saw Captain Wisocky, her eyes flashed anger, and hatred.
Detective Watson read Lisa her rights, then introduced all of us, including saying "Deputy Phyllis Troy and Deputy Don Troy". Lisa said she understood her rights, then looked right at Leanne and said "And I'll ask for an attorney whenever I think I need one."
"That's your right." I said. And per an arrangement with Leanne before Lisa was brought in, I asked the first questions: "Mrs. Baker, I observed that you were in the company of two couples pretty much the entire time you were here at the Reunion dinner. What are their names?"
Lisa looked surprised at the question, probably expecting to be asked for her whereabouts at the time of the attack. She stammered "Uh... one of them is Dulci Tamayo, and the other is Gabby Williams. Dulci's husband is named Tom, and Gabby's is Jerry... I think. I don't know them all that well, though."
I said "Interesting name, 'Dulci'."
Lisa said "She said at dinner that her father loved the dulcimer, the musical instrument, so he named her that."
I said "And they're your classmates? I saw their nametags from a distance, and they had class photos on them, at least the women did."
"You're very observant." Lisa said. "No wonder you're the Iron Crowbar. But I don't know for sure if they were in my Class or not. I didn't know them before tonight."
I said "Did they tell you what their occupations are?"
Lisa said "Dulci said she was a housewife. Gabby was a schoolteacher, but had quit after having her first child. I don't know what their husbands's occupations are."
"Interesting." I said, more to myself than anyone else. "Captain?"
Leanne was a little surprised that I was not asking more questions, but she took over as previously arranged. She said "Lisa, where were you at the time of the attack on Craig Reynolds?"
Lisa said "I went to the restroom."
Leanne: "Can anyone verify that?"
Lisa: "You should have me on videocameras going there. And I saw Lori Lovlin in there. I don't know if she saw me, though."
Leanne said "How did you get that shiner around your eye. Did your husband hit you?"
Lisa got angry. "No, and stop trying to blame him! I ran into a door!" she practically shouted.
Leanne: "Yeah, right. Where were you last night... Friday night, Lisa? All of the night?"
Lisa said "Roddy went to Molinari's to drink with his football buddies, and I don't like being around him when he's drunk. So I went to a friend's house and stayed the night."
"Who's house?" Leanne.
Lisa got her hackles up. "I'm not telling you, Wisocky. I'm sick and tired of you persecuting my husband and me, and harassing all of our friends."
"What friends?" Leanne said sardonically. "I'll ask one more time, and if you don't answer, you're under arrest. Where were you? And with who?"
"I want a lawyer." Lisa said.
"Detective Watson, place Mrs. Baker under arrest." Leanne said. Lisa was put in cuffs and escorted out.
I said "I really need that sketch artist, Leanne."
"First thing in the morning, Don." Leanne replied.
*CHIME*
It was my Police iPhone, the only one I was carrying at the moment. I read the text, then said to everyone: "It's from Todd Burke. He's at the hospital with Jenny Reynolds, and he says Craig Reynolds just came out of surgery. I'm heading over there... after I speak with the Hotel Manager about his keycard systems."
"I'll come with you, son." my mother said. As we went down the hallway towards the front desk and office areas, she said "Son, I'm sure you've realized that the perp was wearing that costume when he attacked Craig Reynolds."
"Yes, and it fits the description of the attacker at Pennington's Farm." I replied.
"Yes." said my mother. "But what I wanted to point out to you is that if the perp is one of the people attending the Dinner or is an employee, he will have to had gotten out of the black suit, and would have to hide it somewhere. I am going to ask Sheriff Greenwood to help me look for it."
"Good idea." I said. "And maybe ask Sheriff Hall to help, also. In the meantime, I'd like you to be a formal witness to my questions of the Manager..."
Part 12 - Hospital Visit
3:00am, Sunday, October 3rd. Captain Wisocky and Detective Watson took Lisa Baker to AGPD Headquarters to be booked and processed. Deputy Biggs drove me straight to the Apple Grove Hospital. It was a brand-spanking-new facility, and well-equipped.
We went inside and to the waiting room nearest the two operating rooms. Todd Burke and my classmate Renée from The Troy House were sitting there with Jenny Reynolds. Todd got up and man-hugged me. I introduced Deputy Biggs to him (they knew each other already, though), then I said to Jenny "I'm very sorry about this. Any news?"
Todd answered: "A nurse came in and said they took Craig to post-op. Aunt Laura went into surgery with their doctor, and should be coming out soon. We're waiting for them now." Then he said "Uncle Don, can I talk to you a moment? Privately?"
"Sure." I said. We went outside, and into the parking lot. I turned on my anti-bugging device (oh yes, I had it with me).
Todd said "There's something I need to tell you, Uncle Don, and I'll let you decide what to tell the local Police. I came up here to negotiate a contract with Craig and Jenny Reynolds. Their company, and pretty much Craig himself, invented some new processes related to nanotechnology. As you know, BOW Enterprises, Ichimoku Industries, and Zion Dynamics are the world leaders in nanotechnology development---"
"Yeah yeah yeah." I said with a grin. "I'm not a stockholder, so spare me the boilerplate. And I haven't forgotten that the Town & County was almost nuked to get that technology." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.)
"And worse, I almost lost my balls." Todd replied with sardonic humor. (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family'.) I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Todd: "Well, BOW Enterprises is buying out Craig and Jenny's company. I came up to negotiate with them over the weekend, as Craig and Jenny were using the Reunion as cover for being here. Craig is paranoid as hell about it all; he thinks BigAgraFoods and others are trying to steal the technology. He didn't even apply for patents, because he fears they'd just bribe someone to read the application, and get it that way."
"Yes, they probably would." I said. "So let me guess... you think the attack on Craig was to stop or delay him from making the deal with you?"
Todd replied "If that's the case, it didn't work. We signed the deal yesterday. They thought we'd be haggling over the buyout price, which originally was discussed as 20 million dollars. To their surprise, I offered $30 million, and to hire them into BOW Enterprises, move them to our Town & County, the whole nine yards. They accepted and we signed the agreement. We were going to announce it Monday morning."
I said, "First of all, and out of curiosity, is it worth that $30 million to you?"
"Every penny, and then some." Todd said. "I'd have gone up to $40 million if I'd had to. The Reynolds processes are revolutionary and evolutionary in what they'll do for us."
I mused more to myself than Todd "And if it's worth that much, it might well be worth the Big Boys's time and effort to stop it by killing Craig. And it fits in with some things I've observed, so far."
After a moment in a reverie, I said "Todd, don't say anything to anyone just yet. And ask Jenny to not tell the Police nor anyone that it's a done deal. Don't lie to them if they ask directly, but don't volunteer anything." Todd agreed to do so.
We went back inside. Not five minutes later, Laura came out with a youngish man that was almost as tall as her. I heard him say "I'm glad you were here, Dr. Fredricson. I'm an E.R. doctor and a general surgeon, but I don't have your expertise in trauma nor in the sexual organs, and that might make the difference in his future recovery."



"Glad to help." Laura said. "We'll get the paperwork done in a few minutes. Let me go tell everyone what's going on. My husband is in there, and he's one of the investigating Officers." She had noticed my Deputy Sheriff badge still clipped onto my jacket, she would tell me later.
As they came into the waiting room, Jenny asked "How is he? Is he going to be okay?"
Laura pulled up a chair in front of Jenny and sat down, and took Jenny's hands in her own as she said "He came through the surgery as well as we could hope for. The knife damaged his testicles, bladder, and nicked his colon, but fortunately missed the major blood vessels. The biggest danger now is if infection from his colon wound got into other areas. We're pumping antibiotics into him, and we'll monitor for infection. If there is none, then he should make a full recovery."
Jenny began sobbing in relief. "Thank you, Doctor. And thank you for operating on him, and saving him."
Laura: "I'm glad I was here and able to help. But it's not all good news. Unfortunately, the damage to his testicles and vas deferens was bad enough that we had to remove one testicle and we'll have to monitor to see if the other one survives. And the vas deferens was cut, and I had to remove some of it. I'm hopeful his... sexual performance will be okay, but he will not be fathering any more children."
Jenny nodded in acknowledgement. Just then, Captain Wisocky and Detective Watson came in. Laura filled them in on Craig Reynolds's condition. When Leanne asked if they could talk to Craig, the other doctor said "It'll be several hours. He's in post-op, and the anesthesia hasn't worn off yet."
Leanne said "Jenny, I know this is a tough time, but I need to interview you and get your statement." Jenny consented, and Detective Watson set up a videocamera to record it.
Leanne: "I understand Lori Lovlin gave Craig a note, and Craig went outside. Do you know what the note said?"
"No." Jenny said. "Craig looked at it and said he'd be right back, but didn't say anything more. He said he'd meet me at the bar, so I went over that way, then went to the restroom."
"Who did you see in the restroom?" Leanne asked.
"Lori Lovlin was washing her hands when I came in." Jenny said. "She saw me in the mirror and got an ugly look on her face, and practically ran for the door as I went into a stall. When I came out of the stall, I saw Lisa Baker washing up. There were three other women in there, two our age and one that was much older, but I don't know who they were."
Leanne asked what Jenny did next, and Jenny replied: "I went back into the banquet hall, and people were talking and some were coming in from outside. Someone, I don't know who, came up to me and said Craig was hurt, and that's when I ran outside and saw all of you attending to him." Jenny said at that point she couldn't remember much of anything beyond being held back, and then taken to the hospital in a patrol car behind the ambulance carrying Craig.
"Don, Captain Wisocky," Laura said when the interview was done, "I have something for you." She led us out of the waiting room and to the nurses station. The nurse handed her a bagged 'Rambo' knife, and Leanne got a statement that it had not left her possession from the time Laura removed it until she left it with the nurses.
Laura added "I put that bag around the handle in the hopes you can lift a fingerprint from it."
Leanne said "Well, it was in the water, so any useful data is probably gone."
I said "Well, let's see." I took out my Police iPhone and shone the UV light on the handle. Some smudges showed up on the iPhone's screen, but not enough to be useful.
"Oh well." I said. "It was a good try. Thanks for doing that, Laura."
"Where do you get those wonderful toys?" Detective Watson asked, impressed with the equipment.
"Town & County Police standard issue." I replied. "I'll send you the information so you guys can get a couple of these smart devices."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Captain Wisocky's cell phone. She listened to what she was being told, then said "Okay, I'll be back at Headquarters soon." and disconnected. She looked at us and said "No sign of Roddy Baker, and they've been all over the place looking for him. They went by Steve Greene's, Kitzi Taylor's, and several other houses where someone might be harboring him. His cellphone is not pinging off any towers, either. I'm heading back to Headquarters."
She and Detective Watson left. Laura and I went to the waiting room. Laura said "I'll stay here for now, and make sure Craig's vitals stay good. Todd, can you give me a ride back to the hotel in the morning?"
"Sure." Todd said.
I said "Tyrone, are you up to some super-sleuthing with me tonight?"
Biggs grinned. "Wouldn't miss it, Commander. Wouldn't miss it..."
Part 13 - Baker And Friends
4:00am, Sunday, October 3rd. I had used my Police iPhone to connect to the TCPD's computers back home, and input the information for Roddy Baker's vehicle. A moment later, the location of his truck came back to me, courtesy of the tracking of his GPS and 'Theft' light data.
(And you better believe that the American Federal Government can trace your vehicle the same way.)
I asked Tyrone: "Does the Courthouse here have a Night Court to issue warrants?"
"Normally, no." said Deputy Biggs. "But with the attempted murder tonight, we've been getting warrants for stuff like the videos at the hotels, as well as search warrants. So the Judge is sleeping in his Chambers, and will be ready for us if I make a phone call." He made a phone call.
After picking up the warrant, and patiently enduring the Judge telling me how excited he was to be meeting the Iron Crowbar, Deputy Biggs and I drove up to the home of Kitzi Taylor, a small two-bedroom home in a neighborhood of similar homes on the road towards Rome.
"There's her car." Biggs said, nodding his head towards the old, beat-up Toyota Camry in the driveway, in front of the closed garage. "But I don't see his."
"Think about it." I said. "Why would Kitzi park her car in her driveway, and not in her garage? There's two answers: one, the garage is so full of crap that she can't get the car into it; and two, another vehicle is in there. And since she's a woman that lives alone, and not a packrat like most of us men tend to be, I'm betting on the second choice."
Biggs laughed. "So Roddy's truck is in there?"
"So I read the riddle. And armed with a warrant and this..." I said as I held up my red crowbar, "... we'll be effecting a quick entry into the home. No-knock, if you're willing."
"Let's do it." Biggs said. He parked in front of the house, and we went up to the front door, the dim streetlights barely illuminating us. I halfway expected to see The Slender Man in the street at the limits of my vision, but we were not favored with Slender attentions tonight.
There was a dim light on in the front room. The curtains were tightly drawn so I could not see inside as I walked along the porch attempting to. I placed my hand on the doorknob and turned it, and to my surprise it opened! I looked back at Biggs, who nodded, then I opened the door and walked in.
Sitting on the sofa on the far side of the room was Roddy Baker. He was naked, and his body was hairy. On top of him, sliding her ass back and forth as she rode his cock with her tight pussy, was Kitzi Taylor. She had been a slim girl in high school, and she was cute but not Lori-Lovlin-beautiful. Now she had some girth to her, though she wasn't really a 'fat girl' yet.
Sitting in a chair next to the sofa was Steve Greene. He was clothed, but his pants were opened, and he was stroking his hard five inch cock as he watched the rutting couple humping passionately in front of him.
Roddy's six inch cock was thick, and stretched Kitzi's cunt as she undulated on him, riding him both up and down in tight circles. Neither of them noticed us for a second, then Roddy looked up. "What the fuck?" he yelled out. Steve looked up at us, frozen in place.
Kitzi looked over her shoulder and saw us. "You get the hell out of my house!" she yelled. Unfortunately for her, I had a document, and I held it up.
"This is an arrest warrant for Roddy Baker." I said. "And you're coming with us, too, Kitzi, for harboring a wanted fugitive. And you too, Steve, as a material witness." Biggs watched over the couple, who were still rutting on the sofa as I went through their clothes on the floor, dropping item after item in front of them after making sure there were no weapons.
"Sorry to be cockblocking you, Roddy." I said. "Both of you, get dressed. I've called your attorney, Robert Reichard, and he will be meeting us at Headquarters." As, they began getting dressed, I frisked Steve Greene for weapons, finding none. When I was done, I said "Hustle up, folks. It will be a lot better for you if I get you to Headquarters before---"
Too late.
*WOOP-WHOOP!*
The sound of a Police siren was followed by the glare of blue lights illuminating the curtains. An instant later, two uniformed AGPD Officers rushed in, weapons drawn, followed by Captain Leanne Wisocky.
I had turned and put myself in front of Roddy and Kitzi, so that the Officers would have to shoot through me to get to them. "Away put your weapons!" I said loudly. "We mean you no harm." The Officers hesitated, then relaxed, and finally holstered their service weapons.
"Roddy Baker," Captain Wisocky said with glee, "you are under arrest. Cuff him, guys."
As Roddy, Steve, and Kitzi were cuffed and perp-walked to the patrol car, I said to Leanne "How did you find them?"
"By following you." Chief Wisocky replied. "I figured you had a way to track the GPS of Roddy's truck, and I knew for sure when you went by the Courthouse and got the warrants for Roddy and for Steve. So, did you let us follow you, or did I actually get one over on the Iron Crowbar?"
"Gloating does not become you." I replied. "And you'll never know for sure."
"Are the kids here?" Leanne said. "I'll call DFACS, and have them take the little trolls away."
I peered hard at Leanne until she noticed, and become uncomfortable. Then I said "They're not trolls, they're children. And no, they're not here, and they're safe. Go process your suspects. I'll see you at Headquarters." She went to the door and out onto the front porch.
Deputy Biggs followed me as I went and found the door into the garage. "Ah, bonus!" I said. "Steve's car is in here, too. You got your LEO cellphone?"
"Yes sir." said Biggs.
"I want you to record me as I take the GPS data from both vehicles." I said. "This could be our big break in the case." Biggs proceeded to record me hooking my Police iPhone up to the GPSs of both vehicles and downloading the data.
"Where do you get all those wonderful toys?" Biggs said with a grin, causing me to laugh...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Roddy Baker was led through Booking and forced to change into an orange jumpsuit, despite not being formally charged with anything yet. I felt sure that was done just to harass and humiliate him.
Deputy Biggs and I came in as that was going on. I had my notebook with me. I also texted my mother, saying "You were right..., then made some requests. She said she would get with Todd, and that she would follow my instructions, which those requests really were.
Sheriff Donny Hall came up to me and drew me aside. "Your mother is damn good at crime scenes. She found the perp's black clothing and a skin-tone plastic mask that's generally featureless. They were in a plastic bag, and the perp had lifted a tile of the drop-ceiling in the men's changing room and thrown the bag up there. How your mother knew to look for that, I'll never know."
I grinned and said "A perp did that in one of my old cases at home." (Author's note: 'Hot Wives Investment Club', Ch. 03.)
Sheriff Hall: "Well, the lab will try to pick up some DNA or fingerprints from it. No gloves, though. They use a lot of latex gloves at the hotel, especially in the kitchen areas, and trash cans are full of them, so 'no joy' on that."
"That's still very good, and may help us break this case." I said. "We really need some hard evidence. By the way, Sheriff, can you contact the nearest Federal Court and get warrants to obtain cellphone data of these people?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Roddy was put in the main Interrogation Room, which was newly constructed and well equipped. Steve was not taken through Booking, but was in the old, original, smaller Interrogation Room. Kitzi was in a holding cell.
Roddy's attorney Robert Reichard arrived. Reichard was middle aged, tall, stout, and his hair and rather unkempt beard and mustache were flecked with gray.
"What the HELL is going on?" the legal beagle thundered. "Why is my client in a jumpsuit when he hasn't been charged?"
"He's a fugitive that has eluded Police for over 24 hours." Leanne Wisocky fired back. "And I'm just saving some time; he will be charged soon, with two counts of attempted murder."
"Here we go again." Reichard said bitterly. "Captain Wisocky once again harassing my client. I swear to God I'm going to sue you to death if you can't prove that. Now I'm going in there and talk to my client, and you better not try to listen in again."
"I never listened in the first time." Leanne said. Reichard went into the Interrogation Room alone. As he talked to Roddy, Leanne thundered "WHO called Reichard?"
"I did." I said, meeting her glare with one of my own. "Just saving some time." Leanne rolled her eyes.
Sergeant Stegall was there, and he snarled "There he goes again, pretending to be all about suspect rights and the Constitution."
I fronted him. "You got a problem with the Constitution?---" I thundered.
"THE CONSTITUTION IS JUST A GOD DAMNED PIECE OF PAPER!" Stegall yelled back at me. Biggs got between us, and confronted Stegall.
"Go say that at my daddy's grave." the very large and fit Deputy said menacingly. "I'll rip your goddamned ass in two---"
"Biggs! Stand down!" said a voice. It was Sheriff Donny Hall, who was coming up the hallway. Biggs didn't move, still towering over Sergeant Stegall and staring him down hard.
"Stegall, get out of here." ordered Sheriff Hall. "You're relieved of duty. Go home."
"Sheriff, he's my Officer." said Captain Wisocky, standing up to the Sheriff. "You can't relieve him. And I'm not going to."
"You better reconsider." Sheriff Hall said. "You're about to blow any case you can make, Captain. You know how the D.A. feels about you, especially when the Bakers are involved."
Leanne said quietly to Stegall "Go on home and get some sleep. Come back in a few hours." Stegall left, but not before glaring hard at me on his way out. I glared back at him just as hard.
"Thank you for intervening, Biggs." said the Sheriff. "Okay, Wisocky, interrogate your suspect. He'll probably invoke the minute you walk in, so get it overwith."
I spoke up: "Sheriff, can I take a crack at him first? He might talk to me."
"No!" Leanne exclaimed. "I'm going to interrogate him personally---"
"Go ahead, Don." said Donny Hall. "Watson, go in there with Commander Troy, but let him lead the interrogation. And every one of you should be watching. You might learn something from the Iron Crowbar."
I said "While I'm in there, can someone bring Lori Lovlin and Niko Nimzovich here to Headquarters? Let them look at Lisa, and her at them, through the one-way glass. Ask Lori if she saw Lisa in the women's restroom at the time of the attack. And ask Lisa if she saw Lori..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Detective Watson and I went into the Interrogation Room and sat down on the near side of the table, the one way glass next to the door at our backs. On the far side was Robert Reichard, and to his left was Roddy Baker. Baker was swarthy with dark hair, but he was a handsome man, too handsome for that orange jumpsuit.
I began: "My name is Donald Troy, and this is Detective Ben Watson---"
"You're out of jurisdiction, Commander Troy of the Town & County Police." said Reichard. "I'm surprised you're not at home, considering what went down there, tonight."
"Let me finish a sentence." I said, then pointed at the badge on my jacket. "I'm a fully deputized Agent of the Law in the Fillmore County Sheriff's Department. And don't even try to question my qualifications, or I will embarrass you very, very badly." Seeing as I'd just anticipated his next tactic, Reichard held his tongue.
I re-read Roddy his rights from the card, then said "Roddy, this is truly your lucky day that I'm here. You see, I don't know you. I have no history with you. I don't have any preconceived notions about you. I have no agenda regarding you. My only agenda here is to find out the truth of what happened tonight. So if you work with me, I'll be fair with you."
"What do you want to know?" Reichard asked on Roddy's behalf as Roddy stared warily at me.
"First," I said, "I know you had a conversation with Craig Reynolds in the lobby of the Hilton Hotel, just before the Dinner began. Several people heard portions of it, but you know how witness statements go... some are more accurate than others. I'd like for you to clarify that conversation for me. You haven't invoked yet, and you have the right to at any time. So... what was it about?"
Roddy looked at his lawyer, who nodded. Roddy said "I invested some money with Craig Reynolds for his business, and I needed it back. I was asking him for my money back."
"What did he say?" I asked. "Some witnesses said he told you you'd be making a heck of a lot more if you stayed in with him until next week."
"Yeah, he did." Roddy said. "But I'll tell you what I told him... I needed the money right away, and I couldn't wait until he realized his gains. He said he'd talk to me tomorrow... today, now."
Detective Watson asked "Why couldn't you wait? Especially if you stood to make a whole lot more."
Roddy said "All I'll tell you is that I needed the money now, and didn't want to wait."
I said "How much did you invest with him?"
"Three thousand dollars." Roddy said... and then all hell broke loose. The door flew open, and Leanne Wisocky flew into the room.
"Where did you get three thousand dollars?!" Leanne shouted. "Answer me, asshole! Where did you get that money?"
"None of your goddamned business, Cunt!" Roddy yelled back, coming out of his seat. Reichard grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back down. Meanwhile, I had stood up and gotten in front of Leanne.
"Would you please get the hell out of here and let me finish my interview?" I yelled in her face. Watson had also stood up, and I didn't know if it was to intervene against me or Leanne. The point became moot when Tyrone Biggs and Sheriff Hall came in. Biggs physically pulled Leanne back while the Sheriff yelled at her to get out.
Once the room was cleared and Watson and I sat back down, Roddy said "Fuck that cunt. I'm done. I'm invoking."
"Is my client under arrest?" Reichard said, getting to his feet. "If not, I'm taking him out of here---"
"Hold on.... HOLD ON! SIT! DOWN!" I yelled as he walked around Roddy. When he sat back down, I said in a calmer voice "He's not free to go. He is under arrest. But since you just invoked, Mr. Baker, I won't ask you any more questions. Instead, I'll just tell you what happened, and you can have your lawyer correct me if I go astray, okay?"
Roddy stared at me in simple disbelief. Reichard crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair and said "Okay, hotshot. Let's hear it."
I permitted myself a smirk at him, then started: "Over ten years ago, you, Roddy, were told by Lisa Lewis that you had impregnated her, and you were all but forced to marry her. And for those nearly eleven years, your life has been a living hell. I believe you've stayed married to her only for the sake of your kids, whom I believe you do love."



Me: "And for all those years, you've barely been able to make ends meet. On top of that, you've had AGPD Officer Leanne Wisocky all over you like a wet blanket. I don't know why, but she's been trying her damndest to find something on you, to get you your third strike and put you away for life. You don't have the money to move away, and maybe Lisa wouldn't let you, but the bottom line is that you're stuck, and you're miserable."
I'd seen the merest glimmer in Roddy's eyes that showed I was at least close to the truth. I drove on: "So Friday night, you were having some drinks with your classmates at Molinari's. Craig and Jenny Reynolds were there, which reminded you of being beaten out for the quarterback position in school. Still, you played nice, and even took a look when Jenny Reynolds was showing photos of her children."
I took out prints of two photos from my notebook, the ones that I had taken from the photos at the Reunion dinner, and cropped to show the oldest girls in each. "And when you saw that photo of Jenny's children, you realized what these photos show... that your daughter, your oldest child, is not yours... Craig Reynolds is her biological father!"
Robert Reichard was now sitting up straight in his chair and in utter shock. Detective Ben Watson was also stunned as he looked at the photos and at Roddy. Roddy's face showed recognition that I had observed and deduced the truth, as he had.
"Frankly," I said, "I don't know how you held your sanity. Nearly eleven years of hell... and now you've found out that Lisa had lied to you, that Craig had knocked her up but she said you were the father, and you've been struggling your ass off all these years to raise another man's child."
I continued: "You've been abusive towards Lisa for years. You broke her wrist... that is why she had a prescription for oxycodone when Captain Wisocky pulled you over and tried to stick a drug charge on you. So on Friday night you got home and you confronted Lisa."
Me: "One of you threw a lamp at the other, and it smashed against the far wall and became shards of worthless pottery. And then you hit her in the eye. I mean you just hauled off and threw a haymaker into her face. She fell onto the table and slid off it onto the floor, making magazines fly everywhere. Somehow, by some miracle, she not only was not killed, she was not knocked unconscious, and she managed to get up and run out of the house."
Me: "You didn't run after her, or maybe you ran to the door but no farther. After a while, and after the shock and the adrenaline rush subsided, you realized you needed to get out of there, so you did. By the time the Police arrived, the house was empty."
Me: "And so, you planned to divorce Lisa. But you had invested in Craig Reynolds's company, and it was about to pay off, big time. You knew that Lisa might well get all that money in the divorce, and you needed that money to hire a good attorney to annihilate her in the divorce proceedings. Ergo, you went to Craig at the Reunion Dinner, and asked for your money back... before it paid off and the $3000 became $60,000 or so. Will it hold, Mr. Baker?"
Roddy was still looking at me with that same stunned impression. Reichard was staring at me in open shock, not a trace of smugness left in him. Detective Watson was paying rapt attention.
I went on: "And that's a problem for you, Mr. Baker. You have motive. If Mr. Reynolds's is wounded or killed, then your payoff doesn't happen, and Lisa will have no payoff to take from you. And Mr. Reynolds was attacked twice... unsuccessfully on Friday night, and more successfully last night. And unless you can show some alibis for both those attacks, I am sorry to say that men have been put away for life or even put to death on less circumstantial evidence. And with the sheer hatred and Police power of Captain Wisocky bearing down on you, you are about to be in a world of shit."
"You have no proof of any of that." Robert Reichard said, his voice connoting a clutching at straws.
"I need to talk to my lawyer." Roddy said.
"Yes. Yes you do." I said as I put the photos into my notebook. Detective Watson and I exited the room. In the hallway there was an explosion of noise, the noise of a lot of questions being hurled at me at once.
I held up my hand until I got quiet, then said to Leanne "What. The. Fuck. Why did you burst in there like that?"
Leanne snarled "I want to know where that slug got three thousand dollars. I think he got it from selling drugs---"
"For God's sake!" I spat. "You've got time to look into that. We have very little time to find the perp that stabbed Craig before that perp runs like the wind outta here. And Roddy was talking to me, but as soon as you came in, he invoked. Thanks for nothing, Leanne."
Sheriff Hall intervened. "That's spilt milk, Don. What do you want to do now?"
I said "Let's do this..."
Part 14 - Playing With Fire
After conferring with his attorney, Roddy Baker was taken to a holding cell. On the way, he passed by the other Interrogation Room and saw Steve Greene inside, with the Iron Crowbar interrogating him. And then from around the corner, Lisa Baker was brought down the hall, shocking both of them as they saw each other. It was vintage Iron Crowbar psychology at work.
Lisa was brought into the main Interrogation Room, where Robert Reichard still was, and had stated he was her counsel as well as Roddy's. That's not kosher in many places, but no one said anything about it.
As she spoke with Reichard, I asked Detective Watson to perform a mission, then I interrogated Steve Greene. Audio and video of it was being recorded. I started off: "I'm Donald Troy, deputized into the Fillmore County Sheriff's Department. l need to ask you some questions---"
"Am I under arrest?" Steve asked.
"You are being detained under a warrant, as a witness, a material witness." I said. "How close that comes to actually being under arrest, you can decide with your actions. Work with me, and you'll be free to go. Don't cooperate, and things will get bad for you. I'm going to read you your rights." I did so from the card. "Do you understand the rights?"
"I understand." Steve replied. "Do I need a lawyer?"
"It's your right to have one, if you so desire." I said. "Look, I'm not trying to jack you up. I'm just trying to get to the truth, the real, fair, and impartial truth."
"What do you want to know?" asked Greene.
"Last night... meaning Friday night," I said, "you gave Roddy Baker a ride home after y'all met with classmates at Molinari's, is that correct?"
"Yeah, I did." said Steve. "What of it?"
"How was Roddy during the ride?" I queried.
"He was quiet." Steve said. "He'd been drinking a good bit, so I thought he was going to fall asleep. But he never did. He just stared out the window."
I said "When you got to his house, did you go in with him?"
"No." Steve said. "I watched him go inside, then I drove home."
"Straight home?" I asked.
"Pretty much." Steve said.
"And stayed there, at home?" I asked, my eyes peering hard at him. He finally figured out that I had some kind of trump card on him.
"Okay, I need a lawyer." Steve said. "I'll answer your questions with a lawyer present, but only after I've gotten immunity."
"O-kayyy." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Congratulations." said Leanne Wisocky as I came out of the room. She and Sheriff Hall had been watching through the one-way glass. "Now you've made someone invoke."
"He didn't invoke." I said, a bit coldly. "He asked for a lawyer to negotiate an immunity agreement. Huge difference, there. So let's get him his lawyer in here. And Captain, Sheriff... I need that sketch artist, ASAP."
"It's five o'clock in the morning." Leanne said. "Sunday morning at that---"
"SO WHAT?" I exploded, worn to exasperation and anger. "We are trying to solve an attempted murder of a man who is now in the hospital! And time is of the essence! Do you not want this case solved, Captain Wisocky?"
"Fuck you, asshole!" Leanne yelled back. "This is my case, not yours, and you'll get your god damned sketch artist when *I* say you will!"
"Captain!" fired back Sheriff Hall. "That's enough! Biggs, assist Mr. Greene in getting an attorney up here, and as quickly as possible. Commander, I'll call the sketch artist. In the meantime, let's go into the Conference Room and see where we are and what we're going to do."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"If it nails Roddy Baker to the wall, I say we give Greene immunity." Leanne Wisocky said as we sat around the conference room table, drinking coffee. At least the coffee was freshly made.
I said "What if Roddy didn't attack Craig Reynolds? What if Steve Greene did it?"
Leanne rolled her eyes again. "Oh, come on! Are you just trolling me now, Don? We know Steve gave Roddy a ride home Friday night. We know Roddy left his home Friday night, and he has no alibi for wherever he was. He was seen at the Hilton talking to Craig Reynolds on Saturday, asking for money back... money that I would really like to know where it came from. I'm not dropping that, either. And ask yourself how Roddy could afford a Ford F-150 King Ranch, all tricked out, while his wife drives an old piece of shit."
"That is not salient to our investigation of this case." I replied.
"So what does he have in his favor?" Leanne said witheringly.
"Just a (air quotes) 'goddamn piece of paper'." I replied. "You know, that pesky Constitution? He's not required to prove his innocence; you have to show his guilt, and beyond a reasonable doubt. And you have no proof he committed either attack, no witnesses that saw him and can identify him at either location. And... oh yeah! The GPS data from his truck... which I uploaded to your servers hours ago... doesn't help you much."
"What?!" Leanne exploded. "You have his GPS data? Why didn't you tell us?"
"He did." said Deputy Biggs, his deep voice cutting through the room like a katana.
Detective Watson said "And Commander Troy asked me to look at it, ma'am, and I just did. And it may show why we should not give Steve Greene immunity. On Friday night, Roddy Baker's truck did not go anywhere near Pennington's Farm, but Steve Greene's car did."
"Maybe he carried Roddy up there, and Roddy made the attack." Leanne said.
"Detective Watson," I said, "why don't you start at the beginning, and put it all in a chronological time frame?"
"Yes sir." said Watson. "On Friday night, Roddy Baker's truck left Molinari's at the time the witnesses there says he and Steve left. The truck drove to Roddy's home, where it stayed for some minutes, then it left and went to Steve's house. It then turned around and came back to Roddy's house, and stayed there all night long."
Watson: "On Saturday, the truck drove to the Hilton Hotel around 7:00pm, then left just as the Dinner was getting started, and drove to Kitzi Taylor's home, where we found it parked inside her garage after Commander Troy served his warrant."
Watson: "Steve Greene's car left his home around 10:30pm Friday night, and drove around the west side of Lake Troy for half an hour before parking just behind the field at Pennington's Farm where the couples had parked. About forty minutes later it left, then drove via the northern route, around the back end of the lake, to Steve's house, where it stayed the rest of the night."
Watson: "Saturday, he apparently ran errands around town in the morning, then stayed at home until he drove to the Hilton Hotel around 10:30pm. He left just moments after the attack on Craig Reynolds and drove to Kitzi Reynolds's house, where the vehicle was found during the execution of search and arrest warrants."
Leanne Wisocky said "So he drove Roddy to the Hotel, Roddy attacked Craig, then Steve took Roddy to Kitzi's. And Roddy doesn't have an alibi for Friday night. Like I said before, maybe Steve drove him to Pennington's Farm, or he drove Steve's car himself."
"While drunk?" I asked.
"Wouldn't be the first time he's driven drunk." Leanne fired back. "And he still has no alibi."
"I suspect one for him will be forthcoming very sooooon." I said. "From Kitzi Taylor."
Leanne said "Our Officers went by her house Friday night, and she was there but Roddy wasn't... well, she said he wasn't."
"Exactly." I said. "Kitzi is not the most truthful of individuals. Police went by this past evening, and she said Roddy wasn't there. Yet Deputy Biggs and I found him at her house, nuts-deep in her while Steve was watching and jacking off."
"Why didn't you get the GPS from her car while you were there?" Leanne asked.
"It's an old model." I said. "It doesn't have GPS installed. We can try getting a warrant for her cellphone metadata---"
Just then the AGPD Desk Officer came in. "Ma'am," he said to Captain Wisocky, "a Jeffrey Sekou is here, says he's Steve Greene's attorney..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jeffrey Sekou looked like what I thought a much younger Carl Lemay of KXTC looked like in the past, but Sekou's skin color was lighter than Lemay's: darker than white but lighter than black or Hispanic. I wondered if maybe he was an American Samoan or something, especially with that last name.
As he talked to his client, Lori Lovlin and Niko Nimzovich were brought in, looking tousled, as if routed out of their beds... or bed, as the case may have been. Lori was wearing the skin-tight latex pants again, and all male eyes were on her magnificent bubble-butt. I had to be careful not to get an erection at the very pleasant memory of that ass pressed into my groin as I fucked her.
Lori looked in on Lisa Baker, who was still talking with the attorney Reichard. "Yes," Lori said, "she's the one I saw in the restroom."
"And you saw Jenny Reynolds in the restroom?" I asked.
"Yes." Lori said. "She came in right as I was leaving." She was taken to look into the other Interrogation Room. "No, I never saw either of them at the Hotel."
"Let's find a place to sit down." I said. Leanne took us to the breakroom, and we set up a videocamera. I said "Lori, we need to ask you a few more questions." Leanne began videoing on her iPhone, and I re-read Lori her rights.
I said "Lori, you can invoke at any time, and you can ask for an attorney at any time, but I'd appreciate it if you would answer these questions. First, have you ever heard of a Dulci Tamayo, Gabby Williams, Tom Tamayo or Jerry Williams?"
"No." Lori said.
"Did you know any girl in your class, at all, that went by the names or nicknames 'Dulci' or 'Gabby'?' I asked.
"No." Lori said. "And I think I would have remembered those. I never knew anyone in any class by either of those names."
I asked "Lori, we know that when you were Seniors in high school, you and Craig Reynolds would have other girls over to your house, and he'd have sex with them while you watched, is that not right?"
"How is that relevant to anything?" Lori asked.
I said "It's important background and corroborating testimony, or I would not be asking."
Lori said "Yes, it's true. Craig and I did that several times. Most of the girls we brought in were virgins, and Craig deflowered them. And it was good for them and for us, and a lot of fun... until Jenny stole Craig from me."
I said "Who else did you play that game with?"
Lori said "Oh gosh... Charlene Cross who is now Charlene Johnson, Jeremy's wife. Kitzi Taylor, though she was definitely not a virgin. She played with us several times. And Lisa Lewis, right before Jenny. And then there was Gina Chubb, and Suzy Wagner..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Moments later, District Attorney Tittle came in. He was a tall, stout black man, and it is politically incorrect but truthful to say that his face looked like the portrait on 'Uncle Ben's Rice' boxes. He'd run for and won the D.A.'s Office as a Republican.
"I am honored to meet you, Commander Troy." he said, his voice a bit scratchy, as he vigorously shook my hand. He also shook Deputy Biggs's hand then Sheriff Hall's, but made no offer to shake Leanne Wisocky's hand; nor her, his.
"What are we looking at?" D.A. Tittle said as we looked through the one-way glass at Steve Greene and Jeffery Sekou conversing. I filled him in on what we knew, and said we'd called him to be present for giving Steve Greene an immunity agreement, and then we'd found out where his car had been.
"Oh yeah, he's gotta explain this." D.A. Tittle said as he looked through my folder of data I'd gathered. "I can't give him immunity for anything with this over his head."
"What crimes has he really committed?" Leanne Wisocky said. "And if his information puts Roddy Baker away for attempted murder, won't it be worth it?"
I saw D.A. Tittle's eyes move sideways towards Leanne, then his eyes went to me with a 'look' that denoted sarcasm and skepticism. He said "There's so much reasonable doubt right now, there's no way I could get a conviction for Baker or for Greene."
I said "I need to ask Lisa a couple of questions. She's lawyered up, but she has a lawyer now. She might well invoke, but if she won't answer these questions, she's not going to say anything, anyway."
I went into the interrogation with Leanne and we sat down. "Okay, Lisa, you were interviewed at the hotel, and I have a couple of clarifying questions. You said the two couples tagging along with you were Dulci and Tom Tamayo, and Gabby and Jerry Williams, is that not right?"
"That's the names they gave me." Lisa said, and I noticed how carefully she was forming her sentences as she answered.
"Do you know the women's maiden names?" I asked.
"No." Lisa said, looking uncomfortable.
I said "And you said Gabby Williams said she was a schoolteacher. Did she say where? And for that matter, did any of them say where they were living now?"
Lisa said "They were kind of vague on all that. I got the idea they were from Capitol City."
I said "Lisa, I need you to think really hard and try to be sure. Is there anything you can tell me about those four people? Anything at all?"
I saw in Lisa's eyes that she was beginning to 'harden her heart', as the Old Testament said about Pharaoh. She said "No, I have nothing more for you."
"Okay, then." I said. "I should let you know, Lisa, that I tried to check up on them. There have been boys named 'Jerry Williams' in the Apple Grove and Fillmore County School systems, but their ages are nowhere near the two men about your age that I observed the other night. And there has never been anyone named 'Tamayo' enrolled in school here."
"Furthermore," I continued, "there is no record of a 'Gabby Williams' teaching school anywhere. Not in this State, not in my State, not in any State in our Federal Union. No teaching certificate, no record of employment. Do you have anything to say about that?"
Lisa began getting sullen as she said "That's what she told me, and that's all I know. If she's lying, how would you expect me to know it?"
That's an easy button question and answer, I thought to myself, but I only said "I just need you to understand that the four people you were seen with a good bit of the time at the Reunion Dinner... may be suspects in the attempted murder of Craig Reynolds. So if you know anything else about them, it would behoove you to let me know, so that I can find them, arrest them, and if they are a threat to anyone, end the danger they pose."
Lisa said nothing, though she looked very disquieted. I said "Chief Wisocky, is there anything you want to ask?"
Leanne said "Yes. I want to go back to that black eye. I know, I know, you said you ran into the door. But while we were at the hospital, I looked at your medical records... and yes, I had a warrant for them. That time I pulled Roddy over and found that oxycodone, you had a broken wrist. Exactly how did you get that broken wrist?"



"I fell down." Lisa said.
"Give me the details." Leanne said. "How did you fall? Where? Did Roddy do something to make you fall?"
"You go to hell, you fucking bitch!" Lisa hissed. "You've been trying to falsely accuse my husband and put him back in jail for years! You've come into our home at night, scaring my children to death, you harass us and call us names in front of others, and I am sick and goddamned tired of you!"
Robert Reichard stopped Lisa's tirade, then patted her on the shoulder as he said "We're done here. Now either charge her with a crime, or I'm taking her out of here."
"Yes, we're done." I said as Leanne and I got up. "But she's under arrest, and she is not leaving. And Lisa, think about your children, and their futures."
"Wait!" Lisa said as we turned away. "Okay... Roddy smacked me in the face Friday night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Holy crap." D.A. Tittle said in awe when we came out of the interrogation room. "You got her to give Roddy up."
"By threatening her children." said Robert Reichard, who'd come out after us. "That's standard for Wisocky, here, but it's way beneath you, Commander Troy."
"I didn't threaten her children, Mr. Reichard." I replied, looking the man square in the eye. "But isn't it... interesting... how she took it that way. And by the way, her children are safe."
"They're not going back into that home." Leanne said. "I'm calling DFACS right now."
"Before or after you call the sketch artist?" I fired back.
"What the hell is your obsession with that?" Leanne said angrily.
"You heard my questions in there." I said. "Four people, posing as members of the 10-year Reunion Class, giving Lisa fake information... unless she herself was lying about them, of course... and one of those men giving Lori Lovlin the note she gave to Craig Reynolds to lure him out to the pool. Does that not interest you at all, Captain, much less get your hackles up and your Spidey-sense going off?"
"What gets my hackles up is your obsession with bothering our sketch artist in the middle of the night---"
Sheriff Hall intervened: "Don, I called the sketch artist, but his phone went straight to voicemail twice. I'll try again."
I said "Why don't you send a car to his house and have some Officers bring him here---"
"FOR GOD'S SAKE, DROP IT! LEAVE IT ALONE!" Leanne shouted at me, her face red with rage. She turned and stalked off, leaving an awkward silence in her wake.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30am, Sunday, October 3rd. As Lisa Baker was taken out of the interrogation room and Kitzi Taylor was brought in, Jeffrey Sekou said "I'm acting as attorney for both Steve Greene and Kitzi Taylor, who were once married. I'd like to speak to Kitzi for a moment, then maybe arrange for an immunity deal for them together."
All eyes went to me. I said "Before you do, I want to ask her a few clarifying questions, in your presence, of course. And then we can decide on what deal to give in exchange for their testimony. Is that okay with you, D.A. Tittle?"
"Sure." said D.A. Tittle. "But no promises of any immunity at all, at this point."
We went inside. Leanne Wisocky, still sullen and angry, came in with us. We sat down and I said "I'm Donald Troy, and I've been deputized by the Fillmore County Sheriff's Department to investigate the attack on Craig Reynolds. As you know, this is D.A. Tittle and Captain Wisocky."
"Ah, the Iron Crowbar." Kitzi said. "Did you enjoy seeing me fucking Roddy when you invaded my home a few hours ago?"
I said "Under better circumstances, I would have enjoyed it very much. But this is a serious situation, Ms. Taylor, and I need you to take it seriously. I need to know... was Roddy Baker at your house Friday night?"
"Yes." Kitzi said. "We were in bed, making love all night."
Leanne said "You're lying. Our Officers came to your house, and you said Roddy wasn't there."
"I know." Kitzi said with alacrity. "I lied to them, you fucking bitch. I lied to them to protect Roddy from you and your persecution of him."
"So which is it?" I asked. "You need to come correct with the truth, right now. And if you've heard of any small reputation I possess, you should know that I already know the truth, and I can either help you or destroy you. Which is it?"
Kitzi said "Ears are to hear with, Mr. Iron Crowbar. Roddy was with me Friday night. All of Friday night."
Leanne didn't give up: "If you lied to my Officers on Friday, how do we know you weren't telling the truth then, and lying now? No matter what you say, you've lied to Police---"
"Which is not a crime in this State." Jeffrey Sekou said.
But 'obstruction of justice' is." Leanne said. "As is 'conspiracy'; you're lying to give Roddy an alibi for the Friday night murderous attack on Craig and Jenny Reynolds."
"Prove it, cunt." Kitzi snarled at Leanne. Both women looked at each other with unappeasable hatred on their faces.
Jeffrey Sekou spoke up. "I think it's time we have a talk, Mr. Tittle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Damn!" said D.A. Tittle as we came into the hallway, where the LEOs and Robert Reichard were waiting and watching. "You really are a freak, Iron Crowbar! She said that about you watching her, and you just gave it right back without blinking an eye!"
"Wait until you meet my wife... a professor of sexual psychology." I replied. "Okay, Mr. Sekou, you wanted to discuss a deal?"
Sekou said: "I believe that Steve Greene and Kitzi Taylor's combined testimony will show the truth of what happened both nights. I also believe any charges against them would be specious and petty; still, I want them to have immunity from persecution... er, prosecution in exchange for their truthful testimony."
"Will their testimony convict Roddy Baker?" Leanne Wisocky asked.
"Or exonerate him?" Robert Reichard replied sardonically.
"That will be for the District Attorney to decide." said Sekou.
"And how will we know, for sure, that they're telling the truth, that they didn't get together and cook up a story beforehand?" Sheriff Hall asked.
"That will be for me to decide." I said. "You see... I know what happened. And I know who attacked Craig Reynolds... twice.,,"
To be continued.
Dear Readers, you have all the clues. Who is the perp? And don't just guess... what are the cluuuuues that are the links in the iron chain of the Iron Crowbar's reasoning?



        Reunion Fever Ch. 05

        Solution to the case.  Success back home.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/reunion-fever-ch-05

Title: Reunion Fever Ch. 05

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Solution to the case.  Success back home.

Tags: crime drama, police drama, iron crowbar, mystery

Series: Reunion Fever


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
There may or may not be discussion of political issues in my stories. If you are a Snowflake that feels you need to be protected from any mention of politics, then click the Back button now, and never attempt to read any of my stories ever again. You've been warned.
***
Part 15 - The Way Forward
You could've heard a pin drop.
"You know who did it?" D.A. Tittle finally gasped, breaking the silence.
"Yes." I said. "But there are some issues to work through."
"Yeah, like 'reasonable doubt'!" said Robert Reichard arrogantly. "No matter who you say it is, there are three or four other possibilities. I don't think you have a provable case against anyone."
"Vee shall see." I replied in my 'German' voice. "But one step at a time. One step at a time. I need to speak with D.A. Tittle and these LEOs. You defense attorneys should talk amongst yourselves, about what plea deals you're going to offer.
"Pfft." said Robert Reichard with a dismissive wave of his hand. Sekou had a more worried look on his much younger face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into the conference room. Joining me were Deputy Biggs, Sheriff Hall, Captain Wisocky, Detective Watson, Robert Reichard (at my invitation), and D.A. Tittle.
"Get some coffee." I said. As we did and then found seats, I said "Let me tell you what Steve Greene and Kitzi Taylor did, and then you can work on the suspects during interrogations, and D.A. Tittle can decide what to offer them."
I began: "On Friday night, we know that Roddy Baker went to Molinari's, where he saw a photo of Jenny and Craig Reynolds's children, and realized that his own eldest daughter was biologically Craig's child. Steve Greene gave Roddy a ride home. Roddy went inside, confronted Lisa, and hit her in the face."
Me: "The complete story is that Steve was driving Roddy's truck. Roddy's truck's GPS shows that, as does Steve's car's lack of movement there. His car was at his home. The truck GPS data confirms what Steve told us: he drove Roddy home. But he did not drive away. He waited a few minutes... and a few minutes later, Lisa Baker came stumbling out, with a rapidly blackening eye."
Me: "Lisa got into Roddy's truck, and Steve drove her to his home. Then he turned around and drove back to Roddy's house. He left the truck there, so the truck's GPS trail ends there. Kitzi Taylor's vehicle doesn't have GPS that enables us to see its travel history, but I've applied for warrants for the location and phone call metadata from Kitzi and Steve's cellphones."
Me: "And while that will take some time to get, I think it will show that either Kitzi was at Roddy's house already, or she came over there. In either case, she drove Steve back to his place, then took Roddy to her place. I suspect Roddy was in her bed in her bedroom when the Police came by, and she lied to them at that time."
"Ohhhhh." said Deputy Tyrone Biggs. "I see where this is going..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We gameplanned the interrogations. As the LEOs went to make the arrangements, D.A. Tittle asked to speak with me privately, so we remained in the conference room. The bug-killer was 'on'.
"You may have already noticed it, Commander," said D.A. Tittle, "but there's something I need to tell you. Captain Wisocky normally does a good job and brings me good cases... but not where Roddy Baker is concerned. She has done everything she can to get that man put away for life without parole, and she's willing to cross the line to do it. And the same goes with his wife, and kids. I've heard her say out loud that she'd love to have DFACS take those kids away from their parents and thrown into the foster care system."
I gasped, openly shocked. "Why?!" I exclaimed. "What did they do to her?"
"I don't know." said D.A. Tittle. "And I don't know why she has it in for Roddy Baker. My point in telling you this is that Captain Wisocky and I have clashed over Baker several times. I've dropped charges against them that were bogus, charges that in past era in this county would've been prosecuted and a conviction obtained... until you came in here and cleaned up that crap. And I heard what Stegall tried to do to that witness at the hotel, and what he said to you about the Constitution."
I nodded, and D.A. Tittle continued: "So don't take personal offense if I hold you to a high standard of proof if you're going to come up against the Bakers. If either of them did it, I hope you do nail them, and I think you're good enough to. But you gotta prove it, and I can't allow Wisocky to use this to railroad them like she really, really wants to."
I extended my hand and D.A. Tittle shook it as I said "Thank you, sir. Especially for your integrity. And yes, by all means... do hold me to that standard."
As we got up and went to join the others, I fished out my personal cellphone and made a call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we came out into the hallway, I saw Robert Reichard and Jeffery Sekou talking... well, Reichard was giving instructions and gesticulating at Sekou, who just stood and listened. I put them into their compartment of the mind, and went to the others.
"Okay," I said as I looked into the 'new' Interrogation Room, where Kitzi Taylor and her attorney Jeffrey Sekou awaited us, "let's see how good you are at interrogations, Detective Watson."
"Thank you, sir." said Watson. He led the way in, with me and D.A. Tittle following. We sat down, and Watson re-read Kitzi her rights from the card.
"You've read her her rights." Sekou said, pretending anger. "Why are you reading them again to her?"
I said "Stop your whining. If we didn't read her her rights, you'd definitely be crying me a river about it."
"You've mirandized her already." Sekou persisted.
"And we did so again. Get over it." I fired back. "Detective Watson?"
"Ms. Taylor," said Watson, "I'm Detective Watson, and this is D.A. Tittle and Deputy Sheriff Troy. We need to get your full and complete story on your whereabouts and what happened both Friday night and last night."
Sekou said "What are you prepared to offer my client by way of immunity?"
D.A. Tittle answered: "If the answers your client gives are verified as truthful, and she testifies if and when called upon. there will be no charges filed against her, and any pending charges will be dropped."
"That's not good enough." said Sekou. "I need full immunity for my client. Now."
Detective Watson said "You know your client is not going to get that, at least not until we know if the information she gives is valid, and we're able to ascertain the level of the crimes she's committed---"
"What crimes has she committed?" Sekou asked. "Lying to Police is not a crime. You got nothing. Besides, if we don't have a signed immunity agreement, how do we know you'll keep your word not to file charges? Captain Wisocky has tried to do that to Roddy Baker no less than three times!"
I put my hand on Detective Watson's shoulder to let him know I was coming into it. I said "First of all, the District Attorney just said that in front of all of us, and was recorded on that videocamera up there." I pointed over my shoulder at the camera recording us.
I continued: "And if she hasn't committed a crime, I could then say 'What does she need immunity for?'. But I won't. What I will do, Ms. Taylor, is tell you the world of hurt you are in right now---"
"I need to speak to my client in private." Sekou said.
"When I'm done." I said. "Ms. Taylor---"
"NOW!" Sekou yelled, getting to his feet. "You are violating my client's rights!"
"BULLSHIT!" I yelled, also getting to my feet. "I am GOING to make my statement to her, and right now! I'm not asking her any questions, I'm TELLING her what she's up against! And if you try to stop me with your bullshit tactics again, I will arrest you right now for obstruction of justice, and I will carry you to the jail cells and throw you in one! And then I will not only go to the State Bar and have your license to practice revoked, I will contact people in the US Department of Justice that can and will guarantee that you will never practice law of any kind in the entire United States of America, ever again!"
"You're full of crap---" Sekou said.
"Oh yeah?" I snarled. "Test me on that. Please, do it."
We stared each other down for a moment, then Sekou said "Well, are you going to make your statement or not, asshole?"
"You damn right you better back off, you piece of shit." I sat down and said "Ms. Taylor, we already have you making contradictory statements regarding Mr. Baker's whereabouts Friday night---"
"LYING TO POLICE IS NOT A CRIME!" Sekou yelled.
"OBSTRUCTION OF JUSTICE *IS*!" I yelled back. "Ms. Taylor, your lawyer is about to violate several ethics codes by trying to prevent me from telling you the truth, here. On Friday, you told Police that Roddy Baker was not at your home. Then you told Police later that he was there. We may can't charge you with lying to Police, but we have more workarounds for that than the mechanics at the Daytona 500."
Me: "The first charge we're about to file against you is obstruction of justice. You either hid a wanted fugitive, a man on parole and wanted for questioning in an attempted murder, or you've attempted to give him a false alibi. The second charge is aiding and abetting a wanted fugitive. The third charge is conspiracy to commit attempted murder."
"I didn't help anyone try to murder anyone!" Kitzi yelled. Her lawyer rapidly shushed her.
I said "Not only that, Ms. Taylor... if Mr. Craig Reynolds dies, then the 'attempted' part of the murder charges goes away, and we're talking full-on murder. And because you appear to have aided and abetted two men, either of who may have made the murderous assault, you're looking at Felony Murder... you'll be charged with Murder in the First Degree in the commission of other felonies."
I said "Last but not least, a wanted fugitive on parole and with an active APB and warrant for his arrest was found last night in your home, and it will be difficult for you to deny you knew it, since you were sitting in his lap and there was a witness sitting right there in the room with the two of you. That's another count of all those charges that make you wish you could only be charged with 'lying to Police'."
"The lying stops now, Ms. Taylor." I went on. "You know who I am. You know, or should know, that I already know the truth. But your lawyer here is treating me... ME, the Iron Crowbar... like I'm an Agency of the Weak-Minded. And few things make me angrier than being disrespected like that. Lawyers who treat me like that usually find their clients destroyed... DESTROYED! And you're looking at prison time... PRI-ZON!"
I got up again and said "Gentlemen, this asshole lawyer wants to talk to his client alone. Let's go." I led them out of the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You okay, sir?" Deputy Biggs said when we got outside the Interrogation Room, seeing how red my face, neck, and ears were.
"Oh, now I'm angry." I said. "I would bury Kitzi in a 20-year prison sentence hellhole, just to show that piece of shit up---"
"By exercising Police intimidation and brutality, Commander Troy?" Robert Reichard said loudly and cynically. I turned and stepped up to him, fronting him.
"Oh, wanna play?" I said, quietly but angrily. "You think that was Police brutality? You think that was intimidation?" I nodded my head a few times in a 'Hank Voight' kind of way, then said "Keep your shit up, and your client is looking at life in prison without possibility of parole. I'll let you guess which client... if not both."
I turned back to the others and said "As I was saying before that wave of worthless hot air wafted through the room, we can give Kitzi an offer to drop any charges if she comes correct and tells us the truth..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jeffrey Sekou came to the door and called us back in. "Is your original offer on the table?" he asked D.A. Tittle.
"For about two seconds." D.A. Tittle replied. "But play time is over."
"We'll take it." said Sekou. "Answer their questions, Kitzi."
"Whaddya wanna know?" Kitzi asked, looking like she'd lost interest in the whole thing and just wanted to do her nails.
Detective Watson said "How did Roddy Baker get to your house Friday night?" Kitzi's eyes flickered over to mine, and saw me staring at her. And I saw in her eyes that she knew I knew, and she made the wisest decision of her life:
"I picked him and Steve up at his house, Roddy's house." Kitzi said.
"Steve Greene?" Detective Watson asked.
"Yes." Kitzi replied.
"And then?" asked Watson.
"Then what?" Kitzi asked.
I spoke out with authority. "Ms. Taylor, stop playing games with us. You know what Detective Watson is asking. If you keep this crap up, and make us have to spoon feed you questions to get your answers, then the deal is off and I am going to make damn sure you go to prison. You picked up Steve and Roddy at Roddy's house. Were you in your car? And where did you go after you picked them up? And after that?"
Kitzi was glaring hatefully at me, and Sekou leaned over and whispered something to her. She finally said "I picked them up at Roddy's house, in my car. I drove to Steve's house and he got out, and then I drove to my house with Roddy, and we stayed there all night. And that's all. Happy?"
I replied angrily: "Keep being a smartass with me, Ms. Taylor, and I will twist your cap around. No, I'm not finished. When you got to Roddy's house, was Steve already there, or did you wait for him?" Kitzi stared at me silently. "I'm waiting for your answer, Ms. Taylor. I have all day. And you have the rest of your life in prison."
"He was already there." Kitzi spat.
"Were you called on your cellphone and asked to go to Roddy's house?" I fired.
"Yes." Kitzi said, and said no more.
"For God's sake." I muttered, then yelled "BY WHO?"
"Stop yelling at my client!" Sekou said loudly.
"Okay, I'm done here." I said, getting up. "Come on, guys, let's go. D.A. Tittle, no deal for her. Press full charges against Kitzi Taylor for conspiracy to murder Craig Reynolds, for harboring a wanted fugitive, for obstruction of justice---"
"Wait a minute!" Sekou yelled.
"NO, YOU WAIT A MINUTE!" I thundered, leaning over the table and getting right in the legal beagle's face. "I am SICK AND TIRED of both you and her disrespecting me and Apple Grove Law Enforcement!" I turned my head to stare down Kitzi Taylor, and said hoarsely "You think you can just disrespect the Police like you're doing now? Well, I'm going to teach you an unforgettable, life long lesson."
And with that, I turned and exited the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what was the difference between that and what Stegall did?" Leanne Wisocky asked when I got into the outer room.
I stared at her, then said "You're really fronting me about that, and now?" When Leanne nodded, I said "I'll tell you what the differences are. Stegall physically threatened Niko, told him he was going to break his fingers, then got up to do it. I didn't do that, I only threatened her with the legal action that's coming to her. Stegall gave the world reason to disrespect the Police. I gave that little bitch the reasons why she should not disrespect the Police."
Leanne said "Well, now you know what we are up against every fucking day here. Roddy Baker and his filth constantly disrespect the Police, and worse. Stegall wasn't wrong; you were wrong to stop him---"
The door to the Interrogation Room opened and D.A. Tittle and Detective Watson came out. "Damn, Don." Tittle said casually.
"Yeah, I went off on them." I said.
D.A. Tittle said "Don't get me wrong. I loved it. These lawyers like Sekou need to have crowbars shoved up their asses at times. And Kitzi Taylor is what people have become... they think they can play games with the Police and get away with it."
I asked "Did she invoke?"
"No sir." said Detective Watson. "They were scared, and Sekou was begging us to keep the deal, and told Kitzi to get her act together and answer my questions."
I said "Well, it's unlikely that trying to charge her with anything will hold up, since we did give her the deal. Did she say anything significant?"
Watson: "She did say that Steve Greene called her and asked her to meet him at Roddy's, then had her take him to his house and Roddy to her house. He never mentioned Lisa Baker, but Roddy told her at her house about Craig being the father of their oldest daughter, but did not mention that he had hit her in the face. I think she's lying, and he did tell her that, but I can't prove it."
Leanne said "We still have corroboration for motive for Roddy."
"All right," I said, "let's get Steve into the Interrogation Room. Kitzi was nothing; I just wanted to get her on videotape. But Steve is the linchpin of our case..."
Part 16 - Baker's Dozen
6:45am, Sunday, October 3rd. Steve Greene was brought into the main Interrogation Room. His attorney Jeffery Sekou insisted upon talking to his client privately.
Detective Watson said "I hate it that he gets to talk to Greene first. He'll just tell him everything Kitzi Taylor said."
"It can't be helped." I said. "And it could work in our favor. Steve will know he can't fuck with us, that we know too much."
D.A. Tittle led us into the Interrogation Room. I observed as we sat down that Jeffrey Sekou was looking smug, but Steve looked uncertain, and nervous. Detective Watson read Steve Greene his rights from the card, and Sekou said nothing as Greene said he understood the rights.
I said "Mr. Greene, we have some questions for you, regarding your whereabouts on Friday and Saturday---"
Sekou said with great smugness and arrogance "Are you going to yell at him and try to intimidate him, too, like you did Kitzi Taylor?" He was obviously trying to goad me.
Detective Watson rose from his chair and pointed his finger right in Sekou's face. "Watch your mouth, jerk." he warned the legal beagle. "You're already on the path to disbarment. We're tired of your crap."
Sekou looked openly shocked; he had not expected Crowbar-like behavior from the AGPD. "Touchy, touchy." he said.
"SHUT YOUR FUCKING MOUTH, ASSHOLE!" yelled Watson.
D.A. Tittle joined in, and said "Keep showing these Police Officers disrespect, and I'll barbecue your clients, Sekou. We're not taking any more shit from you, not even one word of sarcasm."
"All right, all right." Sekou said, holding up his hands palms-outward in mock surrender. Then he said "Do we have an immunity agreement here, in exchange for my client's truthful answers and testimony?"
"No we do not." D.A. Tittle said with alacrity. "I might make a plea deal, though, if he cooperates."
"A plea deal? For what?" Steve Greene exclaimed. As Sekou tried to get him to stop talking, Greene said "I didn't do anything wrong!"
I said "Aiding and abetting a wanted fugitive in eluding capture by the Police. And conspiracy to commit attempted murder, which will become Felony Murder if Craig Reynolds dies."



"What?!" Steve Greene gasped. "I had nothing to do with that!" Sekou again admonished his client to stop talking.
I said "Mr. Greene, we have the GPS data from your vehicle for Friday night. It shows that your car drove up to Pennington's Farm, and was parked there right at the time Craig Reynolds was attacked the first time. Then your vehicle left right after the attack and drove via the long northern route right back to your house. FBI experts will testify to the veracity of that data."
"Whaa?!" Greene exclaimed again. Then he settled back into his chair and said "Ohhh, shitttt." as something came into his mind.
"Mr. Greene," I said, "how long have you been in a sexual relationship with Lisa Baker?"
"Don't answer that!" Jeffrey Sekou immediately said, almost shouting the words.
"Shut up!" Steve Greene. He turned to me and said "I had nothing to do with either attack on Craig Reynolds---"
"Stop talking!" Jeffrey Sekou all but shouted. To us, he said "I need a moment alone with my client."
"No! No you don't!" said Steve Greene. "Now shut your goddamned mouth and sit there and represent me. I'm not taking the rap for either Lisa or Kitzi!"
Steve turned to me and said "I'll tell you everything, and then you'll see I've done nothing illegal. To answer your question, Commander Troy... yeah, I've been having an affair with Lisa for several years.
Steve: "Kitzi and I had been living together, but she and Roddy had been having sex since they were in high school, and never stopped. I never had a problem with that, but after Kitzi and I separated, Lisa came over to my house. She didn't like hanging around Roddy when he got drunk; he was verbally abusive to her, though I've never seen him physically hurt her."
Steve: "That day she came by, I went for it and made love to her, and we ended up in bed having sex. It was good, and still is good, and we get together once every month or so. I didn't feel bad about fucking Lisa behind Roddy's back; after all, he's fucked Kitzi in front of me a ton of times, and sometimes we'd take turns fucking Kitzi."
"So Lisa didn't leave Roddy for you?" I asked.
"No." Steve said. "She brought it up and we talked about it. The biggest problem was that I was not ready to have kids... and especially not Roddy's. His oldest girl is pretty bright, but their younger daughter is really introspective and not learning well in school. And his son is already getting bad grades and getting in trouble at school, playing sports too hard and getting into fights. He's going to grow up bad, just like the rest of his family."
Steve: "Lisa didn't want to leave her kids, especially to Roddy's sole custody, and I don't blame her. But she kept coming to visit me for sex, and to vent her frustrations about her life."
"Does Roddy know you are having sex with Lisa?" I asked.
"I don't know. I don't think so." said Steve.
"What is your relationship with Roddy?" I asked.
Steve: "Roddy and I have been friends for a very long time. I'm one of the so-called 'Baker's Dozen', a group of men and women that do whatever we can to keep Roddy out of trouble, and thwart that Wisocky bitch from trying to set him up and falsely accuse him of crimes."
Steve: "And that's why on Friday night I drove him in his truck to the reception and to Molinari's for the after-party. And it was a good thing I did. Roddy drank a good bit and everyone was joking around, having a good time. He was talking to Jenny Reynolds and she showed him a photo of something, maybe her family. He got really quiet after that, I mean he literally sobered up on the spot. A few minutes later, after a couple more drinks, he had me take him home."
"Did he tell you on the way what was bothering him?" I asked.
Steve: "No, not directly. But he said to himself 'That bitch lied to me... she lied to me...' over and over. He didn't say what over, and I didn't ask. I've learned to understand his moods, and at that time he was pretty agitated under the surface. So when he got home, I let him out, then backed into his driveway as he went inside. And I waited for a while, to make sure nothing happened."
I said "And then what?"
"Something happened." replied Steve. "Less than five minutes later, maybe just two or three, I heard shouting inside, mostly Roddy. Then I heard something shatter, and what sounded like furniture turning over. A few seconds later, Lisa came flying out the front door. I called out and she came and got in the truck, and we drove out of there just as Roddy got to the door."
Steve: "I drove Lisa to my house. I handed her my keys so she could let herself in, and I said I was going to check on Roddy. On the way, I called Kitzi and asked her to meet me at Roddy's, so that I could leave his truck at his house and she could give me a ride to my house. She got there right after I did."
Steve: "Roddy was sitting in his living room. There was a broken lamp in the back corner, and all the stuff that had been on the coffee table in front of the sofa was scattered all over the floor. I told Kitzi we needed to get Roddy out of there in case the neighbors heard the earlier fight and called the cops. Kitzi drove me home, then took Roddy to her house."
Detective Watson said "And you let her go alone with him?"
Steve said "Yes. Like I said, I've known Roddy for a long time, and I can tell when he's okay and when he's not. He was okay. And I knew Kitzi would calm him down more by fucking his balls off."
Watson: "When you went home... was Lisa there?"
Steve didn't answer immediately, and Watson leaned forward, peering hard at him. I intervened and said "Let me ask this first, then we'll come back to that. On Saturday night, your GPS data shows your car in the parking lot of the Hilton Hotel, then leaving right after the attack on Craig Reynolds. Was it you that drove there?"
Steve: "Yes." When I asked why he was there, he said "Lisa asked me to pick her up. When I got there I texted her, but she didn't come out. And then the ambulance and cop cars came rushing up..."
Then it hit him. With a look of both shock and understanding, he said "Ohhh..." Then he looked right at me and said: "She set me up, didn't she?"
I said "So let's go back to Friday night. When Kitzi dropped you off at your house, was Lisa there at that moment? Was your car there?"
Steve Greene had figured out the nature of my questions, and also the world of shit he was in. "When I got home, the door wasn't locked and a light was on. But Lisa wasn't there. She drove up a while later, and said she needed to go to the store to get some beer, but when she got there she realized she didn't have any money on her. I didn't think anything of it at the time."
I said "She was there the rest of the night?"
"Yes." Steve said. "I had her put some ice on her eye, which was beginning to swell up and blacken. After a while we went to bed, and she insisted on having sex, so we made love. The next day I took her by her house. Roddy wasn't there. She got her wallet and keys and said she'd drive herself to the clinic to have her eye looked at. And that was the last I heard of her that day, until she called asking me to pick her up at the hotel..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:15am, Sunday, October 3rd. My mother Phyllis had brought in boxes of... what else?... doughnuts, and we were consuming them with gusto and drinking coffee as Sheriff Hall, Deputy Biggs, my mother, myself, Captain Wisocky, Detective Watson, and D.A. Tittle discussed the case.
Leanne Wisocky said "Steve Greene's story was clever, but perhaps too clever. He could've driven his car himself on Friday night, and taken Roddy to Pennington's Farm. He and Roddy would've known the others were there, since they were talking about it at Molinari's. Lisa wasn't there, so how would she know where they went?"
Leanne: "And Steve could've given Roddy the ride to the hotel, then carried Roddy out of there after the attack. Remember that we got a tip that Roddy had been seen again at the hotel. I was asking you about it when the attack happened."
I said "I was meaning to ask you... who called that in? And to whom? You? 9-1-1?"
Leanne said "9-1-1 got a call and relayed the message to me. The dispatcher said the number was from (air quotes) 'Hilton Hotel'. That's what will show up for any phone call that goes through their main line trunk feed. It's all landline, so tracing exactly where it came from is likely not possible. The tipster did not identify himself."
I said "And what I can't figure out is why someone would call you and let you know that Roddy was there."
"They saw Roddy, thought he was a danger... and rightly so." Leanne said.
I said "The better explanation is that the tipster was trying to set up Roddy, just like Steve was set up in being asked to come to the hotel. You sure the tipster was a male?"
"No." Leanne said. "But it sounds like you're going to try to stick Lisa with this. Roddy's being charged with domestic battery, and that's his third strike; he's going to prison for life. So I better contact DFACS and have them take the Baker kids away and put them in foster care."
"Whoaaa!" I exclaimed. "Slow your roll, Captain. And that's something that the Sheriff should take care of, not the Police."
"I agree." said Sheriff Hall. "I'll take care of it myself."
"No, I'll do it!" Leanne persisted. "I've been waiting for years to do this."
"All the more reason for me to handle it. You stand down, Captain." said Sheriff Hall. He fished out his cellphone as he left the room. Leanne was typing furiously on her cellphone, sending a text message.
"All right." I said, gathering some papers into my notebook. "Confidence is high that the data will come through for us. So are y'all ready to nail this case down?"
D.A. Tittle said "Commander Troy, you've done an amazing job here, and you've outlined a great case. But we just don't have enough proof to go to a Jury."
"We will." I said. "But if we can get a confession, you will be saved a lot of time and the expense of a fair trial. Shall we go?..."
Part 17 - The Solution
D.A. Tittle, Detective Watson, and I went into the main Interrogation Room. Deputy Biggs, Sheriff Hall, and Captain Wisocky watched through the one-way glass. Sitting on the far side of the table, facing us and the one-way glass, were Robert Reichard, Esq. and his client... Lisa Lewis Baker.
We sat down and I read Lisa her rights from the card, and she just nodded that she understood them. I said "Mrs. Baker, let's not waste each other's time, okay? I know that you tried twice to kill Craig Reynolds. My only question is: Why?"
"Wow." Robert Reichard said dismissively. "I thought Captain Wisocky was bad, but you're giving her a good race to the bottom."
I said "I do not harass innocents, Mr. Reichard. I make the guilty pay. And your client... is going to pay for the crimes she committed the last two nights. And just to make it official..."
I nodded to Detective Watson, who said "Lisa Baker, you are under arrest for two counts of attempted murder, one being a count of assault with a deadly weapon, that being the attack at Pennington's Farm; and one being a count of aggravated assault and felonious battery with a deadly weapon, which will be upgraded to murder in the first degree if Craig Reynolds dies."
I said "And then there's the charges of trying to frame Steve Greene for complicity... or conspiracy with him, if we charge him. And so on and so forth."
"Pul-eeze." Reichard said. "You don't have a thing. No evidence whatsoever."
I took out two photographs from my folder. "The clothing the perp used was found hidden in the ceiling tiles of the men's changing room. The State---"
"The men's changing room." Reichard said sarcastically. "In case you didn't notice, Mr. Hotshot Crowbar, my client is a woman."
"Thank you for that observation." I said, unperturbed. "What was also observed is that the location is close to the door. All your client had to do is step inside the door, grab a chair, push the bag up into the drop ceiling, then retreat and go to the ladies's changing room. And with all the commotion going on outside after the attack, no one was in the changing room to notice."
I continued: "And as I was saying, the State Crime Lab is looking for DNA, and I have no doubt they'll find some... especially in the mask that was worn in the second attack, maybe both attacks. And then we'll be getting the cellphone data from our Federal friends. And Steve Greene, Kitzi Taylor... and of course your own husband Roddy Baker... they're not going down for you for this."
Robert Reichard tried hard to bluff. He began laughing. "This is rich. This is just too rich. And just how did my client magically walk through the ballroom or lobby hallway to the pool entrances, in a black costume and mask and with a knife, and not be seen? And how did she stab a man much larger and more athletic than her, huh?"
"Laugh it up, fuzzball." I said. "You're just digging the hole deeper and deeper for your client. To answer your question, she (air quotes) 'magically' got to the pool by going through the employees areas and back access hallway where no one would see her. She went out the service door to the pool area, TASERed Craig, stabbed him in the groin... geez, Lisa, why there?... and then ran back the way she came."
Reichard pretended incredulity as he said "This is unbelievable." Then he said to me "And just how did my client get into limited access areas like that, much less not be noticed by anyone?"
"Simple enough." I said. "What everyone either doesn't know or has not remembered, but I was told last Thursday night, Lisa was once an employee of the Hilton Hotel. She worked there. Recently."
Reichard's face fell as he realized what I was hitting his client with. Watson and D.A. Tittle listened with interest as I continued: "Captain Wisocky ran some sort of sting that supposedly netted your client a prostitution charge. The hotel agreed to fire Lisa in exchange for no further legal pursuits against the hotel or other employees."
Me: "However, I had a very interesting discussion with the shift manager on duty at the time of the stabbing, as well as some other employees who were there. It seeeems the overall Hotel Manager despises Captain Wisocky as much as many of you do. He continued to give Lisa work, and paid her cash on the barrelhead like he pays the Illegal Aliens he employs there. Lisa couldn't work as a server in the restaurant again, nor in public places where she could be seen. But she could and did work in the back areas, doing paperwork, helping in the kitchen with supplies, whatever was needed."
Me: "Sooooo, the hotel employees knew her, and wouldn't think anything of it if they did spot her in the employee areas. Her employee ID key was never taken up, and she may have stolen or been given another one with someone else's ID information. And there's more... the hotel rooms and secure areas require an encoded ID for access, but the kitchen areas and hallways that serve them only need a generic passkey. So you, Lisa, were able to use a generic passkey to get around inside the employee areas."
I continued: "I will add to it that by being a former employee of the hotel, you, Lisa, knew the security arrangements and where all the cameras were. There is a camera inside the hallway that points at the service entrance to the pool, but you were able to disable it by covering it. You also changed clothes there, right at the end of the hallway, which was dark because you turned out the lights."
Me: "Soooo, you dressed in the black suit, which had some kind of shoulder pads to make you look broad-shouldered... like your husband is... and you ran up and attacked Craig while the outside cameras overlooking the pool and service door were jammed as if the Slender Man was there asking for twenty dollars. Then you ran back inside, shed the black clothing and mask, bagged them, and carried them around to the employee changing rooms, hid the bag in the ceiling tiles, then went into the women's room via the employee entrance, and made your way back to the main banquet hall."
"You're nuts." Reichard said, his voice low and ugly. "You don't have a prayer to convince a Jury of any of that. Cellphone and GPS data show Greene, Taylor, and Roddy Baker being more connected to the crimes than my client, here, and any so-called test-i-moan-eee they give will be the lies of losers trying to save Roddy Baker."
I said "Until Craig Reynolds wakes up and identifies the person who attacked him. The cameras went staticky, but there's enough there to show that Craig turned towards his attacker as she approached him. The TASER filaments got him from behind, but he turned enough that the stab wound was from the front. The doctor that operated on him is the very best, in my biased opinion, anyway, and she's ready to testify to that."
"What it boils down to, is this." I said to Lisa. "I have the answer, and as James Clavell said in his epic novel Shō-gun, 'it is easy to find the solution once given the answer'. If and when Craig identifies you, that's the ball game. Once we get the DNA results from the lab, once again, it's 'game over'. And your attorney here may huff, puff, and bluff about the cellphone data, but Juries are far, far more intelligent that he's giving them credit for... and more intelligent than he is, but I digress."
Lisa said "What will you offer me?"
"STOP TALKING!" yelled Reichard, nearly apoplectic with worry. To us he yelled "That was not an admission of guilt---"
"Shut up, Robert." Lisa said. "You're getting me in more trouble than I'm already in---"
"STOP! TALKING!" Reichard yelled again.
"No, YOU stop talking!" Lisa yelled back. "You think I'm stupid? I just heard you try to play me against Roddy, trying to throw him under the bus!"
"It's called 'creating reasonable doubt', young lady." Reichard said. "And if you don't keep your mouth shut and let me do my job here, you can find someone else to represent you... against the Iron Crowbar!"
"An outstanding idea." Lisa said. "Go. Get out of here."
"No, I'll stay, to make sure they don't try any tricks." Reichard said.
"Then keep your goddamned mouth shut." Lisa replied. "And just so you know, Commander Troy, I went to Apple Grove High School, just like you did. I was one of the smart set, taking the college prep courses, just like you did. And like you, I'd been accepted to (Wildcat School). But unlike you, I got pregnant, and my parents and Roddy's parents preferred the shotgun wedding to permitting me to have an abortion."
"It must be the red hair color we share." I said whimsically. Then I got serious and said: "No, you're not stupid, Mrs. Baker. That has long been obvious to me. And you have good kids. I'm glad you kept them. And I'm going to help them. D.A. Tittle, what are we offering Mrs. Baker if she saves the county the time and expense of a trial by a jury of her peers?"
D.A. Tittle said "Take this deal now, and I'm offering two 20-year terms followed by ten years on parole. Don't take it now, and it becomes two 20-year terms served consecutively, with no hope of parole until the time is fully served. If Craig Reynolds identifies you before you take it, then the deal is off the table, and you could get what will amount to life in prison."
I held up a document and said "And I'll sweeten the pot. Take the generous deal D.A. Tittle just offered you, and I'll help your kids. Sign this document, which gives up your parental rights, and I'll make sure they're put in good homes and taken care of. I'll give them a good chance to make it."
Lisa's face turned very sad at the mention of her kids. I said "Take the deal, and you'll see your grown kids, and you'll be able to hold and hug your grandchildren. If you don't?" I shrugged my shoulders and said "Then I can't help you. Or them."



"You bastard!" Reichard hissed. "You'd use her children as pawns? Hold them to ransom to get her to confess to crimes she didn't commit? You're as despicable as Wisocky is!"
"Mr. Reichard," I said, "I'm trying to save those poor kids. You are the one consigning them to DFACS hell, with Captain Wisocky all ready to make it happen, if you keep up your shit."
Lisa turned on Reichard and said venomously "I told you to shut your fucking mouth." She then turned to D.A. Tittle and said "I'll take that, but with one exception. No parole at the end of my time served. I am not having that bitch Wisocky doing to me what she's done to Roddy all these years---"
*WHAM!*
The door flew open and hit the wall, and Leanne Wisocky flew into the room. She looked at Lisa as she said to me: "No deals involving the kids! I'm turning those kids over to DFACS! I'm splitting them apart!"
I said "Craig Reynolds is the biological father of the oldest child, and he has the right to claim her."
Leanne said, her voice as ugly as the look on her face: "That may be, but I'm still putting the other two into the foster care system---"
"Then I recant what I said before!" Lisa shouted. "Roddy didn't hit me. I ran into a door! I fell down when I broke my wrist! You got nothing on him now!"
"We'll see about that!" Leanne growled. She turned and exited the room, leaving the door open.
I said "D.A. Tittle, give her the deal with no parole at the end once she serves the full time. Lisa, I know you just recanted so that Leanne can't take your kids from Roddy, but I still need you to sign that form, so I can help you."
D.A. Tittle and Lisa signed the plea deal, and he, Lisa, and I signed the parental rights deal. Robert Reichard refused to sign either document nor even look at them; instead, he said to Lisa: "You've just destroyed your life. I can't help you any more, and I won't. I am no longer your legal representation." With that, he got up and left the Interrogation Room, and I heard him outside demanding to speak to Roddy Baker.
"Do you want new legal counsel?" I asked.
"Not right now." Lisa said.
"Okay, you have to tell us what happened, on camera." said D.A. Tittle. "I'll have it typed up, and you can sign it."
"What do you want to know?" Lisa asked.
"Go through what happened." I said. "First on Friday night, then on Saturday night."
Lisa began: "I'll start even further back. Our Senior year in high school. Roddy was not dating Kitzi. He was fucking her at parties, in back bedrooms or in his truck. And then he asked me out, and we went out. But I did not put out for him. He was known for dumping girls that did not put out after the second date, and especially after the third. But we went out five weekends in a row, and the only thing he got was some really good blowjobs from me."
Lisa: "And then Lori Lovlin invited me to her house, to party with her and Craig. I'd heard the stories about what went on with him, but didn't really care. I went over and we didn't do much, so I wondered if the rumors were wrong. And then I got woozy. I think Lori may have spiked my drink. I never lost consciousness, I just felt like I was drunk. And when Craig began kissing me, I didn't resist."
Lisa: "But I didn't help them, either, and Lori helped Craig get my jeans off. He got between my legs and ate my pussy, then got on top of me and worked his cock into me. It was huge, and it hurt. I just lay there as he fucked me, and it got better. And then I realized that Craig had come in me, and I wasn't on the Pill."
Lisa: "We fucked again after I watched Craig fuck Lori, and then I went home. I think I knew the next morning that something was different, and that I might be pregnant. That weekend I went out with Roddy, and I let him go all the way with me. Well, I pretty much enticed him into doing it. He came in me twice. And a week later I skipped my period, took the home test, and found out I was pregnant."
Lisa: "I told Craig, and he was dismissive about it. He had just done the party thing with Fat Girl, that's Jenny, and apparently he fell in love with her. So I told Roddy and our parents that Roddy had knocked me up. I thought they'd help me get an abortion, but noooo... they forced me to keep it, and they pretty much forced Roddy to marry me."
Lisa: "At first, things weren't bad. I did love Roddy, and our first child, Annie, she was a joy. But money was really tight, and with that bitch Wisocky gunning for Roddy, literally, things were really bad. We couldn't move away, because Roddy's parents were helping us. Then Roddy's uncle stole Roddy's dad's house and his money, and they were left broke and homeless... and Roddy and I were close to that."
Lisa: "There were some good times, and we had Tommy and Agnes as a result. But as things got worse for Roddy, he became worse. He couldn't hold a job, he was verbally abusive to me though never bad to the kids. Then Wisocky set him up, framed him, and got him put away in jail. Me and the kids nearly starved during that time, and I... I did what I had to do to get money to feed them."
I said "Why don't we talk about this weekend, then we can come back to the other stuff."
"Okay." Lisa said. "The kids were staying with others, and I'd expected Roddy and I would go to the reception and the game together. But he got to talking to his football buddies, and stayed with them the whole time. While at the game, several people told me that they were going to Pennington's Farm, since Strawberry Hill was flooded by the new lake, and they asked if Roddy and I were going to go. I said we weren't planning to."
Lisa: Roddy and his buddies left the game early and went to Molinari's. I didn't bother going... I don't like being around Roddy when he's drunk, and I knew Steve Greene was going, and was being Roddy's wingman."
Lisa: "No one invited me to anything else, so after the game I just went home. About an hour later Roddy came flying in. He was yelling at me, babbling incoherently, and I put it together that he was saying Annie wasn't his child, that Craig Reynolds was her father. He rushed at me and I threw a lamp at him, and then ran for the door... and I ran right into the edge of the door."
Lisa: "Steve Greene was outside, in Roddy's truck. I got in and we took off. Steve drove me to his house, gave me his keys so I could get inside, then said he'd be back and drove off. I did open the door and went inside and turned on a light. And then I started remembering that Roddy was screaming about divorcing me and kicking me out of the house. I was remembering seeing Craig at the reception, all happy and having money, and his wife carrying on about their kids."
Lisa: "I really don't fully remember the next hour or so. I remember getting a Death costume and mask Steve had bought for Hallowe'en and putting it on. I know I got into Steve's car and drove it around, looking for Craig. And I found him, parking with the others, and I tried to run up to his car and stab him. Someone saw me and screamed, and Craig turned around in time."
Lisa: "So on Saturday, I did what you said I did. I went to the restroom and into the employees areas from there. I carried the bag with the costume to the end of the hallway, covered the camera, put on the costume, and went out and attacked Craig at the pool. And why did I stab him where I did? It was Craig's cock and balls that ruined my life, so I went for his jewels. Got them, too, from what I understand."
"That will be sufficient for her plea deal." I said to D.A. Tittle. "But I do have a few extra questions, Lisa. First, from where did you get the TASER?"
"It was stolen from Captain Wisocky." Lisa said. "I was hoping there was some way to trace the filament wires back to her weapon."
"Where is it now?" Detective Watson asked.
"I threw it in a trash can in the kitchen areas." Lisa said. "You mean the vaunted AGPD didn't find it?"
"No we did not." said Watson. "So one more time, where did you---"
"Hold on, Detective." I said. "I suspect someone else took the TASER away. Sooo, Lisa, someone lured Craig outside with a note. Good timing for you, too; it was right when you went to the restroom then the back areas. And by sheer coincidence, I'm sure... not... someone used a jamming device on the cameras right as you went outside and stabbed Craig. So once again, Lisa... who were those two couples you were sitting with, that came in right behind you?"
Lisa said "I swear to God, Mister Crowbar, I told you everything I know when you asked me at the hotel---"
"Commander Troy!" shouted Deputy Tyrone Biggs as he rushed into the room. "They're going for the Starnes house!"
I jumped out of my seat and said "Have her sign her confession! I've got to go, I'll be back later..."
Part 18 - Custody Battle
9:15am, Sunday, October 3rd. Deputy Biggs and I raced at top speed in his Fillmore County Sheriff Department vehicle, lightbar burning, to the home of my mother's friend, Mrs. Starnes. Sheriff Hall was right behind us in his vehicle. As we pulled up, I saw two AGPD vehicles as well as another vehicle with a county government license plate. And then I saw the scene on the porch.
Two little girls were hugging each other fiercely, crying and yelling and screaming. Captain Leanne Wisocky was holding the older girl while Sergeant Steve Stegall was pulling at the younger girl, trying to tear her out of the other girl's grip. Mrs. Starnes was in the doorway, yelling and screaming, and a black woman in her late 30s or early 40s was keeping Mrs. Starnes from helping the little girls.
We pulled up with a squeal of brakes just as Stegall was successfully pulling the girl away. "Let her go!" I yelled as I sprang out of the FCSD vehicle. As I rushed Stegall, he let her go in order to face us, and the girls went back to holding each other tightly.
"Let them go, Leanne!" I yelled at Leanne Wisocky. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Stegall about to attack me, and I turned to face him. I needn't have worried. Displaying the speed that earned him a college football scholarship, Deputy Tyrone Biggs hurtled into the fray.
*WHAM!*
Tyrone's huge bunched fist slammed into Stegall's belly. A second punch smashed into his face. Stegall reeled back into the wall.
"You goddamned nigger!" Stegall yelled as he drew his service weapon. "I'm going to kill you---"
*WHAP!*
The red crowbar made its appearance as I brought it down onto the back of Stegall's hand, and I was pretty sure I damaged something in there. Stegall screamed in pain as his weapon clattered to the floorboards of the porch. I kicked the gun away, and with both hands shoved the crowbar into Stegall's face. He went down, and I had him in cuffs before he could move to attack anyone.
Leanne had her hand over her service weapon, but had not drawn it. I drew my gun and pointed it right at her. "Get your hand away from that weapon." I said.
Leanne looked shocked. "You think I'm going to shoot you?" she asked.
"I'm going to make sure you don't." I said. "Now slowwwwly remove your gun from the holster. Pinch the butt. And I know you don't have a round in the chamber. I do."
Leanne slowly removed her service weapon and I took it out of her hand. I emptied the magazine, cleared it, then put the empty magazine back in the gun... and returned it to her as I said "Be sure to not make any sudden movements or give me a reason to think you're going to shoot me or Biggs."
Deputy Biggs was sitting on Sergeant Stegall, who was lying prone and cuffed on the ground. I took a small booklet out of my jacket inner pocket, a copy of the Constitution of the United States of America, slid it under Stegall's face, then literally rubbed his nose against it. "Try to let those words sink in, dirtbag." I said.
I then turned to the black woman, and I said "I know who you are. You're Amanda Baldwin, the Director of the Fillmore County DFACS office."
"I know who you are, too, Commander Donald Troy." Baldwin said. "Why are you interfering with us doing our jobs?"
"Why, I'm saving you from making a horrible mistake." I replied. "Not to mention helping you avoid charges of kidnapping."
"I'm not kidnapping anyone." Amanda Baldwin replied. "I'm taking these children into protective custody, and putting them in the foster care system."
I replied "And may I see your Court Order, issued by a Judge, to do that, please?"
"Yes, I'd like to see that, too." said Sheriff Hall laconically as he came up.
Amanda turned to Leanne Wisocky, who said "We're applying for it now."
"That's not good enough, Captain." Sheriff Hall said, and much more seriously. "And it really is my job to be doing things like that, not yours. You are not staying in your lane, Chief Wisocky."
"I told you, Sheriff, that I was going to do this." Leanne said, her voice full of hatred and bitterness. "I told you I was going to tear the Baker family apart, and make sure those trolls never see each other again!"
"Why?" I asked, incredulous at the sheer hatred I was sensing from Leanne. "What have you got against those ten- and six-year-old girls? What did they ever do to you?"
"They're BAKERS!" Leanne yelled. "They're no good trash, just like their parents, just like their whole God-cursed family!"
As I stood there in shock and awe, Leanne said "You wanna know why I hate 'em, Don? You remember Mitchell Baker, who you helped put in Federal prison? Well, you didn't get him fast enough. Two years after you graduated high school, that bastard hid a payment by my mother on her house, said she didn't pay it when she did, and he foreclosed on it."
Leanne: "You remember, Don? The house you said you went to for sex with your girlfriend? Yeah, that house. Mitchell Baker stole it from my mother. Threw her out on the street like a piece of trash! He laughed in our faces as he had the Sheriff Department of that time throw my mother out."
Leanne: "Of course we didn't have any money to fight it, and it wouldn't have mattered if we had. The judge and the whole system at that time was rigged, corrupt, bought off by Mitchell Baker and his friends. And my mother? She never got over it. She had to endure the shame when other people looked at her as if she were dirt, she had to endure going on welfare. I helped her as much as I could, and she was ashamed of that, too."
Leanne: "And then one day I got home from a really bad shift with the AGPD, and I found her in the bathtub with her wrist slit and her stomach full of Xanax. Thanks to Baker, my mother killed herself. Oh, the M.E. and the Coroner gave a cop a break, and put it down as an accident, that she hit her head in the bathtub when she fell. But I swore vengeance on every Baker I could cause pain to. And that is what I'm doing."
"Even to the point of tearing a six-year-old girl out of her sister's arms, and putting her in foster care hell?"
"Even that. Especially that!" Leanne yelled. "And if you were in my place---"
"I am in your place!" I yelled back. "My mother and I had to bury my father. He's in the cemetery right now, because of the same fucking bad guys that stole your mother's home, that stole Roddy's father's home from him. They murdered my father---"
Leanne said "I thought he died of a heart attack."
I said bitterly: "Yeah, it looks like a heart attack when one is forced to drink hemlock. You see, the leader of that cabal of filth gave my father the choice of drinking the hemlock or watching every member of his family... my mother, my sister, me, Todd, Ned, my first wife Melina at the time... be tortured and murdered, and then he would die painfully." (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 02)
I continued: "Yes, I got my vengeance on them. And you've taken yours out on Roddy, who is a wife-beater and a bad seed. But I don't hate a little six-year-old girl for any of that. She's innocent of this. Ah, fuck it..."
I saw that Leanne was dead set on tearing apart the Baker family, so I got my cellphone out and made a call. I said "Hold the line, please." then extended my arm to Amanda Baldwin. "You need to take this phone call." I said.
Baldwin took the phone and said "Hello?... uh, yes... yes, Governor..." After listening for a moment, she handed me back the phone after the call was disconnected. "That was the Governor of our State." she said. "He's ordered me to stand down and let the Iron Crowbar, and he used that term, 'the Iron Crowbar', handle the custody issues with these kids."
"You're not going to take them?" Leanne wailed. "No! You have to!"
Amanda Baldwin said "I don't like it any more than you do, Leanne. But I have my direct orders from the Governor." Turning to me, she said "I had no idea you had that much clout, Mr. Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party never stops in my boyhood hometown of Apple Grove. Amanda Baldwin had just left when two cars pulled into the driveway. One was a black SUV with Federal Government license plates. The other belonged to my nephew, Todd Burke. Todd, my mother Phyllis, and his lawyer got out of his vehicle. And to my surprise, getting out of the Federal vehicle were FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone and Supervisory Special Agent Julius Jefferson!
"Why, what are you guys doing here?" I asked.
Jack Muscone said humorously: "Why, we got request for cellphone data from Sheriff Hall. And Apple Grove is such a nice town to visit, we thought we'd drive up and deliver the data personally." Then, as he came up to me, he said softly "And I thought I'd tell you that things went very well in the Town & County last night."
"Great! That's good to hear." I said. Then I noticed Julius Jefferson and Tyrone Biggs man-hugging. "You guys obviously know each other." I said.
"Hi Commander." Julius Jefferson said. "We never told you nor anyone else this, just in case someone wanted to retaliate against Tyrone. You remember when I was outed and had to go dark in Providence Springs, just before the Battle?" (Author's note: Also in 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 02. Good story, you really should re-read it.)
I nodded and Jefferson said "Tyrone was the guy who hid me and kept me from being found by Spaulding's thugs."
"Ahh, so desu ka?" I said in a falsetto voice. "I always knew Tyrone was a great man, and a good man." Tyrone grinned and Julius chuckled.
"Okay, everyone..." I continued as I saw all the people standing around, "why don't we do this... Tyrone, why don't you and SSA Jefferson drive the data under two-man control to AGPD Headquarters for processing. Sheriff, can you take care of this dirtbag, maybe read that Constitution to him while you drive him to jail for processing?"
"I'll handle him." Sheriff Hall said, and I knew he meant he was going to do something besides arrest and process Stegall.
Nevertheless, I continued: "Mom, can you and Mrs. Starnes go with the Baker girls to the Hospital, and introduce them to the Reynolds? Todd, can you and your lawyer go with them, and get the necessary paperwork started? Jack, can I catch a ride with you, after I have a conversation with Captain Wisocky here?"
"Sure." said Muscone. Everyone else got in cars and left. I turned to Leanne.
"I'll make you a deal." I said. "It really is an offer you don't want to refuse. I'll give you Roddy Baker. I'll give you his third strike, and you can put him away for life without parole. And I'll forget about your end-run of trying to get DFACS to take the kids without a warrant. In exchange, you'll forget about what happened between Stegall and me and Biggs. You'll leave the kids alone and let me deal with them."
Letting my voice grow colder, I said: "And you will guarantee the safety of my mother, of Tyrone Biggs and his mother, and of my nephew Todd Burke and his family if and when they are here. In other words, if anything happens to any of them, especially my mother, I will come back. And I'll be looking for you first. And I think you understand what that means."



"I get it." Leanne said. "But there's not much for me in that so-called deal."
"Oh, did I forget to mention something?" I said. "I will also not look very hard into your role of protecting those two couples that helped Lisa Baker attack Craig Reynolds."
"You're full of crap." Leanne said, though her face showed a more appropriate response of shock and worry.
"Oh, I don't think so." I said. "Someone helped Lisa, gave her the TASER she claimed was stolen from you, passed the note to Lori Lovlin to give to Craig, then went to the second floor and jammed the cameras so she could come out and attack him. Yet Stegall said there was nothing of them on the videotapes at all. And you did everything you could to keep me from talking to your sketch artist."
I nudged my head over at Muscone, who was waiting patiently by his SUV, and said "I'll bet if I asked Special Agent In Charge Muscone there to get your cellphone records, I'd find that you did contact the sketch artist... and you told him to shut down his cellphone and run like hell away before the Sheriff and I went to his house to find him."
Me: "Mr. Muscone is really here because he is going to look into those four individuals as part of a Federal investigation into industrial espionage... by BigAgraFoods and other 'Big Boy' companies against BOW Enterprises and the Reynolds's company. Yep, the same BigAgraFoods that put your husband on a contract/retainer basis, so that they could cut him loose if you didn't play ball by their rules."
Me: "Oh, I know you wouldn't actually do anything to hurt Craig Reynolds, I'm sure you are as shocked as anyone that they helped Lisa attack him. But your role was to keep me, your friendly neighborhood Iron Crowbar, from identifying them and from finding out their associations with the Swamp Frogs. And you did your part, though the Swamp Frogs are wayyyy behind my vision on all of this."
"So." I finished up. "Do we have a deal? You leave those kids, especially Tommy Baker, alone? You watch over my mother for me? And I'll keep you and your husband out of harm's way, as well?"
Leanne looked tortured, but she said "All right. But get this: I've got three years left until I can retire with my pension, and on the day that hits, my husband and I are out of here. And we're not coming anywhere near your Town & County, either. After that? Your mother and Tyrone are on their own."
"Deal, then." I said. Leanne shook my proffered hand with a bare minimum of politeness, and I turned and headed to Muscone's SUV, which fortunately was bulletproof. As he backed the car out of the driveway, I saw Leanne standing there, immobile. And as we drove away, I knew I was leaving behind a longtime friendship destroyed... torn apart by the Swamp Frogs, and by a misplaced, unappeasable hatred and thirst for vengeance...
Part 19 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
10:30am, Sunday, October 3rd. Muscone and I went into AGPD Headquarters, and were bombarded with information in a manner not unlike Captain Jean-Luc Picard walking down the hallway of the U.S.S. Enterprise.
D.A. Tittle said "Lisa Baker signed the confession. All I have to do is get the Judge to sign off on it. I didn't want to do it until we investigated the TASER and other stuff more; there's something fishy about her story with all that. But you said to, so I did."
I said "Yes, you did the right thing. I'll fill you in on the other stuff after I take care of a couple of things first. Right now, can I get you to have Watson bring Steve Greene into the new Interrogation Room? And put Roddy Baker in the old Interrogation Room?"
Jack Muscone was led to the 'technical room', as the AGPD called it, and he began looking at the hotel footage from the night before. He did not ask me to help, which meant he did not need my help to find Lisa's four accomplices... and that told me volumes.
Sheriff Hall invited me in to his office. He poured me a badly needed cup of coffee, and one for himself. We sat down and he said "Stegall is from Springer. He was part of the Springer P.D. before coming to the AGPD. He has family in Springer, so he's accepted as one of them. I'm not sure if you know what that really means."
"Actually, I do." I said, knowing that Springer was 'strange', and very xenophobic. (Author's note: 'Cat's In The Cradle', Ch. 01)
"Figures." said Sheriff Hall. "Not much gets past you. Anyway, Stegall will report for duty with the Springer Police, beginning tomorrow morning. And he'll stay out Tyrone's way... if he knows what's good for him." I nodded.
"As to Captain Wisocky," the Sheriff said, "she's been a good cop here for a long, long time. Yeah, we know she was after Roddy Baker, and I'll just tell you now that Roddy is truly a piece of shit, so I never worried about that, as long as we didn't get sued."
Sheriff Hall: "Anyway, she's going to retire as soon as she hits her retirement pension date, which is in about three years. I'm not going to run for Sheriff again, so I'll return to the Police Chief job. I only ran to keep the Sheriff's job out of the hands of BigAgraFoods's chosen scoundrel. We got Tyrone Biggs into the Deputy slot, and he is extremely popular with everyone in this county, white, black, Hispanic, and Apple Grove blue. He'll run for Sheriff, and he'll win."
"Sounds like a plan." I said. "Oh, here." I extended my hand, which held my Deputy Sheriff badge.
"Please keep that." Sheriff Hall said. "There may be a time I will beg you to come up and help us again... or a time you'll need it if you come up on your own. We've always watched over your mom... though she does not really need watching over... but she might call you in to help her on something. And if she does, you're already deputized."
"Okay, you've twisted my arm." I said, returning my badge to the jacket pocket...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh yeah, I've got something." said Jack Muscone as I passed by the door to the 'technical room'. "These guys look familiar?" He showed me three printed photo from the videos, that clearly showed some or all of the two couples that had been with Lisa Baker.
"Yep, that's them." I said. "We'll talk more about them in a minute. I need to clean up some things."
A moment later, D.A. Tittle and I entered the main Interrogation Room, where Steve Greene and his attorney Jeffrey Sekou were waiting for us. Leanne Wisocky had returned to Headquarters, and was watching through the one-way glass.
"Okay, Steve." I said. "Recess is over, and class resumes now. Right now, I can charge you with conspiracy to commit attempted murder, aiding and abetting Lisa Baker in her attempt to commit attempted murder, harboring and hiding wanted fugitives, obstruction of justice in lieu of lying to Police, et cetera, et cetera, ad nauseam."
"Pul-eeze!" moaned Sekou. "My client did nothing with any criminal intent. How was he supposed to know either Baker had APBs on them, or what Lisa Baker did when she drove his car without his knowledge or consent?"
"It's a matter of perspective, Steve." I said, ignoring the legal beagle... and forgive the insult to real beagles. "Like a former President having an election stolen from him... he asks a State Secretary of State to find votes for him. Some say it was innocent and legitimate, but dirty politicians try to charge him with a crime, saying he was asking that guy to break the law."
Me: "And D.A. Tittle will get convictions against you, Steve, if he goes the route of a trial. But today is your lucky day. He's going to drop all charges against you, if you do just one thing: tell the truth."
"About what?" Sekou said.
I ignored him and just looked at Steve, who finally said "About what?"
I said "Tell us what really happened when you took Roddy home from Molinari's. You didn't wait in the truck, did you?"
Steve's leaned back in his chair with an 'Oh shit, he knows!' look on his face, then his chin dropped to his chest. "All right." He and D.A. Tittle signed the paperwork, saying that as long as Steve truthfully testified, there'd be no charges for anything over this Homecoming weekend.
Steve Greene: "You're right. I didn't stay in the car, I went in with Roddy. He confronted Lisa about their oldest girl, Annie, not being his child but being fathered by Craig Reynolds. He accused her of lying to him to force him to marry her. Lisa tried to bullshit her way out of it, but Roddy was worked up, he was really furious."
Steve: "She was keeping the table in front of the sofa between them, but he feinted, like he was good at on the football field, and jumped the table. She threw a lamp at him, which missed, but that gave me time to stop Roddy. My arm caught his as he threw the punch, but he still got her pretty hard in the eye."
Steve: "She fell across the table onto the floor, and she was half out of it. I pulled her up off the floor to her feet, and we stumbled out of there. I was afraid Roddy was going to come after us, but he didn't, and I got Lisa into the truck and out of there. And the rest of it, I've already told you, and it's the truth."
"To be clear," I said, "you witnessed Roddy physically assault Lisa and hit her in the face, yes?"
"Yes." Steve said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we went to the other Interrogation Room, Leanne Wisocky said "But Lisa recanted, so it's 'he-said-he-said'."
"O ye of little faith." I chided her. "Lisa will un-recant, or recant her recantation, when I'm done. Now let me finish this, and then you can make your arrest."
I went into the other Interrogation Room, where Roddy Baker was seated with his attorney Robert Reichard. I sat down opposite them, and put a piece of paper in front of Roddy.
"If you sign this," I said to Roddy, "you will be giving up your parental and custodial rights. Your daughter Annie is not biologically yours, but she's legally yours and your responsibility, and Tommy and Agnes are fully yours. Lisa has already signed, meaning it's all up to you whether or not your kids get torn apart and put in DFACS hell, or if I take care of them and find good homes for them."
"Why should he do that?" Reichard said, though his effort was relatively feeble.
I replied: "I'm going to give them a chance to make it in life, a chance you didn't really have, Roddy. And maybe that wasn't your fault. But it's where we are now. I think you love your kids, and you want them to have that chance. And you can't give them that chance, because you're about to go to prison for life."
Roddy looked up at me disbelievingly. Reichard looked more surly. "Ohh, nooo." Roddy whispered. "Steve turned, didn't he?"
I said "He chose to save his own ass instead of yours. So, will you let me help your kids?"
Roddy Baker was always known as a 'tough guy', hard nosed and hard headed. But I observed a tear rolling down his cheek as he took up the pen and signed the paper. Whatever else his sins were, and they were many, he loved his children and he did the right thing for them.
"Thank you." I said as I took the document and got up.
As I went for the exit door, Captain Leanne Wisocky came in, followed by Detective Ben Watson. She threw the handcuffs on the table, making a loud clatter, then said "Roddy Baker, you are under arrest for felony domestic battery. You have the right to remain silent..."
Detective Watson cuffed Roddy's hands behind him, then Leanne personally led him to the booking areas. I heard her whispering to him as they went by me in the hallway: "Third strike, Roddy. You are outta here."
"Gloating does not become you, Captain." I said quietly in admonition. She looked back at me with something of a look of gloating...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, at Apple Grove Hospital, Phyllis Troy and Dr. Laura Fredricson escorted Annie and Agnes Baker, Todd Burke, and his attorney into the hospital room of Craig Reynolds. Craig was awake.
"Hi kids." he said. "You're Annie, and you're Agnes?" The girls nodded, and Craig said "Annie, I'm told you're really my daughter. Would you like to come live with us?"
Annie worriedly hugged Agnes to her and said "Please don't take my sister away from me! Please let both of us come live with you!"
"Of course!" said Jenny Reynolds sweetly. "We would never take your sister away from you. You're both coming to live with us." Both little girls looked very relieved at that.
Todd Burke said "My attorney here is handling the paperwork. Your emergency application to foster is typed out, as is your legal claim as Annie's biological father." Craig and Jenny signed on the dotted lines. "Congratulations," Todd said, "in a few hours you will officially be a family."
"What about our brother?" Annie asked.
"He's going to be fine." Laura said. "Another family here is taking him in. You won't see him every day, but we'll make sure he gets to visit you and you get to visit him."
When the whole story was first told to them, Jenny Reynolds had said, and Craig had agreed, that while they could and would take both girls, they couldn't take Tommy. He was already in trouble with his grades, and was very aggressive on the playground when playing sports. He was considered 'at-risk', and even Laura thought a home with four sisters might be too much. They all had agreed on Your Iron Crowbar's alternate solution.
Annie and Agnes would be formally adopted by the Reynolds, who would move to our Town & County in a few weeks, after Craig fully healed up. Annie would excel in school as well as sports. Young Agnes, who would be in the same grade as my daughter Tasha, would make decent but not great grades, but she inherited her father's athleticism as well as a no-quit, winning attitude.
She and Tasha would become very good friends, and challenge each other and make each other better basketball players. They would become teammates on the Town High School girls basketball team, where great things would happen. But that is for another story...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30pm, Sunday, October 3rd. I was sitting on the back porch of the Owens home. Todd Burke and his attorney were with me. The veterinarian Dr Queen was also there. We were all sitting and sipping iced tea as we watched Timmy Owens and Tommy Baker play with those most redoubtable of dogs, Mr. Crowbar and Gypsy Girl, in the backyard.
"After all your uncle, Dr. Eckhart, did for us," Mr. Owens said, "of course we'll take Tommy in to live with us."
"Noooo, don't do it out of any sense of obligation." I said. "Do it because you want to... which I suspect is the case. Amirite?"
"Yes you are." said Mrs. Owens, who'd been one grade ahead of me in school. "Tommy is a really good kid, no matter what those mean people say about him. And if he's in this household, his grades will improve."
"Okay, let's ask him." I said. We called Tommy over, and I had him sit down by me. I said to him "Tommy, your parents did some bad things, and they're going to prison."
"I know." Tommy said, his eyes downcast. "Can you help my sisters, Mister Crowbar? That bad Policewoman wants to split them apart, but Agnes needs to be with Annie."
I was very pleased and impressed that Tommy was putting his sisters's welfare ahead of his own. I said "What about you, Tommy?"
"I don't matter." Tommy said, almost forlornly. "Everyone says I'm no good. Just help my sisters."
"You're okay." Timmy Owens said. "We wouldn't have Gypsy Girl if it weren't for you."
"See, Tommy?" I said in agreement. "You do matter, verrry much. And I don't care what other people say, I think you are good, and you can do great things with your life."
"Like what?" Tommy asked.
"Well," I said, "Mr. and Mrs. Owens here will adopt you, but you have to study hard and make good grades. And you have to play fair in sports, and not get into fights on the playground, Can you do that?"
"Yeah. I'll try." Tommy said.
"Good." I said. "And I've talked to Dr. Queen, here. He's going to give you a job, and pay you money to work with him at his vet clinic. Now you're going to have to do what he says, and some of the jobs won't be easy, like cleaning out the kennels. But he's going to start teaching you about doctoring animals. And when you get old enough and big enough, he'll let you help him work with the big farm animals."
I handed him a card, my Police card with my phone number on it, and said "And if you like it, and you make those good grades, when you're ready to go to college, give me a call. I'll help you get into the University's Vet School, which is one of the best in the Nation. They take care of the mascot, Chief IV, and they take care of my dogs at home, too."
"Wow!" said Tommy, hope in his voice for what I suspected was the first time in a long time. "But... how did you know I wanted to be a vet like Dr. Queen?"
"Because, Tommy," I said, "I am a Detective, and a very good one. And you are going to be a very good veterinarian."
And he would be. With his name changed to Tommy Owens, he was able to overcome the stigma of being the no-good son of a no-good prison convict. But there was one drawback to my best-laid plans: Tommy also would become a great athlete on the football field and the baseball diamond. He would become a running back for Fillmore County High School, and would lead his team to two State titles. He would then attend the University... on a full-ride football scholarship, where he would lead the Bulldogs to entirely too many victories in football and baseball over my Wildcats. But that is for future stories.
And it was more than being a good Detective, I thought to myself. The Power of the Vibe seemed stronger for me here in Apple Grove. Maybe it was being around my mother. Maybe it was something in the water...
As the lawyer worked with the Owens to complete the paperwork for an emergency application to foster as well as start the formal adoption process, I looked down to see Gypsy Girl sitting on her haunches, right in front of me. I let her sniff my fist, then I petted her. I began giving her skritchins under her jaw and upper chest, which she seemed to like very much.
"Wow, Mister Crowbar." Tommy said. "You're the first grownup she's ever allowed to pet her."
But I didn't really hear him. I was twenty-five years away, a teen boy petting my beloved dog Patches the same way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Sunday, October 3rd. In the Judge's Chambers, I handed him the complete paperwork package. Also in the room were Todd Burke, his attorney, my mother Phyllis, my wife Laura, Sheriff Hall, D.A. Tittle, Amanda Baldwin of Fillmore County DFACS, and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone.
"I love it when I get everything so well done, and wrapped with a bow." said the Judge. Indeed, Todd paid his lawyers well, and in return got excellent legal work from them in a timely manner.
The Judge began going through the materials. After a few minutes, he said "I completely agree that with Craig Reynolds being the biological father of Annie Baker, he has a rightful claim to take her in. And I agree that Agnes Baker should not be separated from her sister. So yes, the Reynolds's application to foster them pending their adoption is granted."
The Judge said "Now what about Tommy Baker? He's officially an 'at-risk' child. And will the Owens pass the background check?"
I said "Your Honor, Mr. Owens is a pharmacist. As you know, pharmacists are subjected to rigorous background checks before receiving their Pharmacy licenses, and Mr. Owens is a respected member of the community. Furthermore, Your Honor, I believe that by being in the good home the Owens have provided their son Timmy, and will provide Tommy, the problems people are saying Tommy has will be severely mitigated, if they don't go away completely."



"Good thoughts." said the Judge. "On the advice of the Iron Crowbar, the application is granted. Now... let's talk about these plea deals, Mr. Tittle. There are a lot of unanswered questions in my mind, such as where Lisa Baker got the TASER she used on Craig Reynolds, how Mr. Reynolds was lured outside to the pool, how Mr. Niko Nimzovich was out there but saw nothing, and most of all, the role played by Steve Greene. Are you really good with all this, Mr. Tittle?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said D.A. Tittle. "With the potential for reasonable doubt about the frame of mind of Steve Greene, the plea deal in exchange for his testimony against Roddy Baker is very reasonable. As for the other stuff, Commander Troy and FBI SAC Muscone believe there were separate actions by other threat actors that are part of a Federal investigation, but that doesn't affect what we have agreed to with the Bakers, Steve Greene, and Kitzi Taylor."
The Judge said "Commander Troy, you say in the affidavit you submitted that you do not believe Lisa Lewis Baker and these others were working in the manner of a conspiracy? Sure looks like it to me, so please explain this."
"Certainly, Your Honor." I said. "While we are investigating the role of four people in a potential industrial espionage case, who the FBI is investigating and working on identifying, I believe Lisa Baker acted separately and of her own accord to attack Craig Reynolds, with the motive of a personal vendetta of revenge."
Me: "Lisa did not know of her husband Roddy's investment in the Reynolds company. She also did not know of the deal between Mr. Reynolds and Mr. Burke of BOW Enterprises. If she had, she would've had every reason to not attack him until the deal was done and publicly announced. But based on her knowledge, or lack of it, she chose to attack."
Me: "I also believe that if it had been a conspiracy to stop the deal with BOW, there were other ways to more fully ensure Mr. Reynolds's death or complete incapacitation. But that's not what Lisa did... and the way she attacked him was the key."
"How's that?" the Judge asked.
I said "She stabbed him in the groin, Your Honor. She went for his balls, not his back, neck, chest or throat. Non-lethal injuries, but physically and psychologically significant for him. And that suggests a very personal motive by Mrs. Baker for that attack, as opposed to a cold, calculated action on her part."
Laura said: "As a psychiatrist specializing in sexual psychology, Your Honor, I agree with my husband's analysis."
The Judge said "I am now one of those that have seen enough of the Iron Crowbar to know that he is too much for the rest of us. Commander, you solved the crimes, you took care of the kids, you put it all together and worked it all out. On behalf of the People of Fillmore County, I thank you for the outstanding job you have done in bringing this case to a speedy and, dare I say it, iron-clad solution, Commander Troy." Everyone else clapped, some more out of politeness than others...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm, Sunday, October 3rd. Laura came to AGPD Headquarters to pick me up. I went around, shaking hands with everyone and making my goodbyes.
"Jefferson and I are staying here a couple of days." said Jack Muscone. "He and Tyrone went to Providence Springs to check on some stuff. I'll let you know what we get on these two couples."
"They're probably long gone from this county by now." I said. :"See you at home."
"It was an honor working with you, Commander." said Detective Ben Watson as I came through the hallway and shook his hand.
"And you." I said. "Keep everything on the straight and level." I then passed by the open door of the Chief's office. Leanne Wisocky looked at me, then looked away as she turned in her chair. Whatever we'd had in the past, personally and professionally, was now just that... in the past.
Part 20 - Secrets In The Night
7:00pm, Sunday, October 3rd. Most restaurants in Apple Grove were closed on Sunday night. So old Sheriff Greenwood and my mother took Laura and me to the Chili's in Rome, and it was really good... possibly partly because I hadn't eaten since the Reunion Dinner the night before.
While at dinner, Laura said that Craig appeared to be doing well, and there was no sign of infection, though they'd keep a close watch on him. My wife also said "He and Jenny both were really good when they heard that Annie was Craig's biological child, and there was no question they were going to keep Annie and Agnes together."
"They're good people." I said. "And no matter what others said ten years ago, Craig won Life's lottery when he married Jenny. Just like I won Life's lottery when I married this wonderful woman." I took Laura's hand in mine as I said it. Laura blushed and smiled.
"I do have a question, Don." Sheriff Greenwood said. "How did you know Steve went into Roddy's house Friday night?"
I said "I couldn't quite understand how Lisa could've taken that blow to her eye and not have been killed or seriously injured. At the least, she should've been knocked totally unconscious. So I reasoned that Steve had gone in with Roddy, then he pulled Lisa out of there after Roddy smashed her face in. And it made a lot of sense that he partially mitigated the blow. So I knew he was coming correct with the truth when he said that."
Sheriff Greenwood said "And one more thing. Everyone, and I mean everyone, from the school psychologist to his teachers to just everyone, they all think Tommy Baker is going to grow up to be no good, like his dad. No one else would've gone to bat for him, and given him a chance with the Owens. What did you see in him that made you want to take that chance, and speak up for him?"
"Yes, I have to agree." said my mother. "I have to admit that I always got bad vibes from him, too. I was very surprised you supported Tommy so strongly."
"I'm surprised you're surprised, Mom." I said, my eyes crinkling with amusement. "You don't see the huge redeeming quality in Tommy?"
"No, I confess that I do not." said Phyllis.
"His dog, Gypsy Girl." I said. "He brought her in when he found her, nursed her back to health. When I saw her, I knew that a Power greater than the Crowbar was telling me something, and I could see that Tommy loves dogs. And that's enough for me."
"The boy loves dogs, says the man who loves dogs." Laura said. Yes, yes I do, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm, Sunday, October 3rd. Laura had told me that she checked out of the Hilton Hotel and that we'd be staying in my mother's guest room, at my mother's invitation. I didn't argue. We went to my mother's apartment upon returning home from Rome. Sheriff Greenwood lived in the complex, but agreed to come to my mom's apartment for an after-dinner drink.
We sat and discussed the case. Three were very few questions left. Laura asked "How did you get the Governor to help you with that DFACS woman over the kids? He's a Democrat, and you're... not."
I chuckled. "No doubt about that." I said. "I contacted our Governor, Sharon Marshall, and while they're on opposite sides of the political fence, she called him and explained how good it would be in the Press for him to come to the rescue and keep those little girls together. So he and his people and the Media will extol his virtues tomorrow. And that's okay with me. I got what I needed."
After a few more minutes, I said "Mom, can I borrow your car? I need to go do something."
"Now?" Laura asked incredulously.
"Yes." I said. "I'll be back soon." Unlike my teen years under her roof, my mom didn't ask. She just handed me the keys to her car.
I drove up to the top of the hill to the north of the town, and parked under the cell tower. I put a blanket on the ground and sat down, looking south, overlooking the lights of Apple Grove in the valley beneath me. To the west, one could see the lights of Providence Springs.
I had come here while I was waiting for the Battle of Providence Springs to commence, and then again when waiting to get Westboro's gold from the cemetery mausoleum. (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 01; 'Cat's In The Cradle', Ch. 01.) And now I came to look out over my boyhood hometown, wondering if always if it would be for the last time.
I heard the noise of a car engine, then someone walking up. "Come on over, Tyrone." I called out. Tyrone Biggs came up, in civilian clothes. "Have a seat." I said. He sat down on the blanket next to me.
"How'd you know it was me?" he asked.
I said "I have not failed to observe that you've had my back this entire weekend. I figured my mother called you. So, was she the one that had you watching over me? Or was it Sheriff Hall?"
"Neither one." Tyrone said. "I asked... maybe told... Sheriff Hall that I was going to be your bodyguard while you were here. Not that you needed it, but I've known Stegall is an old-school white racist, and I wasn't surprised when he threatened that kid Niko. And sure enough, you did Iron Crowbar things and stopped him. And we've all known that Captain Wisocky is compromised by her husband being a BigAgraFoods engineer, so I kept my eye on her, too."
"I appreciate it." I said. I extended my arm, handing him my card. "You're doing great things here, Tyrone. But if they come after you, or your mother, and it becomes too much, give me a call. And if I can't help you here, we can get you and your mother out of here. I'm very tight with my County's Sheriff and Chief Deputy Sheriff, and I'd love to have you down there working with us."
Tyrone pocketed the card as he said "I'll do that. But I'm called to be here, fighting for Justice and equal rights here in Fillmore County. And... there's something else I need to tell you, Don. When they came to me and said they wanted to retire my jersey, I asked them to retire yours, too."
"I was that bad, huh?" I said whimsically.
"No." said Tyrone. "What you may not know, is that I know the origins of the Legend of the Crowbar."
"Ahhh." I said. Things were starting to make sense, but I let Tyrone talk.
Tyrone: "Let me start by telling you that we blacks in Providence Springs knew our main hope for getting out was through athletic ability. Those of us that were good enough were allowed to attend Apple Grove High School, so we could play on the football team. There were three of us when I was on the team."
Tyrone: "We also knew we had to keep our mouths shut and not rock the boat, or bad things would happen. My father was allowed to travel to Apple Grove partly because I was a star athlete all through Junior High and High School."
Tyrone: "And your father... he was a good man. He was the only lawyer that would act as Public Defender for my people, and he really did try. The system was rigged, but he still worked to help us, especially those who were truly innocent. And for the most part, the white people let that go, because your dad was a good lawyer for everyone."
Tyrone: "But then, things started getting... ugly. Your dad must've pissed somebody off, because some of us on the team... black and white... heard that you were going to get fucked up as a warning to your dad. You remember that 'coach' that told you to go to the gym and get something?"
"Yeah." I said. "With perfect hindsight, he reminded me a lot of Sheriff Spaulding."
Tyrone said "Yeah, he was Spaulding's uncle or older cousin or something. Anyway, when he told you to go to that closet under the gym, we knew they were going to attack you. And to my shame..." He began sobbing as he continued "To my shame I did not call out, I didn't warn you. I didn't say anything."
Tyrone sucked it up, then said in a normal voice: "Practice ended about ten minutes later. One of the white guys on the team said 'Let's go find Troy, and take him to the hospital if there is anything left of him'. So I went with a couple of guys to find you."
Tyrone: "As we got near the gym, we saw the four goons that had been sent to attack you. And they were hurtin', I mean they were fucked up. One of them couldn't walk, his knee was blown out. One guy's arm was dangling, like his arm or elbow was broken or something. Some of them had bloody noses and mouths. They were talking to that coach, and he was furious. We never saw him at practice again, by the way."
Tyrone said "So we went looking for you. You weren't under the gym or in the gym. So we got into the white guy's car and began driving around, which was dangerous because I was in the car. And we found you. You were walking on the street, nearly to your house, not a scratch on you. And you were carrying a blue crowbar. We didn't know what that truly meant at the time, of course, but we knew something good had happened."
Tyrone: "Anyway, they left your family alone after that. I got a scholarship, fucked that up. And then you know the rest. Mitchell Baker started stealing everyone's properties; I'm stunned he didn't get murdered. They started tightening the screws on Providence Springs, and all the blacks. They took over your dad's law firm, and the bank, and they forced Sheriff Greenwood out and put Spaulding in his place."
The emotion came back as Tyrone said: "And then... they murdered my father, and threw his body out in a field like he was just a piece of trash. And then Spaulding was going to kill us all, but you came in and you stopped them cold. And they found Spaulding's body, beaten to a pulp like those four thugs that attacked you were beaten to pulps. And his body was found in the exact same spot my dad's body was found, and with a Bible on it. Agent Jefferson told us about it, and that a verse on that Bible was marked."
"Deuteronomy 32:35." I said. Tyrone's head made like an owl as it whirled around to look at me, shock on his face. I was not supposed to know that, and the fact that I did could only mean one thing. I just looked back at him, having given my acknowledgement of the unacknowledgeable.
"Oh, wowwww." Tyrone said, looking forward again. Then he said "I heard what you told Captain Wisocky. So they murdered your dad, too?"
"Their ringleader did." I said. "We called him 'the Consultant of Crime'. He masterminded the attempted takeover of Fillmore County, and a whole lot more. He forced my father to commit suicide, and I am happy to say he also was made to commit suicide. Deuteronomy 32:35." (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 02)
"Good." said Tyrone, his voice a million miles away. Then he said "Anyway, I told the school people that the Legend of the Crowbar started on that football practice field, and they retired your jersey, too. And after all you've done for me, and for all of us, the least I could do was have your back this weekend."
I reached over and slapped Tyrone on the back. "I'm glad and grateful you did. And once again, if you need my help, just call. We've all lost too much in these battles to give the Enemy any ground back."
"Amen, brother." Tyrone said. "Amen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When I got back to my mother's place, three pairs of eyes looked at me. I said "I had a few words with Tyrone Biggs. Do what you can to protect him, and his mother. And call me if you need to."
"We will do that." said Sheriff Greenwood. "Well, I'll be getting back to my own apartment. You must be exhausted, Don. When did you last get some sleep?"
"I can't even remember." I said, though I did, sleeping with Lori Lovlin after some hot fucking. I shook his hand as I said "Good night, Sheriff."
My mother made us some hot chocolate, which I suspect she spiked with melatonin. Laura and I went to the guest room, and we took a quick shower together before going to bed. Laura lay over my chest and abs and began sucking my cock, and I am sorry to say that even her expert fellatio techniques did not keep me from falling asl---
Part 21 - The Road Home
And He said, "Verily I say unto you, No prophet is accepted in his own country."
--- Jesus Christ, the Gospel according to St. Luke 4:24 (King James Version)
Monday, October 4th. We got up at 5:00am. I dressed in my TCPD uniform, knowing Laura was just going to drop me off at Police Headquarters when we got home. My mom made us some coffee, and we drank it and ate toaster strudels, then filled cups of coffee for the road. We pulled out at 5:45am.
An hour later, halfway into the trip, Laura said "You haven't said a word. You okay?"
"Yeah." I said, then said "I'm just... I'm really disappointed. I thought Sergeant Stegall was okay. They were begging me not to steal him from them. And he turned out to be dirty, and a racist. But worst of all was Leanne."
"Covering for BigAgraFoods?" Laura asked.
"I think the worst of it..." I said, my voice seemingly far away, "... was how she wanted to tear those sisters apart, and tried to, and how she wanted to put that six-year-old girl into foster care, alone. I thought... I thought Leanne was a better person than that."
Laura said "What is it they say? You can't go home again? The Leanne you're remembering is the Leanne of 20 years ago. People change in 20 years, sometimes a lot. From what I hear, you have changed a lot in 20 years... and for the better."
"Thanks." I said. "In some ways I have. But in some ways, I haven't changed at all."
"How's that?" Laura asked.
"I still love dogs." I said, then let my eyes glance sideways towards my wife.
Laura began laughing, hard. "Yes." she finally spluttered. "You still do love dogs..."
Part 22 - Epilogue: Back At The Ranch (er, the Town & County)
And what went down Saturday night at home?
11:30pm, Saturday, October 2nd. Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez and Detective-2 Joan Laurer were sitting in the unmarked car at the edge of the Kwik-Mart convenience store in the industrial section of Town, just north of Ward Harvester Park, and east of the old BigAgraFoods warehouse.
"Okay." said Julia as she looked at her Police iPad, which was housed in a shell to keep its light from being easily seen. "Federal vans reported at locations 3, 4, 16, 17, and 21. We put vans at locations 10, 12, 14, and 18, to funnel the Toyota Gang perps away from there, and into what looks like unwatched places like here. This is location 13, and both the analytics and our leaks suggest that it is not a likely target---"
"We got something, we got something!" said Joan as a black Toyota Camry bounded into parking lot. Three figures in all black and masks spilled out, heading for the store.
Julia texted "13" on her Police iPhone as Joanne started the car and rushed to block off the vehicle. The driver saw the car and attempted to pull out as Joan and Julia got out of their car. The perps came rushing out of the store and into the car, but one was not fast enough, and the car sped off without him or her.
Julia rushed up and slammed a magnetic tracking device on the trunk of the Toyota as it flashed by her vehicle. Meanwhile Joan Laurer pursued the left-behind perp on foot. She caught up to the perp and tackled the black-clad form.
"POLICE BRUTALITY!" the perp yelled.
"STOP RESISTING!" Joan yelled as the figure on the ground beneath her struggled. "STOP RESISTING!"
"You're hurting me!" the figure yelled as Joan forced the perp's arms back and affixed cuffs. She took the perp's mask off, revealing the head and face of a young woman.
Meanwhile, Julia was radioing it in: "Black Toyota Camry, license plate Lima-Xray-Romeo One-Two-Three! I say again: Lima-Xray-Romeo 1-2-3!" Heading south towards MLK Jr. Avenue!
"Copy that." said a voice on the radio, which Julia recognized as Lieutenant Micah Rudistan's. "Lima-Xray-Romeo 1-2-3, with tracker ID thirteen-delta-one."



"Got it." came the voice of 'Ranger' Terry Halston. "Suspect vehicle turning south on Riverside. Flying a drone in." Ranger Halston was at TCPD Headquarters, flying a drone. He had it come north, and as it approached the oncoming Toyota, he dove it low and dropped a magnetic tracking device. It landed on the roof and stuck!
"Bombs away!" Halston called out. "Tracker ID Hotel-one-Alpha attached!"
Police vehicles converged, their blue lightbars blazing. The perps in the car were panicking. Seeing that the streets of Town would allow them to be boxed in quickly, they drove across the bridge to County Road 5 and went south towards the open farm fields.
The only problem with that? The prototype small helicopter, being flown by a Police pilot with a bad attitude, was the perps's worst nightmare. It was locked onto the tracking devices on the Toyota.
"I'm on the vehicle." Teresa Croyle called in on the radio. "Get the drones out of here before one of them hits me." Halston got the drones out of there.
Teresa flew low over the Toyota, which was being pursued by many Police cruisers. "Toyota vehicle!" she called out on the loudspeaker. "You are being tracked and cannot get away. Stop your vehicle, and surrender."
To no one's surprise, the vehicle did not stop. Teresa armed one of the small missiles and fired it onto the road ahead of the Toyota.
*BOOM!*
The vehicle swerved around the blast. Teresa fired again, this time much closer to the front of the fleeing Toyota.
*BOOM!*
The car tried to swerve but ended up spinning out. That gave the Police vehicles time to rush up to the car and box it in. An attempt to ram through the Police cruisers was not effective. The perps tried to run for it on foot, but were very quickly overtaken and apprehended. Three successful arrests were made.
Joan Laurer was putting the captured woman into the back of a Police cruiser that had come up when she heard the radio announcing the arrests. "We got 'em!" she shouted to Julia Rodriguez. "We got the Toyota Gang!..."
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue - Successful Arrests
8:40am, Monday, October 4th. Upon returning from our trip to my boyhood hometown of Apple Grove, my wife Laura drove me directly to Town & County Police Headquarters and dropped me off. I went inside and headed to Chief Moynahan's office to check in with him. I'd already texted Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and given some instructions.
"Welcome home, Commander." the Chief said when I went inside. "Sheriff Griswold and I received phone calls from Sheriff Hall in Fillmore County, singing your praises for solving that attempted murrrr-derrr. So much for actual 'R & R' during your high school re-yoooon-yun festivities, eh?"
"It was an interesting case, Chief." I said. "And I think we did some good for some kids. Meanwhile, I understand the plan to capture the Toyota Gang bore fruit."
"Yezzz. Yes it did." said the Chief. They're all in Classroom 'E' now, waiting for us to join them for a discussion of the issssues. Let's join them, shall we?"
"Where is Sheriff Griswold, sir?" I asked, realizing I had not seen him at all since coming into Headquarters.
The Chief replied "He's at a conference for Sheriffs and Police leaders in Midtown. The subject matter is Police Reforrrrrm. I didn't go because we expected yooooo to not be back yet, and because this Toyota Gang bust happened, and you better bee-lieeeeve I took advantage of those reasons to excuuuuse myself from that claptrap event."
"I don't blame you a bit, sir." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief led the way to Classroom E. When he entered, someone announced "Ladies and Gentlemen, the Police Chief." and everyone stood up.
"Take your seats, please." the Chief said.
"Not quite yet, please." I countermanded. "Not until I shake every one of your hands." I proceeded to do so, going around and shaking the hands of every person at the table: the Detectives in MCD, Vice, and Intel, as well as the the Lieutenants, Captain Claire Michaels, and Lt. Commander Croyle.
The Chief and I got coffee and sat in our normal places, the Chief at the end of the table nearest the door, and me in the center of the table facing the 5x4 matrix of monitors on the wall to the Chief's right. Teresa was sitting to my right and Captain Michaels to my left. The Chief bade me to begin the meeting.
I said "I want to congratulate every one of you on the outstanding result you achieved Saturday night. And all the better that you accomplished this without me anywhere near here, much less in the State."
"Modesty is a human trait, Commander." Teresa said. "It was your plan, including you conveeeeniently being away. The perps fell for it, as did the Feds that worked so hard to fuck us up."
"But it was all of you that made it happen." I replied. "So fill me in." Teresa indicated for Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels to begin.
Claire said "We also heard of your success in solving a crime up in your hometown, sir. Congratulations." Everyone murmured their praises in a manner similar to the British House of Commons during Question Time.
Claire began her report: "We followed your plan, sir, to observe where the Federal vans in the area deployed to, then deployed our own vans in other very obvious places, which made the seemingly unwatched places more enticing for the perps. Sure enough, they hit the Kwik-Mart near Ward Harvester Park. Rodriguez and Laurer were parked there, and Laurer took down the perp that didn't make it to the car, while Rodriguez was able to attach a magnetic homing device on the perps's car just before it took off."
Claire: "The rest was easy. Halston dropped a second homing device via a drone, and our Uniformed patrols did a great job of boxing them in, which forced them to go out of Town to County Road 5 and the farm fields. Out there, they were easy to trace and bring to a stop, whereupon successful arrests were made."
I said "Yezzz, I heard there was an (air quotes) 'explosive' con-cluuuu-sion." The room grew silent. Teresa began looking around the ceiling and whistling, making me grin. We fist-bumped.
I then said "Great job. So what are we holding them on?"
"Armed robbery." said Cpt. Michaels. "And the standard fleeing Police, resisting arrest, et cetera."
I asked "Any drugs, weapons, contraband in the car?"
"No drugs." said Claire. "The only weapons were the handguns they used in the robbery. We did find $20,000 in cash, two wrapped sets of $10K each, but the people behind the counter at the store said the robbers only took what was in the cash register, so we're not sure if they're lying and the money was taken from the store, or if it was already in the car."
I said "So who are these people who were stupid enough to repeatedly commit crimes in our County?"
Lt. Theo Washington said "Uh, sir, we've been discussing that---"
Cpt. Michaels interrupted: "Why don't you let me fill the Commander in on what we have, then we can talk about the other stuff later." I nodded, and Claire said "Lieutenant Purvis, bring up the mug shots." Lt. Christopher Purvis was operating the laptop, as Lt. Mary Milton was still on maternity leave.
Eight of the 20 monitors lit up with photos, with mug shots side-by-side with drivers licenses. Claire said "The perp they left behind is a woman, Maribel Isadora. Her father is Brazilian and her mother is Venezuelan, both naturalized citizens, and she was born in Tucson, Arizona. They have no criminal records at all; they're upstanding members of the community."
As I looked at the images of an attractive but very young-looking woman on the monitor, Claire said "She's only 22 years old, but she already has an impressive rap sheet: prostitution, drug possession and distribution, credit card fraud, theft by deception. She was suspected in two armed robberies in St. Louis, Missouri, but the charges were dropped for lack of evidence. She lives in southwestern Midtown, in the Red River District."
I said "Ah yes, where Bonita Bishop was found dead. It was a bad district then. It's as bad or worse now." (Author's note: 'Case of the Fake Badges', Ch. 03-04.) Teresa nodded, remembering. Chief Moynahan had been with the Midtown Police at that time, and he remembered. The others, not so much.
Claire: "Next is Miguel Mateo Carlena, a.k.a. Michael Carlena. He's 24 years old, and as you can see in his photos, he's the bald guy, and he looks to be white. We believe he is the leader of the gang, or at least this group, and one reason why is because he is the grandson of Miguel 'Machete' Carlena, the leader of the Carlena Cartel, a small and relatively new cartel in Colombia and Venezuela."
Claire: "Michael here doesn't have much of a sheet, just a DUI when he was 17, which got pled down, and a drug possession charge that originally was enough to charge him with distribution, but got pled down to misdemeanor possession. He lives in Southport, in the Dagny Piers area." (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler' for more on the Dagny Piers.)
The third mug shot showed a stout, barrel-chested man with a thin mustache and goatee that did not look very good on him. Claire said: "The third guy is Carlos 'Carl' Rojas, 25 years old. His parents were Illegals from El Salvador but he was born in Texas, making him an anchor baby. They died in a car crash in New Mexico, and we've had trouble getting details of that because the Federal Immigration authorities put all the records and reports of it under seal."
Claire: "Carlos here also has an impressive rap sheet for someone as young as he is. A lot of small stuff at first, but he graduated into human trafficking, and had houses of prostitution in the Midtown-Palmyra County area, Southport, and, south of the State Line, Chippewa Crossing in Turpin Heights." (Author's note: 'Film Noir', Ch. 01 for more on that bad place.)
Claire: "One interesting thing was that the Palmyra-Midtown stable had both Latina and Asian girls, and those two ethnicities in the same place of business of that kind is unusual, at least around here; they're usually controlled by different Organizations, one being Asian and the other Hispanic or 'traditional' White.
Claire: "Rojas himself has an official residence in a room above a bar in Jacksonville, which is between Midtown and Southport, but he rarely stays more than one night at any one place, and has so-called safehouses in Southport and Midtown."
Last was a 'successful-looking' Cuban man with a full head of wavy, very black hair. Claire said: "And last is the driver, Peter Segui. He is a third-generation American of Cuban descent. He's 24 years old, a college graduate of Miami of Florida, majoring in Business Administration, and he has arrests for disorderly conduct, public intoxication, and a DUI that was pled down. Nothing worse, until now. He lives near Pottsville, and works in Palmyra County for a Venture Capital company that funds startups."
I asked "Quite a diverse, eclectic group, wouldn't you say?"
Lt. Joanne Warner said "Uh, sir, they're all Hispanic, or of Hispanic descent."
"True." I said. "But you have two of them with long rap sheets and two with virtually nothing. One is even a college graduate. And as you said, all of them are Hispanic. But to get more granular, we have a Cuban, a Brazilian, a Colombian, and a Salvadoran. And they don't live near each other, nor near our Town & County. So... have y'all found anything that ties them together... besides the fact they were arrested together Saturday night?"
Lt. Purvis said "Nothing so far, sir, but we're in the early stages of investigating them." I was disappointed to hear that; after all, I was used to Lt. Mary Milton's team having tons of data within 24 hours. But I held my tongue on that.
Instead, I asked "Did they say anything at all when you questioned them?"
Lt. Teddy Parker said "They all immediately asked for lawyers, sir. The lawyers came in, they talked privately for about five minutes, then all four perps immediately fully invoked when asked the first question."
"Who were the lawyers?" I asked.
No one else had the list, but as she knew I considered that information to be important, Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle had that information ready for me. She said "Michael Carlena had Chip Blake of Gresham & Mason, P.C. as his attorney. Peter Segui was represented by Edward N. Parker, also of Gresham & Mason. Maribel Isadora was represented, to use the term loosely, by Max Chambliss of... you guessed it... Gresham & Mason. And they all arrived together yesterday around lunch time."
Teresa: "Carl Rojas broke the pattern. His attorney was Michael Bertram of the newly formed law firm of Gaston & Bertram, P.C." (Author's note: 'Private Practice', Ch.03.) "He arrived earlier that morning, and was not even here when the others came in."
"Interesting." I said. "Have the Feds attempted to take these guys away from us? Or come in to question them, or anything?"
"No sir." Teresa said. "And I'm surprised by that. The ADA assigned to the case is Savannah Fineman, as Miriam Walters is saying she thinks it's more closely related to Vice issues like drugs than MCD cases. But Savannah has not pulled any stunts on us, at least not yet."
"Their arraignment is to-dayyyy." drawled the Chief. "And Ms. Walters assures me she will seek for them to be remanded into custody without bail. The Judge assigned to the case is Franklin Washing-tonnnn."
I nodded, then said "Okay, did y'all get their cellphones?"
"We got Maribel's when we arrested her." said Lt. Teddy Parker. "But the other three didn't have cellphones on their persons nor in their car when we took them into custody. None of Maribel's fingers worked to open her phone, so we haven't gotten into it yet."
In case you didn't know, the Courts have ruled that Police can forcibly press a person's finger to the reader on a cellphone in order to open it, and without requiring a warrant. Which is why my iPhone cannot be opened with my fingerprint. (Are you feeling me on this, Readers?)
Claire Michaels said "It may not matter. Her phone was a burner. Theirs might be, too."
"How'd you figure that out, that it was a burner?" I asked.
Claire: "Virtually all cellphones have something that can be pressed to call 9-1-1 without having to open the phone. We took it to the 9-1-1 call center, hit that button, and got the number when the call came in. It comes back as a burner, bought at the Wal-Mart on North Street."
"Outstanding." I said. "And you got a warrant to get the metadata from that phone number, and the other numbers it's communicated with?"
"Not yet, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr." said Chief Moynahan. "And that's on me. We ultimately have to go to a Federal Court to get that data. Jack Muscone is out of Town, and we're not sure if we want to trust anyone else at the moam-nnnnt."
"Whew!" I breathed, then said "Good! Yes sir, that's a very wise precaution. Okay, did you guys find the other cellphones?"
Claire: "We're not sure they even had cellphones, sir. We're hoping to get that metadata soon and see if we can ping the other phones."
"But you did search for the phones, yes?" I asked sharply.
Teddy Parker said "Yes sir, we searched a 200 foot perimeter around the car when it stopped, and we had Intel search for any pings out in the farm areas once we pulled back out of it, but there was nothing. And there's simply too many cellphones in the populated areas to isolate what might be theirs."
Lt. Theo Washington said "And sir, that's one of the things we wanted to bring up and discuss---"
"Captain Michaels said we would talk about all that lay-ter!" thundered the voice of Lt. Joanne Warner. Not only was the way she cut in unexpected, the harshness of her normally sweet voice was doubly shocking. Theo looked at Joanne with a mixture of shock and tremendous anger, and was about to say something when I cut in.
"We'll talk about it now." I said strongly. "What did Mister Roark find that they're trying to suppress, Lieutenant Washington?"
Theo exhibited his 'movie star handsome' grin, though his eyes flashed fire at Joanne. He said "Not much gets past you, sir. Mister Roark, tell them what you observed."
"Yes sir." said Roark Coleman. "I was going over the vehicle with the techs yesterday afternoon. There were no cellphones, but there were four cellphone holders mounted in the car. Two were on the front dash, pointed towards the driver and shotgun seats. There were also two attached to the inside back corners of the front seats, which covered the back seats. The one on the driver's side was angled to cover the right rear seat, and the one on the shotgun seat side covered the seat behind the driver's seat, in a criss-cross way."
"And how do you explain that, Detective Coleman?" Joanne Warner asked acidly.
"I don't, ma'am, at least not yet." said Roark. "Not enough data."
"That is what I wanted to hear, Mr. Roark." I said. "And that's a good observation on your part. It also shows that it's very likely they had cellphones and must've thrown them out of the car during the Police pursuit. Any more on it?"
Theo said "When Mister Roark brought that to my attention, sir, I asked our techs to really dig into the car. There was built-in wiring to charge the batteries of the cellphones in those holders, and that led to finding two hidden cameras, one in the rear-view mirror, and the other in the roof light, covering the rear seats. That roof light didn't have a light bulb in it, but a small digital recorder, like a 'black box', that also acted as a GPS device. Both hidden cameras fed by wire into a recording device and a powerful wi-fi transmitter hidden in the dash of the car."
"Yeah, that is strange." I said, somewhat introspectively. Then I recovered and said "Mister Roark, your observations may have led to finding what may be important clues to this gang's nature. And it underscores the need to find the others's cellphones. So did you backtrack along their route from the Kwik-Mart to the outskirts of Town and look for it?"
Claire Michaels said "Sir, like I said earlier, we're hoping to get numbers and then ping them, which would be a lot more efficient than looking for needles in haystacks---"
Terese interrupted: "Sir, I take responsibility for that search not having been made. I should have had that done immediately."
I said "Theo, when this meeting is done, you will take your team and all of Vice, and begin that search. Commander Croyle, contact 2nd Precinct and have them provide as much manpower as Lieutenant Washington needs to make that search in an efficient and timely manner." Teresa got up and went out into the hallway to make phone calls.
I said: Okay, were any warrants served to search these people's addresses?"
"Yezzz, Mis-ter Crowbarrr." said Chief Moynahan. "I contacted Chief Soltis in Midtown, Lieutenant Eugene Graham in Southport, and Lieutenant Shane O'Brady in Pottsville. They had teams execute the warrants on all of the various residences. They're sending reports as well as bringing up anything they seized, and will probably timmmme their arrivals in such a way that we will need to arrange to buy them lunch."
I was not fooled: the Chief had told them to time their arrivals to lunchtime. "Thank you, Chief. My next question is: Do any of these people own any other vehicles, Toyota or otherwise?"
"No sir, not even Peter Segui." said Lt. Purvis. "Well, no car tags registered with DMV in any of their names, no loans in their names showing up on their credit histories. Maybe a more advanced search will come up with something."
"Possiblee, possiblee." I said. "Okay, at the beginning of this meeting some of you wanted to talk about something. What was that, Lieutenant Washington?"
Theo said "Mister Roark, you're up again."
"Thank you sir." said Roark Coleman. "Chief, Commander, I think these guys we arrested are just the tip of the iceberg, that there are more people involved---"
"Well, DUH!" said Lt. Joanne Warner, rudely cutting Roark off.
"For God's sake! Give him a chance to speak, willya?" Lt. Theo Washington yelled out at Joanne, defending 'Team Theo' member Coleman.
"Mind your tone, Lieutenant Washington." Cpt. Michaels said venomously to Theo.
"Mind yours, Captain Michaels." I fired back. "Yes, Mr. Roark, we know there have to be others in this, so what are you getting at?"
"Their organization, sir." Roark said. "We have this group of four people that we busted last night. We know there are other groups of four that have committed crimes in Midtown, Southport, and Lexington, and there may be something more to that than just a bunch of armed robberies of convenience stores. And with all those cameras and phone mounts in the car---"
"Sir," said Theo, interrupting Roark, "you asked why these guys were stupid enough to repeatedly commit these crimes here in your County. We agree that it is stupid of them to do so, but we also asked (air quotes) 'why' they are doing it, what their purpose is."



Claire Michaels said "Weeks ago, we determined that one gang was doing these robberies while others were doing drug transactions---"
"No, the Feds were speculating that was the case." I said. (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 01.) "Theo, Roark, I see what you're getting at. And Team Theo, you are now officially the lead investigators on this case. I want you to begin working on correlating these crimes with any others you can find, no matter how strange. You get dibs on one person in Intel to work on it with you."
Seeing that the meeting was getting very tense, and the Chief was getting bored with us, I said "Let's stop here for now. I want to review the tapes of interviews, and all your Police reports that I'm sure you completed in a timely manner because you knew I was going to ask for them. Theo, go get that search going. Lunch on me if you find the cellphones by noon..."
Part 2 - Angel Voices
9:30am, Monday, October 4th. Just before Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross and TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone came to my office, Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle came in. Instead of sitting down, she stood before my desk practically at attention and said "I apologize, sir, for failing to get the job done. I should have insisted upon and even initiated that cellphone search---"
"Sitcho ass down." I replied, cutting her off. When she did sit down in the far-side 'hot chair', I said "Okay, your position is ideal for, and was created for, coordinating and implementing actions that need the manpower of Uniformed Officers, like that one was. But I don't blame you for not doing Claire Michaels's job for her. So what actually happened with that?"
Teresa said "None of this is excuse-making on my part, but after Roark made those really good observations about the cellphone mounts in the car, Theo was going to call for a search. Joanne Warner, whose hatred of Roark Coleman continues to be evident, nixed it; she said it was a needle-in-a-haystack search requiring huge manpower on a Sunday, and that they'd have better luck getting the phone numbers from Maribel Isadora's phone and pinging them."
Teresa: "They went to Claire, and Claire took Joanne's side. I went into Claire's office uninvited and asked what she was doing about finding the other cellphones, and what did she need from me in the way of Uniformed Officers. I considered that to be a 'hint', but she gave me what is now the boilerplate about the time and effort needed, not knowing if what we find is even the right ones, and so on and so forth."
Teresa: "And that's what I'm apologizing for, sir. I should've insisted, if not initiated the search myself, instead of letting Claire's decision be the final word."
"You could've." I said. "But I think you did right the way it went down. It was Michaels's call, and we now see that her decision was a bad one---"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
That sound was followed by my door opening and Commander Tanya Muscone driving up in her motorized wheelchair and parking on the dime on the floor between the hot chairs. Chief Deputy Cindy Ross followed her in. I offered them all coffee, and they all accepted. I also refilled my own Airborne School mug as Cindy sat down and they all settled in.
I said "My apologies for the delay in starting this Angels Meeting. I go away for one weekend, and all hell breaks loose." My Angels laughed. Politely. "So, what else is going on?"
Cindy said "You won't be seeing much of me for a month. I'll be doing the Public Safety Department Budget, which has to be passed by Election Day next month. I'd like to find the S.O.B. that wrote it into the Charter that it has to be done by then, throw him into a boxing ring, and give him a massively painful crowbar beatdown."
She was tapping her green crowbar into the palm of her other hand as her ice blue eyes bored into my gray peepers. Tanya was openly laughing, and Teresa had a twinkle in her eye. Of course, Your Iron Crowbar was the one who had written that into the new Charter.
I reached under my desk, took hold of my red crowbar, brought it out, and began tapping it the same way she was tapping hers. I said "You are welcome to try. Just name the time and date, and I'll be right there." Tanya started laughing harder.
Cindy said "After the Budget is done, you're going to owe me a drink, big-time. Hell, what am I talking about? You're going to owe me a whole fucking bottle."
"Agreed." I replied. "As long as you share with the whole class." We 'crossed crowbars', i.e. clanged them together over my desk, and the deal was made. Tanya and Teresa fist-bumped; they liked free drinks, too.
"So how is your house construction going?" I asked Cindy.
"Very well." Cindy said. "We anticipate it being completed by the end of November, maybe by Thanksgiving. Hopefully we'll have a Christmas party as our housewarming party."
Teresa asked "No trouble with Eco-terrorists up there?" Cindy looked over at me.
I replied: "Not so far. We have cameras set up, that are visible light by day and infrared by night, and we have other sensors there, as well. You know how Ranger Halston is here at all odd hours, and he's been keeping up with those cameras for us. So far, no one has been seen trespassing up there. We also send double the patrols we used to along that road and to Promontory Point. Teenage traffic is way down. I understand the kids are going to Point Hollow for their 'extracurricular' fun nowadays."
Cindy said "We're building the house out of flameproof materials, a lot like what The Cabin was rebuilt with. So I'm not all that worried about anything right now. After we move in, I'll be a lot more cognizant of any security issues."
"Meeeeee, too." I said. 'Whassup with you, Lady Ironside?"
Tanya said "DEA Agents Dwight Stevens and Lorena Rose want to meet with us this morning. I asked if they're taking over the Toyota Gang case, and they said they weren't, but they did want to talk to us about it."
"Okay, but I want to review everything first." I said. "Contact them and ask if this afternoon will be okay. And invite Jack Muscone, if he's back from Apple Grove." Tanya looked at me in complete and utter shock.
"Uhh," she said, "I didn't know Jack was in Apple Grove."
"Oops." I said, realizing I'd erred. "I just fucked up, there. Yes, Jack and Julius Jefferson came up to Apple Grove yesterday morning. I didn't know you didn't know, or I wouldn't have said anything."
Tanya said "When Jack left at the crack of dawn Sunday morning, he said he was going on a (air quotes) 'quiet' mission, which means it's off the books, which means it's either very important or very unauthorized. He didn't say where he was going."
Teresa said "I know Todd's up there in Apple Grove, and why. Is Jack's presence there related to that?"
I said "I think I better take the Fifth on all that. I don't know what they want kept quiet."
"Oh, you can't leave me hanging now!" Tanya protested. I nodded as I stood up, took out my bug detector, and swept the room, particularly around Tanya's wheelchair. Then I turned on the bug-killer as I sat back down.
"Without going into detail," I said, "Jack came up to Apple Grove to pursue some leads regarding industrial espionage, possibly involving BigAgraFoods and BOW Enterprises. I was working with Apple Grove Law Enforcement on an attempted murder, which may or may not be related to all that. I did not get much of a chance to talk to Jack while we were up there, and so I really don't know much more about it than you do."
Teresa said "Why is an agricultural company so interested in a tech company like BOW? It would make more sense if we were dealing with BigCommo, BigWireless, or MegaTech Industries."
"And we may well be." I said. "I mentioned BigAgraFoods because they are the Big Boy of the Big Boyz in Fillmore County, but the others may be involved, and hiding behind BigAgraFoods to conceal their own involvement. But that's speculating without data, so let's stop it and move along."
Me: "I noticed in the meeting earlier that Chief Moynahan seemed to be heavily involved in things. Was that the case?"
Teresa replied "Yes sir, he was a lot more involved and hands-on during the operation Saturday night and in the aftermath yesterday. He basically did what you would've done in contacting those other LEOs to execute the search warrants. And he didn't say anything, but I got the sense he was evaluating everyone, especially the Lieutenants and Captain Michaels while you weren't here to be our crutch."
"Okay, good." I said. "All right, Iron Wolf, would you like to review the video footage with me?..."
Part 3 - Data Points
Teresa and I went into the Main Conference Room, and I invited Captain Michaels to join us as we watched the video footage. First came the interviews, such as they were.
I said "One thing that is always important to observe is the suspect's legal representation. If you don't know the lawyer, and in a huge city like Los Angeles that's likely, you can still check them out. In our case here in the Town & County, and pretty much in the State, certain legal beagles are becoming more and more well known to us. For example, three of the four attorneys are employed by Gresham & Mason, P.C., which is a 'no-kidding' law firm both in this State and nationally."
Teresa said "They're actually a (air quotes) 'no-shit' law firm, but you're being nice in your language because ladies are present." Claire failed to stifle a chuckle.
"Well... one lady and one Iron Wolf." I said wickedly, earning me a full-bore 'Teresa Cunt' look from said Iron Wolf, and a 'WTF' look from Claire. I hastily continued: "Just kidding, ladies. Seriously, though, you're right. Gresham & Mason are the 'no shit' legal beagles that the Swamp Frogs call in when they need help against me. But let's go granular on this."
Me: "Edward N. Parker was the attorney for Dr. Nadler in the Lost Greuze case, and he was working for Mitt Willis and BigCommo in the Matheson murders case." (Author's note: 'Send In The Clowns', Ch. 03-04; 'Price No Object', Ch. 04-05.) "He tends to be called in for the smarter, higher-level suspects. So I'm going to go out on a limb and say Peter Segui is the smart guy, and may be the group's leader."
Me: "Chip Blake is somewhat the backup for the Jew Hater, Nathan Masterson, and has better interpersonal skills than Masterson. He, Blake, tends to handle the less (air quotes) 'touchy' cases and works behind the scenes. He is exactly who I'd expect to be asked to represent Michael Carlena, whose name they probably want to keep in the background if Carlena's grandfather is the cartel leader he's alleged to be, and also as a gesture of respect."
Me: "Max Chambliss is just a sleazy dirtbag. He's the one they send when they're obligated to defend a client but really couldn't care less about that client. He's the one sent to defend Grahamnesty Collins after the murder attempt on Governor Jared." (Author's note: 'Fire In The Hole', Ch. 02.)
Me: "If I were Maribel Isadora, I'd ask for a public defender. For Max Chambliss to be her attorney means that she is the sacrificial lamb in all of this. Would you not agree, Captain Michaels?"
"If you say so, sir." Claire replied, her eyes shrewd.
I said "And that leaves Carl Rojas, who we should note is not being represented by Gresham & Mason at all, but by the local-to-this-County firm of Gaston & Bertram, P.C. That could mean Gaston & Bertram either have or want closer ties to Gresham & Mason, but my edumacated guess is that G&B were called in because they are (air quotes) 'connected', and so is Carlos Rojas."
Teresa said "Because he's running houses of prostitution?"
"Exactly." I replied. "And who knows what else... maybe drugs, though we haven't found any at all."
Claire said "Rudistan reported that our drug dog Sergeant Tango sniffed around the car and did not alert, at all. So far we are coming up less than zero on drugs being involved."
"Okay, let's look at these videos." I said. As we ran through them, I said "Maribel's claims of Police brutality won't hold up. Laurer made a good, clean takedown and Maribel resisted arrest, and we've got it on Laurer's Officer-cam and the videocamera from Laurer's vehicle. Noooo problems there."
After going over more of the tapes, I said "In all cases, the suspects called their lawyers, conferred with their lawyers, and immediately fully invoked upon being asked the first question. No attempts to probe to see what We the Police had, what we were thinking. Nope, they just shut it off."
"Does that mean anything in particular to you, sir?" Teresa asked (since Claire didn't).
"Yes." I said. "It means there may be others they're trying to protect, or keep us from knowing about..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:20am. Lt. Theo Washington came to my office. I had him bring his team of Detectives Lisa Monroe and Roark Coleman in, and the third ''hot chair' was brought out of hiding and put where Tanya Muscone usually parks her wheelchair. Teresa Croyle sat on the sofa behind them. Roark sat in the near-side (to the door) chair, Lisa in the middle, and Theo in the far-side chair (by his choice).
"K'plaa! sir." Theo said. "We found two cellphones on Riverside Drive just before the turnoff to cross the bridge they used to get out of Town and into the farm areas. Fingerprints on one phone belong to Peter Segui, and the other phone had Michael Carlena's prints in abundance."
"Excellent!" I said.
Theo: "We took the phones to County Jail, but none of the four perps's fingers would open either phone. We then took them to the 9-1-1 center and called to get the numbers of the phones. They're burners, both bought at the local North Street Wal-Mart, though at different times, and they're different lot numbers."
"Interesting." I said. "These perps don't live anywhere near here, but they were caught here and their burner phones were bought here. Okay, Mr. Roark, you were about to say something in the meeting when Lieutenant Washington cut you off. I'm taking it that you did that, Lieutenant, because you wanted to hold back in front of Captain Michaels and Lieutenant Warner. So... tell me now."
"Yes sir." said Theo. "They've been openly mocking our ideas, and it's all three of us discussing these things. You saw in the meetings how they openly attacked Roark and then me when we tried to bring it up to you."
"That's why you're here now." I said. "So what is your theory?"
Theo gestured for Roark to talk, and Roark said "Sir, I believe those holders for cellphones were there so the cameras can record the people in the car. The hidden cameras were for the same purpose, and could be transmitted via the built-in WiFi to YouTube, TikTok, or more likely a private, limited-access website like OnlyFans."
"That definitely fits the data." I said. "So let's use our imaginations and try to understand why they're doing that."
Lisa Monroe said: "Sir, it may be a competition of some sort. Whoever can steal the most money, stuff like that, and they need to be recorded to verify what they've done."
I said "I like that idea, except they can do that simply by turning in or showing the money they stole. And I'd think they'd be on rampages of thefts instead of irregular ones if money totals are the goal. But like I said, you've got some good ideas there, especially if others are involved. So go gather more data, and be ready to tweak your ideas to conform with that data."
"Sir, I have one more thing." said Roark Coleman. I noticed looks of surprise on Theo and Lisa's faces as he went on: "What you just said, about rampages of thefts... I just realized that these guys have been good enough to consistently rob places but not get caught for months. They should be good enough to hit bigger targets... like banks, or the railroads. But they never have, at least to my knowledge."
"True..." I said thoughtfully, seeing where he was going.
Roark: "One would also think that they could be moving drugs, and a lot of it. But again... absolutely nothing to indicate they're dealing in drugs. And we've seen them occasionally run for the State Line, but we don't hear of any of this stuff going on in the other States in the region."
"Soooo..." I said, drawing Roark out.
Roark: "Sir, my thesis is that they have avoided doing anything to cause us to bring the Feds in, or have the Feds come in and take over. And I think they have done that consciously, figuring it into their actions."
"Guys?" I said to the others, inviting their participation in the conversation.
Lisa Monroe said "That's a good observation, Roark. My only objection is that they could be running drugs or engaging in multi-State operations, especially out of Southport, and we just don't know it yet."
Theo said "I agree that Roark has made a great observation, sir. My question, not an objection but just a question, is why would they commit crimes in the Iron Crowbar's County, but be afraid of the Feds?"
"Commander?" I said to Teresa.
"The only thing I'll say, sir," she replied, "is that if Mr. Roark keeps this up, a blue crowbar will be coming his way... in a good way."
"True." I said with a smile. "Okay, let's keep going. And all of you guys on Team Theo are invited to our lunch with the other jurisdictions's LEOs. You get to hear first of any data they've gotten, and you get to meet other good people around the State..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After everyone else left the office, Teresa said "May I speak frankly, sir?"
I took the opportunity to look at her funny, then said "Of course. Always, when we're not in front of any others. What is it?"
Teresa said "I'll put it this way: how's that MCD 'team' concept working out for ya?"
I nodded in understanding, then said "In some ways, good. Theo is standing up for his people, especially Roark... and against his longtime partner Joanne. Flip side of that, of course, is that the onetime very close partnership of Theo and Joanne are now openly feuding." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
I continued: "So the concept is working well, better than it may appear to be. The real problem here is the lack of leadership, or perhaps I should say one-way-focused leadership, of Captain Michaels is showing itself... as is the lack of professionalism from Lieutenant Warner."
Teresa said "Do you want me to say something to Claire about it?"
"Uh, no." I said. "It's my job and my place to do it. Don't say anything to either of them, not even off the record... unless, of course, a situation is escalating to a point where you need to... and I trust you to know when that line is crossed." Teresa again nodded vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:50am, Monday, October 4th. They began trickling in, some with evidence under at least two-man control, which was subsequently transferred to our custody with all the paperwork correctly done.
First were Midtown Detectives Nell Bell and Eric Hannum. With them was SBI-OER Agent Ted Orosco, formerly of the TCPD's Internal Affairs. "Yes sir," he said to me as we shook hands, "I helped these guys out. I used to be with the Midtown Police, you know. They asked for some SBI help, so I led the search of Carl Rojas's place in Jacksonville, then helped them with the other ones."
As I greeted Nell Bell, I said "And it will be Lieutenant Nell Bell very soon, won't it?"
"Shhh." Nell Bell said. "It's still a secret. Sort of. Of course, nothing gets past you, Mr. Crowbar." I grinned and congratulated her.
From Southport came Southport PD Lieutenant Eugene Graham, with whom we'd worked a few times before. (Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force', Ch. 02-03; 'Riverboat Gambler', Ch. 01-02.) Eugene was black, and with him was a younger white man with black hair, clean-cut, lithe but in shape, with dark, peering eyes.



"This is Detective Grady Hartsfield." said Eugene. "The original Toyota Gang cases in Southport were assigned to him. I came up with him to keep two-man control of the evidence, and also to say hello to you guys."
"It's an honor to meet you, sir." said Grady Hartsfield as we shook hands, while Eugene said hello to Claire Michaels and all the 'old timers' of the TCPD he knew from the past. Hartsfield seemed to be quietly competent and efficient, and I noticed those dark eyes taking in everything.
"Do you work with Lieutenant Graham in Southport?" I asked.
"No sir." said Hartsfield. "I'm Robbery/Homicide, mostly Homicide. Lieutenant Graham is mostly Vice. We're not sure what this gang is about, so they had me investigate the robberies, and Lieutenant Graham worked with me to see if any drugs or smuggling came up. And after we executed the warrants, we just brought what we got up here under two-man control."
And then Lieutenant Seamus 'Shane' O'Brady came in. With him was the drop-dead-gorgeous SBI-OER Inspector Brittany M. Maxwell. What I noticed was Detective Joan Laurer's eyes when she saw them walk in together. She was either unable to or did not try to hide the jealousy she was feeling, as she had been dating O'Brady.
By way of contrast, Britt's blue eyes lit up when she saw the TCPD's 'Amazon warrior'. She went up to Joan and greeted her enthusiastically as I shook hands with Shane O'Brady and spoke with him. He said "I hope the data we recovered will help you guys shed some light on all of this. I'm getting the weird feeling that something big is going on with it."
Britt gave me an unexpected and surprisingly warm hug as I greeted her. "Shane and Ted Orosco are involved, helping with jurisdictional issues, so I came over to maintain two-man control of what they found." she said.
I was not fooled. "We'll talk later, but this is obviously much larger than just a few armed robberies, n'est pas?"
"Not much gets past you." said Britt, in the form of a quotation, her eyes twinkling a lot like Tanya's.
Chief Deputy Cindy Ross also came in, and greeted Britt Maxwell warmly. I spoke to Joan Laurer, saying "You seemed... 'surprised'... to see Shane with SBI Inspector Maxwell."
Joan gave me a bit of a 'look', then said "That's one word for it, sir. And you're right, I wasn't expecting that. And then she comes up and greets me like we're best buddies or something."
I couldn't hide a bit of a grin as I said "That's because she's less interested in Shane than she is in you. She plays on Cindy's team, not mine."
Joan had something of an 'eww' face as she said "Nor mine, then." She cut herself off, then after a pause said: "I guess I shouldn't say that out loud, or I'll get canceled."
"Not by me." I said. "While we don't discriminate, and people can date who they want, if you are hetero, you should be able to say that without being attacked. Having said that... yes, do be circumspect in what you say in public, and be aware that who you think might be your friend today might not be in the future..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Town & County Public Safety Department has a contract with the University's Food Services Department. There are kitchens at County Jail to prepare food for the inmates and guards, and there is a cafeteria there. There were smaller kitchens here at Headquarters and at the Old Mill, but for the most part food was brought from County Jail to feed the 'guests' in my jails.
The lunch that was brought into Classroom 'E' was brought by their catering division. I was in line behind Cindy, and I said "While you're writing the Budget, slip something in for cafeterias here and the Old Mill."
"That's a great idea." Cindy said. "The cafeteria at County Jail does a good business for breakfast before first shift begins and then after third shift ends. I'll touch base with the Sheriff and Chief about it. Anything else you want, while I'm at it?"
"A third Interrogation Room here at Headquarters would be nice." I said. "We could renovate the SWAT Team's storage room, which is on the other side of the wall from I-1."
"Let's talk more about it later today, or at the Cop Bar." Cindy said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After eating, the Chief started the meeting. "I want to thank all of you in the other jurisdictions for helping us by executing those warrants for us and helping us gather data on this gang."
Chief Moynahan: "We do not belieeeeve that this case is solved nor that these arrests end the overall threat of these gangs. And we belieeeeve that your jurisdictions will continue to be targeted by other elements of this group of slugs. To that end, let's discuss what you guys found, and then we'll talk further about the data we've obtained on the susss-pects we've arrres-teddd, and other information that we hope will lead to more arrrrrests. Mister Crowbar?"
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "And I also thank all of you for helping us as well as taking the time to come here and discuss all this with us. Soooo, why don't we start in Southport and then go up the Interstate with your findings?"
Lieutenant Eugene Graham introduced himself and Detective Grady Hartsfield, then plugged his laptop into the hub on the table and brought up his data. He said "I'm an SBI Reserve member, so we executed the warrants on Carl Rojas in Jacksonville and Southport, as well as Michael Carlena in Southport."
Eugene brought up a map of Southport, with districts in different colors. He said "Let me first familiarize you with Southport. It was founded where the River and State Line River merge to form the Big River that flows on south. The southern State Line is a half mile south of the confluence, and south of that, in the State below, is Turpin Heights."
Eugene: "This Town, Midtown, and The City have so-called 'good areas', business districts and entertainment districts that are prosperous and kept relatively crime-free; and then there are the districts where adult things take place, like the Red River District in Midtown, the Tenderloin District in this Town, and the Red Light District near the Railyards in the City. Palmyra County is all upper-end. But Southport is almost all grimy, dirty, and unsafe."
Eugene: "The whole western side that borders the State Line River is docks and wharves, warehouses and shipping businesses. But the worst areas are to the north and northeast, where the railyards hold sway. The best area, the business district, such as it is, is just south and east of center, and as one goes east towards Jacksonville, the suburbs get better."
Eugene: "The southwest corner, where the rivers meet, was the entertainment district, but it began getting seedy, and it's now the red light district of Southport. It's kept pretty orderly by the Mob, but it's still not safe for ordinary folk to go. So the city's government, working hand-in-glove with their Mob masters, cleaned out and renovated the southside along the River, and created the Dagny Piers district project. And both the Police and the Mob keep it clean, using whatever means they need to."
Eugene showed photos as he talked: "Michael Carlena's place is an apartment on the third and top floor of a renovated building in the Dagny Piers area. An Italian restaurant is on the ground floor, right on the Pier, overlooking the River, and the apartment has that view and is therefore not cheap on the rent.
Eugene: "The apartment looked lived-in: there were sets of dishes, some in the sink awaiting cleaning. Not much food in the refrigerator, but a good bit of condiments like ketchup and hot sauce, cheese, stuff like that. Clothes in the closets and dressers, bathroom has all the basics in drawers, towels and washcloths and so on."
Eugene: "There were a lot of books about a range of subjects, a regulation-sized chess set with plastic pieces and a rollup board, a couple of chess books, and a notebook of several correspondence chess games he's playing in several parts of the world. He has the latest Xbox for gaming, and we seized it as well as his computer, which was a standalone and not a laptop. And the most important thing we found... was a cellphone. It's his... it rang when the number we have on record for him was dialed on Grady's phone."
Eugene: "But there was nothing on the surface to suggest a life of crime. No drugs anywhere; we had a dog run through. Nothing, be it drugs or anything else, was hidden behind any a.c. vents nor hidden in the freezer. There was a 20-gauge shotgun by the bed, loaded but no round in the chamber. Looked like a typical self-defense setup to me."
"Just one question." I asked. "You said the place looked (air quotes) 'lived-in', but did it look like he'd hosted any parties or groups of people? Lots of beer bottles, pizza boxes, snack foods and the like?"
Detective Hartsfield said "No sir. The place looked occupied and used, but not excessively so. The rooms were clean, the bed was made, dirty clothes and towels in the hamper. Also, we knocked on neighbors's doors, and all of them said he was quiet and they never heard any parties or noise from his place." I nodded and said thanks.
Eugene: "Next, we went to Carl Rojas's LKA (last known address) in Southport. It's a room in a pay-by-the-hour motel near the southwestern Red Light District. The guy running the place didn't know Rojas by name, but said he was a friend of the owner and stayed in that room once a week at irregular intervals. The guy didn't know the owner's name, either, and said he was paid to not ask questions. The room itself looked like it hadn't been used in several days, and there were no drugs or anything else in there."
Eugene: "We then went up to Carl Rojas's official address in Jacksonville. It's a small one-room apartment above a downtown bar on their Main Street. The bar takes in his mail and gives it to him upon his request, which happens irregularly but works out to being a couple of times a week. The bartender there said he'd occasionally sit at a table in the bar where he could see everyone, and would watch baseball and football games."
Eugene: "The room itself had a few changes of clothes, and shaving equipment and a toothbrush in the bathroom. There's a wi-fi setup and dock for a laptop, but no laptop. There were no books nor magazines nor television sets. It looks like barely more than a hotel room, which is consistent with him being constantly on the move."
Eugene turned it over to Grady Hartsfield, who said "We have a little bit of information on Carl Rojas that we got from Confidential Informants and other resources. He supposedly is trying to work his way into the traditional Mob in Southport, and virtually all the money he's making with his prostitution operations in Southport is turned over to the Mob, so they leave him alone. But they don't want anything to do with him, as they think his loyalty is to the cartels in El Salvador, and Orrin B. Taggart is no fan nor friend of them."
"Interesting." I said. After making sure our Southport colleagues were done, I called upon Nell Bell. She introduced herself, Hannum, and Orosco, and then got started, bringing up video.
Nell Bell: "I'll touch on Rojas first. He has become what is known as a 'wholesaler' of women for prostitution. He imports them, mostly from Central and South America, and supplies women to escort agencies for parties with State Legislators and things like that. And I'd never mention the name of State Senator Richard Langdon in connection with any of this. Why, that would be outright slander!"
Everyone chuckled at that, and I pointed at her and nodded vigorously in agreement, knowing that she was performing an excellent imitation of me, Your Iron Crowbar. Nell went on: "He provides white and Asian women for his upscale clients, as Asian women are sought after in the suburbs, particularly Palmyra County. He supplies Latina women to the lower-class whorehouses and drug dens in Inner Midtown and the Red River District."
Nell Bell: "We raided the location that we believed was Rojas's safehouse, which is a two-bedroom apartment in a duplex in a middle-class neighborhood in Midtown... not all that far from the property you own in Midtown, Commander Troy. And this place looked to be lived in. We got an Xbox, wifi setup, television with cable. The other half of the duplex is empty, and Rojas neither rents it nor owns the building; we'll need a fresh warrant if we want to go into it."
The video changed up as Nell Bell narrated: "We actually went to Maribel Isadora's place first. It's in an area on the fringe of the Red River District. Most of the working girls live somewhere within the Red River District, where they have what can loosely be called protection from the mob running the district, but Maribel lives in an area that's ruled by mostly black drug gangs, where penny bags are being sold on the street corners, and you better be known to the gangs in order to not get shot dead on sight, especially at night."
Nell Bell: "Her apartment is in a building over a bodega shop that apparently has some gang's protection. The guy who runs it is black, in his sixties, and has had no arrests for thirty years. Her apartment is a very small one-bedroom, with a tiny living room in front, kitchen and bathroom in the middle, bedroom in back."
Nell Bell: "We did not find drugs nor paraphernalia, but the rooms were messy, which suggests to me that she does not bring male clients there. I also observed that all of her clothes were either jeans and sweats, normal casual stuff, -orrrr- it was leather and what I'd expect Punks and Hard Rockers to wear at clubs. What is interesting to me about that is that most escorts are going to have a few very nice dresses, gowns even, and dressy high heels, which is what the politicians and lobbyists that hire these women in Midtown expect to see."
Grady Hartsfield stepped in: "So she either has another place somewhere, or she's too low-end to be a high-end escort."
Roark Coleman said "Maybe Carl Rojas has her set up somewhere else---"
"Guys," I said as I held up my hand, palm outwards, "let's hold off speculating until we get through the data. Go ahead Nell."
Nell: "Thank you sir, and they may be right. Anyway, no cell phone nor electronics in her place, but I understand you got her cellphone when you arrested her."
Tanya Muscone said "That was a burner---"
"We'll talk about that later!" I said sharply, glaring hard at her. Then I turned and said "Let's please finish with your reports, and then I'll get into what we've found out. Go ahead, Nell."
"Uh, yes sir." Nell said. "As I said, no electronics, no wifi stations nor hookups for computers, no Xbox or any Xbox games to show there had been one, and I was going to say that also might suggest she has another place somewhere."
Nell Bell: "We then hooked up with Lieutenant O'Brady and Inspector Maxwell to investigate Peter Segui's office in Palmyra County. He's a junior partner in Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital, LLC. It's a tiny office, no nameplate on the door. There's a receptionist's desk in the front room, then when one goes through the door there are two offices on the left, the far walls being windows to the outside. On the right side was the restroom, a small closet for filing papers and holding servers, then a kitchenette and breakroom open space, then two desks in an open space behind them. And the office was totally empty."
"How 'empty' are we talking?" I asked.
"Take a look." Nell Bell said as the video came up.
"Literally everything gone." said SBI-OER Lieutenant Ted Orosco of the SBI-OER's Central Division, confirming what the video was showing. (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice', Ch. 01 for his resignation from the TCPD. ) "Empty rooms. No desks, no chairs, no trash cans, no toilet paper in the bathroom. And not a single fingerprint anywhere, either. The place was wiped down completely."
SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell said "Because yesterday was Sunday, we couldn't get in touch with anyone in that building's management nor ownership to determine how long they'd been gone. But the scent of the 'lemon-fresh' cleaning agents were still in the air, so the 'cleaners' may have come immediately after your guys arrested Segui and Company."
I said "So did you go to Peter Segui's residence before going to his alleged place of work?"
"Yes." said Lieutenant Shane O'Brady, bringing up a video. "It's nearer Pottsville than Palmyra County, but I still logged in as an SBI Reserve Agent, and Inspector Maxwell went with me. We had a team of technicians with us, and a drug dog. As you can see, the apartment complex is very old, and made of brick instead of the flimsy crap today's apartments are made of. There once was a mill and a railroad yard near there, but the mill shut down and the railroad consolidated several yard operations in the area into the City Railyards, and shut the outliers down. Wilson Hammonds owns the building now. Like a lot of his properties, he bought the lien, paid the taxes, and was awarded the deed."
O'Brady: "It's two bedrooms, and it's lived-in. The second bedroom appears to be a guest room, and may be in fairly frequent use, as there were several changes of sheets and towels, and the closet was empty and not being used for storage. We recovered a laptop computer, an Xbox and television, a number of papers filed in a drawer of his desk, including tax returns, and a cell phone, which we think is his."
Britt Maxwell said "We ran the dogs through, but no drugs or contraband showed up, and nothing hidden in the vents nor under the floor. However, the bed is a brass bed, and I noticed smudges on the headboard rails. The techs ran the prints, and a match came up... to the woman you guys arrested Saturday night, Maribel Isadora."
"Ahh, that's something." I said. When Britt said that was all she had, I said "Okay, Captain Michaels, why don't you tell everyone what we've obtained.
"Thank you, sir." said Claire. She went over what she'd told me earlier about the gang members, then wrapped it up with: "We recovered a cell phone on Maribel Isadora, and have determined it to be a burner phone. Lieutenant Washington's team found two other phones that had been thrown out of the Toyota as it was being pursued, and found Peter Segui's and Michael Carlena's fingerprints on them. They're also burners, but no one's fingerprints open any of the phones."
I said "I suspect the phone you found in Peter Segui's rooms won't be opened by fingerprints, either. These guys are are a very careful bunch."
Claire Michaels said "We also found that the Toyota was rigged with cellphone holders as well as wifi transmission devices, which suggests they're videoing themselves committing their crimes. Commander Troy, would you like to take it from here?"
"Yes. Thank you." I said, acting upon our pre-arranged plan. "First, I believe that our little gang of four is part of a larger organization. I base this on the way they've operated in several parts of the State, and sometimes in different Toyota vehicles. And Detective Coleman's observations that led to finding the riggings in the Toyota add to that. We've wondered why the gang changes the car tags but keep the same cars... well, because the cars are tricked out for what they want to do."
Me: "And what they've wanted to do... is record themselves committing their crimes. And why do that? I can safely surmise that they're doing that not for themselves, but so that other people can see them. And that implies other Toyota Gang members, and possibly in groups themselves."
"But why, sir?" Nell Bell asked.
"That... I have no theory for." I replied. "At least not yet. We'll be applying for warrants for all the cellphone metadata we have, as well as trying to open them up---"
Tanya Muscone said "We can ask Jack and the Federal Agents to help us with that during our meeting with them this afternoon---"



"Stop!" I gasped out, followed by giving her a look that rivaled any 'Teresa Cunt' look ever bestowed upon anyone, denoting my total fury with her for saying that in front of the others. Everyone was looking at us strangely, wondering what was going on.
"What?" Tanya fired back angrily. "Are you saying we can't ask my husband to help us with this?" She just wasn't getting the hint, so I made it more clear:
"That is exactly what I am saying, Deputy Chief Muscone!" I said, letting my anger run through my voice. Chief Moynahan grabbed Tanya's arm to keep her from saying more. But the can of worms had been effectively opened.
Detective Grady Hartsfield said "Sir, why can't we get the FBI's help on this, even if it's not a Federal case? They can get us that cellphone data---" He stopped talking when I held up my hand in a 'stop' sign. At least he got the hint...
I took a deep breath to calm down and clear my mind, then began: "Okay, I am going to have to change the order I was going to tell you guys about this. I am going to ask you to not speak to anyone else about this... not even to your own Police Departments or your colleagues there, nor to your SBI colleagues, and especially not to any Federal Agents. Any, at all." I glared harshly at Tanya as I said those last words.
Me: "Just about every one of you in this room that have worked with me knows the problems I and we have had with rogue and dirty Federal Agents. Detective Hartsfield, treat Lieutenant Graham to lunch one day, and have him tell you about the time he and I worked together on the Riverboat Gambler case, and the problems he and I had with Federal Agents during that time." (Author's note: you guessed it: 'Riverboat Gambler', Ch. 01-02.)
Me: "Detectives Bell and Hannum can ask their Chief Soltis about what rogue, dirty Federal Agents tried to do to his colleague Wes Masters, now Director of the SBI. Inspector Maxwell remembers that too, I'm sure---"  Chief Moynahan said "Oh, you can ask me about that. Or Kevin Pitts." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers'.)
I nodded, then said "And I cannot bee-lieeeve that Commander Muscone has not remembered how a Federal Agent tried to force Commander Croyle's husband to pick up a gun so that that Federal Agent could shoot her husband in the back of the head in cold blooded murder." (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 01.) Teresa now had the full-bore 'Teresa Cunt' look on her face, but Tanya's face still showed her pure fury... at me.
I continued: "So the bottom line is that while there are good Federal Agents like Ted Crenshaw and Tim Jenkins in Southport, even the best of them might say something to someone in good faith, who would then say something to someone, and before you know it... hey, presto!... the Swamp Frogs have it, and will use it against us."
Me: "And where that fits in with this case... and again I ask you not to say anything to anyone, anyone at all, so that our chances to nail more of this gang can come to fruition... where it fits in is how we got these four in the first place."
Me: "We'd been working on this case all summer, and my excellent Intel team was using analytics to try and predict where they'd hit next... in what city, and what area. Our first attempt in late August to use those analytics to set a trap failed." (Author's note: 'Private Practice', Ch. 03.)
Me: "Captain Michaels and her people analyzed that, and realized that ubiquitous vans with Federal car tags were rather obviously conducting surveillance on the areas our analytics suggested were likely targets. I also had developed other intel that showed Swamp Frogs might be operating in the Town & County. So we ran another operation... but that time we were watching to see what the Feds were doing. And sure enough, they were what we thought they were." (Author's note: 'God Save The Queen', Ch. 02.)
Me: "Soooo, we showed that we are a sneaky Police Force as well as a smart one. My 20th high school reunion was coming up, and it wasn't me who chose that weekend, but it fit in beautifully with our plans... we made it clear to the world that I wasn't in Town, and they bit on it."
Me: "We, the TCPD, observed where the Feds were setting up their surveillance, then deliberately set up our own in a few places to steer the perps into other places.. where we had much better surveillance and interdiction waiting on them. And voila!... we now have four perps in our jails." (Author's note: 'Reunion Fever', Ch. 01, 05.)
Everyone applauded, then I said "And what I was going to tell you is that we still might capture more of this organization's cells with similar planning and execution of plans... but if the Feds get wind that we know what they were doing, they'll change up or stop what they're doing."
I continued, looking right at Tanya as I said: "To that end, we will work to get cell phone metadata without involving any Federal Agent working for U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland, and we will use non-Federal-Government resources to crack the cellphones we have."
"O-kayyyyyy." drawled Chief Moynahan. "I have talked tooooo Midtown PD Chief Frank Soltis, Pottsville PD Chief Lloyd Rogers, and SBI Director 'Coldiron' Masters. I will let yooooo, Lieutenant Graham, decide who you need to in-forrrrrm, as I do not know who to trust in the Southport Police beyond yourself."
Chief Moynahan: "We are forming a State-level Task Force, comprised of you guys in here now. You will have access to our Intel Branch's services, and I hope you will reciprocate by giving them as much information as you possibly can. We will also form plans and execute them to take down the rest of this Toyota Gang, and be rid of it once and for allllll. Anything else, Mister Crowbarrrr?"
"One thing, sir." I said. "These guys have been using Toyota vehicles, which we now know were tricked out. But we so far have not found any other vehicles these guys may be using to conduct the rest of their lives. I'd like everyone to go back and get what video data you can, and see if you can identify what, if any, vehicles these guys use. We may can then use that data to find out where they're meeting, and where they're keeping the Toyotas, et cetera."
"Good ideeeeea." drawled the Chief. "O-kayyyy... Lootenant Washington, would you please give our friends a tour of our Intel Center? And those of you named 'Commander' and Captain Michaels, please come with meeeee..."
Part 4 - Federal Inquiries
2:00pm, Monday, October 4th. Commander Tanya P. Muscone escorted DEA Supervisory Special Agents Dwight Stevens and Lorena Rose, FBI Supervisory Special  Agent Ted Crenshaw and Special Agent Tim Jenkins to the Main Conference Room. Following them was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and Supervisory Special Agent Julius Jefferson, and to my surprise, Dr. Laura Fredricson.
Chief Sean Moynahan joined us, and sat in his usual place at the near end of the table. I sat to his left and Tanya in her wheelchair to his right. Laura sat to my left, Claire Michaels to her left, and Teresa to Claire's left with an empty seat between them. Jack was to Tanya's right, Dwight to Jack's right, and Lorena to Dwight's right, Tim Jenkins to Lorena's right, and Ted Crenshaw at the far end of the table.
Lorena said "Congratulations on solving that case in your hometown, Commander Troy."
Jack Muscone said with a gleam in his beady black eyes: "And having your high school football jersey retired. I didn't realize you were such a great football player." Julius Jefferson chuckled; he knew what that inside joke was about. I noted with my peripheral vision that Teresa's eyes had widened upon hearing that. It is possible that I had not mentioned that to her.
"Thank you." I said, flat deadpan. "It was a surprise, fer sure. Laura, how's Craig Reynolds?"
"Doing very well." Laura said. "We're going to get Craig moved to University Hospital later this week, and we'll begin his rehab. I'm also going to help his wife Jenny find a new home here for them and their now four daughters."
Claire asked "He was the victim of the stabbing up there? Is he still in danger?"
Laura said "The Fillmore County Sheriff's Department up there is guarding him, and Todd Burke, but the danger to him should be over now. He and Todd had a Press conference in Craig's hospital room earlier this morning, announcing BOW Enterprises's buyout of the Reynolds company and all of its technology."
"Is that big?" asked Dwight Stevens.
"Very big." Laura replied. "My sources tell me that it sent shockwaves through the technology world, from MegaTech Industries all the way to the CIA's Science and Technology Directorate."
Everyone in the room knew that my wife had once been in charge of that particular CIA Directorate. What I was silently wondering was why Laura was so openly talking about it in front of the Federal Agents.
Laura then said "But that's not why I came here today. Don, I understand that one of the people you arrested over the weekend is connected to the Carlena Cartel?"
"Where did you hear that from?" I asked, a bit sharply. "Because it wasn't from me. I just heard about it this morning when they were briefing me on the arrests."
Laura whirled her head around and looked at me in surprise, more like shock. Then she realized why I'd said that: the way she said it, it had sounded like I had talked to her about it, and in a way that my fellow Police Officers (and my boss sitting next to me) would hold against me. It also made clear that someone knew about our suspects, and someone had told her.
"No, it wasn't from you." Laura said. "And I'll explain why it has come to my attention." She turned to the others and said "When University Hospital was bombed and I was injured, some people at the national level developed the theory that one of the big cartels in South America was behind the attack because of an earlier interdiction in the cartel's human trafficking operations."
Laura: "That turned out to not be the case, but it put that cartel in the light of scrutiny, and eventually that cartel was taken out with extreme prejudice, and by that I mean it was destroyed, utterly obliterated." (Author's note: 'The Yellow Rose of Texas', Ch. 03 for the rescue; 'Only Time', Ch. 01 for the cartel threat; 'Only Time' Ch. 03 for the wipeout of the cartel. )
Laura: "That created a vacuum in the Organized Crime structure in South America, and several cartels moved in to fill that vacuum. One of them was the Carlena Cartel. It's relatively small, but it has a growing influence in Colombia and Venezuela. Michael Carlena is the grandson of Miguel 'Machete' Carlena of that cartel, but we are not sure if he has any real role in the Carlena Cartel at all."
"That kills one of our theories, then." Lorena Rose said.
"Don't give up on it too quickly." said Dwight Stevens. "We still need to look a lot deeper into it. He's a big name that is attracting eyeballs." I pointed at him and nodded vigorously in agreement.
Ted Crenshaw said "And then there's Carlos Rojas. He may have connections to Organized Crime as well as human trafficking."
I said "Sounds like you guys are looking for reasons to come in and take the Toyota Gang case away from us."
"Nooooo, quite the opposite." said Jack Muscone.
"Well..." said Dwight Stevens, who followed up with: "If there are any Federal aspects to it, like drugs or human trafficking across State lines, then, sure, of course we want to bust that up. And the name Carlos Rojas is familiar to us as a sex trafficker and a fringe member of the Southport Mob."
"What can you tell us about him?" I asked shrewdly.
Tim Jenkins said "He's... he just... well, it's hard to describe. He's just sort of there.."
Ted Crenshaw said "Let me give a little more background. As you all know, in the days of Cerone and Molinari, this State was essentially split in half between the Southport Mob and the City Mob. There were two (air quotes) 'open cities': Midtown, and this Town & County. When the Consultant of Crime was alive and active, they feared him tremendously. Now they fear you tremendously, Commander Troy."
Crenshaw: "Midtown was neutral territory. No hits by either side on the other, no taking over of territories from the other side. The black gangs of Inner Midtown were left alone as long as they kept to themselves. And that worked fairly well for a long time. Tim?"
Tim Jenkins took it back up: "In the past few years, especially since the anything-but-peaceful protests in the City that spread to Midtown, we've been noticing attempts to organize so-called 'Families' in the Midtown area. Asian gangs began taking control of the Palmyra County area north and northeast of Midtown, and Hispanic gangs like NS-14 took control of areas to the southwest. Inner Midtown is still controlled by black gangs. And higher ups have been moving in to control all of these areas, with mixed success."
Jenkins: "Carl Rojas has been supplying women to both the Hispanic and Asian Mobs for prostitution purposes. He's essentially playing his own game, and playing both sides. And they're letting him. But it appears to us is that both sides are just using him, that he's practically a front for their real operatives, and would be the fall guy if we drop the hammer on their pipelines."
Lorena Rose asked "So why is he part of the Toyota Gang, and their armed robberies?"
Tim Jenkins replied. "That's the $64,000 question. I've got a couple of ideas, but they're pure speculation. First, Rojas is making no inroads into either Organization, so maybe he's doing it for extra cash. Second, maybe he's doing it to create new connections."
"Or for name recognition?" Dwight Stevens asked.
I said "You may be on the right track, there. I was thinking that that was a bad way to go about that, since the Toyota Gang players work hard to not be found out. We didn't even have skin colors on anyone before my guys busted these four on Saturday night. But then I realized that they apparently were videoing themselves, so maybe whoever is watching those videos know who they are."
Claire Michaels said "But not a word about that anywhere in the Underworld, sir. And 'Ice Cube' and 'Grubby Paul' have worked their C.I.s like never before to determine that. If what we're finding out so far turns out to be correct, though it's (air quotes) 'proving a negative', then these guys's identities are not general knowledge in the Underworld."
I nodded, then said "Well, I have similar questions about why Peter Segui and Michael Carlena would be part of something like this, too. And the answers will go a long way in explaining this whole case, if we can get those answers. Anyhoo, we've found no drugs at all, and just one gang member involved in anything crossing State lines. It feels... weird. Just weird."
Laura said "So are we all in agreement that this Toyota Gang is not a national nor international operation or organization, and therefore is of interest to Federal Law Enforcement?"
Dwight Stevens said "I'm not necessarily in agreement with that, ma'am. But I don't have anything to show that as a whole they are something we would have a Federal interest in."
Teresa said "And besides, this whole thing just feels... local. And by that I mean that these guys know where the convenience stores are, know the roads, know our patterns, and such. And that comes from extensive preparation. Ditto that for the hits in Midtown and Southport. National gangs don't just come in and set up to do that in a few days time."
"That's a good point." I said, halfway in a reverie. "Okay, shall we move on to what SAC Muscone wants to tell us?"
"Sure." Jack Muscone said. "Laura, you can stay or go as you wish."
"If it's all the same to you," Laura said, "I want to hear about these bastards whose work I had to repair in an operating room."
"Glad to have you." Jack said. He took out a piece of photography paper, upon which was printed four DMV photos, and passed it to me. "Look familiar?" he asked.
"You betcha." I said. "That's them." The photos were of the four people in Apple Grove that may or may not have assisted Lisa Baker in stabbing Craig Reynolds. (Author's note: 'Reunion Fever', Ch. 03-05.) "Dulci Tamayo, Tom Tamayo, Gabby Williams, and Jerry Williams."
As everyone took turns looking at the four photos, Jack Muscone said "As you all know, thanks to the close working relationship between companies like MegaTech Industries and the Intelligence Community, especially the FBI, facial recognition tools are becoming so powerful and prevalent that we can identify almost anyone in the world if they have a photo in any database in the world."
"You're just trolling me, arentcha?" I said semi-humorously and semi-witheringly.
"Yeah, I am." Jack admitted. "Anyway, the names they gave Lisa Baker in Apple Grove are not their real names, nor are they married couples. Dulci Tamayo is Della Deems, age 28. Tom Tamayo is Tom Allison, age 30. Gabby Williams is Kathi Wescott, and that's Kathi with an 'i', age 32, though she doesn't look it. And Jerry Williams is Winston Reskind, age 28. And here's the shocker: they all live here, in this area."
"Here? In my County?" I practically gasped, dumbfounded.
"Almost." said Jack. "You may or may not know that the western edge of Nextdoor County and the northern edge of Coltrane County, along State Highway 142 and Coltrane County Road 98, are being developed very rapidly with housing projects. Mostly full homes, but a few duplex and quadplex subdivisions, as well." (Author's note: astute Detectives will remember those roads mentioned in 'Reichenbach', Ch. 05. Yes, I'm trolling you about remembering :o) )
I said "Yes, and the developers of those projects include Mrs. Myrtle L. James and Council Member Edward R. Steele. All legal, of course, but interesting to take note of." Laura looked strangely at me when I said that.
Muscone: "Not much gets past you, Mr. Crowbar. It turns out that these four live side-by-side in two duplexes that are side-by-side in Coltrane County. They moved in at the same time, about fifteen months ago, when the duplexes were finished and inspected."
Muscone: "Before that, they lived in different areas of this County. The two men were hired right out of college by BigAgraFoods, and worked for them until the company got pissed at you and moved most of their operations out of here just over four years ago." (Author's note: 'Whistleblower', Ch. 02.)
I said "Do you know where they went to School? And what they majored in?"
Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone said to her husband: "In other words, Jack, tell the story chronologically, and from as far back as you can."
"I guess that's fair." said Muscone, though looking irritated. "Okay, Winston Reskind graduated from State Tech seven years ago, with a combined Bachelors/Masters in Computer Engineering. Tom Allison graduated from State Tech seven years ago with a Masters in Chemical Engineering, and he got that when he dropped out of the Ph.D. program."
 Muscone: "Lisa Baker was told that 'Gabby Williams' was a schoolteacher, and whaddya know... Kathi Wescott was indeed a school teacher in the County High system, graduating from the University with a degree in Education six years ago. Della Deems also graduated from the University with a degree in Education six years ago, and was employed at Lexington High School down in Hamilton County."
Muscone: "Della Deems was fired and her teaching certificate revoked three years ago, after she was found to be having sexual relations with members of the varsity football and basketball teams there. According to all accounts, all of the boys were 18, but still students in her custody. Kathi Wescott also had her teaching certificate revoked when it was found she was 'bumping uglies' with teen boys. Again, she claimed they were of legal age, but they were not her students nor enrolled in her school, County High, so I'll let you decide the real reasons she got fired."



I said "That was in the aftermath of the Walnut Prep scandal, and the first of the 'Black Velvet' killings. A number of teachers lost their jobs, and were probably lucky they didn't go to jail." (Author's note: 'Black Velvet'.)
Jack Muscone said "That's probably the case. Anyhoo, as you like to say, BigAgraFoods moved their headquarters out of here, and Allison and Reskind dropped off their employment rolls... and have never reappeared anywhere again, until an LLC in their names bought those two duplexes and they began renting from themselves. And the same for the women. After being fired, they were completely off the grid, as well. They didn't even renew their drivers licenses."
Muscone: "Their current setup is that their bills on the duplexes are auto-paid out of the LLC's account every month. That account receives a deposit once a month, from an account of another LLC that is based in Nevada. And that's what I'll work on finding next."
I said "You got a lot in a short amount of time. So we're looking for their new identities... maybe 'Dulci' is real, after all. Did you get their fingerprints and run them to see if any other identities showed up?"
"I sure did." said Muscone. "The two women were fingerprinted when they applied for and received their teaching certificates, but those fingerprints have never shown up again. And the two men have never had fingerprints submitted under those names, ever. And before you ask, I did check and see if their data is hidden, like CIA Officers and undercover Agents's prints might be, but it was 'no joy' on that."
"Interesting." I said. "So what do you guys want to do next?"
FBI SSA Julius Jefferson said "When we got back from Apple Grove, Jack went to his office here to do the research and get the data you just heard, and I drove down to the address of the duplexes. I have to admit that there are some very nice homes being built there. What I did see was that a duplex apartment right across the street from one of theirs. If Jack formally opens a case, we can rent that apartment and conduct surveillance on them."
"Based on... what?" asked Teresa Croyle.
Julius Jefferson said "Possible involvement in industrial espionage, for openers, after what happened in Apple Grove."
I said "I see what Commander Croyle is getting at. When you apply for a warrant, what will your probable cause for the surveillance be?"
"The Craig Reynolds stabbing." Jack Muscone said, then his face fell and his voice dropped. "Oh." he said. "You never really did establish a connection between them and Lisa Baker, did you?"
I said "Only that one of the men in the group, I think it was Winston Reskind, gave Lori Lovlin a note that she passed to Craig Reynolds, drawing him out to the pool where he was stabbed. You might can get Lori's statement, either in person or what she gave to the Apple Grove Police, but even then it's thin."
"Positively anorexic." lamented Muscone.
Teresa was looking at the DMV photos. She looked and said "Jack, can I get a copy of this, at least as good quality if not better?"
Muscone replied "That's the best I've got, and you can hold on to it if you need to. Why?"
Teresa said "If you don't mind, I'd like to show it to my husband Todd, and see if he recognizes them. I might also have him ask his H.R. Department if any of these four applied for jobs at BOW Enterprises, maybe trying to worm their way in to conduct industrial espionage. It's a longshot, but if they did and there's a record of it, you will have your probable cause."
"That's a great idea!" I said. "The only thing wrong with it is that I didn't think of it myself." Everyone chuckled politely, then I said, struck by a thought, "By the way, what were the names of those LLCs? The one they bought the duplexes under? And the one putting money into their account?"
Muscone consulted his notes and said "Their LLC is called 'TechnoDynamics Security, LLC', and---"
I said "Whoa. I remember a 'TechnoDynamics, Inc.' in the Charles Westbrook case. It was associated with MegaTech Industries, and the Establishment Elites. Check and see if this LLC is connected to that one in any way." (Author's note: 'Return to Point Hollow', Ch. 02, for TechnoDynamics, Inc.)
Laura said admiringly "Darling, do you ever forget anything?"
I smoothly replied "I try not to, especially your birthday and our anniversary." Everyone laughed, for real this time.
Muscone said "I'll check on that. And the other LLC is called Stubbs & Wheaton---"
"Stubbs & Wheaton?!" Teresa, Claire, and I all but yelled, and at the exact same time.
"Jinx on all of you." said Lorena Rose as the other Federales looked at us in shock.
Jack Muscone said "Yeah... 'Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital, LLC'. Why?"
"You have your probable cause." I said, trying to keep the excitement out of my voice. "Peter Segui, one of the Toyota Gang that my guys busted Saturday night, is or was an employee of Stubbs & Wheaton..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Only... only Donald Troy, the Iron Crowbar, could go up to his high school reunion, solve an attempted murder case in one weekend, come home, and have the Toyota Gang attach itself to the case he solved. Only you, Don."
It was Cindy Ross saying that as some of us had converged on the Cop Bar right at 5:00pm, and were having beef nachos and beer on the deck outside, on my tab. FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins was holding his and Cindy's baby son Benjamin. Teresa, Claire Michaels, Julia Rodriguez, Joan Laurer, and Shane O'Brady had also joined us.
I said "The crowbar is not a magic wand, and as your father teaches, 'there are no coincidences in the Universe'." Cindy's father was my late father's brother, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire.
Teresa said: "My only question is if it's a coincidence or not that the same venture capital firm is funding the Apple Grove gang, such as they are. It seems so fantastical that it might well really be a coincidence."
"We shall soon see." I replied.
"Sir," Joan Laurer asked, "can you give us your thoughts on all of this? It's weird, and nobody makes more sense out of 'weird' than you do... er, I don't know if that came out right..." Everyone laughed.
I said "I understand what you're saying. We need more data before I speculate on anything. And I think we'll be getting that data soon. The cellphones and their data are crucial..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was catching up to me. The long weekend in Apple Grove with little sleep, followed by the long drive home and the hectic day that followed, had been exhausting... and as the '20' of the year of my reunion had shown in stark terms, I was no longer that kid in my teens and young man in college that could seemingly indefatigably go on for days.
Still, I talked with each of my children about their days in school as Laura, Paulina, and Molly talked amongst themselves. We were staying at The Cabin on this weeknight, for reasons that were not quite clear to me.
The first sign that I was losing the battle to stay awake was when I took the dogs out. As they went to inspect their territories and do their business in the moonlight, I sat in the metal mesh loveseat and looked over the Town... or so I thought. I got a huge jolt to the system when a hand rested on my shoulder; it was Laura, and I realized I had dozed off.
As we went back inside and got ready for bed, I realized that I had been half-thinking, half-dreaming about this Toyota Gang case. Bits and pieces of it that seemed unattached were floating around in my mind, and I knew they were connected in some way. And as I fell asleep in my bed, with Laura in the middle and Paulina on the other side, one admonition kept flashing in my mind like a neon sign that this was not just a simple, ordinary case of young convenience store robbers. No, I knew...
This was big.
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Can You Hear Me Now? (cell data)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 6th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "Tensions are building in the Town & County Council!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "It's Budget season for the Town & County Assembly, and the vitriol between the political Parties spilled over into the Council meeting last night. You have the right to know about these important issues, and we will be bringing you full coverage of them. Let's go to respected political reporter Carl Lemay for more on the Council meeting. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the black reporter in his expensive, well-fitting suit, reporting from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in his background. "The Council Chamber was filled to capacity by Citizens demanding that the Council support their twin positions of defunding the Police and forcing the TCPD to accept and adhere to the Police reform regulations set by U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland and the U.S. Department of Justice."
Lemay: "They are also demanding the Council pass new laws to eliminate cash bail and force District Attorney Miriam Walters to reduce charges against anyone accused of stealing less than $1000 or that amount in goods, even if a gun or knife was used in the crime."
Lemay: "Dozens of Citizens spoke at the Council meeting, outrageously being given just one minute each by the racist, illegitimate Mayor Daniel Allgood in clear violation of their First Amendment rights of Free Speech and the Redress of Grievances. After two hours, Council Republicans cut off further input from Citizens by forcing through a motion to go into Executive Session. That passed on a purely Party-line vote, with Mayor Allgood egregiously abusing his power to break the tie by voting to cut off the voices of the Citizens."
Lemay: "Sources tell Channel Two News that Democrats on both the Council and Assembly intend to use legislative maneuvers to hold the Budget hostage until the TCPD agrees in writing to submit to the US DOJ's regulations. Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" said Bettina as the feed came back to her. "That was respected political reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on the Executive Session. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the short athletic blonde reporterette, from the same roof as Lemay but with Police Headquarters in her distant background. "Channel Two News has learned that the Executive Session focused on Commander Donald Troy's utter disregard for repeated demands by the Council to hire an Internal Affairs leader for the TCPD. The debate was bitter and rancorous, with Council Republicans disregarding any notion of manners and decorum with ugly personal attacks against the Council Democrats, and blocking all attempts to pass resolutions to force Commander Troy to do his job and appoint an Internal Affairs Commander!"
Amber: "A spokesperson for the Police Union, speaking on condition of anonymity, says that a General Strike by the Rank and File of the Police Force is possible if Police Commander Donald Troy doesn't name an Internal Affairs leader by Election Day. As usual, Commander Troy did not respond to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina as she returned to the feed. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important story. And let's go to reporter Pat Stellum for an update on the University's suspended Biology professors. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the corpulent reporter, with the University Clock Tower in his background. "The two Biology professors were suspended without pay by University President Jerry Moore pending action to terminate their employment for cause for insubordination. Their lawsuit was assigned to rookie Judge Franklin Washington, whose brother is a TCPD Officer working for Commander Donald Troy. Judge Washington issued a stay enjoining the University from enforcing the suspension, and requiring the professors be paid while the case was waiting to be heard."
Stellum: "In an enlightened ruling, Appellate Court Judge Leahy overturned Judge Washington's stay, and said that the University not only could suspend the professors and withhold paying them, it could move forward to terminate their employment without regard to the lawsuit's status."
Stellum: "In a statement exclusively to Channel Two News, Professor Lionel Carmela, Head of the Department of Political Science, praised Dr. Moore's swift and strong actions against the insubordinate professors as well as Appellate Judge Leahy's speedy and enlightened ruling."
Stellum: "Dr. Carmela also said, and I quote, 'Judge Franklin Washington is black, but his ruling is more aligned with racist White Nationalists and Insurrectionists. Washington is a traitor to his race, and is using his position on the Bench to enforce White Nationalism and deny Climate Justice.', close quote. Back to you, Bettina..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Gooooood grief." remarked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Chief Sean Moynahan, Commander Donald Troy (me)... and Sheriff Antonio Griswold drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Where to start?" said Tanya. "The blatant attack on the Judiciary with those racist comments about Judge Washington? Or Carl Lemay's attempts to create racial hatred by encouraging the Assembly to defund the Police?"
I said "It's going to be hard to have Police reform if there is no Police to reform."
Cindy Ross said "Who died and made Don the H.R. Department? Their reporting is a blatant insult to you, Chief Moynahan."
"Trooooo, Miss Ross." replied the Chief.
I said "And when the Chief and/or Sheriff hire a new I.A. leader, these same assholes of the Media will say they had to do the job for me because I either failed to do it or refused to do it."
Teresa said "And if and when we hire anyone who does not come out saying he or she is out for Don's blood, the Media will be crying that they picked his 'yes-man'... or '-woman'."
"I was more interested in Amber's comments about the Council." said Tanya.
"Me, tooooo." drawled the Chief. "Any libel in any of that, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr?"
"Technically, no sir." I said "I spoke to Edward Steele last night. To make a short story long, his wife, Professor Stephanie Steele, has been getting overnight 'telescope time' on Tuesdays while he's at Council meetings, and their daughter Marie stays overnight with my daughter Carole, to their dog Bowser's utter delight."
Me: "So Edward calls, even if he's not going to come over and pick up Marie. Last night he called at 1:30am, to Bowser's utter displeasure. Edward told me that the Executive Session broke down into both sides going at it, hurling insults and verbal invective. It didn't get physical, thanks to the Sergeant-At-Arms being in the room, but Mayor Allgood just let them verbally fight it out. Sooooo... what Amber reported is not a lie; she just failed to mention that the other side was going at it just as hard."
Chief Moynahan said "Sheriff, we were not expecting yoooo back until Friday or next week."
Sheriff Griswold replied "Me neither. That conference I was attending was about US Attorney General Derrick B. Harland's concept of Police reform. It quickly became a steaming pile of 'woke' nonsense. Their main speaker was this woman from the US DOJ Civil Rights Division, Lorraine Powell is her name, and her utter hatred of the Police was so obvious that I did not need to be Carole Troy to see it."
"Just the right person to send to a conference full of LEOs." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said witheringly.
"And seriously, that was probably on purpose." I said. "It was meant to be a slap in our faces by Derrick B. Harland and his weaponized US DOJ. So what did she say, Sheriff?"
Sheriff Griswold said: "She was spouting off about no cash bail, holding the Police Officer accountable but not the perp that Officer was trying to arrest... you know, the usual claptrap you see on the Leftwing National Networks---"
"Sorry, Sheriff, I don't know." I said. "Except for Bettina in the morning, I don't watch the Mainstream Media. And I only watch her to get the free coffee in here."
"Har!" barked the Sheriff as everyone else chuckled. He went on: "Well, a bunch of us began pushing back against those 'woke' dumbasses, and it got contentious very quickly. I came back from lunch yesterday, but literally a third of the attendees didn't. At the next break two hours later, I just left and didn't go back. I went to Midtown Police Headquarters and talked to Nell Bell, Eric Hannum, Kimberly Wesson and Steve Ruger, then checked out of my hotel and drove on back home."
I said "By the way, no Angels Meeting today. FBI Special Agent In Charge Ashton Cardigan sent the Toyota Gang cellphone data we got a Federal warrant for. He sent it straight to Mary Milton's email, and she forwarded it to Intel, Captain Michaels, and me."
Chief Moynahan said "I got those emails, tooooo. What was that kerfuffle between you and Captain Michaels about?"
Me: "Claire sent a reply email asking Mary to look at the data at home, so I had to send a reply to the reply, nixing that. I told Mary to take care of baby Marty, and we'd handle the Police work. I then called Captain Michaels into my office and 'explained' to her that Mary was on maternity leave, and that meant Mary was completely unavailable to us, as if she were on vacation or in the hospital."
Me: "I told Claire that there were two reasons for that. First, Mary has a newborn baby, and that is more important than anything she could do with the data. And second, if the Union got wind that Mary had been asked to do work while on maternity leave, they'd cry us a whole new River running through Town."
Teresa said "Speaking of the Union, are they really that upset about not having an I.A. Commander? I sure haven't heard a peep from our rank-and-file nor their leadership about it."
Sheriff Griswold said "The Union will always gripe about something if they can find something to gripe about."
Chief Moynahan replied: "But they dooooo have a point, Commanderzzzzz. We need to get hot on that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00am, Wednesday, October 6th. The Chief, Teresa, and I went into Classroom 'E'. Captain Claire Michaels, Lieutenants Theo Washington and Christopher Purvis, Detectives Lisa Monroe and Roark Coleman, and Corporal Penny Scott of Intel were waiting for us.
"All right, whaddya got?" I asked.
Penny Scott gave the briefing. She was projecting maps with dots onto the 5x4 matrix of monitors, with different colored dots showing phone locations. She said: "Sir, the three cellphones we recovered called each other and a fourth number dozens of times over the last six months. Most of the calls are on Thursdays and Fridays, and some on Saturdays."
Penny: "Most are from what we're calling Peter Segui's burner phone, the one with his fingerprints all over it, to the other three numbers, but they all do contact each other from time to time. And there is one other number, which is also a burner phone. It called out to Peter Segui's number and only to his number, and only rarely. It never received an incoming call from any number at all, much less these."
Roark Coleman asked "Rojas's burner?"
I replied "That fourth number making a lot of calls is probably his. This fifth number is a new wrinkle. Keep going with your report, Corporal."
"Yes sir." said Penny Scott. "Special Agent In Charge Cardigan and his team did us a solid on getting more of the metadata than we expected. We got a lot of data of the towers the phones were pinging off of, giving us approximate locations of the phones. Now most of the time they're turned off and shielded so that there is no data, but they all turn on right about the same time, suggesting coordinated instructions."
Penny: "Their locations converge at times, suggesting they're getting together, then they start pouring out data streams. I suspect this is when they're videoing themselves in the Toyota vehicle. That data is also transmitted out via the wifi devices we found in the car, which are hotspots."
Penny: "Lieutenant Myron Milton was able to crack the passwords to the computers we recovered, and we're going through them. So far, we've found no emails that match up as being between any of them. We did spot-check Peter Segui's computer to see if he was emailing your Apple Grove perps, sir. But if he is, we couldn't spot it. And all of the emails of all of them appear to be normal, nothing suspicious in any of them. We'll keep looking, though."
Penny finished up: "And that's basically the gist of it. A lot of data, but not all that much useful information going forward."
"No, this is great stuff. It really helps connect some dots." I said. I leaned back in my chair and said "Soooo... thoughts, everyone?"
Roark Coleman said "If their burners are turned off, how are they contacting each other, to coordinate meeting or even to turn on the burners? Another set of burners?"
"That's a good question." I said. "They all have Xboxes, except Maribel... and she's apparently been spending time in Peter Segui's bed. So I'd say they're playing some game on their Xboxes, and they have a codeword they use with numbers behind them, indicating a set time to turn on the phones. I might also suggest they have email addresses on their burners, but we'll have to get into the phones to find that out. And that's my next mission in all this."
Lisa Monroe said "I guess I'm a little surprised that we didn't find a lot of other phone numbers. We found that fifth number, that was only incoming, but nothing else. So if there are other gang members, how are our perps here contacting them? Also through Xboxes?"
"They may not be contacting the others at alllll." Chief Moynahan said. "They are really compartmentalized, and very care-fulllll. Really good spycraft, from what I've seeeeen."
"Maybe they are spies!" Roark said, his voice whimsical like Rudistan's could sometimes be. Seeing my look at him, he said "Uh, just kidding, sir. I don't know why spies would rob convenience stores, anyway."
I said "True. But your comment reminded me of something... my Apple Grove perps. Now they have been acting like spies, or secret agents. And Chief, this is not asskissing, but I think you're spot-on about the compartmentalization. I don't think our four perps here are the lone actors in all of this. They just may be one of several cells working independently of each other..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Wednesday, October 6th. Teresa had borrowed Cindy's Sheriff's Department SUV, and she (Teresa) and I rode in it to the building that housed Town Fitness Centers on the left (far) side. Teresa drove through the parking lot and around the building on that side, then down the back alley to an unmarked metal door. It was the door to my small space in the 'elbow' of the building.
I unlocked the door and we went inside, and Teresa monitored the videocamera covering the back alley as I checked for bugs, finding none. A moment later, Teresa said "They're here." I went to the back door and opened it as a ubiquitous black van pulled up, facing the TCSD SUV.
The driver was wearing all black, but the spandex top and yoga pants were form-fitting and showed off the woman's magnificent body. Despite her Tilley hat and shades, I could see from close up that she was Melina Allgood. Out of the shotgun seat, wearing a button-down shirt and black slacks, a khaki trenchcoat, a baseball cap, and shades over his eyes, was Todd Burke.
He opened the back door of the van and Melina pulled out a large black suitcase and went inside. An instant later another man got out of the back, also wearing all black, including a black raincoat that looked like what I wore as an Army Officer over my uniform back in the day. He was wearing a full-brim hat and shades, as well. Teresa and I seeming innocuously put ourselves right next to him, shielding him from prying eyes and any possible assassination attempt.
Going inside, they all took off their headgear and shades, the third man revealing that he was Donovan Wakefield. Teresa knew who he was, having seen him at University Hospital during the ransomware crisis. (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', Ch. 02.)
Melina set the suitcase down on the table near the back counter and opened it. It contained what looked like a large laptop computer with several connecting cords. She plugged the A.C. cord into the outlet on the wall, then opened the laptop and powered it up. Rows of data appeared on the monitor that reminded me of the movie The Matrix.
Meanwhile, I handed out latex gloves and everyone put them on over their hands. Then I opened the evidence bag that Teresa and I had under two man control, and took out the three cellphones of the Toyota Gang perps, as well as Michael Carlena and Peter Segui's regular phones found in their residences. Donovan Wakefield connected each of the cellphones to his super-computer, and numbers and code flew up the monitor screen. He wrote some notes on the notepad I'd provided, which were the passkeys, phone numbers, and ID data of each of the cellphones.
"I have got to get me one of these!" I said as I watched.
"You could be arrested and charged with treason if you do, and get caught in possession of it." Donovan said. "As will I... if I get caught with it. But this thing is overkill on these phones, like a triphammer crushing a nut."
"But the nut is very effectively crushed." I replied.
Donovan continued: "I'll give you a jump drive with an app on it, so you can put the watered down version of this program on a laptop." As he worked, Todd handed me a file folder with some papers in it.
"Teresa's hunch was right, Uncle Don." Todd said. "When she showed me those photos of those four suspects that were in Apple Grove last weekend, I vaguely remembered a couple of them, and Barry Oliver definitely remembered one of the men. They applied to work at BOW Enterprises, and their résumés appeared to have experience in general nanotechnology."
Todd: "Our H.R. Department routinely copies drivers licenses of applicants, then looks them up online and prints their DMV photos. That woman that Muscone said was named 'Della Deems' was going by the name 'Irene Rearden' when she interviewed with us." Then my nephew grinned wickedly at me as he said "Beautiful woman, black hair... just your type, Uncle Don."



"Oh, I'd definitely bang her if I had the chance." I said, causing Donovan Wakefield to laugh out loud.
Todd said "The guy you're calling 'Tom Allison' interviewed here as 'Mark Jacobs', about a month after Irene Rearden did. You'll see it in the notes in the file, that she seemed pretty sharp but we couldn't confirm some details of her past, so we backed off. And with him, he did not do very well in the interviews, and his biography was an obvious backstop when we started really digging into it."
I said "I'll let Muscone know. This is very helpful stuff; I appreciate it."
A moment later Donovan Wakefield said "Okay, they're cracked. I dumped all their data into the computer, and our team will analyze it. And here's your jump drive with the app." He handed me a jump drive.
I said "Are these guys more than they appear to be? Anything you can give me on them?"
Donovan said "We're not sure yet, sir. Dr. Fredricson got really interested when she heard Michael Carlena's name, so she authorized me to come crack the phones in exchange for getting a copy of the data in them. And that Carlos Rojas is a really nasty guy within the Salvadorian gangs. Why he is messing with a gang of young armed robbers who act like their crime sprees are some kind of joyride, I don't know..."
Meanwhile, Melina said quietly to Teresa "How are your boys doing?"
"Very well." Teresa replied. Knowing that Doug was Melina and Todd's biological son, Teresa said "Doug is doing very well in school, both in his grades and his social skills. He must take after his dad." Melina gave a brief, pursed smile at that.
Teresa continued: "Little Jack Burke is being a real handful. He can be charming when he wants to, and he's usually manipulative then. And he becomes a bully when he doesn't get his way, but both Doug and Mike stand up to him. His birthday is on October 15th, by the way." Melina nodded.
Teresa said "Melina, if you ever want to see Doug, spend some time with him, just let me know. You are his mother, of course."
"Thanks." said Melina, looking faintly sad. "But he has a better mother than me now." Teresa was surprised at the compliment she'd just received, but didn't show it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were driving back to Police Headquarters, Teresa said "If Melina is not already fucking Donovan, she soon will be. I saw the glances they were giving each other. Didn't think he was her type, though."
I said "In terms of husbands, I was her type when she married me, and Daniel is her type now. Unless she has me totally fooled, she's in love with Daniel. As to her types for physical sex, Donovan is right in her wheelhouse. He's very fit, handsome... and young. She likes 'em young."
"And hung." Teresa said. "And yes, I made some observations of Donovan's package."
"I'll take your word for that." I said. "Sooo, this case just gets more and more interesting by the hour..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Arriving back at Headquarters, Teresa and I took the cellphones to Intel Branch. Lieutenant Myron Milton was also in the room. I said "The passcodes have been cracked. But if you download the data, download it only to a computer that's not connected, then check carefully for any trojans or other malware."
"Wilco, sir." said Myron. As the others began working on the phones, I brought Myron to my office and gave him the jump drive.
"I got this from Donovan Wakefield, but don't tell anybody that." I said. "He said it has an app that can get into cellphones. Check it out, and be more than skeptical of its motives; in other words, make sure it's clean and friendly. If it is, then we have a great new tool in our toolbox, like that $30 million decryption program you and Mary pur-loinnned."
"I'll check it out, sir." said Myron, whose face showed obvious delight at the what that app potentially could do for us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After scanning in copies of the contents of the folder Todd gave me, I called Jack Muscone and we agreed to meet at the Cop Bar for lunch. We gathered at 11:30am, with Tanya and Teresa also in attendance. To my surprise, my wife Laura was already there. We sat at 'her' table in the otherwise-empty back 'Command Room'.
"You've got huge 'probable cause' to set up that surveillance now." I said as I handed the folder to Jack Muscone, and explained its contents.
"This'll help a lot." Muscone replied. "And I've already opened a case on the 'Apple Grove Four', as we're calling them, and gotten warrants to start the surveillance on them. We rented the duplex apartment across the street from theirs. Julius Jefferson and Tracy Stone are there now, and Steve Gable and Christy Cassidy will come in Friday and stay the weekend."
"Cool beans." I said. "Anything new on them, the Apple Grove Four?"
Muscone said "A little bit. Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital, LLC is a small but very well funded venture capital company. They're incorporated in Nevada, so I'll have to go through hoops of legal steel to find out the names behind them, and that'll attract attention, as well."
Muscone: "What I've been able to find out is that they specialize in funding nanotechnology development. But here's the rub: every successful company they've filed proper papers for funding, has eventually been bought out by one of the Big Boy companies, most often MegaTech Industries. A few that went bankrupt had their assets seized by Stubbs & Wheaton, and whatever they developed was sold off to one of Big Boys."
"That fits." I said, almost absentmindedly.
"What?" Muscone said, peering at me. "What did you say?"
I said "I said it fits the pattern I'm seeing. And before the Iron Wolf asks, here's my 'edumacated' guess: the Apple Grove Four are a Freelance Team of operatives, and Stubbs & Wheaton have them on retainer, for lack of a better term. That explains why the Apple Grove Four's bank account gets steady and regular deposits, and also why their real identities are off the grid."
Me: "Their missions range from investigating a young company to determine if they're worth investing in, to possibly infiltrating that company, stealing its technology, and selling the technology to the Big Boys. That may be why they tried to get one of their own hired into BOW Enterprises, to steal Todd's technology. And we'll have to ask Craig Reynolds if they made overtures to him that were rejected, or if there were some suspicious attempts to infiltrate him and get at his technology."
Me: "And they may be hired for other things, as well. I believe they were in Apple Grove to stop Craig Reynolds from selling his technology to Todd Burke, and they were less than twelve hours too late to stop the deal. And if that deal had not yet happened, and since Lisa Baker did fail to kill him, they might well have killed him, or kidnapped Jenny and/or their kids."
Laura said "Well done, Darling! Not much gets past you, though it was fortuitous that it was also your high school reunion year too."
When we (especially me) looked at her strangely, she said to everyone: "That group reminded me of many little teams I put together in the Science & Technology Directorate of the CIA over the years. They'd go in and steal data and technology, or sabotage it like what has been done to Iran's nuclear program from time to time over the years. And Don just connected the specific dots related to this group."
"So what do you want us to do now?" Jack asked.
"Just keep doing what you're doing." Laura said. "Watch them, see what they do. I'll be doing some things from a different angle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Wednesday, October 6th. The Chief, Teresa and I went into Classroom 'E'. Already there were Captain Michaels, Lieutenants Myron Milton and Christopher Purvis, Corporal Penny Scott, Detective Sidney Plant, and 'Team Theo'.
"O-kayyyy," I said as I sat down. "Who wants to get this party started?"
Lt. Purvis said "Corporal Scott has worked hard on this, so why don't you give us your report, Corporal?" I was inwardly pleased with Purvis taking the time and making the effort to praise his subordinate in front of me.
"Thank you, sir." Penny Scott said appreciatively. "Okay, when a burner is activated, an ID name can be put in. In the case of these phones, Peter Segui's burner is named 'SHHotel1', Michael Carlena's is 'SHHotel2', Maribel Isadora's is 'SHHotel4', and I'll bet any FBI Agent a hundred dollars that Carlos Rojas's phone, if we could find it, would be 'SHHotel3'."
Myron Milton said most very cattily: "The FBI Agents would be dumb enough to bet against you on that." Teresa Croyle nodded most very vigorously in agreement.
"Now, now." admonished Chief Moynahan. "And seriously, do not ever say something like that in the presence of Deputy Chief Mus-connnne." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
I motioned for Penny to continue, and she did: "Their email addresses are the same as the names, using Hotmail: 'SHHotel1@hotmail.com', and so on." (Author's note: As far as I know, that is not a real email, but please don't try it.)
Penny: "There are emails from another address, 'SHLimaH@hotmail.com', that went to all four of our perps's emails. The only words in some of those emails were 'Mission Assigned'. They were sent a day before the robberies. Then a day or two after a robbery, they'd get an email that said either "Mission Accomplished' or 'Mission Failed'. The 'Accomplished' emails came after robberies we know of that succeeded. The 'Failed' emails came after attempts we think were called off, or that we didn't know about at all."
Penny: "Segui's regular email in his regular phone has none of those names, and is likely not the fifth number that was calling his burner phone. We are speculating that 'SHLimaH' is the fifth phone number we have. Only Segui's burner 'SHHotel1' sent emails to the 'SHLimaH'address. When he did, very shortly afterwards the phone would receive phone calls from the fifth phone number. Those calls would last anywhere from three minutes to a full half hour."
Penny: "All of our perps were sending videos to the email address 'SHVHotel@hotmail.com', and also uploading them to an OnlyFans site, which is called 'SHOC3'. It's private, and any applications to join must be approved. We've set up six dummy accounts, with backstops as consumers of porn, and applied to join. But none of them were accepted."
I said "I strongly suspect that you have be pre-approved to get accepted. I would also imagine that six attempts by outsiders to get into the site means that the site is going to be shut down and scrubbed soon. Okay, keep going."
Penny: "All of the email messages are seemingly innocuous. Some times, some dates, but no locations of anything mentioned, at all. And very little interpersonal communications between them. Of course, they can just talk on the phones if they want to do that. I'll turn it over to Sidney Plant, now."
"Thank you." said Detective Sidney Plant. "I've been concentrating on Peter Segui's (air quotes) 'normal' cellphone, and also Michael Carlena's. First, neither of those cellphones have ever called nor contacted the other's. Second, neither of these phones have touched the burner phones, and they've never sent nor received any emails, none at all, to each other nor to the other emails we've learned the identities of."
Sidney: "Third and last, I'm still plowing through the numbers and emails that we've obtained from the phones and emails. There's a lot more of them, so it'll take more time."
I said " Lieutenant Purvis, you need to give Mr. Plant here more resources to get that done a lot more quickly. That's not a knock on you, Sidney; obviously those phones will have a lot more data in them. So you take one of them, and hand off the other one."
"Anything else?" asked Chief Moynahan. 
"Just this, sir." said Penny Scott. "Like you and Commander Troy, Chief, I was in the military. The words 'hotel' and 'lima' just strike me as being the phonetic alphabet the military uses. You know, 'alpha', 'bravo', 'charlie', 'delta', 'echo' for 'a', 'b', 'c', 'd', and 'e', and so on."
"Yezzzzz," said the Chief. "I a-greeeee. Mister Crowbar?"
"Yes sir, I agree with that." I said. "Good call, Corporal Scott. I will also add that the letters 'SH' are common to all the cellphone ID and email addresses, as well as the 'SHOC' in the OnlyFans account name. I'm not sure what it all means right now, but it's a cluuuuuue to what this gang and its parent organization are about..."
Part 6 - Data Deep Dive
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 8th,. "Tensions rise as Budget negotiations begin!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "It will be a critical week for the Town & County Public Safety Department as its Budget is presented to the Town & County Assembly beginning Monday morning. The Public Safety submission will be followed by the Education Budget presentation, and then the Assembly will begin its process of negotiating the overall Budget for the Town & County. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this crucial process. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the height-challenged, athletic blonde from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in her distant background. "Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross will be making her first appearance in her current job to present the Budget. Also being required to appear before the Assembly are Deputy Police Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Assistant Fire Chief Lew Stockton, Assistant EMS Chief Zoe Singer, and Acting Public Health Officer Stella Waters."
Amber: "As you know, Bettina, Chief Deputy Ross was forced to retire from the TCPD and take the job in the Sheriff's Department under unexplained and suspicious circumstances, denying the People of the County the information they have the right to know. And Deputy Chief Muscone is a paraplegic, but has been given exemptions from meeting the physical requirements of a TCPD Officer. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said happily. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important information. And now let's go to respected political reporter Carl Lemay for more on this story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the slender black reporter, appearing in an expensive suit from the same roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in his background. "Both Assembly and Council Democrats are making demands upon the Public Safety Department, but are in some disagreement about exactly what should be done."
Lemay: "Some Assembly and Council members, including Cori Bowman and Aaron Rashid of the Assembly and Kelly Carnes and Edgar Silas of the Council, are continuing to demand that the Assembly defund the Police entirely. However, other Democrats, including Assembly members Patricia Chang and Omar Alexander and Councilpersons Sheila Sorrells and Susan Weston, aren't going that far. They are demanding that the Town & County Police accept and submit to proposed Federal guidelines for Police reform, and also name someone to the Internal Affairs leader position."
The feed went to a split-screen of Lemay and Bettina. She said "Carl, the Democrats are in the minority in both the Assembly and Council. Is there anything, anything at all, that they can do to get any of their reasonable requests met? Or will the Republicans just run roughshod over them, like they have been in the Council meetings?"
"That's a great question, Bettina." Lemay replied, showing his asskissing skills. "Several sources that spoke to me on condition of anonymity told me that the Democrats have several procedural tools they can use to force Republicans to meet them at the negotiating table. They also believe that if the Republicans don't negotiate in good faith, and if they refuse to do anything to stop the systemic Police brutality of Commander Donald Troy and his Stormtroopers against People of Color, it will give more impetus to the potential lawsuit to force equal representation on the Town & County Council..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"But the Assembly is already equal-representation without regard to the City Limits line." lamented Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle to the television monitor as she, Sheriff Griswold, Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, Me, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross drank coffee as we watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
I replied "What, are you actually thinking KXTC will allow facts to get in the way of their agenda-driven narrative?"
Teresa said "I was thinking more about the actual issue than KXTC's dishonest, disingenuous reporting of it."
"I get what you're saying." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And the answer is the threat regarding the Council more than the Assembly."
Teresa: "And I'll add to it that if the Democrats do make that threat, the Republicans can just point to the fact that in an equal-district County without regard to the Town borders, Republicans hold a majority."
I said "That was because of some gerrymandering. Blacks were stuffed into huge majorities in some districts, giving white Republicans advantage in other districts. If Democrats get to redraw the lines, they can do the same thing in reverse, and make sure that Democrats win more districts. As it is, the Republican margin is razor-thin."
"And it won't matter, anyway." Cindy Ross said. "They're going to sue over the Council structure no matter what... especially if they don't get majorities in the Council or Assembly in the next Election next year. So if the Republicans are stupid enough to believe the Democrats will keep their word over any agreements, they they'll get exactly what they deserve."
Seeing us all looking at her, she said "What? Did I say something we don't already know?"
Tanya said "You really think they'll do it, for sure?" Cindy's platinum blonde head nodded vigorously.
"I do, too." Teresa said.
"Meeee threeeee." Chief Moynahan said agreeably. "What about yoooo, Mister Crowbarrrr?"
"Ehhh... it's complicated, sir." I said. "Don't forget the 'poison pill' that we put in the Charter... any structural change forces plebiscites in the Town and the outside County to separate again. The Black Community believes that if the Town is on its own, it means more Black influence and definite Democrat majorities. And I can't see any way the County doesn't vote to re-separate from the Town, especially if they think Town Democrats will have hegemony over them as a result of redistricting."
Paulina said "They could do away with that if they win in Court. And the State Legislature can just do away with that provision if they combine counties like they're threatening to do."
I said "And then it's lawsuit city all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court, because the Charter was passed by a vote of the People, not of any Legislature. At the least, new precedents will be set."
Tanya said "All that is what it is. What I'm waiting for Bettina to explain is why a paraplegic can't make a good presentation to the Assembly. And my oh-so-generous exemptions come from being a Captain or higher in the TCPD... exemptions every LEO in this room has."
I replied "What, are you actually thinking KXTC will allow facts to get in the way of their agenda-driven narrative?"
"What was their agenda for having Amber bring up all that old crap up about Cindy and Tanya?" Paulina asked.
"Simply to cause them, and all of us, pain." I replied. "Just pure hate. Par for the course for KXTC Channel Two News..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The KFXU Fox University Sunrise show had one item of interest. Catrina Pierce interviewed Town & County Assembly member Ryan Paulson, who was as 'Establishment' as a Republican could possibly be. Asked if there would be compromise over the Budget, Paulson said "We are going to pass a Budget that fully funds the Police, period, end of story. We feel we have no reason nor need to negotiate with the Democrats nor submit to their demands for budget-busting Socialist spending..."



After the broadcast, I expertly used the remote to turn off the television monitor, and my three Angels and I began the Angels Meeting. Cindy explained her presence: "My work is done. I've put it together, added the building changes you wanted, Don, and the presentation is all ready to go."
"What building changes?" Teresa asked.
I replied "Cafeterias here and at the Old Mill. Purely takeout, not really dining facilities like County Jail has, but Officers can buy breakfast or dinner. And a third interrogation room here at Headquarters."
Tanya said "You're gonna bust a hole in the wall to the gym, and convert the storeroom so I-3 is past I-2?"
Cindy said "No, because that's a load-bearing wall, and would be ten times as expensive as going the other way, and putting it to the right of I-1. The SWAT Team will have to find a new storage room for their stuff--- oh wait! You astutely mentioned a storeroom in the gym!" We all chuckled at that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Friday, October 8th. Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels invited us to a meeting in Classroom 'E'. In attendance were Lieutenants Rudistan, Warner, Washington, Parker, and Purvis. I was not surprised to see Pottsville PD Lieutenant Shane O'Brady in the House, as well.
I was surprised to see three FBI Agents in the room: SAC Jack Muscone, SAC Ashton Cardigan of this region's Cyber Division, and Special Agent Lindy Linares, once part of Muscone's 'Team Lazarus', and now working with Cardigan. Her raven-black hair was drilled into a frazzle of curls, as always. And her eyes devoured me as I came into the room... probably remembering our very pleasant sexual liaisons, as I was.
After Commander Croyle, Commander Muscone, Chief Moynahan, and I took our seats, Captain Michaels said "Lieutenant Purvis, bring in the others for our videoconference." Within a minute, Nell Bell of the Midtown PD was on one monitor, Lieutenant Eugene Graham of Southport PD was on another monitor, and Inspector Britt Maxwell of the SBI-OER was on a third monitor.
Claire Michaels said "I've only called in team leaders and Officers ranked Lieutenant and above, because the nature of what we're about to hear needs to be kept under wraps and not widely disseminated. We have some video data on our perps. We also will be getting a briefing from our FBI friends on Carlos Rojas, as well as the electronic signatures that Toyota was generating. Mr. Cardigan, would you like to go first?"
"Sure." said Cardigan. "Go ahead, Lindy."
"Yes sir." Lindy Linares said. "It's been a minute since I've seen you all, and it's good to see you again. What we have is some data from the transmitter in the Toyota Camry you captured. It's technically a burner phone with a SIM card, and set up as a wifi hot spot. It was only activated at times corresponding to this little band of jokers going out on their criminal missions. We were able to get dates and times as well as general locations, and we passed that information to your various Police Departments to see if you had any recorded video to look at."
"Wowwww." said Lieutenant Teddy Parker. "Just how long do you keep data like that?"
When Lindy didn't immediately answer, I said "Forever. And that's why this meeting is limited in attendance. As you know, or should know, the Federal Government built a facility in Utah, where they store the metadata of every cell phone call made in the United States, and a lot of stuff from abroad. And you know the Federal Government never gets rid of any records, ever."
"We actually keep a lot more than that," said SAC Ashton Cardigan, "but I'm certainly not going to go into that here and now. Suffice it to say that we were able to take that vehicle's transmitter's electronic signature and find correlating data as far as six months back."
"But what can we do with that data?" Britt Maxwell asked. "Virtually no jurisdiction keeps video data that long. Maybe a week at most."
I said "Unless... it's stored as evidence when a crime is committed, or a Police operation is taking place." As murmurs of understanding began, I continued: "And whenever these Toyota Gangs struck, we dutifully kept the data on our evidence servers. I also asked the other jurisdictions to also look at any such stored data. What did we find, guys?"
Nell Bell said "This particular group, who we are calling the 'Hotel' group after their email names, never appeared in Midtown, according to the FBI's data."
"That's true." said Cardigan.
Eugene Graham said "They showed up in Southport. We got a few video hits on them, but not a lot. And we didn't see anything like another car following them."
"Neither did we." said Christopher Purvis.
SAC Ashton Cardigan spoke up: "Let me show you our data, which we've put on a map." He plugged his laptop into the dock on the table, and a moment later a map of the Town & County came up, with some lines of various colors traced along some of the roads. On another monitor was information for Southport.
"They were careful." said Cardigan. "They only activated the device and the hotspot while their Toyota vehicle was in motion, and they turned it off before parking the vehicle wherever they were storing it. Ditto that for their cellphones, whose information mirrors what I'm showing you here."
Cardigan: "The red lines correspond to the times they robbed a convenience store. The yellow lines correspond to the times there was a robbery, but they were not in the vicinity of the store that was robbed. And the green lines, both here and in Southport, show where we have data of their movements, but there were no robberies of convenience stores at all."
Captain Claire Michaels said "August 28th. That was the night they beat our analytics. Look at how they were driving to one location, then made three right turns and a left, pretty much turning around, then hitting the two stores they hit."
Lieutenant Parker said "We weren't at that convenience store that night, ma'am. They must've seen something else that spooked them."
"Let's not go there just yet, please." I said, knowing what had spooked them: Swamp Frog Feds staking out the place.
To distract them further, I said "I am far, far more interested in those red lines and yellow lines that went near the Hospital and then down into Fraternity Row and the housing down there... and right by the Halfway House operated by our County Jail." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', Ch. 02.) "Purvis, have someone grab their video of that night, if they still have it; see if that Toyota or any Toyota drove by there." Purvis made notes.
"This is great data, Ashton." gushed Tanya Muscone, praising her husband's colleague, and by default praising the FBI. "Don't you agree, Don? Uh, Don?"
I was in a reverie, a deep one. Teresa went for my red crowbar on the table, but my hand slid over it. "Don't... even... think about it." I said, my voice seemingly a million miles away. I finally snapped out of it.
"Okay," I said, giving orders, "Lieutenants Purvis, Graham, and Bell, I need you to gather records of every reported crime in your jurisdictions at or near the time of any Toyota Gang robberies, and also at the time of these so-far-unexplained red line times. Four hours on each side should be enough. Anything, anything at all, no matter how small or strange it may appear to be."
"What is it, Mister Crowbarrr?" asked the Chief.
I said "I was trying to remember the our duty logs for those days. There were some... strange crimes reported. A Coin Collector shop near the Mall was broken into, but nothing reported stolen. A couple of boxes of hospital O.R. scrubs, paper hats, masks, and gloves were reported missing from the outlet that supplies University Hospital and several of the clinics in the County after a break-in... just little stuff like that..."
Teresa said "Get hot, Purvis. The Iron Crowbar is on a hot scent." Purvis nodded and made notes.
Chief Moynahan said "What else do you havvvve, Mr. Cardigan?"
Ashton Cardigan said "We've busted our butts trying to find Carlos Rojas's burner phone, and also that fifth phone number that called Peter Segui's phone, including attempts to remotely activate and locate them. It's 'no joy' on either phone, but we did see that whenever the fifth phone was activated, it was in this County. It also was always outside, and was in places that had little to no videocamera coverage. We have an alert on it, so if it activates again, we'll know right away."
"Damn, they are careful, aren't they?" I mused. Then I said "I seriously doubt that that phone will ever activate again, now that we've busted this group of perps. And it says volumes to me that they know where the street and store cameras are located so that they can avoid them."
Tanya said "The Teacher could've given them that information."
"True." I said "Anything else, anyone?"
Jack Muscone said "Yeah, I got a whole lotta nuthin', just to say I shared it with you. First, we've been digging deep into Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital, LLC, a Nevada corporation. They had offices in Palmyra County; Cupertino, California; Harrisburg, Pennsylvania; Greensboro, North Carolina; and Charlotte, North Carolina. And (air quotes) 'had' was the correct tense; every one of those offices was shut down, emptied out, as if they did not exist, anymore."
Muscone: "They are well funded... still are. They have accounts as well as lines of credit with WorldBankTrust in Charlotte, which makes them one of the Little Boyz of the Big Boyzzz..."
"And Swamp Frogs." I said thoughtfully.
"Yep." Muscone replied agreeably. "Peter Segui and a man named Feng Xingshi were the two Officers and employees of the Palmyra County office. We obtained a warrant to search Feng's apartment. His cellphone and an Xbox were there, but his laptop computer was gone. And there were no papers, filed or otherwise, not even monthly bills nor copies of his tax returns. The food in the refrigerator was fresh, indicating he had been there recently. It looks like he hastily packed a suitcase, grabbed his laptop, and got out."
"Interesting." I said. "And that's not 'nuthin', Jack. That's... important info..." Needless to say, I was falling into a reverie. The Chief closed the meeting.
Part 7 - Go Stand In The Corner
11:05am, Friday, October 8th. Chief Moynahan called me and invited' me to come to the Chief's Conference Room. I immediately went there, and saw that the Chief and Sheriff Griswold were in the room. On the monitor in a videoconference call were SBI Director Wes 'Coldiron' Masters and SBI Inspector Britt Maxwell.
After we exchanged greetings and I sat down, Masters said "Don, we've actually had a request for SBI help. The Sheriff of Donnan County has requested our help with a quadruple murder down there."
"Where is Donnan County?" Chief Moynahan asked.
I said "In the southeast corner of the State, Chief. Just as we are the northwest corner County in the State, Donnan County is the southeast corner county. Their county seat, Griffith, has a population of about 10,000 people, and like most of the southeast of the State, it's virtually all farm fields."
"That's right." said Masters. "They found four bodies in a field just east of town. The Sheriff, whose name is Donnan, said it was very strange, and, quote, 'right up the Iron Crowbar's alley', so he asked if you personally could come down and look at it. He also said that if we had a top-notch Medical Examiner that could come with you, it would be appreciated if you brought him or her."
"Hold on one second." I said. I fished out my Police iPhone and called Teresa. When she answered, I asked "Is Shane O'Brady still here at Headquarters?... Okay, good. Ask him to come to the Chief's Conference Room."
A moment later, O'Brady arrived. After Masters went over the situation again, I said "I know you had plans for the weekend with Joan Laurer, but I'd appreciate it if you'd go down there with me today."
"Let me notify my Chief." O'Brady said as he fished out his cellphone.
Britt Maxwell said "How long will it take you to get down there?"
I said "At least five hours by SBI SUV. Our helicopter doesn't have the range to get there, and we'd have to worry about refueling it. A small plane could get us down there in a couple of hours, but by the time I secure one, get it fueled and all that, it'll take just as long, so the SUV is our best option. Tell them we'll be down there late this afternoon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called Claire Michaels and Teresa Croyle into my office, and told them what was going on. "When are we leaving?" Teresa asked.
"We are not." I replied. "I'm going down with Shane O'Brady, as he is also an SBI Reservist. I want you to be 'Acting Commander' while I'm gone. I have a strong suspicion that this is intended to get me out of this County, like I was away last week. The location is as far away from us that we could possibly go and still be in the State."
I continued: "So run another operation to catch the next Toyota Gang cell that I suspect will be trying something tonight. But don't deploy obvious vans like we did last week. Let the Feds do that dirty work for us. I suspect the gang's likeliest targets will be here, here, and here." I pointed out locations on the map that corresponded to the Industrial District, which was south of Jefferson Avenue and north of the Tenderloin District.
I said "And I also need to tell you both something. Claire, I've mentioned before that I had information from confidential informants that Swamp Frog Feds were in our County. They have been seen in this office building." I brought up a photo of the building on my computer monitor to the side of my desk, which Claire could see, then I showed her its map location.
I said "I have a suspicion that Carlos Rojas's burner phone was found, and by these Swamp Frogs. I also suspect the phone will activate while I'm gone. Here's the thing: if its location is that building or anywhere within one block of it, do not go after it. Do not apply for a warrant for it, either. Make sure Intel and the Detectives know to not even apply for a warrant nor act upon catching it pinging without getting my personal permission first. Are we clear on that?"
"Yes sir." Claire said. "So you think all of this is to distract us while they rob more stores?"
"Yes." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I called the Medical Examiner's office and asked Martha the M.E. if I could take Kendell Ramsey with me... unless she wanted to go, of course. She said I could take Kendell, and he rather enthusiastically agreed to go.
I changed into civilian clothes, then went to the State Crime Lab building and procured the black SBI SUV, which was armored and equipped with a computer and communications equipment. I picked up Shane and Kendell, and at 12:00 high noon we headed out. We stopped at Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers for a hasty lunch, then got on the road.
I had asked Shane to drive so that I could examine the data acquired over the last few days on my laptop. I also looked up Donnan County, then said to the others: "Okay, Donnan County is almost totally flat; there is virtually no deviation from its mean elevation above sea level, and no hills or bluffs of any consequence."
Me: "Like that region of our State and the States to the east and southeast, it's agrarian, almost all farmland and crop production. The Butts River is created and fed by springs, and flows west and empties into the North River in the county to its west. The North River flows north, up to Westphalia/Eastphalia and The City."
Me: "BigAgraFoods owns fifty percent of the land in the county. There was a textile mill there in first half of the 20th century, but it closed in 1967. An iron works company that manufactured farm equipment was started up, and a paint and chemical manufacturing plant, the chemicals mostly being insecticides, was moved in from a county across the State Line, to take advantage of lower tax rates. This kept the railroad supporting the town, and they were working on getting auto manufacturers to set up a plant to mold and paint auto body parts."
Me: "And then it all fell apart in the early 1990s, when Ward Harvester bought out the metalworks company and summarily closed down its operations in Donnan County. The chemical company still makes insecticides and fertilizer chemicals, vinyl chloride, and the like, but the auto companies never bit on coming in, so the paint manufacturing was moved out of State."
"Typical small town in America, many of which are dying." said O'Brady.
"Yeah, it sounds a lot like Apple Grove, where I grew up." I said as I looked up more stuff on a Police-only website. "Okay, Sheriff Donnan himself has decades of law enforcement experience, and is credited with solving the Woolfork murders fifteen years ago. He has two Deputy Sheriff working with him, one primarily at the Courthouse. The Griffith Police is rated 'unexceptional'... not necessarily bad, but not high quality."
Shane O'Brady said "Most of the rural counties in the southeast part of the State are similar. The Pottsville PD gets a ton of résumés from the area, but virtually no one from there grades out very well."
"No doubt." I said. "Okay, I'm going to look at video data of the Toyota Gang that we have..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Friday, October 8th. We drove into the town of Griffith and to the central complex that housed the Courthouse and Sheriff's Department. Kendell Ramsey said "I'm astounded by the lack of traffic, here. And it's closing time, too."
"Maybe a high school football game is taking place." I replied as we got out of the vehicle. We went inside the Sheriff's Department offices, and were taken to Sheriff Donnan. He was a middle-aged man beginning to be elderly, fairly tall and slender. He reminded me of Chief Bennett of the TCPD and then Teresa's hometown.
"Good to meet you all." said Donnan as I introduced Shane and Kendell. He introduced us to Deputy Goff. Goff was younger than Donnan, in his late 40s to early 50s. He looked like he'd been a football player, and still had a good physique. He looked like he could be outsmarted all too easily, as well.
"I'm really glad you could come down and help us out." said Sheriff Donnan. "This one's odd. I've never seen anything like it in all my years as a Police Officer and in the Sheriff's Department. Maybe you can shed some light on it, Commander Troy. We've heard about you all the way down here in the other corner of the State."
"Glad I could come down." I said. "I've never been to this part of the State before. And thanks for calling in the SBI to help. We offer, but most jurisdictions shun the help."
"Well, I freely admit this one may be too big for us." said Donnan. "Why don't we go to where we found the bodies before it gets too dark."
As we got into the SUV, with me driving and Sheriff Donnan riding shotgun, he said "By the way, if you have windbreakers that denote you to be in the SBI or the Police, I recommend you wear them. People will start looking at you funny, otherwise."
Shane and Kendell were in the back seat. We followed Deputy Goff as he drove along the main highway that ran east, towards the State Line. We passed by the school complex, that included Donnan County High School. The football stadium next to it was dark, the parking lot empty.
"Away game tonight?" I asked.
"Yeah." said Sheriff Donnan. "We're playing Rocktown. As you know, that's where the State Crime Lab and SBI Headquarters for this Region is located."
"Lot of people going to watch the team play?" I asked. "Your town seemed quiet when we drove in."
"No, people in these parts don't tend to travel too much. Gasoline is expensive." said Donnan. "Okay, pull up here to the left."



I saw the little pink and blue flags on wires stuck into the ground as I pulled in behind Deputy Goff. A grassy area stretched 150 feet away from the road to a line of pine trees. Behind that line was a farm field. On the ground, about ten yards from the road, were spray-paint outlines of where the bodies had been."
"We took the bodies to the cooler, since we didn't know when you'd be here, if at all." said Sheriff Donnan. "We took photographs and documented the scene, and we'll take you to see the bodies after you're done here."
"Okay, thanks." I said as Kendell and I looked around where the bodies had been. A moment later, I called out "Who called it in? Who notified you that the bodies were here?"
"We got a 9-1-1 call." said Deputy Goff, whose voice was husky and 'Southern'. "Someone said they saw something on the side of the road. They didn't give their name. They said they didn't want to get involved. There was no name attached to the phone when it dialed in, either."
"What time did the call come in?" I asked.
"About 8:30 this morning." said Sheriff Donnan. "We made the call to the SBI office in Rocktown about 10:30, and they suggested we call for more help than they were able to give at that moment."
I nodded in seeming acquiescence of what I was being told. I also walked around the scene in increasingly wide semicircles, looking for clues on the ground. Beyond about 15 feet from where the bodies were, there were almost no human tracks. Within that perimeter, it looked like a cattle stampede.
Coming back to the others, I said "What did they die of?"
"Take a look." Deputy Goff said, handing me his cellphone. Kendell watched with me as I flipped through the photos. They showed four white persons, two women and two men, clothed and lying on their backs. Shotgun blasts to their faces had made those faces completely unrecognizable. I also noticed that their hands had been chopped off at the wrists.
"Wow." I said as I handed Deputy Goff his phone back. "Forward those to me, please." He did so as I looked at the outlines of the bodies in front of me. "See anything of interest, Kendell?" I asked Kendell Ramsey.
"I'm used to looking at bodies, not the rest of the scene." Kendell replied. I smiled briefly in acknowledgement, and he added: "Is there something you want me to notice, sir?"
"It's what I'm not seeing. Blood." I replied. "No blood here. I'm seeing no pools of blood, no spatters of flesh. They were killed somewhere else, then brought here and dumped... and not just dumped, they were laid out, side by side by side by side. And within sight of the road. And that tells me that the bodies were dumped here before it got light enough to see what was going on from the road. They likely were dumped just before dawn."
"Those are good points." said Sheriff Donnan, who appeared to be impressed. Deputy Goff looked on with no expression on his face.
After a few minutes, I said "Why don't we go take a look at the bodies."
We piled into the cars and drove back to Griffith. On the way, Sheriff Donnan said "That road is the main highway through the county. It crosses the State Line just a couple of miles down the road from the crime scene. The Welcome Center there has cameras that videotape all cars coming and going, and we secured the video of everything from midnight until the time we acquired the data. I'll send it to you."
"Thanks." I said. "Has anything like this happened before? Do you get people crossing the State Line and dumping bodies, or contraband or drugs?"
"No." replied Sheriff Donnan. "I've been here a long time, and we've never had any dumped bodies. The only thing even close was about 20 years ago. Some guy was chased across the State Line by three others guys. They caught up to him, forced him off the road, shot him dead, and then went back over the State Line. The FBI got 'em two days later."
There was almost no traffic at all; it was as if the town had just shut down. We pulled into the convenience store by the side of the road just north of the town.
"We don't have the facilities you guys do." said Sheriff Donnan. "So we put the bodies in the deer cooler behind the store. We'd have taken them to the SBI Lab or to the big hospital in the county north of us, but again, we were waiting on your arrival."
"That's fine." I said agreeably. And yes, I was remembering how the theft of some deer from a deer cooler led to the defeat of the Consultant of Crime all those years ago. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 03-04.)
When we got inside, we saw the four bodies in body bags. We also saw that the light was totally inadequate for performing an autopsy. Sheriff Donnan said "Our Medical Examiner is the one of the three doctors in the town, and our Morgue is the Funeral Home."
I said "Can we take custody of these bodies, and transport them to the State facility in Rocktown?"
"Sure." said Sheriff Donnan, relief in his voice. "The case is yours. Just keep us in the loop, and send us a copy of the autopsy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm, Saturday, October 8th. I had procured a refrigerated box truck to transport the four bodies to Rocktown, contacted the State facility there to be ready to receive us, and we followed the truck on the drive that took over an hour to complete. Rocktown now had an Applebee's, so we went there to get a late supper. Unfortunately, it was very busy after the football game, in which Rocktown High defeated Donnan County High in a game that was not as close as the final 42-6 score indicated.
Ergo, Kendell Ramsey began his autopsies at 10:00pm. In the meantime, Sheriff Ormond stopped by, remembering us from the Larry Wheeler murder case, as well as the SPS murder case. (Author's note: 'Whistleblower'; 'Shipping And Handling', Ch. 02, 04.) I introduced him to Shane O'Brady, and we swapped stories as Kendell worked.
Right at midnight, Kendell came out of the autopsy room. "Commander, Martha has taught me well. I know the first thing you'll ask is time of death. And the answer is... I'm not sure. Keeping the bodies cold messes up the TOD determination, and they've been cold since they were put in the deer cooler."
Kendell: "But a body has to be frozen pretty solid to not begin decaying, and these bodies weren't frozen, nor were they preserved with formaldehyde or anything like that. And they didn't show the signs of decay that I'd expect to see if they'd been dead over 48 hours. So I'm going to say within 24 hours of when they were found, from dawn Thursday to sometime Thursday evening."
"Okay." I said. "What else?"
"They were exsanguinated, i.e. the blood drained out of them." Kendell said. "And there's evidence that one of the women was repeatedly sexually assaulted while she was alive. Severe tearing of the vaginal and anal areas, with bleeding. The other woman and the two men were not sexually molested, vaginally or anally.
"One of the women, but not the other." I said, my voice sounding far away. I snapped out of it, and said "What else?"
Kendell: "The shotgun wounds were all post-mortem; in other words, they were blasted after they were dead. So I started looking for what killed them, and they all had needle marks on their left shoulders or upper left arms. I took samples around the area as well as general blood samples of what blood was left in them, and the lab will determine what drugs were injected into them, if any."
"Good work." I said.
Kendell: "Their hands were chopped off post-mortem, as well. I took prints of the bottoms of their feet like you suggested, Commander."
"Why did you do that?" asked Sheriff Ormond. "I'd think most baby footprints aren't in any database, digital or otherwise."
I said "We may get lucky, there. And there is one Federal entity that does take footprints of their employees... the CIA, especially their people that go overseas, so that they might be identified if they are executed and we somehow recover their bodies."
"And they'll look that up for you?" Sheriff Ormond asked, his voice connoting stunned skepticism.
"I got people." I said in a tremendous understatement. "Kendell, did you take samples for DNA testing?"
"You know it, sir." Ramsey replied, also making a thumbs-up sign.
"Good." I said. "Maybe we'll get lucky and get a... match..."
My voice trailed off as I went into a reverie after a thought struck me hard. After a moment, I came out of it. I fished out my Police iPhone and dialed Jack Muscone.
"Hey Dog." he said as he answered. "You must be psychic---"
"Hey, Jack." I said, running over his words. "Sorry to call you so late, but this might be big. Since you began the surveillance of the Apple Grove Four, have they returned to their apartments?"
"No." said Muscone. "We haven't seen them at all. Why? Do you have a lead on them?"
"I just might." I said. "Listen, I need you to go ahead and raid their apartments. Get a warrant if you need to. What you are looking for is DNA. Hairbrushes, toothbrushes, clothing... anything that you can get some good DNA from."
"So you don't expect them to be returning?" Muscone said, a bit whimsically.
"No, I don't think they will be." I said. "If I'm right, the four bodies that were found in Donnan County this morning are the bodies of the Apple Grove Four..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - In Black And White
"They're dead?" Muscone gasped.
"Yes." I said. I filled him in on what we'd found in Donnan County, including the condition of the bodies. "I think the shotgun blasts and cutting off the hands was to prevent identification, which is why we really need any DNA you can get."
"I'm on it." said Muscone. "And listen up, Dog. I thought you were calling because you heard what your Police Force did tonight."
"What's that?" I asked.
"They busted another Toyota Gang robbery in progress..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00am, Saturday, October 9th. Lieutenant Shane O'Brady and I came into Town & County 1st Precinct Headquarters and County Jail. It was a beehive of activity.
We'd made sure the bodies were in cold storage, then left for home. Kendell Ramsey wrote up his autopsy report on his iPad, then dozed off. I filled Shane O'Brady in on what happened in Apple Grove involving the two couples (Author's note: 'Reunion Fever', particularly Ch. 03-05.), then he looked at video of the 'Hotel' cell we'd arrested the week before while I burned the blue lightbar and drove at 'Cindy Ross' rates of speed through Midtown, Hamilton County, and Coltrane County to get home.
I went to the 1st Precinct Conference Room. Captain Claire Michaels was at the far end of the table, Lieutenant Christopher Purvis to her left, and Corporal Penny Scott to his left, and they were all typing away on laptops. Also in the room was Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, to Claire's right, also typing on a laptop.
When Teresa turned her head and looked over her right shoulder to see me come in, she began standing. "Carry on, stay seated." I said, which caused the others to (finally) look up and see their Police Commander in their midst. "So! What's going on?... besides successfully arresting four more perps in a Toyota, but not informing your friendly neighborhood Police Commander about it?"
The joviality in my voice fooled no one present. But despite my eyes being affixed upon Claire Michaels, only Teresa stepped up, and said "That's my fault sir. I have no excuse."
"Sure you do." I said, rescuing her as I pulled out the chair to her right and sat down. I motioned for O'Brady to sit down on my other side as I continued: "You thought I was five hours away on another case, and there was nothing I could do anyway, not unlike last week when I was in Apple Grove. And by rights we would still be down there, but we found out some verrry interesting stuff, and then I heard about this bust. So here we are. Captain Michaels, are you ready to brief me on all this?"
Captain Michaels said "Sir, if you'll give us one more hour to put things together, and also for me to ask the Chief if he wants to come in and hear it, we'll have a good bit for you."
"Okay, then." I said, looking at my wristwatch. "Be ready at 7:00am. In the meantime, I'll call the Chief and Sheriff. Commander Croyle, have y'all had breakfast yet?"
"No sir." Teresa replied.
"I'll order some coffee and breakfast sandwiches, then." I said as I got up. "Commander Croyle, you're with me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Do not dare even attempt to apologize for not calling me." I said to Teresa as we walked to the County Jail Monitor Room. Shane O'Brady had taken the opportunity to go to the potty, then to the cafeteria for some coffee as he checked in with the Pottsville PD. I continued: "That was meant for Captain Michaels, and she will be hearing more about it."
"She did do very well running the operation that netted us this new batch of perps." Teresa said. "And I do need to call Rudistan and ask what nickname he wants to give these new guys." I chuckled at that, then Teresa asked with obvious curiosity: "If I may ask, sir, what happened in Donnan County?"
I reiterated what we'd discovered and learned, as well as my thesis on who they were. Teresa said "Ohhh, Jack Muscone must've told you about tonight's bust."
"Yes, he did." I said. "He thought I was calling him about it, not the Apple Grove Four."
When we went into the Monitor Room, which was being manned by a Deputy Sheriff, I saw the cameras that were steadily trained on the four perps in isolation in their small holding cells.
"They're all black." I said.
"Not much gets past you, sir." Teresa said. "With one Hispanic cell and one Black cell, the Toyota Gang is obviously committed to racial diversity."
That struck me, and I felt myself blink hard. "You may be more accurately correct than either of us realize." I said. "They're all young-looking, too. I can't wait to hear their stories. Did they invoke?"
"They all asked for lawyers immediately." Teresa replied. "We just put them in cells for the night, didn't try to speak with them at all..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00am, Saturday, October 9th. Chief Moynahan and Sheriff Griswold joined us in the 1st Precinct Conference Room. The Chief sat at the end of the table opposite Captain Michaels, and the Sheriff to his right, next to Corporal Penny Scott. Also in the room were Lieutenant Teddy Parker, sitting between Penny and Claire.
Commander Tanya Muscone had driven in and parked herself between me and the Chief. Detective Joan Laurer was sitting next to Lieutenant Shane O'Brady, away from the crowded table. Lieutenant Micah Rudistan was guarding the coffeepots near the back of the room, and Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez sat between him and Shane.
Lieutenant Christopher Purvis was no longer in the room. "I sent him home for a few hours sleep." said Captain Michaels. "He'll come back in, to Police Headquarters, at noon. At that time I'll be sending Corporal Scott home."
"He's missing a good free breakfast, then." I said as I distributed wrapped breakfast sandwiches to everyone, and left the remaining several in the box in the middle of the table. We'd all long since poured coffee for ourselves.
"Okay, what happened?" I asked. Claire called on Parker.
Teddy Parker: "Like last week, sir, we ran analytics to determine what locations were most likely to be hit. The most interesting thing is that Intel and Lt. Myron Milton's I.T. Department ran algorithms, which old-timers like me call 'studies', to see if anything besides convenience stores might be targets. And the Smith-Morra Pharmacy Jewelry Store came up."
"Smith-Morra?" I almost gasped.
Teresa said "Yes sir, same as the old Smith-Morra Pharmacy. Their pharmacy business has barely hung on since our last case involving that business." (Author's note: 'The Medical Murder Mystery'.) "So they greatly expanded their jewelry business, which has thrived."
"Cool beans." I said. "Was there any particular piece of intel that led our analytics to that particular location?"
"Yes sir." said Lieutenant Rudistan from behind us. "There'd been some C.I. chatter that several jewelry stores were being cased as possible targets for a big hit. And this 'Chairborne-qualified' Sergeant Rodriguez independently confirmed that the Smith-Morra store was becoming a prime target, because they brought in a wholesale lot of loose diamonds, emeralds, and rubies, which they were going to cut and mount for the Holiday Season."
I gave Airborne-qualified Julia Rodriguez a thumbs up as some of the others, including the Chief, chuckled at Rudistan's little dig at her. Claire Michaels was not amused. "Lieutenant Parker, keep going." she said with asperity.
Parker: "Yes ma'am. Last night we saw the ubiquitous Federal Government vans blatantly staking out the convenience stores our analytics suggested might be hit. We did not deploy our own obvious vans like we did last week, but instead we diverted our assets watching those places to the jewelry stores around Town."
Parker: "They hit Smith-Morra just before midnight. It was very professionally done, too. They disabled the alarm very efficiently. They knew where everything was and went right to it. They had some seriously hi-tech equipment to crack the safe and get the loose, large-carat diamonds and other stones inside it, which were valued at well over $10 million total. They also hit the very-well-hidden safe in another part of the store, and took out nearly $40,000 in cash."
"That ain't convenience store money!" said Joan Laurer, generating laughs.
"No, it's not." I said.
Parker: "The problem for them was that when they got back to their Toyota Camry in the back alley, they found themselves ambushed by a lot of Police Officers with very bad attitudes... except for Rudistan, of course; he never has a bad attitude."
Everyone except Claire laughed, and Parker went on: "The perps gave up without a fight, but they immediately began saying 'lawyer', 'lawyer'. And they asked for attorneys after we ran them through Booking, so we just put them in holding cells, away from each other."
I said. "That's awesome. You guys did an outstanding job. Obviously, I need to plan more trips far away from here." There was polite laughter at that.
"That brings up a good point." said Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone. "Somebody planned a reason for you to be on that trip, so you would be away from here, Don. And that connects those murders to these Toyota Gang robberies---"
"Hold on." I said, holding up my hand. "Let's not skip ahead. Okay, our guys busted the perps. They had the loot and the cash on them?"
"Yes sir." said Teddy Parker.
"But they didn't touch the drugs in the pharmacy?" I asked.
"No sir. Not even a tube of 'Preparation H'." said Lt. Rudistan with great joviality. Laughter ensued.
Teddy Parker said "They did have cameras on them very similar to our Officer-cams. They also had burner cellphones in the vehicle, on mounts just like the first gang's car had. We got all four of them, our techs unlocked them, and gave the ID data to the FBI to process for us. Our CSIs are going over the vehicle now, and it appears to have the same radio transmission setup as the first Camry we impounded."
"Whoa." Tanya said. "Our techs, TCPD techs, unlocked the phones?"
I said "Who did you think unlocked them?"
"The FBI." Tanya said.
"No, it was our guys." I replied, looking right at her. "And we won't say any more about that, especially not to any Federal Agents... including our various spouses. Is that clear?"
Tanya gave me a decidedly 'not perky' look, so Chief Moynahan looked right at Tanya and said "Consider that an order, Commander Musconnne... from meeeee."
"Yes sir." Tanya said dispiritedly.
"Okay," I said, "tell me about these well-trained, highly prepared perps."
Claire Michaels took it over, and brought up an image on the single monitor on the wall behind her. An image of a tall, slender, dark-skinned black man came up. He was wearing 'Mythbusters' black plastic glasses, and had a bright smile showing a lot of perfectly straight teeth.
"This is Roger Earnest." Claire said. "Age 26. Graduated Cum Laude in Business Administration from City University. Dropped out of Grad School here at the University, for unknown reasons. Got a job with WassermanWarren, the powerhouse accounting firm of the big companies like BigBenefitInsurance and WorldBankTrust. But he abruptly left that job late last year, again no reason given. He was the driver of the Toyota."
A photo of a very young looking black man with lighter skin than Roger Ernest's showed on the monitor. Claire said: "Next is Dwayne Heywood, a.k.a. 'Heywood J.', which allegedly is short for 'Heywood Jablowme'. He played basketball for Booker T. Washington High School in the southern part of Town, lettering all four years of high school. He enlisted in the Army after graduating, and served four years on active duty in the 10th Mountain Division. He received a medical discharge, honorable, from active duty. Since then he's done odd jobs, worked at Kroger, at coffee shops and such."
"Tenth Mountain." I said amusedly. "When I went through Airborne School, a whole unit of them was in my class, like the way Sergeant Rodriguez's unit went through at once. For three weeks, all I heard was "Moun-tain! Moun-tain!" But they were great guys, highly motivated and dedicated. Okay, I've interrupted you. Keep going."
A photo of a heavyset, young, mid-dark-skinned black man was shown. Claire said "This is Fred Spencer. He's 28. He's big, but agile. He got his degree in Theater from Midtown College, and toured the Midwest with a small theater company for four years. He then dropped completely off the grid, and has been a ghost for two years, until he popped up last night."
A photo of a young woman with skin the same color as Roger Earnest was shown as Claire said "This is Danielle 'Dee' Stubbs, age 27. Yes, she's the adopted daughter of the 'Stubbs' in Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital, LLC. She also attended City University, where she made the Dean's List every semester and graduated with a GPA of 3.8 in Interdisciplinary Studies, consisting of Political Science, Economics, and Sociology, which took five years to complete. She did 1099 contract work for both Stubbs & Wheaton and WassermanWarren until last year, when she, too, went off the grid completely... until last night."
"There's that word again." I said. "Stubbs. That's been the common link throughout these cases."
Claire: "Yes sir. We identified all four through facial recognition and their fingerprints. Earnest had a drivers license that is in the system, has his photograph, but the name 'Tim Black'. The others had no ID on them, though their DMV photos came up after we got their data, and all four of the addresses on their drivers licenses were in various parts of our Town here."
Claire: "However, the addresses on their drivers licenses did not match up with their names when we ran the addresses independently, so we held off asking for warrants until we can verify who really lives at those addresses. Commander Croyle had the Precincts send Officers in unmarked cars to watch the locations."
I said "That's good, and checking the addresses may have saved us some embarrassment. Excellent job, there. Having said that, we need to be more proactive. I need Teddy and Theo to send their four MCD Detectives, one per location, with an experienced Officer from the Precinct in plainclothes, to knock on those doors."
Me: "If someone is there, they should check their IDs, then talk to them and see if they know our perps, here. If anything gets our people's Spidey-senses going, they should invite them to Headquarters for a conversation with me. If no one is there, call in for a warrant to search the location, saying that the perp's drivers license has that address. Do the search gently; don't tear up the places."
Teddy Parker was getting up, but I said: "And Teddy... neither you nor Theo nor any Lieutenant-or-above can go with them. You stay here."
Teddy got it. He turned to Julia Rodriguez and said "Detective Sergeant, take the lead on that." Julia nodded as she and Joan Laurer got up and exited the room. I gave Teddy a thumbs-up; he had passed my quick little test.
"Okay, do we have any cellphone data?" I asked.
"Ohhh, yes we do." Corporal Penny Scott said enthusiastically. "Roger Earnest's ID is 'SHBravo1'. Dwayne Heywood is 'SHBravo2'. Fred Spencer is 'SHBravo3'. And Dee Stubbs is 'SHBravo4'. Same IDs on Hotmail accounts found in the burner phones. And just like the other group, these phones communicated only with each other and a fifth ID, which is 'SHLimaB'."
Penny: "Seeing that 'Bravo' is the military phonetic alphabet for 'B', like 'Hotel' is for 'H', I began checking for email addresses with the letters 'Alpha' through 'Zulu', the military phonetic alphabet, and also the addresses 'SHLima' with A, B, C, and so on. Two other sets of addresses came up as valid: 'SHAlpha' 1-4, and 'SHWhiskey' 1-4. And 'SHLimaA' and 'SHLimaW' are valid. No other names are."
"That is excellent work. Just excellent." I said. "I am really going to have to schedule more vacations if y'all keep this stuff up. Yes, we definitely have some patterns here. So we have 'A', 'B', 'H', and 'W'."
I turned to Teresa and said "Remember what we were talking about a while ago? Well, the first group were designated 'H' and were all Hispanics, and last night's group are 'B' and are all Black. So maybe 'A' is for 'Asian' and 'W' is 'White'?"
"It fits the data, Crowbar." Sheriff Griswold growled, his mustaches twitching merrily.
"With all due respect, sir," Claire Michaels said, "do we have anything else to suggest that ethnicity is the issue with these groups?"
"Yes we do." I said. "We have a connection between the the two gangs we've caught and Stubbs & Wheaton. And there's another connection between Stubbs & Wheaton and four white people who live in this area... well, I should say 'lived' if my hunch is true that the four dead people in Donnan County are indeed the 'Apple Grove Four', who may have been conducting industrial espionage against BOW Enterprises, and who may have participated in the stabbing of a man last weekend."
"But to what end, sir?" Claire asked.
"That's what we need to find out." I said. "And that's why I asked for someone to look back and see if any strange crimes were occurring while these gangs were hitting convenience stores. Do we have anything on that?"
Penny Scott said "I know Lieutenant Purvis was digging deep on that, sir, and coordinating with Lieutenant Graham in Southport and Detective Bell in Midtown. But I don't know what they found, if anything."
I said "But Lieutenant Purvis is not here. He was sent home despite this important meeting taking place now." It was a clear and very public rebuke of Claire Michaels, and she and everyone else were well aware of it.
"Sir," said Teresa, "do you think there's anything especially important about the fact that this jewelry heist was far and away the biggest thing any of the Toyota Gangs have attempted thus far?"
I said "I agree that it was big, but we don't know yet if it's the biggest. But that is a good point."
Shane O'Brady said "If I may..." I nodded, and he said "It may have just been that the perps knew the jewelry store was stocking up for Christmas. But it may also have been a different issue... when the H-gang was caught, the B-gang moved on in to take those jewels and cash before all the gangs, however many there are, shut down, disbanded, and disappeared entirely."
"Could be." I nodded. "Could well be."
Sheriff Griswold said "And if you're right that those four dead people are the White gang in this, that would increase the others's desire to move quickly even more... if they knew the four were dead, of course."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal the Duty Desk Officer. He said "Everyone, the lawyers for the four jewelry store robbers are here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Same four lawyers." I said as we watched the lawyers interview their clients in the three Interrogation Rooms, with Dee Stubbs in what was known as the 'Confessional' room. "Roger Earnest has Edward N. Parker, Fred Spencer has Michael Bertram, Dee Stubbs has Chip Blake, and poor Dwayne Heywood drew the short straw and got Max Chambliss."



Teresa said "Isn't it a conflict of interest for lawyers to represent multiple people in the same gang, unless they're representing everyone in a class action or mass plea bargain or something?"
I said "That may be part of their plan... they'll say these two gangs are completely separate entities. I also suspect they don't know just how much we know."
Teresa said "That's true. Whoever the masterminds behind all this are, they may not be telling the legal beagles that these gangs are not separate, nor that there may be more perps out there. The lawyers may be flying blind as much as the rest of us are... except you, of course."
"Butter me up, butter me up." I replied.
"It's not asskissing." Teresa said. "Once again, you are in the unique position of having dealt with the crimes in Apple Grove and Donnan County, as well as the Toyota Gang all these months. So yeah, you're seeing a lot more that the rest of us. My only request is that you share with the class, at least the TCPD Detective Corps."
"I certainly will share... as soon as I know what's going on myself." I said. "And what I see right now is that these four perps are being represented by Big Boy, Swamp Frog attorneys. And which one is representing which one is most very telling, do you not agree?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It went predictably: the lawyers conferred with their clients, Detectives came in, the perps invoked their Fifth Amendment rights to answer no questions. They were returned to their isolation cells until their scheduled Monday arraignment.
Those of us with offices at Police Headquarters moseyed back over there. Shane O'Brady rode with the Chief, and Sheriff Griswold rode with me at his 'request' (meaning order).
"All right, Crowbar," the Sheriff growled, "we can't put it off any longer. Tomorrow night I am submitting the name of our nominee for Internal Affairs Commander. Whose name am I going to give them?"
"Two names, Sheriff." I said. "One for the Lieutenant Commander position, as I.A. leader. And one for Lieutenant, to fill the I.A. Captain slot." I named names.
"Those names make sense, and I like them." Griswold growled. "Did they accept the appointments?"
"I haven't asked them yet, sir." I replied. "But I suspect they'll agree..."
Part 9 - When In Charge, Take Charge
When we got back to Headquarters, Sheriff Griswold went to his office space to make some phone calls. Meanwhile, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle brought Captain Claire Michaels to my office. I poured three cups of coffee, put 'pollutants' in mine, and we all sat down.
Claire began: "I wanted to tell you privately, sir, that last night the Rojas burner phone began pinging, about one hour before the Toyota Gang B-Team hit the pharmacy's jewelry store."
"Do tell." I said. "From where?"
Teresa said "From the building that we know the Feds are renting office space from, sir." (Author's note: 'God Save The Queen', Ch. 01) "And we had a near-disaster in that Purvis told Sidney Plant to call the Courthouse to get a warrant to raid the place. Fortunately, I had talked to Magistrate Judge Doss beforehand, and she called me to confirm that we wanted it issued. I asked her to hold off until I talked to you first. I know that's a cop-out, but it seemed to work."
"Not a problem, you did what you had to do." I replied. "And yes, it would've been an absolute disaster if that warrant had been issued, much less executed. Captain, didn't you tell them?"
Claire said "Yes sir. Purvis acted in spite of my instructions to come to me for permission first."
"Were those instructions in writing, or by email or text message?" I asked.
"No sir. They were verbal." Claire admitted. "I messed up on that, sir. I'm sorry."
"l'm going to barbecue Purvis, anyway." I said. "So is that why you sent him home?"
"Oh, no sir." said Claire. "I understand that you're not happy with me for that, but he really was exhausted, and needed down time." I saw Teresa make the slightest raise of her eyebrows, which told me volumes.
"Okay, I need for him to be here at noon, and ready to brief me on whatever he's found." I said. "And before you go, I have to tell you both this. The Sheriff is recommending the names I gave him for the I.A. positions. It will affect both your lives." I named names.
"Shut the front door." Teresa said, pretty much in a whisper. Claire blinked hard, but otherwise took it in stride. Teresa said "Those choices make sense, but you're right: you just made my paperwork go up exponentially. You trying to keep me on Desk Duty or something?"
"And it's not even December yet." I said with a grin. "Okay, Captain, you can go. Follow up on everything, especially those addresses of the 'B-Team'. Commander, stay here a moment."
After Claire exited, I looked at Teresa and said "So why did she really send Purvis home?"
"He was tired, sir." Teresa said. "But I think Claire got frustrated with him. He mines good data, but he's slow. I remind myself that we're comparing him to Mary Milton, who types SQL commands at a thousand words a minutes and knows where to dig. Bottom line is that Purvis is great with financial data, but he never was a born leader, and he's been overwhelmed since Mary went on maternity leave."
"Even with Joanne Warner in there supposedly helping him?" I said.
Teresa said "I'd say 'helping' may not be the right word, sir. There has been... confusion... about who is in charge, and whose orders are to be followed."
"Ahhh, I think I can see what's happening there without being told any more." I said sourly. "And they all better get their shit straight, or they'll find out the hard way who's really in charge... me." I then caught myself and exhaled. "No, I'm sorry, I was wrong to say that. I'm tired, too. Okay, I believe we will soon be visited by Federal Agents..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
That was an easy one. At 9:00am, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone came into Headquarters. With him were Special Agents Christy Cassidy and Steven Gable. Also with them were DEA Supervisory Special Agents Dwight Stevens and Lorena Rose. The Sheriff, Chief, Deputy Chief, and Captain of Detectives joined them and Teresa and me in the Main Conference Room.
Muscone said "We got warrants to search the apartments of the 'Apple Grove Four', and we executed the raid in the wee hours of the morning. No one was at home, and no one came to nor inside the apartments since we began surveilling them."
Muscone: "The apartments were lived in, but were clean and tidy, as if they'd been staged. I had a 'deep clean' team come in and take samples from the shower drain, lavatory drain, stuff like that, to get solid DNA. And we did get some hairbrushes, so that might help."
I said "Any communications devices in the homes?"
Muscone: "We secured eight burner phones, two in each apartment, hidden in air conditioning vents. But their regular cellphones in their names... Deems, Allison, Reskind, and Wescott... are missing and we have been unable to turn them on nor ping them."
I said "I'll bet four of those burners have the names 'SHWhiskey' 1 through 4. I would just love to know the names and emails on the other four burners."
Muscone said "We have to crack them open, first. Cardigan and his team are working on that now."
I asked "Here? Or in The City?"
"The City." said Muscone. "They don't have the physical tools and devices here--- what?" He'd seen all of us staring most very skeptically at him.
I knew they did have the tools in their offices in the Federal Building in our County, but for the moment I let it go. I said "Nothing. But I really do need the data when you get the phones cracked."
Jack's beady black eyes gleamed just a bit as he said "I'm sure we can arrange a one-for-one trade with the data you get from this group you busted last night."
Tanya was shocked at her husband's words. "Jack! Don't play games with him like that!" she admonished.
"I'm not playing games." said Jack, as if having to 'mansplain' to his wife. "We'll give them what we find, but I do want access to what they found last night."
Seeing my 'most very unperky' look in Muscone's very specific direction, Chief Moynahan said "I am surrrre that we can work together and share data in the spirit of harmonious co-oper-ay-shunnnn. Is that not right, Mister Crowbarrrr?"
After a long pause, I broke the tense silence in the room by saying: "I should probably wait until I get some sleep before making any responses, as I'm making too many mistakes right now to trust either my brain or my potty mouth. However, I do have a question: why do you... or more accurately, the Feds... need our data of our local cases so badly?"
Jack said "There are links between the Apple Grove Four and the Stubbs & Wheaton company, and I'll be looking into those as part of my investigation. And, of course, them being found dead to distract you from being here last night while the Toyota Gangsters robbed that jewelry store is an issue... and yes, I believe you are correct that your four bodies in Donnan County are our four industrial espionage spies up here."
"But exactly what are those links, especially to the Toyota Gang?" I asked incisively.
Jack replied: "Uhhh... you know, it might be a good idea for me to plead the Fifth, and let your wife answer that question." I felt my eyes widen at that.
Dwight Stevens said "In addition to the Apple Grove Four crossing State lines in their recent activities, I may be able to give a reason why Federal involvement may become necessary. But let's finish with the search of the homes first."
I was 'not pleased' with that, but I said Okay, what else did you find in the apartments? Xboxes?"
"Yes." said Jack Muscone. "And iPads. No full computers, though."
I said "They probably have an office space somewhere that has their computers. Okay, Dwight... whadda y'all got?"
Stevens said: "Our investigations of Carlos Rojas and Michael Carlena have led to connections to some drug trafficking operations we've been aware of for a little while. Mostly in Southport and points south, like Chippewa Crossing. But their presence up here in your Town & County has caused a (air quotes) 'recalibration' of our thinking."
Stevens: "We now suspect they're trying to open new pipelines to the northwestern part of the State. Drugs, prostitution, maybe more. And they may also be trying to redraw the Organized Crime turf lines in this State. Cerone and Molinari are retired, and Orrin B. Taggart in Southport and Anthony B. Capella in The City are, in our analysis, beginning to lose their respective grips, leading others like these Hispanic gangs to move into new territories."
Teresa cut in with the incisive question: "And how does the Toyota Gang fit into all that?"
Lorena Rose said "If I may... Commander Troy, these guys Mr. Muscone is... was... pursuing, they may have been doing two things at once. Their industrial espionage work is exposed, and you may be right that the links to the Toyota Gang are incidental... or coincidental. Ditto that for Carlena... and Rojas. They may have been doing things with the Toyota Gang, but that's a sidebar for the other stuff they're doing, trying to create Central and South American gang footholds here."
I said "Mr. Stevens, you better appreciate the treasure you have working with you in Lorena Rose. Why I let her leave the Town & County Police Force, I don't know. But it's proof I'm not perfect and I do make mistakes."
Claire said "I agree, about how good Lorena is." Lorena smiled shyly at the compliments.
I said "I do want to correct one thing you said, though. I do believe the Apple Grove Four is the White Team of the Toyota Gang."
Dwight Stevens said "And that's why I want to have Lorena work with your Vice guys up here in the northwest Tri-County area. Whether informally, or as a Joint Task Force, this is a huge chance to collect intel on the workings of these gangs, and maybe busting them up and taking their leaders off the streets of the world."
Claire Michaels said "Commander, Chief, I'd like to endorse that idea. It could really help us interdict drug flows to our University's students."
Cindy Ross piled on: "I agree. This might be a huge opportunity."
"I like the idea, tooooo." drawled the Chief.
"What do you think, Crowbar?" growled Griswold, his mustaches twitching.
"I think I'm at the bottom of a dogpile, Sheriff. I can tell when I'm being ganged up on in an orchestrated fashion." I replied, to some chuckles. "Captain Michaels, make it so. Get with Rudistan and his people, and start setting things up. However... our Intel Branch is not subservient to the Federal Government, nor exclusively available for their exclusive use. Mr. Stevens, Ms. Rose, we are working with you, not for you, and that means you share data with us at least as completely as we share with you."
"Does that include me and Ashton Cardigan, too?" asked Jack Muscone, and very inappropriately. "We can expect to receive your data in exchange for ours?"
"Jack!" Tanya exclaimed.
I turned in my chair to face Muscone, and let my gray eyes bore right through his beady black peepers as I said. "Truth be told, Mr. Muscone... I do not need you. I'm going to get what I need to solve the Toyota Gang case... and yes, it needs solving... with or without you."
Everyone in the room was totally stunned, none more than Jack Muscone. I continued: "Now if you were to do the right thing and give the TCPD any phone data you come up with... or better yet, hand us the phones and let us crack them and handle the data... I am sure that you will get the information you need, and in an appropriate and timely manner. But like the Deputy Chief said... do not play games with me."
I turned to the DEA Agents and said "And as part of that sharing of data, Dwight and Lorena, let me give you some more names to look very closely into: Fred Spencer, with regards to possible drugs and Organized Crime activities. And Roger Earnest to a lesser degree. Tom Allison, a.k.a. Tom Tamayo, one of the Apple Grove Four, now believed to be dead. I believe they are the Organized Crime members of each team, along with Carl Rojas."
I continued: "And Feng Xingshi, who worked with Peter Segui for Stubbs & Wheaton, is also someone to look into. If the pattern holds, someone else in his cell is the gangster, and we know nothing of who they are, so you'll have to work on getting date for him."
Me: "Teresa, and Claire, you and our people need to be looking into Feng Xingshi, as well. If you can find him, or get any info on him, see if he associates with any groups of young Asians. Some of them may be who we are looking for."
I got up. "Chief, Sheriff, if y'all will excuse me, I have a couple of urgent phone calls to make." The Chief just thumb-pointed at the door, which I speedily used to exit the room... 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My God." Teresa said when she came into my office ten minutes later, upon my invitation. "You totally punked Jack Muscone, right there in front of everyone. Yeah, he was being a jerk, but did he deserve that?"
"Yeah. He had it coming." I said.
Teresa said "And now he may be inclined to not share any data they get on the burner phones they found at the scene. Especially the ones that aren't connected to the Toyota Gangs."
"Ohhh, I think we will get that data." I replied. "And we did give Ashton Cardigan's people the metadata on the Black Team's burners, so it begs the question of why Jack was even asking. It's bad for Jack if even Cardigan is treating him like a mushroom." Teresa became thoughtful at that.
I continued: "By the way, be available for the next few hours. At some point in time my wife is going to come to Police Headquarters, and she will have information for us about the 'White Gang', which I like better as a nickname than the 'Apple Grove Four'. Laura may even ask you to leave the room, and I will insist that you stay, so keep your fourth point of contact planted in the chair."
"Wilco." Teresa replied. "So it seeeeems to me that you know what's going on with all this. Hint hint."
I said "No, I don't know everything, but ideas are swirling around in my head. Maybe after I get some sleep, my brain will start making sense of it all."
Teresa said "I've never heard you gripe about lack of sleep before, and your energy when on a case is the stuff of legend around here. You okay?"
"Yeah, I will be." I said. "I need to start working out regularly again, and maybe harder than I have been. Without the Police Boxing Matches to look forward to, I've been letting my training slip."
Teresa replied "Well, let's start working together on more advanced Aikido and other marital arts. I got a feeling we might be needing them in the near future." I nodded vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Saturday, October 9th. FBI SAC Jack Muscone came into my office, and he was not alone. Dr. Laura Fredricson and FBI SSA (and 'dark agent') Melina Allgood also came into my office. I had a fourth 'hot chair' in the room, and Teresa was sitting on the 'far side' (to my right as I looked across the desk at them), Melina to her right, Laura to Melina's right, and Jack at the end near the door... and acting like he was ready to leave in a hurry if he had to.
"All right, all right." Muscone said, handing me a large plastic bag made to protect sensitive electronics. Inside were eight cellphones. "They're yours, meaning the TCPD's. Just sign for them." Teresa did so as I had my assistant Helena call Lt. Myron Milton. He and Corporal Penny Scott came in, and Teresa started 'trouble' by asking about Myron's new baby. Photos were shown by the proud papa.
After they left, Laura said "Darling, this may need to be a private meeting." as her eyes cut towards Teresa.
"It is a private meeting." I replied. "And Teresa will be staying in it. She has a Top Secret clearance, but more importantly: if I'm right, this involves her husband and her children's safety." Teresa's eyes widened a little bit... and so did Melina's; after all, Melina was the 'birthing person' of one of those children.
I said "It's also been pretty clear to me since we were in Apple Grove that the White Team, which is my new name for the Apple Grove Four, are involved in industrial espionage. And that was confirmed by their associations with Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital, LLC. And it's clear that BOW Enterprises has been a target, likely because of their nanotechnology."
"Okay, then. Welcome to the Big Leagues, Teresa." Laura said, conceding the point more easily than I'd expected her to. "So let's just get right into it. Don, you unerringly spotted those four in Apple Grove, and you were suspicious of them from the beginning. Well, so was I." (Author's note: 'Reunion Fever'.)
Laura: "They acted in a manner that was very consistent with CIA-trained operatives. They were well-prepared, as those name tags with the photos showed. They had backstop stories. They knew where every camera and every exit was. They avoided answering your questions when you asked one of them his name. And their interest in Lisa Baker was (air quotes) 'abnormal'."
Laura: "I've seen enough of those types of people... and trained enough of them myself... that I could see what they were. I should have been even more suspicious and alert, and maybe I could've prevented Craig Reynolds from being stabbed, instead of having to help put him back together in surgery."
"It is what it is." I said. "And like the beating of a butterfly's wings, some interesting air currents resulted." That was a reference to the thesis that a butterfly beating its wings affected the air currents of the entire world.



"Maybe." Laura replied. "Anyhoo, with me helping with Craig's care at the hospital, I didn't get any more chances to observe them. But like Jack here, I did begin checking into them, though from a different, (air quotes) 'quieter' angle. And I determined that they were never in the CIA nor trained by them, but were trained by mercenaries in the pay of Matthew Willis and Brendan Chapel."
I said "I'm told that the team my guys busted last night robbing the jewelry store were very knowledgeable of everything, including alarm codes and where the money and jewels were, and that their movements suggested being well-trained and having practiced. I won-derrrrrr... you think Gil Cox and Gary Fenton are involved?"
"Not much gets past you, Darling." Laura replied.
I said "Jack, you remember Mort Springer and William Drew, who forced us to parachute into your wedding?" (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 02-03.) Muscone nodded and I said "Springer and Drew were part of the rogue Navy SEAL team under the command of Navy Lieutenant Jeff Bayport, and included the despicable slugs Trent Ridge, Quint Starr, Shaun Stevenson and Parker Cassidy."
Me: "Cox and Fenton went into the business of training teams of 'Tactical Role Players', or TRPs. They train teams for various things, be it paramilitary operations or spycraft. I don't know if they're the ones that trained the White Team, but who knows?"
"Why are you calling them the 'White Team'?" Jack asked.
I grinned and said "The Toyota Gang team that was busted last night are all Black. The team that was busted last week was all Hispanic... and they called themselves 'H' and 'B', so it's not me playing race cards. And so it follows that if the four found dead in Donnan County are indeed associated with the others? Well, they're all White. And Feng Xingshi is Asian, connected to Peter Segui and to Stubbs & Wheaton, so I'm looking for an Asian gang driving around in a tricked-out, rolling-hotspot Toyota vehicle."
"Wowwww..." Muscone gasped. "Yeah, you don't need me."
I said "We are distracting Laura from her report, and I have a strong desire to sleep in my bed and not on the couch with Bowser tonight. You were saying, Dear?"
Laura gave me a wan smile, then said "Everything you're saying is good, and correct. Fenton and Cox were, and still are, known for training paramilitary strike teams, assassination teams, and defensive bodyguard teams. But who's to say they trained these four on things like the mission to harm Craig Reynolds, while someone else trained them to infiltrate companies and steal industrial secrets? Anyway, that team is dead; I agree with Jack that your hunch is correct that they're the dead bodies that were used to get you out of Town."
Laura: "I also did some research on Michael Carlena and Carl Rojas. Rojas is just a gangbanger, and a soldier for his higher-ups. But Michael Carlena may be a lot more. He is the higher-ups. And he may have screwed the pooch by getting arrested with this lowlife gang of robbers---"
"Hold on." I said. "I'm increasingly believing that these guys are not lowlifes. There is a lot of brainpower in all of these gangs, a lot of business savvy, a lot of street knowledge and experience. And that jewelry heist? That would've been a thing of beauty, criminally speaking, if they'd have gotten away with it."
Laura said "And that begs the question... why is someone like Michael Carlena, grandson of an increasingly important Cartel leader, involved with these guys?"
"Good question, and I don't have an answer yet." I replied. "What have you found on him that we need to know?"
Laura: "The Red Chinese are growing tremendously in influence in South and Central America. The Cartels are doing business with them. From fentanyl coming across our borders and killing our children, to technology and espionage, it does a Cartel good to produce for the Red Chinese."
Laura: "And one thing the Chinese desperately covet... is nanotechnology. And like you said, Don, there are an increasing number of connections between these Toyota Gang cells and BOW Enterprises."
I said "Yep. And that's why I'm a little bit worried about what people will permit themselves to do to obtain that technology, especially from BOW Enterprises and their partners Ichimoku Industries and Zion Dynamics. Attempted kidnappings, hostage takings, assassinations..."
"Hell, Don," Melina said, "one gang stole a nuclear weapon and almost detonated it here to get that technology." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'.)
"Yezzz, I do remember that." I replied. "And that brings up something. There is someone I would really like to speak with about all this... Keiko Shimono."
"What?!" gasped Laura.
"You gotta be shittin' me!" exclaimed Jack Muscone.
"I see where you're going with that." said Teresa. "So should you or I talk to my cousin Jen Sakai, who also was a spy for the Red Chinese?" (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice', 'Big In Japan' for more on Jen Sakai.)
"Outstanding." I said to Teresa. "You're all over it. Sure you don't want a crowbar?"
"Don't need one." Teresa replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:15pm, Saturday, October 9th. Lieutenant Christopher Purvis came into my office. As always, his hair was dyed solid black, which prompted many to say he used the same shoe polish on both ends of him. I knew that he was in his 30s, maybe two or three years younger than Teresa and me. He was medium height, fairly slender, and in good shape.
"Get coffee if you want some." I said. Purvis poured himself a cup, and asked if Teresa and I wanted him to pour them some. We both declined; my cup was full, and Teresa was not drinking anything at the moment.
"We missed you at the breakfast meeting this morning. You feeling okay?" I said as he sat down in the near-side hot chair, while Teresa sat in her usual far-side chair.
"Much better now, sir." Purvis said. "I would've stayed for the earlier meeting, but I had my orders from Captain Michaels." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Fair enough." I said. "Okay, I asked you to look into other crimes that were occurring while the Toyota Gangs were robbing convenience stores. What did you find?"
"I did find some interesting things, sir." said Purvis. "The earliest Toyota Gang robberies in March and April were at the time George Aurus was being hunted." (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 01.) "There were multiple gangs robbing stores at the time, and except for Aurus, there were no crimes that were out of the ordinary. I did compile a list for you, sir, in case my idea of 'out of the ordinary' doesn't match yours." He handed me a few sheets of paper.
Teresa said "With perfect 20/20 hindsight, those robberies could've had the intent and purpose of distracting us from Aurus."
"I agree." I said. "The Swamp Frogs were looking for him, and wanted to find him before we did... 'we' being me. Okay, keep going, Purvis."
"Yes sir." said Purvis. "After a few weeks of inactivity, the Toyota Gang reappeared in May, at the time of Dr. Fredricson's issues with the University Trustees, and then the Locklear break-in." (Author's note: 'Break-In'.) "The Feds had been thinking that the Toyota Gang actions were to mask drug transactions, but the Southport PD and the DEA busted two major drug operations in Southport and over the State Line in Turpin Heights... and there were no reported Toyota Gang robberies those weekends."
Purvis: "But there were other crimes reported in Lexington and Midtown at the same time as the Toyota Gang robberies. In Lexington, the American Flags were taken out of Federal Judge K.M. Landis's Courtroom as well as his Chambers. At first it was thought they were misplaced or stored somewhere, but they were never found. Someone said they thought they saw a janitor carrying the rolled up Flags down a hallway, so the janitor crew was questioned. They all denied having touched the Flags, and they had no idea what had happened to them."
Purvis: "In Midtown, six wheelchairs went missing from Midtown General Hospital. Four from a large closet near the entrance hallway; those were used to take discharged patients out. And two from near the Rehab Center; those were rented or sold to patients needing them. At first the Hospital did not report the crime to the Police, but conducted their own investigation. And despite videocameras covering every inch of the hallways where the closets were, no one was seen on tape taking any wheelchairs. The thefts were reported four weeks later, when the Insurance Company required a Police report before paying out the claim."
Purvis: "In July, the DEA began taking an interest, as there were some sporadic reports of Toyota Gang activity all over the western side of this State and the eastern side of the State west of us. I could not find any other crimes that were unusual, nor were the alleged crimes of the Toyota Gang confirmed, especially on the other side of the State Line."
I said "Yeah, those might have been red herrings to fuck with the area's DEA Agents, -or- red herrings created by the DEA, to barge in on us if and when they needed to."
Purvis "That could be, sir. And then came late August. That's when KXTC began reporting on the Toyota Gang, and taking potshots at the Police for not magically doing something about the gang. That was during the time of the Locklear trial and the buildup to it. It was also when the Feds began their obvious and poorly executed surveillance missions."
Teresa said "The Feds keep creeping into this, more and more."
"Good observation." I said. "So what were the crimes at those times?"
Purvis said "Nothing substantiated as far as Police activity, sir. But there was an incident reported by the Railroad to the Federal Railroad Administration, the FRA. It was classified 'SECRET', as incidents of these types normally are. As you know, the Railroads have systems that show breaches of the railroad tracks for any reason, natural or man-caused. Such a breach was reported thirty minutes after one of those Toyota Gang incidents." Purvis passed me some more papers.
Purvis: "The breach in the tracks occurred right here in our County, exactly halfway between the State Line and the curve to the south that's next to BigPharmaCorp. All train traffic on the line was stopped in plenty of time, and a crew was dispatched to repair the breach, which was reported to be a, quote, 'minor rail plate crack and rail misalignment'. Repairs were made and train service was fully restored about two hours later."
Teresa said "There's those words again... 'Federal Government'. And south of the curve, those railroad tracks pass right by BOW Enterprises."
"True." I said. "And we've seen incidents of things being taken from trains or moved by them in the past... arms disappearing from the Hammondsville Railyards, and of course the nuclear weapon. So it stands to reason that that could've been a dry run to stop a train with valuable cargo for the stealing." (Author's note: 'Power of Love' for the arms theft; 'The Nuclear Option' for the nuke.)
Purvis: "I have a little bit more, sir. Not one, not two, but three coin shops were hit while the Toyota Gang hit a convenience store in Lexington. One coin shop here; one in Midtown, or more accurately between Midtown and Palm Creek, the seat of Palmyra County; and one in Southport. They were all branch units of the same parent company, 'National Collectibles, LLC', a Nevada corporation."
Purvis: "That company also has a baseball cards branch, other sports collectibles, stamps, toy trains, and such. In all three cases, the stores reported the break-ins because the Insurance Company required Police reports in order to pay for the damaged doors and windows that occurred during the burglaries. The shops reported nothing of value missing."
"Interesting." I said. When Purvis said that was all he had, I said: "That's a good report, and an especially good catch on the Railroad breach. It's going to be very helpful. And now... I need to talk to you about you, Lieutenant."
"Sir?" Purvis asked, a bit nervously.
"Yes." I said. "Tell me... what are your goals for yourself within the TCPD?"
Purvis took a second to take a breath and formulate an answer, which was smart of him to do. Then he said: "Sir, ma'am, this might sound worse than I intend for it to, but my only goal is to do my job and help the TCPD complete its missions. I've made Lieutenant, and I really have no designs upon any of the Captain positions, nor do I expect to be appointed to any of them. I have a little over six years until I can retire, and until then... and longer if I'm still useful... I'll keep doing my job in Intel Branch."
I nodded. "That's fine. What I now need to know is why you had someone call for a warrant to raid a location with a pinging phone, despite being told to get permission first but not getting that permission first."
Purvis was briefly shocked, then he recovered and said "Sir, we got a ping on Rojas's cellphone, so I had Sidney call for a warrant. I don't recall being given any instructions to not do that, and time was of the essence."
I said "Did Captain Michaels not tell you to go through her before calling for any warrants?"
"Not that I recall, sir." said Purvis. "And this is not a cop-out on my part, but Lieutenant Mary Milton has called for warrants without getting prior permission many, many times."
I had an insight. "Tell me... how are things going with Lieutenant Warner in Intel while Lieutenant Milton is away on maternity leave?"
Purvis looked very uncomfortable. He finally said "May I speak freely, sir?"
I said "No, stay within protocol. But Commander Croyle and I won't throw you under the bus, so speak truthfully."
Purvis said "Sir, I thought that I was put in charge of Intel while Mary was on maternity leave. But Joanne is constantly in there giving orders, often overriding what I tell the Intel people."
Teresa said "You're in charge. Take charge! Tell Warner to back off."
"Ma'am..." Purvis said, then faltered. Finally, he said "Ma'am, I have tried to do that. And Warner just goes running to Captain Michaels, and Captain Michaels locks my heels and tears me a new one. She takes Warner's side every time. Every single time. She... the Captain... has threatened to write me up for insubordination. With respect to both of you... I'm between a rock and a hard place, and in a no-win situation."
Teresa said "Why didn't you come to me? Or grieve it to the Union?"
Purvis said "With respect, ma'am... you're not my direct chain-of-command. Commander Troy has been away, but I also know that if I go over Captain Michael's head to him, I'll be labeled an insubordinate snitch, and she and Joanne both will go after me... just like they did Jerome Davis and Roark Coleman."
Purvis: "I thought Captain Michaels's actions towards Jerome were race-based, but I see now that that is how she treats anyone she doesn't like and wants to put down. And like I said earlier, sir... I just want to do my job and retire with my pension. I'm not looking to cause trouble, nor stir the pot."
I nodded. "Yeah, it's a tough situation for you. But you are in charge while Mary Milton is away. Stand up to Warner, and if she goes to Captain Michaels and Captain Michaels calls you on the carpet, immediately ask for a Union Rep. And then I can come into it without her knowing I've talked to you. Okay, you can go. And keep doing the excellent job you're doing with the data."
After Purvis left the room, Teresa straightened up in her chair with a 'look', then said "Sir, with all due respect, I'm not sure Captain Michaels is working out."
"Ohhhh, she's not the problem." I replied, surprising Teresa. "So tell me, did she tell Purvis my instructions about asking for a warrant? Or not?"
Teresa said "Like contracts, the instructions are exactly worth the paper they're printed on. But I think she did pass down the instructions. Purvis was careful in his wording."
I said "I think Captain Michaels told Lieutenant Warner to pass along my instructions... and Warner did not. That's why Michaels didn't push it about not putting the order on paper, an email, or text; and why Purvis is being careful in his wording. Either way, it's a mess, but we don't have time to fix it right now. So! What was the most important thing in Purvis's research? And it was good research."
Teresa said "You really liked that tidbit about the Railroad problem, which sounded like a dry run for sabotage. Other than that, I'm not sure what you're getting at."
"True, about the Railroad." I said. "But the nature of the things they stole... such small things... I think those are a huge clue..."
Part 10 - The Assembly Assembled
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 11th. "As the Nation celebrates Indigenous People's Day, the Town & County Public Safety Department will be presenting its Budget proposals to the Town & County Assembly this morning!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Chief Deputy of the Sheriff's Department Cindy Ross will making her presentations to a badly divided Town Assembly today and over the next few days. Not only is the Assembly divided along Party lines, but factions within both Parties are quarreling over how to deal with Commander Donald Troy's Police Department."
Bettina: "Some progressive Assembly Democrats, led by Cori Bowman and Aaron Rashid, are insisting on fully defunding the Police. However, a more moderate faction of Democrats, led by Patricia Chang and Omar Alexander, are backing off that approach, and insisting that the TCPD agree to follow Federal policing guidelines and submit to meaningful Police reform training in order to be fully funded."
Bettina: "Assembly Republicans, led by Ryan Paulson and Jeff Maple, are threatening to hold healthcare for the poor hostage by defunding the Public Health Department in the same measure that Democrats want to defund the Police. Paulson's statements have caused Eldrick X. Weaver, who some say was cheated out of his rightful win of the Mayor's seat three years ago, to demand the Town & County Charter be rewritten to remove the Public Health Department from under the Sheriff and the Public Safety Department."
Bettina: "Assembly and Council Democrats have also been demanding that an Internal Affairs leader for the Police Force be named before any Budget money is allocated to the Police. However, Channel Two News has learned that Sheriff Antonio Griswold will submit several names for leadership position at Tuesday night's Council meeting, including for two Internal Affairs posts, capitulating to the rightful pressure by Channel Two News and local Democrats..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Just more cheap shots thinly disguised as (air quotes) 'news' by Bettina Wurtzburg." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, me, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"And old news rehashed." Tanya replied. "I didn't hear anything new... like the capture of another Toyota Gang cell as they attempted the largest jewelry heist in the State in fifteen years."
"I heard something new." I said. "The Republicans are once again snatching defeat from the jaws of victory. The reason that some of the Democrats are trying to tone down the rhetoric by pushing for (air quotes) 'Police reform' instead of all-out defunding the Police, is because it has become a losing issue for them. But no, Ryan Paulson threatens to defund the Public Health Department, and he gave Bettina a perfect and potently effective attack line."



Teresa said "I think he was trying to draw attention to the Democrats's welfare spending---"
"But that's not what people are going to hear, nor think about!" I fired back. "Establishment Republicans are just stupid as hell about their messaging! When the Enemy is in the process of destroying himself, get the hell out of the way and let him! But no, Ryan Paulson fucked it up. Completely."
The Chief said "I can seeeee that your forced day away from Police business yesterday has not improved your moooood, Mr. Crowbarrrr."
"No sir, yesterday was great." I replied. "But you forgot to send the memo to Bowser demanding that I sleep in... he could not understand why I wasn't up and taking him and Buddy out at the crack of dawn. But at least I was able to stop the near-disaster of Carole and Tasha trying to cook breakfast without supervision..." I just shook my head at that memory as everyone else began chuckling, which turned to open laughter...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Fox University Sunrise report, the Angels Meeting got underway in my office sans Cindy, who was matriculating her way down to City Hall with the Sheriff. I had called Captain Claire Michaels and 'invited' her (in the Japanese sense) to attend.
I said "Okay, where are we on the cellphones we've accumulated over the weekend?"
Tanya said "Myron and his I.T. crew cracked them yesterday, and sent the data from them to Intel for processing."
Claire said "And they're doing that now. I had them send Ashton Cardigan and Lindy Linares the data for acquiring metadata for us. I know they were getting fresh Federal warrants to do that, but I'm not sure what progress they've made. It'll probably be this afternoon or tomorrow before we get their data."
"Explain to me again why we're going through the Feds for that information?" I asked skeptically. "We can get our own warrants for that data."
Claire said "It's harder for us to get Federal warrants than for the Feds to get them, and easier for the phone company, especially BigCommo to fight us on local warrants. And considering that we're going to be sharing with SAC Cardigan as part of our Joint Task Force with them anyway, it just makes sense to let them do the work for us."
I said "But now you are waiting on them for the data. I'd rather us get the data, even if we have to fight harder for it, then give it to them while we process it ourselves. You need to be pushing to get that data. Okay, what's next?"
"Sir," Teresa said with alacrity, "can you please tell me exactly who is in charge of Intel Branch while Lieutenant Mary Milton is on maternity leave?"
"I am." said Claire with equal alacrity.
Teresa said, undeterred, "I mean directly, Commander... as in which Lieutenant is in charge?"
I said "I thought I was pretty clear that Lieutenant Purvis was in charge, was I not?"
"You were, at least to me, sir." Teresa said. "But I have become aware that the persons in Intel Branch are receiving conflicting orders, and are concerned that they will be disciplined or negatively affected no matter what they do regarding those orders. I've also been made aware that a grievance with the Union is about to be made."
"No one came to me with any such concerns." Claire replied. "As they should do before going to the Union."
"Unless, Captain, you are the subject of their grievance." I said. "So... what's going on between Lieutenants Purvis and Warner?"
Claire was beginning to realize that Teresa's question was not out of the blue, but a repartee between her and myself to bring the subject up. Claire said "I have to send Lieutenant Warner in with my instructions from time to time to get things done in there."
I said "So why isn't Warner going to and through Purvis, instead of giving direct orders, especially invoking your name, which is a no-no of leadership?"
Claire's eyes bore into mine as she said "Because, sir, Purvis can't lead himself nor anyone else out of a paper bag. And in order to get anything done in there, I send Warner in to get them moving in the right direction."
I said "And maybe, just maybe, that is what the problem really is. The system works, Captain, when it's properly followed. And you and Warner are not following the system; you are bypassing the proper chain-of-command. Purvis is in charge of Intel, not Warner. If you have a problem with Purvis, you bring it to me."
I continued: "And from this point forward, Warner is not to go into Intel. She is not to be your go-between to Intel; you interface with Purvis, and in a professional manner, not with threats nor intimidation. Do I make myself clear, Captain?"
"Yes sir, but no sir." said Claire. When I glared at her, she said "Warner is our liaison with the Feds, sir. Excluding her from Intel entirely excludes her from being able to do her job. And that is not fair to her."
"Point taken." I said. "Of course I shouldn't have to spell out the answer to that, but I will, just so you and Commander Croyle hear me say it: Warner is to go to and through the current leader of Intel Branch: Lieutenant Christopher Purvis. And she should do so in a professional manner, with the goal of completing the TCPD mission on the Chief's behalf."
I finished up: "Okay, Captain, Commander Croyle, you can go. Commander Muscone, you and I have two important meetings this morning... more like interviews..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Monday, October 11th. Teresa and I got to the Cop Bar, and 'Pops' directed us to the back 'Command Room'. Waiting there for us were the Chief, the Sheriff, the Chief Deputy Sheriff, and the Deputy Police Chief.
Sheriff Griswold growled "I ordered the Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate for you, Crowbar, and I know you'll practice the Cerone Doctrine by eating all of it."
"Yes sir." I said. I really was hungry, so that would be no problem.
"And I ordered you the Steak Caesar Salad, Teresa. Heavy on steak." the Sheriff said.
"Thank you, Sheriff." Teresa said. "So how is it going with the Assembly?"
"It sucks lemons." Cindy replied matter-of-factly. "I'm not sure why we're even bothering. I could've just submitted our proposals in writing in a file folder, and with a jump drive with the.PDF file for their computers."
"They're not asking questions?" I asked. "I would've thought the Democrats would've been interrupting every five minutes with 'defund the Police' rhetoric."
"Nope." Cindy replied. "In fact, the Democrats are making a point to be rude about it. They're making sure I see them reading books and magazines, or playing around with their cellphones. Cori Bowman was holding up a book to make sure I could see the title, which was 'It Was Slaves That Built America'."
"Ah yes." I said. "That's one of the textbooks the U.S. Department of Education and the powerful Teachers Union want to force every public school student read, as part of 'CRT', their Critical Race Theory curriculum."
Sheriff Griswold said: "And any parent who objects to that is labeled a Racist, a White Nationalist, a Domestic Terrorist. And Derrick B. Harland's FBI will investigate if not arrest those parents as terrorists."
I said "And I can refute them with a non-racial analogy: every annual meeting of BigPharmaCorp's Stockholders, the Union always makes a proposal to limit any employee's salary to no more than 25 times the amount of the lowest base pay of the lowest Unionized worker. They claim it's because it's the workers on the factory floors that are making the product, and therefore making the profits possible."
Me: "Problem is, they'd have no product to make if it weren't for the people who created the chemical processes, and created the pharmaceuticals that create those profits while helping people get and stay well. And those workers on the floor are not the managers and executives that make the decisions that make the employees's jobs possible. And if those people make more, there's a reason for it. Soooo, slaves did do some of the work that built America, but so did a whole lot of other people."
"But that's not what the Teachers Union wants our children to be taught." Teresa added.
"We are digressssing from the Assembly meeet-nnng." Chief Moynahan said. "It was the Police Budget you were discussing? And are the Republicans acting the same wayyy?"
"Yes and yes, Chief." Cindy said. "And the Republicans are not as blatantly rude as the Democrats, but some of them are on their cellphones, too. Some are paying attention, but they're not asking any questions, either. They seem to be treating everything as a foregone conclusion, and any engagement would be superfluous and a waste of time."
Sheriff Griswold asked "How did your interviews this morning go?"
"Very well." said Tanya. "As usual, the Iron Crowbar has made excellent choices."
"Good asskissing skills." said Our Sheriff.
"Butter me up, butter me up." I said. "But seriously, Sheriff, they went well, and our candidates stepped up and said they would accept their new I.A. roles if approved by the Council..."
Part 11 - Overruled
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 12th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall as her background. "Town & County Assembly Republicans want to shut down the County's Free Clinics!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "During a contentious presentation by Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Assembly Republicans peppered her with questions regarding the Public Health Service. The Assembly's Republican leader, Ryan Paulson, asked why County dollars were funding, quote, 'welfare clinics' that should be funded fully and solely by Federal dollars. Let's go to KXTC reporter Martha Faulkner for more. Martha!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the 'non athletic' and 'very decided' blonde reporterette, from the same rooftop but with the Public Health building, next to and just north of Police Headquarters, as her background. "Assemblyman Paulson had this to say in an interview with me yesterday afternoon. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Martha interviewing the very dark-haired Ryan Paulson in the atrium of City Hall as he tried to look 'casual' in his suit and trenchcoat. Paulson said "The Public Health Department is meant to handle public health emergencies and situations, such as pandemic outbreaks, vaccines against the flu, and health advice to our elected leaders. Their HAZMAT team is there to handle emergencies, as they have done in the past."
Paulson: "The Public Health Department is not meant as a vehicle for free medical care to welfare recipients. The Free Clinics in the County should either be shut down or run by private companies. People can go to University Hospital or their doctors for medical care, or take advantage of the Federal Government's socialized medicine facilities. And the next thing you know, Democrats will be demanding that these clinics be used to murder unborn children, paid for by our County tax dollars."
"Back to you, Bettina." Martha Faulkner said.
"Thank you, Martha!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "That was reporter Martha Faulkner with that report on Republican Ryan Paulson's unbelievable views on healthcare for the poor and the reproductive rights of women..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So what really happened, there?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Muscone, and Chief Deputy Ross drank coffee and watched in the Chief's Conference Room.
Cindy said "Some of Bettina's evaluations are just her opinion... nothing new for KXTC... but for the most part she got it right. Since no one on either side asked any questions about the Police budget, and since the Fire Department and EMS budgets are scheduled to be discussed today, I had time in the afternoon to start on the Public Health budget."
Cindy: "And the Assembly Republicans, especially Ryan Paulson and Jeff Maple, just hammered me with questions. And not about the details of the budget, but asking if it was the Public Health Department's place to be running the Free Clinics at all, much less funding them. At first I said that those clinics were where people got the flu shots and stuff, but Paulson did pretty effectively show that the Clinics had become de facto doctor's offices for the southside poor."
Cindy: "I then said that the Council had authorized and mandated the Clinics, and he'd have to take things up with them. And I'll say this: none of them mentioned abortion or those clinics being places to have abortions. That is not authorized nor mandated. So why Paulson told Ms. Faulkner that, I'm not sure."
"To score political points." Tanya astutely said. "And to that subject, why is KXTC giving Paulson, much less any Republican, the time of day, much less all that air time?"
Cindy said "To make him look bad, and to make the Republicans look bad. And whatever side of the aisle you're on, he looks bad saying those things the way he said them."
I said "No, I think there's another reason. You know how much KXTC despises Daniel Allgood. I think they're going to help Paulson primary Daniel for the Republican nomination for Mayor next year. If Paulson wins the primary, then like John McCain before him, Paulson will be shocked, shocked, at how fast KXTC turns on him."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." said Our Sheriff.
Teresa said "So I guess Martha Faulkner drew the short straw, and has to cover the Republican candidates, while Carl Lemay gets to cover the Democrats?"
I replied: "She just got paid to say 'That's right' to Bettina, tape a controversial interview with a possible Mayoral candidate, and say 'Back to you, Bettina!'. Nice work, if you can get it."
After everyone chuckled, the Chief said "So after you retire, Mister Crowbarrrrr, are yuuuuu going to become a reporter for KFXU, or for Alison McFarland?"
"Quoting a wise and great Sheriff, sir..." I replied, "Har!"
"Good asskissing skills, Crowbar." growled Griswold...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:55am, Tuesday, October 12th. I was in my office, going over the duty logs of the previous day, when my door opened and Teresa looked in. "The Chief wants us in Classroom 'E' at 9:00. The cellphone data is back, and we may have a break in the case."
I got up and followed her down the hall to Classroom 'E'. As we walked down the silent hallway, I said "Is it just me, or is it really somber around here today?"
Teresa replied "Now that you mention it, yes. It was really quiet in MCD this morning, but I don't know why, and I didn't ask."
We went inside Classroom 'E', to see that the long conference table had been moved to the back of the room (near what had been Classroom 'F' and was now Mary Milton's office and the server rooms), and forty chairs brought in, all facing the 5x4 matrix of monitors.
Captain Michaels, Lieutenants Parker, Washington, Warner, Rudistan, Purvis, and Myron Milton were already there, as was Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez. Over the next few minutes, Detectives Monroe, Laurer, Scott, Plant, Roark Coleman, Statler, Waldorf, Newman, and Grubby Paul trickled in. Pottsville PD Lieutenant Shane O'Brady came in with Joan Laurer.
"No announcements! Keep your seats!" thundered the voice of Chief Moynahan as he came in, followed by Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, FBI Special Agents Steven Gable, Christy Cassidy, and Tim Jenkins, and DEA Supervisory Special Agents Dwight Stevens and Lorena Rose.
As they sat down, Detective J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry came in. Captain Michaels all but screamed "You're late! Where the hell were you?"
"Sorry, ma'am, everyone." said 'Ice Cube'. "I was on the phone with a C.I., and he was giving me some pretty important stuff."
"That's an excuse, and it's unacceptable---" Claire said angrily, but was stopped by the Chief himself.
"It's o-kay, Captain." said Moynahan. "And it's o-kay, Mr. Perry... especially if it solves this case before the Iron Crowbar doezzzz." The room was utterly silent, maybe because of Claire's outburst. I didn't see the humor in the remark, either.
The Chief said "You might as well laugh. The jokes don't get any better." The mood got no better, either. Even Rudistan looked 'not jovial'.
Chief Moynahan gave up. He said "I called this meeting so that we could all hear some newfound information at the same time, as well as share with our Federal friends who may be becoming increasingly involllved. Go ahead, Captain."
Claire Michaels said "Thank you, Chief. First, some background. Our FBI friends were conducting an investigation into four persons who owned apartments in a duplex subdivision in Coltrane County. These four were potentially involved in a stabbing incident in Commander Troy's hometown, a case he solved over that weekend." I halfway expected someone to say something about good asskissing skills, but the Sheriff was at City Hall, and it just was not that kind of day.
Claire continued: "The subsequent investigation of them led to growing evidence that they were involved in industrial espionage. They were found to have been part of a company called 'TechnoDynamics Security', which Mr. Muscone found was connected to 'TechnoDynamics, Inc.', a company related to Matthew Willis and Brendan Chapel."
Claire: "The FBI was conducting surveillance on their homes in Coltrane County, but they never showed up there. When Commander Troy and Lieutenant O'Brady went to investigate four bodies in the southeastern part of the State, he had DNA acquired and asked the FBI to raid the duplex homes for DNA and other evidence. And now I'll turn it over to Corporal Scott for the results, as well as the data acquired to this point."
"Yes ma'am." said Penny Scott. "First of all, it's not totally confirmed, but early DNA test markers and other indicators, such as extended blood typing, show that (air quotes) 'confidence is high' that the four persons that lived in the duplex apartments are the same four bodies that were found in Donnan County."
"Second," said Penny, "four of the eight recovered burner cellphones correspond to the IDs we've seen in the other gang cells: they're 'SHWhiskey' 1-4, and have 'SHLimaW' as a contact. As with the other gangs, they were very careful about their communications and the burners were used to make videos in both this County and in Palmyra County. There was one anomaly, and I'll circle back to it in one moment."
Penny: "The other four burners gave us a lot more information. They're in the fake names of the four: Dulci Tamayo, Tom Tamayo, Gabby Williams, Jerry Williams. They used the phones mostly to talk and text between themselves. But there were also some contacts between Jerry Williams, a.k.a. Winston Reskind, and the (air quotes) 'official' phones of Peter Segui and Feng Xingshi. And there was one number that was totally new to us."
Penny: "The metadata shows the phones were in Apple Grove the weekend before last. On that Sunday, Jerry Williams called this new number, and there was a five minute conversation. That phone has no ID programmed in, and it was pinging from the City Center, near the Federal Building and the Cannon Building. It then went totally offline until Tuesday, when it activated again, this time in our Town & County, in the Warehouse District. Texts were sent to all four of the White Team on their (air quotes) 'non-SH' burners, which said, and I quote, 'Meet at Location Sargasso, 1:00am. Leave all cellphones at home.', unquote."
Penny: "The other exciting thing about that number is that it called and received calls from four other burner phones, which came up as 'LiaisonA', 'LiaisonB', 'LiaisonH', and 'LiaisonW', a number of times. LiaisonA's location was nearly always Palmyra County, often near where the Stubbs & Wheaton office was. LiaisonB was in our Town & County, on the southside. Sometimes at clubs like 'Jasmine', but often outside, nearer to the Warehouse District. LiaisonH was in Southport, in the Dagny Piers area, and LiaisonW was in Hamilton County, Coltrane County, and our County. And as far as I can tell, it was always in restaurants or pubs."



"Carl Rojas picked up his mail at a pub, too." I said, almost absentmindedly.
Penny went on as if I'd said nothing: "And now for the anomaly. Right after getting that Tuesday night text, Della Deems's regular cellphone received a phone call from 'SHWhiskey2', which may have been her own White Team burner. It lasted two minutes. I asked for metadata on Deems's regular phone, and on Wednesday morning from 12:30am to 12:55 am, it traveled up here from Coltrane County to a location north of the 'Jasmine' Club, where the Warehouse District starts to become the Tenderloin District. At 1:10am the signal went off, and has not been found again."
I said "She may have had a premonition that she and her team were about to die, so she took that phone on purpose to leave a trail for us to find."
"Or maybe she just made a stupid mistake." replied Jack Muscone. "Where was that location?"
Penny Scott brought up the location on a map. "There are three buildings from which this phone could have pinged. One is the Amazon.com distribution center, and it is always busy, 24/7. The second is a warehouse used by a nearby garment factory. It's closed at night, but is usually open and busy during the day."
Penny: "Then there's the third building. It has multiple garage door bays, and was once an auto repair shop, but that went broke over a year ago, and the building has been unoccupied ever since. There are other rooms in the building, offices and storage rooms."
"Is there any camera coverage of them from the street?" Claire Michaels asked.
"Plenty on the Amazon building, and a little bit on the garment warehouse. But virtually none on the third building. Also, I checked on who owns the building now, and we had to dig through some hoops of secret trusts, but we finally got to 'TechnoDynamics Trust'. And the names of its Officers include Matthew Willis, Jeff Woolsey, and Brendan Chapel."
"That's it, then!" exclaimed Jack Muscone as he went for his cellphone. "That must be the location. I'll call for a Federal warrant to raid the place---"
"Hold on a second." I said. "Let's talk about this before we do anything rash. This could be a huge opportunity to take advantage of, and maybe capture the fourth cell of this gang, and ultimately their liaisons and leadership."
"And why do you think there's another gang out there?" asked Muscone derisively.
"Isn't it obvious?" I fired back. "Who do you think 'SHAlpha' 1 through 4 is? Feng Xingshi is likely a part of it, and they're the most dangerous group of them all, right now. And when they come back for---"
"They're not going to come back, sir!" Claire Michaels said loudly. "We've busted two of their gangs, and the third was killed off! If anything, they're going to shut down and disappear, and we need to hit this location and find out what we can if we're going to get them!"
"My God." I muttered, then said more loudly: "If they've gone into the wind, then we're not going to catch them, anyway. They're that good, and that careful. I say let's put surveillance on the place, keep monitoring for phone signatures while I figure out who else is in Feng Xingshi's gang. We can hit them when they come back, or in 48 hours, whichever comes first. It won't hurt to wait."
"I disagree." said Jack Muscone.
"Me, too." Claire Michaels said. "Lorena, what do you think?"
Lorena said "I think you should not be putting me on the spot like this, Claire. And I think it's folly to go against the Iron Crowbar."
"That's not what I wanted to hear, Ms. Rose." Jack Muscone said.
"Would you prefer I lie to you, Mr. Muscone?" Lorena fired back, totally unafraid.
"What about you, Dwight?" Muscone asked very loudly.
Dwight Stevens looked very uncomfortable. He said "I understand what Commander Troy wants to do, but I agree that this location is blown and the perps know it. And if there's something in there that will lead us to other drugs or things in Southport, we should move to obtain that information as fast as possible."
Claire Michaels said "And let's not forget what led us to this location... one of the four members of the White Team brought her active phone with her to the location. If that team was murdered in there, we need to move very fast to get that evidence."
I said "They were killed here, and their dead bodies taken all the way to the other corner of the State? That doesn't jibe with their autopsies, at all. They were alive all of Wednesday, and it would be a hell of a lot easier to take living people all the way down to Donnan County than to transport and manhandle the dead weight of their bodies, pun fully intended."
"Steve, what do you think?" Muscone asked Special Agent Steven Gable.
"What is the building constructed of?" Gable replied. "If it's made of concrete, I don't think 24 hours will matter. But if it's made of flammable materials, then someone could set fire to it in the night and destroy it and all of its contents."
"What is the building made of?" Claire Michaels asked.
"Concrete." blurted out 'Ice Cube' Perry. All eyes snapped onto him.
"How do you know, Detective Perry?" Claire Michaels asked. "Was that what your C.I. told you? Was the call over which you embarrassed me by being late about this building?"
"Well, 'Ice Cube'?" asked Chief Moynahan. Perry's face was a mixture of shame and guilt as he looked over at me.
Claire Michaels's voice was harsh as she said "The Police Chief just asked you a question, Detective Perry. Answer it, right now!"
I nodded to 'Ice Cube', who said "Yes, Chief, the call from my C.I. was about that building. The legit auto repair shop closed a year or so ago, but the building has been in use since last Spring. No cars are ever parked outside; they all drive inside."
Dwight Stevens said "Did your C.I. know if drugs were being run through that place?"
Lorena Rose asked "Could it be a chop shop?"
'Ice Cube': "I don't think so, ma'am. The Teacher's people run a shop that refurbishes stolen cars and sells them for cash, and they would not like that competition. And I've never heard from any C.I. that drugs were coming into or out of that area. The Amazon.com people don't like that stuff around their places. They'd have told the Police by now if any of that was going on."
"That's enough for me." Jack Muscone said. " Chief, do you want to get local warrants and join us, or should I get a local one, too?---"
"HOLD ON!" I yelled, feeling the heat on my face, which I am sure was beet red. "Chief! Don't do this! Give us a chance to finish this off and get the last of the gangs!"
"It's a moot point." Jack Muscone said, standing up. "I'm getting the warrants, and I'm raiding the place. Chief, do you want to send Officers to work with us? Or shall we go it alone, Federal all the way?"
"Noooo, you will work with us, not the other way a-rounnnd." said Chief Moynahan. "Captain Michaels, get the local warrants while Muscone gets Federal warrants, and assign Detectives to participate in the raid. Commander Croyle, call 2nd Precinct and have them send a contingent to assist and pro-tect themmmm."
Teresa looked at me, and I knew that she would tell the Chief to go to hell if I wanted her to. Instead I said in a low voice "Do it. They'll pay later." Teresa nodded, and got out her Police iPhone.
"All you Federal Agents, come with me." Muscone said. They all got out up and filed out as Muscone held the door. As he was turning to leave, he said "Truth be told, Mr. Crowbar... I do not need you to make this raid happen and shut this gang down."
"The hell you don't." I said, but Muscone was already walking out of the room.
"MCD and Vice Detectives, let's go." Claire Michaels said. They all followed her out. Most were stunned by what has just transpired.
In the ensuing silence of the remaining few in the room, I said "Lieutenant Purvis, Corporal Scott, were the addresses we had for the B-Team searched?"
"Yes sir." said Lieutenant Purvis. "When our Officers knocked on the doors, there were no answers, so they got warrants and went in. Our four B-Team members were the occupants, as fingerprints attested to. The apartments were lived-in but clean, and no computers were there. Only Xboxes."
Penny said "We ran the names that came out when we ran the addresses independently. They look like aliases or fake names: Dick Jones, Bob Morton, Alex Murphy, Anne Lewis. We'll keep looking for connections."
"I doubt you'll find any." I said. "Those names are characters from the original movie 'Robocop'. They're just being careful again."
I got up. "Excuse me, Chief. I'll go plan another long vacation. I'm obviously not needed here."
"We'll talk later." the Chief said. I did not reply as I exited the room, followed by the Iron Wolf.
As we went down the hallway, I said "If there's nothing else you really need to do, why don't you come with me?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "Where are we going?"
"University Hospital." I replied...
Part 12 - The Scavenger Hunt
(Author's note: Please review 'Beethoven Virus' for the Amelia Sedgwick story.)
10:45am, Tuesday, October 12th. Amelia Sedgwick was in her brother Bobby's hospital room. They were laughing at some shared joke as Teresa and I came into the room with Dr. Napp.
"Okay, I've got good news." Dr. Napp said. "You're just about fully recovered, Bobby. One final treatment tomorrow, then one more week of monitoring. And if things go as well as they are now, you'll be released. You'll still come in for tests every couple of weeks, but... what? What's wrong?"
Normally such news generated a lot of happiness, but Bobby's face fell, as did Amelia's. The monitor beeped as his heart rate and blood pressure went up.
Bobby said "I've got no place to go." He turned to his sister, his only family, and said "What are we going to do?"
"Relax, Bobby." I said. "We've got your back on this. My uncle, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, just created a new home for child patients like you that are being released from the Hospital but need outpatient care for a while. You're going to be one of his first guests."
"But... but what about you, Amelia?" Bobby asked. "You won't be able to visit me anymore."
"Bobby," Teresa said, "this is the Iron Crowbar talking to you. We'll find a way for Amelia to visit you. So don't let it worry you and get you all sick again, okay?"
"Okay." said Bobby, trying to be brave and not worry.
"Let's step outside, so Bobby and Amelia can talk some more." I said. Dr. Napp followed us out of the room and into the hallway. Two TCSD Deputy Sheriffs were guarding the door; they had transported Amelia to the Hospital from the halfway-house prison where she was incarcerated.
I explained Amelia and Bobby's situations to Dr. Napp, that they had no other family, that Bobby had no place to go and might get swept into the hell of the DFACS foster care system, and he and his sister might never see each other again.
"I had not realized that." Dr. Napp said. "Bobby has always done especially well when his sister visits him. I thought he'd be released into her care."
Amelia came out of the room. "Commander, I appreciate all you've done for Bobby. But once he's released from the Hospital, I'm going to be transferred to prison. And the Feds went to Court to try to take custody of me and send me to Federal prison instead of Midvale or Sunnydale, in spite of the Federal plea agreement."
I said "I'll see what I can do. In the meantime, Amelia, you need to be very careful, and aware of your surroundings at all times." I also told the Deputies to keep their eyes peeled when they took Amelia back to her prison quarters...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Did I promise too much?" Teresa asked as we walked down the hallway.
"I appreciate your faith in me." I replied. "But it's going to be tough. Amelia was right, she can stay at the halfway house only while Bobby is an admitted patient at the Hospital. Once he's released, he's on his own, and Amelia will be transferred to Midvale at best. And the Swamp Frog Feds like Lindsey Black don't want her in Federal custody in order to help her in any way... and there's nothing I can do about that."
"You'll find a way." Teresa said. "Cindy was telling me about her father's new project. When Jimmy and his dog Billy Beagle went to stay with Dr. Eckhart, he couldn't stay long because 'The Vision' has older patients in drug rehab there." (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 02)
Teresa: "Jimmy and Billy Beagle were taken in by the Allgood family in Coltrane County. But his situation got Dr. Eckhart and Cindy to thinking. They had set up the Ruth Heidelmann Baker House for at-risk boys," (Author's note: 'Send In The Clowns', Ch. 04) "so they began setting up a facility on the property adjacent to hers, to be a recovery home for kids released from my programs in the Hospital but having no other place to go."
"Sounds good." I said. "And yet another good premonition by the Green Crowbar, I perceive."
"Not much gets past you, sir." Teresa said. Just then we saw my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, walking up to us, wearing her white doctor labcoat over her black-and-white paneled dress and black high heel pumps that made her legs look their most magnificent.
"I'll go check in with Seth." Teresa said, meaning Hospital Administrator Seth Warner, probably to discuss things pertaining to the Croyle Trust. Laura and I went to her small office in the Hospital.
"I just wanted to tell you that Keiko Shimono has agreed to talk to you." Laura said. "We can have her here tomorrow. But she has one demand... she wants a conjugal visit with you."
I rolled my eyes and said "What does my wife think of that? Especially after she tried to ship you to Beijing in a box." (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman', Ch. 03)
Laura said "Oh, you know I'm a hubby-watcher, and I know you'd enjoy getting a really hot piece of Asian ass. And of course you'll get to make it up to me some way."
"You get a hot date with Donovan Wakefield?" I asked.
"Been there, done that." Laura said. "And your Police Force got that cellphone-cracking program for free out of it."
"Touché. I said. "I thought Melina had fucked his brains out in exchange for that. Well, I'm willing to take one for the Team and give Keiko what she wants, and whisper sweet nothings into her ear in exchange for hard somethings."
"And what somethings are you expecting to get?" Laura asked.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Teresa. "Ah, come in." I said. "I was just about to tell Laura what the Toyota Gang is all about, and I want you to hear it, also."
"I'd say 'it's about freeking time'," Teresa replied, "but I wouldn't want to be insubordinate like Captain Michaels was this morning."
"Yezzz." I said. "And she will get what's coming to her for that. Anyhoo, what I'm looking for out of Keiko is confirmation. I think you were right, Laura, about the White Team being trained to infiltrate companies and get industrial secrets, and I think they were assigned to BOW Enterprises specifically."
Me: "And before them came Keiko's team that helped commandeer that nuke that was used to try to blackmail BOW out of the Mutanix technology." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option') "If you think about it, there are real similarities to how that team operated, and what's going on today."
Me: "What we are seeing now is a new iteration of teams, and I think they are in competition with each other. I think the 'SH' in the various Toyota Gang cells's email and burner phone names stands for 'Scavenger Hunt'. Four teams, competing to complete criminal missions."
Me: "The various Toyota Gangs held up stores to take in a little money, but also to get practice planning and executing missions of those types. And they also do that to help their fellow teams commit other crimes, crimes that seem small and unimportant, but are leading to a larger goal, and maybe a big reward if they complete their big mission."
"Tell us more." Teresa 'suggested'.
Me: "Let's start with the Hispanic Team. They, or some of them, at least, were going to be rewarded with running a massive new drug pipeline for the Carlena Cartel. Michael Carlena was doing the Toyota Gang thing to show his grandfather and his Cartel masters that he was up to the job of leading and running such an operation."
Laura smiled and nodded, realizing I was on the right track. Teresa had shown no emotion, but was listening with great interest.
I continued: "I suspect Carl Rojas was going to get bigger and better pipelines of women for prostitution, and more opportunities with Organized Crime. But in the end, he's just a gangbanger. Peter Segui... he's more than any of that. His goal and destiny was to become one of the 'Big Boys'. I'll come back to that in a minute."
Me: "The Black Team's mission was the jewelry heist. They attempted it at the very first opportunity, after Smith-Morra got their shipments in. They were going to keep the $40,000 in cash as their 'finders fee', and their reward would be to be on the receiving end of the drug pipelines the Carlena Cartel is trying to set up, which would be worth millions to them, the Black Team."
Me: "Fred Spencer was tied to the low-level stuff typical of Organized Crime, not unlike Carl Rojas. And he'd be the guy selling product to the dime bag seller gangs, and to the University Fraternities for distribution on Campus. Roger Earnest and especially Dee Stubbs were looking for higher opportunities with the Big Boys, like Peter Segui was."
Me: "The White Team's mission was the nanotechnology. They were playing a double game with that, too. They complete the mission, both their Scavenger Hunt masters and the companies they've worked for, like BigCommo and MegaTech Industries, get the nanotechnology, and the Team gets a reward. I'm thinking that there is a lot of loose cash around from the Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital operations, and it would've ended up in their pockets when Stubbs & Wheaton was shut down."
Me: "Winston Reskind is the White Team's equivalent of Peter Segui and Dee Stubbs. They don't really have a Fred Spencer/Carl Rojas equivalent, unless Tom Allison is that, but they don't have a Dwayne Heywood/Maribel Isadora equivalent, either... unless Della Deems was that, and that's why she took her real phone to that auto body shop when she realized her team was about to be betrayed and killed."
Teresa said "Why didn't she just warn the others, and they all could've disappeared?"
Laura said "Because it was too late for that. Jack Muscone's FBI team was not the only team watching them."
I nodded, then said "And maybe she was being overly cautious, and it might've turned out not to be what she thought it would be... and what it ended up being. And I think they discovered the active phone on her, and she was gang-raped before she was murdered, in retribution for what was perceived as her treason."
Me: "Anyhoo, let's go totally granular on this. We've had some hints of Matthew Willis and Brendan Chapel being involved in some of this. Chapel was slapped back and forced to relinquish his position as the Director of National Intelligence, but he still is ambitious, and he still has an unquenchable avarice for money. Matthew Willis loves the hot technology that would give him dominance over America, if not the World."
Me: "I think Peter Segui, Dee Stubbs, Winston Reskind, and Feng Xingshi want to get in with these Swamp Frog Big Boys, and they are the true team here, like Keiko Shimono, Jerry Barsbane, Trent Ridge, and Paco were a while back. Again, I'm seeing similarities in organization in all this between the past groups and the present Toyota Gang."



Me: "And there are others involved: at least four persons that are called the 'Liaisons'. They're the watchers, maybe the referees or advisors. And then there are the leaders... don't forget Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman have been spotted in Town in the last few weeks, and Rojas's phone pinged from the building where they were seen. I sure haven't forgotten that for even one moment."
Teresa said "And that leaves the Asian Gang. I did want to ask... why did you think they might come back to that location, and so you didn't want Muscone to raid it? Claire made sense when she said she didn't think they'd come back."
I replied. "Because their game has been this Scavenger Hunt, collecting small things that lead to larger things. I'll just say this: you'll know I'm right if their raid finds small things, like the stolen wheelchairs and medical clothing and masks. If that stuff is found, then we lost a great opportunity to catch those that would have come back for the stuff."
I said "And yes, Feng Xingshi and his team are the most dangerous of all. I think the Hispanic Team, especially Rojas and Isadora, didn't get to complete their truly big mission. And that's going to fall to the Asian Team, which they will execute, pun fully intended, with absolutely ruthless efficiency---"
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
Both my and Teresa's Police iPhones chimed with a text. I said "It's from the Chief. He wants us to meet him for lunch at the Cop Bar."
"To apologize, I hope." Teresa said. "I almost told him to go fuck himself earlier this morning..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Sheriff joined us for lunch at the Cop Bar. "How's it going with the Assembly, Sheriff?" I asked as we sat down.
"Rough." Griswold growled. "Cindy's giving the Fire Department budget today. Ryan Paulson asked why doesn't the Fire Department have the HAZMAT unit instead of the Public Health Department. Cindy said HAZMAT was the Public Health Department's legitimate function, and Paulson went off on her. He was literally yelling, and Cindy pulled out her green crowbar and told him that if he didn't stop disrespecting her by yelling at her, she'd come up there and shove her crowbar down his throat."
Griswold: "When Paulson began losing it, Mayor Allgood told him that if he didn't get his head out of his ass, he, Daniel, would help Cindy shove that crowbar up Paulson's various orifices. The Assembly Democrats sarcastically applauded Daniel for that. I don't know what the fuck is going on with Paulson. He is really going after the Public Health Department."
"Part of the plan, part of the plan." I said, then said no more as the server came up to take our orders.
After we ordered, Griswold growled "I heard Jack Muscone just blew through us to raid that building. And jaws are flapping; people are talking about it all over the Courthouse. The Mayor even asked me about it."
"Yezzz." said Chief Moynahan. "And I want to apologize to you, Mister Crowbarrrr, and you too, Mizzz Croyle, for seemingly going along with it. But Muscone was hell-bent on making that raid, and I'd rather have our guys there than just leaving it to the Feddzzz."
"It is what it is." I said. "And Muscone will pay a heavy, heavy price for dissing me in front of everyone like he did. And so will Claire Michaels."
"Huh?" gasped the Chief.
I said "That was obviously concocted between them. And Claire thought Lorena Rose was going to back her up, and got slapped back. But Commander Croyle made an excellent observation, that all of the Detective Corps was pretty somber today, even Rudistan."
Me: "I think Claire told everyone to not speak to me about the cellphone data showing Della Deems's phone at the location Tuesday night, and then her and the White Team never being heard from alive again. She got together with someone, most likely Jack, and they planned together to make the big raid. Maybe they didn't expect my opposition, or maybe they did, but they were dug in about it, and Jack finally just rode roughshod over us, like the FBI everywhere has begun doing in the name of Derrick B. Harland."
"Are things really that bad with Captain Michaels?" the Chief asked, stunned.
"If I may, sir." Teresa said. I nodded, and she turned to the Chief and Sheriff and said "I think Claire lost 'Ice Cube' Perry today, when she put him on the spot in that meeting. He did not want to go against Commander Troy in there, but she... and you, Chief... forced his hand. She directly argued with Commander Troy in there, as well. She is becoming a disaster in the Detective Corps."
"Well, what do you want to do?" the Chief asked. "What can we do? Has she done anything actually wrong?"
"Not really, Chief." I said. "She was close to insubordination with me, but I've been further down that path with you."
"What do you want to do, Crowbar?" growled Griswold.
"Before I admit total failure on hiring her," I said, "there is one other thing I want to try...
Part 13 - Raid Results
2:00pm, Tuesday, October 11th. The Detectives had trickled back into MCD and Vice. It was very quiet, not the normal banter after an operation. I began wondering if someone had gotten hurt, but I heard Claire Michaels talking enthusiastically with someone, who turned out to be Lt. Joanne Warner.
Five minutes later, Teresa came to my door. "The Chief wants us to come to Classroom 'E'." She then turned and told Commander Tanya Muscone, who was in her office, the same thing. I followed them into the hallway, and we followed the Chief down the hallway and into the room, which had been restored to its normal configuration.
Sheriff Griswold, Captain Michaels, and Lieutenants Washington, Parker, Warner, and Rudistan were already in the room. Corporal Penny Scott was working the laptop that was projecting onto the 5x4 matrix of monitors. Only Claire Michaels looked enthusiastic and happy; everyone else looked solemn.
To my surprise, the only Federal Agents in the room were DEA SSAs Dwight Stevens and Lorena Rose. Lorena gave me a look that was something between 'I'm sorry' and 'I had no part of this', and I nodded back to her. Dwight Stevens had no expression on his face.
"Soooo," drawled the Chief, "tell us what happened."
"Who wants to go first?" Claire asked. She was met with total silence. "Lieutenant Washington?" she finally said.
Theo said "Federal Agents executed Federal warrants to raid the location. We had Superior-Court-issued warrants as well, but were relegated to the status of observers---"
"C'mon, that's not true." said Dwight Stevens. "You were full participants in the raid. Your Uniformed Officers cleared the building, and in a very efficient and professional manner, Commander Croyle." Teresa said nothing, but she nodded her acknowledgement of his acknowledgement."
Claire said "Let's just give the Chief the facts, and not needlessly unimportant evaluations. Lieutenant Parker?"
Teddy Parker said "First of all, no blood was found, nor any places wiped down by bleach. Next: four Toyotas were found inside the building. Two Camrys, painted the same gray color; and two Corollas, also painted identically to each other, but not quite the same as the Camrys. All four were tricked out with the same communications equipment and accessories as the Camrys we impounded when we captured the Asian Team and the Black Team. They were parked neatly together, and there were spaces for four more vehicles. They were wiped down completely; no fingerprints at all."
Parker: "Lieutenant Washington is correct in that we were held back by the Feds once the building was cleared. And that's factually important because we got to see and video-record everything only after the Feds were alone in the room. In fairness, it was not SSA Stevens nor SSA Rose that was doing that, but SAC Muscone and the BAU Team he had with him---"
"What?!" I thundered, practically coming out of my chair and now sitting up fully straight. "Who was on that BAU team?"
Dwight Stevens said "It was Aaron Russo's team, Commander, not the corrupt ones. Jack says they're good guys, and that we can trust them."
"Was Luke Morgan one of them?" I asked sharply.
"Yes sir." Lorena Rose said with alacrity.
I said "He told me to my face that he was out to get me. So trust him and that entire team at your peril. I sure as hell don't." (Author's note: 'Cool For The Summer', Ch. 03)
"Let's keep go-inggg." drawled the Chief. "What else was found on the site?"
Teddy Parker said "Several wheelchairs, a box of surgical masks, a box of clothing that doctors and nurses wear, what they call 'scrubs'. And in a locked gun safe were two 1933 Double Eagle gold coins, encased in hard plastic sleeves, and two coins that were among the very first produced by the U.S. Mint in 1795."
Parker: "And last but not least, sitting on a table in the back room... were four bricks of high-grade, highly purified 'China White'. The wrappers don't have any markings to indicate which gang they came from."
Dwight Stevens said "As y'all probably know, 1933 Double Eagles were never put into circulation, and most were destroyed. Any that are found were stolen from the U.S. Mint. If the 1933 Double Eagles recovered in this raid are verified as authentic, then they are stolen U.S. Government property. We will definitely be looking into this 'National Collectibles' and their coin shops that may have been where these coins came from."
"How much are those worth? The 1933 Double Eagles?" the Chief asked.
I said "King Farouk of Egypt had one, and it sold at auction for over seven million dollars. Now, since the Federal Government has deemed them illegal to privately own, there's no telling how much they potentially could go for in the underground market."
"If they're authentic." Tanya Perlman said. "Who in the world could get whatever's left of those coins from Fort Knox, where they were stored?"
"Brendan Chapel." I said. "While he was DNI. And that 1795 coin could also have been obtained by him... and by very few other people." That struck the room silent for a long moment.
Dwight Stevens finally broke the silence, saying "Well, you've got camera footage you can review. I just came to give you guys a heads-up that the eight perps you busted are yours to put on trial for armed robbery, but the case going forward is going to be taken over by the Federal Government after finding the coins and the 'China White'."
Claire Michaels said "It's still a joint operation, isn't it?"
"Mister Crowbar?" the Chief asked.
"No." I said. "It's totally yours and the FBI's. You should already have all the information we have, unless the FBI is hiding something from the DEA."
I stood up. "Unless the Chief directly contradicts me here and now, the Joint Task Force between the TCPD and all Federal Agencies concerning the Toyota Gang is ended, and the TCPD will not participate further in your investigations."
"Consider that from my mouth to your earrrrrzzz." drawled the Chief.
"But Chief---" started Claire, but the Chief held up his hand.
"No." said Moynahan. "Jack Muscone wanted it. It's all hizzz, now."
I added "And when he fucks it up, he won't have me bailing him out, so sorry." I was not being helpful, and both Claire and Tanya's looks at me showed it...
Part 14 - Council Internal Affairs
7:30pm, Tuesday, October 12th. I was wearing my Duty Dress jacket with 'boxes' over a white shirt and black tie as I watched the public Council meeting come to order. The Sheriff and Police Chief were similarly attired in their Duty Dress uniforms, the gold stars on Our Sheriff's uniform glittering in the light.
For some reason, Teresa Croyle had chosen to wear civilian clothes. She was attired in a tasteful navy blue dress and matching matte navy blue high heel pumps. And I saw why she had chosen to wear civilian clothes: she was also wearing a necklace, which she had received as a gift upon the occasion of her wedding. (Author's note: 'Soap Opera', Ch. 04)
It went predictably: the Mayor led the Council and audience in the Pledge of Allegiance, for which the Democrats on the Council and some in the audience rudely remained seated and did not participate.
After the submissions of formal documents as well as lawsuits against the County were received and the readings of them dispensed with by voice vote, Old Business was brought up. Kelly Carnes brought up yet again that the TCPD had not nominated anyone for their vacant Internal Affairs positions, and J.P. Goldman made a Point of Order that such nominations would be forthcoming during New Business. And when New Business came up, the Sheriff took to the lectern in front of the audience to place the names in nomination.
"That will require an Executive Session to discuss." said the Mayor. "I will entertain a motion to go into Executive Session after public business tonight is concluded." There being no further public business, the Council went into Executive Session. The Sheriff, Chief, myself, and Teresa Croyle followed the Council upstairs to the private Council Chamber.
Once the Executive Session was called to order, the Mayor indicated for the Sheriff to name names. The Sheriff deferred to Your Iron Crowbar. I got up and went to the lectern at the head of the table and said "There are two positions in the Internal Affairs Division that need filling. The I.A. Commander, with the rank of Lieutenant Commander, the equivalent of Commander Croyle, here; and the I.A. Senior Officer position, which can have a Captain, but we are going to promote the candidate to Lieutenant for the time being."
I continued: "The names of the candidates for the positions are..."
To be continued.
Two questions: 1) what is the final mission of the fourth cell of the Toyota Gang? And 2) admittedly I did not leave many clues to it, but take a guess at who the names the Iron Crowbar is submitting for Internal Affairs. Answers next chapter!



        Scavenger Hunt Ch. 04

        Sleeping with a sexy enemy;  the Toyota Gang's final attack.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/scavenger-hunt-ch-04

Title: Scavenger Hunt Ch. 04

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Sleeping with a sexy enemy;  the Toyota Gang's final attack.

Tags: mystery, police drama, crime drama, iron crowbar, unprotected sex, creampie

Series: Scavenger Hunt


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
There may or may not be discussion of political issues in my stories. If you are a Snowflake that feels you need to be protected from any mention of politics, then click the Back button now, and never attempt to read any of my stories ever again. You've been warned.
***
Part 14 - Council Internal Affairs (continued)
Tuesday, October 12th. I announced: "The names of the candidates for the positions are..."
"... 2d Precinct Captain Eitan Abram for I.A. Commander, and Detective Lisa Monroe for I.A. Lieutenant."
For several seconds there was complete silence, and I couldn't figure out if that was a good or bad thing. And then the silence was broken. You get one guess who broke it, and it had better be 'Kelly Carnes'.
"What?!" gasped Carnes. "You're nominating a kike to be the head of Internal Affairs?"
Five Points of Order were immediately raised... and not all of them by Republicans. "Points of Order accepted." said Daniel Allgood. "Mrs. Carnes, you will apologize and retract that statement."
"The hell I will!" yelled Carnes. "And you can go straight to Hell, you racist, illegitimate Mayor!"
More objections were raised. "Your language is Hate Speech, Carnes." said Dagmar Schoen, who hated Kelly Carnes as limitlessly as Carnes hated Schoen.
"It's FREE Speech!" Carnes yelled back. "I don't see any of you sanctimonious white Republicans complaining when black people are called the n-word!"
"This isn't about anyone else saying anything else." Dagmar fired back. "Stop trying to deflect, and project your Hate Speech onto others."
And then the room fell silent as Teresa Croyle got up and walked to the table, standing between Kelly Carnes and Edgar Silas. Sergeant-At-Arms Harrison J. Pierce watched her warily and leaned forward, as if to unsnap the strap on his holster. I caught his eye and shook my head, and he sat back.
Teresa dangled her necklace from her hand. "Do you know what this is, Mrs. Carnes?" she asked.
"Ask me if I care." Kelly Carnes spat in reply.
"You should... you should care." Teresa said. "The coin here is from ancient Roman times. It was the only thing a German Jewish woman was able to smuggle out of the country as she fled the Nazi death squads."
Teresa: "I received it from that woman's great-granddaughter on my wedding day. The great-granddaughter who became my mother-in-law that day. Yes... Todd's mother... and the sister of the Iron Crowbar."
Carnes turned and looked at me. She said "So you're a fucking Bar Code, too, huh?."
"By ethnicity." I said. "And proud of it."
"Now we know what's wrong with you." Carnes said. "Geez, a redheaded Jew, exercising Police brutality on this County's People of Color. Who knew?"
There were immediately five objections, and the other Council Members were imploring the Mayor to do something. Teresa's voice cut through theirs and the tension of the room as she said "Keep it up, Carnes. The Iron Crowbar does not forget, and he does hold grudges. And ditto that for me." She turned and went back to her seat.
"Yes." I said. "I'm too busy right now doing my job for the Police Force. But one day, Mrs. Carnes... one day..."
"Is that a threat?" Sheila Sorrells asked, her own voice sounding like a threat.
"Let's move on." said Daniel Allgood. "Commander, tell us more about both of these nominees."
"Certainly, Mr. Mayor." I replied. "Captain Abram has worked his way up the ranks of the Police Force to become 2nd Precinct Captain. He has served with distinction and with great integrity, especially in administering discipline as the Precinct Captain. He has served as 'Acting Chief' many times during the Christmas Holidays period. And the Sheriff, Police Chief, and Inspector General have stated in writing that they have full confidence that Lieutenant Commander Abram will do a sterling job as I.A. Commander."
I continued: "Lisa Monroe came to us after years of tough Police duty in the City Police Department, and her time-in-grade with them makes her eligible to be promoted to Lieutenant for this position. Not only was she incorruptible, which annoyed her superior Officers and caused them to make efforts to hold her back, she beat their efforts and exposed corruption several times."
Me: "I scooped her up into the TCPD as quickly as I could upon finding she was willing to join us, and she has done an excellent job with our Vice Squad. And the fact that she is not a longtime TCPD Officer means that she can do the job of Internal Affairs Officer with impartiality and integrity."
Edward R. Steele asked "Who will be replacing Captain Abrams as 2nd Precinct Captain?" Thanks, Edward, I thought to myself. Nice softball.
I replied "Precinct Lieutenant Sean DeLong is being nominated to be Precinct Captain, and Sergeant Stevie Carter, who was considered for the Precinct Lieutenant role at the time DeLong got it, will be promoted and put into the Precinct Lieutenant position."
Malinda Adams said viciously: "And once again you utterly fail to promote women to these positions of leadership---"
I interrupted: "I'm not fooling with your gender hatred shit tonight, Ms. Adams. You can ask Lisa Monroe what her pronouns are. And once again, the TCPD does not promote based on the Identity Politics of gender or race... " I turned and stared right through Kelly Carnes as I finished: ...nor disqualify anyone based upon their ethnicity or religion."
"Your actions contradict your own words, kike." Kelly Carnes snarled in reply. Then she said more loudly: "So! Commander Troy has his yes-man in Internal Affairs, without consulting anyone, without considering any other qualifications."
I replied "As the rest of you know, but Mrs. Carnes is too stupid to comprehend, I'm subject to the Chief, Sheriff, and Inspector General. Of course you, Carnes, wouldn't consider anyone who doesn't state out loud his or her desire to come after me, and use the power of Government position to exercise political witch hunts."
"It doesn't matter." Carnes said. "I'm going to fight whoever you nominate, solely because it's you and your Police Department. And Abram being a God damned Jew disqualifies him from any reasonable consideration."
"You've been warned about your Hate Speech, Carnes." Dagmar Schoen said threateningly.
"Ohh, she's just trolling us now." said J.P. Goldman. "She's just saying it to get a rise out of you. Ignore her."
"No, I intend to file a complaint against her with the State and US Civil Rights Divisions." Dagmar said.
"It won't matter if you do." said Edgar Silas. "They'll just ignore your complaint, especially since you're a Republican and she's a Democrat. They only go after Conservative white men for Hate Speech.... what? Did I say something a little too truthful, there?"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap*
Daniel Allgood's gavel was at work, followed by him saying "All right, I've been more than patient enough. Thank you for your nominations and your time, Commander Troy." As I went to sit down, he said "Okay, will someone please make a motion, so that we can get home before sunrise?"
"You got someplace to be, Mr. Mayor?" Sheila Sorrells asked, a bit viciously.
"Why, yes I do." Daniel said. "I want to get home to my wife. Have you seen how good looking she is? Okay, Mr. Colby is recognized."
John Colby said "I move to immediately approve all of these promotions."
"I second." said Ian McGhillie.
"HOLD ON!" yelled Edgar Silas. "We have had no chance to even read up on these Officers, examine their records, or anything else! I would like to actually sit down and talk to Captain Abrams and Detective... Detective... Monroe." He'd read her name off the paper in front of him.
Silas: "Instead, Commander Troy throws these nominations out with NO warning, NO announcement, NO consultation with us. And now you filthy Fascist Republicans are trying to ram these nominations through with NO discussion, NO due diligence, and NO respect for the Black Citizens of this County!"
"There it is. The race card." Edward R. Steele replied witheringly. "You can't go through even one Council session without throwing it in everyone's faces."
*tap tap tap tap tap tap* went the Mayor's gavel.
"May I, Mr. Mayor?" I asked, returning to the podium. He nodded, and I said "Mr. Silas, we the Police are under no obligation to consult with you beforehand, only to submit the names, which we have just done. And let me be totally clear on this: In the course of doing my job as Police Commander, I will never, EVER consult with you beforehand."
Susan Weston fired back: "You might get a lot more done if you showed the slightest bit of courtesy and consulted with us beforehand."
"Why?" I thundered back. "So you can run to Bettina Wurtzburg and have her leak the names, then trash the nominations if the names aren't in jackbooted lockstep with your views?"
Sheila Sorrells said "Mr. Mayor, I move to lay this motion on the table."
"I second." said the other four Democrats.
"Why?" I practically yelled. "You gripe for months... months... demanding we nominate someone, then get your tool Bettina to whine about it, and even to outright lie about the non-existent threat of a Police strike... and now that we've given you the names, you want to delay, delay, delay? Why, so you can get Bettina to lie some more and trash these Officers's good names---"
"You damn right that's what we're going to do!" yelled Kelly Carnes. "And there is not a God damned thing you can do about it!---"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap*
"There is a motion to lay it on the table, which cannot be debated." said the Mayor. "I heard Malinda Adams's voice, so let the record show Ms. Adams as having seconded the motion. Let's vote." The vote was 5-5... but J.P. Goldman had voted for it, and Susan Weston against.
Daniel Allgood said "The Council being evenly divided, I wish to have a recorded vote on this, and I vote against it. We will continue the discussion. Sheriff, Chief, Commanders, unless the Council Members would like for you to stay to discuss these nominations, you can go."
No one asked for us to stay. We swiftly exited the Chamber.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we walked back to Police Headquarters, Teresa said to me "I can't recall you being that openly and aggressively hostile to the Council in... forever. You okay?"
"I dunno." I said sourly. "I'm getting sick and tired of it all... the duplicity, the hypocrisy, the 'woke' crap... and worst of all, that bitch Kelly Carnes can openly call Abram and me epithets in an official local Government meeting, and she will get away with it, you just watch. But you are more likely to get in trouble for what you said to her than she is for her racist hate speech."
Teresa said "You sure it's not more? There's still a lot going on with the Toyota Gang business. And with Michaels and the Detective Corps. That's about to explode."
"Yeah, I know." I said. "And I have a solution to that. But we've got to get that last Toyota Gang cell first."
Teresa said "All I'll say is that it's a good thing you're getting laid tomorrow." I did a double-take and peered at her. Teresa just looked forward with a little smile on her face. After a moment we both began whimpering laughs, which turned to all-out laughter. Yeah, the Iron Wolf had just punked me, and good...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm. Marie and Carole were asleep in Carole's room, and Jim in his room, when my personal iPhone buzzed. It was Edward R. Steele. The Council meeting had just ended, and he was at his house. Stephanie Steele had 'telescope time' at the University Observatory.
"How did it go?" I asked.
"Good and bad." Edward said. "The good news is that we rammed it through, on strict Party lines with Daniel breaking the tie. But there will be a second reading of the bill next week, so it's not a done deal yet, and the Democrats are openly saying they're going to use the time to publicly trash the nominees, especially Abram and Monroe."
"Consider me 'not surprised'." I said.
"There's more." Edward said. "Silas said over and over that Republicans... well, he said 'the White Nationalists in the room'... ramrodding things like this through the Council with no prior warning and no debate is why there is going to be a lawsuit to, and I quote, 'rectify the injustice of the unequal representation on this Council', unquote."
Edward: "Jack Colby called his bluff, and said that would trigger a vote to re-separate the Town from the County, and was that what Silas really wanted? Silas said the lawsuit would ask for the plebiscite provision in the Charter to be enjoined and prohibited as part of the settlement."
Edward: "Then I opened my mouth and said that in the first place, there would be no 'settlement'; and in the second place if the Charter was changed we would fight any attempt to prevent the plebiscite all the way to the US Supreme Court. It was Silas's reaction that surprised me. He recoiled, as if he'd been punched in the nose, and as if he had not even considered that we might fight him on that."
I said "It is what it is."
Edward: "And one last thing. The reason the meeting took so long was not because of the issue at hand, but about you. I guess I was not the only one that noticed how hostile and aggressive you were with them. Sure we understand you were pissed off at what Carnes said, but even the Mayor said you crossed the line. The Democrats want to ban you from all future Council Executive Sessions... and Allgood broke the 5-5 tie in favor of banning you..."
Part 15 - Sleeping With The Enemy
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 13th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in her distant background. "Commander Donald Troy once again makes horrible personnel decisions!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "At last night's Council meeting, Commander Troy submitted the names of Precinct Captain Eitan Abram for Internal Affairs Commander. Captain Abram, who is Jewish, has been Acting Police Chief during the Christmas break. Let's go to highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Reporter of Color, reporting from the same rooftop as Bettina, but with City Hall in his background. "Experts are saying that Commander Troy has shown his usual disregard for Police Officers of Color by naming a Jewish man as I.A. Commander. Experts agree that having a Jewish Internal Affairs leader investigating Police Officers of Color could be a significant problem, and lead to lawsuits by any such Officers found to be in the wrong."
Lemay: "And as part of his surprise move that caught everyone off-guard, Commander Troy nominated Detective Lisa Monroe to be Internal Affairs Officer, normally a Captain's position. Detective Monroe would be promoted to Lieutenant if approved for the slot."
Lemay: "However, experts say that the choice of Monroe is particularly bad and insulting, because Detective Monroe joined the TCPD after years working for the City Police Department, and she left as the City Police Internal Affairs scandal was brewing."
The feed went to a split-screen, and Bettina said "Carl, let me add here that our viewers will remember that that scandal involved TCPD Chief Moynahan's crony, Wes Masters some months ago." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers'.) "And despite the scandal and the corruption that was found in the City Police I.A. Department, Governor Sharon Marshall appointed Masters head of the SBI anyway. It appears that Commander Troy is making the same error in bringing former City cop Lisa Monroe into TCPD Internal Affairs."
Lemay: "That's right, Bettina." As the feed returned to him exclusively, he said: "Several Council Members told Channel Two News that they received no advance notification of these nominations for these important posts, and that nobody in the Town & County Public Safety Department consulted with them nor discussed any potential nominations beforehand. Back to you, Bettina."
The feed returned to Bettina, who said "Thank you, Carl! Perhaps if Sheriff Griswold or his people would've given the Council Members that much courtesy, then these disastrous nominations might have been avoided, and the Internal Affairs Department would be staffed with people who are not Commander Troy's 'yes-man' asskissers."
Bettina: "That was political reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And in other news, a Federal raid on a location in the Warehouse District may spell the end of the Toyota Gang's series of armed robberies in our County." After giving the address of hte location, she said: "And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for another crime story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic but height-challenged blonde reporterette, on location with the raided auto shop behind her. "The FBI and DEA, assisted by TCPD Officers, raided this defunct auto repair shop yesterday, and discovered that it was a base of operations for the Toyota Gang that had been outsmarting Commander Donald Troy for months!"
Amber repeated the exact address of the location, and as drone and ground footage showed the shop and where it was, she said "The FBI and DEA recovered four Toyotas believed to have been used in the gang's series of armed robberies, as well as items believed stolen by the gang in other burglaries."
Amber: "Additionally, a large quantity of illegal drugs were found, and the DEA is investigating if the gang is part of a larger, interstate drug ring. Federal authorities are taking over the case after their successful raid. And after months of failure by Commander Donald Troy to solve the gang's crime spree, the Federal authorities's successful result is a welcome change. Back to you, Bettina!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The only sounds in the Chief's Conference Room were coffee being slurped by Our Sheriff, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Muscone, Chief Deputy Ross, ADA Paulina Patterson, and a Lieutenant Commander with a very bad attitude.
Finally, Sheriff Griswold broke the silence: "I expected Bettina to take shots at Captain Abram after what I heard in the Council meeting last night. But to attack Lisa Monroe by all but calling 'Coldiron' Masters the bad guy in the City Police I.A. case? That is just... lower than low."
"Par for the course for the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media." I replied. Have I mentioned that I utterly despise the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media?
Teresa said "I guess I'm halfway numb about all that, because what is making my blood boil right now is how they're giving the Feds all the credit for busting the Toyota Gang based on one... ONE!... raid, when the TCPD, and especially Commander Troy, did all the work taking them down."



Teresa glanced in Tanya's direction as she continued: "And if Jack Muscone has one ounce of integrity anywhere in him, he'll call a Press Conference, call out Bettina for her lies and denounce her dishonesty, and give the TCPD credit where due."
All eyes went to Tanya Muscone, who said "Why are y'all looking at me? I didn't have anything to do with any of that, neither the Feds making the raid, nor KXTC's reporting it the way they did. And Jack may have jumped the gun in making that raid over Don's objections, but don't blame Jack for the Press's crap."
Cindy said "Tanya, I love you, and I know you're between a rock and a hard place, being married to Jack and in the TCPD at the same time. But I know for a fact that Jack himself went to Bettina, and asked her to publicize the raid, and especially to publicize the location of that warehouse. I know it for a fact because he went to KFXU, too, and asked them to publicize it and emphasize the location."
That shocked the room into another round of utter silence. I finally said "I'm not blaming you for any of this, Tanya, and I hope no one else is, either. But that premature Fed raid has really hurt our chances of getting the last Toyota Gang cell, the Asian Team, and it may end up in someone being murdered by them."
Teresa said "I'll add to it that the Detectives are badly demoralized by the Feds taking over the case. And Bettina's viciously dishonest reporting of it will only hurt that morale further, and they've got plenty enough problems, as it is. They're just about ready to revolt against Captain Michaels, and file a mass Union grievance against her."
I said "I'm going to take care of that this afternoon."
"How?" asked Cindy. "Are you going to begin the process of firing Claire?"
"No." I replied. "I don't fire good people if I can 'heppit'. I find ways to keep them. That's why all three of you, my Angels, are sitting here at this table today."
"So how are you going to fix this?" the Green Crowbar persisted.
The Sheriff intervened, saying "By the only way possible... the Klingon way..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Boy if you wait until the lights go down
I got some some tricks that'll have you screaming out
So stay awhile, stay awhile
And I'm a-make it worth your while, worth your while
Oh won't you stay for awhile?"
--- Tiësto & KSHMR feat. VASSY, 'Secrets'
10:00am, Wednesday, October 13th. I picked up Laura at the Hospital (she's been spending a lot of time there, I thought to myself), and we drove to the 'halfway house' prison facility that Amelia Sedgwick was assigned to while her brother was being treated for his illness. But we were not there to see Amelia. 
"You need to be careful." Laura said. "Keiko Shimono was very well trained in the arts of personal combat by the CIA, Japanese Intelligence, and Chinese Intelligence. If you weren't as good as you are... at personal combat... I would never let you risk doing this. We'll be right outside, but we can't act fast enough if she gets you in a headlock and breaks your neck."
Laura: "So to that end, don't let her hug your neck like I do when you're fucking me. And you can't go down on her and eat her pussy, nor get in a soixante-neuf with her; if she gets her legs around your neck, she could snap it before we could help you."
"Got it." I replied.
"Here." Laura said. I extended my hand palm-upwards, and she dropped a 'gray viagra' into it. I took it and swallowed it down with the last of my bottle of water.
We went inside the facility, and were escorted to a room at the far end of the second floor hallway. The first room off the hallway had a small changing room on the left, and a monitor room on the right, where Laura and presumably no one else would be watching. Two Deputies would (presumably) be waiting in this outer room in case of trouble.
I undressed after giving Laura my service weapon, which she put in her purse. I put on the blue hospital 'scrubs' shirt and pants... short pants that were almost 'Daisy Dukes' in the lack of legs. That was so the pants could not be used as a weapon to strangle me or hang herself, I knew.
"Kinda revealing, wouldn't you say?" I said when I came back into the hallway.
"Mmm, yes. I should make you wear these at home." Laura said appreciatively, her eyes on my crotch and my ass. Not that I needed it, but my wife's talk was rather stimulating.
"Here goes nothing." I said as I pressed the button by the door to the cell. There was a buzz and a click, and I opened the door and went inside, then closed it behind me.
The room was totally bare. The bed was a metal table fastened to the back wall with two legs holding it up. The mattress had a sheet on it that fully sheathed it, and would be very difficult to remove. The bathroom was a small room to the back left with no door, and it had a metal toilet fastened to the back corner of the wall, and a sink built into the other corner. There were no towels, just an air dryer built into the wall.
"Well, well, well." said the relatively husky voice of Keiko Shimono. She was standing in front of the bed, wearing a bright orange shirt and short-shorts, similar to my scrubs but for the color, and slip-on sneakers. "You have no idea how often I have dreamed of being fucked by the Iron Crowbar's long, hard cock."
With that, she pulled the shirt off, and stood proudly topless in front of me. I've said before that she and her mirror-image twin sister, the late Tomoko Shimono, bore a striking resemblance to the adult actress Asa Akira. Keiko's dark, slanted eyes and high cheekbones required no makeup to be the beautiful woman she was. And her body was just as lovely: medium-sized, high-riding breasts with hard nipples standing out, beckoning to be massaged and sucked.
As she slid the tight pants off her hips and down her shapely legs, I swiftly removed my own clothing. We looked each other's bodies over, then she stepped up to me as if to put her arms around my neck. I stopped her by extending my arms over hers and sliding them over her body in a hug and pulling her to me.
She wrapped her arms around my torso as I bent down and pressed my mouth to her full lips in a hot kiss. She mashed her mouth to mine as my tongue slid over hers, then she began sucking on my tongue as I slowly walked her back to the bed.
As we made out, I felt Keiko's hands slide down and take my cock in one hand and my balls in the other. She slowly jacked my shaft and massaged my balls as my tongue explored her mouth and my hands roamed over her firm, toned back. We finally broke the kiss, and I grabbed her left breast in my hand and squeezed it as I bent my head down and sucked her hard nipple into my mouth. Continuing to maul her left breast in my hand, my mouth moved to her right breast, sucking the nipple hard as she pushed it into my face.
Finally, I gently pushed her down until she was sitting on the bed. "No wonder you are called the Iron Crowbar." Keiko said as she looked up at me while stroking my cock with her soft, warm hand. "I have never felt a cock this hard."
"It's hard because you are so fucking hot." I said as she leaned forward and kissed the tip of my dick, then lashed the piss-slit with her tongue. Then she looked up into my eyes as she opened her mouth and slid those full lips down my shaft, taking in well over half of it.
"Unnh!" I gasped as she vacuumed the air out of her mouth and then sucked hard as she pulled her head back. Damn! this woman really could suck a golf ball through a garden hose! I thought to myself as she swallowed my entire length into her throat before repeating her hard sucking as my cock slid out of her mouth again.
She kept this up for a long minute, then tongued my balls and the underside of my mouth. "Why don't you sit down on the bed, and let me kneel before you on the floor and suck this wonderful, hard cock some more." Wow, she's really submitting to me, I thought.
I hadn't expected that, but I wasn't about to deny her request. We circled around as I sat on the bed and she maneuvered between my legs and sank to her knees. Again looking up into my eyes, she began sucking me again, jacking my shaft in rhythm to her hard sucking technique.
After a minute of the intense pleasure of being fellated by this gorgeous Asian vixen, I put my hand on the back of her head and gently pushed her onto my cock as I thrust forward with my hips. I began fucking her face in a steady rhythm as I admired the beauty of those high cheekbones, slanted eyes that were sparkling with lust, and that wonderful mouth sliding back and forth on my now-long, thick shaft.
"Lie down." I said when I felt the first twinges in my balls that signaled the rise towards climax. "Lie down on the bed." I helped Keiko to stand up as I rose off the bed. I took her face in my hands and kissed her sexy mouth hard, then guided her to the bed. She lay down on it on her back and I eased down next to her, lying on my left hip and using my chest to prevent her arms from moving up to my head.
I kissed her deeply again and we began making out hotly as my hand slid over her groin and upper thighs, caressing her smooth skin. Then I slid my bird finger down the 'runway strip' of pubic hair to her labes and over them. My finger slid back and forth, deeper and deeper, until I slid it into her sopping wet hole.
"MMMM!" the beautiful Asian woman moaned into my mouth as I began sliding my finger along the upper wall of her vagina in a 'come here' gesture. I added my index finger as I frigged her, making her moan and gasp. I didn't need to eat her; she was ready.
I rose up to mount her. Keiko pulled her shapely legs up and back. I grasped her thighs behind her knees and pushed her legs further back until her knees were against the sides of her breasts. I was sitting on my haunches, dryfucking her slit as I thrust my hips forward and back. Keiko could wait no longer: her hands reached between us and guided my throbbing cock to her engorged labes, and fit the head into her sopping wet hole.
I pushed forward and slowly sank the full length of my cock into Keiko's cunt until our groins were pressed together and my balls were slapping her taint. I was amazed how tight she was; her pussy was gripping my prick like a velvety vise. I slowly pulled back, sliding out of her, then I drove forward until I was buried to the hilt in her hot wet depths again.
"God DAMN! that feels good!" Keiko cried out as I began fucking her with long, deep strokes. I leaned over her and stretched my legs out, and began thrusting straight down into her hole, still holding her legs back. She slid her hands along my hard abs and sides, then along my hips, clutching my asscheeks occasionally.
*chock!* *chock!* *chock!* *chock!*
Our coupling was deep and wet. I plunged into Keiko again and again, balls-deep in ecstasy, the staccato smacks of our groins slapping together filling the room. Keiko was moaning deeply, then she screamed out as her cunt clamped down on my invading cock.
"AAUGH! AAAH! AHH! ACK!" she gasped as she came around my pistoning prick for several seconds. When her vagina finally relaxed, she let herself practically melt into the mattress.
"Damn, you're tight!" I grunted. "Your pussy is amazing!"
"It doesn't get used much." Keiko replied. "And your cock is soooo hard, and thick! Fuck me with that crowbar, Mister Crowbar. Make me come again!"
I released her legs, but, kept my arms above hers. I bent down and kissed her mouth hard again, and we French-kissed hotly, our tongues twining along our lips as I began fucking her with deeper, harder, shorter strokes. Then I mashed my mouth to hers and tried to slide my tongue down her throat, and she sucked hard on my invading oral digit as her pussy rippled along my invading cock.
After ravishing her mouth with my tongue and her pussy with my cock for several enjoyable minutes, I pressed my weight down onto her. My head was above the top of her head, so I couldn't kiss her but she was kissing my upper chest as I settled in and began pistoning my hips rapidly back and forth, fucking her with short stabbing thrusts and keeping my meat buried in her, grinding my pelvis against hers in circular motions, churning her tight, wet cunt into a creamy lather as our loving became more and more urgent and violent.
I found that pushing my cockshaft along the top wall of her cunt made her respond, so I pressed into her that way and fucked her as hard as I could in that position. I felt my nut rapidly rising, and just as I reached the crest I felt her cunt suddenly get even wetter and slicker. She cried out as she came, and I heard myself grunt and gasp as my cock seemed to explode in release, followed by pulses of pleasure in my loins as spurt after spurt of thick, ropy jism fired into her and coated the back wall of her quivering quim...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After I regained my senses and we caught our breaths, I slid halfway off Keiko, my right hip on the bed against her left hip, keeping my leg over her legs. My left hand was holding hers, keeping her pinned under me as I nuzzled her neck, then raised my head and kissed her mouth again.
"Damn, that was amazing." I said. "You're pretty fucking amazing."
"So are you, Iron Crowbar." Keiko said. "I didn't think anyone could fuck me better than Trent Ridge did, but you are better than he is. Bigger, too, which I'm sure makes your male ego happy."
"Doesn't hurt." I said. "But I don't think Amber Harris is going to get to make that comparison."
"Ah, so he is the father of that skank's child?" Keiko asked. I nodded, and she said "He was good in bed, but truly an idiot. And he went after you, and got what was coming to him." I saw her eyes peering at me, seeing if my eyes would give away my responsibility for his death. (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 04) My eyes gave away nothing.
"So, Mister Crowbar," Keiko said, "while your batteries are recharging, what do you want to know?"
"Speaking of Trent Ridge," I said, "you, him, Barsbane, and Paco were a team. Was it a team like the Toyota Gang teams? Or were y'all part of teams like these slugs?"
Keiko said "That is closer to the truth. What do you think we were? And those Toyota Teams are?"
I said "It's a competition of some sort. Gangs compete to commit big crimes, then get rewarded."
"Ahh, you are as smart as you are good in bed, Mister Crowbar." Keiko said. "It is called the Olympics of Crime. It was created sixteen years ago by Pastor Raymond Westboro, the Consultant of Crime that you defeated so completely."
"Why does that not surprise me?" I said as I nuzzled the Asian beauty's neck and jaw. "It's exactly the type of thing he'd come up with."
Keiko: "Yes. There were always four teams of four people. The Toyotas were not used until this year. Teams are by ethnicity: White, Black, Asian, and Hispanic. Each team was given an assignment, criminal acts that led to an ultimate goal. Sometimes the crimes were small, and strange, other times... very big."
Keiko: "The Teams had Liaisons, who would give the assignments, answer questions, make rulings. And then there was the Top Leadership. They are some very serious people. Big company leaders, Government leaders... and not just the American Government, but China, Russia, the Yakuza in Japan."
Keiko: "Early teams competed to steal gold, and in quantity. Their rewards were money, technology, drug connections, provided by the Consultant of Crime. That is how he amassed the gold, some of which George Aurus found. And more is out there. Everyone would love to find Westboro's gold, especially a very bad man in the highest levels of the American Government."
Keiko: "You did not realize it at the time, but four years ago you defeated some of the Olympics of Crime teams. Westboro died the year before, but he'd planned out much of what those teams did. Westboro had wanted Jerry Morelli destroyed, so Les Craig's mission to bring Betty Morelli to testify against your husband was his team's assignment. You almost helped him succeed, but Betty herself turned the tables on him. But it worked out for you, didn't it? Your sperm is very potent, very virile. Maybe I am also becoming pregnant by you right now?" (Author's note: 'Film Noir'.)
"I doubt it." I said, again not letting my face give away the information Keiko's eyes were searching mine for. "You're on the Pill, and you had to agree to take a 'morning after' pill in exchange for getting my dick in you. Too bad... so you were saying about the Olympics of Crime?"
Keiko said "Yes. And it is indeed too bad; we would have made a wonderful baby together." She pressed her lips to mine in a warm kiss, then said "While that was going on, the Superior Bloodlines and Black Triumvirate were the true White Team and Black Team, battling for the highest of stakes. You utterly destroyed both of them." (Author's note: 'Sandstorm')
Keiko: "And then, word got out that BOW Enterprises, Ichimoku Industries, and Zion Dynamics were making breakthroughs in nanotechnology and other things. The leadership of the Olympics of Crime became desperate for that technology, as did my masters in the Government of the People's Republic of China."
Keiko: "Two years ago, Trent, Quint, and Jerry were on the White Team, I was on the Asian Team, and Paco was on the Hispanic team. The Black Team included Indians, the ones you busted Our assignments were things like finding McGinty's Materials, stealing technology, stuff like that." (Author's note: 'Four Square' for the Indians; 'One Night In Bangkok' for McGinty.)
Keiko: "During that time, Trent, Jerry, Paco, and I decided to work together beyond the Olympics of Crime teams. That's when we stole the nuclear weapon and tried to ransom out the Mutanix. And again you defeated us, Iron Crowbar."
I said "Yes, I can see the threads of this Olympics of Crime now. I just want one thing from you... well, besides getting my cock into that amazing pussy of yours again. Who are the members of the Asian Team, besides Feng Xingshi?"
Keiko said "You are right: Feng Xingshi is one of them. He is one of what you call the Swamp Frogs; he has very close ties to traitors in your Federal Government. Another is Hideo Sakai. He and his wife, who is your Iron Wolf's first cousin, ran smuggling operations, but in reality are spies for the People's Republic of China." (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice', 'Big In Japan')
Keiko: "The third person is someone you have met before. Her name is Mai Ling. I used that name myself on occasion, to cause confusion for the Federal Authorities. She was an employee of Forbes Environmental National Laboratories when Jimmy Shell was murdered, and her Olympics mission at that time was to siphon off money going to the Pine Valley project." (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards')
Keiko: "And the last member is Li Wei Guo. He is related to Li Xianping, who attempted to murder your cousin at the Country Music Palace." (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice', Ch. 05.) "Wei Guo is very young, only 26, but he has connections to Central and South American gangs and cartels, and is a trusted member of the Chinese Government."
"Interesting. Thank you for the information." I said. "Okay, enough pillow talk..." I rolled on top of Keiko and slid my hard cock back into her slimy, cum-filled pussy. I deeply fucked her with long, seemingly slow strokes, but I was circling my hips as I pumped her, scraping against the walls of her pussy.
After she had two hard orgasms, I got off of her, my cock reluctantly sliding out of her tight hole, coated with our combined juices. Keiko sat up and took my cock in her mouth, using her lips and tongue to clean off my cock and balls.



"Turn over." I said. "I want to fuck you from behind."
"Mmm, like the bitch in heat I am." Keiko said, her voice a mixture of lust and dreaminess as she got on her hands and knees. I got behind her, gripped her hips, and slid my entire cock into her cunt from behind, not stopping until those magnificent asscheeks were pressed into my groin.
"Oh yeah, that's it..." I groaned as I withdrew my cock, then pulled her back to me as I drove forward.
*smack!* *smack!* *smack!* *smack!*
I fucked the beautiful Asian woman for long, intense minutes, pounding her relentlessly. I grasped one asscheek and rubbed my thumb over her twitching anal sphincter, and I heard her groan in pleasure.
"You can fuck my ass if you want." she offered.
"Not this time." I grunted. "I'll fuck that sweet ass next time."
"I'm holding you to that." she replied. I just gripped her hips even tighter and fucked her even harder. It wasn't long before I felt my nut rising. Keiko got there first.
"OH GOD!" she yelled out. Her cunt clamped down on my cock like a vise. As Keiko came, she pitched forward. I followed her down, continuing to fuck her 'prone bone' until, with a guttural groan of intense pleasure, I filled her sopping cunt with another load of my hot seed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:15pm, Wednesday, October 13th. After showering together at the Mountain Nest, Laura and I dressed and headed for the Cop Bar. Sheriff Griswold, Cindy, Teresa, and Todd Burke were already in the back 'Command Room'. I gave my and Laura's orders at the bar on the way in.
After exchanging greetings and sitting down, Teresa asked, with just the slightest hint of cattiness, "Did your 'confidential informant' give you anything of value?"
"A surprising amount." I said. "She called them the 'Olympics of Crime', and said that a lot of our previous cases were tied in to their competitions. And I can see some of those patterns, especially where Swamp Frogs are concerned, from Mr. C., to Mittens Willis, to his son Matthew Willis, to Jeff Woolsey, to Elliot Sanders and Kara Zorn, and especially to Robin Isley and Brendan Chapel. And Teresa, I'd say that Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, who tried to murder Todd, here, are more and more deeply involved with them.
"They won't be involved if I find them in my County." Teresa said. "But you didn't hear me say that."
"Say what?" barked the Sheriff. Cindy pointed at him and nodded vigorously in agreement. Then Griswold asked "You think she told you the truth, the whole truth?"
"Not at all." I said. "Laura and I were talking about it on the way here: how does a woman who has been 'disappeared' and locked away, presumably in Federal prison, know who is involved with today's teams? Sure, she could be going by who she knew on previous teams, but I could tell that some of what she told me is speculation."
Cindy asked "Did she give you enough to catch the Asian Team? And stop their next crime?"
I said "Fortunately, I do not need her in order to stop them... if I want to, that is."
I was met with a chorus of "Whaa?!" I said "It's the same thing as not wanting the Feds to raid that warehouse before we gave surveillance an opportunity. If we go hunting these Asian Team people, we might catch them... but we won't catch the leadership nor the Liaisons... who are very important in all this, and really need to be identified and captured."
Cindy said "But Don, if someone dies... that would be worse than anything."
"Would it?" I said cryptically.
After a pause, which was awkward, I went on: "At any rate... Todd, you need to be very careful. You need to have BOW Enterprises and your business partners ramp up security. Your critical personnel need to be very watchful of their surroundings; indeed, it might be most very good if they accept security details. And you need to keep your property near the railroad tracks under constant watch, and be extremely aware of any and every rail car that goes into and out of the facility..."
Part 16 - Order Restored
2:00pm, Wednesday, October 13th. Lt. Commander knocked on Captain Claire Michaels's office door, then opened it and went in without waiting for a reply. Claire looked up at Teresa in shock, and said "Ma'am?"
"Come with me. Now." Teresa said, then turned to the door.
"What is it?" Claire asked as she stood up.
"I did not say you could ask questions!" Teresa yelled. "I said come with me. Right now!" Shocked, Claire walked around her desk and fell in line behind Teresa. They walked down the hallway towards the back corner, and Claire thought it was to go to either Commander Troy or Chief Moynahan's office.
But Teresa did not go there. Instead she continued down the back hallway, past the turn to Classrooms 'C-D' (Intel Branch), 'E' (the meeting room), and 'F' (Mary Milton's office), and on down past the restrooms to the left, the Infirmary to the right, the breakroom further down to the left and the Monitor Room to the right. The hallway turned right, but Teresa turned left, and went into the gymnasium.
The large room was empty. The Police Boxing Matches boxing ring was set up in the middle, raised two feet above the floor, and only the lights directly above the ring were on, eerily illuminating it.
"Come on." Teresa said, leading Claire to the locker room entrances in the alcove in the back wall. Claire noted the huge empty space of wall above the alcove, and wondered why nothing was painted there, or a scoreboard mounted or something.
Inside the women's locker room, Claire saw a suit of plastic armor for the Boxing Matches set out, including two football helmets, one red and one blue, with plastic faceplates.
"Here's what this is about." said Teresa. "You have three choices. First and second, you can walk back out of here and we will go to the Police Chief's office. There, you can beg the Chief and Deputy Chief to transfer you to the position of Captain of Physical Properties, where you will be blamed for every shortcoming in the buildings, vehicles and equipment, and you'll walk around the buildings pointing out to the Rookie cops all the dust spots and spider webs they missed while cleaning up."
Teresa: "But they may not accept that, and the Chief will either accept your resignation, or terminate your employment with the TCPD. And quite frankly, I myself would rather resign or be fired than suffer the humiliation of being reduced to Captain of Physical Properties."
Teresa: "And then there's the third option. You can put on that armor and come back into the gym, and things will be settled like real men and women... and like they were in my father's day as an Army Captain in Viet Nam."
Claire did not need much time to decide. She reached over for the suit of armor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Coming out of the locker room, Claire saw that the entire Detective Corps... MCD, Vice, and Intel (except LaTasha Thompson) were in the gym, on the side between the ring and the front door. Also in the room were the Police Chief, Deputy Police Chief, Sheriff, Chief Deputy Sheriff, and the Police Psychologist. All had on head and eye protection.
And in the ring, wearing armor and the Wildcat football helmet with faceplate, stood Your Iron Crowbar. Lieutenant Micah Rudistan was in the ring with me, wearing his referee protective gear.
*CLANG!*
The blue crowbar, not the blue crowbar but one of the replicas given to Detectives that successfully solve cases, landed on the floor in front of Claire. I did not spout the usual verbiage about wanting a shot at the title; this was about a lot more, and everyone knew it. She picked it up and climbed into the ring.
Rudistan gave the directions: "Follow my commands, and do not hit the referee at all. You cannot be saved by the bell, but you cannot continue after the bell. Beyond that, try to avoid head shots, but this ain't the Boxing Matches; anything goes." Claire and I tapped crowbars, and went to our corners. The bell rang, Rudistan yelled 'Box!'...
... and from that point on it was all over for her.
I rushed into a swirling, smashing attack. Claire defended well at first, but a lot of my shots were towards her shoulders, which made her flinch and duck her head to the side, and I would follow up with body blows. After a few moments, Claire finally attacked. I responded with a full martial arts kick, right to her sternum.
The powerful blow would've incapacitated an unarmored person. As it was, it physically knocked Claire up and off her feet, and she landed flat on her back. I was going to follow up with mighty crowbar blows while she was down, but Rudistan put his arm across my chest to block me, forcing me to stop. Claire struggled to get up, in obvious pain, and trying hard to catch her breath.
More punishment followed. Most of what I did was PBM-legal, but I also smashed her back a little too close to her kidneys then got her shoulder when she used it to prevent the side of her head from getting hit and her bell rung. And I also took her out at the knees from behind, making her fall backwards hard on her ass.
With thirty seconds to go in the first round, I finally made a 'throw' that pushed her chest into one of the cushioned corner posts. Keeping her arm twisted behind her, I whispered "You have disrespected me for the last time. You can either get your head out of your ass, be the great Detective you once were here, and be the Captain of Detectives I hired... or you can submit your resignation and go back to L.A. Capire?"
"Yes sir." Claire gasped. I then whirled her around and forced her to the mat on her chest and belly, and held her down as Rudistan executed the three-count. I got up and went to a neutral corner as Rudistan made sure Claire was okay. He helped her up and she bowed to me and I bowed back, then went up to her and we exchanged a man-hug handshake.
"Hold here a second." I said. Then I went to the edge of the ring and said loudly: "Now does anyone here think they can whip her ass? Now's the time to speak up or forever hold your peace." Though there were a couple of people that could whip Claire's ass, like 2x Police Boxing Matches Champion Joan Laurer, no one spoke up.
"All right, then." I said. "So you understand that she is your Captain and you work for her. And all of us should understand that respect and loyalty are two way streets. I expect you to respect Captain Michaels, and do what she says when she says, provided it's a legal order. At the same time, I expect that she will give you the respect you have earned and deserve as TCPD Officers."
I then said "Okay... do any of you think you can whip my ass right now?" I heard the beginnings of laughter, and realized that Rudistan was behind me, raising his hand. I whirled around, and he snatched his hand down and began examining the ceiling, making everyone laugh.
I turned back around, and saw Teresa Croyle raising her had. "Putcho hand down, before I embarrass you." I said to the Iron Wolf, who shrugged her shoulders. Then J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry shocked everyone by raising his hand.
"Are you out of your mind?" Joan Laurer asked him as everyone gasped.
'Ice Cube' said "This might be the only chance I ever get to box against the Iron Crowbar."
"I like your attitude." I said to J.J. "Suit up." Perry put on the equipment that Claire had shed. Laura led Claire to the Infirmary.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a good battle. We boxed under PBM rules. Ice Cube was very well-versed in martial arts as well as street-fighting skills. I mostly played defense, not giving him any avenues of attack. He likewise did not overcommit to any attacks. There was much sound and fury in the clanging of iron on iron, but by the end of the third round it was a clear stalemate, and Referee Rudistan declared it a draw.
"Good job." I said as we man-hugged after the battle. Ice Cube thanked me for the opportunity. I turned to everyone else and said "Okay, anyone else?"
There were no takers, but Rudistan asked with great joviality: "Sir, if Chief Moynahan can't beat you, does that mean you're really Police Chief?" Whimpers of laughter began amongst the assembled Detectives. I saw the Chief and Sheriff both peering at me.
I said "Mr. Rudistan, you and everyone should know that Chief Moynahan flies missile-armed helicopters a hell of a lot better than I do. Thoughts like that keep me awake at night." The laughter spilled over and erupted.
"What about the Sheriff, sir?" Cindy Ross (of course) yelled out.
"The Sheriff can drink my ass under the table." I replied. "Of course he cheats. He slips Romulan Ale in with the Klingon Blood Wine..." The Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily as he beamed at me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Claire was examined by Laura, the Chief went into the infirmary and had a moment of conversation with her. I never found out what was said, but it may have gotten her head straight more than my crowbar beatdown of her.
Meanwhile, Teresa came into my office. "Sir," she asked, "Intel is looking at the names of the Asian Team you gave them after your... meeting... with Keiko Shimono. I also got word from the halfway-house prison facility that she has been transported out of there, supposedly to the Federal facility at which she is normally incarcerated."
"Good." I said. "And now I suspect you want to ask me some questions in private that you did not want to ask in front of other people, yes?"
"Not much gets past you." Teresa replied. "What I really am wondering about is why Keiko would give up people she knows and worked with, even for a great piece of ass from the legendary crowbar... the one between your legs. And can we trust what she told us?"
I said "It's astute of you to ask that question, and despite my reputation of my legendary sexual prowess..." Teresa deliberately rolled her eyes at that, and I continued regardless: "And I think the answer is obvious... someone, possibly Laura herself, promised or gave Keiko something more than two hours in bed with me. As to the veracity of the data, I'm expecting our Intel Branch to let us know that."
I continued: "By the way, I absolutely hate to say this, but don't say anything, not one word, to Tanya about any of this. The Feds went in their own direction, and they can continue doing so without any help at all from us."
Teresa said "Wilco. And changing the subject, Dr. Napp tells me that Bobby Sedgwick is doing extremely well, and we really need to release him and make that bed available for another sick child. It seems the waiting list for help is never-ending, here or anywhere else, and even St. Jude's asks us to take patients from them if and when we can."
I replied: "And that brings up the problem of Amelia Sedgwick. Both Laura and I made efforts to keep her incarcerated locally while Bobby is in Dr. Eckhart's halfway house, finishing his treatments. But it's 'no go' on that. The Feds are pushing hard, and I mean hard, to get her into Federal custody, and US Attorney General Derrick B. Harland is personally badgering Federal Judge K.M. Landis about it... and he's gone to Judge Ruth B. Taney in Midtown to put out an order overriding Landis."
Teresa: "Oh, shit. That much attention at that high a level cannot be good... for Amelia. Who wants her so badly?"
I said "You get two guesses, and they'd better be 'Lindsey Black' and 'Karl Coleman'. Former DNI Brendan Chapel's minions and marked cards. And 'oh shit' is right... if they get Amelia in their custody, they'll take revenge on her for not getting the virus attack on the Hospital right, and then for talking to us about it. I'm sure Chapel wants her dead for that." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus')
"Can we keep custody over her, as protective custody?" Teresa asked.
I said: "No, and we can't do anything else, either. We can't put her in Witness Protection, because Bobby still has to make Hospital visits, so he can't go with her. And no matter what prison she goes to, either she's far away from him, or she's completely unsafe, and very likely will come over all dead in prison."
"We have to be able to do something!" Teresa exclaimed in frustration. "I know we can find a way... that you can find a way."
I looked Teresa dead in the eye and said "Teresa... there is not a damned thing I can do about this. Nothing at all. On this one, I'm beaten. I have no solution..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Wednesday, October 13th. I called a meeting for the Detective Corps, their Lieutenants, and their Captain to convene in Classroom 'E'. The Chief, Deputy Chief, and Commander of Operations joined us.
"As you've heard," I said, "Detective Lisa Monroe has been nominated to become the Internal Affairs Officer, and we expect her appointment and promotion that goes with it to be ratified by the Council." Everyone applauded Lisa Monroe, who just nodded.
"She's the bad guy now!" Lt. Rudistan said with great joviality. "You gotta go, Lisa!"
Everyone laughed, some more uncertainly than others. I said "It won't happen until November 1st, so she's welcome to stay, and y'all better be on good behavior around her. But her appointment means that we need to do a little more retooling of our teams, here."
People got still, attentive, and interested as I continued: "We're going to have three MCD Teams instead of two. Team Teddy, Team Theo... and Team Joanne. I was going to call her's 'Team Tony' after her son, but my eight-year-old daughter tells me that he is going to follow his father's footsteps into Hospital Administration when he grows up."
"And I wouldn't bet against Carole being right about that." Joanne Warner said brightly.
I said "So here are the new teams:
Lieutenant Theo Washington.
Team Theo: Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez.
Team Theo: Detective Roark Coleman.
Lieutenant Teddy Parker
Team Teddy: Detective Joan Laurer
Team Teddy: Detective Kerri Ambrose.
Lieutenant Joanne Warner.
Team Joanne: Senior Patrolman Phil Goodwright, who is being monitored for promotion to Detective-1.
Team Joanne:... ahh, we have an empty space here. I'll wax eloquent on this in a moment."
I continued: "Vice remains:
Lieutenant Micah Rudistan
Detective Grubby Paul
Detective J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry, who will be promoted to Detective Sergeant on November 1st
Detective George Newman
Detective Statler
Detective Waldorf
Senior Patrolman Hardy
Senior Patrolman Drew
Officer Jim Madison
Officer Patty Colquitt.
And Intel is:
Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton
Lt. Christopher Purvis, Financial Investigations
Corporal Penelope Scott
Detective Sidney Plant
Auxiliary Police Officer Terry Halston
Auxiliary Police Officer LaTasha Thompson
Lainie Everett, civilian tech
Sonali, civilian tech."
Me: "Joanne, with your clearance, and with Goodwright's experience in Intel, you guys may be deployed with one of the other teams, and you'll be doing more of the quick data mining in the field. If you're deployed separately, we'll be plugging someone in as your third team member, and we'll monitor those people for more permanent assignments. This is not totally ideal, but you have your own team, Joanne. And all you Lieutenants may get fourth team members over time."
Me: "Last but not least: Lieutenant Mary Milton answers directly to me; I am her immediate boss in the chain-of-command. While she is on maternity leave, Lieutenant Purvis is in charge of Intel, and his chain of command is through Lieutenant Milton... straight to me. If you have an issue with him or with Intel that needs resolving, come to me... or Commander Croyle if I'm not here and won't be immediately available..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *




7:00pm, Wednesday, October 13th. My Angels, myself, and the Sheriff and Chief, were having beef nachos and soft drinks at the Cop Bar. The fire pot was lit, as the warm day had turned into a cool evening.
"Somewhat to my surprise," said Teresa Croyle, "Claire Michaels accepted her beatdown like a man. She met with Theo, Teddy, Joanne, and Micah, and while she didn't outright apologize, she said she would be more respectful to them and their positions. She also said she would let them run their teams, but to make sure to never embarrass her in front of you or the Chief by not keeping her informed of things, and never leave her to be unable to answer your or the Chief's questions."
I said "What about Purvis?"
Teresa replied: "She did not invite him to that meeting, nor speak to him privately, as far as I know."
Cindy said "I got the vibe that Claire actually felt relieved that you did what you did. She was beaten in personal combat by the Iron Crowbar... who among us hasn't been... she took her medicine, and nobody else stood up to her. So honor is maintained, she can offer to pull back and reset, and we all go forward. But she has no respect for Purvis, none at all; nor he, her. And I'm not sure what can be done about that."
"Nothing needs to be done." I said. "Mary Milton answers straight to me, not to Claire. When Mary is back from maternity leave, Purvis will answer to Mary, and have that buffer. As long as Claire leaves Purvis alone, treats him as persona non grata if s he wants to and only deals with him through the proper chain-of-command, it should be okay..."
Part 17 - Attack of the Asian Team
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 15th. "Social Justice groups demand the Town & County Council reject Commander Donald Troy's unacceptable choices for Internal Affairs!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The Council's ratification of Eitan Abram and Lisa Monroe for the top two Internal Affairs position requires a second reading of the bill next Tuesday. Social Justice groups are lining up against Abram as I.A. Commander. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Eldrick X. Weaver saying "Abram as I.A. leader would be a even worse disaster for this County's People of Color than Donald Troy and Daniel Allgood are."
Stacy Jacobs was shown saying "Donald Troy's sycophants Abram and Monroe are just an insult and a joke. Abram has not shown any respect for People of Color, and Monroe was Wes Masters's crony in the corrupt City Police I.A. scandal I urge the Council to reconsider, and vote them out, and name replacements for them that will respect People of Color as well as have the integrity to stand up to Donald Troy and his Police brutality with that crowbar he carries around."
After more of the same, Bettina came back on the air live, saying "And in other news, Federal Authorities have received credible information of potential threats to the railroad lines that run through our County. The Federal Railroad Administration, or FRA, told Channel Two News that it has shared the elevated threat information with the Town & County Police. And Authorities at all levels, Federal, State, and local, are closely monitoring the situation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Usual Suspects drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, Sheriff Griswold said "Would someone please tell me who told Bettina that? And why is she trying to frighten the Public with that story?"
"For exactly that reason, Sheriff." Teresa Croyle replied. "To frighten the Public. To start a panic, and cause trouble for us, the Public Safety Department."
Tanya Perlman said "Some 'junior adjutant' in the FRA contacted Damien Thompson and said they had a threat assessment from the FBI. Considering that I sleep with the FBI's Special Agent In Charge in this region of the country, and he was unaware of it until I told him last night, one has to wonder if it was the Bob Rovers BAU Team putting that crap out, and they likely went to Bettina and asked her to do their scaremongering dirty work."
"No, there's something to it." said the Sheriff. "The State Emergency Management Agency, SEMA, was contacted by the FRA and told to prepare for a possible railroad derailment or terrorist attack in our area. SEMA in turn called the Public Safety Department and tried to order us around about it, telling us to obey the orders of the Feds, be it the FRA or FEMA. Neither the Feds nor SEMA have called back, though."
"We are ready to respond to anything." Cindy declared. "But the questions are valid, and they stand: who told Bettina, and why is she trying to frighten people by publicizing something that never normally gets publicized before something happens?"
For some strange reason, all eyes were upon me. I finally said "Teresa is right... it's to frighten the Public, to create fear. But the real question is why do they want to create that fear? And I believe it is so that the Public Safety Department, and especially the Police, must respond to anything that happens. So if a train stops on the tracks near BigPharmaCorp, or Crown Chemicals or BOW Enterprises... or worse, derails anywhere near those companies or the Town... then Police will have to be diverted to that situation, and away from anything and everything else."
"Toyota Gang at work?" Teresa asked.
"So I read the riddle." I replied. "But we'll be on watch, and as Cindy said, we're ready for anything."
"What about the riling up of the 'Woke' groups over the I.A. nominations?" Chief Moynahan asked.
I said "They were demanding we make I.A. nominations. And then, when we did, they're going off on them and whining about it. I think the Media is ginning it up, not in partnership but leading the groups by their noses. I'm just tuning their shit out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:45pm, Friday, October 15th. As the sun set over the western horizon, the bright light of a train heralded its eastbound travel. As it took the curve near BigPharmaCorp, the loud, shrill sounds of brakes being applied filled the air.
The train began stopping as it went into 'emergency', but being nearly 15,000 feet long it took time, and a few miles, to come to a complete halt. The front engines stopped just as they reached the northern edge of BOW Enterprises...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone ringing and I answered it. "This is the Duty Desk, sir." said the Duty Desk Officer. "The FRA just notified us that trains in the area have been stopped due to an alarm of a breach in the rails south of Town. One train is stopped on the southbound track by BOW Enterprises and Crown Chemicals."
The Duty Desk Officer continued: "BOW Enterprises has called, sir, and asked for you to send Officers to help secure the facility. They're seeing people coming out of box cars on the train that's stopped. And the FBI called and asked for you to come down to BOW, because their CEO is refusing to let any Federal Agents onto his property."
I said "Contact Intel Branch and have them get the manifest of that train from the Railroad Company. I'll call BOW Enterprises."
As I disconnected, I looked up at Teresa and said "And so it begins."
Teresa said "You'd think the CEO of BOW Enterprises would call me personally if he needed any help out there."
"Which is why I don't think they really need our help out there." I replied. "If it really was them that called in the first place..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Things look great." said Dr. Napp to Bobby Sedgwick and his sister Amelia in Bobby's hospital room. "You'll be released and transferred to the Ross Recovery Home on Monday."
Amelia said "And I'll come visit you." The door opened, and Your Iron Crowbar walked in, with the Iron Wolf and two Deputies. Amelia looked at Bobby and said "Are you ready to do this?" Bobby nodded his head.
We escorted Amanda to the Emergency Room side of University Hospital. The Town & County Sheriff Department van was waiting under the awning where ambulances normally unloaded patients bound for the E.R. As Amelia and the Deputies got into the vehicle, Teresa and I were watching the area carefully.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. I stepped out from under the awning, away from the others, and took the call.
"Hey Dog!" said FBI Special Agent In Charge on the other end of the line. "When are you coming down here to BOW Enterprises? We've got a situation here!"
"I'm sure you do." I said curtly. "But the manifest of the train says the cars are all empties, and are being returned to Southport. What's the situation you're so worried about?"
"Your nephew has armed guards here, refusing to let any Federal Agents inside." Muscone said. "We're just trying to help him keep the place secure---"
"If you want to help, Muscone, then leave him and his property alone." I said. "Get a warrant if you want to go in there... oh, that's right, both the Federal and local Judges have denied your warrant applications."
"Dammit, Don, this is an emergency!" Muscone yelled.
I said "It always is with you Feds---"
*KA-BOOM!*
I looked up to see the fireball rising to the sky on the western side of Town. "Okay, it's an emergency now." I said to Muscone...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There had been a grand total of three tanker cars on the train, and the manifest said they were empty ethanol containers. But one of them had been full of something, something that exploded. TCFD firefighters were coming up to battle the blaze, wearing chemical masks as well as their firefighting gear. Public Health Department HAZMAT personnel were already taking quick air samples, to determine the toxicity of what had exploded.
I received a call from Cindy on my Police iPhone. "I'm as close to the scene as they'll let me get." she said. "The car that exploded was halfway between BOW Enterprises and Crown Chemicals. The other railcars were empty, and they were blown off the tracks for a hundred feet in either direction."
"What about BOW, and Crown Chemicals?" I asked.
Cindy replied: "Neither of their properties suffered any damage, but Crown Chemicals is shutting down as a precaution. BOW shut down when the train stopped. The Farmer's Market Restaurant is on fire, though. They'll be rebuilding from the ground up... hold on..."
A few seconds later, Cindy said "The HAZMAT people just told me that the air particulates of the explosive material is gasoline-based, and not nearly as deadly as something like vinyl chloride would be. You'd know more than me about that. And they're saying the wind is blowing east-to-west, away from Town and towards the farm fields. We may have just caught a huge break, there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When the Hospital had been rebuilt and renovated after the terrorist attack (Author's note: 'Only Time), a concrete path had been poured that paralleled the long main hallway on the back side. It was used for walking, but the gates could be opened to allow vehicles to go from the ubiquitous 'Authorized Personnel Only' E.R. parking lot to the big parking lot on the southside of the Hospital's property.
Amelia Sedgwick's TCSD van went along that back way and then through the parking lot's back row to another path that led to an east-west side street that subsequently led to the streets and alleys and buildings, which included Fraternity and Sorority houses and apartments for students. The van slowly made its way towards the halfway house prison facility.
Suddenly, a Toyota Camry pulled out right in front of the van! The vehicles collided, then two more Toyotas, Corollas, boxed off the van to its rear and side with the sliding door. The perps in the Toyotas, masked and clothed in all black, poured out of the cars and began spraying automatic fire from their 'assault rifles' into the van, shattering the windshield and door windows, and perforating the metal sides.
Then they backed off, and two of them aimed small rocket launchers at the van, and fired.
*WHOOM!* *WHOOM!*
The rockets exploded inside the van. It was a raging sheet of flame...
To be continued.
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Part 18 - Success and Failure
*WOOP-WOOOP!*
The sirens and blue lights were blinding as the TCPD Police cruisers came up from all sides, surrounding the cars and the perps.
"POLICE! DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND RAISE YOUR HANDS!"
"We surrender!" yelled one of the perps as all of them dropped their weapons and reached for the sky. Officers swiftly took them into custody. The TCFD Engine came up and bathed the burning van in chemicals (mostly baking soda and inert drying ingredients) until the raging flames were quelled.
"Did anyone get out?" Lieutenant Jerome Davis, who had led this contingent of Police, shouted. "Did they get out alive?"
"No sir." said Sr. Patrolman Johnson as he pointed out the three burned hulks inside.
"Good!" shouted one of the arrested Asian women, whose face had been revealed with the other perps when their masks were removed. "We have completed our mission! Tell your Iron Crowbar that Amelia Sedgwick got what she deserved, the death a traitor."
"Consider me told." said Your Iron Crowbar as Teresa and I came out of the shadows. "Jerome, take these four to Police Headquarters and process them. Do not let them have their phone calls to call attorneys yet, though their attorneys may show up anyway. I'll be there shortly."
As Teresa and I watched the crime scene being processed, I said "Remind you of something?"
Teresa said "Yes sir. The night you were ambushed. Their rocket didn't fire. These rockets did." (Author's note: 'Casting Aspersions' Ch. 03-04.)
"Yoi. Tahenyoi!" I said, which was Japanese for 'Good. Very good!' I continued: "Yes, very similar in the execution of the attack as well as the weapons used. Well, it can't wait. We have to go tell Bobby Sedgwick that his sister is dead..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm, Friday, October 15th. Father Alberto Romano and Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle went into the room of Bobby Sedgwick. I had followed them down the hall, but did not go inside. Instead, I paced down the side hall as I talked on my cellphone.
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "Amelia Sedgwick and two Deputies. All three dead. They didn't stand a chance. Martha is conducting the autopsies of their charred remains now."
I noticed that someone, an older white man in a suit and fedora hat was in the waiting room at the corner of the intersection of the hallways. He was holding a small bouquet of flowers, and was watching KXTC's coverage of the burning train car on the television mounted high in the corner of the room---
"NO!" I heard from Bobby Sedgwick's room. It was Bobby's voice, shouting "NOOO! SHE CAN'T BE DEAD! NO! Noooooo!" The man briefly turned his head to look for the source of the noise, then turned back to the television. I went back towards the intersection of hallways and into the main hallway.
The man fished out his cellphone and made a call. "Yeah, she's dead. They just told her brother. And the Iron Crowbar just told the Sheriff she's dead." I heard the man say, not as quietly as he thought he was speaking. "Okay, I'm getting out of Town. See you in Palm Creek."
He got up, leaving the bouquet of flowers in the seat, and walked into the hallway and around the corner---
WHAM!
My open palm slammed into his nose and eyes and he went down like a shot. In less time than it has taken you to read this, I had him turned over and cuffed from behind. Teresa came out of Bobby Sedgwick's room and handed me a piece of duck tape, which I applied to the man's mouth, to prevent him from taking a cyanide 'button'.
I said "Let's get this to Myron." as I took the man's cellphone out of his pocket and put it in the evidence bag Teresa was holding open...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Lawyers for the Asian Team have already arrived." Claire Michaels reported to me as Teresa and I came into Police Headquarters. Uniformed Officers were escorting the man I arrested at the Hospital, and his cellphone was already in Myron Milton's expert possession.
"Okay." I said as we went into my office. I got onto my computer. "One second." I transferred the audio file I'd taken from the little bug just inside the door of the waiting room the perp had been in, recording his conversation, to the evidence servers. Teresa poured coffee for all three of us, and then sat down. "Okay, whaddya got?" I asked.
Claire said "They all gave false names, but we've identified them from facial recognition, and some of them from fingerprints. First is Li Wei Guo, who has connections to the Red Chinese Government, and possibly to the Central and South American cartels. Second is Cassandra Yeoh, 34 years old. She's Malaysian, and a naturalized American Citizen. She's a programmer for MegaTech Industries, and she has no prior criminal record. Fingerprints are on file because she has a Top Secret clearance, obtained for her by MegaTech Industries."
"Not anymore, she doesn't." I said.
Claire nodded, then continued: "Third is Yan Wu, 32 years old. He is a homosexual, and he has Organized Crime ties. He allegedly recruits young men to be male prostitutes for gay sex, mostly by letting them run up big drug debts, then making them pay off their debts by sexually servicing male clients."
"Less Than Zero." I said, remembering the plot of that movie.
Claire nodded, then continued: "Yan Wu is reputed to be an exceptionally vicious man, who takes pleasure in raping and torturing his male victims before he kills them. His DNA is on record as being one of the men who sodomized The Geek when you captured Keiko Shimono and rescued your wife." (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman', Ch. 03.)
"And last," Claire said as she handed me a folder, "is someone of your previous acquaintance, sir..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went into Interrogation-1. A very slender, slight Asian woman was sitting at the table. Next to her was her attorney, Max Chambliss, the sleazebag attorney from Gresham & Mason, P.C. Officer Lisa Burrell was the Uniformed Presence.
"Ahh, Mai Ling." I said as I sat down opposite her. "I haven't seen you since I asked for your mass spec standards during the Pine Valley case. You disappeared on me." (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards'.)
Mai Ling said, her voice surprisingly low-pitched for so small a woman, "It is wise to disappear when one is being pursued by so formidable an antagonist as the Iron Crowbahr."
"No doubt about that." I said agreeably. "So where is Chris Maple? What happened to him?"
"I truly do not know, Commander." said Mai Ling. "Either he wisely disappeared, also, or Paul Brandon got to him. I made sure that Brandon did not catch me before you arrested him; I value my health."
"Stop talking." Max Chambliss said.
"I did not ask for you to speak." Mai Ling said. She turned to me and said "But he is right. I am invoking my Fifth Amendment rights."
"Too bad." I said as I got up. "I would have enjoyed discussing with you the chemical technologies you've been stealing, or trying to steal. If you'll excuse me..." I left the room.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in my office with Teresa and Claire, I said "So Michael Bertram is representing Yan Wu; no surprise there, as Yan Wu has the mob ties. John Proctor is representing Cassandra Yeoh; no real surprise there, she's a valued MegaTech Industries employee, and he's one of their top attorneys." (Author's note: 'Homewrecker', Ch. 02 for Proctor.) "And Chip Blake is Li Wei Guo's representation, possibly by sheer default."
Me: "So Edward N. Parker is not representing any of them? That's interesting."
Teresa said "What does that tell you?"
I said "What I already knew: I expected Feng Xingshi to be one of the four, and for Edward N. Parker to be representing him. But no... and that has to mean that Feng Xingshi is actually one of the higher-ups. Okay, who is the guy I took down at the Hospital?"
"Marty 'The Mule' Squerciati." said Claire. "At one time he was one of the best drug mules working for the Southport Mob. And he trained others in the techniques, possibly including Beverly D'Angelo, who was murdered in our County." (Author's note: 'Homewrecker'.)
"During a MegaTech Industries event." I added. "And a smuggler, like Jerry Barsbane. So why is Marty the Mule up here now?"
Claire said "Not sure yet, sir. The Southport FBI office believed that he retired, as he had plenty of money and didn't need to keep risking himself in drug activities."
I said "Or maybe he was a deep undercover C.I. for the Southport DEA, and retired, kind of like 'Ice Cube' Perry did."
"Why do you say that, sir?" Claire asked.
"Ohhhh." Teresa said. "I get it. Who wanted Amelia Sedgwick dead? The Swamp Frogs! If he was working undercover for the Feds, it would've been while Les Craig, one of the dirtiest Swamp Frogs of them all, was in Southport. So maybe those Swamp Frogs asked him to help out and observe to make sure Amelia died tonight."
"Damn, you're good." I replied. "Sure you don't want a crowbar?"
"Don't need one." Teresa replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the evening wore on, reports came in. The train car fire was being extinguished. Jack Muscone was no longer attempting to call me, nor were any other Federal Agents calling me or anyone in the TCPD.
At 11:15pm, Martha the M.E. came to my office. As she handed me a file folder, she said "I did Amelia Sedgwick's autopsy, as you requested. I'm going to wait until tomorrow to do the Deputies's autopsies. Maybe that'll keep their names from being blabbed all over Creation before the families can be notified."
"Good thinking. And thanks for this." I said as I held up the file Martha had handed me. She nodded and exited the office.
A few moments later, Lieutenant Myron Milton came into the room. "We have it, sir. Squerciati's cellphone was a burner. It pinged another burner purchased at the same time, part of the same lot. We got the number of the phone he called from the Hospital, and where it was located."
"Don't keep me in suspense." I said. "Where is it?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 midnight, becoming Saturday, October 16th. The two men were sitting alone in the office space in the building rented by the Swamp Frog Government Agents. (Author's note: 'God Save The Queen', Ch. 01.) It was now abandoned and cleaned out of all furniture except their two desks.
"Okay, that's it." the white man said. He was in his 40s, and looked as young or younger than the Asian man next to him, who was actually in his 30s. The white man said "Our man at the Hospital reported that the priest informed Sedgwick's brother that she was dead, and the Iron Crowbar was telling his Sheriff the same thing at the same time. And the autopsy report of her death was just publicly filed by the Medical Examiner. But what happened with the train?"
The Asian man, who was Feng Xingshi, said "The tanker train car was supposed to be right next to BOW Enterprises when it exploded, but the train stopped early. I don't know why; the broken rail was in exactly the right place and the alarm went off at exactly the right time. I apologize for the failure."
"C'est la guerre, n'est pas?" said the white man. "That is unfortunate, but the main mission was successfully completed. My boss and his superiors will be very pleased that Sedgwick is dead. Okay, one final phone call, and then we'll get out of here and go back to Palmyra County." He dialed a phone number...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"Commander Troy." I said as I answered my Police iPhone. "With whom am I speaking?"
"Commander!" said the white man. "You don't know me, but I certainly know you. You have interfered with our Olympics of Crime games many times too often for our liking, so we'll be leaving your County forever. I just wanted to tell you that our successful execution of Amelia Sedgwick was our little farewell to you."
"Indeed it was." I said. "Take a look outside."
The 'look outside' was the parking lot of the building full of TCPD vehicles, lightbars blazing and searchlights illuminating the building. Teresa and I were among them, standing behind our open doors of my Police SUV.
As the call disconnected, I barked the orders into my radio and out loud to everyone around. "Breach! Breach! Breach! Execute! Execute! Execute!"
*BAM!*
The ram busted the door open, and well-armed-and-armored TCPD SWAT Officers burst into the office. The two men found the business ends of many local Government Guns in their faces...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30am, Saturday, October 16th. Feng Xingshi was in I-2 with his attorney, Edward N. Parker. In I-1, the white man was with his attorney... Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C.
"They never expected us to get him." I said as Laura, Teresa, and myself looked at them through the one-way glass. "They brought their big gun legal beagle in for him."
"Who is he?" Teresa asked.
Laura said "He's Dr. Mark Wages, senior researcher for MegaTech Industries. He was one of the key players in Palmyra County's MegsTech office when I went undercover down there. I'm absolutely shocked to see him sitting there, and being a part of this." (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman')
I said "Keiko Shimono forgot to mention him to me last Wednesday, as well. Must've slipped her mind. But it fits that he's part of it, and that we keep running into the same bad actors we've run into before; after all, this is their territory, so to speak."
Teresa said "So who do we want to talk to, sir?"
Laura said "Don't talk to Dr. Wages just yet. I need to consult with my people to see what we want to do about him."
"Wilco." I said. "Teresa, maybe we should talk to 'Marty the Mule' Squerciati..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I-2 was cleared, and Marty Squerciati was brought in. His legal representation was Emilio Andolini of Andolini & Tommasino, P.C., who was a relative of Guido Andolini. (Author's note: 'Consent of the Governed' for Guido.).
"C'mon, Iron Crowbar, what did I do to deserve to get roughed up by you like that?" Marty asked.
I said "I have a burner with your fingerprints all over it, that just one minute before I arrested you called another burner that we now have, which belonged to a guy with some serious Federal issues headed his way. I have your voice saying Amanda Sedgwick's brother was just told she was dead, showing you were there just to confirm that. That puts you on the spot for conspiracy to commit her murder, since one of the gang leaders responsible for that also was where the burner phone you called was."
"My client was asked to confirm some information." said the lawyer Andolini. "That's nothing any Private Eye doesn't do."
"Marty," I said, "I'm being straight with you, here. So you and your attorney need to stop playing games with me. I was able to arrest you because I was looking for you at the Hospital. I was looking for someone associated with the Toyota Gang cells to be there, to confirm Amelia Sedgwick's death... and Lo! and Behold! there you were, with that silly batch of blue flowers that are proper for a funeral but not as a gift to someone in the hospital. Now come on... why did you take that job when you don't need the green dollar bills? Why are you fooling around with those kids and their crap games?"
"Cut me a deal." said Marty.
"Marty, let me do the negotiating." said Emilio.
I said "The problem is... I can give you a deal on any State and local charges, but I can't give you a Federal deal. And I don't want to expose you to any of their dirty tricks."
Marty turned to Andolini and said "He's a smart kid. You need to be smart like that---"
Just then the anteroom door burst open, and FBI SAC Jack Muscone walked in with Federal Marshals Tommy Dugan and Kurt Powell. "Sorry, Commander, but we're taking Federal custody of Marty Squerciati. I've got the Federal warrant right here."
He extended the document towards me, but I did not take it. "You can give that to his attorney, here." I saw that Theo Washington and some Uniformed Officers in armor were at the door. "It's okay, Theo!" I said loudly. To Marty the Mule, I said "See? They play dirty."
"You're a smart kid. You're gonna go places. Good places." said Marty as the Marshals made him stand up, then escorted him out of the room. I hoped that was a compliment...
Part 19 - Issues and Answers
1:15am, Saturday, October 16th. Chief Moynahan called a meeting, and we gathered in Classroom 'E'. I'd ordered bacon-egg-and-cheese sandwiches from the 24-hour McDonalds near Campus, and those were being consumed along with Lt. Jerome Davis's 'Navy' coffee.
It was a big meeting, too. In addition to all of MCD, Lt. Rudistan, and Lt. Purvis, Captain Abram was here to report on the train situation. Lieutenant Jerome Davis had been in charge of the Response Team that captured the Toyota Gang's Asian Team, and was here now. Captain Hugh Hewitt of 1st Precinct and Lieutenant Sean DeLong of 2nd Precinct were still at the Mobile Command Post set up to address the train explosion. Sheriff Griswold was also at that Command Post, so Cindy Ross was here with us.
And we had Federal Agents at the meeting. The FBI was represented by SAC Jack Muscone and Special Agent Steven Gable. SSA Julius Jefferson was at the Mobile Command Post. DEA SSAs Dwight Stevens and Lorena Rose were here.
And also here was Gary Weller of the National Transportation Safety Board, the NTSB. He'd investigated the disappearance of BOW Enterprises Flight 29 with my mother and Clarissa Belvedere Esterson aboard. (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 02)
"O-kayyy." said Chief Moynahan. "Where to begin?"
I said "Chief, let's start with the train incident, and then these Federal Agents can take their leave of us while we discuss the local murder."
"Of a former DEA Agent." said Dwight Stevens.
I said "But not one today. Dwight, I didn't give you any crap when you took over the Toyota Gang case. So return the favor and don't give me one word of flak over the Sedgwick case. It's murder, and it's my case."
"Point taken." said Stevens, though I sensed he was just pretending to back off for the time being.
I said "Captain Abram, you're leaving 2nd Precinct with a bang." Everyone started laughing, led by Rudistan.
"Thank you sir," said Captain Abram, "and let me take this opportunity now to say I've really loved working with all of you in the TCPD. I appreciate the opportunity Chief Moynahan and Commander Troy have offered me, but being in I.A. will put something of a wall between me and the rest of you."
"And let me thank yooooo, Captain," said the Chief, "for the really excellent job you've done with 2nd Precinct." Everyone gave Captain Abram a strong round of applause that turned into a standing ovation.



The Chief then said "Chief Deputy Ross, fill us innnn."
"Yes sir." said Cindy. "First of all, I am very happy to report that there were no fatalities as a direct result of the explosion. The Farmer's Market Restaurant had closed, and was evacuated when the train stopped. The Bypass was shut down when the train stopped, as well."
Cindy: "The Fire Department is reporting that the fire is almost out. The HAZMAT Team sampling the air says that the substances in the air are gasoline-based, and that they are getting indications that the explosive was napalm."
"Napalm?!" said Gary Weller. "How in the world did they get napalm in a train tank car?"
"May I ask whooo yooo arrrre?" drawled the Chief.
I said "He's Gary Weller, with the NTSB, Chief. He investigated the airplane incident involving Phyllis Troy and Clarissa Belvedere last February."
"Sorry, I should've introduced myself." said Weller. "Yes, I've been put in charge of the investigation of this incident for the NTSB."
"O-kayyyy." said the Chief. "Welcome to TCPD Headquarters, Agent Weller. Mr. Crowbarrrr, as our former military Officer with a Chemistry dee-greeee, what can you tell us about all that?"
I said "When I was in the Army, we learned how to take a 55-gallon drum and other containers, fill them with gasoline or diesel fuel, and put in some crystals of... no, I'm not going to tell you that... which made the gasoline become the gel colloquially known as 'napalm'.
Weller: "Yes, but a train car loaded with something that potentially dangerous would have to be marked, and the manifest flagged."
Me: "I'll go you one further: these tanker cars were supposed to be ethanol only, so for someone to put gasoline or diesel in them in the first place shows purpose and intent for mischief. And the manifest was all empties, but this particular tank car was filled. My analysis is that someone was able to add that tanker car... and in a specific place along the length of the train. And if it was found ahead of time, it'd only have gasoline in it, so nobody gets all upset."
Me: "I think someone, or a couple of someones, were either stealing a ride on that train, or were waiting nearby for the train to stop. When it did, they went and put the secret sauce in the tanker, maybe even had something to stir it, then affixed a remote control detonator to the lid and beat feet out of there. And when the time came... boom."
"Sir, wouldn't they have been seen?" Theo asked.
"They probably were." I replied. "But there were other people milling about, too, so maybe they counted on not being noticed. And even if they were, who is going to think that they're making napalm on the spot?"
Weller said "That brings up something I wanted to ask... in fact, it's the reason I came here in the first place. Commander Troy, I know you were called and asked to come to the scene, so why didn't you come?"
"Why should I have?" I replied, peering hard at the Federal Agent.
"You're presence would have helped." Weller said.
"How?" I said. I let the question hang, and the silence became awkward. I said again "I'm asking seriously, Mr. Weller. Just how would my presence have changed a thing our Fire Department or HAZMAT Team did?"
"You are the most well-known person in this County, Commander Troy." Weller said. "And greatly respected by most of the people that live here. Your presence would have reassured them that everything was okay, or was going to be."
"Ahhh." I said. "Mr. Rudistan, he thinks I'm an important man."
"We all do, sir." Rudistan said with the merest hint of joviality.
"Okay, Mr. Weller," I said, "I'll give you two answers, and you choose the one that works best for you. First, if the Public cannot see how efficiently our Fire Department responded and handled the incident, and if they can't see how efficiently and effectively the HAZMAT Team responded to ensure the Public's safety, and if they can't see how well all of the Public Safety Department responded under the efficient, professional, and enlightened Administration of Sheriff Antonio Griswold, how is my presence going to help them see it?"
I continued: "And the other answer is that the the Railroad system in the US is massive, and we do have accidents and incidents on occasion, most of them not catastrophic. But what scares the shit out of me is that the current U.S. Transportation Secretary in Washington doesn't have the brains of a Betta Fish, and would be a disaster if he had to handle shipping problems, transportation problems creating baby-formula shortages, airline ticket systems failing and flights having to be canceled during Holiday season, and any real Railroad disasters."
Me: "If that had been vinyl chloride in those tanks instead of one tanker of gelatinized gasoline, we'd have an unmitigated disaster on our hands. So with that bozo in Washington as our Transportation Secretary? He may be as dangerous as U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland. No, Mr. Weller, I will not help you try to reassure the Public. The Public had better be as unreassured as it has the wits to be!"
After the long silence in the room, I finally said: "But I also was not there because I was investigating the murder of Amelia Sedgwick, which might have been prevented if the FBI hadn't prematurely raided that warehouse against my advice." My eyes bored into Jack Muscone's as I said it. His glare back at me was exactly equal in its intensity.
Weller didn't let it go: "What was more important, Commander? That crime that your people handled efficiently?... they caught the shooters... or this potential railroad disaster?"
"The murder." I said simply. Weller looked scandalized. I continued: "I don't exist here to be your optical illusion to fool the Public---"
"Agent Weller," Cindy Ross said, interrupting me, "would now be a bad time to tell you that the FRA found two breaches in the railroad tracks that created alarms, not just one?"
"What?" Weller said.
Cindy brought up a map on the 5x4 matrix of monitors. She said "The first breach that occurred was here, over 600 yards south of the tracks's proximity to BOW Enterprises. The second breach, which happened seconds after the first one, was further north, a little closer to BOW Enterprises. And sir, I'm not that great at calculus, except for its business applications like continuous interest... but Professor Stephanie Steele, who is being nominated for the Nobel Prize in Astronomy, is very good at the mathematics of motion."
Cindy said: "I contacted her and gave her all the coordinates, as well as the length and weight of the train and the motive power pulling it, that I got from the FRA. She says that if only the first rail break and alarm, the train stops with that tanker right in front of BOW Enterprises, and the explosion could have severely damage the facility. As it was, the train stopped short, and we lost a good restaurant but nothing worse."
Chief Moynahan said "That is a goooood starting point for a criminal investigation, Mr. Weller."
"Uh, yeah, it is." said Weller, who was stunned by the news.
I said "Solve that, and it's one hell of a citation on the wall for you, Agent Weller."
Weller said "I don't care about that. But I do care about terrorism, foreign or domestic. Mr. Muscone, I'm going to need your help on this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Weller and all of the other Federal Agents left the room to confer and to make phone calls. The Chief said "Okay, let's hear about this ambush and murrrrderrrr."
Claire Michaels said "Just about all of us have been on the Toyota Gang armed robberies, and Lieutenant Parker has collated everything we have so far. Teddy?"
"Thank you, ma'am." said Parker. "First, the cell of the Toyota Gang that we are calling the Asian Team... because that's what they call themselves... successfully ambushed the TCSD van taking Amelia Sedgwick back to the prison facility near the Hospital. They killed her and two Deputy Sheriffs, and I'm not mentioning their names so that those names won't be leaked to the Press before the next of kin can be notified."
Detective Kerri Ambrose said "Would the Press here really do that?"
"Yes." I said with reptilian flatness. "They have in the past, and I sure as hell don't trust them not to do it again." Dwight nodded thoughtfully.
Teddy Parker continued: "All four lawyered up, and all four immediately invoked. They've all been charged with murder in the first. One of the women at the scene yelled what amounted to an unsolicited confession. Her name is Cassandra Yeoh, and she is a programmer for MegaTech Industries. No prior criminal record at all, yet she graduated straight to Murder-1, and apparently with a lot of hate."
I said "I'll talk more about it later, but yes, there was a lot of hatred for Amelia Sedgwick in the Swamp Frogs's hearts. But I'm distracting you... keep going."
"Please sir, feel free to interrupt at any time." said Parker. "Anyway, beyond the Asian Team four, we have three more arrests tonight. I don't have the name of the man Commander Troy arrested at the Hospital... sir, did you file your Police report?"
I said "The Feds came and got him, right out of my Interrogation Room. And I may not bother even making a Police report of the incident; in hindsight, I'm not sure how good a case we can even make against him."
"Seeee meeee after the meeeeting." drawled the Chief, overusing his allotment of 'e's. I nodded in acknowledgement of the instruction.
Teddy Parker: "The two men we got in the office building off Jefferson Avenue were Dr. Mark Wages, a high level official of MegaTech Industries, who used to work at their Palmyra County office until that office was shut down." (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman')
Parker: "The other man is Feng Xingshi, Peter Segui's colleague at Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital, LLC, in Palmyra County. We thought he might be one of the Asian Team four, but we now think he may be a higher-up, either what we're calling a (air quotes) 'Liaison', or the actual leadership of the group."
Chief Moynahan said "Dooo we have the Asian Team's cellphones and vehicle cameras, and all that stuff?"
It suddenly grew quiet in the room. Lt. Jerome Davis said "No sir. They did not have cellphones on them when we arrested them, and the cars weren't tricked out to record what they were doing. Different Toyotas were being used after the Feds seized the tricked out ones in that auto repair shop."
I said "But our own Officer-cams and videocams got the unsolicited confession out of Cassandra Yeoh, isn't that right?" Jerome nodded in confirmation.
The Chief said "Captain Mike-ulls, a little test for yooo... exactly what are we going to be giving the District Attorney's Office to prosss-uh-cuuuute? Especially concerning this Azzzian gang?"
Claire said "We've got 12 perps dead to rights, caught in the act of armed robbery or murder. We have significant electronic data from their confiscated phones, showing connections to each other. I don't know exactly how Commander Troy wants to handle the data he obtained..." She looked over at me. I knew she meant Keiko Shimono.
I replied "As a Confidential Informant."
Claire said "We have that, then, giving us a further connection between the Asian Team and the others. As to the wider operations and conspiracies, the Feds have taken over most of it, and we can get their data to augment what we already have."
"Which izzz?" the Chief asked. "Especially regarding the higher-ups, like Feng Xingshi, Peter Segui, Dee Stubbs? And now this Squerciati guy, and Mark Wages? Where's their tie-ins?"
After a moment of awkward silence, Claire said "I'm not sure how to answer that, sir. I need to consult with Commander Troy and the ADA on how to proceed with them."
I said "I guess I will be filing that Police report on Squerciati. Chief, the connection is that Feng Xingshi and Wages were found in the office where Wages's phone was pinging... the phone that took a call from Squerciati at the Hospital to report the success of mission, as Amelia Sedgwick was indeed dead. And we can work back from there. It is complex, Chief, but I think Paulina can make a good case."
"If it's Paulina." Cindy Ross said. "God help us if Miriam Walters puts Savannah Fineman on it."
"For armed robbery? For murder in the first?" I replied. "Paulina is back with MCD cases now."
"Just sayin', is all." Cindy said. I peered at her. What does she know that I don't know? I wondered to myself...
Chief Moynahan said "O-kayyy, unless there's something really pressing, let's shut down on the Toyota Gang case for the night. We'll pick it back up in the morning, and maybe not until Monday morrrrr-ning..."
Part 20 - Oops, We Did It Again
Saturday, October 16th. Little Jack Burke's birthday was October 15th, but because of all that happened, the gift-giving had been delayed. He wasn't happy about it, but his mood improved a lot when Teresa told him we would make it up to him with a big pizza party at The Cabin today. This morning, he got his presents from Doug, Mike, and Todd and Teresa, then Todd had to go back to BOW Enterprises to make sure the Federal Government didn't try any stunts in the aftermath of the train incident.
The Bypass and County Road 5 were still shut down, though we'd begun allowing employees of BigPharmaCorp, Crown Chemicals, and BOW Enterprises to drive directly to their places of work via the way that did not approach the derailment site, do not pass Go, do not collect $200.
At 9:00am, Paulina and I began 'working from home' on the Toyota Gang cases. After two hours, she gave me her analysis. And it wasn't all that good.
"You caught three teams in the act of their crimes, and those are absolutely solid." she said. "But the further out you go from those specific incidents, the harder and harder it's going to get to prove anything."
Paulina: "The similarity of the names of the burner phones and the emails is circumstantial, but good. Ditto that for the Xboxes. And you can show the Black Team and the Hispanic Team actually possessed the phones you captured via their fingerprints. But you found no phones on the Asian Team that shot up the TCSD van, so saying that those four you arrested are the four using the Asian emails and cellphones isn't solidly linked... without a confession by someone."
I nodded soberly as Paulina continued: "So you have some grounds for showing the general conspiracy, but you don't need it for the specific crimes you're busting the captured perps for, just for additional charges. And your C.I., Keiko, gave you the outline, but you said the names she gave were only half-right, and she is definitely going to be discredited as a reliable witness on several grounds, not the least of which was that she told you all that while you were banging her."
I shrugged my shoulders, making Paulina whimper a laugh, then she said "And then we start getting to the (air quotes) 'Periphery People'. I'll tell you right now, you have nothing, nothing at all, on Feng Xingshi, unless you or the Feds can show some kind of fraud connected with Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital. Wages made that call to you from the same burner that Squerciati called, but the only thing you have on Xingshi is that he was in the room with Wages at the time they were arrested. Not at the time of the phone call, but the time they were arrested."
"Yeah, I see what you're saying." I said forlornly.
"Now let's talk about Dr. Wages." Paulina said. "Your cellphone recorded the call he made to you. You can probably get a voice ID match to him. His words seem to confirm the Olympics of Crime as well as showing the attack on Amanda Sedgwick was part of it. But it's thin. Verrrry thin."
"How so?" I asked. "How could he have known about the Sedgwick attack? We maintained radio silence on it. And the Olympics of Crime? I myself only heard that from Keiko Shimono... oh... Laura's undercover mission that was almost a disaster."
"Yes." Paulina said. "I've already mentioned how difficult using Keiko as a reliable confirmation would be. And I don't know how much of Laura's mission she wants to be put out into the Public's knowledge. And Wages can say he and Keiko and some others just made up the 'Olympics of Crime', as some sort of fantasy story more suitable for the Literotica website."
I felt myself slipping into a reverie. I came out of it and said "Hmm... I wonder if Keiko fed me that line about the Olympics of Crime solely to provide Wages just that cover."
"Could be." Paulina said. "When Laura told me about that, I, like you, was wondering how Keiko could know the current stuff that was going on while she was in prison. Anyway, that's the least of our issues. The much worse one is how you got Wages's cell phone number and location."
I said "Ahhh, Squerciati. I was on thin ice legally, wasn't I?"
Paulina said "Ice? I'd say you were trying to walk on melted water with that one, and it's likely not going to hold up. You recorded his conversation without a warrant. You can claim 'exigent circumstances', and can claim it's not illegal to have recorded it, and you'd have a fighting chance both ways. But the way you took him down and took his cellphone?"
"Yeah, I get it." I said.
Paulina said: "My guess is that you acted on what you heard him say, so you won't be in legal trouble. But that's how you got Wages's cell number, and that's how you traced Wages to where he was. Even Rodney K. Watts and Franklin Washington are not going to let that be admissible in Court. And so the warrant to raid the building and arrest Wages is thrown out, and therefore the arrest and the whole case against Wages is thrown out."
Seeing my somber look, Paulina said "Don't feel too badly. You uncovered and exposed a huge criminal organization and crime spree, even if you can't prove all of it. And the Feds's case? I look forward to watching them try to prove that the perps in custody stole the Double Eagles and possessed the 'China White' they found in that warehouse. You were right: Jack Muscone acted wayyyy too prematurely in making that raid."
I said "So what can we do?"
Paulina said "Let it play out. You actually have some time. The Feds have no plans to bring anyone to trial just yet; they want to work on getting links to the Cartels, the pipelines, and the Organized Crime figures involved. And they may ask for a delay in the trials of your perps, which the Judges are likely to give them."
Paulina: "And you can use the time to keep working the cases. You need someone to confess something. Offer deals. Squerciati wanted a deal. Offer him one, even though he doesn't need it. Ditto that for Feng Xingshi. He may not realize that his position is a lot stronger than it looks."
Paulina: "And look for the weak links in the chains, and put heavy pressure on those weak links. Wages is potentially a weak link. Cassandra Yeoh is a weak link. 'Heywood J' is a weak link. Work 'em like only the Iron Crowbar can."
I gave that a brief smile, then said "We'll have to see. I am strongly suspecting that the Feds are going to come swooping down on this and causing massive problems. Like you said... we'll just let it play out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Saturday, October 16th. Jack Burke was now eight years old, and his birthday party was in full swing. After the initial gift-giving and birthday-cake-and-ice-cream consumption, the kids played while we bigger kids talked amongst ourselves.
Todd, Teresa, Cindy, Sheriff Griswold, and I went out on the back deck. I lit the fire pot and we gathered around it as we talked.
Todd said "We were lucky. If that tanker car explodes right next to our building, it not only could've severely damaged the structure, not to mention set it on fire, it could've hurt or killed people. Napalm sucks the oxygen right out of the air, and creates a huge amount of carbon monoxide (CO) gas. People wouldn't have to be burned to be asphyxiated or have CO poisoning."



"True." Cindy said. "And someone figured it out exactly where to initiate the track damage so that the train would stop right where that tanker car would've been right next to BOW. That second 'track crack', to coin a phrase, stopped the train earlier than the perps intended, and caused no damage more significant that the Farmer's Market Restaurant. Someone set up a 'GoFundMe', and it already has half of what they need to rebuild."
Teresa said "So it was Divine Providence that intervened, and saved BOW?"
Cindy said "I'll accept that as much as any other explanation. Say your Hail Mary's in thanks." Cindy was peering at me as she said it, trying to get into my head. I kept an innocently straight face and mentally pushed back. Yes, it was Providential that the second rail breach had occurred, when it did and where it did. But it was not an Act of God. It was an Act of Your Iron Crowbar.
Yes.
Lieutenant Christopher Purvis was going to get a medal for finding that SECRET report about the earlier rail break. I immediately realized it was a dry run, and that another attempt would be made, with the desire to create devastating consequences. And with the Olympics of Crime gangs targeting the nanotechnology again and again, it was clear that BOW Enterprises was the obvious target.
Oh, how I hated Physical Chemistry, P-Chem, when I was in School. All the partial derivates and stuff in Fluid Dynamics almost crushed my very soul, and it did cause me to re-think my Major. But I survived... and because of my vast knowledge of Calculus (not really, but just enough), I was able to work out where a rail break would stop a scheduled train full of empties on Friday night. And where a second rail break was needed.
And so on Thursday night, a ninja in all black went hunting. The first break was seemingly innocuously marked by someone (not me) with yellow paint but not set up yet, so that ninja set up the second one, which would trigger when the Railroad's signal of the first break went off.
And why did I let the Enemy mix up a tank car of napalm and risk people being hurt or killed? Because I didn't know for sure if they were going to carry it through, or if they were going to have people in the empty boxcars that would come out and attack BOW Enterprises. And I didn't want to be premature, like Jack Muscone had been premature in raiding the auto repair shop...
And while Homeland Security had something new to worry about (and quite frankly, they needed the wake-up call), the Enemy no longer had the element of surprise in what they could do to our railroad systems... I hope.
We were ready for them, and we acted when the time came. The roads were shut off just as soon as the Railroad alarm went off, BOW was shut down and Crown Chemicals stopped operations. The Farmer's Market Restaurant was closed and evacuated long earlier. All we had to do was duck, and then respond.
Bottom line: My plan succeeded. The Enemy's failed. Stupid to fail. Unforgivable.
Teresa moved us along: "So, was the attack on BOW Enterprises their main goal, and killing Amelia Sedgwick coincidental, or the diversion?"
"No." I said. "The train incident and everything leading up to it, including Bettina's propaganda-casts, were the diversion. It was meant to get the TCPD, and me in particular, diverted away from the true crime... just as they did by dumping the White Team's bodies in Donnan County. And I'm sure they thought they were extremely lucky that my 20th high school reunion was the exact weekend it was. So much for that... they found out that the Town & County Police Force is damn good, with or without me."
"You got that right!" growled Our Sheriff happily. "And I am really happy at how well all of the elements of the Public Safety Department did when facing that train incident. Chief Deputy Ross is getting the accolades she deserves from all over the Nation for our professional and efficient response."
"Modesty is a human trait, Sheriff." Cindy replied. "And I will not excuse it. It is you getting those praises, and rightly so."
"Good asskissing skills." said Griswold. "And you too, Crowbar. I heard about what you said last night in that meeting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 18th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the Public Health Building and Police Headquarters next door to it in her background. "Commander Donald Troy comes under heavy criticism yet again, for not showing up!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The Town & County faced a potentially deadly situation when a train tanker car full of gasoline exploded Friday night. Fortunately there were no casualties, and the worst damage was to the tracks themselves and the Farmer's Market Restaurant, which was a total loss,"
Bettina: "However, despite the seriousness of the crisis, TCPD Commander Donald Troy did not show up at the scene nor at the Mobile Command Post set up near the location, and he was not at Police Headquarters in the immediate aftermath of the explosion. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic, height-challenged reporterette, at the incident scene with the Mobile Command Post in her background. "Both local and Federal authorities have told Channel Two News that Commander Troy was nowhere to be found while the potential disaster was unfolding, despite being called and asked to come to the site.
"I'm here with Gary Weller of the National Transportation Safety Board." Amber said as the camera panned out to show the NTSB Agent. "Agent Weller, can you update us on the current situation?"
Weller said "Thank you for having me on today, Amber. The immediate danger is over, and there should be no significant threat to the Public. The Town & County water supply comes from well north of here, and was unaffected, and downstream testing of the River is showing no potential health hazards so far. The winds were blowing west last night, away from the Town, and what we are measuring in the air is the same as car exhaust during rush hour traffic."
Amber: "Agent Weller, are you disappointed that Commander Donald Troy ignored requests to come to the scene last night?"
"I am disappointed, Amber." said Weller. "With his Chemistry degree as well as Police expertise handling emergencies, we could have used his input in the evaluation of the situation. And his presence here would have reassured the Public that the situation was under control."
"Thank you, Agent Weller." Amber said. As the camera zoomed in on her again, she said "Local officials were also very angry that Commander Troy was a no-show at the scene of this serious incident. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. First was Councilwoman Susan Weston, who said "This was an 'all-hands-on-deck' type of emergency for the Police. Commander Troy not showing up is an outright dereliction of duty."
Next was Eldrick X. Weaver, who said "This County's People of Color were in danger as a result of this railroad accident, but the racist, White Nationalist Donald Troy couldn't care less about them. He stayed away, like the gutless coward he is!"
Dr. Lionel Carmela said "That railroad explosion was a danger to the Public, and it was also a potential danger to the Environment. In the name of Climate Justice, Commander Troy should have been at that scene."
And no Media-fueled attack on Your Iron Crowbar would be complete without the ubiquitous and obligatory contribution of Councilwoman Kelly Carnes, who said "When... when!... are the People of this County going to rise up and demand that Commander Troy be fired? He has shown his utter lack of caring and compassion for the People of this County yet again..."
"Back to you, Bettina!" Amber said enthusiastically as the feed returned to the live broadcast.
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina replied happily. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that very important story. And in other news, former DEA Agent Amelia Sedgwick, who Authorities say was involved in the ransomware virus attack on University Hospital earlier this year, was killed along with two others when the Sheriff Department's van transporting her from the Hospital back to her detention center was attacked."
The feed showed footage of the burned out van being investigated by Firefighters and the Police as Bettina said "DNA marker evidence and other evidence shows that one of the charred bodies was indeed Ms. Sedgwick, who is survived by her younger brother, and the Coroner's Office has competed the autopsy and released its final report."
Bettina: "However, the other two bodies have not been positively identified, and the possibility that the Deputies were actually imposters is being investigated! The TCPD has no clue if this was an attempt to kidnap Ms. Sedgwick, or if it was an escape attempt by her and others."
Bettina: "Sheriff Antonio Griswold released a statement to the Press saying, quote, 'All Sheriff Department employees, especially our Deputies, are alive and well and fully accounted for. The TCPD will be investigating who those dead men might be, after I put my pitbull, Commander Troy, on the case"... er, I apologize for reading that last part on the air..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Shut the front door!" exclaimed Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Commander Donald Troy (yes, me), and Chief Sean Moynahan watched and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "Was that Fake News? Or were they really Fake Deputies?"
"Genuine fake Deputies, so Martha the M.E. told me yesterday." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Thank God, as it would've been devastating to lose two of my people."
"Amen." Cindy said quietly. "But any idea who they were?"
"That's for the Sheriff's pitbull to find out." said Teresa with a wicked gleam in her eye.
"Who wrote that Press release for the Sheriff?" I asked jovially. "They don't have a full-time Press Relations Officer. Why do I suspect a certain Iron Wolf wrote that?"
"Not much gets past you." Teresa (proudly) admitted.
"Why in the worrrrrrllld..." drawled the Chief, who then said "Why would someone try to kidnap her or help her escape, only to be lit up in that murderous attack?"
I said "Two different teams. Either completely separate, -orrrr- the right hand did not know what the left hand was doing. My bet would be on the first choice: completely separate."
Teresa said "What pisses me off is that Bettina declined to mention that Commander Troy was not at the train scene because he was at the murder scene."
I said "And if I'd gone to the train scene instead, Bettina would be whining and crying that I wasn't investigating the deaths of two Deputy Sheriffs."
Tanya said "I'm not sure that's what it is, Don. That Weller guy from the NTSB had a real bee in his bonnet that you weren't at the Mobile Command Post set up for the train incident. I mean, why was it so damned important that you be there? Especially when the same 'woke' politicians whine and cry about you when you are there?"
I said "I would not be surprised if Weller or other Federal Agents went to Bettina and asked her to gin up that narrative about me not being there. So she goes and gets her reliable Haters to take their cheap shots at me. But Weller? That's different. He really is the NTSB guy for this region, so him being here is not abnormal. But why he wanted me at the scene?" I shrugged my shoulders.
"Is he a Swamp Frog?" asked Teresa.
"I dunno." I said. "The way the Federal Government, especially the IRS and the FBI are being weaponized against the American People, I wouldn't be surprised. Orrrrr, he might just be an unthinking automaton, innocently doing what he was asked or told to do. Orrrrr, he might just be genuinely upset I wasn't there to make him and his Agency look good."
The Sheriff said "Maybe they wanted you at the scene so someone could take a shot at you, Crowbar."
"They can do that at any time, Sheriff." I replied. "Which is why I wear armor, keep my head on a swivel, and keep abreast of the tactical situation at all times."
Cindy asked "How is Bobby Sedgwick taking his sister's death? He must be devastated."
"He is." I replied. "But he hasn't relapsed yet. We told him his sister would want him to keep going and fight to live. They're releasing him from the Hospital today, and Teresa and I will be following in the Black Beauty to make sure he gets to the Recovery House in Nextdoor County without incident..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:30am, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone all but stormed into Police Headquarters. With him were Supervisory Special Agents: Julius Jefferson of the FBI, Dwight Stevens of the DEA, and Miles Winters of Homeland Security. The Chief personally came to my office to 'invite' me to join the meeting about to take place in the Main Conference Room. I accepted my boss's invitation, of course.
The Chief sat in his usual place at the near end of the table, with Tanya parked to his right, near the door; and me to his left, with the window at my back. Teresa was sitting to my left, and Cindy to her left. Muscone sat to his wife's right, Winters to his right, Julius Jefferson to his right, and Dwight Stevens to his right at the other end.
And Muscone appeared to be peeved: "I'll just get right to it." he said. "What the hell is going on about these fake Deputies that were helping Amelia Sedgwick escape?"
I said "Why do you assume... and you are assuming... that it was an escape attempt?"
"What else could it have been?" Muscone thundered.
"A kidnapping attempt." I replied cooly, as if I was one-upping him (and I was).
"But why?" Muscone said. "Especially if they were---"
"Jack!" Tanya 'whispered', "you're antagonizing him." She must've seen the flush on the back of my neck. Or maybe it was my ears turning red. Either is a telltale sign that I was nearing the end of my tolerance limits.
Cindy said "Jack, all we know is that all of our Deputies are okay, which prompted the inquiry into who those two that died really were. Martha the M.E. identified Amelia Sedgwick, but the two males haven't any hits from the DNA she recovered from them, no hits off dental records yet, and their fingerprints were burned clean off."
Cindy: "We're checking to see if they were guards hired by the halfway-house prison, or if they were private security being used for reasons not yet known to us. From there, it goes to sinister purposes, such as an escape attempt or a kidnapping."
Miles Winters said "Commander... and all of you... I'm here to investigate that train attack as a possible domestic terror attack--- well, I should just say 'terrorist attack' because it could have been by a foreign organization. And it comes on the heels of the Hospital bombing and that little... ah... 'situation' involving the BOW Enterprises Mutanix." (Author's note: 'Only Time', 'The Nuclear Option')
"You can call it the EMPTY QUIVER event." I said. "We all know about it."
"Forgive me, I'm often overly cautious about things like that." said Winters. "But the point is that Homeland Security has tasked me to investigate this train incident as a possible terror attack. I'm not in any way saying you should have been at the scene last night; obviously, you were investigating the murder. But I could use your help, because part of my investigation is going to be if the two incidents are related."
"In a word: yes." I replied. "They're absolutely related."
"How?" Jack Muscone asked, his voice nearly belligerent. I'd had enough.
I turned and stared right through him and said "You told me you did not need me to make that raid, and shut the gang down. Well, so be it. Y'all don't need my help."
"C'mon, Don, this is serious." Jack said.
"No doubt about that." I replied without a shred of humor in my voice.
"For God's sake, Don," Muscone said, "I was trolling you, just like you trolled me in front of everyone. Now we're even---"
"Even? Even?!" I half-gasped, half-yelled. "It wasn't just trolling. When I told you I didn't need you... and that wasn't (air quotes) 'trolling', it was a straight-out message for you to stop fucking with me... that was over cellphone data. But when you went and did that raid over my objections like you did... maybe thinking you were one-upping me or getting one over on me... you cost Bobby Sedgwick his sister's life!"
"Oh come on," Jack said witheringly, "you don't know that---"
"The hell I don't!" I yelled. "They were going to come back for the wheelchairs and the Toyotas that were there! We could've nabbed them, on the scene, and they'd have been in my jails instead of firing rockets into that van Amelia was in! But no! You had to go try to show me up, and now Amelia Sedgwick is dead, and Bobby has no family, none at all!"
"That's a load of crap---" Jack started.
"JACK! STOP!" his wife Tanya begged him, at the top of her lungs. When he whirled to face her, she said "Just... stop. Jack, I love you, but you are not going to win this one. Just stop arguing with him."
The tension in the silence of the room could be cut with a katana. Finally, Muscone said "I'll go get some air." He got up and went for the door.
"I'll go with you." Tanya said, not bothering to ask the Chief to be excused. She drove out of the room, followed by her husband, who shut the door behind them.
Miles Winters spoke up: "You were saying the two incidents are related, Commander? "
"Yes." I said. "It would not be totally accurate to say the railroad attack was a diversion for the murder attack, because the railroad attack was its own operation with its own goals. Having said that, I believe that you, Agent Winters, and Homeland Security would be wise to concentrate on the train attack, attempt to learn how it was done and the vulnerabilities it exploited, and work to prevent a repeat offense by other perps."
Winters: "So in your opinion, was this a domestic terrorist attack? And I know you like to play it straight, Commander, so I'll come out and just say it: was this attack conducted by White Nationalists who want to overthrow the Government?"
I said "You can tell Derrick B. Harland that the people he wants to blame for these attacks, by whatever name he calls them, are not the ones conducting them. As to foreign or domestic, we have people connected to Red China, to South America, to Central America, and to people trying to weaponize agencies of the American Government to enrich themselves personally as well as gain Totalitarian power over the American People. So it's (air quotes) 'all of the above'."
Winters said "I am sorry to say your words about what is happening to our own Government are all too true. Is there anything else you can tell me that will help us?"
I said "I'm not trolling when I say this, but your best bet is to work with SSA Stevens here on some of the people involved with these gangs who have ties to outside... and higher... interests. Speaking of that... how is your Federal investigation going since Muscone's raid? The lawyer I had breakfast with Saturday morning, that being our ADA, says it's not going to be easy getting convictions beyond the straight busts for getting caught in the act."
Dwight Stevens said "And she's not wrong, but we're still pursuing leads. We look down one rabbit hole, and three more open up. What I'd like to do, Don, is to take the busted perps into Federal custody. Maybe one or more of them will flip and give us the bigger fish in exchange for a deal."



I said "Chief, I'm going to be nice about this---"
"What did you doooo with the reeeel Mister Crowbar?" the Chief asked, and I hoped he was being Rudistan-ish in that remark. He said "Yezzz, you've taken your allotment of Federal heads today. Go ahead."
I said "Dwight, you didn't listen to me once, and it almost cost you the Marcie Harper case. You didn't listen to me a second time, and it almost cost Kevin Pitts life. So one more strike..." I shook my head in mock sadness. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 06-07; 'Who Watches The Watchers'.)
I continued: "The crimes we have for the 'Toyota 12', as I'm sure the Press will start calling them, are not Federal crimes, but State crimes. What we need to do is make sure they go down for it, especially the murders. Let us keep them and put them on trial, and while that's happening you can build your Federal cases. Once they're convicted, then you can bargain with them in exchange for information... which they don't have much of, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." said Teresa helpfully. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Okay, okay." said Stevens.
Miles Winters said "But I may need to talk to them."
"They've all invoked." said Teresa. "They've been well coached about the law, too. So they won't talk to you. But I believe Commander Troy is right that they're not going to know much about the serious people you are searching for, Mr. Winters. They've been compartmentalized, and they've been careful to the point of paranoia at times. You and Dwight Stevens and Lorena Rose are going to need time to work on stuff, and we'll provide that time by putting them on trial for armed robbery, murder, and many related offenses."
"I a-greeeee." drawled the Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:45am. As Cindy drove the Black Beauty to University Hospital, she said "I was getting a vibe from Dwight Stevens. He was paying you lip service about letting us put the 'Toyota 12' on trial, but he wants to get custody of them... and he may yet try to."
"And he's not the only one." I said as I sat in the shotgun seat and warily watched the traffic outside. "So what about Winters? He's been on the periphery of the Swamp Frogs many a time. Has he gone over to them?"
Cindy said "You know, I don't think so. He's a Federal Agent playing Federal Agent games, like they all do if they want to keep their careers. I think both he and Gary Weller of the NTSB are like that... they're not Swamp Frogs, they're just doing their jobs. But their bosses are Swamp Frogs, and they are being used by the Swamp Frogs as the IRS and the various Federal agencies become weaponized."
Teresa, who was sitting in the backseat, said "A lot of the field Agents out there are good people, but are caught up. Just like many good Police Officers in the big cities... New York, Chicago, Los Angeles... that can't do their jobs and are even held to blame for doing their jobs, because the politicians do everything they can to make the Officers's jobs impossible. Thank God it's not like that here."
Cindy said "Still, Jack Muscone has been acting strange. It's not like him to go against Don, especially the way he did on this case. It's like he's trying to prove something when he has nothing to prove, and the strain is wearing him down..."
We arrived at the Hospital. A private ambulance had been hired to transport Bobby Sedgwick to the Recovery House in Nextdoor County. Inside, Bobby had rung the bell, then was brought in a wheelchair to the ambulance at the E.R. area loading dock. Bobby got in, followed by a nurse wearing a mask that many nurses wore around the sick children. She sat down next to him and held his hand as the ambulance buttoned up and moved out.
"Bobby seems to be doing okay." Cindy said as we followed the vehicle.
"He's a tough kid." I said "And a good kid. He deserves the chance to live. Amelia did desperate things to get him treatment. It's the least we can do to help him."
"And as usual, you found a way." Teresa said.
"No, I wasn't lying to you." I replied. "There was nothing I could do... until, paradoxically, the Enemy gave me a shot at the title."
We all knew what I was talking about. There had been no way to release Bobby from the Hospital -and- keep his sister Amelia around to visit him, visits that had proved vital to his recovery. In that, I was stymied.
Still, we knew that Bobby's nurse on the ambulance would help take care of him and others at the Recovery House, as she'd been hired by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire as well as Cindy's father, to help staff the new facility. And though she'd need a new name, the face behind her mask... was that of Amelia Sedgwick.
Yes.
The TCSD van that had driven from the Hospital that Friday night did not have Amelia nor any Deputies in it. It was driven remotely by Ranger Terry Halston. And where did the bodies found in the vehicle after the attack come from?
Three long-unclaimed bodies in the Midtown morgue were suddenly claimed, to be given cremations and funerals. One of them was a woman, and the blood vials and cheek swabs of Amelia Sedgwick I gave Martha were 'conclusive' as to her identity. Amelia Sedgwick was pronounced dead and a Death Certificate issued, and the charred body was cremated fully.
The two other bodies were males. Of course, there was a problem if two Deputy Sheriffs that allegedly died in that attack were later found to be anything but dead. So Martha delayed their autopsies to protect the names, then her autopsy found that the charred bodies on her M.E. table were of unidentified persons, which was true. As I expected, Bettina Wurtzburg could not get that information to the airwaves fast enough.
And so we had a mystery on our hands to solve. And that was okay. Amelia Sedgwick and her brother were together again, and while she was still pretty much a prisoner that couldn't go out in public, at least until Bobby was fully recovered and they could go somewhere far away together, it sure beat the alternative of them being separated and the Swamp Frogs relentlessly hunting down Amelia to murder her.
If the Toyota Gang's Asian Team had not attacked, a team of ninja were lying in wait down the road to ambush the van. But they had not been needed; the Asian Team came through and completed their Olympics of Crime mission, and did the work for us.
And it was all made possible by somewhat disrespecting three unidentified vagrants that had died in the Red River District of Midtown, and using their bodies as 'evidence' of a crime. It was, of course, the tactic Laura had once used to fake the deaths of an FBI team, which had ultimately led to the exposure and destruction of the hideously evil Consultant of Crime. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 03-04.) Deer me, Mr. Holmes, deer me. And so, in an excellent paraphrasing of the Britney Spears song...
Oops, we did it again. I'm not that innocent.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Monday, October 18th. After getting back to Police Headquarters from Nextdoor County, Teresa all but pushed me into the Deputy Chief's office. The Deputy Chief herself was sitting behind her desk. In one of the two rotating metal chairs in front of the desk was Jack Muscone. I was 'invited' by an Iron Wolf with a bad attitude to sit in the other one, and compliance was the better part of valor on my part.
It was Jack that began speaking. He said "At least you have Bowser if you have to sleep on the couch." Tanya barked a little laugh, and I shrugged my shoulders in a good-humor-ish way. Teresa's face did not change.
Jack said "I don't accept blame for what happened to Amelia Sedgwick. That was the perps's doing, and they'd have done what they did no matter what I did. But you're right... my zeal to get back at you was poorly executed. I should've considered your surveillance plan."
I didn't say anything, but I reached over and extended my hand, and he shook it. But Tanya wanted more:
"Guys, you used to be so close, so tight. And we need that again." Lady Ironside said. "How do we get back to that?"
I said "There is really only one way." I turned to Muscone and said "Jack, you have got to retire from the FBI."
Jack said "Let me ask you this: could you retire from the TCPD? I'm not saying you should, but you thinking about that is how I feel about the FBI."
I said "I get that. And my answer is that I can retire and walk away from it if I had to... and it's a very real possibility that I will have to, if the politicians destroy the Town & County as it currently exists."
As everyone in the room gasped in shock, I continued: "And I'm suggesting you retire from the FBI because it is no longer the organization you served and loved. It has become weaponized against the American People by truly evil people like Derrick B. Harland. And one day, they'll either force you to join them... or they will come after you like they came after me in the past." (Author's note: 'No Way Out')
Muscone nodded, then said "I agree with you. I thought I was helping by staying in, and fighting the rotgut that is eating the FBI from the inside out. I realize we can't win, we can't break even, and I'm not sure they'll let us quit the Game. But there are two reasons I'm staying in, for now. The first is that I'm working with U.S. Senator Bill Nunn to expose what the Swamp Frogs are doing to the FBI, as a whistleblower. But I've done just about all I can there. The second reason is more important."
"And that reason is?" I asked, right on cue.
"EAD Owen Lange." Jack said.
"Oh, crap." I said, knowing what he meant. "How bad is it?"
"Bad." Jack said. "He's dying..."
Part 19 - Epilogue: Rolled On Rocky Top
Morale improved greatly in the Detective rooms over the next week, and in no small part because of Southeastern Conference football. Normally played on the Third Saturday in October, the Alabama-Tennessee game was relegated to the fourth Saturday this year. And the Wildcats-Bulldogs game was a week later than normal, as well.
Alabama fan Joanne Warner was taking no prisoners in her praise of the undefeated Crimson Tide. Tennessee was also undefeated, and the winner of the game would likely be ranked No. 1 in the first College Football Playoff poll that was coming out the next week.
Ole Miss alumnus Teddy Parker was needling Joanne with comments like "Go Big Orange!"
"Nothing sucks like a big Orange!" Joanne would reply. 'Rolllllll Tide!"
"Around the bowl and down the hole, Roll Tide Roll." Auburn fan Teresa Croyle would retort whenever she heard that.
"Who are you rooting for, Kerri?" Joan Laurer asked Kerry Ambrose during one of these repartees.
"Being from Lafayette, Louisiana," Kerry said, "I'm LSU all the way."
"My family in Lake Charles would love you." Teresa replied.
"I knew you weren't perfect, Kerri." said Ole Miss Rebel Teddy Parker. "What about you, Julia?"
"In the SEC, the Texas Aggies." said Julia Rodriguez, referring to Texas A&M.
"What is all this noise?" I asked as I came into the room.
"As usual, SEC football." Teresa said. "Who are you rooting for between Tennessee and the scum... Alabama, I mean..."
I grinned, then said "I go by who has the best mascot. And Tennessee has an awesome dog in Smokey." I was referring to UT's blue tick hound.
I continued: "Texas A&M has Reveille, and Mississippi State has Bully the Bulldog. But I'm most partial to Clint Eastwood's co-star in 'Midnight In The Garden of Good and Evil'."
"Uga V." said Roark Coleman, who had family ties in the State of Georgia. "He also made the Sports Illustrated cover. Go Dawgs!"
I said "A venerable line of bulldog mascots at the University of Georgia, there."
Cindy Ross said "So, Don, you should be rooting for my Bulldogs at our University over the Wildcats next week, isn't that riiiight?"
"Harumph." I said. "You have the better mascot, I'll give you that. And your School employs my wife. Other than that, it's 'WILDCATS RULE!."
"Until next week." Cindy said. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved in mine in retaliatory response.
When Claire Michaels came in and was asked for her favorite team, she said "I went to UCLA. But they don't give a damn about football, college or pro, in the People's Republik of California. The NFL had to practically force L.A. to build the new stadium, and the people out there voted down a proposed tax hike to fund the stadium. Only tax they didn't love out there. Second largest city in the Nation, and they could not care less about having an NFL team. Pretty embarrassing for the NFL."
Teddy Parker said "And isn't UCLA having problems getting funding to refurbish the Rose Bowl?"
Claire said "Yes, but if Southern Cal and UCLA move to the Big 10, that might change..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"The Pride of the Southland Band crisply marches into the giant T... the roar of 97,000 fans rises with each rhythmic step. The orange and white shakers flood the air! The Volunteers are ready at the north end of the field to burst through the gate... they're coming now, racing onto the field through the giant T, in that magic moment that says...
Wherever you are, it's football time, in Tennessee!..."
--- John Ward, legendary Tennessee football broadcaster.
Saturday, October 23d. The Usual Suspects were gathered at The Cabin, and we were watching Southeastern Conference football. The Neyland Stadium crowd well in excess of 100,000 lustily booed as the Crimson Tide of Alabama ran onto the field. Then, as the band's line separated to form the column to run through, the crowd roared as Smokey led the Tennessee Volunteers onto the Neyland Stadium turf. This... was just about as big as it gets in college football.
The Troy House was pretty much neutral. Teresa wore an Auburn pullover, but the rest of the house had Wildcats and University Bulldogs clothing on... and one West Point pullover. That would be Jim Troy sporting the colours of the Black Knights of Army.
As the game progressed, Carole began making observations. "Daddy, did either team bring their defenses today?"
"Well, Fussbudget," I replied, "Tennessee has the No. 1 offense in the country, and Alabama has the best quarterback. Hard for the defenses to keep up."
"They won't do that on Georgia's defense." said Jim, and mighty astutely, I thought to myself.
Teresa said "Tennessee's defensive backs coach used to be Georgia's defensive coordinator, and while he was at UGA, Auburn would whip their ass---- oops, sorry."
"She means 'fourth point of contact'." Carole said helpfully. I fist-bumped Carole.
Teresa said "Anyway, if that guy were still at Georgia, Auburn might have a prayer to beat UGA."
The halftime score was 28-20 in favor of Tennessee. As the third quarter started, the Crimson Tide flew down the field to tie it up. Then Tennessee flew down the field to score, but the point-after try failed.
"Daddy," Carole observed, "the Crimson Tide should change their name to the 'Yellow Tide'. They're getting a lot of penalties, and their coach is very mad." Indeed, Alabama was committing a record number of penalties, and their legendary head coach did not have a legendary disposition about it.
The teams traded scores and it was 42-42 in the fourth. Then Tennessee fumbled and Alabama ran it back for the scoop-and-score TD. It was looking good for Joanne Warner's Forces of Crimson to add yet another notch to their belt against the Volunteers.
But Tennessee fought back. And their air attack took it 75 yards to tie it up. Alabama got the ball and was driving, driving. I said to Teresa "Tennessee really needs to fire that defensive backs coach." Teresa vigorously nodded in agreement.
But the Tide was turned, and the drive stalled. Alabama brought out their star placekicker, seeming an oxymoron for Alabama teams ('star', 'placekicker'), but I digress. And he digressed... he missed wide right.
Alabama placekickers, I thought to myself. Alabama placekickers...
Fifteen seconds to go. Could Tennessee possibly move down the field and get a field goal? Their placekicker had already failed on a PAT.
Yes. Yes they could. And they did. The got it into Alabama territory in two quick plays, and lined up for a 40-yard FG. The kick was up... a wobbly, low, knuckleball. Over 100,000 people in the stands and a lot more in the homes of the Nation forgot to breathe, and orange faces were about to turn blue... but the kick made it through as time expired! Your final score: Tennessee 52, Alabama 49.
The Pride of the Southland Band played 'Rocky Top' as fans stormed the field, and it was soon covered in a moving sea of Orange. "Those goalposts are going to end up in the Tennessee River." said the announcer, as the goalposts were indeed taken down, disassembled, and pieces carried in different directions. And yes, they were headed for the Tennessee River...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Monday morning was going to be a bad hair day for Lieutenant Joanne Warner. Not only had her beloved Crimson Tide fallen to the hated Tennessee Volunteers, but all those other SEC fans were really gonna give her a good roasting.
She had no idea...
At 7:30am, I led a small contingent into MCD. As I stepped inside, someone started playing a YouTube video of the Tennessee band playing 'Rocky Top'. Then I came in and placed my Slender Man statue on the edge of Joanne's desk, still wearing the Bear Bryant had that had been put on it when Alabama beat the Wildcats in the Natty.
Then Teresa handed me my Stelling banjo, that I'd been given the Christmas before. And my guest, Peter D. Feeley, had his fully-functional miniature banjo ready to play. He was already better with the banjo than I ever was, and he showed it as we serenaded MCD.
Sheriff Griswold could croon a good moonshine tune, and did so with us this morning. Because of political correctness controversy with the first verse, we sang the second verse:
"Once two strangers climbed ol' Rocky Top
Lookin' for a moonshine still
Strangers ain't come down from Rocky Top
Reckon they never will
Corn won't grow at all on Rocky Top
Dirt's too rocky by far
That's why all the folks on Rocky Top
Get their corn from a jar,"
Then everyone not named 'Joanne Warner' loudly sang the chorus:
"Rocky Top, you'll always be
Home sweet home to me
Good ol' Rocky Top! (whoo!)
Rocky Top, Tennessee
Rocky Top, Tenne-sseee-eee-eee-eee..."
Finis - for now.
This story will continue in the next series, 'Witness For The Prosecution'.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, October 26th, from the anchor desk of KXTC studios. "Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy continues to be heavily criticized!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that Federal authorities are becoming angry and frustrated with Commander Donald Troy, who they are claiming is not helping them with their investigation of the train explosion over a week ago, nor with the ongoing Federal investigation into the activities of the Toyota Gang beyond our County's jurisdiction."
Bettina: "The US Department of Homeland Security is deeply concerned that the railroad car explosion was an act of domestic terror, carried out by White Nationalist insurrectionists, such as devotees of the racist former Governor Val Jared. Our viewers will remember the terrorist attack on University Hospital that killed twelve people, and there have been other incidents that were not as well publicized." (Author's note: 'Only Time'; 'The Nuclear Option'.) "But despite repeated requests by the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) and the Homeland Security Department, Commander Troy has not made himself available to assist them in their inquiries."
Bettina: "And in the Toyota Gang case, two 1933 Double Eagle gold coins that are illegal to own or possess, and a quantity of drugs were found in a Federal raid on the Toyota Gang's base of operations here in our County. As a result, the Feds have taken over the cases. Additionally, both State and Federal officials are growing increasingly angry with Commander Troy's seeming inaction and failure to solve the case of an attack that killed former DEA Agent Amelia Sedgwick and two persons who may have been impersonating Deputy Sheriffs. They are asking the FBI to take over that case, and get the answers that Commander Troy seems to be unwilling to find for them."
Bettina: "And in other news, tonight the Town & County Council is expected to ratify the Budget passed by the Town Assembly last week. The Republican-majority Assembly rammed the Budget through to passage on a straight Party-line vote, with no regards to the concerns of our County's poorest Citizens, nor People of Color who want to see meaningful Police reform imposed upon Commander Troy's ham-fisted Police Force..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"In other words, why hasn't Commander Troy bailed them out and done their job for them." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross watched the propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"I thought the attack on Amelia Sedgwick was solved." I said. "We got the perps that did it. As to all of the Feds's noise, I have helped them out, as much as I can, anyway. I've given Lorena Rose and Dwight Stevens a good bit of help. And I've answered every one of NTSB Agent Weller and Homeland Security Agent Winters's questions when they've asked. And none of them have bitched to me that I'm not helping them."
"They haven't com-plaaaaained to me, either." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"Nor to me." growled Sheriff Griswold.
As I spoke, I typed on my personal iPhone. "I'm texting my lawyer, Mike G. Todd, to review that and see if Bettina's lies are eligible to be added to my libel lawsuit against her and KXTC."
"So Bettina's just making it up?" Cindy Ross asked, her voice sounding the slightest bit 'accusing' in nature.
I said "I wouldn't put it past her. Why? You know something I don't?"
"A lot of things." Cindy replied cooly. "Especially about how the Bulldogs are going to beat the hell out of the Wildcats on Saturday."
There were chuckles in the room as a red crowbar was waved in her general direction, along with a huge eye roll and smirk from me. Unperturbed, Cindy continued: "What I did hear from my KFXU source is that whoever is asking for the Feds to take over the Amelia Sedgwick case is not anyone in our area, but someone in Washington, D.C."
"Are they that interested in who the two 'Fake Deputies' were that died in that attack?" asked Tanya.
"That's what they're saying, at least up front." growled the Sheriff. "But the people behind those who are asking are Swamp Frogs. So I'm suspicious of their motives."
"Meeeeeee, too... as Carole like to say." I replied. Then, to change the subject, I said "Changing the subject... so the Budget was approved by the Assembly?"
Cindy said "On a strictly Party-line vote. The Republicans just shut down all debate. They refused to compromise with the Democrats in any way, on any thing."
"In fairness," growled the Sheriff, "the Budget they passed was pretty much the same as the year before, with raises for the schoolteachers and the Public Safety Department, and cost of living raises (COLA) for Town & County Government employees."
Cindy: "We also got the money for your new Interrogation Room, Don. But the Democrats wanted even more for the Free Clinics and low income housing on the southside of Town, and the Republicans wouldn't even discuss it."
Tanya said "Ryan Paulson said he was going to make huge cuts in the Budget for the clinics. Did he?"
Cindy was hesitant to answer, so I pressed her: "Well? What happened with that?"
Seeing I was not going to let her off the hook, she finally admitted: "No, that remained the same, with COLA increases. For all that bluster, nothing really came out of it."
Sheriff Griswold said "The Assembly Democrats had been planning a bunch of procedural crap to try to defund the Police and force Police reform on us, including using demonstrations and protests that KXTC would be drooling to put on the air. So Paulson started pre-empting that by threatening the one part of the Public Safety Department the Democrats love... the Free Clinics. And it must have worked; the Democrats kept their mouths shut."
I said "I can hardly believe that that intimidated the Democrats into silence. The Democrats and their Mainstream Media partners never, ever waste an opportunity to create chaos and discord by making as much noise as possible, as well as throwing the race card. But in this whole Budget process, you, Cindy, kept telling us how the Assembly Democrats just sat there ignoring you, and just showing you book titles of their 'woke' literature."
"So what do you think is going on with that?" Teresa asked. "About not raising a stink about the Police budget? I'm asking for a husband."
I said "I think they're biding their time, and planning something for the future. They'll whine about People of Color being discriminated against by those eeeeeevil Republicans ramming their (air quotes) 'racist' Budgets through to passage, and it will be just one more point why the US DOJ Civil Rights Division should come in with Totalitarian power and force the Charter to be changed to give Democrats electoral hegemony over all of us... at the point of Federal Government guns."
Cindy rolled her eyes, which angered me tremendously. Everyone saw my face turn deep red and my gray eyes blaze at her. The Sheriff quickly intervened.
"Let's just take a break from talking about it." Griswold growled. "We'll see what happens tonight, at the Council meeting."
"Whatever happens," I said as I got up, "don't call me. I'd like to spend this evening with my family."
"What, you think it's your birthday or something?" Tanya said with a wicked gleam in her eye.
"As a matter of fact..." I said as I got to the door. Yes, it was my 38th birthday, dontcha know...
Part 2 - Birthday Presence
6:30pm, Tuesday, October 26th. The Usual Suspects had gathered for my birthday celebration. Laura, Carole, Jim, Molly, Ross, Ian, Paulina, and Tasha were there, of course. Cindy, Callie, Maggie, Betsy, and Benjamin joined us, as did Teresa, Todd, Doug, Mike, and little Jack Burke.
Marie Steele was with us, as she was every Tuesday while her dad was at the Council meetings and her mom had 'telescope time'. And no family party was complete without the presence of Sheriff Griswold. And, of course, those Most Usual of Suspects, the Redoubtable Ones, Bowser and Buddy, provided canine supervision.
I had changed clothes, to black slacks and a nice black mock turtleneck pullover. But I'd quickly observed that the Sheriff, Cindy, and Teresa were still in their uniforms. And the Sheriff was not drinking alcohol, at all. That was disquieting.
Carole suggested (loudly) that I be given my presents before dinner. Laura harshly told Carole that she (Carole) did not dictate the order we did things, and that we would do the gift-giving after dinner. I intervened, and said that the idea of me opening presents first was a great idea... especially if we got called away to duty. Laura did not look happy, but conceded after Cindy leaned over and whispered something to her.
Carole said "Betsy, you go first." Betsy smiled happily as she came up to me with a card. The card contained a photo of Betsy and Ben, and another card that said I was entitled to a big hug from Betsy.
I said "I want that big hug right now!" and Betsy rushed into my arms. I'll leave it to Bowser to decide who got the bigger hug.
Tasha went next, and gave me a booklet of photos. One showed her surrounded by the cats on the back deck. Carole admitted she and Marie couldn't get photos like that because the dogs were always with them, so Ross took the photos involving the feral felines. I fist-bumped Ross, and told him he did a good job.
Other photos showed Tasha and her mother on their laptops, then a pose of them together. Then there was one of her sitting with me on deck in the metal mesh loveseat, taken from behind us (by Ross). Then one of her playing basketball with me, and leaving me in the dust as she drove to the basket. And that wasn't posed, it really happened. There were several more photos of Tasha with siblings, to round out the picture (pun fully intended).
Next came Ian, Ross, and Molly. I detected a theme: they gave me a photo book, also. Among the many various photos, there was one of me talking with Ross on deck in the metal mesh loveseat, taken from behind, and one of Ian and me that same way. I detected a theme.
Then Jim, Carole, and Marie gave me... a photo book. There were photos of each of them with me in the metal mesh loveseat on the deck, taken from behind, followed by some of Jim doing Jim things with New Lego City, Carole and Marie with Bowser and Buddy, and other shots. One of them showing Carole making breakfast on a Saturday morning drew chuckles from me... especially since Carole had set the salt and sugar bags right next to each other for the photo. That girl bears watching, I thought to myself. She bears watching...
Then came Carole and Marie's hand-drawn booklet. It was entitled '.38 Special - Daddy The Detective' and showed me holding a.38 Special revolver with smoking barrel pointed at the sky. It was my attire that was interesting. With the trenchcoat and Tilley Hat over a suit and tie, I looked like a cross between the Green Hornet (sans mask) and DC Comics's Jim 'The Spectre' Corrigan.
With noir lines like 'the smoke of my revolver wafted into the smoke of my cigar', 'I have a nasty relationship with a string of reporters' (very true), and 'the door to my office opened and in walked trouble. Brunette, as usual.' showing Mommy walking into Daddy's window-slatted office, Private Detective Russ Ferrament sought to solve the case of who jumped and assaulted Ross 'Canada Dry' Troy.
Ross was shown in a red pullover hoodie, holding a bottle of Canada Dry ginger ale, and looking like he'd been jumped and whacked on the head. After a thorough investigation, aided by Police Dog Bowser, it was determined that the perp that jumped on Ross's back was a Smooth Criminal with gray and black bengal stripes that always hid in the shadows, and was known by the alias 'Tiger Mom'.
The motive of the assault was to distract Ross with her feline wiles while her fellow perps absconded with a plate of delicious cat food. The wily gang succeeded in their nefarious scheme, and Police Dog Bowser was stymied in his attempt to capture the Smooth Criminals. Detective Daddy closed the case.
"That is wonderful." I said after reading the story. "You should enter that in the next 'Mickey Spillane Challenge' on the Literotica site." I passed the booklet around as Marie brought up another two wrapped packages.
"One is for you, and one is for Aunt Trreeesa." Marie announced.
Carole added: "We don't know when her birthday is, so I suggested we give it to her now."
"Excellent idea." I said.
Teresa said "My birthday is July 19th. I'm three months older than Don."
Molly said "Cool! Mine's a 19th, too. March 19th."
"When is yours, Aunt Cindy?" Carole asked.
"February 29th." Cindy replied. "I only have a birthday every four years, which is why I stay so young and beautiful."
"Pul-eeze!" retorted Molly, teasing her younger sister.
"Molly!" admonished their mother Maggie. "That is not a nice thing to say!"
"So that's your secret to being so young and beautiful." Callie said as she 'side hugged' her wife. "And I thought it was because you're married to me."
"Yes, that's my real secret." Cindy said, hugging her wife back before they exchanged a smooch on the lips, which made Carole and Marie giggle.
"Ohhh, my goodness." I said as I took the paper off of Marie's gift. It was a framed 17"x11" drawing of me. I was in the trenchcoat and Tilley Hat, like in the booklet, but I was posing like an action super-hero. My left side was to the front, and my left arm was extended to the front, towards the viewer. The ubiquitous red crowbar was in my left hand, gripped in the middle and held horizontally, seeming to come off the page.
My right hand was holding out my trenchcoat like a cape, as if I was shielding or enveloping someone next to me. It reminded me of how I'd enveloped young Susie Haskins as she cried over her mother's illness at the Hospital. (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 04, Epilogue.)
"Oh wow, that's amazing! Thank you, Marie." I said. I noticed Teresa was finishing unwrapping hers. It was a drawing in a frame of the same size, and showed Teresa in a ninja outfit, but blue instead of black, and with no mask. She was standing like the Superman statue in Metropolis, Illinois: legs slightly apart, fists on hips; and she was looking slightly upward as she looked forward, as if seeing something over a great distance.
Marie said "I saw a drawing of Supergirl, and thought of Teresa. So I drew that."
Carole added "And you're the Green Hornet, Daddy, but without a mask."
I said "I'm just glad you got the crowbar's red color right. Especially since our Wildcats are going to beat the Green Crowbar's Bulldogs down silly on Saturday."
"No they're not!" yelled Ian. "The Bulldogs are going to win!"
"You poor, deluded soul." said Tasha nonchalantly, causing me to do a double-take look at her. Tasha and Carole both broke out in fits of giggling at that.
Todd looked greatly interested in the drawings. "Can I get photos of those?" he asked as he got out his iPhone. He took closeup photos of both drawings as Laura called us all to supper.
As I headed to the table with the others, I heard Carole whisper to Todd "This is what you want." Out of the corner of my eye I saw her hand Todd an 11" x 8.5" piece of stiff paper, and him nod with a grin as he looked at it. Now what was that all about? I wondered to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After a delicious dinner of steaks and salads for the adults and hamburgers for the kids, which they devoured as if they had hollow legs, Maggie Ross went into the kitchen and a moment later reappeared with my 'Bugs Bunny' cake, simple chocolate frosting on white cake, as depicted by the children's picture book featuring Bugs.
As the echoes of 'Happy Birthday To You' faded, I blew out the two candles that spelled out '3' and '8' on the cake. I cut the cake, and was awarded the first piece. Then the cake rapidly disappeared into the tummies of little kids and big kids alike.
"It's going to be impossible to make them go to bed when the sugar rushes hit." Laura lamented as the dishes were cleared.
"It's a sugar-free cake, Mommy." Carole said.
"She's right." Maggie said, then whispered conspiratorially, "I learned a few things raising two girls on a farm in Canada---"
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
The noisy phone was my Police iPhone. "Send that to voicemail, Crowbar!" the Sheriff growled. Seeing that it was Mayor Allgood calling, I complied.
And despite having her phone on silent ringer, everyone heard Cindy's TCSD iPhone buzzing. She grimaced as she went into the kitchen to take the call. A couple of minutes later, she came out again, and she and the Sheriff seemed to be of one mind as they moved to the front room together and engaged in a whispering contest. Cindy then spoke to Callie and Maggie, then left.
"What's that about, Sheriff?" I asked him as he came into the greatroom and sat down next to me. "Trouble at the Council meeting?"
"It's mostly handled, from what I understand." growled Griswold. "Bunch of red-shirted Antifa types and green-shirted Environmentalist Wackos filled up the Chamber and started making noise. The Council went into Executive Session and left, and it quieted down after that. Cindy's going down to take care of the mop-up operations."
"Let's go see what's going on, on the PBS channel." I said, getting up.
"Let's don't." growled the Sheriff, and I mean he really growled. "It's your birthday, Crowbar. You are not going down there, so just relax and enjoy your birthday with your wonderful kids..."
Part 3 - Missing Inaction
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 27th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College on the southwest corner of Courthouse Square, with City Hall in her background. "Commander Troy once again was a no-show as violence erupts at the Town & County Council meeting!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The Council was taking up the issue of ratifying the Town & County Budget for next year, which was passed by the Town Assembly on a completely partisan Party-line vote, when some persons in the audience began a peaceful protest, chanting slogans such as 'defund the Police' and 'reform the Police'."



Bettina: "The Council voted to go into Executive Session, and peacefully exited the room. The peaceful protests remained peaceful, then eventually dispersed. The Council did vote in Executive Session to ratify the Budget, and scheduled a special session for next Monday, November 1st, for the second reading of the bill."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that the TCPD, under the direction of Police Lieutenant Jerome Davis, who was demoted from MCD Lieutenant to 1st Precinct Lieutenant, acted very aggressively towards the peaceful protesters in evacuating the Council Members from the Council Chamber, despite being told to stand down by Senior Deputy Louis Bailey, who holds the equivalent rank as Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle does."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that Senior Deputy Bailey will refer Lieutenant Davis to both Sheriff Griswold and Inspector General James Goodwin for insubordination, and that he is also filing a grievance against Chief Deputy Cindy Ross for unspecified reasons."
Bettina: "And all of this chaos and confusion developed because Police Commander Donald Troy did not show up at the scene, despite being called and notified of the potential for violence! This comes on the heels of Commander Troy not appearing on scene during the train wreck and explosion two weeks ago. Channel Two News has learned that Mayor Daniel Allgood is requesting a meeting with Sheriff Griswold and Police Chief Moynahan to discuss Commander Troy's failures to appear at these crisis situations."
Bettina: "And this is an editorial comment by me, as Executive Producer of KXTC Channel Two News: after not appearing at the scene of of the train wreck and explosion two weeks ago, and now not showing up at last night's incident, Commander Troy's Officers will rightly wonder if he will abandon them during future crises. Donald Troy is becoming a cancer in the Public Safety Department, and Sheriff Griswold needs to take the correct steps swiftly to excise that cancer before it totally destroys the morale of the TCPD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Please tell me you can add that to your libel lawsuit against Bettina." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, ADA Patterson, Myself, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Muscone, and Chief Deputy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Likely not." I replied. "At least not the parts related directly to me. I was called, by Mayor Allgood. I sent it to voicemail. He did say in it that a hostage crisis was developing, but I did not listen to the voicemail until hours later."
"And I ordered you to send that call to voicemail." Sheriff Griswold said. "So it's my fault, not yours."
"Thank you, Sheriff, but it's neither of our faults." I replied. "The Mayor voted to keep me out of Executive Sessions, but comes running and whining at the first sign of trouble. And it was handled well enough without me needing to be there. Anyhoo, Bettina covered her ass by saying that last part about me was an editorial comment."
Me: "What I will say is that if this were not a serious and pathetic situation, I'd be rolling on the floor laughing at Bettina's contradictions in just that one story. She says the protesters were (air quotes) 'peaceful', but says I did not respond to the (air quotes) 'potential for violence'. She said the Council Members peacefully left the Chamber, then said they were 'evacuated', apparently by Jerome Davis. She made sure to attack Jerome for being 'aggressive' towards the black protesters, and then said he was being accused of insubordination, but of course she does not mention that he is black himself."
Me: "As to the other stuff she reported, I don't know what's what, so I can't say just how close her biased reporting comes to outright slander and libel."
Cindy said: "Like you, I don't believe in the concept of the 'lie of omission' being an active lie. But it is dishonest of Bettina to have left out a lot of important details that would otherwise give context to what happened. First of all, the agitators were moving to prevent the Council Members from leaving, but Jerome led some of his TCPD Officers into the well of the Chamber and blocked the agitators, allowing the Council Members to get out the side door behind Kelly Carnes and go up to the Private Council Chamber."
Cindy: "Second, Louis Bailey did order Jerome to stand down, and said that he, Bailey, was the Incident Commander at the scene. That was before the evacuation of the Council Members, so when Jerome and his people moved to protect them, Bailey accused Jerome of insubordination and literally threatened to arrest Jerome. A standoff between the TCSD Deputies and the TCPD Officers ensued, which didn't do much for their safety nor resolve the crisis of the violent agitators."
Cindy: "That's when I arrived. I listened to both sides, then told Bailey that Jerome was right to have moved to protect the Council Members. Bailey then told me that he was the Incident Commander and in charge of the scene, and that I was 'just the Sheriff's Staff Officer', and not over him in the field. I've filed my insubordination complaint with the Sheriff, and you can decide what to do about him, Sheriff."
Sheriff Griswold said "I'll address that in a minute. Let me show you this, first. It proves those bastards weren't peaceful nor just protesting grievances, but were trying to gin up real problems." He had been plugging his iPad into the dock on the table, and now he ran a video clip from the Council meeting that had been placed into our Evidence servers:
It showed the Council Members coming in, and the meeting being called to order by the Mayor. The audience was chock-full of green-shirted and red-shirted agitators, and some were in aisle near the well on the left side, the side closest to the side door next to Kelly Carnes.
"Oh my God." Teresa gasped at what came next. Mayor Allgood called for the Pledge of Allegiance to be recited. The Republican Council Members stood up, as did Sheila Sorrells and Susan Weston on the Democrat side. And about 15 people in the audience, dressed normally, probably there to see their lawsuits served or to address the Council, also stood up.
But as they started reciting the Pledge, the entire contingent of t-shirted agitators got up and began screaming "RACIST! RACIST! RACIST!" The noise was overwhelming, drowning out the few people reciting the Pledge. Mayor Allgood led the Pledge to completion as the agitators screamed "RACIST! RACIST! RACIST! RACIST! RACIST! RACIST!..." over and over and over again. The normally-dressed people quickly got up and went up the aisle, and were able to get out of the Chamber.
I said: "That's the mantra of the Totalitarian Left. Patriotism is Racism. Patriotism is a threat to our 'Democracy'. And I didn't hear Bettina mention any of that." I said.
"And it keeps getting better." Cindy said as she plugged her iPad into the dock on the table. "I want y'all to watch this clip that was put into our evidence servers last night." Narrating the video as it played, she said "Okay, this picks up just after I got there. The protesters are chanting 'Defund the Police' over and over, but not with as much enthusiasm as before. And now watch..."
We all saw it. At least 40 of the protesters either got their cellphones out of their pockets or looked down at them as they were already holding them, and read the messages on them... and then began moving en masse to the exits and out of the Chamber!
"Just like that." I mused.
"Just like that." Cindy said. "They cleared the Chamber and the back hallway, most of them going out the emergency exit at the far end of the hallway directly to the outside, on cue, and as if directed to do so. They just walked out of there and dispersed, as if leaving a movie theater after the show had ended."
Cindy then said: "And here's the punch line: Amber Harris was there, just inside the back entrance to the Chamber we normally use. She cattily asked me when you were arriving, Don, and I told her you weren't. I then watched her take a cellphone out of her pocket and type something, then those 40 or more cellphones went off at once, and everyone started leaving."
"Shut the front door!" Teresa exclaimed. "Can we bust the bitch for that?"
I said "Only if we can find the phone that messaged all the others, and find it in Amber's physical possession. And I suspect it's either at the bottom of the River, or she handed it off to one of the leaders of the agitators."
The Sheriff said "But that's not the important point in all that. It proves something we were getting an inkling about. Crowbar, I didn't have you ignore that text from Allgood just because it was your birthday. We kept you out of it because we had good intel that someone was trying to set you up."
"And if you had gone down there," Chief Moynahan said, "those agitators would've really turned violent, and attacked the Police and Deputies. Oh sure, we have the TASERs, we have the guns, and they don't. But it would've been ugly, we'd be processing hundreds of arrests, and the US DOJ Civil Rights Division would be storming the gates of the Police Station even as we speeeeek."
I was stunned. I said "But... but they could've attacked anyway. Whether I was there or not."
"True." said Griswold. "But with you not there, the Press had no video of the Iron Crowbar doing Iron Crowbar things."
"Guys..." I said, trying to marshal my thoughts, "I... I can't go around acting scared of the Press nor the God-cursed DOJ. And however well-intentioned you were, you can't protect me from them if I'm going to do my job... or are you going to ask for my Badge?"
"Noooo, farrrrrrr from that." said the Chief. "But we want you to lay low, just until after Election Day, and then we think things will simmer dowwwwnnnn."
"I wish you had told me beforehand." I said with asperity, and the beginnings of anger.
"We're telling you now, Crowbar." growled Griswold.
"And it's worked out better this way." the Chief added helpfully. He was not helping, at least not my mood.
"And y'all have fallen completely into the Media's trap." I said. "It was 'damned if you do, damned if you don't'. Now they're calling me a coward and a deserter, and creating rifts between me and the TCPD's Officers, whose loyalty and respect I've worked my ass off for years to earn, but now could be ripped to shreds by the Media's lies."
"Come on, Don." Tanya said. "They understand, and they know better than to believe Bettina's bullshit."
"Do they?" I fired back. "Yeah, they might understand when they find out 'oh, he wasn't at the train site because he was investigating a murder', but they sure as hell won't understand 'oh, he was told to stay with his family on his birthday'. And you damn well better believe that is what Bettina will be saying next."
Cindy said "They still know you're not a coward, and that you're not abandoning them."
Teresa said, "No, I see what Don is saying, and he's exactly right. They either don't know or they don't care about the past. Especially our younger Officers. And while a lot of Assistant Chiefs don't show up at every little incident, our Police Force knows they can act with confidence because they are being led by a man who not only has their backs, but is right there with them, unlike New York City, Chicago, and that shithole Wilmington, Delaware."
Cindy persisted: "But if he had been there and they'd turned truly violent, it wouldn't just be the Press accusing us of Police brutality, it's be the US DOJ Civil Rights Division coming in and---"
"SO WHAT?" I yelled. As everyone else looked at me in dumbstruck silence, I yelled "We are not going to be intimidated into not doing our jobs by threats from Derrick B. Harland's racist 'woke' DOJ---"
Sheriff Griswold stood up and intervened, interrupting me: "All right, all right, let's all take a breath. Crowbar, we acted on what we believe was good information. And at least for last night, I think we did the right thing. We'll talk about that going forward, but right now we have other issues to sort out."
Griswold remained standing as he said: "It's a funny thing... the Constitution is a relatively simple document, pretty easy to read, and it's only been amended 27 times... 11 of those in one Bill of Rights." (Author's note: Amendments 1-10 and 27.) "And yet, the Supreme Court of the United States has kept itself busy for over 200 years 'interpreting' that simple document, often in different directions, and often twisting logic into a pretzel in the process."
Griswold: "We have something similar here. I thought the structure of the Public Safety Department was simple, and clear. But last night showed me that not only do some people have different interpretations of the rank structure... and that is being very kind in my assessment... but that there are deep divisions between the Police and Sheriff's Department, and a total lack of understanding of each Department's role in our County's law enforcement structure."
Griswold: "To that end, Crowbar, Carole will be hating me for this, but I'm going to be having 'meetings' to figure this out and make the proper corrections." I smiled wanly at the joke, but no one else really did; they did not really know about Carole's hatred of her parents going to 'meetings'.
The Sheriff finished up by saying "But first we'll have the grievances and insubordination charges to work out, so expect to be called into those, as well."
In the silence as the Sheriff finished, Chief Moynahan spoke up, saying: "I have a question for twooooo Co-mannnnd-rrrrrrrs: where was Captain Hewitt last night?"
Teresa stepped up and took ownership of it, saying "I apologize for not having that information for you, Chief. I'll find out as soon as we're done here, and get back to you and Commander Troy as soon as I have that."
Moynahan said: "Don't blow it up into more than it is, especially if it's a legitimate reason. But it might have bee farrrrrr better if Hewitt had been there."
Cindy said "With respect, Chief, I don't know what Hewitt could have done that Davis didn't do. And Bailey outranks Hewitt, too."
"Troooooo." drawled the Chief. "But Hewitt and Bailey are both in the same Captain's Union, which would make all these grievances much easier to deal with. As it is... Davis may have done the right things, but you better bee-lieeeeeve the Union and Captain's Unions are going to squabble and bicker like cray-zeee..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome, to Fox Eight Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am sharp, from the Fox University studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." said the drop-dead gorgeous Indian reporterette, sitting next to Catrina on the sofa, and both of them showing off their shapely legs. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. Violent agitators stormed the Town & County Council meeting last night, sneaking in a back exit that was opened from the inside, and overwhelming the few Sheriff's Deputies that were present at the time to completely fill up the public Council Chamber."
Catrina: "The agitators then did this as the meeting began. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing the hatred-filled agitators shouting "RACIST!" over and over as the Pledge of Allegiance was recited. Then the feed of the Council Members trying to leave, agitators moving to stop them, and Lt. Davis getting in the way and helping the Council Members escape was shown as Catrina narrated it.
Priya: "The agitators continued chanting 'Defund the Police', then, as this video shows, a bunch of them got text messages all at once, and the entire group moved out en masse and ultimately went outside and dispersed. Sources tell Fox Eight News that the entire protest and demonstration may have been orchestrated with the purpose and intent of committing even more violence if and when Commander Donald Troy showed up."
Catrina: "Two weeks ago, Commander Donald Troy was accused by our competitors in the Leftwing Media of dereliction of duty, because he did not show up at the site of the train explosion. Our competitors, whom Commander Troy is suing for libel, did not tell you what you had the right to know, that he was investigating the triple homicide of a former DEA Agent and what was believed at the time were two Sheriff's Deputies."
Priya: "Commander Troy was not at the scene of the violent protest last night by order of the County Sheriff, but he did send this video email to everyone in the Public Safety Department. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Your Iron Crowbar saying "I just want to let all of you know how proud I am of your actions and your professionalism in serving and protecting our Citizens over the last few weeks. All the branches of the Public Safety Department worked very well together during the train accident, and you did not need me to be there for your courage and professionalism to be shown shown to the world."
Your Iron Crowbar: "I was also impressed by the professionalism, courage, and fast actions of the Town & County Police Force last night in getting the Council Members to safety. I especially commend Lieutenant Jerome Davis for his leadership and decisive actions during that situation, and his team of Officers that enforced the law and got the victims to safety."
Your Iron Crowbar: "My trust and confidence in the well-trained and dedicated professionals of our Police, Fire Department, EMTs, Public Health personnel, and Sheriff's Deputies was validated both last night and two weeks ago. With such outstanding people as you, I know I don't have to be at every incident, every single time. Don't let the propagandists of the deeply biased and dishonest Mainstream Media demoralize you. Just keep on protecting and serving the People of our County like you have been, and know that I and your leadership have your backs..."
Back to Catrina live: "Priya, you once worked for our competitors, the ones Commander Troy has filed a libel suit against. I simply don't understand this. What is their thinking in attacking Donald Troy when he's leading his Officers to quell violent riots... which they call peaceful, but clearly aren't... and then attack him when he's not physically present at some incident?"
Priya: "It's several things, Catrina. First, they believe they can have their cake and eat it too. They believe they can attack Commander Troy from either side of a situation, no matter what he does. But worse, they are insulting their viewers's intelligence. They apparently believe they can take opposite sides of something in their unholy zeal to push their agenda... which in this case is to destroy all the good that Donald Troy does, and is... and the viewers won't remember what they said before, or they'll excuse it and just go with the current narrative."
Catrina: "Do they not realize they're on tape? That what they said before is preserved, and can be re-shown along with their contradictions the next time?"
Priya: "Catrina, I think the more accurate question is if they care about that. They truly don't care about the facts and the truth. All they care about is their agenda, and the optics of the moment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow." I said as my Angels and I sat in my office for the Angels Meeting, and drank coffee as we watched. "Who gave Priya my talking points?"
"You owe her a pickle-tickle for that." Cindy said, deadpan flat. "Especially for showing that footage of the rioters checking their phones and then leaving." Tanya burst out laughing, and Teresa chuckled more quietly.



I said "I have one question: do the people at KFXU know that KXTC was trying to set me up?"
Cindy said "I'm not supposed to say anything, seeing as what I know is coming from a confidential source... but yeah, they know just like I know. But they have no proof, either."
"That was still a great broadcast, though." Tanya said. "I just wish KXTC's loyal viewers could be forced to watch it, and see the real truth for what it is."
"It wouldn't matter." Teresa said. "People watch KXTC's trash because it's what they want to hear. And they're going to believe every word Bettina tells them, and call Catrina and Priya the filthiest of names, because their minds are made up, and Bettina gives them what they already believe."
"Give that woman a crowbar!" I said, then added: "Never mind, she says she doesn't need one. Okay, despite Bettina's outright slander, I actually am present and doing work on behalf of Chief Moynahan's Police Force today. So... what's going on?"
Teresa said "Captain Hewitt came into 1st Precinct just before eight o'clock, so I didn't have time to talk to him on the phone. I've 'invited' him, in the Japanese sense, to come to my office at 9:00am."
"What did he say when you did talk to him?" Tanya asked.
Teresa said "No disrespect to you or Cindy, but I think I need to talk to him first, and we'll probably end up in here in your office, Don, or in the Chief's office."
I said "Personnel issue, huh? Possibly something punishable. In that case, you're right not to talk about it in front of anyone else."
Tanya said "Speaking of personnel issues, what are we doing about Jerome Davis? The Media is already bothering Captain Thompson, asking if Davis is suspended without pay for insubordination. And when he tells them no, they go off on him, demanding to know why not, and if Commander Troy is covering up for him? Thompson just tells them 'no further comment', and now he's saying 'no comment' to any question regarding Jerome."
Teresa said "I'm not doing a damn thing to Jerome."
I said "Hell, I'm writing up the medal we're going to give him next Monday."
Cindy said "Somewhat to that point, and also to what happened between me and Louis Bailey, what do y'all think is going to happen with all that?" When she was met with a 'deafening' silence, she said "Speak freely, please."
I said "Before anyone says anything, I need to ask you a question. Exactly what did you say to Bailey last night?"
Cindy said "Bailey was telling his Deputies to arrest Davis, and Davis's Officers were encircling him and goading the Deputies to, and I quote, 'molon labe'. When I got there, Bailey said he'd already told Davis to stand down, that he, Bailey, and the Deputies were in charge. But when they didn't move to help the Council Members, Davis did, and the TCPD Officers very quickly went with him, despite Bailey telling them to stop."
Cindy: "Davis said that he could see the Council Members were in danger of being physically stopped from leaving, which would be a kidnapping charge in its own right, and Davis said he feared the Council Members might be physically assaulted, so he acted and the perps backed off. He said Bailey then told his Deputies to arrest him, Jerome, and that's when the standoff started."
Cindy: "I told Bailey and his Deputies to stand down and leave Davis alone, that Davis had acted properly. Bailey said to me that he was formally accusing Davis of insubordination, and demanded Davis be immediately suspended and removed from the scene. I told Bailey to back off, and that's when he called me a 'staffer' and became insubordinate. Fortunately for him, that's when Amber came down to ask me where you were, Don, and you know the rest."
I nodded, then said "Okay, guys, we need to stop talking about this. Cindy, you know we love you and support you, and if I had been there I would've backed you up all the way. But this is a Sheriff's Department issue now, I suspect it's going to be a Union issue, and it's going to get ugly. So... let's just say no more about it in the here and now."
Cindy gaped at us for a second, then I saw she was trying to read our minds, especially mine. I mentally pushed back on that. Finally, she said "You think I was wrong, don't you?"
"No." I said, looking her dead in the eye. "And if I did, I'd tell you to your face. I'm on your side. But it's a TCSD issue, not a TCPD issue, so I want to come correct and leave this one in the Sheriff's hands."
"Okay, then." Cindy said, not at all mollified. She stood up and said "I better get back to City Hall, then. The Sheriff is probably waiting for me to get there now, as it is." She then hustled out the door before I could respond.
Tanya said "I better go, too. And Don, be ready to hear more from friendly Federal Agents about everything that has been simmering."
"Isn't this a beautiful office?" I asked as I put my hands up and twisted my body in a circle to show it off. "And they know they can find me right here in it when they need to."
After Tanya exited the office, Teresa said "I don't need the Power of the Vibe to know what you were thinking... and it's the same thing I'm thinking: Della Harlow."
"Spot on, Iron Wolf." I said. "Sure you don't want this crowbar?" I held up the red crowbar.
"Don't need one." Teresa said. "And Carole is going to be the next Iron Crowbar. Not me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:15am, Wednesday, October 27th. We did it all formal: Helena buzzed me and announced that Lieutenant Commander Croyle and Captain Hewitt were in the anteroom. I said to show them in, which meant what Helena did: She got up and opened the door, came in ahead of them and held it as they entered. If I had asked to serve my guests coffee, tea, or water, she would have, but in this case I just said "Thank you, Helena." and she exited the room, closing the door behind her.
Captain Hugh Hewitt was a military veteran, and did the proper thing by standing to Teresa's left in front of my desk, giving her the 'place of honor' since she outranked him. So I said "Commander, sit in your normal chair.", indicating the far-side chair, then "Captain, have a seat there.", indicating the near-side (to the door) chair. They both sat down.
Teresa said "Sir, I had Captain Hewitt come to my office so we could discuss why he could not be contacted last night. His phone went to voicemail when Lieutenant Davis called him, and also when the 1st Precinct Duty Desk called him. He was not on duty at the time, so he did nothing wrong, but I wanted to clarify why he couldn't be reached. And after he gave his answer, I asked him to come in here so that he could tell you directly what happened last night."
"Okay, let's hear it." I said.
Hugh Hewitt said "Sir... I had been drinking last night, and was too buzzed to respond when I was contacted about the incident at City Hall."
I nodded. "You were off duty, weren't you? Apologies for being this candid, but were you with a girl or something?"
"No sir, I was alone at home." said Hewitt.
"Were you on call?" I asked.
Hewitt: "Not formally. But I should have remembered the Council meeting was that night, and not had any wine with my dinner. I got buzzed, then had a Jack and Coke, so when my phone rang and I saw it was Davis, I knew there was nothing I could do. I know I should've answered anyway, but I let it go to voicemail. And I fell asleep and didn't even hear the call from the Duty Desk."
Hewitt: "And sir, this is not excuse-making or a cop-out, but I know that Jerome Davis is a really outstanding Officer and leader, and I thank my lucky stars that he came to 1st Precinct. There really is nothing I could handle that he can't. But I should have stayed sober, especially on a Tuesday night."
I said "Well, it's a dilemma, and I get it. And I'm sure as hell glad you didn't drink and drive to get there, or be on duty with a service weapon while you were less than sober. And I agree with you that Davis is an outstanding Officer. By the way, did you hear about the altercation with Senior Deputy Bailey?"
"Yes sir." said Hewitt. "I got reports from Davis himself as well as other Officers that were there. I recommended to Davis to grieve his treatment at the hands of Senior Deputy Bailey to the Union; Bailey was totally out of line, even if he does outrank Davis or was the Incident Commander at the scene."
I said "This is spilt milk, but that's why we could've used you at the scene. Even though Bailey outranks you, too, both you and he are in the Captain's Union, and they don't like internecine battles between members, so they'd likely have left things up to the Sheriff. I agree that Davis should file his grievance, but it's going to get sticky."
I continued: "Anyhoo, unless you know something I don't, Commander Croyle, I don't see anything officially wrong, just some potential embarrassment on Hewitt's part. My unofficial advice for you, Hewitt, is to not put yourself in a position like that again in situations where you might be called in. Commander, do you have anything else for Captain Hewitt?"
"No sir." Teresa said, though her eyes were boring into me.
"Okay, then." I said, standing up. "You can go, Captain. And go get all the paperwork about last night's incident done and your ducks in a row; the Sheriff is gonna come a'callin."
"Yes sir." Hewitt said. He shook my proffered hand, then exited the office. As I sat back down, I looked at Teresa.
"Sir," she said, "now would be a very good time to have a (air quotes) 'random' drug test of 1st Precinct... including its leadership."
"Fine with me, and that's your call to make." I said. "But do you think Hewitt is using drugs?"
"No sir." said Teresa. "But he may be becoming an alcoholic. They have a test for alcoholism we can give during the drug test, and I'll arrange for him and the Sergeants and above to be given it."
"Make it so, Number One." I replied...
Part 4 - They're Not Helping...
At 11:30am, Teresa and I arrived at the Cop Bar, at Sheriff Griswold and Chief Moynahan's 'invitation'. We went to the back 'Command Room', and found a long table set for eight persons. The Sheriff was at the far end, with my seat to his left and Teresa to his right. To my left would be my wife Laura, and to Teresa's right was Mayor Daniel Allgood. To Laura's left was Cindy, and to Daniel's right was Town & County Councilman Edward R. Steele. And at the near end (to the door) of the table was Police Chief Moynahan.
There were sliding doors inside the doorway to the Command Room. They were rarely used, but would be closed today. As the others were arriving, I checked the room carefully for bugs. Somewhat to my surprise, there were none, just a 'warm' ethernet connection. I plugged a jack into it that would neutralize anything sinister it might do.
Once everyone had arrived, we ordered. I had my 'usual' Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate; Cindy, the Fish & Chips; Teresa, the Steak Caesar Salad; Sheriff Griswold, the (single) Cheeseburger Plate with a bottomless basket of 'Griswold's Grizzly Fries';
and Edward, the Double Cheeseburger Plate.
Interestingly to me, Chief Moynahan tried a new dish on the menu: Shepherd's Pie. Laura had the Grilled Chicken Caesar Salad and a large bowl of Potato Cheese Soup. She did not realize how huge the bowl of soup was, but she said it was delicious as she ate the whole thing. Daniel Allgood had ordered a grilled chicken sandwich (no plate, just the sandwich), but only ate half of it; he was clearly not hungry, and not in a very good mood.
After we ate, the Sheriff began the meeting: "Thank you all for coming. We have some important things to talk about. Mayor Allgood, you're not aware of some things that have been going on, so we invited you to hear it at the same time Crowbar and Edward hear it."
Allgood said sourly "I was hoping to have a private meeting with you and Chief Moynahan about this."
"And you still can." Laura said with an abundance of cold authority in her voice. "But it would do you very well to hear those of us around the table discuss this." Daniel did not like that, but he'd learned that when his sister-in-law spoke like that, arguing was not an option.
Griswold: "That's true, Mr. Mayor, and we can certainly talk more later. Anyhoo, last night there was a large and concerted effort to keep Crowbar from responding to the violent agitators that infested the Council Meeting. I ordered him to send the phone call he was getting to voicemail, and he did---"
"That phone call was from me, and it was urgent." Daniel said. "It looked like we were about to have a hostage situation. Literally."
"Daniel, would you let the man finish?" Laura said witheringly.
"I don't give a damn about his explanation." Daniel said. "We had a very serious incident developing, and I couldn't get your husband on the phone!"
I'd had enough. "And this from the guy who voted to deny me entry to Council Executive Sessions! But when a mob of three hundred thugs show up with the intent to do you bodily harm? Oh, then you bitch and moan about me not being available... even though dozens of our Police Officers were there."
Daniel said "That vote was for show. I intended to vote the other way in the Second Reading of the Bill."
Edward R. Steele said "And he didn't need to. Weston and Sorrells voted with us to defeat the bill in the Second Reading, so it's dead and you're welcome back."
I said witheringly "So the only vote for you on record is to deny me entry. Reinforcing my point. And it looks like the Dems got one over on you on that."
Sheriff Griswold had taken the opportunity to down a few more 'Griswold Grizzly Fries', but now he was ready to continue: "Guys, it was a bad night all the way around, so let me finish this."
We all settled down and the Sheriff went on: "We had some credible evidence, from people that I, Sean, Cindy, and Laura consider reliable, that a protest was going to be staged, that it would be orchestrated, and it was set up to go ballistic and get really violent when Crowbar showed up."
Griswold: "We had our protocols in place, to deny anyone in a red Antifa shirt or green Environmentalist Wacko shirt entry to the Chamber. But someone in regular clothing went down and opened the fire exit door at the far end of the back hall, and people outside started pouring in, overwhelming the few Deputies we had that early in the evening."
Griswold: "They planned it very well, too; they flooded the back hallway to keep our renforcements from coming down the hallway, then they flooded the Chamber en masse with people, filling it up before our people really even knew what was going on. And I'll add that we never expected a full 300 slugs to show up."
Griswold: "Senior Deputy Louis Bailey and Chief Bailiff Clark Alexander were the senior Deputies on the scene. They reported that the gallery was being pretty calm, so we left things alone, called for reinforcements from the Police, since the Deputies were maxed out, and tried to hold serve. We expected it to get noisy, but not violent before Crowbar got there, and of course we knew we were holding him back."
Griswold: "And then it went sideways, and off the rails. We made Fox Cable's year with that footage of the Haters screaming during the Pledge., but what we didn't expect was the rioters moving to take the Council Members hostage, nor Louis Bailey being too restrained and pulling rank on Jerome Davis when Davis did the right thing and got the Council Members out of there."
Griswold: "We weren't going to have Cindy there, either, but when Bailey started throwing his weight around, she went down there in my stead. And that's its own disaster that I'm going to have to fix. But the bottom line is that it was contained, handled, and because Crowbar was not there, it didn't get any worse."
Daniel Allgood looked totally stunned. He said "I... I... I can't believe what I was just told." He stood up, then said "Don, I apologize; you were ordered to send my phone call to voicemail, and they were going to hold you back anyway."
He then swiveled his head back and forth as he looked at Griswold and Moynahan. "I am absolutely disgusted... DISGUSTED!... at what I just heard. I was a TCPD Officer. I was Internal Affairs, which I think speaks well to my integrity. And I was Sheriff before you were, Griswold."
Allgood: "You had knowledge of this, but didn't warn me nor the Council about it? And you made no effort to arrest the perps when they invaded City Hall? And you held back your very best Officer... Officers, that is... while those of us on the Council were in real danger?"
A pall of total silence enveloped the room. Nobody seemed to know what else to say. I knew I sure didn't. Finally, after looking at everyone several times, Allgood finally said: "I... I... I just don't know what to say. But I do know this. You were fucking wrong! And I won't be forgetting this." He turned and stalked out of the room, leaving the door half open.
Edward R. Steele said "Well, I want to hear about this intel information you had before I jump to conclusions."
"I want to hear it, too." I said as Cindy got up and secured the door.
It was Laura that spoke up. She said "First, you can take the NTSB's Gary Weller off the 'Swamp Frog' list. He contacted Jack Muscone and other Federal Agents friendly to us, and said that two Homeland Security Agents he did not know pressured him to attack you through the Press about your absence at the train wreck. He told them you were at a triple homicide scene, and they got angry and told him to lie... and he refused."
"Career move, there?" I asked.
"Maybe not." Laura said. "The guy is good at investigating trains, planes, and automobiles that crash and kill people. But he won't be upwardly mobile in the current Administration in Washington."
"No good people are." I said witheringly.
"Second," my wife continued, ignoring my comment, "I learned through contacts that Derrick B. Harland's US DOJ really wants to come after you and the TCPD, to set an example that will demoralize Police Forces nationally."
"They've been wanting that for a long time." I said. "They backed off after Melina shot dead Jocelyn Moran, but their desire to kill me and force the TCPD into a Consent Decree has never abated." (Author's note: 'Black and Blue', Ch. 05 for Melina v. Moran.)
Laura said "True. And furthermore to that subject: Brendan Chapel is planning to run for Congress in New York next Election cycle, but Dr. Robin Isley is still deep within the National Security Agency, and is still a huge threat. And Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman are still her Federal Agent 'useful idiots'."
Teresa said venomously: "Not for long, if I catch them in this County."
Laura said "Until that happens, in the here and now Black and Coleman and the Rovers BAU Team are the ones actively trying to get the USDOJ in here. And here's something new: we thought they were behind the Toyota Gang attack on Amelia Sedgwick, but my sources are telling me that they are very bitter about Amelia Sedgwick's death. But I'm not sure why, and neither are my sources."
I nodded. "But last night was not orchestrated by Federal Agents... was it?"
Laura said "Let me answer in this roundabout way: the going theory is that the Toyota Gang was behind the train incident. My own experience and analysis suggests that it could not have been a local or even State group any more than the EMPTY QUIVER event was or could have been. There are Federal fingerprints all over the train incident."
Laura: "We also assumed that their goal was to distract you from the Sedgwick murder. But I'm re-thinking that after last night's event. Maybe that train incident was to make you be in a place they wanted you to be. Not to be away from the other place, but just to be where they wanted you to be."



"To kill him?" Edward Steele asked. "For him to die when the train car exploded by being right in front of it?"
Laura said "I can't say if that explosion, or having him on a spot where a sniper could shoot him was the motive. But they wanted him on Spot A, and not necessarily to make sure he was away from Spot B."
Chief Moynahan said "But last night wasn't allll Fed-rulllll, Mister Crowbarrrrr. Mister Steeeele, would you a-greeee with me that there are multiple political groups that want to change the structure of this Coun-teee, some to favor Left-leaning groups, and some to favor Right-leaning groups?"
Edward R. Steele said "That's an oversimplification of it, but if you're going where I think you are, it's as good an explanation as any."
Chief Moynahan said "And where I'm going is that I have military and National Guard contacts, and my Statewide LEO contacts have grown since 'Coldiron' Masters became the SBI Director. In addition to the local fight brewing over this Town and County's structures, the politicians of the State are going to make an effort to change the State's structurrrre."
Moynahan: "But they believe they have to neutralize your voice first, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr. I'm old enough to remember those E.F. Hutton brokerage commercials: someone says 'my broker is E.F. Hutton, and E.F. Hutton says...', and it goes silent as everyone else leans over and tries to listen in. That's the effect you have, in spite of the Media's continuous attempts to destroy you and your rep-u-tay-shunnnn. Mizzz Ross, what do yoooo have to add to this?"
Cindy said "Just what I learned after the fact... that it was KXTC and their Media allies that took the lead in the planning, orchestration, staging, and then directing the entire thing. Usually the perps lead the willing Media along, like what was staged in Ferguson, Missouri after Michael Brown was shot dead by Officer Darren Wilson after Brown attacked Wilson. But this time the opposite was the case: the Media led the perps along into the violent protest."
Cindy: "My secret source within the Media said everyone in the Media knew KXTC was trying to gin up something to attack you with, Don, but she swears up and down that she did not know exactly what, at least not ahead of time. At any rate, I informed the Sheriff of the rumors and innuendo I'd heard."
"And I took it from there." said Sheriff Griswold. "I have sources, too, and was able to get backdoor confirmation from both T-Square's people and The Teacher's people that KXTC was going around offering money to people to stage what they called a 'demonstration'. But the location and the actions they were to take weren't given to them until they were bussed into the Courthouse Square area, given red t-shirts, and told what to do."
"And the green-shirted Climate thugs that don't bathe?" I asked.
Griswold: "I don't know about them. The Black Community despises them, and have nothing to do with them."
Laura said "Lionel Carmela may have organized them and sent them along to join the protest... again, in concert with his Media allies."
"But there weren't that many of them." Cindy said. "So either they heard about it late and rounded up whoever they could in a short time, -orrrr- those slugs were going to show up anyway."
I said "It doesn't matter. They were there, and the opportunity to arrest them, get their fingerprint data and their faces on mugshots, and give them criminal records was missed."
I then sat up straighter and said more loudly: "Look, guys. I understand why you made sure I didn't go down there. And in this one instance, you were right. But it's like hitting your number on the roulette wheel... you were lucky this one time."
Me: "The bottom line is that no matter how hard you try, you can't protect me by preventing me from doing my job. You've got to let me know about things like this. I might not have gone down there, especially with the Sheriff holding me back, but I sure as hell would've sent word to make some arrests, especially every green-shirted slug that support the Fraud of Climate Change."
Sheriff Griswold said "Well... in some ways, it worked out. I learned some things I needed to know. And we did set the Enemy back in their plans. So let's go forward, and get it right next time."
"What about the Mayor?" asked my Angel... no, not Cindy this time, but Teresa.
Laura said "I wish he'd stayed to listen to this. I'll ask Melina to talk to him."
I said "It won't matter." When they all looked at me, I said "He's pissed that you didn't include him in the loop, and he---"
Laura said in protest: "We didn't know enough to tell him, at least not ahead of time!"
I raised a hand to stop her, then said: "It doesn't mat-ter. He isn't seeing it the way you all do. He believes that you put him and the Council Members in danger, and unnecessarily. And his mind is made up. It's a male ego thing with him now."
Before we left, I asked Sheriff Griswold if he'd talked to Senior Deputy Louis Bailey yet. He replied "I called him into my office. He immediately asked for his Union Rep, and said he'd already filed his grievance against Commander Ross. And by the way, Jerome Davis has already filed his grievance against Bailey." 
Griswold: "So I tried to get them all together and have the meeting to resolve it, but the Union Reps started dancing around with fancy excuses. I told them to be in my office tomorrow morning. Or else. No excuses..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once back at Police Headquarters, Teresa followed me into my office and said "Permission to speak freely?"
"Always, when we're alone." I replied. I turned on the bug-killer.
Teresa: "I'm not saying they were lying to us... but they were lying to us, if you know what I mean. I think they knew a lot more then they were saying they did, and they knew it ahead of time."
"I agree." I said. "Cindy gave it away this morning in the coffee klatch. I think she held back what she knew at lunch after Daniel exploded and walked out."
Teresa: "Was he right to go off on them like he did?"
I said "That was Daniel 'Internal Affairs' Allgood we saw today. His righteous hackles were raised. And if I were in his position, and heard what he heard the way they were telling it, I might've reacted the same way. And as I said, his male ego was hurt that he wasn't notified, much less consulted."
Teresa said "He'd have called off the Council Meeting if he'd known."
I said "Or had them convene in the private Council Chamber on the second floor without going into the public Chamber. And just between us and the crowbar, I would've let the meeting happen as it did... that was really tremendous footage of the America-Haters shouting down the Pledge of Allegiance, proving what I've been saying all along... but I would've let the protesters gather with the intent of making arrests."
"Even if it would have had the USDOJ come down on us?" Teresa asked.
"Derrick B. Harland's DOJ is doing that already, all over the country." I said. "Personally, I would welcome the fight, and the publicity. The American People need to know how badly the US DOJ is being weaponized against them."
Teresa said "I admit... you surprised me being as restrained as you were."
I said "Teresa, Teresa, Teresa... surely you don't think you're dealing with an Agency of the Weak-Minded, do you?"
"And don't call me Shirley." Teresa replied. "So you knew, too? Oh... of course you did. You never would've just sent the Mayor's call to voicemail, even if the Sheriff told you to. Unless you knew. But why? If it had backfired, and they'd gotten truly violent..."
I instinctively lowered my voice and said "I had to protect Amelia's secret. If I'd gone down there, the Media would've been talking about that, but also about me not solving the (air quotes) 'Fake Deputies' case... which would lead to continued scrutiny of that situation. As it is, they're talking about me not showing up... at the train wreck, and at City Hall. And not talking about that other stuff..."
Part 5 - State of the Unions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, October 28th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "Bombshell allegations about Commander Donald Troy's absence from the Council Meeting last Tuesday night!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has new information regarding Commander Troy's absence from the Council Chamber as peaceful protests over the Budget's failure to defund the Police began. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the height-challenged, athletic blonde reporterette, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Channel Two News has learned that Commander Troy told others to not call him for any reason on Tuesday night, because it was his birthday and he wanted to spend it with his family at home!"
Amber: "And despite being contacted and told of the potential for the peaceful protests to become violent, Commander Troy stayed at home and did not respond to the potential threats and come down to City Hall."
The feed went to a split-screen, and Bettina said "Amber, just to clarify... Commander Donald Troy gave instructions to not be called in because it was his birthday, and he wanted to stay at home?"
Amber: "That is the information we have, Bettina. Fortunately, the protesters remained peaceful, but Commander Troy chose to stay at home while his Officers faced the potential danger."
Bettina: "Amber, do other Police Officers get to pick and choose when they can stay at home when they're called in to respond to an incident?"
Amber: "Apparently rank has its privileges, Bettina. Commander Troy gets to stay home with his family on his birthday, but the rank-and-file Officers would be expected to report for duty, no matter if it was their birthday or not. They'd be expected to respond to disasters like exploding trains and potential riots, while Commander Troy skips them at his whim."
"That's just amazing, Amber." Bettina said. "I'm sure the rank-and-file Officers really appreciate being called in while their Police Commander gets to sit at home and blow out birthday candles. Thanks Amber!" As the feed went to just her, she said "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important but disgusting story. And now let's go to highly respected reporter Carl Lemay for more on another developing story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the slender Reporter of Color, standing in the same spot Amber had stood at just seconds before, so that City Hall was in his background. "Channel Two News has learned that Mayor Daniel Allgood and at least one Council Member have filed a complaint with the Town & County Inspector General's Office over what they call a total breakdown in security at City Hall that led to the Council Members's physical safety being in danger."
Lemay: "The complaint asks for a formal Board of Inquest to determine how Sheriff Antonio Griswold's Deputies were overwhelmed by an influx of peaceful protesters through what should have been a locked and guarded door, as well as the need to evacuate the Council Members from the public Council Chamber."
Lemay: "But more shocking is the request for the Board of Inquest to examine how the Public Safety Department prepares in advance for public gatherings such as Council meetings, and what, if any, information the Public Safety Department had in advance of potential problems, particularly last Tuesday night."
The feed went to a split-screen. Bettina said "Carl! Will the investigation include Commander Donald Troy choosing to not show up after being called about the potentially dangerous incident?"
Lemay: "Bettina, Commander Troy is not named in the complaint, but it is very likely that the Board of Inquest would investigate his role, or lack of it, as part of their overall investigation."
Bettina: "Carl, there are other things going on that's related to the increasing scandal over this situation, aren't there?"
The feed went back to just Lemay, who said "That's right, Bettina. Channel Two News has learned that tensions between the Police and Sheriff's Departments are very high after Police Lieutenant Jerome Davis filed a grievance against Senior Deputy Louis Bailey, after Senior Deputy Bailey made a formal charge of insubordination against Davis. Our viewers will remember that Davis was demoted from the Lieutenant of the Major Crimes Division to 1st Precinct Lieutenant, and he is now being charged with insubordination."
Lemay: "Additionally, Senior Deputy Bailey filed a grievance against Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, claiming he was the Incident Commander at the scene at City Hall, and that Ross not only tried to usurp his position and authority, but she took the side of the subordinate Officer, Davis, over him, Bailey, which was especially offensive because Davis is with the Police, and the Sheriff's Department controls security at Government buildings such as City Hall and the Courthouse. Back to you, Bettina!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Who was the Council Member that made the complaint to the I.G. with the Mayor?" asked Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, breaking the oppressive silence in the Chief's Conference Room as she, Sheriff Griswold, myself, Chief Moynahan, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast.
"Susan Weston." I replied. "Daniel went to her because she was also once a TCPD Officer, as you know."
"Oh, do I ever." Tanya replied witheringly. (Author's note: 'Case of the Paper Trail', especially Ch. 02.)
"Wow." said Teresa quietly. "He really threw us under the bus like that? And Laura couldn't get Melina to stop him?" I gave the Iron Wolf a sideways 'look'. Tanya had not been invited to the previous day's lunch, and did not know what had been discussed... though I observed that Tanya had not asked what all of that was about. Hmmm...
I said "According to my reliable source, whose sister is scandalously sleeping with the Mayor, she did ask Melina to talk to Daniel. But his phone was going to voicemail, even for Melina's calls, and he had already gone to Weston and then to the I.G. by the time Melina next saw him in person."
"He must be really, really pissed if he went to the I.G." Tanya said.
I replied: "And worse, much worse, he went to a Democrat Council Member to join him in the complaint. And that means that not only will the Council Democrats know, but all of the County's Democrats will know. And then Lionel Carmela and Stacy Jacobs will pick it up, and so on and so forth."
"And then use it against the Mayor, as well as me and you and the Public Safety Department." growled Sheriff Griswold, his voice full of the anger that was causing his mustaches to twitch.
"Which brings up another point." I said. "I said one time, and only one time, to not call me because it was my birthday that night... in this here coffee klatch on Tuesday. And it was said less-than-seriously, and Tanya even joked with me about it. But the God damned Press is reporting it. And as if I had seriously said to not call me because it was my birthday. How in the hell did they find that out?"
"May-beeee they're just speck-u-lay-tinnng." drawled the Chief.
"No sir." Teresa said, picking up on what I was insinuating, and letting her eyes bore into the Chief as she said "Don has an active lawsuit against them, and he adds provable lies to it every chance he gets. Yet they reported that anyway, as if they could back it up. Said humorously or not, they ran with it."
Teresa turned to me and said "Don, with your permission, I'll have Myron have one of his teams tear this building apart looking for bugs."
"Hey! He's my guy." Tanya said, meaning Myron and his IT staff was in her chain-of-command. "But I agree, we need to search for bugs. And I'll submit my wheelchair to the search, as well." I nodded, then Tanya added "Not to cast aspersions, but where is Cindy?"
Sheriff Griswold said "She's meeting with her lawyer this morning, getting ready for grievance hearings with the Police Union and the Captains's Union."
I said "With respect, sir, and that may be true... but the reason she is not here is because she is still pissed with me in her erroneous thinking that I am on Bailey's side against her in that altercation."
Griswold said "Speaking of that... Crowbar, be at the grievance hearing at 9:00am in the private Council Chamber at City Hall. I have told them that you will attend as the Charter Commission Chairman, and therefore the undisputed expert on the various rank structures in the Public Safety Department."
"How 'bout that? You're and (air quotes) 'expert', Don!" Teresa said cattily, and with a wicked gleam in her eye.
"And you are a riot." I replied. "Sheriff, Commander Croyle will be at the hearing also... as my bodyguard, of course..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Thursday, October 28th. I was wearing my Duty Dress jacket over a white shirt with black necktie, and ribbons denoting my many medals, including a ribbon for the Medal of Valor with a bronze oak leaf cluster. Teresa was wearing similar attire, but with a woman's ribbon cross tie instead of a necktie with tied knot, and she was wearing a skirt and medium heels instead of pants like I was wearing (no weird pronouns for me, thankyouverymuch!). The silver oak leaf cluster on her Purple Order ribbon impressed me, as always. Lieutenant Jerome Davis was wearing his ribbons, including the school-related ones that didn't have a medal, to add 'heft' to his appearance.
The Sheriff was wearing his brown jacket and pants over khaki shirt and necktie, but was wearing 'boxes', denoting his MOV, Distinguished Service Medals, and Purple Order. Cindy was wearing the same... male necktie with knot, 'trousers' (being Canadian, eh wot?), and boxes denoting her MOV, Distinguished Service Medal, and Purple Orders. They both could have worn their Police ribbons, but to my disappointment had chosen not to.
Senior Deputy Louis Bailey was correctly attired in his Sheriff Department duty dress uniform, and he was wearing ribbons... which did not include any Purple Orders. He did have one Distinguished Service Medal to his credit.
Sitting at the near (to the door) end of the table, where Mayor Allgood normally sat in Executive Session meetings, was Efram Elliot, the now-retired and once-longtime leader of the TCPD's Internal Affairs. He had been agreed upon by both Unions and the parties involved to be the arbiter of the hearing.
Going clockwise around the table, to Elliot's left was Sheriff Griswold, Cindy Ross, her attorney Agnes T. Spires, Chief Sean Moynahan, Lieutenant Jerome Davis, and his attorney, Bernadette Rosalyn Gillem of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. I was at the far end, the 'lectern' seat, and Teresa was to my left, followed by Louis Bailey's attorney Gibson Stelling of Succup & Payne, P.C., Bailey himself, the Captain Union's Rep, and the Police Union Rep to Elliot's right. Both Reps were wearing expensive suits that cost thousands of dollars each.
Efram Elliott gaveled the meeting into order, then said "Okay, we're here to address two grievances; one filed by Police Lieutenant Davis against Sheriff's Department Senior Deputy Louis Bailey; and one filed by Senior Deputy Bailey against Chief Deputy Cindy Ross."
Elliot: "I also understand that there are charges of insubordination by Bailey against Davis, and by Ross against Bailey. Our mission here is to address the grievances; the insubordination charges will have to go through the correct legal process. Having said that, we'll be discussing those charges as part of this overall situation, and our findings will be available to all sides in their ongoing cases."



When he paused, the Union Rep said "Before we begin, I wish to object to the presence of Commander Donald Troy and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle---"
Sheriff Griswold interrupted by growling "Donald Troy is here because I asked him to attend as the Chairman of the Charter Commission. He wrote the current structure of the Public Safety Department into what became law,. There is no one who knows more about it than him, and his experience and expertise are available for your questions."
"And Commander Croyle?" Elliott asked.
I said "She's here because I asked her to attend, as she was involved in a past experience of a similar nature, which I suspect will be brought up here today." I saw out of the corner of my eye that Cindy's ice-blue eyes had widened upon hearing that, and that she was realizing what I was talking about.
"I still object to her presence---" tried the Union Rep.
"She's also in Loo-tenant Davis's chain-of-command." asserted Chief Moynahan. "And I want her here to-dayyyy, so she will be heeeeere."
"That's fine." Elliott said, then seeing the Union Rep's look, he asserted control: "I have no problem with her being here, so say no more about it." The Rep made a gesture of acquiescence, though he looked unhappy about it.
Efram Elliot: "All right... with all these ranks around the table, I'm just going to call everyone except the Sheriff 'Mister' or 'Miss', and mean no offense by it. Mr. Bailey, make your opening statement, please."
Louis Bailey began: "I am grieving the actions of Chief of Staff Ross, for usurping my authority during the incident in the public Council Chamber on Tuesday night, October 26th. My assertions are these: the Sheriff's Department is in charge of security at City Hall, the Courthouse, and other local Government buildings in the County. As such, I was the Incident Commander at the scene."
Bailey: "Part of my assertion is that Chief of Staff Ross is just that, the Chief of Staff. Her job is to be the Sheriff's assistant for matters such as the Budget, supply, and the Public Safety Department's properties. Chief of Staff Oswald never attempted to take over command in the field, and it's not Chief of Staff Ross's place to do that either."
Bailey: "Furthermore, I made it clear to Davis and the TCPD Officers at the scene that I was the Incident Commander at the scene, and that all of them were subordinate to me as such. However, Davis acted without my permission or authority to aggressively confront several of the peaceful demonstrators, and he refused to pull back when I ordered him to do so."
Bailey: "As part of that, Chief of Staff Ross actually took Davis's insubordinate side, and the side of the Police against her own Sheriff's Department, not only usurping my authority, but embarrassing me in front of my Deputies at the scene, and all of us in front of the demonstrators, who might have been emboldened to become less peaceful and more aggressive when seeing the divisions in our ranks."
Bailey: "And gentlemen, there is precedence for my position on this. Four years ago, Lieutenant Commander Croyle was insubordinate to Deputy Chief Della Harlow. The Deputy Chief position is the de facto Staff equivalent in the Police Department to the Chief of Staff position in the Sheriff's Department. The conclusion drawn after that incident was that the Deputy Chief was not part of the chain of field command, and so then-Captain Croyle was not insubordinate." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 05.)
Bailey: "I assert the same thing here. I was in field command, and was not insubordinate because this Staff Deputy is not in the field chain of command."
Efram Elliot: "Your response, Ms. Ross?"
Cindy said: "I'd like to have Lieutenant Davis speak first, and then I'll respond to everything as a whole."
Elliot's voice became harsher as he said "So, Lieutenant, why are you grieving what appears to be a clear case of insubordination?"
"I don't agree with your evaluation of the case, sir." Jerome said. "First of all, when we first got there and Senior Deputy Bailey made the point to tell us he was in charge, we, that being me and my 1st Precinct Police Officers, were not insubordinate. We stood by and awaited orders."
Davis: "Second, the protesters were moving to cut off the Council Members's means of leaving the Chamber. The protesters, were being aggressive, not us. I saw what they were doing and I moved to cut the protesters off from the back door. My well-trained Officers came with me, and we kept the Council Members's escape lane open. We didn't have time to get Deputy Bailey's permission, and he hadn't told us we couldn't move on our own initiative to interdict a direct threat---"
"That's just semantics, b--- er, ah... that's just word salad." thundered Louis Bailey. He had cut himself off, then choked out the rest. His face was a deep red mask of utter fury as he stood up. "I told you I was in charge! And when you aggressively went after those protesters, I yelled at you to stop, and you didn't! Your action could have triggered a full-on riot, and we were badly outnumbered!"
Jerome just looked at Efram Elliott and said "May I finish?"
"Do so quickly." Elliott said, his voice very unfriendly towards Jerome.
Jerome said "Once we got the Council Members out of there, the protesters started winding down and eventually dispersed, so I think that supports the correctness of my actions. But Deputy Bailey was screaming at me and ordering his Deputies to arrest me, and my Officers surrounded me to protect me from his unreasonable rage. If you want to call that insubordinate, so be it, but Deputy Bailey was the one that was wrong, and that is why I grieved him."
Bailey had sat down but he rose to his feet again as he said "There it is. He just admitted to it. He and his TCPD Officers were unprofessional and insubordinate, and I will be pushing for his termination---"
"WHO ARE YOU CALLING 'UNPROFESSIONAL'?" thundered Chief Sean Moynahan as he also rose to his feet and confronted Bailey. "It's you that's acting like an unprofessional, dirty nasty Leg!"
I don't think the Union Reps understood why Cindy, Teresa, and I were failing to suppress grins at that. (Author's note: 'Jump!') And the Sheriff's mustaches were twitching with amusement, as well.
Chief Moynahan was not amused, and he was not finished. He said: "And how dare you threaten my Police Officers! Much less try to tell me what action to take regarding my Police Lieutenant?"
Bailey's lawyer Stelling said "That's why we're here, Chief. To get to the heart of this matter, and determine what discipline to take---"
"No, that is not why we're here." I said in my 'command authority' voice. "Captain Elliott made it clear that the insubordination charges would not be resolved here."
"And I'll tell you something else, Mr. Stelling." said the Chief angrily. "I've seen the video of what happened. Bailey's narrative is just inches short of outright lying. Davis responded to the aggressive actions of the violent agitators, and he saved your client's lazy ass by getting the Council Members to safety! I don't care what this Yoon-yun hearing finds, I will not be disciplining Loo-tenant Davis in any way."
"Oh really?" Gibson Stelling said with great snarkiness. He then turned to me and said "How you you feel about that, Commander Troy?"
"I'm doing him one better." I said. "I'm pinning a medal on Davis's chest on Monday, for taking the initiative and decisive action to protect innocents, and ultimately de-escalating that situation." I turned to Jerome and said "Sorry for ruining the surprise, Jerome."
"I understand, sir." Jerome replied, not quite able to suppress a grin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We moved on. Cindy was invited to present her defense of the grievance against her. She said "First, I want to make one thing clear. I did not (air quotes) 'usurp' anyone else's authority at the scene."
Cindy: "When I got there, the TCPD and TCSD were literally standing off against each other. Lieutenant Davis had moved to evacuate the Council Members, and I was told that Bailey ordered Davis's arrest. I heard both sides's stories, then told Bailey that Davis's actions had been correct, and for Bailey and his Deputies to stand down from trying to arrest Davis."
Cindy: "Bailey started going off on me, saying he was the Incident Commander, and that I was just the Sheriff's staffer and had no authority over him at the scene. Fortunately for him, I was accosted by a KXTC reporter, and then the protesters began leaving."
Elliot: "Sheriff, isn't it true, especially based upon that previous incident, the new Charter, and precedence, that Senior Deputy Bailey is right, that he's in command in the field in your absence, and Chief of Staff Ross is just that... a senior Staff position?"
Sheriff Griswold: "Bailey brought it up about the incident four years ago between then-Commander Harlow and then-Captain Croyle. That incident was apples-and-oranges to what happened the other night. I am not accusing Bailey of intentionally putting people in harm's way, which is what Della Harlow did, and was ultimately forced to take an early retirement. But Davis did the right thing. And while that Harlow-Croyle case did force us to formalize and ultimately codify the rank and position structure, it doesn't mean it's written in stone to be applied to this case."
"And what was the resulting structure?" Elliott persisted.
Griswold: "Crowbar, would you give these guys the total story on all that, especially from the perspective of being the Charter Commission Chairman and writing and re-writing the structures of all the Public Safety Department?"
"I'll try, sir." I said. All eyes went to me as I began: "When we re-wrote the Charter and the Public Safety Department structures, we had three things in mind: fix things that weren't working and enhance things that were; flexibility, to adapt to meet our missions as they changed and expanded; and scalability, for when the County grew and expanded, and we expanded with it."
Me: "Chief Moynahan was a Lieutenant Colonel in the Air Cavalry in the Army, and I was an Army Reserve Captain in a Military Police unit. In the Army, Battalion Commanders have Operations Officers, the S3, and Executive Officers, the XO, who can be described as the guy in charge of 'beans and bullets'. The TCPD and many Police Forces are patterned similarly."
Me: "In the TCPD, we have six Captain positions... well, seven if you count Chaplain Romano... and we remember them by the acronyms 'DUI' and 'PPP'. The Police Commander is the Operations Officer or Chief of Operations, and is over the DUI: Detectives, Uniformed Officers, and Internal Affairs. The Deputy Chief is the XO, and is over Personnel & Records, Physical Properties, and Public Relations."
Me: "But for flexibility and scalability, we expanded or created some new positions. One example of this was the Operations Commander position. Captain Leslie Charles was the Captain of Uniformed Officers. When he retired, I was told that his position was somewhat titular, and wasn't needed, that Precinct Captains answering to the Police Commander or even directly to the Chief was adequate."
Me: "But if we were to grow into several precincts, then we would have a problem. And the Fire Department's Battalion Chiefs were squabbling with themselves and the Superintendents, and I didn't want that, either. Soooo, I created the Operations Commander position to replace the Captain of Uniformed Officers, with the rank of Lieutenant Commander, and Teresa Croyle has done an outstanding job in that role."
Me: "The Precinct Captains answer to her, and she can maneuver with them as situations warrant. And I go to her instead of multiple Captains when I need something done. But while the Captain of Detectives still answers directly to me, Commander Croyle does not have to come begging to me when she needs backup from the Detectives or an operation such as a drug raid where Uniformed Officers back up the Vice Squad. She has the rank and authority to do what she needs in order to get the job done, and I can do my job of looking at the bigger picture of the battlefield, so to speak."
Me: "In our Fire Department, it's a little different: the Assistant Fire Chief is closer to the 'beans and bullets' guy, and the Fire Marshal is somewhat separate, and partially the TCFD's Internal Affairs. Operations are in the hands of Battalion Chiefs, while Superintendents are Installation Commanders."
Me: "I also want to make sure you understand the differences between ranks and positions. For example, the Police Commander and the Deputy Chief are equivalent in rank and bear the first name 'Commander'. Tanya Muscone and I are the same rank, and Cindy Ross is our equivalent rank, as are the Assistant Fire Chief and Fire Marshal. We call each other by our first names in both professional and personal discourse."
Me: "However, our positions are not equal. I am Number 2 in the Police Department, and while Commander Muscone is Number 3, and becomes Acting Chief if both me and the Chief are taken out of the picture, the Operations chain-of-command flows from the Chief to me to the Operations Commander or Captain of Detectives. But there's flexibility, there. In the absence of the Police Commander, the Chief could have the Operations flow go through Deputy Chief Muscone and put her in charge. It's his call."
Me: "And while I wrote the new Charter to streamline and make equivalent the rank structure between Departments as much as possible, and while superior ranks should be respected over all of the various Departments within Public Safety, there is the direct chain-of-command issue just like the military, and the situations involving positions versus ranks. One answers to one's direct boss first. And while Lieutenant Davis should respect Senior Deputy Bailey's rank and position, his direct chain-of-command is in the Police, not the Sheriff's Department, and his Officers rightly took their orders from him, and not the Sheriff's Deputies."
Me: "As to the Sheriff's Department... first, in this jurisdiction, the Sheriff is over the Police, Fire, EMS, and Public Health Departments, putting an elected official in charge. But some places have separate Sheriff Departments and county Police Departments, and towns have their own separate and sovereign departments."
Me: "In some places big and small, Sheriff Departments may have Detectives and Investigators. New York City has a Sheriff's Department, that handles tax enforcement for things like property taxes and cigarette taxes. Here, the Police are tasked with investigations as well as law enforcement, while the Sheriff's Department proper handles traditional things: serving warrants, enforcing evictions, being present at Election stations, Court-related duties such as Bailiffs and Security."
Me: "Ergo, the Sheriff's Department here is small compared to some others, and its structure is simplified. Senior Deputy Bailey and the Warden of the County Jail are equivalent rank to Commander Croyle, and the Chief Bailiff is a Captain by rank. Some of the ranks come from people moving over from the Police or Fire Departments to get their final years towards their pensions, and they carry their Lieutenant or Captain's ranks when they go over."
Me: "Finally: the Sheriff's Department has general security of Government Civil Service buildings... but in this County, they were never meant to handle large scale things, like drug interdictions and large riots. That's what We the Police train for, and while we welcome the augmentation of our numbers with Deputies, we are really not expecting them to engage on their own large numbers of thugs like We the Police do."
Me: "So, like the Constitution and the Scriptures, we are seeing different interpretations of things... in this case of ranks and roles within the Public Safety Department. And while I believe that if the Sheriff sent Chief Deputy Ross to take charge and act in his stead, and then she would be in charge... it's up to the Sheriff to determine inter-agency relations and roles."
"So is Ms. Ross the Chief of Staff, or Chief Deputy Sheriff?" asked the Union Rep. "Which is it?"
"Like Shakespeare wrote: 'a rose by any other name..'." I replied. "By rights, my title should be 'Assistant Chief', like in many big cities and some smaller ones. But I like the title 'Police Commander', so that's what I wrote into the Charter."
There were some muted chuckles at that. But I could sense the tension in the room, so I thought it might not be a good time to tell them that I acted upon my childhood dream of being Commander of Moonbase Alpha in 'Space: 1999'. So I didn't mention it out loud.
I continued: "Chief of Staff Oswald liked that title, and especially in his later years he did not take part in field operations, but handled the Budget, the beans and the bullets. However, Cindy Ross has tremendous field experience from her days in the TCPD, and 'Chief Deputy' seems to fit as her first name."
I finished up: "As to her role, her position? That is for Our Sheriff to tell us, and I would never be so arrogant as to tell him what that is nor what to do. We wrote flexibility into the Charter, and it's up to him to decide which way he wants things like that to go."
Cindy Ross said "You loved writing that Charter, didn't you?" The room burst into loud and sustained laughter. I just shrugged my shoulders with a wan smile, but...
...yes, I'm glad I did it.
Part 6 - Drive-Bys At Work
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, October 29th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "The Inspector General's Office agrees to investigate Commander Donald Troy!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Inspector General James Goodwin responded to the complaint filed by Mayor Daniel Allgood and a so-far-unnamed Council Member by opening an investigation into the Public Safety Department's response to a peaceful protest at the Town & County Council meeting last Tuesday night."
Bettina: "I.G. Goodwin and his team will be looking into the lax security prior to the Council Meeting, the actions taken by the Sheriff's Department and the Police as the crisis grew, and the breakdown in the rank structures of the TCSD and TCPD that led to conflict and chaos."
Bettina smiled brightly as she said "And that rank structure came from the rewriting of the Charter by Donald Troy, which is proving to be yet another disaster caused by him. Union grievances and charges of insubordination are swirling around Sheriff Griswold's Public Safety Department in the aftermath of this chaos. Experts are saying that Griswold has lost control of his Department, and that he should consider resigning."
Bettina smiled even more brightly as she said: "And in a story that was broken by trusted Channel Two News reporter Amber Harris, Commander Troy was not present at the Council meeting because he had stated that he did not want to be bothered while celebrating his birthday with his family, leaving his Police Officers and Sheriff's Deputies to face the danger without him."
Bettina: "And as an editorial comment: we can only wonder how long it will be before Sheriff Griswold does the right thing and terminates Commander Troy's employment with the TCPD, forcing Troy to retire. And Mayor Daniel Allgood would certainly welcome that after he and the Council were put in physical danger by Troy selfishly putting his own interests ahead of his Officers and the Citizens of this County..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'd hate to see what she would say if she didn't like you, Don." said Chief Deputy Cindy Ross as she, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, ADA Paulina Patterson, Yours Truly (me), Chief Sean Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
No one chuckled or even smiled at her joke. After a moment of silence, Paulina said "She definitely did all she could to make it about Don, but I.G. Goodwin told me and several other people that Don is not the object of his investigation at all. And he's looking through the lens of improving security in the future rather than placing blame for what happened last Tuesday."
Sheriff Griswold growled most very moodily: "Then why have an investigation at all? I don't need Goodwin's help to fix the problems we had."
Paulina replied "He's doing it mostly to get Mayor Allgood off his back. And speaking to that, rumors and innuendo are swirling around City Hall like you wouldn't believe. People close to the Mayor are saying they have never seen him as angry as he has been the last few days. What did you guys do to him?"
"Not a damn thing." Griswold growled.
"Something happened, Sheriff." Paulina persisted. "Look, I'm telling you this to help you, not accuse you. The rumors going around are that you all knew the attack was coming and apparently let it happen, and that you didn't warn the Mayor in advance."
"Did the Mayor say that?" Tanya gasped. "Did he say that out loud?"
Paulina said "No, not to me. But he must've said something that was overheard, or else Susan Weston leaked it. She's the one who jointly filed the I.G. complaint with the Mayor. I don't know how Bettina can claim she doesn't know, and isn't saying Weston's name out loud. But anyway, that's what's out there."
Tanya attempted to change the subject. "Changing the subject, what was the result of the Union meeting yesterday?" she asked.
I said "That was a thing of beauty, what you did to Bailey, Chief. Telling him you'd do nothing to Davis was a huge gut punch."
Chief Moynahan replied "Good asskissing skills, Mister Crowbarrrr. And you saying you were going to give Davis a medal was even better. Bailey looked like he was going to have a heart attack."
"And that was the final result?" Tanya persisted.
Sheriff Griswold said "After Efram Elliott sent everyone but the Union Reps, me, and Chief Moynahan out of the room, he tried to mediate a solution, and was largely successful. The Union Reps wanted to give us some backtalk about it, but when I told them I'd bring Crowbar back in and make them listen to him give another lecture on the Charter, they became very cooperative very quickly." That caused Cindy to burst out laughing like her sister Molly often would. I gave the Sheriff a 'Mr. Spock' raised eyebrow.
Griswold: "Everyone generally agreed to let me come up with some guidelines about roles and ranks in situations like these, and a need for more and better training. The main problem was Bailey when we called him back in. He didn't want to drop the insubordination charge against Davis, but I told him if he persisted in it, we'd persist in Ross's complaint against him, that even if he was the Incident Commander at the scene, his disrespect towards her in general was intolerable. He finally saw the light, and said he wouldn't push it any further, but he was still going to press the concept that he's in charge in the field and Ross is not."
Griswold: "So I thought we had it all resolved. But if the I.G. starts poking into things, and I can't make my fixes without them crawling all over us, that's going to be a problem."
Tanya said "Have you talked to him? Daniel Allgood, that is? Don, can't you mediate this?"
I said "I'm not going to try. First of all, the Sheriff and Chief should not approach Daniel, because in the state of mind he's in right now, which I've seen before, he'll go tell the I.G. that we're harassing him about it. And I don't really care to help Daniel get out of the world of shit he's in after he voted to keep me out of Council Executive Sessions. He's made his bed and shit in it, and now he gets to sleep in it."
Paulina said "I agree that the Sheriff and Chief should not talk to Daniel about this, at least not until the I.G. brings them together to arbitrate it. Let Goodwin run the interference for you, Sheriff..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The KFXU broadcast said nothing about the Union meeting nor the Mayor's complaint to the I.G. and the imminent investigation, but instead focused on the Federal investigation into the train explosion as well as the Toyota Gang's potential connections to Central and South American cartels.
DEA SSA Lorena Rose was shown reminding viewers of the China White discovered in the auto shop during the Federal raid of the place, and stated her belief that the Toyota Gangs were part of a much larger scheme involving the Cartels... and Red Chinese influence south of the border.
After the broadcast I expertly used the remote to turn off the television monitor, and turned to face my three Angels. "Interesting." I said. "I would've expected Dwight Stevens to be the one in front of the camera."
"She's better looking than he is." Cindy said, making us smile. She then said: "Seriously, he may be busy with the case. Tim (Jenkins) was supposed to come up from Southport today and watch the Bulldogs-Wildcats game with us tomorrow. He called last night and said he couldn't make it, that he and Ted Crenshaw had been pulled out of their investigations of the Toyota Gang associations with Organized Crime, and assigned to work with Lorena and Dwight on the Cartel aspects of the case."
Tanya said "My question is why they'd want to publicize what they are doing by going to KFXU and have them run that piece on it."
I said "Not to get into your business, but is Jack involved in it? And/or his team?"
Tanya said ''I don't think so. He and Julius Jefferson are working with Homeland Security on the train wreck, but it's a lot of busywork and 'hurry up and wait' for lab reports right now. Jack thinks he's being sidelined, taken out of the way."
I nodded. "Any word on the EAD?" I asked.
Tanya lowered her eyes, then looked back up and said "He may make it to Christmas." I nodded again, much more somberly.
Cindy changed the subject by saying "I know you weren't at the Union meeting, Tanya, but I wanted to ask the others: what did y'all think of Louis Bailey and Efram Elliot's attitudes towards Jerome Davis?"
I said "I've long suspected that Efram Elliott had racial proclivities; after all, he was I.A. for years while Captain Harold Malone was here doing Harold Malone things. And I would be a dull Detective if I didn't observe a little tinge of dislike for Jerome in him."
Cindy said "And when Bailey said that about semantics, he was about to say 'that's just semantics, boy', but stopped himself just in time. I'm not sure if he meant it as the racial slur it would have sounded like; after all, Jerome is relatively young, and Bailey might've said it if Jerome was a white man. But he almost said it."
I said "And I definitely think part of Bailey's problem with you is because you're a woman."
"Speaking of that," Cindy said, "I should apologize to you for thinking that you were supporting Bailey's position versus mine regarding our ranks and positions. You remembered that situation with Harlow, and you knew it was a precedent."
I said "And I did not know what ground rules the Sheriff had implemented for the TCSD. My only fleeting question is what would Bailey have done if -I- had shown up. You know I would've taken charge, and if Bailey had given me one word of shit, he'd have had a red crowbar shoved up his ass."
Cindy saiid "He might've had a green crowbar shoved up his ass if Amber had not have gotten snarky with me about you not being there."
"Speaking of that," Tanya said, "how damaging has Bettina's reporting of you not being at the train site and at City Hall been?"
We all looked at Teresa, who said "Ahhh... I need to talk to my Precinct Captains, and get some feedback on that." Cindy's eyes cut towards me. I made sure not to make any change of facial expression...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting was over and Cindy and Tanya had left, I said to Teresa: "Okay, give it to me straight out."
She knew what I meant. She said "There was never any problem with you not being at the train wreck site. It got around quickly that you were investigating the Sedgwick ambush, and there were other senior people at the train scene, so it was well handled."
Teresa: "And at first there was no problem with you not being at City Hall, either, even if the reason was for being at home for your birthday. But after Bettina reported on you telling everyone that you not be called even for emergencies, some stuff started going on, and it looks orchestrated."
Teresa: "Several Uniformed Officers began talking out of turn, saying how you're not showing up and backing them up, and how nice it must be so nice for you to get to stay at home on your birthday while they had to face the danger of a possible riot... yep, same terminology Bettina was using. And my eyes and ears within the ranks are telling me that it is beginning to have an effect on morale, and how you are perceived by them. And if it keeps up, it might become a problem."
I said "Any idea which Officers are ginning up the talk?"
Teresa said "Oh yes. Officer Lydia Green has really been spouting her mouth off. Officers Ron McElwane and Mullen Grant have talked to each other where others can clearly hear them. And a few black Officers at the Old Mill have been (air quotes) 'talking amongst themselves'."
Teresa said "The news is not all bad. Sergeant Carter and Lieutenant DeLong were pushing back and trying to quell the talk, but then the (air quotes) 'critics' started saying DeLong and Carter were supporting you because they're about to be promoted. Soooo, Kevin Buchannan began pushing back and taking up your side, and he's had support in doing that. And Senior Sergeant McGhillie came down on Lydia Green like a ton of bricks, and told her to keep her mouth shut or face discipline."
"Greaaaaat." I said sarcastically. "Now she'll grieve him, or try to accuse him of sexual harassment."
Teresa said "She'll lose. Political discourse is verboten at work while on duty, though we can't stop people from talking while on patrol or at lunch. But McGhillie told Green that badmouthing the Police Commander was not only insubordinate, it was the same as political speech. As to trying to set him up for sexual harassment? All he has to do is show photos of Green next to Roy's beautiful wife Becca, and everyone will know McGhillie did nothing wrong."
"True that." I said with a grin. "Well, there's very little I can do about Bettina's dirty reporting, at least not for the time being. I just have to hope this will be like other news stories, and the 'Drive-By Media', as the great Rush Limbaugh called them, will move along."
"When, oh when is your lawsuit against KXTC going to be heard?" Teresa asked, more as a lament.
"Probably not until next year." I said. "Every time I add examples, they push for more time, and Judge Folsom gives it to them. Thank God he's not going to hear the case... it'll be either Judge Watts or Judge Washington if it's not outright moved up to Federal Court... but KXTC is doing everything they can to delay, delay, delay."
"Can't you fight that, and demand it be pushed up?" Teresa asked. "Or ask for their FCC license be suspended and take them off the air until the trial happens?"
"Mike G. Todd is wayyyy ahead of you on that." I replied. "He's also appealing to Appellate Courts every time it's delayed. But KXTC is bringing in big-time lawyers, lawyers that support dirty Democrats at the National level, and they are being funded by some big-time people, like George Schwartz, the Democrat National Committee, and some of Lionel Carmela's Climate Change shakedown thug groups."
"Truly a fight of Good versus Evil." Teresa said. "I'll pray that you and the Good Guys win."
"We need that prayer." I replied. "Right now, we are losing. The Media's perfidy, their bias, their lies in what they do report and their corrupt acts to bury other stories that they know are harmful to their political allies, is succeeding in their desire to destroy the United States Constitution and individual freedom..."
Part 7 - Cats and Dogs
Saturday, October 30th. We were prepping The Cabin for a big lunch followed by the watch party for the Bulldogs-Wildcats game. Fortunately, as far as the TCPD was concerned, the game was at Wildcat Stadium, and not here at University Memorial Stadium.
Laura and Paulina had decided and then announced that they, just the two of them, were going to our Lakehouse on Lake Watchacoochie for the weekend, to get a jumpstart on Laura's birthday, which was on November 1st. They had left the previous afternoon. Carole, Marie, and Tasha were filling in as hostesses, and they were doing an excellent job. And you get one guess who was providing adult supervision, and that guess had better be 'the redoubtable Bowser' and 'the redoubtable Buddy'.
The Sheriff and I (mostly the Sheriff) cooked steaks, hamburgers, hotdogs, trout, and trimmings on the grill on the back deck. Cindy, Callie, and Teresa made salads, poured potato chips and peanuts into bowls, and made dips.
And we needed all that food. Boys with hollow legs, girls with hollow legs, and big boys and girls that were pretty darn hungry themselves had no trouble helping consume all that food. Joining me to eat it all were: Carole, Marie, Tasha, Jim, Ross, Ian, Doug, Mike, Jack Burke, Tiffany and Jennifer Muscone, Pete Feeley, Betsy, Baby Benjamin, Todd (big kid), Sheriff Griswold (kid at heart), Teresa, Cindy, Callie, Maggie, Molly, Edward Steele, Stephanie, Selena, and Tanya and Jack Muscone.
I had bought some long tables and metal folding chairs, so we had adequate seating. My young hostesses put out the name cards, and apparently Carole had listened to her mother's experienced instruction, as the table distribution and seating placements were absolutely correct for even a formal dinner.
I was the host at the permanent dining room table, and Stephanie Steele had been placed to my right. As we were eating, she said "Did Laura tell you about what University President Moore did?" When I said no, she said "You know that Sidney Wellman would fly in to the away games, especially the Wildcats game, with Faculty, Boosters, politicians and the like. Well, Jerry Moore said he was taking no Boosters with him, at all."
I asked "Did he go himself?"
"Yes." said Stephanie. "He took several Democrats, including Hunter Stenson, who is Hoyt Stenson's son, and some of the most rabidly Leftist Faculty. And while Lionel Carmela rails about how planes damage the environment and cause climate change, he is allegedly on that flight as well, and will be meeting all those Leftwing politicians from both here and in your boyhood home State."
In case I haven't mentioned it (and I haven't), Wildcat School is the main University in the State where Apple Grove is located. Our in-State rival, the State U Purple Hawks, are in Capitol City in the upper middle of the State, and Wildcat School is in the town of Argos, southeast of Capitol City. It was named after Argos, Greece, which today is the oldest continuously inhabited city in Europe.
"I'll bet the Boosters are just loving that." I said sardonically.
Stephanie said "They're about to riot. In just a few short months, Dr. Moore has offended just about every football Booster, like at that dinner you and Laura went to, and now he's insulting the Wildcats people and the Conference's officials." (Author's note: 'Private Practice', Ch. 01 for the dinner.)
Todd was sitting on Stephanie's other side, and he said "I've heard that donations to the University are down 35%. Some are donating exclusively to the Teresa Croyle Trust for the Hospital, which doesn't hurt my feelings any."
"Be careful, though." said Stephanie. "Dr. Moore may start blaming Teresa's Trust for the drop in donations. And I'm already hearing rumors that Lionel Carmela wants to demand that some or all of that Teresa's Trust be donated to the Biology School and Climate Change Center."
"That will be the day." said a voice from on down the table. Teresa's voice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The long tables were folded up and put away, and the chairs were brought to the front room, and the football fans plopped down in front of the huge television monitor. Some of the 'less interested' people sat in the greatroom in back, and a fluttering of parakeets ensued. The boys all headed to the attic room; they'd watch the television up there while they added to New Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad.
Quelle suprise!... Teresa was wearing an Auburn shirt. Todd was wearing a golf/polo shirt in Bulldogs blue, with the Miami-ish 'U' symbol over the heart. Ian was also wearing a Bulldogs blue jersey. The one signed for him by Derrick 'Bloody' Waters was now framed and hanging on the wall of the attic room, so he had a new one. Carole was wearing a red Wildcats jersey, also new, as her jersey signed by Heisman Trophy winner Jamaal Washington was also framed and on the wall next to Ian's.
Marie was wearing a Wildcats jersey, given to her by Carole. But to my surprise, considering that Paulina had graduated from University Law School, Tasha was sporting a red t-shirt and over it a white Wildcats women's basketball jersey with the number '29' on it. Carole had said "That's going to be Tasha's number when she's on the Wildcats team."
Cindy was wearing a Bulldogs jersey. Callie was too, though she was over in the greatroom talking with the others gathered there. Sheriff Griswold was wearing a red pullover with a Clan Crowbar icon on the front and back, but it was red. Edward Steele was wearing a light blue button-down shirt and khaki pants like your grandfather wears, and Jack Muscone was wearing the ubiquitous FBI-uniform suit and tie.
"Jack, I should forbid you entry unless you change into more casual clothes, preferably Wildcat red." I had told him earlier.
"I yam what I yam." he replied in an excellent imitation of the legendary Popeye. "And don't be shocked if I get called and have to leave."
"Over what, if I may ask?" I asked.
"This fucking Toyota Gang case." said Muscone. "On the one hand, Homeland Security is going nuts over their involvement in that train explosion, but the NTSB is moving like pond water on it. They always move like pond water on investigations, so I'm not blaming them. I personally think they have me (air quotes) 'helping' them on it to keep me distracted from other things."
Muscone: "And there's something going on in Southport. The DEA is like a disturbed hornets nest, and have pulled Crenshaw and Jenkins into whatever they're doing. I've been told to be on standby, and I'll be called in if they make any moves this weekend... and only then will I be told what's going on. Has anyone said anything to you about any of it?"
"No." I said. "And I've washed my hands of it. We're going to put three of the gangs-of-four on trial for their robbery, burglary, and murder actions that we busted in progress, and what happens after that is business of other people..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:30pm, the television broadcast came on, and I listened with the others before putting my earplugs in and listening to Wildcat Radio. The announcer said "The Wildcats are led by first-year Coach Paul Quark, who is rebuilding the program after Coach Mark Richmond suffered a heart attack and retired. Coach Erskine 'Iron Man' Marshal led the team as the Interim Head Coach last year, but also opted to retire rather than take the job full time."
Announcer: "The Wildcats are 6-2, but are unranked since a shocking 24-22 loss to Protestant two weeks ago. The visiting Bulldogs are also 6-2, and are ranked No. 16 in the Nation by the Associated Press. A win today should get them into the first CFP poll that will come out later this week."
I was sitting in my hardback rocking chair to the left of the sofa in front of the big television monitor. Cindy was sitting on the sofa, and turned to ask me "Do you know why Coach Marshal didn't take the head coaching job?"
I said "I talked to him, and he said he never wanted it. He only stepped up as the Interim coach to help out Coach Richmond, thinking Richmond might come back. But he didn't... his heart attack was worse than they let on, and he has other issues, like the onset of Parkinson's. So Marshal told the Athletic Director to find a new full-time coach.  Coach Quark comes from the Nick Saban tree, so once he gets the recruiting going again, we should be fine. Y'all better beat us this year, or forget about it for the next decade."
"Vee shall see." Cindy replied in her 'German' accent as the Bulldogs took the field to receive the opening kickoff. I turned on my radio to listen to the decidedly biased Wildcat Radio coverage. Toe met leather, and we were AWN!
It quickly settled into a tough defensive battle. Linebacker Davis Smith and Safety Gregg Scott anchored the stout Wildcat defense that held Bulldogs standout quarterback Lawrence Watson and Charles 'Cadillac' Armstrong in check. But the Bulldogs's linebacker Daevon Roquan was a tremendous talent, and he was putting the hurt on Wildcats QB Mason Murphy, who was not an exceptional talent. Wildcats running back D'Andre 'Chubby' Cedarwood was a stout fireplug of a running back, but neither he nor the more traditional 'one cut and up' running back Zamir 'Zeus' Black could do anything against Roquan.
The teams traded punts twice, and the first quarter ended in a scoreless tie. At the 13:03 mark in the 2nd quarter, the Wildcats got the ball on their own 13-yard line. I heard Carole say "Oh no!" followed by the radio announcer saying "And Murphy takes off running and he is hit by Roquan and he fumbled the ball! There's a scramble for it, and the Bulldog have it. The Bulldogs have the ball on the Wildcats thirteen yard line!"
Several of the boys had come down to watch the game, and Ian and Cindy cheered and high-fived. But Bulldogs QB Lawrence Watson, who was white and had hair longer than every woman and girl in my home at the moment, was stymied in his attempts to move his team. I heard the announcer say "And Bulldogs placekicker Walton Blair attempts the field goal. It's up, and it is... good. It's 3-0 Bulldogs, and the Wildcats dodged a huge bullet there."
After that fiasco, the teams again traded punts twice. "And that's the end of the half, with the score Bulldogs 3, Wildcats 0. What a tough, defensive game!" said the television announcer.
The television color man, who I despised because anyone with the brains of a Betta fish could tell he hated the Wildcats, and he was just a lousy color analyst anyway, said "The Wildcats quarterback Mason Murphy is just not ready for prime time. The Bulldogs quarterback Lawrence Watson is going to be playing on Sundays in the future, and only Davis Smith, the Wildcats fairly good linebacker, is keeping the Cats in the game. I look for Watson and the Bulldogs to shred the Wildcats in the second half..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Wildcats got the second half kickoff and moved the ball to midfield, but ended up having to punt. The Bulldogs took over on their 20. The radio announcer said "And the Bulldogs come up to the line. Lawrence Watson takes the snap and throws, and it it intercepted! Davis Smith snatches the ball away from the tight end! He's tackled right there, and the Wildcats are in business at the Bulldogs 24 yard line!"
There was much cheering amongst those in red (and Auburn burnt orange). Carole came over and high-fived me. The Wildcats moved down to the Bulldogs 8 yard line, but the drive stalled. Kevin 'Fear the Frames' Rodriguez came in for the field goal. Alas...
"And the kick us up and... he missed it! He pushed it right, and a huge opportunity for the Wildcats sails wide!"
The television color analyst said "Just a terrible kick by Rodriguez. The Wildcats special teams are really poor. Inferior players, poorly coached."
The Bulldogs took over, and moved the ball to their 31 yard line. The radio announcer said "And the quarterback Watson runs right and he's hit! He fumbled the ball! Gregg Scott picks it up and runs it all the way back for a touchdown!"
Wildcat Stadium was going bonkers, and it was pretty loud in the Troy Household, as well. The extra point was good, and the Wildcats led 7-3. The television color analyst said "What an unfortunate break for Lawrence Watson! Really unlucky! And the Wildcats are going to get a penalty for dirty play. They're so undisciplined, so poorly coached!"
In my unbiased eyes (not), it looked like the Bulldogs player threw the first punch at the Wildcat Player. The referee just stood and watched, then when the Wildcat player pushed back, only then did the ref reach into his pocket and throw the flag.
The damage was done. Rodriguez kicked the cover off the ball, but the Bulldogs player ran the ball back to the Wildcats 33 yard line. On 3rd down, Lawrence Watson passed to 'Cadillac' Armstrong for a first down at the Wildcat 5 yard line. But the drive stalled, aided by a false start call so blatant that it couldn't be ignored, caused by the roars of the Wildcat faithful against the Bulldogs.
"And Walton Blair's kick is good, and the Bulldogs cut the Wildcat lead to one. It's 7-6, with just seconds to go before time expires in the third quarter." said the radio announcer. Between the quarters the Wildcat Band played 'Krypton' from the Christopher Reeve 'Superman' movie, and everyone held four fingers into the air. Points of light from cellphone flashlights dotted the stands.
The Wildcats only got from their 15 to their 31 yard line, thanks to the strong Bulldogs defense and the lights-out play of Daevon Roquan. The Wildcats punter came in, and I heard Carole say "Uh oh." followed by Wildcats Radio saying "And he takes the snap and... oh, no! He shanked it! The Bulldogs have the ball at their own 44 yard line!"
The television color announcer said "That's another failure by the Wildcats special teams. It's just pathetic. Now the Bulldogs can assert their superiority with a drive here."
Carole came over to me and said "Daddy, I don't like that guy. He's a jerk!"
"That's why I'm listening to the radio, Fussbudget." I said. Unfortunately, the jerk was right, at least for the moment. The Bulldogs began driving.
The Wildcats Radio announcer said "And 'Cadillac' Armstrong is biting off chunks of yardage now. The Bulldogs are down to the Wildcats 40. Lawrence Watson throws... incomplete. Watson back to pass. The pocket collapses, and Davis Smith misses him. Watson takes off. He's tackled by Gregg Scott at the Wildcats 29 yard line."
"Armstrong runs for six... Armstrong has four more, the Wildcats defense looks tired. Armstrong for nine, to the 20... Armstrong for six... Armstrong for four more, to the Wildcats 10 and a first down... Armstrong again, and he breaks free! Touchdown Bulldogs."
Bulldogs fans in the room celebrated. Cindy and Ian high-fived, then Ian high-fived Todd. The television color analyst said "That was a great drive by the Bulldogs! They really imposed their will at the line of scrimmage, and asserted their superiority over the Wildcats."
Wildcats Radio: "It's 12-7, and the Bulldogs will go for two. And Davis Smith is not fooled, and takes Lawrence Watson down. The try is no good..."
Just over 8 minutes to go. Wildcats Radio: "Murphy passes for 14 yards, to midfield... D'Andre 'Chubby' Cedarwood drives through to the Bulldogs 40 and a first down... Zamir Black bursts through! Fifteen yards, to the Bulldogs 25!... Cedarwood for five to the 20... Black gets three more, to the 17. The Bulldogs defense is also getting tired, and Roquan is being neutralized as the Wildcats run right at him. And 'Chubby' Cedarwood bulls his way through for two yards and a first down!"
Wildcat Radio: "Time running down, now under five minutes to go. The Wildcats are starting to slow it down and take their time... Cedarwood gets one yard... Black gets 3 to the Bulldogs 11, and the Wildcats crowd yells 'Zeuuuuuusss'... under four minutes to go now. Murphy takes the snap, throws... and it it COMPLETE! for seven yards! First down at the Bulldogs 4 yard line!... they take their time, here they come to the line of scrimmage. Under 3 minutes to go. Cedarwood plunges into the line and he is hit right there by Daevon Roquan. No gain!"
Wildcat Radio: "The clock just won't move! Two and a half minutes to go. Cedarwood takes the handoff, he gets one yard. Daevon Roquan makes yet another stop. He is a tremendous player, but he has to be exhausted... third down, goal to go! The clock finally goes under two minutes. Murphy takes the snap, he throws... TOUCHDOWN! Murphy hits Zamir Black out of the backfield right up the middle!"
Now Carole was running around, high-fiving fellow Wildcat fans. I said "Carole, sit down. We're going for two." Carole sat down. The Wildcats went for two. And they made it.
The television color analyst said "The Bulldogs have a minute twenty-five to go and all three timeouts. Plenty of time, and the Wildcats defense looked weak during the last Bulldogs. Lawrence Watson and the Bulldogs can do this!" I put the earplugs back in and listened to Wildcat Radio:
"Lawrence Watson takes the snap, he fires, and it is complete to the 40 and a first down. The Bulldogs come up to the line, they try a draw play, and it does not work! Davis Smith hit Armstrong in the backfield. Forty seconds to go. Watson passes and it is complete to the Wildcats 29 yard line... Watson checks down to Armstrong, he's hit right on the line for no gain, no, he lost a yard. The Bulldogs take a timeout."
After nearly four full minutes of timeout for television, the game resumed. It was a very full and very tense room in the Troy Household. Bowser and Buddy were on the floor in front with the kids, and even they were watching nervously.
Wildcats Radio: "And we are finally back. Is it just me, or are they giving the television networks more and more time for commercial breaks? Anyway, here we go! Second and 10 at the Wildcats 30, thirty-one seconds to go. The pass is incomplete. Third down, 25 seconds to go. Watson takes he snap AND HE IS HIT BEHIND THE LINE! It's fourth down, and the Bulldogs call time!"
After another full four minutes of commercial time, play resumed. The Wildcats radio announcer said "Get the picture. Fourth down, fifteen yards to go for a first down, thirty-five yards to go for a touchdown. Here's the snap. Watson drops back, he's under pressure, he throws... INCOMPLETE! It's incomplete! Wait... what?"
Wildcats in the stands had been cheering uproariously, after the incomplete pass... but Carole had not. She said "There's a flag." She was right. Yellow laundry was on the ground right next to quarterback Lawrence Watson, who was lying on his back, gesticulating that he'd been hit late.
"Oh my God, I cannot believe this." said the Wildcats radio announcer as the replay was shown on television. "They're saying Davis Smith hit Watson late. He barely touched him, if he even made contact at all! Watson flopped, and they're calling the foul!"
The referee on television said "Personal foul, Number 3, with targeting. The previous play is under review."
The television play-by-play man said "That is an unbelievable call. Smith didn't even touch him, I don't think."
"He hit him, he hit him late! Right in the head and neck area!" asserted the color analyst. "That's just typical Wildcat dirty, undisciplined play. They've played dirty the whole game, and the officials finally called one."
"He didn't even touch him!" the play-by-play man all but yelled. "And there was no helmet-to-helmet, or launching himself. That's just a horrible call... suspiciously horrible!"
"He did! The refs got it right!" yelled the color analyst. He could barely be heard over the boos ringing down from the stands. Security began coming out of one end of the stadium and matriculating their way along the edges of the field. As if they could stop 96,000 rabidly angry fans, I thought to myself. The Town & County Council Chamber, this was not.
The referee was shown: "Targeting is confirmed. Number 3 is disqualified from the game." A visibly distraught Davis Smith was shown on the Wildcats sideline. A coach escorted him off the field, followed by not one but two Security men, as if Davis Smith were a convicted felon or something.
Wildcats Radio: "That is the most unbelievable, worst call I've ever seen. Okay, here we go. First and ten. Watson is looking really smug as he comes up to the line. He throws, and it's complete! First down at the five, and the receiver steps out of bounds! Fifteen seconds to go. Without Davis Smith, the Wildcats can't get any pressure on Lawrence Watson. He takes the snap and... incomplete. It was batted away at the line. Second down, goal to go! Ten seconds left."
Wildcats fans had not stopped their relentless booing since the horrific personal foul call. Some of them continued to boo while others roared against the Bulldogs at the top of their lungs. Lawrence Watson very snarkily waved his arms for quiet as the Bulldogs approached the line...
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Karma and Justice
Wildcats Radio: "The Bulldogs come up to the line. The Wildcats are roaring against them. Second and goal from the five, ten seconds to go. Bulldogs quarterback Lawrence Watson waves for quiet as he come up, what unbelievable arrogance! Here we go, Watson takes the snap and throws into the endzone..."
"... and it is INTERCEPTED! Gregg Scott! Gregg Scott! Gregg Scott! There are no flags! Listen to this crowd!" He stopped talking as the roars of jubilation could be heard from the television as well as radio feeds.
Carole and Marie were celebrating, but it was Tasha's response that shocked me. She raised her arms in the air and yelled "JUSTICE!"
Wildcat Radio was saying "Greg Scott was looking for that slant-in pass all the way, and he just stepped in front of the receiver and plucked the ball out of the air. What a great play by Scott! He fell down in the endzone, the ball will be on the 20 yard line."
Fortunately, the need to down the ball kept the Wildcat Faithful in the stands. The Wildcats came out in the victory formation, snapped and downed the ball, and time expired. As the officials rushed for the tunnel, escorted by Security, they were pelted with drink cups by fans. And as Lawrence Watson was escorted to the tunnel to his locker room, fans in the stands jeered him, waving their arms for quiet in sarcastic response.
"These Wildcat fans are just despicable." said the television color analyst as those 'incidents' were shown... again and again and again. "I've seen sore losers before, but I can't remember seeing fans of the winning team acting like petulant children---"
*CLICK!*
I expertly used the remote to turn off the audio. "You're right, Carole. That guy is a jerk." I said. "Okay, let's go put out the leftovers, and dessert..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After cake and ice cream and decaf coffee for desert, those who were not staying overnight began leaving. Little Betsy Ross gave me, Carole, Tasha, and the Sheriff biiiiig hugs, then left with Cindy, Callie, and Baby Ben. Teresa and Todd took their three boys home, and Tanya and Jack Muscone left with Tiffany, Jennifer, and Pete.
I invited the Sheriff and Edward R. Steele to come out onto the back deck with me. I lit the fire pot as the Sheriff poured each of us a healthy dram of Wild Turkey Rare Breed bourbon in the Clan-Crowbar-etched Glen Cairn glasses I provided. I sat in my metal mesh loveseat and Edward sat to my left in a metal mesh chair, while the Sheriff sat on the bench that went with the metal mesh table to my right, and a little closer to the fire in the pot.
"So what's going on with Daniel Allgood?" I asked Edward.
"You mean about his I.G. complaint?" Edward asked in reply.
I said "And apparently going to the Democrats to join him in the complaint."
Edward said "I don't know. I tried calling him, but he has not returned my calls nor J.P. Goldman's. I was at that lunch that he walked out of, and you guys could see how furious he was when he got up and left. And he's occasionally gone off on these (air quotes) 'independent' streaks."
I said "I was hoping you'd talked with him, or heard more about what he's been saying, so we can get an idea of his frame of mind. I thought his fit of pique was mostly an ego thing, that he was offended for being kept out of the loop, such as it is. But his actions are wayyyy over the top vis-a-vis his male ego."
Edward turned it around: "So let me ask you this, Don: is there something I need to know about that I.G. investigation itself? Is it going to hurt you, the Police, or the Public Safety Department? And are you going to stonewall it?"
"No, we're not going to stonewall a damn thing." Sheriff Griswold growled, appearing to be offended by the question. "But part of the problem is that I managed to come to an agreement with the Unions to make fixes to the problems we had last Tuesday, which of course I want to fix anyway. But if there's a Board of Inquest, they may use my fixes as (air quotes) 'admission of guilt' that we did something wrong, and by that I mean 'wrong' in the sense Allgood is insinuating, and those dishonest bastards of the Press and the 'woke' Haters that want to defund the Police would just love to claim."
Edward said "Well, Tuesday is Election Day, so the Council won't meet until the next Tuesday. Do you think the violent demonstrators will try something again?"
"Time will tell." I said, looking into the fire pot and becoming introspective. "Time will tell..."
Part 9 - Orange Is The New Crimson
7:00pm, Sunday, October 31st. All Hallows Eve, a.k.a. Hallowe'en. The Orange Order gathered for their dinner, as the next day was Promotions and Medals Day for the Town & County Public Safety Department. Cindy had reserved the Junction Station Depot every quarter for years in advance, she always confirmed it twice in advance (after the last meeting, then two weeks before the event). And Town & County Parks & Recreation knew they had better not fuck it up and try to double-book anyone else, lest they incur the wrath of the Green Crowbar.
The 'rookie' Orange Order members got off light: the Sheriff had declared that it would be an alcohol-free dinner, not even B.Y.O.B., as it was Sunday, and because every Officer had to be able to respond to any issues that came up as a result of any (his words) 'Hallowe'en Hooliganism'. After what I am sure was a lot of drinking the day and night before, everyone seemed very chill to that ruling.
I was a bit surprised to see Captain (Ret.) Leslie Charles at the dinner. He had the right to attend, of course, but he rarely did so. I observed that he had drawn Teresa Croyle away from the others, and they were having a conversation.
Meanwhile, I was surprised to be enduring a lot of flak. The Wildcats had won, but I had said very little about it, not even to Cindy, and I was one of the relatively few Wildcat fans (much less alumni) in the TCPD. But people started coming up to me and 'asking' about the Wildcat fans. It started with Sergeant Morton and Sergeant Hicks.
"Sir, why where those Wildcat fans razzing our quarterback?" Morton asked.
I was irritated by that. I said "You mean after he waved for quiet before the play where he threw the 'intercept' (a little Howard Cosell lingo, there) and lost the game?"
"Sir, what about the fans throwing stuff at the officials as the officials were leaving the field?" Hicks said. "And I heard that people pelted the officials's van as it was leaving the stadium, too."
"This is the first I'm hearing of that, the van being attacked." I said. "Excuse me, please."
I walked away, but it was to no avail. I heard others talk about how bad the Wildcat fans were, and it seemed they did so right as I got within hearing range of them. Even Kirkpatrick and McGhillie took their shots as I went by.
As I passed by a group of people which included Lieutenants Teddy Parker, Micah Rudistan, Janice Holloway, and Detective Joan Laurer, whose back was to me, I saw Parker and Rudistan glance my way, then Parker said loudly enough to be heard: "Those Wildcats fans are sore losers. Did you see them taunting the Wildcats quarterback after the game? And throwing things at the refs?"
Rudistan say just a bit too loudly, and jovially, "Yeah, those Wildcats fans were really low class."
These Orange Order dinners are 'no ranks, no insignia, badges on the tables so speak freely', though people call higher-ranking people 'sir' or 'ma'am' by habit and default. But I'm a (better than) good Detective, and I can see patterns, and I had just made observations. And I'd had enough.
I stopped, turned to face them, and fronted them. "Who are you calling 'low class'?" I said, menace in my voice. Joan Laurer turned and saw me, and blanched. The others looked at me in shock... except Rudistan, who may be incapable of looking that way.
I bore in: "Why are you calling me and my fellow Wildcat fans 'low class'? Huh?"
At least Joan Laurer tried. She said "Uh, sorry, sir, we didn't mean to offend you." The rest of them didn't say anything, despite seeing that my face was red with anger and my gray eyes were searing right through them, which was putting them even further into my dog house (pun not intended).
*ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding*
Cindy Ross was tapping spoon to glass. She may have seen my face and neck turning dark red with anger, and I'm sure that she was getting huge vibes, not only from me but from others in the room, that things were deteriorating quickly.
"Let's all have a seat, please." Cindy said. Giving Parker and Rudistan another glare, I turned and stalked off to the tables, only to hear Cindy say "Everyone, let's please stop talking about the controversies at the end of yesterday's game. We're here to have a good dinner and a good time."
I'd instinctively had a vibe of my own, that Cindy knew what was going on, that there was an orchestrated plan to fuck with me, and she was warning them they'd gone too far with me. Almost all eyes went to me, as I sat down at one of the round tables, and they could see that they had poked the Wildcat with a stick a few times too often... and that the 'stick' I'd be poking back with was made of iron.
Still, I wish she had not said that. Part of everyone's look seemed to be that they thought I couldn't hack it, and that Cindy was having to take up for me. The 'perfect' ending of a 'perfect' week... not.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police Captain (Ret.) Efram Elliott had made a point to sit at the place to my left at our table. As we ate, he said "I thought we had a good Union meeting with the Sheriff. And your input was very helpful."
"Glad I could help." I said, wondering where he was going with this.
"Any idea when he's going to have his recommendations to fix things ready?" Elliott asked.
"Geez, it's only been what, three days?" I said. "And yesterday doesn't count; everyone was watching the big game. Give him a minute to do a good job, and he'll come up with something."
I then added "And by the way, he won't be making (air quotes) 'recommendations'. He's going to do what he's going to do, and the Union Reps will like it. They are not the boss of him."
"Uh... noted." Elliott said. "The reason I ask, Commander, is because of that Board of Inquest the I.G. is going to convene. If he gets his plan back to us and the Union Reps agree to it, then it'll be hard for the Board of Inquest to come in and start finding fault with what happened last Tuesday."
I saw clean through that. I looked Elliot right in the eyes and replied "I must disagree with that. If the I.G. does convene a Board of Inquest, any actions the Sheriff takes beforehand might be construed as admitting guilt for the problems, so the Sheriff will wait until the Board does Board things. And if the Union Reps try to make noise about it, I can assure you that things will not be as friendly nor go nearly as well as they did last Thursday."
"Speaking of the I.G., and Internal Affairs" said Elliott, segueing into what he really wanted to bring up, "do you really think those choices for Internal Affairs were good?"
I said "I know you were the I.A. guy for years, so why would you think they're not good?"
Elliott said "I'm not saying they're not, but I don't know Lisa Monroe at all."
I said "She's a perfect choice for I.A. She proved her integrity in her years of City Police service. I poached her away from them because she's a good and experienced Detective, but since she hasn't been with us long, it was a really good fit for her to go to I.A., and she accepted it willingly."
Elliott: "And you're not concerned that Abram won't be a problem when he accuses black cops of something?"
Ahhhh, I thought to myself, now we're getting to the heart of the matter. Elliott had never been particularly caring of what black Officers thought while Harold Malone was dominating the TCPD before I got there. And now he's concerned that the Jewish Officer Abram might be unacceptable? Hmmm...
I said "Abram is a man of high integrity, and has shown leadership capability for years. He's been the Acting Chief while the rest of us have Christmas off, and I think he'll be just what we need as the Internal Affairs leader." Elliott wisely shut his potty mouth about the matter...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With Rudistan in my doghouse, Cindy took over the emcee duties. She said "The vote for our newest Orange Order members will begin November 15th, and will run through December 2nd. The initiation will be on the night of December 3rd, and the Policeman's Ball on Saturday the 4th. So now let's hear what awards and promotions will be given out."
As usual, I was called upon to announce the awards, and I did so: "You know about most of the promotions. Captain Abram will be promoted to Lieutenant Commander, and will head our Internal Affairs Department. Detective Lisa Monroe is being promoted to Lieutenant, and will be in Internal Affairs, as well."
Me: "Filling the 2nd Precinct Captain position and being promoted to Captain is Lieutenant DeLong, and filling his old Precinct Lieutenant Position and being promoted to Lieutenant is Steven Carter." Everyone applauded at least politely.
I continued: "Detective J.J. Perry is being promoted to Detective Sergeant." Everyone applauded 'Ice Cube', who was in the room. "George Newman to Detective-2, Statler and Waldorf to Detective-1."
Me: "We have some well-earned medals to award, also. Chaplain Alberto Romano did a lot for us this past quarter, and the most important of that was putting his life on the line to go in and persuade Cardinal O'Leery to surrender to authorities, preventing what could have been substantial loss of life. He also did good work in the Peter Frost case, and he will be awarded the Star of Gallantry for his actions."
Everyone in the room came to their feet and delivered a sustained three minutes of applause to Father Romano, who accepted it stoically. When it finally died away and everyone sat down, I said "And we have three more of note. Lieutenant Jerome Davis will be receiving a Commendation Medal, which the Sheriff has upgraded to the Public-Safety-level Commendation Medal. And Lieutenant Chris Purvis will receive a Police Department Achievement Medal for obtaining information that helped us prepare for the recent train car explosion."
Both men were applauded. I said "Last, but never least, we have a Purple Order to give out. Officer Kevin Buchannan was wounded in the line of duty." Everyone strongly applauded Buchannan, ending up in a standing ovation.
The gathering broke up soon afterwards. As we were cleaning up, I shamelessly asked Teresa "I saw Captain Charles talking to you some. He rarely even shows up, anymore. What did he talk about?"
Teresa said "He asked a lot about the train explosion, and said he thought our readiness for that was good. He also asked what I knew about last Tuesday, and said the Sheriff had been talking to him about some things concerning it. He also asked about you not being there, and said that he was hearing a lot about that... and even his son in Midtown was hearing chatter that you weren't showing up when you were needed..."
Part 10 - State and Local
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 1st, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "Controversy rages in the aftermath of the Bulldogs-Wildcats game!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The Sports world is stunned by the rancor that has developed after the Wildcats won the game against our University Bulldogs with a lucky play at the end of the game. Let's go to Sports reporter Jeff Hull for more. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, every black hair on his head perfectly styled into place, reporting from outside the University Athletic Offices. "After winning the game, not losing but winning the game, Wildcat fans in their home stadium mocked and taunted Bulldogs players as they left the field for their locker room."
Hull: "Wildcat fans outside also threw objects at the officiating crew as they were leaving the field, and pelted the officials's van and tried to block it from leaving. Security vehicles swiftly came up to get the officials to safety. Representatives of the University and the Conference expressed outrage. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing drink cups being hurtled at the refs as they ran for the tunnel. Another clip showed more objects being hurtled at the officials's van, but those were few in number, and it was clear (to me) that their progress was not being impeded in any way. Would you be surprised to learn that KXTC did not show the horrific call of 'targeting' against Davis Smith?
The Assistant to the Conference Assistant Commissioner for Officials (truly a 'Junior Adjutant') was shown saying "The conduct of the Wildcat fans towards our officials is beyond reprehensible; it is criminal. We expect (Wildcat School) officials to work with us to identify the criminals and have them arrested and criminally prosecuted."
Back to Jeff Hull live: "(Wildcat School) could face severe fines and other sanctions for their fans's actions, and not just for the criminal treatment towards the officials. They also mocked and goaded the Bulldogs players as they left the field, particularly standout quarterback Lawrence Watson, flapping their arms at him and yelling names at him. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the video of the camera that was following Watson off the field. Fans were jeering him and yelling 'Quiet! Quiet!" Some were waving their arms, and others were making a 'hush' sign, suggesting he should keep his mouth shut. I heard nothing really bad from the fans. And would you be surprised to learn that KXTC did not show Watson grinning as he waved for quiet on the play before he lost the game for his team by throwing the interception?
Back to Hull live: "While fans have taunted other teams's players for decades, many decent people can't understand the Wildcats fans's low class in acting this way after they won the game. Both Bulldogs and Conference officials have strongly condemned (Wildcat School) for the actions of their fans, and some are calling for sanctions against the School. Back to you, Bettina."
Bettina was again shown on the feed, and said "We'll have more from Jeff Hull as this story continues to develop. And now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum with an important guest. Pat!"



"That's right, Bettina!" said the fat-cheeked, corpulent, balding reporter who was giving trenchcoats a bad name as he was shown on the feed, with the University President's home in the background. "Yesterday I spoke with University President Dr. Jerry Moore about these incidents. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Stellum and Dr. Moore sitting in chairs like it was some sort of '60 Minutes'-style interview. Dr. Moore said "It was unbelievable what was going on, there. First of all, you have to understand just how low class the Wildcats are, from their President, Athletic Director, coaches and players to their dirtbag fans."
Dr. Moore was not done "Wildcat fans are so low class that they go to games in overalls and barefooted, like country hicks. I thought I was in Neyland Stadium or something. I want our Bulldogs fans to be better than that, more sophisticated. Like Alabama fans."
Dr. Moore was not done: "I am pressing the Conference to take actions against (Wildcat School), including sanctions against their athletic programs, and heavy fines against the School itself. And I'm calling for the proceeds or those fines to be given to organizations that support the great cause of Climate Justice."
Back to Stellum live: "Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you Pat!" said Bettina as the feed returned to her. "Police Commander Donald Troy, a graduate of (Wildcat School), has not responded to our repeated calls for comment. In other news, the Town & County Public Safety Department will be under intense scrutiny, as the Inspector General announced he will investigate last Tuesday's incidents at the Council Meeting. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde reporterette from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall as her backdrop. "Channel Two News has learned that Town & County Inspector General James 'Curly' Goodwin will open an investigation based upon the bipartisan referral by Republican Mayor Daniel Allgood and Democrat Council Member Susan Weston, both former cops with the TCPD."
Amber: "I.G. Goodwin will investigate the breakdowns of security protocols prior to the meeting that allowed the public Council Chamber to be overrun by peaceful protesters, as well as reports of infighting between the Police and Sheriff's Deputies and charges and counter-charges of insubordination."
Amber: "And Channel Two News has confirmed that the I.G. will look into the aspect of the complaint that the Public Safety Department had advanced knowledge of the coming protests, but did not inform the Mayor nor any Council Member, allowing them to be in danger until they were evacuated during the peaceful protest."
The feed went to a split-screen, and Bettina said "Amber, will the I.G. be investigating why Police Commander Donald Troy did not show up at the scene before or during the time of the peaceful protests?"
Amber: "Bettina, the complaint does not mention Commander Troy by name, nor anyone else by name, for that matter. And I.G. Goodwin did not return our calls asking for information and clarification specifically regarding Commander Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What was the final score of the Wildcats-Bulldogs game?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Me, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room. "I don't think anyone mentioned it at all."
"I don't know what time it is on your wristwatches or cellphones," I replied, "but in my office it's Fifteen to Twelve."
"Har dee har har." lamented Cindy Ross. And then, as if struck by something, she said "That's the first crack you've made about the game, at least that I've heard. All that crap that went on got you upset?"
"You're usually a good sport about these Sports things, pun intended." said Tanya. "And the Wildcat fans jeering that asshole quarterback is nothing compared to what I've seen in this here Police Department. Like that Alabama hat on your Slender Man trophy, putting Tide detergent in Teddy Parker's desk drawers, and my son Pete playing the banjo while y'all sang 'Rocky Top' to Joanne." (Author's note: 'Time Flies', Ch. 01; 'Pink Panther', Ch. 03; 'Scavenger Hunt', Ch. 05.)
I replied "It's the biased and dishonest reporting of it that gets me. Tell me seriously and honestly, Cindy... was that targeting call against Davis Smith at that crucial moment anywhere close to legitimate?"
Cindy said "No, he didn't even touch our quarterback. But I can't condone the fans's actions against the refs, and you did win the game."
I replied: "So you'll really think I'm a sore winner when I tell you the Wildcats AD and I both asked the FBI and the LEOs in my childhood State to investigate the refs for corruption. That call was so blatant that one has to wonder about that."
"You've been right about that before." Sheriff Griswold barked. "I remember you getting involved with the State High School Sports Association (SHSSA) over some corrupt refs." (Author's note: 'In Black And White', Ch. 02; 'Believer', Ch. 01.)
"Didn't they once find that an NBA ref was corrupted by Organized Crime?" Teresa asked.
"Yep, and they got him into jail and out of the public eye as fast as they could." I replied. "They didn't want further scrutiny, and proof found, about how rigged the NBA always has been."
I then said: "I'm going to try very hard to not say any more about this, but I would like for all of you to do one thing: watch the national Sports coverage of this. They were covering the NFL yesterday, but see what they say in the next couple of days. Of course the local and even State coverage here is slanted one way, but my mother tells me that it was a whole different story in Apple Grove, Argos. and around that State."
"I have a question." Teresa said. "Just how bad is this I.G. thing going to be?"
The Sheriff said "I don't know. It will depend on how Curly Goodwin handles it. He can do his investigation in a straightforward way or a hostile way. He can be either helpful or hurtful to us. And I need to say this, to all of you: I'm not going to talk to you about it further. I don't want to have any accusations of coordinating our stories ahead of time."
Griswold: "If they want to talk to you, cooperate with them, within the scope of your legal rights, of course. If you're questioned by the I.G. or his people, answer their questions honestly. If you're telling the truth, and we're all going to, they can't play any 'gotcha' tricks, saying 'So and so said something different'. If they try that trick, feel free to call them out on it, but as long as you tell the truth, they can't hurt us."
"Sheriff," said Teresa, "are they trying to hurt us? Especially Don?"
The Sheriff shrugged his shoulders, so I replied "If they're legit, and the investigation is legit, then I'm the least of their issues. If they do what Bettina wants, and try to make me the center point, then its a sham. Either way, like the Sheriff said, volunteer nothing but shirk no duty to answer. Tell the truth, but be sure to demand and have legal representation whenever they talk to you. Never, ever, be one-on-one and alone with them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am. Tanya brought me the box of 'bling', as we called it, then followed me into MCD. "Monroe to Lieutenant." I said as I handed Lisa Monroe a plastic sleeve with her new badge and rank insignia. "Ice Cube to Detective Sergeant." I said as I handed Perry his sleeve of 'bling'.
The mood of the room had perked up, but the banter didn't pick up until I left. What had happened at the Orange Order dinner was getting around, and no one could gauge my current mood.
I found Carter, DeLong, and Abram in the gym, waiting with many others for the 9:00am ceremonies, and gave them their bling as others around them applauded and congratulated them. Then I went to Tanya's office, where she, the Chief, and I checked to make sure the medals, ribbons, and Certificates of Achievement were there, were the right ones, and were in order.
At 9:00am, we went outside. It was a beautiful autumn day, cool but warming up in the bright sunshine. As we were walking to the podium and Officers took seats in the bleachers, Detective Joan Laurer came up to me and asked to speak to me for a second. I stopped walking and the others moved on.
"Sir," Joan said, "I want to apologize for last night. What was said was wrong, and an insult to not only you but a lot of people."
I said "Did you know there was an orchestrated plan to harass me about it?"
Joanne's eyes widened in shock. "No sir! And I never would've gone along with that."
"All right." I said. "Apology accepted, though you're not the one I need to be hearing one from. Carry on." Joan smartly moved out to the bleachers.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The promotions went well. Lieutenant Steven Carter's grandmother began crying as she and the Chief pinned his Lieutenant bars on his shoulders. I learned later that she told some people sh had never expected a black man to achieve what her grandson had in the Police Force that was once 'ruled' by Harold Malone. In the present moment, everyone gave her and him a standing ovation as he hugged her.
Sean DeLong had asked Teresa and Lieutenant Rudistan to pin his Captain bars on, and as they did he said softly "This is for Irwin, ma'am. I won't let you down." (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family'.)
"I know." Teresa whispered. "He'd be very proud of you right now, too."
The Sheriff and I pinned Eitan Abram's silver oak leaf clusters on his uniform. And in a surprise move, Director of the SBI Wes 'Coldiron' Masters had shown up, and joined Teresa in pinning Lisa Monroe's Lieutenant bars on her uniform shoulders, both of them at her request.
Next came J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry. He asked Grubby Paul and me to pin his metal Detective Sergeant stripes on, seeing as Grubby Paul and I were the only ones who knew who he was and had his back all those years he was deep undercover. George Newman had asked me and the Sheriff to pin his Detective-2 stripes on, and we did. Statler and Waldorf had Lieutenant Rudistan and their mothers pin their D-1 stripes on.
Then came medals. A number of Certificate of Achievements and Certificates of Appreciation were handed out, including one for Teresa, for her work to bring down Claude Cardinal O'Leery. As the Chief pinned Lt. Purvis's Achievement Medal on his uniform, I read the citation which said his diligence in data research had led to information that helped us be prepared for the train incident.
And then I got ambushed. The Chief read the proclamation as the Sheriff pinned a Public Safety-level Achievement Medal on my uniform. Ostensibly for my role in bringing O'Leery to Justice, it also covered the Peter Frost murder. I felt grateful that I got a strong ovation for it.
Then I read the Public Safety-level Commendation Medal citation as the Sheriff pinned it upon Lieutenant Jerome Davis's uniform. The applause from the rank and file was loud, and swiftly turned into a strong standing ovation. That surprised me, but it was the look of utter shock on Claire Michaels's face that was my first clue for one of the real reasons for the strength of the applause.
And I knew that another reason was why the Sheriff had upgraded it to the Public Safety level... it was a straight out message to Senior Deputy Louis Bailey and the Sheriff's Department about taking the initiative.
Chaplain Romano's Star of Gallantry was next. Teresa pinned it on his uniform as I read the citation. He also received a strong ovation from the Police Force.
And last, but never least, was Officer Kevin Buchannan's Purple Order. I read the citation as Teresa draped the ribbon necklace around his neck. He saluted her and she saluted back... and then Buchannan turned and saluted me. I stepped up to him and our handshake turned into a man-hug... and then into a full-on bear hug by him. I rolled with it as everyone applauded strongly.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
SBI Director Wes 'Coldiron' Masters was in Town, and he stayed in Town, at least for the day. After the ceremonies he met with the Chief and Sheriff for an hour. Then Tanya, Teresa, Cindy, and I were invited to lunch with them. Pottsville Police Lieutenant Seamus 'Shane' O'Brady had come to the ceremonies, and he was also invited to lunch with us, since he was an SBI Reservist.
We went to the Cop Bar, and the eight of us were seated in the back 'Command Room'. Being creatures of habit, the Sheriff and Tanya had the 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger' Plate, I had the recently named 'Iron Crowbar's Double Breakfast Cheeseburger' Plate, Cindy had the 'Cindy's Fish 'n' Chips', and Teresa had the (no namesake) Steak Caesar Salad.
The 'rebels' tried new things: the Chief followed Shane O'Brady's example of ordering the Shepherd's Pie, and I resolved to give that a try one day soon. Coldiron Masters had the 'Farm Fresh Buffet', which many people went through for lunch, and he ate more food than a human being should be allowed to eat in one sitting. And he did not waste a single morsel; he ate everything he got from the buffet.
As we were finishing up, Coldiron closed the sliding door to give us a little more privacy. As he sat down he said "I want to take this opportunity to let you all know what's going on at the State level, as well as bounce some ideas off of you." We all nodded and settled in to listen.
Coldiron: "First, our Drugs and Trafficking Division, the SBI-DTD, began looking into the drug and prostitution aspects of the Toyota Gangs that crossed county lines. We got good cooperation from the TCPD, but the Feds? Not so much. DEA Agent Dwight Stevens has usually been cooperative, and Lorena Rose was really good about working with us, but they both said that on this Toyota Gang stuff, they'd been explicitly warned to not discuss it with us, the SBI, in any way. And Rose said that she'd been told not to say a word to the TCPD, either."
Teresa asked "Any idea why? Why they're being told not to talk to you, or to us?"
Coldiron said "No, neither Stevens nor Rose said a word more than that they just couldn't talk to us nor cooperate with us, nor with you guys. I was hoping you might know more about why."
For some strange reason, all eyes went to me. I said "Don't look at me. I'm the Mushroom in all this, too; I'm totally in the dark about why. My only speculation is that the Feds are actively pursuing Cartel influences and possibly Red Chinese influences, which would definitely be higher than our pay grades."
"That could well be the case." said Masters. "The second thing I want to discuss with you is policy going forward. Since becoming SBI Director, I've had a ton of meetings with Governor Sharon Marshall and a number of Legislators on both sides of the aisle. The purpose of those meetings, and my goal for the SBI, is to 're-purpose' it to be a much more efficient and effective law enforcement entity."
Coldiron: "For the last several years, the SBI has attempted to work with local LEOs, but we have been met with increasing hostility, and are being totally stonewalled. I know that you, Commander Troy, tried to create that SIS Division, and it was a good try but it simply was not accepted. Partly due to that, and due to talks with local LEOs across the State, the Governor and I agree that the approach of being available to help locals investigate crimes would just continue to be a failure, and we need to go in another direction."
Coldiron: "The SBI can initiate investigations only for mostly Vice crimes: drugs, gambling, prostitution, child trafficking. And while we can come in for those crimes even if they don't cross county lines, we run into considerable and open hostility from local LEOs if we can't show that the crossing of county lines is the main issue with the case."
"If I may stop you and ask right here," said Cindy Ross, "why the continued open hostility? These are no longer the days of Jack Lewis and Katherine Woodburn using the SBI as a battering ram against local LEOs... are they?"
Coldiron: "First, I'll say this: of course the far-Left Legislators like Tasheeka Harris that want to defund the Police, want to do the same thing to the SBI. When I met with her, she bluntly told me she had only one goal for the SBI: it's total destruction. When I asked who she wanted and expected to investigate local Police Departments for allegations of racially-motivated abuse, she said 'Not you, Cracker.' I just got up and left, and I won't be talking to her or her ilk again."
Coldiron: "Second, no matter how hard we try, it may just not be possible to come into a local crime and not take it over, which is what they resent. For example, everyone greatly respects the Iron Crowbar's abilities, and they concede he's tried to work with them and not over them in the past... in most cases. But once you're in there, Commander, you take that ball and you run with it, and when you get on a hot scent and start going after it, you don't let anything get in your way; you just go after it."
"Yes. Yes he does." Teresa mused. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. But I did nod vigorously in agreement.
Coldiron: "So we're just not overcoming that obstacle. Even local LEOs that would welcome our help are told by their county's politicians that calling in the SBI would be a 'career move' for the local LEOs."
"I am the choir. You are preaching to it." said Shane O'Brady. "You have no idea how often Wilson Hammonds has threatened my Chief over me being an SBI Reserve member."
"Exactly. Exactly." said Coldiron. "And Wilson Hammonds has not been invited to any of the Governor's meetings on this. I'll also add that the SBI Reserve Program seems to be working very well, and we're leaving it alone."
Sheriff Griswold growled "That's because it was created to give Crowbar State-wide jurisdiction when he needs it."
I said "But it's also a point to what Cindy was asking about. My original SBI Reserve plan was for there to be a pool of Officers that could go on State duty to work across County lines. But their local superior Officers objected to them being away from their local duties, and the local jurisdictions where they went to didn't want them there, for the same reasons they didn't want full-time SBI Agents in their cases."
"So what's your solutions?" Cindy asked. Impatient to get this conversation moved along, the Green Crowbar was.
Coldiron: "Let me just say this first, to round out the picture and give context to the ideas we're formulating. I liked and supported Governor Val Jared in just about everything he did, but he also made a mistake in letting his political enemies frame the SBI debate to be about Illegal Immigration. And with some justification: Governor Jared absolutely wanted to use the SBI to crack down on Illegal Persons, though that was mostly the Federal Government's purview."
Coldiron: "The Governor believes, and I agree with her, that while we will continue to crack down on Illegal Immigration in the State, and the drug and human trafficking that goes with it, we don't want it to be the front line mission of the SBI, where the biased Media can take potshots at the Governor over it. So we're not going to publicly emphasize it as one of our primary missions."
Coldiron: "Likewise, we will still be available to work with local LEOs if they ask for the help... like the Donnan County Sheriff asked for your help, Commander... but we are not going to emphasize it. And we're also not going to twist ourselves into pretzels over jurisdictional issues, trying not to offend the locals. If we're called in, or if its a situation where we can initiate an investigation, then that's what we'll do."



"Won't that just make the local LEOs hate you even more?" Cindy asked skeptically.
I said "If I may..." Coldiron nodded, and I said "Most of the locals hate the SBI immeasurably now. I like what you're saying, Director... let's just stop pretending. If locals don't want your help, so be it. If they ask for it, let them know you'll work with them, but you're going to take the lead on it. Flip side of that? Be careful when they do invite you in... they may be setting it up for you to be the fall guys, the scapegoats."
"That's a thought." said Masters. "So let me tell you in confidence... which means I'd appreciate it if you don't go around talking about this, but it's not a State secret, pun fully intended... we don't have to have a Budget next year, but the Governor is going to press for one. And either way, we're going to press for changes to streamline the SBI, and improve it."
Sheriff Griswold said "What about all this crap about consolidating counties, including ours, and splitting the Town and the County back up?"
Coldiron: "That's going to be the next big hoopla the Press will be covering, as if it's the most important thing in the world. But the two Parties have vastly different ideas of what they want to do... each side wants the plan to benefit themselves at the expense of the other... so we hope we can sneak the SBI stuff in under the radar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Teresa and I drove back to Headquarters, she seemed introspective. "Penny for 'em." I said.
She replied "I do appreciate Coldiron's recognition that local LEOs will likely never trust the SBI, and his candor about that is refreshing. I just wonder why he and the Governor consider all this to be such a big deal."
I said "For a ton of reasons. In the last Budget battle, Sharon Marshall was considered to have capitulated to Wilson Hammonds and the Establishment Republicans on the Immigration issue, and it really hurt her politically with her base." ('Send In The Clowns', Ch. 04)
Me: "And Coldiron is right: our attempts to work with locals and gain their trust, including my SIS experiment, has been a total failure and will continue to be. Soooo, they're punting on the messaging, and will turn their attentions to their strengths, which should be crimes that cross county lines."
Teresa nodded, then replied: "The one thing that bothers me is that this brings the SBI closer to what Katherine Woodburn wants it to be... an authoritarian entity that can be weaponized and used to exercise totalitarian control over the People of the State."
"Point well taken." I said. "But it may also help the SBI be a stronger buffer against the FBI and all the Feds. I am becoming really, really scared of what Derrick B. Harland is doing, and what the Feds are becoming. And speaking of that... what are you doing this weekend?..."
Part 11 - 52 Candle Pickup
7:00pm, Monday, August 1st. We gathered at The Cabin to celebrate Laura's 52nd birthday. Present were: Laura, Me, Carole, Jim, Molly, Ross, Ian, Paulina, Tasha, Cindy, Callie, Teresa, Todd, Doug, Mike, Jack Burke, Stephanie Steele, Marie, Sheriff Griswold... and Melina Allgood brought little Dan and Patricia.
"Daniel didn't come with you?" I asked Melina after they arrived. "He's welcome to join us, you know."
Melina said "I know, and I tried to get him to come, but he just wouldn't do it. Even though he said he knows you weren't informed of what others knew ahead of time, he still blames you for sending his call to voicemail."
I said "I don't think anyone knew in advance of what the agitators were going to do. Daniel needs to get over it. His I.G. complaint is hindering Sheriff Griswold from doing his job as Sheriff."
Melina said "Well, I'm staying out of all that. I've got too much other stuff going on. And I'm pissed as hell at what they're saying about the Wildcats. Thank God the national Sports Media is on our side."
I said "What's keeping you busy?"
Melina said "There's a lot going on at the Federal level concerning those Toyota Gangs, and at the State level, too. On the one hand, there may be connections to the Cartels, and our DEA and even the CIA want to exploit those connections. But that means they have to get the perps away from you and the local charges against them, and also get someone to turn on the others. And with EAD Owen Lange seriously ill, I'm doing what I can to watch them in his stead."
"That bad with the EAD, huh?" I asked, letting my gray eyes bore into my ex-wife's blue peepers. Her look back at me told me everything I needed to know.
"He's near death." Melina said. "Anyway, there's also the State connections. You remember when Hoyt Stenson ran for Governor against Sharon Marshall and got his ass whipped?" (Author's note: 'Consent of the Governed', and stories right in its timeframe.)
I nodded, and Melina continued: "You may remember that there were some allegations against Hoyt Stenson's son Hunter Stenson about drug use and lying on the form to buy a gun. Well, what we're finding out now is that Hunter Stenson may be getting money from people with ties to the Red Chinese. Influence peddling at its finest."
I said "I can see why the Chinese would give sons of prominent politicians at the national level, especially those from the cesspool that is Wilmington, Delaware, money in exchange for influence peddling, but what are they getting out of a State-level politician for that?"
Melina said "BOW Enterprises is in this State. And the Red Chinese seriously covet the nanotechnology being developed by BOW, Ichimoku Industries, and Zion Dynamics. And that may be driving the State Democrats's goal of splitting apart the Town & County in the next Legislative session. They're trying to re-draw the political map to get Hoyt Stenson and other Democrats elected in two years..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was a school night, so we got dinner underway quickly. The kids got cheeseburgers and hotdogs cooked on the grill by Our Sheriff, with potato chips as the side. The big kids, Todd Burke, Your Iron Crowbar, and the aforementioned Sheriff, also feasted on the cheeseburgers. The rest of the adults had baked chicken, kernel corn, green beans (not stringbeans), and rolls.
Afterwards, we assembled in the greatroom to give Laura her gifts. She opened the other adults's gifts first. Paulina gave her a necklace with a wreath made of tiny diamond, emerald, and ruby chips, leftovers from cutting the stones. Stephanie gave Laura three relatively rare books that were a series by a prominent psychology professor from years past. Callie gave Laura a photo book of Laura in her office, teaching classes, and at the Hospital, many with Laura's colleagues and students. And Melina gave Laura a gift certificate for an overnight stay at a resort that was 'all-inclusive' and was famous for its spa and other amenities.
Molly, Cindy, and Teresa combined to get Laura a gift certificate for lingerie and high heel shoes. Todd whispered to me that that seemed to be more of a gift for me than for Laura. I nodded vigorously in agreement. The Sheriff gave Laura a bottle of Four Roses Single Barrel bourbon... another gift that might have had me in mind as much as Laura. Your Iron Crowbar really likes the Four Roses bourbons.
And Your Iron Crowbar gave his lovely wife a new Macbook Pro laptop, which she needed, and a bracelet that she could wear on her wrist or ankle, which had four charms on it: Hearts, Spades, Diamonds, and Clubs. And then it was time for the kids's gifts. And a theme quickly became apparent...
... the Standard Deck.
Jim gave his mother a double set of cards in a nice box. One of the decks of cards were the basic patterns on the face, and the coat-of-arms of the Central Intelligence Agency on the back. The other deck had the CIA logo on the back, but on the front side in the middle were various drawings of Mad Magazine's Spy vs. Spy.
Dan and Patrica went next, and their gift was two decks in a nice box. The back sides of one deck were in University blue colors with the University logo, and the other deck was Wildcat red with the Wildcat logo... the two Schools where Laura had been a professor. "Which one of those decks has marked cards?" Cindy asked.
Teresa's boys gave Laura three decks of cards and a shu to distribute them like those in casinos. "Gonna be one heck of a game night around here." Todd said with a grin.
"Especially if the Sheriff brings the bourbon." I replied. The Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily in agreement.
Ross and Ian gave Laura a package that included a standard deck of cards in a plain plastic wrapper, as basic as it could be, which caused Carole and Marie to giggle. But the package included a DVD of the movie '52 Pickup' with Roy Scheider, Ann Margaret, and the late Vanity.
Tasha's gift to Laura was... a deck of cards. But it was a custom-made deck, and the photos in the center between the numbers, letters, and suits were of Laura. Some were of her alone, some with Paulina, some with me, some with Carole, some with Jim, some with all of us. Laura profusely expressed her delight with that gift.
Carole and Marie (but mostly Carole) gave Laura another two decks in a nice box.  The back sides of one deck featured a photo of Buddy, and the other of Bowser. But the Ace up their sleeves (see what I did there?) was the hand-drawn picture book.
It was titled '52 Card Pickup'. Every page was outlined with the markings of a playing card. There were 14 pages, and there were no words of prose, just depictions. The 'K' card was a picture of me. The 'Q' was of Laura as a portrait. The 'J' was of Laura and me together. The '10' was Laura as a doctor examining Marie's ten fingers. The '9' was a drawing of Tiger Mom and Gracie... cats, 9 lives, dontcha know.
The '8' was Carole and Marie, both 8 years old, and the '7' was of Jim. The '6' was of Laura petting Bowser and the '5' was Laura petting Buddy. The '4' was of Grandpa Grizz and Laura sipping drinks, with a bottle of Four Roses between them. I suspected collusion on that one.
The '3' was of Betsy holding Baby Ben, as Betsy was 3 years old. The '2' surprised me... it was of Laura and Paulina sitting together on the couch. The 'A' was also a surprise; it was a drawing of Bowser and Buddy sitting side-by-side, leaning against each other to form an 'A' triangle.
The last photo showed the Sign of the Dollar ($), which often is the Sign of the Joker in the additions to decks of cards. The drawing was of Ross, Ian, and Jim on the back deck of The Cabin, wearing hoodies, with crossed arms like they were 'gangsta' or something.
"Those guys are definitely the Jokers on your deck, Mommy." Carole said helpfully.
"They're not the only ones." Laura said. "How much of this was your daddy's doing?"
Bus-ted.
All eyes went to me. Carole looked over at me with a 'What do I say?' look. Teresa looked the same way. Cindy's ice-blue eyes had a look of triumph in them that I'd been found out. Laura'a blue eyes also had a little gleam of 'Gotcha!' in them.
"Ohhh, I might've said a couple of thoughts out loud." I said. "Just be glad I didn't have them play '52 card pickup' with you."
"How do you play that, Dad?" Jim asked. Oops, he fell right into it.
"I'll show you!" Carole said with great enthusiasm. She took one of the basic decks, held the long ends, bent them back, then said "Ready?" Before Jim could say no or stop her, she started letting the cards go, firing them out of her hand. They flew all over Jim as Bowser moved quickly to avoid being part of the 'game'. "Now pick 'em up!" Carole ordered.
"All of you, pick 'em up." I said. Ross and Tasha moved the quickest to get the work done, and soon the cards were picked up.
After that, we had cake for dessert. Yep, the frosting depicted a card with the Queen of Hearts, and a simplistic replica of Laura in the middle. "I'm detecting a theme." Laura said as two candles, one a '5' and the other a '2' were lit. Laura blew them out as we sang 'Happy Birthday' to her. Very small pieces were distributed; we did not want the kids to get too much of a sugar rush.
The party broke up quickly after that, as children needed to get ready for bed on the school night. Somewhat to my surprise, Paulina took Tasha back to her apartment, and Laura had me bundle up Carole, Jim, and dogs, and we went back to the Mountain Nest.
After getting the kids (and dogs) to bed, Laura asked me if I wanted to join her for a sample of the Four Roses whiskey. As we sat on the sofa against the wall and sipped the delicious, rye-forward bourbon, she said "Well, I have enough cards now to open my own casino." I couldn't tell if she was just saying that to start a conversation, or if she was seriously disappointed, or worse.
I said "The kids will play with the cards in the future. And I can teach them some memory games with them. And some of those custom-made sets were really nice."
"Yes, they were." Laura said agreeably. "And you must've come up with the idea far enough in advance to have those specialty cards made."
I was getting a small 'vibe', that Laura had not liked the theme. I also knew that it had originally been Carole's idea, and I sensed that I needed to take the blame for it. I said "Well, it was all in fun. And the kids want to give you something memorable, but it's hard to come up with fresh ideas for birthdays and Christmas... especially for the woman who has just about everything."
"That's true." Laura said. "And what I want right now is 52 strokes of your cock inside me. Let's go to bed..."
Part 12 - Subpoena Coladas
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, November 2nd, from the anchor desk at the KXTC studios. "Low turnout marks this off-year Election season!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Today is Election Day, but with very few offices or referendums to vote upon, the turnout is exceptionally low. Early voting in our Town & County was the lowest it's ever been, and many experts believe turnout today could be as low as 10% of eligible voters."
Bettina: "But more importantly, today marks the unofficial beginning of next year's Election season. Both the Sheriff and District Attorney's positions will be up for grabs, as well as the Mayor, all Council and Assembly positions, and the School Board posts under our current structure."
Bettina: "But will our current structure survive? Let's go to highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay to begin full coverage of this important story. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the slender Reporter of Color in his expensive suit from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in his background. "Channel Two News has learned that Social Justice groups will join Council Members and others in bringing a lawsuit against the Town & County to force equal representation on the Council."
Lemay: "Currently, the Council is composed of five Members from within the City Limits of the Town, and the other five from the outlying County. The number of people in each Town district is not the same as in each County district, and both experts and Social Justice groups claim that such an arrangement, even in a semi-executive body that the Council is, is inequitable and disenfranchises People of Color. They specifically cite that despite Minorities being in much larger numbers in Town districts, County Republicans are running roughshod over them with their racist, White Nationalist Republican politics."
Lemay: "Additionally, the groups will appeal to the US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division to come into the dispute, and Channel Two News has learned that the USDOJ, under the enlightened leadership of Derrick B. Harland, is ready to make that step. Their actions may include a lawsuit in Federal Court to redraw the voting lines, and also to force the Town & County Police, well known for their Police brutality against People of Color, into a Consent Decree. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said. "That was highly respected reporter Carl Lemay. And for a wider State perspective, let's go to our SNN colleague and expert political reporter Bill Hacosta for more. Bill!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the despised SNN reporter in an obviously taped segment. "The State News Networks have learned that the entire State may be facing political earthquakes over the coming year. There is growing sentiment in the State Legislature to redefine the county lines throughout the State!"
Hacosta: "Both Republicans and Democrats are receptive to the ideas being proposed, giving political experts hope that bipartisan solutions can pass the Legislature in next Winter's session. Republicans would like to separate some of The City's wealthier white suburbs into separate Counties and remove them from the tax base of The City. The State Constitution limits the number of counties to 96, not including The City as its own entity, so in order to create these new counties, others will have to be merged."
Hacosta: "Two ideas for your area, Bettina, include absorbing Farmdale and Rivers Counties into Hamilton County or Coltrane County; and for Nextdoor County and/or Coltrane County to be absorbed into your Town & County. If that happens, it is very likely that the Town and County will be re-separated into their pre-Merger entities, which could be done while disallowing any plebiscites by the County's residents on the matter."
Hacosta: "In return, State Democrats are pushing for changes to the Town & County's bicameral structure that currently allows the Town & County Council to be dominated by racist, White Nationalist Republicans, and they want to merge rural, predominately Republican counties so that there are fewer Republicans in the State Legislature, especially the State House..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, he was amazingly candid about the Democrats's desire to reduce Republican numbers." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Not to mention calling the Republicans every name he can." said Tanya.
Sheriff Griswold growled "You have to remember that Hacosta got where he is by attacking (former Governor) Val Jared in the most dishonest and vicious, personal terms. He hasn't been able to attack Sharon Marshall as viciously, so he attacks all Republicans now, calling every Republican from Wilson Hammonds to Sean Stockton to Libertarian Johnny Perdue a racist and White Nationalist."
Teresa said "That's true, but it's more. It's to create hostility and angst. Both the Mainstream Media and Fox Cable know they're not going to generate revenue with headlines like 'Republicans and Democrats compromise to create real solutions for their constituents'. So if Hacosta's candid reporting creates angst and division, he's done his job for his Media masters."
Chief Moynahan said "It seeeems to me that KXTC just fired the o-pen-ing sal-voooooh in their war on the current structure of the Town & County and the Coun-sullll. And my con-cerrrrn is what that is going to meeeeean for the T-C-P-Deeeee."
Cindy said "Just to play Devil's Advocate... isn't the Council structure inequitable? I can see their point; the Town districts are more populated than the County ones, but have the same representation. I'm surprised the USDOJ hasn't come down on us already."
I replied "Somewhat ironically, it was the USDOJ that passed off on it when the Merger was first proposed. They forced us to have the equal-representation Assembly for all revenue, i.e. taxation and spending, but they agreed the Mayor & Council as a unit was more executive than legislative, so they allowed it. And they passed off on it when we re-wrote the Charter."



Me: "Last, but not least, both the Merger and the rewritten Charter were passed by a vote of the People, especially the re-write, and that's vox populi, vox Dei. It's a huge counter to any assertion by the current weaponized USDOJ, as well as the Courts."
Sheriff Griswold growled "I think that 'poison pill' that Crowbar put into the new Charter, that any change to the structure triggers a plebiscite to separate the Town from the County, is what's going to hold some people back from rushing into any changes."
Tanya said "I agree, Sheriff... but I think our greatest danger is going to come from the State Legislature. They can dictate terms to us, especially if they split the Town and County up as part of merging other counties into ours."
"Changing the subject," I said, to change the subject, "I noticed that Bettina did not mention the Wildcats-Bulldogs controversy, nor go to Jeff Hull for a report. Hmmm, I wonder why.... I wunnnnn-der whyyyyy."
Chief Moynahan replied "You were right, Mister Crowbarrrr. The national Sports Media's take was vastly different from the local re-port-innnggg."
"How so?" asked Cindy.
I said "They actually showed that horrific call on Davis Smith before showing the fans throwing stuff at the refs, and pointed out that it's costing us his services for the first half of our next game. They weren't excusing the fans's conduct, but they gave it context that Bettina's Bunch never did. And they unloaded on that jerk Lawrence Watson, and almost all of the pundits said he got what was coming to him from the Wildcats fans after the game."
Me: "And they showed the Wildcats's President and Athletic Director's reply to University President Jerry Moore's insults, and let's just say that those guys won't be having Christmas dinner together. As if this rivalry needed any more heat... they've gone full 'bad blood' now."
Teresa said "You have some surprising allies, too, Don. Hospital Administrator Seth Warner told me that he's getting calls from University Boosters that want to donate just to the Hospital or to my Trust, that they are not going to support the University itself while Dr. Moore is President."
"What about Coach Thrasher?" growled Griswold.
Cindy said "Let's see what happens the rest of the season. I personally think he has to win out or he's out, but time will tell on that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Get your subpoenas while they're hot." said Captain Damien Thompson as he came into Classroom 'J' at 9:10am. A meeting was in progress, that included the Sheriff, Chief Deputy Sheriff, and every Police Officer in the TCPD ranked Lieutenant or higher, except the Chaplains.
Captain Thompson began passing out the documents. The Sheriff, Cindy, Tanya, Teresa, and the Precinct Captains and Lieutenants were handed documents, but there was one notable and obvious exception: Your Iron Crowbar.
"Where's mine?" I asked Thompson.
He shrugged his shoulders in response. "I don't know, sir." he said. "These came to the front window Duty Desk, and they called me per SOP. I can go check and see if yours was misplaced."
"Yes, do that, and hurry back." said Thompson's direct boss, Commander Tanya Muscone. He came back a moment later and said that there had been no document for me; all the documents the Duty Desk signed for were accounted for and given out.
"These are subpoenas, issued by the I.G.'s Office as part of the Board of Inquest." Cindy said as she examined hers. "Can they do that?"
"Yes." I replied as I looked at Teresa's document. "The I.G. has the power to investigate, and he has some investigators, a lot like the D.A.'s Office's investigators. These subpoenas compel those of you who got one to be at the Inquest when it convenes, and it also compels you the recipients to at least meet with the investigators to answer their questions. Of course you have the right to take the Fifth and invoke, and you have the right to have legal counsel present... and I more than strongly recommend that you have that legal representation, and never be alone in a room with an Inquisitor... er, investigator."
"Why didn't you get one?" Cindy asked. "Because you weren't at City Hall last Tuesday?"
"I wasn't there, either, and I got one." Teresa said. "They should still want to talk to you, Commander. Maybe they left your name off by accident... er, Commander? Commander Troy?"
Her words had caused me to go into a reverie, and a deep one. It was a full minute before I came out of it. Only my iron grip on my iron crowbar (the real, red one) prevented it from slithering away. When I came out of it, I looked around and said "I think I know why I didn't get one. And it wasn't an oversight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa came into my office at 11:00am. "You were right." she said as she sat down at my hand-gesture invitation. "It's all over both Precincts that you didn't get a subpoena while the rest of us did. We obviously have moles, and those moles are planting 'fake news' stories to stir up anger and division within the ranks of the Police Force."
"What's being said?" I asked.
Teresa replied "Most of it is asking why not. But some of it... well, the insinuation is that you're cooperating with the I.G. and throwing the TCPD under the bus to cover your own ass for not being there last Tuesday."
I gasped out loud. "Do they really believe that?"
Teresa said "I'm sorry to say, sir, that some of them do. Especially in 2nd Precinct. They're calling you 'Commander No Show', and this is the reinforcement they are seeking."
"And after all I've done for them, and for this Police Force..." I whispered, pretty much forgetting that I was not alone in the room.
When I finally came out of it, Teresa said "Sir, it's obvious that this is some sort of set-up. Tanya checked, and the I.G.'s Office did not ask for a subpoena for you. One of their investigators, Catherine Shannon, made the actual requests. I've never met her, and I don't know anything about her."
I said "The I.G.'s Office has two Investigators, and their LEO powers are the same as the D.A.'s Office's Investigators. Catherine Shannon is one of them. She's a little older than us, just over 40, I think. Her father was a bail bondsman, so she grew up in that life. She became an Investigator for the City's D.A.'s Office, then found that going private, getting her P.I. license, and becoming a full time bounty hunter for bail jumpers was more exciting and more lucrative than Government work."
Teresa said "But she's now back in Government work."
I said "If she'd been a Police Officer all those years, she'd have more Purple Orders than you have. And that is not a compliment, so do not try getting any more." Teresa gave what was for her a wan smile, and I continued: "Injuries and age caught up to her, so she got a job with the Federal Marshals. But she left that within a year, and was hired by Curly Goodwin when he was elected I.G."
Teresa asked "Who else is with the I.G. Investigators?"
I said "The only other one I know of, and I only know of them because I looked them up yesterday, is David Slater. He was a full bird colonel in the Army, in the JAG Corps, and is now retired."
Teresa said "Airborne? Or Leg?"
I grinned as I said "You are asking exactly the correct first question. He's a dirty nasty Leg. And in spite of that, he made O-6, but didn't make it to Brigadier General. No loss of face; very few do make it. He's in his early fifties, and the only other interesting thing is that he is a National-level Chess Tournament Director, which is a BFD in the Chess world. He works with a group that runs some very large chess tournaments in the United States."
"Cool beans." Teresa said. "Do you think they'll be (air quotes) 'friends or foes'? And by that, I mean do you think this I.G. inquiry will be a problem or not?"
"I don't know." I replied. "I truly don't know. The fly in the ointment is that I wasn't subpoenaed."
"Maybe that's not that bad a thing." Teresa said. "You don't have to fool with those fools."
"I'll bet you lunch at the Cop Bar that I get one by close-of-business Friday... after they have talked to all of you..." I said.
"No way I'm betting against you." Teresa wisely replied.
"I always knew you were a brilliant Iron Wolf." I said. "By the way, what are you doing this weekend?..."
Part 13 - I.G. Inquisition
"Remember, remember, the Fifth of November
The Gunpowder Treason and plot;
I know of no reason why gunpowder treason
Should ever be forgot.
Guy Fawkes, Guy Fawkes,'twas his intent.
To blow up King and Parli'ment.
Three score barrels of powder below.
To prove old England's overthrow.
By God's Providence he was catch'd,
With a dark lantern and burning match
Holloa boys, Holloa boys, let the bells ring
Holloa boys, Holloa boys, God save the King!"
Friday, November 5th. Guy Fawkes Day. My son Ross's 7th birthday.
And I needed a party. The day before had been Doug Burke's 8th birthday, and he'd agreed to have a joint big party with Ross tonight at The Cabin. Teresa refused to tell me what she and Todd had bribed Doug with to obtain that agreement.
But we did have a small party for Doug... small being Todd and Teresa bringing him, Mike, and Jack Burke to The Cabin, Melina bringing Dan and Patricia to their brother's celebration, and Cindy, Molly, Ross, Ian, me, and the Sheriff also there. Dan and Patricia gave Doug a picture book, some with Doug, but most of Dan and Patricia, and of course the redoubtable Dorothy, daughter of Bowser. Ross and Ian gave Doug a card with a gift certificate for McDonalds, and said they'd give him a real gift at the joint party.
Almost everyone but Molly and her boys (who lived at The Cabin full time) left. Cindy, Teresa and the Sheriff stayed behind and asked to talk to me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Flashback... Thursday, November 4th...
We went onto the back deck and I lit the fire pot for warmth. Several feral cats walked along the deck rails high above the ground, watching us. They and Cindy watched each other, and I suspected some unspoken vibes were going on between the Smooth Criminals and the Green Crowbar.
I said "I got my subpoena today from the I.G.'s Office... at 4:45pm. And they want to talk to me tomorrow morning, giving me virtually no time to prepare. Sheriff, I know you've not wanted to talk about it, but they're playing dirty, so we should have no qualms about our defense."
Teresa said "They told me I couldn't talk about it, or it would be Contempt."
"Me, too." Cindy said.
"That's bullshit, and another lie." I said. "It's not Grand Jury testimony. But if you don't want to say anything, I'll understand."
"I'll tell you this much." growled Griswold. "My interview was with I.G. Goodwin himself, Wednesday morning. It was on camera, and I had Bernadette Gillem there as my legal counsel, to which Goodwin did not object."
Griswold: "He asked me a lot of pretty basic questions about how we plan for security, what we do to implement it, what we do for emergencies. Then he went into who was in charge, and seemed to emphasize when control over a situation shifted from the Sheriff's Department to the Police, if at all."
Griswold: "I answered truthfully that the Police come in when the situation gets hostile, requires armor protection, and requires larger numbers of people to keep control of the situation. Goodwin pressed on the breakdown of the chain-of-command, and I truthfully told him that that was a flaw we did not expect to have, and would take corrective actions."
Griswold: "He did ask where you and I had been at the time of the incident, and I told him that I was at your home, that I'd told you to stand down, and that I'd sent Chief Deputy Ross as my representative. To my surprise, he asked no more questions about who was in charge versus who was supposed to be in charge, but he did press on your absence. He asked if you'd listened to the voicemail Allgood sent you, and I said you didn't while in my presence."
Griswold: "When he asked why I'd had you stand down, I told him that it really was your birthday, but also because I thought the situation was under control, and that your presence at City Hall wasn't crucial. And that was really it. No pressure, just fact-finding. I thought it went fine."
I said "They didn't ask 'what did you know, and when did you know it?' At all?"
"No." growled Griswold. Then he got thoughtful. He finally said: "And if that's Allgood's beef with us, why didn't he ask that?"
"I have my suspicions." I said. "Ladies, are you willing to share?"
Teresa said "I can see that I need to. My interview was today (Thursday), this afternoon, and it was neither (air quotes) 'no pressure' nor 'fine'. Both David Slater and Catherine Shannon were there. I brought my attorney Agnes T. Spires, and they tried to tell me she couldn't come in with me. I told them I had the right to an attorney at any time that any Government official at any level was formally questioning me."
Teresa: "They pushed back on that, saying I wasn't a suspect, that it was just fact-finding. I asked them if they remembered they were talking to a Police Officer that knew how to conduct legally defensible interrogations, and apparently better than they did. I then told them that I also had a right to Union representation, and if they kept up the crap I would invoke that right, and delay their questioning by as much as a full day. That seemed to surprise them... scare them, really... and they suddenly got a lot more cooperative."
Teresa: "And everything they asked me... was about you, Don. They didn't ask if I was at the scene, they didn't ask if I had been called, or anything like that. They only asked if you had been called, why you didn't go to the scene, and if you had told anyone not to call you for anything because it was your birthday. I told them that you and Tanya had made a joke about it, but you had never given me any such instructions in a serious or formal way."
Teresa: "They tag-teamed on me a little bit, asking each other's questions in slightly different ways. I stopped that by repeatedly pointing out that they'd just asked that, and my answers weren't going to change no matter how they asked nor who asked. Then Agnes spoke up and told them to quit wasting my time with their obvious shenanigans, and they wrapped it up. They came across to me as amateurish, and like they thought I was the dumbest rock in the box or something."
I said "They didn't realize who they were up against. We're not ordinary Citizens on the street they can intimidate or trick with their tactics."
Cindy said "And that's exactly the vibe I got from them: they're like Federal Agents, that think they can bully people around, either subtly or directly. They learned very quickly with me."
"What happened?" I asked.
Cindy said "They interviewed me not long after I.G. Goodwin talked to the Sheriff. I had Cy Hart as my legal representation, and they tried to tell me I couldn't have a lawyer with me during the questioning. I said fine, I'll take the Fifth and be done with them, and Cy read them the Riot Act about me being denied my fundamental and Constitutional right to have an attorney."
"So they relented, but acted all miffed and put out about it." Cindy said. "They asked me what our security plans were for City Hall, especially for trouble events like the one Tuesday night. I told them we had basic plans, but that I would not speak publicly of them without the Sheriff's explicit permission. They asked if those plans had failed Tuesday, and I said truthfully that some things had worked but others had not, and we'd be reviewing and making corrections where necessary."
Cindy: "Then they did ask me if we had any advance knowledge of the protesters flooding the Council Chamber and protesting. I said truthfully that I'd had no advance knowledge nor warning of what had transpired, which is why I went to your birthday party instead of being at City Hall to begin with."
Cindy: "And then, like Teresa said, it was all about you, Don. Why weren't you there? Was it true that you been called and apprised of the situation? Did you give instructions to not be called for any emergency because it was your birthday? I told them you and Tanya had joked about that, and I'd heard nothing else about you not wanting to be contacted."
"And then they just ended it there." Cindy said. "I'd really expected to be asked about the altercation between Jerome and Bailey, about what happened between me and Bailey, and all that... but they didn't ask a single question about that. And the vibe I was getting... is that you were the complete focus of their inquiry, and they don't care about anything else."
"Just one more question, for all of you." I said. "When were you contacted to arrange your interviews?"
"Tuesday morning." the Sheriff replied.
"Tuesday morning." Cindy replied.
"Late Tuesday morning." Teresa replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now in live time, on Friday the 5th, my attorney Mike G. Todd and I were talking in my office as we waited for the I.G. Inquisitors to arrive. They'd wanted me to come to City Hall, and I told them our Main Conference Room was better suited for our meeting... and that if they wanted to talk to me, they'd do so on my terms.
Mike Todd said "The good news is that KXTC's high-powered, well-financed lawyers aren't making a dent in our case against them. They can't get it delayed any further; it'll happen by early next year. They can't get it dropped. They can't get me to the table to negotiate a settlement, and I think that's what's scaring them the most."
"Good." I said. "I really hope we can get them shut down---"
BUZZZ!
It was my assistant Helena, telling me they were here...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
David Slater was tall, slender, in good shape, but not as broad-shouldered as me. His face looked permanently semi-cynical with a long nose, and a ring of brown hair surrounded the bald dome of the top of his head. He was wearing a dark gray suit, white shirt, and a necktie of subdued colors that didn't stand out.
In her well tailored purplish suit, off-white blouse, and dark-green-dominant multi-colored scarf, Catherine Shannon looked like a sophisticated, high-powered lawyer. She wasn't unattractive, but she wasn't standout beautiful, and she looked older than her age. Her eyes were dark and while not penetrating, seemed incapable of displaying warmth. Her hair was dark brown and styled to look 'professional'. But for all of that, one could see that she had a hard edge to her, and that like my Detective Lisa Monroe, she had seen seamier times in her life, and knew how to deal with them.
Helena brought the Investigators down the hall and to the Main Conference Room, where Mike and I were waiting for them. I was in my 'normal' seat, next to the end, facing the doorway, the window to my back. Mike G. Todd was sitting to my left. As they came in, I came around the end and shook hands with them as I made observations, and I invited them to sit down in the two seats opposite me and Mike, their backs to the door and the light from the window in their faces.
"You really don't need a lawyer, Commander." said David Slater.
"Really?" I said acerbically as I gave him a look connoting my derision with his obvious ploy.
Catherine Shannon misunderstood, or pretended to. "This is just a fact-finding interview of a witness, not an interrogation of a suspect." she said.
I said "What I was saying is: 'Really? You're gonna play it that way?'. You're just going to come in here and insult my intelligence as well as try to deny me my Constitutional rights?"



Slater said "We really didn't mean it that way, Commander---"
"Then how did you mean it?" I barked, my gray eyes boring into each of them in turns.
Slater did try: "I understand you're a Tournament Director, Commander? So am I."
Mike G. Todd got in on it: "And how is that relevant to this interrogation?" he asked, and rather harshly. Slater looked shocked for a second, then he and Catherine Shannon looked at each other.
"Is there a problem here?" Catherine asked, her eyes narrowing as she tried to figure me out. I made that easy for her to do.
I said "Whether you meant it or not, I took your telling me I don't need a lawyer to be an attempt to deny me my Constitutional rights, as well as strip me of the protection of having legal counsel. Furthermore, I did not get a subpoena requiring me to be interviewed by you until late yesterday afternoon, and demanding I meet with you this morning. That is unreasonably short notice, and it causes me to question your motives, your real motives. So yes, there's a problem here."
"Wait..." said a shocked Catherine Shannon, and I sensed she was not acting. "You only got your subpoena yesterday afternoon?"
"That's right." said Mike G. Todd, holding up the document in his hand. "It was issued at 4:15 yesterday afternoon, and signed for here at Police Headquarters at 4:45pm. And you, Ms. Shannon, are on the Magistrate Court's records as having asked for it at 4:05pm."
"No, that's not right." said Catherine. "I asked for all the subpoenas Monday afternoon, and they were delivered Tuesday morning."
"Except my client's, obviously." said Mike G. Todd, his voice both accusing and goading.
"Listen, we'll look into this, and I'm sure you will, too." said David Slater. "But for now, we're here, you're here, and you have your attorney present. May we conduct our interview now?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The direction of the Inquisition soon became apparent. Catherine Shannon asked "So you did get a call, and you sent it to voicemail?"
"Yes, on the direct order of the Sheriff." I replied.
"Did you see who the call was from?" asked David Slater.
"It said the Mayor." I replied.
"And you didn't think it was important enough to take?" asked Catherine Shannon.
"Not when the Sheriff told me to send it to voicemail." I replied. "And Commander Ross left the party to go down there, and she'd have called me if I'd been truly needed."
"That's not what's important, here." said David Slater. "You disregarded an urgent call from the Mayor?"
"I don't accept your 'premature evaluation' that it was urgent." I replied levelly. "And the Mayor is not my boss, nor anywhere in my chain-of-command."
"So you have no respect for the Mayor." said Slater.
"That is not what I said, nor implied." I fired back.
"From now on," said Mike G. Todd, "ask direct questions that are not leading in nature or making a premise, like that last one did."
Slater stared at Mike, then said "I'll ask these questions how I damn well please."
"Then we're done here." I said, pushing myself up to a standing position.
"We're done when I say we're done." Slater said, trying to stare right through me.
"No, Mr. Slater." I said. "There's this little thing called the Fifth Amendment. You obviously don't know what is, and you need to find out before you fuck up and totally screw up any case your boss the I.G. is building." I nodded to Mike G. Todd, who began getting up.
"Before you go," said Catherine Shannon, "can I ask you a couple more questions?"
"I dunno." I said, then looked right at Slater as I said "I'm getting tired of the disrespect I'm being shown."
"Please, Commander." Shannon said. "Let us finish, and we'll be out of your way."
"Make it fast." I said as Mike and I sat back down. It was a mistake on my part.
Catherine Shannon said "Did you tell anyone, anyone at all, to not call you that night? That you wanted to spend your birthday with your family?"
"Jokingly." I said. "Commander Muscone and I were joking about it. And I never said anything of the kind to anyone at any other time."
"But you did say that." David Slater said, as a statement. And an accusation.
"In. Jest." I said. "If something was serious enough to require my presence, they know to call me."
Catherine Shannon said "You said that in front of the Sheriff? And he subsequently told you to send the Mayor's urgent call to voicemail? Is that factually accurate?"
"It's your premise and evaluation that the Mayor's call was (air quotes) 'urgent', and like I said to your colleague here a moment ago, I don't accept that premise. And the Sheriff knew I was being humorous in my repartee with Commander Muscone."
David Slater just about exploded. "One more time, Commander: you don't consider the Mayor's call to be urgent? When he and the other Council Members were about to be taken hostage?"
"Which was handled by my TCPD Officers, and did not require my presence." I replied. "And that's assuming I knew what was going on minute-by-minute, which was not the case nor did it need to be."
I stood up again. "It's pretty clear what you are trying to do here, and I will no longer participate in your dishonest attempts to make something of this that it wasn't. If the I.G.'s Office wants to talk to me again, I.G. Goodwin will have to call me himself. You guys stay here, and I'll have an Officer escort you out. Come on, Mike, let's go..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the Duty Desk Officer escorted the Inquisitors out, Mike G. Todd and I went to the Chief's Conference Room, where the Police Chief, Sheriff, and my three Angels had been watching. We'd also recorded the whole thing.
After sitting down, Mike said "My first question is if they're lying or telling the truth about your subpoena being requested Monday but not delivered until late yesterday."
"Easy button deduction. She was lying." I replied. I looked across the table at my Angels and said "Y'all want a shot at the title?"
"Ohhh." Tanya said with great perkiness. "We all got our subpoenas on Tuesday, and I know I got my call to arrange my interview later that morning. If Catherine Shannon really did ask for a subpoena for you, someone should've called you on Tuesday, too. But no one did, did they?"
"Outstanding. Spot-on." I said. "No, I didn't get a call on Tuesday, which means Shannon and Slater knew I had not been issued a subpoena that morning."
"Why the de-cep-shunnn?" the Chief drawled.
"If I may." Teresa said. We all nodded, and she said "It looked to me like they were trying to ingratiate themselves with you. At first, anyway. Slater brought that up about you being a Tournament Director and so was he... that's classic trying to create a connection. So maybe Catherine Shannon said that she asked for your subpoena on Monday to mitigate your obvious anger about it, and maybe even to be the (air quotes) 'sympathetic figure' in all that."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Sure you don't want one?"
"Don't need one." Teresa replied as she and Cindy fist-bumped.
I said "Tanya, did they try to tell you that you couldn't have a lawyer?"
Tanya said "I was interviewed Thursday morning, and I had my Captain Union's Rep there. They did say it wasn't necessary to have him there, and I said I had the right to have him there, so they said no more."
Tanya said "And so that you don't have to ask, I'll go ahead and tell you that all they asked me about was you. They knew about our back-and-forth over you asking to not be called on your birthday, and they asked about it over and over. They asked if you'd told anyone else to not call you, and I said not to my knowledge, and they asked who could verify that. I told them that one can't prove a negative, but that I'd know if you'd seriously made that request, and you didn't."
"They're really zeroing in on that." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And on you ignoring Allgood's phone call. You busted them down hard on their attempts to define the narrative by calling it 'urgent', which is what Allgood was saying it was. But it's clear that was a key issue for them."
"So Mayor Allgood was lying." Cindy said. "He said you weren't the one he was mad at, Don, but clearly that's not the case. My only question is if he was after you all along, or switched gears later on when he realized that chatter about us knowing about the protest in advance was going to hurt the entire Public Safety Department."
I said "We'll know for sure when the actual Board of Inquest is convened. They played sleight-of-hand with me, so they may be planning on doing the same with y'all, and will ambush us at the Inquest hearing over the 'what did you know and when did you know it?' routine..."
Part 13 - Duty To A Comrade
4:30am, Saturday, November 6th. Teresa and I boarded the Ichimoku Industries executive jet that had just landed at County Airport. The two pilots and one flight attendant greeted us with bows, saying how honored they were to be flying the Iron Crowbar and the Iron Wolf. Teresa and I returned the bows, and I replied that we were honored to have them as our crew.
We took off and flew west. After being served coffee and a noodle dish for breakfast, I asked Teresa "This is a very nice plane, but why aren't we using the BOW Enterprises plane? It's not still grounded, is it?"
"No, the NTSB released it back to us." Teresa said. "They never could find out what went wrong on that flight, and why it diverted to our Town & County rather than Louisiana." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 01-02.)
Teresa: "So they're making the poor pilot completely re-qualify for his license, from scratch. As to that plane, it's in use right now. It's in my childhood hometown. Todd says the Midwest & Pacific Railroad is almost ready to open, and his silver mining operation is already started up. And they're getting other companies to come in, including a huge data storage center. You wouldn't believe the infrastructure they had to put in for that."
"I dunno, I can believe a lot." I replied.
"By the way," Teresa said, "that was a very nice party last night. Thanks for hosting us."
The Cabin had hosted the joint birthday celebrations of Doug Burke and Ross Troy the evening before, with all the Usual Suspects present. Ross was a very practical guy, and had noooo problem with getting gift cards. Carole organized it so that all the kids gave Ross gift cards to Target, so that he could buy something big or a lot of somethings small, and he could order online or go into the store.
But not everyone went in that direction. Maggie Ross gave her grandson exactly what he wanted: a Canadian National Team hockey jersey, which the Team wore at the Olympics, World Championships, and other big hockey events.
Ross was ecstatic. "Yeah! We're gonna beat the... heck out of the U.S. Team!" he enthusiastically predicted.
"Vee shall zee." replied Carole in an excellent imitation of her Dad and her cousin Cindy's 'German' accents. "Especially for the women's teams!"
Jim was not nearly so amused, but seeing his father's 'side eye' directed at him, he wisely chose silence as the better part of valor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Our destination was Meadows Field Airport (BFL) near Bakersfield, California. It was a three hour flight, but with the time changes it was only an hour of elapsed time, so it was 5:40am when we landed. An Ichimoku Industries Escalade was waiting for us, and the driver and I went through a prearranged ritual for security:
"In the days of the Emperor Hiragawa..," he said.
"There lived a wise man named Enraku-ji." I replied.
"Who wrote the thirty-first sutra." the driver said. He then bowed and said "It is an honor to be able to serve the Iron Crowbar and the Iron Wolf." We bowed back, and got into the backseat of the Escalade.
We drove east, through the dark streets of Bakersfield, then up into the desert-like mountains. There was just enough light from the dawning day behind the mountains for us to see the terrain. Teresa said "It's beautiful, in its own way." I nodded vigorously in agreement, but was lost in my own thoughts.
We began climbing into the hills, and after a little while we came to the complex of buildings. We were readily admitted past the guarded gate and drove up to the front building. Going inside, we were guided by a nurse to one of the hospice rooms, and I opened the door and went inside, followed by Teresa.
Lying in the hospital bed was FBI Executive Assistant Director Owen Lange. I steeled myself to not show my shock at the change in his appearance. He was emaciated, his cheeks hollowed in, what little hairline he had now reduced to pretty much nothing. He was showing the signs of the cancer that was ravaging his body despite every valiant attempt by his doctors and himself to defeat it... a battle he was soon going to lose.
After a moment, he opened his eyes, and saw me standing beside the bed, towering over him. "Damn, I've done died and gone to straight to Hell." he said, making me chuckle. His voice was scratchy but surprisingly strong. His eyes glanced over and saw Teresa at the end of the bed, reading his chart on the clipboard hanging from the foot of the bed. "What the hell are you two doing here?"
I said "I'm here to tell you to get your ass out of that bed and get to work. We've got things to do, places to go, people to see."
Owen Lange chuckled at that, then coughed. "Yeah, I hear you." After a pause, he said "I heard about you busting up the Toyota Gangs, including those people in Apple Grove. Yet another amazing job."
"Team effort, sir." I said. "And your guys were a part of it, especially Muscone and his guys."
Owen Lange's eyes became introspective. "Jack Muscone..." He looked up at me and said "Do what you can to help him. He may be the FBI's last hope."
Though stunned, I just nodded. "I'll do what I can for him." I said. "Which may be to help him find employment outside the FBI."
"That's true." Lange said. "He's doing what he can, working with Senator Bill Nunn and Congressman Gowron to expose what Derrick B. Harland is doing to the FBI. It's only a matter of time before the Swamp Frogs go after Jack. And I... I may not be able to help. Jack is going to need your help, Don... just to survive." I nodded, knowing the words were true.
Owen Lange went on: "And I owe you an apology, Iron Crowbar. When you turned in your FBI Consultant badge, I was pissed off at you. But now... well, like usual, you were seeing further than everyone else. You did the right thing. There may be no saving anything that Derrick B. Harland has touched."
Lange's voice was tiring as he said: "And that goes double for Brendan Chapel. The only reason he has not tried to truly wipe you out is because of Laura. He's afraid of her, like they all are. If anything ever happens to her... well, keep your head on a swivel."
"I'm there already." I said. "Okay, we can fix everything when you get out of here. You get some rest."
"One more thing." Owen Lange said, willing himself to speak. "This Toyota Gang thing... it's big, bigger than you realize, bigger than Muscone or Dwight Stevens realize. There are corrupt people in Washington that are working with the Chinese... for the Chinese... and in your State, the 'Big Guy' Hoyt Stenson and his son Hunter Stenson are compromised."
Owen Lange: "They're going to try to take the cases out of your hands, and take the gangs out of your jurisdiction. Don't let them do it. Make sure you get the armed robbery convictions first."
"Thanks. And I'll do that." I said. Then I took his hand in mine in a 'thumb' handshake and said what had to be said: "And on the off-chance I don't see you again for a while... I just want to thank you for your service to our Nation. In the Navy, in NCIS, and in the FBI. It's been an honor to work with you."
He tried to squeeze my hand, but he simply had no strength as he said: "Right back at you. You've actually made the Army Military Police Corps look good." Lange replied, making me grin. Then he said: "Seriously, I appreciate your service, too. And the smartest thing you ever did was to bring the Iron Wolf along with you."
He looked over at her and said "You've done amazing work, Commander Croyle. And you're the bravest person I've ever met. Keep it up... and try to keep this guy out of trouble, will ya?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said, trying to keep her voice as cheerful and positive as she could. "And I'm grateful to you for your service, as well."
"Okay, we better go." I said. "You take care."
As we got to the door, Owen Lange called out, his voice weak but his eyes glinting: "One more thing, Iron Crowbar. When I get out of here, I want a crowbar battle rematch. And I'm taking you down next time."
I couldn't help but grin. "You got it." I said, giving him a thumbs-up, then walking out the door behind Teresa. Once in the hallway, I felt my face fall... both he and I knew that that rematch would never happen...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We stopped at the 24th Street Cafe in Bakersfield for a complete breakfast. The decor was 'old style' diner, very down-home and comfy, and the food was very tasty. People looked a little strangely at the tall redhead carrying a red crowbar, but no one asked any questions, seeing my badge on my belt, and Teresa's on hers.
I said "Owen Lange is from this area. He always loved the desert highlands, and he wanted to retire here. And... well, I guess he did. He came home." I did not add 'to die'. I did not need to.
Teresa said "I've learned how to read Hospital charts since beginning my Trust. He's not going to make it to Christmas. Maybe the end of November."
"I don't think he'll see Thanksgiving, if I don't miss my guess." I said. "We got here just in time."
Teresa said "That stuff he said about Jack Muscone. I knew Jack was a whistleblower, and working with Senator Nunn. Do you think Jack has a chance in hell of helping the Republicans save the FBI?"
I said "I don't know, but I doubt it. The Republicans will have to take total power in Congress -and- win the Presidency... with a candidate that is not an Establishment piece of shit like Mitt Romney, John Boehner, or Paul Ryan. And the American Mainstream Media is fully on the Enemy's side. I'm not giving myself airs when I say this, but my lawsuit against KXTC may be our true only hope."
I continued: "But even that may not matter. The Swamp Frogs were infecting the FBI and the other Agencies before Derrick B. Harland was installed as U.S. Attorney General. Brendan Chapel moved too far, too fast, and they had to get him out of the light and back into the shadows, but Lange was right... Chapel will be back, and we'll be the worse for it."
Teresa said "Well, hopefully not for a while, maybe a long time. So... what about Muscone?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we flew back home, I checked on the football games. The Wildcats were playing at Eastern State, and Theo Washington was already thinking about what to order when I had to pay off my lunch bet with him. And thanks to the horrible if not dirty officiating in the Bulldogs game, the Wildcats didn't have Davis Smith for the first half of the Eastern State game.
The University Bulldogs were at home against the Tigers, and they needed a win plus a Wildcats loss to keep hope alive for the Conference title game. The Wildcats were still in the hunt, as were Eastern State and the State U. Purple Hawks. If I didn't have skin in the game, I'd be enjoying the closest race in years.
After defeating Alabama, the Tennessee Volunteers were ranked No. 1 in the nation in the first CFP poll. They were taking that ranking and their top-rsnked offense into Athens, Georgia and Sanford Stadium, where the Nation's top-ranked defense awaited them.



Teresa said that she and Todd were going to the Alabama-Auburn game at Auburn, and it was expected that the winner of that game would face the winner of the Tennessee-Georgia game. It's fun when the games mean something, I thought to myself.
The pilots of our aircraft told us that County Airport was busy due to all the Boosters flying in for the game... but our plane had diplomatic status, so we'd get priority to land! "Not even the BOW Enterprises plane could have done that for us." I said to Teresa.
After landing, we went through the terminal building, and saw a number of Boosters awaiting Ubers or other transportation. Of course I'd parked my Police SUV in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' lot (it is good to be the Police Commander!), and as Teresa and I were headed there, we heard snippets of conversations.
"Wow." Teresa said as we got into my vehicle and began driving towards Police Headquarters through the heavy traffic. "Those Boosters are sure pissed at Dr. Jerry Moore. Ya gotta wonder how long he's going to last as University President."
"I don't see what could cause him to be removed, though." I replied. Little did I know. Little did I know...
Part 14 - Showing Up, Showing Out
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, November 9th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "Commander Donald Troy faces the Board of Inquest tomorrow!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that tomorrow's Board of Inquest, which was convened at the bipartisan request of Republican Mayor Daniel Allgood and Democrat Councilwoman Susan Weston, will focus on Commander Donald Troy's absence despite being called and asked to go to City Hall and help control the situation. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the short, athletic blonde reporterette from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Sources tell Channel Two News that the focus of the Board of Inquest investigation is exclusively on Commander Donald Troy!"
Amber: "Investigators are digging into why he sent a call for help to voicemail, why he told others in the Police Force to not call him for any reason because it was his birthday, and why he was not at the scene while his Police Officers were insubordinate to Sheriff Deputies who were in charge at the location."
The feed went to a split-screen with Amber and Bettina. Bettina said: "Amber! What will the consequences for Donald Troy be? Can he be fired or made to pay restitution for his blatant disregard for his duty and for the welfare of his Police Officers?"
Amber: "Bettina, it's not likely that Commander Troy could be fired or punished by the Board of Inquest itself. But the Council could move to discipline Troy or terminate his employment by a simple majority vote, as they would have sufficient probable cause and be able to withstand any legal challenges to those badly needed actions."
Bettina: "Amber, what will the Council be taking up at tonight's meeting?"
Amber: "The Council has not published a formal agenda for the Council meeting beyond the vague and bland 'submission of documents', 'Old Business' and 'New Business'. However, sources tell Channel Two News that Republican Town Assemblyman Ryan Paulson may address the Council to propose the closing of many of the Free Clinics on the southside of Town, forcing many of the County's poorest residents to have to buy private health insurance in order to receive medical care. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina. "And now let's go to Channel Two Sports reporter Jeff Hull for more on this weekend's games as well as controversies within the Conference. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, who was shown with University Memorial Stadium as his backdrop. "The University Bulldogs suffered a humiliating home loss to the Tigers, 35-14, causing some Boosters to question if Coach Ted Thrasher is still the right choice to coach the team."
Hull: "The loss was made worse by Eastern State's win over the Wildcats, 30-27. The Wildcats were missing linebacker Davis Smith in the first half, after he was ejected for a dirty hit on Bulldogs quarterback Lawrence Watson the week before. Eastern State ran out to a 27-0 first half lead, and survived a furious Wildcat comeback in the second half."
Hull: "If the Bulldogs had won, they would be in the lead to go to the Conference title game. However, the loss keeps them behind not only the Wildcats, but Eastern State and the State U. Purple Hawks. And in other news, Georgia defeated Tennessee at home, 27-13, giving them the huge edge to represent the SEC East. With Auburn and Alabama both winning this weekend, it looks increasingly likely that the winner of their game will face Georgia in Atlanta."
The feed went to a split-screen with Bettina, who said "Jeff! Did the emergency meeting of the Conference take place? And was (Wildcat School) heavily sanctioned for their low class actions attacking the officials as well as a Bulldogs player?"
Hull: "Bettina, there was a meeting. But it broke up without any action being taken at all. The Conference's Department of Officiating will be taking up the matter of the treatment of the officials, but several Schools said the Wildcats fans were provoked by several poor officiating calls. And several Schools let out some frustrations with what they called systemic officiating biases that are even worse than what Tennessee fans accuse SEC officials of!"
Hull: "And the overwhelming sentiment of the Conference and all the member Schools... except our University Bulldogs, of course... is that Bulldogs quarterback Lawrence Watson provoked the Wildcats fans first. This won't be resolved any time soon, Bettina..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"First I'm hearing of that." I said as I, Sheriff Griswold, ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Muscone, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle drank coffee and listened to the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"What's that?" barked the Sheriff.
"Ryan Paulson going to the Council meeting to get the Free Clinics defunded." I replied.
Cindy said "What the hell is his problem? And why didn't he do it through the Budget process when he had the chance, instead of trying to get the Council to do his and the Republicans's dirty work for them?"
"Don't let it get you upset, Cindy." I said. "One Council Member's daughter is practically my daughter's sister; Marie spends as much time with us as she does with her own family. That is not a complaint; Marie is a joy to have around. But my point here is that Edward has not said a word to me, nor Stephanie to me or Laura, about Ryan Paulson planning to go to the Council meeting. Ergo, I think that was totally Fake News, ginned up by Bettina and Amber."
"Why?!" came a chorus of Angels, and Paulina, too.
"First," I replied, "while I'm thinking about it: do not believe for one minute that the Board of Inquest is going to be all about me. They're going to ambush you, Sheriff, and the Public Safety Department over the preparations for security, and then the 'what did you know and when did you know it' stuff that Mayor Allgood wants to make public."
"Why do you say that, Mister Crowbarrrr?" drawled the Chief.
"Because that's the way they've been playing this all along." I replied. "Bettina and Amber are saying what they want to see happen, not what actually might, especially about a simple majority of the Council voting to get rid of me. Me not showing up at that incident is not criminal dereliction of duty, which is what they would have to show."
"That's true." Paulina said. "You'd have one hell of a lawsuit if they tried to fire you."
I nodded, then continued: "And as to Ryan Paulson, he won't be at the Council Meeting tonight... but he will be in the near future."
"Flawlessly logical!" Tanya exclaimed with great perkiness. "Now share that logic with the rest of us." There were murmurs of agreement.
I said "Bettina and Amber reported that in order to get the agitators wound up, and give them the excuse to protest at tonight's meeting. So let's be ready for that, but I digress. My thesis is that Bettina would likely not report something so obviously false that Ryan Paulson could come out and say he never said he was going to do that, and thus give me more fodder for my lawsuit against her."
Me: "Ergo, Paulson has discussed with the Press that he intends to primary Daniel Allgood for the Mayor position. And one of his platform planks will be over the Free Clinics... I'm sure BigBenefitInsurance will be contributing heavily to his campaign... and Paulson will bring it up in the Council meeting to force Daniel Allgood to go on record with his own position on the Clinics."
"Good grief, you go deep sometimes." growled the Sheriff.
"Mmm, yes he does." Paulina said, causing Tanya to burst out laughing, and Teresa, Cindy, and the Chief to look at her in shock...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the coffee klatch, I went into MCD and shook Eastern State grad Lt. Theo Washington's hand. "Good game, Theo. Your guys played great, and it looked like a cleanly called contest."
"Thank you, sir." said Theo. "It didn't hurt that Davis Smith wasn't available for the first half."
"That didn't matter." I said. "Davis Smith doesn't play on offense, and the Wildcats's offense sucked the first half. Zero points? You gotta be kidding me. Anyhoo, you guys have a shot at the title, now, and I'm rooting for you."
"Sir," said Lt. Joanne Warner, trying to start trouble, "you're not rooting for the Bulldogs if the Wildcats are out of it?"
"Not this year." I said with some venom in my voice. "Not after that joke of a call, and Bulldogs quarterback Lawrence Watson acting like a jerk. That guy better hope he never gets pulled over for DUI in my jurisdiction."
Joanne stopped trying to make trouble. Theo and I talked for a minute about the Conference and the emergency meeting, then I retreated from the MCD room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Tuesday, November 9th. The well-dressed black woman walked into the corridor behind the public Council Chamber, past the Sheriff's Deputies at the entrance doorway to the left (west) side of the Chamber. (The bench where the Council sits is north, as the crow flies).
She went to the other end of the hallway, which ended in the door going into the right side of the Chamber audience area. A door for an electrical/wiring room was also there, but it was securely locked. But there was also a fire exit door to the outside there. It had an alarm on it, and one of those bars one had to push to open it, which would set off the alarm... but two weeks before that alarm had not gone off when the door was open, it had been deactivated, and protesters had swarmed inside through the door.
The woman went to the door and pushed it, but the door would not open. She then pushed on the alarm bar...
*WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!* *WHEE!*
The alarm triggered the building alarm, so the entire floor was full of irritating noise. As the Deputies came down the hallway towards the woman, she went on through the door to the outside and hurriedly went down the steps to Courthouse Square.
"FREEZE!" yelled a voice. She found herself confronted by four TCPD Officers in heavy combat gear, their service weapons drawn and pointed right at her. Other Officers were getting other people out of the potential line of fire.
The woman became belligerent. She began yelling at the Officers for accosting her. Then one of the Officers came up and removed her Police helmet.
"I'm Operations Commander Teresa Croyle." said Operations Commander Teresa Croyle. "We have you on tape every step of the way. You are under arrest. You can come quietly, or I will take your ass down."
"Fuck you, Cracker!" the woman yelled. Teresa reached for the woman's arms, and the woman fought out of her grip, only to find herself taken to the ground in one motion of well-practiced Aikido.
"I CAN'T BREATHE! I CAN'T BREATHE!" the woman yelled. "POLICE BRUTALITY!" As a number of black persons came up and began videoing with their cellphones, Teresa cuffed the woman's hands behind her back, and Detective Joan Laurer came up and helped bodily pick the woman up.
"You can stop with your bullshit." Teresa said as she and Joan roughly escorted the woman to a waiting Police cruiser. "We've got you on video for resisting arrest, assaulting Police Officers, as well as trying to bypass security by opening the fire exit door. That last one can be a Federal terrorism charge, and you may wake up in Cuba in the morning. And if you do, you'll be lucky. Because otherwise it's ten years in prison for you."
"Eat shit and die. Cop." replied the woman, her voice full of unappeasable hatred.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:10pm. A trickle of people were coming in, mostly black. The young white people smelled bad; they didn't seem to consider personal hygiene all that important. No one had on any red Antifa shirts or green Climate thug shirts, because they knew they would be denied entry to the Council Chamber if they were so attired. About 60 people had gotten into the Chamber, but they were not misbehaving in any way.
Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey had 20 Deputies with him, standing at the bottom of the left-side stairs in a group. Closer to the Bench behind which the Council Members sat were Cindy Ross and Teresa Croyle.
"I don't get it." Cindy said to Teresa as they watched the trickle of visitors coming in. "Don was absolutely sure the protesters would try to get in."
Teresa said "Maybe the Deputies did stop them. We caught that one woman trying to open the fire exit door. So maybe they were stymied."
Council Members were coming in at random from the door in back left, behind Kelly Carnes's seat. Mayor Allgood came in and surveyed the audience. Kelly Carnes came in with a large box and hoisted it up the steps of the audience on the right side (the far side) and put it down next to the door of the A/V room... which stretched the length of the back wall behind the audience seats.
Mayor Allgood had taken out his cellphone and made a call. He then looked frustrated and came over to Cindy and Teresa. "Where's Troy?" he asked, his voice harsh and rude.
"Commander Troy is not here." said Teresa. "I'm here. What do you need?"
Allgood said "I'm trying to call him, but it goes to voicemail."
Teresa gave Allgood a full-bore 'Teresa Cunt' look and said, her voice full of venom, "The way you've treated him the last two weeks, it should be no surprise to you that he's not taking your calls."
"Watch your tone with me, Commander." Allgood said darkly.
"Or what?" Teresa hissed, turning to fully face him. "What are you gonna do? Report me to my boss? Try to get me fired?"
"Geez, what's gotten into you?" Daniel said as he tried to dial a number.
"The truth about you." snarled Cindy. "Asshole."
Daniel just stared at the two women for a moment, then said casually, a bit too casually, "Where's the Sheriff?"
"Not my day to babysit him." Teresa said.
"Since he's not here, Chief Deputy Ross, I'll ask you." Allgood said, his voice formal and icy. "Is this Chamber going to be secure for the meeting tonight?"
"It should be." Cindy said.
"I'd like to hear that from the Sheriff himself." said Allgood. "Or from the Iron Crowbar, who is once again a no-show."
Cindy turned and directly fronted the Mayor. "Mr. Mayor, if you think I'm lying to you, if you think there's a problem, then call off the Council meeting and go home. But be real careful what you say to me, or to Commander Croyle, because I'll ram this green crowbar all the way up your ass just on account of your goddamned bad manners."
"Geez, you two are over the top tonight." Daniel said. He walked away from them and out the back exit door.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 7:30pm the Council Members and the Mayor filed into the Chamber and stood behind their seats. Mayor Allgood said "Please rise to recite the Pledge of Allegiance."
Kelly Carnes, Edgar Silas, Malinda Adams, and Sheila Sorrells immediately sat down as the others turned to face the American Flag. At the same time, someone went to the box Kelly Carnes had brought up, and began passing out the red t-shirts inside it. The smelly white thugs reached down and pulled out green shirts that had been taped to their lower legs under their jeans.
"RACISTS! RACISTS! RACISTS!" the agitators began yelling as the standing Council Members began reciting the Pledge. And then, in a bigger shock, the back door behind Carnes opened, and red-shirted agitators began rushing into the Chamber! They ran up into the audience seats, and the numbers swelled to at least 200 total.
"All right, let's get out of here." Daniel Allgood said... only to look over and see that red-shirted agitators were massed at the door and were blocking their egress. They were trapped!
The near side audience back door opened and TCPD Officers began pouring in and down the left-side aisle. There were over 100 of them, and they were all armed, armored, and wore helmets with faceplates.
Senior Deputy Bailey said "Stop! Stay in place! Do not attack them as long as they stay in place and don't attack you!"
"Disregard that!" yelled Teresa Croyle. "Kalsu! Begin making arrests! Laurer! Clear that back door and escort the Council Members to safety!"
Joan Laurer had 20 of the TCPD Officers with her, and she began moving to the floor. But the thugs crowding the door and on the floor were equal in number, if not more, and they were ready to fight.
"STOP!" yelled Senior Deputy Bailey. "That's an order! Don't escalate this!"
About halfway up in the audience seats, several large, very fit black men took positions to block the Police coming along the rows of seats. One man, who stood in front of the others as the leader of the pack, was black, 6'7" tall, broad-shouldered, with a mean face. His body extremely muscular, seemingly chiseled out of rock.
His name was Anthony 'Fists of Stone' Wilson. and he was related to the late Jacquez Wilson. (Author's note: 'Consequences'.) He was a rising star in local boxing circles, and his huge ham fists were as big as most people's faces, and really were lethal weapons.
"Come get me, Crackers!" he yelled, raising his right hand and wiggling his index and bird fingers in the 'come here' motion. "Come get me, you gutless cops!"
Robert Kalsu went down the row, between the seats. He had been a Final Four contender in the Police Boxing Matches, and he was well versed in close quarters battle (CQB) and personal combat from military training and experience. He was wearing armor and a helmet with a faceplate.
"You're under arrest." Kalsu said as he approached. "Turn around and put your hands behind your back." To his surprise, Wilson turned around. Kalsu warily approached him.
And then, with unbelievable speed, Wilson was whirling around, cocking his right arm, and throwing a haymaker sucker punch. His massive fist connected with Kalsu's face plate, shattering it as his fist drove into Kalsu's nose.
Fortunately for Kalsu, his shattering face plate mitigated the punch just enough... to prevent his death. As it was, the powerful blow shattered Kalsu's nose as he stumbled backwards. Officers managed to move forward and catch him and pull him back.
"Get him to medical attention." Teresa ordered as she drew her service weapon.



"No guns!" shouted Louis Bailey. "You might hit an unarmed person!"
"Like I care." Teresa said under her breath. She then shouted "Use TASERs! Shoot and arrest anyone not on their knees!"
Officers pulled out TASERs and began firing at the front-line perps. But the darts failed to penetrate. "They've got some kind of weave undershirts." Cindy Ross called out as she saw what was happening.
"Come on, Teresa Cunt!" yelled Anthony Wilson. "Come get me! I'll rape you like Jacquez raped that Cracker cunt cop! Come on!" Murmurs of anger flowed through the TCPD Officers.
"Do not approach them!" yelled Louis Bailey. "Keep them contained unless they attack you first!" The perps began laughing at that.
"Come on, Pigs! Come get us!" yelled Anthony Wilson.
The crowd began chanting "PIGS! PIGS! PIGS! PIGS! PIGS! PIGS!---" And then the chanting stopped, and the room went utterly silent as the back door opened, and in walked...
... Your Iron Crowbar.
I heard and felt the murmurs of relief and happiness surging through the LEOs as a wave of fear swept through the agitators. I was wearing armor, but my only headgear was my Tilley hat. And, of course, I was carrying the red crowbar.
"Why aren't these violent agitators being arrested?" I thundered, my voice carrying through the Chamber.
"Because I've ordered them to hold back." said Louis Bailey as I came down the stairs to him, Cindy, and Teresa. "One of your Officers has already been injured."
Teresa said quietly "Kalsu took a hard punch to the face, right through his face plate."
"From this little faggot?" I asked, pointing at Wilson. "Geez, Jacquez had this little faggot Anthony sucking his dick every night. Anthony ain't shit."
"Fuck you, Cracker!" yelled Anthony Wilson. "You just the baby-daddy of a halfbreed!" I began walking down the row.
"STOP!" yelled Bailey. ""I'm the Incident Commander, here! Stand down!"
"You were the Incident Commander here, Bailey." I said, turning around to face him. "I'm taking over." I turned to the perps and said "Anyone who gets on their knees and surrenders will not be booked and charged. But if you don't, it's the full ride all the way to jail and a prison record."
"You first, faggot." I said to Anthony as I pointed at him. "You're under arrest. Get on your knees!" Yes, I was fully aware of the insult that that was, and I meant it that way.
"HALFBREED! HALFBREED! HALFBREED! HALFBREED!" the agitators began chanting.
"Forget what I just said." I said loudly. "Full booking and charges for every one of them! You first, Anthony." I began walking down the aisle again. "You're under arrest--- whaa? What the fuck!" Something had grabbed my collar and pulled me back. As I whirled I saw Louis Bailey. He had grabbed me.
"Are you crazy?" he yelled out. "He could kill you!"
"What the fuck do you think you're doing, grabbing me when I'm about to engage and arrest a perp! Whose fucking side are you on?" I yelled. I rushed him and slammed both my palms to his chest and violently pushed him back as hard as I could. He fell backwards. I'd expected other LEOs to catch him, but they didn't, and he went down hard.
"Hold my beer." I said as I handed my red crowbar to Teresa. I advanced on Wilson, saying "You're under arrest. Get on your knees!"
"Fuck you, Halfbreed-daddy! I'm going to kill you." Wilson snarled as he jabbed at me with his left arm a couple of times. He then cocked his right arm back and threw as hard a punch at me as he possibly could. He was fast, but I was faster. My head dodged left and his massive 'fist of stone' went flying by. His elbow passed by my right ear. Ah, a joint, I thought to myself. I know what to do with those.
As my Aikido kicked in, I grabbed his bicep and right shoulder and turned him. As my right arm hooked his, I let his momentum and the energy of the powerful blow he'd tried to land take him on left until his chest slammed into the audience seat. Then, still holding his right arm twisted and out, I raised my left leg and slammed my booted foot into the back of his shoulder, and pulled his arm back as hard as I could.
*POP!*
The sound of his shoulder separating from its socket was heard throughout the Council Chamber. The pall of shock at what I had done to their Champion of Violence in personal combat could be felt as well as heard through the violent agitators.
"AAAUUGH!" Wilson screamed in pain, then screamed again as I grabbed him by the back of his t-shirt collar and injured arm, pulled him up, and then slung him back towards the aisle and the Officers there. It was a simple use of shifting weight and momentum, but it looked like I'd physically picked up that huge man and flung him like a rag doll.
"AAAUGH! IT HURTS! It hurts!" Wilson screamed. He was crying like a baby as handcuffs were affixed to his wrists behind his back. "I need medical attention! I need medical attention!"
I took the red crowbar back from Teresa and turned back to the others. "Who's next?" I snarled menacingly.
"HANDS UP! DON'T SHOOT! HANDS UP! DON'T SHOOT! HANDS UP! DON'T SHOOT!" the agitators began chanting in unison. I rocked to the rhythm of that sick beat for a moment, then I turned, pointed both hands at the LEOs behind me, then swept my arms across to point at the perps. My Officers got the message. They moved in and began making arrests. Lots and lots of arrests.
You'd think Mayor Daniel Allgood would be grateful. As the perps in the well were herded towards the audience, the back door exit was cleared, and the Council Members were getting up and moving to the door. But Daniel Allgood looked at me as he held up his cellphone and yelled "Still sending my calls to voicemail, huh?" It was not meant humorously.
"For God's sake, Allgood!" barked J.P. Goldman. "Shut up and get moving." The Council Members were evacuated to the private Council Chamber on the second floor...
Part 15 - After Action
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 10th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Police Commander Donald Troy badly injures a peaceful protester!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "As last night's meeting of the Town & County Council began, peaceful protesters loudly objected to being ordered to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, which they consider to be racist. As they chanted, Town & County Police Officers flooded the Chamber, overwhelming the protesters with their numbers, and also overwhelming the Sheriff Deputies already there."
Bettina: "The peaceful protesters stood their ground and their right to peaceably assemble after the Police ordered them to disperse. Their cause was supported by the Incident Commander at the scene, Senior Deputy Louis Bailey, a longtime veteran of the Sheriff's Department, whose rank is the equivalent of the Police Commander of Operations, Internal Affairs leader, and Fire Department Battalion Chiefs."
Bettina: "In an attempt to keep peace and prevent anyone from being injured or worse, Senior Deputy Bailey ordered the Police to hold back. However, the Police disregarded his orders. And as the tensions mounted... Commander Donald Troy arrived on the scene and proceeded to disrespect Senior Deputy Bailey's authority at the scene, and to order the Police to move in and arrest the peaceful protesters with violent, excessive force. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing several cellphones in the hands of the agitators... and possibly Kelly Carnes... recording my successful arrest of Anthony Wilson. His attempt to assault me first was clearly visible, and I knew Myron was recording this to our evidence servers.
Back to Bettina live: "Anthony Wilson is a relative of Civil Rights leader Jacquez Wilson, who died under suspicious circumstances while protesting Police brutality against People of Color. Our viewers will remember that our greatly respected colleague Lester Holder also died in that suspicious explosion."
Bettina: "Anthony Wilson suffered a separated shoulder as Commander Troy used violent, excessive force to take him down. Mr. Wilson and his family responded to a request for comment by Channel Two News, and their attorney told us that Mr. Wilson was denied medical treatment for his injuries for hours, and that the family will be filing a lawsuit against Commander Donald Troy, the Town & County Police, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, the Public Safety Department, the Town & County Council, and Mayor Daniel Allgood personally for the horrific treatment of Mr. Wilson."
Bettina: "Additionally, Senior Deputy Bailey has renewed his earlier grievance against Chief of Staff Cindy Ross, and is filing a new one against Commander Donald Troy, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, and the Town & County Police."
With a deeply malicious smile, Bettina concluded by saying "And as usual for him, Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. In some things, he apparently will always be a 'no show'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I know we took away their cellphones when we arrested them. So how did KXTC get that footage?" Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"They tapped that app." I replied. As they all looked at me, I said "KXTC has an app you can download. You can listen to their radio stream, watch their television stream, read articles, et cetera, et cetera. The app has a 'tip line' where one can send in news tips and even send video of what KXTC hopes will be Police beating down suspects."
Me: "There is a hidden feature that can be used to stream video to them. It requires a password, but once activated, the cellphone will transmit whatever it is videoing in live time. If KXTC has a truck or van nearby that can receive the signal... and last night they did... then they can record it and use it later, since using the app gives implied consent for the material to be used by KXTC."
Tanya said "And that would mean... that KXTC set it up in advance with some of those agitators to record that! You were right before, Don... all of that was a pre-arranged setup for Bettina's Bunch to get that footage on you."
Teresa said "We caught that bitch trying to let others in by the fire exit door. Apparently they did that two weeks ago, and the fire alarm was either inoperative or had been turned off. This time Don had us check it, and we caught it and turned the alarm back on. And we watched the door from the outside. And sure enough, she walked right into our ambush."
"Who is she?" asked Jack Muscone.
Paulina said "Her name is Bernice Jackson. She was a classmate and friend of Breonna Bryant, and she works in Stacy Jacobs's PAC office. I am really looking forward to prosecuting her to the fullest extent of the law."
Sheriff Griswold growled "So how did those bastards get in? Especially wearing those shirts? We banned them from the Council Chamber during Council meetings!"
I said: "They had help, and lots of it. The green-shirted Environmentalist Wackos taped their shirts to their lower legs under their blue jeans. They were wanded for weapons, but of course shirts don't set off the sensors. And Kelly Carnes brought in a box of red Antifa shirts for those slugs to put on once they were in the Council Chamber."
Me: "And what's more... Kelly Carnes helped hide the agitators that flooded the Chamber from the back side door. They came in over an hour's time, little by little. A lot of them hid in Carnes's office. And others hid in Savannah Fineman's office, though Savannah was nowhere near City Hall during that time. And others hid in storage rooms and waiting rooms."
Me: "They gathered just as the Council meeting got started, and Carnes let them through locked doors to get down to the Chamber and into it. And it worked; they got dozens of people into the Chamber before anyone could sneeze."
"Can we arrrrrest her for that?" Chief Moynahan asked.
"You can." replied Paulina. "But it's going to be hard to make anything stick, or prove intent to help with the criminal activity. As I was telling Don last night, she's an advocate for their side, and believes they have the First Amendment right to wear those logos even at Council meetings. And like all the Democrats and their Media allies do, she'll lie that she didn't know their intentions, and she'll claim the protests were peaceful when they clearly were not."
I said "But that's how our security plans and defenses were overcome, Sheriff. They had been working... and then a Council Member worked to bypass them. Someone turned off that fire exit alarm, and that worked once... two weeks ago. They very carefully planned last night's operation and executed it, and they knew it was their one shot. We'll be ready for them next time, but we'll have to do a lot of work week after week after week to make sure they can't succeed again."
"Well, they got what they wanted." Griswold growled. "Now they're shouting 'Police brutality!' to the rooftops... literally, the rooftop of that building at Riverside and College."
Teresa said "Sheriff, we have video proof that Wilson assaulted a Police Officer and took the first shot at Commander Troy. We couldn't fire our service weapons with the crowd behind him, and we have it on video that he was wearing an undershirt that is designed to stop TASERs from penetrating. Commander Troy responded to the attack with non-lethal means and force to subdue the suspect, and did so. Why is he not indemnified?"
"He is." said the Sheriff. "But that's not our only problem. We're going to be sued, and we will have to defend that. Not to mention the feeding and housing of these criminals, who will demand full trials and make Motions to Sever, and will draw them out as long as they can, just to cost us as much money as possible. And like I said: on top of it all, the Media is going to be right there, screaming 'Police brutality' every chance they get."
Chief Moynahan added: "And we will be luckyyyy if the USDOJ Civil Rights Division doesn't come after us, tooooo."
"And that's why I'm here." said Jack Muscone. "To let you know. They are coming here. And this time... they're serious. They're not just blowing smoke or making threats. Derrick B. Harland is just looking for a Police Force to make an example out of, especially over racial issues.
Muscone: "They're already putting together the paperwork to sue the TCPD and force you into a Consent Decree. You can fight it, and you will, but they're the Federal Government, they have trillions of dollars and can go into debt for trillions more, and they can and will just drain you dry and then impose the Consent Decree anyway."
"And long before then, there will be no TCPD to decree to, anyway." Teresa said.
Muscone: "And that's why they have Wurtzburg ginning up this 'no show' bullshit, to drive a wedge between Don and the Police Force. They think the rank-and-file will get on their knees and kiss Derrick B. Harland's evil ass once Don is out of the way, be it by resignation, firing, or prosecution."
"Or sheer murder." I said. "And not one bit of this is new."
Muscone: "What is new, besides Derrick B. Harland being the Attorney General, is that they're coming in to force the Town & County into a structure that will assure Democrat domination. They want to make this Town into a crime-addled sewer. They want to make it into the next Wilmington, Delaware, or Portland, Oregon."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "And that's their plan. Come against us to get a Consent Decree to destroy the Police, come against the County structure to force Democrat control... and defunding the Police that way... and combine counties in the State in a way to assure Democrat control of the State Legislature... and we become the next People's Republic of Kalifornia, or New York State, where they want to outlaw natural gas completely."
"The Utopia you Democrats have always wanted, Green Crowbar." I said to Cindy with great snarkiness and derision.
"I am exactly as much a Democrat as you are a Republican." Cindy fired back as a green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"Touché." I replied.
"Okay, guys." said the Sheriff. "We need to plan out what we're going to do going forward. First, Tanya, let's put together the statements we'll be putting out through Captain Thompson..."
Part 16 - Epilogue
At 8:10am, Teresa came to my office and asked me to come with her. As we walked down the hallway, she said "The Precincts had joint Roll Call here at Headquarters today. The Precinct Captains asked for it. It'll give you a chance to address them about not believing what the Media tells them."
And it was more than that. The entire Police Force, including 2nd shift, was in the Main Auditorium. Teresa went on stage and said "Ladies and gentlemen, we are fortunate to have this man with us. Whether or not he is physically present at a crime scene or a dangerous situation, you and I know that he has always had our backs... and he always will. And he sure as hell showed up last night. He's not playing the corrupt Media's dishonest game."
Then she came to attention and shouted: "LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, THE TOWN & COUNTY POLICE COMMANDER!"
Normally everyone would come to attention. But not this time. This time everyone rose to their feet and began applauding, including Teresa from the stage, and the Sheriff, Chief, and Deputy Chief from the side. As I took to the stage, the applause just continued... for five full minutes. I stood there and endured it, the same way Bowser endures skritchins.
"Thank you for that." I said when it finally died down. "Yes, I will always have your backs, and I know you have mine. And we'll need to have each other's backs, because this coming year will be the hardest that this Police Force has ever faced. We will be tested like never before. Evil people will eagerly show their hatred for us, and their desire to destroy us, like they have tried to destroy Police Forces all over this Nation."
Your Iron Crowbar: "But we are better than our Enemies. We are stronger, and we can withstand anything they try to do to us. And we will face them knowing that we are on the Side of Right, and that we are protecting and serving those that need our protection from the onslaught they are being forced to endure by truly Evil people that want to control us, and rule over us."
"So let's go forth, not believing the lies of the deeply biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media, and knowing that Police Blue is indeed the only color that truly matters to us and our mission. Let's go forth and protect and serve our fellow Citizens with honor."
I then stood erect, put my hand over my badge, and said "I'm in... who's with me?"
The next five minutes of uninterrupted applause let me know...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Wednesday, November 10th. The Chief called Teresa and me into the Chief's Conference Room. Already there were the Chief, the Sheriff, Tanya, Cindy, and Jack Muscone.
"O-kayyyy." the Chief said. "The doctors at the Hospital popped Anthony Wilson's separated shoulder back in place. When they took off his handcuffs, he attempted to attack them, but was TASERed at close range by Lieutenant Jerome Davis, re-handcuffed, and Joan Laurer helped Dr. Fredricson pop his shoulder back in place with what looked suspiciously like Aikeeee-dohhhhh. They say they should operate on him to fully repair the shoulder properly, but they're not feeling very charitable towards him right nowwwww."



Chief Moynahan: "I talked to Dennis Garland, the City Attorney. We will be vigorously contesting any lawsuit by Anthony Wilson and his family, as well as vigorously pressing the charges against him that include assaulting a Police Officer, resisting arrest, and inciting to riot. He will be enjoying at least ten years as the guest of the State Prizzzon Sys-tmmmm. Sheriff?"
Sheriff Griswold growled "The Board of Inquest has been postponed by I.G. Goodwin after last night's incident. I'll be talking with him about that, and also handling the Union issues. Louis Bailey has renewed his grievance and added two new ones against Crowbar... one over usurping his authority, and one over what he's calling an assault when you shoved him---"
"After Bailey grabbed Don just when Don was going to engage Wilson?" said Teresa. "That looked like the real assault to me."
The Sheriff said "And Bailey is aware of that, and that he's in a world of shit with me. Don't worry about Crowbar. Jack, what do you know about the USDOJ?"
Muscone said "Ava Hinds is in The City already. Her plane landed at City International Airport just fifteen minutes after the Council incident started, which means she was already on the way. But she has not shown up at the Federal Building yet, so I don't know if she is on the way here, or meeting people somewhere else in The City or another place..."
It hit me. A feeling, like a small jolt to my electrical system in my brain and body. It was a feeling I couldn't ever quite remember having had before. It was like a premonition... no, more like sensing something that was happening right at that moment. Everything else seemed to recede into the background.
After a moment, I looked over at Cindy. She nodded; she had felt it, too. And her eyes seemed to say 'Welcome to the Vibe Club'.
"Jack..." I said as I came back. "Something has happened. Something big, something important. Can you check in with your office, or whoever you check in with?"
"Uh, yeah, I guess." said Muscone as he fished out his cellphone. "But they'll---"
*CHIME!*
It was Jack's cellphone. He read the text, looked up at me, and said "How do you do it?"
I said "Is it... what I think it is?"
"Yes." said Muscone. Then he said more loudly, to everyone: "EAD Owen Lange just died..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Saturday, October 30th. The rutting couple humped savagely, almost desperately, each trying to out-do the other, They were practically hurling their bodies at each other, tearing into each other. It was adversarial sex at its best as he plunged into her again and again with relentless power.
"I'm going to give you what you need!" the fit, muscular dark-haired guy yelled as he relentlessly slammed his throbbing hard cock into the sopping wet cunt of the hot blonde beneath him.
"Yes! Yes! Fuck me, fuck me! I gotta have that dick!" the woman cried out as she spread her legs wider to receive all of his six inches as deeply into into her womanhood as she could get it.
For him, the savage copulation was practical. His cock was sheathed in a condom, and he rarely climaxed while wearing one. He was desperately trying to get his nut, and she wasn't helping him very much beyond letting him pound her pussy into a creamy lather. Every time he lowered his head to kiss her full, luscious, lipsticked lips, she turned her face away, and he ended up nuzzling her cheek, jaw, and neck.
For her, she was enjoying the deep, hard fucking he was giving her, but it wasn't getting her off. She could tell he was struggling to reach the crest, but she wickedly didn't do anything to help, like grab his hard asscheeks, or wrap her shapely legs around him, or kiss him. She was naked except for the bright white very-high-heel pumps she was wearing, and she didn't want to risk stabbing him with her heels and bringing everything to a screeching halt.
Their well-matched bodies were glowing with sweat as he grunted and began shoving his meat into her with shorter, stabbing thrusts, and he finally felt his nut rising. "Gonna come." he gasped. Seconds later, he felt the painful ecstasy as his loins pulsed. Streams of thick, ropy jism fired out of the end of his pulsing piss-slit, only to be captured by the end of the condom, and rendered useless.
They collapsed together, and he rolled off of her to her left side, both of them breathing heavily. He did not ask her if she had orgasmed; now that he had come, it did not matter to him.
"That was good." she finally said dispassionately. "But we gotta go."
"Yeah, we do." Chip Blake said. "I've gotta confer with my clients. So, are we on? Are we doing this?"
"Yes." replied Savannah Fineman. "If we can get the trial date moved up."
As they relaxed in post-coital bliss, neither of them noticed the little black cylinder under the door of Room 202 of the Sunrise Hotel that had recorded the video and audio of the legal beagles in flagrante delicto. They also did not realize that the tiny camera secreted behind the A/C vent had been recording as well.
After retrieving the camera under the door, Eddy the Bounty Hunter returned to Room 204 and preserved his recordings on his laptop, and also copied the files to jump drives...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, November 13th. The Usual Suspects were gathered at The Cabin. We had watched college football games all day. What South Carolina did to Tennessee not only ended the Volunteers's hopes to make the College Football Playoffs (CFP), but was a humiliation almost as bad as the existence of the Atlanta Falcons to the city of Atlanta.
"I think Carole was right a few weeks ago, when she said Tennessee needs a new Defensive Backs coach." I said. "Their current one is louuussyyyy."
"No Crystal Trophy for them!" Jim had said.
"It's that ugly metal thing that looks like a bull-horn now." Carole had replied.
"Actually..." I said, "you're both right. They still give out the Crystal Trophy, just not on TV." (Author's note: That is true. Georgia has Crystal Trophies as well as the ugly yellow CFP trophies for their 2021 and 2022 National titles. I know this because I have seen them with my own eyes.)
Teresa and Todd had brought their boys, who were doing 'boys' things with my boys in the attic room. Little Jack Burke tried to play Zoning Commissioner when a dispute over Railroad rights-of-way began, but he was shot down by Judge Tasha Troy-Patterson's enlightened ruling... enforced by the Future Iron Crowbar, Carole Troy, who 'intervened' when little Jack tried re-zoning by destroying a railroad bridge. Jack was still rubbing his hurt shoulder when his mother gave him a talking-to about respecting the Judge's rulings...
Teresa had invited Chaplain Alberto Romano to join us, and he did. Buddy took one for the team by letting the good Father give him skritchins, which the good Father lavishly applied. The supper of hamburgers, hot dogs, and other 'tailgating' items managed to quickly vanish, and the prime suspects in the disappearance of the food were boys with hollow legs. Good grief! do they eat a lot! I lamented to myself... then counted my blessings to have boys and the means to provide them with food.
Teresa had invited Chaplain Romano because Notre Dame was playing a big game against Clemson. "Are you a Notre Dame fan?" Maggie Ross asked him as we watched.
"No, I was always a Boston College fan." replied Father Romano. "I'm a Bruins fan, too. And I like the Celtics, though I don't watch basketball very much."
"What about the Pay-tree-uts?" asked Carole.
Father Romano said "No, not them. They cheat too much. Their head coach and especially that quarterback of theirs are dirty. The quarterback destroyed his cellphone's SIM cards rather than cooperate with the NFL during an investigation of him cheating. And he cries like a baby if a defensive player so much as breathes on him."
"Like the Bull-dogs quarterback in the Wild-cats game?" asked Carole.
"O-kayyyy," interrupted Cindy Ross, "let's find something else to talk about..."
Now it was 8:30pm or so. Father Romano, Sheriff Griswold, Teresa, Cindy, and I were on the back deck, in a semi-circle around the fire in the fire pot. Laura had provided us a bottle of wine and glasses, and we were drinking more of it that we should have been.
Teresa said "Father, tell Cindy that golf joke. She played golf in high school."
"Oh, really?" Father Romano said, his voice connoting interest.
Cindy said "I lettered in golf at Town High School. Won the Region title. Got my ass handed to me at the State Championships, though."
"Language, young lady." mused the Sheriff, who was drinking his own bottle of wine and seemed determined to kill (empty) the bottle.
"Oh, Father Romano has heard that language before." Teresa said with the merest twinkle in her eye. "Tell them the joke, Father."
"Okay." Father Romano said. "A priest and a nun were playing golf. On the first hole green, the priest putted and missed. 'Damn, I missed!' he exclaimed. 'Father! Language!' the horrified nun said."
Romano: "They got to the second hole green, and the priest putted and missed again. 'Damn, I missed!' he said. The nun said 'Father, you must control the filth of your tongue!'. So they got to the third hole. The priest putted, he missed, and he said 'Damn, I missed!'. The nun said 'Father, if you say that again, God is going to strike you dead with lightning!'."
Romano: "They got to the fourth hole. The priest putted. The priest missed. The priest said 'Damn, I missed!'. Suddenly, a huuuge black cloud formed over the green, and a bolt of lightning blasted down... and obliterated the nun!"
"And a Voice came out of the cloud and said... 'Damn! I missed!'." the Chaplain finished.
Everyone laughed, especially Cindy and the Sheriff. Griswold said loudly: "That reminds me of the time young Crowbar here actually submitted a receipt to be reimbursed... for a round of golf! Damndest thing I ever saw. After they reimbursed him, I got that receipt back and framed it, and I still have it!" (Author's note: 'The Murdered Football Player, Ch. 03, 06.)
Everyone laughed and talked loudly as we remembered that case and that round of golf. That brought Laura out. "What is all this noise?" she said as she came up to us.
Teresa said "Father Romano told a joke that used 'colorful metaphors', and things went from there."
"Was it the wine talking?" Laura asked.
"Must've been." said Teresa. "And by the way, this is really good wine. What is it?"
"Tokay." Laura said. "Are any of you familiar with it? Don?"
I said "I think it's an Eastern European wine. First time I heard of it was the mention of it in the Sherlock Holmes Canon... the very last story Conan Doyle wrote, 'His Last Bow', if memory serves me correctly. The English name is 'Tokay', but the local name sounds Japanese: Tokaji."
The Sheriff replied "Yes, that's the one. Its region covers parts of Hungary and Slovenia. I ordered Laura a couple of bottles from my most reliable source for rare bourbons."
"And it was nice of you to do so, Sheriff." Laura said. She added "We'd talked about Tokay wine, but I didn't expect you to get any for me."
"Don't look the gift horse in the mouth." I replied, holding up my wine glass. "So why is Tokay coming up, all of a sudden?"
Laura said "After the Queen died, we were talking about the Crown Jewels, and I talked about how the British Crown Jewels were stored at Fort Knox, Kentucky, along with all the gold, during World War Two. And then we talked about how other countries in Europe, especially eastern Europe, sent their Crown Jewels and valuables to Fort Knox during that time."
Laura: "Hungary gave their Crown of Saint Stephen, which was in use from the year 1000, to American soldiers to keep it out of the hands of the Soviets as much as the Nazis. It was stored in Fort Knox. Jimmy Carter returned the crown to Hungary during his Presidency, and it's now on display in their Parliament building."
Laura: "And other countries sent their valuables and jewels to Fort Knox, as well. It wasn't part of the Crown Jewels of any nation, but one eastern European country had a huge emerald, possibly the largest cut emerald in the world, called the 'Tokay Emerald'. It was allegedly sent to Fort Knox during those war years. It was never returned, and the American Government says it was never in there to begin with. But many believe that it still is in there."
Laura: "And that's where the 'Tokay' came into the picture, and of course the Sheriff steered the conversation into the wine."
"Har!" barked the Sheriff. "Glad I did. Like you said, Teresa, it's good stuff." He poured himself some more...
Part 2 - Trial And Error
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 15th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "The first of the Toyota Gang trials begin today!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News will have complete coverage of the trials of the three gangs allegedly connected to the Toyota Gang ring of criminals. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the height-challenged, athletic blonde reporterette, standing on the roof of the building at Riverside and College, at the southwestern corner of Courthouse Square, with the Courthouse on the east end of the Square in her distant background. "Channel Two News has learned that the trial of the first gang will begin this morning!"
Amber: "The 'Toyota Gang' is the collective name being given to three groups, each with four members, who used Toyota vehicles in a spree of crimes, all involving the use of guns, to commit robberies and even assassinations. Their operations extended as far south as Southport and into Midtown and its affluent suburb district of Palmyra County."
Amber: "After months of failure by Police Commander Donald Troy to apprehend anyone involved in the crimes, the alleged perpetrators were arrested in separate actions over the last several weeks... while Commander Troy was out of Town. The first four alleged gang members were arrested while he was away at his high school reunion, and another gang was arrested while he was on a mission for the State Bureau of Investigation instead of being here at home working with his own Officers. Apparently the TCPD didn't need Commander Troy's help, and their operations without him led to successful arrests."
Amber: "The Police have used racist terminology to describe the gangs, saying they had a Hispanic team, a Black team, and an Asian team. The case has been assigned to inexperienced rookie Judge Franklin Washington, and is being prosecuted by Assistant District Attorney Savannah Fineman, an experienced, veteran prosecutor with many successes in the Courtroom."
Amber: "Motions to Sever were made to separate the trials of the three arrested gangs, which was granted by the Appellate Court after being denied by the local Superior Court. The first team, which Police called the Hispanic team, go on trial beginning this morning for allegedly robbing a convenience store at gunpoint, after all parties and their attorneys agreed to move up the trial date."
Amber: "And Channel Two News has learned that ADA Fineman has made a plea agreement with one member of the gang, who is expected to testify against the others in exchange for immunity from prosecution and witness protection. With this witness's testimony against the others, this should be a quick, easy victory for ADA Fineman. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris, who will be bringing you updates to that story and giving you the information that you have the right to know. And in other news, the fallout of Commander Troy's use of excessive force in brutally taking down peaceful protester Anthony Wilson continues to plague the Police and the Town & County in general. Let's go to highly respected reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the well-dressed Reporter of Color from the same rooftop at Riverside and College, but with City Hall on the western end of Courthouse Square as his backdrop. "Anthony Wilson and his family have filed a 20 million dollar lawsuit against the Town & County, the Police Force, and Commander Troy personally. They cite not only the excessive use of force, but accuse Commander Troy of using that excessive force because Commander Troy is white and Mr. Wilson is black."
Lemay: "Commander Troy's legal representation immediately filed a countersuit against Wilson and his entire family, but, as usual, Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. Mayor Daniel Allgood also has not responded to our requests for comment. And while City Attorney Dennis Garland did respond, he said only that he was studying the lawsuit and would have a proper response at the proper time."
Lemay: "Also, Bettina, Social Justice groups are outraged at the repeated abuse of peaceful protesters, especially Protesters of Color, at the hands of the Town & County Police, led by Police Chief Sean Moynahan and Commander Donald Troy, who are both white. But help is on the way."
Lemay: "US Attorney General Derrick B. Harland has notified Governor Sharon Marshall and State Attorney General Gil Krasney that the US DOJ has opened an investigation of systemic White Nationalist racism within the Town & County, and that he expects their cooperation and support in that investigation. And Channel Two News has learned that as part of the investigation, US DOJ Civil Rights Division Attorney Ava Hinds is already in the State, beginning her work to bring justice to Minorities in our Town & County."
The feed went to a split-screen with Bettina, who said: "Carl! Any word on the Board of Inquest against Donald Troy and the Town & County Public Safety Department, which was a bipartisan request by the Mayor and Council?"
Lemay: "After last week's incident at the Council meeting, where Commander Troy severely injured Mr. Wilson and Police arrested dozens of peaceful protesters, the Board of Inquest was postponed by Inspector General James Goodwin. He has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News, but his Office put out a statement that the investigation is ongoing, and the Board of Inquest would either be rescheduled or called off depending on their findings."
Lemay: "And there is one other item of note, Bettina. Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey had renewed his grievances against Sheriff's Department Chief of Staff Cindy Ross and made new ones against Police Commander Donald Troy. However, the Police Captain's Union, which represents Bailey, Ross, and Troy, declined to pursue the grievances on Senior Deputy Bailey's behalf. Back to you, Bettina!"
The feed went solely to Bettina, who said "Thank you, Carl! That was highly respected reporter Carl Lemay with that important information. And now let's go to Pat Stellum for an update on news concerning the University. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the portly reporter, standing near University Avenue with the signature University Clock Tower in his background. "Channel Two News has learned that the Chief Justice of the State Supreme Court, Robert Johnson, known for his extreme right-wing views and judicial opinions, re-imposed the stay issued by the Superior Court that prevented the School from firing two insubordinate Biology professors for failing to obey University President Jerry Moore's demand they sign written pledges to support the great cause of Climate Justice!"
Stellum: "The stay had been overturned by Appellate Judge Leahy, but the State Chief Justice reimposed it pending a hearing in Superior Court of the professors's lawsuits. With the Courts's dockets full of cases resulting from the arrests of the Toyota Gangs as well as peaceful protesters, the professors's cases may not be heard until next year. The stay also requires the professors be fully paid until the hearing is completed."
Stellum: "Governor Sharon Marshall, a far-Right White Nationalist like her predecessor Val Jared, has said she will open an investigation of President Moore's actions regarding the professors, and also allegations by a number of University Athletics Programs boosters and donors of improprieties by Dr. Moore in using his University aircraft for political purposes in flying Dr. Lionel Carmela to the Wildcats-Bulldogs game. And Republicans in the State Legislature are also threatening investigations when the next session of the Legislature begins in January..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Fastest time from crime to trial without a plea deal that I have ever seen." said Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, ADA Paulina Patterson, Me, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room. "How did that happen?"



Paulina replied: "I'll make a short story long and give you the background as well as the answer. We were going to try all 12 Toyota Gang defendants at once, but they all made Motions to Sever. Judge Franklin Washington at first refused, but the Appellate Court overruled him. But they did allow him to order that those perps caught at the same time could be tried as one group, since they're charged with exactly the same things. So the H-Gang is being tried together, the B-Gang will be tried together, and the A-Gang likewise."
Sheriff Griswold barked: "And why is Fineman prosecuting them, and not you?"
Paulina: "In her infinite wisdom, D.A. Miriam Walters gave Savannah the (air quotes) 'slam dunk' Toyota prosecutions, and Miriam is having me handle the violent agitators you guys arrested last Tuesday. I'm giving Anthony Wilson the whole nine yards, maxing out his charges, and I'll be going for maximum sentences served consecutively. Ditto that for Bernice Jackson, who opened the fire exit door for the thugs. And then there's the other 40-plus to prosecute, so I'll be busy."
I said "With all the distractions going on, I haven't been keeping up with all of this. What's this sh--- er, crap about Savannah flipping someone?"
Paulina said "Neither Savannah nor Miriam has said anything to me about it, but I heard through the grapevine that Savannah got Maribel Isadora to flip on the others in exchange for full Immunity and Witness Protection. Not that it was needed; the perps were caught in the act and we could not have a more solid, airtight case on them. So maybe Savannah is going to get something else, something new out of Maribel."
Paulina then held up her hands and shrugged as she said "And if Savannah pulls that off? Power to her."
"And back to my original question." said Teresa. "The new standard for 'fair and speedy trials'?"
Paulina said "When I first heard about it, I thought maybe some kind of plea deal was in the works. And to be candidly honest about it, these cases are such open-and-shut, cut-and-dried slam dunks that I can't believe plea deals haven't been made days ago. And all the perps's lawyers agreed to move the trial up, so either they're acknowledging the inevitable, or they are giving their clients incredibly poor legal advice."
"Harumph." I grunted. Everyone looked at me, and when I realized it I just looked around and said "And no one in here was subpoenaed to testify?" No one was in a Duty Dress uniform.
Teresa said "I got a subpoena, and they'll call me if I'm going to be called to the stand. I'll throw on a jacket and go over there if I need to. But you'll have a pretty empty MCD room today. Just about all the MCD Detectives got subpoenaed."
Teresa then said "Riddle me this... was there something in Stellum calling State Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert Johnson a (air quotes) 'far-Right-winger' like he did?"
"Yes." I said. "Ever since the US Supreme Court was made more Conservative with recent additions, the Totalitarian Leftists and their hand-in-glove allies of the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media are now ginning up attacks on Justices and Judges that are not in jackbooted lockstep with their radically Leftist views. Their goal is to weaken and destroy the credibility of the Judicial branch of Government when it stands in their way, and thus undermine it as a pillar of our Constitutional Republic."
Teresa said "And Stellum and his butt-buddy Carmela will definitely stop at nothing in their quest to fundamentally transform this Nation into a Socialist hellhole."
"Just wait until they outlaw gas stoves, and the use of natural gas to heat our homes in the Winter." I replied. "In the name of (air quotes) 'Climate Justice', of course."
"Changing the subject," said Cindy Ross, to change the subject, "Is there anything to Lemay's reporting on Louis Bailey's rejected grievances?"
The Sheriff replied "He believes KXTC's viewers have the right to know that there is discord in my Public Safety Department, and that the Captain's Union took the (air quotes) 'wrong' side on it. What Lemay didn't tell you is that after Crowbar did show up and did Crowbar things to the perps, the Unions want no part of our disputes anymore. They told me to fix the security issues at the Courthouse, make the chains-of-command clear to everyone, and they'd have no more to say about any of it."
Tanya said "What about Bailey himself, Sheriff? Last I heard, he was threatening to sue Don for shoving him, never mind that it was after he grabbed Don by the collar, putting Don in danger if Anthony Wilson had attacked at that moment."
I said "I have a sneaking suspicion... that all that is going to work out. But in a different direction than any of you are realizing." I risked a severe green crowbar beatdown by saying no more on the subject...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said attractive blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." said the drop-dead-gorgeous Indian reporterette Priya. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. The trial of the first group of armed robbers that are allegedly part of a criminal organization known as the Toyota Gang begins today. The four alleged gang members were caught in the act of robbing a convenience store in early October, and both Prosecutor Savannah Fineman and the Defense team of high-powered attorneys agreed to being the trial on short-notice."
Catrina: "Fox Eight News has learned that one of the Defendants may turn State's evidences and testify against her--- her or his, that is, co-defendants. That, along with the moving up of the trial date, has led legal experts to speculate that a plea agreement is in the works."
Priya: "In State news, after years of intimidation and threats, the US DOJ Civil Rights Division has opened a new investigation of our Town & County Government, concentrating on the Public Safety Department, citing what they call systemic abuse of Police authority by white Police Officers against Minorities."
Catrina: "In response to a ultimatum by US Attorney General Derrick B. Harland, who has been accused by Republicans of viciously weaponizing the DOJ against Conservatives and Conservative groups, Governor Sharon Marshall stated that not only will the State not cooperate with the US DOJ's, quote, 'politically motivated and racist witch hunt', close quote, she will give our Town & County all the help she can to vigorously oppose the US DOJ's attempts to forcibly restructure the County Government and force the Town & County Police into a Consent Decree."
Priya: "State Attorney General Gil Krasney was also named in Derrick B. Harland's ultimatum, but has not said if he would work with the US DOJ to investigate the Town & County. Meanwhile, Governor Marshall has instructed the State Bureau of Investigation to begin an investigation of the opponent she defeated in the last election, Hoyt Stenson, and his son Hunter Stenson, into new allegations of bribery and influence peddling."
Catrina: "This comes after new allegations that Hunter took bribes from companies with ties to the Red Chinese, and distributed those bribes to family members's personal bank accounts. SBI Director Wes Masters and State Inspector General Britt Maxwell issued a joint statement saying that they were adding the new charges to their existing investigation. Governor Marshall also called out our competitors KXTC, KSB, and the SNN Networks by name for what she says are attempts by them to suppress the Hunter Stenson story, and prevent you from learning the information you have a right to know."
Priya: "And in national news affecting us locally, the National Transportation Safety Board, the NTSB, issued its initial report on the train car explosion in our County exactly one month ago today. An alarm of a broken rail caused the train to go into an emergency braking procedure, which contributed to a tanker car with a volatile chemical mixture to explode. The US Secretary of Transportation said that the safety systems and procedures did work as planned, resulting in no loss of life and minimal damage, and that the Public should be reassured instead of alarmed by the incident."
Catrina: "However, our State's US Senators, Bill Nunn and Lorraine McGill, blasted the Transportation Secretary, saying that he was downplaying the seriousness of the incident to protect himself and the President politically, and that he was doing nothing to prevent future terrorist attacks on our railroads. They also said, quote, 'the do-nothing Secretary of Transportation goes on vacations instead of working on the many transportation problems facing the Nation today', close quote..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I almost wish I didn't know what really happened with that train explosion." said Teresa as we started the Angels Meeting in my office. "I get it that the Government doesn't want people to panic, so they watered down that NTSB report, but like that Sports show says: 'C'mon, man!'."
I said "That's my sentiment about Hoyt and Hunter Stenson, and the Leftwing Media's ongoing attempts to suppress that story in order to save those corrupt bastards. C'mon, man!"
"Strong letter to follow." mused Cindy.
"Strong lawsuit to follow..." I said. "Oh, wait! I've already filed one of those against Bettina and KXTC. Anyhoo, moving steadily along... Tanya, did Jack go to Owen Lange's funeral? Or was there one?"
Tanya said "Owen Lange didn't want a big funeral. His family and a few Navy friends held a private service for him in California. They had a memorial service for him in Washington, D.C., and Jack was invited to that... and by 'invited' I mean he was ordered to attend. Jack is still there, in Washington... they're having a lot of high level meetings, since everyone is there. And between just the four of us, Jack is meeting with Senator Nunn and Congressman Gowron again."
*BUZZZ!*
*BUZZZ!*
I heard both my assistant Helena and Tanya's assistant Dora Nunn's desk phones buzz at t the same time. Then Helena knocked on my door and peeked inside. "Sir," she said, "the Courthouse called, and asked for Commander Croyle to come in. And the Chief just buzzed and asked for Commander Muscone to come to his office."
"On your way, ladies." I said. I tossed my Police SUV keys to Teresa. "Drive my car there, and park in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' lot between the Courthouse and Eastside Elementary."
After they'd both left, I said to Cindy "If you're not doing anything, why don't you walk with me to the Courthouse. My curiosity about this trial has been piqued."
"Curiosity killed the Wild-cat." Cindy said humorously.
"And satisfaction brought him back." I replied with a grin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"It's getting cold." said Cindy as we walked down College Street towards the Courthouse. "Just how this Canadian girl likes it."
"I prefer cold to hot, too." I said. As we walked by one of the bistros, I said "I always remember Barker when I walk by here." (Author's note: 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 01-02.)
"Yeah, me too." Cindy said sadly. Then, to change the subject, she said "Has the Sheriff talked to you about the TCSD structure?"
"A little bit." I replied. "Didn't he talk to you?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "He talked to me, Bailey, and Chief Bailiff Clark Alexander, who holds the equivalent of a Captain's rank. Our Sheriff made clear two things: first, that if Commander Donald Troy appears on any scene, be it in City Hall, the Courthouse, or anywhere else in this County, then Commander Donald Troy is in charge." I made a little whimpering sound as I smiled wanly at that.
Cindy: "And second, in the here and now, if the Sheriff sends me into any situation, they should consider me to be the Sheriff's representative and speaking with his voice... unless the aforementioned Red Crowbar is there. But he, the Sheriff, has not put out a formalized structure, at least not as of my last conversation with him."
I said "He and Chief Moynahan are worried about that precedent with Teresa and Della Harlow." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 05) "They're not worried about Tanya trying to take over like Harlow did, but Tanya won't be there forever, and if the Sheriff says you're the second-in-command of the TCSD, some future Deputy Chief might use it as a basis to cause trouble. They're still fleshing out ideas on what to do."
Cindy said "You were confident in the coffee klatch that the situation is going to resolve itself. But Bailey is still going to be around, and he's insisting he's field commander, so to speak. And word I've gotten is that the Unions would like to back him up on that, but they're scared of you. So what's the solution?"
"You just said it yourself." I said. "Well, the inverse."
"Oh." Cindy said as it hit her. "If he's not still around, the problem goes away. But the Sheriff has already told me that he can't get rid of Bailey, even if he wants to. The Captain's Union would go berserk."
"Yes. Yes they would." I said. "And no, I'm not thinking of Bailey coming over all dead, either. Soooo, what's left, however improbable, must be the truth. What would that truth be?"
Cindy fell silent as she thought hard about it, seeing that her attempts to read my mind were being successfully rebuffed...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The trial was in New Courtroom, the first of the modern courtrooms to have been built when the Courthouse was expanded with a new annex some years before. Cindy and I went into the Courthouse via the front door facing Courthouse Square, and walked through the 'back hallways', the restricted-access halls that connected the Courtrooms to Judges's Chambers, Jury Rooms, and back offices. Places that only authorized personnel could go. It is good to be 'authorized personnel', I thought to myself.
When we went into the Courtroom from the public access door in back, I saw Chief Bailiff Clark Alexander talking to the attractive Court Reporter up front. When he saw us come in, he excused himself and hurried down the aisle to greet us.
"Hello, Commander." he said affably as he shook my hand. "Hello, Chief Deputy." he said as he shook Cindy's hand. We realized that his use of that title was a show of support for Cindy against Louis Bailey. I was only partly surprised: Chief Bailiff Alexander was black, and not really fond of my strong enforcement of the law against violent black agitators; but he also was neither fan nor friend of Senior Deputy Bailey, who outranked him.
Cindy would call that 'alpha-male games'. Actually, she did call it that later on. In the meantime, I looked over the audience in the rows of pews. The Courtroom was about one-third full, and almost all of those were propagandists... er, reporters. They were sitting mostly on the left (Defense) side, as perspective jurors would sit on the right side when brought in.
I also saw six elderly persons, four men and two women, on the right side, near the back. They were the Courtroom Groupies, and had a following on 'The Facebook' and 'The Twitter'. They would talk about crimes, the solutions, and the trials. They contacted me frequently, and on irregular and rare occasions I would reply with pertinent information.
I saw Chip Blake at the Defense table (which was to the left from my perspective), but no one at the Prosecution table yet. "Where's the Prosecutor?" I asked Captain Alexander.
"Last I saw, sir, she was in the Witness Room with what seems to be half your Police Force." replied Alexander. "And if I may say so, sir, this is the damndest thing I've ever seen. Not only is it speedy as hell, the Clerk of Court only reserved 30 people from the Jury Pool to be empaneled for this case. To compare and contrast, they're gonna reserve at least 90 whenever Bernice Jackson's trial comes up."
"Yes, it is strange, isn't it?" I said musingly. Just then the back door opened and Savannah Fineman came hurtling through. She was wearing a bright lemon-yellow dress and bright white high heel pumps. Clark Alexander was between me and the door, so she didn't realize I was present until she got to her table and looked back into the audience. Was that a fleeting look of shock on her part when she did recognize me? I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oyez, oyez, oyez. Court is now in session, the Honorable Franklin Washington presiding. All rise." declared Chief Bailiff Alexander. Everyone stood up as Judge Washington came into the Courtroom from the back door that led to the hallway to his Chambers.
"Be seated." Judge Washington said. "Bring up the first case." The court reporter announced the case as 'Town & County v. Segui, Carlena, and Rojas'... leaving out Maribel Isadora's name!
Cindy and I were sitting on the back row, and I whispered to her "Maribel Isadora must be the witness Fineman turned." The three defendants were brought into the Courtroom from the side entrance, all wearing suits. Peter Segui and Michael Carlena were wearing expensive, expertly tailored, well-fitting suits. Carlos Rojas was wearing a Court-issued suit that came from the same place as suits given to released prisoners; it was all over him like... you guessed it... a cheap suit.
There were actually two Defense tables pressed together to accommodate the three Defendants and their three lawyers. Edward N. Parker, Chip Blake, and Michael Bertram. Max Chambliss was in the first row... on the Prosecutor's side.
Judge Washington had the Defendants enter their pleas of 'not guilty' and sign their paperwork. After the preliminaries and a few pre-trial motions by both sides, Judge Washington ordered that the jurors-in-perspective be brought in. Thirty people filed in, led by Deputy Sheriff Anya Krush, and took their seats in the second, third, and fourth rows on the Prosecution side.
Not only was it the fastest crime-to-trial time in my memory, it was the fastest empaneling of a Jury that my eyes had ever witnessed. Usually it takes all morning to question the jurors, they are sent to lunch, then the Jury is seated in the afternoon. But not to-day...
The most time was taken in having the jurors fill out the written form with pre-printed questions. That took 30 minutes, then the Prosecution and Defense took 30 minutes to review the forms. Then they were brought into the Jury Box 12 persons at a time and questioned by the Prosecutor and the Defense lawyers. Chip Blake did most of the questioning for the Defense Team, and he did not waste anyone's time. Neither did Savannah Fineman.
Judge Washington was taken aback that everything was completed before 11:00am. He was going to give the jury pool two hours for lunch, but both Fineman and Blake said they only needed a half hour. The stunned Judge told the Jury to go to an early lunch for one hour and be back and seated by 12:00 noon. Cindy and I also went to lunch during that time.
As we ate our subs we acquired at one of the bistros on the southside of Courthouse Square, Cindy said "I was getting a huge vibe from Franklin Washington. He was in total shock at the speed of the Jury empaneling. And so am I, for that matter. What about you?"
"It is... interesting." I said, almost musingly. "My first thought is that they were going to go right up to bringing in the jury pool, then the Defense would negotiate for plea deals. However, we crossed that Rubicon, and the Jury will likely be seated within half an hour of the resumption of the proceedings."
Me: "Soooo, that leads to me thinking that Fineman is going to spring her surprise star witness upon everyone this afternoon. And since I did not see Maribel Isadora in the Courtroom, and since her attorney, the sleazebag Max Chambliss was sitting behind the Prosecution table, I'll go out on a limb and venture a wild-ass guess that Maribel is the Witness for the Prosecution, to riff the title of one of Dame Agatha Christie's greatest novels."



Cindy said "I think even Captain Hastings could have figured that one out." For those not in the know, Captain Hastings was Monsieur Hercule Poirot's sidekick, as Dr. Watson was Sherlock Holmes's colleague.
I nodded, then said "So what I don't understand is why they're going through these motions. The Defense knows about Maribel; Fineman is required to give them advanced notice, and even they can see that Maribel is not in there and Max Chambliss is. So why go through all this instead of making a plea deal, before Maribel pastes more on them than they're already charged with?"
Cindy said "Just to play Devil's Advocate: if I were the Defense lawyer, I'd consider that Savannah is bluffing, and I'd call her bluff and force her to produce her witness. And then I'd start negotiating for a plea deal, if only to find out exactly what Maribel is going to hit my clients with."
I said "Once Maribel is announced and called to the stand, her Immunity Agreement goes into full force. She will walk after that. If I were the Defense, I'd have asked for a delay in the trial the moment I saw her name on the witness list notification. Instead, what do they do? Move the trial date up, not back. And that, ma cousine, is a strangeness..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Monday, November 15th. The trial got back underway. The Prosecution and Defense took turns with each name on the written list, in the order the perspective jurors were orally questioned, either striking or accepting the person. Again, we were amazed at how little time it took, and within ten minutes eighteen Citizens, 12 on the Jury and six alternates, were seated.
"The speed and efficiency of the jury selection is noted and appreciated." said Judge Franklin Washington, and no one could tell just how much sarcasm that statement was lined with. "Do you have any motions or other business before the Prosecution begins its case?" Both sides said they had no issues.
"Prosecution, begin your case." the Judge said. ADA Savannah Fineman did so. She called up her first witness: Detective Joan Laurer. Laurer was guided through the stakeout, pursuit, and arrest of Maribel Isadora. Then Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez was brought up, and gave her testimony. After they were done, they walked to the back of the Courtroom and sat with me and Cindy.
Other Officers were called up, including Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle, who detailed chasing the perps in her tiny 'toy' helicopter. She also came back and sat with us when she was done.
It was 3:00pm by the time all those witnesses were handled by both sides. And then ADA Fineman announced "The people call Maribel Isadora to the stand."
Maribel was escorted up the aisle by Deputy Anya Krush. Her former confederates looked at her with unappeasable hatred on their faces. Carlos Rojas glared at her with reptilian eyes... the eyes of a killer.
Maribel was sworn in, and Savannah Fineman led her through her testimony. Under the ADA's carefully scripted questioning, Maribel detailed how the gang worked, how they went on their missions, how those missions were competitions but everyone was ultimately on the same crime team. And Maribel named the names of the members of the Black Team and the Asian Team, as well.
"How did she know their names?" Cindy whispered to me as we sat on the back row and watched. "They were compartmentalized." I just shrugged my shoulders. And then, I heard Fineman asking about the other operations of the gang, including the theft of the Double Eagle coins, the jewelry heist by the Black Team, and intended mission of killing the 'turncoat traitor' Amelia Sedgwick.
Fineman really zoned in on the drug operations, and Maribel delivered the goods. She detailed connections between Michael Carlena, and the Carlena Cartel in Central and South America. She discussed how Peter Segui's financial assets with Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital, LLC, were used to finance the drug operations. She revealed knowledge of the Chinese connections to the Carlena Cartel, and the Chinese connections to the Asian Team, and Feng Xingshi.
And in all of that, which was far, far beyond the scope of the actual charges, the Defense never once raised any objection, and did not stop the flow of information.
It was then that I noticed the videocameras in several places around the room were being used; the little green lights just above the lenses were lit with a chilling glow (to use a little Airborne lingo, there). "I thought this wasn't being televised." I whispered to Cindy.
"Maybe they're internally filming it but not broadcasting to the Public." Cindy said. "I'll go check on that." She was about to get up, but the actions up front stopped her.
Savannah Fineman had gone up to Maribel and whispered "Well done.", then turned and said "Your witness." to the Defense Team. They were huddled up, whispering amongst themselves.
"Defense?" asked Judge Washington. "Do you have any questions for this witness?"
Chip Blake looked up and said " Your Honor, I ask your indulgence for just two minutes."
"Tell you what, I'll give you ten." said Franklin Washington. "Ten minute recess. Bailiff, escort the Jury out." Everyone stood as the Jury filed out of the room by the side exit nearest them.
And then everything went to hell in a handbasket in a heartbeat.
I heard the back door open, and a second later DEA Supervisory Special Agents Dwight Stevens and Lorena Rose walked past me as they headed up the aisle. They were wearing white button-down shirts, black slacks, and dark blue windbreakers with 'DEA' sewn onto the backs. Behind them were Federal Marshals Tommy Dugan and Kurt Powell, similarly attired and with 'US MARSHALS' on the back of their windbreakers.
Four more men that I did not know came behind them and also out the side door. They were wearing suits and ties, and their badges denoted them to also be Federal Marshals. Teresa whispered "What the hell is this about?"
"Don't move." I whispered back. "We're not wearing armor right now, and they have the drop on us." Teresa and Cindy just nodded.
"What the heck is going on?" Judge Franklin Washington loudly asked in a cold voice.
"Your Honor," said Dwight Stevens, approaching the Bench with a document in his hand, "this is a Federal warrant for the arrest of Maribel Isadora, Peter Segui, Carlos Rojas, and Miguel Carlena. We are taking them into Federal custody."
"What!?" Judge Washington all but yelled. "You can't just come in here in the middle of a trial and take the Defendants out of here like that!"
"Yes we can, Your Honor." said Stevens. "And we're going to, in the name of National Security. Their international drug operations were deemed by the Federal judge to be a threat to the security of the United States. We've already taken over the Toyota Gang cases from local and State authorities."
"You can't arrest Maribel." Savannah Fineman spluttered. "We have an immunity deal with her!"
"A local one, maybe." said Dwight Stevens. "But no U.S. Attorney nor Federal judge has given her immunity for anything. She has no Federal immunity from any Federal crime. And the testimony she just gave incriminates herself and her colleagues of the Toyota Gang."
"LET GO OF ME!" Maribel yelled as Lorena Rose tried to handcuff her. "DON'T LET THEM DO THIS! THEY'LL KILL ME! THEY'RE GOING TO KILL ME!" Lorena took Maribel down with the Aikido she'd learned from me when she was a TCPD Officer, and Maribel was cuffed and trussed like a Thanksgiving turkey ready for delivery to the oven.
Savannah yelled "I promised her Witness Protection! Without it, they'll kill her!"
Dwight Stevens was gloating as he said "We never promised her Witness Protection nor anything else. And we're not going to give her anything!"
The Federal Marshals were augmented by armed and armored Federal Agents that had waited in the hallway, and the Marshals inside the Courtroom were eager to use their Government Guns to enforce the arrests. The four perps were cuffed and forced to walk down the aisle and into the hallway, then on out of the building, Maribel crying and screaming the whole way that they were going to kill her. The perps were practically thrown into two vans with Federal Government tags, then all of the Marshals retreated in cars behind the vans.
Chip Black stood up and yelled "Your Honor, when am I going to get to cross-examine the witness, which is my client's Constitutional right? If I can't cross-examine her now, I demand all charges against all three Defendants be dismissed with prejudice!"
"In my Chambers." Judge Washington ordered. "All of you, Prosecution and Defense attorneys. We're in recess until further notice." He looked up and called across the length of the room: "Commanders Troy, Ross, and Croyle, would you also join us in my Chambers?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No, I will not drop the charges at all, much less with prejudice!" thundered Judge Franklin Washington as Chip Blake demanded it a third time. "Do not ask again, or I will hold you in Contempt! And these Police Officers will be more than eager to drag you by your hair to jail when I do!"
Savannah said "Your Honor, I'm asking for a continuance, to find out what just happened, and to get the Defendants back into our custody---"
Judge Washington held up his hand. "Stop. Just stop. There's no getting around it; this one is a mistrial. You can schedule a new trial after we get them back in custody, and get all this crap with the Feds resolved."
There was a knock on the door, and District Attorney Miriam Walters was ushered into the Judge's Chambers. She was followed in by Sheriff Griswold. Judge Washington had had both of them called and 'invited' to the meeting.
The Judge said to the Defense lawyers: "Okay, you guys need to go find your clients and help them against the Feds. Make your motions in writing, and I'll reject most of them in writing in due time. But for right now, I need to find out what the hell happened in my Courtroom today. You can go."
"With respect, Your Honor," said Edward N. Parker, "there is one question I really want the answer to, and I need it now: did ADA Fineman and D.A. Walters know there was no Federal immunity deal? Did they ask a US Attorney or Federal Court for one before putting Ms. Isadora on the stand, believing she had full Immunity, and unwittingly incriminating herself by testifying as she did?"
"I'd like to hear that answer, too." said Judge Washington. "Well, Ms. Fineman?" The formality, as well as the derisive inflection of his voice, only reinforced the personal dislike he and Savannah Fineman had for each other after years of working in the same D.A.'s Office.
"No, Your Honor." Savannah had to admit. "I did not contact the U.S. Attorney nor the Federal Courts. The charges were State and local, not Federal, and so I didn't think about it."
Edward N. Parker: "But you asked your witness on the stand about drug operations, and other things that had Federal implications!"
"What's your point, Counselor?" Judge Washington asked witheringly.
"Your Honor," said Parker, "I'm establishing this so that that witness's testimony cannot be used against my client---"
Judge Washington interrupted: "We're not litigating that now, and certainly not here. You're probably going to have to do all that in Federal Court, when they bring your clients to trial. Now get out of here, and go find and represent your clients. Move!" The Defense attorneys moved, and swiftly exited the office.
"All right, what do we do now?" asked the Judge.
I said "Your Honor, did you authorize the videotaping of the proceedings? Because the cameras were in use while Maribel was testifying. And I'm pretty sure they weren't in use during the earlier parts of the trial."
Judge Washington said "I had denied KXTC, KPUB, and KUMS's requests to televise the trial." KPUB was the Public Broadcasting station. KUMS was the University TV/Radio station (K-(U)niversity-(M)edia-(S)tation). "But trial sessions can be recorded for other reasons or uses, including requests by the Prosecution or Defense."
"I never requested that." Savannah Fineman said.
"That needs to be investigated, Your Honor." I said. "I'll bet the Feds had a mobile media van outside, a lot like the ones KXTC and KFXU have. When they broadcast a trial, they relay a digital transmission on a fiberoptic cable from the A/V Room to the van, then put out a transmission via satellite to their headquarters. In this case, the Feds may have done that to get Maribel's testimony recorded, then they brought in their Gestapo troops---"
*CHIME!*
It was the Sheriff's TCSD cellphone. "Sorry, Your Honor." he said as he took out the phone. Then his face became a mask of shock as he read the text. "Oh my God. Your Honor, I need to go, and I need to take my young whippersnappers with me..."
Part 3 - The Scheme
5:10pm, Monday, November 15th. A meeting convened in the Main Conference Room. Chief Sean Moynahan sat in his usual place at the end of the table nearest the door. Commander Tanya P. Muscone was parked to his right, the door right behind her. I was to the Chief's left, facing the door. Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross sat to my left, and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle was to her left, in the middle seat on the table's back side. Sheriff Griswold had chosen to sit at the far end of the table.
To Tanya's right was District Attorney Miriam Walters. Chief Moynahan had invited her, but told her that ADA Savannah Fineman was not welcome. Miriam didn't argue, and she came to the meeting.
"Where's Captain Mike-ulllls?" drawled the Chief.
"She's talking to a potential witness, sir." said Cindy Ross. "She'll be here in just a few minutes."
"O-kayyyy." the Chief said. "Who wants to start?"
Cindy said "First, let me tell you all what happened at County Jail. The convoy of Marshals and their prisoners went west on the Hammondsville Road and crossed the State Line, obviously wanting to get them out of this County and this State as quickly as possible.'
Cindy: "But some of the convoy broke off and turned in to County Jail. They had warrants to take custody of the four Black Team members and the four Asian Team members. The Deputies manning County Jail didn't know what had just happened at the Courthouse, and the documentation was in order, so they turned over the eight perps, who were whisked out of our State at near-Daytona-500 speeds."
"Damn." I muttered.
Cindy: "There's more, and it may be an issue that will help us. The men in suits at County Jail were not at the Courthouse. It appears they arrived at County Jail before the convoy arrived... and maybe before Maribel Isadora began testifying."
"How will that help?" Tanya asked.
I replied "I'll be covering some of that when I give my report."
Cindy said "I'll just say now that they may have jumped the gun, which might give us means to get the perps back."
"But how are we going to get them back?" Teresa asked. "We don't even know where they're being taken. The Feds can take them literally anywhere in the country."
Sheriff Griswold barked "And if we did know where they were, what would it take to get the perps out of the Feds's custody and into ours?"
"About three battalions of Russian Airborne troops, Sheriff." I replied. "I have no faith that we will get relief through the Court systems, especially the Federal Courts."
"Possession is nine-tenths, as they sayyyy." drawled the Chief. "So who is behind this, and whyyyyy?"
I replied "The DEA is behind it. As to why, I'd love to hear their explanation---"
"And you will have it, sir." said Captain Claire Michael as she came into the room... followed by DEA Supervisory Special Agent Lorena Rose! Lorena looked miserable, and as if she'd been crying, or was about to.
"Please don't take her head off, Commander Troy." Claire said. "She was a mushroom on this one."
"Let's hear it." I said witheringly as Claire sat down two spaces down from Miriam, allowing Lorena to sit in the chair to Miriam's right.
Lorena said "Dwight Stevens and I were told the DEA higher-ups had intel concerning the Toyota Gang's connections to the Cartels and to the Chinese, and that national security was impacted. They told us to go in and arrest the four Hispanic Team members just as soon as Maribel Isadora gave her testimony. I asked if she was covered by an Immunity Agreement, and Dwight said she didn't have a Federal Immunity deal."
Lorena: "They told us not to say anything to any of you, because there have been armed standoffs in the past between the TCPD and Federal Agents, though the TCPD was in the right on those." (Author's note: Three examples: 'Unresolved', Ch. 04-05; 'Vox Populi, Vox Dei', Ch. 01-02; 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 02.)
Lorena: "So we went in to get them, and I could tell something was wrong. I didn't know they had so many Marshals in SWAT gear outside. We put the perps in the vans and drove out, and we didn't go to the Federal Building, which is where I was told we were going to go. We instead went to County Jail and got the other perps. I slipped away and went into the 1st Precinct part of the buildings, and they left without me."
Lorena: "And then I called Claire, and she came and got me. I told her my side, and she said you guys were pissed off about the operation. So I'm sorry for my part in this, and I'm more than confused by it all."
"You did the right thing." I said. "And yes, you have been lied to. Badly. My only question is if Dwight Stevens was also lied to, if he's trying to get a citation on the wall, or if he's gone 'all in' with the Swamp Frogs. And Lorena... you gotta leave the DEA. It's now gotten to the point where you cannot be a Federal Agent and be an honest person anymore."
I saw Tanya visibly react to that. I didn't care; she knew I'd told her husband to get out of the FBI, and why.
I continued: "Let me give my report now. I melted some wires and called a lot of contacts, and I pray to God that the Feds aren't monitoring my cellphone calls, which might expose some of them."
Me: "Federal warrants were issued for the arrests of the twelve Toyota Gang members we'd taken into custody. I determined that they were not issued by the Federal Court of the Western District of the State, which is Judge K.M. Landis's Court and the one for this area. The warrants were issued by the Southern District of the  State, the Courtroom of Judge Ruth B. Taney. She is very Leftwing, very Activist, and has overstepped her bounds, in my opinion, on many occasions."
"If she did that out of jurisdiction---" Miriam Walters started, but I interrupted.
"It doesn't matter, and it won't matter." I replied. "But let me circle back to that. What happened is that weeks ago, the DEA went to Judge Taney and asked for the warrants. She told them she was eager to help them, but they needed something more solid. They came back to her late last week and said Maribel Isadora had been turned, and was going to testify... but with only a local Immunity Agreement."
"She knew that? Then?" spluttered Cindy Ross.
"Let me get through this." I replied. "She told them... and by 'them' I am referring to U.S. Attorneys Richard Baldwin and Dalton Kendell, who we've come up against before... she told them that Maribel would have to actually testify about knowledge of Federal crimes, and only then could they arrest her and the others. She issued the preliminary warrant, allowing them to prepare, but she told them they needed her go-ahead in order to act."
Me: "Cindy will confirm that I had noticed that the videocameras in the Courtroom were recording Maribel's testimony. And like I surmised, the feed was being transmitted to a news van and sent up the satellite linkup. But it wasn't a Media van, it was a Federal Government van. What they were doing is showing the feed to Judge Taney in her Chambers in Midtown. When Maribel began talking about the drug operations, Judge Taney gave the go-ahead, and Dwight Stevens was told to execute the warrants."



"What Dwight and Lorena here did not know," I continued, "was that another team of Federal attorneys and agents were serving warrants at County Jail, and managed to secure the eight other perps, and get them out of the State. There is a small airfield next to the Hammondsville Railyards, and I suspect the perps were taken there, loaded onto planes, and smartly moved about the country." (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 02 for mention of that airport.)
"So that's what they've done." I said to finish up. "They may or may not have been within the letter of the law, but their intentions were to be deceptive, and therefore not honest. And to answer some questions: yes, Judge Ruth B. Taney is part of the plot and therefore part of the problem, but don't expect any trouble to come her way."
Me: "Yes, they my have jumped the gun relative to the timing of executing the warrants. It doesn't matter; if the Courts are part of the corruption, they'll be part of the cover-up, and part of the suppression of the facts getting out. And Dwight Stevens told me he'd let us convict the gangs on the local charges first, then he goes behind my back and does this. He really needs to explain himself on this one."
Lorena Rose said "I do know that Dwight and all the DEA did not want to let you convict the perps first. But I'm not sure why. And I'm still thinking that they lied to Dwight and fooled him like they did me."
"I need to hear it from him." I said darkly. "Anyhoo, some days you get the bear, some days the bear gets you. They won this one. I just want to know why they're putting themselves through these hoops to do this. What is their deeper purpose behind their actions?"
"If you don't know, how do you expect any of us to know?" Cindy asked, meaning it humorously.
"I don't." I replied. "I'm just asking the questions right now."
Miriam Walters said "You don't think Savannah is part of this, do you?"
I said "I don't know, Ms. Walters. She's in the same boat with Dwight Stevens, as far as how I'm looking at it. She could have been duped, could have been part of it, could've gone whole-hog Swamp Frog."
Me: "I will say this: I'm somewhat giving her the benefit of the doubt on the forgetting to get the Federal immunity. After all, I made the same mistake a few months ago, but was able to correct it in time." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus') "My problem is that Fineman made the mistake of asking about the crimes that had Federal purview. If she'd stuck to the local charges, she'd have been fine. But..."
I stopped a moment, then said "The more I think of it... the more some things that didn't make sense now do. We were wondering why the trial was moved up and begun so fast, but there was no plea bargain like we'd normally expect. We were wondering why the trial was going so fast, especially jury selection. Well, if we surmise that the Defense lawyers knew about all of this, it starts to make sense..."
And I was gone. Reverie time. When I came out of it, only Teresa was still in the room, guarding me. "They're all headed to the Cop Bar for nachos and beer. Shall we go break bread with them?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Despite the cold, we sat on the outside deck of the Cop Bar. The fire in the fire pot was going strong, and a lot of beef nachos were consumed. Most of us preferred Cherry Coca-Cola Zero to beer, as well.
My wife Laura and Paulina Patterson came in, and to the shock of most of us, D.A. Miriam Walters was there. She talked mostly to the Chief and Captain Michaels, while Laura and Paulina talked to me and Teresa. (In case you're wondering, Carole was with Marie Steele and her parents, and Jim and Tasha were at The Cabin with their brothers Ross and Ian, as well as Molly, Maggie, Betsy, and Ben.)
Paulina said "Max Chambliss sure didn't protect his client, Maribel Isadora, did he?"
"Hmmph!" I wheezed. "Calling her his client is almost an abuse of the term. His real clients are Gresham & Mason's clients... the Swamp Frogs. And before you ask: yes, I see Swamp Frogs being involved in all this. This is well-coordinated throughout the Federal Government. I'm not sure how or why, though..."
"Don?" Teresa asked as I stopped talking. "You okay?" She looked to see what I was staring at. It was the necklace Laura was wearing. Paulina had given it to Laura for Laura's birthday a couple of weeks before. (Author's note: 'No Show', Ch. 02.)
It was a wreath, the outer diameter being about two inches wide. It was mostly green emerald chips, with a line of red ruby chips winding around it, flanked by very tiny diamonds. It had caught and reflected some light, drawing my attention.
"Paulina," I said, "where did you get that pendant you gave Laura?"
"Oh, at the Smith-Morra Pharmacy's jewelry store." Paulina said. "When the Black Team of the Toyota Gang got busted attempting to rob it, it came out they were getting a shipment of stones to cut and polish into jewelry pieces." (Author's note: 'Scavenger Hunt', Ch. 03)
Paulina: "Carole had asked me what they did with the (air quotes) 'leftovers' after cutting the stones, so I went and asked them. They said they salvaged what they could to make smaller stones that were set on the sides of the larger ones. I asked if they could use the chips to make a piece like that wreath, and the jeweler lit up when he heard the idea. He made four wreaths like that, and sold me that one at a huge discount to what they sold the other three for."
"Brilliant idea, flawlessly executed... pun fully intended." I said, making the ladies laugh.
"So what flashed in that red head of yours when your eye caught the wreath in the light?" Teresa asked.
"Nothing." I replied. "It just reminded me of the jewelry heist. It was busted, and the store lost nothing. But if it had succeeded, it would've been the Toyota Gang's biggest heist, right up there with the 1933 Double Eagles. Oh well, water under the bridge..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I think I finally figured it out." Cindy said as the party was winding down. "You think Louis Bailey won't be a problem... because he's going to run for Sheriff against Sheriff Griswold!."
"So I read the riddle." I replied.
"Will he run as a Democrat or a Republican?" Cindy asked.
"That's the $64,000 question." I replied. "I'm more curious to see what Daniel Allgood is going to do, and if Ryan Paulson will primary him. If Bailey knows what he is doing, he'd try to create a de facto 'ticket' with one of them. It will also depend on who is running for Sheriff as a Democrat. If there's no one of note, Bailey could go that route. But he won't get support if a rabidly anti-Police 'woke' candidate comes out."
"You just love political season, don't you?" Cindy said, teasing me.
I replied: "I'd love it a lot more if, like the great Rush Limbaugh once said, 'I'm going to keep doing this until everyone agrees with me'. If everyone would just agree with me, everything would be wonderful."
"You don't ask much." Cindy replied. "You don't ask much..."
Part 4 - Intimidation
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 17th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Police Commander Donald Troy continues to be dragged into Court for his violent actions!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The family of Anthony Wilson has filed a lawsuit in the tens of millions of dollars against Commander Troy, Mayor Daniel Allgood, and the Town & County, after Commander Troy severely injured Mr. Wilson during a peaceful protest. The formal notice of the lawsuit was served to the Council at their meeting last night."
Bettina: "And Senior Deputy Louis Bailey is considering a lawsuit against Commander Donald Troy as well as the Public Safety Department, after the Police Captain's Union refused to act on his behalf on the grievances he filed. Channel Two News has learned that during the second peaceful protest at City Hall, Commander Troy violently pushed Senior Deputy Bailey before severely injuring Anthony Wilson. As usual, Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Nothing new there." I said as Sheriff Griswold, ADA Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Muscone, Chief Deputy Ross, and Operations Officer Teresa Croyle joined me in drinking coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. Also in the room was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, sitting between the Chief and Tanya, just off the table corner.
"Same shit, different day." lamented Teresa.
"That Louis Bailey thing was new." Cindy replied.
"So why repeat the Anthony Wilson story, and in such a blatantly dishonest way?" Teresa countered.
I said "Last night it became official when the lawsuit papers were submitted to the Council. My countersuit against him and his family was also entered into the record, but Bettina must've forgotten to mention that."
"Did they really name Daniel Allgood personally in the lawsuit?" Tanya asked.
"They named the 'Mayor & Council', which is the formal and official name of that august body of Government. Bettina must've accidentally left the 'Council' part off." I replied with great snarkiness.
"Sheriff, what's going on with Louis Bayyyy-leeeee?" drawled Chief Moynahan.
"I dunno." growled Griswold. "I thought everything was resolved. This is the first I'm hearing that he may sue."
I said "Bettina said he's considering suing. That's Bettina-speak that he's threatening a lawsuit if he doesn't get what he wants, especially since the Union has told him to pound sand."
"Well, what exactly does he want?" Tanya gasped out.
Sheriff Griswold growled "He's really pissed about the structure. I think his anger on that is genuine. He really does believe he was the Incident Commander both times at the Council meetings, and that Ms. Ross is just my personal secretary."
"Dayum." I said with a grin. "The rest of us would kill for secretaries that can do all the Green Crowbar can do." A green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
Teresa said "Sheriff, would Bailey be acting like this if Cindy was a man?"
Tanya said wickedly with a gleam in her eye: "Cindy, what are your pronouns again?" A green crowbar was waved in Lady Ironside's general direction.
I said "That may be the case, but Bailey was pissed that the Sheriff took my side, and that it's been made clear I not only outrank him but that I will have the Sheriff's blessing if and when I take over a situation. But hell... I tried not showing up at one situation, and I'll never make that mistake again if I have a choice in the matter."
"Crowbar is right." growled Griswold. "Chief of Staff Oswald wouldn't have usurped Bailey's position in the field, but if he had I would have supported Oswald. And I'm making it clear that Ms. Ross outranks him and speaks with my voice at any scene. Scary side of that is that Ms. Perlman here will use that to kick Crowbar to the kerb and take over." His mustaches were twitching with merriment as he said it.
"Moohahahaha!" Tanya cackled. "The power is mine! mine! The Crowbar will be mine! And your little dog, too!"
"The crowbar, you can take." I said. "But Carole will lay you out if you mess with her dogs."
"Don't be fooled." barked Griswold. "It's Carole's father that loves those dogs like his own children." I nodded most vigorously in agreement.
"Noted." Tanya said. "But would Bailey really sue Don, especially if Don countersues?"
"Which I will do." I added.
Sheriff Griswold: "Regarding the situation with Crowbar shoving him, Bailey is just plain wrong on it. If Bailey pushes it, I'll arrest him and charge him with assaulting Crowbar first by grabbing him by the collar like he did."
Cindy said "I have a suspicion that Bailey is squawking to the Press about that in order to get some publicity for himself. And you know Bettina will give anyone who attacks Don all the air time he or she could ever want."
"That's a good point." I said. "Maybe that's why Daniel Allgood has been acting like a shit, too. Sooooo, Mr. Muscone, husband of the all-powerful New Iron Crowbar and Master of Bowser, what brings you to our humble coffee klatch?"
"Oh, I go where the Queen of Crowbars here orders me to." Jack Muscone said, teasing his wife.
"Wanna borrow a green crowbar?" Cindy asked Tanya, offering the aforementioned tool.
"The temptation to use that thing is overwhelming, but I'll show mercy today." Tanya said her eyes sparkling wickedly. "But seriously... Jack, tell them what you've found out about the Feds kidnapping our perps."
"And 'kidnapping' is a pretty accurate term." said Muscone. "First, the memorial service for Owen Lange was last Sunday. It was surprisingly well attended, but I got the sense it was like James Taggart's wedding in 'Atlas Shrugged'; people were there to see and be seen, and for political reasons."
Muscone: "I will add that a number of Owen Lange's closest associates did not attend, and I suspect it's because they did not want the Swamp Frogs that were there to see them and realize they were Guardians of Justice. FBI Deputy Director Lawrence Lance gave part of the eulogy, and did well. But he looked harassed and (air quotes) 'not well' himself, and I hope he doesn't come over all dead in the near future."
"What Swamp Frogs were there?" I asked.
"The current Director of National Intelligence, Susan Cameron Price, was there." Jack said. "She said 'hello' to me and that was it. Also there was Dr. Robin Isley. She said 'Dr. Fredricson didn't come?' and I said 'No.' and that was all the contact we had. Brendan Chapel did not appear at the service, nor did the the Director of the FBI, nor Derrick B. Harland."
"What about Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman?" Teresa asked, venom in her voice.
"No, they weren't there. Nor was Martin Nash." Muscone said. "Anyway, we also had meetings. The ones I was invited to, usually large ones with field-level Agents, constantly invoked the theme of 'loyalty'... allegedly to the FBI, but more to the Government... not to the country nor the Constitution, but to the Government and our current national political leaders. And in one meeting, we were told explicitly and outright that the greatest threat to the Nation was Domestic Terrorism by White Supremacists that want to create and spread race-based hatred."
"I thought we destroyed Superior Bloodlines." I said, half-witheringly and half-musingly. (Author's note: 'Sandstorm')
"This is different. Much different." Muscone replied. After a brief pause, he went on: "And then there were 'unofficial' meetings. I was invited to dinner with Lawrence Lance, and there were six of us there with him, and they were people he expected or at least believed were more loyal to the Nation and the Constitution than to Derrick B. Harland. Lance told us that he did not know how much longer he would survive as Deputy Director, that tremendous pressure was being put on him to either betray the Constitution or quit his post."
Muscone: "And with EAD Owen Lange dead, our allies are dwindling. Lance knows that I'm working with Senator Bill Nunn, and he knows I'll be out of the FBI soon, as well... hopefully by my choice and not the Swamp Frogs's choice. Both Lance and Senator Nunn told me privately that the Swamp Frogs want to come after me, and with Owen Lange gone they feel they can do whatever they're going to do unimpeded."
I said "Did anyone talk about the Feds coming in here and taking our Toyota Gang perps?"
Muscone said "A few people made a point to make snarky jokes where I could hear them, saying that they had rubbed the Iron Crowbar's nose in their dung. I think that was on purpose, like people whispering about the Wildcats when you walked by, Don. But the only discussion we had was at Lance's dinner. And none of us professed to be able to understand any of it. We generally agreed that there is something behind it, but it must be at the very top levels of Government, and involve the Cartels and the Red Chinese, or other items of national security interest."
"You agree with that, Mister Crowbarrrr?" drawled the Chief.
"If Jack Muscone says that's what they talked about, then I certainly do agree with him." I said. (Boy! was I being snarky today.)
Then I said "But I just can't shake the feeling that all of that about the Cartels and the Chinese is just a red herring. There is something that I am just overlooking here. And that means we need to find those twelve people. And like you said, Jack, 'kidnapped' is the proper term. They are in great danger... existential danger. Their lives are on the line."
"Why do you say that, Mister Crowbarrrr?" the Chief asked.
"Think about it, everyone." I said to all the eyes that were affixed upon me. "They murdered the four members of the White Team, just to distract me and get me out of Town. And that's when they attempted their biggest heist, the Smith-Morra jewelry store theft. I think Maribel Isadora was spot-on when she was screaming and crying that they would kill her."
"So what can we do about it?" Tanya P. Muscone asked.
"Find them." I replied. "And Jack and his fellow friendly Feds are the ones that will have to make that happen."
Teresa said "Even if we do find them, what are our chances are getting them back?"
"Slim and none." I replied. "And 'slim' is in Albuquerque with Bugs Bunny. But what we can do is let their lawyers know where they are, and maybe the lawyers can go and help them."
Jack Muscone said "I already have been looking for them. And so has my team, Ashton Cardigan and his team, Clark Webster and his Missing Persons team, and even the Russo BAU Team. I know you don't like nor trust them, Don, but they are not Swamp Frogs."
Muscone: "Obviously, I am the last Federal Agent they will tell where the perps are, and I doubt they'll talk to any reasonably honest Federal Agents. It really hurts me to say that... that honest Federal Agents will be treated like mushrooms... but that's what things have descended to in a world with Derrick B. Harland in it. So you might ask others for help... like that former Secret Agent Woman you sleep with every night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the Angels Meeting, I called Laura and invited her to lunch at her place of choice. Of course she suggested the Soup and Salad place, her favorite, and I agreed to meet her there.
I had no sooner disconnected the call than my landline phone buzzed. It was the Sheriff, inviting me to a meeting at City Hall in the private Council Chamber at 9:00am sharp. He said it was about Anthony Wilson's lawsuit against me, and he told me to bring my Police iPad.
I changed into a white shirt (from my normal blue one with soft shoulderboards) and black necktie, and put on my Duty Dress jacket with 'boxes', then walked over to City Hall with my notebook, Police iPad, and of course my red crowbar. I stopped by the Sheriff's office, and he led me up the stairs and down the hallway to the private Council Chamber.
Inside were Mayor Daniel Allgood, sitting at his normal place at the near (to the door) end of the table. To his right was City Attorney Dennis Garland. Sitting next to Garland was Councilman Edward R. Steele, which happened to be Edward's normal Council seat. To Steele's right was Chief Sean Moynahan, who looked surprised to see me. To Allgood's left was Councilman Edgar Silas.
"You weren't invited to this meeting, Commander Troy." Allgood said icily.



"I invited him." growled Sheriff Griswold, looking hard at Daniel Allgood, in the manner of a pure challenge.
"And if it's about me, and we all know it is, then I am going to be here." I said equally strongly. Daniel Allgood looked peeved, and looked as if he was considering just calling the meeting off.
Edward R. Steele said "I agree. Commander Troy should be here. I'm stunned that you didn't invite him, Mr. Mayor." I noticed the formality with which Edward spoke to Daniel. It told me volumes.
"He might as well be here, Mr. Mayor." said Edgar Silas. "He ain't gonna act any differently if he's not." The Chief nodded vigorously in agreement with both men.
"Okay, then." Allgood said as the Sheriff sat down next to Silas, and I sat down to the Sheriff's left. "What this meeting is about is the lawsuit filed by the family of Anthony Wilson for $20 million, which was served to the Council at last night's public meeting. As usual, we've sent it to City Attorney Garland for review and a recommendation on how to proceed moving forward. Mr. Garland?"
Dennis Garland was middle-aged, short, gaining weight, and looked more like a harassed professor or school teacher than the attorney he really was. And he had once been forced to take a leave of absence and undergo rehab for alcoholism as well as therapy for mental and emotional stress. (Author's note: 'Woman In Love', Ch. 02; 'Consequences', Ch. 01, 03.)
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Garland. "Per your request, I'd already looked at the lawsuit after it was filed in Superior Court. Now that it's been officially received, I can give you recommendations and take action as the Council directs. And my recommendation is that the County drops all criminal charges against Mr. Wilson, and settles with him and his family."
"What?!" exploded Chief Moynahan before I could say anything. "Are you saying the Police are at fault?"
Garland said "No, but I am saying that Commander Troy used excessive force to subdue an unarmed black man. There's no point wasting time and money trying to fight a lawsuit that we will end up losing."
Daniel Allgood took it up. "You have to understand, Chief. Not only will we lose if we fight this in Court, the Press will be attacking us with everything they've got. The optics on this are terrible for us."
"You gotta be kidding." I said, my voice cold enough to freeze blood. "Wilson was arrested after assaulting not one but two Police Officers, injuring Kalsu and very narrowly missing me. He wasn't unarmed in that he was using his arms, and his fists, to inflict physical harm upon Police Officers."
"Furthermore to this point, you want to talk about (air quotes) 'excessive force'?" I continued. "After the injuries Wilson inflicted upon my Officer, by rights I could have just taken out my service weapon and blown his fucking head clean off. That would have been justifiable and not excessive, but I did not even use my crowbar on that would-be murderer. I instead subdued him with weaponless tactics."
"You just don't get it, do you, Troy!" Edgar Silas yelled, his restraint breaking down completely. "That is not what we saw! We saw a WHITE cop severely injure an UNARMED black man, a PEACEFUL protester crying for justice for Our People! Do you not even consider the optics of what you did?"
"Optics?! OPTICS?!" I fired back. "You wanna talk optics?! Have you even seen the video in evidence?" When Silas said nothing, "Have you?" I reached for my iPad. "I'll show you the video. Will you look at it? Will you watch it?"
"I already saw what happened... with my own eyes." Silas replied.
"Let's watch it together, Edgar." Edward R. Steele said. "Let's see what really happened. Our eyes could have lied to us. The tape never lies."
"All right." Silas conceded. I quickly pressed the button that caused the wall in back with the Great Seal of the Town & County to slide sideways behind the wall to the left, revealing the large monitor screen behind it. I connected my Police iPad by Wifi to it, called up the right file, and began playing it.
"Okay," I said, "this is before I arrived. Robert Kalsu was a Ranger in the U.S. Army, and has seen combat in Afghanistan. He was highly trained then, and further trained as one of our best SWAT Team members. But as you can see here, when he went up to arrest Wilson, Wilson punched him in the face. Wilson is a professional boxer, and the power of his blow shattered Kalsu's plexiglass faceplate of his headgear, then shattered Kalsu's nose, which required surgery to fix."
Me: "If it had not been for the faceplate, that blow likely would have been fatal to Kalsu. And again, that's one of my best Officers in personal combat, and Wilson tore him apart. The danger to anyone trying to arrest him was literally existential."
Me: "Now let's fast-forward. Here's where I came in. You can hear me announcing my Office and telling Wilson that he is under arrest. Then, and I need you all to see this, Senior Deputy Louis Bailey grabs me by the collar and pull me back. Wilson was as surprised as everyone, and if he'd attacked us at that moment, he might have murdered both me and Bailey... unless someone shot Wilson dead."
Me: "As it was, after I pushed Bailey off of me, I handed my crowbar to Commander Croyle, then again told Wilson he was under arrest. He jabs twice at me with the left hand, then throws a haymaker with his right. He misses, I grab his arm, and with a weaponless martial arts move I subdue him. His shoulder separates as much from the force of his own punch he threw as anything I did, and I can have martial arts experts testify to that."
I turned off the video and said "Now those are my optics, Mr. Silas. I don't care what color Anthony Wilson was; I'm going to defend myself when I'm attacked. I don't care what color he is when he has already assaulted and injured one of my Police Officers; I'm going to subdue and arrest him for his actions, not the color of his skin."
"You're just not going to stop, are you?" Silas said, his voice almost a whisper. "You're just not going to stop exercising physical violence against my People, are you?"
"And you're just not going to stop throwing the race card, even though you know damn well I was justified, and that this is not about race. Are you?" I replied.
"You just don't see it, do you? You just refuse to see it." Silas said, almost more to himself than me.
"On the contrary, I do see it. As well or better than you do." I replied. "Your problem is that I am not going to let you shame nor intimidate me into not doing my job, and stopping criminals regardless of their ethnicity."
Silas glared at me, then saw that the Sheriff, who was between us, was peering just as hard at him. They engaged in a 'blink' contest for a long minute. The Sheriff won; Silas turned back to face the Mayor.
"It doesn't matter." Daniel Allgood said, his voice cutting through the tense silence. "I've already talked to Mr. Garland, as well as most of the Members of the Council. I agree with Mr. Garland that we should settle. And unless a majority of the Council votes to fight the lawsuit, then my tiebreaking vote will go to settling, preferably without any admission of wrongdoing on the County's part."
Dennis Garland said "And once that happens, you will need to drop your countersuit, Commander Troy."
"And if I don't?" I replied, my voice low and menacing.
"Then you could lose your indemnity." Garland said. "You'd be on your own, with no help nor support from the Town & County."
"I have no support from you now, obviously." I replied.
"You could also be fired if the Council's motion to settle includes ordering you to drop the countersuit." said Daniel Allgood. "Oh, I know, you can retire since you're a Medal of Valor recipient. But the point is that you'll put your job on the line if you fight us."
"And I don't mean that as a threat," the Mayor said, "but Mr. Silas is partially correct, here. Perception is the reality, and the reality is that the optics of your continued strong-armed tactics are becoming unacceptable."
I fired back: "You were whining when I didn't take your phone call and go down and do (air quotes) 'strong-armed tactics' the first time. Now you're whining when I did use reasonable force to subdue a dangerous criminal. Which way do you want it, Allgood?"
"Mind your tone with me, Commander." Allgood growled. The Sheriff stopped me as I was rising to my feet to confront him.
"Mind yours, Allgood." growled Griswold. "You ain't the boss of him... unless you think you can whip his ass in personal combat. My money's on the Iron Crowbar on that one."
Allgood glared at the Sheriff, then looked over at the Chief, who said "Take your best shot, Mr. Mayor. But put your affairs in orrrr-derrrr first."
Edward R. Steele said "Don, it's not a done deal that the Council is going to capitulate to the 'woke' mobs and the Agitators pulling their strings. I can pretty much assure you that at least half the Council will vote to fight this lawsuit in Court to the last ditch. And we may even have bipartisan support to do so. Chances are, the Mayor won't have to make a 'career decision' vote on it."
"We'll see about that." growled Edgar Silas as Daniel Allgood glared at Edward. Edgar stood up, then turned to face me and said "I'll give you this much, Commander Crowbar... the tape shows your actions to be reasonable if not correct. But that is not going to matter."
Silas: "We're still going to vote to settle, and even accept blame. And we're going to do that to put you in your place as much as anything else. And we will do it again, and again, and again, until you stop or until we have gotten rid of you. Mr. Mayor, gentlemen..." With that, he exited the room.
I broke the silence of the room by saying "Gentlemen, would you give me a moment alone with the Mayor?"
"Are you kidding?" Garland gasped. "Leave him alone with you? And armed?"
"I'm not afraid of him." Daniel Allgood said.
"You should be." Chief Moynahan said in his best 'Jedi Master Yoda' voice. "You should be.
"I'm not going to hurt him." I said. "And the Sheriff can stay, as a witness, and as his bodyguard."
The others left. I went and sat in the chair vacated by Silas, next to Allgood, looked him in they eyes, and said "Are you trying to get rid of me?"
"What I'm trying to do is---" Allgood started.
"IT'S A GODDAMNED YES-OR-NO QUESTION!" I yelled. Allgood just stared at me for a long moment, until the silence got awkward.
"No, I'm not trying to get rid of you!" he finally fired back. "But I am trying to put you in your fucking place! Goddammit, Don! you have got to lighten up! Silas is right; the optics are killing us! The US DOJ is coming in, and the Democrats both here and in the State Legislature are hell-bent on ripping our Town and County apart... and all just to get at YOU! And then there's next year's Elections. If the Democrats win, especially the Mayor's position, it is all over for this Town & County."
"So your answer is to get rid of me?" I said accusingly. "Your answer is to appease the 'woke' thugs, and try to get the Media on your side? You think that'll save you in the next race for Mayor? Don't you know by now, Allgood, that standing up to them is why you've won to this point, and is your only hope of winning in the future?"
Daniel said nothing. I stood up and nodded to the Sheriff that it was time to go. As he stood up, I said "Just one more thing. I won't drop the countersuit, and Kalsu might even file his own suit against Anthony Wilson. So you'll get your chance to get rid of me."
Then I lowered my voice and said "But if you vote to settle that lawsuit, and not fight it to the very last ditch, get ready to lose your next election, no matter what it is. You see, I was married to Melina for eight years, and I know how she feels about Blacks. And you, Mr. Allgood, you were TCPD Internal Affairs while Captain Harold Malone was systematically using the Police Force to intimidate Blacks, to arrest and falsely accuse them of crimes they didn't commit. And that doesn't even include the drug operations."
"Oh yes." I said, my voice barely above a whisper. "It doesn't matter if you are a racist in your heart like Melina is. You are, but it doesn't matter. If and when Bettina and KXTC, and Eldrick X. Weaver and Lionel Carmela start asking why you didn't stop Harold Malone as TCPD I.A... well, it's just like Silas said, the truth won't matter."
I stood up straight. "So take your best shot at me, if you think that'll save you and Myrtle L. James and the White Community in this County. It won't be me that gets hurt. I'll know your answer when you vote on the resolution."
I walked towards the door. As the Sheriff walked by Daniel Allgood, he emitted a low whistle, and shook his head in both sorrow and disbelief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You are one hardcore son of a... gun." the Sheriff said when we got back to his office. "You are as tough as a Klingon, and as Machiavellian as any Romulan could ever hope to be. But I don't think I've ever seen you quite like that."
"I'm sorry you had to see that, Sheriff." I replied. "And I'm almost sorry I had to do it. But I had to do it."
The Sheriff grunted his agreement, then said "So you really think Daniel is trying to get rid of you?"
"What other explanation for all this fits?" I asked. "Yeah, Garland is a coward that can't stand having to do his job and fight the 'woke' thugs in Court. But remember how upset Allgood was when I didn't respond to his messages, and didn't come down? Why? Especially since the Police handled it."
Griswold said "And then he filed that complaint with the I.G., and wanted a Board of Inquest. So he's going to run on some kind of 'Police accountability' platform?"
I said "I dunno, but it's clear to me he's trying to create space between himself and our strong-law-enforcement policies."
Griswold said: "Well, why don't we discuss it over lunch at the Cop Bar."
I said "Sorry, sir, but I have a lunch date with my wife. And she's one hell of a lot prettier than you are."
"Har! You got that right, Crowbar." the Sheriff said, his mustaches quivering with merriment. "Oh, that reminds me... I got some more Tokay for your wife." He picked up a large wooden box and handed it to me. "Would you mind delivering this to her for me?"
"Sure, sir." I said. Then I grinned and said "Very cute, Sheriff. Now everyone will see me carrying this wine down the hallway. What am I supposed to tell them?"
"Just say it's evidence of a crrrimmme, Mister Crowbar." the Sheriff drawled. "Evidence of a crime..."
Part 5 - Scoop From The Sisters
11:45am, Wednesday, November 17th. I met Laura at the Soup & Salad place. She had reserved the table at the window that overlooked the little man-made lake, the building that was a reception hall, and the veranda where we'd exchanged our marriage vows. (Author's note: 'Interlude', Ch. 07.)
"I was going to call you, but you beat me to it." Laura said after we went through the salad bar and the soup bar... me for the first but not last time. "I suspect you want to talk to me about the same thing I need to talk to you about."
"The Toyota Gang?" I asked. Laura nodded, and I said "Yes, but we can go to the higher security location of your office on Campus after lunch to talk about that. And after I called you, something happened that you need to be made aware of."
I gave the details of the disastrous meeting with Mayor Allgood, et. al. Laura was totally shocked. "Daniel wants to settle?!" she gasped. "And you think he's trying to get you pushed out of the TCPD? What the hell is he thinking?"
I was tempted to say we should have Carole ask them and then read his mind, but that would be the wrong thing to say. I'd had to tell Carole to not 'anticipate' her mother's requests for things, and let Laura ask for them out loud. But I digress...
I said "My first sense was that it was an ego thing for him, when I didn't respond to his call, when he was kept out of the loop on security issues. But now... it's gotta be something more, something deeper. Maybe he was promised something. Maybe he was threatened."
Me: "But either way, I don't think he has clearly thought it out. If he thinks me going away will solve the problems or take the pressure off, he's got another think coming. If anything, it'll be even worse, where the US DOJ is concerned. They won't back off; they'll feel energized and will double down on the Council structure as well as the TCPD."
Me: "And if he thinks anyone, especially the Democrats, will keep any promise made to him?" I shook my head with mock sadness. "Well, he'll get what's coming to him for that folly."
Laura nodded. "I'll talk to Melina, though I suspect she isn't aware of what's going on with Daniel..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In Laura's office, she was wearing her Kerr pumps with the rubber soles, so her feet were not slipping from the edge of the desk. I was standing in front of her, pumping my throbbing cock in and out of her sopping wet snatch.
"Oh, God, your cock feels so good inside me!" my wife gasped as she tightened the grip of her arms wrapped around my neck, our left cheeks pressing together as I pounded her pussy with hard, stabbing thrusts.
"God, I love fucking your tight, wet pussy!" I whispered as I relentlessly gyrated my hips back and forth, propelling my cock deep into her heavenly vagina. "Geez! you are so fucking hot!" My hands were on her back just above her dress-covered asscheeks, pulling her into me as I pushed into her again and again.
Our dirty words to each other matched our lewd actions as we rutted lustily, the depraved, spontaneity of our mating adding to the intense pleasure. Laura began moaning into my ear, and I felt her pussy clamp down hard on my invading 'little crowbar', followed by a gush of slippery liquid wetness coating my cock and balls.
"Unnh!" I gasped. "I'm going to come. I'm going to fucking come in your cunt!" I felt the intense pain build up, then the explosive release as spurt after spurt of hot semen fired into her spasming depths.
After a moment to catch our breaths, we separated. I took a step back and Laura slipped off the desk and sat in her chair. She pulled me to her, and used her lips and tongue to clean our combined juices off my cock, balls, and loins.
"That was good." Laura said as I pulled my pants back up and fastened them, then put my gunbelt back on. I pulled a chair from the front of her desk around to sit close to her. We talked softly, even though her bug-killer was on, and it was already the most secure room in all the Town & County.
Laura started: "I've been touching base with a lot of my contacts about the Toyota Gang perps that the DEA came in and stole from you. The Hispanic Team has been of interest to me for a long time, because of their Cartel interests and the problem of Red Chinese activity in Central and South America."
Laura: "The current Regime in Washington not only doesn't care about that, but they may have been compromised by the Chinese, especially those from that sewer Wilmington, Delaware. But there are some in the Intelligence Community that aren't as corrupt as others, and they are watching the world situation with great concern."
Laura: "So I want to find out where the perps were taken, for my people's interest if nothing else. I haven't found out exactly where they are, but I did get a tip that they may have been split up and taken to different places. The Asian team may never be found again... until they turn up in the People's Republic of China when the Corrupted Ones turn them over to them."



Laura: "As to the Hispanic Team, Michael Carlena is the grandson of a major Cartel figure, and he will begin making a lot of noise if his grandson does not turn up and get legal representation. And the current State Department will likely get involved and force the DEA to stop hiding them before too long."
"And the Black Team?" I asked.
Laura said "To be candidly honest with you, I don't understand why they weren't just left in your custody while the other teams were taken. I see the prurient interest and the value to various Federal Government agencies of the Hispanic and Asian Teams. But the Black Team? I have nothing that suggests their value to anyone. And I fear that they may be regarded as 'collateral damage', and will come over all dead while in Federal custody, so sorry."
"If memory serves me correctly," I said, "they had ties to Stubbs & Wheaton Venture Capital, LLC, and also to the Big Boy companies that are the Corporate half of the Swamp Frog cabal. Maybe the Black Team is more of value to them than the Government half of the Swamp Frog cabal.
"That's a thought." Laura said. "But then I'm left asking 'How so?'. It's not like they escaped custody; they're not free to rejoin Public Society. If the Corporate Elites wanted them, it would've been better for them to make plea deals and maybe even get full immunity and be released."
"I agree." I said. "But... what if they did try to do that? And Savannah Fineman rejected their offers? Or more likely, what if their own Defense lawyers didn't bring their offers to the Prosecution?"
"Why would they do that to their own clients?" Laura asked, and I could see her trying to make her brain work behind her eyes.
"I dunno." I said. "Except that the same Gresham & Mason legal beagles were working for all three teams, which should and ordinarily would be verboten. And Max Chambliss totally failed his client Maribel Isadora, and maybe it was on purpose."
As I put on my uniform jacket, I said "Would you mind talking to Paulina, and see if she can find out if the Black Team asked Savannah Fineman or anyone in the D.A.'s Office to cut a plea deal?"
"Sure." Laura said. "What are you going to do, if anything at all?"
I said "I'm going to make some phone calls, see what I can find out about where those perps were taken...'
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the way back to the office, I stopped by Beverly's Flower Shop and had Beverly send some roses to my wife at her office. Beverly also reported that the Flower Shop was doing very well.
As I left the Flower Shop and went to my Police SUV, my personal iPhone rang. I answered it, then said "Meet me at my sales office next to Town Fitness Centers." After disconnecting, I headed northwest to Town Fitness Centers.
I parked in the alley behind the building and let myself into my little security equipment sales office in the elbow of the building. While waiting for my guest, I called my ace-in-the-hole confidential source about all things Town & County Government: The Intendent, Adele Peabody.
"Hi, Don, yes I can talk." she said when she answered.
"Hi Adele." I said. "I need to know if you know something. It's about the Toyota Gang perps. We know Savannah Fineman cut a deal with Maribel Isadora, and forgot to get the U.S. Attorney in on it. But did any of the other perps or their lawyers ask Fineman or anyone in the D.A.'s Office for a plea deal, and if so, were they rejected, and why."
Adele said "I don't know; I didn't hear anything. I'll check around. What I do know is that Savannah and Chip Blake, who was Michael Carlena's attorney, met a number of times... for lunch. And Savannah would be gone for most of the afternoons that she met him. I can't blame her for that; he's a good looking guy... though not as handsome as you. I thought they were working out Maribel's plea deal."
"Okay, thanks." I said. "And if you find out anything, let me know... and I'll take you to a nice lonnnng lunch."
"Mmm," cooed Adele. "I can't wait to feel you coming inside my pussy."
"And I can't wait to have those legs of yours wrapped around me while I drop my load into you--- oh, someone's here. I gotta go. I'll call you. Take care."
I disconnected and looked up to see Melina Troy Allgood coming into the office via the same back door I had. "Sorry to interrupt your phone call. Who's the lucky bitch getting your load?"
"Ohhh, a confidential informant." I replied with a grin.
Melina said a bit wickedly: "I know Laura lets you play, but why didn't you cheat on me when we were married?"
"Hmmph!" I breathed. "Look at you. You're all a man could want... or handle."
Melina grinned at the compliment. "Well, I suppose you're wondering why I called this meeting. Is what I heard true? Daniel is trying to force you out of the TCPD?"
"He denies it." I said. "But actions speak louder than words. You haven't talked to him?"
Melina said "No, not about all that stuff. And it wasn't for lack of asking on my part. It's hard to believe he'd cave in to the nig--- uh, the 'woke' mobsters, though. He has no love lost for them. Are you going to sabotage his next Mayoral campaign?"
I shrugged my shoulders. "It's up to him. He better get his head out of his fourth point of contact, or else he'd better find new lines of work."
"That might even be for the best." Melina replied, somewhat cryptically. "But enough of that. What I wanted to ask you is if they're going to force the Council into equal representation... which will mean total Democrat dominance of the Town, and of everything if they remain yoked together."
I said "I truly have no idea yet. And no matter what happens, there's going to be litigation in the Courts. It could be years before things are resolved."
"It only took weeks to bring one of the Toyota Gang groups to trial." Melina countered. "Doesn't that in itself raise your hackles?"
"Oh, it does." I replied. "And there is something that maybe you can help me with. I need you to find some people, determine where they are."
"The Toyota perps?" Melina asked.
"No." I said. "Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman. I need to know where they are, and as soon as possible."
"I'll see what I can find out." Melina replied...
Part 6 - Cause and Effect
3:30pm, Wednesday, November 17th. I returned to my office at Police Headquarters. I made a call to Eddy the Bounty Hunter, and left a voicemail message for him. Then I went to the Chief's office. He had me come in and sit down.
"Dennis Gartman transmitted his formal recommendation to the Council to settle the lawsuit with Anthony Wilson's family." the Chief said. "Yuuuu-sually that means negotiating and having a clause that the Town & County, the Police, and you as a named Defendant admit no guilt or wrongdoinnnng."
"I sense there is a 'but' coming." I said.
"You sense correct-leeee." drawled the Chief. "In this case, Gartman recommends that the Council force you to drop your countersuit, and if you do not, to settle by accepting blame, and in particular declaring that you are to blame. He also recommends that if you do not drop the countersuit, your indemnity should be revoked. I know you have additional indemnity insurance that will protect you financially, but Gartman is formally recommending you be declared guilty of using excessive force to harm a, quote, 'unarmed black man', unquote."
Chief Moynahan: "The Mayor is calling a special Council meeting for tomorrow night, specifically and exclusively about this issuuuue. The Sheriff says that's a formality so that they can create a 'Committee of the Whollllle', which will allow them to proceed more informally, and more privately, and then have the 'Come-to-Jesus' session at next Tuesday's Council mee-tnnnng."
I nodded. "Thanks for letting me know, sir. And I'm sure you already know I'm not going to drop the countersuit, and indeed will convert it to a free-standing suit or file a new one if the Council settles instead of doing the right thing and fighting it."
"Even if it costs you your job, your career?" asked the Chief, much more incisively.
"With respect, Chief," I said firmly, looking him dead in the eye, "what's the point of having this job and this career if I'm held back from doing my job, and told I'm wrong when I do it? And how am I supposed to lead Police Officers that don't have the support of the Town & County Mayor and Council?"
He had no answer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went back to my office and began looking at the Toyota Gang case files, when I heard a familiar noise:
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Commander Tanya P. Muscone drove into my office and parked on the dime glued to the floor. Following her in was Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, who took her normal seat next to Tanya, in the far-side hot chair. Cindy Ross sat down in the near-side hot chair, making this a full-fledged Angels meeting.
"Busy?" Teresa asked
I said "I've been reviewing the whole Toyota Gang case, trying to answer some questions..." My voice faded off.
Breaking my reverie, Teresa said "Why don't you tell us your questions?"
I said "Okay. But don't try to answer them, just hear them. First, the elephant in the room: why did the Feds come in and grab all twelve of the perps before we convicted them of the State crimes?"
"Maybe---" Tanya started, but stopped when I cut my eyes in Carole-'ish' fashion to look at her. "Sorry." she said.
I said "I believe the answer to that question leads to what the Swamp Frogs's real motive and purpose is. And I believe it must be because of the Gangs's crime sprees. And I'm coming to the conclusion that one of their crimes was not like the others---"
The door to my office flew open, and into the room hurtled ADA Savannah Fineman, wearing a white dress and white pumps. She was followed by D.A. Miriam Walters, who was wearing a navy blue dress and matching pumps.
"You've gotta help me!" Savannah all but screamed out. "I promised Maribel Isadora protection, and the Feds aren't giving her any! Any at all!"
"Do you know where she is?" I asked, my voice severe.
Miriam Walters said "We've been working with Chip Blake and Edward N. Parker to find them, and to help Maribel. We're all pissed at what the Feds did. We got a tip that the Hispanic Team was taken to the Federal Prison south of Acropolis City, in the State to our east. The prison has denied they're there, though."
Savannah wailed "Look, I know I messed up. But I never wanted this to happen to Maribel. She wasn't lying when she was screaming that they'd kill her. Please! Help us!"
"Grrrrr..." I growled, then fished out my Police iPhone. I speed-dialed Jack Muscone's number. It went to voicemail immediately. "Jack, I need you to call me back immediately. This is an emergency."
As we waited, I said "Who gave you the tip? And do you know where the other gangs were taken?"
Savannah said "Chip Blake got the tip and contacted me. I went straight to Miriam, and we came here after checking with the prison."
I picked up my cellphone and tried Jack Muscone again. It went to voicemail. "Pick up the phone, Jack!" I said too loudly. "This is urgent! Lives are at stake!" I waited 30 seconds, but Muscone did not pick up nor call back.
"I'll take a shot." Tanya said. She took out her Police iPhone and dialed her husband. "Straight to voicemail." she said, then left a message to call back.
"Can you call him on your personal cellphone?" Savannah Fineman begged. She turned to me and said "Can you make her call him on their personal cellphones?"
I said "No. I won't order her to do that, no matter what." Both Miriam and Savannah looked at me in sheer disbelief.
"I'll do it." Tanya said. She brought out her personal cellphone and speed-dialed her husband's personal cellphone. When it, too, went to voicemail, she said "Jack, this is urgent! I need you to call me back ASAP!"
Her cellphone buzzed; it was Muscone calling her back. "What is it?" he asked curtly.
Tanya put her cellphone on speaker and said "I'm here with Don, Teresa, Miriam Walters, and Savannah Fineman---"
"Where's the fire?" Jack asked. "I'm in a meeting---"
"Listen, Jack!" Tanya ordered with no small amount of authority in her voice. "They have a tip on where Maribel Isadora is, and her very life might be in imminent danger!"
Jack's voice said "That's what we're meeting about. We found her and the Latino Team, in the Federal Prison near Acropolis City." Then he paused and said "But she's not in imminent danger."
"Ohhh, nooooo." I said as I fell back into my chair, fully understanding the inflection of Muscone's voice and the true meaning of his words. "They got her, didn't they?"
"Yes, Dog." Muscone said. "They got her. Maribel Isadora is dead..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, based upon this chapter and some previous stories, you have all the clues to determine what is going on. Why did the Feds grab the perps right out of the trial? What is their motive, and their target? Answers in the next chapter... same Crowbar channel, same Crowbar time...
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Part 6 - Cause and Effect (continued)
A collective groan filled the office as the import of Jack Muscone's words that Maribel Isadora was dead hit us all. Savannah Fineman had to grab the back of Cindy's chair to keep from collapsing. Miriam Walters led her to the sofa and they sat down.
"Where are you now, Jack?" I asked.
"The Federal Building in The City." Muscone replied. "Let's videoconference in five minutes..."
As everyone got up and exited to go to the Main Conference Room, Cindy held me back for a moment. She whispered "There's something off about Savannah. I'm getting a vibe from her."
"That she's upset?" I asked.
"Yes, but not like I'd expect." Cindy replied. "It's almost like... crocodile tears. She's upset about Maribel dying, but it's more like a 'this wasn't supposed to happen' kind of upset, not really any genuine concern for Maribel's life. In other words, it's as if she knew the Feds were going to come in and take the Toyota Gang, but she believed they would protect Maribel, and now she's more afraid of the blame than caring about Maribel being murdered..."
I nodded. "Okay, we'll see in five minutes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And five minutes it was. In the Main Conference were the Chief at the end of the table, me to his left and Tanya to his right, Teresa to my left, Cindy to her left, Savannah to Tanya's right and Miriam to Savannah's right.
The videoconference line rang, and a moment later we had Jack Muscone on the monitor. He was in his corner office within the FBI suite at the Federal Building. With him was Supervisory Special Agent Julius Jefferson, Special Agent In Charge Clark Webster of the region's Missing Person's Bureau... and DEA SSA Dwight Stevens!
"You got nerve, bringing Stevens in on this." I said angrily.
"No one feels worse about this than I do---" Stevens started.
"Except Maribel Isadora, maybe?" I fired back witheringly.
Jack Muscone said "Don, he's helping us as much as he can. He was duped like a lot of other people---"
"And he should be fired for it." I replied with no small amount of hostility in my voice.
"Let me just give you my report." said Muscone. "Here's what we know. All four members of the Hispanic Team were taken to the Federal Prison near Acropolis City. Miguel Carlena was processed there, but he was then transported by the Marshals to Miami, Florida---"
"What about Maribel?" Savannah Fineman all but shouted.
"I'm getting there," said Jack Muscone, "but Don and the others need to hear the rest of this, and in full context, so let me get the story out." Savannah was about to say something, but Miriam Walters grasped her wrist in a clear sign to stop talking.
Muscone: "There's no trace of Carlena after he was transported to Miami. Some think he is going to be flown to Colombia or El Salvador, and returned to his grandfather and his family in order to avoid a diplomatic crisis. Others don't believe that, though, and we simply have not found out anything else about him yet."
Muscone: "Carlos Rojas and Peter Segui are still in holding cells at the Federal Pen, awaiting processing, and they're essentially protected. But Maribel Isadora was not given any protection. And despite not being convicted of anything yet, she was put in 'gen pop' with the convicted, hardened female prisoners."
Muscone: "Two Hispanic women, serving long sentences for crimes of violence and drug distribution, took shivs to her in the cafeteria. They carved her up like a roast; one clapped a hand over her mouth and slit her throat, then stabbed her in the kidney and cut and sliced as much as she could. The second woman stabbed her right in the gut and tried to make the two seppuku cuts, and was largely successful. Maribel bled out within a couple of minutes."
I said "Do you have proof she died, or are you taking the Prison people at their word?"
Julius Jefferson said "It's been confirmed. It really was Maribel, and she really is dead. But you do bring up a good point, Commander: it's very hard finding out anything, and it's getting even harder. We got good cooperation from the Bureau of Prisons at first. But after Maribel's murder, they clammed up. Everyone is covering their asses and battening down the hatches."
Muscone: "And it definitely is hard to tell who to trust and not trust, these days."
"Yeah." I said, "especially that DEA Agent sitting next to you, that waltzed into our Courtroom and took my perps into Federal custody... and after he had promised me he'd let us convict them of the State charges first!"
"And I wanted to!" Dwight Stevens said, getting defensive and angry. "But I had my orders!"
"Yeah?!" I fired back. "So did the Nazi guards that led the Jews into the gas chambers! They had their orders, too!"
"Oh, come on! Don't give me that shit! I---"
"You got Maribel Isadora KILLED, you fucking asshole!" I thundered.
Dwight threw up his hands in exasperation. "Look, I'm trying to tell you---"
"I DON'T WANT TO HEAR IT!" I shouted, rising to my feet. In a calmer voice, I said "Jack, get him out of there or I'm walking out of here."
Jack nodded to Dwight Stevens, who had already risen to leave. After I heard the door close, I said "What about the others? What happened to the Black and Asian Teams?"
Muscone said "According to the Bureau of Prisons, the Asian Team was taken to Seattle. My fear is that they are going to be repatriated to the Red Chinese, as a gift to the Chinese from the Wilmington Delaware Family that the Chinese have bought and paid for, if you get my drift."
I said "I do, and I believe you when you tell me that. But I am verrrrry skeptical that they were taken to Seattle. Li Wei Guo was the one connected to the Chinese and the Cartels; it is far more likely he was slipped into the group taken to Miami. And the others had more connections to the Big Boy Corporate Elites than the Chinese."
Muscone: "You make good points, and you might be right. As to the Black Team, they are completely off the grid and off the radar. Clark Webster here has been treating them as Missing Persons, with no results. No facial rec sightings anywhere in the country. And unlike the Asian and Hispanic Teams, the Bureau of Prisons totally and emphatically denies ever having any of the Black Team in their custody... and call it a hunch, but I believe them on that."
I said "And you should... the Black Team was the Swamp Frogs's true targets. And I seriously doubt you'll be hearing from or about any of them... well, I take that back. Mr. Webster, I can give you one potential lead to follow. Look for the dead body of Dwayne Heywood, a.k.a. 'Heywood J'."
"Okay." said Clark Webster. "But why him? And why dead?"
I said "Of all the Toyota Gang, he's the one of least value to anyone, and he's of no value at all. Not to the Swamp Frogs, the Corporate Elites, the Chinese, nor the Cartels. He's pure liability, and I expect that he will be treated accordingly, and soon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:45pm, Wednesday, November 17th. After disconnecting the call, I looked balefully at Savannah Fineman. "Get Chip Blake on the phone. Now."
"Why?" asked Miriam Walters as Savannah looked at me skeptically.
"I want to know who gave him that tip about Maribel." I replied. "Make the call." Fineman got out her cellphone, looked at Walters, who nodded, then dialed a number.
When Chip Blake answered, Savannah Fineman said "Chip, this is ADA Savannah Fineman. I'm putting you on speaker with Miriam Walters, Police Chief Moynahan, and four people named 'Commander'." (That would be Me, Cindy, Teresa, and Tanya.)
"How can I help you?" Blake said, his voice becoming stiff and formal.
Savannah said "The FBI just confirmed that your clients were taken to the Federal Pen near Acropolis City... and they said Maribel was put in the general population. She was murdered."
Blake: "Are the others there? Are they still alive, and protected?"
Fineman: "Segui and Rojas are, at least we think no. Michael Carlena was reportedly taken to Miami, but we have no confirmation and no idea where he is right now."
"Mr. Blake!" I called out in my authoritarian voice. "I need to know who gave you the tip that led us to finding out this much. It's the only way I can help you help your clients."
Chip Blake said "Well, it was an anonymous tip."
"Mis-ter Blake." I said. "You surely cannot have heard of any small reputation I possess if you are going to play games with me like this. Who gave you the frickin' tip?"
Miriam Walters said "Mr. Blake, if you know, you need to tell us. Right now."
Chip Blake finally said "No, I'm not going to. I'm asserting attorney-client privilege in the matter. I will not help the Police, and especially not Commander Donald Troy."
"Blake, you're on thin ice---" I started, but the call dropped as Chip Blake disconnected.
I stood up. "And Fineman, you need to think about a few things, yourself. Maribel Isadora trusted you, and now she's dead. And now I've got to get to work... to try to save the others. If I can. May I be excused, Chief?"
"We'll all go." said the Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Your Crowbar's Angels followed Your Iron Crowbar into my office and made themselves at home in front of my desk as I all but collapsed into my comfortable 'Command Chair' behind the desk.
"Sooooo..." said Cindy Ross, tapping the green crowbar into the palm of her hand, "... the Black Team was the true target, were they now?"
"What. Isn't it obvious?" I asked, pretending shock.
"You're just trolling us now, arentcha?" Teresa asked, with what was for her a little grin.
"Yeah, I am." I admitted. "It's not all that obvious, and it's eluded me for a while. But I'd rather talk about it over beef nachos at the Cop Bar. Who's in?"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After our strategic redeployment to the Cop Bar, and joined by the Chief, the Sheriff, Captains Claire Michaels and Janice Holloway, her fiancé Lieutenant Teddy Parker as well as Lieutenants Theo Washington, Joanne Warner, and Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, we ate beef nachos and drank either Regular or Cherry Coca-Cola Zero as we discussed the case on the outside deck, with the fire pot giving us warmth.
I said "Okay, let's look back at the Toyota Gang crimes. Which one was not like the others?"
"Do you consider the train explosion to be their work, sir?" asked Teddy Parker.
"No, I do not." I said. "I am blaming the Swamp Frogs for that one."
"I'd say the Sedgwick murder." Joanne replied. "The others were robberies, mostly of convenience stores."
"But wasn't that the Asian Gang filling in for someone else to do that? And on the Swamp Frogs's behalf?" asked Julia. Then she said "For sheer size and scope, I'd say the Smith-Morra Jewelry Store burglary, except they broke into Coin Shops and stole those 1933 Double Eagles."
I said "You're on the right track. "The Sedgwick murder was about revenge, and didn't really profit anyone financially. The convenience store robberies were small-time in both appearance and reality. The coin shop robberies were small-time on the surface, and we later found out about the Double Eagles that may or may not have been the targeted result of those crimes."
I continued: "But the jewelry store robbery... now that was big. On the surface, behind the scenes, it was big and for big money. And it was very efficiently executed... except for the small fact that the Police were outside waiting for them, and arrested them." Everyone laughed at that.
Me: "I will also add that on the night of the jewelry store robbery, I was distracted by being called to the other corner of our State, to investigate the murders of four people we now know were the White Team. My being in Apple Grove when the Hispanic Team was caught was pure coincidence... indeed, the White Team would probably have preferred I not have been in Apple Grove while they were. But arranging for the Donnan County trip was not a coincidence at all."
Me: "It was the Black Team that made the jewelry store attempt, which is why I said, and believe, that they were the real targets in getting the gangs out of our jails and into the Feds's hands. This whole business about Michael Carlena being sent back to the Cartels is a red herring. Ditto that for the desire to return the Asian Team to the People's Republic of China."
"Okay, but why?" asked (who else) Cindy Ross.
"That's what we have to figure out." I replied. "And let's start by asking: why was it important to get them out of our hands before we convicted them in Superior Court?"
"Ohhh." said Julia Rodriguez. "Leverage. "Once they're convicted in our Courts, the Feds can't offer them plea deals or Immunity Agreements, because they can't take away the State convictions!"
"Very good! Hold this." I said, passing the red crowbar to her. She happily examined it as I said "Kind of like Savannah Fineman in reverse. She didn't offer a joint Federal immunity to Maribel Isadora, only a State one, and the Feds pounced on it and took advantage. And the mirror-image of that is that the Feds have nothing to offer if all their offering is for the perps to rot in our State jails."
"So what is it they're trying to use that leverage to get?" asked (who else) Cindy Ross.
"Ahhh, the $64,000 question." I replied. "Actually, probably a lot more than $64,000."
"So what do we do?" Teresa asked.
"We keep our eyes and ears open." I said. "We wait for developments. I'm expecting to hear of the death of 'Heywood J' at any time... maybe he'll be found this weekend. And Teresa, tell Todd that his buddies Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman are very much involved in all this, so he needs to keep tight security. I haven't forgotten seeing them come out of that building the Feds both own and have rented." (Author's note: 'God Save The Queen', Ch. 01.)
I saw Teresa's eyes turn jet as I mentioned those names. A few minutes later I said to her quietly and privately, "We'll talk about it later. For now, I'll just say this: do you want a shot... at the title?"
"Don't mind if I do." Teresa replied, her eyes boring into mine...
Part 8 - No Way Out
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, November 18th, from the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "The Town & County Council meets in Special Session to force Police Commander Donald Troy to accept guilt in the lawsuit by the family of an unarmed black man Troy severely injured!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Mayor Daniel Allgood has called a Special Session of the Council for tonight, for the purpose of following parliamentary procedure to set up a 'Committee of the Whole', which will contemplate and debate settling the lawsuit filed by the family of Anthony Wilson, whose shoulder was separated by the violently physical excessive use of force by Commander Troy in arresting Wilson at last week's Council meeting!"
Bettina: "City Attorney Dennis Garland has recommended that the lawsuit be settled, and he has also recommended that Commander Troy be stripped of his indemnity if he, Commander Troy, does not drop his countersuit against Mr. Wilson and his family."
Bettina: "And the Public Safety Department faces further turmoil as the Union and the Captain's Union are demanding that Sheriff Antonio Griswold clarify the rank and structure of each unit within the Public Safety Department. At issue is who has command authority in situations like the peaceful demonstrations during two recent Council meetings. Political experts are saying that the failures of the current structure are due to Commander Donald Troy's poor decisions in re-writing the County Charter..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hmmph! Bettina is wayyyy behind in her coverage." grunted Sheriff Griswold as he, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"How so, sir?" Teresa asked.
"The Union made their so-called 'demands', and rather politely, I might add." growled Griswold. "And I've responded. We've agreed that a more comprehensive overhaul of the rank structures is needed since the Charter was re-written, with a particular eye towards the future and possible events in the coming year. And I'm going to do that.. well, I'm going to get Crowbar to do it and take the credit for myself."
We all laughed at that, then Tanya asked "What's so wrong with it now, Sheriff?"
Griswold: "It's not that it's wrong, but there are a couple of things I want to do. First, Crowbar fixed a lot of the Fire Department problems during the re-writing of the Charter, and now we need to fix the problems that showed up in those last two violent protests at the Council meetings. I'm also looking at that through the lens of the train car explosion. Our response went well, but what if Louis Bailey had shown up and said he was in charge at the scene?"
After a moment's silent pause, Griswold continued: "And the second thing is scalability. I think everyone here knows what's coming in the next year. The weaponized US DOJ is going to come after us, and the State Legislature may merge one or two other counties into ours. So we need to position ourselves to handle whatever comes along."
Griswold: "And that's what I told the Unions. I also told them that I needed to take some time, consult with the Public Safety Department leadership as well as select Council Members and of course them, the Union. And hustling on doing this only to have the Legislature convene in January and fuck us over would be a waste of time. So it will be early next year before anything comes out."
"How did they take that?" asked Cindy.
"They were surprisingly accommodative." replied the Sheriff. "And I don't know whether or not to be happy about that... or worried..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce from the KFXU studios at 8:00am, Thursday, November 18th. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said Priya. "Here's what's in the news. Maribel Isadora, one of the Toyota Gang members who were literally taken out of their trial in Superior Court by Federal Agents this past Monday, was murdered in the Federal Prison near Acropolis City."
Catrina: "The Federal Agents took custody of all twelve Toyota Gang members that the Town & County Police captured over the last several weeks. Ms. Isadora turned State's evidence and testified against the other Gang members. She had been given State immunity but not matching Federal immunity, and when she testified about the gang's drug operations, she and the others were immediately taken into Federal custody, generating a mistrial in the Superior Court case."



Priya: "Despite not having been convicted of anything at the State or Federal level, Ms. Isadora was placed in the general prison population with convicted criminals doing hard time. She was attacked by two or possibly three other inmates, and stabbed multiple times. Help was slow in arriving, and Ms. Isadora bled out and died by the time any guards or other prison staff came to the scene."
Catrina: "U.S. Senator Bill Nunn of our State has demanded that U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland and the Director of the Federal Bureau of Prisons testify before Congress to explain the series of failures that led to the murder of Ms. Isadora, and also give his Office as well as the Town & County Police and Courts the locations of the other gang members taken by the Feds. A.G. Derrick B. Harland has stated that he will not cooperate with Senator Nunn's inquiries."
Priya: "Sources tell Fox Eight News that the U.S. DEA was behind taking the twelve Toyota Gang members into Federal custody, which was carried out by DEA Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens, acting on orders from his superiors. Both Senator Nunn and Governor Sharon Marshall are demanding the DEA make Agent Stevens available for questioning regarding his role in these events..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hmmm, I wonder who those sources are." said Teresa Croyle after my Angels and I watched the broadcast. "I wonnnn-derrr who they could beeee."
"I'll tell you right up front: it was me." I replied. "I told Catrina and Priya. And I'm the one that called Senator Nunn and Governor Marshall about it, and I called Wes Masters of the SBI, as well. And Catrina and Priya quoted me very accurately when I said that Dwight Stevens was acting (air quotes) 'on orders'."
Cindy said "I'm glad you didn't throw Lorena Rose under the bus. I feel sorry for her. I think she's a good person and a good cop, and now she's caught up in all this... filth."
"Let not your heart be troubled." I replied. When my Angels looked at me, I just said "We'll say no more about that for the time being. Soooo, Green Crowbar, anything to report from the Sheriff's Department side of the Force?"
Cindy said "Just that Louis Bailey took all his personal effects out of his office, presumably to his home. But he's still there in his office, so he's not fired nor suspended. And when you re-wrote the Charter, Don, you created a position of Warden of the County Jail. Bailey has been doing that role as well as whatever the Senior Deputy does, but the Sheriff said he's going to promote Olin B. Craig to be the Warden."
"What is the Warden's rank in the grand scheme of things?" Teresa asked.
"Same as yours, and same as Bailey's." I replied. "Silver oak leaf cluster, but his title is 'Warden'. And just as the Fire Department has Superintendents in that rank, which are installation commanders, the Warden is the Installation Commander of one particular installation, that being County Jail. And the Feds being able to get the Toyota Gang perps out of County Jail because our guys were not trained to see the red flags... that's going to fall on Louis Bailey, too. So it probably is good that he's cleaning out his office..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Thursday, November 18th. The Council Members took their seats in the private Council Chamber on the second floor of City Hall. City Attorney Dennis Garland and Sergeant-At-Arms Harrison J. Pierce were the only other attendees.
Mayor Daniel A. Allgood gaveled the session into order. "The purpose of this special session of the Council is to form a Committee to study the lawsuit filed by Anthony Wilson, et al., and to determine what to instruct the City Attorney to do, either to fight it in Court or negotiate a settlement. Do we have a motion on the floor?"
"I so move, to create a Committee of the Whole to study the lawsuit." said John 'Jack' Colby, his baritone voice coming out of his slender body always faintly shocking.
"I second." said Dagmar Schoen.
"Shall we proceed to the vote?" Mayor Allgood asked.
"Hold on!" Kelly Carnes all but shouted. "My God! you Republicans are such assholes!" There were immediately five objections to Kelly Carnes's potty mouth language. "And you can blow it out your asses!" she retorted. "You Republicans are always trying to ram your White Nationalist agenda through without even a debate!"
Ian McGhillie said "It's a simple enough motion, Carnes. What the hell do you want?"
Carnes: "I want someone to tell me why a Committee is even needed! Why can't we debate and vote on it in open, public session?"
"First, because it's a personnel issue." said Edward R. Steele. "So at the very least, the debate will be in Executive Session."
Kelly Carnes said angrily "So you're trying to hide from the Public that you support Donald Troy's Police brutality and excessive use of force. Figures."
"That's a lie!" yelled Ian McGhillie. "That is actionable slander! I am getting sick and tired of you God damned Democrats saying any lie you want and thinking you can get away with it!"
"BRING IT ON, YOU FUCKING SON OF A BITCH!" yelled Kelly Carnes, standing up to hurl the words at McGhillie. "I am READY for that fight!"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap*
"Sit down, Carnes, or I will have you removed." ordered Mayor Allgood. "The point of the Committee is to discuss the lawsuit, to air our opinions in a private and informal manner, and hopefully a more civil one than we're having right now."
"Again, why?" Kelly Carnes asked, more calmly. "This is a waste of time. What is there to discuss?"
"Well, Lord have mercy!" Edward R. Steele exclaimed with Rudistan-'ish' joviality. "Jupiter is rising today! I actually agree with Mrs. Carnes about something!" Then he looked at Daniel Allgood with reptilian eyes and said flatly "Yes, this is a total waste of time."
"Maybe not." said J.P. Goldman. "We need to make sure of the wording of the resolution, if nothing else. We have to make sure it positively states that we are contesting the lawsuit in Court, fighting it to the last ditch, and that we will not force Commander Troy to either drop the lawsuit or have his indemnity revoked."
"Orrrr..." said Sheila Sorrells, "we could make sure the resolution positively states we're going to settle the lawsuit in Court, that we are dropping any charges against the peaceful protester Anthony Wilson, and that we oppose Commander Troy's countersuit---"
"So!" said Mayor Allgood, interrupting. "Do we have our Committee of the Whole?"
The vote was, you guessed it, 5-5. "My God." Daniel Allgood muttered. "You people can't even agree on one simple resolution to form a Committee. Bu-ut, I get to vote to break the tie, and I do so in favor of the resolution. Do I hear a motion to adjourn this Council meeting, and go into a session of the Committee of the Whole?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm. Edward R. Steele came to the Mountain Nest to pick up his daughter Marie. Before he left, he gave me an update.
"Well, we got the motion we wanted, that you recommended, though I don't understand why." he said. "The motion is to instruct the City Attorney's Office to negotiate a settlement. Susan Weston and Sheila Sorrells tacked on an amendment that requires any settlement state the Town & County and the Mayor & Council neither admit nor accept blame. And Carnes and Silas attached an amendment that requires you to drop your countersuit and initiate no further legal action, and if you refuse your indemnity will be stripped."
Edward: "Also, Dennis Garland had been allowed to speak, and he was all but having a nervous breakdown as he begged us to let him negotiate a settlement that won't get us and him called 'White Nationalist' racists. Soooo, after he left, I introduced an amendment or codicil to the motion that we ask for Garland to resign, and if he doesn't, to flat-out fire him and have someone else negotiate in good faith. To my surprise, we had 8 votes in favor of the amendment... all except Carnes and Silas. So we may be able to pass the resolution next Tuesday."
I said "Don't count on it. Having that amendment puts Garland on notice, but it will really embitter him. You made the resolution with the very real and very correct intention of getting rid of him. The Dems that voted with you did so believing your resolution will be defeated, but an embittered Dennis Garland will be so disgusted that he intentionally will not fight in Court, and the lawsuit will be lost."
Edward said "Well, I expect the motion to fail, either 5-5 or 5-6... ohhhh..."
"Yep." I said, seeing that he was seeing it. "You're now realizing that you cannot count on Daniel Allgood to do the right thing. And that is why I had you have the resolution the way it is. The other way... Allgood can just not vote and let it fail, and he won't be on record as having voted. But the way it actually is, he will have to vote in the affirmative in order to capitulate on the lawsuit... a vote he does not want on his record."
"I see, said the blind man." Edward said thoughtfully.
"He's been trying to pivot to the middle in preparation for the next Mayor's race." I said. "And we have to save him from himself. But more... if he wants to take me down, he will have to be on record voting to do so."
Edward said "But he can just not vote. And then what? Without a clear instruction, Garland can do what he wants. And like you just said, he may sabotage our case."
"And that's why you're going to see some interesting horse trading over the weekend and into next week..."
Part 9 - Seeing Green
Friday, November 19th. The day had been quiet, a little too quiet. The University was playing an away game this weekend, which meant not only no influx of alumni and fans, but a draining of them and students out of Town. Fewer drunk driving arrests? Happier Teresa Croyle, and therefore happier Iron Crowbar.
The Council 'Committee of the Whole' was going to meet the next day, Saturday, to hash out what they were going to do about the Anthony Wilson lawsuit. His family's attorneys had contacted my attorney, Mike G. Todd of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, to open negotiations for a settlement of the portion of it against me. Mike had toned down the response I'd told him to give, and only told those legal beagles to 'pound sand'."
So I got a lot of paperwork done. And I waited.
Just after 5:00pm, the wait ended. Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross called and said she was coming to my office. When she got there five minutes later, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and I were waiting for her. Yes, this was a Crowbar Angels meeting.
"I just got a call from Tim Jenkins in Southport." Cindy said as she sat down at my hand-gesture invitation. "When he told me why he had called, I told him I'd call him back from your office." She suited her deed to the word, and speed-dialed Tim's number. When he answered, she said "Tim, this is Cindy. I've got you on speaker with Don, Tanya, and Teresa."
"Hi guys." said the FBI Special Agent and father of Cindy's son Benjamin. "Listen, we've got a situation down here. A black man washed up on the shore of the State Line River just north of the red light district. Fingerprints and facial rec identified him as Dwayne Heywood, a.k.a. 'Heywood J', who was one of the Toyota Gang's Black Team."
As Teresa and I exchanged glances at each other, Tanya said "How was he killed?"
"Shot in the back of the head." said Tim. "Small caliber, probably a.22 Long Rifle or.22 Magnum. Looks like a Mob-style execution. But here's why I'm calling you guys. He was wearing blue jeans, a red pullover shirt and a denim jacket. Inside the inner pocket of the denim jacket were several photographs... of Carole and Tasha at school, and Jim and Ross playing soccer for their League team."
"Ho-lee crap." I said.
Tim said "There's also a key to a motel room in the Red Light District. The Southport PD and we are going to raid it just as soon as we can get the warrants. Don, we're hoping you and Teresa can come down and take a look at the body, the pictures, and whatever else we find."
"Uh, yeah." I said. "We'll come down right away. It may be Cindy with me, though... Teresa will stay up here and protect Todd and our families."
"Good enough." said Tim. "And Cindy... y'all better drive down here. There are storm clouds gathering over the State Line River, and they may not let you land any small aircraft."
"Roger that." Cindy said. "See you soon." As she disconnected the call, it was impossible not to notice the look of shock and horror on her face... and I felt the vibe from her like a punch in the stomach.
"What is it?" I asked, turning on my bug-killer.
Cindy said "Similar to you and Laura, Tim and I worked out a few codes in case one of us is compromised and is being used to get at the other. The phrase 'storm clouds gathering' means that what he was saying was being said either under duress or in the presence of others, and he can't deviate from what he was saying. The 'over the State Line River' reference means he's not in physical danger like being held hostage; he would've said 'over the Big River' if that were the case. Ergo, someone was monitoring what he was saying."
"Okay, then, let's get down there." I said.
"It could be a trap." Tanya said.
"And I am famous for walking into those." I replied as I got up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun set to the west and darkness began to envelop the land, two Federal Agents were sitting on the bench at the overlook at the River on the west side of the Fairgrounds, where Marlena and Callie filmed their scene for the soap opera 'Days of Promise' with the redoubtable Bowser (Author's note: 'Soap Opera', Ch. 04.). They were using binoculars to watch the employees parking lot of Police Headquarters.
"There they go." said one of them, seeing Cindy Ross coming out, wearing armor over her civilian clothes. She got into the drivers seat of the Black Beauty, the O65 Imperial Crown with all its wonderful toys. She was followed by the large, broad-shouldered man, whose Tilley Hat did not completely conceal the reddish-blonde hair of the back of his head, and who was obviously wearing armor under his trenchcoat. He got into the shotgun seat, and an instant later the vehicle exited the lot and drove south on Riverside Drive.
The vehicle was burning its embedded blue LED lights as it got onto the Midtown-University Highway south of Town. The Federal Agents in the parking lot of the Sunrise Hotel observed the car as it sped by. "Looks like him, and Ross is with him." said Federal Agent Lindsey Black. "But where's Croyle? She wasn't in the backseat, nearest I could tell."
Federal Agent Karl Coleman sent a text, and got a reply within seconds. "She didn't go with them. She drove straight to Troy's house on the hill. All their families are there, and so is the Sheriff. With Troy out of Town, they're holing up in that A-frame fortress."
"Don't complain." said Lindsey Black. "It makes them easier to watch. Unfortunately, that green contraption they just left in is hard as hell to trace; it doesn't put out any signatures like every car in America with a 'THEFT' light does."
Coleman sent another text and got a reply. "Our people in the Federal Building here and the one in Hamilton County say its Police radio is operating, and Ross and Troy's Police cellphones are pinging. If that holds up, they can be traced all the way to Southport. And if they go dark or turn around, we'll know it immediately."
"Good." Black said. "Okay, it's all set. Let's get this overwith..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Friday, November 19th. A large, long, black SUV limousine with Federal Government license plates drove up the alley and parked behind the Smith-Morra Pharmacy and Jewelry Store. FBI Special Agent Cabe Andrews was riding shotgun. The driver was Federal Marshal Herman Toobin.
In the next row was Karl Coleman, seated next to Roger Earnest of the Toyota Gang's Black Team, whose hands were cuffed behind him, and an eyeless hood over his head. In the last row of seats sat Lindsey Black with Danielle 'Dee' Stubbs, who was also handcuffed and hooded.
When they stopped, Coleman roughly pulled the hood off of Earnest's head, and Black did the same to Dee Stubbs. "You know the deal, Earnest." Lindsey Black said. "Get in there and get the thing, bring it back out and give it to me, and we'll let you and your sister here go. Cabe, go with him."
Yes, Roger Earnest and Dee Stubbs were blood brother and sister, separated when she was adopted by the Stubbs family many years before. They were both highly intelligent, and Dee had long since figured it out.
"Don't do it, 'Rahj'." Dee Stubbs said levelly, even dispassionately. "They're going to kill us anyway."
"Shut up, bitch!" Lindsey Black hissed, and made a move as if she were going to hit Dee. Dee did not flinch, nor move. Lindsey turned and said "We told you we'd let you go, once we have the rock, and we will. You'll be on your own, but with your accounting skills, the Mob could probably use you. So what's it going to be, 'Rahj'?" she finished sarcastically.
"Don't do it, Rahj!" Dee said again. Lindsey Black put her service weapon in Dee's earhole.
"All right, all right." Roger said, knowing his only hope was to get away from these perps and find something inside the building that might help him get out of this mess.
He was uncuffed, and Cabe Andrews got out of the front seat and opened the back door. Roger clambered out. He expertly picked the lock, then deactivated the alarm after stepping inside. Then he turned on the lights, illuminating the cluttered back room of the pharmacy.
"Come on, let's go." said Andrews, not quite in a whisper but keeping his voice low. Roger Earnest led him into the pharmacy and through the opening between the buildings, into the jewelry store. Most of the displays were empty; their trays of jewelry were in the safes behind the counters.
"Back here." said Earnest, leading Andrews into the back area of the jewelry store. There were a couple of rooms, one being an office and the other a breakroom, and a large warehouse space. The breakroom light was on, giving dim illumination to the warehouse. Along the back wall was a doorway, bolted high and low, which opened to the same back alley they'd used to drive up behind the pharmacy.
Andrews stopped Roger, and said "Listen, Earnest. You're sister was right; Black and Coleman are going to kill both of you once you hand over the stone. Your dead bodies will be found in here, and the narrative will be that you escaped Federal custody like Heywood J did---"
"What?" Roger said, startled. "Heywood escaped?"
"Not really." said Andrews. "They shot him in the back of the head and put his body on the Big River shoreline, to get the Iron Crowbar out of Town. And that's what they're going to do to you, too, unless you let me help you."
"How?" Roger Earnest asked skeptically.
"Toobin, the Marshal, is in on this with me. We stay in here until Black and Coleman come in. I'll let you run out that door..." Andrews said as he jerked his thumb towards the back door. "I'll tell them you hit me on the head. Meanwhile, Toobin is going to let your sister run. Y'all can find a way to get back together and go hide somewhere. Even if your sister doesn't get away, they won't kill her as long as they don't have the rock."
"All right." Earnest said, knowing he had little choice.
"Go unbolt that door and unlock it." said Cabe Andrews. Earnest did so, taking the bolts out of the hooks embedded in the wall, then unlocking the deadbolts. He felt like running through the door, but knew they had to get Black and Coleman inside the building first.



"All right, get the stone." Andrews ordered. Roger went into the breakroom and pulled a chair to the wall under the air conditioning vent, and proceeded to pull the vent out from the wall. He reached in and brought out a large jewelry box, seven inches by three inches long, and three inches high.
After replacing the A/C vent cover and stepping back down to the floor, Roger Earnest handed Cabe Andrews the box. Andrews opened it, and brilliant green specks of light emanated from the case. The huge rectangular (technically octagonal) green emerald seemed to glow of its own accord.
"Wowww... " Andrews whispered. "So this is the legendary Tokay Emerald. Why did you hide it?"
"My cellphone had an app that was monitoring the Police's radio frequencies." Roger Earnest said. "I heard they were coming, so I hid the emerald before going out behind the others, thinking I could come back and get it. But the cops were already there, and busted us. Who do you think betrayed us?"
"I don't know. It wasn't me." said Andrews, knowing Roger was lying to him about the Police being on the way.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Remind me again why we had to bring that pussy Andrews along?" Karl Coleman said, remembering the previous incident with Andrews, as well as his general disgust for him. (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 01)
"Because we were told to." Lindsey Black replied. "And to fuck over the Iron Crowbar while he's driving to Southport, after what Troy did to Andrews in The  City." (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 02.)
"Andrews had it coming." Coleman said. "The Iron Crowbar got to do what I wanted to do to that pussy Andrews. But why didn't someone just blow Troy away at the time?"
"Opportunity lost. Spilt milk." Lindsey Black said. Several moment later, she said "This is taking too long."
"I don't trust Andrews." Karl Coleman said. "Let's go check and find out what's going on."
"Herman, drive up and past that other door, the one to the jewelry store side." Lindsey Black said to Federal Marshal Herman Toobin. He drove the SUV up past the metal door. As Black and Coleman got out, Lindsey said "Keep watch over this little cunt. And keep the engine running."
She and Coleman went to the door of the warehouse, opened it, and went inside. Toobin sprang into action. He got out and went to the vehicle door Lindsey had just exited. He pulled Dee Stubbs to him and said "Stay still, I'm going to uncuff you." As he did so, he said "I'm letting you go. You need to run and keep on running. Andrews is going to let your brother run for it. Y'all can hook up somewhere and find your way back to people who will keep you hidden."
"That must be one hell of an emerald Roger hid." Dee said.
"You have no idea." Herman Toobin said. "Black and Coleman will just give it to their boss. Andrews and I are taking it for ourselves. We'll have it cut up, and we'll sell the stones." As the handcuffs came off, he said "Now go! Run!" Dee sprang out of the car and began running down the alley the way they'd come in, not knowing if she was going to get a bullet in her back...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cabe Andrews shut the jewelry box, then took out his powerful handgun and pointed it at Roger Earnest, who said "Hey! You said you'd let me run for it!"
"Speaking of betrayals..." Andrews said. "Obviously I can't let you live, and the gunshot will bring Black and Coleman inside. They'll see that you're dead, I'll tell them you were refusing to tell me where the emerald was or to get it, and you made a play for my gun. They'll be none the wiser as they search for it, and I'll be sneaking out the back door."
As he raised his weapon, he said "And thanks for the lovely parting gift."
"No no, thank you!"
Cabe looked to his side to see the tall, broad-shouldered man wearing all black, and over that a trenchcoat, and a Tilley Hat with Airborne wings attached, leaving no doubt that he'd just been ambushed...
... by Your Iron Crowbar.
Thinking I was not armed, Cabe Andrews swung his arm over to shoot me.
*pop* *ZZZZZZZT!*
The electricity from the TASER poured into Andrews, immobilizing him. As he fell to the floor, I rushed him, relieved him of possession of his Government Gun, and zip-tied his hands behind him. Then I secured the jewelry box and put it into an inner pocket of my trenchcoat.
"The Iron Crowbar?" a stunned Roger Earnest gasped. "You are real!"
"Lucky for you." I said. "All right, I'm going to keep my promise, and extract your sister alive from those---"
"FEDERAL AGENTS!" yelled Lindsey Black as she and Karl Coleman came into the warehouse via the back door, pointing their Government Guns in my general direction. "Raise your hands and surrender!"
"That will be the day!" yelled another voice behind me in the warehouse.
*RATTA-TATTA-TATTA!*
I tackled Roger Earnest on into the breakroom as Black and Coleman dived behind a crate that was near the door. They came up firing their weapons, but another hail of bullets forced them to quickly drop down again.
*RATTA-TATTA-TATTA!*
"Oh... yeah." the voice said, and a little too quietly. "Police. Drop your weapons."
"We are Federal Agents!" Lindsey Black yelled, holding her badge in her hand above the crate.
*POW!*... *WHANG!*
The bullet slammed into the middle of Black's badge, knocking it out of her hand and against the wall behind her. Wringing her hand that was tingling, she yelled "I said we are Federal Agents!"
"Not for much longer!" replied the voice, more loudly. Another hail of bullets flew over, and into, the crate the Swamp Frogs were hiding behind.
"Let's run for it." Coleman said. "I'll lay down a base of suppressive fire, and you dive for the door." He began firing over the top of the crate as Lindsey dove for the door, staying low. She crawled outside as another hail of bullets painted the door and wall just above her.
Once outside, Black began firing back inside, allowing Coleman to run to the door and dive outside. Yet another hail of gunfire raked the door and wall, one bullet grazing his shoulder. They ran to the empty SUV and piled inside, Coleman driving, and Black in the seat behind him. The SUV screeched off.
"Get us over the State Line!" Lindsey ordered. "God damn! Who the fuck was firing at us?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the mêlée, Cabe Andrews used the Federal Agent training he'd received and broke out of the zip-tie securing his hands behind him. He made a run for the front of the jewelry store. He grabbed a chair in front of the counter, used by buyers as they examined rings and discussed the potential purchases, and threw it at the glass of the front door. It shattered, and he ran through.
A black SUV drove up. It had Federal tags. Cabe Andrews clambered into the back seat, and saw that Federal Marshall Toobin was in the backseat, as well. A beautiful, raven-haired woman in all black was in the shotgun seat.
"Well, gentlemen, we have a new definition of what a 'clusterfuck' is, if you ask me. You're lucky to have survived." said FBI Supervisory Special Agent Melina Troy Allgood...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, Roger, I'm going to have to pat you down for weapons, then handcuff you." I said, then did so, cuffing his hands in front of him.
"Is Dee okay?" Earnest asked as I began walking him to the back door. "And what the fuck is going on with those Federal Agents?"
"There is no honor among thieves. Nor Federal Agents, apparently." I said. "Come on, let's go." As we walked, we came up to the person who had favored Black and Coleman with those full-metal-jacket attentions... Your Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle.
She was dismantling the M-4 she had used into smaller pieces, and putting them into the green canvas bag she had brought with her, which looked like a large purse or a camera bag. And the look on her face was pure 'Teresa Cunt' fury.
"What happened, there?" I asked.
"And a Voice came out of the cloud, and said 'Damn! I missed!'." she replied angrily. I began whimpering, which became a hearty laugh that went on for many seconds.
"Opportunity lost. Spilt milk." I said to her. "Come on, let's go." I picked up Lindsey Black's badge, with the bullet flattened onto its surface, and put it in my pocket, and Teresa followed us outside.
The alley was filled with the blazing blue of LED lightbars on top of TCPD vehicles. As we walked down the alley, we saw Dee Stubbs standing next to one of the vehicles, her hands cuffed in front of her, with Detective Joan Laurer watching over her. Joan had easily caught and overpowered the fleeing Dee.
"Dee!" Roger called out.
"Rahj!" Dee called out in reply. Roger put his arms over Dee in a hug and her hands clung to his shirt as they began weeping together.
"What are we going to do with them?" Teresa asked me.
I said, more to Roger and Dee than my fellow Officers: "I see no way of keeping you alive without arresting you and taking you to County Jail. You'll need to turn State's evidence, and tell us everything you know, and everything the Swamp Frogs... which is what I call those dirty Federal Agents... everything they did to you, and why."
"Including the emerald?" Dee asked as she grasped what I was saying.
"Especially the emerald." I replied. "You plead guilty to the original burglary charges, I'll get you the best deal I can for cooperating against the Feds, and you may be out of prison and back into the protection of your benefactors at WassermanWarren before you know it."
I then said to Teresa: "Okay, let's get out of here. We have something very important we need to do..."
Part 10 - A Matter of Trust
Midnight, becoming Saturday, November 20th. Teresa and I drove up to The Cabin. Most of the Usual Suspects had gone to bed, but Laura, Todd Burke, and Sheriff Griswold were still awake and sitting in the greatroom. Carole was also in the room, asleep on the sofa, being overwatched by the redoubtable Bowser.
"How'd it go?" barked the Sheriff.
"K'plaa!" I replied. I took the jewelry box out of my trenchcoat pocket as Carole woke up and sat up. I opened the box and showed them the huge emerald.
"The Tokay Emerald." Laura said in awe. "You recovered it." The Sheriff and Teresa were equally impressed.
"Can I see it, Daddy?" Carole asked.
"Yes." I said. "But Carole, you cannot speak of this to anyone, anyone at all, until I say you can. And that won't be for a long time. Understood?"
"Yes sir." she said. She came up to me and ran her hand along the surface of the jewel.
"It glows like green kryp-ton-ite." Carole said. Even in the dim light, the emerald seemed to glow of its own accord, and glowed even more when Carole picked it up out of the box and held it for a moment. She then handed it to Sheriff Griswold, and it was passed around to everyone, except Bowser.
Laura said "And like kryptonite, it has been deadly to many people for many years... centuries, even. Don, are you going to return it to Fort Knox?"
"No." I said. "I'm going to send it home, to its eastern European home country."
"Who in the world can you trust with it?" barked the Sheriff. "That's not exactly something you can send by parcel post."
Laura said "And I'm not sure I would trust anyone in the United States Government with it."
Teresa said "Could you take it to the Embassy or a Consulate of its home country?"
I said "No, because they'd have to find a way to ship it home... and I am sorry to say that Brendan Chapel, who was behind this attempt to steal it, is too good for them... and so is my sister Elizabeth, should she hear about it and put her forces to work."
Todd said "Do you really think my mom would try to steal it?"
I looked my sister's son right in the eye as I replied: "All I'll say is that I'm not going to permit her to be tempted to try. But to answer you, Sheriff, and Laura, there is only one person in the entire world who I believe has the integrity, and the honor, to be entrusted with this mission. And fortunately, I have the connections to ask him to help us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00am, Saturday, November 20th. Three small jets with diplomatic status landed at Town & County Airport (TCA) and taxied to the terminal. TCPD Officers were around the airport and manning all the strategic points. Waiting on the tarmac just in front of the terminal door was a small contingent: me, Teresa, Todd, and Teddy Franklin... and Carole Diana Troy.
Teresa and I were in black ninja clothing with the mon of Clan Crowbar on the back and sleeves, and I was wearing a starched overmantle, being a personal advisor to the Emperor. We were also wearing sash belts and the daishō, the sword pair. Todd and Teddy were wearing kimonos with the symbol of the Takaki Clan on them, and swords.
Carole was wearing white jeans and a white pullover sweatshirt with the Clan Crowbar icon, but not being of age (12 years old), she was not wearing swords. She did get to carry her dad's red crowbar, though, and did so proudly as she stood next to me. Todd, Teddy, and Teresa stood behind us as my honor guard.
From the first and third planes poured a contingent of Japanese soldiers... possibly the first deployment of Japanese troops on American soil since their invasion of the Aleutian Islands during World War Two. From the middle plane came the small contingent of officials, some wearing business suits, and others wearing formal kimonos.
Then Takaki Mariko descended the steps, bowed formally to us at their base, then moved to one side. We all watched as Takaki Nagamasa, Head of all Japanese Intelligence and personal advisor to the Emperor, descended the steps, wearing a gray kimono with his Clan's symbols, and a starched overmantle like mine. When he got to the tarmac, everyone bowed most formally, me as his equal, everyone else a little deeper.
We exchanged proper greetings, with Todd translating for me and Mariko for her brother Nagamasa, though he did not need a translator. Despite the security risk and the need for speed, I offered my guests water, cha or saké, which Nagamasa-san politely refused on everyone's behalf.
"Ah, who is this?" Nagamasa-san asked with a smile, looking at Carole.
"This is Carole, my daughter and heir." I replied. "Carole-san, this is Nagamasa-sama, our great friend from Japan."
Carole bowed formally and correctly. "It is an honor to meet you, Sire." she said politely.
Nagamasa returned the bow, then said "This is my sister Mariko-san. She once worked with your cousin, Todd-san." Carole bowed formally, and Mariko bowed back.
I said "I wish to thank you for performing this diplomatic task on my behalf, and returning the Tokay Emerald to its rightful owners."
"I am honored to be of service to my good friend and personal advisor of His Majesty the Emperor, the Iron Crowbar." Nagamasa replied. I handed Carole the jewelry box, and she took it up to Mariko and bowed as she gave it to her. Mariko bowed as she received it, then turned and handed it to Nagamasa, also with bows. Nagamasa opened the box enough to see that the Tokay Emerald was inside it, expressing his amazement with its beauty.
With more bows and farewell wishes, Nagamasa-san and his contingent returned to his plane, then the accompanying soldiers all bowed at once, which we returned, and they reloaded their planes. We waited and watched until the planes took off and flew east before going back into the terminal building. Teresa gave orders to disperse the TCPD, and we got into my Police SUV and headed home.
"I think you were right." Teresa said as we drove through the streets of Town. "Nagamasa-sama is perhaps the only man in the world that could be trusted with the Tokay Emerald."
"Yes." I said simply. I thought silently to myself that Nagamasa would rather slit his belly in a Tokyo sewer than betray the honor of his father's name and their family legacy going back centuries, just as his brother Takaki Taichi-sama had risen to that standard in his own supreme moment. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch,. 05.) I had full confidence that the Tokay Emerald was in honorable, honest hands, and would be delivered safely to its centuries-old home.
Side note: I would put away the red crowbar Carole carried that night, marked with a ribbon. Less than four years later, it would be presented to her again... as a pair of samurai swords on her twelfth birthday. But that is a story for the future...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The Sheriff had gone outside and was sitting by the lighted fire pot, a blanket over his shoulders as he surveyed his beloved Town & County from his perch high above. He saw the headlight of a train come out of the western horizon and then curve south as he sipped some Wild Turkey Rare Breed bourbon. Bowser was sitting next to him, and he gently petted his K-9 Officer's neck and back.
Inside, Laura was talking quietly with her guest... her sister, Melina Allgood. Melina was saying "I had no idea Don and Teresa were in the jewelry store. Did you?"
Laura said "No. He didn't tell me that he'd figured it out, nor what he was going to do. In fairness, I hadn't told him very much, either. I did give him subtle hints about the emerald, such as talking about it and about Tokay wine, and he caught on. But I didn't tell him I had another team, led by you, opposing the Swamp Frogs Black and Coleman."
Melina said "Well, you were right. Robin Isley was behind Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman's attempt to get the Tokay Emerald. I had Andrews and Toobin ready to take the emerald and bring it to me, but I thought we'd have to allow Roger Earnest and Dee Stubbs to be killed. Don managed to keep them alive, though I don't know if that is for the best."
Laura said "Yes, Don's solutions were better than any I could have come up with. And in the long run, it doesn't matter about Earnest and Stubbs." She became introspective.
"Penny for 'em." Melina said.
Laura's eyes cut toward her sister in a manner that Carole had inherited. Then Laura said "What bothers me is that my husband just took our daughter... our eight-year-old daughter... to formally introduce her to the head of Japanese Intelligence, creating new bonds between Don and Carole... that I cannot match. What happened to the little girl I always wanted?"
Melina said "Don't worry about that. She's her father's daughter, but she's her mother's daughter, too."
Laura said "I'm afraid that's not the case. Carole is growing up too fast. You're doing it right with Patricia."
Melina said "I guess I'm fortunate. Patricia likes to play with her dolls, play with her dog Dorothy... my goodness! how she and that dog love each other... and do normal 'girl' things. And Dan... well, it might do him good to spend more time with Jim, Ross, Ian, Mike... and Doug. He needs the positive influence of strong, confident brothers."
Laura said "How are the kids taking your problems with Daniel?"
Melina said "We try to keep the problems away from them. We make sure to have family dinner every night, and Daniel helps them with their homework. But even at their ages, they know something is wrong in that Daniel is sleeping in the other bedroom most nights..."
Part 11 - Standoff
7:00am, Saturday, November 20th. I had expected Carole to be tired and grumpy after having stayed up so late the night before. But she padded out onto the back deck with great energy and enthusiasm as she joined me in the metal mesh loveseat as I drank coffee and looked over my beloved Town & County in the early morning light.
"You did very well last night, Fussbudget." I said. "You showed proper good manners to Nagamasa-sama, and I think he was impressed with you. I'm very proud of you."



"Thank you, Daddy." Carole said, impressing me with her manners. "I don't think Mommy was very happy about it, though."
I said "I think she has other things on her mind. Work-related things. So don't worry about it."
Carole said "Daddy, why did you trust Na-ga-ma-sa-sa-ma with the emerald, but not Mommy? Don't you trust Mommy?"
My eyes cut towards my daughter in a manner that she'd inherited, only to see a look of innocent inquiry on her little face. I said "I do trust your mother. But I didn't want her leaving the country to return the emerald." That, and the fact that the Swamp Frogs had a better chance to take the emerald from her than from Nagamasa, I thought to myself.
I continued: "Besides... having your mother take it home would be like her going to 'meetings'."
"And we wouldn't want that, would we?" Carole exclaimed, seemingly jovially. I just broke down laughing.
Just then, Bowser and Buddy ran up to us after inspecting their territories and doing their business. I told Carole to take the dogs inside, and she did. I sat and contemplated things as I watched the light of a train come out of the western horizon...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Saturday, November 20th. I arrived at Police Headquarters and went straight to my office. Five minutes later, Detective Joan Laurer knocked on my open door, and I had her come in.
"Get some coffee if you want some, and have a seat" I said, indicating my nearly-full coffeemaker. I'd already poured myself a cup into my Airborne School mug. Joan poured herself a cup. "So you drew the short straw today?" I asked as she sat down in the near-side hot chair at my hand-gesture invitation.
"Oh, no sir. I volunteered to come in." Joan replied. "I really wanted to follow up on the arrests last night."
"Good, I like your initiative." I said. "So whaddya got?"
Joan: "We brought Roger Earnest and Dee Stubbs to County Jail. They're on keepaway status, suicide watch, and in full protective custody. The prison guards have been augmented with more Deputies, and Commander Croyle had the SWAT Team deploy to County Jail to be ready for anything."
Joan: "Dee didn't say much last night, only that if she and her brother Roger were returned to Federal custody, they'd be murdered within minutes, and I quote her saying 'not hours, but minutes'." She wants to talk to the D.A. about cutting a deal, but, and again I quote, 'not that blonde ADA that threw us under the bus', close quote. Roger wants a lawyer, but not the ones he had before."
I said "Has anyone contacted anybody yet?"
"No sir." Joan said.
"I'll call Paulina Patterson now." I said. I did so, and asked Paulina to call U.S. Attorney John Jones and coordinate with him. It was a most fortuitous call...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Saturday, November 20th. I arrived at County Jail with Detective Laurer. We were both wearing full armor (double armor for me) and Joanne had her Police helmet. As soon as we parked, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, also in full armor, came up to us, and escorted us to the 1st Precinct Headquarters building.
Teresa said "Paulina Patterson got here at 9:20am. She'd called U.S. Attorney John Jones, who got here thirty minutes ago. He has a Federal Court Order that keeps Dee Stubbs and Roger Earnest in our custody, and instructs us to not obey any orders or warrants that tell us to turn them over to any Federal agents of any branch."
"Where is that Court Order? Hand it to me." I said. Teresa gave me the warrant, issued by Judge K.M. Landis of the Western District of the State, the District that directly covered the Town & County.
Teresa continued: "Paulina and John Jones have given Dee and Roger full immunity from any Federal crimes they have committed, and what amounts to witness protection within the State prison system; new identities and all that. They'll serve three years for the original burglary, then be given yet another set of IDs and placed in the State's Witness Protection program."
Teresa: "In exchange, they tell everything they know, especially about what the Feds did with and to them after taking them out of County Jail last time. Dee is already singing like a canary. She's smart, and I think she's figured it all out. She also knows Heywood J is dead; Paulina told her."
I nodded. "So what was the 'Red Alert' you sent me about?"
Teresa: "Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney issued a warrant to return Roger and Dee to Federal custody immediately, and to disregard any warrants or Court Orders that say otherwise. And U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin is bringing armed and armored Federal Agents here to take them."
I asked: "Where the hell is he getting his armed troops from?"
Teresa replied: "You know how the U.S. Government has been buying arms for the Department of the Interior, and most recently hired 87,000 IRS Agents and bought enough military weaponry to arm them?" I nodded, and Teresa continued: "Some of them are the people Baldwin is bringing today, along with Federal Marshals. Hand-selected for their unlimited capacity for obedience to the Federal Government."
"Are we ready, Commander?" I said.
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "We've got a total of 200 LEOs, including State Patrol and SBI volunteers. Our people are manning the windows of the jail, as well as deploying behind the barricades we've installed over time. We have three layers of defense, and one ornery Police Chief flying your Cobra around. If it is a bloodbath Richard Baldwin wants, we are ready to give him one."
"Good." I said. "I need to get U.S. Attorney John Jones to make a couple of phone calls..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Saturday, November 20th. Five box trucks came up the road to County Jail. Armored Federal Agents began pouring out of them, armed with M-4s and wearing chemical masks. They were meant to look intimidating, and to instill fear in whoever they were opposing.
They were in the wrong County for that.
U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin was wearing armor under his shirt, and a second layer under his suit jacket. He was surrounded by a dozen Federal Agents as he came towards the door. I was armored under and over my uniform shirt, as well. I had four guards with me, but two dozen now visible between me and the door. And you know that Your Iron Wolf was one of the four, and her face connoted that she had a very bad attitude at the moment...
Baldwin stopped in front of me, seeing as going any further would initiate shooting. He said loudly and imperiously "This is a Federal warrant issued by Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney, ordering you to return Roger Earnest and Dee Stubbs to our custody! Bring them to me immediately, or we will go in after them, and we will kill as many of you as we can in doing so. And if you don't stand down, or if any Federal Agent is harmed in any way, we'll bring in thousands more, and we will lay waste to you."
"Call 'em, then." I said with relative calm in my voice. "Because your warrant is invalid, and if you try to take them by force, we will kill every Federal Agent here, and the Governor will bring in the National Guard to wage war, full combat war, against your dirty, rogue Federal Agents. Oh... and no, we will not turn Stubbs and Earnest over to you, you little shit-eating, pansy-ass, dirty piece of shit."
Baldwin's face grew purple with rage. "This is a FEDERAL WARRANT, asshole!" he yelled as he waved the document issued by Judge Taney in my face.
"SO IS THIS, FAGGOT!" I yelled back as I waved Judge Landis's Order in his face. "And it overrides your worthless piece of paper!"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"Oh, what could this could be?" I yelled loudly. It was my Police cellphone. I answered it and put it on speaker.
"This is U.S. Attorney John Jones." said U.S. Attorney John Jones. His voice was also coming over the loudspeaker as well my phone's speaker. "The Federal Appeals Court has sided with Judge Landis! Judge Taney's warrant was issued illegally, and Judge Landis's Court Order is the only valid warrant in effect! It states that the Town & County has custody over Stubbs and Earnest!"
Jones: "All Federal Agents on the County Jail property are here illegally! All Federal Agents in the State have been ordered to stand down, as well... except the National Guard, that is on its way at the order of the Governor to enforce Judge Landis's Court Order, as well as his authority over Judge Taney!"
"Fuck you, Jones!" yelled Richard Baldwin. "This warrant to take them into our custody IS valid, and we WILL take them! We are not leaving without Stubbs and Earnest, if we have to kill every goddamned one of you White Nationalist Insurrectionists to get them!"
Never mind that John Jones was black, I thought to myself. Out loud I said "I don't know why you want them. The emerald is gone. Your Swamp Frog buddies will never get it now."
"Fuck you, Troy." Baldwin snarled. But it was the leader of the Feds (who had the insignia of a bird colonel on his combat uniform) that I noticed. He looked totally shocked at that news, and I realized he knew what I was talking about, and about the emerald.
I decided to be aggressive. I took up my Police radio from my belt and keyed it. By some infernal marvel of synchronization... well, of Lieutenant Myron Milton... it, too, was connected to the loudspeakers.
"Now hear this. Now hear this." I said, my voice blasting through the air as I spoke. "This is Commander Donald Troy. Lethal force is authorized! I say again, lethal force is authorized! Lock and load all weapons! Chamber rounds!"
The *klack-klack* of the actions of many weapons filled the air, including Teresa chambering a round in her service weapon, and aiming her pistol at the leader of the Agents that was standing behind Baldwin.
I continued on my radio and the loudspeakers: "At my signal, you are to shoot-to-kill every Federal Agent on this property, except U.S. Attorney John Jones! You are to open fire upon my signal!"
I took out my Beretta 96 Brigadier in.40 S&W, which was my service weapon, chambered a round, and aimed it right at Baldwin's face. I said into the radio: "The signal will be when I pull the trigger of my weapon and kill this dirty U.S. Attorney, who is here illegally, attempting to kidnap two of our inmates, and acting without a lawful warrant!" To Baldwin I said "You have ten seconds. Ten... nine... eight..."
"You would really kill Federal Agents?" the leader behind Baldwin said, his voice aghast and connoting shock turning to fear.
"Every goddamned last one of you." I replied. "Six... five... four..."
The leader took decisive action, which I had to appreciate. "STAND DOWN!" he yelled to his troops. "GET BACK ON THE TRUCKS! NOW! MOVE!"
"NOOO!" yelled Baldwin. "LOCK AND LOAD! KILL EVERY ONE OF THESE LOCAL BASTARDS--- UHK!"
Baldwin was grabbed by the leader and three other Marshals, and forcibly dragged back, literally kicking and screaming. "NO! OPEN FIRE! SHOOT THEM! SHOOT THEM!" But no one listened, nor obeyed. They began getting back on the trucks. Baldwin was dragged to the Federal SUV and forced into it. I lowered my service weapon, which considerably eased the tension in the area.
The leader looked back at me as they retreated. "You've won today," he yelled, "but the day is coming when the Federal Government will not tolerate Insurrectionists like you! And I look forward to the day I return and force you to submit to Federal authority!"
I began singing, to the tune of that most favorite of Schoolhouse Rock songs, the Preamble to the Constitution: " We the People, in order to form a more perfect Union, establish justice, ensure domestic tranquility..."
Teresa began singing with me, and soon many others were serenading the Federal Agents: "... provide for the common defense, promote the general welfare a-and, secure the blessings of Liberty, to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution, fo-or the, United States of, A-mer-i-ca-a, United States of America..."
The trucks pulled out and drove away. I heard Chief Moynahan on the radio; he was monitoring their progress as they drove west towards the State Line. I nodded to Teresa, who got on her Police radio, that was also plugged into the speaker system. "Stand down! All units, stand down! Clear all weapons! Stay ready to repel invaders if they return!"
I took to the radio and said over the speakers "Outstanding job, everyone! We upheld the Constitution today, and saved lives! You make me proud to be part of the TCPD!"
"T-C-P-D!" roared my Officers in reply.
I said over the speakers and the radio: "And you State Agents also did an outstanding job today. Lunch in the cafeteria is on me!" That got another loud roar of approval.
As everyone stood down, and a rotation schedule for lunch was implemented, Teresa said quietly to me "I'm glad Louis Bailey isn't here, trying to take over."
"Oh, he's here." I said. "He's inside, leading the Deputies in what would've been the last line of defense if the Federal Thugs had broken through. I'll give him credit; he's willing to stand with us... and die with us, if need be."
Teresa said "I stand corrected. I'm glad he's still one of the Good Guys."
We went inside. U.S. Attorney John Jones and ADA Paulina Patterson came up to us. "I guess we're all in the soup now." Jones said. "When Derrick B. Harland hears about this..." He just shook his head.
I said "Derrick B. Harland is about to have his buns toasted in the hot seat of testifying before a Committee in Congress that is led by Congressman Gowron. He is not going to want to be explaining that illegal attempt to use Federal Government Guns to re-kidnap two people in our custody."
Jones asked "Were you really going to shoot Baldwin? And begin the bloodbath?"
"Hell yell, he would have!" exclaimed Paulina. "The Iron Crowbar don't play... and he doesn't bluff."
I said "I expected that leader of theirs to do what he did. When I told them the emerald was gone, he knew that getting Stubbs and Earnest wasn't worth it, anymore. Baldwin is just a nutjob; like Lindsey Black, he believes in the totality of Federal Government power. But the Colonel was more pragmatic, and practical."
"Wait." said Teresa. "That guy knew about the emerald?"
"Yep." I said, understanding the real meaning of Teresa's question. "Makes one wonder, huh?" Teresa had no verbal reply...
Part 11 - The Solution
2:00pm, Saturday, November 20th. I was in my office at Police Headquarters, doing my write-ups of the previous night's arrests as well as this morning's standoff against the dirty U.S. Attorney Baldwin and his merry band of Federal Agent stormtroopers. I had taken a call from Governor Sharon Marshall, congratulating me on standing up to the Federales, and promising her full support for me and the Town & County against them during any future issues. I thanked the Governor for her support, as well as providing the State Troopers, SBI Agents, and National Guard troops.
My office door was open, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross just knocked on it and came on in. She was followed by FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins. I made observations as I stood up and shook hands with Tim.
"Get some coffee if you want some. It's fresh." I said as I sat back down. Cindy poured cups for herself and Tim, then moved the far-side hot seat towards Tanya's dime. Tim moved the near-side chair closer to the center as well.
I said "So things went well in Southport? And I saw the Black Beauty in the gated parking lot. And how did it get into our parking lot? Never mind, of course Eddy the Bounty Hunter drove it up."
Cindy smiled and said "Not much gets past you. Yes, Eddy drove the Black Beauty back up early this morning. I stayed with Tim last night, and he gave me a ride up here."
I just looked at them, from one to the other. Cindy caught on, having the Vibe as well as seeing my look. She said "No, Benjamin is not getting a brother or sister. I'm back on the Pill. Otherwise, it wasn't for lack of trying on our part."
"Cool beans." I said. "And like she said, Tim, not much gets past me." Tim looked somewhere between shocked and awed by our very candid conversation. I said "So what happened with Heywood J?"
Tim said "He was made to look like he washed up on shore, and he did... after being thrown into the water barely upriver of where he was found."
Cindy said "The M.E. down there is just about as good as our Martha. There was no water in Heywood's lungs, so he wasn't thrown in the water while he was alive. There was also virtually no deterioration of the body nor his clothes from the water, which is pretty polluted down there. He'd been dead for some time, at least 72 hours."
Tim: "He showed signs of having been tortured: electric shocks and beatings to the body. But the cause of death was two.22 WMR jacketed-hollow-point shots to the back of the head. Classic Mob-style execution, or so it would appear. Problem is, the Mob's enforcers usually use.22 Long Rifle, don't waste money on jacketed hollow points, and often as not do not make double-taps."
"Staged." I said.
Cindy: "And poorly so. There were the photos of your family in his jacket pocket, which is the bait being used to try to get you to go down there personally. The photos, though, are at least a year old. Ross and Jim were in last year's team jerseys, and Carole's shirt has already been consigned to the hand-me-down box for Tasha and Betsy."
I said "That makes me feel a little bit better, though we really need to be super-diligent about our kids being watched, and that includes yours. But it also may have been an intentionally poor staging. They didn't care if we saw through it... hell, they probably wanted us to realize that it was staged, and who it was staged by."
"What, an 'in-your-face' move?" Tim asked.
I nodded. "That, or just a 'calling card', so to speak. In any case, it failed. I am always scared to death that one day Eddy the Bounty Hunter is going to get shot because he looks too much like me for his own good. But in this case, it worked well for us. The Swamp Frogs thought it was me in the Black Beauty with you, Cindy. But no, I was up here. And we busted them up."
"And I can't wait to hear about it." Cindy said. "Where's the celebration going to be?"
"Da Cabin." I replied in an excellent imitation of the Chicago Fans on Saturday Night Live. "You're both invited to dinner, and be sure to bring Betsy and Baby Ben. And Cindy, I'd appreciate it if you drive my Police SUV and let me drive the Black Beauty home."
"Sure, but why?" Cindy asked. "The Black Beauty is not as bulletproof as the SUV, and after you ripped that Swamp Frog Baldwin a new one today, you needs to be most vewy careful, most vewy careful, in-deeeed."
"Thank you for your concern, Elmer Fudd." I replied. "I will be vewy careful, indeed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I left for home at 4:00pm. The Bulldogs game was at halftime. If they won, they'd win the Division and play for the Conference Championship. Alas, they were behind.
I got into the Black Beauty and felt under the shotgun seat. I found what I expected: a manila envelope full of papers, photographs, and jump drives, which had been left for me by Eddy the Bounty Hunter. I smiled; this was what I had been waiting for for a long, long, time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, Saturday, November 20th. The gathering at The Cabin was a bit somber, as the University Bulldogs had lost, and Eastern State had won its game, making Eastern State the Division winner. They would play the winner of Western State's game vs. the Tigers for the Conference title.
My Wildcats were playing one of the Louisiana Directional Schools, which had Teresa a little bit interested. She was more interested in Auburn's game against the Texas Aggies (Texas A&M). Auburn had only one loss, to Georgia; and Alabama had only one loss, to Tennessee. If Auburn won, then the Alabama-Auburn game would be for the SEC West title and the right to play Georgia for the SEC Championship.



It is possible that I got into some trouble with the Iron Wolf... when I suggested that either Alabama or Auburn would be no more than cannon fodder for the UGA Dawgs, so sorry. I somewhat mollified her with the bribe of one of the bottles of Tokay wine that the Sheriff had brought Laura and me... well, Laura, anyway, and my wife would just have to understand my need to confiscate that one bottle.
Cindy, Callie, Maggie, and Tim Jenkins arrived with Betsy Ross and Baby Ben Jenkins. Jack Muscone and Tanya brought Pete, Tiffany, and Jennifer. Melina Allgood brought little Dan and Patricia. Pete and Dan went to the attic room with the other boys, while Tiffany and Jennifer participated in the Baby Ben lovefest with all the other girls... except Betsy Ross. Little Betsy may have been feeling left out, so she waddled over to me. I had noooo problem holding her while I talked with the others.
Dinner was hamburgers, hot dogs, various trimmings such as baked beans and potato chips, salads for Laura and some of the others, Coca-Cola Zero and Cherry Coca-Cola Zero, and unsweetened iced tea (and 'fake sugar' packets for those who wanted sweetened tea). I had to go to the extra stash of Cherry Coke Zero; it was very popular with the kids and an increasing number of adults. Sheriff Griswold compensated by bringing Buffalo Trace bourbon, and he, Todd, Tim Jenkins, Chief Moynahan, and Edward Steele used the Coke Zero as a mixer.
In addition to the Usual Suspects, we had two additional guests: Captain Claire Michaels... and District Attorney Miriam Walters. Paulina and I had invited her to hear the solution to the case, and I had something else I needed to discuss with her. Chief Moynahan had stopped by to pick her up and bring her to The Cabin.
When she'd arrived, Miriam said "So this is where the Brain Trust is located."
"Yes ma'am. On the back deck, anyway." Carole replied, earning a rebuke from Laura for speaking when not spoken too, and being heard as well as seen. I showed Miriam around the house, and last but not least took her out onto that back deck. "Oh my, what a view!" she said as she looked out over the Town.
"And Carole's right." I said. "I like to spend time out here, and contemplate things. We'll light the fire pot out here later tonight, and have some conversations along with the Tokay wine the Sheriff brought..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dessert was caramel cake and ice cream. With Marie's help, Carole acquired and consumed three pieces of cake. Meanwhile, Betsy had managed to get extra helpings of ice cream. Girl loves ice cream, I thought to myself as I participated in her getting the extra helpings.
*ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding* *ding*
No sooner was the dessert finished off than the Impatient One, the Green Crowbar, was tapping spoon-to-glass. "I definitely want to hear about this magic trick. Making a jewel appear and then disappear, and solving what turned out to be a wicked case of pure Federal corruption. Don, the floor is yours." Jack Muscone didn't even blink an eyelash at Cindy's shot at the Feds.
"The whole house is mine." I said, and Jim and Ross made a point to groan loudly. "Okay, sorry for the lame joke. Seriously, if ever there was a Team effort, this was it. I wasn't even in Town when the Hispanic Team was arrested, nor when the Smith-Morra Jewelry Store was hit the first time and the Black Team busted. And a lot of people gathered a lot of data that helped us a lot."
"Modesty is a human trait, Crowbar." growled the Sheriff. "I will not excuse it. It was you waiting inside Smith-Morra for Earnest and Stubbs. It was you that figured out what they were after. It was you that figured out the four dead people in Donnan County were the White Team... and that they were the perps in Apple Grove. And the only reason I'm stopping the examples is so the Green Crowbar doesn't beat me down silly for interrupting your narrative." A green crowbar had been waving in his general direction.
"Yes sir, but I'm not being modest when I say it was truly a Team effort, and some of it can't be discussed here." I said. "But let's start at the beginning. The Toyota Gang cases began months ago. And at the time, there was total confusion about them and what they were doing. The Feds were saying drugs were involved, but I believe that was a red herring and always was a red herring---"
"But we found bricks of drugs when we raided the warehouse!" protested Jack Muscone.
"Yes, you did." I said. "And to quote the Church Lady on Saturday Night Live: 'how conveeeeeenient!'. I don't think you personally had anything to do with it, Jack, but I do sincerely believe those drugs were planted at the scene, to give the Feds grounds to Federalize the cases and take the perps into Federal custody."
"Which they did anyway." Miriam Walters said witheringly.
"Yezzz." I said. "But let's circle back to that later. I will also note that we had Swamp Frogs involved in this case for months. They rented office space from a building they own, and were conducting their own surveillance of the Toyota Gang in this County, in Midtown, and in Southport." (Author's note: 'God Save The Queen', Ch. 01 among other places.)
Me: "So I went to my high school reunion in Apple Grove---"
"Where your high school jersey number was retired." stated Jack Muscone. Got me back, he did. Everyone who didn't know made exclamations, and everyone applauded me.
"Thanks. It was a shock to me, fer sure." I said. "Anyhoo, we ran into a very interesting case up there, and it turned out that four most very suspicious characters were not only involved in that industrial espionage case up there, they turned out to be part of the Toyota Gang. Chalk one up to coincidences."
"No." Cindy said. "The Agatha Christie rule applies."
"What's that?" asked Carole. Cindy looked at me.
I said "Dame Agatha Christie wrote Detective stories. Kind of like the one you wrote to fool me, and the one you're writing now to fool me." (Author's note: 'Christmas Mystery Theater Redux'.) Carole's eyes cut towards me as she realized I knew she had started a second story designed to fool me.
Me: "Agatha Christie wrote that you can always have one coincidence, but you can never have two. And she was dead right about that."
"What's a 'co-in-ci-dence'?" Marie asked.
"I'll look it up on the In-ter-net." Carole said, and proceeded to do so on her iPad. Geez, what kids have today that we didn't when we were growing up. How did we survive?
I continued: "I guess you're right, Cindy. And without 'Apple Grove', 'Donnan County' might still not make any sense today. But, thank goodness for my 20th high school reunion... twenty years... yay... I think..."
"Beats the alternative, Crowbar." mused Sheriff Griswold. Everyone chuckled.
"True, sir." I said. "Anyhoo, Team TCPD busted one set of the Toyota Gang, the Hispanic Team, and we began getting real data on them and understanding them. But even in that, there were red herrings that helped the Feds's cause, such as Miguel Carlena's ties to the Cartels, and Carlos Rojas's ties to the Mob as well as Central and South American gangs."
"Those weren't red herrings." Laura said.
"No," I said, "but for the purposes of our cases, it was a distraction, and potential for us to be led down the wrong set of tracks. But then came the Donnan County murders, to get me out of Town. Didn't do 'em a damn bit of good, as Team TCPD got the Black Team, which is a great credit to Captain Michaels and her Detective Teams."
Everyone applauded Claire, who just said "Like you said, sir, it was a Team effort. Intel Branch did outstanding work."
"So did the Detectives." Teresa said. "They got good info from C.I.s for Intel to act on... that's not taking away from Intel nor you, Claire."
"Team Effort, Sheriff." I said, needling Our Sheriff just a little bit. "At the time, I did not really put together in my head the importance of the Black Team's mission. It was a big hit for a lot of money and valuables, but no Toyota Gang group had hit other big targets, like banks... and if they had hit a bank, they would've wandered into Federal jurisdiction, which they were seeking to avoid."
I said "So we started getting more data on the Toyota Gangs, discovering the methods of communications, their tactic, and ultimately that they were doing some sort of competition... an Olympics of Crime, as conceived by the late Raymond Kyle Westboro, the Consultant of Crime."
Me: "Okay, well and good... until someone blew up a train car in my County, and as a distraction to murder Amelia Sedgwick. And that was an important clue... for the first time, it connected the Toyota Gang to the Swamp Frogs! Amelia Sedgwick had been the front woman and ultimately the patsy for the Hospital ransomware virus, which we know was the work of former DNI Brendan Chapel." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus')
Me: "So now we have three groups of the Toyota Gang, and one dead crew. And that might've been the end of it... except that the Feds were always grasping to get the perps away from our local jurisdiction. The DEA's Dwight Stevens wanted them, and lied to my face when he pretended to agree to let us try them for the local robbery, burglary, and murder charges."
"And then, as you all know," I said, "Maribel Isadora turned. She was given local immunity but not Federal immunity, and the moment her testimony came out of her mouth, there were the Feds, taking the Hispanic Gang right out of the Courtroom and their trial, and the others right out of County Jail. On that, fool me once... but I'll circle back to that in a minute."
Me: "And seemingly paradoxically, that is what cracked the case for me. I asked myself: 'Why did the Feds grab the perps before they were convicted of the local charges? Why did Dwight Stevens lie to me and not let us convict them in our Courts first?'. And the answer is?..." I waved my hand to the group, to see if anyone could answer.
"Leverage." Paulina said. "Once they're convicted of local charges, the Feds couldn't offer them Immunity in exchange for what they knew about anything, be it the Cartels, the Red Chinese, or what turned out to be a really huge jewelry heist."
"That's it. Hold this." I said, handing Paulina the red crowbar. She and Tasha examined it as I continued: "Again, I'm going to contradict my wife and risk sleeping on the couch with Bowser by saying that as far as the Swamp Frogs were concerned, it had nothing to do with the Cartels nor the Red Chinese. Maybe other Feds were interested in that, but it's tangential at best to what was really going on."
Me: "The real issue, goal, and prize was the Tokay Emerald, and if Roger Earnest and Dee Stubbs went to State Prison, the Swamp Frogs would have no leverage on them to get them to turn the emerald over. They also had to get them out of our hands if they needed to force the Black Team to physically get the emerald, which is what they ended up having to do."
Me: "When the kidnapping... because that is what it was... of the perps occurred, it set me to thinking. I got it that they needed to get the perps into Fed custody before we convicted them, and why, but I wasn't seeing their true goal and intentions. Amelia Sedgwick was burned to a crisp. I wasn't buying the drug issues. And then it hit me... the 1933 Double Eagles."
Me: "Several coin shops had been hit, and the 1933 Double Eagles and the 1795 coins appeared in our midst. Except for the few Double Eagles that we know of, like King Farouk's, and the descendants of the Mint worker that purloined a few, any existing 1933 Double Eagles are supposed to be in the gold depository at Fort Knox, Kentucky."
Me: "And what else was or is in the vaults at Fort Knox? Crown Jewels, and other international valuables. And then... I caught sight of Laura's necklace that Paulina gave her for her birthday. It had been made from emerald chips from Smith-Morra cutting the stones the Black Team had tried to purloin in their big raid. And it all eventually came together in my mind."
Me: "What happened was that Roger Earnest had found the Tokay Emerald in its box inside the store; it was near where the cash had been found and taken. He also had an inkling that the Police were onto them, so he hid the emerald. He thought he could come back for it, or if they were caught then it would be leverage for the Swamp Frogs to work to get him out of jail. He was half right... but he had not calculated how truly evil those people are, and the depths of Brendan Chapel's avarice. He almost signed his and his sister's death warrants."
Me: "And I knew that Brendan Chapel, when he was DNI, had the means to get those coins and the emerald out of Fort Knox. I don't know if he used former Westboro 'employees' or if he'd cultivated his own set, but like the L-sugar drugs, someone obtained the coins and the Tokay emerald, and matriculated them to places around here so that the Toyota Gang could get them for him." (Author's note: 'Sugar and Spice' for the L-sugar drugs.)
"Soooo," I said, "It just all came together for me. I spoke to some of you about my fears that Dwayne Heywood would come over all dead, and I realized to myself that when he was found dead, that would signal that they were going to attempt to get emerald. And when that did happen, the Green Crowbar drove the Black Beauty down to Southport with my (air quotes) 'stunt double'."
Me: "Thinking the coast was clear, the dirtiest of the dirty Swamp Frogs, Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman, forced Roger Earnest at the point of their Government Guns to go get the emerald. And to their stunned surprise, I was in there waiting for them, along with an Iron Wolf with a very bad attitude." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Laura said "And you found what was possibly the only solution to getting the Tokay Emerald back to its homeland. By the way, it has arrived safely and has been turned over to its rightful owners."
"Good." I replied. "So! Any questions?" As usual, that generated laughter.
"Actually, yes." Miriam Walters said. "Any chance of us getting the other Toyota Gang members back?"
Claire Michaels said "That's what I was going to ask. What about the other perps? Is Fred Spencer alive? And the Asian Team?"
Laura said "Michael Carlena was going to be shipped back to South America, but he asked for political asylum, fearing he'll be killed if he's returned to his grandfather. He'll get that asylum, and witness protection, if he cooperates with us. Peter Segui may get something similar. I have nothing on Carl Rojas."
"Neither do I." Jack Muscone said.
"And you likely never will." I said. "I would not be surprised to learn that Rojas was either a C.I. or a deep undercover DEA or FBI Agent---"
"Okay, okay, you've proved nothing gets past you!" Laura admonished me. "You don't have to 'mansplain' everything."
"Point taken." I said. Yep, couch time with Bowser was in my future, I thought to myself.
Jack Muscone said: "As to Fred Spencer of the Black Team, no one knows where he is. Maybe Dee or Roger can give your guys some info on where they were taken, but I fear that he is dead like Heywood is. As to the Asian Team, they're in a Federal facility in Washington State."
I said "I dunno about that, but I'm pretty sure we won't be getting them back. And that may be for the best." I was thinking of the Amelia Sedgwick deception.
Teresa asked "Were the perps's defense lawyers in on it, on getting them out of our custody and into Federal custody?"
I said "I can't prove it, but I think they were. As to Savannah Fineman and Dwight Stevens, they may have been unknowing, or may have been duped, but they will have to live with the fact that at least two of the Toyota Gang are dead and more might come over all dead before all is said and done."
I saw Miriam Walters's beady black eyes flash at me when I said that about Fineman, so I said "Okay, help yourselves to food, dessert, coffee, and wine and bourbon..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Auburn defeated the Texas Aggies, setting up the SEC West showdown with Alabama the next week. Teresa's vacation had been approved; she and her (in the Japanese sense) 'hostage' Todd would be going to the game.
Miriam Walters had spent most of the evening on the back deck with the Sheriff, Chief, and Paulina. At 10:30pm, I went out and asked her to join me in my office for a few moments.
Going inside the office, Miriam looked around. "So this is where your 'I love me' wall is." She was observing my two swords on the rack on the wall, encased in a secure bulletproof glass case; the tea caddy and tea cups from the night I defeated the Consultant of Crime in the same cabinet/safe of bulletproof glass, my citations on the wall... the Hero of the Russian Federation, in Russian; my appointment as a samurai and personal advisor to the Emperor, in Japanese... also securely displayed.
(Author's note: 'Dream Weaver', Ch. 04 for the swords; 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 03 for the tea caddy and tea cups; 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 03 for the Japanese citation; 'We'll Always Have Paris', Ch. 03 for the Russian citation.)
She looked at the large Town & County map hanging over my desk, and the framed tiny slip of paper next to it. "Deer me, Mr. Holmes, deer me." she read. "What is that?"
I said "It is what began the downfall of the Consultant of Crime, the late Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro." (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 04) "Have a seat." Miriam did so in the chair I'd brought in, and I sat in the chair that went with the desk. I picked up the manila envelope Eddy the Bounty Hunter had left in the Black Beauty, and handed it to her.
"Oh my God." she said as she looked at the materials. The photographs were of Savannah Fineman and Chip Blake in flagrante delicto, and the other papers denoting times and places of their sexual liaisons.
"You were having Savannah followed?" Miriam asked disbelievingly.
I said "No, it came from the same sources that clued me in to the first Smith-Morra jewelry heist, which I in turn informed my Intel Branch about. And we will not discuss that any further."
It was a clever mixture of truth and fiction: I had received the intel on the jewelry heist, and told Intel Branch before allowing myself to be distracted and go to Donnan County. But it was a lie that the same sources gave me the info on Savannah and Chip; that had been entirely my own doing. And it had paid off.
Miriam said "So what is your point in showing me this?" she asked.
I said "I have too much respect for your intelligence to not realize that you know exactly what this is about. I am absolutely sure that Fineman and Chip Blake colluded to help the Feds take custody of the Toyota Gang perps. I can't prove it, but I believe Fineman intentionally failed to secure the Federal immunity for Maribel Isadora, knowing that the Feds would use it to go in and snatch the perps right out of the Courtroom."
I did not say that Cindy's vibes and my own sense of things were more than enough 'proof' to me that I was right. Miriam's beady black eyes looked into my gray peepers for a good long time, then she finally said "What are you going to do with this?"
"Nothing." I said. "Like I said, there's nothing I can do, legally, unless someone gets incredibly stupid and talks in front of others, who subsequently come to me. And as you can see, I'm not holding it for blackmail or coercion, I don't play those games. I'm giving that stuff to you, and what you do with it is up to you, and you alone."
Miriam put the photos back into the envelope, and we both stood up. She said "Thank you for showing this to me, Commander. And thank you for a fun evening here at your lovely home."



"We'll talk again Monday." I said. "I want to hear what Dee Stubbs and Roger Earnest tell my Detectives and Paulina, and then we can decide what to do about them as well as pressing charges against various Federal Agents."
"Okay." Miriam said, her voice muted as everything began hitting her at once. We left the office. People started making their goodbyes. The Chief was good to drive, and took Miriam home. The Sheriff was not good to drive, and would be 'camping out' with us at The Cabin...
Part 12 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 22d, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "Commander Troy again confronts Federal Agents!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "After two escaped members of the Toyota Gang were recaptured by Police, Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney issued a Court Order demanding they be returned to Federal custody, and issued warrants to have Federal Agents take custody of the perps by force, if need be."
Bettina: "However, far-right White Nationalist Judge K.M. Landis issued an order that the perps be kept in TCPD custody, and disallowed Federal Agents from taking custody of them. The Federal Appellate Court, composed of a majority of ultra-Conservative Judges, sided with Judge Landis."
Bettina: "Channel Two News has learned that Commander Donald Troy, supported by at least 200 local and State LEOs, squared off against the Federal Agents sent to take custody of the perps. Ultra-right White Nationalist Governor Sharon Marshall egregiously called up National Guard troops to augment and support Commander Troy's shock troops that were ready to shoot and kill the Federal Agents that were just doing their jobs to support and enforce Judge Taney's legal order---"
Bettina was hearing something in her earpiece, and after a second, without blinking an eye, as if she'd said nothing before, she said "And in other news, the world-renowned Tokay Emerald, the Crown Jewel of an eastern European country, was returned home after decades of being stored in Fort Knox, Kentucky for safekeeping during the years of World War Two. A delegation of Japanese diplomats acted as intermediaries, and returned the Emerald to its home country."
As she talked, video was shown of the ceremony where Takaki Mariko and a young male Japanese diplomat returned the Tokay Emerald to the leader of the Parliament of the jewel's home country. Takaki Nagamasa did not appear on the cameras, of course. As I saw the jewel, I thought that just hours before, it was being held by my eight-year-old daughter.
Bettina: "And now let's go to Sports reporter Jeff Hull, for more on the University Bulldogs's crushing loss that cost them a shot at the Conference title. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Someone got in Bettina's ear, and told her to break off that talk about our confrontation with the Feds." I said as myself, Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Muscone, Chief Deputy Ross, and Lt. Commander Croyle drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
Teresa said "Wonder why? She was getting in every adjective she could accusing Judge Landis of being biased, if not worse."
Tanya said "Maybe the FCC saw it and made a phone call to KXTC. Or maybe Ava Hinds of the DOJ saw it."
I said "Whoever it was realized that showing locals standing up to the Federal Government is not a look they want to be showing, no matter how many adjectives Bettina was using. It's like the Ronald Reagan 'Morning In America' political ads... the positives of the ads outweighed the Media's attacks on them."
"She did mention the Tokay Emerald." Cindy said. "I wonder why."
"It's a big national storrrry." drawled the Chief. "The Federal Government in Washington is trying to claim credit for the jewel's returrrrrrn."
Tanya said "And they're trying to spin it positively in case questions start being asked about how it disappeared out of Fort Knox."
I said "That'll be shut down quickly, if they do start asking. Kind of like stories about laptops belonging to that corrupt family from Wilmington, Delaware, and other stories of Federal Agencies in Washington suppressing some investigations while making fake investigations of Conservatives. The sheer corruption by them and their complicit allies, the deeply biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media, is worse than staggering."
"Changing the subject," said Tanya Muscone, to change the subject, "I'm hearing that we're going to be having a meeting this morning with Federal and State Agents?"
"Yes, yes we are." I replied. "And that is one of two very important meetings we'll be having. The other is with Paulina and Miriam Walters, to decide the way forward regarding the remaining perps of the Toyota Gang..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said Priya. "Here's what's in the news. The Tokay Emerald was returned to its thousand-year-old home in the heart of eastern Europe over the weekend. Officials of the Japanese Government acted as intermediaries to return the jewel to its homeland."
Catrina: "The Tokay Emerald was believed to be stored at the gold depository at Fort Knox, Kentucky during the period before and during World War Two. Many nations stored valuables at Fort Knox, including Great Britain storing their Crown Jewels there for a time, Hungary storing their thousand-year-old Crown of Saint Stephen there, and other nations that fell under the Iron Curtain in the postwar era."
Priya: "The current American Government denies that the Tokay Emerald was stored at Fort Knox or stolen from the Depository facility, and has refused further comment on the transfer of the emerald back to its homeland. The Japanese Government has likewise declined comment other than to say they were, quote, 'honored to be of assistance in returning the Tokay Emerald to its rightful homeland' close quote."
Catrina: "And in possibly related news, the Town & County Police, led by Police Commander Donald Troy and supported and augmented by elements of the State Patrol and SBI with the authorization of Governor Sharon Marshall, stopped armed Federal Agents from illegally kidnapping two suspects of the Toyota Gang again."
Catrina: "The Federal Agents, led by rogue U.S. Attorney Richard Baldwin, attempted to act upon a warrant illegally issued by activist Judge Ruth B. Taney to regain custody of the suspects, but an order by Judge K.M. Landis was held by the Appeals Court to be the legally issued order. It stated that the suspects would remain in local custody, and enjoined Federal authorities from taking custody of them."
Priya: "The suspects were recaptured by the TCPD at the Smith-Morra Jewelry Store, the same location they were apprehended the first time several weeks ago. Sources tell KFXU Fox Eight News that those suspects may have had the Tokay Emerald as well as two 1933 Double Eagle coins in their possession when they were apprehended."
Priya: "Earlier, Federal Agents seized the 1933 Double Eagles, which are illegal for the General Public to own, and apparently still have them, though no one in the Federal Government, from the DEA to the FBI to the Office of US Attorney General Derrick B. Harland would confirm that nor comment to KFXU Fox Eight News..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Welp," said Teresa Croyle as my Angels and I watched in my office, "KFXU has no problem tearing the lid off Hell and giving the Public the news they have the right to know."
Cindy said "And they named names... Baldwin in particular. I wonder who gave them his name. I wonnnn-der who that could be."
"Whoever he is, everyone should buy him a bottle of Tokay wine for spilling those beans to the Press." I said with a smile. Tanya began laughing at that, and Teresa even had a little smile on her very attractive face.
Cindy said "Well, KFXU has upped the brinksmanship. And I have a feeling that we are the ones that will be made to suffer the consequences when the Federal Government brings its full power to bear on us."
"Time will tell." I replied. "Time will tell...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, November 22d. I went into the Main Conference Room with Teresa and Cindy. Already there was Chief Moynahan in his usual chair, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone in her usual place to his right, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone to her right, with two spaces between them... and to his right was FBI Supervisory Special Agent Dwight Stevens(!)
While we had been having our most very productive Angels meeting, I was aware that two people had come to Police Headquarters, and had been meeting with Chief Moynahan in his office. And those persons were now in the room, as well: SBI-OER Lieutenant Karina White, and SBI Director Wes 'Coldiron' Masters, who would be sitting to Teresa's left when she and I sat down in our normal places to the Chief's left. Cindy would take the seat to Karina's left.
"What the hell is he doing in here?" I snarled upon sight of Dwight Stevens. I was still standing as I said it.
"He came to apologize." said Jack Muscone, doing very little to boost my opinion of him (Jack) for taking up for Stevens. "Hear him out, willya?"
"I doubt there's anything he has to say that I care to hear." I replied.
"Have a seat, Mister Crowbarrrr." ordered the Chief. "We have some business to attend tooooo, that I want both yoooo and Mr. Stevens to seeeee." I sat down as he sent a text on his Police iPhone. An instant later the door to the room opened. Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels came in, followed by DEA Supervisory Special Agent Lorena Rose.
Claire sat down to Jack's left, and Lorena to Tanya's right. I noticed that Dwight Stevens had looked openly shocked at Lorena's appearance. And for him, the hits kept coming... like crowbar blows to his backside.
"Go ahead, Director Masters." Chief Moynahan said.
"Thank you, Chief." replied Masters. He slid a document across the table. "Lorena, this is a formal job offer with the SBI. I need experienced people that have also shown high integrity, but more than anything else, I need leaders. You would be a perfect fit for us, and I hope we'll be a good fit for you, as well. If you accept, you will be a part of our Drugs and Trafficking Division, the SBI-DTD... as an SBI Lieutenant."
"Wait a minute!" protested Dwight Stevens. "She already has a job, and a good career path... with the DEA."
"Not anymore." Claire Michaels said, goading Stevens.
Lorena Rose said "Dwight, I resigned from the DEA last week. It was bad enough that you and others lied me about taking custody of the Toyota Gang perps the first time, but when I heard that at least three of them have died, and when Baldwin tried to get custody of them again with an illegal warrant? I just can't work with you any more."
"I didn't lie to you!" Dwight Stevens said. "I was duped, too!"
"Bullshit!" I exclaimed.
"I was!" Stevens persisted. "They lied to me, too!"
"They may have." I said. "But you are now treating me as if I am an Agency of the Weak-Minded. You are treating me as if you think I am stoo-pid."
"No I'm not!" Stevens said."
"I was in the Courtroom, Dwight!" I yelled. "I SAW you with my own eyes! You were gloating! You were goading Savannah Fineman about the immunity!"
In the pall of silence that followed, I said "You went along with it because you wanted a citation on your wall. You never forgave me for the Marcie Harper bust, even though I saved your ass and your reputation on that, because you wanted the citation on the wall for it! And you gave me crap in the case involving the City Police I.A., and almost cost Kevin Pitts his life!" (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'; 'Who Watches The Watchers')
"You didn't do much for me, either, on that." said Wes 'Coldiron' Masters.
"So now," I continued, "you got several people murdered by going along, taking orders, and betraying the trust of those working with you. I told you before that you had two strikes on you, as far as I was concerned. And now you have three; you're out. I'm done with you."
"So am I." said Claire Michaels. "The TCPD will no longer be working with you. At all. But I can work with an SBI that has Lorena Rose in it."
"So can I." I said.
"So what do you say, Ms. Rose?" asked Wes Masters. "You'll be assigned the northwest region of the State. You'll be working with the TCPD a lot."
"Twist my arm." Lorena said humorously. "I accept." And with that, Director Masters and Lorena Rose stood up, he swore her in, she signed the paperwork, and she was issued her SBI Lieutenant's badge.
"What about me?" Dwight Stevens said forlornly. "Any place in the SBI for me?"
"No." Wes 'Coldiron' Masters said coldly. "Captain Michaels and Chief Moynahan's recommendations of her were excellent, and when the Iron Crowbar vouched for her, that was all I needed to hear. He's never wrong about things like this."
Lorena looked over at me. I just nodded slightly. She had been a TCPD Officer, and a good one. And she was a good person. She was one of my people. And I take care of my people. In case it was not obvious, I had arranged every bit of this.
"Yeah, you can stay in the DEA." I said to Dwight. "And you got your promotion. It only cost two or three people their lives. Their blood is on your hands, but you got what you wanted."
Jack Muscone groaned. Everyone else looked at me with either shock or wonder in their eyes. "What do you mean, Don?" Tanya Muscone asked.
I said "Oh, didn't your husband tell you? For his (air quotes) 'daring' apprehension of the Toyota Gang perps, taking them right out of our Courtroom, and following orders like a good Federal Agent, Dwight Stevens has been named DEA Special Agent In Charge for this Region."
As gasps filled the room, I said "Good luck, SAC Stevens... you're going to need it."
"How in the hell did you know that?" Jack Muscone. "And no, I didn't tell even my wife that. They're trying to keep it under wraps, to keep the perps out there from knowing."
"And I'm not saying a word to anyone else." I replied. "But please stop treating me as if I am an Agency of the Weak-Minded..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am. My office was full of lovely women. Teresa was in her normal far-side hot chair. Paulina Patterson was in the near-side chair, and in the middle chair I'd brought in and put in Tanya's normal space, was Detective Joan Laurer. Behind them on the sofa were Dr. Laura Fredricson and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross.
Joan had just handed me her report, along with transcripts of her and Paulina's interviews of Dee Stubbs and Roger Earnest after Judge Franklin Washington and Federal Judge K.M. Landis signed off on their plea deals. And it was a brutally chilling report, the details of which this website's readers are not ready to read.
"So," I said as I skimmed the report, the details of which I knew already from having reviewed the video recordings, "the Black Team had eyeless hoods put over their heads so they had no idea where they were taken to, and the room was windowless and allowed in no light. They were subjected to what Dee thinks was about 48 hours of physical abuse to weaken them... and then they were waterboarded."
"Yes sir." Joan said. "Roger and Dee didn't break. Dwayne Heywood held up until the waterboarding, and then he broke. Fred Spencer was already broken, and he went into cardiac arrest during his waterboarding. He was revived, but Dee said he was comatose after that. Dwayne and Fred didn't know anything about the emerald, anyway."
I said "And Dee said Karl Coleman took her into another room on three separate occasions, and raped her."
"Yes sir." said Joan. "She said she did not think it was part of the torture. She thought he was just getting his nut. She also said it helped her keep track of the passage of time; he did her every night before going to bed somewhere else, and the times were about 24 hours apart."
I said "And Dee recognized Lindsey Black, as well, but there were two other men there, and they were not Cabe Andrews nor Herman Toobin?"
"That is correct, sir." Joan said. "Roger said the same thing. They didn't see Andrews and Toobin until they were loaded back into the vehicle and driven to the Smith-Morra Jewelry Store the second time. And let me point out something I thought was interesting, sir: Dee said after they were picked up from County Jail and the hoods put on them, they drove for at least two hours, maybe three, before stopping at the location. But when they were driven to Smith-Morra, it was a very short trip, about fifteen minutes.
Joan: "I remember a Sherlock Holmes story where someone was driven six miles out and six miles back by horse-drawn carriage, and maybe that's what happened here: they were driven west and then back east, and were in one of the farmhouses just on the other side of the State Line."
"Sherlock Holmes would say that you are scintillating today." I said. "Yes, the Conan Doyle story was 'The Case of the Engineer's Thumb', and I have no doubt you are correct that that is what they did. So neither Roger nor Dee broke from the waterboarding?"
"Dee said neither did." Joan said. "She said she didn't know where the emerald was in the first place, and Roger withstood the waterboarding."
I said "Laura, would you agree that they held out for each other's sakes, being brother and sister?"
Laura said "That's as good an explanation as any. But I would like to add something. I saw part of the interviews at County Jail. Both Roger and Dee talked about their ordeals rather dispassionately, especially Dee. As you know, our CIA Agents are put through rigorous training, including rape of both sexes, waterboarding, and other torture methods. It sounds to me very much like Roger and Dee had had that training."
"That would explain a lot of things, would it not?" I replied. "I remember you telling me that the White Team appeared to have a certain type of training, as well." (Author's note: 'Reunion Fever') Laura nodded. "Anything else, Joan?" I asked.
Joan Laurer said: "Sir I have a question, something I can't quite reconcile in my head. Roger said he hid the emerald because he was monitoring Police radio and knew we were coming. I don't know how; we maintained radio silence that night. But that's not my issue."
Joan: "We busted them, and the Tokay Emerald was not part of the stash we recovered. But what if it had been? And I ask that because it links to another thought I was having... the entire operation to get the perps in Federal hands, to take them from us, apparently was to get the Black Team back and get the emerald. In other words, sir, they knew Roger had hidden the emerald, that it was not part of our evidence!"
"Ahhh, I see where you're going with this." I said, catching on. Seeing the others had not, I said "Share with the rest of the class."
Joan said "If we'd gotten the emerald as part of the evidence, they would've had to have had a way to get it from us. But as it was, they knew we didn't have it. And that suggests to me, sir, that we have a mole within the TCPD."
"Right you are." I said. "And there's one other thing I just thought of. I'm going to send you two photos. I want you to show them to Dee and Roger, and see if they recognized them as the two other men that tortured them."
I showed Teresa and Laura the photos, as well. Laura said "Gil Cox and Gary Fenton, two of Lieutenant Jeff Bayport's rogue Navy SEAL team members. Good call, dear. They'd definitely be trained in torture and information extraction tactics. Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman? Not so much."



And yes, Dee and Roger would say that the men in those two photos were the men that had tortured them...
Part 13 - Epilogue
1:30pm, Monday, November 22d. After going out to lunch, Chief Moynahan, Karina White, Lorena Rose, Claire Michaels, and Wes Masters returned to Police Headquarters. Director Masters and Chief Moynahan went to the Chief's office, while the ladies came to my office, Lorena carrying a large paper bag. I had them come in and sit down.
Lorena said "Sir, I wanted to apologize again for my role in the DEA taking the Toyota Gang perps, and also thank you for not holding it against me... and for helping me get the SBI job instead of having to move back to California or something."
"Keeping you here in the State would be reason enough for doing that." I said. Then I got serious, and said "You made a mistake. Who hasn't; we all have. You're a good person and a damn good cop; I saw that when you were with the TCPD before. And I think you learned something, and had your eyes opened, and that's valuable too. So go vindicate my faith in you. Go do great things and help Karina and Wes make the SBI the most respected State LEO organization in the country."
"Yes sir, I will." Lorena said. She then put the paper sack on my desk. "This is a gift to repay your kindness to me."
"Oh, you shouldn't have." I said as I reached into the bag and pulled out... a bottle of Tokay wine. "Thank you. This is getting popular around here."
As I reached down into my desk drawer and pulled out four wine glasses, I said "Sheriff Griswold says he's never met anyone ranked Captain and above that doesn't have something medicinal in the desk drawer. He has it, the Chief has it, Coldiron Masters has it... and so do you, Captain Michaels."
"Noooo comment, sir." Claire said as I opened the bottle and half-filled the four glasses. We all stood up.
"To your new career." I said to Lorena. We all clinked glasses and drank the toast.
Just then, the door opened and in drove Tanya Perlman, followed by Cindy Ross. "Share with the class, Iron Crowbar." said Tanya.
"Certainly, Lady Ironside." I replied. I got out glasses for her and Cindy and poured them some wine.
After another round of toasts and drinking, Tanya said "Don, how did you know Dwight Stevens was being promoted to Special Agent In Charge? Jack thinks you're sneaking peeks into Federal databases again."
"Again? When was the first time?" I asked. That earned a 'look' from both my Angels. "Okay, okay. I didn't peek. But it stood to reason that that would be the bait to entice Dwight into doing it. No, he had no idea about the emerald; he was given visions of sugarplums of busting the Cartels and denting the fentanyl trade. And becoming a SAC has been his lodestone since he joined the DEA. Q.E.D."
"In other words," Cindy Ross said, "you just made a fucking wild-ass guess."
"More of an 'edumacated' one." I replied.
Karina White said "The Iron Crowbar's guesses are better than everyone else's facts. And you did an amazing job on this whole case, Don."
"Team effort." I replied, raising my glass. We clinked glasses and sipped again.
Lorena said "I liked Dwayne, and I think he's a good guy. But there always was something about him that was a little off."
Cindy said "He got what he wanted, at the price of the shed blood of three people. Perps to be sure, but still human beings. Oh, that's why I came in, Don. They found Fred Spencer's body, in the same house just over the State Line that Keeler was found in all those years ago " (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 05)
"Thanks." I said. "And yes, as Spock told T'Pring and Stonn on Vulcan: 'having is not so pleasing a thing after all as wanting'." (Author's note: Star Trek, the original series; 'Amok Time'.) "Dwight Stevens may be about to find that out."
Cindy said: "Vee shall seeee if it will be worth it for Dwight, or if he will pay the price... the price of karma."
"And if I don't miss my guess," I said, looking at the time, "someone else is paying the price for her actions right now..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Savannah Fineman was ushered into Miriam Walters's office by Miriam's assistant 'with formality', which Savannah had almost never been subject to before. Going inside, she saw Miriam at the end of the conference table in front of her desk. Sitting to Miriam's right was Superior Court Judge Franklin Washington, wearing a suit and tie but no judicial robes.
"Come in, Savannah, have a seat." Miriam said, indicating the chair to her left. Savannah walked up and sat down. She nodded to Judge Washington, her former ADA colleague, but did not greet him as would have been proper, and good manners. He just nodded back wordlessly.
Miriam said "I want to talk to you about what happened with Maribel Isadora's immunity."
Savannah's face assumed a pained look as she said "Yes, I know I messed up on that. But how was I to know the Feds were going to come in and take her from us?"
Miriam said "This way." She handed Savannah the photographs of Savannah and Chip Blake in the throes of sexual pleasure.
"How in the hell?---" Savannah gasped as she looked at them, and saw what they were. Then she looked up and said "Where did you get these? From Don Troy? Has he been following me?"
"That's always your first dodge." Judge Franklin Washington said. "It's always about the Iron Crowbar with you. He's living rent-free in your head." Savannah Fineman looked at him with hatred in her eyes.
Miriam said "Where they came from is far, far less important than what they suggest. Let me spell it out in good prosecutorial style."
Miriam began: "Judge Washington and I have not been able to understand how the Defendants's attorneys did not protect their clients. Yes, Maribel's attorney was Max Chambliss, as incompetent as ADA Dwayne Gregory, but a lot sleazier and corrupt. But Chip Blake is not, and neither he nor Edward N. Parker, who is a brilliant attorney, would normally just let that happen to their clients. But they did."
Miriam: "But what's worse, Savannah, is that the Feds knew Maribel only had the local immunity! And only you should have known that, Savannah. There was no reason for the Feds to assume you made the mistake; if they did know, they had to be told. Who told them, Savannah?"
"The Defense attorneys, maybe?" Savannah suggested.
Miriam: "Again, why would they do that to their clients? Unless..." She held up one of the photos, that clearly showed Savannah's face as well as Chip Blake's cock sheathed in Savannah's cunt.
Savannah said nothing. Miriam continued: "And I might otherwise excuse your mistake on the immunity; after all, even the Iron Crowbar admitted that he very nearly made the same mistake a few months ago. But in this case, three people have died... they found Fred Spencer's body on the other side of the State Line---"
"I had no idea anyone was going to die!" Savannah protested. "I thought Maribel was going to be protected---" She stopped suddenly, almost giving herself away. Her eyes began darting around, as if looking for a way out of the trap.
She finally said "Come on, Miriam! Do you really think I would do that? What would I have to gain?"
"That's what I had been wondering." said Miriam. ""Why, Savannah? Why?"
Savannah finally decided on aggression: "Okay, yeah, I fucked Chip. Neither of us are married, we've hooked up a few times here and there. It's not the first time lawyers on opposite sides have hooked up, and it won't be the last. So what? That's no basis for Iron Crowbar conspiracy theories!"
Miriam said "This is not about the Iron Crowbar, Savannah---"
"It sure sounds like one of the Iron Crowbar's sick fantasies." Savannah spat bitterly. "He's been out to get me for a long time."
Franklin Washington said: "Savannah, did you do those things?"
"No!" Savannah all but yelled. "Of course not!"
Miriam said "But I think you did, and therefore I can no longer trust you. Savannah... you're fired."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, November 23d, from the Anchor Desk at the KXTC studios. "A stunning development in the Town & County District Attorney's Office!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "District Attorney Miriam Walters has announced that she has terminated the employment of Assistant D.A. Savannah Fineman for cause after a series of incidents involving the Toyota Gang last week. The announcement came late yesterday afternoon, and was a stunning surprise that has rocked the Town & County! Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for the background and the details. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged, blonde reporterette from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the Courthouse in her distant background. "Last week, the first scheduled trial of the members of the notorious Toyota Gang began. One of its members, Maribel Isadora, turned State's evidence and agreed to testify against her fellow criminals in exchange for witness protection and immunity from prosecution."
Amber: "ADA Fineman secured the arrangement for Ms. Isadora at the local level, but there was no matching Federal immunity. And the moment Ms. Isadora testified, the US DEA, led by Agents Dwight Stevens and Lorena Rose, came into the Courtroom of Superior Court Judge Franklin Washington and took Ms. Isadora and the three Toyota Gang members on trial into Federal custody!"
Amber: "Sadly, Ms. Isadora was not given protection while in the Federal prison near Acropolis City in the State to our east, and she was murdered by other inmates at the facility, which sources tell Channel Two News is a common outcome for snitches that work with Police and Prosecutors."
Amber: "Also, two other Toyota Gang members, who were taken into Federal custody from County Jail at the same time as the alleged gang members on trial, were found dead over the weekend. Dwayne Heywood's body was found on the banks of the State Line River in Southport, and Fred Spencer's remains were found just over the State Line from our Town & County."
Amber: "Channel Two News has learned that the immunity miscues were the main reason ADA Fineman was fired by D.A. Walters, and it leaves the D.A.'s Office badly short-staffed. ADA Paulina Patterson, who was replaced by Ms. Walters with Ms. Fineman for Major Crimes cases, is now the most experienced ADA, and with Franklin Washington being elected Superior Court Judge and Hannah Doss being elected Magistrate Court Judge last year, Dwayne Gregory is the only other ADA currently in Miriam Walters's D.A.'s Office."
Amber: "And in possibly related news, Channel Two News has confirmed that US DEA Agent Dwight Stevens, who led the arrest of Maribel Isadora and the other Toyota Gang members on trial, has been promoted to DEA Special Agent In Charge for this Region of the country."
Amber: "Channel Two News also has learned that DEA Supervisory Special Agent Lorena Rose, who conducted the arrests at the Courthouse with Dwight Stevens, resigned from the DEA to take a position with the SBI's Drugs and Trafficking Division, the SBI-DTD, with the SBI rank of Lieutenant. Ms. Rose is a former Detective with the TCPD and the Los Angeles Police Department, and sources tell Channel Two News that she will be assigned primarily to the northwest sector of the State. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important story, giving you the news you have the right to know. In other news, the next Elections are almost a year away, but campaign season for the primaries next May is already getting under way. For more let's go to highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay for more on the important races. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the tall, slender Reporter of Color, standing on the same roof as Amber, but with City Hall in his background. "Channel Two News has learned that a number of candidates for local political offices may formally announce their entries into several races as early as next week."
Lemay: "The Offices of the Sheriff and District Attorney, which are four year terms, will be on next year's ballot. The I.G. Office is also a four year term, but is not on the ballot this election cycle. Also on the ballot is the extremely important Mayor's race as well as all ten current Council positions and 30 Assembly positions. Council Members J.P. Goldman and Ian McGhillie have announced their retirements, and Channel Two News has learned that Edward R. Steele is moving to his new home outside the Town's City Limits, and will run for McGhillie's seat, leaving his old seat up for grabs."
Lemay: "And all of that is only if nothing changes in the structure of the Town & County. However, that is not a given. The U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division is investigating the Town & County structure as well as the Town & County Police for abuses of People of Color, and may sue in Federal Court over either or both issues. In addition, several local Civic Rights leaders may sue over the current structure, which they say disenfranchises minorities."
Lemay: "Additionally, the State Legislature will be convening in January, and sources tell Channel Two News as well as our partner stations of the State News Networks that the Town & County is a prime candidate to be merged with other counties, and that even if that does not occur, the State Legislature may exercise its right to change the structure of the Town & County without any plebiscite votes by either the Town or County. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said. "That was highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay with that important information. And now let's go to Sports reporter Jeff Hull for more on the Bulldogs's big rivalry game. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Hull, his full head of black hair perfectly coiffed and in place. "After losing their opportunity to go to the Conference Championship game, the University Bulldogs will play their final game of the season this Saturday against their in-State rivals, the State Tech Engineers."
Hull: "The Wildcats will be looking for revenge as they play at home against their in-State rivals, the State U. Purple Hawks. Nationally, the Alabama-Auburn game at Jordan-Hare Stadium in Auburn, Alabama is the biggest game of all... the winner goes to the SEC Championship game in Atlanta..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thanks for nothing, Amber." I said as Sheriff Griswold, ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Moynahan, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, Deputy Police Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle joined me in drinking coffee and watching the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
I continued: "I really would have preferred that the criminals not be informed of Lorena Rose's new job, new rank, and where she's working. But you know KXTC will do whatever they can to hurt good and decent law enforcement officers."
Jack Muscone said "They did a pretty good job smearing Dwight Stevens, too, talking about him getting promoted after making the arrests during the trial." He was met with a silence so palpably thick it could be cut with a katana.
"Moving steadily along," said Tanya, attempting to rescue her husband, "Amber was right about one thing: Paulina, what is Miriam going to do? You can't do it all by yourself."
Paulina said "No, I can't, and Gregory can't handle anything but the simplest of cases. Miriam had me ask Solicitor Ted Mason if he'd be willing to help out, and he really enjoyed telling me, and I quote, 'Miriam Walters can pound sand', close quote. Miriam can try cases herself, of course, and she's already searching for new people to hire. The good news is that we're entering the Holiday season, and we're not going to start any big new trials this calendar year."
Teresa said "There was a lot to unpack in the rest of that report, as well. Don, can the State Legislature force a change in our Charter without a plebiscite vote? Er, Don?... Don?..."
I had gone into a reverie. When I snapped out of it, I said "Sorry, I was just realizing something. What did you ask?" Teresa repeated the question, and I said "I'm not sure. The several States of our Federal Union are actually the most sovereign entities in the Nation, and just about anything they do within the bounds of the US and State Constitutions would be sanctioned. But since the Charter was passed by a vote of the People, I am sure that lawsuits would abound if the State came down on us in such a hamfisted fashion, and who knows what the results would be, especially in Federal Court."
Cindy asked "What were you thinking so hard about?"
I said "Carl Lemay's report. He said the US DOJ was going to investigate our structure as well as the Police, meaning me. But they approved the structure for the Merger and for the rewriting of the Charter. And to reverse course like that is just begging for lawsuits that just might well succeed. So why do it? It just occurred to me that they might offer a trade... they'll leave the structure alone if the Town & County accepts the imposition of a Consent Decree on the Police Force."
I heard a number of groans at that. Then Teresa said "Then this Town & County won't have a Police Force any more. That's Derrick B. Harland's goal, of course, but would even the Democrats on the Council accept that?"
"Some would." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Kelly Carnes and Edgar Silas would, in a heartbeat. I'd like to think Susan Weston wouldn't, being a former Police Captain, but I sure hope my Police Force's existence won't depend on the votes of her, Malinda Adams, and Sheila Sorrells."
Cindy said "That's the one thing I don't get. "Why, oh why are the Democrats so virulently anti-Police? It can't just be about race, can it?"
Teresa said "How deep is the ocean? How high is the sky? Who is John Galt?" It was a quotation from Ayn Rand's epic novel Atlas Shrugged.
I did a double take in her general direction, then said "Doing some light reading, these days?" The joke is that Atlas Shrugged is an enormous tome of heavy reading.
Teresa said "I've been reading Atlas Shrugged for a week now. It's hard... it's made me realize how busy my whole life is... but I'm working through it. And it's amazing just how prescient a book that was published in 1957 can be."
"Is it, though?" retorted Cindy Ross.
I replied "In some ways, it is. Ayn Rand emigrated from the Soviet Union, and she saw firsthand what went on there with the Bolsheviks. She later wrote that they co-opted and won over the universities, and that was their inroad into the communization of Russia. And that is definitely happening here."
Me: "Her focus in Atlas Shrugged, though, was the destruction of Free Enterprise, and then the entire Constitutional Republic, by the imposition of crushing regulations of businesses, using the Crony Capitalists to destroy free production and trade. And that is going on, too."
Me: "Where she was not as correct, or at least didn't talk about it very much, was the role of the Mainstream Media in the destruction of America. What the Left is doing to us today would not be possible without the full hand-in-glove cooperation of the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media."
Me: "Derrick B. Garland could not be weaponizing the FBI and IRS without the Media's not only complicity, but actual help. And the Media is actively covering up the corruption of that Wilmington, Delaware political family, and their taking money from the Red Chinese."
Me: "And the Media is working with the Dems, if not actually taking the outright lead, in shouting down and suppressing Free Speech from anyone not in jackbooted lockstep with their Totalitarian agenda. You can be 'canceled' or even physically attacked by the ultra-radical Haters if you dare say out loud something they don't like. That is what is going to destroy our Constitutional Republic... the Media."
"Changing the subject," said Tanya, to change the subject, "I have a question for twoooo Crowbars." said Tanya. "What's going to happen in the Election cycle? What are y'all's sources telling you?"
The Green Crowbar outright threw the Red Crowbar under the bus, and said "I think Don has the scoop on all of that, far more than I have, anyways." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
"Come on, Don, give us the scoop." Teresa 'encouraged' me.
"I don't want to spread rumors." I tried. My Angels and Paulina began singing, yes singing, the old ditty from the show 'Hee Haw' at that:
"Now, we're not ones to go 'round, spread'n' rumors,
Why, really, we're just not the gossipy kind,
Oh, you'll never hear one of us repeating gossip,
So you better be sure and listen close the first time!"
"Speak, Swami!" they all said in unison after that. Everyone then broke down laughing, except me. I was just slowly shaking my head after the abuse my ears had just taken.
Finally, I said "Okay, you asked for it. This is what I've heard or surmised: Town Assemblyman Ryan Paulson is going to challenge Daniel Allgood for the Republican nomination for Mayor. Solicitor Ted Mason will challenge Miriam Walters for the Republican nomination for District Attorney. Senior Deputy Louis Bailey is going to challenge Sheriff Griswold here for the Republican nomination for Sheriff."
Me: "Savannah Fineman will run for the Democrat nomination for District Attorney, as will City Attorney Dennis Garland... who is about to be fired himself. I'm also expecting a George-Schwartz-funded lawyer to run for D.A. as a 'reform' candidate, to bring us the same pro-criminal, anti-Police, anti-Citizen policies of those Schwartz has gotten elected in The City and other places that have become hellholes, like Wilmington, Delaware."
Me: "Eldrick X. Weaver is going to run again for Mayor as a Democrat, and the Reverend Joseph E. Williams might run against him, but we'll see about that. As to the Sheriff post, I've heard nothing about any Democrats who might run. It'd be a blessing if Susan Weston ran, since she couldn't run for the Council if she did, but I'm not expecting it."
"And the Council?" inquired the Sheriff.
I replied: "I think Edward R. Steele will be running unopposed for the Republican nomination for Ian McGhillie's seat. Selena Steele lives near Edward; she was going to run for Mr. Goldman's County seat, but now will run for her father's Town seat. That leaves Mr. Goldman's seat, and I've heard Bill Redmond may run for it after being soundly beaten by Kelly Carnes in the last Election."
"Well, at least he's a Republican." Tanya said.
"Hmmph!" I snorted. "He's an Establishment Republican, at best. Like Mitt Romney, John Boehner, Paul Ryan, and Jeb! Bush."
"And he hates Crowbar personally." added Sheriff Griswold. "He'd be a disaster for us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The KFXU broadcast at 8:00am concentrated heavily on the firing of Savannah Fineman, the deaths of the Toyota Gang members, and Dwight Stevens's promotion after leading the Feds that arrested the perps in Judge Franklin Washington's courtroom. They also discussed how air travel during the upcoming Thanksgiving Holiday season was a disaster, blaming it on the failure of the current U.S. Secretary of Transportation to do his job.
After the broadcast, I expertly used the remote to shut off the television monitor, then said "Okay, ladies, what are we doing this holiday week?"
"Are you going to inspect everything and put the Police Force on blast?" Tanya asked. Teresa and I couldn't help but grin.
"Not quite." I said. "I changed things up on them a little bit, to keep things unpredictable. They were quaking in fear yesterday, anticipating me going in and ripping them apart. Today I'll tell them I'm coming in tomorrow, which will be true, and I'll find things as they really are instead of ripping them no matter how good things are. Would you care to go with me, Deputy Chief Muscone?"
"I wouldn't miss it." Tanya said with a twinkle in her eye. "What about your Operations Commander, here?"
"When are you leaving, and where are you going?" I asked Teresa, who was texting something.
"Earrrrly tomorrow morning." Teresa said. "We're taking the boys to Lake Charles, Louisiana. We'll celebrate Thanksgiving with my Louisiana family, then Todd and I will drive our rental car to Auburn, Alabama. We'll go to the big game on Saturday, party hard after Auburn beats the living hell out of Alabama, then go visit Fort Benning, Georgia on Sunday. I also have the entire next week on vacation, since I have to burn them or lose them, but we should be back this coming Monday."
"What are the boys going to do while you're going to the game?" Tanya asked.
Teresa said "They're flying back home with their chaperone." And at that moment my office door opened to reveal...
... my mother, Phyllis Troy.
"Mom!" I exclaimed. I got up, went around my desk, and gave my mom a hug, which she warmly returned. Then she hugged Cindy, bent down and hugged Tanya, then hugged Teresa.
"Pull up a chair, Mom." I said. "Want some coffee?" Cindy did not wait for a reply; she got up, moved her chair over to make room for Phyllis to pull the third chair up with the others, and (Cindy) poured coffee for Phyllis and handed it to her after my mom had sat down.
"Quelle suprise, ma mère!" I said. "When did you get into Town?"
"Last night." my mom said. "I stayed at the Mountain Nest, so that I would not disturb you at The Cabin." Since school was out the whole week, the Usual Suspects had been rounded up and were staying at The Cabin.
"You would not have disturbed us." I said. "But I understand. So you're going to Louisiana with Teresa, Todd, and your great-grandkids?"
It was Teresa who explained: "We weren't going to be able to take the boys, because we only have two tickets for the game. But Aunt Clarissa said to invite your mom, and your mom will fly back here with the boys on Friday. Your mom agreed, and told me not to tell you she was coming, in order to surprise you."
"Consider me surprised, then." I said. "You'll miss Thanksgiving with us, though, Mom."
My mother said "Yes, but I'll see you at Christmas, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise. And we'll be back from Lake Charles in time for Ian's birthday on the 27th..."



Part 2 - Executive Sessions, Illicit Liaisons
7:10pm, Tuesday, November 23d. I entered the Public Council Chamber and saw Chief Deputy Cindy Ross in uniform and wearing armor. She was on the left side of the floor in front of the long bench where the Council Members sat. I went down the steps and joined her there.
"No uniform?" the Green Crowbar said, seeing that I was in a black pullover sweater, black pants, my badge on my belt and my service weapon in its holster under my left shoulder, concealed under my ubiquitous trenchcoat. "That's not like you."
"I'm not staying." I said. "Although I am the subject of tonight's Executive Session, both the Sheriff and I were explicitly told that I was not invited to it. But the Sheriff wants me around, anyway, in case they change their mind, or if trouble breaks out."
"Hmmph!" Cindy snorted. "Who's going to cause trouble? The audience is almost empty." Indeed, there were only about a dozen people in the seats, dressed normally. No agitators were anywhere. Cindy continued: "From what I understand, they met over the weekend in their 'Committee of the Whole'. Tonight should just be a pro forma rubber stamping of whatever they decided. So... what did they decide?"
I smiled at Cindy's attempt to extract information out of me. "Walk with me to the back hallway." I said.
We went up the steps into the hallway behind the Council Chamber, which was all but deserted. As we looked through the window at the front portico of City Hall that faced Courthouse Square, I said "Edward Steele told me that they hashed out the motion they would put on the floor tonight, but they didn't actually decide anything. The motion will be to instruct the City Attorney to settle without admitting blame."
Me: "Edward added an amendment to ask Dennis Garland to resign or be fired, as Edward doesn't believe Garland will not do in good faith what the Council instructs, especially if its to fight the lawsuit. He also said he has no idea which way it will go, and that it might well not be on a Party-line vote."
Seeing as it was getting time, I said "I'm going to head on out of here. I'll be either in the Sheriff's Office, or talking to the Intendent, Adele Peabody, in her office."
"Talking?" Cindy queried sardonically. When I cut my eyes to her, she said "Talking. Yeah, right. Have a good night." She walked back into the Council Chamber, turning and giving me a 'look' as she did. Knew me well, the Green Crowbar did...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Private Council Chamber is on the east side of City Hall (as is the Public  Council Chamber), near the intersection of hallways at the northeast corner of the building. If one went down the east-west hallway to the right of the Private Council Chamber, there was a series of offices. Just past where the Private Chamber ended was the office of Adele Peabody, the Intendent.
Inside the office, Adele had a television monitor, which was showing the feed of the public Council Meeting that was just beginning. I also knew that secret microphones in the private Chamber fed audio to a speaker in her office, so that she could hear every word spoken. Ostensibly, this was done so she could respond if anyone on the Council needed her for something... ostensibly.
I knocked on the door and heard Adele say "Come in!" I opened the door and went in, seeing the television monitor on the left, then the desk, which faced left, and then Adele in her chair, turned towards me. Her gorgeous, shapely legs were crossed in a way to maximize their beauty for my eyes to behold. And yes, I beheld.
"Hi, handsome." she said as I came on in and closed and locked the door behind me. "Is that a crowbar in your pants, or are you just happy to see me?"
"Yes." I replied simply as I took off my trenchcoat, hanging it on the hook on the door, followed by my holstered gun. Adele stood up and I stepped up to her and slid my arms around her waist as she slid her arms over my shoulders and around my neck. Our mouths met in a kiss, at first warm and gentle, then harder and deeper as our tongues twined together.
As the Mayor led the Council and those in the audience in the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag, my own rod was flagging towards full mast as I guided Adele back to her desk until her ass and thighs were pressing against it. She sat back onto the desk and lifted her legs until her high-heeled feet were on the edge.
My hand explored the insides of her thighs and her mound, covered by her sopping wet panties, as my lips and tongue explored her jawline and neck. She cooed quietly as she spread her legs wider and pulled me closer to her. As my tongue found her mouth again and slid deep inside, two of my fingers found her slit and slid deep inside her wet cunthole.
Adele's hands went down to my pants and opened them. She slid one hand inside and fished out my throbbing hard cock. "Ooooh, you are hard." she said. "You have the hardest cock I've ever felt, truly a weapon of lust made of iron."
"You make it that way." I growled. "And now I'm going to sink it into your tight wet pussy." She moved her ass to help as I slid her panties off and up her long, slender thighs. I stepped back as she raised her shapely calves up, and slid her panties over them and her feet encased in the high heel black pumps she was wearing. Legs for days, this gorgeous woman had.
"Yeah, come and get it, stud." Adele invited me as her hand grasped my shaft and pulled me to her. I stepped up and she guided the helmeted head of my cock to her swollen labes. I teased her by dryhumping her slit several times, wetting down the head and shaft of my hard and ready crowbar of lust.
When she couldn't take it any more, she pulled me at just the right time, getting my head into the entrance of her heavenly hole. I thrust my hips and ass forward and my cock sank into her, joining our loins until our pelvises met!
"Ohhhh, yesssss!" Adele hissed as I began pumping in and out of her. Due to my height, the angle downward was good for rubbing the top of her vaginal wall and under her clit, but it didn't allow me to fully penetrate her comfortably. I leaned forward, forcing to lie back onto her desk, and as her legs came up I pushed the back of her knees until her thighs were pressing against her firm abs, her knees almost to her shoulders, and those wonderful calves and feet pointed at the ceiling.
"Oh yeahhhh. Fuck me, Don, fuck me!" Adele begged in a low voice as I hooked her legs under my arms and pressed my hands onto the desk beside her upper chest, and began plunging into her with deep, powerful strokes, enjoying the feeling of getting balls-deep into The Intendent's amazing pussy with each driving thrust.
Adele reached in and cupped her naturally large breasts. I leaned over further and began sucking her hard, distended nipples, lashing them with my tongue and occasionally gently biting them, making her moan and squeeze them harder. As I did, I heard sounds coming out of the speaker on the edge of her desk... it was the Council Members going into the private Chamber...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's the Intendent?" I heard Kelly Carnes ask. "She's usually in here giving us our paperwork."
"The paperwork is on the table for us already." said Mayor Allgood. "Let's all sit down and try to get this meeting done before dawn, okay?"
"Five minute recess to use the potty." I heard Dagmar Schoen say.
Susan Weston said "Adele is probably keeping the Iron Crowbar out of here by... distracting him."
"Mmm, lucky woman." Malinda Adams said, just loudly enough for the microphone to pick up. Adele and I slowed down our fucking to listen.
"Just what are your pronouns again?" Sheila Sorrells asked humorously. "I thought you were a lesbian."
"I'm bi." said Malinda. "And I would spread my legs for the Iron Crowbar in a heartbeat."
"Ewwww!" Kelly Carnes said, disgust in her voice. "You'd let Troy touch you? That's... too sickening to think about."
"You bet I would!" Malinda said, still quietly. "Admit it, Kelly, you'd love having him fuck your brains out... a real man, not the spineless dishrags that liberal men have become." I couldn't see it, but I had a vibe that Kelly Carnes was rolling her eyes at that.
"See?" hissed Adele. "All those bitches want you. But that amazing cock of yours belongs in my pussy!"
"Yeah it does." I said as I began fucking her deeper and harder again. Indeed, Adele Peabody had the most exquisite pussy I'd ever fucked. My wife Laura, with her perfect legs and that mouth that gave me those incredible blowjobs every morning, was at the top of my list, of course. But Adele was right up there... and if events had not led to Laura and I meeting, or if I'd met Adele first? Things might've turned out a lot differently...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Dagmar Schoen turned around the corner to go down the hall to the restroom. She saw Chief Deputy Cindy Ross leaning against the wall by the door to The Intendent's office. Cindy saw her and put her hands to her lips. When Dagmar came up to her, she nudged her head at the door.
Dagmar listened, and heard the low moans and the unmistakeable slaps of flesh-on-flesh coming from inside. Her eyes widened in surprise as she looked at Cindy, who whispered just loud enough for Dagmar to hear: "The Iron Crowbar's other crowbar at work." Dagmar hurried down the hall, whimpering laughter all the way to the restroom...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My back was beginning to hurt in my crouching, bending-over position. I slid my cock out of Adele's sopping cunt and stepped back. "Turn over. I gotta stand up." I said. Adele lowered her legs and slid them to the floor, then stood up. She turned around and bent over the desk, offering me the delicious sight of the firm globes of her ass, and her gaping pussylips beneath.
She spread her legs and I eased behind her and slid my cock along those lips. Adele reached her hand between her legs from her front side and guided the head of my cock into her hole. I pushed forward and re-joined our loins, then groaned with pleasure as I smashed my groin and abs against her magnificent ass.
*chock!* *chock!* *chock!* *chock!*
I was sure that anyone in the hallway could hear the wet smacks of our obscene coupling as I grabbed Adele's hips and pulled her into me in time with my forward thrusts. Adele was gasping and grunting as she fucked me back, occasionally looking over her shoulder at me, our eyes locking together.
"Unnnnh... uhhh... I'm coming." Adele moaned, trying to keep her voice down. "UHH!" she gasped out as her cunt clamped down on my invading weapon of lust as I pushed it into her, resisting what felt like her cunt trying to push my cock out. Her beautiful body quivered for several seconds, and then she went limp as her pussy stopped convulsing around me.
"Oh, yeahhhh." she moaned softly as I began pistoning in and out of her again, holding her hips up as well as in place as I took her. And just then I realized that in the quiet lull as Adele was finishing her orgasm and I was pressing my body into hers, I'd heard something over the speaker...
"I move that the Council fight the Anthony Wilson lawsuit in Court, that we not settle at all, in any way, under any circumstances, that we support Commander Troy's countersuit and that we instruct the City Attorney to vigorously fight the lawsuit with no discussion of settling." The voice was J.P. Goldman's.
"I second." said Dagmar Schoen.
"Whaaa?" I gasped out loud. "It was supposed to be the other way around. They told me it would be the other way around!"
"Unnh! Unnh! Unnh!" Adele grunted. She was the happy recipient of my anger as I began thrusting harder and harder into her, fucking her almost brutally."
*SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!* *SMACK!*
I finally felt my nut rising as I drove into The Intendent's clutching cunt. I looked down at the sight of those magnificent asscheeks jiggling and her breasts swinging each time my abs slammed into them, and her shapely legs in the heels holding her up. Almost before I realized it, I was firing thick ropes of sticky jism into her, painting the walls of her vagina and her cervix with my potent load...
Adele cleaned me up with her lips and tongue, then we got dressed. We sat and drank Cherry Coca-Cola Zero as we listened to the rest of the Council deliberations...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"You're wrong to be doing this!" City Attorney Dennis Garland yelled... well, it would have been yelling if his voice had been able to be that strong. "We have to settle! We cannot win! Not in Court, and especially not in the Court of Public Opinion!"
"Who gives a God damn fuck about public opinion!" yelled J.P. Goldman. There were immediately five objections to Mr. Goldman's potty mouth language.
"And I'll answer your question, Goldman." Kelly Carnes said with great snarkiness. "You should care about public opinion... especially your voting constituents's opinions!"
"My constituents want to fight this joke of a lawsuit." replied J.P. Goldman.
"And they want a City Attorney that will do what we instruct him to do, and do his job." added Edward R. Steele. "And that is why I now move to amend, to demand the immediate resignation of City Attorney Dennis Garland, and if he does not comply, we terminate his employment with the Town & County, again immediately."
"I second!" yelled J.P. Goldman just an instant before John 'Jack' Colby said the words.
"What?!" yelled Dennis Garland, looking and sounding like he was about to have a nervous breakdown. "I am doing my job! You can't just fire me like that! I'll sue you to death!"
"Watch us." said Edward R. Steele. "And after your past problems with alcoholism, you'd be wise to shut up and go quietly if you want to work in this State again."
"Ob-JECT-ion!" yelled Sheila Sorrells. "You can't reveal a medical situation like that!"
"I'm not going to." said Edward R. Steele "But if he sues, we'll have the right to bring it up... and I will have no problem doing so. And to the point of my motion... Mr. Garland, I simply do not trust you to do your job and fight the lawsuit with everything you've got. You're a sniveling coward! Afraid of the 'woke' mob, afraid of being 'canceled' by the politically correct Haters that want to emasculate the Police---"
*tap tap tap tap tap tap*
"We get it, Mr. Steele." said Mayor Allgood as he tapped his gavel. "Okay, let's vote on the amendment."
Surprisingly, and shocking her fellow Democrats, Susan Weston voted 'Aye', and the amendment to terminate Garland passed, 6-4. Mayor Allgood looked visibly relieved, even hopeful as he said "Okay, are there any more amendments? If not, let's debate and vote on the final bill."
The debate was raucous and did not stay within the bounds of courtesy nor decorum. Mayor Allgood held everyone's urinary tracts hostage by refusing any and all potty breaks, and said he'd call for a snap vote if anyone left the room. Finally, debate was shut down, and the vote was taken. It was 5-5, totally along strict Party lines.
Mayor Allgood was gaping at Susan Weston. "Why?" he gasped, clearly having expected her to vote the other way.
"I was going to vote to fight the lawsuit." replied Weston craftily. "I do believe the Police were in the right and Wilson did injure Kalsu. But I'm voting the way I did to put you on the spot, Mr. Mayor. Now, you either vote on the record to fight the lawsuit, or you don't. A 'no' vote, or not voting at all, will be used against you in the upcoming Elections. So... what's it going to be?"
Daniel Allgood called down the ill will of all the kami in the universe upon Susan Weston and J.P. Goldman's heads, then decided...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With the Power of the Vibe in addition to her power of hearing, Cindy Ross was able to scoot down the hallway and around the corner in time before I opened the door to leave The Intendent's office. I went down the hallway and found her leaning against the wall next to the Private Council Chamber door. She looked up at me 'innocently'.
"Did you enjoy listening in?" I asked 'knowingly'. My cousin was unable to hide the surprise on her face nor the gasp that escaped her lips; she knew that I knew exactly what she had really been listening in on.
"Another of your wild-ass guesses?" she replied after a second's pause.
"Why, no." I said. "If you wish to deceive me, you need to change your perfume. I smelled it when I opened the office door and came out into the hallway."
The Green Crowbar rolled her eyes in the manner of realizing that not very much gets past the ol' Red Crowbar. She started: "I didn't enjoy it as much as you obviously did---"
Just then the Private Council Chamber door opened violently and Dennis Garland stormed out, his face deep red with furious anger. He looked shocked to see us, then his eyes flashed hatred as he turned and strode off in the other direction. Adele Peabody came around us and went into the Chamber to secure the Minutes of the Meeting and other papers...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Edward R. Steele came to my office at Police Headquarters, as did Cindy and Sheriff Griswold, who appeared out of nowhere at City Hall to join us on our walk down Riverside Drive.
Once in the office, I poured us all 'sipping' shots of Four Roses Single Barrel high-rye-mashbill bourbon, and Edward told us what happened.
"Yeah, Don, I know I told you we were going to make the motion the other way." Edward said. "But J.P. Goldman thought that Daniel would let it die by just not voting, and putting us in limbo. And with Dennis Garland just about going insane over having to fight against the 'woke' mobs in Court, we knew we couldn't trust him to do what we needed him to do. I've been wanting to fire him for some time, anyway."
I nodded, and Edward continued: "So, J.P. and Ian McGhillie reached out to Sheila Sorrells and Susan Weston. Sheila was firmly entrenched on the other side... we might've had more luck going to Malinda Adams, but I digress. So they appealed to Susan Weston having been a Police Captain in the past, and found that she was a lot more on our side, at least on this particular case, than she could publicly state out loud. She made a deal with them, that she would vote with us on this one if it were a motion to positively fight the bill. So J.P. went to Daniel and told him that, and we dissolved the Committee of the Whole with the motion not yet made."
Edward: "And she did vote with us to get rid of Dennis Garland. He will officially be gone after the second reading of the bill next week. But then it looked like she threw us a curve when she voted with the Democrats to tie the vote, and force Daniel's hand. And it worked out, at least for us... Daniel voted for it, and it passed, 6-5."
"Yayyyy." Cindy said softly.
Edward: "Daniel was absolutely furious, though, that he had to commit. Now that that vote is on the record, Eldrick X. Weaver and the Black Community will pound him relentlessly for it in the Election."
I said "Does Hizzoner the Mayor not realize that if he voted the other way, he'd lose the primary, much less the General?"
Edward: "That's what Colby and I told him. But he's almost as scared of the 'woke' mobs and the rabidly dishonest Press as Garland is. I don't get that, either. Don, you can tell me I'm wrong, but there are rumors out there that your ex-wife Melina really is a White Nationalist, to put it mildly. I can't believe Daniel would risk problems in his marriage by going against her, especially publicly."
"I will neither confirm nor deny that about Melina." I said. "And don't bring it up again; I don't know how Bettina and the Press gets stuff like that, but they do, and they use it to cause maximum damage to us."



"Damn right." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Never speak of that out loud again, Edward."
"Roger that." conceded Edward.
I said "Having said that... I am aware that there are... issues... in the Allgood marriage. And one has to wonder... if that's why."
Part 3 - Inspections
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, November 24th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Mayor Daniel Allgood and Council Republicans vote to fight Anthony Wilson's lawsuit!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "After a bitter debate, Council Republicans pushed through a motion strictly along Party lines to fight the lawsuit by the family of Anthony Wilson, who Commander Troy severely injured while using excessive force to arrest Mr. Wilson during a peaceful protest at a recent Council meeting. The motion also expressed support for millionaire Commander Troy's countersuit against Mr. Wilson's impoverished family."
Bettina: "Social Justice groups are outraged at the Council's actions, and are demanding that the Town & County City Attorney settle the case in Mr. Wilson's favor, and strip Commander Troy of his indemnity as a Police Officer. However, part of the motion to take the side of Commander Troy and the Police was to fire City Attorney Dennis Garland!"
Bettina: "The Council gave no official reason for the firing, but sources tell Channel Two News that Mr. Garland believed Commander Troy's actions were wrong and that the Council had to settle the lawsuit or they would lose in Court, and that the Republicans on the Council, in their unholy zeal to take the side of the Police in the case, moved to ensure Mr. Garland could not be their representative in Court concerning this lawsuit. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for the Sports report. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that was... very brief.'' I said as Sheriff Griswold, ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast with me in the Chief's Conference Room. "Total propaganda, but she didn't waste a lot of time on it."
"She must want to go on Thanksgiving Holiday like everyone else." said Tanya brightly, with a twinkle in her eye.
"No." growled Sheriff Griswold. "She didn't have a lot of time to get all the information and then collaborate with her Democrat allies on how to present it. Of course she wrote in the cheap shots at Crowbar, but those are just 'cut and paste' and 'plug and play' lines from their playbook. I would imagine you'll see and hear a lot more in-depth spin and attacks next week. Right, Crowbar?"
"If you say so, Sheriff, of course I entirely agree." I said agreeably, practicing good asskissing skills.
"Good asskissing skills." confirmed the Sheriff.
I said "I will add this caveat, though, sir. I expect Bettina's narratives for next week will be derailed by the announcements of candidacies for numerous Town & County offices on both the Republican and Democrat sides."
"They won't wait until after Christmas?" Paulina asked.
"They might, but I doubt it." I said. "The primaries are May 3rd, I think. They'll want to get the announcements in, then use December to organize, then put us all on blast with advertising after the New Year."
Paulina said "I was thinking that they might wait to see what the State Legislature does to us before committing to running for any affected offices. But I guess you're right; they won't have time."
Sheriff Griswold said "We can't wait for the Legislature, which may or may not act. If they do, we adjust accordingly. If they don't, we drive on anyway. And ditto that for anything the US DOJ thinks they're going to do to us."
"So what's everyone doing for Thanksgiving?" Chief Moynahan asked.
Cindy said "We'll go to my father's compound in Coltrane County for lunch. Tim is coming up from Southport, an-nd he's nervous about spending the time with the (air quotes) 'father-in-law'. And Callie, my mom, and Molly and her boys are going to be there, as well. And you and yours are always welcome to join us, Don." Cindy's father and my blood uncle was Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire.
Sheriff Griswold said "I thought Crowbar and Company were going to Dr. Eckhart's, so I invited Moynahan, here, to join Cordell and Zoe Singer from the EMS, Chief Davies and his fiancée Tina Felton, Miriam Walters, Father Romano, and Fire Marshal Roy Easley to my house for a smaller, quieter gathering of us single, mostly old people."
Tanya said "Jack has invited Julius Jefferson, Steven Gable, Christy Cassidy, and Tracy Stone to lunch, also. Catered and everything. I think Clark Webster and his family, Lindy Linares, and Clark Webster and his family were invited, too. It's gonna be big."
Cindy and I glanced at each other, and neither of us were fooled: this was Jack Muscone thanking his loyal fellow Agents... and quite possibly a farewell to them if and when Jack retired or was forced out of the FBI.
Paulina said "My brother T-Square invited me and Tasha to his Thanksgiving dinner for his 'Regiment' and their families, and all his sound and stage crew and their families. I thought Don and everyone would be at The Vision with Dr. Eckhart and Cindy's family, so I accepted the invitation."
Paulina: "And don't let this get past the walls of this room, but my brother told me that whenever he passes on, everything he has will be passed down to Tasha, and he wants her to begin seeing his musical empire. He did invite you and Laura and your kids, Don, so feel free to come."
I said "And I would accept, but Laura prevailed on me to consider a quiet... quiet-er... Thanksgiving, by not accepting T-Square's nor my Uncle Harvey's invitations. And with my mom accompanying Teresa, Todd, and their boys to Louisiana, Laura invited her sister Melina and Melina's family to The Cabin for Thanksgiving lunch."
"Did they accept?" the Sheriff asked, a bit too incisively. "Is Daniel going to attend with you?"
"I don't know." I replied. "He's invited. We also invited Seth and Joanne Warner and little Tony, whose second birthday is today."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching the Fox University Sunrise report on KFXU, Cindy, Tanya, and I began the Angels Meeting. And the Green Crowbar was not very happy.
"So everyone thought you were coming to 'The Vision' for Thanksgiving, and made other plans?" Cindy asked. "How am I supposed to take that? Not to mention that Laura wanted you to make other plans?"
I shrugged, then said "I haven't talked to the Sheriff about this, but I think he's had an idea of doing something like this for awhile, gathering the widowers and single people like him for a holiday gettogether. And Our Sheriff is a sneaky Sheriff: he invited Tina Felton and Miriam Walters so that they could talk to each other... about Tina possibly becoming an ADA."
Tanya said "How do you feel about Tasha and her mother hanging out with T-Square? And would you really accept that invitation? I'm not trying to sound like a racist when I say this, but you'd be the only white persons there, and could potentially become the object of their hatred."
Cindy gasped, and I quickly moved to defend Tanya by saying "I understand what you mean. But T-Square has gone in a new direction the last few years. More towards Rhythm & Blues as well as Christian music, and away from the hard rap with the lyrics of hatred for Police. Second, not all of his crews are black; there are plenty of whites, too. And last but not least, I'd love to ask them about what they do and how T-Square's music empire works, and let them talk to me."
"And Tasha is going to inherit his fortune." Cindy said. "Speaking as someone in a very similar situation, I can understand that Tasha needs to understand it, and from as early an age as possible. My only question is... what will Tasha do with it when she inherits it?"
I said "When we were in Apple Grove for the lake dedication, I remember Tasha telling Captain Wisocky that she, Tasha, was going to be a great singer." (Author's note: 'Cat's In The Cradle', Ch. 01) "But Carole says Tasha is going to be a lawyer like her mother, and then a Judge. So we'll see..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
On the way to our inspections, I went into MCD and gave Joanne a card for her son Tony for his second birthday. Inside the card was a $100 US Savings Bond. I'd gotten the same for Henry Buchannan, and would give his dad the card when we went to 1st Precinct.
"Y'all better have this place cleaned up by the time I get back." I 'warned' the Detectives. "This room looks like a pig sty." Indeed, only Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez's desk looked decent; it actually looked very good, as I would expect from an Airborne Paratrooper. I barely got out of the room when Detectives sprang into action to get things cleaned up.
Cindy rode with me, and Tanya followed us in her tricked-out van. We went into 2nd Precinct Headquarters and were met by Precinct Captain Sean DeLong and Precinct Lieutenant Stevie Carter. Everything was spotless. I had always liked the old wood planks of the floors, which had been part of the original mill when it was first built at the turn of the century... the 20th century. They were polished to a military-level standard.
There were no elevators in the Old Mill, but a wheelchair lift was tucked away almost unobtrusively between the walls and a set of stairs that went to the second floor. Tanya took that as we went upstairs. She was inspecting not only for readiness, but to ensure we were meeting all laws and regulations involving handicapped access, and who better to do it? She said The Old Mill passed.
The 2nd shift Officers were assembled in the atrium at the front entrance to the facility, where we had arrested Major General Carl Just (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option', Ch. 03). I went through and inspected them, and was pleased though not particularly impressed that their uniforms were pressed, their gig lines were straight, and their shoes were shined to acceptable levels, though not to the Airborne standard that my shoes were shined to.
"You guys look good." I said to them after I finished. "Keep up the good work, and have a safe Thanksgiving." Lieutenant Carter dismissed them to their duties. I told him and Captain DeLong that they were doing a good job and to keep it up, and Tanya and Cindy added their compliments.
As we drove to 1st Precinct Headquarters and County Jail, Cindy said "I'd like for you to inspect County Jail as well as 1st Precinct. The Sheriff wants to know if Olin B. Craig is doing a good enough job to be promoted to the Warden slot full-time."
"We can do that." I said as we parked. We went inside. We were met by Lieutenant Jerome Davis and Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie. "Where's Captain Hewitt?" I asked.
"He took his leave... er, vacation... all of this week." said Jerome Davis. I made a mental note of that as I had Jerome and Roy lead us through 1st Precinct. It wasn't quite as good as 2nd Precinct had looked, but it met the standard. The 1st Precinct Officers that were inspected also looked good.
I had Kevin Buchannan come up, and I gave him the card for his son's birthday, and everyone sang 'Happy Birthday'. Then Cindy and I went to County Jail. We went directly to County Jail. We did not pass 'Go'. We did not collect $200.
Olin B. Craig met us at the Employees entrance. He was a Senior Deputy Sheriff, same rank as Teresa and Louis Bailey, and was the Acting Warden. He was polite and deferential to Cindy, and appeared surprised when she said that I would be inspecting his Deputies and Guards of the Jail.
Olin B. Craig was the definition of 'multi-racial'. His skin color was darker than white, but he was not African-American black, either. He looked somewhat like American politician Larry Elder, but with a mustache and more (black) hair. He was 5'10" tall, fairly slender but not 'wiry', and was in good shape. He was wearing a brown Sheriff Department uniform jacket over his khaki-tan shirt and tie, and matching (to the jacket) brown pants with khaki 'piping'. The ribbons on his jacket showed him to be a recipient of the Star of Gallantry and the Purple Order.
I peppered Acting Warden Craig with questions as we went through the Jail's administrative areas, then the large monitor room, manned by several Deputies. His face and sometimes voice connoted 'How can he not know this?', but he answered my questions with solid knowledge of the operations and procedures.
I did not have him assemble the on-duty Deputies and Guards, but I had noted them during our tour of the facilities. Cindy was noticing, also. When we finished, we went to the small conference room next to the Acting Warden's office.
"First of all," I said as we sat down, "I'll give you the verbal report of my inspection. You passed. Have a nice day." There was polite laughter at that, then I said "Seriously, my report to the Sheriff will be that you passed, and things look good. Having said that, there is room for improvement, and critiques are by nature negative, so take these comments as suggestions to improve."
Me: "Everyone's uniforms, from you on down, were acceptable, but they had a... shall we say... (air quotes) 'everyday' appearance about them, as opposed to doubling the effort for a formal inspection. What I'd like to see, and what I want the lawbreaking guests of your facility to see, are highly-pressed, starched uniforms with creases you can shave with, shined shoes, gleaming belt buckles, badges, and insignia, gig lines perfectly straight. I want the criminals as well as the Public to see a serious group of highly dedicated professionals. And if you all look the part, you'll act the part, and they will know that you're not playing around."
I saw Craig's eyes looking over my uniform, and I knew he was finding my uniform to be what I suggested his and his Officers's uniforms to be. Cindy and I both knew we were the ones setting the standards, and our uniforms reflected that.
I continued: "The County Jail policies and procedures appear to be working and working well, but if there are any improvements or suggestions you'd like to make, please give them to Chief Deputy Ross. They won't be considered negatives, and we'll work to fix them. And in that light, are there any suggestions or ideas you'd like to give us at this time?"
"Uh, may I speak freely?" Craig asked.
"Stay within protocol." Cindy said. "But we're asking you to speak in confidence."
I had the feeling that this was why Cindy wanted me to inspect the Jail. I said "And of course we might have to speak to the Sheriff about what you tell us, but we're not going to throw you under the bus."
Craig nodded, then said "I'll get to work right away on the uniform and appearance issues. My only complaint as far as really anything goes, is the command structure around here. Louis Bailey and I are the same rank, but he acts like he's in charge when I know I'm in charge of the Jail. I don't know if he wants to be formally named the Warden, or if he just thinks he's God, but we've had situations of my guys getting conflicting orders, especially when it comes to our guys that take prisoners to Court for their hearings."
Addressing Cindy, Craig said: "The reason I asked to speak freely, ma'am, is because I also believe that Bailey has designs on your job... well, on being second-in-command of the Sheriff's Department. I think that's why he was insubordinate to you during that Council meeting protest."
Craig: "I think he needs to be told to stay in his lane regarding County Jail and its operations. If the Sheriff wants him in charge of the Jail, make him the Warden. If not, then formally give me the job and tell him to keep his beak out of my business."
"Nnnno-ted." Cindy hummed, making a note on her notepad.
"And I think that's going to take care of itself, and soon." I added...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back to Headquarters, MCD and Vice were treated to a tornado going through their rooms. I brought Captain Claire Michaels into MCD with me, and made my feelings clear: the TCPD standard was not being met.
As I passed by Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez's desk, which was tidy, orderly, and immaculately clean, I said "Well, I can tell we have one Airborne Paratrooper working here. Oh, make that two." Detective Kerri Ambrose's desk was also now meeting the standard. They also had their framed Airborne School diplomas on the wall by their desks.
Since the Detectives were all in civilian clothes, as they should have been, I did not make inspections of them. And Captain Michaels had long since learned, and her uniform was a sharp and excellent example for others to see and follow.
My inspection of Vice was about the same, except they had no Airborne Paratroopers in the room to set the example. I suggested improvements to Captain Michaels, which she would pass along in a most very direct and succinct manner...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Moynahan and the Sheriff took me, Cindy, and Tanya to lunch at the Cop Bar. We were alone in the back 'Command' room, where Cindy and I discussed the results of our inspections. Of course, most of the conversation centered on Senior Deputy Olin B. Craig.
"Yes sir, I think he's doing well, and should be formally named Warden of County Jail." I said.
"I tend to agree." growled Griswold. "Did he say anything about Louis Bailey?" Cindy and I glanced at each other, which the three astute Detectives with us at the table immediately noticed. "Spill it, Crowbar." the Sheriff ordered.
"Yes sir." I said. "We did tell Craig we'd keep what he told us in confidence and speak of it only to you, Sheriff. So I'd appreciate it if you, Chief, and you, Deputy Chief, don't say anything to anyone about this." I then proceeded to tell them what Craig had said about Bailey.
Cindy said "Chief Bailiff Clark Alexander doesn't think much of Bailey, either. And I got that more from my own observations, physical and mental, than anything he has actually said."
"Sounds like Mis-terrrr Baileeee is getting a bit am-bish-usss." drawled the Chief.
"You still think he'll run for Sheriff, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked.
"Yes sir." I replied. "It's only a matter of which Party's nomination he wants. I think his heart is on the Democrat side, but... other... forces are suggesting he run as a Republican, and primary you."
"Hmmph!" Tanya snorted. "Sheriff Griswold will destroy him."
"Good asskissing skills." growled Griswold. "But don't take the threat lightly. I think I see what Crowbar is driving at. And if he's right..."
"And he always is." replied Tanya with a grin, right on cue. Griswold's mustaches quivered merrily.
"Yes, he is." Griswold said. "And if he's right on this, we're going to be facing a strong orchestrated effort to take me and Mayor Allgood down..."
Part 4 - SEC Country
(Author's note: for more complete descriptions of Teresa's family, read 'Sugar and Spice' Ch. 01)
Wednesday, November 24th. BOW Enterprises Flight Two-Niner landed at Lake Charles Regional Airport (LCH). Phyllis, Todd, Teresa, Jack, Doug, and Mike disembarked and walked across the tarmac to the entrance to the Airport. For whatever reason, the 'roools' required that the Airport's workers unload their luggage, which they had to pick up at Baggage Claim.
"I'm glad we had the private plane instead of flying commercial." Teresa said as they walked to the car rental stations. "Jack was surprisingly good, but Mike was being a fidgety terror, kicking the chair in front of him like that."



"He's six years old." said Todd. "But you're right about the plane. Keep the kids back while I pick up the rental." He went to the car rental counter, and picked up the reservation. He did not want the kids nearby because the drivers license he gave the pretty woman behind the counter was not his normal one; the last name was his mother Elizabeth's married name (Ned's father), which Todd had dropped when he learned his real father's name and legally changed his own name to it. And sure enough, the lady used the name on the ID in just about every sentence she said to him, trying to be nice.
That was just one of the security precautions Todd routinely took while traveling. Another was when they got to the rented Cadillac Escalade, cream white in color. After putting all the luggage in back and some in the backseats along the far side, Jack noticed Teresa looking under the bumpers and the wheel wells. Todd was doing the same on the driver's side of the vehicle.
"Aunt Teresa," Jack asked, "what are you looking for?"
"I'm just making sure there are no tracking devices attached to the vehicle." Teresa truthfully replied. She did not add that she was also looking for car bombs. Satisfied that there were no threats, she got into the shotgun seat as Doug and Mike clambered into the rear backseat and buckled up, and Phyllis and Jack got into the seats behind Todd and Teresa. Teresa checked for bugs (the Iron Crowbar gives the best Christmas gifts, she thought to herself), finding none.
"This is nice." Teresa said of the Escalade as they pulled out of the parking lot and entered the stream of traffic.
"I could have bought one of these for what they're charging for one week's rental." Todd quipped, which caused Phyllis to chuckle.
As they drove along the highway, the boys began chanting in unison "Are we there yet? Are we there yet? Are we there yet?" Todd grinned, but Teresa turned around and gave them a look connoting a lack of humor at their attempt at humor.
"You guys are going to have to be on your best behavior." she admonished them. "Aunt Clarissa is even more 'old school' in her expectations that you mind your manners than Great-Grandma Phyllis is."
"Yezzz." said Phyllis. "And if you pay attention instead of finding ways to get into trouble, you'll learn a few things. Especially about the South and Louisiana."
"Grandma Phyllis," Jack said, which is what the boys called Phyllis, "why aren't you looking around like the rest of us are? You act like you've been here before." It was a very astute observation, and Teresa took mental note of it.
"And that is because I have been to Louisiana before." Phyllis said. "And isn't it fascinating how there are so many different looking places in the USA?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Todd was wearing a jacket and tie, and Teresa a green dress, nude/sheer stockings, and bone/nude colored high-heel pumps. Doug and Mike had (strongly) resisted wearing a jacket and tie, but Jack seemed almost happy to be dressed similarly to his Uncle Todd.
"I think Mike's on the young side to really be taking this in." Teresa whispered to Phyllis as they clambered out of the vehicle.
"But Jack is loving it." Phyllis whispered back.
Charles the Butler answered the doorbell ring. Teresa said "Batten down, Charles. We're here."
"Ye-es." Charles replied, a glimmer of amusement behind his staid countenance. "Madame Clarissa is expecting you." He led the way to the drawing room, where Clarissa Belvedere Esterson was waiting. Also in the room were Robert and Clara Edwards, and the teenage girls Beatrice and Eugenia Windham.
"Ah, hello everyone." said Clarissa Belvedere Esterson as they came in. She hugged Teresa, Todd, and Phyllis, then looked at the boys and said "Hello, gentlemen, welcome to Louisiana."
"Hi, I'm Jack Burke." said Jack Burke, going up to Clarissa and extending his hand, which Clarissa shook, amusement on her face. Teresa introduced Mike and Doug to them, and the Edwardses and the Windham girls to the boys. Jack very forwardly shook hands with everyone, and was very complimentary to the girls... flirtatiously so. The girls looked slightly amused, but mostly withdrawn.
"My son Colin and his wife Wendy should be here by suppertime tonight." said Clarissa. "They were in California, and I halfway expected them to stay out there rather than try to fly home in the mess the airlines have become."
"Oh, but they're flying in on a private jet." Robert 'Bobby' Edwards, his voice full of withering sarcasm. "They whine about their religion of 'Climate Justice' while flying about in a pollution-spewing jet."
"Robert!" Clarissa admonished.
"Oh, I know, Aunt Clarissa." Robert said. "Cousin Teresa and her family flew down on the BOW Enterprises company jet. But they don't pretend to be worshippers at the altar of Climate Change. They're not hypocrites like Colin and Wendy are."
"And I'll go you one further." Robert said. "They're flying in because of that new Climate Change Center at Todd and Teresa's University. Colin is going to ask them to introduce him to the (air quotes) 'right people' so he can beg them for money, too!"
"I'll put a stop to that!" Clarissa said strongly. "They won't be saying a word to Teresa nor Todd about that. And you close your mouth about the subject, as well, Bobby..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Charles the Butler showed the Burkes to their rooms. Teresa and Todd had the same room they'd had before, and the boys were put into the room next door, which had been the room of Clarissa's daughter, Jen Esterson Sakai. Jen did not need the room, as she was relaxing in Federal prison. (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', particularly Ch. 05.)
Mike and Doug did not need to be told twice that they could change into more casual wear, and quickly did so. Little Jack Burke remained in his jacket and tie. They went to lunch, which was a buffet of cold cuts, with lemonade and sweet tea available. Robert Edwards made an 'Arnold Palmer', a 50/50 mix of lemonade and tea, and Jack decided he'd try that, too. He also seemed to be fascinated that Robert Edwards was a Louisiana State Senator.
The conversation at lunch was kept light... until Clarissa asked Phyllis if Phyllis's son had solved any mysteries lately. Phyllis gave an account of the Craig Reynolds case in Apple Grove (Author's note: 'Reunion Fever'). Then Phyllis turned to Teresa and had Teresa give an account of the Toyota Gang cases (Author's note: 'Scavenger Hunt'; 'Witness For the Prosecution'.).
Beatrice and Eugenia had been quiet since the Burkes' arrival, and only had shown some interest in Todd's presence. Phyllis noticed that they had not talked to the boys at all beyond the first introductions. But when she was talking about the Iron Crowbar's successful exploits, they perked up and showed great interest for the first time.
So Phyllis made a point to ask the girls about their time in school. Beatrice said dispassionately that she had been accepted to Tulane University, and was taking college prep 'AP' courses. Eugenia more enthusiastically said that she was on her high school's competition cheerleading team, and had made the State Championship tournament, but only got fourth place.
Phyllis was very complimentary about their achievements. "You lettered in the cheerleading, did you not?" Eugenia said she did. "That is very good." Phyllis said. "Teresa lettered when she was in high school, as well."
"What did you letter in?" Eugenia asked Teresa, who was thoroughly shaken up by Phyllis's observations and knowledge.
"Track and Field." Teresa said. "And my sister Alexis and I both lettered in Cross Country." She turned to Phyllis and said "How did you know that?"
"Oh, a little birdie told me." Phyllis replied. "And, of course, that is how you and your sister were able to win that race against older people."
"Does Don know?" Teresa asked. "Is he the one that told you?"
"I don't know." said Phyllis. "He didn't tell me, and I haven't mentioned it to him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, Teresa suggested they drive the boys around on a tour of the area. Teresa invited the girls to go with them, while Phyllis, Clarissa, Robert and Clara stayed behind and talked amongst themselves. At first, the girls were at least willing to go. Then Robert Edwards said he'd like to go with them, and the girls immediately said they'd drop out, and stay at home.
"Why don't you guys go on ahead, and I'll stay here and talk to the girls." Teresa suggested. Once the boys, Todd, and Robert left, Teresa 'invited' the girls onto the back porch.
"Ladies, I'll come right to the point: has your uncle been trying to mess with either of you?" Teresa asked.
"No." said Beatrice. "Not directly. Aunt Clarissa would shoot him, literally, if he tried to mess with us."
"But he's always looking at us." Eugenia complained. "He gives me the creeps. I don't like being around him. Fortunately, he and Aunt Clara aren't here most of the time."
"What about your Aunt Clara?" Teresa said.
Beatrice looked all around, then said in a voice so quiet that Teresa could barely hear her: "Aunt Clara is a snake in the grass. She's always nice, polite, agreeable... but she's a manipulator. She's got Uncle Bobby wrapped around her finger, and she's the driving force behind his political career. She's a Republican version of Hillary Clinton."
"And I take it that's not a compliment." Teresa said.
"No, it's not." Beatrice said. "And I'll add this: Aunt Clara and Uncle Bobby are just waiting for Grandma Clarissa to die... yes, I know, she's our great-aunt, but we call her Grandma Clarissa. And Colin and Wendy are just waiting for Grandma Clarissa to croak, too. They're not like you, Cousin Teresa. All they care about is the money."
"Good to know." Teresa said. "Okay, so that I can truthfully tell everyone what we talked about... have you girls thought about what you're going to major in when you go to college?"
Beatrice said "Colin and Wendy say I should major in Climate Change research, and Bobby and Clara say I should major in Business. I'm not sure, though. I was thinking of some kind of marketing and advertising, or graphic design."
Eugenia said "I haven't given it a ton of thought. Probably some kind of Education, and be a teacher."
"She's getting an M-R-S degree." Beatrice said, teasing her younger sister.
"Only one thing wrong with that." Teresa said. "What if something happened, and you have no family, no money except your college trust, and you'll be on your own for the rest of your lives. Teaching is an honorable thing to do, of course, but do think ahead on that. You too, Beatrice. A Tulane education is a gift that a lahhhht of people wish they could have. Make the most of it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Robert, Todd, and Todd's crew got back late in the afternoon. As the boys were getting ready for dinner, which Teresa told them was 'dress-up', meaning formal compared to what they were used to, Todd and Teresa talked in their bedroom.
Todd says "Mike is definitely too young to really understand the eco-systems and the history of the area. Doug gets it a lot more, but he seems a little bored by it all. Jack, though, was asking Bobby questions about being a State Senator and his relationship with businesses."
"Greaaaaat." Teresa said. "We're going to have a Crony Capitalist on our hands." Little did she know...
Todd said "How were things back here?"
Teresa said "I was really hoping Beatrice and Eugenia would take some interest in the boys and talk with them a lot more, but they're not interested in that at all. I talked to them some, and we talked about their future plans going to college and all."
She continued: "One thing that is apparent to me, though: they are really ready to fledge the nest and get out of here. I don't think they quite realize how good they have it, here. Having said that, they are creeped out by Bobby, and are right to feel that way. But what surprised me is what they said about Clara." She repeated gossip...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:00pm, Colin and Wendy Esterson finally arrived. The boys had already gone to bed, and the girls had just been sent up, as well. Colin and Wendy ate plates of leftover supper that were prepared for them as the others sat at the table with drinks.
"There was a weather pattern over the Rocky Mountains." Colin said, his voice sounding whiney and condescending, as always. "It was supposed to just be over Colorado, but it began spreading to the south, into New Mexico, and we almost went into Mexico to get around it."
"Your pilot didn't try to fly over it?" asked licensed pilot Teresa.
"Yes, he climbed to at least 36,000 feet, as well as diverting south." Wendy said. "But he said the storm just rolled up with us. He actually said it felt to him like the storm was coming after us."
Clarissa and Phyllis exchanged glances with each other, prompting Clara Edwards to ask "What?"
Clarissa said "I told you all about that... unique... experience Phyllis and I had, that the flight we thought was taking us here ended up in Teresa's Town & County. This sounds very much like that." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers'.)
"Yes, it does." Phyllis said agreeably.
"This family must be cursed, then." said Colin witheringly, his voice a nasally sneer.
"But we made it..." said Wendy Esterson, who then looked maliciously at Robert Edward and added: "... while millions can't get to their destinations on commercial airline flights due to the incompetence and corporate greed of the airlines."
It was Clara who fired back "You flew in your gas-guzzling, pollution-spewing private jet, owned by... which hypocritical Climate Change cause owns it? The Climate Justice Front? Diverted by a weather front?"
"You're a sick individual that doesn't give a damn about our planet." Wendy said snottily. "And it was the enlightened group 'People For A Greener Planet', upon whose behalf we raised hundreds of thousands of dollars in Los Angeles."
"And what percentage do you keep?" Robert Edwards said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.
"Okay, that's enough." Clarissa interjected. "Teresa, Todd, Phyllis, I'm sure you're very tired after your trip here and running around after your boys. Why don't we retire for the evening, and I will see you in the morning..."
Part 5 - Day of Thanks
12:00 noon, Thursday, November 25th. We were set up for lunch at The Mountain Nest. Laura had cooked a turkey in the oven in one of those cooking bags that Sheriff Griswold would never have allowed near his turkey smoker. But it turned out well. What interested me is how enthusiastically Laura was going about with the preparations.
Our guests began arriving. First came Seth and Joanne Warner, with their 2-year-old son Tony in tow. Tony liked seeing Bowser, thinking he was Leo, the Warner's dog and son of Bowser. Then the Allgoods arrived. Daniel had actually showed up, especially after I threatened to place him under arrest and bring him over, but he did show up. I also knew that Melina was more of a reason for him being here than I was... Daniel didn't want to sleep on the couch with Dorothy (daughter of Bowser).
I was a little disappointed that Laura had insisted we have our Thanksgiving dinner at The Mountain Nest instead of The Cabin; if we were at The Cabin, Jim and his cousin Dan could have played in the attic room and worked on New Lego City. But boys being boys, they found the Nerf football I handed them great fun to throw around in the backyard.
Meanwhile, Carole was doing Carole things entertaining Patricia. Patricia knew that Bowser was her dog Dorothy's daddy, which did not stop her from petting Bowser. A lot. They also paid good attention to Tony while their mothers chatted.
Daniel stepped outside with me and Seth, and Bowser and Buddy came with us. Jim had very nicely brought the Nerf football over and invited Tony to try to throw it. With his dad's help, Tony made a good throw of four feet, and was very pleased with himself.
Then Bowser executed a good form tackle of Tony, then began sniffing Tony's chest and licking his little face. Tony was used to it, what with having Leo at home, so he just petted Bowser. And then Buddy came over, and Seth had to rescue Tony from the 2-on-1 canine lovefest.
When it came time for lunch, we all sat down, the adults in the dining room and the kids at the... you guessed it... kids table, which was the breakfast table in its kitchen nook. Tony was in a high chair, and Carole took charge of him, helping him eat some mashed potatoes and a few pieces of turkey.
After lunch, the adult women sat in the front (formal) living room and fluttered like parakeets while big boys and the little boys alike watched NFL football. Tony fell asleep. The Detroit Lions actually had a good team this year, and Jim was happy to see that they were giving the Green Bay Packers and Aaron Rodgers a solid beating. Why that enthused my son, I dunno.
"So, Seth," I said, "how are things at the Hospital? Especially with the Biology Department fiasco?"
"It could be worse." Seth replied. "Donors are looking at the Hospital as a separate entity from the University itself. And Teresa Croyle has been a saint; she's calling people asking them to remember the Hospital as well as her Trust. But donations to the rest of the University are suffering. This year, they've only gotten 60% of the donations they were getting at this point in time last year."
I said "And there are rumblings that the Republicans in the State Legislature want to defund the University, especially the Biology Department."
Seth continued: "Yes, but I'm hearing of a much greater threat to us. University Hospital is officially part of the University, and is supposed to be a teaching hospital for medical students. Some doctors with admitting privileges or on Staff are not employed by the University. Your wife Dr. Fredricson is on Staff as well as part of the Faculty, of course, but some doctors, like Dr. Morgan, are not."
Seth: "As part of her Trust and her program to find cures for rare diseases and underfunded diseases like ALS, Teresa was working with me, Dr. Fredricson, Dr. Cordell, and others to have research doctors get on the Faculty of the School and get research grants, and work with patients, kids and adults, at the Hospital. Well, you know how University President Jerry Moore fired two professors for not signing (air quotes) 'loyalty documents' to Climate Change?" (Author's note: 'God Save The Queen', Ch. 02; 'Reunion Fever', Ch. 01.)
"Lawsuits pending." I said.
"Yes." Seth replied. "But Dr. Moore is not letting that stop him. He's demanding that any new Faculty hires, be they in the Biology School, Medical School, or any other Department, sign the loyalty documents to Climate Change as a condition of being hired. And he's pushing hard to have any doctor on Staff or with admitting privileges to University Hospital sign the Führer Carmela's documents of loyalty. And that is killing our recruiting of good doctors."
"That can't be doing much for Faculty recruiting at the University, either." said Daniel Allgood.
Seth said "And the ones they are hiring are more than willing; they are eager to sign those documents. So the far-Leftward tilt of the School is only getting worse..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The serving table was filled with dishes. The traditional slices of turkey and ham and all the sides of Southern tradition were there, and some dishes of the Louisiana bayou were also there.
"This is my bowl of shrimp and grits. Where's y'all's?" Teresa said as she went through the line, indicating the entire large serving bowl of shrimp and grits. Clarissa chuckled at that. Todd and Mike helped themselves to large servings of gumbo.



Colin and Wendy eschewed the turkey, ham, and chicken dishes, making sure everyone knew they were vegans that helped the climate by not eating 'flesh' dishes. Robert and Clara Edwards made up for it by getting turkey and ham, and Todd and Jack followed that example. (And yes, to his credit Jack ate every bit of the food he got.)
With Colin and Wendy's arrival, teenagers Beatrice and Eugenia were relegated to the 'kids table' with Todd and Teresa's boys. And they were less than enthusiastic about that, to say the least. Phyllis Troy volunteered to sit with the girls and boys and talk to the girls, prompting Todd to say "She's a kid at heart, and always will be."
Clarissa was 'not amused', being much more 'old school' than even Phyllis (or Laura, but I digress), and insisted the adults sit at one table and the kids at the other. Beatrice and Eugenia retaliated by just talking to each other and ignoring the boys, especially when Jack tried to talk to them. They were not impressed that Jack knew Tulane had won three Southeastern Conference Championships in football, and LSU twelve such titles. Phyllis and Teresa both made observations.
After lunch, Robert invited Todd and the boys to watch NFL football games with him in the TV room. Phyllis did make a point to talk to Beatrice and Eugenia in the drawing room, and Clarissa talked with Clara and Teresa on the back porch.
About an hour and a half later, desserts were served. Teresa was all over the real homemade and handmade crème brûlée, and had a second one. Todd and the boys went for the Bessemer sugar cookies.
As everyone was finishing dessert, Colin Esterson asked Todd and Teresa if he and Wendy could speak to them on the back porch. Robert Edwards said "I was wondering how long it would take to ask them for money."
"Oh, go fuck yourself, Bobby!" spat Wendy Esterson. Clarissa's eyes flashed anger, as the kids were still in the room. Wendy didn't care; she turned to Teresa and said "No, we're not going to ask you for any money." Phyllis said she'd watch over the boys. Todd and Teresa followed Colin and Wendy to the back porch.
After sitting down, Colin said "Thank you for speaking with us.", using manners that fooled no one present. "What we wanted to ask you is about that new Climate Change Center they started at the University in your home Town."
"I'm not the one to ask about that." Teresa said levelly.
Wendy said "Let us rephrase the way we said that. We know all about the Climate Change Center, and we think it's a wonderful thing. We are planning to come up and visit it, and we'd like for you to introduce us to some of the people involved with it, such as your University's President Moore, the Dean of the Climate Change Center, Dr. Jennifer Mallory, and Dr. Lucy Hayhoe, who holds the John Kerry Chair of Climate Research at the School."
"Ohhhh, I don't think that will be a very good idea." Teresa said.
"Why not?" Wendy said, trying to keep the sharpness out of her voice.
"Bee-cause," Teresa said, "that Climate Change Center is hurting my kids."
Colin looked at the wall as if seeing through it to look upon Todd's boys. "How is it hurting them?" he asked, astonished.
Teresa said "Not the boys. My Cancer Kids. All of those sick children I set up my Trust to find cures for their illnesses. I'll explain: we were starting to revamp the old Biology School as a pre-Med ramp into the Medical School for those interested in doing research to help find cures and make my kids well. And we had doctors, outstanding doctors from all over the country, that were willing to join the Faculty and teach those students, so that they could participate in the research, as well."
Teresa: "And then Dr. Jerry Moore undermined and destroyed every bit of it, not only by fundamentally transforming the Biology Department into a politically-driven entity, but by demanding people sign 'loyalty documents' over the political issue. As a result, the medical students are going elsewhere, the doctors are going elsewhere, and my kids are not getting the bright minds that they need to find their cures."
Wendy said "And why did they back out? Can't they work on cures for your kids -and- serve the Cause of Climate Justice?"
Teresa said "I am sure it will shock you to hear this, but not everyone is in lockstep with your views on Climate Change. And many that are, still balk at being forced to sign 'loyalty documents'. That's straight outta Nazi Germany; I'll have no part of it, and neither will a great many other people."
Colin Esterson said "You're a Trustee of the University, Todd. Will you introduce us to all the right people?"
Todd grinned his brilliant grin and said "Since you're related to my wife, I'm going to do you a huge favor... and decline to help you. And I'll tell you why. Donations to the University, from the Athletic programs to the Academic programs, are only 60% of what they were year-over-year from when Dr. Moore took over. I'm having premonitions that you do not want to be associated with Dr. Moore in any way, going forward... especially if you're going to ask him for money for your organization, the Global Climate Change Trust, I believe it's called?"
"Yes, that's it." said Colin. "And if Wendy hadn't have promised to not ask for money, I'd be asking you for a generous donation, in the spirit of Thanksgiving and the upcoming Christmas season."
"I have my own Cause to spend my money on." Teresa said. "Do consider a generous donation of your own, to help find cures for my sick kids."
"Thank you for hearing us out." Colin said as he got up. He and Wendy got up and went back inside.
"O-kayyyy." Teresa said. "That went 'less bad' than I originally expected it would."
Todd said "They don't mind asking for money, or for us to use our connections for their benefit. But they did not like being asked for money, though they tried to hide it. Good move on your part."
When they went back inside twenty minutes later, Colin and Wendy were nowhere to be seen. Seeing them looking around, Phyllis said "Colin and Wendy left."
Teresa said "Don't they live here?"
Clarissa said "They have a room here, and they are free to use it whenever they wish. Last night was the first night they stayed in it in almost a year. They're probably going to stay with some of their friends tonight. They prefer a (air quotes) 'climate' of marijuana smoke to good, clean air, and I forbid smoking that filthy stuff in my household..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00pm. Laura and I were sitting on the sofa against the far wall in the greatroom of the Mountain Nest, sipping Pappy Van Winkle 23 year wheated bourbon. "What's the occasion?" I asked when Laura broke out the Pappy.
"Just a 'thank-you' for letting us have Thanksgiving here, and keeping it small." Laura replied.
"Well, with everyone scattered hither-and-yon, it wasn't hard to agree to." I said. "So did Melina and Joanne regale you with hunting trip stories?"
"Only that they haven't been able to go up to Lake Amengi-Nunagen this year." said Laura. "Did you get to talk to Daniel much?"
"Not really." I said. "I could sense he's not ready to talk 'shop' about Council or Police stuff with me right now, so I just let it go and we talked to Seth about the Hospital. Are you aware of what Dr. Moore is trying to do to the Hospital?"
"And then some." said Laura. "His attempts to force us to sign the 'loyalty documents' have by-and-large been a failure, as well as of dubious legality. But hiring new people is a different story. Someone doesn't sign; someone doesn't get hired. And that someone doesn't have much legal standing about it. It's amounting to a hiring freeze, especially of non-Marxist professors."
Laura: "But it definitely could hurt the Hospital, and especially the great things Teresa has been doing, if Dr. Moore and that fat Communist thug Lionel Carmela have their way. So you didn't get to discuss with Daniel about whether or not he's going to run for Mayor?"
Astute Detectives will have realized that we were fishing for information from each other. I played the game, saying "Like I said, he was not in a frame of mind to discuss that. He was much more receptive to help figure out a plan for rubbing Lionel Carmela's face in his own dung, and putting Jerry Moore in his place."
"At least you and he are talking." Laura said, not asking for our plan like I'd expected her to. So I shut it down.
"If that's what you want to call it." I replied. "We'll see what happens going forward. Now why don't we go up to bed, and create a few new Thanksgiving positions... er, I mean traditions."
Laura grinned and chuckled at that, and eagerly led the way to the bedroom...
Part 6 - Tyger Tyger, Burning Bright
9:10am, Friday, November 26th. Todd and Teresa dropped off Phyllis and the boys at the Airport. They had meant to be on the road to Auburn, Alabama by 7:30am, but you know what they say about the best laid plans. Though vocally eager to return home, the boys moved like pond water, and Aunt Clarissa insisted on everyone eating a decent breakfast before leaving.
As they merged onto Interstate-10 east, Teresa looked at her 'Maps' feature on her iPhone, which largely agreed with the vehicle's GPS. "Seven and one half hours, 550 miles to go." she said. "They are going to crush us on mileage for the rental. Especially when we drive back home after we visit Fort Benning on Sunday."
"No, I'm paying one rate, which includes unlimited miles." Todd replied. "And yes, it's a lot. But the logistics wouldn't have worked out well any other way, especially flying down with the boys and returning them and Grandma home while you and I go to the game. Aa-nd I was thinking we could sightsee along the way, maybe visit Jefferson Davis's home in Mississippi; the Hank Williams Sr. Museum in Georgiana, Alabama; and the State Capitol in Montgomery, Alabama."
"True, that." Teresa said. "And I appreciate you going to the effort and expense in renting the vehicle. But I think Hurricane Katrina destroyed Jefferson Davis's antebellum home. Now on our way home we can drive either to Memphis and visit Graceland, or visit Nashville and see the Tennessee State Capitol and the Hermitage, President Andrew Jackson's home."
"Sounds like a plan... which we don't bother making too many of." Todd said with a grin.
"What, you related to Donald Troy or something?" Teresa quipped. "Seriously, do you think the boys enjoyed the Thanksgiving visit to Louisiana?"
Todd said "Yeah, ultimately I think they did. Mike is pretty young, but he'll probably remember a lot of it when he gets older. Doug seemed kind of bored, which surprised me. Jack had a great time, especially talking to Bobby Edwards about Louisiana State politics."
"Sheesh." Teresa said. "Two like-minded politicos, there. I did observe, and Phyllis agreed with me when we had a moment to talk, that Beatrice and Eugenia weren't very happy about things. Some of it may be that they are teenagers. Some of it may be that they are growing up and will have to fledge the nest pretty soon. Sure, they won't want for anything, but that's still going to be a big thing for them."
Todd said "I was surprised... openly shocked, even... that the girls were so distant to the boys, even disdainful of them. Carole is half their age, and she'll knock your ass down to hold Betsy or Baby Ben, and feed them. But those girls... they don't have that mothering instinct..."
Teresa said "Maybe it's just suppressed. Aunt Clarissa is pretty strict with them, possibly overcompensating for being too lax on her kids, Colin and Jen. And my father's treatment of me was not good, but I never felt like he was going to sexually molest me or anything. But those girls have to deal with Bobby Edwards, and he is just one opportunity away from becoming a full-on pedophile like Bruce Finneran. That's my vibe on him."
Todd: "Yeah, I noticed that Grandma never let him be alone with the boys, like when we went onto the back porch to talk to Colin and Wendy. But let me say this: I don't have the Vibe, not like Cindy or Carole, or Grandma or even Uncle Don. But after you and I talked about Clara, I definitely began getting a strange feeling about her. Her act about being nice and deferential, and generally agreeable, is just a façade."
Todd: "Bobby messes with Colin and Wendy, just trying to get under their skin, and he succeeded when Wendy went off on him a couple of times. But Clara... I could feeeeel her deep deep hatred for Colin and Wendy both. I don't think she loves her husband, either, but she also detests her Aunt Clarissa. Underneath that veneer is a cold, calculating woman who does not have love for other people in her heart. And maybe that is what is rubbing off on Beatrice and Eugenia..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dawn, Saturday, November 27th. I was sitting on the back deck of The Cabin, enjoying a steaming mug of hot coffee as I looked out over my Town & County in the early morning glow. The dogs had gone down their path to inspect their territories and do their business. I checked my messages and had a 'DM' from Teresa the night before, saying that she and Todd had safely arrived at their hotel near Auburn, Alabama.
As the light of a train came out of the western horizon over the other side of the Town, I heard the door open, then the pitter-patter of little de-feets.
"Hi Daddy!" Carole said as she climbed up onto the metal mesh loveseat and plopped down beside me. She was wearing black jeans and a Wildcat red jersey with the number '10' on it, Jamaal Washington's number.
"Gooooood morning, Fussbudget." I replied. "Ready for a big day?"
"Yes, Daddy." Carole said. "And I'm ready to give Ian his birth-day present." Yes, Ian was six... SIX... years old today. Where does the time go? I thought to myself.
Then Carole said "Daddy, why didn't we go to Uncle Harvey's for Thanksgiving? Weren't we invited?"
"Yes, we were. We always are." I said. "But this time your mom wanted us to stay home and have Thanksgiving with your cousins Dan and Patricia and their parents. And we got to see Tony right after his second birthday. Did you have fun playing with Patricia?"
"Yes." said Carole. "But why couldn't we invite Marie and her family, too? I asked Mommy if we could, and she said no."
"Did she say why not?" I asked.
"No sir." Carole said. "Daddy, do Uncle Daniel and Aunt Melina have a problem with Marie's parents?" Ahhh, I thought to myself, Carole was all over it. As usual.
I said "Your Uncle Daniel is the Mayor of the Town, and Marie's dad is on the Council, so they see enough of each other already."
"Oh. Politics." Carole said with great astuteness. Then she hit me with another bomb: "Why don't you run for Mayor, Daddy?"
I almost spit out my coffee at that one. "That will be the day." I said. "I happen to like being a Police Officer a lot more."
"And the Iron Crowbar, toooo." Carole said.
Yeah, that too, I thought to myself. Thankfully, Bowser and Buddy came up to rescue me from that increasingly impossible conversation...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We had a large gathering. Teresa and Todd were at the Auburn game, but we were keeping their boys at The Cabin, along with Jim, Ian, and Ross. Molly Evans was staying here, as usual. Paulina and Tasha also were in the House. Sheriff Griswold also came, and brought liquid refreshments to mix with our liquid refreshments.
Marie Steele came with her parents, though Selena did not join us. Cindy and Callie brought Betsy and Baby Ben. Jack and Tanya Muscone brought Pete, Tiffany, and Jennifer. And my mother Phyllis was staying at the Mountain Nest, and came over for the day.
I'd invited the Allgoods and the Warners, for lunch and to watch the Alabama game. They declined; they were having Thanksgiving at Seth and Joanne's house, and would watch the game there.
Lunch was... leftovers! Everyone had something to bring to contribute, including slices of turkey and ham, which were combined into heaps on serving dishes. Lots of stuffing, gravies, and veggies (no stringbeans). The bread rolls were fresh, though. And we consumed just about every bit of the food before the day was done. Growing boys and girls have hollow legs, dontcha know.
After lunch, everyone gave Ian his gifts for his sixth birthday. Carole had conspired to have almost everyone get Wal-mart gift certificates, so Ian could go buy what he wanted. But Jim had conspired with Tasha to get Ian a Team USA Hockey jersey to offset Ross's Team Canada jersey.
"Y'all think you are funny, but you're not." Carole said, seeing the glint in Jim's eyes. "And why are you helping Jim with that, Tasha?"
"Because Ian is my All-American brother." Tasha said sweetly. She and Ian fist-bumped.
"I think I got bamboozled into helping with that one." Paulina quietly said to me.
"Yes, Tasha is getting sharp as a tack." I replied. "She bears watching... she bears watching..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Houston, we have a problem.
The Wildcats game against the State U. Purple Hawks was on at the exact same time the Alabama-Auburn game was on, on different channels. So I planned to have the Alabama-Auburn game on the television in the downstairs 'man cave' room, which was underneath the kitchen that was on the first floor.
I should have planned better... Laura, Paulina, Stephanie Steele, my mother Phyllis, and Molly commandeered that room for their conversations, ostensibly so that they would not bother us by talking in the greatroom while we watched the game in the front room. Doug and Mike watched Alabama-Auburn on my and Carole's iPads in the greatroom, while the rest of us gathered to watch the Wildcats play.
And it looked like the Wildcats game would be an utter disaster. At the end of the first quarter, they were down 17-0 to the State U. Purple Hawks. And State U. tacked on a field goal to make it 20-0 before the Wildcats finally scored. The halftime score was 20-7, Purple Hawks in the lead.
"You might as well turn over to the Auburn game." called out Doug Burke.
"No, Daddy, don't do it." Carole said. "The Wildcats are going to come back."
"What's the score, Doug?" I called out.
Doug replied "Alabama is leading Auburn 21-14 at halftime."
We began watching the Wildcats game again when it resumed. And the Wildcats got back into it. It was 20-17 Purple Hawks at the end of the 3rd quarter.
I checked in with Doug during a commercial break. "Why is the coach going for it on 4th down on the Auburn 23 yard line?" I asked out loud.
Doug said "Alabama missed two field goals already." The Alabama head coach obviously did not trust his field goal kicker anymore. Alabama didn't make it, and turned the ball over on downs.
Those Bama kickers, I thought to myself....
With 10:34 in the 4th quarter, State U. scored to make it 27-17. Things did not look good for my Wildcats. But they got a touchdown with a little over six minutes to go, making it 27-24, and then they finally tied it up with a field goal at the 4:37 mark.
"See, Daddy?" Carole said. "We tied it up. We're going to overtime."
"Yes, yes we are." I said. I wasn't really that happy about it. I was actually getting more interested in the Auburn-Alabama game.
The State U. Purple Hawks scored to make it 34-27 in the first OT. The Wildcats had to score... and they did! They tied it up at 34-34. Then the Wildcats took the ball and scored, making it 41-34. It seemed to take forever as State U. moved the ball to the Wildcat 6 yard line. Fourth and 5, from the six. They threw the ball into the endzone. Deflected! The ball bounced up as both Purple Hawks and Wildcats players dove for it. It literally bounced off three people, then finally bounced to the turf! Wildcats win!



As everyone cheered, I wasted no time turning to the Auburn-Alabama game on the big television monitor. Auburn had scored with 0:32 in regulation to tie their game with Alabama, 28-28. If Alabama had a field goal kicker worth a shit, I thought to myself, they'd have had this game won. I remember how Alabama had to go to OT to beat the Wildcats in the Natty because their field goal kicker sucked, and missed what would've been a winning FG in regulation.
Doug and Mike came over to watch with us. Alabama's player had run out of bounds at the Auburn 38, and they were reviewing to see if there was one second left, or if time had expired. I knew they'd give Alabama the one second.
I remembered a previous Texas-Nebraska game for their conference championship. In that game, the clock clearly went to '0:00' as a pass went out of bounds and before it landed. But they gave Texas one second and let them kick a field goal to win, and go to the Natty against... Alabama, who thoroughly whipped the Longhorns's butts. Cheated out of their rightful win, Nebraska would leave for the Big 10 within a short period of time, and I did not blame them.
Alabama had a bit better argument in this game, and they got the one second back on the clock anyway. What could it hurt? They kick the field goal, they win. They miss it, they go to OT, right?
The kicker was not the one that had missed the earlier field goals. He was a big guy with the number 99. How many kickers have '99' as their number? Oh well, what can it hurt, right?"
"Better watch out for that guy!" Carole said, pointing at the little white helmet matriculating to the bottom of the screen. There had been a 109-yard missed FG return in the NFL the week before, and now Carole was pointing out the Auburn DB going back to the end zone.
Yeah, give 'em the one second. What can it hurt? Alabama would be re-thinking that in a moment. Auburn Radio's Rod Bramblett and Stan White had the immortal call:
"Chris Davis is going to drop back into the end zone in single safety. Well, I guess if this thing comes up short he can field it and run it out. All right, here we go... 56-yarder, it's got--no, it does not have the legs."
The Bama team was on the left hash. The kicker kicked the ball, but it drifted right, and was short. The Auburn player fielded it, and ran to his left, on the other side of the field from the lumbering pursuit of large Alabama linemen...
"And Chris Davis takes it in the back of the end zone. He'll run it out to the 10, 15, 20, 25, 30, 35! 40! 45! 50! 45!..."
The excitement in his voice rose with the cheering of the Auburn faithful as the player ran past the line of pursuit. He had clear sailing...
"There goes Davis! (Oh my God!) Davis is going to run it all the way back! (Oh my God!) Auburn's gonna win the football game! AUBURN'S GONNA WIN THE FOOTBALL GAME!"
Doug and Mike celebrated mightily as the player scored and his teammates mobbed him. Jordan-Hare Stadium was coming apart at the seams. Fans began running onto the field...
"He ran the missed field goal back! He ran it back 109 yards! They're not gonna keep them off the field tonight! Holy cow! Oh, my God! Auburn wins! Auburn has won the Iron Bowl! Auburn has won the Iron Bowl in the most unbelievable fashion you will ever see! I cannot believe it! 34--28!... Oh, my Lord in Heaven!' Chris Davis just ran it 109 yards and Auburn is going to the Championship game!"
*CHIME!*
It was my personal iPhone. I looked at the text message, and grinned. It was from Teresa, and it was a photo from the stands, above the corner of the endzone where Auburn had scored and were mobbing their teammate. The accompanying text said simply: 'WAR DAMN EAGLE!'...
Jack Burke was a Wildcat fan, as his father had gone to Wildcat School with me and Melina. (Author's note: 'Case of the Murdered Lovers', Ch. 02.) But Doug and Mike were influenced by their adoptive mother, and began singing, yes singing, the appropriate School song:
"War Eagle, fly down the field
Ever to conquer, never to yield
War Eagle, fearless and true
Fight on, you Orange and Blue
Go! Go! Go!
On to vict'ry, strike up the band
Give 'em hell, give 'em hell
Stand up and yell, Hey!
War Eagle win for Auburn,
Power of Dixie Land!"
To be continued.
Author's note: Unfortunately, Rod Bramblett and his wife were killed in a car crash some years later, may they rest in peace. His call of the Kick-Six will live forever...
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Part 7 - Back To Work
6:40am, Monday, November 29th. MCD was full of Detectives... including Lieutenant Joanne Warner. She didn't look angry so much as she looked very sad, and she also looked exhausted, as if she'd gotten very little sleep. I wondered why she came in early, then realized that it was to stop pranksters from doing to her desk what had been done to Teddy Parker's before. (Author's note: 'Pink Panther', Ch. 03.)
Everyone was trickling in and getting coffee. No one had said anything to Joanne yet. That ended when Lieutenant Micah Rudistan seemingly casually strolled into MCD. "Good morning, everyone!" he said with great joviality. "Did everyone have a good weekend?"
No one answered as he strolled over towards Joanne's desk. "Does anyone know where we can find a good placekicker? I know a team that needs one---" Only then did he see all the eyes looking at the side door. He turned around and found himself face-to-face with...
... Your Iron Crowbar.
"Yeah, I know a great placekicker." I said. "Me. And I'll demonstrate by putting this Airborne boot up your Chairborne ass, Rudistan. Lieutenant Warner is in enough pain, and it was a freak play."
I went over to Joanne and said "Condolences to your team. Now you know how I felt after that Natty." I extended my fist, and Joanne dispiritedly fist-bumped me.
"Yes sir." she said sadly, wondering when, and what, my own retaliation for the Bear Bryant hat on my 'I Beat Slender Man' statue was going to be. (Author's note: 'Time Flies', Ch. 01.)
"It's lucky Commander Croyle is not here today." I said. "And speaking of the Airborne--- Oh, don't leave, Mr. Rudistan." I said as Rudistan was attempting to quietly sneak out the side door. "I want you to see this. You too, Rodriguez, Ambrose."
I expertly used the remote to turn on one of the monitors on the end wall of MCD, below the 'We The People' in Constitutional script. I then brought up a photo that had been sent to my iPhone, taken by my nephew Todd.
It showed Teresa in a gray pullover sweater with Airborne wings printed in black, and the word 'AIRBORNE' in Varsity script printed above the wings. In the photo with her was a man in military uniform. Behind them were the 250-foot towers on the grounds of the United States Army Airborne School at Ft. Benning, Georgia.
"Oh yeah, that's what I'm talking about!" Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez (ABN) said happily.
"Who's the military man?" asked Detective Kerri Ambrose (ABN).
I said "The Commandant of Fort Benning, a two-star general. When Todd and Teresa went through the gate at Fort Benning, they were led by the MPs to the Post's Headquarters at his direction. It seems a certain Admiral of our acquaintance (Cordell) and Chief of Staff General McFarland contacted him and asked him to show good hospitality to the daughter of a Medal of Honor recipient. He personally gave them a tour of the place."
"It's overcast there." said Julia, observing the photo. "So they would not have let her go off the tower."
I said "When I went to Airborne School, it was bad weather during Tower Week: windy, storm clouds, some rain. So I didn't get to go off the towers, either. And I didn't regret it; I just saw that as an opportunity to get hurt and not make it to Jump Week."
"I am the choir; you are preaching to it." Julia Rodriguez said. "And I still got hurt during Jump Week." (Author's note: 'Jump!', Ch. 01.)
"And Commander Troy is not going to have the chance to go off those towers. Ever." said Cindy Ross as she came into the room.
"How many jumps do you have, Ms. Ross?" I asked nonchalantly.
"One, which is one more than I'll ever need." replied Cindy. "Let's go, Paratrooper Troy. The Chief wants to see you in his Conference Room..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, November 29th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "Political season begins in the County today with major announcements!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "A Press conference has been called for twelve noon today by a new political action group called 'Restore Town & County Values'. The RTCV's first three candidates for Town & County offices will make their announcements during the Press conference. KXTC Channel Two News will be bringing you the announcements live."
Bettina: "And the fallout is just beginning for the University after the Bulldogs were shocked by State Tech 28-27 on Saturday. Let's go to Sports reporter Jeff Hull for more. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Sports reporter, every black hair on his head styled perfectly into place. "The heat is being turned up on Coach Ted Thrasher and his Staff after the ugly loss to State Tech Saturday."
Hull: "The Bulldogs were ahead 27-14 with under 7 minutes left in the game, but the Engineers scored twice, the last touchdown coming with only 29 seconds on the clock. State Tech finishes their season at 2-10, and the Bulldogs will have to settle for a much lesser bowl after posting a 7-5 regular season."
Hull: "The embarrassing loss, along with the controversial loss to the Wildcats earlier in the season, has Coach Ted Thrasher's position as head coach under close scrutiny. And with Sports experts saying Bulldogs quarterback Lawrence Watson could be a Heisman Trophy contender next year, and linebacker Daevon Roquan being an All-American and a candidate for several awards, those Boosters are wondering if their talents will be wasted under Coach Thrasher's poor leadership."
Hull: "But worse, much worse, athletic program Boosters are threatening to decrease or stop making contributions to the University's Scholarship Fund and other athletic program projects if improvements are not made immediately. The financial ramifications of the loss to the Engineers are only beginning to be felt..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Sooooo, that's what the Media is going to do." I said as I, Sheriff Griswold, Police Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, and ADA Paulina Patterson drank coffee and watched the Bettina broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"What do you mean, Crowbar?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
I said "Contributions to the School are already down some 40%, from Boosters and other Donors alike, because of the Biology & Climate Change School, and especially because of the 'loyalty documents' issue. But if KXTC ever mentions it, they'll blame the bad football team, and the losses to the Wildcats and especially State Tech."
"I'll go you one furrrrr-thurrrrr, Mr. Crowbarrrrr." drawled the Chief. "When I was with the Midtown P.D., it was commonly discussed that the University got more money from the State Legisss-laturrrre when they beat State Tech, and State Tech got more money when they won the game. Maybe State Tech will get a new building to do research on Cold Fuzzzzzionnnn."
"If they do, sir, I hope they succeed." I replied. "That would solve any energy crisis, and deliver a devastating blow to those who worship the Fraud of Climate Change."
"HAR!" barked the Sheriff loudly, his mustaches twitching merrily.
"So, Paulina," Tanya said with a wicked twinkle in her eyes, "are you announcing your candidacy for District Attorney today?"
"Not only 'no', but 'hell no'." Paulina said, though in a friendly voice. "But what I've heard is that Ted Mason will be announcing for D.A. as a Republican. He's going to primary Miriam (Walters), and I've been 'invited' to consider running for Ted's current position of Solicitor, since he can't run for it and D.A. at the same time."
"What's Savannah Fineman going to do" Cindy asked.
I said "It is very, very likely she will run for D.A. as a Democrat. So yeah, consider running for Solicitor, Paulina. You won't have to step down as ADA, since you're not directly opposing Miriam."
"I'm thinking about it." Paulina said. "But to be candidly honest, that job has never interested me. I think I'd be bored as hell. And I'd have to run again in four years.
The only good thing is that I can promise to fully prosecute the little stuff, stuff the big cities won't prosecute anymore. And you see the hellholes that Chicago, New York City, Portland Oregon, and especially the filthy sewer that is Wilmington, Delaware have become."
"Strong letter to follow." growled the Sheriff. "Okay, I need to see all you LEOs in the Main Conference Room at 9:00am sharp..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After watching the KFXU broadcast, which also concentrated on the local races, I expertly used the remote to turn off the monitor in my office, and Cindy, Tanya, and I commenced with the Angels Meeting.
"I got my ballot for the Orange Order." said Cindy. "Why do I still get to vote?"
"Because you're in it." I replied. "And you'll get to vote once you completely retire, just like Efram Elliott, and Leslie Charles and his son both do. Ditto that for Sheriff Griswold. It's like Heisman Trophy winners getting to vote on it in future ballots."
"Who are we voting for?" Tanya asked.
"Whoever you think is worthy." I said. "Which reminds me: I need to fill out my ballot and give it to Helena." I took my ballot out of my desk drawer and wrote down two names. Then I got up to refill my Airborne School coffee mug, and 'failed' to notice Cindy blatantly get up and look at my ballot.
And so it began...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 9:00am, I went into MCD and put down a sheaf of papers by the coffeemakers in the back. "Julia, Kerri, do you have Airborne School mugs? Coffee tastes better in them." I asked, holding up my own Airborne School mug.
Kerri said "My mug has my Unit Crest that I served in Afghanistan with."
"Even better." I said. "Julia, don't buy anything yet. I'll order you a mug from Ranger Joe's or something."
While we were talking, astute Detectives named Parker, Warner, and Washington had moseyed back to the coffeemakers to refill their own coffee mugs, and they egregiously examined the piece of paper on top of the ones I'd put down... my Orange Order ballot.
And so it continued...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am sharp, Monday, November 29th. Chief Moynahan was in his chair at the near end of the Main Conference Room. I was to his left, my back to the window and the daylight coming in through the window that stretched the length of the back wall. Teresa was to my left, and Cindy to her left. To her left was Fire Marshal Roy Easley, who was equivalent in rank to me, Tanya, and Cindy, and who was a recipient of the Medal of Valor.
Tanya was to the Chief's right, per usual. To her right was Lt. Commander Eitan Abram, the Internal Affairs Chief. To his right was EMS Assistant Chief Zoe Singer, equivalent to me, Cindy, Tanya, and Easley in rank. To her right was the EMS Chief, retired Admiral Leonard R. Cordell. And to his right, to my surprise, was Town & County Councilman Edward R. Steele.
At the far end of the table was Sheriff Griswold. "I suppose you're wondering why I called this meeting today." he quipped. We chuckled politely.
Our Sheriff began: "To make a short story long, I invited Chief Moynahan, Chief Cordell, Chief Singer, Fire Marshal Easley, and some others to enjoy some good food, good spirits, and good conversation on Thanksgiving Day. And I had the gathering that day of those people to fool the God-cursed Press, so they'd think it was just a Holiday gathering."
Griswold: "Back when Crowbar and the Charter Commission rewrote the Charter, and they did an excellent job overall, Crowbar took the opportunity to (air quotes) 'go granular' on some of the Public Safety issues, such as the conflicts within the rank structure of the Fire Department. They also did a good job building in the potential for scalability in the event the County grew."
Griswold: "But since the Charter was rewritten, some new problems have come up. Many of them can be addressed by me, with no required action by the Council. But there will also need to be some structural changes which may need the Council's approval. Some of these changes or additions will be to hopefully pre-empt the Witch Hunt that we expect from Derrick B. Harland's weaponized US DOJ. And some are to clarify and streamline the command structure of the Public Safety Department."
Our Sheriff: "First of all, Crowbar wrote in the Chiefs as having two stars, and when asked why not three stars, he said it was for flexibility for the future. Well, Crowbar, the future is now. I'll be proposing that the Chiefs be elevated to three stars. You good with that?"
I said "Of course, Sheriff, especially when I'm sitting here in front of a Navy Admiral with an Airborne combat jump." There were chuckles at that, then I said "But the important thing, Sheriff, is what you're planning to do underneath that three-star level."
Our Sheriff: "And that's where I am about to go. After my discussions with the various Chiefs and others, one thing is clear: we need to make our Internal Affairs Departments more autonomous than they have been. The Fire Department's I.A. has traditionally been in the hands of the Fire Marshal, who is autonomous almost to the point that that Division could be made separate from the rest of the Fire Department. I won't go that far, but I'm confident leaving that I.A. under the Fire Marshal."
"However," continued the Sheriff, "I am going to propose that the Internal Affairs Chiefs of the other Departments answer directly to the Chiefs, and not the Commanders or Assistant Chiefs." He paused for effect, and to gauge our reactions... especially mine. After a moment of silent lack-of-reaction, he said "Any comments?"
"You're about to see stars, Mr. Abram." I said humorously. "Particularly on your shoulders, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." chorused my three Angels, as if on cue. Everyone laughed again.
"You're on the right track." the Sheriff said. "The I.A. Chiefs, except the Fire Marshal, would be one-star Deputy-Chief-level Officers. And Mr. Easley, I'd expect you to consider having a Fire Officer dedicated to I.A., possibly as your deputy with specifically I.A. duties."
"We can talk, sir, and with the Fire Chief as part of the discussions." replied Easley, and most very correctly.
"Yeah, I got input from him last Thursday." said Griswold. "Also, in addition to answering directly to their respective Chiefs, the I.A. Chiefs will still be expected to work with the Town & County I.G., especially if something comes up involving higher-ranking Public Safety Officers. Of course you're all outstanding people, so I expect no issues, there, but I do remember the days when we had some bad seeds in the wrong places." There were nods of general agreement with that.
Griswold: "Additionally, the Compliance Officer in the Sheriff's Department, who answers straight to me, will be working with the I.A. Chiefs of the various Public Safety branches, and keeping me and whoever succeeds me as Sheriff directly informed of any issues. I know that sounds like I'm contradicting myself when talking about streamlining things, but the I.A. Chiefs's direct chain-of-command is their Chiefs, and no one outranks a Chief, except me personally."
Sheriff Griswold: "And there is another thing, which is probably going to be more controversial. Currently, the Police Department has an Assistant Chief, who you call 'Commander Troy', and a Deputy Police Chief, Ms. Muscone. However, the Fire Department has an Assistant Fire Chief and the Fire Marshal, but no Deputy Fire Chief. The EMS Service has started slowly but is doing well... and may be about to grow a lot more. They have an Assistant Chief... and the next rank down is the equivalent of a Police Captain."
Our Sheriff: "Soooo, I'm going to talk with the Chiefs some more on this, and with Crowbar as the Charter Chairman, but my intention is for every branch to have a Deputy Chief in charge of Administration issues, like Commander Muscone is right now for the Police."
Our Sheriff: "This will align with my vision for the Sheriff's Department, which will have a true Chief of Staff doing Admin things, and an Undersheriff, or Command Deputy Sheriff who will be my right hand woman... and I did not mess up my genders, there; Ms. Ross is going to be in both roles, at least to start out if all this passes."
"And two stars on her shoulders." said Teresa Croyle, astutely but with the merest hint of cattiness in her voice.
Griswold growled "And Crowbar, Ms. Singer, and the Assistant Fire Chief and Assistant PHOs will be two-stars, also. As Fire Marshal, you likely will be, also, Mr. Easley. The Deputy Chiefs, especially where they did not exist before, may have one star in the new setup... because my Chief of Staff will need some authority when it comes to things like the Budget, and allocations for the branches."
"With all due respect, Sheriff," said Assistant EMS Chief Zoe Singer, "you are right about one thing... the Fire Department is not going to like that. They won't mind a more formal Admin structure, but everyone saw the spats the Battalion Chiefs and the Superintendents had. Just magnify that times ten if the Admin Assistant Chief isn't the same as the regular Assistant Chief."
"We'll see about that." growled Griswold in reply. Seriously, these are just some preliminary things. We've got more work to do, and I'm going to be making Crowbar here do a lot of extra work to really get things right this time."
Tanya groaned. "When Bettina hears about this, she's going to be spouting off to no end that (air quotes) 'Commander Troy wrote a bad Charter. Commander Troy failed to get it right, and now they're having to rescue him.', and so on and so forth."
"What do you say to that, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr?" drawled the Chief, teasing me and causing 'trouble'.
I said "Sir, I'll defend myself in two ways. First, we were writing the Charter for the entire Town & County Government, and it kept me busy for months. Second, what we wrote... and yes, I wrote most of it for the Public Safety Department... was pretty good at that time, for that time. But as the Sheriff said, now we are going to need that scalability we tried to write into the structure at the time of the Charter, and way sooner than I ever expected... because the US DOJ and the State Legislature may be redirecting my suppositions this coming year."
Zoe Singer said "And that brings up my other concern... we can plan all we want, but what if the State Legislature comes in and starts tearing everything apart? I'm not worried about the US DOJ... anything they do will be tied up in the Courts for years and years... but the State Legislature and what they might do is a real threat to us. Is there really any point in going to the Council with structural changes that might come to nothing?"



Griswold growled: "Anything the Legislature does will likely force us to expand, especially if they merge counties together and then split our Town from the County again. So the work won't be in vain. In fact, the uncertainties are what we are planning for..."
Part 8 - Announcements, Announcements, Announnnncements...
12:00 high noon, Monday, November 29th. Cindy and I were walking to City Hall after a morning of collaborating with the Chief and Tanya on Police structural issues.
Cindy said "We've got a lot of work to do. The Police Department is pretty well organized, so you don't have a lot to do there. But the Fire Department is about to get overhauled, and they will likely fight us every step of the way. And ditto that for the Public Health Service."
I replied "I think the changes to the Sheriff's Department itself are what are needed the most, especially after the incident at the Council Meeting." (Author's note: 'No Show', Ch. 01.)
Cindy said "But there won't be a lot of angst over that, nor resistance to it." We then stopped talking as we came around the corner of City Hall and onto Courthouse Square.
There was a crowd of modest size between the semi-circular steps leading up to the entrance to City Hall and the statue of President Thomas Jefferson and the huge flagpole holding up the huge American Flag waving in the breeze. There were two Press vans, one being KXTC's and one being KFXU's, and a number of cameramen in various places, recording the crowd and preparing to record the announcement.
We were just in time. Four men came out of City Hall and up to the lectern set up with a bank of microphones. They were Town & County Assemblyman Ryan Paulson, Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey, Town & County Solicitor Ted Mason, and industrialist Bill Redmond.
"Good morning." said Ryan Paulson, who was relatively tall, slender, in good health, and his black hair perfectly styled and in place, his gray suit fitting perfectly, looking like the quintessential Establishment Republican that he was. "Thank you for coming. I'm Assemblyman Ryan Paulson, and with me are Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey, Solicitor Ted Mason, and Bill Redmond, CEO of Redmond Enterprises,
Paulson then said "We are here to announce our candidacies for several offices. I am running for the Republican nomination for Mayor of the Town & County!" The modest crowd cheered loudly.
Louis Bailey stepped up and said "I am running for the Republican nomination for County Sheriff." Cheers.
Ted Mason said "I am seeking the Republican nomination for District Attorney." Stronger cheers.
Bill Redmond said "And I am running for Chairman of the Town & County School Board." Very strong cheers from one segment of the crowd.
Paulson came back to the microphones. "We are running as a ticket, as a team. Our goals are the same: to fix the huge problems the current Mayor, Sheriff, and District Attorney have created, problems that are greatly harming our Town & County!" The crowd cheered lustily.
Paulson: "We must stop the wasteful and unnecessary spending in this County, that the Mayor and Sheriff have allowed for too long. We must restore order in a Public Safety Department racked by infighting and uncertainty in times of crisis. We must fix the disasters that have recently occurred in the District Attorney's Office. And most of all, we must return the Town & County Government to true Republican values!" The crowd cheered.
Bill Redmond came up and said "We must also fix the disastrous policies and curriculum that are harming our school children. We must address the grossly unfair distribution of school taxes, where those who pay the most see their schools getting less, while schools in other districts get more though they pay less in school taxes." The crowd cheered even more mightily for that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we'd watched the announcements from the side, Cindy and I found the number of Police Officers and Sheriff Deputies around us increasing slowly but steadily. The reason why quickly became apparent: some in the Press had spotted us, and they rushed over to attempt to get statements from us, especially me. The barrage was stopped by the ring of LEOs surrounding us as we began walking back towards Police Headquarters.
"No comments, no comments." I said over and over at the questions shouted at us, some asking if we supported and were endorsing the candidates that had just announced. When some reporter yelled a question asking as Charter Chairman, what did I think of Bill Redmond's comments, I just said "No comment, no comment."
"Commander Troy!" yelled Bill Hacosta (what was he doing here? I wondered to myself), "These candidates are running on a platform cleaning up the messes you made re-writing the Charter! What is your response to them?"
"My response to you, Hacosta, is that you're an idiot. Nothing new there, though." I said. Cindy laughed out loud at that. At that point, as we reached Riverside Drive, the Police Officers began pushing the reporters back, and not letting them cross the road. We got back to Police Headquarters, and the pack of rabid, diseased dogs of the Media went back to Courthouse Square...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Monday, November 29th. The Sheriff and the Police Chief invited Cindy and me to lunch at the Cop Bar. Groups of my Detectives were leaving as we arrived, and we exchanged greetings with them.
We sat in the back 'Command Room'. After ordering, the Sheriff asked "What did y'all think of the announcements?"
Cindy said "I think Don was actually surprised, sir. I'm not sure if it was at Bill Redmond running for School Board Chairman, or all of them running on (air quotes) 'one ticket', though."
I said "Redmond running for School Board Chairman came out of the blue for me. I had no idea, had heard absolutely nothing. I thought he might try to run for a Council seat, either Edward's old one, the northeast part of Town; or J.P. Goldman's old one, in the County northwest and north of Town, or he'd oppose Kelly Carnes again."
Me: "But all of them running together as the (air quotes) 'Establishment Republican' ticket didn't really shock me. I didn't know they were going to do that, and it's going to be interesting, because I did notice that Bailey and Mason didn't speak at the announcement; Paulson spoke for them as well as himself. Bill Redmond spoke independently. In any case, I don't think their tactic is a big deal."
"I'm not so sure of that." growled Griswold. "Them running as one ticket, as one cabal, all but forces me into the same boat with Daniel Allgood and Miriam Walters. Which is a place I'm not sure I want to be."
"Then don't be there, Sheriff." I replied. "I agree that they, and especially the Press, will try to force you into that, pitting two groups against each other. But you can resist that completely. Focus entirely on Bailey, and leave Daniel to fight Paulson, and Miriam to fight Mason. And be sure to tell the God-cursed Press that you're running as your own man for your own post, and not as part of a group, especially if they try to attach you to Miriam's failures."
As the Sheriff became thoughtful, Cindy asked "Redmond running for School Board Chairman. How does that work, and what are the ramifications of his candidacy?"
I said "The Charter Commission set up the School Board to be 12 or so Districts, and a Chairman elected County-wide. The first Districts were computer generated, but the ones for the next Election were done by the first elected School Board and ratified by the Assembly and Council by simple majority votes."
Me: "Since the County High, Town High, and BTW High districts are roughly equal in population, there is an even fall of the cards on the Board. The Chairman runs the agenda like the Mayor runs the Council, but the School Board Chairman always has a vote, not just when there are ties."
Me: "After the issues with Redmond's son Shawn and my daughter Carole, where both Bill and Shawn showed their racist proclivities," (Author's note: 'Black and Blue', Ch. 01.) "I'm extremely leery of any role Redmond would have on the School Board. He's one of those County High system parents that are furious they pay more in taxes but don't get more funds for their schools."
Cindy said "And Louis Bailey is gone... he can't work for the Sheriff's Department while running against the Sheriff for the Sheriff's job. He has to go on unpaid leave. Does that apply to Ted Mason, as well?"
Sheriff Griswold said "No, Bailey won't have to go on leave. He filed his retirement papers this morning, so he'll get his pension from this day forward. But it also means he won't be coming back, at all."
I added: "Ted Mason does not have to take leave from the Solicitor post to run for D.A. However, he cannot run for Solicitor in this Election cycle. Ditto that for Ryan Paulson. He's giving up his Assembly seat in order to run for Mayor."
Sheriff Griswold said "I heard something else, Crowbar. We know Edward Steele is running for Ian McGhillie's seat with Ian retiring, and Edward building his new house next to Cindy's. And we know J.P. Goldman is retiring. I thought Selena was going to run for her father's seat, but this morning she filed paperwork to run for J.P.'s seat. Whassup wit' dat?"
"That was the original plan, and they decided to follow through." I said.
The Sheriff was not mollified. He said "But... but who is going to run for Edward's seat? Things are too much on a knife's edge to not have a plan for that!"
That generated a grin on Your Iron Crowbar's face. Cindy felt the vibe, and said "You do have a plan. Spill it, Red Crowbar."
I replied: "All I'll say at this moment is that Paulina lives in Edward's district."
"Shut the front door!" Cindy exclaimed. "Paulina is going to run for the Council? Can she do that, be on the Council, and remain an ADA?"
"I have no ideas about the legalities of that." I replied. "And I did not say Paulina was running for the Council, only that she lives in that district. And Paulina is thinking about running for Solicitor, but hasn't decided on it yet. That's all I'll say for now, but stay tuned for other developments."
Chief Moynahan had been quiet up to now, bur now he asked: "Speaking of Edward's home being built, how is your home coming along, Mizzz Rossss?"
Cindy smiled and said "Teresa took this week for vacation, which is why I'm hanging out with Cousin Crowbar here as his bodyguard Angel. Next week, after she gets back, I'm taking a week off... to move into my new house!"
We all enthusiastically congratulated her. She said "It passed all the inspections and was approved for occupancy last week. It's really great. The views from the back deck are as stunning as The Cabin's, though they look southeast over Reservoir Lake and Nextdoor County instead of Town. Y'all can come see it any time, and Callie and I want to host a housewarming party as part of a Christmas party."
"Sounds good." I said. "Is it fenced in?"
"Yes." Cindy said. "The front yard has squared-out logs like a western ranch house, but the backyard has a black-painted chain-link fence just inside the woodline that is unobtrusive, but can keep dogs inside if we get a dog, or two."
I said "I'll have Bowser and Sadie Mae get to work right away..."
Part 9 - House On The Hill
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, December 1st, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "The Town & County Council doubles down on their support of Police brutality against People of Color!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The Town & County Council has fired City Attorney Dennis Garland after the second reading of the bill last week that also voted to fight the lawsuit by the family of Anthony Wilson, who was severely injured by Police Commander Donald Troy after a peaceful protest at the Council meeting three weeks ago."
Bettina: "The amendment to fire Mr. Garland was made by Republican Edward R. Steele... again, that's Republican Edward R. Steele... and the first vote on the bill was passed with the tie-breaking vote of Republican Mayor Daniel Allgood... again, Republican Mayor Daniel Allgood made the deciding vote to fight the lawsuit, support Commander Troy's Police brutality, and fire Mr. Dennis Garland for his courageous stand on behalf of peaceful protesters!"
Bettina: "And a number of candidates for Town & County offices are expected to be made today. The Town & County Democrat Party is sponsoring an announcement at noon, where many of their slate of candidates will be introduced. KXTC Channel Two News will bring you full coverage of those announcements!"
Bettina: "Meanwhile, Republican Edward R. Steele filed papers to run in the district now held by fellow Republican Ian McGhillie, who is retiring from active politics. It was expected that his daughter Selena Steele would run for his old seat, but she filed paperwork to run for the seat being vacated by Republican J.P. Goldman, who also is retiring after this current term."
 Bettina: "What is not clear is who is going to run for Steele's seat as a Republican, and Democrats believe they have a chance to pick up this seat and have an overall majority on the Town & County Council. Democrats are also seeking a good candidate for the seat Goldman is vacating, though that northwestern County district is heavily populated with Police Officers loyal to Commander Donald Troy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Finally!" Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross exclaimed as she, ADA Paulina Patterson, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone drank coffee and watched the broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. "Bettina actually said something good about Commander Troy!"
"She was trying to make it sound bad, though." said Paulina. "She was trying to say that loyalty to Don is a bad thing."
"Still," I replied, "it was a random act of journalism, and I'm sure Bettina will come to regret saying it."
Sheriff Griswold said "I'm more interested in what Bettina was saying about the Council races. She may not be wrong that there is a risk in Selena not running for her father's seat in the northeast County district."
Cindy replied with great snarkiness: "But Sheriff, Don has assured us that all will be well. He even took Paulina's name in vain in doing that." Paulina just smiled, very aware of what I'd said... since I had told her.
I said "All I said was that Paulina lived in that district."
Sheriff Griswold growled: "Are you going to run for Solicitor, Paulina?"
Paulina grimaced a bit as she replied: "I don't know, Sheriff. My heart is not really in it. I'm definitely going to wait and see who declares for the position before I decide."
"They may be wait-ingggg for yooooo." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"We can smoke them out if they do try to wait on Paulina." I said.
"Ohhhh!" Tanya suddenly exclaimed. "I get it." Everyone looked at her, and she said "I get what Don was saying. Paulina, your condo complex has a lot of, shall we say, (air quotes) 'upwardly mobile' members of the Black Community, doesn't it?"
I grinned; Tanya was on to it. Paulina confirmed what Tanya had asked, and Tanya said "Doesn't Katina Jones now live in your condo complex?"
"You're all over it." I said. "Here, hold this." I passed the red crowbar across the table to Tanya.
"Moohahahaha!" Lady Ironside said happily as she held the crowbar. "The power is mine, mine!"
I said "Let's not let this get out of this room, especially to the God-damned Press. But yes, Katina Jones is seriously considering running for that seat, and she is more Conservative than Edward is. She did well running against Silas in a rabidly Leftist district. J.P. Goldman's seat is much more likely to stay Republican if Selena runs for it, so it makes sense... a lahhht of sense... for her to do that and let Katina take the shot at the title in Edward's old district."
Cindy said, almost bitterly, "Why do I have the feeling that you not only knew about this, you were the one that came up with the idea?"
"Because I am the one that suggested it to Katina, Edward, Mr. Goldman, and Selena. Not sorry." I replied. The Sheriff's mustaches quivered with amusement.
"And that's nothing." I said cryptically. "If things go the way I am expecting them to... just wait 'till you see what I'm going to do next." And not one word more would I say about any of it, for the time being...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Wednesday, December 1st. As they usually do, and the Republicans often fail to do, the Democrats got the optics really right. They had a large gathering in the Civic Center auditorium, and they made a lot of noise of applause at the correct times, and also booing at the mention of a Republican or (especially) Police Commander Donald Troy, which Channel Two News could not show often enough.
"Let's get started!" said Eldrick X. Weaver as he and the other candidates went up on stage, to raucous applause. "Our candidates will come up one-by-one and introduce themselves and the position for which they are running. I have made them aware to not overtax the time of those watching on KXTC and KPUB."
Stacy Jacobs, a black woman that was gaining weight (to put it mildly), and with a degree in Interdisciplinary Studies, came up. She was rabidly Leftist, with a deep racist hatred of Whites. She was a former Town Assemblywoman, a close associate of Professor Lionel Carmela, and had lost a primary battle against Malinda Adams in the last Election.
"Thank you." she said as the audience gave her a long, loud standing ovation. "I am announcing my candidacy for the Democrat nomination for Town & County Mayor!" Sustained applause.
Jacobs: "Daniel Allgood is a racist, and worse than a White Nationalist. He is a former cop that as I.A. Chief covered for the systemic racism of Captain Harold Malone. He had to cheat to steal the Mayoral election from its rightful winner, Eldrick X. Weaver." LOUD applause for that.
Jacobs: "Daniel Allgood continues his racist policies by supporting and covering up for the Police brutality of Commander Donald Troy---" Long, loud boos at the mention of that most hated of names. "Daniel Allgood supported the systemic suppression of peaceful black voices by the cops, as well."
Jacobs: "Allgood led the way in covering up for Troy's most recent abuse of his Police authority, when Troy severely injured a peaceful protester with violent combat tactics. And Allgood's vote was the key vote in fighting the Wilson family lawsuit and firing a good man who raised his voice in a protest of conscience, Dennis Garland." More raucous applause.
Jacobs: "As your next Mayor, I will work closely with the US Department of Justice to bring Daniel Allgood to justice for his hate crimes against People of Color. Additionally, I will work with the next Sheriff, who will announce in a moment, to force the racist, corrupt Town & County Police into a Consent Decree, where the DOJ can dictate terms to the TCPD, and also force Commander Troy to retire or be fired." Raucous applause for that.
Next came Town & County Councilman Edgar Silas. "Today I am announcing my candidacy for the Democrat nomination for County Sheriff." Applause. "As a former Board of Inquiry leader, I saw Sheriff Griswold support Commander Donald Troy's racist use of excessive Police force, often stepping over the line into Police brutality. In order to get rid of Donald Troy, we must defeat Griswold for Sheriff. And with your help, that is what I intend to do!" Raucous applause.



Next came Savannah Fineman, one of the few Whites on the stage, and her announcement was noooo surprise: "I am running for the Democratic nomination for District Attorney. As your next District Attorney, I will prevent the persecution... excuse me, prosecution, a little Freudian slip, there... I will prevent the racially-based witch-hunt prosecutions of good people like Breonna Bryant and Bernice Jackson! And I will begin the process of Bail Reform, which has been used to suppress People of Color in this County for far too long!"
The audience rose to its feet in a loud standing ovation. Next up was Dennis Garland, who said: "I am running for the Democrat nomination for Solicitor. I was fired by the Republicans of the Council, on a strict Party-line vote, for speaking my conscience and speaking up for People of Color being subjected to Police brutality, especially the violent tactics of Commander Donald Troy. As Solicitor, I will work with District Attorney Fineman to implement Bail Reform, and to stop the systematic use of the Courts to paste criminal records upon peaceful People of Color!"
More applause. Then Eldrick X. Weaver came up. "I am running for the Council seat currently held by Edgar Silas after his completely legitimate election in the last cycle. I look forward to working with Mayor Jacobs and Sheriff Silas to bring Racial and Social Justice to this County."
Town Assemblywoman Patricia Chang came up. "I am running for the Town Council seat being vacated by Edward Steele. This seat is vitally important if we are to defeat the Republican hegemony over us and bring a badly needed Democrat majority to the Council."
The incumbent Democrats (except Silas) on the Council announced their campaigns to be re-elected. Kelly Carnes reiterated that her sole purpose in life was to defund the Police and end the Police career of Commander Donald Troy. She received a huge ovation for that.
And then a young white man with dark, unkempt hair, 'Mythbusters' black glasses, and broad shoulders came up. "I'm Rob Lawton." said Rob Lawton, a close associate of Lionel Carmela (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising', Ch. 02, 03, 04.). "I will be running to fill the Assembly seat Ms. Patricia Chang is vacating in order to flip the Council to the Democrats. And my goal is to help Mayor Stacy Jacobs force the TCPD into a Consent Decree, and to defund the Police..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that was interesting." Cindy Ross said as she, Sheriff Griswold, and I drove up the road towards Promontory Point in my Police SUV after watching the Democrat announcements on television.
"What part?" I asked back.
Cindy said "They didn't announce anyone running for J.P. Goldman's Council seat. They didn't announce anyone running for School Board Chairman. And the ones they do have running are not the one's I expected... well, let me rephrase that. I didn't expect Edgar Silas to be running for Sheriff, nor Stacy Jacobs for Mayor. I thought Weaver would run for Mayor again."
"What about you, Crowbar?" growled Sheriff Griswold. "Were you surprised by any of that?"
I said "Jacobs for Mayor surprised me a little bit, but it makes sense. Weaver has failed twice against Allgood... legitimately, both times, and they know it... so they're giving Jacobs the shot at the title. It really shocks me that Silas is giving up his Council seat, but he's probably the most qualified person the Dems have to run for Sheriff, what with his Board of Inquest experience. Weaver running for Silas's Council seat is probably as much an effort to keep Dr. Joseph E. Williams from getting it as it is giving Weaver something to do."
Me: "I was also surprised that Patricia Chang is giving up her Assembly seat to run for the Council. But the choice makes sense: that district is composed of up-and-coming, relatively younger people, ethnically diverse but not financially strapped. She's not white, so Democrats and especially black Democrats might vote for her. And she's not black, so whites might vote for her."
"And Savannah, and Dennis Garland?" Cindy asked.
"Withhold my surprise that Fineman is running for D.A., especially after Miriam canned her ass." I said. "Garland only formally lost his job last night, so the speed of his announcement surprises me, but not that he's running for Solicitor."
Sheriff Griswold said "The strength of his Leftism surprised me. He sounded like Carmela and Stacy Jacobs in his words. Edward Steele was right about him; Garland is far more Left than I ever realized, and now it's coming out."
Cindy said "With respect, Sheriff, I think Garland was terrified of being 'canceled' by the 'Woke' mobs, and made a Left turn when Edward and the Council Republicans kicked him to the kerb."
"That could well be." said the Sheriff. "I'm a little surprised Louis Bailey ran for Sheriff as a Republican and not a Democrat. Bailey really tried to hold the LEOs back in the second Council riot, and even grabbed you by the collar, Crowbar. That seems to be more Left-ish than moderate Republican."
Cindy said "I heard something from my secret source in the Media." We all knew she was talking about Priya Ajmani. "Bailey did contact the Democrats about running for Sheriff as a Dem, but they flat-out rejected him. Then Ryan Paulson came to him about running as part of their (air quotes) 'ticket', and he accepted that. Have no illusions, if he were to win, he'd be as dangerous to us as Silas, Weaver, Stacy Jacobs, and Ava Hinds of the US DOJ could ever be."
Sheriff Griswold said "And that shows me the Dems had... and have... their plans set. They didn't know if Bailey will be as reliably 'woke' and anti-Police as Silas would be, so they went in the direction they did."
"Okay, here we are." I said as we turned onto the road just past Promontory Point and over the top of the ridgeline. Cindy's new house was on the right.
"Wowwww, very nice." I said as we pulled up. The house's exterior looked to be of wooden boards, but I knew they were specially made and treated to be fireproof. They were painted light blue, a gray-ish blue, and the trim and shutters were painted white. It looked like a Rockwell painting of a farmhouse surrounded by western-style fence.
"Mi casa." Cindy said proudly as we got out of the vehicle. "Come on in." She led the way up the walk and onto the front porch, which was the length of the front of the house. The sound of the planks as we walked on them reminded me of my childhood home in Apple Grove.
Going inside via the front door, it struck me that the front part of the home was just like the Mountain Nest. The formal dining room was to the left, and to the right was the formal living room. A box piano had already been installed against the far wall of the room. In the foyer, the stairs went alongside the left wall and turned right to go to the second floor hallway, again very much like the Mountain Nest.
Cindy led us past the stairs to the den/greatroom in back. The three sets of windows let in a lot of light, especially as the back of house faced south-by-southeast. And then I saw that the middle windows were actually French windows... doors that led to the outside. I also observed the walls were thick and there was a space in the wood at the sides. Cindy noticed that I'd noticed.
"Not much gets past you, Don." she said. "The windows are bulletproof, but not nearly as thick as those in The Cabin. So I had these installed." She slipped her fingers into the nearly invisible notch and pulled. A metal panel came out of the wall and Cindy secured it on the other side.
"All the ground floor windows in the house have these." Cindy said. "We can batten down fairly securely until the Airborne Cavalry and his TCPD Officers arrive to rescue us."
"Do you have a safe room?" the Sheriff asked as Cindy slid the metal panel back into its hiding place in the wall.
"No sir." Cindy said. "Not like the house we're living in now does, and not like The Cabin does."
"Where's The Cabin's safe room?" asked the Sheriff, surprised to be hearing that.
"My office." I said. "The door to the front room and also to the garage on that side have bolts like a bank safe. Once they go into the reinforced steel and concrete of the wall, it would take military grade weaponry to break through. And you know what all the walls are made of. The FBI tried to destroy the place, but couldn't." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 02.)
We went out onto the back patio, which was made of wooden planks and extended the length of the back wall of the house. There was a round table with benches and an umbrella, and more chairs around a natgas-fueled fire pot that was very similar to mine. The rails were basic wood, and had chicken wire in the gaps to keep Cindy's small kids from going through and wandering off. In terms of square footage, it was much larger than mine, but it was on the ground, not above it like mine was.
Still, the view was amazing. The backyard was flat about ten yards past the end of the deck and there was a fence at the edge. Then the land that the Climate Change thugs had tried stop Cindy from clearing, and failed (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice', Ch. 02, 03), extended down the hill about 50 yards, and was fenced in by a fence inside the woodline and virtually invisible.
Looking outward, one could see the southern end of Reservoir Lake and the Lakeside Inn and Suites, and on into Nextdoor County. On a clear day, the town of Hillside was visible in the far distance.
"Wowwww." I said as I looked out over the vista. "This is great. Trust me, you will enjoy this for years to come."
Sheriff Griswold asked "Just out of curiosity, why didn't you build a deck that was even with the upper floor?"
Cindy said "It would have been like what Teresa has, a small deck that would have to be accessed through a bedroom or hallway. With this patio deck, we can entertain or just sit out here and enjoy the day. Don has the great sunsets on his deck, and we'll have the great sunrises." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
We went back inside. To the right of the house as one faced the back wall was a guest bedroom with it's own bathroom suite. It was totally wheelchair accessible. Cindy said "I did this for Tanya in case she ever had to stay here. It might also become an apartment for my mom when she gets old and possibly less mobile."
"Or me, when my back gives out." I replied whimsically.
"Stop jumping out of perfectly good aircraft while in flight, and maybe your back won't give out." Cindy retorted immediately. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction.
The kitchen was in the back left, and featured an island, double ovens, double microwaves, a six-eye gas stove, and a huge refrigerator/freezer. I said "Do you have your commercial kitchen permit for this?"
"You know, the home inspector actually did ask about that." Cindy said. "I just told him he ought to see how large my family is, and that I needed it for holidays."
"Crowbar needs this for his kitchen, what with all the kids with hollow legs he has." barked the Sheriff.
There was a door to the 2-car garage, which angled back and was not visible from the front unless one was on the left side of the house. Like the roof of the house, it was angled as an A-frame, so was not usable as a deck. And Cindy had built in a small efficiency apartment over the garage, with stairs to it in the hallway from the kitchen to the garage.
We went back inside and through the dining room to the stairs to the second floor. The floor plan was inverted from the Mountain Nest and Teresa's home. The master bedroom was at the end of the hall to the right (and over the guest bedroom on the first floor). On the back side next to the bedroom was a small study/office that reminded me of Laura's 'Puter Room' at the Mountain Nest. On the other side (front of the house) was a bathroom and then a bedroom over the middle of the house and the front door.
Opposite that was a narrow hallway to a window that was in the center of the back side of the house. Cindy said "That was originally planned as an exit to a small deck, like Teresa's house had. We abandoned that idea, but decided to leave the window in case of fire. I have one of those roll-up ladders in the hallway closet that we could use to escape as a last resort. Of course, I poured money into this house to make it as fireproof as The Cabin, so hopefully we'll never have to use it."
On the front side, over the dining room, was another bedroom. Opposite it, was a room that could be a bedroom, but Cindy said would be a playroom for Betsy and Ben.
"Very nice." I said as we matriculated down the stairs to the front foyer. "Simple, elegant, comfortable. I think you're going to be very happy here, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you never do." growled Sheriff Griswold...
Part 10 - Day of Orange
Friday, December 3rd. It was Orange Order Day at Police Headquarters, when we paid tribute to the first Citizen Patrols in Holland during the reign of the Prince of Orange. Every Police Officer, from the Chief of Police to the newest Patrol Officer Trainee, wore the standard dark blue uniform. We did not wear 'boxes'; only our badges, nametags, and our ranks on the collars of our shirts denoted any difference between us.
Cindy and I carried orange crowbars, given to us by Susie Haskins after one of her nail drives for charity. And Cindy and Sheriff Griswold wore their basic TCPD uniforms, with their 'Retired' badges.
Lieutenant Joanne Warner came into MCD and found two bookends on her desk. One had a placekicker kicking and the holder kneeling, his finger pointed outward where the ball had been. Their Crimson jerseys and white pants showed them to be players for the University of Alabama. The other bookend piece had an Alabama punter, leg high in the air after kicking.
On the bases, stickers said 'Punt Bama Punt', a reminder of the 1973 Alabama-Auburn game, won by Auburn 17-16 after blocking two Alabama punts for scores. The other said 'Kick-Six'. We know what that was about.
Julia Rodriguez and Kerri Ambrose also had gifts on their desks. Julia's was an Airborne coffee mug, simply adorned with the Parachutist Badge. Kerri's coffee cup had Airborne wings on one side, and on the other was the shoulder patch of the 82d Airborne Division, the 'All-America' red, white, and blue square with the blue 'Airborne' tab over it. They also were given posters (in cardboard tubes) very similar to mine, with the 250-foot towers framed by the evening sky with the word 'Airborne' beneath the photo.
Yep, Teresa was back from her vacation, and she was in the coffee klatch with us. The only thing of interest in the Bettina broadcast was the announcement that Miriam Walters was running for re-election as District Attorney. And sure enough, Amber Harris asked if she was running as part of a 'ticket' with Mayor Daniel Allgood and Sheriff Griswold. Miriam said she was running for her office by her self.
During the coffee klatch, Teresa said "Todd and I went to Fort Benning on Sunday morning. The Commanding General of the post knew we were coming, and had the MPs bring us to his Headquarters. Apparently Admiral Cordell and General McFarland told him we were coming, that Todd is a Defense Contractor, and that I'm the daughter of a Medal of Honor recipient."
Teresa: "He took us on a good tour of the post, including the Airborne School grounds, then the Ranger School and the Darby Queen Obstacle Course. All I can say about that is... 'Wow'. Why didn't you go to Ranger School, Don?"
"The policy at the time was to put as many Infantry and Combat Arms people through Ranger School, so Combat Support like the Military Police Corps didn't come by Ranger or Special Forces slots very often." I said, then added "And I freely admit that Ranger School would have kicked my tall, skinny ass and then some."
"Noooo shame in that." replied Chief Moynahan. "I was sent to Ranger School. Washed out in three days. Flew helicopters instead."
"No shame in that, sir." I replied. "Where else did you go, Teresa?"
"We drove up to Nashville, Tennessee." said Teresa. "We saw the Hermitage, the State Capitol, and the Parthenon. Todd somehow got us reservations at the Opryland Hotel. That is one huge complex of a hotel and conference center; I almost got lost in there a few times. We went to see the Grand Ole Opry House. They don't have performances on weekdays, but I can say I've been there. The next day we went to St. Louis and visited the Arch and the museum underneath it. Then we headed on home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Afterwards, I heard the commotion going on in MCD. I went in via the back door and saw a crowd gathered around something on the other side of the room. Going closer, I saw Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton in her standard uniform, sitting in a chair, and holding her two-month-old son Marty. Her husband, Lieutenant Myron Milton, was standing next to them as everyone oohed and ahhed over baby Marty.
"Ahh, look at that beautiful baby." I said as I came up. "Thank Goodness he takes after his mama."
"Don't I know it, sir." Myron said agreeably. "Can I get a photo of you holding him, sir?"
"Sure." I said. A chair almost magically appeared, and I sat down next to Mary and took her precious bundle into my arms. Myron was by no means the only one to be taking photos of me holding Marty, but the reasons so many people liked to take photos of me holding a baby were not clear to me. After all, Your Iron Crowbar is just a big ol' teddy bear.
"Mary, are you still on leave?" asked Theo Washington.
"Yes." said Mary. "And I'm not going to do any work today, either. I just came in for the 'reveal', and then I'll go back home for the night."
"When do you come off leave?" asked Joanne Warner.
"After the New Year." I said before Mary could answer. "And that is not a suggestion. I don't want the Union screaming at us." Mary just shrugged her acquiescence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At noon we had a surprise guest. Inga Gunddottar, formerly of the TCPD and now with the New York Police Department, came in. She was wearing the most basic of NYPD uniforms.
After coming through Headquarters and talking with all the Detectives of Vice and MCD in the MCD room, as well as getting photos of herself with us, including me, Inga went up to 1st Precinct Headquarters. Some minutes later, Teresa said "As an Orange Order member, Inga's entitled to be here, but I'm a little surprised that she came."
"I'm not." I said. "I called her and invited her to come." When Teresa looked up at me, I said "Payback for her smuggling Carole and Tasha's birthday card to Greta." Teresa said no more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 3:45pm, the Membership of the Orange Order gathered in Classroom 'E'. We had two candidates to initiate into our Order, voted on by the Police Force itself. And the two candidates selected had been voted in by margins superseded only by Tanya Perlman's unanimous vote a few years before. (Author's note: 'Knights of the Round', Ch. 02-03.)
Some of the Officers from the Precincts went to the Main Auditorium, but the majority of them went to the gymnasium, where folding chairs had been made available for their use. The Detectives traditionally went into MCD, and today was no exception. The Members planned our route; J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry had been inducted into the Inner Circle, and was leading the rope line as we headed out.
We went clockwise down the back hall, but instead of turning into the gym we went down the far side hall and then the front hall, then back up to the side entrance of MCD. Lt. Myron Milton went inside, followed by Your Iron Crowbar. Myron acted like he was going to pass the candidate, then abruptly stopped and turned... in front of his wife, Mary.



"Lieutenant Milton," said Lieutenant Milton, "would you please come with us?"
The room erupted into applause. Mary looked totally shocked, and said "Really?"
"Please?" Myron said. He'd done a good job keeping a straight face, but lost it and broke into a grin. Everyone in the room began laughing, then gave Mary another huge round of applause as she got up and followed her husband into the hallway, with me as rearguard.
This was the first husband and wife to be inducted into the Orange Order. Janice Holloway and Teddy Parker weren't married yet (and I don't know what was stopping them). We put Mary into the rope line behind 'Ice Cube' Perry, and started moving again.
We went around the corner and down the back hallway to the gym. I said to Captain Damien Thompson "This one is yours. Go get the candidate..."
To be continued.
Who will it be?
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Part 11 - Night of Orange
4:15pm, Friday, December 3rd. The crowded gym fell silent when the door opened and Police Captain Damien Thompson came in, followed by Your Iron Crowbar, then several other Orange Order members and the rope line with J.J. Perry and Mary Milton.
The murmurs started up as Captain Thompson approached a cluster of 1st Precinct Officers, with whom Inga Gunddottar was sitting: Captain Hugh Hewitt, Lieutenant Jerome Davis, Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie, and some other Sergeants. Captain Thompson walked just past them, as if he was moving along, then stopped suddenly and did a 'right face'
"Lieutenant Davis, would you please come with us?" said Thompson. The entire gym erupted into a huge round of applause and cheering as a most very stunned Jerome Davis gaped at us, then slowly got up and got into the line behind a grinning Mary Milton. Inga got up and followed us out as the sustained applause continued until we were out the door...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"As you can see, Ms. Milton," I said, "you will not be going home tonight. With your permission, and Myron's, Commander Ross's mother Maggie will take care of Marty tonight. She is an expert grandmother, with years of experience and practice."
"Uh yeah, that's fine." Mary said. She was still stunned by her selection. I didn't know why; after all, the way she had cracked the ransomware virus code with a little help was already the stuff of legend in these here parts. (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', Ch. 02). And her work in helping to destroy the Toyota Gang, not to mention outstanding leadership of the Intel Branch, made her an obvious selection.
Jerome Davis was also in a bit of shock. His selection was nearly unanimous among the Uniformed ranks in the Precincts. It was cemented by his actions and leadership in the incident at the Council meeting (Author's note: 'No Show', Ch. 01), but a lot of Officers had been 'less than appreciative' of his treatment by Captain Claire Michaels in the Detective Division, and his 'taking one for the team' by volunteering to transfer to 1st Precinct (Author's note: 'Private Practice', Ch. 04) was a strong positive for him. And his leadership in 1st Precinct had really improved the entire Precinct.
As Sheriff Griswold gave instructions to Mary and Jerome, I sent out the infamous 'Loddy Doddy Everybody' text message on my Police iPhone, instructing them to assemble in the Main Auditorium. Some moments later, we went down the hallway. I went in and yelled "LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, THE TOWN & COUNTY POLICE CHIEF!", and the assembled Officers rose from their chairs into the position of attention.
"Thank yooo. Be seated." said the Chief as he came up. "I want to congratulate everyone on another year of great professionalism and unswerving ability as you performed your dooo-ties this yearrrr. And you have made two outstanding selections for the Orange Order this year, choosing two Officers who have shown abilities and outstanding leadership that we can all take pride in. Without further ado, let's introduce them. First, Loo-tenant Mary Milton."
The Officers were already standing, and they gave Mary a huge round of applause as she came up on the stage and stood to the Chief's left. He then announced "And Loo-tenant Jerome Davis."
As Davis came up, the applause and cheering got even louder. I happened to glance over and see Captain Claire Michaels, who was standing with the other Captains and also with Lieutenant Joanne Warner on the floor to the side of the stage. Joanne was applauding politely, probably for Mary, but Claire was not applauding at all, and she seemed very shocked at the ovation Jerome Davis was getting. Then she noticed that I was looking over her way, and she began clapping very perfunctorily as she turned her head to look at the stage...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Despite the efforts of KXTC Channel Two News and the State News Networks to stir up racially-motivated strife and division, the Patrol of Honor encountered no problems as they walked east along MLK Jr. Avenue from Riverside Drive to University Avenue. Several expensive Press drones were taken out of the air by unmarked, cheap kamikaze drones flown by Ranger Terry Halston, and destroyed.
At the initial ceremony, both Mary and Jerome remembered to take their green-glassed lanterns with them. Your Iron Crowbar made decent money, having bet both would remember. "I figured Myron told Mary." I said when asked how I knew. "And Jerome is a Navy brat and pays attention to detail."
As the Patrol moved along, Teresa and I were following the walkers in my Police SUV. She said "So Maggie Ross is keeping Marty tonight?"
"Yes, at Cindy's current home." I said. "I understand that Callie is there, and Dr. Marvin Milton was going to stay there after he took photos of Mary walking along Courthouse Square at the beginning of the Patrol."
"You think he's in danger?" Teresa asked. "And is he in danger at other times?"
"Probably not." I replied. "But he's about to come out strongly and publicly with the Faculty Study Group against Dr. Moore and the demands that they sign 'loyalty papers' to the Fraud of Climate Change. With Myron, Mary, you, me, Cindy and the TCPD preoccupied with the Orange Order tonight, he's potentially more vulnerable than normal. So he and his grandson are staying with Maggie and her grandson, and granddaughter and daughter-in-law."
Teresa said "I just hope the Faculty Study Group can do something about this Climate Change crap. It's killing our recruiting of the best doctors and medical students. And Moore and Carmela are just beginning to take their shots at the Hospital. I got word that Moore was trying to include the proceeds from my Trust... *my* Trust... into the University's Budget for the Climate Change Center."
"Oh really." I said, and in a voice one does not want to hear from me.
Teresa said "One call from my lawyer and a formal 'Cease And Desist' letter stopped that cold. But with contributions and donations to the School dropping through the floor, and with Governor Marshall threatening to defund the University over the 'loyalty documents' and even over the Climate Change Center itself, they're clutching at every penny they think they can grab."
I nodded. "Well, let not your heart be troubled."
Teresa peered at me. "What? You know something I don't?"
I replied "Only that my wife is going to war with Carmela, the Faculty Study Group and the Governor are going to war with Moore and the Climate Change Center... and that no mother on earth is more protective of her blood children than the Iron Wolf is of her Cancer Kids."
Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As dawn broke, the Patrol of Honor and the contingent following, composed of all Orange Order members, arrived at the Junction Station Depot. The ceremonies were held, with Damien Thompson getting his Inner Circle Medal, and Mary and Jerome getting their Orange Order Medals. Then we sat down to the traditional delicious breakfast of steak and eggs and beer. (Those not drinking beer were drinking Coca-Cola Zero or water.)
"I couldn't believe it when you came and got me." Jerome Davis said, sitting next to me as we ate. "I'm not trying to downplay myself, but I didn't think I did all that much. What I, and we, did at the Council meeting was what we were expected to do."
I said "I'll tell you this: you definitely got respect for your leadership on that, taking the initiative as well as doing the right thing despite that shit eater Louis Bailey trying to stop you. But even more, I think the rank-and-file feel like I do about you volunteering to give up the MCD Lieutenant slot for 1st Precinct, and they know how well you're doing there."
I continued: "And I'll tell you this: now that you know you have their respect, use it for the good of the Force. They listen to you, so use your voice to bring them up and bring them with you. You have a tremendous future with the TCPD; all you have to do with grab the brass ring and keep being the leader you already are."
"Thank you, sir." Jerome said, then cleaned his plate of the delicious food that was sitting on it. I cleaned up my own portion...
Part 12 - Belles Of The Ball
4:30pm, Saturday, December 4th. The tradition continued. I woke up from my nap on the pulled-out sofa-bed in the greatroom of The Cabin to see Carole's face sideways over the left side of my head, Marie's face sideways over the right side of my head, and the Redoubtable Bowser lying on my chest and licking my face as he looked at me straight-on.
"Wake up, Daddy." Carole said. "It's time to get ready for the Po-leece-man's Ball." Marie giggled, and Bowser licked my face again.
"O-kayyy." I said, then yawned hard, causing Bowser to yawn hard, too. Carole picked up Bowser and put him on the floor, and the girls pulled me up to a sitting position.
"Better go now, Daddy." Carole said. "Mommy is waiting for you, and you know how long she takes to get ready."
"Yes. Yes I do." I said. "But that's okay, since she looks so beautiful when she's done. Isn't that right?"
"Why, thank you, Mr. Silver Tongue." said Laura, who had just come up to us. The girls giggled mightily at that. "And yes, you need to get your rear in gear." Laura said.
The boys were watching the SEC Championship game on the television in the front room. A quick glance showed that Atlanta was a crime scene, and Georgia was committing child abuse of Auburn, who must've been having a hangover after the Kick-Six the week before. Greaaaat, I thought to myself as I headed upstairs. If the Iron Wolf had a bad attitude before...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The huge ballroom of the Civic Center was set up with accommodations for some 400 people. Because the EMS was relatively small, we invited them to have their Christmas party with us, and they'd accepted. Zoe Singer was particularly happy about that; it was another opportunity to rub the EMS's independence into the Fire Department's collective face.
Laura looked good, understated and tasteful, as she always did for the Policeman's Ball. I was wearing my uniform with medals, and a tuxedo shirt with black bow tie.
We got there early, as usual. We looked around to make sure everything was fine, and everything appeared to be. The open bar was facing the hallway just past the entrance to the ballroom, and just past it was an open room with a huge television monitor. Consider me 'not surprised' to see Lieutenant Theo Washington and his lovely wife Nareese watching the Conference Championship game.
"Hi guys." I said as I came up to them. "Are Franklin and Susie coming?" Susie was Franklin's lovely wife.
"I don't think so, sir." said Theo. "Were the judges invited?"
"They usually are." I said. "Though Harry Nance was pointedly left off the invitation list. So how's Eastern State doing?"
"Winning." Nareese said. "We're up 33-18 with a couple of minutes left."
"Cool beans." I said. Then I looked over and saw that Laura had not followed me to speak with Theo and Nareese. "Excuse me. I need to go find my wife." I went back to where the bar was, and Laura wasn't there. I went into the ballroom and saw her talking to Melina Allgood, who was wearing a dark blue dress. Laura was drinking a glass of wine. I looked around and did not see Daniel anywhere.
After a couple of moments to let Laura talk with her sister, since it was obvious she wanted to without my presence there, I finally walked up to them. "Hello, Melina, you look lovely tonight. Is Daniel here?"
"Yes, but I don't know where he ran off to." Melina said, a bit shortly, as I had obviously interrupted something. I said I'd go try to find him, and left his wife talking with my wife.
People began coming in, and I was relieved. Among the first were Todd Burke in a suit that made him look worth the millions he was. His wife Teresa was in her Police Uniform with full medals and a women's tuxedo shirt and female cross-tie. She was also wearing a skirt and high heel black pumps. Todd was a lucky husband, I thought to myself.
"My condolences to your Tigers today." I told Teresa.
"It became obvious very quickly who was going to win." Teresa said. "Where's Laura, by the way?"
"Last I saw her, she was talking to Melina." I said. "In fact, I probably need to go check on her, if you'll excuse me." I found her in the lounge room, talking to Melina, and I could see that my wife's glass had been refilled. Hmmm...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We formed the greeting line. First was Sergeant Hendricks, who was formally introducing everyone to the Sheriff. Then Sheriff Griswold greeted them, followed by EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell and EMS Assistant Chief Zoe Singer, who were sort of together, as neither had brought dates. Chief Sean Moynahan and Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans were next; they typically attended together. Molly had told me "It might be my last time as Police Chief, especially when the Legislature consolidates our Counties."
Next in line were Fire Chief Warren Davies and his fiancée Tina Felton, followed by me and Laura. My preparation of names and faces was again paying off. I used their names and asked about their children, and as always I could see a little glimmer in them that their Police Commander did have enough respect for them that I remembered. Like Loyalty, Respect is a two-way street.
Assistant Fire Chief Lew Stockton was next, and with him in line was his date, District Attorney Miriam Walters. According to my reliable sources (The Intendent), they were just friends without benefits. Too bad for him, I thought to myself.
After them came Cindy Ross and Callie Carrington, then Tanya and Jack Muscone. Next were Mayor and Mrs. Daniel Allgood, followed by Edward and Stephanie Steele, J.P. Goldman and Selena Steele, John Colby and Dagmar Schoen, and Susan Weston and Sheila Sorrells as each other's date but just friends. Ian McGhillie also came to the Ball, but chose to go through the receiving line rather than be part of it. He went through with his son Roy and Roy's wife Becca, and the pleasing bloom on her rosy cheeks spoke volumes to my observing eyes.
Paulina Patterson and her date, Michael Thomas McGill, came through the line. I greeted them both warmly, hugging Paulina and firmly shaking hands with McGill. Laura and Paulina exchanged a warm hug, but Laura was polite but formal with McGill. Hmmm...
Joan Laurer had brought Lt. Shane O'Brady, and he was wearing his formal Pottsville Police Department uniform with medals. Teresa and Todd also came through the line rather than being in it.
After everyone found seats (the placesettings had name cards), the Sheriff and Police Chief spoke the usual platitudes, and I made the toast. Then we ate dinner, which was good. As it was winding down, Teresa came up to the lectern. And we found out exactly why she taken it so easy on Joanne Warner about Auburn's win over Alabama... until now.
Teresa said "You may not know this, but we are required to provide you with (air quotes) 'entertainment' at the Policeman's Ball. So I'm calling up Lieutenant Joanne Warner to provide that for us."
Everyone applauded mildly, not knowing what to expect, as Joanne came to the lectern. She was carrying the bookend with the Alabama placekicker and holder. She said "As you know, Alabama did not have a good day with their placekickers last week." There was a smattering of laughter, then Joanne said "Commander Croyle and I had a small wager on the game, and thanks to the Alabama placekickers, she won."
Then she said with mock enthusiasm: "I lost! And so I have to read this poetry to you. It's called 'Ode To Tigers'." She allowed a look of sarcasm to cross her face as she began reading the lines, excerpted from Watterson's most epic cartoon series, Calvin & Hobbes:
"The zebra's stripes are lacking hues,
so they don't compare to you-know-whose.
Orange, blue, and white is what to wear!
It's haute couture for those who dare!
It's camouflage, and stylish, too!
Yes, Tigers look the best, it's true!
Tigers are mean,
Tigers are fierce,
Tigers have teeth,
And claws that pierce."
Joanne then rolled her eyes hard as she very sarcastically recited some more:
"Tigers are nimble,
And light on their toes,
My RE-spect for Tigers
continually grows."
"Tigers are perfect
The E-pit-o-me
Of good looks and grace
And quiet dignity?!"
Joanne deliberately bugged her eyes when she recited the last line. She then recited the rest:
Tigers are great,
They can't be beat,
If I was a Tiger
That would be neat!"
Everyone had been laughing intermittently at the poem, as well as Joanne's facial expressions as she read it. When she finished, she received a standing ovation, some of it mocking, but some of it 'RE-spect' for fulfilling her her obligation.
"And just one final word." Joanne said. "How 'bout them Dawgs!" More laughter broke out, though not as much applause. Teresa took it well, though. She stood up and man-hugged Joanne as everyone applauded some more.
Then Chief Moynahan got up and went to the lectern. "Is there anyone in here younger than me that remembers the Chicago Bears's 'Super Bowl Shuffle' back in 1985?"
Someone in the crowd yelled out "Go Bears!", which generated laughter.
Chief Moynahan said "As you know, earlier this yearrrr, some of our Airborne-qualified Police Officers and EMTs made a parachute jump. And a couple of Legs got to jump with us. Isn't that right, Ms. Croyle and Ms. Ross?" Teresa gave him a thumbs-up. Cindy just nodded slightly.
Moynahan said "Some of our Paratroopers have created a skit for you, called the 'Airborne Shuffle'. And since we are required to provide you with entertainment this evening, please welcome the Town & County Public Safety Airborne Shuffle Crew!"
To mild and polite applause, Robert Kalsu, his broken nose still bandaged up, led the EMS Service's Kevin Randolph and Ellen Brooks and the TCPD's Paratroopers down the entrance hallway and into the ballroom, singing a 'jody' as they slow-ran in two lines. They were also wearing trademark T-Square shades. Chief Moynahan had me and Chief Cordell join them when they got to the front, and we had put on T-Square shades, too.
The music to the 1985 hit 'Super Bowl Shuffle' by many Chicago Bears players (wearing shades) started up. We began shuffling in place as we began singing, yes singing;
"We are the Airborne Cops and EMTs
Of Town & County Public Safe-tee
We do our dance, and sing our songs
Thank God you guys don't have no gongs!
Now we're not here to cause no trouble
We're just here to do the Airborne Shuffle."
Julia Rodriguez started us off:
"It took three weeks, and several years
But I got Blood Wings, which brought me to tears
The Iron Crowbar slammed 'em into my chest
And now I'm one... of America's Best!
Now I'm not here to start no trouble
I'm just here to do the Airborne Shuffle."



Kevin Randolph:
"Now EMTs are Paratroopers, too
My own colors were white and blue
When we were called, we jumped out that door..."
Ellen Brooks joined him in shouting the next line:
"'Cause we were Eighteenth Airborne Corps!
Now I'm not here to start no trouble
I'm just here to do the Airborne shuffle."
Kerri Ambrose:
"I did my tour, in Kan-da-har
No football games, and no cash bar
You got one jump? Well I got thirty,
So you Legs and Cherries are still nasty and dirty!
But I'm not here to start no trouble,
I'm just here to do the Airborne shuffle."
Chief Cordell:
"Yeah, I got one jump, in Viet Namm
Got combat Wings and a can of Spam
Then the Iron Crowbar came up to me
And said 'You may be old, but you're jumpin' with me!
I said "Sure! if Commander Croyle comes too.
Now she's got one... and I got two!
But I'm not here to cause no trouble
I'm just here to do the Airborne shuffle."
Your Iron Crowbar, pointing at the Green Crowbar as I sang:
"We-ell, I was trying to jump, out of a flying plane,
When Com-man-der Ross said 'You're insane!'
She said 'You ain't jumpin'! I will stop you!'
I said 'That's why you! are gonna jump too!'
And yes, she jumped, right out the door,
And now she wants, to jump some more!
But I'm not here to start no trouble,
I'm just here to do the Airborne shuffle!"
Cindy began shaking her head vigorously in disagreement at that last part.
Chief Moynahan:
"Now I'm your Airborne Cav-al-ry
I jump from planes with the In-fan-try
But if I'm allowed, to have my way,
I'll fly helicopters, ev-er-y day!
But I'm not here to start no trouble,
I'm just here to do the Airborne Shuffle."
Terry Halston:
"Now Airborne Rangers lead the way
We're the very best, that's what they say
Only the best are good enough for me,
WHICH IS WHY I NOW WORK WITH THE T-C-P-D!"
That brought the House down as we all finished:
"Now we're not here to start no trouble
We're just here to do the Airborne shuffle. Airborne! Airborne!"
Everyone applauded us as Chief Cordell ordered us to "Fall out!" and we returned to our seats. "How was it?" I asked Laura when I got back to my seat."
"I need more wine." Laura replied. "A lot... more... wine..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa, Cindy, Paulina, and Tanya toodled up to in front of the head table and began singing the Hee Haw song with voices much better than mine:
"Now, we're not ones to go 'round, spread'n' rumors,
Why, really, we're just not the gossipy kind,
Oh, you'll never hear one of us repeating gossip,
So you better be sure and listen close the first time!"
Cindy: "Now we've learned that someone here is ex-pect-ing!"
Teresa: "Someone's lovely wife is in full bloom."
Paulina: "This secret, we are very bad at keep-ing,"
Tanya: "Micah Rud-i-stan will be a daddy soon!"
Everyone burst out in applause for Rudistan and his wife, who stood to acknowledge the applause as the 'Gossipy Angels' sang the chorus again. After the applause quieted down, my Angels+1 continued:
Cindy: "Now someone else here also is ex-pect-ing."
Teresa: "Another cop will be-come a dad-dy."
Paulina: "And all the County Council is re-flect-ing,"
Tanya: "Ian McGhillie will soon be a grand-daddy!"
The Rudistans and Roy and Becca McGhillie knew the Gossipy Angels were going to make the announcements. But Ian McGhillie did not know his daughter-in-law was pregnant! His reaction was one of shock, but happy shock.
"Really?" he exclaimed as everyone applauded Roy and Becca. He hugged Becca warmly, then hugged his son Roy and that hug lasted a good long moment... and tears were running down Ian McGhillie's face. Everyone just applauded a lot harder...
Part 13 - Edumacational Opportunities
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, December 8th, from the anchor desk of KXTC studios. "More announcements of candidacies for political offices expected today!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that several persons are throwing their hats into the ring for Town & County offices! A Press Conference has been called for twelve noon to announce a Democrat candidate, which Channel Two News will bring you live as part of our complete coverage. Sources tell Channel Two News that the most surprising part of the announcement will be the endorsements for the candidate for office!"
Bettina: "On the Republican side, District Attorney Miriam Walters filed her papers to run for re-election. Her primary opponent, current Solicitor Ted Mason, issued a statement blasting Walters, which read, quote, 'Miriam Walters has utterly failed our Town & County as District Attorney. From letting Police Commander Donald Troy run all over her with unilateral plea deals, to not providing immunity for witnesses that ended up getting at least one of them killed, Miriam Walters is just wrong for our Town & County', close quote."
Bettina: "And Eastern State captured its first Conference title since joining the Conference several years ago, with a 33-18 win over the Tigers. Let's go to Sports reporter Jeff Hull for more. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Why are you guys in civilian clothes?" asked Chief Deputy Cindy Ross as she, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, Myself, ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Sean Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room and watched the propaganda-cast. Sheriff Griswold and I were in civilian clothes today, wearing suits and ties.
I said "We're going to be at that Press Conference today. I can't mix politics and my Police uniform, especially for endorsements, though I could wear my MOV with civilian clothes. The Sheriff can wear his uniform, but as we're observing, he had chosen not to." The Sheriff nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Who are you endorsing? Katina Jones?" Cindy asked, a wee bit sharply.
I said "I will endorse her, if and when she declares her candidacy."
Tanya said "Didn't Bettina say it was a Democrat announcing a candidacy? What Democrat in the world would Don Troy endorse?"
"Savannah Fineman." the Sheriff said, his voice nonchalant but his mustaches quivering with amusement.
"Even Klingon warriors cannot withstand a Crowbar beatdown, Sheriff." I 'warned' as said red crowbar was waved in his very specific direction.
"Noted." replied Griswold. "And I'll be endorsing the same person today, so just watch the broadcast at noon."
Chief Moynahan said "It's obvious to meeeee that Bettina's Bunch want Ted Mason to defeat Miriam Walters for the Republican nomination. What I can't figure out is whyyyy? Any idea, Mizzz Patterson?"
"No sir." Paulina replied. "Unless they think Ted Mason would be easier for Savannah to beat in the General Election."
"What's your answer to that, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked.
"On its face, I agree with the Chief that it doesn't make a lot of sense." I said. "Miriam does have baggage, especially with the Black Community over the Breonna Bryant case, and supporting our crackdowns on the 'woke' anarchists."
Me: "But I am having suspicions that KXTC is pushing this 'team ticket' concept that Ryan Paulson, Louis Bailey, and Ted Mason are doing. We'll see KXTC push their candidacies against the Sheriff, the Mayor, and the D.A. through the primaries, then turn on them and fully support the Democrats in the General Election."
"Changing the subject," said Tanya, to change the subject, "how did the skits go over at the Policeman's Ball?"
I said "Now I know how you were able to serenade me with that 'Gossipy Angels' song so quickly and so simultaneously. You'd been practicing."
"The 'Gossipy Angels' were awesome." growled Griswold. "Especially when you were using it to announce the pregnancies."
I said. "I'm not sure about the 'Airborne Shuffle' one, though. A lot of people don't remember the 1985 Chicago Bears Shuffle Crew, a lot of them don't know what the real Airborne shuffle is on the planes, and a good many people there, especially the spouses, have no military connections."
Teresa said "Yeah. We understood it, and a lot of people there went to Airborne Day, and might have understood." (Author's note: 'Jump!') "But those that didn't may have been confused."
Cindy said "I think they liked the repartee with Don making me jump, and Chief Cordell having Teresa jump, but the rest of it was probably coming across as self-serving aggrandizement---"
"Ooooh, mighty big word for a Bulldog graduate to be using, there." I said. A green crowbar was waved in my most very specific direction.
Cindy said "I was going to say that Halston brought the House down with the T-C-P-D compliment."
"Well, we gave and we gave and we gave." I said. "But not everything works out perfectly..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Wednesday, December 8th. There was a lectern with a bank of Press microphones on the portico in front of the entrance to City Hall. The west end of Courthouse Square was populated with a couple hundred people. One group had normal clothes on, and the other group had a large amount of people in blue shirts saying 'RE-fund the Police' or 'God Bless America' over an American Flag. There were plenty of TCPD Officers and Deputies keeping the groups generally separated, but there were no issues cropping up between the groups.
Out of City Hall came Me, Sheriff Griswold, Dr. Joseph E. Williams, Edward R. Steele... and the legendary rapper T-Square. And then Mrs. Edna Carter, schoolteacher at Thomas E. Williams Elementary School and Charter Commission member, came out and up to the bank of microphones, and said "Today I am announcing my candidacy for the Democratic nomination for Chairman of the School Board..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Flashback...
The afternoon before, Edward R. Steele and I met with Edna Carter and Dr. Joseph E. Williams in Edward's office at City Hall, a couple of hours before the Council Meeting. After initial greetings and small talk, Dr. Williams started off the conversation.
"I'm sure you both know that if Bill Redmond becomes School Board Chairman, it will be a disaster for our children."
"Especially Children of Color." I replied, saying what they were hesitating to say.
"Well, all of the children in poor districts." said Edna Carter. "The rich people in the northern suburbs, the County High system, have hated the distribution of revenue on a per-student basis, and Bill Redmond will do everything he can, above the table and beneath the table, to change that."
"Not to mention that Bill Redmond is a virulent racist." said Dr. Williams. "And I'm not just throwing the race card, there."
"No, you're not." I replied. "I've had firsthand experience with his racism." (Author's note: 'Black and Blue', Ch. 01.)
Edna Carter said "So that's why I am going to run for School Board Chairman against him. And I would like for you, Commander Troy, and you too, Mr. Steele, to endorse me."
I grinned, then said teasingly. "So being on the Charter Commission gave you the bug to get into politics, eh?"
"Not really." Edna said. "I probably wouldn't think of it, if it weren't for the threat that man brings to everything we worked for when we re-wrote the Charter. And I won't let that good work go down without a fight."
"That bug didn't bite you, Commander Troy." said Dr. Williams, and I couldn't tell if he was needling me or was serious.
"His day is coming. His day is coming" said Edward Steele. When my neck popped as i whirled to look at him, he said "That's what Carole told Marie. I'm just the messenger."
"Those girls bear watching." I said. "Yes, Mrs. Carter, I would be happy to endorse you, but I have to ask one thing, and I'm not going to sugarcoat it."
I said "As you know, as many as 85% of black children in eighth grade public schools are reading at or below a level the Government classifies as 'functionally illiterate'. Numbers vary, and are better in some places and worse in others. However, the 'woke' far-Left crowd, and especially the powerful Teacher's Union, think it's more important for our elementary school children, especially in the first four grades, not only be taught CRT themes, but be subjected to drag shows and be taught gender fluidity and given options of gender reassignment without their parents being told."
Me: "This is not a black thing, but a Totalitarian Leftwing thing, strongly endorsed and supported by the Teacher's Unions. And parents who complain to School Boards, especially when they complain that their daughters were raped by boys pretending to be trans girls, are threatened with arrest as (air quotes) 'domestic terrorists', and US Attorney General Derrick B. Harland has Homeland Security and the FBI investigate those parents as criminals, has the IRS audit and harass them, and so on and so forth."
Me: "Mrs. Carter, if you are the School Board Chairman, especially if you will be so as a Democrat, you will be subjected to pressure, tremendous pressure, by the Democrats, the Radical Left, and especially the rabid Teacher's Union, to fall in line and help them implement their radical doctrines upon our schoolchildren. Before I endorse you... how do you stand on those issues?"
Edna Carter said "You should know me well enough by now that you know I don't play those games. And we butted heads with the Teacher's Union while we were re-writing the Charter, and you beat them back... literally." (Author's note: 'Balance of Power', Ch. 01-02.)
I said "Forgive me for saying this, and for the way I am going to say it... but I can't risk endorsing you only to have you come out and support those radical policies and supporting the Teacher's Union. I need to hear it from your lips to my ears that you're not going to go there."
Dr. Williams looked offended, but he could not meet my peering stare at him. Edna said "I don't support that fringe radical stuff. Most of it is the Press trying to gin up race hatred. And besides, Commander... I need the Power of the Crowbar behind me if I'm going to do this, and fight both Bill Redmond and the Teacher's Union. I won't stab you in the back, Don."
I nodded, sensing the sincerity in her voice... and the skepticism in Dr. Joseph E. Williams. "What about you, Dr. Williams? Are you in? Or do you support the Radical Left, and thugs like the Teacher's Union, and election-stealers like Eldrick X. Weaver?"
"You know where I stand on that, Iron Crowbar." he said. "I am not a dirty election-stealer like Eldrick X. Weaver."
"Okay, then." I said. "I'm in. How about you, Edward? Or are you able to, since you're running for the Council as a Republican?"
"I'm in." said Edward...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Now in live time, I listened as Edna made her speech that she was running to prevent Bill Redmond from destroying her and the Charter Commission's good work. Then T-Square spoke, and said that Black children needed two things to have a chance to succeed in life... fathers that stay at home and raise their children, and a quality education of the basic skills of reading and math.
Sheriff Griswold came up and said that All God's Children, red and yellow, black and white, needed good basic education, and that Edna Carter would give those children that educational chance. And then it was Your Iron Crowbar's turn.
I said "I had the privilege of working with Edna Carter on the Charter Commission. I asked her to be on the Commission because of her passion for education and the desire to give all of our children an equal opportunity to have a good basic education."
Me: "I have seen studies showing that a majority of black children in the eighth grade can't read at a first grade level. Like Mrs. Carter, and hopefully like all of you, I want all our children, of every ethnicity, to be reading at the first grade level in first grade!"
There was some good applause for that, and the blue-shirted people joined it. Then I said "But it's not about race, though the biased Media will say it is. It's about children of all ethnicities having a shot at getting a quality public education. And I believe Edna Carter will lead the Town & County School Board very well as they fulfill their duties to give our children those opportunities..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media did typical biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media things. They shouted questions at me instead of Edna Carter. I just shook my head and pointed at her, and said "Ask her questions. I'm not the one running, here." Sooo, the Media turned to Sheriff Griswold and T-Square. The Sheriff had Edna answer the questions directed at him, and Edna said whatever she damn well pleased.
After the Press Conference was done, KXTC and the SNN Networks immediately began packing up to go. I yelled "Where are y'all going? There's another announcement!" The blue-shirted people cheered.
"Drop dead, Troy!" yelled Amber Harris as she gave me that universal sign of her bird finger extended and the rest not.
"Oh my! Language, Amber!" I retorted.
"Go fuck yourself, Troy!" Amber said as several other KXTC employees dropped what they were doing and in unison gave me the bird, obviously trying to goad me.
KFXU got all of that on tape, and they stayed for the announcement. The Sheriff, Edward, and I stayed where we were, while T-Square went and signed autographs in the crowd, protected by his Regiment. A moment later, Katina Jones came out, wearing a white dress with black side panels, and bright white high-heel pumps. The blue-shirted people cheered loudly. The few others that remained didn't boo, but just watched silently.
Katina: "I am announcing my candidacy for the Republican nomination for the Town & County Council Seat 3 position, to succeed Edward R. Steele..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome!" said Catrina Pierce at 4:00pm sharp. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me are Greg Wallace, Lisa Fillmore, and Dana McMahon. It's four o'clock, and we are The Four."
After the cheap cheesy music intro, Catrina said "Earlier today, two people announced their candidacies for two Town & County posts. Edna Carter, schoolteacher and Charter Commission member, announced that she was running for the Democratic nomination for School Board Chairman, which is a County-wide post. And Katina Jones, who is black, announced she is running for the Republican nomination for the Council seat being vacated by Edward R. Steele, who is running for Ian McGhillie's seat after Mr. McGhillie retired and Mr. Steele began building a new house to move into."
Catrina: "But after Mrs. Carter made her announcement, our competitor KXTC began packing up to leave immediately, while KFXU Fox Eight News remained and has brought both announcements to our viewers. Commander Donald Troy, who was present to endorse both candidates, called out KXTC for leaving early, and got this vulgar reaction. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Amber Harris yelling "Drop dead" and the (blurred-out) bird gesture. It then showed my 'Rudistan-ish' response, then the other KXTC employees giving me a mass gesture of their hatred.
Catrina said "Dana, what does this say about our competitor? And about where discourse is heading, these days?"
Dana: "That was just an incredibly... unbelievably unprofessional and rude action on Amber Harris's part, and it obviously is the standard for KXTC, as their employees did the same thing. We know they hate Commander Troy, and KXTC is being sued by him, and they've been at war for years now. But for Amber to do that while other cameras were recording her is just... shocking. Maybe I shouldn't be shocked, but I am. It really hurts all of us as journalists."



Catrina: "Lisa, this got started when Commander Troy called out KXTC for packing up after the Democrat announcement but before the Republican one. What does that say about KXTC's reporting?"
Lisa Fillmore: "One thing KXTC and the SNN Networks absolutely cannot allow their viewers to see is a beautiful, strong, confident, independent black woman running for office as a Republican. They absolutely were not going to show Katina Jones's announcement, and the packing up like that was an additional insult, like giving her the finger or something. And what's more, they don't care about anyone else's evaluation of it. Yes, they are biased, they are dishonest, and they are corrupt... and they don't care."
Lisa: "The Mainstream Media, which KXTC is very much a part of, does not care about reporting a story fairly and accurately. They believe it is their right and their job to tell their viewers what to think. They think it is their prerogative to do whatever they need to in order to get the candidates they want elected, and they do that by showing what they think you should see, and hiding and suppressing what they don't want you to see. And what they don't want you to see is a successful black person leaving the Democrat Plantation of dependence and helplessness."
Catrina: "Greg, Edward Steele was on the Charter Commission with Edna Carter and Commander Troy, and he was on the stage with them, though he did not speak. He did speak for Katina Jones, who is running for the District 3 Council seat he currently holds. Sheriff Griswold also stood with Mrs. Carter and Ms. Jones. And Donald Troy, the Iron Crowbar, stood with both. Does that give us any hope of bipartisanship, of finding ways to come together instead of the increasingly hateful, violent rhetoric the Parties are spewing at each other right now?"
Greg Wallace: "Don't get your hopes up. People have wondered for years why T-Square and Sheriff Griswold seem to have a close relationship, and we have no answer. T-Square's niece is Commander Troy's daughter, so they have that in common. Edward Steele and Commander Troy are good friends, their wives are Department Heads on the University Faculty, and their daughters are in school together. So those are personal relationships, not political ones."
Wallace: "Commander Troy especially is an anomaly. If you call him a Republican, he will very quickly correct you and tell you he is not. He's clearly not a Democrat, either, and my point is that he will not let you define him and put him into one box or the other, which is what happens to most people politically."
Wallace: "He does not fall into lockstep with Republicans on a number of issues, and he is passionately against the Democrats on some issues, like gun rights. And because of that, the Establishments of both Parties hate him, for being an independent thinker. And the Press loathes him, because he refuses to play their game by their rules."
Lisa Fillmore: "I agree with some of that, especially that you have to be in lockstep with the Party you're in, or else you're a pariah. The abortion issue, for example. If you don't believe life begins the moment the man has the woman's bra unhooked, the Republicans will ostracize you; if you don't believe in abortion up to birth at nine months, the Democrats will demonize you. There is no middle ground, and that extends to other issues."
Lisa: "Where I disagree with you, Greg, is on the Press and Commander Troy. He has sent reporters to prison when he's had the opportunity, and they have done everything in their power to harm him, including putting his daughter in a warehouse full of explosives to kill her, just so they could see him in pain." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale'.)
Lisa: "It is personal between the Press and Donald Troy. They are out to destroy him, like they tried to destroy me, like they tried to destroy you, Dana. He lives rent-free in their heads, and I was told once that Amber Harris and Bettina Wurtzburg allegedly both admitted that they wake up every morning asking themselves what they can do to harm Donald Troy. But unlike many, that are either unable or unwilling to withstand being 'canceled' by the Press, Donald Troy fights back, and he pulls no punches..."
Part 14 - Party People
Friday, December 10th. The University President's annual Christmas reception was this evening. Laura and I had been invited; since she was a Department Head, it would have been unacceptable for her to not have been invited.
Still, Celeste Moore, or whoever was handling those things for her, made the invitation as rude as possible. It said merely 'Dr. Fredricson Plus One', instead of calling and finding out who Dr. Fredricson's date would be; indeed, Professor Stephanie Steele's invitation had 'Councilperson Edward R. Steele and Professor Stephanie Steele'.
Todd Burke's invitation had 'Trustee Todd Burke Plus One', as well. And both Todd's and Laura's invitations had on them, written in by hand, 'civilian attire only please', a direct shot at me and Teresa. I found out later that the Professor of Military Science, the head of Army ROTC, also had that written on his invitation.
Laura was a Rebel with a Cause. She said she wanted me to wear my uniform, even if just my Duty Dress uniform with 'boxes', a step down from ribbons, which was a step down from medals. But as we were dressing in the otherwise empty Mountain Nest (everyone else was at The Cabin), I began dressing in a civilian suit and red tie, to my wife's amazement... and anger. And that's when the fight started.
Well, more of an argument. "Aren't you going to wear your uniform, like I asked you to?"
"They might not let us in." I replied whimsically. "Not that I would mind that, of course."
"Oh, they'll let us in." Laura said "You have no idea of the holy hell I will raise if they don't."
Well, that didn't work, I thought to myself. So I said "Okay, then... I have two reasons I would rather not wear my uniform tonight." This was virtually unheard of; I almost always wear my uniform when I can as well as when I should.
Me: "First, I just don't want to pick that particular fight right now. And second, I want to make observations and deductions of everyone there, and that will be easier to do if I'm wearing civvies, because they won't be reacting to me as a Police Officer in uniform."
"Do whatever you want, then." Laura said dismissively, then turned away.
As she walked towards the bedroom door, I said "Laura... Laura!" She had tried to ignore me, but finally turned her head. I looked her dead in the eye and said "Is there a problem here?"
She turned to face me and said "If you don't want to wear your uniform, even though I asked you to, then don't."
"That's not good enough." I said strongly, holding her blue eyes with my gray peepers. "You're obviously upset about it. Why? What's going on here?"
Laura said "If you must know: after that insulting invitation Celeste Moore sent, I think it's very, very important to push back, and throw it in her face. But if you don't want to... fine."
Any astute husband knows that when his wife says 'fine'... it's not 'fine'. But it was getting too late for me to change, I needed my formal uniform for the Fireman's Ball the next evening, and I still had my same reasons. "Let's get going, then." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was Patricia Allgood's sixth (sixth!) birthday, so we drove up to the Allgood's home and delivered Patricia's gifts to her, one being a wrapped gift of Barbie doll accessories, and the other Carole and Marie's hand-drawn booklet, which heavily featured Patricia and Bowser's daughter Dorothy.
We drove in silence to the University President's home. I parked my Police SUV in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' lot nearby (it is good to be the Police Commander), in case I had to leave and get out quickly. I saw Teresa's Police SUV in the same lot, and parked next to it.
I was going to go around and open the door for Laura, but she got on out of the vehicle before I could get around to it. We walked around to the front of the building and went inside. The 'butler' calling the names said 'Commander Troy and Dr. Fredricson', and we went into the main reception room.
Waiting near the entrance for us were Todd and Teresa. He was wearing a suit and tie, like I was, but his tie was Bulldogs blue, while mine was (dontcha know) Wildcat red. Teresa was wearing a dark blue dress, not full formal like Laura's black dress and jewelry, but dressy enough.
Teresa said "We saw you coming up the road, so we waited for you before getting in line." I nodded, and saw Laura's look... as if she'd expected Teresa to be in uniform. I'd already talked to Teresa, and told her I was wearing civvies.
I guided Laura towards the reception line, with Todd and Teresa following. The line was virtually non-existent, and we were greeted quickly. "Hello, Doctor, Commander." said President Moore, his voice as stiff and formal as mannerisms as he shook her hand then my hand almost perfunctorily. "You know Celeste."
"How good of you to come." Celeste Moore said with studied if not forced politeness. "Oh, what a very nice suit, Commander. But a red tie? Not blue, like the School or even the Police Force?"
"It's Christmassy." I replied. "And it's the color of my alma mater." Celeste's look was a mix of displeasure and 'touché' at my reply. We moved on, and I heard Celeste compliment Teresa's civilian dress. I could feeeeel Laura's an-gerrrrr, to quote Emperor Palpatine.
Laura said "I should've told you, but I forgot: this is not a Christmas party. Like most rabidly Leftwing people, Celeste Moore despises both Christmas and Hanukkah. This is a (air quotes) 'Winter Solstice' reception."
I said "That is literally what Adolph Hitler did when the Nazis were in power in the 1930s... they called the Season the 'Winter Solstice' celebration. And I threw the Christmas theme in her face, just like you wanted me to."
I could feeeeel my wife's an-gerrrrr at that. And I was not obeying the rule that when in a deep hole, stop digging.
Laura was moving towards a group of people that had collected themselves together. Edward and Stephanie Steele, Dr. Clarence P. Chase and his wife, Dr. Lawrence Woodrow and his wife, Dr. Marvin Milton and... Maggie Ross?!?!
"We were babysitting Louise and Marty (the Milton kids) during the Orange Order walk." Maggie told me as Dr. Milton spoke with Laura. "We had a very nice evening talking together. Marvin asked me to lunch last Sunday, and then asked if I wanted to attend this function with him, and I accepted."
"Good!" I said. "I'm glad you came." After some more small talk, I noticed our little 'group' had gotten larger. The Maestro, Dr. Wolfgang Strauss of the School of Music, had come up to us with his date, Dr. Nicole Haven of the School of Art. Between them, I thought to myself, they were the equal of what Marie Steele was becoming in both music and art.
As Laura spoke to them, I spoke to Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Bob 'Brick' Briscoe. He normally wore civilian clothes, but tonight he was wearing his Campus Police uniform, which looked similar to the SBI's rarely-seen formal uniform. His 'fruit salad' of ribbons included his ribbons from his service with the TCPD, which was something of a faux pas, as it was unauthorized. But I let it pass.
Briscoe had a look of confusion. "You're not wearing your uniform, Commander?" he asked. "Your wife said you were going to."
That told me volumes. Laura had expected me to be wearing my uniform, and apparently she wanted Teresa and Briscoe to wear theirs as well. Briscoe had been glared at by the Moores when he went through the reception line, and he was miffed that he was 'out of place' by being the only person wearing a uniform. And he retaliated by throwing my wife under the proverbial bus with his comment.
"No." I said "I'm going to be wearing it at the Fireman's Ball tomorrow night---"
Just then another man came up to us, wearing a civilian suit. He was very short, no more than 5'5" tall, and he had a stocky, barrel-chested frame, not unlike Micah Rudistan. He was clean shaven except for a small brush mustache that, like his hair, was black flecked with a lot of gray. That hair was a mix of black and gray, perhaps deliberately so, and it was cut into a near-high-and-tight on the sides, and a flat-top on top. I humorously thought that he could be turned upside down and the top of his head used as a giant pencil eraser.
But he also had a a certain bearing about him, and along with the haircut and the fact that his clothes were pressed and sharp, his shoes shined, and his gig-line perfectly aligned, gave me the cluuues I needed to his identity.
"You must be the new Professor of Military Science." I said to him as I extended my hand. "I'm Police Commander Don Troy."
The man was taken aback, so Briscoe said "Yes, he's Lieutenant Colonel Warren E. Prescott, and he's been the head of our Army ROTC program since August. Colonel, this is the Iron Crowbar."
"Ahhh." said LTC Prescott as he looked (way) up at me and shook my hand firmly. "That explains how you knew. I've heard of you, and the cases you've solved. We really could have used you."
"You had me, sir." I said, mistaking what he meant. "I was an Army Reserve Military Police Officer some years ago."
"That's not what he meant, Darling." said Laura as she came up to me. She shook his hand and said "Hello, Warren. It's been a while since I've seen you. How is the new assignment?"
"Hello, Dr. Fredricson." said LTC Prescott. "It's good to see you again. Things are going well."
Laura said "Colonel Prescott is a Military Intelligence Officer, and I've worked with him before."
"Ah, I see." I said, realizing that he had meant that they could have used me... in the Central Intelligence Agency.
Todd came up and drew Laura away to speak to someone. I introduced Teresa to LTC Prescott. She said "You're not wearing your military uniform, Colonel?"
"I would have," said Prescott, "but Mrs. Moore had asked we not wear any uniforms."
"Same here." I said, and Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. I saw Commissioner Briscoe's eyes flash at that. He excused himself and walked away from us...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was making observations. This party was not very well attended at all, especially in comparison to the large, festive galas the Wellmans had hosted in the past. I noted that there were three groups of people. The first was Laura's Faculty Study Group, who were clustering together and talking amongst themselves. No one else talked to them more than polite greetings.
The second group clustered around the odious Dr. Lionel Carmela, Head of the Department of Political Science. He was wearing a gray 'Socialist' pantsuit, and an eye patch over the left eye that was gouged out of him. (Author's note: 'Consent of the Governed', Ch. 05.) His black hair and beard looked oily and unwashed, and his remaining eye had looked daggers at me when he saw me. He also had looked at the Faculty Study Group cluster with pure hated in that far-Leftist right eye.
I did not return his look, but I did make sure to notice who was in his orbit; they were the most radical Leftists of the University Faculty. The new Biology School leaders were with him, as was Dr. Jan Camp of the Women's Studies program. But it was the smallest of the three groups, and many others were doing whatever it took to avoid being seen with Carmela, despite Celeste Moore's attempts to bring them to him.
The third group were what I might call 'in-betweeners'. They were no friends of the Carmela cabal, but they didn't dare be seen with the Faculty Study Group and their allies. To my shock, Dr. Juanita Rivera of the Romance Languages Department was among them. She was rabidly Leftist, a friend of Dr. Jan Camp, and had really gone after me and Laura over ethics violations. I was more shocked that she was not in the Carmela cluster than anything else.
She saw that I had noticed her, and to my even greater shock she came over and said "Bonsoir, mon Commandant. Comment allez vous?" I was just going to take her hand in the European style, but she all but pulled me down to her and gave me a European-style two-cheek kiss.
We talked in French, which I translate here. She said "Ah, you are so stiff, so formal. And so surprised to be given a kiss?"
I said "Well, I'm always happy to be given a kiss by such a beautiful woman as yourself. I just wasn't... expecting it."
"Ah, you believe I am a supporter of that filthy cabron Carmela." Juanita said, using the Spanish word for 'bastard' amongst the French words. Truly one can curse in Spanish better than any other language, I thought as Juanita continued: "I can assure you that he is no longer any friend of mine."
I noted that people from the Carmela cluster had begun wandering around, to the table where the hors d'oeuvres and glasses of champagne were, and going close by us. But if they did not speak and understand French, they were shit out of luck figuring out what we were talking about.
I said "I was surprised because you and I have not exactly been on the same side on many issues."
Juanita said "True, we're not. But you probably thought I agree with that filthy piece of shit on the Climate Change issues. I normally would support it, but his Radicals are using it to subjugate European farmers and control the food supply of Europe. They are truly destroying my beloved Europe, and they are using Climate Change to do it. And I told him and his minions to shove his 'loyalty documents' up his fat ass... with a crowbar."
I chuckled, and made a point to look at her and not over towards him, which was easy to do; she looked much, much better than him. I said "I would like to make that happen. I take it you're not alone in your feelings about the 'loyalty documents'?"
Juanita said "Not much gets past you, Crowbar of Iron. Most of the Faculty supports liberal causes and Climate Change, but being told... not asked, but told... to sign those 'loyalty documents'? That's way too much. That's something the Nazis that overran Europe and killed members of my family did. You have more friends than you realize, Commander."
"And I had family that died at the hands of the Nazis, as well." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa had told me that Laura had wanted Teresa to wear her formal uniform, but that after I had told her I wasn't going to, she decided not to, either. I told her that Campus Police Commissioner Briscoe was feeling 'ambushed', and to watch that situation carefully.
And I now was realizing why Laura had wanted me and Teresa to wear our uniforms. The Faculty Study Group was all here when they otherwise might not have been, and in a show of numbers as well as defiance of Dr. Jerry Moore's ugly policies, especially the 'loyalty documents'. Our wearing uniforms in the face of Celeste Moore writing on the invitations to not wear them was meant to be an 'in your face' move by Laura.
Other than my conversation with Juanita Rivera, the evening was dull and boring. There was no Christmas or otherwise festive spirit in the 'Winter Solstice' event, and Celeste Moore was a lousy host. Sally Wellman would've made sure to have people mingle, and introduce people to people, but Celeste apparently didn't have a clue, which annoyed Laura beyond the other issues.
I was relieved when Laura and Dr. Chase decided it was time to go. The Faculty Study Group left en masse, as one group and at the same time. The move stunned the Moores, who did not try to speak to us as we left.



As we approached our vehicles, Teresa said "Would y'all like to go someplace for a drink? Or to one of our houses for one?"
"No thank you." Laura said, a bit curtly. "Don and I have some things to talk about. At the Mountain Nest." Teresa had gotten very good over the years in not revealing surprise at anything, and she practiced that now; it took the legendary observational powers of the Iron Crowbar to note her shock. Ditto that for Todd as they said good night and went their way...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What did you and Juanita Rivera talk about?" Laura asked as we drove towards home.
I said "She told me that she and many others who support Climate Change don't support the 'loyalty documents'. She's bitterly angry at Carmela about them."
Laura said "Do you trust her? Do you believe what she was saying? "
"Oh no, of course I don't trust her." I said. "As to the 'loyalty documents', she said she refused to sign them, which is something we can find ways to confirm or disprove. And I did notice that her talking to me got the Carmela beehive buzzing. They kept walking by us, trying to hear what we were saying. Bu-ut, we were speaking French."
I continued: "And I made a lot of observations, as well. I don't think Carmela nor the Moores have that much support. Your Study Group may be in a much stronger position than y'all realize."
"Well, we lost one tonight." Laura said with asperity. "Commissioner Briscoe thought you'd be wearing your uniform, too. And he was humiliated by being the only one in uniform. He told me straight out that I can no longer count on his support."
I'd had enough. "Laura, if you are wanting or expecting an apology from me for not wearing my uniform, you are not going to get one."
Laura said "You have no idea how much it would have helped if you had. And Teresa, too. Did you tell her not to wear hers?"
I said "I told her I wasn't wearing mine, but I did not tell her what she could or could not do. And you should've told me farrrrrr earlier than you did that you wanted Briscoe and Colonel Prescott to wear theirs, so you would've known I wasn't in the mood to escalate things at that event. I have to pick my spots."
"And what spots are those?" Laura asked, her voice bitter.
"Glad you asked." I said sardonically. "First, I'm going to---"
"Where are you going?" Laura said suddenly. "This is not the road back to the Mountain Nest!"
"No, it's the road to The Cabin." I said. "If I am going to be sleeping on the couch with Bowser tonight, I have to go to where Bowser is. And Bowser, as well as your children, are at The Cabin."
No more was said. And no, I did not sleep on the couch with Bowser. I slept on the back deck, under a couple of blankets and with the fire pot going, after sipping a few pours of Four Roses Single Batch bourbon. And by my own choice...
Part 15 - Fire in our Souls
Saturday, December 11th. Sheriff Griswold had made his feelings clear, that he wanted his top leadership of all the branches of the Public Safety Department to attend each branch's Holiday parties. The Fire Department had done well in honoring that request and being at the Policeman's Ball, and I had no excuse for not going to the Fireman's Ball, so I planned to go.
Laura was still 'not happy' with me, and said she was not going to the Fireman's Ball with me. I asked Paulina if she wanted to go on short notice, and she said she would. She wore the same dress that she wore to the Policeman's Ball, and I wore the same dress uniform with medals and MOV that I'd worn the week before.
The Fireman's Ball was in the same location the Policeman's Ball had been, but it was set up for only half the number; the 200 placesettings were more than enough. Additionally, I was not going to be at the head table, but at one of the round tables up front, near the head table. Fine by me.
As we drove to the Civic Center, Paulina said "What's going on with Laura? Why isn't she going with you tonight?"
"She didn't talk to you?" I asked back.
"No." Paulina replied. "Last night she took a melatonin pill and went straight to sleep. You never came to bed. This morning, she got up and went to her office on Campus before I could talk to her. You were already making breakfast with Carole and Tasha, and I didn't want to say anything in front of them."
I nodded. "Thank you for that. I was going to ask you if Laura has been under a lot of stress the past few days, and/or if she's talked to you about anything that's bothering her."
Paulina said "No, she hasn't talked to me. And you're her husband; I'm just her friend with benefits. But she has been anxious about something, and for several weeks now. If she's not talking to you about it, it must be something really big, and really secret..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where's Laura?" asked Sheriff Griswold when he saw me come in with Paulina.
"She bowed out." I said.
"Too bad. I need to talk to her." growled Griswold. "I talked with Commissioner Briscoe this afternoon. He is hopping mad at Laura. I guess you know why?" I just nodded.
Sheriff Griswold was at the head of the receiving line. Next was Fire Chief Davies and his fiancée Tina Felton. Next was EMS Chief Cordell. Assistant EMS Chief Zoe Singer was not present. She still harbored grudges against the Fire Department for their treatment of the EMS for many years. There was no one from the Public Health Service, either.
Assistant Fire Chief Stockton and Fire Marshal Roy Easley and his girlfriend were next. Easley was wearing his MOV like I was wearing mine and Cindy was wearing hers. She and Callie were just ahead of me in line. Then came Mayor and Mrs. Allgood, then several Council Members that were attending, including Edward R. Steele with his wife Stephanie.
To my surprise and delight, Teresa and Todd came through the line. Teresa told Cindy and me that she and Todd were at our table up front.
After dinner and the speeches, the honorees of the Fire Chief's Order of Distinction were introduced. That was the Fire Department's equivalent of our Orange Order. Then came a couple of skits. One group was creating the first A.I. Firefighter. They were wearing surgical caps and masks, and putting things into their robot behind a little wall, as if it were an operating table.
"And for courage, we have Commander Troy's Airborne coffee mug." one of them said, holding up a coffee mug that looked suspiciously like mine from my office. They were putting it in behind the screen, when
*CRASH!*
"Uh oh." said one of them. "I guess we better get his crowbar."
"Yeah, you better." said another. "Before he finds out about this." Everyone laughed. I just put my hand over my eyes in mock pain.
After dinner, during the dancing part of the evening. Paulina and I spoke to Tina Felton, who said "Did Paulina tell you the news?"
"No." Paulina said. "Go ahead and tell him. Don, it's embargoed, so don't tell anyone."
I said "Let me guess: you're taking the job with the D.A.'s Office?"
"Close." Tina said. "But it's not me taking the ADA job. My partner Nadine Hall is. I'm talking to the Mayor and the Intendent about the City Attorney job."
"Sounds good." I said. "But what does this mean for Dewey, Burnham & Winn?" The Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn was Tina and her partners's law firm.
Tina replied: "We're dissolving it." She went on to explain: "Many of our clients, mostly all women, would call us asking for referrals to criminal attorneys, sometimes to defend them, sometimes to help them for things other than divorce. So we hired Nadine Hall. And she's a great criminal lawyer... but it just wasn't working out. She just wasn't generating the revenue we hoped for, and expected, and she wasn't all that happy with the work."
Tina: "So on Thanksgiving, D.A. Walters talked to me about becoming an ADA, to replace Savannah Fineman. I told Miriam to talk to Nadine, since prosecutions really aren't my thing. No offense, Paulina."
"None taken." Paulina said.
Tina said "So Miriam interviewed Nadine, and I hear that it was a square peg in a square hole, a perfect fit. So Nadine told me and our partner Virginia Madison she was leaving for the D.A.'s Office."
Tina continued: "Miriam Walters also told me that Dennis Garland was about to get fired, and suggested I call about the City Attorney job, and the Intendent and reached an agreement in principle for me to take it. That leaves Virginia, and she got a phone call from Bernadette Gillem of the Madison & Ives Law Firm. They're in talks, and Virginia very likely will be scooped up by them."
I said "It's good you all are landing on your feet, but why are you breaking up your firm?"
Tina said "Well... several years ago, and when we started up, the divorce process was so in favor of the woman that it was easy, and we were making easy money. But in the last few years, things have slowly changed. The Men's Law Firm of Effim, Goode & Hart began advertising that they would fight hard for men in divorce cases, and they seem to fight especially hard when they see us at the other table. Women were finding that they were getting better deals by going with other firms. So when the Nadine experiment didn't work, Virginia and I talked about it, and decided to just close our doors."
That didn't 'sound right', but I said nothing. The truth would come to me, eventually...
Part 16 - Epilogue
Dawn, Sunday, December 12th. I was sitting in the metal mesh loveseat on the back deck of The Cabin, drinking coffee and watching my beloved Town in the valley below, when I heard the door open and twoooo outstanding dogs race around the corner and down their trail to inspect their territories and do their business.
An instant later, a well-bundled Carole came up and climbed up into the seat with me. "Morning, Daddy." she said.
"Gooood morning, Fussbudget." I said. "Did you sleep well?"
"Yes Daddy." Carole replied. "Did you?"
"Oh yes." I replied. Indeed, I'd slept in bed with Laura and Paulina. Laura and I still needed to have a 'Come to Jesus' meeting about some things, but overall it was slowly getting better.
"So what are you doing for your Christmas vacation?" I asked.
Carole said "I was reading a Mickey Spillane book. His charack-ter Mike Hammer is kind of like you, Daddy, but without a crowbar."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said amusedly.
Carole said "Some of his stuff is more like what Mommy does re-search on. The people in his book do grownup things."
"True. So I guess you won't be writing any Mickey Spillane novels." I said. "I hope not, anyway. And maybe there are better books for someone your age to read. Anyhoo, there's less than two weeks to Christmas. Are you excited?"
"I guess." Carole said, which caused me to turn and peer at her. She then said "Daddy, I'm feeling something weird. I don't know what it is, but someone is in dan-ger."
"Who?" I asked.
"I don't know." Carole said. "But it might be a good idea if nobody flies on any air-planes. Do you remember what happened to Grandma and Trreesa's Aunt Clarissa last Winter?"
"Yes." I replied. (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 01, 02.)
"It's going to happen again." Carole said.
"To whom? Your grandmother?" I asked.
"I don't knowww!" Carole said, her voice full of frustration, and worry. "I can't see anything else! I'm trying real hard, but I don't know!"
I put my arm around my daughter and pulled her into my side. "Hey, it's okay. Don't try to think about it. Just let it go. It will be all right."
"I hope so, Daddy." Carole said as she snuggled into me. "Look, Daddy. There's the train."
I looked at where Carole was pointing, and saw the light of a train coming over the western horizon. We watched as it came towards the River and Town, then took the curve and headed south...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
The smoke from the barrel of my .38 Special curled up slowly as it mixed with the aromatic fumes from my Alec Bradley cigar. If my finances were as good as my aim, I'd be on Easy Street. Instead, I've got an office on Riverside Drive, and a nasty relationship with a string of collection agents and reporters.
That's me, Russ Ferrament. I'm a Private Eye. I pack eight slugs. Six are in my revolver, and they pack a wallop. The others are in my bourbon flask, and they pack a wallop, too. And today, I had needed both.
"Looks like you've saved us the expense of a fair trial by a jury of this loser's peers." growled Police Lieutenant Bentley Bayse as he examined the body lying face-down on the rain-soaked street, the glare of the streetlight offsetting the dull, dark gray of the sky in the late afternoon.
Bayse was a longtime veteran of the Spring Valley Police Force. He owned a bluetick hound named 'Smokey'. His advice on what bourbons to buy was always good. His advice to duck when I was about to be shot was good, too.
"Good shooting, Rogue Two." said Detective Nick Adrian. Nick was a young but promising Detective on the SVPD. His wife was very pretty, and had brains, too; she was a Ph.D. Some guys have all the luck. Me, I've got the pain. Mostly in my bad back.
"He missed. I didn't." I said.
"Lucky you." said Nick. "It's Friday the 13th, too. Must be your lucky day."
"And this bozo's unlucky day." said Lieutenant Bayse, chewing on his Alec Bradley cigar. Best. Cigars. Ever.
He finally said "All right, Kira, get Ferrament's statement and he can go. We know where to find him if we need to talk to him again." Officer Kira David, a very attractive young Police Officer with designs on the Presidency of the United States, took my statement.
"Okay, Friday, April 13th." Kira said as she wrote the date on her affidavit sheet. She noticed that I was trying to look down her blouse, distracted by her impressive chest. "Pay attention, Ferrament. Let's start from the beginning..."
Part 2 - The Client
The beginning, she said. For me, that was ten days before, on April 3rd. I was sitting in my office on Riverside Drive, seeing the lines of the sunlight coming through the slats of the blinds, given a liquid texture by the dust swirling in the air. I had a hard decision to make: should I keep watching that little insect flying lazily from beam to beam of light, or start work on my next case? Oh wait... there was no next case. My appointment calendar looked like an arctic wasteland.
And then the door opened, and in walked trouble. Brunette as usual. But this woman was anything but usual. Dames like her were the kind a man should avoid, but of course I didn't. My heart and loins were equally on fire and I took in the sight of her, the smell of her, knowing that it was wrong but feeling so right. She knew she was irresistible, and her body was making promises that my capacity for decency couldn't keep up with.
She looked to be in her thirties, but couldn't completely hide that she was in her upper 40s, if not 50 yet. Her mane of raven black hair, pulled back into a bun, was lustrous, and an unspoken invitation to wrap a man up until he was helpless in her velvet warmth. Her beautiful face was long and sallow. Her full lips were painted with bright red, glossy lipstick.
Her eyes were blue, and would have been mesmerizing except that they were lifeless pools of primordial emptiness that would suck the very soul out of a man. If Life had depended on being formed in her eyes, we wouldn't be here talking, and I wouldn't need another slug from the bourbon bottle.
Her black dress hugged her hourglass-shaped body, and any man would lose track of time admiring those curves. Her breasts were large, and appeared to be all natural. Her abdomen was taut, toned by exercise, and flared out to wide, saucy hips. The globes of her ass were magnificent, seemingly inviting ones hands to grasp and massage in the hands.
And her legs! The phrase 'legs for days' must've been written with her in mind. Her long slender thighs graduated to curvy calves, slender ankles, and exquisite feet. She was already tall at 5'10", but she wore black pumps with heels at least four inches high. Wonder Woman had nothing on this Amazon goddess.
The dame said she had a case. I thought she herself was a case, but I couldn't choose my clients, especially when she was firing up a lot more than my imagination...
"May I sit down?" she said, her voice low and husky, and like liquid, dripping with sexual promise. I had been staring, totally awestruck by her. I snapped out of it.
"Uh, yes... sure." I finally said. Then I took control of myself. "Would you like some water, or coffee?"
"Is the coffee fresh?" she asked smoothly as she sat down and crossed her legs, those perfect weapons of distraction, slightly moving her dangling foot to keep me mesmerized.
"Not really." I admitted. In fact, it was yesterday's coffee, kept in my little fridge overnight and reheated this morning. The consistency of it was more like mud, which is what my brain had become as I admired this woman's beauty. "So how can I help you, Mizzz..?"
"My name is Laura Thornwell." she said, keeping her voice low and soft, as if sharing a secret and not wanting to be overheard. "I need you to find my fiancé. He disappeared a couple of days ago."
"Just two days?" I asked, too quickly. "Is he in the habit of disappearing, then coming home after sobering up?"
"He's not like that." Mrs. Thornwell replied. " And he doesn't live with me. He'll be allowed to move in after we're married."
"What's his name?" I asked, leaning back and crossing my legs 'English-style', like a figure-four, and balancing my notepad on my thigh.
"David Griese." Laura replied. She described him as average height, dark hair, trimmed mustache and beard.
"When did you last talk to him?" I asked as I wrote the information down on my notepad.
"Three days ago, on March 31st." Laura said. "We had dinner, he stayed at my place overnight. He left the next morning, saying he had meetings with some people he worked with. I didn't hear from him at all that day, and he didn't make an expected delivery the next day, April 2nd, which was yesterday. After getting the call about the undelivered shipment, I called his workplace, and they said he had not come in to work that morning. I've tried calling him several times, and I've received no answer."
"What does he do?" I asked.
"He's an independent contractor." Laura said. "He delivers liquor orders to stores in this part of the State."
I asked "So when you say he didn't show up at work, does that mean he didn't pick up the delivery the receiving customer was expecting?"
"That is correct. He didn't pick it up." Mrs. Thornwell said, seemingly taken aback by my question.
"That would rule out stealing it and disappearing. Hmm..." I said contemplatively. After a few seconds I asked: "Has he had any problems that you know of? Problems at work? Trouble with vendors? Or with recipients of his deliveries?"
"No, none that I know of." she said.
"Have you gone to the Police with this?" I asked. The question was rhetorical. She would not be here if she'd gone to the Police and they had been able to help her. Or if they'd shown a glimmer of interest in her case.
"Yes." she replied. "But they didn't seem very interested. And I believe they are afraid of who my brother-in-law is. Mitt Willard."
I'd heard of Mitt Willard. Who hasn't? He was an entrepreneur, and had acquired wealth through a number of business dealings in the county, from real estate deals and holdings to business startups and venture capitalism investments. He was middle-aged, tall, full head of now salt-and-pepper hair, looked good in the well-fitting, expensive suits he always wore. Some people said he could be Mitt Romney's twin; indeed, Willard looked like the consummate politician.
And that was his problem. Between looking like a politician and acting like one, like the Establishment Republican that he was, he gave off what some would call the 'smarmy vibe'. He always talked in terms of the American Dream, and hard work being rewarded financially. Always about business, and such talk fell on deaf ears when it came to the county's Poor.
Everyone with more brains than a Betta fish knew Willard had achieved his wealth through dirty deals, reneging on deals to create more favorable terms for himself, bribing local officials and buying others, and cheating people out of their homes and businesses by means such as using eminent domain to throw poor people out of their meager homes so that he could develop strip malls, office parks, or expensive apartments for the affluent.
Word on the street was that Mitt Willard had ways of dealing with anyone who crossed him. Politicians that opposed his ventures were bought off under the table. Those that refused those bribes found their vehicle tires slashed, their dogs and cats killed, and in the cases of more effective or more stubborn opposition, their wives and daughters would be raped and their sons beaten, possibly to death.
Mitt Willard had run for Mayor of Spring Valley, as a Republican, expecting an easy win over a black man running under the Democrat ticket. To his shock, voters who could cast their votes secretly and without fear of his reprisals did so; they voted their consciouses, and Willard was soundly defeated. Stung and bitter, he ran for State Senator and won by a surprisingly large margin. Some said he didn't heed John F. Kennedy's humorous remark about not buying a single vote more than necessary, and paying for a landslide.
"How are you related to Mr. Willard?" I asked, having noted the woman's last name.
Laura Thornwell said "I married a man named Calvin Knox Thornwell. His sister Lenore married Mitt Willard, making Willard and myself in-laws through both marriages."
"Your husband, Mr. Thornwell... did you divorce him?"
"No, he died." Mrs. Thornwell said.
I said "Do you think Mitt Willard is behind your fiancé's disappearance? Or has Mr. Griese faced threats or trouble from other persons? I get the feeling you do suspect foul play. Why? And from whom?"
The beautiful woman's eyes bored into me, trying to bend me to her will and control me as she said "That is what I need for you to find out, Mr. Ferrament. I... have to know what happened to him. And if something bad has happened, perhaps you can find out who was responsible. I would be grateful, and I will show you that gratitude and make it worth your while. Let that suffice; it really shouldn't have to go beyond that."
This dame was being cagey, evasive, and I sensed that all was not right with her story. She was only going to tell me what she wanted to, and I had to hope it was enough to keep me from getting another slug in my body, and not from a bourbon bottle.
I said "What is the name of the business Mr. Griese works for?"
"As I said, he's works for himself, as an independent contractor." she replied.
I rose to my feet as I said "I am very sorry, but I am not going to be able to help you. And in the course of this interview, I am neglecting important business elsewhere, so if you will excuse me..."
She did not. She gaped at me for one full second, then regained control of her faculties. "You won't even look into it? I'll pay you the going rate for five days in advance. Or are you afraid of Mitt Willard, too?"
"That is not the problem, Mrs. Thornwell." I said tersely. "The problem is that it will be a difficult enough case with a mystery at one end, but an impossible one with mysteries at both ends. You're going to have to be a lot more forthcoming and honest with me if you want me to help you."
I halfway expected her to get up and walk out of the office with a sway of her saucy hips, letting me know what I was giving up. But after a moment of staring me down, her mind cold and calculating behind her eyes, she finally said "What do you need to know?"
"Who does your fiancé work for?"
"Huxtable Distributors, LLC." Mrs. Thornwell said. I sat back down as she continued. "They specialize in transportation and distribution of things that are heavily regulated by the Government. Liquor, medical supplies, pharmaceuticals, chemicals, even nuclear materials. We... er, they have it down to a science, a smooth operation, having built relationships with the regulatory agencies involved, and they've been very successful and very profitable."
"So you are part of that business." I said, showing her I had noted her slip, and I didn't mean the hem of the garment she was flashing me under her skirt. "Is Mitt Willard part of it, too?"
"Yes." she admitted. "Here's the full story. Knox and Lenore inherited the business from their father. Huxtable was Knox's mother's maiden name. When I married Knox, I worked with the business, starting in Accounting, then learning about the rest of it. But I wasn't an integral part of it like Knox and Lenore were. I was on the Board of their LLC structure, though Knox and Lenore owned all the shares, split 50-50.
Laura: Not long after marrying Lenore, Mitt Willard began trying to bully his way into the business, despite having other ventures already going. He wanted to be named to the Board, like I was, and Lenore agreed. He wanted a role in the business, and Lenore asked me to work with Mitt, which I was loath to do, and told my husband so."
Laura: "Then Mitt wanted a share of the business, and offered to buy a minority stake. Knox and Lenore both refused that, and Knox was especially adamant that Mitt keep his beak out of the business. But Mitt weaseled his way in further anyway, by offering to be a sales agent for our services, using his other business connections. Lenore and Knox began arguing about it, the first time they'd ever had arguments since their childhoods."
Mrs. Thornwell: "A year ago, Knox and I found some discrepancies in our books. There were places where four pallets of whiskey were ordered, and four paid for... but five pallets went out the door. And there were anomalies in the cash flow, and then in the taxes. Sometimes there was a surplus of money on a vendor account, and then the surplus vanished and it was normal again before we could investigate it."
Laura continued: "Knox was sure that Mitt Willard was behind the discrepancies, that Mitt was using our company to launder money, and that he was stealing from us. We showed Lenore the discrepancies, and being an intelligent woman, she also realized what was going on."
Mrs. Thornwell: "She did not argue when Knox had Mitt's name removed from the Board, and shut Mitt completely out of the business. And then she left Mitt and moved in with us when Mitt threatened her, then beat her up. Knox went over to Mitt's house, and a fight ensued. If Mitt had not had security, he might not have survived it."
"Is there a Police report of that?" I asked.
"Lenore filed a complaint, but nothing was done." Laura said. "And the report disappeared."
"Did Mitt harbor ill will towards you after that?" I asked.
Mrs. Thornwell made a noise, then said "God, yes. And that's the next part of this story. Two weeks after that altercation, Knox and Lenore were killed in a gas explosion in our home. They were eating dinner in the breakfast room that was part of the kitchen. The official report was that the gas range had developed a leak, and exploded when the hot water heater fired up. But that was a crock of sh--- er, a crock. Our stove was electric, not gas."
"And you weren't there?" I asked.
"No, I had forgotten something in the office when I left, and had to turn around and get it." Laura replied. "When I got home, the house was completely on fire, and the Fire Department was beginning to put it out... or pretending to; they weren't moving very quickly, at all."
"And when was this?" I asked.
"Six months ago, last October." she replied.
"Who inherited the business?" I asked.
"Mitt Willard and I own it now, 50-50." Laura said. "And it has been one long, relentless series of legal battles. He tried to take operational control, but because I was listed as an Officer and a Board member and he wasn't, I was able to stop him cold. But it took an expensive Court case to get results."
"Additionally, " she continued, "he's offered to buy me out, and at more than the fair value of the shares. I've refused, and I offered to buy him out, though I don't have nearly the financial resources to do so that he has. Knox and I were never rich, and the one business was all we had."
She continued: "Fortunately, the company team rallied around me and against Mitt, so he tried to sabotage our good relations with the various State and Federal agencies. He's tried to get our customers to boycott us. As a State Senator, he had the State Tax Authority do a forensic audit on us, which cost us a ton in lawyer's fees."
I said "So how does Mr. Griese fit into this? And how did you come into your relationship with him?"
Laura said "He was... well he still is one of the company's best managers of the distributing operations. I really leaned on him after Knox and Lenore were killed, and he rejected Mitt's attempts to hire him away from us... and in a very aggressive, rude way that let Mitt know just how much David despised him."
"We spent a lot of time together at work." Laura said. "Then we started ordering takeout and eating together, which led to going out to dinner, and on from there."
I said "If something happened to your fiancé, if he could not return to work for any reason, how badly would that harm your company?"
"It would be devastating on a personal level, of course." she said. "As to the business, it would hurt, but we could... and would... keep going."
"All right, I'll take your case." I said. "For four hundred dollars a day, plus expenses. Five days paid up front."
"Your usual rate is two hundred a day." Laura said, her eyes smoldering as she looked at me through her eyebrows.
"How do you know that?" I asked.
"You were recommended to me, Mr. Ferrament." Laura Thornwell said. "I won't say by who, but I was told your rate, and that you get results. I was also told you aren't afraid of Mitt Willard. Was that wrong?"
I said "Oh, we've crossed paths before, and I'm still here to tell the tale. However... the rate is based on the case." I stood up and said "And the rate doubled for you when the name 'Mitt Willard' crossed your lips."



"That's too bad." the gorgeous woman said as she stood up and began walking. I expected her to walk to the door, but she slowly walked around my desk as she said "I'm not wealthy, and my business is barely hanging on. I can't afford those terms. But perhaps we can... work something out."
She sat down in my chair and reached for my pants zipper. I leaned back against the edge of my desk, looking straight down into that beautiful face and the cleavage of her dress, seeing the deep valley between her naturally large breasts. She opened my zipper and reached inside, grabbing my cock. Her effort to extract it were hindered by the size of my rapidly hardening prick, so I quickly undid my belt and opened my pants, letting them fall down my legs.
"Mmmm, nice. Long, and thick, just like I'd heard." Laura said as she gently jacked my eight inch cock to full, throbbing, iron hardness. She moved the chair closer, then used her other hand to gently massage my large balls. "Mmm, these balls are full... but not for long."
She licked up the underside of my shaft, then engulfed it in her warm, wet mouth, her lipsticked lips gliding down and then back up several times. Damn! that felt good! She really can suck a golf ball through a garden hose! I thought to myself as she vacuumed her mouth and sucked hard as she slid those lips up the shaft to the helmeted head, only to swallow my thick shaft as it slid over her tongue and down her throat.
The room was silent but for the wet smacks and slurps of the best head I'd ever gotten. One of her soft hands was jacking the lower shaft of my cock as her other hand massaged my Fruit, stimulating them as she worked her lips and tongue to drain them of their built-up load.
She released my cock from her mouth, then slid her tongue up and down the shaft, followed by kissing the head and sliding her lips sideways up and down my length. I felt the first twinges of my building climax, and worked to stave it off, to make this blowjob last as long as possible.
"Mmm, you like that?" Laura said as she looked up into my eyes. "I sure like sucking this long, thick cock. Are you ready to come in my mouth? Will you give me every drop of that big load in there?"
"Suck it, babe." I groaned, putting my hand on the back of her head while my other hand gripped the edge of the desk to keep me upright and steady. I gently held her head as I began undulating my hips, fucking her beautiful face. She took it like a pro, deepthroating me. As my balls tightened, she began jacking my shaft and sucking hard on the head. One more look into those beautiful, liquid blue eyes, and I was done.
"AACH! UNNH!" I gasped out as I felt my cock pulsing. She slid those red lips down my shaft one last time and held it, greedily gulping down my essence as I fired rope after rope of molten semen down her throat, painting her tonsils and her tongue as all of the energy of my body seemed to be drained into the release. The edges of my vision were tinged with red, and everything became blurry for a second.
When I recovered my eyesight, I realized I was breathing hard as the pleasing lassitude spread through my loins, then my chest. Laura was working her lips and tongue over my softening cock, cleaning it and my balls of her saliva and my cream.
"GEE-zus!" I gasped.
"I think that's worth a discount." Laura said. "Don't you?"
"Yeah... uh, yeah." I said. I pulled my pants back up as Laura got up from the chair, straightened out her dress, and went around and got her pocketbook. She took out two Benjamins.
"Two hundred a day, for three days, to start." she said. "Here's the first day's payment, for expenses. I'll see you again on the sixth, and pay you the other four hundred. And if you have a good report, we'll negotiate the next... installment."
"You got a phone number?" I asked.
"I have yours." she replied. "And I'll contact you when I need to. If you really need me, you can leave a message with the receptionist at Huxtable. See you in three days... if I can wait that long. I haven't had a cock like that to suck in a long time, and I loved it." With that, she turned and went for the door. She gave me a quick look and a little smile as she walked through it, and then she was gone as the door closed behind her...
Part 3 - Axolotls and Old Carter
2:00p.m., April 3rd. After the best lunch I'd had in ages, a double cheeseburger, fries, and a chocolate milkshake from the Spring Valley Diner, I went to the Police Station. It was a place with which I was very familiar, from both sides of the badge.
"Experience has taught me never to trust a policeman. Just when you think one's all right, he turns legit." Mae West once said. I always felt that way whenever I had to deal with the local constabulary. And it didn't take long for me to be made to feel that way again.
"Well, if it ain't Russ Ferrament. Feel free to just walk in anytime you want." growled Lieutenant Bentley Bayse sarcastically when he saw me coming into the large open space of the Detective's Division. The tone of his voice as well as the look on his face made me feel as welcome as a Georgia fan in the chat room of a Tennessee YouTube podcast.
"Nice to see you too, Lieutenant." I said. "How's your dog Smokey?"
"He keeps cleaner than you do, Ferrament." Bayse said. "Why don't you get on out of here, before I find a reason to give you a tour of the jail cells."
"Sir, let me talk to him." said Detective Nick Adrian, who was sitting at his desk. "He might have something we can use."
If looks could kill, Nick would be dead. Bayse glared at Nick as if Nick were a rowdy South Carolina fan in Neyland Stadium. He turned and went into his office, closing the door behind him.
"Whaddya need, Ferrament?" asked Sergeant Trevor 'Trev' Graves. He was a tough, grizzled veteran, and his beginnings of a beard made him look as if he needed a shave. His face showed that he had been through the wars as a Police Officer. And he had seen real war as a soldier before that.
"I was hoping you guys could help me with some information." I said as I stopped by the desk of Detective Nick Adrian and handed him a sack containing a cheeseburger and fries. I threw a second sack in Sergeant Graves's direction, and he caught it.
"You've got a case." said plainclothes Officer Kira David as she came up and took one of Nick's fries and ate it. "And you got an advance, which is how you paid for the burger bribe." I shrugged in acquiescence.
"All right, let's talk." said Graves. "My office. After we eat. Hurry up, Nick!" I used the potty and then went to his office, arriving just as Detective Adrian finished his lunch and came in, as well.
"All right, whaddya got?" Graves asked.
"A missing man." I said. "Name of David Griese. Black hair, trimmed mustache and beard. Works as a distributor... what?" I had seen the Sergeant and the Detective glance at each other for a second.
"Who contacted you about him?" asked Sergeant Graves gruffly.
"His fiancée." I replied. "She hasn't heard from him in three days, since March 31st."
"What's her name?" asked Graves, peering at me. I was instantly on my guard. I realized he was fishing for information from me, without giving me anything in return.
"I'll tell you in a minute." I said. "So have you heard anything about this guy? Anyone reported a missing man to the Police? She says she did, and that you guys blew her off."
Sergeant Graves said "Tell us her name and we can look it up." So much for the burger bribe, I thought to myself. And my look at him silently suggested that.
"C'mon, Sarge, let's stop fucking with him." said Detective Adrian. "This might be a break in that 'John Doe' case we found yesterday morning."
"You found a dead body?" I said. "And did you get any reports from a woman looking for her fiancé?"
"Ah, fuck." muttered Sergeant Graves. Seeing us looking at him, he said "Well, the cat's out of the bag now. You might as well tell him."
Nick said "Early yesterday morning a body was found in the field at the corner of Ben Hill Avenue and Griffin Street. The description generally matches the guy you just described. And no, we've had no missing persons reports come in, until you... just now."
"What did he die of?" I asked. "Was foul play involved?"
Detective Adrian said "Probably, but we're not sure yet. There were no GSWs (gun shot wounds), no other wounds he might've bled out from."
"What did the autopsy say?" I asked.
"It hasn't come back yet." Sergeant Graves said.
Nick said "And we need to go check up on it. Hey Sarge, let me take him with me to talk to the medical examiner. And then he can take me to wherever this Griese guy worked, and I can ask some questions."
"All right." Graves said. "Get moving before the Lieutenant comes out and stops you." Nick got up and motioned for me to follow him out, and I did. I realized I was being played, but if I wanted to get any information for my client, I had to play by the cops's rules.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The morgue was in the basement of Police Headquarters, which was part of the City Hall complex. It reeked of chemicals. We put on O.R. masks and went to the main examination room.
"Hello Nick. I see you brought your pitbull with you." said a middle-aged woman, who was slender and relatively fit, and looked somewhat like Queen Elizabeth's daughter Anne, the Princess Royal, especially in her severe hairstyle.
"Nice to see you too, Martha." I replied, unable as always to be able to tell if she was just needling me or if she was serious. She'd helped me in the past, so I settled for being needled.
Nick said "We're here about that 'John Doe' from early yesterday morning. Russ Ferrament here may have some information on his identity."
"Good. It would help." Martha said acerbically. "I sent his fingerprints to the FBI yesterday. As usual, we haven't heard back. If we can give them a name to compare them against, it might go a long way." As she was talking, she went to one of the doors in the wall, which was a very large refrigerator.
"The name of my missing person is David Griese." I said as Martha opened the door and pulled out a slab, upon which rested a body bag. She opened the body bag to show the very blue face of a man in his 30s with dark hair, trimmed beard. I compared the face to the printout of David Griese's DMV photo, which Officer Kira David had printed off and handed to us on the way out the door.
"Not the same guy." I said humorously. "This guy has blue skin." The joke didn't go over well. Nick Adrian groaned, and Martha gave me a look that conveyed her displeasure with me.
"Just kidding. It's him." I said. "What did he die of? Or have you done the autopsy yet?"
Martha replied "Yes, I did it yesterday. This one intrigued me. The official cause of death... is drowning."
"Drowning?" Nick and I said together.
"Jinx on both of you." Martha said immediately. "Yes, drowning. His lungs were completely full of water, he has the telltale subconjunctival hemorrhage, and he was in and out of rigor quickly. But there are also indicators that this is an unusual case. First of all, his wrists were tied behind his back and his lower legs strapped together at the time of death. And he may have already been unconscious and not fighting back when he died; I can tell that because of edema aquosum, a lack of froth in the fluids."
"So they knocked him out, tied him up, dunked his head in a sink or bathtub, or something." I surmised, breaking a cardinal rule of Detection: theorizing without data.
"Or something." Martha replied with something of a smirk, and I knew she was about to get one over me. She went to her laboratory area and picked up a large jar of water. "This is the water I drained out of his lungs. It's definitely not tap water, nor is it salt water nor chlorinated pool water. It's most similar to untreated fresh water, such as lake or river water, but there are virtually no silts, no mud particulates."
Martha continued: "There is organic material, though. I strained some of the water, and got this." She showed us a petri dish that contained the wafer used to strain the water. On top were grains of what appeared to be sand, and a couple of larger shiny flecks. There was also what looked to be like a cone-shaped sac.
Martha: "Those larger flecks aren't sand or rock particles. They look like scales under a microscope, but not normal fish scales. And another sac just like that one had spermatozoa in it."
"Fish tank." Nick Adrian said. Martha nodded vigorously in agreement.
I said "We'll need to get a list of pet stores and any other places that sell fish."
Detective Adrian said "How can you be so sure he was killed in a fish store?"
I replied "If he were killed in a home or a place of business, wouldn't you expect them to use the bathtub, sink, or toilet to drown him instead of one fish tank? But in a place that has a lot of water in a lot of fish tanks, and probably some large tanks, it makes more sense."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." Nick said. "Martha, do we have a time of death?"
Martha said "He was found yesterday morning after lying in a field overnight on a cold night. So my TOD (time of death) range is going to be pretty large. I'd say anywhere between noon and 6:00pm the day before... April 1st."
"Someone played a hella April Fool's joke on him." I said, stating the obvious.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went back upstairs. Officer Kira David said "You guys need to go straight to---"
"My office, Adrian!" Lieutenant Bayse's voice called out.
Officer Kira David said "Like I was about to say, the Lieutenant wants you to go directly to his office, Do Not Pass 'Go', Do Not Collect $200. He seems impatient, too." That would become prophetic, I thought to myself. We hurried into Lieutenant Bayse's office. Sergeant Graves was already there.
"All right, Ferrament." Bayse said in a manner of an ultimatum. "It should be pretty obvious even to your empty Bulldog head that this is a murder investigation. So you are now obligated to tell us what you know. And what I want to know is, who hired you to find Greezy... er, Griese?"
"Ah, so that's your nickname for him." I said, getting one over on Bayse. The look he gave me indicated that my 'victory' was going to be very short-lived if I did not start singing like the proverbial canary. Since they knew the name of the company and would soon enough have my client's name, I started singing like the proverbial canary.
"She told me her name was Laura Thornwell, and she's co-owner of Huxtable Distributors." I said. "She said David Griese was her fiancé and worked at the company."
"Ah, Laura Thornwell." Bayse said with a great deal of sardonic derision in his voice, as if he were talking about an Alabama graduate. "In what capacity did he work for her?"
"At first she said he was an independent contractor, and then she said he was one of her distribution managers." I replied.
"In other words, he was one of her truck drivers." sneered Bayse. Yeah, that made too much sense, I thought to myself.
"So she came to you, Ferrament, and asked you to find her lover's killers." Bayse continued. "Why, I'll bet she told you that Mitt Willard was behind the disappearance." That startled me even more than the truck driver revelation, and my face showed it. Detective Adrian winced.
Bayse said "Look, Ferrament, that bitch is wacky. She kept telling us that Willard had her husband and Willard's wife killed, that that gas explosion that killed them was deliberately set. She pushed and pushed on that, but the Fire Marshal and Arson Team found nothing at all to support her wacky conspiracy theories."
"Can I see that Arson Investigation report?" I asked, remembering but not revealing what Laura Thornwell had said about the stove being electric.
"What, you don't believe what I'm telling you?" Bayse asked menacingly.
"It's not about you, Lieutenant." I replied. "But like Ronald Reagan said... 'trust, but verify'. I just want to see what they did and didn't find."
Somewhat to my surprise, Bayse didn't go off on me despite the fury on his beet-red face. After several seconds, he said "No. You're not a cop anymore, and like I said, this is a murder investigation. Now get out of here, and stay out our business. Clear?"
"Crystal." I replied agreeably.
"Well what are you waitin' for?" Bayse growled, his hand indicating the door. I hastily exited the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was walking down the street towards my office when I heard a car horn beeping, followed by a car pulling to the curb. "Get in, quick." said Detective Nick Adrian. I got into the shotgun seat, and Adrian pulled back onto the road.
"Listen." he said. "I'll let you tag along with me, as long as Lieutenant Bayse doesn't find out. Don't make me regret it."
"Why are you doing it?" I asked, looking the gift horse in the mouth.
"I think you know some things, and you can help me get information that I can't get as a Police Officer." Nick said.
"Is Bayse on the take?" I asked. "Or does he just hate me because Orange is not the warmest color for me?"
Nick smiled slightly, then said "I don't think it's that. I think he hates you because he fears you. And no, he's not on the take; he's a good, honest cop, and he always has been. But let me clue you in to the reality of Police politics: Bayse's goal is to make Captain, which means he has to hobnob with the politicians... and tip-toe around State Senator Mitt Willard. So anything that comes up involving Willard, he's going to try like hell to move us away from it, so that he doesn't step on any toes."
Nick: "Now Sergeant Graves, he despises Mitt Willard. Hates the man with an abiding passion. The scuttlebutt is that Willard fucked over someone in Graves's family in one of his, Willard's, dirty deals. Or maybe Willard poked Graves's wife or something. In any case, Sarge has your back and wants you to help us and us help you, but we have to keep out of the Lieutenant's way."
Before I could ask anything else, Detective Adrian was pulling into the parking lot of Huxtable Distributors, LLC. There was a small office building attached to a warehouse that stretched towards the back of the property. On the right side of the warehouse were nine truck bays. On the left side was a railroad siding parallel to the building, with a dock and four large bay doors, completely inaccessible from the parking lot due to the high chain-link fence. The other side was also fenced in, and a small guardhouse covered the entrance/exit.
We planned our approach. "Let me take the lead on this." I said. "Flash your ID card more than your badge, if you can help it."
We went inside the office, where a willowy girl with long, straight sandy brown-blonde hair was behind the counter. She looked at us warily.
"Hi, we're with the State Revenue Service." I said, flashing what looked like an ID and badge. A closer examination of the badge would've shown it had the words 'Concealed Carry Permit' on it, but I didn't let the girl stare at it. "Is Mrs. Laura Thornwell here?"
"Do you have an appointment?" the girl asked, looking at us much more warily. "Your name is?"
"No, we don't have an appointment." I said. "I'm Agent Russell Ferris. She knows who I am."
"I'm afraid she's unavailable." the woman said, without checking in any way.
"What about your distribution manager?" I asked. "Can we speak to him?"
"He's very busy." the girl said. "I can't just call him up here."
"Then take us to him." I replied. "That will work better, anyway, since any records he has will be with him."
"I can't do that." the girl said.
"Ma'am," said Nick Adrian, "maybe you didn't understand Agent Ferris. He's trying to be polite, but that was not a request..."



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We're not trying to jack you up, here." I said to the warehouse floor manager, a short, harassed-looking man with a full reddish beard and mustache.. "We're just checking up on a delivery that wasn't made yesterday."
"And I'm telling you, all our deliveries were made yesterday." the man said.
"Even the ones by David Griese?" I asked. Seeing the man visibly start, I said "Yeah, that's right, he didn't come in. And we got a complaint about a delivery he was supposed to make, but didn't. Like I said, dude, we're not trying to jack you up here. We just need to know about his shipment."
"All right." the man said, then dropped his voice, as if sharing a secret. "Greezy didn't show up for work, and we couldn't get him on the phone. He's been late before, but he's never just not shown up by ten a.m. This time, though, we got a phone call asking about the shipment, so we had Ted take it."
"And who was the recipient?" I asked.
The man looked at his paperwork, or at least pretended to. "Yeah, there it is. Dan and Julie's."
"The Package Store?" asked Nick.
"Yeah." said the man.
"All right, thanks." I said. "We'll check up with them, and if the stories match, there won't be any problems a'tall..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was after 4:00pm, April 3rd, when we arrived at the building. On the left side was a package store with bars behind the windows. The sign above it said 'Dan & Julie's Fine Wines and Spirits'.
"Hey would ya look at that." I said, pointing to the store to the right of the bottle shop. "That can't be a coincidence." The sign on it said 'Dan & Julie's Exotic Fish and Pets'.
"No, it can't be." said Detective Adrian. "You wanna check it out while I go into the Bottle Shop?"
"Sure." I said. As Nick went for the door on the left, I went up to the door about ten yards to the right of it. Alas, the door was locked. I could not see inside, as the shades were drawn.
I went over to the Package Store. Behind the counter was an attractive young woman with a lot of curly auburn hair. Her nametag showed me that her name was Shayla.
"No, Dan and Julie are not here." Shayla was telling Nick. "They've been gone over a week, on bourbon hunting trips. Right now they're in Gainesville, Florida, and then they're going to the 'Pours In The Park' event. Next to the World Whiskey Tasting Championships, it's one of the biggest bourbon events in the nation. Oh, can I help you, sir?" she added as I walked up to the counter.
"I'm with him." I said, nodding slightly at Nick, then said "I see you have a lot of Old Carter here. That's hard to get, isn't it?"
Shayla said "Dan and Julie have some of the best connections. They're the people to contact if you want Old Carter. They get Pappy Van Winkle when no one else can, either."
"And Alec Bradley cigars." I said. "They're the best. I'm going to buy a box before we leave."
"They go great with Scotch." Shayla said. "I'm the Scotch aficionado here. My co-worker Matt is the bourbon expert."
Nick Adrian said "Let me ask you this. You didn't get a shipment yesterday morning?"
Shayla said "Oh no, we did get it. It was just late. The truck usually comes in before ten, but yesterday it came about two in the afternoon. Matt took care of it."
She called Matt to come to the counter. Matt Beverly had a trimmed beard and hair that was dark red, not too far from Shayla's. He had been a 'big guy' in the past, but had clearly gotten in shape and lost weight, which was commendable. We didn't know it at the time, but he was one of the best bourbon tasters in the world, having won some of the most prestigious competitions.
"That's right." Matt said in reply to Nick's query. "It was a little late, but I didn't think much of it.
"Was it your normal delivery guy?" asked Nick.
"No, it wasn't Greezy, the normal delivery man, it was someone else with the same distributors." Matt replied.
"Did you call the distributor about the shipment not arriving?" I asked. "Or maybe you did, Shayla?"
Matt replied "No, I didn't call them. I didn't even realize the shipment was late."
Shayla said "I didn't call them, either."
I said "The place next door, is that Dan and Julie's business, too?"
"Sure is." said Matt. "But it's not always open. Usually a buyer will make an appointment."
"What do you sell there?" I asked.
Shayla said "Mostly pets in aquariums and tanks. Fish, snakes, stuff like that. They have some endangered species conservation projects, too."
"That sounds fascinating." I said. "Mind if we take a quick peek? And then I'll come back in here and buy that box of the Alec Bradley cigars before we go."
"Sure!" Shayla said enthusiastically. Matt seemed more reluctant, but he was persuaded to let us look. He took us through the back and down a hallway, then into the pet store.
The door to the outside was on the left side of the front wall, the rest of it being windows covered by blinds. On the left wall, to our right entering from the back, were glass tanks on shelves. Most of them had snakes or amphibians residing in them.
"This one must be from Florida." I said, pointing to one.
"Yes, Dan and Julie captured that guy when they were in Florida a while back." said Matt. "Good thing they didn't step on it; it's a coral snake, and deadly."
"How can you tell it's not a king snake?" asked Nick.
"Red is touching yellow." I said, pointing at the snake's bands of colors. "Red touches yellow, he'll kill a fellow. Red touches black, pat him on the back."
"Or just leave 'em alone no matter what they are." Nick said. Then he looked over at the other side of the room. Fish tanks were on horizontal tables that went down the length of the room. In the right rear corner was a fairly large tank that was on a bench, and was lower to the floor than the others.
"Check that out." I said, pointing at it. The tank was less than half-full, and water was all over the floor in front of it.
"What the hell?" Matt asked. He was about to go over to it, but Detective Adrian stopped him.
"Hold on." Nick said. "Something's happened, here. When was the last time you came in here?"
"On the morning of April 1st, to feed all the fish and the snakes." Matt said. "That tank was full of water. It must be leaking. I need to get the axolotls into another tank."
"It's not leaking." I said. "What are axolotls?"
"Mexican walking fish." Matt said, pointing at two pink creatures in the aquarium that had little arms, but also had what looked like hair around their gills.
Matt continued: "They're actually part of the salamander family. They only exist naturally in a lake near Mexico City, and they're critically endangered, so they're worth a lot of money. Dan and Julie were trying to help these two be fruitful and multiply."
"Whaddya think, Russ?" Detective Adrian asked me.
I said "I think we've found our crime scene."
Matt said "What, did someone try to steal the axolotls?"
"No." said Nick Adrian. "We're looking at murder in the first, here. Of a human being..."
Part 4 - The Police and The Press
The Spring Valley Police CSI Team had swooped down on Dan & Julie's Exotic Fish and Pets. In what can only be described as a 'first' for the local investigators, swabs were taken from the axolotls for potential DNA comparison to what was found in Dan Griese's lungs.
The next morning, April 4th, I was 'invited' to a meeting in the conference room at SVPD Headquarters. Detective Nick Adrian met me at the door. As he led me up to the conference room, he said "The Lieutenant is pretty pissed off at you, but since you got us a crime scene, he's letting you come to this meeting. But you need to keep your mouth shut and not do anything to rile him up, okay?"
"I'm the strong, silent type." I said reassuringly. Nick rolled his eyes, not reassured.
In the meeting, Martha the M.E. was there, and give us the rundown: "Female axolotls begin the mating process by rubbing the male's cloaca, which is the opening that releases both wastes and reproductive material. When she does, he releases little cone-shaped sperm packets. When he drops his load, she grabs those sperm sacs with her cloaca, uses the sperm to fertilize her eggs, and lays them in the vegetation on the riverbed floor, in this case the aquarium floor."
Martha: "The full DNA tests won't be back for two weeks, but early markers suggest that what the murder victim swallowed was one of those sperm packets. And if the DNA matches the sample we took of the male axolotl in the tank at Dan & Julie's, you've got confirmation of a crime scene."
So the guy died swallowing fish sperm, I thought to myself. Helluva way to go. There are worse ways, I'm sure, but that's pretty sordid.
"What do we have on this David Griese?" asked Lt. Bentley Bayse.
Officer Kira David said: "I've got some information on him. His finances aren't much to look at. Several thousand in credit card debt, and the cards are cut off. He had a Bankruptcy discharge four years ago, and he's accumulated more debt since. He does have one claim to fame: he won a whiskey tasting contest, one of the big ones, a while back. But some people think he won because he cheated."
"How can you cheat in a whiskey tasting contest?" I asked.
"He may have had prior knowledge of which whiskeys would be used in the contest." said Sergeant Graves. "He could then taste them in advance, and therefore know what he was tasting during the contest."
"Let's move on." said Bayse. "You were saying, Kira?"
Kira David: "Yes sir. Griese has a State-issued Class 5 CDL (commercial drivers license), which was suspended two years ago and reinstated this past January. He's employed by Huxtable Distributors, LLC, as an employee, not a contractor. His job title is listed as a warehouse manager. The State Tax Authority has no 1099 records on him, which he'd be getting as an independent contractor, and he hasn't listed any independent income on his returns for the past four years."
"Why was his CDL suspended?" asked Nick Adrian.
"And more importantly," I added, "why was it reinstated?"
Kira said "It was suspended after a truck he was driving was found to have twice the amount of pharmaceutical fentanyl citrate than what was listed on the manifest."
"And he didn't go to prison?" Sergeant Graves asked, more like growled.
"No." Kira said. "The Feds worked him over really hard, then offered him a plea deal if he cooperated with them and participated in a sting to nab his partners. But he adamantly denied knowing about the extra inventory, and strongly denied involvement in any ring or conspiracy. The DEA denied him legal representation for six days while they all but renditioned him, but he finally was able to get a really good lawyer, who fought savagely for him in Federal Court and shredded the DEA and the U.S. Attorney."
Kira: "After that, the Court dropped all criminal charges with prejudice, but the Feds and the State did him dirty by having his CDL and all his truck permits suspended. As to his CDL's reinstatement, there's no reason listed; it was simply re-issued."
I said "Hmmm... any State Senators we know of that might be involved in this case, that could pull strings to have his license reinstated?"
"What are you saying, Ferrament?" Lieutenant Bayse snarled, his voice low and menacing.
"Sounds pretty obvious." replied Sergeant Graves fearlessly, staring hard at Bayse. "He's asking a very pertinent question about the involvement of Mitt Willard in this case. And he's right to do so."
"You better have some fucking proof before you go off making accusations or even implications like that." snarled Bayse, his face becoming contorted. "Okay, let's move on... what about Laura Thornwell and her company, Huxtable Distributors?"
"Isn't Mitt Willard 50% owner of Huxtable?" I asked, peering hard at Bayse.
"Thornwell." replied Bayse, glaring back at me. "Give me a report on Thornwell."
Officer Kira David said "Laura Washington married Calvin Knox Thornwell eight years ago. Huxtable was Mr. Thornwell's parents's business, and it was doing very well. Then his parents died, and Huxtable was inherited by Knox and his sister, Lenore. Four years ago, Lenore married Mitt Willard. He also became part of the business, and ended up working with their Sales & Marketing people."
Kira: "Knox and Lenore weren't wealthy, at least not until she married Willard. Knox and Laura lived in a split-level home in the relatively modest Kensington subdivision, which was his home before they married. Lenore lived in a two-bedroom apartment until she met Mitt Willard, then moved into his home after they became engaged."
"As to Laura Thornwell," Kira continued, "her family, especially her mother's family, the Hamiltons, were believed to be very wealthy, and had land holdings and stakes in banks... as in the Big Boy banks. But when her mother died, Laura listed on her taxes as inheriting a grand total of $400,000. The IRS did forensic audits, and could not find any more money, but they never stopped believing she has more money... a lot more money... hidden away somewhere, maybe offshore."
Kira: "As to Huxtable Distributors, they created a niche where they deliver and distribute things that are very tightly controlled by the Federal Government and also State Governments. Alcohol, pharmaceuticals, including legal fentanyl citrate and cocaine hydrochloride, and things like exotic pets. Dan & Julie's businesses are not big customers of Huxtable, but they've been solid customers for years."
Kira: "Huxtable is known for developing good relationships with the Government officials they deal with. And the flip side of that coin is that there are whisperings that they leverage those friendships and political contributions into the Government looking the other way while 'extras' in the shipments go by undetected. But they've passed every forensic audit and inquiry that's come against them, and there have been a sharply increasing number of those since Mitt Willard was elected State Senator."
"Sounds like they'd be a perfect front company for smuggling drugs and contraband." growled Sergeant Graves. "No wonder Mitt Willard married Lenore Thornwell and tried to push his way into the company."
"I agree about the front company being a good smokescreen." replied Lieutenant Bayse. "But it's Laura Thornwell that benefited the most, from her marriage to inheriting the business."
"What about Dan and Julie?" asked Nick Adrian.
Kira said "They're totally clean, totally legit. They have other businesses, too; car dealerships, and stuff like that. She is a Registered Nurse, though she has not worked as one in a while. The whiskey shop and the pet store appear to be hobbies, labors of love, so to speak. The shops are making money, but not oodles of cash, and they could walk away from either, especially the pet store, at any time."
And then I opened my potty mouth. I wish I had put my foot in it, but I didn't. Instead I asked "What about the report of the explosion that killed Knox Thornwell and Lenore Willard? Did anyone get that?"
Kira David and Nick Adria both visibly winced, then Kira looked down at the table. Sergeant Graves rolled his eyes, then gave me a look connoting his total disgust with me for asking. Lieutenant Bayse's face was mottled with rage.
"I already TOLD you what was on that report!" Bayse yelled at the very top of his lungs as he jabbed his finger just inches from my face. "Now you fucking DROP it!"
Everyone was looking at him in shock. He took a breath, then said "Sergeant Graves, Officer David, get out of here and get back to work." Trevor Graves and Kira David quickly got up and left. Kira gave me a look of feeling sorry for me, and Graves gave me another look of anger and disgust as he passed by me.
Bayse said "I could have sworn... sworn... that I told you to drop this and stay out of it. And yet, here you are, hip-deep in the sewage. Now you did give us the crime scene, so I'm holding off arresting you for obstructing justice and interfering with a Police investigation. Just holding off, by a thread."
Then he fronted me, and said in a very menacing voice: "Now you listen and you listen good, Ferrament. Drop it, drop it completely. Walk away from it."
My look at him was more than skeptical, it was outright hostile, almost as bad as an Alabama fan would look at an Auburn fan rubbing it in about the 'Kick-Six'. Bayse met my glare, and then some.
"I know what you're thinking, Ferrament. And you're thinking with the wrong head." he said. "I'm not on the take. I'm not on Mitt Willard's payroll. Yeah, he's as dirty as they come, but I also know a few other things. I'll demonstrate this way: what is Laura Thornwell's phone number? How are you supposed to get in touch with her?"
After a long moment of awkward silence, he said "She didn't give you a way to contact her, did she? Only a promise to check in with you after a few days." He had my attention, that was for sure.
Bayse continued: "I'll bet that Laura Thornwell came to you with a sob story about Mitt Willard murdering her husband and sister-in-law, and maybe about this Greezy guy disappearing. She probably cried about Mitt Willard trying to steal her business, which is half his business as it is. And she asked you to find (air quotes) 'evidence' of Willard's involvement."
Bayse began pacing as he said "She probably underpaid you, promised you more, and then gave you a blowjob, or maybe even fucked you. And that's how I know you're thinking with the wrong head, because it's the one she was giving sexual attention to."
Bayse: "And then, poof! she's disappeared, leaving you holding the bag. Good luck getting paid by her; she's going to stay 'disappeared', because she knows she's the prime suspect in Greezy's murder."
"Why would she kill her fiancé?" I asked, my voice connoting my skepticism and hostility.
Bayse: "C'mon, Ferrament, use the head on your shoulders for a change. Do you really think the likes of women like her would marry a guy like Griese? Women marry up, Ferrament, not down! You know that! And what you need to know is that Laura Thornwell is not poor, she's not some lowborn Georgia hick that clawed her way up out of the mud."
Bayse: "Knox Thornwell, he was a businessman, he wasn't some low class loser. But that dame saw how she could use Huxtable to her advantage, so she pussywhipped Knox Thornwell and wrapped him around her finger, and got him to marry her. And then... poof! her house blows up, and she wasn't there because she forgot something and turned around to get it. How conveeeenient, wouldn't you say?"
Bayse: "And now she owns a business that is perfect for smuggling. She's an expert at hiding things; hiding money, hiding goods she uses her company to distribute illegally. She's manipulative as hell. And Huxtable Distributors has been crossing the line for a long, long time."
Bayse was on a rant, and he continued it: "I'll tell you something else, too: the Feds have been watching Huxtable for a while. Sure they're watching Mitt Willard, but they're really focusing on Laura Thornwell. I wouldn't be surprised if this Griese guy was an undercover Fed, or at least a C.I. for them... who do you think really got his CDL restored all of a sudden?"
"So do yourself a huge favor, Ferrament." Bayse said, finishing up his verbal barrage, and peering at my face for clues to the effect his mental blows were having on my psyche. "Walk away. Just walk away from this one. Take your losses, and move on. There are a lot more fish in the sea... not to mention axolotl tanks."
I said nothing as I stared at him, wondering how he knew so much so well. If anything, what he said was doing nothing but reaffirming my suspicions that he was on the take.



"Adrian, escort Russ Ferrament to the front door." Bayse said. "Ferrament, if you come back into this Police Station, you better be bleeding from every pore of your body. Because if you aren't, you're going to jail. Now get out. Move."
Nick Adrian practically picked me up out of my chair and all but pushed me out of the room. As we were going down the stairs, I said as a statement "What the hell. What the hell."
"Shut your fucking mouth, Ferrament." Nick said with no small amount of anger and hostility in his voice. I whirled to look at him, totally shocked, and he said "I told you to keep your fucking mouth shut. We were trying to get that arson investigation report without anyone knowing, but nooooo, you had to go blabbing all over creation, and asking about it again and again."
When we got to the door, Adrian gestured with his hand. "Take the Lieutenant's advice, Ferrament. Walk away from this. Don't come in here again. And definitely don't call me again; you've destroyed my career enough already." He watched me walk through the door, then turned his back to me and went back inside.
The County Records Office was nearby. I walked to it and went inside. The woman behind the counter, who was tall and skinny and with Coca-Cola-bottle eyeglasses, looked at me and said "You're Russ Ferrament, aren't you? I've been warned about you. We all have. Don't bother asking for an Arson Investigation report... unless you have a warrant."
"What about an Open Records Act request?" I said.
"Sure, we'll accept that... and then throw it in the trash just as soon as the Police arrest you." the woman said with a smirk. The deduction was easy enough for even a Betta fish to make: I wasn't going to get that record.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, April 4th. I was sitting in my office as the beams of sunlight through the window slants lengthened and angled further sideways as I contemplated my next move. My thoughts turned to Laura Thornwell. Impure thoughts of her magnificent body and magical mouth stirred my loins, which I tried to push aside.
I knew I'd probably never see her again. I wondered if she had been setting me up, or if I was being caught in the same swirling vortex that had already swallowed her. Was she the rogue, as Lieutenant Bayse seemed determined to show, or was this one of Mitt Willard's scheme to crush yet another poor soul that got in his way?
The case was as murky as a disturbed axolotl tank, and with the Police now hostile to me, there was only one way left to go to get the answers I needed... the Press.
Anyone who knows Russ Ferrament knows that I hate the Press. They are biased, dishonest, and corrupt, and those adjectives are not redundant. They are less interested in reporting the truth accurately and fairly than they are in telling you exactly what they want you to think.
But they can ask questions, dig deep for clues, and get results. And my ace in the hole was the Spring Valley Chronicle newspaper and local television station's star reporterette, Sharon Akira.
Her father was Asian and her mother French, and she got the best of both worlds. Her mesmerizing slanted eyes and very full lips, almost too full, were putting steam into the strides of the men who watched her newscasts and podcasts. She was slender, and her legs were shapely but looked long on her body despite her being short at 5'5", as were most people in the television and film industry.
Her breasts were 'enhanced', but looked a lot more natural and appealing than the huge, artificial flotation devices most female porn stars appeared to have. Her voice was low and husky, and only added to the fire that stirred her male fans's imaginations.
I was one of those fans, but I didn't have to imagine anything. I'd been her 'source' for a few stories in the past, and in return she'd helped me get information at times. But that came with a price, and Sharon liked to collect in 'trade'. I had to make several 'deposits' into her womanly 'account', and I can't say I minded being left in an exhausted, drained heap of used manhood when she left my bed.
I had called a number and left a message. As I scanned Riverside Drive, feeling paranoid that someone might be watching me now, the door to the office opened. Sharon Akira came inside and locked the door behind her. She was wearing a very light gray, almost off-white jacket and matching pants, a black button-down shirt, and black high-heel slingback sandals. Her makeup and lipstick were as perfectly applied as when she appeared on our television screens.
As I stood up to greet her, Sharon said "Mmm, is that a crowbar in your pants, are are you just happy to see me?"
"Yes." I replied, coming around the desk. I gave her a two-cheek kiss, and then she mashed those wonderful, full lips against mine. Her tongue tried to slide inside my mouth, but I slid mine over hers and tried to lick her tonsils. She twined her tongue around mine and moaned into our kiss, which was spreading molten fire through me.... and it was only a hint of what was going to burn me next.
When the kiss broke, she said "My pussy melted the moment I saw you'd called me."
"I'll take care of it in a few minutes." I growled. "Let's sit down on the sofa." I guided her to the sofa against the wall to the desk's left and the office door's right. In the corner, in the same wall as the door, was a door to the tiny bathroom. A matching door on the other side was to a small closet.
Sharon sat down to my right and snuggled into me, crossing her legs so that her right foot was rubbing against my leg. I said "Let me tell you why I called you." I gave her the details of the David Griese murder, telling her what the Police knew but wasn't public. Then I told the more full story of Laura Thornwell, Mitt Willard, and Huxtable Distributors.
"There could be a huge story here." I said. "And you and the Chronicle can pursue it however you see fit. But what I need initially is that Arson Investigation report... if it's still there."
"I've got a contact in the Records Office." Sharon said. "And if they've pulled the report or if they're hiding it, the Chronicle can make an ORA (Open Records Act) request, then go seriously public if they don't come correct and give it to us."
She began rubbing my cock through my pants as she said in her sultry, sexy voice: "So... this Laura Thornwell. Do I have competition for your cock?" she asked, her full lips forming a smile of eager anticipation.
"You never have competition for that." I said as I turned and mashed my mouth to hers. As we deeply kissed, our tongues twining, Sharon unzipped my zipper and unbuckled my belt. My own hands were rubbing her upper thighs and her crotch, then I moved them up and unbuttoned her blouse, then massaged her bare breasts.
I felt her hands grasp my cock and pull it out. She pressed her mouth harder into mine as she stroked my meat, jacking it to its full eight inches of throbbing hardness. "Mmm, I have to suck this cock." she said as she broke the kiss. Suiting the deed to her words, she bent over engulfed my cock into her warm, wet mouth.
"Ohhhh, God." I gasped as the Asian beauty's full lips slid up and down my shaft as she fellated me with raw intensity. If this kept up much longer, I thought, I'd be painting her tonsils with my joy juice in less than a minute. So I distracted myself by feeling the cheeks of her firm ass, then trying to get my fingers under her clothes to her pussy.
She released my shaft from her mouth with a loud *pop!*, then stood up and began undressing. "Get out of those clothes." she said. I stood up and quickly undressed.
"Sit back down." Sharon ordered once I was naked. I did so, my cock a stiff pole beckoning her. She already had gotten some lubricant from her purse, and she applied some to my cock and her pussy lips.
Once she was ready, she mounted me, straddling my legs. She reached down between us and grasped my cockshaft, and fit the helmeted head into her swollen cuntlips. She pushed down, then moaned deeply as she slowly sank down and impaled herself on my cock until every inch was buried to the balls inside her tight, hot, sopping went cunt.
She began riding me, undulating her hips back and forth as she slid her stretched, filled vagina along my throbbing shaft. I reached up and gripped her hips, and began meeting her thrusts, pounding my cock up into her. She rested the tops of her feet on my hard thighs, and my hands explored her thighs and her sweet shapely feet.
I sucked her hard nipples, feeling her push her luscious breasts into my face. She pulled her chest away from me, then pulled my head to hers as she smashed her lips to mine, and our tongues twined in a rhythm matching our joined loins.
Our loving was urgent and violent. Sharon's arms were wrapped tightly around my neck as she kissed me like Poison Ivy, desperately trying to ensnare me with her luscious charms. And she was succeeding. I wrapped my arms around her back and pulled her to me, literally raising and dropping her body up and down as I drove my cock into her cunt with short, stabbing thrusts, staying buried to the hilt in her tightness as much as possible.
The room was filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as we rutted fiercely, until my tightening balls could take no more. "I'm going to come." I gasped as I tore my mouth from hers. "Where do you want it?"
"In my pussy." Sharon panted huskily. "Come inside me. Give me every drop of your load... UNNHHH!" I felt her cunt clamp down on my invading cock like a vise, as if trying to push me out of her. I pushed into her, keeping my tool sheathed to the hilt in her velvety tightness as her orgasm rippled through her. As she stopped shivering and gasped, I let go.
"Uhhh... God DAMN!" I gasped in a ragged voice as I began firing streams of thick, ropy jism into the gorgeous Asian's clasping cunt. She pressed herself down onto me, keeping me as deep as possible inside her as I hosed her insides with my baby batter. It was a long minute before I became aware of anything, and that I was gasping for breath as she nuzzled my neck with kisses...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, April 4th. Sharon Akira and I went to get Chinese takeout. On the way, I asked her to drive to an address... the address of the Thornwell's destroyed home. As we drove along the streets, I kept careful watch for any cars following us.
"You think someone's watching us?" Sharon asked, though casually and seemingly unconcerned.
"I dunno." I said. "Maybe I'm just being paranoid."
"It ain't paranoid if they really are out to get you." Sharon said in the form of a quotation, her full lips smiling. I chuckled, but the foreboding returned when she said "It's the cops you really need to be watching out for. If Mitt Willard is involved, then dirty cops always seem to show up."
The residential street we were on was composed of middle-class two- and three-bedroom homes, some ranch-style and some split-level. The streetlights were spaced at long intervals, but the full moon gave some light. Sharon slowed down as we came to an empty lot to our right.
"This is it." she said, coming to a stop. The lot had the remnants of a driveway, with weeds growing in the cracks, but was otherwise just a flat piece of land, completely leveled as if being prepared for rebuilding.
"Nothing left at all." I said. "Have you ever seen a lot this completely razed and cleaned up after a fire?"
"Come to think of it, no." Sharon said. "Was there anything you were looking for?"
I said "I was hoping the kitchen stove was still here. Laura Thornwell insisted the stove was electric, but I was also told it was the source of the gas leak that blew up the house."
"And that's why you need the arson report." Sharon said. "Okay, let's go eat. After that workout you gave my poor little Asian pussy, I'm starving."
"Me too, for the same reasons." I replied with a smile. Sharon turned around and we drove out of the neighborhood. As we turned onto the first big street going back into Spring Valley, we saw a Police car turn into the street. It did not change course to follow us, to Sharon's relief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00am, April 5th. Moonlight streamed through the slats of the blinds on the windows to the office, its silvery-bluish gray giving no color to the room, unlike the yellow beams of sunlight that would.
The sofa-bed was pulled out. My office was also my home, the only place I had to go. The only sounds in the room were the squeaks of the bed and heavy breathing as I pistoned my cock in and out of Sharon's well-fucked pussy.
My upper chest was over her face, and her shapely legs were wrapped tightly around me, holding me inside her as I rocked back and forth. I finally pretended to climax inside her, having already discharged three loads into her greedy womanhood.
When I woke up the next morning, seeing the dawn's early light in the windows, Sharon was gone.
Part 5 - The Federal Angle
April 6th. At 9:00am, I was sitting in my office on Riverside Drive, drinking my third cup of coffee spiked with Disaronno Velvet Cream, and puffing on one of the Alec Bradley cigars I'd bought from Shayla at Dan & Julie's Fine Wines and Spirits.
I was reading the arson investigation report that had seemingly magically appeared under the door to my office the night before. Alas, there was nothing helpful in it. It listed the fire as 'accidental', so there was no evidence preserved. It claimed the fire was caused by a leak in the gas range, which ignited when the hot water heater ignited, and blew that part of the house apart and killed the victims, who were eating at the breakfast room table.
The autopsies of Knox Thornwell and Lenore Thornwell Willard were attached to the report, possibly by my secret benefactor. They were more interesting. Knox died instantly; a large splinter of wood had driven into his side under his armpit and pierced his heart. Lenore had died of blunt force trauma to the head. But what interested me was what was not in the report. There was nothing on the condition of the lungs; were they burned out by the superheated air from the explosion? And there was nothing about any external burn injuries.
I had not heard from Laura Thornwell since our first meeting three days before. It sure looked like she was setting me up, but she could just as likely be the victim, too. She could be guilty, or she could be completely innocent.
I heard someone coming up the stairs of the hallway outside. I slipped the report into my desk drawer and pulled out my trusty six-shooter. An instant later the door opened... and to my shock, Laura Thornwell walked into the office!.
She was wearing a dress in a 1940s style and a blue and white criss-cross pattern, and high heel blue pumps of a style of that same era. Her black hair was also done up in that style, with buns to each side of her head.
"You look surprised to see me, Mr. Ferrament." she said smoothly in her mesmerizing voice as she walked up to the desk. "You shouldn't be. I did tell you that I would come back in three days. And it is a dangerous habit to finger loaded firearms."
I pointed the gun at the ceiling, then set it down on my desk, well within reach. "Have a seat." I said.
Laura sat down, crossed those gorgeous legs of hers, and said "So... what do you have to report?"
"Only that... you owe me one thousand dollars." I replied, looking up at her through my eyebrows. "Two days at four hundred each, and two hundred as the second half of the first day's fee."
Laura gave me a look that was somewhere between a smirk and disappointment. She opened her purse, and I grabbed my pistol and raised it just off the surface of the desk, then lowered it as she pulled out a stack of green dollar bills, secured in the middle with a wrapper.
"One thousand dollars." she said as I thumbed through the money, making sure they were all Benjamins and not blank paper between the bills on the outside. I put the money in the inner pocket of my jacket.
Laura said "You're certainly acting as if you don't trust me, Mr. Ferrament. Has Mitt Willard and his minions on the take gotten to you?"
"No." I said. "But the more I learn about this case, the more I learn to be skeptical of everyone, including you."
"Oh, you have nothing to fear from me." Mrs. Thornwell said. "And when you get to the truth, and you will, you'll realize that. And just to show you that I'm unarmed..."
She stood up and wiggled her saucy hips as she lowered the dress off her body and let it fall to the floor in a puddle around her feet. As I stood up and stared at her, stunned, she unclasped her bra and let it fall to the floor, then lowered her panties down her legs, stepping out of it and her dress. The sight of her bared breasts and the 'runway' patch of thick black pubic hair outlining the treasure below had parts of me standing at rapt attention.
"As you can see," she said huskily, "I have no weapons on me."
"I'm going to have to make a much closer inspection." I said as I took off my jacket and draped it over the back of my chair. I came around the desk, but instead of taking her into my arms, I went by her and pulled the sofa-bed out of the sofa. She watched me strip naked, then I grabbed her and pushed her back onto the bed, spread her legs, and dove between them.
For the next half hour I ate Laura's pussy. She was very responsive to my tongue lapping over her labes, tracing letters of the alphabet, followed by my tongue lashing the hard little bud of her clitoris while my fingers explored the upper walls of her honey hole. I must've found her g-spot, because she moaned deeply as her sweet juices flooded my face several times.
The next hour was one of the greatest experiences of my life. I mounted Laura and sank all eight inches of my throbbing cock into the wettest, deepest cunthole I'd ever had the pleasure to know. She wasn't as tight as Sharon, but when she wrapped those wonderful legs around my back and locked her feet together on my pistoning ass, I was in what was as close to Heaven as I ever hoped to get.
The first time I came, I was so superheated that my cock didn't wilt. To her surprise I kept fucking her. She reached between us and stroked her clit, and I felt her cunt clench around me a couple of times. She matched the motion of her body to mine, and we sensuously mated in the oldest dance since time began...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Mitt Willard has filed papers to create a competing distribution company." Laura said as we were getting dressed after dozing together in post-coital bliss. I had told her everything I'd found out so far, and she said she needed more information that could take Willard down.
"That makes sense." I said. "It would also make sense if he thought he could hire Griese away from Huxtable, and use his knowledge to compete against you."
"And use David's connections with our clients to try to steal them from me." Laura said.
As she went to the door, I said "You got a number where I can contact you?"
Laura said "Just call Huxtable and leave a message for me with the receptionist. Just tell her that it's from 'Crowbar'. That's an appropriate code name for you, since your cock is like an iron hard crowbar in my cunt."
"Why do I get the feeling you like this cloak and dagger stuff?" I asked, meaning it humorously. She did not take it that way.
"This is serious, and my life we're talking about, Mr. Ferrament." she said severely. "I'll contact you again in three days. If you have information I can use, you'll be paid very well. If not, then don't expect to collect from me." With that, she opened the door and left the office...
Dames, I thought to myself. Can't live with 'em, can't shoot 'em. Well, I could shoot 'em if I had to...



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, April 6th. After Laura left, I put the cash she gave me as well as the papers from the case into the well-hidden wall safe, then left to do some grocery shopping. Maybe it was that feeling of satisfaction after getting the best piece of ass I ever had, but I failed to notice the black car that came alongside me as I began walking down the street. I realized it only after the car stopped and a man in a suit got out of the shotgun seat, then open the backseat door.
"All right, Ferrament, let's go." said FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Shellac. His black hair was cut and styled 'professionally', combed to one side. He was not a tall man, but he had a barrel-chested power to him. He was wearing the ubiquitous FBI gray suit and black tie.
"Fat Jack Shellac." I said witheringly. "What the hell do you want with me?"
"Just get in the car, you redheaded punk." Jack replied. I saw that his hand was in his pocket; he was covering me with his Federal firearm.
"It's a dangerous habit to finger loaded firearms in one's pocket." I said, repeating the line spoken to me earlier in the morning.
"Dangerous for you, Ferrament, if you don't get your ass into the car." Shellac replied as he held the back door. Having no choice, I got into the backseat. "Slide over." he said. I did, and Shellac got into the backseat with me.
The big Cadillac pulled back onto the road. It was being driven by FBI Special Agent J.P. Dobbs. He was in better shape and had a much more laid back personality than Jack Shellac. He also was a good friend of Police Lieutenant Bentley Bayse, sharing a love of bluetick hounds and All Things Orange. That explained some of Bayse's knowledge of the case... and, I suspected, a lot of the FBI's knowledge, as well.
SAC Shellac spoke first. "Let's not insult each other's intelligence. You know why I picked you up. Tell me what you know about the Griese murder. Don't give me the boilerplate bullshit about client confidentiality, no matter how good Laura Thornwell is in bed. I need to know what you know about the Griese murder."
"Why do you care?" I asked. "Murder is a State charge, not Federal."
Shellac said "All I'm going to tell you is that we've been watching Mitt Willard for a long, long time. That guy is the poster child of the Corporate Elites, and he crosses the line all the time. He doesn't care who he hurts or even kills. We think you may be right that he had Knox Thornwell and Lenore Willard killed. Mitt married Lenore to weasel his way into that company, and when she rebelled and was about to divorce him, the house suddenly went *boom!*."
I said "And the use of explosives is Federal, as is illegal smuggling across State lines. But like you said, let's not insult each other's intelligences. Was Griese an undercover Agent? Or a Confidential Informant for you?"
"What he is now, is dead." said Shellac. He then took out a small stack of $100 bills, wrapped the same way as the money Laura had handed me, and put it into the inner pocket of my jacket. "And you're on my payroll now. So start talking."
I sang like a canary as Special Agent Dobbs drove us all around town, including the neighborhood where the Thornwell home used to be, and past the Bottle Shop and the Pet Store that was figuring so much into this case. When I finished, Shellac said "So who do you suspect? Willard? or Mrs. Thornwell? The Police are evenly divided, and green dollar bills might have something to do with that. I need to know what you think."
"I haven't talked to Willard." I said. "I'd have to do that before I can answer you. So do that... take me to interview Mitt Willard."
Shellac said. "How 'bout that, Dobbs? He is reading. my. mind."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After our tour of just about every street in Spring Valley and the surrounding county, Special Agent J.P. Dobbs drove us to a modern glass-walled building in what was the newest and most modern part of the town, where the high-price lawyers, wealthy big banksters, and powerful company executives had their various headquarters.
"I'll tell him you're a Consultant with us, which isn't totally a lie." Jack Shellac said as we walked into the building lobby. "But let me do the talking. You just watch and observe."
We went up to the fourth and top floor of the building and into an office with double doors that opened outward into the hall. The name 'Willard Enterprises' was on the wall behind the receptionist's desk. The receptionist was in her 20s and she was very pretty. Too bad her mannerisms didn't come close to matching those looks.
She gave us very disdainful looks, then gave Jack Shellac an even uglier look when he presented his FBI credentials. "There are three FBI Agents here to see Mr. Willard, without appointment." she said into her telephone handset. A moment later another female voice said that Mr. Willard would see them.
We were allowed past locked double doors into the back hallway, which went left, but was a dead-end going right... Willard's offices only took up half the space that it appeared to from outside. We were ushered down the hallway, past a conference room and two offices by a Security Officer to the office at the end of the hall. The secretary got up and opened the door and ushered us in.
"What can I do for you, gentlemen?" said Mitt Willard, who had risen to a standing position behind his desk. Willard was tall, had been lanky but was beginning to get a bit of girth with age, which appeared to be in his late fifties. His suit was expensive, and every hair on his head was in place. His name 'Mitt' was appropriate; he indeed really did look like he could be Mitt Romney's twin, which made me like him even less than I already did.
"I'm Special Agent in Charge Jack Shellac." said Special Agent in Charge Jack Shellac. "This is Special Agent J.P. Dobbs, and Russ Ferrament, who is working with us as an FBI Consultant. We'd like to talk to you about a private matter, sir."
Special Agent Dobbs had taken up a position near the door, where he could monitor everyone in the room. And there was one other person in the room: to Willard's left, our right, was a man in an expensive suit. "This is my attorney, Jack Spratt." said Willard. "I'm sure you'll understand that I want an attorney present during any conversation with Federal Agents."
"It's your right to have one." said Shellac. "And I'm sure that you'll understand that I'm going to read you your rights before having this conversation."
He read Willard's considerable legal rights from the card. When he asked Willard if Willard understood the rights, Willard said "That's pretty formal, Agent Shellac. So what is this about?"
"You guys just saw that I have properly mirandized Mr. Willard here." Jack said. "I'm also going to tape-record this... 'conversation'." He put a small device on the edge of the desk, and turned it on to record, then said the date and time, who he was and where he was, and what the purpose of the interview was.
"Mr. Willard," said Shellac, "I understand that you own half of Huxtable Distributors?"
"Yes, what of it?" said Willard.
"How well do you and Laura Thornwell get along?" Shellac asked.
Willard barked a short laugh. "I suspect you already know that my sister-in-law and I do not get along very well at all. She has done everything she can to keep me out of the business, despite my rights as an equal shareholder and owner to take part in its operations."
"Do you know someone named David Griese?" asked Shellac.
"What is the point of these questions?" asked the lawyer Spratt. "Mr. Willard, I advise you to answer no more of these questions."
"It's okay." said Willard with a smug look on his face. "I know what this is about. I saw it on the news where that reporter Sharon Akira was talking about his death." He was looking right at me as he said Sharon's name. Was that a message to me that he knew I'd talked to her?
"Yes, he was found dead on the morning of April 2nd." said Shellac. "He worked for Huxtable Distributors, and reportedly was engaged to be married to Mrs. Thornwell. She also said you're planning to create a competing distribution company to put her out of business, and you were recruiting Griese away from her. Is that true?"
"Is that what she told you?" Mitt Willard said with a sarcastic laugh. "Yeah, that's a crock of shit. You've met Laura, Mr. Ferrament. Do you really believe she would marry a delivery man like David Griese?"
"I never question the course of true love." I replied. "Like your marriage to Lenore Thornwell."
Willard glared at me for a second, then refocused. "Okay, let's cut to the chase, here. You are here, Agent Shellac, because you think I had something to do with David Griese's murder."
"Did you?" fired back Shellac, peering hard at Willard.
"Tell me, Agent Shellac... why would I kill a man who was about to become very valuable to me as my employee?" said Willard. Seeing the look of shock on Jack's face, and looking very pleased by it, he continued: "Gentlemen, Laura Thornwell has been lying to you."
Willard: "She's been lying about me for years. She claimed the gas explosion that killed my wife an her husband was deliberately set, even though an investigation by top experts showed it to be a tragic accident. And now she's telling you fantasies that I'm creating a competing company? No, gentlemen, what I am doing is buying her out."
"Whaa?" gasped Shellac.
Willard continued: "I'm buying her half of Huxtable, and at better than fair market value. The valuation of Huxtable shares is ten million dollars total. I'm paying her six million dollars for her half. And once I own Huxtable, experienced employees like David Griese will be valuable to me... well, he would've been if he had not died."
Jack asked "So how well did you know David Griese?"
"It's not like we were drinking buddies, or anything like that." replied Willard. "Now Greezy was a drinker; he even won a bourbon tasting contest once. But he's not the kind of guy I associate with." He looked at me and said "Nor the kind of guy Laura would date, much less be engaged to. She might drag him into her bed to keep him wrapped around her finger... something she does a lot, so I'm told... but engaged? Sheesh."
"We'll check up on all that." said Jack Shellac. "Russ, you got anything?" He could see that I really wanted to ask a question.
"Just one thing." I said. "Mr. Willard, where were you on April 1st?"
"Ah, April Fool's Day." said Willard. "I went to the bank that morning, to secure the financing to pay Laura her money for the Huxtable shares. I remember it clearly, because the bank president told me my loan had been denied, then he laughed and said 'April Fools!'. I wasn't all that amused, but laughed it off and we completed the loan process."
Willard: "Then I went to the Federal Courthouse to put in the paperwork transferring all the Federal permits that Huxtable has into my name. That took a while, and I was there most of the day. You can check up on that with the bank president, of course."
"We will." said FBI SAC Shellac. "Come on, let's go." Special Agent Dobbs and I followed him out the door.
As we got back in the car, Shellac said "That must be how Mrs. Thornwell suddenly has cash. Mitt's paying her for her shares."
"Only problem is that she vowed never to sell out to him." I replied. "And you'll have to confirm that the deal even happened, much less has been consummated."
Special Agent J.P. Dobbs said "Maybe he did threaten to start his own business, and crush hers, and she saw the light and sold out." Good thought, I had to admit to myself. This guy is no dummy, even if he does hang out with Bentley Bayse.
Jack Shellac added: "And there's one thing I gotta say, Ferrament. Laura Thornwell is not coming across as the most honest dame we've ever met. As much as I'd like to bust Willard, we simply cannot assume Laura Thornwell is telling the truth. Everything she's saying could be as much a lie as what Willard is telling us."
"Could well be." I said, conceding the point... for the moment.
Part 6 - Getting Too Close
The Federal Agents dropped me off in front of the building that contained my office. I went upstairs and into my office, carefully looking around to see if anyone had been in there in my absence. I even checked the telephone for bugs, but found none.
I secured the money Jack Shellac had put in my jacket pocket. As I did, I looked at the stack of money Laura Thornwell had paid me, and a small current of shock went through me: the wrapper was exactly the same as the wrapper around the money Jack had forced upon me!
The serial numbers weren't sequential; they were at least that careful, I thought to myself. And hell, money is money, and I've got bills to pay and a mouth to feed. Mine. I secured the money in the safe, then locked up the office as I left.
I had to warn Sharon Akira about Mitt Willard, but didn't trust using my phone line in the office. And I needed to get in touch with Laura Thornwell, and confront her face to face about what Willard had told me and Shellac.
I went down the street to the Italian Restaurant. I had helped the owner Beppo when the cops had leaned on him on behalf of the mob, and in gratitude he always charged me only what the food cost. He also let me use his telephone when I needed to.
I dialed Sharon Akira's number at the Chronicle, and she answered. I told her that Mitt Willard was aware she was investigating David Griese's death, and that I was concerned for her safety.
"Thanks for the heads-up." she said. "I've noticed cars trying to follow me, and I'm pretty sure one of them is a Federal Government vehicle. And I'm glad you called. I have some new information for you, and I don't want to talk about it over the phone."
"Can you get in touch with Laura Thornwell?" I asked. "I need to ask her a few questions."
"I'll try." said Sharon. "But she's pretty much disappeared. The Police have been looking for her, too, and I don't think their intentions toward her are honorable..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm, April 6th. The heavy cloud cover to the west filled the sky with angry reds and purples as the sun set behind them. In the rapidly dwindling light, I came up to Dan & Julie's Fine Wine and Spirits at the left end of the building. I saw a black Toyota parked at the other corner of the building, past Dan & Julie's Exotic Fish and Pets. I could not tell if anyone was in that car.
The Bottle Shop was closed, which was a surprise to me. I went over to the Pet Store. It was closed, also, but the door was unlocked. I went inside. Lights in the aquariums and tanks gave off enough light to see. I stepped further inside, walking towards the back door, then heard a noise behind me. I turned to see Sharon Akira and Laura Thornwell just inside the front door.
"Ladies, why don't we go somewhere and talk?" I suggested. And then I saw Sharon look past me towards the back of the store, her slanted eyes wide with shock.
"Look out!" she yelled as I turned to see what it was. I saw six men in all black, wearing black full-head masks coming into the room from the back!
In a flash, in a shorter amount of time than it took you to read this, I realized that Laura had shown no surprise when the thugs came out, and she was slow to follow Sharon out the door. The dame had set me up. She didn't even want the case solved; she just wanted a patsy to be taken down in her place, and I was the one chosen to be served up as the blue plate special.
"Run!" I yelled to the women as I turned to face the threat. I should have run, too, but in spite of the betrayal, some sense of chivalry overcame me. I had to cover for Sharon, at least. I reached for my friend in my pocket, knowing that he could make six eloquent arguments in my favor.
*click!* *click!* *click!* *click!*
To my horror, I realized that I was shooting blanks. Had the dame emptied my gun after emptying my balls? Had she drained my loads after she'd drained my loads? I had no time to contemplate. I turned to quickly leave before the conversation took a philosophical turn that would decidedly not be in my favor.
But it was too late. Her cohorts caught up to me, and they began practicing for their chiropractor degrees, using my body as their target. I covered my head with my arms, but could not stop all the closed-fist punches to my ribs, my belly, and my back, along with vicious kicks to my back and head that sucked my consciousness out of me.
As I lay limp on the floor, struggling to breathe and to see, I heard a voice, an all-too-familiar voice say "Make sure. Use the snake." A second later, I barely saw that the coral snake had been taken out of its tank, and one of the thugs was pressing its head against the back of my hand. The coral snake bit down and then began chewing, as coral snakes were wont to do when delivering their powerful, deadly neurotoxin into their victim.
But I didn't feet it, nor anything else, as everything faded to black....
To be continued.
You have the clues. Who is the arch-criminal? Tune in next time. Same Russ time. Same Russ channel.
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Part 7 - A Moment of Reality
I opened my eyes to see that I had fallen asleep. I looked around to see that I was still sitting on the sofa against the far wall in the greatroom of my home, the Mountain Nest. On the other sofa was Sheriff Antonio Griswold, making notes for his next book on a notepad. Sitting next to the Sheriff, supervising with his eyes closed, was Buddy, my Cocker Spaniel. Sitting next to me was my white Lab, the redoubtable Bowser.
I looked at the printed manuscript in my hands, stapled together. I realized that I had been reading a Russ Ferrament story. And I further realized that there were no sex scenes in the manuscript; I had dreamed those!
"Well, Daddy? Did I fool you?" my eight-year-old daughter Carole asked me, her little face hopeful that her story had fooled me, the Iron Crowbar. And it had been a good try. A very, very good try.
I took a piece of paper out of my Police notebook, wrote something down, folded it, and handed it to Carole. She opened it and looked at it, then scowled mightily as she said "Awww, ma-annnnnn. You got it right."
"But it was a really, really good try." I said. "And if I wrote in some adult scenes, we could submit it for the Mickey Spillane Challenge on the Literotica site. Here, why don't you let Grandpa Grizz read it, and see if he can solve it."
"O-kayyyyy." Carole said, a bit grumpily. She took the manuscript over to Sheriff Griswold.
"Don't feel bad, Carole." Griswold growled as he took it from her. "The sharpest criminal minds in the world have failed to fool your dad. That's why he's the Iron Crowbar."
"I know." said Carole. "But I'm going to be the Iron Crowbar when I grow up, so I have to be as good as Daddy."
"You will be." the Sheriff accurately predicted. "Okay, let me see if you can beat me." He began to read the story.
"Here, Daddy." Carole said, bringing me another sheaf of papers. "Here's the rest of the story, even though you don't need it because you solved it."
"Good. I can't wait to see how Russ Ferrament brings the Perp to Justice." I said. I began reading...
Part 8 - Recovery
I opened my eyes to find that I was in a bed in a hospital room. When I tried to move, the pain shot through every part of my body. An all-cymbal band began playing a full symphony in my head. The orchestra was on a ten-city tour of my back and my ribs, and I had a season pass with front row seats.
"Easy, Mr. Ferrament." said the nurse. She was very pretty, with long dark hair, and she looked years younger than her age, whatever that age was. And she was wearing a wedding ring. All the good ones were taken, I thought to myself, and her husband is one lucky guy. And then I saw her name tag, which said 'Julie'. Nurse Julie...
"Uhhh, what time is it?" I gasped.
"Eleven o'clock in the morning." Julie replied. "The morning of April 10th." The shock of that woke me up. I fought the pain to sit up as the nurse adjusted the bed to help. "Is there anything I can get you? Aspirin?"
"Maybe a shot of Wild Turkey Rare Breed." I said. "That's one of your favorites, isn't it?"
"Yes it is." said Julie, realizing I was showing that I knew who she really was, and that she was here as my Guardian Angel, of sorts.
"How are the axolotls doing?" I asked.
"They're good." Nurse Julie said. "The eggs are about to hatch, so that little incident last week didn't hurt them too much. But I can't say the same about you, Mr. Ferrament. You are a lucky man. The Police got to the scene in time to scare the thugs away, though they weren't caught."
Nurse Julie: "They saw the coral snake biting you, so we were able to start you on antivenin as soon as you got here. They don't make coral snake antivenin anymore, but because we had one in the Pet Store, we had some in storage. Fortunately, you did not develop any severe symptoms from the snakebite."
Nurse Julie: "But you did suffer a lot of soft tissue damage. Hairline fractures of your ribs, bruising everywhere that is just starting to work out of your muscles to the surface of your skin. They'll look even uglier in the next few days. And you had a concussion, but fortunately no skull fractures. You're very hardheaded, Mr. Ferrament."
"I'll say he is." said FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Shellac as he came into the room, followed by Special Agent J.P. Dobbs, Lieutenant Bentley Bayse of the Spring Valley Police Force, and Sergeant Trev Graves of the SVPD. "Someone Above must've thought you were Irish or something, what with your red hair and the luck you just had."
"I'll take it. Better lucky than good." I said. "What happened?" 
Sergeant Graves said "Sharon Akira of the Spring Valley Chronicle called and said you were being attacked at the Pet Shop. Detective Adrian and I were in the area, and we got there in time to chase off the thugs, though we didn't catch them." In the area, eh? I thought to myself. Yeah, they were tailing me.
Lieutenant Bayse said "Why they didn't just shoot and kill you instead of fooling around with the snake, I don't know. And what were you doing in that place, anyway? I should arrest you for trespassing."
"Ask the shop owners if they want to press charges." I replied witheringly. Nurse Julie just arched her eyebrows and turned her back to us.
Bayse scowled, then said with great relish in his voice: "I've put out an APB for Laura Thornwell. She was seen in the area around the time of the crime, and we can't find her anywhere. Was she behind this, Ferrament? Is she the one who lured you down there, into the trap?"
"I don't think so." I said tiredly, realizing that I was extremely hungry. "Nurse, can I get a piece of chocolate or something?"
"We're about to serve lunch." said Nurse Julie. "Okay, guys, you need to leave. You can talk to him later. He needs to eat."
Her words made me realize that I was more than hungry. After they all left, another nurse brought in a tray of food. And you know I was starving when I say that the hospital food was actually good. I even ate the jello cubes.
As I finished, the door opened to reveal the lovely face of Sharon Akira. "It's okay." I said to Nurse Julie when she looked at me. "Come on in, Sharon."
"I'm glad to see that you survived." Sharon said as she came up to my left side and stroked my hair on my forehead. "I was worried for a moment, there."
"Thanks." I said. "I'm glad they didn't catch you. What happened?"
Sharon said "Laura and I ran to her car and got out of there. She drove me to a nearby phone, and I called the Police, then called the City Desk at the Chronicle. The Poliee were there by the time we drove back. Laura dropped me off, and I went up to cover the story when the news van arrived. You looked pretty bad when they took you out of there and put you in the ambulance."
"Thanks for calling the Police." I said. "So what have you found out in the last few days?"
Sharon said "Huxtable Distributors has been under investigation by the State and the Feds; the State, upon the request of State Senator Mitt Willard; and the Feds, looking into Willard's involvement with it." She outlined several of the situations where Huxtable was crossing the line, then said "David Griese's name constantly came up in connection with the violations, and he may have been killed before he could go to the FBI."
"Or he was already an FBI undercover agent, or maybe a C.I. for them, and he was found out." I said. "Willard said he was buying out Huxtable from Laura. Is that true?"
"I don't think so." Sharon replied. "About a month ago, Willard filed Articles of Incorporation for a new distribution company, and began the process of getting permits like the ones Huxtable has. Sources speaking on condition of anonymity told me that he intended to destroy Huxtable by competing against it, stealing its clients, and bankrupting it. He was targeting Huxtable employees, too, though most of them rejected his offers of more money."
"So where is Laura?" I asked.
"That's what I need to know." said a voice in the doorway. We looked to see that it was FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Shellac. Special Agent J.P. Dobbs stayed in the hallway and guarded the door as Shellac came on inside.
"I don't know." said Sharon, more to Shellac than to me. "After she dropped me off, she left. And I haven't been able to get in touch with her at all. I think she's gone into hiding."
"Yeah, things don't look good for her." I said, a tinge of sadness in my voice.
Jack said "I could tell you didn't want to talk in front of the local LEOs, especially Bentley Bayse. So... is it Laura Thornwell behind all this?"
"I don't know." I said. "Things sure seem to be lining up against her. But I don't see her motive for killing Griese, nor for trying to kill me after hiring me in the first place."
Jack said to Sharon "Would you give us a minute?"
Sharon said "I'll check in with my Editor." She left the room, as did Nurse Julie.
Jack said "The Police found your revolver at the scene, and they turned it over to us for examination. The cartridges were fakes. They were made to look real, but the shells were empty and the primers were just metal discs. Now who could've had access to your gun to change out the cartridges like that? The most likely person... is Laura Thornwell, while you were asleep after banging her in your office."
"Yeah, but there's no proof of that, nor of her involvement with any of this." I said, knowing that Sharon Akira could have switched out the cartridges. "What we need is proof. And there are a couple of things that will go a long way towards proving that. The first is the discrepancy between what Willard told you, that he's buying out Huxtable versus reports that he's creating a competing business to bankrupt her."
Jack said "And what's the second?"
I said "We need to find out the truth about the gas explosion that killed Knox Thornwell and Lenore Thornwell Willard..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The rest of the day was a torture session gleefully provided by the physical therapist. It hurt to get out of bed. It hurt to walk. It hurt to go through the stretching exercises. It hurt to be put through the deep breathing exercises.
The next morning I was released from the hospital. I had no insurance, and I figured that the hospital bill would wipe out the money I'd gotten from Laura Thornwell and from Jack Shellac. I was stunned when I was told the bill was taken care of. They would not tell me who it was that paid it. I felt grateful, and chose to not look that gift horse in the mouth.
Sharon gave me a ride home. We stopped by Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers, and I got two triple cheeseburgers and biggie fries to go. And that was for me; Sharon declined my offer to buy her lunch. She helped me up the stairs to my office, then said she had to check in with the Chronicle, and left.
As I polished off the second triple cheeseburger, there was a knock on my door. It opened to reveal FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Shellac.
"Here you go." he said as he reached across my desk. My revolver was in his hand. As I took it, he said "Make sure you have real bullets in it from now on."
"No doubt." I replied.
As he sat down in the chair on the other side of the desk, Jack said "I found out this much. Mitt Willard did file paperwork a month ago to start a new LLC, though he did not list its purpose. And he did file distribution permit applications, but just two days ago, and in the name of his new LLC."
"That's one for Laura, then." I replied.
"As Coach Corso says: 'Not so fast, my friend'." Jack said. "It actually gives her motive, especially if David Griese betrayed her and was going over to Mitt's side. Anyhoo, I haven't been able to get anything on Willard's loan application at the bank. The bank president, who is a close friend of Willard, vouched for him being at the bank on April 1st. But when I asked to see the loan documents, he told me to get a warrant. And then his lawyer called me and told me to stop violating his client's rights."
"It's just as well." I said. "Mitt Willard never got that loan. And I think we can prove it, even though it's a negative. Do you still have that audio recording you made of his interview?"
"Yes." said Shellac.
"Good." I said. "It proves he lied to a Federal Agent. And I've got it on tape, too. So here's how I propose to get proof of who the criminal mastermind is..."
Part 9 - The Sting
And now it was the afternoon of Friday, April 13th. I picked up my phone on my desk and made three phone calls. In each of them I said "Hey, listen. I found the stove from the Thornwell home, that was involved in the explosion. It wasn't a gas stove, so any leak could not have come from it. It was put in the Fire Department's evidence warehouse in the Denny Jordan Building at the corner of Bryant and Toomer Streets. I'm headed there now. Get there as fast as you can."
The bait was being dangled. The trap to smoke out the arch-criminal, the Perp that had David 'Greezy' Griese murdered, was set.
And then everything went to Hades in a Handbasket.
First, the clouds that had been lowering finally opened up, pelting Spring Valley with heavy rains. This would have the effect of making it harder, much harder, to hear what was going on around me.
But I forged on, anyway. I put on my trenchcoat and Tilley hat, and left my office. As I walked down the street, the hard steady rain let up and finally stopped, leaving the streets and buildings glistening wet. The clouds stayed low, and streetlamps had begun coming on in the gloom.
I walked along the wet streets, the sounds of my steps seeming to echo eerily as I wrapped my trenchcoat around me against the chill of the air. As I approached the Denny Jordan Building, which was empty and all but abandoned, the second disaster happened: Laura Thornwell was running up the sidewalk to me!
"Laura!" I screamed. "What are you doing here?"
"You found the stove?" Laura cried out. "You found it?"
"Laura, you've got to go! You have to get out of here!" I yelled as she came up to me.
"Where is it?" Laura kept asking. "Where is the stove?"
I grabbed her upper arms and yelled "Laura, you're in danger here! You have to go! You have to leave before you get hurt!"
*click!*
Too late.
The sound of a revolver being cocked behind my head has a way of making me focus like nothing else can. I wondered if the dame was setting me up, or if I was being caught in the same swirling vortex that had already swallowed her. Laura screamed out as I looked over my shoulder, to see Mitt Willard pointing a very large revolver at my back.
It was a .44 Magnum, like the one Clint Eastwood carried in the 'Dirty Harry movies. That was the man's ego, using a powerful handgun to offset his weaknesses between his legs, I thought to myself.
I did not like the the way this story was shaping up, and I hoped to write a new ending, with my trusty six-shooter as co-author. But he had the drop on me. I needed a break. And I got one.
"Willard! What are you doing?" I heard a voice yell out. It was Lieutenant Bentley Bayse, yelling from across the street. Willard looked over at him for one split-second, distracted. It was enough. I turned to face him, drawing my gun, and putting myself between Laura and Willard's gun. And this time the bullets in my gun were real.
My trusty friend was an eloquent speaker, and it made three powerful arguments. Two taps, center of mass, into Willard's chest. As he looked back at me, the third shot drilled through his forehead and liquidated everything behind it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Officer Kira David took my statement, FBI Agents Jack Shellac and J.P. Dobbs came up to the scene. Dobbs and Bayse began talking as Shellac came up to me and Laura, who was huddling against me as I wrapped my left arm around her.
"Looks like your sting worked, Ferrament." Jack Shellac said. "Willard got desperate when he heard that you had found the stove in the Thornwell house, and came after you himself."
Laura said "You mean... it was a ruse? You didn't really find the stove?"
"No." I said. "It's long gone, probably in the county landfill somewhere." And then I remembered. I peered at her and said "And by the way, how did you find out about that, and came running down here? You almost got yourself killed. If I hadn't have known Willard was the Enemy, I might've shot you myself."
"And any of us Police or Federal Agents staking out the scene could have shot you, too." said Jack Shellac.
Laura said "I got a call from... a friend. Someone who was informed of your phone call to the Police. I won't say who it was."
"Are you sure?" I asked. "Was it truly a friend? Or maybe you were being set up, too." Laura just shrugged her shoulders... then moved away from my side and stood apart from me.
Detective Nick Adrian came up to us. "Lieutenant Bayse is ticked off that he wasn't told that this was a sting, but Dobbs convinced him not to arrest you, and to say this was a good shoot in self defense. As for me, I only have one question... how did you know for sure it was Willard, and not Mrs. Thornwell here?"
Jack Shellac and I both grinned as I said "When Agent Shellac and I went to interview Mitt Willard, he said that on April 1st, the day David Griese was murdered, he was at the bank getting a loan, then at the Federal Building submitting paperwork. The bank president is a close friend of his, and lied for him and said he was there."
Me: "The problem is that there is a little quirk in our calendars. Whenever there is a Friday the 13th in a month, it means the 1st day of that month is on a Sunday."
Me: "And that bank president may indeed have let Willard into the closed bank to do their transaction. But as Agent Shellac will tell you, Federal Courts and buildings are virtually never open on Sundays, and Shellac confirmed the building was completely closed two weeks ago, on April 1st."
Me: "So Mitt Willard lied to a Federal Agent, which is a Federal crime. And it means he lied when he said he was getting a loan to buy out Mrs. Thornwell. That was enough probable cause to get Federal warrants to dig deep into Willard and his businesses."
I continued: "But more importantly for me, it showed Willard did not have the alibi he'd tried to establish to explain his whereabouts on April 1st. And why would he lie? Because the place he was at was the Fish Store, supervising his thugs tying up Griese and dunking his head into the axolotl tank, and drowning Griese."



"And that's yet another crime Willard committed: endangering a critically endangered species." said Shellac, keeping his face totally straight.
I grunted, then said "But what we did not have, was a murder case. So we set up this sting."
"And it went far, far better than I had hoped it would." said Jack Shellac. "Any day we are drawing a chalk outline around Mitt Willard's dead body is a good day, as far as I'm concerned."
"It almost worked too well." said Nick Adrian. "It brought Mrs. Thornwell down here, too."
Sharon Akira of the Chronicle came up. "I need comments, gentlemen." she said. "This could get me my Pulitzer."
"I'll give you the details later." I said. "Why don't you talk to Laura Thornwell over there. She needs a shoulder to cry on, and mine is not good enough for her." Sharon went over to where Laura was and they began talking. As for me, I headed to the nearest bar. I tend to leave when the discussion gets 'philosophical'...
Part 10 - Epilogue
Friday, April 20th. I was sitting in my office on Riverside Drive, contemplating life as I knew it. The Feds had closed their investigation of a fentanyl-smuggling case, an operation being run by Mitt Willard and David Griese behind Laura Thornwell's back. They recovered $200,000, and as a documented C.I., I received ten percent, $20,000. That helped. A lot.
The door to my office opened, and in walked trouble. Brunette, as usual. It was Laura Thornwell, and she was looking smoking hot in her clingy navy blue dress and matching high heel pumps. I had stood up as she came in, and she declined my offer to sit down, so we both stood.
"I just came to say goodbye to you, Mr. Ferrament." Laura said. "I appreciate you getting to the truth, and especially for blowing Mitt Willard away."
"That was definitely my pleasure." I said. "So what are you going to do? Keep running Huxtable?"
"No." Laura said. "Mitt Willard died intestate... well, his will listed his wife Lenore as his heir, and she preceded him in death. So I claimed Mitt's shares of Huxtable, and the judge awarded them to me. I got a huge offer from one of the big distribution chains, and I accepted it. So I'm moving away, to Florida."
I nodded. "I understand. Too bad, though. We made a great team."
Laura looked at me with both amusement and derision in her eyes. "In bed, anyway. As to the rest of it?" Her smirk finished the sentence.
"You could do worse than me." I said.
"And I can do better.... a lot better." Laura said. As she turned for the door, she said "Take care of yourself, Mr. Ferrament." And with that, she opened the door and walked out.
As the door closed behind her, I sat back down, reminding myself of the best piece of advice I'd ever heard: 'Never mistake a great piece of ass for love.' Laura Thornwell had used me like she had used David Griese, and had used men in the past. She had her small fortune now. I had some cock-stirring memories. Easy Street ain't easy, my grandfather used to say.
As I lit up an Alec Bradley cigar, I looked out the window and saw Police Lieutenant Bentley Bayse walking his bluetick hound Smokey. Bayse was on the way to promotion to Captain, and Sergeant Graves would be promoted to Lieutenant... on another Police Force. He'd been the leak to Laura, of course. Meanwhile, Nick Adrian and Kira David had a lot of hours of thankless work on the beat waiting for them before they would receive well-deserved promotions. I told them I'd help them out when and where I could. I didn't know if they'd accept that help, or if they'd treat me like I was a rabid dog.
Maybe I should get a dog, I thought to myself. But not a bluetick hound like Smokey. Hey, he's a cool dog, but just as Laura said she could do better, I can too. Maybe I'll get a white English bulldog, like Clint Eastwood's canine buddy in 'Midnight In The Garden Of Good And Evil'. Yeah, Bulldogs are the best, the very best...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
4:30pm, Sunday, December 19th. The sun disappeared relatively early over the top of Promontory Point, leaving a glow in the western sky behind it. Sunset upon the western horizon of the Town & County was still half an hour away, and full darkness another half hour out after that.
As the light faded, the streetlights and outdoor lights of the house began sparkling more noticeably. The wood fire in the fire pot was a welcome source of warmth as the chill of the clear air enveloped the land. People huddled around it or went inside.
This was Cindy Ross and Carrie Carrington's housewarming party, and it was serving as a Christmas party, as well. Cindy had told me that this party was 'for just family', and that they'd have another open house for friends, colleagues, and neighbors later on, probably near the New Year. And that was wise, because 'just family' was pretty big.
Tim Jenkins was present, and he and Baby Benjamin were sticking together like glue. Tim was holding his son, and Benjamin protested whenever someone else tried to hold him; he was disquieted by the large crowd, even though he knew us all. Not even Carole could persuade Ben to come to her.
Cindy's mother Maggie Ross was there, and she brought Dr. Marvin Milton with her. Cindy's blood father Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart was also there, but there appeared to be no issues as he greeted Dr. Milton warmly when they were introduced. Dr. Eckhart told Dr. Milton that he (Eckhart) had followed Dr. Milton's mathematics career with great interest, though not complete understanding. "You study the most physical aspects of the world, and I study the metaphysical aspects." Dr. Eckhart said. Dr. Milton enthusiastically agreed.
Molly Ross Evans was there early, having volunteered to help her younger sister Cindy with preparations for the party. Which meant Molly had control of the huge kitchen, and was making great use of it. "Molly is a better chef than me and Callie combined." Cindy told me. I wisely did not agree out loud, but I did agree with that.
That meant that I brought my and Molly's sons Ross and Ian Troy with me, along with Carole and Jim, and their mother Laura. I brought my daughter Tasha, as well. Her mother Paulina Patterson brought a date... Michael Thomas McGill of the Madison & Ives Law Firm.
"How do you feel about that?" Cindy asked me quietly some minutes later.
"Doesn't bother me." I said. "I'm not sure Laura feels the same way, though."
Cindy got right to the point, and in brutally direct fashion (she's a Michaux like me, dontcha know). "What if they get married?"
"Ain't gonna happen." a voice from below said. We looked down to see Carole Diana Troy standing right there in front of us, looking over and Paulina and Michael talking to others.
"Carole," I said, "are you listening to conversations that do not concern you again?"
"This one concerns me, Daddy." Carole said without a shred of remorse in her voice. "And in every sense of the word 'concerns'." Cindy's eyes widened at that. I was a lot more used to my daughter, and kept a straight face.
And speaking of daughters... Cindy's adopted daughter Betsy Ross, who some of us knew was my blood daughter, apparently felt jealous of the fatherly attention her brother Ben was being given. No sooner had we walked in the door when she came up to me and raised her arms for me to pick her up, which I did despite my bad back.
"My goodness Betsy!" I said teasingly. "You're getting to be too big to pick up! Your mom needs to put a brick on your head!" Both Cindy and Betsy laughed at that.
"She's going to be four years old on January 6th." Cindy said. "And Ben will be one on January 16th."
"Four? Four years old?! My goodness!" I exclaimed. "You're just growing up so fast, Betsy! You're a big girl now!" Betsy loved hearing that she was a 'big girl'... until I told her she was too big for me to keep holding. Fortunately, Carole helped by telling Betsy that she was too big for my bad back to hold for too long, which was true.
But the Future Iron Crowbar is a sneaky Future Iron Crowbar, and Carole made sure that she and Betsy were seen together as much as possible, which inevitably generated comments of 'those two girls look almost exactly alike!'... which is what Carole wanted them to see.
"One more year until she's five." Cindy said to me, meaning Betsy. "Then both the State and Federal Statutes of Limitations run out." I understood what she meant: even though I had a Governor's pardon and Federal Judge's immunity agreement, getting past the time limits for prosecuting the alleged crimes that ended up producing Betsy would solidify our safety all the more. (Author's note: 'Film Noir')
"What do you want to do after that?" I asked quietly.
"I don't know yet." Cindy said.
"It's your call to make." I said. "I'll follow your lead..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Of course 'family' included Our Sheriff, whose name 'Antonio' had been given to Benjamin by his mother Cindy. Sheriff Griswold's housewarming gift was a number of adult beverages, including bourbons, Canadian whiskies (plural of 'whisky'), and a few select wines, which Laura volunteered to sample for taste and quality, and needed several samples to come to a good scientific conclusion.
And of course Cindy's fellow Crowbar's Angels were there. Teresa Croyle and Todd Burke came up with their three boys Jack, Mike, and Doug. Tanya P. Muscone and Jack Muscone came with her son Pete and his daughters Tiffany, and Jennifer.
Once everyone arrived, the house grand tour began. Betsy was beside herself with happiness as she guided me by the hand to her bedroom, which was simply furnished. Everyone 'ooh'ed and 'aah'ed over it, including Tanya. Tanya had been physically picked up and carried up the stairs by Todd Burke to the regular (non-motorized) wheelchair on the second floor, and Tanya got to see all the rooms upstairs, as well as the views from the windows that faced the backyard. Of the 'hall to nowhere' on the back side, Tanya said "I could sit and look out that window all day."
Back on the first floor, Cindy showed Tanya and everyone else the bedroom that was furnished to be 'handi-capable', as Tanya called it. Callie was helping Molly in the kitchen, and Cindy asked if she could use any help.
"No." Callie said with her beautiful smile. "My boyfriend has it all covered." Indeed, my son Jim was happily helping Callie with plates and glasses and settings. That boy bears watching, I thought to myself. But he's got the right ideas, not to mention the charm that had gotten Callie's attention.
We began matriculating outside with drinks. And that's when I saw the addition that had not been there before. A doghouse at the far edge of the garage, which was open to the very large cleared expanse down the hillside.
"Yes." Cindy said when I pointed it out. "It has a trapdoor into the garage, too. And the dog story is that Frieda Franklin's dog Barky, son of Bowser, hooked up with a neighbor's white lab named Carolina, because they got her in Raleigh, North Carolina. She just had the puppies, all solid white labs, and I'm getting two of them, a boy and a girl. They're not weaned yet, so they'll be birthday presents for the kids next month. We'll get the girl spayed as soon as she's old enough."
"What will their names be?" I asked.
"I dunno yet." Cindy replied.
Ross had been listening to our conversation, and he caused it to concern him by saying "How about George and Charlotte?"
"After Prince William and Princess Kate's kids?" I asked. When Ross nodded and gave a thumbs-up, I said "Sounds good to me. Charlotte is large and in charge in that family now, and I suspect your girl dog will be that way, too." Cindy's face showed her approval with the idea.
So let it be written, so let it be done; 'George' and 'Charlotte', the grandchildren of the redoubtable Bowser they would be...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
There was one other issue: kids were going everywhere, including down the backside hill. Jack Burke was the culprit, and had gotten Mike, Ross, and Pete to go exploring with him. Parents grew concerned, so I solved the problem.
*TWEEET!*
Yep, the Police Commander's official Police Whistle came out. I was standing on the edge of the deck above the steps that led to the backyard grass, and I had all the kids 'fall in' on the grass in front of me.
"You too, ladies." Tanya told Jennifer and Tiffany. "And you can help keep the smaller kids in line." Jennifer and Tiffany did not seem pleased with that, but they dutifully got in line with the others.
"Okay, kids." I said "These are the roooools. You can be inside the house. You can be on deck, here. You can be in the backyard. You can be in the fenced-in cleared area going down the hill. You cannot be past the fence in the woods. You cannot be in the unfenced front yard or on the front side of the house or garage without an adult with you. Good or good?"
"Why not?" challenged (who else) Jack Burke. "Is the Slender Man in the woods, and gonna snatch us?" That had the other kids looking around, and disquieted. The mention of the legendary Slender Man had me disquieted, too.
"I don't know, and we are not going to find out." I replied. "Just stay where you can be seen, especially if I look for you." No, it wasn't really the Slender Man I was worried about, but anyone who might be thinking of making mischief. Yeah, I'm paranoid about the kids. The Sheriff says it's not paranoia but a wise and sensible precaution.
I helped set up the folding chairs and tables in the dining room, formal living room, and greatroom. As it began growing dark, we all went through the line and partook of the many dishes everyone had brought. I'd brought hamburger patties and buns, and I don't think a single adult got any... not because they didn't want them, but because the kids got to them first. I helped myself to baked chicken and fixins.
"So how do you like the house?" I asked Callie when she sat down next to me at the foldout table in the formal dining room, one of the last free spaces.
"Oh, I love it!" Callie said, exhibiting her beautiful smile. "Cindy designed most of it... she could have a career in architecture if she wanted it... but I got to add a lot of the little touches, to make the good even better."
"You both did a great job with it." I said. "It's very comfortable, as well as aesthetically pleasing. By the way, all of us here are Cindy's family and closest friends. When are you going to have the party for your family and friends?"
"They're here now." Callie said. Then she added: "Seriously, I work with your wife. I did invite her assistant Laurie, but she had other plans. And I don't have any family at all, outside of Cindy and all of you."
She became thoughtful for a moment, then said "You know, Don, I never dared to even dream I'd have a house like this, a wife like Cindy, kids like Betsy and Ben. Did Cindy tell you about my past?" I shook my head 'no'.
Callie said "Well, my father and mother knew each other for about ten minutes behind the maintenance shed of the fairgrounds of a tiny, podunk town in Kansas. She was a teenage Homecoming Queen that went bad, got hooked on drugs, and turned to hooking to pay for her habit. She was found dead in an alley when I was six, and I was put in DFACS."
Callie: "And I can totally vouch for you whenever you call it 'DFACS Hell'. I went from one broken home to another, and I look back and wonder how some of those people got approved to foster in the first place. Anyway, when I was twelve, I was brought into a pretty decent home, middle class people. And then my foster father began fooling around with me. I didn't say anything... if I did I'd be back in DFACS Hell again. And my stepmother pretended not to know anything."
Callie: "When I was sixteen, I'd had enough. I ran away from home, and lived on the streets. A few years later I was working in a strip club when a man, one of the customers that night, approached me. He said he was an agent for an adult film studio, and he gave me a card. The other girls there told me that I would take one for the team and go out with him. Turns out he was legit, meaning he was an adult industry scout."
Callie: "And so I ended up in the porn industry, which is tough but a hell of a lot better than streetwalking or working the pole in a seedy, dirty bar. And then we came to this Town & County to make a film, and Life got good from there on." (Author's note: 'The Porno Set Mystery')
I said "I'm glad things worked out for you. And yes, they did work out for you."
Callie said "And after all that, I don't want to sound like I'm complaining at all. But I am worried about some things, like how much longer I'll have a job with Laura."
"Laura loves you." I replied. "She says you do great work, too. So why are you worried about... oh, never mind."
"Yes." Callie said as she saw the understanding come into my eyes. "Laura isn't saying anything, but she's really feeling the pressure that Dr. Carmela and Dr. Moore are trying to put on her. Laura is trying to muster up support, like recreating the Faculty Study Group, but the Trustees rejected her for the University President post, and in a pretty ugly way. So she's not expecting much support."
I said "Well, Laura is hardcore tough. She's not the one to be pushed around."
"Neither are you." Callie said. "But what would you do if the next Mayor is a Democrat... a black Democrat, dedicated to defunding the Police, and the Council is majority Democrat, and committed to your destruction? Sure you can retire... just like Laura can... but is that what you would want?"
"Point taken." I said, resisting the urge to go into a reverie. "Point taken..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I'd noticed that Tasha had been keeping distant from her mother and Michael McGill. Not avoiding them, but just keeping to herself. Carole was continuing to keep Betsy company, so Tasha had explored the hillside with the boys for a while, then she took up station with Tiffany and Jennifer, who weren't rude to Tasha but did not really include her in their 'older girl' conversations.
Sooo, Tasha went over and sat down by Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart on the sofa in the greatroom, and found him to be a much more receptive audience. He had been talking to Todd and Teresa, but gave his full attention to Tasha when she came up. I listened in on the conversation that did concern me... as it would turn out.
"Uncle Harvey," Tasha asked, "we call Aunt Cindy 'Aunt Cindy' even though Daddy and Carole say she's my cousin. We call Teresa and Tanya our aunts, too, but they're not really. So are you really my uncle? Or are you a cousin, too?" Everyone who heard that chuckled, especially Todd.
"Well, let me explain it, young Tasha." Dr. Eckhart explained. "I am Cindy's father, just as young Donald is your father. Donald's father is my brother, just like Jim, Ross, and Ian are your brothers. So Donald is my nephew, and that makes you my great-niece, which is a great thing." He and Tasha high-fived.
Eckart: "And that also makes your dad and Cindy first cousins. Your dad's sister Elizabeth is my niece, and since she is Todd's mother, that makes you and Todd first cousins."
"All right!" Tasha said. She high-fived Todd. She then said "So your brother and my daddy's daddy is my grandfather that died? I remember seeing his tooomb in Ap-ple Grove. But what was his 'grandpa' name?"
I stepped up and said "That's a good question. Todd, what did you call him when you saw him? As first grandchild, you got to name him."
"I think I saw him a grand total of three times." Todd replied. "I just called him 'Granddad'."
"Good enough for Government work." I said.
Dr. Eckhart took it back up: "As to Teresa, she is married to your cousin Todd, so she's your cousin-in-law. But much, much more importantly, Teresa, Tanya, and Cindy are like sisters to your dad on the Police Force, so that's why Carole started calling them aunts, and the rest of you followed right along. They're all very close."
"And then some." I said quietly. Teresa and I fist-bumped.
"Wow, I have a big family on Daddy's side!" Tasha said. "On my mom's side, we just have my Uncle T-Square. Everyone else is either in prison or dead."
"Who told you that?" asked Paulina, who'd wandered up with Michael T. McGill.
"Let me guess, Little Love." I said. "I'll bet Carole told you that, as well as most of what Uncle Harvey just told you."
"Carole also says that nothing gets past Daddy." Tasha said to Dr. Eckhart. "And she's right." That brought the house down...
Part 2 - The Never-Ending Stories
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, December 20th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the Courthouse in her distant background. "Justice denied yet again by biased, far-right-wing judges!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Last week, several Social Justice organizations, including the Citizens For Freedom FROM Religion, the Citizens For Secular Atheism, and the Students for Climate Justice (SCJ), filed lawsuits against the University, University Hospital, the Teresa Croyle Foundation, and the Guardians Group, the entity that is contracted to put on the Christmas Concert. Also named in the suit were Hospital Administrator Seth Warner, and TCPD Officer Teresa Croyle personally."
Bettina: "The Social Justice groups were demanding that the Christmas Concert, scheduled for Thursday, December 23d, be disallowed. They cited the Separation of Church and State Clause of the Constitution as grounds to demand the injunction against the concert. They are saying the concert is clearly a Christian religious service, and that University Hospital is part of the University, is on State grounds, and therefore cannot host the event."
Bettina: "However, ultra-conservative Judge Rodney K. Watts dismissed the lawsuits with prejudice, stating that the groups did not have legal standing to sue, that the Hospital and The Guardians Group had a legitimate and legally binding contract, and that the concert was not specifically religious nor exclusively Christian."
Bettina: "Upon appeal, Appellate Judge Leahy very correctly overturned Judge Watts's embarrassingly poor decision, and enjoined the concert from taking place. However, State Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert Johnson, also a far-right-wing jurist, overturned Judge Leahy's ruling, and fully reinstated Judge Watts's ruling until the entire State Supreme Court could hear the case... next year."
Bettina: "University President Jerry Moore filed a 'friend of the Court' brief strongly supporting the Social Justice groups. But when asked why he didn't just stop the event outright, he said, quote, 'the Hospital entered a contract with these filthy Christian thugs to hold their very offensive concert, and there is nothing we can do beyond supporting the lawsuits to stop it', close quote."



Bettina: "Now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum with two special guests. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the corpulent reporter, standing on the University Campus with the Clock Tower in his background, and giving trenchcoats and Dick Tracy hats a bad name by wearing them in public. "I'm with highly esteemed Professor of Political Science Lionel Carmela, and we are fortunate to be joined by former Superior Court Judge Harry R. Nance."
As the camera panned out to show the filthy, odious Carmela in his black 'Hillary Clinton' socialist pantsuit and eye patch over his gouged-out left eye, and the haggard, hatred-filled face of Nance, wearing a dark suit and tie. Stellum said "Gentlemen, thank you for joining us today. Judge Nance, was Judge Watts and Chief Justice Johnson correct in their ruling?"
"Hell no!" exploded Harry Nance, his face reddening with fury. "Allowing a filthy Christian event on Government lands is an egregious violation of the Constitution! That filthy Christian event is illegal!"
Stellum: "But Judge, it's for a good cause, for the Croyle Foundation and the Cancer Children."
"To hell with those deplorables!" Nance yelled, his voice ragged with hatred. "The Constitution forbids filthy Christians from spewing their filth on Government property! And that's all that matters!"
Stellum said "Dr. Carmela, you joined Dr. Moore in supporting the Social Justice groups's valiant effort to shut down the concert. What do you think of the ruling, and of Dr. Moore's reasons for not having the Campus Police, State Patrol, and National Guard come in and shut it down by force?"
Carmela said "The ruling is offensive. When biased, far-right-wing judges twist the Constitution to support their abhorrent, racist policies, we have to take matters into our own hands. We must raise our voices in protest against being forced to endure  Christian filth! And that is what we are going to do!"
Carmela: "As to Dr. Moore, he is indeed limited in what he can do, especially with the White Nationalist Governor using her Government position and power to force filthy Christian dogma down our throats. We may can't stop the concert this year, but I'll be working closely with Dr. Moore, Social Justice groups, and the best legal minds in the Nation to prevent this concert from being allowed ever again!"
"Thank you for your time, gentlemen." Stellum said. He then grinned at the camera as he said "Back to you, Bettina!"
As the feed returned to her, Bettina shouted "Thank you Pat! And our thanks to Dr. Carmela and Judge Nance for giving us a few moments of their time. In other news, the Police Union has filed a grievance against Commander Donald Troy and the Police Force, for ordering Lieutenant Mary Milton to report for duty on Friday, December 3rd, even though she is on maternity leave and will be until the New Year!"
Bettina: "The Union is demanding the TCPD enter into binding arbitration with the Federal Government to resolve this important dispute. And as usual, Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you frickin' kidding me?" Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drank coffee and watched the Bettina Broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. "Mary Milton was inducted into the Orange Order, and the Union is grieving it? Really?"
"Yep." growled Sheriff Griswold. "They filed it at the last minute on Friday, so we won't get the official notification until today. But the Press somehow already knows about it."
"She didn't even go on duty!" Teresa said with exasperation. "And she wasn't ordered to come into work. And in the past, Commander Troy made it clear to Captain Michaels and myself that Mary could not be asked to do work at home, much less come in, while she was on maternity leave, lest the Union complain." (Author's note: 'Scavenger Hunt', Ch. 02.)
"And she didn't do any work while she was here on Orange Order Day." said Cindy. "Unless showing off baby Marty is considered 'work' by the Police Union."
"Desperate for new members, the Union is." I said in my best Jedi Master Yoda voice. Then I got serious and said "But because we knew Mary had been elected into the Orange Order, I know she was 'invited' to be present for the reveal. And that may be what the Union is going to whine about."
I continued: "But it doesn't matter. Bettina gave away the real purpose and intent of the grievance... they demanded Federal arbitration. They're trying to create a reason for the TCPD to be required to submit to the current Federal regime, as a precursor to attempting to force a Consent Decree upon the TCPD."
"And the Press is doootifully helping the Yoon-yun with the effort." Chief Moynahan said.
"It's the other way around, Chief." I replied. "I suspect it's the Union helping the rabidly biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media, and that the Media is leading the Union by the nose on this... and that the Media is helping the corrupt Derrick B. Harland's corrupt DOJ, working hand-in-glove with them to destroy us. Anyhoo, the grievance should be easily beaten back, if they seriously pursue it at all."
"We still have to take the time and effort to deal with it, though." said Teresa. "And if it's not that, they'll find some other bullshit way to harass us. It's never-ending with those bastards."
"The Media, or the Federal Government?" Cindy asked.
"Yes!" said Sheriff Griswold and me simultaneously.
"Jinx on both of yoooo." drawled the Chief. "And speak-ing of 'never-ennnn-dingggg', what botherrrrs me is that threat Carmela made, to disrupt the Christmas Concert. So we're going to have to deploy Officers to stop the threats, and they can't just enjoy the concert?"
Tanya added "And how can that fat bastard just go on TV and make a terroristic threat like that? Can we swear out a warrant for his arrest? Or maybe I can get Jack to do it at the Federal level?"
"We can try." I said. "But Leftists can do that all they want, and they get away with it... as well as calling Judges and Justices biased and corrupt if their rulings don't go the Left's way. But if a Conservative said what Carmela said, he or she would be in prison and charged with insurrection against (air quotes) 'Our Democracy' before noon."
Me: "Having said that, if there are any disruptions at all, I will get a warrant and arrest Carmela for making those threats in the first place, and say he incited to riot."
Sheriff Griswold said "I personally think he said that and the Press ran with it to make us have to react, to force us to put Officers on duty and spend more of the taxpayers dollars than we normally would. But we can't take the chance. I'll get with the State Patrol, and coordinate additional security."
"At least the lawsuit was dismissed." Cindy said.
I replied: "But that's only because the Chief Justice of the State Supreme Court uncharacteristically got involved, and got involved very quickly. And he was called biased and corrupt by the Media for doing the right thing. Like you said, Teresa, with the Left it's neverending... never, ever ending..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After my Angels and I watched the KFXU broadcast at 8:00am, we began the Angels Meeting.
"I have something new." Teresa said. "Lieutenants Parker and Washington want to swap teams. If you approve, Teddy would have Julia Rodriguez and Roark Coleman, and Theo will have Joan Laurer and Kerri Ambrose."
"Like Carole always asked when she was two.. whyyyyy?" I asked in reply.
Teresa said "They didn't give any real reasons to Captain Michaels when they asked her for permission, just some boilerplate that it would make for better teams. Claire said she'd run it by me and by you, then come back with an answer. It's not my call to make, but I'm good with it if you are."
"I'll call Teddy and Theo in after this meeting and ask them what it's about." I replied. "In the meantime, I have something to ask you about. As you know, before and after the coffee klatch I look at the various logs: the citations issued, 9-1-1 calls, the Police radio call-in logs, the Duty Desk logs. If something catches my eye, I might look further into it, such as bringing up digitally stored dashcam footage and Officer-cam footage."
Me: "On Saturday night, actually about 12:30 Sunday morning, a radio call came in about a car speeding on the Bypass, going 85 miles per hour in the 45mph zone where the Bypass merges into the Hammondsville Highway in the northwest corner of Town. Five minutes later a request to run a car tag was logged, and the tag came back to an SUV belonging to the University's Athletic Department. The Officer then called in that he had stopped the vehicle for speeding, was making a 'high risk' stop, and requested backup."
A high-risk stop was one where the driver of the suspect vehicle and any passengers would be ordered to exit the vehicle, and the Police would have guns drawn if not aimed at the suspects. Officers initiating the high risk stop were expected to wait in their vehicle for backup to arrive, and be prepared to give chase should the suspect vehicle suddenly take off and attempt to elude the Police.
I continued: "The Officer was Patrolman Ragnar Magnussen. He's a rookie, but he started with us last February, so he's been here almost a year. And he's done a good job, as far as I can tell. The next Officer to arrive at the scene was Patrolman Ron McElwane. He called in and said the high risk stop was canceled, and that the matter was handled."
Me: "Any time I see McElwane's name, it gets my hackles up. So I tried to look into it. Magnussen activated his Officer-cam and it was transmitting. But now I cannot find the video file. The citation, which was entered as a warning, was also pulled. And it's not part of the official duty log entries they put together to give to the Chief, Sheriff, me, and the Press. So I want you to begin checking on that. Tanya, I'm going to pull Myron Milton into it to help Teresa, so consider your lane strayed into."
Tanya and Teresa both nodded. Teresa asked "Is this something Internal Affairs should begin looking into, as well?"
I said "Let's find out what's going on, first. If you find something that merits their attention, by all means have I.A. brought into it. I would suggest that you first have Lieutenant Davis or Senior Sergeant McGhillie make inquiries for you. And I know you're busy with last-minute stuff for the Christmas Concert, so definitely delegate on this."
"Wilco, sir." Teresa said. "Let me go start that up now." I nodded and she got up and left the office.
Tanya said "Where does she find the time to do everything she does around here -and- put the Christmas Concert together?"
I said "Her direct boss allows her to go and do what she needs to do for the Concert during the Christmas season, as long as she keeps her direct boss informed of her whereabouts at all times. And thank God for the Christmas Concert! If it weren't for that, she'd be on Desk Duty for the Christmas season, and dwelling on bad memories."
"Those haven't gone completely away, you know." Cindy said.
I nodded. "But as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wrote, 'work is the best antidote to sorrow'." (Author's note: 'The Empty House') "And Teresa does a heckuva lot of work putting that Concert together."
Tanya said "And I'm worried about the Concert, especially in the future. Dr. Jerry Moore really doesn't give a flip about the Concert, which is one reason he's not pushing to unilaterally shut it down. However, his wife Celeste is virulently anti-Christian and anti-Christmas, and it's really her teaming up with Carmela on a lot of the radical political shit he's been spewing. I'm afraid she's going to force Dr. Moore to bring his full power as University President against the Concert, and stop it in the future, if not this year."
Now how does she know all that? I thought to myself. I put that into its own compartment of the mind for the moment.
"Let not your heart be troubled." I said in the form of a quotation. "There's a lot of stuff going on with that University... a lahhhht of stuff... but things will work themselves out. Okay, let me get to work on my Detectives's swapping teams..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain of Detectives Claire Micheals was invited into my office, and availed herself of my offer of coffee. As she sat down in the near-side hot chair, I said "So Lieutenants Parker and Washington want to swap teams. You good with that?"
"I have no objections." Claire said. "I told them I'd have to run it up the chain first, since you made the assignments. I asked Commander Croyle about it, and she had no objections, at least none she expressed to me."
I nodded, then said "Did they say why they wanted to do this? To swap teams?"
"No sir." Claire said. "I did ask, and they said the teams were working well together, Rodriguez with Roark and Laurer with Ambrose, but that swapping the leaders would lead to even better teams. And I agree in that Washington is more experienced and would be a better teaching influence on Ambrose in that regard. That's not a complaint about Parker, of course. Just my observation."
"Yeah, I can see that reasoning." I said diplomatically. "Okay, I'll likely approve it, and I'll definitely take action on it by COB today, if not by lunchtime. I'm going to egregiously stray into your lane and talk to Theo and Teddy first, though. Just them and me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenants Teddy Parker and Theo Washington reported to my office with coffee mugs, as instructed. Theo's was full of coffee made in MCD, while Parker availed himself of coffee from the coffeepot in my office. Theo sat down in the far-side hot chair, and Teddy in the near-side hot chair.
I took my badge off my shirt and held it up as I said "Take 'em off and put 'em on the table, gentlemen. Speak frankly and openly, and nothing said during this conversation is ever to be spoken of outside this room. Is that clear?"
"Yes sir." they both said as they put their badges on my desk.
"What this is about, is swapping out your teams." I said. "I've heard the official reasons and the polite mouthings about why you want to do this, and I don't want to waste your time nor mine. What I need to know... are the real reasons you want to do this."
Teddy and Theo looked at each other a moment, then Theo nodded and started us off, saying "Sir, as you know, Joanne Warner and I were partners for a long time. Years. And we were, and still are, very good friends away from work. We and our spouses often go out to dinner together, or have dinner at each other's houses."
He then looked at Teddy, who took it up: "Sir, I generally get along with everyone in MCD. But I'm not nearly as close to Joanne as Theo is. I could say something humorous about this Ole Miss grad not liking arrogant Alabama fans, but I don't think you want to hear that right now, and in all seriousness I have a good relationship with Joanne."
Teddy Parker: "Julia Rodriguez and Roark Coleman are on Theo's team. I know Roark is not particularly well-liked, especially by Captain Michaels and Joanne. But Julia gets along with Roark very well, a lot better than anyone else in the room. And she came to me about what she believes is a problem."
Teddy: "She said that she thinks Joanne is working to get Roark out, either fired or out of MCD. Julia also said that she didn't feel she could go to her direct supervisor, that being Theo, because of his close relationship with Joanne. And Julia said she definitely could not go to Captain Michaels, and that going to you would be going over the Captain's head, which Julia was not comfortable with, and also knows it'll get her fucked over in the future, pardon my language, sir." I nodded.
Theo: "And Rodriguez is not totally wrong about some of it. Joanne has been trying to persuade me to find a way to jack up Roark so that she and Captain Michaels can get rid of him. And when I tell her Roark is doing his job, and pretty well, and that I'm not comfortable with doing anything to him that's not justified... well, it's putting a strain on my and Joanne's personal relationship."
I said "And you think swapping teams will solve these problems?"
Theo said "It won't make Joanne like Roark any better, but it'll get Joanne and Captain Michaels off my back. And if Joanne says anything to Teddy, he'll just say 'Kick-Six' or 'Hotty Toddy' or something equally inappropriate. And Janice Holloway is a Captain, and she can jack up Captain Michaels if Captain Michaels gives Teddy any shit."
"Oh, you don't need her for that." I said. "Just come to me. Speaking off the record, I am verrry good at the jacking-up-bad-Captains game. Only the Chief and Sheriff are better at it. Anyhoo, I appreciate you telling me this information, and again, let's make sure this conversation does not leave this room. I also agree with your solution; indeed, I should've done it that way in the first place, truth be told."
I put my badge back on my uniform shirt, and Teddy and Theo did likewise. I called Captain Michaels and told her to come to MCD, then said "Okay, let's go tell everyone the good news."
I led the way into MCD via the back hall doorway, and saw that all the Detectives and their leadership were at their desks, getting year-end paperwork done. When Claire came in through the side hall door, I said "Okay, everyone, listen up!"
Once I had all eyes on me, I said "We're making a small change in the teams. Rodriguez and Coleman, you are now part of Team Teddy; Parker is your Team Leader and supervisor. Ambrose and Laurer, you are now with Lieutenant Washington. If there are any objections, speak now or forever hold your peace."
There were no objections; indeed, everyone seemed happy with the announcement and the change, especially Roark Coleman... and somewhat to my surprise, I sensed Kerry Ambrose was happy about it, as well.
"Okay, anyone have any questions for me? About anything?"
Julia Rodriguez said "I do, sir. Are the rumors true that you're getting promoted?"
My voice connoted the surprise I felt as I said "Promoted to what? Did the Chief retire or something?"
Julia said "I phrased that badly, sir. There are rumors swirling that there is going to be a restructuring in the Public Safety Department, the Chiefs will get three stars, you'll have two stars, and so on."
I nodded and said "There arrrrre... discussions going on. Not really any promotions, but clarifications of what we have now, especially at the upper levels. And I think the Sheriff's Department itself will have the most (air quotes) 'restructuring', after the incidents at those Council meetings." (Author's note: 'No Show')
"Sir," said Captain Claire Michaels, "is it true that the drug testing is going to be consolidated within the Public Safety Department, instead of the Police Force, Fire Department, et cetera, doing their own?"
I said "That is also being discussed, as a cost-cutting move. But that won't fundamentally change anything. We will still pee the same way into the same size cups..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Monday, December 20th. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle came to my office. After she got some coffee and sat down, she said "As Alison McFarland's podcasts say, 'here's what we know'. I talked to Myron Milton, and we looked up the data on the incident."
Teresa: "Officer Ragnar Magnussen did turn on his Officer-cam when he initiated the pursuit of the speeding vehicle. The video still exists, but was put behind a seal. The radio conversations were recorded and are on file, but under seal. A citation, which was a warning, was issued... and was subsequently pulled, and put under seal."



"Pretty damn good seal... since -I- can't see the reports, nor even their existence." I said with considerable asperity.
"I couldn't bring them up, either." Teresa said. "And Myron found out why. There's a glitch in the programming code that seals off documents. Documents like the one in this case, sealed by, say, a Sergeant, can be seen up the chain-of-command to the Precinct Captain, but not higher. It -is- a glitch; Myron said it doesn't appear to be intentional. He'll get it fixed in a couple of days."
"Who sealed the reports?" I asked. "Rookie Patrol Officers have no power to do that."
Teresa: "Sergeant Clark, sir. But you're getting me off track, so let me circle back to that." I did not like that, and my look at her indicated my displeasure. But I just said to go ahead, and Teresa continued: "Myron copied the data to another server so it can't be sealed further nor destroyed. He also confirmed that the other Officer that came up to the situation was who you said it was: Ron McElwane."
Teresa: "They're both 1st Precinct Officers, so I went to 1st Precinct. Captain Hewitt took leave starting today, and won't be back until January 3rd. That's my fault; I told him to burn his vacation time so that he wouldn't lose it at the end of the year. So I talked to Lieutenant Jerome Davis, and gave him the details of the situation."
"Wait." I said. Teresa paused, and I said "Didn't Hewitt take vacation time around Thanksgiving, or the week after?"
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "But he'd accumulated four weeks, because he hadn't taken any in a while." That did not sound right to me, but I told her to keep going.
Teresa: "McElwane is also on vacation this week, but Magnussen is not, and Jerome is going to call him in and talk to him. And now I'll come around to Sergeant Clark. He's a good Officer and has had a good career up to now. He was Hicks's Sergeant in Hicks's early years, and you know how good Hicks is." (Author's note: 'The Pact', Ch. 02, for first mention of Sergeant Clark) I nodded.
Teresa: "Sergeant Clark is also on vacation, but Jerome is going to call him and ask about the case, and why he sealed it. Myron checked, and Sergeant Clark has sealed six different traffic stops over the last two years..."
She paused, and I could tell she was building to something dramatic. "All right, hit me with it." I said.
Teresa replied "All of the sealed records involve University students. And the student that was stopped Saturday night... was Lawrence Watson."
"The football team quarterback." I said as a statement. Teresa nodded, and I said "Okay, keep looking into this, and document everything you're finding. Tell Jerome to do the same thing. Check and see if those other sealed citations involve athletes, especially football players. And I want to know if Watson was sober or not when he was pulled over."
Then I said "So how are things going with the Christmas Concert? Keeping you busy? I can have Jerome handle this, and begin looking into it myself if you need the time for the Concert."
Teresa said "Everything is in place. They'll start putting up the stage and sound equipment tomorrow morning. The weather looks good for today through Thursday, the kids are as excited as they can be, the choirs are ready, the high school bands are ready. At this point, there's really not a lot left to. I'm on autopilot..."
Part 3 - Looming Danger
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, December 21st, from the edge of University Avenue, with University Hospital in her distant background. "Social Justice groups blast Governor Sharon Marshall for providing armed stormtroopers to protect the Christmas Concert!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Governor Sharon Marshall reacted to Dr. Lionel Carmela's call for peaceful protests at the Christmas Concert by calling up State Troopers and possibly even the National Guard to protect the Concert, its performers, and its attendees from what she egregiously called 'threats of violence'."
Bettina: "After University President Jerry Moore was assailed and castigated by Social Justice groups for not doing more to stop the Christian event, which experts are saying is illegal on State property, Dr. Moore ordered that the University Campus Police not participate in security arrangements for the Concert."
Bettina: "He also ordered the Campus Police to be on call to protect any peaceful protesters that demonstrate at the event, especially against White Nationalists such as the Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club that shows up every year, and also to protect them from Commander Donald Troy and his rabidly militant tactics of Police brutality against peaceful protesters that he has employed in the past."
Bettina: "Social Justice groups also protested outside the home of State Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert Johnson in Palmyra County, just northeast of Midtown. Chief Justice Johnson overturned Appellate Judge Leahy's order that the Christmas Concert be stopped, allowing the potentially illegal concert to be held. Governor Marshall sent an elite State Patrol Combat Strike Team to break up the protests, and they used violent means and excessive force to break up the peaceful demonstrations..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's Jerry Moore's plan." I said as Sheriff Griswold, ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Chief Deputy Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and I drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room. "They're trying as hard as they can to drive a wedge between the Campus Police and the TCPD and State Patrol."
"I don't disagree with you, Don." said Tanya. "But Bettina is also trying to set the narrative ahead of time. If that piece of filth Carmela does have his thugs try to disrupt the Concert, and the Campus Police do intervene on their side if the TCPD or anyone else tries to stop them, you better believe KXTC will be screaming that me and my GOJMC buddies were the aggressors and the violent ones."
"And ditto that in accusing me and the TCPD as being the aggressors, if not the instigators." I replied. "But anyone with more brains than a Betta Fish know very well that we will arrest the agitators, and with whatever force is necessary. So the question is whether or not the Campus Police actually follow Moore's orders and come up against us, or if they do the right thing and stand down... or even help us against the thugs."
"What power, if any, does the University President have over the Campus Police?" Tanya asked.
"None." growled Sheriff Griswold. "All Campus Police units are State-level LEOs, just as the State Patrol and SBI are. And they fall under the command of the Governor of the State, not the President of the University. And as Harry Nance learned the hard way a few years ago, -I- am the supreme law enforcement authority in this County, not Jerry Moore, and certainly not Lionel Carmela." (Author's note: 'Christmas In The  County', Ch. 02)
I said "Paulina, after Carmela's comments on the air yesterday, and Bettina's this morning, can we swear out a warrant for Carmela's arrest, for making terroristic threats?"
Paulina said "I can certainly file for one. Whether or not Judge Folsom issues it, is another matter. And before you ask, he's the only Judge not on vacation at the moment."
"Do it." growled Griswold. "Crowbar, I'll handle this myself..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Tuesday, December 21st. Teresa reprised her actions of the day before by coming into my office, getting coffee, and sitting down in the far-side hot chair.
"Paulina got the warrant to arrest Carmela on the charge of making terroristic threats." she said. "Judge Folsom was surprisingly amenable to our requests. He also issued a conditional warrant that -if- anyone disrupts the Concert, or attempts to, Carmela can be additionally charged with inciting to riot."
"Great!" I exclaimed. "Maybe that'll pre-empt Carmela's thugs from trying anything. So... I can see in your face that there's bad news. What is it?"
Teresa said "Not much gets past you. First, the warrant expires three hours after the concert ends. And second, Sheriff's Deputies went to serve the warrant and arrest Carmela, but he is not at home nor at his place of work at the University. His cell phone is pinging from his home, and his gas-guzzling, climate-polluting Cadillac Escalade is parked in his home's garage. The bird has flown the coop. I had the Duty Desk put out an APB for him."
I got out my Police iPhone and sent texts. "I'm putting out a BOLO (Be On the Look Out) for Rob Lawton, as well. If he's giving Carmela cover or is transporting him somewhere, I'll have no qualms about arresting him, too."
Teresa said "And Jerome sent me a report on his continuing investigation of the traffic stop last Saturday night, or early Sunday morning as the case may be. He spoke to Officer Magnussen, who said that he'd initiated the high-risk stop because of the speed the vehicle was going, the fact that it was registered to the University and could have been stolen, and the driver was weaving and didn't respond to the blue lights behind him for several miles."
Teresa: "When McElwane got there, he called off the high-risk stop and they approached the vehicle. Magnussen's Officer-cam got to the point where we can just see Lawrence in the driver's seat, and then McElwane tells Magnussen to turn off his Officer-cam. Jerome asked if Watson appeared intoxicated, and Magnussen said he couldn't tell, that McElwane put himself between Magnussen and Watson so Magnussen couldn't smell Watson's breath, but otherwise Lawrence seemed calm and reasonable. And no, no field sobriety test nor breathalyzer test was given."
Teresa: "McElwane told Magnussen to not bother writing up a citation, but Magnussen had already written up the warning, and he issued it to Watson. McElwane didn't say anything about it; he just told Watson to be on his way and to drive straight home, and below the speed limit."
Teresa: "Jerome also called Sergeant Clark, who freely admitted pulling the citation and related data. Clark said he didn't destroy anything but just hid it so that the Press wouldn't find it and try to create a publicity shitstorm. He said the previous times he pulled citations were for the exact same reasons, to keep them out of the hands of the (air quotes) 'filthy Press'. Sounds like Sergeant Clark has figured out the Police Commander's evaluation of the Press, and has emulated it."
"Yes. Yes it does." I replied. "And I normally would heartily approve. But we cannot put ourselves in a position where it looks like we're covering for football players. So I'll talk to the Chief and have him disseminate some policy instructions about courteously but strictly following procedures and the law in any stops involving University athletes. And you and I will write up Memoranda for the Record about our actions on this particular incident, for CYA purposes if nothing else---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was Teresa's Police iPhone. I nodded for her to answer it, and she did so. "Ah, hello, Chief Cordell... yes.... oh my goodness..."
Part 4 - Premonitions
4:45pm, Tuesday, December 21st. Participating in the meeting in the Chief's Conference Room were Police Chief Sean Moynahan, EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell, Your Iron Crowbar, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Lieutenant Joanne Warner, BOW Enterprises CEO Todd Burke, and Hospital Administrator Seth Warner.
Admiral Cordell said "To recap: I got a call from General Alexander McFarland, asking me to contact Teresa and the Hospital people. A Major General Spencer Davenport is currently assigned to Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. He and his wife have twin kids, a boy and a girl, Diane and David. Both kids are afflicted with a rare disease..." He gave the name of the rare disease, which non-doctors like me can't pronounce and can't spell, either.
Teresa said "Oh, we've had some decent results developing a cure for that in our Research Department. We should get those kids admitted to the Hospital."
Admiral Cordell said "That's exactly what we're doing. They've been accepted into your Trust's research program, and General Davenport was arranging for the family to fly over. However, the boy took a turn for the worse, much worse. And the girl started getting worse, too, maybe out of worry for her brother."
Admiral Cordell: "So the kids are being flown on an emergency medical transport plane to the Mainland. Less than an hour ago, the plane reported that their navigation instruments, all of them, suddenly stopped working. The plane is flying okay, and other military aircraft are flying with them to guide them to Los Angeles, but the plane won't be able to make it anywhere near here."
Chief Moynahan asked "Can't the Military put them on another plane and get them here?"
"That's why General McFarland called." said Admiral Cordell. "The plane will make an emergency landing at Vandenberg AFB, which is west of Los Angeles. But they don't have other planes available to bring the kids here, and it'll add twelve more hours at least if they fly planes into Vandenberg to fly them out. Maybe longer with it being Christmas, and so many people on leave."
Admiral Cordell added: "And I'll add that the Military is going to look the other way if a General uses military assets to get his children to the medical help they need... to a point. But if it starts costing a lot, like all those extra aircraft over the Holiday season, that'll start raising questions."
"What about helicopters?" I asked. I saw Teresa's eyes light up as she realized the direction of my train of thought that was boarding at the station.
"I can check and see." said Cordell.
Teresa said "Admiral, please check to see if they have helicopters that can get the kids to the airfield near my childhood hometown." She turned to Todd and said "Has Teddy Franklin left for there yet?"
"He's leaving tomorrow morning." Todd said.
"Call him and tell him he's leaving tonight." Teresa said, taking charge of the situation... and her husband and a retired full Admiral. "I'll fly him out there. Admiral, if you'll contact whoever you need to and tell them to have a plane or helicopters bring those kids to the airfield near my childhood hometown, I'll pick them up and fly them here."
"What about the Concert?" Seth Warner asked.
"It's three hours out and three hours back." Teresa said. "I should be back well before dawn tomorrow."
"And I'll help Seth with anything that comes up in your absence." Joanne Warner said.
I said "Teresa, why don't you and Dr. Cordell go and get things started for your trip. Seth, Joanne, stay here. I need to speak to you for a moment."
Teresa and Dr. Cordell got up and exited the room, going to her office to make calls and plans. I turned to Seth and Joanne.
"I need to make you two aware of something that might be nothing, but could become a problem." I said. "It's called (air quotes) 'personal services'. Joanne, you can't do anything for Teresa nor me except Police work, because we're in your chain of command."
Me: "As an analogy, Captain Malone used to send rookie Police Officers to his house to mow his lawn. Word is that Wilson Hammonds would have State Prisoner details do the same for his home and the homes of his friends. And that is illegal."
Me: "So, to quote Elmer Fudd, you have to be vewy vewy careful about any work you do for the Concert, even if it's helping Seth, whether volunteering or for pay. I would recommend you not sign any paperwork nor place orders for anything that would have your name placing the order."
Me: "And the reason for it is paranoia on my part. The Union has actually grieved Mary Milton being here on Orange Order Day, and I strongly suspect collusion with the Press on that. So if the Press finds out you did something that is even remotely close to being considered 'personal services', whether true or not, they'll start screaming about it, and our Enemies will try to go after both you and Teresa, and maybe even me and Chief Moynahan."
Joanne said "All I've done is make some phone calls to check on things, and pick up the white robes for the kids to wear."
Seth said "What's permissible? Can she help me with things the Hospital does to help put on the Concert or help the Cancer Kids?"
I said "I would look at it this way. If whatever Joanne is doing can be traced back to Teresa, the Croyle Trust, or the Christmas Concert in any way, be careful about it. Again, don't have your name nor any signature on any paperwork."
"Do we really have to be that careful about it?" Joanne asked skeptically.
"Yezzz, you dooooo." said Chief Moynahan. "The Commander's admonition is sound. I still can't bee-lieeeeve what the Yoon-yun is doing about Lootenant Milll-tonnnn. And I wouldn't put it past them to gin up something over this, as well."
I added: "And as bad as the Union is, the rabidly dishonest Press is a hundred times worse. The are looking for things to accuse us of wrongdoing over, and they'll make something up if and when they can't find anything legitimate...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30pm, Tuesday, December 21st. The BOW Enterprises aircraft took off and headed west, its twinkling lights getting smaller and smaller and finally disappearing. As Todd and I turned and walked back to my Police SUV, I said "Why is Teddy Franklin flying out there when Christmas is so close?"
Todd grinned his brilliant grin and said "Teddy has a girlfriend out there. He's spent a lot of time out there setting up our businesses and helping set up the Midwest & Pacific Railroad, and he met her and began dating her. She invited him to spend Christmas Day with her family, and he's going to meet her parents for the first time. And if things go well, that diamond ring in his pocket will be on her finger by the time he comes back."
"Ah, young love." I said with a grin. "We can write a script for 'Days of Promise' about this." Little did I know at the time...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I drove us to The Cabin. Todd's boys were there as well as all my kids and their mothers Laura, Molly, and Paulina. When we went inside, I saw that we also had two surprise guests: Teresa's aunt, Clarissa Belvedere Esterson; and my mother, Phyllis Troy. Clarissa's great-nieces and wards Beatrice and Eugenia Windham were in the attic room with the other kids.
"Hi Mom!" I said as I went up and hugged my mother while Todd hugged Clarissa. "I wasn't expecting you for another two days. But that's not a complaint."
After I hugged Clarissa and Todd hugged his grandmother, my mother said "I went to Louisiana to visit Clarissa, and we drove up from Lake Charles. Beatrice has her driver's license, so she and I shared driving duties. It was not a bad trip."
Clarissa said "It was not bad compared to the inexcusable condition of air travel in this Nation, thanks to the complete incompetence of that do-nothing US Secretary of Transportation that thinks he will be President one day. Families have been sitting at DFW for the entire time it took us to drive up here, including the overnight stop."
Phyllis said "We went through Baton Rouge and saw the LSU campus, which was very nice. We stopped overnight at Cape Girardeau, Missouri, the boyhood hometown of the great Rush Limbaugh. The next morning we looked in on the Arch at St. Louis, then worked our way up here."
"So where is Teresa?" Clarissa asked.
"Piloting a Life Flight mission." I said. I explained the issues surrounding transporting the sick children from Pearl Harbor to University Hospital. As I did, I saw the looks of unease on Clarissa and my mother's faces. And I suddenly remembered the 'interesting' plane ride they'd had flying from Teresa's hometown to here... aboard the same aircraft Teresa was now flying. (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 01-02.)



A sense of disquiet came over me, as well. And it did not improve when my daughter Carole appeared amongst us, escorted by the Redoubtable Bowser.
"Daddy," she said, "is Aunt Trreesa flying an airplane?"
"Yes, she is." I said. And then I remembered Carole's premonition and admonition about danger to someone flying an aircraft. (Author's note: 'Just A Story', Ch. 06, Epilogue) I added: "You don't think she should be flying the Life Flight mission?"
"It doesn't matter." Carole said. "She has to fly thar one."
Laura said "Why don't you go up and get ready for bed, Carole. Teresa will be fine." Carole looked at her mother more sadly than angrily, and still knowing that her mother didn't believe her premonitions.
I said to Carole: "I'll keep track of her flight, so don't worry. And your mom's right; it is getting to be some people's bedtimes around here."
Todd said "I'll take the boys home. Aunt Clarissa, I hope you and the girls are staying with us."
"You're very gracious, Todd." Clarissa said. "For tonight, I guess we should."
After they'd gone, I took the dogs out. As they scampered around the corner and down the mountainside trail to inspect their territories and do their business, I sat down in the metal mesh loveseat and brought up the aircraft tracker app, an upgrade of the one Cindy had used to track Laura's plane that the Consultant of Crime shot down. (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 04) I found the transponder for BOW Enterprises Flight 29 quickly. It was flying west, seemingly on course.
"You're not taking her seriously, are you?" I heard a voice behind me say. It was Laura.
"Here, have a seat." I said, sliding right to make sure she had room to sit down next to me. "And yes, I am. My mother and Aunt Clarissa both had uneasy looks on their faces, and whenever Bowser escorts Carole around like he was doing tonight, its usually because he knows she's uneasy about something. And yes, I'm feeling uneasy about this one, too."
Then, to distract her, I said "Did you ever know a Major General Spencer Davenport?"
Laura said "His name sounds vaguely familiar... oh. Yes. I remember a Lieutenant Colonel Spencer Davenport. He was in Military Intelligence at Fort Huachuca, Arizona about ten years ago. I'll bet it's the same guy."
I said "His nine-year-old twin children are the sick kids." I described what little I knew about their rare disease.
Laura said "I heard Dr. Napp talk about that disease a couple of months ago. They've found a treatment that works very well on girls but not as well on boys, and they're not sure why."
I said "We are so blessed to have good, healthy kids. I can only imagine how he and his wife must feel right now."
"Then don't." Laura said. "I know that sounds cold, but you can't beat yourself up about things like that." Then she very pointedly added "And you can't worry about Teresa based upon Carole's overactive imagination, either."
"You really don't believe her when she has premonitions like that, do you?" I asked.
Laura replied "All of my jobs have required me to stay in the present, and they do not allow me to consider dreams... or nightmares... as real. Carole needs to keep her mind on where. she. is. What. she. is. doing. And a volume control on her mouth wouldn't hurt." Then she looked at me and said "Do you really believe all that stuff she says?"
"I have seen enough to know that I have seen enough to know." I said. I made one last check of BOW Two-Niner, then closed down my iPhone and said "Why don't we go back inside and warm up with more... agreeable... conversations, yes?"
"And what shall we drink while we do that?" Laura asked.
"Eagle Rare 10-year." I said. "And only one dram. I'm getting my own premonition that I need to keep a clear head tonight..."
Part 5 - It Begins
10:00pm local time, Tuesday, December 21st. "We should be going over the Rocky Mountains soon." said Teddy Franklin. He was licensed to fly smaller aircraft like the one they were in, so Teresa listed him as co-pilot to get some flying hours in. She was the Pilot Flying, and he was the Pilot Monitoring.
"Roger that." Teresa replied. "We're going to fly right over Ouray, Colorado. For those in the know, after Ayn Rand visited Ouray, it became her inspiration for 'Galt's Gulch', the town where the Producers hid themselves in her epic novel Atlas Shrugged. And I know that because I just finished reading Atlas Shrugged."
"Who is John Galt?" Teddy replied whimsically. Then he asked "What did you think of the book?"
"It was pretty good." Teresa said. "And pretty prescient for a book published in 1957."
Teddy said "Atlas Shrugged and Orwell's 1984 were the two most prescient books I ever read." He then said "I'm going to call in to Denver and get a weather report. Those clouds ahead look spooky."
He called in and got the report, then he asked permission to climb higher, to get over the clouds, and was granted permission to go from FL280 (28,000 ft.) to FL330 (33,000 ft.).
They made it over the cloud cover and the Rockies, and were instructed by Las Vegas control to resume 28,000 feet. They did so, and the rest of the flight was relatively uneventful. Teddy handled the communications into the airfield near Teresa's hometown, as the controllers knew him very well.
After they landed, Teresa taxied to the terminal. She and Teddy climbed out of their seats and disembarked and went to the terminal as the two children on their gurneys were being brought over to the plane.
"Thanks for the lift." Teddy said. "It'll probably be next year before I'll need the plane to go back, or to Washington."
"We'll get it back to you." Teresa said. "Good luck, and I hope she says 'yes'." Seeing the look of surprise on his face, she said "I've worked with the Iron Crowbar long enough to know how to observe and deduce things... especially that little jewelry box in your jacket pocket."
Teddy grinned. They made their goodbyes. Teresa went to the potty, then back to the plane. She saw the refueling truck coming up to the plane. The kids's gurneys had been locked into place, and their IV stands secured next to them. The boy was asleep, but the girl, who was very pretty and with dirty blonde hair, looked up at Teresa.
"Hi, I'm Teresa." said Teresa. "I'm the pilot, and I'm going to be flying you to University Hospital."
"I'm Diane." said the girl. "Thank you for coming so fast. I think my brother needs help a lot more than I do, and really fast."
"We'll do everything we can for both of you." Teresa said. She excused herself and went to the cockpit and strapped herself back into the pilot's seat. She checked in with Air Traffic Control and verified her flight plan.
"Be advised of a possibly severe weather formation over the Rocky Mountains, particularly in Colorado." said the ATC. "Las Vegas or Denver may re-route you if it worsens."
"Roger that." Teresa said. "Be advised that this is a Life Flight, and I'll need the shortest, fastest route possible to get them to TCA (Town & County Airport) safely."
A moment later she looked on the monitor showing the view of the small camera affixed to the wing and looking towards the rear of the aircraft. She saw the fuel delivery workers disconnecting the hose from the aircraft...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Something's wrong here." said one of the maintenance people. "Either this hose is not connecting properly, or the pump isn't getting the fuel to it."
"We'll have to change it out." sad the other maintenance man. "We'll need to advise the Tower, then bring the truck back."
But no one advised the Tower...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm local time, Tuesday, December 21st. Seeing the fuel hose being put away, and the the truck pulling away, Teresa checked the fuel gauge and saw that it showed over three-fourths full. Plenty enough to get home, even with a re-route, she thought to herself.
"Okay, let's go!" she heard a voice say. She looked back to see a young woman in a nurse's uniform come onto the plane, followed by the door being secured from the outside. The girl had a mane of curly light brown, almost blondish hair. Teresa sensed she was pretty, though she didn't see the girl's face clearly, and now the cockpit wall next to the door was concealing the girl's face as she checked on the patients.
"On our way." Teresa replied, turning back forward and concentrating on her tasks at hand. She got clearance to taxi to the runway and was granted it; the helicopters that had brought the children and the nurse were sitting idle, and there were no other active aircraft present.
"BOW Two-Niner Life Flight." the Tower instructed. "Proceed to Runway 7. You have clearance to take off when you're ready."
"Roger that. Runway 7, immediate clearance. Thank you. BOW Two-Niner Life Flight." Teresa said. A moment later she reached the west end of the runway and turned onto it. She immediately gunned the engines and rotated the craft up when it reached V-1 speed. The aircraft lifted off the ground.
Teresa felt two sensations. First, the aircraft seemed light, and like it lifted off quickly, as opposed to when it was fully loaded and fully fueled. And second, she saw ahead of her, at her two o'clock position, the cluster of lights that she knew were coming from her childhood hometown.
Seeing the lights, she suddenly felt the presence of her sister Alexis, as if Alexis was watching the plane and its precious cargo from below. She hoped that was a good omen, and the Spirit of Alexis would guide her safely home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The two Army nurses that had ridden with the children on the plane from Hawaii to Vandenberg AFB and then on the helicopters to this airfield came out of the terminal, only to see the airplane taking off. As they watched it climb into the sky, one of them took out her cellphone and called the Tower.
A moment later came a call on the radio: "BOW Two-Niner Life Flight, do you have the nurses aboard?" the ATC voice said.
"Roger that, the nurse is aboard. BOW Two-Niner Life Flight." Teresa replied, not catching the Tower's use of the plural word.
"Roger BOW Two-Niner. We have the two nurses that came with the helicopters still here. Do you wish to circle around and pick them up?"
"Uh, negative, Tower." Teresa said. "I'm looking at the nurse right here. BOW Two-Niner Life Flight out..."
Part 6 - Rendezvous With Destiny
1:00am local time, Wednesday, December 22nd. I was in the greatroom of The Cabin, being supervised by the redoubtable Bowser. Everyone else was in bed, asleep. I checked the app and saw that BOW29LF (life flight) was in the air and flying east-northeast.
I called the TCA Air Traffic Control tower on my Police iPhone. When they answered, I said "This is Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police. The BOW Enterprises Two-Niner Life Flight is airborne and heading here. Please keep track of it, and let me or the Hospital know when the flight in on approach, so I can get the ambulances there to take the patients to the Hospital."
"Roger that, Commander." the ATC person said. "We've got them and we are watching their progress. We'll advise you when they reach local radar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"How are they doing back there?" Teresa called out as she scanned the sky ahead.
"Good." the nurse said. Teresa thought the woman's voice was eerily familiar, though she didn't know why. She was hoping to get to talk to the nurse, but the weather ahead was commanding more and more of her attention. She realized the cloud cover was going to envelop her if she did not climb.
"GJT (Grand Junction, Colorado) Control, this BOW Two-Niner Life Flight." she called into the radio. "Request permission to climb from FL280 to FL330, BOW 29er Life Flight."
"BOW Two-Niner Life Flight this is GJT Control." said the voice on the radio. "Roger, climb to FL330 and maintain. Contact Denver control when you've cleared the cloud cover, over."
"Roger, climbing to FL330 and will contact Denver Control. Have a good night. BOW Two-Niner Life Flight." Teresa said. She dialed in the settings, and the aircraft climbed to 33,000 feet.
But it wasn't enough. The purplish clouds seemed to reach up to grab the plane. "GJT Control, this is BOW Two-Niner Life Flight."
There was no response.
"Denver Control, this is BOW 29er Life Flight. Come in."
There was no response. She got on the universal emergency frequency and called out: "Any airport, this is BOW Two-Niner Life Flight, come in. Any airport..."
She was not receiving. And it got worse... the VOR and GPS navigation signals were offline and not working. Her heading read the same, but she had no way of knowing if it was accurate. And the clouds were inexorably rising to meet her. She would not be able to see anything out the window soon...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Star of Wonder, Star of Night,
Star with Royal Beauty bright,
Westward leading, still proceeding,
Guide us to Thy perfect Light."
--- John Henry Hopkins, Jr., 'We Three Kings'
"Hail Mary, full of Grace..." Teresa whispered as she felt fear welling up inside her... fear that she had not felt in her life, not even when she had rescued Carole at Ward Harvester. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 01-02.)
She felt a hand on her shoulder. "Don't panic." the nurse said, standing behind her and leaning over until they were almost cheek to cheek. "Just follow that star."
Teresa looked to where the nurse was pointing. Dead ahead was a star, twinkling brightly, almost cutting through the cloud cover. It was guiding her eastward, not westward, but it was as welcome to Teresa as the Star of Christmas was to the Wise Men.
Teresa turned her head to look up at the nurse, but the young woman had already retreated to the main cabin to check on the kids. Teresa turned back and looked forward. By the passage of time on her wristwatch, she reckoned that she was over the Rocky Mountains by now. She hoped that if she got past them, she would get her radio signals back, and maybe this purple miasma of clouds would recede, and dissipate.
The clouds were a rolling layer of purple beneath her. Above her were dots of starlight against the black sky of the night. She concentrated on that beacon of light guiding her. She knew she couldn't descend, and she knew she couldn't climb, either. She sensed that the plane was flying straight and level at 33,000 feet, but she simply had no guide to tell her.
She remembered reading about the disorientation that led to the crash of the flight that killed John F. Kennedy, Jr., and she prayed that she would come out of this without making a fatal mistake. There was a peacefulness to this surreal emptiness, but she felt no peace from it. Only that star ahead kept the fear from welling up in her again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
"ARF! ARF! ARF!" barked a most very displeased Bowser. It was my Police iPhone. I had dozed off. I looked at the time on my ringing Police iPhone, and it said 3:00am.
"Hush, Bowser." I said, rubbing the back of Bowser's neck to comfort him. Into the phone I said "Commander Troy." as I tried to wake up.
"Commander, this is Town & County Air Traffic Control." said TCA ATC. "We have lost BOW Two-Niner Life Flight on all radars. The plane appears to have gone down in heavy clouds over Ouray, Colorado..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The chirp of an alarm jolted her. Teresa looked at the instruments to see that the autopilot had disconnected! She attempted to re-engage it, but it had nothing to guide its navigational systems, and it would not re-engage. Teresa took control of the wheel, and kept the plane pointed at the star ahead, and hoped that the altimeter reading was correct.
And then the wisps of purple began rising. The star ahead fluctuated as ribbons of clouds floated upwards across it. Then the cloudbank enveloped the plane. Purple clouds swirled outside the windows. And it felt like the clouds had a malignancy to them. Teresa began feeling fear again, and just couldn't overcome it.
Flashes of bright purple lightning cut through the clouds for brief seconds, but the clouds regained their grip. Teresa remembered her Aunt Clarissa and Todd's grandmother Phyllis telling about their flight going through purple lightning like this, then ending up in the Town & County instead of Louisiana, where they'd been heading. She wondered if she'd end up where she was supposed to be going... for the sake of the kids she was flying, she could not afford any deviations.
"Come on, Teresa, get it together." she told herself. "It can't get any worse, only better from here." She strained to keep her eyes on the star ahead. And then the clouds swirled up, and it got worse...
...the star disappeared.
It was no longer visible. The plane was fully enveloped in the clouds, with visibility of zero feet. And just as the clouds had taken over the aircraft, fear and hopelessness relentlessly overtook Teresa's soul.
"Oh hell! Who is John Galt?" she cried out in utter despair...
To be continued.
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Part 7 - Prophecy
3:00am, Wednesday, December 22nd. As I put on my gunbelt, I looked up to see Carole standing at the door. She was wearing her white sweatshirt with the Clan Crowbar icon, white denim jeans, and white sneakers. It was what she was going to wear to the Christmas Concert. But what got my attention was her little face: her look was not one of seeking permission, but that it was a fait accompli that she was going with me.
I didn't say anything, but walked to the door and opened it. Carole stepped outside ahead of me. Just then I heard something behind me, and looked back.
"What happened?" asked Laura as she came down the stairs.
"Teresa's plane disappeared off radar." I said. "Over the Rocky Mountains. I'm going to the Airport."
"Oh my God." Laura said. Then she realized that Carole was just outside the open door. "You... you're taking Carole with you?" Her voice connoted disapproval.
"Yes. Yes I am." I said simply, and walked on out the door, closing it behind me.
I opened the shotgun-side door of my Police SUV and put Carole in the seat and helped her strap in. Then I got behind the wheel. As we drove down the driveway, I saw Todd's SUV pull out of his driveway and onto the road. A second later, my phone rang.
"You got a call too, Uncle Don?" Todd asked as he drove ahead of me.
"Yes." I said. "Let me pass you and lead you into the airport parking lot." By that I meant the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' area.
We drove through the nearly empty streets of Town, the Christmas lights giving the wee hours of the morning a bit more festive feel than just the streetlights would have. Carole was watching out the window with great interest, and seemingly unconcerned about anything. Me, my thoughts were too cluttered at the moment to enjoy the scenery.
At the Airport gate, I stopped and exhibited my credentials to the guards there, two Sheriff's Deputies. "The SUV behind me is with me, let him through, too." I said.
"Yes sir, Commander." said the Deputy. "What about that Sheriff Department SUV behind his?" I saw in the external rear-view mirror that it was Cindy's SUV.
"That's between you and her." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We settled down to wait for news. We were sitting on crates, boxes, and chairs just outside the door to the Airport Terminal that led to the tarmac and runway, and we were all as jumpy as cats in a room full of rocking chairs.
Cindy had brought Sheriff Griswold with her. Minutes later, Chaplain Alberto Romano and Chief Sean Moynahan came up, having been called by the Sheriff. An hour later, two ambulances had arrived. EMS Lieutenant Ellen Brooks and Paramedic Kevin Randolph, both Medal of Valor recipients, were there, as was EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell. His face looked haggard; we all knew he considered his Captain's daughter Teresa to be his almost-parental responsibility.
Jack and Tanya Muscone had shown up. Jack had gone up into the ATC Tower (as only he could) and gotten a report from them. Teresa's plane had simply disappeared from both Grand Junction and Denver's radars when it attempted to go over a line of heavy clouds over the Rocky Mountains. She'd been right over Ouray, Colorado when contact was lost.
Jack called Federal Agents in Colorado, who told him that there had been no reports of a plane crashing, nor any wreckage, nor any sightings of a plane in trouble or going down. We took some comfort in this. But Jack's checks with various airports as well as the Military gave us no clue to her possible whereabouts, either. It was as if Teresa had simply disappeared off the face of the earth.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa blinked hard and looked around. She looked at the instruments. Everything was the same; the heading and the altitude had not changed. She saw that the autopilot had re-engaged. The purple clouds still completely enveloped the aircraft, but it seemed that they were faintly lighter ahead of her.
Did I fall asleep? she wondered to herself. I sure don't feel like I did. She looked at her wristwatch. It said 6:40am, which would be Town & County time. Then she saw the fuel gauge. It was very low, almost empty. She knew they'd have to get out of this cloud cover, and very soon.
But she didn't know where she was. If she descended, she might smash into one of the peaks of the Rocky Mountains, if they were still beneath her. And this plane was not made to ascend too much further than they were already, and she had no idea how high the cloud cover ascended above her.
The fear that had gripped her still remained, but had lessened somewhat. What would Don do here? she asked herself. He wouldn't be afraid of this, for damn sure. That thought cut through the fear, and she began to retake control of her mind.
She heard a voice in the cabin behind her. The nurse was talking to young Diane Davenport, and Teresa heard the nurse say "...and you're going to have a wonderful life. You're going to be a doctor. And you're going to meet a wonderful man, a really great man, and he's going to marry you. And you are going to be the the mother of the Iron Crowbar."
That jolted Teresa even wider awake. She looked out the front windows. The light ahead of her was even brighter; it must be the dawn in the east, she thought to herself.
The fuel gauge was getting lower. And she knew she'd have to risk descending and finding a way out of these clouds... and then she saw it. It looked like a hole was opening up in the cloud floor ahead of her, and she could see a bright patch of green and brown of the earth below.
"Buckle up! We're going down!" she called out. Then she took the plane off autopilot, gripped the wheel, and aimed for the hole, dropping down through it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole had behaved herself pretty well. She asked Ellen Brooks if she could look inside the ambulance, and with my permission and encouragement, Ellen gave Carole a full tour... meaning every drawer, every Tupperware container, every piece of equipment was examined and discussed. And Carole would not forget one word of it.
At 5:00am Laura arrived with my mother Phyllis and Teresa's Aunt Clarissa. They had brought McDonald's paper sacks full of Egg McMuffins (sorry, Tennessee recruits; no money in the sacks), and those 'boxes' of Dunkin' Donuts coffee. The food did not last long. Neither did the coffee.
Laura talked to the paramedics. My mother Phyllis talked to Todd. The Sheriff took the opportunity to distract me and Chief Cordell by discussing the structure of the Town & County Public Safety Department. Clarissa and Carole had a good conversation about school and about Louisiana, and Clarissa invited Carole to come down to Clarissa's home next summer.
"That young lady actually listens to what she is being told." Clarissa said to Phyllis with amazement, and within my and Laura's hearing.
"I wish that young lady would actually listen to me." Laura whispered in my direction.
"She does, she does." I replied. Now was not the time to get into this, I thought to myself.
The sun was hinting at rising in the east, but had a ways to go to get over the ridgeline upon which the Observatory, Cindy's home, Todd and Teresa's home, and my home The Cabin were built. It was still light enough to see, but to the west all we could see was a wall of gray clouds threatening to bring in bad weather.
I was sitting on a large, rectangular crate. Carole was sitting beside me. I had my Police radio tuned to the Air Traffic Control frequency, hearing the sporadic communications with other aircraft. I kept refreshing my aircraft app, as if that would make Teresa's plane suddenly appear. I'd have done better just paying attention to Carole.
About 6:40am, my daughter was looking westward at the clouds when she suddenly stood up on the crate, facing the runway, which was to the building's north. She extended her left arm and pointed at the clouds westward, and in an excellent imitation of the late, great Hervé Villechaize's portrayal of 'Tattoo' on Fantasy Island, she pronounced:
"Boss! Da plane! Da plane!"
We all looked west. At first, we could see nothing but the bank of gray clouds. Then a small cleft appeared in the clouds, then grew bigger. And then a tiny white speck dropped out of the cleft...
Part 8 - Miracle
"Unidentified aircraft, this is Town & County Airport Control. Identify yourself."
Teresa's voice exultantly replied: "TCA Control, this is BOW Enterprises Two-Niner Life Flight! Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! I have no fuel and two children in critical condition! Request emergency landing clearance."
"Roger, BOW Two-Niner Life Flight." said the Tower. "The runway is clear. Approach and land at your discretion."
"TCA Control, this is BOW 29er Life Flight. I am coming in hot to Runway Niner. Request ambos to transport my critical passengers."
"Roger, Two-Niner, we're ready for them." said the Tower.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The white speck in the west grew into an airplane. We all watched, forgetting to breathe, as it came down almost too fast, almost out of control. But Teresa put the plane down perfectly, and rolled it to a stop near the end of the runway.
Carole began clapping her little hands, causing everyone to clap and cheer. But just as the plane turned to taxi in, the engines suddenly shut off.
"Why did she stop out there?" I heard someone say.
"It doesn't matter." I said, then yelled "Ambos! Get out there! Get those kids to the Hospital, stat!" The Paramedics rushed into action. The ambulances revved up and drove onto the tarmac to the runway, with Laura and the Paramedics aboard.
"Mom, would you keep an eye on Carole?" I asked. She said she would, and I told Carole to stay with her grandmother, then began running to the aircraft. But I was way behind Todd, who was younger and faster than me. I realized I needed to get into better shape...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa brought the plane down as smoothly as she could, and there was almost no jarring as the wheels touched down. As she braked the aircraft, it seemed to begin acting sluggishly. She stopped at the end of the runway, but as she turned to taxi over to the terminal, the engines coughed and died out, leaving the plane sitting right there.
"What the heck?" she muttered as she looked at the fuel gauge, whose needle was hovering just over the 'E' for empty. She tapped the gauge, and was horrified to see the needle descend to well below the empty mark. Her brain almost exploded as she realized it: we're out of fuel!. She realized that the plane had felt light when she took off because the tanks had not been refilled.
As she sat there, stunned, she heard a voice say into her ear: "Well done, Teresa. You have fulfilled your Destiny on this earth." It was the nurse's voice, sounding so eerily familiar, and like it was coming from inside her head and not into her ear. She turned her head, and saw that the nurse's back was to her as she walked back into the cabin.
And then reality exploded around her. The cabin was suddenly full of paramedics, including Ellen Brooks and Kevin Randolph. They hustled the children out of the plane and to the ambulances that had driven up. The nurse had slipped out of the aircraft as well, and was walking towards the terminal, her back to the plane. As Teresa got into the cabin, her husband Todd appeared in the exit door, the shock and worry on his handsome face turning to relief and love when he saw her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ambulances rolled up to the plane, and it could not have been more than thirty seconds elapsed from the time the Paramedics got the door open, went inside, retrieved the sick kids, brought them out, put them in the ambulances, and drove out towards the Hospital with red and white lightbars blazing and sirens wailing. Laura was on the ambulance with the sick little boy.
A young, pretty woman in a nurse's uniform came out of the plane and began walking towards the terminal. I am usually very observant of anyone I encounter, but for some reason I simply failed to get a good look at the girl's face. Maybe I was watching the door for Teresa. Yeah, that's a good excuse.
But I did not fail to hear Carole's voice behind me. "Hi Amy." my daughter said. "Thank you for helping us."
"Hi Carole." the nurse said, leaning over with her hands on her knees. "You're very welcome. They're all yours now. Take care of them."
"I will." Carole said. As I turned around, I saw the nurse straightening up and walking to the terminal, her back to me. My mother was behind Carole, and had a look of utter shock on her own face as the nurse passed by her. The nurse went to the door to the terminal building and went inside.
As I came to the steps to the plane, I saw Teresa and Todd inside the door, hugging each other very tightly. Then they came out the door, and sighs of relief turned into applause when everyone saw Teresa. I was at the bottom of the steps, and when Teresa go to the step just above it, she pitched forward and wrapped her arms around my neck in a tight hug, and would not let go. I hugged her back.
"So much for putting you on Desk Duty, huh?" I said as I picked her up off the step then lowered her to the asphalt of the runway.
"Er, yeah." was all she replied. She hugged Carole next, then my mom, then Cindy, Tanya, Jack, the Sheriff, and Chief Cordell. As we all were walking to the terminal door, two men in the ubiquitous suits and ties of Federal Agents came out of that door. They were Darryl Green of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and Gary Weller of the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB).
We all knew they had investigated the plane incident involving Clarissa and Phyllis... an incident we would learn was eerily similar to the one Teresa had just endured. (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 01-02.) Agent Weller had also investigated the train explosion a few months before, and had whined to the Press about me not being at the scene. (Author's note: 'Scavenger Hunt', Ch. 05.)
"We meet again, Agent Green, Agent Weller." my mother Phyllis said witheringly. "How did you get here so quickly?"
Green said "Hello, Mrs. Troy. Hello, everyone. When the BOW Enterprises plane dropped off radar, I was contacted immediately. I contacted Agent Weller, who was already in the area, continuing to investigate the train car explosion."
Weller added: "The situation was very similar to the earlier incident with you and Mrs. Esterson, so we came over quickly. We are hoping to find further information about that earlier incident as well as this one."
Green said "Commander Croyle, we'd like to interview you now. We'd also like to interview the nurse that flew here with you. And we'll need to talk to Todd Burke and whoever does maintenance on that BOW Enterprises plane. And the two children you Life-Flighted here, as well."
Chief Cordell spoke up. "Those kids are undergoing critical lifesaving treatment right now. You'll have to wait until the doctors say you can speak with them."
"It's urgent we speak with them now." said Weller. That got my hackles up.
"You heard the Admiral!" I thundered, having moved to the front of the group facing the Federal Agents. "Your interrogation of those children is not their priority, nor their doctors's. Their survival is. And I guarantee you that if you try to get past Dr. Laura Fredricson to get to them, she'll twist your caps around." Green and Weller knew who Laura was, and their faces registered the kind of shock born of fear.
Teresa said "I'm not sure where the nurse went after she got off the plane. And I'll talk to you just as soon as I get my lawyer up here to sit in on the interview."
"You don't need a lawyer for this." said Darryl Green. "It's not a criminal proceeding."
Agent Weller was more hostile as he said "Is there a problem here? Why can't you answer our questions now?"
Teresa said "Are the two of you Federal Agents?"
"Yes." said Weller. "So what?"
"I want legal representation during any questioning of me by any Federal Agents." Teresa said with alacrity.
"And she has that right." I said strongly, backing Teresa up. "Is there a problem here?" I said witheringly, throwing Weller's words back in his face. He did a stupid and potentially fatal thing: he squared up to me.
"She does have that right." said Jack Muscone, coming up and standing next to me. "In case you don't know, I'm Jack Muscone, FBI Special Agent In Charge for this Region. Commander Croyle has asked for legal representation, and you will allow her to have it."
The two Federal Agents looked at each other, Darryl Green very surprised, and Gary Weller beginning to turn angrier. Weller said "Call your lawyer then. Where did the nurse go? To the hospital with the kids?"
"No." said my mother Phyllis. "She went into the Terminal Building."
"Daddy!" Carole said, the sound of her voice surprising everyone. "You need to get the videotapes of the doorway from out-side and in-side."
"Okay, I will." I said. "But why?"
"Because it's the only way they're going to believe what really happened." Carole said cryptically.
"She's right, son." my mother said quietly.
"Okay, then, I'll go do that. You stay with your grandmother." I said.
"I'll go with you, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold...
Part 9 - Strangenesses
7:30am, Wednesday, December 22d. The runway was north of the Terminal Building, as the crow flies. The central part of the Terminal Building was the Tower, which was the standard design of airport towers across the nation, and it was under the control of the US Federal Aviation Administration. The east wing of the building was the passenger terminal, and the west wing was Airport Administration and Maintenance, and they were owned and controlled by the Town & County Airport Authority.
Inside a small conference room in the Tower portion of the building, Teresa Croyle and her attorney, the formidable legal eagle Agnes T. Spires, were sitting one one side of the table. On the other side were FAA Agent Darryl Green and NTSB Agent Gary Weller. FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone was sitting to one side, observing.
FAA Agent Darryl Green read the case number, date and time, and the persons present for the camera they'd set up to record. Then he said "Commander Croyle, you have your lawyer present, and you have every right to have one present... but I'm simply wondering why you insisted upon having one here."
Teresa said "For two reasons. First, in several previous incidents involving both the TCPD and Federal Agents, some Federal Agents have attempted to use interviews like this to go (air quotes) 'outside the scope' of the current investigation and ask questions about other issues with the intent of entrapping us, mostly my boss Commander Troy but also me and others. And after the way you, Agent Weller, cried to the Press about Commander Troy not being exactly where you wanted him to be during the recent train derailment, I don't trust you. At all."



Weller looked angry at that. Teresa did not care as she continued: "And second, after the previous incident involving my aunt and my husband's grandmother in the same aircraft flying over the same area, the FAA and the NTSB crucified the pilot of that flight, forcing him to have to completely re-qualify to get his pilot's license back. You raked that poor guy over the coals. I felt like he was treated very unfairly if not outright wrongly, and I'm sure as hell not going to let you do that to me, at least not without one hell of a fight."
Gary Weller said "I don't want to get into the weeds of that case when we're just starting our investigation of this one. But I will say this: that pilot was very leniently dealt with. Some in the NTSB, including me, wanted to impose a lifetime ban on him ever piloting or operating any aircraft again. much less ever letting him hold a pilot's license again."
Agnes T. Spires said "Then maybe I should advise my client to not speak to you at all. Like my client, I do not trust your motives, Mr. Weller. At all."
Weller said "If she doesn't cooperate, her pilot's license will be immediately suspended."
"And we will see you in Federal Court." Agnes T. Spires fired back. "She's done nothing wrong. The plane landed safely, at the airport to which it was intending to go, and two critically ill children were delivered to University Hospital for badly needed lifesaving treatment. And that brings up a question now: Why are you even here, investigating this?"
Darryl Green said "Hold on, everyone. Please. Look, this is going off in the wrong direction from the get-go. Yes, the plane did arrive safely. But it did disappear from every radar in the nation... including NORAD's. And it reappeared as mysteriously as it disappeared, hours later, a long way from where it disappeared."
Green: "Additionally, this is the second of two very similar incidents, both involving the same aircraft, and that alone is proper grounds for investigating this incident. This is not a witch hunt, Commander Croyle, and I'd appreciate your help in determining just what happened."
Weller said "I agree that we need a reset, here. We also need to examine the Black Box data, get more complete electronic data, and get statements from people at the origin and destination airports. So why don't we take this back up tomorrow."
"It won't be tomorrow." Teresa said. "I've got the Christmas Concert--- er, the First Amendment Rally tomorrow night, and I'll be working on it from the moment I leave here until until cleanup in the wee hours of tomorrow night. So either we do this now, or we wait until after Christmas."
Weller: "If that religious event is so crucial, why did you go off on that flight like that, instead of staying here and working on the event?"
Jack Muscone got his hackles up at that. He stood up and said "What part of (air quotes) 'life flight' do you not understand, dumbass? That was a time-critical operation, and she flew it at night. Your investigation... not so critical."
Then he added: "And I'm beginning to wonder about your professionalism and impartiality, Agent Weller. Maybe the NTSB should send someone else here to replace you and take it over, hmmm? And I can certainly make that happen."
Darryl Green intervened again. He said to Jack, "Sir, I'm not sure what's going on here, but I would ask you to hold off on that for the time being. Let's take this back up on Monday morning, if that is convenient to all parties?"
Gary Weller said "And what about her pilot's license? We should suspend it until the investigation is completed."
"On what grounds?" Agnes T. Spires thundered. "Based upon what probable cause, and due process of what law?"
"That's a good question." said Muscone. "And if you do attempt to suspend her license without cause and before the investigation is completed, Weller, I'll kick your ass to the kerb. Your career in the Federal Government will be ovah!"
Before Weller could speak, Darryl Green said placatingly "No, your license is not suspended, Commander. But the BOW plane is grounded... again. Would you prefer us come to Police Headquarters on Monday morning, or will you come to the Federal Building?"
"Police Headquarters will be fine." Teresa said. "Or here at the Airport. But not the Federal Building---"
*CHIME!*
It was Muscone's FBI iPhone. He read the text, then said "Commander Troy and Sheriff Griswold would like to speak to us Federal Agents when you're done here. They have some important information for you..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and Agnes T. Spires had left the conference room when Sheriff Griswold, my mother Phyllis, and I went in and sat down across from the Federal Agents.
"I've put this data into our evidence servers." I said. As I handed Agent Green a jump drive, I said "This a copy of the data for you." I started up the video on my laptop, and turned it around for them to see.
"Ho-leee Toledo!" Darryl Green exclaimed as we watched. The first video was from a camera outside, which was focused on the terminal door. It showed the back of the nurse as she walked to the door, opened it, and went inside. Next was footage from a camera on the corner of the building, by the gate where the ambulances had walked through, showed along the wall of the terminal building to the door, and showed the nurse walking up to the door, opening it, and walking through it. The angles did not show much of her face.
Then footage from inside the terminal was shown, from two cameras that were focused on that doorway. That was followed by footage showing other parts of the terminal (all of it was covered by the array of cameras set up in there).
I used an app on my laptop to run multiple videos at the same time, with the timestamps aligned. And at the exact timestamps the outside cameras showed the nurse walking in... the indoor cameras showed nothing, no one at all. Not through the glass of the door, not anyone going inside, not even the door opening!
"Where'd she go? What happened to her?" Agent Weller asked, his voice harsh.
Agent Green was more stunned and less angry when he said "This is like... Schrödinger's Cat. She's there but she's not there at the same time."
Jack Muscone was equally stunned. "What, do I need to call in Dana Fox and his FBI Paranormal Files Team?" (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused', Ch. 06.)
"That's all we need... even more Federal Agents in my County." I said acerbically. That did not go over with Green and Weller, especially Weller, and the ugly look on his face showed it. I handed Green a jump drive of the composite videos I'd made, and he looked much less irritated with me. Weller, not so much.
"So who is this woman?" Weller said. "What's her name? We need to get that from Croyle right away."
In a voice she usually used to reprimand me when I was young, my mother Phyllis said "I can tell you who she is, Mr. Weller. And I can tell you that she is the same person I told Agent Green that I saw when a very similar thing happened to me and Teresa's aunt several months ago." (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 02.)
"Didn't you say you dreamed that, Mrs. Troy?" Darryl Green queried.
"At that time, I thought I did." said Phyllis. "But I was wide awake this morning when that girl looked right at me and winked at me, and I recognized her as the same girl."
"And how do you explain this, Mrs. Troy?" asked Weller skeptically... very skeptically.
"I don't." said my mother. "I am simply truthfully reporting to you what happened, and what I observed."
"One thing's for damn sure." said Jack Muscone. "This thing is going to get a lot stranger before it gets cleared up at all." I nodded vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Wednesday, December 22d. Todd was staying at the Airport and working with the NTSB people and maintenance people on the aircraft, which had been towed to the area where the hangers were. Before I left he told me that the fuel tanks were dry, bone dry; not even the residual amount that should be left in the tank was present. How Teresa made it here to a safe landing was nothing short of a miracle, he said.
I drove my mother Phyllis, Clarissa, and Carole home to The Cabin. Clarissa was in the shotgun seat, and did not hide her curiosity in looking over all the neat gadgets in my well-equipped Police SUV. My mother and my daughter were in the back seat.
My mother said "I feel like we just witnessed a true miracle. I just hope Teresa won't get into trouble, like the pilot of our flight did."
"It's just amazing how closely Teresa's experience is to what you and I experienced, Phyllis." said Clarissa. "Such a coincidence."
"Are you sure it was a coincidence?" I asked. Then, sensing that Carole had something to say about that, I tossed her a softball, saying "What do we think of coincidences, Carole?"
"You can alll-ways have one, but you can nev-errrr have two." the Future Iron Crowbar most very correctly replied. "And this one isn't a coincidence, either, Daddy."
"Why do you say that, Child?" Clarissa said, her face a mixture of amusement and disdain.
Carole said "Uncle Har-vee Eck-hart says there are no mistakes in the Universe. But he's wrong. The Universe made a mistake with your flight. They thought Aunt Clarissa was Aunt Trreesa. They got it right the second time, when it really was Trreesa."
That struck the women into dumbfounded silence. Me, I couldn't hide a little grin. The Greatness is on the way, I thought to myself...
Part 10 - Confession
Meanwhile...
After a few minutes of discussion with Agnes T. Spires, Teresa was given a ride to Police Headquarters by Cindy. And Cindy did not need the Power of the Vibe to detect Teresa's utter exhaustion.
"Why don't I take you home." the Green Crowbar suggested. "You need to get a few hours of sleep."
"No, take me to Headquarters." the Iron Wolf replied. "I need to talk to Father Romano."
"Confession is good for the soul." Cindy said. "But you did very well. Better than well." She did not receive a reply. Teresa was looking out the window, lost in contemplation. Cindy could sense the anguish in her BFF, but could not understand why...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Verily I say unto thee, That this night, before the cock crow, thou shalt deny Me thrice."

--- Jesus Christ to St. Peter, the Gospel according to St. Matthew 26:34 (KJV)
Catholic Chaplain (Captain) Alberto Romano was sitting in his cubicle in the Chaplain's office. Also in the room, in his own cubicle, was Protestant Chaplain (Captain) Calvin. Not even they could evade that bane of all Police Officers: year-end paperwork.
Teresa went into the room. She greeted Chaplain Calvin, then said "Father, are you busy? I need your Spiritual services, if you have a moment."
"Always." said Father Romano. He began collecting the things he'd need, then said "Let's go into the Pastor's Room."
The Pastor's Room was the next room down the hallway, between the Chaplain's Office and Interrogation Rooms A-C. They went inside, and Chaplain Romano hung up the sign on the door that said 'In Use - Do Not Disturb'.
There was a screen, like those found in hospitals, that could be rolled out as a wall between them, but they chose instead to just take two of the wooden chairs that had no armrests, and place them back-to-back in the middle of the room. As they sat down Teresa turned on the anti-bugging device the Iron Crowbar had given her on a previous Christmas.
"Father forgive me, for I have sinned." Teresa started. "It's been ten days since my last confession."
"Daughter of God, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, open your heart and mind to His infinite mercy, and confess your sins."
Teresa said "Father, I flew my husband's company's aircraft on a Life Flight mission. As we were returning, the aircraft lost radio contact and all guidance systems. I prayed and said a Hail Mary, and a star appeared, letting me navigate by it when the autopilot went out. And then the star was enveloped by dark clouds. And I was overcome by fear." She began shaking, her soul full of remorse, her voice trembling.
"It is perfectly normal to feel fear when one is in danger." said Father Romano. "But you came through it, did you not?"
"That's just it, Father." Teresa said. Hr voice broke and she began sobbing. "I didn't just feel the fear, I let it overcome me." Then she wailed "I gave up! I lost faith! I let go of my faith in God! I did not trust Him to guide me!" She broke down crying.
"Ahhh." said Father Romano compassionately. "But God did not lose His faith in you. And He did guide you home. Remember, my child, Peter denied Jesus three times, even after Jesus told Peter he would do so. And even with that, Jesus built His Church... our Church... upon the Rock of Peter. Tell me, child, how did you overcome your fear and regain control?"
Teresa said "I thought of Commander Troy. I knew he would not let fear overcome him, and I told myself to get my sh... er, act together. And I felt better. And then the hole in the clouds opened up, and I dove into it. I... I guess God didn't abandon me, abandon us on that plane, after all. But still, Father, my Faith wavered. It was not trust in God that helped me. It was the thought of the Iron Crowbar, and his fearlessness and greatness that pulled me through that dark fear."
Father Romano said "The Lord works through His instruments here upon this earth. The Iron Crowbar has been the Lord's instrument for the saving of many good lives, even if he himself refuses to believe." Then he said "As penance, I want you to do two things. First, after this Confession, say a prayer in your own words, asking God's forgiveness and mercy for your doubts, and ask Him to strengthen your Faith. And as part of that prayer, give your thanks to God for bringing you safely home with your precious cargo... and for bringing the Iron Crowbar into your life to help guide you on your path."
Father Romano: "And the second thing I want you to do, is to tell me everything that happened on that flight. Everything, no matter how strange, no matter how unexplainable..."
Part 11 - Ducks In A Row
10:30am, Wednesday, December 22nd. After dropping off the ladies at The Cabin, I drove to Police Headquarters. The dark clouds of earlier that morning had disappeared, replaced by sunshine washing over the Town. A strange euphoria filled my soul.
I went inside Headquarters and went to my office. I greeted my assistant Helena French and Tanya's assistant Dora Nunn. I saw Cindy talking with Tanya in Tanya's office. When she saw me, Cindy broke off her discussion with Tanya and followed me into my office. A full pot of fresh coffee awaited me, for which I was extremely grateful.
"Pour me some, too." Cindy said as she came in. I did so, and handed her her mug, then took my filled Airborne School mug to my desk and sat down in my comfortable 'Command Chair' behind it. The lumbar support felt very, very good to my back.
Cindy sat down in the near-side hot chair. "Teresa went to see Father Romano. I think they're in Confession in the Pastor's Room."
"Withhold my surprise." I said. "How is Teresa doing? What's her state of mind?"
"She's exhausted after flying all night, and in harrowing conditions." Cindy said. "She didn't say anything about it to me, though. I think she's worried about the way those Federal Agents were treating her, and what they're going to say and do when she has to be interviewed by them next Monday."
I said "Yeah, I need to make some phone calls, to make sure they don't try to fuck her over, nor do something stupid like suspend her pilot's license."
Cindy said "She'll need that help." Seeing my glance at her, she said "Look, Don, I remember Clarissa and your mom's flight, and all the unexplained things they said happened. And now Teresa just had the same thing happen to her. It's an unbelievable story, and the Feds might take it just that way,,. and say she's lying to them. Especially the stuff about that nurse being Amy."
I said "You're right. We'll burn those bridges when we cross them. In the meantime, you've reminded me of something I need to do. I need to talk to our sketch artist, and right away, before she goes on Christmas vacation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I went to the office of the TCPD Police Photographer and Sketch Artist, which was near the opposite corner of the building of my own office, near the Booking area but on the inside of the wall separating those areas.
"Hi Connie." I said to the attractive Asian woman as I came in. "Do you have an app that can age a person, show what they look like when they're older, or younger."
"Yes sir." Connie said. "We use it mostly to make images of people that disappeared years before."
"Good." I said. I took out my Police iPhone and sent a photo to her computer. "I would like for you to age this teenage girl to what she would look like in her early 20s, maybe 22 or 23 years old..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I walked back to my office, Teresa came out of her office suite and fell in beside me. We walked into my office, and I poured cups of coffee for both of us. Teresa literally sighed as she sipped hers.
"How are you doing?" I asked. Teresa knew what I fully meant.
"Much better now, after Confession and talking with Father Romano." Teresa said. "Any word on how the kids are doing?"
"Not yet." I said. "And I haven't really had a chance to find out. If you want to go check on that at the Hospital while you check on the Concert preparations, you're excused to do so."
"Thanks, I will." Teresa said. After a moment of thought, she said "Can I ask you a question?"
"Sure." I replied.
Teresa said "I know how you feel about lie detector tests. But what if they demand I take one? I have the right to refuse, but then they can use that as their excuse to suspend my pilot's license. And it was obvious earlier that that's what Weller wants to do."
"I-yi-yiiii." I said. I thought about it for a moment, then said "If it were me, I would never take one. But I can't advise you to make that same decision. I think you and Agnes Spires need to discuss it thoroughly, and determine the rewards versus the risks. But whatever you do, make damn sure she or other legal representation is with you, so they can cut off any questioning if the Federal Agents try to go off-message and ask about other, unrelated things."
"Okay, thanks." Teresa said, her voice beginning to show her tiredness. As she stood up, she said "If you'll excuse me, sir..."
"Just two things." I said. "First, be prepared for the possibility that the Federal Agents will come back earlier than Monday, in an ambush attempt. Let Agnes Spires know I said that, as well. And second... you cannot drive anywhere until you've had at least four hours of sleep, and in one contiguous block of time. I'll ask Cindy to drive you to the Hospital..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Wednesday, December 22nd. Todd Burke and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone were admitted into my office. Upon my invitation, Jack sat in the near-side hot chair, and Todd in the far-side hot chair where his wife usually sat. It was one of those days: they accepted cups of freshly made coffee.
Muscone said: "The NTSB people working on this case either worked on the previous BOW Two-Niner incident or worked on the train explosion incident." (Author's note: 'Scavenger Hunt', Ch. 04) "They know me from either of those events, and they've been very cooperative with me, and are sharing everything they are finding."



"Good." I said. "That gives me hopes this will be a fair and honest investigation."
Muscone said "Me too. Okay, first the plane itself. There are no physical defects; it is in flawless operating condition, except for slight issues related to the fuel tanks running completely dry. There were no mechanical failures."
Muscone: "They're still analyzing the Black Box data and the Cockpit Voice Recorder, but they did tell me a couple of things. First, the Tower at the airfield near Teresa's hometown radioed and asked if Teresa had a nurse onboard, or something like that, and she said she did. Then they said the two nurses that came on the helicopters with the children were still there at the airport, and did Teresa want to land and pick them up. She said she had the nurse aboard, and she kept on going."
I said "We all saw the nurse get off the plane, too. It's only when she got to the Terminal Building door that she made it look like an interdimensional time portal."
"True." said Muscone. "They're also going to confirm what they heard on the Voice Recorder. In the first incident, with your mom and Teresa's aunt, that pilot said he talked to Albuquerque Control, but they had no record of it, and the Recorder was gappy during that time. They also accused that pilot of changing the heading from LCA to TCA, and he said he never changed it. Teresa was en route back here in the first place, and this is where she landed, so we won't have that issue. If you ask me, they have no grounds to blame her for a freaky weather phenomenon."
I said "But they may try to, especially if Weller has gone over to the Swamp Frogs."
Jack said "I guess we'll know on Monday... what?" He'd seen my look.
I said "Guys, be ready for them to ambush us, and demand to talk to Teresa earlier, maybe tomorrow or even today."
Todd said "Agnes Spires is ready. And I've got U.S. Senator Lorraine McGill ready to come in and pound them in Washington, D.C. if they try to suspend Teresa's license without full due process of law."
Then Todd said "But I do know this: once that plane is cleared and given back to us, I'm putting it up for sale and buying another one. I need to upgrade anyway, but this is twice too often that that plane has been the center of controversy."
"I don't blame you a bit." I said. "And Todd, keep an eye on Teresa the next few days. She's as tough as they come, but she's sleep-deprived, under stress getting this Concert going, and you're the only man on earth that can make her get some sleep..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:00pm, Wednesday, December 22d. I told my assistant, the lovely Helena French, to go home for the day, and that she would only be working until noon the next day. As she left, Paulina Patterson turned into the doorway from the hallway. She and Helena exchanged greetings, then Helena left as I led Paulina in to my office.
After we sat down, Paulina said "I just came by to ask if Lionel Carmela was arrested yet."
"No." said a voice in the doorway. We looked up to see Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross in the doorway. She came on into the room and sat down as she said "Deputies went to Carmela's office yesterday to serve the warrant and take Carmela into custody. He was not at work, so they went to his home. He wasn't there, either. We put out an APB for him in the Tri-State area, but he hasn't been seen at all."
Cindy: "The Deputies also went to the home of Rob Lawton, who is a close associate of Carmela's. Lawton also was not at home, so I had a BOLO put out on him. Unfortunately, it's only County-wide, so he could be at my father's compound just across the County line and we'd never know it. And the arrest warrant expires after the Concert is over, unless there is violence there by the bastard's known associates."
"I suspect there won't be." I replied. "We'll still be ready, but I think these warrants may have forced Carmela to stand down on disrupting the Concert this year. I'd bet that he really, really regrets saying what he said on KXTC's newscast."
Paulina said "And I would imagine that he is shocked, shocked,, that we took advantage and swore out the warrant."
Cindy added "And he's running scared."
"Okay, then." I said. "Let's put a bow on this day, and head home."
"Can I get a ride with you?" Paulina said. "There's something I need to ask you about..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I took the 'southern route' home. We drove south on Riverside Drive, east on MLK Jr. Drive, then north along University Avenue. As we passed by the Hospital, we saw that the stage and much of the sound equipment was in place. And even at a distance I could see Teresa, talking to people and giving instructions.
"So what did you want to ask me about?" I said as we drove further north towards the turnoff for Mountain View Road and to The Cabin.
Paulina hesitated, then said: "I was wondering... if it would be okay to ask Michael McGill to join us for Christmas dinner on Saturday."
"Uhh... I-yi-yiiii." I said in reply. "Have you talked to Laura about it?"
"No." Paulina said. "She'd just say that gatherings at The Cabin are your events. And I wanted to get your opinion on it first, anyway."
I said "We-ellll... first, I think I need to say that if you're dating Michael seriously, then I'm happy for you both. And inviting him as your 'plus-one' to something like Cindy's housewarming party is not a problem with me."
"There's a 'but' coming." Paulina said half-humorously.
"More like a 'having said that'." I replied, then plunged right into it: "Christmas dinner at the Troys can be a big event, but it's usually all family. You're family, of course, and Tasha most definitely is. And I've invited T-Square to dinner with us in the past. But if you get serious with another man, be it Michael or someone else, is he really part of our family?"
Paulina nodded as she looked forward. "I see what you're saying." she said. Then she went there: "If things do get more serious between Michael and me, what will that mean for Tasha?"
Without hesitation, I replied: "We've had a great arrangement so far, and Tasha has gotten to spend a lot of time with me and with her brothers and sisters, that plural meaning Marie as a de facto sister. That's done Tasha a great deal of good, and it's done her brothers and sisters good, too. And no one loves the cats more than Tasha, and vice versa. And no matter what else, I want that to continue for Tasha."
Paulina replied: "I think we're at the point that there is no way I could keep Tasha away from her family, nor would I want to. And we all know that what Sandra Speer did to keep you from seeing your daughter Greta is hurting you, and I wouldn't do that to you, nor Tasha, nor her siblings, especially Carole."
I said "I'm not putting you off by saying this, but speak to Laura about it. If she's good with it, then invite him."
Paulina said "I think I have my answer already..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:00pm, Wednesday, December 22d. Upon looking at the Mountain Nest from the front, one might think it was smaller than The Cabin; certainly the A-frame made The Cabin imposing, and it was four floors with the half-basement and the one-room attic room. But the Mountain Nest from the backside showed that there was a basement, where the MIL apartment was, and there were two guest rooms; one at the end of the hall past the 'Puter room on the first floor, and one over it on the second floor, past Jim and Carole's bedrooms.
So my mother Phyllis stayed in her MIL apartment, Clarissa was in the first-floor guest room, and Beatrice and Eugenia were in the upstairs guest bedroom. Neither Bowser nor Buddy had one word to say about it, though their looks of wary confusion spoke volumes at times. Buddy did decide that he liked Beatrice and Eugenia, and they gave him plenty of skritchins.
Having been awake since the wee hours of the morning, Carole pretty much conked out just as soon as she finished her supper. I carried her up to bed and tucked her in. Jim, Beatrice, and Eugenia had no problem going to bed early, either, especially when Clarissa and Phyllis set the example for them.
Finally alone, Laura and I sat on the sofa against the wall in the greatroom, sipping drinks. I said "I haven't had a chance all day to find out: how are the kids that Teresa flew in doing?"
Laura said "The little girl is doing very well. Her name is Diane, Diane Davenport, and she and her twin brother David were born on the Fourth of July, a year ahead of Carole. She was stable when she arrived at the Hospital, and she responded very well to the initial treatment."
Laura continued: "She's a beautiful, wonderful little girl. I'm not sure why, but I really felt drawn to her. We talked a good bit, and she's really smart and she already knows she wants to be a doctor herself. The only issue is that she kept asking about how her brother is doing, and they didn't tell her anything until I found out and told her."
"And how is he doing?" I asked.
Laura paused for a second, then said "He barely made it to the Hospital. If Teresa had been diverted in her flight in any way, he would've died. He was in much worse condition than Diane when they got there, but Dr. Morgan got him stabilized. Dr. Cordell is not supposed to practice any medicine, but he made a few suggestions that helped. A lot."
Laura said "Once they got him stable, Dr. Napp gave him an initial treatment for the disease. The treatment helped, but not to the level it helped Diane. Dr. Napp says that females respond much better to the treatment than males, and he's going to study why, since he has twin siblings in this case. He may have to revise the treatment for boys based on what he finds. So right now little David is alive and stable... but nowhere near being out of the woods..."
The solemnity of her voice told me more than her words about young David's true condition. I put my arm around Laura and hugged her to me, and said "Well, you did all you could." I observed two outstanding dogs at the back door, and said "Okay, I'll take these little cockblockers out, and then I hope to find you in the bedroom when I get back."
"Yes. Yes you will." my lovely wife replied...
Part 12 - In Concert
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, December 23d, from the warmth and comfort of the anchor desk within the KXTC studios. "The FAA and NTSB investigate Police Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "After the plane Teresa Croyle was flying Tuesday night disappeared from radar, the FAA and NTSB opened up an investigation of the incident. However, Lieutenant Commander Croyle is not cooperating with the investigation, and has demanded a lawyer to be present during any questioning of her, which experts say is both suspicious and disturbing. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged blonde reporterette as the feed switched to her, broadcasting from County Airport with the Terminal Building in her background. "Channel Two News has learned that the BOW-Enterprises-owned aircraft Commander Croyle was flying not only disappeared from all radars for several hours, but when it landed its fuel tanks were completely empty."
Amber: "Experts tell Channel Two News that to allow one's plane to run out of fuel is reckless and suggests incompetence on the part of the pilot. And sources tell Channel Two News that Croyle did not refuel at the point of the flight's origin. And as you said, Bettina, refusing to cooperate with Federal agencies and avoiding answering their questions only adds to the cloud of suspicion hanging over TCPD Officer Croyle's head. Neither Commander Croyle nor her direct superior Officer, Commander Donald Troy, responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News. Back to you, Bettina."
Bettina: "Thank you, Amber! That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important report giving you the facts you have the right to know. Teresa Croyle is also spearheading the Christian religious concert tonight that experts say is unlawfully being held on Government property, violating the Separation of Church and State Clause of the Constitution. Let's go to highly respected reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the lean Reporter of Color as the feed switched to him, reporting from the Hospital grounds, with the Concert setup in the distant background. "While all legal efforts have failed to stop the offensive, illegal concert from taking place, Social Justice groups are vowing to peacefully protest the event while it is taking place."
Lemay: "Additionally, University President Jerry Moore has ordered all parking lots surrounding University Hospital, which he maintains is University property under his control, be closed, and has ordered the University Campus Police to tow away all cars parked in the Hospital parking lot."
Lemay: "However, Campus Police Commissioner Bob 'Brick' Briscoe has said he will not have any cars towed, as cars that belong to patients or families of patients at the Hospital might be mistakenly towed away. Commissioner Briscoe also stated that he answers to the County Sheriff and the Governor of the State, and that the University President has no control over the Campus Police nor the authority to give him orders."
Lemay: "And while citizens are deeply concerned about safety at the religious event at the Hospital, no one with the TCPD nor Sheriff's Department would appear on camera to discuss security measures they are taking to ensure the safety of the Public. Neither Sheriff Antonio Griswold, who is running for re-election for Sheriff, nor Police Commander Donald Troy responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News. Back to you, Bettina..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So much for the Christmas Spirit at KXTC." said Police Chief Sean Moynahan as he, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"My God." said Tanya. "Just when you think they can't go any lower, and can't get any worse, they do that."
"And they didn't even mention that it was a Life Flight." growled Sheriff Griswold.
"Is Weller of the NTSB behind that attack on Teresa?" Cindy asked.
"If he is, his career is ovahhh." I said venomously.
Jack Muscone said "Guys, I'm going to ask a favor of you, and ask you to consider that it might not be Weller behind it. He may have answered Press questions innocently, not knowing that KXTC was going to twist his words into that assassination attempt."
"You know something we don't?" I asked Jack, peering at him.
"Yes." Jack said. "Some cub reporterette was asking him for comment. She asked specifically about the fuel tank, about the dropping off radar, and about the Black Box having anomalies. He didn't volunteer those things; she asked and he didn't deny... which Wurtzburg ran with as if he'd confirmed it."
Muscone: "I asked Weller to wonder where that reporter got that information, and he got this shocked look on his face when he truly realized how much she must've known in order to ask those questions. Someone informed the Press of what's going on in the investigation, and I don't think it was Weller nor Darryl Green."
"Changing the subject," Tanya said, to change the subject, "just how much security are we going to need tonight at the Concert? And at the parking lots, to prevent any cars from being towed?"
Cindy replied "I'll have swarms of Deputies at the parking lot entrances, and no tow trucks will be allowed in. And they can be diverted to help take down and arrest any protesters that try anything to disrupt the Concert."
I said "That is just Lionel Carmela's war on us through his proxy and puppet Jerry Moore, and scaremongering tactics. Most people at the Concert are shuttled in from churches and other places in Town. Others walk after parking on the other side of University Avenue. I'll give Briscoe credit for calling their bluff and refusing to go along with their shit."
Sheriff Griswold said "And worse, that fucking bastard Lemay wants us to tell the world what our security arrangements are, then says -we- are the ones in the wrong when we don't? God damn him."
I said "And he made sure to mention that you're running for re-election, Sheriff."
Tanya said "Did anyone arrest Carmela on that warrant the judge issued?"
Cindy said "No. He's flown."
"Good." I said. When everyone looked at me in shock, I said "I think he knows he's done for if anyone attacks the Concert tonight. That's why Jerry Moore is huffing and puffing about the parking: it's all they have left. If the thugs do what they did last year, the inciting to riot warrant goes into effect, and it has no expiration date." (Author's note: 'Angels of Christmas', Ch. 02-03 for last year)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Thursday, December 23rd. I parked my Police SUV in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' area behind the E.R. entrance to the Hospital. Carole and I got out and went into the Hospital and through it to the front door, seeing the staging area behind the large stage back wall.
I was wearing my red Guardians of Justice pullover sweater, khaki pants, khaki Tilley hat, my Badge on a necklace around my neck, and my holstered service weapon on my belt on my left hip, facing backwards so I could draw it like a sword. Carole was wearing her Badge on a necklace, her red GOJ pullover sweater, white denim jeans and white tennis shoes. And she was carrying her violin in its case; she was actually going to perform with The Maestro tonight(!).
"Hi guys." Teresa said as we came up to her. She was wearing all white, including her white pullover with the GOJ logo on it, white jeans, and white tennis shoes. Being a cancer survivor, she fit right in with other cancer survivors wearing white.
She said "We've got the Handicapable Veterans Orchestra here, augmented by The Maestro's students and members of various churches that can play. And we've got some great new stuff. Right, Carole?"
"Yes ma'am!" Carole said enthusiastically. "I'm ready for my part!"
"Uh, what part is this?" I queried.
"You'll see, Daddy." my daughter replied. "You'll see." Seeing Teresa actually grin, I decided not to pursue it any further for the moment. For the moment...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:00pm. The rumble could be heard from a long way away. It turned into a mighty roar, and then the flashing chrome of dozens of motorcycles as they rode up University Avenue. Everyone knew what it meant, that we would be riding tonight...
... with The Guardians of Justice M.C.
They were directed to go through the parking lot south of the Hospital and park on the lot behind the building, where the Wrangler Circus would be performing in the Spring. They parked in neat rows. As they dismounted and gathered together, they were met by TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone and Sheriff Griswold. As one unit, they came to attention and saluted, and Tanya returned it.
Tanya noticed that some of the Riders were not wearing GOJMC jackets with the logo patch on the back, as she was. With one exception, a few were wearing black pullover sweaters with the logo of the Wrangler Circus. The exception was the woman with the huge mane of dark red hair, Bonnie. Her pullover sweater was 'stone', almost white.
"Bonnie," said Tanya, "Teresa has been eagerly awaiting your arrival. We'll take you to where the choir area is."



"WHOAAAA!" said everyone else, as one group, teasing Bonnie.
"Screw y'all." Bonnie said good-naturedly. To Tanya, she said "I can't wait to do this."
"And I have a special request of those of you not participating in the choir tonight." Tanya said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We start this party with a bang!"
--- Two-Face (as portrayed by Tommy Lee Jones), 'Batman Forever'
7:00pm, Thursday, December 23d. The music of Mannheim Steamroller's instrumental 'Celebration' started up, and everyone with seats took them, and everyone else found places to stand and see. The crowd was huge, and half of the massive front lawn was covered with people. It was as big as the Concert on Courthouse Square had been. (Author's note: 'Christmas In The County')
In the front area, the aisles on both sides had to be kept clear, as participants were going to come around the sides of the structure about 100 feet down from the stage. The Orchestral well was in front of the raised stage.
Around the corner on both sides came members of the GOJMC, the older ones first, followed by younger ones. They lined both aisles, then they all saluted as the Handicapable Veterans Orchestra and Choir rolled in through the gauntlet between them and took their places. The GOJMC members that were singing also stayed around the stage, including Bonnie.
Once they were in place, Teresa came out onto the stage from the back entrance. Despite KXTC's attempt to suppress what she had done with the Life Flight, the thousands of people in the crowd cheered mightily when she appeared, and those sitting down that could stand up did so.
"Hello and welcome!" Teresa said into her microphone. "Thank you so much for coming and supporting our Cancer Kids and other Kids with rare diseases!" The crowd continued cheering. "And now that you're all standing, join me in the singing of Our National Anthem! And please do not embarrass me in front of the Iron Crowbar by not singing louder than me!"
Another cheer went up, then the University Army ROTC cadets marched the Colors in, in open defiance of University President Jerry Moore, who had forbidden them to participate. And Teresa did not have to be embarrassed: everyone sang the National Anthem at the top of their lungs.
Next, just to show this was not exclusively a Christian celebration, elements of the Jewish Arts Academy from The City came in. The musical instrument players sat at the back of the stage while dancers and singers, all young women, danced and sang 'Hevenu Shalom Alechem'. It was a good, high-energy start to the Concert.
Teresa told me backstage: "I contacted the Muslim mosque in Town and the Muslim Student Center on campus, and invited them to participate. They were very nice about it, but they declined. I also asked the Buddhist Center if they wanted to participate, but I probably asked too late, and they declined as well."
"Can't get 'em all." I replied. "But the Concert is going great, so far. I'm impressed with how well you've put it all together."
"Team effort, sir. Team effort." Teresa said.
"Modesty is a human trait, Iron Wolf." I replied, and we both understood the inside joke of that.
The musical instrument players took their places in the well; they would continue adding their musical talents to the performances. They were joined by other Orchestra players. Some were The Maestro Dr. Wolfgang Strauss's students, and some were from the churches and other musical groups.
Choirs from several churches had come onto the stage around the edges, filling seats from the outside-in. They sang 'Unto Us A Child Is Born'. And then the Legend himself, T-Square, came out. With accompaniment from the choirs, he led the singing of 'America The Beautiful'. Then his sister Paulina Patterson joined him on stage, and they sang 'Do You Hear What I Hear?', a personal favorite of Your Iron Crowbar.
It was going well. The next two songs were Mannheim Steamroller's 'Joy To The World' and 'God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen'. And yes, Cindy and Callie led hundreds of people in the audience in an attempt to set the Guinness World Record for the largest synchronous line dance 'evah'. Drones were recording them, and LED lights in red, green, and silver were flashing, and I wondered if we'd get credit for this being the world's largest disco event 'evah'.
The instrumentals also served to give time to set up the next phase of the show. T-Square's electric piano was set up to the right of the stage, as one looked at it from the audience. Next to it was a smaller piano that I recognized as Marie Steele's. I saw  The Maestro come to the backstage area, wearing all white, and with him was Carole and Marie, carrying some objects.
"The next three are gonna be doozies... I hope." said Teresa. As we watched, a corps of drum players began marching down both aisles toward the stage. Elements of the famed Booker T. Washington High School Drum & Bugle Corps were joined by drummers from Town High School... and for the first time, County High School drummers were participating, as well!
"How'd you pull that off?" I asked Teresa.
"I didn't." she replied. "They contacted me. I imagine Bill Redmond and Kelly Carnes will be furious, but a lot of County residents despise what Jerry Moore and Lionel Carmela are doing with the Climate Change Center and the 'loyalty documents', and maybe a whole lot of other things he's been doing. So here they are."
"Good." I said. The drum contingent wasn't all that large. Teresa said "We asked for volunteers to do this first song, as it's religious. Then more of the Drum Corps will come in for the second song, which is an instrumental."
As the Orchestra began playing and a chord hit, T-Square came out, to applause. He sang "My God is an awesome God!" This was Michael W. Smith's 'Awesome God':
"My God is an awesome God
He reigns from Heaven above
With wis-dom, power, and love,
my God is an awesome God!"
T-Square led the audience in singing that refrain over and over, with the drums being featured as the orchestra played. After it was done, Marie Steele came out and joined T-Square at the pianos. And Marie showed that her piano skills had skyrocketed as she played the intro to Two Steps From Hell's 'Evergreen'.
Then five people in the middle of the stage stood and 'sang' "Ahhhh!" (that was all). Bonnie was in the middle, using her surprisingly beautiful singing voice, and the others were GOJMC people with excellent singing voices.
As they serenaded the audience and T-Square and the Orchestra began playing more of 'Evergreen', more elements of the various high school Drum Corps began marching down the aisle and also from the back of the stage. They fell in with those already there. And then they led the Orchestra in an outstanding display of drum synchronicity. I could even tell the melody and underlying structure of the song from them.
The applause at the conclusion of 'Evergreen' was tremendous. When it settled down, the BTWHS Drum & Bugle Corps did BTWHS Drum & Bugle Corps things, executing their marching routine as T-Square sang 'Little Drummer Boy' like he did every year.
(Author's note: Your author suggests watching on YouTube Michael W. Smith's 'Awesome God' with the drums, and the Bands of HM Royal Marines's version of 'Evergreen' with the drums, to get where the inspiration for the above part of the story came from.)
After everyone settled down, it suddenly became quiet. T-Square and Marie helped as Carole and The Maestro came onto the stage from behind. Carole and Marie set up the easel they'd brought in, then T-Square and The Maestro helped them put a painting that was covered by a cloth onto it. As they were doing that, Teresa was accompanying a middle aged couple onto the stage and next to them. T-Square and The Maestro helped the girls take the cloth off the painting, to reveal...
... Alice, the teen violin virtuoso that had lost her battle with cancer the previous Spring. And the couple Teresa had brought in were Alice's parents.
The painting showed Alice in all white, and the sky behind her was painted as to look almost like angel wings. She was playing the violin. This was one of Marie Steele's best painting efforts, and the quality stood out.
As the audience stood and solemnly applauded, Alice's mom began crying. Teresa said into her microphone "The next part of our show is dedicated to Alice, and is the part of the show she loved the best. Alice is no longer with us in the world, but she is not gone from inside our hearts... and her beautiful music will go on."
Teresa then told her parents they were giving them this painting, and Alice's mom took the microphone and said "Alice loved playing for the other kids, and at this Concert. I'd like for you to find a place in the Hospital to put this, so other kids can be inspired to make their own music, and to fight to live as hard as Alice did." More applause from the crowd, who were feeling the emotion, too.
And now I saw what Carole's role was. She had her violin out, and she stood by The Maestro as they began playing the Trans-Siberian Orchestra's adaptation of Johann Pachelbel's 'Canon in D Major'. Carole only played the simple bas harmony line while The Maestro and experienced Orchestra violin players played the more intricate melody parts, but there was my daughter, participating in this moving tribute., and participating well.
And as they played, Cancer Kids began filing onto the stage, wearing white robes as they always did. Some were cured graduates, but had come back to lend their hearts and voices, especially to this performance:
"This night, we pray
Our lives, will show
This dream, he had

Each child, still knows... "
"Weeee arrrrre waaaiiit-ting... Weeee have, not for-gotttennnn... " sang part of the Kids group. Then "On this night, on this night, on this very Christmas night... from another subset. Voices of angels, I thought to myself.
Once they were done, the Kids surrounded Alice's parents, T-Square, and The Maestro, and gave them hugs. Then they got back into place to sing the chorus of the next song as T-Square, Marie, and Carole exited stage back. The Maestro stayed on stage as Teresa took the microphone. It was time for 'Oh Holy Night', as only Your Iron Wolf could sing it.
And she did sing it. She belted it out. She hit every high note, and put every bit of passion in her body into every word. Sleep deprivation had no way to win; this was coming out of Teresa's very soul. And it was good to see, I thought to myself.
When she hit the final "No-elllllll" and finished up, and was receiving her near-dogpile group-hug from her Kids, Sheriff Griswold, Carole, and I stepped out on stage, our badges on necklaces around our necks.
"Stay right here." I said to Teresa as I came up to her. I took the microphone from her hands and said "Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Commander Don Troy... " Applause broke out, and I was grateful to hear it. As it died down, I said "... and I am Teresa Croyle's boss in the TCPD."
I continued: "As many of you know, on Tuesday night Teresa flew a Life Flight mission out West to bring two critically sick children here for treatment of their rare disease... treatment made possible by her Croyle Trust." Thunderous applause ensued.
Me: "As the flight was returning here, it dropped off radar. No one knew if the plane was lost, had crashed, or what. But on Wednesday morning, the plane popped out of the clouds and landed safely at County Airport... with no fuel left in the tank. The kids, who would have died without Teresa's help, received treatment and are improving." More applause.
Me: "Sheriff, would you do the honors?"
"I sure will!" said the Sheriff, most happily. He read a proclamation, which ended "For her actions and service above and beyond the call of Police duty, resulting in the saving of lives, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle is hereby awarded the Town & County Public Safety Lifesaving Medal!"
Carole held the box, and I took from it the beautiful, blue-draped medal. "You got me, you got me good." Teresa said quietly as she turned sideways to face me, and I pinned it on her white pullover just below her collarbone. Once done, we turned to face the audience. They were already applauding, but the volume shot up when I pointed at the top of her head and made the 'raise the roof' sign.
And it shot up even more when Cancer Kids rushed up to give Teresa hugs. They also either hugged or high-fived me, Carole, and the Sheriff.
Last but certainly not least, all the choirs, the singers within the GOJMC, Bonnie, and Your Iron Crowbar participated in the singing of 'Hallelujah'... wait, what? How did I, your humble, friendly neighborhood Iron Crowbar get caught up in that?
The Iron Wolf is a sneaky Iron Wolf, and between herself, Carole, and the Kids, I was trapped on the stage as the song started up. So Carole and I stood next to Teresa and everyone sang. I did note that Bonnie had a wonderful singing voice herself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Thursday, December 23d. As always, I felt a sense of melancholy that the Concert was over. T-Square and the various Drum Corps and the GOJMC executed Police Call, and cleaned the Hospital ground of every speck of trash left by the crowds... which wasn't very much in the first place.
When the show had ended, Bonnie had come up to Teresa and hugged her. "You're amazing! You do so much! I wish I could be like you, and do more, and help more."
"But you did help!" Teresa replied. "You sang with us, and very beautifully."
"I know." Bonnie said. "And I'll never be able to create a trust fund like you did, unless I win the lottery or something. But I still want to find a way to do more."
"Splendid! I have just the thing for you." said a voice behind them (and me and Carole, too). Everyone turned to see the founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire, Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, standing there, his daughter Cindy Ross and her wife Callie Carrington beside him.
Dr. Eckhart said "I know of your past, young Bonnie. And I have been considering doing more for at-risk girls, trying to help prevent them from being swallowed up by bad people and bad things, like you were. I believe you would be ideal for helping me with this. Why don't you spend a night or two at The Vision, and we'll talk about it."
"There you go." Teresa said to Bonnie. "Thoughts become things. Now you can help."
"Okay." Bonnie said. She hugged Teresa again, then went off with Dr. Eckhart and Cindy and Callie...
Part 13 - Wind Chimes, Interrupted
"Still, still, still
One can hear the falling snow
For all is hushed, The world is sleeping
Holy Star its vigil keeping
Still, still, still
One can hear the falling snow"
--- 'Still, still, still', a Christmas lullaby, attributed to Georg Götsch
Dawn, December 24th. Christmas Eve.
As the first gloaming of pre-dawn light turned the eastern skies pink, Teresa and Carole sat on their knees, Japanese-style, facing west on towels in front of the Angels statue at Ward Harvester Park.
Carole was already 'in the zone' as she let her mind go and concentrated on her breathing. Teresa was working harder to achieve inner peace, then realized she needed to work less hard and just let go. Her mind quietened. She could hear the silence of the outside world around her, and felt the peace within her.
And then she heard the wind chimes.
It was as if dozens of beautiful wind chimes were playing... but there were no physical wind chimes at the Park. Teresa tried to just relax her mind into their music, and soon began hearing certain notes here and there that formed a faint pattern, the most beautiful of patterns she'd ever heard. But the more she concentrated on the music, the more disjointed and less coherent it would be. It faded in and out with her breathing...
"That's Alice, playing her violin on the other side." she heard Carole's voice say, more as a projection into her mind than her actual voice. "Isn't it beautiful?"
"Yesss." Teresa whispered. "Do you hear Amy, or Alexis?"
"No." Carole said, this time her voice sounding normal, earthly. "They're on the other side. You've fulfilled your Destiny on this earth, and no longer need their help. Now... it's all up to me."
Teresa missed that last part. Her soul was filled with sadness, that she would not hear Alexis or Amy's voices again. But she didn't feel abandoned; quite the opposite. She felt... at peace somehow, a satisfaction that they were releasing her, and that she needed to release them. She remembered what she had also been told on the plane, that her Destiny had been achieved.
She listened to the wind chimes some more... and then they went away. Coming out of her reverie, she looked over at the cars by the gate to the Park...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
My Police SUV was parked behind Teresa's. Riding shotgun was Clarissa Belvedere Esterson, and Sheriff Griswold was in the backseat. I was standing outside the vehicle, trying to clear my own mind as I watched Teresa and Carole kneeling in front of the statue, and I thought I heard the faint sound of a wind chime.
A moment later, I heard another sound, and it was unmistakeable. Another vehicle pulled up behind mine and parked. It was a black sedan with U.S. Government license plates. A second later, FAA Agent Darryl Green and NTSB Agent Gary Weller exited the vehicle. Sheriff Griswold told Clarissa to roll her window up as he got out of my vehicle.
"What are you guys doing here?" I asked, keeping my voice low so as to not disturb Teresa and Carole, and connoting menace.
Gary Weller said "We're here to take Commander Croyle to the Federal Building for questioning."
"Is she under arrest?" Sheriff Griswold growled.
"Not yet." said Weller. "But she is coming with us, and we will arrest her if need be."
Darryl Green said "Hold on. There's no need to be so confrontational. But Sheriff, we do need to talk to Commander Croyle, and it needs to be right now."
"Crowbar?" the Sheriff said simply, turning things over to me. Smart Sheriff, I thought to myself. I'm going to vote for him next November.
"First of all," I said, having maneuvered myself to be between the Federal Agents and Teresa and (especially) Carole, "she's not going to the Federal Building. At all. She told you that herself. So! It's either Police Headquarters, or the Airport. Your correct answer is 'Police Headquarters', especially if you want decent coffee."
Darryl Green chuckled at that. Weller stayed silent. Green said "Police Headquarters is fine, Commander."
At that moment, Teresa and Carole came up behind me. Teresa's face looked normal. Carole had her little arms crossed and was glaring at the Federal Agents with irritation bordering on anger on her little face.
"You messed up Aunt Trreesa's meditation." my daughter complained.
"I apologize." said Agent Green placatingly. "We can wait until you're finished, Commander Croyle."
"Are you done?" I asked Teresa.
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "Let's go to Headquarters. I'll call Agnes Spires."
The Sheriff drove Teresa's vehicle, and she rode shotgun with her cellphone in her hand. The Federal Agents followed in their vehicle, and I brought up the rear with Clarissa and Carole in tow.
"What do you think of those Federal Agents, Carole?" I asked, which put a little smile on Clarissa's face and a twinkle in her eye; she knew what I was doing.
"That one guy is pretty mad." Carole said, meaning Weller. "He doesn't understand why you and Aunt Trreesa don't trust him. The other guy is pretty calm... but he's the one you really need to watch out for..."



Part 14 - A Blessed Miracle?
"And He said, The things which are impossible with men are possible with God."
--- The Gospel according to St. Luke 18:27 (KJV)
7:30am, Friday, December 24th. Teresa and her attorney, the formidable Agnes T. Spires, were sitting on the far side of the Main Conference Room table. On the near side were Federal Agents Darryl Green and Gary Weller... and Jack Muscone. He'd been called in by Police Chief Sean Moynahan, who was watching the feed (which was being recorded) with me and the Sheriff in the Chief's Conference Room. Also in the Chief's Conference Room were FBI Supervisory Special Agent Julius Jefferson and Special Agent Christy Cassidy.
Also in the Main Conference Room was NTSB Agent Alina Reuben. She was just older than me and Teresa at age 39. She was attractive, with long brown hair, but it was her large breasts that I noticed (of course), which she showed off by wearing a clingy dress with deep cleavage. But she otherwise appeared to be professional in her manner. I'd looked her up on my iPad, and her record with the NTSB was good. My only concern: s she had brought in a large container that I knew was a polygraph device.
Clarissa was watching the news on the television monitor in my office while Carole was doing Carole things on her iPad. They were joined by Chaplain Alberto Romano, and I would find out later that he had a very 'interesting' conversation with them, especially Carole.
"Before we begin," said NTSB Agent Gary Weller, "I want to apologize for my conduct during our previous interview. I didn't understand what I perceived to be unwarranted hostility on your part, Commander Croyle, as well as Commander Troy's. However, I have learned why you felt that way, and still do, I am sure, and I have to say that I agree with you now."
Weller: "In the past 24 hours, I have been pressured by higher-ups in the Federal Government, not the NTSB but the Departments of Justice and Homeland Security. I have reported this to my superiors in the NTSB, and also to Special Agent In Charge Muscone and the FBI's Office of Professional Standards."
Weller: "They were pressuring me to immediately suspend your pilot's license, Commander Croyle, and to make a finding, whether truthful or not, that what happened on your flight was due to your mistakes." He paused, then said "The same two FBI Agents were the ones that had me complain to the Press about Commander Troy not being at the site of the train car explosion."
"Who are those Agents?" asked Agnes T. Spires.
"I'll bet I can tell you." Teresa said. "Lindsey Black and Karl Coleman."
Weller very briefly looked surprised, then said "You're right, they were the ones. Do you have some sort of history with them?"
You must have no idea, Teresa thought to herself. But it was Jack Muscone that said out loud "Black and Coleman are part of the corrupt faction under US Attorney General Derrick B. Harland. I'm glad you reported their actions. But keep your head on a swivel, going forward."
Weller said "That's why I imposed upon Agent Reuben to come in over the Holiday, and brought her into this. I'm turning over the NTSB's portion of the investigation to her, and recusing myself from it. So if you'll excuse me..."
He got up and left the room. Chief Moynahan went and got him and brought him into the Chief's Conference Room. I stood up, went around the table, and shook his hand. "That was a great thing you just did." I told him. "I hope the Swamp Frogs won't retaliate against you. But if they do, give me a call." I handed him my card...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile, the interview of Teresa Croyle commenced. Darryl Green said "I'm going to read you your rights." He did so, and Teresa said she understood the rights.
Green said "Commander, you have the right to refuse a lie detector test. And your Commander Troy is correct that they are not admissible in Court. But if you do refuse to take a polygraph test, that can and will be a consideration in our actions going forward. I am not saying that to pressure or coerce you; I'm just stating it as a fact of the current situation."
"Hook me up." Teresa said, wiggling her fingers. The Federal Agents, including Jack Muscone, looked briefly shocked. Then Agent Alina Reuben opened the kit and began attaching the electrodes to Teresa's fingers.
"State your full name, age, and occupation." she said, to get the baseline.
"Teresa Lynne Croyle, 38 years old, Town & County Police Operations Officer." Teresa replied. Agent Reuben asked her several more basic questions, including one where she was told to give a false answer.
After getting the baseline, Agent Green said "As a result of our examination of the Black Boxes and interviews of many people, several questions have arisen. First of all, why didn't you refuel the plane at the airport of origin?"
"I thought I did." Teresa said. "I saw the fuel truck next to the plane, and the fuel truck people attach the hose to the plane. A few minutes later I saw them disconnecting the hose, and the fuel gauge showed over three-fourths full." She went on to say the gauge never showed empty until after she landed, the engines went out, and she tapped the gauge.
"That does match our findings." said Jack Muscone. "What happened out there is that the fuel hose didn't properly attach to the aircraft tank spout. The fuel bubbled up, which may have caused the gauge to read that there was more fuel than there really was. The fuel truck people went to get another attachment to properly connect, but did not contact the Tower like they should have."
Green didn't like Jack Muscone revealing that, but he continued: "Okay, we have the cockpit voice recordings of an exchange where you were asked if you had the nurses aboard. Both of them were still in the terminal building when you took off, and you said the nurse was aboard."
"And she was." Teresa replied.
Green: "The tower told you they were still at the airport, and asked if you wanted to land and pick them up. Why didn't you?"
Teresa said "I had a nurse on board. And as events proved, I couldn't afford to waste the time. The little boy I flew in might not have lived if I'd landed and had to take off again."
"So how do you explain that nurse?" Agent Reuben asked. "Where did she come from? Where did she go? What was her name?"
"She never told me her name." said Teresa. "We never got to talk. I was flying the plane in the increasingly bad weather, and she was tending to the kids. The first I saw of her was when she boarded the aircraft and said 'Let's go!'. And I didn't really see her get off the aircraft, nor where she went. I was told she went into the Terminal, and that she disappeared from there, but I didn't see any of that."
Agent Green said suddenly, perhaps trying to throw Teresa off her game: "Why did you disengage the autopilot?"
"I didn't disengage it." Teresa said. "It disengaged itself, and I took manual control when the alarm beeped."
"And did you re-engage it when you came out of the clouds?" Green asked.
"No, it re-engaged itself." Teresa said. "I did turn it off when I dove through the hole in the cloud cover, and found myself approaching TCA."
Muscone again cut in: "That's all true. As you likely know, the Black Box has a code that shows if the autopilot was manually disengaged or engaged, versus a system failure. You did not disengage it the first time, and did disengage it the second time."
Agent Green briefly scowled at Muscone. Then he said "Commander Croyle, did you fall asleep at any time during the flight?"
"No." Teresa said simply. Agent Reuben looked at the polygraph readout and nodded slightly.
Agent Green said "How do you explain the empty fuel tank, so empty that the engines should have died long before you landed? How do you explain the autopilot disengaging, and your plane disappearing from radar, all radar, for hours?"
"I don't." Teresa said. "I have no logical explanation for any of it. I can only tell you what happened, what I experienced, and that is what I am doing."
"That's all I have." said Agent Darryl Green. Agent Alina Reuben had no more questions, either. Teresa was disconnected from the polygraph, and she and Agnes T. Spires got up and left the room.
"Well?" Agent Green asked Agent Reuben.
"She's not lying." Alina Reuben said. "Either she is solidly beating the polygraph, or she absolutely believes what she said. And unlike the pilot of that previous flight, we have no outright contradictions between her testimony and what the data tells us. Just some totally unexplained things."
"Perhaps I can help you with that." said a voice. They looked up to see Chaplain Alberto Romano entering the room. "My apologies for barging in on you, but I have a request. I would appreciate you giving me a copy of your report, and all of the background data you've amassed about this incident."
"Why?" asked Alina Reuben.
Father Romano said "Because I believe what has happened here... is that a genuine miracle has taken place. I'm examining this case on behalf of the Roman Catholic Church..."
Part 15 - Present And Future
10:30am, Friday, December 24th. The day was technically the Police Force's Christmas off-day, since Christmas Day was on Saturday, so the building was empty but for the skeleton staff of volunteers to work. Ergo, Chief Moynahan kicked Teresa and her Aunt Clarissa out of Police Headquarters. After they left for home, he came to my office.
Chief Moynahan said "With Commander Abram now in Internal Affairs, Captain Damien
Thompson has agreed to be Acting Chief today and over the Christmas week-ennnnd. Soooo, you are not only excused, Mis-ter Crowbarrrr, and Miss Future Crowbarrr, you are required to leave and go home."
"Yes sir." I said. "Just as soon as I download this photo that Connie the Sketch Artist emailed me."
"Have a Merry Christmasss, Mister Crowbar. You tooooo, Misss Carole."
"Thank you, sir." Carole said politely. "You toooo." I added my sentiments, and the Chief went back to his office to get his things and go home himself.
"All right, let's make like trees and leave." I said, making Carole laugh. We left the building, got into my Police SUV, and drove out.
Carole noticed that I'd turned south on Riverside Drive, and said "We're going to the Hos-pit-ul?"
"Yes." I said. And that is where I drove. As we turned into the drive that went to the E.R. and the Authorized Vehicles Only area, I saw that the stage from the Concert was gone. The front lawn of the Hospital looked as if nothing at all had happened there the night before.
"You did very well last night at the Concert." I said. "Did you have fun?"
"Yes sir." said Carole. "I'm not that good with the violin yet, but The Maestro said that playing in the orchestra is a team effort. So I played the harmony, and did what I could for the team."
"That's very good." I said. "And you have to be part of the team when you are part of the Police Force, especially if you want to become a leader, amirite?"
"Yes sir." Carole said. Another lesson given and absorbed.
I parked and we went into the Hospital. Laura texted me the room number where she was, and we headed to the part of the Hospital where the Cancer Kids and other sick kids under the Croyle Trust program were. Teresa met us in the hallway, and fell in line with us, telling me that she'd delivered her Aunt Clarissa back to the Mountain Nest.
When we went into the room, I saw Laura sitting next to the bed, talking with the patient. She was a very pretty nine-year-old girl with dirty blonde hair, and I thought that she would be a very beautiful young woman when she grew up.
"Hi guys." Laura said to us as we came in. "This is Diane Davenport. Diane, this is Teresa Croyle. She's the lady that flew you and your brother here."
"Thank you for helping us." Diane said.
"And this is my daughter Carole, she's a year younger than you." Laura said. Carole and Diane said hello to each other.
"And this is my husband, Don Troy." Laura said. Diane's young eyes lit up a little bit upon seeing me.
"You're very lucky, Doctor Laura." Diane said.
"Thank you for that." I said. "But I'm the lucky one."
"Diane, Don here is the Iron Crowbar." Teresa said. Why, I didn't know. And I was surprised when Diane's eyes opened wide.
"You're the Iron Crowbar?" Diane gasped, astonished.
"Yes, I am." I said, holding up the red crowbar for her to see. "Why are you so surprised?"
Diane said "It... it's just that when we were on the airplane, the nurse told me that I'm going to be a doctor, and I'm going to be the mother of the Iron Crowbar. But you're already born!"
I chuckled. "That's true. Let me show you something." I took out my Police iPhone and brought up a photo. It was the adaptation I'd asked Connie the Sketch Artist to make. "Do you recognize her?" I said, showing Diane the photo.
"Wowwww." Diane said. "She looks a lot like the nurse on the plane that told me that. Not totally exactly, but very close."
I showed the others the photo. Laura looked stunned. Carole just nodded. Teresa saw it and almost fainted. She grabbed me to hold herself up until she could recover her wits.
"Okay, Diane." I said. "I have to go. Laura, when are Diane's parents arriving?"
"Early next week." Laura said. "But we'll visit her tomorrow for Christmas, and she can celebrate with the other kids."
"All I want for Christmas is for my brother to get well, too." Diane said, trying to keep hope in her voice.
"The very best doctors are working to make him well." Teresa said.
Laura told Diane she'd visit later, and we all headed out of the room. I was last, and as I got to the door I turned and said to Diane: "I look forward to meeting your son, the Iron Crowbar. You get some rest now." Diane just smiled at me. I felt more than saw Carole make like an owl and whirl her head to look at me.
In the hallway, Teresa gasped "That's Amy! That's Amy in that photo! Where did you get it?"
"Yes, it is." I said. "I had Connie, our sketch artist, take a photo of Amy when she was at our house after you found her and Buddy, and age it to show her as a young woman. And yes, she was the nurse on that flight." (Author's story: 'Teresa's Christmas Story Redux' for Teresa finding Amy and Buddy.)
To say Teresa was stunned would be the understatement of the decade. In fact, she had to sit down in a chair in the nearby waiting room, and she did not speak for a long time as she went into a deep reverie...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole and I drove up to The Cabin, where Molly and her boys were, and Paulina and Tasha, as well. Carole had been absolutely silent on the drive, and I could sense that her mind was in turmoil, and that gears were turning in her head.
As soon as we got inside, Carole said "Daddy, can we take the dogs out?"
"Sure." I said. Two outstanding dogs had heard that, and were at the back door. We let them out and they scampered around the side of the house to inspect their territories and do their business. Meanwhile, Carole and I sat down on the metal mesh loveseat.
"Daddy," Carole said, "there's something I don't under-stand. Amy told Diane she'd be the mother of the Iron Crowbar, and Teresa heard Amy tell Diane that. But she didn't say that Diane would have a son. Even I did not know that. So how do you know that Diane's baby is going to be a boy?"
Oops. Bus-ted.
"Well, sometimes some things come to me, like they come to you and Cindy." I tried. "But I'm nowhere near you and her when it comes to the Power of the Vibe.
That got a reaction out of my daughter. She stood up on the seat, crossed her little arms, looked at me through her eyebrows, and said "Modesty is a human trait, Daddy! I will excuse it!"
I looked into my Carole's eyes as she glared at me. And then I began laughing. I was overcome with laughter, unable to stop for a moment. Then I tacked Carole into my lap in a hug, making her giggle.
"Yes, Fussbudget, I saw that one." I said through my laughter. "I don't know why, but I just knew it."
"Welcome to my world, Daddy!" Carole said happily. "Just don't let Mommy know."
"No worries there." I replied most very sincerely.
The dogs came back from their inspections. Carole petted Bowser while I gave Buddy skritchins. Yes, I thought to myself as we petted them, I do have the Power of the Vibe. Nowhere near as strong as Carole, but I knew that I could give Cindy a run for her money, and always had been able to. But I'd always downplayed my own abilities, keeping the Element of Surprise on my side.
And yes, I somehow knew that Amy's prediction of Diane being the mother of the Iron Crowbar would come true, and that it would be her son that would be the Iron Crowbar. Unlike Laura, I did not question it, not any of it. Not Carole's gift, Cindy's vibes, nor my own enhanced Powers of Observation and Deduction. I knew that I had not chosen to be who and what I am. It was my karma.
Part 16 - Epilogue
Three months later...
It was very late at night when the teen girl got off the bus at the City Bus Station and looked around worriedly. She was wearing an old shirt and windbreaker she'd gotten at Goodwill, and jeans that were dirty, and about to come apart.
The neighborhood was not good. She felt the eyes upon her, the eyes of pimps, thieves, rapists, and 'Boris and Natasha' couples that tricked girls into going with them... and ending up becoming the lowest form of prostitutes, streetwalkers. She was like a helpless fawn in the woods full of hungry predators, ready to be gobbled up.
One such predatory couple was approaching her from up the street when she heard a voice say "Over here!" She looked and saw a woman with a mane of red hair, a shirt with the logo of the Wrangler Circus, and blue jeans waving to her. "Come inside!" The predatory couple that had been approaching her retreated, and melted back into the world of chaos, and darkness.
She saw the sign on the building across the street: 'Harvey's House'. Over the name was an icon, a red circle on a black background, with six diamonds forming a flower petal or hexagon inside the circle. The girl did not know what that meant, but the criminals on these streets sure did: it was a sign that this place was protected by the Clan of the Iron Crowbar, and no one wanted any part of what would happen to them if they attacked that place, or any of the employees, or the girls that went inside.
The girl crossed the street and went up to the woman. She was attractive, but looked as if she'd seen a few street wars herself. She saw on the glass door under the name a motto: '...a safe place to rest'. The woman held the door for her and she went inside. She saw four desks with chairs in front of them. The smell of food wafted into her nose, and she realized that she was nearly starving, literally, having had no real food for days, and no money to buy it.
"My name is Bonnie. Here, have a seat on the sofa." Bonnie led the girl to the black leather sofa along the side wall and had her sit down, and sat down with her. "What's your name?"
"Dina." the girl said.
"Where are you from?" Bonnie asked. Seeing the girl hesitate, she said "You don't have to answer that if you don't want to."
"It's... it's just that I ran away from home to get away from my father." Dina said. "He's been messing with me, and my mother didn't believe me when I told her. I ran away once, and someone called the Police. They just took me back to the house, and my mother beat me and then left me to my father. He..." She began sobbing at the memory of what he had done to her.
"It's okay, Dina." Bonnie said. "You're safe here. We're not going to call the Police. When did you last eat?"



"I... I don't know." Dina said. "It's been... days."
"Let's go to the kitchen and get you something to eat." Bonnie said. "We've got some soup... we call it 'Phyllis's Medicinal Chicken Soup', after the lady that gave us the recipe for it, and it's very good."
They went to the kitchen in the back area. As the girl hungrily ate the soup and some bread, Bonnie said "I'm glad you came in. I was in your place when I was your age, molested by an uncle, no one else believing me. But I didn't have a place like this to go. Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart is setting up places like this all over the country. He's a great, wonderful man."
The girl said "What did you do when you ran away?"
"I ran away and joined the circus. Literally." Bonnie said. "It no longer exists, but you don't have to run anymore. Tomorrow we'll begin figuring out what to do for your future. But that's tomorrow. Tonight, you need to get a good night's rest."
After the girl finished eating, Bonnie took her to one of the small cubicle rooms, that had a bed with sheets and a blanket, a table and chair, a towel and a couple of washcloths, and toiletries. She showed the girl where the bathroom and showers were, then let her get settled in before going back to the front.
One more girl saved, she thought to herself as she began the paperwork on Dina's visit. One more girl that Harvey Eckhart and his family's generosity will give a chance to make it. And one more girl that I got to help come in out of the cold. I'm not rich and may never be, but I'm finally able to make a difference. I'm finally able to help...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Years in the future...
Fort Huachuca, Arizona. Doctor (Captain) Diane Davenport, wearing lavender scrubs, took her coffee from the kiosk and went and sat down at one of the round metal mesh tables. with metal mesh bench seats around it. The sun was just rising in the east, and that gave her a little bit of energy.
She needed that energy. After a full day of appointments at Raymond W. Bliss Army Health Center the day before, just as her shift ended some idiot Colonel trying to impress someone in order to get his first star (of a General Officer) had called for a MEDEVAC training exercise. After eight grueling hours of driving around in the desert, some deuce-and-a-half plowed into the side of a bus full of troops being carried into the Post, and she had a real medical triage and MEDEVAC to handle. And she led the medical response very well.
Though she was exhausted, she was holding up. She was in good shape, having concentrated on her health and fitness after overcoming the rare disease that had afflicted her and her twin brother David. David had not made it; he had died just a few months after the life flight that had brought them to University Hospital. But what the doctors had learned from his death had led them to create new treatments that were more successful for boys.
She could have received an appointment to West Point, but at the time she was more interested in becoming a doctor. She had been accepted into Vanderbilt's pre-Med program, majoring in Biochemistry and Chemical Biology, a major step in her dream to be a doctor at University Hospital as part of the Croyle Trust research programs. It was almost on a whim that she looked into Vanderbilt's Army ROTC program, thinking she could be a Reserve Officer.
She was shocked when the Colonel had asked her to come into his office, where he made her a tremendous offer: if she'd commit to the Army full-time, she'd receive a full-ride scholarship to both undergraduate school -and- Medical school. "Where do I sign?" she said immediately. And when she told her father, retired Lieutenant General Spencer Davenport, he actually cried for only the second time in his adult life.
She didn't know why she went to Airborne School while an ROTC Cadet. Maybe she wanted to prove she physically 'packed the gear' to pass the physically demanding course. Or maybe to make her father happy. She passed the course. Her father didn't cry that day, but he did make the speech to the graduating class after pinning her wings on her uniform.
When she graduated with her Bachelor's degree, her father didn't cry when he and her mother pinned her Second Lieutenant bars on her shoulders after he swore her in. But she cried two weeks later when her parents were killed in an automobile accident. Now without a family, she went on to Vanderbilt Medical School, and was commissioned an Army Captain upon graduation.
She was sent to Walter Reed for her residency, but requested and received a transfer to Fort Huachuca, Arizona. Her father had been a Military Intelligence Officer before being promoted to Brigadier General, and she felt at home here in the desert.
As she finished her coffee, she looked up... and gasped out loud as she saw the handsome young man approaching her. Broad shoulders, dark red hair, and an air of tremendous confidence about him. He brought back a vague memory of a great man she'd met years ago.
This young man was a Second Lieutenant, and the insignia on the lapels of his Class A uniform showed him to be a Military Intelligence Officer. He was here for his Officer Basic Course, she surmised. Silver Airborne wings were pinned over the ribbons of an Army Achievement Medal and the Army Service Ribbon.
And then she realized that he was walking up to her. Her eyes brightened, her heart fluttered, and her loins melted as he approached her. He seemed to have an aura of light around him, though the sun was not behind him. He had two coffee cups in his hands, and as he came up to her, he put one of them on the table in front of her.
"Double latte, extra sweet?" he asked.
"Yes!" she said in surprise. "How'd you know? Oh... sit down."
He sat down next to her and said "I probably shouldn't tell all my secrets." Then he lowered his voice and said "I gave the man at the kiosk a twenty-dollar tip for telling me your name and what you like in the way of coffee."
"Touché. Very good." she said with a smile. "You're going to be a great Intelligence Officer. The CIA is going to pick you up as fast as they can."
"They already have." he said, also with a smile. "Oh, I probably shouldn't say that, either. But you're going to be learning a lot more about me in the near future, if I don't miss my guess." She smiled even more brightly, enjoying the easygoing conversation, and this man's confidence. She didn't realize it just yet, but this was what they called 'love at first sight'.
"I hope so." she said. "Let's start with your name. Mine is Diane. Diane Davenport."
"I'm Jim." he said. "Jim Troy..."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
1:15am, Saturday, May 7th. The moon looked like a china plate as it hung suspended in the sky to the southeast. It cast a silvery glow over the lake and the field, giving light enough to see, but draining the landscape of color. The fire at the campsite was dying out, taking with the the last vestiges of golden warmth.
The silver Ford Explorer Sport Trac was parked beside the lake, facing it. Next to the vehicle were two tents, each large enough to hold a couple. Behind the truck, two large blankets were spread over the grass, and the two couples were lying on them, out in the open, their sweaty, naked bodies glowing in the strong moonlight. The faint moans of the women could be heard if one listened for them, but they were mostly quiet as they copulated intensely.
"I wanna watch." whispered Charlene as she attempted to turn to look at the other couple. "I want to watch Carl fucking Sherry while you fuck me." Her lover Chris was sitting over her, his eight-and-a-half inches of thick, hard cock sliding wetly in and out of her tight pussy. He pressed her shapely legs together and placed her elegant feet over his right shoulder, which made the tight fit even more snug, and allowed her to be half-turned towards the other couple as he began thrusting into her harder, with deep, full-length strokes.
On the blanket next to them, Chris's brother Carl was lying on top of Sherry in the missionary position. Carl was 6'4" tall, lean and very fit from being on the University's varsity Swim & Dive team. Sherry was 5'2" tall, if that. It looked like he was crushing her into the blanket, but his weight was on his forearms and knees as his bobbing ass drove his fully nine inches of cock balls-deep in and out of Sherry's tight but surprisingly deep box with deceptively fast speed.
Sherry and Charlene were best friends and teammates on their subdivision's tennis league, which was nicknamed the 'Hot Wives Tennis League'. Sherry was 58 years old but still very attractive, and her body fit and toned by the tennis and her favorite exercise: sex with young studs! Her breasts were small, but her legs were amazing for a woman of any age. Charlene was taller than Sherry, about 5'5" tall, 52 years old, and in very good condition. Her legs were shapely and her hands and feet were exquisite.
The 'Hot Wives Tennis League' got its nickname because the women of the group were known to 'date' younger men, especially the handsome, fit, well-hung men that could be found on the University campus in the Town & County to the west of the county they were currently in. Carl was 20 years old and a bona fide stud. Chris was 18 years old, on the University baseball team, and while he had not reached his older brother's accomplishments of sexual prowess, he was catching up, and fast.
Both boys (for lack of a better term) found that they shared a taste for older women. It wasn't that they didn't have their pick of younger women. Carl had plucked the cherries of some of the most beautiful, sought-after coeds on Campus, and he had reduced some of the sluttiest Sorority sisters to quivering masses of spent, sexually satisfied flesh. And Chris did not have to be satisfied with his brother's leftovers; he was satisfying many young women, as well... and a few of the hot female professors that eagerly spread their legs for him.
Chris was finding that the older women would teach him many things about being a good lover, things that the worthless nerds and geeks on campus might not learn in their lifetimes. And while Carl enjoyed sheathing his huge cock into virtually any pussy he chose to conquer, he had found Sherry to be something special. There was an intense chemistry between them, and not of the classroom variety.
They'd come to Mystery Lake for an overnight camping trip. The Sport Trac did not have a camper top, just a lid over the bed where their gear could be stored. They'd set up camp around sunset, built a fire and cooked dinner, then sat around talking and sipping on adult beverages.
As the fire had begun settling and dying, Chris and Charlene had begun making out, sharing open-mouth, tongue-twisting kisses. Sherry had gotten up and sat down on Carl's lap, and they had begun hungrily making out, mashing their mouths together in deep kisses that fueled their raw sexual hunger for each other.
Charlene finally suggested that they spread a couple of blankets on the ground rather than go straight to bed in the tents. The two couples often watched each other engaging in sinful, adulterous coitus, and the boys often took turns 'spitroasting' one of the women and then the other one. But this time, Carl and Sherry seemed lost in their own world as they settled their naked bodies onto one of the blankets, leaving Chris and Charlene to their own pleasures.
"Oh God, that's good." Charlene moaned quietly as Chris fucked her deeply. She looked over at the other couple. Sherry was barely visible beneath Carl. Her legs were pulled back to Carl's ribcage, and her feet were pressing into the young stud's hips as he plunged into her again and again. Carl was resting his weight on his forearm and his knees, and he was holding Sherry's head in his large hands.
The top of Sherry's head was just below Carl's chin. If he leaned his head down to kiss her, he'd either have to kiss the top of her head or contort himself to reach her mouth. Sherry was kissing Carl's neck and upper chest, and occasionally sucked one of his nipples into her mouth. His torso was pressing her breasts almost flat, and he could feel the hard points of her nipples pressing into his skin.
Charlene was amazed that so much of Carl's cock was disappearing into Sherry's sweet snatch. The small mature woman was able to receive virtually of the young stud's meaty inches, though the helmeted head of his prick was bumping into the back wall of her stretched, filled vaginal passage.
Having fucked Carl herself, Charlene knew that Carl was using the upper backs of Sherry's slender thighs, smacking into them with his own muscular thighs. As the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh filled the air, it sounded like Carl was hurting Sherry, but he wasn't. Sherry was loving being fucked raw, and her moans as orgasms rolled through her were testament to the ecstasy she was experiencing.
"Uhhhh!" Charlene moaned as her own orgasm built up, the sight of Carl and Sherry adding to the intense pleasure of being fucked by Chris. The teen stud was close, very close, ad he pushed Charlene's legs down onto the blanket and mounted her fully, slamming his horse cock into the her tight, sopping wet depths with hard, stabbing thrusts. He grunted with each stroke as his powerful orgasm built up, until he reached the crest.
"UNNGH! UHH!" Chris gasped out loud as the first violent spurts of ropy jism fired into Charlene's welcoming cunt. He stopped thrusting and just pushed his loins hard against Charlene's as he filled the older woman with his potent payload.
"Oh, yeahhhhh!" Charlene moaned loudly. "Yeah, give me that sperm! UHH!" The thought of hosting the young man's seed in her body sent Charlene over the edge, and her body shivered as her orgasm raced up her spine.
Carl and Sherry weren't far behind. Sherry had been moaning and gasping as waves of orgasmic pleasure rippled through her well-fucked pussy, and those moans deepened as Carl began fucking her with shorter, harder strokes. He cried out as if in deep pain, then buried his meat in her snatch as pulse after pulse of pure pleasure rocketed through his loins as his semen rocketed into Sherry's sweat-soaked body.
Carl finally rolled off Sherry, his still-huge half-hard cock sliding out of Sherry's pussy, followed by a thick stream of semen. The couples relaxed in post-coital bliss for a long time, sharing kisses, hugs, and touches. And then they became aware of the fact... that they were not alone!
"Whoa, what the fuck is that?" Chris said, looking into the woods on the other side of the road at the edge of the field in the distance. The others looked where he was pointing, and saw the two beams of flashlights waving in the woods.
"Let's get dressed." Carl said as he stood up. "We're getting out of here." They all quickly dressed, then Carl and Chris very quickly and quietly broke down the tents and stuffed all the gear and sleeping bags into the Sport Trac's bed and closed the cover as the women got into the backseat of the cab.
"Let's go see what they're up to." said Charlene, ever the more adventurous one.
"Let's not." said Sherry. "Let's get out of here."
"We have to drive near there on this road, anyway." Carl said. "We'll slow down and see what's going on, and then leave."
They drove up the path, which was barely more than two dirt tire-track lanes. The bright moonlight allowed Carl to drive without headlights. When they were near where the flashlights had been, they stopped. With the windows down, they could hear noises in the woods.
"Sounds like shovels, like they're digging something." Carl said. "Let's go see what they're up to." He and Chris got out to go look, leaving their doors open, and Charlene got out with them. Sherry was much more worried, but finally got out and followed the others after they disappeared inside the woodline.
A barely visible path went into the woods; it was barely more than a treeless corridor barely a car width wide. Creeping up along it about ten yards, they suddenly stopped when the yellow beams of light ahead suddenly began dancing around crazily, and they saw why: two men, dressed in all black were carrying a large object while trying to hold the lights. They were not masked, and were white men in their thirties, well-built and very fit, even muscular. And the object they were carrying was a bag... a body bag!
Carl had his iPhone out and was snapping a few photos as the men brought the bag to the hole they'd just dug. Just then, Sherry came up behind the others, and saw the body bag. "AAAUGH!" she screamed. The two men were startled, then looked in the two couples's direction as they dropped the bag, which landed on the ground with a heavy thud.
"Oh, shit!" Chris gasped. "Run!" He grabbed Sherry's arm and practically forced the stunned, almost paralyzed woman to run with him. Charlene and Carl were running ahead of them. Charlene dove into the back seat of the vehicle, and Chris all but threw Sherry on top of her and slammed the door shut. He got in the shotgun seat as Carl rushed around and got in the driver's seat. He started up the Sport Trac, and gunned it, driving the truck down the path at a high rate of speed.
The two men in black came up to the path, having given chase. One of them had a set of very powerful binoculars that also served as night vision glasses, and he trained them on the truck that was disappearing in the distance ahead of them.
"I've got the plate." he said. "Charlie Quebec Delta Zero-Four-Zero-Niner."
"Good." the other man said. "Let's get the body buried and get the fuck out of here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:50am, Saturday, May 7th. Rookie Nextdoor County Police Officer Howard E. Neumann was at the front desk of Nextdoor County Police Headquarters, his feet propped up comfortably as he read the upcoming weekend print edition of the Town & County Examiner. The skinny, redheaded, pimply-faced young rookie had drawn the hated third-shift weekend twelve hour shift, as he seemed to 'randomly' draw most weekends.
Not that he was complaining. He had a job, and a relatively good one, with a Police Force that was respected by Nextdoor County's 12,000 total residents, most of them in the town of Hillside. Speeders on the University-City Highway generated good revenue for the county's coffers, and the duty was rarely dangerous.
The old front doors of the facility clattered open, and four people literally ran into the lobby: two women in their fifties, but attractive and in great physical shape; and two teenaged boys, both blonde and extremely fit, as well.
Sitting upright, Officer Neumann said "Whoa, guys! Where's the fire?"
"It's not a fire." said Sherry as she tried to catch her breath. "We think we saw... oh my God, it was---"
Carl took over and said "We saw two men burying a body up at Mystery Lake."
"When?" asked Officer Neumann.
"Just within the last hour." Carl said.
"What happened?" Neumann asked. He was overwhelmed by a barrage of voices talking all at once.
After getting the four to stop talking over each other, Officer Neumann called Captain Paul Price on the phone. "Sir, we have four witnesses that say they just saw a body being buried up at Mystery Lake."
"Okay." Captain Price said. "Call Detective German and tell him to meet me at the Station, with his armor on. I'll call Chief Evans..."
Part 2 - The Crime Scene
2:20am, Saturday, May 7th. I was sleeping alone in the master bedroom of The Cabin. My wife Laura and our 'sister wife' Paulina Patterson had gone for the weekend to the Lakeside Inn & Suites, using a package that included spa treatments, fine dining, and 'alone time'.
I was awakened by the cellphone ringing in the second bedroom. Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, who lived here at The Cabin full-time, was receiving a phone call. I quickly picked up my own Police iPhone in case it rang, which would send my dog Bowser into a frenzy of bitterly angry barking.
But my phone did not ring. A few minutes later I heard a knock on the door. It opened and Molly, fully dressed in her Police uniform, stuck her head in and said "I just got a call about some witnesses seeing a body being buried up at Mystery Lake. I could probably use the TCPD's help."
"All right, but there's nobody else here to stay with the kids---" 
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Damn, so much for the 'best laid plans'. It was my personal iPhone ringing, and it was followed by furious barking from the room across the hall. I then heard my daughter Carole say "Hush, Bowser!", whereupon Bowser stopped barking.
The phone call was from TCPD Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle. Her husband Todd Burke was my sister's son and therefore my nephew, and they lived next door to me. She said "I got a call from the Duty Desk. Todd's bringing our boys over, and he'll stay with your kids while you and I go help Molly investigate it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa rode with me in my Police SUV as we followed Chief Molly Evans to the Nextdoor County Police Headquarters building. Unlike my Town & County Police Headquarters's new and modern office building with lots of glass windows, NCPD Headquarters was a much older building, stereotypical of those in 'noir' movies, with Interrogation Rooms lighted by a fixture hanging down from the ceiling, the walls a beige hue, and the simple table and chairs made of old pressed wood that was splintering and chipping along the edges. The front desk was an old 'bench' (like a judge's 'bench') of richly polished wood surrounded by walls with faded light green paint.
"Hello Neumann." Chief Evans said as she came in. "I'd like you to meet Commander Donald Troy and Commander Teresa Croyle of the TCPD."
"The Iron Crowbar?" the pimply-faced rookie gasped, his eyes as wide as saucers.
"One and the same." I said as I held up the red crowbar I was carrying. "What's going on here?"
"Uh, yes sir, yes ma'am." Neumann said to me then Molly, trying to get his wits about him. "Uh, ma'am, Detective German and Officer Folby are already on the way to the scene with the two guys that reported what they saw. The two women with them are still here. Captain Price is getting their statements now."
"Okay." Molly said. She turned to me and said "Should we go ahead and call in the SBI and the FBI? Mystery Lake is very near the State Line to its north, and the next county over to its east."
I said "Let's go up there and see what's going on, first. Once we open the can, and the State and Federal worms start crawling out, we can't put them back in..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:10am, Saturday, May 7th. We'd driven east along the University-City Highway and turned onto a barely noticeable gravel road that went north. I noticed one of those little plastic chemical lights hanging from the road sign, glowing bright blue; it was much easier to see in the dark, and whoever thought of that had had a great idea.
For a while the road was very dark as it went through heavy woods, and it was in poor condition. Then the road opened up into patches of farm fields or meadows among patches of woods, but it got steadily worse, then became little more than a two-tire-track path.
As it turned east to go through a large field that bordered the southern edge of Mystery Lake, we saw the shadow outlines of two Police vehicles ahead. Their blue LED lightbars were on and burning steadily so that the vehicles were seen, but were on 'dim' so that their light did not blind anyone, nor shout the Police presence to the world.
We parked, and turned our blue lightbars to 'dim', as well. I briefly hit our siren, and the *WOOP!* cut through the quiet of the night, alerting the Officers already there to our presence. No, I did not care to be shot sneaking up on Police Officers in the woods.
Another chemical light showed the entrance of the path into the woods. Chief Evans led the way as we went down the grassy pathway towards the lights we saw through the trees, which were about 50 to 60 feet down the path. A moment later we came upon the crime scene, about five yards in the woods to the path's left. It was lighted by two Coleman battery-powered lanterns with LED bulbs and a couple of flashlights. A shallow hole was dug up, and the face and upper body of the victim in the body bag was visible. Two NCPD Officers and two civilian males, young college-age guys, were also there.
"Hello, Chief." said Detective John German. He was a good field Detective. "Commander Troy, this is Officer Jason Folby, our new guy. Jason, this is Commander Donald Troy and Commander Teresa Croyle of the TCPD."
"I've heard a lot about both of you. It's an honor to meet you." said Folby as he took off his gloves and shook hands with us. He was just under six feet tall, slender, almost wiry, but in excellent physical shape, and even in the dark I could see that he was handsome and had a head full of blonde hair. My wife would definitely like him, I thought to myself.



German indicated the other two young men and said "This is Carl and Chris Bacon. They saw the body being buried, and reported it at the station, and they volunteered to lead us back to the crime scene."
"I know you guys." I said, shaking their hands. "Thanks for helping us out. Did you happen to see the perps? Can you tell us what they looked like?"
Carl said "I didn't see them all that well, but I took photos with my iPhone."
"Fantastic!" I said. "Where is the phone?"
"I've got it right here, in my pocket." said German. He took off his gloves, fished out the iPhone, and handed it to me. "We don't have the app you have, that can download the photos."
"True," I said. "But we're not going to do it that way. Carl, I'm going to hold onto this for now, and when we're done here we'll go back to the vehicles, and I'll have you send me the photos. That way, I don't have to fool with getting a warrant to download the entire contents of your phone."
"Yes sir." said Carl. Yes, a lot of unscrupulous Police Departments, or worse, Federal Agents, would want to download everything. I knew two things: that would unnecessarily open up cans of worms later on, and I also knew these young studs might have photos of themselves having sex with other women... including my wife.
"I have a question before we get off the rails." said Chief Molly Evans. "Did you find the body like this?"
"No ma'am." said Jason Folby. "She was buried, and we saw the slight mound of fresh dirt. We didn't know if she was buried alive or not, so Detective German photographed the scene while I went and got an E-tool out of the vehicle, then he videoed as I dug it out. But she was already dead, and for a while; her body was cold." (Side note: an 'E-tool' is a collapsible shovel issued to Army soldiers.)
"And damaged our crime scene." Molly said, a bit harshly.
"No, it was good thinking." I said. "It was a long shot, for sure, but one worth taking if she'd been alive. By the way, whose idea was it to put chemlights on the road turnoff up to here, and on the trail entrance?"
"That was Folby." said Detective German, showing good leadership by giving credit where due instead of trying to take it for himself.
I replied: "That was good thinking, too. Soooo, Mister Folby, you are in the Army Reserve, I perceive. Whose ROTC were you in?"
"Uh, yes sir." said Folby, surprise showing on his face. "City University's ROTC. I'm in a Military Police Corps Reserve unit."
"Oh, you have a new friend and mentor now." said Teresa. "Commander Troy was an MP Reserve Officer, too."
"How did you know Folby was in the military?" Molly asked me.
"He used the term 'E-tool', which is a distinctly military term, not to mention having one in his vehicle." I replied. "And the chemlights are straight outta the military, too. I used a ton of them while I was in (Wildcat School) ROTC and in my Reserve MP Unit."
I turned on the bright light of my Police iPhone and examined the face of the victim. "Yep, white female. Looks to be early 20s, if not younger. She doesn't look like anyone I know of that's missing. Any of y'all know her? Walk up and look from right behind me, so we don't trample any more of this crime scene than we already have."
Everyone took a closer look, but no one recognized the victim. I said "Chief, do you have anything to ask of me?" I had to hear the words.
"Yes." Molly said. "Consider the TCPD's help under the auspices of our contract with you to be asked for." The TCPD, NCPD, and the Coltrane County Police Forces to our south had a contract whereby our greater resources were available to them in exchange for a contracted amount. I now put those resources into play... including myself.
I said "Thank you for asking, and I accept your request for help. Commander Croyle, let's get a CSI team in here. Send the TCPD Duty Desk our coordinates. Also, have our cadaver dog Sergeant Grover brought up here, as well as our sonar equipment. Let's see if this is the only body buried here, or if there are others..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
While we waited, I had Carl Bacon and Teresa return to our Police vehicles with me. Once there, I turned on the headlights of my Police SUV, then had Carl stand in the lights with me as Teresa videoed us on her Police iPhone.
"This is Commander Donald Troy." I said, then said the date and time, and our location. "I am with Carl Bacon, who photographed what may be a body being buried here at Mystery Lake. I am having him send me the photos. Carl, show the camera your photos and declare that you are voluntarily sending me these photos." Carl did so, and Teresa said they showed up well on her iPhone. I had Carl send me the four photos he'd taken, then I showed them to Teresa's camera as I said "These are the same photos. I am sending these to our evidence servers now."
After we were done, I handed Carl his cellphone back. He said "Y'all really have to go through all that?"
I said "If we do manage to catch the perps, this overabundance of documentation will hold up at trial against virtually anything the Defense could try to bring up. And my words and these actions are from my vast experience with what some of those legal beagles have tried in the past. By the way, don't destroy that phone, and don't erase anything from it, in case I do have to get a warrant for it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:05am, Saturday, May 7th. Teams were beginning to arrive. I had called TCPD Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels and told her to send Lieutenant Teddy Parker and 'Team Teddy' to the scene to augment the NCPD Detectives. She had asked if she could send 'Team Theo' instead, and I asked her (strongly) if she had not properly heard my very specific instructions to send Team Teddy. She wisely said she would follow my instructions.
I called TCPD Chief Sean Moynahan and advised him of the situation, mostly so that the Press could not ambush him with questions and him not know what they were asking about. He told me that he would inform the Sheriff, and that he would not go to the crime scene, but would go to TCPD Headquarters and monitor from there.
Lieutenant Teddy Parker had arrived with Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez and Detective Roark Coleman. They were all in civilian attire with blue windbreakers with the word 'POLICE' on the backs, their badges on their belts, and their holstered service weapons under their armpits. I introduced them to everyone already at the scene.
The TCPD CSI team, led by Yolanda Grissom, arrived within five minutes of the Detectives, and included our field Medical Examiner Kendell Ramsey. After the CSI's documented the scene immediately around the body, it was excavated and Dr. Ramsey was allowed to examine it. His report to Chief Evans and me was swift in coming.
"White female, red hair, late teens or 20s." he said. "She had been wearing a ring, one ring, on her left ring finger, but it was very recently removed. I used rape kit to collect data from her vagina and mouth. She looks like she has a lot of contusions, which suggests she was beaten, but I need to get her into the Morgue and under the lights for an autopsy as quickly as possible to determine the exact cause of death."
I said to Teresa: "Get with Yolanda Grissom and Teddy Parker, and have them finish to the point they can release the body to the M.E. as fast as possible." Teresa stalked off to make that happen. Thirty minutes later, the body was being carried out of the woods to the waiting Town & County Coroner's Office vehicle, which looked like a box truck ambulance except it was painted black. As the body was being removed, I remembered...
"Where the hell is the dog?" I asked Teresa. "It's twenty to five already. They should be here by now."
"I apologize that they are not here already." Teresa said, apologizing in the Japanese sense of taking responsibility for anything and everything her subordinates did. "I'll check on them now. The sonar equipment came up with the CSI team, so it's here."
She made phone calls, and a couple of minutes later came back to me and said "They had a lot of trouble finding Sergeant Grover's handler, sir. They finally sent a patrol to his house. He was there, with a woman, and he was sleeping off a night of serious drinking. He and Sergeant Grover are being driven up here."
Teresa continued: "They also went and got Sergeant Oscar and his handler. Oscar is our new cadaver dog, and will succeed Grover when Grover retires in August."
"Ah yes, that's right." I said, remembering the planned-for succession of dogs. "Is Oscar ready for prime time?"
Teresa said "He's going to get some tutelage tonight, sir."
"Yep." I said. "Walk with me, Commander. Bring a flashlight." We began walking down the path, away from the others and from the field where the vehicles were. I began shining my flashlight along the trees along the path, and the ground.
"What are we looking for?" Teresa asked, relieved that I had not asked her to 'walk with me' in order to deliver an asschewing.
I said "Anything out of the ordinary. Places that look like they may be graves, ribbons tied around trees, cut or damaged trees, even what looks like deer scrapes. Your main job, though, is to keep me from running into a tree or stepping into a hole."
"Darn, you figured me out." Teresa said whimsically, in what was typical 'humor' for her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:05am, Saturday, May 7th. The first pink gloaming of pre-dawn was appearing in the eastern sky as the dogs and their handlers arrived. Sergeant Grover came right up to me upon sight, and I gave him the good petting he expected. Someone had someone trained, I thought to myself.
His handler was bleary-eyed and did not look well. I told him to get his dog going. "I would suggest starting by going along this grassy path, and having Grover sniff on the same side of it as the body was found, and for as far back as the path goes, which is a tire track road a couple of hundred yards down the line. Then turn around and have Grover sniff the other side as you come back."
I told Patrolman Johnson, who had driven him up, to go with him and the dog. They moved out, with Grover determinedly sniffing around. But I noticed that Grover was not moving very fast, and I wondered if he was in some physical discomfort. He's getting old, I thought sadly. I hope it's no more than age...
I was then introduced to Sergeant Oscar, who was barely older than a puppy. I introduced myself to him by letting him sniff my fist, then giving him a good petting. Your Iron Crowbar loves dogs, especially his outstanding TCPD K-9 Corps, and our newest addition was going to be a good one, I could tell.
To Oscar's handler I said "Have Oscar sniff along the path back towards the field where our vehicles are. Then as the light gets better, have him sniff around in ever-widening semicircles in the woods behind where this body was found. It's fairly thick, but if you see cleared or dug up spots, have him check those." They moved out smartly, Oscar happily sniffing around.
"You think we're going to find something?" Molly Evans asked me as Teresa and both Department's Detectives gathered around us.
"It's a fifty-fifty shot." I said. "Carl and Chris said they did not see nor hear another vehicle at all, and they'd been camping over by the lake for hours. So that means the 'Cleaners', for lack of a better term, brought the body here by another route."
'Cleaners' was a term borrowed from the CIA, describing persons that cleaned up messes, including disposal of bodies.
I continued: "We're at the southwest corner of the lake, so I suspect there is another road or path that comes from further north of this road, or maybe a loop road around the lake. In any case, they did not come in via the most direct, most obvious, and most visible route, which is the one Carl and Chris and their camping companions did."
Me: "And the point of that is that these perps apparently know this area very well. They knew the route they took, and knew the location where they wanted to bury the body. And that suggests they either live around here, have been camping around here a lot, -or- that they may have used this area as a place to bury bodies in the past."
Me: "Remember that the Black Velvet Killer, George Aurus, buried bodies east of here, near that old asylum." (Author's note: 'Power', Ch. 02-03) "I suspect that the main path out there goes east to hook up with a road that ends on State Highway 141 to our east, and there may be a path from the old Millwakee Camp facility to our southeast from here."
"So Aurus may have buried bodies here, too?" Detective German asked.
"It's not likely, but it's possible." I said. "And someone else may be burying bodies here. We'll do our due diligence and find out, one way or another."
Molly said quietly "Guys, this is a teachable moment. My sister Cindy will tell you that the Iron Crowbar never does anything on a whim. He suspects something, and I'll bet something gets found."
'Cindy' was Cindy Ross, Molly's half-sister through their mother, and Cindy was my first cousin as our fathers were brothers. Molly and I were not related... except that she was the mother of two of my children. Cindy was the Command Deputy Sheriff, second-in-command of the Town & County Sheriff's Department.
Officer Jason Folby asked "Sir, why would they risk burying the body here while there were campers nearby?"
"Excellent question." I replied. "And it supports my suspicions. They came in by their alternate route to avoid being generally seen. But that caused them to not see the campers over by the lake, or else they might have gone elsewhere---"
"Hey! Over here!" came a voice down the grassy path. It was Sr. Patrolman Johnson. They were about 50 feet down the path, and the same distance off of it as the grave that had been dug just hours before.
As we came up, Johnson said "There's a depressed spot with nothing growing over it, which looks like a leveled-off hole where the ground settled."
"Grover sniffed it and alerted." said his handler, who sounded like he was still drunk and maybe about to get sick.
"All right, let's get the sonar over here." I said. Yolanda Grissom called on her radio for the sonar to be brought over, and the spot Grover had found was examined.
"Yes ma'am." said the tech. "Human skeleton, about eighteen inches under the surface." The CSIs went to work on the new crime scene. Everyone else redoubled their efforts, except Grover's handler. He had gone off to the other side of the path and had become violently sick.
Teresa said quietly to me "I apologize for the embarrassment to you and to the TCPD, especially in front of the Nextdoor County Police Chief. I will take care of the situation."
"Your apologies are accepted, but are not necessary." I replied. "Hold off taking any action, though, for the time being." I went up to the handler, upon whom Grover was looking sympathetically. "Are you going to be okay?" I asked.
"Yes sir." he said, then stood up and came to attention in front of me. "I apologize, sir."
"Johnson!" I called out. Senior Patrolman Johnson appeared nearly instantly. "Take him home. Grover, too. By the way, what's wrong with Grover?" It suddenly got very quiet in the area.
"He has cancer, sir." the handler said. "Tumors in his lungs. Not very bad, so far, and he might live a few more years. But that's why they got Oscar."
I petted Grover, who looked up at me gratefully, then said "All right, y'all go ahead." They left and I turned to Teresa. This time, an asschewing was imminent.
"We didn't tell you, sir, because we know how much you love all the K-9 dogs." she said before I could ask.
"You still should have told me." I said. "All right, we suddenly have a lot of work to do. A lahhht of work to do..."
Sergeant Oscar was proving to be a worthy successor to Grover. A total of six bodies would be found in various states of decay; some had been buried for a long time, while others not as long. The length of time seemed to be sequential, from the first body buried just hours before down the line to the last two bodies that may have been there for years. Coroner's vehicles and University Hospital ambulances were called in to transport the remains to the Town & County Morgue.
I also sent two TCPD Sheriff Deputies to augment the NCPD in blocking the road to the crime scene site, with specific orders to keep the Press out, and arrest any reporters found within a 100-yard perimeter. Molly also conveyed my orders to shoot down and utterly destroy any drones flying overhead, especially if they were found to be Press drones...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am, Saturday, May 7th. As Teresa and I drove back to Town & County Police Headquarters, she said "I have a question, sir. Is there still a problem with Captain Michaels?"
"Before this morning, there wasn't." I said. "Did you do like my daughter Carole and listen to a conversation that did not concern you?"
"Except it does concern me." Teresa correctly replied. "I only heard your side of it, of course, but I'm not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, and I could tell she was trying to get you to send Team Theo instead of Team Teddy. My question is 'why?'. What do Theo, Kerri, and Joan have that Teddy, Roark, and Julia don't?"
I replied "It's what Team Teddy has that Team Theo doesn't: Roark Coleman. Either she thinks he'll embarrass the TCPD Detective Corps in front of the NCPD, -or- she just doesn't want him interacting with them, and possibly making a good impression upon them."
Teresa said "I thought we were past all that. And switching the teams at the New Year seemed to be working well for everyone."
I said "I did too, at least as far as Claire was concerned. And you're right that the current teams seem to be working well."
Teresa said "Speaking of embarrassments, Grover's handler sure embarrassed us today,"
"Yeah." I replied thoughtfully. "But I don't think he expected to be called in. And Grover is his dog, and there's a special relationship there. I'd feel like getting wasted, too, if I found out my dogs Bowser or Buddy had cancer..."
Part 3 - Beginning The Investigation
9:00am, Saturday, May 7th. I had taken a shower and shaved in the men's locker room facilities of TCPD Headquarters, and changed into a fresh uniform. I felt refreshed, and all I needed was a good cup of coffee to really get going. I poured my Airborne School mug full of coffee from the coffeepot in my office, and sat down in my comfortable 'Command Chair' behind my desk, and sipped it.
It was all downhill from there.
Not really, but things got very busy in a hurry. I was called into the Chief's Conference Room, but it was not our morning coffee klatch. The Chief was in his usual seat at the near end of the table, and the Sheriff at his seat on the far side. I was 'invited' to sit in my usual seat between them, to the Chief's left and the Sheriff's right. Teresa, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross came in and took seats opposite us, on the Chief's right side.
Chief Moynahan opened the meeting. "Chief Evans is sitting in with Detective Sergeant Rodriguez for the interview of the two women witnesses in Interrogation-Alpha, and NCPD Captain Price is sitting in with Detective Cole-mannnn." he drawled. "While they are distrac-tedddd, let me ask you, Mister Crowbar: should we be calling in the FBI and SBI?"
The SBI was the State Bureau of Investigation, and it was not the most widely respected law enforcement entity in these here parts. And everybody knows who the FBI is.
Well aware that Tanya's husband Jack Muscone was the FBI Special Agent In Charge (SAC) for this region, I said "I was hoping to get more data before calling them in, Chief. But with the discovery of multiple bodies, we're going to have to inform Special Agent In Charge Clark Webster, since he's the Missing Persons Bureau SAC for this region."



I continued: "As to the SBI, we'll have to let them know at the same time. I'm hoping to use them as a buffer to the FBI, and maybe we can get some real Police work done while they're tripping all over each other."
"Har!" barked Sheriff Griswold, his big handlebar mustaches twitching with merriment. "But your point is well taken, Crowbar. This is potentially a very big, explosive case. It appears at first glance that we have a serial killer on our hands. Which reminds me... what are our plans for the Press?"
"Execution by firing squad?" I suggested. Have I mentioned that I utterly despise the Press? Anyone who knows the Iron Crowbar knows that I believe the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media (and those adjectives are not redundant) are the true greatest threat to the Constitution of the United States and Individual Freedom.
The Chief chuckled, then said "We were thinking more along the lines of how we're going to mitigate the information they re-ceeeeeive."
"It's going to be hard as hell to keep the genie in the bottle." I said glumly. "If we identify any of the victims, we can withhold their identities pending notification of next of kin, but that will hold them back about 72 hours at best, and KXTC is well known for blatantly spewing names out without regard for the feelings of the families. And I can pull the plug on Tanya's wheelchair for a few minutes, but I have no control over the Nextdoor County Police nor the SBI nor FBI."
"Let's not jump ahead here, folks." Our Sheriff admonished. "We don't even know who the deceased are, not even the most recent one."
"Unless the Iron Crowbar has had a thought or two about it." said the Green Crowbar, Cindy Ross. She carried a green crowbar around, just as I carried my red one, and we were both well-known for doing so. I would always say that 'like the Lone Ranger's mask, these crowbars stand for the law'... and then someone asked me who the Lone Ranger was...
Cindy had what we called 'the Power of the Vibe', a sixth sense of sorts. Our mutual grandmother was a Michaux, and we called it a 'Michaux trait'. I had it to a small degree, and my eight-year-old daughter Carole had it much more strongly than me and Cindy put together.
I knew Cindy had caught my vibe on it, so I said "One thing did occur to me when more than one body showed up. So I sent word to Martha the M.E. to take data that might show two of the missing persons to be Katherine McAfee and/or Tamara Lidell." (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice', Ch. 03 for Katherine; 'Consent of the Governed', Ch. 03 for Tamara.)
"Why do you think it's them?" Cindy asked.
"Because they're missing." I replied, admittedly a bit tartly.
Seeing Cindy's withering look at me, Teresa said cattily. "You walked right into that one, Princess."
Cindy turned her head and looked at her BFF and subordinate Officer, and said in an excellent imitation of Han Solo: "Laugh it up, Fuzzball." The rest of us were the ones laughing, and heartily.
When it died down, I said "No, I don't necessarily think it -is- them, just that it -could- be them. What I also know, because I read the logs every morning, including this morning, is that there are no reports of a missing white, redheaded female in her early 20s."
"Maybe no one has had time to realize she's missing." Tanya astutely said.
"That's very possible." I said. "And I'd like to wait 24 hours or so to see who, if anyone, comes forward to say she's missing."
Sheriff Griswold said "Flip side of that is that if we ask the Public for information on a possibly missing woman with that description, we might get someone to call in and give us a lead on who she is. We don't have to say she's dead nor that she's one of several victims found at the same time, just that we're looking for her."
"And this last victim is our best, if not only hope of finding whoever did these killings and bringing them to Jusss-tissss." drawled the Chief.
"But Don is right, Sheriff, Chief." said Teresa. "Bettina Wurtzburg and Amber Harris of KXTC are so dirty and despicable, they'll tell the world on the air, they'll make damn sure to say the girl is dead, they'll be sure to make the connection that she is the latest in a series of killings of young women in the area whether that's true or not. And they'll enjoy the panic they subsequently cause."
Cindy added: "And the publicity might drive the person or persons responsible into hiding, and cause them to lay low." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"So where do we go from here, Crowbar?" growled Griswold, in a less than subtle indication that he wanted this meeting to 'concluuuuude' with a solution.
"We have to give the medical examiners, CSIs, and our Intel group time to do their jobs." I said. "One thing I'm going to pay particular attention to is the photos one of the witnesses took, and see if we can get any identification of the perps..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the meeting, I went to the Sketch Artist offices (more like cubicles in one large office room), where I found Connie The Sketch Artist. In addition to being our main sketch artist, Connie was the official Booking Photographer as well as the Official Photographer of portraits of TCPD Officers.
She was a very pretty Asian-American woman. I'd once asked her which ethnicity of Asian, and she'd said she that in addition to white American blood, she had both Japanese and Korean ancestors... including some from the pre-World-War-Two days when Japan conquered Korea, and Korean women were used for the sexual pleasure of their Japanese conquerers.
That had reminded me of something my ROTC instructor had said when I was in School: "There is no silver medal in war." If you don't want to watch your wives and daughters being used for the sexual pleasure of your conquerers, you damn well better not lose the fight. But I digress...
The old easels and drawing boards still existed, but had largely been replaced by computer technology and 2D-3D modeling capabilities, and as always, I was grateful that the TCPD was able to stay on the forefront of crimefighting technology.
"Yes sir," said Connie, "I pulled the photos out of the Evidence servers and uploaded copies into our computer, here. I'm running a Fourier transform routine on them now, and there's enough lighting that I'm hopeful that composites of their faces from the four photos will be enough to identify them."
"Enough for facial rec?" I asked.
Connie hesitated, then said "Our local facial rec and anything the State has might be good enough, sir. But the FBI's facial rec is so much better than anything anyone else has, they're your best bet to get a good result."
I nodded. "Okay. Keep it local for now. I'll give the green-light to share with the Feds if and when we bring them in on this case, but let's not share with them beforehand. Keep up the great work, and thanks for coming in on a Saturday."
"Anytime, sir." Connie said. "Especially if it helps find whoever is killing these poor girls. And speaking of that, sir: I'm running the girl's face that was buried last night through local facial rec, too. If she's a local, or a University student, maybe something will come up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Saturday, May 7th. We assembled in Classroom 'E', which had a large conference table and a 5x4 matrix of monitors on one wall. Present were: Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Chief Molly Evans, Your Iron Crowbar (Me), Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, Captain Paul Price, Captain Claire Michaels, Lieutenant Mary Milton, Lieutenant Joanne Warner, Lieutenant Teddy Parker, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, Detective John German, Detective Roark Coleman, and Officer Jason Folby.
Also present were FBI Special Agents In Charge Jack Muscone and Clark Webster, Supervisory Special Agents Julius Jefferson and Lindy Linares, and SBI Agents Terence Johnson and James Tarleton. Johnson was a relatively young black man with the SBI's Drugs and Trafficking Division (SBI-DTD), and Tarleton was a young white man, formerly with the University's Campus Police, and now with the SBI's Violent Crimes Division (SBI-VCD).
"Why did you call Lieutenant Warner in?" I had asked Claire Michaels earlier.
"She has a Top Secret clearance, and I'm assigning her to be our liaison to the Feds." Claire replied. I nodded in agreement; that was a logical thing to do, especially since the Miltons refused to work with the Feds.
We had two more special guests, two University professors. One was my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, head of the Department of Psychology and holder of the Sigmund Freud Chair of Advanced Psychology. The other was Dr. Richard S. Hughes, head of the Department of Geology and, holder of the Alfred Lothar Wegener Chair of Geology.
Dr. Hughes was a not very tall but very distinguished looking man in his late 50s or early 60s. He had a relatively deep voice, and was well liked by his students. He had volunteered to serve as a Faculty Guidance Counselor for students in the University's Honors Program for many years.
Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, and I financially collaborated to provide pizzas and Subway subway sandwiches, and it was a good thing I grabbed my own footlong sub first, because that food disappeared quickly. You'd think law enforcement officers (LEOs) didn't get enough to eat.
As we ate, the Chief said "Let's go ahead and get started. Commander Troy, it's your meeting."
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "I normally start with who called it in, but in this case we are fortunate to have Dr. Richard Hughes, head of the University Geology Department, with us, and I'd like to ask him to go first so as not to waste his immensely valuable time. And everyone should remember that University students are paying thousands of dollars to hear the lecture we are being given for free. Dr. Hughes?"
Everyone applauded at least politely as Dr. Hughes got up. Mary Milton plugged his laptop into the dock on the table, and he brought up a Keynote (the Apple equivalent of Powerpoint) presentation.
"Thank you, Commander, and let me say that it is an honor to work with you and the TCPD." said Dr. Hughes. Then he began: "About 400,000 years ago, a meteor struck the earth at the point where Lake Reservoir is now. The resulting crater was very deep, and it pushed the land outward to form the very high mountain ridges in a nearly circular oval around it."
Lake Reservoir was split by the county line between our Town & County and Nextdoor County to our east, the eastern three-fifths being in Nextdoor County. And I, Teresa, and Cindy lived on the mountain ridge formed by the meteor strike. Sheriff Griswold lived on a property bordering the lake, and he fished in that lake as often as possible.
Dr. Hughes: "There is an aquifer below the ground in the State north of us. That aquifer feeds Lake Amengi-Nunagen and Lake Watchacoochie to the north, it feeds the springs that create the River running through Town, and the State Line River to the west. One of the ripples of land outward of the ridgeline mountain is what kept the River and the State Line River from merging, and indeed diverging until merging at Southport, in the southwest corner of the State."
Along with more slides, Dr. Hughes said "The meteor strike caused earthquakes in the area, including a tectonic plate shift south of here. That created waterfalls along the River at what is now Midtown, and along the State Line River at Randolph Heights in the State to our west. The earthquakes also caused fissures in the earth that released the aquifer's water which filled Lake Reservoir."
Dr. Hughes: "Meteors often break up as they hurtle through the atmosphere, and the Lake Reservoir meteor was one of several that struck in what is now the tri-State area. One of the smaller meteorites struck very close by, and formed Mystery Lake. The ensuing earthquake created a fissure, filling it. It's called Mystery Lake because it was long considered a mystery how the lake is full of water with no obvious means of water coming into it. We now know that there are springs at the very bottom of the lake that fill it."
"So why isn't there a mountain ridge south of Lake Reservoir?" Molly asked.
Dr, Hughes replied: "That's a good question. The meteor came in on a slightly south-to-north projection when it struck the earth. You know how if you slap your hand at an angle in a pool of water, the water splashes away from the direction of your hand? The earth did the same here; it pushed forward, which was northward, leaving a much lesser ripple behind its direction of travel."
After several more questions about the geography of the northern part of our State, Dr. Hughes wrapped up, and everyone applauded him. He was given a thorough tour of Police Headquarters by Lieutenant Myron Milton, the TCPD CIO and Mary Milton's husband. After being shown the blinkenlights of Intel, the various Interrogation Rooms, and even the booking areas, he remarked that the favorite part of his tour was seeing Commander Troy's office.
After he left the room, I plugged my laptop in and brought up a map of the Mystery Lake area as I said "Okay, let me add a few more things about this area. Decades ago, a quarry on the northeast corner was started, to get limestone and quartz deposits. But the quality of the minerals was poor, and then they blasted at the wrong spot and water cascaded into the quarry, filling it. Three men died in that accident. There are still cut cliffs on the northeast corner that people dive and jump into the water from."
Me: "With the quarry failure, the relatively poor soil and terrain for farming, and the rugged nature of the area, Mystery Lake State Park was created. It was meant to be a place for vehicle camping on the open spaces of the south side of the lake, and tent camping on the more wooded north side."
Me: "But withhold my surprise that the State Government badly screwed things up. The official entrance is over on the east side, serving the road that comes in from State Highway 141 to the east. The path coming from the University-City Highway is in poor condition, and has neither a station to collect camping fees nor a gate to shut off the road. Ditto that for roads from the State north of us."
Me: "So there is some camping up there, mostly during the summer months, but it's early in the season right now. I'll ask Chief Evans and Captain Price if they have any problems with teenagers going up there to hook up."
"Not really." said NCPD Captain Paul Price. "Most kids in Hillside have places around Hillside they go to, kind of like your Promontory Point here in this County. Mystery Lake is in the northeast corner of Nextdoor County, just one mile south of the State Line, and a mile and a half tops from the line with the county to our east. The area is remote, and the least inhabited area of our county, and the road can be tough on cars. Get stuck up there, and you could be in a world of hurt for a while."
Chief Evans said "I second what Captain Price said, and I'll add this: Doctor Hughes is right that Mystery Lake was so named because they didn't understand why it had non-stagnant fresh water in it. But the name was popularized when people started making claims of seeing ghosts on the lake, including several reports of an angel with wings walking across the water at night. And there were several Slender Man sightings in the woods... which stopped after you engaged the Slender Man in personal combat at Point Hollow, Don. He has not been sighted since." (Author's note: 'Return of the Slender Man')
I said "Good. I hope the Slender Man never shows up anywhere near me again. Okay, any questions about the Mystery Lake area?"
"Commander," said Captain Paul Price, "these bodies are in a line west of the areas where George Aurus buried many of his victims. Could these be more of his victims?"
"It's always possible." I said. "But to my knowledge, Aurus told us who all of his victims were and where he disposed of them, and he never mentioned the Mystery Lake area."
There were no more questions, so I said "Okay, tell me what we know about the four people that observed the burial of the body and subsequently reported it to the authorities, that being us."
"If I may, sir." said NCPD Officer Jason Folby. I nodded and he said "At this point I have to report that I know Carl and Chris Bacon pretty well; we're friends. Should I recuse myself from this investigation?"
I replied "As far as I'm concerned, no. And you may have valuable information for us because you know them. Having said that, I'm going to ask you to not discuss the case further with them, and not to interview them unless you are with a TCPD or NCPD Officer. Chief Evans, are you good with that?"
"Absolutely." Molly replied. "And I definitely want you to be observing this case, Jason. The opportunity to learn from the Iron Crowbar is a gift; don't waste it."
"Damn right it is." growled Sheriff Griswold. "That's why I'm here now, learning from the Iron Crowbar. Isn't that right, Agent Muscone?" Wow, zinger! I thought to myself.
"There can be no doubt." Jack Muscone said adroitly. "Just don't get in an airplane with him, and let him kick you out of it while it's in flight." A lot of people laughed at that, remembering the 'Power of Love' case, and the method of Muscone's arrival at his own wedding.
"Thank you, sir." said Folby, not quite understanding the inside jokes yet.
I said "Lieutenant Milton, whaddya got?"
Mary Milton said "Thank you, sir." She brought up DMV photos of the two young men and two older women. "Okay, they guy at left is Carl Bacon, 20 years old. He's a student at the University, majoring in General Business, and he is on the Swim & Dive Team with an athletic scholarship. The other guy is Chris Bacon, Carl's younger brother. He's 18, and has not declared a major yet. He has a baseball scholarship at the University."
Mary: "The woman on the left, and beneath Carl, pun not intended, is Sherry Estrich. She is 58 years old, and married to Martin K. Estrich, who is the chief Patent Attorney for BigPharmaCorp. The woman to her right is Charlene Theranikos, age 52. She is the wife of Konstantin Theranikos, the shipping magnate."
Mary: "Mr. Theranikos has seven major hubs in the world: seaport hubs in Rio de Janeiro, Miami, Athens, and Anchorage; and airport hubs in Atlanta, Paris, and St. Petersburg, Russia. He is almost constantly traveling around the world, and spends little time here, which is a good and cozy arrangement for his wife."
"Explain what you mean by that." I said.
Mary said "And I'll make a short story long, sir, to give full context to the story. Sherry and Charlene live in the Heritage Cloisters gated community. They are founding members of the Northern State Tennis League, with clubs in Lexington, Pottsville, Westphalia, Palmyra County, the two most affluent subdivision in the suburbs west of the City, and two clubs here in our County."
Mary: "The clubs compete for the State title in the summer, with both team and individual titles on the line. Over the course of the rest of the year, clubs might get together for a match against each other, but there's no schedule, no formal season. For the most part, the various clubs's members compete within themselves, especially during the Spring and Fall seasons."
Mary: "There are divisions within the leagues, based mostly on age and gender. The men especially the older men, have insisted on their own group because some of the women are capable of beating them, but I digress. The groups are ages 60-plus, 50s, 40s, and younger than that is the 'open' group."
Mary: "One does not have to be a resident of the subdivision or gated community to be a member, but there's an additional surcharge to the membership fees. It's not totally necessary, but expected for the State League that one lives in the community or county of their home team. There are two restrictions, as well: first, one cannot be or have been a professional tennis player nor have been a varsity college player; and second, no money is to be paid nor received for playing on a team, which means no monetary prizes nor being paid to be on a team. It's supposed to be all-amateur and competitive-but-fun."



Mary: "But one unofficial thing has developed, especially among the older female teams. When they play on League night, a lot, and I mean a lot of young guys show up. College-aged guys, mostly. And they mostly attend the Age-50 group. This has led to (air quotes) 'rumors and innuendo' of some May-December relationships... more like April- or even March-December relationships. That 50-plus age group call themselves the... uh, ah..."
My wife Laura spoke up: "Don't hold back on my account. I'm in that age group myself, and for two reasons: first, when I was injured in the Hospital bombing," (Author's note: 'Only Time') "it was recommended that I take up tennis or golf to help rehab my injured wrist. I quickly found that trying to hit a little white dimpled ball that is sitting still on the ground sticking its tongue out at me is very hard, and all I learned were some new curse words. How you lettered in Golf is beyond my comprehension, Cindy."
Everyone laughed, and Cindy made the 'muscles' pose. Laura continued: "So I've been playing tennis with the League. The second reason for my presence is that what's going on falls into my field of sexual psychology. The women call themselves the 'Hot Wives Tennis League', and for lack of a more accurate but more explicit term, they 'date' those young men, who compete for their attention."
"That's true." said Jason Folby. "Sherry and Charlene are two of the hottest and most sought-after women in the group, and Carl and Chris Bacon are two of the most popular guys. They work as a team, and they're called the 'Barbecue Brothers'."
"Why?" asked Claire Michaels, her voice sounding nauseated.
"Uhh..." said Folby, suddenly losing his voice.
Roark Coleman had no problems speaking up. He said "Because of their last name 'Bacon', and because they're known for 'spitroasting' the women they have encounters with."
"Can I get a definition, please?" Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez said with a grin, her voice connoting Rudistan-'ish' mischievous humor.
Roark replied "It's when the woman gives one man oral sex and the other vaginal sex at the same time---"
"That's offensive!" Lieutenant Joanne Warner yelled out.
"It's the truth." Roark countered. "That's what it means."
"It was out of line, Detective!" Lieutenant Warner yelled, throwing her rank around.
"Really?" fired back Lieutenant Teddy Parker, taking up for his Detective. "How is stating truthful information during a Police investigation out of line?"
"And I did ask." Julia Rodriguez said helpfully.
"Uh, guys," said FBI SAC Clark Webster, "I'm sure all this is interesting to Dr. Fredricson in her line of work, but is it relevant to the investigation of these victims? Do you really think these four witnesses are involved in the crimes?"
"One never knows, Mr. Webster." I said. "And it's always a good starting point for an investigation."
"I'd think the victims would be the better starting point." replied Webster. "Which is why I'm here. What do we know about them, so far?--- what?"
The room had gone silent at Webster's assertion that contradicted mine, an oppressive silence that let Webster know he'd 'erred'. I curbed my irritation at him, and said "Let's finish up with the witnesses first, please. Mary, Roark, Jason, anything else?"
"No sir." said Mary Milton.
Jason Folby said "Just that Carl and Chris have been with every woman on the Hot Wives 50+ team, and maybe some in the younger groups." I noticed he glanced surreptitiously over at Laura. Hmmm, I thought to myself...
"I like this guy already." said Roark Coleman. He and Folby fist-bumped, drawing a dark look from Joanne Warner and a skeptical look from Claire Michaels.
*CHIME!* *CHIME!* *CHIME!* *CHIME!* *CHIME!* *CHIME!*
Those were Police iPhones chiming, Police iPhones belonging to me, Teresa, Claire, Teddy, Mary, and Chief Moynahan. Mary said "It's Martha the M.E.'s autopsies on the most recent three victims, which she prioritized."
"Don't keep us in suspense." said FBI SAC Jack Muscone, using my own oft-quoted words against me.
Mary said "The six bodies found so far were in a line along the path, and it appears they were buried in chronological order. Our guys found them in reverse chronological order, so the most recent death, the one found buried last night, is listed as #1, the next two are #2 and #3, and so on down the line. Numbers 4 through 6 are older and already in a state of decay to the point they're mostly just bones with some cloth fragments that were probably clothing."
Mary: "Number 1 died as a result of fentanyl ingestion after she swallowed an oxycodone pill. Martha puts her age at 18 to 20 years old, and the time of death at around 10:00pm last night, that being Friday." Mary paused, winced, then said "She was repeatedly sexually assaulted. Semen was collected from her mouth, vagina, and anus, and Martha believes that multiple men raped her at the same time and over several hours."
A pall enveloped the room at that news. Mary went on: "She hasn't been identified yet. Fingerprints were negative, as was facial rec. She---"
Clark Webster interjected: "Was that the FBI's facial rec?"
"No." Mary said. "It was the State's 'Quick Look' database---"
"Are you going to submit a photo to the FBI, so we can use our facial rec on it?" Webster persisted. Mary glared at him. Mary does not like Federal Agents, and she does not like being interrupted.
"Just keep going, Mary." I said. When Webster was about to say something, Jack Muscone put his hand on Webster's shoulder and made a silent gesture to just let it go for the moment.
Mary continued her narrative: "Bodies #2 and #3 were fairly well preserved in their body bags. Martha estimates the death of #2 to have been between 14 and 18 months ago, and #3 between 18 and 21 months ago."
"Nearly the same time." Clark Webster interjected again. "There were multiple disappearances of young women from here around that time, wasn't there?" He knew there was, and I knew his question was to establish Federal dominance over us local LEOs.
Mary was getting tired of Clark Webster, and the anger and bitterness in her voice should have been a cluuuuue to him. She said "Fortunately, our Medical Examiners don't need Federal Agents to get results. Martha has tentatively identified #2 and #3, which we hope to confirm with DNA comparisons for #3." She paused and looked at me.
"Well?" Webster asked impatiently. "Who are they?"
I said "Let me guess. Number 2 is Katherine McAfee, and #3 is Tamara Lidell."
Mary smiled an ugly, withering smile towards Webster as she said "And we obviously don't need Federal Agents when we have the Iron Crowbar. Yes Commander, that's who they are."
"That's amazing, Commander!" exclaimed Officer Jason Folby.
"Good asskissing skills, kid." Sheriff Griswold said, his mustaches twitching merrily. Everyone except the FBI SACs laughed.
"No sir, that's... genuinely amazing." Folby said. He looked around the room and said "Am I the only one who is thinking that?"
"No." Cindy Ross replied. "But the rest of us are used to him. You're getting your first demonstrations of his capabilities." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved back in mine. My Detectives were either grinning or chuckling, as were Our Sheriff and Chief Evans.
I said "How did Martha make those identifications, Mary?"
Mary replied: "Katherine McAfee had to submit her fingerprints for a background check when she was hired by the Tax Office, and Martha did some forensic magic to get enough fingerprint and palm-print data from the victim to get a good match."
Mary: "And when Tamara Lidell disappeared, we got DNA from her hairbrush and are running a comparison, but that'll take a few days to get the markers, and a couple of weeks to get a solid match. They also got fingerprints from Tamara's room when she disappeared, and those appear to be a match, as well."
I said "Okay, with regard to Katherine McAfee, we need to get warrants and round up Sheldon Kibbing, Gavin White, and Kay Henn---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The Chief yelled "Come in!". The door opened to reveal Connie the Sketch Artist.
"Ah, Connie, come on in." I said. "Everyone, this is Connie, our Police Photographer and Sketch Artist."
"Hi, Connn-eeeee." my Detectives and my Angels (Cindy, Teresa, Tanya) chimed in unison. They were getting rowdy, which was my first clue that this meeting was getting a bit long.
After saying hello to everyone, Connie said "I'm sorry to bother you, sir, but the Fourier Transform on the photos the witness took is done."
"Don't keep us in suspense." I said, imitating my own oft-quoted remark. "Send them to Lieutenant Milton. Mary, put it up on the monitor. Connie, any luck on identification?"
"No sir, not through the State's facial rec system." Connie said.
"Send them to me. The FBI's facial rec systems are the best in the world." Clark Webster said, his voice both withering and triumphant.
Just then, the photos came up on the screen. I gasped in shock when I saw it. "GEEEE-Zuss God in Heaven!" I exclaimed as I rose to my feet. "Ohhh, shiiiiittt!"
"Don't keep us in suspense, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold. Yeah, at that point he was just trolling me.
I said, my voice almost a whisper, "I'll send you the photos, Agent Webster, and you too, Jack. But I don't need the FBI's facial rec system to know who those bastards are. They are Gil Cox and Gary Fenton of the Jeff Bayport Rogue SEAL Team!"
Jack and Laura both groaned. Everyone else either looked confused or were waiting for an explanation.
I explained: "Some years ago, a Navy SEAL team under the leadership of Navy Lieutenant Jeff Bayport and Lieutenant David Carter had been sent home from Afghanistan after allegedly committing atrocities that included raping wives and daughters in front of husbands and fathers, then murdering the families. They were sent home and their actions essentially covered up." (Author's note: Previously discussed in 'Woman In Love', Ch. 03)
I said: "Cox and Fenton set up a business as Tactical Role Players, or TRPs. They would train teams in sizes from small to large, in things from small team operations such as capturing an enemy agent for interrogation or assassination to larger team combat operations. They also advertised their services to train security teams in active, aggressive defense, including specialized courses for drivers and the security of high-value targets."
Me: "Their original intent was to train law enforcement officers, military teams, and security personnel, but their reputations preceded them and they got very few customers. Sooooo, they began taking money from mercenary units and people that call themselves 'militias', and training them in whatever they paid for... infiltrations, domestic terror attacks, guerrilla combat, and such. And they've done well with that."
"Question, sir." said Captain Paul Price. "Why haven't the Feds shut them down?"
Jack Muscone replied "The public answer is that it hasn't been for lack of trying on our part. But the more sinister and real reason is that the dirty elements within our Government, who we call 'Swamp Frogs', have been hiring these guys and their teams to train the Swamp Frogs's teams."
Muscone: "Corrupt U.S. Attorney General Derrick B. Harland and former Director of National Intelligence Brendan Chapel really kept the TRPs in business by hiring them to train secret units, the same way Russia's President Putin had the Wagner Group until they turned on him and marched on Moscow."
I explained that Trent Ridge and Quint Starr were involved in the nuclear weapon incident ('The Nuclear Option'). Quint Starr and Trent Ridge had died in separate attacks on members of my family ('A Death In The Family', Ch. 03, 05). William Drew and Mort Springer had died in an attempt to kill a lot of people at Jack and Tanya's wedding ('Power of Love', Ch. 02-03). Shaun Stevenson and Parker Cassidy were also killed in attacks upon me and mine. And Lieutenant David Carter had disappeared after being involved in an attempt to kidnap Laura and send her to Beijing for 'questioning'. ('Long Cool Woman')
I said "So the Rogue SEAL Team really didn't stick together as one team, and they've been picked off piecemeal. And now Cox and Fenton have appeared within my sight. I am more than a bit surprised that Cox and Fenton are personally burying bodies, but there they are in the photographs, and they're clearly practiced at it. And it almost has to be them that buried the other bodies, as they buried the last one in perfect sync and symmetry with the others... in a line, about 25 feet apart, et cetera."
"Did they kill the people we found last night, or just bury them for the killers?" Molly Evans asked.
"That's a great question." I replied. "And the answer is 'no data yet'. They may have been hired to be 'Cleaners' and get rid of the bodies for someone else. And it's possible, but in my opinion unlikely, that they buried that body last night but did not bury the others."
My voice then turned lower as I said "I'll tell you this, though... it is very, very scary knowing that they are in this area at all. These are highly trained former Navy SEALs without any scruples, conscience, nor sense of a moral compass. We are all in grave danger."
As a chill went through the room, I said "Commander Croyle, put out the word. Loddy-doddy everybody in the TCPD is to wear armor while on duty until we get an idea of where these bastards are. Captain Michaels, procure those arrest warrants for Kibbing, White, and Henn. I want to see them in my Interrogation Rooms immediately if not sooner..."
Part 4 - The Action Step
1:30pm, Saturday, May 7th. Captain Claire Michaels came to my office. I had her get coffee for herself and sit down. "Whaddya got?" I asked when she was seated.
"We requested the warrants you asked for, sir." Claire Michaels said. "Judge Hannah Doss called me from her house; they had called her to confirm that the warrants should be issued, though I don't know why. She asked me why we wanted to arrest Kibbing, White, and Henn, and I told her that the body of Katherine McAfee had been found and identified, and that those three had been suspects in her disappearance last year. She said she'd call me back after reviewing that case."
Claire: "She called me back twenty minutes ago, and she granted the warrants for Kibbing and White. But she refused to issue a warrant for Kay Henn because, she said, we had not shown enough cause then nor now why Henn should be considered a suspect or even a person of interest in Ms. McAfee's disappearance and now murder."
I nodded and said "I hate to admit it, but that's true. Henn was the supervisor over Kibbing and White when they persecuted Ian Ebell and Patrick Plimer, but we never established a true, binding connection between her and the McAfee disappearance. So they're bringing Kibbing and White in?"
Claire said: "Yes sir, Officers have been sent to arrest them at their homes---"
A quiet knock on the door had been followed by Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle opening the door and looking in. I waved her on in, and as she sat down she said "...and Officers have gone to the homes. Sheldon Kibbing was taken into custody. He did not resist arrest, but he immediately said 'I want a lawyer' when they affixed the cuffs."
Teresa: "Gavin White was not at his home, and his vehicle was not in the garage. Calls to his cellphone go to voicemail immediately, and his voice-mail-box is full. However, his cellphone is not pinging from anywhere. Clark Webster had the people in the Federal Building... the secret people on the top floor that we're not supposed to know about... he had them try to get ping on the phone when they called it, and it was 'no go'. The phone is turned off and couldn't be turned back on." (Yes, the Feds can do that to your cellphone.)
I said "It's probably destroyed. At any rate, put out a national-level APB on Gavin White. When Kibbing gets here, put him in I-3 and let him call his attorney..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm. Interrogation-3 still had that 'new interrogation room' smell, I thought to myself as I went into it, followed by Lieutenant Teddy Parker and FBI SSA Julius Jefferson. Patrolman Ben Jones was the Uniformed Presence, as required by TCPD 'rools'. Watching and listening from the anteroom were Chief Moynahan and FBI SAC Clark Webster. Everyone else was watching from the well-equipped Monitor Room.
Sheldon Kibbing was seated at the table, in the suspect's chair. He was now 27 and the stereotypical nerd: slender, a mess of black hair, thick glasses. (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice', Ch. 01, for more on Sheldon Kibbing.)
But it was who his attorney was that had my full attention: Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C., the powerhouse law firm of the Big Boyz, the political Establishment Elites, and the Swamp Frogs. He was a rabid Jew Hater, and with me being ethnically descended from German Jews that emigrated to the United States, he often called me hatred-filled epithets.
"Well, if it ain't the TCPD's Bar---" Masterson started, about to call me a 'Bar Code'. But he cut it off when he saw Federal Agent Julius Jefferson. Undeterred, he said "Why are you harassing... no, persecuting my client yet again?"
I did not respond, but introduced the others, then sat down and read Sheldon Kibbing his Miranda rights from the card. He did not respond when I asked if he understood the rights.
"My client invoked the last time you were exercising Gestapo interrogation tactics on him." Masterson said. "Direct your questions to me. Once again, Troy, why have you arrested my client and continue to subject him to this harassment?"
I said "A little over a year ago, we questioned your client in the disappearance of Katherine McAfee, who worked in the Tax Office with him. I told him and his butt-buddy Gavin White that if we ever found her body they'd be in a world of shit, and we'd be talking to them again. Well, Mr. Kibbing... we found her body."
I put in front of them photos of Katherine McAfee's body in the body bag being recovered at the scene. I said "The Medical Examiner has confirmed her identity through fingerprints, and we're acquiring dental records and running DNA tests, which will confirm her ID. So, Kibbing... where were you last night?"
"Don't answer that!" Nathan Masterson all but yelled. To me he said "I want to talk to my client." Jefferson, Parker, and I got up and went into the anteroom, Patrolman Jones went out the jail side door, and all audio microphones in I-3 were turned off.
"Kibbing looked a bit shocked when you said Ms. McAfee was dead." the Chief said.
"Yes sir, he did." I replied. "But it was Nathan Masterson's reaction I wanted to see, and I did. He did not react, at all. Not even a flicker of his eyelashes. And that tells me he knew, and knows, what this is all about. He shouldn't know, but he does."
Somewhat to my surprise, they were done within five minutes. We went back in and sat down. Nathan Masterson made a statement, his voice filled with arrogance and derision as he spoke: "My client had nothing to do with the death of that woman, and you have no evidence to connect him to her disappearance nor her death."
Masterson: "He also has invoked his Fifth Amendment rights, and neither he nor I will tolerate the continued abuse of his rights by continuing to interrogate him. I demand that you release him immediately, and that you discontinue any further intimidation and persecution of him. I'm taking him with me out of here, and if you try to stop us, I will sue you as well as file a complaint with the U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division---"



"Then do it." I said, interrupting his diatribe. "File the complaint. Your attempt to intimidate us by invoking the name of the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division won't work; I am not afraid of the corrupt U.S. Attorney General, Derrick B. Harland. We are holding your client on suspicion of murder in the first degree. He'll get his hearing Monday morning, and you can whine about his treatment to the Judge at that time. But he is not free to go."
"We'll see about that." Masterson said. He got up and said "I'm going to the Courthouse to get an emergency hearing for my client. Nothing had better happen to him, and he better be kept here, and not 'disappeared' by the Feds." With that, he turned on his heel and walked out of the room. I had Patrolman Jones take Kibbing to his holding cell.
Twenty minutes later, my Police iPhone rang. It was Assistant District Attorney (ADA) Paulina Patterson. She said "Masterson is harassing Judge Doss, and he's demanding we let Kibbing go. What do you want to do?"
I said "Ask the Judge to set a very high bail for him, and if and when it's met, to have him ankle-monitored and confined to the County."
As I hung up, FBI SAC Clark Webster said "Okay, I'll bite: why did you allow him to have bail?"
I said "Two reasons. First, I want to see who pays his bail. And second, the new X-100 ankle monitors are virtually unbeatable; to my knowledge, no perp secured in one of them has gotten them off nor defeated their signal. I want to see where Sheldon Kibbing goes, who he sees, and maybe he'll lead us to our real target here, Gavin White..."
Part 5 - The Investigation In Earnest
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, May 9th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC television studios. "Authorities search for a serial killer in this area!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Federal, State, and local authorities are working feverishly to find clues to the identity of a possible serial killer after six bodies were discovered in shallow graves in northeast Nextdoor County. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic, height-challenged, blonde reporterette from the field very near where the bodies had been found. "Behind me in the woods is where six bodies were found at Mystery Lake State Park in northeast Nextdoor County early Saturday morning. As of this morning, six bodies have been found. Police investigated the scene after four witnesses rushed into the Nextdoor County Police Station and said they'd seen two men burying a body in the woods."
The feed switched to four DMV photos in a square with Amber's voiceover: "Those four witnesses are: Carl Bacon, a University student on an athletic scholarship with the Swim & Dive Team; Chris Bacon, also a University student with an athletic scholarship in Golf; Sherry Estrich, wife of BigPharmaCorp attorney Martin K. Estrich; and Charlene Theranikos, wife of shipping magnate Konstantin Theranikos. Both women live in the prestigious Heritage Cloisters subdivision north of Town."
Back to Amber on the feed: "According to information provided by Nextdoor County Police Officer Howard E. Neumann, the six bodies were in a line along the path behind me in the woodline, and their bodies were in various states of decay, from just a few hours before it was buried Saturday night, to two victims that were believed to have been killed about a year and a half ago, to three bodies that have been buried for several years. All six were confirmed to be females."
Amber: "The latest victim has not been identified yet, but the next two victims were identified as Katherine McAfee, who worked in the Town & County Tax Office at the time of her disappearance; and Tamara Lidell, who was a University student at the time of her disappearance. Ms. Lidell may have been a whistleblower in the case of allegations against Dr. Laura Fredricson, wife of TCPD Commander Donald Troy, when Dr. Fredricson was accused of running a male prostitution ring out of her University Psychology Department office." (Author's Note: 'The Babymaker', 'Consent of the Governed')
Amber: "After well over a year of Commander Donald Troy's failure to solve those disappearances, a lucky break has allowed the FBI's Missing Person's Bureau to bring those searches to a conclusion, albeit with tragic results. The FBI and SBI are continuing to work together to find the serial killer that has been terrorizing women in the area without being detected by Donald Troy. Back to you, Bettina."
"Uh..." said Bettina, stammering in uncharacteristically uncertain disarray, "Uh, thank you, Amber." Then she got her wits about her and said "Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD have made no arrests and appear to have no clues to lead them to the alleged serial killer that poses a danger to our Citizens. And as usual, Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. And now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum, with news on the University's upcoming end-of-year festivities and graduation ceremonies..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh my God." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the utter disaster of the Media report in the Chief's Conference Room. "Don's face and neck are as red as his crowbar."
Everyone looked at me, including Sheriff Griswold half turning as he looked over his shoulder. "You okay, Crowbar?" he growled.
"Hell no." I said. Then I looked around and said "Aren't you guys as furious as I am?"
"Because Amber said the names of the witnesses?" Tanya astutely asked.
"Said the names?" I said witheringly. "For God's sake, she put up their DMV photos! She did everything she possibly could to make sure everyone knows who they are!... who they are..."
Yep, I was gone into what was well known as a 'reverie'. I was in my Mind Palace, and going so deeply into it that I was completely unaware of my surroundings.
After what seemed like a long minute, I felt a tug at my hand. I blinked and came out of it, and saw that Sheriff Griswold was trying to slide my red crowbar out of my hand, but my grip on it had been too tight.
Teresa was using her iPhone's timer. "Three full minutes." she said when I looked around. "You really must be onto something."
"Yes. Yes I am." I said. "I know why Amber was giving out all that information about the witnesses!."
"Don't keep us in sus-pennnnse." drawled the Chief, using my own phrase against me.;
I said "Obviously KXTC has a lahhht of information that they shouldn't have. But they didn't say a word about Sheldon Kibbing's arrest, nor that we're searching for Gavin White. Then Amber made damn sure to tell us about the witnesses, in great detail."
"And whyyyyy?" drawled the Chief, in an excellent imitation of my daughter Carole... when she was two years old.
I said "Gil Cox and Gary Fenton were teammates with Trent Ridge on the Rogue Navy SEAL Team. And many people don't know or don't remember that Trent Ridge is the biological father of Amber Harris's second child, her son." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 05, among other places.)
I heard many murmurs as dots were connected. I continued anyway: "Amber has always maintained good relationships with Trent's people, and they watch over his son. So I'd say what you saw this morning was Amber notifying Cox and Fenton exactly who the witnesses are."
I continued: "And the party does not stop there. When the feed came back to Bettina, she was obviously disconcerted, and had to gather her wits. I surmise that Bettina did not know Amber was going to do that. And I'll make a bold prediction: Bettina will contact us, the TCPD, wanting to speak to me. And what she will want to say is that she had nothing to do with what Amber did."
Teresa had almost bolted out of her chair. She said "Do you think Amber is letting them stay at her house? Should I send Officers to check it out?"
"You can, but I doubt they're there." I replied. "If they were, she could just tell them the info on the witnesses instead of doing it through the airwaves."
Chief Moynahan said "For that matter, couldn't she just call them on burner phones they all likely havvvve?"
"Yes sir." I said. "But they know the Feds are watching for Cox and Fenton, and will be watching for such cellphone transmissions under the FISA warrants they obtained, since the members of the Bayport Rogue SEAL Team are considered to be domestic terrorists. They're probably avoiding contact personal contact with Amber; ergo, this method of transmitting information to them."
"Which leads me to another question." said Cindy. "Why them? Why Cox and Fenton? By that I mean: they're tools of the Big Boyz, the Swamp Frogs, the Corporate Elites. Yet they're here, personally cleaning up this mess, be it their own or someone else's. Why? Why them?"
"That is the $64,000 question." I replied. "And yes, I get what you're asking: why is a triphammer being used to crush a nut? And yes, it says that there is more to this... a lot more... than meets the eye."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, May 9th. We convened for a meeting in Classroom 'E'. Present were Chief Moynahan, Chief Molly Evans, Me, Teresa Croyle, Captain Claire Michaels, Lieutenants Mary Milton, Joanne Warner, and Teddy Parker, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, Detective Roark Coleman and Officer Jason Folby.
Also in the room were FBI SAC Jack Muscone and SSA Julius Jefferson. "Where's Clark Webster?" Chief Moynahan asked Muscone.
"He's at the Federal Building." Jack replied. "He and Lindy Linares are doing workups of missing women in this area, and are preparing to compare those workups to the recovered bodies. They're also helping to identify the most recently killed girl, but she's not showing up on our facial rec systems any more than she did yours. She has no DMV match in any State in the region, and they're going national with that search. She also has no college ID."
"Mary, what about high school IDs?" I asked.
Mary replied "County High and Town High issue them. Booker T. Washington High stopped issuing photo IDs several years ago, only issuing IDs without photos, claiming that Police were using the IDs to target blacks. And because of the tender ages of most of the students, Federal Agents are required to get warrants to access those databases."
Mary: "State and local LEOs are also required to get warrants, but because of my very good relations with the school officials, they'll give me permission to run our facial rec against their databases in urgent situations. I'd say this is just that, an urgent situation, so I'm going to contact Town High and County High right after this meeting."
"Why don't you go do that right now?" Claire Michaels 'suggested'.
Mary replied "Commander, should I give my report on the McAfee suspects first?"
Claire angrily replied: "That can wait, or someone else can give it. Time is of the essence here, Lieutenant."
I said "The girl is already dead, and we've already identified the perps that were burying her. And maybe in the few minutes while Mary gives her report, someone will call to report their daughter, girlfriend, or friend missing. Go ahead, Mary, then you can go after you give that report."
"Thank you, sir." Mary said, trying to keep her happiness that I took her side and beat back Captain Michaels on her behalf. "Okay, quickly: then-ADA Savannah Fineman refused to prosecute Sheldon Kibbing, Gavin White, and Kay Henn for any crimes they committed or may have committed a year ago. At that time, Gavin White was additionally charged with resisting arrest and assaulting Police Officers, and Fineman refused to prosecute that, either."
Mary: "They all returned to their jobs with the Tax Office, but Tax Commissioner Anna Pressley began getting political heat for keeping them on, especially Kibbing and White. So they left the employ of the Tax Office, allegedly voluntarily. Kay Henn, however, remained in her position. She is still there, as of close-of-business last Friday. And there's nothing unusual about her finances."
Mary: "Sheldon Kibbing was a founder of Students for Climate Justice, the SCJ, and he's been working with Professor Lionel Carmela as well as the relatively new Biology & Climate Change School at the University. It's hard to pin down exactly what he does and who is paying him." (Author's note: 'God Save The Queen', Ch. 01 for the new Biology School & Climate Change Center's creation.)
Mary: "After Gavin White left the Tax Office Permits Division, he pretty much went off the grid. We cannot find any instance of employment nor where his income is coming from. His bills on his small apartment on Jefferson Avenue are automatically paid by an account that I'm still working on tracing... I've made it to the Cayman Islands, but penetrating their veils will take some time and effort."
"Wow." I said musingly. "That bespeaks some serious, high-level sponsorship of the guy. And beyond Professor Lionel Carmela's pay grade." After a pause, I said "If that's all, you can go." Mary went.
Detective Roark Coleman spoke up: "Sir, there's an idea I'd like to put out there, that I think the data supports." I nodded and he said "I don't think we're on the right track pursuing Kibbing and White as the serial killer. I reviewed the McAfee and Lidell cases over the weekend, and I can't find any connection between Kibbing, White, and Tamara Lidell---"
"Are you kidding?" Joanne Warner exclaimed. "That is the dumbest thing I've ever heard! Of course they're connected, through Katherine McAfee's disappearance! And Tamara was a student of Dr. Lionel Carmela, who we all know is a radical Leftist and was behind the Biology School changes along the lines of which Kibbing, White, and Henn are strong supporters!"
Roark said "Commander, if I may finish?"
"Don't you dare interrupt me again, Detective!" Joanne practically screamed as she stood up.
"Well, how about -I- interrupt you, then, Lieutenant!" I shouted, also rising to my feet. I could feel the heat on my face and the back of my neck, and I knew they were beet red with the furious anger I was feeling. "DO NOT say another word while he is talking!"
Joanne looked furious, but Claire motioned for her to sit back down, and Joanne did. I took a breath to calm down, then turned to Roark and said "I think I know where you're going with this, Detective... and I think I'm going to agree with a lot of it. Go ahead."
Roark: "Thank you, sir. I'm not saying Kibbing and White aren't involved at all. But as I was about to say: my review of the Tamara Lidell situation showed that she was involved in making those false accusations against your wife on Dr. Carmela's behalf. And Ms. McAfee was already gone from the Tax Office before Kibbing and White got into their situation with Ebell and Plimer, and the TCPD got involved. Her name may have been conveniently taken in vain to create alibis for them, but she had already disappeared."
Roark: "And I also reviewed the various cases involving the Bayport Team, of which Cox and Fenton were members. Except for likely being the perps that buried the bodies, I'm just not seeing any connections between any of that group and Kibbing or White."
"That is excellent thinking, Mr. Roark. Here, hold this." I said as I passed my red crowbar down to him. Julia Rodriguez fist-bumped him as he took the crowbar and examined it in his hands. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed that Joanne Warner's normally very beautiful face was marred by one of the ugliest looks of pure hatred that I had ever observed.
I put that into a compartment of the mind and continued with the business at hand, saying: "I have been thinking along Roark's lines myself. My own thoughts are that this is bigger than Kibbing and White, and may be much bigger than Lionel Carmela, as important as he likes to think he is." There were chuckles at my evaluation of the odious Professor Carmela.
"Commander Troy," said Teddy Parker, "on behalf of my Team and Officer Folby, what is your advice on the direction we should take in continuing to investigate these crimes?"
Chief Moynahan said: "Now that is good leadership and smart thinking. Stepping up and asking for advice. And you're going to get the very best advice poss-i-blllle. Mister Crowbarrrr?"
I said "Yes, I agree, it was the right thing to do to ask. And my answer is that I think our key to solving this quickly lies in the latest victim. If we can find out who she is and go from there, we may go a long way towards getting to the real Truth of this whole matter. I am really, really hoping that someone calls in about a missing girl..."
Part 6 - Coming Together, Falling Apart
11:45am, Monday, May 9th. The Sheriff invited his 'top people' to lunch at the Irish Pub, a.k.a. The Cop Bar. We went into the back 'Command Room', which was a small third room that 'top people' of the Town & County Public Safety Department often met to discuss important issues over lunch. Present today were Sheriff Griswold, TCPD Chief Moynahan, NCPD Chief Molly Evans, Police Commander Troy (me), Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle.
"So there were some fireworks in your meeting this morning?" Cindy asked me after we'd all ordered.
I rolled my eyes, then said "Yeah, and I'm getting sick and tired of it. We were discussing the case and the suspects, and Roark Coleman had good trains of thought boarding at the station, and I liked it that he spoke up about them. And then Joanne Warner starts tearing into him with personal attacks that were not only unmerited, but were dead wrong."
Teresa said "Warner looked bitter and utterly furious when you lit into her, and I've never seen a look on her facc like the one she had when you handed Roark your crowbar. And I'm not saying you were wrong in any way, Don; I'm just saying that even after all these months, Joanne really, really hates Roark Coleman, and it's really become a festering problem."
"We'll talk about that lay-terrrrrr." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"Good idea." growled Sheriff Griswold. ""Cindy, why don't you tell them what we found out this morning."
"Sure, Sheriff." Cindy replied. She then addressed all of us, saying "The reason we weren't in your meeting this morning is because we were addressing Amber Harris's inexcusable conduct in giving out witnesses's names and photos like she did. Because the Sheriff's Department does not have a Press Relations person, the Sheriff has delegated those responsibilities to Yours Truly. For the most part, I have relied upon TCPD Captain Damien Thompson to handle Press issues, and he does a great job."
Cindy: "Tanya is Damien's chain-of-command boss, so I involved her, also. I had him call KXTC to read them the Riot Act. He asked to speak to Bettina, and they hung up on him when he identified himself and his Office. He then bypassed the front desk by calling Bettina directly. She took the call, and he first told her that whoever answered his first call hung up on him, then he told her that the purpose of his call was to formally protest Amber putting the names and photos of the witnesses."
Cindy: "She asked if he wanted to speak to Amber, and she would have Amber call him back. He said no, that Bettina was the Managing Editor and therefore responsible for Amber's actions that could cause potential danger to the witnesses. That seemed to hit Bettina, and she stammered a lot and then said that Amber had done that without her, Bettina's, permission, but that she, Bettina, would apologize on KXTC's behalf."



Cindy: "Damien told her he did not consider that to be sufficient to mitigate the damage that was done. Bettina said that was all she could do, and she terminated the phone call. Soooo, I called the owner of KXTC, State Senator Katherine Woodburn, myself. I went through the treatment of Damien, followed by what Bettina had said."
Cindy: "Then I told Katherine that the TCPD and Public Safety Department did not consider this incident closed, and that formal complaints to the FCC, public statements by the Public Safety Department, and possibly a criminal investigation of Amber Harris for public endangerment were in consideration. Katherine asked me to give her time to look into the matter and take corrective action. That's not an unfair request, so I said okay."
Cindy paused, then said "Now for the fun part. An hour later, Bettina called me. She asked me to set up a meeting with you, Don. I asked her what it was about, and she said she didn't want to talk about it over the phone... even though we were both on cellphones, which should be secure."
"Except when the Federal Government wants to listen in." I replied acerbically.
"Touché." the Green Crowbar replied. "Anyhoo, I told her that I seriously doubted you would talk to her, no matter what it was about. So she asked to meet with me. I know you'll be pissed about it, Don, but I agreed to the meeting."
I said "Don't anticipate my reaction. Just tell us what happened."
Cindy said "Bettina came to City Hall and to my office. I had Damien Thompson in there with me, and Bettina didn't object. Bettina said that everything was formally off the record, and asked us not to spread the news that she'd come to visit us. I snarkily asked her where that sense of desire for privacy was when Amber was putting our witnesses's lives on the line by putting their names and faces up on her newscast... and Bettina said that that was why she came to talk to me."
Our food came, and we ate as Cindy continued her tale:
"Bettina said that she did not authorize Amber to give out that information, and she did not know Amber was going to give that information out. After the broadcast, when she asked Amber why Amber had done that, Amber got huffy and said the information was legitimately obtained, and that the Public had the right to know. Bettina was puzzled, but didn't say any more about it... until Katherine Woodburn called and tore Bettina a new asshole."
Cindy: "So now Bettina feels like she is caught in the middle of something, between two walls moving in on her, and she wants you, Don, to know that whatever it is, she's not a part of it."
"Noted." I said simply.
Cindy said "Don, this could be an opportunity to break Bettina to your fist, to use a little falconry lingo, there. And maybe heal some of the rifts between the two of you."
Cindy had always been trying to diffuse my war with the Press, and it had led to some rifts between me and Cindy in the past. And this was her latest attempt. I wanted no part of it, so I shut Cindy down.
"No." I said. "I want no part of Bettina nor KXTC, except as the defendants of my lawsuit against them. My goal remains the same, to bankrupt them, to destroy them. I will have nothing to do with Bettina, despite her (air quotes) 'random act of honesty."
Cindy peered hard at me, and my gray eyes just looked squarely into her ice-blue peepers. She finally looked down at her plate with looks that connoted both anger and resignation.
*CHIME!*
It was my Police iPhone chiming. "It's Mary Milton." I said. "She has identified the latest victim..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:50pm, Monday, May 9th. Upon arriving back at Police Headquarters, I asked Teresa to convene everyone in Classroom 'E' at 1:00pm. At the appointed time, I followed the Chief into the room. Everyone there stood up when he entered, and he told them to take their seats as he and I sat down. Team Teddy, Officer Jason Folby, Captain Claire Michaels and Lt. Joanne Warner were in attendance, as well.
"I feel not unlike a fool." Mary Milton said when she was (immediately) called upon. "I didn't check the IDs of the students of Town Technical Institute." TTI was a vocational junior college in Town. "Props to Mister Roark for thinking of it and asking me about it." Roark Coleman tried to look humble, but was not very successful.
"Don't feel bad." I said. "I didn't think of it, either. Good job, Mr. Roark. So what did you find, Mary?"
Mary Milton put a TTI student ID up on the monitor screen. She was an attractive natural redhead, relatively short and slender. Mary said "I got a hit from our facial rec. This is Sage Garrett, 19 years old. She does not have a drivers license, and I have no idea why not. She is enrolled in TTI's Nursing program, and had a 3.5 GPA."
Two DMV photos were put on the monitor matrix. One was of a man in what looked like his early 50s, with dark hair with flecks of gray and a lot of graying around the temples. He looked like a company CEO, and my instincts told me he was a 'Big Boyz' wannabee. His ID listed him at 5'8", 'average' height at best. The woman was in her late 40s or upper 50s and very attractive, with auburn-to-brown hair with blonde highlights. She was listed as 5'4" tall.
Mary said "Sage is... was... the daughter of Wade Garrett and Silvia Sage Garrett. He is a graduate of State Tech, and he is the CEO of a company called 'CNC Wafers, Inc.' It has two facilities. One of them is listed as the Headquarters of the company, and it's a production plant near Pottsville, along the railroad that parallels the University-City Highway. It makes printed circuit boards of various sizes, and their largest client by far is Matthew Willis's BigCommunicationsCorp, a.k.a. 'BigCommo'."
I said "One of the 'Big Boy' Corporate Elites, both the company and the man. And you say they are Mr. Garrett's biggest client?"
"By far, sir." Mary replied, not liking my interjection, but tolerating it since I was her direct chain-of-command boss. She continued: "The other, smaller facility is listed as the Research Facility, and it's in an office space very near where Dr. Peter Frost had his offices and the Swamp Frog Federal Agents had their secret offices." (Author's note: 'Private Practice'; 'God Save The Queen', Ch. 01)
Mary put up another photo of the Garretts, at a formal function. I immediately noticed Mrs. Garrett's shapely body and especially her lovely legs. When it comes to women, Your Iron Crowbar is a 'leg man', fer damn sure.
Mary said "The Garretts have been married almost 20 years, and Sage was born five months after the wedding, so we can figure out what happened there. His main home is on Reservoir Drive, which is the road in Nextdoor County that runs along Reservoir Lake, just as Reservoir Road does on our side of the Lake. Their subdivision contains homes much larger and more expensive than the Sheriff's neighborhood."
Mary: "About a year ago, which would correspond to the time Sage Garrett graduated Nextdoor County High School... another failure on my part to look at them, though they don't issue photo IDs, either... Mrs. Garrett moved out of their house, and Mr. Garrett... him, not her... initiated divorce proceedings. He is trying to cut her completely out and leave her with nothing, citing adultery on her part, while she is filing for half of the company and the money."
Mary: "The case has been very bitterly contested and has dragged on, but City Attorney Tina Felton, who once was a divorce attorney, told me that Mr. Garrett was likely going to win the case and leave Mrs. Garrett with nothing at all."
"What about custody of Sage?" asked Jason Folby.
Mary: "She was eighteen when the divorce was filed, so there is no custody involved; she was legally an adult. Anyhoo, Mrs. Garrett is living in the River Valley subdivision, which is just west of the more affluent Heritage Cloisters. It has its own County Club, but the River Valley Tennis League merged in with the Heritage Cloisters Tennis League, so they don't compete with each other in the State League."
"Hold it." I said, catching a 'vibe'. I looked over at Officer Jason Folby, who had been looking increasingly sheepish. "Mr. Folby, is there something that you'd like to share with the class?"
Folby about jumped out of his skin, then looked pained. He said "I don't know for absolute sure, sir... but I think Silvia Garrett is in the Hot Wives Tennis League, and she's one of the women Carl and Chris Bacon... er..."
"Spitroasted!" Roark Coleman called out happily.
"I've already told you that's offensive, Detective Coleman." Joanne said, her voice as ugly as her look at him. He just glared back at her.
"Get over it, Warner!" I said sternly, also glaring at her." Turning to Folby, I said "Thank you for sharing that, Folby. It might be important. Mary, do you have anything else?"
"Just some financial information, sir." Mary replied. "Mrs. Garrett has money in a trust from when her parents died, and Mr. Garrett could never touch it. So she's not destitute. She never dipped into it until the last year, probably to pay legal fees as well as living expenses. Mr. Garrett does what most of the Big Boy Corporate Elites do... run their expenses through their businesses."
Mary: "But Mr. Garrett has had to pay his lawyers through his personal accounts. And there's one payment of $100,000 just this last Friday. It was not to any law firm, but was to a shell account that subsequently routed the payment to the Cayman Islands. I haven't yet pierced that veil, and may need Federal help to go down that rabbit hole."
"Keep working on it." I said. "In the meantime, we have some investigating to do. Captain Michaels, I'm going to egregiously go over your head and make some assignments." Captain Michaels wisely nodded in acquiescence.
I said "I want you, Jason, you, Roark, and you, Lieutenant Parker, to come with me to Mr. Garrett's home in Nextdoor County. Lieutenant Warner, you and Sergeant Rodriguez go see Mrs. Garrett. Chief Evans, Commander Croyle, if you'd like to go with them, I'd appreciate it."
Me: "Here is the key to all this, folks. Do NOT tell them that Sage is dead. If and when they ask, tell them that she's missing and that we're checking up on her. If they ask who notified us, don't answer. Remember that you are asking the questions, not them."
Me: "Warner, Rodriguez, after initial questions or if she asks, bring Mrs. Garrett to Mr. Garrett's home. I don't think you'll have any problems getting her to come with you. Also, be very sure to note her first, initial reaction after she's told Sage is missing; in fact, it'd be great if someone had a bodycam on over your armor to record it..."
Part 7 - Sage Interviews
2:15pm, Monday, May 7th. Detective Roark Coleman and Officer Jason Folby were riding with me in my Police SUV, Roark in the shotgun seat. Lieutenant Teddy Parker was following in his vehicle... with TCPD Chief Sean Moynahan. Why the Chief wanted to ride along, I didn't know. But he's the Chief, he had his armor on, and so he was with us.
"Sir," asked Jason Folby, "are you sure Mr. Garrett is at home right now? Did you try to call him?"
I said "I didn't call; I didn't want to scare him nor tip him off until I had eyes on him, to observe what he does. And yes, I think it's highly likely he is at home,"
We drove out of our County on the University-City Highway. Not very far down the road was the Lakeside Inn & Suites. We went a little further down and turned onto Reservoir Drive. The Garrett home was one of the most expensive of the houses along the Lake, and was near the end of the subdivision road. A smaller road curved on around to meet Reservoir Road at the County Line. Since there was a gate on the road preventing thru traffic, that road was not used much.
The driveway was gated. I did not ring the bell, but punched in an eight-digit passcode, and the gate opened. As I drove inside, Folby asked in a stunned voice "How did you do that, sir? Did you call ahead for the code?"
I grinned as I said "I started a business before I became a Police Officer, and I still have it though I don't do a lot with it. It was selling security systems of all kinds, and most people don't know that their systems almost always have a manufacturer's code... and I have memorized every one of them."
"And we're not trespassing, sir?" Roark asked. "We don't need a warrant?"
"Exigent circumstances." I replied. "Missing daughter... well, dead daughter, but Mr. Garrett doesn't know that yet."
"At least he shouldn't." said Roark Coleman. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Stopping in front of the house, we got out of our vehicles and walked up to the large doors with lead-glass inlays in an intricate pattern. I had Folby ring the bell and be the one to speak, since he was an NCPD Officer.
It took four rings, the last being a bit 'persistent', to get a response. We finally heard a male voice inside saying "All right, all right! Hold your horses, I'm coming!" An instant later the door was thrown open and Wade Garrett said "Yeah?--- oh, Police Officers. What's this about?"
"Can we come in for a moment, sir?" Jason Folby said politely.
"What's it about?" Garrett asked warily.
"Sir, we need to speak to you about your daughter." Folby said, having been coached by me as we drove over.
"What about her?" Garrett said, making no move to allow us inside.
I stepped up between Roark and Jason and said "Mr. Garrett, I am Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police, working in partnership with the Nextdoor County Police. We need to speak with you about your daughter. Can we come inside, or would you prefer we take you to the Police Station, and talk there?"
It is possible that the red crowbar I was holding made Wade Garrett back down. He scowled, then said "All right, come in." We followed him inside and to a large, paneled room to the left, which was a den, a study, and a television room rolled into one.
"Okay, what is this about my daughter?" Garrett asked once we were in the room.
Jason Folby said "Sir, when was the last time you heard from your daughter?"
"It's been... days." Garrett said. "Maybe a few weeks. Why?"
I said harshly "Sir, we are investigating a report that your daughter is missing. Do you have any idea where she may be right now?"
"I... I don't know." Garrett said, standing still, not moving his hands at all. "If she's not at school or at her apartment, she may be with her mother. Have you checked with her?"
I replied "Yes, we are checking with her mother---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
Wade Garrett looked totally shocked as a cellphone in his right-leg pants pocket rang. He fished it out, looked at it, then pressed a button to make it stop ringing. "Sorry." he said as he returned the cellphone to the same pocket, "that was a client. I can call him back later. So you were saying something about my daughter being missing? I'm sure she just went somewhere with a boyfriend for the weekend, and she'll turn back up. Who reported her missing?"
I was looking around the room, and I was seeing no pictures of Mr. Garrett's family, not even his daughter. Not one. I said "No Mr. Garrett, she is missing. But to your point of a boyfriend, who might she have gone somewhere with? Does she have any friends we can contact, that might can ascertain her whereabouts?"
"Uh, her mother probably knows who to call better than I would." said Garrett. "You really need to talk to her---"
*CHIME!*
That was my Police iPhone. I looked at the message that said "We're here." I typed in a reply: "Come on in."
A minute later, the doorbell rang, and as Chief Moynahan went to answer it, Wade Garrett finally caught on, and said "How are you people getting through the outer gate? No one has rung the bell to ask to get in."
No one answered, and a second later Chief Evans, Commander Croyle, Lieutenant Warner, and Detective Sergeant Rodriguez came in... with Silvia Garrett. "Where is my daughter? she angrily asked Wade.
"I don't know." said Wade. "I figured she was with you!"
I said "Mrs. Garrett, I am Commander Donald Troy of the TCPD---"
"Yes, I've heard of you." Silvia said, her eyes glowing as they devoured me. "The Iron Crowbar. I've always wanted to meet you."
"Unfortunately, the circumstances are not good." I said. "Have you been informed that your daughter Sage is missing?"
"Yes." said Silvia. Then her eyes turned reptilian as she looked over at Wade. "Where is she, Wade?"
"Again, how the hell should -I- know?" Garrett fired back. "You're the one they should be asking, not me!"
I said "I'm afraid that's not quite true, Mr. Garrett. Detective Rodriguez, what was the first thing Mrs. Garrett did when you told her that her daughter was missing?"
Julia Rodriguez replied "She tried to call Sage, sir. The phone rang a couple of times, then went to voicemail."
I said "Thank you. And Mr. Garrett, that is the reaction most people make when told a relative or friend is missing. They try to contact the missing person. But you, sir, did not. You didn't even go for your phone." And then it hit me: "Until it rang and you answered it."
Before Wade Garrett could answer, I said "Mrs. Garrett, would you be kind enough to call your daughter for us? And put it on speaker." Silvia fished out her cellphone, opened it and pressed a speed-dial button.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
We all looked at Wade Garrett, whose face showed total shock. I said "Mr. Garrett, your phone is ringing again." Garrett hurriedly fished out the cellphone. As he looked at it, I swiped it out of his hand with a level of speed that he could not possibly defend against.
"Hey! Give that back to me!" Garrett yelled as I held it up for the rest of them to see. The photo on the ringing phone was Silvia's, and the name of the caller was 'Mom'.
"How is that possible?" asked Jason Folby.
"Oh my God!" yelled Silvia Garrett as it hit her. "What is going on here? That's Sage's phone; I recognize the cover! Why do you have Sage's phone in your pocket, Wade?"
I hit the answer button on the phone and said hello. We all heard my voice echo on Silvia's phone. I disconnected, then said "I think it's time you come correct, Mr. Garrett. I think you know what's going on. What's happened to your daughter?"
Wade Garrett wilted. He all but stumbled over to the sofa, then sat down heavily. "She's been kidnapped." he finally said.
"WHAT?!" Silvia roared. "You knew that? And you didn't say anything to me?"
"Nor did you call the Police. Nor the FBIiiiii." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"They said they'd kill her if I went to the Police!" Wade Garrett said, his voice miserable.
"Detective Rodriguez, start filming." I said, then turned to Wade Garrett and said "I also have to do this to protect your rights, as well as ourselves." With that, I read Wade Garrett his legal rights from the card as Julia videoed with her Police iPhone. When I finished, I said "Tell us what happened. All the way through. Be sure to not omit any details, anything at all."
Garrett said "On Saturday morning, the front doorbell rang. When I answered it, there was a cellphone on the doorstep. As soon as I picked it up, it rang and I answered it. A voice said for me to go back inside, and I did. Then the voice said 'We have your daughter'. They demanded a hundred thousand dollars, and said the instructions for wiring it was in a text file on the phone. They also said that if I said even one word to the Police, they'd send my daughter back one body part at a time. I knew they were watching me, and I was terrified."
Garrett: "Some years ago, I was invited to a seminar. It was taught to company CEOs and high-level Government officials. They said that ransoms are sometimes asked for, but the loved one isn't really kidnapped. So I asked for proof-of-life. Two hours later, I got a call on the burner phone. The same voice as before. He said check my doorstep. I did, and found that phone... it was Sage's. The voice also said to wire the money by nightfall, so I did."



"Where's that burner phone?" I asked.
"After I wired the money, I got one more phone call." Wade said. "They said my daughter would be returned to me at my home within 24 hours. They also said to destroy the phone, to pull the SIM card and then put everything in a baggie and take a hammer to it, then to drive along the road towards the gate at the county line on the north side of the Lake, and throw the pieces into the lake every 100 feet or so. So I did."
I said "Who taught that security seminar you just said you attended?"
Garrett said "It was sponsored by BigCommunicationsCorp, who is my biggest client. They had several speakers, some of them ex-Government agents. I don't remember the name of their company."
"And they didn't tell you to contact the FBI if something like this happens to a family member?" Garrett shook his head 'no', and I said "That's interesting. I know several companies that put on seminars like that, and the FBI itself will give those clinics to certain high-value target groups. And they always, always say that the perps will tell you not to contact the Police, but that you always should."
"That's easy to say, until it's you and your child that's involved." countered Garrett. "You have no idea what it was like, Commander, going through that."
"Au contraire, Mr. Garrett." I said. "I have been through that. My daughter was kidnapped on Christmas Eve a few years ago. And the perps were not asking for ransom; they fully intended to kill her while I watched. Fortunately, this incredibly brave Officer saved my daughter's life, at almost the cost of her own." I was pointing at Teresa Croyle, who had saved my daughter Carole. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale'.)
I continued: "The statistics show that it doesn't make a difference whether you call in the FBI or not. But if you do, they can arrange to get money for the ransoms. They have powerful tools that can track down the criminals, and well-trained people to retrieve the victims alive. I really am surprised you did not call them, Mr. Garrett... especially since it's been more than 24 hours since they told you she'd be returned."
"Water under the bridge now, Commander." Wade Garrett said. "But you're right in that they haven't returned her yet, and yes, I'm getting worried."
"Commander," Silvia Garrett said, her voice cutting through the tense, awkward silence. "Now that the Police know, what can we do to help you find Sage, and bring her home."
An eerie silence filled the room. Roark Coleman said "There's one thing you can do right now, Mr. Garrett. Where is your cellphone?"
"Right here." said Garrett. He stood up and pulled it out of his left trouser pocket.
Coleman said "Would you please open it, and call your daughter's cellphone?"
"Why?" Garrett said. "What's the point?"
"Yes, what is the point?" Lieutenant Joanne Warner asked harshly. I looked at Joanne harshly, and Teresa had already grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the group. An asschewing was 'imminent'.
Roark Coleman said "Indulge me, please, Mr. Garrett."
But Garrett had his hackles up. "No." he said. "I'm not opening my cellphone while you're here. Commander Troy physically took the other one from me, and I'll ask you to get a valid warrant before I open mine to your scrutiny."
Roark said "Mr. Garrett, are you aware that the Supreme Court upheld an action by a local Police Department, where they forcibly pressed the fingers of a man's hand to his cellphone to open it up, then used what they found on the phone to convict him, and all without a warrant?" (Author's note: true story. That's why my iPhones cannot be opened with fingerprints nor Face ID.)
Roark: "In other words, sir, we have the power to take that phone, use 'actual physical violence' to force your fingers to open it, and then I'll make that call myself. So... what will it be, sir?"
Garrett looked at us with disgust bordering on hatred. He stepped away from us and opened his phone, then showed us that he was speed-dialing his daughter's number.
The phone in my hand did not ring.
But what I noticed was the look of total shock on Wade Garrett's face. He tried again, then said "How can that be? This is the number!"
"Good job, Mr. Roark." I said quietly. "Mrs. Garrett, what is your daughter's birthday?" Mrs. Garrett recited the number and I entered the month, day, and year as one six-number code into Sage's phone in my hand. It worked the first time, and the cellphone opened. I set it to have no password required to open it, then bagged it into evidence.
To the Garretts, I said "Okay, Mr. Garrett, I'm going to take your cellphone into evidence, and we will get a warrant before opening it. All I want from it is your daughter's phone number on that phone, which Sergeant Rodriguez has already recorded. Mrs. Garrett, I'm afraid I will have to take your cellphone into evidence, as well."
That was done, then I said "I'm going to ask you both to come to Town & County Police Headquarters with us, to make your statements on camera as well as to help us with the case."
"Do I get to call a lawyer?" Wade Garrett asked.
"Oh, I wouldn't have it any other way." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chief Moynahan rode shotgun in my Police SUV and Roark Coleman in the backseat. Wade Garrett rode with Lieutenant Parker and Jason Folby. Silvia Garrett rode with Julia Rodriguez and Chief Molly Evans, and Joanne Warner rode with Teresa Croyle in Teresa's Police SUV. I was glad I was not in that vehicle, and I correctly surmised that a one-way conversation took place all the way home.
As we drove, I said "That was a really good job, Roark, forcing Garrett to make that phone call. It showed me a lot."
"What did it showwww, Commanderrrr?" Chief Moynahan drawled.
"Not trying to be facetious, Chief, but it showed that Sage changed phone numbers." I said. "And I'll bet she had her phone, the one that rang when her mother called it, for less than a week. The number her father had was different, probably to her old phone. And the look of shock on his face when realized that, was priceless."
"But why, sir?" asked Roark. "I just wanted to get pings so we could get metadata on his cellphone from the Feds. What did you see that I missed?"
I said "It was at that moment that Wade Garrett realized the phone they sent him as 'proof-of-life' wasn't the one he thought it was. And that... is a 'strangeness'."
"Sir," said Roark, "may I say something off the record?"
"That you're getting sick and tired of the harassment from Lieutenant Warner?" I 'guessed'.
"Yes sir." said Roark.
I said "Talk to your direct supervisor, Lieutenant Parker, about it. On the record. He was there and he saw that latest incident. Do everything the right way, by the book, and that means talking to Parker first."
"I a-greeeee." drawled the Chief.
Part 8 - New Dangers
We got the Garrett's statements on camera in Interrogation Rooms A and B. Wade Garrett had Edward N. Parker of Gresham & Mason, P.C. as his attorney. Parker had represented BigCommo and did everything he could to thwart our investigation of them in a previous case. (Author's note: 'Price No Object', Ch. 04-05)
Silvia Garrett was represented by Virginia Madison, formerly of Dewey, Burnham & Winn, and currently with the Madison & Ives Law Firm. I'm told she is not related to the 'Madison' the firm was named after. I did not need to be told that the buxom, redheaded Virginia Madison had a pair of legs to die for; I very happily observed that firsthand.
We also got warrants to open and download the three cellphones in our possession as evidence, and Lieutenant Myron Milton, the TCPD's CIO and technology guru, downloaded their contents into the evidence servers.
"Okay," I said to Teresa, "one last thing to do. Bring the Garretts into the Pastor's Room. I'll go get Father Romano."
Teresa said "You're going to go ahead and tell them?"
I said "Yes, there's no reason to put it off any longer. We're not going to get anything more from them under the current circumstances. And I think Mrs. Garrett is beginning to suspect the truth." Indeed, I'd had a 'vibe' that Silvia Garrett knew more than she had told us to this point, and that her hidden truth would come out once the truth of Sage's status was known to her.
A few minutes later Chief Moynahan, wearing his Duty Dress jacket, and Chaplain (Captain) Alberto Romano, wearing his dark blue Police uniform with a black shirt and white clerical collar, walked into the Pastor's Room behind me. Father Romano sat down by Mrs. Garrett on the sofa. Mr. Garrett and his attorney were seated in chairs at a 90 degree angle to the sofa. The Chief and I sat down in chairs, facing all of them.
"This cannot be good." said Silvia Garrett, whose face had turned most very worried when she saw Chaplain Romano come into the room.
I said "Mr. and Mrs. Garrett, did you hear the news of six bodies found in Nextdoor County over the weekend?"
"Yes." said Mrs. Garrett as Mr. Garrett just nodded. Then she began whispering "No... no..."
I said "I am sorry to inform you that your daughter Sage was one of the six bodies that we discovered. I am truly sorry for your loss---"
"NOOOOOOOO!" screamed Silvia Garrett. "Nooooooooo!" She pitched forward, but Father Romano was there to catch her, and he held her as she began fiercely crying. "Nooo! Saaage!" Mr. Garrett just sat in his chair, looking miserable as he stared at the floor.
Recovering after a moment, Silvia said "What did she die of? Was it painful? Did they hurt her?"
I said "The Medical Examiner is not finished with her investigation, but we do know Sage died of a fentanyl overdose." I was cherrypicking what I was telling them for an abundance of reasons.
The attorney Edward N. Parker was coldly furious with me. "You... you knew their daughter was dead, yet you misled them into thinking she was just missing? You lied to them like that?"
I said "Spare me your theatrics, Counselor. I never actually told a lie. And you know it's standard Police procedure to ask questions before telling them the whole truth."
"It's outrageous!" yelled Parker. "Your conduct has been totally inexcusable! You're a despicable son of a bitch, Troy!"
"Cry me a river, Counselor." I said witheringly. "Wade Garrett, you are being detained as a person of interest in your daughter's disappearance and subsequent murder. The people we believe murdered your daughter are extremely dangerous men, and may come after you if they think you have something to tell us that might lead us to them. I hardly need to add that if you do know something, you really need to talk to us."
I added: "You may choose to have an ankle monitor and stay at the University Hotel under guard tonight, -or- we will hold you here in protective custody overnight. But you cannot go back to your home. Mrs. Garrett, you are not being detained, but I would recommend you not go back home, and that you stay at a hotel under guard, or stay with friends."
"Let me talk to my client about that." said Edward N. Parker.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Somewhat to my surprise, Chief Moynahan followed me into my office. I had him sit down in the chair nearest the door, and I poured us both cups of coffee before sitting down behind my desk.
"I just have one questionnn, out of sheer curio-si-tyyyy." drawled the Chief. "Why did you ask them if they'd seen the news about six dead bodies before telling them that their daughter was one of them? I'm sure you had a reason, but it seemed a bit cruel."
I replied "Yes sir, but I needed to see their reactions to my asking about the six bodies. If I'd asked after telling them their daughter was dead, I would not get the same reactions. Ergo, the order I did it in."
The Chief nodded thoughtfully, then said "And did yooo seeee what you were looking for?"
"Their reactions in the moment were normal, sir, well within any reasonable expectations." I replied. "But I'm hoping it'll lead to a future action that will crack this case wide open..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:45pm, Monday, May 9th. Teresa Croyle came to my office upon my 'invitation', in the Japanese sense. She got some coffee for herself and sat down in the far-side chair in front of my desk.
I said "I called you in here to ask what happened with Warner, and any conversation you had with her on your way home from the Garrett home."
Teresa nodded, then said "I wrote a memorandum-for-the-record with my closest recollection of the conversation in transcript form. But to answer your question... it's bad, sir. It's bad."
"Details, or it didn't happen." I said.
Teresa replied. "I chewed her out for interrupting and belittling Roark in front of everyone at the Garrett home. She said he was wrong for asking Garrett to open his phone. I told her that that was not her call to make, especially with Roark's immediate supervisor right there, me right there, Commander Troy right there, and the Chief right there."
Teresa: "I then said she had done that same thing to Roark in front of everyone at our meeting the other day, belittling his idea that turned out to be good. She said she didn't think it was good, that it was bad, and I name-dropped: I told her to go tell Commander Troy that Roark's idea was bad, and you'd redirect her suppositions in a hurry."
Teresa: "Then she lamented that we were taking Roark's side against her. I said that was not only incorrect, it was insubordinate. She immediately said 'I want a Union Rep'. We said nothing else to each other the rest of the way home. And I don't need Carole's, Cindy's, or even your Power of the Vibe to know that she was very angry, and that that anger is turning into a deep bitterness that is going to undermine the smooth operation of the Major Crimes Division."
"Yeah, I know." I said, leaning back in my chair. "And to this point I have obviously and utterly failed to do my job and resolve this problem---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone, and when I looked at it to see who it was, a shock ran through me. It was my wife Laura. She would never call my Police number unless something was very wrong.
"Laura?" I said as I answered it.
"Don, we may have a big problem." Laura said. "Sherry Estrich and Charlene Theranikos called me and said they think they are being followed, and Charlene said she thinks two men dressed as gardeners were at her house, looking into the windows. And then Carl Bacon called and said he and Chris are being followed, as well..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, you have nearly all the clues to lead you to the solution of the case. Take your shot at the title and put your guess (the perp(s) and why) in the comments section before proceeding to Chapter 2.



        Mystery At Mystery Lake Ch. 02

        Solutions; trouble at the office;  stunning conclusion.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/mystery-at-mystery-lake-ch-02

Title: Mystery At Mystery Lake Ch. 02

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Solutions; trouble at the office;  stunning conclusion.

Tags: crime and punishment 2023, mystery, crime drama, iron crowbar, hotwife, big cock, spitroasting

Series: Mystery At Mystery Lake


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
There may or may not be discussion of political issues in my stories. If you are a Snowflake that feels you need to be protected from any mention of politics, then click the Back button now, and never attempt to read any of my stories ever again. You've been warned.
***
Special note: This story is submitted for the CRIME AND PUNISHMENT 2023 Story Event. It is a Police procedural, detailing Police actions from discovery of the crime to the apprehension of the perpetrator(s).
Because just about all of my stories are 'crime and punishment' in some way, I am using characters from my Iron Crowbar series. I will make references to past cases for those who may wish to review them and get a more complete context of this story within the overall series. Apologies in advance if that is distracting.
Part 8 - New Dangers (continued)
5:30pm, Monday, May 9th. With Teresa in tow, I drove up to the Psychology Building and parked in the slot with the sign that said 'Authorized Vehicles Only', knowing full well that no one was going to complain about a Police vehicle, much less try to tow it.
We went inside, up the stairs and down the hallway to Laura's office through the side door, bypassing the formal front entrance where Laura's receptionist Laurie stood guard like Cerberus guarding the entrance to Hades. Inside, we found Carl and Chris Bacon, Sherry Estrich, and Charlene Theranikos sitting on the two sofas that faced each other. Laura was at the end of the sofas in her desk chair, which she'd brought over from behind her desk.
I sat down at the end of the sofa, to Carl's left and Laura's right, and Teresa sat to Sherry's right and Laura's left. "So what happened?" I asked. All four of the Witnesses began talking at once, so I raised my hand for quiet, getting it, then said "Charlene, you first."
Charlene said "As you know, Sherry and I live in the Heritage Cloisters gated community. Since we got control of the HOA Board again, we hired a company to do our groundskeeping and landscaping for every HOA-dues-paying home." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock' for the HOA Board case.)
Charlene: "When we hired them, they put out an email with photos of every one of their workers. And when they hire someone new, they send a 'welcome' letter with that person's photo, saying 'if you see him or her, say hello'. But we all know it's a security feature, so that we recognize who should be on the grounds, and can spot anyone who is not legit."
Charlene: "The legit workers wear bright, fluorescent green shirts, and sometimes orange vests like construction workers wear. Well, earlier today I looked out my window and saw two men in dark blue pants, light blue shirts, and yellow vests---"
"More like telephone company workers?" I asked.
"Yes, just like them." Charlene said. "They were pretending to clip the bushes around my house, but they kept looking inside. That's when I called Security. I never saw their car, but those two guys left quickly just a moment after I called."
"Did you see any suspicious vehicles?" I asked.
"Yes, a white van, parked just past my driveway. It wasn't marked at all." Charlene said. "I didn't see it drive off, but it disappeared when I looked out again a few minutes later."
"Ubiquitous white van, and ready to pull right into your driveway." Laura said. "What did you do then?"
"I called you, Laura." Charlene said. Turning to me, she said "She told me to pack a bag of clothes and toiletries I'd need for one or two nights, and that she'd come pick me up. She did, and then we picked up Sherry, who'd called Laura, also."
I turned to Sherry, who said "Earlier this afternoon, I drove to the Post Office and then the grocery story, the Kroger nearest the subdivision. I had a weird feeling as I was driving to the grocery store, like I was being watched. But I didn't see any car blatantly following me."
Sherry: "However, when I got to the Kroger, I saw a drone flying around the corner of the building. When I came back out, I saw another drone, which looked bigger, flying over the parking lot. I drove home, and about 30 minutes later I looked out my front window and saw a blue Toyota Corolla that looked strangely familiar to me. I realized I'd seen it in the Kroger parking lot near where I had been parked. I also saw a drone flying by, and it flew up toward's Charlene's house. I immediately called Laura, and she said to pack a bag and she was coming to get me."
Laura said "Sherry called just before Charlene did. I believe that the van Charlene saw was ready to pull into her driveway when the men entered the house. And I believe whoever she called in the Security office tipped off the perps."
"I entirely agree." I said. "Did either of you ladies notice anything over the weekend?"
The women exchanged glances, then looked over at Carl and Chris. Carl said "All four of us were at Sherry's house over the weekend. We'd originally planned to camp at Mystery Lake Friday night, hike the trails Saturday and camp Saturday night, then come home Sunday. After that got cut short, we just camped out at Sherry's."
"Did you guys have any problems today?" I asked, sensing that they had.
"Yes sir." said Carl. "I almost never walk anywhere alone, and I was walking a couple of girls to class when one of them noticed a drone that seemed to be following us. We stopped and looked at it, and it flew on ahead of us, and then we saw another drone further in the distance that always seemed to be around us."
Chris said "I was at baseball practice today, and there were several drones in the air. We all remarked on them, and asked the coaches if they were filming us for some sort of promotional or recruiting video. They said no, then began wondering if they were spy drones for State Tech or (Wildcat School)."
Chris: "We rarely have anyone watch us practice. Maybe a reporter from The Silver Sentinel will be there, maybe a scout for a pro team or league." The Silver Sentinel was the University's student newspaper. Chris went on: "But today I saw two men in the bleachers, wearing sportscoats and slacks, and wearing hats like the comics show the Press wearing. They were gone before practice was over, and I didn't see them again, but I had an odd feeling about them."
I took out my Police iPhone and brought up a photo. I said "Are either of these men the one's you saw at your window, Charlene?" I toggled between the photos.
"Yes! He was one of them!" exclaimed Charlene. I showed Teresa and Laura the photo. It was Gary Fenton. I then showed Carl and Chris the photos.
"Whoa!" Carl exclaimed. "Those are the two guys that were burying the body Friday night!"
"Yes. Yes they are." I said, putting my phone back in my pocket. "Have you seen either of them since? Following you around? Were these the two guys at the baseball field?"
"No sir." said Chris. "They were about the same age, but the guys I saw were taller. One of them may have been blonde, but it was hard to tell from the distance I was from them." I felt something, and shifted my head enough to see that Laura was peering straight at me.
"David Carter and Jeff Bayport?" I asked quietly. Laura nodded. (Author's note: 'Long Cool Woman' for more on David Carter.)
I said out loud: "Okay, guys, we're going to put you up for the night, under guard." To Laura I said "The safehouse at Tower Condos?"
"That's twice you've read my mind, darling." Laura said, then added a bit acerbically. "Now I know where Carole gets it from." My return look at her did not convey amusement...
Part 9 - Crowbars In The Night
7:30pm, Monday, May 9th. University Avenue is one of the main roads running through the Town & County. It separates the University campus on its east side from the Town on the west side. It was five lanes of traffic, with the middle lane being left turn lanes where needed.
At the southern border of the University campus, there were two identical 8-floor buildings standing side-by-side. Bordering University Avenue was the University Hotel, running lengthwise west-to-east, its hotel room windows looking north and south. To it's east was the Tower Condos, which had been built as luxury hotel suites for rich University Boosters, but was later sold and the units within renovated, upgraded and updated, and sold as condominium homes.
A procession of people entered University Hotel by the front entrance: Lt. Cmdr. Teresa Croyle, Dr. Laura Fredricson, Carl Bacon, Chris Bacon, Sherry Estrich, Charlene Theranikos, Officer Jason Folby, and Your Iron Crowbar (me) bringing up the rear. The witnesses had their small suitcases with them.
We crowded onto the elevator, which was on the south side of the building, opposite the lobby to the north side. I inserted a key into a keyhole on the elevator panel and turned it, then pressed the "L" (lobby, the floor we were on) three times. The elevator descended to the basement level. We got off the elevator and walked to our right (east as the crow flies) to the door at the end of the hall. Teresa opened the door to reveal the stairwell, freshly painted bright gray. The stairs went back up to the first floor.
Everyone not in the know were looking around, confused. And then I came up to the gray metal door on what appeared to be the side wall of the building. The sign on it said "Danger! High Voltage Inside!" I inserted a key, which was on the same ring with the smaller key I'd used in the elevator, and opened the door, which swung out towards us.
Looking inside, everyone saw a second stairwell, seemingly identical to the inner one that we were in. But this stairwell continued downwards!
I herded everyone into the secret stairwell, and Teresa led the line down the half-flight of stairs. This door had no keyhole; a keycode had to be entered to unlock it. Teresa punched in the code and opened the door. Lights turned on inside, revealing a tunnel. Teresa led us through.
"What is this place?" Jason Folby asked as we walked through the tunnel.
I replied "This tunnel connects University Hotel and the Tower Condos. When they built the two buildings, now-Sheriff Griswold recommended putting a tunnel between the buildings, in case of a hostage situation or if an evacuation was needed."
At the end of the tunnel, Teresa led everyone through another metal door. The stairwell was identical but mirror-image to the one we'd left. We went up the stairs and through to the basement level, which was darker than the Hotel's; it was not used nearly as much, and was poorly lit. I put my key into the keyhole on the wall by the elevator and turned it, and a moment later the elevator car descended to pick us up. I only needed to press the "6" button, and seconds later we were exiting the elevator onto the sixth floor.
Laura led us to our left (westward) to an apartment and opened it with her key. The condo was not large. It had a nice living room, and the back wall was glass windows and a door to the balcony. The view was to the north, overlooking the University campus. There were two bedrooms, one to either side, also with windows giving the same view of the Campus. A kitchen was to the right, and a study/game room/computer room was to the left.
"Okay, guys." I said. "There is a ton of Chinese takeout in the refrigerator, compliments of the Town & County Police Force. You'll have to heat it up, but there are dishes and the microwave available for your use. Officer Folby and Dr. Fredricson will be staying with you tonight. Theoretically, the women have one bedroom and the guys the other, but I'm not an Agency of the Weak-Minded, so I suspect you won't be adhering to that."
Everyone except Teresa laughed, then I continued: "You cannot leave for any reason. If you need something, ask Laura or Jason, and they will communicate with me. We have your cellphones at Police Headquarters; if they are called, we will answer on your behalves. You can't have them here because the people following you have the means to ping your cellphones, which would give your location away."
"What about our husbands?" Sherry asked. "What if they call?"
I smiled as I replied: "We have that under control. We'll tell them you lost your cellphone and it was turned in to the Police, and we were planning on returning it to you tomorrow during normal business hours. If they ask how we know it's yours, we'll say we called 9-1-1 on it, and they told us the number that was calling them, and the rest was easy to find out."
"That's smart." said Jason Folby.
I said "But I don't anticipate any real problems, there. Sherry, your husband is in Washington, lobbying on behalf of BigPharmaCorp. Charlene's husband is Rio, and Chris and Carl's parents are at home in Palmyra County. So you can relax on that. Okay, we'll leave you alone, and we'll be back tomorrow morning."
Teresa and I left them, and we returned to University Hotel via the tunnel. Instead of going to the lobby, however, I pushed the button to go to the 5th floor. Once there, we went down the hallway to a room. Two TCPD Officers were sitting by the door, and rose to their feet as we came up.
"All good?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Officer Ben Jones. "No problems, so far. Wade Garrett and his attorney Edward Parker got room service half an hour ago."
'Parker is still here?" I asked, surprised.
"Yes sir." said Jones. "He may stay all night, too. He says he doesn't trust you, sir, and he won't leave his client alone with you."
"It ain't me he's worried about." I replied. "Have you guys eaten?"
Officer Jim Madison said "Lieutenant Kalsu and Sergeant Hawley went to dinner, and will relieve us to go eat when they get back."
"Okay, good." I said. I went to the next room down, Teresa following with curiosity on her attractive face. The door opened to reveal Patrolman Ragnar Magnussen. Also in the room was Patrolman Daunte Wagner. "How's it going, guys?" I asked as Teresa and I went inside the room.
"Just fine, sir." said Wagner. "We've got their cellphones right there on the table, but no one has tried to call nor even send a text message."
"Good." I said. I had fibbed when I said the phones were at Headquarters. I was expecting Gil Cox and Gary Fenton and their Swamp Frog cronies to ping the phones, and I wanted them to see those pings as coming from here.
Satisfied with my arrangements, I invited Teresa to supper at the University Hotel's restaurant on the first floor. While eating, Teresa said "We have a safehouse? I didn't know that."
I replied "I only knew about it because I'm married to a former Deputy Director of the CIA's Science and Technology Directorate. What actually happened is that when Laura came to the University here, long before I ever set foot in this Town, the CIA bought that condo as a safehouse or just where Laura's visitors could stay. When she formally retired from the CIA, they sold the condo to her for $1. So she's the one who said we could use it for our Witnesses tonight."
Teresa said "Is it just me thinking this, or is Laura more interested in this case than normal?"
I replied "That's Iron Crowbar thinking there. Sure you don't want a crowbar of your own?" We'd had that repartée often; this time, Teresa did not dignify it with a response. So I continued: "Yes, this one has her attention. As you know, as a Professor of Sexual Psychology, Laura loves studying open marriages, Stag and Vixen, and cuckold relationships, and that's what the Hot Wives Tennis League is all about."
I continued: "Second, Laura is a member of the Hot Wives Tennis League, and she knows these people very well... and she knows Carl and Chris Bacon intimately. She's one of the women those young studs have 'spitroasted'... and probably will again tonight."
I went on: "And third, and possibly most importantly, Laura knows how dangerous the Jeff Bayport Rogue SEAL Team was, and how dangerous their remnants are to this day. You know what Quint Starr did to Todd, and how that cost us Lieutenant Irwin's life. Trent Ridge tried to kidnap Carole, then tried to murder her. I definitely hold grudges, especially about my family. Well, so does Laura. She wants to destroy those slugs as much as I do."
"And as much as I do." said Teresa. After all, Todd was her husband, and Lieutenant Irwin had been very loyal to her, and that respect and loyalty had been a two-way street. (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family' for both Ridge and Starr.)
Teresa then said "I guess Edward N. Parker is logging a ton of billable hours if he's staying overnight with Wade Garrett. Is he really that afraid of you? yet he lets the TCPD guard his client in the hotel room?"
"I think he just said that about me so they wouldn't kick him out." I replied. "And I seriously doubt it's Wade Garrett that's paying what he's billing, if he's billing anything."
Teresa said "Who is he protecting? Matthew Willis? What's to protect? Is Willis behind the killing of Sage Garrett? Or maybe one or more of the others we found?"
I said "I don't know. Willis may just be protecting his business relationship with Garrett. I don't profess to understand all of it, at least not yet. But what worries me a lot more... a lahhhht more... is that even if we capture Gil Cox and Gary Fenton, and even if they, or Wade Garrett, or Matthew Willis is behind Sage's murder, we have to prove it in Court. And so far, we don't have a shred of evidence..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh yeah, that looks sooooo good." Charlene Theranikos moaned as she watched the hot, raw action on the bed in the bedroom behind the kitchen. "Fuck her, Carl! Fuck her with that huge, hard cock of yours."
"Yeah, bro. Give it to her." said Chris Bacon, who was sitting on the bedroom chair. Charlene was sitting on top of him, her back pressed into his muscular chest, and his 8 1/2 inch cock buried to the hilt in Charlene's warm, wet cunt.
They were watching the two couples on the king-size bed. On the side nearest the window, Sherry Estrich was lying on her side in a fetal position, facing the middle of the bed and the other couple, her knees drawn up almost to her small breasts. Spooning her and thrusting his eight inches into Sherry's sopping wet cunt was Jason Folby.
They were all watching the hot rutting couple lustily humping on the bed. Carl Bacon was on top of Laura Fredricson in the missionary position, plowing her deep, fur-fringed furrow with his thick nine-plus inches of hard male meat. The beautiful raven-haired woman moaned deeply as she received the young stud's cock with practiced excellence, showing why she was the premier college sex professor in the Nation. She practiced what she preached.
Her long, luscious legs were pulled way back, her shapely feet high in the air and pointing to the ceiling, caught under Carl's arms as he was mounted on top of her in a pushup position. He was pistoning his prick in and out of Laura's deep cunt with hard, steady thrusts, plunging into her again and again, withdrawing until just the helmeted head was inside her labes, only to shove his hips and ass forward, burying his full length to the hilt in her stretched, stuffed snatch.



"Oh yeah, you're going so deeeep, Carl!" Charlene exclaimed. "How are you able to take all that cock, Laura?" Laura didn't answer at the moment, she was too busy accommodating the young stud's size, working her hips to meet Carl's deep thrusts, and concentrating on the powerful orgasm building in her well-fucked loins.
Maybe it was the fact that Laura was a full six feet tall, and maybe it was because she had had a hysterectomy, but she could fully sheath an eleven inch cock in her womanhood, and had done so several times. Still, Carl's impressive size filled her up, and the pleasure she was receiving from him was deliciously intense.
"Ohhhhhhh." Laura moaned deeply. "Keep fucking me like that. Just like that." Her hands slid over his pistoning hips and grabbed the hard cheeks of his muscular ass, clutching them as the rising crescendo of her orgasm exploded within her.
"UHHH! UNNNH!" she cried out as her cunt clamped down on Carl's invading cock. It felt to the young stud like her vaginal muscles were trying to push him out of her, and he responded by pushing into her as hard as he could, his long thrusts becoming a series of pushes as he kept himself buried to the balls inside her.
"Ohhhhh..." Laura moaned as the last vestiges of her intense orgasm rippled through her. She opened her eyes and looked up at the young man fucking her. "That was amazing, Carl. Keep fucking me. Come inside me."
Carl responded by leaning down and mashing his mouth to hers in a deep kiss, ravishing her mouth with his lips and tongue as his huge cock ravished her pussy with faster and faster strokes. He moaned into the beautiful older woman's mouth as he felt his nut rising, and seconds later he climbed her all the way as he reached the crest.
"UHHH!" he cried out, arching his back until his chest was almost vertical over her, his face looking upward at the ceiling, his eyes tightly shut as the first huge spurt of molten jism fired out of his buried cock and coated the back wall of her vagina. His cock pulsed again and again as streams of semen flowed into the depths of her sodden, sopping cunt.
"God damn! that was amazing." Carl gasped as his cock slid out of Laura's pussy, a tiny rivulet of his essence trickling out between her swollen labes. He looked over at Sherry, who was still lying on her side. Jason had come inside the the lovely mature woman and dismounted her. Her eyes met Carl's, and he climbed back off of Laura, letting her legs fall to the bed.
Carl crawled over to Sherry and slid his wet cock into her mouth. She began sucking it, cleaning it of his semen and Laura's juices. Amazingly, his cock began to swell to its full length again. A moment later he slid his cock out of her mouth. She rolled onto her back as he mounted her and slid his meat into her cum-soaked cunt, and began to steadily fuck her.
The intense sight of Carl and Sherry making love energized the other two young studs. Charlene stood up, letting Chris's hard cock slide out of her hot twat. He got up and lay down on the bed where Laura had just been lying, at her direction. She got on her hands and knees between his legs and slid her full lips down his long, hard shaft.
The sight of her magnificent ass waving in the air aroused Jason to full hardness. He got behind Laura, gripped her hips and waist in his strong hands, and slid his cock into her sperm-filled slit until his groin smacked wetly against the globes of her sweet asscheeks. He pulled back, then his hands pulled her hips to him as he drove forward, spearing her with his weapon of lust. They soon established a steady fucking rhythm as Laura worshipped the cock in her mouth. This was what Roark Coleman would call 'spitroasting', and Laura was loving being doubly penetrated...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30am, Tuesday, May 10th. Laura was sitting on the sofa in the living room, on the side nearest the back windows. She was wrapped in a bathrobe, and her legs were curled under her as she sipped her tea. Sitting on the other end of the sofa was Jason Folby, wearing only loose-fitting gym shorts, drinking Cherry Coca-Cola Zero. The others were in the bedroom, slowly copulating despite the older women's exhaustion.
"Yes, it'll be ten years this Autumn since my husband moved here to the Town & County and took what they now call the CIO job with the TCPD." Laura was saying. "And yes, his rise to the Commander position was meteoric."
"I can see why." said Folby. "And I'm not just kissing ass. A lot of us at the Police Academy were saying we want to be the next Commander Troy. But seeing how he misses nothing, and how fast he finds the right answers, not to mention the sheer amount of information he knows..." Folby shook his head.
Laura smiled and sipped her tea, then said "My husband is very impressed with you, Jason, and I'm not just saying that. He is uncanny in how well he can evaluate Officers and Detectives based on just a few moments of talking with them and watching them work. He is a natural-born leader, though it took some effort and then-Police-Chief Griswold all but forcing him into leadership positions and ultimately the Commander post to bring those qualities out. And he told me you have a lot of potential... as a Detective."
"And you guys have an open relationship?" Jason asked. "That's... well, Commander Troy doesn't seem to be the cuckold type."
"He's not." Laura said. "He and I have an honest, open, relationship, where we both have sexual encounters with others. We have agreements about what we can do, and open transparency is one of them. By way of contrast, a cuckold husband most often is submissive, and maybe is into the humiliation or bisexual aspects of the relationship. In between is the Stag and Vixen relationship, where the husband shares his wife or allows her to have extramarital partners."
"You two seem well matched with each other." said Jason.
Laura smiled, then said "Chief Griswold knew what he had as a Police Detective, and I knew what I had as a future husband." Then she slid over until she was leaning over Jason's crotch. Her hand slid under the waistband of Jason's gym shorts and grasped his hardening cock as she said: "And speaking of evaluating talent, I am very good at identifying young studs who are great in bed. And I think you have a lot of potential, too... where it counts the most."
She fished out Folby's prick and lowered her head, sliding her lips over the helmeted head and down the long shaft. The young stud groaned as the beautiful woman fellated him, her head bobbing up and down as she deeply sucked his cock, occasionally moaning as she took his full length down her throat---
*CLINK!*
Her head flew up and turned toward the windows. "What the fuck was that?" she whispered. They heard another clinking sound, and then saw a rappelling rope sudden appear outside the patio!
"Get in position." she whispered. Jason went to the doorway to the left-side bedroom and crouched down, his service weapon in his hand. Laura went to the other side, behind where the wall retreated to make the kitchen space. She had a .22 Magnum autopistol with silencer attached. They waited, hearing bumping noises above them...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The top portion of the elevator mechanism stuck out above the roof of Tower Condos on its south side. There were also several HVAC units and a six-foot tall concrete tower that was the top of the east stairwell, where maintenance crews could access the roof. The walls that were the side of the building extended three feet above the roof.
"I absolutely do not trust this setup." one of the two men said. They were both clad in all-black 'ninja' suits and full-head black masks. The setup was that a long rappelling rope had been wrapped around the elevator shaft structure, and run through a carabiner. One of the HVAC units had another carabiner attached to it, to guide the angled rope to be straight over the top of the condo that held the Witnesses and their guardians.
"Yeah, it sucks." the other man says. "Get to the patio as fast as you can, but stay connected until you're ready to go inside. At that point I'll go back inside by the stairwell, and you can open the door for me. Our IR drone showed that everyone was in the bedroom on the kitchen side, so you should be able to get in unobserved."
"If there's anyone in the living room, I'll pull on the rope and you pull me up." said the first man.
"Wilco. Good luck, Gil." said Gary Fenton. He watched as Gil Cox wound the rope into the carabiner on his (Cox's) rappelling harness, then grabbed the rope and held on, using one leg against the wall to brace himself and take some of the strain off the attachment to the HVAC unit.
Highly trained and extremely experienced, Gil Cox slid down the rappel rope towards the balcony on the sixth floor. There were no lights on in the 7th-floor and 8th-floor condos, to his relief. He headed towards the inlet balcony and dark windows of his target, the 6th-floor condo.
*SHUDDER!*
"AAUGH!"
The rope above him jerked violently as he heard a muffled cry above him. He looked upward, seeing nothing... not even Gary Fenton, whose head he should have seen. He pulled out his .22 WMR autopistol with silencer attached, which unknown to him was exactly like the weapon that was being readied to use against him in the apartment below.
And then he saw a shadowy outline of a head looking over the edge of the roof at him, and the outline of the Tilley Hat was unmistakeable. And he knew that it was the Iron Crowbar waiting for him!
He raised his arm and fired at the dark shape, but the head had moved back too quickly. Then he saw another head, this time a masked blob, to the left of the Iron Crowbar as he looked up. As he swerved his arm to fire, another body suddenly appeared to the right and fired a TASER. The darts slammed into his rappelling harness, and the electrical charge did not reach his body.
The three heads above kept looking over the edge like Whack-A-Moles, and he couldn't draw a bead on any of them. Then he felt himself being pulled up!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*WHAM!*
Holding the rope, Gary Fenton had made a huge mistake: he did not keep abreast of the tactical situation around him at all times. Like shadows in the night, four ninja swiftly crept up on him from behind. The masked ninja were Todd Burke and his business partner Teddy Franklin, and the unmasked ones were the Iron Wolf, Teresa Croyle, and me, Your Iron Crowbar.
Fenton was slammed to the ground, but his instincts kicked in and he quickly turned and rolled. He almost made it back to his feet, which would've been very bad, but Teresa had his arm and used an excellent judo technique to twist him back down onto his belly. As she held his right arm up and behind him, trying to pull it out of his shoulder socket, I sat down on his back and swiftly put handcuffs on his left hand, then used a 'pain stick', which was basically a TASER that required close contact, onto his right shoulder joint. As he briefly stopped resisting, Teresa completed the handcuffing procedure.
I pulled off his mask, so that my Officer-cam could record who he was. It was Gary Fenton. "Don't let him go for even a second." I grunted to Teresa as I handed her the 'pain stick'. "And if he tries to move, just pour the juice into him."
"My pleasure." Teresa whispered back.
Teddy and Todd had grabbed the rope, and I looked over the edge, only to see Gil Cox bringing his handgun to bear upon me. I pulled my head back, and heard the *whizz* of two bullets flying in front of my head. Then we took turns holding the rope and looking over the side to try to TASER Gil Cox.
Teddy and Todd began pulling him up, and all I had to do was extend my arm over the wall and fire TASER needles into Cox at close range. I heard him call out "It's over!", then the rope went slack. I looked over the edge in time to see that Cox had released himself and was falling feet-first to the concrete sidewalk below. The fall didn't hurt him, but Literotica's readers are not ready to read the results of the sudden stop at the end.
"Damn!" I quietly swore as I looked over the edge.
"Look out!" I heard Teresa yell behind me. I turned to see that Gary Fenton had somehow thrown Teresa off his back and gotten to his feet, even with his hands cuffed behind him. He began running towards the side. I rushed towards him, expecting him to try to run into me and take me over the edge, but instead he veered away from me. I was unable to stop him as he reached the edge, vaulted on top of the wall, and then over it! I looked over the edge to see that he had landed head-first on the ground below, and again I'll leave the results to the imaginations of the readers.
"I'm sorry, sir." Teresa said forlornly. "I didn't react in time."
"It's not your fault." I replied. "That was a man using the supreme effort of his life... to end it."
Part 10 - The Party Never Stops...
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, May 10th, from the parking lot of University Hotel, with the twin buildings in the background. "Two wanted suspects die under mysterious circumstances!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that two men fell to their deaths from the roof of Tower Condos, which is next to the University Hotel behind me. Much of this incident is shrouded in secrecy, as Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police are refusing to give us details that you have the right to know. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" yelled the athletic, blonde, height-challenged reporterette from the far end of the Tower Condos parking lot, with the building and the blinding LED red, white, and blue lights of many Police, Fire, and EMT vehicles in her background. "Sources tell Channel Two News that the two men who fell to their deaths under mysterious circumstances are Gil Cox and Gary Fenton. They are believed to be the two men who were seen burying the body of Sage Garrett at Mystery Lake State Park in Nextdoor County early Saturday morning."
Amber's face looked sad, even shaken up as she continued: "Additionally, Bettina, Channel Two News has learned that the four witnesses to the unauthorized burial of Ms. Garrett were being kept hidden in a condo inside the Tower Condos building by Police. As you heard exclusively on Channel Two News yesterday morning, those four witnesses are Carl Bacon, Chris Bacon, Sherry Estrich, and Charlene Theranikos. As usual, neither Commander Donald Troy, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, nor the Town & County Police Department would respond to KXTC Channel Two News's repeated requests for confirmation of these details or for comment."
Amber's facial expression changed from sadness to bitter anger as she said "Channel Two News has learned that Mr. Cox and Mr. Fenton fell to their deaths from the roof of Tower Condos, but it is not clear if they fell, jumped, or were pushed or thrown off the roof. Sources tell Channel Two News that Commander Donald Troy and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle were on the scene at the time of the deaths, but once again, neither Commander Troy nor Commander Croyle responded to our repeated requests for comment."
Amber: "And Channel Two News has also learned that video evidence of the two men falling to their deaths was taken into evidence by the TCPD, but they have refused to release those videos to KXTC Channel Two News. We are making an Open Records Act request to obtain that video immediately, and we are prepared to sue the TCPD if they do not respect and obey the law and provide the tapes, so that we can show you those tapes you have a right to see, and reveal the truth that you have the right to know. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina shouted as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important information that you have the right to know. As you just heard, the body of the young woman being buried Saturday morning has been identified as Sage Garrett. She is the daughter of Wade and Silvia Garrett. He is the CEO of 'CNC Wafers, Inc.', a company that makes important electronic parts for applications vital to our national security. Sage was a student at Town Technical Institute, studying to become a nurse."
Bettina: "Neither the TCPD nor the FBI's Missing Persons Bureau would answer KXTC Channel Two News's inquiries if Ms. Garrett's death was related to the two other bodies found in the same area. They have been identified as Katherine McAfee and Tamara Lidell. The Police will not say if these ladies were murdered by a serial killer. Commander Donald Troy has not returned our repeated calls asking for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I take it that you have not returned KXTC's repeated calls for comment, Don." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone with a wicked gleam in her twinkling eyes as she, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (me), and Chief Sean Moynahan watched the propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"And the Public has the right to know that." I replied adroitly, making Teresa and Cindy chuckle. Teresa and I had not slept all night, which explained the ease with which she was amused. Cindy was just being the Green Crowbar, I mused to myself.
Sheriff Griswold was not amused. "How in the fuck do they get all that information, and so quickly?" he asked bitterly, his handlebar mustaches quivering... with anger. "Who the fuck is the leak, Crowbar?"
"If I knew, Sheriff, the leak would not be happening anymore." I replied. "What I did notice, though, was that Amber looked like she wanted to cry while she was reporting the deaths of her baby-daddy Trent Ridge's former SEAL buddies, then looked angry when she all but accused us of murdering them."
Chief Moynahan drawled "It's a goooood thing you have those bodycam and surveillance cam videos, which do showwww that those two dirtbags caused their own deaths. Definitely sui-ciiiiiiide."
"And how the hell did KXTC know we had those tapes, knew enough to make ORA requests, and threatened to sue?" growled Griswold.
Tanya said "Judge Franklin Washington has already denied the ORA request, correctly saying the tapes are evidence in an ongoing investigation. He also very specifically challenged KXTC's assertion that the Public automatically has a right to know, and that there is no prurient interest in that information being released to the Press. KXTC is appealing... and yes, all that before 7:00am."
"Hey, First Sergeant. Good morning!" Chief Moynahan and I said simultaneously, repeating the line in a very old US Army recruiting television ad, which showed US Paratroopers jumping at dawn, and saying the Army does more before 9:00am than most people do all day. Then the Chief and I both broke out laughing at having said the same thing at the same time, and we fist-bumped.
"The party never stops...in the Iron Crowbar's Town & County." Cindy said. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved back in mine...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We did not get to see the KFXU Fox Eight News broadcast at 8:00am. I'd gotten a call from Silvia Garrett's attorney Virginia Madison, saying she and her client needed to talk to us as soon as possible, that they had evidence to show me. I had a Police patrol meet them and escort them to Police Headquarters.
They were ushered into Interrogation-A. Virginia Madison asked if they could speak with me alone. I said that while I could waive the Uniformed Presence of an Officer in the room, I did not feel at all comfortable not having someone else in the room. I suggested either Teresa Croyle or Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels, and they chose Teresa.



I had Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez and Detective Roark Coleman listen and watch through the one-way glass. I didn't realize it, since Teresa and I had already gone into the room, but Chief Moynahan joined my Detectives in the anteroom to watch and listen.
"So, how can I help you?" I asked as we sat down opposite the two women. They looked at each other, and Silvia nodded. Virginia took a cellphone out of her purse and slid it across the table. I put on latex gloves, then picked it up.
"That's Sage's cellphone." Virginia said. "I'll let Silvia tell the story about it."
I said "Let me guess first. Seeing that there is no cover nor protective shielding, I suspect that was taken off this phone and put on Sage's new phone... which we recovered from your husband Wade yesterday. Sage brought you this phone, Mrs. Garrett, after videoing or photographing something. I suspect that what is on this phone is why Sage was abducted... and then was forced to consume an oxycontin tablet laced with fentanyl. I would venture a guess that it has something to do with your impending divorce proceedings." I paused and looked up at them, then said "How did I do?"
"All too well." said Virginia Madison. "Silvia?"
Silvia Sage was still distraught over the loss of her daughter, but she was calm and composed as she spoke to us. She started: "Let me start way, way back. I was dating Wade 20 years ago. I was also dating other men. Wade's company was doing well, and he had some money. I did not have my inheritance trust fund yet, so when I became pregnant, I told Wade that he was the biological father, even though it was very likely he was not. He asked me to marry him, and I accepted, and a few months later Sage was born."
Silvia: "If it had not been for Sage, I probably never would've married Wade, nor stayed with him very long. We did not have a lot in common, and he was lousy in bed. I dutifully went with him to his company functions, endured being propositioned by lecherous men like Mitt Willis and his son Matthew, and Lawrence J. Gordon of Satco Engineering. I don't think Wade would've cared if I'd slept with them; he all but encouraged it. But they were odious, and I wanted nothing to do with them." (Author's note: 'Falsely Accused' and 'Price No Object' for Lawrence J. Gordon.)
Silvia: "Wade was never abusive towards me, and he loved Sage like I did, going to her school events, doing homework with her, and buying her things even when I thought it was best not to, such as getting her a car. Sage was fairly athletic, and made the County High basketball team, but mostly warmed the bench. But he went to all the games."
Silvia: "Despite both Wade and myself being college graduates and plenty enough intelligent, Sage showed absolutely no interest in her studies. She barely graduated high school, and was not accepted into the University nor City U. She did show interest in nursing, and was accepted into Town Technical Institute's Nursing program, and she was doing well."
Silvia: "As I said before, my marriage to Wade was pretty much a sham. We stayed together mostly for Sage's sake. And I... well, I needed more, a lot more, than Wade could or would give me in bed. I began having... encounters, especially with younger men, men around Sage's age. You remember Carl Ryder and that young man Peter? I had affairs with both of them, though I wasn't trying to get pregnant or anything like that." (Author's note: 'The Babymaker'.)
Silvia: "What I never realized was that Wade was planning and laying the groundwork to divorce me just as soon as Sage turned 18 and moved out. He was providing her with an apartment, even though I'd suggested she continue to live with us. But it soon became apparent why he'd done that... he served me with divorce papers, and kicked me out of the house on Reservoir Drive."
Silvia: "I hired Virginia here when she was part of the Women's Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham & Winn, and retained her when she went to the Madison & Ives Law Firm. Uh, maybe you should explain the situation to them from here, Virginia."
"Sure." said Virginia. "Unfortunately, Wade Garrett had everything mapped out, planned out, and put in place so that he could take Silvia here to the cleaners. The business was his; he'd started it before the marriage, and it was the one thing he had an iron grip on in the prenuptial agreement. And per that agreement, whoever got custody of Sage would have the house... but once Sage turned 18, there was no custody to be had." She explained some more details, then said "Silvia?"
Silvia said: "Wade often spent a lot of time over at his factory in the Pottsville area, and he would stay in the company's apartment over there. During those times, I'd often have 'afternoon delights' while Sage was in school or out with her friends. I was discreet... well, I thought I was..." Her voice trailed off.
Virginia took it up again: "Mr. Garrett had hired private investigators, and they got enough to show a pattern of infidelity on my client's part. And with that, he looked to get the houses, the cars, everything, and leave her penniless in the streets. He was even trying to get the money from the trust her parents had left her, since she inherited after they were married. Fortunately, it's been ruled that that can't be touched, so she'll have that money---"
"But it's not that much!" Silvia said. "And Wade told us both last summer that he was not going to pay for the second year Sage's schooling at TTI, nor for her apartment. She asked him why he was cutting her off, and he told her... ruthlessly, without a shred of compassion... that he'd secretly gotten some DNA from her hairbrush, cheek-swabbed himself, and had tests run... and that she was not his daughter.
Silvia: "Sage and I got an apartment and she went to work to help pay bills, but we also had to get another car, stuff like that. But the main effect was that Sage became bitterly angry at Wade, for his treatment of her as well as his treatment of me."
Virginia said "We also hired investigators, to see if we could catch Mr. Garrett in flagrante delicto, and thus we would be able to lay some claim to the house and the cars and her jewelry. But he was careful, and though he had visitors, we never could get any proof. And that brings us to now."
Silvia said: "Last Wednesday, Sage went over to Wade's house, the one on Reservoir Lake, to get some of her personal belongings that had been left there when she moved out. She's long known the secret backup codes to the gate, so she let herself in rather than call in and announce her presence. And even though Wade had changed the locks on the house, Sage knew where he'd hidden the spare key, and used it to get inside."
Silvia: "Once inside, she heard noises in the master bedroom. She snuck up, and found Wade in bed with a woman and a man. Sage got her cellphone out and recorded them, and she got a good thirty minutes of footage."
Virginia said "Sage brought the cell phone to her mother, and they brought it to me. I had them buy another iPhone, and didn't even let them transfer the number. Sage did take the cover off and put it on her new iPhone, though."
Teresa would tell me later that my face looked grim as I said "May we download the contents of that phone into our evidence servers?"
"Yes." Silvia said. I had them sign a written consent form, then Lt. Mary Milton came in to download the phone. Silvia Garrett looked astonished in a skeptical way when she saw the purple-haired woman come into the room, and even more astonishment when I introduced her as a Lieutenant in the Town & County Police Force.
After the information was downloaded, Teresa and I watched the video. "As I live and breathe." I said when I saw the statuesque, beautiful blonde woman. "That's Jayne Hallerton." We'd crossed paths with her a number of times. (Author's note: 'In Black And White'; 'Fathers And Sons'.)
Teresa said "That guy, I remember him from the Cardinal O'Leery case last year. He was one of the young priests in the City Cathedral when Father Romano went in and arrested the Cardinal." (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 03.)
The video had been showing Wade Garrett fucking Jayne Hallerton in the missionary position, and I could see why Silvia Garrett didn't think much of him; a beautiful woman like Silvia (and Jayne, for that matter) deserved more than a three inch cock, and that was a generous assessment of Wade Garrett's inadequate size.
Next came what Roark Coleman would identify as the 'spitroasting'. Jayne was on her hands and knees, and she was licking and sucking Wade's pathetic little penis and equally unimpressive balls while the young man fucked Jayne from behind with his much larger cock.
And then Jayne got out of the way, and Wade and the young man began engaging in a soixante-neuf... with each other, while Jayne watched. I let Teresa watch that by herself.
"Easy to see why that young guy was one of Cardinal O'Leery's favored acolytes." I said sardonically. "So Sage brought that video home to you, Mrs. Garrett. And you brought it to Virginia here, is that right?"
"Yes." Silvia said. "We took it to Virginia on Thursday morning. She didn't even hand it back after taking it from us, though she let Sage keep the cover. After that, we went to the Mall to the Apple Store, and got Sage a new iPhone."
I said "Virginia, I'm sure this would've changed the situation regarding the divorce. Did you file any papers or motions?"
Virginia said "No, I hadn't had the chance to. I reviewed the video, and began putting together the package to file this week. And then Sage was found..."
"I understand." I said. "Okay, I appreciate you bringing this to us."
Silvia Garrett said "Commander, I'm not dumb. It's obvious that Wade had something to do with Sage's death. It was obvious since her phone was ringing in his pocket! Will you be able to bring him to Justice?"
I looked her straight in the eye and said "We don't have any proof of anything yet. I was hoping to arrest the two men that were seen burying Sage's body, and see what I could get out of them. Unfortunately, they chose to commit suicide rather than be taken into Police custody. But I can assure you that I will do everything in my power to bring whoever was behind this to Justice."
"Just one more question, sir." Silvia said. "Did my little girl suffer? What... what did they do to her?"
That was a hard one to answer, but I tried: "Ma'am, we know Sage died after taking an oxycontin pill laced with a lethal dose of fentanyl. Your daughter could have been unconscious and not feeling anything---"
"Sir," Teresa interrupted, "why don't you go ahead, and I'll talk to Mrs. Garrett about this. And if you don't mind, send Father Romano in here."
I nodded. "Mrs. Garrett, I am truly sorry for your loss, and again... I will find out the Truth, no matter what it may be." With that, I got up and exited the Interrogation Room. I told Roark and Julia to follow me as I went through the anteroom. We went down the hall to tell Father Romano, and he moved towards the Interrogation Rooms while I led the Detectives down the hall to my office.
When I got to my office, I called Mary Milton. "Have you asked Judge Doss for an arrest warrant for Wade Garrett?... Good... No, I'm sending Rodriguez and Coleman... okay, thanks."
Hanging up the phone, I said to Julia: "Matriculate your way down Courthouse Square and pick up the warrant at the Magistrate Judge's office, then go find and pick up Wade Garrett. And tell Vice Lieutenant Rudistan that Commander Troy requests Officers Madison and Colquitt go with you." The Detectives moved out smartly to complete the TCPD mission...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Lieutenant Teddy Parker strode into the Major Crimes Division room (MCD), He had a folder in his hand and his face was beet red with anger. He walked up to the desk of Lieutenant Joanne Warner and slammed the folder onto her desk.
"What is this?" Parker yelled, his voice ragged with fury. "WHAT IS THIS?"
Everyone was looking at him in shock. Joanne looked puzzled at first, then looked down at the folder, and her face assumed a look of cunning. Without picking it up, she opened the top cover to make sure it was what she thought it was.
"That..." Joanne said with a voice full of withering derision, "... is my formal complaint against Roark Coleman, for sexual harassment."
"Whaa?" gasped Detective Joan Laurer. Other Detectives and Lieutenant Theo Washington had also gasped.
"You went to HR over Roark using explicitly sexual language during an official meeting? Really?" Teddy Parker yelled, towering over Joanne.
"I warned him the first time he said it." Joanne fired back, getting angry. "And then he said it a second time, and on purpose, in a goading manner."
"And why the fuck didn't you come to me first?" Teddy said... well, he was still yelling. "I'm his direct supervisor! What, you just did an end run around me and ran to Captain Michaels? Huh?"
"You bet I did!" Joanne yelled back. "Actually, I just told Captain Michaels I was filing the complaint, then went straight to HR with it."
"WHY?!" thundered Parker. "Why are you bypassing me like that?"
Joanne said more quietly, but made sure to stare into Parker's eyes as she said "Because I couldn't trust you to do the right thing and bust his ass."
"You damn right I wouldn't bust his ass!" Parker yelled. "He didn't do a damn thing wrong, and you know it! Why the fuck are you doing this?!"
Joanne jumped to her feet and yelled right in Teddy's face: "Because I'm trying to get rid of that son of a bitch! I want his worthless ass GONE!"
Teddy lowered his voice, but it was filled with menace as he said hoarsely "I'm gonna fight you all the goddamned way on this!" He turned for the door, and almost ran into Captain Claire Michaels, who'd just come in.
Claire said: "If you want to come to my office and discuss this, Parker, just knock on my door. But you damn well better not go over my head and go straight to Commander Troy, or I will snap your head back."
"Easy, Teddy." Theo Washington said quietly, seeing the look on his friend and colleague's face... and probably saving Parker's career.
"No worries, Captain." Teddy said, keeping his voice level. "The good news... is that I don't have to. Commander Troy is going to hear about this, and it doesn't have to be from me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Tuesday, May 10th. I was sitting at my desk in my office, drinking yet another cup of coffee. I was hungry, having not eaten since the dinner with Teresa at the University Hotel the night before. But I also knew that if I ate I would be feeling groggy at best, and dozing off at worst.
Teresa Croyle came in, and I just pointed at the coffeemaker. She poured a cup and then sat down in the 'hot chair' furthest from the door. I said "What did you tell Mrs. Garrett?"
"The truth." Teresa said, her voice eerily calm and introspective. "She's going to hear about it sooner or later, and it was weighing on her. So I told her that Sage was sexually assaulted by at least two different men, that we were running DNA tests from the rape kit to determine if the two dirtbags that buried her and who died last night were the rapists, that you might be right that she was drugged first, and therefore was unconscious, and to not let it eat her up."
Teresa: "So why -is- she so obsessed with it? I mean... Sage is gone. What good is it doing to obsess on that?"
I said "I think--- oh, hold on." Out of the corner of my eye I had seen Captain of Personnel & Records Janice Holloway come into the anteroom, then step into Tanya's office, which was right next to mine. No biggie; Tanya was Janice's boss. But a second later I was surprised to see Captain Holloway exit Tanya's office, pivot, then knock on my (open) door.
"Come on in." I said. "Have a seat. Get coffee if you like."
"Thanks, sir, but I've had more than enough today." Janice said. She was a beautiful Hispanic woman, relatively tall, lithe, in good shape. And she had finally tied the knot with Teddy Parker on St. Valentine's Day, though she retained her maiden name.
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
"I'll have some of that coffee." Tanya said as she drove her wheelchair into my office and stopped on the dime on the floor between the 'hot chairs'... literally; I'd taped a dime onto the floor, and did not cease to be amazed every time Tanya stopped right at the correct spot after flying in.
"If you'll excuse me, sir." Teresa said, getting up.
"No, I will not excuse you." I replied. "Shut the door, then sit back down." Teresa shut the door, then poured a cup of coffee and put in the correct 'pollutants', and took it to Tanya before sitting down herself. This was not asskissing; I had forbade the wheelchair-bound Tanya from pouring coffee herself, since she could not move out of the way fast enough if there was a spill.
"Whaddya got, Janice?" I said.
"Trouble, sir." Janice said, handing me a folder across the desk, which was identical to the one Teddy Parker had, though I did not know that yet. I took the folder and perused the contents, then groaned out loud.
"I do not need this right now." I said. I handed the folder to Teresa, whose eyes widened when she first saw who it was, then squinted as she became irritated.
Janice Holloway said "Teddy (Parker) is furious. He's Roark's direct supervisor, and when I told him about this last night, he about blew a gasket. I told him I'm obligated to investigate it, but that I would bring it to you first, since Warner apparently went to Michaels before coming to HR with the complaint."
"Last thing I need right now." I muttered to myself. "Last thing I need. Okay, Janice, Tanya, what are my options?"
"The first is to do nothing, as always." Tanya said. That was an oft-repeated joke that came from my experience as an Army Officer, that the first option always was to do nothing about a situation. "Seriously, you can just let Janice and me handle it."
"No, that won't work." I said. "The people involved are in my direct chain-of-command. And I don't want to give up control of it, because I was there for both alleged incidents, and this sexual harassment claim is total bullshit. Joanne is doing this to try to get rid of Roark, and I'm getting tired of it. So I have to do something.... Roark can't keep being subjected to false attacks by a Police Lieutenant."
Janice said "I'd recommend you get with the Chief on it first, sir, but you can always dismiss the complaint, especially since you were in the room when it happened and observed it. You can always '86' the file, and let it sit, as well."
"No, I have to take action." I replied. "Okay ladies, you can go. I'll hang onto this file, and get back to you by close-of-business tomorrow. Teresa, stay here a moment." Tanya and Janice exited the office, and went into Tanya's office.
I said to Teresa: "Don't get involved with this in any way. And what I need for you to do is oversee the arrest of Wade Garrett. Put him through full booking, then into Interrogation-3 and let him call his lawyer if the lawyer doesn't come in with him. In the meantime, I have two things to do. First, I'm going to go talk to the Chief about the disaster my mismanagement of MCD has created. And second, we'll be having a meeting with FBI Agents within an hour or two..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Tuesday, May 10th. Teresa and I headed to the Main Conference Room, where the Chief and Federal Agents awaited us. Teresa said "What did the Chief say about the situation with Joanne and Roark?"
"He has given me carte blanche to resolve it as I see fit." I replied. "And that's what I'm going to do. Later. Right now, we have Federal Agents to deal with."



The Chief was at his usual place at the near end of the conference table. I came in and sat in my usual spot to his left, with the outside windows to my back. Teresa sat to my left. Captain Claire Michaels looked calm, cool, and collected as she sat to Teresa's left. At the other end of the table was Our Sheriff, Antonio Griswold.
To the Chief's right was Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone. To her right was her husband, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. To his right was FBI SAC Clark Webster, followed by Supervisory Special Agents Lindy Linares of the Cyber Division and Julius Jefferson, who was Muscone's No. 2.
Jack Muscone started off the meeting by saying "We heard you had a bad night last night."
"Bad?" I fired back. "We stopped two really bad perps from killing four innocent witnesses. Good guys alive, bad guys dead. How is that bad?"
Clark Webster said "You didn't capture them alive. We really needed to get a lot of information from them."
Yep, the party never stops in the Iron Crowbar's world, and the lousy morning continued. And Teresa made sure the Feds shared the pain.
"What?!" she yelled, rising to her feet, her face as beet red with fury as I had ever seen it. "Are you fucking kidding me? We put our fucking lives on the line to stop those bastards from killing innocent people, and you have the fucking gall to whine about it?"
Clark Webster had his hackles up, and he fired back "Hell yes! Why didn't you try to capture them alive?"
"We did!" Teresa yelled. "We tried like hell to take them alive, even though Cox was shooting at Don, and Fenton was going to try to take Don over the edge when he jumped!"
"Then you failed, didn't you?" Clark Webster snarled back. "All of you failed. You let them die!" I don't know what had gotten into the normally mild-mannered, friendly Clark Webster. But that had been the wrong thing to say.
"Wanna borrow a crowbar?" I asked Teresa, holding out my red crowbar. And I think she was about to take it and use it to administer some appropriate beatdowns. Alas...
"You are not help-innnng, Mister Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief. "Commander Croyle, have a seat... please, sit down." Teresa slowly did so, fury still on her face. The Chief continued "And all of you, take your hands away from your weapons."
Lindy Linares and Julius Jefferson slowly brought their hands up above the table. They had been prepared to shoot Teresa if she'd attacked Clark Webster. They would've failed: I already had my service weapon in my hand, and I would've shot them dead to protect Teresa. To everyone's shock, I held up my service weapon, then put it on the table. The Federal Agents realized just what that meant... and I realized that some of them that had been my friends were my friends no longer.
"Captain Michaels," the Chief said, "bring up the Officer-cam and building surveillance video of last night's incident." Claire did so as Sheriff Griswold moved out of the way of the screen on the wall behind his head. We watched as the videos clearly showed Gil Cox firing at us, then releasing himself from the rope and falling, then Gary Fenton tearing himself out of Teresa's grasp and running to the edge and jumping over it to his death.
"As you can seeeee, Mr. Webster," drawled the Chief, "my Officers did all they could to take those extremely dangerous men alive. But the perps insisted upon death rather than being taken into cussss-to-dyyyyyy."
Clark Webster did not relent. "I wish you'd done a better job of keeping them alive. We really needed to have a conversation with them."
Chief Moynahan said "Those were two highly trained former Navy SEALs, with combat experience in war theaters, and trained to resist even the most effective enhanced interrogation techniques such as waterboarding. And it would've taken rendition and torture to get anything out of them; otherwizzze, they would've taken the Fifth and laughed in your faces."
I had remained calm on the outside, but seeing Clark Webster's obvious disdain despite being told and shown the truth, I calmly asked "Agent Webster, if we had captured them alive, what were you going to do? Were you going to come in and take custody of them from us?"
It was Jack Muscone that (unwisely) answered: "Don, those guys are very likely involved in a large number of crimes all over the country. So yes, we needed to interrogate them, and so yes, we would've had to take custody of them."
"I see." I said, seeing too much. "So you Federal Agents let us local LEOs put our lives on the line to capture these exceptionally dangerous men, and then you were just going to waltz in and take them from us. We face the existential danger, you come in and pluck the fruit so you can get a citation on your wall. Isn't that right?"
It was totally silent in the room as the implications of my words slammed into everyone's understanding with the force of a crowbar blow to someone's back. I looked at the Chief and said "I think we're done here." I stood up and said again "We're done here." I holstered my service weapon and went to the exit door.
"Go with him, Commanderrrr Croyle." the Chief said. Teresa wasted no time in following me out the door, not acknowledging the hateful looks she was getting from all the Federal Agents except Muscone, who was studying a microscopic speck of dust on the table in front of him.
"Are you some special kind of stupid?!" Tanya exploded, looking around her husband at Clark Webster.
"I'm not going to listen to this shit anymore." Webster said as he got up. "I'm tired of the disrespect being shown the FBI, and even outright threats. We're Federal Agents, not some lousy local LEOs that don't know their asses from a hole in the ground! I'll show myself out. Jack, I'll be at the Federal Building."
"You better not be, when I get there." Muscone said. "That was my wife you just said that to, and she is one of those 'local LEOs' you just referred to." Webster said nothing, but exited the room...
Part 11 - Extracting The Truth
11:05am, Tuesday, May 10th. Lt. Teddy Parker informed me that Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez and Detective Roark Coleman had returned to Headquarters with Wade Garrett, that Garrett had been taken through full booking and was in Interrogation-3, and that Garrett's lawyer Edward N. Parker had just arrived and was talking to his client.
I called Teresa to come with me, and we headed down to the Monitor Room, where Parker, Roark, and Rodriguez were. Julia Rodriguez made her report: "Mr. Garrett left University Hotel at 7:00am this morning and went to breakfast at the Country Breakfast Diner. If anyone asks, that's where his ankle monitor went. Off the record, SBI Agents James Tarleton and Terence Johnson have been tag-team following him, and Tarleton got a good breakfast out of it."
Julia: "At the Country Breakfast Diner, Mr. Garrett met with two men. One was the head of his Research Department, whose offices are here in Town. The other was the Plant Manager at his factory near Pottsville. They talked for over an hour, then left and went to the CNC Wafers offices here in Town."
Julia: "When we got the warrant, we went to those offices. He was there, and alone in his office when we went in, announced our Office, and presented the arrest warrant. He followed our instructions and Officer Jim Madison frisked him for weapons, then we let him walk with us out of the office without being handcuffed. We did affix handcuffs to him when we put him in the Patrol cruiser. Once we arrived here, he was taken through full Booking. His attorney appeared while he was in Booking; we think his assistant must've called the attorney."
"Okay, good report." I said. "And good job making the arrest without causing a scene. Anything to add, Mr. Roark?"
Roark Coleman said "Just that Garrett was staring out the window behind his desk when we arrived. There was a photo of him and Sage in her high school graduation cap and gown on his desk, but no other photos at all. And he didn't seem to be surprised at our arrival, nor that he was being arrested 'for real'. Whether that means anything or not, I'm not sure."
I nodded thoughtfully, then got my wits about me and said ""Okay. Julia, you will go into I-3 with me. Commander Croyle, I'd like you to watch and listen from the anteroom. Lieutenant Parker, you and Mister Roark need to have a private conversation, and it can't wait. After that, you can watch and listen from in here..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I knocked on the door to I-3, stuck my head in, and asked "Are y'all ready?"
"Yes." said Edward N. Parker. I came on inside, followed by Julia, and we sat down at the table opposite them. Officer Culver was the Uniformed Presence, as required by the 'rools'.
I introduced myself and Julia, more for the benefit of the cameras than for Garrett and his attorney. I re-read Garrett is considerable rights from the card, and he just nodded when I asked if he understood them. I then brought out the photos I'd printed from the digital copies in the evidence servers of Garrett, Jayne Hallerton, and the young man engaging in sexual acts. Edward N. Parker winced. Garrett's eyes bugged out, then he groaned and his whole body wilted.
I said "In cooperation with the FBI and SBI, we are getting your personal phone records and your business phone records. We already have the $100,000 wire transfer out of your account, and we're digging deep into CNC Wafers now... and their close connections to Matthew Willis and BigCommunicationsCorp."
That caused Edward N. Parker to visibly start, and I did not fail to observe it. "Yes, Mr. Parker, we are about to be all over it. Why don't I tell you both what happened, and you just correct me where I go astray, Mr. Garrett, okay?"
"Don't say a word, Wade." Edward N. Parker admonished his client.
I started: "Sage came to your home last Wednesday, and let herself in. She observed you in flagrante delicto with these two, and videotaped it. And then she committed the unforgivable act against you: she handed the phone and its contents over to her mother and her mother's attorney. I don't know how you knew; maybe someone saw Sage leaving your home after making the recordings."
Me: "The problem was that that was very bad for you because even though you're in the process of getting a divorce, you're not divorced yet, and that will be considered adultery by the Divorce Court. And that meant that Silvia Garrett had a shot to demand some of your business, as your infidelity might cause the pre-nup to be invalidated. And that was not a problem for just you; it was a real problem for your biggest customer, Matthew Willis of BigCommo."
Me: "Willis is one of the 'Big Boy' Corporate Elites, and he is as dirty as they come. You and he had been using your company to launder money as well as do some off-the-books 'black ops' projects for the, shall we say, clandestine services of the US Government."
"You'll never prove that." Edward N. Parker snarled, his voice low and menacing.
"Won't I?" I replied, just a wee bit too happily. "I already can prove it. I've got people." Julia grinned, knowing that my 'people' was my wife.
I continued: "If Silvia Garrett was able to get even one percent of your company, she could give the State and Federal Governments consent to come in and tear your books apart, as well as get your bank records. And you and Matt Willis knew all too well that they wouldn't add up. I suspect that Matt Willis was watching your divorce situation more closely than you were, and he's the one that found out that Silvia had the goods on you." I was peering at Wade, but looking at Edward N. Parker within my peripheral vision.
"You'll never prove that, either." Parker said.
"I don't have to." I said. "What's important is that it was imperative you get those photos back, Mr. Garrett. Enter Gil Cox and Gary Fenton. They were hired to get the phone back, and the methods of doing it were not a concern. That $100,000 you said was a ransom? No, it was a payment, to get that phone back."
Me: "And Fenton and Cox delivered. They brought you the phone back just before we the Police arrived. The phone was in your pocket, and it rang when Mrs. Garrett called it, looking for Sage, and you lied and said the call was for you. Then Mrs. Garrett showed up, and called the number again... and that phone in your pocket rang!"
Me: "I have to give you credit: you did a good job coming up with that ransom story on the fly to explain away why you had the phone and why Sage was missing. Unfortunately for you, the fly in the ointment was that the phone Cox and Fenton recovered was Sage's new phone, upon which she'd put her beloved old cover."
Me: "You thought you had the phone with the incriminating evidence, but when Detective Coleman had you dial your daughter's number, you were shocked, shocked! to realize that the phone in your possession did not ring! And it was then that you realized the phone you had was not the phone that held the evidence."
Me: "You may have thought they duped you, but they had not; they did give you the cellphone they took from Sage when they kidnapped her, repeatedly raped her, then drugged her with fentanyl-laced oxycontin, killing her."
I observed Wade's face sag and become miserable as I viciously told him what Cox and Fenton had done to Sage. Edward N. Parker's face did not lose its condescending sneer, and fortunately he did not look over at his client.
I went on: "And as I said, we'll be getting your phone records from your place of business this morning. We'll be finding out who you called and who called you---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door to the anteroom opened, and Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle came in, carrying a chair that was identical to the ones around the table. I briefly saw Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross behind Teresa in the anteroom, but Cindy did not come into the Interrogation Room. I also observed the earbud in Teresa's ear, and I realized that the Green Crowbar would be using it to communicate with the Iron Wolf.
Teresa closed the door, came up to us, set the chair at the side of the table, to my right and Wade Garrett's left. "May I, sir?" she asked me. I indicated for her to sit down.
"What the hell is this?" Edward N. Parker asked, deep concern on his face. "Is this one of your tricks, Troy?"
"No trick on my part." I said. "Go ahead, Commander."
"Thank you, sir." Teresa said. She looked at Wade Garrett and said "Mr. Garrett, my name is Teresa Croyle, and there is just one thing I don't understand. For eighteen years you raised Sage. You fed her bottles when she was a baby, you helped her take her first steps, you helped her do her homework, you went to her ballgames. You were the father to her that I can only wish my father had been to me. So I just can't understand how you could just coldly cut her off, cast her so completely out of your life."
"Neither can I." I added helpfully.
Wade Garrett said "Commander Troy, are you sure all of your kids are really yours?"
"Yes." I truthfully replied.
"Then you can't understand how I felt when I found out that Silvia had lied to me, and that Sage was not my child." Garrett said.
"But I can." Teresa said, her voice surreal, strangely hypnotic. "When I married my husband, he came as part of a package. Three little boys. And I adopted those boys immediately. Partly for legal guardianship reasons, but also because I wanted them to understand that I loved them just as much as if I'd given birth to them myself."
Teresa leaned in and said "And after all those years of raising Sage, I just don't see how you could stop loving your little girl. Sure, I can understand you hating Silvia with every fiber of your being, but Sage? How could you turn off those years of nurturing love you provided her, even after learning she wasn't yours biologically?"
Wade was looking really bad now, and tears began streaming from his eyes. Teresa moved in for the 'kill', saying "And I really can't understand how you could hire two men who committed war crimes against women in Afghanistan, and who kidnapped your daughter, took turns raping her again and again, and when that didn't kill her, they forced her to swallow an oxycontin pill laced with fentanyl. I don't understand---"
"They weren't supposed to kill her!" Wade screamed out. He broke down, his forehead banging the table as he began sobbing uncontrollably. "That wasn't supposed to happen! She wasn't supposed to die!"
"Shut up, Wade!" Edward N. Parker hastily cried out. To us he yelled "That was not an admission of guilt!"
"Yes it was." I said, my eyes looking right through him. "You know it, I know it, we all know it. Hell, it's unanimous."
"This interrogation is over!" Edward N. Parker yelled, the condescension in his face suddenly having turned to pure fear. "No more questions! Stop talking Wade. Don't say anything else!"
"No, you shut up." said Wade Garrett. He looked at me and said "Get an ADA in here. I need a deal."
"Wade, just stop!" the legal beagle said, his voice sounding more desperate than commanding. "They can't prove a God damn thing!"
"No, it's over." Garrett said. "I'll talk. But I want something in return. Some kind of deal."
Edward N. Parker rose to his feet, and looked like he was going to physically attack Garrett. I also rose to my feet, and Parker knew that he could not do anything to his client before I got to him (Parker) and administered a legendary crowbar beatdown.
Parker said "If you won't listen to good legal advice, then you need to find representation elsewhere---"
He stopped as the anteroom door opened, and Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson came in. "Let's talk, Mr. Garrett." she said. She'd already been called, and had arrived at Police Headquarters in record time.
"Aw, fuck." Parker said under his breath. Then he said "I'm staying, just to make sure you don't play foul, Troy."
"I never do." I replied. I could almost feel the eyes rolling in Cindy's head and the heads of those in the Monitor Room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Wade Garrett proved to be a skilled negotiator. He haggled with Paulina over his sentence for a good while. She'd offered 15 years with ten years parole; he said he wanted no parole nor probation, that once his sentence was done, that was it and he was free of the legal system. Paulina upped the time to 25 years, but Garrett haggled it back down to 20 years with no parole, and also no early release.
Once the documents were signed, Edward N. Parker got up and left, having not said a word throughout the negotiation, and not saying anything as he exited the room. I asked Garrett if he wanted another lawyer and he said "No, it doesn't matter now." He then told us his story.
"First of all, I did love Sage, even after I found out she wasn't my biological daughter." Wade Garrett said. "I only cut her off to piss off her mother; if push had come to shove, I would've paid off Sage's school debt and helped her with expenses. And I told her that, but her bitch mother was filling her ears and her head with poison against me."
I asked "How did you know Silvia had the video of you and Jayne Hallerton and that guy? Did you see them? Did you realize Sage had been there?"
Garrett shook his head as he replied "No. I got a phone call Friday morning from someone, who said---"
"Who?" Teresa asked, and harshly. "Who called you? Name a name."
"I don't know who it was." Wade said. "I didn't recognize the voice---"
"YOU'RE LYING!" Teresa yelled, and I realized Cindy was getting 'vibes' and telling Teresa through the earbuds.



Paulina said "You're already reneging on the agreement, Mr. Garrett." She held up the papers and acted as if she was going to tear the pieces of paper in two.
"Who was it, Garrett?" I said, my eyes boring right through him. "Who was it on the phone? Who was behind the rape and murder of your daughter?"
"He'll kill me if I tell you!" Garrett wailed. "He'll get to me, no matter where you hide me, no matter what you do!"
"If you tell us, it'll be on record, and he'll have no reason to waste time and money trying to kill you." I said. "Furthermore, I can find a way to get him, to put him in a place where he cannot hurt you. And he has no more Rogue SEALs to send against you. The men who took your daughter were the last two, and they're dead. Who was it?"
Wade Garrett looked miserable, but he finally said "It was Matthew Willis, the CEO of BigCommunicationsCorp."
I nodded, and Garrett continued: "I have no idea how he knew, but he said that Sage had gone into my home while I was with Jayne and Bruce, and that Sage had videoed our threesome. He said he was going to send a couple of (air quotes) 'my guys' to clean it up and get the phone from Sage. I told him I didn't want Sage to be hurt in any way, that her being hurt was not acceptable even if she did give Silvia the tape. He said not to worry, that they were just going to get the phone, and Sage wouldn't be harmed."
Garrett: "He also said... that I would be responsible for their fee of $200,000. I said I only had $100K available to me, and that I would pay the second half only after they returned the phone to me, and after I confirmed Sage was unharmed. Willis agreed."
I had him tell the exact time and date of that phone conversation, so that the Mighty Miltons could find the metadata and get the information of the phone Matt Willis had been using. "Did you ever see the two men that Willis hired?"
"Yes." said Garrett. "They came to my home Friday afternoon. They were wearing business suits and ties. They watched me wire the money to an account in the Caymans, confirmed it went through, then moved the money to another account."
I took out of my folder of papers two pieces of photo paper. Each had six faces on it. I said "Do you see the two men in this lineup of photos?"
"Uhh... yeah." said Wade. "No. 4, bottom left hand corner, there. And No. 5, bottom center on that one." He touched the two photos with his fingers.
I held up the photos so the cameras could see them, and said "Wade Garrett has identified Gil Cox on Lineup 2-Alpha, and Gary Fenton on Lineup 2-Bravo, as witnessed by these Officers of the Court." I said that to include Paulina. Then I said "How did you get Sage's phone back?"
Garrett said. "I got a phone call on Monday, just before you guys arrived. The voice was not familiar to me, and it said to look in the potted plant on my front porch. I went out, and the phone was lying there in the pot. I put it in my pocket as I went back inside, and then you were right there..."
Part 12 - Cleanup on Aisle 5
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, May 11th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in her distant background. "Local Police make an arrest in the Mystery Lake case!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Police arrested Wade Garrett, CEO of 'CNC Wafers, Inc.' yesterday. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette from the steps of the Courthouse on the east side of Courthouse Square. "Channel Two News has learned that Wade Garrett was arrested and charged with several crimes related to the death of his daughter Sage Garrett."
Amber: "Sage's body was one of the six found Saturday morning at Mystery Lake State Park early Saturday morning. Two men, identified as Gil Cox and Gary Fenton, were paid $100,000 by Mr. Garrett to recover his daughter's cellphone, which may have had evidence that was harmful to Mr. Garrett in his upcoming divorce case."
Amber: "Sources tell Channel Two News that Mr. Garrett has confessed to his crimes, and has reached a plea deal with Assistant D.A. Paulina Patterson. Mr. Garrett will be appearing before Superior Court Judge Franklin Washington at 9:00am this morning to enter his guilty plea and finalize the plea deal."
Amber: "And Channel Two News has learned that Mr. Cox and Mr. Fenton were the two men that died at Tower Condos early Tuesday morning under suspicious circumstances. Commander Donald Troy has repeatedly failed to respond to KXTC's multiple requests for comments on that incident nor about the arrest of Mr. Garrett. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" shouted Bettina as the feed returned to her. "Commander Troy and the TCPD have so far failed to solve the cases of Katherine McAfee and Tamara Lidell, whose remains were found near Sage Garrett's body. The Town & County Medical Examiner's Office also has failed to identify three other bodies that were found at Mystery Lake at the same time Ms. Garrett, Ms. McAfee, and Ms. Lidell were discovered. And now let's go to highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay for a report on the State and local political races. Carl!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Channel Two News has learned that Commander Donald Troy has failed to solve world hunger, race relations, and climate change, all in one day!" said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone with a wicked grin and a gleam in her eye as she, Sheriff Griswold, Myself, Chief Moynahan, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
Everyone laughed, even Teresa. But then it got serious when the Sheriff asked "That was a strange report. What did you make of it, Crowbar?"
I said "First of all, I noticed that Bettina said that (air quotes) 'local' Police made the arrest. Some would see that as praise for the Police, but we in here know Bettina much better than that. So I'd say she was either dropping a hint -to- the Feds, notably Clark Webster, -or- someone in our great Federal bureaucracy dropped information -to- her."
Me: "Second, the report was stated in a way that all but accused Wade Garrett of being the one that murdered his own daughter, in order to cast him in as bad a light as possible. Not that he didn't deserve it, but I always ask what KXTC's real motives are in literally every sentence they state. I think they're prepping something for the future. They mentioned Garrett's company, so that may be what it's about. But we don't yet have enough data to see what it is, so we'll have to wait."
Me: "The next thing that surprised me is that Amber put out the names of Cox and Fenton, and spelled out their involvement. I wonder why? I suspect she's putting out information to someone in particular."
Tanya said "Speaking of 'locals', Jack asked me to ask you, Don, if he, Lindy, and Julius can meet with us locals this morning, at nine o'clock. He said they want to apologize to us for what happened in yesterday's meeting."
"Does that include Clark Webster?" Teresa asked venomously.
"No." Tanya said. "Guys, please keep this in total confidence, since Jack told me in confidence: it's not Don that Webster was upset with. It was Teresa." She paused and then said "Webster could've taken the verbal shots from you, Don, but he got pissed off when Teresa went off on him... because she's a woman. Jack said Webster was going around whispering to himself, and I quote, 'who does that little woman think she is?'. And there's more, but I'll let Jack tell you himself if and when he chooses to."
I said "I may meet with them, but it can't be this morning. I'm going to be at the Courthouse to attend the plea deal hearing at 8:30am."
Cindy said "You mean 9:00am, don't you?"
"Oh, did I get my times mixed up?" I said, looking at my wristwatch, then looking up at them with an evil grin. Everyone quickly caught on...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:30am, Wednesday, May 11th. It was rare, exceptionally rare, for Courts to begin their sessions before 9:00am, but one of those exceptions was today. Superior Court Judge Franklin Washington was announced and came to the Bench in the nearly empty Courtroom.
"Be seated, please." he said. "Let's get going." The court reporter announced the first case, The State v. Wade Garrett. ADA Paulina Patterson was the Prosecutor. Wade Garrett's representation was one of his corporate attorneys, Martin G. Hayes. Garrett was dressed in the stylish orange jumpsuit that was the required fashion of the guests of County Jail.
Judge Washington said "I have examined this plea deal, and it appears reasonable. Mr. Garrett, you understand that you are required to truthfully testify in any future trials associated with your own actions?"
"Yes, Your Honor." Garrett said.
"What are your plans for your business?" the Judge asked.
The lawyer Hayes answered: "Your Honor, we are setting up a trust for my client's personal properties and assets. The business will be run by the Board and an Executive Committee that we are setting up."
Judge Washington: "Very well. You're requesting incarceration at the medium-security Twin Cities Correctional Facility, due to its proximity to your company. Are you good with that, Prosecutor?"
"Yes, Your Honor." said Paulina. "In fact, we had recommended an even lighter medium security prison, so Twin Cities is fine with us."
Judge Washington: "I've also noted the request for three months leave with ankle monitoring to report to the prison and begin sentence. Prosecutor, are you in agreement?"
"No, Your Honor." said Paulina. "We believe that is too much time. The Defendant has ample financial resources that make him a flight risk. We also believe that he himself could be in danger from others, and being in prison is actually safer for him."
"Your Honor," said Martin G. Hayes, "my client needs adequate time to complete the legal issues pertaining to his business. And he either has or can arrange for adequate security to protect himself."
Judge Washington said "I'll split the difference. Mr. Garrett, you have until the end of the month. You are to report to Twin Cities Correctional on or by 10:00am, June 1st. Until you do, you will remain fully ankle monitored, you may not leave the confines of this County at any time for any reason, and you may not possess a firearm. You will be required to spend every night from 6:00pm until 7:00am at County Jail, but, provided you are ankle monitored and meet the other requirements, you can be out between 7:00am to 6:00pm to get your affairs in order..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I had arranged with Judge Washington, who was the brother of my Detective, Lieutenant Theo Washington, to have the plea deal hearing earrrrly. I had been thinking in terms of Garrett and the rest of us being ambushed by the hostile, rabid Press. But there was another concern, and it manifested itself.
At 8:58am, FBI Special Agent In Charge Clark Webster came to the Courthouse, along with Special Agent Cabe Andrews and BAFTE Agent Nancy Harding. Andrews was in my opinion a 'Swamp Frog', and Nancy Harding was straddling the line. (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 02, for more on them.) Also with them were U.S. Marshals Tommy Dugan and Kurt Powell.
At first, Deputies blocked the doors and refused to allow the Federal Agents inside the Courtroom, despite SAC Webster having a Federal warrant for Wade Garrett's arrest. It took Sheriff Griswold himself coming up and saying "Let 'em in. They have a warrant." for the Federal Agents to be allowed in.
Inside the Courtroom, Judge Washington had announced acceptance of the plea deal, banged his gavel, and was getting up to leave. Wade Garrett was shaking hands with his attorney as two Deputies had come up and were going to escort him out of the room and on to County Jail for processing. Teresa and I had stood up for the Judge's exit, and would leave after he did.
We all heard the commotion outside the closed doors, then saw the door fly open and Federal Agents rush inside. "What the hell is going on here?" Judge Washington yelled harshly.
"Your Honor," said Clark Webster, holding up a piece of paper, "this is a Federal warrant issued by Federal Judge K.M. Landis to take Wade Garrett into Federal custody immediately. We are taking him with us now. You will have to postpone your trial of him until we're done with him."
Judge Washington said "He's already convicted; he pled guilty to the charges, and he's been sentenced. Does your warrant take that into account?"
Clark Webster seemed rocked, then recovered. "It doesn't matter. We're taking Garrett into custody. And how is he convicted yet? Your proceeding doesn't start until nine."
"Who told you that lie?" I thundered, unable to resist. "The Press? You should never trust what Bettina Wurtzburg and Amber Harris tell you. And they were as wrong this morning as they always are."
Webster's shock was rapidly turning to anger, and Judge Washington twisted the proverbial knife some more by saying "You had your shot to ambush us when you took Maribel Isadora out of my Courtroom. Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me." (Author's note: 'Witness For The Prosecution', Ch. 01.)
Webster's face was red with anger, but he merely said "Take him into custody. Let's get out of here." The vociferous objections of the lawyer Hayes were ignored as the Federal Marshals took custody of Garrett, handcuffed his hands behind his back, and marched him through the hallway (instead of the restricted-access back hallways) to the parking lot behind the Courthouse Complex.
Garrett was forced to endure a chaotic perp walk through a gaggle of reporters. Bettina was yelling questions like "Why did you have your daughter murdered?". The Marshals were trying to slow-walk him through, but the Sheriff's Deputies and Defense attorney began pushing the reporters back with increasing physical force, and yelling at the Marshals to move faster. And when Your Iron Crowbar and the Iron Wolf came out the door, the Press got out of the way and everyone got moving much faster before I did something 'active'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am, Wednesday, May 11th. Jack Muscone had Tanya 'persuade' us to have lunch with them at the Cop Bar. I hadn't wanted to meet with them at all, much less break bread with them, but Tanya was persuasive. Sheriff Griswold was even more persuasive: he simply told me to be there, and I told my boss's boss "Yes sir, three bags full."
We were in the back room of the Cop Bar. Present were Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Me, Cindy, Tanya, Teresa, Jack Muscone, Lindy Linares, and Julius Jefferson. After ordering, Jack Muscone began the 'conversation': "I appreciate you all coming today. I know some of you are still upset about what happened yesterday, and I originally asked y'all here to apologize for that. But then we had this morning's incident at the Courthouse, and I want to discuss that, too."
The wall of oppressive silence with which he was met was his first cluuuuue that he was about to tread on quicksands. Jack went on: "I had no idea that Clark Webster was going to get that warrant and take Wade Garrett into Federal custody like that. And with the previous Maribel Isadora incident fresh in our memories, I would have thought he'd have acted more respectfully and cooperatively."
"I would've thought he would've acted more responsibly yesterday, too." I replied. "And why isn't he here? He should be the one here, apologizing for all of this... not that I'd accept those apologies."
Lindy Linares picked it up: "That's why we're here. To apologize for us, not for him. We've worked with you, all of you, for a long time, and we've done very well together. I also would like to think you're my friends as well as colleagues."
Heck, Lindy and I had been more than friends; we'd hooked up on numerous occasions. But that was by the wayside right now.
Lindy: "So this is hurting me. A lot. And I'd like to get back to those times where we did work together, and worked well together. Is that even possible?"
The silence in the room was broken by the arrival of our food. Jack Muscone had the 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger Plate', named for him because he loved those double cheeseburgers so much. I had the Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate. Everyone else had gotten either Chicken or Steak Caesar Salads, which were huge. And only Jack's appetite and my appetite were unaffected; everyone else did not appear to be very hungry. It was mostly silent in the room as we ate.
After everyone was done, it did not surprise me when the Green Crowbar, Cindy Ross, brought it up: "I want to know one thing. Was Clark Webster's disrespect towards Teresa because she's a woman?"
"No." said Julius Jefferson. "He was just upset that he didn't get a chance to interrogate Gil Cox and Gary Fenton."
Lindy said "Julius, stop. We have to stop covering for Webster. And we have to stop lying to people, no matter what the Brass in Washington say."
She turned and looked at Teresa and said "I'm sorry, but yes, it's because you're a woman. Webster actually said within my hearing that he was pissed off that (air quotes) 'that woman' disrespected him. His words, not mine. I'll add that if that had been Commander Troy on blast at him like you were, Webster would've taken it. But he didn't take it from you, and I agree, Cindy, it was sexism."
"I have one question." Julius Jefferson said. "Commander Troy, like Lindy said, we've worked well together in the past. But we also have an obligation to protect our fellow FBI Agents. Were you really about to shoot us yesterday?"
I looked the man dead in the eye and said "You had your hands on your guns, too. And if you had brought them above the level of table, we would not be having this conversation right now. Both of you would be dead. Yes, I would've shot you dead before I allowed Teresa to come to harm, and I'll do the same to anyone who tries to harm her in any way. And that goes for my other two Angels, as well."
Cindy's eyes looked too wide for her face. Tanya's eyes were sparkling, with tears. Teresa just patted my shoulder and pressed her head to my arm.
It was Jack Muscone that broke the spell. "That brings up another issue that I need to talk to you about, and was hoping to talk to you alone about. Ever since you gave up your FBI Consultant badge, there has been increasing resentment among a lot of FBI and other Federal Agents about y'all's attitudes towards them."
Muscone: "Yeah, I know, a lot of dirtbags like Lindsey Black think they're gods because they have a Federal badge, and what Webster said yesterday was beyond the pale. But I'm increasingly being asked, if not told, by a lot of people, good people, that they are becoming increasingly upset by the lack of respect you are showing them."
Muscone: "Dwight Stevens of the DEA is a very good example of that, and now Clark Webster, who really is a good guy and has resisted and fought the Swamp Frogs alongside me for a long time, is done with y'all. I don't know what the answer is, but we've got to get the situation resolved."
"I have two answers, and they're both very easy." I said. "First, any Federal Agents that have a problem with me or my people, get out of my County and stay out of my County. And second... I'll just say it again, Jack: the FBI has become corrupt from the top down, and none of you have such an obligation to them that you should support their corruption."



Then I looked Jack Muscone dead in they eye and said: "Retire, Jack. Put your papers in, and retire...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Wednesday, May 11th. Captain Claire Michaels asked if she could talk to me. I had her come to my office, get coffee, and sit down. She chose the 'hot chair' nearest the door.
"What's on your mind?" I asked, observing the conflict in her troubled face.
"Sir," she said, and I could see she was struggling with the words, but then harnessed her courage and said "I... I did not leave the LAPD and come back here in order to cause problems, be a problem, nor be part of a Detective Division that is tearing itself apart. But that's what has happened, and I don't know what to do about it. I need your advice, sir."
"I appreciate and respect you coming to me and asking." I said. "And yes, we have problems that cannot wait, and must be resolved. So... what are your recommendations?"
Claire said "I don't think you'll agree with this, but I genuinely believe that the problems revolve around Roark Coleman. He's a piss-poor people-person, he's uncouth and offensive, and he's dividing Detectives, people who were once close-knit colleagues and good friends, into opposing camps. I sincerely believe that his removal from MCD will be a tremendous boost for the morale of the group."
"Let me ask this." I said. "What has Roark done wrong, actually done wrong? He's doing his job, and doing it well, as far as I'm concerned."
"True, sir." Claire conceded. "But I do agree that what he said in that meeting was offensive, and if Joanne says she was offended, I take her at her word. And even if Coleman didn't do anything (air quotes) 'wrong', I think he's the cancer in the unit."
I looked hard at her and said "You ran Jerome Davis out of there, even though he was doing a good job, and we still have a lot of problems while he's really whipped 1st Precinct into great shape. He wasn't the problem, and now you're saying Roark is the problem. So why shouldn't I say you're the problem?"
Claire said "If you believe that, I'll turn in my resignation today, and I'll find someplace else to be. But I also believe that my resignation will not resolve the problems."
"I agree." I said. "And that's the bad that goes with the good of being the Captain of Detectives. It's a prestigious position, but it comes with huge responsibility. And ultimately, that responsibility is mine. Having said that, you leaving will not resolve the problems, just as removing Jerome Davis did not resolve the problems. So let me ask you this question..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Lieutenant Joanne Warner came into MCD and up to Lt. Teddy Parker's desk. "Teddy, can we talk?"
Teddy Parker looked up at her and said levelly: "I don't think that would be a very good idea right now."
Joanne said "Look, we've got to resolve this. It's driving a wedge between us, and it's hurting the morale of the unit. And I really was offended by what Roark said---"
"STOP!" Teddy yelled, shocking everyone in the room. "First of all, airing a personnel issue in front of others is a violation of regulations. Second, I just said it would not be a good idea for you and I to talk about this right now, neither in private nor in public, especially not in public. Just stop trying to talk to me about it."
And with that, he got up and left the room. Stunned, Joanne looked around the room, and saw that the many eyes looking at her were not on her side...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm. Lieutenant Joanne Warner was called into my office. I told her to sit down in the far-side hot chair. Teresa Croyle was sitting on the sofa behind her. Claire had not moved from the near-side hot chair.
"Do you want a Union Rep?" I asked.
"Do I need one?" Joanne asked back. "What's this about?"
I held up the file folder with the copy of her complaint, and said "Do you really plan to push this?"
"Yes sir." Joanne said flatly.
I said "I was in the room for both of these so-called 'incidents' you describe. We were discussing a case where a term came up. It happens all the time. Other people have said far more explicit things in the past, and you never had a problem with it. Heck, you've heard far more explicit sexual information from my wife in the past, and you didn't seem to be offended. So why are you making this false accusation now, and singling out Detective Coleman?"
Joanne said "It's not a false accusation, sir. As I wrote in that complaint, sir, Detective Coleman intentionally used that phraseology. And after I complained in front of you to him, he did it a second time, and in a much more obviously goading manner towards me personally."
"That's your opinion. Mine differs." I said. "I can tell you right now that neither I nor the Chief are going to endorse this; in fact, I'm probably going to dismiss the complaint as being without merit. But there's a problem, and that is why I asked if you want a Union Rep. Detective Coleman is going to file a counter-complaint, saying you are weaponizing sexual harassment by falsely accusing him of it."
Me: "He's also accusing you of using your rank to create a (air quotes) 'hostile working environment' for him. He has already asked for and conferred with a Union Rep, and he has formally stated that he fears you will use your rank to create an insubordination charge against him."
Me: "And Lieutenant Parker is backing him up all the way on it. You were heard by several persons saying you filed the complaint with the purpose and intent of getting rid of Detective Coleman." I saw Joanne's eyes flicker with anger, the anger of believing she'd been betrayed.
I went on: "Even if you don't push this, I don't know if I can convince Detective Coleman not to file his complaint separately. And even if he doesn't, the situation in MCD right now is absolutely intolerable, and I simply can't have it. I simply can't have my Detectives walking on eggshells, wondering if anything they say will be weaponized against them and used to set them up under false pretenses."
"Then remove Coleman from MCD, sir." Joanne said flatly. Teresa was right behind her, and the look on the Iron Wolf's face connoted severe danger to Joanne.
I stood up and leaned over my desks, holding myself up with my fists and arms as I said "Why shouldn't I remove you, Lieutenant?"
"Because he's the one that did wrong, sir!" Joanne said, peering hard up at me, not giving an inch. "And because I'm a Lieutenant and he's just a Detective, and he shouldn't even be that! And I've been in MCD for years, far longer than him. Why in the world would you get rid of me instead of him?"
"Because Roark Coleman is a better Detective than you are!" I yelled, hurtling the words into her face. I saw the shock and pain on Joanne's face, and I realized that I was about to destroy her emotionally. But I went on, anyway.
"If I had to send either you or Roark to a crime scene, I would choose him over you! Every. Single. Time. You have some good qualities, some really good qualities as a person and a leader in general, but I need the very best Detectives that will get results and put perps in prison! Roark is doing a very good job and getting better as time goes on... and you're not."
Joanne was in shock, perhaps in the medical condition shock. Her look at me was that of a totally stunned deer in the headlights, and she was shivering, almost fully shaking. I sat back down and said "So you have two choices. You can tell me that you consider that submitted, Roark will be formally informed, he will very likely file his counter-complaint and may get a lawyer, and then there's very little I can do; you'll be fired. He may be fired, too, but you definitely will be."
"Orrrr..." I continued, "you can let me, Captain Michaels and Captain Holloway try to broker a more peaceful solution, one that doesn't waste your years of good work and cause you to lose any chance of a pension by being summarily fired and forbidden from working in County Government ever again, and allows the TCPD to continue its mission with all my best people, including you and Coleman."
Joanne got ahold of herself and made up her mind. "Yes sir, I do want that Union Rep. I submitted my complaint to HR, and I do consider it to have been formally filed, so I want that Rep in order to make sure that it is filed and that the complaint will be investigated... by Internal Affairs if not the Inspector General's Office."
"So be it." I said flatly. "While this matter is ongoing, you are not to speak to Detective Coleman for any reason. If his clothes are catching fire, you are not to speak to him to warn him. We have three Lieutenant offices in the suite past the Captains's suite. Choose one of them and move all your belongings and everything in your desk into it. Dismissed."
Joanne got up and exited the office. I said "Claire, after Joanne has chosen her office, tell Teddy and Theo to figure out who will get the other office with a window, and who will have to live with the one without a window, and have them move in. Do that now. Go."
Claire got up and went, leaving me and Teresa alone in the room. She was peering at me, stunned at what she had just seen. A second later, there was a knock on the door, followed by Chief Moynahan coming in. Teresa and I were standing up when he said "Sit back dowwwwnnn, Mister Crowbar. And pour three doses of that medicinal stuff in your drawer. Come up here in this chair, Miss Wolf."
Teresa did so. I took out three shot glasses and poured shots of Jameson Black Barrel Irish Whiskey. We clinked our glasses, downed the shots, and I poured another round, which were to be sipped.
Chief Moynahan said "I will bet, Ms. Croyle, that you are totally shocked by what Mister Crowbar didddd."
Teresa said "I'm sure it wasn't easy for him."
Chief Moynahan said "You were in the Reserves, Mister Crowbarrrr, so you may not have had to deal with this. You may not believe this, but when I was an Army Lieutenant in Europe, I was a pretty wild guy, not the quiet man I am to-dayyyy."
"If you say so, Chief." Teresa said, subtly needling the Chief.
"Heh heh heh heh." he chuckled, then he said "I was a pretty popular guy back then, and me and my fellow Lieutenants partied hard quite a few times. When I was promoted to Captain, our Squadron Commander addressed us, and said that they and I had been friends, but now my first name to them was 'sir', and that I was on a different level from them. And he was right. I had to be. I was at a level that I was over them, not one of them, no matter how good friends we had been."
I said "I learned the lesson when I worked in the labs in Midtown. The Union guys would try to be buddy-buddy with me and the other shift supervisors. I kept a distance, but one guy didn't, and would go out drinking and partying with them. Then they took advantage of him, and when he tried to regain leadership control of them, they fucked him up, and he ended up getting fired."
The Chief said "What you saw to-dayyyy, Commander Croyle, is the Police Commander having to do what he had to dooooo. No, we're not a military force, here, but Mister Crowbar had to put the good of the Force ahead of personal friendships, as did Lootenant Parker."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "Commander Troy had to do that with his own first cousin, as well." (Author's note: 'The Babymaker')
"Yezzz." said the Chief. "Anyhoooo, it's a valuable lesson of leadership. "Y'all remain seee-ted." He got up and said "Have a good day. And if you need me to talk to Ms. Warner, just let me knowwww."
"Thank you, sir." I said.
Teresa said "I'm almost glad Joanne picked the formal route. There is no way 'peace' can be brokered between Joanne and Roark. She hates him immeasurably, and he's beginning to hate her just as much. I still don't know what the answer is, at least an answer where we can keep both of them."
"We'll see what we can do." I replied. "But I fear that your assessment is correct..."
Part 13 - Friday the 13th
9:30am, Friday, May 13th. I came into the office of CNC Wafers, Inc.'s research facility in Town. It was completely shut down. The research scientists and employees were in the breakroom, many of them looking dazed and confused. The three administrative persons were in the room that held their desks. One woman was lightly sobbing at her desk, and Lieutenant Joanne Warner was quietly talking with her.
"He's in his office, sir." said Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez. She led me to the doorway of the office of Wade Garrett. TCPD CSIs were swarming like bees, processing the scene. My eyes roamed the room, taking a lightning inventory. And then I focused on the object of the investigation.
Wade Garrett was seated in his chair, leaning to his left, his head over his left shoulder. His right arm hung limply to the side of the chair. He was dead, and the bullet hole in his right temple just in front of his ear was the obvious reason. Martha the M.E. was doing Martha the M.E. things as she examined the body.
Our Ballistics expert Jody Taylor came up with an evidence bag that contained a revolver and the cartridges that had been removed from it, one of them having been fired. He said "This was found on the floor beneath his right hand, where that marker is." I saw where the numbered marker was.
Taylor continued: "I've checked for fingerprints on the firearm and the cartridges. Only one set of prints, and they belong to Mr. Garrett, here. The revolver is a Taurus 85 and the cartridges are .38 Specials. The only odd thing is that the serial number has been filed off, making it what we used to call a 'clean piece' but now the politically-charged FBI force us to say is a 'ghost gun'. I think I can do some work on it and get the serial number, though."
"Okay, good work." I said. "Let me know if you get that serial number, and who was the last legal owner of the gun. Martha! What time did this man die?"
Martha said "About two hours ago, around 7:30am."
I said "Are you confident that it's a suicide?"
"Not one bit, sir." Martha replied. "There are several 'strangenesses', as you like to say. I think Jody will agree with me that we should have found the gun a little farther away from the body, and not directly beneath the hand."
"I do agree with that, sir." said Jody Taylor. "When a person commits suicide like this, the body, and therefore the hand, instantly loses all strength. Therefore, even if it gets caught up by the finger on the trigger, the force of the recoil should push it and the hand back away from the head."
I said "And while a shot to the temple is not uncommon, most men eat their guns when they check out of their own volition. So yes, let's very carefully document all this. It may well be suicide, but let's investigate it as if it's a murder..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Two hours later, I was in my office. Lieutenant Mary Milton came in and sat down at my hand-gesture invitation. She said "First, here's the timeline. Wade Garrett left County Jail at 7:10am. He was picked up by his corporate attorney, Martin G. Hayes, and went straight to his office, per the tracking on his ankle monitor."
Mary: "He called his assistant and asked her to come in to work. She said she had to drop her kids off at school, and would be there by 9:00am. She came in just before the top of the hour, and found his body in his office. She said the office door was open, which in itself was unusual; he usually kept the door closed."
Mary: "We've collected as much camera data as we were able to, from streets, parking lots, building cams, the works. There are no cameras inside the office. The cameras in the building showed nothing, but they may have been turned off or rendered inoperable; the timestamps don't match up consistently to anything."
Mary: "The employees at the scene, were cooperative in every way. They readily answered our Detectives's questions and helped get the video data. The corporate attorney Hayes had dropped Mr. Garrett off and then driven to the Country Breakfast Diner to eat breakfast. He was cooperative with Roark Coleman when Roark called him, and readily answered his questions, though he had very little to contribute. Joanne Warner had no problem getting the assistant to answer her questions, though the assistant was very shaken up by the whole thing."
Mary: "But all that changed when Garrett's first attorney, Edward N. Parker, showed up. He told the employees, especially the research people, to not say one word to the Police nor answer our questions under penalty of being fired and being sued, citing the NDAs they'd signed in the past. He also intimidated Hayes and the other corporate attorneys and officials, demanding they not cooperate with us, either."
I nodded, then said "Do you know who inherits Garrett's properties, and his business?"
Mary said "Roark asked the corporate attorney Hayes that, before Edward Parker showed up. Hayes said that Mr. Garrett had changed his will about three years ago. If his daughter Sage had reached majority, i.e. 18 years old, then she inherited everything outright. If Sage was still a minor, then a conservatorship would be formed to run the company until Sage reached the age of majority."
Mary: "Of course, Sage preceded her father in death, and therefore Wade Garrett died intestate. Silvia Garrett was not mentioned in the will at all, but she may be able to make a claim on the estate, and it'll be in the Courts for years, I imagine."
I said "When all is said and done, more will have been said than done. It'll be interesting to watch on Court TV. Anyhoo, that's it. He's dead, so we'll move on to the Katherine McAfee and Tamara Lidell cases..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sunset, Friday, May 13th. I was sitting on the deck of my home The Cabin, watching the sun disappear behind the western horizon and the lights of the Town beginning to twinkle in the valley below me, when NCPD Chief Molly Evans came out on the deck and sat down in the seat to my left.
"Well," she said, "the FBI notified us that they are taking over the Mystery Lake cases. They've been going through that whole area, but haven't yet found any more bodies... that I know of. The Feds aren't talking to us anymore."
"Don't look that gift horse in the mouth." I said acerbically. "By the way, did you speak to Officer Howard E. Neumann about consorting with the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Press?"
"I sure did." Molly replied. "He almost peed in his pants when he was called on the carpet in front of my desk. When I showed him that video of Bettina and Amber quoting him by name, he almost crapped his pants, and he was sweating and literally shaking."
Molly: "He told me that Amber Harris had come into the Station, and had asked about the things she mentioned on television... and she had stated the information points first and only asked him to confirm them. He said she already knew so much that he figured she'd talked to someone else, and was just confirming with him as a second source."
I said "And technically, that's what she was doing. But then she got on television and reported it as if he'd been the first, original source, and stated that he furnished the information in a way that she knew would get him in trouble with you."
"Or told him she'd give him credit, and he'd be happy to be named in the report, and he swallowed it hook, line, and sinker." Molly replied. "Anyway, he's on notice, and I doubt he'll ever speak to the Press again, except with the words 'no comment' or 'you'll have to talk to Press Relations', which is Captain Price."
"Good." I said. "By way of contrast, Jason Folby did a really good job on this case. Not to tell you what to do, but I'd recommend putting him on the Detective track."



"Such as we have." Molly said. "But yes, we probably will promote him, before someone comes in and steals him from us."
"It won't be me, as much as I'd welcome him being on our team." I replied. "I wouldn't do that to you. And I really don't have a place for any new Detective hires..."
Part 14 - Epilogue
Two weeks later...
4:00pm, Friday, May 27th. My daughter Carole was in my office with me, doing Carole things on my iPad while I got some paperwork finished. The door was open, so I saw Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and Lt. Mary Milton come into the anteroom and up to the door. Teresa knocked and I waved them in. They both said hello to Carole, who returned the greetings as Teresa sat down in the far-side hot chair and Mary planted herself in the near-side chair.
"Whaddya got, ladies?" I asked. Mary's eyes had skirted in Carole's direction, and I said "You can speak in front of our Auxiliary Detective. She knows better than to say anything about anything she hears in here. Isn't that right, Fussbudget?"
"Yes sir." Carole said, her eyes remaining glued to the iPad. I was not fooled; she was listening to every word.
"Yes sir." Mary said, handing a folder across the desk to me. "Martha the M.E. just sent back the completed DNA report on Sage Garrett. There can be no doubt: Wade Garrett was Sage's biological father."
I looked up, my eyes widening as gears crashed in my head. "Beyond the obvious, do you guys realize what that fully means?" I asked.
"No sir." Mary. Teresa shook her head.
"Yes sir." said Carole. Everyone turned to my eight-year-old daughter. She looked up at me and said "It means Sage's mommy rigged the pa... pa-ter-nity test, and lied to Sage's daddy."
"And why would she do that?" I asked, though I had realized the answer the moment Mary spoke of the test results.
"Bee-cause," Carole said, "she wanted Sage's daddy to dis-in... dis-in-herit Sage, so that Sage's mommy could get Sage's daddy's company in the divorce."
"If I may ask," said Mary Milton, skepticism in her voice, "how do you know so much about this case, Carole?"
"Be-cause I read the Po-leece report on Daddy's Po-leece iPad." Carole said. "Daddy, what happened to the 'vanilla wafers' company? And where is Sage's mommy now?"
I chuckled at Carole's name for the company, and Teresa actually smiled a little bit. I said "Those are excellent questions, Detective Troy. What did happen with it?"
Teresa said "I looked into that through, shall we say, non-Police methods. If you think our Courts are fast when it comes to trials, this one set new speed records. Silvia Garrett did immediately petition the Court to inherit control of Wade's business, which was granted after only three days."
Teresa: "She then turned around and sold the business and the houses in Nextdoor County and Pottsville, every bit of Wade's possessions, to Matthew Willis's BigCommunicationsCorp... and for a price at least 50% below fair market value. Verrrry sweet deal for Willis."
I observed the look on Carole's face when the name 'Matthew Willis' was spoken. It was a look of fleeting anger, followed by her blue eyes becoming jet, dead to all but Justice. She had not forgotten the 'Price No Object' case.
"Crap." I muttered, not using the stronger word I really wanted to use, on account of my daughter being in the room. "And Silvia?"
Teresa said "She bought a property in one of those expensive communities in Florida. But she's out of the country right now, and nobody knows exactly where."
"She's afraid of Daddy." Carole said simply.
"And she should be." I said, almost under my breath. "We now see how the Big Boy Elites get what they want. Matt Willis greased the legal rails of the Courts to get the inheritance claimed and the company sold to him. Matt Willis was the one who had people watching Wade Garrett, and he was the one who found out that Sage had been there and filmed--- er, what she filmed."
Me: "Willis forced Garrett to allow, and to pay for, hiring Cox and Fenton to get Sage's phone back. But Silvia Garrett was colluding with Matt Willis from the get-go. And worse, horribly worse, she is the one who had Gil Cox and Gary Fenton murder Sage!"
"How could any mother do that to her child?" Mary gasped.
"I don't know." I said. "I'm just glad Carole's mother loves her more than life itself." I saw that Carole was absorbing my words. Laura might not believe her daughter's Powers of the Vibe, but she loved her daughter.
"Okay, ladies, thanks for this information. You can go." I said.
"Sir," Teresa said, "is there anything, anything at all we can do about this?"
"No." I said. "It's done. Some days we get the bear, some days the bear gets us. Okay, shoo." The women got my hint and swiftly exited, saying good night to Carole on their way out.
Carole had rummaged around in her backpack, and had procured a piece of paper and a pencil, then wrote some things down. "What is that, Fussbudget?" I asked. She handed me the piece of paper, and I saw the list of names:
Julie Davalos Matheson
Dwayne Matheson
Sage Garrett
Wade Garrett
"What is this?" I asked as I handed the paper back to Carole.
"That's the list of the people Matthew Willis has had killed." Carole said. "And I'm going to tell him those names when I bust his a--- er, his fourth point of con-tact."
I said "I hope you won't be too mad if and when I beat you to it, and bust him down myself."
"I won't be, Daddy." Carole said, that 'dead-to-all-but-Justice' look still on her cute little face. "I'll be very hap-py if you do. But if you don't, I'm going to. He's evil. I'm going to take him down." And I realized that Matthew Willis ultimately had no chance...
The Future Iron Crowbar had spoken.
Finis... for now.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Laws are like sausages. It is best not to see them being made."
--- attributed to Otto von Bismarck, Chancellor of Germany.
"People who love sausage and respect the law should never watch either being made"
--- attributed to Mark Twain, American satirist.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, January 3rd, from the Anchor Desk in the KXTC Studios. "A new session of the State Legislature begins today!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "With the Budget not being a critical issue this year, other important issues will receive more attention. Let's go to highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the relatively tall (for a reporter), lanky, Reporter of Color, wearing just an expensive suit and tie in spite of the cold, with the State Capitol and the dawning sun in his background. "The Legislators have a full plate of issues to digest as they convene under the golden dome of the State Capitol behind me here in Midtown!"
Lemay: "One issue that both political Parties are very interested in is the issue they're colloquially calling 'redistricting'. In reality, it's going to be a realignment of the State's counties, possibly merging some and creating others. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing a recorded piece by Lemay, which accompanied maps and drawings: "Our State is composed of 96 counties and The City, which essentially acts as its own semi-autonomous county. The State Constitution sets the limit of the number of counties at 96, not including The City."
Lemay voiceover: "In the time of the Great Depression, four small bankrupt counties to he west and southwest of The City were merged into the City Limits. These counties have over time become wealthy suburbs, and the Republicans are pushing hard to make them independent counties again, with their own tax bases, Government services, and most important, school systems that are independent of The City's school system, which Republicans say have become 'woke' and corrupt."
Lemay voiceover: "In order to do that, other counties in the State will have to be merged, or a county 'assimilated' into others. Among the candidates for merger or assimilation are our Town & County with Nextdoor County and Coltrane County; Eastphalia and Westphalia being merged; Palmyra County being merged into Midtown's county; and Benning County along the State Line River west of here being dissolved and absorbed by its surrounding counties."
Back to Lemay live: "But there are obstacles in the way of a smooth passage of the legislation. Channel Two News and the State News Networks, SNN, have learned that The City is prepared to sue the State, claiming that removing part of the land within the City Limits violates the previous agreements between The City and the State that granted The City its autonomy. And the Town & County Charter requires that any change to its governmental structure will force a plebiscite to separate the Town from the County, and restore the separate government functions that existed before the Merger."
Lemay: "Additionally, the US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division is expected to begin pursuing its long-sought-for investigation of the Town & County's structure, to determine if Minorities are disenfranchised by the current setup. And the DOJ Civil Rights Division will also pursue its ongoing investigation of Commander Donald Troy and the Town & County Police for allegations of institutional racism and Police brutality against People of Color, which could lead to the forced imposition of a Consent Decree."
Lemay: "All of that could affect the work of the State Legislators, and delay or prevent them from passing meaningful reforms. Another issue on their plates concern the University, which is also in our Town & County. Democrats want to codify into law University President Jerry Moore's mandate to require all University professors to sign documents supporting the Climate Change School and attesting that Climate Change is real and supported by science."
Lemay: "Republicans not only want to make the 'loyalty documents' illegal, but they want to defund the entire Biology School until the Climate Change Center is dismantled. Despite the fact that the science is settled, Republicans falsely claim that Climate Change is a fraud. It could be a bitter sticking point in Legislative negotiations. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" shouted Bettina as the feed returned to her. "That was highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay with that important and insightful report. And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on the local issues and races. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged blonde reporterette, standing on the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Channel Two News has learned that Police Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton is suing the Police Union and the US National Labor Relations Board in Federal Court after the Union filed a grievance on her behalf." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Miracle', Ch. 01.)
Amber: "As you heard first on Channel Two News when we reported this on December 20th, the Union filed the grievance on Lieutenant Mahoney-Milton's behalf after she was required to go into Police Headquarters for work while on her twelve-week maternity leave. However, Lieutenant Mahoney-Milton objected to the grievance, and filed the lawsuit last Friday after negotiations with the Union and the Police Force over the matter broke down."
Amber: "The various Public Safety Unions are also continuing to pressure Sheriff Griswold over the rank structures within his Public Safety Department. The Unions had agreed to let Sheriff Griswold make changes after a bitter standoff between the Sheriff's Department and the Police Force at a Council meeting last October, and now the Unions are complaining that he has done nothing, and is stalling. No one in the Sheriff's Department nor the Police Department, nor Sheriff Griswold nor Commander Donald Troy, have responded to KXTC Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment." (Author's note: 'No Show', Ch. 01. for the standoff and subsequent Union meeting.)
Amber: "And in other news, Town Assemblyman Ryan Paulson, who is primarying Daniel Allgood for the Mayor's post, has challenged Allgood, Sheriff Griswold, and District Attorney Miriam Walters to a three-on-three debate. Louis Bailey is running for Sheriff and Ted Mason is running for D.A., and they have formed a (air quotes) 'ticket' of sorts in their efforts to defeat the incumbents in the primary election on May 3rd. Neither Sheriff Griswold, D.A. Walters, nor Mayor Allgood have responded to repeated requests by Channel Two News for comment. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important information. And now for a local perspective on news affecting our University, let's go to Pat Stellum. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the portly reporter, making trenchcoats and fedora Press hats look bad as the feed switched to him. He was standing on the edge of University Avenue, with University Hospital in the distance behind him as the light of dawn began showing over the mountain behind the building.
Stellum: "After several huge rifts between University President Jerry Moore and University Hospital Administrator Seth Warner and Hospital Board Member Teresa Croyle, State Legislators will be looking to resolve those issues with decisive legislative action."
Stellum: "Democrats and some Establishment Republicans want to solidify Dr. Moore's position over the Hospital, which theoretically is part of the University and its Medical School. However, White Nationalist Governor Sharon Marshall and many far-right Republicans want to separate the School from the Hospital, giving the Hospital the right to assert its independence from the School."
Stellum: "We are now fortunate and honored to be joined by the University's highly esteemed Head of the Department of Political Science, Dr. Lionel Carmela." The camera panned out to show the odious Carmela, the eye patch over the socket where his left eye had once been, his black hair and beard unkempt and looking oily and unwashed, his attire resembling something between the Socialist pantsuits worn by Hillary Clinton and the 'Weeble Wobble' dictator of North Korea.
Stellum said "Dr. Carmela, how do you respond to Governor Sharon Marshall's threats to defund the Climate Change Center and separating University Hospital from the School?"
Carmela replied "The Biology and Climate Change School is very popular nationally, and receiving millions in donations from enlightened people and groups that know the science is settled and that climate change represents an existential threat to our Mother Earth. As to University Hospital, it is owned by the University, is part of the University, and all money generated by the Hospital belongs to the University."
Carmela: "As such, every doctor on Staff or with admitting privileges to University Hospital, and every employee, including the Hospital Administrator, and every Hospital Board member should meet the same requirements as the professors of the University: they should be required to attest to and assert their support for the great cause of Climate Justice. Additionally, the Croyle Trust now belongs to the School, and the Trust as well as the proceeds from it should be seized and used to support the great cause of Climate Justice and the mission of the Biology and Climate Change School."
Stellum: "But isn't the Croyle Trust money dedicated to helping sick children get well, and to find cures for rare diseases?"
"That doesn't matter!" Carmela asserted with a look of deep hatred on his bearded face. "The earth is more important than those worthless deplorables. Saving the planet from climate disruption is far, far more important."
"Back to you, Bettina!" said Stellum with a huge smile on his fat-cheeked face.
"Thank you, Pat!" Bettina said as the feed came back to her. "Thank you for joining us, Dr. Carmela!" Then she said "And now let's go to Jeff Hull of Channel Two Sports, with a report on the possible fate of Bulldogs head coach Ted Thrasher. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Sports reporter, every black hair perfectly styled into place, and the University Athletic offices as his background. "After a controversial loss to the Wildcats and an inexcusable defeat at the hands of arch-rival State Tech, Coach Ted Thrasher is under tremendous pressure from both Boosters of the Athletics programs and from the School Administration." (Author's note: 'No Show'; 'Just A Story', Ch. 05)
Hull: "The Boosters are deeply concerned that Coach Thrasher is not the right man to lead the Bulldogs next year. With quarterback Lawrence Watson considered to be the leading candidate for the Heisman Trophy next year, and augmented by consensus All-American linebacker Daevon Roquan and a top-rated defense, as well as the Number 4 recruiting class in all the land, the Bulldogs are poised to have a great future. But after the State Tech disaster, Coach Thrasher's leadership is being questioned."
Hull: "Additionally, some Faculty Members, as well as University President Jerry Moore and his wife Celeste, are demanding that every coach and employee of the University Athletics Department be required to state their support of Climate Justice in writing, which Climate Deniers are calling 'loyalty documents' reminiscent of Nazi Germany. Among the Faculty demanding that those loyalty papers be signed are Dr. Lionel Carmela and Dr. Jan Camp, who sued the University over favoritism towards student-athletes." (Author's note: 'Pink Panther' for the beginnings of Jan Camp's lawsuit.)
Hull: "Coach Thrasher has refused to sign the 'loyalty documents', nor will he allow anyone on his staff to sign them, saying that Climate Change is a fraud, and that Dr. Moore and Dr. Carmela are using it for political purposes to spread Socialism at the University and beyond..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Happy New Year, everyone!" said Deputy Police Chief Tanya P. Muscone, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she, Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Commander of Operations Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Police Commander Donald Troy (me), and Police Chief Sean Moynahan drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room. "New year, same old shit from KXTC."
"I dunno if the Science is settled," said Cindy Ross, "but I thought the issue with the Union regarding the Public Safety structure was settled. Is that not right, Sheriff?"
Sheriff Griswold replied "Well, 'settled' may be too strong a term, but we did agree that I'd implement some solutions to the problems we had last Autumn, and with respect to what the Legislature did this Winter and what the US DOJ does or doesn't do. And I've kept them in the loop on what I've already done, and what we're working on doing now. I guess I'll have to make some phone calls; I don't know why they're making an issue of it again. Maybe Crowbar can solve that mystery."
"Yes, Sheriff, I can." I said. All eyes went to me as I said "There's two possibilities, here. One is that the biased, dishonest, and corrupt KXTC Channel Two News is the one bringing it up to disparage us, and to add to their story about Lieutenant Mary Milton being sooooo ungrateful for the Union looking out for her interests."
Me: "The other possibility is that it -is- the Union bringing it back up with the Press, and for the similar reason that they want to put more pressure on us over their grievance and now Mary's lawsuit. That has the potential to become very, very ugly."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." said Chief Moynahan. "But what about Loo-tenant Milll-tonnnn's lawsuit? Where are we on that?"
Sheriff Griswold said: "The Union grieved Mary being here for Orange Order Day, claiming she was ordered to come in and that it was for work and that she did do work. What's fucked up about it is that Mary herself made no complaint, she did not do any work that day... unless showing off her new baby Marty is work... and she was inducted into the Orange Order, having been voted in by large numbers of her peers of the Thin Blue Line."
Griswold: "After the grievance was filed, she told the Union that their claims were not true, and she did not want them grieving anything on her behalf. The Union actually told her, and us, that they were doing it for her own good and for the good of her fellow Officers, and that they expected her to support the grievance and endorse it. We-el... she didn't. She told them she would sue them if they did not drop the grievance. They refused to drop it, so she filed the lawsuit Thursday, and it hit the Federal Court docket of the Western District of the State on Friday."
"Why did she sue in Federal Court?" asked Tanya.
I said "Because the National Labor Relations Board, that being a Federal Agency, tried to poke their beaks into it. The Union had demanded binding arbitration of the grievance by the NLRB, which the TCPD flat-out rejected. The NLRB was rabidly eager to get involved, so Mary really had no choice but to file in Federal Court, to stop the NLRB from forcing us to treat the grievance as legitimate. Fortunately, it's in Federal Judge K.M. Landis's Court, and not activist, Leftist Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney's Court in Midtown."
Tanya said "Does that grievance even have a chance of succeeding? Especially if Mary herself says they're lying in their claims?"
"My goodness, Tanya, you obviously have no clue, here." I said, my slight grin giving away that I was being sardonic. "It's not about the facts, it's about the seriousness of the charrrge!"
I heard a few chuckles, and Tanya grinned. I continued: "And I very, very strongly suspect that the Union is only pushing it to help the Feds get an inroad into our County and against the TCPD, to (air quotes) 'soften us up' for the brutal attacks we will be receiving at the hands of the USDOJ Civil Rights Division in a few months, after the State Legislature's session ends at the end of March."
Me: "And it may be KXTC and the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media leading both the Union and the Feds into this. But they'll find that they've miscalculated badly on this one, and it may be coming back to bite them in their fourth points of contact."
"Why is that?" Cindy asked, almost too casually.
Teresa said "Because Kalsu and Patrick are going to use this to lead another effort to decertify the Union. They're going to claim that the Union is interfering with Lieutenant Mary Milton and with the TCPD, and that the charges are not only false but maliciously false and meant to harm the TCPD, and therefore they should be decertified. And that would make the current corrupt Regime in Washington, D.C. blow their collective gasket."
"Pun fully intended on that word 'collective', there." I said. Teresa nodded most very vigorously in agreement.
Cindy said "Teresa, I'm surprised you have not told us exactly what you think about Lionel Carmela claiming that he owns your trust money."
Teresa shrugged her shoulders and said "What's to talk about? Every word he said is a lie, is total bullshit. That's my trust fund, my money, and it is safely inside hoops of legal steel."
"The World needs to be told that." I said. "And in the form of a lawsuit or even criminal charges of slander against Carmela. I know what that fat, one-eyed bastard is doing: he's gaslighting us, repeating the Big Lie often enough that it'll become true. It needs to be met with an overwhelming pushback."
"And that pushback will begin at 8:00am." Cindy said, referring to the upcoming Fox Eight News broadcast on KFXU. "But Don is right, Teresa... a lawsuit and even a criminal complaint would be time and money well spent to make sure there's no chance of that fat bastard and Dr. Moore trying to lay claim to your trust fund."
"Changing the subject, or maybe not," said Chief Moynahan, to change the subject, or maybe not, "what is that bizzz-ness about making the Athletic Staff sign the 'loyalty documents'? And is Coach Thrasher really in trouble?"
I said "The 'loyalty documents' thing is just a publicity stunt, to which KXTC happily gives as much help as they can. Carmela is insane enough to try to kill the goose laying the golden eggs, i.e. the cash cow of the Athletics programs. I sure hope Jerry Moore isn't that stupid."



"Amen." Cindy said, then added: "As to the rest of it, the University Bulldogs beat the living shit out of Northwestern in the Gator Bowl, which was attended by a grand total of three thousand people through the turnstiles. And Coach Thrasher might've made those inflammatory comments about Climate Change being a fraud to lay grounds to be bought out of his contract, or to sue if they fire him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said the athletic blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am sharp, Monday, January 3d, from the KFXU studios. "Happy New Year to everyone! I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Lisa Fillmore. Priya Ajmani is on assignment, covering the opening of the State Legislature in Midtown. Hello, Lisa."
"Hello, Catrina. Hello and happy New Year to everyone." said the not-so-athletic, indeed willowy blonde Lisa Fillmore. "Here's what's in the news. The State Legislature opens today with a host of challenges that must be met by the end of March, when the session must end. Fortunately, the State Budget is not a do-or-die issue, allowing the elected Legislators to work on other things."
Catrina: "Let's go to our colleague Priya Ajmani, who is at the State Capitol right now. Good morning, Priya!"
The feed switched to the gorgeous Indian reporterette, who happily said "Good morning, Catrina and Lisa! Good morning, everyone!" She began her report: "Governor Sharon Marshall is setting the priorities she would like to see tackled this year. Among them are issues related to the State Bureau of Investigation and its mission; the University and University Hospital, and the new problems between them; and possibly the re-writing of the State Constitution. Governor Marshall will lay out her agenda during her 'State of the State' address to the Legislature on Wednesday morning."
Priya: "However, Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons, a Democrat overseeing the majority-Republican State Senate, has a different agenda. He is one of the Legislators pushing hard for what is being termed (air quotes) 'redistricting', but in reality is a redrawing of political lines, including possibly creating new counties and merging or dissolving others."
Priya: "Lieutenant Governor Coons is also demanding, on behalf of the Legislative Black Caucus, that what he terms as the inequities of the structure of the Town & County Council be addressed as part of the redistricting, and that no other legislation will get through the State Senate until those issues are resolved. In comments he gave me and others on the record, he said he would welcome the USDOJ Civil Rights Division coming in to help resolve that issue, and that the State Legislature was ready to assist the Federal Government in that endeavor. Back to you, ladies!"
"Thank you, Priya!" said Catrina Pierce as the feed came back to her and Lisa sitting on the couch in the KFXU studios, their lovely legs being shown off. "And now let's check in with Fox Eight Sports, and Nick Eastwood. Nick, is it true that Coach Thrasher could be fired?"
"Hello, Catrina. Hello, Lisa." said the handsome blonde ex-football player, who was rumored to have fathered Amber Harris's first child, as the feed switched to him with the Athletic Department offices behind him. "Fox Eight Sports has learned that relations between Coach Thrasher and University President Jerry Moore have grown increasingly strained over political issues, and that Athletic Director Miles Messervy and the Athletic Board are more than deeply concerned after our Bulldogs lost games this year to our biggest rivals, the Wildcats and the State Tech Engineers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*click!*
I expertly used the remote to turn off the television monitor in my office, then turned to face My Three Angels on the other side of my desk. As usual, Cindy Ross was in the near-side 'hot chair', Teresa Croyle in the far-side 'hot chair', and Tanya P. Muscone parked in her wheelchair in the center, between the other two.
"O-kayyyyy." I said. "What are we doing to protect and serve the Citizens this fine new year?"
Tanya said "Now that it's a new year and we can spend the money, we're going to begin construction on Interrogation Room 3 on the other side of the building. If all goes well, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise, it'll be done in three months."
"Great!" I said. "Who did we contract with to do it?"
Cindy said "You remember George, who rebuilt your Cabin, and who built Teresa's house and my house? He's doing it."
"He won the bid?" I asked, referring to the requirement that works like this had to be put up for bids. "He's not the most expensive contractor out there, but he's nowhere near the cheapest."
Cindy said "There are exceptions to the low-bid process. One is a need for security. Because they are installing cameras and audio-visual wiring and recording equipment which will be used as evidence, we claimed that we have to have a trusted contractor. George is only using employees that have passed background checks that are just about the equivalent of security clearance checks, and his bid was very reasonable."
"Cool beans." I said. "And George does good work. Hell, The Cabin withstood the Swamp Frogs trying as hard as they could to destroy it." (Author's note: 'No Way Out', Ch. 02-03.) "So. Who's in charge of the project?"
"I guess I am." Tanya said. "We don't have a Captain of Physical Properties anymore, since Captain Abram went to the Sheriff's Department." (Author's note: 'The Nuclear Option'; 'One Night In Bangkok', Ch. 03 for the Captain Abram story.)
"Oh yeah." I said. "He retired, didn't he?"
Cindy said "Yes. I chased him out of the TCPD, and the Sheriff transferred him to the Sheriff's Department to oversee the re-constitution of the EMS Department. And I'll be the first to admit that he did a good job with that. And then, wouldn't you know it, I ended up in the Sheriff's Department and over him again. The Sheriff granted him early retirement with a full pension, which didn't hurt my feelings a bit."
I nodded. "And we've never filled that Captain of Physical Properties slot. That's your lane, Tanya, and I don't want to stray into it, but this might be an excellent test for someone you may be thinking of putting into that slot. Any ideas?"
Tanya said "It's kind of a funny thing, and a paradox: the Captain of Physical Properties would very likely be considered the stepping stone that leads to the Chief Deputy position, since the requirements of maintaining the Police O.I.L. (Official Inventory List) is a lot of what the Deputy Chief is responsible for. I know I'm an exception, having come from the Detective ranks, as did Cindy, but Physical Properties is the route to a star on one's shoulder."
Tanya: "But the paradox is that the position is considered to be the lowest of the Captain positions. I had been eyeing DeLong and Carter, but you promoted them to the 2nd Precinct leadership slots, and even Lieutenant Carter doesn't seem to be interested in the Physical Properties slot. Neither is Jerome Davis."
"No, Davis is off limits." I replied. "He did well in MCD, and he's doing very, very well as 1st Precinct Lieutenant. And while it is a dunnnn deal that Teresa will succeed me as Police Commander... oh, sorry to ruin the surprise, Iron Wolf..." Cindy and Tanya laughed at that statement of the obvious as Teresa gave me her 'inscrutable' look that even I had never figured out.
I continued on: "Jerome Davis is going to have the inside track to Commander of Operations and possibly the Police Commander slot, maybe even Police Chief after Teresa retires from it."
Teresa said "I might be Police Commander while you're Police Chief, but I won't be Police Chief, especially if you retire from the position."
"That's not what Carole says." Cindy replied. "She says you are going to be Police Chief."
"True that." I said in agreement.
Tanya said "No disrespect to Teresa, but Carole also says I'm going to be awarded the Medal of Valor. I'm not putting myself down when I say this, but look at me; I'm in a wheelchair. There is no way I'm going to be able to do what the three of you did, what Brooks and Randolph did, and what Roy Easley did."
"Time will tell. On all of it." I replied. "In the here and now, though, Tanya, here's some ideas for you to consider regarding the Captain of Physical Properties slot. I have four, count them four recently-promoted Lieutenants in MCD and Intel. And that's about one or two too many. If we (air quotes) 'suggested' to them that handling this I-3 project could be a stepping stone to Captain's bars that they might otherwise never get, you may have your next overworked, under-ranked person for that position."
Teresa said "With respect, Don, I'd be shocked if any of them took it. Let me put it this way: would you have taken the Physical Properties job when you were a Supervisor and then a Lieutenant in MCD? I know I would not have given up the MCD Lieutenant slot to be Captain of Physical Properties, nor Personnel & Records nor Public Relations. I was happier as a Detective, and don't tell me you would've even dreamed of giving up being a Detective for that."
"Hell, Teresa," Cindy said, "Don refused the Police Chief's chair to stay where he is, so he could keep playing Detective."
"That is true." I said. "But also because I didn't think I was ready to be Chief at that time. Having said all that, your point is well-taken, Teresa. But it wouldn't hurt to ask them and see."
Teresa said "Sir, I do have another suggestion, but just as a possibility to keep in our back pockets. 1st Precinct Captain Hugh Hewitt."
Tanya seemed shocked. She said "That really would be the equivalent of a demotion. Why would he take that?"
"Yeah, whassup wit' Captain Hewitt?" Cindy asked, mostly out of sheer curiosity.
Teresa hesitated and looked at me, and I said "You can tell them. They're the Leadership, too, and Commander Muscone is the ultimate Personnel Officer for the TCPD... after the Chief, of course."
Teresa half-turned to the others and said "On the night of that incident at the Council meeting, the first one on Commander Troy's birthday, Captain Hewitt was called, but didn't show up." (Author's note: 'No Show', Ch. 01.)
Teresa: "He said he'd been drinking wine with his dinner and that he was buzzed, and that Lieutenant Davis handled things will, and his presence would not have made a difference, which is mostly true. And he wasn't on call, so it was the right call not to try to go on duty while he was buzzed."
Teresa: "After talking to Don, I arranged for a snap drug test of 1st Precinct, and as part of that I had all the Sergeants and above given the separate test for potential alcohol abuse. I'm happy to say that everyone in the Precinct passed the drug test. But Captain Hewitt's test for alcohol raised a red flag."
"Could he have had a lot to drink the night before?" Tanya asked.
I said "The way the test works, at least as it was explained to me, is that if someone was drinking in the last 24 hours, it would show up, but it wouldn't invalidate the main test results. The test is for residual indications of chronic drinking. They are not conclusive for alcoholism, just a warning flag, like the 'Check Engine' light in your car."
Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement, then said "Captain Hewitt said he had not been drinking the night before, and his test did come back for the residuals."
I said "The Chief and I agreed to let it sit until after the Holidays, and those are now over. And the Chief and Teresa agree with me that Captain Hewitt has otherwise done well as Precinct Captain, and doesn't merit any real negative actions against him. However... we also can't take the chance that someone in a leadership post such as his can be left to wander on the path he's currently on. This might be an option for him, and for us."
Teresa said "This is a tangent to our discussion here, but with our upcoming discussions on rank structures in the Public Safety Department, I've been wondering this: the Fire Department has Superintendents, which are in charge of TCFD facilities, and their rank is the equivalent of mine."
Teresa: "And it seems the Fire Department always has higher ranks for equivalent duties; for example, our I.A. Chief is the equivalent rank to me, while the TCFD's Internal Affairs chief is the Fire Marshal... equivalent to you, Don. How is that right?"
"Yeah!" Tanya and Cindy said in unison, on purpose, amusement on their faces and in their voices. Teresa was 'not amused'.
I replied: "Our Captain of Physical Properties... and a really good Lieutenant could handle that position... is a Staff position, and the person in that post doesn't directly lead anyone, or maybe a couple of subordinate staffers. By way of contrast, Fire Department Superintendents are Installation Commanders. Firefighters are assigned to Stations, and the Superintendents are their chain-of-command bosses, like you and I are chain-of-command bosses of all our Police Officers."
Me: "As to your more general observations about unequal ranks for equivalent positions... that's going to be changing, and soooon. Sheriff Griswold is working on the structures of the Public Safety Department, and if he gets his way... and he will... those issues will be ironed out. And he wants it done before the State Legislature session ends, and the US DOJ comes in here like bats out of Hell..."
Part 2 - Ranks Have Their Privileges
9:30am, Monday, January 3rd. The Chief had gone to City Hall for 'meetings' with the Sheriff and other Chiefs. I got a call on my Police iPhone from Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, asking me to come to the Interrogation Rooms. I hurried along the back hallway to the other end of the building., and noticed Teresa Croyle fall in behind me and walk briskly to keep up.
We saw Tanya and George the Contractor in front of the double doors of the storeroom that was going to be converted to Interrogation-3. Teresa and I said hello to George and shook his hand, then said "What's going on?"
Tanya said "My keys won't work to open this door. Not even my Building Master key." Tanya, the Chief, and I had Master keys that opened any lock within Police Headquarters proper, and theoretically any lock in any County building, excluding County Jail and the Jail sides of The Old Mill (2nd Precinct) and Police Headquarters.
I fished my keys out of my pocket and tried my Master key. It failed to unlock the door. "Hmmm." I said as I looked at the lock. "It's been recently changed. Fortunately, I have a key that works on just about any door." I took my red crowbar, which I'd brought with me, and jimmied the door open. It yielded with a *SNAP!*.
I reached inside and turned on the lights. The room was full of the SWAT Team's gear, everything except weapons. As Tanya, Teresa, and I stood in the doorway surveying the room, a voice said "Hey! What's going on here?"
Tanya wheeled back into the hallway, followed by Teresa, and then I went out and almost closed the door. Coming out of the SWAT Team's room on the inner side of the hall were Lieutenant Robert Kalsu and Sergeant Daniel Patrick.
"Oh, sorry sir, ma'am." Patrick quickly said.
"Can we help you with something, sir?" Kalsu asked, which was his polite way of wondering out loud what we were doing breaking into his storeroom.
"Yes, you can." Tanya said. "Why do our Master keys to this storeroom not work any more?"
Kalsu said "We've had trouble with equipment disappearing." No 'ma'am' or 'sir' attached, I noticed. And I sensed that the disrespect was towards Tanya more than towards me.
"Sir, ma'am." said Patrick, seeing my look and trying to save his teammate. "We had the locks changed out last week."
"With locks that do not conform to TCPD Headquarters regulations." Tanya fired back, having also noted the lack of respect. "Who authorized you to have these locks changed? And to non-conforming locks?"
"No one." said Kalsu. Teresa glanced over at Tanya, then at me. I glanced back, then turned to the SWAT Team members.
"We'll be correcting that as part of the construction of Interrogation-3." I said. "Now you guys need to get your gear cleaned out of this storage room and to the room in the gym assigned to you... and I'd better never be unable to unlock it with my Master key. Is that clear?"
"Sir?" asked Kalsu, "can we discuss this? Can't the third Interrogation Room be built the other way, and we keep this room like we've always had?" Teresa glanced at me again. This time, her own face was showing the beginnings of anger. Daniel Patrick had winced, but said no more.
I said "I have two answers for that, Lieutenant, and you decide which works best for you. First, that wall on the other side is the wall between the building and the gym. It's a load-bearing wall, and to breach it, build an arch, and support it correctly would cost the County's taxpayers at least five times what going the other way will."
Me: "Also to that point, your storeroom has the same dimensions as I-1 and I-2, and we know we can build an interrogation room and an anteroom to it. However, if we go the other way, we don't have that unless we once again pierce a load-bearing wall, and a brick wall at that."
Me: "And my second answer is that time-honored answer we've all heard before: 'Because I said so.' And because Commander Muscone is about to say so, since she's in charge of this building."
Sergeant Patrick took some initiative and said "Sir, where do you want us to move the stuff that's in the corner store room in the gym, so we can move our stuff into it?"
"Good question." I said. "Deputy Chief Muscone will tell you, since it's her call. Why don't y'all go reconnoiter on that right now? George, how about some coffee in my office? I'd like to discuss renovating the Lieutenant's suite of offices on the other side of the building as part of this overall project. Commander Croyle, carry on."
"Yes sir." Teresa said. "Lieutenant Kalsu, my office. Now." An asschewing was imminent...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
(Author's note: long description here of the Cop Bar. It just seemed like the right place and time to do this, so thanks in advance for bearing with it. And the new rank structure is a necessity going forward. So be a nerd like me and just enjoy it.)
1:00pm, Monday, January 3rd. The Irish Pub, a.k.a. the Cop Bar sits in the northwest part of Town, north of Town Fitness Centers (which is just north of the Fairgrounds), and south of Luigi's restaurant. The front door is at the north side of the building, and opens into a very large room full of tables and booths, all with red-and-white checkered (plaid?) plastic tablecloths, and dozens of photos on the light wood walls.
The semicircular bar is in the right rear of the big room. There is an opening to the back wall, and it leads straight back (south) to the smaller 'back room', as it's called. A small hallway to the right, going immediately behind the bar, leads to the restrooms and the kitchens. The back room has a longer, rectangular bar, and a number of tables and booths. It can be reserved for private parties.
On the left side in back of the big room is the doorway to the outside patio. The patio's (west) side and (south) back are the side wall of the main room and side of the small 'Command Room', respectively. There are weatherbeaten tables and a fire pot out on the patio, and it's fenced in with a wooden fence like on old ranches of the West. One walks along the back of the main room, next to the half-wall with fancy balsa-wood bars to get to the patio.
If one goes through the open space and left along the other side of that half-wall, one comes to the entrance of the smaller 'Command Room'. One faces left (east) when going in, and the wall to the left is against the patio, and the window in that wall looks out onto the patio, if and when it's open. The back wall to the east also has a window. The right side wall has a big fireplace and mantle, reminiscent of magnificent old homes of eras gone by. The fireplace has gas logs that warm the small room quite well in the winter.



In the Command Room, there was only room for four square tables that seat four people each, and those tables are often put together to seat six, eight, or ten people. Today we had two tables put together and six people at it: Chief Moynahan at the far end, me to his left, Cindy to his right (across from me), Teresa to my left, Tanya across from her and to Cindy's right, in her wheelchair, and Sheriff Griswold at the other end of the table, nearest the door.
We'd pre-ordered, and our food took less than five minutes to arrive: The Sheriff had the 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger Plate', named after Tanya's husband Jack Muscone, who believed he would occupy this building after death because the Double Cheeseburgers were his idea of heaven. Chief Moynahan also ordered that meal.
I had the 'Don's Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate', a double cheese burger with a fried egg and bacon on top. And yes, it was named after me. Teresa had the 'Teresa's Steak Caesar Salad', now named after her. Cindy had the 'Cindy's Fish & Chips' Plate. Tanya had nothing named after her, because she rarely ordered the same thing very often. Today she ordered the Grilled Chicken Sandwich Plate. And 'Plate' meant bottomless baskets of 'Griswold's Grizzly Fries' with the entrées.
After we ate, the Sheriff said "I'm having working lunches every day with the top leadership of my various Departments within the Public Safety Department. For the rest of the Departments, that means only with people with stars on their shoulders, and the Fire Department meeting will be a packed house. For you, I made the exception to ask you to join us, Teresa, because we value your input, and because it's just not right to not have all three of Crowbar's Angels here."
"Hear hear!" I said as I nodded vigorously in agreement. My Angels all smiled.
Sheriff Griswold: "And I may do this as often as every week, depending on how productive the meetings are. I also will be having a separate meeting with the Internal Affairs leaders this Friday, but that will not be a regular thing. And what these first meetings will be about is the structure of the various Departments, which I've been working on revising for several weeks now."
Griswold: "I'm doing this with the issues of the recent past in mind, but also with the future in mind. I have no idea what the State Legislature is going to do, and my secret source, former Governor Valnius Jared, is in Florida, spending winters with his wife there. They may spend their summers in this State... maybe even in our Town & County if they find a home to buy or build. But Val is not in tune with the political situation around here right now."
Griswold: "So we're just going to forge ahead, and deal with the things we know we can deal with and have to deal with, and make contingencies for the rest of it. Crowbar here did an excellent job with the Charter Commission, leaving us a good framework as well as scalability and flexibility to meet future needs."
Griswold: "First of all, the Police Chief, Fire Chief, EMS Chief, and Public Health Officer will move up to three stars instead of the current two stars. I thought about giving them four stars and me having a circle of five stars, but I did not need to hear Commander Troy speak out loud in order to read his mind about what he thought of that... and the endless ribbing he would give me about it."
Everyone laughed as I nodded vigorously in agreement. Sheriff Griswold continued: "We can always do that in the future. Anyway, the next rank down will be two stars, and the Police Commander, EMS Commander, Assistant Fire Chiefs, and Assistant PHOs will be put in those ranks... along with a new rank for the Sheriff's Department, called the Command Deputy Sheriff or Undersheriff. And I'll just congratulate you now, Cindy. You're the one."
We all applauded Cindy on this considerable upgrade to her rank and position. Sheriff Griswold then said "The Fire Department always has delusions of grandeur. They have extra medals that the other branches don't really have equivalents for. We had to create the Public Safety Legion of Excellence to offset some of their extra stuff."
Griswold: "My point is... my thinking is that all of the XOs, those handling Admin and Support things, would have one star... just as you have right now as Deputy Police Chief, Tanya. The other Deputy Chiefs would have one-star rank. But the Fire Department is pushing to have one Assistant Fire Chief, who would be a two-star, be over their Admin, and the other over their operations."
"That will not do, sir." Cindy said. "We can't have AFCs pulling rank over Tanya during Budget meetings and the like." Tanya was shaking her head, meaning she was vigorously agreeing with Cindy.
Sheriff Griswold growled "We also can't have them equivalent to you, Cindy, as you will have the dual role of Command Deputy Sheriff -and- Chief of Staff. Both are two-star positions, and I could have two people in those roles, but for now, Cindy... you're the one."
"Do I get both salaries?" Cindy asked hopefully.
"If you do, I want double pensions for my two MOVs when I retire." I replied hopefully.
"Sorry to burst your bubbles, both of you." growled the Sheriff, though his handlebar mustaches were quivering with merriment. "Anyhoo, my point is that I am not going to let the frickin' Fire Department lord it over you, Tanya."
"Thank you, sir." Tanya said, very much meaning it. She'd had a worried look on her face for a few minutes there.
Sheriff Griswold said "So all Deputy Chiefs will have one star. And I know it wouldn't be a problem with Tanya, but it also makes things a lot more clear if we ever have another Della Harlow situation." We all nodded vigorously in agreement.
Sheriff Griswold: "The other thing I'll bring up today is the Internal Affairs situation. One reason I'm doing what I'm doing is to stop the US DOJ from whining, and also to stop the Council Democrats from not only whining, but from trying to take I.A. away from us and give it totally to the Inspector General's Office."
Sheriff Griswold: "To that end, all of the I.A. Chiefs will answer solely to the branch Chiefs, i.e. the Police Chief, Fire Chief, et cetera. And that means every I.A. Chief will be promoted to one-star rank, the equivalent of a Deputy Chief."
Griswold: "Also, the Sheriff's Department Internal Affairs will be the de facto Public Safety Internal Affairs, and will have (air quotes) 'input' with the various branch I.A.s. And the Inspector General's Office will have a similar input. So we're really isolating I.A. as much as we legitimately can without getting crazy about it."
Griswold: "The Fire Marshal used to be the de facto leader of I.A. in the TCFD, but that will cease, and the I.A. will be separate. Also, each branch used to run their own drug testing programs out of their I.A. Departments, but for budgetary reasons, all drug testing will come out of the Public Safety I.A., i.e the Sheriff's Department I.A."
Even I had not heard that one, and the looks of surprise on everyone's faces, including the Chief's and even Cindy's, told me that this was the first time they were hearing about it, as well. I said "Why is that, Sheriff? Will it really save money?"
"Some." replied the Sheriff as he looked at all of us one by one. Having been an astute Detective for a long time, he realized more explanation was needed, so he said "Just between all of us and the crowbars, I want to make sure we're getting good, legit results. For example, both the Police and Fire Departments have given drug tests since Hallowe'en. No one failed... not one single person. Not even for prescription nor allergy medications. Now that's excellent... but the US DOJ will call it unrealistic. So we're putting things into semi-independent hands, for everyone's protection."
After putting a few more things out there for us to consider over the week, the Sheriff asked if we had anything to suggest. I spoke up: "Yes, Sheriff. The Charter Commission did not get rid of the Supervisor position, which is between Lieutenant and all the Sergeant positions. It's really a Supervisor/Technical Specialist position for people highly skilled in specific things. We need such a person for our CSIs, and I don't want to have to put the leader in as a full Lieutenant, what with Mary Milton already being the Intel Division Lieutenant, with the CSIs and Crime Lab as part of that group. And we may get that person very soon, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise."
"Glory Hallelujah!" the Sheriff exclaimed. It was so unexpected that we all laughed. "I've been waiting for you to fix that."
"You can credit Claire Michaels if it happens, sir." I said, giving credit where due...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa rode with me back to Police Headquarters. I asked her what happened with Kalsu.
"I locked his heels." Teresa replied. "I did first ask him if he wanted a Union Rep, and he asked if he needed one. I told him it was up to him, then told him that his disrespect towards the Police Commander was intolerable, and the disrespect towards the Deputy Chief was even worse, and totally unacceptable. To his credit, he did not try to deny it. But to his discredit, he never issued a word of contrition nor apology. I asked him if he had anything to say for himself, and he just said 'No ma'am.' and shut his trap."
Teresa: "I then brought up that changing the locks to locks that did not conform to regulations, meaning that they couldn't be opened with a Master key, was also an issue. I told him he was on notice, then told him to get out of my office and go lead the cleaning out of the storeroom, and that it needed to be done before the SWAT Team went home. He moved out smartly, and when we went to lunch they were clearing out the closet in the gym that they're going to use."
I just nodded but said nothing when she finished her narrative, so she asked me "What's this business about the Supervisor rank?"
I said "We have a rare opportunity to hire someone really special for our CSI and Crime Lab Department. Claire Michaels knows her and has worked with her before, and I've heard her name, which is Yolanda Grissom. She's a legend out in the Las Vegas and Los Angeles areas."
"I've heard her name, too." Teresa said.
"Claire got her to come take a look at us." I said. "She's looking to get out of the People's Republic of California, and she wants a relatively quiet, stable place to finish out her career---"
"And she wants to come here?" Teresa exclaimed with mock shock.
"Very funny." I said. "From what Claire told me, she wants to be at a place where her work is respected, not to mention being used in an actual prosecution... and you know places with George Schwartz-financed District Attorneys don't prosecute criminals. Additionally, Police here are supported far better than they are out West, on the Left Coast, so that's a consideration. But it's not a done deal... we'll be auditioning just as she will be."
Teresa said "Does it bother you that Claire Michaels seems to be bringing in people, people that might have closer and more loyal ties to her than to you?"
I said "Like bringing Lorena Rose back here and to the DEA and now SBI, which was big for us?" After a pause I went on: "I understand what you're saying. But if Yolanda Grissom is as good as I've heard she is, and if she can make us that much better, then it would be dereliction of duty for me to not hire her into this Police Force..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:30pm, Monday, January 3rd. My lovely assistant Helena French had gone home, and the door to my office was open as I finished up some paperwork. I glanced up to see Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross come into the anteroom and up to the door. I was more surprised by who was following her into my office: Sheriff Griswold himself.
"Keep your seat." he growled as I began standing. I sank back into my comfortable 'Command Chair' as Cindy sat down in the far-side hot chair and the Sheriff sat down in the near-side hot chair.
"What can I do for the Sheriff's Department today?" I asked.
"We just came by to see if you'd heard the news." growled Griswold. When I shrugged my shoulders, he said "You know how Town Assemblyman Ryan Paulson is running for Mayor, primarying Daniel Allgood?"
I nodded, then said "He's an Establishment Republican, and he's running on a platform of making severe cuts to Town & County Government spending, and to levels that make even me cringe."
Cindy said "He's been focusing a lot on the Public Health Service. He wants to gut funding for the Free Clinics, especially the ones serving the Southside, where the poorest people live. And I happen to know that he's been getting large donations from BigBenefitInsurance, which explains things: do away with the Free Clinics, force people to buy BBI insurance so they can go to the Hospital."
"Which no longer takes BBI-insured patients." I replied.
"There may be something underhanded going on there, too." said Griswold. "But more on that later. Cindy, tell Crowbar what you learned today."
Cindy said "In response to Paulson's (air quote) 'threats', a coalition of Democrats and Republicans are planning to submit a proposal to the Council tomorrow night... to separate the Public Health Department from the Public Safety Department!"
"Interesting." I whispered, more to myself than to them. After a second I said "And if I don't miss my guess, you're here to tell me I need to be at the Council meeting tomorrow night."
"You are reading my mind." replied the Sheriff. "So what do you two say to stopping by the Cop Bar, and we can discuss this over beef nachos and beer?"
"I'm afraid I can't, Sheriff." I replied. "I have to stop by the State Crime Lab building when I leave here, and handle something."
"Ahhhh..." Cindy said, reading my mind...
Part 3 - Hopes and Changes
7:30am, Tuesday, January 4th. After watching Bettina's propaganda-cast, which revealed the explosive (not) news that the Legislature had convened and docketed its first bill, HR-1, the State Budget, the coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room turned to a discussion with our guest: EMS Chief Dr. Leonard R. Cordell (Admiral, USN, Ret.).
"I'm finally getting somewhere with my lawsuit against the State Medical Board and BigBenefitInsurance." Cordell said. "My 'Dream Team' of Mike G. Todd, Michael Thomas McGill, and Agnes T. Spires are crushing the Enemy. I had to go to Federal Court to do it, but Judge K.M. Landis is going to put out the order to stop ping-ponging on the location and declare a jurisdiction. It'll probably be Midtown, and that's fine. I just want to get it into Court and get my license to practice medicine back." (Author's note: This was first mentioned in 'Private Practice', Ch. 02.)
"Why was that such a problem?" asked Tanya Muscone.
Cordell replied: "Because BigBenefitInsurance was doing everything they could to subvert the law and thwart our case from being heard in Court. Here's what happened: we filed the suit here, in the Superior Court, and Judge Rodney K. Watts had it on his docket. The State Medical Board filed a motion that it was the wrong venue, that it should be in the Superior Court in Midtown, where the State Medical Board is headquartered. Appellate Judge Leahy agreed. Soooo, we filed in the Superior Court of Judge Clarence Scales in Midtown." (Author's note: 'Music Box Dancer', Ch. 01; 'Big In Japan', Ch. 03; for mentions of Judge Scales.)
Cordell: "And this is where it gets dirty, at least to me. Judge Scales is normally Conservative, and a solid judge, but to our shock he accepted a filing by BigBenefitInsurance itself that the venue should be up here, where University Hospital is and where my original (air quotes) 'crime' had occurred. So it was like that children's game, where they played 'keepaway' from me, and ping-pong with the case, preventing it from being heard, which is what BigBenefitInsurance wanted all along."
Cordell: "We appealed to the State Supreme Court. By a 5-2 margin, they voted to, and I quote 'let the lower Court rulings stand'. Think about that: two disparate rulings we were asking them to resolve one way or the other, and they voted to let both rulings stand!"
Cordell: "And the State Supreme Court is generally right-of-center by a 4-3 margin, but all four Justices on the right voted to not hear the case! I'll add that they did this over the Holidays, while Ms. Croyle here was performing Life Flight miracles and putting on the Christmas Concert, hoping to sneak it past us unnoticed." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Miracle').
"Why do that?" Cindy asked. "Beyond the Conservative Justices voting against you, why let the separate rulings remain unresolved, and everything in limbo?"
I replied "The mistake in your thinking is that 'Republican' is synonymous with 'Conservative'. And that's not the case. Many of these judges are Republican, but not truly conservative. They are Establishment Republican Elites, in the Romney-McCain-Ryan Paul-John Boehner mold. They strongly support the Big Boy Corporations, and especially BigBenefitInsurance, and to that end they're doing what they can to help BBI deny Admiral Cordell his right to petition for the redress of grievances."
The Sheriff and Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement. Admiral Cordell said 'That's exactly right, Don. And so we filed the lawsuit and an adjoining lawsuit against the State in the Federal Court of Judge K.M. Landis, whose Western District of the State covers this area."
Cordell: "Judge Ruth B. Taney of the Southern District, which covers Midtown, tried to gin up the same jurisdictional issues, but Judge Landis was having none of it. He's senior to Taney, and he squashed her like a bug, and the Federal Appeals Court upheld his ruling... which was to order the case be assigned to the Midtown Superior Court, and heard within three months and without any delays unless approved by him, Judge Landis. That will be announced today."
"Yay!" Teresa said. "But won't BigBenefitInsurance just appeal to the Federal Appeals Court?"
Cordell replied "Probably. But our Federal Circuit is pretty friendly, so we're expecting them to tell BBI to pound sand."
"What about Mary Milton's lawsuit?" asked Tanya.
Sheriff Griswold growled "Judge Landis took that one up, too. He temporarily enjoined the NLRB or any other Federal Government agency from getting involved with it, and enjoined the NLRB or US DOJ from attempting to enforce binding arbitration on the Town & County and especially the TCPD."
Griswold: "The big deal about it is that normally Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney handles Union cases in Federal Court in this whole State and region. But Judge Landis stepped in again and slapped her down hard, claiming jurisdiction. He also took the extraordinary step of stating that Taney was not impartial, had a strong pro-Union bias, and was incorrectly catering to the attempt by the NLRB and US DOJ to incorrectly insert themselves via Court orders."
Griswold: "Taney is extremely bitter about it, as are the Swamp Frogs in Washington. Those two Federal Judges are at war as the Left practices lawfare through the Courts, and we're the ones caught between the two walls moving together to grind us."
I said "And it keeps getting better, as the song goes. Judge Taney attempted to issue her own edict, enjoining the TCPD from being able to decertify the Union, but Judge Landis struck her down on that, too. And Kalsu and Patrick are going to try again to get the Union decertified, this time over Mary's lawsuit."
Cindy asked "What about your libel and defamation lawsuit against KXTC, Don?" (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice'.)
I replied "It's making slow progress, but we're seeing light at the end of the tunnel. Judge Rodney K. Watts accepted the case. KXTC demanded the case be dismissed with prejudice because it did not meet the criteria outline in New York Times v. Sullivan, called 'Sullivan' for short. Watts said that whether it met the 'Sullivan' criteria or not would be part of the trial."



Me: "KXTC immediately filed an appeal. Leahy, who as you know is rabidly Leftist and Activist, enjoined the proceedings from continuing, then tried to leave it sitting there undecided until my attorney Mike G. Todd filed a motion to the State Supreme Court (SSC) to hustle it along."
Me: "As you know, there are seven SSC Justices, six Associate Justices and the Chief Justice. Each Justice is assigned one of six regions, almost exactly corresponding to the six regions of the State that the Crime Labs are in and to which the State Attorneys are assigned. The Justice does not have to be from that region, but is assigned to it. State Justice Thomas Hill is assigned to our region, and he's conservative and pretty much hates the Press, like most people with more brains than a Betta fish do."
Me: "So Justice Hill ordered Appellate Judge Leahy to drop the stay, and to either let Judge Watts hear the case -or- show strong cause why the case should not proceed. So Leahy invoked Sullivan, taking KXTC's side, and ordered the case dismissed, but without prejudice. We appealed to the State Supreme Court, and it will be the first case they hear when they convene next month."
Me: "But wait! There's more! We also filed a petition with the FCC to get KXTC's broadcasting licenses revoked. KXTC will wait for the State Supreme Court ruling, and if it goes against them, they will appeal to the Federal Courts. If the SSC ruling goes against us, we will likewise take it to the Federal Courts, and that should happen by July 4th."
Cindy said "I'm on your side on this particular case, and I'm not a lawyer. But I don't see how you're going to meet the Sullivan threshold to prove KXTC's intent to slander and defame you, not to mention how it materially harms you."
I said "The harm is to my reputation. I'm very much on the 'Climate Change is a Fraud' side, and Bettina and KXTC deliberately edited a piece of video to make it sound like I support Climate Change. As to Sullivan, we're saying two things: that KXTC's repeated provable lies about me on their newscasts that we've amassed is plenty enough to show the intent, but also that the Sullivan standard is too harsh, and allows the Media to openly and outright slander people and then hide behind the Sullivan ruling to get away with the slander and the damage they cause."
Me: "In other words, I'm hoping this case will create new case law, and will lower the Sullivan bar to make it easier for anyone and everyone to sue the living shit out of the various biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media outlets, and rein them in before they destroy the Constitution and the Nation."
"Strong letter to fol-lowwww." drawled Chief Moynahan...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Tuesday, January 4th. Captain of Detectives Claire Michaels was called to the front desk to meet Yolanda Grissom. She had Yolanda sign in and put on a Visitor's badge, then escorted her to the Main Conference Room. Awaiting them there were Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Lieutenant Mary Milton.
Yolanda was invited to sit between Tanya in her spot at the near end, in front of the door, and Cindy. Teresa was in the seat at the near end of the table where the Chief normally sat, Claire sat down to Teresa's left (where the Iron Crowbar normally sat), and Mary was to Claire's.
(Author's note: Yes, there's a reason why I'm giving you this tedious detail.)
Yolanda observed that Tanya was wearing her Police uniform of a light blue shirt with dark blue soft shoulderboards with one embroidered silver star on each shoulder, and dark blue pants with two thin lines of light blue piping. Above her right front pocket was a purple ribbon in a silver metal frame. Cindy was wearing her Sheriff's Department uniform with khaki-brown shirt, one gold star on each dark brown shoulderboard, dark brown trousers with two thin khaki lines of piping, and she was sporting a silver-bordered red rectangle, gold-bordered purple rectangle, and silver bordered blue rectangle.
Teresa's dark blue pants had a thick line of light blue piping, and her soft shoulderboards had round silver oak leaves... and four metal framed boxes: silver-bordered red, white, and blue boxes, and above them a gold bordered purple box. Claire Michaels was identically attired, but had a silver bordered purple box and Captain's bars on her shoulderboards. Mary Milton was wearing a dark blue skirt with no piping on it, silver Lieutenant bars on her soft shoulderboards, and a silver-bordered blue box. And for the record, Mary's hair was an almost-black dark blue.
"Welcome to the Women's Club!" Tanya said brightly with a mischievous gleam in her eyes. Everyone chuckled, and Tanya said "I'm Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone. I once ran the local Crime Lab and then the State Crime Lab here in our County. Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross was my predecessor as Deputy Chief, and she's now second-in-command of the Sheriff's Department, and is here on behalf of the Sheriff."
Tanya: "Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle is the TCPD Operations Officer, and the most-decorated Officer on the Police Force. You know Captain of Detective Michaels; she came here after being in the LAPD. And Lieutenant Mary Milton is the head of our Intel Branch, which the Crime Lab and CSIs are a part of."
Getting a small vibe, Cindy said "Don't be fooled by the blue hair. Lieutenant Mary Milton is the best Lieutenant on the Police Force, in my opinion. She once headed our Vice Squad, as well."
"Oh, I know that." Yolanda replied. "And I read about that ransomware attack on the hospital, and that you and your husband defeated it. That was very impressive."
"It was a team effort." Mary replied.
Tanya said "And speaking of the Team, you'll be meeting the Lieutenants of the Vice and Major Crimes Divisions next, most of whom are guys. Soooo, who wants to begin the interrogation... er, I mean interview?" Everyone chuckled, mostly politely.
"I'll start." said Teresa Croyle. "Why do you want to come here, to the TCPD?"
Yolanda said "For three reasons. First, I'm tired of the politics and the defunding the Police that's going on in Los Angeles and the other big cities. Partly because my contracts are one of the first places cut, and that creates instability in my income. And partly because all too often the work I do is ignored or just not used by George-Schwartz-financed District Attorneys that are more eager to release the criminals than to prosecute them. I've heard that this part of the country and this County in particular support their Police."
Yolanda: "Second, because I'm at the point in my career that I'd like to begin teaching others what I've learned over my 30 year career in crime scene investigation, and I think I can do that here. I've known Dr. Larry Woodrow for years, and I might have teaching opportunities at the University while I'm here... and maybe even if I'm not hired here. So I'm looking at the Town & County as a place to live."
Yolanda: "And third... I've heard of Commander Donald Troy. And closely related to the first reason I talked about, I've heard from wherever I go and whatever I do that the Iron Crowbar has his people's backs. And after being in places where that's not true, where cowardly superior Officers don't have our backs, working for someone who does has to be a godsend."
"Testify, sister." Claire Michaels said.
"So what exactly are you looking for?" Cindy asked as her ice-blue eyes bore into Yolanda. "Are you looking to be a specialist, who will also teach as you go? Are you looking for a leadership position, to be a supervisor over a CSI team?"
Yolanda said "Uh... yes!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lieutenant Mary Milton brought Yolanda Grissom to Classroom 'E'. The table that normally was against the back wall, which normally had lunch or coffee sitting on it, was pulled out and eight chairs set around it. Seated in those chairs were Lieutenants Micah Rudistan, Theo Washington, Joanne Warner, Teddy Parker, and Christopher Purvis. Yolanda was invited to sit in the empty chair in the middle of the table instead of the end, to be the center of attention. Mary Milton sat at the end. This configuration mitigated any appearance of a row of Inquisitors lined up on one side and the poor victim on the other, and made for a more comfortable interview session.
It went a lot more smoothly than the previous interview. Yolanda was asked about how she treated a crime scene, what she would do there to process that scene, how she liked to lead others in the processing, what she would be expected to do, and what she hoped for and expected of other Officers at the scenes... especially those in charge of it.
She discussed evidence collection, but also got their attention when she said she did a lot of videotaping of the crime scene room(s) or area, and would create models, either on computer or physical 3-D structures. Her use of computer models to extrapolate bullet trajectories had been groundbreaking when she first began doing it.
Afterwards, Mary gave Yolanda a quick tour of the Intel Room, which impressed her very much. Then they walked across the parking lot to the Crime Lab & Morgue building. "Wow, you're very well equipped." Yolanda said.
"A lot of this was from before when the State all but forced all the local jurisdictions to use State Crime Lab assets." Mary said. "We still use this lab for quick results on some things we can test to keep an arrested person behind bars. I'll take you to the State Crime Lab here in Town next."
She led the way to the empty office in the back left corner of the building, northwest as the crow flies. Windows in the back and side walls looked over the parking lot and Police Headquarters, and the Fairgrounds with the River in the distance, respectively. Mary said "If you come on board with us, this will be you home away from home."
"Very nice." said Yolanda. It really was a nice office.
They went downstairs to the Morgue. Mary said "The M.E.s belong to the Coroner's Office, but Martha the M.E. is one of Commander Troy's very favorite people and he's one of hers, though neither will ever admit it. Kendell Ramsey is our field M.E."
Both Martha and Kendell were 'on location'. Martha was in the autopsy room, doing autopsy things on a recently deceased person, so Kendell gave the tour. As they watched Martha through the window, Kendell said "It's policy that no one but the performing M.E. be in the autopsy room while an autopsy is going on. But I can tell you that the door to the side goes to a smaller room that can be sealed off for autopsies involving hazardous materials. We've had a couple of those situations." (Author's note: 'Frozen Mothballs'; 'Smoke On The Water'.)
"Let's go to the State Crime Lab." Mary said. She drove Yolanda to the State Crime Lab building, which was on the east side of University Avenue and north of University Memorial Stadium.
As they were driving through Town, allowing Yolanda to see it, Mary said "After Commander Muscone was shot and paralyzed, she became the Director of the State Crime Labs. Commander Troy struck a deal to bring her back to the TCPD as Captain of Detectives, but he had to give them J.R. Barnes and Dr. Christina Cho, who were in our Labs but were in danger when the State required everyone to use their Crime Labs. He's the Director, and she's the Chief Chemist of all the State Crime Labs."
"He must think a lot of Commander Muscone, to bring her back like that." Yolanda said. "Don't get me wrong, but paraplegia would end most Police careers."
Mary nodded, then said "Commander Muscone is a Force of Nature. And yes, Commander Troy thinks the world of her. Chief Deputy Ross is his blood cousin, and Commander Croyle got her Medal of Valor by saving Commander Troy's daughter's life. We call them 'Crowbar's Angels', and they are family and then some. But Commander Troy treats all his Officers like they're his family. You were right when you said it's a godsend to work for that man..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh yes, I've heard all about you." said J.R. Barnes as Tanya and Mary introduced him to Yolanda in his office in the State Crime Lab building. "It's an honor to meet you."
"You're very kind." Yolanda said politely. "And you used to work for the TCPD before coming here?"
"Yes, as did Christina, our Chief Chemist." said J.R. Barnes. "Tanya, she's in the wet lab right now. Why don't you take Ms. Grissom to meet her? I would, but I've got a meeting with the SBI Regional Director on the other side of the building."
"Sure." said Tanya, with a twinkle in her eye. "Come with us, Mary." They went down the hallway and Tanya punched in the code to open the door. They went inside the large lab room, with three long benches running parallel down its length, fume hoods at the near end and far ends of the room, an Atomic Absorption (AA) spectrometer for reading metals against the left wall, with refrigerators and cooler against that wall further down the line.
Christina Cho was at the desk at the near end of the right-side long bench, nearest the door, wearing plastic lab glasses and a labcoat over her blouse, pants, and shoes that covered her feet and ankles (very sensible for a wet lab). There was a small computer, monitor, and printer on it. Teresa Croyle was standing to Christina's right.
Tanya introduced Christina to Yolanda as Mary got paper-wrapped plastic lab glasses and gave pairs to Yolanda, Tanya, and herself. They all put them on.
"Nice to meet you." Christina said. "I'm just monitoring this Technician getting re-certified to run tests for the State's crime labs." She also seemed to have a twinkle in her eye and a slight lilt to her voice as she said that.
Yolanda looked up to see a very tall, broad-shouldered man with strawberry-blonde hair at the near-side fume hood. Instead of lab glasses, he was wearing full-on goggles that gave better protection but were a bit cumbersome to wear. Yolanda noted that he was wearing a white collared button-down shirt and black necktie under his clean, bright white labcoat. He was also wearing patent leather black shoes that were shined to military standards, and dark blue pants with double stripes of thin, light-blue piping.
He went over to the AA device, checked it's output, and transmitted the answers to Christina's computer. She checked them off, then said "Eight for eight on the RCRA metals." The man then went down the aisle to the middle bench, and did a titrimetric test for chlorides, cracking ampules and pipetting liquids into plastic cups, then titrating liquid from a buret into the cup until the liquid changed color. He brought his handwritten answers over to Christina, who entered the data into the computer while he cleaned up, leaving the area spotless.
"That's the last one. You are officially re-certified for two years." Christina said. She turned to Tanya and said "He even hit the BODs spot-on."
"Excuse my ignorance, but what is a 'B-O-D'?" Teresa asked.
"Biochemical Oxygen Demand." the man said. "It tests how much a chemical depletes oxygen in the water over five days. And it's five days because the test's creator was French, and five days is the time water takes to flow down the River Seine from Paris to the ocean."
"So how -did- you hit these so close?" asked Tanya, who was looking at the BOD data Christine handed her. "It's the suckiest test in the world. You only had to hit three of the five samples, and the ranges are huge."
"I learned a little trick in the Midtown lab years ago." the ma said. "I put a drop of the sample into a COD vial. The more it reacts and changes the color, the higher the BOD will also be, so I already have a clue to the range, and can make dilutions accordingly." 'COD' referred to the Chemical Oxygen Demand test, which used pre-prepared vials of a chemical.
"Impressive." Yolanda said, then extended her hand. "I'm Yolanda Grissom, and you must be Commander Donald Troy."
I grinned as I took off my latex glove and shook Yolanda's hand. "Impressive, yourself." I saId. "What gave me away?"
Yolanda said "You're in uniform under that labcoat. I noticed everyone's uniforms during my interview with your leaders. Commander Muscone has the double-stripe of piping, while Lieutenant Commander Croyle and your Lieutenants have the thicker single stripe. You have the double stripe; ergo, you're higher ranking. And then there's the red hair, of which I most heartily approve." Yolanda was herself titian-haired.
"Good asskissing skills." Teresa said. "Our Sheriff will love you."
"He will, anyway." I said. "We're meeting him and the Police Chief for lunch. And I for one am starving. Shall we go?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Mary was not joining us for lunch, so Yolanda rode shotgun in Tanya's van, and was totally impressed with the motorcycle handlebars with which Tanya drove. Tanya told her the story of BOW Enterprises making this and other creations that made it possible for Tanya to continue to have her Police career.
Teresa rode with me. I had put on my Duty Dress jacket with boxes over my white shirt and black tie, which was proper. We went into the Cop Bar behind Tanya and Yolanda, and to the back 'Command Room', where the Sheriff and Police Chief awaited us, also wearing Duty Dress jackets. After introductions, we ordered lunch, and Yolanda took Teresa's sound advice to try the Steak Caesar Salad.
The conversation seemed light and casual, but Sheriff Griswold and Chief Moynahan were expert interviewers and interrogators, and soon were drawing from Yolanda many of her experiences and cases over the years.
Afterwards, we headed back to TCPD Headquarters. Yolanda rode in the backseat of my Police SUV, with Teresa riding shotgun. Yolanda asked "Commander Troy, I have one question: why are you re-certifying to run samples in the Crime Lab? You really don't need to, do you?"
I said with a grin "Oh, that's so I'll have something to fall back on, if this trial job as a Police Officer doesn't work out." That caused a rare thing: Teresa laughed out loud.
"That's worked out pretty well for nine years." Teresa finally said.
"Seriously, it's come in handy." I said. "It really goes over well with juries when they find out I know what I'm testifying about. And it's come in handy. One time we needed samples run from a contaminated property, and the Mob-connected thugs with money invested in the project threatened to kill the Crime Lab techs and their families that ran the samples, whose names would invariably have to come out during trial discovery. So I went in and ran the samples myself." (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards' Ch. 03-04.)
Shocked, Yolanda said "Did they go after your family?"
"Yes." Teresa said. "And the perps didn't live to regret it."
Seeing Yolanda recoil in the rear-view mirror, I said "No, we're not the ones that took them out. But we've faced some serious threats, and we have no illusions that we are at war with some very serious people whose actions do not take into account the value of human life. And you need to know that before making your decision to join us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back, I invited Yolanda and Teresa to my office. Yolanda sat in the near-side hot chair while Teresa sat in the far-side chair. I brought up a diagram on my computer monitor, and slightly turned it so that Yolanda could see it.
"We're improving our rank structure, and this is what we'll have." I said, then indicated one rank, denoted by a silver bar with three black boxes, like an Army Warrant Officer rank. "What we will have, and have now, is this position between Sergeants and Lieutenants. It can be awarded to persons who are highly specialized, like the mechanics in our Motor Pool, and like you certainly would be in the Crime Lab."



Me: "When I first came to the TCPD, that was my rank, as Supervisor of the IT Department. Then it became the rank of the Senior Detectives when we restructured the Detective ranks down. We later promoted them to full Lieutenants, so the rank is dormant. What I would like to do is have you in that position, as Supervisor of the Crime Lab and our TCPD CSIs."
Me: "I am authorized and prepared to offer you a contract with us, such that makes you Supervisor of the Crime Lab and CSIs, with the rank and position of Supervisor. You will be given credit for time served with other Law Enforcement entities so that you can retire from the TCPD after ten years of honorable service with a full pension at half the salary of Supervisor... even if you're promoted beyond that. If you go a full 20 years or earn a Medal of Valor, you can retire at any higher rank with that pay grade."
"Where do I sign?" Yolanda said...
Part 4 - Best Laid Plans
7:30pm, Tuesday, January 4th. Sheriff Griswold, Teresa Croyle, and I stood in the well of the Public Council Chamber. I was wearing my dark gray suit, white shirt and Wildcat Red tie, with my Badge on my belt and my holstered service weapon under my left armpit under the suit jacket. The Sheriff was in his uniform with Duty Dress jacket. Teresa was in Uniform, like she had been all day, but had added her armor vest; she was here for our security.
The 300-seat auditorium was about half full. There were no potential agitators in red or green t-shirts, and there were no blue-shirted counter-agitators, either. But there was a solid number of mostly black persons, dressed well, massed on the right side of the chamber, as viewed from back of the room.
I also noticed that instead of one podium and lectern in front of the auditorium, there were two, as if two speakers would be debating tonight. That was new and different, I thought to myself.
"New Year, new political season." said Teresa. Are you as optimistic as I am that everyone will work well together in harmony and a real sense of creating solutions for the People of the Town & County?"
I gave her a withering look and said "I'm just as optimistic as you really are." The Sheriff guffawed, his mustaches twitching merrily.
"I just love you two." he said. Then the side door by the Council bench opened, and the Members of the Town & County Council filed in.
Mayor Daniel Allgood said "Would everyone please rise and recite with us the Pledge of Allegiance?"
Democrat Council Members Kelly Carnes, Edgar Silas, and Malinda Adams immediately sat down and turned their chairs away from the American Flag, which was set on the floor to the audience's right. And a great many of the People of Color in the audience also did not stand up. The ones that did were older, and I suspected they were military veterans, as well. Teresa and the Sheriff saluted as the Pledge of Allegiance was recited, and l had my right hand over my heart.
After the Pledge, the Mayor said "Thank you. Please be seated.", ignoring the disrespect by the hatred-filled Democrats. "Let's begin with the submission of documents." Twelve people came forward to announce lawsuits and other redresses of wrongs, and their papers were referred to the City Attorney for study and action.
"It is a new year, but the two-year Session of the Council continues. Is there any Old Business?"
"Yes." called out a voice. Ryan Paulson, Town & County Assemblyman and Republican candidate for Mayor, primarying Daniel Allgood, got up and hurried to the left lectern. He said "I rise to resubmit my proposal to strip the Free Clinics funded by the Public Health Service of all their funding, as the Free Clinics are not a part of the mission of the Public Safety Department---"
"Point of order!" Edgar Silas called out. "That proposal was tabled last year, and cannot be brought up again as a motion except by Council Members who voted in the majority to table it."
"The point of order is accepted." said Daniel Allgood. "Does anyone want to bring it up?" No one did. "But if you will wait there one minute for the New Business to come up, Mr. Paulson, you will find that something regarding your proposal will be coming up. Is there any more Old Business?" There being none, Mayor Allgood said "Any new business?"
A relatively distinguished black man in a suit rose up and came to the right-side lectern. "My name is Raphael Kapel, and I'm a member of the Black Business Council. I propose that the Public Health Service be separated from the Public Safety Department, and that the Free Clinics continue!"
There was polite but strong applause from the blacks in the audience, explaining their presences. "Anyone want to make a motion?" Mayor Allgood said.
"I so move." said Edgar Silas.
"I second." said Sheila Sorrells.
"Debate?" said the Mayor.
Edward R. Steele said "Point of information first, Mr. Mayor?" When Daniel nodded, Edward Steele said "To actually make this happen, it will require a vote of the People to change the Charter. So what we should actually be voting on is a motion to put the proposal on the ballot on May 3rd, when the primaries occur."
"That's correct." said the Mayor. "Do you wish to alter your motion, Mr. Silas?" Sheila Sorrells withdrew her second, and Edgar Silas withdrew his motion and replaced it with more correct wording, which was then seconded.
"Debate?" the Mayor asked.
"I want to ask a question of our Charter Chairman, Donald Troy." said Dagmar Schoen. A Boy Scout acting as an usher (and getting credits for several Eagle-Scout-required Merit Badges) brought me a microphone. Schoen asked "Commander, will this change in the Charter trigger the plebiscite to separate the Town from the County?"
"No ma'am, it will not." I said emphatically. "Only a change to Article I, which is the structure of the Assembly and the Council, triggers the plebiscite. The Public Safety Department and other entities such as the School Board and other Boards, are covered in Article II. So this proposal will not affect the Council, Assembly, nor Article I, and so the plebiscite will not be triggered."
"Mr. Mayor, I object to that!" said a voice in the audience. I looked back to see Mrs. Myrtle L. James standing in the audience. A Boy Scout brought her a microphone. Mrs. James said "I believe that if this motion passes, it -does- affect the revenue allocated by the Assembly, and therefore the plebiscite to separate the Town from the County should take place."
"I don't agree." said Edward Steele. "And I speak as a member of the Charter Committee. I also would suggest that the Chairman of that Committee, who wrote the thing and had us check him for spelling, knows what he's talking about more than anyone else here."
"We will be getting several legal opinions, for sure." said Mayor Allgood. "Okay, I will entertain a motion to refer this to the Committee of the Whole, so that we can study it, get our questions answered, and write it up in the correct terminology."
"I so move." said John Colby.
"I second." said Ian McGhillie.
The vote was 8-0 to refer it to Committee, with Kelly Carnes and Edgar Silas voting 'Present'.
Sheriff Griswold then came up and asked for a motion to pass the new Public Safety Structure. Edward Steele made the motion, and Dagmar Schoen seconded it. "Let's send that one to the Committee, as well." That vote was 8-1, with Silas abstaining and Kelly Carnes voting against.
Afterwards, I stepped up to Raphael Kapel. "I'm Don Troy." I said, extending my hand, which he politely shook. I handed him my card and said "Please give me a call. I'd love to hear more on your ideas and your proposal."
"I'm surprised you're not against it from the get-go." said a surprised Kapel.
"If there's one thing I learned from writing the Charter," I said, "it's to keep an open mind, as long as my brains don't fall out. I do want to hear your views." Kapel gave me his business card, we shook hands, and parted ways.
As Teresa, the Sheriff, and I left, Teresa said "Myrtle L. James wanted to talk to you, but turned away and left in a huff when you went to talk to Raphael Kapel. Who -is- he, by the way?"
"He's on the Town Assembly." I said. "He's more aligned with the Rev. Joseph E. Williams faction than the Edgar Silas/Eldrick X. Weaver faction. But I have no idea why he made that proposal about the Public Health Service."
"What do you think of his idea, Crowbar?" asked the Sheriff as we walked to Police Headquarters, where our vehicles were parked for their security.
"I'd like to hear the details of what he has in mind." I said. "But if the Public Health Department leaves, I want the HAZMAT unit to stay with us."
"Well, that proposal put a dent in my best laid plans for the Public Safety Department structure." growled Griswold.
"Nothing we can't buff right out, Sheriff." I replied, making the Sheriff bark a laugh...
Part 5 - State of the State
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 5th, bundled up from the chilly wind as she reported from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "The Governor makes her State of the State speech today!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Governor Sharon Marshall will deliver her important State of the State speech to a Joint Session of the State Legislature at ten o'clock this morning. Let's go to highly respected reporter Carl Lemay in Midtown for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Reporter of Color in his expensive suit, with the State Capitol and the sunrise in Midtown as his background. "Extreme White Nationalist Governor Sharon Marshall will make the annual 'State of the State' address this morning, and Channel Two News has learned that she will be demanding an extreme right-wing agenda from the evenly divided State Legislature."
Lemay: "Sources tell Channel Two News that specific items Governor Marshall will demand include defunding the University's Biology School and Climate Change Center, outlawing University President Jerry Moore's demand that University Faculty and incoming Faculty be required to sign so-called 'loyalty documents' to the great Cause of Climate Justice, a separation of University Hospital from the University, and forming a Committee to re-write the State Constitution to clean up the 132 Amendments added since the the State Constitution was re-written in 1964."
Lemay: "Governor Marshall is also going to push for a new Budget this year, which would relieve some of the tension of the Election and next year's necessity to pass a Budget."
Lemay: "State Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown has already pronounced the Governor's agenda as (air quotes) 'racist' and 'dead on arrival'. Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons, an enlightened Democrat, issued a statement saying that he wants to hear the Governor's speech first, but believes most of her agenda will not pass in the next 90 days."
Lemay: "One issue that no one knows if the Governor will address, but is hanging heavy over the entire Session of the Legislature, is possible (air quotes) 'redistricting' in the State, the redrawing of county lines, formation of new counties and consolidation of others. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Carl!" shouted Bettina as the feed returned to her. "That was highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay with that accurate and insightful report. And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris in our KXTC Channel Two News studios for another important report. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic blonde, standing in the studio and wearing a clingy dress and high heel pumps so that her athletic-but-shapely legs were shown off to maximum advantage. "The SBI Drugs and Trafficking Division, the DTD, and the Federal DEA are requesting your help to find and apprehend a dangerous drug dealer that has reportedly set up shop in our County, right under Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD's nose."
A photo of a black man in his mid-20s, wearing a crisp white t-shirt was shown. He had what looked like squares of hair plugged into small tight braids in a pattern that looked like a square of squares on his head. Amber's voice in the background said "This is Marquis Swift, also known as 'Checkers' for his relatively unique hairstyle. He is the leader of 'The Southside Black Disciples', a relatively new and extremely dangerous gang that is committed to racial violence and selling drugs to our children."
Amber: "If you see this dangerous man, please contact the SBI-DTD or the Federal DEA. A reward for information could lead to a substantial reward, but only if you contact the SBI-DTD or the US DEA directly. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" shouted Bettina as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important information. And in other news, the Town & County Council began their new year by referring two extremely controversial issues to be studied in Committee."
Bettina: "The first item is a proposal to separate the Public Health Department from the Public Safety Department. Dr. Raphael Kapel made the proposal as a counter to Town Assemblyman and Republican candidate for Mayor Ryan Paulson's proposal to close and defund the Free Clinics run by the Public Health Service."
Bettina: "This will require a change to the Town & County Charter. While some say this will not trigger the plebiscite to separate the Town from the County, University Trustee and Ladies Auxiliary Chair Mrs. Myrtle L. James believes otherwise, and her political action committee is prepared to file a lawsuit to force a plebiscite. Charter Chairman Donald Troy did not respond to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News."
Bettina: "The other item proposed was a restructuring of the Public Safety Department, which was submitted by Sheriff Antonio Griswold. No details were given, and neither Sheriff Griswold nor Commander Donald Troy responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That's dirty pool." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"What?" Cindy asked.
Teresa replied: "Don was handed a microphone at the Council meeting and asked about the effect of the Public Health separation on the Charter and a possible plebiscite. He replied that it would not trigger the plebiscite, and I'll take his word as the Charter's author over that senile old bat Myrtle L. James any day."
Teresa: "So Bettina could have reported what Don said at the meeting. But noooooo... she says he refused to respond to requests for comment."
"Yeah, that -is- dirty." Tanya said, her voice 'not perky'.
I said "And it goes to show that the news the corrupt Media suppresses is just as dangerous, if not more so, than their slanted if not false reporting on what they -do- tell us."
Sheriff Griswold growled "I'm a lot more pissed off at Amber's little blurb about -only- calls straight to the SBI or the Feds will get whatever reward is being offered. She made a real point, backed by financial incentive, to -not- call the TCPD if this guy Marquis Swift is seen, even though we'd be far more likely to make a quick arrest than State or Federal Agents would."
I said "I'm wondering if that reward is real, or was made up by the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media to get people not to call us. I keep abreast of things like that, and I haven't heard a word about a reward... much less about this guy Swift."
Tanya said "I don't know anything about a reward, but Jack did mention Swift to me last week. He said this 'Southside Black Disciples' gang sells drugs to make money to buy weapons, potentially for black militant and BLM purposes, and that Swift is on Homeland Security's radar."
"Why hasn't he told ussssss that?" Chief Moynahan sharply asked.
Tanya said "I thought he or someone in Homeland Security would, or I'd have said something myself. Or maybe it's a (air quotes) 'I thought -you- were going to call them' finger-pointing exercise between Federal agencies or between the State and the Feds."
"Or maybe this Marquis Swift has not appeared in my County before now." I said. "That little shot by Amber about him being here right under my nose is just that, a cheap shot, but hear me now and believe me later, I -would- have known it if he came into this area (air quotes) 'under my nose'."
"Soooo," drawled the Chief, "what's this stuff about the Public Health Department? Is it throwing sabots into the gears, Sheriff?"
"To a point, yes." growled Griswold. "It doesn't really change what we're going to do with the rank structures within the other branches besides the Public Health branch. But it does affect the Public Health branch, the HAZMAT Team, and some of our overall mission. But... I have the Charter Commission Chairman to figure it all out for me..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Wednesday, January 5th. The Sergeant-At-Arms loudly announced "Mis-ter Speak-er, the Governor of the State!"
The Republicans rose to their feet in raucous applause as Governor Sharon Marshall walked down the aisle behind the Sergeant-At-Arms to the well at the front of the State House Chamber.
Some Democrats also stood and applauded politely, but some, such as State Senator Maxine Watts (D - The City Badlands) and State Rep Tasheeka Harris (D - Inner Midtown) pointedly remained seated. They were also wearing all white business suits and blouses, as were other Democrat women, in protest of what they called the 'racist policies of the White Nationalist Governor'.
Also not standing were State House Majority Leader Wilson Hammonds (Establishment Elite Republican - Pottsville) and other Establishment Republicans that despised the Grassroots Conservatives more than they disliked Democrats. Hammonds had been defeated for State House Speaker by Peter Long Cox of Nextdoor County.
Governor Marshall handed a copy of her speech to Speaker Cox and shook his hand, then gave a copy to Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons (D). They shook hands, which prompted a few cries of 'Traitor!' from the militant black Legislators like Tasheeka Harris, who had demanded that Coons snub Governor Marshall. He chose civility and decorum instead.
Speaker Cox announced: "Members of the Legislature, I have the high privilege and distinct honor of presenting to you the Governor of Our State!" Republicans cheered loudly; some Democrats clapped in studied politeness.
The Sheriff, Cindy, Teresa and I watched in my office. To make a long story short (I know, too late), these were the main excepts from the Governor's speech:
"Our State has made some great strides over the past year, including our unwavering support of the Police in all our jurisdictions, and also at the State level!" Strong applause from the Republicans, some applause from some Democrats.
"A Budget was passed last year. Some of you think we can skip it this year, as has been done in the past. But that is not acceptable to me this year. A new Budget this year will enable us to make the revenue and spending changes we need. Do not even think of sending me a bill that restructures the counties of this State without passing a Budget first!" No one stood, and the applause was 'not strong'.
"But there have been setbacks. The creation of the Climate Change Center at the University is a shameful stain upon our flagship School and our State. Despite the gaslighting by the Socialist Left, Climate Change is not settled Science; indeed, it is bought-and-paid-for false results, used for the political purpose of entrenching Totalitarian Socialism in our State and our Nation!"



Conservatives rose and applauded raucously. Democrats remained seated. Socialists among the Democrats booed and hissed.
Governor Marshall: "The damage to our University has been fearsome, but it -can- be fixed. I am calling for the defunding of the Climate Change Center. I am also calling for new laws to outlaw the illegal and unConstitutional documents requiring University Faculty and employees, University Hospital Staff and employees, and other State employees to pledge loyalty to the fraud of Climate Change as a condition of tenure, retainment, or employment!"
The Republicans rose in strong, sustained applause over that one. The Dems... sat on their hands.
Governor Marshall: "University Hospital is greatly fortunate to have the Teresa Croyle Trust, which has already funded research that has produced cures for a number of rare diseases. As you know, Teresa Croyle flew a Life Flight mission just before Christmas to bring twin siblings to the Hospital. The little girl is almost completely cured, and the boy is improving as well as providing doctors with data to make even better cures."
Everyone in the Chamber stood up and delivered a long ovation at that.
As the applause finally died down, Governor Marshall said "Recently, the University President and some Faculty Members have demanded that the Croyle Trust be seized and used for the Fraud of Climate Change. I am here to tell you... that money is hers, and she generously shares the profits of the Trust to help cure sick children. The money is -not- the University's, nor is it anyone else's."
Governor Marshall: "Hear me now: any attempt to take any part of that money will cause me to authorize and direct the SBI's Office of Financial Investigation to open a criminal investigation, and anyone not authorized by Ms. Croyle attempting to touch that money will, after a fair trail by a Jury of their peers, find themselves behind prison bars!"
More raucous applause, more by Republicans but with fairly strong Democrat support. In my office, I pointed across my body with my left arm and hand at Teresa and winked at her. She gave me a thumbs-up in reply.
Governor Marshall: "University Hospital came under the severe threat of a ransomware virus last year. Thanks largely to the efforts of Town & County Police Lieutenants Myron and Mary Milton and their boss, Commander Donald Troy, the threat was ended within a few hours."
Another round of huge applause from everyone.
Marshall: "But out of that threat, the threats upon the Croyle Trust, and the attempts to illegally force declarations of loyalty to the Fraud of Climate Change, good doctors are shunning coming to University Hospital and the University's Medical program. Dr. Leonard R. Cordell saved the life of an eight-year-old child during the ransomware attack, and was rewarded by a brutal and heartless insurance company working with the State Medical Board to strip him of his license to practice Medicine. That was dead wrong, and we must pass legislation to prevent heartless insurance companies from stopping lifesaving treatment of children just because a veteran U.S. Navy doctor chose to save the child's life rather than submit to a brutally ruthless decision of a heartless insurance company!"
That got strong applause from many Conservatives and moderate Democrats. The Establishment Elites did not join the applause.
Governor Marshall: "Because of these problems, I am calling for something that has not been done in this State since 1922... the creation of a brand new, independent postgraduate Institution. I want to separate the University Medical School program into an independent State Medical College, and transfer University Hospital to it as the teaching Hospital it was supposed to be and should be!"
That was a shocker, and the applause started slowly but gained steam for a moment.
After discussing more funding for what the Governor called 'Legitimate Functions of Government' and cuts for programs not deemed to be so, Governor Marshall then said "Our State Constitution is good... but it can be better. It's been amended 132 times since its last revision in 1964. I propose legislation creating a Constitution Commission to rewrite our State Constitution, streamline it, fix the problems, and to call for votes of the People that don't require a new Amendment every time the Legislature sneezes."
There was laughter and mild applause, then the Governor said "Be aware that a new State Constitution is not a license to codify every perceived entitlement or so-called rights that favor some groups while discriminating against other groups. This is to be a Document of Governance and of Individual Rights. The law setting it up must have safeguards, such as my approval of who is on the Commission, and perhaps the Commission Chairman's approval of who is on it."
That got very modest applause in the State House Chamber... and a much stronger response in my office. Cindy's ice blue eyes bored right through me as she said "I won-der who Our Governor has in mind for the State Constitution Commission Chairmanship. I wonnnn-derrrrr who it could beeeee."
"Don't look at me." I said. Then I noticed Our Sheriff's mustaches twitching most very merrily. Uh ohhhh...
Part 6 - Oh Yeah... A Crime!
Friday, January 7th. The Governor's speech had been pilloried by the biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media as 'hate speech', 'racist', 'reminiscent of Adolph Hitler', 'clueless', and 'totally ignorant of the settled science of Climate Change'.
Dr. Jerry Moore and Professor Lionel Carmela made statements openly attacking the Governor over the Climate portions of her agenda. But one thing stopped: there was absolutely -no- more discussion of seizing Teresa's Trust. The threat of prison time had cowed Moore, Carmela, and anyone else who had any designs on the Iron Wolf's generous gift meant to cure sick children of their diseases.
However, Moore, Carmela, and Dr. Jan Camp retaliated by demanding that Dr. Laura Fredricson declare total support for Climate Justice, and that she sign the 'loyalty documents'. For two days Bettina, Amber, and Pat Stellum had railed against Laura, calling her an 'out-of-touch Climate Denier'.
So on Friday afternoon, when Laura called and said she wanted to get away for the weekend, I was amenable. "Where are we going?" I asked. "Lake Watchacoochie?"
"Uhhh," my wife replied, "I was thinking more in the line of you getting time with the kids at The Cabin, while I take some 'alone' time."
"Not alone, I hope." I said, feeling a sense of concern.
"No, I won't be alone." Laura said, but said no more. I figured she and Paulina would be going to the Lake or to a spa somewhere, so I didn't ask.
"Okay, I'll keep the kids." I said. "New Lego City will reach new heights."
An hour later Paulina Patterson came into my office. After I had her sit down, she said "Don, can you keep Tasha this weekend without me?"
"Sure." I said. "Going somewhere with Laura?"
"Er... no." Paulina said. "You know I've been dating Michael McGill for a while now. We're, uh... going to spend a weekend together... alone. He has reservations on the River Rose down in Southport, and we'll spend the weekend eating fine food, a little bit of gambling, and otherwise being romantic." (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler' for more on the paddlewheel boat River Rose.)
"That sounds like fun." I said. "Just don't make me have to come down there and solve another murder."
"I'll try to stay out of harm's way." Paulina said with a grin. "So is Laura going somewhere? Hot date of her own?"
"She called and said she was going somewhere, and not alone." I said. "I thought it was with you, but that's obviously not the case. And she would... and should... tell me who she is going to be with if it was an open-marriage tryst..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm, Saturday, January 8th. I got a phone call from Lieutenant Teddy Parker telling me that a double murder had occurred in the Rio Linda Apartments southeast of Town.
As I drove south in my Police SUV, I was remembering the evening and night before. Tasha had spent a -lot- of time with the cats on the back deck, and they with her, despite the cold weather. She had also been 'clingy' with me, and gave me a big hug before following Carole up to bed. I wondered what Carole was going to tell me when she had the chance...
Putting that into its compartment of the mind, I considered this case. To make a short story long again... the University-City Highway, which we call the Nextdoor County Highway, comes into our County from the east. The University-Midtown Highway comes in from the south and becomes University Avenue. The Bypass breaks off from the Nextdoor County Highway and goes southwest and several miles south of Town before turning to go north on the west side of the River, eventually ending at North Street and the Hammondsville Highway going west.
Going south along University Avenue, the Cemetery is east of it when one goes south, and then Hotel Row begins on both sides of the Avenue. Farms then begin as the road becomes the highway to Coltrane County and Midtown. So the Cemetery and fallow land to its east is between the Nextdoor County Highway and the beginnings of the Bypass.
So what is east of the Nextdoor County Highway and Bypass interchange? Besides several farms, including J.P. McGill's property (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues'), there were apartment complexes south of the Nextdoor County Highway. They'd been built decades before, intended for off-campus renting by University students. But over time, the students shunned them as relatively poor whites, known in decades past as 'white trash', began moving in. The neighborhood and area swiftly deteriorated.
The drug gang known as 'The Smooth White Boys' sold drugs in this area, making good money. They'd also kicked the Black and Hispanic gangs out, using lethal force upon any other gangsters that dared try to move in on their territory.
At 3:50pm, I arrived in the area. I drove down the street, noting that it was lined on both sides with large oak trees that would be beautiful in Summer and Autumn. Behind the rows of trees were rows of apartment buildings, the ends facing the streets. They looked halfway like Military Housing. They were two stories each, housing eight apartments each. The doors to the apartments were inside, opening from a central hallway that ran down the length of the buildings. The backsides had doors opening onto porches or balconies.
The neighborhood wasn't the very worst I'd ever seen, but it wasn't all that great. Some trash could be seen along the road and in the yards. My telltale sign of a bad white neighborhood... cars and trucks on blocks... was upheld by several examples.
There were several Police cruisers, two unmarked POVs, the M.E.'s vehicle, two ambulances, and the K-9 SUV at the next to last building on the street, on the left side. I parked and strode up the sidewalk, seeing that the near end of the building was marked off with crime scene tape to prevent walking up the walkway and into that door of the building.
"Hello, Kevin." I said to Officer Kevin Buchannan, who was black, as I walked up. "Commander Troy, TCPD Badge No. 1-6-4-0. How's Henry doing?" Henry was Kevin's son.
"Thank you, sir." Buchannan said. "Kid's doing great. Growing like a weed."
I went inside the doorway. The crime scene was the first apartment to my right, and Officers and other persons were going out of the open door into the hallway. Everyone was wearing cloth booties over their shoes, and Lieutenant Teddy Parker came up and handed me a pair.
"Our new CSI Supervisor is insisting everyone wear booties." Parker said. "She doing a 360º videotaping of the room now, so we all have to be out of there or standing in place."
I went to the door and peeked in. The door opened directly into the living room. The hinges were on the right side, which put the door jamb and lock on the left side as I looked at it from the hallway.
There was a sofa against the far wall, directly opposite the door. A window to the outside was to the right. The kitchen and breakfast room were to the left, and between the sofa and kitchen was a doorway that led to the bedroom behind the living room and the bathroom behind the kitchen.
A long, low coffee table was in front of the sofa. Bags of Chinese takeout and a pizza box were on it on the end nearer the window. Sitting on the sofa were the two victims, a man and a woman, both in dirty jeans and sweatshirts. They'd both been shot in the chest several times, followed by coup de grâce shots to their foreheads.
"Just one moment, Commander." Yolanda Grissom said. She was wearing a white blouse, black skirt, and darkish green jacket, and booties over her flat-soled slippers. Next to her was Connie the Sketch Artist and Police Photographer. She was holding a videocamera to her chest as she rotated around in a 360º circle, videoing the room.
"Now point the camera where the floor and wall meets, and rotate again." Yolanda said. After Connie did that, Yolanda told her to make one more revolution, pointing the camera up at the juncture of the walls and ceiling. "Okay, you can come in, Commander."
"Thank you." I said as I entered the room, followed by Parker, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, Detective Roark Coleman, and members of the CSI Team. I noticed that the door stopped against a wall which created a space for two closets against the wall to the apartment hallway. One was a storage closet, and right next to the door was a smaller coat closet. Neat, I thought, those spaces created a little bit of a buffer from noise made by people coming into the building from outside.
"So what are you doing with the camera, Yolanda?" I asked, genuinely curious.
Yolanda replied "I'll feed the footage into my 3D-model program on the computer... I've given Lieutenant Mary Milton a copy of the program, by the way... and I'll feed other data like the ballistics data into it to get a projection of what happened to these people."
"Who are these people?" I asked Julia.
Lieutenant Joanne Warner popped out of the bedroom. Behind her, to my total surprise, were Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan and Detective-2 George Newman. Joanne handed me two drivers licenses as she said "According to these IDs, she is Sarah Sandstone and he is Geoff Gerard, and both IDs have this apartment as their address. His ID was in his wallet in his pants pocket. Hers was in her purse, hidden in a drawer of the desk in the bedroom."
Sarah was a very attractive woman in her early 20s, with light brown hair and a lot of blonde highlights and blonde streaks mixed in. Her body was an hourglass shape, like Amber Harris's but not as athletic. Her face had been pretty until the bullet hole in her forehead marred it. Geoff was stocky with black hair and a trimmed beard but no mustache. They both looked unkempt.
"And that's why we're here, sir." said Lt. Rudistan. "Ms. Sandstone here has a solid rap sheet for prostitution, drug possession, and shoplifting. Mr. Gerard was busted four years ago for drug distribution and did two years. He's on probation, which very nearly got revoked when he played 'Sovereign Citizen' during a stop eight months ago in Coltrane County. He was charged with Obstruction, FFI, and Resisting Arrest. Judge J.B. Stone in Coltrane County dropped the charges when he found out the two State Troopers that pulled Gerard over were Black."
"J.B. Stone." I said. "Now that is a name I have not heard in a good long while... thank God." (Author's note: 'A Case of Revenge', Ch. 06.)
"There's a whole pizza in the pizza box, warm to the touch." said CSI Tech Garst Gailey. "The takeout is warm, too."
"Stop. Stop. Stop. Stop." I called out, not particularly loudly, but with the authority of a Police Commander... oh, yeah. I am one.
In the ensuing silence I said "Since Supervisor Grissom is new, I need to make sure she is properly trained in my idiosyncrasies. Lieutenant Parker, what is always my first question at a crime scene?"
"Who called it in, sir." Teddy correctly replied. "And I do have that information for you. Several 9-1-1 calls came in between 2:30 and 2:40pm, reporting hearing shots in the area. We sent Patrol units into the area, and they first arrived at 2:45pm. They saw no activity in the area, but at 3:05pm another call came in to 9-1-1. The person refused to identify herself... it was a woman's voice, I heard the tape replay... and the phone came up as a pre-paid phone that you recharge minutes on at the Kroger Service Booth."
Parker: "That person said to go to Apartment 10B, which is this one. The door was halfway open, allowing the Officers to look inside, and they saw the bodies. They radioed it in, then entered and cleared the apartment under 'exigent circumstances' rules."
"Okay, so a pre-paid phone called it in when she, or a very light-voiced 'he', saw the Patrols, and directed them here." I said. "Kendell, does that match up with your temperature readings?"
"Sure does, Commander." said Field M.E. Kendell Ramsey, who'd been taking body temperature readings at different tissue depths. "These bodies have barely begun to cool, what with the insulation of these pullover sweatshirts.
"Jody, what do you have for me?" Yolanda asked Jody Taylor, our Ballistics expert, who was sticking thin colored wires into the bullet holes on the bodies. "Any idea what caliber the bullets are?"
"No ma'am, not yet. The entry wounds look like nine millimeter or thirty-eights." said Taylor. "Also, they were standing up when the first bullets impacted their chests, and I think they fell back onto the sofa. The forehead shots are at an angle from above, as if the killer stepped up to them and fired the insurance shots into their heads as they lay here. There's a bit of stippling on her forehead, too."
"That's interesting." Roark Coleman said.
"Let me get video for my program." Yolanda said at the same time. She took the videocamera from Connie and took the video footage she needed.
"What's that, Mister Roark? What was interesting?" I asked him.
"The coup de grâce shots, sir." Roark replied. "Why did the killer take the time? One would think he would---"
"You're sure it's a 'he'?" Joanne Warner asked, and quite snarkily.
"Or 'she'." Roark replied witheringly, rolling his eyes after turning away from her. "But my point is that one would think the killer would shoot and then run like hell to get out of here."
"That's what you get when someone is (air quotes) 'thinking' when he's not used to it." I heard Joanne mutter quietly to Rudistan, taking a dig at Roark Coleman.
"That is indeed an interesting observation, Mr. Roark." I said out loud. I then walked into the bedroom. There was a sliding glass door in the back wall that led to a patio enclosed by a three foot wall, and a window in the right side wall, just as there was a window in the right side of the main room.
The bed was unmade, but the room was otherwise fairly neat. I looked in the closet and found almost no clothes belonging to Geoff Gerard, and a lot of dresses and shoes that were Sarah's, from very dressy to business casual to the young club scene.
As I came back into the main room, I saw Joanne Warner bolt out into the hallway. She knocked on the door of the apartment opposite. No one answered. Joanne knocked again and called out "This is Lieutenant Warner with the TCPD. If anyone is in there, and you saw something, please talk to me."
Still no answer. Joanne asked George Newman to walk with her, and they went outside the building, then came back in a moment later.
"Someone is home in there." Joanne said quietly to me. "I saw the peephole darken, then lighten, then darken again. Someone's looking through it at what we're doing."



I said "Let's quietly and unobtrusively find a way to get the door to the hallway closed, so our peeping friend can't see what's going on anymore. And that's a good catch on seeing the light shift."
Some minutes later, our K-9 Corps drug dog, Sergeant Tango, came in with his handler. He came right up to me and sat down, and I leaned over and give him some good skritchins. Rewarded in advance, Tango and his handler began searching for drugs. Tango whimpered a lot around the middle of the coffee table in front of the sofa, but did not alert when he sniffed the food. He also found 'personal amounts' of marijuana and pills in the bedroom.
"Something was here on the table, and quite recently." said the handler. "Tango can still smell it."
"Good dog, Tango!" I said enthusiastically. His handler dropped Tango's favorite tennis ball on the floor, and Tango quickly grabbed it in his jaws.
"Looks like we have a motive, sir." said Rudistan.
"I'm gonna promote you to 'Captain Obvious', Rudistan." I said, making him grin and others chuckle. "But yeah, it looks like we have motive and opportunity. Drugs on the table that likely were taken---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
I peeked through the nearly closed door and saw Joanne Warner at the door across the hallway. "I know someone's in there!" she called out. "Please, if you saw anything at all, just tell me so we can catch a killer."
"I don't want to get involved." said a female voice through the door.
"You don't have to, ma'am." said Joanne. "We can keep your name out of it, completely."
The door cracked open, held by the chain lock. A relatively tall, willowy-thin woman in her mid- to late-20s looked out at Joanne from behind the door. She said "I'm afraid he'll come back and kill me if I say anything."
"He'll never know a thing." Joanne said. "Not until he's on trial, and by then he'll be behind bars and can't hurt you. Can you give me a description, just someone we can look for?"
"Okay." the woman said. "He was black, well-built, muscular. He was wearing a really crisp white t-shirt, it had creases on the shoulders. His hair... it was in a lot of little braids, and looked like it was cut into squares."
"Thanks." Joanne said. "Here's my card. Call me if you see him anywhere in the area, or if you feel like you're in danger." The woman took the card.
"You didn't get her name?" Roark Coleman asked sardonically as she came back into the crime scene room."
"We can get that with good old fashioned data research." Joanne said haughtily. "You know, Coleman, the stuff you never like to do?"
I quickly said "Okay, boys and girls, no bickering in front of the CSIs. Warner, call in for an arrest warrant for Marquis Swift as a person of interest. And I'll call Commander Croyle and have her set up surveillance of this building, just in case the bastard does return..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - New Week, New Crime, New Issues and Answers
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, January 10th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "The TCPD names a black suspect in the murder of a white couple in the Rio Linda Apartments southeast of Town!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Local Police obtained an arrest warrant for Marquis Swift in connection with the murders of Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard at the Rio Linda Apartments this weekend. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this important story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged blonde reporterette, reporting from the edge of the Rio Linda Apartments, with some of the buildings in her background. "The warrant for Mr. Swift's arrest was obtained after an eyewitness described him and his unique hairstyle. The Town & County Police have refused to identify the eyewitness, and KXTC Channel Two News will file an Open Records Act request demanding that Commander Donald Troy provide the eyewitness's name, and will sue if he and the TCPD refuse to comply and give you the information you have the right to know."
Amber: "Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard lived in Apartment 10B of the Rio Linda Apartment complex. They're both white and had criminal records for drug-related offenses. Channel Two News has learned that the TCPD's drug dog did alert to the presence of drugs, and experts tell Channel Two News that it is possible those drugs were stolen after the victims were shot and killed."
Amber: "Mr. Swift is also wanted by the SBI's Drugs and Trafficking Division and the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency for alleged drug distribution offenses. Both agencies have offered rewards for information leading to the capture of Mr. Swift, provided that the information is given directly to the SBI-DTD or the US DEA. Neither Commander Donald Troy nor anyone in the TCPD would respond to KXTC's repeated requests for comment asking if the TCPD would offer a competing reward. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important story. And now let's go to highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay with a report on the State Legislature in Midtown. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Reporter of Color as the feed went to him in Midtown, with the State Capitol behind him. "For the first time in years, there in an energy about the State Capitol as Legislators work on important bills."
Lemay: "Governor Sharon Marshall surprised everyone by asking for a Commission to re-write the State Constitution, and there is equally surprising bipartisan support for it. It may be the first non-Budget bill to be passed in January and sent to the Governor's desk in the last five Legislative sessions!"
Lemay: "The Governor also sent a proposal for a new State Medical College, a Graduate-level School that would be totally independent of the University or any other School or College in the State. This proposal is receiving serious study in Committee, but University President Jerry Moore has voiced strong opposition to the proposal, as well as separating University Hospital from the University. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "That was highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay with that important coverage of Your State Legislature in Midtown. And for a more local political story, let's go to Pat Stellum for a report on the Town & County Council. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina" shouted the corpulent reporter with the Al-Capone-'ish' face and fat cheeks, giving trenchcoats and reporter-ish fedora hats a bad name as he reported from the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall as his backdrop. "Channel Two News has learned that the Town & County Council will be meeting today as a 'Committee of the Whole' to discuss two important proposals that were submitted to them last week."
Stellum: "The first proposal was by Town Assemblyman and Black Business Council member Dr. Raphael Kapel, who wants to split the Public Health Service from the Public Safety Department. He made the proposal in response to Republican Town Assemblyman and candidate for Mayor Ryan Paulson's attempts to defund the Public Health Department's Free Clinics that provide medical care to the County's poorest residents."
Stellum: "The second proposal is structural and organizational changes to the Public Safety Department. After the failure of Donald Troy to get the job done correctly in rewriting the Charter, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, who is facing an uphill primary challenge for his job, is proposing changes to the Public Safety Department structure. Channel Two News has learned that one aspect of these changes will be to give the Internal Affairs Departments more autonomy and have the Inspector General's Office have more input into Internal Affairs matters."
Stellum: "The Sheriff's proposals may be derailed by the proposal to separate the Public Health Service, and the Town & County Council is studying the Sheriff's proposals in conjunction with the separation issue."
Bettina came up on a split-screen. She said: "Pat, are some of these changes an attempt to get Internal Affairs away from the undue influence of Commander Donald Troy?"
Stellum: "No, Bettina, Commander Troy will still have outsized influenced in those areas. But experts tell me that it may be an effort to mitigate the damage the US DOJ Civil Rights Division is going to do to the TCPD in the coming months, including forcing the TCPD to comply with a Consent Decree..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are they trying to get that poor eyewitness murdered?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle asked as she, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (me), ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the Bettina broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. "And does the Public really have the right to know that?"
"Well, they obviously have the right to know that I refused to respond to their repeated requests for comment." I said witheringly. "But to answer your question seriously: yes, they are trying to get the eyewitness killed. In addition to hurting the Police investigation of this case, they will make future eyewitnesses terrified to help the Police in any way. Whatever Bettina's Bunch can do to hurt the TCPD, they will eagerly do."
Chief Moynahan said 'Sheriff, is your campaign for Sheriff really threat-nnnnd by the likes of Louis Bailey and Edgar Silas?"
"Har." barked Sheriff Griswold. "I'm beginning to see Media reports the way Crowbar parses them. When Fat Boy there said I was (air quotes) 'facing an uphill battle', he meant it was Louis Bailey's uphill battle, and I'm just facing it."
"My work here is almost done." I quipped. "Now all I have to do is re-edumacate the Green Crowbar about the Press." A green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"But let's not get too comfortable." admonished Our Sheriff. "Things can change on a dime. And I'm concerned about Silas's campaign. Win or lose, he is really going to attack us. Especially you, Crowbar."
"Bring it on." I said with some venom in my voice. "Once you fix all my mistakes rewriting the Charter, you'll win in a landslide."
"Yeah, that was a real cheap shot by Stellum, there." said Tanya.
"And it's a total, bullshit lie." growled Griswold. "The Charter you wrote was fine, Crowbar. It took that Establishment Elitist Ryan Paulson to try to defund the Free Clinics for anyone to even care about where the Public Health Department is and what it is doing. It took Louis Bailey's insubordination and endangering you, Crowbar, for us to even feel the need to make any changes in the Public Safety Department." (Author's note: 'No Show' for Bailey's insubordination and Crowbar endangerment.)
"I know, Sheriff." I said. "And we were re-writing the Charter, not re-writing the Ten Commandments. Of course the Charter is not perfect, and never will be. But it's still a good framework. Having said that... I can see where Dr. Raphael Kapel is coming from, and he may have come up with a more elegant solution for the problem than I'd ever thought about."
Teresa said "The Fat Boy, a.k.a. Pat Stellum, was really full of himself saying so confidently that the TCPD will be forced into a Consent Decree. Between that and taking the direct cheap shot at you, Don, why is he feeling his oats like that? He's bottom-rung at KXTC, and would probably already have been fired if he wasn't Lionel Carmela's mouthpiece... and using his mouth to give Carmela blowjobs."
"Is he packing the tweezers he'd need to find Carmela's little shrimp between his legs?" Tanya asked, a vicious twinkle in her eyes. Her fellow Angels and I broke out laughing; the Chief, not so much.
Cindy said "I dunno if Stellum is sexually servicing Carmela; from what I hear, Carmela likes to fuck the ugliest, most feminist women on Campus. They whine about men at near-violent rallies, then meekly submit to him when he breaks them to his fist, and whatever else."
Cindy: "But Teresa's right. My secret Press source, whose name I won't mention but her initials are (P)riya (A)jmani, says that Amber Harris and Carl Lemay despise Fat Stellum, and Bettina thinks very little of him, as well. Only his fawning over Carmela and Dr. Moore and getting interviews with him are keeping him employed..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Monday, January 10th. A meeting convened in Classroom 'E'. Present were: Me, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Claire Michaels, Lieutenants Mary Milton, Christopher Purvis, Micah Rudistan, Teddy Parker, Theo Washington, and Joanne Warner, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, Detectives George Newman, Roark Coleman, Kerri Ambrose, and Joan Laurer, and Supervisor Yolanda Grissom.
Also with us were SBI-DTD Lieutenant Lorena Rose and DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts. They had come in to discuss Marquis Swift and our warrant for his arrest, so Claire invited them to the meeting.
The meeting was our standard 'get our ducks in a row' about the Sandstone/Gerard murders, but the full MCD Division showed up to see Yolanda's first demonstration of her 3D software and analysis tools.
"O-kayyyy," I said to take control of and start the meeting, "let's hear about the victims first. Mary?"
"Thank you, sir." Mary Milton said. Two photos appeared on the 5x4 matrix of monitors, and two autopsy photos below them. "The apartment was leased in the name of Sarah Sandstone, age 24. She was in and out of foster homes until she was 18, then began working the poles in the clubs, and lots of private parties in the basements of Fraternity Houses. Numerous arrests for prostitution and drug possession in personal use amounts, and she had a tendency to take makeup and shoes from stores without paying for them. But she never did prison time. Just some fines."
Mary: "He was Geoff Gerard. And that rather mean countenance is matched by reports of his attitude, which constantly needed adjusting. He was a drug dealer, usually selling small amounts on the streets, then on the University campus, which is where he got busted for distribution."
Mary: "After being released from prison, he had no official problems until he was pulled over last year and played the 'Sovereign Citizen' game with the State Patrol. Saying things like he was traveling, not driving, so he didn't need a license. Refused to show ID nor his vehicle registration, so they shattered his window, TASERed him, dragged him kicking and screaming out of the car, and arrested him. The car was searched and the dog brought in, but no drugs nor weapons were found. Judge J.B. Stone threw out the charges, and also refused to allow his probation to be revoked. And Lieutenant Rudistan has more on them."
I nodded to Rudistan, who said "As you all know, people usually congregate and live together according to ethnicity. The Southwestern Ghetto in the south and southwest part of Town is nearly all Black. South of Town and in the Hotel Row area is mostly Hispanic. And the Rio Linda Apartments and the area around them is virtually all poor Whites."
Rudistan: "The 'Smooth White Boys' control the area. They sell drugs on the University campus and to the Fraternities, and they are rumored to be very heavily into prostitution, providing the Fraternities with girls for parties, a good bit of the club scene, and all that. They generally stay out of the areas controlled by T-Mac and the Rodrigo-san, and their territory east of University Avenue is left to them, though the University itself is considered neutral territory and open to all."
Rudistan: "We've had our eyes on Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard for a while. As Lieutenant Milton said, she's been busted for prostitution and shoplifting. We consider her to be (air quotes) 'low rent', which is a step above 'trash' and 'streetwalker'. But all that may be cover, and she may be higher-up in the drug distribution chain than she appears to be."
Rudistan: "When Geoff Gerard was busted, he was believed to be part of the 'Smooth White Boys' organization. The SBI-NTF of the time leaned hard on him to get him to turn, but he would never admit he was part of the Smooth White Boys. So they threw him in State Prison for a couple of years. While on the inside, he hung out strictly with other Whites while in prison, which is common. But he never acted like he was a member of any of the White gangs."
"Was he on the SBI or DEA's radar?" I asked.
"The name was familiar to us, sir." said SBI Lieutenant Lorena Rose. "But he never popped up outside the Town & County's jurisdiction."
DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts said "We didn't have much on him, either. But Homeland Security and the FBI under Attorney General Derrick B. Harland were working with the ATF to try to catch him running guns. They said they were seeing if he was arming the Smooth White Boys, but it was White Nationalists that Harland's weaponized Swamp Frogs were hoping to catch him arming... like the Guardians of Justice Motorcycle Club. No success there, and I personally think they were just trying to harass the GOJMC and other White right-wing groups, which they believe are the true threat to (air quotes) 'our Democracy'."
"Uh huh." I said. "Okay, Joanne, tell me about the eyewitness. You talked to her again?"
Lorena Rose said "Before we move along, I need to add a couple of things. First, from what we know of him, this doesn't really fit Marquis Swift's M.O. He's the leader of a gang that moves a good bit of product, and doesn't fool around with armed robberies like this. Second, and closely related to the first point, he's been in firefights with other gangs, but we have no concrete example of him killing someone as part of a robbery to take drugs. So this whole pattern doesn't really fit the mold for Marquis Swift."
"First time for everything, sir." said Joanne Warner. "And maybe the victims were targets of opportunity, and Swift saw something and acted on it on a whim."
"Could be." I said. "So you talked to the woman across the hallway?"
"Yes sir. Yesterday." said Joanne. "Her name is Rhonda Huntington. The name on the apartment lease is Randy Luna. Rhonda has been busted for prostitution and personal amounts of weed and dope, but that's it. She's had a ton of waitressing jobs, and she's on and off welfare."
Joanne: "Randy Luna has a painting business, as in painting houses and buildings and such. He gets contracts with construction firms that are mostly disreputable and possibly Mob-connected, and he hires Illegals to do most of the work. No arrests for drugs, either distribution or personal amounts, but he's had three DUIs reduced to misdemeanor traffic citations over the last six years. He also contributed to Bruce Finneran's failed campaign for Inspector General, and his application to foster was denied over lack of steady income... well that's the official reason. Don't want to go 'round spreadin' rumors, dontcha know." We all chuckled at that.
Joanne: "I went to the crime scene location yesterday with Joan Laurer and George Newman. There are still Police milling about the area, so we didn't look too out of place. I went to Rhonda's, and she didn't want to let me in, but I told her that we'd be less visible if we weren't in the hallway, so she let us in."
Joanne: "Her apartment looked like it'd been very recently cleaned up. She had us sit down in chairs very near to the door, and clearly didn't want us walking around her apartment. She told us she lived with Randy, but he wasn't at home, and he had not been at home when the crime occurred."
Joanne: "She did not want us to video her making her statement, so I recorded it on audio. I asked her to confirm what she'd told us the day before, and she did. She said when Sarah and Geoff came home, she cracked the door opened to make sure it was them. And then the man she described, which matches the description of Swift, came behind them from outside, burst into the apartment, and fired at them."
Joanne: "I asked clarifying questions, such as exactly where the shooter was when he fired, and she said he was at the end of the door, well inside the door frame, and she could clearly see his back. She could not identify what kind of gun he was holding. She said he went to the table and picked up something, but she quickly shut the door as he turned to leave so that he wouldn't see her when he turned to leave. She also admitted to being the caller to 9-1-1 that identified the apartment the victims were in. And that's pretty much all she could give us."
I said "Joan, what were your observations during the interview?"
"Rhonda -was- nervous, sir." Joanne Laurer said. "But not unreasonably so. And she was uncomfortable with us being in her apartment, but I would suspect most of the tenants of that complex would also be that way around us."
"True, that." I said. I asked George Newman for his observations, and he said he stayed in the hallway while the women interviewed Rhonda. He also observed that he was the only black man in the area at the time, and while he never felt threatened, since he was wearing his uniform, he did get some 'strange' looks from passersby when he was outside.
"Okay." I said. "And now for the moment we've all been waiting for. Yolanda, do your technical magic, please!"
There was an enthusiastic response, including some applause, as Yolanda stood up and plugged her laptop into the dock on the table. Still standing, she said "I first want to say that I'm happy to be here as part of the TCPD Team, and I think I found the very best spot to land." Everyone applauded.



Yolanda: "I remember meeting Lorena Rose when she was in Los Angeles. Congratulations on your promotion to Lieutenant with the SBI, Lorena." More applause. Then we got started.
Yolanda brought up what looked like a screen of a 3D video game. It was the main room of Apartment 10B of the Rio Linda Apartments. The walls were an olive-green and the floor black. The bodies on the outlined sofa were mannequins in a pale peach-yellow color, and little red lines projected from their bodies, indicating the bullet wounds and their trajectories as measured by our Ballistics expert Jody Taylor.
"What was the caliber of the bullets?" I asked.
Mary Milton said "The autopsy report is not complete, sir, but Jody Taylor says he believes the cartridges were.38 Specials, possibly fired from a revolver that can shoot.357 Magnums. He says the lack of expended casings at the scene as well as other wound indicators suggest revolver-fired rounds as opposed to a nine millimeter semi-auto pistol that would've ejected shells."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "But I'll make this point: most revolvers of calibers greater than.22 are either five-shot or six-shot cylinders. We have at least seven shots at this crime scene, which means the perp had a second gun or, more likely, reloaded to fire the coup de grâce shots."
"Which takes time." said Roark Coleman. I pointed at him and nodded; he was getting my hint, there.
Yolanda manipulated the screen to show that it was a 360º panorama, and the bullet trajectories could be extrapolated out. "Okay, the body wounds point to the ceiling, but the head shots are definitely feasible if someone is standing right over them."
Roark Coleman said "But didn't the witness say the perp ran after shooting them from the doorway?"
Joanne Warner very quickly replied "No. As I clearly stated a moment ago, she closed her door so that he didn't see her watching and try to kill her, too."
I said "Yolanda, can you have the bodies come to life and stand back up?"
Yolanda said "Yes sir. In fact, what I've had the computer do is trace their movements backwards, so that we can see them being shot then falling back onto the sofa."
"That's amazing stuff." Mary Milton said. "How does it -do- that?"
As she manipulated the images, Yolanda said "It makes heavy use of AI to create the images as well as the sequences of what happened. I'm one of the few that got the beta version from the creators, and they gave me permission to give it to the TCPD. They'll ask you to give them feedback on it, but that should be worth it."
"It will be." I said. "Okay, let's see what it tells us."
Yolanda had the images of the victims moving in reverse until they were standing. "It looks like the man was hit first with two rounds in the chest. Then the woman got three rounds. She was beginning to turn away, to her right side, and so the trajectories show a wider arc, and the third round got her at nearly a 45º angle under her left clavicle, just in front of her armpit."
Yolanda said "The program will begin trying to line up the trajectories to a single source. I'll add a little matrix image of the killer..."
A see-thru 3D criss-cross like in video games appeared, as if we were looking at his back. The POV of the camera was the hallway doorway, and we could see through the green-line image to the victims. But the extrapolations of the gunfire trajectories was all over the place.
Joanne Warner said "Maybe he began walking towards them, and towards the table to take any drugs that were on the table, which were gone but the dog alerted on."
Yolanda began tapping buttons on her computer, and the perp image moved away from the POV and towards the sofa. "They're still not lining up. That third shot the girl took is the one really messing with the program."
Roark Coleman said "Try taking the killer image out and just let the trajectories line up where they will." Yolanda did so. The lines converged a bit better, but to the right of the doorway."
"That's no good." said Joanne Warner. "The killer was in the doorway."
"Was he?" Roark fired back. "What if he stepped to his right after entering?"
"That's not what the witness told us, Detective." Joanne said sharply.
"What the witness told us may be wrong." Roark replied, a bit snarkily.
Lieutenant Christopher Purvis said "We know that eyewitness statements can be only partially correct sometimes. Ms. Huntington saw a shocking scene. She remembers the perp's first appearance, but he may have moved and she didn't quite process that."
"Could well be." Yolanda said. She re-inserted the 'perp' matrix figure and had it move to the side past the end of the door, its right arm extended as if shooting. "That better, but it's still not great. The trajectories want to go a little further to the right of the perp."
"And there's one other thing." Roark Coleman said, his voice connoting playing a trump card. "Marquis Swift is left-handed!"
"And just how do you know that?" Joanne Warner said scornfully.
"Good old-fashioned data research." Roark replied smugly. "Which I do more often than I've been given credit for." That was a total shot at Joanne for what she'd said to him at the crime scene, and her face turned beet red with anger, and perhaps embarrassment. I knew I had to step in.
"That's an interesting point, Mister Roark." I said, a bit loudly and more forcefully than I really needed to. "Yolanda, can you make that little matrix perp left-handed?"
"Sure can." Yolanda said. In fact, she was already doing it.
I said: "And have him spring out of the coat closet to the right of the door, and move towards the victims." Yolanda did so, and the trajectories began lining up.
"But that means he wasn't in the doorway." Captain Claire Michaels said. "And that means Rhonda Huntington lied to us like a dog in the shade."
"That is exactly right." I said. "Commander Croyle, Captain Michaels, an arrest warrant for Rhonda Huntington, on suspicion. And while you're at it, get a material witness warrant for Randy Luna and bring him in, too---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. "Yes, Sheriff?... Yes sir... You mean now, sir?... On my way." After disconnecting, I said "The Sheriff wants to see me in his office, and it can't wait. You guys carry on."
As I left, I noticed that Roark Coleman was looking just a little smug, but more importantly, Joanne Warner's face connoted utter fury...
Part 8 - Health And Welfare
It was 10:30am, Monday, January 10th, when I arrived at Sheriff Griswold's office at City Hall, wearing my Duty Dress jacket with boxes over a white shirt and black necktie. The Sheriff's assistant did the 'all proper' thing by opening the door to his office to let me in, then shutting it behind me after I'd declined coffee or water.
I saw why there was formality: also in the room was a middle-aged black man, in decent physical condition, about 5'10" tall, deliberately bald (meaning he shaved his head), wearing a well-tailored suit made of surprisingly cheap materials.
Griswold said "Commander, I believe you've met Dr. Raphael Kapel."
"Yes, at the Council meeting last week." I said. I shook his hand and the Sheriff bade us to sit in the chairs in front of his desk.
"I apologize for not calling you sooner, Commander." said Kapel. "But since I was in City Hall today on other business, I thought I might come see the Sheriff about my ideas for the Public Health Service, and I appreciate you coming by."
"No problem. I'm at your service, Dr. Kapel." I said, and my statement was exactly as truthful as his.
Kapel: "I appreciate that. And I greatly respected the job you and the Charter Commission did re-writing the Charter. Unfortunately, a problem has come up."
"Ryan Paulson wanting to kill the Free Clinics." I replied.
"Yes." said Kapel. "And that has terrified the Black Community. They depend on those  Free Clinics for their health care. And if you even want to know why Blacks despise the Republican Party, just look at what Paulson is doing now."
"A lot of non-Blacks also depend on the Free Clinics." I said. "I'm not trying to defend Ryan Paulson nor the Establishment Republican Party, but I don't see this as a racial issue."
"Then what is it?" Kapel asked skeptically.
I said "Ryan Paulson's campaign is being financed largely by BigBenefitInsurance. They want the Free Clinics closed to force poor people to have to buy their insurance. And yes, University Hospital stopped taking BBI's insurance after the Ransomware Virus incident last year and BBI's attacks on our doctors, bur I think the green dollar bills are Paulson's motives." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus'; 'Climate Injustice'.)
"And we're right back to the Corporate Elites of the Republican Party." said Kapel, and I really couldn't argue with that. "Before I say more, I ned to ask you this. Why is the Public Health Department part of the Public Safety Department in the first place?"
I looked at the Sheriff, who answered: "Back when the Town and County merged, someone said that since public health was a safety issue, the County Public Health Department should be part of the newly merged Public Safety Department. At the time the EMTs were part of the Fire Department, so there was only Police and Fire as first responders. So they put the Public Health Department in with them."
I took it up, saying "When we re-wrote the Charter, we had the situation where the Police had gotten the SWAT Team, the Fire Department had the Bomb Squad, and they'd given the Public Health Department the HAZMAT Team. That made some sense, as hazardous materials are a health and safety issue. So we pretty much just left all that alone."
"How do you feel about the possibility of separating Public Health from Public Safety?" asked Kapel.
I said "I don't really have any problems with it either way. But if they were to separate them, I'd want one thing: I'd want the HAZMAT Team moved to remain in the Public Safety Department, possibly under the EMS Service."
Sheriff Griswold said "As Sheriff, I might welcome the separation, and I agree with Crowbar that we should keep the HAZMAT Team under Public Safety. But let me ask you this question: why do you think this will solve your problem regarding Paulson wanting to defund the Free Clinics? Won't he just keep going after them?"
"Maybe." said Kapel. "And I know the Iron Crowbar is not a racist, but I also know that his 'colorblind' attitude is idealistic, at best. So you may not agree with this, Commander, but we believe that if the Public Health Service becomes a separate entity, any attempt by Ryan Paulson to defund it will be seen as overtly racist, and will be too damaging for the full Assembly or Council to go along with it."
"You're right... I don't agree with the premise." I said. Then I looked at the Sheriff and said "But the logic is flawless, in the political sense. And it could hurt all of the Republicans in the local races, including you, sir, if Paulson isn't isolated."
Griswold growled "Oh, I intend to fully endorse Dr. Kapel's idea. And not for the optics nor the political reasons. I think it's a good idea, provided that we keep the HAZMAT Teams."
I sensed that Kapel was surprised at that, and I sensed deeper down that he was just a little bit disappointed, as if he really wanted the issue to attack Republicans. So I said  "I appreciate your concern for the needs of our County's poorest people, and I can assure you we share it. So of course we'll endorse the idea."
In other words, take the win for the right reasons, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Monday, January 10th. The Committee of the Whole, meaning the Mayor and all ten Council Members, convened in the Private Council Chamber on the 2nd floor of City Hall. Also in attendance were Sheriff Griswold, Myself, Raphael Kapel, and Ryan Paulson.
Also in the room were TCPD Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and Sheriff's Department Sergeant-At-Arms Harrison J. Pierce. They were wearing armored vests.
Before we settled down, Daniel asked me "Did Laura enjoy the weekend as much as Melina did?"
I said "Uhh... I haven't had a chance to talk to Laura yet, what with that double murder and all." Hmmm, I thought to myself, so Laura and Melina went somewhere? Hmmm...
"What, no lunch?" Kelly Carnes whined as everyone sat down in their places.
"Ain't no such thing as a free lunch, Carnes." J.P. Goldman said viciously, his voice low and venomous.
"We don't have the budget for it." Mayor Daniel Allgood said flatly. "And I told y'all to eat before you came in."
"We are not fooled." Dagmar Schoen said. "We know Carnes and her fellow Democrats met over lunch to discuss strategy."
"And you filthy Republicans didn't?" Kelly Carnes fired back, her voice a mixture of snotty snarkiness.
"I never said we didn't." Dagmar replied. "We Republicans just don't whine about not getting perks like free lunch at taxpayers's expense like you Democrats do."
"All right, enough, enough." said Mayor Allgood. He called the meeting to order and tapped his gavel. "We have two items to discuss, and they're partly related. First is whether or not to create a ballot initiative to separate the Public Health Department from the Public Safety Department. And the second is to consider changes to the rank structure of the various branches of the Public Safety Department. Right now, we're just in discussion, so we don't need the formalities of points of order or of information, and the like. Keep it civil, so I don't have to resort on calling on someone to have the floor."
Edward R. Steele said "I took the liberty of writing what the ballot initiative would say, if it's approved." He went around and handed everyone their own copy, which was three sheets of paper, stapled together.
"Mighty presumptuous of you." snarled Kelly Carnes.
"We can make changes if we need to." said Mayor Allgood. "This is just the starting point, and from a Member of the Charter Commission."
"Is this what you wanted to see, Dr. Kapel?" asked Edgar Silas.
"Yes." said Kapel as he perused it. "It may be even better than what we originally envisioned."
"Who is this 'we' you're talking about?" asked J.P. Goldman, his voice unfriendly.
"Some of my fellow Town & County Assemblymen." said Kapel. "As well as some of my friends on the Black Business Council, and my friend Dr. Joseph E. Williams, who was also a Charter Commission member. But I'm the one spearheading this initiative." I noticed Edgar Silas frown at the mention of the enemy of Silas's friend Eldrick X. Weaver, the Rev. Williams.
"How do you feel about that, Ryan?" J.P. Goldman asked.
"I'm strongly opposed to it." said Paulson. "The Public Health Department should be about the health and safety of the Citizens of the Town & County, which is a public safety function; and therefore part of the overall Public Safety Department. And I'll add that separating the PHD from the PSD will not stop me from doing everything in my power to shut down those embarrassing examples of socialism and welfare, the so-called Free Clinics. They're certainly not free to the taxpaying Producers of the County."
"So you want to deny Blacks access to health care?" fired Raphael Kapel.
Ryan Paulson angrily said "If you're trying to call me a racist, I'll haul your ass into Court and sue you to death. Those Socialist clinics are not being used exclusively by Blacks. The worst thing about them is that they are being used by Illegal Persons, feeding off the hard work of the taxpayers---"
"They're not illegal persons!" yelled Kelly Carnes. "They are persons, and human beings just like anyone else!"
"And they're here illegally, which makes them Illegal Persons." persisted Ryan Paulson.
"You're a racist!" yelled Carnes. "What you just said is racist hate speech!"
"Cry me a river, you Leftwing idiot." shot back Paulson. "You try to call it 'hate speech' because you know it's the truth! And that's what you really hate... the truth that exposes your Socialist lies---"
*tap* *tap* *tap* *tap* *tap* *tap*
"This is neither the time nor the place for this." said Mayor Daniel Allgood."
"Why not?" yelled Ryan Paulson. "If you weren't such a weak Mayor, we wouldn't be having our tax dollars stolen and wasted by Illegal Persons!--- uhhk!"
He suddenly stopped talking. The rounded end of a red crowbar has a way of doing that to people. I had risen and jabbed my red crowbar into Paulson's chest.
"Shut your fucking mouth, asshole." I said venomously. "You're here as a guest, and I'm about to revoke your privileges. The hard way."
"You son of a bitch!" Paulson snarled, wanting to stand up and front me, but unable to with the crowbar pressing him back. "You ain't the boss of me! I got rights! What are you gonna do, hit me with that thing, you thug?---" He stopped again when Teresa Croyle appeared in the chair next to him.
"You know something, Mr. Paulson?" the Iron Wolf said. "When you're in a deep hole, the first thing to do is stop digging. I can assure you that if you think you can stand up to the Iron Crowbar, you got another 'think' coming. And you can cry about your rights all day and night, but that crowbar is still going to hurt when -I- take it out of the Commander's hands and shove it up your Establishment Elitist ass!"
"I'd listen to her, if I were you." said Sergeant-At-Arms Harrison J. Pierce. He stood up. "Why don't you come with me, Mr. Paulson, while we let the hotheads cool off, eh?"
"I'll see you on the debate stage, Allgood." said Paulson. "Or are you too much of a pussy to debate me?" Sergeant-At-Arms Pierce moved Paulson along to the door that Teresa had opened. A second later she came back in alone.
"I have one question, Mr. Kapel." said J.P. Goldman.
"It's Doctor Kapel!" shouted Kelly Carnes.
"Yeah, whatever. I call everyone 'Mister', or 'Miss'." said J.P. Goldman. "Mister Kapel, Paulson is right about one thing... he's going to try to kill the Free Clinics no matter what. So is it really necessary, or better, to separate Public Health from the overall umbrella of Public Safety?"
"That's the question for you, and perhaps for the voters, to decide." said Kapel. "I do think it would be better if they were separate. The Public Health Department can retain its mission of emergency health response as well as the general welfare---"
"No, no, no." growled Sheriff Griswold. "True public safety works only under one cohesive umbrella with a cohesive leadership structure... some of which I'm going to discuss in the structure issues later."
"Which way would you prefer it, Sheriff?" asked Sheila Sorrells.
Sheriff Griswold said "The Public Health Department is already one foot out the door. I leave all the services, the Clinics and all that, to the PHO and their Leadership. I'd have no problem letting them go and being on their own... except the HAZMAT and other emergency people. We need to keep them, so that we can coordinate them with the rest of the Public Safety response to emergencies."
"What about you, Don?" asked John Colby.
Kelly Carnes said venomously "He's just an employee. He will do what the Sheriff tells him. His opinion is of no value."
"Neither is yours." fired back J.P. Goldman. "I'm asking Don Troy as Charter Commission Chairman: Don, what's your opinion? What would you do if it was all up to you?"
"I have no problem with it either way." I replied. "I would put it on the ballot, and let the People decide, and I'd be happy with whatever they vote to do. My only caveat and request is that if the PHD goes its own way, we need to retain the HAZMAT Team as part of our coordinated emergency health response to anything... such as fentanyl releases and train explosions and fires. I recommend the EMS Service take over those responsibilities. That should be stated in detail on the ballot." (Author's note: 'Smoke On The Water', Ch. 01; 'Scavenger Hunt', Ch. 04 for the fentanyl and train incidents.)



"And that's included as part of the draft bill I handed everyone." said Edward R. Steele...
Part 9 - Successful Arrests
Meanwhile...
The heavily-armed, well-armored contingent of TCPD Officers rolled through the Rio Linda Apartments, enveloping Building 10 in a pincer movement, and keeping visibility of the back porch of Apartment 10A. When the pincer met, the Officers poured out of the Police cruisers and ran in a coordinated and practiced set of movements to cover the exits.
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Town & County Police!" shouted Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez as she and Detectives Joan Laurer and Roark Coleman stood on either side of the door. All three were wearing double armor vests.
There was no response, but the peephole in the door darkened and then lit back up, showing that someone had looked out at them then drawn back. Julia knocked hard on the door and yelled "Police! Open up!"
Again, no response, but they could hear shuffling behind the door. Fearing it was being barricaded, Julia said "Ram it."
Officer Taylor Hawley of the SWAT Team came up. "Search warrant!" he yelled, then slammed the ram against the door. It flew open, the chain securing the door and its screws flying out of the wall. Joan Laurer rushed in, followed by Roark and Julia.
"GET YOUR HANDS UP!" Laurer yelled at Rhonda Huntington, who was in the living room but appeared to be running towards the bedroom. Rhonda stopped and put up her hands, and Laurer pulled her hands behind her back and affixed cuffs while Julia covered them with her TASER.
The apartment was a mirror image of the apartment across the hallway. The patio door out the back of the bedroom in back had opened, and a wiry man with a mop of brown hair and a mustache ran out and jumped over the wall to the grounds. He didn't get far.
*WHAM!*
Police had almost magically appeared, and the man found himself being tackled hard by Officer Ragnar Magnussen. "STOP RESISTING!" he yelled as he sat on the man's back and tried to affix handcuffs. "STOP RESISTING!" Other Officers arrived to help, and they soon had the man subdued and his hands cuffed behind his back. The Officer-cams that caught the order to stop resisting would help convict the perp of Resisting Arrest.
As they bodily lifted the man to his feet, Lieutenant Micah Rudistan came up to him. With a great deal of joviality he said "Randy Luna! So happy to finally meet you! As I'm sure you can tell, you are under arrest. Read him his rights."
As Officer Magnussen tried to read Luna his considerable rights, Luna yelled "Why are you detaining me? I haven't done anything wrong! You have no right to detain me!"
"Oh, I think we do." Rudistan said with great joviality, which had a way of getting under perps's skins. "First, we have a warrant to bring you in as a person of interest in a double homicide. And second, when people run out the back door while the Police are coming in the front door? That qualifies as 'evading the Police' and definitely gets my interest... and gets you criminally charged."
"I want a lawyer!" Luna yelled, then yelled as loudly as he could, to anyone possibly listening... and videoing with their cellphones: "I'M BEING UNLAWFULLY DETAINED! I'M BEING ARRESTED WITHOUT CAUSE!"
"Take him away." Rudistan said. As Luna was escorted around the corner of the building, Rhonda was being brought out of the building via the hallway door. Luna yelled at Rhonda to demand a lawyer and say nothing more. Rhonda said nothing. They were put into separate Police cruisers and transported to Police Headquarters for processing.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:15pm, Monday, January 10th. Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle and I came into Police Headquarters. The Council Committee of the Whole had decided to not debate the Sheriff's structure proposal yet. Sheila Sorrells had said it best when she said "Let's get this Public Health resolution whipped into shape for tomorrow night. We can talk about the rest of it later this week."
Everyone not a Member of the Council, except Sergeant-At-Arms Pierce, were 'invited' to leave, and we did not let the door hit us in our fourth points of contact on the way out. The Sheriff told us he'd come to Police HQ later on, and went to his office.
At Headquarters, Captain Claire Michaels and ADA Paulina Patterson came into the Main Conference Room to brief the Chief, me, and Teresa, We watched the Officer-cam footage of the arrests, then Claire gave her report:
"We searched the apartment." Claire said. "We brought in the dog. He alerted in the kitchen, and when we looked in the AC/heating vent in the wall of the kitchen, which was up near the ceiling, we found six kilos of China White. And behind that in the vent was a.357 Magnum 5-shot revolver, loaded with.38 special cartridges. Two shots fired and three unfired. Randy Luna's fingerprints are all over the gun and the cartridges. Jody Taylor is running ballistics now, and I hardly need say that if they come back to the slugs from the bodies of the victims, Luna is looking at the Death Penalty."
Claire: "Upon interrogation by Sergeant Rodriguez and Joan Laurer, Rhonda admitted that she had lied about Marquis Swift. She'd seen the television reports on KXTC about him, so she gave his description. She wouldn't throw Luna under the bus, though; she wanted to talk to her lawyer and cut a deal in exchange for fingering him."
"Who is her attorney?" I asked.
"Abby Howell." Claire said. "She's with the Rosemont & Burisma firm. She's an advocate to legalize prostitution, and she frequently defends prostitutes in Court as a Public Defender."
"What did Randy Luna have to say?" I asked.
"Roark Coleman and Teddy Parker interrogated him." Claire said. "His lawyer, Michael Bertram of Gaston & Bertram, P.C., showed up to represent him, and not as a public defender. Roark did a good job of laying out the case, and it's a slam dunk, but Bertram had Luna invoke, then refused to discuss plea deals."
"Why?" asked a stunned Teresa Croyle. "Considering that the Death Penalty is very much on the table, I'd think he'd be begging for a plea deal."
Claire replied "Bertram believes that we did not have sufficient grounds nor probable cause to obtain a warrant for Luna. He's not waiving the preliminary hearing, and he's going for total dismissal of the charges with prejudice."
Teresa said "But we got the warrants because Rhonda lied to Police, and he was her roommate, or boyfriend, or whatever, so it's perfectly normal to want to bring him in for questioning. And we found the drugs and the gun because of her, and her warrant. And furthermore, he fled the scene to evade Police, and he resisted arrest. So the evidence is good and valid, is it not?"
"Paulina?" I asked.
Paulina said "That's the route I'll certainly be taken during his hearing in the morning. If we get Judge Watts or Judge Washington, they'll likely dispense with the crap and it'll be bound over for trial. Folsom? That's not such a certainty."
Paulina: "And I'm not saying I agree with this, but Bertram may have a point. One thing I try to do is put myself in the Defense lawyer's shoes, and consider what I would do on the Defendant's behalf, and then work to either squash the problem or concede it and drop the charges."
Paulina: "In this case, I think we should be okay, but the case -can- be made that we had relatively thin grounds to ask for a warrant for that lunatic Luna in advance. Yeah, once he ran when we came in for Rhonda, and once the gun was found, he was toast. But he wasn't at home on Saturday, at least not that we know of, so asking for a warrant will be questioned as a (air quotes) 'phishing' expedition without probable cause."
Paulina: "So that's the threat, that Bertram will appeal to the Appellate Court. And Leahy is so rabidly Leftist and Activist, he'll likely dismiss -all- the charges with prejudice. And we'll have to take it to the State Supreme Court or a Federal Court, and that'll take a lot of time."
As Teresa shook her head in disbelief, I said "I have a question: Claire, why didn't you send Joanne Warner in with Julia to interrogate Rhonda? Or even Luna, since she's a good (air quotes) 'bad cop' during interrogations?"
Claire said "I'm not going to send her in with Roark, nor Roark with her. As you've seen, sir, they despise each other. I also have taken heed of your criticisms of Lieutenant Warner during interrogations, so I held her back on this case and let other Detectives get some experience. At the time, I thought it was a slam-dunk case, but that was before hearing Paulina talk about the possible loophole. Not that it matters; Roark and Julia did very good jobs."
I said "That makes sense. And there are a few other 'teachable moments' that we need to review with Joanne. I noticed in the meeting this morning that Joanne got defensive when Roark brought up things that contradicted her story, and that caused to to become less than objective, and to twist facts to fit the theory, rather than the other way around."
Claire said "I understand what you're saying, sir, but what were the red flags? I freely admit that I didn't see anything that was a problem at the time of the incident."
I nodded and said "And what I've noticed might be called 'perfect 20/20 hindsight'. So let's learn together. Our first clue is that if a black man like Marquis Swift appeared in that all-white neighborhood, he'd be noticed. By everyone. And he sure as hell wouldn't go in there alone; he'd have protection, or be part of a group."
Me: "Another clue was that this didn't fit the M.O. of Marquis Swift. I don't see how he could coincidentally be at the scene in order to take the opportunity, and I -really- don't see him following them to their home to effect the robbery. Even several keys of smack or China White aren't all that much for him to risk everything like that, especially not in a potentially hostile White neighborhood where he knows he's unwelcome."
Me: "And one other thing we should have picked up on. If Rhonda Huntington had seen Marquis Swift, why didn't she call the SBI or DEA and get the reward? But she never did, and that's because she never really saw him, and she'd have to give her name as a witness. That alone should've told me everything."
Me: "So this is totally on me for not seeing those anomalies right away. And I give Roark credit for realizing there was something wrong when he saw Yolanda's 3D recreation program, which is some really beautiful stuff that will really help us going forward."
Teresa said "I'll play Tanya Muscone, and tell you to stop beating yourself up."
"Yezzz." drawled the Chief. "You are good, Mister Crowbarrrr. And all of our Detectives are good. Good... not perfect. We got to the truth, we have the perps behind barrrrrzzz."
"Yes sir." I said. Then, as if it were a sudden thought, I said "I need to get with Mary Milton. For Michael Bertram to be representing Randy Luna suggests that Luna is 'connected', as in the Mob ties I heard this morning that he might be connected to. So if y'all will excuse me..." I got up and with the Chief's blessing exited the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After talking to Mary in her office, I went to my office and found Paulina and Teresa already there, and Paulina making coffee in my coffeemaker under the TV monitor. After pouring all of us cups and sitting down, I saw both women peering at me. "Okay, what?" I asked as I took a sip of my coffee.
Teresa said "Spill it, Don. What's on your mind?" When I peered back at her, she said "What's got you so distracted that you didn't glom onto Rhonda Huntington on Saturday? I do think you saw it today, and let Roark bring it up to let him develop confidence. But something's on your mind. All this crap with the Public Health Service?"
"Oh Lord, no." I said with a near-scowl. "I couldn't care less about that, as long as we keep the HAZMAT Team." After a moment, I said "Teresa, has Todd said anything about what's going on at the University? And Paulina, I hate to ask you to break a confidence, but has Laura said anything about issues with the School?" Todd was a University Trustee, and Laura was Head of the Psychology Department at the School.
Teresa nodded in understanding, then said "There is a lot of angst and an increasing lack of respect among the Trustees for University President Jerry Moore, particularly with regard to the Climate Change 'loyalty documents'. But that's really nothing new."
Paulina said "Laura hasn't said anything to me about anything at the School. But she's also become withdrawn, and she's not confiding much to me, especially since I began dating Michael McGill." I noticed Teresa's head make like an owl and whirl to peer at Paulina upon hearing that.
I nodded and said "Laura hasn't been saying much to me about School-related matters, either. We almost always went to the University President's New Year's party when Sidney Wellman was President, but the Moores didn't even invite us to the last one a little over a week ago. I found out that they only invited people who'd signed the loyalty documents."
"Who told you that?" Teresa asked. "Todd and I weren't invited either, but he was told they were only inviting Faculty and Employees, and none of the Trustees nor major Boosters."
I said "I have a few sources, and they'd surprise you if you knew their names. And it's general scuttlebutt on Campus. Hospital Administrator Seth Warner and Joanne weren't invited, nor were any of the doctors On Staff." After another pause, I said, "O-kayyy, I'm going to go speak to the Chief, and see if I can sneak out of here a few minutes earrrrly."
Teresa again looked shocked...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinner at the Mountain Nest was... 'interesting'. It was just Carole, Jim, Laura, and myself. Bowser and Buddy were pretending to sleep near the back door.
I'd come home a little early, and had cooked dinner. Laura and I were having steak and sautéed asparagus, and I made the concession of having mashed potatoes instead of baked potatoes so that the kids could have mashed potatoes and gravy with cube steak. Bowser and Buddy did not complain, as they got bones out of the deal.
And no, no stringbeans. I had wanted a positive, happy dinner. But that wasn't happening. Laura was being relatively pensive and quiet. For years, the former Deputy Director of the Science and Technology branch of the CIA had been able to put any problems into a compartment of her mind, but whatever was bothering her now was at the forefront of her mind. And Carole knew it, which caused her to be quieter than normal.
As usual during dinner, I asked the kids how their day at school was. Carole, my fourth-grader, said that her classmate Sidney was being bullied, and that she, Marie, and Jameis were helping Sidney stand up to the bullies. But their English teacher Mrs. Worf not only didn't stop the bullying, she all but encouraged it because, according to Carole, Mrs. Worf didn't like Sidney, either. And worse, she had told Carole and Jameis that they'd be in trouble if they confronted the bullies, and she was 'birddogging' them during recess.
To my shock, Laura told Carole to not start any trouble nor escalate anything that might make her (Carole) a target. I told Carole to demand that I be called if there was any attempt to punish her, especially if Carole was not the transgressor.
Jim, my second-grader, said math was boring, that he already knew everything they were teaching in second grade, and that he already knew multiplication and division, as well. I was impressed; multiplication and division usually weren't started until 3rd grade. I inwardly knew that this was an inherent issue of kids with older siblings; Jim and Ross had learned half of what Carole (and Marie) had already been taught.
After dinner, I suggested we play games as a family. Jim did not want to play Monopoly, saying he knew all about Carole's interest-free loans to herself. So we played Uno. Daddy ended up having to 'draw eight' on several occasions.
Normally bedtime was a fight, as Carole did everything she could to not go to bed, then to delay going to bed, then arguing about it. Tonight, she quietly, almost meekly went and got ready for bed the first time she was told.
As Laura got the kids ready for bed, I took the dogs out. It was a cold night, so they did not waste time doing their business, and were ready to come back in within minutes. Once back inside, they rushed upstairs to settle into their baskets and guard their young charges while I made drinks for Laura and myself.
She came down the stairs and plopped down beside me on the sofa against the wall. She said "I'm wondering if Carole is coming down with a cold or something. She was really quiet tonight, all night. And she didn't put up any fuss about going to bed."
"She was excited enough yelling 'Draw eight!' when she hit me with that card." I replied. "But yes, she was on good behavior tonight."
She nodded and sipped her drink. "Strong." she said. "Trying to get me drunk?"
"Pliable, anyway." I said, then decided to stop delaying the inevitable any further by saying "Soooo. How was your weekend with Melina?"
"How'd you know it was her?" Laura replied.
"I saw Daniel at the Council Committee meeting." I said. "He said Melina had gone somewhere with you over the weekend."
"So how did the Council meeting go?" Laura asked. Deflecting to another subject, she was.
"Samo samo." I replied. "So, is there a reason you are avoiding talking about the weekend?"
"You're persistent." Laura said.
"I'm concerned." I replied. "You're not yourself right now. And you usually tell me what's going on, good or bad. So the deduction is not hard to make that there is something going on, and I've decided to coax it out of you since you haven't been forthcoming to this point."
Laura said "I was going to hold off until some things were clarified, but maybe it's better if I go ahead and tell you so you'll know." She finished off her drink, and I poured her some more from the bottles on the table in front of us as she began: "Melina and I went to Midtown. Friday night we stayed at the Hyatt-On-The-River in the River District, which is in the ritziest section of Midtown. We had dinner at The Chop House down there, which is Moe Molinari's best restaurant, went to the renovated Riverside Theater and saw 'Hamilton', then let guys buy us drinks in the Hyatt's lounge, but didn't let any of them pick us up."
Laura: "Saturday we went to the Governor's Mansion, for what we hoped would be secret talks with Governor Sharon Marshall and what she calls her 'Girls Group'. They're all women, and they're from both political Parties. State Senator Katherine Woodburn was there, as were State Rep Marsha Collins of Eastphalia, State Rep Gloria Bernstein of Westphalia, who succeeded Sharon Marshall there, Captain Kari Vance of the City P.D., Dr. Christina Cho of the State Crime Labs, U.S. Senator Lorraine McGill, and University Trustee Mrs. Myrtle L. James."
"Yep, Pubbies and Dems." I said.
Laura: "Britt Maxwell of the SBI is part of the unofficial group, but she was not at the meeting due to issues with me in the past. I did learn that she, U.S. Senator McGill, and Captain Vance met with Melina later in the day."
"So what is it about?" I asked. "Your meeting, that is."
Laura said "It's about what's going on at the University. Dr. Jerry Moore's insane push on those 'loyalty documents' are killing the School. Literally, it is being destroyed right before our eyes. It's also hurting the Hospital. A lot of big name donors, serious people who make Todd Burke look like small potatoes, are informing the Trustees that they are withholding all future donations. Not because of Climate Change; some are fully on board with that. But they don't like the 'loyalty documents'."



Laura: "And while the Governor pushed back hard against the first mention of trying to seize Teresa's Trust, the threat to the Hospital, to the Administrator, to the doctors and the employees there, could literally start a mass exodus. And then BigBenefitInsurance's Jeff Woolsey will be right there, demanding the Hospital be shut down."
"Whaa?" I gasped. I had not heard of any threats in that particular direction. I said "I haven't heard anything about that."
"You will." Laura replied. "Especially if Dr. Cordell wins his lawsuits... and now that he's getting it into Court, everyone expects he'll win. Woolsey and the other 'Big Boyz' despise us already, and they -cannot- afford to lose that one... elder George Bush's 'New World Order' of the Crony Capitalist Elites controlling us would take a devastating hit if they do... and they would love to shut the entire Hospital down rather than concede an inch to the People."
"My God..." I whispered, my voice trailing off as I began going into a reverie. Laura's voice brought me back out of it.
Laura: "It's also becoming personal with me. I was told by someone who is not our friend but who also despises Carmela that he and Jerry Moore are going to wage war against me in the Press and with the Trustees and the Faculty. Celeste Moore has told people that this academic year will be my last at the School, come hell or high water."
"You have tenure." I said. "They can't boot you. They've tried, and failed already."
Laura: "They're going to gin something up. Maybe based on the 'loyalty documents' or a massive 'cancel' operation in social media. And very possibly... violence. Unlike Teresa and you, I can't outrun bullets, nor explosions. And Carmela is so damned maniacal, he might just take another shot at our children, even knowing what you will do to him if he so much as tries." (Author's note: 'Consent of the Governed', Ch. 04-05 for Carmela's attempt to have Carole murdered.)
Seeing my mood darken considerably, Laura said "So the gist of our meeting was what to do about all this. Katherine Woodburn has a strong vested interest in it, as her hold on her seat in the Legislature could become tenuous if her District's greatest employer, the School, were to start struggling. Ditto that for the Hospital. Don't tell Teresa, but Katherine knows if Teresa ran against her, we'd have 'State Senator Croyle' after the next Election."
"Maybe I -should- tell Teresa that." I said. Then I said "I'm kidding. Don't tell Katherine, but Teresa ain't going anywhere."
"Unless it's with you." Laura replied, fully aware of where Teresa's loyalties lay. "Anyhoo, Katherine and the Governor are going to make those issues a priority in the Legislative Session. But like most things political, there's going to have to be tradeoffs. Whatever we get, we'll have to concede something. I'm not sure at all what'll come up, but something will."
I realized two things: first, that Laura wasn't telling me everything, and wasn't going to right now. And second, it was about to get crazy under the gold dome of our State Capitol...
Part 10 - It Begins
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, January 12th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in her background. "Donald Troy's mistakes lead to the possible dropping of murder charges!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "After Monday's arrest of Rhonda Huntington and Randy Luna, his attorney, Michael Bertram of Gaston & Bertram, P.C., accused Donald Troy and the TCPD of violating Mr. Luna's rights by obtaining a warrant for his arrest without probable cause and under false pretenses!"
Bettina: "Far right-wing Judge Rodney K. Watts refused to dismiss the charges at Mr. Luna's arraignment, so Mr. Bertram refused to waive the preliminary hearing. Mr. Bertram is also appealing to fair-minded Judge Leahy of the Appellate Court, seeking injunctive relief for his client. Judge Leahy is expected to make a ruling today. I interviewed former ADA and current candidate for District Attorney Savannah Fineman, who had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Bettina interviewing Savannah in the copse of trees near the Courthouse. Savannah said "Donald Troy has once again flouted the law and abused the Constitutional rights of a Sovereign Citizen, and D.A. Miriam Walters marches in jackbooted lockstep with Donald Troy's acts of brutality and suppression of Citizens's rights. I call upon Miriam Walters to drop the charges based upon this falsely obtained warrant, and I can promise the Citizens of this County that when I am District Attorney, I will oppose Troy's abusive tactics and protect our Citizens's rights!"
Back to Bettina live: "D.A. Miriam Walters refused to be interviewed on KXTC Channel Two News cameras, but her Campaign issued this statement, saying, quote: 'The warrant was legitimately obtained, the suspect tried to evade arrest and resisted arrest, and later evidence that was lawfully obtained show his complicity in the crime.', unquote."
Bettina: "And now let's go to highly respected reporter Carl Lemay for a report on last night's Town & County Council meeting. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Reporter of Color, standing on the same roof but with City Hall as his background. "In one of their most bipartisan actions in years, the Town & County Council approved putting an initiative on the May 3rd ballot that would change the Charter to separate the Public Health Service from the Public Safety Department!"
Lemay: "If passed, the Public Health Officer would become an elected position, and a special non-partisan election would be put on the General Election ballot in November. The initiative also states that the HAZMAT Team, which was widely praised for its responses to a fentanyl release and of course the train explosion last year, would remain in the Public Safety Department, as part of the EMS Service."
Lemay: "The vote was 6-4 to put the measure up for a public vote after a spirited debate amongst the Council Members as well as several persons in the audience who spoke. I spoke with Town Assemblyman Raphael Kapel after the vote. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Kapel reiterating his reasons why he thought the separation was needed. Then back to Lemay live, who said "And our colleague Pat Stellum interviewed Mayoral candidate Ryan Paulson, who said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Paulson saying "We need the public safety aspects of the Public Health Department. But we do not need the Socialist Welfare aspects of free medical care to Illegal Persons paid for by hardworking taxpayers who don't use the Clinics and have to pay for their own healthcare. That's just wrong, and it's why I'm running for Mayor to defeat Daniel Allgood and whatever Democrat they try to put in my way."
Lemay: "Voting for the measure were Republicans Ian McGhillie, Edward Steele, and John Colby as well as Democrats Sheila Sorrells, Edgar Silas, and Malinda Adams. Voting against were Republicans Dagmar Schoen and J.P. Goldman, and Democrats Kelly Carnes and Susan Weston. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!"  Bettina shouted as the feed came back to her, then said "And now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum with a special guest. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the corpulent, fat-cheeked reporter as he came on screen, the Clock Tower of the University behind him. "I'm here with Dr. Jerry Moore, President of the University. Dr. Moore, there is a push in Midtown to defund the Climate Change Center as well as outlaw the badly needed pledges of support for the great cause of Climate Change. Do you think they'll succeed?"
"No, Pat, and here's why." said Dr. Moore. "First, the funding for the Biology & Climate Change School from the current, enlightened Administration in Washington, as well as from Climate Justice supporters all over the Nation, will assure the continuation of the excellent work being done on behalf of Climate Justice. And we do not require anyone to sign pledges of loyalty to the great cause of Climate Justice; doing so is strictly voluntary."
Stellum: "Dr. Laura Fredricson, wife of Police Commander Donald Troy, but the mother of only two of his six children, has been leading the effort to oppose the Climate Change Center as well as refusing to voluntarily sign the Climate Justice Pledge. What can you say about her?"
Dr. Moore: "This academic year is the last year that Dr. Laura Fredricson will be employed at this University, come hell or high water. She is a cancer within our great School, and we are going to excise it---"
"But she has tenure." said Stellum.
"I don't give a damn." Moore said, keeping his voice relatively level. "We will find a way around that. We will find a reason to terminate her employment with the University, and also as a doctor On Staff at University Hospital. We will do whatever it takes to remove her harmful presence and influence from the University and from University Hospital."
"Back to you, Bettina." Stellum said to the camera with a huge grin on his fat face.
"Thank you, Pat!" Bettina shouted. "And we thank University President Moore for the few minutes of his valuable time. And now let's get a report from our colleague Bill Hacosta of the SNN Networks about the Legislative session. Bill!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the white reporter with possibly deliberate graying hair as he came on, either live or very recently taped. "The State News Networks have learned that a bipartisan coalition featuring Governor Sharon Marshall and State Senate Minority Leader Katherine Woodburn of the 1st District is promoting legislation concerning the University."
Hacosta: "The bills, which have been introduced in both Chambers, would do three things: first, they would separate University Hospital from the control of the University; second, they would create a new State Medical College as an independent graduate-level entity; and third, they would outlaw the requirement to sign so-called 'loyalty documents' in support of -any- political position as a condition of employment or retention in -any- State Government position or related positions, such as doctors On Staff at University Hospital."
Hacosta: "The bill does not defund the Climate Change Center nor the Biology School, which has been converted to a de facto Climate Change research school. Many donors to the University that have been skeptical of the Climate Justice Pledge do support the settled science of Climate Change, and it is hoped the passage of this bill will allow those donors to resume their generous pledges to the School."
Hacosta: "And a Select Committee comprised of Legislators of both Parties and both Chambers has been formed to begin working out the restructuring of county lines, including dissolving some counties and creating new ones. Asked if they could get a bill written and through the Legislature by the end of March, Committee Chairman Lamar Linder, the Republican State House Rep from Hamilton County, said 'I believe we can, if everyone shares the same single-minded purpose to get the job done.' Back to you, Bettina..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where do we even start?" asked Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (me), ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Chief Deputy Cindy Ross watched the propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Was that a threat to our family that I just heard, Don?" asked my first cousin Cindy Ross. "Are they going to come after your children again, like Carmela did that last time?" (Author's note: 'Consent of the Governed', Ch. 04-05.)
"Yes. Yes it was a threat." I replied. I did not mention that Dr. Moore's words were exactly what Laura had reported had been said about her earlier. Instead I said: "It was also a very calculated conversation. My only question is who that conversation was really meant for."
"I'm taking the threat seriously, of course." Teresa said. "But for them to put it out publicly like that... do you think they're trying to distract you, Don?"
"Could be. Could well be." I said musingly. "I'm also curious why they ran Stellum's interview with President Moore, then immediately followed it with the taped report by Hacosta from Midtown, which all but contradicted Dr. Moore. And don't tell me it was an accident. Bettina is Managing Editor; she put that together the way it was shown. If I were Stellum, I'd be pissed. If I were Moore, I'd be really, really pissed."
"Sheriff," said Chief Moynahan, "what should we make of Savannah Fineman's comments about the charges against Randy Looooona?"
"She's a far-Left-wing nutjob." growled Griswold. "I also found out that she is getting financial backing for her Campaign from George Schwartz, who funds Radical Leftists to run for D.A. positions. God have mercy on us if she were to actually win."
"Paulina," said Cindy, "I can hardly believe that Miriam Walters would refuse to go on the air with KXTC. Why wouldn't she go on the air with them? They -have- to give her equal time by showing it, don't they?"
"Theoretically, yes." Paulina replied. "And when I first saw that, I wondered if Bettina was lying yet again, and saying she refused when she really didn't. They do it all the time about Don not responding to their pleas for comment, but to say outright that Miriam (air quotes) 'refused'? That's getting real close to coloring outside the lines if it's not true, with ramifications involving election laws and equal time."
I said "I'm sure they twisted it in some way. Maybe they ask her to go on camera right at that moment, she says 'let me freshen my makeup first', they walk away, and then say she refused to go on."
"Or else they called her at 3:00am, she said wait until morning, and the same result." Cindy said. I nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Or maybe she -did- refuse." Tanya said. "They can be so deceitful and tricky once they get someone on camera, then hit them with unrelated ambush questions. And if it were me, I'd wait until that process works out. How -did- it go in Court, Paulina?"
"It got a little rough." Paulina said. "Michael Bertram is a thug, and he tries to be physically intimidating. He argued hard with the Judge, and when I interrupted him to factually correct him, he came towards my table. The Bailiff intercepted him, but he was bigger than the Bailiff and if push had come to shove, Bertram would've snapped his neck. Judge Watts told Bertram if he crossed the centerline again, then he, Watts, would call the Iron Crowbar over to make the arrest, and that it would physically be extremely painful to be perp-walked to jail with a crowbar jammed up his, Bertram's, ass."
We all laughed at that, then Teresa said "Would they really throw out the case? I mean, we got the evidence through Rhonda's warrant, everything was legal and correct. And if we hadn't have gotten the material witness warrant for Luna, then we still had the drugs and gun with his fingerprints. And I think the material witness warrant was fine to ask for, because his name is on the rent lease and he and Rhonda had been living together for a long time. Where am I wrong on that?"
"You're not." Paulina replied. "But Bertram is going for the narrowest possible interpretation of what you needed in order to obtain the warrant. Ironically, it might've been better if you had -not- asked for the warrant for him when you did. Luna's attempts to evade the Police and then resist arrest gave you exigent circumstances to bring him in and then get a warrant to hold him, augmented by the gun you legitimately found through her warrant."
I said "And then Bertram would say we arrested his client without a warrant as well as without cause, that his client has the right to walk out his back door. Whichever way we play it, Bertram plays the other side."
Me: "Also, I'm not trying to make excuses nor shift the blame, but Judge Doss issued the warrant. If there was a problem, why didn't she hold back and let us work through Rhonda's warrant?"
Paulina said "I'd have issued the warrant, too. Like I said, Bertram is clutching at straws. This loophole is smaller than the eye of a needle, but Bertram is going to try to drive his chariot through it."
"Changing the subject," said Tanya Muscone, to change the subject, "was that actually a fair and balanced report on the ballot measure to separate the Public Health Service from the Public Safety Department?"
"It was indeed surprisingly balanced." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Lemay reported the facts accurately, they showed both Kapel and Paulson making comments, and showed that the vote was bipartisan."
"Whaddya say to -that-, Red Crowbar?" Cindy asked, and in a challenging manner.
"I'd say they hadn't figured out what to tell us to think yet." I replied cooly. "They'll see which way helps them and hurts us in the Public Safety Department, then choose their side and tell their viewers to choose that way, as well."
"You just will never give them credit for anything, will you?" Cindy said, half whimsically, but with a serious undertone beneath it.
"In this case, Crowbar is right." growled Sheriff Griswold before I could deliver a biting retort. "The Council vote was bipartisan, with people on both sides of the measure. There's merits to either side, so the Media bides its time and waits and sees how the cards fall..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am, Wednesday, January 12th. Teresa and I drove to the Luigi's-By-The-River restaurant. Partly to fight the cold and partly to mask our armor that we were wearing, we were wearing our leather jackets with embroidered badges over the heart and metal ranks on the shoulder epaulettes.
When we got there, we were shown up to the private dining room. I was not surprised to see State Senator Moe Molinari (R - The City); after all, he'd called me and asked to meet here and now. I was more surprised at who was with him: State Senator Jimmy 'Coffin' Cerone (D - Southport), the owner of this excellent restaurant.
We all shook hands, and both men greeted Teresa as if she were (literally) a royal princess. We then sat down at the table for four, with Teresa taking the place against the wall, not only because it was long-forgotten manners that the ladies sit where they can see and be seen, but also so she could see out and observe any threats. Cerone and Molinari's bodyguards were at tables along the walls near the door.
"I'm a bit surprised to see both of you up here while the Legislature is in session." I said.
Cerone replied "Today is all Committee meetings. Senator Molinari and I don't really bother with those unless and until we're needed to put some sense into their heads."
Our food came very quickly. The salad and breadsticks were served immediately, and we barely had time to consume one bowl of salad and a breadstick each when the lasagna and the fettuccine Alfredo came out. For the next few minutes the former Bosses of Bosses ate like they were starved dogs. Yes, the food was that good, but Teresa and I showed just as little bit more restraint and decorum in eating our food. Just a little bit more.
When the eating finally slowed down, the State Senators discussed what was going on in the Legislature. Cerone said that the 'redistricting' was going very slowly and without urgency, which suggested to him that something was a done deal behind the scenes and they'd spring it on everyone at the last moment as a fait accompli. Molinari said that the same thing was happening with the Budget, that no one was really talking about it, but that something was being put together behind the scenes.



Cerone said that the issues with the University were becoming more and more publicly important, as Legislators all over the State, be they Republicans or Democrats, were really hearing from their constituents about the 'loyalty documents', especially them being applied to the Athletic Programs and their various coaching staffs.
"My lodestone on that is the Hospital, and my sick kids." Teresa said. "The School can tear itself apart for all I care, but if my kids can't get the best doctors and nurses to take care of them and cure their illnesses, that's a problem."
"Would you be willing to say that to the Legislature, as a called-upon witness?" Senator Cerone said.
"Yes sir, I would." Teresa said.
"Why don't you and I talk about that at the table next door, there." suggested Cerone. "I know that Mr. Molinari wants to talk to the Iron Crowbar privately about something." Teresa looked at me and I nodded, and so she and Cerone moved to the table next to ours, where they were served cheesecake and coffee. Molinari and I were also served dessert.
Molinari said quietly "What I wanted to talk to you about is that dirtbag Randy Luna that you arrested, and (air quotes) 'dirtbag' is too kind a term for him, which I'll touch upon in a minute." I nodded.
Molinari continued: "As you know, I started in the construction business. My businesses were good and clean... oh, I know, what went on behind the scenes may not have been, but the businesses themselves were good and legit... but the company Luna is contracted with is as dirty as an overused pig sty."
"Is he running drugs with them?" I asked prematurely.
Molinari shook his head and said "No, and let me tell you the whole story. The name of the company is 'Gold & Partners'. It's owned by a man named Robert Gold. He goes by the nam 'Bob'. Bob Gold and Dean Allen, son of the late State Senator Nathan Allen, were friends since childhood." The mention of Dean Allen's name made me glad Teresa was not at the table at the moment.
(Author's note: 'Dark Side of the Force' Ch. 04-05 for Nathan Allen's death; 'Teresa's Christmas Story', 'Man of God', 'Music Box Dancer' Ch. 02' for more on Dean Allen and Phil Kearns.)
Molinari: "As you know, Dean Allen cannot earn any money without it being taken and sent directly to Phil Kearns, whose family Dean Allen wiped out while Allen was driving drunk. All Allen has that can't be touched is his father's trust fund. So Allen has been finding ways to obtain money under the table, so that he won't have to give Kearns a dime."
Molinari: "And that's where Gold & Partners come in. They're a small company, and pretty disreputable. They like to cut corners, they overcharge for things and then substitute cheaper items, such as charging for using galvanized screws and nails but using cheaper, ungalvanized screws and nails. And the same for the lumber they use, and so on and so forth. That also goes for Randy Luna: he charges for high quality paints, but turns around and uses cheap, vastly inferior paints."
Molinari: "As you also know, the northwest region of the State, especially your County, Coltrane County, and Nextdoor County, are undergoing a bit of a boom in construction. They are anticipating that either the Town & County will be fully merged by force, -or- they'll be re-separated while your County is merged with Coltrane County and maybe Nextdoor County." I nodded, beginning to see where this was going.
Molinari: "A lot of housing is being built in the outlying county areas of all three counties, because a lot of Whites know that a merged County or a majority Town Council will result in Democrat hegemony over them, with mostly Black--- er, Minorities ruling over them. And that means taxes on the White Producers will skyrocket, while indigent Blacks and Hispanics, and especially Illegal Persons, will get all the benefits while paying less or no taxes."
Molinari: "So the White taxpayers are looking to get out. And that means a lahhht of money is up for grabs, not to mention inroads for gambling, drugs, prostitution. You're going to get a lot of work in the coming months, if I don't miss my guess."
"And you rarely do, if I don't miss -my- guess." I replied.
Molinari chuckled, then said "Dean Allen has been behind a lot of the construction boom. He somehow was able to leverage property through options, and he's one of the up-and-coming players in the new construction. And he does it through proxies, like Bob Gold, so that he, Allen, won't have to pay Kearns a dime."
Molinari: "And that leads me to Randy Luna. Bob Gold was (air quotes) 'encouraged' by Dean Allen to hire and use Luna for painting the new apartments and homes. And I have found out that Dean Allen was pressured, if not outright blackmailed, to have Luna hired... by your old Board of Inquest 'buddy' Bruce Finneran.
I gasped, and Molinari continued: "As you know, Finneran is a card-carrying member of the North American Man-boy Love Association, NAMbLA... and let's just discreetly say that -that- is what Bruce Finneran and Randy Luna have in common."
"Fuckin' perverts." I muttered. "And that's why Bertram is working his thug ass off trying to save Luna. Luna is part of this whole operation, legal on the face of it, but dirty off the top and behind the scenes. So can you tell me who else is behind this? Politicians?"
"Not Katherine Woodburn, so don't get your hopes up." Molinari said, causing me to wanly smile. He went on: "Believe it or not, the politicians up here are relatively clean. They're either Republicans, or they're scared of you. Katherine is either clean or she's at a level far above most of us. But Kelly Carnes? She's a stupid bitch, and just stupid enough to try to get a piece of all this but leave a thread hanging."
"And I know what to do with those threads." I said. "Is there any drug connection you can point me to?"
Molinari: "That's how I found out about all this. Someone associated with my former associates came to me and asked if I knew of a Randy Luna. He said Luna was trying to sell six full kilos of smack, some of it China White. I advised him that it sounded like a DEA setup, and to walk away from it and stay away from it. Only later did I hear about the TCPD busting him for murder in the first. So my observation to you is that Luna was a total amateur to the drugs game."
"That sounds about right." I replied. "I'm thinking he and his girlfriend saw the neighbors bring in the smack, or knew it was coming, so they went in and ambushed them and took the drugs. But Luna didn't know how to sell it, so he asks around in a way that gets him 'noticed'."
"Out of curiosity, how did you catch on to him?" Molinari asked.
"We caught the girlfriend in a lie, went to arrest her, he tried to go out the back door, and we took him down then." I said. "And then we searched the apartment, found the drugs and the murder weapon. It was a team effort, and they didn't even need me at the scene..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we drove back to Police Headquarters, our tummies full of delicious food and our heads full of newfound knowledge, I asked Teresa what she and Cerone had discussed. She replied "He said there was a lot of bipartisan support to protect my Trust and my kids by separating the Hospital from the University, and he wants me to testify before the Committee on it."
Teresa: "He said Legislators on both sides of the aisle have a lot of respect for what I did saving Carole, the Christmas Life Flight, and the overall Hospital program. He thinks if I testify before the Committee, it'll really persuade any holdouts to our side. I took that opportunity to ask what will happen to the Hospital if it were un-yoked from the School, and he said to keep it under our hats that they were going to create a new State Medical College around it. So I'll be getting the best and brightest doctors not only to help my kids, but to teach new doctors so they can help my kids, too."
I said "And you're good with that? The whole plan?"
"Yes." Teresa said. "And truth be told, I've been hearing rumors of this happening for a while. I suspect that Seth Warner is one of the people actively behind this, and I know for a fact that Todd is. I -am- a little surprised that it's got such overwhelming bipartisan support, since the reason for doing it is to get away from the bullshit Climate Change stuff."
I said "The biased, dishonest, and corrupt Press makes it sound like everyone, especially every Democrat, is totally in jackbooted lockstep with the Radicals on Climate Change. And while most Democrats support it, they also support health care for sick children... especially if the sick child is their own. The problem is not the Democrats; it's the rabid, filthy Mainstream Media."
I then told Teresa what Molinari had told me, and said that I was going to pursue those new lines. "I know you'd just love to be the one to put the cuffs on Dean Allen if we can, but for now you just worry about your kids, your Trust, and your Hospital, and leave these NAMbLA slugs to me."
"Wilco." Teresa replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When we got back, I called Lt. Mary Milton into my office and had her sit down. I repeated what Molinari had told me. "I want to pursue these lines, and see what we can dig up, not only on Randy Luna, but on this Bob Gold and ultimately Dean Allen. I'd really like to expose him, so that maybe we can force him to have to hand over some green dollar bills to Phil Kearns."
"I hear ya, sir." Mary replied. "So under what warrant am I obtaining this data? The original one that is now in question in the Courts?"
"Hmmm." I hummed, mostly to myself. "Yeah, let's think about that." After a moment I said "Call the Magistrate Court and ask for a warrant to investigate Randy Luna's finances, based upon the drugs and the gun found under the Rhonda Huntington warrant. Also say that we have developed further intel from what I'll call a Confidential Informant right now. If there's any problem, let me know."
Fifteen minutes later, she let me know. And then some...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm. I had put on a tie and my Duty Dress jacket with boxes over my blue shirt, and ADA Paulina Patterson and I were now in the Chambers of Magistrate Judge Hannah Doss.
"I still believe the material witness warrant I issued for Randy Luna was perfectly legitimate." Judge Doss said. "But you know how radical many D.A.s and attorneys are becoming in these times. It's going to be an interesting legal case whether or not that warrant remains valid, but in any case we risk further damage if we try to get around it."
"With respect, Your Honor," I replied, "I don't see it as interesting nor a legal case, but an extremely political one. And I'm not trying to get around it, but I need to continue the investigation into possible new crimes, related to this one, that a Confidential Informant has made me aware of. So where do we stand?"
Judge Doss said "Let me ask this first: who owned the gun used to kill Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard?"
"It appears to be Luna's." I said. "He bought it several years ago at a gun show."
"So that's not a possible inroad." Judge Doss said. "And I'm trying as hard as I can to help you guys out."
"And we appreciate it, Your Honor." Paulina said. "But we found the drugs as well as the gun under the warrant for Rhonda. And then Randy runs from Police, resists arrest. Isn't... isn't that enough?"
Judge Doss said "Judge Watts and Judge Washington and I had lunch today. I saw you at Luigi's, Commander, so your C.I. is busted. But his secret is safe with me. Anyway, what we discussed was this case and the challenge to the warrant. Michael Bertram, Randy Luna's attorney, has (air quotes) 'revised and extended his remarks', meaning he's added to his complaints about the warrant. He's now really emphasizing the 'phishing expedition' of it. And this new warrant, however valid and based on what you have, will be challenged as even more of a phishing expedition than the first one was."
"So what do you want to do?" I asked.
"I think we need to wait until a ruling is made on the warrant issued last time." Judge Doss said. "If it's ruled valid, you'll have clear sailing. Even if it's ruled not valid, that will all be out of the way, and we can issue new warrants based on what holds up..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Getting back to the office, I had Paulina sit down in a hot chair and poured her and myself coffee. Then I called in Captain Claire Michaels and Lieutenant Mary Milton. They also got coffee when they arrived.
"Judge Doss has denied the warrant." I said. "More accurately, she asked us to withdraw the request, so that no record of it appears for Bertram and his thugs to see, and we did so. We'll re-apply and likely get a warrant when a ruling has been made on whether or not the last one was legit."
Mary said "Sounds like she thinks the ruling on the previous warrant will go against us."
"I agree." I said. "Anyhoo, we're stymied for now."
Claire said "What about Rhonda? Can we give her Immunity in exchange for testifying against Randy?"
I said "Not yet. Leahy is exactly the type of asshole Activist that will throw out all the evidence, and drop the charges with prejudice, and it'll be forever getting the State Supreme Court to even hear our appeals. So if we give Rhonda immunity and then Leahy lets Randy go anyway, we're truly fucked. So, let's wait."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Half an hour later, Lieutenants Teddy Parker, Micah Rudistan, and Mary Milton brought Detective Roark Coleman to my office. "Roark has an idea, and we think it's pretty good." said Teddy.
"Don't keep me in suspense." I replied.
Roark said "There's one angle we haven't looked at, sir: how did Randy Luna or Rhonda Huntington know to hide in the closet to wait for and ambush Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard?"
"Ahhhh." I said. "Go on."
Roark: "We know from Yolanda's 3D images that it is extremely likely Luna was in the coat closet and came out firing. But how did he know to be -in- the closet? I'm thinking that Rhonda has peeked on the neighbors in the past, and she's seen them bring in drugs with the pizza and takeout every Saturday. I'm speculating, I know, but we can try to find out if they had a pattern of that, and then try to trace back to where Gerard... or Sandstone, maybe... was getting the drugs."
Rudistan added: "We may can kill two birds with one stone, sir. This could lead us back to a drug ring, maybe even the Smooth White Boys. And it just may give us a fresh link to connect Randy Luna back to, so we can circumvent the problem of that warrant."
I said "We-ellll, it doesn't really circumvent that vis-à-vis Luna, but it -is- something we can get a whole separate warrant for, without having to worry about the other one. Mary, get that warrant, and make sure not to mention Randy Luna's name in it, anywhere at all. And that's good thinking, Roark. What, have you been eating Wheaties for the Brain?"
Everyone laughed, then headed out of the office... with my admonition to make sure Captain Michaels was informed of what they were doing...
Part 11 - Structure
6:00pm, Wednesday, January 12. The Committee of the Whole was meeting again at City Hall, and Our Sheriff had insisted on my presence. Teresa and I were giving our Duty Dress jackets with 'boxes' workouts today. I also had my laptop with a slide presentation ready for the Sheriff and/or myself to use.
As everyone assembled in the Private Council Chamber, Councilwoman Malinda Adams actually spoke to me. She said "What did you think of that bipartisan vote last night?"
I replied "It made me think of the British Parliament. They usually have to vote the way they're told to by their Party leaders, but every once in a while they're allowed to vote as they wish on certain controversial items."
The Mayor and all ten Council Members were present. The Sheriff, Me, Cindy, Teresa, and the Sergeant-At-Arms were also present, and so was Police Chief Moynahan, Fire Chief Warren Davies, and EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell. And we had one other guest: Inspector General James 'Curly' Goodwin.
Everyone found seats and the Mayor gaveled the meeting to order. "It's your floor, Sheriff." he said.
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor." said Sheriff Griswold as he came up to the lectern at the far end of the table, which was in front of the projector screen. "The Charter Commission did a really excellent job with the Public Safety Department structure. They also left us the means to make further modifications based upon internal and external events. The changes made here are based on experience as well as preparation for possible future events, such as expansion or to pre-empt possible complaints by hostile Federal agencies."
Griswold: "I'll first say that these changes included the Public Health Department. But after your passage of the ballot initiative, we've added some alternative possibilities for either result in the vote in May."
Griswold: "The first change is clearing some space. The Chiefs of the various branches will be wearing three stars on their uniforms. The Assistant Chiefs or Commanders will have two stars, the Deputy Chiefs will have one star, like most of them have now."
Griswold: "Next is the various Internal Affairs Departments. Each branch of the Public Safety Department has their own I.A. Department, which were not necessarily equal within their structures. We are going to do several things. First, the I.A. Chief of each branch will have one star, like the Deputy Chiefs, and will answer solely to the Chief of his branch. They used to answer to the Assistant Chiefs, but that will no longer be the case. The Sheriff Department's Internal Affairs is the de facto I.A. for all the Public Safety Department, and I'll say more on that in a minute. The Inspector General's Office will also have input with the various I.A. Departments."
"Question." said Edgar Silas. "Why not just have the Inspector General's Office be the sole I.A. for everything?"
"Because we don't want that." said I.G. Goodwin with alacrity. "The I.G.'s Office does handle issues concerning the top leadership of the Public Safety branches. We also handle I.G. and I.A.-related issues for all of the Town & County's various Government services... even the Assembly and the Council. But it works just fine for each branch to have an I.A. Department that can handle its branch's specific needs and disciplines."
"We can debate that later." said Silas. "Let's keep going for now, Sheriff."
A slide with a brown background showing the Sheriff Department ranks appeared on the screen, with the Sheriff stepping to one side so everyone could see. "In the Sheriff's Department, we'll have two two-star positions: the Command Deputy Sheriff, and the Chief of Staff."
Griswold: "The Command Deputy Sheriff, which may also be called the Undersheriff, is second-in-command of the Sheriff's Department and the Operations Officer. I'll show the org charts in a moment, but she... since it's going to be Cindy Ross to start, Ms. Adams... will be in charge of the Jail as well as the operations of the Sheriff's Department. The Command Deputy Sheriff will have two stars, and called 'Commander' or 'Undersheriff'."
Griswold: "The Chief of Staff, a.k.a. the Finance and Admin Officer, will be the same as the current Chief of Staff, not unlike the XO of a military unit. Like every branch's Admin Officers, the Chief of Staff will have one star, unless one person is both Command Deputy Sheriff and Chief of Staff."
"Hint hint." said Teresa Croyle, make some people in the room chuckle. Cindy was not one of them. A green crowbar was waved in her BFF's general direction.



Griswold: "We are solidifying the rank structure within County Jail. The Warden of the Jail will be a one-star Deputy Sheriff with the authority to match. County Jail is a semi-independent branch within the Sheriff's Department."
Griswold: "Next on the ranks list is Lieutenant Commander, denoted by a silver oak leaf cluster. The Senior Deputy Sheriff will be in that rank, and will have direct leadership over the Operations aspects of the Department, which I'll show later."
Griswold: "Next is the Major slot, with a gold oak leaf cluster. The overall Public Safety Department Public Relations Officer will be in this position... if I can ever convince Captain Thompson of the TCPD to trade his blue uniform for a khaki one. As it is, he's been doing the overall job for me as well as for the Police, and he's doing a fabulous job."
Griswold: "The Captain and Lieutenant ranks are for leaders in specific areas, and many of them come from the Police or other branches, and finish out their 20 years for their pensions with us. We also have the Sergeant-At-Arms, and Harrison J. Pierce here is doing a great job there. We also have what looks like a Warrant Officer bar, with the black squares inside. This is unfilled for now, but can be given to persons qualified for very highly specialized tasks. The Motor Pool and the Armory are two places I'm thinking of, there."
Griswold: "We also have a Training Sergeant rank, with two rockers under the chevrons. In the event of major expansion, this role would be a leadership role over other trainers in the various branches. It may never be used, but it's there. And then we have Sergeants, Corporals, and Deputies."
Another slide with a blue background came onto the screen. Griswold said "And now for the Police. The Chief will have three stars, the Assistant Chief two stars. Commander Troy likes the title 'Commander', so he gets it along with two stars. I.A. Chief Abram will be elevated to one star, and the Deputy Chief remains at one star... and Tanya Muscone is doing a brilliant job there, proving that handi-capable people can kick butt, too."
"Hear hear!" said the Iron Crowbar, Green Crowbar, and Iron Wolf at the same time. Susan Weston scowled at us.
Griswold picked it back up: "The Operations Commander is the same. The rank of Major exists, and may be for Installations or Physical Properties if counties merge and we have to increase the number of installations or absorb other counties into new precincts, which will thrill Reginald B.F. Lewis no end."
"It'll thrill me, too." muttered Edgar Silas.
Griswold: "Captain and Lieutenant remain what they are, and below that you will see an old rank that Commander Troy kept on the books but we were not using. It's that Warrant Officer-like rank, denoting a specialist in a field, an extremely qualified Detective, or a Supervisor of a relative small and specialized group. We just put Yolanda Grissom in as CSI Supervisor under Lieutenant Mary Milton, and Yolanda has already helped up solve that double murder in the Rio Linda Apartments recently."
Griswold: "The so-called enlisted ranks have not changed, except the Senior Sergeant equivalent rank can be given to someone designated as a Training Sergeant."
"Why do Detectives get to outrank their equivalent Uniformed Officer ranks?" asked Susan Weston. Since she'd been a Police Captain, I knew the question was either rhetorical, or she wanted to make trouble.
"They're expected to be leaders." I said. "So they're over Corporals, and the Detective Sergeant position is over Sergeants. They are often in charge of crime scenes, and they're given commiserate rank and authority to do their jobs." Susan Weston shut her potty mouth and kept it shut.
As a red-backed chart came up, Sheriff Griswold said "Next is the Fire Department, and they are enduring the most and biggest changes. On this chart, we put the Navy-looking sleeve ranks as well as the other rank insignia. The Fire Chief goes to three stars, and the Assistant Chief and Fire Marshal are at two stars. The Fire Marshal's office is even more compartmentalized and distinct, as well."
Griswold: "The Fire Marshal used to also be the I.A. Chief, but that is no longer; we will be separating Internal Affairs to keep it in line with the other branches. The Deputy Chief, which is for Admin, is a one-star, as is the I.A. Chief."
Griswold: "Anticipating a very large expansion if counties are merged, we created a Brigade Chief position, which is denoted by a bird colonel insignia. It will be what a Battalion Chief is now in the event we have a lot more units. The Battalion Chiefs in the field and Superintendents of Installations are pretty much the same. We kept that former Superintendent gold oak leaf cluster but we're not using it right now. Again, that's for possible expansion."
Griswold: "The only other changes are a Lead Technician rank, with the Warrant Officer bar, and we're essentially eliminating the Engineer (J.G.) position, denoted by Corporal stripes. We're not using it, and so that rank will sit there unused until circumstances warrant."
A green-backed slide appeared, and Sheriff Griswold said "And I think this is going to be an exciting change in our EMS Department. The EMS Chief will have three stars, and the EMS Commander, a.k.a. the Assistant Chief, will have two stars. Zoe Singer also likes the title 'Commander', and she will be getting it."
"Yayyy." I said quietly, which made some people smile.
Sheriff Griswold: "The EMS Admin Officer and the new position of Internal Affairs Chief will have one star. But we also have a new position here, called the 'Liaison Officer'. If you think about it, the EMS service works with every other branch. If the Police make an arrest and someone needs medical attention, EMTs show up. When Firefighters or fire victims need medical attention, EMTs are there. And for Public Health emergencies, EMTs are relied upon for assistance and transportation."
Sheriff Griswold: "Therefore, the EMTs will have Liaison Officers. The senior such Officer will be a one-star, and the branches will have Majors or Captains in the roles. Commander Troy tells me this is something like military Armor and Infantry units having Field Artillery Officers attached to their units to call for artillery. For us, these liaison officers will allow for a speedier response to emergency needs. Also, if the HAZMAT Team is moved to the EMS, then there will be an Emergency Response Commander, also a one-star."
Sheriff Griswold: "We've put in an empty Battalion Chief and Superintendent slot, but they are for expansion purposes, and we don't need them nor can we justify them right now. But they're there for the future. The rest of the ranks are pretty much what they are now, with the addition of that specialized field Warrant Officer bar."
A salmon-pink-backed slide appeared, and the Sheriff said "I'll go over the Public Health structure, though this may be left up to themselves in May. The PHO will be three stars, the APHO, and there will be more than one, will be two stars. Underneath is a Field Commander and HAZMAT Commander with silver oak leaf clusters, and an Installation or Clinic Commander with the gold oak leaves. Captains and Lieutenants are Medical Officers. The only so-called enlisted ranks are the field people in the HAZMAT units, and technicians in the clinics."
Sheila Sorrells said "If you ever wanted to have material to campaign for separating the Public Health Service from the other branches, just show people this. The differences from the other branches are very clear."
I piped up and said "The Town & County Public Health Service was modeled after the national Public Health Service, which is led by the Surgeon General of the United States. So there are some similarities, but yes, there are many differences."
The Sheriff then showed the org charts, which I admit I had entirely too much fun making. Griswold said of the Sheriff Department's chart: "First, you can see that drug testing will be consolidated into one Public Safety Department testing team. Next, you can see just how much we do in the Sheriff's Department. We have support for the Courts, for other Installations, and mobile operations such as patrols and assisting in the field at crime scenes and fires."
Sheriff Griswold: "Every Admin Department of every branch has Finance, Public Relations, Logistics, and we've added boxes for Regulations and EO/EEO. We've always done had that, but the Feds can't complain if they see it written right there on the chart."
"Oh, they'll complain." said Edgar Silas.
Sheriff Griswold said "There's not a lot of actual changes, just clarity when we actually diagram these things out. We've added boxes for things like Logistics, like Maintenance, like Training. The Fire Marshal's Department has some isolation it didn't have before, as do the Internal Affairs Departments."
"Okay, any questions?" the Sheriff asked.
"No, let's just pass the damn thing and go home." said John Colby. Everyone laughed... but it would be four more hours before everyone went home. You would not believe the minutiae that politicians can find to argue over. But in the long run, they could not overcome the iron logic of the Iron Crowbar...
Part 12 - Dog Days
12:00 high noon, Sunday, January 16th. Sheriff Griswold, Laura, Carole, Jim and I arrived at Cindy and Callie's house on the hill behind Promontory Point. This day was baby Benjamin Antonio Jenkins's first birthday. Betsy Ross's fourth birthday had been on January 6th, and she'd gotten some gifts then. Today was a 'joint celebration', and for a most very special reason.
When Cindy opened the front door to let us in, Betsy ran up to us. "Carole! We got puppies!" she said excitedly.
"Let's go see them!" Carole replied excitedly. Betsy led the way into the main room, where two white puppies were in a large wire cage in the main room. Also in the room were Maggie Ross, Molly Ross Evans, Ross Troy and Ian Troy. Holding his son Benjamin was FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins.
"Ah, cage training." I said. "Very good."
"They call it 'crate training' now." Cindy said as Betsy and Carole went to the cage. "Now that you're here, I'll put them on their leashes and we can take them outside." She did so, and a moment later we were on the back patio with the kids and puppies on leashes. Cindy walked them out to the down-sloping backyard along the far edge fence to do their business, and gave them a treat when they did. Part of 'crate training', she said.
Then we sat in chairs and on benches on the back deck around the lit fire pot and did some dog petting. "George is the pure white one." Cindy said. "Charlotte has little brown spots on the edges of her ears and around her eyes. She's been spayed, but we haven't neutered George, and may not."
Betsy was sitting next to me, and she was petting Charlotte. George way vying for her attention as well, but she was ignoring him. "Betsy," I asked as I petted George, "why aren't you petting George, too?"
"He's Ben's dog." said Betsy. "Charlotte is my dog."
"Well," I said, "Ben is just a year old, so he is going to need your help giving the dogs lots of love. And my advice is that when you have two dogs, never pet one without petting the other, too., so that they both know how much you love them."
"Okay." Betsy said. She petted George and said "I love you too, George!" George looked at Betsy with pure love in his canine eyes. And all the kids petted both puppies from then on...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After opening presents, blowing out candles, and having cake and ice cream (which Betsy consumed in large quantities), everyone talked in the greatroom, with the puppies in their wire cage, sleeping. After a while, Teresa, Cindy, Sheriff Griswold, and I went onto the back deck again despite the cold. We sat around the fire pot as we talked 'shop'.
"So the Council passed the structure changes?" Cindy asked.
Sheriff Griswold replied "They will, on Tuesday. The Committee worked out the bill and voted 8-1 to send it to the Council for a vote, Silas abstaining and Carnes voting against. They also surprised me by going ahead and transferring the HAZMAT Team to the EMS, no matter what happens with the ballot vote to separate the PHS."
I said "Edward Steele told me that that was the sop to the Democrats in exchange for supporting the rest of it. In spite of the bipartisan vote about the Public Health Service, streamlining the PHS so that the Free Clinics become a much greater part of their reason to exist is what the Dems want."
"Well, that's one issue down. Two, really." Cindy said. "What's next?"
"University Hospital and the State Legislature." Teresa replied. "I testify Tuesday before the Joint State House-Senate Select Committee."
"So you're doing it?" I asked. Teresa nodded.
"And so are you, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "You're going down there, too." Teresa and Cindy both looked over at me, their faces connoting surprise.
I said "The Governor asked both me and Laura to go down and have talks with her and several Legislators. Considering that Teresa is going to be there, I'm guessing it's about the Hospital, and maybe the University itself. Time will tell..."
Part 13 - Testify, Sister!
10:00am, Tuesday, January 18th. Teresa Croyle walked into the packed Committee Chamber and was led to the witness table. Before her were the long, curved benches, three-deep, with Legislators sitting behind them. Teresa was wearing a dark green form-fitting dress with nude stockings and high heel pumps, looking tasteful and elegant.
After being sworn in, Teresa sat down. Committee Co-Chairman Jimmy Cerone, the State Senator from Southport, said "We want to thank you for coming today. The issues concerning University Hospital are very serious. Would you like to make an opening statement?"
"Yes sir, I would." Teresa said, then began her prepared remarks: "I appreciate the invitation and the chance to speak to you today about something that is very near and dear to my heart: finding cures for rare diseases."
Teresa: "I have been fortunate to be able to provide the proceeds from my Trust to fund the research as well as the implementation of the cures that research has provided. But I can't do it alone. I need the researchers that work tirelessly to develop the cures. I need the very best doctors, working with the same desire and passion to cure sick little children. I need the nurses, and the employees of the Hospital to tend to the patients."
Teresa: "But the Research Program at University Hospital has come under a threat. The very best and brightest doctors do not want to come to University Hospital, because their employment is threatened by heartless people that demand they sign 'loyalty documents' to a political issue. Not only do I believe the demand to sign such documents are unethical, I believe the extortion and blackmail that these demands represent should be outlawed by this State Legislature..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the opening statement, the Legislators were invited to ask Teresa questions. Most of the Legislators simply expressed their support for the Research Program and their thanks to Teresa for her generous Trust. But you know there's always one or two nuts in the box of chocolates... and this Committee's examples were State Senator Maxine Watts (D - The City Badlands District) and State Rep Nina Cortez (D - Midtown).
"Ms. Croyle," said Maxine Watts, "do you understand that Climate Change is the greatest threat to Humanity today? And don't you agree that policies in support of the 'settled science' of Climate Change are necessary to save the planet?"
Teresa said "On the actual issue of Climate Change, I plead ignorance and apathy: I don't know, and I don't care. Some say the science is settled, others say the science is bought and paid for, and fraudulent. What I -do- know is that the issue has been politicized and weaponized in a direction that is hurting my Kids."
Then came the rabidly Leftist Nina Cortez: "Ms. Croyle, do you support the great cause of Climate Justice? Don't you agree that steps must be taken and policies implemented that will force people to act in a way that will reverse the terrible harm that has been inflicted on our planet, and that will ultimately save it?"
Teresa said "In all your rhetoric about saving the planet, I'm not hearing one word about saving sick children's lives. And I'm here right now because the policies based upon your rhetoric are what's interfering with and harming the efforts to save sick children's lives. Who knows? Maybe one of the kids whose life is saved by the research paid for by my Trust will be the one who finds a better and less weaponized solution for the planet..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Senator Cerone," said Co-Chairman Moe Molinari at 12:00 high noon. "I believe it's time."
"Oh my goodness, yes it is." said Cerone. "Ms. Croyle, thank you for coming and talking with us today. I'll escort you to where we're going next. Everyone else, please take your own places."
With that cryptic statement, Senator Cerone came down and escorted Teresa out of the Chamber. She saw all the other Legislators file out of the room and go the other way down the hall as Cerone took her to the door of the Governor's official office. Governor Sharon Marshall came out of her office, followed by Todd Burke, Dr. Laura Fredricson... and me, Your Iron Crowbar."
"Hello Commander Croyle." Sharon Marshall said. "I appreciate you coming here today. Come with me, please." We headed down the hallway with the Governor and her security people. In case you're wondering, I was wearing a dark gray suit, almost-white silver shirt, and very solid red tie. I'd had it for a long time: it was from the 'Donald Trump Collection' of ties from years before.
We came up to the door of the State House Chamber, where Carole and I had entered some time before. (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 07.). The Governor bade me and Teresa to stay there while she escorted Laura and Todd on down the aisle to seats in the front row on the left side, then sat down next to Senator Cerone. Speaker Peter Long Cox and Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons were in the seats behind the speaker's podium in the well.
"What is this?" Teresa asked, seeing the State House totally full of Legislators. "A joint session?"
"Yep." I said.
"What the heck are you up to?" Teresa asked, peering up at me.
"Up to no good, as usual." I replied with a grin. The grin got wider when I said "I'm going to ask the Legislature to rename the Hospital 'Teresa Croyle Hospital'."
"You better not!" Teresa all but exploded. "I will take that red crowbar from you and beat you down with it, right here in front of all these people... and politicians, too." Then she saw me grinning, but she wasn't quite sure if I was joking or not.
She didn't have time to contemplate. The Speaker gaveled the Legislature into session, then nodded to the Sergeant-At-Arms in front of us, who announced "Mis-ter Speak-er, Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy and Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle!"
I had Teresa walk in front of me. The Legislature had risen to their feet and were delivering a thundering ovation as we followed the Sergeant-At-Arms down to the floor of the Chamber. Governor Marshall was standing and waiting for us. As the ovation finally died down, she said "We are here in Joint Session to honor one of the bravest and kindest Police Officers in this State, Teresa Croyle!"
More thunderous applause. Then the Governor said "Commander Troy, would you like to say a few words first?" Teresa was looking very nervous.
"Thank you, Governor." I said, coming to the microphone. "Thank you, everyone, for allowing me to speak to you today. I just want to tell you about my friend and colleague Teresa Croyle, about her bravery, and about her incredibly generous heart."



Me: "The story of how Teresa went into the Ward Harvester building and saved my daughter as the building exploded around them has been told many times and is the Stuff of Legend. And I will be forever grateful to her for that." The Legislature came to its feet in more applause, then sat back down as one.
Me: "More recently, Teresa flew a Life Flight mission to bring two very sick children to University Hospital for treatment of a rare disease that is afflicting them." More applause, then I continued: "The little girl she flew over is already nearly completely cured, made possible by the research of Dr. Napp and others. The little boy is still in danger, but much is being learned from the doctors's efforts, and no effort will be spared to complete a cure for him." More applause.
Me: "Teresa's bravery is without question. She has earned no less than six Purple Orders for being wounded in the line of duty. But her bravery is matched by the generosity of her heart."
Me: "I want every one of you to think how you would react if someone came up to you and said 'You just inherited a hundred million dollars.' I'm sure many thoughts would run through your heads. You'd have security for you and your family... lifetime security for generations. I'm sure you'd think of what you could buy with the money, be it a home or a car or jewelry, and I'm sure you'd think of how to help others. As long as they are honest answers, there are no wrong answers."
Me: "Almost two years ago, Teresa and I visited a very sick little girl that was dying of a rare illness that had no cure. Little Sarah, who was just nine years old, asked Teresa to sing to her, and she smiled happily as Teresa sang 'Ave Maria'. Then little Sarah closed her eyes... and died." (Author's note: 'Centuries', Prologue.)
In the utter silence of the State House Chamber, I continued: "As we were leaving that room of death and grief, Teresa said to me 'I just wish I could do more.' A short time later, I had the privilege of being in the room when an attorney informed Teresa that she was the heiress to a fortune of over one hundred million dollars. The first thing Teresa did, the very first thing, was to look at me and say 'Now I can help!'." (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 03.)
The Legislature remained seated, but applauded, breaking the spell of silence. I continued: "Teresa made trusts for her three adopted sons, then created the Croyle Trust with one hundred million dollars. The interest goes to fund the research and treatment of rare diseases, and we are already seeing the results as children live to ring the bell and walk out, cured of illnesses that had no cures just years before."
Me: "Teresa has also worked tirelessly to get others to donate to the program, and even St. Jude's Children's Hospital is partnering with her to keep the program going. But now... there's danger. Not only have there been attempts to steal Teresa's Trust, there are attempts to destroy the good work by attempting to force doctors and employees to sign so-called 'loyalty documents' to a certain political belief, in a manner reminiscent of Nazi Germany in the 1930s." Not one to pull punches, was the Iron Crowbar.
Me: "And because of these harmful actions, driven by the heartlessness of misguided individuals, doctors won't come to University Hospital and take part in the Research program. Some doctors already here are looking to leave. And we're losing applicants to Medical School, as well."
I wrapped up: "What you do about all this, is up to you. I just ask that you consider taking action with Teresa's Kids in your hearts, just as they are always in hers. And I know that regardless of your political Party or political beliefs, you will do the right thing for those sick kids. Thank you, and God bless America and our State."
The Legislature rose in applause as I turned to shake Governor Marshall's hand. That wasn't enough for her; she gave me a strong hug, and I returned it. Teresa looked greatly relieved as she came up to give me a huge hug; she really had thought I'd ask them to name the Hospital after her. Not yet, I thought to myself. Not yet...
As the applause died down and I went over to where Laura and Todd were, Senator Jimmy Cerone came to the floor with a framed citation. The Clerk of the House read it. With a lot of Whereas-es and citing Teresa saving Carole, the Life Flight, and the Croyle Trust, the resolution, passed by voice vote of both Chambers, expressed appreciation and admiration for Teresa Croyle.
Then the Governor said "For her bravery in flying that Life Flight under dangerous conditions, and for her work to help our children, I'm awarding Teresa Croyle the Governor's Gold Medal with Oak Leaf Cluster." She pinned the medal on Teresa's dress. It was the first time the Governor's Gold Medal had been awarded to the same person twice. The standing ovation that followed was deafening...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So Laura, I understand that Jerry Moore and Lionel Carmela are targeting you specifically." said Governor Marshall as she, Laura, Teresa, Todd, and myself ate a delicious lunch in the Governor's private office behind her public one.
"Yes they are." Laura replied. "And after Jerry Moore told that fat slug reporter that he was prepared to use any means necessary... and Carmela -has- attempted to have my child murdered... I am very concerned about what they might do."
Governor Marshall asked "So what do you want to do? Fight them? Find something else to do?"
Laura said "A part of me really wants to stay put and fight them, just on principle. But... well, my career in sexual psychology has been satisfying, pun not intended..." We all laughed at that, then Laura finished: "... but it's also in a place where it can come to its peaceful close. I'd like to just build my medical practice, but Moore and Carmela are going after the Hospital, too."
Sharon Marshall said "I have something for you to consider. After Teresa's testimony and Don's riveting speech... you have a political career if you want one, Don... after all that as well as the drop in donations by our biggest donors and boosters, the Legislature is ready to act."
Marshall: "It's a done deal that the Hospital is going to be torn out of the grasp of the University. And the chances are strong, not assured but strong, that we will be able to create a separate State Medical College, with University Hospital and the Research Program as the centerpiece."
"That'll be a good thing." I said, realizing what was coming.
Sharon Marshall said "Yes, it will. And I will need a great leader, someone who can and will get the job done, to make the State Medical College happen. And that person.. is you, Laura."
"Me? You mean... me?" Laura gasped.
"Yes." said Sharon Marshall. "Laura, I want -you- to be the first President of the State Medical College."
Laura was stunned. "I... I'll have to talk about that with my family first." she finally said.
"Your family, at least the part of it that is your loving husband, will heartily approve." I said.
"Yes, darling, I know you'll support me." Laura said. "But I will be incredibly busy. It'll be worse than 'meetings'."
Governor Sharon Marshall said "And speaking of 'meetings'... I have a request for you, as well, Don..."
To be continued.
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Part 14 - Starting Off Right
Tuesday, February 1st. It was Promotions and Medals Day, and all the Police Officers wore their formal uniforms with medals. This day was one of the two 'big' ones, along with August 1st.
The Council had passed the new Public Safety Structure, including for the Public Health Office. They'd gone ahead and put the HAZMAT Team into the EMS Service, effective today, February 1st. Because those changes outwardly affected only the people of the highest ranks. Chief Moynahan, Cindy and I just came to work with our additional stars on our uniforms, since we really weren't being promoted per se.
But our I.A. Chief Abram was being promoted by the changes, so we announced it as such and pinned his stars on his shoulders. We swore in six new Uniformed Officers and re-swore in Yolanda Grissom. Her Supervisor bars were also formally attached to her shoulders by Captain Claire Michaels and SBI Lieutenant Lorena Rose. There were a good number of pay-grade promotions.
We had made Phil Goodwright an offer he could refuse, but wisely didn't: if he transferred to Vice as Detective George Newman's partner, we'd promote him to Detective-1. Lieutenant Joanne Warner was nonplussed that we took away her only 'Team Joanne' member.
Claire Michaels and I had told Joanne that eventually two Detectives from Vice would come to MCD and be assigned to her team. In the meantime, Joanne would be getting ahead by working with Paulina to get warrants and to make sure our legal cases were tidy and tight, including prepping the Detectives for testifying at trials... and possibly for some extra duties that would be greatly beneficial to her future.
A number of Achievement Medals and Certificates of Achievement were awarded to Detectives and Officers that had helped with the wrap-up of the Toyota Gang cases and the violence during the Council Meetings (Author's note: 'No Show'), as well as other situations over the course of the Holidays and January. Teresa already had her Lifesaving Medal, but was forced to endure the applause of the Police Force as the citation that went with the award was given to her. Yes, you and she can thank Your Iron Crowbar for doing that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
I'd no sooner seated myself in my comfortable 'Command Chair' behind my desk in my office with my Airborne School coffee mug full of coffee perfectly seasoned with 'pollutants', when Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone drove into my office at a high rate of speed and stopped right on the dime glued to the floor in front of my desk.
"Congratulations on your second star, sir." she said with a twinkle in her eyes, since it was formalized that I outranked her.
"You know you don't have to call me 'sir' like that." I replied with a smile acknowledging her sentiments. "So whassup?"
Tanya said "Teddy Parker and Janice Holloway have requested February 14th and 15th as vacation days, and have notified us that they will not be available on the 12th and 13th, because they're going to Las Vegas... Nevada, not New Mexico. I've approved Janice's, but ultimately you have to approve Teddy's." She placed documents on my desk.
"That should be no problem." I said as I signed the papers for Teddy's vacation. "Romantic weekend, eh? I'd rather they use the time to plan their wedding. They're being as slow about it as you and Jack were."
Tanya laughed, then said "Speaking of romance, how are things between Paulina and Michael McGill? We've seen them a lot at restaurants and the Civic Center for theater plays the last several weekends. And there are lights in their eyes."
I said "I haven't talked to Paulina much about it, but I can surmise they're doing well. Tasha has stayed with us every weekend, like she normally does, but Paulina hasn't. Sooooo, astute husbands of sex psychiatrists like my wife are speculating she's with him during those weekends, and she sure seems to be happier during the weekdays."
Tanya grinned again, then said "Well, maybe Michael is that good in bed. Or maybe it's because Paulina doesn't have to see Savannah Fineman every day."
I replied "That sure makes -my- days better--- oh, come on in!" I said that last bit to my Lieutenants Milton. Mary and Myron had changed from formal jackets with medals to semi-formal with ribbons, and were standing in the anteroom. They came on inside.
"Sir," Mary said, "we've just been called. Federal Judge K.M. Landis is going to rule on my lawsuit against the Union, and we need to go down to Lexington."
"Then why are you standing here in my office?" I said whimsically with a smile. "Scoot, people! Get down there!" The Miltons hastily exited...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
And it was Paulina Patterson herself that came to my office at 2:00pm and said "Good news! Federal Judge K.M. Landis just shot down the Union's grievance. His ruling stated that the Union could normally file a grievance even if it wasn't requested by the Officer involved, but when she explicitly told them she was opposed to it, and since the facts did not match the Union's assertions that she was ordered in to work and that she did work, he ruled for her and basically denied the grievance, almost like a directed verdict of acquittal."
Paulina: "More importantly, he said that neither the National Labor Relations Board nor the U.S. DOJ Civil Rights Division had any business trying to put their beaks into it, especially since the TCPD flat-out rejected binding Federal arbitration."
"That's a huge win, then." I said happily. "Will the Union appeal it?"
Paulina replied "I'm not sure, especially since Kalsu and Patrick have really been ginning up the decertification issue again. The greatest problem is that Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney in Midtown may herself make a ruling contrary to Landis's. She's asserting that Union issues should be in her Courtroom, not his, which has been the general precedent in the past. And she'll use that to help the Union appeal to the Court of Appeals, or make that appeal herself. Pure partisan politics."
"Well," I said, "we have the initial ruling on our side. And as the football replays say, they have to have 'clear video evidence' to overturn it. I think we're very close to running out the clock on that..."
Part 15 - Progress
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, February 16th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Two major bills pass through the State Legislature!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "But first, let's get you up to date on local races. Channel Two News has learned that attorney Alvin Whitner has entered the race for Solicitor as a Democrat, primarying Dennis Garland!" A photo of Whitner was shown. He was a portly, heavyset black man, with a hint of a grin that made viewers feel like he was pulling a con on them.
Bettina: "Mr. Whitner is funded by the political action committee of billionaire George Schwartz, and says he will be running on a campaign of Racial Justice and the elimination of cash bail. Currently, no Republican has announced their candidacy for the Solicitor position, as incumbent Ted Mason is primarying District Attorney Miriam Walters for her office."
Bettina: "And Assemblywoman Cori Bowman has announced her intention to primary Edna Carter for the Democratic nomination for School Board Chairman. Mrs. Carter is an ally of the Reverend Doctor Joseph E. Williams of the A.M.E. Church, and they served on the Charter Commission together. Cori Bowman is an ally of Eldrick X. Weaver, who is running for the Town & County Council seat of Edgar Silas, who is running for Sheriff as a Democrat."
Bettina: "And KXTC Channel Two News is putting together a series of debates over the next few weeks. Town Assemblyman Ryan Paulson, former Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey, and Solicitor Ted Mason have challenged Mayor Daniel Allgood, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, and D.A. Miriam Walters to a three-on-three debate. And now let's go to highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay for more on the State Legislature in Midtown. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the Reporter of Color as he stood on the grounds of the State Capitol. "In a stunning display of bipartisanship and urgency, the State Legislature has passed two important bills, which the Governor is expected to sign today."
Lemay: "First is the combined bill separating University Hospital from the University, and creating a wholly new State Medical College, which will also be in the Town & County, the first completely new college in the State in a century! Governor Marshall has said that she will announce the new Medical School's first President at the signing ceremony in the next few days."
Lemay: "That bill also has outlawed the requirement that the so-called 'loyalty documents' be signed as a condition of employment or retention for any University or State job. However, the funding for the items in the bill include the Biology & Climate Justice School, as well as a curriculum for a Minor in Climate Justice within the University's Department of Political Science, which is headed by Dr. Lionel Carmela."
Lemay: "The other bill that passed creates a Commission to rewrite the State Constitution, which will be voted upon by the People during the November Elections. Channel Two News has learned that this Commission will have several members of both Parties on it, but they are officially an 'Advisory Board', and that the Commission Chairman will have the sole responsibility of writing it and presenting it to the Governor not earlier than July 1st and not later than October 1st. Governor Marshall is expected to name the Chairman at the bill signing ceremony..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wowwww." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Commander Donald Troy (me), Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson, and Chief Sean Moynahan drank coffee and watched the Bettina broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. "They passed the Hospital bill?"
"They sure did." Sheriff Griswold replied. "With surprisingly large bipartisan support in both Houses."
Teresa said "Todd told me that while most Democrats support Climate Change, they all knew that the 'loyalty documents' issue was just killing the School and was about to hurt the Hospital. And the optics of hurting my sick Kids is the kind of thing that was about to hurt their election chances to take over either the State House or the State Senate."
"That, and the Legislators want no part of the Wrath of the Iron Wolf." I said as casually as I possibly could.
"Nor the Wrath of the Iron Crowbar." Teresa immediately replied.
Tanya said "Would that really have hurt the Democrats?"
I said "Yes. As you know, the Democrats are no longer the Party of Labor and the Working Man, and are now the Party of White Liberal Elites. They tend to drop an issue like a hot potatoe (sic on purpose) if it starts hurting them, like if and when they get blamed for a Government shutdown at the national level. That 'loyalty documents' issue was something they didn't want to dig in and fight for. In a way, the Republicans just saved the Democrats's donkeys, i.e. asses, on that one. It likely was going to be found to be illegal and unConstitutional, anyway."
Cindy asked "How did Dr. Moore and that one-eyed bastard Carmela take the news?"
Teresa said "Todd was told that Moore was bitterly pissed, especially at the separation of the Hospital and the Medical College from the University. He also stands to lose a few buildings on University property to the State Medical College, and he's vowed to fight that to the last ditch."
Me: "I was told that Carmela was more pissed about the outlawing of the 'loyalty documents', but he's also rolling with it. He's probably thinking of the next thing he's going to do to fuck with us."
"And that might be coming sooooon." drawled Chief Moynahan. "I'm no politician like the Sheriff, but I know that the Democrats don't agree to any-thinnnnng that would help the Republicans, unless they get something, and something big, in re-turrrrrrrn."
Tanya said "They -did- get the Climate Change Center funded. It'll be there forever now."
"True." I said. "And that's what the Governor had to give up in order to get the State Medical School and the Hospital. But the new Medical School is the kind of thing that will be a legacy for her long after she's left politics and departed this earth, so it was worth it to her."
"Good." said Teresa. "We can rename the Hospital after her."
"Not gonna happen." I said. "We're going to name the Hospital after you."
"Not while I'm alive, you're not." Teresa 'warned'.
"You better stay alive, then, and not get any more Purple Orders, either." I 'warned' back. Cindy and Tanya were suppressing laughter at our repartee.
"What about the local races?" asked Cindy. "Why is Cori Bowman giving up her Assembly seat to primary Edna Carter?"
I said "Probably because Edna Carter is not nearly radical enough for the Democrats's liking, especially for what they want to do to fundamentally transform our Public Schools into Centers of Leftwing Indoctrination. Cori Bowman is aligned with the racist Haters like Eldrick X. Weaver, while Edna is more aligned with the much more moderate Joseph E. Williams faction."
"It's more like Edna Carter is part of the Don Troy faction." growled Sheriff Griswold. "And you're right, Crowbar. Edna actually wants to do good for our schoolchildren, especially 'under-served' Black children. It's really bad in The City and hellholes like Wilmington, Delaware, where 75% of Black children in the 8th grade cannot read at a 1st grade level. And that's what Cori Bowman and the far-Left Democrats want... Minorities trapped on the 'Democrat Plantation'."
Tanya asked. "Who is this Alvin Whitner guy that's running for Solicitor?"
Paulina said "He's an attorney with political connections to Black Democrats. He's worked for now-Lieutenant-Governor Corey Coons, State Rep Elijah McKinney, and it's rumored he advised and mentored State Rep Tasheeka Harris. He's lived in this County for the last six months, and he's had two cases where he defended Black suspects in drug cases, but lost both."
Paulina: "He's campaigning on eliminating cash bail, which the Democrats in the Legislature are pushing for. 'Word' is that he got George Schwartz's backing for his campaign, so if he wins the Solicitor race, we could turn into a shithole, like Wilmington, Delaware."
Chief Griswold said "You'll just have to run for Solicitor, Paulina, and whip his ass."
Paulina replied: "You may be more right than you realize, Sheriff. I've been getting calls about that. I don't really want to, but Alvin Whitner really is that much of a threat. So we'll see."
Teresa said "It also brings up this question: why did KXTC reveal he was a George Schwartz recruit? Don't they work hand-in-glove with the Democrats to destabilize our County, State, and Nation as much as they can?"
"Yes, they do." I replied. "So your observation and question is an excellent one---"
*CHIME!*
It was my Police iPhone. I read the text message, sent a couple, then said "Okay, folks, let's go to MCD. I have a feeling that something good is about to happen in there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Goin' to the chapel, and we're gonna get married
Goin' to the chapel, and we're gonna get married
Gee, I really love you, and we're gonna get married
Goin' to the chapel of love..."
--- The Dixie Cups, 'Chapel of Love
The MCD and Vice Detectives and their Lieutenants had been watching the KXTC propaganda-cast, and were totally surprised to see the Police Leadership as well as all of the Intel Branch people come into the room through the back hallway door.
"Always glad to have more US Paratroopers in the room," said Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez (ABN), "but what brings y'all in here?"
"It ain't the coffee, fer sure." added Detective Kerri Ambrose (ABN), generating laughter.
"You're the coffeemaker from now on, then." said Captain Claire Michaels, generating banter, especially from Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan.
Just then, Lieutenant Teddy Parker and Captain Janice Holloway came into the room. "Wow, why is everyone in here?" Janice asked.
"Commander Troy had all of us come in here." said Cindy Ross. All eyes went to me.
I just gave everyone a sunny smile, then said "How was your little vacation?"
"Oh, it went very well, sir." Janice said. Then she raised her left arm up, showing everyone the back of her left hand. It took a few seconds, but everyone began realizing that underneath the engagement ring on Janice's finger was a wedding band! And then they noticed the wedding band on Teddy Parker's ring finger.
"Oh my God! You got married!" Julia Rodriguez yelled as she got up and ran over to hug Janice. More hugs and handshakes followed.
"Okay, Iron Crowbar." said the Green Crowbar Cindy Ross as she waved said green crowbar in my direction. "How'd you know to have us come in here for this?"
"I didn't, not for sure." I said. "But going to Las Vegas on St. Valentine's Day? Let's just say I 'gambled' on that guess." There was a loud acclaim, along with some mumbles of 'nothing gets past him', then I said loudly: "And it's about frickin' time you got that woman to the altar, Parker. Congratulations!"
After a few minutes of (not really) controlled chaos, Janice told the story: "One reason we've taken so long to tie the knot is because we never could agree on our plans for our wedding, and our families had their own ideas of what we should do. So we decided just to elope and get it overwith."
Some moments later a 'cake' of piled doughnuts appeared. As it all too often happens around Police Officers, those doughnuts disappeared with amazing speed.
"You just guessed. Riiight." Cindy said to me as we consumed our doughnuts. "And you ordered doughnuts, too. Yeah, you just guessed."
"I have another guess, too." I said as I observed Janice's rosy cheeks. "There was a more practical reason why they went and got married." Cindy did a double-take at me, then made her own physical and mental observations...
Part 16 - Announcements, Announcements, Announcements
10:00am, Thursday, February 17th. The lectern was set up on a stage raised 18 inches above the floor in the Rotunda of the State Capitol, set apart by the thick velvet ropes. It was the largest open space in the Capitol building, save the actual State House and State Senate Chambers themselves. Next to the lectern was a desk, with American and State Flags behind it and in front of a temporary backdrop wall. The signing of the two passed bills and announcements by the Governor of the State was imminent.



There were a number of Legislators of both Parties present, as well as members of the Governor's Staff. But the Press contingent gathering to cover the event was smaller than expected. The 'Usual Suspects' were there: Bill Hacosta of the SNN Networks, Carl Lemay of KXTC, Tim Sioban of KSB, Margaret Tucker of KCAP-Midtown, Priya Ajmani of KFXU, Greg Wallace of the State Fox Networks, and a few unimportant 'cub' reporters from around the State.
"I wonder who Marshall will name as President of the State Medical College." said Tim Sioban, just to get conversations started.
"It's gotta be Dr. Laura Fredricson." said Carl Lemay.
Priya Ajmani agreed enthusiastically. "It's a done deal that it's Dr. Fredricson. A dunnnn deal."
Jim Hacosta arrogantly asked "Does she have the chops to handle a big administrative job like this?"
Priya, who hated Hacosta, said loudly "What do you guys think? Does a retired Deputy Director of the CIA... the entire CIA... have what it takes to start up a whole new College?" Other reporters laughed, some at Priya's withering humor, some in schadenfreude enjoyment of Hacosta's face reddening in anger at being humiliated in front of everyone.
Everyone settled down as Governor Marshall, her security, and her staff came into the Rotunda hallway along with some others. Her Press Secretary, Sarah Honeysuckle (who had been Governor Val Jared's Press Secretary) announced "Ladies and gentlemen, Governor Sharon Marshall." Staffers and Republican Legislators applauded, the Dem Legislators applauded more softly but politely. The journalists did not applaud at all.
Governor Marshall first went to the desk and sat down, and selected Staff and Legislators stood behind her... including Todd Burke and Teresa Croyle, who was dressed in civilian clothes. Sharon Marshall handed the first of three pens she used to sign the legislation to Teresa, and the second pen to State Senator Jimmy Cerone, who had shepherded the bill through the State Senate, bringing many reluctant (and that is saying it kindly) Democrats around to his way of thinking on the issue.
Governor Marshall took the third pen with her to the lectern. "This pen will go to the courageous person I have asked and tasked to start up the new State Medical College from the ground up. It is going to be a task of Herculean proportions, especially to begin classes this Fall Semester."
There were gasps as murmurs at that level of expectation, then Sharon Marshall said "And so without further ado, allow me to introduce to you State Medical College President Laura W. Fredricson!"
There was strong applause for Laura, even from Priya Ajmani and the Fox reporters. The Mainstream Media reporters just stood silently, their stone-cold hatred obvious on their faces. And I directly observed those looks of hatred because I was accompanying my wife into the Rotunda room. Laura was wearing her bright white dress with black side panels and black high heel pumps. I was wearing my gray suit with white shirt and red tie, and carrying my red crowbar.
Laura came up to the lectern and exchanged a French-style two-cheek kiss with Governor Marshall, then accepted the pen the Governor handed her. The Governor indicated for Laura to step up to the lectern and make a speech. Welcome to the world of politics, I thought to myself as I stood and applauded with everyone.
"Thank you, thank you... thank you." Laura said. The applause died down and she said "I am greatly honored and humbled by Governor Sharon Marshall's faith in me in asking me to start up the State Medical College. I am ready to begin this new chapter in my life, and I accept this appointment as the first President of the State Medical College." Applause.
Laura: "I want to thank the Members of the State House and State Senate that voted for it and for funding it. I especially thank State Senator Cerone and all of the State House Legislators who worked very hard to make this happen." Applause.
Laura: "I want to thank my husband, Commander Donald Troy, for his support and encouragement in taking this job. Without his love and support, I would've had reservations about this, but his standards of courage, confidence, and commitment will be my guides in taking on this task, and getting it done." Applause, though maybe a bit less from the Democrats. Scowls of hatred from the Press, of course.
Laura: "There were several reasons I accepted this position and this task, but the most important one is to guide State Medical College as it produces the best and brightest doctors and nurses to find and implement cures for diseases that afflict our children, funded by the Teresa Croyle Trust." Applause.
Laura: "To this day, I am in awe of Teresa Croyle. I am in awe of her courage, her generosity, her passion, and her drive to make sick children well. From that day when she was severely wounded saving my daughter's life in the Ward Harvester explosion, I have been indebted to her in a way I can never fully repay... but I can try by supporting her and her great cause of saving more children's lives. So, Teresa, let's get started. We have work to do."
As everyone applauded, Teresa came up and exchanged a long, tight hug with Laura, and tears were in both their eyes. Governor Marshall came up to the microphone and said "Do any of you have any questions for President Fredricson?"
It was Bill Hacosta who said rudely and loudly "Dr. Fredricson, while you were a Deputy Director of the CIA, did you lead or participate in the renditioning of Palestinians on behalf of the Jewish State of Israel?"
A sudden pall came over everyone, even the other reporters, at Hacosta's rudeness. Laura handled it, though. She said "What is your security clearance?":
"What?" snarled Hacosta.
"Your security clearance." Laura said again. "What is it?... Oh. You don't have one. So we won't be discussing anything involving the CIA today, now will we?"
Priya giggled loudly at that, further humiliating Hacosta. But it wasn't over for Laura.
"Tim Sioban, KSB News." said Tim Sioban of KSB News. "Dr. Fredricson... do you believe in Climate Justice?"
She said "And how do -you- define (air quotes) 'Climate Justice'?"
Sioban sneeringly said "I define it as full support for the settled Science of Climate Change, and devotion of maximum resources to repair the damage greedy Capitalists have done to the earth."
"That figures." Laura replied just as sneeringly, then launched her zinger: "As a scientist and a psychiatrist, I can tell you that true Science is -never- settled, and no one should ever be so arrogant to claim that it is. Anyone who does make such a claim is not a scientist, but a politician with an agenda. And I am definitely -not- some sort of Socialist that hates Capitalism like you do."
With a level of hatred in his voice that I'd never heard before, Carl Lemay shouted "Dr. Fredricson, do Black lives matter?"
Laura: "My husband's boss, Sheriff Griswold, has a great saying about that: 'red and yellow, black and white, they are precious in His sight'. In other words, -all- lives are precious in the Sight of God, and that is why I support the Croyle Trust and University Hospital's mission to find cures for -all- God's children."
Governor Marshall intervened. "Okay, we have one more bill signing, the one creating the State Constitution Commission." She went to the desk and signed another bill; this time with one pen, which she turned around and handed to me. I could feeeeel the Press wilting and their hatred rising as Governor Marshall stood up and we went to the lectern.
"Dr. Fredricson is not the only person in the Troy household who is going to be busy these next few months." Sharon Marshall said. "Commander Donald Troy has agreed to be the State Constitution Chairman. He is experienced in this sort of thing, having successfully re-written the Town & County's Charter. By comparison, the State Constitution should be a snap!" The Legislators and Staff laughed. The reporters stared at her in utter, stone-cold silence.
Governor Marshall: "Commander Troy will have to have public hearings, and he will have an Advisory Board of our best Legislators to help him with the task. But the final draft he presents to me, which will be voted upon by the Citizens of the State in November, will be all his. Commander, are you willing to take questions?"
"No, but I will anyway." I said quietly as I came up to the lectern. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Teresa give what was for her a grin. The reporters were somewhat taken aback; they had not expected the rare opportunity to ask me questions, and they were not really prepared with attack questions. Still, they tried.
"Carl Lemay, KXTC Channel Two News." said Carl Lewis. "Commander, is it true that you vetoed two Legislators's names that were submitted to be on the Commission with you: State Representative Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown, and State House Majority Leader Wilson Hammonds of Pottsville. And if it is true, why did you veto them?"
I replied "I'm impressed. That was a good, real question, and factually mostly accurate. The inaccuracy is that they were named to the Commission. They were not; I am a Commission of One. I did reject those two persons from the Advisory Board, and here's why."
Me: "I'll be blunt: Tasheeka Harris is a racist, in the true, pure sense of the word. She hates White people based purely upon the color of their skin, not the content of their character. Everyone with a memory cell in their heads remembers how Representative Harris made a fool of herself and was forcibly removed from a Committee meeting during SBI Director Masters's hearings." (Author's note: 'Send In The Clowns', Ch. 04.)
Me: "So I'm just not going to sit there and listen to her yell (air quotes) 'You're a racist!' every time I say something not in jackbooted lockstep with her hatred-filled, racist views. As to Wilson Hammonds: as a Crony Capitalist, he supports criminal activity like hiding and employing Illegal Immigrants. I don't trust his word, and I don't trust him not to leak to you in the Press. So I'm just not going to fool with either of them."
There was a silence following that, then Priya Ajmani said with a bright smile "Priya Ajmani, KFXU Fox Eight News. State Senator Katherine Woodburn was named to the Advisory Board, and you didn't reject her, even though she's a Democrat and you're a Republican---"
"Hold on, let me stop you right there." I said. "For the record, I am not a Republican. I am not now nor have I ever been a member of the Republican Party. There -is- a difference between political Parties and political philosophies, and one should not assume philosophical beliefs automatically assigns someone to a political Party."
Me: "As for Senator Woodburn: yes, she's on the Advisory Board, and I'm glad to have her on it. She's a savvy politician, and she can be practical when she needs to be. And on the State Constitution Advisory Board, we'll all need to be practical."
Other reporters wanted to ask questions, and Tim Sioban said "Tim Sioban, SNN. Will the new State Constitution support Climate Justice and protect the earth?
I held my patience, and said "Let's get one thing very clear, here. Documents of governance, such as the U.S. Constitution, the State Constitution, and the Town & County Charter I helped write, are meant to describe and proscribe the responsibilities and processes of governance, and should protect the rights of the smallest minority of all: the individual."
Me: "Everything in the State Constitution will define legitimate functions of Government, and will affect -all- Citizens equally as the equal Individuals they are. Everything else will have to be done through those processes; that is, the Legislature, the Executive, and the Courts."
The Republicans rose up in strong applause, and Governor Marshall moved up to try to end the event by announcing "Thank you for coming, and have a good day!"
But she was rudely interrupted by Bill Hacosta, who yelled "Commander Troy, will the State Constitution have safeguards for Minorities against Police brutality?"
There were gasps in the room at that incredible rudeness, not to mention the fake news insinuation. Par for the course for the rabidly biased, dishonest, and corrupt Media, I thought to myself. But I controlled my temper and just said "Like I said, the State Constitution will protect the rights of -all- individuals... even reporters who are apparently hard of hearing, like -you-."
The Governor moved in again to end the event, and this time she was successful...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura, Teresa, Todd, and I were invited to a private and sumptuous lunch in the Governor's Office suite. Also there were Governor Marshall (duh), and State Senators Moe Molinari, Jimmy Cerone, and Katherine Woodburn.
"Both of you handled the Press amazingly well." said Moe Molinari to Laura and me, probably to cause trouble with Katherine Woodburn, who owned KXTC. The first thing I'd done when we sat down was to tell her everything spoken and done was off the record, and she'd agreed.
Teresa said in the scornful way that only she could: "Was Tim Sioban just a wee bit single minded in his questions, there?"
Todd said with his handsome grin: "I didn't realize he was so committed to the cause of Climate Justice."
"He's not." I replied. "Sioban is a jerk. He was just doing that to gin up angst, since he knows Climate Change was the underlying reason for everything that happened with the University, the Hospital, and the Medical School."
"He was nothing compared to that asshole Bill Hacosta." Todd said venomously. To say he had not appreciated Hacosta's ugly question about the 'Jewish State' would be the understatement of the year.
Katherine Woodburn redirected the conversation by saying "That was very sweet, Laura, what you said about Commander Croyle."
Laura said "And every word of it is true. I really have not thanked Teresa enough over the years for saving Carole. And that little girl Diane that Teresa flew here in that Christmas life-flight is the sweetest little girl. I feel so close to her, but I'm not sure why."
Neither Teresa nor I said a word, though we were both remembering Amy's prediction to little Diane on that miracle flight. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Miracle', Ch. 02.)
"You don't have to thank me." Teresa said. "And I do appreciate everything you're doing for my Kids."
Sharon Marshall said "How are those children you flew here doing?" Teresa looked over at Laura.
Laura said "The little girl, Diane, is doing very well. She's all but cured, and it's only a matter of a few more treatments. Her brother David... well, we're holding out hope. Dr. Napp says he's learned a great deal about why the current treatment works so well on girls but not boys, and he's hoping to develop something that will work on David soon. But it's a race against time... and David doesn't have a lot of that."
Teresa's head was bowed at that. I decided to change the subject. I said "So what are the next agenda items for the Legislature during this session?"
Jimmy Cerone said "Redistricting is the big one."
Moe Molinari said "We're going to try to pass a Budget this year, too. But hedge your bets on that."
I said "There is one other thing that I'd like to request of you, based upon a legal issue that is about to affect our Town & County..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:45pm, Thursday, February 17th. We arrived home. I dropped Laura off at the Mountain Nest, then drove Todd to BOW Enterprises and Teresa to Police Headquarters. When we went inside, MCD and Vice Detectives came out into the hallway and applauded us.
Joanne Warner said "Commander, can we get something in the new State Constitution that says Police Officers don't have to pay State income taxes?"
I said "If I can get away with it, I'll eliminate the State Income Tax altogether." Everyone cheered at that.
When I got to the anteroom of my office, my assistant Helena French looked up at me and said "Sir, ADA Patterson wants you to call her. She says it's official business, and that it's important." I knew that 'important' was one step down from 'urgent', but merited fast attention.
"Thanks." I said. I went into my office and called Paulina on my Police iPhone.
"Hi, Don." Paulina said. "Are you sitting down?"
"Yes." I said. "Everything okay?"
"Personally, yes." said Paulina. "But we just got Appellate Judge Leahy's ruling about an hour ago. He says the warrant we got for Randy Luna was a phishing expedition and not based on sufficient probable cause. And he has thrown out every bit of evidence against Luna, even though we got that evidence on Rhonda Huntington's warrant. He's essentially dropped all charges against Luna, and demanded Luna's release..."
Part 17 - Appealing To The Masses
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, February 22nd, from behind the anchor desk in the KXTC studios. "Speculation and rumors fly over one local race!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "After George-Schwartz-backed attorney Alvin Whitner declared his candidacy for the Democrat nomination for Solicitor, primarying former City Attorney Dennis Garland, sources are telling Channel Two News that Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson may enter the Solicitor's race, as well!"
Bettina: "Alvin Whitner is black and has worked tirelessly for Social Justice for People of Color. Dennis Garland is white and very moderate. Paulina Patterson, who is the sister of international star rapper T-Squares, is black, but would likely run for Solicitor as a Republican, as no other Republicans have declared for the Solicitor post."
Bettina: "If she runs, Patterson would not have to take leave of absence from her duties as an Assistant D.A., like she did during her failed candidacy for the District Attorney post, which ended when it was publicly revealed that the father of her child was Commander Donald Troy." (Author's note: 'Media Matters', Ch. 01.) "Asked for comment, District Attorney Miriam Walters said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing District Attorney Miriam Walters being ambushed in the hallways of City Hall. After being asked about Paulina, Walters said "This is the first I'm hearing of that, but if she does run, Paulina Patterson would make a great Solicitor, and she would have my strongest endorsement."
Back to Bettina live: "Neither ADA Patterson nor Donald Troy have responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. And now let's go to our highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay for breaking news from the State Capitol. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the lanky Reporter of Color, with the gold dome of the State Capitol as his backdrop. "Channel Two News has learned that the Legislature has passed the 'Appellate Courts Act', the largest revision of the State's judicial system in decades!"
Lemay: "Here are the details of the bill. It takes the six regions the State is divided into for things like the SBI, Crime Labs, and Regional State Offices, and cuts them in two. Those 12 districts are now Appellate Districts, serving the Courts within their boundaries."
Lemay: "There will now be three judges on each Appellate Court instead of just one. One Judge can issue stays, but either side of a criminal or civil dispute can insist upon the entire three-judge panel ruling on an issue. Then the current system of appealing to the State Supreme Court would take effect."
Lemay: "The bill calls for the Governor to fill the Appellate Court slots as they become open, with the advice and consent of the State Senate. And that State Senate action must take place within one month of the Governor's appointment, which means the State Senate must be in session within a month of the appointment, or a Special Session of the full Legislature called. So vacancies could be left unfilled for months."



Lemay: "However, for the initial filling of the newly created slots, the current Appellate Judges can send nominees to the Governor, and Legislators within that District can submit nominees. They must do so by March 10th. Governor Marshall has agreed to select names from the lists without regard to Party affiliation or judicial record, unless she can show cause for rejecting a name, such as past criminal or unethical behavior. Then the State Senate will vote to confirm the names."
Lemay: "But not everyone agrees with these changes. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing State Rep. Tasheeka Harris yelling (yes, yelling!) "This is just another tool of White Supremacists to cover up for illegal warrants and keep Blacks in jail after illegal arrests!" And State Senator Maxine Watts said "This is just another Republican bill to keep the Black man down."
Back to Lemay live: "Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" shouted (yes, shouted) Bettina as the feed came back to her. "That was highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay with that detailed and insightful report on our Legislature's latest action. In other news, University President Jerry Moore is already throwing up roadblocks to State Medical College President Laura Fredricson's plans to take some University-owned land and have it transferred to the SMC for classroom buildings. Dr. Moore has also demanded Dr. Fredricson vacate her office in the University's Psychology Building, even though Dr. Fredricson is still Head of the Department of Psychology until the end of the semester..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When one comes into the Chief's office suite, his office is in the corner, straight ahead. There are two offices to the left and right of the Chief's office, which had been meant for the two Commanders that were slotted. Because those positions weren't filled for years, and then I took my current office instead of one of the offices in the Chief's suite, the left office became a storage space, and the one on the right became the Chief's Conference Room.
In the Chief's Conference Room, the large monitor was mounted on the wall to the right, the wall away from the Chief's office. The table was meant to hold six persons: two on each side and one on each end. But for the coffee klatch, adjustments had to be made. The Chief sat at the end of the table. I usually sat to his left, the window behind me. The Sheriff moved his chair at the end around so that he was next to me, so he could see the monitor.
Teresa sat on the other side of the table, nearest the monitor. Cindy sat next to her. When Tanya was present, Cindy moved down some, and Tanya squeezed in between her and the Chief. On the far side, if Paulina was there, I moved down towards the Sheriff, and Paulina squeezed in between me and the Chief.
We were in that configuration on this morning during the Bettina broadcast... and all eyes except mine were on Paulina. The Sheriff and Teresa looked hopeful, Tanya and the Chief looked curious, and Cindy and I wore faces that connoted the others were a couple of steps behind our vision.
"Whut?" Paulina said, seeing that she was the Center of the Coffee Klatch World at the moment.
"They're wondering if it's true?" the Green Crowbar Cindy Ross asked.
"Might as well tell 'em." I said helpfully. I was not helping.
"All right." said Paulina. She sat back in her seat and said "What is accurately true is that after Alvin Whitner announced his candidacy for Solicitor, my phone lit up on Friday and Saturday. The Mayor called, Mrs. Myrtle L. James called, Edward Steele called, J.P. Goldman called, Judge Franklin Washington's wife called. Even Ryan Paulson called. And their message was unified. They begged me to run for Solicitor against Whitner."
Paulina: "I don't think Miriam knew when the thugs of the Press ambushed her, but she called me into her office and asked if I intended to run. I said I'd had no intentions to run as of that time, and Miriam suggested I consider it, and that if I did she would endorse me."
Sheriff Griswold growled "I didn't call you about it over the weekend, but I would love it if you did run for it."
"So you're going to?" Teresa asked.
Paulina said "I don't know. I don't really want to; I'd rather be an ADA and prosecute criminals. But I also realize what a threat George-Schwartz-backed D.A.s are. Where they've been elected, their failure to prosecute criminals and try to eliminate cash bail have turned those cities into utter hellholes. Chicago, San Francisco, Portland... and especially the shithole sewer that is Wilmington, Delaware. So if me running is what it takes to stop Alvin Whitner, then that's what I may have to do."
"Changing the sub-jecccct," drawled Chief Moynahan, to change the subject, "what is that bizzz-nesss with Jerry Moore and Laura abouuuut?"
I said "He's just harassing her. Laura's job as State Medical College President officially begins July 1st; well, that's when she starts getting paid for it, and it's a nice raise, there, too. So her job with the University will end on June 30th. She's already putting her stuff from the clinic in her office into storage, and she'll finish out her classes."
"Wowwww." Tanya said. "But she has to be doing Medical College stuff now. No way she could not start before July 1st and start classes this Fall."
I said "True. And nothing personal to any of you, but I'm just not going to discuss anything she's doing, nor the things I'm doing to help her. Stuff keeps leaking out, like that University-owned land thing. Consider me paranoid as hell, but I really do think this Headquarters is bugged."
"It ain't paranoia, Crowbar." growled Griswold. "It ain't paranoia..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox Eight University Sunrise!" said attractive blonde Catrina Pierce from the KFXU studios at 8:00am, Tuesday, February 22d. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is co-host of the top-rated afternoon program 'The Four', Lisa Fillmore. Priya Ajmani is in assignment in Midtown. Good morning, Lisa."
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, everyone." said lithe blonde Lisa Fillmore. "Here's what's in the news. Last week Appellate Judge Leahy ruled that a warrant to arrest Randy Luna, the primary suspect in the murders of Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard in the Rio Linda Apartments southeast of Town, had been improperly requested by the Town & County Police."
Catrina: "Appellate Judge Leahy threw out all the evidence amassed by the TCPD, including the revolver that was used to murder Ms. Sandstone and Mr. Gerard and its bullet cartridges that had Luna's fingerprints all over them, despite that evidence being found under a different warrant that has not been declared improper in any way."
Lisa: "The ruling has been appealed to the State Supreme Court, but no action has been taken to stop Judge Leahy's order to release Luna without ankle monitoring or any other surveillance. Randy Luna is now at large, and is believed to have fled the Town & County, perhaps over the State Line."
Catrina: "State Legislators on both sides of the aisle were so outraged at the ruling, as well as the inability to do anything about it in a timely manner, that they passed the Appellate Courts Act with large bipartisan majorities in both Houses of the Legislature. And despite yesterday being the Presidents Day holiday, Governor Sharon Marshall signed the bill into law."
Lisa went to Priya Ajmani in Midtown, who described the details, very similar to Carl Lemay's report. Then it came back to Lisa, who said: "Sheriff Antonio Griswold and the TCPD came under verbal attack by former Sheriff Department Senior Deputy and current candidate for Sheriff Louis Bailey. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Bailey saying "Sheriff Griswold has repeatedly allowed Commander Donald Troy to flout the law and judicial rulings, but this time, despite a valid warrant and eyewitness testimony to hold him, the TCPD just let a murd--- er, an alleged murderer go. The inconsistency and double standards shown by Griswold and Troy are appalling!'"
Back to Catrina live: "And candidate for Mayor Ryan Paulson echoed those sentiments, saying, quote, 'Mayor Daniel Allgood's lack of institutional control is what has allowed criminals like this one to get away', close quote..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow, this is the most cooperative Legislature I've seen in -years-." said Cindy Ross as our Angels Meeting in my office started off with coffee and commentary on the KFXU broadcast we'd just watched. "How in the world did that Appellate Court bill get through?"
Teresa said "That was an utter shock. Todd's lobbyists said they hadn't heard a word about it. But they couldn't have just done it in a few days. They must've been working on it for a while."
I said "True. But we started having the issues with the warrant back in January, so it appears to me that some people were paying attention then and contacted their Legislators. And you're right as well, Cindy: I'm shocked by the level of bipartisan agreement and accomplishment we are seeing from our State Legislature this year."
Cindy said "And so much of it is the Democrats conceding things. The Hospital and the State Medical College, and most importantly there, outlawing the 'loyalty documents'? These Appellate Court expansions... with a Republican Governor and Republican-controlled State Senate? Letting Don re-write the State Constitution? Gotta wonder what they're gonna get in return... or do you know already, Don?"
She had felt a vibe, and it was coming from me. I was realizing something. "I just realized something." I said. "What's the last big thing left for the State Legislature?"
"The Budget?" Tanya asked.
"But that's not critical this time." Cindy said, still trying to mentally probe my mind. "Oh, of course. Redistricting."
"Give that woman a green crowbar!" I said. "Yes. Redistricting. The Dems have been collecting chits, and they're going to cash them in to get what they want in the redistricting. I fear... that they are really going to tear our Town & County apart..."
Part 18 - Machinations and Manipulations
Friday, February 25th. It was Tasha's sixth (SIXTH!) birthday, and we were having a party for her at The Cabin. Present were: Carole, Jim, Ross, Ian, Betsy, Benjamin, Marie Steele, and Agnes Reynolds, the little girl from Apple Grove who had been adopted by the Reynold family as they moved to our Town & County. (Author's note: 'Reunion Fever', Ch. 05.) She and Tasha had become very good friends in school.
Also present were Paulina, Me, Molly, Laura, Stephanie Steele, Edward R. Steele, Cindy, Callie, and Sheriff Griswold. Apparently BOW Enterprises was having a function that made Todd and Teresa as well as Agnes's parents unavailable.
The party almost had not happened. Two days before, on Wednesday, Paulina had asked me if we could have the family (meaning Troy family) party the next day, Saturday. She said she wanted to throw Tasha a party at the Pizza Roundhouse restaurant with her school friends in her class. I'd said that meant Laura wouldn't be at the family party, as her Saturday would be slammed, and I'd have to check with the others. I did admit that we'd -assumed- we'd have the party Friday.
Later that night, I got a call from Paulina, who reported that Tasha had gotten upset when she was told of Paulina's plans, and that the (Troy) family wouldn't be at the pizza party. There was also consternation expressed by Tasha that the feral cats under The Cabin were 'expecting' Tasha to be there to feed them on Friday. So here we were, with Agnes 'representin' as Tasha's classmate, and the pizza party would be the next afternoon.
Tasha got a good haul of gifts. Agnes gave her matching full-size rubber basketballs so that they could practice together. Ian and Jim conspired to give Tasha several mostly-picture books on the U.S. Constitution, the three branches of Government, and how legal trials are held, which Tasha liked. She liked even more the little booklet that was the Constitution itself that Ian had slipped into his birthday card for her. "Tasha wants to be a lawyer like her mom." Carole told me.
Betsy and Benjamin (pretty much Betsy) gave Tasha a couple of early grade books on cats. Marie gave Tasha a highly-sought-after booklet of drawings, and the quality of these books were getting better and better with each birthday Marie drew for. This booklet showed Tasha with the cats, Tasha with Buddy and Bowser, Tasha with Carole, Tasha playing basketball with Carole, Marie, and Agnes, then one of Tasha and Agnes playing their 'circle' game.
What is the 'circle' game? To make a short story long: At the end of the driveway to The Cabin, just past the far-side garage that housed the Black Beauty, I'd put up high fencing to keep basketballs from going down the hill (though a few still found their way over the fence). I'd put up a basketball goal and backboard at the regulation 10' height, and measured out 15' to the foul line.
The circles on the court are 12' in diameter, so I measured and drew the foul line that long. Then Jim got a string, had Ross hold one end at the middle of the foul line, and inscribed a circle. I had not intended for him to use a nail and literally gouge the circle into the concrete, but guess what he did? And Carole and Marie 'helped' by somehow getting some paint like they use on highways and painting the circle, giving 'paint it black' a whole new meaning at the Troy household.
I was less than thrilled at these little feats of engineering, but I shut my potty mouth when I saw what the circle was used for. The kids played a game where two of them stood in the circle with basketballs. They had to dribble their basketballs while trying to take the other person's basketball away from them, and end up dribbling both basketballs. If someone and/or his/her basketball went out of the circle, then he/she was out. But to truly win, one had to control both basketballs at the same time.
All the kids would play from time to time, and Daddy got his butt beat on many an occasion, but Tasha and Agnes would play for hours. Sometimes Tasha took Agnes's ball, sometimes Agnes took Tasha's ball. And even Carole took her share of losses at their hands. But most of all, I watched all of them become better and better basketball players, which would serve them well in the future. But I digress...
The last drawing in Tasha's booklet was of her sitting with me in the metal mesh chair on the back deck. Below the drawing had been written (in Carole's handwriting) 'Daddy's Little Bundle Of Love'.
"Aww, that is so sweet!" Callie said when she saw it, and all the ladies agreed. The adults had conspired to give Tasha gift cards to buy clothes or other stuff.
Last was Carole's gift. One was a picture book about the life of US Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas. "Tasha is going to meet him one day." Carole whispered to me. Then Carole handed Tasha a small box. "This is Daddy's present for you. He let me help him pick it out." Carole said. She was being modest; this was Carole's doing al the way.
"Yes," I quipped. "That's from me, and I'm dying to know what I got you."
Tasha opened the box and her eyes widened and her mouth opened in a 'whaa?' surprise look. It was a necklace on a little silver chain. The charm on it was composed of an enameled red heart, the bottom pointed 'southwest' as one looked at. Halfway superimposed over it was a smaller silver heart, pointing southeast. On the back, which was solid silver and flat, were engraved the initials 'L B O L'. Carole said "That's because Tasha is Daddy's Little Bundle of Love."
"Aw, this is cool!" Tasha exclaimed. She hugged Carole and said "Thanks, Carole!" Then she came over to me and said "Daddy, will you put this on me?"
What girl doesn't love jewelry, I thought to myself as I draped the necklace around Tasha's neck and fastened it. Cindy was videoing this on her iPhone, and I would later see the beautiful smile on Tasha's face as I put it on her. Then Tasha turned around and said "Thanks, Daddy! I'm glad I'm your Little Bundle of Love!"
"And you always will be, Little Love." I said, hugging her back. Then Tasha went around showing her necklace off to everyone. Even the boys pretended to be interested.
"Okay, supper is ready." Laura said as she and Stephanie Steele brought out the dishes... pizzas! The kids were excited and rushed to the table.
But I'd heard Paulina whisper "Oh no..." When I turned to look at her, she said "We're having the pizza party tomorrow night!"
"Ohhh... that's my fault." I said. "I didn't get a chance to tell Laura about that, nor that we'd swapped party nights. She's been working to all hours of the night on the Medical School stuff."
Laura saw us whispering, and I waved my hand towards me for her to come over, then said "I didn't get a chance to tell you, but Paulina's giving Tasha a pizza party tomorrow at the Pizza Roundhouse."
"Ohhhh." said Laura. "I'm sorry about that. Carole told both me and Stephanie that Tasha loves pizza, so that's what we got."
"Kids love pizza, and would eat it every day if we let them." I said placatingly. As I said it, we all looked over at Carole, who was taking her place at the 'kids table', which was the main table. She became aware that she was being observed, and she looked right back at us.
Laura caught on: "Have I been bamboozled again, this time into this faux pas?"
"I dunno." I said. "But I'll speak to her about it." And then I started catching on. I instinctively knew that everything Carole was doing, from the pizza suggestion to the necklace, and the booklet... it was all being done for a reason. And whatever Carole's reason was, I was a few steps behind her vision...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the kids played Uno and Laura, Callie, Cindy, and Stephanie fluttered like parakeets, mostly about the University and the State Medical School, I lit the fire pot on the back deck and sat down around it with Sheriff Griswold, Paulina, and Edward Steele.
"So, Paulina," said Edward, "have you given any more thought about running for Solicitor?"
"Some." Paulina said, with a decided lack of enthusiasm in her voice. "I've talked to a few people about it. But I need to think about it some more... a lot more."
Edward R. Steele said "I apologize if we seem to be pushing you on it. It's just that if you're not interested, we need to find someone who is willing to run and can win. Time is of the essence, and Alvin Whitner is an incredible threat."
"I get it." Paulina said. Then she said "Look, I'll be straight up with you guys. I have never really been interested in the Solicitor position, not when it was D.A.-appointed, not when it became an elected position. But I'm also aware of what Alvin Whitner or any George-Schwartz-funded D.A., Solicitor, or Judge would mean."
She got up as she said "I'll have something to tell you early next week. In the meantime, thank you for hosting the party for Tasha, and she loved the necklace. I've got to get her home to get some rest."
"Y'all can stay the night." I offered.
Paulina said "Yes, I know. But Laura needs some rest even more than the kids do. As soon as Tasha and I leave, everyone else will, and you can get Laura up to bed, where she needs to be... getting some sleep."
And that is what happened. No sooner were Paulina and Tasha gone than the Steeles were taking Marie home and Molly was putting the boys to bed. Carole helped me make Laura some hot chocolate while Laura took a shower. When Laura came down to say goodnight, Carole had her sit down and they drank cups of hot chocolate together.
Then I helped Laura to bed, and my wife was out like a light as soon as her head hit the pillow. Carole also fell asleep quickly, though she fought hard to stay awake. Melatonin 1, Future Iron Crowbar 0, I thought to myself as I tucked her in.



I went back downstairs. Our Sheriff was still on the back deck, looking over the twinkling lights of the Town. I took a bottle of Eagle Rare 10yr. bourbon and two Glen Cairn glasses outside, and joined him right next to the warmth of the fire.
"Did we push Paulina too hard?" the Sheriff asked as we sipped the delicious bourbon.
"I dunno." I replied. Then I added: "I'd suggest letting her have a few days to think about it. She's got a lot on her mind... and if I don't miss my guess, she's going to have a lot more on her mind soon. I also think she'll have a solution for you in the coming days, as well."
"While I've got you here, let me ask you for some campaign advice on some things." the Sheriff said. It was late into the cold night, and a lot of trains came out of the western horizon and through the Town before we finished...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, February 26th. It was overcast with a little bit of wind, and cold. Three vehicles were parked at the edge of a relatively flat parcel of land. Standing on a spot in the middle of the land were State Medical College President Laura Fredricson, Town & County Councilman Edward R. Steele, Your Iron Crowbar (me), Your Green Crowbar (Cindy), and Your Iron Wolf (Teresa).
The spot we were standing on was inches away from where 'Good Time Charlie' was found dead, killed while attempting to murder my daughter Carole. (Author's note: 'Environmental Hazards', Ch. 03-04.) In the distance to the north, on the same general level, was The Mountain Nest. To the east-north-east, and up the steep mountainside, was The Cabin, as well as Teresa's home. To the west, and down the mountainside, was the back side of University Hospital.
To the south the land fell off towards the Fraternity and Sorority Houses, other residences and apartments, and the Halfway House jail facility. The flat track of land curved southeast around the mountain, and met the road that went on down towards McGhillie's Golf Course and Reservoir Road.
"It's a good property." said Edward R. Steele. "Relatively flat, won't have to be graded very much at all. And you can probably get three buildings in, as well as parking for them. The only issue for me is access. To have the Hospital in sight, but having to drive all the way around Reservoir Road and back into Town, or along the road The Cabin is on, is extremely inconvenient at best."
"What about the road to The Mountain Nest?" Cindy asked.
Laura said "The road ends at my house, but they could cut it up between my house and Dr. Childers's house, then hug the mountainside going up and over to here."
I said "Alternatively, a road could begin down there not far behind the Mountain Nest and down to behind the Hospital, and empty into the parking lot on the south side of the Hospital. It'd have to be graded, but it's doable."
"That'll cut into the back side of the Hospital." Teresa said. "Where the Wrangler Circus wants to hold their Charity Rodeo."
"We'll find them a space." I said.
"All that begs a question." Edward said. "Who owns this parcel, and the land down to the Hospital?"
I said "As near as I can tell from the deed books at the Annex Building, almost all of the parcel is part of the Hospital property, while some of it that is at the end up there behind The Mountain Nest is part of the University itself. But the catch is that the Hospital was owned by the University until the Legislature just acted days ago. So we'll have to see what kind of stink Jerry Moore makes of it if Laura claims the property for the State Medical College."
"And he will." Laura lamented. "Hell, he's trying to force me out of the Mountain Nest."
"Can he -do- that?" Cindy gasped.
"No." Laura replied. "The University created what amounts to a subdivision with a covenant, like the Heritage Cloisters, when they sold the land for the homes that were built. They own the mineral rights under the ground, and they have first rights to buy the property if it's put up for sale. But they can't force me to sell it, and as part of the covenant they gave up their rights of eminent domain.. So Jerry Moore is full of crap, and he's just trying to make things as hard for me as he possibly can."
Cindy said "My only question is where the water is coming from. Are they going to tap into the lines that go to The Cabin, or try to tap the lines on Campus that feed the Mountain Nest and the other houses there?"
Laura said "I sure don't want the water lines at the mercy of the University, Jerry Moore, and Lionel Carmela." Then she looked past me and said "And here's why."
We all looked back to see a Campus Police vehicle drive up to us, having come around the mountain the way we had. Only Cindy was in uniform; khaki shirt and brown pants with a double-stripe of light brown piping, and brown windbreaker with "SHERIFF" on the back. Yep, a windbreaker in this cold. Canadians, dontcha know.
I was in my 'all black' shirt and pants with my trenchcoat over them, my badge on my belt and service weapon holstered under the left shoulder. Teresa was also in all black, with a black leather jacket (very expensive), her badge on her belt and her alternate service weapon, a.38 Special revolver, on her belt over her right buttcheek.
She and Cindy became wary of the approaching Officers, and I took my red crowbar out of its pocket in the inner lining of my trenchcoat.
"What are y'all doing here?" said the male Campus Officer as he and a female Officer got out of the vehicle.
"Looking at this property." I said as I continued to look around.
"You're trespassing." said the female Officer. "You need to leave. Right now."
"And you are?" I asked.
"Campus Police." said the female. "This is University Property."
"No, I meant your names." I said. "What are your names?"
"I'm Campus Police Officer Patricia Ellis." said the female, who looked to be in her early twenties with fairly stringy brown hair in a ponytail. "This is Campus Police Officer Charles D'Alesandro." He was also in his twenties, a bit thin, also with brown hair. Ellis said "One more time, you're trespassing. Now are you going to leave, or are we going to have to arrest you?"
I said "This is University Hospital property, not University property. And we have every right to be here."
"Okay, drop that crowbar and show me your hands." said Patricia Ellis, going for her service weapon. "All of you, show me your---"
Well, Cindy and Teresa did show their hands... holding their loaded service weapons and aiming them at Ellis and D'Alesandro. With amazing speed, they'd gotten the drop on the young Campus Police Officers.
"GET YOUR HANDS AWAY FROM THOSE WEAPONS OR I WILL SHOOT YOU!" Cindy yelled.
"What the hell?" gasped Charles D'Alesandro. "We're the Police!
"So are we." I said. "I'm Commander Donald Troy of the Town & County Police." I pulled my trenchcoat back to reveal my badge.
"Then you're still trespassing." said Patricia Ellis. "This is University property, and under jurisdiction of the State, not the Town & County. You have no jurisdiction here."
Not lowering her weapon that was trained on Patricia Ellis's chest (which was not protected by armor), Cindy Ross said "I sure as hell have jurisdiction here. I'm Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross of the Town & County Sheriff's Department, and the Sheriff has jurisdiction over every square inch of this County."
I said "And Commander Croyle and I are SBI Reservists, as well."
"Who are these other two?" snarled Charles D'Alesandro.
"None of your business." I said, especially not wanting to reveal to them who Laura was. "Soooo, you can either get back in your car and drive away, or you can put your hands on the hood and let me take your weapons from you. Or you can stand there and risk getting shot dead. What's it gonna be?"
Just then two more vehicles approached. One was a Campus Police SUV, and the other was a State Patrol SUV. Seconds later, Campus Police Commissioner and Provost Marshal Bob 'Brick' Briscoe was walking up to us. Behind him was State Patrol Captain Cortese, which surprised me, since Cortese was the Commander of the Town & County's State Patrol unit.
"Stand down, guys, please." said Commissioner Briscoe. "What's going on here?"
Cindy and Teresa pointed their weapons the ground but did not relax their defensive postures. I said "Your Campus Police Officers have incorrectly accused us of trespassing, and were going to draw their weapons upon us."
"This -is- University property." said Briscoe.
"No it's not." I said. "I looked it up in the deed book, and you're welcome to do the same. This is University Hospital property... which just got transferred to the State Medical College."
Laura said "And as if they need it, the State Medical College President has given them full permission to be here."
"She's got you there, 'Brick'." said Captain Cortese.
"Yes, we -will- see about the property lines." said Briscoe. "And I'll add that President Moore is contesting the legitimacy of what you can steal from him and the University, Dr. Fredricson."
Laura replied acidly "To the point your Campus Police Officers were about to draw weapons on two TCPD Officers and a Sheriff's Deputy, and would be dead now if they had?"
"They never identified themselves, sir." said Patricia Ellis.
"Commander Ross is wearing her uniform." I replied. "And I exhibited my badge."
"And your crowbar." Teresa added helpfully.
"You guys don't know who the Iron Crowbar is?" Captain Cortese said, mock astonishment in his voice. I noticed Ellis's and D'Alesandro's reactions on their faces... a total lack of reaction.
"Oh, they know who I am." I said. "They're just following Jerry Moore's orders. Be careful, kids. Be careful."
"You guys can go." said Commissioner Briscoe. Ellis and D'Alesandro went back to their vehicle and left. Briscoe turned to us and said "I'm standing behind them and their actions, which I believe were correct. I'll be checking up on that property claim of yours." With that, he turned and went to his vehicle, and pulled out at an unnecessarily high rate of speed.
"Sorry about that, guys." said Captain Cortese. "And do watch your backs. Dr. Moore is not playing around; he's told the Campus Police to go after you guys if they see you on Campus. And Briscoe is telling Dr. Moore 'yes sir, three bags full'. If you need help, give me a call."
"Thanks, Captain." I said, going up to him and shaking his hand. He then turned and got in his vehicle, and left.
"Why is Briscoe kissing Moore's ass?" asked Edward R. Steele as we watched Cortese drive off.
Laura said "Well, there was that little uniform issue." That was a shot at me for not wearing my uniform at the University President's Christmas party, while Briscoe had. (Author's note: 'Just A Story', Ch. 06.)
I pretended to ignore Laura's snotty shot, and said "Yeah, but he took our side against Dr. Moore over parking at the Christmas Concert." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Miracle', Ch. 02.) Laura's eyes flashed anger at me for not conceding, and indeed for continuing to oppose her. But I continued on, anyway: "And Jerry Moore is not the boss of Commissioner Briscoe, nor can he fire him."
"Well, something's changed." Laura replied. "I wouldn't trust Briscoe any more, if I were any of you. And be leery of the Campus Police, too..."
Part 19 - Fibs and Feuds
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, March 4th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "The University files suit against the new State Medical College!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "University President Jerry Moore has brought a lawsuit against Dr. Laura Fredricson and the State Medical College, claiming that the Medical College is attempting to wrongly and unlawfully seize land that belongs to the University! Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged, blonde reporterette, standing near University Avenue on the edge of University Hospital's property. "The law creating the State Medical College gave it ownership of University Hospital and its properties. However, Dr. Jerry Moore is fighting Dr. Laura Fredricson's claim to three parcels of land on the mountainside behind University Hospital, and his lawsuit claims that the land she is saying is University Hospital's actually belongs to the University itself."
Amber: "Experts tell Channel Two News that despite the recently passed law in the State Legislature, Dr. Moore has a very strong legal case, and that Dr. Fredricson has already overreached her authority. The case is being placed on the Superior Court docket for an expedited hearing. Back to you, Bettina!"
The feed went back to Bettina, who was looking at something on her desk. She looked up in shock and said "Oh! Uh... I thought you were going directly to Pat Stellum, Amber. Let's go to him now. Pat, I believe you have a special guest?"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the portly reporter as he came onto the feed, with the University President's Mansion in his background. "We are fortunate and honored to be joined by University President Jerry Moore. Thank you for giving us a moment of your time, Mr. President."
The camera panned out to show Dr. Moore standing to Stellum's left. "Good to be with you and KXTC, Pat."
"Dr. Moore," said Stellum, "the land in question is not particularly useful for the University. Why are you suing Dr. Fredricson over it?"
"It's a matter of principles, and integrity, Pat." said Dr. Moore. "Just as Dr. Fredricson's CIA career was filled with violations of human rights, her new career is beginning with similar breaches of integrity by falsely claiming that property which is clearly the University's belongs to the Hospital."
Stellum: "So that is the reason for the lawsuit, instead of working it out, or asking for arbitration?"
Dr. Moore: "Actually the lawsuit is intended to show Dr. Fredricson's overreach, her lack of integrity, especially in being a Climate Denier, and it's meant to put her in her place going forward."
Stellum: "What about her home, which adjoins the properties in question?"
Dr. Moore: "Those properties were meant for homes for University professors to live in while they teach our children important subjects such as Climate Justice. We are demanding that Dr. Fredricson move out of that house and return it to its rightful owner, the University."
"Back to you, Bettina." said Stellum, whose fat lips were fixed in a huge grin.
"Thank you, Pat!" Bettina said as the feed returned to her. "And we thank Dr. Moore for his time, and for reporting the facts of the issues as the University rebuts Dr. Fredricson's egregious overreach of her authority."
Bettina: "And in other news, Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson has called a Press conference for noon today! Political experts believe she will announce that she is primarying incumbent Miriam Walters for the District Attorney post, while some believe she may run for Solicitor. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for Sports. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well! No wonder Paulina isn't here." said Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross as she, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Commander Don Troy (me), Chief Sean Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone watched Bettina's hate-fest and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Which post is she running for, Don?" Tanya asked.
"I have no idea." I said. "She has not said a word to me about any of this."
"She hasn't said -anything- to you?" Cindy said, extreme skepticism in her voice.
"What, do you think I'm lying to you?" I said harshly as I locked my gray eyes with Cindy's ice-blue peepers. As the tension in the silence of the room grew, I said "Well, do you?"
"She's about to run for office." Cindy persisted. "That'll affect Tasha, which will affect you, especially if she runs for D.A... and she's said -nothing- to you?"
"No, she hasn't. Not one fucking word!" I all but shouted.
Teresa intervened: "Cindy, why do you believe anything Bettina is saying?"
"She just reported it." Cindy said.
Teresa said "And she used the word (air quotes) 'experts', which means she's the one that's probably lying."
"Then why would Paulina call a Press conference?" Cindy fired back.
"Any idea, Crowbar?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
"With all due respect, Sheriff," I growled back while glaring at Cindy, "I'm done talking here. I've got nothing more to say about this." Even the Sheriff was stunned by my embittered response.
Tanya tried her hand at intervention: "Who's going to win that property dispute lawsuit?"
Cindy said "I've also looked up the deeds in the books at the Annex Building. Two of the parcels are straight-up part of the Hospital's land, so Laura should win that one. The third parcel, the one right behind the Mountain Nest, was part of the tracts of land set aside to sell to professors to build homes. It never was sold, so it's still University property."
Teresa said "And it may be the only good route to build a road to connect the Hospital to the classroom buildings Laura wants to build on the two parcels. Todd said that Laura still might can claim it under the law that created the State Medical College, or use eminent domain. But I think Dr. Moore and even the full Board of Trustees are going to fight like hell over it."
I said "Y'all need to know that copies of those deed records are now in the evidence servers of the TCPD. If Moore, Carmela, or anyone tries to fuck with them, I'm gonna be all over them like a tornado. Having said that, whoever wins will be purely up to which Judge hears the case. If it's Watts or Washington, Laura will win. If it's Folsom, he'll be scared of offending someone that eventually could stop him from becoming a State Supreme Court Justice, which is his life's lodestone."
Chief Moynahan said "Doctor Moore must be extreeeemely upset with your wife, Mister Crowbarrrr. That was some pretty ugly stuff he was saying about her."
Teresa asked "Did Lionel Carmela coach him up to say that stuff?"
"I doubt it." I replied. "Carmela is probably secretly ecstatic that Laura will no longer be on the University Faculty, and therefore no longer a thorn in his, Carmela's, side. He also knows that he can influence Faculty hiring even without being able to force them to sign the 'loyalty documents'. No, this is all Jerry Moore, and his wife. Laura has really embarrassed him through all of this, and both he and his wife are taking it most very personally... and bitterly."
Tanya said "By the way, I noticed that Bettina was totally shocked when Amber threw it back to her. Bettina looked like she'd been caught with her clothes off." Everyone but me laughed.
Cindy said "Amber and Carl Lemay despise Pat Stellum. I think Bettina expected Amber to hand it off to Stellum for the Moore interview, and Amber simply didn't do it. Hmmm, maybe Don's dream of Amber getting fired will come true, eh?" (Canadian 'eh', there).
"Not from this." I replied curtly. "Stellum is the one on the chopping block..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome, to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Friday, March 4th. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me today is Lisa Fillmore. Priya Ajmani is on location at the State Capitol in Midtown. Good morning, Lisa."
"Good morning, Catrina." said Lisa. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. University President Jerry Moore is suing the new State Medical College and its President, Dr. Laura Fredricson, over a property rights dispute."



Catrina: "The new law creating the State Medical College gives Dr. Fredricson the right to make some property claims to create a new campus for the State Medical College. However, an embittered Dr. Jerry Moore is pulling out all the legal stops to obstruct her progress."
After giving the details of the case as well as a statement by Dr. Jerry Moore, which was curiously almost verbatim what he'd said to Stellum, especially about Laura's CIA career, Lisa said "Dr. Fredricson gave a Press Conference yesterday, which you did not see on KXTC, but will see here. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Laura saying "Our claims are to University Hospital property, which was turned over to the State Medical College. I welcome Dr. Moore's lawsuit, and I will be glad to crush his lies and false claims in Court. I will also add that the deed book records have been examined, and copies are on file in the Town & County Police's evidence servers in the event someone has any ideas of tampering with the records... like what happened in the Katherine McAfee disappearance case!" (Authors note: 'Climate Injustice'.)
Laura: "Furthermore, Dr. Moore does not have the right to claim my home nor to force me to leave it; it's my property, and the only claim the University has to it is first rights to buy it -if, and only if- I choose to sell it in the future."
Back to Catrina live: "In other news, Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson has called a Press Conference for 12:00 noon today, and KFXU Fox Eight News will cover it live. No details have been given, but sources tell Fox Eight News that a run for the Solicitor's post will be announced..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Words parsed nicely." said Tanya Muscone as she, Teresa, and I sat in my office and watched before we began the Angels Meeting... minus Cindy, who had not only realized she'd crossed the line with me, but was ordered by Our Sheriff to leave with him. Tanya continued: "They used 'sources' instead of 'experts', and said merely that 'a' Solicitor announcement was coming.
Teresa said "Don, I believe you when you say Paulina said nothing to you. But she -did- call the Presser. Care to theorize without data?"
"No, nor with data." I replied. "I'll find out when you guys do... at high noon, local time. And you saw who had me make copies and photos of the records in the deed books."
Teresa said "By the way, the Sheriff is going to have a few words with Cindy about her challenging you like she did this morning, and especially over Press issues. It's been obvious lately that Cindy is not getting the vibes she should be about how seriously you despise the Press."
"Good." I said woodenly.
"I have something that will cheer you up." Tanya said brightly. The new Interrogation Room and the Lieutenant offices are just about done. Care for a tour?"
"Yes, that will brighten my day." I said. "Let's go see."
We first went past the entrance to Captain Michaels and Teresa's offices to the next opening down the hallway (actually towards the front of Headquarters). The offices against the back wall and windows to the outside were about the same, but some of the entry area had been trimmed for the new offices between them and the hall wall.
Those two new offices were as long from the hall wall to the back wall as the back offices were side-to-side, and about the same depths from their entrance doorways. Not great, not terrible, as Comrade Dyatlov (of 'Chernobyl' fame) would say.
"They're a little bigger," Tanya said, "but I'm glad I'm not in one of them. Rudistan has the right side back office with the window. Joanne Warner helped a lot with getting things done, so she gets the back left office with the window. I told her that that was your old office then my old office, so she better do it proud."
"Yes. Yes, she better do it proud." I said. "So Joanne did very well with helping you?"
Tanya said "She took control of the project for me, but she made sure to say that she was doing it so that she would get the window office, and that she had -no- desire to be promoted to Captain of Physical Properties."
I winced. "Damn. She caught on to me." I said.
Tanya laughed, then got serious as she said "Just between the three of us and your crowbar, Don... I don't think Joanne is ready to be a Captain yet."
"Me neither, truth be told." Teresa added.
"I'm not sure I agree with that." I said musingly. "But I am seriously taking both of your evaluations into consideration. Okay, let's go see the new I-3."
We went down the back hall and to the doorway into the anteroom of Interrogation-3. Now Interrogation-1 was in the middle, and I-2 to the left side. There were now metal doors on either side of I-1, with keycode unlocking, which meant we didn't have to go back out into the hallway to move from anteroom to anteroom.
"Looks about the same as the other two." I said. "Maybe a hair bigger?"
"Literally an inch, if anything at all." said Tanya. "I-3 is a little bit more ergonomic for handi-capable for suspects and Police Officers like myself. And the audio and video equipment in the old rooms were substantially upgraded, and are equal to the new room..."
Part 20 - Are Y'all Ready For This?
12:00 high noon, Friday, March 4th. Reporters and their camerapersons were gathered on the east end of Courthouse Square, in front of the Courthouse steps. Martha Faulkner of KXTC was there, wearing an all-white ensemble of jacket, blouse, and pants. And Bettina Wurtzburg herself, was present, but not in all white. Catrina Pierce was representing KFXU, and Greg Wallace of the State Fox Networks was there.
Someone gave them the 'one minute' warning, and everyone got in place, except Bettina. She was further back, talking to her live audience, saying "And Paulina Patterson is coming out of the Courthouse. Commander Donald Troy, who fathered her child out of wedlock, has not been seen yet, nor has her illegitimate daughter Tasha."
The group of politicians coming out were the 'Who's Who' of Town & County Republican politics: Sheriff Griswold, D.A. Miriam Walters, Councilman Edward R. Steele, Council candidates Katina Jones and Selena Steele, and the Mayor himself, Daniel A. Allgood, the People's Choice.
"And here comes Paulina Patterson herself." said Bettina into her microphone as she looked into the camera. "Let's join the Press Conference in progress." She turned and the camera feeds went to the lectern and the bank of microphones on the portico, at the edge of the three Courthouse steps. Everyone watched as Paulina came out...
To be continued.



        Sausage and The Law Ch. 04

        Local debates; the Legislative session ends with a bang.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/sausage-and-the-law-ch-04

Title: Sausage and The Law Ch. 04

Author: WifeWatchman

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Local debates; the Legislative session ends with a bang.

Tags: mystery, drama, police drama, iron crowbar

Series: Sausage and The Law


This story is part of an ongoing series. The chronological order of my stories is listed in WifeWatchman's biography.
Feedback and constructive criticism is very much appreciated, and I encourage feedback for ideas.
This story contains graphic scenes, language and actions that might be extremely offensive to some people. These scenes, words and actions are used only for the literary purposes of this story. The author does not condone murder, racism, racial language, violence, rape or violence against women, and any depictions of any of these in this story should not be construed as acceptance of the above.
There may or may not be discussion of political issues in my stories. If you are a Snowflake that feels you need to be protected from any mention of politics, then click the Back button now, and never attempt to read any of my stories ever again. You've been warned.
***
Part 20 - Are Y'all Ready For This? (continued)
Everyone watched as Paulina came out... escorted by Michael Thomas McGill.
"Man looks good in a suit." Teresa said as she and I watched in my office. "Maybe he should be the one running."
"That's it!" I 'shouted', like Lucy in the Peanuts cartoons. Teresa caught on...
Meanwhile, with the other Republican candidates in a semicircle behind her, Paulina stepped up to the bank of microphones and said "Thank you for coming today. I want to make a very important announcement. As you know, George Schwartz has recruited and is financing a radical Leftist to run for the Solicitor position: Alvin Whitner."
Paulina: "If Alvin Whitner were to be elected Solicitor, he would let dangerous criminals go free with no bail, he would not prosecute the crimes he is tasked to prosecute, especially if the criminal is a Minority. Our Town & County's crime rate would skyrocket, like in many of the cities where George-Schwartz-funded D.A.s, Solicitors, and other politicians have been elected. We would become a hellhole like Wilmington, Delaware!"
Paulina: "We cannot let that happen. And that is why I'm here today, to introduce your next Town & County Solicitor... Michael Thomas McGill!"
The other candidates and staffers applauded as Michael McGill came up to the lectern and introduced himself to the Town & County, and began the process of asking them to vote for him...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Friday, March 4th. Teresa and I were invited to come to the Law Offices of the Madison & Ives Law Firm (MILF) for a reception. We put Duty Dress jackets and neckties on over our blue shirts, then went to the building, whose back side abutted the back side of the J.P. Goldman Bank, which was diagonally across from the southeast corner of Courthouse Square.
"Congratulations and good luck." I told Michael McGill as we shook hands. "I didn't realize you were interested in running for office."
McGill replied: "I've had running for office in the back of my mind for a while. But I thought it would be for State Rep or State Senate, or even U.S. Congressman from this District. But as Paulina said in her introductory remarks, we absolutely have to stop Alvin Whitner. And Paulina wants to stay in the D.A.'s Office and prosecute cases."
A few minutes later I was talking to my attorney, Mike G. Todd, who was a partner in the Madison & Ives Law Firm. I sensed a strange vibe from him, so I said "Did Michael's decision to run surprise you?"
"Oh yes." said Mike Todd. "Bernadette Gillem was utterly shocked. We thought he might run for D.A. in a few years, or for a Legislative seat. But Solicitor? That seems... beneath him."
"Believe me, it's for a good cause." I said.
Mike surprisingly ignored my words, and simply said "We just brought in Virginia Madison, so we won't be crushed by the additional workload. But if he wins, we'll have to bring someone else on." He paused, then said "You can tell me this is none of my business, Don... but how do you feel about Michael's relationship with Paulina Patterson?"
I semi-shrugged and said "I'm fine with it. And I'll be happy for them if it goes further. Annnnd... it's not really my business nor concern."
"Even if it affects Tasha?" Mike asked.
I allowed my eyes to shift over and peer at him. "Anything to do with Tasha -is- my business and concern. Why? You know something I need to know?"
Mike said "I know that nothing gets past you, Don. Just keep your eye on things..."
Part 21 - Debatable
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, March 14th, from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with the Civic Center at the northwest corner of Courthouse Square in her distant background. "Debate season begins this week!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "With the May 3rd primary election date fast approaching, candidates for several offices will be squaring off in debates. This week Democrats Cori Bowman and Edna Carter, who are vying for their Party's nomination for School Board Chairman, will debate Wednesday night in the auditorium of George Floyd Elementary School. That debate will be moderated by KXTC's Carl Lemay and 'Point Taken's Donna Roselle."
Bettina: "And now let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on controversies surrounding other debates. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette, standing on the same roof as Bettina, but with City Hall in her background. "The County Republican Committee, the State League of Women Voters, and KXTC Channel Two News were working out a three-on-three Republican debate. Town Assemblyman Ryan Paulson, Solicitor Ted Mason, and former Sheriff's Deputy Louis Bailey are primarying Mayor Daniel Allgood, D.A. Miriam Walters, and Sheriff Antonio Griswold!"
Amber: "However, negotiations with the incumbent candidates themselves broke down after Sheriff Griswold and Mayor Allgood refused to participate in the multiple-office debate. D.A. Miriam Walters insisted on conditions that were not acceptable to the the State League of Women Voters nor KXTC nor her opponent, and that impasse has not been resolved. Back to you, Bettina..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, that was informative... not." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (Me), ADA Paulina Patterson, and Chief Moynahan drank coffee and watched the Bettina broadcast.
I replied "They were trying hard to promote the debate on their channel and take shots at the Republicans, but -not- talk about the debates that will be on KFXU."
"And which debates will those beeeee?" drawled Chief Moynahan.
Sheriff Griswold growled "Mine, on Wednesday night... maybe. On Thursday night is the biggie: Daniel Allgood versus Ryan Paulson. It's going to be on KFXU, with Greg Wallace and Dana McMahon moderating."
"You said 'maybe', Sheriff, on your debate?" Tanya asked.
"Yeah." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Louis Bailey had wanted the three-on-three debate, but Daniel and I flat-out refused to participate in that joke. Then Bailey demanded KXTC moderators, and no others... they had to be from KXTC. I adamantly refused that, and demanded and insisted upon -no- KXTC moderators. So KXTC has scheduled the School Board Chairman debate at the same time that KFXU invited Bailey to face me on their stage. Bailey hasn't responded yet, and I really don't care which way he goes on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:45am, Monday, March 14. Lieutenant Mary Milton came to my office. I had her get some coffee and then sit in the near-side hot chair. Teresa was in the far-side hot chair.
Mary said "Sir, ma'am, I have some information on Bob Gold, Dean Allen, and Randy Luna. Chris Purvis has been quietly trying to look into Gold's finances as well as his business's finances. Lots of cash transactions, which suggests he hires Illegal Persons and pays them in cash. It could also suggest stuff under the table, like cover for drug operations, but neither Chris nor I have found any threads on that which we can tug on."
Mary: "Dean Allen has income from his late father's trust fund, and outwardly he appears to be living off that and not doing anything to generate income that would be redirected to Phil Kearns to settle the legal judgment. He lives in a condo on the northside of the County, which is owned by a Nevada corporation that I haven't gotten anything on yet. He has no credit cards, one debit card, and he only uses that to buy groceries at Kroger. So I can't get a paper trail on him at all."
Mary: "And this is off the record, sir, and I never said it, but his car's THEFT light and GPS are disabled, and its whereabouts and travels cannot be traced. And the only cellphone in his name remains at his home at all times; in other words, he never carries it anywhere. I suspect he uses burner phones, but I have nothing on those."
I said "If we want to know where he is going and what he is doing, we'll need a surveillance operation. Okay, what about Randy Luna and Rhonda Huntington?"
Mary said "Her bail was set at $100,000, and it was fully met, paid for with cash by Bob Gold. She has ankle monitoring, but the monitor has stayed at her apartment in the Rio Linda complex. Randy Luna... has disappeared completely. We have no idea where he is."
I said "Commander Croyle, have 2nd Precinct execute a health and wellness check on Rhonda Huntington at her apartment--- oh, come on in, guys." Deputy Chief Muscone and Command Deputy Sheriff Ross were in the anteroom, and Cindy had cracked the door open and peeked inside.
"Stay where you are, Lieutenant Milton." I said. "A mother of two qualifies as an Angel for at least this morning." Mary had risen but sat back down as Cindy poured herself and Tanya cups of coffee. After they were seated, Cindy sitting on the sofa behind the others, I said "Let's watch some TV." and expertly used the remote to turn on the television monitor...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am from the Fox Eight studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce and with me is Priya Ajmani, back from covering the State Legislature in Midtown. Welcome back, Priya."
"Thank you, it's great to be back." Priya said happily. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. Three local debates are scheduled for this week, and two of them will be on Fox Eight News! Mayor Daniel Allgood will debate challenger Ryan Paulson on Thursday evening. Democrats Cori Bowman and Edna Carter, candidates for School Board Chairman, will debate Wednesday night on our competitor's channel."
Catrina: "A debate between Sheriff Antonio Griswold and former Senior Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey is tentatively scheduled for Wednesday night on KFXU, but it is not finalized yet. Mr. Bailey was demanding that the debate be moderated exclusively by KXTC reporters, but Sheriff Griswold nixed that completely. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Our Sheriff telling Priya: "KXTC has relentlessly attacked and lied about my Police Force and especially Commander Donald Troy, the greatest Detective and leader of Police I have ever known. He's suing KXTC for libel and defamation, which is a perfect testament to KXTC's bias, dishonesty, and corruption. And you think I'd agree to participate in any debate with -them- as moderators? Sheesh."
Back to Priya live: "The disputes in the Sheriff debate are part of a larger controversy. Town & County Assemblyman Ryan Paulson, Louis Bailey, and Town & County Solicitor Ted Mason are primarying incumbents Daniel Allgood, Sheriff Griswold, and D.A. Miriam Walters for the Mayor, Sheriff, and D.A. offices, respectively. Paulson has attempted to portray himself, Bailey, and Mason as a 'ticket', along with Bill Redmond, who is running unopposed for the Republican nomination for School Board Chairman. They were demanding a three-on-three debate on the same stage on one night."
Catrina: "Sheriff Griswold and Mayor Allgood completely rejected the three-on-three format, while D.A. Walters said she would not agree to the three-on-three format if the Sheriff and Mayor objected. Mayor Allgood said he'd debate Mr. Paulson one-on-one, but Sheriff Griswold set conditions on a debate that the State League of Women Voters, the sponsors of the debates, found unacceptable."
Priya: "KXTC Fox Eight News stepped in and offered to host the Sheriff's debate. The Sheriff accepted, and we are waiting to see if Mr. Bailey accepts. Meanwhile, our competitor scheduled the Democrat School Board Chairman debate for the same time as the Sheriff's debate on Wednesday night..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"A good bit more detail, there." I said.
Teresa said "Sir, do you think the Sheriff should even debate Bailey? Why give that slug the time of day, much less the exposure?"
I shrugged my shoulders and said "I dunno. I'm not a politician, and I don't play one on TV."
"Maybe the Sheriff just wants the practice." Tanya ventured.
"What do you think, Mary?" I asked.
Mary said "I think... I'm voting for Sheriff Griswold no matter what. So the debate is a moot point for me. I'll probably watch the School Board debate, if I watch anything at all."
"Highly polished asskissing skills, the Sheriff would say." Cindy Ross said. "You might do all right in this Police Force, Mary." We all laughed.
Cindy said "I'm going to be at the Sheriff's debate, so I'll have to DVR the School Board one. You'll be there too, Don?"
"No." I replied, shocking everyone. "Unless violence or some kind of trouble starts up. The Sheriff agreed with me that my presence at his debate would give the Press something to use as a distraction."
Teresa said "They'll just attack you for not being there. Knowing Bettina and her bunch, they'll probably say you don't support the Sheriff."
Mary Milton said "Sir, Edna Carter was on the Charter Commission with you. Are you going to her debate?"
"No." I replied. "I'll either be at home or here in my office... writing the new State Constitution."
"How is that going?" Teresa asked.
"Relatively simple, so far." I said. "I've taken the current one and began copying the basic stuff into the draft of the new one. That's all the easy part. The problems are going to begin when I have to have hearings, and every Leftist special interest group is going to demand that their cause be enshrined as the cornerstone law of the State..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:00pm, Monday, March 14th. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle came to my office.
"Our Patrol went by the Rio Linda Apartments." she reported. "Rhonda Huntington was not there. Her ankle monitor was sitting on the table, with a device that mimics body temperature and a heartbeat... pretty sophisticated stuff, so I'm told. Randy Luna was not there, either, and he may not have been there for some time. There are no mens clothes, shaving or toilet items, or anything that suggests he continues to live there."
I said "Notify the Sheriff's Department and the Court that Huntington has violated the conditions of her bail. They can contact the Federal Marshals as well as obtain a warrant for her arrest. We'll do nothing further unless and until we're asked to help."
Teresa looked at me as if I were an alien from Saturn. "You're washing your hands of this?" she asked, her voice connoting shock.
I shrugged. "What would you have me do? The evidence we have on Luna has been excluded, thanks to a dirty Activist judge, and the State Supreme Court won't help us. So yeah. Until the State Supreme Court acts, there's no point in doing anything."
Teresa came on in after closing the door behind her. "Don... what's wrong? What's bothering you? What's really bothering you?"
"I'll answer your question with a question." I said. "Have you heard anything else about 'redistricting', from Todd or anyone else?"
"No." Teresa said. "Todd's people at the State Capitol are saying that there is absolutely nothing being discussed about it. All talk has been locked down like a jealous Crusader's chastity belt. Cindy says Priya can't find anything out, which is a shocker considering how many blowjobs Priya gives to get info. So... not even your famous webs are getting anything?"
"I didn't realize my webs were famous." I said with a wan smile. "But no, I'm not hearing a peep. And that scares me a little bit. I -am- hearing that they might actually get a Budget passed this year, which scares me even more that that is a smokescreen to cover for something else."
As Teresa turned for the door, she said "Should I notify the Feds about Luna and Huntington? It's likely they crossed the State Line."
I said "Let the Sheriff's Department or the Court contact the Federal Marshals, which is normal procedure for bail-jumping like this." Teresa nodded and moved out smartly to complete her TCPD mission...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome to the Republican primary debate for Sheriff!" said Dana McMahon at 7:30pm, Wednesday, March 16th, in the Civic Center auditorium. "I'm Dana McMahon, and co-moderating with me is Greg Wallace of the State Fox Networks. Hello, Greg."
"Good evening, Dana. Good evening, everyone." said Greg Wallace. "Tonight we're bringing you the first of what we hope will be a series of debates for various local offices. This debate is for the Republican nomination for Sheriff. Let's bring out the candidates."
The half-full crowd applauded as Sheriff Griswold emerged from the right side of the stage, the audience's left; and Louis Bailey came out from the other side. They were supposed to shake hands then go to their lecterns, and Griswold moved past his lectern to do so. But Louis stopped at his lectern and gripped its sides, and Griswold had to turn sharply and go back to his own lectern. Most people would not notice Griswold's mustaches twitching... with anger.
As was his right, Sheriff Griswold was wearing his semi-formal uniform with his full 'fruit salad' of ribbons, but not the MOV around his neck. Having retired, Louis Bailey could've worn his Sheriff's Department uniform; instead, he wore a civilian brown jacket, white shirt and brown tie, and brown pants. It was not a good look, and I remember a famous saleswoman telling me at one of Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart's business seminars that men shouldn't wear brown suits at seminars or sales calls.
Greg Wallace explained the rules, then said "We'll give each candidate one minute for an opening statement. Sheriff Griswold, you go first."
Sheriff Griswold said "Thank you." then looked right into the camera and said "Good evening. For the last three years, the Town & County Public Safety Department has responded well to many threats and incidents. We kept law and order, while The City and other big cities like the hellhole that is Wilmington, Delaware burned. We responded to the recent train explosion and ensured public safety. And our Police Department has solved many difficult criminal cases. All this was a team effort, and I want to continue leading that great team as your Sheriff."
Bailey got his turn: "Buildings on fire, or exploding. Blood in the streets. Relentless Police brutality by Commander Donald Troy that goes unchecked to this day. No decorum, no respect for the ranks and seniority within the Public Safety Department, creating chaos and strife. Now -that- is the legacy of Sheriff Griswold and his abusive Police, especially Commander Donald Troy. I remember Jacquez Wilson, Anthony Wilson, and especially Breonna Bryant. You should too... especially when you vote."
Dana McMahon had the first question, and she eagerly proved why she was an Establishment Elitist mouthpiece: "Mr. Bailey, you have been running as part of a three-man ticket, along with Ryan Paulson for Mayor and Ted Mason for District Attorney. You wanted a three-on-three debate with them against Mr. Griswold, D.A. Walters, and Mayor Allgood, but they refused to accept your challenge. What is your response to their refusal to debate as a team?"



Bailey: "Yes, we're running as a 'ticket' of sorts, but more importantly, we're running as a unified team. And when we're elected, we will govern as a unified team, working together at every level to stop the racism and Police brutality of Donald Troy. I don't know why Griswold and Allgood won't face us on one debate stage, but you know what they say about politics: if you're scared, get a dog. Maybe Griswold needs to get a dog."
There was a smattering of laughter at that, but the tension in the auditorium seemed to thicken, as well. And Dana McMahon piled on, asking: "Sheriff Griswold, why won't you debate three-on-three? Is Mr. Bailey right? Do you need to get a dog?"
Griswold: "I absolutely support Donald Troy's yearly Holiday campaign asking people to adopt good rescue dogs. And I support Donald Troy's work as Police Commander, protecting the innocent while arresting the guilty, especially violent offenders... and that despite Louis Bailey trying to physically stop Commander Troy from arresting a violent criminal who'd already injured a Police Officer. Bailey's actions put Commander Troy in harm's way, and if Bailey had not retired, he would have been fired for taking the criminal's side against my Police Officer."
Griswold: "As to your other question: First, a three-on-three debate takes time away from the one-on-one debates, giving the viewers less opportunity to hear each person's views, and those views are of three different offices. I wanted and demanded a one-on-one debate about the Public Safety Officer post and who is qualified to lead it."
Griswold: "And second, what Bailey and Paulson are doing is disingenuous at best, and dishonest at worst, in saying they're running as a (air quotes) 'team'. A famous football coach once said that the best way to be a team player is to do one's own job to the best of one's ability. I'm running for Sheriff, not for Mayor, not for D.A. Sure I work with those others to our mutual benefit, and the Town & County's benefit. But I'm not going to deceive the Citizens of the Town & County with this bull--- with this nonsense about running on some kind of 'team ticket'."
It only got worse from there. In the closing arguments, Bailey went first, and delivered his hardest shot: "As I've recounted, the Police brutality of Donald Troy must be challenged and stopped. I tried to stop Troy from using excessive force to arrest a peaceful black protester, and was assaulted myself. The peaceful protester and his family sued the County, needlessly costing us thousands of tax dollars."
Bailey: "Antonio Griswold will do nothing to stop Donald Troy's racist reign of terror against Minorities and our poorest residents. Antonio Griswold, Donald Troy, and Daniel Allgood have brought shame to our County with their actions, augmented by stonewalling against the US Department of Justice Civil Rights Division's badly needed investigation of them. I promise you that I will cooperate fully with the US DOJ, and if it takes a Consent Decree to stop Donald Troy and return the TCPD to a Police Department that respects Minorities as well as hardworking Undocumented Workers, then I and my team colleagues will gladly consent to that Consent Decree."
Griswold made his closing remarks: "Louis Bailey showed bad judgement in his actions that took the side of a violent criminals against a Police Officer. He's showing his true colors of appeasement to the 'woke' anarchists that want to destroy not only the TCPD, but all of America. He's said the name of Commander Donald Troy so often, and in purely negative terms, that I had to check and see if Don Troy was the one running for office."
That got some good laughter, then Griswold finished: "And I'll finish with this: I am grateful that I have Donald Troy on my Police Force. I am honored to work with him to solve crimes and to keep good Citizens of -all- ethnicities safe, while taking on violent criminals at risk to his own life and limb. I don't need appeasers like Louis Bailey, but I sure as hell am glad Donald Troy is working for and with me."
Griswold: "If you the Voters want Donald Troy gone, vote for Louis Bailey. If you want to be less safe, vote for Louis Bailey. If you want crimes to go unsolved, vote for Louis Bailey. And if you want the Police Force destroyed... and by that I mean if you want the Town & County Police Force to cease to exist... vote for Louis Bailey. I'm offering to completely support the good Law Enforcement, as well as the good Fire and EMS response to emergencies. It's up to you, ladies and gentlemen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
In the packed auditorium of George Floyd Elementary School, KXTC's Carl Lemay and black militant 'Point Taken' hostess Donna Roselle were moderating the Democrat primary debate for School Board Chairman between moderate Edna Carter and Radical Leftist Cori Bowman.
The moderators quickly made it clear whose side they were on. One early question Donna Roselle asked was: "Ms. Carter, you worked with the worst racist in this County, Donald Troy, on the Charter Commission, creating a Charter that disenfranchises Blacks and favors White Supremacists. Why should -any- Black person vote for you?"
Half the audience erupted into huge applause at that. Unfazed, Edna Carter answered: "First of all, Donald Troy is not a racist." The people that had been applauding began loudly booing.
Carl Lemay said "Ladies and gentlemen, no matter how much we all despise Donald Troy, let's please let the candidates answer our questions. Ms. Carter?"
Edna Carter: "I reassert that Donald Troy is not a racist. He strongly supported my goals for the Charter to make sure that black children's education not be shoved aside in favor of the County High system's attempts to siphon off money for their children's education. Donald Troy is our friend. Bill Redmond will do everything he can to make sure only white children in the County High system get the tax dollars and the educational benefits. Bill Redmond is the one that must be stopped."
Edna Carter: "And that's why I'm running for School Board Chairman... to ensure -all- our children have access to a good public education. More than 75% of black children in the 8th grade are reading at a first grade level... if they're able to read at all. We -must- fix that!"
The crowd there in support of her broke out in strong applause, but were quickly called down by Carl Lemay, who then said "Ms. Bowman, would you like to respond to that?"
"I sure would." said Cori Bowman. "For Ms. Carter to stand here and say Donald Troy is anything but a White Nationalist and a vicious racist that uses the Power of Police to physically brutalize Blacks and keep them down is both dishonest and is pure treason against People of Color. From the murder of Jasmine Nix, to the murders of Jacquez Wilson and Lester Holder, to violently crushing peaceful protests pleading for Justice, and to rigging the system to put a wonderful young lady like Breonna Bryant in prison, Donald Troy's actions are nothing short of brutality and racism on behalf of his White masters!"
Half the audience erupted into applause again. Donna Roselle stood and applauded with them. Carl Lemay let them carry on for over three minutes.
The only other point of interest were the responses to Lemay's question about the involvement of parents in school curriculums. Edna Carter said "Of course parents must be included in the education process, if only to encourage their children to study, make good grades, and have future opportunities. And parental support of teachers is crucial to our children."
Cori Bowman said "Parents need to know their place, and it is not in the classroom. They don't know what our children need. Teachers do, and the Teacher's Union know better than the parents. It is up to the teachers and the Teacher's Union to educate our children, not the parents!"
Cori Bowman: "And more importantly, I will work closely with Attorney General Derrick B. Harland and the FBI to investigate White Nationalist parents and throw them in prison if they try to interfere or intimidate the School Board in any way. We are going to destroy the influence of racist, White Nationalist parents!..."
Part 22 - Debatable, Redux
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, March 17th. "Utter disaster for Sheriff Antonio Griswold in last night's debate!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "We will have full coverage of the disastrous Sheriff's debate in a moment, but first: in the Democrat debate for School Board Chairman, Assemblywoman Cori Bowman scored what political experts are calling a knockout blow against former Charter Commission member Edna Carter."
Bettina: "Ms. Bowman strongly tied Ms. Carter to the brutality and racism of Commander Donald Troy and the badly flawed Town & County Charter, and also said this, to strong applause. Roll tape." Tape rolled, showing Cori Bowman's vicious diatribe defending criminals while attacking the Iron Crowbar's good name, then made sure to show several seconds of the applause.
Back to Bettina live: "And in the most important story of the current political season, Candidate for Sheriff Louis Bailey did an excellent job of holding Sheriff Griswold accountable for Griswold's shameful record of support of the brutal actions of Commander Donald Troy over the years. Let's look at a few excerpts. Roll tape."
Tape rolled. In the upper left hand corner it said 'courtesy KFXU'. Just about every time Your Iron Crowbar's name was mentioned in negative terms by Bailey was included in the clips.
Back to Bettina live: "Political experts tell Channel Two News that Louis Bailey crushed Sheriff Griswold in the debate, and KXTC's early spot-polling bears that out, as Mr. Bailey has surged to a 60%-40% lead. And Channel Two News has learned that Commander Donald Troy, whose actions are costing Sheriff Griswold the Republican nomination for Sheriff, didn't even have the courtesy of attending the debate! As usual, Commander Troy was a 'no show'..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Usual Suspects were sitting in the Chief's Conference Room, drinking coffee. It was a gloomy room, despite it being St. Patrick's Day. Everyone except the Sheriff was wearing a collared green polo/golf shirt with his/her TCPD Badge embroidered over the heart, and khaki pants.
Cindy was authorized to wear a green shirt any day of the year (when she wasn't required to wear more of a uniform). I was normally the only Police Officer allowed to wear a red shirt as part of a 'casual' uniform. Today, and today only, Police Officers were authorized to wear green shirts. And many did. I was wearing a green shirt and orange t-shirt under it
Teresa asked me "Don, can you subpoena the raw data for that polling for your libel lawsuit against KXTC?"
"I just texted Mike G. Todd and asked him to subpoena the data." I said. "Chances are that we won't be able to use it. They probably oversampled Leftwing Democrats 10 to 1 to get those numbers, but they're accurately reporting the rigged, skewed results, so it won't help our libel case."
"So why bother with the subpoena?" Cindy Ross asked.
I replied: "Just the act of subpoenaing the data may spook them into not rigging their results quite so badly going forward."
"Well, we know what KXTC thinks of their competitor's debate." Tanya said wickedly. "That's all they covered. They didn't give even half the time they talked about the Sheriff's debate to the debate on their own network." Then she asked "How do -you- think you did, Sheriff?"
"Badly." said Sheriff Griswold. "First of all, that Dana McMahon is an idiot, and she was practically taking Bailey's side. But beyond that... I don't think I defended very well against Bailey's really harsh attacks, especially on Crowbar, here. Bailey was well coached; he couched everything in terms that if I directly rebutted him, it would sound racist. I fell in the trap when I used the 'woke' term. I'm surprised Bettina didn't harp on that a lot more."
"We-ellll," drawled the Chief, "one thing is for surrrrrre... they are go-inngggg to run against the Iron Crowbar, no matter who is really run-ninnnggg."
"With respect, Sheriff," I said, "did you make a mistake hitching yourself to my wagon last night?"
"Hell no, son." Griswold growled, though softly. "I realized that that is what this Election is really all about: do the People of this County want good, competent law enforcement, or not? Do they want a Police Force led by Don Troy, that will protect and serve them? Do they want a Police leader like Donald Troy, who has done more for Blacks in this County than just about anyone?"
Griswold: "Or do they want to go back to the days of Harold Malone, ADA Sanders, and Judge J.B. Stone? Do they want riots, looting, and burned-down buildings? They need to realize that a Police Force with Crowbar and all of you in here now is a blessing that shitholes like Wilmington, Delaware and San Francisco, California only wished they could have. So yeah, Crowbar, I'll tether my campaign to you, any day."
Cindy said "Sounds like you have a good political ad line, there, Sheriff."
"Har." barked the Sheriff. He and I fist-bumped. We knew what he was getting at, and that he was right.
"By the way, Sheriff," I said, "Bowser thanks you for your support of the Holiday Rescue-Dog Adoption Drive."
"My pleasure." the Sheriff replied. "By the way, did anyone see the School Board debate?"
I said "I DVR'd it, then watched it after I watched the Sheriff's debate live. We all know how hatred-filled and racist Cori Bowman is. And listening to her made me realize just how Leftist Louis Bailey sounded in the Sheriff debate. I realized that he might as well have run as a Democrat. And similar talking points: Cori Bowman was doing all she could to fasten Edna to me like velcro... and that may not be a good thing for Edna in that race."
Teresa said "Does Edna Carter have a chance to win? The primary, that is?"
"I hope so." I said, my voice becoming introspective and thoughtful. "For the sake of all our children, I hope so..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just before 7:30pm, Teresa and I arrived at the Civic Center for the Republican Mayoral Debate. We were still wearing our green shirts and khaki pants, and had black windbreakers with "POLICE" in white on the back.
As we came in, rude subhumans that most people call 'reporters' tried to encircle us. A contingent of Deputy Sheriffs quickly intervened. I heard Bettina Wurtzburg yell "Commander Troy, why weren't you at the Sheriff's Debate last night?" then jam her microphone at my face.
"I was busy, protecting and serving the People of the County." I replied.
"You don't support Sheriff Griswold?" Bettina yelled. "If you supported him, you would have been there!"
I suddenly stopped, causing almost everyone else to collide with each other. I turned to Bettina and said "If I -had- been there, you filthy scumbags of the Press would've whined that I was not out on the job or something. No matter what I say or do, you filthy shit eaters of the Media will say it was the wrong thing, and attack me for it."
"Commander!" yelled Priya Ajmani, "who are you supporting in the Mayor's race?"
"Ask me when I'm not in uniform like I am now." I said, avoiding that trap. I was then hustled forward with the Deputies into the Auditorium...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I stood with other Deputies and Police Officers to the side of the stage. They were all in normal uniforms and armored vests. The moderators came in; they were Greg Wallace and Lisa Fillmore.
Mayor Daniel Allgood had demanded Dana McMahon be replaced after, quote, "her insulting treatment of Sheriff Griswold", close quote, the night before; otherwise, he would pull out of the debate. When KFXU agreed, Ryan Paulson protested and demanded Dana McMahon be restored as a moderator. Efforts by KFXU to broker a deal where there would be three moderators, McMahon, Fillmore, and Wallace, were soundly rebuffed by Allgood. KFXU conceded.
Ryan Paulson did not make good on his threat to withdraw from the debate, but the animosity in the room was clear when the two candidates walked onto the stage. Neither candidate made an effort to shake the other's hand.
The tone of the moderators was a lot less hostile towards Daniel Allgood than Dana McMahon would've been, and they were fairly tough on both candidates. Lisa Fillmore asked Ryan Paulson: "Last night, Louis Bailey, who claims to be running on a 'team ticket' with -you-, said that he would work with the US DOJ Civil Rights Division to force a Consent Decree on the TCPD. If you are elected Mayor, will you also help the US DOJ force a Consent Decree on our Police Force?"
The audience had booed mildly at the mention of the USDOJ. Ryan Paulson said "Of course not. When I am Mayor, I will strongly oppose Derrick B. Harland's weaponization of the USDOJ and the FBI to suppress the voices of parents at School Board meetings as well as trying to stop our Police from doing their jobs. That is one area where Louis Bailey and I don't agree." The audience cheered.
Greg Wallace: "What about you, Mr. Mayor? Donald Troy may be your relative, but many say his tactics are excessive at best and Police brutality at worst. Will you continue to support his excessive behavior?"
Daniel Allgood said "First of all, I know that neither of you are going to ask a 'get a dog' question like your idiot colleague did last night---"
"HURRAY!" came a huge cheer as the entire audience, supporters of both candidates, stood and cheered in an ovation that lasted a full minute. Lisa Fillmore turned and looked at them, shock on her face. Greg Wallace also looked stunned... but with a tinge of anger. How DARE people cheer an insult to a reporter, I knew he was thinking.
When the cheering stopped, Daniel Allgood said "As I was going to say... I'm related to Don Troy by marriage; our wives are blood sisters. And we're also related by dogs: we have a dog, Dorothy, and she is the daughter of the Troy family's highly decorated Police dog, Bowser. And we love Dorothy and are proud to have her with us."
There was laughter in the audience, and some applause among the Allgood fans in the audience. And Teresa and I had high-fived at the mention of our great Police dog, the Redoubtable Bowser.
And nobody but me seemed to realize that Daniel had -not- answered the question pertaining to me...
There was one other interesting exchange, and it was near the end of the debate. Ryan Paulson had been railing about the Public Health Department and his desire to defund the Free Clinics, saying multiple times in multiple ways: "the Public Health Department should remain part of the Public Safety Department, its mission should be the safety of our Citizens... not residents, but Citizens... and these Free Clinics, which are nothing but a Socialist welfare programs, should be eliminated."
"And the Mayor, -this- man," Paulson continued, rudely pointing and jabbing his (index) finger at Allgood, "he supported and led an effort by the Council to diminish the Public Health Department's mission of our Citizens's safety by transferring the HAZMAT and its related emergency unit to the EMS Department?... which -should- be part of the Fire Department like it used to be!" The Ryan Paulson supporters stood and cheered lustily.
"What do you say to that, Mayor Allgood?" Lisa Fillmore softballed to the Mayor.
Allgood replied: "I'm standing here wondering if Mr. Paulson is at the right debate. Since defunding the Free Clinics is all he talks about, why isn't he running for Sheriff?" The Allgood supporters in the audience cheered loudly.



Daniel: "The Mayor has no direct control of the Public Safety Department. I work with the Council to make local laws and policies for -all- the Town & County Government, but even then we're limited in what we can do. The Council voted to put the separation of the Public Health Department from the Public Safety Department on the ballot... no, we can't do it ourselves, it requires a vote of the People! And it is the Voters who will decide, not Ryan Paulson... even if he -was- Mayor!"
Part 23 - Wins or Losses?
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, March 30th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building on the north side of Courthouse Square as her backdrop. "The State Legislature passes a Budget!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "In a surprise move that shocked political experts, both Chambers of the State Legislature over the weekend passed H.B. 1, the State Budget for the year! Let's go to highly respected reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Reporter of Color in his well-fitting suit, broadcasting from the helipad on the roof of the State Capitol Office Building parking deck, with the gold-domed State Capitol and the sunrise behind him. "Because there was no fear of a shutdown if no Budget was passed, it came as a surprise that a Budget -did- pass, and with surprisingly little debate."
Lemay: "In previous years, and especially while the racist, White Nationalist Val Jared was Governor, Budget battles were brutal, bitter battles, with neither side willing to compromise even a little bit. While Governor Marshall has been somewhat more willing to compromise, it was still expected that the Budget battles would be just as fierce this year, and that neither side would be willing to fight it. But to everyone's surprise, a deal was made."
Lemay: "But don't be fooled... the Budget that passed is almost identical to last year's, with small baseline budgeting increases. Money was also allocated for the State Medical College, enshrining it for the future, and money for the University's Biology and Climate Justice School was included. But for the most part, everything else remains the same, including the SBI Budget and money for local LEO jurisdictions."
The feed went to a split-screen with Bettina and Carl as Bettina said "Carl, has anyone given any explanation of how this Budget was able to be passed, and why the effort was made to pass it?"
Lemay: "No one was willing to go on record or on camera with us, but several persons speaking under conditions of anonymity because they are not authorized to speak on the record about these issues did tell Channel Two News that the uncertainty of what Donald Troy and the State Constitution Committee will do in rewriting the State Constitution contributed to the Legislators getting this done now. Commander Donald Troy has not responded to numerous requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina shouted as the feed came back to her. "And once again, Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC for comment. Now let's go to Martha Faulkner in our KXTC studios for the latest polling. Martha!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the blonde reporterette, wearing all white as usual, sitting at the anchor desk in the KXTC studios. "I'm with Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling." The view panned out to show the balding man with spectacles sitting at the anchor desk. "Karl, after the recent local debates, what are the polling numbers?"
Frazier: "Martha, our polling numbers showed an initial burst for Louis Bailey in the Sheriff's race, but over the weekend those numbers did not firm up, and Sheriff Griswold retains a slight lead. But in the Mayor's race, incumbent Daniel Allgood got a huge jump after his debate with Assemblyman Ryan Paulson, and Allgood leads 50-40% among likely voters."
Martha: "What are the reasons for that? Did Daniel Allgood just have that strong a debate showing? Or were Ryan Paulson's heartless Republican policies of wanting to deny Minorities health care the issue."
Frazier replied. "It may be some of both, Martha. Both candidates are extremely unpopular with Minorities, but Paulson seems to be going out of his way to alienate financially struggling people as well as Minorities. Also, Mayor Allgood showed a better understanding of the Mayor position as well as its role in local government."
Frazier: "But the big surprise, and a pleasant one, was how warm and human Daniel Allgood projected himself to be, especially when he talked about his family and their dog. Older viewers like me will remember Vice President Richard Nixon's famous 'Checkers' speech in the 1950s, which saved Nixon's political career. Mayor Allgood's 'Dorothy' speech did him extremely well, as well."
"What about the School Board Chairman race?" Bettina asked.
"That one may go down to the wire." said Frazier. "But one thing is for sure... Cori Bowman will have the full backing and hardcore support of the powerful Teacher's Union..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, we're gonna get paid this year." said Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Operations Officer Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, Me, Assistant D.A. Paulina Patterson and Chief Sean Moynahan drank coffee and watched the Bettina broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room."
"You don't seem very surprised about this, Don." said Cindy.
"If they'd announced this Monday, you'd have gotten to see my 'shocked' face." I said, then made a 'whaa?' face that looked like I was totally surprised.
"Now I know where Tasha gets that face from." Paulina said.
"Oh, she gets that from you, too." I said. "Especially where her hands come up to cover her mouth." Everyone chuckled at that.
"So you knew?" Cindy asked me. Persistent, the Green Crowbar was.
I said "I won't reveal my sources, but I heard on Monday that they struck deals over the weekend, even though it was theoretically too late to get anything out of Committee. So they've had the framework in place for a while. How they kept it a secret until now, I'm not sure."
Teresa said "The only thing left is the 'redistricting' bill, and tomorrow night is the last night to pass anything. Todd's lobbyists say they're not hearing anything about changing the Town & County."
Cindy said "But don't get your hopes up. Priya told me some stuff is going on behind closed doors... besides male Legislators getting blowjobs from their female aides---"
"--- and female Legislators getting serviced by their female and male aides." Teresa added 'helpfully'.
"True." Cindy said. "But something is going on."
"Maybe it was this Budget that just passed." said the Chief.
"Don? You still with us?" Cindy asked. Maybe she felt as well as saw me slipping into a reverie.
I said "Yeah, I'm still here. I was just thinking about Edna Carter's race against Cori Bowman, and what Frazier said about the influence of the Teacher's Union. We've... we've gotta find a way to fight that..."
And with that, I was off to reverie land...
Part 24 - Epilogue
The next day, March 31st, I was doing paperwork in my office when a small nuclear explosion happened, in the form of Teresa Croyle bursting into my office.
"Turn on the TV!" Teresa practically yelled as she hurtled into my office at 11:10am. I expertly used the remote to turn on my television monitor as Tanya wheeled in right behind Teresa and they took their normal places.
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News! We interrupt our regular programming to bring you this breaking news! The State Legislature has passed the County Reconfiguration Bill! Let's go to Carl Lemay in Midtown. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Reporter of Color as he stood in the hallway of the State Capitol. Behind him I could see another reporter talking to her camera. Lemay said "Just ten minutes ago, the State Senate passed State House Bill 2, which reconfigures the counties of the State!"
Lemay: "As you know, the number of counties in the State is set at 96, plus The City as a semi-autonomous entity. Four districts in the western and southwestern parts of The City that were counties until they were gobbled up into The City wanted to become separate counties again, in spite of the enlightened administration by The City."
Lemay: "They got their wish, but as two counties. The northern two districts were merged into a new Campbell County, while the two southwestern districts are now Milton County! The districts are mostly residential with some high tech firms operating in the area, similar to Palmyra County just northeast of Midtown."
Lemay: "To keep the number of counties at 96, Farmdale and Rivers Counties, which are south and southwest of Coltrane County and our Town & County, are being merged into one Rivers County. Again, Farmdale and Rivers County are merged. And the poorest county in the State, Benning County, is being merged with the county that was the site of the now-defunct Pine Valley project, to become Moore County. Once again, Benning County is now Moore County!."
Lemay: "Governor Marshall is expected to sign the bill within the hour, as soon as it can be printed up and verified. Legislators are already scattering, some going back to their offices or homes in the area, and some bugging out for home..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Don?" Tanya said, seeing me staring at the television monitor. Teresa finally came around my desk and shook me.
"Uhhh..." I moaned as I came out of the reverie. I looked around to get my bearings. "Oh wow..."
"What is it?" Tanya asked.
"I just realized..." I said, my voice sounding far away, at least to my own ears, "I just realized that they didn't touch us. They didn't touch the Town & County! They didn't merge us with anyone, they didn't split the Town from the County..."
A second later, or what seemed like it, I came back fully awake. In the interval Cindy and the Chief had come into my office. I said "All this time, I've been thinking that the Democrats were going along with everything because they were going to get something in return. And I thought that 'something' would be to tear apart the Town & County. But they left us alone!"
"Don't look a gift horse in the mouth, Mister Crowbarrrr." drawled the Chief.
"It's not a gift, sir." I said. "Something is just not right about that. And I think I know why they did it this way. Oh my fucking God..."
"What?!" came a chorus of Angels.
I said "They're counting on the US DOJ Civil Rights Division to come in and take us apart..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, March 31st. Teresa and I were in my Police SUV, wearing our armored vests as we followed FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone and Supervisory Special Agent Julius Jefferson along the Hammondsville Road, leading west. We crossed the bridge over the State Line River, then Muscone turned left on a barely paved road that went south along the farmland west of the State Line River. I remembered that this road led to the farmhouse where we'd found Keeler dead, and also Helga Radcliffe dead along the roadside. (Author's note: 'Seriously Inconvenienced', Ch. 05; 'The Pact', Ch. 04.)
We got to the farmhouse and parked. There were several other vehicles there. Looking south-by-southwest, I saw the group of people in the otherwise empty farm field. It was recently tilled dirt, ready for Spring planting.
Jack Muscone led the way to the group. I saw SBI-DTD Lieutenant Lorena Rose, a couple of U.S. Marshals, Hammondsville Police Chief Pascal Floyd and his Detectives, Josh Segers (who was black) and Chris Williams (who was white). We all exchanged greetings and handshakes... except the U.S. Marshals, who were looking pretty unhappy at the moment.
Hammondsville CSI technicians were processing the crime scene. I looked and saw the two dead bodies, which had been buried less than a foot under the dirt, but were now dug out and uncovered, their faces easily visible. One was a man and the other a woman.
"Who called it in?" I asked as I photographed the faces of the dead with my Police iPhone.
"We found it ourselves." said Detective Josh Segers. "I've been working with our State's version of the DEA, your SBI-DTD's Lieutenant Rose, here, and the US DEA for a while now. We've been flying drones up and down both sides of the State Line River, trying to catch Marquis Swift, a.k.a. 'Checkers', trying to smuggle drugs to your University. We spotted this discoloration in the soil, and came over to check it out, thinking it might be buried drugs."
"Any idea how long they've been here?" Teresa asked.
"A while. Days, maybe a few weeks." said the Hammondsville Medical Examiner. "They're in the process of decomposing. I'll do a full autopsy, and I should be able to narrow it down from the levels of decomposition."
I was typing on my Police iPhone as I said "Do you want me to tell you how long I think they've been here? Or not say, so you won't have a preconceived notion?"
"I'll take whatever you can give me." the M.E. (wisely) said.
"How would you know how long they've been here?" asked one U.S. Marshal, his voice unfriendly.
"Because I know who they are." I said, and hit the 'Send' button. A lot of cellphones began chiming. "These are the DMV photos and TCPD mugshots of Rhonda Huntington and Randy Luna. They've been missing two weeks, and she had jumped bail and gotten her ankle monitor off. And that's why you two U.S. Marshals are here... wanted felons having crossed a State Line."
"Yep. That's them." said Jack Muscone. Josh Segers and Chief Pascal nodded vigorously in agreement. Jack continued: "Once again, not much gets past the Iron Crowbar. Now can you tell us who did this to them, and why?"
"The 'why' is an easy button answer." I said. "They fell out of favor with someone they could possibly betray and lead us to, so they were executed, brought over the State Line to here, and dumped. I'd say that hired, professional killers did hired, professional killer things, and that our chances of catching them are slim."
"Is Marquis Swift behind it?" asked Lt. Lorena Rose.
Me: "No data yet. And you guys probably know more about Marquis Swift and his movements and methods than I do, but from what little I know of him, he's not a killer."
After a pause I said "Okay, there's nothing more I can do for you here. Jack, let's grab a double cheeseburger at the Irish Pub in the next couple of days, and compare notes on whatever we find."
"You got me at 'double cheeseburger'." said Muscone. "I'll give you a call."
With that, Teresa and I left. As we drove back, she said "That was code to Jack Muscone, calling the Cop Bar by its real name, the 'Irish Pub'. So that means you know something, but didn't want to say anything in front of the rest of them."
"That's Iron Crowbar thinking, there." I said. "Yes, you're right. I don't know those two U.S. Marshals, but their presence bothers me a little bit. How did they know to be there, or did someone call them?"
Teresa said "They were probably assigned to Huntington and Luna as bail jumpers, and came out to check out the reports of dead bodies. Or, as you said, they were called. Not that I'm defending them nor saying they're not hip-deep in Swamp Frog shit, but they could be legit."
"True." I said. "But I won't take the chance. Anyhoo, we know that Bob Gold and Dean Allen may be involved, since Luna associated with them. I'd like to tug at those threads, and if I find something, I can clue Muscone and Lorena Rose into it."
As we crossed the State Line River bridge back to home, I said "Well, you know what this means... a mystery to solve, corruption to root out."
"Another tangled web weaved." Teresa said. "The party never stops in our Town & County..."
Finis... for now.
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Dedicated to all of America's Special Forces.
Part 1 - Prologue
(Author's note: For the story of the Captain (Teresa's father), Corpsman Cordell, and the rest of his team rescuing the Green Berets, please read the relevant passages in 'Politics and Prejudice' Ch. 02 (Epilogue); 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 03; 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 04; 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 03; and 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 04.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Decades in the past...
"We're going to miss you, Wilkins." said the Captain. "You've done a great job here. Taught my guys a lot."
"I hate to leave you guys, sir." replied Staff Sergeant Wilkins. "But I need to get back to 5th Group. They could use my help on their next mission." He meant the 5th Special Forces Group of the legendary Green Berets, who were operating in Viet Nam.
"I understand." said the Captain. "Listen, if you need help, if you need an extraction, just let us know and we'll come get you."
"Thank you, sir," said Wilkins, "but we're going to be on the other side of politically drawn lines. They'll probably order you to stand down."
"And those orders will be ignored." said the Captain. After a pause, he said "If I don't see you around here, I'll see you when we get back home." He extended his hand, and the Sergeant shook it, then saluted, and the Captain returned the salute.
"Take care of this man, Corpsman." Wilkins said as he shook hands with Navy Corpsman Leonard R. Cordell, who was attached to the unit as their medic. "Sometimes he's a little too brave for his own good."
"I'll do what I can. Good luck, Sergeant." Cordell replied. He and the Captain watched as Sergeant Wilkins moved out smartly to one of the waiting helicopters and boarded it.
As the choppers took off, Cordell said "You're from the same hometown as Wilkins, sir?"
"Yeah." the Captain said. "Sarah and I moved there after we eloped. Wilkins grew up there, and his family is still there. His sister just got hired as a school teacher."
"He's with 5th Group, sir?" Cordell asked. "How'd we get him?"
The Captain said "He came down with some sort of jungle fever just before his unit went out on their last mission. When he recovered, he asked if he could be attached to us until his unit got back, and I snapped him up, just like I snapped you up as our Medic when I had the chance..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Still in the past. Somewhere on the other side of a politically drawn line...
Normally Army Rangers did Long Range Reconnaissance Patrols (LRRP), but this Green Beret A-Team had several missions requiring the very best that America's military had to offer. They were ordered to gather intelligence on Enemy positions and movements, and relay the information back via AN/TRC-77 carrier-wave radio at specified times. The mission was critical, as MACV-SOG in Saigon was deeply concerned that the Enemy was transporting troops and equipment via a certain road to set up an invasion of South Vietnam's flank.
But information had also been gleaned that a high ranking Enemy Officer, possibly a General, wanted to defect and be extracted. He was at a small command compound inside a country that was supposed to be neutral; ergo, the orders were to not engage any Enemy troops unless discovered first, and it was all but made clear that the Team would be receiving no help if things went to hell in a handbasket.
The A-team reconnoitered along a supposedly well-used road through the jungle, but after 48 hours they had seen no military traffic at all, and very little civilian traffic. Then they made their way towards the compound, again encountering no traffic at all. When they arrived, they found the compound to be intact and in good condition, with some tire tracks that indicated it had been used within the last week or so. But it was empty, totally abandoned.
"Something's wrong." Staff Sergeant Wilkins whispered to the battlefield-commissioned Lieutenant that was in command of the Team. "It looks abandoned. If there is a buildup for an incursion, there should be at least -some- activity."
The leader said "And there's something more. I was told by the Brass that the high-value defector we're supposed to extract was supposed to be here... and he was supposed to be here now. Go get with the radio operator and transmit the phrase 'eternal night' in the clear on this frequency." He gave Wilkins the frequency.
Wilkins low-crawled over to the radio operator, who was isolating himself from the rest of the team. It was well-known that in a firefight, radio operators's life expectancy was five (5) seconds. They also were the targets of mortar fire, to kill the leader and anyone else near the radio operator. Wilkins gave the instruction and the radioman sent out the message.
When he got back to the leader, the leader said "If our extract is in the area, he should be here within the hour, if they're monitoring the frequency. If not, we'll set up a perimeter nearby, and when it starts getting dark you can lead a couple of guys in there to check it out."
Wilkins said "We need to do that during daylight hours. If they've booby-trapped the place with fishing line or something, we can't see that in the dark."
"Why would they booby-trap their own command compound?" the Lieutenant said.
"My point exactly, sir." Wilkins replied.
The Lieutenant caught on. "You think it's a trap?"
"Sure looks like it, sir." Wilkins said.
"You know... you might be right." said the leader. "I was told there was a clearing for a chopper to come in and take him out. But we are under a thick canopy with no clear spots in sight, much less an LZ." After a moment, he said "Where is the nearest high ground?"
"There's a hill about half a mile behind the compound here, due south." Wilkins said. "And enough of a clearing for three choppers about 400 yards south of that."
"Get everyone ready." said the leader. "If our extract doesn't show up within the hour, we're going to move to the high ground. Get everyone ready to go on my signal." Wilkins moved out smartly to complete that mission.
It was only ten minutes later when the warning came. The outpost man overwatching the road radioed back that a convoy of military vehicles was on the way... loaded with heavily armed Viet Cong. The A-team quickly moved out to the high ground...
...and just in time. More Viet Cong popped out of hidden positions in the jungle, in several groups. They encircled the Green Berets, and began their assault!
As the battle began to rage, Sergeant Wilkins crawled up to the radio man, and took his radio from him. Wilkins crawled to the highest point of the high ground, put the radio on the frequency he knew his Captain in the 173d Brigade would be monitoring, and sent out the emergency radio call for help.
And he paid the price for it. The ultimate price.
He barely felt the bullets that drilled through his back. He was barely aware of being dragged back down the hill to better cover, and the Medic working on his wounds. It seemed that the sun got brighter in the sky... and then he heard the sound of choppers.
The signal got through! he thought to himself. We're saved! My Captain kept his promise, and he's coming for us...
He was right: the message got through. The Captain disobeyed orders, and led his team to rescue the Green Berets. And all of them would be saved, except one man... Sergeant Wilkins himself.
He looked up to see the silhouette of a helicopter coming down, as if it was about to land right on him. He could not have known that the rescue team was not there yet; they were just getting off the ground. The shadowy chopper in the Light that Sergeant Wilkins was seeing was coming for him. It was coming to take him Home...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back in present time...
10:00pm, Sunday, April 10th. Carrying the Redoubtable Bowser, I came into the hospital room of nine-year-old David Davenport. He and his sister had been life-flighted by Teresa Croyle to University Hospital for treatment of the rare disease afflicting both of them. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Miracle'.)
David's sister Diane was almost completely cured, but the treatments had not been as effective with him. He'd already been in much worse shape than her, and he was now dying. The end was expected soon. I had been called by Father Romano, who said that David was lamenting that he had failed because he was not going to live. I volunteered to bring Bowser to redirect the boy's suppositions.
Also in the room were retired Admiral Leonard R. Cordell and David's father, Major General Spencer Davenport. The General's face looked ragged and exhausted, not knowing what to do as he watched his son dying before his eyes.
I nodded hello to them, then brought Bowser to David's bedside. The boy opened his eyes and said "Wowww, the Iron Crowbar... you came to see me?"
"Yes. And I brought Bowser to see you, too." I said as I put Bowser on the bed by the boy's right arm. "I heard you were saying some nonsense about having failed. Bowser wants you to stop thinking things like that. And he wants you to pet him." As I spoke, Bowser poked his nose at David's hand, and the boy raised his hand and began petting Bowser.
"I'm not going to make it, sir." David whispered. "I have failed. I've let my dad and mom and my sister down."
"No." I said, trying to put the correct amounts of sternness and compassion in my voice. "You have not failed. Your life has always been in the Hands of God, and so is your death. And you've fought hard to live, and you've helped the doctors with their research on your illness. They've learned from it, and they'll be able to make new and better cures. Would it be okay if I tell you one story?"
"Sure." David said weakly as he continued to give Bowser skritchins. It would be difficult to know who was getting more out of that.
I said "A long time ago, during the Vietnam War, there was a man named Wilkins. Sergeant Wilkins. He was part of a Green Beret team, and they were on a secret mission behind Enemy lines. His team was ambushed, and he was shot as he radioed for help. The help came, as a team from the 173d Airborne Brigade went to save them, and they did save them. Sergeant Wilkins was the only man that died."
Admiral Cordell's eyes were wide with shock as he listened to my recitation. Little David looked spellbound as I continued: "Sergeant Wilkins died... but he did not fail. He gave his life, but his sacrifice saved other lives. And just like Sergeant Wilkins, David, you have not failed."
I took my red crowbar and put it on top of David's abdomen, and led his left hand to grip it. I said "The only way to fail is to quit. And Bowser and I both know you're not going to quit. So you hold on to that crowbar, and don't ever quit. Keep fighting to live. You're helping others as well as yourself, every single moment that you live."
I picked Bowser up, leaving the crowbar in David's hands. I said "I'll come back to check up on you tomorrow."
"Thank you, Mr. Crowbar." David said, his voice barely above a whisper. I took Bowser out of the room into the hallway, and Admiral Cordell and General Davenport followed.
"Was that story true?" General Davenport asked as he gave Bowser skritchins.
"Yes." said Admiral Cordell. "I was the Corpsman attached to the unit that went and got those Green Berets. Wilkins was the only fatality, and we brought his body out with the rest of the teams. He's buried at Arlington."
Cordell turned to me and said "I remember you asking me about Wilkins when I went to the Captain's grave. You must've researched the story."
"Yes sir, I did." I said. "I looked into all of it, as part of Teresa's story, with Alison McFarland's help." I turned to General Davenport and said "The Captain that led the rescue mission was wounded, but he recovered... and became the father of Teresa Croyle, who flew the life-flight mission that brought your children here."
"And it's Teresa's Trust paying for the research." added Cordell.
"Research that saved my daughter's life." said General Davenport. "Small world, gentlemen. Small world. Commander Troy, I appreciate you coming in with your dog, and saying what you said to David. I think it did him a lot of good. I just don't want him to feel ashamed when he..." He did not finish the sentence.
"I hope I helped." I said. "I'll see you tomorrow..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30am, Monday, April 11th. I was sitting in my office, going over the weekend's duty logs when I looked up and through the open office door into the anteroom. Coming in from the hallway were two men.
"Oh, noooo..." I whispered as I saw who they were: Admiral Cordell, in his dark blue Navy uniform; and Major General Davenport, in his brown Army uniform. The General was carrying my red crowbar, and the look on his face was the most profoundly sad that one could possibly see.
I stood up as they came in. Admiral Cordell just shook his head. I said "I'm sorry, General. When?"
"About an hour and a half ago." said General Davenport, his voice almost breaking. He extended the red crowbar across the desk to me. "I just came by to return this. I want to thank you again for coming by and talking to him. My son... my boy fought hard to live. He held on to that crowbar until... " He faltered, then finished: "They had to pry it out of his fingers after he died."
The General was trying hard to keep his composure. I said "Would you like to talk to one of our Chaplains?"
"Thank you, but no." he said. "Your Chaplain Romano was very helpful to all of us these last few weeks. He was with us when David died."
After a moment, he said "Well, I need to be going. Oh... I see you have a collection of coins." He was looking at the little tray on my desk with the Challenge Coins I'd been given over the years. He reached into his pocket and brought out two General's coins, and handed one of them to me, then said "If Commander Croyle is here, I'd like to speak to her, and thank her for all she's done." he said.
"I'll take him to her." offered Admiral Cordell.
"General, would you like to keep this?" I asked, holding up the crowbar.
"No, that's okay." said the General. "Keep it, and keep inspiring others with it." With that, he shook my hand and left, escorted by Admiral Cordell. I sat down at my desk and got a piece of blue ribbon out of a drawer of my desk, which I kept for gifts. I tied it onto the crowbar, then put that crowbar into my office safe, next to the pink-foil-wrapped crowbar and the lead-foil-wrapped crowbar. Like them, this crowbar would be a gift for a day in the far-flung future.
A few moments later Teresa came to my office. "He is hurting so badly." Teresa said, near to crying herself.
"Everyone did all they could." I said. "Especially you."
I saw and felt the emotion building up inside of her. "Dammit!" she finally exploded. I hate losing even one of those kids!" That was my cue to get up and walk around my desk, and take Teresa into my arms in a hug.
"So do I." I said as she began crying. "And one day... maybe the dream will be reality." I said.
Teresa got hold of herself and our hug broke up. She said "Thank you for talking to David, and for not letting him quit. I think that meant as much to his father as anything."
"Yeah." I said sadly. "And I really had no idea what to say to David's dad. I don't know how it feels, to lose one of my children."
"And I hope neither you nor I ever find out." Teresa replied. We got our coffee mugs and headed to the coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room...
Part 2 - All The News Not Fit To Print
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, April 18th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "Federal Agencies take over the Luna-Huntington case!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "After multiple failures by Town & County Police Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD, the US DEA and the Federal Marshals Service have taken over the case of the deaths of Randy Luna and Rhonda Huntington. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the athletic, height-challenged, blonde reporterette, from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with the Federal Building across Courthouse Square as her backdrop. "Rhonda Huntington was arrested for several petty crimes involving witnessing the murders of Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard. Murder charges against Randy Luna were thrown out by enlightened Appellate Judge Leahy after Commander Troy wrongly and illegally obtained an arrest warrant for him."
Amber: "The bodies of Rhonda Huntington and Randy Luna were found across the State Line at the end of last month. U.S. Marshals had become involved when Ms. Huntington jumped bail and disappeared, and the US DEA became involved when drugs believed to have been in possession of Ms. Sandstone and Mr. Gerard were found in Ms. Huntington's apartment."
Amber: "Marquis Swift, a.k.a. 'Checkers', is being sought by the DEA and SBI for drug-related charges, and a reward for information leading to his arrest has been offered, provided that the information is provided directly to the DEA or SBI, and not through local law enforcement agencies. DEA Special Agent in Charge Dwight Stevens said the DEA believes the deaths of Mr. Luna and Ms. Huntington are drug related, but declined to say if Mr. Swift was a suspect in their deaths. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina shouted as the feed returned to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that relevant story. And now let's go to highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay, with important information. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the lanky Reporter of Color, from the same rooftop that Amber was reporting from, but with City Hall in his background. "Channel Two News has learned that the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, has strongly endorsed Town Assemblywoman Cori Bowman for the position of School Board Chairman."
Lemay: "Assemblywoman Bowman is in a battle with schoolteacher and former Charter Commission member Edna Carter for the Democrat nomination in the May 3rd primary election. Political experts believe that the influential endorsement of the powerful Teacher's Union will be an important aid to Ms. Bowman's path to victory. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Carl!" said Bettina. "That was highly respected reporter Carl Lemay with that important information for the Voters of the County." Then the enthusiasm in her voice dropped considerably as she said "And now let's go to reporter Pat Stellum for more on the lawsuits between the University and the newly formed State Medical College. Pat!"



"That's right, Bettina!" said the portly reporter, with the University President's Home in his background. "Channel Two News has learned that State Attorney General Gil Krasney has taken the side of University President Jerry Moore in his lawsuit against State Medical College President Laura Fredricson, and that A.G. Krasney will bring the full power of the State Department of Justice to the Courtroom on behalf of Dr. Moore."
Stellum: "The law creating the State Medical College gives University Hospital and its lands to the State Medical College, and also authorizes funds for the new School to acquire lands by eminent domain. However, Dr. Moore is challenging much of the claims of Dr. Fredricson, saying she's claiming University property that is not Hospital property."
Stellum: "He also is suing to regain ownership of Dr. Fredricson's home, which was part of a subdivision of housing created for University professors. Dr. Moore claims the University has the right to retake ownership, while Dr. Fredricson says the property is hers, and that the School has no rights of ownership, but only the right of first refusal should she put it up for sale... which she says she is not doing."
Stellum: "The upcoming hearing will be in the Courtroom of Senior Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom, and could take place as early as next week. Asked for comment, State AG Krasney and University President Moore both have expressed confidence of total victory over Dr. Fredricson in Court. Dr. Fredricson has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Pat." Bettina said quietly, almost sullenly, as the feed returned to her. "We are now joined by Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling, who is a KXTC Channel Two News contributor. Karl, how are these primary races shaping up?"
The camera panned out to Karl Frazier, who was sitting behind the anchor desk with Bettina. He said "Bettina, that Teacher's Union endorsement is expected to really help Cori Bowman against Edna Carter, but it's too early to be reflected in our polling numbers, which still show a very tight race."
Bettina: "What about the 'Republican Dream Team' of Ryan Paulson, Ted Mason, and Louis Bailey, who are primarying incumbents Daniel Allgood, Miriam Walters, and Sheriff Griswold?"
Frazier: "Well, Bettina, their desires to be seen as a 'team' are not working out, at least as far as our polling shows. Ted Mason has a narrow lead over Miriam Walters, 46-44 percent with 10% undecided. However, Mayor Allgood has a narrow but persistent lead over Assemblyman Paulson for the Mayor nomination. And despite Louis Bailey attempting to get crossover votes, especially from Black voters, Sheriff Griswold is solidly ahead, 67-30 percent, with only a handful of undecideds."
Bettina: "What about the important Democrat nomination for the Solicitor's race?"
Frazier: "Bettina, attorney Alvin Whitner, who has the National and State Democrat party endorsements, and who is very well-financed, has a massive lead over former City Attorney Dennis Garland, 75-20 percent."
Bettina: "And to add to that, Karl, Channel Two News has learned that Dennis Garland, who was fired as City Attorney by the Town & County Council, may drop out of the primary race rather than continue for the next couple of weeks. Channel Two News will bring you any new developments as soon as we hear of them..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Only Bettina would try to make a case crossing State lines being taken over by the Feds into a negative on us, and especially you, Don." said Deputy Chief Tanya Perlman Muscone as she, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (me), ADA Paulina Patterson, and Chief Moynahan drank coffee and watched the Bettina propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
I replied "Yeah, it was a cheap shot, but what really bothered me was how Amber added in that crap about Marquis Swift, trying to connect him to the Luna-Huntington murders... which KXTC only called 'deaths', I might add. I have yet to see or be shown that connection."
Paulina said "I also am noticing how KXTC gives the criminals titles like 'Mr.' or 'Ms.', but will only call good guys and political Conservatives by their last names. Whose side are they on?"
"Gil Krasney's." said Cindy with considerable asperity in her voice. She still hated Krasney from his days as Town & County District Attorney, and his treatment of Cindy's ex-fiancée Jenna Stiles. (Author's note: 'Hampered In His Plans'; 'Six Degrees'.)
"How's Laura holding up, Crowbar?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
I replied: "I think she loves the grinding, fast pace and the controlled chaos of starting up the State Medical College. But trying to start it up to have classes this Fall may have been a wee tad ambitious of her. Additionally, she's finishing her semester with her Psychology grad students and her undergrad class, and all that while that asshat Jerry Moore is making things as hard for her as possible. And now Gil Krasney is piling on."
"Is anything grabbing anyone's attention in the polling, and the races?" asked Cindy... who claims to be the political atheist in the room, I thought to myself. Yeah, right...
Paulina said "KXTC is getting solidly behind George-Schwartz-backed Alvin Whitner for the Solicitor post. But is Dennis Garland really going to drop out of the race before May 3rd?"
Sheriff Griswold said "Keep this in the room and under your Tilley Hats, people." He paused and took a sip of his coffee, then said "Garland is under tremendous pressure from the State Democrats and the Federal DNC to drop out now. I heard that they've offered to pay off his campaign debts -and- promised him a job if he gets out now and endorses Whitner. But he's nowhere near that radical, and he doesn't want to do it."
I said "Are they offering to pay off his Package Store bill?" That caused Our Sheriff to whirl around and face me.
"That is not funny, Crowbar." Griswold growled, rebuking me severely with his words, but even more with the tone of his voice.
"Yes sir." I said contritely, taking my medicine. "My apologies."
"But as usual, you're right, Crowbar." said the Sheriff. "Garland has fallen off the wagon again. And the Press are right there like hyenas, ready to tear into his carcass if he doesn't quit the race."
Tanya asked "Will the Union endorsement really help Cori Bowman against Edna Carter?"
Sheriff Griswold said "Not as much as you might think. Parents of -all- ethnicities are getting tired of the Union hampering their children's education... especially when they're told the schools and the Unions know better than the parents do."
"I have a question." Tanya said. "Why is Father Romano taking vacation this week?" That caused Teresa to whirl around and peer hard at her fellow Angel.
I said "Beats me. I approved it, but in the nearly ten years I've been part of this Police Force, he has never taken so much as one day of vacation. He always asks that the days of vacation he accrues be given to Officers that work over the Christmas Holidays."
Cindy said "I've been here longer than you, and I don't remember him taking time off."
Sheriff Griswold growled "I've been here longer than all of you, and since before he became a Chaplain, I don't think he's taken a single vacation day since he was ordained."
Looking at Teresa, I said "I wonder why now?"
Teresa shrugged. "Beats me. He never said a word to me that he was taking time off, much less why. But speaking of vacation, did I tell you that Todd... well, BOW Enterprises... bought that house in my hometown that we stayed in when we were there?" (Author's note: 'Centuries'.)
We all shook our heads 'no', and Teresa said "Well, he did. He's calling it 'The Gasthous'. And we'll be staying there again this weekend."
Cindy said "I can't bee-lieeeeve we're all going there, just for the opening of the new businesses."
"You don't have to go if you don't want to." Teresa replied, a bit acerbically.
"That's not what I meant." Cindy said. "And I know this is a big deal to Todd. But all of us? Even the Chief is going."
Tanya's eyes were sparkling as she said "The Chief is going to visit Teresa's hometown former Police Chief. Can't say I blame him for that. She's pretty hot."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief... rather happily, I might add.
I said "It's just for the weekend. Overnight, really. It's kind of like Christmas. Captain DeLong will be Acting Chief, and Chief Abram said he'll help out if needed. Captain Janice Holloway will pretend to do Tanya's job if anything comes up, and Captain Michaels will do the Captain Michaels things she always does with the Detectives. I anticipate no problems."
"Neither do Iiiiiii." drawled the Chief. "And if those excellent Captains cannot handle it for just one weekend, then we in this room have failed in -our- doo-teezzz."
"So why are we staying overnight?" Cindy said.
Teresa said "On Saturday, BOW Enterprises is opening their new electronic manufacturing facility out there. His silver mining and processing plant is also having their official grand opening, though they're already at work. The Midwest & Pacific Railroad is officially opening their new lines through there, and a lot of other support businesses, shopping centers, restaurants, and a bar or two, are going to have opening celebrations."
Teresa: "On Sunday, I'm told the newly refurbished and expanded Police and Sheriff Department Headquarters is going to be dedicated... and named after my father. I know that Admiral Cordell has busted his fourth point of contact to get the soldiers that served with my father to be there, and also the Green Berets that they saved on that mission where my father was wounded. But you're right, Cindy, I'm not sure why Todd and Admiral Cordell want all of us there."
I said "I did hear something, but don't tell Admiral Cordell I told you. The only Green Beret that died that day was named Sergeant Wilkins. He was from your hometown, Teresa, and his sister was one of your schoolteachers." I mentioned Mildred by her married name. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story', 'Centuries', for more on Mildred.)
"Oh yeah, I remember her." Teresa said.
I said "It's my understanding that the library, which was already nice, is being expanded, so they're going to dedicate it to the Wilkins brother and sister. And Alison McFarland will be there, and she and Admiral Cordell may be conspiring to try to get Sergeant Wilkins a Medal of Honor, as he got your father one."
I then said "So that house Todd bought is large enough for all of us?"
Teresa said "Not all of us will be there; some will be in the new Hampton Inn or at the military base. As to the house, Todd told me he had it remodeled, and patterned it after the way you remodeled The Troy House in Apple Grove: keycard entry to the bedrooms, a common dining area. But we have to cook for ourselves or get takeout from somewhere."
"Or go out to one of those nice new restaurants." growled Sheriff Griswold. We all nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Also, Todd sold the BOW airplane that had those two... experiences." Teresa said. (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 01-02; 'Teresa's Christmas Miracle'.) "BOW bought two new aircraft, both a bit bigger and nicer than the old one. One plane will be based here, the other out there for Teddy Franklin to use. I think Todd wants to show them off, so we'll be flying them out there..."
Part 3 - Go West, Young Man!
"Washington [D.C.] is not a place to live in. The rents are high, the food is bad, the dust is disgusting and the morals are deplorable. Go West, young man, go West and grow up with the country."
--- attributed to Horace Greeley, New York Daily Tribune, circa 1865.
6:30am, Saturday, April 23d. County Airport was rarely this busy, except during University Bulldogs home football games. On this early morning there were three small executive jets parked in a neat diagonal row near the Terminal Building. Two were owned by BOW Enterprises, and their livery (i.e. paint job) said so. The other jet was owned by the Federal Government.
Laura and I never flew together on the same plane (or helicopter) unless we absolutely had to. During her CIA days, Laura was concerned that someone might try to assassinate her by taking her plane down. We remembered the attempt by the Consultant of Crime to shoot her plane out of the sky, with her and our children aboard. (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 04.)
Others were going to follow the same precautions. On my plane were myself, Carole, Ian, Tasha, and Marie. Also aboard were Teresa, her adopted son Jack Burke, Sheriff Griswold, Edward R. Steele, Maggie Ross, Callie Carrington, and Tanya and her son Pete.
On the second BOW plane were Todd, his sons Doug and Mike, Chief Moynahan, Cindy Ross and Betsy, Paulina, Stephanie Steele, and some other BOW employees that would be staying out west.
On the FBI plane were Laura, Jim and Ross, Molly Evans, Jack Muscone and his daughters Tiffany and Jennifer, Tim Jenkins and his (and Cindy's) son Benjamin, Admiral Leonard R. Cordell, and Alison McFarland.
After we were boarded and strapped in, the pilot came back and introduced himself to us as Dave. He was relatively young, in his late 20s. He asked Teresa if she would like to be named the co-pilot, to get some flying hours on this particular aircraft. She moved as swiftly to the cockpit as I would have to an aircraft to make an Airborne jump.
After the slight change of the flight plan to add Teresa's name to it (and, I later learned, Todd was doing the same thing on the aircraft he was on), we taxied out to the runway, followed by the other two aircraft. Dave was the Pilot Flying, and Teresa was the Pilot Monitoring.
"They never suspended her license after her Christmas life flight, did they?" the Sheriff asked me as we taxied to the end of the runway.
"No sir." I said. "They never could find anything she did wrong, and she did end up at the airport that was her destination."
Griswold growled "I just hope we won't encounter any of the same problems."
"We won't." said Carole, who was sitting in the window seat opposite us, that faced the rear of the aircraft. Pete was strapped in next to her. Carole went on: "Aunt Trreesa achieved her destiny, and the Universe is happy with her."
"Good." I said quietly to the Sheriff, who softly barked a laugh...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once we were underway, the two flight attendants served us a Continental breakfast. The coffee was the best part of it for me. Carole liked the pastry very much. Ian wanted some bacon, as he had found the amounts of food less than filling. I asked for and received an extra little box of cereal for him and he wolfed that down. Hollow legs, my boys have.
Carole looked out the window with interest until we got over the cloud cover and there was nothing to see. She then made her way up to the cockpit, which should've been closed and locked, but this was a private plane and everyone was known to everyone.
It is very likely that eight-year-old children should not be in the cockpits of planes, but when Carole went up there, Teresa had her sit in the small chair facing sideways behind the pilot's seat, possibly meant for a flight attendant or extra pilot just along for the ride. Both Teresa and Pilot Dave explained the controls and instruments, and were peppered with some very astute questions. And Carole would not forget one word of what she was told.
Meanwhile, I went over and sat across from Tanya, whose wheelchair was locked into a special side nook next to the flight attendant's seat. Sheriff Griswold also came and sat with us, so we could talk 'shop'.
"Have either of you heard from or about the US DOJ Civil Rights Division?" growled Griswold.
"No sir." Tanya said. I also shook my head, then Tanya said "Jack thinks they won't give us any warning, that they'll just show up without any notice, and try to start tearing through us."
"Are we prepared?" the Sheriff queried. "Especially for anything they might try to ambush us with?"
Tanya said "We're as ready as we can be, Sheriff. And I'll put it this way: if it is an honest, fair audit, we should pass with flying colors, pun not intended. But I have no illusions, and neither does Jack; we think they are going to come in looking to fail us, and if they can't find a legitimate thing on us, they'll make something up."
Griswold growled "They'll make their intentions clear from the minute they walk in the door. And even if they intend to be legit, I want lawyers all over the place. They don't get to speak to anyone without a lawyer present. And let every Officer know that he or she is entitled to Union representation if any Agent wants to speak to them, at all, and that they should demand that representation."
"Better yet," I said, "let's put out a joint email ordering every Officer to have either Union or legal representation before speaking to anyone conducting the USDOJ audit or answering any questions by them."
Tanya: "Good idea, let's do that. Anyhoo, Sheriff, we have our lawyers all ready to go. The Madison & Ives Law Firm will drop everything and come running, and they'll bring in outside help, too. Bernadette Gillem, Michael T. McGill, Virginia Madison, and Agnes T. Spires are more than ready, they are eager to fight the USDOJ to the death. Mike G. Todd is also ready and willing to help, but we're not going to use him if we don't have to, so that he can be your attorney, Don. Like he already is."
I nodded, then said "I'm sure they'll try as hard as they can to keep Jack from finding out when they intend to come in and ambush us, but we're hoping someone will give us or one of our friends a 'heads up'. Admiral Cordell, Laura, Callie, Alison McFarland, or even the KFXU people might find something out and tell us."
The Sheriff said "Do you think they'll come in right on top of the primary elections? Just before, or at the same time?"
I said "They might, but my suspicion is that they'll wait and see who wins the primaries."
"What difference would that make?" Tanya asked. "Whether or not the Sheriff nor anyone else wins or loses shouldn't make a difference to them... should it?"
I shrugged, then said "And that sort of brings up the second part of my thesis of what they're planning to do. If their goal is to come in and fundamentally change the structure of the Town & County, maybe suing over the structure of the Council, it would really behoove them to see who the General Election will be about... especially if Alvin Whitner will be the favorite for Solicitor."
Me: "But if their goal is what I truly think it is, to destroy the Town & County Police Force, then they're going to come in specifically against us, and like Tanya said, it will be anything but honest and fair. And therefore they'll wait until after the Election for maximum publicity, which KXTC will be eager to give them."
Me: "In any case, if I were going to bet on it... and I'm not... I'd say they'll be here right after the University graduation at the end of May, but before the Summer season really gets under way."
"Right in the middle of the Police Boxing Matches." Tanya said with a twinkle in her eye. "Good, we can get some practice on them--- what?" She'd seen the look on my face.
"If we even -have- a Police Boxing Matches." I grumbled with considerable asperity.
"What do you mean?" growled Griswold. "What's going on?"
I said "I sent the 'loddy-doddy-everybody' email to sign up for the Police Boxing Matches last week. So far we have 18 entrants for the traditional Muhammed-Ali-Mike-Tyson boxing... and only 33 for the Freestyle division. That's half of last year, and way, way, down from past years, when we easily had over 100 entrants."



"Why the drop-off?" Tanya asked. "They heard I was entering and they're shaking in fear?"
I grinned and the Sheriff barked a little laugh, then I said "They can't use crowbars, just Police batons. Some suggested we use nothing, and turn it into UFC-style cage matches, but there's no interest in that, either. I'll add that the differences in opinions over decertifying the Union are adding to a general consideration to boycott the Matches."
Though Lt. Mary Milton had won her lawsuit against the Police Union (Author's note: 'Sausage And The Law', Ch. 01,03), efforts by SWAT Team members Kalsu and Patrick, as well as about half the Police Force, to formally decertify the Union were ongoing. But younger Officers, led by Ron McElwane and Mullen Grant, were fiercely in opposition to decertification.
"Speaking of Police Officers fighting," growled Sheriff Griswold, "how are things between Roark Coleman and Joanne Warner?"
"I-yi-yiiii." I said, grimacing. Tanya also had a pained look on her face. The Sheriff's eyes flickered from me to her, back to me, back to her. I finally said "Roark seems to be getting along pretty well with his team, Teddy Parker and Julia Rodriguez. Of course, Teddy just got married, and to Janice Holloway, no less, so it's taking a lot to bother him."
That made Tanya laugh out loud, and the Sheriff's mustaches twitched merrily. Then I said "Joanne Warner has been doing a lot of good research for us, what with her Top Secret clearance, and she's helped Tanya with the renovations to the Lieutenant offices and the new Interrogation Room. But she doesn't have a Detective team, not like Teddy and Theo do, and she's not happy about."
Tanya added "She did a good job with the renovations, lighting a fire under their asses and getting what she wanted done, done. But she's also literally in fear of being put in the Captain of Physical Properties slot, and just between the three of us, I think she'd quit the TCPD rather than take that position... even if we promoted her to Captain."
"Wow." growled Griswold.
"And promotion to Captain is not going to happen for her, at least not any time soon." I said. "And what's worse is something I haven't said out loud before, but I might have to some day: Joanne Warner simply isn't as good a Detective as Roark Coleman is. He's sharper at processing crime scenes, and while neither is great shakes at interviewing, Roark has upside potential. Joanne, despite every opportunity I've given her, is simply limited in her interrogation skills, and she is not improving."
"So what's your solution, Crowbar?" the Sheriff asked, peering at me.
"I'm not sure yet, Sheriff." I replied. "And I freely admit that I'm failing in my duty to have a good and equitable solution..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We arrived without incident, and landed at the Municipal Airport to the southwest of Teresa's hometown. The flight was two and a half hours, but with the two-hour time zone change, we were arriving at 7:35am local time. The military base and airfield were north of us, west-northwest of the town.
The Municipal Airport was so small that it had no Tower. We taxied in to the BOW Enterprises hangar. As we disembarked, Teresa said "This airport used to be so small that it was the kind where a small aircraft would click its radio mike on and off seven times to get the runway lights to come on. But it's getting busier now. The Tower at the military airfield controls traffic and remotely controls this airport's lights, so they brought us in."
I said "Will it keep growing enough to get a Tower of its own? Maybe even a terminal building?"
Pilot Dave came up and said "I doubt it, sir. Most of the goods being produced will go out by the new railroad line. And a lot of the new industry, like the data center, is service industry. This airport has been refurbished and extended to handle executive jets, and we'll have to see if traffic will increase enough to warrant more service."
Teresa said "And the military airfield will also handle traffic as they did before, especially sensitive materials being made here." I nodded, knowing that BOW Enterprises and the Burke Silver Mines were involved in making electronics, some for uses that were classified.
I looked around, and made an observation. "Whoaaaa." I said, more of a gasp. "Is that plane whose I think it is?"
Teresa looked over and also gasped. "Yes. Yes it is. That's my Aunt Clarissa's company plane. What is she doing here?"
"I dunno." I replied. "I guess we'll find out soon enough."
The other BOW plane came in and landed seven minutes after ours did. The Government plane was landing at the military airfield, so we loaded our luggage into a BOW Enterprises SUV, then piled into another other SUVs and drove into Teresa's hometown. A van and the other SUV went north along the main road, while ours went to the house we'd stayed in before.
"Wow, they've blocked off our version of the town square." Teresa said as we drove east on the road that was the north boundary of the section, which was much larger than our Town & County's Courthouse Square. The Police and Fire Department buildings were on the northeast corner. To their south, and stretching south for a 'goodly' distance was the town's cemetery, where Teresa's family as well as the teacher Mildred and her husband and their families were buried.
Across the field to the west of the cemetery was the City Hall and Government complex To it's north was the Municipal Auditorium, and to its north was the town Library.
"There's something covered in a tarp in front of the Police Headquarters. Maybe a statue?" Cindy observed. "And another one way down there in front of City Hall. Any ceremonies going on here today?"
Teresa said "They're dedicating the Police Station in my father's name tomorrow, so maybe that is a part of it. I have no idea what the one farther down at City Hall is about."
"Any ideas, Todd?" Cindy asked, perhaps getting a vibe from him.
Todd flashed his brilliant grin, then said "As Uncle Don is fond of saying: Time will tell..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tanya and Pete were staying in quarters on the military post with the Muscone family, as their facilities were more handi-capable than where we were staying. So after we arrived at 'The Gasthous', one van took them out there.
"I'll give you the grand tour." said Todd as we went inside 'The Gasthous'. The upstairs had four bedrooms, each with two queen-size beds (a tight fit) and a bathroom consisting of a toilet, vanity, and small shower. There were two keycards in a plastic holder on each of the doors. "Take the keycards for your rooms." said Todd. "And leave them there when we leave to go home."
I had the bedroom facing the front of the house, on the left side as one looked at the front porch from outside. My boys would be in the room with me. Laura and Paulina would have Carole and Tasha with them. Todd and his boys shared the third room, and Teresa and Molly were in the fourth bedroom.
We changed into our 'nice' clothing for the upcoming ceremonial events, which for me was a black sportscoat, black slacks, and a mock turtleneck silver-gray pullover shirt.
As we gathered in the living room, Ian announced "Dad, I'm hungry. Can we get an Egg McMuffin or something on the way?"
Todd said "We're going to have a brunch at our first event, so you can pig out with me."
"You don't need to 'pig out', Ian." said his mother Molly. A few minutes later, she whispered to me: "I'm getting concerned about how much Ian eats, not to mention the quality of the food."
I asked "Is he getting a lot of good exercise?"
"When he's with Jim and Ross, yes." Molly said. "They'll run him and themselves into the ground. But he also spends a lot of time building the Troy Transcontinental Railroad, or else he's practicing putting and swinging golf clubs, which doesn't burn too many calories."
"It's something to watch." I said placatingly...
We did not stop at McDonald's, but upon finding out that those Federales who had come in on the FBI plane were still checking into their quarters there, we did stop at the old Diner we'd eaten at the last time we were here. It was busy, but most of the clientele were the older, longtime residents. Many remembered us said hello to us.
We had the back room to ourselves. And Ian was not the only hungry Troy in the group: his sister Carole, cousin Todd, and his daddy (me) also ate ravenously. And Teresa ate enough for two. If I didn't know better, I'd be checking her face to see if her cheeks were rosy...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am local time, Saturday, April 23d. We'd driven north along the main road and soon found ourselves in what almost was a whole second town. It somewhat reminded me of Rome, the largest town near my boyhood town of Apple Grove. There were restaurants like Applebee's and Chili's, fast food places like McDonald's, Burger King, and my favorite: Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers. A strip mall with a Kroger, some Chinese takeout places, and other stores were already up and in business. A few new subdivisions of houses and condos were also being built.
"Wow." I said to Todd. "Have you guys really brought in that many people and that much business?"
"No sir, not us." Todd said. "But the Government data center, some expanded military training centers... and probably other things they're not telling us about... as well as a big distribution center and some chemical manufacturing businesses made possible by the Midwest & Pacific Railroad starting back up, they're really driving the population growth, though that growth is still relatively modest."
"What about water?" I said. "This isn't total desert, but it's not the Mississippi River valley, either."
"True." said Todd. "But there's enough. And yes, Your Federal Government is keeping a sharp eye on things with regards to that. You should've been in the Corps of Engineers instead of the Military Police, Uncle Don."
"Heh." I said. "I barely passed Differential Equations in college. But seriously, I'd hate to see this place grow -too- fast and then get hurt in an economic contraction. I'm thinking in terms of Apple Grove having done fairly well controlling the access to the aquifer as well as controlling growth."
Todd said "We've been in constant contact and consultations with the local government people around here. Since Harmon and Kenny Belton were brought down, they've been eager to work with people to bring in new businesses." (Author's note: 'Centuries', especially Ch. 03 for the Beltons's downfall.) "I talked to them about Apple Grove and Fillmore County, and they sent some people on a fact-finding mission there. Hopefully, they'll do the right things here, as well."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Our conversation ended abruptly because we were pulling into the parking lot. We were ushered into a side door that led to an empty warehouse room with a bay door for loading trucks. It was brightly lit, and had been set up for a reception and a brunch that would be served later.
Everyone was gathering together. Laura and Jim came up to us, as did Jack Muscone and his daughters. Cindy, Callie, Tim Jenkins, Benjamin, Betsy, and Maggie Ross also were nearby.
"Ah, there they are." I said as Clarissa Belvedere Esterson toodled up to us in a wheelchair. Most people reacted in surprise. Not at Clarissa, but at the lady escorting her... my mother Phyllis.
"Grandma!" Carole exclaimed, and rushed over to hug her grandmother. Her grandsons followed, but it took Carole saying "Tasha! Get over here and hug your grandmother!" to get Tasha to get her rear in gear and go over.
Clarissa received hugs from Teresa and Todd's boys, then accepted a hug from Carole. "Do I get a hug from you, too, Tasha?" Clarissa asked, and received a good hug from my younger daughter.
"Are you having health issues I need to know about, Aunt Clarissa?" Teresa asked.
"No, Child, nothing out of the ordinary." Clarissa replied. "I can get up and walk around. But it's going to be a long two days, and having to stand and walk a lot would wear me out."
"Why walk, when you can ride?" Carole said. Seeing everyone looking at her, and Laura looking at her disapprovingly, my daughter added "Well, that's what the Cal-vary guys like Chief Moynahan say."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Chief Moynahan. "That's 'Cav-al-ry', but you're right." He then introduced the former Police Chief of the town, who years before had been the Policewoman that had helped Teresa on that most horrible but most impactful of Christmas Eves...
Meanwhile, others were gathering. Todd had me come with him to introduce me (and Teresa) to the town's Mayor and Council. I knew Police Chief Harold Bennett, of course, and I'd met other Officers from our previous visit.
A few moments later, Todd got things going. He welcomed the dozens of people there, introduced himself and Teresa. He turned things over to Teddy Franklin, who introduced his fiancée, a very lovely Hispanic woman named Maria Rose. Most of the kids looked bored, with two exceptions: young Jack Burke was carefully watching all of the politicians and other speakers at the event, seeing how they acted and interacted; and Carole Troy, who was studying everyone's body language and facial expressions with her eyes, and perhaps getting mental vibes from them, as well.
We broke up into smaller groups and were given guided tours of the facilities. Jim showed great interest in the technology, especially the CNC machines, and asked many astute and pertinent questions. I noticed Laura made no effort to admonish him, but did unnecessarily tell Carole to stay with the group and not stray. Carole practically glued herself to me, as did Tasha.
Ross liked the 'clean' rooms, where microchips were assembled in what had to be a totally dust-free environment. Ross kept his own rooms just about as clean, and made a point to tell Ian that Ian should keep his room that clean, as well. Ian made a point to ignore his brother's not-so-brotherly advice.
As we were finishing the tour, having seen much of the plant as well as the office spaces of the administrative areas, my spatial awareness told me that we'd not seen everything. I said to Todd: "Todd, we haven't seen all of the plant, have we?"
"And you won't, Uncle Don." Todd replied. "Well, I wouldn't mind show=ing -you-, what with you having a Top Secret clearance and all. But yes, we have a secure area where we work with classified stuff, including research and manufacture. And that's not part of today's tour."
Brunch followed the tour in the warehouse area where we'd first assembled. Those that had not eaten at the Diner were hungry, especially those enduring the time zone change. I was also hungry enough to eat a plate of food, at least tasting everything, and Teresa was again eating as if she were half-starved. Carole and Tasha were sharing a plate of small fruit-filled pastries, under Laura's watchful eye that they eat slowly and with good manners. Ross and Jim ate some food, as if they weren't all that hungry, but Ian was more than making up for them by wolfing down some pastries.
As we finished, Jack Muscone brought his cup of coffee over to where I was and sat down next to me. He said "I'm only here as the guy who escorted Tanya Muscone to Teresa's Town, but there seems to be a lot of Government people here today. I see people from the FRA (Federal Railroad Administration), the IRS, the NSA, and the DOD... military and civilian."
I replied "The FRA is here for the Midwest & Pacific Railroad's opening ceremonies, and a lot of the others are here for the Data Center that we'll be going to see after lunch. But are you making the same observation I am about the guests here today?"
Muscone looked around, then said "I'm seeing what you see, but I guess I'm not observing whatever you are."
I said "I'm seeing what's -not- here... the Press. I know they were invited, but there are literally -no- reporters here... not any locals nor anyone from this State or region, not from our Town & County, where BOW Enterprises is headquartered, and where former local schoolgirl Teresa now lives, and none from the national networks, not even Fox Cable, though this really is an event with national ramifications."
Jack said "Well, I remember you saying things like the Press not liking stories about church picnics and puppy adoptions at the pound, so I'm not totally surprised. Maybe they'll be at the Data Center, showing the American People just how much data on them can be stored there."
I said "I suspect they won't be there, because they don't want people to know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Buses arrived to take us to the Data Center. They were like school buses, or like military buses that brought new recruits into boot camp. We had to show ID and give our names as we boarded, which were recorded on paper.
We were driven north. The land began becoming more arid and less grassy. We turned off the main road and went east for a couple of miles. What looked like a granite office building with rectangles of windows appeared on the left side of the road, the front entrance facing south.
There was a double fence surrounding the facility about a hundred yards out. They were far enough apart that one could not traverse both at the same time, with a packed dirt road between the fences that a vehicle could drive along. Signs on the fence warned that this was a U.S. Government facility and that lethal force was authorized to kill anyone who trespassed.
"I'll bet there's sensors in the fence and along that road." said my son Jim, who was sitting next to Laura across the aisle from me and Carole. He was observing the terrain with a military eye.
"And video cameras are covering every inch of the road, too." I said, having made that observation.
Behind the inner fence to the building, the land was flat and totally devoid of anything; not a blade of grass much less a bush or tree was present to obstruct anyone's vision or to hide behind. Jim said "Wide open fields of fire. Dad, do you see any bunkers they can shoot from? There aren't any bunkers or shrubbery near the building."
I was impressed with my son's acuity. I said "They can cover the terrain from the roof of the building, and the windows closer up."
Jim said "I'll bet they have drones fly all over the place, too." He'd thought of the newest technologies, which my 'old school' mind sometimes didn't immediately consider. I agreed with his analysis.
We pulled up to the double gate. Soldiers in military uniforms went to each bus and boarded. On our bus, the soldier said "Hello, everyone. I'm Sergeant First Class Wayne Johnson. On behalf of the Director and the Installation Commander, I welcome you to the Silver Mine Country Data Storage Center."
SFC Johnson: "This facility supports highly classified missions, and many areas are sensitive and off limits to the Public. Therefore, we ask you to stay with your group and not stray off. When outside, stay on the paved sidewalks and obey all signs denoting off-limits areas. While inside, stay together as a group, and only walk in marked-off paths between the breakroom, restrooms, and along the tour route."
He stayed on board as we were driven in and up to the front door. We all went inside, where a young woman in civilian clothes but in the colors of an Air Force enlisted person guided us along a path with painted lines on the floor. We were taken to a large classroom that was empty of chairs, tables, or desks, giving us room to assemble.
To our surprise, someone was waiting for us in the large classroom: no less than the Army Chief of Staff, General Alexander McFarland. "I'm here to inspect the facility before it comes fully online." he said after hugging his daughter Alison.



"Just don't try to set up another parachute jump for me to stop Commander Troy from making." 'warned' Cindy Ross as she stood next to me.
The General chuckled, then said "Don't worry, all my strings to pull to make that happen have already been pulled." (Author's note: 'Jump!'.) Then he said "Those of you with Top Secret clearances, stay close to me. I'll tell you a few extra things the regular Public won't be hearing about."
He made a point to greet Laura and shake hands with her, and he congratulated her on her appointment to the State Medical College presidency. Laura was cordial but a bit cool towards the General. He also said he would tell military doctors that were leaving the Service to apply for Staff or Teaching positions.
We really didn't get to see too much of the facility. We saw a few rooms with stacks upon stacks of servers and what must've been miles of wiring. The guides gave the guests a bunch of numbers about the capacity and operational abilities of the Center, and Laura told me within General McFarland's hearing that those numbers were only a third of the facility's true capabilities. The General nodded.
"They always do that." I said. "I remember when I was in ROTC and we first learned about the M-1 Abrams tanks. Its true top speed was classified, and if one of the panels over the tracks fell off, we'd get debriefed to determined what we saw."
The highlight of the tour was rows and banks of computer equipment in a a sealed-off room with warning signs to not enter. The guide said "Okay, everyone, take a good look at this, because you are likely to never see anything like it again in your lifetimes. This is the Silver Star super-computer."
We filed in and stood along the wall as the guide said "The Silver Star machine is similar to the Aurora super-computer at the Argonne Laboratory in Illinois. At peak capacity, Silver Star will become an exascale level computer, meaning it can execute at least one quintillion instructions per second. A quintillion is a '1' followed by 18 zeros, a billion billion."
The guide continued "Silver Star is not fully operational yet. Right now it executes a million billion instructions per second, and will have to be brought up to full power slowly, over time, with a lot of checks to make sure it is operating correctly and safely. At the same time, we're increasing the HVAC capability of the room to keep the computer cool."
As we looked at the machines and all the blinkenlights, Carole raised her hand and said "I have a question." Laura was about to stop her, but I put my hand on my wife's shoulder to stop her, and Carole asked "Those lights can't possibly be blinking as fast as the computer is working. So why bother having them?"
"That's an excellent question." said the guide. "A lot of computers have lights just so people can see the computer is working. On the Silver Star, those lights are connected to sensors, some showing that electricity is flowing normally, some showing that the temperature is not too hot."
"What do you use the computer for?" asked Jim. "That you can tell us about, anyway." That drew laughter from the employees, Laura, and General McFarland.
The guide replied: "Yes, it's true that some of the things we use it for are classified. But I can tell you that in general, exascale computers operate at speeds close to the human brain. They can be used to simulate car crashes without having to actually crash cars. They can be used to simulate nuclear bombs going off, and that's certainly better than having to use real nuclear bombs, yes?"
There were murmurs of agreement, then the guide went on: "These computers can also be used to predict weather and study weather patterns. And the uses for emerging AI technologies is enormous. But the computer here will be used in part to analyze and study the data that comes in for possible terrorist attacks and other criminal activities---"
"Let's not go too far into that." General McFarland said quietly, but not quietly enough. Laura nodded vigorously in agreement. I happened to see Admiral Cordell's face as he and Sheriff Griswold stood together, and it was not a face of enthusiastic interest.
"In the wrong hands, Admiral." I whispered to him as the tour moved along. "In the wrong hands..."
"As you know, I put my career on the line fighting the CIA." whispered Cordell. "And now they go build something like this. Yeah, it may be for good, but like you said, Don: in the wrong hands..." He just shook his head, not completing the sentence. He didn't need to.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A new school complex had been built, south of the new businesses and north of the Old Town. Behind the high school, a football stadium had been built, and along with it a track and field complex. When we got back to BOW Enterprises, Todd had those of us from the Town & County as well as Clarissa and my mother board vans, and we were taken along the road behind the high school. There was activity at the complex.
"It's the Region Track & Field Championships." said Teddy Franklin's fiancée Maria Rose. "And they're waiting for us for a special event."
We got off the buses and were ushered into the complex. The high school principal came up and introduced himself, then said to Teresa: "You're Teresa Croyle? You lettered in Track when you were in high school here, did you not?"
"That was decades ago." Teresa said.
"Your name has become famous here, and revered." said the principal. "We'd be honored if you'd fire the starting gun for the women's 100-meter race." Teresa was stunned, and we all clapped to encourage her.
The 100-meter race had been delayed for a few minutes, so they were ready to go. The principal got onto the P.A. system and announced Teresa as a former Track letter-woman, and I think we were all surprised at the strength of the ovation she received. She held up the starting gun as the final eight women contenders got into position.
There were no false starts as Teresa fired the gun, and after a close race, the girl from Teresa's high school won! Teresa also was asked to present the medals for that race, and she graciously agreed to do it. After many photos were taken (a lot of high school athletes wanted pictures or selfies with Teresa), we boarded the buses for home.
"Surprised you, they did." Cindy said to Teresa as we came back into the town. "How did you feel about it? Memories? Bad? Good?"
"Yeah, some." Teresa said. "Mostly good. It's like those 'Batman Forever' movie... when I was running Track or Cross Country, the pain went away, if just for a little while. And running with Alexis was..." She paused, then caught herself and said determinedly: "Yes, those were good moments."
"Yeah." Cindy said encouragingly...
Part 4 - Star Sky
For dinner, Todd had arranged a cookout at a State Park northwest of the town and north of the military airfield. We could see it (the airfield) in the distance to our south. The Park itself had no lights, and Todd had procured four telescopes for Professor Stephanie Steele to lead everyone in some stargazing after sunset.
Several campfires were set up, and some of us volunteered to cook hamburgers and hotdogs, including me, Grillmaster Sheriff Griswold, and Tim Jenkins. We also had salads available, doled out by Cindy and Callie. If anyone did not eat well, it was their own fault.
Once it got dark, Professor Stephanie Steele set up three of the telescopes to see Jupiter, Saturn, and a galaxy in a star cluster. With almost no light from civilized places and the relatively arid air, the images were good. And to our naked eyes, the sky above was filled with the stars of the Milky Way.
Carole began playing a Celtic-sounding song on her iPhone. I asked her what that song was, and she said "It's called 'The Wolf and the Moon' by Brunuhville."
Laura said "Carole! T urn that off or put in earphones! You're bothering everyone."
As she turned it off, Carole said dispiritedly "I forgot my earphones."
"We can listen to it later." I said. "Why don't you go check out a planet in the telescope." Carole went to join Marie and the other kids.
Teresa came up to me. As we watched everyone stargazing or looking through the telescopes, I asked her where the telescopes came from.
"Todd bought them." Teresa said. "Teddy Franklin will donate them to the local high school and middle school next week. More goodwill publicity for BOW Enterprises."
"Not a bad idea." I said. "And speaking of the high school... they set you up pretty good with the track meet thingy." I said.
"Yeah, they got me on that one." Teresa said. "But that's okay. I realized for the first time that the memories of me and Alexis running cross-country don't have to be painful."
"And you've become famous around here." I said. "All those kids at the track meet knew who you are."
"And I don't even need a crowbar." she replied, then looked at me just a wee bit wickedly.
"Touché." I said with a grin...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We finally were taken back to the places we were staying. Clarissa was staying at the military facility, which had good handi-capable guest rooms in their BOQs. My mother Phyllis was staying there, also.
Once we were dropped off at The Gasthous, Laura began herding the kids towards bed, and rather authoritatively. No problem, I thought to myself; us big kids are about ready for bed, too.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The late-model blue Dodge Charger blew past the Nextdoor County Police squad car as it sped west on the City-University Highway. Rookie NCPD Officer Howard E. Neumann turned on his blue lights and pulled out onto the road in hot pursuit. He radioed in his report, saying that the vehicle was not stopping nor slowing down, and was even speeding up. He asked the dispatcher to contact the TCPD, as the speeding vehicle would likely make it over the County Line before he could catch up to it.
In the car, the passenger was stunned when the driver sped up. "Lawrence, what the hell are you doing?"
"We gotta get over the County Line." the driver replied, his speech slurring. "When we get over the line we can pull over, and the TCPD cops will take care of it."
"Dude, you're drunk as a skunk!" the passenger said.
"When I pull over, you're going to get out, run around, and get in the driver seat, while I climb over into the shotgun seat." the driver said. "They'll give you the breathalyzer, you'll be clean, and at worst you get a speeding ticket, which the coaches will take care of."
"I dunno, dude..." the passenger said.
"Trust me, dude." said the driver. "And you know I can't get a DUI, or our whole team's screwed."
The car flew past the sign that announced that they were in the Town & County. A TCPD vehicle with it's blue lights flashing was coming up to them. The driver turned hard onto Reservoir Road, almost losing control of the fast car. He sped on down and pulled into the parking lot of McGhillie's Golf Course.
The Police cruiser had passed the turn onto Reservoir Road, and had to double back. As they sped down the road, Officer Mullen Grant said "There it is."
"Yep. Just who I thought it was." said Officer Ron McElwane, who was driving. They pulled into parking lot behind the Charger, and affixed their floodlights onto it. They got out, and McElwane cautiously approached the vehicle. As the driver lowered the door window, McElwane was a bit surprised.
"May I see your drivers license and registration, please?" McElwane said. The driver, who looked young, nerdy, and scared, handed him the documents. "Noah Ruggs. You're the placekicker on the University football team, arentcha?"
"Yes sir. Backup, anyway." said Ruggs meekly. "I'm going to be the starting punter next year."
Meanwhile, Officer Mullen Grant moved up the passenger side of the car and tapped on the shotgun door window. "Why Lawrence Watson!" Grant said as the passenger was revealed. "Why are you the passenger in your own car---"
He stopped as the NCPD patrol car came roaring in, blue lights blazing. "Ah, crap." said McElwane. "Stay put. Let me take care of this."
As NCPD Officer Neumann got out of his car and came up, McElwane said "Out of jurisdiction, aren't you?"
"Hot pursuit." said Neumann. "I've got a radar lock. 108 mph in the 50 mph zone near the Lakeside Inn & Suites."
"We've got it covered." said McElwane. "You can go back to your jurisdiction."
"I've still gotta make a report." persisted Neumann. "I need their names, at the least. And it's SOP to make sure the driver is sober."
"Kid, I told you: we've got it handled." said McElwane, fronting the skinny, redheaded, pimply-faced young rookie in an attempt to intimidate him. "We'll tell our Commander and your Chief that you did a good job and did the right things. Now go home.
"I can't do that." Neumann said. "I called in the initial pursuit. I've gotta call it in and tell them you're taking it over."
McElwane was about to square up to Neumann, but Mullen Grant spoke up and said "Hold on, Ron. Let's give the driver a sobriety test, we'll send the NCPD a copy of our report by email, and Officer... Officer..."
"Neumann." said Howard E. Neumann.
"And Officer Neumann can go." Grant said.
Neumann was very unsure, and felt the pressure McElwane was putting on him. Still fresh out of the Police Academy, he did what he was trained to do: follow protocol to the letter. "I have to radio this in. I can't just walk away, not without these guys's IDs."
McElwane said no more, but went back to the Charger. "Step out of the car, please." he told the driver. Ruggs got out. McElwane went through the motions, moving his finger side to side, then having the slender young man walk on a straight line. Then he gave him a breathalyzer test.
"Point oh-two." said McElwane as he showed the other Officers. "You're okay... legally." He handed Neumann the driver's license. "Take a photo, if you like."
"What about the other guy, the passenger?" Neumann said as he photographed the DL. Then he photographed the car tag before McElwane could stop him.
"Don't worry about him. He's not driving, he's just a passenger." McElwane said.
"I still need his name---" started Neumann.
"NO YOU DON'T!" yelled McElwane into his face. His hand dropped to his holstered gun and unsnapped the strap, then gripped the service weapon but did not draw it. "Now I've given you far more courtesy than you deserve. Get back into your patrol car and go the fuck home!"
"What the hell? You're gonna shoot me?" Neumann gasped in shock.
"Easy Ron." said Mullen Grant, coming up to them. He said to Neumann "He's right, the passenger doesn't matter for your report. Go call in what you need to, but we're taking care of this, and you need to return to your jurisdiction."
Not knowing what to do, and realizing he was not in his own county, Officer Neumann got back in his vehicle, turned off the flashing lightbar, and pulled back on the road to home, but shaken and infuriated by what had happened. If the Nextdoor County Police Chief was at home, he'd call her now. But she was away overnight. He resolved to write a detailed Police report, and also a Memorandum For The Record of what had happened, and he would make sure to preserve his dashcam and Officer-cam recordings.
Meanwhile, Officer Ron McElwane had Lawrence Watson, the highly touted University Bulldogs football QB, get out of the car. Watson was unsteady on his feet, clearly intoxicated. McElwane spoke to him for a few minutes, then they wrapped it up and got into their Police cruiser and pulled out.
"What did you tell him?" Grant asked.
"I told him he needs to be careful." McElwane said. "I was barely able to cover for him at Christmas, and now we've got that punk rookie from another jurisdiction trying make trouble. And the punk's Police Chief is the mother of two of our Police Commander's children; Troy ain't gonna take our word over hers if she chooses to believe that little shit."
"Well, Commander Troy and Commander Croyle are out of Town tonight." Grant said. "Hopefully this will slip under the radar. But you're right: Lawrence Watson had better be careful. If he keeps drinking and driving, and Commander Troy or, worse, Commander Croyle catches him... his football career and the Bulldogs's hopes are o-vahhh..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Unaware of what was happening at home, we got the kids ready for bed, and eventually into their rooms and their beds. Herding cats, it was.
Some time later, after the kids were settled in, I went downstairs to get some chocolate milk that I'd bought and put in the kitchen refrigerator. As I was drinking a large glass of it and was about to go up the stairs, Laura came out of the den/sitting room. "Have you seen Carole?" she asked. "She's not in bed like she should be."
I 'listened harder' and thought I heard the sound of a song being played on the front porch. "I think I hear her." I said. "I'll go get her."
Making sure I had a keycard, I went out onto the front porch. In the strong light of the full moon, I saw Carole sitting in one of the rocking chairs. "Mind if I join you?" I asked as I sat down in the rocking chair next to hers.
"Sure, Daddy." Carole replied. "It's not the back deck, but it'll do!"
I chuckled, then said "Why are you out here at this time of night?"
Carole said: "I'm listening to this song. And I'm waiting for Mommy to go to sleep. She's really mad at me for asking that question about the super-'puter today. I don't know why she gets mad at me for things like that."
"Did she say something to you about it?" I asked, very surprised.
"Yes sir." Carole said, a bit forlornly "She said I should not have said anything."
"You asked a good question." I said. "As to your mother, she was raised to have certain manners, where kids don't ask questions in public settings like that.."
"She didn't get mad at Jim when he asked a question." Carole replied. That struck me a little bit... and it struck me harder as I thought about it.
"Maybe she'll say something to him later." I said, knowing that Carole's true complaint was the disparity of treatment. To prevent her from saying any more about it, I said "What song are you listening to?"
"It's called 'The Wolf and the Moon', by Brunuhville." Carole said. "It's a Celtic instra-men-tal. And it could be Aunt Treesa's theme song."
"Yes, it could be." I said as I listened to it with her. "So what's my theme song, if I were going to have one?"
"Probably 'Beethoven Virus'." Carole said simply. I chuckled at that, then we watched over the silent neighborhood in the stillness of the night. As usual, Carole was right: 'The Wolf and the Moon' seemed to be 'just right' for this moment in this place. And for the story of the Iron Wolf...
To be continued.
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Dedicated to all of America's Special Forces.
Part 5 - Trouble In Paradise
6:00am local time, Sunday, April 24th. I woke up feeling as if I'd slept in... and with the time zone change, I had. I got up and took a very hot shower, but a very quick one: despite Todd's assurances that the water heating system was excellent and there was plenty of hot water, I wanted to use as little as possible so everyone would have enough.
I dressed in my semi-formal uniform: white shirt, black necktie, creased pants with two thin stripes of light blue piping on the side. My jacket was on its hanger, which I'd hung on one of the stair railings. It was adorned with thick light blue piping near the end of the sleeves, my 'fruit salad' of ribbons over the right pocket, and two gleaming silver stars on the epaulettes on each shoulder. And the Medal of Valor with oak leaf cluster was in the inner pocket.
Breakfast of bacon, egg, and cheese biscuits and sausage, egg, and cheese croissants would arrive at 7:30. In the meantime, I got out my iPad and sat down in the living room and activated my TCPD app. As I read the duty logs, NCPD Chief Molly Evans came in. She had hung her uniform jacket on its hanger on a peg in the hall wall. Her jacket displayed medals instead of just ribbons, including her NCPD Medal of Valor. Armed with her iPad, she sat down next to me.
After a moment, she said "If you get a chance, check out the NCPD duty logs. Our new rookie Officer filed a very interesting report."
I looked it up, seeing NCPD Officer Neumann's report, which detailed not only the pursuit of Lawrence Watson's vehicle, but the aggressive and threatening actions by TCPD Officer McElwane towards Neumann.
"Wow." I said. I tried to find McElwane's report, but there wasn't one. Mullen Grant had not filed a report, either. I began typing an email.
Teresa came into the room, also in her semi-formal uniform, with a skirt and black high-heel pumps instead of pants. She'd also hung her jacket and MOV on a hanger on a staircase pole. "What's going on?" she asked after taking one look at me and Molly.
"Incident back home." I said. "NCPD Officer in hot pursuit of a Dodge Charger, which made it over the line into our County."
"Football player's Charger? University blue in color?" Teresa asked. As I nodded, the Iron Wolf said "They all have them, and they speed like hell. Damn good thing I wasn't there, especially if the driver was drunk."
Molly said "According to my Officer's Police report, the driver blew 0.02, but Don says the TCPD Officers have not filed their reports yet."
"Who were our guys?" Teresa asked.
Molly said "Neumann... that's my guy... put in his report that the TCPD Officer named 'McElwane' yelled at him, Neumann to leave. Then McElwane literally unsnapped his gun's holster and put his hand on his weapon. Neumann saw McElwane's name tag on his uniform. He didn't see who the other Officer was. The driver of the Charger was a guy named Noah Ruggs, and the car tag is registered to Lawrence Watson. Neumann never saw the passenger in the Charger; he stayed in the car, and the TCPD Officers refused to say who the passenger was."
I said "I don't know why, but Mullen Grant was the Officer assigned to patrol with McElwane." A moment later, I muttered "Crap." As all eyes turned to me, I said "I'm sending emails to Myron and Mary Milton, telling them to seek out and preserve any data from any dashcams, Officer-cams, street cams and the cameras around the Lakeside Inn & Suites and McGhillie's Golf Course, including NCPD Officer Neumann's Officer-cam and dashcam."
Me; "If anything shows McElwane making the stop of the vehicle, the Mighty Miltons are to send emails to Captain Hewitt and Lieutenant Davis, cc:'d to the Chief, me, and both of you ladies, telling Hewitt and Davis to be prepared to fully brief me Monday morning on McElwane's traffic stop of the Charger."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Breakfast arrived. Little kids and big kids (Todd) came down from upstairs. Todd was wearing a well-fitting suit and tie. Little Jack Burke was emulating his uncle by wearing a similar suit and tie that fit him well. Todd's boys Doug and Mike were in their 'Sunday best' black sportscoats, shirts (but no ties) and pants, and black sneakers with white soles, which was 'fashion' these days.
Paulina was wearing her pink skirt and jacket with a cream-color blouse and matching high heel pumps. Tasha was also wearing a pink dress, with white stockings and black Mary-Jane shoes. Laura was wearing a white blouse, Navy blue skirt and jacket, and matching blue stockings and blue high heel pumps. On her lapel, Laura wore something I'd never seen her wear before: an enameled miniature ribbon that denoted her CIA Distinguished Intelligence Cross.
Ian Ross was wearing a plaid sportscoat, black pants, white shirt... and black clip-on bow tie, which was beginning to be a trademark for him. And then things went downhill from there (not really). Ross was wearing a cream-colored mock-turtleneck pullover shirt, same color as Paulina's blouse, with a black jacket and pants. Jim was wearing clothing similar to Doug and Mike, but with normal Sunday-best shoes. The problem was that his mother had required him to wear a tie, and as a result his face denoted his misery.
Laura was not very happy that Jim was displaying some attitude. And my wife's mood became considerably worse when Carole came down. My Clan Crowbar heir was wearing her white jeans, white tennis shoes, and white pullover sweater with the Clan Crowbar logo on the front and back, similar to what she'd worn at the Christmas Concert.
"Carole!" Laura exclaimed. "Go put on your dress! These are important ceremonies!"
"I know, Mommy." Carole replied. "That's why I'm wearing this."
"Don't you backtalk me, young lady!" Laura said sternly. "Now do what I told you---"
"Hold on." I said, intervening. "Carole, go get your breakfast biscuit before someone else eats it." As Carole rushed to the kitchen, I said to Laura "Can we talk for a minute?"
Laura was glaring daggers at me, but followed me, and we went out onto the front porch. There was a bit of a chill in the air, which would burn off as the sun rose and climbed into the sky. There was a -lot- more chill in my wife's demeanor.
"What the hell, Don?" Laura whispered angrily. "How can you let her go to these ceremonies dressed like that?"
"She's fine." I said, having an idea of why Carole had dressed that way. "What is -wrong-, Laura? Why are you so angry with Carole?"
"Her attire is -not- fine." Laura fired back.
I said "And you ripped her for asking that question during the tour yesterday. And you were harsh when you told her to turn off her music at the stargazing. Yeah, it could've bothered others, but why put her on blast for that?"
"She needs to learn manners and consideration for others." Laura said angrily. "And I told her that she needs to keep her mouth shut on tours like that. Children are to be seen and not heard."
"Did you get onto Jim for asking a question during that same tour?" I asked. Laura almost recoiled, and I saw the shock on her face, which became anger... well, maybe determination to be right and to enforce her will upon me.
"Jim has much better manners than Carole does." Laura spat. "Carole has to learn manners, and her place---"
We were jarred by the sound of the opening of the door. Teresa's face appeared and she said "Y'all better get back in here and get some coffee." She made a point not to leave us alone again.
"We'll hash this out later." I said as I turned for the door and went inside. Laura glared at me, but seeing that I was done talking about the issue for the time being, she followed me inside...
Part 6 - Honors And Remembrances
9:45am local time, Sunday, April 24th. BOW Enterprises buses, which were more like large vans, picked us up and carried us to the town square, which was much larger than our Town & County's Courthouse Square. In front of the newly refurbished and expanded Public Safety Headquarters was what very likely was a statue, covered by a tarp. Another similarly tarp-covered statue was in front of City Hall, across the huge grass lawn and way down from us.
And rows of tables were set up in the middle of the grass lawn, with checkered red and white plastic tablecloths. Seating for several hundred people. Food was being cooked on grills somewhere out of our sight, and would be placed on the serving table at the far (south) end of the field, near City Hall and the Cemetery.
We were reunited with the others from our Town & County contingent. Sheriff Griswold had stayed with local Police Chief (and former TCPD Chief) Harold Bennett, and they came up to us. As everyone except Cindy greeted Chief Bennett and talked about Police things in both locations, Chief Moynahan came up with the former local Police Chief. Teresa peeled off and (literally) pulled Todd over to talk to them; after all, that woman had been the Policewoman that had helped Teresa on the most horrible night of Teresa's life, the Christmas Eve where Teresa's sister had died and her father had gone insane.
And what's more... the older woman was wearing the uniform of this county's Sheriff! She explained that she won the special election that had been called by the Governor of the State. We all congratulated her, and I took photos of her, Chief Moynahan, and Teresa with my iPhone.
I spoke with some of the Police Officers I'd met when we were last here (Author's note: 'Centuries'), and introduced Laura to them. Tanya and Jack Muscone and their kids had arrived, and everyone was examining Tanya's Tank, her tracked wheelchair, with great curiosity.
My mother Phyllis and Teresa's Aunt Clarissa came up. Clarissa was in a normal wheelchair, and therefore stayed mostly on the sidewalks. Teresa ended up going over and introducing her and my mother to people.
Molly was watching over Jim as well as Ross and Ian. Cindy, Tim Jenkins, and their son Benjamin were walking around talking with everyone. Callie took charge of Betsy Ross. She (Callie) was going to hang out with Laura, who was obliging about that but began separating herself from me and Carole, Paulina and Tasha. And I realized why: Laura was trying to keep Carole and Betsy separated so that people would not see the uncanny resemblance of the two girls with each other.
Alison McFarland came over to me. "My father will be here in a little while. He's got Secret Service protection, and he doesn't want everyone else to have to deal with that, so he'll limit his public exposure."
I nodded, then looked at Alison's small but powerful videocamera and said "I see you are doing some work today, as well."
"I'm going to do a follow-up of that story I did on Admiral Cordell and Teresa." Alison said. (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 03; 'Sugar and Spice', Ch. 04.) "I know, I know... KXTC wouldn't be caught dead reporting on a positive, feel-good story like this. But I'm not them. And I think it's going to be great."
"It will be." I said. "It will be, I'm sure." I caught the slightest gleam in Alison's eye as I said that. Hmmm, what does she know, and what is she up to? I thought to myself.
I had to put that into its compartment of the mind. Other groups were arriving, people who were not with us. I noticed Admiral Leonard R. Cordell, in his white Admiral uniform, hustle over to one bus, and by 'hustle' I meant the old man was all but running. And I saw why, as I recognized several of the old men, some in military uniforms, as they disembarked. They had been at the ceremony when Teresa's father had been posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor. (Author's note: 'Her Last Bow', Ch. 02.)
"Those old guys want to meet you, Daddy." Carole said to me.
"Okay." I said. We moseyed over as those that knew Admiral Cordell exchanged hugs with him, ranks notwithstanding.
As we got to them, Cordell said "For those of you who have not met him, this is Police Commander Don Troy, the Iron Crowbar. And that's his daughter, the one our Captain's daughter Teresa saved." They began coming up to me in a line, shaking hands with me, and also with Carole, who greeted them respectfully and politely.
One of the old, retired Green Berets, wearing his uniform, introduced three much younger Green Berets, who were in the active Army. One of them was the old man's grandson, and his old eyes beamed with pride as the introductions were made. I fleetingly thought to myself that I hoped to feel that same pride for my children and grandchildren if and when I made it to that age. But I digress.
A moment later Teresa and Todd came up with their boys. The sheer reverence the old men had for Teresa's father was evident in the way they greeted her. She introduced her family, making sure to say that Todd had arranged much of the festivities over the weekend. Todd said it was the least he could do for 'The Wolf', which was Teresa's father's call sign in Viet Nam, and those who had served with him.
Meanwhile, I was distracted as I saw Town & County Police Chaplain Alberto Romano come up. He was wearing his TCPD uniform with ribbons, and a black shirt and his white clerical collar beneath it. "Hello, Father." I said. "I'm surprised but not surprised to see you here today."
After greeting me and Carole, Father Romano said "I've been in this area all week, sir."
"Interesting place for a vacation." I said. Romano knew what I was hinting at.
"Yes, I do need to explain some things." he said. "And I have some important information to give you. But after all this is done."
"If it's that important, let's go talk about it now." I said.
"It's more important than our lives on this earth." Father Romano said. "But it can wait a few hours, even a day. Perhaps on the plane ride home, if I can take a seat on your plane?"
"Certainly." I said...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 10:30am, the Mayor of the town and his aides began herding us towards the Public Safety building. The crowd had swelled to over 100 people as townspeople joined us for the ceremonies to take place.
"I want to thank all of you for being here today." said the Mayor into the microphone he was holding, his voice booming out over the mobile sound system setup. "Through the generosity of some of our new businesses, as well as the increased tax base revenue as we grow, we have been able to renovate and expand our Police, Fire, EMT, and Sheriff's Departments. They now have up-to-date lifesaving and crimefighting tools."
Everyone applauded, then the Mayor went on: "We are honored to name the refurbished and expanded Public Safety Complex after a great man that once called our town home, who went to war on behalf of our Nation, posthumously earning the Medal of Honor, and who protected our town as Sheriff for many years." He named Teresa's father, and everyone applauded.
Then the Mayor said "We are fortunate to have his daughter Teresa with us today. Commander Croyle, would you come up for the unveiling of the statue?"
Teresa came up, but then surprised everyone by saying into the microphone "I know he was my father, and I greatly respect his military service. And that service is why it would not be right for me to do this. This honor belongs to the great soldiers and the sailor that served with my father in war, that fought by his side, and who saved many lives by their actions. Admiral Cordell, would you please come up and do this?"
"I'd love to." said Admiral Cordell as he came up and took the mic from Teresa. As she attempted to retreat, he said "Stay up here with me. And I'd like to ask all of my fellow Vietnam veterans to come up." They did so, and stood alongside as Cordell and Teresa pulled on the ropes to remove the tarp.
As it fell, the bronze statue of a tall, well-built bald man appeared. His hands were on his hips like the Superman statue in Metropolis, Illinois. He had a wide, open-mouth smile that Teresa did not inherit. He looked young, the youth of his days in war, but he was attired in the uniform of the local county's Sheriff, which he had been.
I recognized the source of this portrayal of Teresa's father. When Alison McFarland had done her special on Admiral Cordell, she'd given him and Teresa photos of the Captain and his Corpsman. The statue was straight off of that photograph. (Author's note: 'Sugar & Spice', Ch. 04.)
As everyone applauded, I saw the tears in the eyes of all the old veterans, including Admiral Cordell. Teresa had that inscrutable look on her attractive face that I could never quite decipher.
The Mayor read the plaque on the stone base of the statue, which was six feet high. It was entitled "THE WOLF", and underneath that headline, words told the story of him posthumously receiving the Medal of Honor during his combat service in Viet Nam, then being Sheriff of this county.
The Mayor introduced Henrique Fallon, the sculptor of the bronze statue. He was French, literally from France, and he looked surprisingly young, in his late 20s. He had wavy black hair and a pencil mustache and goatee that reminded me of the ubiquitous Guy Fawkes/Anonymous face on the masks. He seemed to always be smiling, and he talked in a cheerful tone... almost Rudistan-'ish' in quality.
In good English but with a French accent, he said "It izzz my honor to have been asked to create this sculpture of ze great warrior 'Ze Wolf'. And I have these smaller statues that I created to test the molds, which I present to Ze Capitan's Corpsman who saved hi life, and his surviving daughter, ze great Police hero, Commandant Croyle."
Everyone applauded as Admiral Cordell and Teresa came up and received their statues, which were about a foot high including the bases. Then Police Chief Bennett came up and said "We'll be having groups coming through for tours during the course of the day. Please sign up for a time with the Officers at the door. I'd like to ask everyone here who is or has been a Law Enforcement Officer or First Responder, of this jurisdiction or any other, to come on through first."
As we went through, Tanya and I noticed and discussed the new interrogation room entry system, where one door had to be closed and locked for the other to open. We agreed on where that came from: TCPD Headquarters. Their processing system was excellent, maybe even better than ours. And while their Intel Center wasn't quite as good as ours (and they had no equivalent of the Mighty Miltons), it was modern and up-to-date, with nice new computers.
The Fire Department had two new Engines and two new Trucks augmenting the two older ones that were still in service. And two ambulances, new and very well equipped, joined two older ambos that had been freshly equipped with the best equipment available.
Once we came back out, we were directed to head towards the Public Library, which was directly across the field from the Public Safety Complex. Henrique Fallon came up to us and I spoke to him in fluent French, which surprised him. As we talked in French, he told me that he had studied at The Sorbonne, that he knew Dr. Juanita Rivera, the Romance Languages professor at the University, and that he hoped the commissions on the statues here would help his career take off.



* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we gathered in front of the Public Library, I noticed that the awning over the door was covered with a tarp. The Public Safety Complex stopped their tours momentarily, and an increasingly large crowd gathered at the Library.
The Mayor, Head Librarian, and the High School principal came around to the doors. And then from inside stepped the United States Army Chief of Staff, General Alexander McFarland.
The principal talked about Mildred, who was Sergeant Wilkins's sister, telling us of her over four decades of schoolteaching, her charity works with her late husband, and her volunteering of her time at the Library. Then they asked me, Your Iron Crowbar, to come up and tell how Mildred had helped me and Jack Muscone by telling us Teresa's story (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story'), and I did. I also mentioned my sadness that Mildred had died before her time, and before my most recent visit here.
I don't know why, but I was asked to help pull the tarp down. Along with the head librarian, I did so. The sign we uncovered read 'WILKINS MEMORIAL LIBRARY'. They were naming the Library after the brother and sister.
Then General McFarland said "As some of you know, Sergeant Wilkins was from this town, and Mildred was his sister. We were recently asked to review the circumstances of his last mission and his death. And I am pleased to say that Sergeant Wilkins was recommended for a very special award. Attention to orders!"
Everyone in uniform came to attention, including us Police Officers, whether through training, habit, or instinct. General McFarland read the citation, which ended with the words "...Wilkins is awarded the Army Distinguished Service Cross!"
Everyone applauded strongly for some moments. Then Carole tugged my hand and nudged her head at the group of Green Berets. One of them was crying unabashedly. It was the man whose grandson was with him. Carole moved away from me, and went up to him and asked "What's wrong, sir?"
"It should have been me. I should have died, not him," the old man wailed. I could sense some long-held-back anguish coming up to the surface and out of him.
He then said "I was the radioman on that mission. He took my radio and made the call himself. The Charlie's shot him while he was calling the 173d in. It should have been me making that call, not him---"
"No sir, it couldn't have been." Carole said loudly enough for all of us nearby to hear. "Don't you see? You didn't know the radio frequency. He did. And it was what it was. It happened like the Universe meant it to. Besides, you had to come home so your grandson could be born. He's going to do something great one day."
The old man tried to regain his composure as his comrades said words confirming Carole's. "You're right, young lady." he said. "Thank you. So what great things will my grandson do?"
"Uhh, I'm not sure I can talk about it." Carole said. "It's Green Beret stuff. Secret stuff."
"That's exactly right, Carole." Laura said harshly. "You should not say another word. At all."
"I'm sorry." Carole said to the soldiers. "I was only trying to help."
"Don't be sorry." said the old man. "You helped very much."
The head librarian said "We're going to have the military personnel and Police Officers come in to see the display, and everyone else can sign up for a time to come in and see it after lunch."
As we got into the line, Laura whispered angrily: "I'm going to take Carole aside. I cannot believe how rude she was---"
"No," I said coldly, looking my wife square in the eye. "She's staying with me for the time being. You're too angry right now. I'll handle her."
Laura's look at me was as angry a look as she'd ever given me. "You do that, then!" she hissed, then turned and stalked off. I watched her go over to Paulina and Tasha.
I was watching them, and did not notice the old man in khaki pants, white shirt, red sweater, and a plaid golf/beanie hat like the late Payne Stewart used to wear while playing golf. He came up to Carole and saluted. She returned the salute, then asked "Why are you saluting me, sir?"
He replied "I'm not a 'sir', I'm a sergeant. And Army Sergeants salute Army Officers."
Carole said "Thank you for helping my daddy and Aunt Treesa."
"It was my duty, and also my pleasure." the man said. "Now it's your turn, to fulfill your destiny, and your Greatness."
I became aware of what I was hearing. I turned back to make sure Carole was next to me, and I saw him as he began walking away. He turned and winked at me, and then disappeared behind a group of people. I did not try to follow him, and I couldn't have if I wanted to, since the group was surrounding us and we were being ushered into the Library.
I said to Carole "Who was that?"
"That was Sergeant Wilkins, Daddy." Carole said. "Didn't you recognize him?"
Yes, I'd recognized him. He was the man who'd spoken to me and then disappeared into a bathroom he somehow was spirited out of (Author's note: 'Secrets of Apple Grove', Ch. 03), and he was the man I'd dreamed I'd talked to when we were last here. (Author's note: 'Centuries', Ch. 02.).
But why was he saluting Carole? I asked myself. I didn't have time to contemplate; I put that into a compartment of the mind as we were ushered into the Library...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
When one went inside the Library, the desk was along the left wall, which also had the offices, a reading room, then the door to the restrooms and audiovisual rooms, where Cindy and Tim Jenkins had copied the videotapes of Teresa's race. (Author's note: 'Home For The Holidays', Ch. 01-02.)
To the left of the door as one looked at it from inside the large room was a plaque, with the faces of Sergeant Wilkins and Mildred in bronze relief against a black background. Words underneath told their stories. And to the sides of the plaque were half-finished drawings/paintings of them. Sergeant Wilkins was wearing a Green Beret. Mildred's showed her a little older; perhaps it had been taken from a school yearbook.
"Those look suspiciously like Marie Steele works." I said.
"That's because they -are- my paintings." said Marie Steele, who was standing next to Carole.
"Not much gets past you, Don." said Stephanie Steele. Then she said quietly "Your nephew Todd commissioned them. He paid Marie $200 for them, which we promptly put into the bank account we opened for her." I just nodded.
Other photos of the Wilkinses as youngsters and her over the years also hung on the walls. And underneath the plaque and paintings was a wooden cabinet with glass windows on the top, front, and sides. On the top row, the newly-awarded Distinguished Service Cross in its open box was on display, next to the framed citation for it. To it's right was the framed citation given to Mildred upon achieving 40 years as a schoolteacher, as well as the six engraved plaques for Teacher of the Year awards she'd been awarded.
"It should have been the Medal of Honor." I heard Admiral Leonard R. Cordell say quietly to General Alexander McFarland.
"We tried." said McFarland. "We tried hard. It was taken into account that he gave his life to get the message out. But they were comparing it to what Teresa's father did, which was considered to be a higher level of heroism. I thought getting Wilkins a DSC instead of a Silver Star was doing well."
"You're right." said Cordell. "And I'm not ungrateful. I appreciate your efforts."
Meanwhile, the old radioman went over to the Head Librarian. "Would you put this in the cabinet with his medal?" he asked. It was his green beret, with the same 5th SF group patch and the Green Beret regimental crest on it that Wilkins's green beret had had. The librarian nodded, took the beret, and put it into the cabinet...
Part 7 - Tributes
We headed to the south end of the huge grassy square, where lunch was being served. I thought to myself that it was a great idea to put the serving table down there, as it drew everyone in that direction, where the next events would be held.
I was offered two cheeseburgers, and I accepted that offer. I put lots of fixins on them, took my bag of chips, and went to a nearby table. I was soon joined by my kids, all of them. Marie was sitting next to Carole, who was on my right side, and her parents sat down to her other side. Laura and Paulina sat on the other side of Tasha and Ian, and Jim and Ross on down the line.
Across from us were Todd and Teresa and their boys, Tim Jenkins and Benjamin, Cindy, Callie, and Betsy. Down the line, across from Laura, sat the Muscone family, Clarissa Belvedere sat next to Tanya, and my mother, the Sheriff, Chief Moynahan and this county's Sheriff sat further down the line.
Townspeople were trickling in. Some may have been at church, and some just decided to come for lunch and the afternoon events. Some went and signed up for the tours, and those that came out of those tours came down to get food. As they did, many of them gave us looks of curiosity.
Cindy said to me: "Don, do you remember when we went to Augusta National, and all those people were just standing there, watching the Members and their families eat?"
"I sure do." I said. (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 03.)
Cindy replied "I kinda feel that same way now, with all those people watching us."
"I hear ya." I said. "But it's all good. I'm just glad they're not coming over and getting selfies while we're eating."
Todd asked "What did you think of the statue of your father, Teresa?"
"It was nice." Teresa said with no emotion in her voice. "The sculptor used that photo of him and Admiral Cordell in Viet Nam. I remember him when he was a good bit older."
"So what else is left today?" Cindy asked.
"You are ready to go home, arentcha?" I asked, meaning it humorously to tease my first cousin. But Teresa's face showed a slight scowl.
Cindy said "Yes, I am. We've got dogs at home now. Seth and Joanne Warner are feeding them, since they live nearby, but otherwise the dogs are alone. By the way, who's keeping Bowser and Buddy?"
"Myron and Mary Milton." I said. "Mary has been coming to The Cabin or The Mountain Nest on the way to looking over the construction on their new property, two doors down from your house and next to the Steele's new home. So they've been getting to know Bowser and Buddy. They'll throw down some food for the cats, too."
Teresa said to the Steeles: "Your new home... it's all but completed, isn't it?"
"Yes." said Stephanie Steele. "With good weather, we're looking at it being done by May 1st. We've already changed our official address, and Edward has been living in the truck camper several days a week to be in compliance..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, people who had volunteered to help host the lunch began asking everyone to move towards the Cemetery for the next event. We headed over to the front gate (actually just an opening in the fence). The florist had brought several wreaths, and they were waiting to be laid at gravesides.
Clarissa Belvedere Esterson took the microphone that broadcast over mobile speakers, and said that she was going to lay a wreath at her sister's grave, which was not very far inside the main gate. But she was struggling to get out of her wheelchair, and walking over the uneven ground did not appear to be a promising proposition.
And then an amazing thing happened. My daughter Carole showed why she was wearing all white with the Clan Troy logo on her sweatshirt. She came up and stood in front of Clarissa, bowed formally, and said loudly, "Hello, Aunt Clarissa. I'm Carole Troy, daughter of the Iron Crow-bar. I would be hon-urrrred to assist you with laying the wreath."
To me and Teresa, it was a wonderful thing. But not to Laura. She had a furious look on her face, and I thought I was going to have stop her from going after Carole and dragging her back into the crowd. Perhaps seeing me shuffle my position in anticipation of stopping her, Laura did not move.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled Clarissa. "Thank you, Child. I would be honored to have your assistance." She remained standing, assisted by my mother Phyllis. Carole took the all-white wreath and carried it to Teresa's mother Sarah's grave, and leaned the wreath against the pink marble of the headstone. Then Carole backed up to the foot of the grave, bowed formally, then walked back to the gate.
"Young lady," said one of the Green Berets, who were in a group with Admiral Cordell and the Veterans that had served with Teresa's father, "would you mind helping us, too, and laying this wreath on our Captain's grave?"
"I would be hon-urrrred." Carole said. She took the wreath, which was about as large as her, and was white but adorned with tiny American Flags, red, white, and blue ribbons, and patches of the 173d Airborne Brigade, and carried it over to the grave marked with Teresa's father's name and the words 'Medal of Honor'. She placed the wreath properly, then reached into her white jeans pocket, brought something out, and held it up for all to see.
It was a penny, bright and shiny and copper-colored. She went up next to the headstone and placed the penny on it, next to the glued-down quarter Teresa had left in the past, and the glued-down Challenge Coin that Admiral Cordell had left when he visited. I could sense the crowd's approval of the gesture, and the emotions in the hearts of the Veterans who had known the war hero.
Teresa then asked Carole to put the third of the four wreaths on Alexis's grave. Carole did, then added the gesture of going to her knees, Japanese-style, at the foot of Alexis's grave and bowing low. Teresa, Todd, and I also bowed (standing up).
As Carole came back to the gate, Jack Muscone and I came up and moved to the left of the gate. "Carole," said Muscone, "would you lay that last wreath at Mildred's grave?" Muscone had been with me when we talked to Mildred years before, and obtained Teresa's story, and he had wanted to make this gesture. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story'.)
"I would be hon-urrred, sir." Carole said, taking the last white wreath. Jack and I moved over to where the Wilkins family graves were, but Carole already seemed to know the correct location and headstone to lay the wreath. She did so, bowed formally, then came back to the front gate. Teresa fist-bumped her, then her sister Tasha and her brother Ian fist-bumped her.
As we were herded over to City Hall for the final event, I said to Carole "You did very well, Carole. I was very impressed. I'm very proud of you."
"Thank you, Daddy." Carole said, very pleased with my compliments. Then her little face took on a worried look. She said "But Mommy's even madder at me now."
"Don't worry about it." I said. "I'll talk to your mother. You just keep doing what you do, and being what you are."
Part 8 - Souls of Iron
As we walked towards City Hall and the tarp-covered statue, I noticed heightened anticipation in a number of people. Todd's brilliant grin was growing even more brilliant despite his attempts to be solemn and serious. Sheriff Griswold's big mustaches were twitching most merrily. Admiral Cordell also had a gleam in his eyes, though that gleam did not match the sparkle in Tanya's eyes. Clarissa Belvedere Esterson had a bemused smile on her face, and my mother Phyllis was composed, but I could tell that events were a couple of steps behind her vision.
The sculptor Henrique Fallon was on the platform that had been constructed to the statue's right as we looked at it from the front. Next to him, another tarp covered several smaller objects.
The Mayor ascended to the platform and stood behind the microphone on the lectern. "Thank you for coming, everyone." he said. "It's been a great weekend. I want to thank BOW Enterprises, the Midwest & Pacific Railroad, the Federal Railroad Administration, and the US Defense Department for their generous contributions."
Everyone applauded, and then the Mayor said "All of this... all of it, the growth, the new businesses, the revival and blooming of this town... none of it would have been possible without the actions of two great individuals. I'd like to ask Mr. Todd Burke, CEO of BOW Enterprises, to come up and unveil our tribute to them."
Todd went up onto the platform and everyone applauded. As he and the Mayor took the ropes attached to the top of the statue, and began pulling off the tarp, I pondered the Mayor's words. That they were honoring Teresa was the obvious deduction, but who was the other person? Her father again? Todd himself, maybe?
As the tarp fell away, I saw that one of the persons was indeed Teresa. Her bronze likeness was standing erect, her arms to her sides, looking at the eastern horizon over the cemetery, and I'd later learn that it was aligned to the point where the sun rose on the vernal and autumnal equinoxes.
But it was the other person cast in bronze that elicited a gasp of shock from me. It was Your Iron Crowbar... me.
On my last birthday, Marie Steele had given Teresa and me drawings. (Author's note: 'No Show', Ch. 01.) They showed Teresa standing with her hands on her hips, like the Superman statue and now like the statue of her father; and of me, showing me with my trenchcoat flowing behind my right side, and my left arm holding out my crowbar towards the front.
The bronze image of Teresa here showed her looking forward, but with her hands to her sides. My image had the trenchcoat behind Teresa's back, not unlike how I'd enveloped Susie Haskins with my trenchcoat at the Hospital (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 04.), and how Alexis's angel wing was behind Amy on the statue at Ward Harvester Park.
It also had my left arm pointing forward, and holding a crowbar vertically in my left hand. The crowbar had been painted red, and I instinctively detected the mischievous aspects of Todd Burke at work, there.
The plaque on the six-foot-high stone base said:
'THE IRON WOLF
AND
THE IRON CROWBAR'
It was followed by wording denoting how we together had cauterized the Evil of the Beltons from this town (though, thankfully, not how), and how I'd discovered Teresa's inheritance and that she'd used it to create her Trust to help sick children.
"What the..." I gasped out loud as I saw it. Teresa also gasped in surprise. Todd was grinning at us.
Sheriff Griswold came up to me and said "Admit it, Crowbar. They got you. They got you good."
"Uh, yeah. Yeah they did." I said, my voice connoting my disbelief.
Todd took over the microphone and announced our names and pretty much repeated the words of the plaque that told of what we'd done. Then he asked Teresa to come up and 'say a few words'.
Teresa was still clearly stunned, and said "I... I really don't have any words right now. I need Commander Troy to come up and bail me out. He always knows what to say." I came onto the platform and exchanged handshakes with Todd and the Mayor, then a hug with Teresa.
Stepping up to the microphone, I first looked at the statue for a second, then turned and said "I am honored to just be thought of in the same breath as Teresa Croyle, much less be on this statue with her. And it's only meet and right that she be recognized this way."
Me: "You see, it began here. Teresa's story began here. Her journey to become the most decorated Officer in the history of the Town & County Police Force... began here, where she grew up. It was not easy for her, but she never quit, she always pushed forward, and she did so with integrity, and with honor."
Everyone applauded, then I continued: "Teresa inherited her limitless bravery from her father, and she has shown that bravery time and again as we've worked together as Police Officers. I will always be grateful to her for saving my daughter's life, at great risk to her own life and enduring much pain in doing so."



I said "And her bravery is matched only by the goodness of her heart. It was here, in this town, where she learned not only her family heritage on her mother's side, but that she was heiress to an unimaginable fortune. Without hesitation, she used that fortune to create a Trust. The proceeds are being used to find cures for rare diseases, especially those that afflict children. Lives are being saved because of Teresa's generosity, and her great heart."
Me: "The best of this town, of its spirit, is with Teresa now. There's that saying that 'you can take the girl out of the town, but you can't take the town out of the girl'. But I'll just tell you now... you ain't getting her back, at least not if I can help it."
There was laughter at that, then I concluded: "As for me, I am honored to have been thought of along with Teresa, and I am proud to be included on this tribute to her greatness. We've seen the growth and development of this town, and the spirit of its citizens, from Region Champions in Women's Track and Field, to those serving as First Responders, to the hardworking people who can see a bright future, just as this statue shows Teresa looking over the horizon for the bright future that is to come. Thank you, and God bless you."
As the strong round of applause died down, it was once again Teresa's turn. She came up to the microphone and said "I -told- you he would know what to say!" Laughter and applause ensued.
Teresa began: "I am honored that you have thought of me with this statue. I'm even happier that you included the Iron Crowbar, and it is only right that you did. And that's because everything I have been able to do, whether to be a Police Officer protecting and serving our fellow Citizens, or to create the Trust that is saving lives... is because of Donald Troy."
Teresa: "It's appropriate that the statue has him with his coat behind my back... because Don Troy has always had my back, even when I did not deserve it... especially when I did not deserve it. It is not an exaggeration that he has saved my life many times over, both literally and figuratively. He not only saved my Police career, he has taken me with him on his meteoric rise to become the greatest Detective any of us have ever known. He is the kindest, wisest, and bravest man I have ever known, and it is truly an honor to be able to work for and with him."
More applause, then Teresa said: "As my husband said, it was Don Troy that found my maternal family relations, and subsequently the inheritance that is now supporting the medical research that is curing children and giving all of us hope. I now have a family, my mother's sister and her kin... and my own family.
Teresa: "My husband is Don Troy's nephew, and I'm grateful to Todd for all he's done for the town I left in my childhood and never expected to see again. But because of these Troys, I have hope, you have hope, we all have hope for great futures."
More applause, then Teresa finished up: "I appreciate the honor you have done in naming the Public Safety Complex after my father. I have always had great respect for his service to our Nation, his heroism in combat, and I do not forget that he took care of his people and did not leave them behind. So, thank you for this, and God bless you all."
Next up, the Mayor brought up Henrique Fallon, who uncovered three small statues on the table on the platform. The statues were identical to the one of Teresa and me, but the bases were trapezoids of wood, not unlike Heisman Trophy bases.
After announcing that one of the smaller trophies was for Teresa and the other for me, and having us come up to receive them, Henrique Fallon held up a framed drawing. I realized it was the drawing Carole had given Todd on my birthday, and now everything fell into place.
Henrique Fallon was saying "This sculpture was the design of Mademoiselle Marie Steele, and I have given her full co-design credit for it. This is a Marie Steele design, and I hope to collaborate with her to create many more brilliant designs."
As Marie came up, everyone was amazed that the designer was just under nine years old. She tried to lift the miniature statue, but it was too heavy. "Carole! Come help me!" she yelled. Carole came up and together the girls hoisted up the trophy, but moving with it was difficult. Todd rescued them and took temporary possession of it.
The statue would not be defaced, but a strange tradition developed. Teens would sneak in and paint the crowbar in their own school colors, or red, white, and blue for the Fourth of July. The local school would come back and paint their own colors on it again. That crowbar would rarely be red again...
Part 9 - The Voyage Home
4:00pm, Sunday, April After a ton of photos were taken, we went by The Gasthaus and changed into civilian clothes suitable for air travel. We were transported to the Municipal Airport.
One of the BOW Enterprises planes was staying behind, and because of this, Pilot Dave would be joined by Pilot Clint in the cockpit of our aircraft. Ergo, Teresa would be sitting in the passenger cabin with us. Clarissa Belvedere Esterson invited those who had flown on the second BOW plane to fly with her and my mother Phyllis to Town & County Airport. Jack Muscone's Government plane was also returning to TCA.
When we got to the airport, we went to the terminal, where we were met by TSA officials. We were told that we and our luggage would have to go through an 'enhanced' check. For an airport like this, it meant our luggage would have to be checked in, and would be taken into the restricted area and thoroughly searched. Also, all of our persons would have to be wanded and frisked, and possibly strip-searched behind the curtain setup.
Things threatened to get bad when I saw that there were no female TSA Officers, only males, and they wanted to put their hands on Carole, Marie, and Tasha's bodies to search them. I demanded they get a female TSA Agent or Law Enforcement Officer to search the girls, and it was about to become a standoff. Then one of them got a phone call, and after taking it, they backed off.
The call had come from FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. His wife Tanya Muscone had called him about the situation. Some minutes later, the local county Sheriff, Teresa's and our Chief's friend, came to the airport. She personally searched all the women in the group, with Teresa observing the searches of the tender-aged girls.
Once we were passed, we were restricted to the gate room. I'd asked what was going on, and the TSA people refused to say. The local Sheriff said they told her they were on elevated alert, but would not say what the threat was nor anything else.
Some minutes later, Tanya got a phone call. She listened, asked some questions, then listened some more. After hanging up, she wheeled up to us. "That was Jack." she said. "They won't let anyone else use their cellphones, but they can't stop him on account of him being an FBI SAC."
Tanya: "General Alexander McFarland was whisked away by the Secret Service. They didn't even let him hug his daughter goodbye; they just put him on his plane and took off. And then a Secret Service Agent attached himself to Alison, and told her that someone called in and said there was a bomb on one of our planes."
Tanya: "She told Jack, who fronted the TSA about it. They are really being assholes, but Jack began bullying them and they finally admitted to what was happening. The bottom line is that all the planes have to be searched and cleared, as well as all of us and our luggage..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we waited, Father Romano came to me and asked if he could speak to me privately. We went to the far corner of the terminal room. "I was here all this past week." he said. "I was researching Teresa's Christmas plane flight. Everyone was very helpful, and I got a lot of statements and other data."
Father Romano: "What I need to tell you, Commander, is that I am making a package of all the data I've obtained. I'm sending one copy of everything to the Vatican, and I want to give you another one that you can forward to them after Teresa dies."
Father Romano: "I hope that it will be a very, very long time before she departs this earth, and I hope I will be long gone to my own final reward when her death occurs. If you are alive, or perhaps Carole or one of your other children can do it if you've passed, I'd like you to send the extra data packet to the Vatican."
"Sure, but why?" I asked.
Father Romano said "The process of someone being canonized takes five years from the time of the blessed candidate's death. It involves verifying that the candidate performed a miracle, as well as completed good works and other criteria. I believe the plane flight Teresa flew became a genuine miracle when she achieved it after being lost on radar."
"Oh, wowww..." I whispered.
"Yes sir." said Father Romano. "I am hoping that Teresa will be canonized into sainthood..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I get it. The TSA had a job to do. And I should have seen the signs that something was up; the heightened security surrounding the US Army Chief of Staff was our first cluuuue that all was not normal.
Still, they treated us as criminals, and tried to bully us around. And it took several hours to be able to load the planes and take off. The sun had already set, and with the time zone changes, we'd be getting back home late. I hoped the kids would get some sleep on the plane, but you get one guess who did not want to try to sleep, and that guess had better be 'Carole Diana Troy'.
She was sitting in the aisle seat that faced the rear of the plane. Teresa was in the window seat next to her. On the other side of the small table (think 'ironing board' in size), I sat in the window seat and Sheriff Griswold sat next to me.
"It was a good day." growled Sheriff Griswold. "We surprised Crowbar, and honored both him and you, Teresa. And I know of your history with your father, but he was a real hero and a great man. He deserved having the Public Safety Complex named after him."
"Yes sir, I know." Teresa said. "And I've come to really respect what he did, in Viet Nam, and as Sheriff. But..."
"Bu-ut?" I said, coaxing her to let it out.
"I've just never been able to get over what he said to me the night Alexis died." Teresa said with a sigh. (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story'.) "I've come to understand his pain, his anguish, during the years he raised me and Alexis. And I've forgiven most of it, or put it into a compartment of the mind, never to be revisited. But that night... well, I just can't get past it, no matter how hard I've tried."
"It is what it is." Carole said. As we all looked at her, she said "Don't you see? That -had- to happen. It made you what you are. You had to endure the pain, but it led to everything good you have today, and all the good you're doing with the Hos-pi-tul. And for saving me and Diane, too. Don't regret it, don't fight it, but don't make it more than it is, either.. It is what it is."
"It was my karma." Teresa said. Carole nodded vigorously in agreement.
Teresa then said: "Well, there's one thing I'll never regret. I will always be very, very glad I was able to save you." She wrapped Carole in a hug.
"Meeeeeee, too." Carole said, hugging Teresa back.
"Me, three." I said, feeling considerable emotion inside me. And the Sheriff's mustaches were quivering with emotion, as well. A moment later, I heard the notes of the instrumental 'The Wolf and the Moon', which was emanating from Carole's iPhone...
Part 10 - Epilogue - The Wolf and The Moon
The moon was just rising in the east, over the Cemetery, giving some colorless light to the empty grassy lawn of the county square. The two solitary figures were standing in front of the statue of The Iron Wolf and The Iron Crowbar. They looked up and watched as the executive plane that had just taken off climbed into the sky as it headed east, carrying its precious cargo back to the Town & County.
Looking back at the statue, the woman said "Ah, I never thought that young girl in my classroom would become what she has become."
"She is her father's daughter." the man said. "At least you got to see her grow up. I didn't have the opportunity."
"Not in life." the woman said. "But you started the chain of events that led her on her inexorable path. And you helped guide the Iron Crowbar to the truth."
Looking up at the statue, the man said "The Iron Crowbar. As brave as the Captain, and a kinder heart. It has been my honor to help both men, just as you taught the Captain's daughter and helped guide the Iron Crowbar to the truth about her."
Then he turned and looked behind him, and saw the tall man approaching. The rising moon behind him caused his face to be shrouded in utter blackness, but its light reflected strongly off his bald head.
"De oppresso liber, Captain." he said as he crisply saluted, stating the motto of his beloved Green Berets.
"Airborne." the Captain said, returning the salute. "Hello, Sergeant Wilkins. Hello, Mildred. It's good to see you again, as well."
"And you, Sheriff." Mildred said. "We were just admiring the statue of your daughter. She has become a great woman, a daughter you can be justly proud of."
"I am... well, I want to be." said the Captain. "But she achieved in spite of me, not because of me. I said an ugly thing... a horrible thing... to her. And I never got the chance to say I was sorry, nor to take it back. I caused her great pain..."
"It is what it is." said Wilkins. "Don't you see? It had to be that way. It hurt her, but it made her what she has become. All those children's lives being saved, the line of the great Iron Crowbars preserved... it started that night, that Christmas Eve night."
"Yes, you're right." said the Captain as the Moon rose higher behind him, seeming to grow larger and larger, bathing them in its Light. "Still, if only there could have been another way."
Mildred said "But she has achieved her Destiny. She has completed her missions."
"And now it's all up to young Carole Troy." Wilkins said.
"True." said the Captain as the Moon filled the night sky, it's Light seeming to swirl. "And speaking of missions... that is why I'm here. Your missions are also completed. I'm here to take you Home."
"Ah yes." said Mildred. "It will be good to get back Home." They all turned and took one last look at the statue as the Light of the Moon descended upon them...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"Out of the mouth of babes and nursing infants
You have ordained strength,
Because of Your enemies,
That You may silence the enemy and the avenger."
--- Psalm 8:2 (KJV), quoted by Jesus Christ in the Gospel according to St. Matthew 21:16
9:00am, Monday, April 25th. Dr. Laura Fredricson and her research assistant Callie Carrington came into her office in the Psychology Building on the University campus. She would be teaching her undergrad class in an hour, her last class, and she would be reviewing her prep for it as well as giving Callie some instructions for the day.
The office felt barren as she entered it. Only the two sofas remained, and a standard-issue desk like the ones Professor Lionel Carmela, Professor Stephanie Steele, and most others were saddled with; the big oak desk she'd used for years was hers, and she'd had it taken out and put in storage.
Her clinic and lab were also empty. Almost all of the equipment had been bought with research grant money from the taxpayers of the Nation, via CIA grants, and she'd had all of it moved to storage at the Hospital.
Maybe it was the physical emptiness of the room that was contributing to the melancholy Laura was feeling. Or maybe the physical tiredness: they'd arrived home from the ceremonies and events in Teresa Croyle's childhood hometown after midnight local time. After getting home to The Cabin, she and her husband Don had followed their rule of not going to bed angry, and they had hashed out, or tried to hash out, their differences of opinion regarding their eight-year-old daughter Carole: what constituted acceptable and unacceptable behavior by Carole, whether or not the same standards were being equally applied to both their children, and what was to be done going forward.
Little was resolved. Her husband had surprised her by being dug in on positions that did not agree with hers. Laura went to bed angry.
Now, she was trying to put things into their compartments of the mind as she attempted o concentrate on the lesson plan. But coming into the empty office had forced to consider another pressing item.
"Okay," she said to Callie, "I really need to find an office to work out of. I've been using my office in the Hospital, but it's small, uncomfortable, and the computer lines, not to mention the entire Hospital ethernet, are as porous as a cellphone or tablet with TikTok on it. We also need to find classroom space in existing buildings."
Callie asked "Are we going to be able to build on the tracts of land behind the Mountain Nest? And can we rent space from the University in the interim?"
Laura said "Judge Folsom is trying to get us to arbitrate rather than go to a fullbore trial, but I'm about to pull the plug on that and demand the lawsuit go forward. And we'll win when it does."
"Negotiations not working out?" Callie asked. "At all?"
"It could be simple and easy." Laura said. "But (University President) Jerry Moore is playing dirty on the negotiations. At first his lawyers will say something we're amenable with, things will seem to be going forward, and then the bastard moves the goalposts and demands something completely different."
Laura: "And his demands in exchange for the strip of land to build a roadway from the Hospital to the land above, or even just for an easement and a right-of-way, are outrageous. He was demanding I move out of the Mountain Nest and let the University buy me out, but I nixed that on the pure principle of our arguments over it."
Laura: "Then he began harping that the market rate to buy the land under the law creating the State Medical College is not enough, even though we've got realtors and bank actuaries submitting affidavits and 'friend of the Court' briefings that the rates are very fair."
Laura: "Now he's making other demands, like trying to force at least part of the Medical School curriculum to be taught by the University under their rules... including requiring a class on Climate Change. Of course I told him to go straight to Hell on that one, because the whole reason we created a new, separate Medical School was to get away from his obsession with forcing his fraudulent Climate Agenda on us."
Callie said: "When we were on the plane coming home from Teresa's hometown, someone told me that he was trying to force the same thing on the Army and Air Force ROTC cadets, and that General Alexander McFarland personally called and told Dr. Moore to pound sand on that."
"Yes. Yes he did." Laura said.
Callie said "By the way, this property discussion reminds me... are you planning to have a President's Home and Office, like the ones the University President has?"
"The University's President's Home and Office are separate." Laura said. "I was thinking of an official Office up on the mountainside near the classroom buildings, kind of to the side with a view of the Town over the top of the Hospital Building. I hadn't thought much of an official Residence; I'm not planning to move out of the Mountain Nest. But I guess I should think of my successors, neh?"
"And now is the time to do it." Callie astutely replied. "While the money spicket is on and flowing."
"True, very true." Laura said. "Okay, I'm going to go teach my class. What's next on your list?"
Callie said "I'm going to call Edward Steele about ideas for what we can build where. He's a developer, but he's also a trained architect. He agreed to look at the Hospital property with me. Even though the front lawn of the Hospital is large enough to build a whole new Hospital of the same size on, nobody wants to destroy that lawn by putting buildings on it. So we'll see what we can do---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
"Come in!" Laura called out. The door opened to reveal a young man with a huge bouquet of roses and carnations.
"Delivery for Dr. Laura Fredricson from Beverly's Flower Shop." the man-boy said.
"Oh, thank you." Laura said. "Let me get you a tip from my purse."
"Thanks, ma'am, but it's handled." the young man said. He excused himself and left the office.
"Oh, those are beautiful!" Callie said. "From Don?"
"Yes." Laura said, reading the card, which simply said 'I love you. Don.'. She smelled the roses then said "Whenever we have an argument, he always sends me flowers... even when he is right."
"Awww." Callie said with her beautiful smile. "Young love. I would say the wife is always right, but we are talking about the Iron Crowbar, here. So he was right this time?"
Laura cut her eyes towards Callie, but let it go and said "Well... about one thing: I did not say anything to Jim when he committed the same transgression that Carole did. But Don did not consider my assertion that Jim is better behaved than Carole is. She needs to learn manners. That was horrible manners, what she said to that Green Beret at the Library ceremony. And Don not only lets her get away with it, he stopped me from disciplining her, and he won't let me say anything to her about it."
Callie said "Carole is precocious. But what is that saying? 'Out of the mouth of babes...'? We adults couldn't say that, but a child like Carole could. And it definitely made that old guy feel better."
Laura was neither amused nor convinced, and all she said was "Okay, I'll go teach my class, and you get in touch with Edward Steele..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
8:30am, Monday, April 25th. I was in my office with Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone and Operations Officer Teresa Croyle, having our Angels Meeting after watching the KFXU broadcast.
I said "Okay, Teresa, the first and foremost thing I need you to do is follow up on this traffic stop by McElwane and Grant. Go top-down: start with Captain Hewitt, then Lieutenant Davis, then Sergeant Clark. Be prepared to hear that McElwane is demanding a Union Rep before he answers any questions."
"Wilco, sir." said Teresa. "Should we bring in--- er, are you all right, sir? Jetlag?" She had seen me yawn mightily.
"I'm sorry." I said. "Yeah, jetlag. But also, after we got home, Laura and I hashed it out over the issues that came up over Carole over the weekend." I picked up my personal iPhone and placed an order with Beverly's Flower Shop to send Laura a bouquet of flowers. "Neither of us gave an inch on it, but I'll send her flowers, anyway."
"Awww." chorused my Angels. Then Teresa said "I was asking if we should bring in I.A. over the McElwane stop---"
*BUZZ!* *BUZZ!* *BUZZ!*
It was my landline phone, and it was the Duty Desk buzzing me directly. The Duty Desk Sergeant said that two legal eagles from the Madison & Ives Law Firm, Mike G. Todd and Michael Thomas McGill, were here to see me.
"Escort them to my office." I said. To my Angels I said "Y'all can go. We'll talk later." My Angels scrambled to go back to their offices.
The Duty Desk Officer escorted the lawyers to my office. I stood up and shook hands with both of them. Offers of coffee or water were politely refused. Michael T. McGill sat down in the far-side hot chair, and Mike G. Todd sat in the near-(to the door)-side chair.
Mike Todd said "I came by to let you know how your lawsuit against KXTC is going. Federal Judge K.M. Landis has put the hearing for the Sullivan ruling on the docket."
"Fantastic!" I said enthusiastically. "When will it be?"
Mike said "I'm hoping for July, but it's probably going to be August. That sounds like a long way off, but it'll be here faster than you realize."
"It can't be soon enough for me." I said. "So what's going to happen with it?"
Mike said "Let me temper your enthusiasm by saying that this is a Federal Court hearing to see if your case can and should go forward. KXTC got it into Federal Court because you're trying to strip them of their FCC license as part of the suit. We're good with that, because there is growing national interest in the case, and the appeals to the US Supreme Court may be expedited."
I said "So what's the hearing about?"
Mike said "As you know, the landmark case 'New York Times v. Sullivan', called 'Sullivan' for short, set a really, really high bar for bringing libel suits against the Media. We have to prove that it was KXTC's purpose and intent to defame and materially harm you."
I said "And one of my goals is a review of that ruling, and maybe getting the bar lowered enough that Citizens can more successfully sue the dirtbags of the biased, corrupt, and dishonest Media."
"Yes." Mike said. "And that will be part of Judge K.M. Landis's ruling... if he doesn't recuse himself from it." When I gasped, he said "Judge Landis gave you that Federal Immunity agreement over the Betty Morelli case."
Mike G. Todd: "Leftist groups have been attacking Conservative judges recently, including SCOTUS Justices since the SCOTUS became majority Conservative. So-called ethics problems were never brought up... until the Left lost the SCOTUS. Now they're working as hard as they can to dig up dirt, any dirt, to use against Conservative Justices and Judges."
I said "Leftists can't accept it when the System doesn't work to help them achieve Totalitarian control over the American People, so no surprise they're trying to not only harm the judges, but shake the People's faith in our Judicial Branch when it doesn't march in jackbooted lockstep with their Totalitarian views."
Mike: "There you go. Exactly. So we'll have to see what Judge Landis does. At any rate, the wheels are finally, ever-so-slowly in motion. And if Judge Landis rules for us, KXTC will appeal, but that's okay... the case is on the way up, either way. And then maybe you get your dream of relaxing the high Sullivan bar."
"And destroying KXTC once and for all." I said venomously. "And remember... make damn sure they can't let their insurance pay any damages awarded. I want those bastards bankrupted. I want them utterly, utterly destroyed."
"Gotcha." said Mike as he stood up. "Okay, I'm going to go speak with Commander Croyle about another issue. Michael here wants to discuss something with you."
"Thanks for everything you're doing." I said. As the door closed behind Mike, I said "Okay, shoot."
Michael McGill said "As you know, I'm running for Solicitor, and I'm unopposed in the primary. It looks like I'll be facing off against George-Schwartz-backed radical Alvin Whitner in the General Election."
"And you certainly have my support against that bastard." I replied.
McGill said "I appreciate it. Here's what I wanted to ask you. I'm going to be making a good number of appearances at political events, and Paulina is going to join me for many of them. She may also be part of some of my television campaign ads. I asked her if we could bring Tasha to some of them, and have Tasha in an ad or two, and Paulina balked. She said we need to talk to you about it---"
He stopped talking, seeing the look of shock on my face, then said "... and I can see why. You don't like the idea."
"No, and there's a very good reason for it." I said, then let my eyes bore into his as I said "Are you aware that there has been an attempt to murder Tasha... and five attempts to kidnap or murder my other daughter Carole?"
Michael McGill visibly started, and his face registered his shock. "Five?!" he gasped. "I... I knew about the warehouse explosion, of course, but what are the others?"
I said "Yes, the Ward Harvester explosion on Christmas Eve was one. Also, a hired sniper tried to kill Carole after I personally ran the lab tests in the Pine Valley contamination case. Then ex-Navy-SEAL Trent Ridge tried twice to kidnap Carole... the first time by dressing up as a Police Officer, only to not have known the safeword Carole asked for; and shortly afterwards in an attack on Mayor Allgood's home. And last but not least, someone put out a Mob contract to kill Carole, but the FBI got wind of it, and we were able to interdict it."
(Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Finale', Ch. 01-02; 'Environmental Hazards', Ch. 03-04; 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 02, 04; 'Consent of the Governed', Ch. 04-05.)
Me: "Additionally, there has been one attempt on Tasha; a diseased, deranged perp went after her on the school playground after the Breonna Bryant trial." (Author's note: 'Big In Japan's, Ch. 04-05.)
I finished up by saying "So I try not to expose my kids, any of them, to very much in the way of publicity or Press events, and while it's ultimately up to Paulina, I'd really rather not see Tasha in your ads nor at your well-attended public events."
McGill nodded, the shock of what I told him still overwhelming him. "Yeah, I get that. I can see that." Then he came to his senses and said as he got up "I appreciate you letting me know that, and giving me a few minutes to discuss it."
I also rose and shook his proffered hand, and watched as he left the office. I knew what he had wanted: an 'instant family' for his campaign. And while the threat of Alvin Whitner was extreme, the potential threats to my child's life were even more unacceptable. And I could not justify the risk to my daughter. My daughter, I thought to myself. Hmmm...
Part 2 - To Protect and Serve?
9:00am, Monday, April 25th. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and Lieutenant Mary Milton came to my office. They accepted my offer of coffee, then seated themselves, Mary in the near-side hot chair, and Teresa in the far-side hot chair. After asking about Mary's kids and getting a perhaps-biased glowing report, we settled down to business.
Mary said "We have the NCPD Officer's dashcam and Officer-cam footage in our servers, and his full Police report will be sent by NCPD Chief Evans after she reviews it and talks with him. Officer Mullen Grant submitted his Police report at 11:30pm last night... not Saturday night, but last night... and Officer Ron McElwane has not filed a Police report as of 8:45 this morning. Additionally, the driver of the stopped vehicle, one Noah Ruggs, was given a warning. Not even a citation, just a warning."
"Wow." I said. "I can't wait to hear the reason for that."
Mary said "Sir, I can tell you just sitting here why: Ruggs is on the University football team, as is the owner of the car, Lawrence Watson."
"Prob-a-bleee." I replied.
I then looked at Teresa, who said "I called Captain Hewitt and Lieutenant Davis of 1st Precinct. Captain Hewitt said he saw your email this morning when he came in, and Lieutenant Davis said he got your email yesterday and sent emails to Grant and McElwane asking about it, but did not receive any replies yet. He said he would follow up with them this morning."
I said "What shift are Grant and McElwane normally on?"
Teresa said "McElwane is normally on 2nd shift, and after the Buchannan shooting incident, Grant was put on 1st shift, mostly assigned to the Duty Desk or other admin things." (Author's note: 'Private Practice', Ch. 02 for the Buchannan incident.)
"So why is he patrolling with McElwane, especially if it's not his normal shift?" I asked. "And I remember once telling him that McElwane is the last guy he wants to be patrolling with." (Author's note: 'Angels of Christmas', Ch. 01.)
Teresa said "Sumimasen, sir. I don't have that information."
"Oh... I didn't expect you to." I replied, having asked the question rhetorically, and not expecting that answer. I continued: "But I do want to know if they were on their normal shift." Teresa made a note on her notepad.
I then said "Okay, I'll give you and Hewitt and Davis some time to make your inquiries. But here are some things you need to watch out for, and some things you need to do if and when those things happen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Teresa left the office, I asked Mary if there was anything new on the Huntington-Luna murders or Gold & Partners, the company whose name had come up in connection with the dead couple.
"Nothing new, sir, at least not in the way of evidence of wrongdoing." Mary replied. "But Gold and Company may be aware that we're looking into them. I heard from one of my backchannels that they hired Gaston & Bertram, P.C. in addition to their normal attorneys of Andolini & Tommasino, P.C."
"The Department of Redundancy Department." I said. "Two, count them, two Mob-connected law firms."
"Yes sir." Mary replied with a chuckle. "It does seem strange. Andolini & Tommasino are pretty good, meaning they do good work for their clients. So why would Bob Gold hire Gaston & Bertram?"
"Muscle." I replied. "Andolini & Tommasino are business attorneys. They put together deals and contracts for companies that might be just a wee bit shady, such as contractors like Bob Gold. But Gaston and Bertram are thugs. They like to push people around, intimidate them, and not just inside the Courtroom. I'm sure we'll be hearing from them soon, demanding we leave Gold & Partners alone."



"This is the wrong Police Force to try and intimidate." said Mary.
"You got that right." I said as I held up and brandished my red crowbar...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
No sooner had Mary exited my office than the door to Tanya's next to mine opened. Tanya's husband, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, came out, pivoted, and knocked on my open door. "May I come in?" he asked as he knocked.
"Sure." I said. Jack came in, closed the door behind him, and sat down in the near-side hot chair. I'd made a hand gesture towards the coffeemaker, and he waved at it in refusal.
"I wanted to touch base on you with the Huntington-Luna murders." Jack said after seating himself. (Author's note: 'Sausage and the Law', particularly Ch. 04.) "Have you guys tried looking any further into it?"
"Sure. We haven't dropped it." I said. "And our Vice Squad hasn't stopped looking into the Sarah Sandstone/Geoff Gerard case, either, and their possible connections to the Smooth White Boys. But to answer your question, we haven't found a whole lot yet. What about you guys?"
Muscone replied "Virtually nothing about the murders themselves, except we don't think it's a pro hit, at least not in the traditional Mob sense. But Bob Gold and Partners... including Dean Allen... are getting nervous. I think they know we're looking into them."
I said "They do, and they hired Gaston and Bertram full time."
"Oh, you do know that." Muscone said, his beady black eyes showing his disappointment that I knew already. "Anyhoo, Tim Jenkins in Southport is working on the Organized Crime angle, and Dwight Stevens and Kevin Pitts of the US DEA are really working on the Marquis Swift angle."
"How's that going?" I asked.
Muscone said "Dwight is working out of Southport on it, and is working with Josh Segers on the other side of the State Line. Kevin Pitts is working with Lorena Rose of your SBI on things on this side of said State Line. So far, no tie-ins between the two, but it's early days yet."
I said "Jack, have you asked Stevens, Pitts, or Lorena Rose just what their sources are to think Marquis Swift is running drugs up here? Why are they concentrating on him? What evidence do they have that he's the one?"
Muscone said "You're reading my mind again. I haven't even said this to Tanya, so I know you didn't get it from her. You're right: 'Checkers' is not coming up anywhere in our investigation, and I've been wondering what his involvement with anything is. You think he's a red herring? You think Dwight and the others are trying to hide something?"
I replied: "I think they honestly believe he's involved in something, but I just wonder why. I doubt I would get an unvarnished answer from Dwight Stevens, if I asked myself, but if you asked him as if it were an afterthought... 'oh, how did you develop your intel on Marquis 'Checkers' Swift?'... I'd love to hear what his reaction is."
Muscone became thoughtful for a moment, and I took the opportunity to refill my coffee cup with the Elixir of Life (coffee) and add the appropriate pollutants. As I sat back down, he said "Yeah, that is strange. I'll see what I can find out, and if they catch me sniffing around, I'll just say I'm following up on the drug connections to the Huntington and Luna murders."
I nodded my agreement with that plan, and Jack excused himself to go back to work. After he was gone I considered the situation in my mind. That had been a pure 'phishing' expedition by Jack. The game was afoot; something was going on. And, as usual, the Federal Agents, including Jack Muscone himself, weren't telling me everything they knew...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:00pm, Monday, April 25th. After a delicious lunch at the Cop Bar with the Sheriff, I got back to my office to find that several emails were awaiting my perusal. After reading them, I called Teresa on the landline phone.
"This is about to become a 'BFD'." I said. "I have this email from Nextdoor County Police Chief Molly Evans, meant for my eyes only but she knows I'll share it with you. Her rookie Officer Neumann, who I have not yet met, is upset about TCPD Officer McElwane's treatment of him. Chief Evans is not happy about it, either, and I don't blame her. So!... whaddya got on this?"
Teresa said "Let me check, and I'll come to your office with a report." But she did not come to my office. Instead, she, the Chief, myself, Deputy Chief Muscone, Captain Hugh Hewitt, and Lieutenants Jerome Davis and Mary Milton convened in the Main Conference Room at 1:30pm.
"Let's get Chief Evans on the phone for a videoconference." Chief Moynahan said. Mary used the device on the conference table, and a moment later NCPD Chief Molly Evans appeared on the monitor on the far wall.
After greetings were exchanged, Lieutenant Jerome Davis was called upon to start, and he said "Officer McElwane submitted his Police report just before Roll Call this morning, barely in time. I checked with Mary, here, and she checked and confirmed that McElwane looked up Mullen Grant's Police report before submitting his own." Mary nodded vigorously in agreement.
Davis: "So to no one's surprise, they pretty much match. Grant did put in his report that McElwane confronted the NCPD Officer and forced him to leave. McElwane's report only said he told the NCPD Officer that he was handling it and that the NCPD Officer should go back to his own jurisdiction."
Molly Evans said "That's not what my Officer is saying. He's saying Grant told him to leave, though politely, but that McElwane confronted and tried to intimidate my Officer, including putting his hand on his service weapon and unsnapping it's protective strap."
I said "Yes, I reviewed your Officer's dash-cam and Officer-cam. We'll get to him in a second. Jerome?"
Davis: "I saw what the NCPD Officer put into evidence, as well as the spotty coverage from the McGhillie Golf Course, and Grant's Officer-cam... which he turned off as he approached the passenger side of the car. And the passenger was not named in any of the Police reports, though the car tag, which the NCPD Officer got on video as well as putting it his Police report, shows the car belongs to Lawrence Watson, who is on the University varsity football team. In fact, he's the starting quarterback, and a candidate for the Heisman Trophy."
I said "Wasn't there an incident around Christmas involving Lawrence Watson? And I believe McElwane's name came up in that case, as well?" (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Miracle', Ch. 01.)
"Yes sir." said Mary Milton. "Early on December 19th. Officer Ragnar Magnussen made a stop of a speeding vehicle that belonged to the University. Officer McElwane came up and took control of it, though Magnussen issued a warning citation. The driver was Lawrence Watson. McElwane let him leave without giving him any kind of sobriety test."
"That's what I thought," I said. "What happened next, Jerome?"
Davis said "I called McElwane in from his patrol. When he came into my office, I said that it was about that traffic stop. McElwane immediately asked for a Union Rep. I had the Duty Desk call for one, and they gave my Duty Desk people some lip. So I called them myself, and they said it'd be two days at least before they could send someone."
"Not after I light their pants on firrrrre." drawled the Chief.
I said "Jerome, dd you talk to Grant?"
"Yes sir." said Jerome. "He was cooperative about everything... until I asked about the NCPD Officer and McElwane's confrontation. Grant said he was unclear on the details, as he was watching the pulled-over car. When I asked who the passenger in the car was, he hemmed and hawed, and I told him it was a direct order for him to tell me. At that point he asked for a Union Rep. I called the Union for one, and they said they'd send two... on Wednesday at the earliest."
"That will not dooooo." drawled Chief Moynahan as he brought out his Police iPhone. "I'm going to call that Youuun-yunnn bastard and tell him to get his ass in here---"
"Chief, before you do..." I said. Moynahan looked up and didn't hit the speed-dial button, and I said "Let's get our plan of action in place before you call them in---"
Molly Evans said "I need you guys to know that my Officer is upset about the way he was treated. He's also upset that his radar-lock on the car was ignored, and the guy wasn't ticketed for super-speeding. He wants to file a complaint with the SBI-OER against McElwane over it."
I said "That's one of the things I want us to get our ducks in a row on. He has the right to contact the SBI, but once he does, cats are out of bags and can't be put back in." To Chief Moynahan I said "Sir, I think we need to call Internal Affairs in on this one."
"Internal Affairs!?" Captain Hewitt said, a bit disbelievingly and a lot disapprovingly.
"Yes, Captain." I replied. "This is the second incident involving McElwane in just the last few months... and potentially involving the same University football player. McElwane has not followed proper procedures and protocols in either of these incidents. In this last incident, as Chief Evans said, her Officer said he was threatened by McElwane when McElwane was about to draw his gun, and both our Officers apparently ignored her Officer having evidence of a crime being committed."
Me: "So I think we should have Chief Abram send an I.A. Officer to interview Chief Evans's Officer, and he'll see that we're serious and we're investigating, and maybe Chief Evans can persuade him to hold off calling in the SBI. Also, Captain Hewitt, I'm getting really sick and tired of McElwane demanding Union Reps every time we so much as read a Police report he files and we try to ask a question about it. So let him and his Union Reps deal with a full-bore, no-shit Internal Affairs investigation."
"With respect, sir," said Captain Hewitt, "it's out of character for you to call in I.A. Again with respect, sir, are you sure we want to go this route? As you said, once cats are out of bags..."
"I bee-lieeeve Commander Troy is correct, Capt-nnnnn." said Chief Moynahan. "And I fully support bringing I.A. into this, for many reasons. Chief Evans, are you good with letting our I.A. handle this?"
Chief Evans replied "I am. I'll talk to my Officer, and tell him to expect your call."
"Okay, thennnn." drawled Moynahan. "I'll call Chief Abram."
Teresa said "Hugh, Jerome, tell McElwane he's grounded until this is resolved. No vehicle patrols. Put him on desk duty or send him to the Courthouse for security duties." I nodded vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:30pm, Monday, April 25th. Chief Moynahan called me into his Conference Room. When I went inside, he was sitting in his normal place at the near end of the table. To his right, her back to the door, was Lieutenant Lisa Monroe of Internal Affairs. I went to my regular seat on the far side of the table, to the Chief's left.
The Chief had me go through everything we had about the incident, as well as the incident the previous December. After I was done, Lisa said "So what exactly are you expecting from us, from Internal Affairs?" I glanced over at the Chief, who looked as surprised as I felt at the question.
The Chief said "That's what we need yooooo to find out."
Lisa Monroe: "What I'm getting at, Chief, is that we normally investigate potential criminal activity by Police Officers after a referral by you guys. In other words, you find wrongdoing, and call us in to investigate."
Lisa Monroe: "Police let people off light on traffic violations all the time, including reducing speeding violations to warnings. It's a judgment call. And that NCPD rookie ended up out of jurisdiction, and our guys told him that they were handling it, and for him to go home. That's hardly anything to complain about."
Monroe: "So what I'm asking is this: what crime or other violation do you think is happening, here? Do you think McElwane or someone else is being paid off or taking bribes to let University athletes off the hook, and fix their tickets?"
The Chief looked over at me to answer, and I said "First of all, there's an incident involving our sister Police Force, the NCPD, which may have exceeded acceptable bounds. They are upset about it, and their Officer is threatening to go to the SBI over it. That is the last thing we need, and we lose control of the situation if the SBI comes into it."
Me: "So not only do we need to ascertain just what happened there, we need to show the NCPD that we're taking this seriously. Calling in I.A. shows we're not sweeping it under the rug. I would like for you or someone in Internal Affairs to interview the NCPD Officer, and to do it today."
Me: "As to potential crimes, the NCPD Officer claims in his formal Police report that he locked his radar on the car in question being a super-speeder, but the TCPD Officers totally ignored it. And we have a previous incident in December, where a speeder was let off with a warning. In both cases, Officer McElwane was involved, and University football player Lawerence Watson was involved."
Me: "Letting off people with a warning is one thing, but a pattern of doing it for University football players is another. We need to know if this is just McElwane and a few other rogues, or if this is a systemic issue within the TCPD. Either way, we need to nip that kind of favoritism in the bud. And I am very concerned that on both occasions, not only was there super-speeding, but we're not sure if Lawrence Watson was sober either time. If they keep letting him off, and he drives drunk again and kills somebody, that would be inexcusable."
Me: "And last but not least, I recommended we bring I.A. into this because if the Press ever gets ahold of this and runs with it, I want them and the world to see that we did not sweep it under the rug, but that we did something about it. And I am hoping your investigation will root out any problems that exist, but also will serve as a deterrent to letting University athletes off the hook in the future."
"We can certainly look into it." Lieutenant Monroe said. "I'll open a file, and I'll begin looking into McElwane and Grant's traffic stops, as well as seeing if Lawrence Watson or other athletes have a pattern of getting warnings."
Chief Moynahan said "I'm going to call Chief Evans of the NCPD, and have her have her Officer available for you to talk to." He got out his Police iPhone.
"Today, sir?" Lisa Monroe said, her voice almost a gasp.
"Oh yes!" the Chief said, overlooking any disapproval in her voice. "Time is of the essence, both in getting his story, and in reassuring him and his Police Chief that we are on the case..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Officers Ron McElwane and Mullen Grant were called into 1st Precinct Headquarters and told to report to the Precinct Captain's office. They entered to find Precinct Captain Hugh Hewitt behind his desk and Precinct Lieutenant Jerome Davis standing at the side of the desk, to the Captain's right, practically at the position of attention.
"You wanted to see us, sir?" McElwane said. He did not stand at attention, slouching a bit, with his hands in front of him. Grant was a lot closer to the position of attention, though his eyes were on Captain Hewitt instead of straight forward.
"Yes." said Hewitt. "You're off patrol, McElwane. You'll be reassigned to desk duties pending the Internal Affairs investigation of the incident Saturday night."
"What?" McElwane gasped. Then he said "I'm grieving this to the Union."
"That is your right." said Lieutenant Davis, his voice stiff and formal, connoting authority as well as displeasure with McElwane. "It also was, and is, your right to ask for a Union Rep when we tried to clarify your Police report, too. But your invoking that right is the reason Internal Affairs has been brought in. And you're off patrol status until I.A. finishes their investigation and reports back to the Chief and to us."
Captain Hewitt said "Officer Grant, you weren't on patrol duty as it was, but don't go on any more patrols with anyone, anyway. I recommend that you also confer with your Union Rep. Officer McElwane, you might want to get a lawyer, as well. You're dismissed for the day, and I suggest you use the time to contact your Union Reps. You'll receive your new duties tomorrow morning after Roll Call."
The Officers left the office. As they walked down the hallway towards the locker room, a stunned Ron McElwane muttered "Internal Affairs?! Really??" Then he said to Grant "Get with your Union Rep. Don't say a goddamned thing to I.A."
Grant took a few fast steps to get ahead of McElwane, then turned to confront him. "Listen," Grant said, "I'm not going to throw you under the bus, but I'm not going to lie to them, either. I'm not losing my job over that punk kid that keeps driving drunk, and I'm sure as hell not covering for him in the future." With that, he turned and swiftly walked away from McElwane...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:30pm. As Lieutenant Lisa Monroe and Senior Sergeant Nikki Kemp of TCPD Internal Affairs drove towards Nextdoor County, Nikki said "I don't get it."
"What's that?" Lisa asked.
Nikki Kemp said "This may turn out to be no big deal, or we may find some minor issues. But for the Chief and the Commander to call us in at this point? That's... it's not normal. It's like bringing in a backhoe to dig a hole to plant watermelon seeds."
Lisa Monroe replied "True. But there's one thing I've learned about Commander Troy: he is always a step ahead of us in his vision, he always has a reason for everything he does. For him to call in I.A. like this is like (air quotes) 'only Nixon could go to China'. So let's do this by the book, and not just go through the motions. We might find something bigger than we're expecting..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
University head football coach Thrasher was in his office in the Athletic Building with two of his coaches, evaluating that day's recently completed Spring practice session, when there was a knock on the door followed by it opening.
"Oh, it's you. Come on in." Coach Thrasher said. "Okay guys, we'll pick this up later. You can go." The other coaches left the room. To his guest, Coach Thrasher said "What's going on?"
"We've got a problem." the guest said. "Well, -you- have a problem. Did you hear about the cops stopping Lawrence Watson's car Saturday night?"
"Just that our backup kicker Ruggs got a warning for speeding." said Thrasher. "What of it?"
The guest said "Lawrence was in the car, too. And he was flat-out drunk. You're lucky as hell that they got over the County Line. A Nextdoor County punk rookie got a radar lock of over 100 miles per hour on the car, and chased it over the line. He was told to go back home, but he made a complaint about the way he was treated."
"So whaaaat." Coach Thrasher said witheringly. "They made it over the line, and our guys took care of it."
"I'll tell you 'so what'." said the guest angrily. "All the top Police leadership was out of Town over the weekend. They went to some dedication event out west. I was hoping we could bury this. But Commander Troy and Chief Evans read the duty logs and sent emails about it. And earlier today, Troy called in Internal Affairs over it."
"Our backup kicker got a warning." Coach Thrasher said. "That's all I know."
"Look, Coach," the guest said, "Lawrence almost got caught driving drunk last December. And he was lucky that Ruggs swapped seats with him when they were pulled over Saturday. You know what the stakes are, Coach. Lawrence is the leading contender for the Heisman Trophy. You've got a real shot at beating the God-damned Wildcats, winning the Conference, and even contending for the Natty. But if Lawrence keeps drinking and driving, and he gets caught? Especially in -this- County?"



"It'll be handled." said Coach Thrasher. "Who around here is gonna put the star player of the local college team in jail, huh? Especially if we're contending for a title."
The guest said "The Iron Crowbar is a filthy Wildcat graduate. He'd love to fuck us up. And if Commander Croyle is the one to catch him... remember Dean Allen? What she did to him after he killed a mother and two children?" (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Story')
"Vaguely." Coach Thrasher said. "She damn near got fired for that, if I recall. If she fucks with our star player, this whole Town will run her out on a rail."
"Listen, just talk to Lawrence." said the guest. "Tell him we can only protect him so far. He needs to cut down on the drinking, anyway. Remember Maurice Clarette? Stetson Bennett? If Lawrence doesn't get it under control, take his goddamned keys away. If he gets caught again..." The guest did not finish the sentence.
"All right, I'll have someone talk to him." said Coach Thrasher...
Part 3 - Never Complain, Never Explain
Sunday, May 1st. The Orange Order gathered at the Junction Station Depot building for our quarterly meeting before the Promotions and Medal Day ceremonies. The rookie members, Mary Milton and Jerome Davis, were spared having to provide the beer for the event, as it was a Sunday night. They did provide the soft drinks and iced tea.
I began noticing that there was a lot of quiet chatter around the room, and some looks in my general direction. The mystery finally resolved itself when retired Captain Efram Elliot, who -was- Internal Affairs for years, came up to me.
"Commander, I just don't understand it." he said, pretending to try to be quiet but letting his voice carry. "Why did you take that traffic stop to Internal Affairs? From what I'm hearing, it was pretty tame stuff. So why bring in the heavy artillery?"
Some readers may remember those old 'E.F. Hutton' commercials, when someone in a crowd would say "My broker is E.F. Hutton, and E.F. Hutton says...", and all conversation would cease and everyone would try to listen. Well, I felt that way, as people near us stopped talking, and blatantly turned to listen.
Chief Moynahan attempted to intervene. He said "It was my decision to do that." Somewhat surprisingly, Elliot persisted.
"With respect, Chief, that's not what I heard." Elliot said. "The scuttlebutt is that it was Commander Troy's decision all the way."
"It -was- my recommendation." I said before the Chief could speak, and taking full responsibility for it. "And yes, it was an unusual move, but the reasons for it were sound. First of all, the incident involved another Police Force, our friend and neighbors of the Nextdoor County Police. Second, it's not a one-off; there appears to be a pattern of letting University athletes off easy. And whether or not it's just a few Officers doing it, or it's systemic to the TCPD, we need to know that, and make sure it's not overdone or abused."
Elliot said "But that other jurisdiction's Officer crossed over into our County. He was out of jurisdiction, and he didn't withdraw immediately when our Officers said they had it under control."
I said "It was hot pursuit, Captain Elliot. You know that's permissible. And the NCPD Officer had evidence of the crime; he had the radar lock showing they were speeding."
Cindy had come up, and she added "My sister is the NCPD Chief, and I can tell you she was royally pissed at the way her Officer was treated. Commander Troy and Chief Moynahan were right to put this in I.A.'s hands... or would you have preferred the SBI come in on it, as she wanted to do?"
Elliot said "No, but it didn't have to go to I.A."
"I don't a-greeeee." drawled Chief Moynahan, and in a 'not jovial' voice that connoted his desire for Elliot to shut his trap. Elliot glared at the Chief, then turned and walked away from us, saying "Commander, Chief Deputy." as he left.
The room resumed the low chatter, and I found myself talking with Lt. Jerome Davis. I said "Is morale bad over us taking that incident to I.A.?"
"Yes sir and no sir." said Jerome. "In this past week, I've found out that McElwane is not very well thought of, and no one was surprised to hear he got Lawrence Watson off the hook yet again." Seeing my look, he said "I don't know when it was, but there has been at least one other instance of McElwane running interference for Watson driving fast and possibly driving drunk, besides the ones you know about, sir." I nodded.
Davis: "On the other hand, going to I.A. over this was so unlike you, Commander, that a lot of Officers just don't understand. And they get rattled and worried when top leadership like you strays from the beaten paths. I wouldn't say morale is bad over it, but that there's a new level of uncertainty."
"I get that." I said. "So have you heard anything from I.A. about their investigation?"
Jerome replied: "Bits and pieces, sir. Lisa Monroe and I are both former MCD, so she's told me a few things off the record. First, she and Senior Sergeant Kemp talked to the NCPD Officer and with Chief Evans. The guy is a rookie and kind of a punk, so I can see why McElwane thought he could intimidate him. But the kid did everything right and by the book. He also documented the radar lock evidence very well, so it's pretty solid the perp was speeding."
Jerome: "Both McElwane and Grant were provided with Union Reps, and Lieutenant Monroe interviewed them on camera in the Interrogation Room, with me present as a witness. McElwane was barely cooperative, would not admit to trying to intimidate the NCPD rookie, and would not say who the passenger was in the car. He insisted he never asked for ID, and that it didn't matter who the passenger was."
Jerome: "So Lisa interviewed Grant separately. He would not give up McElwane. He said only that McElwane told the NCPD kid to go home, but would not say McElwane tried to intimidate him nor that McElwane went for his gun. But when Lisa leaned hard on him, Grant admitted that Lawrence Watson was the passenger, but he could not say either way if Watson was inebriated."
Jerome: "McElwane is grieving being taken off patrols, and the Union said they intend to push really hard on that. I'm not sure what we can do to keep McElwane grounded if we can't... or don't... show full wrongdoing. And if I.A. finds that, full wrongdoing, then we'll have to formally discipline McElwane more strongly than just grounding him, and the Union will fight that to the last ditch."
I said "And worst of all, they'll be damned sure to tell the Press, in terms favorable to them. And Bettina Wurtzburg will do whatever she can to maximize the damage to us." Jerome nodded vigorously in agreement.
I then asked "So have you spoken with your dad lately?"
"No sir." said Jerome, keeping his face unemotional. "Every time I think about calling him, I know that the first thing he's going to say is 'Have you quit the Police yet?', and he'll either try to lecture me, or he'll hang up on me. So I just don't try, anymore."
"That's unfortunate." I said. The rift between them had not healed. (Author's note: 'Consequences', Ch. 03, 04.)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were headed to our dinner places, the Sheriff took my arm. "Crowbar," he said quietly, "just don't say any more about the I.A. thing with McElwane. Especially not to Efram Elliot. Remember what the Queen of England once said: 'Never complain, never explain.' It was our decision to make, and we made it. And if Elliot doesn't like it, he can shove it up his ass along with your crowbar."
"Yes sir." I said. I had intended to address it when it came my time to announce the promotions and medals we were giving out the next day, but I understood the sagacity of what the Sheriff was saying.
Dinner was very good: steaks and baked potatoes and a vegetable medley. I was sitting with Teresa, Cindy, Tanya, the Chief, and the Sheriff at one round table. I could hear snippets of conversations, and the word I heard most was 'Union'."
Teresa reported: "Hicks, Kirkpatrick, and the Miltons are here and pushing the case to decertify the Union, and Kalsu and Patrick are still pushing it hard among the Rank and File. But the push lost a lot of steam with younger Officers after the McElwane incident. A lot of them don't know the whole story, and believe the Union's bullshit that McElwane and Grant are innocent, and that Don calling in Internal Affairs was an asshole move."
"Are McElwane and Grant themselves saying that about Crowbar?" Sheriff Griswold asked... more like barked.
"I don't know, Sheriff." said Teresa. "McElwane is bitching about it, but for the most part he isn't saying anything. I did hear that Mullen Grant somewhat cooperated with Lisa Monroe of I.A. in that he named Lawrence Watson as the car's passenger. But he would not give up McElwane in any way, and he refused to take a polygraph test---"
I interjected "I have to say I support that move, to not take a polygraph."
"That's not where I'm going with this." Teresa admonished. "What I was going to say is that Grant is also really railing about having to speak to I.A. in the first place. It's very possible that he is the one who said that about bringing in I.A. being an asshole move. And I'd heard before tonight that Kalsu and Patrick are pissed because it really derailed their efforts to decertify the Union."
"Maybe -I- should say something, Crowbar." Griswold growled.
"Not here, and not tonight, Sheriff." I said. "The vast majority of those here are not on McElwane's side, and most are in favor of decertifying the Union. So you'd be preaching to the Choir, and you might sound like you're coming down on the people who are actually the most on our side."
"You're right, Crowbar." grumbled Griswold. "As usual..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After Lieutenant Micah Rudistan did his emcee duties thing, I was called upon to report on the promotions and medals. We had no promotions, just time-in-grade pay increases. There were not very many Certificates of Achievement, but I'd made sure to award them to everyone involved in the arrests of Rhonda Huntington and especially Randy Luna. Yes, they'd happened before February 1st, but we'd held back awarding them at that time due to the legal limbo of the case at that time.
There were also not very many medals, but I announced the ones we had. Lieutenant Joanne Warner was given credit for her leadership role in getting the construction of Interrogation-3 done, and was being awarded an Achievement Medal for it. There were also Achievement Medals and Commendation Medals for rank-and-file Officers, such as the most tickets issued, the most tickets that held up in Court, Perfect Attendance, etc...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:45pm. I parked in front of the Mountain Nest and went inside. The hallway was dark and the greatroom was illuminated by just one lamp. Looking up, I saw Bowser peering through the rails at the top of the stairs. Seeing that it was me, he returned to Carole's room.
Going into the greatroom, I saw Laura on the sofa against the far wall. She was curled up on the sofa, wearing her housecoat over her nightgown, and she was fast asleep. As I looked at her lovely face, I realized that it showed her exhaustion and need for sleep more than someone having pleasant dreams.
Bowser had gone to get Buddy, and now I saw two outstanding dogs by the back door. I opened it and followed them outside, and down the stairs. As they inspected their territories and did their business, I looked out over the University and the Town, seeing the Hospital to my left. The view was nice, but it certainly was not the vista from The Cabin. I looked over my left shoulder and far above, and saw that The Cabin's back wall windows were dark. Molly must've gone to bed early, as well, I surmised.
The dogs came back, and we went back inside. The noise of me closing and securing the back door awakened Laura. She groggily sat up as the dogs raced up to resume their stations in Carole and Jim's rooms.
"When did you get home?" she asked.
"Just a few minutes ago." I replied. "I was just closing and locking the door after taking the dogs out when you woke up. Ready to go to bed?"
"How about a quick nightcap, then we can go." Laura said. I went and poured her a cognac, and myself a Scotch and Soda. I sat down beside her, and she leaned heavily on me as she asked "How was the dinner?"
"Okay, all things considered." I said. "I talked to Jerome Davis. He and his father still aren't talking. I don't know why, but I just get the feeling that they should, before time slips away and it's too late."
"You sound like Carole, predicting the future." Laura said sleepily.
"I wish I could." I said. "Anyhoo, the only other issues were about the I.A. investigation of that Officer that intimidated Molly's Officer, and the continuing Union decertification drive."
"Mmm." Laura said sleepily.
"I get the feeling you are very tired." I said. "Working too hard setting up the State Medical College?"
"Working as hard as I can, and it feels like it's never enough." Laura said. "It'll really start coming together after we get the lawsuits with Dr. Moore resolved. Then we'll know what we can do, and get started. Until then, I have to plan contingencies..."
Her voice drifted off. She awoke with a start, and finished off her drink, as did I. "Okay, let's go to bed." I said. I led her upstairs, arm-in-arm. I helped her slip out of her housecoat and into bed. I went into the bathroom and brushed my teeth. When I came back into the bedroom, Laura was sleeping hard. I did not need a lot of effort to follow that example, and soon was asl---
Part 4 - Primary Ignition
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, May 2nd, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Voters go to the polls tomorrow to make their choices in several important races!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "While early voting has been going on for three weeks, it ended on Friday. The early voting has been reported as light, especially in the northern part of the County. Political experts are predicting a similarly light turnout at the polls tomorrow, about ten percent of eligible voters, but there may be a few important exceptions."
Bettina: "In the Democrat primary for School Board Chair, former Charter Commission Member Edna Carter is facing Town & County Assemblywoman Cori Bowman. Ms. Bowman has been strongly endorsed by the NEA, the powerful Teachers Union." Then Bettina smiled broadly as she said "And I can now announce that KXTC Channel Two News is also strongly endorsing Cori Bowman for the School Board Chair! And now let's go to highly respected reporter Carl Lemay for more on the Solicitor and D.A. races. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Reporter of Color in his expensive suit, standing in the copse of trees with the Courthouse in his background. He reported: "The Solicitor position is often overlooked and is not well understood. The position is the equivalent of the District Attorney, but for smaller cases such as traffic tickets and code violations. The Solicitor may also handle criminal misdemeanor charges, and many Blacks are tried by the Solicitor and his or her staff."
Lemay: "White Nationalist Michael Thomas McGill is running unopposed as a Republican for Solicitor. On the Democrat side, former City Attorney Dennis Garland, who was fired by the Town & County Council, is being opposed by attorney and Civil Rights advocate Alvin Whitner. Mr. Whitner is well-funded, and has run a spirited campaign, promising to eliminate cash bail, and carefully reviewing cases of petty theft under $1000 as well as charges of possession of 'personal use amounts' of marijuana and other drugs."
Lemay: "And in the race for District Attorney itself, Savannah Fineman will be the Democrat nominee, as she is unopposed in the primary. On the Republican side, incumbent D.A. Miriam Walters, who cruelly prosecuted Breonna Bryant for peacefully protesting Police brutality against civil rights activist Jacquez Wilson, is being primaried by current Solicitor Ted Mason. Back to you, Bettina." (Author's note: 'The Whole Nine Yards', 'Big In Japan' for more on the Breonna Bryant trial.)
"Thank you Carl!" shouted Bettina as the feed returned to her. "And I am proud to be able to tell you that KXTC Channel Two News is endorsing Ted Mason for D.A., and strongly endorsing Alvin Whitner for Solicitor! And now let's go to Elections reporter Martha Faulkner for more on other races. Martha!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the blonde reporterette, wearing an all-white blouse, jacket, and pants, reporting from the same rooftop as Bettina, but with the Public Health Building (which is next door to Police Headquarters) in her background. "There are three other big races to be decided tomorrow!"
Faulkner: "The Mayor's race is perhaps the most hotly contested election in our County. On the Democrat side, well-known and respected Black activist Stacy Jacobs faces the weak challenge of Kirdy Stevens, a former Republican-turned-Democrat. And White Nationalist incumbent Mayor Daniel Allgood is being primaried by the centrist, reasoned campaign of Assemblyman Ryan Paulson." (Author's note: 'The Four Boxes of Liberty', Ch. 05 for Kirdy Stevens's loss to Katherine Woodburn.)
Faulkner: "A related issue to Paulson's candidacy is the referendum that, if passed, will separate the Public Health Service from the Public Safety Department. Ryan Paulson is strongly opposed to the separation, while Sheriff Antonio Griswold came out in support of the measure."
Faulkner: "And speaking of Sheriff Griswold, he is facing the strong challenge of former Deputy Sheriff Louis Bailey for the Republican nomination for Sheriff. Democrat Edgar Silas is running unopposed and is awaiting the winner. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you Martha!" Bettina said. "And Martha will be joining me at the Channel Two News Decision Desk tomorrow night as we bring you all the results of all the important races! In the meantime, I am proud to announce that KXTC Channel Two News is endorsing Louis Bailey for the Republican nomination for Sheriff, and Stacy Jacobs for the Democrat nomination for Mayor. Channel Two News is withholding an endorsement in the Republican Mayoral primary."
Bettina: "And in an infernal marvel of orchestration, of the 40, count them forty positions on the Town & County Council and Assembly, not a single declared candidate for either Party has primary opposition! Not one, even though several positions have become open due to retirements or running for other offices. And now let's go to Jeff Hull for the Sports report. Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thank. God." I muttered as I, ADA Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Muscone, Command Deputy Sheriff Ross, Lieutenant Commander Croyle, and Sheriff Griswold drank coffee and watched the Bettina broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"For what?" asked the Chief.
I said "Not one word about the McElwane incident, the altercation with the NCPD Officer, the I.A. investigation of it, nor the Union issues with it. It should be leaking like a sieve, what with all the different entities involved. And I can't believe Bettina wouldn't be blabbing about it all over creation, and doing everything she can to make the Police look bad."
"And take her shots at you." Teresa added, saying what I had not said out loud. I pointed at her and nodded vigorously in agreement.
"They're aware of it." Cindy Ross said. "At least KFXU is, because Priya Ajmani tried to get me to go on background about it, which I declined to do. What I don't understand is why Bettina didn't run with it. Maybe the Red Crowbar can explain that one to the Green Crowbar."



"And to the rest of us." growled Sheriff Griswold.
I said "With Bettina, it's all about the agenda. My personal suspicion is that reporting on it brings everyone closer to the truth of Lawrence Watson's name coming out in a negative way. Maybe the School has asked her to suppress the story. Either way, Bettina thinks that killing the story is more important than using it to attack the Police."
Chief Moynahan said "(NCPD) Chief Evans told me over the weekend that she appreciated us sending someone to interview her Officer, and he's willing to let the process go forward. She also has put her Officer on Desk Duty so that he doesn't have another incident with our guyzzz,"
"That sucks for him." Teresa said. "He did all the right things, and gets put on Desk Duty."
"From what I was tolllld," drawled the Chief, "the kid is something of a punk, and he wasn't all that upset about being put on desk doo-teeee."
"Almost having a dirty cop pull a gun on you will do that to a rookie." I replied.
"Let's let the I.A. report come back, Mister Crowbarrrrr." admonished the Chief.
"Yes sir." I said, and shut my potty mouth by sipping some coffee.
With a wicked twinkle in her eye, Tanya Muscone said "I am shocked... shocked... that Bettina did not have Karl Frazier of Public Policy Polling giving us the massaged, distorted numbers we have the right to know." We all chuckled at that.
Sheriff Griswold growled "The poll numbers... the -real- poll numbers... are not what Bettina and KXTC want to hear. And Frazier will only do so much; he's not going to humiliate himself by putting out numbers that will blow up in his face the next day."
I said "But Bettina made damn sure to give KXTC's endorsements, to tell us what to think and who to vote for."
"And they endorsed the most Leftwing candidates in every race." Teresa said. "Do they really think their endorsements matter?" she asked, her voice dripping with skepticism.
"No." barked the Sheriff. "Anyone who follows them at all will probably vote for their candidates anyway, endorsements or not."
I added: "And there are way too many sources of information out there now, and people don't neeeeeed Bettina to tell them what to think and how to vote."
Paulina said "Before I forget to tell you... Michael McGill is unopposed for the Republican nomination for Solicitor, so his Campaign is not having a big party. But he -is- going to have a reception at the Veasley Center tomorrow night to watch the results, and all of you are invited. Yes, I know the Sheriff is having a party at the Civic Center, but feel free to stop by if you like."
The Veasley Center was across the street (Riverside Drive) from City Hall and the Civic Center, so 'stopping by' was feasible. But the room became strangely quiet after she said that. Teresa went for the coffeepot and refilled most of our mugs with the Elixir of Life. Cindy's eyes cut over to me in a manner reminiscent of the way Carole's eyes would at times... must be an inherited Michaux trait, I thought to myself. Tanya and Chief Moynahan also exchanged a glance.
The Sheriff broke the awkwardness when he said "You guys should come on over to my party. I'll be glad to have him... and you... on stage with me. It'll give his candidacy a boost."
Paulina said "I'll call Michael and see if he'd like to do that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Promotions and Medals Day went smoothly and quickly. The only point of interest to me was when Tanya pinned Joanne Warner's Achievement Medal on her uniform. Joanne looked 'stoic', at best. I suspected that she feared being forced out of the Detectives Corps and into the Captain of Physical Properties job.
Afterwards, Cindy and I went to my office. As I poured coffee into her mug, she said "I think you understood my look in the coffee klatch."
"Yeah." I said as I poured coffee into my Airborne School coffee mug. "But I think the others missed it---"
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
That sound was followed by Tanya driving into my office. Teresa followed her in, and poured coffee for herself and for Tanya. Once we were settled in our chairs, the held-back questions began. Teresa started us off:
"Why in the world is Michael McGill having his own reception tomorrow night?" queried the Iron Wolf. "Why isn't he going to be at the Sheriff's party? Or Miriam Walters's rally?"
I said "Well, Miriam could lose, so I can see him not going to her event. And if Paulina is with him, that's cover for her not being at Miriam's rally. But yeah... if I were a candidate for anything, I'd crawl through broken glass to be seen with Sheriff Griswold. If they don't take up his offer this morning to be on stage with him, then he's setting himself up to lose."
Tanya said "That's almost disrespectful, if Paulina isn't at Miriam's event. And the Press will crucify her for not being there, like they attacked you for not attending the Sheriff's debate. Or..." Her voice trailed off.
"Orrrrrr...?" I queried.
Tanya said "It just struck me that maybe Paulina expects Miriam to lose?"
Cindy said "It's a possibility. The Sheriff told me it could be close." Then she said "But I noticed something else in the klatch, and I think Don understood when I glanced at him. Did y'all notice that Paulina spoke not as if it was -his- campaign but -their- campaign?"
"Now that you mention it... yes." said Teresa. "Don, I know Paulina and Michael have been dating, but is there something more... that we have a right to know?"
I smiled wanly at the joke, then said "I don't think there is anything y'all don't already know about that. Paulina and Michael are dating, and it's reaching a pretty serious stage. So yes, Paulina will be making appearances with Michael during the campaign."
"What about Tasha?" Teresa asked.
"I expressed disapproval at Tasha being exposed to the Public via appearances and especially television ads." I said. "I shocked the hell out of Michael when I told him there had been an attempt on Tasha's life, and five on Carole's. But ultimately, it's Paulina's call."
Teresa said "I was thinking more about how Paulina's relationship with Michael is affecting her and especially Tasha's relationship with you and the Troy family."
I nodded, then said "Tasha still stays with us at The Cabin on the weekends, even though Paulina hasn't for months. I expect that to continue, especially Tasha having time with her brothers and sisters." When I paused, saying no more, Cindy intervened.
"May I?" said the Green Crowbar as she reached for her shirt pocket and activated her anti-bugging device. I nodded and she said to the others: "As you know, my sister Molly lives at The Cabin full-time, and my wife Callie is Don's wife Laura's right-hand woman in starting up the State Medical College."
Cindy: "So Paulina was staying at The Cabin with Don and Laura on the weekends. But what most people don't realize is that the actual love affair there was not between Don and Paulina, but Laura and Paulina."
My other two Angels glanced over at me, and I just nodded. Cindy went on: "So Paulina has essentially left Laura for Michael. And while Laura is keeping busy... and that's a huge understatement... building the State Medical College, Callie thinks it has added to Laura's stress levels."
"Don, is your marriage in trouble?" Tanya asked, a most non-perky look of shock on her face.
"I don't think so." I said. "Laura and I have always been very open with each other about our extramarital relationships, and I know she and Paulina have... or have had... a closeness that either of us, me or Laura, have rarely had, except with each other. But Laura has not said anything to me about it since Paulina began dating Michael---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal the Chief of Police. "May I have the pleazzzurrrre of your presences in my Conference Roooom?" Chief Moynahan drawled. We moved out smartly to comply with those instructions...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, May 3rd. The turnout at the polls was far heavier than Bettina and her experts had predicted, about 35-40% of eligible voters, and distributed throughout the County.
"No reports of any problems." Teresa reported to me at 5:00pm. "The lines have been fairly long all day, but nothing really bad. No reports of voting machine problems or other issues at any polling location. The Sheriff's Department will transport the ballots to Election Central with a well-armed Police escort after the polls close at 7:00pm."
"Okay, good." I said. "What are you and Todd doing tonight, if anything?"
Teresa said "We're going to the Sheriff's party at the Convention Center. Cindy said he's expecting his race to be called early, so he'll probably make his speech around 8:30. The Mayor's party is also at the Civic Center, and it might not be called until much later in the evening, so we may go over there. What about you?"
I said "Laura and I will be at the Sheriff's party, of course. And if it's called early, I'm considering going to Edna Carter's rally, especially if the race is tight. I'll call to make sure she's good with me being there."
Teresa said "The Council is not meeting tonight due to the election. Would you and Laura like to join me and Todd for dinner before we go to the Sheriff's rally?"
I said "Thanks, but I've made reservations for me and Laura at the Chop House. She's been so busy that she needs a break and a good dinner. And we could use a (air quotes) 'just the two of us' dinner."
Teresa said "You can tell me it's none of my beeswax, but is Laura still angry about what Carole said and did in my hometown? Or is it something more, maybe overall stress from the job she's taken on trying to create the State Medical College?"
I paused for a long moment, then said "It's about Carole. It's not specifically what happened in your hometown; that's just one drop in the bucket that's about to overflow. And maybe the stress of the new job is starting to wear on Laura, but I think we'd be at this point anyway, no matter what. So maybe I can get Laura to relax tonight, enjoy dinner and the Sheriff's party, and then we can talk about things."
"I hope things go well for you." Teresa said, then added: "To be honest, Don, candidly honest, I don't know how you do it. I've seen you being put under the worst pressure our enemies could muster against you, and you never break. What's your secret?"
I grinned and said "When things get to be too much, I go out on the back deck of The Cabin, pour a dram of heavily peated single-malt Scotch, and pet the dogs while I drink it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura was wearing a tasteful but clingy dress, and I was in a suit and (Wildcat red) tie when we came into the Chop House steakhouse for dinner. We were given a booth in the back area of the main room, which was quieter and less trafficked than the rest of the open restaurant. Someone had reserved the back room for a party, and I idly wondered if it was one of the political candidates running for office.
"This is nice." Laura said after we were seated and our drinks ordered. "I didn't realize how much I needed a night like this."
"You've had your nose to the grindstone putting together the State Medical College." I said. "You're working seven days a week, at least sixteen hours every day. I've never seen you working this hard for this long, not even when you were in crisis mode with the CIA. I know once you are in motion you stay in motion, but you haven't slowed down a bit."
"Yes, I know." Laura said. "And I've always liked crisis management like this, and finding solutions to problems, and moving towards a goal. I see Jim, Ross, and Ian acting the same way when they're building the Lego City and the Railroad in the attic. I'm doing the same thing, just on a grownup scale."
"Yes." I said. "But we don't let them overdo it, and we send them to bed. Do I need to make you go to bed early, more often?"
"You're just trying to get into my pants, arentcha?" Laura said with a smile and a twinkle in her eye. I nodded vigorously in response. The waitress came with wine, bread and salad, and I ordered for both myself and Laura, which she has always appreciated.
I wasn't intending to talk about either of our work, but Laura began talking about where things were with the School startup, maybe to get things aligned in her head, or just to have something 'easy' to talk about. I just listened, cataloguing everything in my Mind Palace.
Our food orders came, so we paused to chow down. "Mmmm." Laura said as she ate a piece of steak. "They have the best steaks in the State here."
"I entirely agree." I said as I began eating my own extremely delicious steak. We spent a few minutes eating properly but hungrily. As we finished dessert, Laura poured herself another glass of wine, her third. I held off, since I was driving.
"Soooo," Laura said, "are you going to bring up the 8-year-old elephant in the room?" She meant Carole.
"I was." I replied. "But I see that you are having a good, relaxing evening, so I decided not to at this time."
"I appreciate that." said my wife. "But we will have to talk about it, eventually."
I held back on a reply. There really was nothing to talk about, at least not as far as I was concerned. I merely said "Later." and took the last bite of my delicious chocolate cheesecake, and washed it down with the last of the coffee in my cup.
As we were leaving, Laura said "Paulina called and invited me to Michael McGill's reception... again. Do you want to go there now, and then to the Sheriff's party?"
I replied "Unless you really want to go... I'd rather not. I want to go ahead and go to the Sheriff's party. Once he declares victory, I want to go to Edna Carter's rally with Edward Steele. If you don't want to go to that, you and Stephanie can go to the Mayor's party and be seen with Melina."
"Sounds like a plan." said Laura. "Yes, if Stephanie is amenable, we'll do that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 8:00pm, Tuesday, May 3rd. "Joining me at the Channel Two News Decision Desk tonight is Martha Faulkner!"
After the 'upbeat' political theme song, Bettina began: "The polls have been closed for one hour, and some of the races can be called. Martha?"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the blonde MILF reporterette, again wearing a white blouse and all-white skirt and pants, sitting to Bettina's left behind the Decision Desk. "KXTC's expert analysts are able to call some elections now. Of course, all of the primary races that had candidates unopposed by anyone, including all ten Council Members and all 30 members of the Assembly, have automatically been declared winners, as the candidates are deemed to have voted for themselves."
Martha: "In the Republican primary for Sheriff, incumbent Antonio Griswold is projected to be the nominee, as he currently holds a 70-30 edge over former Deputy Louis Bailey. The Sheriff's lead is consistent throughout all voting precincts. Sheriff Griswold will face Edgar Silas in the General Election."
Bettina spoke up: "In the Democrat race for the important Solicitor position, Alvin Whitner is blowing out former City Attorney Dennis Garland by a whopping 90-10% margin. This may come down as the northern White vote comes in, but it's an easy projection to call Whitner the winner. He will face untested attorney Michael Thomas McGill in the General Election."
Martha: "In the School Board Chairman race, Assemblywoman Cori Bowman leads schoolteacher and former Charter Commission member Edna Carter 55-45%, but that race is considered to be too close to call at this time. And District Attorney Miriam Walters and current Solicitor Ted Mason are in a dead heat at 50-50, and obviously too close to call. The winner of that race will face former ADA Savannah Fineman in the General Election."
Bettina: "In the all-important Mayor's race, incumbent White Nationalist Daniel Allgood, who some say stole the Mayor's election from its rightful winner Eldrick X. Weaver three and a half years ago, is slightly leading Establishment Republican and current Town Assemblyman Ryan Paulson. Surprisingly, Allgood's lead in the early going is strongest in the southern districts of the Town and the County, while Paulson is polling strongly in the northern White suburbs. The winner will face Stacy Jacobs, who is leading her primary opponent Kirdy Stevens by an 85-15% margin, in a race that has been called for Ms. Jacobs by KXTC Channel Two News..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Congratulations, Sheriff." I said to Sheriff Griswold as we sat side-by-side on the couch in the 'green room', a small room behind the larger room his Campaign had rented at the Civic Center, and watched the broadcast.
"Good asskissing skills, Crowbar." growled Griswold good-naturedly, making me and the others in the room laugh. "Edward, what are the real numbers?"
Edward R. Steele checked the app on his iPhone, then said "Give Allgood, Walters, and Edna Carter about 3 to 5 more percentage points than what Bettina is reporting, and the numbers match closely with what the Election Center is reporting on the app."
Also in the room were Laura, Stephanie Steele, Selena Steele, Cindy, Callie, Teresa, Todd, and Katina Jones, the Conservative black woman who was running for Edward Steele's old Council seat, and was unopposed for the Republican nomination.
Everyone chatted for a while, then the Sheriff began getting phone calls. After disconnecting from the last call, he barked "That was KFXU. They're asking if I'm going to make a statement tonight. KXTC called earlier and was more rude about it; they said I needed to make my statement because they're going to move on to the close races."
"It's almost 8:30 now." said Edward Steele. "Why don't we tell them we'll speak at 9:00."
"Tell the press we'll come out there at 8:45." replied the Sheriff. "And if you guys want anyone else on stage with us, you better call them now." I texted Paulina that information...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 8:40pm we all left the 'green room' and headed for the main room. It was a partitioned-off part of the ballroom where we had the Policeman's Ball every year, and the space was not all that large. Ergo, it looked crowded, even though there were just twelve dozen or so people in the room.
As we came onto the stage in preparation for announcing the Sheriff, I saw Paulina Patterson coming up to us. Behind her was Michael McGill... and in front of her was my daughter Tasha.
At first Tasha was looking wary and unhappy, but as soon as she saw me she exhibited her beautiful smile. "Daddy!" my daughter called out as she ran up to me.
"Hey Little Love!" I said enthusiastically as she came up to me with her arms up, wanted me to pick her up. I did so, and my back protested immediately. I ignored the pain, but I did say "Geez, you're getting to be a BIG Bundle of Love! I can hardly pick you up, anymore." Tasha just laughed and wrapped her arms around my neck in a big hug.
Then the Sheriff was announced and everyone in the room cheered. Among his comments thanking everyone, he said "And we have the President of the new State Medical College with us!" Everyone cheered as Laura waved to the crown, then swiftly retreated behind others so that she wasn't on television for too long. 
Sheriff Griswold introduced Edward Steele and Michael McGill, then made a point to have Katina Jones come up next to him for her introduction. Yes, we were pushing hard to get her elected. Then the Sheriff said "And we have the World's Greatest Detective with us, Don Troy!" The crowd cheered, then the Sheriff said "And his lovely daughter Tasha. What do you say, Tasha?" as he held the microphone up to her.



"VOTE FOR GRANDPA GRIZZ!" Tasha yelled. And the crowd went wild, as the saying goes...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She said to come on down." I said as I drove my Police SUV south along Riverside Drive. The old skating rink behind the service station where a gang shootout had occurred had been renovated into a Conference Center with a large ballroom and several smaller rooms. (Author's note: 'Woman In Love', Ch. 02-03 for the shootout and related issues involving the skating rink building.)
Edward R. Steele was riding shotgun, and like most non-Police-Officers he was looking at all the neat gadgets in the vehicle with great interest. He said "We'll be going in with the Reverend Joseph E. Williams, and we are making a show of solidarity as fellow Charter Commission Members. But I'm still surprised she wants us there."
"Especially me." I said. "But the Sheriff was right when he told me that the Black Community hates the Police, and especially White Police, but they'll respect the effort to show up and stand with Edna."
Edward said "Edna, maybe. But you'd need your entire Police Force protecting you if you tried to go to Cori Bowman's rally. Between the truly radical Police-haters and the loyal Teachers Union people that will be there, it would be dangerous, even for you... especially for you."
To change the subject, I said "So your house next to Cindy's is finished?"
"It sure is, and it looks great." said Edward. "We're having an unofficial housewarming party this weekend, along with Marie's birthday party..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We met up with the Rev. Dr. Joseph E. Williams outside. He was wearing a civilian jacket and pants, and a black shirt with a clerical collar. I said "Is Savannah Fineman going to be here:?"
"You are about to make me say cuss words." replied the good Reverend. "She's at Cori Bowman's rally. She's been working hard to help Bowman beat Edna, though I suspect some of it is to help her buddy Bill Redmond in the General Election."
"Sounds about right to me." I said as he led Edward and me in. The security at the gate looked openly shocked at seeing two white men with Dr. Williams, then they recognized me... maybe it was the red crowbar in my hand that gave me away. Their looks turned to hatred, but they let us through.
The crowd in the 'green room' were equally surprised when we came in. Edna Carter said "I'm so glad you could come." as she hugged us. She introduced Edward and I as fellow Charter Commission members, and we were begrudgingly accepted. I observed several Black Business Council members, a number of schoolteachers and administrative officials from the Booker T. Washington High School system in the room. I also saw and said hello to Patricia Chang, who would be the Democrat candidate for Edward's old Council seat. And I had one friend: Lieutenant Stevie Carter was a relative of Edna's, and was here in civilian clothes, as well.
"How are the results doing?" I asked Dr. Williams as he checked his app.
"Hard to tell." he said. "I don't know why the northern County results are so slow coming in. They're usually done quickly, and the southern parts of Town take longer. But not tonight."
Edward was also checking the app. He said "The current results have Edna ahead, but like Joseph said, the northern districts are uncharacteristically delayed, and we're expecting the white Leftist elites up there to vote heavily for the Union's choice, Cori Bowman."
"And KXTC is telling us every two minutes how the D.A. and Mayor races are going, but they're not mentioning this race at all." said Patricia Chang.
"What is KFXU saying?" I asked. The room got quiet, and some people looked at me as if I were a Klingon in their midst.
"We don't watch those racist crackers." spewed a woman I didn't know, but would learn was the BTWHS girls's basketball coach.
I said "KFXU is supporting Edna, while KXTC is s supporting Bowman, and the Union. Love 'em or hate 'em, you might get more and better information from KFXU than from KXTC."
My words fell on deaf ears, and the televisions remained exclusively on KXTC. But a few people began taking sneak peeks at their smartphones, possibly looking at the KFXU mobile app or website.
I called Teresa for an update. She was at Mayor Allgood's party at the Hyatt Hotel. "People are socializing, but there's an undercurrent of nervousness affecting everyone's mood. A lot of people don't understand why the northern suburbs aren't coming in faster. Cindy went to Election Headquarters to make sure everything is kosher with the counting."
After disconnecting, I called Cindy. She reported "What's slowing everything down is that the election observers in the Carter-Bowman race are birddogging the hell out of the counters. I've seen some of them before; they're thugs for the Teacher's Union. If it weren't for them, the three remaining races would be counted and called."
"Any idea for who?" I asked.
Cindy said "I think the Walters-Mason race for D.A. is headed for a recount. Daniel Allgood is ahead and has been ahead, but Ryan Paulson is gaining as the northern votes come in. And the same for the Carter-Bowman race: Edna Carter is ahead, but Bowman is gaining with each batch of northern votes counted."
I told Edna what I'd learned. When I said the D.A. race was a dead heat, the BTWHS coach snarled "That don't matter. Alvin Whitner is gonna whip both their cracker asses. And then yo cracker ass is done in this County, Iron Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm, Tuesday, May 3rd. I got a call from Cindy, who said that the votes were finally counted and were being certified. She also said that she might have leaked some numbers to Priya Ajmani of KFXU.
"Someone turn one of these televisions to KFXU." I said as I disconnected. No one moved. "No, really." I said. "You're going to like it." Dr. Joseph E. Williams turned one television to KFXU, and just in time:
"This is Priya Ajmani, Fox Eight News!" said the gorgeous Indian reporterette, reporting from outside Election Headquarters. "Fox Eight News is now projecting that Assemblywoman Cori Bowman, who was strongly supported by the NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union... has -lost- to schoolteacher Edna Carter---"
The room erupted into cheers. The BTWHS coach said "Well where the hell is the KXTC report?"
"They'll take their time reporting it." I said. "They wanted Cori Bowman to win, and they'll need to figure out how to spin it."
"How do you know that?" the woman said skeptically.
"Ohhhh, my cracker ass hears a few things before the rest of you do." I replied, then walked away from her.
Some minutes later, as the Campaign confirmed the news and the results, Edward Steele came up to me and said "Priya just called the race for Daniel Allgood, too. The D.A. race is being held up; they're recounting two northern precincts."
The news began spreading in the main room, and people began cheering and talking excitedly. A few minutes later, representatives of the Press began orchestrating Edna Carter's appearance on stage. I was not going to go with them, but Edna grabbed my arm and all but forced me to escort her out. "I want all you Charter Commission people on stage with me." she said to us.
We all went out on stage, and the crowd of several hundred people cheered as Edna said "The results are in, and with the help of all of you, I will be carrying the fight for our children's education into the November election as the Democrat nominee for School Board Chairman!"
Edna thanked a number of people, then said "And I'm glad to have my fellow Charter Commission members here with me: Dr. Williams, Councilman Edward Steele..." there was good applause, then Edna finished "... and the Iron Crowbar, Commander Donald Troy!"
The room suddenly quietened to almost nothing, and then there were a few scattered boos. Edna took exception: "If you are booing Donald Troy, then get out of here and don't let the door hit you when you leave! This man..." she said as she pointed at me "... has worked hard to give -all- our children a quality education! This man... stood up to the Teachers Union when he wrote the Charter! Our children will not find a better supporter of quality basic education than Donald Troy... except for me as School Board Chairman, of course!"
There was a smattering of applause, but then someone, a man in the crowd, yelled out "He's a cop! A white cop!" There were murmurs of agreement in the hall.
Dr. Williams came up to Edna and whispered "Allow me?" Edna yielded the microphone and Dr. Williams said into it: "People, I understand your hatred of White cops. I don't like a lot of them, either. But Donald Troy? He ain't one of them."
Dr. Williams: :"Do you remember when Harold Malone ruled the Police around here? I sure do. And it was bad. Bad! But this man..." he said as he pointed at me "...this man ran Harold Malone out of this County. This man cleaned up the TCPD. You will not find a white cop that will treat you more fairly and honestly than Donald Troy will!"
The Haters shut up, and a round of quiet, polite applause rose up. I probably should not have said anything, but I went up to the microphone and said "Let's not lose sight of why we're here. Whatever you think of me as a Police Officer, and I'm proud to be one, I'm here to support Edna Carter's campaign to become School Board Chairman. Like Edna Carter, I support quality education for all our children. Bill Redmond does not."
Me: "Bill Redmond will work side-by-side with the Teachers Union to control what your children are taught, to control the amount of money allocated to your schools and to distribute that money in an unfair, harmful manner. I'm here to help Edna Carter stop Bill Redmond's campaign to harm our children by harming their chance to have a fair, good, basic education. Now who is with me on THAT?"
The room exploded in applause...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"While these returns are very close, the Voters have spoken." said Ted Mason at 1:00am, Wednesday, May 4th, in his concession speech in the Republican primary for District Attorney. "We now must put aside our differences and work together to support Miriam Walters and Michael McGill for D.A. and Solicitor, and stop the tremendous threat that Savannah Fineman and Alvin Whitner are to our legal system."
Mason: "Fineman and Whitner will coddle criminals, will let them go free to endanger our good citizens's lives, and they will try to strip law abiding citizens of their guns and their gun rights, as well as their right to self-defense. Use a gun to defend your wives and daughters's lives, and you will be the one prosecuted by Savannah Fineman and Alvin Whitner. Under Fineman and Whitner, the thugs will rule while the law-abiding are made more and more helpless..."
"He's right, you know." Edward R. Steele said to me as we watched the speeches and the returns at the Mountain Nest while waiting for our wives to arrive.
"Yep." I said. "Fineman and Whitner want to bring to us the chaos that Citizens of San Francisco, Chicago, New York City, and the shithole Wilmington, Delaware enjoy today."
Edward said "I'm glad Mason was so conciliatory about it. The vote was very close, and a sudden spurt of votes for Miriam at the end looked kind of fishy to me. Daniel Allgood won by a greater percentage, but Ryan Paulson is not only not conceding, he told Amber Harris in an interview that he would not endorse Daniel Allgood if Allgood was eventually declared the primary winner."
I said "That just proves what I've always said: Establishment Republican Elites will support Democrats before they will support true Conservatives."
"Point taken. Point well taken." Edward said agreeably. "And I'm sure that Paulson is furious that the referendum to separate the Public Health Department from the Public Safety Department passed overwhelmingly, 67-33%."
Just then we heard the front door being opened, followed by a sight I had never seen before. Stephanie Steele and Melina Allgood were helping Laura into the room. My (current) wife's arms were over the other women's shoulders, like an injured football player being helped off the field. Laura was barely awake.
"Oh my goodness." Edward said "What happened?"
"She had a lot of wine to drink." Stephanie said.
I had sprung up and begun taking cushions off the far-side sofa against the wall. "Here, let's put her here instead of trying to get her upstairs." I said as I pulled out the sofa-bed and quickly obtained a sheet from the closet and put it down over the mattress. The others (mostly Melina) helped Laura to the sofa-bed as I got the pillows and bedspread cover from the same closet and put them down.
"I'll get her undressed and under the covers." I said. "So what happened?"
"Like Stephanie said, Laura had a lot of wine." Melina said. "I was busy with Daniel, greeting guests and stuff, so I didn't realize she'd had too much."
"And she had a good, big dinner." I said. "So it must have been a lot of wine. Did she seem unhappy about something? Or was she cutting loose like it was girls night out in Vegas?"
Stephanie said "When we left the Sheriff's party for Daniel's party while you guys went to Edna's rally, she was a little quiet, but she seemed okay. She didn't say anything to me about any problems she was having. And at Daniel's rally she talked to people, most of who were congratulating her on the State Medical College, and she didn't seem to be anything but cordial and social."
Stephanie: "But with 20/20 hindsight, I realize that she was constantly drinking wine, and towards the end of the evening she was sitting in the 'green room' drinking several glasses... large glasses. And after the evening was over, we realized that she was about to pass out. She didn't act like a drunk or embarrass herself, but she was half-gone."
I nodded, then said "Did Paulina and Michael go to Daniel's party?"
"No." Stephanie said. "I saw them on television at Miriam Walters's event when Miriam was giving her speech. Tasha wasn't with them, by the way."
I said "Paulina took her up to The Cabin after they left the Sheriff's party. Molly and her mother Maggie are keeping all the kids there."
Everyone made their goodbyes and left. I got Laura undressed and under the covers, then sat in the rocking chair as she slept. I'd never seen Laura let herself go like she had tonight, and become passed-out drunk. And there could only be two reasons for it. One was Carole, and her knowing we had to have a 'come-to-Jesus' discussion about our daughter. The other reason would be Paulina. Was Paulina's relationship with Michael McGill getting to Laura? Or was it something else, maybe involving Tasha?
All I knew at this moment was that there was a problem, and whatever Powers of the Vibe or the Detective skills of the Crowbar I possessed were not helping me to find the answers I needed...
To be continued.
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Part 5 - 'Come To Jesus' Meeting
9:00am, Wednesday, May 4th. Star Wars Day: 'May the Fourth Be With You'. It was also the day that I performed 'The Most Dangerous Assignment In The TCPD': I put the brackets for the Police Boxing Matches on the glass-covered bulletin board in the Gymnasium, locked it, and hustled to the back side of the room.
Teresa and Cindy pushed open the gym doors and swiftly moved to the sides and against the wall. They need not have worried: no Police Officer on the Force wanted to come up against the Green Crowbar or the Iron Wolf, and run either of them over.
I observed that, unlike previous years, the enthusiasm for the Matches wasn't as high this year. And while we had 40 entrants for the actual traditional boxing, we only had 50 entrants for the Freestyle Division. One of them was Detective Joan Laurer, the 2x and defending Champion; she was seeded No 1.
"I hate to say it." said Teresa, but she still said it anyway: "But not being able to use crowbars is just killing the Freestyle Division. Can't you convince the Chief to let us use 'em again?"
"Nope." I replied. "He's adamant about it. He fears the US DOJ will try to use it against us when they come in and try to force us into a Consent Decree. He thinks the US DOJ will say we're teaching aggression and offensive tactics, not defensive ones."
"Geez." Teresa said. "What the fuck does he expect? We have to train. And what, are we just supposed to sit back and let criminals march, loot, and burn?"
"That's what the Derrick B. Harland and his US DOJ want." I said.
Teresa said "If that's the case, I'm surprised the Chief still lets you carry your crowbar." When I turned to look at her, she said in a shocked voice "Did... did he try to tell you to stop carrying it?"
I said: "Not directly. But I know he brought it up with the Sheriff, who reminded the Chief that I have the right to retire with my pension at any time, twice over. And when the Chief said that might cause the US DOJ to back off, the Sheriff said that they were going to come in on us no matter what... and that our only chance to win and not be torn apart is if I'm still on the Force."
"That may well be true." Teresa said. "And if you go, I'll be walking out right behind you."
I said "The Sheriff might have mentioned that, as well, and that if I go, there won't be a Police Force to be Chief of. The Sheriff also may have mentioned that it would be a most very bad idea for him, the Sheriff, to be forced to choose between me and anyone else, be it on this Police Force or in this world."
Teresa said no more as Detective Joan Laurer came up to us, after seeing she was in the No. 1 slot. "This is going to suck, sir." Joan said.
"Defend your title, become 3x champion, and you can rest on your laurels." Teresa said.
I added "And the way things are going, you might be the 3x and last Freestyle Division Champion..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
6:30pm, Wednesday, May 4th. I called Laura, who said she was still in her office at the Hospital, doing necessary paperwork. I told her that I'd take Carole and Jim to The Cabin, then make some dinner for her and myself at the Mountain Nest. She knew what that meant: we were finally going to have 'the talk'. She said she would be home by 9:00.
Nine o'clock turned into nearly eleven o'clock when she texted she was on the way home. I began making the pork fried rice, and finished it just as her car pulled into the driveway. When she came in, she found the sweet and sour pork strips, the fried rice, and cha (green tea) and saké (Japanese rice wine) waiting on the table.
"Oh, this is nice." Laura said as I held out her chair at the end of the table for her to be seated. "Simple, but nice. And hot, too."
"Yes." I said as I sat down to her left, in the chair one of the boys would usually sit in. "I'm the Iron Crowbar, not an Iron Chef, but I can handle simple stuff."
"It's good." Laura said as we began eating. And either it really was that good, or Laura was famished. She ate three helpings of the fried rice and twice the number of pork strips as I ate. No biggie, I'd done a lot of 'tasting' as I cooked the food.
Afterwards, we sat on the sofa against the wall as we sipped saké. Laura started the conversation: "Okay, I admit that should have reprimanded Jim as well as Carole. And in the future I will be careful to treat them equally." I nodded in agreement.
"Having said that," Laura continued, "Carole has simply got to learn better manners. I know that we agreed you would handle her punishments after the incident at the Griswold's home. But what she did in Teresa's hometown was the same thing, especially what she said to that old Green Beret and his grandson. It was inappropriate, it was wrong." (Author's note: 'Vox Populi Vox Dei', Ch. 03; 'The Wolf and The Moon', Ch. 02.)
I said "And you believe she's not learning and she's repeating the same mistakes because -I- won't discipline her nor let you discipline her?" Laura nodded vigorously.
I said "And that's because I didn't and don't see what she said and did was wrong. Sheriff Griswold wasn't offended, and he's told me more than once that her words were helpful to him in his time of grief. And that Green Beret seemed to be helped by her words, too, when she wouldn't let him berate himself... kinda like what Tanya does to me when I start blaming myself for something."
Laura said "So you just don't see the inappropriateness of it?"
"No, I don't. I genuinely don't." I replied. "And in the two situations you have a problem with, I see it as her just trying to help others feel better. Also, I'm really worried that you coming down on her, like you did in Teresa's hometown over asking the question at the computer center, is going to make her withdraw and clam up instead of asking good questions or warning us about imminent danger."
Laura said "And that is what I want. I want her to keep her mouth shut and exercise better manners. So... where does this leave us?"
"First of all, I'm still holding you to our agreement that her disciplines are to be left to me." I said. "If you think she's done something wrong, come to me and I'll speak to her about it."
And then a sudden insight hit me. I asked "When was the last time you and Carole had a good talk, just the two of you? When was the last time just the two of you went and did something together, or had lunch, just the two of you, like you and I did tonight?"
"Well---" Laura said, then cut herself off as the thought about it. "You have a point. When I pick her up from school, she's almost always with Marie or Jim or Tasha. And since I took on the new job, I haven't even been doing that very much."
I said "I know you're busy as hell. But maybe a good mother-daughter day, just the two of you, would be the right thing. And let her talk, and make her predictions, and tell you what her dreams of the future are."
"Oh, she's made that clear." Laura said. "She needs no prodding to tell anyone who will listen that she's going to be the next Iron Crowbar."
"No doubt about that." I said. "What else does she love?"
"Bowser." Laura said, meaning it humorously.
"Touché," I said with a grin. "What does she love to do?"
Laura paused, then said "Point taken. Okay, I'll try to make some time for just me and her."
I said "I'll tell her to be receptive to it, and to meet you halfway." Then I began stroking my wife's thigh, and said "And speaking of meeting halfway... let's go to bed."
"Now -that- is a good idea." Laura we said. And if you think Laura had been hungry for food earlier, it was nothing compared to the sexual hunger she displayed for the next hour, exhausting me in the most pleasing of ways...
Part 6 - House On The Hill, Redux
(Author's note: at this point this story overlaps 'Mystery At Mystery Lake', which was entered for the Crime and Punishment 2023 Challenge, and had to be submitted at a certain time.)
1:00pm, Sunday, May 8th. We arrived at the new home of Edward and Stephanie Steele. It was next door to Cindy's house, but there was a good bit of space between the houses. They also didn't face exactly the same direction: Cindy's backyard faced south-southeast, looking over the western part of Reservoir Lake in the valley below; while the Steele home faced much more southeast, over the eastern part of the Lake and into Nextdoor County.
The garage was on the far (left) side of the home, and the garage doors were on the side, so cars that were parked inside faced the house. While Cindy's home was more 'boxy', less wide, and two stories tall, the Steele house was only one story, a ranch-style, and longer side-to-side. The Steele home's façade was stone and mortar with a dark brown roof to match.
I had Carole and Tasha with me, and Molly brought the boys. Seeing us drive up, Cindy walked over with Betsy and Benjamin. Teresa, Todd, and their boys came out of Cindy's house, and they were carrying boxes of pizzas for our lunch.
When Carole rang the doorbell, Marie opened the front door. With a sweep of her hand, she dramatically said "Welcome to our new a-bode!"
"Come on in, guys." Stephanie said as we stepped into the foyer. "Come bring those pizzas to the kitchen." The Burke clan followed her through the living room and dining room to the kitchen. A moment later they were back. Stephanie asked "Where's Laura?"
"She was doing some work this morning for the State Medical College." I said.
Cindy added: "Callie is with her, and she's going to bring Laura up here, even if she has to drag her away from her desk. I think Paulina is going to help with that, too."
"Oh, Laura is working so hard on getting the School going." Stephanie said. "She's wearing herself to the bone."
"Tell me about it." I muttered. Then I said more loudly "Marie, will you show us your new house?" With her mother's approval, Marie happily became out hostess and showed us around.
As just mentioned, to our left as we came in the front door was the formal living room. At the far end, two walls on each side framed the large space in the wall that opened onto the formal dining room, which was fairly narrow. To the right of the foyer was a wall. We walked through the narrow foyer to see a hallway extend to the right. Photos of Edward and Stephanie, Selena, and Marie adorned the walls. Marie led us down the hall.
"This is Daddy's office." Marie said as we stopped at the first door on the left. "I can't go in there unless Daddy is in there or there's an e-mer-gen-ceee." The office space was narrow, with a window at the far end overlooking the backyard and the further view. It reminded me of Laura's 'Puter Room in the Mountain Nest. Edward's desk was against the left wall. In the corner past the desk was a secretary with a tall bookcase on it; it was where Stephanie could sit and do things like write letters and keep her calendar.
"This is the guest bedroom." Marie said at the first door to the right, facing the front of the house. "Selena stays in here if she stays here overnight." The bedroom was simply but very comfortably furnished. Near the end of the hall Marie pointed into the room on the right side, facing the front of the house, and said proudly "This is my room."
Marie's room looked like what one would expect for a now-nine-year-old girl: white walls with kitten and butterfly patterns, two double beds with stuffed toys on them, and a small desk for doing homework. There was a bathroom with a shower between the bedrooms, but no direct entrance to the hallway.
Marie said "Carole can sleep in the other bed when she spends the night."
"Yeah!" Carole said approvingly.
"We got a really great two-for-one price on those beds, or that would not have happened." Stephanie said. "But yes, it will be great when Carole stays overnight."
On the left side of the hallway, between the office room and the master bedroom, was a room that was barely larger than a closet. It was a half-bath with a small vanity on the left and a toilet on the right, with handicap rails on the walls on either side of it.
"And this is Mommy and Daddy's room." Marie said, indicating the door on the other side of the hall, and the large bedroom with a king-size bed. Drapes hung on the back wall, and they were pulled open to reveal the sliding glass door leading to a small balcony on back.
The balcony/deck was elevated about three feet off the ground and had a rail around it, but I noticed the entire rail on the left side (towards the house) was actually a gate that could be swung open, and steps that were pretty much a ladder allowed users to reach the ground below. It was basically a fire escape, and otherwise was not really meant to be used as a means of egress.
"Carole told Marie that idea." Edward said quietly to me when I asked him about it. "It's a good idea. I just hope we never have to use it." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
The master bedroom was in the corner of the house, and a full bathroom suite was next to it. I figured out that the tiny half-bath was between the master bath and the hall. I wondered why they just didn't have the big bathroom go to the hallway, and they'd have even more space. Not my house, I ultimately decided.
We retraced our steps down the hall, and went into the greatroom/den, which faced the backyard. Another sliding glass door led to the back deck. The view over the hill was as spectacular as from Cindy's backyard, though at a slightly different angle.
It was then I noticed that there was an extension from the garage towards the back of the house. I asked Edward what that was, and he said we'd be seeing it in a minute.
Going back inside, we went to the breakfast room. An island separated it from the kitchen, and it had a relatively large table. This was where most of the family's meals would be served and eaten. It wasn't a real 'open floor' plan, as a wall separated the breakfast room from the greatroom, but it was serviceable.
Selena Steele was in the kitchen, prepping for lunch. The stack of boxes of pizzas were on the island counter. Selena and Stephanie pointed out the features of the kitchen, then we continued the tour.
"And now for the best-est part of the house!" Marie said excitedly. She led us through the door from the kitchen that most of us expected to be the garage. Instead, it was a long narrow hallway between the garage and the kitchen. Near the doors were hooks to hang coats and put boots and shoes in typical 'mud room' fashion. Down the hallway were shelves for food, and at the end of the hallway was a door with a red ribbon and bow across it.
Stephanie said "That's the Music Room, and we'll have Marie open her birthday presents in there... after lunch. Let's go back into the kitchen and dig in to the pizza and salads."
Marie was disappointed, but I heard Carole whisper to you "They have a sur-prizze for you in there. Let's go eat pizza, and then we can see what it is..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura, Callie, and Paulina arrived as we were getting in line to get pizza. "Sorry we're late." my wife said. "I just could not get off the phone with our lawyers and get away from the office."
"They do charge by the hour." Edward said. "But I'm glad you're here. We'll show you around after lunch."
The pizza was delicious, and fortunately there was plenty of it. Jim, and Ross ate four slices (half a large pizza) each. Ian would have, but his mother intervened and held him to two slices of pizza and some salad. Jack Burke had three slices, while Doug and Mike consumed two slices each and some salad and bread.
"Hollow legs, these kids have." I remarked to Edward, who laughed and nodded vigorously in agreement.
Carole and Marie also consumed two slices each. Tasha only had one slice and a good helping of salad, the same as her mother. Betsy shared a slice with Callie. I followed my Angels's example and stopped after two slices. Laura did have any pizza, just some salad and bread.
"You okay?" I asked as we finished up.
"Yes." Laura said. "I'm just not hungry right now." But before I could ask anything else, Stephanie came over and rounded up the latecomers for another tour of the house.
Meanwhile, as Edward, Todd, and I sat in the greatroom talking, Carole and Marie came up. Carole asked "Daddy, what would you do different if you were designing the house?"
"I'd do nothing different." I said. "It's not my house. Isn't that right, Fussbudget?"
"Yes sir." Carole said, realizing her mistake. She'd realized what I'd been thinking in my head, and had asked out loud about it. It could have been a faux pas, but I saved my daughter from embarrassment. Thank goodness Laura had not heard that, I thought to myself.
"So you wouldn't do anything different?" Edward Steele said with a grin.
"We-ellll," I admitted, "I might have put in a fire pot on the back deck."
"We thought about doing that." Edward said. "We did run gas to the fireplace in case the electricity goes out and we don't have heat. But we decided that if we ever do want a fire pot, we can just burn firewood, like the Sheriff does in his backyard. And truth be told, the view is great, but Stephanie would rather be looking though a telescope if we're outside, and I've never been able to just sit and watch the landscape. I'll probably spend more time on the bedroom balcony than out here."
Todd said "I understand. Teresa likes sitting on the deck at our house, but I'm not as into it as she is. Uncle Don solves crimes while he's sitting on his deck."
"Or I talk to the kids." I said. Carole nodded vigorously in agreement.
Edward said "One other thing Stephanie and I decided was to have a one-story home. The Frank Freeman Funeral Home will probably come and get us from this house, and we don't want stairs in our old age."
"Makes sense." I said. "I'm already wondering how I'm going to get up and down the stairs of The Cabin in my old age. And Laura will get there faster; she's 14 years older than me."
Yes, Edward had answered my unspoken thoughts about the style of the home, which Carole had already picked up on. Hmm, was he becoming psychic like Carole is? I wondered to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, let's go see the Music Room." Selena said. We all filed into the mud room and down the hall to the door. Marie was instructed to remove the ribbon and open the door. She did so, and as the door opened, she squealed.
The room was painted purple with white trim, and light came through a large lattice window on the right side wall. On the right side were two easels with paintings Marie was working on, as well as other painting equipment. On the left side were her small piano and a violin on a stand. But it was what was in the back left corner that got the reaction out of her: a black baby grand piano!



"Carole, look!" Marie shouted. "It's a real piano!"
"Let's go play it!" Carole said. Marie rushed to the piano and hoisted herself up onto the bench seat. Carole went for the violin. A moment later, Pachelbel's Canon in D Major was being played. Obviously these girls had been practicing together already; they were playing it very well for musicians of any age, much less nine- and eight-year-olds.
All the adults were spellbound. I observed Teresa lean into Todd as the music was played, and I took a cue from it and slid my arm around Laura's back. The boys listened politely, while Tasha seemed to be a lot more into it.
When they finished, everyone applauded. Then Carole began playing 'Happy Birthday To You' and everyone joined in singing it to Marie. Afterwards, Marie got up and hugged her parents and Selena, saying "Thank you... thank you... thank you."
"You earned it." Stephanie said as she hugged Marie back. "You've worked very hard on your music and your paintings."
"We'll open the rest of Marie's presents in the den." Selena said. After we looked around the room, being shown the soundproofing and the lighting, we retreated back to the main house. Not much could match a baby grand piano as a gift, but we tried, and Marie got a nice haul of gifts, including two basketballs from Tasha.
As usual, Carole's booklet was the most anticipated gift. It was done for Marie and therefore could not have been done by Marie, but it was still pretty decently drawn. The first page showed Marie playing her 'Schroeder' piano while Carole leaned on it like Lucy in the Peanuts comic strip. The accompanying words said "Marie and I hang out. Sometimes she plays the piano while I listen or play the violin."
The next page showed Marie drawing what would become the sculpture of 'The Iron Wolf and The Iron Crowbar'. (Author's note: 'The Wolf and The Moon', Ch. 02.) The words said "Marie also paints pictures and inspires other things, like statues." Teresa and I fist-bumped at that.
Next was a drawing of Marie and Carole with the Redoubtable Bowser between them, being petted by both girls. The words said "Bowser is Marie's hero. I think he's an awesome dog, too." That drew laughter from everyone.
The next drawing was of Carole and Marie with their mothers. The caption read "Marie's mommy and my mommy are college professors." The next page showed Marie and Selena, with the words "Marie doesn't have any brothers. I offered to give her mine, but she said she's all good because she has a great big sister." People 'ooh'ed and 'ahh'ed, especially when Marie hugged Selena. Jim looked at Carole a bit skeptically, and that's putting it mildly.
The next drawing showed Marie with Stephanie and Edward, and the words said "Marie says she is lucky because she was adopted by a great mom and dad, and she loves them very much." Stephanie began crying as she and Marie hugged, and Edward was working very hard to not get too emotional as he hugged his adopted daughter.
Afterwards, cake and ice cream were served. Marie blew out the nine candles on her basic pound cake, then other cakes were brought out and served, as well. And it was 'no contest' on who ate the most ice cream: Betsy Ross was the undisputed champion, putting away nearly an entire quart of the vanilla good stuff. Everyone else had a scoop from the other quart.
As we ate, I quietly asked Paulina "Did you invite Michael McGill to come? Edward would've been glad to see him and talk to him."
Paulina said a bit pensively: "I asked, and he declined. And we need to talk about it. But not here and not now..."
Part 7 - 'Come to Jesus', Part II
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, May 16th, from the Anchor Desk in the KXTC studios, as it was raining heavily outside. "The recount of the Allgood-Paulson race is finished, and a winner has been declared!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Recounts are automatically triggered whenever there is less than one half of one percent difference in the vote count. A candidate can also ask for a recount if the results are less than two percent apart, but the candidate must pay for the recount. The Elections Board can refuse to recount anything over that percentage, unless the losing candidate can show compelling evidence of fraud or other problems with the vote count."
Bettina: "In the May 3rd primary for Mayor, incumbent Mayor Daniel Allgood defeated Town Assemblyman Ryan Paulson by just over two percent, 51.2 to 48.8%. Mr. Paulson refused to concede and demanded a recount, citing what appeared to be an abnormal burst in the count for Mayor Allgood as well as D.A. Walters in the late hours of the evening. When Mayor Allgood objected to a recount, Mr. Paulson and the Town & County Republican Committee filed suit to force a recount."
Bettina: "Judge Patrick R. Folsom ruled that there should be a recount, since it was a primary election which are controlled by the political Parties, and not the General Election, and the local Republican Party was asking for the recount. Mayor Allgood chose not to appeal the ruling, allowing the recount to proceed."
Bettina: "The results found twelve more votes for Mr. Paulson, nowhere near enough to change the outcome. Mayor Allgood was declared the winner. And now let's go to Pat Stellum, with more on the ongoing legal war between the University and the nascent State Medical College. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the fat-cheeked reporter, standing on the front lawn of University Hospital, with said Hospital in the distance barely visible in the driving rain. The umbrella he was holding was totally inadequate to the task of shielding him from the rain, and his soaked trenchcoat and hat showed it.
Stellum: "State Medical College President Laura W. Fredricson has fully rejected Judge Patrick R. Folsom's attempt to force her and Dr. Jerry Moore, President of the University, to settle their land claims through arbitration. She filed a complaint with the State Supreme Court against Judge Folsom, who was instructed to recuse himself from the case. Judge Rodney K. Watts was assigned the case, and has placed the hearing for the case on the Court calendar. It will be heard on Monday, the Sixth of June. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Pat." said Bettina. "And now let's go to KXTC meteorologist Diane Lawrence for more on this strong storm front moving through our area. Diane!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"No mention of Wade Garrett's death on Saturday." remarked Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Commander Donald Troy (me), Assistant D.A. Paulina Patterson, and Chief Sean Moynahan drank coffee and watched the Bettina broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room. "I wonder why not."
All eyes were on me. I just shrugged, having no data, nor even a theory.
Cindy said "The question you should be asking is why Pat Stellum was standing in pouring down rain, looking totally miserable, and giving a report he could have made in the studio."
"And the answer is..." I replied, pitching the perfect softball.
Cindy said "Glad you asked. I heard from my secret source at KFXU that Bettina and Amber want to get rid of Pat Stellum, but firing him without cause would be messy. So they're going to make him miserable. I'd bet Bettina forced Stellum to go out there in the rain just to make that report in order to make him miserable."
"That's tough on his cameraman." I said. "And it reminds me of when Amber sent Keith Madden out to cover the same story over and over, then got him fired when he reported on the truth of the Media deception and staging in the case." (Author's note: 'Iscariot', Ch. 01, 04.)
"Very similar." said Cindy.
Paulina spoke up: "What I want to know is why Ryan Paulson and the TCRC (Town & County Republican Committee) went through all that to force a recount he was clearly going to lose. Ted Mason had a better shot if he'd asked for a recount against Miriam (Walters), but he conceded gracefully, and the TCRC had no problems with it, at least not that I know of."
Sheriff Griswold replied "I was told the TCRC did it to prove Daniel did not steal the race, especially after he was accused of doing so in the past. I'm not sure why Ryan Paulson was making an ass of himself, though."
"With respect, Sheriff, I have to completely disagree with that." I said. When everyone looked at me, my Angels bug-eyed with shock and the Sheriff wide-eyed with surprise, I said "I think the TCRC is lying to you, sir. They did it to weaken Daniel, not strengthen him."
"But why?" Cindy asked.
The Sheriff added: "Crowbar, I've long since figured out to never bet against you. On anything. But the TCRC told me that at our last meeting of the various Candidates last week. Why would they lie?"
I replied "First of all, let's look at who the TCRC leadership is made up of: Myrtle L. James. Ryan Paulson himself. Assemblyman Jeff Maple. J.P. Goldman, though he's retiring and leaving the Committee after the November elections. And who is not on the TCRC but should be? You. Mayor Allgood. Edward R. Steele."
Me: "The leadership of the TCRC either is Establishment, which is why true Conservatives are not on it; -or- they (TCRC leaders) have their own agenda and goals that Mayor Allgood is not fully aligned with."
Me: "As to Ryan Paulson and Ted Mason... Paulson may have been trying to get Daniel to waste money with an appeal, but Daniel didn't take the bait. Beyond that, Paulson is just bitter. The referendum on separating the Public Health Service from the Public Safety Department passed two-to-one. Paulson gave up his Assembly seat to push that one issue, and he's now just holding smoke."
Me: "Ted Mason needs a job, though. So he's conciliatory and didn't demand a recount. In fact, I'd imagine he cut a deal with Miriam Walters that he wouldn't contest the vote if she hires him back into the D.A.'s Office as an ADA."
"I did not tell him that." Paulina declared loudly. "And I don't know how he knows that truth."
"So now we're dealing with ADAs Ted Mason and Nadine Hall." said Teresa acerbically.
"Hey! What about me?" Paulina protested.
"We don't have to deal with you, Paulina." Teresa replied smoothly. "You work with us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We watched the KFXU broadcast, which mentioned the death of Wade Garrett and really waxed eloquent on the recount results. They bashed Ryan Paulson really hard while saying good things about Ted Mason.
Afterwards, we conducted the Angels Meeting. Teresa had something to report: "Internal Affairs has wrapped up their investigation of the McElwane incident. The formal report is going to the Chief this morning, but I got a sneak preview... and it's a pretty damn unsatisfactory report, if you ask me."
"And I am asking you." I replied whimsically. "What's the result?"
Teresa said "They say they can't prove any seriously actionable wrongdoing by McElwane or Grant. They are recommending a reprimand for McElwane for the untimely filing of his Police report, and that the Police report and accompanying video data was not complete, including not accepting the radar lock the NCPD Officer got."
Teresa: "They are also strongly recommending that McElwane be put on 1st shift hours only, be completely disallowed from patrolling during evening or night hours, and that a superior Officer such as a Corporal or Sergeant be assigned to patrol with McElwane. They are also recommending that Mullen Grant be assigned to a superior Officer if and when he is assigned to vehicle patrols."
"That's it?" Cindy asked. "What about the altercation with Molly's Officer?"
Teresa: "They cannot find any proof that McElwane verbally or physically assaulted NCPD Officer Howard E. Neumann. It's just his word against McElwane's. You met Neumann during the Garrett case. Neumann is a punk who may be scared of his own shadow, and would be easily intimidated. So I.A. is going to ask the Chief to apologize to the NCPD Chief and her Officer but not admit wrongdoing."
Teresa: "I.A. will also recommend a strengthening of policy, and reminding everyone that University football players are not exempt from our laws, nor should they be treated differently than anyone else if and when committing infractions of the law. And it is more than a little possible that the TCPD Operations Commander (Teresa herself) is going to add a few words about checking for impaired driving as well as intoxication of college students under the age of 21, who legally should not be drinking alcoholic beverages."
"Well..." I said in my best Ronald-Reagan-imitation voice. Then in a normal voice I added: "I guess that's the best we could've expected. And I'm sure the Union will grieve it if and when we restrict McElwane to daylight hours, but I'll have no problem telling them to pound sand on that."
"So just what have we accomplished here?" Cindy said, with just a tinge of acerbity in her voice.
"What do you mean?" I asked levelly, my gray eyes boring into Cindy's ice-blue peepers.
"I mean, what was your purpose in all this, and what have you achieved towards the goal?" Cindy said fearlessly. "Are you targeting our School's athletes now?"
"Is that what you think this was?" I asked, my voice and my mood about to get ugly.
"He's not targeting athletes." Teresa said. "He's stopping the favoritism towards them. And what's more, if McElwane and others are protecting athletes driving drunk, then the Iron Crowbar is not who they need to be worrying about."
"I'm also doing what I can to protect this Police Force from the rabidly hateful biased, dishonest, and corrupt Press." I said. "And worse, if one of those drunk driving athletes ends up killing someone, the Press will be the least of our legal worries if we let this crap continue. But don't get me wrong: the Press and the legal issues are not my first worry. Keeping innocents from being wiped out by drunk drivers is my first worry."
"Mine, too." Teresa said helpfully.
I finished up: "So you're damn right I'm making sure your School's athletes are treated no better and no worse than anyone and everyone else. And I would expect that you feel the same way."
"Of course." Cindy said as she got up. "I'll be getting back to work now, protecting and serving, serving and protecting." With that she exited the office, and my other Angels followed her example within one minute...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:30am, Monday, May 16th. The clouds seemed to get darker and lower, and the sheets of rain continued off and on. My office felt like it was night, and the harsh light of the fluorescent ceiling light felt strangely irritating.
Paulina Patterson came to my office, and I heard her tell my assistant Helena French to hold all my calls. Paulina shut the door behind her as I told her to get coffee if she wanted some, but she declined and sat down in the near-side 'hot chair'.
"I told you last week at the Steele's housewarming party that we needed to talk, but we never got to, what with your case and all." Paulina said. "And now it's even more urgent that we do."
"Sure." I said. "But it can't wait for lunch or something?"
"I'm not even going back to City Hall in this weather." Paulina said. "At least that's what I'm telling Miriam right now. So it's a good time to talk, if you're not too busy."
"Nothing that can't wait two hours." I replied.
Paulina said "First of all, you were talking about the Town & County Republican Committee in the coffee klatch. Michael (McGill) was at that meeting the other day, that the Sheriff mentioned, since he's now officially the Republican nominee for Solicitor. One of the things they talked about was ads. Someone suggested that an ad be made of Tasha saying 'vote for Grandpa Grizz'. Michael is a little bit ticked off at that, especially since you said you didn't want Tasha to appear with him, Michael, in any ads."
I said "Well... first of all, I'm sure you saw at the time that that was spontaneous. Tasha broke away from you to run up to me on the stage. I didn't mean for the Sheriff to have her speak into the microphone, and it happened and was a done deal before I could stop it. It was a one-time thing."
Me: "Second, the Sheriff did tell me that they wanted to make ads out of that, and he told them he'd have to get her parents's permission... and I told him what I told Michael: it's your call, but I'd rather Tasha not be in political ads, not even the Sheriff's ads. What, was Michael complaining about it?"
Paulina replied "He brought it up, and he said if you allowed Tasha to be in the Sheriff's ads, he (Michael) wants me to sanction Tasha to be in ads with me and him."
I scowled a bit as I said "What, does he think she's -his- daughter or something?"
"No." Paulina said. Then she hit me with it: "But that'll segue into part two of what I need to talk to you about. As you know, Michael and I have been seriously dating for months. I've even broken off my... relationship... with Laura, which was more serious than playing with you."
I nodded, and Paulina said "It's been discreet so far. Michael has not spent the night with me while Tasha was at home with me; Tasha spends the weekends with you and your family on weekends and the occasional weeknights, and that's when Michael stays with me or I stay at his place."
Paulina: "Bu-ut... that might be about to change. I've been working with him on his campaign, and we sometimes go late into the night. He and I talked about it over the weekend, and he brought up staying with me overnight... while Tasha was at home. And that led to a more serious discussion of our relationship, including bringing up the 'm'-word, marriage."
Paulina: "We're not quite there yet, but if things keep going the way they are, next year might be different. And we likely will move in together even if we don't get married, and that'll be a big adjustment for Tasha."
I said "And all that between you and Michael is fine with me, as if you need my blessing. But I think you can see as well as I do that Tasha benefits from being with her brothers and sisters... Marie being Carole and Tasha's sister, for all intents and purposes. And if I have to, I'll invoke the 'cat' card and talk about Tiger Mom and her fellow felines, and Tasha's love for them." Paulina chuckled at that.
I finished my thought: "So I'm going to expect continued joint custody, and what we're doing now is working well, so I'll want it to continue. You have no idea how much it hurts me that I cannot see Greta, and I absolutely don't want a repeat of that in my life."
Paulina nodded, then said "What does Laura think of that? Of everything?"
"She treats Ross, Ian, and Tasha like they're her own children. Marie, too." I said. "Laura has never voiced a complaint. If anything, her biggest issues are over her own child, Carole."
Paulina said "And how does she feel about split time between The Cabin and the Mountain Nest?"
It hit me. I felt a physical jolt to my system. I realized what Paulina was really hinting at. Laura had always preferred the Mountain Nest to The Cabin, but she went along with the split time because Laura and I had agreed to not have sexual relations with others at the Mountain Nest, and so The Cabin was where she and Paulina carried on their liaisons, as well as our threesomes.
But now Paulina was telling me that her more-than-friends relationship with Laura was being replaced by Michael McGill, and that might have ramifications and repercussion for all of us.
I said "I guess you need to talk to Tasha about this, and that Michael might be staying with you overnight. And I'll be telling her that she'll be staying with us at least as much as she has been..."



Part 8 - 'Come To Jesus', Part III
9:00am, Friday, May 20th. Lieutenant Joanne Warner was escorted by Chief Moynahan's assistant Cassie to the Chief's Conference Room. Inside were Chief Moynahan at the near-end of the table, me to the Chief's left, my back to the window in the far wall, Captain Claire Michaels was to my left. To the Chief's right, sitting in her wheelchair, her back to the door, was Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone. And at the other end of the table, her back to the television monitor, was Captain Janice Holloway of Personnel & Records... she was the HR person in the room.
"Have a seat, Lieutenant." the Chief said. As Joanne sat down in the only empty chair left at the table, between Tanya and Janice, the Chief said "Do you want your Union Rep here for this?"
"No sir." said Joanne. "Unless this deviates from what I was told it would be."
The Chief said "It won't. By the way, how do you like your new offissss?"
"It has a window, sir." Joanne said. Tanya was unable to prevent herself from laughing. Joanne's new office was Tanya's old office that Lady Ironside complained about even to this day. Even with the recent renovations, the four Lieutenant offices in the suite were small.
"Yezzz." replied the Chief. "But its best feature is a door that cloze-ezz. So! on to business. As you know, your complaint that Detective Roark Coleman sexually harassed you has been summarily rejected, ultimately by me. You have the right to contact the Inspector General's Office, but I have already discussed this with Inspector General Goodwin, and he a-greeeed with me that your complaint is without merit."
Chief Moynahan: "You can file a grievance with the Union, but they want no part of this... neither your complaint nor Coleman's counter-complaint. They will '86' that file as fast as they can find a trash can. Last but not least, you can hire a lawyer and sue us... but you will be wasting your money. And while the other actions will receive no further action from me other than rejections, a lawsuit will result in your termi-nay-shunnnn. That is not a threat, merely a statement of longstanding policy."
Chief Moynahan: "As to Detective Coleman, what we're going to do is hold his counter-complaint in abeyance. Like a suspended action. None of us in here believe that you will stoop to the level of using your superior rank and position to harass him in any way, but should there be a legitimate incident, we can bring it back up. And now I'll shut up and let Commander Troy tell you about the bright fu-turrre he has planned for you. Commander?"
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "Lieutenant Warner, first of all you did an exceptional job overseeing the construction of the Interrogation-3 room, updating the audio-visual facilities in all the Interrogation rooms, and renovating the Lieutenant's offices. And thats's why you received a well-earned Achievement Medal."
Then I said in a softer voice: "But I knowwww what you're thinking... I knowwww what you're thinking. You're sitting there scared to death that we're going to force you into the Captain of Physical Properties slot, and worse, you'll have to do the job as the Lieutenant you still are. Well let me reassure you... you will not be assigned to that job, neither now nor perhaps ever."
Joanne looked visibly relieved as I continued: "Due to several factors, including your years of experience, of leadership here in the Police Force as well as the Army Reserve, and your Top Secret clearance, you are an extremely valuable resource to us. So the question is where to put you that works best for you and for us."
I passed Joanne a piece of paper, which had the lines and boxes of the Police Force's org chart on it. "When the Sheriff reorganized the Public Safety Department structures, he formalized the position of Training. It falls directly under me, with 'input' from the Operations Commander. And I'm going to be assigning you the responsibility of it."
Me: "You will still be in MCD. You will eventually be assigned a team of Detectives, like Lieutenants Parker and Washington have. Those Detectives may come from the Uniformed Divisions, but they likely will come from Vice. So in your capacity of Chief of Training, you'll have the chance to evaluate the Vice Detectives as well as other Officers, for the time we expand and you're assigned a team."
Me: "There -is- one other thing. I have spoken to your Army Reserve unit's Commander, other Officers, and Senior Enlisted personnel. To a man or woman, they tell me that you are an excellent trainer, and that you are being strongly considered for Warrant Officer Candidate School, which is a seven-week course as opposed to the months of OCS and MP OBS courses as a full Officer. And this might just happen to be ju-ust the right time for you to grab that brass ring and make it happen."
Everyone except the Chief showed surprise on their faces. Joanne became thoughtful; she was considering it. Chief Moynahan said "We will talk more about it lay-terrrrr. I do think Mister Crowbarrrr has thought of an excellent idea, and Lord knows the Army needs highly qualified Warrant Officers like you will surely be."
After everyone else was dismissed, leaving the Chief and me alone in the room, he said to me "That was a damn fine idea you had, and it's a win-win-win all the way around; for us, for Mizzz Warner, and for the Army Reserve and Military Police Corps."
"Thank you, sir." I said. Yes, I'd had a huge insight in seeing that. Almost Carole-worthy. Almost...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30am, Friday, May 20th. Detective Roark Coleman was brought to my office by Captain Claire Michaels. My assistant Helena did the all-proper thing by buzzing me to announce they were there, then getting up and opening the door to admit them, then closing the door behind her as she left.
"Have a seat." I said. Claire sat down in the far-side hot chair, and Roark in the near-side hot chair. Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was sitting on the sofa behind them.
I began: "Detective Coleman, this is to inform you, and you also, Captain Michaels, that Lieutenant Warner's complaint against you has been dealt with. It was rejected on the merits. Your counter-complaint was not formally acted upon, but is essentially being shelved. It's like the Sword of Damocles:: it's hanging there, but nothing will happen unless and until Lieutenant Warner actually does take some unwarranted action against you."
Me: "I don't expect that to happen, though. And Captain Michaels is going to make sure nothing happens. Having said that, remember that Lieutenant Warner is just that... a Lieutenant. If she gives you legitimate instructions, you'll be expected to comply with them."
Me: "You've done a good job these last few months, Mister Roark, and I expect you to continue doing that good job. We'll be sending several of you Detectives to school over the next few months, and you're on the list to go. In the meantime, keep working with your team, keep up your training and education, and stay out of trouble. You're dismissed; you can go."
"Thank you, sir." Roark said. He got up and exited the office.
"And Captain," I said to Claire Michaels, "I really am expecting you to keep them getting along, or at least separated, while finding ways to maximize both their potential abilities. And one other thing... you too, Commander Croyle... is that if and when Lieutenant Warner takes leave to go to Warrant Officer Candidate School, do not send Roark to Detective School at the same time. When one is here and the other is not, then they're separated and we have peace in the House."
Both women nodded. I dismissed Claire to her duties. Teresa asked "So is this resolved?"
I replied "Maybe for as much as the rest of the year. And it'll also depend on what the USDOJ does when they come in on their witch hunt..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
Friday, May 20th. Laura was behind the counter in the auditorium classroom where she was teaching her final undergraduate psychology class. It was the same room where Jen Sakai had taken her hostage, and her husband had confronted Swamp Frog Federal Agents. (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', Ch. 05.)
"Okay, your final exam is on Wednesday." Laura announced as she ended her lecture. She took out her iPhone and said "And I'd like you come down to the first few rows, so I can get a photo of you, my last class."
The room erupted into applause that became a standing ovation. Then everyone came down, and Laura took some photos. As she did, the door to the side of the front counter and lectern opened up. Professor Stephanie Steele and Laura's assistant Callie Carrington wheeled in a push cart, upon which rested a large cake.
Others that came into the room included Dr. Marvin Milton, Dr.s Tom and Yolanda Yates, Dr. Julia Childers (Bowser's babe Sadie Mae's owner), Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dr. Nicole Haven, Dr. Lawrence Woodrow, 'The Maestro' Dr. Wolfgang Strauss, and Dr. Richard S. Hughes. And in a surprise, Dr. Sidney P. Wellman and his wife Sally came in.
Some of Laura's previous students came in, including Peter and Karyn (Author's note: 'The Babymaker'; 'Consent of the Governed'). And her former assistant Laurie came in, showing off her new baby, the result of her liaison with 'The Babymaker' Carl Ryder. (Author's note: 'Cool For The Summer', Ch. 03.)
"Speech! Speech!" someone called out. It got quiet as all eyes went to Laura.
"I, uhh..." she started, then paused as the moment hit her. "I told myself I wouldn't get emotional about this." She gathered herself and said "I'm excited about the new opportunity, but I'm really going to miss teaching students and mentoring them. And I'm going to miss all of you, my colleagues, and I'll still be there supporting you as you stand up to the corruption that is trying to take over our beloved School. Stay strong, and make the world a better place..."
Part 9 - Remembering The Fallen
Monday, May 30th. Memorial Day. The American Legion and VFW were holding a memorial service at the War Memorial Monument on the hill on the northern edge of the Cemetery. The land gently sloped downward as it stretched southward, and I could see the many gravestones as I looked over the landscape. In the distance to the southeast was the large oak tree, where a number of good Police K-9 dogs were interred with other good dogs.
Admiral Leonard R. Cordell (Ret.) was one of the military persons conducting the ceremony, and was the de facto leader of it. A good number of Police Officers were in attendance, most of them having served in the military. Kalsu, Patrick, and Halsey of the SWAT Team were here. Julia Rodriguez, Kerri Ambrose, Lt. Joanne Warner and her husband Seth, and Chief Moynahan had come. I had come with Laura, Carole, Jim, and Tasha. Molly Evans, whose father had served in the Canadian Armed Forces, brought Ross and Ian. Teresa and Todd had brought their boys, who were fidgety and on the verge of causing trouble. And Cindy had come, as well.
Also in attendance were Davie Marsden, Susie Haskins, Timmy Austin, and Frieda Franklin, brought to the ceremony by Susie's, Davie's, and Frieda's mothers. The kids were in their best Sunday attire, and were respectful and attentive as the ceremony was conducted.
After the ceremony, Cindy and Susie Haskins made their way to the graveside of Mrs. Veasley, who had been a nurse in the combat theaters and paralyzed. I remember meeting Mrs. Veasley in an early case (Author's note: 'Going Rogue'), and she had died in Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro's final attempt to kill me and wipe out the First Baptist Church, and was designated as the final victim of the Consultant of Crime. (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip, Ch. 02-03.) Her Bronze Star ribbon was held by Cindy or Susie, depending on who most needed the symbol of courage it represented.
Cindy placed a quarter on the gravestone; after all, she had been with Mrs. Veasley when the war heroine had died. Susie put a nickel on the grave site. Cindy had told Susie that she (Susie) was at First Baptist with Mrs. Veasley when she had died, and could put a quarter on the gravestone, but Susie said she'd already left in the evacuation, while Cindy had stayed with Mrs. Veasley to the last.
Meanwhile, Admiral Cordell and other Veterans came over and thanked us for bringing the kids to the ceremony. "Not enough kids are taught about the sacrifices made in our wars." said Cordell. "And fewer and fewer are joining the Military today; they're not meeting recruiting goals."
I did not mention that the reason for that might be the far-Leftwing Federal Government that was pushing dangerous 'woke' policies within the Armed Forces. I just said I was pleasantly surprised that most of the kids that came had really wanted to.
And we all would have been surprised if we knew just how many of those kids would wear military uniforms in their adult lives...
Part 10 - Progress Report
9:00am, Tuesday, May 31st. Teresa came into my office, followed by FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. They availed themselves of my offer of coffee and sat down, Teresa in the far-side hot chair as usual, and Jack in the near-side hot chair.
Muscone said "Well, Don, you might be right about Marquis Swift, a.k.a. 'Checkers'." (Author's note: 'Sausage And The Law'.) "Dwight Stevens is not giving me the time of day nor even returning my phone calls about it---"
"That's what you get for promoting him to DEA Special Agent In Charge." I said whimsically.
"Twasn't me that did that." growled Muscone. "Anyhoo, neither Ted Crenshaw nor Tim Jenkins in Southport know anything about the DEA's case. I talked to SBI-DTD Lieutenant Lorena Rose, and she said the DEA really didn't give the SBI hard evidence of Swift's involvement in drugs in the northern areas of this State and the State to our west, just that they had (air quotes) 'developed intel', as if it were from confidential informants and the like."
"Happens all the time." said Teresa.
Muscone said "True. But when the FBI SAC for this Region asks for even a sanitized version of that intel, and the DEA SAC won't even take my phone calls? It gets my hackles up like it's already gotten yours, Don."
I replied "Oh, my hackles aren't up so much as I sense they're taking Swift's name in vain to allow them to work their operations. If they clean up drug flows, I've got no beef with that. But I'd prefer they do so honestly, and work with us rather than treat us all like mushrooms, keeping us in the dark and feeding us a lot of shit."
Jack nodded vigorously in agreement, then said "I also wanted to ask you about this Wade Garrett case, and Silvia Garrett's involvement?"
"I lost sleep over it all weekend." Teresa said. "I couldn't understand why Silvia was asking about what happened to her daughter Sage, and that she was so distraught when I told her they'd raped Sage before drugging her and killing her." (Author's note: 'Mystery At Mystery Lake', Ch. 02.)
Teresa: "And then, when Don speculated on Friday that Silvia was behind her daughter's murder, it took me all weekend to comprehend that Silvia had wanted and expected them to kill her daughter quickly and painlessly, and she was embittered when they abused and raped Sage first. I still don't comprehend how a mother could consider doing any of that to her daughter. I don't think your mother hates her daughter, my husband Todd's mother, that badly, Don."
"True, I agree." I said. "All I can tell you, Jack, is that we don't really have anything actionable on Silvia, and since Wade came over all dead... apparently by suicide, though I have my suspicions about that, too... she just might've gotten away with it... like the Corporate Elites so often doooo."
Muscone nodded, then said "Well, here's the good news. We still have a few people with the spirits and attitudes of Guardians of Justice within the Federal Government. They're still keeping an eye on Brendan Chapel, who is running for Congress, Matthew Willis, Dr. Robin Isley, Susan Cameron Price, and Derrick B. Harland. That sweetheart deal sale of Wade Garrett's CNC Wafers, Inc. to Matt Willis has drawn attention. We might even get some Congressional oversight about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00 high noon, Tuesday, May 31st. Sheriff Griswold invited me, my three Angels, and Chief Moynahan to lunch at the Cop Bar. We were seated in the back 'Command Room' for privacy. I ordered the 'Don's Double Breakfast Cheeseburger'. The Sheriff ordered the 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger' and a basket of bottomless 'Griswold Grizzly Fries' for all of us. Cindy had the 'Cindy's Fish and Chips' basket. Teresa had the 'Teresa's Steak Caesar Salad', and Tanya had the as-yet-unnamed Chicken Caesar Salad. The Chief tried the Pork Chop and Vegetable Medley, and found it to be tasty.
"Well, Don, you did it again." Teresa said. "Joanne Warner had been bitter and miserable for weeks, but now she's happy again, even walking on air."
"What changed?" Cindy asked.
"She's getting a slot to Warrant Officer Candidate School." I said. "She'll be going this summer. And allow me to say that it is good to have friends like Admiral Cordell and the Army Chief of Staff as personal friends. They greased those wheels and Joanne's unit commander had -no- trouble getting her the slot."
"Does it come with an Airborne School slot?" Cindy asked, a wee bit witheringly.
"Not unless she changes to an Airborne Reserve MP unit." I replied. "And if she wants that, I'd support her all the way... and then some." Cindy just rolled her eyes.
Teresa said "I'll tell you guys something if you keep it in the strictest confidence." We all nodded agreement, and the Iron Wolf continued: "As you know, I work closely with Joanne's husband Seth, who is the Hospital Administrator while I pretty much run the Kids Program that is financed by my Trust."
Teresa said "Seth said that Joanne had been talking about having another baby. Seth was not totally enthused about it, but he was okay with it if that is what Joanne wanted. Now Joanne says she's (air quotes) 'willing to' hold off on the baby plans in order to do this Warrant Officer thing. And Seth is hiding his relief about that."
Cindy said "Keep Carole away from them, then." I nodded in agreement, and she asked me "Speaking of that, how are things between Carole and her mom?" You might think that was very impertinent of the Green Crowbar, but she was taking one for the Team. We were among 'family', and everyone wanted, maybe even needed to know.
"Better, I think." I said. "Jim's birthday is June 6th, so Laura asked Carole for just the two of them to go shopping for gifts for him. Carole said Jim would like to get military stuff, so he's getting a bedspread with Army unit crests printed on them, and a mug with the Department of the Army crest that he can drink hot chocolate from in winter and Cherry Coca-Cola Zero in summer. And Carole seemed to have fun on their shopping trip."
Me: "However, Laura said Carole didn't talk a lot, and when Laura asked questions about school and things, to draw Carole out and get her talking, Carole was guarded and almost monosyllabic in her answers. So progress was made, but there's still work to do."
"Changing the subject," Tanya said, to change the subject, "what's the status of all the lawsuits? Laura's, Dr. Cordell's, and yours, Don?"
I said "Laura's case goes to Court next Monday, June 6th. Judge Franklin was originally assigned to it, but the University's lawyers connected the dots from Laura to me to Theo Washington to Franklin Washington, so Judge Rodney K. Watts is hearing the case."



"Is she getting a trial?" Sheriff Griswold asked.
Me: "Yes sir. What was happening there is that University President Jerry Moore was trying to negotiate a (air quotes) 'compromise'. For example, he was saying he'd sell the strip of land that connects the Hospital to the land above it where they're going to build the State Medical College in exchange for Laura giving up the Mountain Nest and all property rights to it."
Me: "Laura and her lawyers responded that Jerry Moore is breaking the law, and she's going to Court not to negotiate, but to force Dr. Moore to obey the law. She asserts that there are no negotiations to be had on that nor anything else, and she wants a full legal process. In that, she called Moore's bluff and exposed his dirty trick, and she's not playing his stupid games."
Me: "As to my own lawsuit against KXTC, the first hearings will be in Federal Court in July. KXTC has filed to have the lawsuit dismissed, saying it doesn't meet the Sullivan standard. We're countering with an argument of 'continuing mischief', saying that their repeated lies and libel about me show their intent. And we're also saying that the 'continuing mischief' and other reasons are why Sullivan should be relaxed."
Me: "And however it's ruled, the loser will appeal. Mike G. Todd is aiming for a SCOTUS case, probably early next year."
"Wow, that would be something to see." said Cindy.
"Yes it would." I said. "Tasha is already talking about going to Washington, D.C. to see it. And I'm not sure where Dr. Cordell's case is, nor when."
(Author's note: For the Cordell saga, see 'Beethoven Virus', 'Vengeance Is Mine/, and 'Climate Injustice'.)
Teresa said "It's been moved up. June 20th, in the Superior Court of Judge Clarence Scales in Midtown. I'm going to be a character witness for Dr. Cordell."
"What kind of judge is Clarence Scales?" Tanya asked.
Chief Moynahan said "He's considered to be right-of-centerrrr, but he's moderate, a centrist. He should be very fair to Dr. Cordelllll."
Teresa said "I heard that Governor Sharon Marshall is putting political pressure on the State Medical Board by threatening to bring in a State Tax Authority and SBI audit of the Board's expenditures to lawyers on that case if they don't restore Dr. Cordell's license to practice medicine."
I replied "But they're not the problem. Jeff Woolsey, CEO of BigBenefitInsurance, is pushing very, very hard to keep Dr. Cordell's license suspended. One reason for Governor Marshall's threats to investigate the State Medical Board is because of rumors that Woolsey has been trying to bribe the Board members, and he's definitely paying lawyers to flood the Court with 'friend of the Court' briefs as well as help the Board's lawyers plan their defense. Woolsey is going 'scorched earth' on this, and I've heard that if Dr. Cordell wins and gets his license back, Woolsey is going to fund lawsuit after lawsuit against Dr. Cordell."
"Good thing Cordell has that legal defense fund." Teresa said. "I heard that money is pouring into that from all over the country. Navy people, doctors, and just good people everywhere are helping out."
After finishing off our lunches, the Chief said "Sheriff, are there any newww election issssuessss cropping up?"
Griswold replied "A few. The NEA, the powerful Teacher's Union, has strongly endorsed Bill Redmond against Edna Carter for School Board Chairman, and they are vowing their own scorched earth campaign against Edna. Ryan Paulson, the Establishment Elitist who lost to Daniel Allgood in the primary for Mayor, has not only not endorsed Daniel, but he may actually endorse the Democrat against Daniel, Stacy Jacobs."
I said "Proving me right about the Republican Establishment Elites preferring Democrats to Conservatives. But Paulson is nothing now. I -am- worried about the Teacher's Union, though. They are dirty, and they'll even resort to physical violence to achieve their goals."
After a moment, the Sheriff said "Okay, the reason I asked you all to lunch is to get you up to speed on the really big issue. I've gotten word that the US DOJ Civil Rights Division is coming, and this time it's for real."
"I've heard that before. So many times." Cindy said acerbically. "Why should we think they're not bluffing this time?"
"Because now is the time." I said. "Now that the primaries are over, they're going to come after Daniel Allgood, in order to influence the election for Mayor. They may also go after Miriam Walters and Michael T. McGill, to help Savannah Fineman and especially Alvin Whitner win the D.A. and Solicitor elections."
"What the hell can they go after Miriam Walters for?" gasped Teresa.
"Prosecuting Breonna Bryant." I replied. "They're going to say the prosecution was a misapplication of the law and racially motivated, and that Miriam Walters is using her Office to target Blacks for harsh application of the law, high bails, and imprisonment, while not going after Whites."
Teresa asked bitterly: "So why don't they go through the proper channels, the Court system, if they don't like it that Breonna Bryant was convicted? And we're not arresting anyone based on the color of their skin. We arrest them for committing crimes."
I said "They're doing it the way they are because their intent is to use lawfare to achieve their 'woke', racist goals."
Griswold: "And what's more, they're sending Ava Hinds to come after the TCPD. More specifically, to come after Crowbar, here, and destroy him. They'd normally use a Consent Decree to subjugate us to their Totalitarian agenda, but they know that won't work against Crowbar. So they'll settle for utterly destroying the TCPD. And if we don't want that to happen, we better be ready for them..."
Part 11 - Troy Family Values
7:30pm, Thursday, June 2nd. For the past three nights, Tasha had been picked up by her mother Paulina and taken home to Paulina's condo, and Michael McGill had either been in the car, at the condo, or had arrived shortly after the mother and daughter. And he had stayed overnight with Paulina. On this night, Tasha had been staying at her friend Agnes Reynolds's home, and when she was picked up, Michael had been in the car with Paulina.
They drove to Paulina's condo, stopping at a Chinese takeout place from which Paulina had called ahead and ordered dinner. At home, they all brought in a sack of food, and Tasha set her book-bag knapsack down on the sofa in the main room while Paulina and Michael began setting the places at the breakfast room table and putting out the food.
"Tasha, come to dinner." Paulina said as she put the food on the plates and Michael took them to the table. Tasha dutifully came over to the table.
As they all sat down, Paulina said to Michael "We got a lot done today. The flyers are being printed and will go out over the weekend."
Michael said "Don't forget the D-Day Picnic at the Fairgrounds on Sunday. The American Legion and the TCRC are sponsoring it, and most of the Republican candidates will be there. I'd love for you to be there with me, and maybe Tasha can come too?"
Tasha had been quiet from the time she'd been picked up at The Cabin, and she'd been quiet and had kept to herself whenever Michael was at dinner with her and her mother, and had not participated in conversations at the dinner table, unlike the good talks she and her mother would have when it was just the two of them, or when she was part of the Troy Clan at the dinner table on weekends. But tonight, she spoke up.
"June 6th is my brother Jim's birthday." Tasha said. "We're having his birthday party Sunday."
"Oh yeah, that's right." Paulina said. "I can still go with you, Michael."
"Well, you both could go to the event with me for lunch, then go to the birthday party." Michael said. Paulina looked over at Tasha, who looked back at her mother with a look of fear on her little face as she shook her head 'no'.
"Uh, maybe not this time." Paulina said, and Tasha looked much more relieved.
"Okay then." Michael said. Then, trying to break the ice with Tasha and draw her into the conversation, he said "So what did you do today, Little Love?"
Tasha's eyes widened in shock, and then anger. "DON'T CALL ME THAT!" she screamed.
"Tasha!" Paulina said, her voice connoting her total surprise.
Tasha yelled at the top of her lungs: "THAT'S WHAT MY DADDY CALLS ME! YOU'RE NOT MY DADDY, AND YOU NEVER WILL BE!"
With that, she hopped to the floor and raced away from the table, crying. She went and grabbed her book-bag, then ran to her room and slammed the door shut, leaving Paulina and Michael gaping...
To be continued....in the next story, 'Father's Day'...
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Part 1 - Prologue - Troy Family Values (continued)
(Author's note: This continues directly from 'Cancel All Our Vows', Ch. 02.)
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
7:45pm, Thursday, June 2nd. It was my Police iPhone, and a chill ran down my spine when I saw that the caller was my daughter Tasha. It was the iPhone I'd given her to call me in case of an emergency. Carole and the boys also had them. I answered "Commander Troy. Tasha, is that you?"
"He called me 'Little Love'!" I heard my daughter say between sobs and wails. It was hard getting anything understandable out of her, so I let her wail and used my personal iPhone to speed-dial her mother Paulina.
"Oh my goodness. She called you?" Paulina said when I asked what was going on. "Okay, let me go to her room." I heard snippets of voices, then a knock on a door followed by Paulina and Tasha's voices coming through both phones.
I began talking to both of them, a phone pressed to each ear. It would've been comical if it weren't for the fact that my six-year-old daughter was crying. At one point, though, I held the Police iPhone to my chest and said to Paulina in the other one: "Is Michael still there?"
"Let me go check." Paulina said. When she was no longer in Tasha's room, she said "I'm sorry she bothered you and called you on the emergency phone."
I said "Tasha was right to call me. Don't berate her or punish her in any way. And for her to get upset like this shows me that there's a problem between her and Michael."
Paulina didn't reply, and I heard voices on that phone. Into the other one I said "Tasha, you did the right thing calling me, and if your mom says differently, you let me know. So stop crying and tell me why you got so upset."
That didn't work; Tasha started wailing again: "He called me 'Little Love'! That's your name for me, Daddy!"
"Does your mother ever call you 'Little Love'?" I asked.
"No! Only you do!" Tasha said, then added "Well... Grandpa Grizz does sometimes, and Grandma does. But mostly you do." Then the emotion started back up, and she said "But you're my daddy! He's not!"
"She's right, I almost never call her that. Neither does my brother T-Square." Paulina said into her phone, having come back into Tasha's bedroom. " And by the way, I asked Michael to go back to his place instead of spending the night here, and I boxed up some of the Chinese takeout we were having for him to take with him."
"Good." I said. "Tasha, have you eaten yet?"
"No sir." Tasha said, considerably calmer now.
"Why don't you go eat your supper." I said. "I'll talk to your mom. Call me again if there are any problems, okay?"
"Yes sir, I will." Tasha said, then disconnected.
"Like I said, I'm sorry she bothered you." Paulina said when Tasha had left the room. "I don't think Michael meant any harm, and you've called Tasha that in front of him many times. I think he was just trying to ingratiate himself with her."
"I'm sure that was the case." I said. "Okay, why don't you two talk about things, then you and I can talk tomorrow. And again... please don't berate her in any way for calling me."
"O-kayyy." Paulina said, obviously not happy about that, but acquiescing. "All right, let me go eat supper with her, and talk with her some more."
We said our goodbyes and disconnected. I looked around to see two outstanding dogs sitting by the back door of the Mountain Nest, ready to go out... and their eyes giving away that Carole was hiding down the hallway towards the 'Puter Room, listening to conversations that should not be concerning her. Loyal protectors, these dogs were. Good at keeping secrets, they were not.
"Carole, stop hiding and get out here." I ordered.
My firstborn child appeared from down the hallway. "Is everything okay with Tasha?" she asked, genuine concern for her sister in her voice. My initial anger at her acting like the spy her mother really was dissipated.
"I think so." I said. "Why don't you come with me to take the dogs out, then we'll fix something for supper.
Alas, my best-laid plans were interrupted. I heard the crunch of gravel under tires, as did the dogs. A moment later Laura came in. "Hello." she said. "It's an early night for me. Have y'all had supper yet?..."
Part 2 - Friday Follies
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, June 3rd, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "The University and the State Medical College go to Court on Monday!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Dr. Laura Fredricson, President of the State Medical College, the SMC, has rejected binding arbitration in her dispute with Dr. Jerry Moore, President of the University, and is demanding a full legal proceeding. That hearing will occur at 9:00am Monday morning at the Courthouse. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic blonde reporterette as she came onscreen, with University Hospital as her background. "Lawyers for the University forced Judge Franklin Washington to be recused after allegations of bias. Judge Washington is the brother of Town & County Detective Theo Washington, whose boss is Commander Donald Troy, who is the husband of SMC President Laura Fredricson. University attorneys complained of potential shenanigans by Commander Troy on behalf of his wife."
Amber: "But it may be a case of 'out of the frying pan and into the fire'. The case was assigned to ultra-Conservative Judge Rodney K. Watts, who many People of Color say is a 'sellout to The Man' and a 'traitor to his race', and who cannot be counted on to adjudicate the case fairly. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina shouted. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important information. The hearing was scheduled after Dr. Fredricson refused reasonable compromises offered by Dr. Moore. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Pat 'Fat Boy' Stellum interviewing Dr. Jerry Moore, who said "Dr. Fredricson has refused reasonable compromises and has insisted on a Court battle. I don't understand why, since any legal ruling can be appealed, while binding arbitration and a reasonable compromise would settle things once and for all."
Back to Bettina live: "And the decision by Dr. Fredricson to go 'scorched earth' with the legal route instead of reasonable compromises might backfire in other ways. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Pat Stellum interviewing the odious Professor Lionel Carmela. The tape was edited to show only Carmela's answer to a question. He said "Since Laura Fredricson doesn't want to make reasonable compromises, we are going to make absolutely sure that she strictly adheres to all of the laws and regulations. If she doesn't, there will be no compromises on the legal actions we will take against her...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Wow. Where to start." lamented Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"They sure took their shots at Judge Watts, didn't they?" said Paulina. "And all the judges, really. Bettina and Amber all but accused them of corruption."
I said "That's what the Left has been doing, especially in the last year or so. They're trying to undermine the integrity of the Judiciary, from the US Supreme Court to local Superior Court judges. If a judge is not in jackbooted lockstep with their Totalitarian Leftist views, they label that jurist a 'far-right-winger' and impugn his or her integrity. Amber was about to call Judge Watts a 'white nationalist', but he's black. In any case, it's a problem, and destructive to the Constitution and our country."
Paulina said "That's nothing compared to what you'll see if Alvin Whitner is elected Solicitor."
"Or if Savannah Fineman is elected D.A." growled Sheriff Griswold. We all nodded vigorously in agreement.
Teresa: "Flip side of the coin on that broadcast: there was an undercurrent in the way Bettina, Amber, Dr. Moore, and even Carmela were speaking... as if they expect Laura to prevail in the hearing. Don, do you think Laura will prevail?"
"Yes." I said. "And if Jerry Moore tries to appeal, it's a three-judge Appeals Court now, and Leahy has two Conservative judges opposing him now. And to that point, KXTC is being as dishonest and disingenuous as Jerry Moore is. Laura knows damn well that that so-called 'binding arbitration' was a scam, a trap, a rigged game, and she called him on it. So now he, or someone, has the dishonest Press chanting the narrative for him."
Teresa asked "Who would have been the arbiters?"
"I don't know." I said. "Laura didn't even ask. She pointed out that any so-called compromise was allowing Jerry Moore to break the law that was passed creating the State Medical College."
"Changing the subject," Tanya said, to change the subject, "I noticed that Bettina did not show Pat Stellum's interviews, but rolled taped edited excerpts. Is that part of her ongoing campaign to diminish him?"
Cindy said "I don't know for sure, but I sure wouldn't bet a hundred dollars against you on that."
"You know..." I said musingly, "I wonder... What Carmela said... I wonder what trick he has up his sleeve."
"Don't worry, it's covered." Cindy said, looking over at me. As our eyes met, I realized that she knew what I'd just been thinking, and that indeed she had something up her sleeve...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I invited Paulina to my office after the coffee klatch. After fortifying our coffee mugs with another charge of coffee, she sat down in the near-side hot chair while I sat in my comfortable 'Command Chair'. I was already grateful for the lumbar support.
"How did it go last night?" I asked simply. She knew what I meant, of course.
"We-ellll, Tasha finally calmed down." Paulina said. "I asked her variations on the theme of why she got so upset, and she just kept saying that that nickname is what her daddy called her, and Michael is not her daddy. I told her that she was right, that you are her daddy and he is not, but she was going to have to accept Michael being around while I'm dating him, so if he apologized would she accept it and talk normally with him? She replied with a very dispirited 'I guess so.'."
"Have they not gotten along to this point?" I asked.
Paulina replied "I realize now, with perfect 20/20 hindsight, that she has been very quiet around him and hasn't talked with him, even when he's tried to include her in conversations. She never said anything to me about him, but after her outburst I can see that there are some serious underlying tensions within her that I'll have to work out with her."
Then she said "I was wondering if you'd be okay with it if I asked Laura to talk to her, in Laura's professional capacity as a psychiatrist, maybe over the weekend?"
I said "I don't have a real problem with it, and Laura is very, very good at talking to someone and that person not realizing he or she is being psychologically evaluated... well, except for Carole; there's no getting past her. So I'm not asking for details of your private issues, but have you talked to him yet?"
"Yes." Paulina said. "After I put Tasha to bed, I called Michael. He was apologetic, and said he didn't realize she'd get so upset, and I said I was shocked by it, also. We're also going to go back to Michael staying overnight only when Tasha is not there. And we'll concentrate on his campaign for the time being. God, it is soooo important that we crush Alvin Whitner! "
"Yeah it is." I said. "Anyhoo, I know this is not an easy situation, and I don't want to add to any problems---"
We were interrupted by a knock on the door, followed by Cindy opening it and peeking in. I waved her to come on in, and she, Teresa, and Tanya came in for the Angels meeting. I told Paulina to stay put for the KFXU broadcast...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome, to Fox University Sunrise!" said Catrina Pierce at 8:00am sharp from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me as always is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." said the beautiful Indian reporterette. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. The dispute between University President Jerry Moore and State Medical College President Laura Fredricson is going to Court after attempts by Dr. Moore to have the issues decided by arbitration were rejected by Dr. Fredricson."
Catrina: "The hearing will begin on Monday, June 6th in the courtroom of Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts. It was originally assigned to Judge Franklin Washington, but he recused himself when objections were made, owing to Judge Washington being the brother of TCPD Detective Theo Washington, who works for Dr. Fredricson's husband Commander Donald Troy."
Priya: "The issues involve disputes over the law that created the State Medical College, including what University land the SMC can claim, how much they have to pay for it, and a claim by Dr. Moore on the University's behalf to ownership of Dr. Fredricson's home now that she is no longer a University professor."
Catrina: "And we are fortunate and honored to have with us today Dr. Laura Fredricson. Welcome, Doctor."
"I'm glad to be here." replied Laura as the camera panned out to show her in the chair next to the sofa the reporterettes were sitting on... and it was my rather biased opinion that Laura's shapely legs were much hotter looking than theirs.
Priya: "First of all, Dr. Fredricson, why are you forcing the process to go through the Courts, rather than the arbitration that Dr. Moore suggested? After all, if you win this initial hearing, he can tie things up in appeals for months."
Laura: "Because Jerry Moore's narrative is false, which is why your competitor KXTC is chanting it. This is not a matter of negotiating a settlement, it's a matter of the law. Jerry Moore is trying to get around the law establishing the State Medical College; he's simply breaking the law and violating sanctified contracts in several areas, requiring a legal action in Court. To even consider his so-called (air quotes) 'negotiation' is to sanction his violation of those laws."
Catrina: "Let me ask you how things are going with starting up the State Medical College. Will you be able to meet your stated goal of starting classes this Fall?"
Laura said with a smile: "Yes, we will have at least one group of students in class for Fall semester. Most were in the University's Medical School program before it was gutted by Jerry Moore and Lionel Carmela's Climate Change agenda and requirements to sign illegal 'loyalty documents', and we'll have at least one class of new admissions. And we also will have the Faculty in place to teach that first class of students."
Priya: "But you won't be able to build new School facilities for Fall semester. What will you do about that? Will the University rent you classroom space?"
Laura: "We're already working with the University Hospital Administrator and Hospital  Board on those things. As of right now we're not going to be renting space on the University campus, but we'll be able to rent classroom space near the Hospital. I won't go into details on that until we finalize those arrangements, but we are laying that groundwork."
Catrina: "So after this hearing and a legal resolution to these issues, it'll be clear sailing to begin building the buildings and putting the infrastructure in place?"
Laura: "It should be, Catrina. We're ready to move forward, and we think we'll be able to, beginning next week..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That seemed reasonable." Paulina said after the interview concluded.
"It was 'fair and balanced', anyway." I said. "Priya was asking the harder, 'gotcha' questions, while Catrina was lobbing the softballs. But yes, it was a lot better than the way KXTC would have treated Laura... which is why Laura won't give KXTC the time of day."
"Except for Catrina's question right at the end, there." Cindy said. "I got a vibe that she knows something, and that that was a setup."
"Just like what Carmela said." I replied. "But I sure would not have expected Catrina to play that game."
"Unless she knows that we know." Cindy said.
"Okay, you Crowbar people." Teresa said. "Enough teasing us. What are y'all talking about?"
Cindy said "I think they have a plan to ambush us if and when we win the Court case. And I've already told Callie what to expect, and we're countering their plans now." She told us what the ambush and the countermeasures were...
Part 3 - Sandstorms
10:00am, Saturday, June 4th. The music of Darude's Sandstorm began blasting in the TCPD Headquarters gymnasium as the twice-Defending Champion and No. 1 seed, Joan Laurer, came out of the women's locker room at the far end of the room. She walked through a thin gauntlet of about 30 people to the boxing ring in the middle and climbed into it.
Then her challenger came out of the men's locker room and walked through a gauntlet of about 30 people. When he got to the base of the ring, the music suddenly stopped playings, and Joan issued the challenge:
"Would you like a shot... at the title?"
"Don't mind if I do." said the Challenger, Daniel Patrick of the SWAT Team. He climbed up into the ring to an acclaim.
Patrick, the third seed, had defeated his SWAT partner and No. 2 seed, Robert Kalsu, in the semifinals. Joan had pretty much destroyed the fourth seed, Jerome Davis. His lack of enthusiasm in the first minute of the match was my first clue that he was going to take a beating, but Joan spared him the pain and just took him down and forced him to yield halfway through the first round.
The contestants were given the 'rools' by referee Micah Rudistan, who had won the Boxing Division less than an hour before. Then they took their places at opposite corners, the bell rang, Referee Rudistan commanded "Box!", and we were AWN!
"Wow, it's come to this." Lt. Teresa Croyle said quietly to me as we watched from near the bulletin board where the brackets were posted. "There can't be more than 75 people here. We used to have 200 to 300 for the finale."
"Yeah, I know." I said sadly. "But what can we do?"
Indeed, the Matches had not had the excitement of past years. The contestants were forbidden crowbars, and could only use standard-issue Police batons, a.k.a. 'billy sticks', which were smaller than crowbars or old-style billy sticks that had some heft on them. And while some martial arts were permitted, for the most part only the standard personal combat training moves that were taught to all Police at the Academy, and fortified by one Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, were used. It made for a very boring competition.



And the competition had not been all that good. The Police Boxing Matches Freestyle Division had never been divided by gender; males and females competed equally, because criminals on the street will try to hurt female and male Officers equally badly. And the women did well against the men with martial arts and the proper use of crowbars. However, this year Kalsu and Patrick ran through the field with what can only be described as 'brute force', and many females dropped out rather than risk injury if and when they would be physically overwhelmed.
Joan Laurer could not be physically overwhelmed by hardly anyone, and her own strength combined with her martial arts talents made her a formidable antagonist. But the billy sticks were too much of a defensive weapon, and a lot of physical force had to be applied to overcome an opponent. And that meant the matches were more dangerously physical than crowbars (with proper protection) had ever been.
"How's it going?" asked the aforementioned Cindy Ross as she came up to us.
"It'll be over before the end of the first round." I said. I'd observed both Joan and Daniel's tactics, and Joan was easily handling Daniel's attempts to use physical strength to overwhelm her. And barely were the words out of my mouth when Joanne sidestepped Patrick's charged and helped him over the ropes and out of the ring!
Joan went to a neutral corner as Patrick was allowed to climb back into the ring and go to the other neutral corner. But I could see that he was rattled by what the 2x Defending Champion had done to him. And more punishment was on the way. When Rudistan had them resume, Patrick charged into the attack, only to be shoved hard onto the ring floor by a vicious martial-arts move by Laurer.
"Is she angry?" Teresa asked.
"No, she's bored." Cindy replied, sensing the vibe. "She's just administering some payback for the way Patrick and Kalsu treated Lisa Burrell and Patty Colquitt--- oops, there she goes." We all looked up to see Joan use Aikido to take down Patrick, and then some other knowledge to put him into a painful judo-style hold. He refused to yield, but Rudistan ended the farce with three slaps to the floor.
Half the crowd cheered, and half were polite. I handed out the trophies for the winners and runners-up of the Boxing Division and the Freestyle Division. Then Joan and Daniel were sent to the Infirmary Room, where EMS Lieutenant Ellen Brooks examined them. My wife Laura had done that for years, but today she was too busy with State Medical College stuff...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa, Cindy, and I invited Joan to lunch at the Cop Bar. We were seated in the regular back room. Cindy, Teresa, and I ordered our namesake foods: 'Don's Double Breakfast Cheeseburger', 'Cindy's Fish & Chips', and 'Teresa's Steak Caesar Salad'. Joan ordered the Grilled Chicken Caesar Salad. I ordered a bottomless basket of Griswold's Grizzly Fries for the table, as well.
"Congratulations, 3x Champ." Cindy said to Joan. "You've surpassed the Iron Crowbar and the Iron Wolf."
"And only four more to go to beat the Green Crowbar's record of six titles." I retorted.
"Thank you, ma'am, sir." Joan said. "But I don't think I'm going to enter again, unless we go back to the old ways, and we get to use crowbars. I seriously thought about dropping out, but when Kalsu almost separated Lisa Burrell's shoulder and Patrick kept hitting Patty Colquitt on the side of her head, it galvanized me to stay in and fuck them up."
"And Jerome Davis didn't give you much of a battle." I said. "My disappointment with his lack of enthusiasm cannot be overstated."
"Please don't be mad at him, sir." Joan said. "He feels the same way I do about the Matches. I think he only stayed in because he thought quitting would really disappoint you. And ditto that for nearly everyone else who stayed in and stuck it out."
"I hear you." I said. "So, changing the subject, how are things with Shane O'Brady?"
"Okay." Joan said. "We've collaborated professionally on the Garrett case over the last few weeks. Wade Garrett's business was in the Pottsville area, and Shane would love to find a dirty connection between Silvia Garrett and Matthew Willis on that sweetheart deal to sell Wade's company to Willis." (Author's note: 'Mystery At Mystery Lake', Ch. 02.)
"Any good luck on that?" Teresa asked.
"No ma'am. At least not yet." Joan said. "And their State Rep, Wilson Hammonds, has been throwing his weight around, and pressuring the Pottsville Police Chief to stop the investigation. Their Chief is not afraid of Hammonds, and asked Hammonds what he, Hammonds, is afraid the investigation might find. Between you guys and me, Shane thinks Hammonds is losing his grip, and that his political power is cratering through the floor."
I said "I'm not surprised to hear that. I've had two meetings with the Legislators on the State Constitution Advisory Board, and not even the Republicans on it have a shred of respect for Hammonds. But don't take Hammonds too lightly. If he's involved in facilitating that sweetheart deal with behind-the-scenes greasing of the rails, then his back will be against the wall and he'll be fighting for his life... which makes him dangerous."
Joan said "Can I ask all of you a question in confidence about something else I heard?" We all agreed, and Joan said "Is it true that Jack Muscone is going to retire from the FBI and take a position with the SBI?"
I literally felt my eyes almost bug out upon hearing that. "No, I haven't heard anything about that." I said, my voice connoting my surprise.
Teresa looked equally stunned as she said "I haven't either. Tanya... Deputy Chief Muscone... hasn't said a word, either, at least not to me."
We then looked at Cindy, who was carefully studying her fish and chips (which are really French fries, not potato chips) as she ate them. Seeing us staring at her, she looked up at us and said "No one has said a word to me. Nor to Carole."
"Ahhh, the truth comes out." I said. "Carole's reading Pete's mind of whatever he's overheard at home." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Carole is going to be a great Detective one day." Joan said. "And I'm not saying that to kiss ass, sir."
"She's already a good Police Detective." I replied. "And she's going to be much greater than me... when she's the next Iron Crowbar..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After lunch, Cindy and I diverted to the Veasley Community Center. Timmy Austin, who was now a National Master in Chess, was playing a simul against eight other players of various ages. Also there were Davie Marsden, Susie Haskins, Frieda Franklin and their mothers, as well as some Veasley Community members.
Cindy and I greeted everyone, and we both received hugs from Susie and Frieda. As Cindy spoke to the mothers, I had a few minutes conversation with old Mrs. Boddiker, my honorary TCPD Officer.
"I am very concerned." said Mrs. Boddiker. "I was at the Boddiker Hospice House the other day, and one of the nurses told me that just before the primary elections in early April, several young women went there. Most of them were black, and were nicely dressed. There were also a few white girls, that were dressed in frumpy sweaters and had very short hairstyles." (Author's note: 'Four Square', Ch. 01, for more on the Boddiker Hospice House.)
"What were they doing?" I asked.
"They were attempting to get the residents there to request absentee ballots, then to let the young women take them in a bundle to the voting center." said Mrs. Boddiker. "The nurse said it's called 'ballot harvesting'. The nurses stopped the women from doing it when several residents complained the women were trying to steal their absentee ballots."
"Did anyone call the Police?" I asked.
"Unfortunately, no." Mrs. Boddiker said. "The nurse said she was going to, and the women immediately left. Someone took down some of their car tags, and had that nice Lieutenant Rudistan run the tags. The women are all employees of the Center For Social Justice."
"That's Stacy Jacobs's organization now." I said. "They're a political group aligned closely with the local and State chapters of the Democrat Party. Oh, by the way, Lieutenant Rudistan and his wife are going to be parents sometime this month."
"Oh, that is so wonderful." said Mrs. Boddiker.
"Don!" I heard a voice call out. It was Cindy. She was waving me over as she asked "Can you come here, please?"
I said to Mrs. Boddiker "If those women appear at the Boddiker House again, have the nurses call both 9-1-1 and me personally. Excuse me one second."
I went over to where Cindy was. She'd been talking to Susie Haskins's mother, who had beaten cancer (Author's note: 'Who Watches The Watchers', Ch. 04.), and Cindy said "We were just talking about Susie's father. I think you need to hear this."
"Okay." I said as I sat down in the chair next to Susie's mom.
Mrs. Haskins said "I was just telling Cindy that something strange has been going on with Marty. That's my husband's name: Martin Haskins, and he goes by Marty." I nodded.
Mrs. Haskins: "Marty works for a computer database company called Orion, kind of like Oracle but smaller; in fact, I think the name is something of a takeoff on Oracle. Anyway, they're headquartered in Silicon Valley in California, and they have branch offices here; Alpharetta, Georgia; and Boynton Beach, Florida. Marty's job was managerial, but he also had responsibility for installing the software for mainframe systems... and not just talking your average laptop." I nodded in understanding.
Mrs. Haskins: "Marty grew up here, along with his family. You remember Scrawny Haskins and his murder. Scrawny was Marty's nephew." (Author's note: 'Point Hollow', Ch. 02.)
I nodded and she continued. "Marty got the job with Orion here, but since before Susie was born he had to commute between offices. He was spending three weeks here and one week out there. But a year after Susie was born, it suddenly changed. He began literally spending half a week here, and half in Silicon Valley, unless he was traveling to visit clients. So I pretty much got used to raising Susie by myself, almost as if I were a single mom. I got a job and my own insurance, and was able to save a lot of my earnings, which really came in handy when I was diagnosed with cancer."
Mrs. Haskins: "And it was right about the time I was diagnosed that Susie's father began spending more and more of his time out West than around here. He told me that his responsibilities and travel requirements had expanded. I suggested Susie and I move to California, but he wouldn't hear of it. He said San Francisco and other places out there were getting overrun with homeless people, becoming hellholes like Wilmington, Delaware."
Mrs. Haskins: "He also said, and it made better sense, that University Hospital was a better place for my treatments than anywhere out there. But after I was finished with the treatments and rang the bell, he still insisted that Susie and I remain here, where the schools are better and crime is lower. I suggested he stay here all the time, even find another job, because he was missing Susie growing up. He refused, and we began having arguments over it, and I think that caused him to spend even less time here."
She went on: "Now it's to the point he's out there almost all the time, and I've begun contemplating divorce. He's missed the last three Father's Days, and he said he wouldn't be here for Father's Day this year, either. I really went off on him, and now he isn't taking my calls. I was talking to Cindy here, and asking if she or you could run a check on him out there."
I said "That whole thing -is- strange. And yes, I can run checks on him, and maybe even get a friendly neighborhood Federal Agent or two to check up, as well. Bu let me ask you this... you said you were contemplating divorce. Have you... have you had a Private Investigator do P.I. things and check him out?"
Mrs. Haskins said "I was considering that, but I really don't have a lot of money left after my cancer. Even with the insurance, and Teresa helping out from her Trust, I lost a lot of income when I couldn't work. And I also have to think of Susie's future. She wants to go to college, and I just don't know if I can afford it if I don't save every dime I can now."
"I understand." I said. "I'll see what I can find out about him. And don't worry about Susie... she's one of my Crowbar Crew, and I won't let her nor any of them fall through the cracks."
"I am so grateful to you... to both of you... for all you've done for Susie." Mrs. Haskins said. "Your children are so lucky to have a father like you, Don, and a mother like you, Cindy."
"You've done an amazing job yourself." I said. "Susie is a wonderful girl."
"Hear hear." Cindy said in agreement.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As we were walking back to Police Headquarters, Cindy said "I can get money from my father to pay for a P.I. to check out Martin Haskins. His whole family has been sleazy or on the edge of it, and I wouldn't be surprised if something was up with him. If Mrs. Haskins doesn't want to initiate it, I might just do it for myself."
I said "I could tell you were getting a huge Vibe about that situation. Tell you what: I'll have Mary Milton do one of her discreet inquiries, and maybe you can talk to Tim (Jenkins) and have him check it out... or maybe ask Jack Muscone to do it?"
"Sounds like a plan." Cindy replied...
Part 4 - D-Day B-Day
8:00am, Sunday, June 5th. I came down to the greatroom of The Cabin. The dogs would normally be waiting for me to take them out or let them out, but they were nowhere to be seen. I went into the kitchen to make coffee and found a pot freshly made, with some having been poured already. I got my cup with the crossed pistols insignia of the Military Police Corps on it, and poured it full of coffee.
When I got back into the main rooms, I observed what was going on. The dogs must have already been let out. Sitting on the deck in my metal mesh loveseat, their backs to the door, were my wife Laura and my daughter Tasha. The matriarch of our feline family, Tiger Mom, was lying in Tasha's lap while Smokey The Cat was watching from the deck rail.
I thought to myself that I could not remember the last time I saw Laura talking to Carole that way. Then I put that into its compartment of the mind and went to my office, leaving the door half-open so everyone could see where I was. I used the computer on my desk to check the duty logs from the night before, and was happy to see that there were no major incidents. With School out for the summer, things tended to calm down. A lot.
As I worked, I heard the pitter-patter of little de-feets coming down the stairs. A second later, Carole appeared. I saw her stop and peer through the windows of the doors leading out on deck. Then she turned and came to the door of the office and knocked on it. My kids knew that even if the door was open, they had to knock and get my permission to cross the threshold to my personal sanctuary.
"Daddy, where are the dogs?" Carole asked.
"I think they're outside." I replied.
"No sir, they're not." Carole said. "If they were, Tiger Mom and Smokey would never be on the deck like they are."
Eight years old, I thought to myself. She's eight years old and she just blew my ass away with those observations and that deduction. I said "Okay, let's go find them."
We got up and went to the greatroom. Carole went to the door to the basement and opened it. Two outstanding dogs bounded out and ran past Carole to the back door. "Daddy, they need to go out." Carole astutely observed. I'd figured that one out myself.
I went to the back door and cracked it open, and the dogs scrambled around the corner of the house and down the trail to do their business. Neither the cats nor humans sitting on the deck had had a chance to even move. Laura did look back with irritation on her face, but seeing that it was me who'd let them out, and with a matching look of irritation on my features, she just turned back to talking with Tasha...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A procession of boys came into the kitchen as Carole and I were cooking breakfast. I was rustling up a huge mess of bacon on the electric skiddle while Carole stirred milk into the grits. Ross asked "Dad, are we having Canadian bacon?"
"No, silly." Carole replied, flat deadpan. "We/re having hog bacon." That got a laugh out of Daddy and well-deserved groans out of her brothers.
Just then I heard the backdoor open, and a second later two outstanding dogs were in the kitchen, eager to locate the source of that hog-bacon smell. The boys herded the dogs back into the greatroom as Tasha came in and went to the pantry to get cat food for our Feral Felines.
As the kids set up the table for breakfast, I said to Laura "You locked the dogs in the basement?"
"I wanted Tasha to be able to pet the cats while I talked to her." my wife replied and she and I went into the kitchen to get the food and bring it out. Then, to divert me, she said "Would you like to know what I learned?"
"If it doesn't violate doctor-client privilege." I said. Then, not letting her off the hook, I added "Next time, let the dogs out and then put them back inside when they're done. We were lucky they didn't have 'accidents' this morning."
"Point taken." Laura said as Molly came downstairs to join us for breakfast...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, kids, get your chores done." I said when we finished breakfast. "We've got company coming today. I'm going to sweep the deck. Care to join me, Laura?"
"Sure." Laura said. We went onto the deck, me armed with my trusty push broom. I really did sweep the deck while Laura finished her coffee and gave me her report.
"Damned if Tasha didn't figure out what I was doing from the get-go." she said. "I wonder if Carole told her I was going to talk to her in my capacity as a psychologist."
"How could Carole have known ahead of time?" I asked, admitted more snarkily than I'd intended. "Tasha probably just figured it out for herself. She's got the Michaux bloodline too, you know."
"True." Laura said. "Anyway, when Michael called her the nickname you always call her, it shocked her and made her upset. I asked her if she got upset with Grandpa Grizz or Carole called her that, and she said Carole doesn't call her that, just refers to you calling her that. And she said Grandpa Grizz asked her if he could call her that, and she said he could since he's the only grandfather she has."
"Awww." I said. "And Grandpa Grizz -did- ask. Michael didn't; he just started using the nickname for her. So what else did she say?"
Laura said "This is the tricky part. I asked Tasha because I needed to know, but I think I may be too close to Paulina to talk to her about it." She paused, then said "I asked Tasha how she would feel if her mother married Michael, and he really would be her stepdaddy. She said something that shocked me. She said Michael does want to marry Paulina, and if he does, he wants to formally adopt Tasha."
"Whaa???" I gaped. "Did either he or Paulina tell her that? Or did she overhear them talking about it?"
Laura said "That's what I asked her. She said she (air quotes) 'just knew' what Michael was thinking. She sounds just like Carole when Carole brings me something I hadn't asked for but was thinking about, or when she knows something she wasn't supposed to... like what she said to that Green Beret in Teresa's hometown."
"I thought we were moving past that." I sternly admonished my wife. "As to Tasha, she may not have Carole or Cindy's powers of the Vibe, but she may have picked up on words or bodily action cues. Tasha's a sharp cookie, just like Carole and the boys are."



Laura said "The question for us is what action to take on this. I don't think I'm the right person to talk to Paulina about it. You were more right about that doctor-patient confidentiality than you may have realized, and Paulina may well take it as an warranted intrusion upon her parenting. But maybe you can find a way to work around all that to talk to Paulina about it?"
I said "Well, one thing I'm damn sure going to find out about is this adoption crap. If Michael McGill thinks I will allow him nor anyone else to try to adopt -my- daughter, then he's got another 'think' coming..."
"Going to redirect his suppositions?" Laura asked, with a tinge of acerbity in her voice.
"And then some." I replied. "I'll twist his fuckin' cap around."
Laura nodded, then excused herself and went inside, ostensibly to check up on the kids's progress with their chores. But when I went inside, I learned that my wife had gone into my office and shut the door behind her. She was in there almost an hour...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jim's party was scheduled to begin with lunch at 1:00pm. People began arriving about noon, which I'd encouraged when I sent out the invites.
First, who was not here, at least not yet. Sheriff Griswold was at the D-Day Picnic being sponsored by the American Legion and the Town & County Republican Committee, as were Paulina Patterson and Michael McGill, Mayor and Mrs. Daniel Allgood, and Town & County Councilman Edward R. Steele, who was attending that event with his daughter Selena Steele and the woman who was running for the Council seat he'd vacated, Katina Jones.
But Professor Stephanie Steele had come to our party, with Carole's BFF Marie in tow, and they brought Jim's cousins, Dan and Patricia Allgood. Teresa and Todd brought Doug, Mike, and little Jack Burke. Cindy and Callie brought Betsy and Benjamin... and Benjamin's father, FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins. And that was explained when Tanya Muscone brought Pete Feeley... and Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. I suspected they'd find their way somewhere for a private conversation, talking 'shop'.
"Where are Tiffany and Jennifer?" I asked Tanya.
"They were invited to a party at Frieda Franklin's house." Tanya replied. "Barky is going to get a lot of love today." She was referring to Frieda's dog, the Redoubtable Barky, a Son of Bowser.
"Soooo..." I said. "Jack still trying to be an honest Federal Agent in Derrick B. Harland's Den of Corruption?"
"Yes, and he won't retire until the US DOJ shows its hand and moves against Daniel Allgood and the TCP---" She stopped suddenly, then peered up at me. I cut my eyes to hers in a manner Carole inherited, confirming what she was realizing.
"Damn." she said. "Nothing really does get past you, does it." It was a statement. And an accusation.
"And God help us all if anything ever does." I replied...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Lunch went well. The kids were at tables set up on the back deck, and adults were at temporary tables or fold-up trays all around the greatroom. The dining room table itself was the serving table, upon which an enormous amount of food was sitting.
An hour later, around 2:00pm, we decided to go ahead and have Jim blow out his birthday candles, and cut the cake and serve desserts. We were doing this in the hopes and expectations that Sheriff Griswold and the others would come on over after the D-Day event in time for Jim opening his birthday gifts.
Many of us were full, so I announced people could come up and get dessert when they wished. I did recommend they get ice cream as soon as possible before Betsy Ross got to it.
Jim blew out his eight (EIGHT!) candles as everyone sang 'Happy Birthday' to him. Then we cut the cake. The kids had noooo problem getting cake and ice cream immediately. The adults trickled over, and they were quick to pour themselves coffee.
At 2:30pm, I got a text from the Sheriff that the American Legion event was ending. I announced that to everyone, and we gathered in the greatroom for Jim to begin opening his gifts. Carole gave him the military coffee mug, and allowed Ross and Ian to give him the bedspread. (Author's note: 'Cancel All Our Vows', Ch. 02, for the shopping trip to get those items.)
He also got a camo t-shirt from Tasha. Betsy gave him a teddy bear, adorned with camo and a backpack that contained a parachute. Jack Burke suggested testing the parachute by dropping the bear from the back deck, and Jim's dad (that would be me) suggested Jim not try that, as recovery of the Ursa Paratrooper would be difficult. And speaking of Jack: he, Doug, and Mike got Jim one of those combat video games, and Pete got Jim a Lego set of a military headquarters, complete with a jeep and a General Officer.
All the adults gave Jim either cash or gift cards, which he had noooo problem with... especially the McDonalds gift certs.
While that was going on, the latecomers arrived. Sheriff Griswold came in, followed by Daniel and Melina Allgood, Edward Steele, Selena Steele, Katina Jones, Paulina Patterson... and Michael McGill.
I introduced Katina to everyone, and I was impressed when Carole went up to Katina Jones and said "Hi, I'm Carole. I hope you win."
"Why, thank you!" Katina said. "With an endorsement like that, I can't lose."
Laura told everyone that there was plenty of food and dessert still on the table. And there was... except for ice cream. Betsy had taken care of that. The latecomers had eaten at the TCRC event, but Carole and Marie all but forced them to get some cake.
Only Paulina and Michael declined to have anything... and it was then that I observed, or maybe got a vibe, that Paulina was very unhappy about something. Carole seemed to get the vibe, too, as she was peering at Paulina and then went over and sat down next to Tasha. And a few moments later, as the Sheriff was about to give Jim his gift, Paulina suddenly announced "Tasha, let's go. We have to get back home."
A sudden quietness took over the room. Tasha said "But Mom, the party's not over yet."
"Yeah, I'm still opening presents." Jim said.
Without any abrupt movement, Laura had 'quietly' sidled up to Paulina. She whispered "Don't leave yet. And we should talk before you go."
Judging by the look on her face, that also irritated Paulina. But all she said was "Okay, we'll stay until Jim is finished opening presents." The mood of the electorate turned festive again.
Jim opened the gift from Sheriff Griswold. It was a shoebox, and inside it was a baseball glove. "I gave that to my son Charlie when he was nine years old. It was his first baseball glove. He went on to play on the Town High School varsity baseball team. You can oil it back up and play with it, just like he did."
Jim's response made me proud. With genuine excitement in his voice, he said "That's awesome! Thanks, Grandpa Grizz! I'll take good care of it." He got up and went over and hugged Sheriff Griswold. And no one needed the Power of the Vibe to sense the undercurrent of emotion that swept through the room.
Carole added: "And Jim is going to be on the high school baseball team like Charlie was, too." Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Laura scowl at that prediction, but it was destined to come true. But that is a story for the future...
As soon as Jim was finished opening gifts, Paulina said with authority "Okay, Tasha. Let's go."
"But Mo-ommm, I always stay here on Sunday nights." Tasha protested.
"Stop backtalking me, young lady." Paulina ordered. "And you don't have school tomorrow like you do most of the year. So come on, let's go."
"Tasha is right." I said. "She stays here on Sunday nights, and we can get her to her daycare in the morning." All the kids participated in the BOW Enterprises 'summer school' program during the periods when schools were not in session.
Paulina glared at me, and I looked firmly back at her. She realized, as I did, that I was about to assert my rights within our custody agreement, which was full joint custody, and Tasha did always stay with us three nights per week (Friday, Saturday, Sunday).
"Are you okay, Paulina?" Laura asked. "What has you so upset?"
"I'm not upset." Paulina said. "But Tasha needs to come home with me. Now."
And then Carole spoke up: "Mommy, something happened at the pul-it-i-cul event that got her upset." That made both Paulina and Michael physically recoil, as if taking an electric jolt to their systems. And, for a welcome change, Laura did not chastise her daughter, but went with it and peered at Paulina.
"Fine." Paulina said, with considerable exasperation in her voice. "Stay here. Don, we'll talk about this tomorrow." She turned to Michael and said "Come on, let's go." Michael just waved at all of us, then followed Paulina out the front door.
Tasha came over to me. I picked her up and she gave me a strong hug, which I returned. Then she sat in my lap while Jim accepted Jack Burke's challenge of a battle on the combat video game. All I'll say is that the future United States Army General Officer destroyed the future Vice President of the United States...
Part 5 - Repercussions
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 6th, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "The legal battle between our venerable University and the upstart State Medical College goes to Court today!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The first hearings of the legal case will be held in the Courtroom of ultra-right-wing Judge Rodney K. Watts at 9:00am this morning. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the height-challenged blonde reporterette as the feed switched to her standing on the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "At issue are the land rights and compensation for any land taken under eminent domain, pursuant to the law that split off the State Medical College from the University..."
After Amber went through the same details that were in the previous Friday's Bettina broadcast, the feed switched to a split-screen, with Bettina saying "Amber, what are the ramifications of Dr, Fredricson winning a summary judgement, versus Dr. Moore prevailing after the hearing, or after subsequent appeals if he loses?"
Amber replied "Bettina, the biggest factor will be where the new buildings for the State Medical College can be built, and how long it will take them to be built. Contingencies for renting space will be very expensive, though Dr. Fredricson seems to show no inclination for caring about the taxpayer dollars she is spending."
Amber: "But the second issue is over Dr. Moore's assertion that Dr. Fredricson must sell her home that is part of an on-campus subdivision since she is no longer on the University Faculty. And that case is just an example of the bitter personal acrimony between these two School Presidents. If there was any hope of burying the proverbial hatchet and cooperating after all the legal smoke clears, that hope is what is up in smoke. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "The hatred and divisiveness that Dr. Fredricson has caused is so unnecessary, and is hurting both Schools as well as the State's taxpayers. Thank you, Amber! That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important information that you have the right to know. And now, in an exclusive you'll see only on KXTC Channel Two News, please welcome Society Editor Elsie Gringer. Welcome, Elsie!"
"Thank you, Bettina." Elsie said as the feed panned out to show Elsie sitting behind the anchor desk with Bettina. "It's so good to be here with you today."
Bettina said "You have some exciting new information from the Republican campaign trail, yes?"
"I sure do, Bettina." Elsie said. Turning to face the camera, she said "The Republican candidate for Town & County Solicitor, Michael T. McGill, is a handsome young single man, and Assistant District Attorney Paulina Patterson is a lovely young single woman, and it's well known that they have been in a dating relationship for some time. I caught up with them at the Town & County Republican Committee's D-Day Rally at the American Legion yesterday. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Elsie approaching Michael and Paulina in the American Legion building. Elsie was saying "You're such a lovely couple, and you've been dating for several months now. So can I expect a wedding invitation in the near future?"
Paulina tried to keep smiling, but the beginnings of a frown appeared on her face. "It's wayyyy too early to be talking like that."
Michael all but interrupted as he said "Elsie, we have five months to go in our important campaign to stop the destruction Alvin Whitner would cause if he were elected. That's my focus for now."
"That's not a denial, Mr. McGill." Elsie said, using a typical Media trick to get more. And it partially worked.
"Elsie, there is no there there." Paulina said angrily. "Don't be starting rumors and innuendo for which you have no legitimate basis---" The tape 'skipped', obviously edited, then picked up as Paulina took a couple of steps away.
Elsie looked miffed, even angry, signaling to astute Detectives that whatever Paulina said that had been edited out had angered the gossip columnist. She did the equivalent of baring her teeth, saying smoothly... just a little bit too smoothly,,, "Mr. McGill, is it true that you not only intend to marry Ms. Patterson, but that you intend to formally adopt her daughter Tasha?"
Paulina looked shocked and very angry, but before she could step back up and blast Elsie, Michael again said "Again, Elsie, any conversations of marriage are way premature, and I'm focused on the campaign."
"Again, that's not a denial." Elsie said. At that point the tape ended, and the feed returned to Bettina live.
"Thank you, Elsie." Bettina said to her aunt. "That was fascinating information, and we'll see what happens there." The camera zoomed in on her as she said "And now let's go to KXTC meteorologist Diane Lawrence for the weather report. Diane!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was utterly silent in the Chief's Conference Room. Paulina Patterson wasn't in the room, but Sheriff Griswold, Myself, Chief Moynahan, and my three Angels were. And we were all stunned at what we had just heard.
"Well..." I finally said, "... that explains why Paulina was in such a bad mood yesterday at Jim's birthday party."
"You never were a Captain in the TCPD, Don." Tanya Muscone said. "So I'll play Captain Obvious and ask the obvious question: is it true? Does Michael McGill intend to formally adopt Tasha, and take her completely away from you?"
"He -can't-... can he?" asked Teresa Croyle, both scorn and worry in her voice.
"I dunno." I said. "But I'll fight him like hell on it if he tries."
Cindy said "I think the most important question here is how much Paulina knew? She looked furious, but I couldn't tell if it was because Elsie was making a dirty insinuation, or if Elsie was exposing the truth." All eyes went to me.
"I don't know." I replied. "What is curious to me is... how... how..."
"How what?" the Green Crowbar asked. But it was in vain. The Red Crowbar was in a full-blown reverie...
"Five full minutes." was the next thing I heard. As I came out of it, I saw Teresa timing me; it was she that had said that. Sheriff Griswold had possession of my red crowbar; I had not felt him take it out of my hand.
"Spill it, Crowbar One." said Crowbar Two, her ice blue eyes boring into me.
"I was just realizing..." I said, my voice seemingly still far away, at least in my own head. "the question is... how did Elsie Gringer know to ask that question in the first place?"
I got up. "If y'all will excuse me, I have to go back to my office." I did so, leaving my crowbar in the Sheriff's hands, and I was not followed out of the room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:45am, Monday, June 6th. Paulina Patterson came to my office and was waved on in by my assistant Helena, per my previous instructions. She refused my offer of coffee or water, and I had her sit down in the near-side 'hot chair'.
"So that's why you were so irritated yesterday." I said. "Elsie got under your skin."
She replied "I don't know if you'll believe me or not, but I had no idea about any of that adoption crap until that gossipy bitch asked it. Michael and I never, ever, discussed him adopting Tasha, even when we did discuss moving in together and possibly marrying next year."
"I believe you." I said. "I've called Mike Todd, and asked him to convene all the legal eagles of the Madison & Ives Law Firm at their office, and I want you to go over there with me now."
Paulina assented. We went to my Police SUV, stopping by Teresa's office to collect her... and my crowbar, in whose hands the Sheriff had left it. We drove the short distance to the Offices of the Madison & Ives Law Firm, which were in the building right behind the J.P. Goldman Bank at the southeast corner of Courthouse Square.
Bernadette Rosalyn Gillem, Senior Partner of the firm and daughter of retired Fire Chief Gillem, met us as we entered and led us to a conference room. The table had seats for six, and four of them would be occupied by the firm's Partners: Ms. Gillem, Mike G. Todd, Michael T. McGill, and Virginia Madison, formerly of the Law Firm of Dewey, Burnham, and Winn, P.C. Virginia had a gorgeous pair of legs that I would love to feel wrapped around me while she received every inch of my throbbing hard cock... but I digress.
Teresa and I shook hands with everyone, even Michael, and we sat down. I was in the chair at left on the side nearest the door, with my back to it. Paulina sat to my right. To her right, at the end of the table, was McGill. To his right was Virginia Madison, and to her right was Mike Todd. Bernadette was at the left end of the table between me and Mike. Teresa sat in a chair against the wall, ready to protect me against anyone at the table or intruding via the door.
"Have y'all seen the KXTC broadcast this morning?" I asked. Bernadette and Virginia had not, so I passed a jump drive to Mike Todd, and he used his computer to play the video on the wall monitor, showing the 'confrontation' between Elsie Gringer and Michael and Paulina. Virginia looked surprised. Bernadette gave a 'side eye' look towards Michael McGill.
I said "So let me explain the reason I asked to meet with all of you. As you know, KXTC and I have been at all-out war for some time now, and not just over this libel lawsuit I am pursuing against them. It truly is war, and as enemies spy on each other to gain any advantage they can, KXTC has been using every dirty trick in the book to try to gain intel on me, including paying Police Officers to betray the Force and me by providing information, but also by bugging our offices and attempting cyber-attacks on our communications and computer systems."
Me: "Mike Todd has been my main personal lawyer for some time now, and as such, he is a real target for the totally corrupt, dishonest KXTC to attack. They would love to know everything he has worked upon on my behalf. We all know this, and in the pursuit of the ongoing libel lawsuit, both my wife and I have been working closely with Mike on security, especially regarding his electronics and computer systems. For those of you who may not know, my wife was once one of the very highest Officers in the Central Intelligence Agency... the entire CIA... and she has been helpful in our war against KXTC."
Me: "Which brings us to this incident yesterday. Bettina Wurtzburg is the Managing Editor of KXTC. Nothing...nothing... goes on their airwaves without her approval, or at least her knowledge. Additionally, Elsie Gringer is Bettina's aunt, and they've always worked closely together to get Elsie the Society Gossip and ultimately Bettina the (air quotes) 'dirty laundry' news that KXTC just loves to report in order to destroy lives while hand-in-glove helping the Leftists impose their Totalitarian agenda upon us."



Me: "The point I'm getting to is that what Elsie asked Michael and Paulina wasn't coincidental, it wasn't just ginning up gossip. No, it was an attack, carefully orchestrated to lay the groundwork to harm the Republican candidate for Solicitor, as well as attack me and my family through my daughter's mother."
"With respect, Commander," Virginia Madison said, "how do you know this?"
I replied: "As I said, I've been at all-out war with KXTC, and I'm suing them with your colleague Mike Todd as my attorney. I have observed them and all the rabidly biased, dishonest, and corrupt Mainstream Media... and those adjectives are not redundant... I have observed them for years as I have observed the Criminal World, and I've become very familiar with their patterns."
Me: "My point is that Elsie didn't just ask that. She -knew- to ask that. She had knowledge that allowed her to ask that. And where did such intimate knowledge of Paulina and Michael's relationship and potential future plans come from? The sources are limited, extremely limited... and my conclusion is that you here at Madison & Ives have a mole somewhere."
"Where?" Bernadette Gillem gasped.
"I don't know." I replied. "But you need to do a forensic security examination of your communications and computer systems, software and hardware. And I know someone who would be excellent in that capacity, but I cannot ask him to do it myself because it would be considered 'personal services', which is verboten. Lieutenant Myron Milton of the TCPD is his name."
Mike G. Todd said "All of my work for you is encrypted, especially the work on the libel lawsuit against KXTC. But you may be right in that the firm's systems need to be examined, and upgraded if called for."
"I agree." said Bernadette. "I'll personally handle that, and I'll talk to Myron Milton. And I need to speak with you, Michael... and if you would join us, Paulina, I would appreciate it."
"And in the meantime," said Mike G. Todd, "I'll get Don and Teresa up to speed on some things, if they won't mind Virginia sitting in with us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
The women of the show 'Point Taken' filed into the studio to the raucous applause of the all-female audience and took their seats in the semi-circle of sofas on the set. "And we are liiiive!" said moderator Connie Chen. "As always, I am joined by Donna Roselle, Rosie Berkmar, Zara Zeigler, and Meredith Peller!"
Connie Chen: "Our first story today is the fallout of what happened at the far-right-wing event Sunday, held by the Town & County Republican Committee and the American Legion, and disguised as a D-Day remembrance. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Elsie Gringer's encounter with Michael McGill and Paulina Patterson. After it was done, Connie Chen said "Let's welcome KXTC Society Editor Elsie Gringer!" The audience applauded strongly as Elsie came out, mostly because the lighted 'APPLAUSE' signs told them to do so.
After Elsie was seated, Connie said "Welcome, Elsie. So the Republican nominee for Solicitor and an Assistant District Attorney are carrying on an illicit relationship?"
Speaking in her smooth, silky, society-gossipy voice, Elsie said "He's a single, handsome young man, and she's a single, lovely young woman, and they're seeing a lot of each other... both in their professional lives and their personal lives. But the interesting thing was his reaction when I asked him about possible marriage in their futures, and the possibility of him formally adopting her daughter Tasha. As you could see in that clip, he came nowhere near trying to deny it."
"But she did." said the beautiful Zara Zeigler. "And the look on her face was one of anger."
Meredith Peller stepped in and said "Elsie, was Paulina's anger because of the question, or because you were exposing her and Michael's plans to the world, and more specifically to the child's father, Donald Troy?"
Donna Roselle, the militant black on the panel exploded "Why would he want to adopt Donald Troy's *bleep* child!" She had said 'halfbreed', but the 7-second censor had caught it in time to bleep it out.
Zara Zeigler said "That child is a human being, Donna! She doesn't deserve that!"
Donna Roselle: "She is not a human being! She is the *bleep* (halfbreed) child of a hanky-headed house negro that spread her legs for the racist white cop Donald Troy! And now she's spreading her legs for Michael McGill, a racist White Nationalist who has said out loud that his reasons for running for Solicitor are to keep blacks down by denying Alvin Whitner his chance to help the Black man against the filthy White-run system of jailing blacks for no reason---"
Her microphone stopped transmitting, and Connie Chen whispered "Your mic has been cut, Donna." More loudly she said "Rosie what do you think of this illicit liaison and McGill's non-denial of plans to formally adopt Paulina's child by Don Troy?"
Rosie Berkmar: "Well, I can appreciate his desire to save that poor child from having the most racist, abusive cop in the world as a father." Applause, because the lights came on telling the audience to applaud. When the light went out, Rosie continued: "But the bottom line is that Michael McGill has no integrity, and that Voters should vote for an honest man like Alvin Whitner, who will rip away the curtain of the charade of a legal system that is fair and equitable to blacks."
More applause from the audience, then Connie said "Meredith, round this out and take us to break."
Meredith Peller said "I think Michael McGill needs to be pressed to either fully deny or fully admit his intentions to adopt Paulina's daughter Tasha if he and Paulina get married. I'd love to see and hear Donald Troy's reaction to that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
9:00am. The Bailiff declared "Oyez, oyez, oyez. Please rise. Court is in session, the Honorable Rodney K. Watts presiding." As everyone stood, Superior Court Judge Rodney K. Watts came in from the side door serving the Bench and the (empty) Jury Box, sat down, and banged his gavel.
"Be seated." he said. As everyone sat down, he said "First case, please." The Court Reporter announced Moore v. Fredricson.
Laura was sitting at the Defense table, wearing a black dress trimmed in white, and matte black high-heel pumps. Sitting with her was her attorney, the formidable Agnes T. Spires, and also Dr. Clarence P. Chase, Dean of the University Law School. At the Prosecution table sat Dr, Jerry Moore in a surprisingly frumpy suit and tie, His and the University's representation was State Attorney Glenn Alberts, who'd badly lost Dr. Jan Camp's lawsuit against the University some years before.
Behind the Defense table were Callie Carrington, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Town & County Councilman Edward R. Steele, and University Hospital Administrator Seth Warner. Behind the Prosecution table sat Dr. Jennifer Mallory, Dean of Biology School and Climate Change Center; Dr. Rohit Gupta, former Assistant Public Health Officer and now part of the Climate Change Center... and of course the odious Dr. Lionel Carmela.
The rest of the Courtroom chamber was over half-filled with reporters, most of them from around the State, a number of Journalism School students, and some of Dr. Carmela/s rabidly Leftist students.
"Okay, both sides have agreed to forego a Jury trial and accept a Bench trial?" Judge Watts asked. Everyone affirmed it, then the Judge said "I have here your complaint and the rebuttal and counter-complaint. I also have a copy of the law creating the State Medical College, as well as the contracts and covenants concerning the housing properties on the Campus. All of it is pretty simply written, and the language is clear. So what exactly is your problem, Dr. Moore?"
"We agree the language is clear, Your Honor." said Glenn Alberts. "We believe the language of the Covenants overseeing the home Dr. Fredricson owns is especially clear... that University Faculty were allowed to buy the homes, and now that Dr. Fredricson is no longer part of the University Faculty, the University has the right to claim the home and force her to sell it."
"That's not true, Your Honor." said Agnes T. Spires. "The language of the Covenant is indeed clear... and it states -only- that the University has first rights of refusal if Dr. Fredricson -chooses- to sell the home. That's all, nothing else."
Alberts was about to say something, but Judge Watts stopped him. "I want to hear the arguments on that last. Right now I want to get into the property dispute. I have the 'friend of the Court' briefs here, and Mr. Steele, who is a developer, is here and can testify to the numbers..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:45am, Monday, June 6th. The Sheriff, Teresa, and I were seated in the back 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar. After we placed our orders, the Sheriff said "How'd it go at Madison & Ives?"
I replied "I think it went okay. Bernadette Gillem called Myron Milton, and they're paying him a stipend to look into possible breaches of their servers."
Teresa asked "Do you really think that's the source of Elsie's information?"
I shrugged my shoulders and said "I dunno. At least they'll be more secure when all this is done."
Sheriff Griswold said "The County Republicans are very worried. They... we... think the D.A. and Solicitor races are the most important in the County, and maybe the most important in our history. And we think they'll be among the closest races, with the Democrats ready and willing to do anything, and I mean -anything- to win them. And if McGill doesn't get this under wraps, and quickly, it could go from a scratch to an infected wound."
Teresa and I nodded in agreement. Our food arrived and we spent a few minutes eating the delicious food As we finished, Teresa said "Okay... the 800-pound gorilla in the room. Was Michael McGill going to try to adopt Tasha? And was Paulina complicit, or did she at least have knowledge of it when Elsie asked that?
"I don't know." I replied. "I do know that Tasha was worried about it, and communicated that worry during a, shall we say, expert psychological evaluation. So I'm waiting to see what Myron finds before I theorize further on it and subsequently take action."
Sheriff Griswold did not let me off the hook. "To hell with the data, Crowbar. What do you think? Is there fire behind this smoke? And this could cause problems in the law firm... the firm you are using in your lawsuit against the filth that is KXTC?"
"Not to mention your relations with Paulina, and therefore all our relations with Paulina." Teresa added helpfully. She was not helping.
But I knew what she was really asking, and what the Sheriff really was worried about, so I said "Guys, right now it's like Schrödinger's Cat... I don't know for sure which way it is. And for now, I don't want to open that box and find out for sure if the cat is alive or dead..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:30pm. Laura, Callie, and Seth trudged into Laura's office at University Hospital after the exhausting day in Court. "Thank God that's over." Seth said. "Do lawyers string things out like that just so they can get the billable hours?"
"In this case, no." Laura said. "Agnes Spires was like a pitbull, and wasted no time in shredding Jerry Moore. Glenn Alberts is a State Attorney, and therefore getting a salary, not billable hours. Even so... yeah, he was stringing it out as much as he could."
"And it's probably not over." Laura continued. "We'll have the appeals process, and God knows how long Judge Leahy will try to delay it and string it out---"
"Oh, look at this!" Callie exclaimed, seeing the bouquet of roses in a vase on the desk.
Laura checked the card. "Oh, they're from my husband Don." she said, then read the card aloud: "Well done. I love you."
"Is that for the Court case?" Seth asked.
"No." said Laura with a smile. "It's about something else. I didn't expect it, but Don figured me out. Nothing gets past him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm. Dinner at the Mountain Nest. Edward and Stephanie Steele came over, as did Cindy and Callie, with Marie, Betsy, and Benjamin in tow. Betsy 'helped' Jim build a Lego structure while Carole and Marie and Benjamin participated in a Bowser and Buddy lovefest.
I'd cooked steaks and burgers on the grill, and Cindy and Callie had prepped the baked potatoes and salads. The kids were at the breakfast table, and consumed the burgers, some salad, and potato chips. As we adults ate in the formal dining room, Laura told us about her day in Court.
"We pretty much won everything." my wife said. "Judge Watts is a patient man, but he was getting irritated at Jerry Moore. Moore was all but bullying Glenn Alberts to keep fighting and objecting over settled, clear points, as well as the smallest minutiae. Alberts even argued with Moore a couple of times, so Moore started making the points himself, and Judge Watts shut him down."
"Is Dr. Moore a lawyer?" Cindy asked.
"He has a Law degree." Stephanie Steele said. "But he's never passed the Bar. I don't think he tried to. He got into Administration and Academia immediately after he graduated."
"That explains some things." I said. "He knows just enough to think he can argue against the clear text of the laws and the contracts of these cases, whereas real lawyers with real knowledge and experience know what's going to be losing for them."
Laura said "Yes, that explains a lot about his actions. Anyway, Judge Watts ruled definitively on just one thing: this house. In some of the strongest legal language I have ever heard, he said that I owned this house, that the only claim the University had was first right to buy or not buy it if and only if I put it up for sale, that neither my status nor the status of any of the homeowners under the Covenant were required to be Faculty nor University employees, and that the School could not in any way impede my access to the home via the road leading to it."
"Yayyy." Cindy said.
Laura: "Judge Watts has to have the deeds on the land behind the house here independently researched, but I'd bet he's going to grant the eminent domain, and at the fair market price Edward stated in his 'friend of the Court' filing."
Edward said "There was one issue, though. That strip of land leading from that plateau down to the Hospital. We're going to get it, and via eminent domain and not an easement, but Moore tried to keep it from us by saying a road could not be safely built on it. The Judge is going to take that into consideration."
Laura said "And that may be the 'poison pill' that Jerry Moore thinks he has in this... if he can stop us from building that road, then travel to and from the Hospital to the classrooms just above it on the plateau on the mountainside will become long and arduous. All the way around the mountain to Reservoir Road and back into Town."
Edward said "And Jerry Moore made a point to suggest another way... a road along the edge of this property, right along the line with Dr. Childers's property, then a sharp angle to the right and along the base of the mountain."
Laura said "Of course I objected to that... well, my lawyer Agnes Spires did, saying this was just another ploy by Moore to control my property and screw with me. Judge Watts agreed, but said he was duty-bound to consider it as an option."
I said "But that's also a long route around, taking the road by the Stadium to the north end of University Avenue and all that way south on the busiest road in this County to get to the Hospital."
Edward said "We'll worry about that when the time comes. Just having the piece of land is the first key."
Cindy gave a sly look towards Edward and said "In other words, we'll cross that bridge when we get to it?"
"Hmmm." replied Edward. "Now that is a particularly interesting choice of words, there..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The guests had left, except Marie; she was staying overnight. She, Carole, and Jim had brushed their teeth and made their way to bed. The dogs had been taken out, and while I was doing that, Laura poured us drinks. When I brought the dogs back inside, they rushed upstairs while Laura and I sat down on the sofa.
"Thank you for the flowers today." Laura said. "So you figured it out, huh?"
I grinned, then said "That it was -you- that leaked that information to Elsie Gringer? Yeah, I realized it when I asked myself at the coffee klatch how Elsie knew so much so quickly, -and- she was right there in a position to ambush McGill and Paulina. Someone had to tell her, and you had talked to Tasha. But I'm sure you didn't tell Elsie directly. So are you willing to tell your loving husband how you did it?"
"It depends on how loving you are tonight in bed." Laura said with a seductive smile. "So answer me this: why did you tell the MILF attorneys that they have a mole?"
"It was a dodge." I said. "With your help, Mike G. Todd had really upgraded MILF's electronic and computer security, but it didn't hurt to scare them into making sure by a forensic re-examination. And Myron will tell me what he finds out about Michael McGill contemplating adopting Tasha. Last, but not least, it keeps me from having to open the box and see if Schrödinger's Cat is alive or dead... and that may be very important, not only for my relations with Paulina and Tasha, but for the Elections. The Sheriff is very worried about how it will affect the McGill-Whitner race."
"And he should be worried." Laura said. "I've had to pay attention to the State Medical College stuff, but I'm still getting trickles of information about Fineman and Whitner. It's going to be close, and it could get very ugly."
"Let not your heart be troubled." I said cryptically. When Laura peered at me, I said "Why don't we go to bed, and I get started on being the loving husband you want me to be tonight..."
Part 6 - First Contacts
5:30pm, Saturday, June 11th. Laura and I drove to the home of Craig and Jenny Reynolds, who had moved to our Town & County after Todd Burke bought out Craig's company and licensed his patents. (Author's note: 'Reunion Fever'.) They lived in a modest, three-bedroom home on Cone Street in the Kensington District, at the northern edge of the City Limit line between the Town and the County.
The Reynolds were hosting a dinner party, to which Todd and Teresa were also invited. They arrived right behind us. We were in two vehicles, as usual, in case Teresa and I were called away to Police business. Their kids were staying with Carole, the boys, Tasha, and Marie at The Cabin, supervised by Molly Evans and Stephanie Steele, and of course the Redoubtable Ones, Bowser and Buddy.
"You didn't bring Tasha, Mister Crowbar?" young Agnes Reynolds said when we arrived.
"Not this time." I replied. "It's a grownup party today."
We went to the back patio in the backyard and sipped drinks: Laura and Jenny had some of the wine that Laura and I had brought as a gift; Teresa had Scotch, and Todd, Craig, and I had bourbon.
"Oh, I'm doing fine; very well, in fact." Craig said as we sat on the patio "Physically, my bodily functions are normal, and there have been no problems."
"And no problem with his 'performance' functions, either." Jenny said happily. "Thanks to Laura's surgical skills. We'll always be grateful to you for how well you fixed Craig up."
"I'm glad I was able to help." Laura said. "You did well with your rehab, too, Craig,"
I asked "So how have things gone with your family expansion, and the move here?"
Craig said "We moved here from Capitol City (in Apple Grove's State), and it's been really good. The people here are nice like people from a small town like Apple Grove, but the Town & County has all the good things larger towns do without having to endure the 'big city' feel."



Jenny said "I don't want this to sound like a complaint, but we're having to make some decisions based on the school districts. We found this house when we first moved, and Todd pretty much enrolled our kids at Eastside Elementary, where his kids and your kids already are. And once they were enrolled, they were able to stay there for the remainder of the school year that just ended."
Jenny: "This house is okay, but it's a little small with four girls. So we've been looking around for a larger house. Agnes and your daughter Tasha have formed a really good friendship, and Eastside is a good school, and the Town High system looks to be very good. But most of the larger homes are in the County High system. And the schools there seem to be good, but there's a certain 'je ne sais quoi' about them."
Craig said "They remind me of Apple Grove schools back in the day when we were in school... before the Iron Crowbar came in and cleaned out the rotgut."
Jenny said "Yes. Let's just say I don't think Agnes and Tasha being friends would be tolerated at Northside Elementary or Mitt Romney Elementary, which are the schools for the River Valley subdivision and the Heritage Cloisters subdivision."
Craig said "I don't think we have to worry about the Heritage Cloisters. The homes are nice, pricey but not out of our range, and we could afford it. But not those HOA fees."
Jenny: "Good Lord, those HOA fees! I know they do a lot of lawn maintenance, and they want to get an LPGA golf tournament at their country club. But those fees are ridiculous."
"Testify, sister." said Teresa. "We know allllll about those fees." She did not yet mention her own experiences, which landed some Heritage Cloisters HOA Officers in prison. (Author's Note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.)
Jenny said "As to the quality of the schools, the ones here have shown us just how far behind the schools we left were. Agnes was struggling at first, and we attributing it to who her parents are, but our other three girls were also behind. They were given aptitude tests, and they all did very well, even Agnes. Turns out that with Eastside being a magnet school, they were ahead of the curve, and all the schools here are ahead of the schools we left. Our girls worked hard to catch up, and they did... especially with Tasha and Carole and Marie really helping Agnes with her reading and basic skills."
"And her basketball skills." Craig said. "Good grief! those girls are going to make one heck of a basketball team in high school!" He had no idea how right he was, but I digress...
Laura said "So do you still want me to observe the girls tonight, in a 'professional' way?"
"Yes, if you would." Jenny said, instinctively quietening her voice. She explained to the rest of us: "I was talking to Laura about a few days ago. Annie is eleven now, and Agnes is seven. My daughter Wendy is ten, and Wilamina, we call her Willa, is eight, but will be nine in just a few weeks."
Jenny: "Annie has bonded well with Wendy and Willa, and they do a lot of things together. They're not trying to leave Agnes out, and Annie tries hard to include Agnes in things. But Agnes still keeps to herself a lot, and I overheard her telling Tasha when we were keeping Tasha for you that she, Agnes, is adopted, and while she's thankful we kept her instead of her being put in DFACS, she feels (air quotes) 'different'."
I said "Marie is adopted, also, and I know she's told Agnes numerous times that her parents tell her they chose her and she's special because of that. Marie tells Agnes y'all feel the same way about her, so it might be good if you verbally reiterate that."
"Oh, we have." Jenny said. "Annie and Agnes both have been such joys in our lives, and I make sure to pay as much attention to Agnes as the other girls. Agnes cooks with me in the kitchen far more than the others do. But I asked Laura to watch the girls, and especially Agnes, and make sure she's coping well. And if there's anything we can do to make things better, I certainly want to."
Craig said "Agnes has been quiet the last few days, so I asked her if something was wrong. She said no, but they'd gone shopping for Father's Day cards for next weekend, and Agnes had gotten me one, but she was wondering if she could send her father Roddy Baker a card, since he's in prison and can't get out."
"She has a good heart about that." Jenny said. "But we're not sure what contact with Roddy is allowed. And with him sentenced to life without parole, we're wondering if we should tell her she has to wait until she's 18 to contact him, and by then she may not want to have contact with him again."
I felt a strange vibe. I looked over at Teresa, who had that inscrutable look on her face that I'd never solved. I said "What do you think, Teresa?"
Teresa said "From what you told me, Don, Roddy Baker was pretty much railroaded into his three strikes. And I think that 'three-strikes' law is too much for some cases." She paused, then said "But most of all I'm thinking of that Bible verse, Matthew 25: 39-40: "When did we see you sick or in prison and go visit you? And He said 'Truly I tell you: whatever you did for one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you did for me.'."
I nodded, then said "If y'all agree to it, I can check with the prison, and I can facilitate Agnes sending a card through me, and have any replies come via Police Headquarters."
After dinner, Agnes came up to me and asked "Mr. Crowbar, would it be okay if I send my dad in prison a Father's Day card?"
"Why do you want to do that?" I asked. "And what about your dad and mom here?"
"They've been very good to me." Agnes said. "I'm very grateful they took me in with my sister when they didn't have to. But my real dad never was bad to me, and he's going to be in jail forever. I just want him to know that my brother, sister, and I are okay, and that I haven't forgotten him."
My heart was warmed by the goodness of Agnes's heart. "Sounds like good reasons." I said. "Okay, go write it and I'll get it sent to him. Just remember that the Prison guards will read it, too, so don't tell too much about where you and your brother and sister are, nor name any other names."
And I would send her card and note to the prison, where Roddy Baker would get it...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00am, Wednesday, June 15th. Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle came into my office, followed by 1st Precinct Lieutenant Jerome Davis. "Whassup?" I said as I gestured for them to sit down. But neither did.
"Sir," said Jerome, "I'm going to give things with my father one final shot. I'm going to send him a Father's Day card, and I want to include a copy of this photo." He handed me a black-and-white photo, which showed Jerome at about eight or nine years old, wearing a sailor suit, and his father Jonathan kneeling beside Jerome, Jonathan wearing his formal navy blue Navy uniform."
"Aw, cute." I said. "So you want to make a copy of that?"
Teresa said "I suggested he get a colorized copy of it, and our Police photographer Connie said we have the equipment to do that. She also said that she can't use the equipment for personal business, and she's standing up to even me on that."
"I see, said the blind man." I said as I stood up. "Okay, let me try." Teresa and Jerome followed me down the hallways to Connie's photography lair. Once there, I said "I need this photograph copied and colorized. And before you say a word about 'regulations', my battalion commander in my Army Reserve unit would always say 'Regulations are merely guidelines for the Commander to follow'. And our regulations are guidelines for the Police Commander to follow."
"I'm sorry, sir." Connie said. "The regulations prohibit it, and I won't do it."
"You look thirsty, Connie." I said. "Commander Croyle, why don't you and Connie here go get some coffee." To Connie I said "And its always good for the Police Commander to be able to do whatever his subordinates do." Teresa led Connie out of the room, and I got to work colorizing the photo on what looked like a copier with a computer attached. I hit 'Go', and a photograph on photo film came out, same size s the original. The colorizing process worked perfectly. I refilled the tray with the film sheets, as well.
Jerome headed to the Post Office on the way back to 1st Precinct, while Teresa and I went back to my office. Teresa said "Connie is going to write a memorandum-for-the-record about you kicking her out of her office. I told her that was fine, but that you could do things like that even if she couldn't. And by the way, I think Mary Milton has duplication equipment in her office, and she'll do whatever she damn well pleases with it."
"I know." I said. "But her equipment colorizes much more poorly, or not at all. Anyhoo, I won't lose sleep over it, and it was for a good cause. I hope Jerome and his dad can heal their rift, or at least have a relationship going forward."
"Me, too." Teresa said. "I think part of Jerome's urgency on that is because Admiral Cordell visits the old Veterans down there every so often, and he did so on Memorial Day weekend. He said others told him that Jonathan's health has been declining in the last couple of years, and he can see that with his own eyes, being a doctor and all. So he may live for years, or he may not, but Jerome thinks it might be good if he and Jonathan make peace, if not be a full father and son again."
Then Teresa added: "Said by the girl who never tried to see her father again for years, until he was dying. He didn't recognize me when I went there; he thought I was my mother. But I was wondering last April what might've been if I'd gone there earlier, when he might have known who I was. And maybe we would've made peace."
"Or not." I said. "Karma. It was what it was. But I know what you mean. My father died not long after I came here. We weren't estranged, but we didn't talk a lot... and I never tried to, always thinking I had plenty of time. Of course, neither he nor Todd's mother Elizabeth would have considered any kind of reconciliation... Mom and Elizabeth still hate each other to this day. But it was unfortunate for Todd. He didn't get to know his grandfather very well."
Teresa said "But the good news is that, except for Greta, your kids have you, and they know you love them and will protect them. Including Tasha. Especially Tasha..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Friday, June 17th. Jonathan Davis went to the mailbox and got his mail. Sitting down at his breakfast room table, he sifted through the envelopes. Mostly advertising, he thought to himself. Then he saw the one with his son Jerome's return address in the upper left-hand corner. He thought about casting it aside unopened, but something told him to at least open it.
It was a card wishing him a good Father's Day. Inside, he found the colorized photo of himself in his uniform and his young son in the sailor suit Jerome loved to wear when his father was at home. He remembered this photo being taken on a previous Father's Day, when he was home on leave.
The photo triggered memories of his son's childhood. Jerome had always been a good kid, never doing anything to embarrass his father or his mother... until the day Jerome eschewed the Navy and instead went to the Police Academy.
He read what Jerome wrote on the card: "I know you hate the Police, and I understand why. But people need to see Police like me. I'm the Police the TCPD needs." it said. Well, maybe he's right, Jonathan thought. Maybe my son can be the cop we need. And maybe it's time to put that aside, and be the father Jerome needs again. Maybe its time to bury the hatchet.
He began writing on his notepad: "Dear Son...
Part 7 - The Sands of Time
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, June 17th, from the rooftop of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Michael McGill is out at his law firm!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Channel Two News has learned that Republican candidate for Solicitor Michael T. McGill will announce today that he is taking a leave of absence from his duties as a partner in the Madison & Ives Law Firm, allegedly to concentrate on his race for Solicitor against the formidable challenge of George-Schwartz-financed Democrat Alvin Whitner."
Bettina: "Sources tell Channel Two News that there are questions involving McGill's romantic relationship with Assistant D.A. Paulina Patterson, and whether or not he intends to formally adopt Paulina's daughter Tasha. As a result of those issues, the Madison & Ives firm thought it best that McGill separate himself from them during his campaign."
Bettina: "And far-right-wing Judge Rodney K. Watts has ruled summarily in favor of Dr. Laura Fredricson and the State Medical College in her lawsuit against University President Jerry Moore. Dr. Moore has promised to appeal..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Paulina was not at the coffee klatch in the Chief's Conference Room, but Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, Your Iron Crowbar, and my three Angels were.
"How much of that is trooooo?" drawled the Chief.
I said "This obviously should not leave this room. Myron seriously upgraded MILF's security, so if KXTC was spying on them via their computers and cellphones, they won't be now. Myron did not find any legal papers Michael McGill might've prepared in order to adopt Tasha, but he did find that Michael was using an online site, available only to law firms and attorneys, to research the legalities of child adoption. And Bernadette Gillem was going to force Michael to take the leave of absence on the day I met with them, so that was going to happen no matter what."
Sheriff Griswold growled "Something I found out is that KXTC has been working hand-in-glove with Alvin Whitner to exploit the story. They were going to have Donna Roselle of 'Point Taken' come in and have Town Halls with Whitner, where Paulina would be called a 'hanky headed negro' and a 'sellout to the White man', then attack Miriam Walters as well as Michael McGill through Tasha. But they called it off, and I don't know why."
"I do, sir." said Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross. "Donna Roselle was going around calling Tasha a 'halfbreed' on the show. They bleeped it out, and Roselle was warned she'd be suspended if not fired if she kept it up. They're scared of what you might do, Don."
"No (air quotes) 'might' about it." I replied venomously. "I'll---"
"Say no more, Crowbar!" the Sheriff sharply ordered. "We gotta have plausible deniability, that we never heard a word. Just do what you need to do, and don't speak of it before nor after the fact."
"Yes sir." I said flatly.
Teresa said: "I heard a rumor, too... that Jerry Moore is not going to appeal the State Medical College ruling. Seth Warner told me that Appellate Judge Leahy offered Glenn Alberts a stay so that they could appeal, but the other two Judges on the Appellate Court said they'd immediately overturn it. They also would refuse to hear the appeal. But that doesn't explain why Dr. Moore is going to decline to appeal."
"Yes, Moore would lose." I said. "But I suspect there's more to it. Governor Sharon Marshall is directly threatening Jerry Moore's job if he doesn't stop the shenanigans. I believe the exact words she told him were, and I quote, 'Grow up'." Everyone chuckled.
Cindy then said "And I think there are other reasons, too. They're moving on to their next line of attack, which they will do once Laura commits the resources and the construction gets started..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30pm, Friday, June 17th. The Sheriff, Chief, Teresa, Cindy, and I were having lunch at the Cop Bar when the Chief's Police iPhone rang. "Chief Moynahan, TCPD." he said as he answered it.
As he listened, his eyes grew wide. I sensed something was wrong, and Cindy's look of shock showed me she'd felt the vibe, as well. We listened as the Chief said "We'll tell him, and we'll get him down there right away."
After disconnecting, the Chief looked up at all of us, seeing our eyes and ears tuned on him. He said "That was the hospital at Valley Villages. Jonathan Davis was found in his home, unconscious. It looks like he had a stroke, a bad one..."
To be continued.
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Part 8 - Reconciliation Denied
12:45pm, Friday, June 17th. Two TCPD vehicles, an SUV and a Police cruiser, were hurtling down the University-Midtown Highway to the retirement community of Valley Villages. I was driving the SUV, which also contained Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle and Lieutenant Jerome Davis. The Police cruiser leading the way was driven by TCPD Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan, with Admiral Leonard R. Cordell and Police Chief Sean Moynahan as passengers.
The Chief and Teresa had barged into a meeting of Precinct Captain Hewitt, Lieutenant Davis, and several Sergeants and plucked Davis out. As we got onto the Bypass south, blue lightbars blazing, Teresa told Jerome "All we know is that your father did not show up at lunch at his normal time, then he didn't answer texts and phone calls. So they went to his house and found him lying on the floor, unconscious. They called the ambulance and then someone called Chief Moynahan for us to notify you."
Jerome seemed to be in a state of shock as we drove down at 'Cindy Ross' rates of speed. We turned off onto the road to Valley Villages and headed straight to the hospital there, which had emergency care as well as long term care for residents, most of them veterans and families.
After we parked, Jerome rushed in, followed by the rest of us. He was already at the front desk asking about his father, and was directed to the waiting room of the section Jonathan would be in. We went there and I had Teresa keep Jerome in the waiting room while I went to the Nurses Station and asked about Jonathan. The look she gave me told me volumes, but all she said is that she would notify the doctor that Jerome was here, and he'd be with us in a moment.
Ten minutes later a wiry man of above average height (but not nearly as tall as me) with a receding hairline and a trimmed mustache, beard, and goatee.
"Jerome?" he said. Jerome nodded and stood up, and the doctor said "I'm Dr. Ahrens. The Sheriff Department found your father on the floor of his home. It looks like he had a stroke, then hit his head as he collapsed to the floor. He was taken into surgery to relieve pressure on his brain, and we'll evaluate further once he's out and stabilized. That's all I can tell you right now."
"Thanks, Doctor." Jerome said. He sat down and put his head in his hands.
"Would you like me to call Father Romano?" Teresa asked. "Or one of our other Chaplains?"
"My dad was never religious, and neither was I." said Jerome.
"I'll call Father Romano." Teresa said. "Even if you're not Catholic, he always seems to know what to say that will help."
As she was making the call, the local Sheriff, Art Dodge, came in. I remembered him from the Terhune murder at Valley Villages (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler', Ch. 03; 'Schoolhouse Rock', Ch. 04.)
"Glad to have you back down here, Commander." Sheriff Dodge said as he shook my hand. "I'm sorry about your father, Lieutenant." he said to Jerome as they shook hands.
"Do you know what happened to him?" Jerome asked.
Sheriff Dodge said "He didn't show up at lunch, so his regular lunch group texted him then called. They got no answer, so they called us to make a health and wellness check. We found him on the floor of his home. In fact, I'm hoping Commander Troy can go up and take a look around."
Chief Moynahan said "You Commanders go on ahead. We'll stay here with Jerome."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I entered the home of Jonathan Davis. It was exactly as I remembered it; immaculately clean, everything in its place, the bed made, no dirty dishes to be seen. The only sign of activity was on the breakfast room table... and the blood spot on the floor.
"Lessee..." I said as I went to the table, seeing the chair that faced the front of the house pushed back, as if he'd been sitting in it. At the end of the table was a small pile of mail. In the middle of the table was an envelope and the card that had been extracted from it. On top of the card was the colorized photo of Jerome and his dad that I'd ignored regulations to create.
"Look, he was writing something." I said. Teresa came closer, and together we saw the writing. At first it was clear and well-written, but as it went along, the handwriting got worse and worse, like a child's writing, until it became unintelligible, then just stopped.
I read what I could, which said "Dear son, I got your card. I remember when we took that photo. You were so proud of that sailor suit, and couldn't wait to take that picture with me. And I was proud... of you... when we posed for it... Why don't... you... come up... on July 4th..."
"I can't read the rest, it got too messy." I said. "Jonathan was having his stroke even as he was writing that. Then it looks like he was trying to get up, maybe to get to his phone to call for help. But he fell down and... yes, look here, you can see that he hit the corner of the table. The corners are rounded off and not sharp, but that still would've been a bad blow on top of the stroke. He went down and hit his head again on the floor, and that's where that blood spot came from."
Teresa said "There's not a lot of blood, so he wasn't bleeding out. But he must've lay there what, a couple of hours?"
"At least." I said. Just then I heard the door open, and I turned to see Jerome Davis come in, followed by Chief Moynahan.
"I had to come see it." Jerome said, his voice quivering.
"He got your card." I said. "He was writing a letter to you." I had Jerome go to the table. As he read his father's last note, he began whimpering, then openly crying. Teresa went over and hugged him, holding him up until he regained control of himself.
"He was going to invite me down here." Jerome said, his voice breaking. "He was going to try..." He could not finish the sentence...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Chaplain Romano had arrived in the waiting room, wearing his Police uniform with a white clerical collar. A number of Jonathan Davis's friends had checked in with us, but only a couple of them stayed so as not bother Jerome too much. Those two were sending texts out about Jonathan's condition whenever we found something out. They lived in Jonathan's cul-de-sac, and had raised and lowered the American Flag there with Jonathan every morning, a tradition that had continued after the death of Army Master Sergeant Terhune. (Author's note: 'Riverboat Gambler', Ch. 02.)
At 5:30pm we were huddled in the waiting room. I was working on the State Constitution on my iPad, and Teresa was a very interested observer. We looked up to see Dr. Ahrens come in with a doctor who was heavyset but had a military bearing to him. We all stood up as Dr. Ahrens said "This is Doctor Oswald Burgess, who operated on Senior Chief Davis." said Dr. Ahrens.
"Hello, Admiral Cordell." said Dr. Burgess. "I remember you from a stint I did at Bethesda."
"I remember you, too, Dr. Burgess." said Admiral Cordell. "You make Captain?" That would be a Navy Captain, one step short of Rear Admiral.
"Yes sir, but it was a promote-and-retire carrot, and I took it." said Dr. Burgess. "Then I got on Staff here." He paused and took a breath and said "Mr. Davis, why don't we sit down a moment." Jerome sat down and Dr. Burgess pulled up a chair and sat nearly in front of him, just off Jerome's right knee.
"Just tell it to me straight, Doctor." Jerome said.
"Sure." Dr. Burgess said. "Your father is in very bad shape. He had a massive stroke on the left side of his brain. He also endured a hard blow to the right side of his head that cracked his skull and caused direct brain damage. We operated to relieve the pressure on his brain from the internal bleeding, but that was all we were able to do."
"What are his chances, sir?" asked Jerome.
Dr. Burgess glanced over at Father Romano, as if to warn him, then turned back to Jerome and said "It's too early to tell for sure, but your father will never be the same again. We're monitoring his EEG as well as his vitals. The next 24 hours will be crucial."
"Can I see him?" Jerome asked.
"He's in post-op now, so no." said Dr. Burgess. "We'll let you know when we get him to ICU." He and Dr. Ahrens left us. Dr. Cordell followed them down the hall and caught up to them, and there was a long conversation out of our range of hearing...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:30pm. Teresa, Rudistan and I went to Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers for some dinner. Admiral Cordell declined our invitation to go with us; he had dinner with some of the resident Veterans in their dining hall.
"Man, that sucks." said Rudistan as we ate. "Jerome told me that he and his dad were off-again, on-again, off-again for years. Things were good after Jonathan helped Charlie, then went bad after he got arrested during the riots." (Author's note: 'Fathers And Sons'; 'Consequences', Ch. 03, 04.)
"And there was a chance they'd be on again." Teresa said. "But they may have lost their chance."
"They both had reconciliation in their hearts." I said. "I choose to accept that."
Rudistan said "Well, maybe he'll wake up and Jerome can speak to him." Then he saw the look on my face.
To deflect from the bad news, Teresa asked Rudistan "When is your baby finally going to make its appearance in this world?"
"It could be any time now." Rudistan said. "In fact, as much as I'd like to stay with Jerome, I'm going to have to get back tonight..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We got to-go sacks for Jerome and Chaplain Romano and headed back to the hospital. Sheriff Griswold and Cindy had arrived, and the Sheriff and Jerome were talking. I handed Jerome his sack of food, and the Sheriff and I all but forced Jerome to eat. He did finish off his burger and fries.
At 7:30pm, Admiral Cordell came into the waiting room again... from the direction of the ICU and the doctors. He looked past Jerome at me, and I got up and went into the hallway to converse with him.
"I just checked with his doctors and the ICU nurses." he said quietly. "For all intents and purposes, Jonathan is on life support. When they talked about monitoring his EEG, Jerome didn't realize what that truly meant, but of course I do." Dr. Cordell paused, then said "They're just monitoring to determine when his brain activity ends, so they can declare him dead and turn off his life support..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:40am, Saturday, June 20th. Admiral Leonard R. Cordell was shown the vital signs and the EEG of Jonathan Davis. The retired Senior Chief Petty Officer was in a coma, on life support, and his EEG readings were weakening.
Having learned from his Captain in Viet Nam, and from the heroes in the Town & County Police Department, Cordell made a decision... regulations are merely guidelines for an Admiral to follow... or not.
He had Jerome come with him to a small dressing room, where they both put on full scrubs, paper hats, and masks. As they dressed, he said to Jerome: "Your father is near death. I don't know if he'll hear it, but I want to to have a chance to speak to him while he has brain activity."
Though rocked by the news, Jerome followed Dr. Cordell into the ICU. Jonathan was in the bed on the far end, nearest the Nurses Station. They looked up, then looked back down, pretending they were seeing doctors.
Jerome saw his father lying there, tubes connected to his face, his head wrapped in bandages and a massive patch taped down over the upper right side of his head. Jerome looked at Admiral Cordell, who was examining the monitors but turned and said "Speak into his left ear. The stroke probably killed his hearing in his right ear."
Jerome nodded, then took his father's left hand in his own, leaned to within inches of his father's left ear and said "Hey Pop, it's Jerome. I'm here. I need you to wake up and get better. And no matter what, I love you, Pop. I'll always love you in my heart."
There was no change in Jonathan's vitals nor his EEG. Jerome gave his father a final squeeze of the hand, then followed Dr. Cordell back out of the ICU room. When they got back to the waiting room, Jerome said "Thank you for taking me to see him, Doctor. Do you think he heard me?"
"There's no way to tell, son." Dr. Cordell replied. "But that's not what matters. You got to tell him you loved him. That's what matters, and what you'll be able to carry with you for the rest of your life..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saturday, June 18th. The news in Valley Villages was not good. On Saturday morning the doctors told Jerome that his father was in a coma, pretty much on life support, and his EEG readings were weakening further.
The waiting room began to look like the TCPD's MCD room. Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez and Detective Kerry Ambrose came in. A short time later, Teddy and Janice Parker came in, as did Theo and Nareese Washington. Captain Hugh Hewitt and Detective Roark Coleman arrived just before lunch, and Roark handed out Krystal burgers from the huge sack of them he'd brought.
Captain Hewitt had told the Officers of 1st Precinct to not come down to Valley Villages. Jerome sent a text to the entire TCPD, saying to not send any flowers, but they could give to Jonathan's favorite charity, Tunnels To Towers, in lieu of flowers.
At 8:00pm, Dr. Cordell got an update of Jonathan's condition, and reported to us: "There's no change, and there probably won't be for the foreseeable future. He looked at Sheriff Griswold, who got the hint.
"I know that Jerome appreciates your support." growled Griswold, to all of us. "And so do I; I'm remembering what Jonathan did for my son Charlie. But there's nothing any of you can do for Jonathan right now. I want everyone that does not outrank me to go home. Admiral Cordell will let you know of any change in Jonathan's condition."
Jerome got up and said "Guys, I really appreciate you being here. The TCPD is my family. But the Sheriff is right. Please, go home, get some sleep, and pray for my dad."
A line formed, and Jerome either man-hugged or fully hugged each of us in turn. I didn't want to go, but Teresa enforced Our Sheriff's instructions. With heavy hearts, she and I loaded up in my Police SUV and headed home...
Part 9 - Father's Day Cards
Sunday, June 19th. At 7:00am I took my iPhones and my mug of coffee to the deck of The Cabin. It was Father's Day, and I felt bad that Jerome Davis was having to spend his Father's Day waiting for his father's condition to resolve itself.
My Police iPhone chimed. It was a text message from Admiral Cordell, reporting that Jonathan's condition had not improved at all. A moment later, Laura came out on deck, fully dressed. "How is Jonathan Davis?"
"No improvement." I said as I glanced at her. "You going somewhere on a Sunday morning?"
"I have to go into the office and get some paperwork done." Laura replied. "I'll be back by lunch. Cindy, Callie, Tim Jennings and their kids are coming over, so Callie will drag me here kicking and screaming, if need be. Paulina is coming, as well."
I said "Todd and Teresa are bringing their boys, and Edward and Stephanie Steele are brining Selena and Marie over, as well. I just hope we don't get bad news from Valley Villages..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am. Roddy Baker was incarcerated at a medium security prison. He'd been moved there from the hard time of the maximum security prison when a student group at Wildcat School created a petition drive to improve his situation. It is possible that Your Iron Crowbar contacted officials there and helped get Baker better conditions, as well.
"Mail call." said the guard coming through. "Baker, you got a letter."
"Really?" said a stunned Roddy Baker. He took the envelope, which had been opened and its contents examined; convicted inmates had no rights of privacy in prison. He took out the card that wished him a happy Father's Day. It had been written by his daughter Agnes, and his stepdaughter Annie had also signed it.
It said "Hi Dad, I know you're in jail forever, but I have not forgotten about you. I hope you are doing okay. Craig and Jenny are taking good care of us, and they make us go to bed early like you always made us do. The Iron Crowbar's daughter Tasha is my best friend, and we play basketball. Her older sister says we're going to be on the high school team some day. I'll write again on your birthday and at Christmas if they let me. Take care of yourself. Love, Agnes."
Roddy had to wipe a tear away as he read his daughter's letter. Then he read the note I'd slipped in, telling him to send any replies for Agnes to my attention at TCPD Headquarters. Roddy got up to head down to the Prison Library, where he could write a reply letter under supervision...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:00pm. Sheriff Griswold arrived at The Cabin, and received hugs from my kids. As Molly guided them to begin helping with the placesettings, the Sheriff said to me: "Cordell told me that Jonathan is totally non-responsive. His eyes are not responding to light at all, and there's no autonomous response to localized pain. If he was taken off the ventilator, they believe he would die."
I nodded. "What about his EEG?" I asked.
Griswold replied: "Cordell says he's not an expert, but he thinks the only brain activity is coming from the autonomous systems. His cognitive brain is gone."
Our conversation was stopped by the arrival of more guests. Within the next ten minutes everyone was present... except Laura and Callie. "I'm on it." Cindy said as she whipped out her personal iPhone and sent a text...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once Laura and Callie arrived, we all had lunch. The mood among the adults was somber, while the kids were more enthusiastic but were clearly affected by the mood of the adults. Carole was especially quiet and wary, and Betsy seemed nervous.
After lunch, everyone gathered in the greatroom. I took the hardback rocking chair, while the others sat on the sofas or chairs from the dining room table. The kids were going to hand out Father's Day cards to the fathers.
First came Marie and Selena, who gave Edward cards. Marie, who was adopted, had written "Thank you for choosing me as your daughter.", which evoked emotion from both Edward and Stephanie. Edward gave Marie a warm hug as he said he was glad he chose her, as well.
Next came Todd Burke. Mike and Doug gave him humorous cards. Jack had written into his card "For an uncle, you're a pretty good dad." Teresa looked askance at Jack, but Todd laughed and told Jack that "For a nephew, you're a pretty good son." Teresa would later tell us that that was how Todd and Jack rolled.
And then came the ambush. It looked like all of my kids were going to hand me cards. But they diverted as one, like a flock of flying birds changing direction all at once, and went over to Sheriff Griswold and handed him Father's Day cards. Our Sheriff was very much moved as he read all the cards and hugged each 'grandchild'. Then he read the extra one Jim had handed him. It was from me. The Sheriff got 'revenge' by making me stand up to exchange a hug with him.



And then it was my turn. A pattern quickly developed. Marie had drawn me, in my Police uniform and holding my red crowbar at 'port arms', on each card. She had drawn my ears way too big on each card, but otherwise it was definitely me.
Next to my drawing's left arm was a drawing of the child that gave me the card, in clothing that represented his or her adult profession, per Carole's prognostications. Carole's card showed her identically dressed in a Police Officer and holding a red crowbar. Jim's card showed him as an Army Officer with a big star on each shoulder. Ross's card showed him in a the red jacket of a Royal Canadian Mounted Police Officer. Tasha's card showed her in the judicial robes of a Judge. Ian's showed him in a suit, holding a golf club and an American Flag."
"Ian is going to be in Congress, and play golf with the President." Carole said. I nodded, then I saw Carole all but prodding Betsy up to me. "It's okay. Ask him." Carole said.
Everyone looked confused, except Callie and Laura. Callie had a 'knowing' look, while Laura looked askance in Carole's direction as Betsy came up to me, looking scared, which I realized was the fear of rejection.
Just as my kids call my Angels 'Aunt ---', Betsy called me 'Uncle Don'. She said "Uncle Don, I have two moms, but no dad. Can I give you a Father's Day card?"
The room went utterly silent. I gave myself great credit for not looking at anyone else, just at Betsy. I said "Of course you can, Betsy. I'd be honored." All the fear left Betsy's little face and she broke into a big smile.
I said "Come sit here with me." Betsy climbed into the rocking chair and gave me her card. It had the drawing of me, and Betsy was dressed in a business suit and holding a calculator. Also pictured were four, count them four outstanding dogs: Bowser and Buddy to the outside of me, and George and Charlotte beside Betsy. Betsy had drawn all of it herself, and it was a good effort.
"Awww, this is neat." I said. "Thank you, Betsy."
"You're welcome, Uncle Don." Betsy said. "You're the closest thing to a dad that I have."
"Betsy," Laura asked, "what about Benji's dad Tim? You don't think he's your dad, too?"
"No. He's Benji's daddy." Betsy said simply. I remembered how Betsy had not been petting her dog George because she thought he was Benji's dog, and I had redirected her suppositions. Betsy then said "I know my mommies adopted me, and I'm glad they chose me. But Uncle Don is always here, and he talks to me like he talks to Carole and Tasha."
"Awww." I said. "Well, if you ever need someone to talk to, I'll talk to you just like I'll talk to any of the kids in this room."
"Even the big kids in the room. Like me." growled Sheriff Griswold. Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
After that, the boys rushed up to the attic room to continue the neverending construction of New Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad. Carole and Marie began a new drawing and story project, and Tasha took Betsy onto the back deck to try to pet the Feral Felines.
A rather stunned Cindy, Callie, and Laura pulled a chair up next to me. Cindy said "I had no idea Betsy felt that way, like she was missing having a father."
Laura said, more sharply, "I hope Carole has not said anything to Betsy about... well, you know."
I said "I don't think Carole said anything. But Betsy sees me being the father of these other kids, and she wanted to be a part of it."
Laura said "There are some studies coming in about children being brought up in same-sex marriages. Some kids are good with it, and some wish they had a father, or a mother, if that parent is absent. My question is... what if Betsy ever asks you if you are her real father?"
"Luke..." I said in a deep voice, and they all got the Star Wars reference. I continued: "Seriously, if Betsy ever asks straight out, I won't lie to her. But telling her is your call, Cindy, and I'll go along with whatever you decide, whenever you decide it..."
Part 10 - Court In Session
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, June 20th, from the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College. "EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell is due in Court!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Dr. Cordell was stripped of his license to practice medicine by the State Medical Board, the SMB, after he performed an operation on a child after he was ordered not to by BigBenefitInsurance, and after he made statements in open defiance of the insurance giant, threatening our very health care system." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus', 'Climate Injustice'.)
Bettina: "Dr. Cordell's lawsuit will be heard today before Superior Court Judge Clarence Scales in Midtown. Legal and political experts tell Channel Two News that it is very unlikely that Dr. Cordell will be able to show cause why his medical license should be restored after the careful investigation and reasoned evaluation of the incident and complaint against him."
Bettina: "And in other news, Republican candidates for Solicitor and District Attorney, Michael T. McGill and Miriam Walters, are working hard to tamp down the growing scandal concerning McGill's romantic relationship with Assistant D.A. Paulina Patterson, and his failure to deny that he intends to formally adopt her daughter Tasha should they marry. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing KXTC 'cub' reporterette Martha Faulkner, in her all-white jacket, blouse, and pants, confronting Michael and Miriam at a political rally the Saturday before. Miriam said "Paulina followed the laws and regulations, and submitted the proper paperwork that she was dating Michael, unlike Savannah Fineman not disclosing dating relationships with Defense attorneys in the same cases she was prosecuting. There's no 'scandal' here, nothing wrong." (Author's note: 'Witness For The Prosecution', Ch. 01, for Savannah's actions.)
When Martha pressed Michael on his intent to formally adopt Tasha, he replied "Elsie Gringer's sick fantasies and dishonest gossiping are beneath responding to."
"That's not a denial." Martha said.
"It's not a confirmation, either---" Michael started, but the tape was clearly edited to cut off the rest of what he said.
More tape rolled, showing Pat 'Fat Boy' Stellum confronting Michael and Paulina later at the same event. "Ms. Patterson, are you dating Mr. McGill? Are you contemplating marriage? And will Mr. McGill formally adopt your daughter Tasha if you do get married?"
Paulina said "I've already confirmed that I have been dating Mr. McGill for several months. But my daughter already has a father, a wonderful man who loves her more than his own life, Donald Troy."
"That's not a denial." said Stellum haughtily, a big smile on his fat lips.
"Yes it is!" Paulina yelled at him as she turned to fully front him. "And I'm getting sick and tired of you Press assholes trying to use my daughter as a weapon to attack her father. Now shove your *bleep* lies up your *bleep* fat *bleep*!"
Back to Bettina live: "Ooooh, touchy touchy! Our vaunted ADA Patterson getting a little salty, there. We reached out to Commander Donald Troy for his comment on his former lover's outburst as well as his opinion on another man possibly attempting to formally adopt his daughter, but, as usual, Commander Troy did not respond to our repeated requests."
Bettina finished up: "One thing is for certain: KXTC Channel Two News will relentlessly pursue this potential scandal, giving you all the details you have the right to know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay, I'll play." said Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, and Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room. "Why did they show Paulina's outburst at Fat Boy there? If anything, that makes her look good defending her daughter, and Stellum look like the uncouth, annoying hack that he is."
"Exactly for those very reasons." Cindy replied. "Bettina just made Stellum look like bad again."
"Though showing Paulina losing control and going off isn't all that good a look for her, either." I said. "And KXTC will be using it against Michael in the campaign, fer damn sure."
"Changing the subject," said Tanya, to change the subject, "Does Dr. Cordell really have a chance to get his license back after the State Medical Board revoked it?"
I said "From what Mike G. Todd told me, the chances are good. This is a legal proceeding, a trial. What the State Medical Board did was not; it was an administrative proceeding, not a legal tribunal."
"Who is the Judge?" the Sheriff asked.
I replied "Judge Clarence Scales. He's generally right-of-center, which could put him right in the wheelhouse of the Establishment Republicans and the Corporate Elites, who include BigBenefitInsurance and Jeff Woolsey in their ranks. But he's a Constitutional Originalist, so he won't brook the argument that the State Medical Board hearing was a legitimate legal proceeding."
"But Dr. Cordell agreed to the State Medical Board hearing, didn't he?" Cindy asked skeptically. "Especially by participating in it?"
"That is one argument BigBenefitInsurance is trying to make." I said. "But no, neither Dr. Cordell, Dr. Searles, nor Laura agreed to the hearing as arbitration. They were forced to participate to defend their medical licenses."
"Doesn't seem right." Teresa said. "The State Medical Board can just go in, make accusations, then strip someone's license at their whim."
"Not to mention impose fines." said Cindy. "The Fire Marshal can just go into a place, find fire code violations, and fine the violator... no day in Court."
"And ditto that for the food inspectors, at every level from local to Federal." said the Sheriff. "But the worst of it is the EPA. They can go in, declare a mud puddle that Bowser drinks out of a (air quotes) 'wetland', and fine the landowner millions of dollars... again with no due process."
I said "And the US Supreme Court is going to hear a case about all this, which is called the Administrative State. Lawsuits asserting that the Government Agencies being able to levy punishments with no authorizations by Congress and/or no due process of law via the judicial branch, a.k.a. the Courts, is unConstitutional. If the SCOTUS rules that way, it will shake the Administrative State to its very core, and it will outrage the Big Boy Establishment Elites no end."
"I'm almost sorry I asked." Tanya said. "But it's unfortunate the Court hearing is today. Admiral Cordell was staying at Valley Villages with Jerome, and keeping up with Jonathan's condition for Jerome."
Chief Moynahan said "Dr. Cordell has a cottage at Valley Villages, as well as an apartment up here. He was letting Jerome and Father Romano stay there to get some sleep. Father Romano will stay with Jerome, and will let us know of any... developments."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oyez, oyez, oyez." called out the Bailiff at 9:00am. "All rise. Court is in session, the Honorable Clarence Scales presiding."
"Be seated." said Judge Scales as he sat down in his seat behind the Bench and tapped his gavel. He was middle-aged with curly brown hair and a raspy voice. "Okay, let's get started."
Because it was a lawsuit, Dr. Cordell was the Prosecution. He was wearing a civilian suit and tie. His lead attorney was University Hospital's main attorney, Jay Alexander Madison, Esq., who was being assisted by Mike G. Todd.
The Defense only had attorneys at the table. They were led by State Attorney Luman S. Jackson, who was youngish and sported a trimmed mustache and beard. The other attorney for the State Medical Board (SMB) was the Swamp Frog's favorite legal beagle, Nathan Masterson. He was strangely quiet, and allowed Luman Jackson to run everything.
Jackson was relatively new, and he was politically very partisan to the Left. State Attorney General Gil Krasney had been bamboozled by State Attorney Glenn Alberts into hiring Jackson, but Jackson was considered perfect for this case because he had the reputation of fighting viciously in Court, which is exactly what BigBenefitInsurance CEO Jeff Woolsey wanted.
Jay Madison laid out his case for why Dr. Cordell was wrongly stripped of his license. Luman Jackson was objecting to each point in turn, trying to say that Madison's points had been refuted at the SMB hearing. His 'Gwen Munson'-ish tactics began irritating the Judge, who finally had had enough and ordered Jackson to wait until it was his turn to make his case.
The Judge pretty much just listened to Madison's words, but he had sharp questions for Jackson. At one point, he said "Can you name one law, any law, that requires a doctor to follow an insurance company's orders?" Jackson tried to bring up regulations, but the Judge wasn't having it. "No, no, cite a law, an actual law that requires the doctor to obey the insurance company's orders. And in a similar way, cite a law that forbids a doctor from rendering medical services solely because an insurance company orders it forbidden?"
"Your Honor," Luman Jackson said, "there may not be a law passed by Congress or the State Legislature, but the State Medical Board, in its hearing concerning this case, declared that Dr. Cordell was indeed subject to the insurance company's directives. And that is sufficient to justify the revocation of Dr. Cordell's medical license for his willful violation of the insurance company's directives."
After both sides laid out their cases, witnesses were called. Laura and Dr. Searles were present, and they testified on behalf of Dr. Cordell. Lieutenants Myron and Mary Milton had recorded sworn depositions regarding the ransomware virus attack, and I had also recorded a deposition, where attorneys for both sides had questioned us, and those were played.
Testifying on behalf of the Board were Doctors Jerry and Chris Hinson, the brothers that had cowered before BigBenefitInsurance, and refused to perform the operation; and the nurse that Dr. Cordell had harangued when she tried to stop him from performing the operation, and who was subsequently fired by Hospital Administrator Seth Warner.
And then Jay Madison uncorked his trump card. "Your Honor, we'd like to bring in a witness to personally give his 'friend of the Court' statement."
"Objection." said Jackson. "We were not told about this beforehand."
"Overruled." said the Judge. "I'll allow it. Bring in the witness."
The back door to the Courtroom opened, and a Deputy brought in a nine-year-old boy in a suit and tie, followed by his parents. He went up to the witness box as his parents sat down next to Laura, a couple of rows behind Dr. Cordell. The boy was sworn in. As he sat down, Jay Madison said "State your name, please."
"Tommy Hillman."
Yes, it was Tommy Hillman, the little boy that just fifteen months before had been hours away from death, but was saved by the courage of three doctors that defied BigBenefitInsurance and put a new liver into his little body. Now he was looking much, much better as his health continued to improve.
He was asked to read his statement, which he did: "My name is Tommy Hillman. Last year Dr. Cordell, Dr. Searles, and Dr. Fredricson operated on me. They gave me a new liver, and I survived both the operation and the disease that destroyed my old liver. Because of these great doctors, I am alive, and with God's blessing I am going to live a full life."
Tommy: "The insurance company did not care if I lived or died. In fact, and much worse, the insurance company tried to guarantee my death by their cruel actions. I was lucky; I survived. But other children did not survive when their insurance was cut off. A little girl named Sarah lies buried in the Town & County Cemetery because BigBenefitInsurance cut off her mom's insurance."
Tommy finished up: "I will never forget the courage and compassion of these doctors... and I will never forget the cruelty and heartlessness of David Becerra Palmer and Jeff Woolsey---"
He paused as Jeff Woolsey got up and strode out of the Courtroom, a look of disgust on his face. If only Woolsey knew... Tommy Hillman would one day become State Insurance Commissioner, and he would complete his life's purpose, the utter destruction of BigBenefitInsurance, in the Courtroom of Federal Judge Tasha Troy-Patterson. But that is for another story...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30am. Alison McFarland had appeared; during a recess, she had videoed Tommy with the three doctors that had saved him, from which photographs would be made. It would be noted that Admiral Cordell was beaming as he stood behind Tommy, with Laura to his left and Dr. Searles to his right. Alison had also secured the Court video of Tommy's statement.
"Wow, you're good looking!" Tommy said to Laura, making the others chuckle. "Do you have a daughter?"
"As a matter of fact, I do." said Laura. "Right about your age, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The hearing ended at 2:30pm. As everyone exited the Courtroom, Admiral Cordell turned his cellphone back on. Five minutes later, it went off...
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
One of the phones was Dr. Cordell's, and the text was from Father Romano. The other was Laura's, and the text was from me. They checked and saw the messages on their phones. Dr. Cordell groaned.
"What is it?" Jay Madison asked.
"It's Jonathan Davis." said the Admiral. "His EEG flatlined. He's brain dead..."
Part 11 - The Impossible Decision
7:30pm, Monday, January 20th. The TCPD and TCSD leadership had all but relocated to Valley Villages. Only Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone remained behind to mind the store.
The doctors had told Jerome earlier that afternoon that all of his father's brain activity had ceased, and that Jonathan was only alive by being on life support. He asked if there was any chance at all for his father to overcome it, and they told him that there was not; Jonathan's brain had shut down totally. Then they told him that he would have to get a Court Order to have them shut off his father's life support systems.
Admiral Cordell was not exactly happy with the lack of compassion the doctors had exhibited. And neither was I. So I asked Mike G. Todd, who had come up to Valley Villages with Laura, to help Jerome. Mike went through the next steps with Jerome, and was as compassionate about it as he could be. But it was still traumatic for my young Police Lieutenant.
"I thought my dad had a living will." Jerome said. "No heroic lifesaving procedures, and some such."
"He does." said Mike. "But that technically doesn't apply... well, if your father goes into cardiac arrest now, they will not intervene. But he was alive when he was brought in, the operation was standard for the brain trauma he was enduring, to relieve the pressure, and he was put on the ventilator to help his body have a chance to recover. Unfortunately, it wasn't enough. And despite your father's living will, they cannot discontinue the life support without a Court Order."
Mike brought out some papers. "As next of kin, you can sign these papers to have the Court Order issued, and I'll take it to the Magistrate Judge now." He handed Jerome the papers. But Jerome didn't move to sign them. He was realizing the enormity of what he was about to do... sign the documents that would end with the death of his father. As everyone watched in silence, Jerome began weeping.
I had never had to experience something like that. My own father was dead when I was informed of it. Mrs. Griswold had died on the operating table. Teresa's father died in front of her, but he had expired. Still, I knew that I had a duty to perform here, and I did it.



I went up and sat down on Jerome's other side from Mike, put my arm around his shoulders, and as he cried it out, I said "He's gone, Jerome. His soul has crossed the Stream. All you're doing is turning off a machine. And your father is lucky to have you here to do this for him, so that he dies with the dignity a United States Navy sailor deserves."
"Yes sir. Thank you, sir." Jerome said. He took a breath, then signed the papers as quickly as he could, as if to keep himself from changing his mind...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm, Monday, June 20th. Laura and I were eating a very late supper at the Mountain Nest. The kids and dogs were at The Cabin, and Molly insisted that we let her watch over them while we get some badly needed privacy and rest.
"It was really great, seeing Tommy Hillman come into the Courtroom." Laura said as we ate the house fried rice I'd made in ten minutes, complete with microwave-heated frozen chicken dices. "I had no idea that was coming. He looked good, very healthy, especially considering what he's been through."
Laura: "I'll tell you this about Dr. Cordell, too. You remember on 'Airborne Day', when Alison McFarland had him come up to meet those six Rangers he saved, and their families?" (Author's note: 'Jump!', Ch. 02.)
"Yes." I said. "He was loving seeing all those children."
Laura said "And it was the same when Tommy came into the Courtroom. Dr. Cordell was just loving it, seeing Tommy doing so well. I think there's a soft-hearted man in that old Admiral's body."
"He's the same way about Teresa." I said. "So how do you think the hearing went?"
"Reading the body language of the Judge," Laura said, "I think it went very well for us. And when Jeff Woolsey stormed out of the Courtroom when Tommy was reading his statement, my first thought was that that had sealed the deal. Having said that... Judge Scales is moderately right-of-center, and that means he's pro-Establishment. When Woolsey got up and left, my first thought was that he, Woolsey, thought he had it in the bag, but Tommy's appearance and statement really shook him up."
I said "So Woolsey realized that when Tommy's appearance and statement goes public, Judge Scales has a reason to rule against Woolsey that he did not have before, n'est pas?"
Laura said "And by the way, no one was fooled. We all know it was you that suggested to Jay Madison and Mike Todd to have Tommy come in."
I said "Whatever it takes to get Dr. Cordell his license back -and- poke a sharp stick in the eye of Jeff Woolsey and the Establishment Elites." Then, to deflect away from that, I said "Unfortunately the good news was short-lived."
Laura said "Yes, when the texts came about Jonathan Davis, it went through us like a shock wave, even though we were halfway expecting it. I think Jerome was holding out hope, even at the end. And once again, you were there for him. You did the right thing. I think he needed that help from you..."
The end had come swiftly and peacefully. Mike G. Todd had procured the Court Order just before 9:00pm. Jonathan had been moved out of ICU and into a holding room meant for those final things to be done. Father Romano went through the Last Rites, then Jerome sat by his father's bedside, holding his hand as the ventilator was stopped. Jonathan stopped breathing immediately, and three minutes later the heart of a United States Navy NCO and father ceased beating for all time. For Jonathan Davis, his journey was at its end...
Part 12 - From Death to New Life
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, June 21st, from the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with the State Office Building on the other side of Courthouse Square as her backdrop. "Time is running short for Commander Donald Troy to submit a rewritten State Constitution!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The clock for Donald Troy to submit a new State Constitution begins July 1st. However, he is required to have open hearings for the Public to comment as well as meetings with the Legislators of the Advisory Board, which was empaneled when Troy was named the sole Commissioner on the Commission..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Busy news day." said ADA Paulina Patterson as she, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Muscone, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Griswold, and Your Iron Crowbar drank coffee and watched the Bettina propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room. "All she's got is to whine about you re-writing the State Constitution."
I replied "Wait until she hears how much Tasha is helping me with it. She'll go berserk. But seriously, I've been in communication with the Legislators on both sides of the aisle, and we'll begin having the public hearings next month. I dunno what Bettina's agenda was with that little hit piece."
"Laying groundwork for something." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Crowbar, you think the Democrats are up to something?"
"The Democrats are always up to something, and it's always something no good." I replied. I ignored Cindy's glare at me as I continued "But my sense on this one is that Bettina and the Press are leading the way on it."
Tanya asked "When is Jonathan Davis's funeral?"
"Friday." I said. "The Navy is handling the arrangements, and he'll be buried at the National Cemetery there. Jerome is going to wear civilian clothes, and has requested we also wear civilian clothes. Of course... we can wear our Medals of Valor with civilian clothes, and I intend to."
"Moi aussi." Teresa said. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
Chief Moynahan said "I'm sending a text and email to the entire Force. I know a lot of Officers would like to go, but we still have our doo-ties up here. So we're going to put Commander Croyle's plan into effect."
We all looked at Teresa, who said "We're going to set up a table in the gym, with a photo of Senior Chief Davis and a book to sign. Officers can go in at any time to sign and pay their respects that way---"
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
*CHIME!*
We checked our Police iPhones. I said "Here we go. Lieutenant Rudistan's wife went into labor..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Teresa and I went in my Police SUV to University Hospital, and Cindy and the Sheriff were right behind us. We parked in the 'Authorized Vehicles Only' area and went into the E.R. entrance, then up to the Dr. Laura W. Fredricson Maternity Ward and Neo-Natal Center.
Seth and Joanne Warner were already in the waiting room. Seth said "Dr. Kim Chang is doing the delivery, and Dr. Fredricson went in to assist and make sure everything goes well."
Joanne said "Micah is in there with his wife, videotaping it all. I don't know why he bothered; he's like a chicken with his head cut off, all over the place, and that camera is going to be shaking like crazy." We all chuckled, then stopped suddenly as we were joined by another person... Jerome Davis. He was wearing a black suit and black necktie.
"I heard Rudistan's wife is having her baby." Jerome said.
"She went into labor." I said. "We're still waiting for news."
Seth and Joanne then offered their condolences to Jerome, who said "Thanks. I'm going down to Valley Villages in a little bit. But I wanted to check in and congratulate Micah and his wife---"
Just then, Laura appeared in the room. "We have a new future TCPD Officer in the House. Micah is the proud father of a seven pound, six ounce baby boy. The delivery went well, and mother and son are doing fine. The father? He's a bundle of nerves, all over the place."
"Just what we'd expect of Rudistan." Cindy said, a bit cattily, making everyone chuckle... even Jerome...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Twenty minutes later, a very excited Micah Rudistan bounded into the waiting room. "Hey, guys! He's here--- oh, hey Jerome. I'm so sorry about your dad."
Their handshake became a man-hug as Jerome said "Thanks. My dad's gone, but your baby is just starting out. That's why I came by, to get cheered up a little bit."
The rest of us either man-hugged or full-hugged Rudistan. He showed us a couple of photos of his wife holding the baby. Rudistan was white, his wife was black, and the baby was a reddish raisin. I said "Handsome little guy. If your son is anything like you, I'm going to have to keep my daughter Tasha away from him."
After a while, we all made our goodbyes and Rudistan went to see his wife and their baby. As we filed down the hallway, I noticed Teresa talking to Jerome, telling him of the Police arrangements...
Part 13 - The Thin Blue Line
7:45am, Wednesday, June 22nd. I would always remember June 22nd as the day I defeated the Consultant of Crime, Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro, and consigned him to Hell. (Author's note: 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 04 Epilogue; 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 01-02.) It was years ago, but I would always remember it as if it were yesterday.
On this day, a table was set up in the gymnasium, which was closed to all other purposes by the TCPD Operations Commander and the TCPD Deputy Chief. A white linen cloth was on the table. In the center was signing book, and next to it was the last official Navy portrait of Senior Chief Petty Officer Jonathan Davis (Ret.), an American Flag behind him.
Police Officers on third shift, no matter what Precinct or duty station, had been invited to peel off their duties at 7:30am and come to TCPD Headquarters to sign the book, and first shift Officers were invited to come in at shift change and sign the book. They could also stop in at any time during the day.
The line that formed was very long. At the beginning of it, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, wearing her semi-formal uniform with ribbons, stood next to the table in attendance. She received the honor of doing that because she asked the Police Commander first.
To everyone's surprise, Lieutenant Jonathan Davis was at the other end of the table, also in his semi-formal uniform with ribbons. He shook hands with every Officer that came through, thanking them for taking the time to sign the book. Many of them offered spoke more words to him than just polite condolences, which Jerome seemed to take comfort in.
Also in the line were Sheriff Griswold and me. We could have skipped to the front, and many Officers invited us to, but I'd refused and said I'd stand in line with everyone else, and the Sheriff followed my example.
The Sheriff whispered for me to go in front of him, and to wait for him after I had greeted Jerome. When I got to Jerome, I man-hugged him and looked down at him (I was taller by a good bit) and told him that Jonathan was a good man, and that he, Jerome, was a good man, and to keep on honoring the family name as the good man he was. Jerome said he would do that.
When the Sheriff came up, he turned the man-hug into a full-on hug, then told Jerome "It was through your father that my son Charlie was able to speak to me in the last days of his life. I'll never forget your father's help, and if there's anything you need, just let me know."
"Thank you, Sheriff." Jerome whispered. "You know, it was that time with Charlie that my dad and I had a chance to reconcile, and talk again..." (Author's note: 'Fathers and Sons'.)
After the line went through, Jerome went to check on arrangements, but came back at the afternoon shift change for the line that including mostly second shift Officers. It was good that so many Officers took the time to come by and sign the book; it showed the respect that Jerome Davis had earned with the TCPD...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"That was a good idea you had." I told Teresa as we had nachos and Cherry Coca-Cola Zero at the Cop Bar that evening. "Jerome has requested the entire TCPD not invade Valley Villages, but they get to offer condolences here."
Teresa said "What struck me is that Jerome was there, thanking them for coming and signing the book, like a wake. He showed real leadership, there."
"Yes. Yes he did." I said. "The Sheriff, Chief, and I have been talking, and Jerome is at the front of the line for favorable actions. Precinct Captain, Captain of Detectives, Commander of Operations when you become Police Commander."
"Which will be when you become Chief." Teresa said. Then she asked: "Do you think Jonathan would've been proud of Jerome if he could've seen that? Do you think he was proud of Jerome advancing to where he is? Or was Jonathan's hatred of Police too much for Jerome to overcome?"
I said "I don't know. I guess we never will. In a similar way, my father absolutely did not like it when I went into Army ROTC and was commissioned into the Army Reserve. But Mom told me my dad was secretly proud of me... not for joining the Military, but for standing up for myself in spite of what he wanted."
"Hmmph." Teresa grunted, then said "I don't think it was the same with Jonathan and Jerome. In any case, Jerome, Cindy, you, and I have had... 'complicated' relationships with our fathers. And I suspect that's one reason you're such a good father to your kids."
"Except Greta." I said, turning melancholy. "I get the feeling that I'm failing her, and that feeling gets worse every year---"
*CHIME!*
It was my personal iPhone, and it was a text from Mike G. Todd. "It's a text, from Mike G. Todd." I said. "Judge Clarence Scales handed down his ruling already. He's ordered the State Medical Board to restore Dr. Cordell's medical license forthwith..."
Part 14 - Saying Goodbye To A Sailor
Friday, June 24th. The service for Senior Chief Petty Officer Jonathan Davis was at his graveside at the National Cemetery near Valley Villages. A lot of retired military service personnel were wearing their uniforms, as was their right. Jerome was wearing a black suit with black necktie.
The contingent from Town & County Law Enforcement wore civilian clothes, as well. Sheriff Griswold and I were wearing black suits and black neckties, and Cindy Ross, Teresa Croyle were wearing basic black dresses and black high heel pumps, and the four of us were wearing our Medals of Valor around our necks.
Captain Hugh Hewitt and the MCD Detectives were permitted to attend, and they did. Captain Claire Michaels, Lieutenants Myron and Mary Milton, and Chaplain Romano were also there. Father Romano was not participating in the funeral ceremony, just attending.
Among the speakers was Sheriff Griswold, who explained about his son Charlie being a quadriplegic but able to blink Morse Code. "Jonathan Davis enabled my son to be able to speak to me by translating the Morse Code my son blinked. Jonathan spent hours working with Charlie, helping to bring a criminal to justice, but more importantly allowing Charlie to tell his family he loved us. Jonathan helped my son, and I can assure you that I have Jonathan's son Jerome's back. My promise to you, Jonathan."
Jerome spoke, saying "My father was a good and decent man, and served his country loyally, and very well. He loved the Navy; it was the very core of his being, of his life. He retired from the Navy, but the Navy never retired from his life."
Then, not shying away from the subject, Jerome said "In these politically charged times, he did not like it that I was a Police Officer, but I think he ultimately understood that I was serving our people from within by being a Police Officer. I wrote to him that I was going to be the cop we all need, and that is my vow today, to be the cop we need, that he and our people can be proud of."
The Navy Chaplain that was part of the Funeral Detail team said the prayers, including the words from the 1789 Book of Common Prayer: "We therefore commit his body to the earth, to be turned into corruption, looking for the resurrection of the body, when the sea shall give up her dead, and the life of the world to come, through our Lord Jesus Christ; who at his coming shall change our vile body, that it may be like his glorious body, according to the mighty working whereby he is able to subdue all things unto himself."
Then came the Flag-folding ceremony. Everyone in a uniform saluted, and those of us in civilian clothing put our hands over our hearts, as the pallbearers in their formal sailor uniforms lifted the American Flag from the coffin, folded it into a triangle with crisp movements, and brought it to Admiral Leonard R. Cordell, who had insisted on personally delivering it to Jerome. He did so, with the words "On behalf of a grateful nation, we present this token of our esteem." Jerome returned Admiral Cordell's salute after taking the Flag.
Then, to end the ceremony, Admiral Cordell said loudly: "I'd like for everyone who served in the United States Navy, and anyone else who knows the words, to join me in singing the Navy Song." And many voice sang with heart and soul, that Senior Chief Davis might hear them:
"Stand Navy out to sea, fight our battle cry!
We'll never change our course so vicious foes steer shy-y-y-y!
Roll out the TNT, anchors aweigh!
Sail on to victory, and sink their bones to Davy Jones, hooray!
Anchors Aweigh, my boys, Anchors Aweigh.
Farewell to foreign shores, We sail at break of day-ay-ay-ay.
Through our last night ashore, Drink to the foam,
Until we meet once more. Here's wishing you a happy voyage home.
Blue of the mighty deep, Gold of God's great sun;
Let these our colors be,
Till All of time be done, done, done, done;
On seven seas we learn, Navy's stern call:
Faith, courage, service true, With honor over, honor over all."
Part 15 - Epilogue
Senior Chief Petty Officer Jonathan Davis looked around, seeing that he was on a path that led uphill to a pastel Bridge over a rushing Stream, with a beautiful meadow beyond, and a bright Light swirling overhead. Jonathan saw that he was wearing a formal Navy white uniform jacket and pants.
There was a bench to the left of the path, and someone was sitting there. As Jonathan came up to him, the man stood up, and Jonathan saw that it was Army Master Sergeant Martin Terhune, dressed in an Army dress white uniform jacket and pants.
"Hello, Navy." Terhune said with a crisp hand salute, even though Enlisted personnel usually did not salute each other.
"Hello, Army." said Jonathan, returning the salute. "Where is this place? Are we going to hoist the colors?"
"No, not here." replied Terhune. "This is a place where no flags are raised, and there is only peace and harmony."
"We never had to take any of it seriously, did we?" Jonathan mused. "Not even my son becoming a cop."
"No, we never did." replied Terhune. "Your son is being the cop they need, but here we don't need Police, nor earthly laws. And we're all equal herel; black, white, Army green or Navy blue. So... Are you ready to cross the Stream?"
"Yes." Jonathan said. He thought he heard a ship's bell ringing in welcome as he and Master Sergeant Terhune crossed the Bridge over the Stream, and the Light descended upon them...
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday, July1st, from the anchor desk at the KXTC studios. "Governor Sharon Marshall moves against the State Medical Board!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The State Medical Board refused to reinstate EMS Chief Leonard Cordell's medical license in spite of a judge's order, and far-right-wing Governor Sharon Marshall is retaliating. Let's go to our highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the lean Reporter of Color from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with the State Office Building across Courthouse Square as his backdrop. "After Midtown Superior Court Judge Clarence Scales ruled comprehensively in Dr. Leonard Cordell's favor on June 22d, and ordered the State Medical Board to reinstate Dr. Cordell's medical license, the Board filed an appeal. The three-judge Appellate Court voted 2-1 to not hear the appeal and let the ruling stand, and they also voted 2-1 against issuing a stay of Judge Scales's order."
Lemay: "However, the Board met Wednesday, June 29th, and voted to refuse to re-issue Dr. Cordell his license until all their appeals to the State Supreme Court and also through the Federal Courts were exhausted. The vote was not unanimous, and the dissenting members of the Board threatened to file their own lawsuit against the Board members that voted to willfully disobey Judge Scales's order."
Lemay: "But that may not be enough. Judge Scales issued a second order, compelling the Board to reinstate Dr. Cordell's license by close-of-business July 5th, or else the entire Board would be held in Contempt of Court, and could be jailed until they do reinstate his license."
Lemay: "And Governor Sharon Marshall is taking it one step further: she has stated that if the Board does not comply with the Judge's order by the end of July 5th, she will unilaterally suspend and subsequently remove the members of the Board acting in willful non-compliance, and appoint new Board members that will follow the Judge's court orders."
Lemay: "Political experts are questioning Governor Marshall's authority to suspend or remove any State Medical Board members, and others say that she will have to remove the entire Board, as opposed to only removing the ones that voted to keep Dr. Cordell's license suspension in place."
Lemay: "And Jeff Woolsey, CEO of BigBenefitInsurance, is filing a lawsuit in the Federal Court of Judge Ruth B. Taney to prevent Dr. Cordell's license from being restored, and he's promising to do more. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Pat 'Capone' Stellum interviewing Jeff Woolsey. Woolsey's $5000 suit made Stellum and his frumpy trenchcoat look even more slovenly in comparison. Woolsey was practically shouting: "Leonard Cordell should never be allowed to practice medicine anywhere in the Nation. He should have been prosecuted for his recklessly operating on that kid in spite of our company ordering a reasonable delay."
Woolsey: "I will do whatever it takes to prevent Cordell from ever practicing medicine again, anywhere in this country. Not only am I filing a lawsuit in Federal Court to do just that, my company will pay for the legal defense of the courageous State Medical Board members who are making a good and legitimate stand to refuse to reinstate Cordell's license, and I will also pay for the lawsuits coming against Governor Marshall if she takes any actions at all against those courageous Board members."
Back to Carl Lemay live: "Both Woolsey and State Medical Board leader Xavier Raimondo have promised lawsuits against Governor Marshall and further legal action against Dr. Cordell. KXTC Channel Two News reached out to Dr. Cordell, but he did not respond to repeated requests by KXTC for comment. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" Bettina shouted as the live feed returned to her. "That was highly respected political reporter Carl Lemay with that important story. And in other news, Democrat candidates for several Offices within the Town & County are calling for a boycott of the Town & County Independence Day Triathlon as well as the annual Picnic and Fireworks Show at the Fairgrounds. Democrat nominee for Mayor Stacy Jacobs said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing the overweight black woman Stacy Jacobs snarkily saying "July 4th is a day that celebrates White slaveowners, and the Fireworks Show is a far-right-wing Republican event. I urge all People of Color and all Democrats to boycott the White Nationalist events, and those that do are invited to Monday's peaceful 'Black Voices Raised' rally at MLK Jr. Park..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Greaaaaat." lamented Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Your Iron Crowbar, ADA Paulina Patterson, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the Bettina bleating in the Chief's Conference Room. "Now we're going to have to have higher security in case that (air quotes) 'rally' at MLK Park becomes a full-on demonstration. Or worse."
"Why do you believe that?" asked Cindy.
"She used the word 'peaceful'." Teresa replied. "Whenever those so-called 'civil rights leaders' use that word, they mean just the opposite."
Tanya said "Like when Minneapolis was literally burning, and that CNN reporter stood in front of a burning building and said the riots were (air quotes) 'peaceful'."
Cindy said "I guess my question really is: are they really going to get violent, or aggressively march or demonstrate? Have we developed any intel that they might do so?"
"No." I replied. "And Edgar Silas got a permit for the political rally at MLK Park. I strongly suspect KXTC had Stacy Jacobs use that term to get us, the Police, all up-in-arms about it. And pun fully intended on that: KXTC wants nothing more than to have a lot of Police in riot gear, be they TCPD or the State Patrol, watching the rally, so they can say we're treating all Blacks like criminals."
"So you don't belieeeeve there's a threat of violence, Mis-ter Crowbarrrrr?" drawled the Chief.
"Quite the contrary, sir." I replied. "Whether they do plan mischief or not, we have to take the threat seriously and prepare. But I'm not giving Bitch Bettina any footage of armed and armored riot Police massing against truly peaceful protesters. We'll protect the most likely targets... the Triathlon and the Wheelchair Races, and have a strong contingent at the Fairgrounds for the fireworks show... and in doing that, any actions against them will be seen as the violent attacks they truly are. In any case, Bettina will not see what she wants to see."
Teresa said "The problem is, and always has been, that if we don't appear to be prepared, they may take that as license to march, and then cause trouble. If we do show up in force, they won't do anything, but Bettina gets her field day attacking us."
Cindy said "So you're taking charge of that, Don? What about this here Iron Wolf? You just gonna let her sit around and twiddle her thumbs?"
"If only I could get her to do that." I said with a grin. "Especially around Christmas." That earned me a 'look' from Teresa.
Tanya ended the suspense: "The Iron Wolf is taking a well-deserved vacation. Today and Tuesday, and she's off-duty over this weekend, as well."
"Shut the front door." Cindy said, almost witheringly. "Whassup wit dat?"
I said "When we were at the Airport, waiting for Teresa and her plane to miraculously reappear, her Aunt Clarissa and my daughter Carole did some talking. Clarissa invited Carole to go to Lake Charles in the summer, and it is now summer." (Author's note: 'Teresa's Christmas Miracle', Ch. 02.) "Carole was allowed to invite Marie to go down with her, and they are besides themselves with excitement."
Teresa said "Aunt Clarissa also invited Don's mother Phyllis to visit along with us, so as soon as she gets into Town we are going to load up in the BOW Enterprises plane and fly down there. We'll fly back Tuesday morning, Lord willin' and the Creek don't rise."
"So that's why you're in civvies." Paulina said.
"You're going to miss all of the fun of July 4th in an Election year." Tanya said. "I had just about every Republican and even a couple of Democrats wanting to be the Official Starter for the Wheelchair Race."
"Which Republicans didn't ask?" growled Sheriff Griswold.
"Mayor Allgood." Tanya replied. "I actually called him, to give him first shot at the title. But he said he'd have to decline. Didn't give any specific reason why."
Paulina said "Michael (McGill) asked, but also said he'd defer to Miriam Walters if she wanted to do it. I get the idea that he thinks she needs the publicity and photo-op of that more than he does."
"What are y'all going to be doing during the day?" Teresa asked. "Following the race? Hanging out at the Finish Line, shaking hands and taking selfies?"
Paulina said "I'm not sure -we- are going to be doing anything, at least not together. KXTC's reporters are like vultures; they follow us around, and they ask about Tasha every time they are within shouting distance. So I can't have Tasha with me during any stump appearances, and it can get pretty bad for Michael whenever I'm with him at an event."
"That's not right." said Teresa. "They shouldn't be able nor allowed to stalk you like that. Do you need Police protection?"
"That's part of the problem." Paulina said. "The other networks aren't harassing Michael, and KFXU is relatively friendly to him. And we've got to have the Press cover us if we're going to have a successful campaign. But just think of how Bettina would make that look, showing Police keeping her reporters away from us, or Michael. Alvin Whitner would have a field day making ads with that material."
"That's a good point." growled Sheriff Griswold.
Paulina "And I thought about getting a Restraining Order against KXTC to keep them away from Tasha, but they'll make hay of that, and... once again... it'll hurt the coverage of Michael and his campaign."
"Well, just remember this." I said. "There is nothing you can do... nothing... that will keep KXTC from attacking you nor from giving you negative coverage. They are working hand-in-glove with Whitner and with Savannah Fineman to defeat Michael and Miriam at the Ballot Box in November. So feel free to get that Restraining Order against KXTC vis-a-vis Tasha. In fact... I could do that myself."
Cindy said "The better solution is for Tasha to be seen with Don in public. It'd be hard for them to say much about Michael trying to adopt her when she's with her father."
Sheriff Griswold said "That's true, but the Restraining Order would really reinforce that, and keep KXTC away from Tasha if she's with her mother Paulina."
To change the subject, Tanya said "Changing the subject, what are we supposed to think about the utter lawlessness of the State Medical Board in refusing to comply with the Court Order to reinstate Dr. Cordell's medical license?"
"That is some seriously insane hatred on Jeff Woolsey's part." Teresa replied. "I don't think any of us realized how big it was that day Dr. Cordell defied the Corporate Elites and operated on a child to save that child's life." (Author's note: 'Beethoven Virus'.)
"We already knew that Woool-sey was insane." said Chief Moynahan. "I still remember Mis-ter Crowbarrrrr whipping that bastard in my offissss." (Author's note: 'Vengeance Is Mine', Ch. 01.)
Sheriff Griswold growled: "It does point out something that's going on around the country. Court orders, including those from the Supreme Court, such as their rulings on gun rights being ignored by New York City, are increasingly being ignored or contested by refusal to comply. And then you have corrupt D.A.s, many funded by George Schwartz, refusing to prosecute criminals. So this action by the State Medical Board scares me on a different level. What say you, Crowbar?"
I replied: "We-el, they said they were refusing while their appeals were going through the system. I'm not going to look the gift horse in the mouth on this. Governor Marshall will remove the treasonous Board members, if not all of them, and Dr. Cordell will get his license back, and soon."
Teresa said "It's sure not helping Woolsey, nor BigBenefitInsurance. University Hospital has not suffered from no longer taking BBI insurance; even BigPharmaCorp was forced by their Union to offer other insurance options. Yet Woolsey still makes an ass of himself over it."
Trying to change the subject again, Tanya said "So Carole and Marie are excited about going to Louisiana?"
"My goodness! are they ever." I replied. "The boys are a little ticked off that the girls get to go and they don't, but I reminded Jim and Ross that they will be at Baseball Day Camp for the next three weeks, and Ian will be taking golf lessons, so they can stop worrying about what Carole is doing."
"What does Laura think about it? About Carole going to Lake Charles?" Cindy asked, and I sensed she had ulterior motives for asking that; she knew something. 
"She had... reservations about it." I said. "Not about Carole's safety... hell, with the Iron Wolf there, the girls could not be more safe... but about Carole showing proper manners. I told her that Clarissa would give the girls a good education on proper Southern manners and decorum, and would also expose Carole to a different culture and new experiences. And besides... it's getting to be 'crunch time' for Laura regarding the State Medical College."
"That must be tough on all of you." Tanya said. "With Laura so busy, you're almost like a single parent, Don."
"I sure have improved my cooking skills, what with all the practice I've been getting." I quipped. "But that's okay. What Laura is doing is important, and will affect a lot of lives for a lot of years to come..."
Part 2 - Creole and Crime
3:00pm, Friday, July 1st. Teresa taxied the BOW Enterprises plane to its berth in the section of Lake Charles Airport where private planes rented parking space. An attendant was waiting with a motorized cart to take their luggage; all luggage had to go through processing and then be picked up at Baggage Claim. They got a ride in another cart driven by Airport personnel, with Carole and Marie half-sitting on Teresa and Phyllis's laps, and half-standing on the cart floor.
"It's not nearly as hot and humid as I was afraid it would be." Teresa said to Phyllis Troy as they looked around. "And that breeze feels good, too; not too hot at all for this time of year."
"Ye-ezzz." Phyllis replied. "Let's hope it holds through Monday."
After they got their luggage, they headed through the Terminal's main exit. Teresa and Phyllis looked around, but it was Carole who pointed unerringly to two people in the distance and said "There they are! There's Aunt Clarissa!" She was right, of course. Indeed, it was Teresa's aunt, Clarissa Belvedere Esterson.
"That's Craig with her." said Teresa, referring to the lanky man with dark, very curly (frazzled) hair, and a brush mustache, wearing a dark suit and tie. "He's part of the Security Team. But I wonder why he's here and not Charles?" Charles was the butler of the Belvedere home. He also was the Chief of Security for Clarissa's team.
"There must be more people at Aunt Clarissa's house." Carole said. No one had time to ask her to elaborate, as Clarissa and her bodyguard were coming up to them.
"Hello, everyone." Clarissa said. "Why don't we get the luggage into the van and get on the road. We don't want dinner to be too much delayed, yes?"
"Sure, Aunt Clarissa." Teresa said. Craig took Phyllis's bag while Carole and Marie struggled with theirs, causing Phyllis to help Marie. Carole figured hers out, and pulled it behind her with both hands.
Their vehicle was a long, extended-capacity van, bright white in color. It was well over a decade old, and had been a Bessemer Cookies company van before being retired to be used for Clarissa's family's use. Craig put all the luggage in the back as Clarissa poured herself into the shotgun seat. Teresa took the left side of the seat behind them, and Phyllis sat next to her. Carole and Marie were in the seat behind them.
As they left the airport and entered the afternoon traffic, Clarissa said "I must apologize to you all. When I invited you down for the Holiday weekend, I did not expect any of my family to be here, except Beatrice and Eugenia, of course. However, my niece Clara and her husband Robert Edwards decided to come in, and as he is a State Senator, he's offering to give us a tour of the State Capitol in Baton Rouge tomorrow."
Clarissa: "And last night I got a phone call from my son Colin, and he and Wendy are coming to stay over the weekend. They haven't been home in months, but they chose this weekend of all weekends to show up at the doorstep."
Teresa said "That's okay, Aunt Clarissa. The tour of Baton Rouge sounds good. And it'll be a big family reunion for July 4th, yes?" She looked over to see Phyllis's face; she looked disquieted. Teresa glanced back at Carole, and was puzzled to see that the Future Iron Crowbar had a puzzled look on her little face.
"So how was your flight down?" Clarissa asked, as if just remembering to ask.
"It was good." Teresa said. "And no Purple Haze this time around." Phyllis nodded very vigorously in agreement...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
At 1:30pm, my lovely assistant Helena French buzzed me on my landline phone. "Chief Evans on Line 1 for you." she said.
"Thanks, I'll take it." I replied. For Molly to phone me on the landline when she usually called on either my Police or personal iPhone was a red-flag warning that something was up. I pressed the button and said "Commander Troy."
"Hi, Commander, this is Chief Evans." Molly said with formality. "I wanted to give you a heads-up on something."
"Hit me with it." I replied.
Molly said "I just found out two hours ago that the FBI found two more bodies in the Mystery Lake area, but east of where the other bodies were." (Author's note: 'Mystery At Mystery Lake', Ch. 01.)
I said 'From the way you said that, I deduce that you were not told by the FBI themselves, n'est pas?"
"You are correct. I was not." Molly said. "And when I called Clark Webster to ask about it, he got dodgy with his answers, but finally admitted that they found two bodies on Wednesday. I asked if the bodies were delivered to our Medical Examiner, which of course is your Medical Examiner, Martha. Webster said no, that the bodies were taken to the Federal Building in The City. They have a morgue and autopsy facilities down in the basement, and the bodies were taken there."



Molly: "And before you 'mansplain' it to me, I read Webster the Riot Act about not only not telling us, but for taking the bodies out of our jurisdiction. I reminded him that murder is a State crime, not a Federal one. He said that he and the Feds consider it part of their ongoing Federal investigation of the Mystery Lake crimes. I asked if he was going to share the results of the autopsy and their investigation with the NCPD, and he said it was not his call to make. He's a Special Agent in Charge, but says it's not his call? Gimme a break."
I said "Are you, meaning the NCPD, willing to sue the FBI over this? Jurisdiction, if nothing else?"
Molly said "To be candidly honest, Don, I'd rather try to work with him and get him to cooperate. We can go the legal and adversarial routes, and we might win... about the time your lawsuit against KXTC gets resolved."
"Ouch." I said, feigning pain. "But your point is taken, well taken. Okay, let me know what you find or what they give you, if anything. And do me a favor and call Chief Moynahan, and let him know about it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
3:00pm, Friday, July 1st. Chief Moynahan came to my open office doorway and said "Commanderrrr, I need you to come to Classroom 'Eeeeeee'. Bring your laptop." I immediately got up, disconnected my laptop from its ethernet cable, and headed to Classroom 'E'.
Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone was already in the room. To my slight surprise, her husband, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone, was sitting next to her. Also in the room were SBI-DTD Agent Lorena Rose and TCPD Captain Claire Michaels As I was setting up my laptop, Lieutenants Mary Milton, Teddy Parker, Theo Washington, and Micah Rudistan came in, having been 'invited' (in the Japanese sense) by the Chief.
A moment later, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross came in, followed by FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins. Cindy announced the Police Chief, and we all rose to our feet as Chief Moynahan came in.
"Be seated, pleazzze." the Chief said as he sat down, and we all did likewise, with Cindy taking the seat to my left. The Chief said "Loo-tenant Milll-tonnnn, patch us in to the NCPD."
"Yes sir." Mary Milton said. A moment later we were videoconferencing with NCPD Police Chief Molly Evans, and FBI Special Agent In Charge Clark Webster of their Missing Persons Bureau in this Region.
"What do you havvve, Chief Evans?" Chief Moynahan asked after initial greetings.
Molly said "Two bodies were found by the FBI along the road that leads into the Mystery Lake area from the east. SAC Webster took me, Captain Price, and Detective Folby up there a couple of hours ago. The bodies were buried five yards within the woodline on the north side of the road, and about five yards apart. The perps dug graves about 18 inches deep, and buried the bodies, apparently wrapped in plastic, maybe body bags."
Molly's voice turned withering as she continued: "Other than that, I have no more information. Perhaps SAC Webster can be persuaded to give you more than he's given me, the Police Chief of the jurisdiction where the bodies were found."
Clark Webster said "If I'm being reticent with details, it's because I'm forbidden from giving you the information---"
"Forbidden by whom?" FBI SAC for the Region, Jack Muscone, fired back. It was my first clue that these Federal Agents were not exactly marching in lockstep.
"Washington." replied Webster, looking very taken aback by Muscone's sharp question. "The Brass up there wants to identify the victims and determine if there's any correlation to the McAfee/Liddell murders, or if this is a separate issue before they disseminate the information." Then he added "Didn't they tell you that also, Jack?"
"No, they haven't said a word to me about it." Jack said. "And neither have you, for that matter. And I'm getting more and more pissed off about it by the minute."
Chief Moynahan said "Let's mooove on. Does anyone have questions?"
"As is always my first question at a crime scene," I said, "Who called it in? Or found it first?"
Webster paused for a moment, then with a seeming shrug of his shoulders said "We've been searching all around that area since the first six bodies were discovered last May. I don't know exactly who, but a couple of our Agents with a cadaver dog found those two bodies on Wednesday."
"Have any other bodies been found, any at all, in that area?" I asked.
"Not to my knowledge." said Webster. "These are the first ones since the first six were found."
Lt. Teddy Parker asked "Any idea how long the bodies were buried there?"
"I don't know." said Webster.
"He's lying." Cindy whispered to me. I nodded vigorously in agreement, then spoke up.
"Mr. Webster," I said with authority in my voice, "has the autopsy of either body been completed?"
Webster said "Yes, but I'm not permitted to release any information until we identify them."
"Which is what I'm trying to help you do." I replied. Then I added "As Chief Evans alluded to, were the bodies wrapped in plastic or something else that might've preserved information?"
"I can't answer anything related to the autopsies." Webster said stiffly.
"Come on, Clark!" Jack Muscone all but shouted. "These people are trying to help you! And the FBI is already on thin ice for taking the bodies out of Nextdoor County's jurisdiction and not even notifying their Police Department about any of it. Now this is not a request: I'm telling you to cooperate and answer these guys's legitimate questions!"
"Then maybe I just need to disconnect this call and walk away from here." Webster said. He reached his arm forward as if to end the videoconference.
"Don't you dare disconnect -my- conference call." Molly warned. "Or I'll borrow my sister's green crowbar and beat the fuck out of you with it." Webster turned and stared at Molly, shock on his face. Molly stared back, determination and anger on hers.
"C'mon, Mr. Webster." Cindy said. "I'm beginning to wonder whose side you're on."
"Geez, people!" Webster said with exasperation in his voice. "Look, I'm not trying to keep anything from you, but I have orders! Don't you realize I'm hamstrung here?"
After a moment of tense silence, I said "Okay, I'll just ask you one question, then leave it be. Did either of the two women have red hair?"
Webster just about jumped out of his skin, and his eyes bugged out. "Have you already seen the autopsy report, Commander Troy?" he asked, his voice connoting an accusation.
"No I haven't... yet." I replied. "But I take it by your reaction that I'm right."
"This is not a confirmation nor a denial," replied Webster, "but how would you know to even ask that if you haven't read the report?"
"Elementary, my dear Watson." I said. "I simply approached it from the other end. I always keep abreast of the tactical situation regarding crime within my purview. Only women have been found out there, to my knowledge anyway. And it was overwhelmingly likely that the perps Cox and Fenton, who buried Sage Garrett out there, and likely buried Katherine McAfee and Tamara Lidell out there, are the ones that buried these latest victims in that area... them or their Swamp Frog buddies."
Me: "And for someone in Washington to make the effort and take the risk to remove the bodies from the local jurisdiction, then to forbid you to talk to us about any of it... well, that just confirms in my mind that the disposal of these bodies was the work of the Swamp Frogs. And if memory serves me correctly---"
"And it always does!" said a lot of people in Classroom 'E', making Molly Evans burst out with laughter in her trademark fashion.
"Thank you." I said without missing a beat. "I'm just remembering that just short of one year ago now, a redheaded woman met with Timothy Geiger and Keith Madden with information about Claude Cardinal O'Leery. Keith Madden came over all dead just minutes after that meeting, and the Swamp Frogs worked hard to keep us from bringing Cardinal O'Leery to Justice." (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 01-02.)
Me: "Ergo, it occurs to me that the only woman I know of that is missing -and- that the Swamp Frogs had reason to make disappear, is the woman that met Madden and Geiger that day. They only knew her first name: Lana. And Geiger described her as having red hair. So I'll bet the mortgage that one of the bodies you found is a female, that she has been dead and buried there for about a year, and that -if- she was buried in plastic or a body bag then you'll find or have found red hairs. Q... E... D."
The ensuing silence was broken by snickers of laughter at the stunned look on Clark Webster's face. Finally, Tanya Muscone broke the silence by saying "I believe this is where my husband would say 'Four hundred years ago...'." The room did explode with laughter at that.
"Come on over to the Federal Building here in Town." Jack Muscone said to Clark Webster, reeling him back in. "We've got a lot to talk about..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Carole and Marie looked around in awe as the van drove up to the front of the Belvedere Plantation mansion. "Wowwww, it's just like the moo-vies!" Marie exclaimed.
"It's very pretty, Aunt Clarissa." Carole said politely.
"Thank you, Child." said Clarissa. "Let's go inside."
Charles the Butler opened the door for them. "Hello, ladies." he said. "Just leave your luggage in the hallway, here, and I'll take them to your rooms. Madame Clarissa, your family is in the drawing room."
"Thank you, Charles." Clarissa said. She led the way to the drawing room, which was her favorite room to be in. As they came into the room, the family members stood up.
"This is my son Colin and his wife Wendy." Clarissa said, indicating her relatives. "My niece Clara and her husband, State Senator Bobby Edwards. And you know Beatrice and Eugenia." (Author's note: For descriptions of everyone, please see 'Sugar and Spice', Ch. 01.)
Clara went on: "You all know Teresa, of course. This is my friend Phyllis Troy, her granddaughter Carole, and Carole's friend Marie. They might as well be sisters."
"Hello everyone." Carole said, her eyes having already examined the Belvedere descendants. "Hello again, Beatrice and Genia."
"Hi Carole. Hi Marie." Beatrice said politely. Clarissa had everyone pour drinks from the side table. Teresa had single-malt Scotch, as did Clarissa. Phyllis had bourbon and water. Robert Edwards had bourbon on the rocks. Colin and Wendy had rye with ginger beer, and Clara Edwards had what appeared to be a mint julep but had no alcohol in it. Beatrice and Genia had lemonade, Marie had sweet tea, and Carole introduced herself to the 'Arnold Palmer', 50/50 tea and lemonade, which Clarissa suggested she try.
As they talked, Beatrice said to Carole and Marie "You're staying in my old room this weekend."
Phyllis said "Oh, I certainly don't want anyone to be displaced by our visit."
"It's okay, Mrs. Troy." Beatrice said. "My room and Genia's room have two double beds, so we can have visitors for slumber parties, or we can sleep in the same room if we need to."
Phyllis said "That is very interesting, but why---"
Clarissa interrupted by saying loudly: "Teresa, you'll be in the guest room you've been in whenever you've stayed here. And Phyllis will be in my daughter Jen's old room."
"Has anyone heard from Jen?" Phyllis asked.
"She's in prison." Robert Edwards said.
"Yes, I know." Phyllis said with some acerbity. "My son was the man who prevented her from being murdered. I was wondering if she has been able to contact any of you, her family." (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', Ch. 05.)
Wendy Esterson said "I seriously doubt Jen will ever contact any of us. Even if she could."
Teresa said "I sent her a card at Christmas. I don't know if she got it, and I haven't heard back from her... and I may not, if they don't allow her to write back."
"Speaking of Christmas..." said Robert Edwards. As everyone turned to look at him, he said "Teresa, is it true you flew a Life Flight at Christmas that saved two children's lives, and disappeared off radar then seemingly magically appeared out of nowhere to land the plane?"
"Oh yes, it's true." Phyllis said. "And the TCPD's Catholic Chaplain says it was a true miracle."
Teresa said "Unfortunately, the little boy on the Life Flight died three months later. But the little girl fully recovered; she's back home with her parents now."
"You're too modest, Cousin Teresa." Eugenia said. "You did a great thing... just like the Trust you created, that's helping those kids be cured."
Just then, Charles came in and announced that dinner was ready...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
7:00pm, Friday, July 1st. Cindy, Tim Jenkins, Molly, and I were at the Cop Bar, on the outside deck, having beef nachos and either beer or Cherry Coca-Cola Zero. We were joined by Lt. Teddy Parker and his wife, Captain of Personnel & Records Janice Holloway Parker.
"It's my party, everyone." I said. "Eat and drink as much as you want."
"And be merry." Molly added whimsically.
A few moments later, Jack and Tanya Muscone came up to us and were invited to join the group. Jack just 'looked' at me, and Tanya's eyes were sparkling as she looked at me. Then everyone realized what they were doing, and they just looked at me.
And then the bubble burst, and Jack Muscone began whimpering with laughter, which caused everyone else to. And I knew why: the knowledge bomb I'd dropped on Clark Webster, and all of them, at the meeting earlier in the day.
"My God, that was something." Jack said through his laughter. "I think Clark Webster really did pee in his pants; he smelled funny when he came to the Federal Building."
"And as always, sir," said Teddy Parker, "we're left wondering how the hell you were able to put that together."
"You all have seen and heard everything I've seen and heard." I said.
"Still, Don..." Tanya said, "no one does things like that the way you do. I've seen it a million times, it seems, and I'm amazed every time." There was a chorus of agreement.
"Yeah, I know." I said. "The only thing I did that y'all didn't was that I -remembered- that that woman Lana was missing. And everything else lined up like ducks in a row."
Cindy said "The next difference is that you have the confidence to state out loud what you put together. The rest of us may figure it out, but we hesitate to say anything out loud, lest we embarrass ourselves if we're wrong."
Molly said "But Don is never wrong."
"Au contraire! I've been wrong many a time." I said. Then I said "Just not this time." That drew another round of laughter around the table.
Jack Muscone said "Clark really does believe that you somehow had already seen the autopsy report. I asked him how you could've known, when I didn't know until this afternoon. And that segued into me being treated like a mushroom. Clark swore up and down he thought I knew and had also been told to not say anything."
"Who told him not to say anything?" I asked.
Muscone replied: "He said that DepDirector Lawrence Lance told him to not share information with the NCPD nor the TCPD, and that he, Lance, was getting those orders from (air quotes) 'on high', meaning the US DOJ, or even the Intelligence Community top brass themselves."
"Hmmph. Strange." I said.
"What do you mean?" asked Cindy.
I said "I understand why they tried to stop me from bringing Cardinal O'Leery to Justice: he very likely was going to be elected Pope, and they really wanted the prestige of having an American pope. But we did bust O'Leery, he's dead now, the story about him is out there now. So there's no real reason for them to act so... aggressively."
Tim Jenkins said "But Don, they probably had no clue who she was when they found her. Heck, they still may not have identified her yet. Looks to me like they wanted to have a full grip on everything before they said anything to anyone else."
"Point taken. Point well taken." I said agreeably. Tim and Cindy fist-bumped, then I said: "But you all know what that means, don't you?"
When I received nothing but blank stares with expectations of being told, I said "It means that there may be other bodies out there, and one or more of them is someone they -really- don't want us to know about..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinner at the Belvedere home was not formal, and it was served on the back porch. There were a number of shrimp dishes, including two varieties of Shrimp Étouffée (spicy and 'less spicy'), shrimp and grits, shrimp sautéed in butter, and fried popcorn shrimp. There were also several vegetable dishes, as Colin and Wendy were vegans.
"That must be my bowl of shrimp and grits. Where's y'all's?" Teresa said. And she darned near made that true by the end of the meal; though everyone that wanted some had some, Teresa's three huge helpings pretty much emptied the bowl.
Carole asked for small bowls so she could sample both Étouffée varieties, and she sampled some of everything. Marie liked the less-spicy Étouffée, and had some sautéed shrimp and popcorn shrimp. Though Clarissa had asked for the popcorn shrimp for the four kids, it was Robert and Clara that ate most of it. They likely did so to annoy Colin and Wendy, who were advocates against fried foods, and said so.
Dessert was another story. Carole found that she liked the crème brûlée very much, and had three of them in the small bowls. And everyone else, even Clarissa, Colin and Wendy, had at least one helping, along with some ice cream.
"Thank you for dinner, ma'am." Carole politely told Clarissa after dinner. "It was very delicious."
"Yeah, it was." chimed in Marie. "Thank you, ma'am."
"Why, you're quite welcome, ladies." said an impressed Clarissa. "I'm glad you enjoyed it. And I appreciate your Southern good manners."
After dinner, Beatrice told Teresa and Phyllis that she was starting at Tulane in the Autumn. Genia was going to begin her Junior year of high school. After they were called away to play a game of Uno with Carole and Marie, possibly having been asked beforehand by Clarissa to help entertain the younger girls, Phyllis said to Teresa: "Beatrice is very excited to be leaving for college. And Genia is very worried about being left behind."
"Why is that?" Teresa asked.
Phyllis said "I'm not sure, but I can tell those girls really do not like Bobby Edwards. And please help me keep an eye on Carole and Marie. If Bobby goes anywhere near them, much less try to be alone in the same room with them, then do Iron Wolf things if you need to." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
And as the adults talked and sipped after-dinner drinks, the girls played Uno. At one point, Carole noticed that Robert Edwards kept looking over at them at their table.
"Your Uncle Bobby keeps looking over here at us." Carole whispered.
"Yeah, he's a creep." Beatrice said. "Don't let him be alone with either of you."
Carole added "And Marie, if he tries to touch you anywhere on your body, scream as loud as you can and run away, like we did when that fake cop tried to kidnap us." (Author's note: 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 01-02.)
Marie looked disquieted. "Are we really in danger? Should we tell Aunt Teresa?"
Beatrice said "It wouldn't hurt. But just stay together at all times, or stay with us, and we should all be okay. And that's why we have two beds in each of our bedrooms. If Uncle Bobby is not here, we can sleep alone in our own rooms, but if he's here, we sleep in the same room to protect each other..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are you going to be okay, sleeping all alone in here tonight, Little Love?" I asked my daughter Tasha as I tucked her into her bed in the third bedroom at The Cabin. The other two beds in the room were empty, as Carole and Marie were in Louisiana.



"Daddy!" Tasha said laughingly. "Of course I will! And besides, I sleep by myself at Mom's condo when I'm not here, or at Aunt Laura's house when y'all are there and Michael is staying with Mom." For some reason, Tasha always called the Mountain Nest 'Aunt Laura's house'.
"Has Michael stayed with your mom while you've been there?" I asked.
"No, not since he called me 'Little Love'." Tasha replied. "Mom said he's not going to, either."
"Okay, then." I said. "You get some sleep."
"Daddy, can I ask you a question?" Tasha asked. When I nodded, she said "Why couldn't I go to Loo... Loseanna with Carole and Marie?"
I said "Well, Teresa's Aunt Clarissa invited Carole and Marie to visit. And they're older than you. I'm sure you'll get to visit Louisiana when you're a little older... or is there somewhere else you'd like to visit?"
Tasha's little face lit up as she said "I want to visit Washington, D.C. and see the Supreme Court. And maybe I'll get to meet Clarence Thomas!" SCOTUS Justice Clarence Thomas was Tasha's hero.
"Well, maybe we can." I said. "Okay, you get some sleep and dream great dreams, okay?"
"Okay. Nite Daddy." Tasha said as I kissed her on the forehead. As I stood up, I said "Okay, Bowser, get in your basket." Bowser, who had been sitting in the room, looked around. Not seeing Carole, he did not get into his basket, but eyed the door to the hall.
"Bowser, Carole is not here tonight." I said. "You take care of Tasha, okay?" I patted the edge of the basket. Bowser looked at the basket, then up at me. He made no move towards the basket.
"Do you want to go out, Bowser?" I asked. Bowser moved towards the door. I once more wished Tasha goodnight, then left the bedroom. Bowser began looking around, wondering where Carole was.
The boys were in the basement; Ross and Ian in their bedrooms, and Jim on the sofa in the man-cave, which pulled out and the backrest came down to form a bed. I checked on each of them and tucked them in while Bowser searched for Carole.
When Bowser and I got upstairs, I saw Molly in the greatroom, working on her laptop. Buddy was on the floor near her, supervising with his eyes closed. He raised his head and looked up at us as I went for the back door, Bowser right behind me.
"I'm going to take the dogs out and sit on the deck." I said. "Care to join me?"
"Sure." Molly said. "Want a drink?"
I thought about it, then said "No, I'll keep it light tonight. I get the feeling I should stay sober. But pour yourself something and come on out."
The dogs flew around the side of the house and down the trail to do their business as I sat down in my usual place on metal mesh loveseat. A moment later Molly came out with two drinks: a Crown & Coke for her, and a cold Disaronno Velvet Cream for me, which was amaretto flavored. I had her sit down in the loveseat with me, our hips pressed together.
Molly said "Laura going to be late again?"
I said "Looks like it. Callie is probably working with her. Cindy and Tim Jenkins are having a date night tonight, and are probably trying to make another baby right about now." Molly burst out laughing at that in her trademark fashion.
"So that's why Betsy is having a sleepover at her grandma's, as is Benjamin." Molly said, meaning her and Cindy's mother Maggie.
"Yep." I replied. "Soooo... anything new on the bodies found by the FBI?"
"Actually, yes." Molly replied. "I contacted the Nextdoor County County Attorney about filing a lawsuit against the FBI. Clark Webster... who I am losing respect for hour by hour, day by day... told our attorney he'd hand over the full, unredacted autopsy by next Wednesday if we hold off on filing the lawsuit or making a public stink about it. I told Webster, within Jack Muscone's hearing, that I'd better have that autopsy as well as any IDs they've made by 5:00pm Tuesday, or at 9:00am Wednesday we'd be filing the suit and I'd be doing interviews with the Press."
"How did he react?" I asked. "Did that seem to scare him?"
"No." Molly replied. "If anything, he looked resigned to his fate."
"There's Laura." I said, hearing my wife parking her Mercedes in the near-side garage. Buddy and Bowser came onto the deck in anticipation of her arrival, maybe hoping Carole was with her mother. Alas, it was not to be, as it was Callie Carrington that appeared with Laura. They came out onto the deck, and they both looked exhausted.
"Busy day?" I asked.
"More like 'frustrating'." my wife replied. "I was hoping to get some things wrapped up or in place, especially with Monday being a Holiday. But a lot of the people I needed to talk to apparently took today off to make a four-day weekend out of it---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. Bowser began barking furiously until Callie and Molly petted him as they 'shushed' him.
"Troy." I said as I answered it. "Mm-hmm.... okay... okay... Okay, text me the address. I'll be there in a minute."
After disconnecting I said "Duty calls. A young man was found dead outside the door to an apartment. The stab wound to his chest was my Detectives's first clue that it's a crime. Care to go with me, Molly?..."
Part 3 - The Crime Scene
11:30pm, Friday, July 1st. Molly and I arrived at the perimeter of the crime scene at the Garden Spot Apartments, which were just west of University Avenue, and just west of the apartments where Nikko and Jessica's dog had been killed by a bear trap some years before. (Author's note: 'Going Rogue', Ch. 02.)
The apartment buildings were two stories tall and essentially eight-plexes, two in front on each floor and two behind them. The entry doors were on the outer ends. They were older apartments with brick walls and wrought-iron stairs to the porches with the doors. The iron, the stairs, the doors, and the front shutters were painted black, somewhat hiding the fact that the doors were metal.
The apartment in question was at the far left of the complex, on the second floor, on the front side. The area had been marked off with crime scene tape, and the entire parking lot was closed to non-official vehicles, though some residents had been allowed to come in and park. None were allowed to leave, however.
I parked my Police SUV a distance away, and Molly and I walked to the scene. And we ran into Patrolman Culver. "Hello, sir, ma'am." he said, his pen and clipboard ready to take our badge numbers.
"Commander Donald Troy, TCPD Badge number 1-6-4-0." I said.
"Thank you, sir." Culver said.
When he looked at Molly, she said "Molly Evans, Nextdoor County Police Chief, NCPD badge zero-zero-one."
"Thank you, ma'am." Culver said, making the notations. "Sir, our Police Chief has not arrived yet, but Captain Michaels has."
"Okay, thanks." I said. Molly and I went over to the scene. On the landing at the top of the stairs in front of the door lay the body of a young man. His red hair, darker red than mine, was styled in the very traditional combed-over way of basic nerd-dom. His button-down collared shirt was a red-and-white criss-cross pattern very much like what was found on many picnic tables. His pants were black and his shoes were light brown, which I'm told is standard fashion.
And the huge blood spot on the right side of his chest was a stab wound. There was blood on the collars of his shirt, as well.
I saw that Detective Roark Coleman and Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez were on the landing, taking photos and notes, and directing the CSIs in what they wanted as part of evidence collection. Crime Lab/CSI Supervisor Yolanda Grissom was also taking video with her special camera. Lieutenant Teddy Parker was on the sidewalk that led to the stairs to the landing from the parking lot, talking with Captain Claire Michaels.
As we came up to them, I heard Claire telling Teddy "I'm telling you, Lieutenant, we have to have a warrant to enter the premises. We don't know for sure if the victim is the resident."
"But ma'am," Parker replied, "Roark and Rodriguez have found evidence to show that--- oh, hello sir, ma'am." He came to attention as I spoke. Claire saw us over her shoulder, and quickly turned to face us and loosely came to attention."
"Stand at ease." I said. "You know the first question: who called it in?"
Teddy said "There were four calls to 9-1-1, sir. I'm the on-call MCD Lieutenant this weekend, so the Duty Desk called me. at 10:50pm. I arrived at 11:00. Rodriguez and Roark had just arrived, and the first Officers on the scene were securing it and forming a perimeter. The CSI team arrived at 11:05. Officers are going to the addresses of the 9-1-1 callers, and I don't yet have a report for you on them yet."
Teddy was borderline fidgety, so I asked "What has you on edge, Lieutenant? What's going on?"
"Sir," said Teddy, "Roark and Julia believe another person was at the scene and may have been kidnapped, and time is of the essence. I want to enter the apartment, but Captain Michaels is insisting upon getting a warrant first."
Claire said "Yes I am. We've got to have some kind of probable cause to enter the apartment, and the address on the deceased's drivers license up there is not that apartment's address, from what Julia said."
Teddy said "But we have other information that shows the possible kidnapping. I can tell you what my Detectives told me, but you might prefer they tell you directly."
"Good idea, let me go up and do that." I said. I scurried up the stairs, with Teddy and Claire following right behind me. Molly followed at a slower pace, looking around at everything from how we secured a scene to what the CSIs were doing.
"Whaddya got, Rodriguez? Mr. Roark?" I growled when I got to the landing. "You want to enter this apartment?"
"Yes sir." said Julia. "Roark, give them the story."
"In chronological order, please." I said.
"Yes sir." said Roark. "When we got here, this man was lying as you see him here, and he was already dead. His wallet was still in his back pants pocket, and his drivers license identified him as Mark Wayne Cooper, aged 24 years, 4 months. But the license has a Buford address on it." Buford was the seat of Coltrane County, directly to our south.
"Sir," said Teddy Parker, "that address is an apartment complex just over the county line in Coltrane County. Every address there is 'Buford', since they have just the one Post Office. That apartment; complex is one of several that have been built there in the past year or so. I know this because my wife Janice and I looked at a couple of them before deciding on our current place here in our County."
"Does Mark Wayne Cooper own a vehicle?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Parker. "It's that ten-year-old Honda CR-V parked right out front. He bought it used two years ago, right after he graduated from State Tech."
"Okay." I said. "I perceive a set of keys on the floor in front of the door. His?"
"No sir." said Julia. "Roark had a good idea, and asked me to check the keys for fingerprints before he tried the door with it. So I did---"
"Wait." said Claire Michaels angrily. "You were going to use that key to enter the apartment... after I told you we had to get a warrant first, and that after establishing probable cause?"
"Ma'am, I said I was going to try the door with the key, not enter the apartment." Roark replied. "And after---"
"What's the difference?!" Claire all but yelled.
"There's a huge difference!" I fired back at Claire, rescuing Roark, then added to get him started again: "So you think time is of the essence?"
"Sir, ma'am, let me explain." said Julia with some authority in her voice. "I got a really good thumbprint from the key that looks like it'll work on that door. But no name came back at all from the local and State databases, and the FBI federal database hasn't replied yet. What we -do- know, is that it is -not- Mr. Cooper, here. I took his print for direct comparison, and they don't match at all. So it's not his key, and it gives us reason to believe that someone was with him when the attack occurred. Roark?"
Roark continued the narrative: "After we documented where the key was and all the fingerprint data, I tried to put the key in the lock. But it wouldn't go in. I shined my iPhone light in there, and y'all can look and see that something is in the lock, sabotaging it."
Julia said "I looked and saw it, too. It looks like a toothpick was broken off in there. We were going to get a CSI tech to get it out, when all of you began arriving."
"Is there a back door?" I asked.
"Yes sir, to a back landing with a fire escape." said Roark. "The ladder is up, so it does not appear to be accessible from the ground. And many such escape doors in older apartments like these have full bolts on the doors."
I turned and said "Parker, get someone over here to get that obstruction out of the lock. Have someone video that being done. When we're ready, come get me." But Teddy Parker was not there; he had gone back down the stairs and was talking to a couple of Uniformed Officers.
Julia radioed for a CSI tech to come get the toothpick out of the lock. A moment later, Teddy Parker came back. "Sir," he said to me, "the four people that called 9-1-1 did so because they heard a woman scream, followed by what sounded like a struggle. Two of them and two other people told our Officers they thought they saw a woman struggling with a man who was wearing all black, and maybe a black mask. They disappeared around the side of the building. There is an alleyway behind the buildings, for garbage trucks to drive on when collecting garbage."
"You got their names? Documentation?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Parker. "And Officer-cam footage of the interviews. They're transmitting that to Intel now."
"Good." I said. "Okay, that's enough for me. Captain Michaels, call for the warrant. The probable cause is witness reports of a possible kidnapping, and we have got to identify the woman that was possibly kidnapped."
"Sir," Claire Michaels said, "can't we call the apartment owners or property managers and get the tenant's name that way?"
"Sure... after you call for that warrant." I said. "Go. Get moving." Claire got moving and went, though in a huff.
As the CSI techs worked on the door, Assistant Medical Examiner Kendell Ramsey arrived. "Glad you could make it, Dr. Ramsey." I said acerbically.
"Sorry, sir." Ramsey said. "The Duty Desk called Martha. She told them you did not want her at crime scenes at night, and whoever called said they didn't have anyone else's number. So she tried to call and text me, but I was at a party in Hillside, and my cellphone was in my car. I got here just as soon as I saw the texts and called the Duty Desk to get the address."
"Well, you're here now." I said. I turned to the CSI tech and said "How is it going?"
"Not good, sir." said the tech. "I don't have any pliers that are small enough to get in there, and I can't get a wire in there, either. If I try to force it, I'll push the toothpick further in."
I had an insight. Paramedic Kevin Randolph and EMT Kelton Mills had come to the scene earlier, but their services were found to be not needed. They were still out front by their EMS ambulance. I dialed Randolph on my Police iPhone and he answered.
"Kevin, have you got a really small pair of pliers or tweezers that might could get a toothpick out of a lock?" I asked.
"I just might, sir." Randolph said. A moment later, he came up to the landing with some really small tweezers.
As the CSI tech used them on the lock, Randolph said "You know that old board game 'Operation'? I'd always win because I used those tiny tweezers." We all laughed at that, then cheered as the CSI tech jiggled the toothpick out of the lock and dropped it into an evidence bag.
That was filmed, and I said to the camera "I am going to try this key in the lock. If it opens, we will enter under 'exigent circumstances' to clear the apartment, then learn the identity of the resident. There will be no further search of the premises until a search warrant arrives."
With that, I held the key in my latex-gloved hand and fit it to the lock. It went in and turned the bolt! I removed the key, pushed open the door, and two armed and armored uniformed Officers rushed inside.
"Clear!"... "Clear!"... "Clear!"... "Clear!" I heard. Then one of them came to the door and said "All clear, sir. No one here. No dogs or cats, either."
"Good job." I said as I rushed inside. To the left, the apartment's back wall, was the kitchen. It showed that the apartment was lived-in, but recently cleaned, as the trash can in the kitchen was near full, and I could smell the remnants of cleaning detergents. To the right, with a big window that overlooked the parking lot, was the living room, which had a sofa, a chair, and a television set against the wall by the door. It also showed signs of being 'picked up' and made straight.
Then came the hallway, which one could look straight down from the doorway. At the far end of the hallway was door with a full bolt on it. It led to the passage that went to the fire escape out back.
The washer and dryer were in a small room next to the kitchen. Across from it was a bathroom. Further down, on the left (back side) was a bedroom, simply furnished. Though windowless, the backside bedroom had it's own bathroom suite, making it the master. To the front side was another bedroom, which had a window. The front bedroom had a desk and a computer desk in it. That is where I went.
The desk was totally clean. As I quickly examined the desk drawers, I exclaimed "Does this person not keep any mail or records at all?"
"Her pronouns are 'she' and 'her'." said Roark as he came into the room. "All female clothes and shoes. Sergeant Rodriguez is getting her dress and shoe sizes for our APB. Any luck on an ID?"
"No." I said as I rummaged around the computer desk. None of the printed papers had any names on them; they were articles from the internet. And then...
"Oh, wait. Here's something." I said, taking a piece of paper taped to a cork-board on the wall amongst a bunch of Post-It notes. "Yay! a TCPD-issued traffic ticket. Just stuck up here. Running a red light, it says. How dare she?"
"Name, sir?" Julia said witheringly as she came into the room, not amused at my humor at this late hour.
I said "Okay, name: Nat K. Cole. We are looking for a gray Subaru with the car tag..." I read the car tag. Julia radioed to the uniformed Officers outside. The car was quickly found; it was parked next to the (much older) Honda.
"All right, we have an ID." I said. "Let's get out of here until the warrant comes."
We all went outside, where I saw Molly talking with Captain Michaels. We all walked further down and congregated around my Police SUV. Roark sat in the shotgun seat and began running the drivers license number on the ticket and the car tag on the computer.
"That's funny." he said. As everyone stopped chatting and looked at him, he said "The drivers license number does come back as 'Nat K. Cole'. Just the 'K' as a middle name." We all looked, seeing a young, almost geeky-looking girl with dark brown hair. "Maybe I should run 'Natalie' and see if that gives us any more."
"Sure, and then run 'Natasha'." I said.
Roark did so, but nothing came up with either name. He then said "The address on the license is the apartment complex's street address, and does not have an apartment number nor use the apartment number as the front of the address."
"And the car tag?" I asked.
Roark: "The car tag comes back as a Fleet vehicle owned by... Energy Dynamics. That should be on the citation, but it's not."
I said "Who was the Officer that issued that ticket?"
Roark said "Patrolman Ron McElwane."



"What?!" I said, almost to myself. "He's not supposed to be driving a vehicle."
"Maybe he wasn't, sir." Julia Rodriguez said. "He might've been the passenger, and the Sergeant driving had him issue the citation." 
"Which in itself is in violation of our protocols." I said witheringly. "In fact, I'm wondering if this citation is for real, or if it was issued by a rogue cop or someone impersonating a Police Officer. We've had problems like that before, like with Bryce and his dog-killing ways, and Swamp Frogs, notably the attempt to kidnap my daughter. And Energy Dynamics is a Big Boy company." (Author's note: "Going Rogue', Ch. 01-02 for Bryce; 'A Death In The Family', Ch. 01-02 for Officer impersonation; 'Eyes Only', Ch. 04 for Energy Dynamics.)
Julia said "I wish we knew for sure. We really need to get an APB out on this. Whoever took her might be raping her, or worse, and we're sitting here without a clue." Her words brought a pall of silence to the group.
I said "Go ahead and put out a BOLO (Be On the Look Out) based on what we know. Description from her license as well as clothing and shoe sizes, age low to mid-twenties." Julia shooed Roark out of the way so that she could get on the computer and put out the BOLO.
A moment later, Captain Claire Michaels came up to me. "Sir, I've called for the warrant. They're contacting Judge Doss now. The night clerk at the Courthouse didn't like my story in making my request."
I didn't say anything, but favored Claire with my most withering look, which all but accused her of not giving her best effort to get the warrant. Claire then said "Sir, I also tried to get the name of the tenant in that apartment. I called the public number of the office, and got a voicemail. I left a message."
Claire: "I asked a couple of people living here, that were rubbernecking to see what was going on, if they had a number to the office. One gave me the public number, but one woman gave me a number given her and other tenants, and also gave me the emergency maintenance number. I called both numbers and got voicemail messages. I left my name and number as Police on the office numbers, but I pretended to be a tenant on the maintenance call. No return calls from anyone, so far."
Claire: "I also called in to Intel, and asked Terry Halston to research that apartment address and the apartment complex's owners. That address is not used---"
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. "Ah, it's Magistrate Judge Doss." I answered it. "Commander Troy... hello, Your Honor... yes, I need a warrant for---... yes, a woman appears to have been kidnapped... we can't reach them, Your Honor... I need her ID very badly, Your Honor, and I need to tell you I did enter the apartment under exigent circumstances to get an ID... yes, we think we have one, but I need the warrant for a more thorough search of the apartment and her vehicle..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 1:40am, Molly and I pulled out of the parking lot. I said "I'll drop you off at home, so you can get some sleep."
"No, I'll come to Headquarters with you." she replied. "There's something I wanted to talk to you about."
"Claire Michaels?" I asked. "I saw you talking to her."
"Yeah." Molly replied. "I can't believe how different she is, what she has become. I remember when she was here before going to California. She was even the leader of the SWAT Team back then, wasn't she?"
I nodded, and Molly continued: "Well, California values have really fucked her up. I could see how agitated everyone was, knowing that there had been a kidnap victim that was likely being brutalized right now, and Michaels is whining about a warrant. You came up, and I didn't need Cindy's vibes to feeeel their relief. They paid attention to you while all but being disrespectful to her. And it was a two-way street; she just about took Coleman's head off, and he fired back hard."
"Yeah, she doesn't like Roark, and the feeling is mutual." I said. "What did you think of him, by the way?"
"He has good... imagination, I'll call it." Molly said. "He observes a lot, and he makes good deductions for the most part. Seemed good with evidence collection and preservation. But I can see where his personality can grate on people."
When we got to Headquarters, I did not go to my office. Instead, I went the other way down the hall to the front of the building, and to the Duty Desk. Sergeant Cole and Patrolman Jim Madison were on duty.
"Let me ask you guys a question." I said. "When you call for a Medical Examiner to go to a crime scene, who do you call?"
Sergeant Cole said "During business hours or if there's at least two hours of daylight in the summer, we call Martha. If it's night, we call Kendell Ramsey."
"Do you have their numbers here at the Desk?" I asked.
"Yes sir." said Madison. "They're here on the bulletin board, and they're in the front of the Duty Desk Operations Manual." He pointed out both. I photographed both with my Police iPhone.
"Excellent." I said. "Okay, who was at the Duty Desk on 2nd shift?"
"Sergeant Clark, annnnddd... Officer McElwane, sir." said Sergeant Cole, pretending to look at the log book.
"McElwane?" I said. "Isn't he restricted to daylight hours?"
Sergeant Cole said "We went into Holiday overtime mode at 4:00pm yesterday, and McElwane wanted the overtime hours. He wasn't on patrol, just here at the Desk."
"Okay, then." I said. "Thanks. Oh, one more thing. Sergeant Cole, do you have any relatives in this area with your last name 'Cole'? Brothers? Daughters?"
"No brothers, two sisters." Sergeant Cole said. "And two teenage sons but no daughters. Why?"
"A young female with the last name 'Cole' came up in our new case." I said. "I was just taking a long shot by asking." Cole nodded.
I left the room and went back down the hall to my office. Molly had made coffee in my office's coffeemaker. She poured us both cups and we sat down, me behind my desk, and her on the sofa against the side wall, the large USGS map of Lake Donald Troy in Fillmore County above her head.
"Your Officers are very professional with crime scenes." Molly said. "I was watching them tonight. What do you do when the Media shows up?"
"The... the Media..." I whispered, stunned. "You know, I didn't even notice, but you're right: the Media did not show up at the scene! I wonder why not?"
Molly said "Oh, so that's abnormal?"
"I daresay." I replied. "KXTC usually shows up just to fuck with us, if nothing else." I was all but in a reverie.
"Maybe they're on Holiday weekend time, too." said Molly. She took out her Police iPad as she said "So don't look the gift horse in the mouth. In the meantime, I'm going to tell the NCPD to take your BOLO seriously, and for them to patrol around Mystery Lake, and put up a few drones up there."
"Good idea. Have them patrol the Fucking Field, too." I said as I got up. "I'm going to go check in with Team Teddy. I'll be back in a minute." Carrying my mug of coffee, I exited my office and went to the MCD room. Roark and Julia were at their desks. Teddy Parker had his own (small) Lieutenant's office, but he was sitting at his old desk in MCD, typing on his laptop as Roark and Julia typed away at their computers on their desks.
"Whadda you guys got?" I asked as I brought the rolling hardback chair from the back corner up to their desks and sat down.
Teddy Parker said "I'm writing up my report, and also a Memorandum For The Record. If you had not come up, sir, we still might be standing there waiting for a warrant." I nodded, realizing that his complaint and derision were directed at Captain Claire Michaels.
Julia Rodriguez said "The BOLO is out, and I'm writing up my report now. I'm also directing patrols to check on areas where the girl might've been taken. Point Hollow, the Observatory Road, the farm fields to the south and west..."
Roark Coleman said "I'm running database searches for crimes and maybe serial killers, where a lock was sabotaged as part of the means to stop the victim from getting into her home. I'm running one State-wide, one for jurisdictions in the Tri-State area, and then one against the FBI and Missing Persons databases. If anything comes up, it may give us a clue to where the girl was taken."
"Good thinking, and that'll be good info to have if you get any hits." I said. "For the future, though, remember that anything we do against a Federal database will be seen by the Feds and possibly acted upon by the Feds."
Teddy Parker said "Sir, do you really think the FBI is watching us that closely?"
"Maybe not the FBI itself." I replied. "But someone in the Federal Government probably is. The Federal Intelligence Community is not to be trusted, especially with Derrick B. Harland eager to send his Swamp Frogs in here to shut us down."
"Any luck on your search, Mister Roark?" Teddy asked Roark.
"No sir." Roark replied. "The closest I'm getting is a series of incidents at a dorm on the City University campus three years ago. Someone was penny-ing in girls, and some also had toothpicks or nails driven into the locks so that they couldn't be unlocked either by a key or from the inside."
"What's 'penny-ing in'?" asked Julia.
I said "It's where a dorm door is pushed hard and pennies inserted into the space between the door and the jamb. The deadbolt lock or the catch is pushed against the side of the slot so that the door cannot be unlocked nor opened. Due to the extreme risk of being unable to get out if there was a fire or injury to a person, every School in this State, and most nationwide, have a policy of immediately expelling anyone caught doing it. And that's in addition to the felony criminal charges they'd face."
Roark said "Well, there have been very sporadic incidents of locks being sabotaged to facilitate kidnappings, but no patterns. I'm afraid it's going to be 'no joy' on this one."
"It was a good try, Mister Roark." I said, then raised my voice somewhat and said "In fact, I was very impressed with all of you at the crime scene tonight. You made sure to process it correctly, and you also had some good imaginative ideas. Y'all keep that up."
"Thank you, sir." Julia said. Then she let it out: "Sir, do you think this girl has a chance to be released alive? Or maybe escape her kidnapper?"
I said sadly: "Well, there's always a chance. But to be candidly honest with you all, I think she's going to be killed, if she hasn't been already." Sensing the air going out of the balloons of hope in my Detectives, I added: "I don't think this was just a kidnapping in order to commit rape. I think this girl was singled out and stalked, and the intent was to kill her."
"Why do you believe that, sir?" asked Teddy Parker.
I had an attentive audience as I replied "That TCPD ticket on the bulletin board, in a room totally devoid of any other information that could confirm her ID. It reminds me of when we were trying to pin down Katherine McAfee's identity, and getting roadblocks thrown in front of us." (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice'.) "That turned out to be the Swamp Frogs when McAfee's body was found at Mystery Lake." (Author's note: 'Mystery At Mystery Lake', Ch. 01.)
Me: "More bodies were found recently, and while we need proof to get convictions in Court, I don't need that proof to see and believe what is going on, and who is behind it. I will add to it that KXTC did not show up at the crime scene. That is... a strangeness in and of itself."
Me: "So we have this crime tonight. It should be obvious to all of you that the killer anticipated the woman's arrival, and he... I'm assuming it's a 'he'... sabotaged the door and was lying in wait for her. He might have just killed her right there at the doorway, but someone was with her. He was stabbed to death, and the killer dragged the woman off."
Me: "So that leaves us to ask whether or not this is a professional killer who was hired to wax that girl, or if it was a crime of passion by an obsessed stalker. If it's the latter, then yes, he will likely use her for sex for hours, even days, before killing her. But if he meant to kill her from the get-go, he might rape her to make it look like a crime of passion, but he won't take a lot of time."
Me: "If I'm right, then I won't be surprised if her body is found before sunrise, certainly by noon." Having sufficiently depressed my Detectives while exercising a 'teachable moment', I said "Okay, let me go check with Intel."
I got up and left MCD, and went around the hallway to the Intel room. It was relatively dark in there, but one lamp illuminated the station where Ranger Terry Halston was working. To my surprise, Captain Claire Michaels was also in the room.
"Still 'no joy' on getting a return call from the apartment people, nor the emergency maintenance people." Claire said. "I'd hate to be living there and have a water pipe burst. And Terry here is having no luck at all tracing this girl's ID for more than what we have."
Halston kept his eyes on his monitor as he said "I gave up on that for the time being. Right now I'm looking at video footage, starting around the Garden Spot Apartments. They have surveillance of their entrance to their parking lot from the street and all the parking lots. But it's all internal, and as Captain Michaels said, we can't get ahold of anyone that works there."
I said "Captain, go ahead and get a warrant for that video footage, and it can be served the minute that office opens." Claire nodded and started typing on her iPhone. I then asked "Any luck on footage further out?"
"Maybe, sir." said Halston. "The garbage truck access road comes out near University Avenue. No direct camera coverage, but an older black Ford Ranger truck with a camper top turned south onto University Avenue. It's car tag is partially covered with mud, but we have a partial of the last three numbers. I have it as far south as Hotel Row, but then I lost it... wait... there it is. It went into Coltrane County."
After a few moments, Halston said "It doesn't show up on the cameras near the old Asylum, nor further down. He could've taken the county road towards Nextdoor County."
"Or parked anywhere in that area." I said. "Captain, give Coltrane County and Nextdoor County Law Enforcement a call. Tell them we think the perp may have brought the girl into their jurisdiction, give them a description of the vehicle and the girl, and re-iterate the urgency of the situation by making sure they understand they are talking to a Police Captain."
"Wilco, sir." Claire said as she took out her Police iPhone.
I headed back to my office to tell Molly. Just as I was about to speak, I saw her curled up on the sofa, sound asleep. I turned off the overhead light, leaving the soft, dim lamp on my desk as the only illumination, then quietly sat down behind my desk and began typing at my computer...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:15am, Saturday, July 2nd. The call came in.
"They found her, sir." Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez said over the phone. "She's dead..."
Part 4 - The Investigation In Earnest
8:00am, Saturday, July 2nd. Lt. Teddy Parker, Detectives Julia Rodriguez, Roark Coleman, and I returned from the crime scene. As we gathered in Classroom 'E', I put the large bags full of McDonald's breakfast sandwiches on the table, making sure to take one for myself. The rest would be gone by the end of the meeting.
Chief Moynahan had come in and joined us at the table. Also present were me, Captain Claire Michaels, Lieutenants Teddy Parker and Mary Milton, CSI Supervisor Yolanda Grissom, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, Detective Roark Coleman, and Auxiliary Officer Terry Halston. And just as we got our coffee and breakfast sandwiches and sat down, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone and her husband, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone came in. And the door had not yet closed when Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross and FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins came in.
"Where was she fouuunndd?" drawled the Chief.
I said "Some of you will remember the cooperative community on land just north of 'The Vision' property in Coltrane County. Tomoko Shimono's body was found there." (Author's note: 'We'll Always Have Paris', Ch. 03.)
Me: "It looks like the perp was taking her there, but the property is fenced in and there is a locked gate across the road. So when he couldn't get inside, he just dumped her body on the road in front of the gate. The CSIs found a good number of tire tracks that will give us a good identification... if we can find the tires, and attached to a truck."
"O-kayyyy, let's start from the top." said the Chief. "Whoooo are our vic-timmmms?"
"Lead the way, Ranger Halston." said Lt. Mary Milton. I saw Claire Michaels's eyes flash anger; she did not like it when nicknames were used, and especially Halston's designation of 'Ranger', taken from him having been an Army Ranger. And that, tweaking Claire, was a major reason Mary used his nickname like that.
"Yes ma'am." said Ranger Halston. "First, the first victim, the male. His name is Mark Wayne Cooper, and he's 24 years old. He graduated from State Tech two years ago with a degree in Mechanical Engineering. And it was surprisingly hard to find this, but he had a Minor in Fluid Dynamics."
"The bane of my existence as a Chemistry major." I said. "But why was it so hard to get that information?"
Halston said "The routine check by normal methods did not come up with it. I always try to confirm those reports with an in-depth, behind-the-scenes check, such as full transcripts and student files that I'm legally and physically able to access, but a lot of people will not routinely access. For Mr. Cooper here, they tried to put the records behind a firewall, but those are easy to get around by accessing backup files."
"So that's how you do it." Jack Muscone said.
"Oh, that's nothing." Mary Milton said.
I said "Let's keep going, before Mr. Muscone here has a stroke."
"Yes sir." said Halston. "Upon graduation, Mr. Cooper was hired by Energy Dynamics, and has been with them since. I don't have anything on what his normal duties at the company were; we'll have to call their HR department, or more likely, go visit them to get anything like that. He lives... lived... in an apartment in the northeast of Town that used to be rented to college students, but more and more are being rented to longer-term, more permanent residents."
Jack Muscone said "He lives here? In Town? Isn't Energy Dynamics down in Rivers County?"
"Not anymore." I replied. "After our adventure down there at the nuclear power plant," (Author's note: 'Eyes Only', Ch. 03-04.), "Energy Dynamics really scaled back their operations there. They might still be doing some really Top Secret stuff in their labs there, but their corporate offices are up here, in the revitalized eastern part of Town, And a lot of their basic engineering work is done here now."
Halston picked it back up: "He also had a Top Secret clearance, but no compartmentalizations---"
"What does that mean?" asked Captain Michaels.
I said "When someone gets a Top Secret clearance, it doesn't mean they have access to any and every piece of data classified Top Secret. If a program is compartmentalized, the person has to be cleared to have access to that program or data."
"Then why get a Top Secret clearance?" Claire asked. "Why not just Secret?"
"For several reasons." I said. "First of all, if he happened to come across something Top Secret as part of his normal work, they don't have to go nuts about it. Second, there may have been times they needed to give him access to Top Secret information. Several of us in here have Top Secret clearances, though we don't need them very often. Okay, Ranger Halston, keep going."



"Yes sir." said Halston. "I'll add that it's normal for Energy Dynamics to get their engineers Top Secret clearances, and most of the other employees, from computer programmers to accountants and such, get Secret clearances. That seemed to be standard for them."
Halston: "Mr. Cooper had no debt. His car was paid for, he paid off his credit card every month. He also had a Visa Debit Card, with which he paid most of his monthly bills."
Halston: "The only other thing I have is that a warrant was executed to search his car, home, and examine his credit card records. If he was on a date with that girl last night, he didn't pay for it with either of his cards. The dogs found nothing in his car or home. He has a concealed carry permit, and he owns one 9mmP pistol, a Beretta 92FS Inox, which is stainless steel. It was in the top drawer of his bedside table."
Chief Moynahan said "He wasn't armed while on his date, or on the landing where he was attacked?"
Halston said "That Beretta is the only firearm he's bought through normal, legal means. If he has another one, he bought it 'off books'."
"Or inherited it." I replied, remembering the Peter Frost murder case. (Author's note: 'Private Practice', especially Ch. 03.)
Roark Coleman said "I think we can deduce he wasn't armed last night. No gun on him, and it's unlikely he had one on him---"
"And just how do you assume that?" Captain Claire Michaels asked skeptically, almost venomously.
Yolanda Grissom spoke up and said "Ma'am, he's right, and I'll have more on that in a moment."
"Okay, no gun on him nor in his car." I said. "If there's nothing else on him, let's talk about her."
Halston shook his head sadly as he said "She's proving to be a lot more difficult, sir.
First of all, this 'Nat K. Cole' shows up in the DMV database. But the DMV number is way out of sequence from what it should be. They use an algorithm to create the numbers, based on the birthday and the day of issue. Those numbers are all wrong."
"Fake ID." said Captain Claire Michaels,.
Halston: "And when I drilled down into the metadata, the citation record was not created on the same day the citation found in her apartment was supposedly issued. It was created Wednesday morning."
Cindy said "And we don't need to be the Iron Crowbar to realize that -that- is too much of a coincidence, or one coincidence too many."
"So we're dead in the water." Claire Michaels said.
"No ma'am, we are not." Roark Coleman stated assertively. When everyone looked at him with various shades of skepticism, he said "There was one thing that could not be faked... her photo. If she were really stopped by the Police, or if she needed an ID to enter a facility or venue, the photo had to match her face."
"Duh." Claire Michaels said under her breath.
"That's a good thought, Roark'." I said. "Almost crowbar-worthy. Almost. Keep going."
"Thank you, sir." Roark said. "Also to this point, the DMV photo agrees with the photos of the body at the crime scene and from the morgue, except for the part that she is dead. I think it's her. And if anyone can dig out other instances of that photo, Ranger Halston can."
"I agree." I said. "Ranger Halston, get to work on that. In the meantime, when the autopsy report comes out---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
In a prodigious act of perfect timing, the knock on the door was followed by the door opening and Martha the M.E. peeking in. I waved her in and she came inside, followed by Kendell Ramsey.
"Excellent timinnnng, Martha." drawled the Chief as Martha and Kendell got a breakfast sandwich and poured some coffee, then sat down with us.
"I just finished the autopsy of the woman." Martha said. "She was grabbed from behind and a hand clapped over her mouth. Blood was smeared on her blouse and her neck, and it was the blood of the young man was stabbed. I think he took her down the stairs with threats, though she did struggle and tried to scream."
Martha: "Probably as she was taken to the perp's vehicle, she was injected with a drug. The toxicology will have to come back for us to know what it was, but it incapacitated her. She was thrown onto a surface, like the trunk of a car or the back of a truck, which caused bruising along the left side of her body from her hip to her upper ribs."
"Let's get to the nitty-grittyyyy." Chief Moynahan said. "Was she sexually assaulted?"
"Yes, Chief." said Martha. "But here's the full story. She was taken from behind, but the physical damage wasn't all that bad, which I believe shows she was unconscious at the time. I think she was bent over the car trunk or back of the truck she'd been transported in."
Martha: "I also suspect she was assaulted by two men, both of whom wore condoms, because i found two different types of lubricants. And one of those lubricants was petroleum jelly. As you all know, petroleum jelly attacks latex and causes condoms to rupture. That's what happened here. The rape kit got a large amount of semen from the girl, which will give us a very strong DNA profile."
I said "And his death?"
Kendell Ramsey said "He was actually stabbed twice: once in the throat, then a second time in the ribcage on his right side. The second thrust to the chest knocked him down, as well. He bled out very quickly. I believe Yolanda will have more on this."
"Good, let's see it." I said.
Yolanda plugged her laptop into the dock, and brought up her 3-D digital mockup. "Here's what the simulation suggests." she said. It showed a dark figure come up the landing. Mark Cooper's 3-D image was shown standing behind and to the left of the woman, who was trying to put her key in the lock. The figure in black stabbed Cooper twice in rapid succession as Cooper turned, then grabbed the woman and half-walked, half-dragged her down the stairs.
Yolanda: "Based upon Mr. Cooper's height of 5'9", the girl's height of 5'8" in her wedge heels, the height of the door and the rails along the walk, and the angles of the wounds, we can predict the perp's height at an even six feet tall, and we can surmise he is fit and agile to make that attack like he did."
"That is an a-maizzz-ing program." complimented the Chief.
"Thank you, Chief." said Yolanda.
"O-kayyyy." drawled the Chief. "Mister Crowbarrrrr, where do we go from here? And keep in mind what I told you, that I don't want you nor anyone giving up your Holiday working like dogs on things that'll keep through the week-ennnnnd."
I said "Yes, Chief. Okay, guys, let's get an APB out on what we know of the killer, as well as his vehicle. Ranger Halston, Lieutenant Milton, work on that partial car tag connected to a Ford Ranger pickup truck. Run that woman's face through every Facial ID program available to us. If anything pops, put out the APBs, get warrants and make arrests, and all that."
Me: "Those programs should be done by noon, so I want you guys to wrap up and go home by then. Lieutenant Parker, you and your team have done an outstanding job all night. You're on call, so keep you're phones on and with you, but I want you to stand down for the rest of the weekend and on Monday. Ditto that for everyone else. We've done what we can, so unless someone spots the truck, all we can do is wait. We'll pick it up hard again on Tuesday."
"Sir, what about the girl's identity?" asked Julia Rodriguez. "And that truck could be in California, Mexico, or Canada by Tuesday."
The Chief intervened: "Yezzzz, it could beeeee. But you sitting here at Headquarters won't stop that if it happens. It's much more like-leeee the perp or perps will hunker down and hidddde. So we have to let the process work out, let it cook. In the meantime, you guys go hommmme, get some rest. Especially yoooo, Commanderrrr."
As the meeting broke up, I realized that everyone wanted to work on the case. I also realized one thing they didn't: the Federal Agents in the room had not said anything substantive. And there was a reason for that...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Team Teddy went back into MCD, Julia lamented "I don't get it. Why are they telling us to stand down on that? What did they do with the real Commander Troy?"
Teddy said "It looked like a tag-team effort between the Commander and the Chief to tell us to drop it until next week. But you're right, Julia... Commander Troy would never let a murderer get away if he could possibly prevent it. So something's up, and it may be beyond our pay grades."
Roark said "Well... I guess they're right. There's really nothing we can do beyond Intel running their algorithms. But you know something? I'd like to see the scene in daylight hours for a moment... and if the office is open, Captain Michaels did get that warrant to go in and get the data of who is leasing that apartment. Anyone care to drive by with me?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Julia and Roark pulled in to the Garden Spot Apartments parking lot. Getting out of her vehicle, they went up to the main office door.
"Aw, damn." Julia said. "They normally are open on Saturdays, but closed today because of the Holiday."
"Everything is shut down." Roark said. "Maybe that's why Commander Troy had us stand down for the weekend."
"Noooo, I think there's more to that." Julia said. "Let's go take a quick look at the crime scene again, in the daytime." They headed over to the crime scene perimeter. Officer Kevin Buchannan was holding the clipboard. "Hey, Kevin, how's Henry doing?" she asked, referring to Buchannan's son.
"That's why I'm working this weekend, and getting the overtime." Buchannan said, but with a wide grin. "I gotta pay for groceries to feed that kid." The Detectives laughed, then he said "Sorry guys, but the Chief and the Commander sent word to not let any Detectives or CSIs in. Just us security people."
"Aw, that's too bad." Julia said. "We were here all last night, and we were hoping to see it in the daylight for just one minute."
"All right, just one minute." Buchannan said. "I won't write your names down, so they won't find out."
"No no no." said Roark. "Write us down. I don't want you to take the hit. I'll take the arrows."
"Let me take those arrows, then." Buchannan said. "But seriously... sixty seconds. That's all."
The Detectives hustled over to the stairs and went up to the landing. Then Roark suggested they try going the route the killer might've took to the access road behind the building.
"That's interesting." Roark said, taking photos with his Police iPhone. "Cooper bled out like crazy, and they should've stepped in his blood. But there's no bloody spots along the sidewalk here to where the trash cans are, and nothing along the sides."
"What do we make of that?" Julia asked.
Roark said "Well, the obvious is that they did not come this way, at least not just the two of them."
"Duh." said Julia. "It's a good thing I'm used to you."
Roark said "What I meant was that... well, there's a couple of possibilities. The first is that there was a second perp, who wasn't on the landing above, and who carried the girl to the truck."
"If there are two perps," Julia asked, "wouldn't the killer still leave a blood trail?"
Roark said "And that's the second possibility... the killer passed the girl off to the second perp, the went his own way... possibly back into the main parking lot up there. And we wouldn't know, because some of our CSIs may have also tracked some blood..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
"I don't think they bought it." I said as I took my normal seat to the Chief's left in the Chief's Conference Room. Tanya took her normal place to the Chief's right, and Jack Muscone sat to her right. Tim Jenkins sat at the other end, the monitor screen behind him, and Cindy sat to my left.
"I'm surprised you even attempted to sell it to them." Cindy said.
I said "Well, there really is little anyone can do unless and until someone spots that Ford Ranger with the camper top, and until we find this woman's identity for sure... which is very unlikely to happen."
"Why is that?" asked Tim Jenkins.
"This is almost a carbon-copy of Katherine McAfee." I said (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice', Ch. 03.) "This girl 'Nat K. Cole' is -there-, but her identity and her life are shrouded in obstructions and obfuscations. We know Katherine's fate -only- because Gil Cox and Gary Fenton were observed burying Sage Garrett's body, and Katherine's body was found nearby." (Author's note: 'Mystery At Mystery Lake'.)
Me: "We also know... well, we have no confirmation, but we -knowwww-... that a woman involved in the Cardinal O'Leery case, who we call Lana, was more recently found east of where the other bodies were, but well within the timeframe where Cox and/or Fenton could've been involved... and the Swamp Frogs and Federal Government were heavily involved in all of that." (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil'.)
Me: "This latest attack has a ton of similarities to McAfee, but Cox and Fenton came over all dead, so we know they are not personally involved in this most recent attack. So whoever did this latest killing attempted to take this 'Nat' girl to that old commune... where Tomoko Shimono was found dead. Mystery Lake, Cox and Fenton's favorite burial grounds, was under Police surveillance. And I surmise that that was a place familiar to this killer."
Me: "Yolanda's program showed that it's likely last night's killer was fit and agile. I agree with that. So who might it be? I'll go out on a limb and say that there are two members of Navy Lieutenant Jeff Bayport's Rogue SEAL Team left... Navy Lieutenant David Carter, and Bayport himself."
Me: "Additionally, Mark Wayne Cooper is involved with a Big Boy Elite company, Energy Dynamics. Maybe he was the target, but it is much, much more likely that -she- was. And that's because her apartment was completely cleaned out of anything that could identify her... save one little traffic citation that was prominently posted where we'd find it. And also because the vehicle she apparently was driving is an Energy Dynamics-owned vehicle."
Me: "Ergo, I think Cooper was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and instead of a nice and possibly romantic evening, he very suddenly was murdered. She was the target, and she is now dead. And to finally answer your question, Tim, about why we won't find out who she is... is because I believe she was a Federal Government Agent working within Energy Dynamics."
Tim Jenkins said "I'll buy that for a dollar. But why kill her, and maybe I should be asking why kill her now?"
I said "Well... what's happened recently that ties in with what I've said to this point?"
After a moment of silence, Cindy said "Oh... Lana's body was found."
"Close." I said. "Verrrrry close. Yes, her body was found... and another body was found at the same time." As the room filled with gasps, I said "We have no idea who the other person was, and we can't get any information at all, especially from Clark Webster. The Feds actually removed the bodies from Chief Evans's jurisdiction without so much as telling her, much less getting warrants to do so."
Me: "And I think the Swamp Frogs at the Intelligence Community level will do whatever it takes to keep us from finding out. And maybe these two cases are not related, but I don't have to be the Green Crowbar to be having this powerful vibe that they are somehow connected."
In the silence that enveloped the room as I finished speaking, I saw Jack Muscone and Tim Jenkins look at each other, Muscone's beady black eyes as wide with shock as I'd ever seen them. Tim looked stunned, also. Tanya and Cindy were looking at each other, with looks of 'Oops, I think he did it again'.
"Agents," said Chief Moynahan, "the Iron Crowbar has given you until Tooos-dayyy to find out what the hell is going on here, and get back to us."
"I'll do what I can." Muscone said. "I've seen enough of the Iron Crowbar over the years to know that he rarely even guesses wrong, and to discount what he says would be pure folly. But I don't know if I can get the answers you need by Tuesday."
I said "Whether you do or not, I'm unleashing my Detectives on Tuesday, and they will be relentless in their pursuit of the solutions to this case and the apprehension of these criminals."
"All right, then." Muscone said. "Chief, Commanders, I'll get back in touch with you as soon as I can. Come on, Tim, let's go. We've got a lot of shit to shovel..."
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Louisiana Lawmaking, Cajun History
Saturday, July 2nd. After breakfast, the Bessemer Cookies van left Lake Charles and got onto Interstate-10 for the two-and-a-half hour drive to Baton Rouge, the Capitol of Louisiana. In the first van, security man Craig was driving and Clarissa Belvedere Esterson was riding shotgun. In the seat behind them, Teresa sat with Beatrice and Eugenia Windham. In the rear seat were Phyllis Troy, Carole Troy, and Marie Steele.
In front of them were Louisiana State Senator Robert 'Bobby' Edwards and his wife Clara Bessemer Edwards, riding in an official State Legislature sedan with a driver/security agent supplied by the State. And in a hybrid-electric Toyota Prius behind the van were Colin and Wendy Esterson. While the others would be touring the State Capitol and the campus of Louisiana State University, the Estersons would be meeting with Progressive Democrats devoted to the cause of Climate Change.
As they drove through the Lafayette area, Carole looked around with great interest. Clarissa noticed and asked "Does Lafayette interest you, Child?"
"Yes ma'am." Carole said. "One of my Daddy's Detectives is from here."
"That's right." said Teresa, also remembering that Detective Kerri Ambrose was from here. "She was in Afghanistan with the 82d Airborne Division, too."
"Impressive." said Clarissa. "Is she a good Detective, Carole?"
"Yes ma'am." replied Carole. "She has to be, to be one of the Iron Crowbar's Detectives."
"And you, Child?" Clarissa asked, her voice bemused.
"I have to meet a higher standrrrrd." Carole replied simply and sincerely. "I'm going to be the next Iron Crowbar... unless Daddy gives it to Aunt Teresa first."
"That will be the day." Teresa replied.
Clarissa was chuckling. "I love your confidence, Child. Don't ever lose that. Beatrice, Genia, you should face Life with the same confidence Carole does."
"Yes ma'am." Beatrice said. "But I don't think being the Iron Crowbar nor a Police Detective is in the cards for me. No offense, Cousin Teresa."
"None taken." said Teresa. "But with a Tulane education, I'm expecting a lot of you in whatever you do...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
They drove right through Baton Rouge to the State Capitol, and thanks to State Senator Edwards's status, they were allowed into a limited-access parking area. As they clambered out of the van, Marie said "Wowww!" as she looked at the 350-foot tall central portion of the Capitol building.
Senator Edwards and his wife Clara came up to the group. "Bobby, where are we going first?" Clarissa asked.
"Let's go to the State Senate Chamber." replied Robert. They were admitted into the building, and went to the Senate side. Going into the chamber, they saw that it was more long and narrow than 'golden rectangle'. The desks were not in a semi-circle like the U.S. Congress and many State legislative chambers, but in rows. The chamber was full of ornate columns around the sides. In front was the bench, made of rich brown woods.
"How many Senators does Louisiana have?" Phyllis asked.
"We have 39 Senators." Eugenia said.
"We have 36 in my State." Carole said.
There were a few other families in the Senate chamber. One boy, who was about 13 years old, went up to the front. Carole said "Come on, Marie!" and took off for the front. Beatrice and Eugenia followed. When they got there, Carole said to the boy "You should sit there, in the middle seat. It's going to be yours when you're the Speaker one day."
"That's my goal." the boy said. They sat down as photos were taken by their families. Carole wrote on the post-it pad at her seat "Carole T., Town & County, Future Iron Crowbar."
After going through the Senate Chamber, Senator Edwards led them into the Hall, the central portion of the Capitol. They took the elevator to the Observation Deck near the top of the building. The kids loved the panoramic view. Phyllis, not so much. She did not get near the fenced edge, but stuck to the side of the building.
"Vertigo." Phyllis said, when Clarissa asked if she were alright. "Heights like that didn't bother me for years, but as I've gotten older, I get dizzy."
"I understand." said Clarissa. "I'm getting that way, too..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the tour of the Capitol, Robert and Clara Edwards stayed behind while everyone else visited the campus of LSU. Considering that Carole and Marie's mothers were college professors, and Carole had also been exposed to (Wildcat School), they were not awed, but they were respectfully interested.
As they drove by Tiger Stadium, Genia said "Tiger Stadium holds 102,000 people. They caused an earthquake once. You have to go to a game to truly understand it."
"I did go to an LSU-Auburn game here, with Carole's dad." Teresa said. (Author's note: 'Big In Japan', Ch. 05) "And yes, it was an awesome experience."
"LSU has 12 SEC Championships in football, too." Genia boasted, taking a mild dig at her older sister.
Beatrice said "And Tennessee has 13, Georgia has 14, and Alabama some 29 or 30." (Author's note: Georgia has 15 now. But who's counting? :-D)
Teresa said "They're not sure because Alabama fans can't count."
"No doubt. How many does Auburn have?" Genia asked.
"Eight." Teresa said.
Carole, sensing Beatrice being miffed said "And Tulane has three SEC football titles, too."
"Nowhere near 12." Genia replied.
Carole said "Be proud of what you've got, sister." Beatrice turned and fist-bumped Carole over the seatback...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Clarissa said "I've arranged for us to attend a low country boil in Lake Charles this evening, with some country music as well as a 'Louisiana Voodoo' show. So what do y'all want to do for lunch, that's not too much?"
"McDonald's!" exclaimed Marie.
"Wendy's!" Carole countered.
"Nooooo." said Eugenia. "Burgersmith is close to Campus, and it's got good burgers, hot dogs, and sandwiches. It's one of the 'in' places with the LSU students, and even Aunt Clarissa will be able to find something she likes."
So they went to Burgersmith. "Good suggestion, Genia." Teresa said as they ate. "My burger is great!"
"Thanks." Genia said.
Teresa: "I've always loved (air quotes) 'greasy spoon' burger joints and good bar food. But only in moderation. Gotta stay in shape. And I'm not sure what my family's health history is, on either side."
"We've been lucky that way." said Clarissa. "Yes, I'm overweight, but I haven't had too many problems with heart disease or diabetes. And Colin, Jenna, Tessa, Dora Clara, and Clara were always healthy. What about your family, Phyllis? We know your son Don is a specimen of a man, but what about the rest of your family?"
Phyllis said "We've been fortunate, as well, for the most part. Elizabeth was healthy, and Todd is a specimen now---"
"Yeah he is." Teresa interjected dreamily.. Everyone laughed.
Phyllis then said "Harvey Eckart and Cindy are both healthy, as far as I know. And my family---" She cut herself off, then said "Well, they were all healthy." She looked over at Carole, and realized that her near-slip had not gotten past the Junior Crowbar; Carole was peering at her grandmother, and not even Phyllis's mental powers had been enough to keep her from being read like an open book...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the sun dipped towards the horizon, two Bessemer vans headed to the open park between Lake Charles and the Belvedere mansion. In the first van were Robert and Clara Edwards, Phyllis Troy, and Beatrice and Eugenia Windham, as well as Charles the Butler driving. In the second van were Craig the Security Guy, Clarissa Belvedere Esterson, Teresa Croyle, Carole Troy, Marie Steele, and Colin and Wendy Esterson.
"Did you have a good day in Baton Rouge?" Teresa asked her cousin Colin, to be polite and start conversation.
"It was productive." Colin said. "My company, the Global Climate Change Trust, is working closely with enlightened elected officials both here and all over the nation to enact laws and administrative policies on behalf of saving the Earth. Today was one of many such meetings."
Wendy said, pride in her voice, "One of our recent successes was to persuade New York officials to outlaw gas stoves and heaters."
Teresa said "Louisiana is a major oil and gas State. Do you expect them to change their policies to their own detriment?"
"Social reforms are slow." Colin Esterson said coldly. "We must be cautious in our approach. But as a starfish slowly but persistently exerts pressure on a clam to eventually open it, we consistently exert steady pressure upon those who oppose us politically to achieve our ultimate aims."
He did not really see Carole peering at him, but Wendy did. "Carole, are they teaching you about Climate Change in your schools?"
"Not really, ma'am." Carole replied adroitly. "I just left fourth grade, and they're too busy teaching us reading, and writing, and math."
Teresa said "Her school is a magnet school. They really don't fool with fringe or political stuff."
Marie said "My mommy is an Astronomy professor. She was even nominated for a Nobel Prize. She says global warming and cooling has more to do with the earth and the sun than anything mankind has ever done."
"The science is settled." said Wendy, a bit more angrily. "Manmade Climate Change is real. And we must take steps to stop the damage the heartless Elites are doing to the people of the world."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Jambalaya and a crawfish pie and fillet gumbo
Cause tonight I'm gonna see my ma cher amio
Pick guitar, fill fruit jar, and be gay-o
Son of a gun, we'll have big fun on the bayou."
---- Hank Williams, Sr., 'Jambalaya (On The Bayou)'
Fortunately, the vans arrived at the Park for the picnic. Everyone disembarked and seated themselves around the long row of tables. There were three other extended families there, all of whom knew Clarissa.
A massive amount of food was brought out and poured onto the paper covering the tables, and everyone eagerly loaded their plates with seafood and veggies. As they ate, Teresa observed members of a country band setting up on the raised platform to play.
"Who's playing?" Teresa asked Clarissa.
"It's a special surprise." Clarissa replied. "And he asked me if he and his band could play for us. Of course I said yes."
As the band members came out and began setting up and tuning their instruments, many people recognized the band's leader. Whether or not Carole recognized him, she unerringly observed the fiddle he'd brought out. As he tuned his guitar, she got up and approached the stage.
"Hello, young lady." he said as she stopped in front of him.
"Hello, sir." Carole replied. "That's a really neat violin."
"Thank you. It was my grandfather's fiddle." the man said, then with a small vibe of his own added "Do you play?"
"Some, sir." she said. "But I've still got lots of learning to do."
The man chuckled, then picked up the fiddle and offered it to her. "Let's see what you've got."
Carole accepted the fiddle and put it under her little chin, then accepted the bow. She began playing the most basic melody of Hank Williams Sr.'s Your Cheatin' Heart. She quickly had the attention of everyone, band and audience alike: she was playing it perfectly.
The band leader began playing his guitar in harmony with her, and one by one the other band members joined in. No one sang any words, but many at the tables began to clap in rhythm. When the song was done, everyone applauded.
"Thank you for letting me play your grandfather's fiddle, sir." Carole said politely as she handed the fiddle back to its owner.
"My pleasure, young lady." the man said. "You played it very well. You keep it up, okay?"
"Yes sir, I will." Carole promised. She went back to her seat and fist-bumped Marie as the band began their show.
After several songs, the band leader went up to Clarissa. "Hello, Mama Clarissa. Is that young prodigy part of your family?"
"Extended family." Clarissa said. "She's my niece's cousin-in-law. And speaking of my niece, this is her: may I present Teresa Croyle?" She indicated Teresa as she spoke.
"It's an honor to meet you, ma'am." he said, touching his hat in greeting. "I've heard about the work you're doing with those sick kids. I'd like to make a contribution to your fund." He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper and handed it to her. "Just please keep it anonymous."
Teresa was stunned, but quickly recovered and thanked him profusely. The amount in the mid-six-sfigures was breathtaking enough, but it was the signature of the donor that surprised her even more:
"Hank Williams III"
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As darkness enveloped the land, Tiki torches were lit, and a moment later drums began playing. A group of Voodoo worshippers, most of them wearing white, danced their way into the open space around the stage. Then the woman that was the group's leader began explaining the ritual ceremony they were performing.
"There are four phases to a Voodoo ritual, all identifiable by the song being sung: preparation, invocation, possession, and farewell." she said. "The songs are used to open the gate between the deities and the human world and invite the spirits to possess someone." She went on to explain the rituals in more detail as they were being performed.
Sometimes the dancers came close to the people watching, but not too close... with one exception. The woman leading the dancing kept looking over in Carole's direction, enough to get Teresa's attention, and concern. But Carole herself whispered "It's okay, Aunt Trresa."
A few moments later the woman danced up to them. "You have a very powerful spirit, Child." she said. "You must promise to use your power wisely, and only for good."
"I will." Carole said agreeably. The woman nodded, then began calling in the deities...
Part 6 - July 4th, North and South
Monday, July 4th. It was overcast in the morning. and it felt very muggy at the beginning of the Town & County Triathlon. Fortunately, the first part of the race was the swim, so the participants were in the water.
Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross rode with me in my Police SUV. I'd tried to get Laura to take the day off, but she said she could get a lot of paperwork done. She did agree to stop work by 4:00pm and go to the picnic and fireworks show at the Fairgrounds, and she knew I'd hold her to that.
Former champion Todd Burke started the race. I was pleased with the number of entries. Threats of protests and boycotts by people who think Independence Day should be renamed 'White Slaveholders Day' did not deter participation nor spectating.
"Lets go check out the Wheelchair Race." I said to Cindy. We matriculated our way into Town and parked at Police Headquarters, then walked along Courthouse Square to the starting location. I heard the starting gun fire up ahead.
"Our most entries ever!" gushed Tanya P. Muscone as we came up to her.
"Congratulations!" I said. 'Who started the race?"
"Edna Carter." Tanya said. "It'll be good for her campaign, too."
"Yes, it will." Cindy agreed.
"We had a lot of professional and near-professional racers enter." Tanya said. "There are no cash prizes, so I'm not sure why the high-level interest."
"It's getting prestigious." Cindy said. "Especially with all the proceeds going to Teresa's sick kids."
I added "I know some of them are using it as a tune-up for some upcoming pro races. But yes, the prestige and name recognition of this event is growing..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The University Army ROTC team won the Triathlon, and beginning with the swim they had obliterated the competition. I had been told that they were Freshmen, but when I saw them at the Finish Line I thought they looked much older than teenagers.
"The winners wanted to meet you, Commander Troy." said Alison McFarland as she brought them up to me and Cindy. They saluted me and I returned it, then shook their hands and introduced Cindy.
"So you're representing the University's Army ROTC," I said, making observations, "but that's the Navy SEALs insignia on your shirts."
"Yes sir." one of them said. "We were given the opportunity to go to college if we entered the ROTC program. They don't have Navy ROTC here, so we got in the Army ROTC program."
"What are you majoring in?" Cindy asked.
"Uh, Psychology." he answered.
"My wife's favorite." I said.
The other one nodded, then added: "And we report to Airborne School next week. Any advice for us, sir?" He'd observed the wings affixed to my Tilley hat.
"Just to keep your feet and knees together." I said as Cindy tried not to scowl and largely succeeded. "Good luck to you." We shook hands with them again, and Alison led them towards the podium for the medal ceremonies.
"They're Navy SEALs, but they're going to Airborne School?" Cindy asked. "Department of Redundancy Department, there?"
I replied "The only explanation I can think of is that they're going to Army Special Forces advanced training after they graduate, and that would require them to be Airborne qualified. Ditto that for Psyops training with 1st SOCOM, if what they're majoring in is a clue. And besides," I added with a grin, "who would pass up the chance to jump out of perfectly good aircraft while in flight... present company included?"
"Hardee har har." Cindy retorted as a green crowbar was waved in my general direction. "But seriously... that's a hell of a lot of money being spent on their training. What would they be expected to do with all that?"
"CIA work." I replied. "They might go in somewhere by land or sea with a Green Beret or SEAL team, but would have (air quotes) 'additional duties' as part of their mission. But again, that's just speculating---"
"Don?" I heard Cindy's voice call as if from a distance. I realized I had stopped dead in my tracks, and was in a full-blown reverie. "What is it?"
"Uhhhh." I said as I came out of it. Seeing her staring at me, I said "I just thought of something that may explain Mark Cooper and Nat Cole's deaths..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As everyone else got ready to go to the Lake Charles fireworks show, Teresa was 'invited' into her Aunt Clarissa's drawing room. Only Phyllis Troy was in the room with them.
"Teresa, we need your help with something." Clarissa said, keeping her voice quiet.
"Sure." Teresa said. 'What is it?"
Clarissa said "We need you to help keep Carole awake today. Don't let her go to sleep, not even for a minute."
"O-kayyyy." Teresa said uncertainly. "May I ask why?"
"Yes, you may." Clarissa said. 'When we get back from the fireworks show tonight, I am going to talk with her. I need her exhausted and sleep-deprived for that conversation."
"I don't understand." Teresa said, this time more skeptically.



Phyllis said "You will tonight. You will be here to hear it; in fact, it's very important that you do. Trust me, Teresa, your Aunt Clarissa has very good reasons for what she is doing."
"Okay, then." Teresa said. "You'll have one sleep-deprived, ornery eight-year-old with the will of an Iron Crowbar on your hands..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As the afternoon turned to early evening, many people poured into the Town & County Fairgrounds for the Picnic and Fireworks Show. Blankets or tarps were placed on the ground to claim space, and some put out folding chairs to sit on.
Clan Troy was on the western side, not far from the River, facing east and observing the crowds. Tasha had planted herself next to me on my right side. To our right were Laura and Jim, then Ross, Molly, and Ian. Paula and Michael McGill were among the mostly Republican politicians and candidates mixing and mingling with the People. I also saw Edna Carter, Katina Jones, and Patricia Chang.
I had not failed to notice that Tasha had all but forced herself into position next to me, and seemed very happy as we talked about the history of July 4th. Jim dropped the truth bomb when he conspiratorially whispered to me "Tasha's happy because she doesn't have to compete with Carole for your attention." Hmmm, that explained a few thing, I thought to myself.
Alas, things didn't stay that way. Cindy, Callie, and Tim Jenkins came up with Betsy and Ben, and I invited them to join us. As they spread their blankets to my left, Betsy came right up to me and said "Uncle Don, can I give you a hug?"
"Sure!" I said, and Betsy and I gave each other biiiig hugs. I noticed that Tasha had 'misplaced' her normal happy, beautiful smile. As Betsy planted herself on my left side, I said "What's the matter, Tasha?"
"Since Carole's not here, I wanted you all to myself." Tasha pouted, confirming Jim's astute analysis.
"Now, now." I admonished, putting my arm around her shoulders in a hug. "Don't be selfish or jealous. After all, you are my Little Bundle of Love, and you always will be, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy." Tasha said, and hugged me back.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As darkness enveloped the land, offset by the artificial lighting of The Fairgrounds, everyone found places to be, and settled in for the upcoming fireworks show. Sheriff Griswold ambled over, and the boys rushed to have him sit with them.
Some people had walked over to greet us. TCPD Detective Joan Laurer and Pottsville PD Lieutenant Shane O'Brady had said hello, but I was most surprised when Detective Kerri Ambrose came up with DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts.
"I didn't know they were dating." Cindy said as the couple went about their way.
"Neither did I." said Tim Jenkins.
"I'm not sure they're in a full-blown relationship yet." I said musingly. "But time will tell on that."
"Good turnout tonight." Cindy said to me a few minutes later as we surveyed the crowds with practiced eyes. Then she noticed that I was staring at something off to our left, where the tables set up to serve hotdogs were. And the felt the vibe I was giving off.
"I'm getting a huge vibe from you." my cousin said. "What is it?"
"Over there. Daniel and Melina." I said, nodding towards Mayor and Mrs. Allgood. They were talking to a man about their (and my) age. He had brown 'naturally curly' hair, and he was well-built like a former football player and fitness guru. Daniel was acting deferential towards him, and Melina was laying her most flirtatious 'come hither' look upon him.
"Who is that they're talking to?" Cindy asked.
"Bob Gold." I said. "He's the owner of Gold & Partners. And I strongly suspect he's connected... to the 'Smooth White Boys' gang..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Lake Charles fireworks show had been a great success, and now the Belvedere Clan and Friends were on their way back home. Marie Steele was dozing off, but Carole was wide awake. And while she sounded tired, she did not seem to mind talking with Teresa about the things she'd seen and learned about in Louisiana.
When they got home, the adults had adult beverage nightcaps and the kids had chocolate milk. Teresa and Phyllis again had no problems keeping Carole awake. Phyllis said to Clarissa "She's getting tired, but she's fighting it. When she was a baby, she fought like hell to stay awake. She didn't want to miss a thing."
"Good." Clarissa said. "Let's get started." With that, she announced bedtime. Everyone went to their rooms, not noticing that she, Phyllis, and Teresa lingered behind, then went to the drawing room.
Clarissa asked Teresa to fetch Carole. The Iron Wolf barely made it out of the room and into the hallway before seeing the Junior Crowbar coming up to her.
"Is Aunt Clarissa ready for me?" Carole asked. When Teresa started, blinking hard, Carole said "I stayed awake because she wanted me to."
"Just like your daddy... nothing gets past you." Teresa said, barely succeeding in not breaking out laughing. Carole smiled, pleased with that compliment.
In the drawing room, Teresa guarded the door and watched and listened as Carole was bidden to sit across from Clarissa, with Phyllis between them to her granddaughter's right side, concentrating her own full mental power upon Carole.
"Thank you for talking with me, Child." Clarissa said. "I just have a few questions for you, and then you can go to bed and get some sleep. What you tell me will be very important, so please tell me the full truth, no matter how good or bad it is, okay?"
"Yes ma'am." Carole said respectfully.
"Tell me what you think of Colin and Wendy." Clarissa said.
Carole said with no hesitation: "They love money. Other people's money. It's all Colin thinks about: how to get people to give him money. "
"For Climate Change?" Clarissa asked.
"He doesn't really care about all that stuff." Carole said. "He just says it so people who do believe in it will give him money. And he doesn't care if it's legal or if he has to threaten anyone to make them pay him."
"And Wendy?"
"She does believe in Climate Change." Carole replied. "It's like a religion to her. And she totally hates anyone who doesn't believe in it. She hates Senator Bobby and Treesa's cousin Clara very much. She wishes they were dead."
"Do they wish I was dead?" Clarissa asked. Teresa's eyes widened in shock at the question, but Carole was unfazed.
"Not really." Carole replied. 'They do want your money. But Colin is too much of a coward to want to physically harm you or anyone else. Wendy wants you to give all your money to Climate Change, so she's trying to get you to change your will. If you did, she might try to do something bad."
"What about Robert and Clara?" Clarissa asked. "What do you think of them?"
"They're really bad." Carole said, emphasis cutting through the tiredness in her voice. "Robert is a creep. He's the kind of guy my mommy says to never let touch me or take photos of me. He's a dirty politician, too. He takes bribes."
"Nothing new under the sun there." Clarissa said. 'What about Clara?"
"She's the worst of all." Carole said. "She pretends to be nice and sweet, but she's hoping to find a way to get control of the inheritance you leave, and before Beatrice and Genia get too old. If anyone will try to kill you for your money, it would be her. But she won't try. She's scared of Aunt Treesa... and my daddy..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At The Cabin we herded the human cats, i.e. the kids, to bed. Afterwards, I asked Laura and Molly to join me for a nightcap. We settled onto the sofas in the greatroom with our Amaretto drinks.
"I think I have an idea of why Mark Cooper and the girl we're calling Nat Cole were killed." I said. "There is an Energy Dynamics connection, a CIA connection, a possible White Supremacy connection, and it may tie in to the other body they recently found at Mystery Lake."
"As someone in here is so fond of saying," Molly quipped, "don't keep us in suspense." Laura chuckled as she sipped her drink.
"Touché." I said with a smile... which disappeared as I started: "It goes like this. Some years ago, Laura, your assistant Gayle Roberts infiltrated DataDynamics, and the Swamp Frogs sent May Cialis to infiltrate several companies, including Zion Dynamics and BOW Enterprises." (Author's note: 'The Swap' for Gayle Roberts; 'Moonlight Shadow' for May Cialis.) "I'm wondering if either of them might've been sent to Energy Dynamics."
Laura said "Gosh, I haven't talked with Gayle in ages. In fact, I've slowly lost touch with her since she moved out to California. As to May Cialis, I haven't heard a word about her since she was extradited out of your paws and into the Feds's hands. I take it you want me to check up on them?"
I said "You might give Gayle a friendly call, just to say hello and catch up on things. As to May, I'd rather have my Mighty Miltons check via (air quotes) 'quiet' backchannels on her, so as not to arouse any Fed interests or suspicions."
Molly said "I'm generally following where you're going with this, and I have one question: you know both of those women. Wouldn't it be risky to send either one back here, when you would see and recognize her?"
"Gayle would be much less of a risk," Laura added, "but I agree with the premise of the question."
I replied: "Back when Energy Dynamics was doing a lot more at their Rivers County facility, it wouldn't be as risky for either to go down there. And one reason for the risk, at least as far as Gayle is concerned, is familiarity with the terrain. In any case, I'm just theorizing with very little data."
"Oh, you would never do tha-at. Laura said witheringly.
"Just wait until you hear whose DNA profile I told Martha the M.E. to check against the semen sample found on Nat K. Cole's body." I cryptically replied...
Part 7 - Back To Business
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Tuesday, July 5th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "Black activists and political candidates rage against White July 4th celebrations during peaceful protests at MLK Park!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Among the many complaints by the activists is that not a single White candidate came to the rally to hear their---"
CLICK!
"If any of you want to listen to that filth," growled Our Sheriff after expertly using the remote to turn off the monitor, "you can find another TV set. I'm sick and tired of 'em."
"Meeeeee, too, as Carole would say." I said agreeably.
"I'm just here for the coffee." NCPD Chief Molly Evans said.
"Why are you here, drinking up our coffee?" her sister, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, asked just a wee bit snarkily.
"To kick my little sister's butt all the way to Canada and back." Molly said without skipping a beat. As Cindy gave her a look that could kill, Molly said "All kidding aside, I want to be at the meeting about the murders here and the bodies found in my county. So I just came straight over rather than drive to Hillside and back."
"Glad to have you." I said. "With Teresa and Paulina not here, there's plenty of coffee to go around. But Captain Michaels and Team Teddy went to exercise the warrant at the Garden Spot Apartments when they open at 8:00am, and we won't meet until they get back."
"And I'm going to join them in serving that warrant in a few minutes." Cindy said. "Just to have a Sheriff's Department presence there."
"Cool beans." Molly said. "Will our Federal friends be here?"
"What few we havvvve." drawled TCPD Chief Sean Moynahan, making the Sheriff and me chuckle.
"Ted Jenkins will be here." Cindy said.
"Jack will be here when I call him and tell him you're ready for him." said TCPD Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, referring to her husband, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone.
"What about Clark Webster?" Molly asked incisively.
"Ohhh, I think he will be here." I said, then added cryptically. "Especially when he finds out what I've been inquiring about..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Captain Michaels and her team did not come in until nearly 10:00am, and she had a very aggravated face when she came to my office. Cindy was right behind her.
"Get some coffee before you sit down." I said. "You look like you really need some."
"Thank you, sir." Claire said, pouring a cup then sitting down in the near-side hot chair as Cindy sat in the far-side hot chair. "They were completely uncooperative." she said angrily. "I had to threaten everyone in the front office with arrest for Obstruction."
"Start at the beginning." I suggested.
Claire composed herself, then said "We didn't let them see us waiting for them, and it's a good thing: two women, who were employees, were looking around furtively before entering. The office opens at 8:00am and it was already 8:15."
"So we converged on the office, and the door was locked." Claire continued. "When we banged on the door, one girl came up, then realized it was the Police. She said they weren't open yet, and I banged on the door again and held up the search warrant. She just turned and walked away."
Cindy said "About that time I got there. I did crowbar things with my crowbar and jimmied the door open. To make a long story short, the two women inside said they did not have access to the security video, that only the Manager did."
She indicated for Claire to pick it up from there, and Claire did so: "I told them to call the Manager, and they tried saying he'd be there in just a few minutes. I told them to call him immediately or give me his number. At first they refused, and I threatened to arrest them on the spot. So one of them called the Manager and I took the phone out of her hand, identified myself and my Office, and told him he had five minutes to be in my presence or I would arrest his staff and put out an arrest warrant for him."
"And you were sure it was him?" I asked, almost musingly.
"Yes." said Cindy. "I could tell the girl making the call was scared to death, and that she wasn't trying to be crafty or deceptive. So I nodded to Claire and she took that excellent action step."
"Yes, excellent, in-deeed." I enthusiastically agreed. "Keep going."
Claire: "The Manager walked in seven minutes later. At first he was belligerent, but Commander Ross changed his attitude by poking her crowbar into his chest."
"Crowbars are beautiful things." I said. Cindy nodded most very vigorously in agreement. I said "So what stunt did the Manager try next?"
Claire replied "He said that only their hired security firm could access the tapes and give them to us. I told him he had 20 minutes to have them in my hands, It was 40 minutes later, but the security guy showed up. Guess what? The room with the tapes? Next to the Manager's office! And then the security guy has the gall to tell me the videocassettes are taped over every 24 hours, and we should've contacted him on Saturday!"
"Don't worry about it. I strongly suspect that it wouldn't have done any good if you had." I said. Claire peered at me as I asked "What did you do next?"
"I confiscated every cassette tape, every last one." Claire said. "I also confiscated their two computer servers, just to make sure."
"Probably exceeding the warrant, but at this point I don't care." I said. "Good work. Get the tapes to Myron Milton and the servers to Mary Milton pronto! See what they can get off of them."
"I already have, sir." Claire said. I told her to assemble her Detectives in Classroom 'E'...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Tuesday, July 5th. We convened for the meeting in Classroom 'E'. Present were: Sheriff Griswold, Chief Moynahan, NCPD Chief Evans, Your Iron Crowbar, Your Green Crowbar, Deputy Chief Muscone, Captain Michaels, Lieutenants Parker, Washington, and (Mary) Milton, and Detectives Rodriguez, Coleman, Ambrose, and Laurer."
"It's your meeting, Mr. Crowbarrr." drawled the Chief.
"Thank you, sir." I said. "Before I ask Deputy Chief Muscone to call in the Federalés, let's talk amongst ourselves. Father Romano says that confession is good for the soul, so this is your one and only chance at redemption: who worked on the case over the Holiday weekend in spite of me telling you not to?"
There was a moment of silence. "Oh come on. Really? Everyone followed my instruction? I'm impressed." I said, skepticism in my voice. Claire Michaels was peering at me again as I looked around the room.
Julia Rodriguez finally said "Sir, I didn't work on the Cooper-Cole case, but I did look at your previous case involving Energy Dynamics, the David Collins-Roy Chen case." (Author's note: 'Eyes Only')
"And what did you learn?" I asked.
"Only this question." Julia said. "Sir, what IS it about you and nuclear bombs?"
Everyone broke out laughing. I shrugged my shoulders and said "I dunno, but at least I haven't been blown up by one yet."
"Yes sir." Julia said. "All kidding aside, sir, it was a Consultant of Crime case, like many others, and we do know what it was with you and him."
Cindy said "I am sooooo glad that man is dead."
"You're glad!" I sardonically retorted. Everyone erupted in laughter again.
I said "All kidding aside, Energy Dynamics does play an important role in all this, so you're not only forgiven, but kudos to you for reading up on that case. Okay, who's next?"
Roark Coleman said "Sir, I've been continuing to work on the Luna-Huntington case, and that led me to look into Bob Gold of the Gold & Partners Group."
"O-kayyy." I said. "Tell me about him... like where he went to school, and what Fraternity he was in--- the Taus or the Kappas."
"Yes sir." Roark said. "He grew up in Rock Mills, which is in the rural southeast part of the State, and he was a high school football star and the BMOC there. A few small colleges offered him scholarships, but he didn't take any of them; instead, he enrolled at the University here and walked on to the football team. But he pretty much wasn't good enough for even the scout team. After two years here, he transferred to State Tech, and graduated from there."
Roark: "As to Fraternities, he was in the Tau Fraternity while he was here. State Tech doesn't have a Tau chapter---"
"Neither do we, anymore!" Cindy interjected. (Author's note: 'Unresolved')
"Yes ma'am, and I'll touch on that in a moment." said Roark. "So Bob Gold pretty much dropped the Taus when he transferred. And the only time he was ever arrested was while he was enrolled at State Tech, at a party hosted by the City University chapter of the Kappas. He was charged with Disorderly Conduct, and paid a $100 fine. So Commander Troy is right about those two Fraternities."
"Good asskissing skills, Mister Roark." growled Sheriff Griswold, making everyone chuckle.
"Yes sir." said Roark. "I also looked up the Tau and Kappa fraternities. The Kappas have a history of being the 'Confederacy Legacy' fraternity. They are out of favor, possibly for their failure to enthusiastically embrace DEI at the University, but they keep their heads down and normally don't make or get into trouble."
"And the Taus?" I asked incisively.
Roark: "They like to think of themselves as the Fraternity of the future Establishment Elites. I read your case of the murders of Stephen Henry and Wendy Withers, as well as the Peter Blassingame trial, but I saw nothing related to Bob Gold." (Author's note: 'Unresolved'; 'Vox Populi Vox Dei')
"No, but what you did read was very educational. Good report. You are absolved." I said. I then made a large sign of the Cross and intoned "My fatherrrr can beat your fatherrrr at dommmm-i-nooooossss." More laughter.



I then said "And Team Theo visited the Town & County office of Energy Dynamics this morning?"
"Yes sir," said Theo Washington, "but it was 'Team Chief Moynahan' today."
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "Yezzz, I got in a little field work today. Thought I might be needed for my security clearance, but it turned out not to be the case."
Cindy said "Tim (Jenkins) and Kevin Pitts went with them, as well, and for the same reason: security clearances. Why don't we get them in here before Theo gives his report."
"Good idea." I said. "All right, Tanya, call in the Feds. Make sure they bring in Clark Webster."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
A few minutes later FBI Agent Tim Jenkins and DEA Agent Kevin Pitts came in and took seats at the table.
"I was in Town, and I saw a lot of you at the Picnic yesterday." said Kevin Pitts. "So I tagged along with Tim just to get the scoop firsthand."
"Ditto for me." said Tim Jenkins.
"Ditto?" Cindy said. "You trying to be Rush Limbaugh or something?"
"You mean the great Rush Limbaugh?" I fired back. Seeing Cindy roll her eyes, I said "After all, he received the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Do you have one of those? I sure don't."
"But you're goinggg toooo." Cindy said in a sing-song voice. Then she looked around the room and said "What? Carole said he will."
I said "I am beginning to a-greee with her mother that Carole talks just a little too much at times. O-kayyy, before we bore the Chief and the Sheriff, let's continue. Theo, whaddya got?"
Theo said "First of all, the girl was known to them as Natasha Kay Collier. But get this: she worked in the Personnel & Records Department. And nothing particularly exciting, there: she was basically a file clerk."
"Don't let my wife hear you call P&R work unexciting." said Teddy Parker, referring to Captain Janice Holloway Parker of TCPD Personnel & Records. "You'll be very excited when your paycheck doesn't show up in your account."
"Touché, as Commander Troy would say." said Theo, exhibiting his movie-star-handsome grin. "But I meant as far as we're concerned, and possible motives for her kidnapping and murder."
"Don't be too sure of that." I said. "Keep going."
"Yes sir." Theo said, then continued: "She was hired in mid-May, sent by the hiring agency the company normally used, which is known for better-than-normal vetting procedures. So she already had FOUO (For Official Use Only) access to files, and her SECRET clearance paperwork had been submitted and was in the process of being approved. Joan, pick it up from here."
Joan Laurer said "Yes sir. We were talking with her supervisor, a middle-aged woman that had been with the company for years. I told her that we all had security clearances, and we were not looking for any details of any classified information. Then I asked what Natasha's duties were, and what sensitive information she might come across."
Joan: "She said that while some of the names of the scientists may be classified, and many name associations with some projects are, for the most part there was nothing highly sensitive that Natasha would've seen. I asked her about friends and what Natasha's co-workers thought of her, and she said Natasha had not made any close friendships in the short time she was employed there, but everyone seemed to like her fairly well."
Joan: I asked about boyfriends and dating, and she said Natasha had not mentioned having a boyfriend or dating anyone. Then I asked to talk with her co-workers, and that's when she got suspicious and began asking if Natasha was okay. I told her that Natasha's name had come up in an investigation, but that only made things worse."
Theo: "She wouldn't answer any more questions, so I ended up telling her Natasha had been found dead over the weekend. She promptly went into the cubicle farm room and loudly announced that Natasha was dead and that the Police wanted to talk to all of them."
"Mmmf." I said. "That's tough, but it happens. Did y'all talk to the others?"
"Yes sir." said Joan. "There were four of them in Natasha's group. I asked the same basic questions, and their answers were the same: nice girl but reserved and not talkative, no close friendships, no boyfriends that they knew of.. At the end I asked each one if Natasha had a date that weekend. They all said some equivalent of not to their knowledge."
"Okay." I said. "That's good information. You did well. Okay, what about Mark Wayne Cooper?"
Chief Moynahan spoke up: "I interviewed his boss, while Mr. Jenkins and Mr. Pitts talked to his co-workers. The supervisor said that Mark was a (air quotes) 'typical engineer'... a bit nerdy, did his assigned tasks well. He was quiet, but everyone with the company was taught to not discuss work, and most did not talk about personal matters, either."
Chief Moynahan: "He was not working on any specific classified or sensitive projects, but was assigned to the basic power systems. The supervisor explained it like this: there are hundreds of different car models, but most of them work on the same car battery. There are many devices that use the same AA batteries. Young Cooper worked on the basic universal power systems and applying them to work with various projects."
Moynahan: "The supervisor allowed me to look through Cooper's desk, which was tidy and orderly. I did notice that he had a number of books on fluid dynamics on his bookshelf. Lots of partial derivatives and stuff that Mr. Crowbar likes to read for fun..." Everyone laughed as Mr. Crowbar shook his head vigorously in disagreement.
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief. "Anyhooo, the supervisor only got suspicious when I asked if he knew of any reason that anyone would want to harm Mr. Cooper. He said he thought we were here about a possible security clearance upgrade, then asked if something had happened to Mr. Cooper, and that the company would need to know, for security reasons. So I told him, and asked him not to say anything until we were finished questioning his colleagues. And that's really all I have."
"Good report, Chief." I said. "You may have a future with this Police Department. Especially if your Fluid Dynamics career doesn't pan out."
"The only fluid dynamics I know," retorted the Chief, "are the hydraulics on my helicopters. And I only know that because 'zero' is a bad, bad num-berrrr. Tim, Kevin, either of you have anything?"
"No, Chief." said Tim Jenkins. "We talked to his co-workers. He attended company social events, and usually parties to which he was invited. But he never brought a date, and never mentioned any girlfriends nor dating relationships." Kevin Pitts nodded in agreement.
At that moment, there was a hurried knock on the door, followed by that door flying open and Martha the M.E. flying into the room. "How do you do it, Commander?" she exclaimed in my direction.
"So I was right?" I asked. "The early markers matched?"
"Early markers, hell!" Martha said, faintly shocking everyone with her potty-mouth language. "After you gave me the name, I ran it and got an exact match... to the tune of one in three billion!"
"And whooo is this perfect match?" asked Chief Moynahan, looking at me. I looked at Roark Coleman.
"Mr. Roark," I asked, "would you like a shot... at the title?" All eyes were on him as he thought about it. And then it hit him.
"You mean..." he gasped "...the guy who turned State's Evidence, and testified against the Taus?"
"Yep, that's him." I said. "Martha?"
Martha said. "Yes, that's right, and that was who you told me to look at... Jesse Smallwood..."
To be continued.
Dear Readers, between this story and previous stories in the Iron Crowbar series, you should have all the cluuues that has led Commander Troy to his answers. So what's going on here? The solution(s) and the exciting conclusion will be coming up in the next chapter
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Part 8 - The Party Never Stops...
"Smallwood?!" Cindy exclaimed. "For sure?"
"Yes ma'am." said Martha. "The same certainty with which the DNA around Nicole Brown Simpson was matched to her ex-husband, though he was acquitted anyway."
"If the condom don't fit, you must acquit." Cindy said, then added "What I meant was: Isn't he in prison? Or Witness Protection?"
"Nope. Not anymore." I said. "Father, forgive me for I have sinned: I disobeyed my own edict, and looked it up this weekend---"
"Say a thousand Hail Marys and beg forgiveness for your hideous sinnzzzz." intoned Chief Moynahan, making everyone laugh. Then he said "But what did you fiiiinddd?"
"That Jesse Smallwood is as dumb as a box of rocks, and I apologize to the box of rocks for the insult to them." I replied.
"We knew that already." Cindy said witheringly. "But how did you get onto him to the point to have Martha check his DNA, and be right?"
I said "Well, I confirmed this weekend what I learned before. First let me give some background, to catch everyone up. Jesse Smallwood is the guy who turned State's Evidence and testified against Peter Blassingame in the Henry-Withers double murder case, which has Blassingame on Death Row. In exchange, Jesse got a plea deal, in my opinion a very generous plea deal of a 10-year sentence, but suspended, followed by 20 years probation." (Author's note: 'Unresolved', Ch.04)
Me: "He also got Witness Protection, as did his parents. Edward Blassingame, Peter's father, tried every trick in the book, legal and otherwise, to spirit Peter out of the State's custody, both here in our County Jail and Jacksonville State Prison. Peter's appeals are running out; he's due to be executed soon. And Edward's hatred of Jesse Smallwood is immeasurable, matched only by his hatred of me."
Me: "And so is the hatred of the Taus and the Pi Omegas for Sma;llwood. Smallwood's testimony put a lot of them in prison, and they absolutely consider him to be a traitor. His life is not worth a cup of warm spit if they get ahold of him. I've long known this, of course, and while I don't feel any obligation to help him or protect him... quite the opposite, in fact... I do have a problem with people who try to commit murder in my County, and I have a special loathing for Peter Blassingame and his father Edward. So I've been glancing in Smallwood's direction every so often."
Me: "Soooo, when I learned of Bob Gold's associations with the Taus and Kappas, when his name came up as we investigated the Sandstone-Gerard and then the Huntington-Luna crimes (Author's note: 'Sausage And The Law'.), I did a spot check to see what Jesse Smallwood was doing. I was able to, seeing that he's technically on parole in this County for the next 30 years. At that time he was still in Witness Protection, working for the Railroad somewhere out West."
Me: "When Gold's name popped up more recently, I again checked Smallwood's name... and got some surprising results. First, he had left Witness Protection, and he actually reported to his Parole Officer via telephone, saying he was living with friends in Coltrane County. All technically legit to that point."
Me: "But then, things started getting sideways. They checked the address he reported to be at. It was an apartment just south of the Town & County Line. They went inside, which they can do because the parolee has no rights. There were belongings there, some mail with his name and that address. But he was never there himself, not even at 3:00am when they went in on a surprise inspection."
Me: "He did show up and met them there when they called him to demand it, and he's met every check-in, so far. Their only problem was verifying how he was making green dollar bills. He said he was doing odd jobs for cash, no names nor questions asked. Just a little too clean, n'est pas? Long story short---"
"Too late." Cindy Ross and Sheriff Griswold interjected quickly and simultaneously.
I made a 'not amused' face, then said "Bottom line: I knew he was out there, in the area, and getting paid in cash on the sly. With that data, I simply suggested the name to Martha, and it turned out to be a match."
"No holding the red crowbar today!" Julia Rodriguez said with a grin, making everyone laugh. "But... wow, do you really keep up with all the people in all your past cases like that, sir?"
"Many of them, yes." I replied. "And that's a good point, and a teachable moment. All of you should keep tabs on people you bust, and any others, that might want revenge and would be a threat to you. Get to know the POs (parole officers), give them tips and you'll get tips from them, and so on. In this case, because the Taus and the Blassingames are a threat to me and mine, I watch them like a hawk."
Cindy was shaking her platinum blonde head. She said "I just don't understand why Smallwood would do this. Rape, murder in some degree, and at best for him, his suspended sentence is ovah. Why would he do this to himself?"
"And we're back to 'dumb as a box of rocks'." said Julia Rodriguez. Everyone laughed.
"True, but let's parse it." I replied. "He may be using the same logic he was using at the time he took the plea deal. We had him dead to rights as being in that car when Henry and Withers were murdered. He was facing life in prison, and you know what happens to rapists in prison. So he makes the plea deal. He testifies against his fellow Taus, probably not really thinking about the hatred for him and the potential threats to him that would result."
Me: "But Witness Protection is rarely a really good life. Here was a guy, hobnobbing with future Elitists, setting up his own political career with the dinners, the influence, and all that money swirling around. So I think one of three things happened: one, he calculated he could safely come out of Witness Protection, get right with his PO, and try to make money; two, Witness Protection became unsafe for him, so he abandoned it..."
Me: "... and third, someone found him, offered him a way to make a lot more money than he had been making, and he took it. And yes, that brings us back to insulting our poor box of rocks... because I believe it was a trap to smoke him out. And it worked."
Understanding began spreading through everyone's minds. "That actually explains a lot." Cindy said. "Especially using petroleum jelly as a lubricant; it was given to him that way."
"Yep." I said. "And that's why I'm not really concerned that he might disappear, because he'll be cajoled or forced to stay in place. But he's also in danger, so now that Martha has confirmed that he's committed a crime, we need two warrants for Smallwood: one for the parole violation, the other for the rape and suspicion of murder charge."
"Coming right up, sir." Lieutenant Mary Milton said as she typed on her laptop.
"Okay, Tanya, lets get Jack Muscone and Clark Webster on in here." I said.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Just a few moments later, FBI Special Agents in Charge Clark Webster and Jack Muscone came in. There was no physical contact, but it felt like Muscone was pushing Webster into the room. They sat down on the far side of the table, facing me and Cindy.
"So, Mr. Webster." Chief Molly Evans said. "Do I need to call the Nextdoor County City Attorney?"
"That's the least of Mr. Webster's problems right now. Isn't that right Mr. Webster?" I said, no one the wiser that this was a carefully scripted repartée between Molly and myself.
"As much as you don't want to be here," I said, "it was more important for you to come in and see just how much I know, so you and the FBI Brass in Washington can cover up the story. Well, allow me to disabuse you of any hope on that score: I know everything."
When Webster just looked blankly at me, I said "I know that something happened at the secret Energy Dynamics facility in
Rivers County sometime last year. Something that caused the seismograph at the nuclear power plant to register a small earthquake." (Author's note: And you thought I mentioned the LSU-Auburn earthquake game just for the heck of it? No, dear Readers, it was a cluuuue...)
Me: "It may have been an accident, or maybe caused on purpose as an act of sabotage. Either way, after that incident, Energy Dynamics quietly shut down almost all of their projects there and moved them to their front offices in the Town & County, leaving only the most secret and most dangerous projects in Rivers County. And they've been trying even harder to cover up and keep secret the death that occurred in that disaster."
I continued: "One of the two bodies recently found in Nextdoor County, which you Feds plain stole from Nextdoor County's jurisdiction, was Lana Lane, who met with Geiger and Madden on the day Madden was murdered." (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 01-02) "The other body... is the person who died in the Energy Dynamics explosion!"
There were gasps in the room... some at my deduction, and some at the look on Clark Webster's face: he did not look surprised, but utterly defeated. Finally, he said "If you know all that, then you know the accident was classified by the Military---"
"Stoppit. Don't even try." I said. "It's classified Secret. Everyone in here is cleared to hear it, even these rowdy Canadian sisters. But more importantly, Mr. Webster, I'm actually trying to help you here, help you make the correct decision as well as help you out of the Swamp Frogs's clutches. Let me explain."
Me: "Not long before the incident... which I'll call that for lack of a better term... a Company operative was sent into Energy Dynamics. Two people came to my mind: May Cialis, on behalf of the Swamp Frogs; and Gayle Roberts, trying to catch Swamp Frogs or, worse, traitors like she found at DataDynamics. And last night, my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson, helped me determine which one it was... and it was Gayle Roberts that died and was ignominiously buried in Nextdoor County."
Me: "What you need to know, Mr. Webster, is that Gayle Roberts was my wife's longtime assistant as well as fellow CIA Officer, and they also were very close personal friends. And you need to understand how much it will behoove you to come correct and tell me everything you know... not what they will let you, but everything you know, before my wife finds out some other way."
Me: "If she does, there will truly be hell to pay. The worst she will do to me is make me sleep on the couch with the dogs. But if she finds out you actively participated in the coverup of her friend's death?... then there's nothing neither I nor my dogs can do for you."
In the silence of the room, Clark Webster looked over at Jack Muscone, who just said "The FBI is corrupted and not worth it anymore. Do the right and honest thing. For Gayle Roberts, if for no other reason."
Webster nodded and said "Okay." He exhaled, then said "Yes, Commander, it's almost exactly and completely as you said. It was Gayle Roberts, and yes, she's been confirmed as the other body they recently found."
Webster: "As to what exactly killed her, we're not sure if there was an explosion, a large energy release, or something else. We also don't know if foul play was involved. It's been speculated it could be intentional because she was the only person that died... that we know of."
Webster: "Anyhoo, you are right: they began shutting stuff down at the Rivers County facility, and doctoring paperwork to make it look like they'd been shutting things down a lot sooner. I came in on the tail end of it. My Missing Persons Office was notified that a woman named Gayle Roberts had disappeared. They gave an accurate description of her, and said she worked at Energy Dynamics."
Webster: "We began the routine inquiries. The next day, I was personally visited by someone.... and I can't tell you who, so don't ask... who told me that Gayle Roberts was a CIA Officer, and that she'd gone undercover. Naturally, I stopped the inquiry and closed the case. And I heard nothing more until the other day, when the bodies in Nextdoor County were found."
Webster: "A DNA check request went through my office. We found out that one of them was likely Roberts only after other Federal Agents had taken the bodies to the City. And then I got the word from higher-ups that she was no longer missing nor unidentified, that national security was an issue, and for me to stay out of it and say nothing more about it."
"Let me add something at this point." said Jack Muscone. "I knew Gayle, too... and please give Laura my condolences... so I began getting phone calls about it from all over the place, asking if it was true that Gayle was dead. And that's when FBI triphammers began crushing Clark and me like little nuts. But I did tell them that if the Iron Crowbar asked specifically about it, then I would hold nothing back from him, that being you. So now you know what we know... probably more, knowing you."
"One thing I don't know," I said, "is who sent Nat K. Cole into Energy Dynamics, why they did so, and why was she murdered in a way to make it look like an abduction and rape?"
"I have no idea." said Clark Webster.
"Me neither." said Jack Muscone. The other Federal Agents in the room also denied knowledge of any of it.
Roark Coleman asked "Sir, do you believe Ms. Cole was sent in to find out what happened to Ms. Roberts?" Ah, he was getting there, I thought to myself.
"Good question." I said. "And it's either that, or she accidentally found out and was rubbed out herself to try to keep the coverup going. I'm hoping that if we get Smallwood alive and get him talking, we'll get some answers---"
I began getting a vibe... that Cindy was having a big vibe. As I looked at her, she said "What are you leaving out, Mr. Webster? For example---"
I literally grasped her forearm as I interrupted with "Mr. Webster has told us everything we need to know. For now, let's catch up with Smallwood, and go from there."
If looks could kill, I'd look just like Wile E. Coyote after being struck by lightning: burnt to a crisp. Fortunately, I was saved by the ringing of Cindy's cellphone.
"It's Deputy Strait from Coltrane County." Cindy said. Answering, she said "Deputy Strait, you're on speaker with all our Detectives and their bosses."
"Hi, Commander Ross! Hi, everyone!" Strait said in his characteristic enthusiastic voice. "We just saw that you issued warrants for Jesse Smallwood."
"Yes, we did." Cindy said. "We're looking for him. Any idea where we might find him?"
"Yes ma'am." Strait said. "He's here, at our Sheriff's Department building! Smallwood came in 20 minutes ago with his attorney, to turn himself in..."
Part 9 - The Smallwood Connection
"It's been like the good old days," Cindy said, "when I was your sidekick and went everywhere with you. Now I'm here only because Teresa is on vacation."
We were driving towards Buford in Coltrane County in my Police SUV to interview Jesse Smallwood. "And I'm glad to have you with me for the fun." I replied. "It's kind of like Carole being on vacation gave Tasha some exclusive time with me."
"I heard Tasha is getting that when she's helping you re-write the State Constitution." Cindy said.
I nodded, then Cindy said witheringly: "Of course, just like the old days, you're also exasperating the hell out of me. I wanted to ask Webster who stopped his inquiry into Gayle's disappearance, who sent him the DNA request, exactly who was calling Muscone and asking if Gayle was dead... and who told or asked them.... and you stopped me."
"Yes, I did," I admitted, "and thank you for not pushing it. All that was part of the coverup, and at the Federal level. And ultimately, I'd rather have Webster on our side and not the Swamp Frogs's side. Last but not least, I'm much more interested in who was with Smallwood when they killed Mark Cooper and abducted, raped, and killed Nat Cole. And also, I cant't wait to see who is Smallwood's attorney. That alone will tell us volumes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Okay guys," I said, "get a good look at them. Make observations and deductions, and we'll compare notes later."
Our entourage looked through the one-way glass of the Interrogation Room at the Coltrane County Sheriff Department headquarters. So as not to completely overrun them, I had allowed only Captain Claire Michaels, and 'Team Teddy' (Lt. Teddy Parker, Det. Sgt. Julia Rodriguez, and Det. Roark Coleman) to come down with me. I had not 'allowed' Cindy Ross to come; she does whatever the hell she pleases.
"Who is the legal beagle?" Cindy asked. I shrugged; I'd never seen him before. He was elderly, tall and lanky, with relatively heavy jowls. His eyes bespoke a mean disposition.
Coltrane County Sheriff Sorrells said "Said his name was Mortimer D. Randolph, and that he was representing Smallwood. We'd just gotten the APB of your warrant literally only three minutes before when they walked in." He handed me a card.
"Bedford, Benning & Bell, P. C." I said, reading the lawyer's card out loud. "Wow." Seeing the looks on everyone's faces, I said "Bedford, Benning & Bell is a law firm in the City. They are insanely expensive. Their main business is large construction and development projects, and they handle some Union work. "
Me: "They are rumored to be (air quotes) 'connected', as in Mob ties, and in more recent times there have been whispers of affiliations with White Supremacy groups. They have absolutely no love for the Federal Government; in fact, one of their attorneys, William J. Rutledge, represented Geiger against the Feds after Keith Madden was killed." (Author's note: 'Deliver Us From Evil', Ch. 02)
Sheriff Sorrells said "If you want first crack at him, Commander Troy, have at it."
"Thank you, Sheriff." I said. "Who's going in with me?"
"Don't even bother replying, anyone." Cindy said. "Unless you think you can whip my ass, of course."
"No, Julia, now is not the time." I said with a grin, having seen the sparkle in my Detective Sergeant's eyes. There was chuckling in the room as Cindy followed me into the Interrogation Room...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Jesse Smallwood and his lawyer were on the right side of the table as one observed through the one-way glass. Cindy and I took seats opposite them. As we sat down, Cindy said "Mr. Randolph, are you related to Kevin Randolph? He's one of my best paramedics."
"Probably not." Mortimer Randolph muttered dismissively, his voice an outright snarl.
"No, he's not." I said quietly. Then I turned to Smallwood, who'd put on weight since I'd last seen him. He didn't seem nervous, as his soft pudgy hands didn't do anything that would give away nervousness. I said "As you know, Jesse, I'm Commander Troy, and this is Commander Ross. I just have one question for you: why?



"If you have any questions for my client," said Mortimer Randolph, "address them to me, and I will answer on his behalf."
"That's not how it works." I said witheringly. "You can advise him not to answer, but I'll address the questions to him if I damn well please."
Mortimer treated me to the most malignant stare his face could muster. "Then I question your right to even speak to my client. You're out of jurisdiction."
"Okay, we can play that one of several ways." I said. "First, your client is being accused of capital crimes in my County, and carried over into this county. Second, I'm also a State Agent, so that alone is enough. Third, the Coltrane County Sheriff invited me to come in and talk with your client. So jurisdiction is an issue only to those who are scared that I might find out something you don't want me to know." Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
Mortimer gave us a withering look of dismissal. But he said nothing further, so I continued. "So why, Jesse? I'm trying to understand. Make me understand." I asked again. "I mean, you had it good. You got one of the sweetest plea deals in the history of the State, when by rights you should've been in prison for life. And on top of that, you got Witness Protection."
"Now," I continued, "we got you dead to rights for rape, and by association, murder and kidnapping... unless that somehow wasn't your semen in that girl's dead body. But it was yours, absolute match. And at the least, it's a violation of your suspended sentence and the conditions of your parole. Thirty years in prison, at least. So why?"
"None of your damn business, Troy." Mortimer said, his voice soft but full of venom.
"No?" I replied. "I'll tell you what is my business, then. Kidnapping, rape, and two counts of murder. Felony murder if you didn't actually butcher them yourself, Jesse. Last time, you were in the car, Jesse, and you made a life-saving decision to take the plea deal and put Peter Blassingame on Death Row. He's running out of appeals; he will be dead soon."
Me: "Now we know you were with someone last weekend. And this time, if you don't do the right thing and finger him, it's all gonna fall on you. Alone. And you'll be joining Peter Blassingame in Hell after your appeals run out."
"Stop with the empty threats, and badgering my client." said Mortimer D. Randolph, sounding a little more like a lawyer and a little less like a thug. "He has nothing to say to you. Now, if you're done blowing hot air, get out of here so I can get the Judge to expedite his hearing and get him freed."
"Freed?!" Cindy exclaimed. "Did you not hear what Commander Troy just said? Two counts of murder!"
"Watch me, little girl." Mortimer said, and though there was no smoking, it felt like he'd just blown smoke in Cindy's face.
I clapped my hand onto her shoulder and said. "He's just goading you. Let's go." As we got up, I said "Last chance to give me a name, Jesse." Smallwood said nothing, just keeping that dumb look on his pudgy face...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Once back in the conference room, Deputy Strait said "Hey guys, we impounded Smallwood's pickup truck. It matches the truck you saw on video the night of the murder, including the partial plate."
Captain Claire Michaels said "Per our contract, the TCPD Crime Lab is going through it now. I asked them to concentrate on fingerprints, blood and tissue residue in the back, and tire impressions."
"Okay, good job." I said. "Any ideas for lunch when we get back?"
"Since we're here," said Cindy, "I'm a member of the Lake Ocheekobee Golf & Country Club, and they just finished renovating the Clubhouse. It's really nice..."
Part 10 - The Road Home
12:45pm, Tuesday, July 5th. The Lake Ocheekobee Golf & Country Club, which I'll hereafter refer to as 'the Club', had not just been renovated. The old building, in which Jefferson Davis Jackson had died in the 'The Murdered Football Player' case, had been torn down and a spacious new Clubhouse built, with member locker rooms, meeting rooms, a much nicer post-round (and other times) bar and grill, called 'The Watering Hole', and an even nicer restaurant to the left side as we entered the building.
"Somebody has invested some serious coin into this place." I said as Cindy led us through the pro shop and onto the back porch, overlooking the 1st, 9th, 10th, and 18th holes.
"The Clubhouse is not the half of it." Cindy said. "It's now a full 27-hole course, and the whole thing is now professional grade. They're negotiating with the LPGA to get the tournament that used to be at The Heritage Cloisters in our County, but got pulled because they let their course get run down." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock')
"How are those talks going?" I asked.
"Very well!... er, from what I understand." Cindy replied. "Er, I heard that nearby hotel accommodations are the biggest issue, but with Hotel Row in our County pretty close, and with growth and development in Coltrane County starting to ramp up, that's not a real obstacle."
We went into the Dining Room, which was about half-full of people enjoying delicious lunches. "Hi, Timmy." Cindy said to the tall, nerdish guy behind the front lectern. "Six of us, and put it all on my bill. It's my treat today."
Everyone murmured their thanks as Timmy led us to the back right of the room and through a door into a smaller room. It was the VIP Room, and featured large windows that gave a great view of the 1st and 9th holes.
We were seated at a table for six, and almost instinctively fell into what my wife Laura would call 'proper' places. I was at one end, and Cindy at the other. To my right was Captain Claire Michaels, and to Cindy's right was Lt. Teddy Parker. Det. Sgt. Julia Rodriguez sat to my left, and Det. Roark Coleman to Cindy's left.
Lunch was tossed salad with dressing of choice (I had blue cheese), then either a chicken dish or 'lunch portion' steak, along with baked potato (all of us hungry Officers got them fully 'loaded').
"This is such a nice place." Julia said to me. "It reminds me of some of the Officers Clubs I might've happened to go into when I was in the Army."
"Yeah, I was thinking that, too." I said, looking around. "And that's the comparison I had on the tip of my tongue, but couldn't quite think of it. Good call, Julia."
"It's definitely an upgrade." Claire said. "I remember what it was like before I left for California. It was somewhere between an American Legion or VFW bar, and a dump." I nodded vigorously in agreement.
We avoided talking about the current case as we ate. Cindy asked if Sheriff Griswold still had the receipt for the round of golf we played and expensed during the Murdered Football Player case, and I said "Oh yeah! He framed it! He's got framed pictures of his wife, his son, and that receipt right next to them." I then had to tell them the full story...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I asked Claire Michaels to ride with me and Cindy on the drive home, for two reasons: first, so she could talk with us; and second, so Team Teddy could talk without feeling hindered (read: dominated) by their Captain being in the car with them.
Claire sat in the shotgun seat and was typing on my mobile SUV computer. Cindy was in the backseat behind her, and was watching. When she saw me take the side road, her eyes cut over to me, and then smiled. She knew as I did that this road led along Holes 10-27 of the club.
"Ah. Construction." I said, causing Claire to look up.
"Yep." Cindy replied. "The golf course originally was a public course. It was bought by a local consortium and expanded. The course is still open to the public... well, Holes 1 through 18 are... and the front nine still have the modest homes and condos, but the new part will have more high-end homes, and in a gated community."
"Like some of the gated communities not named 'Heritage Cloisters'?" Claire asked.
Cindy replied "I'd say it's more like the two housing divisions along Reservoir Lake. In our County, along Reservoir Road, they divided it up into a lot of smaller lots, and built modest but well-constructed homes at affordable prices. The money was in the volume, and the houses sold well."
Cindy: "On the Nextdoor County side, they had a plan where they'd have a gated community and HOA, in conjunction with the Lakeside Inn & Suites. The lots were twice as big as the ones in our County, and the homes were much larger and more expensive. The gated part, HOA, and full cooperation with the Lakeside Inn never panned out, but the homes sold very well, and the property values remain high."
Claire asked: "Who is the consortium developing Lake Ocheekobee? Is your father part of it?"
I saw Cindy's face in my rear view mirror, so I rescued her, saying "No. They wanted him to, but my uncle refused when they wanted him to put up 'The Vision' property as collateral. Even when they dropped it as a condition, he declined, knowing they would come after his land if they could. As to who the backers of the project are, that's something you should research yourself. You might be surprised whose name shows up."
Claire nodded, then said "I'll make Roark Coleman do it. He hates doing research."
"You really just don't like that guy, do you?" Cindy said witheringly.
"No ma'am, I do not." Claire said with alacrity.
"Well, everything else aside," I said in a serious tone, "you should be very careful about things like that. If you use Police resources to look at them, that's one thing; you can manufacture a reason for it, and I'm sure not going to notice. However, if you tell or even ask Roark to do it, you better have a real Police reason for the investigation; otherwise it's 'personal services', and that's illegal... and I can't overlook it, even if I wanted to."
To change the subject as quickly as possible, Claire said "So Dr. Eckhart thought the project would fail? How is it doing?"
"Oh no, he saw the potential in it." Cindy replied, taking the bait. "He just chose to not get involved. And the project is going well. The Clubhouse Restaurant is doing well, as is the Bar. Golf memberships are way up, and we've sold out the subscriptions for the new housing community."
A second later I saw Cindy's eyes cut to me to see if I'd caught her slip. I had, and I just smiled benignly and thought to myself 'you're my cousin and I love you' over and over...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:15pm, Tuesday, July 5th. We arrived back at Police Headquarters just a few minutes after Team Teddy. We went into Classroom 'E', where they and Lieutenant Mary Milton awaited us.
"O-kayyyy," I said as we sat down, "while we're waiting for our Federal friends to return, let's go over what we saw today---"
"Sir," Julia said, "before we do... we were talking on the drive home, and Roark asked something that may be important."
"Don't keep me in suspense." I replied. "Go ahead, Mr. Roark."
"Well, sir, I don't want to be a Debbie Downer, and the CSIs might find something---" Roark started, but stopped when he saw me grin and chuckle.
"Yeah, you're onto it." I said. "Go ahead."
"Yes sir." Roark said. He drew a breath and then said "Sir, do we have anything to prove the identity of the second perp in this case? For that matter, do we have proof that there is even a second perp at all?"
"Are you kidding?" Claire Michaels exclaimed sharply. "There's plenty of evidence! Yolanda's simulation, video and eyewitness accounts..." Her voice ran down as she thought about it, then said "You're right, Coleman, and I apologize.. There really isn't all that much. Mary, bail me out of this."
Mary Milton said "Sorry, ma'am. It might just take the Iron Crowbar to bail this whole case out."
I said "So Perp Number 2 has not been kind enough to leave us some clear fingerprints nor solid DNA evidence?"
Mary said "No sir, and it may even be worse than that. Let me start at the beginning with the full report."
Mary started with the full report. "Jesse Smallwood's truck is the truck captured on various cameras leaving the scene of the Garden Spot Apartments and driving to Coltrane County. The tire patterns on the truck exactly match the tire tracks at the location where Nat K. Cole's body was found. And his fingerprints are all over the driver side of the truck, as we would expect anyway,"
Mary: "But it goes downhill from there. The passenger side of the cab is wiped down completely and vacuumed out thoroughly. Not a single fingerprint, not even Smallwood's. No dirt on the passenger side carpet. The glove compartment was also wiped down. Additionally, the bed of the truck, including the camper top, was washed down with water and then wiped down with Clorox. No real evidence the girl was in the back of the truck nor in the cab, much less the second perp."
Roark said speculatively "So even if Smallwood gave us the truthful name of the other perp, the perp could say that Jesse is lying to save his own ass, and we can't prove he was there at either crime scene."
I said "Based on what we have now, that's pretty much true. But you know what James Clavell said in his epic novel Shō-gun, 'it is easy to find the solution once given the answer'. If we have someone to investigate, we might get lucky and find some fibers on his clothes matching Jesse's truck. We might find some video of him with Jesse or, more likely, with someone like Edward Blassingame or his people, or maybe some Taus/Pi Omega connections."
Everyone nodded, but though they said no more, they knew as I did that we had a real uphill battle on our hands to bring the other killer to justice...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
2:50pm, Tuesday, July 5th. Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone led a procession of Federal Agents into Classroom 'E', and joined us at the table. Sheriff Griswold came in behind them and also sat down. Chief Moynahan stayed in the doorway, then said "Mr. Crowbarrr, may I see you outside for a moment?"
"Yes sir." I said, getting up. "Y'all talk amongst yourselves." I followed the Chief out the door. As we went down the halls towards his office suite, I asked "Is everything all right, Chief?"
The Chief gave me a 'warning' look, then said "I'll let you decide." He went to the door of the Chief's Conference Room, opened it, and swept his hand forward in an unspoken invitation for me to go inside. As I did, I saw two persons sitting at the table. One of them was TCPD Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle. The other... was my wife, Dr. Laura Fredricson.
Knowing what I had to do, I turned to Teresa and said "Welcome back. If you consider yourself off vacation, why don't you head to Classroom 'E' and get caught up on what's been going on." Teresa nodded, then got up, patted Laura on the shoulder as she went by, and exited the room. Now alone with my wife, I sat down across the corner of the table from her, and reached out and took her hand in mine.
"It's confirmed." I said. "One of the bodies just found at Mystery Lake is Gayle Roberts."
Laura grimaced, then gripped my hand and bowed her head for a moment. When she looked back up, she said "What happened?"
I said "Well, actual details are sketchy, but we think she died in an accident at the Energy Dynamics Rivers County facility, a bad enough accident that they covered it up and moved just about everything to the Town & County offices. And I doubt that We The TCPD will ever get those classified details. You might, though."
"How much did Clark Webster and Jack Muscone know, and when did they know it?" Laura asked with just a wee bit of venom in her voice."
"I don't think Muscone knew at all." I replied. "Webster's team got a Missing Persons report on her, but were then contacted and told she was on a undercover mission, and to stand down. He was also unintentionally brought in when the Mystery Lake bodies were found, and was pretty much left holding the bag."
"All right." Laura said. Then she said as much to herself as to me: "There is going to be hell to pay for this. To just dump a CIA Officer's body in a shallow grave, and leave it to rot... hell, our enemies treat our spies's bodies better than that..."
"Why don't we go into the meeting." I suggested as I stood up. Laura nodded, and got up as well.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Classroom 'E' went silent when Laura entered the room ahead of me, and all the Federal Agents in the room looked fearful. I'll give Clark Webster credit for trying: he got up, went over to Laura, and said "I'm very sorry about your colleague, Ms. Roberts, and I'm going to do whatever I can to make things right by her."
"I'm holding you to that." Laura replied. "And you can start by telling us everything you know about it. Everything. And don't worry about what's classified. I'll handle the NDAs and the crap paperwork."
SAC Webster told the story again, and it was virtually verbatim what he'd told us earlier. But Laura did not let him off the hook as I had earlier. She said "Who came to you and told you to drop the case?"
Webster's face wilted, and his eyes looked side-to-side as if he were being crushed by two walls moving in on him. It was Jack Muscone who said "Come on, Clark. You don't owe Derrick B. Harland nor Robin Isley a damn thing, and they sure as hell won't repay any loyalty you show them."
Webster said "I know. But it wasn't either of them. It was someone worse, far worse."
Laura said, but without a shred of humor in her voice, "Like my husband always says... don't keep us in suspense."
Webster said "It was Brendan Chapel. He personally came to my office. The phone call after her body was found was not Chapel, though, and I don't know who it was; a man just said he was on Staff at the Homeland Security Office, and it was no longer Missing Persons's business."
"Chapel." I said. "Some things are starting to make sense, at least as far as the Energy Dynamics part of the case is concerned. Anyhoo, we've got the Smallwood case to continue solving. Anything new on that in the last few minutes?"
"Sir," asked Roark Coleman, "do you think Brendan Chapel is behind the second perp, the one that worked with Smallwood to kill Mr. Cooper and Ms. Cole?"
"Really good question, Mr. Roark." I said. "Anyone want to guess before I theorize without data?"
Alas, we did not get to have that instructive conversation, because ADA Paulina Patterson burst into the room and Cindy's beeper went off. Paulina all but shouted "Jesse Smallwood is getting a hearing in Judge J. B. Stone's Court at 4:00pm!"
Cindy said "This text is from Deputy Strait, saying the same thing."
"My God, it's 3:40 now!" I exclaimed. "Let's go, people! Lights and sirens authorized. We've got to make that hearing on time!"
Everyone scrambled and moved out smartly. As I ran down the hallway, my lovely assistant Helena French handed me my Duty Dress jacket, which I put on as I hurried on down the hall.
As I got into my Police SUV, the shotgun-side door opened and Cinfy got in. "Mind if I catch a ride, mon cousin?" she asked.
"Not at all." I replied as we pulled out. "But where's Teresa?"
"With Laura, giving aid, comfort, and emotional support." Cindy said. After a moment, as we tore through Town, she said "You know those people that called her 'Teresa Cunt', said she was a mean bitch? I wish those people could see her now... comforting sick kids, comforting your wife..."
"Yes, she's come a long way." I replied. "Okay, there's something I need you to do..."
Part 11 - Exigent Circumstances
(Author's note: For more on Judge J.B. Stone, see 'Case of the Black Badge' and stories in that timeframe.)
After racing like mad down the road to Buford, we made it just in time. Actually, the judge, J.B. Stone, came in just as we were taking seats, as if he'd waited for our arrival. As we re-seated ourselves after his entrance, I saw that Claire Michaels was glancing over at me.



"Duty Dress jacket, sir?" she asked when she saw I'd noticed her glances.
I shrugged and said simply "You never know when I need to be wearing it." Claire grew thoughtful, but said no more.
Jesse Smallwood and his attorney Mortimer Randolph were at the Defense table, but it was the other legal beagle there that piqued my curiosity: Nathan Masterson of Gresham & Mason, P.C. That's a lot of legal firepower for a simple hearing and an even more simple-minded client, I mused to myself.
The Prosecutor, a decent but milquetoast man, read the charges when called upon, including the warrant issued by the Town & County Court for plea deal and parole violations. Judge Stone looked bored until he looked over at us. When he saw Paulina, his wizened face hardened into a look of pure hatred.
I leaned over and whispered to Paulina "Whatever happens, don't say anything out loud. Nothing. At all." Paulina looked at me funny, then turned back to watch the proceeding.
"Defense, I understand you have a complaint?" Judge Stone said.
"Yes, Your Honor," said Nathan Masterson, and I noticed they were familiar with each other; no introductions, asking for credentials, etc. Masterson continued "My client's rights have been egregiously violated by the Town & County Police, which has often been accused of flouting the law and people's rights."
"I totally agree." said Judge Stone. "I used to b a judge up there. The corruption of the TCPD is well documented. Proceed, Mr. Masterson."
Masterson said "Thank you, Your Honor. The Town & County Police were led to my client by illegally entering the apartment of the alleged victim, Nat K. Cole, and learning her identity without first obtaining a warrant to do so. Therefore, I ask that all of the evidence surrounding the female alleged victim be suppressed, aand the baseless charges against my client be dropped."
I had to squeeze Paulina's thigh to stop her from standing and speaking, as she was furious with anger at the several ridiculous assertions Masterson had made.
"This absolutely must be investigated." Judge Stone said angrily. "Commander Donald Troy, you are responsible for that Police Force. Take the stand and be sworn in to testify on this matter."
As I rose to testify, the Prosecutor said "Your Honor, this is a preliminary hearing without witnesses---"
"Don't you tell me how to run my Courtroom, boy!" Judge Stone thundered. "I'll throw your ass in jail for contempt! Troy! What are you waiting for? Get up here, now!" I moved smartly out into the aisle and up to the front.
After the Bailiff, in this case Deputy Strait, swore me in, the defense attorney Mortimer Randolph led the questioning. "For the record, state your name and occupation, please."
"James Donald Troy, Police Commander, Town & County Police Force." I said.
Randolph: "And that position is like Assistant Chief, is that not right?"
Me: That is correct."
Mortimer: "Were you personally at the crime scene at the Garden Spot Apartments?"
Me: "Yes."
Randolph: "Do you always personally go to crime scenes? Do you not even trust your own Detectives?"
Me: "Of course I trust them, and they do an excellent job whether I'm there or not. To answer your other question: I don't always go to crime scenes, but I do like to see the more complex ones, like murder cases, with my own eyes whenever possible."
Mortimer: "So you were there that night?" After I reaffirmed what I'd said a minute before, he asked "Did you obtain a warrant before entering the Cole residence?"
Me: "No, I---"
"Why not?" interrupted Randolph. "You got a warrant later, didn't you?" When I answered in the affirmative, he acted all put out as he thundered "Then why didn't you wait for the warrant?"
Me: "Exigent circumstances. We didn't know who the girl was, nor if she was still alive, and we needed her name---"
Mortimer: "She was dead already, Commander---"
"But we didn't know that!" I replied sharply. "And we did what we could to find her in time, alive. And all we did after entering the apartment was obtain her identity. We did not search further until the warrant arrived."
Randolph: "Your Honor, based upon this incriminating testimony, I ask that you suppress all evidence concerning the girl Cole, and drop all charges against my client."
I looked out and saw Paulina's beautiful face showing anger and an impending explosion. I caught Cindy's ice-blue eyes and glanced towards Paulina. My cousin got the message and turned and whispered to Paulina to admonish her to not speak out.
Meanwhile, Judge Stone was going nuts: "My God." he said witheringly. "One day we're going to have a Fascist, authoritarian regime in Washington that tramples on citizens's rights, suppresses free speech, snd imprisons people for speaking their views. And it will be Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD that will dutifully and willingly impose the Fascists's agenda in the name of (air quotes) 'exigent circumstances'. The Fascists are just going to love Police like the TCPD!"
Judge Stone continued: "Yes, the motion is granted. All the evidence concerning Cole is excluded, and all charges against the Defendant are dropped... with prejudice!"
No doubt about that, I thought to myself, remembering Stone's racist views. Smallwood and his attorneys were congratulating themselves with handshakes and backslaps. Meanwhile, Paulina had sprung to her feet, and she began yelling "You can't do that!" Cindy and Claire Michaels bodily 'assisted' her down the aisle and out the back door.
"I didn't say you could leave!" Judge Stone shouted to their backs as they left. "Stop her! I'm going to hold her in Contempt of Court---"
*WHAM*
My red crowbar slammed down onto the judge's gavel base. "No, you're not." I said as I stood in the witness box, having not left it. "We're taking her out of here no matter what you say. And if you try to hold her in contempt, now or ever, you'll be dead within an hour."
Stone's wizened face contorted with rage. "Are you threatening me?" he thundered.
"Why, no." I said calmly. "I'm just explaining cause and effect. Like pressing the Azed-5 button caused Chernobyl to explode. Cause and effect... cause and effect."
"Get the fuck out of here, asshole." Stone snarled. As I left the witness stand, I heard him say "Get the audio. See if the mics picked up his threats." No, I thought to myself, they did not. Thanks to the finest anti-bugging technology the CIA has to offer.
I began herding the cats, i.e. Detectives, out the rear exit, telling them to meet back at TCPD Headquarters. As we left, Nathan Masterson came alongside me and said "Got your ass whipped on that one, didn't you, Jew-boy?" He continued his taunts as he followed me. I ignored him until we got out of the courtroom and into the Courthouse lobby. And then I turned on him with a vengeance.
*WHAM!* *WHACK*
My roundhouse swing of my crowbar caught Masterson righ5 in the gut. As he doubled over in pain, my second swing smashed into his back between the shoulder blades, and he fell like a stone, lying prone on the floor.
"Mock me again, Jew Hater," I said hoarsely as I pressed the rounded end of the crowbar against the side of his head, "and the next time I swing this thing, it will cleave your worthless head in two."
"You're nothing but a fucking thug, Troy." snarled Mortimer Randolph.
"And you're the expert on thugs, aren't you, Mortimer?" I fired back.
"Come on sir, let's go home." Lt. Teddy Parker said. He and Detective Julia Rodriguez guided me out the door and to the parking lot.
"How are you feeling, sir?" Julia asked.
"Angry." I said. "I'm ready to jump off a 250-foot tower. Care to join me?"
"Yes sir!" Julia said enthusiastically, understanding the Airborne reference. "Although I'd prefer jumping out of a C-17 at 1500 feet."
"You young whippersnapper!" I chided. "Give me that good ol' C-130, any day."
Then I noticed that my Police SUV was not where I'd parked it. "Where is my vehicle?" I wondered aloud.
"You're with me, Crowbar." Sheriff Griswold growled. "Commander Ross and Captain Michaels took ADA Patterson back to our County and out of here just as fast as they could. Paulina's mad as a hornet, though, and you have some 'splainin' to do"
"Story of my life." I said as we went to his SUV. "And on the way home, you want me to explain what just happened in there."
"You are reading my mind, Crowbar." the Sheriff said. "You are reading my mind...."
Part 12 - Exigent Explanations
5:15pm, Tuesday July 5th. I came into Police Headquarters and went straight to my office. I had told the Detectives and Jack Muscone (who had been in the courtroom with us) that I was ordering pizza for everyone, and for them to stick around to eat them. I remembered preferences, and each one of them would get his/her own delicious medium pizza.
Green Crowbar had followed Red Crowbar into the office. As she returned my keys, Cindy said "I don't think I've ever seen Paulina this mad before, and a lot of it is directed at you.. She doesn't understand, especially why you had us stop her from calling out the judge. I dob't understand either, but I know you'll explain... in order to avoid a green crowbar beatdown."
"Geez, she was here in the Harold Malone days, and when Stone was a judge up here." I said. "So she should've realized we were saving her ass, that's why. Where is she now?"
Paulina was in the office between the Chief's suite and the Main Conference Room. She was on the phone, angrily talking about the Court proceeding. Her eyes flashed anger at me as I knocked on the door and then came right on into the office without invitation. "Who is that?" I whispered.
"Miriam." she said, referring to District Attorney Miriam Walters. Her eyes widened in shock when I reached out my hand in an unspoken request for her to hand it to me. To my surprise, she did!
"Miriam?" I said into the phone. "Sorry to interrupt, but I need Paulina's undivided attention for a moment. Why don't you come over and join our pizza meeting? I ordered your favorite for you: peppers and onions."
"I'll be right over." Miriam said before the phone connection went dead.
I barely had time to replace the phone in its cradle before Paulina began ripping into me. "What in the hell do you think you're doing? I was talking with Miriam about what the hell to do with this fucking legal mess you've gotten us into! And why did you have Cindy drag me out of that Courtroom like that? I was---"
"To save your life!" I shouted, verbally striking her into dumfounded silence. "Okay, do you want me to let you rant and rave until I get tired, or save you some time and tell what was going on?"
"Besides the obvious corruption in that proceeding?" Paulina replied witheringly. "I was willing to risk jail to make a principled stand, just as you have many times."
"It's worse than that." I said. "Stone was about to order you jailed for Contempt of Court, not to silence your voice, but because you are Black! Stone is a deeply committed White Supremacist who enabled Harold Malone in this County for all those years---"
"Even if he did try to jail me for Contempt," Paulina said, "Sheriff Sorrells and Deputy Strait are good guys, are they not? They wouldn't let me come to harm, would they?"
I replied "They wouldn't know the danger, either. Stone isn'r allowed to be a trial judge; he only does hearings and cases involving Sovereign Citizens. Sorrells and Strait would have been genuinely surprised tomorrow morning to find you disappeared. You eventually would've been found... raped and murdered. And you'll just have to excuse both me and Cindy for wanting Tasha to have her mother alive and well for many years to come."
"If Stone is that bad, why can't we do something about him?" Paulina said. "Why aren't we doing something about him?" 'We' meaning you, of course."
Believing I'd quelled her fury, I said more softly "We will, in due time. I have a feeling that the White Supremacists's sins are about to catch up to them. But right now we have more immediate problems to deal with..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Eat. folks." I said to the glum assemblage in Classroom 'E' after I handed each person a box filled with a medium pizza. "Follow the Molinari-Cerone Doctrine, and don't let bad news affect your appetites." People started eating, and I observed that Claire Michaels's and Teresa Croyle's appetites were the least affected. But everyone ate, even Laura.
After a while, I said "You can take any leftovers you have home with you. Let's discuss where we are on this case, and our path forward."
"There is no path forward." Paulina said sullenly, and a bit angrily. No, the fury had not really abated, I realized as she said "Jesse Smallwood walks free."
"What about our warrant for the plea deal violations?" Roark Coleman asked.
"Let me put it this way." Miriam Walters replied. "What did he do to violate his probation? Remember, everything regarding Nat K. Cole has been thrown out."
Lt. Teddy Parker said "Mark Cooper's murder?"
"I see where this is going." I said. "We have no real proof Smallwood was there and one of the attackers at the apartment complex. Only spotty bits of circumstantial evidence of his truck leaving the scene."
"And that might not be admissible." Miriam said. "So there's really nothing to hold Smallwood on. Oh, and one more thing: Nathan Masterson got Smallwood an Order of Protection against the TCPD. None of you can come within 200 feet of him, much less arrest him or even visit him to question him."
"Order of Protection!?" Cindy Ross exclaimed. "What did we do to him to warrant that?"
"Nothing." I said. "It's to keep us from talking to him, or more accurately, keep him from talking to us. Part of their plan, part of their plan."
I could sense that several people wanted to ask 'What plan?', but Julia Rodriguez pre-empted them by asking "Can't you guys appeal that ruling, much less the entire corrupt proceeding?"
"Oh yes." Paulina said aggressively. "And you can bet your bottem dollar that we're going to. First thing in the morning."
I said " Of course, that Order of Protection stops us from taking him into protective custody from any threats, real or imagined. So while I'm sure the appeal will be totally successful, it may not matter, because Smallwood may have completely disappeared by then."
Paulina said "I'll ask for an injunction until the appeal is heard, and for a protective arrest warrant, as well."
"Sounds like we have a plan." I said. "So unless Sheriff Griswold wants to tell us some fishing stories, let's go home and get some rest. I imagine we'll be hearing about Smallwood again soon enough."
"Har." barked Our Sheriff as everyone laughed. "Crowbar, you owe me a bottle of bourbon for that one. And you're a great Detective, but you're still a lousy fisherman." More laughter ensued as the meeting broke up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Laura followed me home, and we stepped into the Mountain Nest together. I expected to hear shouts of 'Mommy!' and 'Daddy!' and to be tackled at the legs, but no such celebration occurred. Even Bowser did not come up to greet us.
The mystery was solved as we went into the greatroom. Carole and Marie were on the floor, totally absorbed in the drawing book they were creating together. Marie"s mother, Professor Stephanie Steele, was reading a magazine article and writing notes and math calculations on a notepad. Bowser was supervising.
"Hi guys." said Stephanie, which did not deter the girls from their project.
"Howdy." I replied. "Something has these girls distracted." Carole did look up at that.
"They were telling me about their trip to Louisiana." Stephanie explained. "I suggested they make a booklet about it, and you can see that they are enthusiastic about it."
"And a lot quieter, if I don't miss my guess." I said softly. Stephanie grinned and nodded, knowing I'd realized her purpose was to stop the assault on her ears by the fluttering of young parakeets.
"Hi Daddy, hi Mommy." Carole said. "We're going to send one booklet to Aunt Clarissa as a 'thank you' for inviting us Loo-seana."
"That's very nice of you." Laura said. "And thank you, Stephanie, for keeping them."
"My pleasure." Stephanie said. "But now I need to get Marie home."
"Aw, Mom," Marie pled dejectedly. "Can't I stay the night and keep working on our book?"
"You can finish tomorrow." Stephanie said. "In fact, you've got all summer. We need to go home and fix supper for your dad. He'll be very happy to see you."
"Okay!" Marie said, then got up and petted the Redoubtable Bowser. "Bye Bowser. See you tomorrow, Carole. And thanks for taking me to Loseana."
"You're welcome. See you tomorrow." Carole said. The adults in the room were impressed with the girls's manners.
After Stephanie and Marie left, Laura sat down on the (far side) sofa against the wall, exhaustion and sadness on her face. I sat down in the high-backed rocking chair to her right. Carole came up with Bowser.
"I'm sorry about your friend dying." Carole said. "Will petting Bowser make you feel better?" Bowser looked up at Laura hopefully.
"Sure. Hey Bowser.' Laura said, giving him skritchins.
I said "I think your mom would feel even better if you gave her a hug, Carole." Carole responded by giving her mother a warm hug. Laura hugged her daughter back just as strongly...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
12:30am, Wednesday, July 6th. I heard two sounds: my Police iPhone ringing, and Bowser barking furiously at it.
"Troy." I answered with surprising wakefulness.
"Sir, this is Lieutenant Parker." said Lt. Teddy Parker. "I'm sorry to bother you, but can you come down to the Tau Fraternity House property? You'll want to see this personally."
"Jesse Smallwood?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Parker replied. "He's dead..."
To be continued.
So what's going on, dear Readers? Who is behind these killings? Swamp Frogs? Locals? White Supremacists? Other Taus? The shocking solution is next, so stay tuned!
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Part 13 - The Crime Scene, Redux
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, July 6th, from the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall as her backdrop. "Another death that reflects badly upon Commander Donald Troy and the TCPD!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Jesse Smallwood was found dead on the old Tau Fraternity House property just south of the University. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" the blonde, athletic reporterette shouted from in front of the Tau Fraternity House property, with crime scene tape behind her She went into Smallwood's past as a turncoat, his plea deal to avoid a life sentence, and his leaving Witness Protection, and I won't bore you by repeating those details.
Then Amber said "More recently, Jesse Smallwood was named as a suspect in last week's double homicide of Mark Wayne Cooper and Nat K. Cole. But charges against him were dropped with prejudice by Superior Court Judge J.B. Stone after it was learned that Commander Troy and the TCPD entered Ms. Cole's apartment without a warrant. The TCPD also did not take Mr. Smallwood into protective custody, which they could've done based on violations of his probation."
Amber: "As a result of Commander Donald Troy's failures, Mr. Smallwood was free but unprotected, and Mr. Smallwood was found dead early this morning. Police would only say that foul play was involved, and Commander Troy has not responded to repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News for comment. Back to you, Bettina!"
Bettina: "Thank you, Amber! That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important background information. And in other news, Donald Troy's specious, petty lawsuit against KXTC Channel Two News is coming up in Federal Court, and experts agree that it will be quickly dismissed with prejudice..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"She all but outright accused you of committing the murder yourself, Don." said Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross as she, Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Commander Donald Troy (me), Chief Sean Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone sat in the Chief's Conference Room drinking coffee and watching the Bettina propaganda-cast.
"Not one word about the Order of Protection against us." Teresa said witheringly.
I replied "They couldn't mention that -and- that he was unprotected, and the insinuation that we hung him out to dry... pun not intended."
Pun not intended indeed, I thought to myself as I remembered the night before. I'd arrived at the Tau property to find the crime scene being examined by Team Teddy and by CSIs. The unfortunate Jesse Smallwood had been hanged by his neck with a hempen rope until he was dead. His hands were still tied tightly behind him.
"Actually, death was instantaneous." said M.E. Kendell Ramsey "They did a good job and fixed the noose right. No noisy strangulation."
"They hoisted him up by that block and tackle attached to that tree branch," said Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, causing us all to look up. Like the rope, the block and tackle was old and on its last legs, I observed. Julia continued "There are impressions of a ladder, the narrow rectangles nearly under the body."
Detective Roark Coleman said "Looks like they hoisted his weight up with the block and tackle, then dropped him."
"I like your thinking on that." I said. "But that would be a strangulation death if they did. My guess is that they made him climb the ladder onto some platform, dropped him successfully, and then hoisted him back up with that piece of paper attached. What does it say, by the way?"
"Sic semper proditoribus" Roark said. "Which is Latin for 'Thus always to traitors'."
"Oh, fluent in Latin are we now, Mr. Roark?" I asked, admittedly astonished.
"No, but Father Romano is." said Father (Captain) Romano, coming up to us. "I was here to administer Last Rites, and Mr. Roark was wise enough to consult with me on that interesting quotation."
"Well, I'm working on my Latin, sir." said a contrite Roark.
I saw Julia trying not to laugh, so I said "Have Julia here teach you Spanish instead. That'll go a lot farther--- whaddya got, Kendell?"
Kendell had walked up to us. He said "Our victim here may have been drugged, to make him more easily subdued and compliant. I'll have Toxicology look for that. Also, as you all know, when somebody dies, their bowels release. Smallwood has poop in his pants, as expected. But the unexpected thing is that it's compressed, like he was sitting on it, not just filling his underwear."
"Ah, the squeamish side of the job. Thanks, Kendell." I said. To the Detectives, including Lt. Teddy Parker, who'd just come up, I said "Well, I've seen all I need to see. This idiot was too stupid to see what was going to happen to him, and he got what was coming to him."
Me: "And it's a professional grade hit. You'll get to see my 'shocked' face if the CSIs find any fingerprints or useful DNA or anything. The perps's clothes and shoes are likely burned to ashes, and the ladder is either sawdust or burned to ashes. "
"Sir," said Roark, "what about the note? Could this be a vengeance move by the Taus?"
"Could be, or paid for by one or more of them." I said. "Or Edward Blassingame, whose son Peter will be executed in a few days. Certainly someone wants you to think that. But I might draw your attention to the block and tackle. That... is a cluuuuue." With that, I left the crime scene.
Now back in live time in the Chief's Conference Room, I said "To Hell with Bettina and Amber. Their day is coming when my lawsuit against them comes up. We need to finish up the Smallwood case and the Cooper-Cole cases. Teresa, would you tell Captain Michaels, Team Teddy, and Mary Milton that they are invited, in the Japanese sense, to attend a meeting in Classroom 'E' at 10:00 sharp. Tanya, would you be kind enough to invite your husband and any of his Federal friends that would care to join us?..."
Part 14 - Issues And Answers
10:00am, Wednesday, July 6th. Classroom 'E' was full of LEOs, both local to Federal. Coffee mugs were filled. Team Teddy and Team Theo were in the House, as were the full complement of friendly Federal Agents. Martha the M.E. was present... and so was a still-unhappy Paulina Patterson.
I was sitting in my usual place, in the center of the table facing the 5x4 matrix of projection screens. Teresa was to my left and Claire Michaels was to her left. Tanya was to my right. Cindy Ross was on the right side of the rectangle, and Sheriff Griswold was to her right. Chief Moynahan was seated in front of the door, on the right side of the big rectangle of 2 long tables, and Lt. Mary Milton was opposite him yo the left. Everyone else found seats to be in.
"All right, Commander Troy, let's rolllll." barked Chief Moynahan.
"Thank you, sir." I said. "First question as always: who called it in?"
"Multiple calls to 9-1-1, beginning around 11:20pm, then more around 11:30. The first call just said there were a couple of suspicious lights, like flashlights. Our patrols did not realize the import of that location, so they didn't rush over, thinking it was probably some Fraternity prank. But after other calls came in, they  went on over, and found the body."
"Did any of the callers mention a vehicle?"
"One did, sir." said Parker. "She just said a dark colored truck."
"Okay, good report." I said. "Why don't we hear from Martha first, so she can leave if she wants to, or stay."
"Why, thank you, Commander." Martha said with what I knew was mock acerbity. "Okay. Smallwood died of a broken neck brought upon by hanging. There may be some drugs in his system, and Toxicology will tell us that in a couple of days. Overall, it was a boring autopsy that Commander Muscone wouldn't waste a popsicle on."
The room burst into laughter, and Tanya took it in stride and grinned; after all, she was known for eating popsicles during the most gruesome of autopsies. When the laughter died down, I asked "What was the time of death? And don't give me an M.E.-speak wide range."
Martha said "I never do." Seeing the look both Teresa and I gave her, she said "Just kidding. Seriously, I need to review our data. Kendell got a time of 10:45pm, which is a lot earlier than I would have expected."
"No, it may be right." I said. "Okay, let's switch gears. CSI report. Yolanda?"
"Thank you, sir." said CSI Supervisor Yolanda Grissom. "As you predicted at the crime scene, we found no fingerprints on the block and tackle, and no DNA nor other residues on the rope, except for Smallwood---"
Detective Joan Laurer had raised her hand. "Excuse my ignorance, but how do you find DNA traces on a rope?"
"No, that's a good question." Yolanda replied. "We first just do an eyeball inspection for discolorations, which might be oil spots or tissue residue. Then we can shine special lights that will cause organic matter to glow. And then we get Mr. Spock's tricorder."
Another round of laughter ensued, lightening the mood in the room. Then Yolanda continued "We found no usable fiber evidence off Smallwood. The little we did get matched his truck from our earlier examination of it. Lieutenant Milton may can say more to this, but we think it's possible that they used Smallwood's own truck to bring him to the Tau property."
Mary Milton said "I can neither confirm nor deny that. All the cameras, public and private, went out about 11:15pm. And they're damaged. You know how nuclear weapons will supposedly create an electromagnetic pulse, an EMP? Well. this was similar, but a more localized, directed set of pulses. So not only do I have nothing, we've got a bunch of expensive repairs to make."
"Which your friendly neighborhood Department of Homeland Security will foot the bill for." FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins said helpfully.
"Your tax dollars at work." I said. "Okay, Yolanda, anything else?"
"Sir, if I may?" said Lt. Teddy Parker. I nodded and he said "The reason I didn't come up to you immediately at the scene is because I had called Deputy Strait as soon as I got word of this. He called Sheriff Sorrells, who called me right as you came up. Long story short---"
"Too late!" chimed Julia Rodriguez, Kerri Ambrose, and Chief Moynahan at the same time. at the same time. Chuckles broke out.
"Must be an Airborne thing." Parker said, as all of his hecklers were U.S. Paratroopers. I just grinned. Cindy rolled her eyes.
Parker continued: "Later on that night, Sheriff Sorrells called me back. They'd gone over to Smallwood's residence. His truck was parked in the driveway. Strait felt the hood and then the exhaust pipe of the truck. Both were cold."
"That Strait guy is getting good." I said. Cindy nodded vigorously in agreement.
Parker: "They went inside, not needing a warrant because the occupant was dead, and found the place unkempt but no signs of a struggle, forced entry, or a hasty exit. So I'd suggest the vehicle that transported him to our County was not his truck."
"I agree." I said. "And I'll go you one further: Smallwood was not killed at the Tau property. He was hanged elsewhere, and his body brought to the Tau property."
"How do you know, sir?" asked Yolanda Grissom.
I said "At the crime scene, I commended everyone's attention to the block and tackle. It was used to hoist Smallwood's body up. But if he'd have been alive, he would've strangled, not have had his neck snapped. Kendell told us at the scene that Smallwood had pooped his pants, but it was smushed. That suggests he was sitting or lying on it after he'd died."
Me: "Last but not least was the time of death, which I had Martha tell me as accurately as possible. It confirmed that he likely was killed elsewhere, then brought up to where we found him. Alert people called 9-1-1, and I submit that the perps had only enough time to hoist up the dead body. An execution on the spot would've taken too long."
Me: "He lived in a subdivision near the Town & County Line, so I'd imagine they picked him up, drugged him, brought him into our County, went down one of the farm roads, stopped and set up a gallows, and hanged him. Then they put his body in back of the truck, drove him to the Tau property, hoisted him up, and left that note."
"Q.E.D." Teresa said.
Roark Coleman said "Sir do you think the second perp that helped Smallwood kill Cooper and Cole, or vice versa, was involved in Smallwood's killing?"
"Tough question." I admitted. "All I can say right now is 'no data yet'. But it's certainly a place to start looking."
"I have a question, and it's been bugging me all last night and today." said Paulina. "Who in the hell let that round turd's lawyers know about the exigent circumstances and no-warrant entry into Nat Cole's place?" There were murmurs and mumblings.
"That's an easy button answer." Claire Michaels said confidently. "Commander Troy told them... through intermediaries, of course."
You could've heard a pin drop.
Everyone was looking at Claire in stunned disbelief, some not believing what she had just said, and some not believing she'd aid that about her direct boss, and right in front of him.
And then all eyes turned to me, and they were equally shocked that instead of looking angry, a smile was forming on my face, turning into a huge grin and a chuckle of laughter.
"Outstanding." I said. "Simply outstanding. In fact, that is Crowbar worthy. Here, hold this." I passed the red crowbar to her.
As she took it and tapped it into the palm of her hand, the room suddenly exploded into a cacophony of noise as everyone talked at once, most hurling questions in my specific direction.
I held up my hand for silence. When I finally got it, I said along with a gesture of my hand, "Captain Crowbar, educate the people."
Claire said "Well, I don't profess to know why you did all that you did, but I began seeing the pattern of it. First, you told everyone to not work on the Cooper-Cole case over the Holiday weekend. That alone was not like you., especially with a double murder case just opened."
Claire: "And I also was remembering how Helena handed you your Duty Dress jacket as we were rushing out to get to Judge Stone's snap hearing. At first I didn't understand, as that was unusual in itself. I even asked you about it, sir, And then you got called up as a witness in a hearing that normally doesn't have witnesses, and you dutifully went to the stand and testified. I realized that you had expected to be called up."
Claire: "Then there was Mortimer D. Randolph. You didn't know him by sight, but after Sheriff Sorrells showed you Randolph's card, you knew who he was... because you knew enough to say he wasn't related to Paramedic Kevin Randolph.
Claire: "You had Commander Ross ready, and she had me ready, to evacuate ADA Patterson out of that filthy White Supremacist judge's courtroom... because you anticipated her outburst. Which means, of course, that you knew or at least had a very good idea of how things were going to go down during that hearing."
Claire: "Finally, when we got back here, you were giving us a pizza party, and you didn't seem all that upset about it, especially when Paulina and Miriam said it was all over. And yes sir, I owe you a bottle of single malt Scotch... as long as you promise not to re-gift it to the Sheriff to pay off your debt to him."
Some people, including Our Sheriff, laughed at that. Others were still too stunned at what they'd seen and heard to grasp the humor. Being a better fisherman than I'm given credit for, I reeled them back in.
"Don't worry. If it's good Scotch, I won't be giving it away." I said with a smile. "And that was outstanding observation and deduction on your part."
Paulina could not contain herself this time, and she burst out "What?! You knew that was going to happen?"
"I had an idea that it might." I replied. "But let's take it from the beginning, that being the finding of two more bodies in the Mystery Lake area, and the attempts by Federal Swamp Frogs to wrest control of it and cover it up. That effort largely failed, and worse, overlapped what happened next. I'll circle back to that in a moment.
Me: "So what happened next was the Mark Wayne Cooper and Natasha K. Cole murders. We had two seemingly coincidental situations come up at the same time, and then some of the data showed they were related in some ways. It would have been easy to become confused and lose our way, but this Detective Corps did an outstanding job of getting the facts, the data we needed, without letting them get twisted by theories."
I continued: "So we had the two murders at the apartment. It looked to the world like they were coming home from a date, and at first I, too, believed that to be the case. But it was not a date. I surmised this when I heard that neither Nat Cole nor Mark Cooper had discussed going out with their work colleagues. That was a 'strangeness' to me, enough of one to speculate that it was made to look like a date as a disguise for Nat's true intentions."
Me: "Those intentions were to talk with Mark about the explosion that killed Gayle Roberts. We've learned that Nat had been sent into Energy Dynamics by the CIA to find out what happened to Gayle. Those same Swamp Frogs had covered up her death to the point that even the CIA was in the dark about her fate. So they created a backstory for Nat K. Cole, and sent her into Energy Dynamics... and I'm surmising that she found something."
Me: "So she went to Mark Cooper. Why go to Mark? I was wondering why a guy assigned to basic, legacy systems had those books on fluid dynamics, and an academic concentration that they subsequently tried to hide. He may have been willing to help her; ergo, their (air quotes) 'hot date' but with no credit card record of it. But someone found out about it, and sent a hit team to kill Cooper, and kidnap and torture Cole, which they did by raping her, then finally killing her."
Me: "Okay, let's circle back to the bodies found in Nextdoor County. I definitely enhanced my reputation as a miracle worker when I identified both bodies from the comfort of my office chair." There were some chuckles at that, then I continued: "But Julia and Roark read up on some of my past cases, so I'm confident they'd've made the connections." Julia and Roark had looks on their faces that suggested my confidence in them was overstated.
I went on anyway: "Yes, guys, you would have, although I had one advantage that saved us some time: both my wife and I knew Gayle Roberts very well. And after a spot check showed us that Gayle could not be contacted, I made the 'edumacated' inference that it was her."



Me: "That explained a lot with respect to why Nat K. Cole and Mark Wayne Cooper were murdered. And that led to Part 2 of this case: Jesse Smallwood. And that was a whole new smorgasbord of observations and data points."
Me: "Y'all would have discovered that Smallwood had very stupidly left the Witness Protection program after a few days when the DNA tests came back, identifying him as Cole's rapist, thanks to him very stupidly using a condom lubricated with petroleum jelly. I merely saved us some time by anticipating that it was Smallwood, and I did so because I was beginning to see an insidious pattern. I'll circle back to that in a moment."
Me: "Smallwood had not only left Witness Protection, he had allowed his truck to be used in the crime, had accepted and used a condom designed to break when raping the girl, and although he knew the condom had broken and he'd come inside her, he hung around the area."
Me: "And that was because he thought he was going to be set free and could then go about his way. Whoever had cajoled him out of Witness Protection had apparently told him they would get the charges dropped by Judge J.B. Stone. Of course, someone had other plans for him, involving the Tau property and a hempen rope. And their plans came to most very efficient fruition."
Me: "Soooo, having made a short story long, I had come to several conclusions, besides the obvious confirmation that Jesse Smallwood was dumber than a box of rocks. First, the Chief and I agreed to forbid y'all from working on the case over the Holiday weekend. At the time, everything was either waiting for data or things that were in the Fede's arena. The apartment offices were closed and it was faster to wait until yesterday than tracking down the employees's names and addresses, then trying to physically find them. And we had to give the DNA tests time to run, and so on."
Me: "Second, and Mr. Roark touched on this, we had no real proof there even was a second perp. I trust Yolanda and her computer when she said Cooper's killer was taller than Smallwood would've been in high heels, but asking a Jury to convict on that alone was a losing proposition. Our only chance, our only chance, was to catch the other perp and hope he'd turn. Turns out Perp Number 1 was Smallwood, and we never got him to talk."
Me: "Soooo, the only shot of cracking this case was a very long shot: have Jesse Smallwood walk free, then hopefully realize that he was in severe danger, grave danger to his life. And when I learned that the thug-turned-lawyer Mortimer D. Randolph was Smallwood's attorney, I knew the fix was in. I knew that neither Randolph nor Nathan Masterson at the hearing were there to protect Smallwood's interests, but someone else's interests."
I then said "And it wasn't me that told him nor that Jew-hater Masterson about the exigent circumstances, but it was an amazing stroke of luck for us." Everyone laughed, getting what I was really saying with that phrase. 'Denial' ain't just a river in Egypt.
Me: "So to the surprise of no one carrying a red crowbar, I was called to testify, my exigent circumstances argument fell on deaf, racist ears, and Smallwood walked. I did make a miscalculation, though. I'd expected we'd be able to arrest Smallwood and have him in protective custody while the Town & County's appeal was heard. But I was outsmarted. Someone had Stone issue an Order of Protection against the TCPD, so we couldn't get near him. That was not just Crowbar-worthy, that was Carole-worthy!"
"So they got to him." I said, finishing up. "I can't say I'm sorry about it, Jesse Smallwood was a despicable piece of shit, and his death leaves the world no poorer." I looked around the silent room at my barely-breathing audience, and asked simply "Any questions?"
Normally, that would draw laughter. But not today. Everyone was processing what I'd told them. Finally, Roark Coleman asked "Sir, what if it wasn't Smallwood at all? Could they have framed him even for the rape?"
"No, I think he was guilty of that." I replied. "Remember that he was a Tau, and he participated in their rape rituals. Also, how did they get a fresh semen sample from him to put inside her? No, I think he was offered a lot of money to assist someone in the killings, and he was too stupid to consider that he was being set up."
"So any idea who's behind it?" asked FBI SAC Jack Muscone.
"That raises a good point that I need to touch upon." I said. "In this case we've come across Swamp Frog Feds, Good-Guy Feds... and welcome back into the fold, Mr. Webster... Establishment Elites, particularly the Taus and their families, White Supremacists, and possibly drug gangs. Anyone have a favorite?"
"There's been a huge Federal component to this." said Roark Coleman. "Energy Dynamics, CIA Officers, Brendan Chapel, the FBI both good and bad, and some of what Commander Troy calls the Establishment Elites. My guess is the Swamp Frogs are behind it. Jesse Smallwood came out of Federal Witness Protection. The Swamp Frogs have the power and money to hire professional killers. They have the resources to cover up Gayle Roberts's death and suppress any action to expose it, be it a phone call from Chapel to SAC Webster, or murdering people."
"Sounds plausible, Mr. Roark." I said. "Anyone else have something different?"
Cindy Ross said "It keeps coming up White Supremacy to me, and maybe mix in some Mob influence. They also have the ability to have professional killers do professional killer things. Judge J,B. Stone is a White Supremacist; I also remember him from the old days when he was a judge up here in our County. And if you think Bob Gold is as pure as the driven snow... well, he's certainly lily-white. Did you know that he's never hired a black person, and only a handful of technically Hispanic but more like Latin in the Roman sense... in his construction company, no less? And he has connections to the Taus -and- Edward Blassingame."
I asked "That's great information, Where did you get it from?"
Cindy replied "I began researching him after we saw him at the Fireworks Show at the Fairgrounds. I found out some of it from ordinary public records... annnnd a lot more from my father, who knows almost as much as his nephew, the Iron Crowbar."
"Yeah, right." I muttered very sardonically. "That man is an encyclopedia of knowledge that I can only wish I had. Soooo, you did research during the Holiday?"
Cindy said "If you have a problem with that, you'll have to take it up with my boss." Everyone laughed.
"Oh hell no!" I fired back. "Bourbon is expensive, and I already owe him one bottle." Everyone laughed some more. Sheriff Griswold's huge mustaches twitched merrily.
After order restored itself, Teresa Croyle said "I read up on the case and your reports last night, and I agree with Commander Ross about White Supremacists being involved. And I did not need to be in that Courtroom to know who and what J.B. Stone is; he is a bad, bad man. But I don't see any connection between Gold and Gayle Roberts."
"Okay. Good thoughts." I said. "Anyone else?"
Captain Claire Michaels said "First, I want to compliment Lieutenant Parker and his Team; they did an excellent job on this." Someone began clapping (yeah it was me), and everyone joined in the applause.
Claire continued: "Also, I very much agree with what Detective Coleman just said about the Federal influence. But I have this nagging feeling about it, that it may just be local people. I remember the hell the Apartment employees gave us, making them accomplices in all this."
Claire: "Judge Stone is in the next county; that's close enough. Maybe the local DMV issued Nat Cole's fake DL, but admittedly the Swamp Frogs could have done it. Bob Gold is local to the Tri-County area. Many of the Taus and Pi Omegas that are in our jails were from within the State. The Blassingames are from this State, as well, and Edward Blassingame has connections. This is just speculation, though."
I said "I call that 'using your imagination based on the data and your experiences'. Keep holding that crowbar for right now. So! let's separate the wheat from the chaff. Who's right?"
"Apologies to our Federal friends in the room," said Julia Rodriguez, "but I agree with Mr. Roark. Federal Swamp Frogs at work." There were many murmurs of agreement around the table. Except two of my Angels.
Cindy said "I'm staying with the White Supremacists theory." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
Roark Coleman said "I appreciate Captain Michaels's compliments, and---"
"Good asskissing skills!" Sheriff Griswold all but shouted. Everyone laughed.
Roark said "Seriously, Sheriff, it's not asskissing but the truth when I say Captain Michaels had some excellent points. And I want to ask Commander Troy: could it be some of both?"
I said: "Good thinking, Mister Roark, and good comments by all of you. And the answer is... all of you are right."
"So they all colluded with each other?" a stunned Jack Muscone asked.
"Not really." I replied. "But the truth is far more insidious. I'll start at the beginning, which is when Gayle Roberts was killed. This is where the Swamp Frogs come in, especially DNI Dr. Susan Cameron Price, Dr. Robin Isley, and future Congressman Brendan Chapel.... oh yeah, the fix is in for him in the deep blue district in Pennsylvania in which he's running."
Me: "All of this actually started when Gayle Roberts died. The Swamp Frogs, especially Chapel and Isley, were in a massive panic over the possible exposure of the project... and don't ask, I have no idea what it was nor what happened to it. What I do know is that they aspired and conspired to keep it a secret from not only the Public, but the CIA, especially their Directorate of Science and Technology... and you know who the now-retired Director of that branch of the Company is (my wife Laura)."
Me: "So they took steps to cover up the incident. The worst of it was that they had Gayle Roberts, a good and decent CIA Officer, ignominiously buried in a shallow grave near Mystery Lake. And Chapel made arrangements to keep tabs on Energy Dynamics, in case the secret leaked out, or if the CIA made a move to find out what happened to Gayle and got too close to the truth."
Me: "Well, that happened. And the contingency plan was put into effect. They (air quotes) 'found' Gayle Roberts's body, and tried to have the FBI spirit it out of Chief Evans's jurisdiction, but got snitched on. They invoked their arrangement with someone local to have Nat K. Cole and Mark Wayne Cooper annihilated. And that happened."
Me: "So now we come to part two: Jesse Smallwood. The Taus and Pi Omegas and their Establishment Elite family and friends wanted him dead, very badly. I just learned that Peter Blassingame is going to be executed at Jacksonville State Prison early this Saturday morning, and you just know that Peter's father Edward Blassingame limitlessly hates Smallwood."
Me: "So what would they do? Perhaps get with someone who could arrange for Smallwood to become (air quotes) 'available' to be hanged from the tree on the Tau property. And that's what happened. I daresay that no Feeds were involved in it, except maybe someone at Witness Protection being bribed to reveal Smallwood's location, and I don't insist upon that. But find Smallwood they did, and he was somehow cajoled to not only leave Witness Protection, but to come back here!"
Me: "And so, things transpired as we have seen. The one true coincidence in all this is that these events came together at the same time. And that's where things got a wee bit sideways. Someone thought it'd be a great idea to combine these goals by killing Cole and Cooper -and- framing Smallwood for it, and making it look like an ordinary rape and murder scenario."
Me: " If everything had gone smoothly, we wouldn't have Smallwood's DNA results and therefore his name for days, and they probably would've hung him from a tree at the far end of the Fucking Field in Nextdoor County. Alas, we the TCPD were onto it from the get-go, forcing them to alter their plans"
Mw: "And then they found out about the exigent circumstances, and they said 'Let's embarrass the Iron Crowbar and use that to get Smallwood off, pun fully intended. As you can see, I am suitably embarrassed about it." Some laughter broke out at my obvious lack of embarrassment about it.
Me: "Of course we would have won the appeal of Stone's blatantly illegal hearing, but they intended for Smallwood to be dead by then. And if they had not had that, they'd have found something else, or they would have spirited him out of the Coltrane County Jail. They only had to make sure that we didn't get Smallwood into our County Jail, where he would've been far, far safer."
"So who put this all together?" asked FBI Special Agent Tim Jenkins. "Bob Gold?"
"No." I replied. "Gold's construction company may be a front for the 'Smooth White Boys' drug gang, and he may have Mob ties. But I don't see him having the resources nor the real brains to carry all this out."
As I said that, I saw Cindy's eyes widen in pure horror as she peered at me. I met her look, and she said "No. Nooooooooo." She leaned over and began (softly) beating her head on the table as she said "No, no, no, no, noooo...." As everyone looked at her, she looked up at me and said "Moriarty 2.0?"
"Oh my God." Teresa whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.
"Yes." I said. "This is the first example that I've seen of what we've all feared most. There is a new Consultant of Crime in our County, and he or she may be far worse than Pastor Raymond Kyle Westboro ever was."
"I dunno." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Westboro set a pretty damn high bar. Let's hope this new bastard doesn't try to beat it." There were murmurs and vigorous nods of agreement with that comment.
"Any idea who it izzzz, Mr. Crowbar?" drawled Chief Moynahan.
"No sir." I replied. "This is the first time I've seen a pattern that suggests the New Consultant's existence. In fact, I doubt the Swamp Frogs, the Establishment Elites, nor the White Supremacists even know who it is; the New Consultant will use intermediaries and will be careful, like Westboro was in his early days."
"All right guys, let's take a break." said Sheriff Griswold. "Absolutely do not share the information about this New Consultant with anyone. Enjoy your lunches."
"My appetite is through the floor." Cindy said as everyone got up to go.
"Tell me about it." Teresa said. "But we're going to be talking and not eating..."
Part 15 - Lunches and Lessons
At the Cop Bar, Claire Michaels, Roark Coleman, Teddy Parker, and Julia Rodriguez sat a a spacious table for four in the main back room. "It's my treat today." Claire said. "You guys did a great job with this case. Especially you, Roark. You had some really good ideas, and you had us on the right track."
Roark replied "Thank you, ma'am. But you made the Crowbar-worthy observations and deductions."
Teddy Parker laughed, then said "My goodness, when you said that, I thought Commander Troy was going to beat you down with his crowbar, instead of handing it to you."
Claire said "I was more worried about what Commander Croyle would do to me."
Julia said "What scares me is Commander Ross's reaction to finding out we have a new Consultant of Crime. Is it really that bad?"
Claire said "If the New Consultant is anything like the Old Consultant, Pastor Westboro, then yes, it's that bad. We almost lost Joanne Warner, Commander Ross, Commander Croyle, 2000 people at First Baptist Church, and Commander Troy. Commander Muscone is in a wheelchair, and countless lives were ruined by that man."
Teddy Parker said "Absolutely true. I just wonder how Commander Troy realized this was the work of the New Consultant."
Roark Coleman said "Because he was looking for it. And I suspect he's been looking for it ever since Westboro died."
Julia said "Thank God we have the Iron Crowbar. He beat Westboro; he can beat anyone."
Claire said "And the Enemy knows that. So we have to be even more vigilant than ever, and keep him from coming to harm. In the meantime, we'll keep on keeping on. Roark, I'd like for you and Julia to keep working on the Sarah Sandstone/Geoff Gerard drug connection angle... (Author's note: Sausage and The Law)
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Griswold had insisted that we join him at the Cattleman's Club for lunch, then insisted upon paying for it. 'We' included me, my three Angels, and Chief Moynahan.
"Well, Crowbar," Griswold growled, "it might look like a failure to the Leftwing Idiots of the Press, but I say you did a remarkable job getting to the truth."
"Hear hear." said Chief Moynahan among the general acclaim.
"Thanks." I said. "I really didn't intend for Smallwood to die, but other than that, it was about the best we could have hoped for."
"Father forgive me for thinking this, much less saying it," said Teresa Croyle with emphasis, "but I think the outcome that included Smallwood's murder was the best outcome."
"I entirely a-greeee." drawled the Chief.
Tanya Muscone said "Don, I know you didn't want to speculate on this in front of everyone, but we all have Top Secret clearances. What do you think the (air quotes) 'incident' was that killed Gayle Roberts?" All eyes turned to me.
I said "I can theorize with data, and that data comes from Mark Wayne Cooper and the books at his desk. He was a specialist in fluid dynamics, which was the hardest subject within Physical Chemistry that I had to study for my Chemistry degree. For him to have been relegated to well-established legacy systems was a total waste of his talents. So I'm surmising he was involved in the incident in some way, directly or indirectly."
Me: "As to the incident itself, I've noted that it was the Swamp Frogs that tried so hard to keep the project a secret, and that the (air quotes) 'regular' CIA sent not one but two Agents to investigate it. Also, it was shut down after the incident. So I have a couple of ideas."
Me: "First, I've been seeing and reading literature about thorium nuclear reactors and molten salt reactors. There was an experimental reactor at a University in the State of Texas, I believe, and the Red Chinese are doing their own work on the technology. There is a heavy fluid dynamics component in that, as the molten salt is running through the reactor instead of water. The technology is promising, as it is a cleaner form of nuclear energy, the spent thorium can be recycled and reused. And it's scalable downwards, and small reactors for individual homes is theorized."
Cindy said "Like Shipstones?"
"Yes, exactly." I replied, remembering Robert Heinlein's book 'Friday', which Cindy had loaned to me to read.
Chief Moynahan asked "But why would the Swamp Frogzzz want to hide the project if the technology is already out therrrre?"
I said "My supposition there is that Energy Dynamics was doing it illegally for the Swamp Frogs. In the U.S., the thorium reactor projects are licensed, but likely the Energy Dynamics project was not."
Me: "And that segues into my second thought. Energy Dynamics is known for having projects for weapons. The last time we had a case involving them, a directed energy weapon was involved." (Author's note: 'Eyes Only') "So it stands to reason that they were doing something for the Swamp Frogs, be it illegal nuclear energy research, or something else both energy related and illegal, or something they could use as a weapon against a Free People."
Cindy said "Like the sound wave weapon in 'Atlas Shrugged'.", referring to Ayn Rand's epic novel.
"Exactly." I replied. "You are scintillating on the literature today, Green Crowbar."



"And you were scintillating on this entire case, Red Crowbar." Cindy replied. "As usual, I was next to you almost every step of the way, but I was mentally left in the dust. But hey! six Police Boxing Matches titles. How many do you have?"
Teresa and I glanced at each other, then I dropped the bomb on Cindy: "Nineteen parachute jumps. How many do you have?"
"One more than I ever wanted." Cindy replied.
"One more than I'll ever have." Tanya said wistfully. "Unless I can get my Mars lander bubble idea working."
"Don't even think about it." I said. "Your husband would beat me down silly if I let you."
Sheriff Griswold growled "And then he'd beat me down silly for letting Crowbar let you." We all laughed, practicing good asskissing skills.
I said "Anyhoo, credit to you, Cindy, for figuring out the New Consultant." Those words brought instant gloom to the table, so I said "Don't worry, guys. We've got a jump on this one, and he or she does not have the 20-year jump on us to build his empire like Westboro did"
"Yeah," lamented Cindy, "but Westboro put Tanya in a wheelchair, damn near killed Teresa, me, and 2000 people in First Baptist Church, and oh! how's your back doing, Don?"
"Good enough to jump out of a perfectly good aircraft while in flight." I retorted. "And one of the things your father Dr. Eckhart teaches in his seminars is 'Expect to win!'. And I expect for the TCPD to win. We've put together the best Detective Corps in the State, maybe even the Nation, and we are ready for any challenge!"
"And we have the best asset of all... the Iron Crowbar." said Teresa, practicing good asskissing skills...
Part 16 - Requiem For The Fallen
8:00am, Friday, July 8th. It was overcast but not raining, befitting the solemn ceremony taking place. The University Army ROTC Rangers carried the American-Flag-draped coffin up the hill to where a small gathering awaited them, and to the freshly dug grave on the heroes side of the Cemetery. It was to be the final resting place of CIA Officer Gayle Roberts.
My wife Laura had claimed Gayle's body, and to his credit FBI SAC Clark Webster made it happen in a timely manner. Nat K. Cole's body had not been claimed pending further attempts to completely identify her and notify the next-of-kin, but Laura had vowed to claim her body and give her an honorable funeral if no one else did.
The gathering was small. I was there with Laura, of course, and Cindy Ross was there with Callie Carrington, both wearing black dresses and Cindy wearing her Medal of Valor. Some of Laura's students that had known Gayle had come, including Peter and Karyn, and Marla Hanson. Daniel and Melina Allgood were present, as was (in a large surprise) State Senator Katherine Woodburn, and Edward and Stephanie Steele.
Sheriff Griswold, Tanya P. Muscone, Teresa Croyle, Roark Coleman, and Julia Rodriguez were there, all of us in our formal uniforms with medals. Father Alberto Romano was officiating, dressed in his formal Police uniform with medals, black shirt, and clerical collar.
Admiral (Ret.) Leonard R. Cordell attended, wearing his formal white Navy uniform. The Navy Cross spearheaded his many medals. Also there at the Federal level were Jack Muscone (with Tanya), Clark Webster, and Tim Jenkins.
Laura gave the eulogy, and became emotional at the end of her speech. The ROTC Rangers folded the American Flag with crisp movements, then presented it to Laura. Father Romano made the final incantations. People came up to Laura with words of condolence, led by State Senator Woodburn.
As we were leaving in my Police SUV, I said "Do you want me to take the day and stay with you?"
"Thank you, but no." Laura said. "It's back to the grind for me. I still have a ton of things to do to get the Medical School up and running by September."
I haven't spent all this time married to a psychiatrist to not know that Laura needed an emotional release. As I drove to Police Headquarters after dropping her off, I could not shake a nagging sense of foreboding...
Part 17 - Epilogue - The Wheels of Justice
"Wheels of Justice grind slow but grind fine"
― Sun Tzu
6:50am, Saturday, July 9th. We were in the main audience chamber at Jacksonville State Prison. The one-way glass to our front was obscured by closed Levolor blinds. Outside the Prison, a group of anti-death-penalty agitators were not alone: hundreds of women, of all political persuasions, were there to cheer the impending execution and jeer the condemned criminal.
My group had arrived at 6:30am, all wearing civilian clothes. I'd secured an SBI van that was more like a luxurious SUV inside. Coming to see the execution were myself, Teresa Croyle, Jack Muscone, Cindy Ross, Paulina Patterson, Dr. Stephanie Steele and her husband Edward, and Our Sheriff, Antonio Griswold.
Some journalists and other persons that had won lottery tickets to sit in the room were also present, as were the families of the murdered victims Stephen Henry and Wendy Withers. Everyone sat in the chairs facing the window. Teresa and I stood in the back, expecting trouble.
And that trouble arrived: the door to the audience chamber opened and in walked the convicted murderer's family: his mother's brother Federal Agent Andrew Parsons, and his father Edward Blassingame. With them was their attorney, Nathan Masterson. Mrs. Blassingame was outside the room; she could not bear to watch her son being executed by the State. The looks of hatred Parsons and Blassingame gave me was only matched by the infamous 'Teresa Cunt' look that the Iron Wolf bestowed upon them.
At 6:59am, the blinds to the window were raised. Two guards came in, followed by the Warden, the prison doctor, and the State Chaplain (don't ask me how), Rev. Steven Ikea. Then two more guards brought in the manacled condemned man, Peter Blassingame. He had been 'prepared' before being brought in, and he was attired in standard orange prison garb, and he looked scared shitless and like he wanted to cry for his mama. The guards strapped him to the table in the center of the room. The prison doctor then affixed three I.V. needles into Peter's arm.
There was a television monitor mounted high up on the wall in the corner of the room. On it was Governor Sharon Marshall. Being a Republican Governor. the rabid dogs of the Mainstream Media made sure to show her giving the final order. And after the Warden read the official Death Warrant, the Governor was asked to continue or stay the execution. Governor Marshall said with great enthusiasm: "Execute Peter Blassingame!"
I glanced over at Edward Blassingame. He had a hideously malignant look on his face as the Governor's words seemingly echoed in the room. He sensed I was looking at him and he looked at me, his countenance growing even uglier, if that were possible. I just tried to look as smug as I possibly could, to silently rub it in. All that money, all that Elitist power, but he could not prevent the delivery of the ultimate Act of Justice to his criminal son.
Steven Ikea said a final prayer, then he and the Warden left the death chamber with all but two guards and the doctor. The guards covered Peter's terrified face with an eyeless black mask. The doctor hooked up the I.V. lines to tubes that would introduce the chemicals into Peter that would kill him.
The doctor and the guards exited the room, leaving Peter Blassingame alone, weeping and terrified like his victims had been before he had brutalized them and taken their lives. He had shown them no mercy, and he would now be shown no mercy.
On a wall in the side room, three guards pressed three identical buttons, only one of which actually delivered the chemical. Then the next buttons were pushed, then the third. Moments later, the doctor came back in and delivered the (to me, wonderful) news: Peter Blassingame, murderer and rapist, was dead.
"You son of a bitch!" Edward Blassingame shouted hoarsely at me. "My son is dead because of you!" Andrew Parsons said nothing, but looked at me with equal hatred.
"You're right." I said, making my voice as taunting as possible. "I did everything I could to get him convicted, prevent your feeble attempts to spirit him out custody, and ensure that he would be executed by the State. And now your son is dead, Blassingame... dead!"
"Look to your life, Troy." Edward said, his voice low and menacing. "And your family's lives!"
"Bring it on, asshole." I said, my own voice low and venomous. "Bring. It. On.'
By now, guards were coming in and made sure Blassingame and I remained physically separated. Blassingame and Parsons were escorted out to where a sobbing Mrs. Blassingame was being consoled by the Reverend Ikea.
The Henry and Withers families were emotional as well as they thanked us for catching and convicting their loved ones's killer. Stephanie Steele talked with them for several minutes until guards came to escort us out. As we went outside, we could hear the cheering of the women that had come to the prison.
"Tell the truth, Crowbar." said Sheriff Griswold as we walked towards our vehicle. "You used to poke sticks at yellow jacket nests and stomp on fire ant beds, didn't you? You just love stirring things up... heedless of the danger to yourself." He'd seen me goading Edward Blassingame into a frenzy, and I understood his admonition of warning.
"No sir, but I did have an ingenious way of killing yellow jackets with biological warfare." I replied. "As to the fire, I preferred taking a shovel and dumping one nest's ants on another one, and just sitting back and watching as they fought each other to the death."
"That's my Crowbar." the Sheriff said quietly, conceding.
As we got into our van to leave and go home, Teresa, riding shotgun, said to me "Well, that's it. It's over."
"Leaving the world no poorer." I replied. "Peter Blassingame and Jesse Smallwood are reunited. In Hell..."
"... as it should be."
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
8:00pm, Wednesday, July 20th. The Chop House steakhouse was not particularly busy on a Wednesday night, and Laura and I had the back room pretty much to ourselves as we celebrated our ninth wedding anniversary. As usual, the steaks were delicious and the wine divine ('wine', 'divine'... see what I did there?).
We had not had a lot of time to talk the past few weeks. Laura had thrown herself into her work getting the State Medical College started up, often working 18 to 20 hours a day on it. In fact, in order to make my wife available for this dinner, her assistant, Callie Carrington, had literally disconnected her computer and phone, and Callie's wife Cindy Ross had physically made sure that Laura left her office and got into my Police SUV. Very, very few people can whip the 6x Police Boxing Matches Champion's ass, and Laura is not one of them. (I am.)
So we caught up, and we talked shop. I said "Roy McGhillie asked me to thank you again for delivering their baby yesterday. He knows how busy you've been, and he appreciates you taking time out to help them."
"Oh, I was glad to do that for one of your Police Officers... and the sister of the CIA Officer who gave her life saving my sister's life." (Author's note: 'The French Connection, Ch. 01-02')
"And Becca named her new daughter 'Kathy', after her sister." I said, then neatly segued "Speaking of deceased CIA Officers, anything new on Nat K. Cole?"
Laura said "We couldn't find her family, even with your and Mary Milton's help. The CIA had no record of her having any family at all. She was the perfect operative for them: if something goes wrong, nobody is missing her."
"We've seen a few of those in the past." I said. "And I daresay you were like that at the beginning of your career. So did you take care of Natasha?"
"Yes, I claimed her body and buried her near Gayle's grave." Laura replied. "You were busy putting out fires at Police HQ, so just a few of us went to her interment, and it was done pretty quickly. She deserved better, but at least she got a proper burial."
"Thanks to you." I said. "So how is the State Medical College coming along? Will you be able to start classes on time?"
"I think so." Laura said brightly. "We have just about all of that in place. The professors and teaching doctors are hired, and they're putting together the first class. We've got office space rented. Right now the hard part is the new construction. I'm beginning to hate government regulation more and more every day."
"I am the choir. You are preaching to it." I said.
"Yes." Laura said drily. "And speaking of government regulations: how is the new State Constitution coming along?"
"Pretty good." I answered. "Tasha has been working on it with me. Carole showed no interest, and Jim and Ross said it took away from New Lego City time. You should hire them to build your new buildings. Ian was interested at first, then realized that Jim and Ross were making room to add Lego structures by removing track from the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad. So now he's up there protecting his turf."
Laura laughed at that, then got serious and said "I'm surprised Carole's not interested. I know Tasha is loving the time she's getting to spend with you, and the State Constitution will be Carole's cornerstone if she realizes her dream to become a Police Officer."
This was the first acknowledgement by Laura of her daughter's unwavering desire to follow me into Police work. Then Laura said "I asked Carole what she wanted for her birthday on August 1st. You know what she said?"
"To go to the TCPD Promotions and Medals Day." I replied. "At least that's what she told me."
"Yes!" Laura exclaimed. "She's going to be nine years old, and that's all she wants. No dresses, no clothes, no bicycle, no toys, no books... just to go to your ceremony. That's just not ri-ight."
"It is to me." I said, then quickly added "I know what you mean. And tell her she's going to be hosting a pizza party at the Roundhouse Pizza restaurant the Saturday before. She'll be excited about that."
"Speaking of her becoming nine years old," said Laura, "it's time to give Carole 'the talk'."
"Already?" I said, astonishment in my voice.
"Yes." Laura affirmed. "Stephanie (Steele) told me that Marie asked about sex after hearing other girls talking about it. Marie apparently asked Carole, who looked it up on the Internet rather than ask her 'sex professor' mother."
"Nor her father." I said. "So she and Marie are at that age, eh?"
"They're at that grade level." Laura replied. "They're starting fifth grade on September 2nd. I told Stephanie that I would talk to Marie and Carole together, and Stephanie agreed with that... what? You look sad."
I lamented: "I... I was just remembering when Carole was barely a toddler, and I brought Bowser home for the first time. And now she's a fifth grader. Where did the time go?"
"Yeah." Laura said, melancholy in her voice, as well...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Meanwhile...
"That was a great steak." Teresa Croyle said as she, Cindy Ross, and Callie Carrington sat on the back porch of Cindy's house as the light dimmed in the wake of the setting sun. Teresa had a lapful of little Benjamin Ross. "Who taught you how to grill them so well?"
"Sheriff Griswold." Cindy said. "My Canadian dad taught me the basics when I was a kid, but the Sheriff works magic with his techniques and his seasonings."
"And the quality of the meat was top-notch." Callie added.
"I'm glad you chose to invite me for it." Teresa said. "And I take it that y'all got Laura to her anniversary date with Don?"
"By sheer force of will." Cindy said.
"And sheer force of Cindy." Callie added,
"Good." said Teresa, giving what was for her a smile. "They both needed a night. Laura's been doing a great job, but it has really worn her down. And Don tries not to show it, but he's been doing a lot to help out at home -plus- rewriting the State Constitution -plus- all of his Police duties."
"Including the new threat of the New Consultant." Cindy added. "But don't be fooled: Don is loving rewriting the State Constitution. And Tasha is loving the time she gets to spend with him while (air quotes) 'helping' him write it."
"Yeah. He loves his kids." Teresa said. For some reason, that caused all three women to look at little Betsy Ross, who was in the backyard playing with those most redoubtable of dogs, George and Charlotte.
"Speaking of the New Consultant," Callie said, to break the silence, "does Don have any idea who he is?"
"If he does, he's not saying." Teresa said.
"And my vibe is that he doesn't know." Cindy said. "But I have noticed that when he does speak of the New Consultant, he says 'he or she'. And Don is not someone beholden to political correctness regarding pronouns."
Teresa replied "He's not beholden to political correctness about much of anything. But you make a good point. His 'naughty' list probably includes men and women."
Cindy said "He wouldn't tell us he suspected Pastor Westboro for a long time. He feared that anyone else who knew might be compromised and killed. But Westboro was long established by the time Don walked into TCPD Headquarters for the first time, and we're still cleaning up Westboro's messes from time to time."
It had grown dark, so Cindy called Betsy to come back to the house. The dogs went to their doghouse, which led to the garage where they could sleep. Callie took Benjamin and Betsy inside to get ready for bed, but only after Betsy hugged her adoptive mother, then said "Good night, Aunt Teresa!" and exchanged a warm hug with the Iron Wolf.
Once they were alone, Cindy said "There is one thing I wanted to talk to you about, just between you and me alone." Teresa nodded and Cindy continued: "I understand what Don is saying about a New Consultant, but I can't shake the possibility that this last case was White Supremacy, and not a wider conspiracy, for lack of a better term."
"I agree with you." Teresa said. "But is it not possible that the New Consultant is a White Supremacist, or supports their agenda?"
"Oh sure, absolutely." Cindy said. "Westboro certainly did. And if that's true, it may be a cluuuuue to the identity of Moriarty 2.0. I've been thinking about it, dangerous as that is, and there's something I saw on July 4th that has been nagging at me. Bob Gold's name has been coming up in all this---"
"But Don said Gold doesn't pack the gear mentally to be the New Consultant." Teresa asserted.
"He's not who I'm thinking of or talking about." Cindy replied. "It was who I saw talking with him... Daniel and Melina Allgood."
Teresa's eyes widened. "You think Mayor Allgood is the New Consultant?" she asked disbelievingly.
"No, but I was thinking that Melina is a possibility." Cindy said. "We all know she has no love for Blacks, and she's definitely got the brains for it. Don was married to her for eight years, and she's his current wife's sister, so he may be unwilling to seriously consider her."
"And she may not be the New Consultant." said Teresa, "She could've helped Bob Gold with the Smallwood situation, though. But why would she do that?"
"Money talks, bullshit runs the marathon." Cindy said. "I checked, and Gold has made some sizable donations to Daniel's campaigns for Mayor. Not one dime for Our Sheriff, a few very small amounts for Republicans running for the Council or the Assembly. Oh yeah, he's been generous to Bill Redmond's campaigns, as well."
"Interesting." Teresa mused thoughtfully. "I think we need to get Vice really looking into the 'Smooth White Boys' gang...."
Part 2 - Sex And Sobriety
(Author's note: For more on Tiffany Clarkson and some of what is said here, read 'The Pact'.)
9:30pm (give or take), Saturday, July 23d. The college athlete groaned as the beautiful redhead slid her full lips up and down his slender cockshaft, engulfing his manhood in her warm, wet mouth.
"Oh yeah. That feels good." Lawrence Watson groaned as Tiffany Clarkson gave him head. The University's star varsity football quarterback and leading Heisman Trophy candidate had met the 20-year-old beauty at a party. Tiffany had volunteered to be one of the School's "Bulldog Belles" that escorted football recruits on Campus visits, and entertained players at parties... and Tiffany quickly gained a reputation as a 'hostess with the mostest'.
Lawrence had taken a liking to Tiffany, and invited her to some parties. He was arrogant beyond belief, she thought, and he had made it clear he'd expected sex from her. But at least he'd had the courtesy to take her out to some nice dinners, and the alcohol always flowed freely wherever he was.
"Yeah, that Wildcat asshole, the Iron Crowbar, he can only wish he was me." Lawrence said, then took a swig from a wine bottle. "He can only wish he could get the women I get."
"I dunno." Tiffany said, as she licked his shaft. "I know a hell of a lot of women that would fight to spread their legs for him... including me." She slid her mouth back onto his cock and resumed fellating him.
"You would?" Watson exclaimed, genuine shock in his voice. "After what he did to you? Putting your boyfriend in prison, and your brother in prison?"
And saving our lives, Tiffany silently thought to herself as she silently gave him head. But Lawrence was riled up now.
"He's so jealous of me that he has his gestapo cops trying to catch me speeding on the highway. Me!" he ranted, beginning to slur his words. "But he don't get it. The cops here are Bulldogs, not dirty, nasty Wildcats. I own them, just like I own this School and this Town! Okay, turn over so I can fuck you."
Tiffany dutifully slid forward then raised her luscious ass high in the air. Lawrence got behind her, gripped her hips, and sank his modest size balls-deep into her surprisingly deep box. Tiffany groaned as she was filled.
"Yeah, baby, the power of a V-8 for ya." Watson grunted. "The Iron Crowbar can't give you this!"
"No, there's no comparison," Tiffany moaned agreeably. No, she'd never fucked the Iron Crowbar, but the legends of him being ten feet tall and having ten inches of iron hard cock persisted.
"Oh yeah, my cock is my super power." Lawrence grunted as he felt his balls tighten. "Oh geez, here it comes, baby!" With another gasp, Lawrence began coming, firing his load into Tiffany's twat.
"Yeah, you are Superman, baby." Tiffany said. Yeah, because he's faster than a speeding bullet, she thought inwardly. Now, the Iron Crowbar? There's a real man!
As he finished his climax, Lawrence said "That was good, baby. Say, you wanna go to a party with me and hang out?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party was at an apartment south of Town, near the Coltrane County line, and was attended by several University varsity football players and several women that Tiffany knew.
One of those women was Lily. She was Filipino/Malaysian Asian, with high cheekbones highlighting her beautiful face, and long, lustrous, raven-black hair falling down her shapely back.
She was naked except for high heeled sandals, and she was sitting on the lap of the Bulldogs's starting tight end, facing him. Tiffany could see his fat balls under Lily, and his thick cock appearing and disappearing in and out of her tight, sopping wet cunt as she skillfully rode him. The sight made Tiffany horny and wet again.
"All right, let's get this party started!" Lawrence Watson said loudly. Someone handed him a brown sack with the top of a bottle of wine sticking out. Lawrence settled into a comfortable corner chair and began taking long swigs of the wine, then asked for a mixed drink.
"I'll get you one." Tiffany said, heading to the kitchen. A wide receiver followed her. Seeing him come in, she asked "Any good drugs around here?"
"Oh hell no." the tall, lanky stud replied. "Lawrence doesn't do drugs, actually none of us do, what with the constant testing of athletes. But Lawrence is scared to death of the Iron Crowbar. He's a Wildcat, and Lawrence thinks he's trying to bust him before we play the Wildcats and beat the shit out of them."
"Like the Iron Crowbar has time to fool with Lawrence." Tiffany said as she mixed several drinks. She felt his strong hands wrap around her waist and his lips kissing her neck as she continued "So isn't Lawrence afraid of a Police raid for underage drinking?"
"Hee hee, that's funny." the guy said. "Is that even a misdemeanor? But seriously, the Iron Crowbar has been trying to catch Lawrence driving drunk, but his cops are Bulldogs fans, and they're protecting him."
"He needs to be careful." Tiffany said as she slid her cum-stained panties down her shapely legs and let them drop to the floor. She turned and the stud picked her up and deposited her sweet ass onto the edge of the countertop. He opened his pants and his large, stiff penis sprang out, eager to be sheathed in her tight redheaded pussy.
"Ohhhhh, yes!" Tiffany gasped as she was deeply penetrated by his size. "Now that's a V-8!"
The stud laughed as he began fucking her with long, hard strokes. "What, Lawrence been bullshitting you about his size?"
"Yeah." Tiffany said as she watched the big cock pumping in and out of her. "He says he has a V-8, but I know a straight six-shooter when I see one."
"Yeah, this is not the first time I'm hearing that. So now let me show you what a real eight incher feels like." the guy said. They both concentrated on their pleasure as another girl came in to get the drinks for Lawrence that Tiffany had made...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
An hour and a half later, Tiffany came into the living room. Things had quietened down. Lawrence was still in the chair in the corner, considerably more buzzed. When he saw Tiffany, he said "You ready to go, babe?"
"Let me drive you." Lily said to Tiffany, who quickly accepted the offer.
"No skin off my nose." Lawrence said, happy-go-lucky as ever. "Later, Toots." The women left, the sperm of two men in each of their well-used pussies.
As they drove away in Lily's Corvette C-5 convertible, Tiffany said "Thanks for the ride. I did not want to get into a car with Lawrence."
"I don't blame you." Lily said. "The Iron Crowbar isn't watching for him because he's a Wildcat; he's afraid Lawrence is going to kill someone while driving drunk." Then she added "And Wildcat or not, I'd love to spread my legs for the Iron Crowbar and fuck his brains out."
"Me, too." said Tiffany said. "And we'll have to do a lot of tag-team fucking. He's got a lot of brains to fuck out. I saw that firsthand."
Lily laughed as she drove along the Bypass. Then she gasped a blue Charger roared past her at high speed. A Police cruiser also roared past, its blue lightbar blazing.
"Oh shit, was that Lawrence?" Tiffany asked, stunned.
"I think so." said Lily. "And he's not going to have time to swap seats with anyone like he did with Ruggs." (Author's note: 'The Wolf and the Moon', Ch. 01-02.)
"Oh, him." Tiffany said. "Noah wasn't there tonight, was he?"
"No, he stays away from Lawrence these days." Lily replied. "He swapped seats with Lawrence last Spring, but when he realized how lucky he was not to have been arrested or get killed, he makes sure not to be put in that situation again. Lawrence still drives drunk, and one day he is going to kill someone. And that's why I had you ride home with me instead of him."
"And I appreciate it." Tiffany said. "But I wasn't going to get into a car with him, no matter what.
As they continued driving, they came upon the Charger on the side of the highway, with the Police cruiser behind it. As they slowly passed, Tiffany gasped.
"I think that cop car was on fire!" she exclaimed. She had seen orange flames in the engine compartment. The women looked in the rear-view mirrors and saw an orange glow behind the silhouette of the Charger.
Lily sped up the car some, and Tiffany asked why. Lily said "I'm getting us the hell out of here. And if anyone asks, especially the Police, tell them you didn't see a thing."
As they drove along, they were suddenly overtaken by the Charger, which blew past them. "Don't look!" Lily cried out. As they watched the Charger's taillights get smaller as it sped away from them, Lily said "The cops were in the car with Lawrence! He was in the passenger seat, looking like he was having the time of his life."
"Who were the cops?" Tiffany asked, making a mistake.
"I don't know, I couldn't really see their faces." Lily said. "And that's probably a good thing. Again, just forget you ever saw anything..."
Part 3 - The Mystery and the Crowbars
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, July 25th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "A power grab by the Fascist Governor of the State, and a burned out shell of a Police vehicle!"



After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Governor Sharon Marshall acted more like a Fascist dictator than the Governor of the State when she fired the State Medical Board for courageously standing up for the health and safety of medical patients by refusing to reinstate Dr. Leonard R. Cordell's State medical license."
Bettina: "Today Governor Marshall is going to exceed her authority even further by unilaterally reinstating Dr. Cordell's license after the State Supreme Court, which is packed with radical right-wing Conservatives, ordered a lower Court's reinstatement ruling to be followed, and ended all appeals and stays of that ruling. Let's go to highly respected reporter Carl Lemay for more. Carl!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the lanky Reporter of Color from the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with the State Office Building in his background. "The Governor's unilateral action is considered to be highly controversial by experienced politicians, legal scholars, medical groups, and, importantly, the medical insurance industry."
Lemay: "BigBenefitInsurance, led by its enlightened CEO Jeff Woolsey, has promised to take the case of Dr. Cordell's suspension to Federal Court as early as today. Mr. Woolsey will be backed in his Federal lawsuit by esteemed University Professor Lionel Carmela. This is a developing story, and KXTC Channel Two News will bring you important news as it breaks. Back to you, Bettina."
"Thank you, Carl!" shouted Bettina as the feed returned to her. "Again, that was highly respected reporter Carl Lemay with that important information. In local news, what appears to be the burned out frame of a Town & County Police cruiser was found on the Bypass early Saturday morning. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this developing story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged blonde from the same rooftop as Carl Lemay, but with TCPD Headquarters in her background. "Early Saturday morning, several persons called 9-1-1 to report a vehicle fire on the Bypass."
Amber: "First responders found the vehicle abandoned and reported no injuries at the scene. The vehicle was totally destroyed, but from Open Records requests and anonymous sources within the TCPD, Channel Two News has learned that the vehicle may have been a Police cruiser, as a heavily damaged lightbar was attached to it."
Amber: "A Town & County Police spokesperson stated that no TCPD vehicles are unaccounted for, but refused further comment, citing the ongoing investigation. And as usual, Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And he won't." I said as I drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room, along with Sheriff Griswold, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Deputy Chief Tanya Muscone, Police Chief Moynahan... and our special guest, EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell.
I added "At least not until I understand what happened,"
"What do yooo know, so farrrrr?" inquired Chief Moynahan.
"And who is this 'spokesperson' that's been blabbing his or her mouth? They usually say, if it's Thompson." said Sheriff Griswold, referring to the Public Relations Officer, Captain Damien Thompson.
Tanya Muscone said "No, it wasn't him. It was probably one of the Duty Desk Sergeants. They're allowed to state the obvious to get the Press hounds off their backs."
"Here's what we know, to quote Alison McFarland and her podcasts." I said, remembering....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I was up and about just after dawn on Saturday, July 23rd, dressed in my uniform and enjoying a cup of coffee as I sat on the deck of The Cabin, when the door opened and two outstanding dogs bounded out, around the corner and down the hillside to do their business. A second later my eight-year-old daughter Carole came out, fully dressed.
"You're about to get a phone call, Daddy." she said as she perched herself on the metal mesh loveseat next to me. "From Aunt Treesa. Official Po-leece business."
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone. "Good morning, Commander Croyle. What's going on in our Town & County?"
"Good morning, sir." said Teresa, not bothering to ask how I knew it was her. "I normally wouldn't bother you about stuff like this, but it's one of those 'strangenesses' you like to solve. And I suspect it's going to get ugly. The Press is already involved." She told me of the burned-out Police cruiser.
"I'll be right there." I said, then disconnected.
"Can I go with you, Daddy?" Carole asked hopefully.
"I dunno, Fussbudget." I replied. "It's just an accident scene. And the Press is there, and you know I don't like them photographing you."
"It'll be okay, Daddy." Carole said reassuringly. "And crime scenes are my specialty."
"Good grief." I muttered quietly, then said more loudly "Okay, early birthday present for you. Get your badge..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The right lane of the Bypass going north was shut down, but my Police SUV was allowed inside the cordoned off area. I saw the slugs of the Press, held back and outraged about it. I heard Amber Harris screaming "Commander Troy, why weren't you here sooner?" And if I had been, what would she be accusing me of? I wondered to myself. Sheesh! The Press: can't live with 'em, can't shoot 'em. Well...
The Police activity was greater than normal. CSIs were all over the twisted metal carcass of the vehicle. "Whaddya got?" I said to Teresa as she watched near the wreck.
"I've been told the fire burned really hot and heavy." Teresa said. "The preliminary report is that it started in the engine, and there are no obvious signs of arson. It is a TCPD vehicle, but we have nothing to show to whom it is assigned."
Teresa: "And before you ask: multiple people called into 9-1-1, but nobody stopped, or at least stayed long enough to be questioned. We can get their names from the metadata of their 9-1-1 calls, and go interview them. And I personally called Intelligence to get video footage, and Ranger Halston is working on it."
"We should get something." I said. "The Department of Homeland Security has spent billions of your tax dollars putting up enough cameras to cover every inch of populated space in these United States of America--- where is she going?" I had seen Carole wandering away from us, heading north, looking at the ground.
"I've got her, sir." Teresa said. "You can check out the car." She took off after Carole.
I glanced over the car, but there was no trace of any identifying features. They had stopped stamping license plates some years before, so that was no help. The VIN had survived, though.
Glancing over at Carole, I saw her pointing at the ground, bringing something to Teresa's attention. Teresa called over a CSI Tech, and they had a conversation, with Carole listening attentively. After a moment, she waved me over.
"Carole observed these scratch-off marks on the shoulder and out into the highway." Teresa said. "Carole thinks it's from the car that the Police cruiser pulled over last night."
"And how do we know the Police didn't come up upon a disabled vehicle, and stop to help?" I asked.
Carole replied "Because nobody called the Fire Department or the EMTs, which is standard op-err-a-ting pro-ceed-ure." Teresa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Yeah, I suspect that if it had been a stranded motorist, this particular Police vehicle would not have stopped at all." I said. "So! How do we know this was made last night, and not some time ago?" I asked.
Teresa said "I asked the Tech if there was a test for freshness, and he said not really, but he'd analyze it."
Carole impatiently said "We know it anyway, Daddy. They're right here in front of the wreck. I thought you didn't be-leeve in coincidences."
"Mind your tone, Detective." Teresa said sternly. "That is the Police Commander you are talking to, not one of your little brothers."
"Yes ma'am." Carole said contritely. "I'm sorry, sir."
"Your apology is accepted." I said. "And what I actually said was that you can always have one coincidence, but never two. Having said that, that is an outstanding observation and deduction on your part, that the tracks are right in front of this burned out wreck. Yes, we can take it as a starting point in our investigation."
I looked more closely at the long rows of scratch marks, then said "These appear to be 305/35 R20XL 20 inch tires, which are found standard on the newest model Charger Hellcat Redeye Widebody. And who do we know with a drinking and driving problem that drives one of those?" Teresa just nodded.
"Wow, Daddy." said Carole. "You can tell all that by just looking at the tire tracks?"
When I nodded my daughter sighed, then said "I got a whole lotta work to do..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back 'live' at the morning meeting, I said "I spoke with Ranger Halston on Saturday. All of the traffic footage he got from various cameras was too grainy or too far away to show much. But one camera on an overpass sign showed a Charger driving at a very high rate of speed, and just seconds later a Police cruiser chasing it with lightbar blazing. The video is black and white, though."
Teresa said "I asked the CEO of BOW Enterprises, which has several cameras overwatching the Bypass, to preserve the tapes of that time period for us to look at. Of course, I had to agree to perform sexual favors on him in exchange."
She said it so casually and so deadpan flat that some of us burst out laughing while some looked totally shocked (I'll let you guess who's who on that), even though we all knew the CEO of BOW Enterprises was her husband, Todd Burke.
Teresa then said "I also tried to get an accounting of all our TCPD vehicles, but that was hard to do over the weekend, as some people have their vehicles at their homes, and a few are being used for official business outside the County. But no one is proactively reporting a vehicle as missing or wrecked. So I'm wondering if it's a real TCPD cruiser, or a dressed-up fake."
I said "I think we'll start getting some answers today, as the work week gets started."
"Changing the subject," said Tanya Muscone, to change the subject, "congratulations on getting your license restored, Dr. Cordell!" Everyone applauded.
"Don't celebrate too soon." admonished Cordell. "Federal Judge Ruth B. Taney will issue an injunction just as soon as Woolsey's lawyers file their appeal in her Court. She despises the Military, she hates all of us in this County, and she has strong ties to Woolsey and the Swamp Frogs."
"Hell," I said, "Woolsey would try to keep Dr. Cordell from getting Red Cross certified if he could."
Everyone laughed, then Sheriff Griswold muttered "Yeah. I'm getting tired of these Establishment Elites... and their little dogs of the Media, too."
"Stop insulting dogs, Sheriff." I said. "Bowser would be very angry to be compared to the Press. Very angry indeed..."
Part 4 - The Investigation In Earnest
11:00am, Monday, July 25th. I finally knew enough to know what I had to do.
The Angels Meeting was short and consisted almost entirely of instructions. Then I spoke with Lieutenants Mary Milton and Christopher Purvis of Intelligence, inviting them (in the Japanese sense) to get as much footage as possible in the timeframe of interest, and follow up on any additional information, like third-party vehicles in the area, and the Charger and the Police cruiser appearing in other places.
No sooner had I finished with them when I got a call from Tanya inviting me to her office next door. When I went in, she said "I just got a call from the Police Motor Pool. They're reporting that one of the Police cruisers in for service has disappeared."
 "Ah, so desu ka!" I replied. "Whose vehicle?"
"Sergeant Clarke's." Tanya said. "He's on the Duty Desk at 1st Precinct right now."
I called Intel and told Purvis to get all the internal and external footage of the Motor Pool, as well as records of entries and exits. Then I asked Teresa to take the Captain of Physical Properties--- oh wait, we don't have one!... so I suggested she take 1st Precinct Lieutenant Jerome Davis.
I called 1st Precinct and told them to have Sergeant Clarke waiting for me. I then called Cindy Ross, who was working at that location, and asked her if she'd join me for the Clarke interview. She agreed to do it.
"You know," she said as we met in her office at the Jail, "you could've asked a Senior Sergeant or any Detective ranked higher than Clarke to do this."
"True." I said. "But I have a feeling that this could become a BFD..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I got here about seven o'clock this morning. The car wasn't there." said Walter. He was a civilian employee of the TCPD, working in the Motor Pool building on the Nextdoor County highway.
"I looked all over the Motor Pool, and it wasn't anywhere." Walter continued. "So I told the MPO."
"And I confirmed that it wasn't here and called Commander Muscone." said the Motor Pool Officer (MPO), Sergeant Spicer.
"When did he bring it in?" Teresa asked.
"Friday, around noon." Walter said. "I worked on it that afternoon, running diagnostics. I came in this morning early, so that I could get a jump on it."
"What was wrong with it?" Teresa queried.
"Sergeant Clarke came in complaining that the motor didn't have a lot of power when accelerating." said Walter. "My diagnostic showed that one of the cylinders wasn't getting good compression. I checked the spark plug and the fuel line. The spark plugs were due to be changed out, anyway, so I went and bought some on the way home Friday, and I was going to put them in today."
"Was anyone here this weekend?" Teresa asked.
"Not that I know of." said Sergeant Spicer....
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Ma'am? Sir? Er, you wanted to see me?" said a clearly surprised Sergeant Clarke as he entered the 1st Precinct Conference Room.
"Yes, come on in." I said. "Have a seat."
"Uh, do I need a Union Rep?" asked Clarke.
"Do you want one?" Cindy immediately asked.
I said "We just want to ask about your assigned Police vehicle in the Police Motor Pool."
"Oh, that." said Sergeant Clarke. "The PMO Sergeant called me about it this morning. He said it wasn't there--- er, am I in trouble for it?"
"No." I said. "We just wanted to ask you about the timeline for taking it in to the Motor Pool. You took it Friday? What time? And why?"
"Yes, sir. At lunchtime." Clarke replied. "It seemed to be losing power when I accelerated. It was due for a tune-up, anyway, so I took it on in."
"How'd you get back to the Police Station?" I asked.
"(Ifficer) Ben Jones followed me there, then we went to lunch on the way back to here." said Clarke.
"And you picked up some desk duty, I see." I said, pretending to look at a sheet of paper with a schedule on it.
"Yes sir." said Clarke. "I asked for it, since I wasn't sure how long they'd be working on the car. I have Duty Desk all this week."
I said "And you know your vehicle is missing."
"I don't know about 'missing', sir." said Clarke. "They called and asked if I'd picked it up, and I said no, and that I'd be out there at lunch if it was ready. They said call first to make sure it was ready, then hung up. I thought that was pretty weird, but didn't think a lot of it."
"Okay, that's all I've got." I said. "Commander Ross, do you have any questions for Sergeant Clarke?"
"Just one." Cindy replied. "Sergeant, do you know what happened to your vehicle after it disappeared from the Motor Pool?"
"Uh, no ma'am." Clarke said. Then he peered at both of us and asked "Uh, is everything okay?"
I said "You may have heard on the news of a burned-out vehicle found on the Bypass early Saturday morning. We're investigating the possibility that the vehicle is your missing Police cruiser."
"Whaa?" asked Sergeant Clarke, looking totally stunned. My car?"
"Yes." I said, my eyes boring right through him. "Any idea at all how it got there?"
"Uh, n-n-no..." Clarke stammered...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back at Police Headquarters, I met with Teresa, Cindy, Tanya, Jerome Davis, Mary Milton, Chris Purvis, and Chief Moynahan in the Main Conference Room.
First, we compared notes on the interviews. Everyone agreed that the stories matched up.
Jerome Davis said "I was watching all the others at the Motor Pool. They were going about their jobs like normal. No one acted jumpy or got into little groups to talk furtively about us being there."
"Is that in itself an indication of a problem?" asked Purvis. "I mean, Commander Croyle at the scene after a Police vehicle was found burned on the highway?"
"The Operations Officer is talking to the PMO chief and a mechanic." I said. "For all anyone knows, they're talking about getting service on Teresa's vehicle, and Jerome is her ride back to Town. So no, we can't say unequivocally that they knew or didn't know anything."
I continued: "So it also appears that no one at the motor pool, except the mechanic working on it, seemed to notice a car was missing. They may not have even realized that particular car was there to begin with."
Teresa said "It never seemed to cross the mechanic'x nor Sergeant Spicer's minds that the missing vehicle was the one on the Bypass... and as Commander Troy said, if they even heard the news reports. No one acted guilty, and no one acted too innocent. So if I may ask, what about Sergeant Clarke?"
I said "You indeed may ask. Commander Ross, your evaluation of the interview?"
Cindy said "At first I thought he was guilty of something when he brought up getting a Union rep. But I didn't get any vibe from him until Commander Troy mentioned the burned-out car on the Bypass, His vibe then was one of total surprise, of shock."
"Yes, it was." I said agreeably. "So the car was getting a tune-up, and one cylinder was not at maximum efficiency, possibly due to old spark plugs or the fuel lines. The mechanic toodled with it for a while, but left it with the intention of resuming work on it today. Does that sound about right?"
Everyone nodded vigorously in agreement, so I said "So we need some more data to get to the truth. What do you Intel folks have for us?"
Lieutenant Mary Milton said "I got the internal video of the Motor Pool garage. After everyone left Friday night, no one went in or out. But about 11:30 that night, the timestamp froze, as did the cameras in the Maintenance Yard around the building. This lasted throughout the night until people began arriving in the morning, when the daytime server kicked in."
"Any idea what caused that?" I asked.
"Yes sir." Mary said. "My husband Myron suggested that a code routine could be installed and activated that would play over a previously recorded segment for about five to ten minutes instead of the live feed. Once that was activated, people could come in and take the car without being recorded. Ditto that for the access codes. Nothing was recorded. Myron is working on both finding the problem and making sure it can't happen again."
"Okay." I said. "Anything on the Bypass?"
"Some spotty data, sir." said Lt. Purvis. "We have the Police cruiser coming up the Bypass at a high rate of speed, but no other vehicle it might have been chasing until the other car almost suddenly appears in front of the Police car."
Purvis: "Then we got to where the Bypass goes by BOW Enterprises. Their CEO, Mr. Todd Burke, was very accommodating to our request for data. Their video quality is good, and the Bypass goes close to the fence."
I said drily: "I appreciate Mr. Burke's sense of cooperation and civic duty."



Teresa replied in a German accent: "Vee have vays of making Meester Burke verrry cooperative." Everyone laughed.
Purvis continued: "The tapes from the BOW network of cameras show both vehicles. One is Sergeant Clarke's TCPD Police cruiser; we have intermittent but clear shots of the vehicle number and the car tag. The other car is a Dodge Charger. We couldn't get its car tag. The tapes were recorded in black and white, so we don't have a solid lock on its color."
Purvis: "The problem is that both cars passed a Corvette convertible with its top down right at that time, blocking a lot of them visually. Later on, the northernmost camera picked up an orange glow, believed to be the fire."
"Any chance of identifying the people in the convertible?" asked Jerome Davis.
Purvis said "The car tag comes back to one Lily Thai, a University student. We have decent shots of two women, and we're working on facial rec now."
Tanya piped up, saying "Oh, my husband can help you with that.", referring to her husband, FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. Purvis kept his face straight, but Mary Milton visibly scowled. Seeing it, Tanya said a wee bit venomously "What, is there a problem with that?"
There was and she knew it. Thankfully, Chief Moynahan came to the rescue and intervened, saying "Thank yooo, Mizzz Muscone, but let's hold off involving the Feds for now."
"Thank you, Chief." I said as I looked hard at Tanya, adding my (considerable) weight to his words. I then said "And I don't need the FBI to do my own facial rec of the passenger. Her name is Tiffany Clarkson, who was once involved in one of our big cases. She's a University student now."
"You never forget a face, do you?" Tanya asked, smiling but with perhaps just a wee bit of irritation over my 'piling on'.
"And neither should any of you, in our profession. It might save your lives one day." I replied. "Anyhoo, if there is no more data to report, I need to speak with the Chief, alone. Oh, and Commander Ross as the Sheriff's representative."
"What about your other Angels?" Teresa said as the others got up to leave."
In my best Darth Vader/James Earl Jones voice, I said I need you to find new ways to motivate your husbands." Mary laughed loudly on her way out the door. I then said "I'll treat you Angels to lunch to make it up to you."
Once they were gone, I said "Chief, if this is what I think it is, then we need to call Internal Affairs in on it..."
To be continued.
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Part 5 - Orange Outrage
7:30pm, Saturday, July 30th. The Orange Order Dinner was in progress at the Junction Station Depot. It had been decided to have the dinner on Saturday instead of Sunday the 31st to facilitate both attendance and the consumption of alcoholic beverages.
The gathering was informal, and theoretically there were no ranks, though everyone still called the top-ranked people 'sir' or 'ma'am.' I would always go around greeting everyone and have a few minutes of conversation with them.
But tonight seemed different almost from the start. There was a stiffness, a formality among the Officers, especially those in the Uniform ranks. Many of them that I'd had good conversations with in the past were now polite but formal, stilted in their answers to my most innocuous of questions.
After a while, I gave up and found the comfort of conversation with Cindy Ross and Chief Moynahan. "What is going on tonight?" I asked. "Or am I the only one feeling the cold shoulder in my attempts at conversations?"
"You are not the only one." said Cindy. "I'm getting the same treatment. And my Vibe is telling me it's because of my closeness with you."
"May-beee Ms. Croyle can shed some light on it for us." drawled Chief Moynahan. Our eyes followed his to see Teresa talking to Jerome Davis and Kevin Buchanan. She did not come over to speak to us, and it was only as we sat down to dinner that she took her place between me and Cindy.
"From what little I can gather from Jerome and Kevin, because they don't know much either," Teresa said quietly as we ate, "the tension is over the I.A. investigation into Sergeant Clarke's burned out vehicle, at least on the surface. Buchanan didn't have a lot to say, but Jerome thinks the real fear is what we might have found out about the Charger."
Cindy asked "And what exactly is their fear about that?"
Teresa replied with just the slightest amount of cattiness: "I am sorry to say that most of you have not seen the light and become SEC football fans. And most of our Officers are fans of our local University Bulldogs instead of the real enemy in Athens, the Georgia Bulldogs." That would be Auburn fan Teresa talking about their ancient rival, the abovementioned Georgia Bulldogs.
"And they're afraid our Heisman Trophy candidate quarterback might be implicated." Cindy said. "Say no more." Say no more indeed, I thought to myself as I remembered the past several days...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Chief and I had formally requested that Internal Affairs take over the investigation of the incinerated Police cruiser. Lieutenant Lisa Monroe and Senior Sergeant Alvin Murphy took up the case.
A few days ago they met with us in the Chief's Conference Room. I.A. Chief Abram was present, and somewhat to my surprise, Cindy Ross was also present as the Sheriff's stand-in. I.A.'s report to us had not been encouraging.
"We spoke with Sergeant Clarke first." said Lisa Monroe. "He was cooperative, and he did not ask for a Union rep, even after we asked if he wanted one. However, he didn't have much to tell us. He said he took the vehicle to the motor pool for service, and the next he heard about it was Commanders Troy and Ross interviewing him. He said he was at home all weekend."
Lisa continued: "I know you don't like lie detector tests, Commander Troy, but we asked Sergeant Clarke if he'd take a polygraph, and he agreed. And he passed it pretty solidly." As I perused the test results she gave me, she said "Either he's telling the truth, or he's the best stone-cold liar to ever beat the machine." I nodded and passed the results to Cindy.
Sr. Sergeant Murphy took it up, saying "We talked to the motor pool people involved with the car. The mechanic, Walter, was cooperative, answered all our questions, and those answers agreed with earlier interviews. However, when we talked to Sergeant Spicer, his answers were entirely that he had no knowledge of anything that had happened, from the vehicle to the security tape issues. And while Walter agreed to take a polygraph test, and passed, Spicer refused to take a polygraph, and asked for a Union Rep as soon as we mentioned it."
"Suspicious." Cindy said.
"Which part?" I asked. "Not taking the polygraph, or asking for the Union Rep?"
"Both, now that you mention it." Cindy replied. Then she added rather cattily: "Don't you agree?"
I shrugged my shoulders, then said "I dunno. Polygraphs are getting better and better, but are still not admissible in Court. And Spicer may have asked for the Rep just to make sure he wasn't pressured into taking a polygraph. And the security tapes problem could definitely be a black mark on him, what with him being in charge of the motor pool operations. "
"That's truuuuue." drawled the Chief. "But it's still less than the full cooperationnnn I expect from Sergeants in my Police Force. Sooooo, what else do you have?"
Lt. Monroe: "We acted upon your recommendation, Commander Troy, and interviewed Officers Ron McElwane and Mullen Grant, in light of their past associations with Sergeant Clarke. Neither was on duty at the time of the incident."
She looked at Senior Sergeant Murphy, who said: "Mullen Grant said he had no knowledge of any of it beyond what he called 'water cooler talk,' and he said that was just speculation over what might have happened. When we pressed, he asked for a Union Rep, saying he wanted one to make sure he didn't get into trouble for any hearsay."
Lieutenant Monroe picked it up: "Officer McElwane was a whole different level, though. He demanded a Union Rep before we even asked if he wanted one. We know how he is, so we called for a Rep. Officers often ask for Reps, so we have them on speed-dial."
Monroe: "To our surprise, the Rep showed up quickly. And to our shock, the Rep really took up his defense, challenging us on why we were even talking to McElwane, who was not on duty, nor could be reasonably expected to know anything about what happened. We were obviously not going to get anywhere, so we just dropped it for the time being."
Before I could interject, Lt. Monroe said "We contacted everyone who called 9-1-1 and reported the vehicle fire. They had nothing helpful to tell us. They saw no persons, just the abandoned vehicle on fire. We also attempted to contact Lily Thai and Tiffany Clarkson, including going to their LKAs (last known addresses), but were not successful in reaching them nor finding out where they were."
"They're not in summer school?" I asked.
"Tiffany Clarkson is, but her one course is online." said Murphy. "Lily Thai is not taking any summer classes. And when we visited her apartment, her two roommates said she had gone out of town, didn't say when she'd be back, and they didn't know how or where to reach her beyond the one phone number we already had and tried."
"Maybe we need to put out material witness warrants for them." Cindy mused.
"We thought of that, ma'am," said Lisa Monroe, "but we were wondering if that would be too much. Having them arrested when they might have little to nothing to say about the burned-out cruiser..." She let the sentence hang.
"But they may know something about the car that the Police cruiser was chasing." I said.
"And that's why I'm here." said Chief Abram, who then said more seriously: "I am duty-bound to inform you that the limit of the scope of our investigation is what happened to the Police vehicle. It is not our place to investigate the other vehicle."
Abram: "We will give your Detectives the information we've accumulated, if you wish to pursue the inquiry further. And we still have work to do investigating the security failures at the motor pool. Other than that, though, we may be at the limit of what we can do."
"I have to a-greeee." drawled Chief Moynahan.
"So do I." I said agreeably. "And I appreciate all the work you guys have done on this."
"There is one other thing." Abram said. "And it's (air quotes) 'off the books,' just between us."
"Between us and the crowbars." Cindy said. Seeing the confused look on Abram's face, she said "Go ahead."
Abram nodded to Lisa Monroe, who said: "As you know, it's pretty much our job description to keep tabs on what's going on within the Police Force. We can listen in to most places where Officers talk... except Commander Troy's office, because he ripped out the wires..."
"And I make no apology for that." I said with the most evil grin I could muster. Cindy just shook her platinum blonde head in mock disbelief.
Lisa grinned, as well, then continued: "There is... definitely a Disturbance in The Force. A number of Uniformed Officers in the Precincts are talking in hushed tones, making it hard to hear them. Others make a point to go outside. And as you know, we have the ability to listen into Police vehicles through the radios and computers... though, once again, Commander Troy has shown a disturrrrrbing ability to stop us..."
"It's nice being married to a former CIA badass." I said helpfully.
"Er, yezzzz." said Chief Moynahan. "We'll discuss that lay-terrrr, Commander. Especially the part about sharing with your Police Chief."
"And your blood kin." Cindy added helpfully.
"Seriously," said I.A. Chief Abram, "we began seeing a pattern like I've never seen before. The scale may be on the order of dozens of Officers, and the ranks from Patrol Officer all the way to perhaps Precinct Captain Hewitt."
"Wowwwww." Cindy intoned.
Lisa Monroe said "I agree, sir. The scale is like I've never seen before, not even when I was with with the City Police. Usually something of this size becomes known, someone talks out of turn or trusts the wrong guy. And I can't imagine what this t could be about."
Cindy glanced over at me, then her eyes widened as she got the Vibe I was giving off... that I had a very good idea of what was going on.
"And this vehicle fire may be the crack that opens this up." I said. Lisa nodded vigorously in agreement.
"Keep working on it." said Chief Moynahan, bringing the meeting to a close. "And keep me in-forrrrrmed of anything you find, especially about those security issuuuues."
After the I.A. guys left, Chief Moynahan said, Well, Mister Crowbarrrrr, is this worth pursuing any further? And I mean in terms of arrests, not just knowing the answer but being unable to do anything about it." His unspoken message was clear: don't waste time and resources unnecessarily.
I said "I understand, Chief. And there are two things I still want us to look at. First, the motor pool security breach. We need to make sure that can never happen again. And second... I do want to talk to Lily Thai and Tiffany Clarkson. I think they may have seen something, particularly regarding that Charger."
"How do you know that?" Cindy asked.
"Because they've made themselves scarce." I replied. "I happen to know that Lily Thai is a 'Bulldog Belle,' and is (air quotes) 'rewarded' for partying with the football players."
"And keeping them sexually satisfied." Cindy said.
"Exactly." I said agreeably. "I'm not sure how Tiffany Clarkson fits into it, but she was with Lily in that convertible. And they are keeping their heads down and themselves in whereabouts unknown until this blows over. Ergo, I think they hold the key to figuring this out, and they know it, too."
Cindy said "Well, I guess we can put out BOLOs for them, if you don't want to put out full-blown warrants."
"Which will alert the Uniformed Officers of their identities." I said. "And if what I'm thinking is true, then we may not want that. And no, Cindy, I won't tax your patience: here's what I think is going on..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Back live at the Orange Order dinner, I lamented "I never thought this would involve or affect Orange Order Officers."
"I'm not sure it does." Cindy replied. "My Vibe is that they're not actively a part of it, but are sympathetic to it... if they have any idea about it at all."
"I feel the tension, too." growled Sheriff Griswold. "But are you sure it's about Crowbar and the burned-out vehicle?"
"Yes, Sheriff." I said. "Or more accurately, it's about me finding out about the group protecting a certain local football player who has no regard for the lives of other people by driving his muscle car while rip-roaring drunk."
"So what are you going to do about it?" Teresa asked me.
"What can he do?" Cindy replied, frustration in her voice.
"Give me a minute to think about it." I said. I finished my meal, albeit a bit slowly, as I considered the problem...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As usual, I was called upon to announce the awards and promotions that would be occurring two days from now. I decided to make a small speech first.
"Before I tell you about Monday's promotions and medals," I began, "I'd like to take this opportunity to talk to you, the best of the best of the Town & County Police Force."
It had been quiet, but it seemed to become even quieter as I said: "I arrived here almost ten years ago. It seems like those ten years have gone by in the blink of an eye. and certainly have had no lack of excitement." There was quiet laughter, and Cindy and Teresa were nodding vigorously in agreement.
I continued: "During those ten years, I have been fortunate and honored to be working with the finest Officers of any Police Force anywhere." Polite applause, then I went on: "And you, the members of the Orange Order, retired and active, are truly the best of the best."
Me: "This group's membership is elected by the entire Police Force, and I have often marveled at their acumen. I can't think of a single choice they've made that was bad. But with the honor and the accolades comes responsibility. It is you, the Officers in this room now, that are the basis and the backbone of the integrity of our Police Force. It is you who I am counting on to ensure that the high standards of integrity and ethics we are held to is maintained. And I know... and expect... that you will be the ones to nip any ethical breaches in the bud, and will be the ones to let your Police Leadership know of any issues that we need to be made aware of, and to handle."
Me: "I know that a lot of us here are sports fans, and that a lot of you are fans of our local University here. But there is one thing we cannot forget, and that is that laws to protect the lives and safety of all our Citizens must be enforced, including DUI laws. And everyone must follow those laws, even those that attend our great local Institution of Higher Learning. And if there is any, shall we say, reluctance to apply the laws equally and fairly, I'm counting on you, the Members of the Orange Order, to step up and ensure all of us do the right things."
The room was dead quiet, and I couldn't get a feel of the impact, if any, my words had made. So I said "Okay, here are the promotions, certificates, and medals we're giving out on Monday..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Most Orange Order dinners end with some Members staying and finishing off any beer that's left over, some helping to clean up, and some leaving as soon as they politely could... especially the ones who had 'controlling' wives picking them up.
But tonight, people were clustered in small groups, talking in hushed whispers, while others had hastened to get out of the room as quickly as possible.
And I soon found out why. I was helping to clean up when Efram Elliott came up to me. He had been the head of I.A... some would say that he was I.A... for many years before I joined the Police Force.
"A word with you, Commander." he said curtly, more as a statement than a request. That was unusual, and a bit insulting; after all, he'd retired a Captain and so was beneath me in rank.
"How can I help you?" I said politely, turning to face him and looking down at the shorter man. I noticed in my peripheral vision that everyone had stopped talking to pay attention to us, and Teresa has edged up to within a few feet of Elliott's back.
"Those remarks you just made." Elliott said. "They seemed more appropriate for a formal address to the Force, not an informal gathering such as this one."
"They were meant for the Orange Order Officers." I replied. "Where better to make them?"
Unperturbed, Elliot continued, trying to make his voice smooth and oily as he said "I also can't help but wonder if those remarks were out of place. They seemed to suggest that some Officers were derelict in their duty, and that others, including those in this room, are tolerating that. And whatever you think you're seeing, I've seen nothing to warrant such a suggestion."
"That is admirably exact, Captain Elliott." I said, emphasizing his subordinate rank compared to my own. "You are not seeing much of what I am, particularly regarding this matter."
That got his hackles up. He said "I also wonder about the effectiveness of those accusations, having come from a man well-known to support a team that is the local team's most bitter rival. I'm sure you don't want those remarks construed in that light---"
"What I don't want, Captain," I thundered, "is to have to knock on the door of a family's home and tell them that their family member is dead because a football player was protected by rogue Police Officers, then drove drunk and wiped someone out. That's what I don't want!"
"Me neither." Teresa said venomously, letting Elliott know she was right behind him.
He half-turned towards her and said as derisively as his voice could muster: "That's rich, coming from the cop who disgraced the Force by physically assaulting an alleged drunk driver. You shouldn't even be on this Police Force, Croyle!"
"But she is!" I said cheerfully, my voice stopping Teresa from doing the right thing to the older man. "And she's now the most decorated Officer in TCPD history, and a Medal of Valor recipient."
Then I brought out the proverbial dagger, and said "But if you have a complaint about either her or me, you can always take it to Sheriff Griswold. You know, Sheriff Griswold, the one man you could never get any dirt on while you ran I.A. as a Mob enforcer for Harold Malone!"
"How dare you insinuate that I---" Elliot began, but I cut him off.
"Oh, I'm not insinuating. I'm saying the quiet part out loud. Shall I continue?" I growled, my eyes boring right through Elliott's eyes, which he quickly averted. Indeed, his eyes were darting all over the place, seemingly seeking support, or maybe assessing the damage my assertion had caused.
"No, Crowbar. That's enough." said Sheriff Griswold, who had made his way over to us. "Elliott, it might be a good idea for you to head home. You've had a little too much to drink tonight."
Elliott glared at Griswold, then turned and left. Teresa said "Sheriff, for my education, why did you rescue him like that?"


"Because this is not the time or place to get into a fight." Our Sheriff replied. "And Elliott is still a politically strong man, with friends in high places. But Crowbar can handle him if he gets out of line." Then he looked at me and said "How long have you known about him, Crowbar?"
I just raised my eyebrows 'knowingly,' then said "Ask me no questions and I'll tell you no lies..."
Part 6 - Tip O' The Hat
"I'll tip my hat to the new Constitution
Take a bow for the new revolution
Smile and grin at the change all around
Pick up my guitar and play
Just like yesterday
Then I'll get on my knees and pray
We don't get fooled again"

--- The Who, "Won't Get Fooled Again"
9:00am, Tuesday, August 9th. I tapped the gavel to open the Special Session of the State Constitution Commission. This was the required session where the Public was allowed to give input based on the first draft I'd submitted on August 2nd.
After this, the Select Committee members would give their input. I would then deliver my final draft to the Governor, whose Office would check it for legal language accuracy and then put it on the November Election Day ballot to be ratified by the People of the State.
We were in the largest Committee meeting room in the Capitol building. As far as the number of Committee members went, we could have done well in a medium-sized room. However, when we were informed of the sheer volume of people that had asked for credentials to be in the room, from the Media to representatives of every little special-interest group one could imagine, State Senator Katherine Woodburn secured the use of the larger room. Thanks, Katherine! (not really)
My wife Laura was in the audience. She was there to give reports to a Legislative Committee and also to Governor Sharon Marshall about the State Medical College. And sitting to my immediate right was my co-author of the new State Constitution... Tasha Troy-Patterson.
I'd spent a few hours almost every night that I'd been at home working on the draft. Carole had shown little interest, preferring to play and draw things with her BFF Marie Steele. Jim, Ross, and Ian were either saving the world from the invading hordes over the mountain behind The Cabin, or were fighting over land rights for New Lego City vs. the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad.
Maybe it was because her mother was a Prosecutor and her father was a Police Officer, or maybe it was because she had found a very good way to spend quality time with Daddy. Either way, Tasha had shown great interest in what I was doing, and for weeks had dutifully come up and sat beside me as I typed away on my laptop.
And my six-year-old daughter had a lot of questions of a quality that exceeded even six-year-old Calvin (of Calvin & Hobbes fame). She was getting basic Civics lessons that were once taught in American middle schools but no longer are. The lessons were well-learned, too: she had some good input from time to time.
And I am proud of the fact that I never once had to say "Go ask your mother." But I digress...
"Thank you for coming, everyone." I said to start the hearing. "My name is Donald Troy, and I am the Commission. Up here with me are the members of the bipartisan State Constitution Advisory Committee, headed by ranking member State Senator Katherine Woodburn." I then introduced the other members of the Committee.
At the end, Katherine Woodburn said "Commander, who is the young lady sitting next to you?"
"This is my co-author, my daughter Tasha." I replied. "She worked with me on it for hours, and she asked a lot of good questions and occasionally gave some great advice. Now I did tell her that in order to help me, she had to finish her homework and her chores. Ladies and gentlemen, you have never seen homework and chores get done so fast!"
The room erupted in laughter. Tasha and I fist-bumped, then I said "So I was glad to have her help as well as the help of the Committee Members, their staffs, and many others. And I'm glad to get everyone's input today, but that brings up three very important points."
"First," I said, "I need to explain the exact nature of what we are doing today. The State Constitution, like the U.S. Constitution, is a document of governance. It is a document whereby the co-equal branches are spelled out, the powers and duties are enumerated, and limitations placed upon them. The State Constitution is not a document where every special interest or political position is listed. I'm sure many of you here have political positions and special interests, but this really is not the place nor time."
"Second," I continued, "I need to make sure we fully understand what 'rights' are, particularly Constitutional rights. My understanding and definition, which is what counted in the writing of this document, is that rights are individual in nature, and must apply to all Citizens equally and not be at the expense of other individuals. The term 'group rights' is a contradiction in terms."
"Finally," I went on, "there are two words that are often used interchangeably, especially by the often-inaccurate Media, but they are not the same, and especially in this setting. Those words are 'republic' and 'democracy. We have a 'republic,' where we elect representatives to vote on the issues. By way of contrast, a 'democracy' is where literally every Citizen votes on every single issue. Now there are some issues here that will require votes of the People..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Things went smoothly for a while. The Committee Members went through the prepared platitudes thanking me (and Tasha) for writing the new State Constitution, and saying how good they thought it was. Even the Democrats raved about it, though a couple expressed their displeasure at the provision allowing ID to be required for voting.
Two issues did come up. One was the term limits I'd set upon the State Legislature. One could serve a maximum of twelve (12) years in the State House, and time served in the State Senate or as Governor counted against those 12 years. One could serve a maximum of eighteen (18) years in the State Senate, but time served in the State House or as Governor counted against the time. In other words, 18 years was the max to serve in the State Legislature.
I did have the provision that the restrictions would not apply to any State Legislators and the Governor serving at the time the new State Constitution was ratified, provided they did not stop serving in the State Legislature. But some Legislators in both Parties didn't like it anyway. The Governor was still limited to two four-year terms, by the way.
The second issue was that I was ending the flaw that potentially left the State without a Budget if one wasn't passed two Legislative sessions in a row. If a Budget wasn't passed each and every year, the State Government would run on the levels of the last passed Budget without any increases, not for inflation nor baseline budgeting nor anything else. Over time that would begin to pinch.
There was also a provision that if the Governor vetoed the Budget late in the session, the Legislature could unilaterally extend the session or call a special session, but only to consider the Budget. And, like currently, there could be no Continuing Resolutions or partial Budgets. I despise those at the Federal level, as well,
Katherine Woodburn led the charge against that clause. "This has been the only way to light a fire under the Legislature's and the Governor's butts the last few years. Taking the threat of a total State Government shutdown away may actually hurt getting a Budget passed."
I knew that in reality Katherine didn't want to give up the leverage she'd wielded in the past with the shutdown threats, but I merely said "Although the Legislature has not failed to pass a Budget yet, the increased partisan rancor at all levels of Government, from Federal to Local, makes me think the danger of such a shutdown is more and more likely."
I continued "And while Federal shutdowns are more wind than substance, a State Government shutdown would be more devastating than a hurricane tearing through the State. So I'm fixing that dangerous flaw before it harms then People of the State."
And I also explained how the new State Constitution made it unnecessary to have to be amended in order to have a new sales tax, and changes to local jurisdictions, and some such. Votes of the affected People would still be required, but wasn't as laborious and cumbersome.
And then we turned it over to the audience to ask questions or briefly state their ideas and suggestions they hoped to see added or changed. And they were indeed brief: my one-minute timer was strictly enforced.
But it did get heated on a few occasions. Someone who was dressed like a woman but was more physically built and masculine than Cindy Ross
went to the podium and (essentially) said "Trans rights must be protected in the State Constitution, especially the right of trans athletes to compete in women's sports."
I had considered that this might come up, and I had an excellent response already prepared. I said "There are three problems with that. I'll state them, and you decide which one works best for you."
"Uh oh, here it comes!" Tasha said 'quietly,' having heard Daddy say this when a 'correction' or potential punishment was headed her way. The chamber erupted in laughter at that, and possibly at the 'look' I gave my daughter, who just grinned back at me. As fearless as her father, Tasha was.
"Cute." I said witheringly. Then I said "The first reason is because cases of that nature are in Federal courts and even before the U.S. Supreme Court. When all that is sorted out, then our State and all the States can act in accordance with those rulings and guidelines. So it would be premature to do something now that may be found to be on the wrong side of all that."
"The second thing," I continued, "is that your term 'trans rights' is exactly what I mentioned before, being so-called 'group rights' that don't apply equitably to all, and favor one group over another, particularly for trans men and against cis women."
"I disagree." said the tranny. "Rights against discrimination apply to all---"
"And that leads to my third point." I interrupted. "You mentioned women's sports. For my understanding of what that is, would you please define what a woman is."
"We have the right to identify as a woman if we so choose." the tranny tried.
"When you say 'identify as a woman,'" I said, "would you please define what a woman is."
There were some snickers in the audience from those on the political Right (I'll get to them in a minute), and some boos from those on the political Left. I tapped my gavel until it quieted down.
"Again," I finished, "this is a document of governance and basic rights, and your question belongs where it actually is, in the Courts. Let's move on."
I mentioned the political Right. Next came up a woman in her thirties and a man in his fifties. He had on a clerical collar and was holding a large Bible, I put aside the unspoken question of if the size of the Bible made a difference in the truth of the Word, and got ready for what I deduced was coming.
The woman said "In the enumeration of individual rights in Article V of your draft State Constitution, you do not protect the rights of the Unborn. As the U.S. Supreme Court Dobbs decision reversed Roe v Wade and left the issue to the States, we feel that the only way to protect the Unborn is to specifically enumerate it in the State Constitution."
I heard murmurs and rumblings in the audience, then someone yelled "No! We must protect a woman's right to choose!" Then someone yelled "Kick their asses!" and I could see that some people were about to rise up out of their chairs.
So I nipped things in the bud. Standing up, I said "We will have order and decorum in this chamber during this hearing! I---"
"Here you go, Daddy." Tasha said with her beautiful smile as she handed me my red crowbar.
"Thank you!" I said a little too enthusiastically as I took it, then brandished it as I addressed the crowd again: "Yes, make sure you understand that not only am I a Police Officer, I can and will do something about any problems, especially violence or threats of violence! Do I make myself clear?" I looked around the room, looking for any sign of trouble, and who might cause it.
Seeing none, I said "Here, hold this." and handed my crowbar to Tasha, whose eyes sparkled as she took it. I then sat down and said "Let's continue. Did you have more?"
The pastor said "Life is sacred in the sight of God, and it must be protected for all persons equally, including the Unborn. Especially the Unborn, who are unable to protect themselves."
I said "Let me ask: when does life begin?"
"At conception." the pastor said.
"When the sperm fertilizes the egg?" I asked. When he confirmed it, I said "Well, take a married couple having regular relations, and every month his sperm fertilizes her egg. And every month that zygote fails to attach to the uterine wall, and washes out with the menstrual blood. So, is God causing natural abortions, there?"
You could've heard a pin drop in the chamber. Finally, the woman tried: "Obviously the egg attaching to the uterus is part of the conception process---"
"Ah, so now we're changing our definitions." I said. Before they could respond, I continued: "My point to this is that there's too many unanswered questions for this to be in the State Constitution. And it can be debated and decided by the Legislature and the Courts that are created for that purpose."
We moved on. It was getting near to lunchtime, and Governor Marshall had asked Laura, Tasha, and me to lunch in her office suite. I was hungry (for food), and ready for this thing to be 'ovah.' So wouldn't you know it, the issue I had anticipated most came up.
And I knew what it was about because I recognized the disgusting, vile piece of excrement that came to the podium. Dressed in filthy, torn blue jeans and a stained green t-shirt, with a mop of unwashed, unkempt curly dark hair over a pair of thick-rimmed glasses and a face that made you want to rear back and sucker punch as hard as you could. And a nasally, whiny voice that made you want to smash his face in again. Yep, he was the filthy Climate Change activist, the despicable Sheldon Kibbing (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice').
I had not seen nor heard about Kibbing for some time. But the even greater surprise is that he was the one making these demands. I'd expected KXTC to transport the odious Dr. Lionel Carmela to make this very public confrontation.
What Kibbing whined about in his nasally voice can be boiled down to this: "There are no protections for the environment and the earth in this (mocking air quotes) 'document of governance.' I demand there be protections included! Climate Justice is our fundamental right!"
A group of equally unkempt losers behind Kibbing's seat burst into loud and vocal applause. And then all eyes turned to me to see what my response would be. I did not make them wait.
"First of all," I said, "this is a document of governance for our State, not for the Earth. And I doubt I'll be helping to write any international treaties any time soon." (Little did I know. But I digress...)
"Second," I continued, "Again, this is a document of governance that we are trying to keep simple. Environmental laws are numerous and of varying degrees of complexity, and are to be decided by the co-equal branches of Government. And finally, I need to stand up so I can say this as clearly as possible."
I did so, taking my microphone with me, then, giving special clarity to every syllable, I said "Climate Change... is a fraud! Climate Change is a grift, a fraudulent scheme to destroy Free Enterprise, and to take the earnings of the hardworking Producers and transfer them to the non-working Parasites of the Political Left---"
The unkempt Green Shirts began hissing and booing, which became louder and louder as I went on. Then a counter-demonstration of raucous applause that turned into a standing ovation by the Political Right ensued. I let both sides go on for a moment as Capitol Security came in, then tapped the gavel for order.
It quieted down somewhat when Kibbing all but yelled "The science is settled! And 97 percent of scientists agree that Climate Change is real, and the greatest danger we all face!"
"Your so-called settled science is bought-and-paid-for bullsh---"
"Don't say it, Daddy!" Tasha cried out, waving my own crowbar in my general direction. "Remember, you have to set a good example for me!"
The chamber came apart with laughter. I just looked at Tasha, then fell back into my chair as laughter overtook me. As the laughter turned into a round of sustained applause, I fist-bumped Tasha.
As the applause and laughter died down, I said, "Okayyyy, I think that will be the last word on that subject." I handed Tasha the gavel and said "Co-author, take us out of here."
Tasha said loudly "This session of the Committee is nowwww closed!" And with a **bang!** of the gavel, so let it be written, so let it be done. It was Tasha's first time using a gavel to conclude a session of a Government proceeding.
It would not be her last.
Part 7 - Medical Miracle
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 15th, from the KXTC Studios anchor desk. "The State Medical College officially opens today!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Ceremonies to open the State Medical Building will begin at 10:00am this morning at the Town & County Civic Center. The first Class and the Faculty are set to begin, and SMC President Dr. Laura Fredricson will cut the ribbon before the invited guests. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged blonde reporterette from the rooftop of the building on the corner of Riverside and College, with the Civic Center in her background. "Governor Sharon Marshall, who critics openly call a Fascist dictator for her actions against the State Medical Board as well as her policies against hardworking undocumented workers, will be co-hosting the event along with Dr. Laura Fredricson, who, as a former Deputy Director of the CIA, is alleged to have overseen the rendition and torture of foreign citizens in illegal camps overseas."
Amber: "Dr. Lionel Carmela, the highly esteemed Professor of Political Science at the University, is urging anyone connected to the University and all politicians to boycott the event, citing Governor Marshall's and Dr. Fredricson's open hostility to Climate Justice and the settled science of Climate Change. And Dr. Jerry Moore, esteemed President of the University, has stated that despite an invitation to attend, he will be boycotting the event."
Amber: "However, Channel Two News has learned that several Democrat politicians will disregard the call to boycott and will attend the event, including State Senator Katherine Woodburn and Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons. And of course many Republicans, who openly despise the great Cause of Climate Justice, will attend, including State Reps William C. "Billy" Williams and Peter Long Cox, and even 1st District US Congressman Larry P. Vaughan, the People's Choice. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina as the feed went back to her. That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important story. And now let's go to Sports reporter Jeff Hull for a report on the Bulldogs football team. Jeff!"


"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the height-challenged reporter with a head full of black hair, every one perfectly styled into place, keeping hairspray manufacturers in business. "Football camp is in full swing as the highly ranked Bulldogs prepare for their home opener against perennial doormat Taco State less than two weeks from now, on Saturday, August 27th!"
Hull: "Bulldogs fans are looking forward to a possible National Championship run, led by standout quarterback Lawrence Watson, who is the overwhelming favorite to win the Heisman Trophy this year. And with a stout defense led by linebacker Daevon Roquan, as well as the Wildcats expected to have a down year, Bulldogs fans are rightfully excited this year."
Hull: "And Channel Two Sports has learned that the game against Taco State will feature a salute to military Veterans, and the Army's Golden Knights Parachute Team will deliver the game ball before the contest begins. Back to you, Bettina!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"So that's why you guys are wearing your Duty Dress uniforms today." said Deputy Police Chief Tanya Perlman Muscone as she, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Operations Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Police Commander Donald Troy (me), and Police Chief Sean Moynahan drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "You're going to the ceremony."
I said "Yes, we are. I'm there as the dutiful and loving husband of the State Medical College President. Who, by the way, has done a wonderful job creating a full Medical School from virtually scratch."
"I'll say she has." said Teresa agreeably. "And my Kids are going to benefit greatly from the teaching snd research doctors who will be coming in and then graduating from it. I'll be there to introduce the new Faculty of the School."
"Let's not forget Laura's awesome staff, especially her Chief of Staff." said Cindy Ross, whose wife Callie Carrington was that Chief of Staff. "I'll be there to help Laura thank Callie for her hard work helping make this all possible."
"Yes, she did a great job." I said agreeably. "Laura said so many times. And Tanya, you were invited. You're not going?"
"I want to, but I can't." Tanya replied. "I'm having a 'come-to-Jesus' meeting with my Physical Properties people."
"And I set the date for it, so I could be at it." said Chief Moynahan, "so don't blame Mizzz Musconnne."
"We may get some liaison people from EMS and the Fire Department, as well." Tanya said.
"Sounds big." Teresa said. "What's it about?"
"Security issues." Tanya replied. "Ever since that night weeks ago when Sergeant Clarke's Patrol cruiser was spirited out of the Motor Pool, I've been working on fixing the (air quotes) 'glitches' in the security cameras and access codes."
Tanya: "But I'm getting a lot of roadblocks. Sergeant Spicer, who is in charge of the Motor Pool but perhaps shouldn't be, has been quietly (air quotes) 'not cooperating' with me. He just doesn't get around to doing some things, and slow-walks other things."
Tanya: "He's not the only one, either. It's like half the Police Force doesn't want to cooperate with my ideas for accountability, such as getting better GPS data to trace where our vehicles have gone during the weekends. I don't get it."
"I think I do." I said sourly. "My little speech at the Orange Order dinner didn't produce any results... except get a lot of questions about Efram Elliott going. I was hoping that someone, anonymously or otherwise, would come forward with some information about what is going on, but so far there's been 'no joy' on that." Everyone nodded as it got quiet in the room.
To break the silence, Chief Moynahan said "So that slimeball Carmela's call for a boycott didn't work?"
No sir." I answered. "Nobody cares, and I suspect the only reason he's expending the energy on it is because he was pointedly not invited to the ceremony." Everyone chuckled.
Then I said seriously: "And something else we need to do. The anniversary of the October 7th attack on Israel is less than two months away. We haven't had problems here like some of the Ivy League schools have had with pro-Palestinian rioters, but we need to make sure we're prepared if something does happen..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Monday, August 15th. It was a hot day outside, so I was grateful that Laura had chosen to have the ceremony indoors. It was in the Main Auditorium of the Civic Center. A reception with refreshments would be in the Ballroom where we held the Policeman's Ball.
I will not bore you with a discussion of the entire ceremony. Instead, I'll give a few highlights. First, I was talking with (okay, flirting with) Professor Juanita Rivera (in French), when a young man in a suit came up to us. He said he was an aid to Governor Marshall and that she needed to speak to me right away.
I went backstage, where the Governor was waiting for me. After greetings, I said "What time do you want me in Midtown to formally turn in my re-write of the State Constitution?"
"That's why I interrupted your discussion with that lovely professor." Sharon Marshall said. "I wanted to tell you while I had a chance. Don't come to Midtown tomorrow. I'm going to stay up here overnight, then you can give me the formal draft at City Hall."
"Okay." I said, totally surprised by this information. "Are your security arrangements adequate?"
"Oh yes." said Sharon. "I'll be staying with a friend."
As she'd said, Teresa introduced the Faculty, then last she introduced the University President, who received a lengthy round of sustained applause. And then came a surprise: Laura's loving husband came out with a bouquet of roses and carnations for her, to more applause.
Laura thanked her Staff, many by name. She saved Callie for last, and had her come up on stage. Then Cindy came out with a bouquet of flowers, which Laura transferred to Callie, again to applause.
After the ceremony, there was another surprise: instead of just finger foods, Laura had arranged for a full lunch in the ballroom! Dr. Juanita Rivera made a point to sit next to me, and as we ate, she said in French "So, you are looking for Lily Thai?"
"As a matter of fact, I am." I said, doing a Herculean job of not showing surprise. "Anything you can tell me?"
"Maybe." Juanita said. "But it's going to cost you... a night in bed with me."
"Sounds like a win-win deal." I said.
"She's far away from here right now." Juanita said. "I'll contact you when she gets back..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, August 16th. Surrounded by local politicians, including State Senator Katherine Woodburn, Governor Sharon Marshall received my submission to the Voters for the new State Constitution. It is possible that Tasha was standing between us, smiling radiantly as she passed the document from me to Sharon.
And I had learned the name of the friend she had stayed with the night before, when Cindy mentioned that her father (and my uncle), Dr. P. Harvey Eckhart, founder and great leader of 'The Vision' self-help empire, had had a special guest in the form of the Governor of the State...
Part 8 - One Jump Chumps
3:30pm, Thursday, August 25th. We were hurtling towards the end of the month, and the beginning of the School year for college students and kids alike.
I'd still not been able to talk to Lily Thai or Tiffany Clarkson. I was hoping they'd be back for the Fall Semester, which would start on August 29th, but so far there had been no word, not even from Dr. Juanita Rivera.
"Maybe we should put out warrants for them." Teresa said as I met with my three Angels in my office.
"I'm beginning to agree." said Tanya. "And I am really getting tired of Sergeant Spicer's excuses and delays in implementing Myron Milton's security measures. I am about ready to relieve him of his duties."
"Just give the word." Teresa replied. "I'm ready to at least reassign him. But will that solve the real problem here?"
"Maybe, maybe not." I said. "It'll certainly send a message, though."
Teresa said "As to those girls, I've always thought they would not know very much, but their continued absence has me either skeptical or worried."
I replied "Yeah, and that's my hesitation on warrants or even BOLOs. We'll be putting their names out there. And even if I totally trusted our Police Force, which I'm sorry to say I don't on this particular matter, I definitely don't trust other LEOs that might put sports loyalties over duty to the People."
"Nice way of putting that." Cindy said somewhat acerbically.
"Thank you." I said sardonically in return, Then I finished: "And if those women don't know anything but the wrong people think they do, it could be bad for them. Like that Tweety cartoon, when the bad guy said 'it's coitins for da boid.'"
"I hear that," Cindy said more agreeably. "And let me ask: have we had any more incidents involving any football players? Especially the 25 or so that drive Chargers?"
"Not that I'm aware of." I replied. "Okay, let's change the subject ever so slightly. Is the security plan for the Bulldogs's game against Taco State in place?"
"Implemented and functioning." Teresa said. "And we have an unusual amount of Federal attention to it, and I'm not sure why."
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. "May I come in?" he asked, already suiting the deed to the words.
"If I say 'no,' your wife will beat me severely about the head and shoulders." I replied. Teresa moved to the couch so that Jack could sit next to Tanya, which he did.
"Glad you're here, Jack, and perfect timing" I said. "My Angels were wondering why there's so much Fed involvement in the security arrangements, especially since it's 'perennial doormat' Taco State, as Jeff Hull called them. Why don't you tell us what's up?"
"Sure." Jack said. "As you know, they're having a Salute to Veterans at the game, and the Golden Knights Parachute Team is going to jump the game ball into the stadium---"
"And you had better not even think of jumping with them, Don." Cindy 'warned' me as a green crowbar was waved in my general direction.
"I promise I won't be jumping with them nor anyone else on Saturday." I said. "You were saying, Jack?"
Muscone said "I'll just get to the bottom line up front: this is classified information, but the Chief of Staff, General Alexander McFarland, is going to be there before the game as part of the festivities. And so there's heightened Secret Service involvement."
I saw a flicker of reaction in Teresa's eyes, then those eyes look at me. I just said "Okay, then, but I think General McFarland will be better protected by Chief IV." Chief IV was the Bulldogs's outstanding mascot, of course.
"He'll be busy leading our team to victory." Cindy said.
"Ye-ezzz." I said, in an excellent imitation of Chief Moynahan. I then said "Okay, let's all go to MCD. You, too, Jack." We all got up and filed out of the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We found a large crowd in MCD, including Chief Moynahan, Sheriff Griswold, EMS Chief Leonard R. Cordell, Micah Rudistan, Daniel Patrick and Robert Kalsu from SWAT, EMS Paramedics Kevin Randolph and Ellen Brooks, and Ranger Halston from Intel.
"Hello, everyone." I said loudly. "I'm glad y'all came today. We have some special presentations." I took out a small box. "First, for my favorite FBI Agent, this tie clip." It had a circle with the Airborne wings insignia in the middle, and the initials 'OJC' inscribed on the back.
"Even though I physically kicked his ass out of the plane, Jack parachuted into his own wedding. (Author's note: 'Power of Love,' Ch.03) And that makes him... a One Jump Chump." I clipped the tie clip onto Jack's necktie as everyone applauded slightly more than politely, not really understanding what was going on.
Experienced Paratroopers (like Detective Kerry Ambrose) call those Paratroopers with just the five jumps from Airborne School (like Detective Julia Rodriguez) 'five jump chumps.' And in the 82d Airborne Division, they also call them 'cherries,' and make them wear helmets with a cherry logo like those found on slot machines on their sixth jump.
So I adapted from that. And I wasn't done. I took out two more small boxes, and from one of them took a gold chain necklace with small gold Airborne Wings attached to it, and "OJC' inscribed on the back.. Going up behind Teresa, I put the necklace around her neck as I said "My Angel is a One Jump Chump." Everyone clapped.
Then I did the same for Cindy with a duplicate gold necklace. As I put it around her neck, I said "She won't admit it, but she loves being a One Jump Chump!"
"Hmmph!" Cindy snorted, but then said "But what girl doesn't love to get jewelry?" Everyone laughed then applauded.
"Whaddya think, Sheriff?" I asked loudly. "You ready to jump with me and Admiral Cordell?"
"You ain't jumping, Red Crowbar." Cindy asserted.
"I think I'll stay a Chairborne Stranger." growled Griswold. "Right, Rudistan?"
"Yes sir!" Rudistan replied enthusiastically with his mischievous. "I'm a Leg for Life, and proud of it!"
"That is nothing to be proud of." Kerri Ambrose said derisively.
"What was that, Detective?" Rudistan said, playfully pulling rank. "I didn't quite hear that."
"I did." I said. "And she's right. Your punishment, Rudistan, is to be part of my security detail on Saturday, before and during the game. Julia, that goes for you, too." Julia Rodriguez nodded.
I went on: "Okay, everyone, casual uniforms are authorized for tomorrow. Golf shirts with embroidered logos, khaki pants, badges on belts. Cindy and Teresa, wear those necklaces with your casual uniforms, and that is not just a request..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Well, the chain is a little bit bigger than mine and the one I gave Carole." Teresa said, looking at her necklace. "And this one has 'OJC' inscribed on the back."
"Mine does, too." Cindy said quietly, looking at hers. Then she said "I just don't understand."
They were on the outside deck of the Cop Bar, having nachos and Coca-Cola Zero. Cindy said she was having a vibe, and that they should not consume alcohol. and Teresa was agreeable to that.
"What's that?" Teresa asked.
Cindy let some pent-up frustration out as she exclaimed "Why did Don give us these right in front of Tanya like that? You know as well as I do that it's just killing her that she can't do things like that! And she's long believed she's the 'Jan Brady' of us Angels, the 'leftover,' as I heard her tell someone once."
"Well, Don gave Jack that tie clip." Teresa said. "And she'd eventually see us wearing our necklaces."
"But still!" Cindy burst out, not ready to give it up. "I just don't understand Don! That was just so... blatant! He has to know that that would hurt her! I've never seen him do something that insensitive!"
"And why now?" Teresa asked. "And right there in front of all those people?"
"Yeah! Exactly!" Cindy said. "He had to have asked all those people to be there..." Her voice trailed off and she looked over at Teresa. "Wait. Do you know something I don't know?"
"No." said Teresa. "Only that Dr. Cordell said Don asked him to be there, and he didn't know why until the event happened."
"So he did it on purpose." Cindy said disbelievingly. "Don did that on purpose. But why?"
"I don't know." Teresa said. "But I do know that whenever Don says or does something I don't understand... which is often... I just trust the Iron Crowbar, that he knows what he is doing."
"Yes, but---"
"May we join you?"
The voice was Julia Rodriguez's. She and Kerry Ambrose had come up to them with a pitcher of beer.
"Sure." said Teresa. "That is, if you Paratroopers can stand to sit with us One Jump Chumps."
Kerry laughed as they sat down. "I just love it when the Iron Crowbar does things like that..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party had gotten bigger as more Detectives arrived, and the sun had gone down when it broke up. Teresa had succumbed to a desire for beer, so she was riding shotgun in Cindy's SUV while the (totally sober) Green Crowbar drove.
As they drove along North Street towards University Avenue, Teresa said "I need to tell Don something tomorrow. When I mentioned the unusual Fed attention, I didn't mean the Secret Service--- WHAT THE HELL?!"
As they reached the intersection, a blue Charger had tried (and failed) to beat the light by gunning it, turning left onto University Avenue at too high a speed in too wide a circle, and had sideswiped the car in front of it. That car was run clean off the road and down the shoulder, and it avoided rolling over by the narrowest of margins. It still hit the ground hard enough to deploy the airbags. The Charger blasted on down the road and quickly turned down a side street.
Cindy pulled up to where the car had left the road and turned on her lightbar. As Cindy called it in on the radio, Teresa jumped out and ran to the car. Inside were Edward and Stephanie Steele!
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"We were having dinner with Don and Laura at the Mountain Nest, and we were going to get some gas and groceries on the way home." said Edward Steele, who had been driving.
He continued: "All I saw was a flash of blue in my peripheral vision, and heard the sound of the cars scraping. I was trying to pull away from him, but ended up banging the curb and going over the shoulder."
"You said 'him.'" Teresa said. "Did you see who it was?"
"My ba. I said that assuming it had to be a man." said Edward. "I didn't see anyone at all."
The roads were blocked at one of the worst choke points in the County's system of roads, and Teresa wasn't available to handle any re-routing plans. When Your Iron Crowbar arrived on scene, I found some seriously backed up traffic.
"Who's in charge of traffic, and don't say yourself." I said to Teresa. "You're busy, and you're a witness, too."
"It's still my fault, sir, and I have no face to show you." Teresa replied. "I should have had a proper plan in place to delegate those duties."
"Bullshit. You did have those plans in place." I replied. "It should not have taken top-down orders to implement a fucking traffic control plan. Anyhoo, we'll deal with all that later."
I turned to Cindy, who had come up to us. "Please tell me that we have some video footage that can prove who I think the son of a bitch that did this is."
"We need to speak where no one can hear us." Cindy replied, holding up her ink pen and clicking it. I understood, and we moved to my Police SUV and got in. I activated my bug-killer, which killed all our Police radios.
Cindy said "Loss of face notwithstanding, everything should have worked according to plan. I called it in and asked for an emergency immediate activation of the cameras on University Avenue and all the side streets on its northern half. I also called for Officers and Deputies to be dispatched for traffic control and re-routing."
"But it didn't happen?" I asked.
"The traffic plan didn't." Cindy replied. "But Ranger Halston was in Intel when the call came in... I swear I think he lives there 24/7... anyhoo, he activated the cameras."
"Good, maybe we'll get something on this son of a bitch before he actually kills someone." I said bitterly.
"That's what I needed to tell you." Cindy said, her voice connoting warning. "Mary Milton just called me on my cellphone. She said Ranger Halton reported that cameras were 'winking out' and then returning to active status. Halston doesn't know about our bug-killers, but Mary does, and she realized what was happening, which is why she called me. And while they can piece together the trail the Charger went on, we have no visual data on it. At all."


"Ho-lee shit." I said, realizing the deeper, more horrifying truth in that: "That means... someone has given the bastard the technology to do that. And that means both money and powerful connections.,,"
Part 9 - College Game Day
8:30am, Saturday, August 27th. Apparently having no better place to be, ESPN College Game Day was on the 'Old" Quad of the University Campus. I would not have minded being over there and meeting Kirk Herbstreit's outstanding dog Peter, who succeeded the late Ben Herbstreit. Alas, I had places to go, things to do, people to see.
The day before, Tanya had been down, almost despondent, which she virtually never allowed anyone to see. Cindy and Tanya had worn their One Jump Chump necklaces over their 'casual' uniform shirts, and as we discussed the hit-and-run of the previous night, she barely said anything. So after the Angels meeting, I hd her stay behind.
"I stayed up too late, drawing up plans for one of those bubble balls to land inside of if I ever get to make a parachute jump." she said. then added "Not really. But dammit, Don, even my husband has a parachute jump! I want one, too!"
"Tanya," I said sadly, "you are an amazing person, one of my Three Angels, and an inspiration to paraplegics and Police Officers alike. You've shown you can do many things. But I'm sorry, parachute jumps are something you just can't do."
I continued: "Look, I know you happen to work in a place with a number of Airborne-qualified people, partly because I hire them whenever I can. But Sheriff Griswold doesn't have any jumps, and he's good with that. And Rudistan... good lord, if there is someone I'd like to kick out of an airplane, just to shut him up..."
Tanya did giggle at that, then I continued: "Truth is, not that many Army soldiers are Airborne, and certainly the vast majority of people in this nation and world will never jump out of an airplane while in flight. So don't let it get to you. All right, let's get ready for the game tomorrow..."
Now (Saturday) I was in a hanger at Town & County Airport. The Army Golden Knights Parachute Team were using it to stage their pre-game jump into University Memorial Stadium. There were two planes that looked like ordinary civilian aircraft, several persons in the uniforms and equipment of the jumpers, and other soldiers in military camo uniforms and the maroon berets of the U.S. Army Airborne.
The security was unbelievable. Agents of the United States Secret Service were here, in their ubiquitous suits and ties, sunglasses that I observed were Google glasses (or your regional equivalent), and little clear earpieces and wires that went under their collars.
"I know General McFarland is going to be here," I said as my credentials were very carefully checked, "but isn't this a lot even for him?"
"Yes, Commander." the Agent said. "But we have to make sure there are no bombs or threats on the planes or the jumpers. The General will be at the stadium with what, 96,000 of your closest friends, as they say?"
I chuckled. "I understand." I said.
They also checked our weapons. We were permitted to have them, of course, but they asked that while we were in the hanger area that we would not have a round in the chamber. That is how I carry, anyway, but Lt. Rudistan and Det. Sgt. Julia Rodriguez had to make the on-the-spot correction to be compliant.
General Alexander McFarland showed up with his entourage, which included his daughter Alison McFarland and Admiral (Ret.) Leonard R. Cordell. The soldiers there came to attention and the General bade them to be at ease.
As he and Admiral Cordell talked to the Golden Knights Team, I was called out front. Tanya's van had pulled up. Teresa hopped out of the shotgun seat and said "This ornery person driving wants to leave. What say you, Iron Crowbar?"
"I say park that damned contraption and get yo ass in here, Tanya! General McFarland has asked to see you, by name, and you will not embarrass me in front of the Chief of Staff by not showing up! Let's go! Move!"
A few minutes later, Tanya drove into the hanger in her wheelchair, followed by Teresa, Sheriff Griswold, and Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross. The Secret Service looked askance at Tanya's ride (er, wheelchair), and then searched it after Teresa said "Oh, you should check that thing for bombs!" The Secret Service don't play.
They unerringly found the secret compartment under her chair, which was accessed by a small door under her legs, good for carrying guns or TASERs. The German Shepherd that sniffed around did not alert, but sat down next to her and did not object to the pettings she gave him, even though she wasn't supposed to pet the canine Secret Service Agent.
With Alison taking pictures, General McFarland gave Tanya a Challenge coin. Tanya knew that that was a great honor, and she accepted it with thanks as we all applauded.
Then one of the Golden Knights parachutists, who was at least as tall as me, came over and said "Commander Troy, we're ready for the tandem jumps. Who's jumping with us?"
Another Team member handed me a set of gear (i.e. clothing and attachments for the tandem jump). Cindy immediately announced "Not you, brother Crowbar!" and waved a green crowbar in warning.
"I said before that I wasn't going to." I replied with the slightest bit of annoyance in my voice. I then turned to the Sheriff and said "Well, Sheriff, so much for the Chairborne life. You get to find out what a parachute jump is all about!"
Everyone clapped and cheered as Our most very surprised Sheriff gave me a 'look,' then chuckled as he took the suit, his mustaches quivering merrily... or perhaps nervously. One of the Golden Knights Team members escorted the Sheriff away to put on the equipment.
"O-kayyyy." I said, taking the proffered suit from the only female member of the Golden Knights Team present, wearing her camo uniform and maroon beret. "Who should I choose? Cindy?"
"Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me!" the Green Crowbar replied. "I'll stay right here on the ground, so I can keep an eye on you."
"A wise decision." I said. Then I noticed that Rudistan had surreptitiously moved forward but trying not to appear like he'd come forward. "Rudistan!" I said loudly, "Didn't you say you wanted to be a Leg for Life?"
"Well, sir, I'll take one for the team if I have to." Rudistan replied with his mischievous grin.
"But you don't have to, and you won't." I said. "You're getting your wish to be a Leg for life."
I then turned around, stepped up to Tanya, and dropped the suit in her lap.
"Suit up, Perlman!" I all but shouted. "You're jumping with the Golden Knights today!"
To be continued.
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Part 10 - Rendezvous With Destiny
"What?!" Tanya gasped, looking up at me with an open-mouthed 'whaa' look of sheer disbelief.
"You heard me." I said, trying very hard to keep a straight face. "Detective Rodriguez! Would you please assist the Golden Knights crew in getting Miss Perlman into her gear?"
"Yes sir!" Julia said enthusiastically. She and the female Golden Knights member wheeled Tanya to a side room. Once they were gone, I could no longer contain myself, and a huge grin appeared on my face.
"That was stone-cold sneaky, Commander." Lieutenant Rudistan said, the mischievous grin on his face matching mine.
"Yes it was." said a still-surprised Teresa Croyle.
"In-deeeed!" I said most agreeably. "Okay, shall we all head to the Stadium for the pre-game festivities?"
As I walked past a stunned Cindy Ross, I heard her softly say "I am soooo going to beat your ass down for this..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Kickoff was at 11:00am local time (for a 'noon' kick on the East Coast, dontcha know). General McFarland would not arrive until just before the pre-game events. So we had a little time to wait.
I did not get to meet Peter Herbstreit, as he and Kirk Herbstreit were jetting off to cover a later game, and I can only imagine the Secret Service's irritation with that, what with the General's plane there at the Airport. But I 'settled' for the next best thing: the Redoubtable Chief IV, the University's official bulldog mascot.
Derrick 'Bloody' Waters, a.k.a. 'Train No. 93', came up to us on the side of the field as we watched the teams warm up, wearing his No. 93 jersey. Chief IV's handlers saw us, and brought that most redoubtable of bulldogs over to us. With numerous photographers snapping photos and videos of us, Alison McFarland among them, Derrick and I knelt with Chief IV sitting between us for the requisite photos. Then I gave way so that Cindy could get some pictures with them.
Just then, I saw Jack Muscone coming up to us. "Where's Tanya?" he asked, looking around.
"Oh, I don't think she's here yet." I said innocently. "I'm sure she'll be here before the game begins."
Jack persisted, saying "Well, she said she was going to drop Teresa off at the Airport, then she would come straight here."
"She is, coming straight here, I'm sure." I said. The Usual Suspects suppressed grins.
Not mollified, Muscone fished out his cellphone. "Maybe I should call her..."
I said "Oh, you don't have to do that. Sheriff Griswold isn't here, either. He'll have her here before the game, I'm sure."
Seeing her tracked wheelchair, 'Tanya's Tank' on the sideline, Jack said, "But her Tank is here, and..." Then he glanced sideways at me, and said "Okay, Don, where is she?"
"I don't know exactly, not at this exact moment." I said, looking up and around the sky(!). Then I said "Oh look, they're about to begin."
The Salute To Service began with the introduction of University Army and Air Force ROTC graduates from ten years before, 20 years before, 30 years before, 40 years before, and even a few from 50 years ago. General McFarland came out to a nice round of applause, made remarks thanking the former Cadets and all who had served, then made a special announcement as a family joined him on the field.
"We're very happy to have the family of Army Captain Scott C. Patton with us." said General McFarland into the P.A. system. "Captain Patton was a graduate of the University's Army ROTC program, graduating with honors. He is now serving overseas. We have set up a video link with him, so please watch the the big scoreboard screens."
The image of Captain Patton in his camo uniform and a maroon beret of the Airborne appeared on screen as his voice boomed "Hi Mom! Hi Dad!" People applauded at the feel-good moment.
And then they realized that the background behind him was University Stadium itself! He was on the sidelines behind them! As he came onto the field, his mother ran (did not walk, -ran-) across the field to give her son a huge hug. The entire stadium cheered loudly.
"Nice beret, there." I said to Julia Rodriguez, who had come up next to me.
"I have got to get me one of those!" she replied. We both grinned at that. I made a mental note to myself.
As the Patton family came off the field, Captain Patton came up to me and saluted, and I instinctively returned it. "Sir," he said, "you probably don't remember me..."
"I do remember you." I replied. "You were in ROTC here when I ran with you guys in the morning all those years ago." (Author's note: 'Case of the Fake Badges, Ch. 02; 'Eyes Only', Ch. 03; and 'Along Came A Spider', Ch. 01, among other places...)
"Yes sir!" said Captain Patton. After he introduced his family, they were led off the field and out of the stadium as the The University Band marched out onto the field.
The stadium announcer asked everyone to stand, and the Band played the Alma Mater. Afterwards, as the Band moved to the sidelines, the announcer said "The flyover after the National Anthem will feature the Army Golden Knights junping in and delivering the game ball. Jumping with them will be two special guests!"
The scoreboard showed a photo of Sheriff Griswold as the announcer said: "Town & County Sheriff Antonio Griswold has been a Law Enforcement Officer for half a century, first as a Police Officer, culminating in becoming Police Chief, then being elected to his current position as Sheriff."
Then Tanya's photo was shown as the announcer boomed "And Town & County Police Deputy Chief Tanya Perlman Muscone! She never lets an opportunity pass when it comes to showing that 'handicapped' really means 'handicapable' as she jumps with the Golden Knights! And now, please remain standing and remove your caps as the University Bulldog Blue Band plays our National Anthem!"
Near the end of the Anthem, a tiny white speck appeared in the sky. A moment later a wing-shaped black and gold parachute appeared, followed by another one some seconds later. The Golden Knights were wearing black clothing while their tandem-jump guests attached to their fronts were in gold suits.
As the Anthem finished, I felt a hand clap on my shoulder. I glanced over to see Jack Muscone peering at me. "What the hell is going on here?" he asked, looking anything but amused at me.
I just pointed to the scoreboard screen, which showed the stadium from the jumpers's perspective. At the bottom it said 'TANYA CAM'. The bodycam was attached to Tanya's chest, and one could hear amongst the wind sounds her voice yelling "Oh my God! It's so beautiful!"
"Oh, geez." muttered Jack. Then to me he said "If anything happens to her..."
"Get in line, Jack." Cindy said. "I've got dibs on the crowbar beatdown this redheaded sonofabitch is going to get." A green crowbar was being waved very menacingly in my general direction.
"Oh come on." Teresa said, her voice increasingly filled with admiration. "Admit it... he figured it out. He figured it out."
"Yes. Yes he did." Cindy conceded.
"Figured what out?" Jack queried.
"How to get Tanya a parachute jump." Teresa said.
I added "And without needing that stupid NASA landing bubble she kept talking about." Julia Rodriguez and Kerry Ambrose were chuckling as they listened in.
"Did Tanya agree to this?" Jack asked disbelievingly. Julia and Kerry tried to suppress more giggles.
I glanced at him as I said "I had to kick your ass out of the plane. I'll bet she was a lot more ready to go." Julia and Kerry lost the battle and began laughing their (Airborne) asses off.
"Laugh it up, fuzzballs." Jack said sourly, using the Han Solo line from 'Return of the Jedi'. Julia and Kerry tried to stop laughing, and utterly failed.
"It'll be all good, Jack." I said as the scoreboard switched to a view from a camera on the ground, which was also being broadcast into the homes of the Nation. Sheriff Griswold and his host jumper had come in first. The crowd cheered as they came down and landed on the east side (nearer the mountain, away from Town) 20-yard-line.
Then Tanya and her host jumper came in, and the roaring of the crowd grew louder. Sometimes the Golden Knights come in fast with a running landing, but this time the 'driver' slowed it down as much as he could. When he landed on the dead middle of the 50-yard-line, he made sure to do a dynamite parachute landing fall on his back, allowing Tanya to land on him. And when they touched down, it sounded like the Bulldogs had scored a game-winning touchdown.
Jack Muscone began practically running out to greet his wife. Derrick Waters was bringing Tanya her Tank. I am not sure how he was getting it to run as he guided it out, but it was toodling out there. As others came up, Tanya handed someone the game ball(!). Elements of the Golden Knights Team collected the parachutes as others helped the jumpers recover.
Once Tanya was disconnected, Train No. 93 bodily picked her up and put her on her Tank. The crowd cheered wildly as she waved to them then began driving towards us, and despite her smiles I could see the tears flowing down her rosy cheeks.
Sheriff Griswold had already come up and was just a wee bit exhilarated, his mustaches twitching merrily as he man-hugged me and hugged all the ladies. Tanya was even happier.
"Oh my God, that was so awesome!" she exclaimed. Cindy, Teresa, Julia, Kerry, and Rudistan hugged her as I shook hands with all the Golden Knights Team members. When I went to hug Tanya, she about crushed my neck as she practically sobbed "Thank you, thank you, thank you..."
Part 11 - One Jump Chumps Redux
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, August 29th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Police Headquarters in her distant background. "Commander Donald Troy alienates his own Police Officers!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this breaking story! Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged blonde reporterette enthusiastically as she stood just off the Police Motor Pool facility property! "Sources tell Channel Two News that Commander Donald Troy referred the case of the Police cruiser found burned out on the Bypass to his Internal Affairs Department, effectively accusing his Police Officers of criminal activity!"
Amber: " Channel Two News has learned that the vehicle was apparently stolen from the Police Motor Pool here. But the facts so far do not seem to merit Commander Troy's actions against the Officers beneath him. Despite the Internal Affairs investigation, there is no evidence to suggest that it was an inside job by any Police Officers."
Amber: "Commander Troy's actions and suspicions against his own Officers have caused dropping morale and trust, according to multiple sources who requested anonymity on the grounds they fear retaliation by the Police Commander or the Sheriff. We are told that many Officers also believe Troy referred the case to Internal Affairs to deflect from his own failures to keep the Motor Pool and other properties secure from criminals. And repeated requests by KXTC Channel Two News to the Town & County Police, the Sheriff's Office and Internal Affairs Offices for response to these allegations have gone unanswered, Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina cried as the feed came back to her. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important breaking story! And once again, Commander Donald Troy has not responded to repeated requests for comment by KXTC Channel Two News. Now lets go to Jeff Hull for more on Lawrence Watson's huge day Saturday! Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the Sports reporter with the perfect hair, with University Memorial Stadium in his background. "Lawrence Watson opened his Heisman Trophy campaign with 457 yards passing and six touchdowns before leaving at the end of the third quarter of the Bulldogs's 63-3 beatdown of Taco State..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Someone's Troy Derangement Syndrome is acting up again." Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle said acidly as she, Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Commander Donald Troy (me), Chief Sean Moynahan, and Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone watched the Bettina propaganda-cast and drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room.
"You got that right." Cindy replied, shaking her platinum-blonde head. It should be noted that she was wearing the Sheriff's Department 'black' uniform usually worn under armor for special operations missions. And Teresa was wearing a 'standard' dark blue TCPD uniform instead of the normal lighter blue shirt like I was currently wearing.
Sheriff Griswold was wearing a necktie with his uniform, which he usually didn't wear, and his handlebar mustaches were quivering with anger as he said "Goddammit, I want to know who the hell is leaking this to the Press! Who is the mole, Crowbar? Theorize. With or without data."
"Easy Button, Sheriff." I replied. "At least for this one. Efram Elliot." The Sheriff's eyes 'softened' in understanding and he leaned back in his chair in realization.
"The Orange Order dinner was almost a month agoooo." Chief Moynahan noted. "Why himmmm?"
"And why is this shit hitting the fan now?" Cindy added helpfully.
"You guys are full of Easy Button questions today." I said. Seeing some 'looks' in my direction as I sipped coffee from my Airborne School mug, I continued: "I would make the edumacated guess that Efram Elliott called Bettina or Burt West weeks ago. Bettina and Amber have been quietly working on the story since then, and were waiting for the right time to spring it on us."
Me: "That time is now. I would guess that someone is going to make a report that we the Police Leadership will be briefed on as early as today. It will involve the Motor Pool security issues, and Sergeant Spicer's name in particular. And that KXTC report was an attempt to stop us from removing Spicer as the Motor Pool Officer."
"Which we are planning to do." said Tanya. Teresa nodded her head vigorously in agreement.
"But whyyyy is it so important to re-tainnnn Sergeant Spicer in his current po-si-shunnnn?" drawled the Chief.
"He's one of the linchpins in their scheme." I said. "I believe they've been borrowing squad cars from the Motor Pool for some time, as I believe we shall learn from this morning's meeting. They have to keep Spicer in the loop if they want it to continue. However. that burned-out Police cruiser brought down their house of cards, so I'd have to guess that the KXTC story is to mitigate the damage if Spicer's dismissal becomes public knowledge."
Sheriff Griswold growled "And I would guess it's about a lot more than that, isn't it Crowbar?"
"Yes sir. A lot more." I replied. "And this is where Efram Elliott comes in. It's clearly about protecting University football players. If it ever comes out about this group of rogue Officers doing this, then KXTC will begin gaslighting the Public that it's all in my head, it's all a figment of my Wildcat imagination."
"And it is, of course." Cindy said sweetly. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome, to Fox University Sunrise!" said beautiful blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Monday, August 29th, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me today is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." replied gorgeous Indian Priya. "Good morning everyone. Here's what's in the news. Commander Donald Troy's re-write of the State Constitution has come under fire from Members of both Parties of the Legislature because of the provisions for meaningful term limits upon them."
Catrina: "Although the provision explicitly exempts Legislators who are in Office at the time the new State Constitution is ratified, both Democrats and Republicans have come together in a bipartisan fashion to oppose the provision and to encourage Commander Troy to remove that provision before the September 1st deadline."
Priya: "Also, the County and State Democrat Committees have filed a complaint with the State and Federal Election Boards over Sheriff Griswold's parachute jump before the Bulldogs's game last Saturday. As Sheriff Griswold is running for re-election, they are demanding equal time from any network or local affiliate that showed the jump."
Catrina: "Asked to respond, Commander Troy gave this comment exclusively to KFXU Fox Eight News. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Your Iron Crowbar saying "Well, Sheriff Griswold jumped without a parachute on his back. So Democrats are free to jump without a parachute on their backs, and I absolutely encourage the News Media to broadcast every second of it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Order was not restored to my Angels Meeting for some minutes after seeing that. Finally, Tanya spluttered "You didn't. You did not say that! That had to have been AI."
"I did." I replied. "Carole videoed it on my Police iPhone, and I sent it to Priya and Catrina."
Cindy was red-faced with laughter as she said "KXTC is going to have a cow over that."
"I doubt it." I said. "They didn't even cover it, nor the issue about the term limits."
"And what's the 'scoop' on that?" asked Cindy.
"I did concede to one change." I said. "The way I'd constructed it was unwieldy, so it's now that anyone can serve in the State House for 12 years, but if they serve longer than six years, they cannot run for nor serve in the State Senate or as Lieutenant Governor. And the limit on the State Senate is a straight-up 12 years total, so no one exceeds 18 years total Legislative service. I'd recommend that for the U. S. Congress, too, but I won't hold my breath waiting for it to happen."
"Sounds fair." said Teresa. "And with the exemption for current members, why does anyone have a problem?"
"Same reasons they don't like any limitations on their raw, political power." I replied. "Because they don't like limitations on their raw, political power."
"Figures." said Teresa. "But why didn't KXTC cover the Democrat Committees's complaints---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The door opened to reveal Captain Claire Michaels. "Sir, they're ready for you."
"Thanks." I said. "Ladies, if you will join me in the gym, please?"
We all headed down the length of the back hall to the gym. When we entered, I was surprised to find well over 100 Officers, Deputies, and EMS personnel there; after all, I'd only specifically invited the Detectives and those persons I knew were Airborne qualified.
Sheriff Griswold was talking with FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone, who was wearing a ubiquitous FBI suit and tie, with his One-Jump-Chump tie clip attached. Cindy and Teresa had been wearing their gold necklaces beneath their shirts, and now had them prominently displayed on top of their dark shirts.


"Wow, a lot of people today." I said, my voice carrying throughout the gym, getting everyone's attention. They gathered closer together as I continued: "I'm glad you could be here for this. We have a couple of very special awards to give out."
I took a small box out and Cindy held it as I took the Airborne tie clip out. Stepping up next to Sheriff Griswold, I said "This is just what Our Sheriff always wanted, and he is now a One Jump Chump."
As I affixed the clip to the Sheriff's tie, the room erupted in applause and cheers. Then I took another small box out of my pocket as Cindy, Teresa and I gathered around Tanya's wheelchair.
"And more importantly," I said loudly as I held up the gold necklace with the miniature Airborne Wings dangling below it, "all three of my Angels are now One. Jump. Chumps."
As I placed the necklace around Tanya's neck and fastened the clip, the gym again erupted in cheering, even louder than before. Tanya's sparkling eyes may have been due to tears as Cindy and Teresa hugged her.
"Okay, I'm sure you guys have work to do, and so do we. Let's get back to it." I said. As †he crowd dispersed, a few photos were being taken. I asked Cindy, Tanya, and Teresa to pose together, their hands in the prayer or Namaste position, like that famous poster of Kate Jackson, Farrah Fawcett-Majors, and Jacklyn Smith as Charlie's Angels. They did so, and the photo of my Angels in their necklaces came out very well.
And I didn't know it at the time, but another, much more famous photo of my Angels in the Namaste pose would be taken, also involving 'neckwear'...
Part 12 - Investigations
9:00am, Monday, August 29th. There were now five persons that could come into my office without appointment or invitation. Teresa Croyle had earned the right, and was exercising it now.
"You have two meetings today." she announced. "One, with the Mighty Miltons and Internal Affairs, about the Motor Pool security issues. And two, with Claire Michaels and the crossover team she is assembling, regarding the Smooth White Boys organization."
"And you will be at the first meeting with me, that being the one with I.A. and Intelligence." I replied. "But not the second one, and here's why." I proceeded to tell her why...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
We went into Classroom 'E'. Waiting for us were Lieutenants Myron and Mary Mahoney Milton, Lieutenant Lisa Monroe of Internal Affairs, and Deputy Chief Tanya Perlman Muscone.
"Is the Chief coming?" I asked as we sat down.
"He was called away to a meeting at City Hall." Tanya said.
"Okay, then." I said. "Who wants to start?"
"I will, sir." said Myron Milton. "I've been working on the technical end of the security breach in the Motor Pool camera system. And I have to say it's like the PGA in golf: these guys are good."
There was much groaning at that bad joke. Myron said "You might as well laugh; the jokes don't get any better."
"Best news I've heard all day." I lamented.
"Thanks for the warning." Tanya said to Myron with a twinkle in her eyes."
"As I was saying," Myron said with mock hurt feelings, "this was some no-kidding sophisticated stuff. Someone wrote a virus program that was embedded in the system. It caused the recorder to take the previous hour stored in memory and play and record it over interminably, but to keep the current timestamp. That made it look like it was recording all along."
"Killer." I lamented again.
"Yes sir." Myron said, then continued: "More insidiously, the code can be activated and deactivated multiple ways. First, by pressing a special sequence of numbers on the keypad. There are a number of special commands that are programmed that can be used by the system administrator to do various administrative things, and this virus piggybacks that system. Deactivation also occurs if someone comes in and puts in their own code, as they do when coming to work in the morning."
Myron: "Second, the code can be activated by the computer that controls the system. It's a backdoor code that has to be inputted, but to reach that, an Admin or SuperAdmin has to be logged in."
Very aware that Myron did not like the flow of his narratives interrupted, I said "I know I'm interrupting and I apologize. But how many people have such access at the computer console?"
Myron replied: "The PMO has Admin access. And people like me and Mary, who have SuperAdmin access to all the Police computer systems, would be able to get to where the backdoor is activated."
I nodded. Myron continued: "The third way to activate the program is remotely. We have secure telephone and data lines between Police Headquarters, The Old Mill, and County Jail, and they are expensive as hell. So the Powers That Be determined that our mobile units, i.e Patrol cruisers, should use cheaper Wi-Fi and Cellular Data systems."
Myron: "The Motor Pool camera system can be accessed via those systems, so we could watch the Motor Pool from here. But this virus code opened a backdoor into those systems, allowing access and activation via an app on a remote computer or a smartphone."
Tanya asked "But wouldn't that leave a signature of some kind, that could be traced back to the source of the access?"
"Good question, ma'am." said Myron, practicing good asskissing skills. "But that can be masked. For example, you know how you get telemarketing calls from different local numbers? The criminals have software that puts a masking number that you see on your cellphone when it rings, but it's not the real number, and blocking it doesn't block the real number."
"Ah yes," I said. "I remember the day I got telemarketing calls from... 'Donald Troy'. They were using my own number as the mask number that day, so when they called, my own name came up."
"I hate telemarketers." Teresa said darkly. "Almost as much as I hate drunk drivers."
Tanya asked "Are our overall systems at risk from this virus?"
"I don't think so, ma'am." Myron said. "Though a dormant piece of code could be embedded that would be damn near impossible to find without resources that we do not possess."
"Manpower." I said. "As an example, do you all remember the Stuxnet virus that tore up the Iranian nuclear centrifuges?" Everyone nodded, then I said "Well, literally every computer, every smartphone, every device that runs code and has been on the Internet has the Stuxnet embedded in it. Now I know that Myron and Mary and their team have taken steps to make sure the Swamp Frogs can't use it to destroy us... and you should never inquire further about that, Commander Croyle."
"I don't have to." Teresa said flatly. When I looked at het, she said "Your sister. My mother-in-law."
"O-kayyyyy." I said. "Remind me not to ever again try to needle Ms. Croyle---"
"Don't ever try to needle Commander Croyle again!" came a full chorus of voices. I love my Team, I love my Team, I love my Team...
Myron said "I think we're okay, but I'm still looking into it. This started almost a month ago, and it wasn't until last week that my team and I got a really good grip on it. But once we did, Mary was able to get some information that may help us."
"Before she gives her report," Tanya said, "I'm curious: how did you get onto it?"
Myron said "Good old-fashioned Detective work, I.T.-style. First of all, I can see every program that runs on any of our computers. For example, I see every morning when Commander Troy logs in and accesses the duty logs. So I looked into what had been running on the Motor Pool security computer and saw something that read 'Admin Check', an innocuous name that would be easily overlooked if we're not looking for it. Then I got into the base operating system code, which takes both access levels and coding skills beyond what most people can do, and began tracing it back---"
I said "Let's not get too far into those weeds. You and your people did a great job, Myron. Okay, Mary, what did you find?"
Mary said "Lisa and I worked on a lot of this together, and we came up with some good stuff. The first instance of the program being used was Friday, April 29th. Does that ring a bell with anyone?"
Teresa said "That was a week after the ceremonies in my hometown."
"Ahhhh, yes." I said. "And therefore that was a week after the incident with McElwane and Neumann of the NCPD." (Author's note: 'The Wolf and The Moon', Ch. 02; 'Cancel All Our Vows', Ch. 01.)
Lisa Monroe said "You owe me a lunch. I told you he'd remember."
Teresa said "Betting against the Iron Crowbar, Mary? Mmm mmm mmm." She shook her head sadly as we all chuckled.
I said "I would say Mary's auditioning for the FBI, but I'd get beat down with my own crowbar."
"You will, anyway, if I get ahold of it." Tanya 'warned' me.
After explaining to Lisa Monroe about how FBI Agents lost a lot of money $100 at a time by betting against Your Iron Crowbar, I bade Mary to continue.
She said "Pretty much every weekend, the program was initiated around 10:00pm on Friday and Saturday nights, and once School let out for the summer, sometimes on Thursday nights. Then came the vehicle fire on July 23d. After that night, the program has not run at all."
"Why didn't they remove the program after what happened that night?" Teresa said.
"They didn't know how to." Myron said. "And even if they did, once we were onto the camera security breach, any action would've been like a beacon on Promontory Point; we'd have seen it a lot faster than we actually did."
Lisa Monroe said "Mary helped me compile data, and I.A. also took up and went through the Motor Pool records. We found no records of unusual activity, such as a Police cruiser being brought in for service multiple times."
Lisa: "We also looked at who was on duty and on call when the program was used. It's generally the same people. But we haven't had a chance to go through their data and check their whereabouts during their patrols."
"How do you do that?" a stunned Teresa asked.
I said "The metadata of all Public Safety Department vehicles is kept for a year, and has been ever since the time I was kidnapped right after we took out Westboro." (Author's note: 'Dream Weaver') "That data is the GPS data and the identities of the Officers on the patrols."
Teresa said "No insult intended towards y'all nor anyone else, but maybe the Iron Crowbar can look over the data. He can see patterns that escape the rest of us completely."
"Why, what an extraordinary thought, ma'am!" said Mary with breathtaking sarcasm, making me laugh.
"Thanks for volunteering me!" I said to Teresa with sarcastic cheerfulness. "But there probably is no point. I can't see what isn't there."
"Sir?" Tanya said.
I said "I'm thinking in terms of how I would do this and be safe even if the Iron Wolf and her fellow One Jump Chumps catch on to my nefarious schemes. What I do is bring in a vehicle at the end of the day Friday for service. It's on video as being there, but no paperwork is done, and if anyone asks, they'll say 'it came in late and we were going to start the paperwork on Monday'."
Me: "If nothing happens, the vehicle is simply picked up Monday morning, the video is recorded over, and there's no official record it was ever there. If something does happen, like having to intervene in a traffic stop to save a football player -OR- pretend to make a stop of that player to give him a ride home lest he get a real DUI, then paperwork is generated at the Motor Pool, and the vehicle never helped cover-up a crime, because look! it's in the Motor Pool!"
"But the metadata..." Lisa Monroe started, then let her voice trail off.
I said "I'd say that anyone who has the brains and resources to create this virus, infect the computer system, and come up with this whole scheme in the first place is not going to let a tiny thing like I.A. metadata hamper his or her plans. So no, I'm afraid the metadata will not show us what we need to see."
I continued: "Where this whole thing did break down was the vehicle fire. But it's exactly the kind of contingency that the scheme had built in to protect the guilty and cover up the crime. It's Sergeant Clarke's vehicle, but he knows nothing; it was in the shop, and he was at home at the time. We can't seem to find data on who was in the vehicle, the same way the vehicle that sideswiped the Steeles disappeared."
"But now we know everything." said Lisa. "The virus, the Motor Pool scheme..."
Teresa replied "And not a shred of proof against anyone." Lisa nodded sadly in reluctant agreement.
"Exactly." I said. "They can't use the scheme anymore, but everyone is protected."
"One question, sir." Mary Milton said. "Sergeant Clarke's vehicle really was being serviced when it was taken out. Why take it out at all, instead of another vehicle?"
"You know..." I said, then drifted off for a moment. When I snapped out of it, I said "That was a great question, Mary. It made me realize something. Let's try this on for size:"
Me: "Sergeant Clarke's car was being used a number of times, and probably by the same perps. But this time, it happened that his car really was in for service. Maybe another vehicle was meant to be the ghost cruiser, but the perps saw Clarke's and took it. It had a fuel leak, so after chasing the Charger, the fuel caught fire and torched the whole vehicle. The ghost cops then got in the Charger and drove off, leaving the burning cop car behind. Will it hold?"
"And pretty darn well." said Teresa. "I have no doubt you have once again swerved unerringly into the truth."
"Good asskissing skills!" said a chorus of everyone else in the room.
"Okay, I need to speak to my two Angels privately." I said. "Mary, Lisa, you've done excellent work, as have you, Myron. Please continue collaborating, and see what else you can come up with."
After Lisa and the Miltons left the room, I said to my Angels "I'm going to ask you two to go into one of your offices and decide whether or not you want to remove Sergeant Spicer as Police Motor Officer. There are pros and cons either way, and I'll support whichever way you decide..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After my Angels headed to Tanya's office I texted Captain Claire Michaels. Within two minutes, she and several Detectives joined me in Classroom 'E'.
From Vice came Lieutenant Micah Rudistan, Detective Sergeant J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry, Detectives Statler and Waldorf, and Sr. Patrolmen Hardy and Drew.
From MCD came 'Team Teddy': Lieutenant Teddy Parker, Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez, and Detective Roark Coleman.
And from Intel came Lieutenant Mary Milton, Auxiliary Officer Terry 'Ranger' Halston, and civilian tech Lainie Everett.
"I'm just here to listen." I said. "It's your meeting, Captain Michaels."
"Thank you, sir. I suppose you're all wondering why I called this meeting." Claire Michaels said. Everyone chuckled politely, practicing good asskissing skills.
Claire: "What I have done is to create a Task Force, a crossover team of Vice and MCD with Intel support. The Mission is to investigate, infiltrate, and ultimately eradicate the 'Smooth White Boys' criminal organization. We're here to lay the groundwork, see where we are, then begin making a plan of action."
Claire: "As you know, we were first drawn into this case by the murders of Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard last January. Their (air quotes) 'alleged' killers Rhonda Huntington and Randy Luna were found dead at the end of March, on the other side of the State Line." (Author's note: 'Sausage and the Law')
Claire: "So for a while we've somewhat let sleeping dogs lie. But then the Nat K. Cole murder and the Jesse Smallwood murder came up in July (Author's note: 'Exigent Circumstances'), and the stench of White Supremacy wafted into our collective nose."
Claire: "But I'm more interested in the drug trafficking that the Smooth White Boys are into. For reasons I don't understand, the SBI-DTD has no interest in this case. I invited them to attend this meeting, but even our friend Lorena Rose declined to attend. So! we will forge ahead ourselves. What do we know, and what are we planning for them? Mary?"
"Thank you, ma'am." said the Intel chief, Lt. Mary Milton. "First, Lainie Everett is your dedicated Intel asset for this Task Force. Additionally, Ranger Halston and I will help whenever we can."
"Why do you keep calling him 'Ranger' Halston?" Claire said with asperity in her voice.
"Because he is a United States Army Ranger." I replied with corresponding authority in my voice. Julia Rodriguez grinned. I said "Let's move along."
"Yes sir." Claire said woodenly, and indicated for Mary to continue.
Mary said "Unfortunately, we do not have a lot of information about the Smooth White Boys. What we have comes mostly from informants or arrested persons associated with other gangs."
Mary: We know that the Smooth White Boys are prevalent in three areas: the University Campus and predominately White fraternities, the southeastern parts of Town and the County, and what we call the 'Northern Arc' across the northside of Town and above that are dominated by White subdivisions."
Mary: "According to sources within the Southside Black Disciples, as well as the Rodrigo-san's Latin Supremas, the Smooth White Boys are composed of only White members and deal only with White clients, be they rich Country Club wives, Fraternities and white college students, or the poor white trash of the Rio Linda Apartments and points southeast."
Mary: "Because of this, they have surprisingly good discipline and operational security. Even 'The Teacher' doesn't know who is running the Organization, nor even who the small fry are. And that's really all I've got on it."
Captain Michaels said "Lieutenant Rudistan, what have we been doing to get info on these guys, or make some busts?"
The normally jovial Rudistan was well aware of the formality and seriousness in his boss's voice, so he attempted to sound that way as he said "Ma'am, we've been try--- er, working on it since the Sandstone/Gerard murders, and we've ramped it up over the summer. Unfortunately, we've run into a massive wall, and we've been unable to develop any good assets or inroads---"
"But it's been nearly nine months!" Claire said, frustration rising in her voice. "Do you mean to tell me that you're unable to do anything?"
"Ma'am, you know how long these things can take." Rudistan said. "You left us for the LAPD about a month before they busted Viscotti Cabs while Commander Croyle was Vice Squad leader. It took over a year to make that bust, and make it stick." (Author's note: 'Dream Within A Dream', Ch.02 for Claire leaving; 'Fire In The Embers', Ch.01 for Teresa busting Viscotti Cabs.)
"I do remember when that was in progress." said Claire, a little more calmly. "And I know it takes time to get the evidence to make successful arrests. But what have we been doing to this point? Trying to acquire C.I.s? Undercover operations?"
"We've been trying to, ma'am." said Rudistan, and I could see that he was getting frustrated, as well. "But the very few people we've arrested that might have a connection to them have been bottom-rung, and they all refused to become C.I.s, even when we offered to pay them and pay them well. And I'll freely admit that I don't even know where to start when it comes to inserting an undercover asset or executing a covert operation."
Claire said "Sergeant Perry, you're the undercover expert. What do you recommend?"
J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry knew how to play the Game, and he played it well. "Ma'am, I've had a lot of conversations with Lieutenant Rudistan and Lieutenant Mary Milton. He's right: we don't have a starting point for an undercover operation like a drug buy, or even infiltration. If we get a starting point, we've talked about a couple of ways to play it."


Ice Cube: "One way is to artificially create a shortage of product, then arrange a buy from the Smooth White Boys. But we have to know who to contact, and how to contact them... and so far we don't."
Ice Cube: "The second idea is more traditional, but takes a while. As an example, we get an apartment in the Rio Linda Apartments. We also could buy or rent a property in a wealthy White area on the Northside. And then we put out feelers that we want to buy product, then ask about selling it, and go from there."
"They'll have to be all White." Roark Coleman said.
"Someone promote that man... to Captain Obvious!" Rudistan said with a mischievous grin.
"Touché." I said with a chuckle. "But that is a good point, though not for the reasons Mister Roark said it."
When I stopped talking, Claire Michaels said "Sir, are there any insights you can give us on this?"
"Well, I'm not the expert on all matters Vice," I said, "but I did think of a few things as y'all sat here talking. First, when Roark mentioned that everyone involved has to be white, the reasons why they're so tough to penetrate occurred to me. Now I'm no psychologist, and I don't play one on TV---"
"But your wife does!" piped up Mary Milton cheerfully. Everyone broke out laughing.
"Yes. Yes she does." I said agreeably. "Anyhoo, let's compare and contrast to the Viscotti Cabs bust. They were a tough nut to crack because of their processes. You had to be invited into a cab, and they were choosy about who they let in. But they also had weaknesses. Most organizations secure loyalty with either green dollar bills or fear, or both. But there's always someone who could offer them more, or some reason someone loses the fear, and then we have a weak link in the chain."
Me: "However, the Smooth White Boys not only have the tight processes, they have something else: their loyalty is based on ideology. They don't deal with anyone but white persons that they know, which keeps the information tight. And just like Superior Bloodlines a few years ago, these people simply refuse to betray their White brethren. Blacks and Hispanics will betray their own ethnicities over money, but not these guys."
Roark Coleman asked "Is that why Geoff Gerard took two years of prison rather than cooperate with the Feds?"
Me: "Exactly. And good on you, Mr. Roark, for remembering that."
"But was Gerard even part of the Smooth White Boys?" Claire asked. "Did we ever ascertain that?"
"We don't have proof of it, ma'am," said Roark, "but Randy Luna had something like eight kilos that he took from Gerard when he killed him and Sarah Sandstone. So those amounts suggest Gerard was distributing. And if any of them think I'm slandering them, I invite them to sue me in open Court." There were chuckles at that, as those persons were all dead.
I said "I like that, and I agree with you that Gerard might have been in with the Smooth White Boys. We also know that he was associated with Gold & Partners, so that's another piece of that puzzle. And it segues nicely into my second insight, which is: 'How are the Smooth White Boys moving product?'."
Mary Milton said "God, the possibilities are endless."
I said "Yes, but do y'all agree that organizations develop a pipeline method, then run with it until its compromised or they find a better alternative?"
Everyone murmured agreement, then I continued: "So they have their rails and they run on them. Remember the Marcie Harper case; she had an ingenious plan that was only defeated by the observations of a better Detective than me." (Author's note: 'Schoolhouse Rock'.)
"Mary, bring up a photograph of the Sandstone/Gerard crime scene." I requested. Mary tapped on her laptop, and seconds later a photo filled the 5x4 matrix of screens on the wall. The photo showed the sofa, the murdered victims, and the coffee table in front of them, with the takeout Chinese and the pizza.
I started: "If memory serves me correctly---"
"And it always does!" came a chorus of experienced TCPD Detectives. The junior Officers looked stunned.
I smiled and said "During our original investigation, Roark touched on it but in a tangential way. So... Hardy, Drew, Statler, Waldorf, what do you guys see here that could be a clue to the Enemy's methods? And I don't mean the perforated bodies, Sergeant Rodriguez." Julia grinned at that as everyone studied the photo.
Statler took the chance to excel and said "Sir, the only thing I see that it could be is the food."
"In-deed!" I exclaimed. "And what's important about that?"
"Oh!" said Roark Coleman as it hit him. "The drugs were delivered with the food!"
"Do we even know if the food was delivered?" Claire Michaels said. "And eight bricks were found in Luna's apartment. Unless he already had some of it, that's a lot of weight to have in one pizza box."
Julia Rodriguez said "We didn't find any large sacks in the apartment, which led us to thinking Geoff and Sarah had brought just the items you see in with them."
Mary said "And Luna was in the closet and ambushed them, which means they almost certainly were out when he got in the closet."
Roark Coleman said "The alternative is that he snuck in while they were having sex in the bedroom. Isn't that what happened in the Shayla Bell case, sir? I was reading about it." (Author's note: 'Caught In The Act'.)
"Ah yes." I replied. "And the Burke-Arruzio murders, as well." (Author's note: Case of the Murdered Lovers'.)
"Good job, Roark!" Claire Michaels praised. "Both reading old cases -and- remembering."
"Thank you, ma'am." said Roark. "But there's still holes in the food delivery theory."
"Well, let's look at it." I said. "This is a teachable moment for all of us, about using our imaginations. Now we'll likely never know exactly what happened, especially since Rhonda Huntington's statements have been discredited. But we do know that Luna shot the victims, and he very likely took all of the weight from his neighbors that we found in his apartment."
Me: "So using our imaginations and the data we do have, let's put this together. When Rhonda Huntington gave her statement, she said she cracked the door and saw across the hall. But we also know that there was a spyhole in the door that she could, and frequently did, look through."
Me: "I suspect that Rhonda kept regular tabs on what the neighbors were doing, and might have figured out that they were getting regular takeout deliveries at certain times, or were going out and bringing the food and drugs in. So she and Luna hatch a plan foe him to hide in the closet just before the stuff got there."
Me: "Now he might have been in the closet for hours, but I imagine he knew their routine... which might very well have been having sex just before delivery time, or just after. My wife will tell you that excitement, or coming off an excitement rush, makes people horny."
"My God, we're learning a lot today." said Hardy. Everyone burst out laughing.
"To play Devil's Advocate," said Claire, playing Devil's Advocate, "how is someone delivering eight bricks of China White and Smack in a little pizza box or Chinese takeout bag? That's a mugging on the street just begging to happen."
"So let me answer your question with a question." I said. "Was the food delivered, or did Gerard and Sandstone bring it in?"
Julia said "I think at the time we were guilty of assuming they'd brought it in, which is still possible if Luna used their bags to carry the weight to his apartment."
"Ohhhhh, I see what you're getting at, sir." said Roark. He then said decisively: "The food and the drugs were delivered."
"And why do you say that?" I asked, letting him run with it.
Roark said "Captain Michaels is right: they can't bring the drugs in in any way where it could be seen. I'm remembering when I delivered food while I was in college. We had those leather bag boxes that held up to six pizza boxes, and bags that held and kept warm very large orders of Chinese or Mexican takeout. One of those big bags with a small amount of actual food could hold a pretty good number of bricks."
"And there you have it." I said. "Excellent job, Roark."
"You get to buy the pizza, Roark." said Rudistan with great joviality. Everyone laughed.
"No, the pizza is on me today." I said. "So! With these insights, what would you do, Mister... Drew?"
"Uhh..." Drew stuttered, then said "I'd set up a way to do surveillance in an area we know the Smooth White Boys operate in, see what the patterns are, and go from there."
"Mary, what are you going to do?" I asked.
Mary grinned and said "Start getting data on pizza and Chinese food places that might be fronts for these pushers. And by the way guys... this is why -he- is the Iron Crowbar... and we are not."
"That is not why he's the Iron Crowbar." Claire murmured softly. Mary, Julia, and Roark heard it, and gaped at her.
"Yeah, I better get right on top of that pizza order." I said, also astonished. "Captain Michaels needs a Snickers bar, too."
Leave it to Rudistan: "Sir can I get my pizza with a side of China White? Kids are expensive!"
"Don't I know it!" I replied. After placing the pizza order (sans China White), I said "Okay, so I'm not the expert on these operations. Any initial ideas how y'all are going to go about it? I'm asking for a friend."
Claire called on Rudistan, who in turn called upon 'Ice Cube' Perry, who said "Right now, our only link is the Rio Linda Apartments. So like I said earlier, I'd rent an apartment there, put in some undercover people, and start gathering intel: talking to people, throwing a party or two and asking where to get 'refreshments', and so on. It'll take a while, but we'll find out who the sellers are, then suggest to them that we can make some sales, and so on."
"How kong will that take?" asked Claire Michaels.
"A good long time." said Perry. "Months, just to establish our bona fides and really find out who is who. The undercover people will have to be good, very good. If they blow it in any way, we have to start over completely from scratch---"
"So nothing faster?" Claire said impatiently. "What about that other idea? Overwhelm sellers with buys so that they need to get more...?"
"Once we find out who to deal with, we can set that up, too. But it takes a lot. We not only have to make a ton of buys, we have to put out word that someone needs more product and that there's a shortage."
I said "And there's one more problem: they never will contact you. You have to set it all up, and then contact them. And even then, odds are that they won't do business with you for just one buy. So let me ask this: I might could help you recruit one or two people for the rich northern districts, but who will you recruit for the Rio Linda area?"
J.J. Perry said "The best thing, at least in my opinion, is to have a couple, and they need a sketchy background so that we can create a good backstop for them, The woman should have a good personality, relate well to people, get them to trust her and talk to her, Prostitutes work well for this, if you can get one to do it as a C.I. The guy should have previous arrests, maybe even a stint in prison, and be ready to do anything from making sales to being muscle for higher-ups."
"Sounds like Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard." Mary said, meaning it humorously. Rudistan chuckled.
I whirled my head around and peered at her as the tumblers of a lock aligned and crashed open in my head. I murmured "Sarah... and Geoff... oh my God, I've been wrong all this time..."
"Sir?" Mary asked as all eyes went to me.
After a long moment, I woke up out of my reverie. I said "Okay, I need to go, but you guys keep working on it. Captain Michaels, be prepared to brief me on what you decide to do. You don't have to go through Commander Croyle; come to me directly. Also, if and when you are ready to implement the buyout plan, let me know beforehand, so that I can monitor it."
With that, I left the room. Claire and Mary looked at each other and wondered just what I'd been wrong about...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
As I came into the anteroom of my office, I saw that the door to Tanya's office next to mine was closed. Dora Nunn said "She's in there with Commander Croyle, and said you can go in any time you like."
"Okay, thanks." I said. I rapped on the door and then went inside with a "Can I come in?"
"Sure!" said Tanya brightly. "Have a seat." As I sat down next to Teresa, Tanya said "We've decided on what to do about Sergeant Spicer."
"Don't keep me in suspense." I replied.
"We never do." Teresa said, flat deadpan. Seeing that I was considering biting retorts, she said "We're going to keep him in place for the time being, while we look for a place to move him to. We don't want him on patrol duty, as that just gives him easier access to what these are already doing. But he's not going to accept a desk duty position, and I don't really want to have him controlling the movements of patrols if he's indeed part of this scheme."
Tanya added "I don't have a place for him, either."
"Sounds about right." I said, then mused "Hmm, I wonder if he'd be interested in undercover drug work."
"The more I think about it," Teresa said as she thought about it, "the more I like it."
I had been trying to dial a number on my Police iPhone as they'd been thinking. I said "Tanya, I need to talk to your husband Jack, but his number keeps going to voicemail."
Tanya replied "After he left here this morning, he went to City Airport to catch a flight to Miami for a conference. He's probably on the plane now." Then she added "Why? Is it something important?"
"Yes." I said. Then I added "Teresa, you remember when they found Rhonda Huntington and Randy Luna's bodies. Why do you think they were killed?"
Teresa said "At the time, you surmised they knew something or saw something that someone wanted them eliminated over. We never really followed up on it though, what with all the other things that were going on."
Tanya asked with great perkiness: "Did you realize what got them killed?"
"Yes." I said, deadpan flat. "I've been wrong all this time if this idea is right, and I need your husband to try to confirm it with his fellow Feds. But it is a wild-ass, hair-brained idea."
"Well, you've certainly never had one of those before." Teresa said with mock acidity.
"Don't keep us in suspense." Tanya said with a perky grin.
"I love you guys, I love you guys." I chanted, then said "Okay, this is just between us, so don't say anything to anyone until it's confirmed one way or the other." Seeing them becoming impatient with me, I said "What if Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard were actually undercover Agents? And what if Luna and Huntington murdered them as such, then were eliminated by Feds or the SBI as revenge?"
Tanya asked "And why not that the gang that had Sarah and Geoff killed also killed Rhonda and Randy?"
I replied "Because both the State SBI-DTD and the Federal DEA kept pushing the Marquis 'Checkers' Swift narrative, as well as the Federal Marshals being at the Huntington-Luna crime scene... to make sure I didn't begin doing Iron Crowbar things and see things they didn't want me to see. Will it hold?"
"My God, the pieces fit." Teresa murmured as she went into a reverie of her own...
Part 13 - Iron Hard Pieces
And speaking of the pieces fitting, and fitting well...
1:30pm, Tuesday, August 30th. Dressed in civilian clothes, I drove to the condo apartment of Dr. Juanita Rivera. It was on the northeastern side of the so-called 'northern arc', the enclaves of the more affluent Citizens, which I call 'the Producers'. This particular enclave (or subdivision, as us mere mortals would call it) housed a number of University professors, as well as young up-and-comers, what were once called WASPs and DINKs.
Juanita had called me on my personal iPhone and told me that she had a gift for me. So I told my assistant Helena that I was meeting with a Confidential Informant (which was true, sorta). She asked me if I needed any petty cash, and I said no, secretly knowing that the reward was not going to be in cash. I took a 'gray viagra', the pills prepared by my wife, knowing I'd need some serious stamina for the 'payment' ahead.
When I arrived, Juanita let me in. "You owe me, Iron Crowbar. She's in the guest bedroom." she said. "She's willing to talk to you... if she gets what she wants first. If you have anything left in the tank when you're done with her, come to my bedroom and give me what I want."
A deal's a deal, I thought to myself. I knocked on the door then opened it and went inside... and the 'gray viagra' kicked in. Sitting on the end of the bed was Lily Thai, and she was lovelier in person than in her photos. Aside from the high cheekbones that denoted her Asian heritage, her lips were full and glossy, and her raven black hair was straight and went the length of her back to the bed.
Her legs were long, slender, and shapely. She was wearing navy blue closed-toe very high heel sandals with straps over her ankles, a fashion I had not seen in quite a while but looked good on her. As she stood up, I could see that her body was lithe and well-proportioned under the multicolored blouse and beige-yellow skirt she was wearing. Her breasts were enhanced, but not overly so.
Lily had it going on, and she knew what she wanted, as well. "The Iron Crowbahr." she said with an Asian accent but a surprisingly low-pitched voice. "I have been dreaming of this moment for some time." With that, she pulled her top over her shoulders and off, exposing her luscious, naked breasts.
"Mmm, very nice." I said as I stepped up to her and took them into my hands and massaged them. She tilted her head up and I leaned in and smashed my mouth down onto hers. She moaned into the kiss and our tongues twined greedily as her hands unfastened my pants and freed my aching cock from it's confinement.
In case you're wondering, I had not brought my gun into this situation, only my crowbars (plural). And I was more than eager to thrust my Weapon of Lust deep into Lily's Thai's tight pussy. And though I had no fear of retribution or blackmail, my charged-up iPhone bug killer was in full, effective operation.
I felt Lily's hands grasp my cock as I quickly removed my pullover shirt. I then helped her out of her skirt. Now naked except for her heels, Lily sat down on the end of the bed, tugging my cock to induce me to stand in front of her.
"I want to suck your cock before you fuck me." Lily stated, looking up at me as she stroked my shaft to full iron hardness. Then she looked down and slid those full, glossy lips over the head and down the length of my meat, taking my size into her throat.
"Damn, that's fucking good." I said softly as Lily began giving me head, sucking hard on my length as she slid it out of her mouth, then greedily swallowing it again. I put my hand on the back of her head and began to fuck her face, gently at first, then more powerfully as she moaned and grunted her approval.
After several long minutes of intense fellatio, Lily popped my cockhead out of her mouth. "I have to have this thing in me." she said as she jacked it. "Fuck me with this thing!" With that, she lay back as I climbed onto the bed with her. Her sweet legs spread as my hand explored her labes and my mouth found hers again in a hot kiss. She groaned into my mouth as I slid one finger, then two into her sopping wet cunt.
I moved to ease between her legs and eat the tasty Asian snack between them, but Lily pulled me up and on top of her. "I have to have you inside me before I go crazy. Fuck me!" she commanded. Her command was my wish, and I mounted her and fitted the huge mushroom head of my cock into the seemingly too-tiny slit of her pussy. I pushed forward and her cunt stretched and opened itself up to take me in as I slowly slid my entire seven-plus-inch length down into her.


"OH GOD!" Lily yelled out, her head falling back onto the bed as I bottomed out inside her. She raised her head and watched between our bodies as I withdrew and slid back into her, joining our loins in sinful ecstasy.
Her pussy was snug, but I was impressed by how wet it was; her juices were coating and soaking my cock as it slithered in and out of her cunt. Had someone come inside her earlier today? I asked myself. Is that why she didn't let me eat her pussy? I'd fucked sloppy seconds before, and it didn't feel like that now. But I also didn't really care at this particular moment.
"God damn, your dick is so fucking hard!" Lily exclaimed as I fucked her with a deep, steady rhythm. "It really is a crowbar! I've never had anything this hard inside me!"
"Ready to get your brains fucked out with it?" I snarled as I slid my hands under her back and gripped her shoulders. She knew what was coming.
"Yes! Fuck me with that thing!" she growled as she pulled her legs up and back, and wrapped her arms around my neck and upper back.
For the next several minutes the room was filled with the staccato slaps of flesh on flesh as I fucked Lily with hard strokes, alternating several deep thrusts with grinding in tight circles. I noticed that the beautiful Asian really responded when my cock pressed the top of her cunt, just to her right of center.
"Oh yes! It's even better than I dreamed it would be!" Lily cried out as she met my thrusts and grinded against my pelvis whenever I buried it deep. "God damn! you know how to fuck! Oh God, I'm going to come!"
As I felt her cunt beginning to clench, I slid up against that sensitive spot on her I'd found earlier, and she came apart at the seams. She screamed out as her cunt spasmed hard on my pistoning prick, her body shaking for several seconds. I gave her no respite, and continued pounding my meat into her.
As Lily gasped and grunted as her body built to another orgasm, I wondered to myself how long it had been since I'd fucked a woman this young, in her very early 20s. Maybe when I was in School myself? I had to admit that Lily was a hot fuck, and wondered if Tiffany would be as hot if not better in bed than Lily was. The thought of the young redhead with the lovely legs spurred me on, and Lily was the beneficiary as I fucked her into a mass of trembling woman-flesh.
"Oh yeah... so hard... so goood..." Lily moaned as her head rolled from side to side. I went for the 'magic spot' again, and her eyes rolled into the back of her head as she convulsed into another earth-shattering orgasm. I was getting close myself as I thrust hard into her hot, clenching cunt.
She fell limp, gasping for breath. Finally, she said "Oh my God. I can't take much more. I need your cum, Iron Crowbahr. I need your fucking cum!" I slid my cock out of her and clambered up to sit on her chest, I slid the head of my throbbing meat past her lips, and she opened her mouth and took me down her throat.
It didn't take long. Between her mouth sucking the head and her hand jacking my shaft, I felt my nut rising. I didn't fight it, but let the pleasure build into a painful burst of ecstasy as I painted Lily's tonsils and tongue with my cock-cream. The beautiful Asian greedily swallowed my load like the cum-starved slut she was...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Afterward, as I held her in my arms and cuddled her, Lily said, "Okay, now that I've had what I want, I will give you what you want: information. Ask away."
I said "Listen, now that I've fucked you, you can't be a witness, nor even a Confidential Informant. So please, just tell the honest truth."
"Okay." she said agreeably.
I said "The night the cop car passed you and Tiffany on the Bypass, then caught fire, did the Charger pass you again?"
"Yes." said Lily. "And before you ask, I did not see the faces of the cops in the car, only shadows."
"What about the football player?" I asked. Seeing her eyes 'tense up', I said "I know it had to be a football player; the team gives their scholarship players those Chargers for free."
Lily said "Yes, it was Lawrence Watson. I saw his face clearly in the passenger seat. He gets this goofy face when he gets drunk, like he doesn't care about anything..."
"Happy-go-lucky?" I asked.
"Yes, just like that." she said. "He looked like he was having a fun adventure. So, am I in danger?"
"Why would you say that?" I inquired.
"Because some of the Bulldog boosters are very rich." Lily explained. "The only thing these boosters want is to beat the Wildcats, and compete for the Conference and National titles. They hate it that the Wildcats won those titles and had two Heisman Trophy winners a few years ago, and they will do anything to win themselves."
Lily: "We Bulldogs Belles will get big bonuses if that happens. They pay girls to (air quotes) 'tutor' the football players, and to keep them sexually satisfied and out of trouble, and we'll get extras if the team wins against the Wildcats. And we all know that Lawrence Watson is the School's best chance to win. But he will not let anyone else drive for him, not when he is sober or drunk."
Lily continued: "Some of these boosters are very powerful, very serious people. But they are afraid of only one thing: that you, the Iron Crowbahr, will catch Lawrence Watson driving drunk, and will not let it slide because you are a (Wildcat) fan. So they are doing things to keep Lawrence out of your grasp. There are dirty cops being paid to step in if he's driving drunk, and they pay the Media to keep quiet about Lawrence and attack you."
I said "I'm not looking to bust him, and especially not because I'm a Wildcat. I'm just afraid he is going to hurt someone if he keeps driving drunk. He's already caused accidents. If he stays sober, or doesn't drive while drunk, he has nothing to worry about from me. Ditto that for all the players."
Then I looked at Lily and said "But I don't think anyone trained by the CIA has anything to worry about from a few rabid boosters. Do you now?"
"How did you know?" Lily asked with a grin, not even trying to deny it.
"You're taking French from Juanita Rivera so that you will be an asset in Southeast Asia, where French is still spoken more than people realize." I said, "And while neither Dr. Rivera nor even my wife realize you are training to be in the service of the Clandestine Agencies, I'm sure you know that the big boosters have friends... and so do I."
Lily laughed and rolled onto her back, pulling me on top of her. "I want more of your iron hard cock." she said as she guided that iron hard cock into her...
I did not come a second time. After giving Lily two more orgasms after a long, deep fuck, we took a relatively quick shower together.
After Lily left, Juanita came into the guest bedroom. "Get what you want?" she asked.
"I'm about to." I said as I stepped up to her and began unbuttoning her blouse...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:40pm, Tuesday, August 30th. I came into my office at Police Headquarters, physically tired but emotionally in good spirits. Thanks to 'gray viagra', my reputation amongst women would be even further enhanced, and I'd enjoyed the afternoon immensely.
I'd given Helena the afternoon off when I'd left, so I'd barely had time to make coffee and sit down when two of my three Angels came in, obviously having been waiting for me. Teresa sat on the far side 'hot chair' and Cindy on the near-side one. After pouring ourselves cups of coffee, I said "Whassup?"
"Tanya's still up, not off her high since her jump Saturday and the necklace yesterday." Teresa reported.
"Glad you told me." I said. "She's always so perky, I didn't notice a difference. Okay, for reals, whaddya got about anything?"
Cindy said "I've been using some backchannels to find out more about Sarah Sandstone, Geoff Gerard, Rhonda Huntington, and Randy Luna. Financial and other information from outside sources that not even the Miltons can easily get."
"Your father, my uncle." I said. "Go ahead."
Not blinking an eyelash, the Green Crowbar continued: "This isn't true confirmation, but we have so-called negative evidence that 'Geoff Gerard' is a fake name with a backstop, and a well-constructed story, but only to a point. If you search electronically, you'll find an entry for him as a student at Remington High School in Kansas. You'll get a yearbook photo and a transcript of barely passing grades. So guess what the problem is?"
"Where'd he go to Junior High? Or Middle School, as the case may be?" I asked.
"Ah, that's half of it." Cindy said. "There are no school records for him earlier than high school, neither in the town the high school is in nor its area, nor anywhere in Kansas or nationally."
"What's the other half?" I asked. "Someone go there and check?"
"Yep." Cindy said. "A review of the print high school yearbooks at the town library and the high school library showed no one by the name Geoff Gerard in a ten year span backwards and forwards from Gerard's purported graduation date. No 'Geoff Gerard', nor any name where 'Geoff Gerard' is a first and middle name."
"And it keeps getting better." Cindy added. "A couple of people, male and female, went to the high school in the ubiquitous clothing of FBI Agents, ostensibly checking out Mr. Gerard for a security clearance. The person at the desk asked 'Oh, do you know Dwight Stevens? He was in my graduating class here.'. But they had no record, paper nor electronic, of Geoff Gerard, nor anyone with that first and middle name."
"O-kayyy." I said. "That's good work. Anything on Sarah?"
"I have a wee bit more on Geoff." Cindy said. "He had a bank account, but it never had much more than what he needed to pay his bills. But we think he may have a secret account where any money from the DEA or whoever was running him was deposited. It's a needle in a haystack, but we're looking."
"I'm not hopeful." I replied. They probably clawed that money back after he was murdered. Okay, Sarah."
Teresa said "Pure prostitute, through and through. Backstop was easy to check; she was born in this County, at University Hospital. County and Hospital records show it. Started running with the wrong crowd, so her parents practiced tough love and kicked her out of their house. They moved to Midtown several years ago. Sarah dropped out of the County High system, and would still be a white-trash nobody if she hadn't've been shot dead a few months ago."
"Yet she's in with Geoff Gerard." I said. "And don't tell me she wasn't in with him. I just wonder when she was turned from the Dark Side."
"She's consistently been in trouble." Teresa said. "Hard to tell exactly when. Coulda been any time, I guess."
"Unless..." I said, then went into a brief reverie. A moment later I said "What if she was a deep mole, a really deep mole, like 'Ice Cube' Perry? She could've been turned years ago. The shoplifting charges would've been cover for having nice things... as supplied by her Fed handlers."
"So why put her in with Gerard?" Teresa said. "She sounded too good to let get burned."
"They didn't expect to lose her." I said. Then I took out my ink pen bug killer and turned it on. "Enough about that. Here's some news to keep completely to yourselves. I know what happened in the case of the burned-out Police cruiser. It was pretty much as we surmised: the vehicle caught fire after chasing down and stopping the Charger, and the cops got into the Charger with the perp, one of them driving. They drove off, leaving the Police vehicle behind."
"Who was the football player?" Cindy asked.
"The worst-case scenario. Lawrence Watson." I said. He was identified as the passenger in the shotgun seat. The cops were not seen well enough to be identified."
"How did you get the confirmation?" Cindy asked.
"Oh." Teresa said. "You found the people in the car that they passed. Lily Thai and Tiffany Clarkson."
"One of them. Lily Thai." I said. "She's studying French with Dr. Juanita Rivera, who arranged a meeting."
"So she's a C.I. now?" Cindy asked. "Or can she come forward as a witness?"
"There's no point in her coming forward." I said. "And what can we really prove? That Lawrence was riding shotgun in his own car? Big whoop."
"Yeah, but if he knows who the dirty cops are, we can use her fingering him to get a material witness warrant for him, then lean on him---" Cindy said, then suddenly stopped as the vibe came to her. "Uh, she can be a witness, even as a C.I... can't she?"
"That is... not possible." I said.
"Aw geeez." Cindy lamented, then looked up and said "You fucked her, didn't you?" Seeing my face and not hearing a denial. she said "You did! You did fuck her! Dammit Don..." Her voice trailed off as she shook her platinum blonde head.
I said "That was her price for talking to me. And... it was Juanita's price for setting up the meeting."
"Both of them?" Teresa gasped in shock... and awe. "No wonder you looked like the cat that ate the goddamned canary when you came in! I'm impressed. Hell, I'm married to your nephew, and I'm still impressed!"
"Good asskissing skills." I said.
"So where does that leave us?" Cindy asked with considerable asperity.
I replied "We now know who the player is that our rogue cops have been protecting, and we know what happened that night, even if we can't take much further action on it."
"And the Iron Crowbar got laid." Teresa said, thoroughly enjoying this entire situation.
The Green Crowbar, by way of contrast, was not. "I already owe you a beatdown for the way you set up Tanya's surprise jump." she said to me. "Just add this to your considerable charges..."
Part 14 - Epilogue
6:45am, Wednesday, August 31st. Detective Sergeant Julia Rodriguez came into MCD and saw the plastic-wrapped package on her desk. Opening it, she found a maroon beret in her size, with the flash and crest pin of her old military unit affixed.
"Where'd this come from?" Julia asked.
"Commander Troy brought it in a few minutes ago." said Detective Kerry Ambrose. "He said you expressed a desire to get one at the game."
"Man takes care of his people." said Lieutenant Teddy Parker...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
8:15am, the same Wednesday, August 31st. I started the Angels Meeting after we'd gotten cups of coffee.
"I'm going to make a bold prediction." I said. "I have no information, just observations and my fertile little imagination. I believe Claire Michaels is going to ask me to replace Micah Rudistan. So should I?"
My Angels were stunned. "Why?" Teresa blurted out. "Rudistan is doing fine as Vice Leader."
Tanya said "I think I understand it. Rudistan is a great Officer and a good leader, and he's done well at all the jobs he's had, but his personality is like mine but on steroids, And that can grate on people, especially someone like Claire, who even doesn't like us calling Terry Halston 'Ranger'."
"That's some of it." I said. "I was also thinking that Rudistan is and has always been a man of action. He can and will do the supervisory paperwork, but it's not what he likes best, and we may be 'misunderusing' his best talents."
"I agree." said Cindy. "But where do we put him?"
Teresa added "And who do we make Vice Leader?"
"Want the job?" I asked Teresa whimsically.
"Been there, done that." Teresa replied.
"Got the t-shirt... and the Purple Orders." Tanya added helpfully.
"Well," I said, "it's something for y'all to think about. I just mentioned it so that when Claire brings it up, you'll have ideas for me."
"We are not fooled." Cindy said sternly. "You're just mentioning it to enhance your otherwise useless reputation when it does happen." A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved back in mine.
*BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!* *BRING!*
It was my Police iPhone ringing. Seeing who it was, I took the call.
"Good morning, Commander Troy." said Fillmore County Sheriff Donny Hall. "Your mother asked me to call you and tell you she's on the way to your County. She should be there in a couple of hours."
"Okay, I'll be on the lookout for her." I said. "So how's everything up there in Fillmore County?"
"Pretty quiet right now." said Sheriff Hall. "And I don't guess anything is brewing, since your mother feels she can leave to visit you."
"True enough." I said with a chuckle. "Okay, thanks for calling." After disconnecting the call, I said "Okayyy, my mom is en route to our beloved Town & County... which would explain why I couldn't reach her when I called a few minutes ago to wish her happy birthday."
"You sound pensive about it," Cindy astutely noted.
"Ahhh, just surprised, maybe." I replied. "Teresa, has Todd mentioned anything going on with his businesses up there?"
"No." Teresa said. "He said the other day that he wished his business down here was running as smoothly as the ones up there."
"Calm before the storm?" Tanya asked. "something about to hit?"
I said "I dunno. If there was something going on, I'd think she would want to have me come up there."
Tanya said "Maybe she just wants to consult with you about something.
That seemed to disturb Cindy, who said "Or maybe she just wants to see her son and grandchildren."
"An opportunity she shall have." I said. "Prepare to join me in taking her to lunch for her birthday today. Teresa, call Todd and ask if he wants to join us..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:00am, Wednesday, August 31st. Dr. Juanita Rivera of the University's Romance Languages Department came into her office after teaching her Honors Program French class, and gasped out loud when she saw someone seated in front of her desk. It was who it was that caused a tinge of fear to well up inside her. She pushed the feeling aside defiantly.
"Dr. Carmela." she said witheringly. "Do you always just come into people's offices uninvited?"
Ignoring the question, the odious Loinel Carmela said "So you're inviting the Iron Crowbar into your home? Having sex with him?"
"How would you know that?" Juanita said angrily as she walked behind her desk but remained standing. "Are you having me followed?"
"Not you. Him." Carmela replied. "And not me, but some serious people that make it their business to know where he is and what he is doing at all times. Imagine my surprise when they followed him to your apartment and contacted me to see what one of my (air quotes) 'trusted associates' was doing inviting that snake into your home. I certainly hope it was for sex, and not for a more sinister motive, like betraying your friends."
"As a matter of fact," Juanita said, "he fucked my brains out. And he is very well deserving of the name 'Iron Crowbar', I assure you. But of course, that's really none of your business, and I can also assure you that you will not be getting the opportunity he had with me."
"I wouldn't touch your skank twat with Lawrence Watson's little pecker." Carmela shot back, trying not to show his deep envy of the Iron Crowbar, and failing.
He got up and turned towards the door. "Just remember who your friends are, Dr. Rivera, Even tenure is an ephemeral thing, and can disappear with the wind if one is not grounded in Climate Justice, and the right friendships."
"Don't come back without an invitation, Dr. Carmela." Juanita said. "And speaking of the climate, if you do come back in here, bring a bottle of Febreeze. You stink, Carmela, you always have, and your foulness pollutes the air!"
For one fleeting instant Carmela's guard dropped, and a look of unappeasable hatred crossed his filthy features. But he recovered quickly, and merely smirked and chuckled derisively as he left the office.
Juanita really did take out a bottle of Febreeze from her desk drawer and sprayed some. Then she reached for her cellphone. The Iron Crowbar's courage must've rubbed off on me, she thought as she dialed his number. I'm not afraid...


Finis... pour le moment.
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Part 1 - Opening Salvos
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, September 12th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC Studios. "Peaceful protests on the University Campus gain strong support!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "The student protests in support of the plight of the Palestinian People of Gaza have been small, orderly and peaceful, and the large majority of the Faculty and Administration of the University have been overwhelmingly supportive of the students's First Amendment Free Speech rights, as well as the condemnation of Israel for what the students call 'genocidal war' in the occupied territory of Gaza."
Bettina: "We have full team coverage, beginning with trusted reporter Amber Harris with more. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged blonde reporterette, with the University President's home in her background. "Ever since the October 7th attacks by Palestinian liberators against the Israeli occupiers, the Israelis have committed a war of extermination against the helpless people of Gaza. Student groups in colleges around the Nation have taken up protests in the cause of justice for the oppressed Palestinians, particularly at enlightened universities such as the venerable Ivy League schools."
Amber: "While our University did not have large protests last Spring, students here are beginning to show solidarity with the Palestinian People. These protests have been peaceful, with no reports of violence nor harassment against anyone. We have with us the esteemed President of the University, Dr. Jerry Moore. Thank you for being with us today, Dr. Moore!"
As the camera panned out to show Dr. Moore standing next to Amber, he said "Always glad to be with you in the name of Free Speech, Amber."
Amber: "These protests appear to be peaceful, but do you anticipate any problems as we approach the infamous October 7th date?"
"No, Amber." Dr. Moore said, his voice smooth and oily. "We cherish our students's rights of Free Speech and unenslaved thought. And I'll add that this is a Campus matter, and we fully expect Donald Troy and the Town & County Police to stay off our campus and out of our students's affairs."
"Thank you for your time, Dr. Moore." said Amber. "Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina as the feed went back to her. "And we thank Dr. Moore for giving us a few moments of his immensely valuable time this morning! And now let's go to Pat Stellum with another guest. Pat!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the fat reporter with the Al Capone-'ish' face, giving trenchcoats and fedora hats a bad name, speaking from the side of a road on the edge of Campus, with my wife's home, the Mountain Nest, in his background! "We have with us the widely admired Head of the University's Department of Political Science, Dr. Lionel Carmela. Thank you for speaking with me, sir."
"Pleasure to be here on Campus with you, Pat." said the odious, filthy, unkempt Carmela, wearing his trademark male version of a Hillary Clinton Socialist pantsuit.
Stellum: "These students are peacefully protesting the actions of Israel in Gaza. How would you describe the protests, as well as what is going on in the Middle East?"
Carmela: "The students, both here and at prestigious Schools in the Northeast and in California, are peacefully protesting in support of the plight of the Palestinian People that yearn for an unoccupied homeland, and for an end to the genocide by the Zionist occupiers. I fully support their bringing attention to this important cause."
Stellum: "Do you think there is any hope for a resolution to this conflict, and what might that resolution look like?
Carmela: "There is only one resolution possible." Then he raised his fist into the air and yelled "From the River to the Sea, Palestine will be free!"
"Thank you, Dr. Carmela." said Stellum. He turned to the camera and said with a huge grin "Back to you, Bettina!"...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I (Sherlock) did not know you (Watson) quite so well in those days. One has to be discreet when one talks of high matters of state. You are right in thinking that he (Mycroft) is under the British government. You would also be right in a sense if you said that occasionally he is the British government."
--- Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, 'The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans'.
"Oh my God." said Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle as she, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (me), Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone. and Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the KXTC propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room. "Did I really just hear what I thought I heard?"
"You mean the Hamas talking points of the situation?" I replied. "What, did you expect anything else from KXTC Channel Two News?"
"I didn't expect the blatant Jew hatred." Cindy replied. "Maybe from Carmela, because he's a Communist thug. But I don't have to be the Iron Crowbar to see that that whole thing was scripted out to allow that slimy bastard to say what he did on the newscast."
"Pardon my ignorance," said Tanya, "but what did he say beyond his normal rhetoric?"
I said "That 'From the River to the Sea' remark is (air quotes) 'code' for driving all the Jews of Israel into the sea, or murdering them by whatever means, in a Second Holocaust. And I agree with the Green Crowbar: that was scripted so that Carmela could utter that hate speech on KXTC's broadcast and into the ears of the Tri-County area."
Sheriff Griswold said "I was looking at whose house that was behind them,,, yours, Crowbar. Should we be considering that to be a threat to you?"
"It's definitely a message." I said. "What threat level? I'm not sure yet."
Teresa said "Doesn't KXTC still have that Restraining Order against them about going on Campus?"
I said "No. That was mostly about Laura, and she's no longer part of the University. And I think the University President's Office quietly had the Protection Order removed. And last but not least, that angle was from the road that leads to the Mountain Nest, near Dr. Childers's home. It may well not actually be part of Campus."
Chief Moynahan said "What caught my atten-shun was Dr. Moore saying the TCPD had to stay off Cammm-pusss. Anything behind that?"
"I don't know." I said. "I do know those elitist, er, I mean elite Ivy League schools tried to keep the LEOs out of the secretly-Hamas-organized student protests, and it became all-out riots and near-war to clean them out and restore order. Moore knows we will get in there long before we let it get out of hand. But whether or not he expects the protests to grow like those others did, or was just talking out his ass or taking a cheap shot at me, I don't know."
"Time to get Intel on it." Tanya said,
Teresa said "And time for me to get our Officers ready. I don't know about the Campus, but if those filthy Jew-haters bring it to the Town... or worse, BOW Enterprises... we are not going to play around with them."
"BOW Enterprises?" Cindy asked almost skeptically.
"Yes." I said. "Their partnership with Zion Dynamics makes them a potential target of the Jew-hating student groups."
"And Todd's mother now works for the Mossad." said Teresa.
I said "It might be more accurate to say that my dear sister IS the Mossad, in the same way Sherlock Holmes's brother Mycroft was the British Government."
"Dayum!" exclaimed Tanya.
Cindy said "Don't get me wrong, my father Dr. Eckhart is of Jewish heritage, which makes me the same. My concern is that the Teresa-led TCPD protecting her husband's BOW Enterprises will be called 'personal services'."
"Not ro mention Todd's blood uncle doing the same." I added helpfully. "Teresa, I'll tell you what you know already, and 'invite' you to call Captain Cortese of the State Patrol, and coordinate with them on protection plan preparedness, that abuse of the three 'p's notwithstanding."
"Wilco." said Teresa. "And whether it be the State Police or us, hopefully it'll be a better deterrent than Todd taking matters into his own hands."
"Oh God." Cindy said. "That'd be 'Crown Chemicals' all over again." (Author's note: 'The Phyllis Files' Ch. 01.)
"Worse." Teresa said. "The Crown Chemicals people were just protecting themselves. Todd will be out for serious blood."
"Okay, let's not say things like that out loud." admonished Our Sheriff...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome, to Fox University Sunrise!" said lovely blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, from the KFXU studios. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Lisa Fillmore. Priya Ajmani will be with us shortly. Good morning, Lisa."
"Good morning, Catrina." said even lovelier blonde Lisa. "Good morning everyone. Here's what's in the news. The FBI has confirmed that an active, wanted Hamas terrorist was spotted at one of the student protests on the University campus. He has been identified as Harām Ibn al-Ahira, and he is wanted by Interpol as well as the Israelis for terrorist activities in several countries. The FBI declined to comment on why al-Ahira is in our Town & County, participating in the (air quotes) 'mostly peaceful' student protests..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And why in the hell is the FBI putting that out, instead of quietly coming in and arresting the son of a bitch?" Cindy asked as we sat in my office, having started the Angels Meeting by watching the KFXU broadcast.
"Good question." I said. "Teresa, you might want to tell Todd that he might want to get some personal security--- oh, never mind." I added when I saw the Iron Wolf start looking for imaginary spiders on the ceiling. "I'm sure they're good." I then said.
"Mossad trained." Teresa said. "Todd is his mother's only weak spot."
"Okay, enough about that." I said. "Teresa, you and I have a meeting with Captain Michaels, at her request. I suspect it'll be of interest to a lot of people..."
Part 2 - Ominous Clouds
Tuesday, September 13th. At 9:00am, the Chief had me and Teresa come to the Main Conference Room. Already there were the Chief and Deputy Chief Muscone in their usual places. As we took our usual places, three persons came in behind us: SBI-DTD Agent Lorena Rose, DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts, and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. Muscone sat next to his wife, Pitts next to him, and Lorena Rose at the end.
Chief Moynahan said "I appreciate y'allll coming todayyyy---"
He stopped as the door opened, revealing Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross. "Sheriff Griswold sent me over. Something about a terrorism briefing?"
"Yes, come on in." said Jack Muscone. "In fact, that's why I'm here."
"Take it awayyyyy." drawled the Chief.
Muscone began: "I'm sure you heard the news report about Harām Ibn al-Ahira being on the University campus?"
"Yeah, we were wondering about that." said Teresa. "As in why is it on the news instead of y'all just sneaking in and busting him?"
"That's just it." said Muscone. "We did bust him. Don, you got your ink pen?" I knew what that meant, and I activated my bug-killer pen. Muscone continued "As you may know, we still have a listening device embedded in the office of Dr. Lionel Carmela. We overheard Carmela and al-Ahira talking. And they were talking about their plans to gin up anti-Israel protests."
"Anti-Israel?" Teresa asked. "Not (air quotes) 'pro-Palestinian' protests?"
Muscone replied "The gist of their talk was all anti-Israel. They may wrap it in Palestinian flags like they did on the campuses in the eastern U.S., but their underlying plans as we heard them was to attack Jews and Jewish institutions, such as the campus Jewish Center."
Muscone: "We quickly acted to grab Harām Ibn al-Ahira, and we got him as he was being driven down University Avenue. We're holding him on active warrants and illegal entry into the country, as he has no diplomatic status. Obviously we can't act against Carmela, but he's neck-deep in this shit."
"Did they discuss the timeframe for their actions?" Cindy asked.
"No." said Muscone. "All we got is their plans for starting it up, then getting the, and I quote them, the 'useful idiot students' to escalate it into a massive protest over time. My own idea is they'd start running it up to culminate on or around October 7th, but that's pure speculation."
"But why here, and why nowww?" Chief Moynahan asked. "I thought we'd dodged a bullet last Spring, so why are they doing this nowww?"
"Football." I said. "The University Bulldogs are top-ranked, and have a high-profile Heisman Trophy candidate at quarterback. What better way to get the Media publicity they crave than to protest during football games, maybe even disrupt them? And Carmela despises sports; he'd absolutely love it if a home game were disrupted by mass protests."
"Always football with you." Tanya said with a rosy-cheeked grin.
"No talking from you." I admonished with my own grin. "The way you crashed the gate without a ticket in the first game of the season is still under investigation."
"Yeah, it sure is." replied Muscone, his beady black eyes fixed upon me. Forgiving of my arranging for his wife to parachute into the game, he was not.
"Sorry I asked." said the Chief. "Soooo, Mis-ter Crowbar, what's our play?"
"To let it play out." I said. "There's not much we can do at this point. The FBI can and will have to handle telling the Campus Police of the elevated threat without giving away that great source of intel."
"Easy enough." said Muscone. "We just happened to pick up al-Ahira on a traffic stop. We interrogated him and learned of elevated threats to Jewish students, and so on and so forth."
"Okay, then." I said. "As usual, if you need us, we're only a phone call away..."
Part 3 - Cannot Be Unseen
And the day started off so well...
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
Wednesday, September 21st. Our morning coffee klatch was interrupted as the door opened to reveal Captain Claire Michaels. She said "I just got a call from Teddy Parker. His wife Janice went into labor, and they're headed to the Hospital."
*CHIME!* *CHIME!*
One of the phones getting texts was Tanya's, who said "This is Janice texting. They're at the Hospital."
The other phone that chimed was mine. It was my wife Laura, who'd texted she was taking Janice into the Delivery Room. Yes, my wife was going to personally handle this birth for two of her loving husband's Officers.
Not having anything more important to do(!), Teresa and I headed to University Hospital in my Police SUV. Tanya joined us a few minutes later. We found Julia Rodriguez, Theo Washington, Claire Michaels, and Mary Milton in the Laura W. Fredricson Maternity Ward waiting room. We all talked 'shop' for the next hour.
At 8:50am, Laura appeared in the waiting room. "It's a boy, and a big one. Eight pounds, two ounces. Mother and son are doing well. Father is typical: a frazzled bundle of not quite believing it." I chuckled at that, practicing good husband-wife asskissing skills as well as knowing several times over what that new father was feeling.
I texted the Chief, who texted the entire Police Force with the good news. About 20 minutes later, Teddy came into the waiting room, thanked us for coming, handed out (most very real) cigars, and showed us photos of him with his new son, who he said was named Griffith, after Janice's mother's family.
And then... it all went to shit.
The Chief called me on the phone, and his terse voice was my first clue that something was wrong. "I need yooo and Commander Croyle back here at Headquarters right awayyyy."
"Yes sir." I said simply. Teresa and I hurried back. The Chief had us come into the Main Conference Room. Waiting there, sitting to the Chief's right, were FBI Special Agent Julius Jefferson and FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Muscone. Jack and and the Chief both looked grim. Julius looked stone-faced.
"Who died?" I asked as Teresa and I went around to our seats to the Chief's left.
"It's worse than that." Chief Moynahan said. He then called on his cellphone and said "They're all here. You can come in." A moment later, I.A. Chief Eitan Abram and I.A. Lieutenant Lisa Monroe came into the room. The Chief had them sit next to Teresa, and told them it was their meeting,
"Thank you, Chief." said Chief Abram. "As you know, we were investigating the situation with Sergeant Clarke's vehicle. I had Lieutenant Monroe and Sergeant Murphy investigate Police Officers's texts and emails, and also websites they might have visited on their Police computers, which we can do."
"But not personal cellphones or computers." Teresa asked as a statement.
"We're getting there." Abram said. "Lieutenant?"
"Yes sir." said Lisa Monroe. "Ma'am, we can access official TCPD phones and computers because everyone who works for the TCPD has consented as part of their employment contract. But we can only access personal computers and phones with a warrant based on probable cause, just like any Citizen."
Monroe: "In this case, we found access to a website on one Officer's Police computer, as well as access via a browser on his Police iPhone. This website is an 'underground' chat site. It's pretty innocuous in itself, but people on it leave messages in code, or phrases that you'd already have to know something to understand it. And our Officer exchanged some messages on it, apparently to confirm providing transportation to someone."
"In his Police car?" Teresa asked.
"No... his Police helicopter." said Chief Abram. "It's Sergeant Andrew Prince."
"Uh ohhhh." I said. "And I suspect it gets worse."
Monroe: "Yes sir. We opened a preliminary I.A. investigation on him, and ran standard checks on his credit cards, PayPal, bank records, and such. One name that came up in the PayPal transactions was 'Jeffrey Ferguson'. And that's when we contacted Special Agent Jefferson, here." All eyes went to Julius Jefferson.
"And we'd heard this guy Ferguson's name before." Julius said. "He's a wealthy guy who has very close ties to Democrat U.S. Senator Eliza Warren of the State to our west. He has a sizable property in the middle of the State, an island on a man-made lake with a mansion, a small airport, and security rivaling a military post. He calls it his 'island getaway' He's been known to have parties there, where the well-to-do mix and mingle... and apparently a whole lot more, but let's let Lieutenant Monroe finish her narrative before we get into that."
Lisa Monroe said "We began a quiet investigation with the FBI. We went to Judge Franklin Washington to get a warrant to investigate Sergeant Prince's personal records, computers, and cellphones, since we knew he'd help us do it quietly. The probable cause was the website he'd frequented on his Police devices as well as Ferguson's name popping up. The FBI got Federal warrants from Judge Landis, again under seal."


"Good idea," said Teresa, "but why all the secrecy?"
Julius Jefferson said "Because we were worried about leaks, and we wanted to bag this guy Ferguson and maybe some of his associates, if we could." He nodded to Lisa.
She continued: "We went into Prince's home while he was away, and imaged his computer. The FBI got all his cellphone data... er, metadata. And I am sorry to say that our worst fears were confirmed. This is what we got from his computer."
She took a number of 8x10 glossy photos out of a file folder and began passing them to us. "Holy Mother of God!" Teresa exclaimed and crossed herself.
"Geez, why did you make me see this?" I said. "I cannot unsee this!" I passed them to the Chief, but he waved them off, saying he'd seen them before we got there.
"To put it very mildly," Julius Jefferson said, "those photos show a number of instances of... statutory rape. All those photos and a lot more were on Prince's computer, and some show him personally indulging in some unspeakable acts."
Jefferson: "It's long been rumored that Jeffrey Ferguson has been cultivating too-young Illegal Alien girls for his parties at his island, and also White high school cheerleaders. This is potentially a big break for us to take Ferguson down as well as Andrew Prince. We just got a Federal arrest warrant for him."
I sat upright. "When did you get that arrest warrant?"
"Just now." said Muscone.
"Teresa! Come on, let's go!" I shouted as I stood up and rushed for the door. When we got into the hallway I yelled "Get your armor and go to my vehicle! Move!" I rushed into my office and grabbed my armored vest, then back into the hall, not bothering to respond to the many looks from office doors that I was getting.
As Teresa came into the hallway with her armored vest, I yelled "Make like the Track & Field Championships!" And being a Track & Field champion herself, she easily beat me to my Police SUV.
As we tore out of the parking lot, lights and sirens blazing, turning north onto Riverside Drive, I gave Teresa instructions...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Police Sergeant Andrew Prince, dressed in civilian clothes, drove rapidly up to the TCPD helicopter parked outside its hangar. He got out and ran towards the door of the chopper, carrying a computer bag in his hand. He opened the door... and recoiled in shock.
"Going somewhere, Sergeant?" said Your Iron Crowbar. I was sitting in the pilot's seat.
"Yes sir." said Prince. "I have to get these documents to the Federal Courthouse in Lexington immediately." But as I stepped out of the pilot's seat onto the tarmac, I saw his hand instinctively drop to where his sidearm was.
"Oh, don't try that." I admonished. "My Operations Commander has a bad attitude, and you'd be giving her the opportunity she craves to wax you like Madame Tussaud. And we have armor on. You don't." Indeed, Teresa had appeared behind him, and was pressing the business end of a firearm into his back. It was actually a taser gun, but it had the desired effect: Prince moved his hand away from his weapon.
"What the hell is this about, Commander?" he asked with untoward haughtiness as Teresa relieved him of his firearm. After putting on latex gloves, I took the bag from him.
"You are being detained." I said. 'And these two gentlemen coming up will be explaining things to you." The two men were wearing the ubiquitous suits and ties of FBI Agents, and they were walking up to us.
"Andrew Prince," said FBI SAC Jack Muscone as FBI SSA Julius Jefferson affixed handcuffs to Prince's wrists, "we have a Federal warrant for your arrest on multiple interstate human trafficking charges." He proceeded to read Prince his considerable legal rights, showing the magnificent fair play of American Constitutional Law...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Where is he now?" Sheriff Griswold growled as he, Teresa, myself, Chief Moynahan, Tanya, and Cindy sat at the Chief's Conference Room table, drinking coffee as I was made to explain myself.
"They took him to a Federal Detention Center." I replied. "And maybe not in this State. since a lot of the charges will involve activities in the State to our west."
"When you blewww outta here like the tornado you yooosually arrrre," drawled the Chief, "I once again thought you were out of your minnnndddd. As youuuusual, you were way ahead of us... and the perps."
"And we got there just in time." Teresa said. "It was literally two minutes from the time we got there to when he drove past the gates into the Airport."
"So how did you know?" Tanya asked me.
"You know, it just hit me." I said. "Like one of Cindy's vibes, or Carole's. I just instinctively realized that if there were any leaks at all, somebody might warn him to bug out immediately. And apparently that was the case. According to I.A., Prince got a text on his Police iPhone that was just one word: 'Bolt'. He probably got it on his private cellphone, as well. It was from a prepaid phone, so I'm not optimistic we'll learn who the sender was."
Cindy said "Was Sergeant Prince using our helicopter to transport people to 'Ferguson Island'?"
Tanya said "I.A. is going to check and see, and if the FBI doesn't check with the Airport and the FAA, I'll be sure to suggest to Jack that they do."
I said "It would be perfect for Ferguson's operation if they had Prince on their payroll. Police aircraft can turn off their transponders and 'fly dark', and therefore could not be traced unless someone was watching them from the get-go. And I doubt anyone would be watching a Police chopper like that."
"Damn, that's embarrassing." the Sheriff muttered. "When it comes out publicly, it's going to be a real black eye for the TCPD."
"Think it'll hurt your election chances, Sheriff?" Cindy asked.
"Aw hell, I wasn't even thinking about that." growled Griswold. "I'm just thinking about the Police Department's reputation, and position of trust within the community. We're going to have to answer a lot of questions, especially about what the NCAA would call 'institutional control of the program'. First Sergeant Clarke's vehicle fire, and now Sergeant Prince's illicit use of our helicopter."
Griswold: "And we all know that KXTC is going to use this to smear us as much as they possibly can. Especially you, Crowbar. They'll be trying to say that you were the one committing the crimes that Prince was committing."
"Yes. Yes they will." I said. "Just a new lawsuit for me to hit them with, but they won't care. As the Sheriff said. it's gonna be all about reputations being smeared and destroyed."
Sheriff Griswold said "And to answer your question, Cindy, it well could hurt my election chances, and possibly any Republicans in close races."
Tanya said "Jack and the FBI aren't going to release the information until they've had a chance to get evidence on others involved in the ring, meaning in part to get Prince to talk and give up the bigger fish,"
"Greaaaaaaat." Cindy muttered. "KXTC will be glad to hold off until just before the Elections in November. God, it's gonna suck."
Chief Moynahan intervened, "All that is spilt milk under the bridge. We're just going to have to move forward and brave this thing out. Sheriff, perhaps you and I can talk in my office alone for a moment?"
"Sure." said the Sheriff. He told us to keep our seats, and he and the Chief left the room.
"All I can say," said Tanya, "is that it was mighty cheeky of someone to recruit our helicopter pilot to fly our helicopter on those criminal missions."
"Yep." I said. "Cheeky. Mighty cheeky. I wonder who could be that cheeky. I wonnnnnder who that could beeeee."
"Oh, shit!" Cindy exclaimed, getting my meaning. "The New Consultant?"
"One each, OD green in color." I said, using the military inventory term. "My whole idea is that whoever is running the Smooth White Boys drug operation may also be involved in this sordid business. This Ferguson guy with his private island is a close associate of US Senator Eliza Warren, who is one of the sleazier Democrats in Washington, D.C."
"And that's saying something, what with that crowd." Teresa interjected.
"Yes." I replied. "So the Ferguson-Warner cabal of debauchery would be an ideal group that the New Consultant might like to work with... if not control outright."
"Oh good!" Tanya said perkily. "Maybe Jack and the FBI can give us this New Consultant on a silver platter."
"Heh." I said derisively. "Don't count on it. First, the New Consultant is at least as smart as Westboro was, and will not allow his or her profitable drug operation to be shut down. Second, said New Consultant has probably been sure to not have any ties to Ferguson that can hinted at, much less proved. And third, I wish Jack and the FBI the very best of luck, but I doubt Prince is going to give them much, and he may even come over all dead if he and they are not careful."
Teresa said "Don, you were right about a leak, and we barely got to Prince in time. Where do you think the leak was?"
I said "I'm beginning to think that Prince himself was a leak. He was involved with the Maintenance Team, he would sometimes courier documents to the Federal Court or to the State in Midtown. So either he or whoever was his puppetmaster probably had someone in the Federal Courthouse, or even a mole within the FBI. And they were fast. We were just faster."
"You were faster." Teresa said. "Thank God for Vibes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Chief Moynahan offered me his resignation." Sheriff Griswold said to me as we sat on the back deck of my home The Cabin, watching the sun as it began to set.
"Whaa?" I said. "I hope you didn't accept it."
Griswold replied "Well, the way it went down is that he said he took responsibility of the failures of his Police Department, and would take the bullet for the team and resign or retire, especially if the Press began attacking me over everything. And that includes attacks on you, Crowbar. I told him that that would happen anyway, the Press attacks, that is, and that while I appreciated him taking responsibility, none of this was on him, and I would not allow him to take the blame."
I said "The responsibility is mine, and I should be the one resigning. I should have realized what Prince was doing with our chopper---"
"Stoppit!" the Sheriff ordered. "For God's sake, Crowbar, you're the only reason that bastard Prince is in custody right now. And yeah, there was some luck, but you're the once catching on to these bastards within the TCPD protecting football players."
Griswold added: "Tanya and Cindy were right about one thing: The FBI will want to keep things quiet while they go after others in that Ferguson ring, and KXTC will want to time it to cause maximum political damage to me as well as to smear you and damage the TCPD. So we'll have a little bit of time to prepare our response..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tuesday, September 27th. It was Mary and Myron Milton's son Marty's first birthday, and we were anticipating taking them (the parents) to a nice lunch to celebrate.
There had been no publicity about Police Sergeant Andrew Prince, not even an inquiry. The TCPD had not arrested him, and we'd held off on issuing a warrant for him, so there was no paperwork in the Court system. The paperwork to terminate him for cause had been completed but was being held back, and anyone who asked why would be told because Captain Janice Holloway Parker was on maternity leave.
At 9:00am, we were called into the Main Conference Room. In attendance was Chief Moynahan, Myself, Teresa Croyle, Cindy Ross, Sheriff Griswold, and Tanya P. Muscone. Also in the room were FBI SAC Jack Muscone, SSA Julius Jefferson, and SA Tracy Stone. After small talk and getting coffee (of course!), we started the meeting in earnest.
Chief Moynahan said "Commander Troy, why don't you review the TCPD's internal findings on Prince first."
I said "As Alison McFarland says on her 'Unresolved' podcasts: here's what we know. With the FBI and FAA's help, we've determined that Sergeant Prince made 76 unauthorized helicopter flights on the TCPD helicopter in the last 14 months. He used Police resources to buy fuel at TCA Airport here, and claimed to have flown mostly to Lexington, Midtown, or The City."
Me: "But apparently he flew west out-of-State with his transponder off most of those times after flying south with it on, and he flew to the vicinity of Jeffrey Ferguson's estate in the middle of the State to our west. And it would appear that someone else purchased fuel for him to return home."
Tracy Stone said "Excuse me, sir, but... how do you know that? And can we prove it?"
Tanya and Teresa began giggling. The Sheriff's mustaches began twitching with merriment. Even Jack Muscone gave what was for him a grin.
The Sheriff said "That, Agent Stone... is Your Iron Crowbar at work. Tell her, Crowbar."
"Allow me." said Muscone. He turned towards Tracy and said "The night after we arrested Prince, at three o'clock in the morning, I get a phone call from this guy. Without even so much as a 'good morning' or 'sorry to wake you up', he says 'What do you want to bet this bastard Prince was so stupid that he carried his cellphones with him on his unauthorized trips?'. And sure enough... we got cell phone pings and the metadata, going back over a year."
"Wowwww." said Tracy Stone. Everyone joined her in politely clapping for me.
"Apparently brains ain't this guy's strong suit." I said. "Anyhoo, it looks like he'd fly the chopper to locations with empty fields near roads, then to a small airfield near Ferguson's estate but never onto it. He'd gas up again, then fly back to that same pickup point he first went to, then flew back home."
"Can we show that he went to Ferguson Island?" Tracy Stone asked. I saw Muscone wince slightly at her sip, which told me she knew more than she was letting on.
"No." I said. "There's some kind of jamming there, so that cell signals are blocked. And they probably tell people not to bring their cellphones there. And to that point, there were other cell signals at the pickup point, that stayed on the choppers... yes, we think at least two choppers would pick up as many as eight girls at a time. But I do think that on at least some of the trips, Prince did go onto the Island. Jack? What have you guys found out?"
Muscone said "After we arrested Prince, he immediately demanded a lawyer. So we let him sit for a few days while we and TCPD Intel amassed the phone metadata, got the names of as many of the girls that we could and went looking for them, with only some success, and scoured his financial records."
Muscone: "We asked him no questions, but we showed him some of what we had, then said that once we brought in his lawyer, that lawyer would run to the Press, and we'd have to just let him sit in Town & County Jail until his trial. He still insisted on a lawyer, and the one he called in was William T. Lee, of the firm Bedford, Benning & Bell, P.C."
"Name ring a bell, Crowbar?" growled Griswold.
"I've never met him before." I said. "But Bedford, Benning & Bell is the go-to law firm for White Supremacists. You may remember Mortimer D. Randolph in Judge Stone's Court in the 'Exigent Circumstances' case. And that sort of confirms my idea that people connected to the Smooth White Boys may have connections to Prince and Ferguson... and other shadowy figures."
Muscone: "Prince didn't have much to say, and he challenged us to show that he committed any actual crimes. His lawyer said that joyriding in the TCPD helicopter might be a fireable offense, but it's not criminal. Then we hit him with the most definitely illegal porn on his computer. He began getting a little worried, but the lawyer said the Feds try to frame White perps with that stuff when they don't have anything else."
"Oh, come on." Cindy said. "That's bullshit." She glanced at me. I only presented my legendary poker face, but Cindy read my vibe. I knew inwardly that the Feds did plant disgusting evidence and/or make such claims about persons they considered to be 'enemies', especially if they could get nothing else or if they needed a pretext for search warrants. With Laura's help, I'd always taken extraordinary steps to prevent such things to be done to me.
Muscone said "I know, but it's a point that we really don't have much really solid proof of anything more than the dirty stuff. The metadata is not really enough for a Jury."
"What can we dooooo?" asked the Chief.
Tanya said "Well, we can swear out warrants for him using the People's gas in the People's helicopter on the People's dime without the People's consent. That's theft by deception, if not by taking."
Teresa said "But do we want to? That would mean getting warrants and arresting him, and KXTC will be all over it. He may keep his mouth shut about the Federal stuff, but the cat will be out of the bag on any local charges."
Cindy added "And its very likely he'll only get a fine and just be made to pay us back for the cost of the fuel."
"True." I said. "But it's going to become public anyway. We suspended Prince without pay pending the investigation, but as soon as we formally fire him, the Union will find out about it. And one of them will go running to Bettina or Amber and tell all... in exchange for sexual favors--- what? did I say something that's not true?" I had been stopped by failed attempts to stop laughter.
"No" Tracy Stone sputtered. "It's just so funny to hear the quiet part out loud."
"Yeah, we're used to him." Cindy said.
"And we're used to Bettina and Amber." Teresa added helpfully.
"Yezzzz."drawled the Chief sternly. "Okayyyy, I take it you Feds will keep working on it until you have enough to go to a Grand Jury. We'll decide what we want to doooo on our end. Meanwhile, we have something else to talk about...
Part 4 - From The River To The Sea...
"Yes we do." said Jack Muscone. "And that's why Special Agent Stone is here. She's been the primary on the student anti-Israel agitation." I was not surprised. Tracy's hatred of the odious De. Lionel Carmela would be strong motivation for her. (Author's note: 'Jupiter Rising', Ch. 03-04.)
Jack said "The protests on Campus have been small, but beginning last weekend they've been growing in both size and militancy, and are becoming more coherently organized. We've also noticed that they are importing people from outside the local area. Some are from The City, but we've identified a number of agitators and influencers from well out of this State, and worse."
"Worse?" asked the Chief as Jack began hooking up his iPad to our hub.
"Yes." Muscone said. An instant later a photograph of the odious Dr. Lionel Carmela appeared, talking to a man that looked to be of Iranian descent, with black hair combed over the top of his roundish head and a trimmed but full mustache and beard. Unlike Carmela's 'Hillary Clinton' Socialist pantsuit, the Iranian man had on a brown sportscoat and blue jeans.
Muscone: "This... is Abolhassan Banisadr. He's Iranian, and has ties to Hezbollah. After we picked up Harām Ibn al-Ahira, this guy apparently showed up to take up the slack."
"How'd you get such a good photo of him, and with Carmela?" asked Teresa.
"I daresay Ms. Stone is a good photographer as well as student mob infiltrator." I said. Tracy grinned, and grinned even more when I said "Jack, pay the woman what you bet and lost."
"Dammit!" muttered Muscone. He fished out a $100 bill and passed it over to Tracy.
"Still betting against the Iron Crowbar?" Cindy asked with mock disbelief.
"I didn't think he'd be able to say how he knew." said Jack. "Thanks, Iron Wolf."


"You're quite welcome." Teresa replied without missing a beat. "So you're not going to ask who told me to ask that question?" Laughter erupted at the sight of Jack's face as he rolled his eyes as Teresa patted my shoulder.
"Okayyyy." said Chief Moynahan. "Let's keep go-innnng." Jack indicated for Tracy to speak.
Tracy said "Yes, I took that photo, and I've been mingling with the student protesters for several days. I'm both amazed and disgusted at what feminist women have become since the days I was a University student."
Tracy: "What I can tell you is that Carmela's associates and outsiders are rallying and organizing the students to ramp up pro-Hamas and anti-Israel rallies. A lot of these protesters are openly admitting they're being paid by George-Schwartz-funded organizations and, to my surprise, fundamentalist Christian organizations that seem to worship Tucker Carlson and Candace Owens, among others."
Tracy: "No one is telling the masses of protesters what the plans are, but it's getting around that they're really going to ramp things up heading into October 7th. On the 1st, the University plays Eastern State in a nationally televised game between ranked powers. They want to really gin up the protests for that weekend. The goal is to get the Media coverage."
"And hurt the University by making the football fans feel unsafe." I said.
"Maybe." said Julius Jefferson. "I'm getting word that whatever else you think of University President Jerry Moore, he knows that football is the cash cow for the University. If he doesn't protect that sacred cow, he'll lose any support he has left from the Trustees and the State politicians."
"Governor Marshall knows that, too." I replied. "Even if Moore doesn't get it and doesn't act, she's going to move to protect the football game."
"And then they get what they crave, anyway." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Media attention of LEOs beating down poor students begging for justice for the occupied, oppressed Palestinian People. How do we stop that?"
I said "Tracy, are you still embedded with the protesters?"
"No." Tracy said. "I had a tent and everything, but after I got those shots of Carmela, and Abolhassan Banisadr with other foreigners, including some guy named Mahmoud, I bailed. Just left the tent and everything. I don't think Carmela or his buddy Rob Lawton saw me, but it was only a matter of time before someone recognized me."
"We've got other assets embedded in there." Muscone said.
"Good thinking, to get out." I said. "And to answer your question, Sheriff, all we can do right now is to continue gathering intel, and wait for developments. I'll liaison with the Governor and brief her, if y'all are good with that."
"Go ahead." said the Sheriff. "Chief, Tanya, I need to speak to you two for a moment."
I wonder what that's about, I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Thursday, September 29th, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "Peaceful pro-Palestinian protests continue as preparations for the big football game are underway!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "We have full team coverage on this important news day! Let's first go to trusted reporter Amber Harris, reporting from near the student protest base. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the height-challenged blonde reporterette, with an encampment of student protesters behind her beginning to form up with signs. "These protests have been peaceful, and so far have been allowed to continue. I'm here with student spokeswoman Alexandria Omar."
The camera panned out to show a woman that could be of Hispanic descent but was not darker-skinned. wearing a hijab but no facial covering, unlike many of her fellow students that were masked. Amber asked her "Ms. Omar, what are the students's goals here?"
Omar replied "We wish to bring attention to the plight of the Palestinian People of Gaza as they are being slaughtered in an illegal genocidal war by the Zionists! And to stand in solidarity with the Gazans as they fight for their homeland against the Israeli occupiers!"
Amber: "Many of the University professors and administrators have come out in support of the Gazans against the illegal war by the Israelis. What do you want the University to do, as they are an Institution committed to Peace and Climate Justice?"
Alexandria Omar: "We want them to expel all Jewish students from School, forbid them from Campus, and shut down the Student Jewish Center and replace it with a Palestinian Center!"
Then the crowd behind Amber suddenly erupted into a loud chant, as if on an off-camera cue: "FROM THE RIVER TO THE SEA, PALESTINE WILL BE FREE!"
"Back to you, Bettina!" shouted a grinning Amber, though she could barely be heard over the chanting. The feed continued for long seconds as the students shouted their desire for the destruction of the Jewish People.
"Thank you, Amber!" said Bettina as the feed finally went back to her. "In other news, a huge football game is scheduled for Saturday, and experts believe parking and campus activities could be disrupted by the peaceful protesters. When asked what the TCPD is doing to protect the fans, their P.R. Department said this. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Captain Damien Thompson saying at a Press Briefing: "The Campus Police have not asked for our help in providing security on Campus. Of course, we'll be implementing our standard security plan for the Town and County."
Back to Bettina live: "Neither Commander Donald Troy nor Operations Commander Teresa Croyle responded to KXTC Channel Two News's repeated requests for comment. And now let's go to Channel Two Sports reporter Jeff Hull, with more on Saturday's big game. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the reporter with the full head of perfectly styled hair, who was also height-challenged, with the University Athletic Complex behind him. "The University Bulldogs's game against Eastern State, who retained much of last year's championship squad, has been moved up to 11:00am local time, and will be the nationally televised 'Big Noon' game!"
Hull: "Both teams are undefeated, though Sports experts say Eastern State has enjoyed a 'cupcake' schedule to this point. The Bulldogs have effectively destroyed their opposition so far, with Heisman Trophy frontrunner Lawrence Watson throwing for over 400 yards in each game. And the defense, led by Daevon Roquan, has given up no more than three points per game."
Hull: "Critics, mostly Wildcats supporters, claim Watson has been left in games to run up the score and pad his stats. However, Watson has yet to play in the fourth quarter of any game. The entire Nation will get to see his talents on display against Eastern State as he drives towards the Heisman Trophy, a win over the Wildcats, and Conference and National titles! Back to you, Bettina!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:00am, Thursday, September 29th. The Main Conference Room was the scene of the meeting that was convened to hear the latest intel on the student protests. Present were the Sheriff and his Police Command Group plus Lt. Commander Croyle plus CDS (Command Deputy Sheriff) Ross, and the Usual FBI Suspects.
Bettina's morning report had (*gasp!*) failed to mention that the demonstrations had increased in numbers, scope, and intensity, and we were meeting to decide what to do. As we looked at photographs taken by infiltrators as well as overhead drones, helicopters and planes, Jack Muscone said "Let me paint the background for my guys as well as yours, so bear with me. "
Muscone: "The 'Old Quad' of the University Campus is where the Psychology and other buildings are. The length of it is from University Avenue eastward to where the mountain begins rising up. It was the original Campus that was founded in 1840 or so."
Muscone: "To its north is 'New Quad', which isn't all that new. It has many of the oldest dormitories around it. Both quads are open spaces. North of New Quad is a collection of buildings that don't seem organized, and have a ton of huge old trees amongst them. Buildings such as the Theater, the Criminal Justice building, and the Poli Sci building are there, and the Chapel is along the eastern border of the School."
Muscone: "The main protester encampment is on New Quad. For the last few days it wasn't all that many people, but yesterday and last night they began busing in people of various ages that definitely don't look like college students or that they're from around here. The numbers have swelled to possibly 2000 or more. And they look like they are used to violence and are spoiling for a fight. They began camping in shall we say 'strategic' nearby areas."
Muscone: "The various religious student centers are near the Chapel extending south. The Presbyterian Student Center is next to the Chapel to the right or south, and the Methodist Center is on south. As we get back to the Quads, the Baptist Center and Episcopal Center are tucked away."
Muscone: "For whatever reason, one has to go south of Old Quad towards the Hospital to find the Catholic Center, the Buddhist Center... and the Jewish Center. And that's where Commander Troy believes the protesters's target will be."
"Why?" asked (who else) Cindy Ross.
I said "Because it was mentioned on the Bettina Broadcast, and that was after some human intel came to my attention." (That was from 'Ice Cube' Perry, but that's for another story.) "The plan is to occupy the Jewish Center building, put up signs for the Media that says 'Palestinian Center' or 'Gaza Center', and make as much noise and chaos as possible. Violence against Jewish students will also be implemented at every opportunity."
"And when is this going to happen, Don?" asked Jack Muscone. Was that skepticism in his voice? I thought to myself. Hasn't he learned by now?
"Tomorrow night." I said. "And continuing into Saturday morning. 'College Game Day' was going to be here, but flexed out to the Ohio State game vs. Indiana, and Game Day be here for the Bulldogs-Wildcats game next month. The Conference Network's 'Conference Nation' is here, though, and that's going to be a bear to protect. If the protesters don't outright run it over, they'll be making a ton of noise, waving Palestinian flags, and so on."
"Wow, tomorrow? That fast?" Teresa said. "I mean, it makes sense for them. But we don't have much time to prepare."
"And how are we even going to prepare for this?" Cindy asked. "We've got a maximum of 250 LEOs from the TCPD and TCSD combined!"
Tanya said "And you better believe the Media will be filming every second of this, and just praying that we try to stop them with gunfire."
Chief Moynahan said "Even if we had the numbers, the Campus Police and the University President have rejected all offers of TCPD and TCSD help."
I added "And (University President) Jerry Moore has rejected the Governor's offer to send State Police. Not that they have the numbers that could make a difference, either. Oh... let me ask: who has been plotting with Carmela lately, Abolhassan Banisadr or Mahmoud?"
"Mahmoud." said Tracy Stone. "Banisadr has disappeared and we think he skipped town. Why?"
"Crap." I muttered, then said aloud "Banisadr is the more peaceful and evenhanded, while Mahmoud is an outright terrorist that enjoys hurting others, especially Jews."
The Chief said "So there's no way to save the Jewish Student Center nor the Synagogue that's part of it. The protesters will win, the Media will get their photos and videos."
Muscone said "Well, we can wait them out. That's what happened on the Ivy League campuses. The Police moved in when the Media got tired of the story and people got tired of it all."
"No, that's the one thing we cannot do!" the Sheriff barked. "The Media and our Enemies will use that too destroy us in the Elections. If you want Alvin Whitner, Savannah Fineman, Edgar Silas, and a Democrat-dominated Council and Assembly, then let those thugs keep going for four more weeks!"
"You're right, Sheriff." I said. "And beyond that, I don't accept letting the Jews in my County be slaughtered, figuratively or literally. We have to fight the Jew-haters."
"Er, we?" said Muscone. "And with what?"
"I can't speak for any of y'all." I said. "But I will fight to defend the Jewish Center. No matter what."
It got very quiet in the room, then the Sheriff finally asked "Is this because of your Jewish ancestry, Crowbar?"
"That's some of it, sir." I replied. "But it's more. When I was growing up, I never could understand how people could allow the Jews to be annihilated in the Holocaust. Yes, the Nazis had the guns, but before that they were open about their plans for the Jews... and the German People still voted them in, anyway!"
Me: "But now, I do understand it. People want this! They want Hamas to win. They want the Jews of Israel to be driven into the Sea in a Second Holocaust. They cheer when Jews in this country are gunned down in Synagogues or going to social events. The Socialists want us dead. The Fundamentalist Christians want us dead. Left and Right, they're all coming out now with a rabid Jew hatred that represents an existential threat to both Israel and Jews everywhere."
Me: "After the October 7th attacks, the Israeli Ambassador ro the United Nations Organization was debating the enemy Arab States in that worthless body, the UNO. He was wearing a patch. It was a solid yellow Star of David, like what the Nazis forced the Jews to wear with the word 'Jude' in the center. But the Ambassador's yellow star had the words in block letters 'NEVER AGAIN'.
Me: "And that is how I feel in my deepest soul. I cannot, and will not, stand by while the Jews here are threatened like this. I will stand and fight, alone if I have to, but with the knowledge of my right to exist and the Jews's right to exist."
"But the Campus Police have said we can't help them." said the Chief. "Knowing that nutbag Jerry Moore, he'll have you arrested while doing nothing to the protesters. And if you use your service weapon, or any gun for that matter, he'll claim Police Brutality and murrrrderrrr."
I said "That's why I won't be carrying a badge nor have anything on me that says TCPD. And I won't be carrying a gun, either."
The silence in the room grew even more ominous and oppressive. Finally, the Chief said "What can I doooo to help you?"
I said "I'd appreciate it if you ask the TCPD for volunteers... strictly volunteers... to join me tomorrow night to protect the Jewish Center. They can wear unmarked armor, but no badges and no firearms. And be sure to mention that it will never be held against anyone that doesn't show up, especially Officers with children."
"I'm with you, of course." Teresa said.
Cindy said "So am I. My blood is at least as Jewish as yours, maybe even more so. And it won't be the first time I've stood up for an unpopular cause."
Jack turned to Tanya and said "Don't even think about it. And the Chief has to have someone left to run this Police Department."
"If I have a Police Department left..." lamented the Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
5:15pm, Thursday, September 29th. The day had been spent trying to gather as much information as we could on the student protesters. Additionally, I pored over maps of the University Campus with Cindy and Teresa, figuring out the lay of the land around the Jewish Center and the Old and New Quads. By the time we were done, we knew where all the entrances and exits were.
Teresa rode home to The Cabin with me. She had called Todd, and he said he and their boys were there. "I guess we've been invited to supper?" she said.
"Sure." I said. "This is the first I'm hearing about it, but we'll be glad to have you."
When we got there, we got the explanation in the form of a surprise. Sitting in the greatroom talking to Todd, Molly, and Laura was my mother Phyllis Troy!
"Hi Mom." I said as I hugged her. "What brings you out of Apple Grove and to our Town & County?"
"Things are quiet in Apple Grove, so I thought I'd come see my family. And oh my! I understand you're having some excitement down here."
"Oh, just a football game this weekend." I quipped. "So, do we have plans for supper, or are we going out?"
Just then, Sheriff Griswold appeared from the back deck. "We're cooking with gas, Crowbar. Steaks, chicken, all the trimmings. The ladies are making salads, the boys are helping me with the grilling, and Carole and Marie are doing a wonderful job with baked potatoes."
As we ate our delicious suppers, I took a moment to be thankful for my family. I knew some would question why I risk my life every day, and especially tomorrow night, and potentially leave my family behind.
And then I remember the atrocities of October 7th, what Hamas had done to those Israeli men, women, and children, what they'd done to those little babies. Those Israeli families had been ripped apart, and the least I could do was take the risk so that it didn't happen here. Not here. Never Again.
I never quite learned why my mother had come to visit at this particular time. I'd been a bit shocked when she said she was staying with Cindy's mother Maggie. Both Todd and I protested, saying we had room either here or at Todd's next door, but the Mountain Nest was not safe enough with the protests going on. Molly gave her a ride, and apparently stayed there with her and Maggie.
As Laura put the boys to bed, I spoke with Carole, asking her if her grandmother had mentioned why she'd come to visit. "No sir," my daughter said, "and she was working hard to not let me see what she was thinking. But she's worried about something... maybe about you and Todd stopping the protesters...."
Part 5 - Never Again
Friday, September 30th. KXTC was extensively covering the protests on the University campus, which had the unintended consequence (for them) of giving Law Enforcement that much better intel on the Enemy's activity. And the intel was chilling.
The number of protesters on campus had swelled overnight, and were infesting almost all of the campus to the north of Old Quad... but not on it nor south of it. They were camped amongst the various buildings, near the University President's home, and the parking lots around University Memorial Stadium. But not on Old Quad.
"Why is that?" asked Teresa as we pored over the photos and maps.
I replied "The Media has well-marked vans along the east and west sides of the quad, as well as cameras in the Clock Tower at the western end. I believe they're coordinating with the protest leadership, i.e. Lionel Carmela and Mahmoud, to film the attackers marching through Old Quad to the Jewish Center, which they will occupy, cover with filthy Palestinian flags, chant obscene chants, then burn the building down."
"That's pretty detailed." Teresa said. "You know something, don't you?" I just turned and 'looked' at her. "Never mind." she said with what was for her a grin. "So do you know what time the attack begins? And how many creeps we are going to be facing?"
"Not long after sundown." I said. "Probably around 9:00pm. And I estimate that there are over 3000 of them on Campus right now. Some of them look like typical Leftwing Pajama Boy Beta Males, but a lot look like Middle Easterners that revere Mahmoud's name. How many will actually attack?" I shrugged my shoulders.
"Let's go eat." I said. "My treat at The Cattleman's Club. If it's going to be our last meal, let's make it a good one..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm, Friday, September 30th. The Mongolian Hordes... er, the 'student' protesters... began massing on the north side of Old Quad. They had been yelling various slogans before the eagerly recording cameras of both local networks and national networks with three letters as their names. And then, the noise suddenly quieted almost to silence. From the south side of the Quad had stepped a lone figure... Your Iron Crowbar.


I was wearing my old black Army boots, black pants, and a black pullover sweatshirt. On it, center of mass on my chest, was sewn a large yellow Star of David with the words 'NEVER AGAIN' sewn in. I was also wearing a white Tilley Hat with a blue band on the cap above the full brim, and above the band were pinned Israeli Airborne Wings. I was armed only with the ubiquitous red crowbar.
I did not remain alone long. Teresa Croyle stepped up to my right side. She was wearing a Japanese all black ninja suit, but the icon on her chest was the six-petal design of the Clan of the Crowbar. She was armed with a Japanese baton that was used for swordplay practice. Next to her was her husband Todd Burke, wearing all black, but the icon on his chest was that of the Takaki Clan to which he belonged. He was also wearing a small yellow Star of David sewn onto the upper chest near the shoulder.
Next up was Police I.A. Chief Eitan Abram, dressed in civilian clothes, with a big yellow 'Never Again' Star of David like mine on his chest. He was carrying a Police 'billy stick' baton. And then Cindy Ross walked up to us. Her clothing was dark green with the large yellow Star of David, and the Green Crowbar was armed with the green crowbar.
About 30 TCPD Officers came up. All the SWAT guys, Patrick, Kalsu, Hawley, were here. Hugh Hewitt and Jerome Davis came up. Terry Halston, wearing a black shirt with the Ranger tab on it, was here. To my surprise, Julia Rodriguez and Kerry Ambrose came up behind me; Julia wearing a shirt with the Parachutist Badge ironed on, and Kerry wearing an ironed-on 82d Airborne Division decal on her shirt.
"Always glad to have the 82d Airborne with us." I said to Kerry, a combat veteran with the vaunted All-American Division.
"We never run from a fight." Kerry said proudly.
And then others started joining us. Jewish students of the University, that had faced some harassment for years, were standing up for their People. And good Citizens of the Town & County and other areas were coming up to us. Whether they'd hold up or break, I did not know, but for now it only mattered that they were here. Our numbers were now over 100, maybe 150.
We were still hopelessly outnumbered, and the protesters were realizing it. They began shouting "FROM THE RIVER TO THE SEA, PALESTINE WILL BE FREE!" and more and more of them were lining up on the north side of the Quad. And then... shit got real...
*Whirrrrrrrrrrr*
Yep, it was Tanya Perlman Muscone, driving up in a modified 4-wheeler with motorcycle bars not unlike what she had in her van. And I knew that 4-wheeler could break a lot of posted speed limits in the Town & County. She drove up to me and my other two Angels.
"Didn't your husband tell you not to even think about it?" I asked.
"I didn't have to think about it." Tanya replied with a perky grin. "I'd already decided what to do."
I observed that she was wearing her leather jacket with a small yellow Star of David pinned onto the front, and the large patch on the back that had me listening for certain sounds. And I heard them...
*Rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrummmmmmbbbbllllleeee*
The line of motorcycles driving up came pouring in behind us in massive waves. Hundreds of them were parking to our south and coming up on foot to join us while hundreds more stayed on their bikes and covered our flanks. And now I knew what Tanya and the Sheriff had been conspiring about, as the patch on their backs were identical to Tanya's. They were...
... the Guardians of Justice M.C.
We were still outnumbered, but the numbers looked a little better, and I knew that we were ready to stand and fight while a lot of these students might not want any part of a real 'for keeps' blood battle.
As I surveyed the ranks of the Enemy, I saw behind them, on a little knoll overlooking the Quads, Dr. Lionel Carmela. He saw me looking at him and our eyes locked, and he realized that I had my target. I was going for him, and when I got to him, I was going to kill him.
The protesters had faltered when the GOJMC had arrived, and had stopped. Then I heard someone yell "KILL THE JEWS!", followed by the same cry in various places among the crowd. Someone was riling them back up. Then the "FROM THE RIVER TO THE SEA!..." chant started up in waves as the Enemy got ready to rush us.
I knew we had to start moving before they broke out running at us and overwhelmed us. "All right, let's do this1' I said loudly, then more quirtly to Cindy "Here we go." and began walking forward onto the Quad. Teresa was right with me, and the rest were right behind me, no one hesitating as we advanced to meet the Enemy... and our Destiny...
To be continued.
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Part 6 - Resolution
"Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff they comfort me."
---Psalm 23.
I walked forward, fearlessly. I'd concentrated my entire Japanese hara on Lionel Carmela, who was well behind the Enemy front lines, and we both knew that my purpose was to fight through and inexorably reach him.
I was slightly distracted by light flashes behind the student protesters's line. They were journalists taking photographs. They were well marked with bright vests labeled 'PRESS'. One of them was Alison McFarland. When I'd stepped out alone, I'd seen her as she took a photograph of me. It could be used with my obituary, I thought mirthlessly, before casting out those negative thoughts.
I felt no fear, but I knew there would be increasing angst in many of those walking behind me. I began yelling like a seeming madman, until everyone realized I was reciting Psalm 23. It seemed to bolster their courage. Still, we were walking into that aforementioned valley, and it would take a miracle to survive it---
*TWEET!*
A low rumble rose up, and it was not the Guardians of Justice M.C. From the west, passing under the Clock Tower, a row of motorcycles rode onto the Quad between our lines and the protesters, followed by hundreds more on foot. As they formed a strong line, I realized that they were the State Patrol, led by Captain Cortese, augmented by elements of the State's National Guard!
Captain Cortese stopped right in front of me. "Stay here!" he commanded. "Let us handle them, Commander. Just stay put."
"Have at 'em." I said. The State Police did not molest us in any way, but they did advance against the protesters. A few protesters, the seasoned veterans of domestic terror violence, stayed as if to fight, but the vast majority broke, and began running north. Unfortunately for them, the State Troopers and National Guard had encircled them, and were now ruthlessly and efficiently 'kettling' them. The arrests began...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
It was going to be a long, long night.
As the State Police rounded up the protesters, they were hauled into Judge Watts's mobile Court at County Jail. Over 900 arrests had been made, though many that had run had evaded capture. Meanwhile. I personally thanked each and every Citizen and GOJMC person (yes, men and women) that had shown up.
I had ordered every TCPD Officer to Headquarters, where they would be fed pizza and non-alcoholic beverages. Sheriff Griswold was there, and rumor has it that he spiked his drink and perhaps other Officers's drinks with high quality bourbon. I'll let you decide how I know it was good bourbon...
Cleanup crews were razing the student campsites, plowing through tents, tables, equipment, everything, and putting it in dump trucks. The FBI would go through every bit of it, and would find out just how extensively everything was organized by militant Leftist groups as well as Illegal Immigrant groups and anti-Israel, anti-Jewish groups.
Part 7 - Issues and Answers
By 7:00am the next morning, Saturday, October 1st, everything was cleaned up, the arrested students processed, and people that the FBI wanted to have further conversations with were flagged and detainers lodged. ICE also had put some holds on some Illegal Persons, and unlike criminal-loving cities and States, we honor those DHS holds, and arranged for all the flagged perps to be taken into the Feds's physical custody.
"And the day is just getting started." Teresa Croyle said to me at 7:00am as we sat in my office and drank the strong coffee Jerome Davis had made for us. We were both in uniform after showering in the (separate) locker rooms. "We have to secure the 'Conference Nation' live broadcast, the game, and the after-parties... it'll be a while before we get any sleep."
"Vat ees thees concept called 'sleep' of vich yoo speek?" I asked in my very correct high German accent.
Teresa replied "I don't know if it's the adrenaline rush wearing off, or if I'm just getting older. But I feel like a rag doll already."
"I'm trying not to think about it, lest it knock me for a loop." I said. "But if you lock yourself in your office for a couple of hours, I'll understand."
"No, it's okay." Teresa said, then added "It's too bad you never found Carmela."
Indeed. After the State Patrol was done making arrests and I was done thanking people, I quickly ascertained that Carmela had not been among the kettled and arrested protesters. Teresa and I went to his office in the Political Science Building and I jimmied open the door with my crowbar, but it was 'no joy' on capturing him, as he was not there.
Then, knowing I was in legal limbo tonight anyway, I went to his apartment in the Tower Condos, and opened the door with a master key (don't ask how I got it), and had the bug killer set to 'wipeout' in case he had cameras or recording devices operating. But he was not there, either. The coward was hiding.
"I'm going to swear out a warrant for his arrest." I said to Teresa. "But enough about him. I'm just wondering how KXTC is going to put us on blast for this."
"I can tell you."
The voice belonged to one Command Deputy Sheriff (CDS) Cindy Ross, who had opened the door to my office and walked in without invitation. She was forgiven due to bringing in a large sack of McDonalds Bacon, Egg and Cheese sandwiches. She poured coffee as I emptied the sack and looked inside it.
"What are you looking for?" Cindy asked as she refilled our mugs.
"Money." I said. "The University of Tennessee was paying players with McDonalds sacks of money when Jeremy Pruitt was head football coach."
Teresa said "Tennessee got probation for that, but now it's totally legal under NIL to openly pay players."
Cindy said "That is really fucking up college athletics... that and men in women's sports."
Teresa actually gasped, then said "You're not for that?"
"Not only 'no', but 'Hell No'!" Cindy replied forcefully. "But enough about that. What is Todd's contribution to Auburn football's NIL program?"
Teresa said "He's paying a few dollars extra, but it's into their general NIL fund for all sports. Me? I ain't paying a damn thing until they start giving me some season tickets."
"Todd already gets season tickets." Cindy said.
"And he keeps giving them away to people related to his businesses." Teresa replied. "I wants to make sure I have tickets to Auburn-Alabama every year."
"Just let me buy your Auburn-Georgia tickets." I said. "Don't ask me why, but Tasha started rooting for the 'Dawgs'."
"No accounting for taste on Tasha's part." Teresa said. A red crowbar was waved in her general direction. She said hastily "At least she knows the SEC is the best conference." That got red and green crowbars waving at her.
"When in a deep hole, Iron Wolf..." Cindy admonished helpfully.
I bailed on that conversation by saying "So Cindy, what does KXTC have planned for us?"
Cindy said between bites of her sandwich: "I don't know for sure, but I talked to Priya Ajmani before I left to come here. She thinks Bettina and maybe Katherine Woodburn are going to meet with University President Jerry Moore over the weekend to decide what they want to tell people to think."
Cindy: "Priya also said that she, Priya, will be interviewing Governor Sharon Marshall, who KFXU has learned was the one who authorized and ordered the State Police crackdown on the Jew-haters, in cooperation with the Federales."
"Cool beans." I said. "So, are either of you going to the game... er, I mean doing security for the game at the game?"
"Yeah, I have to be there." Cindy said. "I'm the Spider at the center of the security web."
"In other words," Teresa said, "the one they'll blame if 96,000 rowdy Bulldogs fans start rioting."
"Naah." Cindy replied. "If that happens, I'll just send in Tanya and the GOJMC."
"Someone taking my name in vain?" I heard the most very perky voice of my handicapable One Jump Chump say as she drove into the office. Behind her was her husband, FBI SAC Jack Muscone. He was decidedly 'not perky'. And I knew why.
"She thought about it... and didn't say a word to me." I said.
"Uh huh." Jack said, then conceded: "Hell, I should've known. There was no way she was not going tp go. I just want to know if you knew the Guardians of Justice were going to show up."
"Nope." I truthfully replied. "Until Tanya showed up in in her 'Fonzie' jacket (IYKYK), I had no idea. But I should have, when Our Sheriff wanted to meet privately with her, without me present."
"I think he's telling the truth." Cindy said helpfully. "But there's something there. Spill it, Crowbar 1."
I said "Well, Crowbar 2, I had no idea the GOJMC was going to be there. But I might have had foreknowledge that the State Patrol was going to show up."
"Oh, that's ri-ight!" Tanya exclaimed with the perkiest of grins. "You said you would liaison with the Governor!"
"And I did." I said. "Jerry Moore wasn't going to do a damn thing about the protesters, the threats to not only the Jews but the fans coming to the game, not to mention the horrible optics and publicity it was going to bring to the School. But the Governor sure realized it, and she solved the problem very well."
"In other words, she took your advice." Teresa said. I nodded in her general direction.
"That begs just one question." Jack Muscone said. "Governor Marshall was going to send the State Police in, anyway. So why the theatrics? Why did you go out there like you did, and put yourself... and the others... at risk like that."
I looked squarely into Jack's beady black eyes as I said "To show the World that somebody is on the Jews's side and willing to stand up for and with them. Like the beating of a butterfly's wings, one small act like that could lead to the prevention of a Second Holocaust and the extermination of millions of Jews in the future..."
Part 8 - The Photograph
The morning 'College Game Day' and 'Conference Nation' shows said absolutely nothing about the student protests nor the LEO crackdown the night before. Fans noticed the enhanced security (yes, the National Guard was going to be there for game security, so it was easy enough for them to help the State Police the night before), but were able to enjoy the tailgating and the game.
The same could not be said for Eastern State. They were crushed by the Bulldogs 49-6. Lawrence Watson passed for 473 yards, but only four touchdowns. The rest of the scoring was by placekicker Noah Ruggs, who nailed seven field goals. He received much praise from the Sports Media, and was made the immediate frontrunner for the Lou Groza Award.
When interviewed by the fawning Sports Media, Noah Ruggs, Lawrence Watson, and linebacker Daevon Roquan, who had a massive game, all said nearly the same thing: "Our goal is to crush the Wildcats," "Our goal is to humiliate the Wildcats." "Our goal is to destroy the Wildcats." I'll let you guess which player said which sentence.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Late Saturday afternoon, Alison McFarland came to The Cabin to interview me for her 'Unresolved' podcast and the Town & County Examiner Online. Unlike the slugs of KXTC, her questions were fair, some were tough and some were not, and I knew she would publish the interview fairly.
After it was over, we left my office for the Greatroom, where the Usual Troy Suspects were, including Laura and all my kids; Cindy, Callie, Maggie, Betsy and Ben; Teresa, Todd, Jack Burke, Doug, and Mike; Tanya, Jack Muscone, Pete, Tiffany, and Jennifer; Sheriff Griswold; Edward, Stephanie, and Marie Steele; and last but not least, my mother Phyllis.
Of course we insisted that Alison stay for supper, and she did, taking photos of me and the Sheriff talking by the fire pot, Tasha and the feral cats, my three Angels in a pose, seven boys building New Lego City and the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad, one photo of just the aforementioned Lego and Railroad creations, one of Teresa and Buddy, and (of course!) Carole and Marie and Bowser and Buddy striking a group pose.
I noticed that Todd and my mother both seemed a little subdued, as if preoccupied, and they weren't talking to each other very much. Teresa seemed to be a little pensive, too... though with her, I could never quite be sure. My mom spent most of her time talking to Maggie, Callie, and the Steeles, so I had little chance to talk with her.
After the supper of hamburgers, hot dogs, the fixins, and corn on the cob, Alison made a presentation to me before everyone. She had brought an 11x17 framed photo with her, a physical printing of what she would publish with her story, which she presented to me as a gift for doing the interview.
It showed me the night before, when I first came out to face the thugs, standing alone before Teresa and the rest joined me. It only showed my upper body and head. The yellow Star of David with the words 'NEVER AGAIN' was clearly visible, as was my white Tilley hat with the Israeli Airborne Wings, and the red crowbar in my left hand.
Almost everyone oohed and ahhed over it to varying degrees. I was a bit surprised to see that Carole was absolutely mesmerized by it. "Miss Alison," she asked, "can I get a copy of this photo?"
I said "You can have this copy, if that's all right with Alison."
"Sure." Alison said. "I can make you another one."
"Can I get an 8-1/2 by 11 of it?" Teresa asked as Carole and Marie admired the photo up close. Cindy and Tanya chimed in their desire to have copies, as did Sheriff Griswold. And then...
"Hey look, Grandma!" Carole said with a great deal of excitement and pride. "Miss Alison gave me this picture of Daddy! Isn't it awesome?"
"I don't ever want to see that picture again!" my mother said vehemently, almost spitting the words at her granddaughter. We were all stunned, but no one moreso than Carole, who reeled in shock.
"But why not, Grandma?" my daughter asked. "Why don't you like it?"
"We are a Christian family! Not a Jewish one!" my mother said bitterly.
"Er, Mom?" I queried, for a number of reasons. Yes, most of us were Christian by faith, but of Jewish blood... especially on my mother's side of the family! And I was also wondering why she was having such a visceral reaction to a photo of her son like she did.
My mother stood up as she said "You never should have gone out there and risked your life like you did! Did you even think about your family, your children?"
"Yes, I did." I replied firmly. "And they are among the reasons I did what I did. I can see you don't approve, but do you at least understand?"
"No, son, I don't." said my mother. As she spoke, I used my peripheral vision to observe the faces of everyone. Most of them were shocked, of course. But Todd had a strange look on his face, as if this was not a surprise to him, and that he knew something.
And Carole? She'd recovered her steel spine and said fearlessly "He's the Iron Crowbar, Grandma. That's what we Iron Crowbars do!"
"Doesn't mean I have to like it." my mother said. She exhaled, then said "I think it's best if I return home to Apple Grove now."
"Mom, it's getting late." I protested.
"It's not that late." my mother said.
"Let me drive you home, Grandma." Todd offered. "I can get a ride back home in a company car."
"That won't be necessary." my mother said. "I'll be fine, really. My car is practically self-driving. Goodbye, everyone." With that, she walked out the front door, and was gone.
"That is all off the record." I said to Alison. Even if she'd had a recorder, I'd remembered to turn on the bug killer in the nick of time.
"Yeah." Alison replied. "I... I'm sorry. I didn't know that photo would stir up such a... controversy."
"It's okay, Miss Alison." Carole said. "I still love the picture."
"What about it do you like so much, Carole?" her mother Laura asked.
"Look at Daddy's eyes, Mommy." Carole said. "He was catching a higher vision."
That startled me. "Where did you learn that phrase?" I asked.
"Uh, Jim and I were looking at your old Boy Scout patches." Carole admitted. "One Order of the A-rrow con-clave patch said 'Catch The Higher Vision', and that's what you did last night, see?"
I did see. I hadn't realized it at the time, what with my hara on high alert, but I had an introspective look that suggested I was seeing something a little farther, perhaps knowing that I was going to meet my Destiny, or my certainty in the correctness, indeed the righteousness, of the path I was choosing.
And apparently others saw it, too. That photo would win Alison McFarland a Pulitzer Prize. Carole would keep that photo for the rest of her life, then bequeath it to the person that would become the Fourth Iron Crowbar. But that is a story for a future time.
I called the Fillmore County Sheriff and asked him to check up on my mother and make sure she arrived home safely. He texted me two hours later that she was at home.
We chose to not let my mother's outburst ruin our evening, though it was certainly a subject of conversation, and it did give us a good reason (as if one were needed) to drink impolite amounts of the Sheriff's bourbon.
I had seen Teresa and Todd speaking 'privately', and it got a bit animated, with the Iron Wolf doing all of the talking and animating. Carole said "Daddy, you need to talk to Todd so Aunt Treesa won't be mad at him."
"Wilco." I said. A few moments later I invited Todd to join me on the back deck. The fire pot was lit, providing warmth against the chill of the Autumn air.
I started things off, saying "I observed during your grandmother's 'philosophical exchange of values' with Carole that you seemed to have a better idea than the rest of us of what was going on. And I suspect that your wife was suggesting in no uncertain terms that you tell me what you know. So... what do you know? Or will I have to get Carole out here to read your mind and tell me?"
Todd grinned his brilliant grin and said "I think that's the first time I've ever seen Carole truly shocked by anything. And yes, I'll tell you what I know."
He began: "Grandma came to see me last night while you and Teresa were at dinner. She told me that she knew you were going to defend the Jewish Center, and she wanted me... and Teresa... to talk you out of it."
Todd: "I was surprised, but I thought she was just concerned about you, her only son... and somewhat only child, what with her rift with my mother. When I told her that not only were you doing the right thing, but that I'd be out there, too, she really began pressing me to not do it."
Todd: "And she finally got upset enough that she said 'I don't see why you're risking your life for those Jews!'. She then said what she told Carole, that we're a Christian family, all baptized in the name of Jesus, that Teresa was Catholic Christian, and so on. I told Grandma that she'd have to talk to you, and that pretty much ended the conversation."


"You didn't mention your mother?" I asked.
"No sir, not a word." Todd said. "Though I'm sure that was on her mind."
I nodded, then said "Well, thanks for telling me. The next time you go to Apple Grove, see if she'll ket you visit her. I just hope..." My voice trailed off.
"Hope?" Todd prodded.
I said "Your grandmother and your mother truly hate each other. I just hope my mom won't let that hate extend to me, and not see her grandchildren and great-grandchildren anymore. That would be... bad..."
Part 9 - Retaliatory Response
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 3rd, from the anchor desk of the KXTC studios. "Bitter reactions to the State Police crackdown against peaceful protesters!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Condemnations of Governor Sharon Marshall and Commander Donald Troy are pouring in in reaction to their brutal crackdown against students peacefully protesting the equally brutal crackdown by Israeli military forces against the helpless Palestinian People in Gaza!"
Bettina: "We have full team coverage, beginning with trusted reporter Amber Harris. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the athletic, height-challenged blonde, with Old Quad in her background. "After Republican Governor Sharon Marshall used heavily armed State Police and activated National Guard troops to crush peaceful protests by unarmed University students Friday night, her actions have been comprehensively condemned. Among those is our University's enlightened President, Dr. Jerry Moore, who had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Amber interviewing Dr. Jerry Moore, who said "We had made it clear that Donald Troy was not welcome on our Campus, but he showed up and unnecessarily escalated the situation anyway. But I'm much more angry about the brutal actions of Governor Sharon Marshall, who used Gestapo tactics against the unarmed, peaceful protesters that were just minding their business and not harming anyone!"
Back to Amber live: "And we have highly respected reporter Carl Lemay with an interview of our State Senator and owner of the parent company of KXTC Channel Two News, Katherine Woodburn. Carl!"
"That's right, Amber!" said the relatively tall, bespectacled Reporter of Color, with the State Capitol in Midtown as his backdrop. "Here in Midtown, Members of the Legislature and other State Officials expressed alarm and outrage at Governor Marshall ordering the violent crushing of the peaceful student protests. Roll tape.
Tape rolled, first showing Tasheeka Harris of Inner Midtown yelling "Governor Harris showed as little regard for student free speech rights as she does for the rights of People of Color and undocumented immigrants!"
Lieutenant Governor Corey Coons, a Democrat, said "I will discuss with the Legislators in both Chambers about impeaching Governor Marshall for her typically-Republican actions to violently crush Free Speech, immigrant rights, and peaceful students speaking up for the Palestinians of Gaza being exterminated by the Israeli Occupiers in their genocidal war!"
And Establishment Republican Wilson Hammonds said "Sharon Marshall and Donald Troy are an embarrassment to the State. She should be impeached, and he should be fired, stripped of his qualified immunity, and prosecuted for his crimes."
And then Lemay was shown interviewing Katherine Woodburn, who said "Yes, Carl, I am disturbed at Commander Donald Troy getting involved unnecessarily, but I am much more deeply offended by Republican Governor Marshall using armed, military force against the peaceful student protesters."
Back to Bettina live: "Thank you, Carl and Amber, for that important information and your excellent reporting!" She then said "While the Governor's actions were roundly condemned, there was also fierce anger at the actions of Police Commander Donald Troy, who led a group of Jewish students and motorcycle gang thugs in an aggressive march against the peaceful students. The highly esteemed Head of the Department of Political Science, Dr. Lionel Carmela had this to say. Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing Pat Stellum interviewing the odious Carmela, whose face was beet red with fury and his hands waving animatedly as he shouted bitterly: "Why didn't the State Gestapo Police arrest Donald Troy and his band of thugs, huh? Why did they crush the peaceful protesters and leave Troy standing there after Troy escalated by advancing upon the peaceful protesters?"
Carmela: "Troy escalated this! Troy and the Jews were marching to attack the peaceful students! But Sharon Marshall's Gestapo thugs just left Troy alone, just stood there and chatted with him while the Rights of our peaceful students were assaulted and crushed!"
Back to Bettina live: "Dr. Carmela and Dr. Moore have both threatened to take legal action against Governor Marshall and the State Police, and Dr. Carmela swore that he would also sue Donald Troy! And now let's go to Sports reporter Jeff Hull with more on the Bulldogs's massive win over Eastern State! Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said Jeff Hull, reporting from near the Bulldogs's Athletic Complex. "The Bulldogs continued their drive towards a win over the Wildcats and the Playoffs as they crushed Eastern State 49-6! Heisman Trophy frontrunner Lawrence Watson passed for a whopping 473 yards and four touchdowns, while ace placekicker Noah Ruggs added seven field goals and four extra points, putting him strongly in the conversation for the Lou Groza Award."
Hull: "In other scores, Indiana defeated The Ohio State University 14-10, Georgia came back to beat Tennessee in Knoxville 44-41 in overtime, and Tulane scored a stunning upset of LSU, putting the LSU coach on the hot seat..."
After Hull finished his likely-pre-recorded report, Bettina said live: "And don't forget, folks, we get the Wildcats here, at University Memorial Stadium. on Saturday, October 29th! That will be a memorable day!..."
She had no idea how right she would be...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"My frickin' God." I muttered as I, Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, Command Deputy Sheriff (CDS) Cindy Ross, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, and Sheriff Griswold drank coffee and watched the Bettina broadcast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Yeah." Tanya said with considerable perkiness, "Bettina didn't even mention Pat Stellum's name. He's gotta be pissed at tha-at." Laughter erupted, relieving much of the tension in the room.
"True," I said. "And if it weren't so enraging, I'd laugh at how they call the State Police 'Gestapo', knowing the Troopers are protecting Jewish students."
Teresa chimed in: "Were the student protests peaceful? They didn't say anything about it."
I said "They had cameras all over Old Quad, and also around the Jewish Center, but they didn't show a bit of footage from the confrontation or any of that night. And that's because the truth on the cameras contradict their narrative."
"Can someone ex-plaaaain to me," drawled the Chief, "what those Legislators have to do with this?"
I replied, "Gosh, Chief, everyone values Tasheeka Harris's opinion! After all, she has a diploma from the Somali Quality Learing Center..." More laughter erupted.
Cindy said "Don, are you worried about being sued? Or your indemnity? I have to admit, I had my badge on me, but you didn't."
I said "I'm not worried about it. I think Dr. Moore is going to find that he has a lot more to worry about than li'l ol' me, seeing as he is picking a fight with a very powerful Governor with lots of influence over the people that can replace him."
Me: "And Carmela is a nutjob. He doesn't have standing to sue any of us, much less a case of anything. I've never been formally trespassed from the University, so there's nothing there he can use against me, qualified immunity or no."
Sheriff Griswold said "Speaking of badges... our Public Safety badges cost $125 a piece. They're real goad coated, have RFIDs inside 'em, and badge numbers and positions or ranks engraved. When I deputized the Guardians of Justice members, I got each and every one of them a real Sheriff's Department badge. One thousand badges. A hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars. I had trouble explaining that one to the Assembly."
Cindy said "Don't worry, Sheriff, I covered for you. Least I could do after you let us expense our golf round." We all laughed, though more at the Sheriff spitting out his coffee as he burst out laughing.
I emitted a low whistle. "A hundred and twenty-five apiece? No wonder my order for three badges with 'One Jump Chump' engraved on them didn't go through."
"Where's my badge for six, six!, PBM championships?" Cindy replied in retaliatory response.
"Nineteen." I replied. "How many jumps do you have?"
"Six titles!" Cindy fired back. "You'll never catch up!"
"Oh, that's cold!" Teresa exclaimed.
"Yeah it is." I said. Oh, Che-eef?"
"Heh heh heh heh." chuckled the Chief, cutting me off. "Nice try, guys."
"Darn, he's on to us." Teresa said.
"Being around you guys rubs off on meeee." drawled the Chief.
Not mollified, Cindy said "Bettina did make one exceptionally accurate statement." She looked straight at me and said "October 29th is going to be a very memorable day indeed, when the Bulldogs pound the Wildcats into the Memorial Stadium turf!"
"Time will tell." I replied. "That's why they play the games..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome, to Fox University Sunrise!" said lovely blonde Catrina Pierce at 8:00am, Monday, October 3rd, sitting on the sofa in the KFXU studios and showing off her lovely legs. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Lisa Fillmore. And we'll have Priya Ajmani on soon. Good morning, Lisa."
"Good morning, Catrina." said the even lovelier blonde, sitting on the same sofa and showing off her lovely legs. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news."
Alison McFarland's photo of me in the 'Never Again' pullover sweater was shown as Lisa said "Commander Donald Troy and about one thousand people rose up to defend the Jewish Center and really all of the University from Hamas-organized, increasingly violent anti-Israel protests on Campus."
Catrina said "Let's go to Priya Ajmani for more. Priya!"
"That's right, Catrina!" said the gorgeous Indian reporterette from the southwest corner of Courthouse Square. "Fox Eight News has learned that Hamas member Harām Ibn al-Ahira was on the University campus, organizing students in their massive protests last week. He was arrested by the FBI after a traffic stop, and has revealed many details about the operation, including names of people he worked with."
Priya: "Additionally, sources have revealed to Fox Eight News that the protesters were not peaceful, but were increasingly violent. On Friday night, they were moving to attack the Jewish Student Center and Synagogue, put a sign on it renaming it the 'Palestinian Student Center', physically harm any Jewish students they could find, and ultimately burn down the Jewish Center and Synagogue. Back to you, Catrina and Lisa!"
"Thank you, Priya!" said Lisa. "As we now know, the increasingly violent protesters found themselves opposed by a pro-Jewish group, led by Commander Donald Troy. Wearing a shirt with a yellow Star of David like the ones Nazis forced Jews to wear in the concentration camps, but with the words 'Never Again', the Iron Crowbar led the defense of the Jewish Center."
Catrina: "State Police and activated National Guardsmen got between the two groups, and proceeded to arrest the increasingly violent protesters. Cleaning crews came in to dispose of the arrested protesters's encampments and prepare the campus for the game against Eastern State."
Lisa: "And now we go back to ace reporter Priya Ajmani with a very special guest. Priya!"
"That's right, Lisa." Priya said in a normal voice as she sat in one of the comfortable chairs in the Police Department Interview Room. "We are honored to have with us Commander Donald Troy."
Yep. Priya had rushed over after her last report, as I'd agreed to be interviewed. As the camera panned out to show me in the other chair, wearing my Duty Dress jacket, Priya said "Thank you for giving us some time today, Commander."
"Glad to be with you, Priya." I said.
Priya: "We know you are a law enforcement Officer sworn to protect and serve, so for you to stop the violent protesters from attacking the Jewish Center. But with the Holocaust Star of David you were wearing, and your Israeli Airborne Wings, which you earned some time ago, what you did Friday night seemed... personal. Can you tell us why?"
"Sure." I replied. "I've been really disturbed by what I'm seeing in this country and around the world. It was Hamas that attacked Israel on October 7th, killing over 1000 people and taking over 200 hostages. Yet the American Mainstream Media and the World Media take Hamas's side, portray the terrorists as the victims, and fully support the calls for Antisemitism if not worse on our campuses and indeed everywhere."
Me: "It disturbs me that Harvard University chose to give up two billion dollars, that's billion with a 'b', in Government grants rather than agree to stop Antisemitism on their campus. It disturbs me that Jews have been attacked and even murdered on our streets here in America, and the Media takes up the Antisemitic side."
Me: "I lost ancestors in the Holocaust, and some of my direct family barely avoided being wiped out. I have family in Israel now(!). And I know that I will stand up to Forces of Hatred that desire to annihilate the Jews of Israel and around the World in a Second Holocaust, so that the murder of millions of Jews does not happen again. Never again...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After the interview, as the technical crew was wrapping up, Priya thanked me for doing the interview. Then she very quietly said "I cannot wait to suck your big cock again."
"And take every inch into your tight pussy, I hope." I replied. The bug-killer was most definitely 'on'.
Afterwards, as the KFXU team left, I went back into Police Headquarters and to the Main Conference Room, where the Sheriff, Chief, my three Angels, and FBI SAC Jack Muscone had been watching.
"Good interviewwww." drawled the Chief as I was taking my seat.
Before I could thank him, Cindy said "So maybe not all the Media is bad, eh?" (Canadian 'eh', there.)
"Even a blind squirrel finds an acorn once in a while." I replied. "But KFXU is better than most."
Tanya said with a huge grin: "We are not fooled. We could all see Priya looking at you like she wanted to get up and jump your bones right then and there!"
"Yeah, I'm jealous of you." Cindy pouted (not really) amidst the laughter.
"Your message was well stated, Crowbar." growled Sheriff Griswold. "I just hope it's going to be received by the People."
"We shall see." I said. "Time will tell..."
Part 10 - Aftermath
Monday, October 17th. The Sheriff, Chief, Me, my three Angels, Jack Muscone, Julius Jefferson, and Tracy Stone gathered in the Main Conference Room
at Police Headquarters to solve the world's problems... well, to figure out where we stood on things.
Tanya said "The good news is that last Monday, the 10th, we finished the process of firing Sergeant Andrew Prince, including notifying the Union. The official reason was making unauthorized personal trips with the Police Department's helicopter, paid for with the Police Department's money. So far, there has not been a peep out of KXTC, KFXU, or any other Media outlets, nor questions from them about it."
The Sheriff asked "Do they not know? Or are they holding it back until just before the Election on November 8th?"
I said "Early voting starts today. Last week would have been the time to bring it out, if they want to hurt you, Sheriff. Of course, Democrats tend to vote early and Republicans later, so they could still hold back, but I don't know why they would."
"But they do have it." Cindy said. "My secret source, who shall remain nameless but her initials are (P)riya (A)jmani, told me that KFXU has had the story since the day Prince was arrested, but no real details on it."
I said "And my secret source, who likewise shall remain nameless but her initials are (A)lison (M)cFarland, told me that she has known about it, and why, since he was arrested. She hasn't reported on it because she's been working on an exposé of Jeffrey Ferguson and his high-powered connections, and figured the proof about Prince will come out in due time."
"But what about the Enemy, that being KXTC?" Teresa asked.
"No, at least we don't think so." Tracy Stone said. "What I do know is that Dr. Carmela has been rabidly furious that the State Patrol didn't arrest you guys, especially you, Commander Troy. He's been on the phone constantly to Media contacts, trying to get them to concentrate their reporting on you. I would think that if Bettina had something, she'd have said something."
"Maybe, maybe not." I replied. "Bettina is smart in a crafty kind of way, and Amber is not smart but crafty, as well. They wouldn't waste huge information like that on Carmela, who they despise almost as much as we do. So, Jack... what did you guys come up with on all this?"
Muscone said "Julius has been handling Prince for me, and Tracy has been racking up the info on Carmela and the protesters, and all the juicy money connections. Julius?"
Julius Jefferson said "Prince is not talking. We're just trying to figure out what kind of plea deal we can offer him to turn on Ferguson, but without offering too much. But he and his lawyer are maintaining that we don't have anything on him, which we all know is a crock."
Cindy asked "Would us locals filing charges against him help you?"
"I don't know." said Muscone. "If you do, a Federal Judge like Ruth B. Taney might use it as an excuse to drop the Federal charges. And his lawyer is going to push to have your charges dropped before even discussing a Federal immunity agreement."
"On the other hand," Jefferson said, "it might show him and his lawyer that he has an insurmountable mountain to climb if he has to fight both Federal and State charges, and cause them to play ball with us."
"What would Paulina (Patterson) say?" Teresa asked.
"To overcharge." I replied. "Then potentially cut back if a Jury thinks you're piling on. In this case, she is eager to file the charges as soon as we give her the green light."
Teresa said "I'd like to know if Prince had any connection to Sergeant Clarke's burned out car."
"Good thought." I said. "And I would also like to know if he had any connection with the Smooth White Boys... or with Dean Allen or Bob Gold..."
Part 11 - Epilogue
"First they came for the socialists, and I did not speak out--because I was not a socialist.
Then they came for the trade unionists, and I did not speak out--because I was not a trade unionist.
Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out--because I was not a Jew.
Then they came for me--and there was no one left to speak for me."

--Martin Niemöller, circa 1945.
4:00am, Tuesday, October 18th. Only one lamp bathed my office at Police Headquarters in its dim light as I worked on my whiteboard, the same one I'd used when tracking the Consultant of Crime, Pastor Raymond Westboro.


At the top I had written in a box 'Consultant 2.0'. Lines went out to 'Andrew Prince?'. 'Bob Gold/SWB', and 'KXTC/Amber'. I sat in my comfortable Command Chair and stared at the whiteboard, deep in thought.
A sound in the hallway brought me out of it. I closed and locked the whiteboard just as Cindy Ross came to my door. I had her come in and said she could turn on the light, but she chose to just make coffee for us, then sit down in the near-side hot chair.
"What brings you here, ma cousine?" I asked.
Cindy said "I couldn't sleep, so I got on up and came to my office at City Hall to catch up on paperwork. I park here at Police HQ, and when I pulled in I saw your SUV and decided to open a formal investigation. So whassup witchoo?"
I didn't say anything out loud, but thought to myself that if I could open Cindy's iPhone, I'd find a text from one Carole Diana Troy alerting Cindy to me coming here. Instead, I said "I'm just getting my mental ducks in a row about things. A lot is going on... which begs the question: what is making you lose sleep tonight?."
"Tbh, it's the Andrew Prince situation." Cindy replied, and truthfully, I could tell. "I'm worried about what KXTC is going to do with it, and when they're going to spring it on us. They could really hurt the Sheriff with that stuff with the Elections coming up."
"Especially the way they embellish if not outright fabricate things." I said agreeably. "But you shouldn't worry about it."
"Why not?" she said, then caught the vibe. "Okay, Swami, what do you think they're going to do?"
"Nothing." I said. "They're going to bury it completely."
Cindy started and pitched forward, and her eyes just about bugged out of her head like a Bugs Bunny cartoon. "What?! Why not?" she gasped.
"It's too big." I replied. "Andrew Prince is connected to Jeffrey Ferguson, who has some big-time connections. US Senator Eliza Warner, for openers. If KXTC brings it out, that's a massive cat being let out of the bag. And if they try to put out just part of it to hurt me or the Sheriff, then I'll be right there putting out the full story. If they try to kill me, Alison McFarland has it and is working on getting the deep stuff now."
"Wow." Cindy said. "Here we go again. Like the Days of Westboro, when our lives were on a knife's edge. But this time... I have kids, Don. And so do you."
"It'll be okay." I said reassuringly. "This time, we have advantages---"
*CHIME!*
It was an email. I recognized the code name of the sender, and was about to open it.
"Be careful, Don." Cindy admonished. "There's a photo in it. I don't want you unintentionally getting that filthy stuff Andrew Prince was sending and receiving, then KXTC saying you're the dirtbag."
"Right you are." I said. "I'll check it on the security software..." The software let me peek inside without having to open the email. "No, it's not a problem." I concluded.
I opened the email, and Cindy and I looked at it together. The photo was the one Alison McFarland had taken of me on the Old Quad, a photo that would earn Alison a Pulitzer prize. Underneath the photo were words in the French language:
"Au nom du Mossad et des 55e Parachutistes, je te remercie, mon petit frère."
I translated: "On behalf of the Mossad and the 55th Paratroopers, I thank you, little brother." Then I said "It would seem my dear sister, your dear cousin, heard about our exploits that night."
Cindy said "And now the Israeli Mossad and the 55th Paras are happy with you. But 'dear sister' might get a lot less happy if and when she hears that her son was with us."
"No, she'd understand." I said, and then my voice trailed off.
Yes, she'd understand. The threats to the Jews in Israel and around the World are as existential today as they were in Germany in the 1930s and 40s. And she was right now over there right behind the front lines, in Israel.
In the 1930s, it might've been hard for citizens to speak up, and many tried and died for it, but the German churches and the Roman Catholic Church were silent. Governments, including those of America and the United Kingdom, that knew what was happening said nothing. Newspapers were silent.
Not now. Not here. And not me.
When I was standing there, and then leading our group forward, I felt for the first time in my life that what we were doing was truly above me, that I was a mere drop of water in a huge ocean, that if I died that night nothing might change, and the threat to the Jews could still come to fruition.
But the one thing about that photo, which Carole had seen, which Cindy was seeing, and that I was seeing, was that failure to act would cost me my soul.
It was bigger than me, but for the same reason American soldiers fought World War Two at the ground level, barely aware of the strategies much above them. I knew that what I was doing was right. And it was not insignificant, especially if we won.
And while History has apparently not been learned, and threatens to be repeated, it'll have to do so over my voice and my actions. And maybe this time, one voice might make the difference. Because we are not going back. We are not going down without a fight. And we are standing up in the name and spirit of those two words, those two simple words that mean so much...
Never again.
Finis.
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Part 1 - Prologue
Friday, September 9th. Large quantities of Police Officers were at the Cop Bar, and large quantities of beer, pizza, and buffalo wings were being consumed. The Sheriff had every Public Safety Officer with a star on his or her shoulders in the back 'Command Room', and at least he was buying the pizza in exchange for me having to socialize with some of them. Well, I get along with most of them, but the platinum blonde with the green crowbar? smh...
Meanwhile, Teresa Croyle had commandeered a table on the patio outside. The weather was showing the slightest hints of the approaching winter as the wind picked up. She had been talking to her Precinct Captains and Lieutenants at the table next to hers when Vice Lieutenant Micah Rudistan came outside, and she invited him to her table for a chat.
After talking about their kids, Teresa said "So, Micah, what do you want to do when you grow up? Besides the Chief's chair?"
"Uh oh!" Rudistan said with a mischievous grin.
"What?" Teresa asked.
"Aw, I've been expecting you or Commander Troy to ask that for a while now." Rudistan said. "Thr scuttlebutt is that y'all want to shake things up, including the Vice leadership. And I suspect Captain Michaels wants me out, as well."
Teresa said "If she does, she hasn't said a word to me about it. And seriously, I'm only asking in this setting to get an idea of what you want for your future." Then she added: "I can't read minds like the Iron Crowbar and the Green Crowbar can."
Rudistan laughed heartily at that, then said "Unseriously, then, I'm happy with what I'm doing now, but I'm not really a paperwork kind of guy. I can do the paperwork, but I'm an action man at heart. Sometimes I miss being on the Street, making busts and stuff."
"I hear you." Teresa said. "I felt the same way when I was Vice Leader. And I loved leading raids and drug busts... and then the Iron Crowbar threatened to chain me to a desk if I got any more Purple Orders."
"And I'd help him, ma'am." Rudistan replied. "I don't want to see you get hurt anymore, either."
"Aww, thanks." Teresa said, touched by his sentiment. "So, your future plans include?..."
"I guess I could go to Captain Michaels's old job: SWAT Leader." Rudistan said with a jovial grin, then added: "I'm just kidding. Too much testosterone in that group. And I don't have even one Airborne jump, not to mention as many as those guys have, so I don't have any street cred with them."
"Heh." said Teresa, nodding vigorously in agreement. "I know what you mean. Well, Commander Troy won't demote either of us and put us in Vice as Detectives, as much fun as that would be. But I know that despite the rumors, both he and Captain Michaels think a lot of you, street cred notwithstanding, And he is thinking of your future in positive terms."
"Just don't give me Physical Properties." Rudistan said, a smile on his face but a softness in his voice that connoted seriousness.
"No worries." Teresa said. "That would truly be a waste of your considerable talents. But you wouldn't do it even for a promotion to Captain?"
"No ma'am." said Rudistan. "That's a job for someone nearing retirement, or someone in Personnel & Records or Administration. Otherwise, it's considered almost a demotion, even if it's a promotion..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
In the main back room, Claire Michaels, Julia Rodriguez, and Kerry Ambrose were sharing plates of nachos and beer. Claire directed that ranks were off, and the women had open and frank discussions about their favorite subject: men.
"I don't know what it is." Julia said. "Guys on this Police Force would ask me out for coffee all the time when I was in the Precinct working for Captain (Susan) Weston. But as soon as I became a Detective? That dried up like grapes turned to raisins. It's almost like they're scared of me now."
Kerry said "When I was out in California, it was the same way. What they call 'men' there either thought the women were all lesbians or trannys -or- they were scared to death we'd file a sexual harassment complaint on the spot."
Claire said "That's true about California, especially the disgustingly low quality of the men there. But I advise against dating co-workers. I dated Hugh Hewitt before I went to California, and my breakup with him was a big reason I left. He's a good guy and all, but it was just... awkward."
"Speaking of Hugh Hewitt, and since we're talking freely," Julia said fearlessly, "are the rumors true that Lieutenant Rudistan and Captain Hewitt are going to be removed from their current jobs?"
"First I'm hearing about it." Claire said, visibly shocked. "And I especially don't know why you'd hear that about Rudistan. I haven't said nor even thought a word about replacing him as Vice Leader. Who's telling you that stuff?"
Kerry said "It's been the 'water cooler' talk for a while now."
Julia said "To be candidly honest, it sounds like someone deliberately planted the rumors, either to get reaction -or- to make those things end up happening."
Kerry added "I wouldn't be shocked if Rudistan himself started it. He does a good job as Vice Leader, but he likes paperwork about as much as Roark and I do." Everyone chuckled.
"And Hugh... Hewitt?" Claire asked, adding his last name as she realized his first name had come out a little too 'familiar-ly'.
"Let's ask him now." said Julia as she observed Hugh and Jerome Davis coming towards them, bringing nachos snd beer. "Hi guys."
"Mind if we join you?" Jerome asked.
"Sure, we'll help you drink that beer." said Claire.
"Ranks are off, though." Julia said.
"Wouldn't have it any other way." said Hugh. "Soooo, how's it going in Detective Branch?"
"Good." said Claire. "I can't give details, but things are about to pop in Vice." Julia and Kerry looked a little pensive, as Claire was not practicing good 'opsec' (operational security).
"Not a lot going on in MCD, though." said Kerry, to deflect from Vice. "I guess the criminals are watching college football games and the baseball pennant races."
"How's it going in the Precinct?" asked Julia, to further take the conversation into 'safer' channels.
Hugh replied "That business about the cooked Patrol cruiser and the I.A. investigation got a lot of our rank-and-file Officers agitated. Everybody feels like someone's watching over their shoulders."
"They're probably right." said Claire. "I.A. probes can really be annoying."
Jerome said "It's more than that, though. I mean, everyone knows Commander Troy is a (Wildcat School) graduate, and they're our University's biggest rival. But until now, it hasn't been anything more than typical sports banter. But this year? I've heard guys openly and seriously saying they think he's trying to bust Lawrence Watson because Watson is our best chance to beat the Wildcats and win a National Championship. It's crazy."
Claire said "Well, if Watson is driving drunk, it's not Commander Troy they need to worry about. Commander Croyle really hates drunk drivers after one killed her sister and Dean Allen killed that family."
"Yes, and she's letting me hear about it." said Captain Hewitt. "She wants answers on what's going on with what she calls the 'Police Protection Racket' for Watson, and I have no answers to give her. And that reminds me... Claire, can I talk to you alone for a minute?"
"Sure." a surprised Claire said. They got up with beer mugs in hand to go to another table.
Kerry said to Jerome: "By the way, sir, there is some stuff going on in MCD. We've been monitoring the University. Some student groups are starting to demonstrate more frequently over the War in Gaza. It's not bad like those Ivy League schools last Spring, at least not yet, but we're keeping tabs on it..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Thanks for letting me talk to you." said Hugh as they settled into the small two-person table in the very back corner.
"Sure." Claire said. "What's up?"
Hugh said "I value your opinion and advice very much, and you may actually be in a position to help me." After a pause, he said "I... I'm thinking about applying for early retirement, or a transfer to the Sheriff's Department."
"Why?!" Claire asked, total shock in her voice. "You've got one of the best jobs on the Police Force!"
"I know." Hugh said. "And I know I'm damned lucky to be a Captain, much less a Precinct commander. And I would hate like hell to disappoint Commander Troy after the faith he's put in me. But I'm starting to get that 'been there, done that' feeling. And I don't like being de facto on call practically every minute of the night, as well."
"I hear you." said Claire, knowing what the real bottom line was for Hugh. "Would you be okay with me bringing this up with Commander Troy? And where should I tell him you would like to go?"
"Yeah, you can talk to him, if you think it'd help." Hugh said. "I do have one idea, though for some reason there's a stigma attached to it. That's Captain of Physical Properties."
"There's a lot more responsibility with that job than most people realize, even though you're not in charge of a lot of people." Claire said. "But you're right, it's a day job, and you won't be on call. And you'll have Commander Muscone over you instead of Commander Croyle... which I suspect is one reason you're willing to make the transfer."
Hugh grinned and said "With observations and deductions like that, somebody ought to make you Captain of Detectives..."
Part 2 - Crowbar Chess
9:00am, Monday, September 12th. "Come on in, Captain." I said as my lovely assistant Helena French opened the door to admit Claire Michaels. "Thank you, Helena." My lovely assistant took the cue and closed the door behind her as she exited and retreated to her desk.
Teresa was in the far-side 'hot seat' in front of my desk, and I had Claire sit in the near-side seat. I said "You wanted to talk to me, Captain, and I think I know what it's about. Do you have any objections to Commander Croyle sitting in with us?"
"No sir." Claire replied. "In fact, it's better that she's here. I have something additional to my original request, and it will affect her directly."
"Ah, you mean Captain Hewitt's desire for a change of scenery." I said.
"What?!" Teresa gasped. "He wants to give up being 1st Precinct Captain?"
"Allow me." I said to Claire as she was about to answer. To Teresa I said "Hugh has been Precinct Captain for a good while now. The job can be stressful, especially with the Iron Wolf as his direct boss---"
"He must not realize how lucky he is." Teresa interjected with just the right amount of cattiness.
"Oh, he does, ma'am." Claire said. "He does. And you're right, sir. He doesn't want to disappoint you after the trust and confidence you showed in him after the Black Widow incident, but he needs... to step back from the front lines." (Author's note: 'Case of the Black Widow', Ch. 05.)
"And the other thing you wanted to discuss is Lieutenant Rudistan." I said. Teresa's eyes widened a bit, then she gave what was for her a slight smile, remembering my prediction of just days before. (Author's note: 'One Jump Chump', Ch. 03.)
"Yes sir." said Claire. "He's doing just fine as Vice Leader, but I'd like to make a change now, before we really get into bringing down the Smooth White Boys. To be candidly honest, I'm a little disappointed that more has not been done about them."
"No, don't feel that way." I admonished. "They're a tough nut to crack. But I generally agree with you about making this change. So! Where do you want me to put Rudistan, and with whom should we replace him?"
"There's a space in 1st Precinct now, if Hewitt vacates his spot." Teresa said.
"Yes there is, and you and I will discuss all that later." I said. "So who do you want to lead Vice, and why?... and 'Commander Croyle' is not an option."
"Darn." Teresa muttered out loud.
Claire smiled briefly, then said "J.J. Perry. He's been doing a good bit of Rudistan's paperwork already, he can't go into the field anymore, but it would be criminal to waste all his experience. And I think he's got the leadership skills to do the job."
"I entirely agree. Let's gather Commander Muscone and the Chief, and hash this out..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Come on in, Misterrrr Hewitt!" Chief Moynahan said, his voice seeming to boom in the space of the Main Conference Room. "Have a seat next to Mizzz Perlman, there."
The Chief was in his normal chair at the end of the table closest to the door. I was in my usual seat next to the Chief, to his left on the far side. Tanya was in her wheelchair to the Chief's right, just in front of the door. Hugh took his seat next to her.
The Chief said "First, Captain Hewitt, I want to compliment you and express my appreciation for the excellent job you have done as 1st Precinct Captain. It's a tough job, and you've done it well for a pretty long time now."
Chief Moynahan: "But Commander Troy will confirm what I'm telling you now: in the Army, company commands and battalion commands are usually about 18-24 months, and rarely over that time. Soooo, we are thinking about your future. Commander Troy?"
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "And I share the Chief's gratitude for the work you've done, not only as Precinct Captain, but in everything you've done before that. And with that stellar résumé, you are certainly a candidate for even higher roles, and we're going to make you an offer to add to it. Commander Muscone?"
"Thank you, sir." said Tanya. "Hugh, I'd like to offer you the position of Captain of Physical Properties. It's not like the Fire Department post of Installation Commander, but its a lot more important job than most people realize. You're not in direct charge of very many people, like you are as Precinct Captain, but you'll be in charge of every piece of property from buildings and cars to bullets and billy sticks. You'll also be overseeing the Motor Pool, and though the PMO is still in direct charge of it, he'll be answering to you. And you'll be working closely with me on the Official Inventory List (OIL)."
I said "I do want to make clear that if you want to stay where you are as Precinct Captain, you can do so, and we won't make a change there. But if you do take it, you're punching a ticket that can take you higher. If they ever merge our County with Coltrane and Nextdoor Counties, you might get that so-far-unused Major slot over all the Precinct facilities."
Tanya added "And you may even be considered to be my replacement when that time comes. No promises there, but a possibility."
"I'm sure you'll need some time to think about it..." said the Chief.
"No sir, I don't." Hugh said. "I accept. I've been thinking about making a change, and while I don't want to disappoint Commander Troy, who saved my career and has been good to me, even if this is a bit of a demotion prestige-wise, it'll be good for me, too."
"It's not a demotion, and I'm not disappointed at all." I said. "In fact, if you're okay with us inviting Commander Croyle to go with us, we'd like to take you to lunch in appreciation for your service as Precinct Captain."
"After we sign the written offer sheet." said Tanya, ever the Admin Chief...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
After a delicious lunch at the Cop Bar, we put Phase 2 of 'Crowbar Chess' into play.
Lieutenant Jerome Davis and Senior Sergeant Roy McGhillie were in MCD, their old haunts, chatting with the Detectives. They were told that they would be called into a meeting with Commander Croyle, and they were waiting for it.
"Any idea what it's about?" Julia Rodriguez asked.
"No." said Jerome. "It must be something big, though. Commander Croyle usually goes to the Precincts for meetings, and she usually finds every speck of dust we didn't clean up while she's there. To have her call us here, and especially Roy to come with me... it must be big."
Teddy Parker said "I saw Captain Hewitt here earlier this morning, and he went to lunch with Commanders Troy, Muscone and Croyle, and the Chief.
"Ohhhhhh..." Roark Coleman. When all eyes turned to him, he said "This is just a wild-ass guess..."
"We never have any of those around here, now do we?" Julia interjected. Everyone laughed, including Roark.
"Well, just saying." Roark said. "I was thinking that if Captain Hewitt leaves his position, then you guys are up for promotions."
"Won't be me." said Roy McGhillie. "I haven't taken the Lieutenant's Exam."
"Yet!" replied Julia. "Roark, I like your idea, but where would Captain Hewitt go? He's not retiring early, is he?"
"Physical Properties." said Roark. "It's the only place I can think of."
Just then Claire Michaels came in, with Rudistan in tow. "Okay, guys, let's go. They're waiting for us."
She led the way into the Main Conference Room. Seated inside were the Chief at the near end of the table, me to his left, and Teresa Croyle to my left. Claire came on around and sat to Teresa's left.
"Sit down, gentlemen." said the Chief. Rudistan sat next to the Chief, Jerome to his right, and Roy to Jerome's right. As they settled themselves into their chairs, the Chief said "We have some big noozzz for all of you. Commander?"
It was actually Commander Croyle he was calling on and who spoke next. She said "Mr. Rudistan, we cannot have "Chairborne Strangers' in our Vice Squad. So you are being asked to accept a transfer, to 1st Precinct Lieutenant."
"Uh, ma'am, don't we already have one of those?" Rudistan asked, his eyes darting towards Jerome.
"Nothing says we can't have more than one." Teresa said, which was a true statement. "But you're right. We don't need more than one right now." Teresa looked over to me.
I tried to make my voice sound solemn as I said "And that means you'll have to be reassigned, Mr. Davis. You're going to be something I never was... a Captain in the Town & County Police Force."
"Really?" Jerome said as his initial shock gave way to a grin. "Er, doing what?"
"Looking a gift horse in the mouth, apparently." Teresa said with just that right amount of cattiness that only she could deliver.
I chuckled, then said "You'll be 1st Precinct Captain, of course. Captain Hewitt is taking the 'lateral promotion' to Captain of Physical Properties. But wait! there's more. Rudistan, you're officially the Precinct Lieutenant, and you've been 2nd Precinct Lieutenant before. But you're going to still be doing a lot with Vice, which we'll talk about later."
"Roy," I said to McGhillie, "you've been doing a great job as Senior Sergeant, and we're going to need you to not only continue that, but to do a lot of Rudistan's job while he's on Vice missions. And I know you can handle that, or we wouldn't ask you to take on the extra duty."


"If I may, sir." Teresa said. "Roy, this can and will move you to the front of the line for promotions and opportunities, if you want them. And I know that you and Lieutenant... soon to be Captain... Davis have worked well together and will continue to do so."
"Why haven't you taken the Lieutenant's Exam, Sergeant?" I asked.
"Uh, well sir, I guess the only excuse I have is a baby at home." Roy stammered.
"Good answer." I said. "But think about taking it."
"Yezzz." agreed the Chief. "O-kayyyy. Congratulations to you all. You can go." Davis, Rudistan, and McGhillie wasted no time acting upon that invitation.
"I wonder what his real reason is for not taking the exam." Teresa said. "If I may speak a forbidden truth here: Lieutenant isn't that much harder than Sergeant, especially Senior Sergeant, and it's better pay."
"Yezzz." said Chief Moynahan. "But I saw a lot of Noncommissioned Officers in the Army that were outstanding Sergeants, but would've been lousy Commissioned Officers."
"I agree, Chief." I said. And Roy knows his limits, as well as what he really wants in his life..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
4:00pm, Monday, September 12th. Just one more 'duty' to perform.
Chief Moynahan, Lt. Commander Croyle, Captain Michaels and I went into the Vice Room, followed by the MCD Detectives and Intel personnel. Having been notified by Captain Michaels, all of the Vice Squad members (including Rudistan) were present.
"We are here to announce that Lieutenant Rudistan has been banished to 1st Precinct." I called out. Everyone exchanged looks of surprise, if not outright shock, and those who looked at Rudistan saw him grinning mischievously.
Chief Moynahan drawled "We need a new Vice Leader, and I'm pleeezzed to offerrrr the job to Loo-tennant.... 'Ice Cube' Perrrry!"
Everyone applauded 'Ice Cube', who did not show surprise, partially because he knew it was coming, and he'd accepted my invitation to the post.
A cake was brought in, and we had a little on-the-spot party. Everyone talked until the Chief and I took our leave and went back to our respective offices. A few minutes later, Teresa came into my office and sat down at my hand-gesture invitation.
"Well, that was a fun and busy day." Teresa said. "Think we're ready for 'Operation Smoothie' now?"
"Good name for it." I said, and indeed, 'Operation SMOOTHIE' would become the name of the operation to take down the Smooth White Boys. I continued: "And yes, while we needed to make those changes anyway, I think we're in good shape to begin planning for the operation..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The party moved to the Cop Bar after work, and the owner 'Pops' did not complain about the rare busy Monday.
On the outside deck, Captain Hugh Hewitt was treating Lieutenant(P) Jerome Davis and Roy McGhillie to nachos and beer, with Jerome opting for Cherry Coca-Cola Zero instead, to thank them for their work for him over the past months and years. Some minutes later, they were joined by Lieutenant Micah Rudistan. Ranks were off while at the table.
"I do have one question, Hugh." Jerome said. "You don't have to answer it if you don't want to."
"Shoot." Hugh said.
Jerome asked "Did you want to transfer to Physical Properties, or did they make you? And if you wanted to, why?"
Hewitt said "They asked, but I put out some backchannel 'feelers' that I was ready for a change. And I'll tell you why, but I'd appreciate it if it stays here between just us."
Everyone nodded agreement, and Hugh said "I'd been feeling worn down for a while, especially about having to be on call all the time. I'd drink some wine with dinner, then hope and pray I didn't get a 3.a.m. phone call. And every so often, I would get that call."
Hugh: "But what really cemented it for me was that patrol cruiser fire. Commander Croyle was calling that Monday asking if our vehicles were accounted for. I didn't even know what was going on, and I'm sure she thought I was sitting there with my thumb up my ass. And then we found out it was Sergeant Clarke's vehicle, and Commander Croyle was all over me again, asking for answers and details that I just did not have."
Hugh: "And then came the I.A. investigation. And there were insinuations that I was part of that group protecting Lawrence Watson. I had nothing to do with it... I'd arrest him myself if I caught him driving drunk... but as the Precinct commander, it's on me to be responsible for what my Officers do, and Commander Croyle made sure I knew it, especially with her own special hatred of drunk drivers."
"So I hope you don't think less of me for it," Hugh finished up, "but I wanted out. And when they offered me Physical Properties I grabbed it, even knowing the stigma about it. And Commander Perlman and I were Detectives together in the days before Commander Troy got here, and I can work with her. So... it was an easy decision for me."
Jerome said "Don't worry about the so-called stigma, no matter what Rudistan says." Rudistan grinned as Jerome continued: "You were a Detective, in SWAT, did well in the Police Boxing Matches, and led a Precinct. You may be the only guy who could take that job without being looked down upon."
"Yeah." Rudistan said. "Like Spock said to Captain Kirk: 'Only Nixon could go to China.'!"
"And it's a lot bigger and better job than most people realize." McGhillie said, then to Rudistan said "I wanted to ask you, sir, what is this Vice operation that's going down?"
Rudistan said "I could tell you, but then I'd have to kill you." That got some banter going among them, then Rudistan said "Seriously, don't ask, and if others ask, shut them down, too. It really is 'need to know', and we really want no talking about it..."
Part 3 - Ominous Clouds
Tuesday, September 13th. Me, I'm enough of a fan to remember that September 13th, 1999 was the day the moon and Moonbase Alpha, under the leadership of Commander John Koenig, were torn out of Earth's orbit and hurled into outer space.
Back to Crowbar reality: At 9:00am, the Chief had me and Teresa come to the Main Conference Room. Already there were the Chief and Deputy Chief Muscone in their usual places. As we took our usual places, three persons came in behind us: SBI-DTD Agent Lorena Rose, DEA Special Agent Kevin Pitts, and FBI Special Agent In Charge Jack Muscone. Muscone sat next to his wife, Pitts next to him, and Lorena Rose past Pitts.
After a discussion of other things (Author's note: 'Never Again', Ch. 01.), the Chief said "I bee-lieeeve that while Commander Troy has you here, he wants to ask you about sone thingggs."
"Thank you, Chief." I said. "Soooo.... I hope you guys have some news for me about Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard." Muscone looked at the others.
"Mostly negative news, sir." said Lorena Rose, who didn't have to call me 'sir' but did so out of habit, as she was a former TCPD Detective. "I made inquiries, both informal and formal, and can confirm that the SBI had and has no operations involving the Smooth White Boys, and we have no knowledge of any Federal operations regarding them. If those two were undercover, they weren't our guys."
Kevin Pitts said "I can say definitively only that my inquiries have been stonewalled. Let me explain. Weeks ago, when you first asked, I went through (air quotes) 'channels', and they told me they'd check and get back to me. A few days later I asked again, and they said they'd check and get back to me. Same thing the third time I asked, and I said that was what they told me the last two times I asked."
Pitts: "After a week, I started asking through backchannels and unofficial 'sources'. What I got was that there had been some operation, but it had ended. I could get no further details about it from anywhere, but no one has told me to shut up and stop asking."
I glanced at Muscone and read his face. "Jack? Spill it." I said.
Jack said "I have confirmed from some very confidential and reliable sources that there was an operation, that Sandstone and Gerard were informants on the payroll, and that they were beginning to make inroads when they were murdered."
"Sooooo," drawled the Chief, "why can't we get confirmation of the operation, and perhaps in-for-may-shunnn from the op that could help uzzz?"
"I don't know." Jack said. "Since they're dead, you'd think it wouldn't be such a secret thing anymore. Maybe they're protecting others still embedded with the idea of trying again."
"Nooooo, that's not it." I said as I came out of a mini-reverie. As all eyes turned to me, I said "Rhonda Huntington and Randy Luna murdered Sarah and Geoff, then were found murdered themselves. It is possible that whoever was running the op captured Luna and Huntington, tortured them to find out who if anyone sent them to kill Sarah and Geoff, then murdered them. So they are keeping the operation itself under wraps even though it's over, in order to protect whoever murdered Rhonda and Randy."
"That's pretty shitty." Teresa said. I saw fleeting anger cross Jack's face at her words.
"So who do you think Luna and Huntington were working for?" Jack asked angrily.
"There's three possible answers." I said quickly, to rescue my Angel. "One is 'nobody', that it was a crime of opportunity, for lack of a better term. Another is the Smooth White Boys themselves. And last is some other agency, an outside person or group... which is rapidly becoming my belief."
"I get that. Your idea that they're keeping it under wraps to protect Luna and Huntington's killers, that is." Kevin Pitts said. "My counter to that is to ask why the original operation has been so completely hidden. There should be some archival record of it, either through the IADC or internally."
Pitts: "And why bother, even if they did torture and kill them? That's backroom stuff that we're never going to hear about, much less prove. Seems tamping it all down is an unnecessary overprecaution, to coin a phrase." No one laughed or even chuckled at the lame joke.
Teresa said "Because it happened in the Iron Crowbar's County. And because he saw the Luna-Huntington crime scene." She turned to me and said "And Deputy Ross is not going to like what this means." I nodded. Everyone else except Tanya looked confused. She knew 'Consultant 2.0' was on our minds.
"Keep making deductions like that that," I said, "and someone will make you Vice Squad Leader."
"Don't you threaten her!" Tanya said with a grin. A red crowbar was waved in Tanya's general direction.
I said "Okayyyyy... tell me about Marquis Swift. I kept hearing his name, but I no longer do."
Lorena said "He's real, and we've been working on him. He's been working out of Benning County... oh, excuse me, Moore County, and may be creating pipelines into Southport. Why they were saying he was working up here, I don't know."
I said "Obviously a thin smokescreen, and one that could not possibly hold up. And I commend your attention to the fact we haven't heard anything about him since Sandstone and Gerard were murdered and Huntington and Luna were found dead."
"Yes sir, we noticed that." Lorena said. "But we're putting that down to the deaths up here being over and done with, and Swift wanting to stay away from here lest he gets the Iron Crowbar's attention. He is coming up on our radars elsewhere."
"Smartest thing he's ever done." Teresa said. "Staying out of the Iron Crowbar's way."
The meeting ended soon afterward, Lorena and Claire Michaels went out to lunch together, and the Chief and Cindy went to lunch with Pitts and the Muscones. I'd begged off, but Teresa 'forced' me to walk to Courthouse Square with her and support a local business with purchases of sub sandwiches.
As we walked, I noticed a lot more Bulldogs decorations in the stores than in the past, and pictures of Lawrence Watson adorned the walls of them. As we ate at one of the sidewalk tables, I noticed many passersby wearing Bulldogs and University-colors clothing.
Teresa noticed, too. "There's a lahhhhht of excitement about the football team." she said.
"Yeah." I said, lost in thought.
Teresa took it as dispiritedness about my School's rival doing so well. "They're excited about finally getting a win over the Wildcats. Has that got you worried?"
"Worried? No." I replied. "It is what it is on that." After a moment, I added "I was thinking more of the Sandstone-Gerard case, and the Smooth White Boys."
"You're thinking it's more than just your typical drug gang situation?" Teresa asked. When I looked at her in surprise, she said "I've been thinking it, too. There's just too much Fed interest and too little SBI interest to suit me."
"Very good observations." I said. "But what do you make of that?"
"I'm not sure" Teresa said. "I haven't figured out what I'm looking at yet. I'm a Commodore 64 compared to your Quantum Computer brain."
"Nonsense." I said. "You're an excellent Detective, and you have Vice experience that I lack. So let's look at this together."
Me: "I think we can take it as a working hypothesis that the Feds were trying to penetrate the Smooth White Boys, and failed. And yes, the SBI has wanted to distance themselves from that so much that they invented the Marquis Swift narrative."
Teresa gasped as I continued "Yes, it's someone at the State level doing that. So if you dangerously assume what I said to be true, what do you infer from it?"
Teresa thought about it, then said "I'm trying to remember the sequence of events in the original case. Didn't Rhonda Huntington feed us the Marquis Swift narrative because she saw it on a KXTC story?" (Author's note: 'Sausage and the Law')
"Yes." I said. "So is KXTC complicit?"
"Knowing those bastards, always." Teresa quipped. "Seriously, that would take some deep planning--- oh. Consultant 2.0."
"There you go." I said. "And while I don't yet see indications of widespread infestation in the SBI, this is my first clue that someone is, and that the New Consultant is trying to get a foothold within the SBI."
"Certainly not Lorena..." Teresa said.
"We can't rule it out, though I doubt it." I said. "And let's just keep all of this between you and me for now."
"And KXTC?" Teresa asked.
"Is amazingly easy to manipulate." I replied. "Whether they know it and are complicit or not is the $64,000 question."
As we were wrapping up to walk back, a woman with two small children walked towards us, all wearing University blue shirts with the School's "U" symbol on them. The little girl said "Hey look! It's the Iron Crowbar!"
"Hi guys." I said nicely.
"Boo! You're a Wildcat!" her big brother said with a scowl. His mother apologized profusely, and I said it was okay.
As we were walking back to Police Headquarters, Teresa said "I know Sports fans can get a little heated... hell, an Alabama fan killed the trees at Toomer's Corner in Auburn... but I'm sensing an edginess to people over the Bulldogs this year."
"Getting those 'Cindy vibes', are ya?" I teased with a grin. After enduring the 'look' from the Iron Wolf, I said "I understand what you're saying. And there's a lot of leftover bitterness on both sides over last year's game, fueled by the Media's lies and distortions." (Author's note: 'No Show'.)
Teresa said "I just hope we don't have any ugliness or even controversy this time around, no matter who wins."
"Yeah, me too." I said. "Having a kid boo me like that was kind of disheartening. Can you imagine if the whole Bulldogs Nation hated me like that?..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, September 21st, from the roof of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall behind her. "Controversy over Police Department promotions!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Commander Donald Troy has yet again created controversy with his proposed Police promotions at last night's Council meeting. Let's go to trusted reporter Amber Harris for more on this important story. Amber!"
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the blonde, fit, height-challenged reporterette from the same rooftop as Bettina, but with Police Headquarters in her background, as if that gave her 'reporting' more authenticity. "Commander Donald Troy's promotion proposals have drawn outrage from several Council Members as well as candidates for local offices! Roll tape."
Tape rolled, showing several persons, all of them seemingly interviewed after the Council meeting. First was Councilwoman Malinda Adams, who said "I am appalled that no women Peace Officers were promoted, and apparently none were even considered. It's all men at the top... of the Precincts."
Kelly Carnes looked viciously hateful as she said "Just more disastrous actions by Commander Troy, promoting his yes-men... emphasis on the word 'men'... to his top ranks."
Susan Weston said "Only Tanya Perlman would promote a failed Precinct Captain with the clouded record that Hugh Hewitt has to one of her top positions. I question her judgement, and so should you."
School Board Chairman candidate Bill Redmond (Establishment Republican) said "Commander Donald Troy has recommended filling top positions with people that were hired and promoted along DEI guidelines instead of merit, leaving talented, promising Officers behind."
Candidate for the Council Eldridge X. Weaver said "Lieutenant Rudistan failed as Vice Leader, but Commander Donald Troy keeps him in high positions because he's a White man. Where's the diversity, the equity, and the inclusion in the lily-white TCPD?"
Back to Amber live: "Unfortunately, the Republicans on the Council ran roughshod over the Democrats and approved the moves, giving us a perfect example of why it's so important to get out the Vote for the November elections. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Amber!" Bettina shouted into her microphone, though Amber was only ten feet away from her on the rooftop. "That was trusted reporter Amber Harris with that important information that you have the right to know..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I will thank Kelly Carnes to stop calling me a man." Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle said bitterly as she, Sheriff Griswold, Commander Troy (me), Chief Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Command Deputy Sheriff (CDS) Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched the Bettina propaganda-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Me too." said Cindy Ross darkly.
"Me three." added Tanya Muscone perkily.
I said "Malinda Adams did catch herself and added (air quotes) 'of the precincts' at the end of her statement. Carnes is just a Hater."
"With Troy Derangement Syndrome'." added Sheriff Griswold helpfully. Practicing good asskissing skills, I nodded vigorously in agreement.
Tanya said without a shred of perkiness: "And that failed Precinct Captain Susan Weston can kiss my perky little ass, the bitch."
"I question your judgement, Tanya." I said. "And I find it to be excellent." Tanya wagged an index finger in my general direction.
"Oh, the irony in what Weston said." Cindy said. "So Don, after such horrible choices, are you ready to throw in the towel and resign?"
"Don't even say that jokingly!" Teresa said with considerable energy.
"I question your judgement, Don, " said Tanya with a hugely perky grin. "And I find it almost as good as mine!" My other Angels burst out laughing, and the Sheriff's huge mustaches twitched with merriment.
"Touché." I said amusedly as a red crowbar was waved in her general direction. Then I said more seriously: "It'll take more than the delusional ramblings of KXTC and a few thug politicians to make me consider that."


Sheriff Griswold growled "I did think it was funny that Bill Redmond was whining about DEI promotions and KXTC followed immediately with Eldrick X. Weaver whining about the lack of DEI promotions." Practicing good asskissing skills, or not, the rest of us nodded vigorously in agreement.
Cindy said "So was the vote 6-5 to approve?"
"No, it was 8-2." I replied. "Only Kelly Carnes and Susan Weston voted against it. Carnes, because she always votes against positive actions for the TCPD; and Weston, because her hatred for Tanya is immeasurable. The rest of them all knew these were fair moves of good Officers, and voted that way in spite of the rhetoric."
"Bettina failed to mention that." Teresa said. "I wonder why."
"Doesn't fit the narrative." Cindy said, then turned to me and said "Ha! Beat you to it! "
"Touché." I said with what was for me a perky grin, as a red crowbar was waved in her general direction. A green crowbar was waved in mine in retaliatory response.
It was all fun banter, and then the notifications of Teddy and Janice's baby being born began...
Part 4 - Plans of Action
(Author's Note: As the SEC Network says: 'We now move ahead in our coverage,'.)
10:00am, Tuesday, October 4th. Captain Claire Michaels came into my office, followed by Detective J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry. They did not sit down, and Perry smartly (and wisely) came to attention in front of my desk.
I said "Mr. Perry, this is a semi-formal ass-chewing. I apologize that I haven't been able to address it until now."
I pulled some photos out of a folder and showed them to him and Claire as I said "These were taken by you, in an undercover capacity, mingling with the University student protesters. While I appreciate you getting these, and they did help us to thwart Lionel Carmela's insidious plan to murder Jews, it was not worth you getting yourself killed by some thug that recognized you, and decided to collect the $200,000 bounty on your head!"
Claire gasped when she heard that. As usual, 'Ice Cube' was unfazed.
I continued: "Dude! You are about to be promoted to Lieutenant. You are about to take over our Vice Squad's leadership. I need your expertise in undercover work... but not by example. I know you wanted to help, I know you got results yet again, but consider that your last undercover action."
Me: "We have State and Federal Agents that nobody knows that can do this ground work. Your lucky Carmela didn't recognize you, and maybe he did. I know that he pays 'The Teacher' very well to be informed of each and every TCPD Officer, from the Chief down to the newest Rookie Recruit. And with that bounty on your head... well, you just have to be a lot more careful."
I closed the file. "This is just a verbal asschewing, so nothing on your record. Captain Michaels, please keep this rowdy Lieutenant-to-be from doing any more of this stuff. And get ready to have a great career as Vice Leader, beginning with cold-busting the Smooth White Boys. Now both of you, come with me to the meeting."
They followed me to Classroom 'E'. Already present were Chief Moynahan, Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle, CDS Cindy Ross (standing in for Our Sheriff), Lieutenants Mary Mahoney Milton, Micah Rudistan, and Teddy Parker,
After the Chief handed off the meeting to me, I said "Okay, we've just got the top level of leadership here, to keep potential leaks down. Everything about Operation SMOOTHIE is 'need to know'. To be blunt, I wouldn't even have Commander Croyle here, except that she'll take over for me if I'm assassinated or if the Wildcats beat the Bulldogs---"
"And then we're back to your assassination." Cindy Ross said helpfully. She was not helping.
"Yeah." I said shortly. "Okay, where are we in the planning stages? Or have we moved further along?"
Rudistan spoke up. "We are initially planning to get some people embedded in the Rio Linda Apartments or in that area, where we know the Smooth White Boys control. Rio Linda is full right now, but I put down a name of a couple on the waiting list. We also need to find some C.I.s that can be our couple, and that will necessitate going out of the County to get them."
Mary Milton said "Nell Bell in Midtown is helping us with that. She only knows that we need C.I.s to act as an undercover couple, and nothing further."
I said "So we're going by the same playbook as Sarah Sandstone and Geoff Gerard."
"Pretty much, sir." said 'Ice Cube' Perry. "But it's the classic way, well, except for setting up buys and sells. We may not get as far as Sandstone and Gerard, and not as fast. We're just trying to get an idea of who's who."
I asked "Have you got any other plans? A 'Plan B' if not an outright 'Plan AA'?"
Rudistan said "Sir, I know we're all optimists, here, even Commander Croyle, though she pretends not to be..."
Everyone chuckled at that, except Teresa herself. She turned to me and said "How long until he becomes my Precinct Lieutenant?" Everyone chorused "Ooooooo..." at that.
Rudistan did not lose his mischievous grin as he continued "We're just laying this groundwork, sir. And we're surveilling the Smooth White Boys's territory. Viscotti Cabs finally broke open; something will happen here, too."
I said "I have an idea for another way. But I've got to lay my own groundwork and recruit some people, if they're willing to do it. We'll give what you're doing until... the Election, November 8th. On November 9th, be ready to report where you're at, and I'll give you my Plan 1A to think about."
Teresa and I left the meeting after that, and Cindy was not far behind us. We assembled in my office. The bug-killer was set to 'nuke'.
"So what's your idea, Kemo Sabe?" Cindy asked.
"And why not put it out there now?" Teresa said. "They might can help you with recruits and all."
I said "No, I have something specific in mind. What they're doing now is going to be very slow at best, with the chance of success very much hit-or-miss. The Feds actually did well getting Sandstone and Gerard in and making progress, and it was either extraordinarily bad luck or betrayal that got them killed."
"But you'll tell us, your darling Angels, what you have in mind." said (who else) Cindy Ross.
"Of course." I replied. "And you're buying lunch at the Cop Bar, Green Crowbar." I paused, then said "I think that we could try something that can complement what they're already doing. Teresa, when you and Todd lived at the Heritage Cloisters, was there an (air quotes) 'appetite' for drugs among the wealthy residents there?"
"Of course." Teresa said. "And if I'd just been a housewife and not a hardcore cop, I might've found out a lot more. Alas, I can't help you, there; everyone and their extramarital lover knows who and what I am."
"True." I said. "Did Todd ever come into any knowledge of any of that?"
"No." Teresa said. "His wife is a cop. His uncle is THE cop, and the Iron Crowbar on top of that. He's had potential clients expect some 'party favors', i.e. drugs and girls, but he never played that game. And he's as bad a liar and actor as you." Cindy giggled at that.
I nodded, then said "I'm sure y'all see the direction I'm taking, here. Rich white women needing a good supply for their parties and other good times. We plant someone in that role, they find a seller, and on we go."
"Sounds promising." Teresa said as the door to the office opened.
"Good asskissing skills!" barked Sheriff Griswold merrily as he stepped inside. "How about the four of us have lunch at the Cop Bar. My treat."
"We accept!" I said, practicing more good asskissing skills. To Cindy I said "It's your lucky day today, Green Crowbar."
"Yes. My lucky day." Cindy said softly as she followed us out of the office...
Part 5 - Competing Interests
Tuesday, October 18th. I received a phone call from FBI SAC Jack Muscone. After greetings, he said "Any word on Lionel Carmela?"
"No." I said. "Not since I swore out a warrant for his arrest on inciting to riot charges." (Author's note: 'Never Again'.) "I don't think he's even been on Campus since then."
Muscone said "We swore out a Federal warrant for him, as well, in Judge K.M. Landis's Court. Domestic terrorism, financing terrorists at home and abroad, maybe even RICO if we can make it stick with a Grand Jury."
"Oh wow, big stuff!" I said. "How'd you guys get all that on him, when I've been trying forever without success."
"All I'll say," said Muscone, "is that we followed your own adage that it's easy to find the solution once you have the answer."
"Say no more." I said with a laugh, knowing that 'the answer' had possibly come from an 'unauthorized' wiretap. "We'll keep trying to find him..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Later on, I was going over duty logs and Police reports for the previous weekend, as well as Lt. Mary Milton's report of the GPS locations of every Police vehicle. I'd been doing this for several weeks now.
"Nothing out of the ordinary." I said to Teresa Croyle when she came to my office. "Either Lawrence Watson is not driving drunk, he's not getting caught driving drunk, or someone has found new and better ways to hide it from me."
"I'll take Curtain Number Two, Monty." Teresa said (IYKYK). "Todd told me it's an open secret on Campus that (air quotes) 'Larry' is virtually never sober. He goes to classes, but he's buzzed. Apparently he plays football very well while he's drunk, because he and some others (air quotes) 'Goose up' before practice and games, the 'Goose' being Grey Goose vodka. So if he's driving at all, I'd bet he's above point-oh-eight (0.08)."
"He must be going somewhere else." I said. "Like that time NCPD Officer Neumann caught him, but McElwane and likely Mullen Grant interfered, and the placekicker Ruggs got in the driver's seat to potentially take the rap." (Author's note: 'The Wolf and The Moon', Ch. 02.)
*BUZZZ!*
My lovely assistant Helena French said over the intercom "Chief Evans is here to see you." Teresa and I looked at each other; such formality for and from Molly was a 'strangeness'.
"Send her in." I said. To Teresa I said "Stay here." We both stood up out of respect for her position as a Police Chief.
"Hi guys." said Molly as she came in and Helena closed the door behind her. She had a folder in her hands.
"Hi." I said. "Would you like some coffee?"
"Oh, no thanks." Molly said, then quipped "I need to get you to teach me formal Japanese greeting rituals."
"Heh." I said. "Let's start with: have a seat." After Molly had sat down in the near-side hot seat and Teresa and I sat down on our chairs, I said "How may we be of service?"
Molly handed me the folder. As I perused it's contents, she said "Let me give you the background you probably already know. State Highway 142 goes from Hillside in my county to Buford in Coltrane County. Very near the county line, there is a parallel road that at one point cuts northwest to County Road 96, and dumps onto the University-Midtown Highway near my sister's father's compound." She was referring to 'The Vision' Headquarters.
Molly: "Sunday night, our Officers Howard E. Neumann and Jason Folby, patrolling in separate cars, called in reports that cars were racing on the side road. They attempted to stop the two cars that were racing. Both were Chargers in University blue color."
Molly: "The cars sped off in the same direction. The State Police arrived quickly... very quickly, if you ask me. Three cruisers. They took over as the primaries, telling our guys rather forcefully to back off. Neumann disregarded that and stayed with them, though, and he put in his report that other vehicles were turning onto the road behind the Chargers and in front of the State Patrol cruisers, and deliberately going slow."
Molly: "Folby attempted to stop the cars that had been sitting at the scene, either watching or waiting to race. They scattered to the Four Winds, and Folby received no help. They had the power in their engines to leave him in the dust, and they did. The one he did chase made a beeline for Coltrane County, and Folby got no response when he radioed for help."
Teresa said "Considering what a speed trap county Coltrane County is, I'm surprised."
I said "It's more likely that they sent all their resources, mostly Deputy Strait if and when he's on duty, to help the State Patrol with the racers. So what happened?"
Molly said "The vehicles ultimately got away... into this County. Folby said he heard the State Patrol calling for help on the radio, but by the time any of your guys responded, it was apparently too late."
I passed the reports to Teresa, then pulled up a record on my Police computer. "According to GPS, at the time of the chase Sunday night, most of our guys were patrolling the Bypass, or the north side of Town. One car headed towards the County Line from the Bypass, but apparently did not get there in time to help."
Molly said "Apparently they lost the perps as they came up University Highway, and they called off the chase. Folby had to come back to our county, and the State Patrol said they searched on side streets and the University campus for the cars, but found nothing."
"You sound... skeptical of our 'vaunted' State Patrol, there." I said whimsically.
Molly replied "It's just... a 'strangeness', as someone around here likes to say. A couple of them were right there, but no reinforcements came when it became obvious the racers were headed north? And so little response from the TCPD?"
"Yeah, I know." I said. with a sigh of exasperation. "So tell me, do people have races there often?"
"Every so often." Molly said. "We have limited patrol resources, so unless we get a call or a tip about it, we usually miss it. They have lookouts, and can text each other they see us, and then scatter. They also race in different places, and not always in Nextdoor County."
"I understand." I said grimly. "Well, I appreciate Neumann and Folby doing their jobs, and please relay that to them. In the meantime, we'll do what we can. Thanks for bringing it to us."
Molly said "Before I take that hint and get out of your office, and just between us and the crowbars... what's going to happen if you do catch Lawrence Watson driving drunk?"
Teresa said "Like what a dog would do if he actually catches that car he's been chasing?"
I said seriously "Taking you seriously, I am not trying to (air quotes) 'catch' Larry doing anything. And what would I do if I did catch him driving drunk? Same thing I'd do to any drunk driver: I'd put him in jail for DUI."
Teresa said "He'd just get back out and do it again. And the team will find a way let him play the game."
"I know." I replied. "And I say again: I am not after Watson specifically. I'd put any Bulldogs player that drives drunk in jail. I'd put any Wildcat that commits DUI in jail."
Molly said "Don't get me wrong. I agree with you about the drunk driving. And I like needling Cindy when the Wildcats beat the Bulldogs. But I don't have to be the Iron Crowbar to see the protection net around 'Larry', from local Police to the State Patrol."
I said "And I wish to God that someone in that protection net would keep him from driving drunk. I'm just afraid he's going to hurt somebody, and if LEOs could have stopped it but didn't? Mm mm mm." I shook my head 'sadly'.
Molly said "I think we're getting away from my point of my original question... what happens if you do catch and arrest Watson? I mean, this Town, this whole State, is going bonkers over the Bulldogs's chances to win the Conference if not more, and they're absolutely rabid about beating the Wildcats."
Teresa added "I think what Chief Evans is saying is: 'Have you considered what some of these rabid fans might want to do to you if you arrest Watson and then the Wildcats win? Sure the Bulldogs are still the better team, but the Wildcats are undefeated, too, and both teams have a bye this week."
I had long since seen the tag-team effort being made here, and I had my suspicions that someone with the Power of the Vibe was overly worried about my safety.
"Yeah, I know." I said. "I'd be more worried about how it would affect the Sheriff's election chances. But shigata ga nai, neh?" What can I do? I have to do my job... serving and protecting, protecting and serving..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:30pm, Tuesday, October 18th. Teresa had gone to lunch with Molly and Cindy, and was now in my office, which I had not left in all this time (today).
After sitting down in her customary far-side hot chair, she said "We were talking about it at lunch, and we know we did not fool you earlier this morning, and that it was a pre-planned tag-team. What we do want to know is this: how did Neumann and Folby know to go after those street racers when and where they did? Who gave them that tip?"
I took out my bug-killer and engaged it, then said "You guys are good. But that was just an excellent piece of Police work on their part."
"Uh huh." Teresa said, exhibiting her trademark withering look. "So you didn't say much with Molly in the room, and I don't blame you, but do you now think the State Patrol and the TCPD are in cahoots to protect Watson?"
"I don't know about 'cahoots'," I replied, "and I'm not sure that the State Patrol Troopers are doing anything wrong. But the patterns I'm seeing by the TCPD? Nearly everyone at the time of the racing on the other side of the County, miles away from anywhere they could help bust the perps? I was born at night, but not last night."
Then I added "And if that's the case, it is a reflection of my failed leadership. Maybe I am not what this Police Force needs to move forward." I saw the look of disquiet... no, fear... on Teresa's face for a fleeting second before she recovered and assumed her mask of impassivity.
She said "We talked about that at lunch, too. We're going to keep closer tabs on 'Larry', Follow him around if we have to."
I lowered my voice as I said "You have to be really careful about that. If you do catch him, or any other football player, for that matter, it has to be the cleanest, most airtight arrest this Police Force has ever made. The Media will dig like hell at it, and so will untold dozens of the Legal Beagles that graduated from this University's Law School. Am I clear on that, Commander?"
"Crystal, sir." Teresa said, her voice as formal as mine had become. "But just to let you know, your Operations Commander and the Command Deputy Sheriff are implementing 'Operation CLEAN AND SOBER' this weekend. We're going to flood the areas of Town we're likely to catch any drunk drivers with heavy patrols. And if the Media gets snippy about it, we'll tell them that it's practice for the weekend of the Wildcats game."
"That'll explode Amber's head." I said. "Is this approved?" I knew that my approval had not been asked.
Teresa replied "The Sheriff approved Cindy's request, and Chief Moynahan approved my request in conjunction with Molly running it in Nextdoor County. And we're running PSAs (Public Service Announcements) on television, radio, local texting. If we do catch Watson, it was just part of the exercise."
"I'll buy that for a dollar." I said. "And while you're doing that, maybe I'll be here at Headquarters as a couple of your vehicles patrol heavily in areas known to be controlled by the Smooth White Boys..."
Part 6 - Clean And Sober
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" said the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Friday October 21st, from the Anchor Desk of the KXTC studios. "Huge turnouts in the early voting as the Elections heat up!"


After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Early voting poll stations are reporting long lines throughout each day, particularly in the unincorporated County areas. Experts are telling Channel Two News that areas expected to be largely Democrat need to get out the Vote in much larger numbers to avoid a Republican blowout."
Bettina: "Let's now go to Election reporter Martha Faulkner for more. Martha!"
"That's right. Bettina!" said the very decided (she decided) blonde, wearing a white blouse and white jacket (and white pants), reporting from the Political Desk in the same studio. "Here are some early exit polling numbers."
Martha: "Sheriff Antonio Griswold has a lead over challenger Edgar Silas, Michael T. McGill leads Alvin Whitner in the Solicitor race, and for School Board Chairman, Republican Bill Redmond comfortably leads Democrat Edna Carter."
Martha: "And in very important and tightly contested races, where getting out the vote will make a huge difference in deciding who governs you, we have these early exit numbers. In the very important Mayor's race, incumbent Daniel Allgood and his Democrat challenger Stacy Jacobs are in a dead heat."
Martha: "In the crucial race for District Attorney, Democrat challenger Savannah Fineman leads Republican incumbent Miriam Walters by a thin margin, and in the Council Seat No. 3 race, a Town seat and the only truly contested Council Seat, Republican Katina Jones and Democrat Patricia Chang are in a dead heat. And as you said, Bettina, the Democrats really need to make a strong showing to have realistic hopes of winning. Back to you, Bettina!"
"Thank you, Martha!" said Bettina. "We'll be hearing a lot more from Martha as we get closer to Election Day on November 8th. In other news, we have a report from Pat Stellum. Go ahead, Pat."
"Thank you, Bettina." said the corporeal reporter, giving trenchcoats and fedora hats a bad name as he spoke from in front of the Political Science Building on the University campus. I had the distinct sense that this was a pre-recorded report.
Stellum: "Channel Two News has learned that the esteemed Head of the University Political Science Department, Professor Lionel Carmela, is taking a well-deserved sabbatical from his teaching duties to pursue research overseas. He will continue to work fervently for Climate Justice, Undocumented Immigrant Rights, and exposing the genocidal atrocities being committed by the Zionist Regime against the helpless Palestinians of Gaza."
The feed suddenly returned to Bettina, who said shortly "Thank you, Pat." She perked up considerably as she said "And now let's go to Sports reporter Jeff Hull, with more on the No. 1 Bulldogs and their upcoming game against the Wildcats! Jeff!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Are those exit poll numbers even close to real?" asked Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone as she, CDS Cindy Ross, Ops Commander Teresa Croyle, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Commander Donald Troy (me!), and Chief Sean Moynahan drank coffee and watched the Bettina-cast in the Chief's Conference Room.
"Depends on how you look at it." growled Sheriff Griswold. "Most of the ones she said were leading really are leading, though she may not have reported the closeness of the numbers correctly."
"The Sheriff is blowing out Silas, wood firmly being touched." I said as I gripped the wooden table. "Also, I've been really following Edna Carter's campaign, and while it's close, she's leading Bill Redmond. And Miriam Walters is ahead of Savannah Fineman."
Teresa said "Seems they reported what they thought would sway voters in certain directions. And they were all but begging Democrats to get out and vote... early and often, knowing them."
We chuckled at that, then Sheriff Griswold said "Traditionally, Democrats vote early and Republicans closer to Election Day, usually on Election Day. But right now our internal polling and some other data is showing the Democrats way behind where they usually are and where they're expected to be at this stage."
Cindy then said "Don, what did you think of Pat Stellum's report?"
"Well," I said, "it explains why we can't find Carmela. Apparently he bugged out of here, and for the long term."
"When? And where do you think he went?" asked Tanya. "I'm asking for a husband."
I said "The Federal warrant for Carmela came out early this week, so he had to have fled at least a week ago. The sabbatical gives him time to be away and still get paid. As to where he went? I dunno. Probably Europe. Spain, Italy, Greece, Turkey are all good candidates, but that's pure speculation on my part."
Cindy persisted: "But what about Stellum's report itself?"
I said "It looked pre-recorded, but that's nothing new for KXTC."
Cindy said "And maybe it was recorded because KXTC fired Pat Stellum!"
"Whaaaa?" I gasped.
"Oh my goodness!" Cindy said gleefully. "We got to see the Iron Crowbar's 'stunned' face."
"Yes, you did." I said. "And here it is again: whaaa?" The Chief was chuckling, Teresa was looking bemused in her special way, Cindy's eyes were gleaming, and the Sheriff's mustaches were twitching most merrily. I said "What, am I the only one that did not know this?"
"Naw, Crowbar, I didn't know it, either." growled Our Sheriff. "We're just having fun seeing you looked so surprised."
"Well... it does make sense." I said. "If Carmela's gone, KXTC has no real reason to keep the Fat Boy. So what happened, Green Crowbar?"
Cindy said "That clip we just saw was likely recorded a couple of days ago, and they fired him at close-of-business that same day. Priya told me last night, and I filled her in on Carmela's warrants. And you're at least partially correct, Don. Once Carmela was gone, Amber Harris was openly pushing for Stellum to be dismissed instead of the 'Keith Madden treatment' of shitty and worthless assignments, and Bettina was persuaded."
"And Bettina probably did not need to have her arm twisted." I said. "She hated Stellum, too."
"Okay," Sheriff Griswold growled, "since I have you all here, let's discuss Operation CLEAN AND SOBER..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
11:30pm, Friday, October 21st. We had several DUI checkpoints set up. Two were on the Bypass, one in each direction, just outside BOW Enterprises, whose cameras just happened to be recording everything. Two were on University Avenue, one on each end, augmented by heavy patrols between them, where all the bars were. And one was on the Nextdoor County Highway, catching traffic from as far away as The City.
But the one on the Nextdoor County Highway was cover. Patrols in unmarked cars as well as marked Police vehicles were crawling all over the areas south of the School and the southeast part of the County, areas known to be controlled by the Smooth White Boys.
"Not much going on." Teresa said to me as we watched in the Intel Room (Classroom 'C') with Ranger Halston and Lt. Mary Milton. "What are you expecting to see, Commander?"
"I'm not really expecting anything." I replied. "I'm hoping that we see something, anything, that will give us an idea of how the Smooth White Boys operate on the Street. People going in and out of a location, cars being approached or circling around, too many pizza deliveries in an area..."
"Sir, won't they lay low when they see our Patrol cruisers?" Ranger Halston asked.
"We-el, I was hoping to see some kind of overt reaction to them." I said. "And I was hoping they'd do something when the marked cars passed along, something the unmarked cars would catch."
Teresa said "I see that Nextdoor County, Coltrane County, and the State Patrol are very active tonight. They helping with Operation CLEAN AND SOBER?"
"Some are." I said. "A few of those State Troopers might be there to run interference, but we've gotten as many reliable LEOs that we can get to participate. They won't be drag racing, fer damn sure..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
1:11am, Saturday, October 22d. The four blue Chargers had raced north up the Midtown Highway, then quickly got on the Bypass as text messages warned them of the checkpoint on the southern end of University Avenue just past the exit.
Having been stymied from going into the adjacent counties by the high volume of Police activity, they were attempting to return to the University campus, or perhaps a bar in the area. But that plan was cut off, as well.
Now they were flying north on the Bypass. When the text came warning of the checkpoint, the lead two cars took a hard right on the road that led to MLK Jr. Avenue. They crossed the bridge over the River and turned north onto Riverside Drive. The driver of the lead Charger gave a 'one finger salute' with his middle finger as he passed Police Headquarters.
His luck ended as he neared North Street. A Police cruiser pulled out behind him and activated its lightbar and siren. The other Charger was supposed to run interference... but it had already been pulled over.
Other Patrol cruisers were already converging as the Charger turned east onto North Street. Seeing the overwhelming Police presence, the driver pulled into a parking lot and parked in a space, probably hoping his vehicle wouldn't be towed.
The Police cruiser parked behind the Charger. The two Officers approached the vehicle on either side, touching the car just above the taillights.
"Good evening, sir, I'm Officer Ragnar Magnussen of the Town & County Police Department and that is Officer Jim Madison. We are both wearing and operating recording devices. You were stopped for suspicion of DUI after avoiding two Police checkpoints. May I see your drivers license, registration, and proof of insurance please?"
"Do you guys realize who I am?" the driver asked.
"No sir." said Magnussen, smoothly following with the line "That's why I need your drivers license, please."
When he received the documents, he said "Lawrence Watson. Mr. Watson, I can smell a strong odor of alcohol on your breath. How much have you had to drink tonight?"
"Not a damn thing." said Watson.
"Please step out of the car, sir." said Magnussen.
"Why?" asked Watson. "I haven't done anything wrong."
"For our safety, sir." said Ragnar Magnussen. "Pennsylvania v Mims requires you to step out of the vehicle upon request."
Watson conceded and stepped out. But just as he did, another Police cruiser barreled in, stopping with a loud screech of tires. An Officer popped out and hurtled up.
"Back off, Magnussen. We'll handle it from this point." said Officer McElwane.
"Go play in the traffic, McElwane." growled Magnussen. "This is our traffic stop."
"I'm senior to you, Ragmuffin!" McElwane shouted. "I told you to back off! Stand down!"
"Not gonna happen." said Officer Madison.
"I wanna speak to a supervisor!" Lawrence Watson called out, his speech noticeably slurred.
"No problem." said McElwane. He signaled to his Police cruiser, and the other Officer got out. It was Sergeant Spicer.
"You heard McElwane, Ragmuffin." said Spicer as another Police vehicle hurtled into the parking lot. "Back off or I'll jack you up for insubordination! Same for you, Madison."
"Wrong answer, Spicer!" yelled Sergeant Hicks, having exited from the latest vehicle to arrive. With him was Sergeant Kirkpatrick. "Magnussen, continue the traffic stop, and open an investigation for DUI if needed!"
"Like hell!" yelled Spicer. "He's clearly sober! You try to say anything else, and I'll write your asses up!"
The Sergeants were squaring up to each other, and Madison and Magnussen were itching to take a shot or two at McElwane (with their fists). And then everything went silent... Lt. Commander Teresa Croyle was in their midst.
No one had noticed the Police SUV quietly arrive and Teresa get out and walk up to them. She was in her 'black' uniform with a black armored vest over it, and her silver oak leaves gleamed in contrast. Behind her, next to the SUV, was Command Deputy Sheriff Cindy Ross, also wearing black, but with subdued (black) stars of her rank.
"Sober?" Teresa said, the quietness of her voice only accentuating the exercise of her authority. "The guy can barely stand up over there."
"Ma'am, I've taken charge here." said Sergeant Spicer with stunning audacity. "He's fine, and we'll get him on home."
"Nope." Teresa said. "Sergeant Spicer, you may not have heard that I have less than zero tolerance for drinking and driving. Officer Magnussen, conduct your stop, Officer Madison, begin the DUI investigation."
"No!" Spicer yelled out. "I said I'd take care of this. This is a Uniformed Officer mission!"
Teresa came up to Spicer and looked right through him. "Sergeant, I am the Captain of Uniformed Officers. And the only people on this Police Force that outrank me, and therefore can order me around, have stars on their shoulders. And you're not one of those."
She walked up to Lawrence Watson, who was standing next to his Charger with his stupid grin on his face, and with Magnussen standing next to him. She said "Mr. Watson, I have concerns you were driving impaired and you're unable to safely drive now. Will you dispel my concerns by participating in Field Sobriety Exercises?"
"Hell no." Watson said.
Teresa said "Magnussen, place him under arrest for DUI, and call for a tow to the Impound Yard." She turned away.
As Magnussen began affixing cuffs to Watson's wrists, Watson said loudly. "Cunt. Isn't that your name? Teresa Cunt?" When Teresa turned back around to face him, Watson said "What, Cunt? You gonna beat me up like you beat up Dean Allen? Huh? Wanna fight me, Cunt?"
"It's not even a good try." Teresa said, turning away again as Magnussen and Madison began handling Watson a wee bit more roughly.
As she approached her vehicle and Cindy, she heard the Green Crowbar say into he cellphone. "Hi Don. We got him..."
To be continued.
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Part 7 - No News is... No News
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Monday, October 24th, from the rooftop of the building at the corner of Riverside and College, with City Hall in her background. "It's the big week for the University Bulldogs!"
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began, a bright smile on her attractive face: "It's Dogs versus Cats, our No. 1 Bulldogs against the Enemy, the No. 4 Wildcats! We have full Team coverage! Let's go to Channel Two Sports's Jeff Hull for more. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the youngish reporter with his full head of black hair perfectly in place, from the field of University Memorial Stadium. "It's the game the Bulldogs have been waiting for all year, after last year's Wildcats lucky win, followed by unruly Wildcats fans jeering Bulldogs players and fans, and pelting the referees with trash!" (Author's note: 'No Show', Ch. 02.)
Hull: "But this year, the Bulldogs are ready, willing, and able to do something about it. With Heisman Trophy frontrunner Lawrence Watson leading the Nation's most prolific offense, and Daevon Roquan anchoring a rock-solid defense, the Bulldogs will be defending their home turf with vengeance in mind!"
After Hull finished his rather slanted Sports commentary and sent the feed back to Bettina, she said "And the fans are gearing up already! Some are gathered here on Courthouse Square, exhorting the Bulldogs on to victory!"
The camera panned out to show a large gathering of students just across College Avenue from the building Bettina was on top of, shouting loudly and rabidly:
"WE'RE GONNA BEAT! THE WILDCATS! HELL YEAH!
WE'RE GONNA BEAT! THE WILDCATS! HELL YEAH!
WE'RE GONNA BEAT! THE WILDCATS! HELL YEAH!
WE'RE GONNA BEAT! THE WILDCATS! HELL YEAH!"
"Get ready, Wildcats!" Bettina yelled as the feed returned to her. "We're coming to get you!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh wow." Lieutenant Commander Teresa Croyle said as she, Sheriff Antonio Griswold, Commander Donald Troy (me), Chief Sean Moynahan, Deputy Chief Tanya P. Muscone, and Command Deputy Sheriff (CDS) Cindy Ross drank coffee and watched in the Chief's Conference Room. "They didn't even mention Lawrence Watson's arrest!"
"I'm not surprised." I said. "He's already bailed out. They're not going to hurt his chances for the Heisman by reporting that he got arrested for DUI the week before the game they are ginning up as the biggest college football game in world history."
"It IS the biggest game ever, in Bulldogs fans's minds, anyway." said Bulldogs graduate Cindy Ross. "But I'll be the first to admit, there's an ugly tone about it this year, which I've never seen before. I don't know if it's because of last year, or the Wildcats winning four straight, or something deeper. But it bothers me." (Author's note: 'The Saga Continues', Ch.03 for the last Bulldogs win over the Wildcats.)
"I know what you meeeeean." drawled Chief Moynahan. "From those student riots to politics in general to-dayyyyy, everything is so much more hostile."
"So just so I have it straight," growled Sheriff Griswold, "what exactly happened with Lawrence Watson?"
Teresa recounted the arrest, including that Watson had refused breath and blood tests. Then I said "Y'all know how Judge Watts would set up the mobile Court for mass arrest events? Well, Operation CLEAN AND SOBER netted 36 arrests, from DUIs to expired tags that led to revoked drivers licenses and such."
Me: "Well, we had a surprise opening of Court on Saturday morning. By Senior Superior Court Judge Patrick R. Folsom. For just one person: Lawrence Watson. Watson already had an attorney, our old favorite, Nathan Masterson."
Me: "In spite of DUI suspects being required to have 8 hour holds, and despite our efforts to get a warrant to draw Watson's blood, at 3:30am Judge Folsom called Watson's case up, denied our warrant, and released Watson on a personal recognizance bond, with his first Court date set for December... after the Heisman Trophy voting."
"So Folsom is on the take." growled Our Sheriff.
"Maybe not, sir." I said. "But he's always been attuned to the political winds, and he wants to be on the State Supreme Court one day. Kinda like the local judge that ruled for Pete Rose before they got his case into Federal Court."
"I remember that." growled Griswold.
Me: "Anyhoo, no ankle monitoring, no interlocking ignition device. Watson is having to wait until this morning to bail his car out of the Impound Yard, but he'll be first in line to get it when the Yard opens, with all the money he needs to pay the fees."
"Where's an explosive-laden plane when we need it?" Tanya said with great perkiness, reminding us of the events on her wedding day. (Author's note: 'Power of Love', Ch. 03)
"Yeah, really." I said. "So I guess that segues to our next item of new business: Spicer and McElwane. They've got some serious 'splainin' to do."
"Yes. Yes they do." Teresa said ominously.
Sheriff Griswold intervened. "Don't do anything until I've had a chance to talk to the Chief, alone. We really want our ducks to be in a row on them."
"Yes sir." I said. Three bags full...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Hello and welcome! to Fox University Sunrise!" said athletic blonde Catrina Pierce. "I'm Catrina Pierce, and with me is Priya Ajmani. Good morning, Priya."
"Good morning, Catrina." replied the gorgeous Indian reporterette. "Good morning, everyone. Here's what's in the news. It's the big week for the No. 1 University Bulldogs, as they play the Wildcats here at University Memorial Stadium this Saturday at 2:30pm local time. Let's go to Fox University Sports reporter Nick Eastwood for more. Good morning, Nick!"
"Good morning, Catrina. Good morning, Priya." said the tall, blonde Sports reporter from the mountain ridgeline near Promontory Point, with University Memorial Stadium behind and below him. "Yes, the Bulldogs Nation is riled up, rabid, and ready for a fight with their nemesis of the last four years, the Wildcats!"
Eastwood: "And with Heisman Trophy frontrunner Lawrence Watson quarterbacking the Bulldogs's potent offense, the team and the fans smell Wildcat blood in the water! If he has a big day like he's had in every game so far, and the Bulldogs win the game, then the road to the Heisman is his as long as he doesn't get injured."
After more on the game, Priya said (gushingly) "Nick, you've played in this rivalry for the Bulldogs. You must be very excited!"
"I am, Priya." replied Eastwood. "But having played in the series makes me a little cautious. The Wildcats are undefeated, too, and they'll be playing their hearts out. We have to be on our toes and give them our very best effort!"
Priya: "But do you feel the excitement is higher this year than most?"
Nick: "Yes, Priya. But there's a hard edge to th excitement, and we need to remind ourselves that it's competition, not war; and that we need to practice good sportsmanship no matter what..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"And still no mention of Watson's DUI arrest." Teresa as my Angels and I drank (more) coffee and watched in my office.
Tanya said with great perkiness: "Amber Harris's baby-daddy seems almost as worried as Don about the game."
"Nick Eastwood is one of Amber's baby-daddys, anyway." I said. "Trent Ridge is another."
Cindy said "I know a lot of people think the Bulldogs will blow the doors off the Wildcats. Myself, I think it'll be a fairly close contest. But you're really down on it, Don. No enthusiasm at all."
I said "I think Nick Eastwood was right: there's too much rabid enthusiasm amongst the Bulldogs Faithful, too much hype, too much riling up of the fans going on. Me, I'll just be glad when it's over, win or lose."
"And then there's Lawrence Watson's drinking and driving problem." Teresa said. "How is he going to learn a lesson if nobody will even mention it happened... except in Argos, or Capitol City in your boyhood State, Don?"
"If they even find out about it." I said. "We the TCPD put it out there in our logs like we always do. Which is all that we can do. It's up to them to find it, though."
Cindy said "I talked to Priya late last night. She told me that the Fox University and the national Fox 'suits' have put the kibosh on the DUI story. And so has that other national Sports network."
"Late last night, huh?" Tanya said conspiratorially.
"And conspiring with the Press." I added helpfully. I was not helping. and Cindy's 'look' at us connoted it.
"Changing the subject," Cindy said, to change the subject, "what did the Sheriff want to talk to the Chief about with neither one of us in there?"
"I don't know, I truly don't know." I said. "I suspect it's about how to handle McElwane and Sergeant Spicer."
"What's to handle?" Teresa said. "They were insubordinate to me, and putting their beaks where said beaks didn't belong. I spent a lot of this weekend writing up the paperwork on them."
I replied "Yes, and I think McElwane is finished, especially if I have any say-so about it."
"And you do." Tanya said helpfully.
I nodded, then said "But Spicer is going to be a lot harder to deal with. The Union will throw McElwane to the dogs, no puns intended, but they will rally hard around Spicer."
Me: "And let's look at it from this perspective: exactly what did Spicer do?---"
"He was insubordinate, for openers." Teresa said acidly. "He also interfered in Magnussen'a traffic stop, and was trying to protect and excuse a very drunk driver. Watson wasn't exactly 0.09 at that time. He was loaded like Clint Eastwood's.44 Magnum."
"All true." I said. "Spicer made two assertions that were wrong: that Watson was not intoxicated, and that you were improperly interfering with a Uniformed Officer function. I loved it when you reminded him that you are Captain of Uniformed Officers, but I also noticed that he did ultimately back off."
Me: "The Union will say that he merely argued with you over a protocol point, and that he didn't actually take action that was insubordinate. They won't make any such argument on behalf of McElwane, who was wrong on so many things that I get dizzy trying to count them all. But Spicer? They'll fight for him, especially in light of who he was trying to get out of the DUI arrest."
Tanya said "Spicer is assigned to the Motor Pool, not patrols. So Teresa was in her lane, but Spicer was out of his. Does that count for anything?"
"I'm sure that is one thing the Chief and Sheriff will be telling us at the 'Command Group' meeting, and we'll be getting a free lunch out of it. Stay hungry..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sure enough, the Chief and Sheriff 'invited' us, in the Japanese sense, to have lunch in the back 'Command Room' of the Cop Bar. Per usual, the Chief and Sheriff had the 'Jack's Double Cheeseburger Plate', I had the 'Iron Crowbar's Double Breakfast Cheeseburger Plate', Cindy had the 'Cindy's Fish & Chips', Teresa had the 'Teresa's Steak Caesar Salad', and Tanya tried the Grilled Chicken House Salad.
After eating, Our Sheriff astutely said "I'm sure you guys have talked about Spicer and McElwane, and what to do about them. And I'd even bet that Crowbar has predicted what is going to happen: the Union is going to fight for Spicer and throw McElwane under the bus."
"You were wrong, Don!" Cindy said with mock enthusiasm. "You said they'd throw McElwane to the dogs!"
"Yeah, I can't win 'em all." I said with mock agreeableness (is that even a word?). The Sheriff barked a laugh.
"We talked to our TCPD lawyers, as welllll." drawled the Chief. "McElwane doesn't have a leg to stand on. Spicer is more ambiguous."
"Big word there, Chief." Tanya said most perkily. "I'm not sure Don knows what it means."
"I'll ask Carole when I get hone." I replied, not rising to the bait. "But let's take the win we're given, and shred McElwane."
"And I'll be the one to officially doooo it, Mister Crowbar." said the Chief. "On account of your ambiguous knowledge of the word 'ambigoooity'." Everyone cracked up laughing at the Chief's all-too-rare exercise of humor.
"So, Crowbar," the Sheriff growled, his mustaches quivering mischievously, "what are you and Cindy betting on the game?"
"Loser has the winner's family over for a home cooked meal." I said. "With promises that neither Carole nor Betsy are allowed anywhere near the salt or sugar." Tanya broke out laughing; she too had been victimized by Carole's pancake preparations in the past...
Part 8 - Rallies
Tuesday, October 25th. As I drove to work in the chilly pre-dawn morning, I drove by University Memorial Stadium. Huge banners exhorting the Bulldogs to beat the Wildcats hung off the top of the stadium. Some smaller signs exhorting the Bulldogs to do uglier things to the Wildcats were affixed to the stadium fence where I could easily see them from the road.
Driving down College Street, I saw the murals painted on the sidewalks. It looked like Homecoming Week... except that that had been weeks ago. And once again, some of the decorations were really not appropriate for tender-aged citizens to be reading.
The 7:00am Bettina broadcast from the roof of the building at Riverside and College again made no mention of Lawrence Watson's DUI arrest, but did show another live rally on the streets below. I noticed that a very large contingent of students rallied across from Police Headquarters, then down the road between HQ and the EMS HQ building to the Fairgrounds, where they essentially camped out most of the morning...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"They're certainly being active, aren't they?" Teresa Croyle remarked at 10:20am as we sat in my office. We could see from my office window the line of chanting students as they marched on the little street between Riverside Drive and The Fairgrounds.
"Yeah." I replied. "They need to save some of that for Saturday."
"Don," Teresa said, "it sure looks to me like they're targeting you, as in you personally. They got Troy Derangement Syndrome or something?"
"May be." I replied. "May beee---"
*KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!* *KNOCK!*
The abuser of my already-open office door was Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton. "Sir, ma'am," she said, "can I see y'all in Classroom 'E'?"
"Sure." I said. We followed Mary to Classroom 'E', where Ranger Terry Halston and Detective Sergeant(P) J.J. 'Ice Cube' Perry were sitting.
After sitting down with greetings, Mary said "This rally has been brewing and growing larger since about 9:00..."
"We know." Teresa said. "We can see it out of Commander Troy's office window."
"Not that one, ma'am." Mary said. "I'm talking about this one." She brought up a live camera feed on the 5x4 matrix of screens. It showed at least one hundred students marching along the road that led up to the Mountain Nest! And they were chanting loudly in unison...
"WE'RE GONNA BEAT! THE WILDCATS! HELL YEAH!
WE'RE GONNA BEAT! THE WILDCATS! HELL YEAH!
WE'RE GONNA BEAT! THE WILDCATS! HELL YEAH!
WE'RE GONNA BEAT! THE WILDCATS! HELL YEAH!"
"Right to my front door." I said tersely. I turned to Teresa and said "And this validates the observation you made in my office, that the rally over here is for my consumption, as well."
"And maybe a distraction, sir." Ranger Halston said. "You're looking at the students over here while that other group tracks over there, possibly with more sinister intentions."
"Why do you say that?" I asked.
Mary said "We have additional intel. They did this yesterday, though to a lesser extent than today, so acting on tips, we were watching and videoing this morning. The view you're seeing is from a parking lot near the Physics Building, with a concrete pathway into the trees."
Mary: "The protesters... oh, sorry, I'm so used to following protesters on Campus... the students began assembling from a core of eight people to this mob of over a hundred people, by my count. We got a few stills from the early video. Take a look."
Images appeared on the screen. Most of the eight persons in a circle wore medical masks. as if they were as afraid of COVID as they were of being identified. But two were not. One of them was Rob Lawton, the ultra-radical Leftist who was running for the Town & County Assembly.
The other was Dr. Lionel Carmela.
"Well, look at that." I said. "Carmela. I thought he was on sabbatical out of the country,"
Teresa said "Maybe he came home to take a bath and get some fresh underwear." We all erupted in laughter.
After recovering, I lamented "It's too bad we don't have audio of those conversations."
"We do, sir, in a manner of speaking." Mary said. "Terry?"
"Yes ma'am." said Halston. "As the masked slugs began organizing the groups, Lawton and Carmela were talking their plans. The stated goal was to march as a mob up the road to the Mountain Nest to, and I quote, 'familiarize everyone with the route and what we will be doing'. That was all they really said; they didn't say exactly what they'd be doing."
Mary said "And we have this fairly close-up shot of Lawton and Carmela talking, with the Physics building behind Carmela." We all examined the still shot.
"Okay." I said. "Put that video, the stills of Carmela and Lawton, and the on-scene close-up in the evidence servers, as well as the notes of the audio conversation as overheard by... Lieutenant-to-be J.J. Perry."
I looked around in the silence of the room and said "What? Y'all weren't actually trying to fool me that it wasn't 'Ice Cube' that got that excellent close-up shot, were you?"
"No sir." said Ranger Halston. "But I was out there, too, in one of the groups, and got the limited briefing they gave the Useful Masses."
"All right." I said. "Both of you fill out your reports. After that, Sergeant Perry, report to me in my office. "But ONLY after you get that paperwork done."
"Also, Mary," I said as Teresa and I stood up, "get a material witness warrant for Rob Lawton. Associating with a wanted potential domestic terrorist for whom a criminal warrant has already been issued..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"What do you think their purpose is?" Teresa said as we sat back down in my office, the door now closed.
"I'm not sure yet." I said. "Carmela's a dirty bastard, but sending a crowd to annoy me, either here or at the Mountain Nest, doesn't strike me as his forté."
"He's never been interested in sports," said Teresa, "except maybe to whine about sports being good competitive endeavors that promote good values that run counter to his Communist ideals."


"Yeah..." I said, then slipped into a reverie. When I came out of it to see Teresa pretending to trim her nails, I said "You know, you're right. Carmela's not interested in sports. But you know who is? His Climate-Justice-loving buddy, Dr. Jerry Moore."
Teresa said "As President of the University, he ought to be interested in the School's cash cow. On the other hand, he was willing to destroy all that in the unholy name of Climate Change."
I said "And none of that seems to be an issue, what with these crowds chanting about the Wildcats more than the planet. So what is the goal, the target? Oh..."
"What?" Teresa said.
"The Mountain Nest..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Our conversation was interrupted as J.J. Perry was admitted to my office. He stood before my desk and said "Sir, I submit myself for disciplinary action."
"Siddown, Ice Cube." I said. After Perry did so, I said "This undercover stuff, however well merited, has gotta stop. You're outed. You're really risking your life when you do things like that.'
"Yes sir." said Perry. "And I'd never do that on the southside of Town. But on Campus, my alter-ego got to know some of those students, and they like to talk."
"I understand." I said. "And I do appreciate the information. But we got the evidence of Carmela being on Campus anyway, and I just need you to stop going undercover unless the Chief or I personally direct it. Good or good?"
"Yes sir." said Perry.
"Commander Croyle, there's no need to further talk to Ice Cube about this. I know he's not going to disappoint me again."
Teresa said "Ice Cube, the Commander just saved your ass from a world class asschewing. I will say in here that we really need you as a Lieutenant and as Vice Leader, so no more games, huh?"
"Yes ma'am." said Perry. "And no sir, I won't disappoint you."
"All right, report back to Lieutenant Mary Milton, and get this morning's business wrapped up. Then let's get going with Operation SMOOTHIE. Dismissed."
"Wow." Teresa said after Ice Cube moved out smartly. "Your streak of unpredictably continues. I fully expected to have no ass left to chew out once you were through with him."
"Yeah," I said, "but he did bring us valuable information, though I refrained from telling him that. Sooooo, I chose discretion as the better part of discipline, and we'll move ahead with the TCPD mission..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
I discussed with Laura about what had happened with the student 'rally' marching to the entrance gate of the Mountain Nest, and she very reluctantly agreed with me that we should stay at The Cabin with Molly and her boys.
Ross and Ian had no problem with that, as New Lego City was reaching new heights... until Bowser accidentally hit a table leg and brought much of the tallest building crashing down. The dogs were thereafter banished from the attic, so they came downstairs and supervised us adults.
As Laura and Molly talked in the greatroom, I caught up on personal paperwork, bills, and all the mundane stuff. The door was open, but I heard a knock on it, and invited Carole and Jim to come in. Carole looked like she was on a mission, and Jim had that 'please?' look and half-smile that suggested he wanted something.
"Daddy," Carole asked, "can you bring us some boxes?"
"What kind of boxes?" I asked.
"File boxes, or boxes to move stuff." Carole said.
"Pretty big boxes, not little ones." Jim added helpfully.
I said "How many do you need?"
"About five or six." Carole said. "And we need them at the Mountain Nest to-morr-ow."
"O-kayyy." I said, seeing we were getting to the heart of the matter. "But why?"
Carole lowered her voice and told me. Like tumblers in a lock, everything crashed into place in my mind.
"Okay." I said...
Part 9 - Birthday Blues (and Reds)
"This is Bettina Wurtzburg, KXTC Channel Two News!" shouted the redheaded MILF reporterette at 7:00am, Wednesday, October 26th, from the roof of the building at Riverside and College, with Courthouse Square as her background. "The excitement mounts as the big game gets closer!" The crowd of students on Courthouse Square began cheering loudly.
After the hard-charging intro music, Bettina began: "Students are excited about a new tradition being started tonight, the Bulldog Bonfire! Let's go to Channel Two Sports reporter Jeff Hull for more. Jeff!"
"That's right, Bettina!" said the height-challenged but hair-blessed reporter. Behind him, students were working on building a big bonfire in a field between the Physics Building and the mountainside. I should note that this area is in the northeast of Campus, not far from the road to the Mountain Nest.
Hull: "Student groups hope to create and grow this tradition on the Wednesday night before the Wildcats game every year. Tonight the bonfire will be lit with a huge pep rally exhorting the Bulldogs to crush the Wildcats, followed by toy and paper wildcats being hanged and burned in effigy, almost like Guy Fawkes Day in England!"
Hull: "Then students will light torches and march through Campus on what they call the 'Warpath Walk', a throwback to the days the University mascot was the Indians. The mascot dog Chief IV is also named as such in homage to that past nickname."
After Hull's touch upon the politically correct nickname change, Bettina went to Amber, who was among the students at Courthouse Square.
"That's right, Bettina!" shouted the height-challenged blonde reporterette as students held signs behind her showing animal wildcats being hanged or roasted on spits. "These students are on their way to a huge rally on The Fairgrounds this morning! Yesterday's rally had over 100 people, and they hope to draw more today! I'm told that a toy wildcat will be hanged in effigy, and Townspeople are invited to see what these students hope will be the same result in the game!..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Geez!" Teresa Croyle muttered as she, Sheriff Griswold, me, Chief Moynahan, Tanya Muscone, and Cindy Ross drank coffee in the Chief's Conference Room. "I've never seen anything like this anywhere. And I follow one team that is part of arguably the fiercest rivalry in college football." She meant Alabama-Auburn. Fans of Meeechigan and The Ohio State University need not apply(!).
Cindy said "Yeah, I'm not liking this, either. Bonfires are one thing, but hangings in effigy and the overall semi-violent tone of it all? I'm embarrassed for my School."
"I'll tell you what's bothering me." Teresa said. "These marches under the disguise of 'rallies'. They're not marching all over Campus, they're not marching on the Jewish Center. No, they're marching around here, Headquarters, and up to the Mountain Nest. And it's obvious why: they're taunting Don."
"But why?" Tanya mused. "What do they hope to accomplish by poking the bear... er, I mean Wildcat?"
Sheriff Griswold said "You haven't had much to say about this, Crowbar." When I didn't immediately answer, he turned and peered at me. "Crowbar? You okay?"
"Yes sir." I said. "I'm just... that bonfire thing. The rallies around here don't bother me, but there's something about that bonfire that's nagging at me. Especially KXTC covering it like they did."
"They were probably asked to by the Fraternities and Sororities." Cindy said helpfully. She was not helping. I said nothing else in reply, which garnered more attention than if I had said anything.
"Don't let it bother you, Don." Tanya said with great perkiness. Especially today, on your birthday!"
"Thirty-nine forever." Cindy said. "You don't look a day over 38."
Teresa said in my defense: "When 39 you are, look that good you will not, hmm?"
"You talking about him or yourself, Old Lady?" Cindy fired back.
I admit, that got a chuckle out of me. "I said to the Chief "We really need the Police Boxing Matches back, Chief."
"Heh heh heh heh. Nice tryyyy." the Chief drawled. But he didn't say no...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The KFXU broadcast did not discuss the bonfire, but did show the students on The Fairgrounds and the street leading up to it, and on the road to the Mountain Nest, talking at length about how noisy the students were being, to the point of ugliness. It sounded like a warning.
And speaking of warnings, Fox Eight Sports reporter Nick Eastwood again cautioned the viewers that the also-undefeated Wildcats would not be easy like the Taco States or Eastern States of the world, as the Wildcats had the All-America candidate tight-end duo of Darnell Pitts and Allen Brock to go with quarterback Mason Murphy, running back D'Andre 'Chubby' Cedarwood and a stout defense in their own right.
After the broadcast, as we were starting the Angels Meeting, the Chief appeared at my door and 'invited' us to come to the MCD room. Judging by the eagerness with which my Angels moved, I had ny suspicions about what was up,
And sure enough, in MCD were three stacks of 13 doughnuts, for a total of 39. After everyone in Vice and MCD sang Happy Birthday to me, I got the first doughnut, and then the rest disappeared as if by magic. There must be Police Officers in the vicinity, I mused to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
For some reason, the day became a long paperwork day. End of month, end of quarter, a big Promotions & Medals Day, not to mention the game on the 29th and Laura's birthday coming up on Tuesday, November 1st. Couldn't let prep for that slip, as Bowser does not like it when I sleep on the couch with him.
At 3:00pm, in the midst of this, my lawyer Mike G. Todd called. "Hey Don, I've got some great news for you on your birthday! Federal Judge K.M. Landis ruled summarily for you in the Troy v Wurtzburg case!"
"That's wonderful news!" I said. "Are they bankrupted yet?"
Mike replied "As Coach Corso would say, 'Not so fast, my friend!'. Let me tell you the whole story. As you know, the two sides agreed earlier to a Bench trial in Federal Judge Landis's Court. We had our arguments last month, and you were at some of them."
"Yes, whenever I could be there." I said. "I know KXTC kept trying to get the trial continued until they could appeal going to trial, saying the Sullivan standard had not been met."
That was the case New York Times v Sullivan, which set a (in my opinion) too-high standard to show libel against a Media entity. It was the linchpin of KXTC's defense.
Mike G. Todd: "And that's the good news. Judge Landis had said he'd decide that, but that we'd continue the trial, and today he ruled for us, that KXTC systematically libeled you, and in particular the distortion to try to show you were in favor of Climate Change." (Author's note: 'Climate Injustice')
As I silently fist-pumped in celebration, Mike continued: "He awarded you the full $100 million dollars you asked for. He also added that KXTC was trying to hide behind the Sullivan standard, and that it may indeed be too high a bar in many cases."
"Wunderbar!" I said. "So what's the catch?"
Mike: "KXTC immediately filed notice to appeal, not only over the Sullivan standard, but that he let the trial go forward without letting KXTC immediately appeal it. Normally, the loser has to put the full award amount, in your case $100 million, into escrow until the appeals run out."
I said "And my first demand, after winning the case, of course, was that insurance couldn't pay, that KXTC would have to pay out of their pocket. As you know, I'm trying to bankrupt them and take them off the air."
Mike said "So here's what happened. Somewhat to my surprise, Judge Landis allowed KXTC to post a bond of sorts, of 10 percent, totaling ten million dollars. He did not allow insurance to cover it, but someone, not KXTC but an anonymous benefactor, paid that money into the escrow."
"Hmmmm." I growled, mostly to myself. "Well, that's good news overall. Let me know how the appeals process goes..."
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
At 4:00pm on the nose, the Chief of Police fired me.
Not really, but he did tell me to go home for the day, it being my birthday and all. I did not argue, and got out while the getting was good.
When I got home to The Cabin, I walked in on a strange sight. Carole, Marie, Jim, Ian, Tasha, and Pete Feeley were in the front leaning rest, a.k.a. the pushup position. Ross was in front of them, facing them, leading the exercise.
"One, two, three..." Ross called out, doing pushups himself.
"ONE!" everyone else yelled.
"One, two, three..."
"TWO!"
What did I do? After locking up my gun, I joined them as they went to the count of ten. Not bad for a 39-year-old... but I realized I needed to get in better shape physically.
Everyone was doing well. Even Marie, who was not particularly athletic, did her pushups. Bowser was watching with interest. Buddy was not interested in the slightest.
"ONE, two, THREE!"
"HALT!"
And then Tasha stood up and yelled "The next exercise is DOGPILE DADDY! READY, EXERCISE!
And just like that, Daddy was efficiently dogpiled. Carole laid across the bad part of my back and kept her weight off it, which I appreciated. The boys were jumping onto me with gusto (yes, Pete too), and Tasha just sat on my shoulders and hugged my neck from behind, not as a chokehold, but a hug.
Bowser was in my face, barking helpfully. He was not helping. He did give me a nose pat on my nose.
And then I saw a lovely sight in front of me. A pair of elegant feet in high heel pumps, leading to slender ankles and very shapely calves. As I looked up her trim thighs and up her skirt, I knew what I wanted for my birthday(!).
"Having fun?" Laura asked. She was holding a couple of sacks of groceries.
"Wouldn't trade it for the world." I said. Well, maybe to have Laura's legs around me. Yowza...
"Okay, guys, get cleaned up." I said. "We're going to have a great dinner tonight."
"Hamburgers?" Ian asked excitedly. He would live at a Wendy's Old Fashioned Hamburgers if we let him.
"Even better. Steaks and fixins." I said. "Now go get cleaned up." The kids went upstairs. Bowser remained, sitting on his haunches and looking at me.
"Oh, you think you're gonna get steak tonight, after helping them dogpile me?" I asked. Bowser just jumped up and put his front paws on my leg... and got the skritchins he was hoping for. Whose birthday is this? I thought to myself...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sheriff Griswold, Paulina Patterson, Molly, Cindy and her family, Teresa and Todd and their boys, Tanya and Pete were the guests at the day's festivities. We decided to give gifts before supper, since it was a school night.
Paulina, Molly, and Laura conspired to give me an imitation Jacques chess set like the one used in the Spassky-Fischer 1972 World Chess Championship. A real Jacques set would've been in the thousands of dollars. This one was in the hundreds of dollars, but still had excellent heavy rosewood and ebony pieces. They also gave me a Dreuke wooden chessboard, the go-to standard in quality chessboards.
"This is awesome!" I said as Carole and I set it up on the coffee table. I noticed that she set up the pieces correctly without help.
Tanya and Pete gave me a very inspiring Airborne poster, another poster commemorating the 250th birthday of the US Army, and some t-shirts with Airborne wings printed on them.
I asked if this was a hint that I needed to work out more, and Carole piped up and said "Yes!" When I looked at her, she said "After the way you were huffing and puffing doing those pushups today?"
"She's right, you know." Teresa added helpfully. She was not helping.
On with the show. Ian, Jim, and Ross conspired to give me a model train engine for the mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad. It looked like the 'Big Boy 4014' steam engine (IYKYK), but was painted red, and inscribed on it was 'The Iron Crowbar Express'.
"Oooooh, that's very nice." I said. "And I'll have to let you guys help me test it out, yes?"
"That's a great idea, Dad!" Jim said enthusiastically, but deadpan, generating some chuckles and twitching of mustaches.
Tasha and Betsy conspired to present me with a book of photographs. Some were of me with each of the kids and all the kids, one of Betsy and Ben with dogs George and Charlotte, one of Tasha blowing past me to score a basket on the driveway basketball court, one of me blocking a shot by Carole (that may have been a little dig at Carole by her sister, which I knew would require a retaliatory response), me with the dogs, me on the back deck being supervised by various cats.,,
The last photo was and an 8.5 x 11" glossy of Tasha behind me, hugging my neck as her left cheek pressed against my right cheek, a huge smile on her face and me looking at the camera with an utterly content look on my face. Alison McFarland had taken that one.
Teresa and Todd gave me a Japanese short sword, which was beautifully made. Teresa said that the accompanying katana would be my gift next year, for the big 4-0 birthday. Their boys presented me with the coal tender and caboose, both painted red, to complete the 'Iron Crowbar Express' on the aforementioned mighty Troy Transcontinental Railroad.
Sheriff Griswold gave me a bottle of Ardbeg Scorch Scotch Whisky, a limited production run that was heavily peated and stored in fire-scorched barrels. It was super delicious, but it being a weeknight I didn't open it at the time.
Cindy and Callie gave me a box of very fine Dominican cigars to go with the Sheriff's gift of Ardbeg Scorch. I envisioned a smoking and tasting party in the near future.
And last but not least was Carole and Marie's booklet of drawings. By now Marie's artwork abilities were no-kidding outstanding, and of course Carole's storytelling was just as top-notch. This one looked like a comic book, so good were the drawings, with narrations below.
One was a replication of Alison McFarland's portrait of my 'Never Again' photo, and Carole's caption was as simple as it was meaningful: "Daddy always does what's right, no matter what." Another was of me with Bowser, Buddy, George, and Charlotte, which was captioned "Daddy loves dogs. Nuff said."
And then, the retaliatory shot. The artwork showed me soundly blocking Tasha's basketball shot from behind as she attempted a layup. The caption read "Daddy plays basketball with us. Tasha gets most of her shots blocked."
"Oh, that's COLD!" Tasha said, then grinned as she added "Just because neither of you can block me..." While everyone else laughed, Carole and Tasha exchanged two-finger 'I see you' gestures.
Then there was one of me with my three Angels, wearing our LEO uniforms, which was captioned "Daddy has three Guardian Angels. Thank God."
"Thank God, indeed!" I said most very agreeably.
"Awww." chorused my Angels.
The next drawing was of my Angels and me, in black shirts, with gold necklaces with large but accurate Airborne wings. The caption read "Daddy has nineteen parachute jumps. His Angels have one each. They have work to do. So do Jim and I."
Before I could more deeply consider that, I moved on. The next drawing was of me with the Sheriff, sitting by the pot fire in his backyard. The caption read "When Daddy wants advice, he asks Grandpa Grizz. And when Grandpa Grizz wants Daddy's opinion, he gives it to Daddy!" Laughter erupted again. The Chief's mustaches twitched merrily as he side-hugged Carole.
The last two were of me and Laura. One was at the waterfall at Lake Watchacoochie. The caption read "Now that the Medical School is started, Mommy and Daddy can be in love again at the waterfall."
"An excellent idea." I said to Laura. My wife nodded vigorously in agreement.
The last drawing was of me and Laura with the Mountain Nest behind us. She and I were smiling and holding hands, and the caption said simply "Mommy and Daddy at home." But what bothered me about it is that Marie had drawn storm clouds behind and over the house, and us, and the dark and moody colors contrasted with the rest of the entire booklet. I felt a sudden and nagging sense of foreboding as I passed the booklet around for everyone to look at...


* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dinner was delicious. I blew the candles out that were on my 'Bugs Bunny' cake, then helpings of it, the red velvet cake with cream cheese icing, and the caramel cake (made by Carole under strict supervision, which turned out well) disappeared almost as fast as the doughnuts at the Police Station. Then everyone went home and my kids trooped off to bed, leaving me and Laura alone.
Laura said "I know we agreed that our upcoming trip would be our joint birthday present, but of course I got you something else." She handed me a box, which contained a Rolex wristwatch. Not an imitation, but a real-deal Rolex.
"Aw, thanks, honey." I said. Then, taking out my Police iPad, I said "Now... I need to show you something." I played the videos of the students marching up to the Mountain Nest, and around Police Headquarters. After explaining the context, I said "I think we need to stay up here at The Cabin, at least until next week, when the Wildcats game fervor dies down some."
"You really think it's a problem?" she replied. "I mean, students get rowdy, and they demonstrate because they think they're more important than they really are. But do you really think they're dangerous?"
I replied "Have you considered what they might do... if the Wildcats win the game?"
"You think they'd come up here?" Laura asked, her voice increasingly skeptical. "And if they did, can't the Police handle it?"
"That many students?" I replied. "And five to ten times more? And bitter and angry as hell? Plus, it'd be violent, and the Media would just love that..." I let my voice trail off.
"I don't see it. It's just a fucking football game." Laura said. "But if you think we'd be safer here, then we can stay up here... until next Tuesday."
"We'll cut your birthday cake there." I said. "You'll be 39 too, won't you?"
"Okay, you silver-tongued smooth talker." Laura said in a mollified voice.
"I don't know about you," I said, "but I know what I want for my birthday. Let's go to bed." We got up and headed upstairs, hand in hand...
Part 10 - Disaster
Friday, October 28th. The excitement for the big game was at a near-fever-pitch. Rallies had continued, with students lighting torches at the bonfire location and marching throughout Campus with them, including up the hill towards the (empty) Mountain Nest.
Two TCPD cruisers at the gate did not deter chants of, shall we say, sexual penetration upon the Wildcats, but the masked marchers soon left and went back down the road. The Officers in the vehicles reported that a KXTC camera was with the protesters the night before (Thursday), and that what appeared to be a Media drone had flown overhead at the same time.
The set of 'College Game Day' was being built on the Old Quad. They had wanted to build it on the front lawn of the Hospital, and offered to do an exposé on the Cancer Kids and Teresa's programs for helping them. Laura had denied them permission to set up, and said they should report on the Kids, and Teresa's good works, anyway. There would be no report on the Kids. Bastard Media.
At 9:00am, Lieutenant Mary Mahoney Milton was called into my office. To my surprise, Teresa came in with her.
"So what's going on with Rob Lawton?" I asked. "Did you bring him in on the material witness warrant?"
"We did not ask for the warrant, sir." Mary replied.
I gave her as much of an 'Evil Eye' as I could muster. "I am sure I told you to get that warrant. Why were my instructions not followed?"
"Give her a chance to explain, sir." Teresa said without a hint of trepidation in her voice.
"By all means." I said, looking at Mary.
Mary said "If we'd applied for the warrant, it might have been denied, and then we would be on shaky ground even trying to talk to him. If we had not found him, then we could've put out a BOLO on him and then asked for a warrant on much stronger grounds."
"I see your point." I said. "So did you find him?"
"Yes sir, we did. Yesterday afternoon." Mary said. "I asked Theo (Lt. Theo Washington) to send Joan Laurer and Kerry Ambrose to interview Lawton. He suggested Joan and Officer Jim Madison. They found Lawton at the Political Science Building on Campus, and interviewed him there."
Mary: "Mr. Lawton is a pretty smart guy, and told Joan and Jim straight out that he knew cops always knew more than they were letting on when they asked him if he'd seen Carmela recently. So Joan just got to the point and asked Lawton why he and Carmela had been organizing a march on Wednesday."
Mary: "Lawton denied it at first, saying it was just a spontaneous pep rally. Jim showed him the static cam photo we'd gotten, and Joan said that our people were amongst his, and we knew it was organized, not spontaneous. Lawton said 'So what?', then ended the interview."
"Pretty good job by them." I said. "Joan telling him that our people are embedded with his will sow distrust amongst those slugs. And I take it that Theo suggested Madison because he's White and Kerry is Black?"
"Officially, sir, it was to get Jim more experience interviewing witnesses and suspects." Mary replied. "But yes, Theo knows that Lawton is a Radical Leftist but thinks Blacks are not down enough with the struggle against the bourgeoise. In other words, yes sir, Lawton is a racist as Carmela, though they both pretend otherwise."
"You are spot-on in that analysis." I said. "Okay, good job by the good guys all the way around, including not getting the warrant. Just tell me the logic of it ahead of time next time, willya?"
Teresa said "Hopefully there won't be a next time... or they might think 39-year-olds are over the hill."
"I love my Team, I love my Team, I love my Team." I chanted. "See what I have to put up with, Mary?"
"Don't worry sir," Mary said, "no one thinks you're over the hill... except for the Police Boxing Matches!" Then she quickly said "I'll show myself out." and hastily exited the office.
Teresa stood up and said "If you'll excuse me, sir, I'm going to go and make sure our weekend security plan is being implemented. We're already starting to get a lot of people in for the game."
"Go ahead." I said absentmindedly, in a reverie.
Noting my quietness, Teresa said "Wow, you haven't even waved your crowbar in anyone's general direction. You really are worried about this game, aren't you?"
"The game? Nah." I said. "But I've just got a nagging bad feeling that something bad is coming my way. Something really bad."
"Well," Teresa said as she went to the door, "unless somebody dies or the Sheriff loses the Election, it'll be fixable."
"I hope so." I murmured,, but it was to her back as she left the office...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
9:00pm, Friday, October 28th. I was at Police Headquarters, in my office. With me was Cindy Ross. We were chomping down on a delicious pizza as we looked at video footage of several areas of Town.
Cindy said "Do you really think we'll get a glimpse of drug buys, even dime bags, that would suggest they're with the Smooth White Boys?"
"No." I replied. "But it helps to pass the time, and I'm seeing patterns in general."
Cindy said "You were right that we needed to stay here for the evening. That traffic is ridiculous, even if it is one of the biggest games in Bulldogs history."
I said "Yeah, and with the DUI checkpoints and triple the normal number of patrols, it's far easier to monitor things here."
"True." Cindy said, then asked "Is your family at The Cabin? Or did your wife get her feminist streak on and go back to the Mountain Nest in spite of your misogynist orders?"
"Heh. The Cabin." I said. "Paulina's there, and Tasha. But your Mom declined Molly's invitation to join them up there. What gives?"
"Tough Canadian woman says she'll be fine at home." said Cindy. "And Callie took Betsy and Ben down to my father's compound in Coltrane County, so Mom wouldn't be seeing them at The Cabin."
I peered over at my cousin. "Uncle Harvey's place, eh? You getting vibes, too?"
"Yeah, like I know you have." she said. I just nodded and got another slice of pizza, remembering the 'Cerone Rule' to never allow anything to ruin one's appetite.
As I ate, I was watching a camera feed in the Rio Linda neighborhood when I saw something odd. "Hey look." I said. "Ubiquitous white van. Says 'Jimmy's Plumbing and Repair' on the side." I pressed a button to get a still shot of it.
"Emergency at this hour on a Friday night?" Cindy replied. "He's gonna make some serious coin tonight." We watched as a tall white man in gray coveralls roll what looked like a large suitcase full of tools into one of the apartment buildings...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
10:30pm, Friday, October 28th. There were only a few pizza crumbs left on the Barker's table. Frieda Franklin and Susie Haskins had destroyed a large pizza between them, and the Barkers and Susie's mother had barely kept up.
Frieda's dog, the Redoubtable Barky, a Son of Bowser, was having fun with the girls as they played with him, and he lived up to his name quite a few times.
"Susie is adjusting pretty well to the impending divorce." said Mrs. Haskins as the adults watched the girls and the dog. "Martin (Mr. Haskins) was at home less and less, and it's as if she's growing up without a father."
"It's hard for a teenage girl not to have a father in the home." Mrs. Barker said. "I'm so glad we were able to take in Frieda and give her a good home after her parents died so horribly." (Author's note: 'Little Red Haired Girl', Ch. 02-03.) "So what are the terms of the divorce?"
Mrs. Haskins replied "I'm getting the house and a settlement for Susie's college fund, and Martin doesn't want any custody or even visitation rights. But he was adamant that there be no ongoing alimony, so I can't afford to keep the house. We don't need that much room, anyway, so I'll sell it."
A few minutes later, Mrs. Haskins said "Oh, look at the time! We have to be getting home. Susie, get ready to go home!"
"Okay, Mom." Susie said cheerfully. She politely thanked the Barkers for the pizza, hugged Frieda, petted Barky, who was protesting her leaving with many loud barks, and got into the shotgun seat of her mother's Toyota Camry.
"Wow, there's a lot of traffic." Mrs. Haskins said as they pulled out of the Barker's subdivision. "All the RVs and campers are on Riverside Drive, going to The Fairgrounds. I'm going to take the Bypass to get to the northside." She proceeded to do just that. The traffic was heavy, but moving, unlike the surface streets in Town.
"DUI checkpoint." Susie said as she saw the blue lightbars flashing ahead. They pulled into the line. When they got to the front, a tall, slender Officer approached.
"Hello, Mrs. Haskins. Hello, Susie." said Sergeant Hicks. "I have to check your driver's license, ma'am. No exceptions."
"Hi, Sergeant Hicks." Susie said. After Mrs. Haskins gave Hicks her document, he handed it back and waved them on.
"They're not playing around, are they?" Mrs. Haskins said. "Is the Iron Crowbar keeping a lid on the Bulldogs fans, being a Wildcat like he is?"
"No ma'am." said Susie. "It's probably Commander Croyle doing it. A drunk driver killed her sister, and she does not like people driving drunk."
"Ah yes, I heard that." said Susie's mom.
"There's so much excitement for the game." Susie said. Then she said "Barky is a great dog. Mom, do you think we can get a dog? I'm sure the Iron Crowbar will be able to get us one of Barky's siblings if we ask him."
Mrs. Haskins paused, then said "I don't know, Susie. We're going to be moving, and money is going to be very tight."
"I understand." Susie said.
Hearing the dejection in her daughter's voice, Mrs. Haskins said "I'm not saying 'no', though. Let's see where we move to, get settled in, and then we can talk about it."
"Okay!" Susie said, her voice much happier...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
The blue Charger was on the southern part of the Bypass, flying north at an illegal and unsafe rate of speed. The driver, Lawrence Watson, had been drinking with buddies at a meet-and-greet with extremely wealthy, powerful Bulldogs alumni and boosters at the Lake Ocheekobee Golf & Country Club, and had realized that they were going to be late for curfew if they didn't get back quickly.
Though there were many beautiful women there, including Lily Thai and Tiffany Clarkson, and many sober people, several football players, including Watson, decided to drive themselves home in a 'pack', like they'd done in the past.
As they drove up the University-Midtown Highway towards home, the audio text readers chirped that there was a checkpoint at the southern end of University Avenue, just like the week before. They quickly took the interchange onto the Bypass.
As they rounded the curve and went north, the audio chirped of a DUI checkpoint ahead. But unlike the week before, another texter warned that Riverside Drive was choked with traffic.
And then Lawrence Watson made a bold choice... and an arrogant one. Instead of turning off, he used the crossing to get on the wrong side of the road, going north in the southbound lanes!
The checkpoint locations were chosen because they were next to BOW Enterprises, and there was no place very close that one could turn off. But there was another reason: the median was paved, smooth, and flat, not grassy, muddy, hilly, or obstructed.
Because of the southbound checkpoint, there was not as much traffic, so Watson was able to approach the twin checkpoints from the rather unexpected direction, to put it mildly. And just as everyone realized what was happening, Watson zipped across the median back into the northbound lanes.
Two TCPD cruisers took off after the blue Charger, and speeds quickly escalated to 140 miles per hour as Watson desperately tried to get to North Street and ultimately the safety of the University Campus. He took the interchange exit and blew past traffic and the red light onto North Street, heading east...
* * * * * * * * * * * * * *
"I'm going to name the dog 'Ms. Veasley' if it's a girl dog." Susie said as they drove down North Street towards home. "After Mrs. Veasley." (Author's note: 'A Tiny Slip', Ch. 02-03, for the Mrs. Veasley story.)
Mrs. Haskins said nothing. She knew that, ultimately, 'Ms. Veasley' was a done deal. Susie would find a way...
She barely had time to see the flash of blue in her side vision, then the crunch of metal on metal. She reached her right hand in front of Susie to protect her daughter...
To be continued.
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